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Shrewsbury School, which Weyman attended as a boy
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This historical adventure novel was first published in 1890. It is set in sixteenth century Paris and concerns the adventures of three young brothers that are caught up in the persecution of the Huguenots, culminating in the terrible St. Bartholomews Day Massacre of 1572. Weyman had studied history at Oxford before becoming a lawyer (a profession he would leave in 1890 to become a full-time writer) and brings a wealth of historical detail to the tale. Although initially rejected by half-a-dozen publishers, the novel launched what was to become a successful career, eventually earning Weyman the title of prince of romance. 
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Painting by François Dubois illustrating the carnage of the St Bartholomews Day Massacre in 1572, during which thousands of French Protestants were murdered, probably at the instigation of the Catholic Royal family.


CHAPTER I.

WARE WOLF!

I had afterwards such good reason to look back upon and remember the events of that afternoon, that Catherines voice seems to ring in my brain even now. I can shut my eyes and see again, after all these years, what I saw then  just the blue summer sky, and one grey angle of the keep, from which a fleecy cloud was trailing like the smoke from a chimney. I could see no more because I was lying on my back, my head resting on my hands. Marie and Croisette, my brothers, were lying by me in exactly the same posture, and a few yards away on the terrace, Catherine was sitting on a stool Gil had brought out for her. It was the second Thursday in August, and hot. Even the jackdaws were silent. I had almost fallen asleep, watching my cloud grow longer and longer, and thinner and thinner, when Croisette, who cared for heat no more than a lizard, spoke up sharply, Mademoiselle, he said, why are you watching the Cahors road?

I had not noticed that she was doing so. But something in the keenness of Croisettes tone, taken perhaps with the fact that Catherine did not at once answer him, aroused me; and I turned to her. And lo! she was blushing in the most heavenly way, and her eyes were full of tears, and she looked at us adorably. And we all three sat up on our elbows, like three puppy dogs, and looked at her. And there was a long silence. And then she said quite simply to us, Boys, I am going to be married to M. de Pavannes.

I fell flat on my back and spread out my arms. Oh, Mademoiselle! I cried reproachfully.

Oh, Mademoiselle! cried Marie. And he fell flat on his back, and spread out his arms and moaned. He was a good brother, was Marie, and obedient.

And Croisette cried, Oh, mademoiselle! too. But he was always ridiculous in his ways. He fell flat on his back, and flopped his arms and squealed like a pig.

Yet he was sharp. It was he who first remembered our duty, and went to Catherine, cap in hand, where she sat half angry and half confused, and said with a fine redness in his cheeks, Mademoiselle de Caylus, our cousin, we give you joy, and wish you long life; and are your servants, and the good friends and aiders of M. de Pavannes in all quarrels, as

But I could not stand that. Not so fast, St. Croix de Caylus I said, pushing him aside  he was ever getting before me in those days  and taking his place. Then with my best bow I began, Mademoiselle, we give you joy and long life, and are your servants and the good friends and aiders of M. de Pavannes in all quarrels, as  as

As becomes the cadets of your house, suggested Croisette, softly.

As becomes the cadets of your house, I repeated. And then Catherine stood up and made me a low bow and we all kissed her hand in turn, beginning with me and ending with Croisette, as was becoming. Afterwards Catherine threw her handkerchief over her face  she was crying  and we three sat down, Turkish fashion, just where we were, and said Oh, Kit! very softly.

But presently Croisette had something to add. What will the Wolf say? he whispered to me.

Ah! To be sure! I exclaimed aloud. I had been thinking of myself before; but this opened quite another window. What will the Vidame say, Kit?

She dropped her kerchief from her face, and turned so pale that I was sorry I had spoken  apart from the kick Croisette gave me. Is M. de Bezers at his house? she asked anxiously.

Yes, Croisette answered. He came in last night from St. Antonin, with very small attendance.

The news seemed to set her fears at rest instead of augmenting them as I should have expected. I suppose they were rather for Louis de Pavannes, than for herself. Not unnaturally, too, for even the Wolf could scarcely have found it in his heart to hurt our cousin. Her slight willowy figure, her pale oval face and gentle brown eyes, her pleasant voice, her kindness, seemed to us boys and in those days, to sum up all that was womanly. We could not remember, not even Croisette the youngest of us  who was seventeen, a year junior to Marie and myself  we were twins  the time when we had not been in love with her.

But let me explain how we four, whose united ages scarce exceeded seventy years, came to be lounging on the terrace in the holiday stillness of that afternoon. It was the summer of 1572. The great peace, it will be remembered, between the Catholics and the Huguenots had not long been declared; the peace which in a day or two was to be solemnized, and, as most Frenchmen hoped, to be cemented by the marriage of Henry of Navarre with Margaret of Valois, the Kings sister. The Vicomte de Caylus, Catherines father and our guardian, was one of the governors appointed to see the peace enforced; the respect in which he was held by both parties  he was a Catholic, but no bigot, God rest his soul!  recommending him for this employment. He had therefore gone a week or two before to Bayonne, his province. Most of our neighbours in Quercy were likewise from home, having gone to Paris to be witnesses on one side or the other of the royal wedding. And consequently we young people, not greatly checked by the presence of good-natured, sleepy Madame Claude, Catherines duenna, were disposed to make the most of our liberty; and to celebrate the peace in our own fashion.

We were country-folk. Not one of us had been to Pau, much less to Paris. The Vicomte held stricter views than were common then, upon young peoples education; and though we had learned to ride and shoot, to use our swords and toss a hawk, and to read and write, we knew little more than Catherine herself of the world; little more of the pleasures and sins of court life, and not one-tenth as much as she did of its graces. Still she had taught us to dance and make a bow. Her presence had softened our manners; and of late we had gained something from the frank companionship of Louis de Pavannes, a Huguenot whom the Vicomte had taken prisoner at Moncontour and held to ransom. We were not, I think, mere clownish yokels.

But we were shy. We disliked and shunned strangers. And when old Gil appeared suddenly, while we were still chewing the melancholy cud of Kits announcement, and cried sepulchrally, M. le Vidame de Bezers to pay his respects to Mademoiselle!  Well, there was something like a panic, I confess!

We scrambled to our feet, muttering, The Wolf! The entrance at Caylus is by a ramp rising from the gateway to the level of the terrace. This sunken way is fenced by low walls so that one may not  when walking on the terrace  fall into it. Gil had spoken before his head had well risen to view, and this gave us a moment, just a moment. Croisette made a rush for the doorway into the house; but failed to gain it, and drew himself up behind a buttress of the tower, his finger on his lip. I am slow sometimes, and Marie waited for me, so that we had barely got to our legs  looking, I dare say, awkward and ungainly enough  before the Vidames shadow fell darkly on the ground at Catherines feet.

Mademoiselle! he said, advancing to her through the sunshine, and bending over her slender hand with a magnificent grace that was born of his size and manner combined, I rode in late last night from Toulouse; and I go to-morrow to Paris. I have but rested and washed off the stains of travel that I may lay my  ah!

He seemed to see us for the first time and negligently broke off in his compliment; raising himself and saluting us. Ah, he continued indolently, two of the maidens of Caylus, I see. With an odd pair of hands apiece, unless I am mistaken, Why do you not set them spinning, Mademoiselle? and he regarded us with that smile which  with other things as evil  had made him famous.

Croisette pulled horrible faces behind his back. We looked hotly at him; but could find nothing to say.

You grow red! he went on, pleasantly  the wretch!  playing with us as a cat does with mice. It offends your dignity, perhaps, that I bid Mademoiselle set you spinning? I now would spin at Mademoiselles bidding, and think it happiness!

We are not girls! I blurted out, with the flush and tremor of a boys passion. You had not called my godfather, Anne de Montmorenci a girl, M. le Vidame! For though we counted it a joke among ourselves that we all bore girls names, we were young enough to be sensitive about it.

He shrugged his shoulders. And how he dwarfed us all as he stood there dominating our terrace! M. de Montmorenci was a man, he said scornfully. M. Anne de Caylus is

And the villain deliberately turned his great back upon us, taking his seat on the low wall near Catherines chair. It was clear even to our vanity that he did not think us worth another word  that we had passed absolutely from his mind. Madame Claude came waddling out at the same moment, Gil carrying a chair behind her. And we  well we slunk away and sat on the other side of the terrace, whence we could still glower at the offender.

Yet who were we to glower at him? To this day I shake at the thought of him. It was not so much his height and bulk, though he was so big that the clipped pointed fashion of his beard a fashion then new at court  seemed on him incongruous and effeminate; nor so much the sinister glance of his grey eyes  he had a slight cast in them; nor the grim suavity of his manner, and the harsh threatening voice that permitted of no disguise. It was the sum of these things, the great brutal presence of the man  that was overpowering  that made the great falter and the poor crouch. And then his reputation! Though we knew little of the worlds wickedness, all we did know had come to us linked with his name. We had heard of him as a duellist, as a bully, an employer of bravos. At Jarnac he had been the last to turn from the shambles. Men called him cruel and vengeful even for those days  gone by now, thank God!  and whispered his name when they spoke of assassinations; saying commonly of him that he would not blench before a Guise, nor blush before the Virgin.

Such was our visitor and neighbour, Raoul de Mar, Vidame de Bezers. As he sat on the terrace, now eyeing us askance, and now paying Catherine a compliment, I likened him to a great cat before which a butterfly has all unwittingly flirted her prettiness. Poor Catherine! No doubt she had her own reasons for uneasiness; more reasons I fancy than I then guessed. For she seemed to have lost her voice. She stammered and made but poor replies; and Madame Claude being deaf and stupid, and we boys too timid after the rebuff we had experienced to fill the gap, the conversation languished. The Vidame was not for his part the man to put himself out on a hot day.

It was after one of these pauses  not the first but the longest  that I started on finding his eyes fixed on mine. More, I shivered. It is hard to describe, but there was a look in the Vidames eyes at that moment which I had never seen before. A look of pain almost: of dumb savage alarm at any rate. From me they passed slowly to Marie and mutely interrogated him. Then the Vidames glance travelled back to Catherine, and settled on her.

Only a moment before she had been but too conscious of his presence. Now, as it chanced by bad luck, or in the course of Providence, something had drawn her attention elsewhere. She was unconscious of his regard. Her own eyes were fixed in a far-away gaze. Her colour was high, her lips were parted, her bosom heaved gently.

The shadow deepened on the Vidames face. Slowly he took his eyes from hers, and looked northwards also.

Caylus Castle stands on a rock in the middle of the narrow valley of that name. The town clusters about the ledges of the rock so closely that when I was a boy I could fling a stone clear of the houses. The hills are scarcely five hundred yards distant on either side, rising in tamer colours from the green fields about the brook. It is possible from the terrace to see the whole valley, and the road which passes through it lengthwise. Catherines eyes were on the northern extremity of the defile, where the highway from Cahors descends from the uplands. She had been sitting with her face turned that way all the afternoon.

I looked that way too. A solitary horseman was descending the steep track from the hills.

Mademoiselle! cried the Vidame suddenly. We all looked up. His tone was such that the colour fled from Kits face. There was something in his voice she had never heard in any voice before  something that to a woman was like a blow. Mademoiselle, he snarled, is expecting news from Cahors, from her lover. I have the honour to congratulate M. de Pavannes on his conquest.

Ah! he had guessed it! As the words fell on the sleepy silence, an insult in themselves, I sprang to my feet, amazed and angry, yet astounded by his quickness of sight and wit. He must have recognized the Pavannes badge at that distance. M. le Vidame, I said indignantly  Catherine was white and voiceless M. le Vidame but there I stopped and faltered stammering. For behind him I could see Croisette; and Croisette gave me no sign of encouragement or support.

So we stood face to face for a moment; the boy and the man of the world, the stripling and the ROUE. Then the Vidame bowed to me in quite a new fashion. M. Anne de Caylus desires to answer for M. de Pavannes? he asked smoothly; with a mocking smoothness.

I understood what he meant. But something prompted me  Croisette said afterwards that it was a happy thought, though now I know the crisis to have been less serious than he fancied to answer, Nay, not for M. de Pavannes. Rather for my cousin. And I bowed. I have the honour on her behalf to acknowledge your congratulations, M. le Vidame. It pleases her that our nearest neighbour should also be the first outside the family to wish her well. You have divined truly in supposing that she will shortly be united to M. de Pavannes.

I suppose  for I saw the giants colour change and his lip quiver as I spoke  that his previous words had been only a guess. For a moment the devil seemed to be glaring through his eyes; and he looked at Marie and me as a wild animal at its keepers. Yet he maintained his cynical politeness in part. Mademoiselle desires my congratulations? he said, slowly, labouring with each word it seemed. She shall have them on the happy day. She shall certainly have them then. But these are troublous times. And Mademoiselles betrothed is I think a Huguenot, and has gone to Paris. Paris  well, the air of Paris is not good for Huguenots, I am told.

I saw Catherine shiver; indeed she was on the point of fainting, I broke in rudely, my passion getting the better of my fears. M. de Pavannes can take care of himself, believe me, I said brusquely.

Perhaps so, Bezers answered, his voice like the grating of steel on steel. But at any rate this will be a memorable day for Mademoiselle. The day on which she receives her first congratulations  she will remember it as long as she lives! Oh, yes, I will answer for that, M. Anne, he said looking brightly at one and another of us, his eyes more oblique than ever, Mademoiselle will remember it, I am sure!

It would be impossible to describe the devilish glance he flung at the poor sinking girl as he withdrew, the horrid emphasis he threw into those last words, the covert deadly threat they conveyed to the dullest ears. That he went then, was small mercy. He had done all the evil he could do at present. If his desire had been to leave fear behind him, he had certainly succeeded.

Kit crying softly went into the house; her innocent coquetry more than sufficiently punished already. And we three looked at one another with blank faces, It was clear that we had made a dangerous enemy, and an enemy at our own gates. As the Vidame had said, these were troublous times when things were done to men  ay, and to women and children  which we scarce dare to speak of now. I wish the Vicomte were here, Croisette said uneasily after we had discussed several unpleasant contingencies.

Or even Malines the steward, I suggested.

He would not be much good, replied Croisette.

And he is at St. Antonin, and will not be back this week. Father Pierre too is at Albi.

You do not think, said Marie, that he will attack us?

Certainly not! Croisette retorted with contempt. Even the Vidame would not dare to do that in time of peace. Besides, he has not half a score of men here, continued the lad, shrewdly, and counting old Gil and ourselves we have as many. And Pavannes always said that three men could hold the gate at the bottom of the ramp against a score. Oh, he will not try that!

Certainly not! I agreed. And so we crushed Marie. But for Louis de Pavannes

Catherine interrupted me. She came out quickly looking a different person; her face flushed with anger, her tears dried.

Anne! she cried, imperiously, what is the matter down below  will you see?

I had no difficulty in doing that. All the sounds of town life came up to us on the terrace. Lounging there we could hear the chaffering over the wheat measures in the cloisters of the market-square, the yell of a dog, the voice of a scold, the church bell, the watchmans cry. I had only to step to the wall to overlook it all. On this summer afternoon the town had been for the most part very quiet. If we had not been engaged in our own affairs we should have taken the alarm before, remarking in the silence the first beginnings of what was now a very respectable tumult. It swelled louder even as we stepped to the wall.

We could see  a bend in the street laying it open  part of the Vidames house; the gloomy square hold which had come to him from his mother. His own chateau of Bezers lay far away in Franche Comte, but of late he had shown a preference  Catherine could best account for it, perhaps  for this mean house in Caylus. It was the only house in the town which did not belong to us. It was known as the House of the Wolf, and was a grim stone building surrounding a courtyard. Rows of wolves heads carved in stone flanked the windows, whence their bare fangs grinned day and night at the church porch opposite.

The noise drew our eyes in this direction; and there lolling in a window over the door, looking out on the street with a laughing eye, was Bezers himself. The cause of his merriment  we had not far to look for it  was a horseman who was riding up the street under difficulties. He was reining in his steed  no easy task on that steep greasy pavement  so as to present some front to a score or so of ragged knaves who were following close at his heels, hooting and throwing mud and pebbles at him. The man had drawn his sword, and his oaths came up to us, mingled with shrill cries of VIVE LA MESSE! and half drowned by the clattering of the horses hoofs. We saw a stone strike him in the face, and draw blood, and heard him swear louder than before.

Oh! cried Catherine, clasping her hands with a sudden shriek of indignation, my letter! They will get my letter!

Death! exclaimed Croisette, She is right! It is M. de Pavannes courier! This must be stopped! We cannot stand this, Anne!

They shall pay dearly for it, by our Lady! I cried swearing myself. And in peace time too  the villains! Gil! Francis! I shouted, where are you?

And I looked round for my fowling piece, while Croisette jumped on the wall, and forming a trumpet with his hands, shrieked at the top of his voice, Back! he bears a letter from the Vicomte!

But the device did not succeed, and I could not find my gun. For a moment we were helpless, and before I could have fetched the gun from the house, the horseman and the hooting rabble at his heels, had turned a corner and were hidden by the roofs.

Another turn however would bring them out in front of the gateway, and seeing this we hurried down the ramp to meet them. I stayed a moment to tell Gil to collect the servants, and, this keeping me, Croisette reached the narrow street outside before me. As I followed him I was nearly knocked down by the rider, whose face was covered with, dirt and blood, while fright had rendered his horse unmanageable. Darting aside I let him pass  he was blinded and could not see me  and then found that Croisette  brave lad! had collared the foremost of the ruffians, and was beating him with his sheathed sword, while the rest of the rabble stood back, ashamed, yet sullen, and with anger in their eyes. A dangerous crew, I thought; not townsmen, most of them.

Down with the Huguenots! cried one, as I appeared, one bolder than the rest.

Down with the CANAILLE! I retorted, sternly eyeing the ill-looking ring. Will you set yourselves above the kings peace, dirt that you are? Go back to your kennels!

The words were scarcely out of my mouth, before I saw that the fellow whom Croisette was punishing had got hold of a dagger. I shouted a warning, but it came too late. The blade fell, and  thanks to God  striking the buckle of the lads belt, glanced off harmless. I saw the steel flash up again  saw the spite in the mans eyes: but this time I was a step nearer, and before the weapon fell, I passed my sword clean through the wretchs body. He went down like a log, Croisette falling with him, held fast by his stiffening fingers.

I had never killed a man before, nor seen a man die; and if I had stayed to think about it, I should have fallen sick perhaps. But it was no time for thought; no time for sickness. The crowd were close upon us, a line of flushed threatening faces from wall to wall. A single glance downwards told me that the man was dead, and I set my foot upon his neck. Hounds! Beasts! I cried, not loudly this time, for though I was like one possessed with rage, it was inward rage, go to your kennels! Will you dare to raise a hand against a Caylus? Go  or when the Vicomte returns, a dozen of you shall hang in the market-place!

I suppose I looked fierce enough  I know I felt no fear, only a strange exaltation  for they slunk away. Unwillingly, but with little delay the group melted, Bezers following  of whom I knew the dead man was one  the last to go. While I still glared at them, lo! the street was empty; the last had disappeared round the bend. I turned to find Gil and half-a-dozen servants standing with pale faces at my back. Croisette seized my hand with a sob. Oh, my lord, cried Gil, quaveringly. But I shook one off, I frowned at the other.

Take up this carrion! I said, touching it with my foot, And hang it from the justice-elm. And then close the gates! See to it, knaves, and lose no time.


CHAPTER II.

THE VIDAMES THREAT.

Croisette used to tell a story, of the facts of which I have no remembrance, save as a bad dream. He would have it that I left my pallet that night  I had one to myself in the summer, being the eldest, while he and Marie slept on another in the same room  and came to him and awoke him, sobbing and shaking and clutching him; and begging him in a fit of terror not to let me go. And that so I slept in his arms until morning. But as I have said, I do not remember anything of this, only that I had an ugly dream that night, and that when I awoke I was lying with him and Marie; so I cannot say whether it really happened.

At any rate, if I had any feeling of the kind it did not last long; on the contrary  it would be idle to deny it  I was flattered by the sudden respect, Gil and the servants showed me. What Catherine thought of the matter I could not tell. She had her letter and apparently found it satisfactory. At any rate we saw nothing of her. Madame Claude was busy boiling simples, and tending the messengers hurts. And it seemed natural that I should take command.

There could be no doubt  at any rate we had none that the assault on the courier had taken place at the Vidames instance. The only wonder was that he had not simply cut his throat and taken the letter. But looking back now it seems to me that grown men mingled some childishness with their cruelty in those days  days when the religious wars had aroused our worst passions. It was not enough to kill an enemy. It pleased people to make  I speak literally  a football of his head, to throw his heart to the dogs. And no doubt it had fallen in with the Vidames grim humour that the bearer of Pavannes first love letter should enter his mistresss presence, bleeding and plaistered with mud. And that the riff-raff about our own gates should have part in the insult.

Bezers wrath would be little abated by the issue of the affair, or the justice I had done on one of his men. So we looked well to bolts, and bars, and windows, although the castle is well-nigh impregnable, the smooth rock falling twenty feet at least on every side from the base of the walls. The gatehouse, Pavannes had shown us, might be blown up with gunpowder indeed, but we prepared to close the iron grating which barred the way half-way up the ramp. This done, even if the enemy should succeed in forcing an entrance he would only find himself caught in a trap  in a steep, narrow way exposed to a fire from the top of the flanking walls, as well as from the front. We had a couple of culverins, which the Vicomte had got twenty years before, at the time of the battle of St. Quentin. We fixed one of these at the head of the ramp, and placed the other on the terrace, where by moving it a few paces forward we could train it on Bezers house, which thus lay at our mercy.

Not that we really expected an attack. But we did not know what to expect or what to fear. We had not ten servants, the Vicomte having taken a score of the sturdiest lackeys and keepers to attend him at Bayonne. And we felt immensely responsible. Our main hope was that the Vidame would at once go on to Paris, and postpone his vengeance. So again and again we cast longing glances at the House of the Wolf hoping that each symptom of bustle heralded his departure.

Consequently it was a shock to me, and a great downfall of hopes, when Gil with a grave face came to me on the terrace and announced that M. le Vidame was at the gate, asking to see Mademoiselle.

It is out of the question that he should see her, the old servant added, scratching his head in grave perplexity.

Most certainly. I will see him instead, I answered stoutly. Do you leave Francis and another at the gate, Gil. Marie, keep within sight, lad. And let Croisette stay with me.

These preparations made  and they took up scarcely a moment  I met the Vidame at the head of the ramp. Mademoiselle de Caylus, I said, bowing, is, I regret to say, indisposed to-day, Vidame.

She will not see me? he asked, eyeing me very unpleasantly.

Her indisposition deprives her of the pleasure, I answered with an effort. He was certainly a wonderful man, for at sight of him, three-fourths of my courage, and all my importance, oozed out at the heels of my boots.

She will not see me. Very well, he replied, as if I had not spoken. And the simple words sounded like a sentence of death. Then, M. Anne, I have a crow to pick with you. What compensation do you propose to make for the death of my servant? A decent, quiet fellow, whom you killed yesterday, poor man, because his enthusiasm for the true faith carried him away a little.

Whom I killed because he drew a dagger on M. St. Croix de Caylus at the Vicomtes gate, I answered steadily. I had thought about this of course and was ready for it. You are aware, M. de Bezers, I continued, that the Vicomte has jurisdiction extending to life and death over all persons within the valley?

My household excepted, he rejoined quietly.

Precisely; while they are within the curtilage of your house, I retorted. However as the punishment was summary, and the man had no time to confess himself, I am willing to

Well?

To pay Father Pierre to say ten masses for his soul.

The way the Vidame received this surprised me. He broke into boisterous laughter. By our Lady, my friend, he cried with rough merriment, but you are a joker! You are indeed. Masses? Why the man was a Protestant!

And that startled me more than anything which had gone before; more indeed than I can explain. For it seemed to prove that this man, laughing his unholy laugh was not like other men. He did not pick and choose his servants for their religion. He was sure that the Huguenot would stone his fellow at his bidding; the Catholic cry Vive Coligny! I was so completely taken aback that I found no words to answer him, and it was Croisette who said smartly, Then how about his enthusiasm for the true faith, M. le Vidame?

The true faith, he answered for my servants is my faith. Then a thought seemed to strike him. What is more. he continued slowly, that it is the true and only faith for all, thousands will learn before the world is ten days older. Bear my words in mind, boy! They will come back to you. And now hear me, he went on in his usual tone, I am anxious to accommodate a neighbour. It goes without saying that I would not think of putting you, M. Anne, to any trouble for the sake of that rascal of mine. But my people will expect something. Let the plaguy fellow who caused all this disturbance be given up to me, that I may hang him; and let us cry quits.

That is impossible! I answered coolly. I had no need to ask what he meant. Give up Pavannes messenger indeed! Never!

He regarded me  unmoved by my refusal  with a smile under which I chafed, while I was impotent to resent it. Do not build too much on a single blow, young gentleman, he said, shaking his head waggishly. I had fought a dozen times when I was your age. However, I understand that you refuse to give me satisfaction?

In the mode you mention, certainly, I replied. But

Bah! he exclaimed with a sneer, business first and pleasure afterwards! Bezers will obtain satisfaction in his own way, I promise you that! And at his own time. And it will not be on unfledged bantlings like you. But what is this for? And he rudely kicked the culverin which apparently he had not noticed before, So! so! understand, he continued, casting a sharp glance at one and another of us. You looked to be besieged! Why you, booby, there is the shoot of your kitchen midden, twenty feet above the roof of old Fretis store! And open, I will be sworn! Do you think that I should have come this way while there was a ladder in Caylus! Did you take the wolf for a sheep?

With that he turned on his heel, swaggering away in the full enjoyment of his triumph. For a triumph it was. We stood stunned; ashamed to look one another in the face. Of course the shoot was open. We remembered now that it was, and we were so sorely mortified by his knowledge and our folly, that I failed in my courtesy, and did not see him to the gate, as I should have done. We paid for that later.

He is the devil in person! I exclaimed angrily, shaking my fist at the House of the Wolf, as I strode up and down impatiently. I hate him worse!

So do I! said Croisette, mildly. But that he hates us is a matter of more importance. At any rate we will close the shoot.

Wait a moment! I replied, as after another volley of complaints directed at our visitor, the lad was moving off to see to it. What is going on down there?

Upon my word, I believe he is leaving us! Croisette rejoined sharply.

For there was a noise of hoofs below us, clattering on the pavement. Half-a-dozen horsemen were issuing from the House of the Wolf, the ring of their bridles and the sound of their careless voices coming up to us through the clear morning air Bezers valet, whom we knew by sight, was the last of them. He had a pair of great saddle-bags before him, and at sight of these we uttered a glad exclamation. He is going! I murmured, hardly able to believe my eyes. He is going after all!

Wait! Croisette answered drily.

But I was right. We had not to wait long. He WAS going. In another moment he came out himself, riding a strong iron-grey horse: and we could see that he had holsters to his saddle. His steward was running beside him, to take I suppose his last orders. A cripple, whom the bustle had attracted from his usual haunt, the church porch, held up his hand for alms. The Vidame as he passed, cut him savagely across the face with his whip, and cursed him audibly.

May the devil take him! exclaimed Croisette in just rage. But I said nothing, remembering that the cripple was a particular pet of Catherines. I thought instead of an occasion, not so very long ago, when the Vicomte being at home, we had had a great hawking party. Bezers and Catherine had ridden up the street together, and Catherine giving the cripple a piece of money, Bezers had flung to him all his share of the game. And my heart sank.

Only for a moment, however. The man was gone; or was going at any rate. We stood silent and motionless, all watching, until, after what seemed a long interval, the little party of seven became visible on the white road far below us  to the northward, and moving in that direction. Still we watched them, muttering a word to one another, now and again, until presently the riders slackened their pace, and began to ascend the winding track that led to the hills and Cahors; and to Paris also, if one went far enough.

Then at length with a loud Whoop! we dashed across the terrace, Croisette leading, and so through the courtyard to the parlour; where we arrived breathless. He is off! Croisette cried shrilly. He has started for Paris! And bad luck go with him! And we all flung up our caps and shouted.

But no answer, such as we expected, came from the women folk. When we picked up our caps, and looked at Catherine, feeling rather foolish, she was staring at us with a white face and great scornful eyes. Fools! she said. Fools!

And that was all. But it was enough to take me aback. I had looked to see her face lighten at our news; instead it wore an expression I had never seen on it before. Catherine, so kind and gentle, calling us fools! And without cause! I did not understand it. I turned confusedly to Croisette. He was looking at her, and I saw that he was frightened. As for Madame Claude, she was crying in the corner. A presentiment of evil made my heart sink like lead. What had happened?

Fools! my cousin repeated with exceeding bitterness, her foot tapping the parquet unceasingly. Do you think he would have stooped to avenge himself on YOU? On you! Or that he could hurt me one hundredth part as much here as  as She broke off stammering. Her scorn faltered for an instant. Bah! he is a man! He knows! she exclaimed superbly, her chin in the air, but you are boys. You do not understand!

I looked amazedly at this angry woman. I had a difficulty in associating her with my cousin. As for Croisette, he stepped forward abruptly, and picked up a white object which was lying at her feet.

Yes, read it! she cried, read it! Ah! and she clenched her little hand, and in her passion struck the oak table beside her, so that a stain of blood sprang out on her knuckles. Why did you not kill him? Why did you not do it when you had the chance? You were three to one, she hissed. You had him in your power! You could have killed him, and you did not! Now he will kill me!

Madame Claude muttered something tearfully; something about Pavannes and the saints. I looked over Croisettes shoulder, and read the letter. It began abruptly without any term of address, and ran thus, I have a mission in Paris, Mademoiselle, which admits of no delay, your mission, as well as my own  to see Pavannes. You have won his heart. It is yours, and I will bring it you, or his right hand in token that he has yielded up his claim to yours. And to this I pledge myself.

The thing bore no signature. It was written in some red fluid  blood perhaps  a mean and sorry trick! On the outside was scrawled a direction to Mademoiselle de Caylus. And the packet was sealed with the Vidames crest, a wolfs head.

The coward! the miserable coward! Croisette cried. He was the first to read the meaning of the thing. And his eyes were full of tears  tears of rage.

For me I was angry exceedingly. My veins seemed full of fire, as I comprehended the mean cruelty which could thus torture a girl.

Who delivered this? I thundered. Who gave it to Mademoiselle? How did it reach her hands? Speak, some one!

A maid, whimpering in the background, said that Francis had given it to her to hand to Mademoiselle.

I ground my teeth together, while Marie, unbidden, left the room to seek Francis  and a stirrup leather. The Vidame had brought the note in his pocket no doubt, rightly expecting that he would not get an audience of my cousin. Returning to the gate alone he had seen his opportunity, and given the note to Francis, probably with a small fee to secure its transmission.

Croisette and I looked at one another, apprehending all this. He will sleep at Cahors to-night, I said sullenly.

The lad shook his head and answered in a low voice, I am afraid not. His horses are fresh. I think he will push on. He always travels quickly. And now you know

I nodded, understanding only too well.

Catherine had flung herself into a chair. Her arms lay nerveless on the table. Her face was hidden in them. But now, overhearing us, or stung by some fresh thought, she sprang to her feet in anguish. Her face twitched, her form seemed to stiffen as she drew herself up like one in physical pain. Oh, I cannot bear it! she cried to us in dreadful tones. Oh, will no one do anything? I will go to him! I will tell him I will give him up! I will do whatever he wishes if he will only spare him!

Croisette went from the room crying. It was a dreadful sight for us  this girl in agony. And it was impossible to reassure her! Not one of us doubted the horrible meaning of the note, its covert threat. Civil wars and religious hatred, and I fancy Italian modes of thought, had for the time changed our countrymen to beasts. Far more dreadful things were done then than this which Bezers threatened  even if he meant it literally  far more dreadful things were suffered. But in the fiendish ingenuity of his vengeance on her, the helpless, loving woman, I thought Raoul de Bezers stood alone. Alas! it fares ill with the butterfly when the cat has struck it down. Ill indeed!

Madame Claude rose and put her arms round the girl, dismissing me by a gesture. I went out, passing through two or three scared servants, and made at once for the terrace. I felt as if I could only breathe there. I found Marie and St. Croix together, silent, the marks of tears on their faces. Our eyes met and they told one tale.

We all spoke at the same time. When? we said. But the others looked to me for an answer.

I was somewhat sobered by that, and paused to consider before I replied. At daybreak to-morrow, I decided presently. It is an hour after noon already. We want money, and the horses are out. It will take an hour to bring them in. After that we might still reach Cahors to-night, perhaps; but more haste less speed you know. At daybreak to-morrow we will start.

They nodded assent.

It was a great thing we meditated. No less than to go to Paris  the unknown city so far beyond the hills  and seek out M. de Pavannes, and warn him. It would be a race between the Vidame and ourselves; a race for the life of Kits suitor. Could we reach Paris first, or even within twenty-four hours of Bezers arrival, we should in all probability be in time, and be able to put Pavannes on his guard. It had been the first thought of all of us, to take such men as we could get together and fall upon Bezers wherever we found him, making it our simple object to kill him. But the lackeys M. le Vicomte had left with us, the times being peaceful and the neighbours friendly, were poor-spirited fellows. Bezers handful, on the contrary, were reckless Swiss riders  like master, like men. We decided that it would be wiser simply to warn Pavannes, and then stand by him if necessary.

We might have despatched a messenger. But our servants  Gil excepted, and he was too old to bear the journey  were ignorant of Paris. Nor could any one of them be trusted with a mission so delicate. We thought of Pavannes courier indeed. But he was a Rochellois, and a stranger to the capital. There was nothing for it but to go ourselves.

Yet we did not determine on this adventure with light hearts, I remember. Paris loomed big and awesome in the eyes of all of us. The glamour of the court rather frightened than allured us. We felt that shrinking from contact with the world which a country life engenders, as well as that dread of seeming unlike other people which is peculiar to youth. It was a great plunge, and a dangerous which we meditated. And we trembled. If we had known more  especially of the future  we should have trembled more.

But we were young, and with our fears mingled a delicious excitement. We were going on an adventure of knight errantry in which we might win our spurs. We were going to see the world and play mens parts in it! to save a friend and make our mistress happy!

We gave our orders. But we said nothing to Catherine or Madame Claude; merely bidding Gil tell them after our departure. We arranged for the immediate despatch of a message to the Vicomte at Bayonne, and charged Gil until he should hear from him to keep the gates closed, and look well to the shoot of the kitchen midden. Then, when all was ready, we went to our pallets, but it was with hearts throbbing with excitement and wakeful eyes.

Anne! Anne! said Croisette, rising on his elbow and speaking to me some three hours later, what do you think the Vidame meant this morning when he said that about the ten days?

What about the ten days? I asked peevishly. He had roused me just when I was at last falling asleep.

About the world seeing that his was the true faith  in ten days?

I am sure I do not know. For goodness sake let us go to sleep, I replied. For I had no patience with Croisette, talking such nonsense, when we had our own business to think about.


CHAPTER III.

THE ROAD TO PARIS.

The sun had not yet risen above the hills when we three with a single servant behind us drew rein at the end of the valley; and easing our horses on the ascent, turned in the saddle to take a last look at Caylus  at the huddled grey town, and the towers above it. A little thoughtful we all were, I think. The times were rough and our errand was serious. But youth and early morning are fine dispellers of care; and once on the uplands we trotted gaily forward, now passing through wide glades in the sparse oak forest, where the trees all leaned one way, now over bare, wind-swept downs; or once and again descending into a chalky bottom, where the stream bubbled through deep beds of fern, and a lonely farmhouse nestled amid orchards.

Four hours riding, and we saw below us Cahors, filling the bend of the river. We cantered over the Vallandre Bridge, which there crosses the Lot, and so to my uncles house of call in the square. Here we ordered breakfast, and announced with pride that we were going to Paris.

Our host raised his hands. Now there! he exclaimed, regret in his voice. And if you had arrived yesterday you could have travelled up with the Vidame de Bezers! And you a small party  saving your lordships presence  and the roads but so-so!

But the Vidame was riding with only half-a-dozen attendants also! I answered, flicking my boot in a careless way.

The landlord shook his head. Ah, M. le Vidame knows the world! he answered shrewdly. He is not to be taken off his guard, not he! One of his men whispered me that twenty staunch fellows would join him at Chateauroux. They say the wars are over, but  and the good man, shrugging his shoulders, cast an expressive glance at some fine flitches of bacon which were hanging in his chimney. However, your lordships know better than I do, he added briskly. I am a poor man. I only wish to live at peace with my neighbours, whether they go to mass or sermon.

This was a sentiment so common in those days and so heartily echoed by most men of substance both in town and country, that we did not stay to assent to it; but having received from the worthy fellow a token which would insure our obtaining fresh cattle at Limoges, we took to the road again, refreshed in body, and with some food for thought.

Five-and-twenty attendants were more than even such a man as Bezers, who had many enemies, travelled with in those days; unless accompanied by ladies. That the Vidame had provided such a reinforcement seemed to point to a wider scheme than the one with which we had credited him. But we could not guess what his plans were; since he must have ordered his people before he heard of Catherines engagement. Either his jealousy therefore had put him on the alert earlier, or his threatened attack on Pavannes was only part of a larger plot. In either case our errand seemed more urgent, but scarcely more hopeful.

The varied sights and sounds however of the road  many of them new to us  kept us from dwelling over much on this. Our eyes were young, and whether it was a pretty girl lingering behind a troop of gipsies, or a pair of strollers from Valencia  JONGLEURS they still called themselves  singing in the old dialect of Provence, or a Norman horse-dealer with his string of cattle tied head and tail, or the Puy de Dome to the eastward over the Auvergne hills, or a tattered old soldier wounded in the wars  fighting for either side, according as their lordships inclined  we were pleased with all.

Yet we never forgot our errand. We never I think rose in the morning  too often stiff and sore  without thinking To-day or to-morrow or the next day as the case might be we shall make all right for Kit! For Kit! Perhaps it was the purest enthusiasm we were ever to feel, the least selfish aim we were ever to pursue. For Kit!

Meanwhile we met few travellers of rank on the road. Half the nobility of France were still in Paris enjoying the festivities which were being held to mark the royal marriage. We obtained horses where we needed them without difficulty. And though we had heard much of the dangers of the way, infested as it was said to be by disbanded troopers, we were not once stopped or annoyed.

But it is not my intention to chronicle all the events of this my first journey, though I dwell on them with pleasure; or to say what I thought of the towns, all new and strange to me, through which we passed. Enough that we went by way of Limoges, Chateauroux and Orleans, and that at Chateauroux we learned the failure of one hope we had formed. We had thought that Bezers when joined there by his troopers would not be able to get relays; and that on this account we might by travelling post overtake him; and possibly slip by him between that place and Paris. But we learned at Chateauroux that his troop had received fresh orders to go to Orleans and await him there; the result being that he was able to push forward with relays so far. He was evidently in hot haste. For leaving there with his horses fresh he passed through Angerville, forty miles short of Paris, at noon, whereas we reached it on the evening of the same day  the sixth after leaving Caylus.

We rode into the yard of the inn  a large place, seeming larger in the dusk  so tired that we could scarcely slip from our saddles. Jean, our servant, took the four horses, and led them across to the stables, the poor beasts hanging their heads, and following meekly. We stood a moment stamping our feet, and stretching our legs. The place seemed in a bustle, the clatter of pans and dishes proceeding from the windows over the entrance, with a glow of light and the sound of feet hurrying in the passages. There were men too, half-a-dozen or so standing at the doors of the stables, while others leaned from the windows. One or two lanthorns just kindled glimmered here and there in the semi-darkness; and in a corner two smiths were shoeing a horse.

We were turning from all this to go in, when we heard Jeans voice raised in altercation, and thinking our rustic servant had fallen into trouble, we walked across to the stables near which he and the horses were still lingering. Well, what is it? I said sharply.

They say that there is no room for the horses, Jean answered querulously, scratching his head; half sullen, half cowed, a country servant all over.

And there is not! cried the foremost of the gang about the door, hastening to confront us in turn. His tone was insolent, and it needed but half an eye to see that his fellows were inclined to back him up. He stuck his arms akimbo and faced us with an impudent smile. A lanthorn on the ground beside him throwing an uncertain light on the group, I saw that they all wore the same badge.

Come, I said sternly, the stables are large, and your horses cannot fill them. Some room must be found for mine.

To be sure! Make way for the king! he retorted. While one jeered VIVE LE ROI! and the rest laughed. Not good-humouredly, but with a touch of spitefulness.

Quarrels between gentlemens servants were as common then as they are to-day. But the masters seldom condescended to interfere. Let the fellows fight it out, was the general sentiment. Here, however, poor Jean was over-matched, and we had no choice but to see to it ourselves.

Come, men, have a care that you do not get into trouble, I urged, restraining Croisette by a touch, for I by no means wished to have a repetition of the catastrophe which had happened at Caylus. These horses belong to the Vicomte de Caylus. If your master be a friend of his, as may very probably be the case, you will run the risk of getting into trouble.

I thought I heard, as I stopped speaking, a subdued muttering, and fancied I caught the words, PAPEGOT! Down with the Guises! But the spokesmans only answer aloud was Cock-a-doodle-doo! Cock-a-doodle-doo! he repeated, flapping his arms in defiance. Here is a cock of a fine hackle! And so on, and so forth, while he turned grinning to his companions, looking for their applause.

I was itching to chastise him, and yet hesitating, lest the thing should have its serious side, when a new actor appeared. Shame, you brutes! cried a shrill voice above us in the clouds it seemed. I looked up, and saw two girls, coarse and handsome, standing at a window over the stable, a light between them. For shame! Dont you see that they are mere children? Let them be, cried one.

The men laughed louder than ever; and for me, I could not stand by and be called a child. Come here, I said, beckoning to the man in the doorway. Come here, you rascal, and I will give you the thrashing you deserve for speaking to a gentleman!

He lounged forward, a heavy fellow, taller than myself and six inches wider at the shoulders. My heart failed me a little as I measured him. But the thing had to be done. If I was slight, I was wiry as a hound, and in the excitement had forgotten my fatigue. I snatched from Marie a loaded riding-whip he carried, and stepped forward.

Have a care, little man! cried the girl gaily  yet half in pity, I think. Or that fat pig will kill you!

My antagonist did not join in the laugh this time. Indeed it struck me that his eye wandered and that he was not so ready to enter the ring as his mates were to form it. But before I could try his mettle, a hand was laid on my shoulder. A man appearing from I do not know where  from the dark fringe of the group, I suppose  pushed me aside, roughly, but not discourteously.

Leave this to me! he said, coolly stepping before me. Do not dirty your hands with the knave, master. I am pining for work and the job will just suit me! I will fit him for the worms before the nuns above can say an AVE!

I looked at the newcomer. He was a stout fellow; not over tall, nor over big; swarthy, with prominent features. The plume of his bonnet was broken, but he wore it in a rakish fashion; and altogether he swaggered with so dare-devil an air, clinking his spurs and swinging out his long sword recklessly, that it was no wonder three or four of the nearest fellows gave back a foot.

Come on! he cried, boisterously, forming a ring by the simple process of sweeping his blade from side to side, while he made the dagger in his left hand flash round his head. Who is for the game? Who will strike a blow for the little Admiral? Will you come one, two, three at once; or all together? Anyway, come on, you And he closed his challenge with a volley of frightful oaths, directed at the group opposite.

It is no quarrel of yours, said the big man, sulkily; making no show of drawing his sword, but rather drawing back himself.

All quarrels are my quarrels! and no quarrels are your quarrels. That is about the truth, I fancy! was the smart retort; which our champion rendered more emphatic by a playful lunge that caused the big bully to skip again.

There was a loud laugh at this, even among the enemys backers. Bah, the great pig! ejaculated the girl above. Spit him! and she spat down on the whilom Hector  who made no great figure now.

Shall I bring you a slice of him, my dear? asked my rakehelly friend, looking up and making his sword play round the shrinking wretch. Just a tit-bit, my love? he added persuasively. A mouthful of white liver and caper sauce?

Not for me, the beast! the girl cried, amid the laughter of the yard.

Not a bit? If I warrant him tender? Ladies meat?

Bah! no! and she stolidly spat down again.

Do you hear? The lady has no taste for you, the tormentor cried. Pig of a Gascon! And deftly sheathing his dagger, he seized the big coward by the ear, and turning him round, gave him a heavy kick which sent him spinning over a bucket, and down against the wall. There the bully remained, swearing and rubbing himself by turns; while the victor cried boastfully, Enough of him. If anyone wants to take up his quarrel, Blaise Bure is his man. If not, let us have an end of it. Let someone find stalls for the gentlemens horses before they catch a chill; and have done with it. As for me, he added, and then he turned to us and removed his hat with an exaggerated flourish, I am your lordships servant to command.

I thanked him with a heartiness, half-earnest, half-assumed. His cloak was ragged, his trunk hose, which had once been fine enough, were stained, and almost pointless, He swaggered inimitably, and had led-captain written large upon him. But he had done us a service, for Jean had no further trouble about the horses. And besides one has a natural liking for a brave man, and this man was brave beyond question.

You are from Orleans, he said respectfully enough, but as one asserting a fact, not asking a question.

Yes, I answered, somewhat astonished, Did you see us come in?

No, but I looked at your boots, gentlemen, he replied. White dust, north; red dust, south. Do you see?

Yes, I see, I said, with admiration. You must have been brought up in a sharp school, M. Bure.

Sharp masters make sharp scholars, he replied, grinning. And that answer I had occasion to remember afterwards.

You are from Orleans, also? I asked, as we prepared to go in.

Yes, from Orleans too, gentlemen. But earlier in the day. With letters  letters of importance! And bestowing something like a wink of confidence on us, he drew himself up, looked sternly at the stable-folk, patted himself twice on the chest, and finally twirled his moustaches, and smirked at the girl above, who was chewing straws.

I thought it likely enough that we might find it hard to get rid of him. But this was not so. After listening with gratification to our repeated thanks, he bowed with the same grotesque flourish, and marched off as grave as a Spaniard, humming  

Ce petit homme tant joli!
Qui toujours cause et toujours rit,
Qui toujours baise sa mignonne,
Dieu gard de mal ce petit homme!

On our going in, the landlord met us politely, but with curiosity, and a simmering of excitement also in his manner. From Paris, my lords? he asked, rubbing his hands and bowing low. Or from the south?

From the south, I answered. From Orleans, and hungry and tired, Master Host.

Ah! he replied, disregarding the latter part of my answer, while his little eyes twinkled with satisfaction. Then I dare swear, my lords, you have not heard the news? He halted in the narrow passage, and lifting the candle he carried, scanned our faces closely, as if he wished to learn something about us before he spoke.

News! I answered brusquely, being both tired, and as I had told him, hungry. We have heard none, and the best you can give us will be that our supper is ready to be served.

But even this snub did not check his eagerness to tell his news. The Admiral de Coligny, he said, breathlessly, you have not heard what has happened to him?

To the admiral? No, what? I inquired rapidly. I was interested at last.

For a moment let me digress. The few of my age will remember, and the many younger will have been told, that at this time the Italian queen-mother was the ruling power in France. It was Catharine de Medicis first object to maintain her influence over Charles the Ninth  her son; who, ricketty, weak, and passionate, was already doomed to an early grave. Her second, to support the royal power by balancing the extreme Catholics against the Huguenots. For the latter purpose she would coquet first with one party, then with the other. At the present moment she had committed herself more deeply than was her wont to the Huguenots. Their leaders, the Admiral Gaspard de Coligny, the King of Navarre, and the Prince of Conde, were supposed to be high in favour, while the chiefs of the other party, the Duke of Guise, and the two Cardinals of his house, the Cardinal of Lorraine and the Cardinal of Guise, were in disgrace; which, as it seemed, even their friend at court, the queens favourite son, Henry of Anjou, was unable to overcome.

Such was the outward aspect of things in August, 1572, but there were not wanting rumours that already Coligny, taking advantage of the footing given him, had gained an influence over the young king, which threatened Catharine de Medici herself. The admiral, therefore, to whom the Huguenot half of France had long looked as to its leader, was now the object of the closest interest to all; the Guise faction, hating him  as the alleged assassin of the Duke of Guise  with an intensity which probably was not to be found in the affection of his friends, popular with the latter as he was.

Still, many who were not Huguenots had a regard for him as a great Frenchman and a gallant soldier. We  though we were of the old faith, and the other side  had heard much of him, and much good. The Vicomte had spoken of him always as a great man, a man mistaken, but brave, honest and capable in his error. Therefore it was that when the landlord mentioned him, I forgot even my hunger.

He was shot, my lords, as he passed through the Rue des Fosses, yesterday, the man declared with bated breath. It is not known whether he will live or die. Paris is in an uproar, and there are some who fear the worst.

But, I said doubtfully, who has dared to do this? He had a safe conduct from the king himself.

Our host did not answer; shrugging his shoulders instead, he opened the door, and ushered us into the eating-room.

Some preparations for our meal had already been made at one end of the long board. At the other was seated a man past middle age; richly but simply dressed. His grey hair, cut short about a massive head, and his grave, resolute face, square-jawed, and deeply-lined, marked him as one to whom respect was due apart from his clothes. We bowed to him as we took our seats.

He acknowledged the salute, fixing us a moment with a penetrating glance; and then resumed his meal. I noticed that his sword and belt were propped against a chair at his elbow, and a dag, apparently loaded, lay close to his hand by the candlestick. Two lackeys waited behind his chair, wearing the badge we had remarked in the inn yard.

We began to talk, speaking in low tones that we might not disturb him. The attack on Coligny had, if true, its bearing on our own business. For if a Huguenot so great and famous and enjoying the kings special favour still went in Paris in danger of his life, what must be the risk that such an one as Pavannes ran? We had hoped to find the city quiet. If instead it should be in a state of turmoil Bezers chances were so much the better; and ours  and Kits, poor Kits  so much the worse.

Our companion had by this time finished his supper. But he still sat at table, and seemed to be regarding us with some curiosity. At length he spoke. Are you going to Paris, young gentlemen? he asked, his tone harsh and high-pitched.

We answered in the affirmative. To-morrow? he questioned.

Yes, we answered; and expected him to continue the conversation. But instead he became silent, gazing abstractedly at the table; and what with our meal, and our own talk we had almost forgotten him again, when looking up, I found him at my elbow, holding out in silence a small piece of paper.

I started his face was so grave. But seeing that there were half-a-dozen guests of a meaner sort at another table close by, I guessed that he merely wished to make a private communication to us; and hastened to take the paper and read it. It contained a scrawl of four words only  

Va chasser lIdole.

No more. I looked at him puzzled; able to make nothing out of it. St. Croix wrinkled his brow over it with the same result. It was no good handing it to Marie, therefore.

You do not understand? the stranger continued, as he put the scrap of paper back in his pouch.

No, I answered, shaking my head. We had all risen out of respect to him, and were standing a little group about him.

Just so; it is all right then, he answered, looking at us as it seemed to me with grave good-nature. It is nothing. Go your way. But  I have a son yonder not much younger than you, young gentlemen. And if you had understood, I should have said to you, Do not go! There are enough sheep for the shearer!

He was turning away with this oracular saying when Croisette touched his sleeve. Pray can you tell us if it be true, the lad said eagerly, that the Admiral de Coligny was wounded yesterday?

It is true, the other answered, turning his grave eyes on his questioner, while for a moment his stern look failed him, It is true, my boy, he added with an air of strange solemnity. Whom the Lord loveth, He chasteneth. And, God forgive me for saying it, whom He would destroy, He first maketh mad.

He had gazed with peculiar favour at Croisettes girlish face, I thought: Marie and I were dark and ugly by the side of the boy. But he turned from him now with a queer, excited gesture, thumping his gold-headed cane on the floor. He called his servants in a loud, rasping voice, and left the room in seeming anger, driving them before him, the one carrying his dag, and the other, two candles.

When I came down early next morning, the first person I met was Blaise Bure. He looked rather fiercer and more shabby by daylight than candlelight. But he saluted me respectfully; and this, since it was clear that he did not respect many people, inclined me to regard him with favour. It is always so, the more savage the dog, the more highly we prize its attentions. I asked him who the Huguenot noble was who had supped with us. For a Huguenot we knew he must be.

The Baron de Rosny, he answered; adding with a sneer, He is a careful man! If they were all like him, with eyes on both sides of his head and a dag by his candle  well, my lord, there would be one more king in France  or one less! But they are a blind lot: as blind as bats. He muttered something farther in which I caught the word to-night. But I did not hear it all; or understand any of it.

Your lordships are going to Paris? he resumed in a different tone. When I said that we were, he looked at me in a shamefaced way, half timid, half arrogant. I have a small favour to ask of you then, he said. I am going to Paris myself. I am not afraid of odds, as you have seen. But the roads will be in a queer state if there be anything on foot in the city, and  well, I would rather ride with you gentlemen than alone.

You are welcome to join us, I said. But we start in half-an-hour. Do you know Paris well?

As well as my sword-hilt, he replied briskly, relieved I thought by my acquiescence, And I have known that from my breeching. If you want a game at PAUME, or a pretty girl to kiss, I can put you in the way for the one or the other.

The half rustic shrinking from the great city which I felt, suggested to me that our swashbuckling friend might help us if he would. Do you know M. de Pavannes? I asked impulsively, Where he lives in Paris, I mean?

M. Louis de Pavannes? quoth he.

Yes.

I know he replied slowly, rubbing his chin and looking at the ground in thought where he had his lodgings in town a while ago, before  Ah! I do know! I remember, he added, slapping his thigh, when I was in Paris a fortnight ago I was told that his steward had taken lodgings for him in the Rue St. Antoine.

Good! I answered overjoyed. Then we want to dismount there, if you can guide us straight to the house.

I can, he replied simply. And you will not be the worse for my company. Paris is a queer place when there is trouble to the fore, but your lordships have got the right man to pilot you through it.

I did not ask him what trouble he meant, but ran indoors to buckle on my sword, and tell Marie and Croisette of the ally I had secured. They were much pleased, as was natural; so that we took the road in excellent spirits intending to reach the city in the afternoon. But Maries horse cast a shoe, and it was some time before we could find a smith. Then at Etampes, where we stopped to lunch, we were kept an unconscionable time waiting for it. And so we approached Paris for the first time at sunset. A ruddy glow was at the moment warming the eastern heights, and picking out with flame the twin towers of Notre Dame, and the one tall tower of St. Jacques la Boucherie. A dozen roofs higher than their neighbours shone hotly; and a great bank of cloud, which lay north and south, and looked like a mans hand stretched over the city, changed gradually from blood-red to violet, and from violet to black, as evening fell.

Passing within the gates and across first one bridge and then another, we were astonished and utterly confused by the noise and hubbub through which we rode. Hundreds seemed to be moving this way and that in the narrow streets. Women screamed to one another from window to window. The bells of half-a-dozen churches rang the curfew. Our country ears were deafened. Still our eyes had leisure to take in the tall houses with their high-pitched roofs, and here and there a tower built into the wall; the quaint churches, and the groups of townsfolk  sullen fellows some of them with a fierce gleam in their eyes  who, standing in the mouths of reeking alleys, watched us go by.

But presently we had to stop. A crowd had gathered to watch a little cavalcade of six gentlemen pass across our path. They were riding two and two, lounging in their saddles and chattering to one another, disdainfully unconscious of the people about them, or the remarks they excited. Their graceful bearing and the richness of their dress and equipment surpassed anything I had ever seen. A dozen pages and lackeys were attending them on foot, and the sound of their jests and laughter came to us over the heads of the crowd.

While I was gazing at them, some movement of the throng drove back Bures horse against mine. Bure himself uttered a savage oath; uncalled for so far as I could see. But my attention was arrested the next moment by Croisette, who tapped my arm with his riding whip. Look! he cried in some excitement, is not that he?

I followed the direction of the lads finger  as well as I could for the plunging of my horse which Bures had frightened  and scrutinized the last pair of the troop. They were crossing the street in which we stood, and I had only a side view of them; or rather of the nearer rider. He was a singularly handsome man, in age about twenty-two or twenty-three with long lovelocks falling on his lace collar and cloak of orange silk. His face was sweet and kindly and gracious to a marvel. But he was a stranger to me.

I could have sworn, exclaimed Croisette, that that was Louis himself  M. de Pavannes!

That? I answered, as we began to move again, the crowd melting before us. Oh, dear, no!

No! no! The farther man! he explained.

But I had not been able to get a good look at the farther of the two. We turned in our saddles and peered after him. His back in the dusk certainly reminded me of Louis. Bure, however, who said he knew M. de Pavannes by sight, laughed at the idea. Your friend, he said, is a wider man than that! And I thought he was right there  but then it might be the cut of the clothes. They have been at the Louvre playing paume, Ill be sworn! he went on. So the Admiral must be better. The one next us was M. de Teligny, the Admirals son-in-law. And the other, whom you mean, was the Comte de la Rochefoucault.

We turned as he spoke into a narrow street near the river, and could see not far from us a mass of dark buildings which Bure told us was the Louvre  the kings residence. Out of this street we turned into a short one; and here Bure drew rein and rapped loudly at some heavy gates. It was so dark that when, these being opened, he led the way into a courtyard, we could see little more than a tall, sharp-gabled house, projecting over us against a pale sky; and a group of men and horses in one corner. Bure spoke to one of the men, and begging us to dismount, said the footman would show us to M. de Pavannes.

The thought that we were at the end of our long journey, and in time to warn Louis of his danger, made us forget all our exertions, our fatigue and stiffness. Gladly throwing the bridles to Jean we ran up the steps after the servant. The thing was done. Hurrah! the thing was done!

The house  as we passed through a long passage and up some steps  seemed full of people. We heard voices and the ring of arms more than once. But our guide, without pausing, led us to a small room lighted by a hanging lamp. I will inform M. de Pavannes of your arrival, he said respectfully, and passed behind a curtain, which seemed to hide the door of an inner apartment. As he did so the clink of glasses and the hum of conversation reached us.

He has company supping with him, I said nervously. I tried to flip some of the dust from my boots with my whip. I remembered that this was Paris.

He will be surprised to see us, quoth Croisette, laughing  a little shyly, too, I think. And so we stood waiting.

I began to wonder as minutes passed by  the gay company we had seen putting it in my mind, I suppose  whether M. de Pavannes, of Paris, might not turn out to be a very different person from Louis de Pavannes, of Caylus; whether the kings courtier would be as friendly as Kits lover. And I was still thinking of this without having settled the point to my satisfaction, when the curtain was thrust aside again. A very tall man, wearing a splendid suit of black and silver and a stiff trencher-like ruff, came quickly in, and stood smiling at us, a little dog in his arms. The little dog sat up and snarled: and Croisette gasped. It was not our old friend Louis certainly! It was not Louis de Pavannes at all. It was no old friend at all, It was the Vidame de Bezers!

Welcome, gentlemen! he said, smiling at us  and never had the cast been so apparent in his eyes. Welcome to Paris, M. Anne!


CHAPTER IV.

ENTRAPPED!

There was a long silence. We stood glaring at him, and he smiled upon us  as a cat smiles. Croisette told me afterwards that he could have died of mortification  of shame and anger that we had been so outwitted. For myself I did not at once grasp the position. I did not understand. I could not disentangle myself in a moment from the belief in which I had entered the house  that it was Louis de Pavannes house. But I seemed vaguely to suspect that Bezers had swept him aside and taken his place. My first impulse therefore  obeyed on the instant  was to stride to the Vidames side and grasp his arm. What have you done? I cried, my voice sounding hoarsely even in my own ears. What have you done with M. de Pavannes? Answer me!

He showed just a little more of his sharp white teeth as he looked down at my face  a flushed and troubled face doubtless. Nothing  yet, he replied very mildly. And he shook me off.

Then, I retorted, how do you come here?

He glanced at Croisette and shrugged his shoulders, as if I had been a spoiled child. M. Anne does not seem to understand, he said with mock courtesy, that I have the honour to welcome him to my house the Hotel Bezers, Rue de Platriere.

The Hotel Bezers! Rue de Platriere! I cried confusedly. But Blaise Bure told us that this was the Rue St. Antoine!

Ah! he replied as if slowly enlightened  the hypocrite! Ah! I see! and he smiled grimly. So you have made the acquaintance of Blaise Bure, my excellent master of the horse! Worthy Blaise! Indeed, indeed, now I understand. And you thought, you whelps, he continued, and as he spoke his tone changed strangely, and he fixed us suddenly with angry eyes, to play a rubber with me! With me, you imbeciles! You thought the wolf of Bezers could be hunted down like any hare! Then listen, and I will tell you the end of it. You are now in my house and absolutely at my mercy. I have two score men within call who would cut the throats of three babes at the breast, if I bade them! Ay, he, added, a wicked exultation shining in his eyes, they would, and like the job!

He was going on to say more, but I interrupted him. The rage I felt, caused as much by the thought of our folly as by his arrogance, would let me be silent no longer. First, M. de Bezers, first, I broke out fiercely, my words leaping over one another in my haste, a word with you! Let me tell you what I think of you! You are a treacherous hound, Vidame! A cur! a beast! And I spit upon you! Traitor and assassin! I shouted, is that not enough? Will nothing provoke you? If you call yourself a gentleman, draw!

He shook his head; he was still smiling, still unmoved. I do not do my own dirty work, he said quietly, nor stint my footmen of their sport, boy.

Very well! I retorted. And with the words I drew my sword, and sprang as quick as lightning to the curtain by which he had entered. Very well, we will kill you first! I cried wrathfully, my eye on his eye, and every savage passion in my breast aroused, and take our chance with the lackeys afterwards! Marie! Croisette! I cried shrilly, on him, lads!

But they did not answer! They did not move or draw. For the moment indeed the man was in my power. My wrist was raised, and I had my point at his breast, I could have run him through by a single thrust. And I hated him. Oh, how I hated him! But he did not stir. Had he spoken, had he moved so much as an eyelid, or drawn back his foot, or laid his hand on his hilt, I should have killed him there. But he did not stir and I could not do it. My hand dropped. Cowards! I cried, glancing bitterly from him to them  they had never failed me before. Cowards! I muttered, seeming to shrink into myself as I said the word. And I flung my sword clattering on the floor.

That is better! he drawled quite unmoved, as if nothing more than words had passed, as if he had not been in peril at all. It was what I was going to ask you to do. If the other young gentlemen will follow your example, I shall be obliged. Thank you. Thank you.

Croisette, and a minute later Marie, obeyed him to the letter! I could not understand it. I folded my arms and gave up the game in despair, and but for very shame I could have put my hands to my face and cried. He stood in the middle under the lamp, a head taller than the tallest of us; our master. And we stood round him trapped, beaten, for all the world like children. Oh, I could have cried! This was the end of our long ride, our aspirations, our knight-errantry!

Now perhaps you will listen to me, he went on smoothly, and hear what I am going to do. I shall keep you here, young gentlemen, until you can serve me by carrying to mademoiselle, your cousin, some news of her betrothed. Oh, I shall not detain you long, he added with an evil smile. You have arrived in Paris at a fortunate moment. There is going to be a  well, there is a little scheme on foot appointed for to-night  singularly lucky you are!  for removing some objectionable people, some friends of ours perhaps among them, M. Anne. That is all. You will hear shots, cries, perhaps screams. Take no notice. You will be in no danger. For M. de Pavannes, he continued, his voice sinking, I think that by morning I shall be able to give you a  a more particular account of him to take to Caylus  to Mademoiselle, you understand.

For a moment the mask was off. His face took a sombre brightness. He moistened his lips with his tongue as though he saw his vengeance worked out then and there before him, and were gloating over the picture. The idea that this was so took such a hold upon me that I shrank back, shuddering; reading too in Croisettes face the same thought  and a late repentance. Nay, the malignity of Bezers tone, the savage gleam of joy in his eyes appalled me to such an extent that I fancied for a moment I saw in him the devil incarnate!

He recovered his composure very quickly, however; and turned carelessly towards the door. If you will follow me, he said, I will see you disposed of. You may have to complain of your lodging  I have other things to think of to-night than hospitality, But you shall not need to complain of your supper.

He drew aside the curtain as he spoke, and passed into the next room before us, not giving a thought apparently to the possibility that we might strike him from behind. There certainly was an odd quality apparent in him at times which seemed to contradict what we knew of him.

The room we entered was rather long than wide, hung with tapestry, and lighted by silver lamps. Rich plate, embossed, I afterwards learned, by Cellini the Florentine  who died that year I remember  and richer glass from Venice, with a crowd of meaner vessels filled with meats and drinks covered the table; disordered as by the attacks of a numerous party. But save a servant or two by the distant dresser, and an ecclesiastic at the far end of the table, the room was empty.

The priest rose as we entered, the Vidame saluting him as if they had not met that day. You are welcome M. le Coadjuteur, he said; saying it coldly, however, I thought. And the two eyed one another with little favour; rather as birds of prey about to quarrel over the spoil, than as host and guest. Perhaps the Coadjutors glittering eyes and great beak-like nose made me think of this.

Ho! ho! he said, looking piercingly at us  and no doubt we must have seemed a miserable and dejected crew enough. Who are these? Not the first-fruits of the night, eh?

The Vidame looked darkly at him. No, he answered brusquely. They are not. I am not particular out of doors, Coadjutor, as you know, but this is my house, and we are going to supper. Perhaps you do not comprehend the distinction. Still it exists  for me, with a sneer.

This was as good as Greek to us. But I so shrank from the priests malignant eyes, which would not quit us, and felt so much disgust mingled with my anger that when Bezers by a gesture invited me to sit down, I drew back. I will not eat with you, I said sullenly; speaking out of a kind of dull obstinacy, or perhaps a childish petulance.

It did not occur to me that this would pierce the Vidames armour. Yet a dull red showed for an instant in his cheek, and he eyed me with a look, that was not all ferocity, though the veins in his great temples swelled. A moment, nevertheless, and he was himself again. Armand, he said quietly to the servant, these gentlemen will not sup with me. Lay for them at the other end.

Men are odd. The moment he gave way to me I repented of my words. It was almost with reluctance that I followed the servant to the lower part of the table. More than this, mingled with the hatred I felt for the Vidame, there was now a strange sentiment towards him  almost of admiration; that had its birth I think in the moment, when I held his life in my hand, and he had not flinched.

We ate in silence; even after Croisette by grasping my hand under the table had begged me not to judge him hastily. The two at the upper end talked fast, and from the little that reached us, I judged that the priest was pressing some course on his host, which the latter declined to take.

Once Bezers raised his voice. I have my own ends to serve! he broke out angrily, adding a fierce oath which the priest did not rebuke, and I shall serve them. But there I stop. You have your own. Well, serve them, but do not talk to me of the cause! The cause? To hell with the cause! I have my cause, and you have yours, and my lord of Guise has his! And you will not make me believe that there is any other!

The kings? suggested the priest, smiling sourly.

Say rather the Italian womans! the Vidame answered recklessly  meaning the queen-mother, Catharine de Medici, I supposed.

Well, then, the cause of the Church? the priest persisted.

Bah! The Church? It is you, my friend! Bezers rejoined, rudely tapping his companion  at that moment in the act of crossing himself  on the chest. The Church? he continued; no, no, my friend. I will tell you what you are doing. You want me to help you to get rid of your branch, and you offer in return to aid me with mine  and then, say you, there will be no stick left to beat either of us. But you may understand once for all  and the Vidame struck his hand heavily down among the glasses that I will have no interference with my work, master Clerk! None! Do you hear? And as for yours, it is no business of mine. That is plain speaking, is it not?

The priests hand shook as he raised a full glass to his lips, but he made no rejoinder, and the Vidame, seeing we had finished, rose. Armand! he cried, his face still dark, take these gentlemen to their chamber. You understand?

We stiffly acknowledged his salute  the priest taking no notice of us  and followed the servant from the room; going along a corridor and up a steep flight of stairs, and seeing enough by the way to be sure that resistance was hopeless. Doors opened silently as we passed, and grim fellows, in corslets and padded coats, peered out. The clank of arms and murmur of voices sounded continuously about us; and as we passed a window the jingle of bits, and the hollow clang of a restless hoof on the flags below, told us that the great house was for the time a fortress. I wondered much. For this was Paris, a city with gates and guards; the night a short August night. Yet the loneliest manor in Quercy could scarcely have bristled with more pikes and musquetoons, on a winters night and in time of war.

No doubt these signs impressed us all; and Croisette not least. For suddenly I heard him stop, as he followed us up the narrow staircase, and begin without warning to stumble down again as fast as he could. I did not know what he was about; but muttering something to Marie, I followed the lad to see. At the foot of the flight of stairs I looked back, Marie and the servant were standing in suspense, where I had left them. I heard the latter bid us angrily to return.

But by this time Croisette was at the end of the corridor; and reassuring the fellow by a gesture I hurried on, until brought to a standstill by a man opening a door in my face. He had heard our returning footsteps, and eyed me suspiciously; but gave way after a moment with a grunt of doubt I hastened on, reaching the door of the room in which we had supped in time to see something which filled me with grim astonishment; so much so that I stood rooted where I was, too proud at any rate to interfere.

Bezers was standing, the leering priest at his elbow. And Croisette was stooping forward, his hands stretched out in an attitude of supplication.

Nay, but M. le Vidame, the lad cried, as I stood, the door in my hand, it were better to stab her at once than break her heart! Have pity on her! If you kill him, you kill her!

The Vidame was silent, seeming to glower on the boy. The priest sneered. Hearts are soon mended  especially womens, he said.

But not Kits! Croisette said passionately  otherwise ignoring him. Not Kits! You do not know her, Vidame! Indeed you do not!

The remark was ill-timed. I saw a spasm of anger distort Bezers face. Get up, boy! he snarled, I wrote to Mademoiselle what I would do, and that I shall do! A Bezers keeps his word. By the God above us  if there be a God, and in the devils name I doubt it to-night!  I shall keep mine! Go!

His great face was full of rage. He looked over Croisettes head as he spoke, as if appealing to the Great Registrar of his vow, in the very moment in which he all but denied Him. I turned and stole back the way I had come; and heard Croisette follow.

That little scene completed my misery. After that I seemed to take no heed of anything or anybody until I was aroused by the grating of our gaolers key in the lock, and became aware that he was gone, and that we were alone in a small room under the tiles. He had left the candle on the floor, and we three stood round it. Save for the long shadows we cast on the walls and two pallets hastily thrown down in one corner, the place was empty. I did not look much at it, and I would not look at the others. I flung myself on one of the pallets and turned my face to the wall, despairing. I thought bitterly of the failure we had made of it, and of the Vidames triumph. I cursed St. Croix especially for that last touch of humiliation he had set to it. Then, forgetting myself as my anger abated, I thought of Kit so far away at Caylus  of Kits pale, gentle face, and her sorrow. And little by little I forgave Croisette. After all he had not begged for us  he had not stooped for our sakes, but for hers.

I do not know how long I lay at see-saw between these two moods. Or whether during that time the others talked or were silent, moved about the room or lay still. But it was Croisettes hand on my shoulder, touching me with a quivering eagerness that instantly communicated itself to my limbs, which recalled me to the room and its shadows. Anne! he cried. Anne! Are you awake?

What is it? I said, sitting up and looking at him.

Marie, he began, has

But there was no need for him to finish. I saw that Marie was standing at the far side of the room by the unglazed window; which, being in a sloping part of the roof, inclined slightly also. He had raised the shutter which closed it, and on his tip-toes  for the sill was almost his own height from the floor  was peering out. I looked sharply at Croisette. Is there a gutter outside? I whispered, beginning to tingle all over as the thought of escape for the first time occurred to me.

No, he answered in the same tone. But Marie says he can see a beam below, which he thinks we can reach.

I sprang up, promptly displaced Marie, and looked out. When my eyes grew accustomed to the gloom I discerned a dark chaos of roofs and gables stretching as far as I could see before me. Nearer, immediately under the window, yawned a chasm  a narrow street. Beyond this was a house rather lower than that in which we were, the top of its roof not quite reaching the level of my eyes.

I see no beam, I said.

Look below! quoth Marie, stolidly,

I did so, and then saw that fifteen or sixteen feet below our window there was a narrow beam which ran from our house to the opposite one  for the support of both, as is common in towns. In the shadow near the far end of this  it was so directly under our window that I could only see the other end of it  I made out a casement, faintly illuminated from within.

I shook my head.

We cannot get down to it, I said, measuring the distance to the beam and the depth below it, and shivering.

Marie says we can, with a short rope, Croisette replied. His eyes were glistening with excitement.

But we have no rope! I retorted. I was dull  as usual. Marie made no answer. Surely he was the most stolid and silent of brothers. I turned to him. He was taking off his waistcoat and neckerchief.

Good! I cried. I began to see now. Off came our scarves and kerchiefs also, and fortunately they were of home make, long and strong. And Marie had a hank of four-ply yarn in his pocket as it turned out, and I had some stout new garters, and two or three yards of thin cord, which I had brought to mend the girths, if need should arise. In five minutes we had fastened them cunningly together.

I am the lightest, said Croisette.

But Marie has the steadiest head, I objected. We had learned that long ago  that Marie could walk the coping-stones of the battlements with as little concern as we paced a plank set on the ground.

True, Croisette had to admit. But he must come last, because whoever does so will have to let himself down.

I had not thought of that, and I nodded. It seemed that the lead was passing out of my hands and I might resign myself. Still one thing I would have. As Marie was to come last, I would go first. My weight would best test the rope. And accordingly it was so decided.

There was no time to be lost. At any moment we might be interrupted. So the plan was no sooner conceived than carried out. The rope was made fast to my left wrist. Then I mounted on Maries shoulders, and climbed  not without quavering  through the window, taking as little time over it as possible, for a bell was already proclaiming midnight.

All this I had done on the spur of the moment. But outside, hanging by my hands in the darkness, the strokes of the great bell in my ears, I had a moment in which to think. The sense of the vibrating depth below me, the airiness, the space and gloom around, frightened me. Are you ready? muttered Marie, perhaps with a little impatience. He had not a scrap of imagination, had Marie.

No! wait a minute! I blurted out, clinging to the sill, and taking a last look at the bare room, and the two dark figures between me and the light. No! I added, hurriedly. Croisette  boys, I called you cowards just now. I take it back! I did not mean it! That is all! I gasped. Let go!

A warm touch on my hand. Something like a sob.

The next moment I felt myself sliding down the face of the house, down into the depth. The light shot up. My head turned giddily. I clung, oh, how I clung to that rope! Half way down the thought struck me that in case of accident those above might not be strong enough to pull me up again. But it was too late to think of that, and in another second my feet touched the beam. I breathed again. Softly, very gingerly, I made good my footing on the slender bridge, and, disengaging the rope, let it go. Then, not without another qualm, I sat down astride of the beam, and whistled in token of success. Success so far!

It was a strange position, and I have often dreamed of it since. In the darkness about me Paris lay to all seeming asleep. A veil, and not the veil of night only, was stretched between it and me; between me, a mere lad, and the strange secrets of a great city; stranger, grimmer, more deadly that night than ever before or since. How many men were watching under those dimly-seen roofs, with arms in their hands? How many sat with murder at heart? How many were waking, who at dawn would sleep for ever, or sleeping who would wake only at the knifes edge? These things I could not know, any more than I could picture how many boon-companions were parting at that instant, just risen from the dice, one to go blindly  the other watching him  to his death? I could not imagine, thank Heaven for it, these secrets, or a hundredth part of the treachery and cruelty and greed that lurked at my feet, ready to burst all bounds at a pistol-shot. It had no significance for me that the past day was the 23rd of August, or that the morrow was St. Bartholomews feast!

No. Yet mingled with the jubilation which the possibility of triumph over our enemy raised in my breast, there was certainly a foreboding. The Vidames hints, no less than his open boasts, had pointed to something to happen before morning  something wider than the mere murder of a single man. The warning also which the Baron de Rosny had given us at the inn occurred to me with new meaning. And I could not shake the feeling off. I fancied, as I sat in the darkness astride of my beam, that I could see, closing the narrow vista of the street, the heavy mass of the Louvre; and that the murmur of voices and the tramp of men assembling came from its courts, with now and again the stealthy challenge of a sentry, the restrained voice of an officer. Scarcely a wayfarer passed beneath me: so few, indeed, that I had no fear of being detected from below. And yet unless I was mistaken, a furtive step, a subdued whisper were borne to me on every breeze, from every quarter. And the night was full of phantoms.

Perhaps all this was mere nervousness, the outcome of my position. At any rate I felt no more of it when Croisette joined me. We had our daggers, and that gave me some comfort. If we could once gain entrance to the house opposite, we had only to beg, or in the last resort force our way downstairs and out, and then to hasten with what speed we might to Pavannes dwelling. Clearly it was a question of time only now; whether Bezers band or we should first reach it. And struck by this I whispered Marie to be quick. He seemed to be long in coming.

He scrambled down hand over hand at last, and then I saw that he had not lingered above for nothing. He had contrived after getting out of the window to let down the shutter. And more he had at some risk lengthened our rope, and made a double line of it, so that it ran round a hinge of the shutter; and when he stood beside us, he took it by one end and disengaged it. Good, clever Marie!

Bravo! I said softly, clapping him on the back. Now they will not know which way the birds have flown!

So there we all were, one of us, I confess, trembling. We slid easily enough along the beam to the opposite house. But once there in a row one behind the other with our faces to the wall, and the night air blowing slantwise  well I am nervous on a height and I gasped. The window was a good six feet above the beam, The casement  it was unglazed  was open, veiled by a thin curtain, and alas! protected by three horizontal bars  stout bars they looked.

Yet we were bound to get up, and to get in; and I was preparing to rise to my feet on the giddy bridge as gingerly as I could, when Marie crawled quickly over us, and swung himself up to the narrow sill, much as I should mount a horse on the level. He held out his foot to me, and making an effort I reached the same dizzy perch. Croisette for the time remained below.

A narrow window-ledge sixty feet above the pavement, and three bars to cling to! I cowered to my holdfasts, envying even Croisette. My legs dangled airily, and the black chasm of the street seemed to yawn for me. For a moment I turned sick. I recovered from that to feel desperate. I remembered that go forward we must, bars or no bars. We could not regain our old prison if we would.

It was equally clear that we could not go forward if the inmates should object. On that narrow perch even Marie was helpless. The bars of the window were close together. A woman, a child, could disengage our hands, and then  I turned sick again. I thought of the cruel stones. I glued my face to the bars, and pushing aside a corner of the curtain, looked in.

There was only one person in the room  a woman, who was moving about fully dressed, late as it was. The room was a mere attic, the counterpart of that we had left. A box-bed with a canopy roughly nailed over it stood in a corner. A couple of chairs were by the hearth, and all seemed to speak of poverty and bareness. Yet the woman whom we saw was richly dressed, though her silks and velvets were disordered. I saw a jewel gleam in her hair, and others on her hands. When she turned her face towards us  a wild, beautiful face, perplexed and tear-stained  I knew her instantly for a gentlewoman, and when she walked hastily to the door, and laid her hand upon it, and seemed to listen  when she shook the latch and dropped her hands in despair and went back to the hearth, I made another discovery I knew at once, seeing her there, that we were likely but to change one prison for another. Was every house in Paris then a dungeon? And did each roof cover its tragedy?

Madame! I said, speaking softly, to attract her attention. Madame!

She started violently, not knowing whence the sound came, and looked round, at the door first. Then she moved towards the window, and with an affrighted gesture drew the curtain rapidly aside.

Our eyes met. What if she screamed and aroused the house? What, indeed? Madame, I said again, speaking hurriedly, and striving to reassure her by the softness of my voice, we implore your help! Unless you assist us we are lost.

You! Who are you? she cried, glaring at us wildly, her hand to her head. And then she murmured to herself, Mon Dieu! what will become of me?

We have been imprisoned in the house opposite, I hastened to explain, disjointedly I am afraid. And we have escaped. We cannot get back if we would. Unless you let us enter your room and give us shelter

We shall be dashed to pieces on the pavement, supplied Marie, with perfect calmness  nay, with apparent enjoyment.

Let you in here? she answered, starting back in new terror; it is impossible.

She reminded me of our cousin, being, like her pale and dark-haired. She wore her hair in a coronet, disordered now. But though she was still beautiful, she was older than Kit, and lacked her pliant grace. I saw all this, and judging her nature, I spoke out of my despair. Madame, I said piteously, we are only boys. Croisette! Come up! Squeezing myself still more tightly into my corner of the ledge, I made room for him between us. See, Madame, I cried, craftily, will you not have pity on three boys?

St. Croiss boyish face and fair hair arrested her attention, as I had expected. Her expression grew softer, and she murmured, Poor boy!

I caught at the opportunity. We do but seek a passage through your room, I said fervently. Good heavens, what had we not at stake! What if she should remain obdurate? We are in trouble  in despair, I panted. So, I believe, are you. We will help you if you will first save us. We are boys, but we can fight for you.

Whom am I to trust? she exclaimed, with a shudder. But heaven forbid, she continued, her eyes on Croisettes face, that, wanting help, I should refuse to give it. Come in, if you will.

I poured out my thanks, and had forced my head between the bars  at imminent risk of its remaining there  before the words were well out of her mouth. But to enter was no easy task after all. Croisette did, indeed, squeeze through at last, and then by force pulled first one and then the other of us after him. But only necessity and that chasm behind could have nerved us, I think, to go through a process so painful. When I stood, at length on the floor, I seemed to be one great abrasion from head to foot. And before a lady, too!

But what a joy I felt, nevertheless. A fig for Bezers now. He had called us boys; and we were boys. But he should yet find that we could thwart him. It could be scarcely half-an-hour after midnight; we might still be in time. I stretched myself and trod the level door jubilantly, and then noticed, while doing so, that our hostess had retreated to the door and was eyeing us timidly  half-scared.

I advanced to her with my lowest bow  sadly missing my sword. Madame, I said, I am M. Anne de Caylus, and these are my brothers. And we are at your service.

And I, she replied, smiling faintly  I do not know why am Madame de Pavannes, I gratefully accept your offers of service.

De Pavannes? I exclaimed, amazed and overjoyed. Madame de Pavannes! Why, she must be Louis kinswoman! No doubt she could tell us where he was lodged, and so rid our task of half its difficulty. Could anything have fallen out more happily? You know then M. Louis de Pavannes? I continued eagerly.

Certainly, she answered, smiling with a rare shy sweetness this time. Very well indeed. He is my husband.


CHAPTER V.

A PRIEST AND A WOMAN.

He is my husband!

The statement was made in the purest innocence; yet never, as may well be imagined, did words fall with more stunning force. Not one of us answered or, I believe, moved so much as a limb or an eyelid. We only stared, wanting time to take in the astonishing meaning of the words, and then more time to think what they meant to us in particular.

Louis de Pavannes wife! Louis de Pavannes married! If the statement were true  and we could not doubt, looking in her face, that at least she thought she was telling the truth  it meant that we had been fooled indeed! That we had had this journey for nothing, and run this risk for a villain. It meant that the Louis de Pavannes who had won our boyish admiration was the meanest, the vilest of court-gallants. That Mademoiselle de Caylus had been his sport and plaything. And that we in trying to be beforehand with Bezers had been striving to save a scoundrel from his due. It meant all that, as soon as we grasped it in the least.

Madame, said Croisette gravely, after a pause so prolonged that her smile faded pitifully from her face, scared by our strange looks. Your husband has been some time away from you? He only returned, I think, a week or two ago?

That is so, she answered, naively, and our last hope vanished. But what of that? He was back with me again, and only yesterday  only yesterday! she continued, clasping her hands, we were so happy.

And now, madame?

She looked at me, not comprehending.

I mean, I hastened to explain, we do not understand how you come to be here. And a prisoner. I was really thinking that her story might throw some light upon ours.

I do not know, myself, she said. Yesterday, in the afternoon, I paid a visit to the Abbess of the Ursulines.

Pardon me, Croisette interposed quickly, but are you not of the new faith? A Huguenot?

Oh, yes, she answered eagerly. But the Abbess is a very dear friend of mine, and no bigot. Oh, nothing of that kind, I assure you. When I am in Paris I visit her once a week. Yesterday, when I left her, she begged me to call here and deliver a message.

Then, I said, you know this house?

Very well, indeed, she replied. It is the sign of the Hand and Glove, one door out of the Rue Platriere. I have been in Master Mirepoixs shop more than once before. I came here yesterday to deliver the message, leaving my maid in the street, and I was asked to come up stairs, and still up until I reached this room. Asked to wait a moment, I began to think it strange that I should be brought to so wretched a place, when I had merely a message for Mirepoixs ear about some gauntlets. I tried the door; I found it locked. Then I was terrified, and made a noise.

We all nodded. We were busy building up theories  or it might be one and the same theory  to explain this. Yes, I said, eagerly.

Mirepoix came to me then. What does this mean? I demanded. He looked ashamed of himself, but he barred my way. Only this, he said at last, that your ladyship must remain here a few hours  two days at most. No harm whatever is intended to you. My wife will wait upon you, and when you leave us, all shall be explained. He would say no more, and it was in vain I asked him if he did not take me for some one else; if he thought I was mad. To all he answered, No. And when I dared him to detain me he threatened force. Then I succumbed. I have been here since, suspecting I know not what, but fearing everything.

That is ended, madame, I answered, my hand on my breast, my soul in arms for her. Here, unless I was mistaken, was one more unhappy and more deeply wronged even than Kit; one too who owed her misery to the same villain. Were there nine glovers on the stairs, I declared roundly, we would take you out and take you home! Where are your husbands apartments?

In the Rue de Saint Merri, close to the church. We have a house there.

M. de Pavannes, I suggested cunningly, is doubtless distracted by your disappearance.

Oh, surely, she answered with earnest simplicity, while the tears sprang to her eyes. Her innocence  she had not the germ of a suspicion  made me grind my teeth with wrath. Oh, the base wretch! The miserable rascal! What did the women see, I wondered  what had we all seen in this man, this Pavannes, that won for him our hearts, when he had only a stone to give in return?

I drew Croisette and Marie aside, apparently to consider how we might force the door. What is the meaning of this? I said softly, glancing at the unfortunate lady. What do you think, Croisette?

I knew well what the answer would be.

Think! he cried with fiery impatience. What can any one think except that that villain Pavannes has himself planned his wifes abduction? Of course it is so! His wife out of the way he is free to follow up his intrigues at Caylus. He may then marry Kit or  Curse him!

No, I said sternly, cursing is no good. We must do something more. And yet  we have promised Kit, you see, that we would save him  we must keep our word. We must save him from Bezers at least.

Marie groaned.

But Croisette took up the thought with ardour. From Bezers? he cried, his face aglow. Ay, true! So we must! But then we will draw lots, who shall fight him and kill him.

I extinguished him by a look. We shall fight him in turn, I said, until one of us kill him. There you are right. But your turn comes last. Lots indeed! We have no need of lots to learn which is the eldest.

I was turning from him  having very properly crushed him  to look for something which we could use to force the door, when he held up his hand to arrest my attention. We listened, looking at one another. Through the window came unmistakeable sounds of voices. They have discovered our flight, I said, my heart sinking.

Luckily we had had the forethought to draw the curtain across the casement. Bezers people could therefore, from their window, see no more than ours, dimly lighted and indistinct. Yet they would no doubt guess the way we had escaped, and hasten to cut off our retreat below. For a moment I looked at the door of our room, half-minded to attack it, and fight our way out, taking the chance of reaching the street before Bezers folk should have recovered from their surprise and gone down. But then I looked at Madame. How could we ensure her safety in the struggle? While I hesitated the choice was taken from us. We heard voices in the house below, and heavy feet on the stairs.

We were between two fires. I glanced irresolutely round the bare garret, with its sloping roof, searching for a better weapon. I had only my dagger. But in vain. I saw nothing that would serve. What will you do? Madame de Pavannes murmured, standing pale and trembling by the hearth, and looking from one to another. Croisette plucked my sleeve before I could answer, and pointed to the box-bed with its scanty curtains. If they see us in the room, he urged softly, while they are half in and half out, they will give the alarm. Let us hide ourselves yonder. When they are inside  you understand?

He laid his hand on his dagger. The muscles of the lads face grew tense. I did understand him. Madame, I said quickly, you will not betray us?

She shook her head. The colour returned to her cheek, and the brightness to her eyes. She was a true woman. The sense that she was protecting others deprived her of fear for herself.

The footsteps were on the topmost stair now, and a key was thrust with a rasping sound into the lock. But before it could be turned  it fortunately fitted ill  we three had jumped on the bed and were crouching in a row at the head of it, where the curtains of the alcove concealed, and only just concealed us, from any one standing at the end of the room near the door.

I was the outermost, and through a chink could see what passed. One, two, three people came in, and the door was closed behind them. Three people, and one of them a woman! My heart  which had been in my mouth  returned to its place, for the Vidame was not one. I breathed freely; only I dared not communicate my relief to the others, lest my voice should be heard. The first to come in was the woman closely cloaked and hooded. Madame de Pavannes cast on her a single doubtful glance, and then to my astonishment threw herself into her arms, mingling her sobs with little joyous cries of Oh, Diane! oh, Diane!

My poor little one! the newcomer exclaimed, soothing her with tender touches on hair and shoulder. You are safe now. Quite safe!

You have come to take me away?

Of course we have! Diane answered cheerfully, still caressing her. We have come to take you to your husband. He has been searching for you everywhere. He is distracted with grief, little one.

Poor Louis! ejaculated the wife.

Poor Louis, indeed! the rescuer answered. But you will see him soon. We only learned at midnight where you were. You have to thank M. le Coadjuteur here for that. He brought me the news, and at once escorted me here to fetch you.

And to restore one sister to another, said the priest silkily, as he advanced a step. He was the very same priest whom I had seen two hours before with Bezers, and had so greatly disliked! I hated his pale face as much now as I had then. Even the errand of good on which he had come could not blind me to his thin-lipped mouth, to his mock humility and crafty eyes. I have had no task so pleasant for many days, added he, with every appearance of a desire to propitiate.

But, seemingly, Madame de Pavannes had something of the same feeling towards him which I had myself; for she started at the sound of his voice, and disengaging herself from her sisters arms  it seemed it was her sister  shrank back from the pair. She bowed indeed in acknowledgment of his words. But there was little gratitude in the movement, and less warmth. I saw the sisters face  a brilliantly beautiful face it was  brighter eyes and lips and more lovely auburn hair I have never seen  even Kit would have been plain and dowdy beside her  I saw it harden strangely. A moment before, the two had been in one anothers arms. Now they stood apart, somehow chilled and disillusionised. The shadow of the priest had fallen upon them  had come between them.

At this crisis the fourth person present asserted himself. Hitherto he had stood silent just within the door: a plain man, plainly dressed, somewhat over sixty and grey-haired. He looked disconcerted and embarrassed, and I took him for Mirepoix  rightly as it turned out.

I am sure, he now exclaimed, his voice trembling with anxiety, or it might be with fear, your ladyship will regret leaving here! You will indeed! No harm would have happened to you. Madame dO does not know what she is doing, or she would not take you away. She does not know what she is doing! he repeated earnestly.

Madame dO! cried the beautiful Diane, her brown eyes darting fire at the unlucky culprit, her voice full of angry disdain. How dare you  such as you  mention my name? Wretch!

She flung the last word at him, and the priest took it up. Ay, wretch! Wretched man indeed! he repeated slowly, stretching out his long thin hand and laying it like the claw of some bird of prey on the tradesmans shoulder, which flinched, I saw, under the touch. How dare you  such as you  meddle with matters of the nobility? Matters that do not concern you? Trouble! I see trouble hanging over this house, Mirepoix! Much trouble!

The miserable fellow trembled visibly under the covert threat. His face grew pale. His lips quivered. He seemed fascinated by the priests gaze. I am a faithful son of the church, he muttered; but his voice shook so that the words were scarcely audible. I am known to be such! None better known in Paris, M. le Coadjuteur.

Men are known by their works! the priest retorted. Now, now, he continued, abruptly raising his voice, and lifting his hand in a kind of exaltation, real or feigned, is the appointed time! And now is the day of salvation! and woe, Mirepoix, woe! woe! to the backslider, and to him that putteth his hand to the plough and looketh back to-night!

The layman cowered and shrank before his fierce denunciation; while Madame de Pavannes gazed from one to the other as if her dislike for the priest were so great that seeing the two thus quarrelling, she almost forgave Mirepoix his offence. Mirepoix said he could explain, she murmured irresolutely.

The Coadjutor fixed his baleful eyes on him. Mirepoix, he said grimly, can explain nothing! Nothing! I dare him to explain!

And certainly Mirepoix thus challenged was silent. Come, the priest continued peremptorily, turning to the lady who had entered with him, your sister must leave with us at once. We have no time to lose.

But what what does it mean! Madame de Pavannes said, as though she hesitated even now. Is there danger still?

Danger! the priest exclaimed, his form seeming to swell, and the exaltation I had before read in his voice and manner again asserting itself. I put myself at your service, Madame, and danger disappears! I am as God to-night with powers of life and death! You do not understand me? Presently you shall. But you are ready. We will go then. Out of the way, fellow! he thundered, advancing upon the door.

But Mirepoix, who had placed himself with his back to it, to my astonishment did not give way. His full bourgeois face was pale; yet peeping through my chink, I read in it a desperate resolution. And oddly  very oddly, because I knew that, in keeping Madame de Pavannes a prisoner, he must be in the wrong  I sympathised with him. Low-bred trader, tool of Pavannes though he was, I sympathised with him, when he said firmly:

She shall not go!

I say she shall! the priest shrieked, losing all control over himself. Fool! Madman! You know not what you do! As the words passed his lips, he made an adroit forward movement, surprised the other, clutched him by the arms, and with a strength I should never have thought lay in his meagre frame, flung him some paces into the room. Fool! he hissed, shaking his crooked fingers at him in malignant triumph. There is no man in Paris, do you hear  or woman either  shall thwart me to-night!

Is that so? Indeed?

The words, and the cold, cynical voice, were not those of Mirepoix; they came from behind. The priest wheeled round, as if he had been stabbed in the back. I clutched Croisette, and arrested the cramped limb I was moving under cover of the noise. The speaker was Bezers! He stood in the open door-way, his great form filling it from post to post, the old gibing smile on his face. We had been so taken up, actors and audience alike, with the altercation, that no one had heard him ascend the stairs. He still wore the black and silver suit, but it was half hidden now under a dark riding cloak which just disclosed the glitter of his weapons. He was booted and spurred and gloved as for a journey.

Is that so? he repeated mockingly, as his gaze rested in turn on each of the four, and then travelled sharply round the room. So you will not be thwarted by any man in Paris, to-night, eh? Have you considered, my dear Coadjutor, what a large number of people there are in Paris? It would amuse me very greatly now  and Im sure it would the ladies too, who must pardon my abrupt entrance  to see you put to the test; pitted against  shall we say the Duke of Anjou? Or M. de Guise, our great man? Or the Admiral? Say the Admiral foot to foot?

Rage and fear  rage at the intrusion, fear of the intruder  struggled in the priests face. How do you come here, and what do you want? he inquired hoarsely. If looks and tones could kill, we three, trembling behind our flimsy screen, had been freed at that moment from our enemy.

I have come in search of the young birds whose necks you were for stretching, my friend! was Bezers answer. They have vanished. Birds they must be, for unless they have come into this house by that window, they have flown away with wings.

They have not passed this way, the priest declared stoutly, eager only to get rid of the other and I blessed him for the words! I have been here since I left you.

But the Vidame was not one to accept any mans statement. Thank you; I think I will see for myself, he answered coolly. Madame, he continued, speaking to Madame de Pavannes as he passed her, permit me.

He did not look at her, or see her emotion, or I think he must have divined our presence. And happily the others did not suspect her of knowing more than they did. He crossed the floor at his leisure, and sauntered to the window, watched by them with impatience. He drew aside the curtain, and tried each of the bars, and peered through the opening both up and down, An oath and an expression of wonder escaped him. The bars were standing, and firm and strong; and it did not occur to him that we could have passed between them. I am afraid to say how few inches they were apart.

As he turned, he cast a casual glance at the bed  at us; and hesitated. He had the candle in his hand, having taken it to the window the better to examine the bars; and it obscured his sight. He did not see us. The three crouching forms, the strained white faces, the starting eyes, that lurked in the shadow of the curtain escaped him. The wild beating of our hearts did not reach his ears. And it was well for him that it was so. If he had come up to the bed I think that we should have killed him, I know that we should have tried. All the blood in me had gone to my head, and I saw him through a haze  larger than life. The exact spot near the buckle of his cloak where I would strike him, downwards and inwards, an inch above the collar-bone,  this only I saw clearly. I could not have missed it. But he turned away, his face darkening, and went back to the group near the door, and never knew the risk he had run.


CHAPTER VI.

MADAMES FRIGHT.

And we breathed again. The agony of suspense, which Bezers pause had created, passed away. But the night already seemed to us as a week of nights. An age of experience, an aeon of adventures cut us off  as we lay shaking behind the curtain  from Caylus and its life. Paris had proved itself more treacherous than we had even expected to find it. Everything and everyone shifted, and wore one face one minute, and one another. We had come to save Pavannes life at the risk of our own; we found him to be a villain! Here was Mirepoix owning himself a treacherous wretch, a conspirator against a woman; we sympathised with him. The priest had come upon a work of charity and rescue; we loathed the sound of his voice, and shrank from him, we knew not why, seeming only to read a dark secret, a gloomy threat in each doubtful word he uttered. He was the strangest enigma of all. Why did we fear him? Why did Madame de Pavannes, who apparently had known him before, shudder at the touch of his hand? Why did his shadow come even between her and her sister, and estrange them? so that from the moment Pavannes wife saw him standing by Dianes side, she forgot that the latter had come to save, and looked on her in doubt and sorrow, almost with repugnance.

We left the Vidame going back to the fireplace. He stooped to set down the candle by the hearth. They are not here, he said, as he straightened himself again, and looked curiously at his companions. He had apparently been too much taken up with the pursuit to notice them before. That is certain, so I have the less time to lose, he continued. But I would  yes, my dear Coadjutor, I certainly would like to know before I go, what you are doing here. Mirepoix  Mirepoix is an honest man. I did not expect to find you in HIS house. And two ladies? Two! Fie, Coadjutor. Ha! Madame dO, is it? My dear lady, he continued, addressing her in a whimsical tone, do not start at the sound of your own name! It would take a hundred hoods to hide your eyes, or bleach your lips to the common colour; I should have known you at once, had I looked at you. And your companion? Pheugh!

He broke off, whistling softly. It was clear that he recognised Madame de Pavannes, and recognised her with astonishment. The bed creaked as I craned my neck to see what would follow. Even the priest seemed to think that some explanation was necessary, for he did not wait to be questioned.

Madame de Pavannes, he said in a dry, husky voice, and without looking up, was spirited hither yesterday; and detained against her will by this good man, who will have to answer for it. Madame dO discovered her whereabouts, and asked me to escort her here without loss of time to enforce her sisters release.

And her restoration to her distracted husband?

Just so, the priest assented, acquiring confidence, I thought.

And Madame desires to go?

Surely! Why not?

Well, the Vidame drawled, his manner such as to bring the blood to Madame de Pavannes cheek, it depends on the person who  to use your phrase, M. le Coadjuteur  spirited her hither.

And that, Madame herself retorted, raising her head, while her voice quivered with indignation and anger, was the Abbess of the Ursulines. Your suspicions are base, worthy of you and unworthy of me, M. le Vidame! Diane! she continued sharply, taking her sisters arm, and casting a disdainful glance at Bezers, let us go. I want to be with my husband. I am stifled in this room.

We are going, little one, Diane murmured reassuringly. But I noticed that the speakers animation, which had been as a soul to her beauty when she entered the room, was gone. A strange stillness was it fear of the Vidame? had taken its place.

The Abbess of the Ursulines? Bezers continued thoughtfully. SHE brought you here, did she? There was surprise, genuine surprise, in his voice. A good soul, and, I think I have heard, a friend of yours. Umph!

A very dear friend, Madame answered stiffly. Now, Diane!

A dear friend! And she spirited you hither yesterday! commented the Vidame, with the air of one solving an anagram. And Mirepoix detained you; respectable Mirepoix, who is said to have a well-filled stocking under his pallet, and stands well with the bourgeoisie. He is in the plot. Then at a very late hour, your affectionate sister, and my good friend the Coadjutor, enter to save you. From what?

No one spoke. The priest looked down, his cheeks livid with anger.

From what? Bezers continued with grim playfulness. There is the mystery. From the clutches of this profligate Mirepoix, I suppose. From the dangerous Mirepoix. Upon my honour, with a sudden ring of resolution in his tone, I think you are safer here; I think you had better stay where you are, Madame, until morning! And risk Mirepoix!

Oh, no! no! Madame cried vehemently.

Oh, yes! yes! he replied. What do you say, Coadjutor? Do you not think so?

The priest looked down sullenly. His voice shook as he murmured in answer, Madame will please herself. She has a character, M. le Vidame. But if she prefer to stay here  well!

Oh, she has a character, has she? rejoined the giant, his eyes twinkling with evil mirth, and she should go home with you, and my old friend Madame dO, to save it! That is it, is it? No, no, he continued when he had had his silent laugh out, Madame de Pavannes will do very well here  very well here until morning. We have work to do. Come. Let us go and do it.

Do you mean it? said the priest, starting and looking up with a subtle challenge  almost a threat  in his tone.

Yes, I do.

Their eyes met: and seeing their looks, I chuckled, nudging Croisette. No fear of their discovering us now. I recalled the old proverb which says that when thieves fall out, honest men come by their own, and speculated on the chance of the priest freeing us once for all from M. de Bezers.

But the two were ill-matched. The Vidame could have taken up the other with one hand and dashed his head on the floor. And it did not end there. I doubt if in craft the priest was his equal. Behind a frank brutality Bezers  unless his reputation belied him  concealed an Italian intellect. Under a cynical recklessness he veiled a rare cunning and a constant suspicion; enjoying in that respect a combination of apparently opposite qualities, which I have known no other man to possess in an equal degree, unless it might be his late majesty, Henry the Great. A child would have suspected the priest; a veteran might have been taken in by the Vidame.

And indeed the priests eyes presently sank. Our bargain is to go for nothing? he muttered sullenly.

I know of no bargain, quoth the Vidame. And I have no time to lose, splitting hairs here. Set it down to what you like. Say it is a whim of mine, a fad, a caprice. Only understand that Madame de Pavannes stays. We go. And he added this, as a sudden thought seemed to strike him, though I would not willingly use compulsion to a lady, I think Madame dO had better come too.

You speak masterfully, the priest said with a sneer, forgetting the tone he had himself used a few minutes before to Mirepoix.

Just so. I have forty horsemen over the way, was the dry answer. For the moment, I am master of the legions, Coadjutor.

That is true, Madame dO said; so softly that I started. She had scarcely spoken since Bezers entrance. As she spoke now, she shook back the hood from her face and disclosed the chestnut hair clinging about her temples  deep blots of colour on the abnormal whiteness of her skin, That is true, M. de Bezers, she said. You have the legions. You have the power. But you will not use it, I think, against an old friend. You will not do us this hurt when I  But listen.

He would not. In the very middle of her appeal he cut her short  brute that he was! No Madame! he burst out violently, disregarding the beautiful face, the supplicating glance, that might have moved a stone, that is just what I will not do. I will not listen! We know one another. Is not that enough?

She looked at him fixedly. He returned her gaze, not smiling now, but eyeing her with a curious watchfulness.

And after a long pause she turned from him. Very well, she said softly, and drew a deep, quivering breath, the sound of which reached us. Then let us go. And without  strangest thing of all  bestowing a word or look on her sister, who was weeping bitterly in a chair, she turned to the door and led the way out, a shrug of her shoulders the last thing I marked.

The poor lady heard her departing step however, and sprang up. It dawned upon her that she was being deserted. Diane! Diane! she cried distractedly  and I had to put my hand on Croisette to keep him quiet, there was such fear and pain in her tone I will go! I will not be left behind in this dreadful place! Do you hear? Come back to me, Diane!

It made my blood run wildly. But Diane did not come back. Strange! And Bezers too was unmoved. He stood between the poor woman and the door, and by a gesture bid Mirepoix and the priest pass out before him. Madame, he said  and his voice, stern and hard as ever, expressed no jot of compassion for her, rather such an impatient contempt as a puling child might elicit you are safe here. And here you will stop! Weep if you please, he added cynically, you will have fewer tears to shed to-morrow.

His last words  they certainly were odd ones  arrested her attention. She checked her sobs, being frightened I think, and looked up at him. Perhaps he had spoken with this in view, for while she still stood at gaze, her hands pressed to her bosom, he slipped quickly out and closed the door behind him. I heard a muttering for an instant outside, and then the tramp of feet descending the stairs. They were gone, and we were still undiscovered.

For Madame, she had clean forgotten our presence  of that I am sure  and the chance of escape we might afford. On finding herself alone she gazed a short time in alarmed silence at the door, and then ran to the window and peered out, still trembling, terrified, silent. So she remained a while.

She had not noticed that Bezers on going out had omitted to lock the door behind him. I had. But I was unwilling to move hastily. Some one might return to see to it before the Vidame left the house. And besides the door was not over strong, and if locked would be no obstacle to the three of us when we had only Mirepoix to deal with. So I kept the others where they were by a nudge and a pinch, and held my breath a moment, straining my ears to catch the closing of the door below. I did not hear that. But I did catch a sound that otherwise might have escaped me, but which now riveted my eyes to the door of our room. Some one in the silence, which followed the trampling on the stairs, had cautiously laid a hand on the latch.

The light in the room was dim. Mirepoix had taken one of the candles with him, and the other wanted snuffing. I could not see whether the latch moved; whether or no it was rising. But watching intently, I made out that the door was being opened  slowly, noiselessly. I saw someone enter  a furtive gliding shadow.

For a moment I felt nervous  then I recognised the dark hooded figure. It was only Madame dO. Brave woman! She had evaded the Vidame and slipped back to the rescue. Ha, ha! We would defeat the Vidame yet! Things were going better!

But then something in her manner  as she stood holding the door and peering into the room  something in her bearing startled and frightened me. As she came forward her movements were so stealthy that her footsteps made no sound. Her dark shadow, moving ahead of her across the floor, was not more silent than she. An undefined desire to make a noise, to give the alarm, seized me.

Half-way across the room she stopped to listen, and looked round, startled herself, I think, by the silence. She could not see her sister, whose figure was blurred by the outlines of the curtain; and no doubt she was puzzled to think what had become of her. The suspense which I felt, but did not understand, was so great that at last I moved, and the bed creaked.

In a moment her face was turned our way, and she glided forwards, her features still hidden by the hood of her cloak. She was close to us now, bending over us. She raised her hand to her head  to shade her eyes, as she looked more closely, I supposed, and I was wondering whether she saw us  whether she took the shapelessness in the shadow of the curtain for her sister, or could not make it out  I was thinking how we could best apprise her of our presence without alarming her  when Croisette dashed my thoughts to the winds! Croisette, with a tremendous whoop and a crash, bounded over me on to the floor!

She uttered a gasping cry  a cry of intense, awful fear. I have the sound in my ears even now. With that she staggered back, clutching the air. I heard the metallic clang and ring of something falling on the floor. I heard an answering cry of alarm from the window; and then Madame de Pavannes ran forward and caught her in her arms.

It was strange to find the room lately so silent become at once alive with whispering forms, as we came hastily to light. I cursed Croisette for his folly, and was immeasurably angry with him, but I had no time to waste words on him then. I hurried to the door to guard it. I opened it a hands breadth and listened. All was quiet below; the house still. I took the key out of the lock and put it in my pocket and went back. Marie and Croisette were standing a little apart from Madame de Pavannes, who, hanging over her sister, was by turns bathing her face and explaining our presence.

In a very few minutes Madame dO seemed to recover, and sat up. The first shock of deadly terror had passed, but she was still pale. She still trembled, and shrank from meeting our eyes, though I saw her, when our attention was apparently directed elsewhere, glance at one and another of us with a strange intentness, a shuddering curiosity. No wonder, I thought. She must have had a terrible fright  one that might have killed a more timid woman!

What on earth did you do that for! I asked Croisette presently, my anger certainly not decreasing the more I looked at her beautiful face. You might have killed her!

In charity I supposed his nerves had failed him, for he could not even now give me a straightforward answer. His only reply was, Let us get away! Let us get away from this horrible house! and this he kept repeating with a shudder as he moved restlessly to and fro.

With all my heart! I answered, looking at him with some contempt. That is exactly what we are going to do!

But all the same his words reminded me of something which in the excitement of the scene I had momentarily forgotten, and that was our duty. Pavannes must still be saved, though not for Kit; rather to answer to us for his sins. But he must be saved! And now that the road was open, every minute lost was reproach to us. Yes, I added roughly, my thoughts turned into a more rugged channel, you are right. This is no time for nursing. We must be going. Madame de Pavannes, I went on, addressing myself to her, you know the way home from here  to your house! Oh, yes, she cried.

That is well, I answered. Then we will start. Your sister is sufficiently recovered now, I think. And we will not risk any further delay.

I did not tell her of her husbands danger, or that we suspected him of wronging her, and being in fact the cause of her detention. I wanted her services as a guide. That was the main point, though I was glad to be able to put her in a place of safety at the same time that we fulfilled our own mission.

She rose eagerly. You are sure that we can get out? she said.

Sure, I replied with a brevity worthy of Bezers himself.

And I was right. We trooped down stairs, making as little noise as possible; with the result that Mirepoix only took the alarm, and came upon us when we were at the outer door, bungling with the lock. Then I made short work of him, checking his scared words of remonstrance by flashing my dagger before his eyes. I induced him in the same fashion  he was fairly taken by surprise  to undo the fastenings himself; and so, bidding him follow us at his peril, we slipped out one by one. We softly closed the door behind us. And lo! we were at last free  free and in the streets of Paris, with the cool night air fanning our brows. A church hard by tolled the hour of two; and the strokes were echoed, before we had gone many steps along the ill-paved way, by the solemn tones of the bell of Notre Dame.

We were free and in the streets, with a guide who knew the way. If Bezers had not gone straight from us to his vengeance, we might thwart him yet. I strode along quickly, Madame dO by my side the others a little way in front. Here and there an oil-lamp, swinging from a pulley in the middle of the road, enabled us to avoid some obstacle more foul than usual, or to leap over a pool which had formed in the kennel. Even in my excitement, my country-bred senses rebelled against the sights, and smells, the noisome air and oppressive closeness of the streets.

The town was quiet, and very dark where the smoky lamps were not hanging. Yet I wondered if it ever slept, for more than once we had to stand aside to give passage to a party of men, hurrying along with links and arms. Several times too, especially towards the end of our walk, I was surprised by the flashing of bright lights in a courtyard, the door of which stood half open to right or left. Once I saw the glow of torches reflected ruddily in the windows of a tall and splendid mansion, a little withdrawn from the street. The source of the light was in the fore-court, hidden from us by a low wall, but I caught the murmur of voices and stir of many feet. Once a gate was stealthily opened and two armed men looked out, the act and their manner of doing it, reminding me on the instant of those who had peeped out to inspect us some hours before in Bezers house. And once, nay twice, in the mouth of a narrow alley I discerned a knot of men standing motionless in the gloom. There was an air of mystery abroad, a feeling as of solemn stir and preparation going on under cover of the darkness, which awed and unnerved me.

But I said nothing of this, and Madame dO was equally silent. Like most countrymen I was ready to believe in any exaggeration of the citys late hours, the more as she made no remark. I supposed  shaking off the momentary impression  that what I saw was innocent and normal. Besides, I was thinking what I should say to Pavannes when I saw him  in what terms I should warn him of his peril, and cast his perfidy in his teeth. We had hurried along in this way  and in absolute silence, save when some obstacle or pitfall drew from us an exclamation  for about a quarter of a mile, when my companion, turning into a slightly wider street, slackened her speed, and indicated by a gesture that we had arrived. A lamp hung over the porch, to which she pointed, and showed the small side gate half open. We were close behind the other three now. I saw Croisette stoop to enter and as quickly fall back a pace. Why?

In a moment it flashed across my mind that we were too late that the Vidame had been before us.

And yet how quiet it all was.

Then I breathed freely again. I saw that Croisette had only stepped back to avoid some one who was coming out  the Coadjutor in fact. The moment the entrance was clear, the lad shot in, and the others after him, the priest taking no notice of them, nor they of him.

I was for going in too, when I felt Madame dOs hand tighten suddenly on my arm, and then fall from it. Apprised of something by this, I glanced at the priests face, catching sight of it by chance just as his eyes met hers. His face was white  nay it was ugly with disappointment and rage, bitter snarling rage, that was hardly human. He grasped her by the arm roughly and twisted her round without ceremony, so as to draw her a few paces aside; yet not so far that I could not hear what they said.

He is not here! he hissed. Do you understand? He crossed the river to the Faubourg St. Germain at nightfall  searching for her. And he has not come back! He is on the other side of the water, and midnight has struck this hour past!

She stood silent for a moment as if she had received a blow  silent and dismayed. Something serious had happened. I could see that.

He cannot recross the river now? she said after a time. The gates

Shut! he replied briefly. The keys are at the Louvre.

And the boats are on this side?

Every boat! he answered, striking his one hand on the other with violence. Every boat! No one may cross until it is over.

And the Faubourg St. Germain? she said in a lower voice.

There will be nothing done there. Nothing!


CHAPTER VII

A YOUNG KNIGHT-ERRANT.

I would gladly have left the two together, and gone straight into the house. I was eager now to discharge the errand on which I had come so far; and apart from this I had no liking for the priest or wish to overhear his talk. His anger, however, was so patent, and the rudeness with which he treated Madame dO so pronounced that I felt I could not leave her with him unless she should dismiss me. So I stood patiently enough  and awkwardly enough too, I daresay  by the door while they talked on in subdued tones. Nevertheless, I felt heartily glad when at length, the discussion ending Madame came back to me. I offered her my arm to help her over the wooden foot of the side gate. She laid her hand on it, but she stood still.

M. de Caylus, she said; and at that stopped. Naturally I looked at her, and our eyes met. Hers brown and beautiful, shining in the light of the lamp overhead looked into mine. Her lips were half parted, and one fair tress of hair had escaped from her hood. M. de Caylus, will you do me a favour, she resumed, softly, a favour for which I shall always be grateful?

I sighed. Madame, I said earnestly, for I felt the solemnity of the occasion, I swear that in ten minutes, if the task I now have in hand be finished I will devote my life to your service. For the present

Well, for the present? But it is the present I want, Master Discretion.

I must see M. de Pavannes! I am pledged to it, I ejaculated.

To see M. de Pavannes?

Yes.

I was conscious that she was looking at me with eyes of doubt, almost of suspicion.

Why? Why? she asked with evident surprise. You have restored  and nearly frightened me to death in doing it  his wife to her home; what more do you want with him, most valiant knight-errant?

I must see him, I said firmly. I would have told her all and been thankful, but the priest was within hearing  or barely out of it; and I had seen too much pass between him and Bezers to be willing to say anything before him.

You must see M. de Pavannes? she repeated, gazing at me.

I must, I replied with decision.

Then you shall. That is exactly what I am going to help you to do, she exclaimed. He is not here. That is what is the matter. He went out at nightfall seeking news of his wife, and crossed the river, the Coadjutor says, to the Faubourg St. Germain. Now it is of the utmost importance that he should return before morning  return here.

But is he not here? I said, finding all my calculations at fault. You are sure of it, Madame?

Quite sure, she answered rapidly. Your brothers will have by this time discovered the fact. Now, M. de Caylus, Pavannes must be brought here before morning, not only for his wifes sake  though she will be wild with anxiety  but also

I know, I said, eagerly interrupting her, for his own too! There is a danger threatening him.

She turned swiftly, as if startled, and I turned, and we looked at the priest. I thought we understood one another. There is, she answered softly, and I would save him from that danger; but he will only be safe, as I happen to know, here! Here, you understand! He must be brought here before daybreak, M. de Caylus. He must! He must! she exclaimed, her beautiful features hardening with the earnestness of her feelings. And the Coadjutor cannot go. I cannot go. There is only one man who can save him, and that is yourself. There is, above all, not a moment to be lost.

My thoughts were in a whirl. Even as she spoke she began to walk back the way we had come, her hand on my arm; and I, doubtful, and in a confused way unwilling, went with her. I did not clearly understand the position. I would have wished to go in and confer with Marie and Croisette; but the juncture had occurred so quickly, and it might be that time was as valuable as she said, and  well, it was hard for me, a lad, to refuse her anything when she looked at me with appeal in her eyes. I did manage to stammer, But I do not know Paris. I could not find my way, I am afraid, and it is night, Madame.

She released my arm and stopped. Night! she cried, with a scornful ring in her voice. Night! I thought you were a man, not a boy! You are afraid!

Afraid, I said hotly; we Cayluses are never afraid.

Then I can tell you the way, if that be your only difficulty. We turn here. Now, come in with me a moment, she continued, and I will give you something you will need  and your directions.

She had stopped at the door of a tall, narrow house, standing between larger ones in a street which appeared to me to be more airy and important than any I had yet seen. As she spoke, she rang the bell once, twice, thrice. The silvery tinkle had scarcely died away the third time before the door opened silently; I saw no one, but she drew me into a narrow hall or passage. A taper in an embossed holder was burning on a chest. She took it up, and telling me to follow her led the way lightly up the stairs, and into a room, half-parlour, half-bedroom  such a room as I had never seen before. It was richly hung from ceiling to floor with blue silk, and lighted by the soft rays of lamps shaded by Venetian globes of delicate hues. The scent of cedar wood was in the air, and on the hearth in a velvet tray were some tiny puppies. A dainty disorder reigned everywhere. On one table a jewel-case stood open, on another lay some lace garments, two or three masks and a fan. A gemmed riding-whip and a silver-hilted poniard hung on the same peg. And, strangest of all, huddled away behind the door, I espied a plain, black-sheathed sword, and a mans gauntlets.

She did not wait a moment, but went at once to the jewel-case. She took from it a gold ring  a heavy seal ring. She held this out to me in the most matter-of-fact way  scarcely turning, in fact. Put it on your finger, she said hurriedly. If you are stopped by soldiers, or if they will not give you a boat to cross the river, say boldly that you are on the kings service. Call for the officer and show that ring. Play the man. Bid him stop you at his peril!

I hastily muttered my thanks, and she as hastily took something from a drawer, and tore it into strips. Before I knew what she was doing she was on her knees by me, fastening a white band of linen round my left sleeve. Then she took my cap, and with the same precipitation fixed a fragment of the stuff in it, in the form of a rough cross.

There, she said. Now, listen, M. de Caylus. There is more afoot to-night than you know of. Those badges will help you across to St. Germain, but the moment you land tear them off: Tear them off, remember. They will help you no longer. You will come back by the same boat, and will not need them. If you are seen to wear them as you return, they will command no respect, but on the contrary will bring you  and perhaps me into trouble.

I understand, I said, but

You must ask no questions, she retorted, waving one snowy finger before my eyes. My knight-errant must have faith in me, as I have in him; or he would not be here at this time of night, and alone with me. But remember this also. When you meet Pavannes do not say you come from me. Keep that in your mind; I will explain the reason afterwards. Say merely that his wife is found, and is wild with anxiety about him. If you say anything as to his danger he may refuse to come. Men are obstinate.

I nodded a smiling assent, thinking I understood. At the same time I permitted myself in my own mind a little discretion. Pavannes was not a fool, and the name of the Vidame  but, however, I should see. I had more to say to him than she knew of. Meanwhile she explained very carefully the three turnings I had to take to reach the river, and the wharf where boats most commonly lay, and the name of the house in which I should find M. de Pavannes.

He is at the Hotel de Bailli, she said. And there, I think that is all.

No, not all, I said hardily. There is one thing I have not got. And that is a sword!

She followed the direction of my eyes, started, and laughed  a little oddly. But she fetched the weapon. Take it, and do not, she urged, do not lose time. Do not mention me to Pavannes. Do not let the white badges be seen as you return. That is really all. And now good luck! She gave me her hand to kiss. Good luck, my knight-errant, good luck  and come back to me soon!

She smiled divinely, as it seemed to me, as she said these last words, and the same smile followed me down stairs: for she leaned over the stair-head with one of the lamps in her hand, and directed me how to draw the bolts. I took one backward glance as I did so at the fair stooping figure above me, the shining eyes, and tiny outstretched hand, and then darting into the gloom I hurried on my way.

I was in a strange mood. A few minutes before I had been at Pavannes door, at the end of our journey; on the verge of success. I had been within an ace, as I supposed at least, of executing my errand. I had held the cup of success in my hand. And it had slipped. Now the conflict had to be fought over again; the danger to be faced. It would have been no more than natural if I had felt the disappointment keenly: if I had almost despaired.

But it was otherwise  far otherwise. Never had my heart beat higher or more proudly than as I now hurried through the streets, avoiding such groups as were abroad in them, and intent only on observing the proper turnings. Never in any moment of triumph in after days, in love or war, did anything like the exhilaration, the energy, the spirit, of those minutes come back to me. I had a womans badge in my cap  for the first time  the music of her voice in my ears. I had a magic ring on my finger: a talisman on my arm. My sword was at my side again. All round me lay a misty city of adventures, of danger and romance, full of the richest and most beautiful possibilities; a city of real witchery, such as I had read of in stories, through which those fairy gifts and my right hand should guide me safely. I did not even regret my brothers, or our separation. I was the eldest. It was fitting that the cream of the enterprise should be reserved for me, Anne de Caylus. And to what might it not lead? In fancy I saw myself already a duke and peer of France  already I held the baton.

Yet while I exulted boyishly, I did not forget what I was about. I kept my eyes open, and soon remarked that the number of people passing to and fro in the dark streets had much increased within the last half hour. The silence in which in groups or singly these figures stole by me was very striking. I heard no brawling, fighting or singing; yet if it were too late for these things, why were so many people up and about? I began to count presently, and found that at least half of those I met wore badges in their hats and on their arms, similar to mine, and that they all moved with a businesslike air, as if bound for some rendezvous.

I was not a fool, though I was young, and in some matters less quick than Croisette. The hints which had been dropped by so many had not been lost on me. There is more afoot to-night than you know of! Madame dO had said. And having eyes as well as ears I fully believed it. Something was afoot. Something was going to happen in Paris before morning. But what, I wondered. Could it be that a rebellion was about to break out? If so I was on the kings service, and all was well. I might even be going  and only eighteen  to make history! Or was it only a brawl on a great scale between two parties of nobles? I had heard of such things happening in Paris. Then  well I did not see how I could act in that case. I must be guided by events.

I did not imagine anything else which it could be. That is the truth, though it may need explanation. I was accustomed only to the milder religious differences, the more evenly balanced parties of Quercy, where the peace between the Catholics and Huguenots had been welcome to all save a very few. I could not gauge therefore the fanaticism of the Parisian populace, and lost count of the factor, which made possible that which was going to happen  was going to happen in Paris before daylight as surely as the sun was going to rise! I knew that the Huguenot nobles were present in the city in great numbers, but it did not occur to me that they could as a body be in danger. They were many and powerful, and as was said, in favour with the king. They were under the protection of the King of Navarre  Frances brother-in-law of a week, and the Prince of Conde; and though these princes were young, Coligny the sagacious admiral was old, and not much the worse I had learned for his wound. He at least was high in royal favour, a trusted counsellor. Had not the king visited him on his sick-bed and sat by him for an hour together?

Surely, I thought, if there were danger, these men would know of it. And then the Huguenots main enemy, Henri le Balafre, the splendid Duke of Guise, our great man, and Lorraine, as the crowd called him  he, it was rumoured, was in disgrace at court. In a word these things, to say nothing of the peaceful and joyous occasion which had brought the Huguenots to Paris, and which seemed to put treachery out of the question, were more than enough to prevent me forecasting the event.

If for a moment, indeed, as I hurried along towards the river, anything like the truth occurred to me, I put it from me. I say with pride I put it from me as a thing impossible. For God forbid  one may speak out the truth these forty years back  God forbid, say I, that all Frenchmen should bear the blood guiltiness which came of other than French brains, though French were the hands that did the work.

I was not greatly troubled by my forebodings therefore: and the state of exaltation to which Madame dOs confidence had raised my spirits lasted until one of the narrow streets by the Louvre brought me suddenly within sight of the river. Here faint moonlight bursting momentarily through the clouds was shining on the placid surface of the water. The fresh air played upon, and cooled my temples. And this with the quiet scene so abruptly presented to me, gave check to my thoughts, and somewhat sobered me.

At some distance to my left I could distinguish in the middle of the river the pile of buildings which crowd the Ile de la Cite, and could follow the nearer arm of the stream as it swept landwards of these, closely hemmed in by houses, but unbroken as yet by the arches of the Pont Neuf which I have lived to see built. Not far from me on my right  indeed within a stones throw  the bulky mass of the Louvre rose dark and shapeless against the sky. Only a narrow open space  the foreshore  separated me from the water; beyond which I could see an irregular line of buildings, that no doubt formed the Faubourg St. Germain.

I had been told that I should find stairs leading down to the water, and boats moored at the foot of them, at this point. Accordingly I walked quickly across the open space to a spot, where I made out a couple of posts set up on the brink  doubtless to mark the landing place.

I had not gone ten paces, however, out of the shadow, before I chanced to look round, and discerned with an unpleasant eerie feeling three figures detach themselves from it, and advance in a row behind me, so as the better to cut off my retreat. I was not to succeed in my enterprise too easily then. That was clear. Still I thought it better to act as if I had not seen my followers, and collecting myself, I walked as quickly as I could down to the steps. The three were by that time close upon me  within striking distance almost. I turned abruptly and confronted them.

Who are you, and what do you want? I said, eyeing them warily, my hand on my sword.

They did not answer, but separated more widely so as to form a half-circle: and one of them whistled. On the instant a knot of men started out of the line of houses, and came quickly across the strip of light towards us.

The position seemed serious. If I could have run indeed  but I glanced round, and found escape in that fashion impossible. There were men crouching on the steps behind me, between me and the river. I had fallen into a trap. Indeed, there was nothing for it now but to do as Madame had bidden me, and play the man boldly. I had the words still ringing in my ears. I had enough of the excitement I had lately felt still bounding in my veins to give nerve and daring. I folded my arms and drew myself up.

Knaves! I said, with as much quiet contempt as I could muster, you mistake me. You do not know whom you have to deal with. Get me a boat, and let two of you row me across. Hinder me, and your necks shall answer for it  or your backs!

A laugh and an oath of derision formed the only response, and before I could add more, the larger group arrived, and joined the three.

Who is it, Pierre? asked one of these in a matter-of-fact way, which showed I had not fallen amongst mere thieves.

The speaker seemed to be the leader of the band. He had a feather in his bonnet, and I saw a steel corslet gleam under his cloak, when some one held up a lanthorn to examine me the better. His trunk-hose were striped with black, white, and green  the livery as I learned afterwards of Monsieur the Kings brother, the Duke of Anjou, afterwards Henry the Third; then a close friend of the Duke of Guise, and later his murderer. The captain spoke with a foreign accent, and his complexion was dark to swarthiness. His eyes sparkled and flashed like black beads. It was easy to see that he was an Italian.

A gallant young cock enough, the soldier who had whistled answered; and not quite of the breed we expected. He held his lanthorn towards me and pointed to the white badge on my sleeve. It strikes me we have caught a crow instead of a pigeon!

How comes this? the Italian asked harshly, addressing me. Who are you? And why do you wish to cross the river at this time of night, young sir?

I acted on the inspiration of the moment. Play the man boldly! Madame had said. I would: and I did with a vengeance. I sprang forward and seizing the captain by the clasp of his cloak, shook him violently, and flung him off with all my force, so that he reeled. Dog! I exclaimed, advancing, as if I would seize him again. Learn how to speak to your betters! Am I to be stopped by such sweepings as you? Hark ye, I am on the Kings service!

He fairly spluttered with rage. More like the devils! he exclaimed, pronouncing his words abominably, and fumbling vainly for his weapon. Kings service or no service you do not insult Andrea Pallavicini!

I could only vindicate my daring by greater daring, and I saw this even as, death staring me in the face, my heart seemed to stop. The man had his mouth open and his hand raised to give an order which would certainly have sent Anne de Caylus from the world, when I cried passionately  it was my last chance, and I never wished to live more strongly than at that moment  I cried passionately, Andrea Pallavicini, if such be your name, look at that! Look at that! I repeated, shaking my open hand with the ring on it before his face, and then hinder me if you dare! To-morrow if you have quarterings enough, I will see to your quarrel! Now send me on my way, or your fate be on your own head! Disobey  ay, do but hesitate  and I will call on these very men of yours to cut you down!

It was a bold throw, for I staked all on a talisman of which I did not know the value! To me it was the turn of a die, for I had had no leisure to look at the ring, and knew no more than a babe whose it was. But the venture was as happy as desperate.

Andrea Pallavicinis expression  no pleasant one at the best of times  changed on the instant. His face fell as he seized my hand, and peered at the ring long and intently. Then he cast a quick glance of suspicion at his men, of hatred at me. But I cared nothing for his glance, or his hatred. I saw already that he had made up his mind to obey the charm: and that for me was everything. If you had shown that to me a little earlier, young sir, it would, maybe, have been better for both of us, he said, a surly menace in his voice. And cursing his men for their stupidity he ordered two of them to unmoor a boat.

Apparently the craft had been secured with more care than skill, for to loosen it seemed to be a work of time. Meanwhile I stood waiting in the midst of the group, anxious and yet exultant; an object of curiosity, and yet curious myself. I heard the guards whisper together, and caught such phrases as It is the Duc dAumale.

No, it is not DAumale. It is nothing like him.

Well, he has the Dukes ring, fool!

The Dukes?

Ay.

Then it is all right, God bless him! This last was uttered with extreme fervour.

I was conscious too of being the object of many respectful glances; and had just bidden the men on the steps below me to be quick, when I discovered with alarm three figures moving across the open space towards us, and coming apparently from the same point from which Pallavicini and his men had emerged.

In a moment I foresaw danger. Now be quick there! I cried again. But scarcely had I spoken before I saw that it was impossible to get afloat before these others came up, and I prepared to stand my ground resolutely.

The first words, however, with which Pallavicini saluted the new-comers scattered my fears. Well, what the foul fiend do you want? he exclaimed rudely; and he rapped out half-a-dozen CORPOS before they could answer him. What have you brought him here for, when I left him in the guard-house? Imbeciles!

Captain Pallavicini, interposed the midmost of the three, speaking with patience  he was a man of about thirty, dressed with some richness, though his clothes were now disordered as though by a struggle I have induced these good men to bring me down

Then, cried the captain, brutally interrupting him, you have lost your labour, Monsieur.

You do not know me, replied the prisoner with sternness  a prisoner he seemed to be. You do not understand that I am a friend of the Prince of Conde, and that

He would have said more, but the Italian again cut him short. A fig for the Prince of Conde! he cried; I understand my duty. You may as well take things easily. You cannot cross, and you cannot go home, and you cannot have any explanation; except that it is the Kings will! Explanation? he grumbled, in a lower tone, you will get it soon enough, I warrant! Before you want it!

But there is a boat going to cross, said the other, controlling his temper by an effort and speaking with dignity. You told me that by the Kings order no one could cross; and you arrested me because, having urgent need to visit St. Germain, I persisted. Now what does this mean, Captain Pallavicini? Others are crossing. I ask what this means?

Whatever you please, M. de Pavannes, the Italian retorted contemptuously. Explain it for yourself!

I started as the name struck my ear, and at once cried out in surprise, M. de Pavannes! Had I heard aright?

Apparently I had, for the prisoner turned to me with a bow. Yes, sir, he said with dignity, I am M. de Pavannes. I have not the honour of knowing you, but you seem to be a gentleman. He cast a withering glance at the captain as he said this. Perhaps you will explain to me why this violence has been done to me. If you can, I shall consider it a favour; if not, pardon me.

I did not answer him at once, for a good reason  that every faculty I had was bent on a close scrutiny of the man himself. He was fair, and of a ruddy complexion. His beard was cut in the short pointed fashion of the court; and in these respects he bore a kind of likeness, a curious likeness, to Louis de Pavannes. But his figure was shorter and stouter. He was less martial in bearing, with more of the air of a scholar than a soldier. You are related to M. Louis de Pavannes? I said, my heart beginning to beat with an odd excitement. I think I foresaw already what was coming.

I am Louis de Pavannes, he replied with impatience.

I stared at him in silence: thinking  thinking  thinking. And then I said slowly, You have a cousin of the same name?

I have.

He fell prisoner to the Vicomte de Caylus at Moncontour?

He did, he answered curtly. But what of that, sir?

Again I did not answer  at once. The murder was out. I remembered, in the dim fashion in which one remembers such things after the event, that I had heard Louis de Pavannes, when we first became acquainted with him, mention this cousin of the same name; the head of a younger branch. But our Louis living in Provence and the other in Normandy, the distance between their homes, and the troubles of the times had loosened a tie which their common religion might have strengthened. They had scarcely ever seen one another. As Louis had spoken of his namesake but once during his long stay with us, and I had not then foreseen the connection to be formed between our families, it was no wonder that in the course of months the chance word had passed out of my head, and I had clean forgotten the subject of it. Here however, he was before my eyes, and seeing him; I saw too what the discovery meant. It meant a most joyful thing! a most wonderful thing which I longed to tell Croisette and Marie. It meant that our Louis de Pavannes  my cheek burned for my want of faith in him  was no villain after all, but such a noble gentleman as we had always till this day thought him! It meant that he was no court gallant bent on breaking a country heart for sport, but Kits own true lover! And  and it meant more  it meant that he was yet in danger, and still ignorant of the vow that unchained fiend Bezers had taken to have his life! In pursuing his namesake we had been led astray, how sadly I only knew now! And had indeed lost most precious time.

Your wife, M. de Pavannes  I began in haste, seeing the necessity of explaining matters with the utmost quickness. Your wife is

Ah, my wife! he cried interrupting me, with anxiety in his tone. What of her? You have seen her!

I have. She is safe at your house in the Rue de St. Merri.

Thank Heaven for that! he replied fervently. Before he could say more Captain Andrea interrupted us. I could see that his suspicions were aroused afresh. He pushed rudely between us, and addressing me said, Now, young sir, your boat is ready.

My boat? I answered, while I rapidly considered the situation. Of course I did not want to cross the river now. No doubt Pavannes  this Pavannes  could guide me to Louis address. My boat?

Yes, it is waiting, the Italian replied, his black eyes roving from one to the other of us.

Then let it wait! I answered haughtily, speaking with an assumption of anger. Plague upon you for interrupting us! I shall not cross the river now. This gentleman can give me the information I want. I shall take him back with me.

To whom?

To whom? To those who sent me, sirrah!

I thundered. You do not seem to be much in the Dukes confidence, captain, I went on; now take a word of advice from me! There is nothing: so easily cast off as an over-officious servant! He goes too far  and he goes like an old glove! An old glove, I repeated grimly, sneering in his face, which saves the hand and suffers itself. Beware of too much zeal, Captain Pallavicini! It is a dangerous thing!

He turned pale with anger at being thus treated by a beardless boy. But he faltered all the same. What I said was unpleasant, but the bravo knew it was true.

I saw the impression I had made, and I turned to the soldiers standing round.

Bring here, my friends, I said, M. de Pavannes sword!

One ran up to the guard house and brought it at once. They were townsfolk, burgher guards or such like, and for some reason betrayed so evident a respect for me, that I soberly believe they would have turned on their temporary leader at my bidding. Pavannes took his sword, and placed it under his arm. We both bowed ceremoniously to Pallavicini, who scowled in response; and slowly, for I was afraid to show any signs of haste, we walked across the moonlit space to the bottom of the street by which I had come. There the gloom swallowed us up at once. Pavannes touched my sleeve and stopped in the darkness.

I beg to be allowed to thank you for your aid, he said with emotion, turning and facing me. Whom have I the honour of addressing?

M. Anne de Caylus, a friend of your cousin, I replied.

Indeed? he said well, I thank you most heartily, and we embraced with warmth.

But I could have done little, I answered modestly, on your behalf, if it had not been for this ring.

And the virtue of the ring lies in

In  I am sure I cannot say in what! I confessed. And then, in the sympathy which the scene had naturally created between us, I forgot one portion of my ladys commands and I added impulsively, All I know is that Madame dO gave it me; and that it has done all, and more than all she said it would.

Who gave it to you? he asked, grasping my arm so tightly as to hurt me.

Madame dO, I repeated. It was too late to draw back now.

That woman! he ejaculated in a strange low whisper. Is it possible? That woman gave it you?

I wandered what on earth he meant, surprise, scorn and dislike were so blended in his tone. It even seemed to me that he drew off from me somewhat. Yes, M. de Pavannes, I replied, offended and indignant, It is so far possible that it is the truth; and more, I think you would not so speak of this lady if you knew all; and that it was through her your wife was to-day freed from those who were detaining her, and taken safely home!

Ha! he cried eagerly. Then where has my wife been?

At the house of Mirepoix, the glover, I answered coldly, in the Rue Platriere. Do you know him? You do. Well, she was kept there a prisoner, until we helped her to escape an hour or so ago.

He did not seem to comprehend even then. I could see little of his face, but there was doubt and wonder in his tone when he spoke. Mirepoix the glover, he murmured. He is an honest man enough, though a Catholic. She was kept there! Who kept her there?

The Abbess of the Ursulines seems to have been at the bottom of it, I explained, fretting with impatience. This wonder was misplaced, I thought; and time was passing. Madame dO found out where she was, I continued, and took her home, and then sent me to fetch you, hearing you had crossed the river. That is the story in brief.

That woman sent you to fetch me? he repeated again.

Yes, I answered angrily. She did, M. de Pavannes.

Then, he said slowly, and with an air of solemn conviction which could not but impress me, there is a trap laid for me! She is the worst, the most wicked, the vilest of women! If she sent you, this is a trap! And my wife has fallen into it already! Heaven help her  and me  if it be so!


CHAPTER VIII.

THE PARISIAN MATINS.

There are some statements for which it is impossible to be prepared; statements so strong and so startling that it is impossible to answer them except by action  by a blow. And this of M. de Pavannes was one of these. If there had been any one present, I think I should have given him the lie and drawn upon him. But alone with him at midnight in the shadow near the bottom of the Rue des Fosses, with no witnesses, with every reason to feel friendly towards him, what was I to do?

As a fact, I did nothing. I stood, silent and stupefied, waiting to hear more. He did not keep me long.

She is my wifes sister, he continued grimly. But I have no reason to shield her on that account! Shield her? Had you lived at court only a month I might shield her all I could, M. de Caylus, it would avail nothing. Not Madame de Sauves is better known. And I would not if I could! I know well, though my wife will not believe it, that there is nothing so near Madame dOs heart as to get rid of her sister and me  of both of us  that she may succeed to Madeleines inheritance! Oh, yes, I had good grounds for being nervous yesterday, when my wife did not return, he added excitedly.

But there at least you wrong Madame dO! I cried, shocked and horrified by an accusation, which seemed so much more dreadful in the silence and gloom  and withal so much less preposterous than it might have seemed in the daylight. There you certainly wrong her! For shame! M. de Pavannes.

He came a step nearer, and laying a hand on my sleeve peered into my face. Did you see a priest with her? he asked slowly. A man called the Coadjutor  a down-looking dog?

I said  with a shiver of dread, a sudden revulsion of feeling, born of his manner  that I had. And I explained the part the priest had taken.

Then, Pavannes rejoined, I am right There IS a trap laid for me. The Abbess of the Ursulines! She abduct my wife? Why, she is her dearest friend, believe me. It is impossible. She would be more likely to save her from danger than to  umph! wait a minute. I did: I waited, dreading what he might discover, until he muttered, checking himself Can that be it? Can it be that the Abbess did know of some danger threatening us, and would have put Madeleine in a safe retreat? I wonder!

And I wondered; and then  well, thoughts are like gunpowder. The least spark will fire a train. His words were few, but they formed spark enough to raise such a flare in my brain as for a moment blinded me, and shook me so that I trembled. The shock over, I was left face to face with a possibility of wickedness such as I could never have suspected of myself. I remembered Mirepoixs distress and the priests eagerness. I re-called the gruff warning Bezers  even Bezers, and there was something very odd in Bezers giving a warning!  had given Madame de Pavannes when he told her that she would be better where she was. I thought of the wakefulness which I had marked in the streets, the silent hurrying to and fro, the signs of coming strife, and contrasted these with the quietude and seeming safety of Mirepoixs house; and I hastily asked Pavannes at what time he had been arrested.

About an hour before midnight, he answered.

Then you know nothing of what is happening? I replied quickly. Why, even while we are loitering here  but listen!

And with all speed, stammering indeed in my haste and anxiety, I told him what I had noticed in the streets, and the hints I had heard, and I showed him the badges with which Madame had furnished me.

His manner when he had heard me out frightened me still more. He drew me on in a kind of fury to a house in the windows of which some lighted candles had appeared not a minute before.

The ring! he cried, let me see the ring! Whose is it?

He held up my hand to this chance light and we looked at the ring. It was a heavy gold signet, with one curious characteristic: it had two facets. On one of these was engraved the letter H, and above it a crown. On the other was an eagle with outstretched wings.

Pavannes let my hand drop and leaned against the wall in sudden despair. It is the Duke of Guises, he muttered. It is the eagle of Lorraine.

Ha! said I softly, seeing light. The Duke was the idol then, as later, of the Parisian populace, and I understood now why the citizen soldiers had shown me such respect. They had taken me for the Dukes envoy and confidant.

But I saw no farther. Pavannes did, and murmured bitterly, We may say our prayers, we Huguenots. That is our death-warrant. To-morrow night there will not be one left in Paris, lad. Guise has his fathers death to avenge, and these cursed Parisians will do his bidding like the wolves they are! The Baron de Rosny warned us of this, word for word. I would to Heaven we had taken his advice!

Stay! I cried  he was going too fast for me stay! His monstrous conception, though it marched some way with my own suspicions, outran them far! I saw no sufficient grounds for it. The King  the king would not permit such a thing, M. de Pavannes, I argued.

Boy, you are blind! he rejoined impatiently, for now he saw all and I nothing. Yonder was the Duke of Anjous captain  Monsieurs officer, the follower of Frances brother, mark you! And HE  he obeyed the Dukes ring! The Duke has a free hand to-night, and he hates us. And the river. Why are we not to cross the river? The King indeed! The King has undone us. He has sold us to his brother and the Guises. VA CHASSER LIDOLE for the second time I heard the quaint phrase, which I learned afterwards was an anagram of the Kings name, Charles de Valois, used by the Protestants as a password VA CHASSER LIDOLE has betrayed us! I remember the very words he used to the Admiral, Now we have got you here we shall not let you go so easily! Oh, the traitor! The wretched traitor!

He leaned against the wall overcome by the horror of the conviction which had burst upon him, and unnerved by the imminence of the peril. At all times he was an unready man, I fancy, more fit, courage apart, for the college than the field; and now he gave way to despair. Perhaps the thought of his wife unmanned him. Perhaps the excitement through which he had already gone tended to stupefy him, or the suddenness of the discovery.

At any rate, I was the first to gather my wits together, and my earliest impulse was to tear into two parts a white handkerchief I had in my pouch, and fasten one to his sleeve, the other in his hat, in rough imitation of the badges I wore myself.

It will appear from this that I no longer trusted Madame dO. I was not convinced, it is true, of her conscious guilt, still I did not trust her entirely. Do not wear them on your return, she had said and that was odd; although I could not yet believe that she was such a siren as Father Pierre had warned us of, telling tales from old poets. Yet I doubted, shuddering as I did so. Her companionship with that vile priest, her strange eagerness to secure Pavannes return, her mysterious directions to me, her anxiety to take her sister home  home, where she would be exposed to danger, as being in a known Huguenots house  these things pointed to but one conclusion; still that one was so horrible that I would not, even while I doubted and distrusted her, I would not, I could not accept it. I put it from me, and refused to believe it, although during the rest of that night it kept coming back to me and knocking for admission at my brain.

All this flashed through my mind while I was fixing on Pavannes badges. Not that I lost time about it, for from the moment I grasped the position as he conceived it, every minute we had wasted on explanations seemed to me an hour. I reproached myself for having forgotten even for an instant that which had brought us to town  the rescue of Kits lover. We had small chance now of reaching him in time, misled as we had been by this miserable mistake in identity. If my companions fears were well founded, Louis would fall in the general massacre of the Huguenots, probably before we could reach him. If ill-founded, still we had small reason to hope. Bezers vengeance would not wait. I knew him too well to think it. A Guise might spare his foe, but the Vidame  the Vidame never! We had warned Madame de Pavannes it was true; but that abnormal exercise of benevolence could only, I cynically thought, have the more exasperated the devil within him, which now would be ravening like a dog disappointed of its victuals.

I glanced up at the line of sky visible between the tall houses, and lo! the dawn was coming. It wanted scarcely half-an-hour of daylight, though down in the dark streets about us the night still reigned. Yes, the morning was coming, bright and hopeful, and the city was quiet. There were no signs, no sounds of riot or disorder. Surely, I thought, surely Pavannes must be mistaken. Either the plot had never existed, that was most likely, or it had been abandoned, or perhaps  Crack!

A pistol shot! Short, sharp, ominous it rang out on the instant, a solitary sound in the night! It was somewhere near us, and I stopped. I had been speaking to my companion at the moment. Where was it? I cried, looking behind me.

Close to us. Near the Louvre, he answered, listening intently. See! See! Ah, heavens! he continued in a voice of despair, it was a signal!

It was. One, two, three! Before I could count so far, lights sprang into brightness in the windows of nine out of ten houses in the short street where we stood, as if lighted by a single hand. Before too I could count as many more, or ask him what this meant, before indeed, we could speak or stir from the spot, or think what we should do, with a hurried clang and clash, as if brought into motion by furious frenzied hands, a great bell just above our heads began to boom and whirr! It hurled its notes into space, it suddenly filled all the silence. It dashed its harsh sounds down upon the trembling city, till the air heaved, and the houses about us rocked. It made in an instant a pandemonium of the quiet night.

We turned and hurried instinctively from the place, crouching and amazed, looking upwards with bent shoulders and scared faces. What is it? What is it? I cried, half in resentment; half in terror. It deafened me.

The bell of St. Germain lAuxerrois! he shouted in answer. The Church of the Louvre. It is as I said. We are doomed!

Doomed? No! I replied fiercely, for my courage seemed to rise again on the wave of sound and excitement as if rebounding from the momentary shock. Never! We wear the devils livery, and he will look after his own. Draw, man, and let him that stops us look to himself. You know the way. Lead on! I cried savagely.

He caught the infection and drew his sword. So we started boldly, and the result justified my confidence. We looked, no doubt, as like murderers as any who were abroad that night. Moving in this desperate guise we hastened up that street and into another  still pursued by the din and clangour of the bell  and then a short distance along a third. We were not stopped or addressed by anyone, though numbers, increasing each moment as door after door opened, and we drew nearer to the heart of the commotion, were hurrying in the same direction, side by side with us; and though in front, where now and again lights gleamed on a mass of weapons, or on white eager faces, filling some alley from wall to wall, we heard the roar of voices rising and falling like the murmur of an angry sea.

All was blur, hurry, confusion, tumult. Yet I remember, as we pressed onwards with the stream and part of it, certain sharp outlines. I caught here and there a glimpse of a pale scared face at a window, a half-clad form at a door, of the big, wondering eyes of a child held up to see us pass, of a Christ at a corner ruddy in the smoky glare of a link, of a woman armed, and in mans clothes, who walked some distance side by side with us, and led off a ribald song. I retain a memory of these things: of brief bursts of light and long intervals of darkness, and always, as we tramped forwards, my hand on Pavannes sleeve, of an ever-growing tumult in front  an ever-rising flood of noise.

At last we came to a standstill where a side street ran out of ours. Into this the hurrying throng tried to wheel, and, unable to do so, halted, and pressed about the head of the street, which was already full to overflowing; and so sought with hungry eyes for places whence they might look down it. Pavannes and I struggled only to get through the crowd  to get on; but the efforts of those behind partly aiding and partly thwarting our own, presently forced us to a position whence we could not avoid seeing what was afoot.

The street  this side street was ablaze with light. From end to end every gable, every hatchment was glowing, every window was flickering in the glare of torches. It was paved too with faces  human faces, yet scarcely human  all looking one way, all looking upward; and the noise, as from time to time this immense crowd groaned or howled in unison, like a wild beast in its fury, was so appalling, that I clutched Pavannes arm and clung to him in momentary terror. I do not wonder now that I quailed, though sometimes I have heard that sound since. For there is nothing in the world so dreadful as that brute beast we call the CANAILLE, when the chain is off and its cowardly soul is roused.

Near our end of the street a group of horsemen rising island-like from the sea of heads, sat motionless in their saddles about a gateway. They were silent, taking no notice of the rioting fiends shouting at their girths, but watching in grim quiet what was passing within the gates. They were handsomely dressed, although some wore corslets over their satin coats or lace above buff jerkins. I could even at that distance see the jewels gleam in the bonnet of one who seemed to be their leader. He was in the centre of the band, a very young man, perhaps twenty or twenty-one, of most splendid presence, sitting his horse superbly. He wore a grey riding-coat, and was a head taller than any of his companions. There was pride in the very air with which his horse bore him.

I did not need to ask Pavannes who he was. I KNEW that he was the Duke of Guise, and that the house before which he stood was Colignys. I knew what was being done there. And in the same moment I sickened with horror and rage. I had a vision of grey hairs and blood and fury scarcely human, And I rebelled. I battled with the rabble about me. I forced my way through them tooth and nail after Pavannes, intent only on escaping, only on getting away from there. And so we neither halted nor looked back until we were clear of the crowd and had left the blaze of light and the work doing by it some way behind us.

We found ourselves then in the mouth of an obscure alley which my companion whispered would bring us to his house; and here we paused to take breath and look back. The sky was red behind us, the air full of the clash and din of the tocsin, and the flood of sounds which poured from every tower and steeple. From the eastward came the rattle of drums and random shots, and shrieks of A BAS COLIGNY! A BAS LES HUGUENOTS! Meanwhile the city was rising as one man, pale at this dread awakening. From every window men and women, frightened by the uproar, were craning their necks, asking or answering questions or hurriedly calling for and kindling tapers. But as yet the general populace seemed to be taking no active part in the disorder.

Pavannes raised his hat an instant as we stood in the shadow of the houses. The noblest man in France is dead, he said, softly and reverently. God rest his soul! They have had their way with him and killed him like a dog. He was an old man and they did not spare him! A noble, and they have called in the CANAILLE to tear him. But be sure, my friend  and as the speakers tone changed and grew full and proud, his form seemed to swell with it be sure the cruel shall not live out half their days! No. He that takes the knife shall perish by the knife! And go to his own place! I shall not see it, but you will!

His words made no great impression on me then. My hardihood was returning. I was throbbing with fierce excitement, and tingling for the fight. But years afterwards, when the two who stood highest in the group about Colignys threshold died, the one at thirty-eight, the other at thirty-five  when Henry of Guise and Henry of Valois died within six months of one another by the assassins knife  I remembered Pavannes augury. And remembering it, I read the ways of Providence, and saw that the very audacity of which Guise took advantage to entrap Coligny led him too in his turn to trip smiling and bowing, a comfit box in his hand and the kisses of his mistress damp on his lips, into a kings closet  a kings closet at Blois! Led him to lift the curtain  ah! to lift the curtain, what Frenchman does not know the tale?  behind which stood the Admiral!

To return to our own fortunes; after a hurried glance we resumed our way, and sped through the alley, holding a brief consultation as we went. Pavannes first hasty instinct to seek shelter at home began to lose its force, and he to consider whether his return would not endanger his wife. The mob might be expected to spare her, he argued. Her death would not benefit any private foes if he escaped. He was for keeping away therefore. But I would not agree to this. The priests crew of desperadoes  assuming Pavannes suspicions to be correct  would wait some time, no doubt, to give the master of the house a chance to return, but would certainly attack sooner or later out of greed, if from no other motive. Then the ladys fate would at the best be uncertain. I was anxious myself to rejoin my brothers, and take all future chances, whether of saving our Louis, or escaping ourselves, with them. United we should be four good swords, and might at least protect Madame de Pavannes to a place of safety, if no opportunity of succouring Louis should present itself. We had too the Dukes ring, and this might be of service at a pinch. No, I urged, let us get together. We two will slip in at the front gate, and bolt and bar it, and then we will all escape in a body at the back, while they are forcing the gateway.

There is no door at the back, he answered, shaking his head.

There are windows?

They are too strongly barred. We could not break out in the time, he explained, with a groan.

I paused at that, crestfallen. But danger quickened my wits. In a moment I had another plan, not so hopeful and more dangerous, yet worth trying I thought, I told him of it, and he agreed to it. As he nodded assent we emerged into a street, and I saw  for the grey light of morning was beginning to penetrate between the houses  that we were only a few yards from the gateway, and the small door by which I had seen my brothers enter. Were they still in the house? Were they safe? I had been away an hour at least.

Anxious as I was about them, I looked round me very keenly as we flitted across the road, and knocked gently at the door. I thought it so likely that we should be fallen upon here, that I stood on my guard while we waited. But we were not molested. The street, being at some distance from the centre of the commotion, was still and empty, with no signs of life apparent except the rows of heads poked through the windows  all possessing eyes which watched us heedfully and in perfect silence. Yes, the street was quite empty: except, ah! except, for that lurking figure, which, even as I espied it, shot round a distant angle of the wall, and was lost to sight.

There! I cried, reckless now who might hear me, knock! knock louder! never mind the noise. The alarm is given. A score of people are watching us, and yonder spy has gone off to summon his friends.

The truth was my anger was rising. I could bear no longer the silent regards of all those eyes at the windows. I writhed under them  cruel, pitiless eyes they were. I read in them a morbid curiosity, a patient anticipation that drove me wild. Those men and women gazing on us so stonily knew my companions rank and faith. They had watched him riding in and out daily, one of the sights of their street, gay and gallant; and now with the same eyes they were watching greedily for the butchers to come. The very children took a fresh interest in him, as one doomed and dying; and waited panting for the show to begin. So I read them.

Knock! I repeated angrily, losing all patience. Had I been foolish in bringing him back to this part of the town where every soul knew him? Knock; we must get in, whether or no. They cannot all have left the house!

I kicked the door desperately, and my relief was great when it opened. A servant with a pale face stood before me, his knees visibly shaking. And behind him was Croisette.

I think we fell straightway into one anothers arms.

And Marie, I cried, Marie?

Marie is within, and madame, he answered joyfully; we are together again and nothing matters, But oh, Anne, where have you been? And what is the matter? Is it a great fire? Or is the king dead? Or what is it?

I told him. I hastily poured out some of the things which had happened to me, and some which I feared were in store for others. Naturally he was surprised and shocked by the latter, though his fears had already been aroused. But his joy and relief, when he heard the mystery of Louis de Pavannes marriage explained, were so great that they swallowed up all other feelings. He could not say enough about it. He pictured Louis again and again as Kits lover, as our old friend, our companion; as true, staunch, brave without fear, without reproach: and it was long before his eyes ceased to sparkle, his tongue to run merrily, the colour to mantle in his cheeks  long that is as time is counted by minutes. But presently the remembrance of Louis danger and our own position returned more vividly. Our plan for rescuing him had failed  failed!

No! no! cried Croisette, stoutly. He would not hear of it. He would not have it at any price. No, we will not give up hope! We will go shoulder to shoulder and find him. Louis is as brave as a lion and as quick as a weasel. We will find him in time yet. We will go when  I mean as soon as

He faltered, and paused. His sudden silence as he looked round the empty forecourt in which we stood was eloquent. The cold light, faint and uncertain yet, was stealing into the court, disclosing a row of stables on either side, and a tiny porters hutch by the gates, and fronting us a noble house of four storys, tall, grey, grim-looking.

I assented; gloomily however. Yes, I said, we will go when

And I too stopped. The same thought was in my mind. How could we leave these people? How could we leave madame in her danger and distress? How could we return her kindness by desertion? We could not. No, not for Kits sake. Because after all Louis, our Louis, was a man, and must take his chance. He must take his chance. But I groaned.

So that was settled. I had already explained our plan to Croisette: and now as we waited he began to tell me a story, a long, confused story about Madame dO. I thought he was talking for the sake of talking  to keep up our spirits  and I did not attend much to him; so that he had not reached the gist of it, or at least I had not grasped it, when a noise without stayed his tongue. It was the tramp of footsteps, apparently of a large party in the street. It forced him to break off, and promptly drove us all to our posts.

But before we separated a slight figure, hardly noticeable in that dim, uncertain light, passed me quickly, laying for an instant a soft hand in mine as I stood waiting by the gates. I have said I scarcely saw the figure, though I did see the kind timid eyes, and the pale cheeks under the hood; but I bent over the hand and kissed it, and felt, truth to tell, no more regret nor doubt where our duty lay. But stood, waiting patiently.


CHAPTER IX.

THE HEAD OF ERASMUS.

Waiting, and waiting alone! The gates were almost down now. The gang of ruffians without, reinforced each moment by volunteers eager for plunder, rained blows unceasingly on hinge and socket; and still hotter and faster through a dozen rifts in the timbers came the fire of their threats and curses. Many grew tired, but others replaced them. Tools broke, but they brought more and worked with savage energy. They had shown at first a measure of prudence; looking to be fired on, and to be resisted by men, surprised, indeed, but desperate; and the bolder of them only had advanced. But now they pressed round unchecked, meeting no resistance. They would scarcely stand back to let the sledges have swing; but hallooed and ran in on the creaking beams and beat them with their fists, whenever the gates swayed under a blow.

One stout iron bar still held its place. And this I watched as if fascinated. I was alone in the empty courtyard, standing a little aside, sheltered by one of the stone pillars from which the gates hung. Behind me the door of the house stood ajar. Candles, which the daylight rendered garish, still burned in the rooms on the first floor, of which the tall narrow windows were open. On the wide stone sill of one of these stood Croisette, a boyish figure, looking silently down at me, his hand on the latticed shutter. He looked pale, and I nodded and smiled at him. I felt rather anger than fear myself; remembering, as the fiendish cries half-deafened me, old tales of the Jacquerie and its doings, and how we had trodden it out.

Suddenly the din and tumult flashed to a louder note; as when hounds on the scent give tongue at sight. I turned quickly from the house, recalled to a sense of the position and peril. The iron bar was yielding to the pressure. Slowly the left wing of the gate was sinking inwards. Through the widening chasm I caught a glimpse of wild, grimy faces and bloodshot eyes, and heard above the noise a sharp cry from Croisette  a cry of terror. Then I turned and ran, with a defiant gesture and an answering yell, right across the forecourt and up the steps to the door.

I ran the faster for the sharp report of a pistol behind me, and the whirr of a ball past my ear. But I was not scared by it: and as my feet alighted with a bound on the topmost step, I glanced back. The dogs were halfway across the court. I made a bungling attempt to shut and lock the great door  failed in this; and heard behind me a roar of coarse triumph. I waited for no more. I darted up the oak staircase four steps at a time, and rushed into the great drawing-room on my left, banging the door behind me.

The once splendid room was in a state of strange disorder. Some of the rich tapestry had been hastily torn down. One window was closed and shuttered; no doubt Croisette had done it. The other two were open  as if there had not been time to close them  and the cold light which they admitted contrasted in ghastly fashion with the yellow rays of candles still burning in the sconces. The furniture had been huddled aside or piled into a barricade, a CHEVAUX DE FRISE of chairs and tables stretching across the width of the room, its interstices stuffed with, and its weakness partly screened by, the torn-down hangings. Behind this frail defence their backs to a door which seemed to lead to an inner room, stood Marie and Croisette, pale and defiant. The former had a long pike; the latter levelled a heavy, bell-mouthed arquebuse across the back of a chair, and blew up his match as I entered. Both had in addition procured swords. I darted like a rabbit through a little tunnel left on purpose for me in the rampart, and took my stand by them.

Is all right? ejaculated Croisette turning to me nervously.

All right, I think, I answered. I was breathless.

You are not hurt?

Not touched!

I had just time then to draw my sword before the assailants streamed into the room, a dozen ruffians, reeking and tattered, with flushed faces and greedy, staring eyes. Once inside, however, suddenly  so suddenly that an idle spectator might have found the change ludicrous  they came to a stop. Their wild cries ceased, and tumbling over one another with curses and oaths they halted, surveying us in muddled surprise; seeing what was before them, and not liking it. Their leader appeared to be a tall butcher with a pole-axe on his half-naked shoulder; but there were among them two or three soldiers in the royal livery and carrying pikes. They had looked for victims only, having met with no resistance at the gate, and the foremost recoiled now on finding themselves confronted by the muzzle of the arquebuse and the lighted match.

I seized the occasion. I knew, indeed, that the pause presented our only chance, and I sprang on a chair and waved my hand for silence. The instinct of obedience for the moment asserted itself; there was a stillness in the room.

Beware! I cried loudly  as loudly and confidently as I could, considering that there was a quaver at my heart as I looked on those savage faces, which met and yet avoided my eye. Beware of what you do! We are Catholics one and all like yourselves, and good sons of the Church. Ay, and good subjects too! VIVE LE ROI, gentlemen! God save the King! I say. And I struck the barricade with my sword until the metal rang again. God save the King!

Cry VIVE LA MESSE! shouted one.

Certainly, gentlemen! I replied, with politeness. With all my heart. VIVE LA MESSE! VIVE LA MESSE!

This took the butcher, who luckily was still sober, utterly aback. He had never thought of this. He stared at us as if the ox he had been about to fell had opened its mouth and spoken, and grievously at a loss, he looked for help to his companions.

Later in the day, some Catholics were killed by the mob. But their deaths as far as could be learned afterwards were due to private feuds. Save in such cases  and they were few  the cry of VIVE LA MESSE! always obtained at least a respite: more easily of course in the earlier hours of the morning when the mob were scarce at ease in their liberty to kill, while killing still seemed murder, and men were not yet drunk with bloodshed.

I read the hesitation of the gang in their faces: and when one asked roughly who we were, I replied with greater boldness, I am M. Anne de Caylus, nephew to the Vicomte de Caylus, Governor, under the King, of Bayonne and the Landes! This I said with what majesty I could. And these I continued are my brothers. You will harm us at your peril, gentlemen. The Vicomte, believe me, will avenge every hair of our heads.

I can shut my eyes now and see the stupid wonder, the baulked ferocity of those gaping faces. Dull and savage as the men were they were impressed; they saw reason indeed, and all seemed going well for us when some one in the rear shouted, Cursed whelps! Throw them over!

I looked swiftly in the direction whence the voice came  the darkest corner of the room the corner by the shuttered window. I thought I made out a slender figure, cloaked and masked  a womans it might be but I could not be certain and beside it a couple of sturdy fellows, who kept apart from the herd and well behind their fugleman.

The speakers courage arose no doubt from his position at the back of the room, for the foremost of the assailants seemed less determined. We were only three, and we must have gone down, barricade and all, before a rush. But three are three. And an arquebuse  Croisettes match burned splendidly  well loaded with slugs is an ugly weapon at five paces, and makes nasty wounds, besides scattering its charge famously. This, a good many of them and the leaders in particular, seemed to recognise. We might certainly take two or three lives: and life is valuable to its owner when plunder is afoot. Besides most of them had common sense enough to remember that there were scores of Huguenots  genuine heretics  to be robbed for the killing, so why go out of the way, they reasoned, to cut a Catholic throat, and perhaps get into trouble. Why risk Montfaucon for a whim? and offend a man of influence like the Vicomte de Caylus, for nothing!

Unfortunately at this crisis their original design was recalled to their minds by the same voice behind, crying out, Pavannes! Where is Pavannes?

Ay! shouted the butcher, grasping the idea, and at the same time spitting on his hands and taking a fresh grip of the axe, Show us the heretic dog, and go! Let us at him.

M. de Pavannes, I said coolly  but I could not take my eyes off the shining blade of that mans axe, it was so very broad and sharp is not here!

That is a lie! He is in that room behind you! the prudent gentleman in the background called out. Give him up!

Ay, give him up! echoed the man of the pole-axe almost good humouredly, or it will be the worse for you. Let us have at him and get you gone!

This with an air of much reason, while a growl as of a chained beast ran through the crowd, mingled with cries of A MORT LES HUGUENOTS! VIVE LORRAINE!  cries which seemed to show that all did not approve of the indulgence offered us.

Beware, gentlemen, beware, I urged, I swear he is not here! I swear it, do you hear?

A howl of impatience and then a sudden movement of the crowd as though the rush were coming warned me to temporize no longer. Stay! Stay! I added hastily. One minute! Hear me! You are too many for us. Will you swear to let us go safe and untouched, if we give you passage?

A dozen voices shrieked assent. But I looked at the butcher only. He seemed to be an honest man, out of his profession.

Ay, I swear it! he cried with a nod.

By the Mass?

By the Mass.

I twitched Croisettes sleeve, and he tore the fuse from his weapon, and flung the gun  too heavy to be of use to us longer  to the ground. It was done in a moment. While the mob swept over the barricade, and smashed the rich furniture of it in wanton malice, we filed aside, and nimbly slipped under it one by one. Then we hurried in single file to the end of the room, no one taking much notice of us. All were pressing on, intent on their prey. We gained the door as the butcher struck his first blow on that which we had guarded  on that which we had given up. We sprang down the stairs with bounding hearts, heard as we reached the outer door the roar of many voices, but stayed not to look behind  paused indeed for nothing. Fear, to speak candidly, lent us wings. In three seconds we had leapt the prostrate gates, and were in the street. A cripple, two or three dogs, a knot of women looking timidly yet curiously in, a horse tethered to the staple  we saw nothing else. No one stayed us. No one raised a hand, and in another minute we had turned a corner, and were out of sight of the house.

They will take a gentlemans word another time, I said with a quiet smile as I put up my sword.

I would like to see her face at this moment, Croisette replied. You saw Madame dO?

I shook my head, not answering. I was not sure, and I had a queer, sickening dread of the subject. If I had seen her, I had seen oh! it was too horrible, too unnatural! Her own sister! Her own brother in-law!

I hastened to change the subject. The Pavannes, I made shift to say, must have had five minutes start.

More, Croisette answered, if Madame and he got away at once. If all has gone well with them, and they have not been stopped in the streets they should be at Mirepoixs by now. They seemed to be pretty sure that he would take them in.

Ah! I sighed. What fools we were to bring madame from that place! If we had not meddled with her affairs we might have reached Louis long ago our Louis, I mean.

True, Croisette answered softly, but remember that then we should not have saved the other Louis as I trust we have. He would still be in Pallavicinis hands. Come, Anne, let us think it is all for the best, he added, his face shining with a steady courage that shamed me. To the rescue! Heaven will help us to be in time yet!

Ay, to the rescue! I replied, catching his spirit. First to the right, I think, second to the left, first on the right again. That was the direction given us, was it not? The house opposite a book-shop with the sign of the Head of Erasmus. Forward, boys! We may do it yet.

But before I pursue our fortunes farther let me explain. The room we had guarded so jealously was empty! The plan had been mine and I was proud of it. For once Croisette had fallen into his rightful place. My flight from the gate, the vain attempt to close the house, the barricade before the inner door  these were all designed to draw the assailants to one spot. Pavannes and his wife  the latter hastily disguised as a boy  had hidden behind the door of the hutch by the gates  the porters hutch, and had slipped out and fled in the first confusion of the attack.

Even the servants, as we learned afterwards, who had hidden themselves in the lower parts of the house got away in the same manner, though some of them  they were but few in all were stopped as Huguenots and killed before the day ended. I had the more reason to hope that Pavannes and his wife would get clear off, inasmuch as I had given the Dukes ring to him, thinking it might serve him in a strait, and believing that we should have little to fear ourselves once clear of his house; unless we should meet the Vidame indeed.

We did not meet him as it turned out; but before we had traversed a quarter of the distance we had to go we found that fears based on reason were not the only terrors we had to resist. Pavannes house, where we had hitherto been, stood at some distance from the centre of the blood-storm which was enwrapping unhappy Paris that morning. It was several hundred paces from the Rue de Bethisy where the Admiral lived, and what with this comparative remoteness and the excitement of our own little drama, we had not attended much to the fury of the bells, the shots and cries and uproar which proclaimed the state of the city. We had not pictured the scenes which were happening so near. Now in the streets the truth broke upon us, and drove the blood from our cheeks. A hundred yards, the turning of a corner, sufficed. We who but yesterday left the country, who only a week before were boys, careless as other boys, not recking of death at all, were plunged now into the midst of horrors I cannot describe. And the awful contrast between the sky above and the things about us! Even now the lark was singing not far from us; the sunshine was striking the topmost storeys of the houses; the fleecy clouds were passing overhead, the freshness of a summer morning was  

Ah! where was it? Not here in the narrow lanes surely, that echoed and re-echoed with shrieks and curses and frantic prayers: in which bands of furious men rushed up and down, and where archers of the guard and the more cruel rabble were breaking in doors and windows, and hurrying with bloody weapons from house to house, seeking, pursuing, and at last killing in some horrid corner, some place of darkness  killing with blow on blow dealt on writhing bodies! Not here, surely, where each minute a child, a woman died silently, a man snarling like a wolf  happy if he had snatched his weapon and got his back to the wall: where foul corpses dammed the very blood that ran down the kennel, and children  little children  played with them!

I was at Cahors in 1580 in the great street fight; and there women were killed, I was with Chatillon nine years later, when he rode through the Faubourgs of Paris, with this very day and his father Coligny in his mind, and gave no quarter. I was at Courtas and Ivry, and more than once have seen prisoners led out to be piked in batches  ay, and by hundreds! But war is war, and these were its victims, dying for the most part under Gods heaven with arms in their hands: not men and women fresh roused from their sleep. I felt on those occasions no such horror, I have never felt such burning pity and indignation as on the morning I am describing, that long-past summer morning when I first saw the sun shining on the streets of Paris. Croisette clung to me, sick and white, shutting his eyes and ears, and letting me guide him as I would. Marie strode along on the other side of him, his lips closed, his eyes sinister. Once a soldier of the guard whose blood-stained hands betrayed the work he had done, came reeling  he was drunk, as were many of the butchers  across our path, and I gave way a little. Marie did not, but walked stolidly on as if he did not see him, as if the way were clear, and there were no ugly thing in Gods image blocking it.

Only his hand went as if by accident to the haft of his dagger. The archer  fortunately for himself and for us too  reeled clear of us. We escaped that danger. But to see women killed and pass by  it was horrible! So horrible that if in those moments I had had the wishing-cap, I would have asked but for five thousand riders, and leave to charge with them through the streets of Paris! I would have had the days of the Jacquerie back again, and my men-at-arms behind me!

For ourselves, though the orgy was at its height when we passed, we were not molested. We were stopped indeed three times  once in each of the streets we traversed  by different bands of murderers. But as we wore the same badges as themselves, and cried VIVE LA MESSE! and gave our names, we were allowed to proceed. I can give no idea of the confusion and uproar, and I scarcely believe myself now that we saw some of the things we witnessed. Once a man gaily dressed, and splendidly mounted, dashed past us, waving his naked sword and crying in a frenzied way Bleed them! Bleed them! Bleed in May, as good to-day! and never ceased crying out the same words until he passed beyond our hearing. Once we came upon the bodies of a father and two sons, which lay piled together in the kennel; partly stripped already. The youngest boy could not have been more than thirteen, I mention this group, not as surpassing others in pathos, but because it is well known now that this boy, Jacques Nompar de Caumont, was not dead, but lives to-day, my friend the Marshal de la Force.

This reminds me too of the single act of kindness we were able to perform. We found ourselves suddenly, on turning a corner, amid a gang of seven or eight soldiers, who had stopped and surrounded a handsome boy, apparently about fourteen. He wore a scholars gown, and had some books under his arm, to which he clung firmly  though only perhaps by instinct  notwithstanding the furious air of the men who were threatening him with death. They were loudly demanding his name, as we paused opposite them. He either could not or would not give it, but said several times in his fright that he was going to the College of Burgundy. Was he a Catholic? they cried. He was silent. With an oath the man who had hold of his collar lifted up his pike, and naturally the lad raised the books to guard his face. A cry broke from Croisette. We rushed forward to stay the blow.

See! see! he exclaimed loudly, his voice arresting the mans arm in the very act of falling. He has a Mass Book! He has a Mass Book! He is not a heretic! He is a Catholic!

The fellow lowered his weapon, and sullenly snatched the books. He looked at them stupidly with bloodshot wandering eyes, the red cross on the vellum bindings, the only thing he understood. But it was enough for him; he bid the boy begone, and released him with a cuff and an oath.

Croisette was not satisfied with this, though I did not understand his reason; only I saw him exchange a glance with the lad. Come, come! he said lightly. Give him his books! You do not want them!

But on that the men turned savagely upon us. They did not thank us for the part we had already taken; and this they thought was going too far. They were half drunk and quarrelsome, and being two to one, and two over, began to flourish their weapons in our faces. Mischief would certainly have been done, and very quickly, had not an unexpected ally appeared on our side.

Put up! put up! this gentleman cried in a boisterous voice  he was already in our midst. What is all this about? What is the use of fighting amongst ourselves, when there is many a bonny throat to cut, and heaven to be gained by it! put up, I say!

Who are you? they roared in chorus.

The Duke of Guise! he answered coolly. Let the gentlemen go, and be hanged to you, you rascals!

The mans bearing was a stronger argument than his words, for I am sure that a stouter or more reckless blade never swaggered in church or street. I knew him instantly, and even the crew of butchers seemed to see in him their master. They hung back a few curses at him, but having nothing to gain they yielded. They threw down the books with contempt  showing thereby their sense of true religion; and trooped off roaring, TUES! TUES! Aux Huguenots! at the top of their voices.

The newcomer thus left with us was Bure  Blaise Bure  the same who only yesterday, though it seemed months and months back, had lured us into Bezers power. Since that moment we had not seen him. Now he had wiped off part of the debt, and we looked at him, uncertain whether to reproach him or no. He, however, was not one whit abashed, but returned our regards with a not unkindly leer.

I bear no malice, young gentlemen, he said impudently.

No, I should think not, I answered.

And besides, we are quits now, the knave continued.

You are very kind, I said.

To be sure. You did me a good turn once, he answered, much to my surprise. He seemed to be in earnest now. You do not remember it, young gentleman, but it was you and your brother here  he pointed to Croisette did it! And by the Pope and the King of Spain I have not forgotten it!

I have, I said.

What! You have forgotten spitting that fellow at Caylus ten days ago? CA! SA! You remember. And very cleanly done, too! A pretty stroke! Well, M. Anne, that was a clever fellow, a very clever fellow. He thought so and I thought so, and what was more to the purpose the most noble Raoul de Bezers thought so too. You understand!

He leered at me and I did understand. I understood that unwittingly I had rid Blaise Bure of a rival. This accounted for the respectful, almost the kindly way in which he had  well, deceived us.

That is all, he said. If you want as much done for you, let me know. For the present, gentlemen, farewell!

He cocked his hat fiercely, and went off at speed the way we had ourselves been going; humming as he went,

Ce petit homme tant joli,
Qui toujours cause et toujours rit,
Qui toujours baise sa mignonne
Dieu gard de mal ce petit homme!

His reckless song came back to us on the summer breeze. We watched him make a playful pass at a corpse which some one had propped in ghastly fashion against a door  and miss it  and go on whistling the same air  and then a corner hid him from view.

We lingered only a moment ourselves; merely to speak to the boy we had befriended.

Show the books if anyone challenges you, said Croisette to him shrewdly. Croisette was so much of a boy himself, with his fair hair like a halo about his white, excited face, that the picture of the two, one advising the other, seemed to me a strangely pretty one. Show the books and point to the cross on them. And Heaven send you safe to your college.

I would like to know your name, if you please, said the boy. His coolness and dignity struck me as admirable under the circumstances. I am Maximilian de Bethune, son of the Baron de Rosny.

Then, said Croisette briskly, one good turn has deserved another. Your father, yesterday, at Etampes  no it was the day before, but we have not been in bed  warned us

He broke off suddenly; then cried, Run! run!

The boy needed no second warning indeed. He was off like the wind down the street, for we had seen and so had he, the stealthy approach of two or three prowling rascals on the look out for a victim. They caught sight of him and were strongly inclined to follow him; but we were their match in numbers. The street was otherwise empty at the moment: and we showed them three excellent reasons why they should give him a clear start.

His after adventures are well-known: for he, too, lives. He was stopped twice after he left us. In each case he escaped by showing his book of offices. On reaching the college the porter refused to admit him, and he remained for some time in the open street exposed to constant danger of losing his life, and knowing not what to do. At length he induced the gatekeeper, by the present of some small pieces of money, to call the principal of the college, and this man humanely concealed him for three days. The massacre being then at an end, two armed men in his fathers pay sought him out and restored him to his friends. So near was France to losing her greatest minister, the Duke de Sully.

To return to ourselves. The lad out of sight, we instantly resumed our purpose, and trying to shut our eyes and ears to the cruelty, and ribaldry, and uproar through which we had still to pass, we counted our turnings with a desperate exactness, intent only on one thing  to reach Louis de Pavannes, to reach the house opposite to the Head of Erasmus, as quickly as we could. We presently entered a long, narrow street. At the end of it the river was visible gleaming and sparkling in the sunlight. The street was quiet; quiet and empty. There was no living soul to be seen from end to end of it, only a prowling dog. The noise of the tumult raging in other parts was softened here by distance and the intervening houses. We seemed to be able to breathe more freely.

This should be our street, said Croisette.

I nodded. At the same moment I espied, half-way down it, the sign we needed and pointed to it, But ah! were we in time? Or too late? That was the question. By a single impulse we broke into a run, and shot down the roadway at speed. A few yards short of the Head of Erasmus we came, one by one, Croisette first, to a full stop. A full stop!

The house opposite the booksellers was sacked! gutted from top to bottom. It was a tall house, immediately fronting the street, and every window in it was broken. The door hung forlornly on one hinge, glaring cracks in its surface showing where the axe had splintered it. Fragments of glass and ware, hung out and shattered in sheer wantonness, strewed the steps: and down one corner of the latter a dark red stream trickled  to curdle by and by in the gutter. Whence came the stream? Alas! there was something more to be seen yet, something our eyes instinctively sought last of all. The body of a man.

It lay on the threshold, the head hanging back, the wide glazed eyes looking up to the summer sky whence the sweltering heat would soon pour down upon it. We looked shuddering at the face. It was that of a servant, a valet who had been with Louis at Caylus. We recognised him at once for we had known and liked him. He had carried our guns on the hills a dozen times, and told us stories of the war. The blood crawled slowly from him. He was dead.

Croisette began to shake all over. He clutched one of the pillars, which bore up the porch, and pressed his face against its cold surface, hiding his eyes from the sight. The worst had come. In our hearts I think we had always fancied some accident would save our friend, some stranger warn him.

Oh, poor, poor Kit! Croisette cried, bursting suddenly into violent sobs. Oh, Kit! Kit!


CHAPTER X.

HAU, HAU, HUGUENOTS!

His late Majesty, Henry the Fourth, I remember  than whom no braver man wore sword, who loved danger indeed for its own sake, and courted it as a mistress  could never sleep on the night before an action. I have heard him say himself that it was so before the fight at Arques. Croisette partook of this nature too, being high-strung and apt to be easily over-wrought, but never until the necessity for exertion had passed away: while Marie and I, though not a whit stouter at a pinch, were slower to feel and less easy to move  more Germanic in fact.

I name this here partly lest it should be thought after what I have just told of Croisette that there was anything of the woman about him  save the tenderness; and partly to show that we acted at this crisis each after his manner. While Croisette turned pale and trembled, and hid his eyes, I stood dazed, looking from the desolate house to the face stiffening in the sunshine, and back again; wondering, though I had seen scores of dead faces since daybreak, and a plenitude of suffering in all dreadful shapes, how Providence could let this happen to us. To us! In his instincts man is as selfish as any animal that lives.

I saw nothing indeed of the dead face and dead house after the first convincing glance. I saw instead with hot, hot eyes the old castle at home, the green fields about the brook, and the grey hills rising from them; and the terrace, and Kit coming to meet us, Kit with white face and parted lips and avid eyes that questioned us! And we with no comfort to give her, no lover to bring back to her!

A faint noise behind as of a sign creaking in the wind, roused me from this most painful reverie. I turned round, not quickly or in surprise or fear. Rather in the same dull wonder. The upper part of the booksellers door was ajar. It was that I had heard opened. An old woman was peering out at us.

As our eyes met, she made a slight movement to close the door again. But I did not stir, and seeming to be reassured by a second glance, she nodded to me in a stealthy fashion. I drew a step nearer, listlessly. Pst! Pst! she whispered. Her wrinkled old face, which was like a Normandy apple long kept, was soft with pity as she looked at Croisette. Pst!

Well! I said, mechanically.

Is he taken? she muttered.

Who taken? I asked stupidly.

She nodded towards the forsaken house, and answered, The young lord who lodged there? Ah! sirs, she continued, he looked gay and handsome, if youll believe me, as he came from the kings court yester even! As bonny a sight in his satin coat, and his ribbons, as my eyes ever saw! And to think that they should be hunting him like a rat to-day!

The womans words were few and simple. But what a change they made in my world! How my heart awoke from its stupor, and leapt up with a new joy and a new-born hope! Did he get away? I cried eagerly. Did he escape, mother, then?

Ay, that he did! she replied quickly. That poor fellow, yonder  he lies quiet enough now God forgive him his heresy, say I!  kept the door manfully while the gentleman got on the roof, and ran right down the street on the tops of the houses, with them firing and hooting at him: for all the world as if he had been a squirrel and they a pack of boys with stones!

And he escaped?

Escaped! she answered more slowly, shaking her old head in doubt. I do not know about that I fear they have got him by now, gentlemen. I have been shivering and shaking up stairs with my husband  he is in bed, good man, and the safest place for him  the saints have mercy upon us! But I heard them go with their shouting and gunpowder right along to the river, and I doubt they will take him between this and the CHATELET! I doubt they will.

How long ago was it, dame? I cried.

Oh! may be half an hour. Perhaps you are friends of his? she added questioningly.

But I did not stay to answer her. I shook Croisette, who had not heard a word of this, by the shoulder. There is a chance that he has escaped! I cried in his ear. Escaped, do you hear? And I told him hastily what she had said.

It was fine, indeed, and a sight, to see the blood rush to his cheeks, and the tears dry in his eyes, and energy and decision spring to life in every nerve and muscle of his face, Then there is hope? he cried, grasping my arm. Hope, Anne! Come! Come! Do not let us lose another instant. If he be alive let us join him!

The old woman tried to detain us, but in vain. Nay, pitying us, and fearing, I think, that we were rushing on our deaths, she cast aside her caution, and called after us aloud. We took no heed, running after Croisette, who had not waited for our answer, as fast as young limbs could carry us down the street. The exhaustion we had felt a moment before when all seemed lost be it remembered that we had not been to bed or tasted food for many hours  fell from us on the instant, and was clean gone and forgotten in the joy of this respite. Louis was living and for the moment had escaped.

Escaped! But for how long? We soon had our answer. The moment we turned the corner by the river-side, the murmur of a multitude not loud but continuous, struck our ears, even as the breeze off the water swept our cheeks. Across the river lay the thousand roofs of the Ile de la Cite, all sparkling in the sunshine. But we swept to the right, thinking little of THAT sight, and checked our speed on finding ourselves on the skirts of the crowd. Before us was a bridge  the Pont au Change, I think  and at its head on our side of the water stood the CHATELET, with its hoary turrets and battlements. Between us and the latter, and backed only by the river, was a great open space half-filled with people, mostly silent and watchful, come together as to a show, and betraying, at present at least, no desire to take an active part in what was going on.

We hurriedly plunged into the throng, and soon caught the clue to the quietness and the lack of movement which seemed to prevail, and which at first sight had puzzled us. For a moment the absence of the dreadful symptoms we had come to know so well  the flying and pursuing, the random blows, the shrieks and curses and batterings on doors, the tipsy yells, had reassured us. But the relief was short-lived. The people before us were under control. A tighter grip seemed to close upon our hearts as we discerned this, for we knew that the wild fury of the populace, like the rush of a bull, might have given some chance of escape  in this case as in others. But this cold-blooded ordered search left none.

Every face about us was turned in the same direction; away from the river and towards a block of old houses which stood opposite to it. The space immediately in front of these was empty, the people being kept back by a score or so of archers of the guard set at intervals, and by as many horsemen, who kept riding up and down, belabouring the bolder spirits with the flat of their swords, and so preserving a line. At each extremity of this  more noticeably on our left where the line curved round the angle of the buildings  stood a handful of riders, seven in a group perhaps. And alone in the middle of the space so kept clear, walking his horse up and down and gazing at the houses rode a man of great stature, booted and armed, the feather nodding in his bonnet. I could not see his face, but I had no need to see it. I knew him, and groaned aloud. It was Bezers!

I understood the scene better now. The horsemen, stern, bearded Switzers for the most part, who eyed the rabble about them with grim disdain, and were by no means chary of their blows, were all in his colours and armed to the teeth. The order and discipline were of his making: the revenge of his seeking. A grasp as of steel had settled upon our friend, and I felt that his last chance was gone. Louis de Pavannes might as well be lying on his threshold with his dead servant by his side, as be in hiding within that ring of ordered swords.

It was with despairing eyes we looked at the old wooden houses. They seemed to be bowing themselves towards us, their upper stories projected so far, they were so decrepit. Their roofs were a wilderness of gutters and crooked gables, of tottering chimneys and wooden pinnacles and rotting beams, Amongst these I judged Kits lover was hiding. Well, it was a good place for hide and seek  with any other player than DEATH. In the ground floors of the houses there were no windows and no doors; by reason, I learned afterwards, of the frequent flooding of the river. But a long wooden gallery raised on struts ran along the front, rather more than the height of a man from the ground, and access to this was gained by a wooden staircase at each end. Above this first gallery was a second, and above that a line of windows set between the gables. The block  it may have run for seventy or eighty yards along the shore  contained four houses, each with a door opening on to the lower gallery. I saw indeed that but for the Vidames precautions Louis might well have escaped. Had the mob once poured helter-skelter into that labyrinth of rooms and passages he might with luck have mingled with them, unheeded and unrecognized, and effected his escape when they retreated.

But now there were sentries on each gallery and more on the roof. Whenever one of the latter moved or seemed to be looking inward  where a search party, I understood, were at work  indeed, if he did but turn his head, a thrill ran through the crowd and a murmur arose, which once or twice swelled to a savage roar such as earlier had made me tremble. When this happened the impulse came, it seemed to me, from the farther end of the line. There the rougher elements were collected, and there I more than once saw Bezers troopers in conflict with the mob. In that quarter too a savage chant was presently struck up, the whole gathering joining in and yelling with an indescribably appalling effect:

Hau! Hau! Huguenots!
Faites place aux Papegots!

in derision of the old song said to be popular amongst the Protestants. But in the Huguenot version the last words were of course transposed.

We had worked our way by this time to the front of the line, and looking into one anothers eyes, mutely asked a question; but not even Croisette had an answer ready. There could be no answer but one. What could we do? Nothing. We were too late. Too late again! And yet how dreadful it was to stand still among the cruel, thoughtless mob and see our friend, the touch of whose hand we knew so well, done to death for their sport! Done to death as the old woman had said like any rat, not a soul save ourselves pitying him! Not a soul to turn sick at his cry of agony, or shudder at the glance of his dying eyes. It was dreadful indeed.

Ah, well, muttered a woman beside me to her companion  there were many women in the crowd it is down with the Huguenots, say I! It is Lorraine is the fine man! But after all yon is a bonny fellow and a proper, Margot! I saw him leap from roof to roof over Love Lane, as if the blessed saints had carried him. And him a heretic!

It is the black art, the other answered, crossing herself.

Maybe it is! But he will need it all to give that big man the slip to-day, replied the first speaker comfortably.

That devil! Margot exclaimed, pointing with a stealthy gesture of hate at the Vidame. And then in a fierce whisper, with inarticulate threats, she told a story of him, which made me shudder. He did! And she in religion too! she concluded. May our Lady of Loretto reward him.

The tale might be true for aught I knew, horrible as it was! I had heard similar ones attributing things almost as fiendish to him, times and again; from that poor fellow lying dead on Pavannes doorstep for one, and from others besides. As the Vidame in his pacing to and fro turned towards us, I gazed at him fascinated by his grim visage and that story. His eye rested on the crowd about us, and I trembled, lest even at that distance he should recognise us.

And he did! I had forgotten his keenness of sight. His face flashed suddenly into a grim smile. The tail of his eye resting upon us, and seeming to forbid us to move, he gave some orders. The colour fled from my face. To escape indeed was impossible, for we were hemmed in by the press and could scarcely stir a limb. Yet I did make one effort.

Croisette! I muttered he was the rearmost stoop down. He may not have seen you. Stoop down, lad!

But St. Croix was obstinate and would not stoop. Nay, when one of the mounted men came, and roughly ordered us into the open, it was Croisette who pushing past us stepped out first with a lordly air. I, following him, saw that his lips were firmly compressed and that there was an eager light in his eyes. As we emerged, the crowd in our wake broke the line, and tried to pursue us; either hostilely or through eagerness to see what it meant. But a dozen blows of the long pikes drove them back, howling and cursing to their places.

I expected to be taken to Bezers; and what would follow I could not tell. But he did always it seemed what we least expected, for he only scowled at us now, a grim mockery on his lip, and cried, See that they do not escape again! But do them no harm, sirrah, until I have the batch of them!

He turned one way, and I another, my heart swelling with rage. Would he dare to harm us? Would even the Vidame dare to murder a Caylus nephew openly and in cold blood? I did not think so. And yet  and yet  

Croisette interrupted the train of my thoughts. I found that he was not following me. He had sprung away, and in a dozen strides reached the Vidames stirrup, and was clasping his knee when I turned. I could not hear at the distance at which I stood, what he said, and the horseman to whom Bezers had committed us spurred between us. But I heard the Vidames answer.

No! no! no! he cried with a ring of restrained fury in his voice. Let my plans alone! What do you know of them? And if you speak to me again, M. St. Croix  I think that is your name, boy  I will  no, I will not kill you. That might please you, you are stubborn, I can see. But I will have you stripped and lashed like the meanest of my scullions! Now go, and take care!

Impatience, hate and wild passion flamed in his face for the moment  transfiguring it. Croisette came back to us slowly, white-lipped and quiet. Never mind, I said bitterly. The third time may bring luck.

Not that I felt much indignation at the Vidames insult, or any anger with the lad for incurring it; as I had felt on that other occasion. Life and death seemed to be everything on this morning. Words had ceased to please and annoy, for what are words to the sheep in the shambles? One mans life and one womans happiness outside ourselves we thought only of these now. And some day I reflected Croisette might remember even with pleasure that he had, as a drowning man clutching at straws, stooped to a last prayer for them.

We were placed in the middle of a knot of troopers who closed the line to the right. And presently Marie touched me. He was gazing intently at the sentry on the roof of the third house from us; the farthest but one. The mans back was to the parapet, and he was gesticulating wildly.

He sees him! Marie muttered.

I nodded almost in apathy. But this passed away, and I started involuntarily and shuddered, as a savage roar, breaking the silence, rang along the front of the mob like a rolling volley of firearms. What was it? A man posted at a window on the upper gallery had dropped his pikes point, and was levelling it at some one inside: we could see no more.

But those in front of the window could; they saw too much for the Vidames precautions, as a moment showed. He had not laid his account with the frenzy of a rabble, the passions of a mob which had tasted blood. I saw the line at its farther end waver suddenly and toss to and fro. Then a hundred hands went up, and confused angry cries rose with them. The troopers struck about them, giving back slowly as they did so. But their efforts were in vain. With a scream of triumph a wild torrent of people broke through between them, leaving them stranded; and rushed in a headlong cataract towards the steps. Bezers was close to us at the time. Sdeath! he cried, swearing oaths which even his sovereign could scarce have equalled. They will snatch him from me yet, the hell-hounds!

He whirled his horse round and spurred him in a dozen bounds to the stairs at our end of the gallery. There he leaped from him, dropping the bridle recklessly; and bounding up three steps at a time, he ran along the gallery. Half-a-dozen of the troopers about us stayed only to fling their reins to one of their number, and then followed, their great boots clattering on the planks.

My breath came fast and short, for I felt it was a crisis. It was a race between the two parties, or rather between the Vidame and the leaders of the mob. The latter had the shorter way to go. But on the narrow steps they were carried off their feet by the press behind them, and fell over and hampered one another and lost time. The Vidame, free from this drawback, was some way along the gallery before they had set foot on it.

How I prayed  amid a scene of the wildest uproar and excitement  that the mob might be first! Let there be only a short conflict between Bezers men and the people, and in the confusion Pavannes might yet escape. Hope awoke in the turmoil. Above the yells of the crowd a score of deep voices about me thundered a Wolf! a Wolf! And I too, lost my head, and drew my sword, and screamed at the top of my voice, a Caylus! a Caylus! with the maddest.

Thousands of eyes besides mine were strained on the foremost figures on either side. They met as it chanced precisely at the door of the house. The mob leader was a slender man, I saw; a priest apparently, though now he was girt with unpriestly weapons, his skirts were tucked up, and his head was bare. So much my first glance showed me. It was at the second look it was when I saw the blood forsake his pale lowering face and leave it whiter than ever, when horror sprang along with recognition to his eyes, when borne along by the crowd behind he saw his position and who was before him  it was only then when his mean figure shrank, and he quailed and would have turned but could not, that I recognized the Coadjutor.

I was silent now, my mouth agape. There are seconds which are minutes; ay, and many minutes. A man may die, a man may come into life in such a second. In one of these, it seemed to me, those two men paused, face to face; though in fact a pause was for one of them impossible. He was between  and I think he knew it  the devil and the deep sea. Yet he seemed to pause, while all, even that yelling crowd below, held their breath. The next moment, glaring askance at one another like two dogs unevenly coupled, he and Bezers shot shoulder to shoulder into the doorway, and in another jot of time would have been out of sight. But then, in that instant, I saw something happen. The Vidames hand flashed up above the priests head, and the cross-hilt of his sheathed sword crashed down with awful force, and still more awful passion, on the others tonsure! The wretch went down like a log, without a word, without a cry! Amid a roar of rage from a thousand throats, a roar that might have shaken the stoutest heart, and blanched the swarthiest cheek, Bezers disappeared within!

It was then I saw the power of discipline and custom. Few as were the troopers who had followed him  a mere handful  they fell without hesitation on the foremost of the crowd, who were already in confusion, stumbling and falling over their leaders body; and hurled them back pell-mell along the gallery. The throng below had no firearms, and could give no aid at the moment; the stage was narrow; in two minutes the Vidames people had swept it clear of the crowd and were in possession of it. A tall fellow took up the priests body, dead or alive, I do not know which, and flung it as if it had been a sack of corn over the rail. It fell with a heavy thud on the ground. I heard a piercing scream that rose above that babel  one shrill scream! and the mob closed round and hid the thing.

If the rascals had had the wit to make at once for the right-hand stairs, where we stood with two or three of Bezers men who had kept their saddles, I think they might easily have disposed of us, encumbered as we were, by the horses; and then they could have attacked the handful on the gallery on both flanks. But the mob had no leaders, and no plan of operations. They seized indeed two or three of the scattered troopers, and tearing them from their horses, wreaked their passion upon them horribly. But most of the Switzers escaped, thanks to the attention the mob paid to the houses and what was going forward on the galleries; and these, extricating themselves joined us one by one, so that gradually a little ring of stern faces gathered about the stair-foot. A moments hesitation, and seeing no help for it, we ranged ourselves with them; and, unchecked as unbidden, sprang on three of the led horses.

All this passed more quickly than I can relate it: so that before our feet were well in the stirrups a partial silence, then a mightier roar of anger at once proclaimed and hailed the re-appearance of the Vidame. Bigoted beyond belief were the mob of Paris of that day, cruel, vengeful, and always athirst for blood; and this man had killed not only their leader but a priest. He had committed sacrilege! What would they do? I could just, by stooping forward, command a side view of the gallery, and the scene passing there was such that I forgot in it our own peril.

For surely in all his reckless life Bezers had never been so emphatically the man for the situation  had never shown to such advantage as at this moment when he stood confronting the sea of faces, the sneer on his lip, a smile in his eyes; and looked down unblenching, a figure of scorn, on the men who were literally agape for his life. The calm defiance of his steadfast look fascinated even me. Wonder and admiration for the time took the place of dislike. I could scarcely believe that there was not some atom of good in this man so fearless. And no face but one no face I think in the world, but one  could have drawn my eyes from him. But that one face was beside him. I clutched Maries arm, and pointed to the bareheaded figure at Bezers right hand.

It was Louis himself: our Louis de Pavannes, But he was changed indeed from the gay cavalier I remembered, and whom I had last seen riding down the street at Caylus, smiling back at us, and waving his adieux to his mistress! Beside the Vidame he had the air of being slight, even short. The face which I had known so bright and winning, was now white and set. His fair, curling hair  scarce darker than Croisettes  hung dank, bedabbled with blood which flowed from a wound in his head. His sword was gone; his dress was torn and disordered and covered with dust. His lips moved. But he held up his head, he bore himself bravely with it all; so bravely, that I choked, and my heart seemed bursting as I looked at him standing there forlorn and now unarmed. I knew that Kit seeing him thus would gladly have died with him; and I thanked God she did not see him. Yet there was a quietness in his fortitude which made a great difference between his air and that of Bezers. He lacked, as became one looking unarmed on certain death, the sneer and smile of the giant beside him.

What was the Vidame about to do? I shuddered as I asked myself. Not surrender him, not fling him bodily to the people? No not that: I felt sure he would let no others share his vengeance that his pride would not suffer that. And even while I wondered the doubt was solved. I saw Bezers raise his hand in a peculiar fashion. Simultaneously a cry rang sharply out above the tumult, and down in headlong charge towards the farther steps came the band of horsemen, who had got clear of the crowd on that side. They were but ten or twelve, but under his eye they charged, as if they had been a thousand. The rabble shrank from the collision, and fled aside. Quick as thought the riders swerved; and changing their course, galloped through the looser part of the throng, and in a trice drew rein side by side with us, a laugh and a jeer on their reckless lips.

It was neatly done: and while it was being done the Vidame and his knot of men, with those who had been searching the building, hurried down the gallery towards us, their rear cleared for the moment by the troopers feint. The dismounted men came bundling down the steps, their eyes aglow with the war-fire, and got horses as they could. Among them I lost sight of Louis, but perceived him presently, pale and bewildered, mounted behind a trooper. A man sprang up before each of us too, greeting our appearance merely by a grunt of surprise. For it was no time to ask or answer. The mob was recovering itself, and each moment brought it reinforcements, while its fury was augmented by the trick we had played it, and the prospect of our escape.

We were under forty, all told; and some men were riding double. Bezers eye glanced hastily over his array, and lit on us three. He turned and gave some order to his lieutenant. The fellow spurred his horse, a splendid grey, as powerful as his masters, alongside of Croisette, threw his arm round the lad, and dragged him dexterously on to his own crupper. I did not understand the action, but I saw Croisette settle himself behind Blaise Bure  for he it was  and supposed no harm was intended. The next moment we had surged forward, and were swaying to and fro in the midst of the crowd.

What ensued I cannot tell. The outlook, so far as I was concerned, was limited to wildly plunging horses  we were in the centre of the band and riders swaying in the saddle  with a glimpse here and there of a fringe of white scowling faces and tossing arms. Once, a lane opening, I saw the Vidames charger  he was in the van  stumble and fall among the crowd and heard a great shout go up. But Bezers by a mighty effort lifted it to its legs again. And once too, a minute later, those riding on my right, swerved outwards, and I saw something I never afterwards forgot.

It was the body of the Coadjutor, lying face upwards, the eyes open and the teeth bared in a last spasm. Prostrate on it lay a woman, a young woman, with hair like red gold falling about her neck, and skin like milk. I did not know whether she was alive or dead; but I noticed that one arm stuck out stiffly and the crowd flying before the sudden impact of the horses must have passed over her, even if she had escaped the iron hoofs which followed. Still in the fleeting glance I had of her as my horse bounded aside, I saw no wound or disfigurement. Her one arm was cast about the priests breast; her face was hidden on it. But for all that, I knew her  knew her, shuddering for the woman whose badges I was even now wearing, whose gift I bore at my side; and I remembered the priests vaunt of a few hours before, made in her presence, There is no man in Paris shall thwart me to-night!

It had been a vain boast indeed! No hand in all that host of thousands was more feeble than his now: for good or ill! No brain more dull, no voice less heeded. A righteous retribution indeed had overtaken him. He had died by the sword he had drawn  died, a priest, by violence! The cross he had renounced had crushed him. And all his schemes and thoughts, and no doubt they had been many, had perished with him. It had come to this, only this, the sum of the whole matter, that there was one wicked man the less in Paris  one lump of breathless clay the more.

For her  the woman on his breast  what man can judge a woman, knowing her? And not knowing her, how much less? For the present I put her out of my mind, feeling for the moment faint and cold.

We were clear of the crowd, and clattering unmolested down a paved street before I fully recovered from the shock which this sight had caused me. Wonder whither we were going took its place. To Bezers house? My heart sank at the prospect if that were so. Before I thought of an alternative, a gateway flanked by huge round towers appeared before us, and we pulled up suddenly, a confused jostling mass in the narrow way; while some words passed between the Vidame and the Captain of the Guard. A pause of several minutes followed; and then the gates rolled slowly open, and two by two we passed under the arch. Those gates might have belonged to a fortress or a prison, a dungeon or a palace, for all I knew.

They led, however, to none of these, but to an open space, dirty and littered with rubbish, marked by a hundred ruts and tracks, and fringed with disorderly cabins and make-shift booths. And beyond this  oh, ye gods! the joy of it  beyond this, which we crossed at a rapid trot, lay the open country!

The transition and relief were so wonderful that I shall never forget them. I gazed on the wide landscape before me, lying quiet and peaceful in the sunlight, and could scarce believe in my happiness. I drew the fresh air into my lungs, I threw up my sheathed sword and caught it again in a frenzy of delight, while the gloomy men about me smiled at my enthusiasm. I felt the horse beneath me move once more like a thing of life. No enchanter with his wand, not Merlin nor Virgil, could have made a greater change in my world, than had the captain of the gate with his simple key! Or so it seemed to me in the first moments of freedom, and escape  of removal from those loathsome streets.

I looked back at Paris  at the cloud of smoke which hung over the towers and roofs; and it seemed to me the canopy of hell itself. I fancied that my head still rang with the cries and screams and curses, the sounds of death. In very fact, I could hear the dull reports of firearms near the Louvre, and the jangle of the bells. Country-folk were congregated at the cross-roads, and in the villages, listening and gazing; asking timid questions of the more good-natured among us, and showing that the rumour of the dreadful work doing in the town had somehow spread abroad. And this though I learned afterwards that the keys of the city had been taken the night before to the king, and that, except a party with the Duke of Guise, who had left at eight in pursuit of Montgomery and some of the Protestants  lodgers, happily for themselves, in the Faubourg St. Germain  no one had left the town before ourselves.

While I am speaking of our departure from Paris, I may say what I have to say of the dreadful excesses of those days, ay, and of the following days; excesses of which France is now ashamed, and for which she blushed even before the accession of his late Majesty. I am sometimes asked, as one who witnessed them, what I think, and I answer that it was not our country which was to blame. A something besides Queen Catharine de Medici had been brought from Italy forty years before, a something invisible but very powerful; a spirit of cruelty and treachery. In Italy it had done small harm. But grafted on French daring and recklessness, and the rougher and more soldierly manners of the north, this spirit of intrigue proved capable of very dreadful things. For a time, until it wore itself out, it was the curse of France. Two Dukes of Guise, Francis and Henry, a cardinal of Guise, the Prince of Conde, Admiral Coligny, King Henry the Third all these the foremost men of their day  died by assassination within little more than a quarter of a century, to say nothing of the Prince of Orange, and King Henry the Great.

Then mark  a most curious thing  the extreme youth of those who were in this business. France, subject to the Queen-Mother, of course, was ruled at the time by boys scarce out of their tutors hands. They were mere lads, hot-blooded, reckless nobles, ready for any wild brawl, without forethought or prudence. Of the four Frenchmen who it is thought took the leading parts, one, the king, was twenty-two; Monsieur, his brother, was only twenty; the Duke of Guise was twenty-one. Only the Marshal de Tavannes was of mature age. For the other conspirators, for the Queen-Mother, for her advisers Retz and Nevers and Birague, they were Italians; and Italy may answer for them if Florence, Mantua and Milan care to raise the glove.

To return to our journey. A league from the town we halted at a large inn, and some of us dismounted. Horses were brought out to fill the places of those lost or left behind, and Bure had food served to us. We were famished and exhausted, and ate it ravenously, as if we could never have enough.

The Vidame sat his horse apart, served by his page, I stole a glance at him, and it struck me that even on his iron nature the events of the night had made some impression. I read, or thought I read, in his countenance, signs of emotions not quite in accordance with what I knew of him  emotions strange and varied. I could almost have sworn that as he looked at us a flicker of kindliness lit up his stern and cruel gloom; I could almost have sworn he smiled with a curious sadness. As for Louis, riding with a squad who stood in a different part of the yard, he did not see us; had not yet seen us at all. His side face, turned towards me, was pale and sad, his manner preoccupied, his mien rather sorrowful than downcast. He was thinking, I judged, as much of the many brave men who had yesterday been his friends  companions at board and play-table  as of his own fate. When we presently, at a signal from Bure, took to the road again, I asked no permission, but thrusting my horse forward, rode to his side as he passed through the gateway.


CHAPTER XI.

A NIGHT OF SORROW.

Louis! Louis!

He turned with a start at the sound of my voice, joy and bewilderment  and no wonder  in his countenance. He had not supposed us to be within a hundred leagues of him. And lo! here we were, knee to knee, hand meeting hand in a long grasp, while his eyes, to which tears sprang unbidden, dwelt on my face as though they could read in it the features of his sweetheart. Some one had furnished him with a hat, and enabled him to put his dress in order, and wash his wound, which was very slight, and these changes had improved his appearance; so that the shadow of grief and despondency passing for a moment from him in the joy of seeing me, he looked once more his former self: as he had looked in the old days at Caylus on his return from hawking, or from some boyish escapade among the hills. Only, alas! he wore no sword.

And now tell me all, he cried, after his first exclamation of wonder had found vent. How on earth do you come here? Here, of all places, and by my side? Is all well at Caylus? Surely Mademoiselle is not

Mademoiselle is well! perfectly well! And thinking of you, I swear! I answered passionately. For us, I went on, eager for the moment to escape that subject  how could I talk of it in the daylight and under strange eyes? Marie and Croisette are behind. We left Caylus eight days ago. We reached Paris yesterday evening. We have not been to bed! We have passed, Louis, such a night as I never

He stopped me with a gesture. Hush! he said, raising his hand. Dont speak of it, Anne! and I saw that the fate of his friends was still too recent, the horror of his awakening to those dreadful sights and sounds was still too vivid for him to bear reference to them. Yet after riding for a time in silence  though his lips moved  he asked me again what had brought us up.

We came to warn you  of him, I answered, pointing to the solitary, moody figure of the Vidame, who was riding ahead of the party. He  he said that Kit should never marry you, and boasted of what he would do to you, and frightened her. So, learning he was going to Paris, we followed him  to put you on your guard, you know. And I briefly sketched our adventures, and the strange circumstances and mistakes which had delayed us hour after hour, through all that strange night, until the time had gone by when we could do good.

His eyes glistened and his colour rose as I told the story. He wrung my hand warmly, and looked back to smile at Marie and Croisette. It was like you! he ejaculated with emotion. It was like her cousins! Brave, brave lads! The Vicomte will live to be proud of you! Some day you will all do great things! I say it!

But oh, Louis! I exclaimed sorrowfully, though my heart was bounding with pride at his words, if we had only been in time! If we had only come to you two hours earlier!

You would have spoken to little purpose then, I fear, he replied, shaking his head. We were given over as a prey to the enemy. Warnings? We had warnings in plenty. De Rosny warned us, and we scoffed at him. The kings eye warned us, and we trusted him. But and Louis form dilated and his hand rose as he went on, and I thought of his cousins prediction it will never be so again in France, Anne! Never! No man will after this trust another! There will be no honour, no faith, no quarter, and no peace! And for the Valois who has done this, the sword will never depart from his house! I believe it! I do believe it!

How truly he spoke we know now. For two-and-twenty years after that twenty-fourth of August, 1572, the sword was scarcely laid aside in France for a single month. In the streets of Paris, at Arques, and Coutras, and Ivry, blood flowed like water that the blood of the St. Bartholomew might be forgotten  that blood which, by the grace of God, Navarre saw fall from the dice box on the eve of the massacre. The last of the Valois passed to the vaults of St. Denis: and a greater king, the first of all Frenchmen, alive or dead, the bravest, gayest, wisest of the land, succeeded him: yet even he had to fall by the knife, in a moment most unhappy for his country, before France, horror-stricken, put away the treachery and evil from her.

Talking with Louis as we rode, it was not unnatural  nay, it was the natural result of the situation  that I should avoid one subject. Yet that subject was the uppermost in my thoughts. What were the Vidames intentions? What was the meaning of this strange journey? What was to be Louis fate? I shrank with good reason from asking him these questions. There could be so little room for hope, even after that smile which I had seen Bezers smile, that I dared not dwell upon them. I should but torture him and myself.

So it was he who first spoke about it. Not at that time, but after sunset, when the dusk had fallen upon us, and found us still plodding southward with tired horses; a link outwardly like other links in the long chain of riders, toiling onwards. Then he said suddenly, Do you know whither we are going, Anne?

I started, and found myself struggling with a strange confusion before I could reply. Home, I suggested at random.

Home? No. And yet nearly home. To Cahors, he answered with an odd quietude. Your home, my boy, I shall never see again, Nor Kit! Nor my own Kit! It was the first time I had heard him call her by the fond name we used ourselves. And the pathos in his tone as of the past, not the present, as of pure memory  I was very thankful that I could not in the dusk see his face  shook my self-control. I wept. Nay, my lad, he went on, speaking softly and leaning from his saddle so that he could lay his hand on my shoulder we are all men together. We must be brave. Tears cannot help us, so we should leave them to the  women.

I cried more passionately at that. Indeed his own voice quavered over the last word. But in a moment he was talking to me coolly and quietly. I had muttered something to the effect that the Vidame would not dare  it would be too public.

There is no question of daring in it, he replied. And the more public it is, the better he will like it. They have dared to take thousands of lives since yesterday. There is no one to call him to account since the king  our king forsooth!  has declared every Huguenot an outlaw, to be killed wherever he be met with. No, when Bezers disarmed me yonder, he pointed as he spoke to his wound, I looked of course for instant death. Anne! I saw blood in his eyes! But he did not strike.

Why not? I asked in suspense.

I can only guess, Louis answered with a sigh. He told me that my life was in his hands, but that he should take it at his own time. Further that if I would not give my word to go with him without trying to escape, he would throw me to those howling dogs outside. I gave my word. We are on the road together. And oh, Anne! yesterday, only yesterday, at this time I was riding home with Teligny from the Louvre, where we had been playing at paume with the king! And the world  the world was very fair.

I saw you, or rather Croisette did, I muttered as his sorrow  not for himself, but his friends  forced him to stop. Yet how, Louis, do you know that we are going to Cahors?

He told me, as we passed through the gates, that he was appointed Lieutenant-Governor of Quercy to carry out the edict against the religion. Do you not see, Anne? my companion added bitterly, to kill me at once were too small a revenge for him! He must torture me  or rather he would if he could  by the pains of anticipation.

Besides, my execution will so finely open his bed of justice. Bah! and Pavannes raised his head proudly, I fear him not! I fear him not a jot!

For a moment he forgot Kit, the loss of his friends, his own doom. He snapped his fingers in derision of his foe.

But my heart sank miserably. The Vidames rage I remembered had been directed rather against my cousin than her lover; and now by the light of his threats I read Bezers purpose more clearly than Louis could. His aim was to punish the woman who had played with him. To do so he was bringing her lover from Paris that he might execute him  AFTER GIVING HER NOTICE! That was it: after giving her notice, it might be in her very presence! He would lure her to Cahors, and then  

I shuddered. I well might feel that a precipice was opening at my feet. There was something in the plan so devilish, yet so accordant with those stories I had heard of the Wolf, that I felt no doubt of my insight. I read his evil mind, and saw in a moment why he had troubled himself with us. He hoped to draw Mademoiselle to Cahors by our means.

Of course I said nothing of this to Louis. I hid my feelings as well as I could. But I vowed a great vow that at the eleventh hour we would baulk the Vidame. Surely if all else failed we could kill him, and, though we died ourselves, spare Kit this ordeal. My tears were dried up as by a fire. My heart burned with a great and noble rage: or so it seemed to me!

I do not think that there was ever any journey so strange as this one of ours. We met with the same incidents which had pleased us on the road to Paris. But their novelty was gone. Gone too were the cosy chats with old rogues of landlords and good-natured dames. We were travelling now in such force that our coming was rather a terror to the innkeeper than a boon. How much the Lieutenant-Governor of Quercy, going down to his province, requisitioned in the kings name; and for how much he paid, we could only judge from the gloomy looks which followed us as we rode away each morning. Such looks were not solely due I fear to the news from Paris, although for some time we were the first bearers of the tidings.

Presently, on the third day of our journey I think, couriers from the Court passed us: and henceforth forestalled us. One of these messengers  who I learned from the talk about me was bound for Cahors with letters for the Lieutenant-Governor and the Count-Bishop  the Vidame interviewed and stopped. How it was managed I do not know, but I fear the Count-Bishop never got his letters, which I fancy would have given him some joint authority. Certainly we left the messenger  a prudent fellow with a care for his skin  in comfortable quarters at Limoges, whence I do not doubt he presently returned to Paris at his leisure.

The strangeness of the journey however arose from none of these things, but from the relations of our party to one another. After the first day we four rode together, unmolested, so long as we kept near the centre of the straggling cavalcade. The Vidame always rode alone, and in front, brooding with bent head and sombre face over his revenge, as I supposed. He would ride in this fashion, speaking to no one and giving no orders, for a day together. At times I came near to pitying him. He had loved Kit in his masterful way, the way of one not wont to be thwarted, and he had lost her  lost her, whatever might happen. He would get nothing after all by his revenge. Nothing but ashes in the mouth. And so I saw in softer moments something inexpressibly melancholy in that solitary giant-figure pacing always alone.

He seldom spoke to us. More rarely to Louis. When he did, the harshness of his voice and his cruel eyes betrayed the gloomy hatred in which he held him. At meals he ate at one end of the table: we four at the other, as three of us had done on that first evening in Paris. And sometimes the covert looks, the grim sneer he shot at his rival  his prisoner  made me shiver even in the sunshine. Sometimes, on the other hand, when I took him unawares, I found an expression on his face I could not read.

I told Croisette, but warily, my suspicions of his purpose. He heard me, less astounded to all appearance than I had expected. Presently I learned the reason. He had his own view. Do you not think it possible, Anne? he suggested timidly  we were of course alone at the time that he thinks to make Louis resign Mademoiselle?

Resign her! I exclaimed obtusely. How?

By giving him a choice  you understand?

I did understand I saw it in a moment. I had been dull not to see it before. Bezers might put it in this way: let M. de Pavannes resign his mistress and live, or die and lose her.

I see, I answered. But Louis would not give her up. Not to him!

He would lose her either way, Croisette answered in a low tone. That is not however the worst of it. Louis is in his power. Suppose he thinks to make Kit the arbiter, Anne, and puts Louis up to ransom, setting Kit for the price? And gives her the option of accepting himself, and saving Louis life; or refusing, and leaving Louis to die?

St. Croix! I exclaimed fiercely. He would not be so base! And yet was not even this better than the blind vengeance I had myself attributed to him?

Perhaps not, Croisette answered, while he gazed onwards through the twilight. We were at the time the foremost of the party save the Vidame; and there was nothing to interrupt our view of his gigantic figure as he moved on alone before us with bowed shoulders. Perhaps not, Croisette repeated thoughtfully. Sometimes I think we do not understand him; and that after all there may be worse people in the world than Bezers.

I looked hard at the lad, for that was not what I had meant. Worse? I said. I do not think so. Hardly!

Yes, worse, he replied, shaking his head. Do you remember lying under the curtain in the box-bed at Mirepoixs?

Of course I do! Do you think I shall ever forget it?

And Madame dO coming in?

With the Coadjutor? I said with a shudder. Yes.

No, the second time, he answered, when she came back alone. It was pretty dark, you remember, and Madame de Pavannes was at the window, and her sister did not see her?

Well, well, I remember, I said impatiently. I knew from the tone of his voice that he had something to tell me about Madame dO, and I was not anxious to hear it. I shrank, as a wounded man shrinks from the cautery, from hearing anything about that woman; herself so beautiful, yet moving in an atmosphere of suspicion and horror. Was it shame, or fear, or some chivalrous feeling having its origin in that moment when I had fancied myself her knight? I am not sure, for I had not made up my mind even now whether I ought to pity or detest her; whether she had made a tool of me, or I had been false to her.

She came up to the bed, you remember, Anne? Croisette went on. You were next to her. She saw you indistinctly, and took you for her sister. And then I sprang from the bed.

I know you did! I exclaimed sharply. All this time I had forgotten that grievance. You nearly frightened her out of her wits, St. Croix. I cannot think what possessed you  why you did it?

To save your life, Anne, he answered solemnly, and her from a crime! an unutterable, an unnatural crime. She had come back to I can hardly tell it you  to murder her sister. You start. You do not believe me. It sounds too horrible. But I could see better than you could. She was exactly between you and the light. I saw the knife raised. I saw her wicked face! If I had not startled her as I did, she would have stabbed you. She dropped the knife on the floor, and I picked it up and have it. See!

I looked furtively, and turned away again, shivering. Why, I muttered, why did she do it?

She had failed you know to get her sister back to Pavannes house, where she would have fallen an easy victim. Bezers, who knew Madame dO, prevented that. Then that fiend slipped back with her knife; thinking that in the common butchery the crime would be overlooked, and never investigated, and that Mirepoix would be silent!

I said nothing. I was stunned. Yet I believed the story. When I went over the facts in my mind I found that a dozen things, overlooked at the time and almost forgotten in the hurry of events, sprang up to confirm it. M. de Pavannes  the other M. de Pavannes  suspicions had been well founded. Worse than Bezers was she? Ay! worse a hundred times. As much worse as treachery ever is than violence; as the pitiless fraud of the serpent is baser than the rage of the wolf.

I thought, Croisette added softly, not looking at me, when I discovered that you had gone off with her, that I should never see you again, Anne. I gave you up for lost. The happiest moment of my life I think was when I saw you come back.

Croisette, I whispered piteously, my cheeks burning, let us never speak of her again.

And we never did  for years. But how strange is life. She and the wicked man with whom her fate seemed bound up had just crossed our lives when their own were at the darkest. They clashed with us, and, strangers and boys as we were, we ruined them. I have often asked myself what would have happened to me had I met her at some earlier and less stormy period  in the brilliance of her beauty. And I find but one answer. I should bitterly have rued the day. Providence was good to me. Such men and such women, we may believe have ceased to exist now. They flourished in those miserable days of war and divisions, and passed away with them like the foul night-birds of the battle-field.

To return to our journey. In the morning sunshine one could not but be cheerful, and think good things possible. The worst trial I had came with each sunset. For then  we generally rode late into the evening  Louis sought my side to talk to me of his sweetheart. And how he would talk of her! How many thousand messages he gave me for her! How often he recalled old days among the hills, with each laugh and jest and incident, when we five had been as children! Until I would wonder passionately, the tears running down my face in the darkness, how he could  how he could talk of her in that quiet voice which betrayed no rebellion against fate, no cursing of Providence! How he could plan for her and think of her when she should be alone!

Now I understand it. He was still labouring under the shock of his friends murder. He was still partially stunned. Death seemed natural and familiar to him, as to one who had seen his allies and companions perish without warning or preparation. Death had come to be normal to him, life the exception; as I have known it seem to a child brought face to face with a corpse for the first time.

One afternoon a strange thing happened. We could see the Auvergne hills at no great distance on our left  the Puy de Dome above them  and we four were riding together. We had fallen  an unusual thing  to the rear of the party. Our road at the moment was a mere track running across moorland, sprinkled here and there with gorse and brushwood. The main company had straggled on out of sight. There were but half a dozen riders to be seen an eighth of a league before us, a couple almost as far behind. I looked every way with a sudden surging of the heart. For the first time the possibility of flight occurred to me. The rough Auvergne hills were within reach. Supposing we could get a lead of a quarter of a league, we could hardly be caught before darkness came and covered us. Why should we not put spurs to our horses and ride off?

Impossible! said Pavannes quietly, when I spoke.

Why? I asked with warmth.

Firstly, he replied, because I have given my word to go with the Vidame to Cahors.

My face flushed hotly. But I cried, What of that? You were taken by treachery! Your safe conduct was disregarded. Why should you be scrupulous? Your enemies are not. This is folly?

I think not. Nay, Louis answered, shaking his head, you would not do it yourself in my place.

I think I should, I stammered awkwardly.

No, you would not, lad, he said smiling. I know you too well. But if I would do it, it is impossible. He turned in the saddle and, shading his eyes with his hand from the level rays of the sun, looked back intently. It is as I thought, he continued. One of those men is riding grey Margot, which Bure said yesterday was the fastest mare in the troop. And the man on her is a light weight. The other fellow has that Norman bay horse we were looking at this morning. It is a trap laid by Bezers, Anne. If we turned aside a dozen yards, those two would be after us like the wind.

Do you mean, I cried, that Bezers has drawn his men forward on purpose?

Precisely; was Louiss answer. That is the fact. Nothing would please him better than to take my honour first, and my life afterwards. But, thank God, only the one is in his power.

And when I came to look at the horsemen, immediately before us, they confirmed Louiss view. They were the best mounted of the party: all men of light weight too. One or other of them was constantly looking back. As night fell they closed in upon us with their usual care. When Bure joined us there was a gleam of intelligence in his bold eyes, a flash of conscious trickery. He knew that we had found him out, and cared nothing for it.

And the others cared nothing. But the thought that if left to myself I should have fallen into the Vidames cunning trap filled me with new hatred towards him; such hatred and such fear  for there was humiliation mingled with them  as I had scarcely felt before. I brooded over this, barely noticing what passed in our company for hours  nay, not until the next day when, towards evening, the cry arose round me that we were within sight of Cahors. Yes, there it lay below us, in its shallow basin, surrounded by gentle hills. The domes of the cathedral, the towers of the Vallandre Bridge, the bend of the Lot, where its stream embraces the town  I knew them all. Our long journey was over.

And I had but one idea. I had some time before communicated to Croisette the desperate design I had formed  to fall upon Bezers and kill him in the midst of his men in the last resort. Now the time had come if the thing was ever to be done: if we had not left it too long already. And I looked about me. There was some confusion and jostling as we halted on the brow of the hill, while two men were despatched ahead to announce the governors arrival, and Bure, with half a dozen spears, rode out as an advanced guard.

The road where we stood was narrow, a shallow cutting winding down the declivity of the hills. The horses were tired, It was a bad time and place for my design, and only the coming night was in my favour. But I was desperate.

Yet before I moved or gave a signal which nothing could recall, I scanned the landscape eagerly, scrutinizing in turn the small, rich plain below us, warmed by the last rays of the sun, the bare hills here glowing, there dark, the scattered wood-clumps and spinneys that filled the angles of the river, even the dusky line of helm-oaks that crowned the ridge beyond  Caylus way. So near our own country there might be help! If the messenger whom we had despatched to the Vicomte before leaving home had reached him, our uncle might have returned, and even be in Cahors to meet us.

But no party appeared in sight: and I saw no place where an ambush could be lying. I remembered that no tidings of our present plight or of what had happened could have reached the Vicomte. The hope faded out of life as soon as despair had given it birth. We must fend for ourselves and for Kit.

That was my justification. I leaned from my saddle towards Croisette  I was riding by his side  and muttered, as I felt my horses head and settled myself firmly in the stirrups, You remember what I said? Are you ready?

He looked at me in a startled way, with a face showing white in the shadow: and from me to the one solitary figure seated like a pillar a score of paces in front with no one between us and it. There need be but two of us, I muttered, loosening my sword. Shall it be you or Marie? The others must leap their horses out of the road in the confusion, cross the river at the Arembal Ford if they are not overtaken, and make for Caylus.

He hesitated. I do not know whether it had anything to do with his hesitation that at that moment the cathedral bell in the town below us began to ring slowly for Vespers. Yes, he hesitated. He  a Caylus. Turning to him again, I repeated my question impatiently. Which shall it be? A moment, and we shall be moving on, and it will be too late.

He laid his hand hurriedly on my bridle, and began a rambling answer. Rambling as it was I gathered his meaning. It was enough for me! I cut him short with one word of fiery indignation, and turned to Marie and spoke quickly. Will you, then? I said.

But Marie shook his head in perplexity, and answering little, said the same. So it happened a second time.

Strange! Yet strange as it seemed, I was not greatly surprised. Under other circumstances I should have been beside myself with anger at the defection. Now I felt as if I had half expected it, and without further words of reproach I dropped my head and gave it up. I passed again into the stupor of endurance. The Vidame was too strong for me. It was useless to fight against him. We were under the spell. When the troop moved forward, I went with them, silent and apathetic.

We passed through the gate of Cahors, and no doubt the scene was worthy of note; but I had only a listless eye for it  much such an eye as a man about to be broken on the wheel must have for that curious instrument, supposing him never to have seen it before. The whole population had come out to line the streets through which we rode, and stood gazing, with scarcely veiled looks of apprehension, at the procession of troopers and the stern face of the new governor.

We dismounted passively in the courtyard of the castle, and were for going in together, when Bure intervened. M. de Pavannes, he said, pushing rather rudely between us, will sup alone to-night. For you, gentlemen, this way, if you please.

I went without remonstrance. What was the use? I was conscious that the Vidame from the top of the stairs leading to the grand entrance was watching us with a wolfish glare in his eyes. I went quietly. But I heard Croisette urging something with passionate energy.

We were led through a low doorway to a room on the ground floor; a place very like a cell. Were we took our meal in silence. When it was over I flung myself on one of the beds prepared for us, shrinking from my companions rather in misery than in resentment.

No explanation had passed between us. Still I knew that the other two from time to time eyed me doubtfully. I feigned therefore to be asleep, but I heard Bure enter to bid us good-night  and see that we had not escaped. And I was conscious too of the question Croisette put to him, Does M. de Pavannes lie alone to-night, Bure?

Not entirely, the captain answered with gloomy meaning. Indeed he seemed in bad spirits himself, or tired. The Vidame is anxious for his souls welfare, and sends a priest to him.

They sprang to their feet at that. But the light and its bearer, who so far recovered himself as to chuckle at his masters pious thought, had disappeared. They were left to pace the room, and reproach themselves and curse the Vidame in an agony of late repentance. Not even Marie could find a loop-hole of escape from here. The door was double-locked; the windows so barred that a cat could scarcely pass through them; the walls were of solid masonry.

Meanwhile I lay and feigned to sleep, and lay feigning through long, long hours; though my heart like theirs throbbed in response to the dull hammering that presently began without, and not far from us, and lasted until daybreak. From our windows, set low and facing a wall, we could see nothing. But we could guess what the noise meant, the dull, earthy thuds when posts were set in the ground, the brisk, wooden clattering when one plank was laid to another. We could not see the progress of the work, or hear the voices of the workmen, or catch the glare of their lights. But we knew what they were doing. They were raising the scaffold.


CHAPTER XII.

JOY IN THE MORNING.

I was too weary with riding to go entirely without sleep. And moreover it is anxiety and the tremor of excitement which make the pillow sleepless, not, heaven be thanked, sorrow. God made man to lie awake and hope: but never to lie awake and grieve. An hour or two before daybreak I fell asleep, utterly worn out. When I awoke, the sun was high, and shining slantwise on our window. The room was gay with the morning rays, and soft with the morning freshness, and I lay a while, my cheek on my hand, drinking in the cheerful influence as I had done many and many a day in our room at Caylus. It was the touch of Maries hand, laid timidly on my arm, which roused me with a shock to consciousness. The truth broke upon me. I remembered where we were, and what was before us. Will you get up, Anne? Croisette said. The Vidame has sent for us.

I got to my feet, and buckled on my sword. Croisette was leaning against the wall, pale and downcast. Bure filled the open doorway, his feathered cap in his hand, a queer smile on his face. You are a good sleeper, young gentleman, he said. You should have a good conscience.

Better than yours, no doubt! I retorted, or your masters.

He shrugged his shoulders, and, bidding us by a sign to follow him, led the way through several gloomy passages. At the end of these, a flight of stone steps leading upwards seemed to promise something better; and true enough, the door at the top being opened, the murmur of a crowd reached our ears, with a burst of sunlight and warmth. We were in a lofty room, with walls in some places painted, and elsewhere hung with tapestry; well lighted by three old pointed windows reaching to the rush-covered floor. The room was large, set here and there with stands of arms, and had a dais with a raised carved chair at one end. The ceiling was of blue, with gold stars set about it. Seeing this, I remembered the place. I had been in it once, years ago, when I had attended the Vicomte on a state visit to the governor. Ah! that the Vicomte were here now!

I advanced to the middle window, which was open. Then I started back, for outside was the scaffold built level with the floor, and rush-covered like it! Two or three people were lounging on it. My eyes sought Louis among the group, but in vain. He was not there: and while I looked for him, I heard a noise behind me, and he came in, guarded by four soldiers with pikes.

His face was pale and grave, but perfectly composed. There was a wistful look in his eyes indeed, as if he were thinking of something or some one far away  Kits face on the sunny hills of Quercy where he had ridden with her, perhaps; a look which seemed to say that the doings here were nothing to him, and the parting was yonder where she was. But his bearing was calm and collected, his step firm and fearless. When he saw us, indeed his face lightened a moment and he greeted us cheerfully, even acknowledging Bures salutation with dignity and good temper. Croisette sprang towards him impulsively, and cried his name  Croisette ever the first to speak. But before Louis could grasp his hand, the door at the bottom of the hall was swung open, and the Vidame came hurriedly in.

He was alone. He glanced round, his forbidding face, which was somewhat flushed as if by haste, wearing a scowl. Then he saw us, and, nodding haughtily, strode up the floor, his spurs clanking heavily on the boards. We gave us no greeting, but by a short word dismissed Bure and the soldiers to the lower end of the room. And then he stood and looked at us four, but principally at his rival; and looked, and looked with eyes of smouldering hate. And there was a silence, a long silence, while the murmur of the crowd came almost cheerfully through the window, and the sparrows under the eaves chirped and twittered, and the heart that throbbed least painfully was, I do believe, Louis de Pavannes!

At last Bezers broke the silence.

M. de Pavannes! he began, speaking hoarsely, yet concealing all passion under a cynical smile and a mock politeness, M. de Pavannes, I hold the kings commission to put to death all the Huguenots within my province of Quercy. Have you anything to say, I beg, why I should not begin with you? Or do you wish to return to the Church?

Louis shrugged his shoulders as in contempt, and held his peace, I saw his captors great hands twitch convulsively at this, but still the Vidame mastered himself, and when he spoke again he spoke slowly. Very well, he continued, taking no heed of us, the silent witnesses of this strange struggle between the two men, but eyeing Louis only. You have wronged me more than any man alive. Alive or dead! or dead! You have thwarted me, M. de Pavannes, and taken from me the woman I loved. Six days ago I might have killed you. I had it in my power. I had but to leave you to the rabble, remember, and you would have been rotting at Montfaucon to-day, M. de Pavannes.

That is true, said Louis quietly. Why so many words?

But the Vidame went on as if he had not heard. I did not leave you to them, he resumed, and yet I hate you  more than I ever hated any man yet, and I am not apt to forgive. But now the time has come, sir, for my revenge! The oath I swore to your mistress a fortnight ago I will keep to the letter. I  Silence, babe! he thundered, turning suddenly, or I will keep my word with you too!

Croisette had muttered something, and this had drawn on him the glare of Bezers eyes. But the threat was effectual. Croisette was silent. The two were left henceforth to one another.

Yet the Vidame seemed to be put out by the interruption. Muttering a string of oaths he strode from us to the window and back again. The cool cynicism, with which he was wont to veil his anger and impose on other men, while it heightened the effect of his ruthless deeds, in part fell from him. He showed himself as he was  masterful, and violent, hating, with all the strength of a turbulent nature which had never known a check. I quailed before him myself. I confess it.

Listen! he continued harshly, coming back and taking his place in front of us at last, his manner more violent than before the interruption. I might have left you to die in that hell yonder! And I did not leave you. I had but to hold my hand and you would have been torn to pieces! The wolf, however, does not hunt with the rats, and a Bezers wants no help in his vengeance from king or CANAILLE! When I hunt my enemy down I will hunt him alone, do you hear? And as there is a heaven above me  he paused a moment if I ever meet you face to face again, M. de Pavannes, I will kill you where you stand!

He paused, and the murmur of the crowd without came to my ears; but mingled with and heightened by some confusion in my thoughts. I struggled feebly with this, seeing a rush of colour to Croisettes face, a lightening in his eyes as if a veil had been raised from before them. Some confusion  for I thought I grasped the Vidames meaning; yet there he was still glowering on his victim with the same grim visage, still speaking in the same rough tone. Listen, M. de Pavannes, he continued, rising to his full height and waving his hand with a certain majesty towards the window  no one had spoken. The doors are open! Your mistress is at Caylus. The road is clear, go to her; go to her, and tell her that I have saved your life, and that I give it to you not out of love, but out of hate! If you had flinched I would have killed you, for so you would have suffered most, M. de Pavannes. As it is, take your life  a gift! and suffer as I should if I were saved and spared by my enemy!

Slowly the full sense of his words came home to me. Slowly; not in its full completeness indeed until I heard Louis in broken phrases, phrases half proud and half humble, thanking him for his generosity. Even then I almost lost the true and wondrous meaning of the thing when I heard his answer. For he cut Pavannes short with bitter caustic gibes, spurned his proffered gratitude with insults, and replied to his acknowledgments with threats.

Go! go! he continued to cry violently. Have I brought you so far safely that you will cheat me of my vengeance at the last, and provoke me to kill you? Away! and take these blind puppies with you! Reckon me as much your enemy now as ever! And if I meet you, be sure you will meet a foe! Begone, M. de Pavannes, begone!

But, M. de Bezers, Louis persisted, hear me. It takes two to

Begone! begone! before we do one another a mischief! cried the Vidame furiously. Every word you say in that strain is an injury to me. It robs me of my vengeance. Go! in Gods name!

And we went; for there was no change, no promise of softening in his malignant aspect as he spoke; nor any as he stood and watched us draw off slowly from him. We went one by one, each lingering after the other, striving, out of a natural desire to thank him, to break through that stern reserve. But grim and unrelenting, a picture of scorn to the last, he saw us go.

My latest memory of that strange man  still fresh after a lapse of two and fifty years  is of a huge form towering in the gloom below the state canopy, the sunlight which poured in through the windows and flooded us, falling short of him; of a pair of fierce cross eyes, that seemed to glow as they covered us; of a lip that curled as in the enjoyment of some cruel jest. And so I  and I think each of us four saw the last of Raoul de Mar, Vidame de Bezers, in this life.

He was a man whom we cannot judge by to-days standard; for he was such an one in his vices and his virtues as the present day does not know; one who in his time did immense evil  and if his friends be believed, little good. But the evil is forgotten; the good lives. And if all that good save one act were buried with him, this one act alone, the act of a French gentleman, would be told of him  ay! and will be told  as long as the kingdom of France, and the gracious memory of the late king, shall endure.



I see again by the simple process of shutting my eyes, the little party of five  for Jean, our servant, had rejoined us  who on that summer day rode over the hills to Caylus, threading the mazes of the holm-oaks, and galloping down the rides, and hallooing the hare from her form, but never pursuing her; arousing the nestling farmhouses from their sleepy stillness by joyous shout and laugh, and sniffing, as we climbed the hill-side again, the scent of the ferns that died crushed under our horses hoofs  died only that they might add one little pleasure more to the happiness God had given us. Rare and sweet indeed are those few days in life, when it seems that all creation lives only that we may have pleasure in it, and thank God for it. It is well that we should make the most of them, as we surely did of that day.

It was nightfall when we reached the edge of the uplands, and looked down on Caylus. The last rays of the sun lingered with us, but the valley below was dark; so dark that even the rock about which our homes clustered would have been invisible save for the half-dozen lights that were beginning to twinkle into being on its summit. A silence fell upon us as we slowly wended our way down the well-known path.

All day long we had ridden in great joy; if thoughtless, yet innocent; if selfish, yet thankful; and always blithely, with a great exultation and relief at heart, a great rejoicing for our own sakes and for Kits.

Now with the nightfall and the darkness, now when we were near our home, and on the eve of giving joy to another, we grew silent. There arose other thoughts  thoughts of all that had happened since we had last ascended that track; and so our minds turned naturally back to him to whom we owed our happiness  to the giant left behind in his pride and power and his loneliness. The others could think of him with full hearts, yet without shame. But I reddened, reflecting how it would have been with us if I had had my way; if I had resorted in my shortsightedness to one last violent, cowardly deed, and killed him, as I had twice wished to do.

Pavannes would then have been lost almost certainly. Only the Vidame with his powerful troop  we never knew whether he had gathered them for that purpose or merely with an eye to his government  could have saved him. And few men however powerful  perhaps Bezers only of all men in Paris would have dared to snatch him from the mob when once it had sighted him. I dwell on this now that my grandchildren may take warning by it, though never will they see such days as I have seen.

And so we clattered up the steep street of Caylus with a pleasant melancholy upon us, and passed, not without a more serious thought, the gloomy, frowning portals, all barred and shuttered, of the House of the Wolf, and under the very window, sombre and vacant, from which Bezers had incited the rabble in their attack on Pavannes courier. We had gone by day, and we came back by night. But we had gone trembling, and we came back in joy.

We did not need to ring the great bell. Jeans cry, Ho! Gate there! Open for my lords! had scarcely passed his lips before we were admitted. And ere we could mount the ramp, one person outran those who came forth to see what the matter was; one outran Madame Claude, outran old Gil, outran the hurrying servants, and the welcome of the house. I saw a slender figure all in white break away from the little crowd and dart towards us, disclosing as it reached me a face that seemed still whiter than its robes, and yet a face that seemed all eyes  eyes that asked the question the lips could not frame.

I stood aside with a low bow, my hat in my hand; and said simply  it was the great effect of my life VOILA Monsieur!

And then I saw the sun rise in a womans face.



The Vidame de Bezers died as he had lived. He was still Governor of Cahors when Henry the Great attacked it on the night of the 17th of June, 1580. Taken by surprise and wounded in the first confusion of the assault, he still defended himself and his charge with desperate courage, fighting from street to street, and house to house for five nights and as many days. While he lived Henrys destiny and the fate of France trembled in the balance. But he fell at length, his brain pierced by the ball of an arquebuse, and died an hour before sunset on the 22nd of June. The garrison immediately surrendered.

Marie and I were present in this action on the side of the King of Navarre, and at the request of that prince hastened to pay such honours to the body of the Vidame as were due to his renown and might serve to evince our gratitude. A year later his remains were removed from Cahors, and laid where they now rest in his own Abbey Church of Bezers, under a monument which very briefly tells of his stormy life and his valour. No matter. He has small need of a monument whose name lives in the history of his country, and whose epitaph is written in the lives of men.

NOTE.  THE CHARACTER AND CONDUCT OF VIDAME DE BEZERS, AS THEY APPEAR IN THE ABOVE MEMOIR FIND A PARALLEL IN AN ACCOUNT GIVEN BY DE THOU OF ONE OF THE MOST REMARKABLE INCIDENTS IN THE MASSACRE OF ST. BARTHOLOMEW: AMID SUCH EXAMPLES, HE WRITES, OF THE FEROCITY OF THE CITY, A THING HAPPENED WORTHY TO BE RELATED, AND WHICH MAY PERHAPS IN SOME DEGREE WEIGH AGAINST THESE ATROCITIES. THERE WAS A DEADLY HATRED, WHICH UP TO THIS TIME THE INTERVENTION OF THEIR FRIENDS AND NEIGHBOURS HAD FAILED TO APPEASE, BETWEEN TWO MEN  VEZINS, THE LIEUTENANT OF HONORATUS OF SAVOY, MARSHAL VILLARS, A MAN NOTABLE AMONG THE NOBILITY OF THE PROVINCE FOR HIS VALOUR, BUT OBNOXIOUS TO MANY OWING TO HIS BRUTAL DISPOSITION (ferina natura), AND REGNIER, A YOUNG MAN OF LIKE RANK AND VIGOUR, BUT OF MILDER CHARACTER. WHEN REGNIER THEN, IN THE MIDDLE OF THAT GREAT UPROAR, DEATH MEETING HIS EYE EVERYWHERE, WAS MAKING UP HIS MIND TO THE WORST, HIS DOOR WAS SUDDENLY BURST OPEN, AND VEZINS, WITH TWO OTHER MEN, STOOD BEFORE HIM SWORD IN HAND. UPON THIS REGNIER, ASSURED OF DEATH, KNELT DOWN AND ASKED MERCY OF HEAVEN: BUT VEZINS IN A HARSH VOICE BID HIM RISE FROM HIS PRAYERS AND MOUNT A PALFREY ALREADY STANDING READY IN THE STREET FOR HIM. SO HE LED REGNIER  UNCERTAIN FOR THE TIME WHITHER HE WAS BEING TAKEN  OUT OF THE CITY, AND PUT HIM ON HIS HONOUR TO GO WITH HIM WITHOUT TRYING TO ESCAPE. AND TOGETHER, WITHOUT PAUSING IN THEIR JOURNEY, THE TWO TRAVELLED ALL THE WAY TO GUIENNE. DURING THIS TIME VEZINS HONOURED REGNIER WITH VERY LITTLE CONVERSATION; BUT SO FAR CARED FOR HIM THAT FOOD WAS PREPARED FOR HIM AT THE INNS BY HIS SERVANTS: AND SO THEY CAME TO QUERCY AND THE CASTLE OF REGNIER. THERE VEZINS TURNED TO HIM AND SAID, YOU KNOW HOW I HAVE FOR A LONG TIME BACK SOUGHT TO AVENGE MYSELF ON YOU, AND HOW EASILY I MIGHT NOW HAVE DONE IT TO THE FULL, HAD I BEEN WILLING TO USE THIS OPPORTUNITY. BUT SHAME WOULD NOT SUFFER IT; AND BESIDES, YOUR COURAGE SEEMED WORTHY TO BE SET AGAINST MINE ON EVEN TERMS. TAKE THEREFORE THE LIFE WHICH YOU OWE TO MY KINDNESS. WITH MUCH MORE WHICH THE CURIOUS WILL FIND IN THE 2ND (FOLIO) VOLUME OF DE THOU.


THE NEW RECTOR
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Weyman followed up his first novel with a traditional domestic story, which was serialised in the Cornhill magazine, before being published in two volumes in 1891. Weymans choice of a realist, domestic drama (rather than the kind of action adventure story that would later win him fame and popularity) reflects the way in which he was still finding his niche as a writer  indeed, the publication of novels in more than one volume was itself beginning to die out by 1891, as books became more affordable to produce and buy. This decidedly old-fashioned feel (even for the novels original readers) perhaps explains why so few copies of the novel were ordered by booksellers and librarians, which has led to the book being hard to find today.
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CHAPTER I.

LE ROI EST MORT!

The king was dead. But not at once, not until after some short breathing-space, such as was pleasant enough to those whose only concern with the succession lay in the shouting, could the cry of Long live the king! be raised. For a few days there was no rector of Claversham. The living was during this time in abeyance, or in the clouds, or in the lap of the law, or in any strange and inscrutable place you choose to name. It may have been in the prescience of the patron, and, if so, no locality could be more vague, the whereabouts of Lord Dynmore himself, to say nothing of his prescience, being as uncertain as possible. Messrs. Gearns & Baker, his solicitors and agents, should have known as much upon this point as any one; yet it was their habit to tell one inquirer that his lordship was in the Cordilleras, and another that he was on the slopes of the Andes, and another that he was at the forty-ninth parallel  quite indifferently  these places being all one to Messrs. Gearns & Baker, whose walk in life had lain for so many years about Lincolns Inn Fields that Clare Market had come to be their ideal of an uncivilized country.

And more, if the whereabouts of Lord Dynmore could only be told in words rather far-sounding than definite, there was room for a doubt whether his prescience existed at all. For, according to his friends, there never was a man whose memory was so notably eccentric  not weak, but eccentric. And if his memory was impeccable, his prescience  But we grow wide of the mark. The question being merely where the living of Claversham was during the days which immediately followed Mr. Williamss death, let it be said at once that we do not know.

Mr. Williams was the late incumbent. He had been rector of the little Warwickshire town for nearly forty years; and although his people were ready enough to busy themselves with the question of his successor, he did not lack honor in his death. His had been a placid life, such as suited an indolent and easy-going man. Let me sit upon one chair and put up my feet on another, and there I am, he was once heard to say; and the town repeated the remark and chuckled over it. There were some who would have had the parish move more quickly, and who talked with a sneer of the old port-wine kind of parson. But if he had done little good, he had done less evil. He was kindly and open-handed, and he had not an enemy in the parish. He was regretted as much as such a man should be. Besides, people did not die commonly in Claversham. It was but once a year, or twice at the most, that any one who was any one passed away. And so, when the event did occur the most was made of it in an old-fashioned way. When Mr. Williams passed for the last time into his churchyard, there was no window which did not, by shutter or blind, mark its respect for him, not a tongue which wagged foul of his memory. And then the shutters were taken down and the blinds pulled up, and every one, from Mr. Clode, the curate, to the old people at Bournes Almhouses, who, having no affairs of their own, had the more time to discuss their neighbors, asked, Who is to be the new rector?

On the day of the funeral two of these old pensioners watched the curates tall form as he came gravely along the opposite side of the street, to fall in at the door of his lodgings with two ladies, one elderly, one young, who were passing so opportunely that it really seemed as if they might have been waiting for him. He and the elder lady  she was so plump of figure, so healthy of eye and cheek, and was dressed besides with such a comfortable richness that it did one good to look at her  began to talk in a subdued, decorous fashion, while the girl listened. He was telling them of the funeral, how well the archdeacon had read the service, and what a crowd of Dissenters had been present, and so on: and at last he came to the important question.

I hear, Mrs. Hammond, he said, that the living will be given to Mr. Herbert of Easthope, whom you know, I think? To me? Oh, no, I have not, and never had, any expectation of it. Please do not, he added, with a slight smile and a shake of the head, mention such a thing again. Leave me in my content.

But why should you not have it? said the young lady, with a pleasant persistence. Every one in the parish would be glad if you were appointed. Could we not do something or say something  get up a petition or anything? Lord Dynmore ought, of course, to give it to you. I think some one should tell him what are the wishes of the parish. I do indeed!

She was a very pretty young lady, with bright brown eyes and hair and rather arch features, and the gentleman she was addressing had long found her face pleasant to look upon; but at this moment it really seemed to him as the face of an angel. Yet he only answered with a kind of depressed gratitude. Thank you, Miss Hammond, he said. If good wishes could procure me the living, I should have an excellent reason for hoping. But as things are, it is not for me.

Pooh! pooh! said Mrs. Hammond cheerily, who knows? And then, after a few more words, they went on their way, and he turned into his rooms.

The old women were still watching. I dont well know wholl get it, Peggy, said one, but I be pretty sure of this, as he wont! It isnt his sort as gets em. Its the lords friends, bless you!

So it appeared that she and Mr. Clode were of one mind on the matter. But was that really Mr. Clodes opinion? It was when the crow opened its beak that it dropped the piece of cheese; and so to this day the wise man has no chance or expectation of this or that until he gets it. And if a patron or a patrons solicitor has for some days had under his paperweight a letter written in a hand that bears a strange likeness to the wise mans  a letter setting forth the latters claims and wisdom  what of that? That is a private matter, of course.

Be that as it may, there was scarcely a person in Claversham who did not give some time that evening, and on subsequent evenings too, to the interesting question who was to be the new rector. The rector was a big factor in the town-life. Girls wondered whether he would be young, and hoped he would dance. Their mothers were sanguine that he would be unmarried, and their fathers that he would play whist. And one questioned whether he would buy Mr. Williamss stock of port, and another whether he would dine late. And some trusted that he would let things be, and some hoped that he would cleanse the stables. And only one thing was certain and sure and immutably fixed  that, whoever he was, he would not be able to please everybody.

Nay, the ripple of excitement spread far beyond Claversham. Not only at the archdeacons at Kingsford Carbonel, five miles away among the orchards and hopyards, was there much speculation upon the matter, but even at the Homfrays, of Holberton, ten miles out beyond the Baer Hills, there was talk about it, and bets were made across the billiard-table. And in more distant vicarages and curacies, where the patron was in some degree known, there were flutterings of heart and anxious searchings of the Guardian and Crockford. Those who seemed to have some chance of the living grew despondent, and those who had none talked the thing over with their wives after the children had gone to bed, until they persuaded themselves that they would die at Claversham Rectory. Middle-aged men who had been at college with Lord Dynmore remembered that they had on one occasion rowed in the same boat with him; and young men who had danced with his niece thought secretly that, dear little woman as Emily or Annie was, they might have done better. And a hundred and eleven letters, written by people who knew less than Messrs. Gearns & Baker of the Andes, seeing that they did not know that Lord Dynmore was there or thereabouts, were received at Dynmore Park and forwarded to London, and duly made up into a large parcel with other correspondence by Messrs. Gearns & Baker, and so were despatched to the forty-ninth parallel  or thereabouts.


CHAPTER II.

VIVE LE ROI!

It was at the beginning of the second week in October that Mr. Williams died; and, the weather in those parts being peculiarly fine and bright for the time of year, men stood about in the churchyard with bare heads, and caught no colds. And it continued so for some days after the funeral. But not everywhere. Upon a morning, some three perhaps after the ceremony at Claversham, a young gentleman sat down to his breakfast, only a hundred and fifty miles away, under such different conditions  a bitter east wind, a dense fog, and a general murkiness of atmosphere  that one might have supposed his not over-plentiful meal to be laid in another planet.

The air in the room  a meagrely furnished, much littered room, was yellow and choking, and the candles burned dimly in the midst of yellow halos. The fire seemed to be smouldering, and the owner of the room had to pay some attention to it before he sat down and found a letter lying beside his plate. He glanced at it doubtfully. I do not know the handwriting, he muttered, and it is not a subscription, for they never come in an east wind. I am afraid it is a bill.

The letter was addressed to the Rev. Reginald Lindo, St. Barnabas Mission House, 383 East India Dock Road, London, E. After scrutinizing it for a moment, he pulled a candle toward him and tore open the envelope.

He read the letter slowly, his teacup at his lips, and, though he was alone, his face grew crimson. When he had finished it he turned back and read it again, and then flung it down and, starting up, began to walk the room. What a boy I am! he muttered. But it is almost incredible. Upon my honor it is almost incredible!

He was still at the height of his excitement, now sitting down to take a mouthful of breakfast and now leaping up to pace the room, when his housekeeper entered and said that a woman from Tamplins Rents wanted to see him.

What does she want, Mrs. Baxter? he asked.

Husband is dying, sir, the old lady replied briefly.

Do you know her at all?

No, sir. She is as poor a piece as I have ever seen. She says that she could not have come out, for want of clothes, if it had not been for the fog. And they are not particular here, as I know  the hussies!

Say that I shall be ready to go with her in less than five minutes, the young clergyman answered. And here! Give her some tea, Mrs. Baxter. The pot is half full.

He bustled about; but nevertheless the message and the business he was now upon had sobered him, and as he buttoned up the letter in his breast-pocket, his face was grave. He was a tall young man, fair, with regular features, and curling hair cut rather short. His eyes were blue and pleasantly bold; and in his every action and in his whole carriage there was a great appearance of confidence and self-possession. Taking a book and a small case from a side-table, he put on his overcoat and went out. A moment, and the dense fog swallowed him up, and with him the tattered bundle of rags, which had a husband, and very likely had nothing else in the world of her own. Tamplins Rents not affecting us, we may skip a few hours, and then go westward with him as far as the Temple, which in the East India Dock Road is considered very far west indeed by those who have ever heard of it.

Here he sought a dingy staircase in Fig-tree Court, and, mounting to the second floor, stopped before a door which was adorned by about a dozen names, painted in white on a black ground. He knocked loudly, and, a small boy answering his summons with great alacrity and importance, our friend asked for Mr. Smith, and was promptly ushered into a room about nine feet square, in which, at a table covered with papers and open books, sat a small, dark-complexioned man, very keen and eager in appearance, who looked up with an air of annoyance.

Who is it, Fred? he said impatiently, moving one of the candles, which the fog still rendered necessary, although it was high noon. I am engaged at present.

Mr. Lindo to see you, sir, the boy announced, with a formality very funny in a groom of the chambers about four feet high.

The little mans countenance instantly changed, and he jumped up grinning. Is it you, old boy? he said. Sit down, old fellow! I thought it might be my own solicitor, and it is well to be prepared, you know.

But you are not really busy? said the visitor, looking at him doubtfully.

Well, I am and I am not, replied Mr. Smith; and, deftly tipping aside the books, he disclosed some slips of manuscript. It is an article for the Cornhill, he continued; but whether it will ever appear there is another matter. You have come to lunch, of course? And now, what is your news?

He was so quick and eager that he reminded people who saw him for the first time of a rat. When they came to know him better, they found that a stauncher friend than Jack Smith was not to be found in the Temple. With this he had the reputation of being a clever, clear-headed man, and his sound common-sense was almost a proverb. Observing that Lindo did not answer him, he repeated, Is anything amiss, old fellow?

Well, not quite amiss, Lindo answered, his face flushing a little. But the fact is  taking the letter from the breast-pocket that I have had the offer of a living, Jack.

Smith leaped up and clapped his friend on the shoulder. By Jove! old man, he exclaimed heartily, I am glad of it! Right glad of it! You must have had enough of that slumming. But I hope it is a better living than mine, he continued, with a comical glance round the tiny room. Let us have a look! What is it? Two hundred and a house?

Lindo handed the letter to him. It was written from Lincolns Inn Fields, and was dated the preceding day. It ran thus:



Dear Sir:  We are instructed by our client, the Right Honorable the Earl of Dynmore, to invite your acceptance of the living of Claversham in the county of Warwick, vacant by the death on the 15th instant of the Rev. John Williams, the late incumbent. The living, of which his lordship is the patron, is a town rectory, of the approximate value of 810l per annum and a house. Our client is travelling in the United States, but we have the requisite authorities to proceed in due form and without delay, which in this matter is prejudicial. We beg to have the pleasure of receiving your acceptance at as early a date as possible,

And remain, dear Sir,

Your obedient servants,

Gearns & Baker.

To the Rev. Reginald Lindo, M.A.



The barrister read this letter with even greater surprise than seemed natural, and, when he had done, looked at his companion with wondering eyes. Claversham! he ejaculated. Why, I know it well!

Do you? I have never heard you mention it.

I knew old Williams! Jack continued, still in amaze. Knew him well, and heard of his death, but little thought you were likely to succeed him. My dear fellow, it is a wonderful piece of good fortune! Wonderful! I shake you by the hand! I congratulate you heartily! But how did you come to know the high and mighty earl? Unbosom yourself, my dear boy!

I do not know him  do not know him from Adam! replied the young clergyman gravely.

You dont mean it?

I do. I have never seen him in my life.

Jack Smith whistled. Are you sure it is not a hoax? he said, with a serious face.

I think not, the rector-elect replied. Perhaps I have given you a wrong impression. I have had nothing to do with the earl; but my uncle was his tutor.

Oh! said Smith slowly, that makes all the difference. What uncle?

You have heard me speak of him. He was vicar of St. Gabriels, Aldgate. He died about a year ago  last October, I think. Lord Dynmore and he were good friends, and my uncle used often to stay at his place in Scotland. I suppose my name must have come up some time when they were talking.

Likely enough, assented the lawyer. But for the earl to remember it, he must be one in a hundred!

It is certainly very good of him, Lindo replied, his cheek flushing. If it had been a small country living, and my uncle had been alive to jog his elbow, I should not have been so much surprised.

And you are just twenty-five! Jack Smith observed, leaning back in his chair, and eyeing his friend with undisguised and whimsical admiration. You will be the youngest rector in the Clergy List, I should think! And Claversham! By Jove, what a berth!

A queer expression of annoyance for a moment showed itself in Lindos face. I say, Jack, stow that! he said gently, and with a little shamefacedness. I mean, he continued, smoothing down the nap on his hat, that I do not want to look at it altogether in that way, and I do not want others to regard it so.

As a berth, you mean? Jack said gravely, but with a twinkle in his eyes.

Well, from the loaves and fishes point of view, Lindo commenced, beginning to walk up and down the room. I do not think an officer, when he gets promotion, looks only at the increase in his pay. Of course I am glad that it is a good living, and that I shall have a house, and a good position, and all that. But I declare to you, Jack, believe me or not as you like, that if I did not feel that I could do the work as I hope, please God, to do it, I would not take it up  I would not, indeed. As it is, I feel the responsibility. I have been thinking about it as I walked down here, and upon my honor for a while I thought I ought to decline it.

I would not do that! said Gallio, dismissing the twinkle from his eye, and really respecting his old friend, perhaps, a little more than before. You are not the man, I think, to shun either work or responsibility. Did I tell you, he continued in a different tone, that I had an uncle at Claversham?

No, said Lindo, surprised in his turn.

Yes, and I think he is one of your church wardens. His name is Bonamy, and he is a solicitor. His London agent is my only client, Jack said jerkily.

And he is one of the church wardens! Well, that is strange  and jolly!

Umph! Dont you be too sure of that! retorted the barrister sharply. He is a  well, he has been very good to me, and he is my uncle, and I am not going to say anything against him. But I am not quite sure that I should like him for my church warden. Your church warden! Why, it is like a fairy tale, old fellow!

And so it seemed to Lindo when, an hour later, the small boy, with the same portentous gravity of face, let him out and bade him good-day. As the young parson started eastward, along Fleet Street first, he looked at the moving things round him with new eyes, from a new standpoint, with a new curiosity. The passers-by were the same, but he was changed. He had lunched, and perhaps the material view of his position was uppermost, for those in the crowd who specially observed the tall young clergyman noticed in his bearing an air of calm importance and a strong sense of personal dignity, which led him to shun collisions, and even to avoid jostling his fellows, with peculiar care. The truth was that he had all the while before his eyes, as he walked, an announcement which was destined to appear in the Guardian of the following week:

The Rev. Reginald Lindo, M.A., St. Barnabas Mission, London, to be Rector of Claversham. Patron, the Earl of Dynmore.


CHAPTER III.

AN AWKWARD MEETING.

A fortnight after this paragraph in the Guardian had filled Claversham with astonishment and Mr. Clode with a modest thankfulness that he was spared the burden of office, a little dark man  Jack Smith, in fact  drove briskly into Paddington Station, and, disregarding the offers of the porters, who stand waiting on the hither side of the journey like Charon by the Styx, and see at a glance who has the obolus, sprang from the hansom without assistance, and bustled on to the platform.

Here he looked up and down as if he expected to meet some one, and then, glancing at the clock, found that he had a quarter of an hour to spare. He made at once for the bookstall, and, with a lavishness which would have surprised some of his friends, bought Punch, a little volume by Howells, the Standard, and finally, though he blushed as he asked for it, the Queen. He had just gathered his purchases together and was paying for them, when a high-pitched voice at his elbow made him start. Why, Jack! what in the world are you buying all those papers for? The speaker was a girl about thirteen years old, who in the hubbub had stolen unnoticed to his side.

Hullo, Daintry, he answered. Why did you not say that you were here before? I have been looking for you. Where is Kate? Oh, yes, I see her, as a young lady turning over books at the farther end of the stall acknowledged his presence by a laughing nod. You are here in good time, he went on, while the younger girl affectionately slipped her arm through his.

Yes, she said. Your mother started us early. And so you have come to see us off, after all, Jack?

Just so, he answered drily. Let us go to Kate.

They did so, the young lady meeting them halfway. How kind of you to be here, Jack! she said. As you have come, will you look us out a comfortable compartment? That is the train over there. And please to put this, and this, and Daintrys parcel in the corners for us.

This and this were a cloak and a shawl, and a few little matters in brown paper. In order to possess himself of them, Jack handed Kate the papers he was carrying.

Are they for me? she said, gratefully indeed, but with a placid gratitude which was not perhaps what the donor wanted. Oh, thank you. And this too? What is it?

Their Wedding Journey, said Jack, with a shy twinkle in his eyes.

Is it pretty? she answered dubiously. It sounds silly; but you are supposed to be a judge. I think I should like A Chance Acquaintance better, though.

Of course the little book was changed, and Jack winced. But he had not time to think much about it, for he had to bustle away through the rising babel to secure seats for them in an empty compartment of the Oxford train, and see their luggage labelled and put in. This done, he hurried back, and pointed out to them the places he had taken. Oh, dear, they are in a through carriage, Kate said, stopping short and eyeing the board over the door.

Yes, he answered. I thought that that was what you wanted.

No, I would rather go in another carriage, and change. We shall get to Claversham soon enough without travelling with Claversham people.

Indeed we shall, Daintry chimed in. Let us go and find seats, and Jack will bring the things after us.

He assented meekly  very meekly for sharp Jack Smith  and presently came along with his arms full of parcels, to find them ensconced in the nearer seats of a compartment, which contained also one gentleman who was already deep in the Times. Jack, standing at the open door, could not see his face, for it was hidden by the newspaper, but he could see that his legs wore a youthful and reckless air; and he raised his eyebrows interrogatively. Pooh! whispered Daintry in answer. How stupid you are! It is all right. I can see he is a clergyman by his boots!

Jack smiled at this assurance, and, putting in the things he was holding, shut the door and stood outside, looking first at the platform about him, on which all was flurry and confusion, and then at the interior of the carriage, which seemed in comparison peaceful and homelike. I think I will come with you to Westbourne Park, he said suddenly.

Nonsense, Jack! Kate replied, with crushing decision. We shall be there in five minutes, and you will have all the trouble of returning for nothing.

He acquiesced meekly  poor Jack! Well, he said, with a new effort at cheerfulness, you will soon be at home, girls. Remember me to the governor. I am afraid you will be rather dull at first. You will have one scrap of excitement, however.

What is that? said Kate, very much as if she were prepared to depreciate it before she knew what it was.

The new rector!

He will make very little difference to us! the girl answered, with an accent almost of scorn. Papa said in his letter that he thought it was a great pity a local man had not been appointed  some one who knew the place and the old ways. You say he is clever and nice; but either way it will not affect us much.

No one noticed that the Times newspaper in the far corner of the compartment rustled suspiciously, and that the clerical boots became agitated on a sudden, as though their wearer meditated a move; and, in ignorance of this, I expect I shall hate him! said Daintry calmly.

Come, you must not do that, Jack remonstrated You must remember that he is not only a very good fellow, but a great friend of mine.

Then we ought indeed to spare him! Kate said frankly, for you have been very good to us and made our visit delightful.

His face flushed with pleasure even at those simple words of praise. And you will write and tell me, he continued eagerly, that you have reached your journeys end safely.

One of us will, was the answer. Daintry, Kate went on calmly, will you remind me to write to Jack to-morrow evening?

His face fell sadly. So little would have made him happy. He looked down and kicked the step of the carriage, and made his tiny moan to himself before he spoke again. Good-bye, he said then. They are coming to look at your tickets. You are due out in one minute. Good-bye, Daintry.

Good-bye, Jack. Come and see us soon, she cried earnestly, as she released his hand.

Good-bye, Kate. Alas! Kates cheek did not show the slightest consciousness that his clasp was more than cousinly. She uttered her Good-bye, Jack, and thank you so much, very kindly, but her color never varied by the quarter of a tone, and her grasp was as firm and as devoid of shyness as his own.

He had not much time to be miserable, however, then, for, the ticket-collector coming to the window, Jack had to fall back, and in doing so made a discovery. Kate, hunting for her ticket in one of those mysterious places in which ladies will put tickets, heard him utter an exclamation, and asked, What is it, Jack?

To her surprise, the collector having by this time disappeared, he stretched out his hand through the window to some one beyond her. Why, Lindo! he cried, is that you? I had not a notion of your identity. Of course you are going down to take possession.

Kate, trembling already with a horrible presentiment, turned her head. Yes, it was the clergyman in the corner who answered Jacks greeting and rose to shake hands with him, the train being already in motion. I did not recognize your voice out there, he said, looking rather hot.

No? And I did not know you were going down to-day, Jack answered, walking beside the train. Let me introduce you to my cousins, Miss Bonamy and Daintry. I am sorry that I did not see you before. Good luck to you! Good-bye, Kate!

The train was moving faster and faster, and Jack was soon left behind on the platform gazing pathetically at the black tunnel which had swallowed it up. In the carriage there was silence, and in the heart of one at least of the passengers the most horrible vexation. Kate could have bitten out her tongue. She was conscious that the clergyman had bowed in acknowledgment of Jacks introduction and had muttered something. But then he had sunk back in his corner, his face wearing, as it seemed to her, a frown of scornful annoyance. Even if nothing awkward had been said, she would still have shunned, for a certain reason, such a meeting as this with a new clergyman who did not yet know Claversham. But now she had aggravated the matter by her heedlessness. So she sat angry, and yet ashamed, with her lips pressed together and her eyes fixed upon the opposite cushion.

For the Rev. Reginald, he had been by no means indifferent to the criticisms he had unfortunately overheard. Always possessed of a fairly good opinion of himself, he had lately been raising his standard to the rectorial height; and, being very human, he had come to think himself something of a personage. If Jack Smith had introduced him under the same circumstances to his aunt, there is no saying how far the acquaintance would have progressed or how long the new incumbent might have fretted and fumed. But presently he stole a look at Kate Bonamy and melted.

He saw a girl, slightly above the middle height, graceful and rounded of figure, with a grave stateliness of carriage which oddly became her. Her complexion was rather pale, but it was clear and healthy, and there was even a freckle here and a freckle there which I never heard a man say that he would have had elsewhere. If her face was a trifle long, with a nose a little aquiline and curving lips too wide, yet it was a fair and dainty face, such as Englishmen love. The brown hair, which strayed on to the broad white brow and hung in a heavy loop upon her neck, had a natural waviness  the sole beauty on which she prided herself. For she could not see her eyes as others saw them  big gray eyes that from under long lashes looked out upon you, full of such purity and truth that men meeting their gaze straightway felt a desire to be better men and went away and tried  for half an hour. Such was Kate outwardly. Inwardly she had faults of course, and perhaps pride and a little temper were two of them.

The rector was still admiring her askance, surprised to find that Jack Smith, who was not very handsome himself, had such a cousin, when Daintry roused him abruptly. For some moments she had been gazing at him, as at some unknown specimen, with no attempt to hide her interest. Now she said suddenly, You are the new rector?

He answered stiffly that he was; being a good deal taken aback at being challenged in this way. Remonstrance, however, was out of the question, and Daintry for the moment said no more, though her gaze lost none of its embarrassing directness.

But presently she began again. I should think the dogs would like you, she said deliberately, and much as if he had not been there to hear; you look as if they would.

Silence again. The rector smiled fatuously. What was a beneficed clergyman, whose dignity was young and tender, to do, subjected to the criticism of unknown dogs? He tried to divert his thoughts by considering the pretty sage-green frock and the gray fur cape and hat to match which the elder girl was wearing. Doubtless she was taking the latest fashions down to Claversham, and fur capes and hats, indefinitely and mysteriously multiplying, would listen to him on Sundays from all the nearest pews. And Daintry was silent so long that he thought he had done with her. But no. Do you think that you will like Claversham? she asked, with an air of serious curiosity.

I trust I shall, he said, a flush rising to his cheek.

She took a moment to consider the answer conscientiously, and, thinking badly of it, remarked gravely, I dont think you will.

This was unbearable. The clergyman, full of a nervous dread lest the next question should be, Do you think that they will like you at Claversham? made a great show of resuming his newspaper. Kate, possessed by the same fear, shot an imploring glance at Daintry; but, seeing that the latter had only eyes for the stranger, hoped desperately for the best.

Which was very bad. It must be jolly, remarked the unconscious tormentor, to have eight hundred pounds a year, and be a rector!

Daintry! Kate cried in horror.

Why, what is the matter? asked Daintry, turning suddenly to her sister with wide-open eyes. Her look of aggrieved astonishment at once overcame Lindos gravity, and he laughed aloud. He was not without a charming sense, still novel enough to be pleasing, that Daintry was right. It was jolly to be a rector and have eight hundred a year!

That laugh came in happily. It seemed to sweep away the cobwebs of embarrassment which had lain so thickly about two of the party. Lindo began to talk pleasantly, pointing out this or that reach of the river, and Kate, meeting his cheery eyes, put aside a faint idea of apologizing which had been in her head, and replied frankly. He told them tales of summer voyages between lock and lock, and of long days idly spent in the Wargrave marshes; and, as the identification of Mapledurham and Pangbourne and Wittenham and Goring rendered it necessary that they should all cross and recross the carriage, they were soon on excellent terms with one another, or would have been if the rector had not still detected in Kates manner a slight stiffness for which he could not account. It puzzled him also to observe that, though they were ready, Daintry more particularly, to discuss the amusements of London and the goodness of cousin Jack, they both grew reticent when the conversation turned toward Claversham and its affairs.

At Oxford he got out to go to the bookstall.

Jack was right, said Daintry, looking after him. He is nice.

Yes, her sister allowed, rising and sitting down again in a restless fashion. But I wish we had not fallen in with him, all the same.

It cannot be helped now, said Daintry, who was evidently prepared to accept the event with philosophy.

Not so her sister. We might go into another carriage, she suggested.

That would be rude, said Daintry calmly.

The question was decided for them by the young clergymans return. He came along the platform, an animated look in his face. Miss Bonamy, he said, stopping at the open door with his hand extended, there is some one in the refreshment-room whom I think that you would like to see. Mr. Gladstone is there, talking to the Duke of Westminster, and they are both eating buns like common mortals. Will you come and take a peep at them?

I dont think that we have time, she objected.

There is sure to be time, Daintry cried. Now, Kate, come! And she was down upon the platform in a moment.

The train is not due out for five minutes yet, Lindo said, as he piloted them through the crowd to the doorway. There, on the left by the fireplace, he added.

Kate glanced, and turned away satisfied. Not so Daintry. With rapt attention in her face, she strayed nearer and nearer to the great men, her eyes growing larger with each step.

She will be talking to them next, said Kate, in a fidget.

Perhaps asking him if he likes Downing Street, Lindo suggested slyly. There, she is coming now, he added, as Miss Daintry turned and came to them at last.

I wanted to make sure, she said simply, seeing Kates impatience, that I should know them again. That was all.

Quite so; I hope you have succeeded, Kate answered drily. But, if we are not quick, we shall miss our train. And she led the way back with more speed than dignity.

There is plenty of time  plenty of time, Lindo answered, following them. He could not bear to see her pushing her way through the mixed crowd, and accepting so easily a footing of equality with it. He was one of those men to whom their womenkind are sacred. He took his time, therefore, and followed at his ease; only to see, when he emerged from the press, a long stretch of empty platform, three porters, and the tail of a departing train. Good gracious! he stammered, with dismay in his face. What does it mean?

It means, Kate said, in an accent of sharp annoyance  she did not intend to spare him that you have made us miss our train, Mr. Lindo. And there is not another which reaches Claversham today!


CHAPTER IV.

BIRDS IN THE WILDERNESS.

There! That was your fault! said Daintry, turning from the departing train.

The young rector could not deny it. He would have given anything for at least the appearance of being undisturbed; but the blood came into his cheek, and in his attempt to maintain his dignity he only succeeded in looking angry as well as confused and taken aback. He had certainly made a mess of his escort duty. What in the world had led him to go out of his way to make a fool of himself? he wondered. And with these Claversham people!

There may be a special train to-day, Kate suggested suddenly. She had got over her first vexation, and perhaps repented that she had betrayed it so openly. Or we may be allowed to go on by a luggage-train, Mr. Lindo. Will you kindly see?

He snatched at the relief which her proposal held out to him, and went away to inquire. But almost at once he was back again. It is most vexatious! he said loudly. It is only three oclock, and yet there is no way of getting to Claversham to-night! I am very sorry, but I never dreamed the company managed things so badly. Never!

No, said Kate drily.

He winced and looked at her sharply, his vanity hurt again. But then he found that he could not keep it up. No doubt it was a ridiculous position for a beneficed clergyman, on his way to undertake the work of his life, to be delayed at a station with two girls; but, after all, for a young man to be angry with a young woman who is also pretty  well, the task is difficult. I am afraid, he said shyly, and yet with a kind of frankness, that I have brought you into trouble, Miss Bonamy. As your sister says, it was my fault. Is it a matter of great consequence that you should reach home tonight?

I am afraid that my father will be vexed, she answered.

You must telegraph to him, he rejoined. I am afraid that is all I can suggest. And that done, you will have only one thing to consider  whether we shall stay the night here or go on to Birmingham.

Kate looked at him, her gray eyes very doubtful, and did not at once answer. He had clearly made up his mind to join his fortunes to theirs, while she, on her side, had reasons for shrinking from intimacy with him. But he seemed to consider it so much a matter of course that they should remain together and travel together, that she scarcely saw how to put things on a different footing. She knew, too, that she would get no help from Daintry, who already regarded their detention in the light of a capital joke.

What are you going to do yourself, Mr. Lindo? she said at last, her manner rather chilling.

He opened his eyes and smiled. You discard me, then? he said. You have lost all faith in me, Miss Bonamy? Well, I deserve it after the scrape into which I have led you.

I did not mean that, she answered. I wished to know if you had made any plans.

Yes, he replied to make amends, if you will let me take command of the party. We will stay in Oxford, and I will show you round the colleges.

No? exclaimed Daintry. Will you? How jolly! And then?

We will dine at the Mitre, he answered, smiling, if Miss Bonamy will permit me to manage everything. And then, if you leave here at nine-thirty to-morrow you will be at Claversham soon after twelve. Will that suit you?

Daintrys face answered sufficiently for her. As for Kate, she was in a difficulty. She knew little of hotels: yet they must stop somewhere, and no doubt Mr. Lindo would take a great deal of trouble off her hands. But would it be proper to do as he proposed? She really did not know  only that it sounded odd. That it would not be wise she knew. She could answer that question at once. But how could she explain, and how tell him to go his way and leave them? And, after all, to see Oxford would be delightful; and he really was very pleasant, very different from the men she knew at home.

You are very good, she said at length, with a grateful sigh if we have no choice but between Oxford and Birmingham.

And no choice of guides at all, he said, smiling, you will take me.

Yes, she answered, looking away primly.

Her reserve, however, did not last. Once through the station gates, that free holiday feeling which we have all experienced on being set down in an unknown town, with no duty before us save to explore it, soon possessed her; while he wished nothing better than to play the showman  a part we love. The day was fine and bright, though cold. She had eyes for beauty and a soul for the past, and soon forgot herself; and he, piloting the sisters through Magdalen Walks, now strewn with leaves, or displaying with pride the staircase of Christ Church, the quaint library of Merton, or the ancient front of Johns, forgot himself also, and especially his new-born dignity, in which he had lived rather too much, perhaps, during the last three weeks. He showed himself in his true colors  the colors known to his intimate friends  and was so bright and cheery that Kate found herself talking to him in utter forgetfulness of his position and theirs. The girl frankly sighed when darkness fell and they had to go into the house, their curiosity still unsated.

She thought it was all over. But, lo! there was a cheery fire awaiting them in the house room (he had looked in for a few minutes on their first arrival and given his orders), and before it a little table laid for three was sparkling with plate and glass. Nay, there were two cups of tea ready on a side-table, for it wanted an hour yet of dinnertime. Altogether, as Daintry naïvely told him, even Jack could not have made it nicer for us.

Jack is a favorite of yours? he said, laughing.

I should think so! Daintry answered, in wonder. There is no one like Jack.

After that I shall take myself off, he replied. I really want to call on a friend, Miss Bonamy. But if I may join you at dinner  

Oh, do! she said impulsively. Then, more shyly, she added, We shall be very glad if you will, Mr. Lindo.

He felt singularly pleased with himself as he turned the windy corner of the Broad. It was pleasant to be in Oxford again, a beneficed clergyman. Pleasant to have such a future to look forward to, such a holiday moment to enjoy. Pleasant to anticipate the cheery meal and the girls smile, half shy, half grateful. And Kate?  she remained before the fire, saying little because Daintrys tongue gave few openings, but thinking a good deal. Once she did speak. It wont last, she said pettishly.

Why, Kate? Do you think he will be different at Claversham? Daintry protested.

Of course he will! She spoke with a little scorn in her voice, and that sort of decision which we use when we wish to crush down our own unwarranted hopes.

But he is nice, Daintry persisted. You do think so, Kate, dont you?

Oh, yes, he is very nice, she said drily. But he will be in the Hammond set at home, and we shall see nothing of him.

But presently he was back, and Kate found it impossible to resist the charm. He ladled the soup and dispensed the mutton-chops with a gaiety and boyish glee which were really the stored-up effervescence of weeks, the ebullition of the long-repressed delight which he took in his promotion. He learned casually that the girls had been in London for more than a month staying with Jacks mother in Bayswater, and that they were very sorry to be upon their road home.

And yet, he said  this was toward the end of dinner I have been told that your town is a very picturesque one. But I fancy that we never appreciate our home as we do a place strange to us.

Very likely that is so, Kate answered quietly. And then a little pause ensued, such as he had observed several times before, and come to connect with any mention of Claversham. The girls tongues would run on frankly and pleasantly enough about their London visit, or Mr. Gladstone; but let him bring the talk round to his parish and its people, and forthwith something of reserve seemed to come between him and them until the conversation strayed afield again.

After the others had finished, he still toyed with his meal, partly in lazy enjoyment of the time, partly as an excuse for staying with them. They were sitting in a momentary silence, when a boy passed the window chanting a ditty at the top of his voice. The doggrel came clearly to their ears  

Here we sit like birds in the wilderness,

Birds in the wilderness, birds in the wilderness;

Here we sit like birds in the wilderness,

Samuel asking for more.

As the sound passed on the young man looked up, a mischievous twinkle in his eyes, and met their eyes, and all three burst into a merry peal of laughter. They were the birds in the wilderness, sitting there in the circle of light, in the strange room in the strange town, almost as intimate as if they had known one another for years, or had been a week at sea together.

But Kate, having acknowledged by that pleasant outburst her sense of the oddity of the position, rose from the table, and the rector had to say good-night, explaining at the same time that he should not travel with them next morning, but intended to go on by a later train, as his friend wished to see more of him. Nevertheless, he said he should be up to breakfast with them and should see them off. And in this resolution he persisted, notwithstanding Kates protest, which perhaps was not very violent.

Notwithstanding, he was a little late next morning. When he came down he found them already seated in the coffee-room. There were others breakfasting here and there in the room, chiefly upon toast-racks and newspapers, and he did not at once observe that the gentleman standing with his back set negligently against the mantelpiece was talking to Kate. Arrived at the table, however, he saw that it was so; and the cheery greeting on his lips faded into a commonplace Good-morning, Miss Bonamy. He took no apparent notice of the stranger as he added, I am afraid I am rather late.

The intruder, a short dark-whiskered man between thirty and forty, seemed to the full as much surprised by the clergymans appearance as Lindo was by his, and as little able to hide the feeling as Kate herself to control the color which rose in her cheeks. She gave Mr. Lindo his tea in silence, and then with an obvious effort introduced the two men. This is Dr. Gregg of Claversham  Mr. Lindo, she said.

Lindo rose and shook hands. Mr. Lindo the younger, I presume? said the doctor, with a bow and a swagger intended to show that he was quite at his ease.

The only one, I am afraid, replied the rector, smiling. Though he by no means liked the look of the man.

Did I rightly catch your name? was the answerMr. Lindo?

Yes, said the rector again, opening his eyes.

But  you are not  you do not mean to say that you are the new rector? pronounced the dark man abruptly, and with a kind of aggressiveness which seemed his most striking quality the rector of Claversham, I mean?

I believe so, said Lindo quietly. You want some more water, do you not, Miss Bonamy? he continued. Let me ring the bell. He rose and crossed the room to do so. The truth was, he hated the newcomer already. His first sentence had been enough. His manner was not the manner of the men with whom Lindo had mixed, and the rector felt almost angry with Kate for introducing Gregg  albeit his parishioner  to him, and quite angry with her for suffering the doctor to address her with the familiarity he seemed to affect.

And Kate, her eyes downcast, knew by instinct how it was with him, and what he was thinking. I have been telling Dr. Gregg, she said hurriedly, when he returned, how we missed our train yesterday.

Rather how I missed it for you, Lindo answered gravely, much engaged apparently with his breakfast.

Ah, yes, it was very funny! fired off the doctor, watching each mouthful they ate. Daintry had finished, and was sitting back in her chair kicking the leg of the table monotonously; not in the best of tempers apparently. Very funny indeed! the doctor continued. An accident, I hope? with a little sniggling laugh.

Yes! said the rector, looking up at him with a black brow and steadfast eyes it was an accident.

Gregg was a little cowed by the look, and in a moment, with a muttered word or two, fidgeted himself away, cursing the general superciliousness of parsons and the quiet airs of this one in particular. He was a little dog-in-the-mangerish man, ill-bred, and, like most ill-bred men, resentful of breeding in others. The fact that he had a sneaking liking for Kate did not tend to lessen his disgustful wonder how the Bonamy girls and the new rector came to be travelling together  which, indeed, to any Claversham person would have seemed a portent. But, then, Lindo did not know that.

The objectionable item removed, and the temptation to remark upon him overcome, Lindo soon recovered his good temper, and rattled away so pleasantly that the train time seemed to all of them to come very quickly. There, he said, as he handed the last of Kates books into the railway-carriage, now I have done something to make amends for my fault, I trust. One thing more I can do. When you get home you need not spare me. You can put it all on my shoulders, Miss Bonamy.

Thank you, Kate answered demurely.

You are going to do so, I see, he said, laughing. I fear my character will reach Claversham before me.

I do not think we shall spread it very widely, she answered in a peculiar tone, which he naturally misunderstood.

The train was already in motion then, and he shook hands with her as he walked beside it. Goodbye, he said. And then he added in a lower tone  he was such a very young rector I hope to see very much of you in the future, Miss Bonamy.

Kate sank back in her seat, her cheek a shade warmer. And in a moment he was alone upon the platform.


CHAPTER V.

REGINALD LINDO, 1850.

Long before the later train by which the rector came on arrived at the Claversham station, the Rev. Stephen Clode was waiting on the platform. The curate was a tall, dark man, somewhat over thirty, with a strong rugged face and a bush of stiff black hair standing up from his forehead. He had been at Claversham three years, enjoying all the importance which old Mr. Williamss long illness naturally gave to his curate and locum tenens; and, though the town was agreed that his chagrin at having a new rector set over his head was great, it must be admitted that he concealed it with admirable skill. More than one letter had passed between him and the new incumbent, and, in securing for the latter Mr. Williamss good old-fashioned furniture, and in other ways, he had made himself very useful to Lindo. But the two had not met, and consequently the curate viewed the approaching train with lively, though secret, curiosity.

It came, the bell rang, the porter cried, Claversham! Claversham! and the curate walked down it, past the carriage-windows, looking for the man he had come to meet. Half-a-dozen people stepped out, and for a moment there was a mimic tumult on the little platform; but nowhere amid it all could Clode see any one like the new rector. He has missed another train! he muttered to himself in contemptuous wonder; and he was already casting a last look round him before turning on his heel, when a tall, fair young man, in a clerical overcoat, who had been one of the first to alight, stepped up to him. Am I speaking to Mr. Clode? said the stranger pleasantly. And he lifted his hat.

Certainly, the curate answered. I am Mr. Clode. But I fear I have not the  

No, I know, replied the other, smiling, and at the same time holding out his hand. Though, indeed, I hoped that you might have been here on purpose to meet me. My name is Lindo.

The curate uttered an exclamation of surprise; and, hastily returning the proffered grip, fixed his black eyes curiously on his new friend. Mr. Lindo did not mention that you were with him, he answered in a tone of some embarrassment. But, there, let me see to your luggage. Is it all here?

Yes, I think so, Lindo answered, tapping one article after another with his umbrella, and giving the stationmaster a pleasant Good-day! Is there an omnibus or anything?

Yes, Clode said; it will be all right. They know where to take it. You will walk up with me, perhaps. It is about a quarter of a mile to the rectory.

The new comer assented gladly, and the two passed out of the station together. Lindo let his eye travel up the wide steep street before him, until it rested on the noble tower which crowned the little hill and looked down now, as it had looked down for five centuries, on the red roofs clustering about it. His tower! His church! Even his companion did not remark, so slight was the action, that, as he passed out of the station and looked up, he lifted his hat for a second.

And where is your father? Clode asked. Was he delayed by business? Or perhaps, he added, dubiously scanning him, you are Mr. Lindos brother?

I am Mr. Lindo! said our friend, turning in astonishment and looking at his companion.

The rector?

Yes.

It was the curates turn to stare now, and he did so  his face flushing darkly and his eyes wide opened for once. He even seemed for a moment to be stricken dumb with surprise and emotion. Indeed! he said at last, in a half stifled voice which he vainly strove to control. Indeed! I beg your pardon. I had thought  I dont know why  I mean that I had expected to see an older man.

I am sorry you are disappointed, the rector replied, smiling ruefully. I am beginning to think I am rather young, for you are not the first to-day who has made that mistake.

The curate did not answer, and the two walked on in silence, feeling somewhat awkward. Clode, indeed, was raging inwardly. By one thing and another he had been led to expect a man past middle life, and the only Clergy List in the parish, being three years old and containing the name of Lindos uncle only, had confirmed him in the error. He had never conceived the idea that the man set over his head would be a fledgling, scarcely a year in priests orders, or he would have gone elsewhere. He would never have stayed to be at the beck and call of such a puppy as this! He felt now that he had been entrapped, and he chafed inwardly to such an extent that he did not dare to speak. To have this young fellow, six or seven years his junior, set over him would humiliate him in the eyes of all those before whom he had long played a different part!

In a minor degree Lindo was also vexed  not only because he was sufficiently sensitive to enter into the others feelings, but also because he foresaw trouble ahead. It was annoying, too, to be received at each new rencontre as a surprise  as the reverse of all that had been expected and all that had been, as he feared, hoped.

You will find the rectory a very comfortable house, said the curate at last, his mind fully made up now that he would leave at the earliest possible date. Warm and old-fashioned. Rough-cast outside. Many of the rooms are panelled.

It looks out on the churchyard, I believe, replied the rector, with the same labored politeness.

Yes, it stands high. The view from the windows at the back is pleasant. The front is perhaps a little gloomy  in winter at least.

Near the top of the street a quaint, narrow flight of steps conducted them to the churchyard  an airy, elevated place, surrounded on three sides by the church and houses, but open on the fourth, where a terraced walk, running along the summit of the old town wall, admitted the southern sun and afforded a wide view of plain and hill. The two men crossed the churchyard, the new rector looking about him with curiosity and a little awe, his companion marching straight onward, his strongly-marked face set ominously. He would go! He would go at the earliest possible minute! he was thinking.

It did not affect him nor alter his resolution that in the wooden porch of the old rectory the new rector turned to him and shyly, yet with real feeling, besought his help and advice in the work before him. The young clergyman, commonly so self-confident, was moved, and moved deeply, by the evening light and his strange and solemn surroundings. Stephen Clodes answer was in the affirmative  it could hardly have been other; and it was spoken becomingly, if a little coldly, in view of the rectors advances; but, even while the curate spoke it, he was considering how he might best escape from Claversham. Still his Yea, yea, comforted his companion and lightened his momentary apprehensions.

Nor was the curate, when he had recovered from the first shock of surprise and disgust, so foolish as to betray his feelings by wanton churlishness. He parted from his companion at the door, leaving him to the welcome of Mrs. Baker, the rectors London housekeeper, who had come down two days before; but at the same time he consented readily to return at half-past six and share his dinner, and gave him in the course of the meal all the information in his power. Left to himself, the rector went over the house under Mrs. Bakers guidance, and, as he trod the polished floors, could not but feel some access of self-importance. The panelled hall, with its wide oak staircase, fed this, and the spacious sombrely-furnished library, with its books and busts, its antique clock and one good engraving, and its lofty windows opening upon the garden. So, in a less degree, did the long oak-panelled dining-room and a smaller sitting-room which looked to the front and the churchyard; and the drawing-room, which was situated over the library, and seemed the larger because Mr. Williams had furnished it but scantily and lived in it less. Then there were six or seven bedrooms, and in the garden a stone basin and fountain. Altogether, when the rector descended after washing his hands, and stood on the library hearth-rug looking about him, he would have been more than human if he had not, with a feeling of thankfulness, entertained also some faint sense of self-congratulation and personal desert. Nor, probably, would Mr. Clode have been human if, coming in and finding the younger man standing on that hearth-rug, and betraying in his face and attitude something of his thoughts, he on his part had not felt a degree of envy and antagonism. The man was so prosperous, so self-contented, so conscious of his own merit and success.

But the curate was too wise to betray this feeling; and, laying himself out to be pleasant, he had, before the little meal was over, so far ingratiated himself with his entertainer that the rector was greatly surprised when he presently learned that Clode had not been to a university. You astonish me, he said, for you have so completely the manner of a varsity-man!

The observation was a little too gracious, a little wanting in tact, but it would not have hurt the curate had he not been at the moment in a state of irritation. As it was, Clode treasured it up, and never got rid of the feeling that the Oxford man looked down upon him because he had been only at Wells; whereas Lindo, with some prejudices and sufficiently prone to judge his fellows, had far too high an opinion of himself to be bound by such distinctions, but was just as likely to make a friend of a ploughboy, if he liked him, as of a Christchurch man. After that speech, however, the curate was more than ever resolved to go, and go quickly.

But, when dinner was over and he was about to take his leave, he happened to pick up, as he moved about the room, a small prayer-book which Lindo had just unpacked, and which was lying on the writing-table. Clode idly looked into it as he talked, and, seeing on the flyleaf Reginald Lindo, 1850, took occasion, when he had done with the subject in hand, to discuss it. Surely, he said, holding it up, you did not possess this in 1850, Mr. Lindo!

Hardly, Lindo answered, laughing. I was not born until 54.

Then who?

It was my uncles, the rector explained. I was his god-son, and his name was mine also.

Is he alive, may I ask? the curate pursued, looking at the title-page as if he saw something curious there  though, indeed, what he saw was not new to him; only from it he had suddenly deduced a thought.

No, he died about a year ago  nearly a year ago, I think, Lindo answered carelessly, and without the least suspicion. He was always particularly kind to me, and I use that book a good deal. I must have it rebound.

Yes, Clode said mechanically; it wants rebinding If you value it.

I shall have it done. And a lot of these books, the rector continued, looking at old Mr. Williamss shelves, want their clothes renewing. I shall have them all looked to, I think. He had a pleasant sense that this was in his power. The cost of the furniture and library had made a hole in his not very large private means; but that mattered little now. Eight hundred a year, paid quarterly, will bind a book or two.

Had the curate been attending, he would have read Lindos thoughts with ease. But Clode was pursuing a train of reflections of his own, and so was spared this pang. Your uncle was an old man, I suppose, he said. I think I observed in the Clergy List that he had been in orders about forty years.

Not quite so long as that, Lindo replied. He was sixty-four when he died. He had been Lord Dynmores private tutor you know, though they were almost of an age.

Indeed, the curate rejoined, still with that thoughtful look on his face. You knew Lord Dynmore through him, I suppose, then, Mr. Lindo?

Well, I got the living through him, if that what you mean, Lindo said frankly. But I do not think that I ever met Lord Dynmore. Certainly I should not know him from Adam.

Ah! said the curate, ah! indeed! He smiled as he gazed into the fire, and stroked his chin. In the others place, he thought, he would have been more reticent. He would not have disclaimed, though he might not have claimed, acquaintance with Lord Dynmore. He would have left the thing shadowy, to be defined by others as they pleased. Thinking thus, he got up somewhat abruptly, and wished Lindo good-night. A cool observer, indeed, might have noticed  but the rector did not  a change in his manner as he did so  a little accession of familiarity, which did seem not far removed from a delicate kind of contempt. The change was subtle, but one thing was certain. Stephen Clode had no longer any intention of leaving Claversham in a hurry. That resolve was gone.

Once out of the house, he passed quickly from the churchyard by a narrow lane leading to an irregular open space quaintly called The Top of the Town. Here were his own lodgings, on the first-floor over a stationers; but he did not enter them. Instead, he strode on toward the farther and darker side of the square, where were no buildings, but a belt of tall trees stood up, gaunt and rustling in the night wind above a line of wall. Through the trees the lights of a large house were visible. He walked up the avenue which led to the door and, ringing loudly, was at once admitted.

The sound of the bell came to the ears of two ladies who had been for some time placidly expecting it. They were seated in a small but charming room filled with soft, shaded light and warmth and color, an open piano and dainty pictures and china, and a well-littered writing-table all contributing to the air of accustomed luxury which pervaded it. The elder lady  that Mrs. Hammond whom we saw talking to the curate on the day of the old rectors funeral  looked up expectantly as Mr. Clode entered, and, extending to him a podgy white hand covered with rings, began to chide him in a rich full voice for being so late. I have been dying, she said cheerfully, to hear what is the fate before us, Mr. Clode. What is he like?

Well, he answered, taking with a word of thanks the cup of tea which Laura offered him, I have one surprise in store for you. He is comparatively young.

Sixty? said Mrs. Hammond interrogatively.

Forty? said Laura, raising her eyebrows.

No, Clode replied, smiling and stirring his tea, you must guess again. He is twenty-six.

Twenty-six! You are joking, exclaimed the elder lady. While Laura opened her eyes very wide, but said nothing yet.

No, said the curate. He told me himself that he was not born until 1854.

The two ladies were loud in their surprise then, while for a moment the curate sipped his tea in silence. The brass kettle hissed and bubbled on the hob. The tea-set twinkled cheerfully on the wicker table, and faint scents of flowers and fabrics filled the room with an atmosphere which he had long come to associate with Laura. It was Laura Hammond, indeed, who had introduced him to this new world. The son of an accountant living in a small Lincolnshire town, he owed his clerical profession to his mothers ardent wish that he should rise in the world. His father was not wealthy, and, before he came as curate to Claversham, Mr. Clode had had no experience of society. Then, alighting: on a sudden in the midst of much such a small town as his native place, he found himself astonishingly transmogrified into a person of social importance. He found every door open to him, and among them the Hammonds, who were admitted to be the first people in the town. He fell in easily enough with the new learning, but the central figure in the novel pleasant world of refinement continued throughout to be Laura Hammond.

Much petting had somewhat spoiled him, and it annoyed him now, as he sat sipping his tea, to observe that the ladies were far from displeased with his tidings. If he is a young man, he is sure not to be evangelical, said Mrs. Hammond decisively. That is well. That is a comfort, at any rate.

He will play tennis, I dare say, said Laura.

And Mr. Bonamy will be kept in some order now, Mrs. Hammond continued. Not that I am blaming you, Mr. Clode, she added graciously  indeed, the curate was a great favorite with her, but in your position you could do nothing with a man so impracticable.

He really will be an acquisition, cried Laura gleefully, her brown eyes shining in the firelight. And she made her tiny lace handkerchief into a ball and flung it up  and did not catch it, for, with all her talk of lawn-tennis, she was no great player. Her rôle lay rather in the drawing-room. She was as fond of comfort as a cat, and loved the fire with the love of a dog, and was, in a word, pre-eminently feminine, delighting to surround herself with all such things as tended to set off this side of her nature. But now, she continued briskly, when the curate had recovered her handkerchief for her, tell me what you think of him. Is he nice?

Certainly; I should say so, the curate answered, smiling.

But, though he smiled, he became silent again. He was reflecting, with well-hidden bitterness, that Lindo would not only override him in the parish, but would be his rival in the particular inner clique which he affected  perhaps his rival with Laura. The thought awoke the worst nature of the man. Up to this time, though he had not been true, though he had kept back at Claversham details of his past history which a frank man would have avowed, though in the process of assimilating himself to his new surroundings he had been over-pliant, he had not been guilty of any baseness which had seemed to him a baseness, which had outraged his own conscience. But, as he reflected on the wrong which this young stranger was threatening to do him, he felt himself capable of much.

Mrs. Hammond, he said suddenly, may I ask if you have destroyed Lord Dynmores letter which you showed me last week?

Destroyed Lord Dynmores letter! Laura answered, speaking for her mother in a tone of comic surprise. Do you think, sir, that we get peers autographs every day of the week?

No, Mrs. Hammond said, waving aside her daughters flippancy and speaking with some stateliness. It is not destroyed, though such things are not so rare with us as Laura pretends. But why do you ask?

Because the rector was not sure when Lord Dynmore meant to return to England, Clode explained readily. And I thought he mentioned the date in his letter to you, Mrs. Hammond.

I do not think so, said Mrs. Hammond.

Might I look?

Of course, was the answer. Will you find it, Laura? I think it is under the malachite weight in the other room.

It was, sitting there in solitary majesty. Laura opened it, and took the liberty of glancing through it first. Then she gave it to him. There, you unbelieving man, she said, you can look. But he does not say a word about his return.

The curate read rapidly until he came to one sentence, and on this his eye dwelt a moment. I hear with regret, it ran, that poor Williams is not long for this world. When he goes I shall send you an old friend of mine. I trust he will become an old friend of yours also. Clode barely glanced at the rest of the letter, but, as he handed it back, he informed himself that it was dated in America two days before Mr. Williamss death.

No, he admitted, I was wrong. I thought he had said when he would return.

And you are satisfied? said Laura.

Perfectly, he answered. Perfectly! with a little unnecessary emphasis.

He lingered long enough to give them a personal description of the new-comer  speaking always of him in words of praise  and then he took his leave. As his hand met Lauras, his face flushed ever so slightly and his dark eyes glowed; and the girl, as she turned away, smiled furtively, knowing well, though he had never spoken, that she was the cause of this. So she was, but in part only. At that moment the curate saw something besides Laura  he saw across a narrow strait of trouble the fairer land of preferment, his footing on which once gained he might pretend to her and to many other pleasant things at present beyond his reach.


CHAPTER VI.

THE BONAMYS AT HOME.

Lindo made his first exploration of the neighborhood, not on the day after his arrival, which was taken up with his induction by the archdeacon and with other matters, but on the day after that. He chose to avoid the streets, in which he felt somewhat shy, so polite were the attentions and so curious the glances of his parishioners; and he selected instead a lane which, starting from the churchyard, seemed to plunge at once into the country. It was a pleasant lane. It lay deep sunk in a cutting through the sandstone rock  a cutting first formed, perhaps, when the great stones for the building of the church were dragged up that way. He paused halfway down the slope to look about him curiously, and was still standing when some one came round the corner before him. It was Kate Bonamy. He saw the girls cheek  she was alone  flush ever so slightly as their eyes met; and he noticed, too, that to all appearance she would have passed him with a bow had he not placed himself in her way. Come, he said, laughing frankly as he held out his hand, you must not cut me, Miss Bonamy! Let me tell you, you have quite the aspect of an old friend, for until now I have not seen one face since I came here that was not absolutely new to me.

It must feel strange, no doubt, she murmured.

It is. I feel strange! he replied. I want you to tell me where this road goes to, if you please. I am so strange, I do not even know that.

Kingsford Carbonel, she answered briefly.

Ah! The archdeacon lives there, does he not?

Yes.

And the distance, please, is  ?

Three miles.

Thank you, he said. Really you are as concise as a mile-stone, Miss Bonamy. And now let me remind you, he continued  there was an air of I am going on this moment about her, which provoked him to detain her the longer that you have not yet asked me what I think of Claversham.

I would rather ask you in a months time, Kate answered quietly, holding out her hand to take leave. Though it is already reported in the town that you will only stay a year, Mr. Lindo.

I shall only stay a year! the rector repeated in astonishment.

Certainly, she answered, smiling, and relapsing for a moment into the pleasant frankness of that day at Oxford only a year; your days are already numbered.

What do you mean? he said point-blank.

Have you never heard the old tradition that as many times as a clergyman sounds the bell at his induction, so many years will he remain in the living? And the report in Claversham is that you rang it only once.

You did not hear it yourself? he said, catching her eyes suddenly, a lurking smile in his own.

Her color rose faintly. I am not sure, she said. Then, meeting his eyes boldly, she added in a different tone, Yes, I did hear it.

Only once?

She nodded.

Oh, that is sad, he answered. Well, the tradition is new to me. If I had known it, he added, laughing, I should have tolled the bell at least fifty times. Clode should have instructed me; but I suppose he thought I knew. I remember now that the archdeacon did say something afterward, but I did not understand the reference. You know the archdeacon, Miss Bonamy, I suppose?

No, said Kate, growing stiff again.

Do you not? Well, at any rate you can tell me where Mrs. Hammond lives. She has kindly asked me to dine with her on Tuesday. I put my acceptance in my pocket, and thought I would deliver it myself when I came back from my walk.

Mrs. Hammond lives at the Town House, Kate answered. It is the large house among the trees by the top of the town. You cannot mistake it.

Shall I have the pleasure of meeting you there? he asked, holding out his hand at last.

No; I do not know Mrs. Hammond, Miss Bonamy said with decision. Good-day, Mr. Lindo. And she was gone; rather abruptly at last.

That is odd  very odd, Lindo reflected as, continuing his walk, he turned to admire her graceful figure and the pretty carriage of her head. I fancied that in these small towns every one knew every one. What sort of people are the Hammonds, I wonder? New, rich, and vulgar perhaps. It may be, and that would account for it. Yet Clode spoke highly of them.

Something which he did not understand in the girls manner continued to pique the young mans curiosity after he had parted from her, and led him to dwell more intently upon her than upon the scenery, novel as this was to him. She had shown herself at one moment so frank, and at another so stiff and constrained, that it was equally impossible to ascribe the one attitude to shyness or the other to a naturally candid manner. The rector considered the question so long, and found it so puzzling  and interesting  that on his return to town he had come to one conclusion only  that it was his immediate duty to call upon his church wardens. He had made the acquaintance of Mr. Harper, his own warden, at his induction. It remained therefore to call upon Mr. Bonamy, the peoples warden. When he had taken his lunch, it seemed to him that there was no time like the present.

He had no difficulty in finding Mr. Bonamys house, which stood in the middle of the town, about halfway down Bridge Street. It was a substantial, respectable residence of brick, not detached nor withdrawn from the roadway. It had nothing aristocratic in its appearance, and was known by a number. Its eleven windows, of which the three lowest rejoiced in mohair blinds, were sombre, its doorway was heavy. In a word, it was a respectable middle-class house in a dull street in a country town  a house suggestive of early dinners and set teas. The rector felt chilled by its very appearance; but he knocked, and presently a maid-servant opened the door about a foot. Is Mr. Bonamy at home? he said.

No, sir, the girl drawled, holding the door as if she feared he might attempt to enter by force, he is not.

Ah, I am sorry I have missed him, said the clergyman, handling his card-case. Do you know at what time he is likely to return?

No, sir, I dont, replied the girl, who was all eyes for the strange rector; but I expect Miss Kate does. Will you walk up-stairs, sir? and I will tell her.

Perhaps I had better, he answered, pocketing his card-case. Accordingly he walked in, and followed the servant to the drawing-room, where she poked the sinking fire and induced a sickly blaze.

Left to himself  for Kate was not there  he looked round curiously, and as he looked the sense of disappointment which he had felt at sight of the house grew upon him. It was a cold, uncomfortable room. It had a set, formal look, which was not quaintness, nor harmony, and which was strange to the Londoner. It was so neat: every article in it had a place, and was in its place, and apparently never had been out of its place. There was a vase of chrysanthemums on the large centre table, but the rector thought they must be wax, they were so prim. There were other wax flowers  which he hated. He almost shivered as he looked at the four walls. He felt obliged to sit upright on his chair, and to place his hat exactly in the middle of a square of the carpet, and to ponder over the question of what the maid had done with the poker. For she had certainly not stirred the fire with the bright and shining thing which lay in evidence in the fender.

He was in the act of rising cautiously with the intention of solving this mystery, when the door opened and the elder sister came in, Daintry following her. My father is not in, Mr. Lindo, Kate said, advancing to meet him, and shaking hands with him.

No; so I learned down-stairs, he answered. But I  

The girl  she had scarcely turned from him  cut him short with an exclamation of dismay. Oh, Daintry, you naughty girl! she cried. You have brought Snorum up.

Well, said Daintry simply  a large white dog, half bull-dog, half terrier, with red-rimmed eyes and projecting teeth, had crept in at her heels he followed me.

You know papa would be so angry if he found him here.

But I only want him to see Mr. Lindo. You are unkind, Kate! You know he never gets a chance of seeing a stranger.

You want to know if he likes me? the rector said, laughing.

That is it, she answered, nodding.

But Kate, though she laughed, was inexorable. She bundled the big dog out. Do you know, she has two more like that, Mr. Lindo? she said, apologetically.

Snip and Snap, said Daintry. But they are not like that. They are smaller. Jack gave me Snorum, and Snip and Snap are Snorums sons.

It is quite a genealogy, the rector said, smiling.

Yes, and Jack was the Genesis. Genesis means beginning, you know, Daintry explained.

Daintry, you must go down-stairs if you talk nonsense, Kate said imperatively. She was looking, the young man thought, prettier than ever in a gray and blue plaid frock and the neatest of collars and cuffs. As for Daintry, she shrugged her shoulders under the rebuke, and lolled in one of the stiff-backed chairs, her attitude much like that of a vine clinging to a telegraph-post.

Her wilfulness had one happy effect, however. The rector in his amusement forgot the chill formality of the room and the dull respectability of the houses exterior. For half an hour he talked on without a thought of the gentleman whom he had come to see. Some inkling of the circumstances of the case which had entered his head before the sisters appearance faded again, and in gazing on the pure animated faces of the two girls he quickly lost sight of the evidences of lack of taste which appeared in their surroundings. If Kate, on her side, forgot for a moment certain chilling realities and surrendered herself to the pleasure of the moment, it must be remembered that hitherto  in Claversham, at least  her experience of men had been confined to Dr. Gregg and his fellows, and also that none of us, even the wisest and proudest, are always on guard.

Mr. Bonamy not appearing, Reginald left at last, perfectly assured that the half-hour he had just spent was the pleasantest he had spent in Claversham. He went out of the house in a gentle glow of enthusiasm. The picture of Kate Bonamy, trim and neat, with her hair in a bright knot, and laughter softening her eyes, remained with him, and he walked half-way down the street lost in a delightful reverie.

He was aroused by the approach of a tall, elderly man who had just turned the corner before him, and was now advancing along the pavement with long, rapid strides. The stranger, who seemed about sixty, wore a wide-skirted black coat, and had a tall silk hat, from under which the gray hairs straggled thinly, set far back on his head. His figure was spare, his face sallow, his features prominent. His mouth was peevish, his eyes sharp and saturnine. As he walked he kept one hand in his trousers-pocket, the other swung by his side. The rector looked at him a moment in doubt, and then stopped him. Mr. Bonamy, I am sure? he said, holding out his hand.

Yes, I am, replied the other, fixing him with a penetrating glance. And you, sir?

May I introduce myself? I have just called at your house, and, unluckily, failed to find you at home. I am Mr. Lindo.

Oh, the new rector! said Mr. Bonamy, putting out a cold hand, while the chill glitter of his eye lost none of its steeliness.

Yes, and I am glad to have intercepted you, Lindo continued, with a little color in his cheek, and speaking quickly under the influence of his late enthusiasm, which as yet was proof against the lawyers reserve. For I have been extremely anxious to make your acquaintance, and, indeed, to say something particular to you, Mr. Bonamy.

The elder man bowed to hide a smile. As church warden, I presume? he said smoothly.

Yes, and  and generally. I am quite aware, Mr. Bonamy, continued the rash young man in a fervor of frankness, that you were not disposed to look upon my appointment  the appointment of a complete stranger, I mean  with favor.

May I ask who told you that? said Bonamy abruptly.

The young clergyman colored. Well, I  perhaps you will excuse me saying how I learned it, he answered, beginning to see that he would have done better to be more reticent. There is no mistake which youth more often makes than that of arousing sleeping dogs, and trying to explain things which a wiser man would pass over in silence. Mr. Bonamy had his own reasons for regarding the parson with suspicion, and had no mind to be addressed in the indulgent vein. Nor was he propitiated when Lindo added, I learned your feeling, if I may say so, by an accident.

Then I think you should have kept knowledge so gained to yourself! the lawyer retorted.

The rector started and turned crimson under the reproof. His dignity was new and tender, and the others tone was offensive in the last degree. Yet the young man tried to control himself, and for the moment succeeded. Possibly, he said, with some stiffness. My only motive in mentioning the latter, however, was this, that I hope in a short time, by appealing to you for your hearty co-operation, to overcome any prejudices you may have entertained.

My prejudices are rather strong, the lawyer answered grimly. You are quite at liberty to try, however, Mr. Lindo. But I may as well warn you of one thing now, as frankness seems to be in fashion. I have just been told that you are meditating considerable changes in our church here. Now, I must tell you this, that I object to anything new  anything new, and not only to new incumbents! with a smile which somewhat softened his last words.

But who informed you, cried the rector in angry surprise, that I meditated changes, Mr. Bonamy?

Ah! the lawyer answered in his dryest and thinnest voice. That is just what I cannot tell you. Let us say that I learned it  by accident, Mr. Lindo! And his sharp eyes twinkled.

It is not true, however! the rector exclaimed.

Is it not? Well, with a slight cough, I am glad to hear it!

Mr. Bonamys tone as he made this admission, however, was such that it only irritated Lindo the more. You mean that you do not believe me! he cried, speaking so fiercely that Clowes the bookseller, who had been watching the interview from his shop-door, was able to repeat the words to a dozen people afterward. I can assure you that it is so. I am not thinking of making any changes whatever  unless you consider the mere removal of the sheep from the churchyard a change!

I do. A great change, replied the church warden with grimness.

But surely you do not object to it! Lindo exclaimed in astonishment. Every one must agree that in these days, and in town churchyards at any rate, the presence of sheep is unseemly.

I do not agree to that at all! Mr. Bonamy answered calmly. Neither did Mr. Williams, the late rector, who had had long experience, act as if he were of that mind.

The present rector threw up his hands in disgust  in disgust and wonder. Remember, he was very young. The thing seemed to him so clear that he was assured the other was arguing for the sake of argument  a thing we all hate in other people  and he lost patience. I do not think you mean what you say, Mr. Bonamy, he blurted out at last. He was much discomposed, yet he made an attempt to assume an air of severity which did not sit well upon him at the moment.

Mr. Bonamy grinned. That you will see when you turn out the sheep, Mr. Lindo, he said. For the present I think I will bid you good evening. and taking off his hat gravely  to the rector the gravity seemed ironical  he went his way.

Men take these things differently. To the lawyer there was nothing disturbing in such a passage of arms as this. He was never so happy  Claversham knew it well  as in and after a quarrel. Master Lindo thought to twist me round his finger, did he? he muttered to himself as he stopped on his own doorstep and thrust the key into the lock. He has found out his mistake now. We will have nothing new here  nothing new while John Bonamy is warden, at any rate, my lad! It is well, however, continued Mr. Bonamy with a backward glance, that Clode gave me a hint in time. Set a beggar on horseback and he will ride  we know whither! And the lawyer went in and slammed the door behind him.

Meanwhile, what is sauce for the goose is not always sauce for the gander. The younger man turned away, at the moment, indeed, in a white heat, full of wrath at the others unreasonableness, folly, churlishness. But the comfortable warmth which this engendered passed away quickly  alas! much too quickly  and long before Lindo reached the rectory, though the walk through the gray streets, where the shops were just being lighted, did not take him two minutes, a chill depression had taken its place. This was a fine beginning! This was a happy augury of his future administration of the parish! To have begun by quarrelling with his church warden  could anything have been worse? And the check had come so suddenly, so unexpectedly, and at a time when he had been on such good terms with himself, that he felt it the more sorely. He went into the house with his head bent, and was not best pleased to find Stephen Clode inquiring after him in the hall. He would rather have been alone.

The curate, as he came forward, did not fail to note that something was amiss, and a gleam of intelligence flashed for an instant across his dark face. Come into the study, said the rector curtly. Since Clode was here, and could not be avoided, he felt it would be a relief to tell him all. And he did so, the curate listening and making no remark whatever, so that the rector presently looked at him in surprise. What do you think of it? he said, some impatience in his one. It is unfortunate, is it not?

Well, I dont know, the curate answered, leaning forward in his chair, with his elbows on his knees and his eyes cast down upon the hat which he was slowly revolving between his hands. I am not astonished, you know. What can you expect from a pig but a grunt?

The rector got up, and, leaning his arm on the mantel-shelf, felt, if the truth be told, rather uncomfortable. I do not understand you, he said at length.

It is what I should have expected from Bonamy. That is all.

Then you must think him a very ill-conditioned man! Lindo retorted warmly, scarcely knowing whether the annoyance he felt was a reminiscence of his late conflict or caused by his companions manner.

Well, again, what else can you expect? Clode replied sagely, looking up and shrugging his shoulders. You know all about him, I suppose?

I know nothing, said the rector, frowning slightly.

He is not a gentleman, you know, the curate answered, still looking up and speaking with languid indolence as if what he said must be known to everyone. You have heard his history?

No, I have not.

He was an office-boy with Adams & Rooke, the old solicitors here, swept out the office, and brought the coal, and so forth. He had his wits about him, and old Adams gave him his articles, and finally took him into partnership. Then the old men died off and it all came to him. He is well off, and has power of a sort in the town; but, of course, the curate added, getting up lazily and yawning well, people like the Hammonds do not visit with him.

There was silence in the room for a full minute. The rector had left the fireplace and, with his back to the speaker, was raising the lamp-wick. Why did you not tell me this before? he said at length, his voice hard.

I did not see why I should prejudice you against the man before you saw him, replied the curate, with much reason. Besides, I really was not sure whether you knew his history or not. I am afraid I did not give much thought to the matter.

Umph!


CHAPTER VII.

THE HAMMONDS DINNER PARTY.

The new top, the new book, the bride  the first joy in the possession of each one of these fades, not gradually, but at a leap, as day fades in the tropics. A chip in the wood, the turning of the last page, the first selfish word, and the thing is done; ecstasy becomes sober satisfaction. It was so with the rector. The first glamour of his good fortune, of his new toy, died abruptly with that evening  with the quarrel with his church warden, and the discovery of the cause of that constraint which he had remarked in Kate Bonamys manner from the first.

He was a conscientious man, and the failure of his good resolutions, his aspirations to be the perfect parish priest, fretted him. Moreover, he had to think of the future. He soon learned that Mr. Bonamy might not be a gentleman, and was indeed reputed to be a stubborn, queer-tempered curmudgeon; but he learned also that he had great influence in the town, though, except in the way of business, he associated with few, and that he, Reginald Lindo, would have to reckon with him on that footing. The certainty of this and of the bad beginning he had made naturally depressed the young man, his customary good opinion of himself not coming to his aid at once. And, besides, he carried about with him  sometimes it came between him and his book, sometimes he saw it framed by the autumn landscape  the picture of Kates pure proud face. At such moments he felt himself humiliated by the slights cast upon her. The Hammonds did not think her fit company for them! The Hammonds!

Not that he knew the Hammonds yet, or many others, the days which intervened between his induction and the dinner at the Town House being somewhat lonely days, during which he was much thrown back upon himself, and only felt by slow degrees the soothing influence of the routine work of his position. Of his curate, and of him only, he naturally saw much, and found it small comfort to learn from the Reverend Stephen that the fracas with Mr. Bonamy had not escaped the attention of the town, but was being made the subject of comment by many who were delighted to have so novel a subject as the new rector and his probable conduct.

He was sitting at breakfast a few days later  on the morning of the Hammonds party  when Mrs. Baker announced an early visitor. No, he is not a gentleman, sir, she said, though he has on a black coat. A stranger to the town, I think, but he will not say what he wants, except to see you.

I will come to him in the study, replied her master.

The housekeeper, however, going out, and taking a second glance at the caller, did not show him into the study, but instead, gave him a seat in the hall on the farther side from the coatstand. There the rector, when he came out, found him  a pale fat-faced man, dressed neatly and decorously, though his clothes were threadbare. He took him into the study, and asked him his business. But first sit down, the rector added pleasantly, desiring to set the man at his ease.

The stranger sat down gingerly on the edge of a chair. For a moment there was a pause of seeming embarrassment, and then, I am body-servant, sir, he said abruptly, passing his tongue across his lips, and looking up furtively to learn the effect of his announcement, to the Earl of Dynmore.

Indeed! the rector replied, with a slight start. Has Lord Dynmore returned to England, then?

Again the man looked up slyly. No, sir, he answered with deliberation, I cannot say that he has, sir.

You have brought some letter or message from him, perhaps? the clergyman hazarded. The stranger seemed to have a difficulty in telling his own story.

No, sir, if you will pardon me, I have come about myself, sir, the man explained, speaking a little more freely. I am in a little bit of trouble, and I think you would help me, sir, if you heard the story.

I am quite willing to hear the story, said the rector gravely. Looking more closely at the man, he saw that his neatness was only on the surface. His white cravat was creased, and his wrists displayed no linen. An air of seediness marked him in the full light of the windows, and, pale as his face was, it wore here and there a delicate flush. Perhaps the mans admission that he was in trouble helped the rector to see this.

Well, sir, it was this way, the servant began. I was not very well out there, sir, and his lordship  he is an independent kind of man  thought he would be better by himself. So he gave me my passage-money and board wages for three months, and told me to come home and take a holiday until he returned to England. So far it was all right, sir.

Yes? said the rector.

But on board the boat  I am not excusing what I did, sir; but there are others have done worse, continued the man, with another of his sudden upward glances I was led to play cards with a set of sharpers, and  and the end of it was that I landed at Liverpool yesterday without a halfpenny.

That was bad.

Yes, it was, sir. I do not know that I ever felt so bad in my life, replied the servant earnestly. And now you know my position, sir. There are several people in the town  but they have no means to help me  who can tell you I am his lordships valet, and my name Charles Felton.

You want help, I suppose?

I have not a halfpenny, sir! I want something to live on until his lordship comes back.

His tone changed as he said this, growing hard and almost defiant. The rector noted the alteration, and did not like it. But why come to me? he said, more coldly than he had yet spoken. Why do you not go to Lord Dynmores steward, or agent, or his solicitor, my man?

They would tell of me, was the curt answer. And likely enough I should lose my place.

Still, why come to me? Lindo persisted  chiefly to learn what was in the mans mind, for he had already determined what he would do.

Because you are rector of Claversham, sir, the applicant retorted at last. And he rose suddenly and confronted the parson with an unpleasant smile on his pale face which is in my lords gift, as you know, sir, he continued, in a tone rude and almost savage  a tone which considerably puzzled his companion, who was not conscious of having said anything offensive to the man. I came here, sir, expecting to meet an older gentleman, a gentleman of your name, a gentleman known to me, and I find you  and I see you, do you see, where I expected to find him.

You mean my uncle, I suppose? said Lindo.

Well, sir, you know best, was the odd reply, and the mans look was as odd as his words. But that is how the case stands; and, seeing it stands so, I hope you will help me, sir. I do hope, on every account, sir, that you will see your way to help me.

The rector looked at the speaker with a slight frown, liking neither the man nor his behavior. But he had already made up his mind to help him, if only in gratitude to his patron, whose retainer he was; and this, though the earl would never know of the act, nor possibly approve of it. The man had at least had the frankness to own the folly which had brought him to these straits, and Lindo was inclined to set down the oddity of his present manner to the fear and anxiety of a respectable servant on the verge of disgrace. Yes, he said coldly, after a moments thought, I am willing to help you. Of course I shall expect you to repay me if and when you are able, Felton.

I will do that, replied the man rather cavalierly.

You might have added, and thank you, sir, the rector said, with a keen glance of reproof. He turned, as he spoke, to a small cupboard constructed between the bookshelves near the fireplace, and, opening it, took out a cash-box.

The man colored under his reproach, and muttered some apology, resuming, as by habit, the tone of respect which seemed natural to him. All the same he watched the clergymans movements with great closeness, and appraised, even before it was placed in his hand, the sum which Lindo took from a compartment set apart apparently for gold. I will allow you ten shillings a week  on loan, of course, Lindo said after a moments thought. You can keep yourself on that, I suppose? And, besides, I will advance you a sovereign to supply yourself with anything of which you have pressing need. That should be ample. There are three half sovereigns.

This time the man did thank him with an appearance of heartiness. But before he had said much the study door opened, and Stephen Clode came in, his hat in his hand. Oh, I beg your pardon, the curate said, taking in at a glance the open cash-box and the strangers outstretched hand, and preparing to withdraw. I thought you were alone.

Come in, come in! said the rector, closing the money-box hastily, and with some embarrassment, for he was not altogether sure that he had not done a foolish and quixotic thing. Our friend here is going. You can send me your address, Felton. Good-day.

The man thanked him and, taking up his hat, went. Some one out of luck? said Clode.

Yes.

I did not much like his looks, the curate remarked. He is not a townsman, or I should know him. The rector felt that his discretion was assailed, and hastened to defend himself. He is respectable enough, he said carelessly. As a fact, he is Lord Dynmores valet.

But has Lord Dynmore come back? the curate exclaimed, his hand arrested in the act of taking down a book from a high shelf, and his head turning quickly. If he expected to learn anything, however, from his superiors demeanor he was disappointed. Lindo was busy locking the cupboard, and had his back to him.

No, he has not come back, Reginald explained, but he has sent the man home, and the foolish fellow lost his money on the boat coming over, and wants an advance until his masters return.

But why on earth does he come to you for it? cried the curate, with undisguised, astonishment.

The rector shrugged his shoulders. Oh, I do not know, he said, a trifle of irritation in his manners. He did, and there is an end of it. Is there any news?

Mr. Clode seemed to find a difficulty in at once changing the direction of his thoughts. But he did so with an effort, and, after a pause, answered, No, I think not. There is a good deal of interest felt in the question of the sheep out there, I fancy  whether you will take your course or comply with Mr. Bonamys whim.

I do not know myself, said the young rector, turning and facing the curate, with his feet apart and his hands thrust deep into his pockets. I do not, indeed. It is a serious matter.

It is. Still you have the responsibility, said the curate with diffidence, and, without expressing any view of my own on the subject, I confess  

Well?

I think if I bore the responsibility, I should feel called upon to do what I myself thought right in the matter.

The younger man shook his head doubtfully. There is something in that, he said; but, on the other hand, one cannot look on the point as an essential, and, that being so, perhaps one should prefer peace. But, there, enough of that now, Clode. I think you said you were not going to the Hammonds this evening?

No, I am not.

The rector almost wished he were not. However sociable a man may be, a few days of solitude and a little temporary depression will render him averse from society if he be sensitive. Lindo as a man was not very sensitive; he held too good an opinion of himself. But as rector he was, and as he walked across to the Town House he anticipated anything but enjoyment.

In a few minutes, however  has it not some time or other happened to all of us?  everything was changed with him. He felt as if he had entered another world. The air of culture and refinement which surrounded him from the hall inward, the hearty kindness of Mrs. Hammond, the pretty rooms, the music and flowers, Lauras light laughter and pleasant badinage, all surprised and delighted him. The party might almost have been a London party, it was so lively. The archdeacon, a red-faced, cherry, white-haired man, whose acquaintance Lindo had already made, and his wife, who was a mild image of himself, were of the number, which was completed by their daughter and four or five county people, all prepared to welcome and be pleased with the new rector. Lindo, sprung from gentlefolk himself, had the ordinary experience of society; but here he found himself treated as a stranger and a dignitary to a degree of notice and a delicate flattery of which he had not before tasted the sweets. Perhaps he was the more struck by the taste displayed in the house, and the wit and liveliness of his new friends, because he had so little looked for them  because he had insensibly judged his parish by his experience of Mr. Bonamy, and had come expecting this house to be as his.

If, under these circumstances, the young fellow had been unaffected by the incense offered to him he would have been more than mortal. But he was not. He began, before he had been in the house an hour, to change, all unconsciously of course, his standpoint. He began to wonder especially why he had been so depressed during the last few days, and why he had troubled himself so much about the opinions of people whose views no sensible man would regard.

Perhaps the girl beside him  he took in Laura  contributed as much as anything to this. It was not only that she was bright and sparkling, in the luxury of her pearls and evening dress even enchanting, nor only that the femininity which had enslaved Stephen Clode began to have its effects on her new neighbor. But Laura had a way while she talked to him, while her lustrous brown eyes dwelt momentarily on his, of removing herself and himself to a world apart  a world in which downrightness seemed more downright and rudeness an outrage. And so, while her manner gently soothed and flattered her companion, it led him almost insensibly to  well, to put it in the concrete  to think scorn of Mr. Bonamy.

You have had a misunderstanding, she said softly, as they stood together by the piano after dinner, a feathering plant or two fencing them off in a tiny solitude of their own, with Mr. Bonamy, have you not, Mr. Lindo?

From anyone else, perhaps from her half an hour before, he would have resented mention of the matter. Now he did not seem to mind. Something of the kind, he said, laughing.

About the sheep in the churchyard, was it not? she continued.

Yes.

Well, will you pardon me saying something? Resting both her hands on the raised lid of the piano, she looked up at him, and it must be confessed that he thought he had never seen eyes so soft and brilliant before. It is only this, she said earnestly. That I hope you will not give way to him. He is a wretched, cross-grained, fidgety man and full of crotchets. You know all about him, of course? she added, a slight ring of pride in her voice.

I know that he is my church warden, said the rector, half in seriousness.

Yes! she replied. That is just what he is fit for!

You think so? Lindo retorted, smiling. Then you really mean that I should be guided by him? That is it?

She looked brightly at him for a moment. I think you will be guided only by yourself, she murmured; and, blushing slightly, she nodded and left him to go to another guest.

They were all in the same tale. He is a rude overbearing man, Mr. Lindo, Mrs. Hammond said roundly, even her good nature giving place to the odium theologicum. And I cannot imagine why Mr. Williams put up with him so long.

No indeed, said the archdeacons wife, complacently smoothing down her skirt. But that is the worst of a town parish. You have this sort of people.

Mrs. Hammond looked for the moment as if she would have liked to deny it. But under the circumstances this was impossible. I am afraid we have, she admitted gloomily. I hope Mr. Lindo will know how to deal with him.

I think the archdeacon would, said the other lady, shaking her head sagely.

But, naturally enough, the archdeacon was more guarded in his expressions. It is about removing the sheep from the churchyard, is it not? he said, when he and Lindo happened to be left standing together and the subject came up. They have been there a long time, you know.

That is true, I suppose, the rector answered. But, he continued rather warmly you do not approve of their presence there, archdeacon?

No, certainly not.

Nor do I. And, thinking the removal right, and the responsibility resting upon me, ought I not to undertake it?

Possibly, replied the older man. But pardon me making a suggestion. Is not the thing of so little importance that you may, with a good conscience, prefer quiet to the trouble of raising it?

If the matter were to end there, I think so, replied the new rector, with perhaps too strong an assumption of wisdom in his tone. But what if this be only a test case?  if to give way here means to encourage further trespass on my right of judgment? The affair would bear a different aspect then, would it not?

Oh, no doubt. No doubt it would.

And that was all the archdeacon, who was a cautious man and knew Mr. Bonamy, would say. But it will be observed that the rector had both altered his standpoint and done another thing which most people find easy enough. He had discovered an answer to his own arguments.


CHAPTER VIII.

TWO SURPRISES.

On the evening of the Hammonds party, Mr. Clode sat alone in his room, trying to compose himself to work. His lamp burned brightly, and his tea kettle  he had already sent down his frugal dinner an hour or more  murmured pleasantly on the hob. But for some reason Mr. Clode could do no work. He was restless, gloomy, ill-satisfied. The suspicions which had been aroused in his breast on the evening of the rectors arrival had received, up to to-day at least, no confirmation; but they had grown, as suspicions will, feeding on themselves, and with them had grown the jealousy which had fostered them into being. The curate saw himself already overshadowed by his superior, socially and in the parish; and this evening felt this the more keenly that, as he sat in his little room, he could picture perfectly the gay scene at the Town House, where, for nearly two years, not a party had taken place without his presence, no festivity had been arranged without his co-operation. The omission to invite him to-night, however natural it might seem to others, had for him a tremendous significance; so that from a jealousy that was general he leapt at once to a jealousy more particular, and conjured up a picture of Laura  with whose disposition he was not unacquainted  smiling on the stranger, and weaving about him the same charming net which had caught his own feet.

At this thought Clode sprang up with a passionate gesture and began to walk to and fro, his brow dark. He felt sure that Lindo had no right to his cure, but he knew also that the cure was a freehold, and that to oust the rector from it something more than a mere mistake would have to be shown. If the rector should turn out to be very incompetent, if he should fall on evil times in the parish, then indeed he might find his seat untenable when the mistake should be discovered; and with an eye to this the curate had already dropped a word here and there  as, for instance, that word which had reached Mr. Bonamy. But Clode was not satisfied with that now. Was there no shorter, no simpler course possible? There was one. The rector might be shown to have been aware of the error when he took advantage of it. In that case his appointment would be vitiated, and he might be compelled to forego it.

Naturally enough, the curate had scarcely formulated this to himself before he became convinced  in his present state of envy and suspicion  of the rectors guilt. But how was he to prove it? As he walked up and down the room, chafing and hot-eyed, he thought of a way in which proof might be secured. The letters which had passed between Lindo and Lord Dynmores agents in regard to the presentation, must surely contain some word, some expression sufficient to have apprised the young man of the truth  that the living was intended not for him but for his uncle. A look at those letters, if they were in existence, might give Stephen Clode, mere curate though he was, the whip-hand of his rector!

He had another plan in his mind, of which more presently, and probably he would have pursued the idea which has just been mentioned no farther if his eye had not chanced to light at the moment on a small key hanging upon a nail by the fireplace. Clode looked at the key, and his face flushed. He stood thinking and apparently hesitating, the lamp throwing his features into strong relief, while a man might count twenty. Then he sat down with an angry exclamation and plunged into his work. But in less than a minute he lifted his head. His glance wandered again to the key; and, getting up suddenly, he took it down, put on his hat, and went out.

His lodgings were over the stationers shop, but he could go in and out through a private passage. He saw, as he passed, however; that there was a light in the shop, and he opened the side door. I am going to the rectory to consult a book, Mrs. Wafer, he said, seeing his landlady dusting the counter. You can leave my lamp alight. I shall want nothing more to-night, thank you.

She bade him good-night, and he closed the door again and rushed into the street. Crossing the top of the town, he had to pass the Market Hall, where he spoke to the one policeman on night duty; and here he saw that it was five minutes to ten, and hastened his steps, in the fear that the rectors household might have retired. He will not be home himself until eleven, at the earliest, the curate muttered as he turned rapidly into the churchyard, which was very dark, the night being moonless. I have a clear hour. It was well that I looked in late the other night.

But, whatever his design, it received a sudden check. The rectory was closed! The front of the house stood up dark and shapeless as the great church which towered in front of it. The servants had gone to bed, and, as they slept at the back, he would have found it difficult to arouse them, had it suited his plans to do so. As it was, he did not dream of such a thing, and with a slight shiver  for the night was cold, and now that his project no longer excited him he felt it so, and felt too the influence of the night wind soughing in sad fashion through the yews  he was turning away, when something arrested his attention, and he paused.

The something he had seen, or fancied he had seen, was a momentary glimmer of light shining through the fanlight over the door. It could not affect him, for, if the servants had really closed the house for the night, even if they had not all gone to bed, he could scarcely go in. And yet some impulse led him to step softly into the porch and grope for the knocker.

His hand lit instead on the iron-studded surface of the old oak door, and, to his surprise, he felt it move slightly under his touch. He pushed, and the door slid slowly and silently open, disclosing the dusky outline of the hall, faintly illuminated by a thin shaft of light which proceeded apparently from the study, the door of which was a trifle ajar.

The sight recalled to the curates mind the errand on which he had come, and he stole across the hall on tiptoe, listening with all his ears. He heard nothing, however, and presently he stood on the mat at the study door intercepting the light. Then he did hear the dull footsteps of some one moving in the room, and suddenly it occurred to him that the rector had stepped home to fetch something  a song, music, or a book possibly  and was now within searching for it. That would explain all.

The curate was seized with panic at the thought, and, fearful of being discovered in his present position  for though he might have done all he had done in perfect innocence, conscience made a coward of him  he crept across the hall again and passed out into the churchyard. There he stood in the darkness, waiting and watching, expecting the rector to bustle out each minute.

But five minutes passed, and even ten, as it seemed to the curate in his impatience, and no one came out, nor did the situation alter. Then he made up his mind that the person moving in the study could not be the owner of the house, and he went in again and, crossing the hall, flung the study door wide open and entered.

There was a ringing sound as of coins falling on the floor, and a man who had been kneeling low over something sprang to his feet and gazed with wide, horror-stricken eyes at the intruder. A moment only the man looked, and then he fell again on his knees. Oh, mercy! mercy! he cried, almost grovelling before the curate. Dont give me up! I have never been took! I have never been in jail or in trouble in my life! I did not know what I was doing, sir! I swear I did not! Dont give me up!

This cry, which was low and yet piercing, ended in hysterical sobbing. On the table by his side stood a single candle, and by its light Clode saw that the little cupboard among the books was open. The curate started at the sight, and the words which he had been about to utter to the shrinking wretch begging for mercy on the floor before him died away in his husky throat. His eyes, however, burned with a gloomy rage, and when he recovered himself his voice was pitiless. You scoundrel! he said, in the low rich tone which had been so much admired in the church when he first came to Claversham, what are you doing here? Get up and speak! And he made as if he would spurn the creature with his foot.

I am a respectable man, the rogue whined. I am  that is I was, I mean, sir  dont be hard on me  Lord Dynmores own valet. I will tell you all, sir.

I know you! rejoined Clode, looking harshly at him. You were here this morning. And Mr. Lindo gave you money.

He did, sir. I confess it. I am a  

You are an ungrateful scoundrel! Stephen Clode answered, cutting the man short. That is what you are! And in a few days you will be a convicted felon, with the broad-arrow on your clothes, my man!

To hear his worst anticipations thus put into words was too much for the poor wretch. He fell on his knees, feebly crying for mercy, mercy! You are a minister of the gospel. Give me this one more chance, sir! he prayed.

Stop that noise! growled the curate fiercely, his dark face rendered more rugged by the light and shadow cast by the single candle. Be silent! do you hear? and get up and speak like a man, if you can. Tell me all  how you came here, and what you came for, and perhaps I may let you escape. But the truth, mind, the truth! he added truculently.

The knave was too thoroughly terrified to think of anything else. Lord Dynmore dismissed me, he muttered, his breath coming quickly. He missed some money in Chicago, and he gave me enough to carry me home, and bade me go to the devil! I landed in Liverpool without a shilling  sir, it is Gods truth  and I remembered the gentleman Lord Dynmore had just put in the living here. I had known him, and he had given me half a sovereign more than once. And I thought I would come to him. So I pawned my clothes, and came on.

Yes, yes! exclaimed the curate, leaning forward, with fierce impatience in his tone. And then?

Sir?

Well? When you came here? What happened? Go on, fool! He could scarcely control himself.

I found a stranger, whimpered the man another Mr. Lindo. He had got in here somehow.

Well? But there, added the curate with a sudden change of manner, how do you know that Lord Dynmore meant to put the clergyman you used to know in here?

Because I heard him read a letter from his agents about it, the fellow replied at once. And from what his lordship said I knew it was his old pal  his old friend, sir, I mean, begging your pardon humbly, sir.

And when did you learn, said the curate more quickly, that the gentleman here was not your Mr. Lindo?

I heard in the town that he was a young man. And, putting one thing and another together, and keeping a still tongue myself, I thought he would serve me as well as the other, and I called  

What did you say?

Not much, sir, answered the valet, a twinkle of cunning in his eye. The less said the sooner mended. But he understood, and he promised to give me ten shillings a week.

To hold your tongue?

Well, so I took it, sir.

The curate drew a long breath. This was what he had expected. It was to information which might be drawn from this man that his second scheme had referred. And here was the man at his service, bound by a craven fear to do his bidding  bound to tell all he knew. But why, Clode asked suspiciously, a thought striking him, if what you say be true, are you here now  doing this, my man?

I was tempted, sir, the servant answered, his tone abject again. I confess it truly, sir. I saw the money in the box here this morning, sir, and I thought that my ten shillings a week would not last long, and a little capital would set me up comfortably. And then the devil put it into my head that the young gentleman would not persecute me, even if he caught me.

You did not think of me catching you? said the curate grimly.

The man uttered a cry of anguish. That I did not, sir, he sobbed. Oh, Lord! I have never had a policemans hand on me. I have been honest always.

Until you took his lordships money, replied the curate quietly. But I understand. You have never been found out before, you mean.

No doubt when people of a certain class, for which respectability has long spelled livelihood, do fall into the laws clutch they suffer very sharply. Master Felton continued to pour forth heartrending prayers; but he might have saved his breath. The curates thoughts were elsewhere. He was thinking that a witness so valuable must be kept within reach at any cost and it did flash across his brain that the best course would be to hand him over now to the police, and trust to the effect which his statements respecting the rector should produce upon the inquiry. But the reflection that the allegations of a man on his trial for burglary would not obtain much credence led Clode to reject this simple course and adopt another. Look here! he said curtly. I am going to deal mercifully with you, my man. But  but, he continued, frowning impatiently, as he saw the other about to speak on certain conditions. You are not to leave Claversham. That is the first. If you leave the town before I give you the word, I shall put the police on your track without an instants delay. Do you hear that?

I will stop as long as you like, sir, said the servant submissively, but with wonder apparent both in his voice and face.

Very well. I wish it for the present, no matter why. Perhaps because I would see that you lead an honest life for awhile.

And  how shall I live, sir? said the culprit timidly.

For the present you may continue to draw your half-sovereign a week, the curate answered hastily, his face reddening, he best knew why. Possibly I may tell Mr. Lindo at once. Possibly I may give you another chance, and tell him later, if I find you deserving. What is your address?

I am at the Bull and Staff, muttered Felton. It was a small public house of no very good repute.

Well, stay there, Stephen Clode answered after a moments thought. But see you get into no harm. And since you are living on the rectors bounty, you may say so.

The man looked puzzled as well as relieved, but, stealing a doubtful glance at the curates dark fate, he found his eyes still upon him, and cowered afresh. Yes, take care, said Clode, smiling unpleasantly as he saw the effect his look produced. Do not try to evade me or it will be the worse for you, Felton. And now go! But see you take nothing from here.

The detected one cast a sly glance at the half-rifled box which still lay on the carpet at his feet, a few gold coins scattered round it; then he looked up again. It is all there, sir, he said, cringing. I had but just begun.

Then go! said the curate, pointing with emphasis to the door. Go, I tell you!

The mans presence annoyed and humiliated him so that he felt a positive relief when the valets back was turned. Left alone he stood listening, a cloud on his brow, until the faint sound of the outer door being pulled to reached his ear, and then, stooping hastily, he gathered up the sovereigns and half-sovereigns, which lay where they had fallen, and put them into the box. This done, he rose and laid the box itself upon the table by his side. And again he stood still, listening, a dark shade on his face.

Long ago, almost at the moment of his entrance, he had seen the pale shimmer of papers at the back of the little cupboard. Now, still listening stealthily, he thrust in his hand and drew out one of the bundles and opened it. The papers were parish accounts in his own handwriting! With a gesture of fierce impatience he thrust them back and drew out others, and, disappointed again in these, exchanged them hastily for a third set. In vain! The last were as worthless to him as the first.

He was turning away baffled and defeated, when he saw lying at the back of the lower compartment of the cupboard, whence the cash-box had come, two or three smaller packets, consisting apparently of letters. The curate reached hastily for one of these, and the discovery that it contained some of Lindos private accounts, dated before his appointment, made his face flush and his fingers tremble with eagerness. He glanced nervously round the room and stopped to listen; then, moving the candle a little nearer, he ran his eye over the papers. But here, too, though the scent was hot, he took nothing, and he exchanged the packet for one of the others. Looking at this, he saw that it was indorsed in Lindos handwriting, Letters relating to the Claversham Living.

At last, Clode muttered, his eyes burning, I have it now. The string which bound the packet was knotted tightly, and his fingers seemed all thumbs as he labored to unfasten it. But he succeeded at last, and opening the uppermost letter (they were all folded across), saw that it was written from Lincolns Inn Fields. My dear sir, he read; and then  with a mighty crash sounding awfully in his ears  the door behind him was flung open just as he had flung it open himself an hour before, and, dropping the letter, he sprang round, to find the rector confronting him with a face of stupid astonishment.


CHAPTER IX.

TOWN TALK.

He was a man, as the reader will perhaps have gathered, of many shifts, and cool-headed; but for a moment he felt something of the anguish of discovery which had so tortured the surprised servant. The table shook beneath his hand, and it was with difficulty he repressed a wild impulse to overturn the candle, and escape in the darkness. He did repress it, however; nay, he forced his eyes to meet the rectors, and twisted his lips into the likeness of a smile. But when he thought of the scene afterward he found his chief comfort in the reflection that the light had been too faint to betray his full embarrassment.

Naturally the rector was the first to speak. Clode! he ejaculated softly, his surprise above words. Is it you? Why, man, he continued, still standing with his hand on the door and his eyes devouring the scene, what is up?

The money-box stood open at the curates side, and the letters lay about his feet where they had fallen. The little cupboard yawned among the books. No wonder Lindos amazement, as he gradually took it all in, rather increased than diminished, or that the curates tongue was dry and his throat husky when he at last found his voice. It is all right. I will explain it, he stammered, almost upsetting the table in his agitation. I expected you before, he added fussily, moving the light.

The dickens you did! slipped from the rector. It was difficult for him not to believe that his arrival had been the last thing expected.

Yes, returned the curate, with a little snap of defiance. He was recovering himself, and could look the other in the face now. But I am glad you did not come before, all the same.

Why?

I will explain.

The light which the one candle gave was not so meagre that Clodes embarrassment had altogether escaped Lindo; and had the latter been a suspicious man he might have had queer thoughts, and possibly expressed them. As it was, he was only puzzled, and when the curate said he would explain, answered simply, Do.

The truth is, said Stephen Clode, beginning with an effort, I have taken a good deal on myself, and I am afraid you will blame me, Mr. Lindo. If so, I cannot help it. His face flushed, and he beat a tattoo on the table with his fingers. I came across, he continued, to borrow a book a little before ten. The lights here were out; but, to my surprise, your house-door was open.

As I found it myself! the rector exclaimed.

Precisely. Naturally I had misgivings, and I looked into the hall. I saw a streak of light proceeding from the doorway of this room, and I came in softly to see what it meant. I heard a man moving about in here, and I threw open the door much as you did.

Did you? said Lindo eagerly. And who was it  the man, I mean?

That is just what I cannot tell you, replied the curate. His face was pale, but there was a smile upon it, and he met the others gaze without flinching. He had settled his plan now.

He got away, then? said the rector, disappointed.

No. He did not try either to escape or to resist, was the answer.

But was he really a burglar?

Yes.

Then where is he? The rector looked round as if he expected to see the man lying bound on the floor. What did you do with him?

I let him go.

Lindo whistled; and when he had done whistling still stood with his mouth open and a face of the most complete mystification. You let him go? he repeated mechanically, but not until after a pause of half a minute or so. Why, may I ask?

You have every right to ask, the curate answered with firmness, and yet despondently. I will tell you why  why I let him go, and why I cannot tell you his name. He is a parishioner of yours. It was his first offence, and I believe him to be sincerely penitent. I believe, too, that he will never repeat the attempt, and that the accident of my entrance saved him from a life of crime. I may have been wrong  I dare say I was wrong, continued the curate, growing excited  excitement came very easily to him at the moment but I cannot go back from my word. The mans misery moved me. I thought what I should have felt in his place, and I promised him, in return for his pledge that he would live honestly in the future, that he should go free, and that I would not betray his name to any one  to any one!

Well! exclaimed the rector, his tone one of unbounded admiration in every sense of the word. When you do a thing nobly, my dear fellow, you do do it nobly, and no mistake! I wonder who it was! But I must not ask you.

No. said Clode. And now, he continued, still beating the tattoo on the table, you do not blame me greatly?

I do not, indeed. No. Only I think perhaps that you should have retained the right to tell me.

I should have done so, said the curate regretfully.

He has taken nothing, I suppose? the rector continued, turning to the cupboard, and, not only satisfied with the explanation, but liking Clode better than he had liked him before.

No, the other answered. I was putting things straight when you entered and startled me. He had dropped the money about the floor, but you will find it right, I think. He has made a mess among the papers, I fear, and damaged the cupboard door in forcing it, but that is the extent of the mischief. By the way, the curate added, I have a key to this cupboard at my lodgings. Williams gave it to me. He only kept parish matters here. I must let you have it.

Right, said the rector carelessly; and, a few more words having passed between them as to the attempted robbery, and the manner in which the outer door had been opened, the curate took his hat and prepared to go. You had a pleasant party, I suppose? he said, pausing and turning when halfway across the hall.

A very pleasant one, Lindo answered with enthusiasm.

They are nice people, said Clode smoothly.

They are  very nice. You told me I should find them so, and you were right. Good-night.

Good-night.

Such harmless words! And yet they roused the curates jealousy anew. As he walked home, the church clock tolling midnight above his head, he drank in no peaceful influence from the dark stillness or the solemn sound. He was gnawed by fresh hatred of the man who had surprised and confounded him, and forced him to lie and quibble in order to escape from a dishonorable position. If you would make a man your enemy come upon him when he is doing something of which he is ashamed. He will fear you afterward, but he will hate you more. In the curates case it was only he who knew himself discovered, so that he had no ground for fear. But he hated none the less vigorously.

And, somehow, in a few days an ugly rumor of which the new rector was the subject began to gain currency in the town. It was an ill-defined rumor, coming to one thing in one persons mouth and to a different thing in anothers  a kind of cloud on the rectors fair fame, shifting from moment to moment, and taking ever a fresh shape, yet always a cloud.

One whispered that he had obtained the presentation as the reward of questionable services rendered to the patron. Another that he had forged his own deed of presentation, if such a thing existed. A third that he had been presented by mistake; and a fourth that he had deceived the authorities as to his age. It was noticeable that these rumors began low down in the social scale of the town and worked their way upward, which was odd; and that, whatever form the rumor took, there was not one who heard it who did not within a fortnight or three weeks come to associate it with the presence of a seedy, down-looking, unwholesome man, who was much about the rectors doorway, and, when he was not there, was generally to be found at the Bull and Staff. Whether he was the disseminator of the reports, or, alike with the rector, was the unconscious subject of them, was not known; but at sight of him  particularly if he were seen, as frequently happened, in the rectors neighborhood  people shrugged their shoulders and lifted their eyebrows, and expressed a great many severe things without using their tongues.

To the circle of the rectors personal friends the rumors did not reach. That was natural enough. To tell a person that his or her intimate friend is a forger or a swindler is a piquant but somewhat perilous task. And no one mentioned the matter to the Hammonds, or to the archdeacon, or to the Homfrays of Holberton, or the other county people living round, with whom it must be confessed that, after that dinner-party at the Town House, he consorted perhaps too exclusively. It might have been thought that even the townsfolk, seeing the young fellows frank face passing daily about their streets, and catching the glint of his fair curly hair when, the wintry sunlight pierced the lanthorn windows and fell in gules and azure on the reading-desk, would have been slow to believe such tales of him.

They might have been; but circumstances and Mr. Bonamy were against him. The lawyer did not circulate the stories; he had not even mentioned them out-of-doors, nor, for aught the greater part of Claversham knew, had heard of them at all. But all his weight  and with the Low-Church middle-class in the town it was great  was thrown into the scale against the rector. It was known that he did not trust the rector. It was known that day by day his frown on meeting the rector grew darker and darker. And the why and the wherefore not being understood  for no one thought of questioning the lawyer, or observed how frequently of late the curate happened upon him in the street or the reading-room  many concluded that he knew more of the clergymans antecedents than appeared.

There was one person, and perhaps only one, who openly circulated and rejoiced in these rumors. That was a man whom Lindo met daily in the street and passed with a careless nod and a word, not dreaming for an instant that the spiteful little busybody was concerning himself with him. The man was Dr. Gregg, the snappish, ill-bred man who had chanced upon Lindo and the Bonamy girls breakfasting together at Oxford. The sight, it will be remembered, had not pleased him, for he had long had a sneaking liking for Miss Kate himself, and had only refrained from trying to win her because he still more desired to be of the best set in Claversham. He had been ashamed, indeed, up to this time of his passion; but, reading on that occasion unmistakable admiration of the girl in the young clergymans face, and being himself rather cavalierly treated by Lindo, he had somewhat changed his views. The girl had acquired increased value in his eyes. Anothers appreciation had increased his own, and, merely as an incident, the man who had effected this has earned his hearty jealousy and ill-will. And this, while Lindo thought him a vulgar but harmless little man.

But if the rector, immersed in new social engagements, did not see whither he was tending, others, though they knew nothing of the unpleasant tales we have mentioned, saw more clearly. The archdeacon, coming into town one Saturday five or six weeks after Lindos arrival, did his business early and turned his steps toward the rectory. He felt pretty sure of finding the young fellow at home, because he knew it was his sermon day. A few yards from the door he fell in, as it chanced, with Stephen Clode. The two stood together talking, while the archdeacon waited to be admitted, and presently the curate said, If you wish to see the rector, archdeacon, I am afraid you will be disappointed. He is not at home.

But I thought that he was always at home on Saturdays?

Generally he is, Clode replied, looking down and tracing a pattern with the point of his umbrella. But he is away to-day.

Where? said the archdeacon rather abruptly.

He has gone to the Homfrays at Holberton. They have some sort of party to-day, and the Hammonds drove him over. Despite himself, the curates tone was sullen, his manner constrained.

Oh! said the archdeacon thoughtfully. The Homfrays were his very good friends, but of the county families round Claversham they were reckoned the fastest and most frivolous. And he sagely suspected that a man in Lindos delicate position might be wiser if he chose other companions. Lindo seems to see a good deal of the Hammonds, he remarked after a pause.

Yes, said Clode. It is very natural.

Oh, very natural, the archdeacon hastened to say; but his tone clearly expressed the opinion that toujours Hammonds was not a good bill of fare for the rector of Claversham. Very natural, of course. Only, he continued, taking courage, for he really liked the rector, you have had some experience here, and I think it would be well if you were to give him a hint not to be too exclusive. A town rector must not be too exclusive. It does not do.

No, said Clode.

It is different in the country, of course. And then there is Mr. Bonamy. He is unpleasant, I know, and yet he is honest after a fashion. Lindo must beware of getting across with him. He has done nothing about the sheep yet, has he?

No.

Well, do not let him, if you can help it. You are not urging him on in that, are you?

On the contrary, the curate answered rather warmly, I have all through told him that I would not express an opinion on it. If anything, I have discouraged him in the matter.

Well, I hope he will let it drop now. I hope he will let it drop.

They parted then, and the archdeacon, sagely revolving in his mind the evils of exclusiveness, strolled back to the hotel where he put up his horses. On his way, casting his eye down the wide, quiet street, with its old-fashioned houses on this side and that, he espied Mr. Bonamys tall spare figure approaching, and he purposely passed the inn and went to meet him. As a county magnate the archdeacon could afford to know Mr. Bonamy, and even to be friendly with him. I am not sure, indeed, that he had not a sneaking liking and respect for the rugged, snappish, self-made man.

How do you do, Mr. Bonamy? he began. And then, after saying a few words about closing a road in which he was interested, he slid into a mention of Lindo, with a view to seeing how the land lay. I have just been to call on your rector, he said.

You did not find him at home, replied Bonamy, with a queer grin, and a little jerk of his head which sent his hat still farther back.

No, I was unlucky.

Not more than most people, said the churchwarden, with much enjoyment. I will tell you what it is, Mr. Archdeacon. Mr. Lindo is better suited for your place. He would make a very good archdeacon. With a pair of horses and a park phaeton and a small parish, and a little general superintendence of the district  with that and the life of a country gentleman he would get on capitally.

There was just so much of a jest in the words that the clergyman had no choice but to laugh. Come, Bonamy, he said good-humoredly, he is young yet.

Oh, yes, he is quite out of place here in that respect, too! replied the lawyer naïvely.

But he will improve, pleaded the archdeacon.

I am not sure that he will have the chance, Mr. Bonamy answered in his gentlest tone.

The archdeacon was so far from understanding him that he did not answer save by raising his eyebrows. Could Bonamy really be so foolish, he wondered, as to think he could get rid of a beneficed clergyman. The archdeacon was surprised, and yet that was all he could make of it.

He is away at Mr. Homfrays of Holberton now, the lawyer continued, condemnation in his thin voice.

Well, there is no harm in that, Mr. Bonamy, replied the archdeacon, somewhat offended, as long as he is back to do the duty to-morrow.

Mr. Bonamy grunted. A one-day-a-week duty is a very fine thing, he said. You clergymen are to be envied, Mr. Archdeacon!

You would be a great deal more to be envied yourself, Mr. Bonamy, the magnate returned with heat, if you did not carp at everything and look at other people through distorted glasses. Fie! here is a young clergyman new to the parish, and, instead of helping him, you find fault with everything he does. For shame! For shame, Mr. Bonamy!

Ah! said the lawyer, quite unabashed, you did not mean to say that when you came across the street to me. But  well, least said soonest mended, and I will wish you good evening. You will have a wet drive home, I am afraid, Mr. Archdeacon.

And he put up his umbrella and went his way sturdily, while the archdeacon, crossing to his carriage, which was in front of the inn, entertained an uncomfortable suspicion that he had done more harm than good by his intercession. I am afraid, he said to himself, as he handled the reins and sent his horses down the street in a fashion of which he was not a little proud I am afraid that there is trouble in front of that young man. I am afraid there is.

If he had known all, he might have shaken his head still more gravely,


CHAPTER X.

OUT WITH THE SHEEP.

Stephen Clode, while listening with a certain pleasure to the archdeacons hints, did not dream of the good turn which fortune was about to do him. If he had foreseen it, he would probably have taken a bolder part in the conversation, and parted from the elder clergyman with a more jubilant step. As it was, he heard no rumor that evening, nor was it until ten oclock on the Sunday morning that he learned anything was amiss. Calling at the house in the churchyard at that hour, he was received by Mrs. Baker herself; and he remarked at once that the housekeepers face fell in a manner far from flattering when she recognized him.

Oh, it is you, is it, Mr. Clode? she said, her tone one of disappointment. You have not seen him, sir, have you?

Seen whom? the curate replied in surprise.

Mr. Lindo, sir?

Why? Is he not here?

He is not, indeed, sir, the housekeeper said, putting her head out to look up and down. He never came back last night, and we have not heard of him. I sent across to the Town House to inquire, and the only thing Mrs. Hammond could say was that Mr. Lindo was to follow them, and they supposed he had come.

Well, but  who is to do the duty at the church? Clode ejaculated. His dismay at the moment was genuine, for he did not at once see how much this was to his advantage.

There is only you, sir, unless he comes in time, the housekeeper added despondently.

But I am going to the Hamlet church, said Clode, rapidly turning things over in his mind. If there was no one at the parish church to conduct the chief service of the week, what a talk there would be! Why it would almost be matter for the bishops interference! You see I cannot possibly neglect that, he continued, in answer as much to the remonstrance of his own conscience as to the housekeeper. It was the rectors own arrangement, Mrs. Baker. You may be sure he will be here in time for the eleven oclock service. Mr. Homfray has kept him over night. That is all.

You do not think he has met with an accident, sir? They say the coal-pits on Baer Hill  

Pooh, pooh! He will be here in a few minutes, you will see, the curate answered. And he affected to be so cheerfully certain of this that he would not wait even for a little while, but started at once for the Hamlet church  a small chapel-of-ease in the outskirts of the town. There he put on his surplice early, and was ready in excellent time. Punctuality is a virtue.

At half-past ten the bells of the great church began to ring, and presently door after door in the quiet streets about it opened silently, and little parties issued forth in their Sunday clothes and walked stiffly and slowly toward the building. At the moment when the High Street was dotted most thickly with these groups, and the small bell was tinkling its impatient summons, the rattle of an old taxed-cart was heard as the vehicle flashed quickly over the bridge at the foot of the street. One and another of the church-goers turned in curiosity to gaze, for such a sound was rare on a Sunday morning. Judge of their astonishment, then, when they recognized, perched up beside the boy who urged on the pony, no less a person than the rector himself! As he jogged up the street in his sorry conveyance and with his sorry companion, he had to pass under the fire of a battery of eyes which did not fail to notice all the peculiarities of his appearance. His tie was awry and his chin unshaven. He had a haggard, dissipated air, as of one who had been up all night, and there was a great smudge on his cheek. He looked dissipated  nothing less than disreputable, some said; and he seemed aware of it, for he sat erect, gazing straight before him, and declining to see any one. At the top of the street he descended hastily, and, as the bell jerked out its final note, hurried toward the vestry with a depressed and gloomy face.

Well! said Mr. Bonamy to Kate, who was walking up by his side, and whose face for some mysterious reason was flushed and troubled, I think that is the coolest young man I have ever met!

Eh? said a voice behind them as they entered the porch  the speaker was Gregg. What do you think of that, Bonamy? A gay young spark, is he not?

There was time for no more then. But as the congregation waited in their seats through a long voluntary, many were the nods and winks, and incessant the low mutterings, as one communicated to another the details of the scene outside, and his or her view of them. When the rector appeared  nine minutes late by Mr. Bonamys watch  he looked pale and fagged, and the sermon he preached was of the shortest. Nine-tenths of the congregation noted only the brevity of the discourse and drew their conclusions. But Kate Bonamy, who sat by her father with downcast eyes and a tinge of color still in her cheeks, and who scarcely once looked up at the weary face and tumbled hair, fancied, heaven knows why, that she detected a new pathos and a deeper tone of appeal in the few simple sentences; and though she had scarcely spoken to the rector for a month, and was nursing a tiny contempt for him, the girl felt on a sudden more kindly disposed toward the young man.

Not so Mr. Bonamy, He came out of church chuckling; full of a grim delight in the fulfilment of his predictions. It was not his custom to linger in the porch, for he was not a sociable man; but he did so to-day, and, letting Kate and Daintry go on, formed one of a coterie of men, who had no difficulty in coming to a conclusion about the rector.

He has been studying hard, poor fellow! said Gregg, with a wink  there is no dislike so mean and cruel as that which the ill-bred man feels for the gentleman reading the devils books all night!

Nine minutes late! said the lawyer. That is what comes of having a young fellow who is always gadding about the country!

He could not gad to a more congenial place than Holberton, I should think, sneered a third.

And then all the sins which the Homfrays had ever committed, and all those which had ever been laid to their charge, were cited to render the rectors case more black. To do him justice, Mr. Bonamy took but a listeners part in this. He was a shrewd man, and he did not believe that the rector could have had anything to do with an elopement from Holberton which had taken place before his name was heard in the county; but he was honestly assured that the young fellow had been sitting over the cards half the night. And as for the other crimes, perhaps he would commit them if he were left to follow his own foolish devices.

What is ill-gotten soon goes, said one charitable person with a sneer. You may depend upon it that what we hear is true.

It is all of a piece, said another. A man does not have a follower of that kind for nothing?

It comes over the devils back, and goes  you know how? said a third. But perhaps he is wise to make the most of it while it lasts. He is consequential enough now, but the Homfrays will not have much to say to him presently, you will see. A few weeks, and he will go.

Well, let him go for the d  d dissipated gambling parson he is! said Gregg coarsely, carried away by the unusual agreement with him. And the sooner the better, say I!

The man beside him, a little startled by the doctors violence, turned round to make sure that they were not overheard, and found himself face to face with the rector, who, seeking to go out  as was not his custom, for he generally used the vestry door  by the porch, had walked into the midst of the group, even as Gregg opened his mouth. A glance at the young mans reddening cheek and compressed lips apprised the startled group that he had overheard something at least.

In one way it was the crisis of Lindos fate at Claversham. But he did not know it. If he had been wise  if he had been such a man as his curate, for instance; or if, without being wise, he had learned a little of the prudence which comes of necessity with years  he would have passed through them in silence, satisfied with such revenge as mute contempt could give him. But he was not old, nor very wise; and perhaps certain things had lately jarred on his nerves, so that he was not quite himself. He did not pass by in silence, but, instead, stood for a moment. Then, singling Gregg out with a withering glance, I am much obliged to you for your good opinion, he said to him; but I should be still more obliged if you would swear elsewhere, sir, and not in the porch of my church. Leave the building! Go at once! And he pointed toward the churchyard with the air of an angry schoolmaster.

But Gregg did not move. He was astounded by this direct attack, but he had the courage of numbers on his side, and, though he did not dare to answer, he did not budge. Neither did the others, though they felt ashamed of themselves, and looked all ways at once. Only one of them all met the rectors glance fairly, and that was Mr. Bonamy. I think the least said the soonest mended, Mr. Lindo, he replied, with an acrid smile.

I am sorry that you did not think of that before, retorted the young man, standing before them with his fair head thrown back, his clerical coat hanging loose, and his brow dark with indignation  for he had heard enough to be able to guess the cause of Greggs remark. Do you come to church only to cavil and backbite?  to put the worst construction on what you cannot understand?

Speaking for myself, replied the church warden coolly, the sole thing with which I can charge myself is the remark that you were somewhat late for service this morning, Mr. Lindo.

And if I was? said the clergyman in his haughtiest tone.

Well, of course there may have been a good cause for it, the lawyer replied drily. But it is a thing I have not known happen here for twenty years.

An altercation with these men, none of whom were well disposed toward him, and half of whom were tradespeople, was the last thing which the young rector should have allowed himself to enter upon, and the last thing indeed to which he would have condescended in his normal frame of mind. But on this unlucky morning he was nervous and irritable; and, finding himself thus bearded and defied, he spoke foolishly. You trouble yourself too much, Mr. Bonamy, he said impulsively, with things which do not concern you! The parish, among other things. You have set yourself, as I know, to thwart and embarrass me; but I warn you that you are not strong enough! I shall find means to  

To put me down, in fact? said Mr. Bonamy.

The young man hesitated, his face crimson. His opponents sallow features, seamed with a hundred astute wrinkles, warned him, if the covert smiles of the others did not, that, in his present mood at any rate, he was not a match for the lawyer. He had gone too far already, as he was now aware. No, he replied, swallowing his rage, but to keep you to your proper province, as I hope to keep to mine. I wish you good morning.

He passed through them, and hurried away, more angry with them, and with himself for allowing them to provoke him, than he had ever felt in his life. He knew well that he had been foolish. He knew that he had lowered himself in their eyes by his display of temper. But, though he was bitterly annoyed with himself, the consciousness that the fault had originally lain with them, and that they had grievously misjudged him, kept his anger hot; for there is no wrath so fierce as the indignation of the man falsely accused. He called them under his breath an uncharitable, spiteful, tattling crew; and was so far unnerved in thought of them that he had entered his dining-room before he remembered that he was engaged to take the mid-day meal at the Town House, as he had done once or twice before, and then walked up with Laura to the schools.

He washed and changed hurriedly, keeping his anger hot the while, and then went across, with the tale on the tip of his tongue. Again, if he had been wise, he would have kept what had happened to himself. But the soothing luxury of unfolding his wrong to some one who would sympathize was one he could not in his soreness forego.

It was a particularly mild day for the fourth Sunday in Advent, and he found Miss Hammond still lingering before the door, She was looking for violets under the north wall, and he joined her, and naturally broke out at once with the story of what had happened. She was wearing a little close bonnet, which set off her piquant features and bright coloring to peculiar advantage, and, as far as looks went, no young man in trouble ever had a better listener. Only to stand beside her on the lawn, where the old trees shut out all view of the town and the troubles he connected with it, was a relief. Of course the search for violets was soon abandoned. It is abominable! she said. But her voice was like the cooing of a dove. She did everything softly. Even her indignation was gentle.

But you have not heard yet, he protested, why I really was late.

I know what is being said, she murmured, looking up at him, a gleam of humor in her brown eyes that you stayed at the Homfrays all night, playing cards. My maid told me as we came in  after church.

Ha! I knew that they were saying something of the kind, he replied savagely. He was so stern that she felt her little attempt at badinage reproved. The true reason was of a very different description. What spiteful busybodies they are! I started to return last evening about half-past nine, but as I passed Baer Hill Colliery I learned that there had been an accident. A man going down the shaft with the night shift had been crushed  hurt beyond help, the rector continued in a lower voice. He wanted to see a clergyman, and the other pitmen, some of whom had seen me pass earlier in the day, stopped me and took me to him.

How sad! How very sad! she ejaculated. Somehow she felt ill at ease with him in this mood. With his last words a kind of veil had fallen between them.

I stayed with him the night, the rector continued. He died at half-past nine this morning. I came straight from that to this. And they say these things of me!

His voice, though low, was hard, and yet there was a suspicious break in it as he uttered his last words. Injustice touches a man, young and not yet hardened, very sorely; and he was overwrought. Laura, fingering her little bunch of violets, heard the catch in his voice, and knew that he was not very far from tears.

She was almost terrified. She longed to respond, to say the proper thing, but here her powers deserted her. She was not capable of much emotion, unless the call especially concerned herself; and she could not rise to this occasion. She could only murmur again that it was abominable and too bad, or, taking her cue from the young mans face, that it was very sad. She said enough, it is true, to satisfy him, though not herself; for he only wanted a listener. And when he went in to lunch Mrs. Hammond more than bore him out in all his denunciations; so that when he left to go to the schools he had fully made up his mind to carry things through.

This unfortunate quarrel indeed did him great injury by throwing him into the arms of the party which his own pleasure and taste led him to prefer. He did not demur when Mrs. Hammond  meaning little evil, but expressing prejudices which at one time she had sedulously cultivated (for when one lives near the town one must take especial care not to be confounded with it)  talked of a set of butchers and bakers, and said, much more strongly than he had, that Mr. Bonamy must be kept in his place. A little quarrel with the lawyer, a little social relaxation in which the young fellow had lost sight of the excellent intentions with which he had set out, then this final quarrel  such had been the course of events; sufficient, taken with his own fastidiousness and inexperience, to bring him to this.

Mrs. Hammond, standing at the drawing-room window, watched him as he walked down the short drive. I like that young man, she said decisively. He is thrown away upon those people.

Laura, who had not gone to the schools, yawned. He has not one-half the brains of some one else we know, mother, she answered.

Who is that?

Laura did not reply; and probably her mother understood, for she did not press the question. Well, Mrs. Hammond said, after a moments silence, perhaps he has not. I do not know. But at any rate he is a gentleman from the crown of his head to the tips of his toes.

I dare say he is, said Laura languidly.

Mrs. Hammond, depositing her own portly form in a suitable chair, watched her daughter curiously. She would have given a good deal to be able to read the girls mind and learn her intentions; but she was too wise to ask questions, and had always given Laura the fullest liberty. She had watched the growth of the intimacy between her and Mr. Clode without demur, feeling a strong liking for the man herself, though she scarcely thought him a suitable match for her daughter. On the old rectors death there had seemed for a few days a chance of Mr. Clode being appointed his successor; and at that time Mrs. Hammond had fancied she detected a shade of anxiety and excitement in her daughters manner. But Mr. Clode had not been appointed, and the new rector had come; and Laura had apparently transferred her favor from the curate to him.

At this Mrs. Hammond had felt somewhat troubled  at first; but in a short time she had naturally reconciled herself to the change, the rectors superiority as a parti being indisputable. Yet still Mrs. Hammond felt no certainty as to Lauras real feelings, and, gazing at her this afternoon, was as much in the dark as ever. That the girl was fond of her she knew; indeed, it was quite a pretty sight to see the daughter purring about the mother. But Mrs. Hammond was more than half inclined to doubt now whether Laura was fond, or capable of being fond, of any other human being except herself.

She sighed gently as she thought of this, and rang the bell for tea. I think we will have it early this afternoon, she said, I feel I want a cup.


CHAPTER XI.

THE DOCTOR SPEAKS.

The feelings with which the curate hastened on the conclusion of his own service, to learn what had happened at the great church may be imagined. His excitement and curiosity were not the less because he had to hide them. If there really had been no service  if the rector had not appeared  what a scandal, what a subject for talk was here! Even if the rector had appeared a little late there would still be whispering; for new brooms are expected to sweep clean. The curate composed his dark face, and purposely made one or two sick calls at houses which lay in his road, lest he might seem to ask the question he had to put too pointedly. By the time he reached the rectory he had made up his mind, judging from the absence of stir in the streets, that nothing very unusual had happened.

Is the rector in? he asked the servant.

No, sir; he has gone to the Town House to dinner, the girl answered.

Involuntarily Mr. Clode frowned. He was in time for service, I suppose? he asked, more abruptly than he had intended.

Oh, yes, sir, said the unconscious maid, who had not been to church.

Thank you; that is all, he answered, turning away. So nothing had come of it after all! His heart was sick with disappointed hope as he turned into his own dull lodgings; and he felt that the rector in being in time had wronged him afresh, and by dining at the Town House had added insult to injury.

But in the course of the day he learned how late the rector had been; and early next morning some rumor of the triangular altercation in the church porch also reached him  of course in an exaggerated form. As a fact, all Claversham was by this time talking of it, Mr. Bonamys companions, with one exception, having taken good care to make the most of his success, and to paint the rebuff he had administered to the clergyman in the deepest colors. The curate heard the news with a face of grave concern, but with secret delight; and, turning over in his mind what use he might make of it, came opportunely upon Gregg as the latter was going his rounds. Hallo! he said, calling so loudly that the doctor, who had turned away and would fain have retreated, could not decently escape, you are the very man I wanted to see! What is this absurd story about the rector and you? There is not a word of truth in it, I suppose?

I am sure I cannot say until you tell me what it is, replied the doctor snappishly. He was a little afraid of the curate, who had a knack of being unpleasant without giving an opening in return.

Why, you seem rather sore about it, Clode remarked, with apparent surprise.

I do not know why I should! sneered the doctor, his face a dark red with anger.

Certainly not, if there is no truth in the story, the curate replied, looking down with his eyes half shut at the chafing little man. But I suppose it is all an invention, Gregg?

It is not an invention that the rector was abominably rude to me, blurted out the doctor, who scarcely knew with whom to be most angry  his present tormentor or the first cause of his trouble.

Pooh! said Clode, it is only his way.

Then it is a d  , it is a most unpleasant way! retorted the doctor savagely.

He means no harm, said the curate gaily. Why did you not answer him back?

Dr. Greggs face turned a shade redder. That was where the shoe pinched. Why had he not answered him back as Bonamy had, and not stood mute, acknowledging himself the smaller man? That was what was troubling him now, and making him fancy himself the laughing-stock of the town. I will answer him back in a way he will not like! he cried viciously, striving to hide his embarrassment under a show of bluster.

Tut-t-tut! said the curate provokingly, do not go and make a fool of yourself by saying things like that, when you know you dont mean them, man. What can you say to the rector?

I will ask him  

But what he would ask the rector was lost to the world, for at this moment Mr. Bonamy, coming down the pavement behind him, touched his sleeve. I have just been to your house, doctor, he said. My youngest girl is a little out of sorts. Would you mind stepping in and seeing her?

Gregg swallowed his wrath, and was perhaps thankful for the interruption. He said he would; and the lawyer turned to Mr. Clode. Well, he said, so you have made up your minds to fight?

I am not quite sure, said the curate, with caution  for he knew better than to treat Mr. Bonamy as he treated Gregg that I take you.

You have not seen your principal this morning? replied the lawyer, with a smile which for him was almost benevolent. The prospect of a fight was as the Mountains of Beulah to him.

Do you mean Mr. Lindo? said the curate, with some curtness.

The lawyer nodded. I see you have not, he continued. Perhaps you do not know that he turned the sheep out of the churchyard after breakfast this morning, and half of them were found nearly a mile down the Red Lane!

I did not know it, said the curate gravely. But it was as much as he could do to restrain his exultation and show no sign save of concern.

Well, it is the fact, the lawyer replied, rubbing his hands. It is quite true he gave the church wardens notice to remove them a fortnight ago; but we did not comply, because we say it is our affair and not his. Now you may tell him from me that the only question in my mind is the form of action.

I will tell him, said the curate with dignity.

Just so! What do you say, Gregg?

But the doctor, grinning from ear to ear with satisfaction, was gone; and the curate, not a whit less pleased in his heart, hastened to follow his example. Bonamy one, and Gregg two, he said softly to himself, and last, but not least, one who shall be nameless, three! He has made three enemies already, and, if those be not enough, with right on their side, to oust him from his seat when the time comes, why, I know nothing of odds!

With right on their side, said the curate, even to himself. He had made no second attempt to pry into the rectors secrets or to bring home to him a knowledge of the wrongfulness of his possession. But he did still believe, or persuaded himself he believed, that Lindo was a guilty man; or why should the young rector pension the old earls servant? And on this ground Clode justified to himself the secret ill-turns he was doing him. A months intimacy with the rector would probably have convinced an impartial mind of his good faith. But the curate had not, it must be remembered, an impartial mind; and we are all very apt to believe what suits us.

To return to the little doctor, whom we left going on his way in a mood almost hilarious. He hoped that this fresh escapade of the rectors would wipe out the memory of the fray in which he had himself borne so inglorious a part. And the more he thought of it, the greater was his admiration of the lawyer, whom he had long patronized in a timid fashion, much as a snub-nosed King Charlie treats the butchers mongrel. Now he felt a positive reverence for him. He began to think it possible that, with all his drawbacks of birth, Mr. Bonamy might become a personage in the town, and pretty Kate not so bad a match. The result of these musings was that, by the time he reached the lawyers door, an idea which he had first entertained on seeing the young clergymans admiration for Kate Bonamy, and which he had since turned over more than once in his mind, had become on a sudden a settled purpose. So much so that, as the doctor rang the bell, he looked at his hands, which were not so clean as they might have been, pished and pshawed, settled his light-blue scarf  which the next minute rose again to the level of his collar  and at length went in with a briskly juvenile air and an engaging smile.

He found Daintry lying on the sofa in the dining-room down-stairs, her head on a white bed-pillow. Kate was leaning over her. The room was in some disorder  littered with this and that, a bottle of eau de Cologne, Mr. Bonamys papers, books, and sewing; but it looked comfortable, for it was very evidently inhabited. A fastidious eye might have thought it was too much inhabited; and yet proofs of refinement were not wanting, though the sofa was covered with horsehair, and the mirror was heavy and ugly, and the grate, knee-high, was as old as the Georges. There were flowers on the table and on the little cottage piano; and by the side of the last was a violin-case. Not many people in Claversham knew that Mr. Bonamy played the violin. Still fewer had heard him play, for he never did so out of his own house.

Possibly a very particular suitor might have preferred to find Kate attending on her sister in a boudoir, free from a lawyers papers, furnished in a less solid and durable style, and with some livelier look-out than through wire blinds upon a dull street. But another might have thought that the office in which she was engaged, and the gentleness of her touch and eye as she went about it, made up for all deficiencies.

Dr. Gregg was not of a nature to appreciate either the deficiencies or the set-off; but he had eyes for the girls grace and beauty, for the neatness of the well-fitting blue gown and the white collar and cuffs; and he shook hands with her and devoted himself to Daintry  who disliked him extremely and was very fractious  with the most anxious solicitude. It is only a sick headache! he said finally, with bluntness which was meant for encouragement. It is nothing, you know.

I wish you had it, then! Daintry wailed, burying her face in the pillow.

It will be gone in the morning! he retorted, rising and keeping his temper by an unnatural effort. She will be the better for it afterward, Miss Bonamy.

To this Daintry vouchsafed no answer, unless a muttered Rubbish! was intended for one. He affected not to hear it, at any rate. He was all good-temper this morning; the unfortunate point about this being that his good nature was a shade more unpleasant than his usual snappish manner.

At any rate Kate thought it so. She felt the instinctive repulsion which the wrong mans wooing awakens in an unspoiled girl. She was conscious of an added dislike for the man as she held out her hand to him at the dining-room door. But she did not divine the cause of this; no, nor conjecture his purpose when he said in a low voice that he wished to speak to her outside.

May we go in here a moment? he muttered, when the door was closed behind them. He pointed to the room on the other side of the hall, which Mr. Bonamy used in summer as a kind of office.

There is no fire there, Kate answered. I think it has been lighted up-stairs, however, if you will not mind coming up, Dr. Gregg. Is there anything  this was when he had silently followed her into the stiff drawing-room, where the newly lit fire was rather smoking than burning serious the matter with her, then?

Her voice was steady, but her eyes betrayed the sudden anxiety his manner had aroused in her.

With your sister? he answered slowly. He was really pondering how he should say what he had come to say. But, naturally, she set down his thoughtfulness to a professional cause.

Yes, she said anxiously.

Oh, no  nothing, nothing. The truth is, continued the doctor, following up a happy thought and smiling approval of it, the matter is with me, Miss Bonamy.

With you! Kate exclaimed, opening her eyes in astonishment. Her momentary anxiety had put all else out of her head. She thought the doctor had gone mad.

Yes, he said jerkily, but with a grin of tender meaning. With me. And you are the cause of it. Now do not be frightened, Miss Kate, he continued hastily, seeing her start of apprehension. You must have known for a long time what I was thinking of.

Indeed I have not, Kate murmured in a low voice. She did not affect to misunderstand him.

Well, you easily might have known it then, he retorted, forgetting his rôle for an instant. But the long and the short of it is that I want you to marry me. I do! he repeated, overcoming something in his throat, and going on from this point swimmingly. And you will please to hear me out, and not answer in a hurry, Miss Kate. If you like  but I should not think that you would want it  you can have until to-morrow to think it over.

No, she replied impulsively, her face crimson. And then she shut her mouth so suddenly, it seemed she was afraid to let anything escape it except that unmistakable monosyllable.

Very well, he replied, comfortably settling his elbow upon the mantel-shelf, that is as you like. I hope it does not want much thinking over myself. I will not boast that I am a rich man, but I am decently off. I flatter myself that I can keep my head above water  and yours, too, for the matter of that.

Oh, it is not that, she began hurriedly.

He interrupted her. No, no, he said jocularly  his last remarks had put him into a state of considerable self-satisfaction, and he no more thought it possible that she could or would refuse him than that the sky could fall do not buy a pig in a poke! Hear me out first, Miss Kate, and we shall start fair. You have been in my house, and, if it is not quite so large a house as this, I will answer for it you will find it a great deal more lively. You will see people you have never seen here, nor will see while your name is Bonamy. You will have  well, altogether a better time. Not that I mind myself, the doctor added rather vaguely, forgetting the French proverb about those who excuse themselves, what your name is, not I! So dont you think you could say Yes at once, my dear?

He took a step nearer, thinking he had put it rather neatly and without any nonsense. Possibly, from his point of view of things, he had. But Kate fell back, nevertheless, as he advanced.

Oh, no, she said, flushing painfully. I could not! I could not indeed, Dr. Gregg! I am very sorry.

Come, come, he said, holding out his hand, his tone one of pleasant raillery. He had looked for some hanging back, some show of coyness and bashfulness, and was prepared to laugh in his sleeve at it I think you can, Kate. I think it is possible. That it was in womans nature to say No to his comfortable home and the little lift in society he had to offer  it is only little lifts we appreciate, just up the next floor above us  he did not believe.

But Kate soon undeceived him. I am afraid it is not possible, she said firmly. Indeed, I may say at once, Dr. Gregg, that it is out of the question what you ask; though I thank you, I am sure.

His face fell ludicrously, and his thick black brows drew together in a very ominous fashion. But he still could not believe that she meant it. I do not think you understand, he said, that the house is ready, and the furniture and servants, and there is nothing to prevent you stepping into it all whenever you please. I will take you away from this, he continued, darting a scornful glance round the stiff chilly room I do not suppose that ten people enter this room in the twelvemonth  and I will show you something like life. It is an offer not many would make you. Come, Kate, do not be a little fool! You are not going to say No, so say Yes at once. And dont let us shilly-shally!

He had put out his hand as he spoke and captured hers. But she snatched it from him again almost roughly, and stepped back. The right man might have used the words the doctor used, and might have scolded her with impunity, but not the wrong one. Her face, perplexed and troubled a moment before, grew decided enough now. I am going to say No, nevertheless, Dr. Gregg, she replied firmly. I thought I had already said it. I will be as plain as you have been. I do not like you as a wife should like her husband, nor otherwise than as a friend.

A friend! he exclaimed. He gasped as a man does who has been plunged suddenly into cold water. His face was red with anger, and his little black eyes glared at her banefully. Oh, bother your friendship! he added violently. I did not ask you for that!

I have nothing else to give you, she replied coldly.

He gasped again. Refused by the Bonamy girl! He had never thought of this. He was beside himself with astonishment and anger, with disappointment and wounded pride. You would not have said this a month ago! he cried at last. It was a pity I did not ask you then!

I should have given you the same answer.

Oh, no, he replied ironically, swinging his hat to and fro. Oh, no, you would not  not at all, Miss Bonamy. You would have sung to a very different tune if I had whistled to you before this niminy-piminy parson showed his face here! Do not think that I am such a fool as not to see which way the wind is blowing.

She stood looking at him in silence. But her face was scarlet, and her hand shook with rage.

He saw it. Pooh! do not think to frighten me! he said coarsely. When a man has offered to marry you he has a right to speak his mind! It will be a long time, I warrant you, before your parson will have the same right to speak. He was very great with you once, but he has quite another set of friends now, and I have not heard of him offering to introduce you to them.

Will you go, Dr. Gregg? she cried passionately, pointing to the door. His taunts were torture to her. Will you go, or do you wish to stay and insult me further?

I wish to say one thing, and I am going to say it, he replied, nodding triumphantly. You are pretty proud of your capture, but you need not be. He will not be much of a match when we have stripped him of the living he has no right to, and shown him the detected swindler he is! Wait! Wait a little, Miss Bonamy, and when your parson is ruined, as he will be before three months are out, high as he holds his head now, perhaps you will be sorry that you did not take my offer. Why, he added scornfully, I should say you are the only person in the parish who does not know he has no more right where he is than I have.

Go! she said, pointing to the door. Her face was white now.

So I will when I have said one more word  

You wont say it! cried a sharp voice behind him. You will go now! He shot round, and there was Daintry with her hand on the door. Her hair was in disorder, her cheeks were flushed, her greenish-gray eyes were aglow with anger. He saw that she had overheard something of what had passed, and he began to tremble. He had said more than he intended. You will go now, as Kate tells you, she cried, I will not have  

Leave the room, child! he snarled, stamping his foot.

I shant! she retorted fiercely. And if you do not go before I count three I will fetch the dogs.

Dr. Gregg made a movement as if he would have put her out of the room. But her presence had a little sobered him, and he stopped. Look here, he said.

One! cried Daintry, who knew well that the doctor had a particular dislike for Snorum, and that the dogs presence was at any time enough to drive him from the house.

He turned and looked at Kate. She had gone to the window and was gazing out, her back to him, her figure proud and scornful. Miss Bonamy, he said.

Two! cried Daintry. Are you going, or shall I fetch Snorum?

With a muttered oath he took up his hat and went down the stairs and out into the street. There at the door he stood a moment, grinding his teeth, as the full sense of the calamity which had befallen him came home to him. He had stooped and been rejected  had been rejected by Bonamys daughter. He walked away, and still his anger did not decrease, but all the same he began to be a little thankful that the child had interrupted him. Had he gone on he might have said too much. As it was, he had an idea that perhaps he had said more than was quite prudent. And this had presently a wonderful effect in the way of sobering him.


CHAPTER XII.

THE RECTOR IS UNGRATEFUL.

It was tea-time at Mr. Bonamys; five-thirty, that is, for the lawyer knew nothing of four oclock tea. He would have stared had he been invited into the drawing-room to take it, or had his daughters produced one of those dainty afternoon tea-tables which were in use at the Town House, and asked him to support his cup and saucer on his knee. Compromises found no favor with him. Tea was a meal  he had always so considered it; and he liked to have the dining-room table laid for it. Possibly Kate, had she enjoyed more of her own way, would have altered this, as she would certainly have reformed the drawing-room. But Mr. Bonamy, who was in many things an indulgent father, was conservative in some. Four oclock tea, and a daily use of the drawing-room, were refinements which he had always regarded as peculiar to a certain set; and in his pride he would not appear to ape its ways or affect to belong to it.

Almost to the moment he came into the room, which was as bright and cheerful as gaslight and firelight could make it. Laying some letters under a weight on the mantel-shelf, he turned round and stood with his back to the fire-place. How is the child? he asked. Has she gone to bed?

Yes, Kate answered, lifting the lid of the teapot and looking in; I think she will be all right after a nights rest.

You do not look very bright yourself, Kate, he remarked, as he sat down.

Her cheek flushing, she made the old old womans excuse. I have a little headache, she said. It will be better when I have had my tea.

He took a piece of toast and buttered it deliberately. Gregg came and saw her? he asked.

Yes. He said it was only a sick headache, and would pass off.

The lawyer made no comment at the moment, but went on eating his toast. But presently he looked up. What is the matter, Kitty? he said, not unkindly.

Her face burning, she peered again quite unnecessarily into the teapot. Then she said hurriedly, I have something I think I ought to tell you, father. Dr. Gregg has asked me to marry him!

The deuce he has! Mr. Bonamy answered in unmistakable surprise. For a moment he did not know what to say, or how to feel about it. If any one had informed the Claversham people that the lawyers moroseness was not natural to the man, but the product of many slights, the informant would have lost his pains. Yet in a great measure this was so; and first among the things which of late years had exercised Mr. Bonamy a keen anxiety for his daughters happiness had place. He had never made any move toward procuring them the society of their equals; nay, he had done many things in his pride calculated rather to prolong their exclusion. Yet all the time he had bitterly resented it, and had spent many a wakeful night in pondering gloomily over the dull lives to which they were condemned. Now  strange that he had never thought of it before  as far as Kate was concerned, he saw a way of escape opening. Gregg had a fair practice, some private means, a good house, a tolerable position in the town. In a word, he was perfectly eligible. Yet Mr. Bonamy was not altogether pleased. He had no fastidious objection to the doctor. It did not occur to him that the doctor was not a gentleman. But he did know that he did not like him.

So the lawyer, after one exclamation of surprise, was for a moment silent. Then he asked, Well Kate, and what did you say?

I said No, Kate answered in a low voice.

He is a well-to-do man, Mr. Bonamy said, slowly stirring his tea. Not that you need think of that only. But you are not likely to know many people who could make you more comfortable. I believe he is skilful in his profession. It is a chance, girl, not to be lightly thrown away.

I could not  I could not marry him, Kate stammered, her agitation now very apparent. I do not like him. You would not have me  

I would not have you marry any one you do not like! Mr. Bonamy replied, almost sternly. But are you sure that you know your own mind?

Quite, Kate said, with a shudder.

Hum! Well, well; there is no more to be said, then, he answered. Dont cry, girl.

Kate managed to obey him. And in a moment, bravely steadying her voice, she asked, What is this about Mr. Lindo, father? I heard that he had turned the sheep out of the churchyard.

The lawyer thought she asked the question in order to change the subject; and he answered briskly, with less reserve perhaps than he might have exercised at another time. It is quite true, he said. He is making a fool of himself, as I expected. You cannot put old heads on young shoulders. However, what has happened has convinced me of one thing.

What is that? she asked in a low voice.

That he does not know himself that he has no right here.

But has he none? she murmured, in the same tone. He noticed that her manner was conscious and embarrassed; but naturally he set this down to the former topic. He thought she was trying to avoid a scene, and he admired her for it.

Well, I doubt if he has, he answered, though I am not quite sure that people have not lit upon a mares nest. It is the talk of the town that there was some mistake in his presentation, and there is a disreputable fellow hanging on his heels, and apparently living on him, who is said to be in the secret, and to be making the most of it. I do not believe that now, however, the lawyer continued, falling into a brown study and speaking as much to himself as to her. If he knew he were insecure he would live more quietly than he does. All the same, he is likely to learn a lesson he will not forget.

How? she asked, her spoon tinkling tremulously against the side of the cup, and her head bent low over it, as though she saw something interesting in the lees.

Mr. Bonamy laughed in his out-of-door manner. How? he said grimly. Well, if there be any mistake he is going the right way to suffer by it. If he kept quiet, and went softly, and made no enemies, very little might be said and nothing done when the mistake came out. But as it is  well, he has made a good many enemies, and the chances are that he will lose the best berth he will ever get into. It will be bad for him, but the better for the parish.

Dont you think, said Kate very gently, that he means well?

Mr. Bonamy grunted. Perhaps so; but he does not go the right way to do it, he rejoined. His good fortune has turned his head, and he has put himself in the hands of the Hammond set, and that does not do at Claversham. The lawyer ended with a harsh laugh, which said more plainly than any words, that it never would do while John Bonamy was church warden at Claversham.

It seems a pity, Kate said, almost under her breath. She had never raised her eyes from the tea-tray since the subject was introduced, and if her father had looked closely he would have seen that her very ears were scarlet. Could you not give him a word of warning?

I! said the lawyer, with asperity. Certainly not; why should I?

Kate did not say, and her father, with another impatient word or two, rose from the table, and presently went out. She rang the bell mechanically and had the table cleared, and in the same mood turned to the fire and, putting her feet on the fender, began to brood over the coals, which were burning red and low in the grate.

Five times  five times only, counting the Oxford escapade as one, she had spoken to him; and they they meant Claversham, for it was her chief misery to believe that the whole town was talking of her  had made this of it! They had noticed his attentions, and had seen them scornfully withdrawn when he learned who she was. Oh, it was cowardly of him  cowardly! And yet  and yet  so her thoughts ran, taking a fresh turn  had he ever said a word or cast a glance at her which meant anything  which all the world might not have heard and seen? No, never. And, with that, her anger changed its course and ran against Gregg. Him she would never forgive. It was his evil imagination, his base suspicions, which had built it all up; and Mr. Lindo was no more to blame  though she a little despised him for his weakness and conventionality  than she was herself.

It seemed most sad that he should be ruined because no one would say a word to warn him. Brooding over the fire, she felt a girls pity for the young mans ill-fortune. She forgot the last month, during which she had spoken to him but once  and then he had seemed embarrassed and anxious to be gone  and remembered only how frank and gay he had been in the first blush of his hopes at Oxford, how pleasantly he had smiled, how well and yet how quaintly his new dignity had sat upon him, and how naïvely he had shaken it off at times and shown himself a boy, with a boys love of fun and mischief. Or, again, she remembered how thoughtful he had been for them, how considerate, how much at home in scenes new to them, with how lordly an air he had provided for their comfort. Oh, it was a pity  a grievous pity, that his hopes should end in such a disaster as Mr. Bonamy foretold! And all because no one would say a friendly word to him!

The next day (Tuesday) was a wet day  a sleety, blusterous winter day, and she did not go out. But on the Wednesday, as the rector crossed the churchyard after reading the Litany, he saw Miss Bonamy passing his door. He fancied, with a little astonishment  for she had constantly evinced the same avoidance of intimacy with him which had at first piqued him  that she slightly checked her pace so as to meet him. And, to tell the truth, the rector was half pleased and half annoyed. He had hardened his heart and set his face to crush Mr. Bonamy.

He had in his pocket a letter from the lawyer, warning him that, unless he altered his course, a writ would be served upon him. And a dozen times to-day he had in his mind called the church warden hard names. But yet he was not absolutely ill-pleased to see Miss Bonamy. He felt a certain excitement in the rencontre under the circumstances. He would meet her magnanimously, and of course she would ignore the quarrel. He hated Mr. Bonamy for a puritanical old pettifogger; but that was no reason why he should be rude to his daughter.

Lindo saw, when he was a few paces from her and had raised his hat, that her face expressed much more emotion, if not embarrassment, than seemed to be called for by the occasion. And naturally this communicated itself to him. I have not seen you for a long time, he said, as he shook hands. Perhaps the worst thing he could have said under the circumstances.

She assented, however. No, she said, sloping her umbrella behind her so as to keep off the wind and a half-frozen drizzle with which it was laden. And, as she did this, her eyes met his gallantly. But I am glad, Mr. Lindo, she continued, that I have met you to-day, because I have something I want to say to you.

On the instant he vowed within himself that it would be in bad taste, in the worst taste, if she referred to the quarrel or to parish matters. And he answered very frigidly. What is that, Miss Bonamy? he said. Pray speak on.

She detected the change of tone, and for a second her gray eyes flashed. But she had come to say something. She had counted the cost, and nothing he could do should prevent her saying it. She had been awake all night, torturing herself with imagining the things he would think of her. But she was not to be deterred by the reality. Do you know, Mr. Lindo, she said steadily, what is being said of you in the town?

A good many hard things. he answered half lightly and half bitterly. So I have reason to believe. But I do not think that they will affect me one way or the other, Miss Bonamy.

And so, she answered, with spirit, you will not thank any one for telling you of them? That is what you mean, is it not?

He was very sore, and her interference annoyed him excessively  possibly because he valued her good opinion. He would not deny the feeling she imputed to him. Possibly I do mean something of that kind, he said. Where ignorance is bliss  you know.

Yet there is one thing, she replied, being said of you in the town, which I think you should be told, Mr. Lindo. Your friends probably will not hear it, or, if they do, they will not venture to tell you of it.

Indeed, he answered. You pique my curiosity.

It is being commonly said, she rejoined, looking down for the first time, that you have no right to the living, and were appointed by some mistake, or  or fraud.

He did not answer her at once. He was so completely taken by surprise that he stood looking at her with his mouth open. His first and better impulse was to laugh heartily. But what he did was to say in a very quiet way, Indeed. That is being said, is it? It is quite true I had not heard it. May I ask, Miss Bonamy, if you had it from your father?

If his tone had been cold before, it was freezing now. But she was not to be daunted, and she answered with considerable presence of mind, I heard from my father that that was the report in the town, but I also heard him express his disbelief in the greater part of it.

I am much obliged to him, said the rector through his closed teeth. He did not think I had been guilty of fraud, then?

No, he did not, Kate muttered, her voice faltering for the first time.

Indeed. I am much obliged to him.

He had received it even worse than she had expected. It was terrible to go on in the face of such scorn and incredulity. But to stop there was to have done only evil, as Kate knew, and she persevered. I have one more thing I wish to say, if you will permit me, she continued steadying her voice and striving to speak in as indifferent a manner as possible.

He bowed, his face hard and contemptuous.

The wind had shifted slightly, and, to protect herself from the small rain which was falling, she changed her position, so as to face the churchyard. He saw only her profile. If he looked proud, involuntarily he remarked how proud she looked also  how pure and cold was the line of her features, softened only by the roundness of her chin. I am told, she said in a low voice, that the fewer enemies you make, and the more quietly you proceed, the greater will be the chance of your remaining when the mistake is found out. Pray, she said more sharply, for he had raised his hand, as if to interrupt, have patience for a moment, Mr. Lindo. I shall not trouble you again. I only wish you to know that those who have cause to dislike you  I do not mean my father, there are others  are congratulating themselves that you are playing into their hands, and consider that every disagreement between you and any part of the parish is a weapon given them, to be used when the crisis comes.

When the mistake is found out? he said, grimly repeating her words. Or the fraud? But I forgot  Mr. Bonamy does not believe in that!

You understand me, I think, she said, ignoring the latter part of his speech.

And may I ask, he continued, his eyes on her face, who my ill-wishers are?

I do not think that matters, she replied.

Then, at least, why am I indebted to you for this warning?

His tone as he asked the question was as contemptuous as before. And yet Kate felt that this she must answer. To refuse to answer it, or to evade it, would be to lay herself open to surmises of all kinds.

I thought it a pity that you should fall into a trap unwarned, she answered, looking away at the yew-trees. And it seemed to me that, for several reasons, your friends were not likely to warn you.

There, I quite agree with you, he retorted quickly. My friends would not have believed in the trap.

Perhaps not, she said, outwardly unmoved.

I am astonished that you did; I am astonished that you should have believed anything so absurd, Miss Bonamy! he said severely. At that moment, as it happened, two people came round the flank of the church. The one was the curate; the other was Dr. Gregg. Kate looked at them, and her face flamed. The rector looked, and felt only relief. They would afford him an excuse to be gone. Ah, there is Mr. Clode, he said indifferently. I was just looking for him. I think, if you will excuse me, Miss Bonamy, I will seize the opportunity of speaking to him now. And raising his hat, with a formality which one of the men took to be a pretence and a sham, he left her and walked across to them.


CHAPTER XIII.

LAURAS PROVISO.

When a mine has been laid, and the fuse lit, and the tiny thread of smoke has begun to curl upward, it is apt to seem a long time  so I am told by those who have stood and watched such things  before the earth flies into the air. So it seemed to Stephen Clode. The curate looked to see an explosion follow immediately upon the rector taking the decisive step of turning out the sheep. But week after week elapsed, until Christmas was some time gone, and nothing happened. Mr. Bonamy, with a lawyers prudence, wrote another letter, and for a time, perhaps out of regard to the season, held his hand. There was talk of Lord Dynmores return, but no sign of it as yet. And Dr. Gregg snapped and snarled among his intimates, but in public was pretty quiet.

It was noticeable, however, that the rector was invited to none of the whist-parties which were a feature of the town life at this season; and to those who looked closely into things and listened to the gossip of the place it was plain that the breach between him and the bulk of his parishioners was growing wider. The rector was much with the Hammonds, and carried his head high  higher than ever, one of his parishioners thought since a talk she had had with him in the churchyard. The habit of looking down upon a certain section of the town, because they were not quite so refined as himself, because they were narrow in their opinions, or because the Hammonds looked down upon them, was growing upon him. And he yielded to it none the less because he was all the time dissatisfied with himself. He was conscious that he was not acting up to the standard he had set himself on coming to the town. He was not living the life he had hoped to live. He visited his poor and gave almost too largely in the hard weather, and was diligent at services and sermon-writing. But there was a flaw in his life, and he knew it; and yet he had not the strength to set it right.

All this Mr. Clode might have observed  he was sagacious enough; but for the time his judgment was clouded by his jealousy, and in his impatience he fancied that the rectors troubles were passing away. Each visit Lindo paid to the Town House, each time his name was coupled with Laura Hammonds, as people were beginning to couple it, chafed the curates sore afresh and kept it raw. So that even Stephen Clodes self-restraint and command of temper began to fail him, and more than once he said sharp things to his commanding-officer, which made Lindo open his eyes in unaffected surprise.

Clode began to feel indeed that the position was becoming intolerable; and though he had long ago determined that the waiting-game was the one he ought to play, he presently  in the first week of the new year  changed his mind.

Lindo had announced his intention of devoting the afternoon  it was Wednesday  to his district; and, taking advantage of this, the curate thought he might indulge himself in a call at the Town House without fear of unpleasant interruption. He would not admit that he had any other motive in going there than just to pay a visit  which he certainly owed. But in truth he was in a dangerous humor. And, alas! when he had been ushered along the thickly carpeted passage and entered the drawing-room, there, comfortably seated in the half-light before the fire, the tea-things gleaming beside them, were Laura and the rector!

The curates face grew dark. He almost felt that Lindo, who had really been driven in by the rain, had betrayed him; and he shook hands with Laura and sat down in complete silence, unable to trust himself to answer the rectors cheery greeting by so much as a word. It was all he could do to answer Thank you, when Miss Hammond asked him if he would take tea. She, of course, saw that something was amiss, and felt not a little awkward between her two friends; but luckily the rector remained ignorant and at his ease  he saw nothing, and went on talking. It was the best thing he could have done, only, unfortunately, he had to do with a man whom nothing in his present mood could please.

I am glad you have turned up at this particular moment, Lindo said. Let me have your opinion. Miss Hammond says that I am pauperizing the town by giving too much away.

If you are half as generous at our bazaar on the 10th, she retorted, you will do twice as much good.

Or half as much evil! he said lightly.

Have it that way, if you like, she answered laughing.

The curate set his teeth together in impotent rage. They were so easy, so unconstrained, on such excellent terms with one another. When Laura, who was secretly quaking, held out the toast to him and let her eyes dwell for an instant on his, he looked away stubbornly. Were you asking my opinion? he said in a voice he vainly strove to render cold and dispassionate.

To be sure, said the rector, stirring his tea and enjoying himself. Miss Hammond is not impartial. She is biassed by her bazaar.

If he had known the strong passions that were at work on the other side of the tea-table! But the curate had his back to the shaded lamp, and only a fitful gleam of fire-light betrayed even to Lauras suspicious eyes that he was not himself. Yet, when he spoke, Lindo involuntarily started, so thinly veiled was the sneer in his tone. Well, there is one pensioner, I think, you would do well to strike off your list, he said. He does not do you much credit.

Who is that? Old Martin at the Gas House?

No, the gentleman at the Bull and Staff! replied the curate bluntly.

At the Bull and Staff? Who is that?

Felton.

For a moment the rector looked puzzled. He had almost forgotten the name of Lord Dynmores servant. Then he colored slightly. Yes, I know whom you mean, he said, taken aback as much by the others unlooked-for tone as by the mention of the man. But I did not know he lived at the Bull and Staff. It is not much of a place, is it?

I should say that it was very nearly the worst house in the town! said the curate.

Indeed! I will speak to him about it.

I would speak to him about getting drunk, if I were you! Clode replied with a short laugh. He is drunk six days in the week; every day except Saturday, when he comes to you and pulls a long face above a clean neck-cloth. He is the talk of the town!

The rector stared; naturally wondering what on earth had come to the curate to induce him to take that line. He was rather surprised than offended, however, and merely answered, I am sorry to hear it. I will speak to him about it.

Who is this person? Miss Hammond asked hurriedly. I do not think that I know any one in the town of that name. The subject seemed to be a dangerous one, but anything was better than to leave the curate free to conduct the discussion.

He it was, however, who answered her. He is a protégé of the rectors! he said, with a laugh that was undisguisedly offensive. You had better ask him.

He is a servant of Lord Dynmores, Lindo said, speaking to her with studious politeness, and otherwise ignoring Clodes interruption.

But why you find him in board and lodging at the Bull and Staff free, gratis, and for nothing, interposed the curate again with the same rudeness, passes my comprehension!

Perhaps that is my business, said the rector, losing patience.

Both men stood up. Laura rose, too, with a scared face, and stood gazing at them, amazed at the storm which had so suddenly arisen. The curates height, as the two stood confronting one another, seemed to give him the advantage; and his dark rugged face, kindling with long-repressed feelings, wore the provoking smile of one who, confident in his own powers, has wilfully thrown down the glove and is determined to see the matter through. The rectors face, on the other hand, was red; and, though he faced his man squarely and threw back his head with the haughtiness of his kind, his anger was mixed with wonder, and it was plain that he was at a loss to understand the others ebullition or to decide how to deal with it. There was a moments silence, which Laura had not the presence of mind, nor the curate the will, to break. Then the rector said, Perhaps we had better let this drop for the moment, Mr. Clode.

As you will, replied the curate recklessly.

Well, I do will, Lindo rejoined, with some hauteur. And he looked, still standing erect and expectant, as if he thought that Clode could not do otherwise than take his leave.

But that was just what the curate had not the slightest intention of doing. Instead, with a cynical smile, he coolly sat himself down again. His superiors eyes flashed with redoubled anger at this, which seemed to him, after what had passed, the grossest impertinence; but Mr. Clode in his present mood cared nothing for that, and made it very plain that he did not. Will you think me exacting if I ask for another cup of tea, Miss Hammond? he said quietly.

That was enough to make the rectors cup run over. He did not wait to hear Lauras answer, but himself said. Perhaps I had better say good evening, Miss Hammond.

You will not forget the bazaar? she answered, making no demur, but at once holding out her hand.

There was a faint note of appeal in her voice which begged him not to be angry, and yet he was angry. The bazaar? he said coldly. Oh, yes, I will not forget it.

And with that he took up his hat and went, feeling much as a man does who, walking along a well-known road, has put his foot into a hole and fallen heavily. He was almost more astonished and aggrieved than hurt.

When he was gone there was silence in the room. I do not know whether Laura had been conscious, while the two men wrangled before her, that she was the prize of the strife, and so, like the maidens of old, had been content to stand by passive and expectant, satisfied to see the best man win, or whether she had been too much alarmed to interpose. But certain it is that, when she was left alone with the curate, she felt almost as uncomfortable as she had ever felt in her life. She tried to say something indifferent, but for once she was too nervous to frame the words. And Mr. Clode, instead of assisting her, instead of bridging over the awkwardness of the moment, as he should have done, since he was the person to blame for it all, sat silent and morose, brooding over the fire and sipping his tea. At last he spoke. Well, he said abruptly, turning his dark eyes suddenly on hers. Which is it to be, Laura?

He had never spoken to her in that tone before, and had any one told her that morning that she would submit to it, she would have laughed her informant to scorn. But there was a new-born masterfulness in the curates manner which cowed her. I do not know what you mean, she murmured, her face hot, her heart beating.

I think you do, he answered sternly, without removing his eyes from her. Is it to be the rector, or is it to be me, Laura? You must choose between us.

She recovered herself with a kind of gasp. Are you not going a little too fast? she said, trying to smile, and speaking with something of her ordinary manner. I did not know that my choice was limited to the two you mention, Mr. Clode, or that I had to choose one at all.

I think you must, was his only answer. You must choose between us. Then, with a sudden movement, he rose and stood over her. Laura! he said in a different tone, in a low voice, which thrilled through her and awoke feelings and emotions hitherto asleep. Laura, do not play with me! I am a man. Is he more? Is he as much? I love you with all my being! He cares only to kill time with you! Will you throw me over because he is a little richer, because I am the curate and he is the rector? If so, well, tell me, and I shall understand you!

It was not the way she had thought he would end. The force, the abruptness, the almost menace of the last four words took her by surprise and subdued her afresh. If she had had any doubt before which of the two men had her liking, she had none now. She knew that Clodes little finger was more to her than Lindos whole hand; for, like most women, she had a secret admiration for force, even when exercised without much regard to good taste.

You need not speak to me like that, she said, in gentle deprecation of his manner.

He stooped over her. Laura, he said, do you really mean it? Do you mean you will  

Wait, please! she answered, recovering a little of her ascendency. Give me a little time. I want to think something out.

But time to think was just what he feared  ignorant as yet of his true position  to give her; and his face grew dark and sullen again. No, he said, I will not!

She rose suddenly. You will do as I ask you now, she said, asserting herself bravely, or I shall leave you.

He bowed silently, and she sat down again. Sit down, please, she said to him. He obeyed her. Now, she continued, raising her hand so as to shade her eyes from the fire, I will be candid with you, Mr. Clode. If I had no other alternative than the one you have mentioned  to choose between you and Mr. Lindo  I  I should certainly prefer you. No! she continued sharply, bidding him with her hand to keep his seat, hear me out, please. You have not stated the case correctly. In the first place  well, you put me in the awkward position of having to confess that Mr. Lindo has made no such proposal as you seem to fancy; and, secondly, there are others in the world.

I do not care, the curate exclaimed, his deep voice trembling with exultation I do not care though there be millions  now!

She moved her hand, and for a second her eyes, full of a tenderness such as he had never seen in them before, met his. The look drew him from his seat again, but she sent him back to it by an imperious gesture. I said I would be candid, she continued, and I intend to be so, though until a few minutes ago I never thought that I should speak to you as I am doing.

You shall never repent it, he answered fondly.

I hope not, she rejoined. But then she paused and was silent.

He sat waiting patiently for a while; but, as she still said nothing, he rose. Laura, he said.

Yes, I know, she answered, almost abruptly. But candor does not come very easily, sir, under certain circumstances. Dont you know you have made me afraid of you?

He showed that he would have reassured her in the most convincing and practical manner. But, notwithstanding her words, she had regained her power and presence of mind, and she repelled him.

Wait until you have heard what I have got to say, she said. It is this. I would not marry Mr. Lindo because he is a rector with a living and a position  not though he were six times a rector! But all the same I will not marry a curate! No, she added in a lower tone, and with a glance which intoxicated him afresh not though he be you!

He stood silent, looking down at her, waiting for more. Neither by word nor gesture did he express dissent. It is possible he already understood, and felt with her.

To marry a curate, she continued in a low voice, is, for a girl such as I am, failure. I have held my head rather high, and I have stood by and seen other girls married. Therefore to marry a curate, after all, would be an ignominious failure. Are you very angry with me? she continued quietly, or do you understand?

I think I understand, he answered, with just a tinge of bitterness in his tone.

And despise me? Well, you must. I told you I was going to be candid, and perhaps it is as well  as well, I mean, that you should know me, she replied, apparently unmoved.

I am content, he answered, catching her spirit.

And so am I, she said. To no one else in the world would I have said as much as I have said to you. To no other man would I say, Win a living, and I will be yours! But I say it to you. Do as much as that for me and I will marry you, Stephen. If you cannot, I cannot.

You are very prosaic, he replied, lapsing into bitterness again.

Oh, if you are not content she retorted.

He did not let her finish the sentence. You will marry me on the day I obtain a living? he asked.

I will, she answered bravely.

She was standing up now, and he too  standing where the rector had stood an hour before. She let him pass his arm round her waist, but when he would have drawn her closer to him, and bent his head to kiss her, she hung back. No, she said, blushing hotly, I think  with a shy laugh that you are making too certain, sir.

Do you wish me not to succeed? he replied, looking down at her; and it must be confessed the lovers rôle became him better than nine-tenths of those who knew his dark, rugged face would have believed.

She shook her head, smiling.

Then if you wish me success, he replied, you must send me out with some guerdon of your favor. And this time she did not resist. He drew her to him and kissed her thrice. Then she escaped from him and took refuge on the other side of the fireplace.

You must not do that again, she said, biting her lip and trying to look at him reproachfully. At any rate, you have had your guerdon now. When you come back a victor I will crown you. But until then we are friends only. You understand, sir?

And, though he demurred, he presently said he understood.


CHAPTER XIV.

THE LETTERS IN THE CUPBOARD.

When Stephen Clode left the Town House after his interview with Laura, he was in a state of exaltation  lifted completely out of his ordinary cool and calculating self by what had happened. It was raining, but he had gone some distance before he remarked it, and even then he did not at once put up his umbrella, but strode along through the darkness, his thoughts in a whirl of triumph and excitement. The crisis had come suddenly, but he had not been found unequal to it. He had gone in through the gates despondent, and come out in joy. He had pitted himself against his rival, and had had the best of it. He had wooed, and, almost in spite of his mistress, had won!

He did not for the first few moments consider whether his altercation with the rector was likely to have unpleasant consequences, nor did he trouble himself about the manner in which he was to do Lauras bidding. Such considerations would come later  with the reaction. For the present they did not occur to him. It was enough that Laura might be his  that she never could be the rectors.

He felt the need, in his present excited mood, of some one to speak to, and instead of turning into his own lodgings he passed on to the reading-room, a large, barely furnished room, looking upon the top of the town, and used as a club by the leading townsfolk and a few of the local magnates who lived near. He entered it, and, to his surprise, found the archdeacon seated under the naked gas-burners, interested in the Times. The sight filled him with astonishment, for it was seldom the county members used the room after sunset.

Why, Mr. Archdeacon, he said  his tongue naturally hung loose at the moment, and a bonhomie, difficult to assume at another time, came easily to him now what in the world brings you here at this hour?

The archdeacon laid down his paper. Upon my word I think I was half asleep, he said. I am in for the Free Foresters supper. I thought the hour was half-past six, and came into town accordingly, whereas I find it is half-past seven. I have been here the best part of three-quarters of an hour killing time.

But I thought that the rector always said grace for the Free Foresters, the curate answered in some surprise.

It has been the custom for them to ask him, the archdeacon replied cautiously. By the way you did it last year, did you not?

Yes, for Mr. Williams. He was confined to his room.

I thought so. Well, this year these foolish people seem to have taken a fancy not to have the rector, and they came to me. I tried to persuade them to have him, but it was no good. And so, the archdeacon added, in a lower tone, I thought it would look less like a slight if I came than if any other clergyman  you, for instance  were the clerical guest.

To be sure, said the curate warmly. It was most thoughtful of you.

The archdeacon hitched his chair a little nearer the fire. He felt the influence of the curates sympathy. The latter had said little, but his manner warmed the old gentlemans heart, and his tongue also grew more loose. I wonder whether you know, he said genially, rubbing his hands up and down his knees, which he was gently toasting, and looking benevolently at his companion, how near you were to having the living, Clode?

Do you mean Claversham? replied the curate, experiencing a kind of shock at this reference to the subject so near his heart.

Yes, of course.

I never thought I had a chance of it!

You had so good a chance, responded the archdeacon, nodding his head wisely, that only one thing stood between you and it.

May I ask what that was? the curate rejoined, his heart beating fast.

A promise. The earl had promised his old friend that he should have this living. Lord Dynmore told me so himself, the last time I saw him. That would be nearly a year ago, when poor Williams was already ailing.

Well, that I supposed to be the case, Clode answered, his tone one of disappointment. But I do not quite see how I was affected by it  more, I mean, than others, archdeacon.

That is what I am going to tell you, only it must not go farther, the archdeacon answered. Lord Dynmore told me of this promise à propos of a resolution he had just come to  namely, that, subject to it, he intended in future to give his livings (he has seven in all, you know) to the curate, wherever the latter had been two years at least in the parish, and stood well with it. I am not sure that I agree with him; but he is a conscientious man, though an odd one, and he had formed the opinion that that was the right course. So, come now, if anything should happen to Lindo you would certainly drop into it. I am not quite sure, added the archdeacon confidentially, though no one likes Lindo better than I do, that yours would not have been the better appointment.

The curate disclaimed this so warmly and loyally that the archdeacon was more than ever pleased with him; and, half-past seven striking, they parted at the door of the reading-room on the best of terms with one another. The archdeacon crossed to his supper and speech, and the curate turned into his rooms, and, throwing himself into the big leather chair before the fire, fixed his eyes on the glowing coals, and began to think  to apply what he had just heard to what he had known before.

A living? He had got to get a living. And without capital to invest in one, or the favor of a patron, how was it to be done? The bishop? He had no claim there. He had not been long enough in the diocese, and he knew nothing of the bishops wife. There was only one living he could get, only one living upon which he had a claim, and that was Claversham. It all came back to that  with this added, that he had now a stronger motive than ever for ejecting Lindo from it, and the absolute knowledge to boot that, Lindo ejected, he would be his successor.

Stephen Clodes face grew dark and gloomy as he reached this stage in his reflections. He believed that the rector was enjoying what he had no right to enjoy, but still he would fain have had no distinct part in depriving him of it. He would have much preferred to stand by and, save by a word here and there, by little acts scarcely palpable, and quite incapable of proof  do nothing himself to injure him. He knew what loyalty was, and would fain have been loyal in big things at least. But he did not see how it could be done. He fancied that the stir against the rector was dying away. Bonamy had not moved. Gregg was a coward, and of this matter of the Free Foresters he thought nothing. Probably they would return to their allegiance another year, and among the poor the rectors liberality would soon make friends for him. Altogether, the curate, getting up and walking the room restlessly and with a knitted brow, was forced to the conviction that, if he would be helped, he must help himself, and that now was the time. The iron must be struck before it cooled. Something must be done.

But what? Clodes mind reverted first to the discharged servant, and discussed more than one way in which he might be used. There was an amount of danger, however, in tampering with him which the thinkers astuteness did not fail to note, and which led him presently to determine to leave Felton alone. Perhaps he had made as much capital out of him as could be made with safety.

From him the curates thoughts passed naturally to the packet of letters in the cupboard at the rectory, the letters which he had once held in his hand, and which he could not but believe would prove the rectors knowledge of the fraud he was committing. Those letters! Clode, walking up and down the room, pishing and pshawing from time to time, could not disentangle his thoughts from them. The narrow chance which had prevented him reading them before somehow made him feel the more certain of their value now  the more anxious to hold them again in his hands.

Were they still in the cupboard, he wondered. He had retained, not with any purpose, but in pure inadvertence, the key which he had mentioned to the rector; and he had it now. He took it from the mantel-shelf, toyed with it, dropped it into his pocket. Then he took up his hat, and was going abruptly from the room when the little servant who waited on him met him. She was bringing up his simple dinner. The curates first impulse was to order it to be taken down and kept warm for him. His second, to resume his seat and eat it hastily. When he had finished  he could not have said an hour later what he had had  he took his hat again and went out.

Two minutes saw him at the rectory door, where he was just in time to meet the rector going out. Lindos face flushed as he saw who his visitor was, and there was more than a suspicion of haughtiness in his tone as he greeted him. Good-evening, he said. Do you want to see me, Mr. Clode?

If you please, the curate answered simply. May I come in?

For answer, Lindo silently held the door open, and Clode passed through the hall into the library. He was in the habit of entering this room a dozen times a week, but he never did so after leaving his own small lodgings without being struck by its handsome proportions, by the grave harmonious color of its calf-lined walls, and the air of studious quiet which always reigned within them. Of all the rectors possessions he envied him this room the most. The very sight of the shaded lamp standing on the revolving bookcase at the corner of the hearth, and of the little table beside it, which still bore the rectors coffee-cup and a tiny silver ewer and basin, aroused his spleen afresh. But he gave no outward sign of this. He stood with his hat in one hand, his other leaning on the table, and his head slightly bent. Rector, he said, I am afraid I behaved very badly this afternoon.

I certainly thought your manner rather odd, replied the rector shortly. But he was half disarmed already.

I was annoyed, much annoyed, about a private matter, the curate proceeded in an even, rather despondent tone. It is a matter about which I expect I shall presently have to take your opinion. But for the present I am not at liberty to name it. However, I was in trouble, and I foolishly wreaked my annoyance upon the first person I came across.

That was, unfortunately, myself, said Lindo, smiling.

It would have been very unfortunate indeed for me, if you were as some rectors I could name, the curate replied gravely, still with his eyes cast down. As it is  well, I think you will accept my apology.

Say no more about it, answered the rector hastily. There was nothing he hated so much as a scene. Have a cup of coffee, my dear fellow. I will ring for a cup and saucer. And, before the curate could protest, Lindo was at the bell and had rung it, his manner almost the manner of a boy.

Sit down, sit down! he continued. Sarah, a cup and saucer, please.

But you were going out, protested the curate, as he complied.

Only to the post with some letters, the rector explained. I will send Sarah instead.

Clode sprang up again, a peculiar flush on his dark cheek, and a glint as of excitement in his eye.

No, no, he said, I am putting you out. If you were going to the post, pray go. You can leave me here and come back to me, if that be all.

The rector hesitated, his letters in his hand. He might send Sarah. But it wanted a few minutes only of nine oclock, and, besides, he did not approve of the maids going out so late. Well, I think I will do as you say, he answered, feeling that compliance was perhaps the truest politeness; if you are sure that you do not mind.

I beg you will, the curate said warmly.

The cup and saucer being at that moment brought in, the rector nodded assent. Very well; I shall not be two minutes, he said. Take care of yourself while I am away.

The curate, left alone, muttered, No, you will be at least four minutes, my friend! and waited, with his cup poised, until he heard the outer door closed. Then he set it down. Assuring himself by a steady look that the windows were shuttered, he rose and, quietly crossing the room, as a man might who wished to examine a book, he stood before the little cupboard among the shelves. Perhaps, because he had done the thing before, he did not hesitate. His hand was as steady as it had ever been. If it shook at all it was with eagerness. His task was so easy and so devoid of danger, under the circumstances, that he even smiled darkly, as he set the key in the lock, at the thought of the more clumsy burglar whom he had detected there. He turned the key and opened the door. Nothing could be more simple. The packet he wanted lay just where he had looked to find it. He took it out and dropped it into his breast-pocket, and, long before the time which he had given himself was up, was back in his chair by the fire, with his coffee-cup on his knee.

He might have been expected to feel some surprise at his own coolness. But, as a fact, his thoughts were otherwise employed. He was longing, with intense eagerness, for the moment when he might take the next step  when he might open the packet and secure the weapon he needed. He fingered the letters as they lay in their hiding place, and could scarcely refrain from taking them out and examining them there and then. When Lindo returned, and broke into the room with a hearty word about the haste he had made, the curates answer betrayed no self-consciousness. On the contrary, he rather underplayed his part, his eye and voice being for, a moment so absent as to surprise his host. The next instant he was aware of this, and conducted himself so warily during the half-hour he remained that he entirely erased from the rectors mind the unlucky impression of the afternoon.

By half-past nine he was back in his own room, at his table, his hat thrown this way, his umbrella that. It took him but a feverish moment to turn up the lamp and settle himself in his chair. Then he took out the packet of letters, and, untying the string which bound them together, he opened the first  there were only six of them in all. This was the one which he had partially read on the former occasion  Messrs. Gearns & Bakers first letter. He read it through now at his leisure, without interruption, once, twice, thrice, and with a long breath laid it down again, and sat gazing, with knitted brows, into the shadow beyond the lamps influence. There was not a word in it, not an expression, which helped him; nothing to show the recipient that he was not the Reginald Lindo for whom the living was intended.

The curate sat awhile before he opened the second, and that one he read more quickly. He dealt in the same way with the next, and the next. When, in a short minute or two, he had read them all and they lay in a disordered pile before him  some folded and some unfolded, just as they had dropped from his hands  he leaned back in his chair, and, folding his arms, sat frowning darkly into vacancy. There was not a word to help him in any one of them, not a sentence which even tended to convict the rector. He had been at all his pains for nothing. He had  

The sound of a raised voice asking for him below, and the hasty tread of a foot mounting the stairs two at a time, roused him with a start from the dream of disappointment. In a second he was erect, motionless, and listening, his hand upon and half covering the letters. A hasty knock on the outside of his door, and the touch of fingers on the handle, seemed at the last moment to nerve him to action. It was all but too late. As the rector came hurriedly into the room, the curate, his face pallid, and the drops of perspiration standing on his brow, swept the letters aside and drew a newspaper partly over them. What  what is it? he muttered, stooping forward, his hands on the table.

The rector was too full of the news he had brought to observe the others agitation, the more as the lamp was between them, and his eyes were dazzled by the light. Why, what do you think Bonamy has done? he answered excitedly, as he closed the door behind him. He was breathing quickly with the haste he had made, and, uninvited, he dropped into a chair.

What? said the curate hoarsely. He dared not look down at the table lest he should direct the others eyes to what lay there, but he was racked as he stood there with the fear that some damning corner of the paper, some scrap of the writing, should still be visible. The shame of possible discovery poured like a flood over his soul. What is it? he repeated mechanically. He had not yet recovered enough presence of mind to wonder why the rector should have paid this untimely call.

He has served me with a writ! Lindo replied, his face hot with haste and indignation, his lips curling. At this hour of the night, too! A writ for trespass in driving out the sheep from the churchyard.

A writ! the curate echoed. It is very late for serving writs.

Yes. His clerk, who handed it to me  he came five minutes after you left  apologized, and took the blame for that on himself, saying he had forgotten to deliver it on leaving the office.

For trespass! said the curate stupidly. What a fool he had been to meddle with those letters! Why had he not had a little patience? Here, after all, was the catastrophe for which he had been longing.

Yes, in the Queens Bench Division, and all the rest of it! replied the rector; and then he waited to hear what the curate had to say.

But Clode had nothing to say, except What shall you do?

Fight! replied Lindo briskly, getting up and approaching the table. That of course. And it was about that I came to you. I do not think there is any lawyer here I should like to employ. Did not you tell me the other day who the archdeacons were? Some people in Birmingham, I think?

I think I did, the curate answered. He had overcome his first fear, and, as he spoke, looked down at the table, on which he was still leaning. His hasty movement had disordered his own papers, but none of the tell-tale letters were visible so far as he could see. But what if the rector took up the newspaper? Or casually put it aside? The curate grew hot again, despite his great self-control. He felt himself on the edge of a precipice down which he dared not cast his eye.

Well, can you give me their address? the rector continued.

Certainly! the curate answered. Indeed he leapt at the suggestion, for it seemed to offer some chance of escape  at least a way by which he might rid himself of his visitor.

Just write it down, that is a good fellow, then, said the rector, unconscious of what was passing in his mind.

The curate said he would, and tore off at random  the rector was leaning his hand on the newspaper, and might at any moment be taken with a fancy to raise it  the back sheet of the first stray note that came to his fingers, and wrote the address upon it. There, that is it, he said; and as he gave it to Lindo  he had written it standing up and stooping  he almost pushed him away from the table. That will serve you, I think. They may be trusted, I am told. The best you can do, I am sure, will be to place the matter in their hands at once.

I will write before I sleep! the younger clergyman answered heartily. You cannot think how the narrowness of these people provokes me! But I will not keep you now. I see you are busy. Come round early in the morning, will you, and talk it over?

I will come the moment I have had breakfast, the curate answered, making no attempt to detain his visitor.

The rector thereupon going, he stood eyeing the newspaper askance until the others footsteps died away on the pavement outside. Then he swept it off and stood contemplating the half-dozen letters with abhorrence. He loathed and detested them. They had suddenly become to him such an incubus as his victims body becomes to the murderer. The desire which had tempted him to the crime was gone, and he felt them only as a burden. They were the visible proof of his shame. To keep them was to become a thief, and yet he shrank with a nervous terror quite new and strange to him from the task of returning them  of going to the study at the rectory and putting them back in the cupboard. It had been easy to get possession of them; but to return them seemed a task so thankless, and withal so perilous, that he quailed before it. With shaking hands he bundled them together and locked them in the lowest drawer of his writing table. He would return them to-morrow.


CHAPTER XV.

THE BAZAAR.

Long before noon on the next day the service of the writ at the rectory was pretty well known in the town, and the course which the churchwardens had taken was freely canvassed in more houses than one. But they had on their side all the advantages of prescription, while of the rector people said that there was no smoke without fire, and that he would not have become the subject of so many comments and strictures, and the centre of more than one dispute, without being in fault. There had been none of these squabbles in old Mr. Williamss time, they said. Tongues had not wagged about him. But then, they added, he had not aspired to drive tandem with the Homfrays! The town had been good enough for him. He had not wanted to have everything his own way, or thought himself a little Jupiter in the place. His head had not been turned by a little authority conferred too early, and conferred, if all the town heard was true, in some very odd and unsatisfactory manner.

To know that all round you people are saying that your conceit has led you into trouble is not pleasant. And in one way and another this impression was brought home to the young rector more than once during these days, so that his cheek flamed as he passed the window of the reading-room, or caught the half-restrained sniggle in which Gregg ventured to indulge when in company. Nor were these annoyances all Lindo had to bear. The archdeacon scolded him roundly for placing the matter in the hands of the lawyers without consulting him. Mrs. Hammond looked grave. Laura seemed less friendly than a while back. Clodes conduct was odd, too, and unsatisfactory. He was sometimes enthusiastic and loyal enough, ready to back up his superior as warmly as could be wished, and anon he would show himself the reverse of all this  sullen, repellent, and absolutely unsympathetic.

So that the rector was not having a very sunny time, albeit the heat of conflict kept him warm; and he threw back his head and set his fair pleasant face very hard as he strode about the town, his long-tailed black coat flapping behind him. He hugged himself more than ever on the one thing which his opponents could not take from him. When all was said and done, he must still be rector of Claversham. If his promotion had not brought him as much happiness as he had expected, if he had not been able to do in his new position all he had hoped, the promotion and the position were yet undeniable. Knowing so well all the circumstances of his appointment, he never gave two thoughts to the curious story Kate Bonamy had told him. He was sorry that he had treated her so cavalierly, and more than once he had thought with a regret almost tender of the girl and the interview. But, for the rest, he treated it as the ignorant invention of the enemy. Possibly on the strength of certain Varsity prejudices he was a little too prone to exaggerate the ignorance of Claversham.

On the day before the bazaar a visitor arrived in Claversham, in the shape of a small, dark, sharp-featured man, with a peculiarly alert manner, whom the reader will remember to have met in the Temple. Jack Smith, for he it was  we parted from him last at Euston Station  may have come over on his own motion, or acting upon a hint from Mr. Bonamy, who, since the refusal of Greggs offer, had thought more and more of the future which lay before his girls. The house had seemed more and more dull, not to him as himself, but to him considering it in the night-watches through their eyes. Hitherto the lawyer had not encouraged the young Londoners visits, perhaps because he dreaded the change in his way of life he might be forced to make. But now, whether he had given him a hint to come or not, he received him with undoubted cordiality.

Almost the first question Jack asked, Daintry hanging over the back of his chair and Kate smiling in more subdued radiance opposite him, was about his friend, the rector. Fortunately, Mr. Bonamy was not in the room. And how about Lindo? he asked. Have you seen much of him, Kate?

No, we have not seen much of him, she answered, getting up to put something straight which was not much awry before.

Father has served him with a writ, though, Daintry explained, nodding her head seriously.

Jack whistled. A writ! he exclaimed. What about?

About the sheep in the churchyard. Mr. Lindo turned them out, Kate explained hurriedly, as if she wished to hear no more upon the subject.

But Jack was curious; and gradually he drew from them the story of the rectors iniquities, and acquired, in the course of it, a pretty correct notion of the state of things in the parish. He whistled still more seriously then. It seems to me that the old man has been putting his foot in it here, he said.

He has, Daintry answered solemnly, nodding any number of times. No end!

And yet he is the very best of fellows, Jack replied, rubbing his short black hair in honest vexation. Dont you like him?

I did, said Daintry, speaking for both of them.

And you do not now?

The child reddened, and rubbed herself shyly against Kates chair. Well, not so much! she murmured, Jacks eyes upon her. He is too big a swell for us.

Oh, that is it, is it? Jack said contemptuously.

He pressed it no farther, and appeared to have forgotten the subject; but presently, when he was alone with Kate, he recurred to it. So, Lindo has been putting on airs, has he? he observed. Yet, I thought when Daintry wrote to me, after you left us, that she seemed to like him.

He was very kind and pleasant to us on our journey, Kate answered, compelling herself to speak with indifference. But  well, you know, my father and he have not got on well; so, of course, we have seen little of him lately.

Oh, that is all, is it? Jack answered, moving restlessly in his chair.

That is all, said Kate quietly.

This seemed to satisfy Jack, for at tea he surprised her  and, for Daintry, she fairly leapt in her seat  by calmly announcing that he proposed to call on the rector in the course of the evening. You have no objection, sir, I hope, he said, coolly looking across at his host. He has been a friend of mine for years, and though I hear you and he are at odds at present, it seems to me that that need not make mischief between us.

N  no, said Mr. Bonamy slowly. I do not see why it should. Nevertheless, he was greatly astonished. He had heard that Jack and Mr. Lindo were acquainted, but had thought nothing of it. It is possible that the discovery of this friendship existing between the two led him to take new views of the rector. He continued, I dare say in private he is not an objectionable man.

Quite the reverse, I should say! Jack answered stoutly.

You have known him well?

Very well.

Umph! Then it seems to me it was a pity he did not confine himself to private life, ejaculated the lawyer, with some scorn. As a rector I do not like him.

I am sorry for that, Jack answered cheerfully. But I have not known much of him as a rector, though indeed, as it happened, he brought the offer of the living straight to me, and I was the first person who congratulated him on his promotion.

Mr. Bonamy lifted his eyes slowly from the teacup he was raising to his lips, and looked fixedly at his visitor, an expression much resembling strong curiosity in his face. If a question was on the tip of his tongue he refrained from putting it, however, and Jack, who by no means wished to hear the tale of his friends shortcomings repeated, said no more until they rose from the table. Then he remarked, Lindo dines late, I expect.

He put the question to Kate, but the lawyer answered it. Oh, yes, he does everything which is fashionable, he answered drily. And Jack, putting this and that together, began to see still more clearly how the land lay, and on what shoals his friend had wrecked his popularity.

About half-past eight he went to the rectory, but found that Lindo was not at home. The door was opened to him, however, by Mrs. Baker, who had often seen the barrister in the East India Dock Road, and knew him well; and she pressed him to walk in and wait. He dined at home, sir, she explained. I think he has only slipped out for a few minutes.

He followed her accordingly across the panelled hall to the study, where for a moment a whimsical smile played upon his face as he viewed its spacious comfort. The curtains were drawn, the fire was burning redly, and the lamp was turned half down. The housekeeper made as if she would have turned it up, but he prevented her. I like it as it is, he said genially. This is better than No. 383, Mrs. Baker?

Well, sir, she answered, looking round with an air of modest proprietorship, it is a bit more like.

What would you have, Mrs. Baker? he asked, laughing. The bishops palace?

We may come to that in time, sir, she answered, folding her arms demurely. But I do not know that I would wish it! He has a peck of troubles now, and there would be more in a palace, I doubt.

I agree with you, Jack replied, laughing. Troubles come thick about an apron, Mrs. Baker.

Ay, the men see to that! retorted the good lady, getting the last word and going away delighted.

Left alone, Jack lay back in an arm-chair, and, nursing his hat, wondered what Mrs. Baker would say when she discovered his connection with the Bonamys. He had not been seated in this posture two minutes before he heard the door of the house open and shut, and a mans tread cross the hall. The next moment the study door opened, and a tall man appeared at it, and stood holding it and looking into the room. The hall lamp was behind the newcomer, and Jack, seeing that he was not the rector, sat still.

The stranger, satisfied apparently that the room was empty, stepped in and closed the door behind him; and, rapidly crossing the floor, stood before one of the bookcases. He took something  a key Jack judged by what followed  from his pocket, and with it he swiftly threw open a cupboard among the books.

There was nothing remarkable in the action; but the strangers manner was hurried and nervous, and the looker-on leaned forward, curious to learn what he was about. He expected to see him take something from the cupboard. Instead, the man appeared to put something in. What it was, however, Jack could not discern, for, leaning forward too far in his anxiety to do so, he upset his hat with some noise on to the floor.

The man turned on the instant as if he had been subjected to a galvanic shock, and stood gazing in the direction of the sound. Jack heard him draw in his breath with the sharp sound of sudden fear, and even by that light could see that his face was drawn and white. The barrister rose quietly in the gloom, the stranger at sight of him leaning back against the book-case as if his legs refused to support him. Yet he was the first to speak. Who is there? he said, almost in a whisper.

A visitor, Jack answered simply. I have been waiting to see Mr. Lindo.

The curate  for he it was  drew a long breath, apparently of relief, and in reality of such heartfelt thankfulness as he had never known before. What a start you gave me! he murmured, his voice as yet scarcely under his control. I am Mr. Clode, Mr. Lindos curate. I was putting up some parish papers, and thought the room was empty.

So I saw, Jack answered drily. I am afraid your nerves are a little out of order. The curate muttered something which was inaudible, and, raising his hand to the book-case, locked the cupboard door and put the key in his pocket. Then he went to the lamp and turned it up. At the same moment Jack, recovering his hat, advanced into the circle of light, and the two men looked at one another. I am afraid if you wish to see the rector you will be disappointed, the curate said, with something of hauteur in his voice, assumed to hide his mistrust. He was to spend the evening at Mrs. Hammonds. I doubt if he will be back before midnight.

Then I must call another time, said Jack practically.

If I see him first, can I tell him anything for you? the curate persisted. Who was this man? Could he be a detective? he was wondering.

But Jack was so far from being a detective that he had already dismissed the suspicions he had at first entertained. I think not, thank you, he answered; I will call again.

Can I give him any name? Clode asked in despair.

Well, you might say Jack Smith called, the barrister answered, if you will be so kind.

They parted at the door, and Clode went back into the house, where he speedily learned all that Mrs. Baker knew of Mr. Smith. It dispelled his first fear. The man was not a detective; still it sent him home gloomy and ill at ease. What if so intimate a friend of the rectors as this Smith seemed to be should tell him of his curates visit to the cupboard and the excuse which on the spur of the moment he had invented? It might go ill with him then. What explanation could he give? He tried to consider such a mishap impossible, or at all events unlikely; but not with complete success. More than ever he wished that he had not interfered with the letters.

To return to Jack. Such mild festivities as the bazaar were not uncommon in Claversham, but the Bonamy household at any rate had not been wont to look forward to them with anything approaching exhilaration. It is wonderful how some children growing up in any kind of social shadow learn the fact; and Daintry Bonamy, scarcely less than her sister, had come to regard the annual flower-show, the school sports, and the regatta with distaste and repugnance, as occasions of little pleasure and much humiliation. It was Mr. Bonamys will, however, that they should attend, though he never went himself; and times innumerable they had done so, outwardly in pretty dresses and becoming hats, inwardly in sack-cloth and ashes.

Jacks presence changed all this, and for once the girls went up to dress quite gaily. If Kate reflected that Jacks intimacy with the rector would be likely to bring them also into contact with him, she said nothing; and from Jack  for the present at least  it was mercifully hidden that, with all his kindness, his unfailing good-humor, his wit, his devotion to her, his chief attraction in the girls eyes lay in the fact that he was another mans friend.

When they entered the Assembly Room it was already well filled, the main concourse being about the two stalls at the end of the room over which the archdeacons wife and Mrs. Hammond respectively ruled. Here the great people were mainly to be seen; and an acute observer would soon have discovered that between those who habitually hung about this end and those who surrounded the four lower stalls there was a great gulf fixed. Those on the one side of this examined the dresses of those on the other with indulgent interest, and, for the most part, through double eyeglasses; while those on the other hand either returned the compliment and made careful notes, or looked about deferentially for a glance of recognition. The man who should have bridged that gulf, who should have been equally at home with Mrs. Archdeacon and the hotel-keepers wife, was the rector. But as the rector had entered, the unlucky word writ had caught his ears, and he was in his most unpleasant humor. He felt that the whole room was talking of him  the majority with a narrow dislike, a few with sympathy. Was it unnatural that, forgetting his situation, he should throw in his lot with his friends, who were ever so much the pleasanter, the wittier, the more amusing, and present a smiling front of defiance to his opponents or those whom he thought to be such? At any rate, that was what he was doing, and no one could remark the carriage of his head or the direction of his eyes without feeling that there was something in the town complaint that the new clergyman was above his work.

Jack and his party did not at once come across him. They found enough to amuse them at the lower end of the room  the more as to the barrister the great and little with whom he rubbed shoulders were all one. Strange to say, he did not discern any great difference even in their dress! With Daintry hanging on his arm and Kate at his side he was content, until, turning suddenly in the thick of the crowd to speak to the elder girl, he saw her face turn crimson. At the same moment she bowed slightly to some one behind him. He looked round quickly, with a sharp jealous pang at his heart, to see who had called forth this show of emotion, and found himself face to face with the rector.

Lindo had looked forward to this meeting; he had prepared himself for it; and yet, occurring in this way, it shook him out of his self-possession. He colored almost as deeply as the girl had, and, though he held out his hand with scarcely a perceptible pause, the action was nervous and jerky. By Jove! is it you, Jack? he exclaimed, his tone a mixture of old cordiality and new antagonism. How do you do, Miss Bonamy? and he held out his hand to the girl also, who just touched it with her fingers and drew back. It is pleasant to see your cousins face again, he went on more glibly, yet clearly not at his ease even now. I was sorry that I was not in last night when he called.

Yes, I was sorry to miss you, Jack answered slowly, his eyes on his friends face. He could not quite understand matters. The girls embarrassment had been almost a revelation to him, and yet it flashed across his mind now that the cause of it might have been only the quarrel between her father and the rector. The same thing might account for Lindos shy, ungenial manner. And yet  and yet he could not quite understand it, and, whether he would or no, his face grew hard. You heard I had looked in? he added.

Yes; Mrs. Baker told me, Lindo answered, moving to let some one pass him, and glancing aside to smile a recognition.

She looks the better for the change, I think.

Yes; she gets more fresh air now.

It does not seem to have done you much good.

No?

Certainly there was something amiss. These were old, tried college friends, or had been so a few weeks back, and they had nothing more to say to one another than this! The rectors self-consciousness began to infect the other, sowing in his mind he knew not what suspicions. So that, if ever words of Daintrys were welcome, they were welcome now. Jack is going to stay a week, she said inconsequently, standing on one leg the while with her arm through Jacks and her big eyes on the rectors face.

I am very glad to hear it, Lindo rejoined. He will find me at home more than once in the week, I hope.

I will come and try, said Jack.

Of course you will! replied the rector, with a flash of his old manner. I shall be glad if you will remind him of his promise, Miss Bonamy.

Kate murmured that she would.

You like your house? said Jack.

Oh, very much  very much indeed.

It is an improvement on No. 383? continued the barrister, rather drily.

It is  very much so!

The words were natural. They were the words Jack would have expected. But, unfortunately, Gregg at that moment passed the rectors elbow, and the latters manner was cold and shy  almost as if he resented the reference to his old life. Jack thought he did, and his lip curled. Fortunately, Daintry again intervened. Here is Miss Hammond, she said. She is looking for you, Mr. Lindo.

The rector turned as Laura, threading her way through the press, came smiling toward him. She glanced with some curiosity at Jack, and then nodded graciously to Kate, whom she knew at the Sunday school and from meeting her on such occasions as this. How do you do, Miss Bonamy? she said pleasantly. Will you pardon me carrying off the rector? We want him to come to tea.

Kate bowed, and the rector took off his hat to the girls. Then he waved an awkward farewell toward Jack, muttered See you soon! and went off with his captor.

And that was all! Jack turned away with his cousins to the nearest stall, and bought and chatted. But he did both at random. His thoughts were elsewhere. He was a keen observer, and he had seen too much for comfort, yet not enough for comprehension. Nor did the occasional glance which he shot at Kates preoccupied face, as she bent over the wool-work and guaranteed hand-paintings, tend to clear up his doubts or render his mood more cheerful.

Meanwhile the rectors frame of mind, as he rejoined his party, was not a whit more enviable. He was angry with himself, angry with his friend. The sight of Jack standing by Kates side had made his own conduct to the girl at his last interview with her appear in a worse light than before  more churlish, more ungrateful. He wished now  but morosely, not with any tenderness of regret  that he had sought some opportunity of saying a word of apology to her. And then Jack? He fancied he saw condemnation written on Jacks face, and that he too, to whom, in the old days, he had confided his aspirations and resolves, was on the enemys side  was blaming him for being on bad terms with his church wardens and for having already come to blows with half the parish.

It was not pleasant. But the more unpleasant things he had to face, the higher he would hold his head. He disengaged himself presently  the Hammonds had already preceded him  from the throng and bustle of the heated room, and went down the stairs alone. Outside it was already dark, and small rain was falling. The outlook was wretched, and yet in his present mood he found a tiny satisfaction in the respect with which the crowd of ragamuffins about the door fell back to give him passage. With it all, he was some one. He was rector of the town.

At the Hammonds door he found a carriage waiting in the rain. It was not one he knew, and as he laid down his umbrella he asked the servant whose it was.

It is Lord Dynmores, sir, the man answered, in his low trained voice. His lordship is in the drawing-room, sir.


CHAPTER XVI.

LORD DYNMORE IS HERE.

When Lord Dynmore, a few minutes before the rector found his carriage at the door, trotted at the heels of the servant into Mrs. Hammonds drawing-room, his entrance, unexpected as it was, caused a flutter among those assembled there. Lords are still lords in the country, and in the case of his hostess the sensation was wholly one of pleasure. She was pleased to see him. She was still more pleased that he had chosen to call at so opportune a moment, when his light would not be hidden, and James had on his best waistcoat. Consequently she rose to meet him with a beaming smile, and a cordiality only chastened by the knowledge that Mrs. Homfray and the archdeacons wife were observing her with critical jealousy. Why, Lord Dynmore, she exclaimed, this is most kind of you!

How dye do? how dye do? said the peer as he advanced. He was a slight, short man with bushy gray whiskers and grizzled hair which, being rather long, strayed over the fur collar of his overcoat. A noble aquiline nose and keen eyes helped to give him, despite his shortness, an air of being somebody. How dye do? Why, he continued, locking round, you are quite en fête here.

We have been at a bazaar, Lord Dynmore, Laura answered. She was rather a favorite with him and could say things. I think you ought to have been there too, to patronize it. We did not know that you were in the country, but we sent you a card.

Never heard a word of it! replied his lordship positively.

But you must have had the card, Laura persisted.

Never heard a word of it! repeated his lordship, who had by this time shaken hands with everyone in the room. When the company was not too large he made a rule of doing this, thereby obviating the ill results of a bad memory, and earning considerable popularity. Archdeacon, you are looking very well, he continued.

I think I may say the same of you, answered the clerical dignitary. You have had good sport?

Capital! capital! replied the peer in his jerky way. But it wont last my time! In two years there will not be a head of buffalo in the States! By the way, I saw your nephew.

My nephew! echoed the archdeacon.

Yes. Had him up to dinner in Kansas city. A good fellow  a very good fellow. He put me up to one or two things worth knowing.

But, Lord Dynmore, you must be thinking of some one else! replied the archdeacon in a fretful tone. It could not be my nephew: I have not a nephew out there.

No? replied the earl. Then it must have been the deans. Or perhaps it was old Canon Framptons  I am not sure now. But he was a good fellow, an excellent fellow! And my lord looked round and wagged his head knowingly.

The archdeacons niece, a young lady who had not seen the peer before, nor indeed any peers, and who consequently was busy making a study of him, looked astonished. Not so the others who knew him and his ways. It was popularly believed that Lord Dynmore could keep two things, and two only, in his mind  the head of game he had killed in each and every year since he first carried a gun, and the amount of his annual income from the time of the property coming to him.

There have been changes in the parish since you were here last, said Mrs. Hammond, deftly intervening. She saw that the archdeacon looked a little put out. Poor Mr. Williams is gone.

Ah! to be sure! to be sure! replied the earl. Poor old chap. He was a friend of my fathers, and now you have a friend of mine in his place. From generation to generation, you know. I remember now, he continued, tugging at his whiskers peevishly, that I meant to see Lindo before I called here. I must look him up by-and-by.

I hope he will save you the trouble, Mrs. Hammond answered. I am expecting him every minute.

Capital! capital! He is a good fellow now, isnt he? A really good fellow! I am sure you ought to be much obliged to me for sending you such a cheery soul, Mrs. Hammond. And he is not so very old, the earl added waggishly. Not too old, you know, Miss Hammond. Young for his years, at any rate.

Laura laughed and colored a little  what would offend in a commoner is in a peer pure drollery; and, as it happened, at this moment the rector came in. The news of the earls presence had kindled a spark of elation in his eye. He had not waited for the servant to announce him; and as he stood a second at the door, closing it, he confronted the company with an air of modest dignity which more than one remarked. His glance rested momentarily upon the figure of the earl, who was the only stranger in the room, so that he had no difficulty in identifying him; and he seemed in two minds whether he should address him. On second thoughts he laid aside the intention, and advanced to Mrs. Hammond. I am afraid I scarcely deserve any tea, he said pleasantly, I am so late.

Laura, who had risen, touched his arm. Lord Dynmore is here, she said in a low voice, which was nevertheless distinctly heard by all. I do not think you have seen him.

He took it as an informal introduction, and turned to Lord Dynmore, who was leaning against the fireplace, toying with his teacup and talking to Mrs. Homfray. The young rector advanced a step and held out his hand, a slight flush on his cheek. There is no one whom I ought to be better pleased to see than yourself, Lord Dynmore, he said with some feeling. I have been looking forward for some time to this meeting.

Ah, to be sure, replied the peer, holding out his hand readily, though he was somewhat mystified by the others earnestness. I am pleased to meet you, I am sure. Greatly pleased.

The listeners, who had heard what he had just said about his great friend, the rector, stared. Only the person to whom the words were addressed saw nothing odd in them. You have not long returned to England, I think? he answered.

No; came back last Saturday night. And how is the rector? Where is he? Why does he not show up? I understood Mrs. Hammond to say he was coming.

The archdeacon, Mrs. Hammond, and the others were dumb with astonishment. Even Lindo was surprised, thinking it very dull in the earl not to guess at once that he was the new incumbent. So no one answered, and the peer, glancing sharply round, discerned that every one was at a loss. Eh! Oh, I see, he resumed in a different tone. You are not one of his curates? I made a mistake, I suppose. Took you for one of his curates, do you see? That was all. Beg your pardon. Beg your pardon, I am sure. But where is he?

This is the rector, Lord Dynmore, said the archdeacon in an uncertain, puzzled way.

No, no, no, no, replied the great man fretfully. I mean the old rector  my old friend.

He has forgotten that poor Mr. Williams is dead, Laura murmured to her mother, amid the general pause of astonishment.

He overheard her. Nothing of the kind, young lady! he answered irritably. Nothing of the kind. Bless my soul, do you think I do not know whom I present to my own livings? My memory is not so bad as that! I thought this gentleman was Lindos curate, that was all. That was all.

They stared at one another in awkward silence. The rector was the first to speak. I am afraid we are somehow at cross purposes still, Lord Dynmore, he stammered, his manner constrained. I am not my own curate  well, because I am myself Reginald Lindo, whom you were kind enough to present to this living.

To Claversham, do you mean?

Yes.

And do you say you are Reginald Lindo? The peer grew very red in the face as he put this question.

Yes, certainly I am.

Then, sir, I say that certainly you are not! was the rapid and startling answer. Certainly you are not! You are no more Reginald Lindo than I am! the peer repeated, striking his hand upon the table by his side. What do you mean by saying that you are, eh? What do you mean by it?

Lord Dynmore  

But the peer would not listen. Who are you, sir? Answer me that question first! he cried. He was a choleric man, and he saw already that there was something seriously amiss; so that the shocked, astonished faces round him tended rather to increase than lessen his wrath. Answer me that!

I think, Lord Dynmore, that you must be mad, replied the rector, his lips quivering. I am as certainly Reginald Lindo as you are Lord Dynmore!

But what are you doing here? retorted the other, storming down the interruption which the archdeacon would have effected. That is what I want to know. Who made you rector of Claversham?

The bishop, my lord, answered the young man sternly.

Ay, but on whose presentation?

On yours.

On mine?

Most assuredly, replied the clergyman doggedly as the archdeacon here, who indicted me, can bear witness.

It is false! Lord Dynmore almost screamed. He turned to the panic-stricken listeners, who had instinctively grouped themselves round the two, and appealed to them. I presented a man nearly thrice his age, do you hear!  a man of sixty. As for this  this Reginald Lindo, I never heard of him in my life! Never! If he had letters of presentation, I did not give them to him.

The young clergymans eyes flashed, and his face grew hard as a stone. He guessed already the misfortune which had happened to him, and his heart was sore, as well as full of wrath. But in his pride he betrayed only the anger. Lord Dynmore, he said fiercely, you will have to answer for these insinuations. If there has been any error, the fault has not lain with me!

An error, you call it, do you? Let me  

Oh, Lord Dynmore! Mrs. Hammond gasped.

One moment, Lord Dynmore, if you please. This from the archdeacon; and he pressed his interruption, placing himself between the two men, and almost laying his hands on the excited peer. If there has been a mistake, he urged, a few words will make it clear. I fully believe  nay, I feel sure, that my friend here is not in fault, whoever is.

Ask your questions, grunted my lord, breathing hard, and eyeing the young clergyman as a terrier eyes the taller dog it means to attack. He will not answer them, trust me!

I think he will, replied the archdeacon with decision. His esprit de corps was rising. The earls rude insistance disgusted him. He remarked, his eyes wandering for a moment while he considered how he should frame his question, that another person, Mr. Clode, had silently entered the room, and was listening with a darkly thoughtful face. It occurred to the archdeacon to suggest that the ladies should withdraw, but then again it seemed fair that, as they had heard the charges, they should hear what answer the rector had to make; and he proceeded. First, Lord Dynmore, he said, I must ask you whom you intended to present.

My old friend, Reginald Lindo, of course.

His address, please, continued the archdeacon rather curtly.

Somewhere in the East End of London, the earl answered. Oh, I remember now, St. Gabriels, Aldgate.

The archdeacon turned silently to the clergyman. He was my uncle, Lindo explained gravely. He died a year ago last October.

Died! The exclamation was Lord Dynmores.

Yes, died, the young man retorted bitterly. Your lordship keeps a watchful eye upon your friends!

The shaft went home. The earl caught a quick breath, and his face changed. The words awoke a slumbering chord in his memory and recalled  not as might have been expected, old days of frolic and sport spent with the friend whose death was thus coldly flung in his face  but a scene in another world. He saw upon the instant a rock-bound valley, inclosed by hills that rose in giant steps to the snowy line of the Andes; and in its depths a tiny hunters camp. He saw an Indian fishing in the brook, and near him a white man wandering away  a letter in his hand. Then had come a shot, an alarm, a hasty striking of the tent, and for many hours  even days  a rapid, dangerous march. In the excitement the letter had been forgotten, to be recalled with its tidings here  and now.

He winced, and muttered, Good heavens, and I had heard it. The clergyman caught the words, and his resentment waxed hot. My uncles death, he continued grimly, in the tone of one rather making than answering an accusation, occurred a year before the presentation was offered to me by your solicitors!

Lord help us! said the peer in a helpless, bewildered tone. But are you a clergyman, sir?

That is a fresh insult, Lord Dynmore! he replied warmly.

Hoity-toity! retorted my lord, recovering himself, you are a fine man to talk of insults! And you in my living, without a shadow of title to it! You must have had some suspicion, sir, that all was not right.

I think I can answer for Mr. Lindo, there! interposed the curate, stepping forward for the first time. His face was deeply flushed, and he spoke hurriedly, not looking up; perhaps, because all eyes were on him. When Mr. Lindo came here, I had reason to expect an older man. I heard by chance from him  I think it was on the evening of his arrival  that he had not long lost an uncle of the same name, and it occurred to me then as just possible that there might have been a mistake. But I particularly observed that he was perfectly free from any suspicion of that kind himself.

Pooh! There is nothing in that! replied the archdeacon snappishly.

I think there is! cried the earl in triumph. A great deal in it. If the idea occurred to a stranger, is it possible that the incumbents own mind could be free from it?

Is it possible, the rector answered viciously, a ring as of steel in his voice, that a man who had had his dear friends death announced to him could forget the news in a year, and think of him as still alive?

The earl gasped with passion. By a tremendous effort he refrained from using bad words, and even forbore, in view of the alarmed looks of the ladies and the archdeacons hasty expostulation, to call his opponent, a villain or a scoundrel. He stammered only, You  you  are you going to give up my living?

No, was the answer.

You are not?

Certainly I am not! the rector answered. If you had treated me differently, Lord Dynmore, he continued, speaking with his arms crossed and his lip curling with scorn and defiance, my answer might have been different! Now, though the mistake has been with yourself or your people, you have accused me of fraud! You have treated me as an impostor! You have dared to ask me, though I have been ministering to the people in this parish for months, whether I am a clergyman! You have insulted me grossly, and, so doing, have put it out of my power to resign had I been so minded! And you may be sure I shall not resign.

He looked handsome enough as he flung down his defiance. But the earl cared nothing for his looks. You will not? he stuttered.

No! I acknowledge no authority whatever in you, was the answer. You are functus officio. I am subject to the bishop, and to him only.

Give me my hat, mumbled the peer, turning abruptly away; and, tugging up the collar of his fur coat, he began to grope about in a manner which at another time would have been laughable. Give me my hat, some one, he repeated. Let me get out before I swear. I am functus officio, am I? I have never been so insulted in my life! Never, so help me heaven! Never! Let me get out!

His murmurs died away in the hall, Mr. Clode with much presence of mind opening the door for him and letting him out. When they ceased, in the room he had left there was absolute silence. The men avoided one anothers eyes. The women, their lips parted, looked each at her neighbor. Mrs. Homfray, the young wife of an old husband, was the first to speak. Well, I never! she sighed.

That broke the spell. The rector, who had hitherto gazed darkly, with flushed brow and compressed lips, at the hearth-rug, roused himself. I think I had better go, he said, his tone hard and ungracious, You will excuse me, I am sure, Mrs. Hammond. Good-night. Good-night.

The archdeacon took a step forward, with the intention of intercepting him, but thought better of it, and stopped, seeing that the time was not propitious. So, save to murmur an answer to his general farewell, no one spoke, and he left the room under the impression, though he himself had set the tone, that he stood alone among them; that he had not their sympathies. Afterward he remembered this, and it added to his unhappiness, and to the pride with which he endured it. But at the moment he was scarcely aware of the impression. The blow had fallen so swiftly, it was so unexpected and so crushing, that he went out into the darkness stunned and bewildered, conscious only, as are men whom some sudden accident has befallen, that in a moment all was changed with him.

An hour later Mrs. Hammond and her daughter alone remained. The last of the visitors had departed, the dinner hour was long past, but they still sat on, fascinated by the topic, reproducing for one anothers benefit the extraordinary scene they had witnessed, and discussing its probable consequences. I am sure, quite sure, poor fellow, that he knew nothing about it, Mrs. Hammond declared for the twentieth time.

So the archdeacon seemed to think, mamma, Laura answered. And yet he said that probably Mr. Lindo would have to go.

Because of the miserable attacks these people have made upon him! her mother rejoined with indignation. But think of the pity of it! Think of the income! And such a house as it is!

It is a nice house, Laura assented, thoughtfully gazing into the fire, a slight access of color in her cheeks.

I think it is abominable!

And then, Laura said, continuing her chain of reflection, there is the view from the drawing-room windows.

Oh, it is too bad! It is really too bad! I declare I am quite upset, I am so sorry for him. Lord Dymnore ought to be ashamed of himself!

Yes, Laura assented rather absently, I quite agree with you. And as for the hall, with a Persian rug or two it would be quite as good as another room.

What hall? Oh, at the rectory?

Yes.

Mrs. Hammond rose with a quick, pettish air of annoyance. Upon my word, Laura, she exclaimed, drawing a little shawl about her comfortable shoulders, you seem to think more of the house than of the poor fellow himself! Let us go to dinner. It is half-past eight, and more.


CHAPTER XVII.

THE LAWYER AT HOME.

If Mr. Clode, when he stepped forward to open the door for Lord Dynmore, had any thought beyond that of facilitating his departure  if, for instance, as is just possible, he had set his mind on having a little private talk with the peer  he was disappointed. Lord Dynmore, after what had happened, was in no mood for conversation. As, still muttering and mumbling, he seized his hat from the hall table, he did indeed notice his companion, but it was with the red angry glare of a bull about to charge. The next moment he plunged headlong into his brougham, and roared Home.

The carriage plunged away into the darkness of the drive, as if it would reach the Park at a leap. But it had barely cleared Mrs. Hammonds gates, and was still rattling over the stony pavement of the top of the town, when the footman heard his master lower the window and shout Stop! The horses were pulled up as suddenly as they had been started, and the man got down and went to the door. Do you know where Mr. Bonamy the lawyers offices are? Lord Dynmore said curtly.

Yes, my lord.

Then drive there!

The footman got upon the box again. What has bitten him now, I wonder? he grumbled to his companion as he passed on the order. He is in a fine tantrum in there!

Who cares? retorted the coachman, with a coachmans fine independence. If old Bonamy is in, there will be a pair of them!

Mr. Bonamy was in. In that particular Lord Dynmore had better luck than he perhaps deserved. Late as it was for business  it was after seven  the gas was still burning in the lawyers offices, illuminating the fanlight over the door and the windows of one of the rooms on the ground floor  the right-hand room. The servant jumped down and rapped, and his summons was answered almost immediately by Mr. Bonamy himself, who jerked open the door, and stood holding it ajar, with the air of a man interrupted in the middle of his work, and bent on sending the intruder off with a flea in his ear. Catching sight of the earls carriage, however, and the servant murmuring that my lord wished to see him on business, the lawyer stepped forward, his expression changing to one of extreme surprise.

The Dynmore business had been hitherto monopolized by the London solicitors to the estate. In cases where a country agent had been necessary they had invariably employed a firm in Birmingham. Neither Mr. Bonamy nor the other Claversham lawyer had ever risen to the dignity of being concerned for Lord Dynmore, nor could Mr. Bonamy recall any occasion in the past on which the great man had crossed the threshold of his office.

His appearance now, therefore, was almost as welcome as it was unexpected. Yet from some cause, probably the lateness of the hour, though that seems improbable, there was a visible embarrassment in the lawyers manner as he recognized him; and Mr. Bonamy only stepped aside to make way for him to enter upon hearing from his own lips that he desired to speak with him.

Then he opened the door of the room on the left of the hall. If your lordship will take a seat here, he said, I will be with you in a moment.

The room was in darkness, but he struck a match and lit the gas, placing a chair for Lord Dynmore, who, fretting and fuming and more than half inclined as he took it to walk out again, said sharply that he had only a minute to spare.

I shall not be a minute, my lord, the lawyer answered. He retired at once with that, closing the door behind him, and went, as his visitor could hear, into the opposite room. Lord Dynmore looked round impatiently. He had not so high as opinion of his own importance as have some who are no peers. But he was choleric and accustomed to have his own way, and he thought that at least this local man whom he was going to patronize might receive him with more respect.

Mr. Bonamy, however, was as good as his word. In less than a minute he was back. Closing the door carefully behind him, he sat down at the table. I am entirely at your lordships service now, he said, bowing slightly.

The earl laid his hat on the table. Very well, he answered abruptly. I have heard that you are a sharp fellow, Mr. Bonamy, and a good lawyer, and that is why I have come to you  that and the fact that my business will not wait and I have a mind to punish those confounded London people who have let me into this mess!

That it was rather impatience than anything else which had brought him he betrayed by getting up and striding across the room. Meanwhile the lawyer, golden visions of bulky settlements and interminable leases floating before his eyes, murmured his anxiety to be of service, and waited to hear more.

It is about that confounded sneak of a rector of yours! my lord exclaimed, coming to a stand before the table.

Mr. Bonamy started, his visions fading rapidly away. What rector? he replied, gazing at his client in great astonishment. Our rector, my lord?

The man who calls himself your rector! the earl growled. He is no more a rector than I am, and pretty fools you were to be taken in by him!

Now that is odd! the lawyer answered. He spoke absently, his eyes resting on the peers face as if his thoughts were far away.

Odd or not, Lord Dynmore replied, stamping on the floor with undiminished irritation, it is the fact, sir! And now if you will listen to me I will tell you what I want you to do.

The lawyer bowed slightly again, and the earl proceeded to tell his tale. Passing lightly over his own forgetfulness and negligence, he laid stress on all the facts which seemed to show that Lindo could not have accepted the living in good faith. He certainly made out a plausible case, but his animus in telling it was so apparent that, when he had finished and wound up by announcing his firm resolve to eject the young man from his cure, Mr. Bonamy only shook his head with a doubtful smile. You will have to prove guilty knowledge on his part, my lord, he said gravely.

So I will! quoth the earl roundly.

Mr. Bonamy seemed for a moment inclined to shake his head again, but he thought better of it. Well, you may be right, my lord, he answered. At any rate  without going further into the matter at this moment, or considering what course your lordship, could or should adopt  I think I can do one thing. I can lay some information on this point before you at once.

What! To show that he knew? cried the earl eagerly.

Yes, I think so. But as to its weight  

What is it? What is it? Let me hear it! was the impatient interruption. The earl was on his feet in a moment. Why, gadzooks, we may have him in a corner before the day is out, Mr. Bonamy, he continued. True? I will be bound it is true!

Mr. Bonamy looked as if he very much doubted that, but he offered no further opposition. Begging Lord Dynmore  who could not look upon him with sufficient admiration, so much was he struck with this strange preparedness  to excuse him for a moment, he left the room. He returned almost immediately, however, followed by a man whom the earl at once recognized, and recognized with the utmost astonishment. Why, you confounded rascal! he gasped. What are you doing here?

It was Felton. Yet not the same Felton whose surreptitious visit to the rectory had been cut short by Mr. Clode. A few weeks of idleness and drinking, a month or two at the Bull and Staff had much changed the once sleek and respectable servant. Had he gone to the rectory for help now, his tale could not have passed muster even for a moment. His coat had come to hang loosely about him, and he wore no tie. His hands were dirty and tremulous, his eyes shifty and bloodshot. His pasty face had grown puffy and was stained with blotches which it was impossible to misinterpret. He had gone down the hill fast.

Seeing his old master before him he began to whimper, but the lawyer cut him short. This man, who says he was formerly your servant, has come to me with a strange story, Lord Dynmore, he said.

Ten to one its a lie! replied the peer, scowling darkly at the poor wretch.

So I think likely! Mr. Bonamy rejoined with the utmost dryness. However, what he says is this: that when he landed in England without a character he considered what he should do, and, remembering that he had heard you say that Mr. Lindo the elder, whom he knew, had been appointed to this living, he came down here to see what he could get out of him.

That is likely enough! cried the peer scornfully.

When he called at the rectory, however, he found Mr. Lindo, the younger, in possession. He had an interview with him, and he states that Mr. Lindo, to purchase his silence, undertook to pay him ten shillings a week until your return.

Phaugh! my lord exclaimed in astonishment.

The servant mistook his astonishment for incredulity. He did, my lord! he cried passionately. It is heavens own truth I am telling! I can bring half a dozen witnesses to prove it.

You can?

I can, my lord.

Yes, but to prove what? said the lawyer sharply.

That he paid me ten shillings a week down to last week, my lord.

That will do! That will do! cried the earl in great glee. Set a thief to catch a thief  that is the plan!

Mr. Bonamy looked displeased. I think you are a little premature, my lord, he said with some sourness.

Premature? How?

At present you have only this mans word for what is on the face of it a very improbable story.

Improbable? I do not see it, replied the peer quickly, but with less heat. He says that he has witnesses to prove that this fellow paid him the money. If that be so, explain the payment if you can. And, mark you, Mr. Bonamy, the allowance stopped last week  on my arrival, that is.

The man cried eagerly that that was so; the earl at once bidding him be silent for a confounded rascal as he was. Mr. Bonamy stood rubbing his chin thoughtfully and looking on the floor, but said nothing; so that the great man presently lost patience. Dont you agree with me? he cried irascibly.

I think we had better get rid of our friend here before we discuss the matter, my lord, the lawyer answered bluntly. Do you hear, Felton? he continued, turning to the servant. You may go now. Come to me to-morrow morning at ten oclock, and I will tell you what Lord Dynmore proposes to do.

The ex-valet would have demurred to being thus set aside, but the earl roaring Go, you scoundrel! in a voice he had been accustomed to obey, and Mr. Bonamy opening the door for him, he submitted and went. The streets were wet and gloomy, and he was more sober than he had been for a week. In other words, his nerves were shaky, and he soon began, as he slunk homeward, to torment himself with doubts. Had he made the best of his story? Might it not have been safer to make a last appeal to the rector? Above all, would Mr. Clode, whose game he did not understand, hold his hand, or play the trump by disclosing that little burglary we know of? Altogether Felton was not happy, and saw before him but one resource  to get home as quickly as possible and get drunk.

Meanwhile the lawyer, left alone with his client, seemed as much averse as before to speaking out. Lord Dynmore had again to take the initiative. Well, it is good enough, sir, is it not? he said, frowning impatiently on his new adviser. There is a clear case, I suppose!

I think your lordship had better hear first, Mr. Bonamy answered, how your late servant came to bring his story to me. He proceeded to explain the course which the young clergyman had pursued in the parish from the first, and the opposition and ill-will it had provoked. He told the story from his own point of view, but with more fairness than might have been expected, although, as was natural, when he came to the matter of the sheep-grazing and the writ he took care to make his own case good. The earl listened and chuckled, and at last interrupted him.

So you have been at him already? he said, grinning.

Yes, the lawyer answered slowly. I may say, indeed, that I have been in constant opposition to him since his arrival. Felton (the man who has just left us) knew that, and it led him to bring his tale to me this evening.

When he could get no more money out of the parson! the earl replied with a sneer. But, now, what is to be done, Mr. Bonamy?

Mr. Bonamy did not at once answer, but stood looking much disturbed. His doubt and uneasiness, in fact, visibly increased as the seconds flew by, and still Lord Dynmores gaze, bent on him at first in impatience and later in surprise, seemed to be striving to probe his thoughts. He looked down at the table and frowned, as if displeased by the scrutiny; and when he at length spoke, his voice was harsher than usual. I do not think, my lord, he said, that I can answer that question.

Do you want to take counsels opinion?

No, my lord, Mr. Bonamy answered curtly. I mean something different. I do not think, in fact, that I can act for your lordship in this matter.

Cannot act for me? the earl gasped.

That is what I mean, Mr. Bonamy answered doggedly, a slight flush as of shame on his sallow cheek. I have explained, my lord, that I have been constantly opposed to this young man, but my opposition has been of a public nature and upon principle. I have no doubt that he and others consider me his chief enemy in the place, and to that I have no objection. But I am unwilling that he or others should think that private interest has had any part in my opposition, and therefore, being churchwarden, I would prefer, though I must necessarily offend your lordship, to decline undertaking the business.

But why? Why? cried the earl, between anger and astonishment.

I have tried to explain, Mr. Bonamy rejoined with firmness. I am afraid I cannot make my reasons clearer.

The earl swore softly and took up his hat. He really was at a loss to understand; principally because, knowing that Mr. Bonamy had risen from the ranks, he did not credit him with any fineness of feeling. He had heard only that he was a clever and rather sharp practitioner, and a man who might be trusted to make things unpleasant for the other side. So he took up his hat and swore softly. You are aware, he said, turning at the door and looking daggers at the solicitor, that by taking this course you are throwing away a share of my work?

Mr. Bonamy, wearing a rather more gaunt and grim air than usual, simply bowed.

You will act for the other side, I suppose? my lord snarled.

I shall not act professionally for any one, my lord!

Then you are a damned quixotic fool  that is all I have to say! was the earls parting shot. Having fired it, he flung out of the room and in great amaze roared for his carriage.

A man is seldom so much inclined  on the surface, at any rate  to impute low motives to others as when he has just done something which he suspects to be foolish and quixotic. When Mr. Bonamy, a few minutes later, entered his rarely used drawing-room and discovered Jack and the two girls playing at Patience, he was in his most cynical mood. He stood for a moment on the hearth-rug, his coat-tails on his arms, and presently he said to Jack, I am surprised to see you here.

Jack looked up. The girls looked up also. I wonder you are not at the rectory, Mr. Bonamy continued ironically, advising your friend how to keep out of jail!

What on earth do you mean, sir? Jack exclaimed, laying down his cards and rising from the table. He saw that the lawyer had some news and was anxious to tell it.

I mean that he is in very considerable danger of going there! was Mr. Bonamys answer. There has been a scene at Mrs. Hammonds this afternoon. By this time the story must be all over the town. Lord Dynmore turned up there and met him  denounced him as a scoundrel, and swore he had never presented him to the living.

For a brief moment no one spoke. Then Daintry found her voice. My goody! she exclaimed, her eyes like saucers. Who told you, father?

Never you mind, young lady! Mr. Bonamy retorted with good-humored sharpness. It is true. What is more, I am informed that Lord Dynmore has evidence that Mr. Lindo has been paying a man, who was aware of this, a certain sum every week to keep his mouth shut.

My goody! cried Daintry again. I wonder, now, what he paid him! What do you think, Jack? And she turned to Jack to learn what he was doing that he did not speak.

Poor Jack! Why did he not speak? Why did he stand silent, gazing hard into the fire? Because he resented his friends coldness? Because he would not defend him? Because he thought him guilty? No, but because in the first moment of Mr. Bonamys disclosure he had looked into Kates face  his cousins face, who the moment before had been laughing over the cards at his side, in all things so near to him  and he had read in it, with the keen insight, the painful sympathy which love imparts, her secret. Poor Kate! No one else had seen her face fall or discovered her embarrassment. A few seconds later even her countenance had regained its ordinary calm composure, even the blood had gone back to her heart. But Jack had seen and read aright. He knew, and she knew that he knew. When at last  but not before Mr. Bonamys attention had been drawn to his silence  he turned and spoke, she avoided his eyes. That is rather a wild tale, sir, is it not? he said with an effort and a pale smile.

If Mr. Bonamy had not been a man of great shrewdness, he would have been tempted to think that Jack had been in the secret all the time. As it was, he only answered, I have reason to think that there is something in it, wild as it sounds. At any rate, the man in question has himself told the story to Lord Dynmore.

The pensioner?

Precisely.

Well, I should like to ask him a few questions, Jack answered drearily. But for the chill feeling at his heart, but for the knowledge he had just gained, he would have treated the matter very differently. He would have thought of his friend only  his feelings, his possible misery. He would not have condescended in this first moment to the evidence. But he could not feel for his friend. He could not even pity him. He needed all his pity for himself.

I do not answer for the story, Mr. Bonamy continued. But there is no doubt of one thing  that Mr. Lindo was appointed in error, whether he was aware of the mistake or not. I do not know, the lawyer added thoughtfully, that I shall pity him greatly. He has been very mischievous here. And he has held his head very high.

He is the more likely to suffer now, Jack answered almost cynically.

Possibly, the lawyer replied. Then he added, Daintry, fetch me my slippers, there is a good girl. Or, stay. Get me a candle and take them to my room.

He went out after her, leaving the cousins alone. Neither spoke. Jack stood near the corner of the mantel-shelf, gazing rigidly, almost sullenly, into the fire. What was Lindo to him? Why should he be sorry for him? A far worse thing had befallen himself. He tried to harden his heart, and to resolve that nothing of his suffering should be visible even to her. But he had scarcely formed the resolution when, his eyes wandering despite his will to the pale set face on the other side of the hearth, he sprang forward and, almost kneeling, took her hand in both his own. Kate, he whispered, is it so? Is there no hope for me, then?

She, too, had been looking into the fire. She could feel for him now. She no longer thought his attentions nonsense as at the station a while back. But she could not speak. She could only shake her head, the tears in her eyes.

Jack laid down the hand and rose and went back to the fire, and stood looking into it sorrowfully; but his thoughts were no longer wholly of himself. Brave heart, the rarest of gentlemen, though he was neither six feet high nor an Adonis, he had scarcely felt the weight of the blow which had fallen on himself, before he began to think what he could do to help her. Presently he put his thought into words. Kate, he said, in a voice scarcely above a whisper, can I do anything?

She had made no attempt to deny the inference he had drawn. She seemed content, indeed, that he should have her secret, though the knowledge of it by another would have covered her with shame. But at the sound of his question she only shook her head with a sorrowful smile.

It was all dark to him. He knew nothing of the past  only that the faint suspicion he had felt at the bazaar was justified, and that Kate had given away her heart. He did not dare to ask whether there was any understanding between her and his friend; and, not knowing that, what could he do? Nothing, he was afraid.

Then a noble thought came into his head. I am afraid, he said slowly, looking at his watch, that Lindo is in great trouble. I think I will go to him. It is not ten oclock.

He tried not to look at her as he spoke, but all the same he saw the crimson tide rise slowly over cheek and brow, which his prayer had left so pure and pale. Her lip trembled and she rose hurriedly, muttering something inaudible. Poor Jack!

For a moment self got the upper hand, and he stood still, frowning. Then he said gallantly, Yes, I think I will go. Will you let my uncle know in case I should be late.

He did not look at her again, but hurried out of the room. It was a stiff, formal room, we know  a set, comfortless, middle-class room, which had given the rector quite a shock on his first introduction to it  but if it had grafted all the grace of the halls of Abencerrages upon the stately comfort of a sixteenth-century dining-hall it would have been no more than worthy of the man who quitted it.


CHAPTER XVIII.

A FRIEND IN NEED.

I have heard that the bitterest pang a boy feels on returning to school after his first holidays is reserved for the moment when he opens his desk and recalls the happy hour, full of joyous anticipation, when he had closed that desk with a bang. Oh, the pity of it! The change from that boy to this, from that morning to this evening! How meanly, how inadequately  so it seems to the urchin standing with smudged cheeks before the well-remembered grammar  did the lad who turned the key estimate his real happiness! How little did he enter into it or deserve it!

Just such a pang shot through the young rectors heart as he passed into the rectory porch after that momentous scene at Mrs. Hammonds. His rage had had time to die down. With reflection had come a full sense of his position. As he entered the house he remembered  remembered only too well, grinding his teeth over the recollection  how secure, how free from embarrassments, how happy had been his situation when he last issued from that door a few, a very few, hours before. Such troubles as had then annoyed him seemed trifles light as air now. Mr. Bonamys writ, the dislike of one section in the parish  how could he have let such things as these make him miserable for a moment?

How, indeed? Or, if there were anything grave in his situation then, what was it now? He had held his head high; henceforward he would be a by-word in the parish, a man under a cloud. The position in which he had placed himself would still be his, perhaps, but only because he would cling to it to the last. Under no circumstances could it any longer be a source of pride to him. He had posed, will he, nill he, as the earls friend; he must submit in the future to be laughed at by the Greggs and avoided by the Homfrays. It seemed to him indeed that his future in Claversham could be only one long series of humiliations. He was a proud man, and as he thought of this he sprang from his chair and strode up and down the room, his cheeks flaming. Had there ever been such a fall before!

Mrs. Baker, as yet ignorant of it all, though the news was by this time spreading through the town, brought him his dinner, and he ate something in the dining-room. Then he went back to the study and sat idle and listless before his writing-table. There was a number of Punch lying on it, and he took this up and read it through drearily, extracting a faint pleasure from its witticisms, but never for an instant forgetting the cloud of trouble brooding over him. Years afterward he could recall some of the jokes in that Punch  with a shudder. Presently he laid it down and began to think. And then, before his thoughts became quite insufferable, they were interrupted by the sound of a voice in the hall.

He rose and stood with his back to the fire, and as he waited, his eyes on the door, his face grew hot, his brow defiant. He had little doubt that the visitor was Clode. He had expected the curate before, and even anticipated the relief of pouring his thoughts into a friendly ear. None the less, now the thing had come, he dreaded the first moment of meeting, scarcely knowing how to bear himself in these changed circumstances.

It was not Clode, however, who entered, but Jack Smith. The rector started, and, uncertain whether the barrister had heard of the blow which had fallen on him or no, stepped forward awkwardly, and held out his hand in a constrained fashion. Jack, on his side, had his own reasons for being ill at ease with his friend. But the moment the mens hands met they somehow closed on one another in the old hearty fashion, and the grip told the rector that the other knew all. You have heard? he muttered.

Mr. Bonamy told me, the barrister answered. I came across almost at once.

You do not believe that I was aware of the earls mistake, then? Lindo said, with a faint smile.

I should as soon believe that I knew of it myself! Jack replied warmly. He was glad beyond measure now that he had come. As he and Lindo stood half facing one another, each with an elbow on the mantel-shelf, he felt that he could defy the chill at his own heart  that, notwithstanding all, his old friend was still dear to him. Perhaps if the rector had been prospering as before, if no cloud had arisen in his sky, it might have been different. But as it was, Jacks generous heart went out to him. Tell me what happened, old fellow, he said cheerily that is, if you have no objection to taking me into your confidence.

I shall be only too glad of your help, Lindo answered thankfully, feeling indeed  so potent is a single word of sympathy  happier already. I would ask you to sit down, Jack, he continued, in a tone of rather sheepish raillery, and have a cup of coffee or some whiskey, but I do not know whether I ought to do so, now that Lord Dynmore says the things are not mine.

I will take the responsibility, Jack answered, briskly ringing the bell. Was my lord very rude?

Confoundedly! the rector answered, and proceeded to tell his story. Jack was surprised to find him at first more placable than he had expected, but presently he learned that this moderation was only assumed. The rector rose as he went on, and began to pace the room, and, the motion freeing his tongue, he gradually betrayed the indignation and resentment which he really felt. Jack asked him, with a view to clearing the ground, whether he had quite made up his mind not to resign, and was astonished by the force and anger with which he repudiated the thought of doing so. Resign? No never! he cried, standing still, and almost glaring at his companion. Why should I? What have I done? Was it my mistake, that I am to suffer for it? Was it my fault, that for penalty I am to have the tenor of my life broken? Do you think I can go back to the Docks the same man I left them? I cannot. Nor is that all, or nearly all, he added still more warmly I have been called a swindler and an impostor. Am I by resigning to plead guilty to the charge?

No! said Jack, himself catching fire, certainly not! I did not intend for a moment to advise that course. I think you would be acting very foolishly if you resigned under these circumstances.

I am glad of that, the rector said, sitting down with a sigh of relief. I feared you did not quite enter into my feelings.

I do thoroughly, the barrister answered, with feeling, but I want to do more  I want to help you. You must not go into this business blindly, old man. And, first, I think you ought to take the archdeacon or some other clergyman into your confidence. Show him the whole of your case, I mean, and  

And act upon his advice? said the young rector, rebellion already flashing in his eye.

No, not necessarily, the barrister answered, skilfully adapting his tone to the irritability of his patient. Of course your bona fides at the time you accepted the living is the point of importance to you, Lindo. You did not see their solicitors  the earls people, I mean  did you?

No, the rector answered somewhat sullenly.

Then their letter conveyed to you all you knew of the living and the offer?

Precisely.

Let us see them, then, replied Jack, rising briskly from his chair. He had already determined to say nothing of the witness whom Mr. Bonamy had mentioned to him as asserting that the rector had bribed him. He knew enough of his friend to utterly disbelieve the story, and he considered it as told to him in confidence. There is no time like the present, he continued. You have kept the letters, of course?

They are here, Lindo answered, rising also, and unlocking as he spoke the little cupboard among the books; I made them into a packet and indorsed them soon after I came. They have been here ever since.

He found them after a moments search and without himself examining them, pitched them to Jack, who had returned to his seat. The barrister untied the string and glancing quickly at the dates of the letters, arranged them in order and flattened them out on his knee. Now, he said, number one! That I think I have seen before. He mumbled over the opening sentences, and turned the page. Hallo! he exclaimed, holding the letter from him, and speaking in a tone of surprise  almost of consternation how is this?

What? said the rector.

You have destroyed the latter part of this letter! Why on earth did you do that?

I never did, Lindo answered incredulously. Obeying Jacks gesture he came, and, standing by his chair, looked over his shoulder. Then he saw that part of the latter half of the sheet had been torn off. The signature and the last few words of the letter, were gone. He looked and wondered. I never did it, he said positively, whoever did. You may be sure of that.

You are certain?

Absolutely certain, the rector answered with considerable warmth. I remember arranging and indorsing the packet. I am quite sure that this letter was intact then, for I read over every one. That was a few evenings after I came here.

Have you ever shown the letters to any one? Jack asked suspiciously.

Never, said the rector; they have never been removed from this cupboard, to my knowledge, since I put them there.

Think! I want you to be quite sure, Jack rejoined, pressing his point steadily; you see this letter is rendered utterly worthless by the mutilation. Indeed, to produce it would be to raise a natural suspicion that the last sentence of the letter was not in our favor, and we had got rid of it. Of course the chances are that the earls solicitors have copies, but for the present that is not our business.

Well, said the rector somewhat absently  he had been rather thinking than listening I do remember now a circumstance which may account for this. A short time after I came a man broke into the house and ransacked this cupboard. Possibly he did it.

A burglar, do you mean? Was he caught? the barrister asked, figuratively pricking up his ears.

No  or, rather, I should say yes, the rector answered. And then he explained that his curate, taking the man red-handed, had let him go, in the hope that, as it was his first offence, he would take warning and live honestly.

But who was the burglar? Jack inquired. You know, I suppose? Is he in the town now?

Clode never told me his name, Lindo answered. The man made a point of that, and I did not press for it. I remember that Clode was somewhat ashamed of his clemency.

He had need to be, Jack snorted. It sounds an extraordinary story. All the same, Lindo, I am not sure it has any connection with this. He held the letter up before him as though drawing inspiration from it. This letter, you see, he went on presently, being the first in date would be inside the packet. Why should a man who wanted perhaps a bit of paper for a spill or a pipe-light unfasten this packet and take the innermost letter? I do not believe it.

But no one else save myself, Lindo urged, has had access to the letter. And there it is torn.

Yes, here it is torn, Jack admitted, gazing thoughtfully at it; that is true.

For a few moments the two sat silent, Jack fingering the letter, Lindo with his eyes fixed gloomily on the fire. Suddenly the rector broke out without warning or preface. What a fool I have been! he exclaimed, his tone one of abrupt overwhelming conviction. Good heavens, what a fool I have been!

His friend looked at him in surprise, and saw that his face was crimson. Is it about the letter? he asked, leaning forward, his tone sharp with professional impatience. You do not mean to say, Lindo, that you really  

No, no! replied the young clergyman, ruthlessly interrupting him. It has nothing to do with the letter.

He said no more, and Jack waited for further light, but none came, and the barrister reapplied his thoughts to the problem before him. He had only just hit upon a new idea, however, when he was again diverted by an interruption from Lindo. Jack, said the latter impressively, I want you to give a message for me.

Not a cartel to Lord Dynmore, I hope? the barrister muttered.

No, Lindo answered, getting up and poking the fire unnecessarily  what a quantity of embarrassment has been liberated before now by means of pokers no, I want you to give a message to your cousin  Miss Bonamy, I mean. The rector paused, the poker still in his hand, and stole a sharp glance at his companion; but, reassured by the discovery that he was to all appearance buried in the letter, he continued: Would you mind telling her that I am sorry I misjudged her a short time back  she will understand  and behaved, I feel, very ungratefully to her? She warned me that there was a rumor afloat that something was amiss with my title, and I am afraid I was very rude to her. I should like you to tell her, if you will, that I  that I am particularly ashamed of myself, he added, with a gulp.

He did not find the words easy of utterance  far from it; but the effort they cost him was slight and trivial compared with that which poor Jack found himself called upon to make. For a moment, indeed, he was silent, his heart rebelling against the task assigned to him. To carry his message to her! Then his nobler self answered to the call, and he spoke. His words, Yes, Ill tell her, came, it is true, a little late, in a voice a trifle thick, and were uttered with a coldness which Lindo would have remarked had he not been agitated himself. But they came  at a price. The Victoria Cross for moral courage can seldom be gained by a single act of valor. Many a one has failed to gain it who had strength enough for the first blow. Yes, I will tell her, Jack repeated a few seconds later, folding up the letter and laying it on the table, but so contriving that his face was hidden from his friend. To-morrow will do, I suppose? he added, the faintest tinge of irony in his tone. He may be pardoned if he thought the apology he was asked to carry came a little late.

Oh, yes, to-morrow will do, Lindo answered with a start; he had fallen into a reverie, but now roused himself. I am afraid you are very tired, old fellow, he continued, looking gratefully at his friend. A friend in need is a friend indeed, you know. I cannot tell you  with a sigh how very good I think it was of you to come to me.

Nonsense! Jack said briskly. It was all in the days work. As it is, I have done nothing. And that reminds me, he continued, facing his companion with a smile what of the trouble between my uncle and you? About the sheep, I mean. You have put it in some lawyers hands, have you not?

Yes, Lindo answered reluctantly.

Quite right, too, said the barrister. Who are they?

Turner & Grey, of Birmingham.

Well, I will write, Jack answered, if you will let me, and tell them to let the matter stand for the present. I think that will be the best course. Bonamy wont object.

But he has issued a writ, the rector explained. A writ seemed to him a formidable engine. As well dally before the mouth of a cannon.

But Jack knew better. The laws delays were familiar to him. He was aware of many a pleasant little halting-place between writ and judgment. Never mind about that, he answered, with a confident laugh. Shall I settle it for you? I shall know better, perhaps, what to say to them.

The rector assented gladly; adding: Here is their address. It was stuck in the corner of a picture hanging over the fireplace. He took it down as he spoke and gave it to Jack, who put it carelessly into his pocket, and, seizing his hat, said he must go at once  that it was close on twelve. The rector would have repeated his thanks; but Jack would not stop to hear them, and in a moment was gone.

Reginald Lindo returned to the study after letting him out, and, dropping into the nearest chair, looked round with a sigh. Yet, the sigh notwithstanding, he was a hundredfold less unhappy now than he had been at dinner or while looking over that number of Punch. His friends visit had both cheered and softened him. His thoughts no, longer dwelt on the earls injustice, the desertion of his friends, or the humiliations in store for him; but went back again to the warning Kate Bonamy had given him. Thence it was not unnatural that they should revert to the beginning of his acquaintance with her. He pictured her at Oxford, he saw her scolding Daintry in the stiff drawing-room, or coming to meet him in the Red Lane; and, the veil of local prejudice torn from his eyes by the events of the day, he began to discern that this girl, with all the drawbacks of her surroundings, was the fairest, bravest, and noblest girl he had met at Claversham, or, for aught he could remember, elsewhere. His eyes glistened. He was sure  so sure that he would have staked his life on the result  that for all the earls in England Kate Bonamy would not have deserted him!

He had reached this point, and Jack had been gone some five minutes or more, when he was startled by a loud rap at the house door. He stood up and, wondering who it could be at this hour, took a candle and went into the hall. Setting the candlestick on a table, he opened the door, and there, to his astonishment, was Jack come back again!

Capital! said the barrister, slipping in and shutting the door behind him, as though his return were not in the least degree extraordinary, I thought it was you. Look here; there is one thing I forget to ask you, Lindo. Where did you get the address of those lawyers?

He asked the question so earnestly, and his face, now it could be seen by the strong light of the candle at his elbow, wore so curious an expression, that the rector was for a moment quite taken aback. They are good people, are they not? he said, wondering much.

Oh, yes, the firm is good enough, Jack answered impatiently. But who gave you their address?

Clode, the rector answered. I went round to his lodgings and he wrote it down for me.

At his lodgings? cried the barrister.

To be sure.

Ah! then look here, Jack replied, laying his hand on Lindos sleeve and looking up at him with an air of peculiar seriousness just tell me once more, so that I may have no doubt about it: Are you sure that from the time you docketed those letters until now you have never removed them  from this house, I mean?

Never!

Never let them go out of the house?

Never! answered the rector firmly. I am as certain of it as a man can be certain of anything.

Thanks! Jack cried. All right. Good night. And that was all; for, turning abruptly, in a twinkling he had the door open and was gone, leaving the rector to go to bed in such a state of mystification as made him almost forget his fallen fortunes.


CHAPTER XIX.

THE DAY AFTER.

Oddly enough, the rectors first thought on rising next morning was of his curate. He had expected, as we have seen, that Clode would call before bedtime. Disappointed in this, he still felt so certain that the curate would hasten as soon as possible to offer his sympathy and assistance that after breakfast he repaired to his study for the express purpose of receiving him. To find one friend in need is good, but to find two is better. The young clergyman felt, as people in trouble of a certain kind do feel, that though he had told Jack all about it, it would be a relief to tell Stephen all about it also; the more as Jack, whom he had told, was his personal friend, while Clode was identified with the place and his unabated confidence and esteem  of retaining which the rector made no doubt  would go some way toward soothing the latters wounded pride.

It was well, however, that Lindo, sitting down at his writing-table to await his visitor, found there some scattered notes upon which he could employ his thoughts, and which without any great concentration of mind he could form into a sermon. For otherwise his time would have been wasted. Ten oclock came, and eleven, and half-past eleven; but no curate.

Mr. Clode, in fact, was engaged elsewhere. About half-past ten he turned briskly into the drive leading to Mrs. Hammonds house and walked up it at a good pace, with the step of a man who has news to tell, and is going to tell it. The morning was bright and sunny, the air crisp and fresh, yet not too cold. The gravel crunched pleasantly under his feet, while the hoar-frost melting on the dark green leaves of the laurels bordered his path with a million gems as brilliant as evanescent. Possibly the pleasure he took in these things, possibly some thought of his own, lent animation to the curates face and figure as he strode along. At any rate, Miss Hammond, meeting him suddenly at a turn in the approach, saw a change in him, and, reading the signs aright, blushed.

Well? she said, smiling a question as she held out her hand. They had scarcely been alone together since the afternoon when the rectors inopportune call had brought about an understanding between them.

Well? he answered, retaining her hand. What is it, Laura?

I thought you were going to tell me, she said, glancing up with shy assurance. The morning air was not fresher. She was so bright and piquant in her furs and with her dazzling complexion, that other eyes than her lovers might have been pardoned for likening her to the frost drops on the laurels. At any rate, she sparkled as they did.

He looked down at her, fond admiration in his eyes. Had he not come up on purpose to see her?

I think it is all right, he said, in a slightly lower tone. I think I may answer for it, Laura, that we shall not have much longer to wait.

She gazed at him, seeming for the moment startled and taken by surprise. Have you heard of a living, then? she murmured, her eyes wide, her breath coming and going.

He nodded.

Where? she asked, in the same low tone. You do not mean  here!

He nodded again.

At Claversham! she exclaimed. Then will he have to go, really?

I think he will, Clode replied, a glow of triumph warming his dark face and kindling his eyes. When Lord Dynmore left here yesterday he drove straight to Mr. Bonamys. You hardly believe it, do you? Well, it is true, for I had it from a sure source. And, that being so, I do not think Lindo will have much chance against such an alliance. It is not as if he had many friends here, or had got on well with the people.

The poor people like him, she urged.

Yes, Clode answered sharply. He has spent money among them. It was not his own, you see.

It was a brutal thing to say, and she cast a glance of gentle reproof at him. She did not remonstrate, however, but, slightly changing the subject, asked, But even if Mr. Lindo goes, are you sure of the living?

I think so, he answered, smiling confidently down at her.

She looked puzzled. How do you know? she asked. Did Lord Dynmore promise it to you?

No; I wish he had, he answered. All the same, I think I am fairly sure of it without the promise. And then he related to her what the archdeacon had told him as to Lord Dynmores intention of presenting the curates in future. Now do you see, Laura? he asked.

Yes, I see, she answered, looking down and absently poking a hole in the gravel with the point of her umbrella.

And you are content?

Yes, she answered, looking up brightly from a little dream of the rectory as it should be, when feminine taste had transformed it with the aid of Persian rugs and old china and the hundred knickknacks which are half a womans life Yes, I am content, Mr. Clode.

Say Stephen.

I am quite content, Stephen, she answered obediently, a bright blush for a moment mingling with her smile.

He was about to make some warm rejoinder, when the sound of footsteps approaching from the house diverted his attention, and he looked up. The new-comer was Mrs. Hammond, also on her way into the town. She waved her hand to him. Good morning, she cried in her cheery voice you are just the person I wanted to see, Mr. Clode. This is good luck. Now, how is he?

Who? Mrs. Hammond, said the curate, quite taken by surprise.

Who? she replied warmly, reproach in her tone. She was a kind-hearted woman, and the scene in her drawing-room had really cost her a few minutes sleep. Why, Mr. Lindo, to be sure. Whom else should I mean? I suppose you went in last night at once and told him how much we all sympathized with him? Indeed, I hope you did not leave him until you saw him well to bed, for I am sure he was hardly fit to be left alone, poor fellow!

Mr. Clode stood silent, and looked troubled. Really, if it had occurred to him, he would have called to see Lindo. But it had not occurred to him, after what had happened  perhaps because he had been busied about things which seemed worth while. He regretted now, since Mrs. Hammond seemed to think it so much a matter of course, that he had not done so; the more as the omission compelled him to choose his side earlier than he need have done. However, it was too late now. So he shook his head. I have not seen him, Mrs. Hammond, he said gravely. I have not been to the rectory.

What! you have not seen him? she cried in amazement.

No, I have not, he answered, a slight tinge of hauteur in his manner. After all, he reflected that he would have found it painful to play another part before Laura after disclosing so much of his mind to her. What is more, Mrs. Hammond, he continued, I am not anxious to see him; for, to tell you the truth, I fear that the meeting could only be a painful one.

Why, you do not mean to say, the lady answered in a low, awe-stricken voice, that you think he knew anything about it, Mr. Clode?

At any rate, the curate replied firmly, I cannot acquit him.

Not acquit him!  Mr. Lindo! she stammered.

No, I cannot, Clode replied, striving to express in his voice and manner his extreme conscientiousness and the gloomy sense of responsibility under which he had arrived at his decision. I cannot get out of my head, he continued, Lord Dynmores remark that, if the circumstances aroused suspicion in my mind, they could scarcely fail to apprise Mr. Lindo, who was more nearly concerned, of the truth, or something like the truth. Mind! the curate added with a great show of candor, I do not say, Mrs. Hammond, that Mr. Lindo knew. I only say I think he suspected.

Well, that is very good of you! Mrs. Hammond exclaimed, displaying a spirit and a power of sarcasm he had not expected. I dare say Mr. Lindo will be much obliged to you for that! But, for my part, I think it is a distinction without a difference!

Oh, no! the curate protested hastily.

Well, I think it is, at any rate! retorted the lady, very red in the face, and with all the bugles in her bonnet shaking. However, everyone to his opinion. But that is not mine, and I am sorry it is yours. Why, you are his curate! she added in a tone of indignant wonder, which brought the blood to Clodes cheeks, and made him bite his lip in impotent anger. You ought to be the last person to doubt him!

Can I help it if I do? he answered sullenly.

Mother, said Laura quickly, intercepting the angry reply which was on Mrs. Hammonds lips, if Mr. Clode thinks in that way, can he be blamed for telling us? We are not the town. What he has told us he has told us in confidence.

A confidence Mrs. Hammond has made me bitterly regret, he rejoined, taking skilful advantage of her intervention.

Mrs. Hammond grunted. She was still angry, but she felt herself baffled. Well, I do not understand these things, perhaps, she said. But I do not agree with Mr. Clode, and I am not going to pretend to.

I am sure he does not wish you to, said Laura sweetly. Only you did not quite understand, I think, that he was only giving us his private opinion. Of course he would not tell it to the town.

Well, that makes a difference, of course, Mrs. Hammond allowed. But now, however, I will say good-morning! I shall go straight to the rectory now and inquire. Are you coming, Laura?

Laura thought it better to go and with a bright little nod, tripped off after her mother. Mr. Clode, thus deserted, walked slowly down the drive, wondering whether he had been premature in his revolt. He did not think so; and yet he wished he had not been so hasty  that he had not shown his hand quite so early. The truth was, he had been a little carried away by the events of the previous afternoon. But, even now, the more he thought of it, the more hopeless seemed the rectors position. Openly denounced by his patron as an impostor, at war with his church-warden, disliked by a powerful section of the parish, one action already commenced against him and another threatened  what else could he do but resign? He may say he will not to-day and to-morrow, the curate thought, smiling darkly to himself, but they will be too much for him the day after.

And whether Mr. Clode told this opinion of his in the own or not, it was certainly a very common one. Never had Claversham been treated to such a dish of gossip as this. On the evening of the bazaar, before the unsold goods had been cleared from the tables, the wildest rumors were already afloat in the town. The rector had been arrested; he had decamped; he was to be tried for fraud; he was not in holy orders at all; Mrs. Bedford would have to be married over again! With the morning these reports died away, and something like the truth came to be known  to the inexpressible satisfaction of Dr. Gregg and his like. The doctor was in and out of half the houses in the town that day. Resign! he would say with a shriek of course he will resign! And glad to escape so easily! Dr. Gregg, indeed, was in his glory now. The parts were reversed. It was for him now to meet the rector with a patronizing nod; only, for some reason best known to himself, and perhaps connected with an essential distinction between the two men, he preferred to celebrate his triumph figuratively, and behind Lindos back.

What was said, and how it was said, can well be imagined. When a man who for some cause has held his head a little above his neighbors stumbles and falls, we know what is likely to be said of him. And the young rector knew, and in his heart and in his study suffered horribly. All the afternoon of the day after the bazaar he walked the town with a smile on his face, ostensibly visiting in his district, really vindicating his pride and courage. He carried his head as high as ever, and the skirts of his long black coat fluttered as bravely as before. Dr. Gregg, who saw him from the reading-room window, gave it as his opinion that he did not know what shame meant. But at heart the young man was unutterably miserable. He knew that inquisitive eyes were upon his every gesture; that he was watched, jeered at, worst of all  pitied. He guessed, as the day wore on, drawing the inference from the curates avoidance of him, that even Clode had deserted him; and this, perhaps, almost as much as the resentment he harbored against Lord Dynmore, hardened him in his resolve not to resign or abate one tittle of his rights.

He fancied he stood alone. But, of course, there were some who sympathized with him, and some who held their tongues and declined to commit themselves to any opinion. Among the latter Mr. Bonamy was conspicuous  to the intense disgust of Dr. Gregg, whose first expression, indeed, on hearing the news had been, What nuts for Bonamy! As a fact, however, the snappish little doctor had never found his friend so morose and unpleasant as when he tried to sound him on this subject. He espied him on the other side of the street, and rushed across, stuttering almost before he reached him, Well? He will have to resign, wont he?

Who? said Mr. Bonamy, standing still, and fixing his cold gray eyes on the excited little man. Who will have to resign?

Why, the rector, to be sure! rejoined Gregg, feeling the check unpleasantly.

Will he?

Well, I should say so, urged the doctor, now quite taken aback, and gazing at the other with eyes of surprise. But I suppose you know best, Bonamy.

Then I am going to keep my knowledge to myself! snarled the lawyer; and, rattling a handful of silver in his pocket, he stalked away, his hat on the back of his head, and his lank figure more ungainly than usual. He was in the worst of tempers; angry with Lord Dynmore and dissatisfied with himself  given to calling himself, half a dozen times in an hour, a quixotic fool for having thrown away the earls business for the sake of a scruple that was little more than a whim. It is all very well to have a queer rugged code of honor of ones own, and to observe it; but when the observance sends away business  such business as brings with it the social considerations which men prize most highly when they most affect to despise it  why then a man is apt to take out his self-denial in ill-temper. Mr. Bonamy did so.

Dr. Gregg went away calling the lawyer a bear and an ill-bred fellow who did not know his own friends. Alas! the same thing might have been said, and with greater justice, of the rector. The archdeacon sat an hour in his study, waiting patiently for him to return from his district, and after all got but a sorry reception. The elder man expressed, and expressed very warmly  he had come to do so  his full belief in Lindos honesty and good faith, and was greatly touched by the effect his words produced upon the young fellow, who had come into the room, after learning his visitors presence, with set lips and eyes of challenge, but had by-and-by to turn his back on his friend and look out of the window, while in a very low tone he murmured his thanks. But, alas! the archdeacon went farther, and let drop something about concession, and then the boat was over!

Concession! said the young man, turning as on a pivot, with every hair of his whiskers bristling, and his voice clear enough now. What kind of concession do you mean?

Well, said the archdeacon persuasively, the earl is a choleric man  a most passionate man, I know; and, when excited, utterly foolish and wrong-headed. But in his cooler moments I do not know any one more just or, indeed, more generous. And I feel sure that if you could prevail on yourself to meet him half-way  

By resigning? snapped the rector, interrupting him point-blank with the question.

Oh, no, no, said the archdeacon, I do not mean that.

Then in what way? How?

But as the archdeacon really meant by resigning, he could not answer the question, and the interview ended in Lindo roundly declaring, as he walked up and down the room, I will not resign! Understand that, archdeacon! I will not resign! If Lord Dynmore can put me out, well and good  let him. If not, I stay. He may be just or generous, continued the young man scornfully all I know is that he insulted me grossly, and as no gentleman would have insulted another.

He is passionate, and was taken by surprise, the archdeacon ventured to say. But Lindo would not listen; and his visitor had presently to go, fearing that he had done more harm than good by his mediation. As for the rector, he was severely scolded later in the evening by Jack Smith for having omitted to lay the letters offering him the living before the archdeacon, or to explain to him the precise circumstances under which he had accepted it.

But he said he did not doubt me, the rector urged rather fractiously.

Pooh! that is not the point, the barrister retorted. Of course he does not. He knows you. But I want to put him in possession of such a case as he may lay before others who do not know you. Look here, you are acquainted with a man called Felton, are you not?

Yes, Lindo answered, with a slight start.

Well, perhaps you are not aware that he has been to Lord Dynmore  so the tale runs in the town, and I know it is true  and stated that you have been for weeks bribing him to keep the secret.

The rector sat motionless, staring at his friend. I did not know it, he said at last, quite quietly. He was becoming accustomed to surprises of this kind. It is a wicked lie, of course.

Of course, Jack assented tossing one leg easily over the other, and thrusting his hands deep into his trousers pockets. But what do you say to it?

The man came to me, Lindo answered steadily, and told me that he was Lord Dynmores servant, and that, crossing from America, he had foolishly lost his money at play. He begged me to assist him until Lord Dynmores return, and I did so. Some ten days ago I discovered that he was leading a disreputable life, and I stopped the allowance.

Thanks, said Jack, nodding his head. That is precisely what I thought. But the mischief of it is, you see, that the mans tale may be true in his eyes. He may have believed that he was blackmailing you. And therefore, since we cannot absolutely refute his story, it is the more important that we should show as good a case as possible aliunde. Nor does it make any difference, Jack continued drily, that the man, after seeing Lord Dynmore last night, has taken himself quietly off this morning.

What! Felton? the rector exclaimed, coming suddenly upright.

Yes. There is no doubt he has absconded. Bonamys clerk has been after him all day, and has discovered that he begged half-a-crown from your curate, to whom he was seen speaking at the Top of the Town about ten this morning. Since that time he has not been seen.

He may turn up yet, said the rector.

I do not think he will, the barrister replied, with a shrewd gleam in his eyes. But you must not flatter yourself that his disappearance will do you any good. Of course some people will say that he was afraid to remain and support a false statement. But more, I fear, will lean to the opinion that he was got out of the way by some one  you, for instance.

I see, said Lindo slowly, after a long pause. Then it is the more imperative that I should not dream of resigning.

I think so, said Jack.


CHAPTER XX.

A SUDDEN CALL.

Kate, said Daintry, looking up from a lesson book as her sister entered the dining-room a few mornings after the bazaar, are you never going to see old Peggy Jones again? I am sure that you have not been near her for a fortnight?

I ought to go, I know, Kate answered, pausing by the sideboard, with a big bunch of keys dangling from her fingers and an absent expression in her gray eyes. I have not been for some time.

I should think you had not! quoth Daintry severely. You have hardly been out of the house the last four days.

A faint color stole into the elder girls face, and, seeming suddenly to recollect what she wanted, she turned and began to search in the drawer behind her. She knew quite well that what Daintry said was true  that she had not been out for four days. Jack had delivered the rectors message to her, and she had listened with downcast eyes and a grave composure  a composure so perfect that even the messenger who held the clue in his hand was almost deceived by it. All the same, it had made her very happy. The young rector appreciated at last the motive which had led her to give him that strange warning. He was grateful to her, and anxious to make her understand his gratitude. And while she dwelt on this with pleasure, she foresaw with a strange mingling of joy and fear, of anticipation and shrinking, that the first time she met him abroad he would strive to make it still more clear to her.

So for four days, lest she should seem even to herself to be precipitating the meeting, she had refrained from going out. Now, when Daintry remarked upon the change in her habits, she blushed at the thought that she might all the time have been exaggerating a trifle; and, though she did not go out at once, in the course of the afternoon she did issue forth, and called upon old Peggy. Coming back she had to pass through the churchyard, and there, on the very spot where she had once forced herself to address him, she met the rector.

She saw him while he was still some way off, and before he saw her, and she looked eagerly for any trace of the trouble of the last few days. It had not changed him, at any rate. It had rather accentuated him, she thought. He looked more boyish, more impetuous, more independent than ever, as he came swinging along, his blond head thrown back, his eyes roving this way and that, his long skirts flapping behind him. Of defeat or humiliation he betrayed not a trace; and the girl wondered, seeing him so calm and strong, if he had really sent her that message  which seemed to have come from a man hard pressed.

A glance told her all this; and then he saw her, and, a flash of recognition sweeping across his face, quickened his steps to meet her. He seemed to be shaking hands with her before he had well considered what he would say, for when he had gone through that ceremony, and said Good morning. he stood awkwardly silent. Then he said hurriedly, I have been waiting for some time to speak to you, Miss Bonamy.

Indeed? she said calmly. She wondered at her own self-control.

Yes, he answered, his color rising. And I could not have met you in a better place.

Why? she asked. As if she did not know! The simplest woman is an actress by nature.

Because, he answered, it is well that I should do penance where I sinned, Miss Bonamy, he continued impetuously, yet in a low voice, and with his eyes on the ground. I owe you a deep apology for my rude thanklessness when I met you here last. You were right and I was wrong; but if it had been the other way, still I ought not to have behaved to you as I did. I thought  that is  I  

He faltered and stopped. He meant that he had thought that she was playing into her fathers hands, but he could hardly tell her that. She understood, however, or guessed, and for the first time she blushed. Pray, do not say any more about it, she said hurriedly.

I did send you a message, he answered.

Oh, yes, yes, she replied, anxious only to put an end to his apologies.

Well, he rejoined with a smile which did not completely veil his earnestness, I do find it a little more pleasant to look farther back to our Oxford visit. But you are going this way. May I turn with you?

I am only going home, Kate answered coldly. He had been humble enough to her. He had said and looked all she had expected. But he was not at all the crushed, beaten man whom she had looked to meet. He was, outwardly at least, the same man who had once sought her society for a few weeks and had then slighted her and shunned her to consort with the Homfreys and their class. He had not said he was sorry for that.

He read her tone aright, and he colored furiously, growing in a second a thousand times more confused than before. It was on the cards that he would accept the rebuff, and leave her in resentment. Indeed, that was his first impulse. But the consciousness, which the next moment filled his mind, that he had deserved this, and perhaps the charm of her gray eyes and proud downturned face, overcame him. I will come a little way with you, if you will let me, he said, turning and walking by her side.

Kates heart gave a great leap. She understood both the first thought and the second, the weaker impulse and the stronger one which mastered it, and she would not have been a woman had she not felt her triumph. She hastened to find something to say, and could think only of the bazaar. She asked him if it had been a success.

The bazaar? he said. To tell you the truth, I am afraid I hardly know. I should say so, now you ask me, but I have not given much thought to it since. I have been too fully occupied with other things, he added, a note of bitterness in his voice. Ah! Miss Bonamy, with a fresh change of tone, what a good fellow your cousin is!

Yes, he is indeed! she answered heartily.

I cannot tell you, he continued, what generous help and support he has given me during the last few days. He has been the greatest possible comfort to me.

She looked up at him impulsively. He is Daintrys hero, she said.

Yes, he answered laughing, I remember that her praise made me almost jealous of him. That was when I first knew you  when I was coming to Claversham, you remember, Miss Bonamy, full of pleasant anticipations and hopes. The reality has been different. Jack has told you, of course, of Lord Dynmores strange attack upon me? But perhaps, he added, checking himself, and glancing at her, I ought not to speak to you about it, as your father is acting for him.

I do not think he is, she murmured, looking straight before her.

But  it is true the only communication I have had since has been from London  still I thought  I mean I was under the impression that Lord Dynmore had at once gone to your father.

I think he saw him at the office, Kate answered, but I believe my father is not acting for him.

Do you know why? said the rector bluntly. Why he is not, I mean?

No, she said  that and nothing more. She was too proud to defend her father, though he had let drop enough in the family circle to enable her to come to a conclusion, and she might with truth have made out a story which would have set the lawyer in a light differing much from that in which the rector was accustomed to view him.

Reginald Lindo walked on considering the matter. Suddenly he said, The archdeacon thinks I ought to resign. What do you think, Miss Bonamy?

Her heart began to beat quickly. He was seeking her advice!  asking her opinion in this matter so utterly important to him, so absolutely vital! For a moment she could not speak, she was so filled with surprise. Then she said gently, her eyes on the pavement, I do not think I can judge.

But you must have heard  more I dare say than I have! he rejoined with a forced laugh. Will you tell me what you think?

She looked before her, her face troubled. Then she spoke bravely.

I think you should judge for yourself, she said in a low tone, full of serious feeling. The responsibility is yours. I do not think that you should depend entirely on any ones advice, but should try to do right according to your conscience  not acting hastily, but coolly, and on reflection.

They were almost at Mr. Bonamys door when she said this, and he traversed the remainder of the distance without speaking. At the steps he halted and held out his hand. Thank you, he said simply. I hope I shall use this advice to better purpose than the last you gave me. Please remember me to your sister. Good-by.

She bowed silently and went in, and he turned back and walked up the street. The dusk was falling. A few yards in front of him the lame lamplighter was going his rounds, ladder on shoulder. In every other shop the gas was beginning to gleam. The night was coming, was almost come, yet still above the houses the sky, a pale greenish-blue, was bright with daylight, against which the great tower of the church stood up bulky and black. The young man was in a curious mood. Though he walked the common pavement, he felt himself, as he gazed upward, alone with his thoughts which went back, will he nill he, to his first evening in Claversham. He remembered how free from reproach or stumbling-blocks his path had seemed then, to what blameless ends he had in fancy devoted himself. What works of thanksgiving, small but beneficent as the tiny rills which steal downward through the ferns to the pasture, he had planned. And in the centre of that past dream of the future he pictured now  Kate Bonamy. Well, the reality had been different.

He was just beginning to wonder when he would be likely to meet her again, and to dwell with curious pleasure on some of the details of her dress and appearance, when the sudden clatter of hoofs behind him caused him to turn his head. Far down the street a rider had just turned the corner, and was now galloping up the middle of the roadway, the manner in which he urged on his pony speaking loudly of disaster and ill news. Opposite the rector he pulled up and cried out, Where is the doctors, sir?

Lindo turned sharply round and rang the bell of the house behind him, which happened to be Greggs.

Here, he said briefly. What is it, my man?

An explosion in the Big Pit at Baerton, the man replied, almost blubbering with excitement and the speed at which he had come. There is like to be fifty killed and as many hurt, I was told. But I came straight off.

When did it happen? Lindo asked, a wave of wild excitement following his first impulse of horror.

About an hour and a quarter ago, as near as I can say, the messenger, a farm laborer called from the plough, answered.

Dr. Gregg was out, and the clergyman walked by the side of the horse, a crowd gathering behind him as the news spread, to the house of Mr. Keogh the other doctor, who fortunately lived close by. He was at home, and, the messenger going in to tell him the particulars, in five minutes his gig was at the door, The rector, who had gone in too, came out with him, and, without asking leave, climbed to the seat beside him.

Hallo! said the surgeon, an elderly man, stout and white-haired, are you coming, too, Mr. Lindo?

I think, the rector answered, that there may be cases in which you can do little and I much. Mr. Walker, the vicar of Baerton, is ill in bed, I know; and as the news has come to me first, I think I ought to go.

Right you are! said Mr. Keogh gruffly. Let go!

In another moment the fast trotting cob was whirling the two men down the street. They turned the corner sharply, and as the breeze met them on the bridge, compelling Lindo to turn up the collar of his coat and draw the rug more closely round him, the church clock in the town behind them struck the half-hour. Half-past five, said the rector. The surgeon did not answer. They were in the open country now, the hedges speeding swiftly by them in the light of the lamps, and the long outline of Bear Hill, a huge misshapen hump which rose into a point at one end, lying dim and black before them. A night drive is always impressive. In the gloom, in the sough of the wind, in the sky serenely star-lit, in a tumult of hurrying clouds, in the rattle of the wheels, in the monotonous fall of the hoofs, there is an appeal to the sombre side of a man. How much more when the sough of the wind seems to the imagination a cry of pain, and the night is a dark background on which the fancy paints dying faces! At such a time the cares of life, which day by day rise one beyond another and prevent us dwelling over-much on the end, sink into pettiness, leaving us face to face with weightier issues.

There have been accidents here before? the clergyman asked, after a long silence.

Thirty-five years ago there was one! his companion answered, with a groan which betrayed his apprehensions. Good heavens, sir, I remember it now! I was young then and fresh from the hospitals; but it was almost too much for me!

I hope that this one has been exaggerated, Lindo replied, entering fully into the others feelings. I did not quite understand the mans account; but, as far as I could follow it, one of the two shafts  the downcast shaft I think it was  was jammed full of rubbish and rendered quite useless.

Just what I expected! ejaculated his companion.

And they could now communicate with the workings only through the upcast shaft, in which they had rigged up some temporary lifting gear.

Ay, and it is the deepest pit here, the surgeon chimed in, as the horse began to breast the steeper part of the ascent, and the furnace fires, before and above them, began to flicker and glow, now sinking into darkness, now flaming up like beacon-fires. The workings are two thousand feet below the surface, man!

Stop! Lindo said. Here is some one looking for us, I think.

Two women with shawls over their heads came to the side of the gig. Be you the doctors? said one of them; and then in another minute the two were following her up the side of the cutting which here confined the road. The hillside gained, they were hurried round pit-banks and slag-heaps, and under cranes and ruinous sinking walls, and over and under mysterious obstacles, sometimes looming large in the gloom and sometimes lying unseen at their feet  until they emerged at length with startling abruptness into a large circle of dazzling light. Four great fires were burning close together, and round them, motionless and for the most part silent, in appearance almost apathetic, stood hundreds of dark shadows  men and women waiting for news.

The silence and inaction of so large a crowd struck a chill to Lindos heart. When he recovered himself, he was standing in the midst of a dozen rough fellows, some half-stripped, some muffled up in pilot-jackets or coarse shiny clothes. The crowd seemed to be watching them, and they spoke now and then to one another in a desultory expectant fashion, from which he judged they were in authority.

It is a bad job  a very bad job! his companion was saying nervously. Is there anything I can do yet?

Well, that depends, doctor, answered one of the men, his manner of speaking proving that he was not a mere working collier. There is no one up yet, he added, eyeing the doctor dubiously. But it does not exactly follow that you can do nothing. Some of us have just come up, and there is a shift of men exploring down there now. Three bodies have been recovered, and they are at the foot of the shaft; and three poor fellows have been found alive, of whom one has since died. The other two are within fifty yards of the shaft, and as comfortable as we can make them. But they are bad  too bad to come up in a bucket; and we can rig up nothing bigger at present so there they are fixed. The question is, will you go down to them?

Mr. Keoghs face fell, and he shook his head. He was no longer young, and to descend a sheer depth of five hundred yards in a bucket dangling at the end of a makeshift rope was not in his line. No, thank you, he said, I could not do it.

Come, doctor, the man persisted  he was the manager of a neighboring colliery you will be there in no time.

Just so, said the surgeon drily. It is the coming back is the rub, you see, Mr. Peat. No, thank you, I could not.

The other still urged him. These poor fellows are about as bad as they can be, and you know if the mountain will not go to Mahomet, Mahomet must go to the mountain.

I know; and if it were a mountain, well and good, Mr. Keogh answered, smiling in sickly fashion as his eye strayed to a black well-like hole close at hand  a mere hole in some loose planks surmounted by a windlass and fringed with ugly wreckage. But it is not. It is quite the other thing, you see.

Mr. Peat, the manager, shrugged his shoulders, and glanced at his companions rather in sorrow than surprise. Lindo, standing behind the doctor, saw the look. Till then he had stood silent. Now he pressed forward. Did I hear you say that one of the injured men died after he was found? he asked.

Yes, that is so, the manager answered, looking keenly at him, and wondering who he was.

The others that are hurt  are their lives in danger?

I am afraid so, the man replied.

Then I have a right to be with them, the rector answered quickly. I am a clergyman, and I have hastened here, fearing this might be the case. But I have also attended an ambulance class, and I can dress a burn. Besides, I am a younger man than our friend here, and, if you will let me down, I will go.

By George, sir! exclaimed the manager, looking round for approval and smiting his thigh heavily, you are a man as well as a parson, and down you shall go, and thank you! You may make the men more comfortable, and any way you will put heart into them, for you have some to spare yourself. As for danger, there is none!  Jack!  this in a louder voice to some one in the background just twitch that rope! And get that tub up, will you? Look slippery now.

Lindo felt a hand on his arm and, obeying the silent gesture of the nearest gaunt figure, stepped aside. In a twinkling the man stripped off the parsons long coat and put on him the pilot jacket from his own shoulders; a second man gave Lindo a peaked cap of stiff leather in place of his soft hat and a third fastened a pit lamp round his neck, explaining to him how to raise the wick without unlocking the lamp, and also showing him that, if it hung too much on one side or were upset, its flame would expire of itself. And upon one thing Lindo was never tired of dwelling afterward  the kindly tact of these rough men, and how by seemingly casual words, and even touches, the roughest sought to encourage him, while ignoring the possibility of his feeling alarm.

Meanwhile Mr. Keogh, standing in a state of considerable perplexity and discomfiture where the rector had left him, heard a well-known voice at his elbow, and turned to find that Gregg had arrived. The younger doctor was not the man to be awed into silence, and, as he came up, was speaking loudly. Hallo, Mr. Keogh! he said. Heard you were before me. Have you got them all in hand? Cuts or burns mostly, eh?

They are not above ground yet, Mr. Keogh answered. He and Gregg were not on speaking; terms, but such an emergency as this was allowed to override their estrangement.

Oh, then we shall have to wait, Gregg answered, looking round on the scene with a mixture of curiosity and professional aplomb. I wish I had spared my horse. Any other medical man here?

No; and they want one of us to go down in the bucket, Keogh explained. There are some injured men at the foot of the shaft. I have a wife and children, and I thought that perhaps you  

Would not mind breaking my neck! Gregg retorted with decision. No, thank you, not for me I hope to have a wife and children some day, and I will keep my neck for them. Go down! he repeated, looking round with extreme scorn. Pooh! No one can expect us to do it! It is these peoples business, and they are used to it; but there is not a sane man in the kingdom, besides, would go down that place after what has just happened. It is a quarter of a mile as a stone falls, if it is an inch!

It is all that, assented the other, much relieved.

And a height makes me giddy, Dr. Gregg added.

I feel the same now, said his elder.

No; every man to his trade, Gregg concluded, settling the matter to his satisfaction. Let them bring them up, and we will doctor them. But while they are below ground  Hallo!

His last word was an oath of surprise and anger. Happening to glance round, the doctor saw Lindo coming forward to the shaft, and recognized him in spite of his disguise. One look, and Gregg would cheerfully have given ten pounds either to have had the rector away, or to have arrived a little later himself. He had reckoned already in his own mind that, if no outsider went down, he could scarcely be blamed for taking care of himself. But, if the rector went down, the matter would wear a different aspect. And Dr. Gregg saw this so clearly that he turned pale with rage and chagrin, and swore more loudly than before.


CHAPTER XXI.

IN PROFUNDIS.

The young clergymans face, as he walked forward to the shaft, formed no index to his mind, for while it remained calm and even wore a faint smile, he was inwardly conscious of a strong desire to take hold of anything which presented itself, even a straw. He stepped gravely into the tub amid a low murmur, and, clutching the iron bar above it, felt himself at a word of command lifted gently into the air, and swung over the shaft. For an uncomfortable five seconds or so he remained stationary; then there was a jerk  another  and the dark figures, the lines of faces, and the glare of the fires leapt suddenly above his head. He found himself dropping through space with a swift, sickening motion, as of one falling away from himself. His heart rose into his throat. There was a loud buzzing in his ears, and yet above this he heard the dull rattling sound of the rope being paid out. Every other sense was spent in the stern clutch of his hands on the bar above his head.

In a few seconds the horrible sensation of falling passed away. He was no longer in space with nothing stable about him, but in a small tub at the end of a tough rope. Except for a slight swaying motion, he hardly knew that he was still descending; and presently a faint light, more diffused than his own lamp, grew visible. Then he came gently to a standstill, and some one held up a lantern to his face. With difficulty he made out two huge figures standing beside him, who laid hold of his tub and pulled it toward them until it rested on something solid. You are welcome, growled one, as, aided by a hand of each, Lindo stepped out. You will be the doctor, I suppose, master? Well, this way. Catch hold of my jacket.

Lindo obeyed, being only too glad of the help thus given him; for though the men seemed to move about with ease and certainty, he could make out nothing but shapeless gloom. Now you sit right down there, continued the collier, when they had moved a few yards, and you will get the sight of your eyes in a bit.

He did as he was bid, and one by one the objects about him became visible. His first feeling was one of astonishment. He had put a quarter of a mile of solid earth between himself and the sunlight, and yet, for all he could see, he might be merely in a cellar under a street. He found himself seated on a rough bench, in a low-roofed, windowless, wooden cabin, strangely resembling a very dirty London office in a fog. True, everything was black  very black. On another bench, opposite him, sat the two colliers who had received him, their lamps between their knees. His first impulse was to tell them hurriedly that he was not the doctor. I am afraid you must be disappointed, he added, but I hope one will follow me down. I am a clergyman, and I want to do something for those poor fellows, if you will take me to them.

The two men betrayed no surprise, but he who had spoken before quietly poked up the wick of his lamp and held the lantern up so as to get a good view of his face. Ay, ay, he said, nodding, as he lowered it again. I thought you werent unbeknown to me. You are the parson we fetched to poor Lucas a while ago. Well, Jim will have a rare cageful of his friends with him to-night.

The rector shuddered. Such apathy, such matter-of-factness was new to him. But though his heart sank as the collier rose and, swinging his lamp in his hand, passed through the doorway, he made haste to follow him; and the mans next words, You had best look to your steps, master, for there is a deal of rubbish come down  pointing as they did to a material danger  brought him, in the diversion of his thoughts, something like relief.

The road on which he found himself, being the main heading or highway of the pit, was a good wide one. It was even possible to stand upright in it. Here and there, however, it was partially blocked by falls of coal caused by the explosion, and over one of these his guide put out his hand to assist him. Lindos lamp was by this time burning low. The pitman silently took it and raised the wick, a grim smile distorting his face as he handed it back. You will be about the first of the gentry, he muttered, as has been down this pit without paying his footing.

Lindo took the words for a hint, and was shocked by the mans insensibility. My good fellow, he answered, if that is all, you shall have what you like another time. But for heavens sake let us think of these poor fellows now.

The man turned on him and swore furiously. Do you think I meant that? he cried, with another violent oath.

The rector recoiled, not at the sound of the mans profanity, but in disgust at his own mistake. Then he held out his hand. My man, he said, I beg your pardon. It was I who was wrong.

The giant looked at him with another stare, but made no answer, and a dozen steps brought them to another cabin. Across the doorway  there was no door  hung a rough curtain of matting. This the man raised, and, holding his lamp over the threshold, invited the rector to look in. I guess, he added significantly, that you would not have made that mistake, master, after seeing this.

Lindo peered in. On the floor, which was little more than six feet square, lay four quiet figures, motionless, and covered with coarse sacking. No human eye falling on them could have taken them for anything but what they were. The visitor shuddered, as his guide let the curtain fall again and muttered with a backward jerk of the head, Two of them I came down with this morning  in the cage.

The rector had nothing to answer, and the man, preceding him to a cabin a few yards farther on, invited him by a sign to enter, and himself turned back the way they had come. A faint moaning warned Lindo, before he raised the matting, what he must expect to see. Instinctively, as he stepped in, his eyes sought the floor; and although three pitmen crouching upon one of the benches rose and made way for him, he hardly noticed them, so occupied was he with pitiful looking at the two men lying on coarse beds on the floor. They were bandaged and muffled almost out of human form. One of them was rolling his sightless face monotonously to and fro, pouring out an unceasing stream of delirious talk. The other, whose bright eyes met the newcomers with eager longing, paused in the murmur which seemed to ease his pain, and whispered, Doctor! so hopefully that the sound went straight to Lindos heart.

To undeceive him, and to explain to the others that he was not the expected surgeon, was a bitter task with which to begin his ministrations; but he was greatly cheered to find that, even in their disappointment, they took his coming as a kindly thing, and eyed him with surprised gratitude. He told them the latest news from the bank  that a cage would be rigged up in a few hours at farthest  and then, conquering his physical shrinking, he knelt down by the least injured man and tried to turn his surgical knowledge to account. It was not much he could do, but it certainly eased the poor mans present sufferings. A bandage was laid more smoothly here, a little cotton-wool readjusted there, a change of posture managed, a few hopeful words uttered which helped the patient to fight against the shock  so that presently he sank into a troubled sleep. Lindo tried to do his best for the other also, terrible as was the task; but the mans excitement and unceasing restlessness, as well as his more serious injuries, made help here of little avail.

When he rose, he found one of the watchers holding a cup of brandy ready for him; and, sitting down upon the bench behind, he discovered a coat laid there to make the seat more comfortable, though no one seemed to have done it, or to be conscious of his surprise. They talked low to him, and to one another, in a disjointed taciturn fashion, with immense gaps and long intervals of silence. He learned that there were twenty-seven men yet missing, but it was thought that the afterdamp had killed them all. Those already found alive had been in the main heading, where the current of air gave them a better chance.

One or other of the workers was continually going out to listen for the return of the party who were exploring the workings near the foot of the other shaft; and once or twice a member of this party, exhausted or ill, looked in for a dose of tea or brandy, and then stumbled out again to get himself conveyed to the upper air. These looked curiously at the stranger, but, on some information being muttered in their ears, made a point on going out of giving him a nod which was full of tacit acknowledgment.

In a quiet interval he looked at his watch and wound it up, finding the time to be half-past two. The familiar action carried his mind back to his neat, spotless bedroom at the rectory and the cares and anxieties of everyday life, which had been forgotten for the last five hours. Could it be so short a time, he asked himself, since he was troubled by them? It seemed years ago. It seemed as if a gulf, deep as the shaft down which he had come, divided him from them. And yet the moment his thoughts returned to them the gulf became less, and presently, although his eyes were still fixed upon the poor colliers unquiet head and the murky cabin with its smoky lamp, he was really back in Claversham, busied with those thoughts again, and pondering on the time when he should be above ground. The things that had been important before rose into importance again, but their relative values among themselves were altered, in his eyes at any rate. With what he had seen and heard in the last few hours fresh in his mind, with the injured men lying still in his sight  one of them never to see the sun again  he could not but take a different, a wider, a less selfish view of life and its aims. His ideal of existence grew higher and purer, his notion of success more noble. In the light of his own self-forgetting energy and of others pain he saw things as they affected his neighbor rather than himself and so presently  not in haste, but slowly in the watches of the night  he formed a resolution which shall be told presently. The determinations to which men come at such times are, in nine cases out of ten, as transitory as the emotions on which they are based. But this time, and with this man, it was not to be so. Kate Bonamys words, bringing before his mind the responsibility which rested upon him, had in a degree prepared him to examine his position gravely and from a lofty standpoint; so that the considerations which now assailed him could scarcely fail to have due and lasting weight with him, and to leave impressions both deep and permanent.

He was presently roused from his reverie by a sound which caused his companions to rise to their feet with the first signs of excitement they had betrayed in their manner. It was the murmur of voices in the heading, which, beginning far away, rapidly approached and gathered strength. Going to the door of the cabin, he saw lights in the gallery becoming each instant more clear. Then the forms of men coming on by twos and threes rose out of the darkness. And so the procession wound in, and Lindo found himself suddenly surrounded  where a moment before no sounds but painful ones had been heard  by the hum and bustle, the quick question and answers, of a crowd. For the men brought good news. The missing were found; and though many of them were burned or scorched, and others were suffering from the effects of the afterdamp, the explorers brought back with them no still, ominous burden, nor even any case of hopeless injury, such as that of the poor fellow in delirium over whom his mates bent with the strange impassive patience which seems to be a quality peculiar to those who get their living underground.

Not that Lindo at the time had leisure to consider their behavior. The injured were brought to him as a matter of course, and he did what he could with simple bandages and liniment to keep the air from their wounds, and to enable the men to reach the surface with as little pain as possible. For more than an hour, as he passed from one to the other, his hands were never empty; he could think only of his work. The deputy-manager, who had been leading the rescue party, was thoroughly prostrated. The rest never doubted that the stranger was a surgeon, and it was curious to see their surprise when the general taciturnity allowed the news to spread that he was only a parson. They were like savants with a specimen which, known to belong to a particular species, has none of the class attributes, and sets at defiance all preconceived ideas upon the subject. He, too, when he was at length free to look about him, found matter for astonishment in his own sensations. The cabin and the roadway outside, where the men sat patiently waiting their turns to ascend, had become almost homelike in his eyes. The lounging figures here thrown into relief by a score of lamps, there lost in the gloom of the background, had grown familiar. He knew that this was here and that was there, and had his receptacles and conveniences, his special attendants and helpers. In a word, he had made the place his own, yet without forgetting old habits  for more than once he caught himself looking at his watch, and wondering when it would be day.

Toward seven oclock a message directed to him by name came down. A cage would be rigged up within the hour. Before that period elapsed, however, he was summoned to see the poor fellow die who had been delirious ever since he was found and who now passed away in the same state. It was a trying scene coming just when the clergymans wrought-up nerves were beginning to feel a reaction  the more trying as all looked to him to do anything that could be done. But that was nothing; and he felt gravely thankful when the poor mans sufferings were over and the throng of swarthy faces melted from the open doorway.

He sat apart a little after that until a commotion outside the cabin and a cheery voice asking for Mr. Lindo summoned him to the door, where he found the same manager who had sent him down the night before, and who now greeted him warmly. It is not for me to thank you, Mr. Peat said I have nothing to do with this pit  the owner, to whom what has happened will be reported, will do that; but personally I am obliged to you, Mr. Lindo, and I am sure the men are.

I wanted only to be of help, the clergyman answered simply. There was not much I could do.

Well, that is a matter of opinion, the manager replied. I have mine, and I know that the men who have come up have theirs. However, here is the cage; perhaps you will not mind going up with poor Edwards?

Not at all, said the rector; and, following the manager to the cage, he stepped into it without any suspicion that this was a trick on the part of Mr. Peat to insure his volunteers services being recognized.

He found the ascent a very different thing from the descent. The steady upward motion was not unpleasant, and long before the surface was reached his eyes, accustomed to darkness, detected a pale gleam of light stealing downward, and could distinguish the damp brickwork gliding by. Presently the light grew stronger  grew dazzling in its wonderful whiteness. We are going up nicely, his companion murmured, remembering in his gratitude that the ascent, which was a trifle to him even with shattered nerves, might be unpleasant to the other we are nearly there.

And so they were; and slowly and gently they rose into the broad daylight and the sunshine which seemed to proclaim to the rectors heart that sorrow may endure for a night, but joy comes in the morning.

Standing densely packed round the pits mouth was a great crowd  a crowd, at any rate, of many hundreds. They greeted the appearance of the cage with a quick drawing-in of the breath and a murmur of pity. Lindos face and hands were as black as any colliers; his dress seemed at the first glance as theirs. But as he helped to lift his injured companion out and carry him to the stretcher which stood at hand, the word who he was ran round; and, though no one spoke, the loudest tribute could scarcely have been more eloquent than the respect with which the rough assemblage fell away to right and left that he might pass out to the trap which had been thoughtfully provided  first to carry him to the vicarage for a wash, and afterward to take him home. His heart was full as he walked down the lane, every man standing uncovered, and the women gazing on him with unspoken blessings in their eyes.

A very few hours before he had felt at war with the world. He had said, not perhaps that all men were liars, but that they were unjust, full of prejudice and narrowness, and ill-will; that, above all, they judged without charity. Now, as the pony-cart rattled down the road through the cutting, and the sunny landscape, the winding river, and the plain round Claversham opened before him, he felt far otherwise. He longed to do more for others than he had done. He dwelt with wonder on the gratitude which services so slight had evoked from men so rough as those from whom he had just parted; and unconsciously he placed the balance in their favor to the general account of the world, and acknowledged himself its debtor.


CHAPTER XXII.

THE RECTORS DECISION.

The church clock was striking nine as the rector, jogging along behind the little pony, came in sight of the turnpike-house outside the town. He had no overcoat, and the drive had chilled him; and, anxious at once to warm himself and to reach the rectory as quietly as possible, he bade the driver stop at the gate and set him down. The lad had been strictly charged to see the parson home, and would have demurred, but Lindo persisted good-humoredly, and had his way. In two minutes he was striding briskly along the road, his shoulders squared, and the nights reflections still running like a rich purple thread through the common stuff of his every-day thoughts.

In this mood, which the pure morning air and crisp sunshine tended to favor and prolong, he came at a corner plump upon Mr. Bonamy, who, like all angular, uncomfortable men, was an early riser, and had this morning chosen to extend his before-breakfast walk in the direction of Baerton. The lawyers energy had already been rewarded. He had met Mr. Keogh, and learned not only the earlier details of the accident  which were, indeed, known to all Claversham, for the town had sat up into the small hours listening for wheels and discussing the catastrophe  but had further received a minute description of the rectors conduct. Consequently his thoughts were already busy with the clergyman when, turning a corner, he came unexpectedly upon him.

Lindo met his glance and looked away hastily. The rector had been anxious to avoid, by going home at once, any appearance of parading what he had done, and he would have passed on with a brief good-morning. But the lawyer seemed to be differently disposed. He stopped short in the middle of the path, so that the clergyman could not pass him without rudeness, and nodded a jerky greeting. You have not walked all the way, I suppose, Mr. Lindo? he said, his keen small eyes reading the others face like a book.

No, the rector answered, coloring uncomfortably under his gaze. I drove as far as the turnpike, Mr. Bonamy.

Well, you may think yourself lucky to be well out of it, the lawyer rejoined, with a dry smile. To be here at all, indeed, he continued, with a gesture of the hand which seemed meant to indicate the sunshine and the upper air. When a man does a foolhardy thing he does not always escape, you know.

The younger man reddened. But this morning he had his temper well under control and he merely answered, I thought I was called upon to do what I did, Mr. Bonamy. But of course that is a matter of opinion. Perhaps I was wrong, perhaps right. I did what I thought best at the moment, and I am satisfied.

Mr. Bonamy shrugged his shoulders. Oh, well, every man to his notion, he said. I do not approve, myself, of people running risks which do not lie within the scope of their business. And as nothing has happened to you  

The risk of anything happening, the rector rejoined, with warmth, was so small that the thing is not worth discussing, Mr. Bonamy. There is a matter, however, he continued, changing the subject on a sudden impulse, which I think I may as well mention to you now as later. You, as churchwarden, have in fact, a right to be informed of it. I  

You are cold, said Mr. Bonamy abruptly. Allow me to turn with you.

The rector bowed and complied. The request, however, had checked the current of his speech, even the current of his thoughts, and he did not finish his sentence. He felt, indeed, for a moment a temptation as sudden as it was strong. He saw at a glance what his resolve meant. He discerned that what had appeared to him in the isolation of the night an act of dignified self-surrender must, and would, seem to others an acknowledgment of defeat  almost an acknowledgment of dishonor. He recalled, as in a flash, all the episodes of the struggle between himself and his companion. And he pictured the latters triumph. He wavered.

But the events of the night had not been lost upon him, and, after a brief hesitation, he set the seal on his purpose. You are aware, I know, Mr. Bonamy, he said, of the circumstances under which, in Lord Dynmores absence, I accepted the living here.

Perfectly, said the lawyer drily.

He has made those circumstances the subject of a grave charge against me, the rector continued, a touch of hauteur in his tone. That you have heard also, I know. Well, I desire to say once more that I repudiate that charge in the fullest and widest sense.

So I understand, Mr. Bonamy murmured. He walked along by his companions side, his face set and inscrutable. If he felt any surprise at the communication now being made to him he had the skill to hide it.

I repudiate it, you understand! the clergyman repeated, stepping out more quickly in his excitement, and glaring angrily into vacancy. It is a false and wicked charge! But it does not affect me. I do not care a jot for it. It does not in any sense force me to do what I am going to do. If that were all, I should not dream of resigning the living, but, on the contrary, would hold it, as a few days ago I had determined to hold it, in the face of all opposition. However, he continued, lowering his tone, I have now examined my position in regard to the parish rather than the patron, and I have come to a different conclusion, Mr. Bonamy  namely, to place my resignation in the proper hands as speedily as possible.

Mr. Bonamy nodded gently and silently. He did not speak, he did not even look at the clergyman; and this placid acquiescence irritated the young man into adding a word he had not intended to say. I tell you this as my church-warden, Mr. Bonamy, he continued stiffly, and not as desiring or expecting any word of sympathy or regret from you. On the contrary, he added, with some bitterness, I am aware that my departure can be only a relief to you. We have been opposed to one another since my first day here.

Very true, said Mr. Bonamy. I suppose you have considered  

What?

The effect which last nights work may have on the relations between you and Lord Dynmore?

I do not understand you, the rector answered haughtily, and yet with some wonder. What did the man mean?

You know, I suppose, Mr. Bonamy retorted, turning slightly so as to command a view of his companions face, that he is the owner of the Big Pit at Baerton from which you have just come?

Lord Dynmore is?

To be sure.

A flush of crimson swept over the rectors brow and left him red and frowning. I did not know that! he said, his teeth set together.

So I perceive, the lawyer replied, with a nod. But I can reassure you. It is not at all likely to affect the earls plans. He is an obstinate man, though in some points a good-natured one, and he will most certainly accept your resignation if you send it in. But here you are at home. He paused, standing awkwardly by the clergymans side. Then he added, It is a comfortable house. I do not think that there is a more comfortable house in Claversham.

He retired a few steps into the churchyard as he spoke, and stood looking up at the massive old-fashioned front of the rectory, as if he had never seen the house before. The clergyman, anxious to be indoors and alone, shot an impatient glance at him, and waited for him to go. But he did not go, and presently something in his intent gaze drew Lindo, too, into the churchyard, and the two ill-assorted companions looked up together at the old gray house. The early sun shone aslant on it, burnishing the half-open windows. In the porch a robin was hopping to and fro. It is a comfortable, roomy house, the lawyer repeated.

It is, the rector answered slowly, as if the words were wrung from him. And he, too, stood looking up at it as if he were fascinated.

A man might grow old in it, murmured Mr. Bonamy. There was a slight, but very unusual, flush on his parchment-colored face, and his eyes, when he turned with an abrupt movement to his companion, did not rise above the latters waistcoat. Comfortably too, I should say, he added querulously, rattling the money in his pockets. I think if I were you I would reconsider my determination. I think I would, do you know? As it is, what you have told me will not go any farther. You did one foolish thing last night. I would not do another to-day, if I were you, Mr. Lindo.

And he turned abruptly away  his head down, his coat-tails swinging, and both his hands thrust deep into his trouser-pockets  such a shrewd, angular, ungainly figure as only a small country town can show. He left the rector standing before his rectory in a state of profound surprise and bewilderment. The young man felt something very like a lump in his throat as he turned to go in. He discerned that the lawyer had meant to do a kind, nay, a generous action; and yet if there was a man in the world whom he had judged incapable of such magnanimity it was Mr. Bonamy! He went in not only touched, but ashamed. Here, if he had not already persuaded himself that the world was less ill-conditioned than he had lately thought it, was another and a surprising lesson!

Meanwhile Mr. Bonamy went home, and finding his family already at breakfast, sat down to the meal in a very snappish humor. The girls were quick to detect the cloud on his brow, and promptly supplied his wants, forbearing, whatever their curiosity, to make any present attempt to satisfy it. Jack was either less observant or more hardy. He remarked that Mr. Bonamy was late, and elicited only a grunt. A further statement that the morning was more like April than February gained no answer at all. Still undismayed, Jack tried again, plunging into the subject which the three had been discussing before the lawyer entered. Did you hear anything of Lindo, sir? he asked, buttering his toast.

I saw him, the lawyer said curtly.

Was he ail right?

More right than he deserved to be! Mr. Bonamy snarled. What right had he down the pit at all? Gregg did not go.

More shame to Gregg, I think! Jack said.

Mr. Bonamy prudently shifted his ground, and got back to the rector. Well, all I can say is that a more foolish, reckless, useless piece of idiocy I never heard of in my life! he declared in a tone of scorn.

I call it glorious! said Daintry, looking dreamily across the table and slowly withdrawing an egg-spoon from her mouth. I shall never say anything against him again.

Mr. Bonamy looked at her for an instant as if he would annihilate her. And then he went on with his breakfast.

Apparently, however, the outburst had relieved him, for presently he began on his own account.

Has your friend any private means? he asked, casting an ungracious glance at the barrister, and returning at once to his buttered toast.

Who? Lindo, do you mean? Jack replied in surprise.

Yes.

Something, I should say. Perhaps a hundred a year. Why?

Because, if that is all he has, the lawyer growled, buttering a fresh piece of toast and frowning at it savagely, I think that you had better see him and prevent him making a fool of himself. That is all.

His tone meant more than his words expressed. Kates eyes sought Jacks in alarm, only to be instantly averted. Though she had the urn before her, she turned red and white, and had to bury her face in her cup to hide her discomposure. Yet she need not have feared. Mr. Bonamy was otherwise engaged, and as for Jack, her embarrassment told him nothing of which he was not already aware. He knew that his service was and must be a thankless and barren service  that to him fell the empty part of the slave in the triumph. Had he not within the last few hours  when the news that the rector had descended the Big Fit to tend the wounded and comfort the dying first reached the town, and a dozen voices were loud in his praise  had he not seen Kates face now bright with triumph and now melting with tender anxiety. Had he not felt a bitter pang of jealousy as he listened to his friends praises? and had he not crushed down the feeling manfully, bravely, heroically, and spoken as loudly, ay, and as cordially after an instants effort, as the most fervent?

Yes, he had done all this and suffered all this, being one of those who believe that

Loyalty is still the same,
Whether it win or lose the game:
True as the dial to the sun,
Although it be not shone upon.

And he was not going to flinch now. He put no more questions to Mr. Bonamy, but, when breakfast was finished, he got up and went out. It needed not the covert glance which he shot at Kate as he disappeared, to assure her that he was going about her unspoken errand.

Five minutes saw him face to face with the rector on the latters hearth-rug. Or, rather, to be accurate, five minutes saw him staring irate and astonished at his host while Lindo, with one foot on the fender and his eyes on the fire, seemed very willing to avoid his gaze. You have made up your mind to resign! Jack exclaimed, in accents almost awe-stricken. You are joking!

But the rector, still looking down, shook his head. No, Jack, I am not, he said slowly. I am in earnest.

Then may I ask when you came to this extraordinary resolution? the barrister retorted. And why?

Last night; and because  well, because I thought it right, was the answer. You thought it right?

Jacks tone was a fine mixture of wonder, contempt, and offence. It made Lindo wince, but it did not shake his resolution. Yes, he said firmly. That is so.

And that is all you are going to tell me, is it? You put yourself in my hands a few days ago. You took my advice and acted upon it, and now, without a word of explanation, you throw me over! Good heavens! I have no patience with you! Jack added, beginning to walk up and down the room. Is not the position the same to-day as yesterday? Tell me that.

Well, the rector began, turning and speaking slowly, the truth is  

No! cried the barrister, interrupting him ruthlessly. Tell me this first. Is not the position the same to-day as yesterday?

It is, but the view I take of it is different, the young clergyman answered earnestly. Let me explain, Jack. When I agreed with you a few days ago that the proper course for me to follow, the course which would most fitly assert my honesty and good faith, was to retain the living in spite of threats and opposition, I had my own interests and my own dignity chiefly in view. I looked upon the question as one solely between Lord Dynmore and myself; and I felt, rightly as I still think, that, as a man falsely accused by another man, I had a right to repel the charge by the only practical means in my power  by maintaining my position and defying him to do his worst.

He paused.

Well, said Jack drily.

But the rector did not continue at once, and when he did speak it was with evident effort. He first went back to the fire, and stood gazing into it in the old attitude, with his head slightly bowed and his foot on the fender. The posture was one of humility, and so unlike the man, that it struck Jack and touched him strangely. At last Lindo did continue. Well, he said slowly, that was all right as far as it went. My mistake lay in taking too narrow a view. I thought only of myself and Lord Dynmore, when I should have been thinking of the parish and of  a word I know you are not very fond of  the Church. I should have remembered that with this accusation hanging over me I could not hope to do much good among my people; and that to many of them I should seem an interloper, a man clinging obstinately to something not his own nor fairly acquired. In a word, I ought to have remembered that for the future I should be useless for good and might, on the other hand, become a stumbling-block and occasion for scandal  both inside the parish and outside. You see what I mean, I am sure.

I see, quoth Jack contemptuously, that you need a great many words to make out your case. What I do not think you have considered is the inference which will be drawn from your resignation  you will be taken to have confessed yourself in the wrong.

I cannot help that.

Will not that be a scandal?

It will, at any rate, be one soon forgotten.

Now, I tell you what! Jack exclaimed, standing still and confronting the other with the air of a man bent on speaking his mind though the heavens should fall. This is just a piece of absurd Quixotism, Lindo. You are a poor man, without means and without influence; and you are going, for the sake of a foolish idea  a mere speculative scruple  to give up an income and a house and a useful sphere of work such as you will never get again! You are going to do that, and go back  to what? To a miserable curacy  dont wince, my friend, for that is what you are going to do  and an income one-fifth of that which you have been spending for the last six months! Now the sole question is, are you quite an idiot?

You are pretty plain-spoken, said the rector, smiling feebly.

I mean to be! was Jacks uncompromising retort. I have asked you, and I want an answer  are you a fool?

I hope not.

Then you will give up this fools notion? Jack replied viciously.

But the rectors only answer was a shake of the head. He did not look round. Had he done so, he would have seen that, though Jacks keen face was flushed with anger and annoyance, his eyes were moist and wore an expression at variance with his tone.

He missed that, however; and Jack made one more attempt. Look here, he said bluntly; have you considered that if you stop you will find your path a good deal smoothed by last nights work?

No, I have not, the rector answered stubbornly.

Well, you will find it so, you may be sure of that! Why, man alive! Jack continued with vehemence, you are going to be the hero of the place for the time. No one will believe anything against you, except, perhaps, Gregg and a few beasts of his kind. Whereas, if you go now, do you know who will get your berth?

No.

Jack rapped out the name. Clode! Clode, and no one else, I will be bound! he said. And you do not love him.

The rector had not expected the reply. He started, and, removing his foot from the fender, turned sharply so as to face his friend. No, he said slowly, I do not think I do like him. I consider that he has behaved badly, Jack. He has not stood by me as he should have done, or as I would have stood by him had our positions been reversed. I do not think he has called here once since the bazaar, except on business, and then I was out. I had planned, indeed, to see him to-day and ask him what it meant, and, if I found he had come to an adverse opinion in my matter, to give him notice. But now  

You will make him a present of the living instead, Jack said grimly.

I do not know why he should get it, the rector answered, with a frown, more than any one else.

It is the common report that he will, Jack retorted. As for that, however  

But why follow him through all the resources of his art? He put forth every effort  perhaps against his own better judgment, for a man will do for his friend what he will not do for himself  to persuade the rector to recall his decision. And he failed. He succeeded, indeed, in wringing the young clergymans heart and making him wince at the thought of his barren future and his curates triumph; but there his success ended. He made no progress toward inducing him to change his mind; and presently he found that all the arguments he advanced were met by a set formula, to which the rector seemed to cling as in self-defence.

It is no good, Jack, he answered  and if he said it once, he said it half a dozen times it is no good! I cannot take any ones advice on this subject. The responsibility is mine, and I cannot shift it! I must try to do right according to my own conscience!

Jack did not know that the words were Kates, and that every time the rector repeated them he had Kate in his mind. But he saw that they were unanswerable; and when he had listened to them for the sixth time he took up his hat in a huff. Well, have our own way! he said. After all, you are right. It is your business and not mine. Give Clode the living if you like!

And he went out sharply.


CHAPTER XXIII.

THE CURATE HEARS THE NEWS.

Seldom, if ever, had the curate passed a week so harassing as that which was ushered in by the bazaar, and was destined to end  though he did not know this  in the colliery accident. During these seven days he managed to run through a perfect gamut of feelings. He rose each day in a different mood. One day he was hopeful, confident, assured of success; the next fearful, despondent, inclined to give up all for lost. One day he went about telling himself that the rector would not resign; that he would not resign himself in his place; that people were mad to say he would; that men do not resign livings so easily; that the very circumstances of the case must compel the rector to stand his ground. The next he saw everything in a different light. He appreciated the impossibility of a man attacked on so many sides maintaining his position for any length of time. One hour he bitterly regretted that he had cut himself off from his chief, the next he congratulated himself as sincerely on being untrammelled by any but a formal bond. Why, people might even have expected him, had he strongly supported the rector, to refuse the living!

He saw Laura several times during the week, but he did not open to her the extent of his hopes and fears. He shrank from doing so out of a natural prudent reticence; which after all meant only the refraining from putting into words things perfectly understood. To some extent he kept up between them the thin veil of appearances, which many who go through life in closest companionship, preserve to the end, though each has long ago found it transparent. But though he said nothing, confining the tumult of his feelings to his own breast, he was not blind, and he soon perceived that Laura shared his suspense, and was watching the rectors fortunes with an interest as selfish and an eye as cold as his own. Which, far from displeasing him, rather increased his ardor.

As the days passed by, however, bringing only the sickness of hope deferred and tidings of the rectors sturdy determination to hold what he had got, the curate began, not in a mere passing mood, but, on grounds of reason and calculation, to lose hope. Every tongue in the town was wagging about Lindo. My lord was, or was supposed to be, setting the engines of the law in motion. Mr. Bonamy was believed, probably with less reason, to be contemplating an appeal to the bishop and the Court of Arches. In a word, all the misfortunes which Clode had foreseen were accumulating about the devoted head; and yet  and yet it was a question whether the owner of the head was a penny the worse! Perhaps some day he might be. The earl was a great man, with a long purse, and he might yet have his way. But this was not likely to happen, as the curate now began to see, until long after the Rev. Stephen Clodes connection with the parish and claim upon the living should have become things of the past.

On the top of this conviction, which sufficiently depressed him, came the news of the colliery accident  news which did not reach him until late at night. It plunged him into the depths of despair. He cursed the ill-luck which had withheld from him the opportunity of distinguishing himself, and had granted it to the rector. He saw how fatally the affair would strengthen the latters hands. And in effect he gave up. He resigned himself to despair. He had not the spirit to go out, but sat until long after noon, brooding miserably over the fire, his table littered with unremoved breakfast things, and his mind in a similar state of slovenly disorder. That was a day, a miserable day, he long remembered.

About half-past two he made an effort to pull himself together. Mechanically putting a book in his pocket, he took his hat and went out, with the intention of paying two or three visits in his district. He had pride enough left to excite him to the effort, and sufficient sense to recognize its supreme importance. But, even so, before he reached the street he was dreaming again  the old dreary dreams. He started when a voice behind him said brusquely, Going your rounds, I see! Well, there is nothing like sticking to business, whatever is on foot. Shall I have to congratulate you this time?

He knew the voice and turned round, a scowl on his dark face. The speaker was Gregg  Gregg wearing an air of unusual jauntiness and gaiety. It fell from him, however, as he met the others eyes, leaving him, metaphorically speaking, naked and ashamed. The doctor stood in wholesome dread of the curates sharp tongue and biting irony, nor would he have accosted him in so free-and-easy a manner now, had he not been a little lifted above himself by something he had just learned.

Congratulate me? What do you mean? Clode replied, turning on him with the uncompromising directness which is more upsetting to a man uncertain of himself than any retort, however discourteous.

What do I mean? the doctor answered, striving to cover his discomfiture with a feeble smile. Well, no harm, at any rate, Clode. I hope I shall have to congratulate you. But if you are going to  

On what? interrupted the curate sternly. On what are you going to congratulate me?

Havent you heard the news? Gregg said in surprise.

What news? Of the pit accident? Clode answered, restraining with difficulty a terrible outburst of passion. Why I should think there is not a fool within three counties has not heard it by this time!

He almost swore at the man, and was turning away, when something in the doctors No, no! struck him, excited as he was, as peculiar. Then what is it? he said, hanging on his heel, half curious and half in scorn.

You have not heard about the rector?

The curate glared. About the rector? he said in a mechanical way. A sudden stillness fell on his face and tone at mention of the name. No, what of him? he continued, after another pause.

You have not heard that he is resigning? Gregg asked.

The curates eyes flashed with returning anger. No, he said grimly. Nor any one else out of Bedlam!

But it is so! It is true, I tell you! the doctor answered in the excitement of conviction. I have just seen a man who had it from the archdeacon, who left the rectory not an hour ago. He is going to resign at once.

The curate did not again deny the truth of the story. But he seemed to Gregg, watching eagerly for some sign of appreciation, to take the news coolly, considering how important it was to him. He stood silent a moment, looking thoughtfully down the street, and then shrugged his shoulders. That was all. Gregg did not see the little pulse which began to beat so furiously and suddenly in his cheek, nor hear the buzzing which for a few seconds rendered him deaf to the shrill cries of the schoolboys playing among the pillars of the market hall.

Mr. Lindo has changed his mind since yesterday, then, Clode said at last, speaking in his ordinary rather contemptuous tone.

Yes, I heard he was talking big then, replied the doctor, delighted with his success. Defying the earl, and all the rest of it. That was quite in his line. But I never heard that much came of his talking. However, you are bound to stick up for him, I suppose.

The curate frowned a little at that  why, the doctor did not understand  and then the two parted. Gregg went on his way to carry the news to others, and Clode, after standing a moment in thought, turned his steps toward the Town House. The sky had grown cloudy, the day cold and raw. The leafless avenue and silent shrubberies through which he strode presented but a wintry prospect to the common eye, but for him the air was full of sunshine and green leaves and the songs of birds. From despair to hope, from a prison to a palace, he had leapt at a single bound. In the first intoxication of confidence he could even spare a moment to regret that his hands were not quite clean. He felt a passing remorse for the doing of one or two things, as needless, it now turned out, as they had been questionable. Nay, he could afford to shudder, with a luxurious sense of danger safely passed, at the risks he had been so foolish as to run; thanking Providence that his folly had not landed him, as he now saw that it easily might have landed him, in such trouble as would have effectually tripped up his rising fortunes.

He reached the Town House in a perfect glow of moral worth and self-gratulation; and he was already half-way across the drawing-room before he perceived that it contained, besides Mrs. Hammond and her daughter, a third person. The third person was the rector. Except in church the two men had not met since the day of the bazaar, and both were unpleasantly surprised. Lindo rose slowly from a seat in one of the windows, and, without stepping forward, stood silently looking at his curate, as one requiring an explanation, not offering a greeting; while Clode felt something of a shock, for he discerned at once that the situation would admit of no half measures. In the presence of Mrs. Hammond, to whom he had expressed his view of the rectors conduct, he could not adopt the cautious apologetic tone which he would probably have used had he met Lindo alone. He was fairly caught. But he was not a coward, and before the tell-tale flush had well mounted to his brow he had determined on his rôle.

Half-way across the room he stopped, and looked at Mrs. Hammond. I thought you were alone, he said with an air of constraint, partly real, partly assumed.

There is only the rector here, she answered bluntly. And then she added, with a little spice of malice, for Mr. Clode had not been a favorite with her since his defection, I suppose you are not afraid to meet him?

Certainly not, the curate answered, thus challenged. And he turned haughtily to meet the rectors angry gaze. I am not aware that I have any need to be. I am glad to see that you are none the worse for your gallant conduct last night, he added with perfect aplomb.

Thank you, Lindo answered, choking down his indignation with an effort. For a week  for a whole week  this, his chosen lieutenant, had not been near him in his trouble! I am much obliged to you, he continued, but I am rather surprised that your anxiety on my account did not lead you to come and see me at the rectory.

I called, and failed to find you, Clode answered, sitting resolutely down.

Lindo followed his example. I believe you did once, he replied contemptuously. Had a friend been about to succeed him, he could have borne even to congratulate him. But the thought of this man entering on the enjoyment of all the good things he was resigning was well-nigh unendurable. Though he knew that it would best consort with his dignity to be silent, he could not refrain from pursuing the subject. You thought, he went on, the same gibe in his tone, that a non-committal policy was best, I suppose?

The curate for a moment sat silent, his dark face glowing with resentment. If you mean, he said at last, neither Mrs. Hammond nor her daughter venturing to interfere  the former because she thought he was only getting his deserts, and the latter because she felt no call to champion him at present if you mean that I did not wish to publish my opinion, you are right, Mr. Lindo.

I think you published it sufficiently for your purpose the young rector retorted with bitterness.

Then why throw my non-committal policy in my teeth? replied the curate deftly. Thereby winning at least a logical victory.

Lindo sneered and grew, of course, twice as angry as before. Very neatly put! he said. I do not doubt that you would have got out of your confession of faith  or lack of faith  as cleverly, if circumstances had required it.

The words were scarcely out of his mouth before Miss Hammond rose in a marked way and left the room; while Clode for a moment glared at him as though he would resent the insult  for it was little less  in a practical manner. Fortunately the curates, calculating brain told him that nothing could be gained by this, and with an admirable show of patience and forbearance he waved the words aside. I really do not understand you, he said with a maddening air of superiority. I cannot be blamed for having formed an opinion of my own on a subject which affected me. Then, having formed it, what was I to do? Publish it, or keep it to myself? As a fact, I did not publish it.

Except by your acts, said the rector.

Take it that way, then, the curate replied, still with patience. Do I gather that you would have had me, though I held an opinion adverse to you, come to you as before, be about you, treat you in all respects as if I were on your side? Is that your complaint? That I did not play the hypocrite?

The rector felt that he was fairly defeated and out-manœuvred; so much so that Mrs. Hammond, whose sympathies were entirely on his side, expected him to break into a furious passion. But the very skill and coolness of his adversary acted as a warning and an example, and by a mighty effort he controlled himself. He rose from his chair with outward calmness, and, saying contemptuously, Well, I am glad that I know what your opinion is  an open foe is less dangerous than a secret one, he turned from Clode. Holding out his hand to his hostess, he muttered some form of leave-taking, and walked out of the room with as much dignity as he could muster. He had certainly had the worst of the encounter.

And he felt very bitter about it, as he crossed the top of the town. Whether the curate knew of his intention of resigning or not, his conduct in turning upon him and openly expressing his disbelief in his honesty was alike cruel and brutal. The man was false. The rector felt sure of it. But the pain which he experienced on this account  the pain of a generous man misunderstood and ill-requited  soon gave way to self-reproach. He had brought the thing on himself by his indiscreet passion. He had acted like a boy! He was not fit to be in a responsible position.

While he was still full of this, chewing the cud of his imprudence, he saw a slender figure, which he recognized, crossing the street a little way before him. He knew it at the first glance. In a moment he recognized the graceful lines, the half-proud, half-gentle carriage of the head, the glint of the cold February sun in the fair hair. It was Kate Bonamy; and the rector, as he increased his pace, became conscious, with something like a shock, of the pleasure it gave him to see her, though he had parted from her not twenty-four hours before. In a moment he was at her side, and she, turning suddenly, saw him with a start of glad surprise. Mr. Lindo! she stammered, holding out her hand before he offered his, and uttering the first words which rose to her lips, I am so glad!

She was thinking of the pit accident, of the risk and his safety, and perhaps a little of his good name. And he understood. But he affected not to do so. Are you indeed, Miss Bonamy? he answered. Glad that I am going?

His eyes met hers, and then both his and hers fell. No, she said gently and slowly. But I am very glad, Mr. Lindo, that you have done what seemed right to you without considering your own advantage.

I have done a great deal since I saw you yesterday, he answered, taking refuge in a jest.

You have, indeed.

Including taking your advice.

I am quite sure you had made up your mind before you asked my opinion, she answered earnestly.

No, he said, I am sure I had not. It was your hint which led me to think the position out from the beginning. When I did so it struck me that, irritated by Lord Dynmores words and manner, I had considered the question only as it affected him and myself. Going on to think of the parish, I came to the conclusion, that I was quite unfit for the position.

Kate started. The end of his sentence was a surprise to her. They were walking along side by side now  very slowly  and she looked at him, mute interrogation in her eyes.

I am too young, he said. Your father, you know, was of that opinion from the first.

Oh, but  she answered hurriedly, I  

You do not think so? he said with a droll glance. Well, I am glad of that. What? You were not going to say that, Miss Bonamy?

No, she answered, blushing. I was going to say that my fathers opinion might not now be the same, Mr. Lindo.

I expect it is. However, the opinion on which I acted was my own. I have a very hasty temper, do you know. This very afternoon I have been quarrelling, and have put my foot into it! I confess I thought when I came here that I could manage. Now I see I am not fit for it  for the living, I mean.

Perhaps, she answered slowly and in a low voice, you are the more fit because you feel unfit.

Well, I do not think I dare act on that, he cried gaily. So you now see before you, Miss Bonamy, a very humble personage  a kind of clerical man-of-all-work out of place! You do not know an incumbent of easy temper who wants a curate, do you?

He spoke lightly, without any air of seeking or posing for admiration. Yet there was a little inflection of bitterness in his voice which did not escape her ear, and perhaps spoke to it  and to her heart  more loudly, because it was not intended for either. She suddenly looked at him, and her face quivered, and then she looked away. But he had seen and understood. He marked the color rising to the roots of her hair, and was as sure as if he had seen them that her eyes were wet with tears.

And then he knew. He felt a sudden answering yearning toward her, a forgetfulness of all her surroundings, and of all his surroundings save herself alone. What a fool, what an ingrate, what a senseless clod he had been, not to have seen months before  when it was in his power to win her, when he might have asked for something besides her pity, when he had something to offer her  that she was the fairest, purest, noblest of women! Now, when it was too late, and he had sacrificed all to a stupid conventionality, a social prejudice  what was her father to her save the natural crabbed foil of her grace and beauty  now he felt that he would give all, only he had nothing to give, to see her wide gray eyes grow dark with tenderness, and  and love.

Yes, love. That was it. He knew now. Miss Bonamy, he said hurriedly. Will you  

Kate started. Here is my cousin, she said quietly, and yet with suspicious abruptness. I think he is looking for me, Mr. Lindo.


CHAPTER XXIV.

THE CUP AT THE LIP.

The ten days which followed the events just described were long remembered in Claversham with fondness and regret. The accident at Baerton, and the strange position of affairs at the rectory, falling out together, created intense excitement in the town. The gossips had for once as much to talk about as the idlest could wish, and found, indeed, so much to say on the one side and the other that the grocer, it was rumored, ordered in a fresh supply of tea, and the two bakers worked double tides at making crumpets and Sally Lunns, and still lagged behind the demand. Old Peggy from the almshouse hung about the churchyard half the day, noting who called at the rectors, and took as much interest in her task as if her weekly dole had depended on Mr. Lindos fortunes; while every one who could lay the least claim to knowing more than his neighbors became for the time the object of as many attentions as a London belle.

The archdeacon drove in and out daily. Once the rumor got abroad that he had gone to see Lord Dynmore; and more than once it was said that he was away at the palace conferring with the bishop. Those most concerned walked the streets with the faces of sphinxes. The curate and the rector were known to be on the most distant terms; and to put an edge on curiosity, already keen, Mrs. Hammond was twice seen talking to Mr. Bonamy in the street.

Even the poor colliers funeral, though a great number of the townsmen trooped out to the bleak little churchyard on Baer Hill to witness it  and to be rewarded by the sight of the young rector reading the service in the midst of a throng of bareheaded pitmen such as no Claversham eye had ever seen before  even this, which in ordinary times would have furnished food for talk for a month, at least, went for little now. It was discussed, indeed, for an evening, and then recalled only for the sake of the light which it was supposed to throw upon the rectors fate.

That gentleman, indeed, continued to present to the public an unmoved face. But in private, in the seclusion of his study  the lordly room which he had prized and appreciated from the first, taking its spacious dignity as the measure of his success  he wore no mask. There he had  as all men have, the man of destiny and the conscript alike  his solitary hours of courage and depression, anxiety and resignation. Of hope also; for even now  let us not paint him greater than he was  he clung to the possibility that Lord Dynmore, whom every one agreed in describing as irascible and hasty, but generous at bottom, would refuse to receive his resignation of the living, and this in such terms as would enable him to remain without sacrificing his self-respect. There would be a victory indeed, and at times he could not help dwelling on the thought of it.

Consequently, when Mrs. Baker, four days after the funeral, ushered in the archdeacon, and the young rector, turning at his writing-table, read his fate in the old gentlemans eyes, the news came upon him with crushing weight. Yet he did not give way. He rose and welcomed his visitor with a brave face. So the bearer of the bow-string has come at last! he said lightly, as the two met on the hearth-rug.

The archdeacon held his hand a few seconds longer than was necessary. Yes, he said, I am afraid that is about what I am. I am sorry to bring you such news, Lindo  more sorry than I can tell you. And, having got so far, he dropped his hat and picked it up again in a great hurry, and for a moment did not look at his companion.

After all, the rector said manfully, it is the only news I had a right to expect.

There is something in that, the archdeacon admitted, sitting down. That is so, perhaps. All the same, he went on, looking about him unhappily, and rubbing his head in ill-concealed irritation, if I had known how the earl would take it, I should not have advised you to make any concessions. No, I should not. But, there, he is an odd man  odder than I thought.

He accepts my offer to resign, of course?

Yes.

And that is all? the rector said, a little huskiness in his tone. That is all, the archdeacon replied, rubbing his head again. It was plain that he had hard work to keep his vexation within bounds.

Well, I must not complain because he has taken me at my word, the rector said, recovering himself a little.

Well, I hoped the bishop might have had a word to say to it, the archdeacon grumbled. But he had not, and I could not get to see his wife. He spoke very highly of your conduct, but he did not see his way clear, he said, to interfering.

I scarcely see how he could, Lindo answered slowly.

Well, I do not know. Bonamys representation in the church-wardens names was very strong  very strong indeed, coming from them, you know.

Lindo reddened. There is an odd man for you, if you like, he said impulsively. He was glad, perhaps, to change the subject. He has scarcely said a civil word to me since I came. He even began an action against me. Yet when this happened he turned round and in his way fought for me.

Well, that is Bonamy all over! the archdeacon answered, almost with enthusiasm. He is rough and crabbed, but he has the instincts of a gentleman, which are the greater credit to him, since he is a self-made man. I think I can tell you something about him, though, which you do not know.

Indeed? said Lindo mechanically.

Yes. It has to do with your letter, too. I had it from Lord Dynmore. In the first flush of his anger, it seems, he went to Bonamy and directed him to take the necessary steps to eject you. He is not the earls solicitor, and he must have seen an excellent opportunity of getting hold of the Dynmore business through this. He could not but see it. Nevertheless, he declined.

Why? asked the rector shortly.

The archdeacon shrugged his shoulders. Ah! that I cannot say, he answered. I only know that he did, putting forward some scruple or other which sent the earl off almost foaming with rage; and, of course, sent off with him Bonamys chance of his business.

He is a strange man! Lindo sighed as he spoke.

The archdeacon took a turn up the room. Now, he said, coming back, I want to talk to you about another man.

Clode? muttered the rector.

Well, yes; you have guessed it, the elder clergyman assented. The truth is, I am to offer him the living if you report well of him.

I do not like him, Lindo said briefly.

To be candid, replied the other as briefly, neither do I, now.

To that Lindo for a moment said nothing. The young man had fallen into an old attitude, and stood with his foot on the fender, his head bent, his eyes fixed on the fire. He was passing through a temptation. Here was a brave vengeance ready to his hand. The man who had behaved badly, heartlessly, disloyally to him, who had taken part against him, and been hard and unfriendly from the moment of Lord Dynmores return, was now in his power. He had only to say that he distrusted Clode, that he suspected him of being unscrupulous, even that their connection had not been satisfactory to himself  and the thing was done. Clode would not have the living.

Yet he hesitated to say those words. He felt that the thing was a temptation.

He remembered that Clode had worked well in the parish, and that his only offence was a private one. And, not at once, but after a pause, he gulped down the temptation, and, looking up with a flushed face, spoke. Yes, he said, I must report well of him  in the parish, that is. He is a good worker. I am bound to say as much as that, I think.

The archdeacon shrugged his shoulders once more. Right! he said, with a certain curtness which hid his secret disgust. I suppose that is all, then. Will you come with me and tell him?

No, the rector answered very decidedly, certainly I will not.

It will look well, the other still suggested.

No, Lindo replied again, almost in anger, I cannot sincerely congratulate the man, and I will not!

Nor would he budge from that resolve; and when the archdeacon called at the curates lodgings a few minutes later, he called alone. The man he sought was out, however. Mr. Clode is at the Reading-Room, I think, sir, the landlady said, with her deepest courtesy. And thither, accordingly, after a moments hesitation, the archdeacon went.

The gas in the big, barely-furnished room, which we have visited more than once, had just been lit, but the blinds still remained up; and in this mingling of lights the place looked less home-like and more uncomfortable than usual. There were three people in the room when the archdeacon entered. Two sat reading by the fire, their backs to the door. The third  the future rector  was standing up near one of the windows, taking advantage of the last rays of daylight to read the Times, which he held open before him. The archdeacon cast a casual glance at the others, and then stepped across to him and touched him on the shoulder.

Clode turned with a start. He had not heard the approaching footstep. One glance at the newcomers face, however, set his blood in a glow. It told him, or almost told him, all; and instinctively he dropped his eyes, that the other might not read in them his triumph and exultation.

The archdeacons first words confirmed him in his hopes. I have some good news for you, Mr. Clode, he said, smiling benevolently. He had of late distrusted the curate, as we have seen; but he was a man of kindly nature, and such a man cannot convey good tidings without entering into the recipients feelings. I saw Lord Dynmore yesterday, he continued.

Indeed, said the curate a little thickly. His face had grown hot, but the increasing darkness concealed this.

Yes, the archdeacon resumed, in a confidential tone which was yet pretty audible through the room. You have heard, no doubt, that Mr. Lindo has resigned the living?

The curate nodded. At that moment he dared not speak. A dreadful thought was in his mind. What if the archdeacons good news was news that the earl declined to receive the resignation? Some people might call that good news! The mere thought struck him dumb.

The archdeacons next words resolved his doubts. Frankly, the elder man said in a genial tone, I am sorry  sorry that circumstances have forced him to take so extreme a step. But having said that, Mr. Clode, I have done for the present with regret, and may come to pleasanter matter. I have to congratulate you. I am happy to say that Lord Dynmore, whom I saw yesterday, has authorized me to offer the living to you.

The newspaper rustled in the curates grasp, and for a moment he did not answer. Then he said huskily, To me?

Yes, the archdeacon answered expansively  it was certainly a pleasant task he had in hand, and he could not help beaming over it. To you, Mr. Clode. On one condition only, he continued, which is usual enough in all such cases, and I venture to think is particularly natural in this case. I mean that you have your late rectors good word.

Mr. Lindos good word? the curate stammered.

Of course, the unconscious archdeacon answered.

The curates jaw dropped; but by an effort he forced a ghastly smile. To be sure, he said. There will be no difficulty about that, I think.

No, replied the other, for I have just seen him, and can say at once that he is prepared to give it you. He has behaved throughout in a most generous manner, and the consequence is that I have nothing more to do except to offer you my congratulations on your preferment.

For a moment Clode could scarcely believe in his happiness. In the short space of two minutes he had tasted to the full both the pleasure of hope and the pang of despair. Could it be that all that was over already? That the period of waiting and uncertainty was past and gone? That the prize to which he had looked so long  and with the prize the woman he loved  was his at last?  was actually in his grasp?

His head reeled, great as was his self-control, and a haze rose before his eyes. As this passed away he became conscious that the archdeacon was shaking his hand with great heartiness, and that the thing was real! He was rector, or as good as rector, of Claversham. The object of his ambition was his! He was happy: perhaps it was the happiest moment of his life. He had even time to wonder whether he could not do Lindo a good turn  whether he could not somehow make it up to him.

You are very good, he muttered, gratefully pressing the archdeacons hand.

I am glad it is not a stranger, that gentleman replied heartily. Oh, he continued, turning and speaking in a different tone, is that you, Mr. Bonamy? Well, there can be no harm in your hearing the news also. You are peoples warden, of course, and have a kind of claim to hear it early. To be sure you have.

What is the news? Mr. Bonamy asked rather shortly. He had risen and drawn near unnoticed, Jack Smith behind him. Do I understand that Lord Dynmore has accepted the rectors resignation?

That is so.

And that he proposes to present Mr. Clode? the lawyer continued, looking at the curate as he named him.

Precisely, replied the archdeacon, without hesitation.

I hope you have no objection, Mr. Bonamy, said the curate, bowing slightly with a gracious air. He could afford to be gracious now. He even felt good  as men in such moments do.

But in the lawyers response there was no graciousness, nor much apparent goodness. I am afraid, he said, standing up gaunt and stiff, with a scowl on his face, that I must take advantage of that saving clause, Mr. Clode. I am peoples warden, as the archdeacon says, and frankly I object to your appointment  to your appointment as rector here.

You object! the curate stammered, between wrath and wonder.

Bless me! exclaimed the archdeacon in unmixed astonishment. What do you mean?

Just what I say. I object, repeated the lawyer firmly. This time Clode said nothing, but his eyes flashed, and he drew himself up, his face dark with passion. Shall I state my objection now? Mr. Bonamy continued, with the utmost gravity. It is not quite formal, but  very well, I will do so. I have rather a curious story to tell, and I must go back a short time. When Mr. Lindos honesty in accepting the living was called in question about a month ago, he referred to the letters in which Lord Dynmores agents conveyed the offer to him. He had those letters by him. Naturally, he had preserved them with care, and he began to regard them in the light of valuable evidence on his behalf, since they showed the facts brought to his knowledge when he accepted the living. I have said that he had preserved them with care; and, indeed, he is prepared to say to-day, that from the time of his arrival here until now, they have never, with his knowledge or consent, passed out of his possession.

The lawyers rasping voice ceased for a moment. Stephen Clodes face was a shade paler, but away from the gas-jets this could not be distinguished. He was arming himself to meet whatever shock was to come, while below this voluntary action of the brain his mind ran in an undercurrent of fierce, passionate anger against himself  anger that he had ever meddled with those fatal letters. Oh, the folly, the uselessness, the danger of that act, as he saw them now!

Nevertheless, Mr. Bonamy resumed in the same even, pitiless tone, when Mr. Lindo referred to these letters  which he kept, I should add, in a locked cupboard in his library  he found that the first in date, and the most important of them all, had been mutilated.

The curates brow cleared. What on earth, he broke out, has this to do with me, Mr. Bonamy? And he laughed  a laugh of relief and triumph. The lawyers last words had lifted a weight from his heart. They had found a mares nest after all.

Quite so! the archdeacon chimed in with good-natured fussiness. What has all this to do with the matter in hand, or with Mr. Clode, Mr. Bonamy? I fail to see.

In a moment I will show you, the lawyer answered. Then he paused, and, taking a letter-case form his pocket, leisurely extracted from it a small piece of paper. I will first ask Mr. Clode, he continued, to tell us if he supplied Mr. Lindo with the names of a firm of Birmingham solicitors.

Certainly I did, replied the curate haughtily.

And you gave him their address, I think?

I did.

Perhaps you can tell me, then, whether that is the address you wrote for him, continued the lawyer smoothly, as he held out the paper for the curates inspection.

It is, Clode answered at once. I wrote it for Mr. Lindo, in my own room, and gave it him there. But I fail to see what all this has to do with the point you have raised, he continued with considerable heat.

It has just this to do with it, Mr. Clode, the lawyer answered drily, a twinkle in his eyes that this address is written on the reverse side of the very piece of paper which is missing from Mr. Lindos letter  the important letter I have described. And I wish to ask you, and I think it will be to your interest to give as clear an answer to the question as possible, how you came into possession of this scrap of paper.

The curate glared at his questioner. I do not understand you, he stammered. And he held out his hand for the paper.

I think you will when you look at both sides of the sheet, replied the lawyer, handing it to him. On one side there is the address you wrote. On the other are the last sentence and signature of a letter from Messrs. Gearns & Baker to Mr. Lindo. The question is a very simple one. How did you get possession of this piece of paper?

Clode was silent  silent, though he knew that the archdeacon was looking at him, and that a single hearty spontaneous denial might avert suspicion. He stood holding the paper in his hand, and gazing stupidly at the damning words, utterly unable to comprehend for the moment how they came to be there. Little by little, however, as the benumbing effects of the surprise wore off, his thoughts went back to the evening when the address was written, and he remembered how the rector had come in and surprised him, and how he had huddled away the letters. In his disorder, no doubt, he had left one lying among his own papers, and made the fatal mistake of tearing from it the scrap on which he had written the address.

He saw it all as he stood there, still gazing at the piece of paper, while his rugged face grew darkly red and then again a miserable sallow, and the perspiration sprang out upon his forehead. He felt that the archdeacons eyes were upon him, that the archdeacon was waiting for him to speak. He saw the mistake he had made, but his brain, usually so ready, failed to supply him with the explanation he required.

You understand? Mr. Bonamy said slowly. The question is, how this letter came to be in your room that evening, Mr. Clode. That is the question.

I cannot say, he answered huskily. He was so shaken by the unexpected nature of the attack, and by the strange and ominous way in which the evidence against him had arisen, that he had not the courage to look up and face his accuser. I think  nay, I am sure, indeed  that the rector must have given me the paper, he explained, after an awkward pause.

He is positive he did not, Mr. Bonamy answered.

Then Clode recovered himself and looked up. After all, it was only his word against anothers. Possibly he is, he said, and yet he may be mistaken. I cannot otherwise see how the paper could have come into my hands. You do not really mean, he continued with a smile, which was almost easy, to charge me with stealing the letter, I suppose?

Well, to be quite candid, I do, Mr. Bonamy replied curtly. Nor was this unexpected slap in the face rendered more tolerable by the qualification he hastened to add or getting it stolen.

The curate started. This is not to be borne, he cried hotly. He looked at the archdeacon as if expecting him to interfere. But he found that gentlemans face grave and troubled, and, seeing he must expect no help from him at present, he continued, Do you dare to make so serious an accusation on such evidence as this, Mr. Bonamy?

On that, the lawyer replied, pointing to the paper, and on other evidence besides.

The curate flinched. Had they found Felton, the earls servant? Had they any more scraps of paper  any more self-wrought damning evidence of that kind? It was only by an effort, which was apparent to one at least of his hearers, that he gathered himself together, and answered, with a show of promptitude and ease, Other evidence? What, I ask? Produce it!

Here it is, said Mr. Bonamy, pointing to Jack Smith, who had been standing at his elbow throughout the discussion.

What has he to do with it? Clode muttered with dry lips.

Only this, the barrister said quietly, addressing himself to the archdeacon. That some time ago I saw Mr. Clode replace a packet in the cupboard in the rectors library. He only discovered my presence in the room when the cupboard door was open, and his agitation on observing me struck me as strange. Afterward I made inquiries of Mr. Lindo, without telling him my reason, and learned that Mr. Clode had no business at that cupboard  which was, in fact, devoted to the rectors private papers.

Perhaps, Mr. Clode, you will explain that, said the lawyer with quiet triumph.

He might have denied it had he spoken out at once. He might have given Jack the lie. But he saw with sudden and horrible clearness how this thing fitted that other thing, and this evidence corroborated that; and he lost his presence of mind, and for a moment stood speechless, glaring at his new accuser. He did not need to look at the archdeacon to be sure that his face was no longer grave only, but stern and suspicious. The gas-jets flared before his eyes and dazzled him. The room seemed to be turning. He could not answer. It was only when he had stood for an age, as it seemed to him, dumb and self-convicted before those three faces, that he summoned up courage to mutter, It is false. It is all false, I say! and to stamp his foot on the floor.

But no one answered him, and he quailed. His nerves were shaken. He, who on ordinary occasions prided himself on his tact and management, dared not now urge another word in his own defence lest some new piece of evidence should arise to give him the lie. The meaning silence of his accusers and his own conscience were too much for him. And, suddenly snatching up his hat, which lay on a chair beside him, he rushed from the room.

He had not gone fifty yards along the pavement before he recognized the mad folly of this retreat  the utter surrender of all his hopes and ambitions which it meant. But it was too late. The strong man had met a stronger. His very triumph and victory had gone some way toward undoing him, by rendering him more open to surprise and less prepared for sudden attack. Now it was too late to do more than repent. He saw that. Hurrying through the darkness, heedless whither he went, he invented a dozen stories to explain his conduct. But always the archdeacons grave face rose before him, and he rejected the clever fictions and the sophisms in support of them, which his ingenuity was now so quick to suggest.

How he cursed the madness, the insensate folly, which had wrecked him! Had he only let matters take their own course and stood aside, he would have gained his ends! For a minute and a half he had been as good as rector of Claversham. And now!

Laura Hammond, crossing the hall after tea, heard the outer door open behind her, and, feeling the cold gust of air which entered, stopped and turned, and saw him standing on the mat. He had let himself in in this way on more than one occasion before, and it was not that which in a moment caused her heart to sink. She had been expecting him all day, for she knew the crisis was imminent, and had been hourly looking for news. But she had not been expecting him in this guise. There was a strange disorder in his air and manner. He was wet and splashed with mud. He held his hat in his hand, as if he had been walking bareheaded in the rain. His eyes shone with a wild light, and he looked at her oddly. She turned and went toward him. Is it you? she said timidly.

Oh, yes, it is I, he answered, with a forced laugh. I want to speak to you. And he let drop the portière, which he had hitherto held in his hand.

There was a light in the breakfast-room, which opened on the hall, and she led the way into that room. He followed her and closed the door behind him. She pointed to a chair, but he did not take it. What is it? she said, looking up at him in real alarm. What is the matter, Stephen?

Everything! he answered, with another laugh. I am leaving Claversham.

You are leaving? she said incredulously.

Yes, leaving! he answered.

To-night? she stammered.

Well, not to-night, he answered, with rude irony. To-morrow. I have been within an ace of getting the living, and I  I have lost it. That is all.

Her cheek turned a shade paler, and she laid one hand on the table to steady herself. I am so sorry, she murmured.

He did not see her tremor; he heard only her words, and he resented them bitterly. Have you nothing more to say than that? he cried.

She had much more to say  or, rather, had she said all that was in her mind she would have had. But his tone helped her to recover herself  helped her to play the part on which she had long ago decided. In her way she loved this man, and her will had melted at sight of him, standing downcast and defeated before her. Had he attacked her on the side of her affections he might have done much  he might have prevailed. But his hard words recalled her to her natural self. What would you have me say? she answered, looking steadily across the table at him. Something, she began to see, had happened besides the loss of the living  something which had hurt him sorely. And as she discerned this, she compared his dishevelled, untidy dress with the luxury of the room, and shivered at the thought of the precipice on the brink of which she had paused.

He did not answer.

What would you have me say? she repeated more firmly.

If you do not know, I cannot teach you, he retorted, with a sneer.

You have no right to say that, she replied bravely. You remember our compact.

You intend to keep to it? he answered scornfully.

She had no doubt about that now, and she summoned up her courage by an effort. Certainly I do, she murmured. I thought you understood me. I tried to make my meaning clear.

Clode did not answer her at once. He stood looking at her, his eyes glowing. He knew that his only hope, if hope there might be, lay in gaining some word from her now  now, before any rumor to his disadvantage should get abroad in the town. But his temper, long restrained, was so infuriated by disappointment and defeat, that for the moment love did not prevail with him. He knew that a tender word might do much, but he could not frame it. When he did at last find tongue it was only to say, And that is your final decision?

It is, she answered in a low voice. She did not dare to look up at him.

And all you have to say to me?

Yes. Except that I wish you well. I shall always wish you well, Mr. Clode, she muttered.

Thank you, he answered coldly.

So coldly, and with so much composure, that she did not guess the gust of hatred of all things and all men which was in his heart. He was beside himself with love, rage, disappointment. For a moment longer he stood gazing at her downcast face. But she did not look up at him; and presently, in a strange silence, he turned and went out of the room.


CHAPTER XXV.

HUMBLE PIE.

The success of reticence is great. Mr. Bonamy and his nephew, as they went home to tea after their victory, plumed themselves not a little upon the proof of this which they had just given Mr. Clode. They said little, it is true; even to one another, but more than once Mr. Bonamy chuckled in a particularly dry manner, and at the top of the street Jack made an observation You think the archdeacon was satisfied? he asked, turning to his companion for a moment.

Absolutely, quoth Mr. Bonamy; and he strode on with one hand in his pocket, his coat-tails flying, and his money jingling in a manner inimitable by any other Claversham person.

At tea they were both silent upon the subject, but the lawyer presently let drop the fact that the earl had accepted the rectors resignation. Jack, watchfully jealous, poor fellow, yet in his jealousy loyal to the core, glanced involuntarily at Kate to see what effect the news produced upon her; and then glanced swiftly away again. Not so swiftly, however, that the change in the girls face escaped him. He saw it flush with mingled pride and alarm, and then grow grave and thoughtful. After that she kept her eyes averted from him, and he talked busily to Daintry. I must be leaving you to-morrow, he said by-and-by, as they rose from the table.

You will be coming back again? Mr. Bonamy answered, interrupting a loud wail from Daintry. It should be explained that Jack had not stayed through the whole of these weeks at Claversham, but had twice left for some days on circuit business. Mr. Bonamy thought he was meditating another of these disappearances.

I should like to do so, Jack answered quietly, but I must get back to London now.

Well, your room will be ready for you whenever you like to come to us, Mr. Bonamy replied with crabbed graciousness. And he fully meant what he said. He had grown used to Jacks company. He saw, too, the change his presence had made in the girls lives, and possibly he entertained some thoughts of a greater change which the cousin might make in the life of one of them.

So he was sorry to lose Jack. But Daintry was inconsolable. When she and Kate were alone together she made her moan, sitting in a great chair three sizes too big for her, with her legs sprawling before her, her hands on the chair-arms, and her eyes on the fire. Oh, dear, what shall we do when he is gone, Kate? she said disconsolately. Wont it be miserable?

Kate, who was bending over her work, and had been unusually silent for some time, looked up with a start and a rush of color to her cheeks. When who is gone  oh, you mean Jack! she said rather incoherently.

Of course I do, Daintry answered crossly. But you never did care for Jack.

You have no right to say that, Kate answered quickly, letting her work drop for the moment. I think Jack is one of the noblest, the most generous  yes, she continued quickly, the bravest man I have ever known, Daintry.

Her voice trembled, and Daintry saw with surprise that her eyes were full of tears. I never thought you felt like that about him, the younger girl answered penitently.

Perhaps I did not a little while back, Kate answered gently, as she took up her work again. I know him better now, that is all.

It was quite true. She knew him better now. A fellow-feeling makes us wondrous kind. Love, which blinds our eyes to some things, opens them to others. Had Jack offered Kate Their Wedding Journey now she might still have asked him to change the book for another, but assuredly she would not have told him it sounded silly, nor hurt his feelings by so much as a look.

It was quite true that she thought him all she said, that her eyes grew moist for his sake. But his was the minute only; the hour was anothers. Daintry, proceeding to speculate gloomily on the dulness of Claversham without Jack, thought her sister was attending to her, whereas Kates thoughts were far away now, centred on a fair head and a bright boyish face, and a solitary room in which she pictured Reginald Lindo sitting alone and despondent, the short-lived brilliance of his Claversham career already extinguished. What were his thoughts, she wondered. Was he regretting  for the strongest have their hours of weakness  the step he had taken? Was he blaming her for the advice she had given? Was he giving a thought to her at all, or only planning the new life on which he must now enter  forming the new hopes which must henceforth cheer him on?

Kate let her work drop and looked dreamily before her. Assuredly the prospect was a dull and uninviting one. Before his coming there had always been the unknown something, which a girls future holds  a possibility of change, of living a happier, fuller life. But now she had nothing of this kind before her. He had come and robbed her even of this, and given her in return only regret and humiliation, and a few  a very few  hours of strange pleasure and sunshine and womanly pride in a womans influence nobly used. Yet would she have had it otherwise? No, not for all the unknown possibilities of change, not though Claversham life should stretch its dulness unbroken through a century.

She was sitting alone in the dining-room next morning, Mr. Bonamy being at the office, and Daintry out shopping, when the maid came in and announced that Mr. Lindo was at the door and wished to see her. Are you sure that he did not ask for Mr. Bonamy? Kate said, rising and laying down her work with outward composure and secret agitation.

No; he asked particularly for you, miss, the servant answered, standing with her hand on the door.

Very well; you can show him in here, Kate replied, casting an eye round her, but disdaining to remove the signs of domestic employment which met its scrutiny. He has come to say good-by, she thought to herself; and she schooled herself to play her part fitly and close the little drama with decency and reserve.

He came in looking very thoughtful. She need not have feared for her fathers papers, her sisters dogs-eared Ollendorf, or her own sewing. He did not so much as glance at them. She thought she saw business in his eye, and she said as he advanced, Did you wish to see me or my father, Mr. Lindo?

You, Miss Bonamy, he answered, shaking hands with her. You have heard the news, I suppose?

Yes, she replied soberly. I am so very sorry. I fear  I mean I regret now, that when you  

Asked for advice  he continued, helping her out with a grave smile. He had taken the great leather-covered easy-chair on the other side of the fireplace, and was sitting forward in it, toying with his hat.

Yes, she said, coloring if you like to put it in that very flattering form  I regret now that I presumed to give it, Mr. Lindo.

I am sorry for that, he answered, looking up at her as he spoke.

She felt herself coloring anew. Why? she asked rather tremulously.

Because I have come to ask your advice again. You will not refuse to give it me?

She looked at him in surprise; with a little annoyance even. It was absurd. Why should he come to her in this way? Why, because on one occasion, when circumstances had impelled him to speak and her to answer, she had presumed to advise  why should he again come to her of set purpose? It was ridiculous of him. I think I must refuse, she said gravely and a little formally. I know nothing of business.

It is not upon a matter of business, he answered.

She uttered a sigh of impatience. I think you are very foolish, Mr. Lindo. Why do you not go to my father?

Well, because it is  because it is on a rather delicate matter, he answered impulsively.

Still I do not see why you should bring it to me, she objected, with a flash in her gray eyes, and many memories in her mind.

Well, I will tell you why I bring it to you, he answered bluntly. Because I acted on your advice the other day; and that, you see, Miss Bonamy, has put me in this fix; and  and, in fact, made other advice necessary, dont you see?

I see you are inclined to be somewhat ungenerous, she answered. But if it must be so, pray go on.

He rose slowly and stood leaning against the mantel-shelf in his favorite attitude, his foot on the fender. I will be as short as I can, he said, a nervousness she did not fail to note in his manner. Perhaps you will kindly hear me to the end before you solve my problem for me. It will help me a little, I think, if I may put my case in the third person. Miss Bonamy  he paused on the name and cleared his throat, and then went on more quickly a man I know, young and keen, and at the time successful  successful beyond his hopes, so that others of his age and standing looked on him with envy, came one day to know a girl, and, from the moment of knowing her, to admire and esteem her. She was not only very beautiful, but he thought he saw in her, almost from the first hour of their acquaintance, such noble and generous qualities as all men, even the weakest, would fain imagine in the woman they love.

Kate moved suddenly in her chair as if to rise. Then she sat back again, and he went on.

This was a weak man, he said in a low voice. He had had small experience; let that be some excuse for him. He entered at this time on a new field of work in which he found himself of importance and fancied himself of greater importance. There he had frequent opportunities of meeting the woman I have mentioned, who had already made an impression on him. But his head was turned. He discovered that for certain small and unworthy reasons her goodness and her fairness were not recognized by those among whom he mixed, and he had the meanness to swim with the current and to strive to think no more of the woman to whom his heart had gone out. He acted like a cur, in fact, and presently he had his reward. Evil times came upon him. The position he loved was threatened. Finally he lost it, and found himself again where he had started in life  a poor curate without influence or brilliant prospects. Then  it seems an ignoble, a mean, and a miserable thing to say  he found out for certain that he loved this woman, and could imagine no greater honor or happiness than to have her for his wife.

He paused a moment, and stole a glance at her. Kate sat motionless and still, her lips compressed and her eyes hidden by their long lashes, her gaze fixed apparently on the fire. Save that her face was slightly flushed, and that she breathed quickly, he might have fancied that she did not understand, or even that she had not heard. When he spoke again, after waiting anxiously and vainly for any sign, his voice was husky and agitated. Will you tell me, Miss Bonamy, what he should do? he said. Should he ask her to forgive him and to trust him, or should he go away and be silent?

She did not speak.

Kate, will you not tell me? Can I not hope to be forgiven? He was stooping beside her now, and his hand almost touched her hair.

Then, at last, she looked up at him. Will not my advice come a little late? she whispered tremulously and yet with a smile  a smile which was at once bright and tearful and eloquent beyond words.

Afterward she thought of a dozen things she should have said to him  about his certainty of himself, about her father; but at the time none of these occurred to her. If he had come to her with his hands full, it would certainly have been otherwise. But she saw him poor through his own act, and her pride left her. When he took her in his arms and kissed her, she said not a word. And he said only, My darling!

* * * * *

The rich can afford to be niggardly. Lindo did not stay long, the question he had to put once answered, his claim to happiness once allowed. When Mr. Bonamy came in half an hour later, he found Kate alone. There was an austere elation in his eye which for a moment led her to think that he had heard her news. His first words, however, dispelled the idea. I have just seen Lord Dynmore, he said, taking his coat-skirts on his arms and speaking with a geniality which showed that he was moved out of his every-day self. He has  he has considerably surprised me.

Indeed? said Kate, blushing and conscious, half-attentive and half given up to thinking how she should tell her own tale.

Yes. He has very much surprised me. He has asked me to undertake the agency of his property in this part of the country.

Kate dropped her sewing in genuine surprise No? she said. Has he, indeed?

Mr. Bonamy, pursing up his lips to keep back the smile of complacency which would force its way, let his eyes rove round the room. Yes, he said, I do not mind saying here that I am rather flattered. Of course I should not say as much out of doors.

Oh, papa, I am so glad, she cried, rising. An unwonted softness in her tone touched and pleased him.

Yes, he continued, I am to go over to the park to-morrow to lunch with him and talk over matters. He told me something else which will astonish you. He has behaved very handsomely to Mr. Lindo. It seems he saw him early this morning, after having an interview with the archdeacon, and offered him the living of Pocklington, in Oxfordshire  worth, I believe, about five hundred a year. He is going to give the vicar of Pocklington the rectory here.

Kates face was scarlet. But I thought  I understood, she stammered, that Mr. Clode was to be rector here?

Not at all, said Mr. Bonamy, with some asperity. The whole thing was settled before ten oclock this morning. Mary told me at the door that Lindo had been here since, so I supposed he had told you something about it.

He did not tell me a word of it! Kate answered impulsively, the generous trick her lover had played breaking in upon her mind in all its fulness. Not a word of it! But papa  with a pause and then a rush of words he asked me to be his wife, and I  I told him I would.

For a moment Mr. Bonamy stared at his daughter as if he thought she had lost her wits. Probably since his boyhood he had never been so much astonished. I was talking of Mr. Lindo, he said at length, speaking with laborious clearness. You are referring to your cousin, I fancy.

No, Kate said, striving with her happy confusion. I mean Mr. Lindo, papa.

Indeed! indeed! Mr. Bonamy answered after another pause, speaking still more slowly, and gazing at her as if he had never seen her before, nor anything at all like her. You have a good deal surprised me. And I am not easily surprised, I think. Not easily, I think.

But you are not angry with me, papa? she murmured rather tearfully.

For a moment he still stared at her in silence, unable to overcome his astonishment. Then by a great effort he recovered himself. Oh, no, he said, with a smack of his old causticity, I do not see why I should be angry with you, Kate. Indeed, I may say I foretold this. I always said that young man would introduce great changes, and he has done it. He has fulfilled my words to the letter, my dear!


CHAPTER XXVI.

LOOSE ENDS.

Dr. Gregg was one of the first persons in the town to hear of the late rectors engagement. His reception of the news was characteristic. I dont believe it! he shrieked. I dont believe it! It is all rubbish! What has he got to marry upon, I should like to know?

His informant ventured to mention the living of Pocklington.

I dont believe it! the little doctor shrieked. If he had got that he would see her far enough before he would marry her. Do you think I am such a fool as to believe that?

But you see, Bonamy  the earls agency will be rather a lift in the world for him. And he has money.

I dont believe it! shrieked Gregg again. But, alas! he did. He knew that these things were true, and when he next met Bonamy he smiled a wry smile, and tried to swallow his teeth, and grovelled, still with the native snarl curling his lips at intervals. The doctor, indeed, had to suffer a good deal of unhappiness in these days. Clode, about whom he had boasted largely, was conspicuous by his absence. Lord Dynmores carriage might be seen any morning in front of the Bonamy offices. And rumor said that the earl had taken a strange fancy to the young clergyman whom he had so belabored. Things seemed to Gregg and to some other people in Claversham to be horribly out of joint at this time.

Among others, poor Mrs. Hammond found her brain somewhat disordered. To the curates unaccountable withdrawal, as to the translation of the late rector to Pocklington, she could easily reconcile herself. But to Mr. Lindos engagement to the lawyers daughter, and to the surprising intimacy between the earl and Mr. Bonamy, she could not so readily make up her mind. Why, it was reported that the earl had walked into town and taken tea at Mr. Bonamys house! Still, facts are stubborn things, nor was it long before Mrs. Hammond was heard to say that the lawyers conduct in supporting Mr. Lindo in his trouble had produced a very favorable impression on her mind, and prepared her to look upon him in a new light.

And Laura? Laura, during these changes, showed herself particularly bright and sparkling. She was not of a nature to feel even defeat very deeply, or to philosophize much over past mistakes. Her mother saw no change in her  nay, she marvelled, recalling her daughters intimacy with Mr. Clode and the obstinacy she had exhibited in siding with him, that Laura could so completely put him out of her mind and thoughts. But the least sensitive feel sometimes. The most thoughtless have their moments of care. Even the cat, with its love of home and comfort, will sometimes wander on a wet night. And there are times when Laura, doubting the future and weary of the present, wishes she had had the courage to do as her heart bade her, and make the plunge, careless what the world, and her rivals, might say of her marriage to a curate. For Clodes rugged face and masculine will dominate her still. Though a year has elapsed, and she has not heard of him, nor probably will hear of him now, she thinks of him with regret and soreness. She had not much to give, but to her sorrow she knows now that she gave it to him, and that in that struggle for supremacy both were losers.

The good wine last. Kate broke the news to Jack herself, and found it no news. Yes, I have just seen Lindo, he answered quietly, taking her hand, and looking her in the face with dry eyes. May he make you very happy, Kate, and  well, I can wish you nothing better than that. Then Kate broke down and cried bitterly. When she recovered herself Jack was gone.

If you were to describe that scene to Jack Smiths friends in the Temple they would jeer at you. They would cover you with ridicule and gibes. There is no one so keen, so sharp, so matter-of-fact, so certain to succeed as he, they say. They have only one fault to find with him, that he works too hard; that he bids fair to become one of those legal machines which may be seen any evening taking in fuel at solitary club tables, and returning afterward to dusty chambers, with the regularity of clockwork. But there is one thing even in his present life which his Temple friends do not know, and which gives me hope of him. Week by week there comes to him a letter from the country from a long-limbed girl in short frocks, whose hero he is. Time, which, like Procrustes bed, brings frocks and legs to the same length at last, heals wounds also.

When a day not far distant now shall show him Daintry in the bloom of budding womanhood, is it to be thought that Jack will resist her? I think not. But, be that as it may, with no better savor than that of his loyalty, the silent loyalty of an English friend, could the chronicle of a Bayard  much less the tale of a country town  come to an end.

THE END
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CHAPTER I.

HÉ, SIRE ANE, HÉ!

On the boundary line between the two counties of Warwick and Worcester there is a road very famous in those parts, and called the Ridgeway. Father Carey used to say  and no better Latinist could be found for a score of miles round in the times of which I write  that it was made by the Romans. It runs north and south along the narrow spine of the country, which is spread out on either side like a map, or a picture. As you fare southward you see on your right hand the green orchards and pastures of Worcestershire stretching as far as the Malvern Hills. You have in front of you Bredon Hill, which is a wonderful hill, for if a man goes down the Avon by boat it goes with him  now before, and now behind  a whole days journey  and then stands in the same place. And on the left hand you have the great Forest of Arden, and not much besides, except oak trees, which grow well in Warwickshire.

I describe this road, firstly, because it is a notable one, and forty years ago was the only Queens highway, to call a highway, in that country. The rest were mere horse-tracks. Secondly, because the chase wall of Coton End runs along the side of it for two good miles; and the Cluddes  I am Francis Cludde  have lived at Coton End by the Ridgeway time out of mind, probably  for the name smacks of the soil  before the Romans made the road. And thirdly, because forty years ago, on a drizzling February day in 1555  second year of Mary, old religion just reestablished  a number of people were collected on this road, forming a group of a score or more, who stood in an ordered kind of disorder about my uncles gates and looked all one way, as if expecting an arrival, and an arrival of consequence.

First, there was my uncle Sir Anthony, tall and lean. He wore his best black velvet doublet and cloak, and had put them on with an air of huge importance. This increased each time he turned, staff in hand, and surveyed his following, and as regularly gave place to a Pshaw! of vexation and a petulant glance when his eye rested on me. Close beside him, looking important too, but anxious and a little frightened as well, stood good Father Carey. The priest wore his silk cassock, and his lips moved from time to time without sound, as though he were trying over a Latin oration  which, indeed, was the fact. At a more respectful distance were ranged Baldwin Moor, the steward, and a dozen servants; while still farther away lounged as many ragamuffins  landless men, who swarmed about every gentlemans door in those times, and took toll of such abbey lands as the king might have given him. Against one of the stone gate-pillars I leaned myself  nineteen years and six months old, and none too wise, though well grown, and as strong as one here and there. And perched on the top of the twin post, with his chin on his knees, and his hands clasped about them, was Martin Luther, the fool.

Martin had chosen this elevated position partly out of curiosity, and partly, perhaps, under a strong sense of duty. He knew that, whether he would or no, he must needs look funny up there. His nose was red, and his eyes were running, and his teeth chattering; and he did look funny. But as he felt the cold most his patience failed first. The steady, silent drizzle, the mist creeping about the stems of the oak trees, the leaden sky proved too much for him in the end. A watched pot never boils! he grumbled.

Silence, sirrah! commanded my uncle angrily. This is no time for your fooling. Have a care how you talk in the same breath of pots and my Lord Bishop!

Sanctæ ecclesiæ, Father Carey broke out, turning up his eyes in a kind of ecstasy, as though he were knee to knee with the prelate te defensorem inclytum atque ardentem  

Pottum! cried I, laughing loudly at my own wit.

It was an ill-mannered word, but I was cold and peevish. I had been forced to this function against my will. I had never seen the guest whom we were expecting, and who was no other than the Queens Chancellor, Stephen Gardiner, but I disliked him as if I had. In truth, he was related to us in a peculiar fashion, which my uncle and I naturally looked at from different standpoints. Sir Anthony viewed with complacence, if not with pride, any connection with the powerful Bishop of Winchester, for the knight knew the world, and could appreciate the value it sets on success, and the blind eyes it has for spots if they do but speckle the risen sun. I could make no such allowance, but, with the pride of youth and family, at once despised the great Bishop for his base blood, and blushed that the shame lay on our side. I hated this parade of doing honor to him, and would fain have hidden at home with Petronilla, my cousin, Sir Anthonys daughter, and awaited our guest there. The knight, however, had not permitted this, and I had been forced out, being in the worst of humors.

So I said Pottum! and laughed.

Silence, boy! cried Sir Anthony fiercely. He loved an orderly procession, and to arrange things decently. Silence! he repeated, darting an angry glance first at me and then at his followers, or I will warm that jacket of yours, lad! And you, Martin Luther, see to your tongue for the next twenty-four hours, and keep it off my Lord Bishop! And, Father Carey, hold yourself ready  

For here Sir Hot-Pot cometh! cried the undaunted Martin, skipping nimbly down from his post of vantage; and a dozen of London saucepans with him, or may I never lick the inside of one again!

A jest on the sauciness of London serving-men was sure to tell with the crowd, and there was a great laugh at this, especially among the landless men, who were on the skirts of the party, and well sheltered from Sir Anthonys eye. He glared about him, provoked to find at this critical moment smiles where there should have been looks of deference, and a ring round a fool where he had marshaled a procession. Unluckily, he chose to visit his displeasure upon me. You wont behave, wont you, you puppy! he cried. You wont, wont you! and stepping forward he aimed a blow at my shoulders, which would have made me rub myself if it had reached me. But I was too quick. I stepped back, the stick swung idly, and the crowd laughed.

And there the matter would have ended, for the Bishops party were now close upon us, had not my foot slipped on the wet grass and I fallen backward. Seeing me thus at his mercy, the temptation proved too much for the knight. He forgot his love of seemliness and even that his visitors were at his elbow  and, stooping a moment to plant home a couple of shrewd cuts, cried, Take that! Take that, my lad! in a voice that rang as crisply as his thwacks.

I was up in an instant; not that the pain was anything, and before our own people I should have thought as little of shame, for if the old may not lay hand to the young, being related, where is to be any obedience? Now, however, my first glance met the grinning faces of strange lackeys, and while my shoulders still smarted, the laughter of a couple of soberly-clad pages stung a hundred times more sharply. I glared furiously round, and my eyes fell on one face  a face long remembered. It was that of a man who neither smiled nor laughed; a man whom I recognized immediately, not by his sleek hackney or his purple cassock, which a riding-coat partially concealed, or even by his jeweled hand, but by the keen glance of power which passed over me, took me in, and did not acknowledge me; which saw my humiliation without interest or amusement. The look hurt me beyond smarting of shoulders, for it conveyed to me in the twentieth part of a second how very small a person Francis Cludde was, and how very great a personage was Stephen Gardiner, whom in my thoughts I had presumed to belittle.

I stood irresolute a moment, shifting my feet and glowering at him, my face on fire. But when he raised his hand to give the Benediction, and the more devout, or those with mended hose, fell on their knees in the mud, I turned my back abruptly, and, climbing the wall, flung away across the chase.

What, Sir Anthony! I heard him say as I stalked off, his voice ringing clear and incisive amid the reverential silence which followed the Latin words; have we a heretic here, cousin? How is this? So near home too!

It is my nephew, my Lord Bishop, I could hear Sir Anthony answer, apology in his tone; and a willful boy at times. You know of him; he has queer notions of his own, put into his head long ago.

I caught no more, my angry strides carrying me out of earshot. Fuming, I hurried across the long damp grass, avoiding here and there the fallen limb of an elm or a huge round of holly. I wanted to get out of the way, and be out of the way; and made such haste that before the slowly moving cavalcade had traversed one-half of the interval between the road and the house I had reached the bridge which crossed the moat, and, pushing my way impatiently through the maids and scullions who had flocked to it to see the show, had passed into the courtyard.

The light was failing, and the place looked dark and gloomy in spite of the warm glow of burning logs which poured from the lower windows, and some show of green boughs which had been placed over the doorways in honor of the occasion. I glanced up at a lattice in one of the gables  the window of Petronillas little parlor. There was no face at it, and I turned fretfully into the hall  and yes, there she was, perched up in one of the high window-seats. She was looking out on the chase, as the maids were doing.

Yes, as the maids were doing. She too was watching for his High Mightiness, I muttered, and that angered me afresh. I crossed the rushes in silence, and climbed up beside her.

Well, I said ungraciously, as she started, hearing me at her shoulder, well, have you seen enough of him yet, cousin? You will, I warrant you, before he leaves. A little of him goes far.

A little of whom, Francis? she asked simply.

Though her voice betrayed some wonder at my rough tone, she was so much engaged with the show that she did not look at me immediately. This of course kept my anger warm, and I began to feel that she was in the conspiracy against me.

Of my Lord of Winchester, of course, I answered, laughing rudely; of Sir Hot-Pot!

Why do you call him that? she remonstrated in gentle wonder. And then she did turn her soft dark eyes upon me. She was a slender, willowy girl in those days, with a complexion clear yet pale  a maiden all bending and gracefulness, yet with a great store of secret firmness, as I was to learn. He seems as handsome an old man, she continued, as I have ever met, and stately and benevolent, too, as I see him at this distance. What is the matter with you, Francis? What has put you out?

Put me out! I retorted angrily. Who said anything had put me out?

But I reddened under her eyes; I was longing to tell her all, and be comforted, while at the same time I shrank with a mans shame from saying to her that I had been beaten.

I can see that something is the matter, she said sagely, with her head on one side, and that air of being the elder which she often assumed with me, though she was really the younger by two years. Why did you not wait for the others? Why have you come home alone? Francis, [with sudden conviction] you have vexed my father! That is it!

He has beaten me like a dog! I blurted out passionately; and before them all! Before those strangers he flogged me!

She had her back to the window, and some faint gleam of wintry sunshine, passing through the gules of the shield blazoned behind her, cast a red stain on her dark hair and shapely head. She was silent, probably through pity or consternation; but I could not see her face, and misread her. I thought her hard, and, resenting this, bragged on with a lads empty violence.

He did; but I will not stand it! I give you warning, I wont stand it, Petronilla! and I stamped, young bully that I was, until the dust sprang out of the boards, and the hounds by the distant hearth jumped up and whined. No! not for all the base bishops in England! I continued, taking a step this way and that. He had better not do it again! If he does, I tell you it will be the worse for some one!

Francis, she exclaimed abruptly, you must not speak in that way!

But I was too angry to be silenced, though instinctively I changed my ground.

Stephen Gardiner! I cried furiously. Who is Stephen Gardiner, I should like to know? He has no right to call himself Gardiner at all! Dr. Stephens he used to call himself, I have heard. A child with no name but his godfathers; that is what he is, for all his airs and his bishopric! Who is he to look on and see a Cludde beaten? If my uncle does not take care  

Francis! she cried again, cutting me short ruthlessly. Be silent, sir! [and this time I was silent], You unmanly boy, she continued, her face glowing with indignation, to threaten my father before my face! How dare you, sir? How dare you? And who are you, you poor child, she exclaimed, with a startling change from invective to sarcasm who are you to talk of bishops, I should like to know?

One, I said sullenly, who thinks less of cardinals and bishops than some folk, Mistress Petronilla!

Ay, I know, she retorted scathingly I know that you are a kind of half-hearted Protestant  neither fish, flesh, nor fowl!

I am what my father made me! I muttered.

At any rate, she replied, you do not see how small you are, or you would not talk of bishops. Heaven help us! That a boy who has done nothing and seen nothing, should talk of the Queens Chancellor! Go! Go on, you foolish boy, and rule a country, or cut off heads, and then you may talk of such men  men who could unmake you and yours with a stroke of the pen! You, to talk so of Stephen Gardiner! Fie, fie, I say! For shame!

I looked at her, dazed and bewildered, and had long afterward in my mind a picture of her as she stood above me, in the window bay, her back to the light, her slender figure drawn to its full height, her hand extended toward me. I could scarcely understand or believe that this was my gentle cousin. I turned without a word and stole away, not looking behind me. I was cowed.

It happened that the servants came hurrying in at the moment with a clatter of dishes and knives, and the noise covered my retreat. I had a fancy afterward that, as I moved away, Petronilla called to me. But at the time, what with the confusion and my own disorder, I paid no heed to her, but got myself blindly out of the hall, and away to my own attic.

It was a sharp lesson. But my feelings when, being alone, I had time to feel, need not be set down. After events made them of no moment, for I was even then on the verge of a change so great that all the threats and misgivings, the fevers and agues, of that afternoon, real as they seemed at the time, became in a few hours as immaterial as the dew which fell before yesterdays thunderstorm.

The way the change began to come about was this. I crept in late to supper, facing the din and lights, the rows of guests and the hurrying servants, with a mixture of shame and sullenness. I was sitting down with a scowl next the Bishops pages  my place was beside them, half-way down the table, and I was not too careful to keep my feet clear of their clothing  when my uncles voice, raised in a harsher tone than was usual with him, even when he was displeased, summoned me.

Come here, sirrah! he cried roundly. Come here, Master Francis! I have a word to speak to you!

I went slowly, dragging my feet, while all looked up, and there was a partial silence. I was conscious of this, and it nerved me. For a moment indeed, as I stepped on to the dais I had a vision of scores of candles and rushlights floating in mist, and of innumerable bodiless faces all turned up to me. But the vision and the mistiness passed away, and left only my uncles long, thin face inflamed with anger, and beside it, in the same ring of light, the watchful eyes and stern, impassive features of Stephen Gardiner. The Bishops face and his eyes were all I saw then; the same face, the same eyes, I remembered, which had looked unyielding into those of the relentless Cromwell and had scarce dropped before the frown of a Tudor. His purple cap and cassock, the lace and rich fur, the chain of office, I remembered afterward.

Now, boy, thundered Sir Anthony, pointing out the place where I should stand, what have you to say for yourself? why have you so misbehaved this afternoon? Let your tongue speak quickly, do you hear, or you will smart for it. And let it be to the purpose, boy!

I was about to answer something  whether it was likely to make things worse or better, I cannot remember  when Gardiner stayed me. He laid his hand gently on Sir Anthonys sleeve, and interposed. One moment, he said mildly, your nephew did not stay for the Churchs blessing, I remember. Perhaps he has scruples. There are people nowadays who have. Let us hear if it be so.

This time it was Sir Anthony who did not let me answer.

No, no, he cried hastily; no, no; it is not so. He conforms, my lord, he conforms. You conform, sir, he continued, turning fiercely upon me, do you not? Answer, sir.

Ah! the Bishop put in with a sneer, you conform, do you?

I attend mass  to please my uncle, I replied boldly.

He was ill brought up as a child, Sir Anthony said hastily, speaking in a tone which those below could not hear. But you know all that, my lord  you know all that. It is an old story to you. So I make, and I pray you to make for the sake of the house, some allowance. He conforms; he undoubtedly conforms.

Enough! Gardiner assented. The rest is for the good priest here, whose ministrations will no doubt in time avail. But a word with this young gentleman, Sir Anthony, on another subject. If it was not to the holy office he objected, perhaps it was to the Queens Chancellor, or to the Queen? He raised his voice with the last words and bent his brows, so that I could scarcely believe it was the same man speaking. Eh, sir, was that so? he continued severely, putting aside Sir Anthonys remonstrance and glowering at me. It may be that we have a rebel here instead of a heretic.

God forbid! cried the knight, unable to contain himself. It was clear that he repented already of his ill-timed discipline. I will answer for it that we have no Wyatts here, my lord.

That is well! the Chancellor replied. That is well! he repeated, his eyes leaving me and roving the hall with so proud a menace in their glance that all quailed, even the fool. That is very well, he said, drumming on the table with his fingers; but let Master Francis speak for himself.

I never heard, said I boldly  I had had a moment for thought that Sir Thomas Wyatt had any following in this country. None to my knowledge. As for the Queens marriage with the Prince of Spain, which was the ground, as we gathered here, of Wyatts rising with the Kentish folk, it seems a matter rather for the Queens grace than her subjects. But if that be not so, I, for my part, would rather have seen her married to a stout Englishman  ay, or to a Frenchman.

And why, young gentleman?

Because I would we kept at peace with France. We have more to gain by fighting Spain than fighting France, I answered bluntly.

My uncle held up his hands. The boy is clean mad! he groaned. Who ever heard of such a thing? With all France, the rightful estate of her Majesty, waiting to be won back, he talks of fighting Spain! And his own grandmother was a Spaniard!

I am none the less an Englishman for that! I said; whereon there was a slight murmur of applause in the hall below. And for France, I continued, carried away by this, we have been fighting it, off and on, as long as men remember; and what are we the better? We have only lost what we had to begin. Besides, I am told that France is five times stronger than it was in Henry the Fifths time, and we should only spend our strength in winning what we could not hold. While as to Spain  

Ay, as to Spain? grumbled Sir Anthony, forgetting his formidable neighbor, and staring at me with eyes of wonder. Why, my father fought the French at Guinegate, and my grandfather at Cherbourg, and his father at Agincourt! But there! As to Spain, you popinjay?

Why, she is conquering here, I answered warmly, and colonizing there among the newly-discovered countries of the world, and getting all the trade and all the seaports and all the gold and silver; and Spain after all is a nation with no greater strength of men than England. Ay, and I hear, I cried, growing more excited and raising my voice, that now is our time or never! The Spaniards and the Portuguese have discovered a new world over seas.

A Castilla y á Leon
Nuevo mundo dió Coton!

say they; but depend upon it, every country that is to be rich and strong in the time that is coming must have part in it. We cannot conquer either Spain or France; we have not men enough. But we have docks and sailors, and ships in London and Fowey, and Bristol and the Cinque Ports, enough to fight Spain over the great seas, and I say, Have at her!

What next? groaned Sir Anthony piteously. Did man ever hear such crackbrained nonsense?

But I think it was not nonsense, for his words were almost lost in the cry which ran through the hall as I ceased speaking  a cry of English voices. One moment my heart beat high and proudly with a new sense of power; the next, as a shadow of a cloud falls on a sunny hillside, the cold sneer on the statesmans face fell on me and chilled me. His set look had neither thawed nor altered, his color had neither come nor gone. You speak your lesson well, lad, he said. Who taught you statecraft?

I grew smaller, shrinking with each word he uttered; and faltered, and was dumb.

Come, he said, you see but a little way; yet country lads do not talk of Fowey and Bristol! Who primed you?

I met a Master Sebastian Cabot, I said reluctantly at last, when he had pressed me more than once, who stayed a while at a house not far from here, and had been Inspector of the Navy to King Edward. He had been a seaman seventy years, and he talked  

Too fast! said Gardiner, with a curt nod. But enough, I understand. I know the man. He is dead.

He was silent then, and seemed to have fallen suddenly into thought, as a man well might who had the governing of a kingdom on his shoulders.

Seemingly he had done with me. I looked at Sir Anthony. Ay, go! he said irritably, waving me off. Go!

And I went. The ordeal was over, and over so successfully that I felt the humiliation of the afternoon cheap at the price of this triumph; for, as I stepped down, there was a buzz around me, a murmur of congratulation and pride and excitement. On every Coton face I marked a flush, in every Coton eye I read a sparkle, and every flush and every sparkle was for me. Even the Chancellors secretaries, grave, down-looking men, all secrecy and caution, cast curious glances at me, as though I were something out of the common; and the Chancellors pages made way for me with new-born deference. There is for country wits! I heard Baldwin Moor cry gleefully, while the man who put food before me murmured of the Cludde bull-pup! If I read in Father Careys face, as indeed I did, solicitude as well as relief and gladness, I marked the latter only, and hugged a natural pride to my breast. When Martin Luther said boldly that it was not only Bishop could fill a bowl, it was by an effort I refrained from joining in the laugh which followed.

For an hour I enjoyed this triumph, and did all but brag of it. Especially I wished Petronilla had witnessed it. At the end of that time  Finis, as the book says. I was crossing the courtyard, one-half of which was bathed in a cold splendor of moonlight, and was feeling the first sobering touch of the night air on my brow, when I heard some one call out my name. I turned, to find one of the Chancellors servants, a sleek, substantial fellow, with a smug mouth, at my elbow.

What is it? I said.

I am bidden to fetch you at once, Master Cludde, he answered, a gleam of sly malice peeping through the gravity of his demeanor. The Chancellor would see you in his room, young sir.


CHAPTER II.

IN THE BISHOPS ROOM.

Chancellor was lodged in the great chamber on the southern side of the courtyard, a room which we called the Tapestried Chamber, and in which tradition said that King Henry the Sixth had once slept. It was on the upper floor, and for this reason free from the damp air which in autumn and winter rose from the moat and hung about the lower range of rooms. It was besides, of easy access from the hall, a door in the gallery of the latter leading into an anteroom, which again opened into the Tapestried Chamber; while a winding staircase, starting from a dark nook in the main passage of the house, also led to this state apartment, but by another and more private door.

I reached the antechamber with a stout heart in my breast, though a little sobered by my summons, and feeling such a reaction from the heat of a few minutes before as follows a plunge into cold water. In the anteroom I was bidden to wait while the great mans will was taken, which seemed strange to me, then unused to the mummery of Court folk. But before I had time to feel much surprise, the inner door was opened, and I was told to enter.

The great room, which I had seldom seen in use, had now an appearance quite new to me. A dull red fire was glowing comfortably on the hearthstone, before which a posset stool was standing. Near this, seated at a table strewn with a profusion of papers and documents, was a secretary writing busily. The great oaken bedstead, with its nodding tester, lay in a background of shadows, which played about the figures broidered on the hangings, or were lost in the darkness of the corners; while near the fire, in the light cast by the sconces fixed above the hearth, lay part of the Chancellors equipment. The fur rugs and cloak of sable, the saddle-bags, the dispatch-boxes, and the silver chafing-dish, gave an air of comfort to this part of the room. Walking up and down in the midst of these, dictating a sentence at every other turn, was Stephen Gardiner.

As I entered the clerk looked up, holding his pen suspended. His master, by a quick nod, ordered him to proceed. Then, signaling to me in a like silent fashion his command that I should stand by the hearth, the Bishop resumed his task of composition.

For some minutes my interest in the man, whom I had now an opportunity of scrutinizing unmarked and at my leisure, took up all my attention. He was at this time close on seventy, but looked, being still tall and stout, full ten years younger. His face, square and sallow, was indeed wrinkled and lined; his eyes lay deep in his head, his shoulders were beginning to bend, the nape of his neck to become prominent. He had lost an inch of his full height. But his eyes still shone brightly, nor did any trace of weakness mar the stern character of his mouth, or the crafty wisdom of his brow. The face was the face of a man austere, determined, perhaps cruel; of a man who could both think and act.

My curiosity somewhat satisfied, I had leisure, first to wonder why I had been sent for, and then to admire the prodigious number of books and papers which lay about, more, indeed, than I had ever seen together in my life. From this I passed to listening, idly at first, and with interest afterward, to the letter which the Chancellor was dictating. It seemed from its tenor to be a letter to some person in authority, and presently one passage attracted my attention, so that I could afterward recall it word for word.

I do not think  the Chancellor pronounced, speaking in a sonorous voice, and the measured tone of one whose thoughts lie perfectly arranged in his head that the Duchess Katherine will venture to take the step suggested as possible. Yet Clarences report may be of moment. Let the house, therefore, be watched if anything savoring of flight be marked, and take notice whether there be a vessel in the Pool adapted to her purpose. A vessel trading to Dunquerque would be most likely. Leave her husband till I return, when I will deal with him roundly.

I missed what followed. It was upon another subject, and my thoughts lagged behind, being wholly taken up with the Duchess Katherine and her fortunes. I wondered who she was, young or old, and what this step could be she was said to meditate, and what the jargon about the Pool and Dunquerque meant. I was still thinking of this when I was aroused by an abrupt silence, and looking up found that the Chancellor was bending over the papers on the table. The secretary was leaving the room.

As the door closed behind him, Gardiner rose from his stooping posture and came slowly toward me, a roll of papers in his hand. Now, he said tranquilly, seating himself in an elbow-chair which stood in front of the hearth, I will dispose of your business, Master Cludde.

He paused, looking at me in a shrewd, masterful way, much as if  I thought at the time, little knowing how near the truth my fancy went  I were a beast he was about to buy; and then he went on. I have sent for you, Master Francis, he said dryly, fixing his piercing eyes on mine, because I think that this country does not suit your health. You conform, but you conform with a bad grace, and England is no longer the place for such. You incite the commonalty against the Queens allies, and England is not the place for such. Do not contradict me; I have heard you myself. Then, he continued, grimly thrusting out his jaw in a sour smile, you misname those whom the Queen honors; and were Dr. Stephens  you take me, Master Malapert? such a man as his predecessors, you would rue the word. For a trifle scarce weightier Wolsey threw a man to rot six years in a dungeon, boy!

I changed color, yet not so much in fear  though it were vain to say I did not tremble  as in confusion. I had called him Dr. Stephens indeed, but it had been to Petronilla only. I stood, not knowing what to say, until he, after lingering on his last words to enjoy my misery, resumed his subject. That is one good and sufficient reason  mind you, sufficient, boy  why England is no place for you. For another, the Cluddes have always been soldiers; and you  though readier-witted than some, which comes of your Spanish grandmother  are quicker with a word than a thought, and a blow than either. Of which afterward. Well, England is going to be no place for soldiers. Please God, we have finished with wars at home. A womans reign should be a reign of peace.

I hardened my heart at that. A reign of peace, forsooth, when the week before we had heard of a bishop burned at Gloucester! I hardened my heart. I would not be frightened, though I knew his power, and knew how men in those days misused power. I would put a bold face on the matter.

He had not done with me yet, however. One more reason I have, he continued, stopping me as I was about to speak, for saying that England will not suit your health, Master Cludde. It is that I do not want you here. Abroad, you may be of use to me, and at the same time carve out your own fortune. You have courage and can use a sword, I hear. You understand  and it is a rare gift with Englishmen  some Spanish, which I suppose your father or your uncle taught you. You can  so Father Carey says  construe a Latin sentence if it be not too difficult. You are scarcely twenty, and you will have me for your patron. Why, were I you, boy, with your age and your chances, I would die Prince or Pope! Ay, I would! He stopped speaking, his eyes on fire. Nay, a ring of such real feeling flashed out in his last words that, though I distrusted him, though old prejudices warned me against him, and, at heart a Protestant, I shuddered at things I had heard of him, the longing to see the world and have adventures seized upon me. Yet I did not speak at once. He had told me that my tongue outran my thoughts, and I stood silent until he asked me curtly, Well, sirrah, what do you say?

I say, my Lord Bishop, I replied respectfully, that the prospect you hold out to me would tempt me were I a younger son, or without those ties of gratitude which hold me to my uncle. But, my father excepted, I am Sir Anthonys only heir.

Ah, your father! he said contemptuously. You do well to remind me of him, for I see you are forgetting the first part of my speech in thinking of the last! Should I have promised first and threatened later? You would fain, I expect, stay here and woo Mistress Petronilla? Do I touch you there? You think to marry the maid and be master of Coton End in Gods good time, do you? Then listen, Francis Cludde. Neither one nor the other, neither maid nor meadow will be yours should you stay here till Doomsday!

I started, and stood glowering on him, speechless with anger and astonishment.

You do not know who you are, he continued, leaning forward with a sudden movement, and speaking with one claw-like finger extended, and a malevolent gleam in his eyes. You called me a nameless child a while ago, and so I was; yet have I risen to be ruler of England, Master Cludde! But you  I will tell you which of us is base-born. I will tell you who and what your father, Ferdinand Cludde, was. He was, nay, he is, my tool, spy, jackal! Do you understand, boy? Your father is one of the band of foul creatures to whom such as I, base-born though I be, fling the scraps from their table! He is the vilest of the vile men who do my dirty work, my lad.

He had raised his voice and hand in passion, real or assumed. He dropped them as I sprang forward. You lie! I cried, trembling all over.

Easy! easy! he said. He stopped me where I was by a gesture of stern command. Think! he continued, calmly and weightily. Has any one ever spoken to you of your father since the day seven years ago, when you came here, a child, brought by a servant? Has Sir Anthony talked of him? Has any servant named his name to you. Think, boy. If Ferdinand Cludde be a father to be proud of, why does his brother make naught of him?

He is a Protestant, I said faintly. Faintly, because I had asked myself this very question not once but often. Sir Anthony so seldom mentioned my father that I had thought it strange myself. I had thought it strange, too, that the servants, who must well remember Ferdinand Cludde, never talked to me about him. Hitherto I had always been satisfied to answer, He is a Protestant; but face to face with this terrible old man and his pitiless charge, the words came but faintly from my lips.

A Protestant, he replied solemnly. Yes, this comes of schism, that villains cloak themselves in it, and parade for true men. A Protestant you call him, boy? He has been that, ay, and all things to all men; and he has betrayed all things and all men. He was in the great Cardinals confidence, and forsook him, when he fell, for Cromwell. Thomas Cromwell, although they were of the same persuasion, he betrayed to me. I have here, here  and he struck the letters in his hand a scornful blow the offer he made to me, and his terms. Then eight years back, when the late King Edward came to the throne, I too fell on evil days, and Master Cludde abandoned me for my Lord Hertford, but did me no great harm. But he did something which blasted him  blasted him at last.

He paused. Had the fire died down, or was it only my imagination that the shadows thickened round the bed behind him, and closed in more nearly on us, leaving his pale grim face to confront me  his face, which seemed the paler and grimmer, the more saturnine and all-mastering, for the dark frame which set it off?

He did this, he continued slowly, which came to light and blasted him. He asked, as the price of his service in betraying me, his brothers estate.

Impossible! I stammered. Why, Sir Anthony  

What of Sir Anthony, you would ask? the Chancellor replied, interrupting me with savage irony. Oh, he was a Papist! an obstinate Papist! He might go hang  or to Warwick Jail!

Nay, but this at least, my lord, is false! I cried. Palpably false! If my father had so betrayed his own flesh and blood, should I be here? Should I be at Coton End? You say this happened eight years ago. Seven years ago I came here. Would Sir Anthony  

There are fools everywhere, the old man sneered. When my Lord Hertford refused your fathers suit, Ferdinand began  it is his nature  to plot against him. He was found out, and execrated by all  for he had been false to all  he fled for his life. He left you behind, and a servant brought you to Coton End, where Sir Anthony took you in.

I covered my face. Alas! I believed him; I, who had always been so proud of my lineage, so proud of the brave traditions of the house and its honor, so proud of Coton End and all that belonged to it! Now, if this were true, I could never again take pleasure in one or the other. I was the son of a man branded as a turncoat and an informer, of one who was the worst of traitors! I sank down on the settle behind me and hid my face. Another might have thought less of the blow, or, with greater knowledge of the world, might have made light of it as a thing not touching himself. But on me, young as I was, and proud, and as yet tender, and having done nothing myself, it fell with crushing force.

It was years since I had seen my father, and I could not stand forth loyally and fight his battle, as a son his fathers friend and familiar for years might have fought it. On the contrary, there was so much which seemed mysterious in my past life, so much that bore out the Chancellors accusation, that I felt a dread of its truth even before I had proof. Yet I would have proof. Show me the letters! I said harshly; show me the letters, my lord!

You know your fathers handwriting?

I do.

I knew it, not from any correspondence my father had held with me, but because I had more than once examined with natural curiosity the wrappers of the dispatches which at intervals of many months, sometimes of a year, came from him to Sir Anthony. I had never known anything of the contents of the letters, all that fell to my share being certain formal messages, which Sir Anthony would give me, generally with a clouded brow and a testy manner that grew genial again only with the lapse of time.

Gardiner handed me the letters, and I took them and read one. One was enough. That my father! Alas! alas! No wonder that I turned my face to the wall, shivering as with the ague, and that all about me  except the red glow of the fire, which burned into my brain  seemed darkness! I had lost the thing I valued most. I had lost at a blow everything of which I was proud. The treachery that could flush that worn face opposite to me, lined as it was with statecraft, and betray the wily tongue into passion, seemed to me, young and impulsive, a thing so vile as to brand a mans children through generations.

Therefore I hid my face in the corner of the settle, while the Chancellor gazed at me a while in silence, as one who had made an experiment might watch the result.

You see now, my friend, he said at last, almost gently, that you may be base-born in more ways than one. But be of good cheer; you are young, and what I have done you may do. Think of Thomas Cromwell  his father was naught. Think of the old Cardinal  my master. Think of the Duke of Suffolk  Charles Brandon, I mean. He was a plain gentleman, yet he married a queen. More, the door which they had to open for themselves I will open for you  only, when you are inside, play the man, and be faithful.

What would you have me do? I whispered hoarsely.

I would have you do this, he answered. There are great things brewing in the Netherlands, boy  great changes, unless I am mistaken. I have need of an agent there, a man, stout, trusty, and, in particular, unknown, who will keep me informed of events. If you will be that agent, I can procure for you  and not appear in the matter myself  a post of pay and honor in the Regents Guards. What say you to that, Master Cludde? A few weeks and you will be making history, and Coton End will seem a mean place to you. Now, what do you say?

I was longing to be away and alone with my misery, but I forced myself to reply patiently.

With your leave I will give you my answer to-morrow, my lord, I said, as steadily as I could; and I rose, still keeping my face turned from him.

Very well, he replied, with apparent confidence. But he watched me keenly, as I fancied. I know already what your answer will be. Yet before you go I will give you a piece of advice which in the new life you begin to-night will avail you more than silver, more than gold  ay, more than steel, Master Francis. It is this: Be prompt to think, be prompt to strike, be slow to speak! Mark it well! It is a simple recipe, yet it has made me what I am, and may make you greater. Now go!

He pointed to the little door opening on the staircase, and I bowed and went out, closing it carefully behind me. On the stairs, moving blindly in the dark, I fell over some one who lay sleeping there, and who clutched at my leg. I shook him off, however, with an exclamation of rage, and, stumbling down the rest of the steps, gained the open air. Excited and feverish, I shrank with aversion from the confinement of my room, and, hurrying over the drawbridge, sought at random the long terrace by the fish-pools, on which the moonlight fell, a sheet of silver, broken only by the sundial and the shadows of the rose bushes. The night air, weeping chill from the forest, fanned my cheeks as I paced up and down. One way I had before me the manor-house  the steep gable-ends, the gateway tower, the low outbuildings and cornstacks and stables  and flanking these the squat tower and nave of the church. I turned. Now I saw only the water and the dark line of trees which fringed the further bank. But above these the stars were shining.

Yet in my mind there was no starlight. There all was a blur of wild passions and resolves. Shame and an angry resentment against those who had kept me so long in ignorance  even against Sir Anthony  were my uppermost feelings. I smarted under the thought that I had been living on his charity. I remembered many a time when I had taken much on myself, and he had smiled, and the remembrance stung me. I longed to assert myself and do something to wipe off the stain.

But should I accept the Bishops offer? It never crossed my mind to do so. He had humiliated me, and I hated him for it. Longing to cut myself off from my old life, I could not support a patron who would know, and might cast in my teeth the old shame. A third reason, too, worked powerfully with me as I became cooler. This was the conviction that, apart from the glitter which the old mans craft had cast about it, the part he would have me play was that of a spy  an informer! A creature like  I dared not say like my father, yet I had him in my mind. And from this, from the barest suspicion of this, I shrank as the burned puppy from the fire  shrank with fierce twitching of nerve and sinew.

Yet if I would not accept his offer it was clear I must fend for myself. His threats meant as much as that, and I smiled sternly as I found necessity at one with inclination. I would leave Coton End at once, and henceforth I would fight for my own hand. I would have no name until I had made for myself a new one.

This resolve formed, I turned and went back to the house, and felt my way to my own chamber. The moonlight poured through the lattice and fell white on my pallet. I crossed the room and stood still. Down the middle of the coverlet  or my eyes deceived me  lay a dark line.

I stooped mechanically to see what this was and found my own sword lying there; the sword which Sir Anthony had given me on my last birthday. But how had it come there? As I took it up something soft and light brushed my hand and drooped from the hilt. Then I remembered. A week before I had begged Petronilla to make me a sword-knot of blue velvet for use on state occasions. No doubt she had done it, and had brought the sword back this evening, and laid it there in token of peace.

I sat down on my bed, and softer and kindlier thoughts came to me; thoughts of love and gratitude, in which the old man who had been a second father to me had part. I would go as I had resolved, but I would return to them when I had done a thing worth doing; something which should efface the brand that lay on me now.

With gentle fingers I disengaged the velvet knot and thrust it into my bosom. Then I tied about the hilt the old leather thong, and began to make my preparations; considering this or that route while I hunted for my dagger and changed my doublet and hose for stouter raiment and long, untanned boots. I was yet in the midst of this, when a knock at the door startled me.

Who is there? I asked, standing erect.

For answer Martin Luther slid in, closing the door behind him. The fool did not speak, but turning his eyes first on one thing and then on another nodded sagely.

Well? I growled.

You are off, master, he said, nodding again. I thought so.

Why did you think so? I retorted impatiently.

It is time for the young birds to fly when the cuckoo begins to stir, he answered.

I understood him dimly and in part. You have been listening, I said wrathfully, my cheeks burning.

And been kicked in the face like a fool for my pains, he answered. Ah, well, it is better to be kicked by the boot you love than kissed by the lips you hate. But Master Francis, Master Francis! he continued in a whisper.

He said no more, and I looked up. The man was stooping slightly forward, his pale face thrust out. There was a strange gleam in his eyes, and his teeth grinned in the moonlight. Thrice he drew his finger across his lean knotted throat. Shall I? he hissed, his hot breath reaching me, shall I?

I recoiled from him shuddering. It was a ghastly pantomime, and it seemed to me that I saw madness in his eyes.

In Heavens name, no! I cried No! Do you hear, Martin? No!

He stood back on the instant, as a dog might have done being reproved. But I could hardly finish in comfort after that with him standing there, although when I next turned to him he seemed half asleep and his eyes were dull and fishy as ever.

One thing you can do, I said brusquely. Then I hesitated, looking round me. I wished to send something to Petronilla, some word, some keepsake. But I had nothing that would serve a maids purpose, and could think of nothing until my eye lit on a house-martins nest, lying where I had cast it on the window-sill. I had taken it down that morning because the droppings during the last summer had fallen on the lead work, and I would not have it used when the swallows returned. It was but a bit of clay, and yet it would serve. She would guess its meaning.

I gave it into his hands. Take this, I said, and give it privately to Mistress Petronilla. Privately, you understand. And say nothing to any one, or the Bishop will flay your back, Martin.


CHAPTER III.

DOWN WITH PURVEYORS!

The first streak of daylight found me already footing it through the forest by paths known to few save the woodcutters, but with which many a boyish exploration had made me familiar. From Coton End the London road lies plain and fair through Stratford-on-Avon and Oxford. But my plan, the better to evade pursuit, was, instead, to cross the forest in a northeasterly direction, and, passing by Warwick, to strike the great north road between Coventry and Daventry, which, running thence southeastward, would take me as straight as a bird might fly through Dunstable, St. Albans, and Barnet, to London. My baggage consisted only of my cloak, sword, and dagger; and for money I had but a gold angel, and a few silver bits of doubtful value. But I trusted that this store, slender as it was, would meet my charges as far as London. Once there I must depend on my wits either for providence at home or a passage abroad.

Striding steadily up and down hill, for Arden Forest is made up of hills and dells which follow one another as do the wave and trough of the sea, only less regularly, I made my way toward Wootton Wawen. As soon as I espied its battlemented church lying in a wooded bottom below me, I kept a more easterly course, and, leaving Henley-in-Arden far to the left, passed down toward Leek Wootton. The damp, dead bracken underfoot, the leafless oaks and gray sky overhead, nay the very cry of the bittern fishing in the bottoms, seemed to be at one with my thoughts; for these were dreary and sad enough.

But hope and a fixed aim form no bad makeshifts for happiness. Striking the broad London road as I had purposed I slept that night at Ryton Dunsmoor, and the next at Towcester; and the third day, which rose bright and frosty, found me stepping gayly southward, travel-stained indeed, but dry and whole. My spirits rose with the temperature. For a time I put the past behind me, and found amusement in the sights of the road; in the heavy wagons and long trains of pack-horses, and the cheery greetings which met me with each mile. After all, I had youth and strength, and the world before me; and particularly Stony Stratford, where I meant to dine.

There was one trouble common among wayfarers which did not touch me; and that was the fear of robbers, for he would be a sturdy beggar who would rob an armed foot-passenger for the sake of an angel; and the groats were gone. So I felt no terrors on that account, and even when about noon I heard a horseman trot up behind me, and rein in his horse so as to keep pace with me at a walk, step for step  a thing which might have seemed suspicious to some  I took no heed of him. I was engaged with my first view of Stratford, and did not turn my head. We had walked on so for fifty paces or more, before it struck me as odd that the man did not pass me.

Then I turned, and shading my eyes from the sun, which stood just over his shoulder, said, Good-day, friend.

Good-day, master, he answered.

He was a stout fellow, looking like a citizen, although he had a sword by his side, and wore it with an air of importance which the sunshine of opportunity might have ripened into a swagger. His dress was plain; and he sat a good hackney as a millers sack might have sat it. His face was the last thing I looked at. When I raised my eyes to it, I got an unpleasant start. The man was no stranger. I knew him in a moment for the messenger who had summoned me to the Chancellors presence.

The remembrance did not please me; and reading in the fellows sly look that he recognized me, and thought he had made a happy discovery on finding me, I halted abruptly. He did the same.

It is a fine morning, he said, taken aback by my sudden movement, but affecting an indifference which the sparkle in his eye belied. A rare day for the time of year.

It is, I answered, gazing steadily at him.

Going to London? Or may be only to Stratford? he hazarded. He fidgeted uncomfortably under my eye, but still pretended ignorance of me.

That is as may be, I answered.

No offense, I am sure, he said.

I cast a quick glance up and down the road. There happened to be no one in sight. Look here! I replied, stepping forward to lay my hand on the horses shoulder  but the man reined back and prevented me, thereby giving me a clew to his character you are in the service of the Bishop of Winchester?

His face fell, and he could not conceal his disappointment at being recognized. Well, master, he answered reluctantly, perhaps I am, and perhaps I am not.

That is enough, I said shortly. And you know me. You need not lie about it, man, for I can see you do. Now, look here, Master Steward, or whatever your name may be  

It is Master Pritchard, he put in sulkily; and I am not ashamed of it.

Very well. Then let us understand one another. Do you mean to interfere with me?

He grinned. Well, to be plain, I do, he replied, reining his horse back another step. I have orders to look out for you, and have you stopped if I find you. And I must do my duty, sir; I am sworn to it, Master Cludde.

Right, said I calmly; and I must do mine, which is to take care of my skin. And I drew my sword and advanced upon him with a flourish. We will soon decide this little matter, I added grimly, one eye on him and one on the empty road, if you will be good enough to defend yourself.

But there was no fight in the fellow. By good luck, too, he was so startled that he did not do what he might have done with safety; namely, retreat, and keep me in sight until some passers-by came up. He did give back, indeed, but it was against the bank. Have a care, he cried in a fume, his eye following my sword nervously; he did not try to draw his own. There is no call for fighting, I say.

But I say there is, I replied bluntly. Call and cause! Either you fight me, or I go where I please.

You may go to Bath for me! he spluttered, his face the color of a turkey-cocks wattles with rage.

Do you mean it, my friend? I said, and I played my point about his leg, half-minded to give him a little prod by way of earnest. Make up your mind.

Yes! he shrieked out, suspecting my purpose, and bouncing about in his saddle like a parched pea. Yes, I say! he roared. Do you hear me? You go your way, and I will go mine.

That is a bargain, I said quietly; and mind you keep to it.

I put up my sword with my face turned from him, lest he should see the curl of my lip and the light in my eyes. In truth, I was uncommonly well pleased with myself, and was thinking that if I came through all my adventures as well, I should do merrily. Outwardly, however, I tried to ignore my victory, and to make things as easy as I could for my friend  if one may call a man who will not fight him a friend, a thing I doubt. Which way are you going? I asked amicably; to Stratford?

He nodded, for he was too sulky to speak.

All right! I said cheerfully, feeling that my dignity could take care of itself now. Then so far we may go together. Only do you remember the terms. After dinner each goes his own way.

He nodded again, and we turned, and went on in silence, eying one another askance, like two ill-matched dogs coupled together. But, luckily, our forced companionship did not last long, a quarter of a mile and a bend in the road bringing us to the first low, gray houses of Stratford; a long, straggling village it seemed, made up of inns strewn along the road, like beads threaded on a rosary. And to be sure, to complete the likeness, we came presently upon an ancient stone cross standing on the green. I pulled up in front of this with a sigh of pleasure, for on either side of it, one facing the other, was an inn of the better class.

Well, I said, which shall it be? The Rose and Crown, or the Crown without the Rose?

Choose for yourself, he answered churlishly. I go to the other.

I shrugged my shoulders. After all, you cannot make a silk purse out of a sows ear, and if a man has not courage he is not likely to have good-fellowship. But the words angered me, nevertheless, for a shabby, hulking fellow lounging at my elbow overheard them and grinned; a hiccoughing, blear-eyed man he was as I had ever met, with a red nose and the rags of a tattered cassock about him. I turned away in annoyance, and chose the Crown at hazard; and pushing my way through a knot of horses that stood tethered at the door, went in, leaving the two to their devices.



I found a roaring fire in the great room, and three or four yeomen standing about it, drinking ale. But I was hot from walking, so, after saluting them and ordering my meal, I went and sat for choice on a bench by the window away from the fire. The window was one of a kind common in Warwickshire houses; long and low and beetle-browed, the story above projecting over it. I sat here a minute looking idly out at the inn opposite, a heavy stone building with a walled courtyard attached to it; such an inn as was common enough about the time of the Wars of the Roses when wayfarers looked rather for safety than comfort. Presently I saw a boy come out of it and start up the road at a run. Then, a minute later, the ragged fellow I had seen on the green came out and lurched across the road. He seemed to be making, though uncertainly, for my inn, and, sure enough, just as my bread and bacon  the latter hot and hissing  were put before me, he staggered into the room, bringing a strong smell of ale and onions with him. Pax vobiscum! he said, leering at me with tipsy solemnity.

I guessed what he was  a monk, one of those unfortunates still to be found here and there up and down the country, whom King Henry, when he put down the monasteries, had made homeless. I did not look on the class with much favor, thinking that for most of them the cloister, even if the Queen should succeed in setting the abbeys on their legs again, would have few attractions. But I saw that the simple farmers received his scrap of Latin with respect, and I nodded civilly as I went on with my meal.

I was not to get off so easily, however. He came and planted himself opposite to me.

Pax vobiscum, my son, he repeated. The ale is cheap here, and good.

So is the ham, good father, I replied cheerfully, not pausing in my attack on the victuals. I will answer for so much.

Well, well, the knave replied with ready wit, I breakfasted early. I am content. Landlord, another plate and a full tankard. The young gentleman would have me dine with him.

I could not tell whether to be angry or to laugh at his impudence.

The gentleman says he will answer for it! repeated the rascal, with a twinkle in his eye, as the landlord hesitated. He was by no means so drunk as he looked.

No, no, father, I cried, joining in the general laugh into which the farmers by the fire broke. A cup of ale is in reason, and for that I will pay, but for no more. Drink it, and wish me Godspeed.

I will do more than that, lad, he answered. Swaying to and fro my cup, which he had seized in his grasp, he laid his hand on the window-ledge beside me, as though to steady himself, and stooped until his coarse, puffy face was but a few inches from mine. More than that, he whispered hoarsely; and his eyes, peering into mine, were now sober and full of meaning. If you do not want to be put in the stocks or worse, make tracks! Make tracks, lad! he continued. Your friend over there  he is a niggardly oaf  has sent for the hundredman and the constable, and you are the quarry. So the word is, Go! That, he added aloud, standing erect again, with a drunken smile, is for your cup of ale; and good coin too!

For half a minute I sat quite still; taken aback, and wondering, while the bacon cooled on the plate before me, what I was to do. I did not doubt the monk was telling the truth. Why should he lie to me? And I cursed my folly in trusting to a cowards honor or a serving-mans good faith. But lamentations were useless. What was I to do? I had no horse, and no means of getting one. I was in a strange country, and to try to escape on foot from pursuers who knew the roads, and had the law on their side, would be a hopeless undertaking. Yet to be haled back to Coton End a prisoner  I could not face that. Mechanically I raised a morsel of bacon to my lips, and as I did so, a thought occurred to me  an idea suggested by some talk I had heard the evening before at Towcester.

Fanciful as the plan was, I snatched at it; and knowing each instant to be precious, took my courage in my hand  and my tankard. Here, I cried, speaking suddenly and loudly, here is bad luck to purveyors, Master Host!

There were a couple of stablemen within hearing, lounging in the doorway, besides the landlord and his wife and the farmers. A villager or two also had dropped in, and there were two peddlers lying half asleep in the corner. All these pricked up their ears more or less at my words. But, like most country folk, they were slow to take in anything new or unexpected; and I had to drink afresh and say again, Here is bad luck to purveyors! before any one took it up.

Then the landlord showed he understood.

Ay, so say I! he cried, with an oath. Purveyors, indeed! It is such as they give the Queen a bad name.

God bless her! quoth the monk loyally.

And drown the purveyors! a farmer exclaimed.

They were here a year ago, and left us as bare as a shorn sheep, struck in a strapping villager, speaking at a white heat, but telling me no news; for this was what I had heard at Towcester the night before. The Queen should lie warm if she uses all the wool they took! And the pack-horses they purveyed to carry off the plunder  why, the packmen avoid Stratford ever since as though we had the Black Death! Oh, down with the purveyors, say I! The first that comes this way I will show the bottom of the Ouse. Ay, that I will, though I hang for it!

Easy! easy, Tom Miller! the host interposed, affecting an air of assurance, even while he cast an eye of trouble at his flitches. It will be another ten years before they harry us again. There is Potters Pury! They never took a testers worth from Potters Pury! No, nor from Preston Gobion! But they will go to them next, depend upon it!

I hope they will, I said, with a world of gloomy insinuation in my words. But I doubt it!

And this time my hint was not wasted. The landlord changed color. What are you driving at, master? he asked mildly, while the others looked at me in silence and waited for more.

What if there be one across the road now! I said, giving way to the temptation, and speaking falsely  for which I paid dearly afterward. A purveyor, I mean, unless I am mistaken in him, or he tells lies. He has come straight from the Chancellor, white wand, warrant, and all. He is taking his dinner now, but he has sent for the hundredman, so I guess he means business.

For the hundredman? repeated the landlord, his brows meeting.

Yes; unless I am mistaken.

There was silence for a moment. Then the man they called Tom Miller dashed his cap on the floor and, folding his arms defiantly, looked round on his neighbors. He has come, has he! he roared, his face swollen, his eyes bloodshot. Then I will be as good as my word! Who will help? Shall we sit down and be shorn like sheep, as we were before, so that our children lay on the bare stones, and we pulled the plow ourselves? Or shall we show that we are free Englishmen, and not slaves of Frenchmen? Shall we teach Master Purveyor not to trouble us again? Now, what say you, neighbors?

So fierce a growl of impatience and anger rose round me as at once answered the question. A dozen red faces glared at me and at one another, and from the very motion and passion of the men as they snarled and threatened, the room seemed twice as full as it was. Their oaths and cries of encouragement, not loud, but the more dangerous for that, the fresh burst of fury which rose as the village smith and another came in and learned the news, the menacing gestures of a score of brandished fists  these sights, though they told of the very effect at which I had aimed, scared as well as pleased me. I turned red and white, and hesitated, fearing that I had gone too far.

The thing was done, however; and, what was more, I had soon to take care of myself. At the very moment when the hubbub was at its loudest I felt a chill run down my back as I met the monks eye, and, reading in it whimsical admiration, read in it something besides, and that was an unmistakable menace. Clever lad! the eye said. I will expose you, it threatened.

I had forgotten him  or, at any rate, that my acting would be transparent enough to him holding the clew in his hand  and his look was like the shock of cold water to me. But it is wonderful how keen the wits grow on the grindstone of necessity. With scarcely a seconds hesitation I drew out my only piece of gold, and unnoticed by the other men, who were busy swearing at and encouraging one another, I disclosed a morsel of it. The monks crafty eye glistened. I laid my finger on my lips.

He held up two fingers.

I shook my head and showed an empty palm. I had no more. He nodded; and the relief that nod gave me was great. Before I had time, however, to consider the narrowness of my escape, a movement of the crowd  for the news had spread with strange swiftness, and there was now a crowd assembled which more than filled the room  proclaimed that the purveyor had come out, and was in the street.

The room was nearly emptied at a rush. Though I prudently remained behind, I could, through the open window, hear as well as see what passed. The leading spirits had naturally struggled out first, and were gathered, sullen and full of dangerous possibilities, about the porch.



I suppose the Bishops messenger saw in them nothing but a crowd of country clowns, for he came hectoring toward the door, smiting his boot with his whip, and puffing out his red cheeks mightily. He felt brave enough, now that he had dined and had at his back three stout constables sworn to keep the Queens peace.

Make way! Make way, there, do you hear? he cried in a husky, pompous voice. Make way! he repeated, lightly touching the nearest man with his switch. I am on the Queens service, boobies, and must not be hindered.

The man swore at him, but did not budge, and the bully, brought up thus sharply, awoke to the lowering faces and threatening looks which confronted him. He changed color a little. But the ale was still in him, and, forgetting his natural discretion, he thought to carry matters with a high hand. Come! come! he exclaimed angrily. I have a warrant, and you resist me at your peril. I have to enter this house. Clear the way, Master Hundredman, and break these fellows heads if they withstand you.

A growl as of a dozen bulldogs answered him, and he drew back, as a child might who has trodden on an adder. You fools! he spluttered, glaring at them viciously. Are you mad? Do you know what you are doing? Do you see this? He whipped out from some pocket a short white staff and brandished it. I come direct from the Lord Chancellor and upon his business, do you hear, and if you resist me it is treason. Treason, you dogs! he cried, his rage getting the better of him, and like dogs you will hang for it. Master Hundredman, I order you to take in your constables and arrest that man!

What man? quoth Tom Miller, eying him fixedly.

The stranger who came in an hour ago, and is inside the house.

Him, he means, who told about the purveyor across the road, explained the monk with a wink.

That wink sufficed. There was a roar of execration, and in the twinkling of an eye the Jack-in-office, tripped up this way and shoved that, was struggling helplessly in the grasp of half a dozen men, who fought savagely for his body with the Hundredman and the constables.

To the river! To the Ouse with him! yelled the mob. In the Queens name! shouted the officers. But these were to those as three to a score, and taken by surprise besides, and doubtful of the rights of the matter. Yet for an instant, as the crowd went reeling and fighting down the road, they prevailed; the constables managed to drag their leader free, and I caught a glimpse of him, wild-eyed and frantic with fear, his clothes torn from his back, standing at bay like some animal, and brandishing his staff in one hand, a packet of letters in the other.

I have letters, letters of state! he screamed shrilly. Let me alone, I tell you! Let me go, you curs!

But in vain. The next instant the mob were upon him again. The packet of letters went one way, the staff was dashed another. He was thrown down and plucked up again, and hurried, bruised and struggling, toward the river, his screams for mercy and furious threats rising shrilly above the oaths and laughter.

I felt myself growing pale as scream followed scream. They will kill him! I exclaimed trembling, and prepared to follow. I cannot see this done.

But the monk, who had returned to my side, grasped my arm. Dont be a fool, he said sharply. I will answer for it they will not kill him. Tom Miller is not a fool, though he is angry. He will duck him, and let him go. But I will trouble you for that bit of gold, young gentleman.

I gave it to him.

Now, he continued with a leer, I will give you a hint in return. If you are wise, you will be out of this county in twelve hours. Tethered to the gate over there is a good horse which belongs to a certain purveyor now in the river. Take it! There is no one to say you nay. And begone!

I looked hard at him for a minute, my heart beating fast. This was horse-stealing. And horse-stealing was a hanging matter. But I had done so much already that I felt I might as well be hanged for a sheep as for a lamb. I was not sure that I had not incited to treason, and what was stealing a horse beside that? I will do it! I said desperately.

Dont lose time, then, quoth my mentor.

I went out then and there, and found he had told the truth. Every soul in the place had gone to see the ducking, and the street was empty. Kicked aside in the roadway lay the bundle of letters, soiled but not torn, and in the gutter was the staff. I stooped and picked up one and the other  in for a lamb, in for a sheep! and they might be useful some day. Then I jumped into the saddle, and twitched the reins off the hook.

But before I could drive in the spurs, a hand fell on the bridle, and the monks face appeared at my knee. Well? I said, glaring down at him  I was burning to be away.

That is a good cloak you have got there, he muttered hurriedly. There, strapped to the saddle, you fool. You do not want that, give it me. Do you hear? Quick, give it me, he cried, raising his voice and clutching at it fiercely, his face dark with greed and fear.

I see, I replied, as I unstrapped it. I am to steal the horse that you may get the cloak. And then you will lay the lot on my shoulders. Well, take it! I cried, and go your way as fast as you can.

Throwing it at him as hard as I could, I shook up the reins and went off down the road at a gallop. The wind whistled pleasantly past my ears. The sounds of the town grew faint and distant. Each bound of the good hack carried me farther and farther from present danger, farther and farther from the old life. In the exhilaration and excitement of the moment I forgot my condition; forgot that I had not a penny-piece in my pocket, and that I had left an unpaid bill behind me; forgot even that I rode a  well, a borrowed horse.


CHAPTER IV.

TWO SISTERS OF MERCY.

A younger generation has often posed me finely by asking, What, Sir Francis! Did you not see one bishop burned? Did you not know one of the martyrs? Did you never come face to face with Queen Mary? To all which questions I have one answer, No, and I watch small eyes grow large with astonishment. But the truth is, a man can only be at one place at a time. And though, in this very month of February, 1555, Prebendary Rogers  a good, kindly man, as I have heard, who had a wife and nine children  was burned in Smithfield in London for religion, and the Bishop of Gloucester suffered in his own city, and other inoffensive men were burned to death, and there was much talk of these things, and in thousands of breasts a smoldering fire was kindled which blazed high enough by and by  why, I was at Coton End, or on the London Road, at the time, and learned such things only dimly and by hearsay.

But the rill joins the river at last; and ofttimes suddenly and at a bound, as it were. On this very day, while I cantered easily southward with my face set toward St. Albans, Providence was at work shaping a niche for me in the lives of certain people who were at the time as unconscious of my existence as I was of theirs. In a great house in the Barbican in London there was much stealthy going and coming on this February afternoon and evening. Behind locked doors, and in fear and trembling, mails were being packed and bags strapped, and fingers almost too delicate for the task were busy with nails and hammers, securing this and closing that. The packers knew nothing of me, nor I of them. Yet but for me all that packing would have been of no avail; and but for them my fate might have been very different. Still, the sound of the hammer did not reach my ears, or, doing so, was covered by the steady tramp of the roadster; and no vision, so far as I ever heard, of a dusty youth riding Londonward came between the secret workers and their task.

I had made up my mind to sleep at St. Albans that night, and for this reason, and for others relating to the Sheriff of Buckinghamshire, in which county Stony Stratford lies, I pushed on briskly. I presently found time, however, to examine the packet of letters of which I had made spoil. On the outer wrapper I found there was no address, only an exhortation to be speedy. Off this came, therefore, without ceremony, and was left in the dirt. Inside I found two sealed epistles, each countersigned on the wrapper, Stephen Winton.

Ho! ho! said I. I did well to take them.

Over the signature on the first letter  it seemed to be written on parchment  were the words, Haste! haste! haste! This was the thicker and heavier of the two, and was addressed to Sir Maurice Berkeley, at St. Mary Overys, Southwark, London. I turned it over and over in my hands, and peeped into it, hesitating. Twice I muttered, All is fair in love and war! And at last, with curiosity fully awake, and a glance behind me to make sure that the act was unobserved, I broke the seal. The document proved to be as short and pithy as it was startling. It was an order commanding Sir Maurice Berkeley forthwith in the Queens name, and by the authority of the Council, and so on, and so on, to arrest Katherine Willoughby de Eresby, Duchess of Suffolk, and to deliver her into the custody of the Lieutenant of the Tower, These presents to be his waranty for the detention of the said Duchess of Suffolk until her Graces pleasure in the matter be known.

When it was too late I trembled to think what I had done. To meddle with matters of state might be more dangerous a hundred times than stealing horses, or even than ducking the Chancellors messenger! Seeing at this moment a party of travelers approach, I crammed the letter into my pocket, and rode by them with a red face, and a tongue that stuttered so feebly that I could scarcely return their greetings. When they had gone by I pulled out the warrant again, having it in my mind to tear it up without a moments delay  to tear it into the smallest morsels, and so get rid of a thing most dangerous. But the great red seal dangling at the foot of the parchment caught my eye, and I paused to think. It was so red, so large, so imposing, it seemed a pity to destroy it. It must surely be good for something. I folded up the warrant again, and put it away in my safest pocket. Yes, it might be good for something.

I took out the other letter. It was bound with green ribbon and sealed with extreme care, being directed simply to Mistress Clarence  there was no address. But over Gardiners signature on the wrapper were the words, These, on your peril, very privately.

I turned it over and over, and said the same thing about love and war, and even repeated to myself my old proverb about a sheep and a lamb. But somehow I could not do it. The letter was a womans letter; the secret, her secret; and though my fingers itched as they hovered about the seals, my cheek tingled too. So at last, with a muttered, What would Petronilla say? I put it away unopened in the pocket where the warrant lay. The odds were immense that Mistress Clarence would never get it; but at least her secret should remain hers, my honor mine!



It was dark when I rode, thoroughly jaded, into St. Albans. I was splashed with mud up to the waist and wetted by a shower, and looked, I have no doubt, from the effect of my journeying on foot and horseback, as disreputable a fellow as might be. The consciousness too that I was without a penny, and the fear lest, careful as I had been to let no one outsrip me, the news of the riot at Stratford might have arrived, did not tend to give me assurance. I poked my head timidly into the great room, hoping that I might have it to myself. To my disgust it was full of people. Half-a-dozen travelers and as many townsfolk were sitting round the fire, talking briskly over their evening draught. Yet I had no choice. I was hungry, and the thing had to be done, and I swaggered in, something of the sneak, no doubt, peeping through my bravado. I remarked, as I took my seat by the fire and set to drying myself, that I was greeted by a momentary silence, and that two or three of the company began to eye me suspiciously.

There was one man, who sat on the settle in the warmest corner of the chimney, who seemed in particular to resent my damp neighborhood. His companions treated him with so much reverence, and he snubbed them so regularly, that I wondered who he was; and presently, listening to the conversation which went on round me, I had my curiosity satisfied. He was no less a personage than the Bailiff of St. Albans, and his manner befitted such a man; for it seemed to indicate that he thought himself heir to all the powers of the old Abbots under whose broad thumb his father and grandfather had groaned.

My conscience pricking me, I felt some misgiving when I saw him, after staring at me and whispering to two or three of his neighbors, beckon the landlord aside. His big round face and burly figure gave him a general likeness to bluff King Hal and he appeared to be aware of this himself, and to be inclined to ape the stout kings ways, which, I have heard my uncle say, were ever ways heavy for others toes. For a while, however, seeing my supper come in, I forgot him. The bare-armed girl who brought it to me, and in whom my draggled condition seemed to provoke feelings of a different nature, lugged up a round table to the fire. On this she laid my meal, not scrupling to set aside some of the snug dry townsfolk. Then she set a chair for me well in the blaze, and folding her arms in her apron stood to watch me fall to. I did so with a will, and with each mouthful of beef and draught of ale, spirit and strength came back to me. The cits round me might sneer and shake their heads, and the travelers smile at my appetite. In five minutes I cared not a whit! I could give them back joke for joke, and laugh with the best of them.

Indeed, I had clean forgotten the Bailiff, when he stalked back to his place. But the moment our eyes met, I guessed there was trouble afoot. The landlord came with him and stood looking at me, sending off the wench with a flea in her ear; and I felt under his eye an uncomfortable consciousness that my purse was empty. Two or three late arrivals, to whom I suppose Master Bailiff had confided his suspicions, took their stand also in a half-circle and scanned me queerly. Altogether it struck me suddenly that I was in a tight place, and had need of my wits.

Ahem! said the Bailiff abruptly, taking skillful advantage of a lull in the talk. Where from last, young man? He spoke in a deep choky voice, and, if I was not mistaken, he winked one of his small eyes in the direction of his friends, as though to say, Now see me pose him!

But I only put another morsel in my mouth. For a moment indeed the temptation to reply Towcester, seeing that such a journey over a middling road was something to brag of before the Highway Law came in, almost overcame me. But in time I bethought me of Stephen Gardiners maxim, Be slow to speak! and I put another morsel in my mouth.

The Bailiffs face grew red, or rather, redder. Come, young man, did you hear me speak? he said pompously. Where from last?

From the road, sir, I replied, turning to him as if I had not heard him before. And a very wet road it was.

A man who sat next me chuckled, being apparently a stranger like myself. But the Bailiff puffed himself into a still more striking likeness to King Henry, and including him in his scowl shouted at me, Sirrah! dont bandy words with me! Which way did you come along the road, I asked.

It was on the tip of my tongue to answer saucily, The right way! But I reflected that I might be stopped; and to be stopped might mean to be hanged at worst, and something very unpleasant at best. So I controlled myself, and answered  though the mans arrogance was provoking enough I have come from Stratford, and I am going to London. Now you know as much as I do.

Do I? he said, with a sneer and a wink at the landlord.

Yes, I think so, I answered patiently.

Well, I dont! he retorted, in vulgar triumph. I dont. It is my opinion that you have come from London.

I went on with my supper.

Do you hear? he asked pompously, sticking his arms akimbo and looking round for sympathy. You will have to give an account of yourself, young man. We will have no penniless rogues and sturdy vagabonds wandering about St. Albans.

Penniless rogues do not go a-horseback, I answered. But it was wonderful how my spirits sank again under that word penniless. It hit me hard.

Wait a bit, he said, raising his finger to command attention for his next question. What is your religion, young man?

Oh! I replied, putting down my knife and looking open scorn at him, you are an inquisitor, are you? At which words of mine there was a kind of stir. You would burn me as I hear they burned Master Sandars at Coventry last week, would you? They were talking about it down the road.

You will come to a bad end, young man! he retorted viciously, his outstretched finger shaking as if the palsy had seized him. For this time my taunt had gone home, and more than one of the listeners standing on the outer edge of the group, and so beyond his ken, had muttered shame. More than one face had grown dark. You will come to a bad end! he repeated. If it be not here, then somewhere else! It is my opinion that you have come from London, and that you have been in trouble. There is a hue-and-cry out for a young fellow just your age, and a cock of your hackle, I judge, who is wanted for heresy. A Londoner too. You do not leave here until you have given an account of yourself, Master Jack-a-Dandy! The party had all risen round me, and some of the hindmost had got on benches to see me the better. Among these, between two bacon flitches, I caught a glimpse of the serving-maids face as she peered at me, pale and scared, and a queer impulse led me to nod to her  a reassuring little nod. I found myself growing cool and confident, seeing myself so cornered.

Easy! easy! I said, let a man finish his supper and get warmed in peace.

Bishop Bonner will warm you! cried the Bailiff.

I dare say  as they warm people in Spain! I sneered.

He will be Bishop Burner to you! shrieked the Bailiff, almost beside himself with rage at being so bearded by a lad.

Take care! I retorted. Do not you speak evil of dignitaries, or you will be getting into trouble!

He fairly writhed under this rejoinder.

Landlord! he spluttered. I shall hold you responsible! If this person leaves your house, and is not forthcoming when wanted, you will suffer for it!

The landlord scratched his head, being a good-natured fellow; but a bailiff is a bailiff, especially at St. Albans. And I was muddy and travel-stained, and quick of my tongue for one so young; which the middle-aged never like, though the old bear it better. He hesitated.

Do not be a fool, Master Host! I said. I have something here   and I touched my pocket, which happened to be near my sword-hilt that will make you rue it if you interfere with me!

Ho! ho! cried the Bailiff, in haste and triumph. So that is his tone! We have a tavern-brawler here, have we! A young swashbuckler! His tongue will not run so fast when he finds his feet in the stocks. Master landlord, call the watch! Call the watch at once, I command you!

You will do so at your peril! I said sternly. Then, seeing that my manner had some effect upon all save the angry official, I gave way to the temptation to drive the matter home and secure my safety by the only means that seemed possible. It is an old story that one deception leads inevitably to another. I solemnly drew out the white staff I had taken from the apparitor. Look here! I continued, waving it. Do you see this, you booby? I am traveling in the Queens name, and on her service. By special commission, too, from the Chancellor! Is that plain speaking enough for you? And let me tell you, Master Bailiff, I added, fixing my eye upon him, that my business is private, and that my Lord of Winchester will not be best pleased when he hears how I have had to declare myself. Do you think the Queens servants go always in cloth of gold, you fool? The stocks indeed!

I laughed out loudly and without effort, for there never was anything so absurd as the change in the Bailiffs visage. His color fled, his cheeks grew pendulous, his lip hung loose. He stared at me, gasping like a fish out of water, and seemed unable to move toe or finger. The rest enjoyed the scene, as people will enjoy a marvelous sudden stroke of fortune. It was as good as a stage pageant to them. They could not take their eyes from the pocket in which I had replaced my wand, and continued, long after I had returned to my meal, to gaze at me in respectful silence. The crestfallen Bailiff presently slipped out, and I was left cock of the walk, and for the rest of the evening enjoyed the fruits of victory.

They proved to be more substantial than I had expected, for, as I was on my way upstairs to bed, the landlord preceding me with a light, a man accosted me, and beckoned me aside mysteriously.

The Bailiff is very much annoyed, he said, speaking in a muffled voice behind his hand, while his eyes peered into mine.

Well, what is that to me? I replied, looking sternly at him. I was tired and sleepy after my meal. He should not make such a fool of himself.

Tut, tut, tut, tut! You misunderstood me, young sir, the man answered, plucking my sleeve as I turned away. He regrets the annoyance he has caused you. A mistake, he says, a pure mistake, and he hopes you will have forgotten it by morning. Then, with a skillful hand, which seemed not unused to the task, he slid two coins into my palm. I looked at them, for a moment not perceiving his drift. Then I found they were two gold angels, and I began to understand. Ahem! I said, fingering them uneasily. Yes. Well, well, I will look over it, I will look over it! Tell him from me, I continued, gaining confidence as I proceeded with my new rôle, that he shall hear no more about it. He is zealous  perhaps over zealous!

That is it! muttered the envoy eagerly; that is it, my dear sir! You see perfectly how it is. He is zealous. Zealous in the Queens service!

To be sure; and so I will report him. Tell him that so I will report him. And here, my good friend, take one of these for yourself, I added, magnificently giving him back half my fortune  young donkey that I was. Drink to the Queens health; and so good-night to you.

He went away, bowing to the very ground, and, when the landlord likewise had left me, I was very merry over this, being in no mood for weighing words. The world seemed  to be sure, the ale was humming in my head, and I was in the landlords best room  easy enough to conquer, provided one possessed a white staff. The fact that I had no right to mine only added  be it remembered I was young and foolish  to my enjoyment of its power. I went to bed in all comfort with it under my pillow, and slept soundly, untroubled by any dream of a mischance. But when did a lie ever help a man in the end?



When I awoke, which I seemed to do on a sudden, it was still dark. I wondered for a moment where I was, and what was the meaning of the shouting and knocking I heard. Then, discerning the faint outline of the window, I remembered the place in which I had gone to bed, and I sat up and listened. Some one  nay, several people  were drumming and kicking against the wooden doors of the inn-yard, and shouting besides, loud enough to raise the dead. In the next room to mine I caught the grumbling voices of persons disturbed, like myself, from sleep. And by and by a window was opened, and I heard the landlord ask what was the matter.

In the Queens name! came the loud, impatient answer, given in a voice that rose above the ring of bridles and the stamping of iron hoofs, open! and that quickly, Master Host. The watch are here, and we must search.

I waited to hear no more. I was out of bed, and huddling on my clothes, and thrusting my feet into my boots, like one possessed. My heart was beating as fast as if I had been running in a race, and my hands were shaking with the shock of the alarm. The impatient voice without was Master Pritchards, and it rang with all the vengeful passion which I should have expected that gentleman, duped, ducked, and robbed, to be feeling. There would be little mercy to be had at his hands. Moreover, my ears, grown as keen for the moment as the hunted hares, distinguished the tramping of at least half-a-dozen horses, so that it was clear that he had come with a force at his back. Resistance would be useless. My sole chance lay in flight  if flight should still be possible.

Even in my haste I did not forsake the talisman which had served me so well, but stayed an instant to thrust it into my pocket. The Cluddes have, I fancy, a knack of keeping cool in emergencies, getting, indeed, the cooler the greater the stress.

By this time the inn was thoroughly aroused. Doors were opening and shutting on all sides of me, and questions were being shouted in different tones from room to room. In the midst of the hubbub I heard the landlord come out muttering, and go downstairs to open the door. Instantly I unlatched mine, slipped through it stealthily, sneaked a step or two down the passage, and then came plump in the dark against some one who was moving as softly as myself. The surprise was complete, and I should have cried out at the unexpected collision, had not the unknown laid a cold hand on my mouth, and gently pushed me back into my room.

Here there was now a faint glimmer of dawn, and by this I saw that my companion was the serving-maid. Hist! she said, speaking under her breath, Is it you they want?

I nodded.

I thought so, she muttered. Then you must get out through your window. You cannot pass them. They are a dozen or more, and armed. Quick! knot this about the bars. It is no great depth to the bottom, and the ground is soft from the rain.

She tore, as she spoke, the coverlet from the bed, and, twisting it into a kind of rope, helped me to secure one corner of it about the window-bar. When you are down, she whispered, keep along the wall to the right until you come to a haystack. Turn to the left there  you will have to ford the water  and you will soon be clear of the town. Look about you then, and you will see a horse-track, which leads to Elstree, running in a line with the London Road, but a mile from it and through woods. At Elstree any path to the left will take you to Barnet, and not two miles lost.

Heaven bless you! I said, turning from the gloom, the dark sky, and driving scud without to peer gratefully at her. Heaven bless you for a good woman!

And God keep you for a bonny boy, she whispered.

I kissed her, forcing into her hands  a thing the remembrance of which is very pleasant to me to this day  my last piece of gold.



A moment more, and I stood unhurt, but almost up to my knees in mud, in an alley bounded on both sides, as far as I could see, by blind walls. Stopping only to indicate by a low whistle that I was safe, I turned and sped away as fast as I could run in the direction which she had pointed out. There was no one abroad, and in a shorter time than I had expected I found myself outside the town, traveling over a kind of moorland tract bounded in the distance by woods.

Here I picked up the horse-track easily enough, and without stopping, save for a short breathing space, hurried along it, to gain the shelter of the trees. So far so good! I had reason to be thankful. But my case was still an indifferent one. More than once in getting out of the town I had slipped and fallen. I was wet through, and plastered with dirt owing to these mishaps; and my clothes were in a woeful plight. For a time excitement kept me up, however, and I made good way, warmed by the thought that I had again baffled the great Bishop. It was only when the day had come, and grown on to noon, and I saw no sign of any pursuers, that thought got the upper hand. Then I began to compare, with some bitterness of feeling, my present condition  wet, dirty, and homeless  with that which I had enjoyed only a week before; and it needed all my courage to support me. Skulking, half famished, between Barnet and Tottenham, often compelled to crouch in ditches or behind walls while travelers went by, and liable each instant to have to leave the highway and take to my heels, I had leisure to feel; and I did feel, more keenly, I think, that afternoon than at any later time, the bitterness of fortune. I cursed Stephen Gardiner a dozen times, and dared not let my thoughts wander to my father. I had said that I would build my house afresh. Well, truly I was building it from the foundation.

It added very much to my misery that it rained all day a cold, half-frozen rain. The whole afternoon I spent in hiding, shivering and shaking in a hole under a ledge near Tottenham; being afraid to go into London before nightfall, lest I should be waited for at the gate and be captured. Chilled and bedraggled as I was, and weak through want of food which I dared not go out to beg, the terrors of capture got hold of my mind and presented to me one by one every horrible form of humiliation, the stocks, the pillory, the cart-tail; so that even Master Pritchard, could he have seen me and known my mind, might have pitied me; so that I loathe to this day the hours I spent in that foul hiding-place. Between a mans best and worse, there is little but a platter of food.

The way this was put an end to, I well remember. An old woman came into the field where I lay hid, to drive home a cow. I had had my eyes on this cow for at least an hour, having made up my mind to milk it for my own benefit as soon as the dusk fell. In my disappointment at seeing it driven off, and also out of a desire to learn whether the old dame might not be going to milk it in a corner of the pasture, in which case I might still get an after taste, I crawled so far out of my hole that, turning suddenly, she caught sight of me. I expected to see her hurry off, but she did not. She took a long look, and then came back toward me, making, however, as it seemed to me, as if she did not see me. When she had come within a few feet of me, she looked down abruptly, and our eyes met. What she saw in mine I can only guess. In hers I read a divine pity. Oh, poor lad! she murmured; oh, you poor, poor lad! and there were tears in her voice.

I was so weak  it was almost twenty-four hours since I had tasted food, and I had come twenty-four miles in the time  that at that I broke down, and cried like a child.

I learned later that the old woman took me for just the same person for whom the Bailiff at St. Albans had mistaken me, a young apprentice named Hunter, who had got into trouble about religion, and was at this time hiding up and down the country; Bishop Bonner having clapped his father into jail until the son should come to hand. But her kind heart knew no distinction of creeds. She took me to her cottage as soon as night fell, and warmed, and dried, and fed me. She did not dare to keep me under her roof for longer than an hour or two, neither would I have stayed to endanger her. But she sent me out a new man, with a crust, moreover, in my pocket. A hundred times between Tottenham and Aldersgate I said God bless her! And I say so now.

So twice in one day, and that the gloomiest day of my life, I was succored by a woman. I have never forgotten it. I have tried to keep it always in mind; remembering too a saying of my uncles, that there is nothing on earth so merciful as a good woman, or so pitiless as a bad one!


CHAPTER V.

MISTRESS BERTRAM.

Ding! ding! ding! Aid ye the poor! Pray for the dead! Five oclock and a murky morning.

The noise of the bell, and the cry which accompanied it, roused me from my first sleep in London, and that with a vengeance; the bell being rung and the words uttered within three feet of my head. Where did I sleep, then? Well, I had found a cozy resting-place behind some boards which stood propped against the wall of a bakers oven in a street near Moorgate. The wall was warm and smelt of new bread, and another besides myself had discovered its advantages. This was the watchman, who had slumbered away most of his vigil cheek by jowl with me, but, morning approaching, had roused himself, and before he was well out of his bed, certainly before he had left his bedroom, had begun  the ungrateful wretch  to prove his watchfulness by disturbing every one else.

I sat up and rubbed my eyes, grinding my shoulders well against the wall for warmth. I had no need to turn out yet, but I began to think, and the more I thought the harder I stared at the planks six inches before my nose. My thoughts turned upon a very knotty point; one that I had never seriously considered before. What was I going to do next? How was I going to live or to rear the new house of which I have made mention? Hitherto I had aimed simply at reaching London. London had paraded itself before my mind  though my mind should have known better  not as a town of cold streets and dreary alleys and shops open from seven to four with perhaps here and there a vacant place for an apprentice; but as a gilded city of adventure and romance, in which a young man of enterprise, whether he wanted to go abroad or to rise at home, might be sure of finding his sword weighed, priced, and bought up on the instant, and himself valued at his own standard.

But London reached, the hoarding in Moorgate reached, and five oclock in the morning reached, somehow these visions faded rapidly. In the cold reality left to me I felt myself astray. If I would stay at home, who was going to employ me? To whom should I apply? What patron had I? Or if I would go abroad, how was I to set about it? how find a vessel, seeing that I might expect to be arrested the moment I showed my face in daylight?

Here all my experience failed me. I did not know what to do, though the time had come for action, and I must do or starve. It had been all very well when I was at Coton, to propose that I would go up to London, and get across the water  such had been my dim notion  to the Courtenays and Killigrews, who, with other refugees, Protestants for the most part, were lying on the French coast, waiting for better times. But now that I was in London, and as good as an outlaw myself, I saw no means of going to them. I seemed farther from my goal than I had been in Warwickshire.

Thinking very blankly over this I began to munch the piece of bread which I owed to the old dame at Tottenham; and had solemnly got through half of it, when the sound of rapid footsteps  the footsteps of women, I judged from the lightness of the tread  caused me to hold my hand and listen. Whoever they were  and I wondered, for it was still early, and I had heard no one pass since the watchman left me  they came to a stand in front of my shelter, and one of them spoke. Her words made me start; unmistakably the voice was a gentlewomans, such as I had not heard for almost a week. And at this place and hour, on the raw borderland of day and night, a gentlewoman was the last person I expected to light upon. Yet if the speaker were not some one of station, Petronillas lessons had been thrown away upon me.

The words were uttered in a low voice; but the planks in front of me were thin, and the speaker was actually leaning against them. I caught every accent of what seemed to be the answer to a question. Yes, yes! It is all right! she said, a covert ring of impatience in her tone. Take breath a moment. I do not see him now.

Thank Heaven! muttered another voice. As I had fancied, there were two persons. The latter speakers tone smacked equally of breeding with the formers, but was rounder and fuller, and more masterful; and she appeared to be out of breath. Then perhaps we have thrown him off the trail, she continued, after a short pause, in which she seemed to have somewhat recovered herself. I distrusted him from the first, Anne  from the first. Yet, do you know, I never feared him as I did Master Clarence; and as it was too much to hope that we should be rid of both at once  they took good care of that  why, the attempt had to be made while he was at home. But I always felt he was a spy.

Who? Master Clarence? asked she who had spoken first.

Ay, he certainly. But I did not mean him, I meant Philip.

Well, I  I said at first, you remember, that it was a foolhardy enterprise, mistress!

Tut, tut, girl! quoth the other tartly  this time the impatience lay with her, and she took no pains to conceal it we are not beaten yet. Come, look about! Cannot you remember where we are, nor which way the river should be? If the dawn were come, we could tell.

But with the dawn  

The streets would fill. True, and, Master Philip giving the alarm, we should be detected before we had gone far. The more need, girl, to lose no time. I have my breath again, and the child is asleep. Let us venture one way or the other, and Heaven grant it be the right one!

Let me see, the younger woman answered slowly, as if in doubt. Did we come by the church? No; we came the other way. Let us try this turning, then.

Why, child, we came that way, was the decided answer. What are you thinking of? That would take us straight back into his arms, the wretch! Come, come! you loiter, continued this, the more masculine speaker, and a minute may make all the difference between a prison and freedom. If we can reach the Lion Wharf by seven  it is like to be a dark morning and foggy  we may still escape before Master Philip brings the watch upon us.

They moved briskly away as she spoke, and her words were already growing indistinct from distance, while I remained still, idly seeking the clew to their talk and muttering over and over again the name Clarence, which seemed familiar to me, when a cry of alarm, in which I recognized one of their voices, cut short my reverie. I crawled with all speed from my shelter, and stood up, being still in a line with the boards, and not easily distinguishable. As she had said, it was a dark morning; but the roofs of the houses  now high, now low  could be plainly discerned against a gray, drifting sky wherein the first signs of dawn were visible; and the blank outlines of the streets, which met at this point, could be seen. Six or seven yards from me, in the middle of the roadway, stood three dusky figures, of whom I judged the nearer, from their attitudes, to be the two women. The farthest seemed to be a man.

I was astonished to see that he was standing cap in hand; nay, I was disgusted as well, for I had crept out hot-fisted, expecting to be called upon to defend the women. But, despite the cry I had heard, they were talking to him quietly enough, as far as I could hear. And in a minute or so I saw the taller woman give him something.

He took it with a low bow, and appeared almost to sweep the dirt with his bonnet. She waved her hand in dismissal, and he stood back still uncovered. And  hey, presto! the women tripped swiftly away.

By this time my curiosity was intensely excited, but for a moment I thought it was doomed to disappointment. I thought that it was all over. It was not, by any means. The man stood looking after them until they reached the corner, and the moment they had passed it, he followed. His stealthy manner of going, and his fashion of peering after them, was enough for me. I guessed at once that he was dogging them, following them unknown to them and against their will; and with considerable elation I started after him, using the same precautions. What was sauce for the geese was sauce for the gander! So we went, two  one  one, slipping after one another through half a dozen dark streets, tending generally southward.

Following him in this way I seldom caught a glimpse of the women. The man kept at a considerable distance behind them, and I had my attention fixed on him. But once or twice, when, turning a corner, I all but trod on his heels, I saw them; and presently an odd point about them struck me. There was a white kerchief or something attached apparently to the back of the ones cloak, which considerably assisted my stealthy friend to keep them in view. It puzzled me. Was it a signal to him? Was he really all the time acting in concert with them; and was I throwing away my pains? Or was the white object which so betrayed them merely the result of carelessness, and the lack of foresight of women grappling with a condition of things to which they were unaccustomed? Of course I could not decide this, the more as, at that distance, I failed to distinguish what the white something was, or even which of the two wore it.

Presently I got a clew to our position, for we crossed Cheapside close to Pauls Cross, which my childish memories of the town enabled me to recognize, even by that light. Here my friend looked up and down, and hung a minute on his heel before he followed the women, as if expecting or looking for some one. It might be that he was trying to make certain that the watch were not in sight. They were not, at any rate. Probably they had gone home to bed, for the morning was growing. And, after a momentary hesitation, he plunged into the narrow street down which the women had flitted.

He had only gone a few yards when I heard him cry out. The next instant, almost running against him myself, I saw what had happened. The women had craftily lain in wait for him in the little court into which the street ran and had caught him as neatly as could be. When I came upon them the taller woman was standing at bay with a passion that was almost fury in her pose and gesture. Her face, from which the hood of a coarse cloak had fallen back, was pale with anger; her gray eyes flashed, her teeth glimmered. Seeing her thus, and seeing the burden she carried under her cloak  which instinct told me was her child  I thought of a tigress brought to bay.

You lying knave! she hissed. You Judas!

The man recoiled a couple of paces, and in recoiling nearly touched me.

What would you? she continued. What do you want? What would you do? You have been paid to go. Go, and leave us!

I dare not, he muttered, keeping away from her as if he dreaded a blow. She looked a woman who could deal a blow, a woman who could both love and hate fiercely and openly  as proud and frank and haughty a lady as I had ever seen in my life. I dare not, he muttered sullenly; I have my orders.

Oh! she cried, with scorn. You have your orders, have you! The murder is out. But from whom, sirrah? Whose orders are to supersede mine? I would King Harry were alive, and I would have you whipped to Tyburn. Speak, rogue; who bade you follow me?

He shook his head.

She looked about her wildly, passionately, and I saw that she was at her wits end what to do, or how to escape him. But she was a woman. When she next spoke there was a marvelous change in her. Her face had grown soft, her voice low. Philip, she said gently, the purse was light. I will give you more. I will give you treble the amount within a few weeks, and I will thank you on my knees, and my husband shall be such a friend to you as you have never dreamed of, if you will only go home and be silent. Only that  or, better still, walk the streets an hour, and then report that you lost sight of us. Think, man, think! she cried with energy the times may change. A little more, and Wyatt had been master of London last year. Now the people are fuller of discontent than ever, and these burnings and torturings, these Spaniards in the streets  England will not endure them long. The times will change. Let us go, and you will have a friend  when most you need one.

He shook his head sullenly. I dare not do it, he said. And somehow I got the idea that he was telling the truth, and that it was not the mans stubborn nature only that withstood the bribe and the plea. He spoke as if he were repeating a lesson and the master were present.

When she saw that she could not move him, the anger, which I think came more naturally to her, broke out afresh. You will not, you hound! she cried. Will neither threats nor promises move you?

Neither, he answered doggedly; I have my orders.

So far, I had remained a quiet listener, standing in the mouth of the lane which opened upon the court where they were. The women had taken no notice of me; either because they did not see me, or because, seeing me, they thought that I was a hanger-on of the man before them. And he, having his back to me, and his eyes on them, could not see me. It was a surprise to him  a very great surprise, I think  when I took three steps forward, and gripped him by the scruff of his neck.

You have your orders, have you? I muttered in his ear, as I shook him to and fro, while the taller woman started back and the younger uttered a cry of alarm at my sudden appearance. Well, you will not obey them. Do you hear? Your employer may go hang! You will do just what these ladies please to ask of you.

He struggled an instant; but he was an undersized man, and he could not loosen the hold which I had secured at my leisure. Then I noticed his hand going to his girdle in a suspicious way. Stop that! I said, flashing before his eyes a short, broad blade, which had cut many a deers throat in Old Arden Forest. You had better keep quiet, or it will be the worse for you! Now, mistress, I continued, you can dispose of this little man as you please.

Who are you? she said, after a pause; during which she had stared at me in open astonishment. No doubt I was a wild-looking figure.

A friend, I replied. Or one who would be such. I saw this fellow follow you, and I followed him. For the last five minutes I have been listening to your talk. He was not amenable to reason then, but I think he will be now. What shall I do with him?

She smiled faintly, but did not answer at once, the coolness and resolution with which she had faced him before failing her now, possibly in sheer astonishment, or because my appearance at her side, by removing the strain, sapped the strength. I do not know, she said at length, in a vague, puzzled tone.

Well, I answered, you are going to the Lion Wharf, and  

Oh, you fool! she screamed out loud. Oh, you fool! she repeated bitterly. Now you have told him all.

I stood confounded. My cheeks burned with shame, and her look of contempt cut me like a knife. That the reproach was deserved I knew at once, for the man in my grasp gave a start, which proved that the information was not lost upon him. Who told you? the woman went on, clutching the child jealously to her breast, as though she saw herself menaced afresh. Who told you about the Lion Wharf?

Never mind, I answered gloomily. I have made a mistake, but it is easy to remedy it. And I took out my knife again. Do you go on and leave us.

I hardly know whether I meant my threat or no. But my prisoner had no doubts. He shrieked out  a wild cry of fear which rang round the empty court  and by a rapid blow, despair giving him courage, he dashed the hunting-knife from my hand. This done he first flung himself on me, then tried by a sudden jerk to free himself. In a moment we were down on the stones, and tumbling over one another in the dirt, while he struggled to reach his knife, which was still in his girdle, and I strove to prevent him. The fight was sharp, but it lasted barely a minute. When the first effort of his despair was spent, I came uppermost, and he was but a child in my hands. Presently, with my knee on his chest, I looked up. The women were still there, the younger clinging to the other.

Go! go! I cried impatiently. Each second I expected the court to be invaded, for the man had screamed more than once.

But they hesitated. I had been forced to hurt him a little, and he was moaning piteously. Who are you? the elder woman asked  she who had spoken all through.

Nay, never mind that! I answered. Do you go! Go, while you can. You know the way to the Wharf.

Yes, she answered. But I cannot go and leave him at your mercy. Remember he is a man, and has  

He is a treacherous scoundrel, I answered, giving his throat a squeeze. But he shall have one more chance. Listen, sirrah! I continued to the man, and stop that noise or I will knock out your teeth with my dagger-hilt. Listen and be silent. I shall go with these ladies, and I promise you this: If they are stopped or hindered on their way, or if evil happen to them at that wharf, whose name you had better forget, it will be the worse for you. Do you hear? You will suffer for it, though there be a dozen guards about you! Mind you, I added, I have nothing to lose myself, for I am desperate already.

He vowed  the poor craven  with his stuttering tongue, that he would be true, and vowed it again and again. But I saw that his eyes did not meet mine. They glanced instead at the knife-blade, and I knew, even while I pretended to trust him, that he would betray us. My real hope lay in his fears, and in this, that as the fugitives knew the way to the wharf, and it could not now be far distant, we might reach it, and go on board some vessel  I had gathered they were flying the country  before this wretch could recover himself and get together a force to stop us. That was my real hope, and in that hope only I left him.

We went as fast as the women could walk. I did not trouble them with questions; indeed, I had myself no more leisure than enabled me to notice their general appearance, which was that of comfortable tradesmens womenfolk. Their cloaks and hoods were plainly fashioned, and of coarse stuff, their shoes were thick, and no jewel or scrap of lace, peeping out, betrayed them. Yet there was something in their carriage which could not be hidden, something which, to my eye, told tales; so that minute by minute I became more sure that this was really an adventure worth pursuing, and that London had kept a reward in store for me besides its cold stones and inhospitable streets.

The city was beginning to rouse itself. As we flitted through the lanes and alleys which lie between Cheapside and the river, we met many people, chiefly of the lower classes, on their way to work. Yet in spite of this, we had no need to fear observation, for, though the morning was fully come, with the light had arrived such a thick, choking, yellow fog as I, being for the most part country-bred, had never experienced. It was so dense and blinding that we had a difficulty in keeping together, and even hand in hand could scarcely see one another. In my wonder how my companions found their way, I presently failed to notice their condition, and only remarked the distress and exhaustion which one of them was suffering, when she began, notwithstanding all her efforts, to lag behind. Then I sprang forward, blaming myself much. Forgive me, I said. You are tired, and no wonder. Let me carry the child, mistress.

Exhausted as she was, she drew away from me jealously.

No, she panted. We are nearly there. I am better now. And she strained the child closer to her, as though she feared I might take it from her by force.

Well, if you will not trust me, I answered, let your friend carry it for a time. I can see you are tired out.

Through the mist she bent forward, and peered into my face, her eyes scarcely a foot from mine. The scrutiny seemed to satisfy her. She drew a long breath and held out her burden. No, she said; you shall take him. I will trust you.

I took the little wrapped-up thing as gently as I could. You shall not repent it, if I can help it, Mistress  

Bertram, she said.

Mistress Bertram, I repeated. Now let us get on and lose no time.

A walk of a hundred yards or so brought us clear of the houses, and revealed before us, in place of all else, a yellow curtain of fog. Below this, at our feet, yet apparently a long way from us, was a strange, pale line of shimmering light, which they told me was the water. At first I could hardly believe this. But, pausing a moment while my companions whispered together, dull creakings and groanings and uncouth shouts and cries, and at last the regular beat of oars, came to my ears out of the bank of vapor, and convinced me that we really had the river before us.

Mistress Bertram turned to me abruptly. Listen, she said, and decide for yourself, my friend. We are close to the wharf now, and in a few minutes shall know our fate. It is possible that we may be intercepted at this point, and if that happen, it will be bad for me and worse for any one aiding me. You have done us gallant service, but you are young; and I am loath to drag you into perils which do not belong to you. Take my advice, then, and leave us now. I would I could reward you, she added hastily, but that knave has my purse.

I put the child gently back into her arms. Good-by, she said, with more feeling. We thank you. Some day I may return to England, and have ample power  

Not so fast, I answered stiffly. Did you think it possible, mistress, that I would desert you now? I gave you back the child only because it might hamper me, and will be safer with you. Come, let us on at once to the wharf.

You mean it? she said.

Of a certainty! I answered, settling my cap on my head with perhaps a boyish touch of the braggart.

At any rate, she did not take me at once at my word; and her thought for me touched me the more because I judged her  I know not exactly why  to be a woman not over prone to think of others. Do not be reckless, she said slowly, her eyes intently fixed on mine. I should be sorry to bring evil upon you. You are but a boy.

And yet, I answered, smiling, there is as good as a price upon my head already. I should be reckless if I stayed here. If you will take me with you, let us go. We have loitered too long already.

She turned then, asking no questions; but she looked at me from time to time in a puzzled way, as though she thought she ought to know me  as though I reminded her of some one. Paying little heed to this then, I hurried her and her companion down to the water, traversing a stretch of foreshore strewn with piles of wood and stacks of barrels and old rotting boats, between which the mud lay deep. Fortunately it was high tide, and so we had not far to go. In a minute or two I distinguished the hull of a ship looming large through the fog; and a few more steps placed us safely on a floating raft, on the far side of which the vessel lay moored.

There was only one man to be seen lounging on the raft, and the neighborhood was quiet. My spirits rose as I looked round. Is this the Whelp? the tall lady asked. I had not heard the other open her mouth since the encounter in the court.

Yes, it is the Whelp, madam, the man answered, saluting her and speaking formally, and with a foreign accent. You are the lady who is expected?

I am, she answered, with authority. Will you tell the captain that I desire to sail immediately, without a moments delay? Do you understand?

Well, the tide is going out, quoth the sailor, dubiously, looking steadily into the fog, which hid the river. It has just turned, it is true. But as to sailing  

She cut him short. Go, go! man. Tell your captain what I say. And let down a ladder for us to get on board.

He caught a rope which hung over the side, and, swinging himself up, disappeared. We stood below, listening to the weird sounds which came off the water, the creaking and flapping of masts and canvas, the whir of wings and shrieks of unseen gulls, the distant hail of boatmen. A bell in the city solemnly tolled eight. The younger woman shivered. The elders foot tapped impatiently on the planks. Shut in by the yellow walls of fog, I experienced a strange sense of solitude; it was as if we three were alone in the world  we three who had come together so strangely.


CHAPTER VI.

MASTER CLARENCE.

We had stood thus for a few moments when a harsh voice, hailing us from above, put an end to our several thoughts and forebodings. We looked up and I saw half a dozen night-capped heads thrust over the bulwarks. A rope ladder came hurtling down at our feet, and a man, nimbly descending, held it tight at the bottom. Now, madame! he said briskly. They all, I noticed, had the same foreign accent, yet all spoke English; a singularity I did not understand, until I learned later that the boat was the Lions Whelp, trading between London and Calais, and manned from the latter place.

Mistress Bertram ascended quickly and steadily, holding the baby in her arms. The other made some demur, lingering at the foot of the ladder and looking up as if afraid, until her companion chid her sharply. Then she too went up, but as she passed me  I was holding one side of the ladder steady  she shot at me from under her hood a look which disturbed me strangely.

It was the first time I had seen her face, and it was such a face as a man rarely forgets. Not because of its beauty; rather because it was a speaking face, a strange and expressive one, which the dark waving hair, swelling in thick clusters upon either temple, seemed to accentuate. The features were regular, but, the full red lips excepted, rather thin than shapely. The nose, too, was prominent. But the eyes! The eyes seemed to glorify the dark brilliant thinness of the face, and to print it upon the memory. They were dark flashing eyes, and their smile seemed to me perpetually to challenge, to allure and repulse, and even to goad. Sometimes they were gay, more rarely sad, sometimes soft, and again hard as steel. They changed in a moment as one or another approached her. But always at their gayest, there was a suspicion of weariness and fatigue in their depths. Or so I thought later.

Something of this flashed through my mind as I followed her up the side. But once on board I glanced round, forgetting her in the novelty of my position. The Whelp was decked fore and aft only, the blackness of the hold gaping amidships, spanned by a narrow gangway, which served to connect the two decks. We found ourselves in the forepart, amid coils of rope and windlasses and water-casks; surrounded by half a dozen wild-looking sailors wearing blue knitted frocks and carrying sheath-knives at their girdles.

The foremost and biggest of these seemed to be the captain, although, so far as outward appearances went, the only difference between him and his crew lay in a marlin-spike which he wore slung to a thong beside his knife. When I reached the deck he was telling a long story to Mistress Bertram, and telling it very slowly. But the drift of it I soon gathered. While the fog lasted he could not put to sea.

Nonsense! cried my masterful companion, chafing at his slowness of speech. Why not? Would it be dangerous?

Well, madam, it would be dangerous, he answered, more slowly than ever. Yes, it would be dangerous. And to put to sea in a fog? That is not seamanship. And your baggage has not arrived.

Never mind my baggage! she answered imperiously. I have made other arrangements for it. Two or three things I know came on board last night. I want to start  to start at once, do you hear?

The captain shook his head, and said sluggishly that it was impossible. Spitting on the deck he ground his heel leisurely round in a knothole. Impossible, he repeated; it would not be seamanship to start in a fog. When the fog lifts we will go. Twill be all the same to-morrow. We shall lie at Leigh to-night, whether we go now or go when the fog lifts.

At Leigh?

That is it, madam.

And when will you go from Leigh? she cried indignantly.

Daybreak to-morrow, he answered. You leave it to me, mistress, he continued, in a tone of rough patronage, and you will see your good man before you expect it.

But, man! she exclaimed, trembling with impotent rage. Did not Master Bertram engage you to bring me across whenever I might be ready? Ay, and pay you handsomely for it? Did he not, sirrah?

To be sure, to be sure! replied the giant unmoved. Using seamanship, and not going to sea in a fog, if it please you.

It does not please me! she retorted. And why stay at Leigh?

He looked up at the rigging, then down at the deck. He set his heel in the knothole, and ground it round again. Then he looked at his questioner with a broad smile. Well, mistress, for a very good reason. It is there your good man is waiting for you. Only, added this careful keeper of a secret, he bade me not tell any one.

She uttered a low cry, which might have been an echo of her babys cooing, and convulsively clasped the child more tightly to her. He is at Leigh! she murmured, flushing and trembling, another woman altogether. Even her voice was wonderfully changed. He is really at Leigh, you say?

To be sure! replied the captain, with a portentous wink and a mysterious roll of the head. He is there safe enough! Safe enough, you may bet your handsome face to a rushlight. And we will be there to-night.

She started up with a wild gesture. For a moment she had sat down on a cask standing beside her, and forgotten our peril, and the probability that we might never see Leigh at all. Now, I have said, she started up. No, no! she cried, struggling for breath and utterance. Oh, no! no! Let us go at once. We must start at once! Her voice was hysterical in its sudden anxiety and terror, as the consciousness of our position rolled back upon her. Captain! listen, listen! she pleaded. Let us start now, and my husband will give you double. I will promise you double whatever he said if you will chance the fog.

I think all who heard her were moved, save the captain only. He rubbed his head and grinned. Slow and heavy, he saw nothing in her prayer save the freak of a woman wild to get to her man. He did not weigh her promise at a groat; she was but a woman. And being a foreigner, he did not perceive a certain air of breeding which might have influenced a native. He was one of those men against whose stupidity Father Carey used to say the gods fight in vain. When he answered good-naturedly, No, no, mistress, it is impossible. It would not be seamanship, I felt that we might as well try to stop the ebbing tide as move him from his position.

The feeling was a maddening one. The special peril which menaced my companions I did not know; but I knew they feared pursuit, and I had every reason to fear it for myself. Yet at any moment, out of the fog which encircled us so closely that we could barely see the raft below  and the shore not at all  might come the tramp of hurrying feet and the stern hail of the law. It was maddening to think of this, and to know that we had only to cast off a rope or two in order to escape; and to know also that we were absolutely helpless.

I expected that Mistress Bertram, brave as she had shown herself, would burst into a passion of rage or tears. But apparently she had one hope left. She looked at me.

I tried to think  to think hard. Alas, I seemed only able to listen. An hour had gone by since we parted from that rascal in the court, and we might expect him to appear at any moment, vengeful and exultant, with a posse at his back. Yet I tried hard to think; and the fog presently suggested a possible course. Look here, I said suddenly, speaking for the first time, if you do not start until the fog lifts, captain, we may as well breakfast ashore, and return presently.

That is as you please, he answered indifferently.

What do you think? I said, turning to my companions with as much carelessness as I could command. Had we not better do that?

Mistress Bertram did not understand, but in her despair she obeyed the motion of my hand mechanically, and walked to the side. The younger woman followed more slowly, so that I had to speak to her with some curtness, bidding her make haste; for I was in a fever until we were clear of the Whelp and the Lion Wharf. It had struck me that, if the ship were not to leave at once, we were nowhere in so much danger as on board. At large in the fog we might escape detection for a time. Our pursuers might as well look for a needle in a haystack as seek us through it when once we were clear of the wharf. And this was not the end of my idea. But for the present it was enough. Therefore I took up Mistress Anne very short. Come! I said, be quick! Let me help you.

She obeyed, and I was ashamed of my impatience when at the foot of the ladder she thanked me prettily. It was almost with good cheer in my voice and a rebound of spirits that I explained, as I hurried my companions across the raft, what my plan was.

The moment we were ashore I felt safer. The fog swallowed us up quick, as the Bible says. The very hull of the ship vanished from sight before we had gone half a dozen paces. I had never seen a London fog before, and to me it seemed portentous and providential; a marvel as great as the crimson hail which fell in the London gardens to mark her Majestys accession.

Yet after all, without my happy thought, the fog would have availed us little. We had scarcely gone a score of yards before the cautious tread of several people hastening down the strand toward the wharf struck my ear. They were proceeding in silence, and we might not have noticed their approach if the foremost had not by chance tripped and fallen; whereupon one laughed and another swore. With a warning hand I grasped my companions arms, and hurried them forward some paces until I felt sure that our figures could not be seen through the mist. Then I halted, and we stood listening, gazing into one anothers strained eyes, while the steps came nearer and nearer, crossed our track and then with a noisy rush thundered on the wooden raft. My ear caught the jingle of harness and the clank of weapons.

It is the watch, I muttered. Come, and make no noise. What I want is a little this way. I fancy I saw it as we passed down to the wharf.

They turned with me, but we had not taken many steps before Mistress Anne, who was walking on my left side, stumbled over something. She tried to save herself, but failed and fell heavily, uttering as she did so a loud cry. I sprang to her assistance, and even before I raised her I laid my hand lightly on her mouth. Hush! I said softly, for safetys sake, make no noise. What is the matter?

Oh! she moaned, making no effort to rise, my ankle! my ankle! I am sure I have broken it.

I muttered my dismay, while Mistress Bertram, stooping anxiously, examined the injured limb. Can you stand? she asked.

But it was no time for questioning, and I put her aside. The troop which had passed were within easy hearing, and if there should be one among them familiar with the girls voice, we might be pounced upon, fog or no fog. I felt that it was no time for ceremony, and picked Mistress Anne up in my arms, whispering to the elder woman: Go on ahead! I think I see the boat. It is straight before you.

Luckily I was right, it was the boat; and so far well. But at the moment I spoke I heard a sudden outcry behind us, and knew the hunt was up. I plunged forward with my burden, recklessly and blindly, through mud and over obstacles. The wherry for which I was making was moored in the water a few feet from the edge. I had remarked it idly and without purpose as we came down to the wharf, and had even noticed that the oars were lying in it. Now, if we could reach it and start down the river for Leigh, we might by possibility gain that place, and meet Mistress Bertrams husband.

At any late, nothing in the world seemed so desirable to me at the moment as the shelter of that boat. I plunged through the mud, and waded desperately through the water to it, Mistress Bertram scarce a whit behind me. I reached it, but reached it only as the foremost pursuer caught sight of us. I heard his shout of triumph, and somehow I bundled my burden into the boat  I remember that she clung about my neck in fear, and I had to loosen her hands roughly. But I did loosen them  in time. With one stroke of my hunting-knife, I severed the rope, and pushing off the boat with all my strength, sprang into it as it floated away  and was in time. But one seconds delay would have undone us. Two men were already in the water up to their knees, and their very breath was hot on my face as we swung out into the stream.

Fortunately, I had had experience of boats on the Avon, at Bidford and Stratford, and could pull a good oar. For a moment indeed the wherry rolled and dipped as I snatched up the sculls; but I quickly got her in hand, and, bending to my work, sent her spinning through the mist, every stroke I pulled increasing the distance between us and our now unseen foes. Happily we were below London Bridge, and had not that dangerous passage to make. The river, too, was nearly clear of craft, and though once and again in the Pool a huge hulk loomed suddenly across our bows, and then faded behind us into the mist like some monstrous phantom, and so told of a danger narrowly escaped, I thought it best to run all risks, and go ahead as long as the tide should ebb.

It was strange how suddenly we had passed from storm into calm. Mistress Anne had bound her ankle with a handkerchief, and bravely made light of the hurt; and now the two women sat crouching in the stern watching me, their heads together, their faces pale. The mist had closed round us, and we were alone again, gliding over the bosom of the great river that runs down to the sea. I was oddly struck by the strange current of life which for a week had tossed me from one adventure to another, only to bring me into contact at length with these two, and sweep me into the unknown whirlpool of their fortunes.

Who were they? A merchants wife and her sister flying from Bishop Bonners inquisition? I thought it likely. Their cloaks and hoods indeed, and all that I could see of their clothes, fell below such a condition; but probably they were worn as a disguise. Their speech rose as much above it, but I knew that of late many merchants wives had become scholars, and might pass in noblemens houses; even as in those days when London waxed fat, and set up and threw down governments, every alderman had come to ride in mail.

No doubt the women, watching me in anxious silence, were as curious about me. I still bore the stains of country travel. I was unwashen, unkempt, my doublet was torn, the cloak I had cast at my feet was the very wreck of a cloak. Yet I read no distrust in their looks. The elders brave eyes seemed ever thanking me. I never saw her lips move silently that they did not shape Well done! And though I caught Mistress Anne scanning me once or twice with an expression I could ill interpret, a smile took its place the moment her gaze met mine.

We had passed, but were still in sight of, Greenwich Palace  as they told me  when the mist rose suddenly like a curtain rolled away, and the cold, bright February sun, shining out, disclosed the sparkling river with the green hills rising on our right hand. Here and there on its surface a small boat such as our own moved to and fro, and in the distant Pool from which we had come rose a little forest of masts. I hung on the oars a moment, and my eyes were drawn to a two-masted vessel which, nearly half a mile below us, was drifting down, gently heeling over with the current as the crew got up the sails. I wonder whither she is bound, I said thoughtfully, and whether they would take us on board by any chance.

Mistress Bertram shook her head. I have no money, she answered sadly. I fear we must go on to Leigh, if it be any way possible. You are tired, and no wonder. But what is it? with a sudden change of voice. What is the matter?

I had flashed out the oars with a single touch, and begun to pull as fast as I could down the stream. No doubt my face, too, proclaimed my discovery and awoke her fears. Look behind! I muttered between my set teeth.

She turned, and on the instant uttered a low cry. A wherry like our own, but even lighter  in my first glance up the river I had not noticed it  had stolen nearer to us, and yet nearer, and now throwing aside disguise was in hot pursuit of us. There were three men on board, two rowing and one steering. When they saw that we had discovered them they hailed us in a loud voice, and I heard the steersmans feet rattle on the boards, as he cried to his men to give way, and stamped in very eagerness. My only reply was to take a longer stroke, and, pulling hard, to sweep away from them.

But presently my first strength died away, and the work began to tell upon me, and little by little they overhauled us. Not that I gave up at once for that. They were still some sixty yards behind, and for a few minutes at any rate I might put off capture. In that time something might happen. At the worst they were only three to one, and their boat looked light and cranky and easy to upset.

So I pulled on, savagely straining at the oars. But my chest heaved and my arms ached more and more with each stroke. The banks slid by us; we turned one bend, then another, though I saw nothing of them. I saw only the pursuing boat, on which my eyes were fixed, heard only the measured rattle of the oars in the rowlocks. A minute, two minutes, three minutes passed. They had not gained on us, but the water was beginning to waver before my eyes, their boat seemed floating in the air, there was a pulsation in my ears louder than that of the oars, I struggled and yet I flagged. My knees trembled. Their boat shot nearer now, nearer and nearer, so that I could read the smile of triumph on the steersmans dark face and hear his cry of exultation. Nearer! and then with a cry I dropped the oars.

Quick! I panted to my companions. Change places with me! So! Trembling and out of breath as I was, I crawled between the women and gained the stern sheets of the boat. As I passed Mistress Bertram she clutched my arm. Her eyes, as they met mine, flashed fire, her lips were white. The man steering! she hissed between her teeth. Leave the others. He is Clarence, and I fear him!

I nodded; but still, as the hostile boat bore swiftly down upon us, I cast a glance round to see if there were any help at hand. I saw no sign of any. I saw only the pale blue sky overhead, and the stream flowing swiftly under the boat. I drew my sword. The case was one rather for despair than courage. The women were in my charge, and if I did not acquit myself like a man now, when should I do so? Bah! it would soon be over.

There was an instants confusion in the other boat, as the crew ceased rowing, and, seeing my attitude and not liking it, changed their seats. To my joy the man, who had hitherto been steering, flung a curse at the others and came forward to bear the brunt of the encounter. He was a tall, sinewy man, past middle age, with a clean-shaven face, a dark complexion, and cruel eyes. So he was Master Clarence! Well, he had the air of a swordsman and a soldier. I trembled for the women.

Surrender, you fool! he cried to me harshly. In the Queens name  do you hear? What do you in this company?

I answered nothing, for I was out of breath. But softly, my eyes on his, I drew out with my left hand my hunting-knife. If I could beat aside his sword, I would spring upon him and drive the knife home with that hand. So, standing erect in bow and stern we faced one another, the man and the boy, the flush of rage and exertion on my cheek, a dark shade on his. And silently the boats drew together.

Thought is quick, quicker than anything else in the world I suppose, for in some drawn-out second before the boats came together I had time to wonder where I had seen his face before, and to rack my memory. I knew no Master Clarence, yet I had seen this man somewhere. Another second, and away with thought! He was crouching for a spring. I drew back a little, then lunged  lunged with heart and hand. Our swords crossed and whistled  just crossed  and even as I saw his eyes gleam behind his point, the shock of the two boats coming together flung us both backward and apart. A moment we reeled, staggering and throwing out wild hands. I strove hard to recover myself, nay, I almost did so; then I caught my foot in Mistress Annes cloak, which she had left in her place, and fell heavily back into the boat.

I was up in a moment  on my knees at least  and unhurt. But another was before me. As I stooped half-risen, I saw one moment a dark shadow above me, and the next a sheet of flame shone before my eyes, and a tremendous shock swept all away. I fell senseless into the bottom of the boat, knowing nothing of what had happened to me.


CHAPTER VII.

ON BOARD THE FRAMLINGHAM.

I am told by people who have been seasick that the sound of the waves beating against the hull comes in time to be an intolerable torment. But bad as this may be, it can be nothing in comparison with the pains I suffered from the same cause, as I recovered my senses. My brain seemed to be a cavern into which each moment, with a rhythmical regularity which added the pangs of anticipation to those of reality, the sea rushed, booming and thundering, jarring every nerve and straining the walls to bursting, and making each moment of consciousness a vivid agony. And this lasted long; how long I cannot say. But it had subsided somewhat when I first opened my eyes, and dully, not daring to move my head, looked up.

I was lying on my back. About a foot from my eyes were rough beams of wood disclosed by a smoky yellow light, which flickered on the knotholes and rude joists. The light swayed to and fro regularly; and this adding to my pain, I closed my eyes with a moan. Then some one came to me, and I heard voices which sounded a long way off, and promptly fell again into a deep sleep, troubled still, but less painfully, by the same rhythmical shocks, the same dull crashings in my brain.

When I awoke again I had sense to know what caused this, and where I was  in a berth on board ship. The noise which had so troubled me was that of the waves beating against her forefoot. The beams so close to my face formed the deck, the smoky light came from the ships lantern swinging on a hook. I tried to turn. Some one came again, and with gentle hands arranged my pillow and presently began to feed me with a spoon. When I had swallowed a few mouthfuls I gained strength to turn.

Who was this feeding me? The light was at her back and dazzled me. For a short while I took her for Petronilla, my thoughts going back at one bound to Coton, and skipping all that had happened since I left home. But as I grew stronger I grew clearer, and recalling bit by bit what had happened in the boat, I recognized Mistress Anne. I tried to murmur thanks, but she laid a cool finger on my lips and shook her head, smiling on me. You must not talk, she murmured, you are getting well. Now go to sleep again.

I shut my eyes at once as a child might. Another interval of unconsciousness, painless this time, followed, and again I awoke. I was lying on my side now, and without moving could see the whole of the tiny cabin. The lantern still hung and smoked. But the light was steady now, and I heard no splashing without, nor the dull groaning and creaking of the timbers within. There reigned a quiet which seemed bliss to me; and I lay wrapped in it, my thoughts growing clearer and clearer each moment.

On a sea-chest at the farther end of the cabin were sitting two people engaged in talk. The one, a woman, I recognized immediately. The gray eyes full of command, the handsome features, the reddish-brown hair and gracious figure left me in no doubt, even for a moment, that I looked on Mistress Bertram. The sharer of her seat was a tall, thin man with a thoughtful face and dreamy, rather melancholy eyes. One of her hands rested on his knee, and her lips as she talked were close to his ear. A little aside, sitting on the lowest step of the ladder which led to the deck, her head leaning against the timbers, and a cloak about her, was Mistress Anne.

I tried to speak, and after more than one effort found my voice. Where am I? I whispered. My head ached sadly, and I fancied, though I was too languid to raise my hand to it, that it was bandaged. My mind was so far clear that I remembered Master Clarence and his pursuit and the fight in the boats, and knew that we ought to be on our way to prison. Who, then, was the mild, comely gentleman whose length of limb made the cabin seem smaller than it was? Not a jailer, surely? Yet who else?

I could compass no more than a whisper, but faint as my voice was they all heard me, and looked up. Anne! the elder lady cried sharply, seeming by her tone to direct the other to attend to me. Yet was she herself the first to rise, and come and lay her hand on my brow. Ah! the fever is gone! she said, speaking apparently to the gentleman, who kept his seat. His head is quite cool. He will do well now, I am sure. Do you know me? she continued, leaning over me.

I looked up into her eyes, and read only kindness. Yes, I muttered. But the effort of looking was so painful that I closed my eyes again with a sigh. Nevertheless, my memory of the events which had gone before my illness grew clearer, and I fumbled feebly for something which should have been at my side. Where is  where is my sword? I made shift to whisper.

She laughed. Show it to him, Anne, she said; what a never-die it is! There, Master Knight Errant, we did not forget to bring it off the field, you see!

But how, I murmured, how did you escape? I saw that there was no question of a prison. Her laugh was gay, her voice full of content.

That is a long story, she answered kindly. Are you well enough to hear it? You think you are? Then take some of this first. You remember that knave Philip striking you on the head with an oar as you got up? No? Well, it was a cowardly stroke, but it stood him in little stead, for we had drifted, in the excitement of the race, under the stern of the ship which you remember seeing a little before. There were English seamen on her; and when they saw three men in the act of boarding two defenseless women, they stepped in, and threatened to send Clarence and his crew to the bottom unless they sheered off.

Ha! I murmured. Good!

And so we escaped. I prayed the captain to take us on board his ship, the Framlingham, and he did so. More, putting into Leigh on his way to the Nore, he took off my husband. There he stands, and when you are better he shall thank you.

Nay, he will thank you now, said the tall man, rising and stepping to my berth with his head bent. He could not stand upright, so low was the deck. But for you, he continued, his earnestness showing in his voice and eyes  the latter were almost too tender for a mans my wife would be now lying in prison, her life in jeopardy, and her property as good as gone. She has told me how bravely you rescued her from that cur in Cheapside, and how your presence of mind baffled the watch at the riverside. It is well, young gentleman. It is very well. But these things call for other returns than words. When it lies in her power my wife will make them; if not to-day, to-morrow, and if not to-morrow, the day after.

I was very weak, and his words brought the tears to my eyes. She has saved my life already, I murmured.

You foolish boy! she cried, smiling down on me, her hand on her husbands shoulder. You got your head broken in my defense. It was a great thing, was it not, that I did not leave you to die in the boat? There, make haste and get well. You have talked enough now. Go to sleep, or we shall have the fever back again.

One thing first, I pleaded. Tell me whither we are going.

In a few hours we shall be at Dort in Holland, she answered. But be content. We will take care of you, and send you back if you will, or you shall still come with us; as you please. Be content. Go to sleep now and get strong. Presently, perhaps, we shall have need of your help again.

They went and sat down then on their former seat and talked in whispers, while Mistress Anne shook up my pillows, and laid a fresh cool bandage on my head. I was too weak to speak my gratitude, but I tried to look it and so fell asleep again, her hand in mine, and the wondrous smile of those lustrous eyes the last impression of which I was conscious.



A long dreamless sleep followed. When I awoke once more the light still hung steady, but the peacefulness of night was gone. We lay in the midst of turmoil. The scampering of feet over the deck above me, the creaking of the windlass, the bumping and clattering of barrels hoisted in or hoisted out, the harsh sound of voices raised in a foreign tongue and in queer keys, sufficed as I grew wide-awake to tell me we were in port.

But the cabin was empty, and I lay for some time gazing at its dreary interior, and wondering what was to become of me. Presently an uneasy fear crept into my mind. What if my companions had deserted me? Alone, ill, and penniless in a foreign land, what should I do? This fear in my sick state was so terrible that I struggled to get up, and with reeling brain and nerveless hands did get out of my berth. But this feat accomplished I found that I could not stand. Everything swam before my eyes. I could not take a single step, but remained, clinging helplessly to the edge of my berth, despair at my heart. I tried to call out, but my voice rose little above a whisper, and the banging and shrieking, the babel without went on endlessly. Oh, it was cruel! cruel! They had left me!

I think my senses were leaving me too, when I felt an arm about my waist, and found Mistress Anne by my side guiding me to the chest. I sat down on it, the certainty of my helplessness and the sudden relief of her presence bringing the tears to my eyes. She fanned me, and gave me some restorative, chiding me the while for getting out of my berth.

I thought that you had gone and left me, I muttered. I was as weak as a child.

She said cheerily: Did you leave us when we were in trouble? Of course you did not. There, take some more of this. After all, it is well you are up, for in a short time we must move you to the other boat.

The other boat?

Yes, we are at Dort, you know. And we are going by the Waal, a branch of the Rhine, to Arnheim. But the boat is here, close to this one, and, with help, I think you will be able to walk to it.

I am sure I shall if you will give me your arm, I answered gratefully.

But you will not think again, she replied, that we have deserted you?

No, I said. I will trust you always.

I wondered why a shadow crossed her face at that. But I had no time to do more than wonder, for Master Bertram, coming down, brought our sitting to an end. She bustled about to wrap me up, and somehow, partly walking, partly carried, I was got on deck. There I sat down on a bale to recover myself, and felt at once much the better for the fresh, keen air, the clear sky and wintry sunshine which welcomed me to a foreign land.

On the outer side of the vessel stretched a wide expanse of turbid water, five or six times as wide as the Thames at London, and foam-flecked here and there by the up-running tide. On the other side was a wide and spacious quay, paved neatly with round stones, and piled here and there with merchandise; but possessing, by virtue of the lines of leafless elms which bordered it, a quaint air of rusticity in the midst of bustle. The sober bearing of the sturdy landsmen, going quietly about their business, accorded well with the substantial comfort of the rows of tall, steep-roofed houses I saw beyond the quay, and seemed only made more homely by the occasional swagger and uncouth cry of some half-barbarous seaman, wandering aimlessly about. Above the town rose the heavy square tower of a church, a notable landmark where all around, land and water, lay so low, where the horizon seemed so far, and the sky so wide and breezy.

So you have made up your mind to come with us, said Master Bertram, returning to my side  he had left me to make some arrangements. You understand that if you would prefer to go home I can secure your tendance here by good, kindly people, and provide for your passage back when you feel strong enough to cross. You understand that? And that the choice is entirely your own? So which will you do?

I changed color and felt I did. I shrunk, as being well and strong I should not have shrunk, from losing sight of those three faces which I had known for so short a time, yet which alone stood between myself and loneliness. I would rather come with you, I stammered. But I shall be a great burden to you now, I fear.

It is not that, he replied, with hearty assurance in his voice. A weeks rest and quiet will restore you to strength, and then the burden will be on the other shoulder. It is for your own sake I give you the choice, because our future is for the time uncertain. Very uncertain, he repeated, his brow clouding over; and to become our companion may expose you to fresh dangers. We are refugees from England; that you probably guess. Our plan was to go to France, where are many of our friends, and where we could live safely until better times. You know how that plan was frustrated. Here the Spaniards are masters  Prince Philips people; and if we are recognized, we shall be arrested and sent back to England. Still, my wife and I must make the best of it. The hue and cry will not follow us for some days, and there is still a degree of independence in the cities of Holland which may, since I have friends here, protect us for a time. Now you know something of our position, my friend. You can make your choice with your eyes open. Either way we shall not forget you.

I will go on with you, if you please, I answered at once. I, too, cannot go home. And as I said this, Mistress Bertram also came up, and I took her hand in mine  which looked, by the way, so strangely thin I scarcely recognized it  and kissed it. I will come with you, madam, if you will let me, I said.

Good! she replied, her eyes sparkling. I said you would! I do not mind telling you now that I am glad of it. And if ever we return to England, as God grant we may and soon, you shall not regret your decision. Shall he, Richard?

If you say he shall not, my dear, he responded, smiling at her enthusiasm, I think I may answer for it he will not.

I was struck then, as I had been before, by a certain air of deference which the husband assumed toward the wife. It did not surprise me, for her bearing and manner, as well as such of her actions as I had seen, stamped her as singularly self-reliant and independent for a woman; and to these qualities, as much as to the rather dreamy character of the husband, I was content to set down the peculiarity. I should add that a rare and pretty tenderness constantly displayed on her part toward him robbed it of any semblance of unseemliness.

They saw that the exertion of talking exhausted me, and so, with an encouraging nod, left me to myself. A few minutes later a couple of English sailors, belonging to the Framlingham, came up, and with gentle strength transported me, under Mistress Annes directions, to a queer-looking wide-beamed boat which lay almost alongside. She was more like a huge Thames barge than anything else, for she drew little water, but had a great expanse of sail when all was set. There was a large deck-house, gay with paint and as clean as it could be; and in a compartment at one end of this  which seemed to be assigned to our party  I was soon comfortably settled.

Exhausted as I was by the excitement of sitting up and being moved, I knew little of what passed about me for the next two days, and remember less. I slept and ate, and sometimes awoke to wonder where I was. But the meals and the vague attempts at thought made scarcely more impression on my mind than the sleep. Yet all the while I was gaining strength rapidly, my youth and health standing me in good stead. The wound in my head, which had caused great loss of blood, healed all one way, as we say in Warwickshire; and about noon, on the second day after leaving Dort, I was well enough to reach the deck unassisted, and sit in the sunshine on a pile of rugs which Mistress Anne, my constant nurse, had laid for me in a corner sheltered from the wind.

* * * * *

Fortunately the weather was mild and warm, and the sunshine fell brightly on the wide river and the wider plain of pasture which stretched away on either side of the horizon, dotted, here and there only, by a windmill, a farmhouse, the steeple of a church, the brown sails of a barge, or at most broken by a low dike or a line of sand-dunes. All was open, free; all was largeness, space, and distance. I gazed astonished.

The husband and wife, who were pacing the deck forward, came to me. He noticed the wondering looks I cast round. This is new to you? he said smiling.

Quite  quite new, I answered. I never imagined anything so flat, and yet in its way so beautiful.

You do not know Lincolnshire?

No.

Ah, that is my native county, he answered. It is much like this. But you are better, and you can talk again. Now I and my wife have been discussing whether we shall tell you more about ourselves. And since there is no time like the present I may say that we have decided to trust you.

All in all or not at all, Mistress Bertram added brightly.

I murmured my thanks.

Then, first to tell you who we are. For myself I am plain Richard Bertie of Lincolnshire, at your service. My wife is something more than appears from this, or  with a smile from her present not too graceful dress. She is  

Stop, Richard! This is not sufficiently formal, my lady cried prettily. I have the honor to present to you, young gentleman, she went on, laughing merrily and making a very grand courtesy before me, Katherine, Duchess of Suffolk.

I made shift to get to my feet, and bowed respectfully, but she forced me to sit down again. Enough of that, she said lightly, until we go back to England. Here and for the future we are Master Bertram and his wife. And this young lady, my distant kinswoman, Anne Brandon, must pass as Mistress Anne. You wonder how we came to be straying in the streets alone and unattended when you found us?

I did wonder, for the name of the gay and brilliant Duchess of Suffolk was well known even to me, a country lad. Her former husband, Charles Brandon, Duke of Suffolk, had been not only the one trusted and constant friend of King Henry the Eighth, but the kings brother-in-law, his first wife having been Mary, Princess of England and Queen Dowager of France. Late in his splendid and prosperous career the Duke had married Katherine, the heiress of Lord Willoughby de Eresby, and she it was who stood before me, still young and handsome. After her husbands death she had made England ring with her name, first by a love match with a Lincolnshire squire, and secondly by her fearless and outspoken defense of the reformers. I did wonder indeed how she had come to be wandering in the streets at daybreak, an object of a chance passers chivalry and pity.

It is simple enough, she said dryly; I am rich, I am a Protestant, and I have an enemy. When I do not like a person I speak out. Do I not, Richard?

You do indeed, my dear, he answered smiling.

And once I spoke out to Bishop Gardiner. What! Do you know Stephen Gardiner?

For I had started at the name, after which I could scarcely have concealed my knowledge if I would. So I answered simply, Yes, I have seen him. I was thinking how wonderful this was. These people had been utter strangers to me until a day or two before, yet now we were all looking out together from the deck of a Dutch boat on the low Dutch landscape, united by one tie, the enmity of the same man.

He is a man to be dreaded, the Duchess continued, her eyes resting on her baby, which lay asleep on my bundle of rugs  and I guessed what fear it was had tamed her pride to flight. His power in England is absolute. We learned that it was his purpose to arrest me, and determined to leave England. But our very household was full of spies, and though we chose a time when Clarence, our steward, whom we had long suspected of being Gardiners chief tool, was away, Philip, his deputy, gained a clew to our design, and watched us. We gave him the slip with difficulty, leaving our luggage, but he dogged and overtook us, and the rest you know.

I bowed. As I gazed at her, my admiration, I know, shone in my eyes. She looked, as she stood on the deck, an exile and fugitive, so gay, so bright, so indomitable, that in herself she was at once a warranty and an omen of better times. The breeze had heightened her color and loosened here and there a tress of her auburn hair. No wonder Master Bertie looked proudly on his Duchess.

Suddenly a thing I had clean forgotten flashed into my mind, and I thrust my hand into my pocket. The action was so abrupt that it attracted their attention, and when I pulled out a packet  two packets  there were three pairs of eyes upon me. The seal dangled from one missive. What have you there? the Duchess asked briskly, for she was a woman, and curious. Do you carry the deeds of your property about with you?

No, I said, not unwilling to make a small sensation. This touches your Grace.

Hush! she cried, raising one imperious finger. Transgressing already? From this time forth I am Mistress Bertram, remember. But come, she went on, eying the packet with the seal inquisitively, how does it touch me?

I put it silently into her hands, and she opened it and read a few lines, her husband peeping over her shoulder. As she read her brow darkened, her eyes grew hard. Master Berties face changed with hers, and they both peeped suddenly at me over the edge of the parchment, suspicion and hostility in their glances. How came you by this, young sir? he said slowly, after a long pause. Have we escaped Peter to fall into the hands of Paul?

No, no! I cried hurriedly. I saw that I had made a greater sensation than I had bargained for. I hastened to tell them how I had met with Gardiners servant at Stony Stratford, and how I had become possessed of his credentials. They laughed of course  indeed they laughed so loudly that the placid Dutchmen, standing aft with their hands in their breeches-pockets, stared open-mouthed at us, and the kindred cattle on the bank looked mildly up from the knee-deep grass.

And what was the other packet? the Duchess asked presently. Is that it in your hand?

Yes, I answered, holding it up with some reluctance. It seems to be a letter addressed to Mistress Clarence.

Clarence! she cried. Clarence! arresting the hand she was extending. What! Here is our friend again then. What is in it? You have opened it?

No.

You have not? Then quick, open it! she exclaimed. This too touches us, I will bet a penny. Let us see at once what it contains. Clarence indeed! Perhaps we may have him on the hip yet, the arch-traitor!

But I held the pocket-book back, though my cheeks reddened and I knew I must seem foolish. They made certain that this letter was a communication to some spy, probably to Clarence himself under cover of a feminine address. Perhaps it was, but it bore a womans name and it was sealed; and foolish though I might be, I would not betray the womans secret.

No, madam, I said confused, awkward, stammering, yet withholding it with a secret obstinacy; pardon me if I do not obey you  if I do not let this be opened. It may be what you say, I added with an effort; but it may also contain an honest secret, and that a womans.

What do you say? cried the Duchess; here are scruples! At that her husband smiled, and I looked in despair from him to Mistress Anne. Would she sympathize with my feelings? I found that she had turned her back on us, and was gazing over the side. Do you really mean, continued the Duchess, tapping her foot sharply on the deck, that you are not going to open that, you foolish boy?

I do  with your Graces leave, I answered.

Or without my Graces leave! That is what you mean, she retorted pettishly, a red spot in each cheek. When people will not do what I ask, it is always, Grace! Grace! Grace! But I know them now.

I dared not smile; and I would not look up, lest my heart should fail me and I should give her her way.

You foolish boy! she again said, and sniffed. Then with a toss of her head she went away, her husband following her obediently.

I feared that she was grievously offended, and I got up restlessly and went across the deck to the rail on which Mistress Anne was leaning, meaning to say something which should gain for me her sympathy, perhaps her advice. But the words died on my lips, for as I approached she turned her face abruptly toward me, and it was so white, so haggard, so drawn, that I uttered a cry of alarm. You are ill! I exclaimed. Let me call the Duchess!

She gripped my sleeve almost fiercely, Hush! she muttered. Do nothing of the kind. I am not well. It is the water. But it will pass off, if you do not notice it. I hate to be noticed, she added, with an angry shrug.

I was full of pity for her and reproached myself sorely. What a selfish brute I have been! I said. You have watched by me night after night, and nursed me day after day, and I have scarcely thanked you. And now you are ill yourself. It is my fault!

She looked at me, a wan smile on her face. A little, perhaps, she answered faintly. But it is chiefly the water. I shall be better presently. About that letter  did you not come to speak to me about it?

Never mind it now, I said anxiously. Will you not lie down on the rugs awhile? Let me give you my place, I pleaded.

No, no! she cried impatiently; and seeing I vexed her by my importunity, I desisted. The letter, she went on; you will open it by and by?

No, I said slowly, considering, to tell the truth, the strength of my resolution, I think I shall not.

You will! you will! she repeated, with a kind of scorn. The Duchess will ask you again, and you will give it to her. Of course you will!

Her tone was strangely querulous, and her eyes continually flashed keen, biting glances at me. But I thought only that she was ill and excited, and I fancied it was best to humor her. Well, perhaps I shall, I said soothingly. Possibly. It is hard to refuse her anything. And yet I hope I may not. The girl  it may be a girls secret.

Well? she asked, interrupting me abruptly, her voice harsh and unmusical. What of her? She laid her hand on her bosom as though to still some secret pain. I looked at her, anxious and wondering, but she had again averted her face. What of her? she repeated.

Only that  I would not willingly hurt her! I blurted out.

She did not answer. She stood a moment, then to my surprise she turned away without a word, and merely commanding me by a gesture of the hand not to follow, walked slowly away. I watched her cross the deck and pass through the doorway into the deck-house. She did not once turn her face, and my only fear was that she was ill; more seriously ill, perhaps, than she had acknowledged.


CHAPTER VIII.

A HOUSE OF PEACE.

As the day went on, therefore, I looked eagerly for Mistress Annes return, but she appeared no more, though I maintained a close watch on the cabin-door. All the afternoon, too, the Duchess kept away from me, and I feared that I had seriously offended her; so that it was with no very pleasant anticipations that, going into that part of the deck-house which served us for a common room, to see if the evening meal was set, I found only the Duchess and Master Bertie prepared to sit down to it. I suppose that something of my feeling was expressed in my face, for while I was yet half-way between door and table, my lady gave way to a peal of merriment.

Come, sit down, and do not be afraid! she cried pleasantly, her gray eyes still full of laughter. I vow the lad thinks I shall eat him. Nay, when all is said and done, I like you the better, Sir Knight Errant, for your scruples. I see that you are determined to act up to your name. But that reminds me, she added in a more serious vein. We have been frank with you. You must be equally frank with us. What are we to call you, pray?

I looked down at my plate and felt my face grow scarlet. The wound which the discovery of my fathers treachery had dealt me had begun to heal. In the action, the movement, the adventure of the last fortnight, I had well-nigh lost sight of the blot on my escutcheon, of the shame which had driven me from home. But the question, What are we to call you? revived the smart, and revived it with an added pang. It had been very well, in theory, to proudly discard my old name. It was painful, in practice, to be unable to answer the Duchess, I am a Cludde of Coton, nephew to Sir Anthony, formerly esquire of the body to King Henry. I am no unworthy follower and associate even for you, and to have instead to reply, I have no name. I am nobody. I have all to make and win. Yet this was my ill-fortune.

Her womans eye saw my trouble as I hesitated, confused and doubting what I should reply. Come! she said good-naturedly, trying to reassure me. You are of gentle birth. Of that we feel sure.

I shook my head. Nay, I am of no birth, madam, I answered hurriedly. I have no name, or at any rate no name that I can be proud of. Call me  call me, if it please you, Francis Carey.

It is a good name, quoth Master Bertie, pausing with his knife suspended in the air. A right good Protestant name!

But I have no claim to it, I rejoined, mere and more hurt. I have all to make. I am a new man. Yet do not fear! I added quickly, as I saw what I took to be a cloud of doubt cross my ladys face. I will follow you no less faithfully for that!

Well, said the Duchess, a smile again transforming her open features, I will answer for that, Master Carey. Deeds are better than names, and as for being a new man, what with Pagets and Cavendishes and Spencers, we have nought but new men nowadays. So, cheer up! she continued kindly. And we will poke no questions at you, though I doubt whether you do not possess more birth and breeding than you would have us think. And if, when we return to England, as I trust we may before we are old men and women, we can advance your cause, then let us have your secret. No one can say that Katherine Willoughby ever forgot her friend.

Or forgave her enemy over quickly, quoth her husband naïvely.

She rapped his knuckles with the back of her knife for that; and under cover of this small diversion I had time to regain my composure. But the matter left me sore at heart, and more than a little homesick. And I sought leave to retire early.

You are right! said the Duchess, rising graciously. To-night, after being out in the air, you will sleep soundly, and to-morrow you will be a new man, with a faint smile. Believe me, I am not ungrateful, Master Francis, and I will diligently seek occasion to repay both your gallant defense of the other day and your future service. She gave me her hand to kiss, and I bent over it. Now, she continued, do homage to my baby, and then I shall consider that you are really one of us, and pledged to our cause.

I kissed the tiny fist held out to me, a soft pink thing looking like some dainty sea-shell. Master Bertie cordially grasped my hand. And so under the oil-lamp in the neat cabin of that old Dutch boat, somewhere on the Waal between Gorcum and Nimuegen, we plighted our troth to one another, and in a sense I became one of them.



I went to my berth cheered and encouraged by their kindness. But the interview, satisfactory as it was, had set up no little excitement in my brain, and it was long before I slept. When I did I had a strange dream. I dreamed that I was sitting in the hall at Coton, and that Petronilla was standing on the dais looking fixedly at me with gentle, sorrowful eyes. I wanted to go to her, but I could not move; every dreamer knows the sensation. I tried to call to her, to ask her what was the matter, and why she so looked at me. But I could utter no sound. And still she continued to fix me with the same sad, reproachful eyes, in which I read a warning, yet could not ask its meaning.

I struggled so hard that at last the spell was in a degree broken. Following the direction of her eyes I looked down at myself, and saw fastened to the breast of my doublet the knot of blue velvet which she had made for my sword-hilt, and which I had ever since carried in my bosom. More, I saw, with a singular feeling of anger and sorrow, that a hand which came over my shoulder was tugging hard at the ribbon in the attempt to remove it.

This gave me horrible concern, yet at the moment I could not move nor do anything to prevent it. At last, making a stupendous effort, I awoke, my last experience, dreaming, being of the strange hand working at my breast. My first waking idea was the same, so that I threw out my arms, and cried aloud, and sat up. Ugh! I exclaimed, trembling in the intensity of my relief, as I looked about and welcomed the now familiar surroundings. It was only a dream. It was  

I stopped abruptly, my eyes falling on a form lurking in the doorway. I could see it only dimly by the light of a hanging lamp, which smoked and burned redly overhead. Yet I could see it. It was real, substantial  a waking figure; nevertheless, a faint touch of superstitious terror still clung to me. Speak, please! I asked. Who is it?

It is only I, answered a soft voice, well known to me  Mistress Annes. I came in to see how you were, she continued, advancing a little, and whether you were sleeping. I am afraid I awoke you. But you seemed, she added, to be having such painful dreams that perhaps it was as well I did.

I was fumbling in my breast while she spoke; and certainly, whether in my sleep I had undone the fastenings or had loosened them intentionally before I lay down (though I could not remember doing so), my doublet and shirt were open at the breast. The velvet knot was safe, however, in that tiny inner pocket beside the letter, and I breathed again. I am very glad you did awake me! I replied, looking gratefully at her. I was having a horrible dream. But how good it was of you to think of me  and when you are not well yourself, too.

Oh, I am better, she murmured, her eyes, which glistened in the light, fixed steadily on me. Much better. Now go to sleep again, and happier dreams to you. After to-night, she added pleasantly, I shall no longer consider you as an invalid, nor intrude upon you.

And she was gone before I could reiterate my thanks. The door fell to, and I was alone, full of kindly feelings toward her, and of thankfulness that my horrible vision had no foundation. Thank Heaven! I murmured more than once, as I lay down; it was only a dream.



Next day we reached Nimuegen, where we stayed a short time. Leaving that place in the afternoon, twenty-four hours journeying, partly by river, partly, if I remember rightly, by canal, brought us to the neighborhood of Arnheim on the Rhine. It was the 1st of March, but the opening month belied its reputation. There was a brightness, a softness in the air, and a consequent feeling as of spring which would better have befitted the middle of April. All day we remained on deck enjoying the kindliness of nature, which was especially grateful to me, in whom the sap of health was beginning to spring again; and we were still there when one of those gorgeous sunsets which are peculiar to that country began to fling its hues across our path. We turned a jutting promontory, the boat began to fall off, and the captain came up, his errand to tell us that our journey was done.

We went eagerly forward at the news, and saw in a kind of bay, formed by a lake-like expansion of the river, a little island green and low, its banks trimly set with a single row of poplars. It was perhaps a quarter of a mile every way, and a channel one-fourth as wide separated it from the nearer shore of the river; to which, however, a long narrow bridge of planks laid on trestles gave access. On the outer side of the island, facing the rivers course, stood a low white house, before which a sloping green terrace, also bordered with poplars, led down to a tiny pier. Behind and around the house were meadows as trim and neat as a childs toys, over which the eye roved with pleasure until it reached the landward side of the island, and there detected, nestling among gardens, a tiny village of half a dozen cottages. It was a scene of enchanting peace and quietude. As we slowly plowed our way up to the landing-place, I saw the rabbits stand to gaze at us, and then with a flick of their heels dart off to their holes. I marked the cattle moving homeward in a string, and heard the wild fowl rise in creek and pool with a whir of wings. I turned with a full heart to my neighbor. Is it not lovely? I cried with enthusiasm. Is it not a peaceful place  a very Garden of Eden?

I looked to see her fall into raptures such as women are commonly more prone to than men. But all women are not the same. Mistress Anne was looking, indeed, when I turned and surprised her, at the scene which had so moved me, but the expression of her face was sad and bitter and utterly melancholy. The weariness and fatigue I had often seen lurking in her eyes had invaded all her features. She looked five years older; no longer a girl, but a gray-faced, hopeless woman whom the sight of this peaceful haven rather smote to the heart than filled with anticipations of safety and repose.

It was but for a moment I saw her so. Then she dashed her hand across her eyes  though I saw no tears in them  and with a pettish exclamation turned away. Poor girl! I thought. She, too, is homesick. No doubt this reminds her of some place at home, or of some person. I thought this the more likely, as Master Bertie came from Lincolnshire, which he said had many of the features of this strange land. And it was conceivable enough that she should know Lincolnshire too, being related to his wife.

I soon forgot the matter in the excitement of landing. A few minutes of bustle and it was over. The boat put out again; and we four were left face to face with two strangers, an elderly man and a girl, who had come down to the pier to meet us. The former, stout, bluff, and red-faced, with a thick gray beard and a gold chain about his neck, had the air of a man of position. He greeted us warmly. His companion, who hung behind him, somewhat shyly, was as pretty a girl as one could find in a month. A second look assured me of something more  that she formed an excellent foil to the piquant brightness and keen vivacity, the dark hair and nervous features of Mistress Anne. For the Dutch girl was fair and plump and of perfect complexion. Her hair was very light, almost flaxen indeed, and her eyes were softly and limpidly blue; grave, innocent, wondering eyes they were, I remember. I guessed rightly that she was the elderly mans daughter. Later I learned that she was his only child, and that her name was Dymphna.

He was a Master Lindstrom, a merchant of standing in Arnheim. He had visited England and spoke English fairly, and being under some obligations, it appeared, to the Duchess Katherine, was to be our host.

We all walked up the little avenue together. Master Lindstrom talking as he went to husband or wife, while his daughter and Mistress Anne came next, gazing each at each in silence, as women when they first meet will gaze, taking stock, I suppose, of a rivals weapons. I walked last, wondering why they had nothing to say to one another.

As we entered the house the mystery was explained. She speaks no English, said Mistress Anne, with a touch of scorn.

And we no Dutch, I answered, smiling. Here in Holland I am afraid that she will have somewhat the best of us. Try her with Spanish.

Spanish! I know none.

Well, I do, a little.

What, you know Spanish? Mistress Annes tone of surprise amounted almost to incredulity, and it flattered me, boy that I was. I dare say it would have flattered many an older head than mine. You know Spanish? Where did you learn it? she continued sharply.

At home.

At home! Where is that? And she eyed me still more closely. Where is your home, Master Carey? You have never told me.

But I had said already more than I intended, and I shook my head. I mean, I explained awkwardly, that I learned it in a home I once had. Now my home is here. At any rate I have no other.

The Dutch girl, standing patiently beside us, had looked first at one face and then at the other as we talked. We were all by this time in a long, low parlor, warmed by a pretty closed fireplace covered with glazed tiles. On the shelves of a great armoire, or dresser, at one end of the room appeared a fine show of silver plate. At the other end stood a tall linen-press of walnut-wood, handsomely carved; and even the gratings of the windows and the handles of the doors were of hammered iron-work. There were no rushes on the floor, which was made of small pieces of wood delicately joined and set together and brightly polished. But everything in sight was clean and trim to a degree which would have shamed our great house at Coton, where the rushes sometimes lay for a week unchanged. With each glance round I felt a livelier satisfaction. I turned to Mistress Dymphna.

Señorita! I said, mustering my noblest accent. Beso los pies de usted! Habla usted Castillano?

Mistress Anne stared, while the effect on the girl whom I addressed was greater than I had looked for, but certainly of a different kind. She started and drew back, an expression of offended dignity and of something like anger ruffling her placid face. Did she not understand? Yes, for after a moments hesitation, and with a heightened color, she answered, Si, Señor.

Her constrained manner was not promising, but I was going on to open a conversation if I could  for it looked little grateful of us to stand there speechless and staring  when Mistress Anne interposed. What did you say to her? What was it? she asked eagerly.

I asked her if she spoke Spanish. That was all, I replied, my eyes on Dymphnas face, which still betrayed trouble of some kind, except that I paid her the usual formal compliment. But what is she saying to her father?

It was like the Christmas game of cross-questions. The girl and I had spoken in Spanish. I translated what we had said into English for Mistress Anne, and Mistress Dymphna turned it into Dutch for her father; an anxious look on her face which needed no translation.

What is it? asked Master Bertie, observing that something was wrong.

It is nothing  nothing! replied the merchant apologetically, though, as he spoke, his eyes dwelt on me curiously. It is only that I did not know that you had a Spaniard in your company.

A Spaniard? Master Bertie answered. We have none. This, pointing to me, is our very good friend and faithful follower, Master Carey  an Englishman.

To whom, added the Duchess, smiling gravely, I am greatly indebted.

I hurriedly explained the mistake, and brought at once a smile of relief to the Mynheers face. Ah! pardon me, I beseech you, he said. My daughter was in error. And he added something in Dutch which caused Mistress Dymphna to blush. You know, he continued I may speak freely to you, since our enemies are in the main the same  you know that our Spanish rulers are not very popular with us, and grow less popular every day, especially with those who are of the reformed faith. We have learned some of us to speak their language, but we love them none the better for that.

I can sympathize with you, indeed, cried the Duchess impulsively. God grant that our country may never be in the same plight: though it looks as if this Spanish marriage were like to put us in it. It is Spain! Spain! Spain! and nothing else nowadays!

Nevertheless, the Emperor is a great and puissant monarch, rejoined the Arnheimer thoughtfully; and could he rule us himself, we might do well. But his dominions are so large, he knows little of us. And worse, he is dying, or as good as dying. He can scarcely sit his horse, and rumor says that before the year is out he will resign the throne. Then we hear little good of his successor, your queens husband, and look to hear less. I fear that there is a dark time before us, and God only knows the issue.

And alone will rule it, Master Bertie rejoined piously.

This saying was in a way the keynote to the life we found our host living on his island estate. Peace, but peace with constant fear for an assailant, and religion for a supporter. Several times a week Master Lindstrom would go to Arnheim to superintend his business, and always after his return he would shake his head, and speak gravely, and Dymphna would lose her color for an hour or two. Things were going badly. The reformers were being more and more hardly dealt with. The Spaniards were growing more despotic. That was his constant report. And then I would see him, as he walked with us in orchard or garden, or sat beside the stove, cast wistful glances at the comfort and plenty round him. I knew that he was asking himself how long they would last. If they escaped the clutches of a tyrannical government, would they be safe in the times that were coming from the violence of an ill-paid soldiery? The answer was doubtful, or rather it was too certain.

I sometimes wondered how he could patiently foresee such possibilities, and take no steps, whatever the risk, to prevent them. At first I thought his patience sprang from the Dutch character. Later I traced its deeper roots to a simplicity of faith and a deep religious feeling, which either did not at that time exist in England, or existed only among people with whom I had never come into contact. Here they seemed common enough and real enough. These folks faith sustained them. It was a part of their lives; a bulwark against the fear that otherwise would have overwhelmed them. And to an extent, too, which then surprised me, I found, as time went on, that the Duchess and Master Bertie shared this enthusiasm, although with them it took a less obtrusive form.

I was led at the time to think a good deal about this; and just a word I may say of myself, and of those days spent on the Rhine inland  that whereas before I had taken but a lukewarm interest in religious questions, and, while clinging instinctively to the teaching of my childhood, had conformed with a light heart rather than annoy my uncle, I came to think somewhat differently now; differently and more seriously. And so I have continued to think since, though I have never become a bigot; a fact I owe, perhaps, to Mistress Dymphna, in whose tender heart there was room for charity as well as faith. For she was my teacher.

Of necessity, since no other of our party could communicate with her, I became more or less the Dutch girls companion. I would often, of an evening, join her on a wooden bench which stood under an elm on a little spit of grass looking toward the city, and at some distance from the house. Here, when the weather was warm, she would watch for her fathers return; and here one day, while talking with her, I had the opportunity of witnessing a sight unknown in England, but which year by year was to become more common in the Netherlands, more heavily fraught with menace in Netherland eyes.

We happened to be so deeply engaged in watching the upper end of the reach at the time in question, where we expected each moment to see Master Lindstroms boat round the point, that we saw nothing of a boat coming the other way, until the flapping of its sails, as it tacked, drew our eyes toward it. Even then in the boat itself I saw nothing strange, but in its passengers I did. They were swarthy, mustachioed men, who in the hundred poses they assumed, as they lounged on deck or leaned over the side, never lost a peculiar air of bravado. As they drew nearer to us the sound of their loud voices, their oaths and laughter reached us plainly, and seemed to jar on the evening stillness. Their bold, fierce eyes, raking the banks unceasingly, reached us at last. The girl by my side uttered a cry of alarm, and rose as if to retreat. But she sat down again, for behind us was an open stretch of turf, and to escape unseen was impossible. Already a score of eyes had marked her beauty, and as the boat drew abreast of us, I had to listen to the ribald jests and laughter of those on board. My ears tingled and my cheeks burned. But I could do nothing. I could only glare at them, and grind my teeth.

Who are they? I muttered. The cowardly knaves!

Oh, hush! hush! the girl pleaded. She had retreated behind me. And indeed I need not have put my question, for though I had never seen the Spanish soldiery, I had heard enough about them to recognize them now. In the year 1555 their reputation was at its height. Their fathers had overcome the Moors after a contest of centuries, and they themselves had overrun Italy and lowered the pride of France. As a result they had many military virtues and all the military vices. Proud, bloodthirsty, and licentious everywhere, it may be imagined that in the subject Netherlands, with their pay always in arrear, they were, indeed, people to be feared. It was seldom that even their commanders dared to check their excesses.

Yet, when the first flush of my anger had subsided, I looked after them, odd as it may seem, with mingled feelings. With all their faults they were few against many, a conquering race in a foreign land. They could boast of blood and descent. They were proud to call themselves the soldiers and gentlemen of Europe. I was against them, yet I admired them with a boys admiration for the strong and reckless.

Of course I said nothing of this to my companion. Indeed, when she spoke to me I did not hear her. My thoughts had flown far from the burghers daughter sitting by me, and were with my grandmothers people. I saw, in imagination, the uplands of Old Castile, as I had often heard them described, hot in summer and bleak in winter. I pictured the dark, frowning walls of Toledo, with its hundred Moorish trophies, the castles that crowned the hills around, the gray olive groves, and the box-clad slopes. I saw Palencia, where my grandmother, Petronilla de Vargas, was born; Palencia, dry and brown and sun-baked, lying squat and low on its plain, the eaves of its cathedral a mans height from the ground. All this I saw. I suppose the Spanish blood in me awoke and asserted itself at sight of those other Spaniards. And then  then I forgot it all as I heard behind me an alien voice, and I turned and found Dymphna had stolen from me and was talking to a stranger.


CHAPTER IX.

PLAYING WITH FIRE.

He was a young man, and a Dutchman, but not a Dutchman of the stout, burly type which I had most commonly seen in the country. He had, it is true, the usual fair hair and blue eyes, and he was rather short than tall; but his figure was thin and meager, and he had a pointed nose and chin, and a scanty fair beard. I took him to be nearsighted: at a second glance I saw that he was angry. He was talking fast to Dymphna  of course in Dutch  and my first impulse, in face of his excited gestures and queer appearance, was to laugh. But I had a notion what his relationship to the girl was, and I smothered this, and instead asked, as soon as I could get a word in, whether I should leave them.

Oh, no! Dymphna answered, blushing slightly, and turning to me with a troubled glance. I believe she had clean forgotten my presence. This is Master Jan Van Tree, a good friend of ours. And this, she continued, still in Spanish, but speaking to him, is Master Carey, one of my fathers guests.

We bowed, he formally, for he had not recovered his temper, and I  I dare say I still had my Spanish ancestors in my head  with condescension. We disliked one another at sight, I think. I dubbed him a mean little fellow, a trader, a peddler; and, however he classed me, it was not favorably. So it was no particular desire to please him which led me to say with outward solicitude, I fear you are annoyed at something, Master Van Tree?

I am! he said bluntly, meeting me half-way.

And am I to know the cause? I asked, or is it a secret?

It is no secret! he retorted. Mistress Lindstrom should have been more careful. She should not have exposed herself to the chance of being seen by those miserable foreigners.

The foreigners  in the boat? I said dryly.

Yes, of course  in the boat, he answered. He was obliged to say that, but he glared at me across her as he spoke. We had turned and were walking back to the house, the poplars casting long shadows across our path.

They were rude, I observed carelessly, my chin very high. But there is no particular harm done that I can see, Master Van Tree.

Perhaps not, as far as you can see, he retorted in great excitement. But perhaps also you are not very far-sighted. You may not see it now, yet harm will follow.

Possibly, I said, and I was going to follow up this seemingly candid admission by something very boorish, when Mistress Dymphna struck in nervously.

My father is anxious, she explained, speaking to me, that I should have as little to do with our Spanish governors as possible, Master Carey. It always vexes him to hear that I have fallen in their way, and that is why my friend feels annoyed. It was not, of course, your fault, since you did not know of this. It was I, she continued hurriedly, who should not have ventured to the elm tree without seeing that the coast was clear.

I knew that she was timidly trying, her color coming and going, to catch my eye; to appease me as the greater stranger, and to keep the peace between her ill-matched companions, who, indeed, stalked along eying one another much as a wolf-hound and a badger-dog might regard each other across a choice bone. But the young Dutchmans sudden appearance had put me out. I was not in love with her, yet I liked to talk to her, and I grudged her to him, he seemed so mean a fellow. And so  churl that I was  in answer to her speech I let drop some sneer about the great fear of the Spaniards which seemed to prevail in these parts.

You are not afraid of them, then? Van Tree said, with a smile.

No, I am not, I answered, my lip curling also.

Ah! with much meaning. Perhaps you do not know them very well.

Perhaps not, I replied. Still, my grandmother was a Spaniard.

So I should have thought, he retorted swiftly.

So swiftly that I felt the words as I should have felt a blow. What do you mean? I blurted out, halting before him, with my cheek crimson. In vain were all Dymphnas appealing glances, all her signs of distress. I will have you explain, Master Van Tree, what you mean by that? I repeated fiercely.

I mean what I said, he answered, confronting me stubbornly, and shaking off Dymphnas hand. His blue eyes twinkled with rage, his thin beard bristled; he was the color of a turkey-cocks comb. At home we should have thought him a comical little figure; but he did not seem so absurd here. For one thing, he looked spiteful enough for anything; and for another, though I topped him by a head and shoulders, I could not flatter myself that he was afraid of me. On the contrary, I felt that in the presence of his mistress, small and short-sighted as he was, he would have faced a lion without winking.

His courage was not to be put to the proof. I was still glaring at him, seeking some retort which should provoke him beyond endurance, when a hand was laid on my shoulder, and I turned to find that Master Bertie and the Duchess had joined us.

So here are the truants, the former said pleasantly, speaking in English, and showing no consciousness whatever of the crisis in the middle of which he had come up, though he must have discerned in our defiant attitudes, and in Dymphnas troubled face, that something was wrong. You know who this is, Master Francis, he continued heartily. Or have you not been introduced to Master Van Tree, the betrothed of our hosts daughter?

Mistress Dymphna has done me that honor, I said stiffly, recovering myself in appearance, while at heart sore and angry with everybody. But I fear the Dutch gentleman has not thanked her for the introduction, since he learned that my grandmother was Spanish.

Your grandmother, do you mean? cried the Duchess, much astonished.

Yes, madam.

Well, to be sure! she exclaimed, lifting up her hands and appealing whimsically to the others. This boy is full of starts and surprises. You never know what he will produce next. The other day it was a warrant! To-day it is a grandmother, and a temper!

I could not be angry with her; and perhaps I was not sorry now that my quarrel with the young Dutchman had stopped where it had. I affected, as well as I could, to join in the laugh at my expense, and took advantage of the arrival of our host  who at this moment came up the slope from the landing-place, his hands outstretched and a smile of greeting on his kindly face  to slip away unnoticed, and make amends to my humor by switching off the heads of the withes by the river.

But naturally the scene left a degree of ill-feeling behind it; and for the first time, during the two months we had spent under Master Lindstroms roof, the party who sat down to supper were under some constraint. I felt that the young Dutchman had had the best of the bout in the garden; and I talked loudly and foolishly in the boyish attempt to assert myself, and to set myself right at least in my own estimation. Master Van Tree meanwhile sat silent, eying me from time to time in no friendly fashion. Dymphna seemed nervous and frightened, and the Duchess and her husband exchanged troubled glances. Only our host and Mistress Anne, who was in particularly good spirits, were unaffected by the prevailing chill.



Mistress Anne, indeed, in her ignorance, made matters worse. She had begun to pick up some Dutch, and was fond of airing her knowledge and practicing fresh sentences at meal-times. By some ill-luck she contrived this evening  particularly after, finding no one to contradict me, I had fallen into comparative silence  to frame her sentences so as to cause as much embarrassment as possible to all of us. Where did you walk with Dymphna this morning? was the question put to me. You are fond of the water; Englishmen are fond of the water, she said to Dymphna. Dymphna is tall; Master Francis is tall. I sit by you to-night; the Dutch lady sat by you last night, and soon, and so on, with prattle which seemed to amuse our host exceedingly  he was never tired of correcting her mistakes  but which put the rest of us out of countenance, bringing the tears to poor Dymphnas eyes  she did not know where to look  and making her lover glower at me as though he would eat me.

It was in vain that the Duchess made spasmodic rushes into conversation, and in the intervals nodded and frowned at the delinquent. Mistress Anne in her innocence saw nothing. She went on until Van Tree could stand it no longer, and with a half-smothered threat, which was perfectly intelligible to me, rose roughly from the table, and went to the door as if to look out at the night.

What is the matter? Mistress Anne said, wonderingly, in English. Her eyes seemed at length to be opened to the fact that something was amiss with us.

Before I could answer, the Duchess, who had risen, came behind her. You little fool! she whispered fiercely, if fool you are. You deserve to be whipped!

Why, what have I done? murmured the girl, really frightened now, and appealing to me.

Done! whispered the Duchess; and I think she pinched her, for my neighbor winced. More harm than you guess, you minx! And for you, Master Francis, a word with you. Come with me to my room, please.

I went with her, half-minded to be angry, and half-inclined to feel ashamed of myself. She did not give me time, however, to consider which attitude I should take up, for the moment the door of her room was closed behind us, she turned upon me, the color high in her cheeks. Now, young man, she said in a tone of ringing contempt, do you really think that that girl is in love with you?

What girl? I asked sheepishly. The unexpected question and her tone put me out of countenance.

What girl? What girl? she replied impatiently. Dont play with me, boy! You know whom I mean. Dymphna Lindstrom!

Oh, I thought you meant Mistress Anne, I said, somewhat impertinently.

Her face fell in an extraordinary fashion, as if the suggestion were not pleasant to her. But she answered on the instant: Well! The vanity of the lad! Do you think all the girls are in love with you? Because you have been sitting with a pretty face on each side of you, do you think you have only to throw the handkerchief, this way or that? If you do, open your eyes, and you will find it is not so. My kinswoman can take care of herself, so we will leave her out of the discussion, please. And for this pink and white Dutch girl, my lady continued viciously, let me tell you that she thinks more of Van Trees little finger than of your whole body.

I shrugged my shoulders, but still I was mortified. A young man may not be in love with a girl, yet it displeases him to hear that she is indifferent to him.

The Duchess noticed the movement. Dont do that, she cried in impatient scorn. You do not see much in Master Van Tree, perhaps? I thought not. Therefore you think a girl must be of the same mind as yourself. Well, with a fierce little nod, you will learn some day that it is not so, that women are not quite what men think them; and particularly, Master Francis, that six feet of manhood, and a pretty face on top of it, do not always have their way. But there, I did not bring you here to tell you that. I want to know whether you are aware what you are doing?

I muttered something to the effect that I did not know I was doing any harm.

You do not call it harm, then, the Duchess retorted with energy, to endanger the safety of every one of us? Cannot you see that if you insult and offend this young man  which you are doing out of pure wanton mischief, for you are not in love with the girl  he may ruin us?

Ruin us? I repeated incredulously.

Yes, ruin us! she cried. Here we are, living more or less in hiding through the kindness of Master Lindstrom  living in peace and quietness. But do you suppose that inquiries are not being made for us? Why, I would bet a dozen gold angels that Master Clarence is in the Netherlands, at this moment, tracking us.

I was startled by this idea, and she saw I was. We can trust Master Lindstrom, were it only for his own sake, she continued more quietly, satisfied perhaps with the effect she had produced. And this young man, who is the son of one of the principal men of Arnheim, is also disposed to look kindly on us, as I fancy it is his nature to look. But if you make mischief between Dymphna and him  

I have not, I said.

Then do not, she replied sharply. Look to it for the future. And more, do not let him fancy it possible. Jealousy is as easily awakened as it is hardly put to sleep. A word from this young man to the Spanish authorities, and we should be hauled back to England in a trice, if worse did not befall us here. Now, you will be careful?

I will, I said, conscience-stricken and a little cowed.

That is better, she replied smiling. I think you will. Now go.

I went down again with some food for thought  with some good intentions, too. But I was to find  the discovery is made by many  that good resolutions commonly come too late. When I went downstairs I found my host and Master Bertie alone in the parlor. The girls had disappeared, so had Van Tree, and I saw at once that something had happened. Master Bertie was standing gazing at the stove very thoughtfully, and the Dutchman was walking up and down the room with an almost comical expression of annoyance and trouble on his pleasant face.

Where are the young ladies? I asked.

Upstairs, said Master Bertie, not looking at me.

And  and Van Tree? I asked mechanically. Somehow I anticipated the answer.

Gone! said the Englishman curtly.

Ay, gone, the foolish lad! the Dutchman struck in, tugging at his beard. What has come to him? He is not wont to show temper. I have never known him and Dymphna have a cross word before. What has come to the lad, I say, to go off in a passion at this time of night? And no one knows whither he has gone, or when he will come back again!

He seemed as he spoke hardly conscious of my presence; but Master Bertie turned and looked at me, and I hung my head, and very shortly afterward, I slunk out. The thought of what I might have brought upon us all by my petulance and vanity made me feel sick. I crept up to bed nervous and fearful of the morrow, listening to every noise without, and praying inwardly that my alarm might not be justified.



When the morrow came I went downstairs as anxious to see Van Tree in the flesh as I had been yesterday disappointed by his appearance. But no Van Tree was there to be seen. Nothing had been heard of him. Dymphna moved restlessly about, her cheeks pale, her eyes downcast, and if I had ever flattered myself that I was anything to the girl, I was undeceived now. The Duchess shot angry glances at me from time to time. Master Bertie kept looking anxiously at the door. Every one seemed to fear and to expect something. But none of them feared and expected it as I did.

He must have gone home; he must have gone to Arnheim, said our host, trying to hide his vexation. He will be back in a day or two. Young men will be young men.

But I found that the Duchess did not share the belief that Van Tree had gone home; for in the course of the morning she took occasion, when we were alone, to charge me to be careful not to come into collision with him.

How can I, now he has gone? I said meekly, feeling I was in disgrace.

He has not gone far, replied the Duchess meaningly. Depend upon it, he will not go far out of sight unless there is more harm done than I think, or he is very different from English lovers. But if you come across him, I pray you to keep clear of him, Master Francis.

I nodded assent.

But of what weight are resolutions, with fate in the other scale! It was some hours after this, toward two oclock indeed, when Mistress Anne came to me, looking flurried and vexed. Have you seen Dymphna? she asked abruptly.

No, I answered. Why?

Because she is not in the house, the girl answered, speaking quickly, nor in the garden; and the last time I saw her she was crossing the island toward the footbridge. I think she has gone that way to be on the lookout  you can guess for whom [with a smile]. But I am fearful lest she shall meet some one else, Master Francis; she is wearing her gold chain, and one of the maids says that she saw two of the Spanish garrison on the road near the end of the footbridge this morning. That is the way by land to Arnheim, you know.

That is bad, I said. What is to be done?

You must go and look for her, Anne suggested. She should not be alone.

Let her father go, or Master Bertie, I answered.

Her father has gone down the river  to Arnheim, I expect; and Master Bertie is fishing in a boat somewhere. It will take time to find him. Why cannot you go? If she has crossed the footbridge she will not be far away.

She seemed so anxious as she spoke for the Dutch girls safety, that she infected me with her fears, and I let myself be persuaded. After all there might be danger, and I did not see what else was to be done. Indeed, Mistress Anne did not leave me until she had seen me clear of the orchard and half across the meadows toward the footbridge. Mind you bring her back, she cried after me. Do not let her come alone! And those were her last words.

After we had separated I did think for a moment that it was a pity I had not asked her to come with me. But the thought occurred too late, and I strode on toward the head of the bridge, resolving that, as soon as I had sighted Dymphna, I would keep away from her and content myself with watching over her from a distance. As I passed by the little cluster of cottages on the landward side of the island, I glanced sharply about me, for I thought it not unlikely that Master Van Tree might be lurking in the neighborhood. But I saw nothing either of her or him. All was quiet, the air full of spring sunshine and warmth and hope and the blossoms of fruit trees; and with an indefinable pleasure, a feeling of escape from control and restraint, I crossed the long footbridge, and set foot, almost for the first time since our arrival  for at Master Lindstroms desire we had kept very close  on the river bank.

To the right a fair road or causeway along the waterside led to Arnheim. At the point where I stood, this road on its way from the city took a turn at right angles, running straight away from the river to avoid a wide track of swamp and mere which lay on my left  a quaking marsh many miles round, overgrown with tall rushes and sedges, which formed the head of the bay in which our island lay. I looked up the long, straight road to Arnheim, and saw only a group of travelers moving slowly along it, their backs toward me. The road before me was bare of passengers. Where, then, was Dymphna, if she had crossed the bridge? In the last resort I scanned the green expanse of rushes and willows, which stretched, with intervals of open water, as far as the eye could reach on my left. It was all rustling and shimmering in the light breeze, but my eye picked out one or two raised dykes which penetrated it here and there, and served at once as pathways to islets in the mere and as breastworks against further encroachments of the river. Presently, on one of these, of which the course was fairly defined by a line of willows, I made out the flutter of a womans hood. And I remembered that the day before I had heard Dymphna express a wish to go to the marsh for some herb which grew there.

Right! I said, seating myself with much satisfaction on the last post of the bridge. She is safe enough there! And I will go no nearer. It is only on the road she is likely to be in danger from our Spanish gallants!

My eyes, released from duty, wandered idly over the landscape for a while, but presently returned to the dyke across the mere. I could not now see Dymphna. The willows hid her, and I waited for her to reappear. She did not, but some one else did; for by and by, on the same path and crossing an interval between the willows, there came into sight a mans form.

Ho! ho! I said, following it with my eyes. So I may go home! Master Van Tree is on the track. And now I hope they will make it up! I added pettishly.

Another second and I started up with a low cry. The sunlight had caught a part of the mans dress, a shining something which flashed back a point of intense light. The something I guessed at once was a corselet, and it needed scarce another thought to apprise me that Dymphnas follower was not Van Tree at all, but a Spanish soldier!

I lost no time; yet it took me a minute  a minute of trembling haste and anxiety  to discover the path from the causeway on to the dyke. When once I had stumbled on to the latter I found I had lost sight of both figures; but I ran along at the top of my speed, calculating that the two, who could not be far apart, the man being the nearer to me, were about a quarter of a mile or rather more from the road. I had gone one-half of this distance perhaps when a shrill scream in front caused me to redouble my efforts. I expected to find the ruffian in the act of robbing the girl, and clutched my cudgel  for, alas! I had left my sword at home  more tightly in my grasp, so that it was an immense relief to me when, on turning an angle in the dyke, I saw her running toward me. Her face, still white with fear, however, and her hair streaming loosely behind her, told how narrow had been her escape  if escape it could be called. For about ten feet behind her, the hood he had plucked off still in his grasp, came Master Spaniard, hot-foot and panting, but gaining on her now with every stride.
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He was a tall fellow, gayly dressed, swarthy, mustachioed, and fierce-eyed. His corselet and sword-belt shone and jingled as he ran and swore; but he had dropped his feathered bonnet in the slight struggle which had evidently taken place when she got by him; and it lay a black spot in the middle of the grassy avenue behind him. The sun  it was about three hours after noon  was at my back, and shining directly into his eyes, and I marked this as I raised my cudgel and jumped aside to let the girl pass; for she in her blind fear would have run against me.

It was almost the same with him. He did not see me until I was within a few paces of him, and even then I think he noticed my presence merely as that of an unwelcome spectator. He fancied I should step aside; and he cursed me, calling me a Dutch dog for getting in his way.

The next moment  he had not drawn his sword nor made any attempt to draw it  we came together violently, and I had my hand on his throat. We swayed as we whirled round one another in the first shock of the collision. A cry of astonishment escaped him  astonishment at my hardihood. He tried, his eyes glaring into mine, and his hot breath on my cheek, to get at his dagger. But it was too late. I brought down my staff, with all the strength of an arm nerved at the moment by rage and despair, upon his bare head.

He went down like a stone, and the blood bubbled from his lips. I stood over him watching him. He stretched himself out and turned with a convulsive movement on his face. His hands clawed the grass. His leg moved once, twice, a third time faintly. Then he lay still.

There was a lark singing just over my head, and its clear notes seemed, during the long, long minute while I stood bending over him in an awful fascination, to be the only sounds in nature. I looked so long at him in that dreadful stillness and absorption, I dared not at last look up lest I should see I knew not what. Yet when a touch fell on my arm I did not start.

You have killed him! the girl whispered, shuddering.

Yes, I have killed him, I answered mechanically.

I could not take my eyes off him. It was not as if I had done this thing after a long conflict, or in a mêlée with others fighting round me, or on the battle-field. I should have felt no horror then such as I felt now, standing over him in the sunshine with the larks song in my ears. It had happened so quickly, and the waste about us was so still; and I had never killed a man before, nor seen a man die.

Oh, come away! Dymphna wailed suddenly. Come away!

I turned then, and the sight of the girls wan face and strained eyes recalled me in some degree to myself. I saw she was ill; and hastily I gave her my arm, and partly carried, partly supported, her back to the road. The way seemed long and I looked behind me often. But we reached the causeway at last, and there in the open I felt some relief. Yet even then, stopping to cast a backward glance at the marsh, I shuddered anew, espying a bright white spark gleaming amid the green of the rushes. It was the dead mans corselet. But if it had been his eye I could scarcely have shrunk from it in greater dread.

It will be imagined that we were not long in crossing the island. Naturally I was full of what had happened, and never gave a thought to Van Trees jealousy, or the incidents of his short visit. I had indeed forgotten his existence until we reached the porch. There entering rapidly, with Dymphna clinging to my arm, I was so oblivious of other matters that when the young Dutchman rose suddenly from the seat on one side of the door, and at the same moment the Duchess rose from the bench on the other, I did not understand in the first instant of surprise what was the matter, though I let Dymphnas hand fall from my arm. The dark scowling face of the one, however, and the anger and chagrin written on the features of the other, as they both glared at us, brought all back to me in a flash. But it was too late. Before I could utter a word the girls lover pushed by me with a fierce gesture and fiercer cry, and disappeared round a corner of the house.

Was ever such folly! cried the Duchess, stamping her foot, and standing before us, her face crimson. Or such fools! You idiot! You  

Hush, madam, I said sternly  had I really grown older in doing the deed? something has happened.

And Dymphna, with a low cry of The Spaniard! The Spaniard! tottered up to her and fainted in her arms.


CHAPTER X.

THE FACE IN THE PORCH.

This is a serious matter, said Master Bertie thoughtfully, as we sat in conclave an hour later round the table in the parlor. Mistress Anne was attending to Dymphna upstairs, and Van Tree had not returned again; so that we had been unable to tell him of the mornings adventure. But the rest of us were there. It considerably adds to the danger of our position, Bertie continued.

Of course it does, his wife said promptly. But Master Lindstrom here can best judge of that, and of what course it will be safest to take.

It depends, our host answered slowly, upon whether the dead man be discovered before night. You see if the body be not found  

Well? said my lady impatiently, as he paused.

Then we must some of us go after dark and bury him, he decided. And perhaps, though he will be missed at the next roll-call in the city, his death may not be proved, or traced to this neighborhood. In that case the storm will blow over, and things be no worse than before.

I fear there is no likelihood of that, I said; for I am told he had a companion. One of the maids noticed them lurking about the end of the bridge more than once this morning.

Our hosts face fell.

That is bad, he said, looking at me in evident consternation. Who told you?

Mistress Anne. And one of the maids told her. It was that which led me to follow your daughter.

The old man got up for about the fortieth time, and shook my hand, while the tears stood in his eyes and his lip trembled. Heaven bless you, Master Carey! he said. But for you, my girl might not have escaped.

He could not finish. His emotion choked him, and he sat down again. The event of the morning  his daughters danger, and my share in averting it  had touched him as nothing else could have touched him. I met the Duchesss eyes and they too were soft and shining, wearing an expression very different from that which had greeted me on my return with Dymphna.

Ah, well! she is safe, Master Lindstrom resumed, when he had regained his composure. Thanks to Heaven and your friend, madam! Small matter now if house and lands go!

Still, let us hope they will not, Master Bertie said. Do you think these miscreants were watching the island on our account? That some information had been given as to our presence, and they were sent to learn what they could?

No, no! the Dutchman answered confidently. It was the sight of the girl and her gewgaws yesterday brought them  the villains! There is nothing safe from them and nothing sacred to them. They saw her as they passed up in the boat, you remember.

But then, supposing the worst to come to the worst?

We must escape across the frontier to Wesel, in the Duchy of Cleves, replied Lindstrom in a matter-of-fact tone, as if he had long considered and settled the point. The distance is not great, and in Wesel we may find shelter, at any rate for a time. Even there, if pressure be brought to bear upon the Government to give us up, I would not trust it. Yet for a time it may do.

And you would leave all this? the Duchess said in wonder, her eyes traveling round the room, so clean and warm and comfortable, and settling at length upon the great armoire of plate, which happened to be opposite to her. You would leave all this at a moments notice?

Yes, madam, all we could not carry with us, he answered simply. Honor and life, these come first. And I thank Heaven that I live here within reach of a foreign soil, and not in the interior, where escape would be hopeless.

But if the true facts were known, the Duchess urged, would you still be in danger? Would not the magistrates protect you? The Schout and Schepen as you call them? They are Dutchmen.

Against a Spanish governor and a Spanish garrison? he replied with emphasis. Ay, they would protect me  as one sheep protects another against the wolves. No! I dare not risk it. Were I in prison, what would become of Dymphna?

Master Van Tree?

He has the will to shelter her, no doubt. And his father has influence; but such as mine  a broken reed to trust to. Then Dymphna is not all. Once in prison, whatever the charge, there would be questioning about religion; perhaps, with a faint smile, questioning about my guests.

I suppose you know best, said the Duchess, with a sigh. But I hope the worst will not come to the worst.

Amen to that! he answered quite cheerfully.

Indeed, it was strange that we seemed to feel more sorrow at the prospect of leaving this haven of a few weeks, than our host of quitting the home of a lifetime. But the necessity had come upon us suddenly, while he had contemplated it for years. So much fear and humiliation had mingled with his enjoyment of his choicest possessions that this long-expected moment brought with it a feeling akin to relief.

For myself I had a present trouble that outweighed any calamity of to-morrow. Perforce, since I alone knew the spot where the man lay, I must be one of the burying party. My nerves had not recovered from the blow which the sight of the Spaniard lying dead at my feet had dealt them so short a time before, and I shrank with a natural repulsion from the task before me. Yet there was no escaping it, no chance of escaping it, I saw.

None the less, throughout the silent meal to which we four sat down together, neither the girls nor Van Tree appearing, were my thoughts taken up with the business which was to follow. I heard our host, who was to go with me, explaining that there was a waterway right up to the dyke, and that we would go by boat; and heard him with apathy. What matter how we went, if such were the object of our journey? I wondered how the mans face would look when we came to turn him over, and pictured it in all ghastliest shapes. I wondered whether I should ever forget the strange spasmodic twitching of his leg, the gurgle  half oath, half cry  which had come with the blood from his throat. When Lindstrom said the moon was up and bade me come with him to the boat, I went mechanically. No one seemed to suspect me of fear. I suppose they thought that, as I had not feared to kill him, I should not fear him dead. And in the general silence and moodiness I escaped notice.



It is a good night for the purpose, the Dutchman said, looking about when we were outside. It is light enough for us, yet not so light that we run much risk of being seen.

I assented, shivering. The moon was almost at the full, and the weather was dry, but scud after scud of thin clouds, sweeping across the breezy sky, obscured the light from time to time, and left nothing certain. We loosed the smallest boat in silence, and getting in, pulled gently round the lower end of the island, making for the fringe of rushes which marked the line of division between river and fen. We could hear the frogs croaking in the marsh, and the water lapping the banks, and gurgling among the tree-roots, and making a hundred strange noises to which daylight ears are deaf. Yet as long as I was in the open water I felt bold enough. I kept my tremors for the moment when we should brush through the rustling belt of reeds, and the willows should whisper about our heads, and the rank vegetation, the mysterious darkness of the mere should shut us in.

For a time I was to be spared this. Master Lindstrom suddenly stopped rowing. We have forgotten to bring a stone, lad, he said in a low voice.

A stone? I answered, turning. I was pulling the stroke oar, and my back was toward him. Do we want a stone?

To sink the body, he replied. We cannot bury it in the marsh, and if we could it were trouble thrown away. We must have a stone.

What is to be done? I asked, leaning on my oar and shivering, as much in impatience as nervousness. Must we go back?

No, we are not far from the causeway now, he answered, with Dutch coolness. There are some big stones, I fancy, by the end of the bridge. If not, there are some lying among the cottages just across the bridge. Your eyes are younger than mine, so you had better go. I will pull on, and land you.

I assented, and the boats course being changed a point or two, three minutes rowing laid her bows on the mud, some fifty yards from the landward bend of the bridge, and just in the shadow of the causeway. I sprang ashore and clambered up. Hist! he cried, warning me as I was about to start on my errand. Go about it quietly, Master Francis. The people will probably be in bed. But be secret.

I nodded and moved off, as warily as he could desire. I spent a minute or two peering about the causeway, but I found nothing that would serve our purpose. There was no course left then but to cross the planks, and seek what I wanted in the hamlet. Remembering how the timbers had creaked and clattered when I went over them in the daylight, I stole across on tiptoe. I fancied I had seen a pile of stones near one of the posts at that end, but I could not find them now, and after groping about a while  for this part was at the moment in darkness  I crept cautiously past the first hovel, peering to right and left as I went. I did not like to confess to myself that I was afraid to be alone in the dark, but that was nearly the truth. I was feverishly anxious to find what I wanted and return to my companion.

Suddenly I paused and held my breath. A slight sound had fallen on my ears, nervously ready to catch the slightest. I paused and listened. Yes, there it was again; a whispering of cautious voices close by me, within a few feet of me. I could see no one. But a moments thought told me that the speakers were hidden by the farther corner of the cottage abreast of which I stood. The sound of human voices, the assurance of living companionship, steadied my nerves, and to some extent rid me of my folly. I took a step to one side, so as to be more completely in the shadow cast by the reed-thatched eaves, and then softly advanced until I commanded a view of the whisperers.

They were two, a man and a woman. And the woman was of all people Dymphna! She had her back to me, but she stood in the moonlight, and I knew her hood in a moment. The man  surely the man was Van Tree then, if the woman was Dymphna? I stared. I felt sure it must be Van Tree. It was wonderful enough that Dymphna should so far have regained nerve and composure as to rise and come out to meet him. But in that case her conduct, though strange, was explicable. If not, however, if the man were not Van Tree  

Well, he certainly was not. Stare as I might, rub my eyes as I might, I could not alter the mans figure, which was of the tallest, whereas I have said that the young Dutchman was short. This mans face, too, though it was obscured as he bent over the girl by his cloak, which was pulled high up about his throat, was swarthy; swarthy and beardless, I made out. More, his cap had a feather, and even as he stood still I thought I read the soldier in his attitude. The soldier and the Spaniard!

What did it mean? On what strange combination had I lit? Dymphna and a Spaniard! Impossible. Yet a thousand doubts and thoughts ran riot in my brain, a thousand conjectures jostled one another to get uppermost. What was I to do? What ought I to do? Go nearer to them, as near as possible, and listen and learn the truth? Or steal back the way I had come, and fetch Master Lindstrom? But first, was it certain that the girl was there of her own free will? Yes, the question was answered as soon as put. The man laid his hand gently on her shoulder. She did not draw back.

Confident of this, and consequently of Dymphnas bodily safety, I hesitated, and was beginning to consider whether the best course might not be to withdraw and say nothing, leaving the question of future proceedings to be decided after I had spoken to her on the morrow, when a movement diverted my thoughts. The man at last raised his head. The moonlight fell cold and bright on his face, displaying every feature as clearly as if it had been day. And though I had only once seen his face before, I knew it again.

And knew him! In a second I was back in England, looking on a far different scene. I saw the Thames, its ebb tide rippling in the sunshine as it ripples past Greenwich, and a small boat gliding over it, and a man in the bow of the boat, a man with a grim lip and a sinister eye. Yes, the tall soldier talking to Dymphna in the moonlight, his cap the cap of a Spanish guard, was Master Clarence! the Duchesss chief enemy!

* * * * *

I stayed my foot. With a strange settling into resolve of all my doubts I felt if my sword, which happily I had brought with me, was loose in its sheath, and leaned forward scanning him. So he had tracked us! He was here! With wonderful vividness I pictured all the dangers which menaced the Duchess, Master Bertie, the Lindstroms, myself, through his discovery of us, all the evils which would befall us if the villain went away with his tale. Forgetting Dymphnas presence, I set my teeth hard together. He should not escape me this time.

But man can only propose. As I took a step forward, I trod on a round piece of wood which turned under my foot, and I stumbled. My eye left the pair for a second. When it returned to them they had taken the alarm. Dymphna had started away, and I saw her figure retreating swiftly in the direction of the house. The man poised himself a moment irresolute opposite to me; then dashed aside and disappeared behind the cottage.

I was after him on the instant, my sword out, and caught sight of his cloak as he whisked round a corner. He dodged me twice round the next cottage, the one nearer the river. Then he broke away and made for the bridge, his object evidently to get off the island. But he seemed at last to see that I was too quick for him  as I certainly was  and should catch him half way across the narrow planking; and changing his mind again he doubled nimbly back and rushed into the open porch of a cottage, and I heard his sword ring out. I had him at bay.

At bay indeed! But ready as I was, and resolute to capture or kill him, I paused. I hesitated to run in on him. The darkness of the porch hid him, while I must attack with the moonlight shining on me. I peered in cautiously. Come out! I cried. Come out, you coward! Then I heard him move, and for a moment I thought he was coming, and I stood a-tiptoe waiting for his rush. But he only laughed a derisive laugh of triumph. He had the odds, and I saw he would keep them.

I took another cautious step toward him, and shading my eyes with my left hand, tried to make him out. As I did so, gradually his face took dim form and shape, confronting mine in the darkness. I stared yet more intently. The face became more clear. Nay, with a sudden leap into vividness, as it were, it grew white against the dark background  white and whiter. It seemed to be thrust out nearer and nearer, until it almost touched mine. It  his face? No, it was not his face! For one awful moment a terror, which seemed to still my heart, glued me to the ground where I stood, as it flashed upon my brain that it was another face that grinned at me so close to mine, that it was another face I was looking on; the livid, bloodstained face and stony eyes of the man I had killed!

With a wild scream I turned and fled. By instinct, for terror had deprived me of reason, I hied to the bridge, and keeping, I knew not how, my footing upon the loose clattering planks, made one desperate rush across it. The shimmering water below, in which I saw that face a thousand times reflected, the breeze, which seemed the dead mans hand clutching me, lent wings to my flight. I sprang at a bound from the bridge to the bank, from the bank to the boat, and overturning, yet never seeing, my startled companion, shoved off from the shore with all my might  and fell a-crying.

A very learned man, physician to the Queens Majesty has since told me, when I related this strange story to him, that probably that burst of tears saved my reason. It so far restored me at any rate that I presently knew where I was  cowering in the bottom of the boat, with my eyes covered; and understood that Master Lindstrom was leaning over me in a terrible state of mind, imploring me in mingled Dutch and English to tell him what had happened. I have seen him! was all I could say at first, and I scarcely dared remove my hands from my eyes. I have seen him! I begged my host to row away from the shore, and after a time was able to tell him what the matter was, he sitting the while with his arm round my shoulder.

You are sure that it was the Spaniard? he said kindly, after he had thought a minute.

Quite sure, I answered shuddering, yet with less violence. How could I be mistaken? If you had seen him  

And you are sure  did you feel his heart this morning? Whether it was beating?

His heart? Something in his voice gave me courage to look up, though I still shunned the water, lest that dreadful visage should rise from the depths. No, I did not touch him.

And you tell me that he fell on his face. Did you turn him over?

No. I saw his drift now. I was sitting erect. My brain began to work again. No, I admitted; I did not.

Then how   asked the Dutchman roughly how do you know that he was dead, young sir? Tell me that.

When I explained, Bah! he cried. There is nothing in that! You jumped to a conclusion. I thought a Spaniards head was harder to break. As for the blood coming from his mouth, perhaps he bit his tongue, or did any one of a hundred things  except die, Master Francis. That you may be sure is just what he did not do.

You think so? I said gratefully. I began to look about me, yet still with a tremor in my limbs, and an inclination to start at shadows.

Think? he rejoined, with a heartiness which brought conviction home tome; I am sure of it. You may depend upon it that Master Clarence, or the man you take for Master Clarence  who no doubt was the other soldier seen with the scoundrel this morning  found him hurt late in the evening. Then, seeing him in that state, he put him in the porch for shelter, either because he could not get him to Arnheim at once, or because he did not wish to give the alarm before he had made his arrangements for netting your party.

That is possible! I allowed, with a sigh of relief. But what of Master Clarence?

Well, the old man said; let us get home first. We will talk of him afterward.

I felt he had more in his mind than appeared, and I obeyed; growing ashamed now of my panic, and looking forward with no very pleasant feelings to hearing the story narrated. But when we reached the house, and found Master Bertie and the Duchess in the parlor waiting for us  they rose startled at sight of my face  he bade me leave that out, but tell the rest of the story.

I complied, describing how I had seen Dymphna meet Clarence, and what I had observed to pass between them. The astonishment of my hearers may be imagined. The point is very simple, said our host coolly, when I had, in the face of many exclamations and some incredulity, completed the tale; it is just this! The woman certainly was not Dymphna. In the first place, she would not be out at night. In the second place, what could she know of your Clarence, an Englishman and a stranger? In the third place, I will warrant she has been in her room all the evening. Then if Master Francis was mistaken in the woman, may he not have been mistaken in the man? That is the point.

No, I said boldly. I only saw her back. I saw his face.

Certainly, that is something, Master Lindstrom admitted reluctantly.

But how many times had you seen him before? put in my lady very pertinently. Only once.

In answer to that I could do no more than give further assurance of my certainty on the point. It was the man I saw in the boat at Greenwich, I declared positively. Why should I imagine it?

All the same, I trust you have, she rejoined. For, if it was indeed that arch scoundrel, we are undone.

Imagination plays us queer tricks sometimes, Master Lindstrom said, with a smile of much meaning. But come, lad, I will ask Dymphna, though I think it useless to do so. For whether you are right or wrong as to your friend, I will answer for it you are wrong as to my daughter.

He was rising to go from them for the purpose, when Mistress Anne opened the door and came in. She looked somewhat startled at finding us all in conclave. I thought I heard your voices, she explained timidly, standing between us and the door. I could not sleep.

She looked indeed as if that were so. Her eyes were very bright, and there was a bright spot of crimson in each cheek. What is it? she went on abruptly, looking hard at me and shutting her lips tightly. There was so much to explain that no one had taken it in hand to begin.

It is just this, the Duchess said, opening her mouth with a snap. Have you been with Dymphna all the time?

Yes, of course, was the prompt answer.

What is she doing?

Doing? Mistress Anne repeated in surprise. She is asleep.

Has she been out since nightfall? the Duchess continued. Out of her room? Or out of the house?

Out? Certainly not. Before she fell asleep she was in no state to go out, as you know, though I hope she will be all right when she awakes. Who says she has been out? Anne added sharply. She looked at me with a challenge in her eyes, as much as to say, Is it you?

I am satisfied, I said, that I was mistaken as to Mistress Dymphna. But I am just as sure as before that I saw Clarence.

Clarence? Mistress Anne repeated, starting violently, and the color for an instant fleeing from her cheeks. She sat down on the nearest seat.

You need not be afraid, Anne, my lady said smiling. She had a wonderfully high courage herself. I think Master Francis was mistaken, though he is so certain about it.

But where  where did he see him? the girl asked. She still trembled.

Once more I had to tell the tale; Mistress Anne, as was natural, listening to it with the liveliest emotions. And this time so much of the ghost story had to be introduced  for she pressed me closely as to where I had left Clarence, and why I had let him go  that my assurances got less credence than ever.

I think I see how it is, she said, with a saucy scorn that hurt me not a little. Master Careys nerves are in much the same state to-night as Dymphnas. He thought he saw a ghost, and he did not. He thought he saw Dymphna, and he did not. And he thought he saw Master Clarence, and he did not.

Not so fast, child! cried the Duchess sharply, seeing me wince. Your tongue runs too freely. No one has had better proofs of Master Careys courage  for which I will answer myself  than we have!

Then he should not say things about Dymphna! the young lady retorted, her foot tapping the floor, and the red spots back in her cheeks. Such rubbish I never heard!


CHAPTER XI.

A FOUL BLOW.

They none of them believed me, it seemed; and smarting under Mistress Annes ridicule, hurt by even the Duchesss kindly incredulity, what could I do? Only assert what I had asserted already, that it was undoubtedly Clarence, and that before twenty-four hours elapsed they would have proof of my words.

At mention of this possibility Master Bertie looked up. He had left the main part in the discussion to others, but now he intervened. One moment! he said. Take it that the lad is right, Master Lindstrom. Is there any precaution we can adopt, any back door, so to speak, we can keep open, in case of an attempt to arrest us being made? What would be the line of our retreat to Wesel?

The river, replied the Dutchman promptly.

And the boats are all at the landing-stage?

They are, and for that reason they are useless in an emergency, our host answered thoughtfully. Knowing the place, any one sent to surprise and arrest us would secure them first, and the bridge. Then they would have us in a trap. It might be well to take a boat round, and moor it in the little creek in the farther orchard, he added, rising. It is a good idea, at any rate. I will go and do it.

He went out, leaving us four  the Duchess, her husband, Anne, and myself  sitting round the lamp.

If Master Carey is so certain that it was Clarence, my lady began, I think he ought to  

Yes, Kate? her husband said. She had paused and seemed to be listening.

Ought to open that letter he has! she continued impetuously. I have no doubt it is a letter to Clarence. Now the rogue has come on the scene again, the lads scruples ought not to stand in the way. They are all nonsense. The letter may throw some light on the Bishops schemes and Clarences presence here; and it should be read. That is what I think.

What do you say, Carey? her husband asked, as I kept silence. Is not that reasonable?

Sitting with my elbows on the table, I twisted and untwisted the fingers of my clasped hands, gazing at them the while as though inspiration might come of them. What was I to do? I knew that the three pairs of eyes were upon me, and the knowledge distracted me, and prevented me really thinking, though I seemed to be thinking so hard. Well, I burst out at last, the circumstances are certainly altered. I see no reason why I should not  

Crash!

I stopped, uttering an exclamation, and we all sprang to our feet. Oh, what a pity! the Duchess cried, clasping her hands. You clumsy, clumsy girl! What have you done?

Mistress Annes sleeve as she turned had swept from the table a Florentine jug, one of Master Lindstroms greatest treasures, and it lay in a dozen fragments on the floor. We stood and looked at it, the Duchess in anger, Master Bertie and I in comic dismay. The girls lip trembled, and she turned quite white as she contemplated the ruin she had caused.

Well, you have done it now! the Duchess said pitilessly. What woman could ever overlook clumsiness in another woman! It only remains to pick up the pieces, miss. If a man had done it  but there, pick up the pieces. You will have to make your tale good to Master Lindstrom afterward.

I went down on my knees and helped Anne, the annoyance her incredulity had caused me forgotten. She was so shaken that I heard the bits of ware in her hand clatter together. When we had picked up all, even to the smallest piece, I rose, and the Duchess returned to the former subject. You will open this letter, then? she said; I see you will. Then the sooner the better. Have you got it about you?

No, it is in my bedroom, I answered. I hid it away there, and I must fetch it. But do you think, I continued, pausing as I opened the door for Mistress Anne to go out with her double handful of fragments, it is absolutely necessary to read it, my lady?

Most certainly, she answered, gravely nodding with each syllable, I think so. I will be responsible. And Master Bertie nodded also.

So be it, I said reluctantly. And I was about to leave the room to fetch the letter  my bedroom being in a different part of the house, only connected with the main building by a covered passage  when our host returned. He told us that he had removed a boat, and I stayed a while to hear if he had anything more to report, and then, finding he had not, went out to go to my room, shutting the door behind me.



The passage I have mentioned, which was merely formed of rough planks, was very dark. At the nearer end was the foot of the staircase leading to the upper rooms. Farther along was a door in the side opening into the garden. Going straight out of the lighted room, I had almost to grope my way, feeling the walls with my hands. When I had about reached the middle I paused. It struck me that the door into the garden must be open, for I felt a cold draught of air strike my brow, and saw, or fancied I saw, a slice of night sky and the branch of a tree waving against it. I took a step forward, slightly shivering in the night air as I did so, and had stretched out my hand with the intention of closing the door, when a dark form rose suddenly close to me, I saw a knife gleam in the starlight, and the next moment I reeled back into the darknesss of the passage, a sharp pain in my breast.

I knew at once what had happened to me, and leaned a moment against the planking with a sick, faint feeling, saying to myself, I have it this time! The attack had been so sudden and unexpected, I had been taken so completely off my guard, that I had made no attempt either to strike or to clutch my assailant, and I suppose only the darkness of the passage saved me from another blow. But was one needed? The hand which I had raised instinctively to shield my throat was wet with the warm blood trickling fast down my breast. I staggered back to the door of the parlor, groped blindly for the latch, seemed to be an age finding it, found it at last, and walked in.

The Duchess sprang up at sight of me. What, she cried, backing from me, what has happened?

I have been stabbed, I said, and I sat down.

It amused me afterward to recall what they all did. The Dutchman stared, my lady screamed loudly, Master Bertie whipped out his sword; he could make up his mind quickly enough at times.

I think he has gone, I said faintly.

The words brought the Duchess to her knees by my chair. She tore open my doublet, through which the blood was oozing fast. I made no doubt that I was a dead man, for I had never been wounded in this way before, and the blood scared me. I remember my prevailing idea was a kind of stunned pity for myself. Perhaps later  I hope so  I should have come to think of Petronilla and my uncle and other people. But before this stage was readied, the Duchess reassured me. Courage, lad! she cried heartily. It is all right, Dick. The villain struck him on the breastbone an inch too low, and has just ripped up a scrap of skin. It has blooded him for the spring, that is all. A bit of plaster  

And a drink of strong waters, suggested the Dutchman soberly  his thoughts were always to the point when they came.

Yes, that too, quoth my lady, and he will be all right.

I thought so myself when I had emptied the cup they offered me. I had been a good deal shaken by the events of the day. The sight of blood had further upset me. I really think it possible I might have died of this slight hurt and my imagination, if I had been left to myself. But the Duchesss assurance and the draught of schnapps, which seemed to send new blood through my veins, made me feel ashamed of myself. If the Duchess would have let me, I would at once have gone to search the premises; as it was, she made me sit still while she ran to and fro for hot water and plaster, and the men searched the lower rooms and secured the door afresh.

And so you could see nothing of him? our host asked, when he and Master Bertie returned, weapons in hand. Nothing of his figure or face?

Nothing, save that he was short, I answered; shorter than I am, at any rate, and I fancy a good deal.

A good deal shorter than you are? my lady said uneasily; that is no clew. In this country nine people out of ten are that. Clarence, now, is not.

No, I said; he is about the same height. It was not Clarence.

Then who could it be? she muttered, rising, and then with a quick shudder sitting down again. Heaven help us, we seem to be in the midst of foes! What could be the motive? And why should the villain have selected you? Why pick you out?

Thereupon a strange thing happened. Three pairs of English eyes met, and signaled a common message eye to eye. No word passed, but the message was Van Tree! When we had glanced at one another we looked all of us at our host  looked somewhat guiltily. He was deep in thought, his eyes on the stove; but he seemed to feel our gaze upon him, and he looked up abruptly. Master Van Tree   he said, and stopped.

You know him well? the Duchess said, appealing to him softly. We felt a kind of sorrow for him, and some delicacy, too, about accusing one of his countrymen of a thing so cowardly. Do you think it is possible, she continued with an effort possible that he can have done this, Master Lindstrom?

I have known him from a boy, the merchant said, looking up, a hand on either knee, and speaking with a simplicity almost majestic, and never knew him do a mean thing, madam. I know no more than that. And he looked round on us.

That is a good deal; still, he went off in a fit of jealousy when Master Carey brought Dymphna home. We must remember that.

Yes, I would he knew the rights of that matter, said the Dutchman heartily.

And he has been hanging about the place all day, my lady persisted.

Yes, Master Lindstrom rejoined patiently; yet I do not think he did this.

Then who did? she said, somewhat nettled.

That was the question. I had my opinion, as I saw Master Bertie and the Duchess had. I did not doubt it was Van Tree. Yet a thought struck me. It might be well, I suggested, that some one should ask Mistress Anne whether the door was open when she left the room. She passed out just in front of me.

But she does not go by the door, my lady objected.

No, she would turn at once and go upstairs, I agreed. But she could see the door from the foot of the stairs  if she looked that way, I mean.

The Duchess assented, and went out of the room to put the question. We three, left together, sat staring at the dull flame of the lamp, and were for the most part silent, Master Bertie only remarking that it was after midnight. The suspicion he and I entertained of Van Trees guilt seemed to raise a barrier between us and our host. My wound, slight as it was, smarted and burned, and my head ached. After midnight, was it? What a day it had been!

When the Duchess came back, as she did in a few minutes, both Anne and Dymphna came with her. The girls had risen hastily, and were shivering with cold and alarm. Their eyes were bright, their manner was excited. They were full of sympathy and horror and wonder, as was natural; of nervous fear for themselves, too. But my lady cut short their exclamations. Anne says she did not notice the door, she said.

No, the girl answered, trembling visibly as she spoke. I went up straight to bed. But who could it be? Did you see nothing of him as he struck you? Not a feature? Not an outline?

No, I murmured.

Did he not say a word? she continued, with strange insistence. Was he tall or short? Her dark eyes dwelling on mine seemed to probe my thoughts, as though they challenged me to keep anything back from her. Was it the man you hurt this morning? she suggested.

No, I answered reluctantly. This man was short.

Short, was he? Was it Master Van Tree, then?

We, who felt also certain that it was Van Tree, started, nevertheless, at hearing the charge put into words before Dymphna. I wondered, and I think the others did, too, at Mistress Annes harshness. Even my lady, so blunt and outspoken by nature, had shrunk from trying to question the Dutch girl about her lover. We looked at Dymphna, wondering how she would take it.

We had forgotten that she could not understand English. But this did not serve her; for without a pause Mistress Anne turned to her, and unfalteringly said something in her scanty Dutch which came to the same thing. A word or two of questioning and explanation followed. Then the meaning of the accusation dawned at last on Dymphnas mind. I looked for an outburst of tears or protestations. Instead, with a glance of wonder and great scorn, with a single indignant widening of her beautiful eyes, she replied by a curt Dutch sentence.

What does she say? my lady exclaimed eagerly.

She says, replied Master Lindstrom, who was looking on gravely, that it is a base lie, madam.

On that we became spectators. It seemed to me, and I think to all of us, that the two girls stood apart from us in a circle of light by themselves; confronting one another with sharp glances as though a curtain had been raised from between them, and they saw one another in their true colors and recognized some natural antagonism, or, it might be, some rivalry each in the other. I think I was not peculiar in feeling this, for we all kept silence for a space as though expecting something to follow. In the middle of this silence there came a low rapping at the door.

One uttered a faint shriek; another stood as if turned to stone. The Duchess cried for her child. The rest of us looked at one another. Midnight was past. Who could be abroad, who could want us at this hour? As a rule we should have been in bed and asleep long ago. We had no neighbors save the cotters on the far side of the island. We knew of no one likely to arrive at this time with any good intent.

I will open, said Master Lindstrom. But he looked doubtfully at the women-folk as he said it.

One minute, whispered the Duchess. That table is solid and heavy. Could you not  

Put it across the door? concluded her husband. Yes, we will. And it was done at once, the two men  my lady would not let me help  so arranging it that it prevented the door being opened to its full width.

That will stop a rush, said Master Bertie with satisfaction.

It did strengthen the position, yet it was a nervous moment when our host prepared to lower the bar. Who is there? he cried loudly.

We waited, listening and looking at one another, the fear of arrest and the horrors of the Inquisition looming large in the minds of some of us at least. The answer, when it came, did not reassure us. It was uttered in a voice so low and muffled that we gained no information, and rather augured treachery the more. I remember noticing how each took the crisis; how Mistress Annes face was set hard, and her breath came in jerks; how Dymphna, pale and trembling, seemed yet to have eyes only for her father; how the Duchess faced the entrance like a queen at bay. All this I took in at a glance. Then my gaze returned to Master Lindstrom, as he dropped the bar with a jerk. The door was pushed open at once as far as it would go. A draught of cold air came in, and with it Van Tree. He shut the door behind him.



Never were six people so taken aback as we were. But the newcomer, whose face was flushed with haste and excitement, observed nothing. Apparently he saw nothing unexpected even in our presence downstairs at that hour, nothing hostile or questioning in the half circle of astonished faces turned toward him. On the contrary, he seemed pleased. Ah! he exclaimed gutturally. It is well! You are up! You have taken the alarm!

It was to me he spoke, and I was so surprised by that, and by his sudden appearance, so dumfounded by his easy address and the absence of all self-consciousness on his part, so struck by a change in him, that I stared in silence. I could not believe that this was the same half-shy, half-fierce young man who had flung away a few hours before in a passion of jealousy. My theory that he was the assassin seemed on a sudden extravagant, though here he was on the spot. When Master Lindstrom asked, Alarm! What alarm? I listened for his answer as I should have listened for the answer of a friend and ally, without hesitation, without distrust. For in truth the man was transfigured; changed by the rise of something to the surface which ordinarily lay hid in him. Before, he had seemed churlish, awkward, a boor. But in this hour of our need and of his opportunity he showed himself as he was. Action and purpose lifted him above his outward seeming. I caught the generous sparkle in his eye, and trusted him.

What! he said, keeping his voice low. You do not know? They are coming to arrest you. Their plan is to surround the house before daybreak. Already there is a boat lying in the river watching the landing-stage.

Whom are they coming to arrest? I asked. The others were silent, looking at this strange messenger with mingled feelings.

All, I fear, he replied. You, too, Master Lindstrom. Some one has traced your English friends hither and informed against you. I know not on what ground you are included, but I fear the worst. There is not a moment to be lost if you would escape by the bridge, before the troop who are on the way to guard it arrives.

The landing-stage, you say, is already watched? our host asked, his phlegmatic coolness showing at its best. His eyes roved round the room, and he tugged, as was his habit when deep in thought, at his beard. I felt sure that he was calculating which of his possessions he could remove.

Yes, Van Tree answered. My father got wind of the plan in Arnheim. An English envoy arrived there yesterday on his way to Cleves or some part of Germany. It is rumored that he has come out of his road to inquire after certain English fugitives whom his Government are anxious to seize. But come, we have no time to lose! Let us go!

Do you come too? Master Lindstrom said, pausing in the act of turning away. He spoke in Dutch, but by some inspiration born of sympathy I understood both his question and the answer.

Yes, I come. Where Dymphna goes I go, and where she stops I stop, though it be at Madrid itself, the young man answered gallantly. His eyes kindled, and he seemed to grow taller and to gain majesty. The barrier of race, which had hindered me from viewing him fairly before, fell in a trice. I felt now only a kindly sorrow that he had done this noble thing, and not I. I went to him and grasped his hand; and though I said nothing, he seemed, after a single start of surprise, to understand me fully. He understood me even better, if that were possible, an hour later, when Dymphna had told him of her adventure with the Spaniard, and he came to me to thank me.

Ordered myself to be idle, I found all busy round me, busy with a stealthy diligence. Master Lindstrom was packing his plate. Dymphna, pale, but with soft, happy eyes  for had she not cause to be proud?  was preparing food and thick clothing. The Duchess had fetched her child and was dressing it for the journey. Master Bertie was collecting small matters, and looking to our arms. In one or other of these occupations  I can guess in which  Van Tree was giving his aid. And so, since the Duchess would not let me do anything, it chanced that presently I found myself left alone for a few minutes with Anne.

I was not watching her. I was gnawing my nails in a fit of despondency, reflecting that I was nothing but a hindrance and a drawback to my friends, since whenever a move had to be made I was sure to be invalided, when I became aware, through some mysterious sense, that my companion, who was kneeling on the floor behind me, packing, had desisted from her work and was gazing fixedly at me. I turned. Yes, she was looking at me; her eyes, in which a smoldering fire seemed to burn, contrasting vividly with her pale face and contracted brows. When she saw that I had turned  of which at first she did not seem aware  she rose and came to me, and laid a hand on my shoulder and leaned over me. A feeling that was very like fright fell upon me, her manner was so strange. What is it? I stammered, as she still pored on me in silence, still maintained her attitude. What is the matter, Anne?

Are you quite a fool? she whispered, her voice almost a hiss, her hot breath on my cheek. Have you no sense left, that you trust that man?

For a moment I failed to understand her. What man? I said. Oh, Van Tree!

Ay, Van Tree! Who else? Will you go straight into the trap he has laid for you? She moistened her lips with her tongue, as though they were parched. You are all mad! Mad, I think! Dont you see, she continued, stooping over me again and whispering hurriedly, her wild eyes close to mine, that he is jealous of you?

He was, I said uneasily. That is all right now.

He was? He is! she retorted. He went away wild with you. He comes back smiling and holding out his hand. Do you trust him? Dont you see  dont you see, she cried, rocking me to and fro with her hand in her excitement, that he is fooling you? He is leading us all into a trap that has been laid carefully enough. What is this tale of an English envoy on his way to Germany? Rubbish! Rubbish, I tell you.

But Clarence  

Bah! It was all your fancy! she cried fiercely, her eyes for the moment flitting to the door, then returning to my face. How should he find us here? Or what has Clarence to do with an English envoy?

I do not know, I said. She had not in the least persuaded me. In a rare moment I had seen into Van Trees soul and trusted him implicitly. Please take care, I added, wincing under her hand. You hurt me!

She sprang back with a sudden change of countenance as if I had struck her, and for a moment cowered away from me, her former passion still apparent fighting for the mastery in her face. I set down her condition to terror at the plight we were all in, or to vexation that no one would take her view. The next moment I went farther. I thought her mad, when she turned abruptly from me and, flying to the door by which Van Tree had entered, began with trembling fingers to release the pin which confined the bar.

Stop! stop! you will ruin all! I cried in horror. They can see that door from the river, and if they see the light, they will know we are up and have taken the alarm; and they may make a dash to secure us. Stop, Anne! Stop! I cried. But the girl was deaf. She tugged desperately at the pin, and had already loosened the bar when I caught her by the arms, and, pushing her away, set my back against the door. Dont be foolish! I said gently. You have lost your head. You must let us men settle these things, Anne.

She was indeed beside herself, for she faced me during a second or two as though she would spring upon me and tear me from the door. Her hands worked, her eyes gleamed, her strong white teeth showed themselves. I shuddered. I had never pictured her looking like that. Then, as steps sounded on the stairs and cheerful voices  cheerful they seemed to me as they broke in on that strange scene  drew nearer, she turned, and walking deliberately to a seat, fell to weeping hysterically.

What are you doing to that door? cried the Duchess sharply, as she entered with the others. I was securing the bar again.

Nothing, I said stolidly. I am seeing that it is fast.

And hoity toity, miss! she continued, turning to Anne. What has come over you, I would like to know? Stop crying, girl; what is the matter with you? Will you shame us all before this Dutch maid? Here, carry these things to the back door.

Anne somehow stifled her sobs and rose. Seeming by a great effort to recover composure, she went out, keeping her face to the last averted from me.

We all followed, variously laden, Master Lindstrom and Van Tree, who carried between them the plate-chest, being the last to leave. There was not one of us  even of us who had only known the house a few weeks  who did not heave a sigh as we passed out of the warm lamp-lit parlor, which, littered as it was with the debris of packing, looked still pleasant and comfortable in comparison with the darkness outside and the uncertain future before us. What, then, must have been the pain of parting to those who had never known any other home? Yet they took it bravely. To Dymphna, Van Trees return had brought great happiness. To Master Lindstrom, any ending to a long series of anxieties and humiliations was welcome. To Van Tree  well, he had Dymphna with him, and his side of the plate-chest was heavy, and gave him ample employment.



We passed out silently through the back door, leaving the young Dutchman to lock it behind us, and flitted, a line of gliding shadows, through the orchard. It was two oclock, the sky was overcast, a slight drizzle was falling. Once an alarm was given that we were being followed; and we huddled together, and stood breathless, a clump of dark figures gazing affrightedly at the tree trunks which surrounded us, and which seemed  at least to the womens eyes  to be moving, and to be men closing in on us. But the alarm was groundless, and with no greater mishap than a few stumbles when we came to the slippery edge of the creek, we reached the boat, and one by one, admirably ordered by our host, got in and took our seats. Van Tree and Master Lindstrom pushed us off; then they swung themselves in and paddled warily along, close under the bank, where the shadows of the poplars fell across us, and our figures blended darkly with the line of rushes on the shore.


CHAPTER XII.

ANNES PETITION.

We coasted along in this silent fashion, nearly as far as the hamlet and bridge, following, but farther inshore, the course which Master Lindstrom and I had taken when on our way to bury the Spaniard. A certain point gained, at a signal from our host we struck out into the open, and rowed swiftly toward the edge of the marsh. This was the critical moment; but, so far as we could learn, our passage was unnoticed. We reached the fringe of rushes; with a prolonged hissing sound the boat pushed through them; a flight of water-fowl rose, whirring and clapping about us, and we floated out into a dim misty lake, whose shores and surface stretched away on every side, alike dark, shifting, and uncertain.

Across this the Dutchman steered us, bringing us presently to a narrow opening, through which we glided into a second and smaller mere. At the farther end of this one the way seemed barred by a black, impenetrable wall of rushes, which rose far above our heads. But the tall stems bent slowly with many a whispered protest before our silent onset, and we slid into a deep water-lane, here narrow, there widening into a pool, in one place dark, in another reflecting the gray night sky. Down this we sped swiftly, the sullen plash of the oars and the walls of rushes always with us. For ourselves, we crouched still and silent, shivering and listening for sounds of pursuit; now starting at the splash of a frog, again shuddering at the cry of a night-bird. The Duchess, her child, and I were in the bows, Master Lindstrom, his daughter, and Mistress Anne in the stern. They had made me comfortable with the baggage and some warm coverings, and would insist on treating me as helpless. Even when the others began to talk in whispers, the Duchess enjoined silence on me, and bade me sleep. Presently I did so, my last impression one of unending water-ways and shoreless, shadowy lakes.

When I awoke the sun was high and the scene was changed indeed. We lay on the bosom of a broad river, our boat seeming now to stand still as the sail flapped idly, now to heel over and shoot forward as the light breeze struck us. The shores abreast of us were still low and reedy, but ahead the slopes of green wooded hills rose gently from the stream. Master Bertie was steering, and, seeing me lift my head, greeted me with a smile. The girls in the stern were covered up and asleep. Amidships, too, Master Lindstrom and Van Tree had curled themselves up between the thwarts, and were slumbering peacefully. I turned to look for the Duchess, and found her sitting wide awake at my elbow, her eyes on her husband.

Well, she said smiling, do you feel better now? You have had a good sleep.

How long have I been asleep, please? I asked, bewildered by the sunshine, by the shining river and the green hills, by the fresh morning air, by the change in everything; and answering in a question, as people freshly aroused do nine times out of ten. Where are we?

You have been asleep nearly six hours, and we are on the Rhine, near Emmerich, she answered, smiling. She was pale, and the long hours of watching had drawn dark circles round her eyes. But the old undaunted courage shone in them still, and her smile was as sweet as ever.

Have we passed the frontier? I asked eagerly.

Well, nearly, she answered. But how does your wound feel?

Rather stiff and sore, I said ruefully, after making an experiment by moving my body to and fro. And I am very thirsty, but I could steer.

So you shall, she said. Only first eat something. We broke our fast before the others lay down. There is bread and meat behind you, and some hollands and water in the bottle.

I seized the latter and drank greedily. Then, finding myself hungry now I came to think about it, I fell upon the eatables.

You will do now, I think, she said, when she had watched me for some time.

I laughed for answer, pleased that the long dark night, its gloom and treachery were past. But its memories remained and presently I said, If Van Tree did not try to kill me  and I am perfectly sure he did not  

So am I, she said. We were all wrong.

Then, I continued, looking at her gravely, who did? that is the question. And why?

You are sure that it was not the Spaniard whom you hurt in defense of Dymphna? my lady asked.

Quite sure.

And sure that it was not Clarence? she persisted.

Quite sure. It was a short man, I explained again, and dressed in a cloak. That is all I can tell about him.

It might be some one employed by Clarence, she suggested, her face gloomy, her brows knit.

True, I had not thought of that, I answered. And it reminds me. I have heard so much of Clarence  

And seen some little  even that little more than was good for you.

Yes, he has had the better of me, on both occasions, I allowed. But I was going to ask you, I continued, to tell me something about him. He was your steward, I know. But how did he come to you? How was it you trusted him?

We are all fools at times, she answered grimly. We wanted to have persons of our own faith about us, and he was highly commended to us by Protestants abroad, as having seen service in the cause. He applied to us just at the right moment, too. And at the first we felt a great liking for him. He was so clever in arranging things, he kept such excellent order among the servants; he was so ready, so willing, so plausible! Oh! she added bitterly, he had ways that enabled him to twist nine women out of ten round his fingers! Richard was fond of him; I liked him; we had talked more than once of how we might advance his interests. And then, like a thunderbolt on a clear day, the knowledge of his double-dealing fell upon us. We learned that he had been seen talking with a known agent of Gardiner, and this at a time when the Bishop was planning our ruin. We had him watched, and just when the net had all but closed round us we discovered that he had been throughout in Gardiners pay.

Ah! I said viciously. The oddest thing to me is the way he has twice escaped me when I had him at the swords point!

The third time may bring other fortune, Master Francis, she answered smiling. Yet be wary with him. He is a good swordsman, as my husband, who sometimes fenced with him, will tell you.

He can be no common man, I said.

He is not. He is well-bred, and has seen service. He is at once bold and cunning. He has a tongue would win most women, and a hardihood that would chain them to him. Women love bold men, my lady added naïvely. And she smiled on me  yet humorously  so that I blushed.

There was silence for a moment. The sail flapped, then filled again. How delicious this morning after that night, this bright expanse after the dark, sluggish channels! Far away in front a great barge, high-laden with a mighty stack of rushes, crept along beside the bank, the horse that drew it covered by a kind of knitted rug. When my lady spoke next, it was abruptly. Is it Anne? she asked.

I knew quite well what she meant, and blushed again. I shook my head.

I think it was going to be, she said sagely, only Mistress Dymphna came upon the scene. You have heard the story of the donkey halting between two bundles of hay, Master Francis? And in the multitude of sweethearts there is safety.

I do not think that was my case, I said. Instinctively my hand went to my breast, in which Petronillas velvet sword-knot lay safe and warm. The Duchess saw the gesture and instantly bent forward and mimicked it. Ha! ha! she cried, leaning back with her hands clasped about her knees, and her eyes shining with fun and amusement. Now I understand. You have left her at home; now, do not deny it, or I will tell the others. Be frank and I will keep your secret, on my honor.

She is my cousin, I said, my cheeks hot.

And her name?

Petronilla.

Petronilla? my lady repeated shrewdly. That was the name of your Spanish grandmother, then?

Yes, madam.

Petronilla? Petronilla? she repeated, stroking her cheek with her hand. She would be before my time, would she not? Yet there used to be several Petronillas about the court in Queen Catherine of Aragons days, I remember. There was Petronilla de Vargas for one. But there, I guess at random. Why do you not tell me more about yourself, Master Francis? Do you not know me well enough now?

There is nothing to tell, madam, I said in a low voice.

Your family? You come, I am sure, of a good house.

I did, but it is nothing to me now. I am cut off from it. I am building my house afresh. And, I added bitterly, I have not made much way with it yet.

She broke, greatly to my surprise, into a long peal of laughter. Oh, you vain boy! she cried. You valiant castle-builder! How long have you been about the work? Three months? Do you think a house is to be built in a day? Three months, indeed? Quite a lifetime!

Was it three months? It seemed to me to be fully three years. I seemed to have grown more than three years older since that February morning when I had crossed Arden Forest with the first light, and looked down on Wootton Wawen sleeping in its vale, and roused the herons fishing in the bottoms.

Come, tell me all about it! she said abruptly. What did you do to be cut off?

I cannot tell you, I answered.

A shade of annoyance clouded her countenance. But it passed away almost on the instant. Very well, she said, with a little nod of disdain and a pretty grimace. So be it. Have your own way. But I prophesy you will come to me with your tale some day.

I went then and took Master Berties place at the tiller; and, he lying down, I had the boat to myself until noon, and drew no little pleasure from the placid picture which the moving banks and the wide river presented. About noon there was a general uprising; and, coming immediately afterward to a little island lying close to one bank, we all landed to stretch our legs and refresh ourselves after the confinement on board.



We are over the border now and close to Emmerich, said Master Lindstrom, though the mere line of frontier will avail us little if the Spanish soldiers can by hook or crook lay hands on us! Therefore, we must lose no time in getting within the walls of some town. We should be fairly secure for a few days either in Wesel or Santon.

I thought Wesel was the point we were making for, Master Bertie said in some surprise.

It was Wesel I mentioned the other day, the Dutchman admitted frankly. And it is the bigger town and the stronger. But I have more friends in Santon. To Wesel the road from Emmerich runs along the right bank. To Santon we go by a cross-country road, starting from the left bank opposite Emmerich, a road longer and more tedious. But we are much less likely to be followed that way than along the Wesel road, and on second thoughts I incline to Santon.

But why adopt either road? Why not go on by river? I asked.

Because we should be overtaken. The wind is falling, and the boat, our late host explained, more truly than politely, with the women in it is heavy.

I understand, I said. And you feel sure we shall be pursued?

For answer he pointed with a smile to his plate-chest. Quite sure, he added. With that before them they will think nothing of the frontier. I fancy that for you, if the English Government be in earnest, there will be no absolutely safe place short of the free city of Frankfort. Unless indeed you have interest with the Duke of Cleves.

Ah! said the Duchess. And she looked at her husband.

Ah! said Master Bertie, and he looked very blankly at his wife. So that I did not derive much comfort from that suggestion.

Then it is Santon, is it? said my lady.

That first, at any rate. Then, if they follow us along the Wesel road, we shall still give them the slip.

So it was settled, neither Van Tree nor the girls having taken any part in the discussion. The former and Dymphna were talking aside, and Mistress Anne was sitting low down on the bank, with her feet almost in the water, immersed to all appearance in her own thoughts. There was a little bustle as we rose to get into the boat, which we had drawn up on the landward side of the island so as to be invisible from the main channel; and in the middle of this I was standing with one foot in the boat and one on shore, taking from Anne various articles which we had landed for rearrangement, when she whispered to me that she wanted to speak to me alone.

I want to tell you something, she said, raising her eyes to my face, and then averting them. Follow me this way.

She strolled, as if accidentally, twenty or thirty paces along the bank; and in a minute I joined her. I found her gazing down the river in the direction from which we had come. What is it? I said anxiously. You do not see anything, do you? For there had been a hint of bad news in her voice.

She dropped the hand with which she had been shading her eyes and turned to me. Master Francis, you will not think me very foolish? she said. Then I perceived that her lip was quivering and that there were tears in her eyes. They were very beautiful eyes when, as now, they grew soft, and appeal took the place of challenge.

What is it? I replied, speaking cheerfully to reassure her. She had scarcely got over her terror of last night. She trembled as she stood.

It is about Santon, she answered with a miserable little catch in her voice. I am so afraid of going there! Master Lindstrom says it is a rough, long road, and when we are there we are not a bit farther from those wretches than at Wesel, and  and  

There, there! I said. She was on the point of bursting into tears, and was clearly much overwrought. You are making the worst of it. If it were not for Master Lindstrom I should be inclined to choose Wesel myself. But he ought to know best.

But that is not all, she said, clasping her hands and looking up at me with her face grown full of solemn awe; I have had a dream.

Well, but dreams   I objected.

You do not believe in dreams? she said, dropping her head sorrowfully.

No, no; I do not say that, I admitted, naturally startled. But what was your dream?

I thought we took the road to Santon. And mind, she added earnestly, this was before Master Lindstrom had uttered a word about going that way, or any other way save to Wesel. I dreamt that we followed the road through such a dreadful flat country, a country all woods and desolate moorland, under a gray sky, and in torrents of rain, to  

Well, well? I said, with a passing shiver at the picture. She described it with a rapt, absent air, which made me creep  as if even now she were seeing something uncanny.

And then I thought that in the middle of these woods, about half-way to Santon, they overtook us, and there was a great fight.

There would be sure to be that! I muttered, with shut teeth.

And I thought you were killed, and we women were dragged back! There, I cannot tell you the rest! she added wildly. But try, try to get them to go the old way. If not, I know evil will come of it. Promise me to try?

I will tell them your dream, I said.

No, no! she exclaimed still more vehemently. They would only laugh. Madam does not believe in dreams. But they will listen to you if you say you think the other way better. Promise me you will! Promise me! she pleaded, her hands clasping my arm, and her tearful eyes looking up to mine.

Well, I agreed reluctantly, I will try. After all, the shortest way may be the best. But if I do, I said kindly, you must promise me in return not to be alarmed any longer, Anne.

I will try, she said gratefully; I will indeed, Francis.



We were summoned at that minute, for the boat was waiting for us. The Duchess scanned us rather curiously as we ran up  we were the last. But Anne kept her word, and concealed her fears so bravely that, as she jumped in from the bank, her air of gayety almost deceived me, and would have misled the sharpest-sighted person who had not been present at our interview, so admirably was it assumed.

We calculated that our pursuers would not follow us down the river for some hours. They would first have to search the island, and the watch which they had set on the landing-stage would lead them to suspect rather that we had fled by land. We hoped, therefore, to reach Emmerich unmolested. There Master Lindstrom said we could get horses, and he thought we might be safe in Santon by the following evening.

If you really think we had better go to Santon, I said. This was an hour or two after leaving the island, and when we looked to sight Emmerich very soon, the hills which we had seen in front all day, and which were grateful to eyes sated with the monotony of Holland, being now pretty close to us.

I thought that we had settled that, replied the Dutchman promptly.

I felt they were all looking at me. I look at it this way, I said, reddening. Wesel is not far from Emmerich by the road. Should we not have an excellent chance of reaching it before our pursuers come up?

You might reach it, Master Lindstrom said gravely. Though, again, you might not.

And, Wesel once reached, I persisted, there is less fear of violence being attempted there than in Santon. It is a larger town.

True, he admitted. But it is just this. Will you be able to reach Wesel? It is the getting there  that is the difficulty; the getting there before you are caught.

If we have a good start, why should we not? I urged; and urged it the more persistently, the more I found them opposed to it. Naturally there ensued a warm discussion. At first they all sided against me, save of course Anne, and she sat silent, though she was visibly agitated, as from minute to minute I or they seemed likely to prevail. But presently when I grew warmer, and urged again and again the strength of Wesel, my own party veered round, yet still with doubt and misgiving. The Dutchman shrugged his shoulders to the end and remained unpersuaded. But finally it was decided that I should have my own way. We would go to Wesel.



Every one knows how a man feels when he comes victorious out of such a battle. He begins on the instant to regret his victory, and to see the possible evils which may result from it; to repent the hot words he has used in the strife and the declarations he has flung broadcast. That dreadful phrase, I told you so! rises like an avenging fury before his fancy, and he quails.

I felt all this the moment the thing was settled. But I was too young to back out and withdraw my words. I hoped for the best, and resolved inwardly to get the party mounted the moment we reached Emmerich.

I soon had the opportunity of proving this resolution to be more easily made than carried out. About three oclock we reached the little town dominated, as we saw from afar, by an ancient minster, and, preferring not to enter it, landed at the steps of an inn a quarter of a mile short of the gates, and marking a point where we might take the road to Wesel, or, crossing the river, the road to Santon. Master Lindstrom seemed well known, but there were difficulties about the horses. The German landlord listened to his story with apparent sympathy  but no horses! We could not understand the tongue in which the two talked, but the Dutchmans questions, quick and animated for once, and the landlords slow replies, reminded me of the foggy morning when in a similar plight we had urged the master of the Lions Whelp to put to sea. And I feared a similar result.

He says he cannot get so many horses to-night, said Master Lindstrom with a long face.

Offer him more money! quoth the Duchess.

If we cannot have horses until the morning, we may as well go on in the boat, I urged.

He says, too, that the water is out on the road, continued the Dutchman.

Nonsense! Double the price! cried my lady impatiently.

I suppose that this turned the scale. The landlord finally promised that in an hour four saddle-horses for Master Bertie and the Duchess, Anne and myself, should be ready, with a couple of pack-horses and a guide. Master Lindstrom, his daughter, and Van Tree would start a little later for Cleves, five miles on the road to Santon, if conveyance could be got. And if not, our late host added, as we said something about our unwillingness to leave him in danger, I shall be safe enough in the town, but I hope to sleep in Cleves.

It was all settled very hastily. We felt  and I in particular, since my plan had been adopted  an unreasonable impatience to be off. As we stood on the bank by the inn-door, we had a straight reach of river a mile long in full view below us; and now we were no longer moving ourselves, but standing still, expected each minute to see the Spanish boat, with its crew of desperadoes, sweep round the corner before our eyes. Master Lindstrom assured us that if we were once out of sight our pursuers would get no information as to the road we had taken, either from the inn-keeper or his neighbors. There is no love lost between them and the Spaniards, he said shrewdly. And I know the people here, and they know me. The burghers may not be very keen to come to blows with the Spaniards or to resent their foray. But the latter, on their part, will be careful not to go too far or to make themselves obnoxious.



We took the opportunity of supping then, not knowing when we might get food again. I happened to finish first, and, hearing the horses hoofs, went out and watched the lads who were to be our guides fastening the baggage on the sumpter beasts. I gave them a hand  not without a wince or two, for the wound in my chest was painful  and while doing so had a flash of remembrance. I went to the unglazed window of the kitchen in which the others sat, and leaned my elbows on the sill. I say! I said, full of my discovery, there is something we have forgotten!

What? asked the Duchess, rising and coming toward me, while the others paused in their meal to listen.

The letter to Mistress Clarence, I answered. I was going to get it when I was stabbed, you remember, and afterward we forgot all about it. Now it is too late. It has been left behind.

She did not answer then, but came out to me, and turned with me to look at the horses. This comes of your foolish scruples, Master Francis! she said severely. Where was it?

I slipped it between the leathers of the old haversack you gave me, I answered, which I used to have for a pillow. Van Tree brought my things down, but overlooked the haversack, I suppose. At any rate, it is not here.

Well, it is no good crying over spilt milk, she said.

She called the others out then, and there was no mistaking Mistress Annes pleasure at escaping the Santon road. She was radiant, and vouchsafed me a very pretty glance of thanks, in which her relief as well as her gratitude shone clearly. By half-past four we had got, wearied as we were, to horse, and with three hours of daylight before us hoped to reach Wesel without mishap. But for most of us the start was saddened by the parting  though we hoped it would be only for a time  from our Dutch friends. We remembered how good and stanch they had been to us. We feared  though Master Lindstrom would not hear of it  that we had brought misfortune upon them, and neither the Duchesss brave eyes nor Dymphnas blue ones were free from tears as they embraced. I wrung Van Trees hand as if I had known him for months instead of days, for a common danger is a wondrous knitter of hearts; and he only smiled  though Dymphna blushed  when I kissed her cheek. A few broken words, a last cry of farewell, and we four, with our two guides behind us, moved down the Wesel road, the last I heard of our good friends being Master Lindstroms charge, shouted after us, to beware of the water if it was out!


CHAPTER XIII.

A WILLFUL MANS WAY.

Only to feel that we were moving was a relief, though our march was very slow. Master Bertie carried the child slung in a cloak before him, and, thus burdened, could not well go beyond a smooth amble, while the guides, who were on foot, and the pack-horses, found this pace as much as they could manage. A little while and the exhilaration of the start died away. The fine morning was followed by a wet evening, and before we had left Emmerich three miles behind us Master Bertie and I had come to look at one another meaningly. We were moving in a dreary, silent procession through heavy rain, with the prospect of the night closing in early. The road, too, grew more heavy with each furlong, and presently began to be covered with pools of water. We tried to avoid this inconvenience by resorting to the hill slopes on our left, but found the attempt a waste of time, as a deep stream or backwater, bordered by marshes, intervened. The narrow road, raised but little above the level of the swiftly flowing river on our right, turned out to be our only possible path; and when Master Bertie discerned this his face grew more and more grave.

We soon found, indeed, as we plodded along, that a sheet of water, which palely reflected the evening light, was taking the place of the road; and through this we had to plash and plash at a snails pace, one of the guides on a pack-horse leading the way, and Master Bertie in charge of his wife coming next; then, at some distance, for her horse did not take kindly to the water, the younger woman followed in my care. The other guide brought up the rear. In this way, stopped constantly by the fears of the horses, which were scared by the expanse of flood before them, we crept wearily on until the moon rose. It brought, alas, an access of light, but no comfort! The water seemed continually to grow deeper, the current on our right swifter; and each moment I dreaded the announcement that farther advance was impossible.

It seemed to have come to that at last, for I saw the Duchess and her husband stop and stand waiting for me, their dark shadows projected far over the moonlit surface.

What is to be done? Master Bertie called out, as we moved up to them. The guide tells me that there is a broken piece of road in front which will be impassable with this depth of water.

I had expected to hear this; yet I was so dumfoundered  for, this being true, we were lost indeed  that for a time I could not answer. No one had uttered a word of reproach, but I knew what they must be thinking. I had brought them to this. It was my foolish insistence had done it. The poor beast under me shivered. I struck him with my heels. We must go forward! I said desperately. Or what? What do you think? Go back?

Steady! steady, Master Knight Errant! the Duchess cried in her calm, brave voice. I never knew you so bad a counselor before!

It is my fault that you are here, I said, looking dismally around.

Perhaps the other road is as bad, Master Bertie replied. At any rate, that is past and gone. The question is, what are we to do now? To remain here is to die of cold and misery. To go back may be to run into the enemys arms. To go forward  

Will be to be drowned! Mistress Anne cried with a pitiful sob.

I could not blame her. A more gloomy outlook than ours, as we sat on our jaded horses in the middle of this waste of waters, which appeared in the moonlight to be boundless, could scarcely be imagined. The night was cold for the time of year, and the keen wind pierced our garments and benumbed our limbs. At any moment the rain might begin afresh, and the moon be overcast. Of ourselves, we could not take a step without danger, and our guides had manifestly lost their heads and longed only to return.

Yet, I am for going forward, the Duchess urged. If there be but this one bad place we may pass it with care.

We may, her husband assented dubiously. But suppose when we have passed it we can go no farther. Suppose the  

It is no good supposing! she retorted with some sharpness. Let us cross this place first, Richard, and we will deal with the other when we come to it.

He nodded assent, and we moved slowly forward, compelling the guides to go first. In this order we waded some hundred yards through water, which grew deeper with each step, until it rose nearly to our girths. Then the lads stopped.

Are we over? said the Duchess eagerly.

For answer one of them pointed to the flood before him, and peering forward I made out a current sweeping silently and swiftly across our path  a current with an ominous rush and swirl.

Over? grunted Master Bertie. No, this is the place. See, the road has given way, and the stream is pouring through from the river. I expect it is getting worse every minute as the banks crumble.

We all craned forward, looking at it. It was impossible to say how deep the water was, or how far the deep part might extend. And we had with us a child and two women.

We must go back! said Master Bertie resolutely. There is no doubt about it. The flood is rising. If we do not take care, we shall be cut off, and be able to go neither backward nor forward. I cannot see a foot of dry land, as it is, before or behind us.

He was right. Far and wide, wherever our eyes could reach, the moonlight was reflected in a sheet of water. We were nearly up to our girths in water. On one side was the hurrying river, on the other were the treacherous depths of the backwater. I asked the guide as well as I could whether the road was good beyond. He answered that he did not know. He and his companion were so terrified that we only kept them beside us by threats.

I fear we must go back, I said, assenting sorrowfully.

Even the Duchess agreed, and we were in the act of turning to retrace our steps with what spirit we might, when a distant sound brought us all to a standstill again. The wind was blowing from the quarter whence we had come  from Emmerich; and it brought to us the sound of voices. We all stopped to listen. Yes, they were voices we heard  loud, strident tones, mingled now with the sullen plash of horses tramping through the water. I looked at the Duchess. Her face was pale, but her courage did not fail her. She understood in a trice that the danger we had so much dreaded was upon us  that we were followed, and the followers were at our heels; and she turned her horse round again. Without a word she spurred it back toward the deep part. I seized Annes rein and followed, notwithstanding that the poor girl in her terror would have resisted. Letting the guides go as they pleased, we four in a moment found ourselves abreast again, our horses craning over the stream, while we, with whip and spur, urged them on.

In cold blood we should scarcely have done it. Indeed, for a minute, as our steeds stumbled, and recovered themselves, and slid forward, only to draw back trembling  as the water rose above our boots or was flung by our fellows in our eyes, and all was flogging and scrambling and splashing, it seemed as if we were to be caught in a trap despite our resolve. But at last Master Berties horse took the plunge. His wifes followed; and both, partly floundering and partly swimming, set forward snorting the while in fear. To my joy I saw them emerge safely not ten yards away, and, shaking themselves, stand comparatively high out of the water.

Come! cried my lady imperatively, as she turned in her saddle with a gesture of defiance. Come! It is all right.

Come, indeed! I wanted nothing better, for I was beside myself with passion. But, flog as I might, I could not get Annes brute to take the plunge. The girl herself could give me no aid; clinging to her saddle, pale and half-fainting, she could only beg me to leave her, crying out again and again in a terrified voice that she would be drowned. With her cry there suddenly mingled another, the hail of our pursuers as they sighted us. I could hear them drawing nearer, and I grew desperate. Luckily they could not make any speed in water so deep, and time was given me for one last furious effort. It succeeded. My horse literally fell into the stream; it dragged Annes after it. How we kept our seats, how they their footing, I never understood; but, somehow, splashing and stumbling and blinded by the water dashed in our faces, we came out on the other side, where the Duchess and her husband, too faithful to us to save themselves, had watched the struggle in an agony of suspense. I did but fling the girls rein to Master Bertie; and then I wheeled my horse to the stream again. I had made up my mind what I must do. Go on, I cried, waving my hand with a gesture of farewell. Go on! I can keep them here for a while.

Nonsense! I heard the Duchess cry, her voice high and shrill. It is  

Go on! I cried. Go on! Do not lose a moment, or it will be useless.

Master Bertie hesitated. But he too saw that this was the only chance. The Spaniards were on the brink of the stream now, and must, if they passed it, overtake us easily. He hesitated, I have said, for a moment. Then he seized his wifes rein and drew her on, and I heard the three horses go splashing away through the flood. I threw a glance at them over my shoulder, bethinking me that I had not told the Duchess my story, and that Sir Anthony and Petronilla would never  but, pish! What was I thinking of? That was a thought for a woman. I had only to harden my heart now, and set my teeth together. My task was very simple indeed. I had just to keep these men  there were four  here as long as I could, and if possible to stop Clarences pursuit altogether.

For I had made no mistake. The first man to come up was Clarence  Clarence himself. He let fall a savage word as his horse stopped suddenly with its fore feet spread out on the edge of the stream, and his dark face grew darker as he saw the swirling eddies, and me standing fronting him in the moonlight with my sword out. He discerned at once, I think, the strength of my position. Where I stood the water was scarcely over my horses fetlocks. Where he stood it was over his horses knees. And between us it flowed nearly four feet deep.

He held a hasty parley with his companions. And then he hailed me. Will you surrender? he cried in English. We will give you quarter.

Surrender? To whom? I said. And why  why should I surrender? Are you robbers and cutpurses?

Surrender in the name of the Emperor, you fool! he answered sternly and roughly.

I know nothing about the Emperor! I retorted. What Emperor?

In the Queens name, then!

The Duke of Cleves is queen here! I cried. And as the flood is rising, I added scornfully, I would advise you to go home again.

You would advise, would you? Who are you? he replied, in a kind of wrathful curiosity.

I gave him no answer. I have often since reflected, with a fuller knowledge of certain facts, that no stranger interview ever took place than this short colloquy between us, that no stranger fight ever was fought than that which we contemplated as we stood there bathed in the May moonlight, with the water all round us, and the cold sky above. A strange fight indeed it would have been between him and me, had it ever come to the swords point!

But this was what happened. His last words had scarcely rung out when my horse began to quiver under me and sway backward and forward. I had just time to take the alarm, when the poor beast sank down and rolled gently over, leaving me bestriding its body, my feet in the water. Whatever the cause of this, I had to disentangle myself, and that quickly, for the four men opposite me, seeing me dismounted, plunged with a cry of triumph into the water, and began to flounder across. Without more ado I stepped forward to keep the ford.

The foremost and nearest to me was Clarence, whose horse began, half-way across, to swim. It was still scrambling to regain its footing when it came within my reach, and I slashed it cruelly across the nostrils. It turned in an instant on its side. I saw the riders face gleam white in the water; his stirrup shone a moment as the horse rolled over, then in a second the two were gone down the stream. It was done so easily, so quickly, it amazed me. One gone! hurrah! I turned quickly to the others, who were about landing. My blood was fired, and my yell of victory, as I dashed at them, scared back two of the horses. Despite their riders urging, they turned and scrambled out on the side from which they had entered. Only one was left, the farthest from me. He got across indeed. Yet he was the most unlucky of all, for his horse stumbled on landing, came down heavily on its head, and flung him at my very feet.
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I LUNGED TWICE AT THE RIDER



It was no time for quarter  I had to think of my friends  and while with one hand I seized the flying rein as the horse scrambled trembling to its feet, with the other I lunged twice at the rider as he half tried to rise, half tried to grasp at me. The second time I ran him through, and he screamed shrilly. In those days I was young and hotheaded, and I answered only by a shout of defiance, as I flung myself into the saddle and dashed away through the water after my friends.

Vœ victis! I had done enough to check the pursuit, and had yet escaped myself. If I could join the others again, what a triumph it would be! I had no guide, but neither had those in front of me; and luckily at this point a row of pollard willows defined the line between the road and the river. Keeping this on my right, I made good way. The horse seemed strong under me, the water was shallow, and appeared to be growing more so, and presently across the waste of flood I discerned before me a dark, solitary tower, the tower seemingly of a church, for it was topped by a stumpy spire, which daylight would probably have shown to be of wood.

There was a little dry ground round the church, a mere patch in a sea of water, but my horse rang its hoofs on it with every sign of joy, and arched its neck as it trotted up to the neighborhood of the church, whinnying with pleasure. From the back of the building, I was not surprised, came an answering neigh. As I pulled up, a man, his weapon in his hand, came from the porch, and a woman followed him. I called to them gayly. I fancied you would be here the moment I saw the church! I said, sliding to the ground.

Thank Heaven you are safe! the Duchess answered, and to my astonishment she flung her arms round my neck and kissed me. What has happened? she asked, looking in my eyes, her own full of tears.

I think I have stopped them, I answered, turning suddenly shy, though, boylike, I had been longing a few minutes before to talk of my victory. They tried to cross, and  

I had not sheathed my sword. Master Bertie caught my wrist, and, lifting the blade, looked at it. So, so! he said nodding. Are you hurt?

Not touched! I answered. Before more was said he compelled his wife to go back into the porch. The wind blew keenly across the open ground, and we were all wet and shivering. When we had fastened up the horse we followed her. The door of the church was locked, it seemed, and the porch afforded the best shelter to be had. Its upper part was of open woodwork, and freely admitted the wind; but wide eaves projected over these openings, and over the door, so that at least it was dry within. By huddling together on the floor against the windward side we got some protection. I hastily told what had happened.

So Clarence is gone! My ladys voice as she said the words trembled, but not in sorrow or pity as I judged. Rather in relief. Her dread and hatred of the man were strange and terrible, and so seemed to me then. Afterward, I learned that something had passed between them which made almost natural such feelings on her part, and made natural also a bitter resentment on his. But of that no more. You are quite sure, she said  pressing me anxiously for confirmation that it was he!

Yes. But I am not sure that he is dead, I explained.

You seem to bear a charmed life yourself, she said.

Hush! cried her husband quickly. Do not say that to the lad. It is unlucky. But do you think, he continued  the porch was in darkness, and we could scarcely make out one anothers faces that there is any further chance of pursuit?

Not by that party to-night, I said grimly. Nor I think to-morrow.

Good! he answered. For I can see nothing but water ahead, and it would be madness to go on by night without a guide. We must stay here until morning, whatever the risk.

He spoke gloomily  and with reason. Our position was a miserable, almost a desperate one, even on the supposition that pursuit had ceased. We had lost all our baggage, food, wraps. We had no guides, and we were in the midst of a flooded country, with two tender women and a baby, our only shelter the porch of Gods house. Mistress Anne, who was crouching in the darkest corner next the church, seemed to have collapsed entirely. I remembered afterward that I did not once hear her speak that night. The Duchess tried to maintain our spirits and her own; but in the face of cold, damp, and hunger, she could do little. Master Bertie and I took it by turns to keep a kind of watch, but by morning  it was a long night and a bitter one  we were worn out, and slept despite our misery. We should have been surprised and captured without a blow if the enemy had come upon us then.

I awoke with a start to find the gray light of a raw misty morning falling upon and showing up our wretched group. The Duchesss head was hidden in her cloak; her husbands had sunk on his breast; but Mistress Anne  I looked at her and shuddered. Had she sat so all night? Sat staring with that stony face of pain, and those tearless eyes on the moonlight, on the darkness which had been before the dawn, on the cold first rays of morning? Stared on all alike, and seen none? I shuddered and peered at her, alarmed, doubtful, wondering, asking myself what this was that had happened to her. Had fear and cold killed her, or turned her brain? Anne! I said timidly. Anne!

She did not answer nor turn; nor did the fixed gaze of her eyes waver. I thought she did not hear. Anne! I cried again, so loudly that the Duchess stirred, and muttered something in her sleep. But the girl showed no sign of consciousness. I put out my hand and touched her.

She turned sharply and saw me, and in an instant drew her skirt away with a gesture of such dread, loathing repulsion as froze me; while a violent shudder convulsed her whole frame. Afterward she seemed unable to withdraw her eyes from me, but sat in the same attitude, gazing at me with a fixed look of horror, as one might gaze at a serpent, while tremor after tremor shook her.

I was frightened and puzzled, and was still staring at her, wondering what I had done, when a footstep fell on the road outside and called away my attention. I turned from her to see a mans figure looming dark in the doorway. He looked at us  I suppose he had found the horses outside  gazing in surprise at the queer group. I bade him good-morning in Dutch, and he answered as well as his astonishment would let him. He was a short, stout fellow, with a big face, capable of expressing a good deal of astonishment. He seemed to be a peasant or farmer. What do you here? he continued, his guttural phrases tolerably intelligible to me.

I explained as clearly as I could that we were on the way to Wesel. Then I awoke the Duchess and her husband, and stretching our chilled and aching limbs, we went outside, the man still gazing at us. Alas! the day was not much better than the night. We could see but a very little way, a couple of hundred yards round us only. The rest was mist  all mist. We appealed to the man for food and shelter, and he nodded, and, obeying his signs rather than his words, we kicked up our starved beasts and plodded out into the fog by his side. Anne mounted silently and without objection, but it was plain that something strange had happened to her. Her condition was unnatural. The Duchess gazed at her very anxiously, and, getting no answers, or very scanty ones, to her questions, shook her head gravely.

But we were on the verge of one pleasure at least. When we reached the hospitable kitchen of the farmhouse it was joy indeed to stand before the great turf fire, and feel the heat stealing into our half-frozen bodies; to turn and warm back and front, while the good wife set bread and hot milk before us. How differently we three felt in half an hour! How the Duchesss eyes shone once more! How easily rose the laugh to our lips! Joy had indeed come with the morning. To be warm and dry and well fed after being cold and wet and hungry  what a thing this is!

But on one neither food nor warmth seemed to have any effect. Mistress Anne did, indeed, in obedience to my ladys sharp words, raise her bowl to her lips. But she set it down quickly and sat looking in dull apathy at the glowing peat. What had come over her?



Master Bertie went out with the farmer to attend to the horses, and when he came back he had news.

There is a lad here, he said in some excitement, who has just seen three foreigners ride past on the road, along with two Germans on pack-horses; five in all. They must be three of the party who followed us yesterday.

I whistled. Then Clarence got himself out, I said, shrugging my shoulders. Well! well!

I expect that is so, Master Bertie answered, the Duchess remaining silent. The question arises again, what is to be done? he continued. We may follow them to Wesel, but the good man says the floods are deep between here and the town, and we shall have Clarence and his party before us all the way  shall perhaps run straight into their arms.

But what else can we do? I said. It is impossible to go back.

We held a long conference, and by much questioning of our host learned that half a league away was a ferry-boat, which could carry as many as two horses over the river at a time. On the farther side we might hit a road leading to Santon, three leagues distant. Should we go to Santon after all? The farmer thought the roads on that side of the river might not be flooded. We should then be in touch once more with our Dutch friends and might profit by Master Lindstroms advice, on which I for one was now inclined to set a higher value.

The river is bank full. Are you sure the ferry-boat can cross? I asked.

Our host was not certain. And thereupon an unexpected voice struck in.

Oh, dear, do not let us run any more risks! it said. It was Mistress Annes. She was herself again, trembling, excited, bright-eyed; as different as possible from the Anne of a few minutes before. A great change had come over her. Perhaps the warmth had done it.

A third course was suggested, to stay quietly where we were. The farmhouse stood at some little distance from the road; and though it was rough  it was very rough, consisting only of two rooms, in one of which a cow was stalled  still it could furnish food and shelter. Why not stay there?

But the Duchess wisely, I think, decided against this. It is unpleasant to go wandering again, she said with a shiver. But I shall not rest until we are within the walls of a town. Master Lindstrom laid so much stress on that. And I fancy that the party who overtook us last night are not the main body. Others will have gone to Wesel by boat perhaps, or along the other bank. There they will meet, and, learning we have not arrived, they will probably return this way and search for us.

Clarence  

Yes, if we have Clarence to deal with, Master Bertie assented gravely, we cannot afford to lose a point. We will try the ferry.

It was something gained to start dry and warm. But the womens pale faces  for little by little the fatigue, the want of rest, the fear, were telling even on the Duchess  were sad to see. I was sore and stiff myself. The wound I had received so mysteriously had bled afresh, probably during last nights fight. We needed all our courage to put a brave face on the matter, and bear up and go out again into the air, which for the first week in May was cold and nipping. Suspense and anxiety had told in various ways on all of us. While I felt a fierce anger against those who were driving us to these straits. Master Bertie was nervous and excited, alarmed for his wife and child, and inclined to see an enemy in every bush.

However, we cheered up a little when we reached the ferry and found the boat could cross without much risk. We had to go over in two detachments, and it was nearly an hour past noon before we all stood on the farther bank and bade farewell to the honest soul whose help had been of so much importance to us. He told us we had three leagues to go, and we hoped to be at rest in Santon by four oclock.

But the three leagues turned out to be more nearly five, while the road was so founderous that we had again and again to quit it.

The evening came on, the light waned, and still we were feeling our way, so to speak  the women tired and on the verge of tears; the men muddy to the waist, savage, and impatient. It was eight oclock, and dusk was well upon us before we caught sight of the first lights of Santon, and in fear lest the gates might be shut, pressed forward at such speed as our horses could compass.

Do you go on! the Duchess adjured us. Anne and I will be safe enough behind you. Let me take the child, and do you ride on. We cannot pass the night in the fields.

The importance of securing admission was so great that Master Bertie and I agreed; and cantered on, soon outstripping our companions, and almost in the gloom losing sight of them. Dark masses of woods, the last remnants, apparently, of a forest, lay about the road we had to traverse. We were passing one of these, scarcely three hundred paces short of the town, and I was turning in the saddle to see that the ladies were following safely, when I heard Master Bertie, who was a bow-shot in front of me, give a sudden cry.

I wheeled round hastily to learn the reason, and was just in time to see three horsemen sweep into the road before him from the cover of the trees. They were so close to him  and they filled the road  that his horse carried him amongst them almost before he could check it, or so it seemed to me. I heard their loud challenge, saw his arm wave, and guessed that his sword was out. I spurred desperately to join him, giving a wild shout of encouragement as I did so. But before I could come up, or indeed cross half the distance, the scuffle was over. One man fell headlong from his saddle, one horse fled riderless down the road, and at sight of this, or perhaps of me, the others turned tail without more ado and made off, leaving Master Bertie in possession of the field. The whole thing had passed in the shadow of the wood in less than half a minute. When I drew rein by him he was sheathing his sword. Is it Clarence? I cried eagerly.

No, no; I did not see him. I think not, he answered. He was breathing hard and was very much excited. They were poor swordsmen, for Spaniards, he added very poor, I thought.

I jumped off my horse, and, kneeling beside the man, turned him over. He was badly hurt, if not dying, cut across the neck. He looked hard at him by such light as there was, and did not recognize him as one of our assailants of the night before.

I do not think he is a Spaniard, I said slowly. Then a certain suspicion occurred to my mind, and I stooped lower over him.

Not a Spaniard? Master Bertie said stupidly. How is that?

Before I answered I raised the man in my arms, and, carrying him carefully to the side of the road, set him with his back to a tree. Then I got quickly on my horse. The women were just coming up. Master Bertie, I said in a low voice, as I looked this way and that to see if the alarm had spread, I am afraid there is a mistake. But say nothing to them. It is one of the town-guard you have killed!

One of the town-guard! he cried, a light bursting in on him, and the reins dropping from his hand. What shall we do? We are lost, man!


CHAPTER XIV.

AT BAY IN THE GATEHOUSE.

What was to be done? That was the question, and a terrible question it was. Behind us we had the inhospitable country, dark and dreary, the night wind sweeping over it. In front, where the lights twinkled and the smoke of the town went up, we were like to meet with a savage reception. And it was no time for weighing alternatives. The choice had to be made, made in a moment; I marvel to this day at the quickness with which I made it for good or ill.

We must get into the town! I cried imperatively. And before the alarm is given. It is hopeless to fly, Master Bertie, and we cannot spend another night in the fields. Quick, madam! I continued to the Duchess, as she came up. I did not wait to hear his opinion, for I saw he was stunned by the catastrophe. We have hurt one of the town-guard through a mistake. We must get through the gate before it is discovered!

I seized her rein and flogged up her horse, and gave her no time to ask questions, but urged on the party at a hand gallop until the gate was reached. The attempt, I knew, was desperate, for the two men who had escaped had ridden straight for the town; but I saw no other resource, and it seemed to me to be better to surrender peaceably, if that were possible, than to expose the women to another night of such cold and hunger as the last. And fortune so far favored us that when we reached the gate it was open. Probably, the patrol having ridden through to get help, no one had thought fit to close it; and, no one withstanding us, we spurred our sobbing horses under the archway and entered the street.

It was a curious entry, and a curious scene we came upon. I remember now how strange it all looked. The houses, leaning forward in a dozen quaint forms, clear cut against the pale evening sky, caused a darkness as of a cavern in the narrow street below. Here and there in the midst of this darkness hung a lantern, which, making the gloom away from it seem deeper, lit up the things about it, throwing into flaring prominence some barred window with a scared face peering from it, some corner with a puddle, a slinking dog, a broken flight of steps. Just within the gate stood a brazier full of glowing coal, and beside it a halbert rested against the wall. I divined that the watchman had run into the town with the riders, and I drew rein in doubt, listening and looking. I think if we had ridden straight on then, all might have been well; or, at least, we might have been allowed to give ourselves up.

But we hesitated a moment, and were lost. No doubt, though we saw but one, there were a score of people watching us, who took us for four men, Master Bertie and I being in front; and these, judging from the boldness of our entry that there were more behind, concluded that this was a foray upon the town. At any rate, they took instant advantage of our pause. With a swift whir an iron pot came hurtling past me, and, missing the Duchess by a hands-breadth, went clanking under the gatehouse. That served for a signal. In a moment an alarm of hostile cries rose all round us. An arrow whizzed between my horses feet. Half a dozen odd missiles, snatched up by hasty hands, came raining in on us out of the gloom. The town seemed to be rising as one man. A bell began to ring, and a hundred yards in front, where the street branched off to right and left, the way seemed suddenly alive from wall to wall with lights and voices and brandished arms, the gleam of steel, and the babel of a furious crowd  a crowd making down toward us with a purpose we needed no German to interpret.



It was a horrible moment; the more horrible that I had not expected this fury, and was unnerved as well as taken aback by it. Remembering that I had brought my companions here, and that two were women, one was a child, I quailed. How could I protect them? There was no mistaking the stern meaning of those cries, of that rage so much surpassing anything I had feared. Though I did not know that the man we had struck down was a bridegroom, and that there were those in the crowd in whose ears the young wifes piercing scream still rang, I yet quailed before their yells and curses.

As I glanced round for a place of refuge, my eyes lit on an open doorway close to me, and close also to the brazier and halbert. It was a low stone doorway, beetle-browed, with a coat of arms carved over it. I saw in an instant that it must lead to the tower above us  the gatehouse; and I sprang from my horse, a fresh yell from the houses hailing the act. I saw that, if we were to gain a moment for parleying, we must take refuge there. I do not know how I did it, but somehow I made myself understood by the others and got the women off their horses and dragged Mistress Anne inside, where at once we both fell in the darkness over the lower steps of a spiral staircase. This hindered the Duchess, who was following, and I heard a scuffle taking place behind us. But in that confined space  the staircase was very narrow  I could give no help. I could only stumble upward, dragging the fainting girl after me, until we emerged through an open doorway at the top into a room. What kind of room I did not notice then, only that it was empty. Notice! It was no time for taking notice. The bell was clanging louder and louder outside. The mob were yelling like hounds in sight of their quarry. The shouts, the confused cries, and threats, and questions deafened me. I turned to learn what was happening behind me. The other two had not come up.

I felt my way down again, one hand on the central pillar, my shoulder against the outside wall. The stair-foot was faintly lit by the glow from outside, and on the bottom step I came on some one, hurt or dead, just a dark mass at my feet. It was Master Bertie. I gave a cry and leaped over his body. The Duchess, brave wife, was standing before him, the halbert which she had snatched up presented at the doorway and the howling mob outside.

Fortunately the crowd had not yet learned how few we were; nor saw, I think, that it was but a woman who confronted them. To rush into the low doorway and storm the narrow winding staircase in the face of unknown numbers was a task from which the bravest veterans might have flinched, and the townsfolk, furious as they were, hung back. I took advantage of the pause. I grasped the halbert myself and pushed the Duchess back. Drag him up! I muttered. If you cannot manage it, call Anne!

But grief and hard necessity gave her strength, and, despite the noise in front of me, I heard her toil panting up with her burden. When I judged she had reached the room above, I too turned and ran up after her, posting myself in the last angle just below the room. There I was sheltered from missiles by the turn in the staircase, and was further protected by the darkness. Now I could hold the way with little risk, for only one could come up at a time, and he would be a brave man who should storm the stairs in my teeth.

All this, I remember, was done in a kind of desperate frenzy, in haste and confusion, with no plan or final purpose, but simply out of the instinct of self-preservation, which led me to do, from moment to moment, what I could to save our lives. I did not know whether there was another staircase to the tower, nor whether there were enemies above us; whether, indeed, enemies might not swarm in on us from a dozen entrances. I had no time to think of more than just this; that my staircase, of which I did know, must be held.

I think I had stood there about a minute, breathing hard and listening to the din outside, which came to my ears a little softened by the thick walls round me  so much softened, at least, that I could hear my heart beating in the midst of it  when the Duchess came back to the door above. I could see her, there being a certain amount of light in the room behind her, but she could not see me. What can I do? she asked softly.

I answered by a question. Is he alive? I muttered.

Yes; but hurt, she answered, struggling with a sob, with a fluttering of the womans heart she had repressed so bravely. Much hurt, I fear! Oh, why, why did we come here?

She did not mean it as a reproach, but I took it as one, and braced myself more firmly to meet this crisis  to save her at least if it should be any way possible. When she asked again Can I do anything? I bade her take my pike and stand where I was for a moment. Since no enemy had yet made his appearance above, the strength of our position seemed to hold out some hope, and it was the more essential that I should understand it and know exactly what our chances were.



I sprang up the stairs into the room and looked round, my eyes seeming to take in everything at once. It was a big bare room, with signs of habitation only in one corner. On the side toward the town was a long, low window, through which  a score of the diamond panes were broken already  the flare of the besiegers torches fell luridly on the walls and vaulted roof. By the dull embers of a wood fire, over which hung a huge black pot, Master Bertie was lying on the boards, breathing loudly and painfully, his head pillowed on the Duchesss kerchief. Beside him sat Mistress Anne, her face hidden, the child wailing in her lap. A glance round assured me that there was no other staircase, and that on the side toward the country, the wall was pierced with no window bigger than a loophole or an arrow-slit; with no opening which even a boy could enter. For the present, therefore, unless the top of the tower should be escaladed from the adjacent houses  and I could do nothing to provide against that  we had nothing to fear except from the staircase and the window I have mentioned. Every moment, however, a missile or a shot crashed through the latter, adding the shiver of falling glass to the general din. No wonder the child wailed and the girl sank over it in abject terror. Those savage yells might well make a woman blench. They carried more fear and dread to my heart than did the real danger of our position, desperate as it was.

And yet it was so desperate that, for a moment, I leant against the wall dazed and hopeless, listening to the infernal tumult without and within. Had Bertie been by my side to share the responsibility and join in the risk, I could have borne it better. I might have felt then some of the joy of battle, and the stern pleasure of the one matched against the many. But I was alone. How was I to save these women and that poor child from the yelling crew outside? How indeed? I did not know the enemys language; I could not communicate with him, could not explain, could not even cry for quarter for the women.



A stone which glanced from one of the mullions and grazed my shoulder roused me from this fit of cowardice, which, I trust and believe, had lasted for a few seconds only. At the same moment an unusual volley of missiles tore through the window as if discharged at a given signal. We were under cover, and they did us no harm, rolling for the most part noisily about the floor. But when the storm ceased and a calm as sudden followed, I heard a dull, regular sound close to the window  a thud! thud! thud!  and on the instant divined the plan and the danger. My courage came back and with it my wits. I remembered an old tale I had heard, and, dropping my sword where I stood, I flew to the hearth, and unhooked the great pot. It was heavy; half full of something  broth, most likely; but I recked nothing of that, I bore it swiftly to the window, and just as the foremost man on the ladder had driven in the lead work before him with his ax, flung the whole of the contents  they were not scalding, but they were very hot  in his face. The fellow shrieked loudly, and, blinded and taken by surprise, lost his hold and fell against his supporter, and both tumbled down again more quickly than they had come up.

Sternly triumphant, I poised the great pot itself in my hands, thinking to fling it down upon the sea of savage upturned faces, of which I had a brief view, as the torches flared now on one, now on another. But prudence prevailed. If no more blood were shed it might still be possible to get some terms. I laid the pot down by the side of the window as a weapon to be used only in the last resort.

Meanwhile the Duchess, posted in the dark, had heard the noise of the window being driven in, and cried out pitifully to know what it was. Stand firm! I shouted loudly. Stand firm. We are safe as yet.

Even the uproar without seemed to abate a little as the first fury of the mob died down. Probably their leaders were concerting fresh action. I went and knelt beside Master Bertie and made a rough examination of his wound. He had received a nasty blow on the back of the head, from which the blood was still oozing, and he was insensible. His face looked very long and thin and deathlike. But, so far as I could ascertain, the bones were uninjured, and he was now breathing more quietly. I think he will recover, I said, easing his clothes.

Anne was crouching on the other side of him. As she did not answer I looked up at her. Her lips were moving, but the only word I caught was Clarence! I did not wonder she was distraught; I had work enough to keep my own wits. But I wanted her help, and I repeated loudly, Anne! Anne! trying to rouse her.

She looked past me shuddering. Heaven forgive you! she muttered. You have brought me to this! And now I must die! I must die here. In the net they have set for others is their own foot taken!

She was quite beside herself with terror. I saw that she was not addressing me; and I had not time to make sense of her wanderings. I left her and went out to speak to the Duchess. Poor woman! even her brave spirit was giving way. I felt her cold hands tremble as I took the halbert from her. Go into the room a while, I said softly. He is not seriously hurt, I am sure. I will guard this. If any one appears at the window, scream.

She went gladly, and I took her place, having now to do double duty. I had been there a few minutes only, listening, with my soul in my ears, to detect the first signs of attack, either below me or in the room behind, when I distinguished a strange rustling sound on the staircase. It appeared to come from a point a good deal below me, and probably, whoever made it was just within the doorway. I peered into the gloom, but could see no one as yet. Stand! I cried in a tone of warning. Who is that?

The sound ceased abruptly, but it left me uneasy. Could they be going to blow us up with gunpowder? No! I did not think so. They would not care to ruin the gateway for the sake of capturing so small a party. And the tower was strong. It would not be easy to blow it up.

Yet in a short time the noise began again; and my fears returned with it. Stand! I cried savagely, or take care of yourself.

The answer was a flash of bright light  which for a second showed the rough stone walls winding away at my feet  a stunning report, and the pattering down of half a dozen slugs from the roof. I laughed, my first start over. You will have to come a little higher up! I cried tauntingly, as I smelt the fumes. My eyes had become so accustomed to the darkness that I felt sure I should detect an assailant, however warily he might make his approach. And my halbert was seven feet long, so that I could reach as far as I could see. I had had time, too, to grow cool.

After this there was comparative quiet for another space. Every now and then a stone or, more rarely, the ball of an arquebuse would come whizzing into the room above. But I did not fear this. It was easy to keep under cover. And their shouting no longer startled me. I began to see a glimpse of hope. It was plain that the townsfolk were puzzled how to come at us without suffering great loss. They were unaware of our numbers, and, as it proved, believed that we had three uninjured men at least. The staircase was impracticable as a point of assault, and the window, being only three feet in height and twenty from the ground, was not much better, if defended, as they expected it would be, by a couple of desperate swordsmen.



I was not much astonished, therefore, when the rustling sound, beginning again at the foot of the staircase, came this time to no more formidable issue than a hail in Spanish. Will you surrender? the envoy cried.

No! I said roundly.

Who are you? was the next question.

We are English! I answered.

He went then; and there for the time the negotiations ended. But, seeing the dawn of hope, I was the more afraid of any trap or surprise, and I cried to the Duchess to be on her guard. For this reason, too, the suspense of the next few minutes was almost more trying than anything which had gone before. But the minutes came at last to an end. A voice below cried loudly in English, Holloa! are you friends?

Yes, yes, I replied joyfully, before the words had well ceased to rebound from the walls. For the voice and accent were Master Lindstroms. A cry of relief from the room behind me showed that there, too, the speaker was recognized. The Duchess came running to the door, but I begged her to go back and keep a good lookout. And she obeyed.

How come you here? How has it happened? Master Lindstrom asked, his voice, though he still remained below, betraying his perplexity and unhappiness. Can I not do something? This is terrible, indeed.

You can come up, if you like, I answered, after a moments thought. But you must come alone. And I cannot let even you, friend as you are, see our defenses.

As he came up I stepped back and drew the door of the room toward me, so that, though a little light reached the head of the stairs, he could not, standing there, see into the room or discern our real weakness. I did not distrust him  Heaven forbid! but he might have to tell all he saw to his friends below, and I thought it well, for his sake as well as our own, that he should be able to do this freely, and without hurting us. As he joined me I held up a finger for silence and listened keenly. But all was quiet below. No one had followed him. Then I turned and warmly grasped his hands, and we peered into one anothers faces. I saw he was deeply moved; that he was thinking of Dymphna, and how I had saved her. He held my hands as though he would never loose them.

Well! I said, as cheerfully as I could, have you brought us an offer of terms? But let me tell you first, I continued, how it happened. And I briefly explained that we had mistaken the captain of the guard and his two followers for Clarence and the two Spaniards. Is he dead? I continued.

No, he is still alive, Master Lindstrom answered gravely. But the townsfolk are furious, and the seizure of the tower has still further exasperated them. Why did you do it?

Because we should have been torn to pieces if we had not done it, I answered dryly. You think we are in a strait place?

Do you not think so yourself? he said, somewhat astonished.

I laughed. That is as may be, I answered with an affectation of recklessness. The staircase is narrow and the window low. We shall sell our lives dearly, my friend. Yet, for the sake of the women who are with us, we are willing to surrender if the citizens offer us terms. After all, it was an accident. Cannot you impress this on them? I added eagerly.

He shook his head. They will not hear reason, he said.

Then, I replied, impress the other thing upon them. Tell them that our swords are sharp and we are desperate.

I will see what I can do, he answered slowly. The Duke of Cleves is expected here to-morrow, and the townsfolk feel they would be disgraced forever if he should find their gate held by a party of marauders, as they consider you.

The Duke of Cleves? I repeated. Perhaps he may be better affected toward us.

They will overpower you before he comes, Master Lindstrom answered despondently. I would put no trust in him if I were you. But I will go to them, and, believe me, I will do all that man can do.

Of that I am sure, I said warmly. And then, cautioning me to remain strictly on the defensive, he left me.



Before his footsteps had ceased to echo on the stairs the door beside me opened, and Mistress Anne appeared at it. I saw at once that his familiar voice had roused her from the stupor of fear in which I had last seen her. Her eyes were bright, her whole frame was thrilling with excitement, hope, suspense. I began to understand her; to discern beneath the disguise thrown over it in ordinary times by a strong will, the nervous nature which was always confident or despairing, which felt everything so keenly  everything, that is, which touched itself. Well? she cried, well?

Patience! patience! I replied rather sharply. I could not help comparing her conduct with that of the Duchess, and blaming her, not for her timidity, but for the selfishness which she had betrayed in her fear. I could fancy Petronilla trembling and a coward, but not despairing nor utterly cast down, nor useless when others needed her, nor wrapped in her own terrors to the very exclusion of reason. Patience! I said; he is coming back. He and his friends will do all they can for us. We must wait a while and hope, and keep a good lookout.

She had her hand on the door, and by an abrupt movement, she slipped out to me and closed it behind her. This made the staircase so dark that I could no longer distinguish her face, but I judged from her tone that her fears were regaining possession of her. Clarence, she muttered, her voice low and trembling. Have you thought of him? Could not he help us? He may have followed us here, and may be here now. Now! And perhaps he does not know in what danger we are.

Clarence! I said, astonished and almost angry. Clarence help us? Go back, girl, go back. You are mad. He would be more likely to complete our ruin. Go in and nurse the baby! I added bitterly.

What could she mean, I asked myself, when she had gone in. Was there anything in her suggestion? Would Clarence follow us hither? If so, and if he should come in time, would he have power to help us, using such mysterious influence, Spanish or English, as he seemed to possess? And if he could help us, would it be better to fall into his hands than into those of the exasperated Santonese? I thought the Duchess would say No!

So it mattered not what I answered myself. I hoped, now Master Lindstrom had appeared, that the women would be allowed to go free; and it seemed to me that to surrender to Clarence would be to hand over the Duchess to her enemy simply that the rest of us might escape.

Master Lindstrom returned while I was still considering this, and, observing the same precautions as before, I bade him join me. Well? I said, not so impetuously, I hope, as Mistress Anne, yet I dare say with a good deal of eagerness. Well, what do they say? For he was slow to speak.

I have bad news, he answered gently.

Ah! I ejaculated, a lump which was due as much to rage as to any other emotion rising in my throat. So they will give us no terms? Then so be it! Let them come and take us.

Nay, he hastened to answer. It is not so bad as that, lad. They are fathers and husbands themselves, and not lanzknechts. They will suffer the women to go free, and will even let me take charge of them if necessary.

They will! I exclaimed, overjoyed. I wondered why on earth he had hesitated to tell me this. Why, that is the main point, friend.

Yes, he said gravely, perhaps so. More, the men may go too, if the tower be surrendered within an hour. With one exception, that is. The man who struck the blow must be given up.

The man who struck the blow! I repeated slowly. Do you mean  you mean the man who cut the patrol down?

Yes, he said. He was peering very closely at me, as though he would learn from my face who it was. And I stood thinking. This was as much as we could expect. I divined, and most truly, that but for the honest Dutchmans influence, promises, perhaps bribes, such terms would never have been offered to us by the men who hours before had driven us to hold as if we had been vermin. Yet give up Master Bertie? What, I said, will be done to him? The man who must be given up, I mean? Master Lindstrom shook his head. It was an accident, I urged, my eyes on his.

He grasped my hand firmly, and, turning away his face, seemed for a while unable to speak. At last he whispered, He must suffer for the others, lad. I fear so. It is a hard fate, a cruel fate. But I can do no more. They will not hear me on this. It is true he will be first tried by the magistrate, but there is no hope. They are very hard.

My heart sank. I stood irresolute, pondering on what we ought to do, pondering on what I should say to the wife who so loved the man who must die. What could I say? Yet, somehow I must break the news. I asked Master Lindstrom to wait where he was while I consulted the others, adding, You will answer for it that there will be no attack while you are here, I suppose?

I will, he said. I knew I could trust him, and I went in to the Duchess, closing the door behind me. A change had come over the room since I had left it. The moon had risen and was flinging its cold white light through the twisted and shattered framework of the window, to fall in three bright panels on the floor. The torches in the street had for the most part burned out, or been extinguished. In place of the red glare, the shouts and the crash of glass, the atmosphere of battle and strife I had left, I found this silvery light and a stillness made more apparent by the distant hum of many voices.

Mistress Anne was standing just within the threshold, her face showing pale against the gloom, her hands clasped. The Duchess was kneeling by her husband, but she looked up as I entered.

They will let us all go, I said bluntly; it was best to tell the tale at once except the one who hurt the patrol, that is.

It was strange how differently the two women received the news; while Mistress Anne flung her hands to her face with a sobbing cry of thankfulness, and leaned against the wall crying and shaking, my lady stood up straight and still, breathing hard but saying nothing. I saw that she did not need to ask what would be done to the one who was excepted. She knew. No, she murmured at last, her hands pressed to her bosom, we cannot do it! Oh, no, no!

I fear we must, I said gently  calmly, too, I think. Yet in saying it I was not quite myself. An odd sensation was growing upon me in the stillness of the room. I began on a sudden, I did not know why, to thrill with excitement, to tremble with nervousness, such as would rather have become one of the women than a man. My head grew hot, my heart began to beat quickly. I caught myself looking out, listening, waiting for something to happen, something to be said. It was something more terrible, as it seemed to me, than the din and crash of the worst moments of the assault. What was it? What was it that was threatening my being? An instant and I knew.

Oh, no, never! cried the Duchess again, her voice quivering, her face full of keenest pain. We will not give you up. We will stand or fall together, friend.

Give you up! Give you up! Ha! The veil was lifted now, and I saw what the something with the cold breath going before it was. I looked quietly from her to her husband; and I asked  I fancy she thought my question strangely irrelevant at that moment, How is he? Is he better?

Much better. He knew me for a moment, she answered. Then he seemed to sink away again. But his eyes were quite clear.

I stood gazing down at his thin face, which had ever looked so kindly into mine. My fingers played idly with the knot of my sword. He will live? I asked abruptly, harshly.

She started at the sudden question. But, brutal as it must have sounded, she was looking at me in pity so great and generous that it did not wound her. Oh, yes, she said, her eyes still clinging to me. I think he will live, thank Heaven!

Thank Heaven! Ah, yes, thank Heaven!

I turned and went slowly toward the door. But before I reached it she was at my side, nay, was on her knees by me, clasping my hand, looking up to me with streaming eyes. What are you going to do? she cried, reading, I suppose, something in my face.

I will see if Master Lindstrom cannot get better terms for us, I answered.

She rose, still detaining me. You are sure? she said, still eying me jealously.

Quite sure, I answered, forcing a smile. I will come back and report to you.

She let me go then, and I went out and joined Lindstrom on the staircase.

Are you certain, I asked, speaking in a whisper, that they will  that the town will keep its word and let the others go?

I am quite sure of it, he replied nodding. They are Germans, and hard and pitiless, but you may trust them. So far I will answer for them.

Then we accept, I said gravely. I give myself up. Let them take me.


CHAPTER XV.

BEFORE THE COURT.

I had not seen the first moonbeams pierce the broken casement of the tower-room, but I was there to watch the last tiny patch of silver glide aslant from wall to sill, and sill to frame, and so pass out. Near the fire, which had been made up, and now glowed and crackled bravely on the hearthstone at my elbow, my three jailers had set a mattress for me; and on this I sat, my back to the wall and my face to the window. The guards lounged on the other side of the hearth round a lantern, playing at dice and drinking. They were rough, hard men, whose features, as they leaned over the table and the light played strongly on their faces, blazoning them against a wall of shadow, were stern and rugged enough. But they had not shown themselves unkindly. They had given me a share of their wine, and had pointed to the window and shrugged their shoulders, as much as to say that it was my own fault if I suffered from the draught. Nay, from time to time, one of them would turn from his game and look at me  in pity, I think  and utter a curse that was meant for encouragement.

Even when the first excitement had passed away, I felt none of the stupefaction which I have heard that men feel in such a position. My brain was painfully active. In vain I longed to sleep, if it were only that I might not be thought to fear death. But the fact that I was to be tried first, though the sentence was a certainty, distracted and troubled me. My thoughts paced from thing to thing; now dwelling on the Duchess and her husband, now flitting to Petronilla and Sir Anthony, to the old place at home and the servants; to strange petty things, long familiar  a tree in the chase at Coton, an herb I had planted. Once a great lump rose in my throat, and I had to turn away to hide the hot tears that would rise at the thought that I must die in this mean German town, in this unknown corner, and be buried and forgotten! And once, too, to torment me, there rose a doubt in my mind whether Master Bertie would recover; whether, indeed, I had not thrown my life away for nothing. But it was too late to think of that! And the doubt, which the Evil One himself must have suggested, so terrible was it passed away quickly.

My thoughts raced, but the night crawled. We had surrendered about ten, and the magistrates, less pitiful than the jailers, had forbidden my friends to stay with me. An hour or more after midnight, two of the men lay down and the other sat humming a drinking-song, or at intervals rose to yawn and stretch himself and look out of the window. From time to time, the cry of the watchman going his rounds came drearily to my ears, recalling to me the night I had spent behind the boarding in Moorgate Street, when the adventure which was to end to-morrow  nay, to-day  in a few hours  had lured me away. To-day? Was I to die to-day? To perish with all my plans, hopes, love? It seemed impossible. As I gazed at the window, whose shape began to be printed on my brain, it seemed impossible. My soul so rose in rebellion against it, that the perspiration stood on my brow, and I had to clasp my hands about my knees, and strain every muscle to keep in the cry I would have uttered! a cry, not of fear, but of rage and remonstrance and revolt.

I was glad to see the first streaks of dawn, to hear the first cock-crowings, and, a few minutes later, the voices of men in the street and on the stairs. The sounds of day and life acted magically upon me. The horror of the night passed off as does the horror of a dream. When a man, heavily cloaked and with his head covered, came in, the door being shut behind him by another hand, I looked up at him bravely. The worst was past.

He replied by looking down at me for a few moments without disclosing himself, the collar of his cloak being raised so high that I could see nothing of his features. My first notion that he must be Master Lindstrom passed away; and, displeased by his silent scrutiny, and thinking him a stranger, I said sharply, I hope you are satisfied, sir.

Satisfied? he replied, in a voice which made me start so that the irons clanked on my feet, Well, I think I should be  seeing you so, my friend!

It was Clarence! Of all men, Clarence! I knew his voice, and he, seeing himself recognized, lowered his cloak. I stared at him in stupefied silence, and he at me in a grim curiosity. I was not prepared for the blunt abruptness with which he continued  using almost the very words he had used when face to face with me in the flood: Now tell me who you are, and what brought you into this company?

I gave him no answer. I still stared at him in silence.

Come! he continued, his hawks eyes bent on my face, make a clean breast of it, and perhaps  who knows? I may help you yet, lad. You have puzzled and foiled me, and I want to understand you. Where did my lady pick you up just when she wanted you? I had arranged for every checker on the board except you. Who are you?

This time I did answer him  by a question. How many times have we met? I asked.

Three, he said readily, and the last time you nearly rid the world of me. Now the luck is against you. It generally is in the end against those who thwart me, my friend. He chuckled at the conceit, and I read in his face at once his love of intrigue and his vanity. I come uppermost, as always.

I only nodded.

What do you want? I asked. I felt a certain expectation. He wanted something.

First, to know who you are.

I shall not tell you! I answered.

He smiled dryly, sitting opposite to me. He had drawn up a stool, and made himself comfortable. He was not an uncomely man as he sat there playing with his dagger, a dubious smile on his lean, dark face. Unwarned, I might have been attracted by the masterful audacity, the intellect as well as the force which I saw stamped on his features. Being warned, I read cunning in his bold eyes, and cruelty in the curl of his lip. What do you want next? I asked.

I want to save your life, he replied lightly.

At that I started  I could not help it.

Ha! ha! he laughed, I thought the stoicism did not go quite down to the bottom, my lad. But there, it is true enough, I have come to help you. I have come to save your life if you will let me.

I strove in vain to keep entire mastery over myself. The feelings to which he appealed were too strong for me. My voice sounded strange, even in my own ears, as I said hoarsely, It is impossible! What can you do?

What can I do? he answered with a stern smile. Much! I have, boy, a dozen strings in my hands, and a neck  a life at the end of each!

He raised his hand, and extending the fingers, moved them to and fro.

See! see! A life, a death! he exclaimed. And for you, I can and will save your life  on one condition.

On one condition? I murmured.

Ay, on one condition; but it is a very easy one. I will save your life on my part; and you, on yours, must give me a little assistance. Do you see? Then we shall be quits.

I do not understand, I said dully. I did not. His words had set my heart fluttering so that I could for the moment take in only one idea  that here was a new hope of life.

It is very simple, he resumed, speaking slowly. Certain plans of mine require that I should get your friend the Duchess conveyed back to England. But for you I should have succeeded before this. In what you have hindered me, you can now help me. You have their confidence and great influence with them. All I ask is that you will use that influence so that they may be at a certain place at a certain hour. I will contrive the rest. It shall never be known, I promise you, that you  

Betrayed them!

Well, gave me some information, he said lightly, puffing away my phrase.

No. Betrayed them! I persisted.

Put it so, if you please, he replied, shrugging his shoulders and raising his eyebrows. What is in a word?

You are the tempter himself, I think! I cried in bitter rage  for it was bitter  bitter, indeed, to feel that new-born hope die out. But you come to me in vain. I defy you!

Softly! softly! he answered with calmness.

Yet I saw a little pulse beating in his cheek that seemed to tell of some emotion kept in subjection.

It frightens you at first, he said. But listen. You will do them no harm, and yourself good. I shall get them anyway, both the Duchess and her husband; though, without your aid, it will be more difficult. Why, help of that kind is given every day. They need never know it. Even now there is one of whom you little dream who has  

Silence! I cried fiercely. I care not. I defy you!

I could think of only one thing. I was wild with rage and disappointment. His words had aggravated the pain of every regret, every clinging to life I felt.

Go! I cried. Go and leave me, you villain!

If I do leave you, he said, fixing his eyes on me, it will be, my friend  to death.

Then so be it! I answered wildly. So be it! I will keep my honor.

Your honor! The mask dropped from his face, and he sneered as he rose from his seat. A darker scowl changed and disfigured his brow, as he lost hope of gaining me. Your honor? Where will it be by to-night? he hissed, his eyes glowering down at me. Where a week hence, when you will be cast into a pit and forgotten? Your honor, fool? What is the honor of a dead man? Pah! But die, then, if you will have it so! Die, like the brainless brute you are! And rot, and be forgotten! he concluded passionately.



They were terrible words; more terrible I know now than either he or I understood then. They so shook me that when he was gone I crouched trembling on my pallet, hiding my face in a fit of horror  taking no heed of my jailers or of appearances. Die and be forgotten! Die and be forgotten! The doom rang in my ears.

Something which seemed to me angelic roused me from this misery. It was the sound of a kindly, familiar voice speaking English. I looked up and found the Dutchman bending over me with a face of infinite distress. With him, but rather behind him, stood Van Tree, pale and vicious-eyed, tugging his scanty chin-beard and gazing about him like a dog seeking some one to fasten upon. Poor lad! poor lad! the old man said, his voice shaking as he looked at me.

I sprang to my feet, the irons rattling as I dashed my hand across my eyes.

It is all right! I said hurriedly. I had a  but never mind that. It was like a dream. Only tell the Duchess to look to herself, I continued, still rather vehemently. Clarence is here. He is in Santon. I have seen him.

You have seen him? both the Dutchmen cried at once.

Ay! I said, with a laugh that was three parts hysterical  indeed, I was still tingling all over with excitement. He has been here to offer me my life if I would help him in his schemes. I told him he was the tempter, and defied him. And he  he said I should die and be forgotten! I added, trembling, yet laughing wildly at the same time.

I think he is the tempter! said Master Lindstrom solemnly, his face very grim. And therefore a liar and the father of lies! You may die, lad, to-day; perhaps you must. But forgotten you shall not be, while we live, or one of us lives, or one of the children who shall come after us. He is a liar!

I got my hands, with a struggle, from the old man, and turning my back upon him, went and looked out of the window. The sun was rising. The tower of the great minster, seen row for the first time, rose in stately brightness above the red roofs and quaint gables and the rows of dormer windows. Down in the streets the grayness and chill yet lingered. But above was a very glory of light and warmth and color  the rising of the May sun. When I turned round I was myself again. The calm beauty of that sight had stolen into my soul. Is it time? I said cheerfully. For the crowd was gathering below, and there were voices and feet on the stairs.

I think it is, Master Lindstrom answered. We have obtained leave to go with you. You need fear no violence in the streets, for the man who was hurt is still alive and may recover. I have been with the magistrates this morning, he continued, and found them better disposed to you; but the Sub-dean has joint jurisdiction with them, as the deputy of the Bishop of Arras, who is dean of the minster; and he is, for some reason, very bitter against you.

The Bishop of Arras? Granville, do you mean? I asked. I knew the name of the Emperors shrewd and powerful minister, by whose advice the Netherlands were at this time ruled.

The same. He, of course, is not here, but his deputy is. Were it not for him  But there, it is no good talking of that! the Dutchman said, breaking off and rubbing his head in his chagrin.

One of the guards who had spent the night with me brought me at this moment a bowl of broth with a piece of bread in it. I could not eat the bread, but I drank the broth and felt the better for it. Having in my pocket a little money with which the Duchess had furnished me, I put a silver piece in the bowl and handed it back to him. The man seemed astonished, and muttered something in German as he turned away.

What did he say? I asked the Dutchman.

Oh, nothing, nothing, he answered.

But what was it? It was something, I persisted, seeing him confused.

He  well, he said he would have a mass said for you! Lindstrom answered in despair. It will do no harm.

No, why should it? I replied mechanically.



We were in the street by this time, Master Lindstrom and Van Tree walking beside me in the middle of a score of soldiers, who seemed to my eyes fantastically dressed. I remarked, as we passed out, a tall man clothed in red and black, who was standing by the door as if waiting to fall in behind me. He carried on his shoulder a long broad-bladed sword, and I guessed who he was, seeing how Master Lindstrom strove to intercept my view of him. But I was not afraid of that. I had heard long ago  perhaps six months in time, but it seemed long ago  how bravely Queen Jane had died. And if a girl had not trembled, surely a man should not. So I looked steadfastly at him, and took great courage, and after that was able to gaze calmly on the people, who pressed to stare at me, peeping over the soldiers shoulders, and clustering in every doorway and window to see me go past. They were all silent, and it even seemed to me that some  but this may have been my fancy  pitied me.

I saw nothing of the Duchess, and might have wondered, had not Master Lindstrom explained that he had contrived to keep her in ignorance of the hour fixed for the proceedings. Her husband was better, he said, and conscious; but, for fear of exciting him, they were keeping the news from him also. I remember I felt for a moment very sore at this, and then I tried to persuade myself that it was right.

The distance through the streets was short, and almost before I was aware of it I was in the court-house, the guard had fallen back, and I was standing before three persons who were seated behind a long table. Two of them were grave, portly men wearing flat black caps and scarlet robes, with gold chains about their necks. The third, dressed as an ecclesiastic, wore a huge gem ring upon his thumb. Behind them stood three attendants holding a sword, a crosier, and a ducal cap upon a cushion; and above and behind all was a lofty stained window, whose rich hues, the sun being low as yet, shot athwart the corbels of the roof. At the end of the table sat a black-robed man with an ink-horn and spectacles, a grave, still, down-looking man; and the crowd being behind me, and preserving a dead silence, and the attendants standing like statues, I seemed indeed to be alone with these four at the table, and the great stained window and the solemn hush. They talked to one another in low tones for a minute, gazing at me the while. And I fancied they were astonished to find me so young.

At length they all fell back into their chairs. Do you speak German? the eldest burgher said, addressing me gravely. He sat in the middle, with the Sub-dean on his right.

No; but I speak and understand Spanish, I answered in that language, feeling chilled already by the stern formality which like an iron hand was laying its grip upon me.

Good! Your name? replied the president.

I am commonly called Francis Carey, and I am an Englishman. The Sub-dean  he was a pale, stout man, with gloomy eyes  had hitherto been looking at me in evident doubt. But at this he nodded assent, and, averting his eyes from me, gazed meditatively at the roof of the hall, considering apparently what he should have for breakfast.

You are charged, said the president slowly, consulting a document, with having assaulted and wounded in the highway last night one Heinrich Schröder, a citizen of this town, acting at the time as Lieutenant of the Night Guard. Do you admit this, prisoner, or do you require proof?

He was wounded, I answered steadily, but by mistake, and in error. I supposed him to be one of three persons who had unlawfully waylaid me and my party on the previous night between Emmerich and Wesel.

The Sub-dean, still gazing at the roof, shook his head with a faint smile. The other magistrates looked doubtfully at me, but made no comment, and my words seemed to be wasted on the silence. The president consulted his document again, and continued: You are also charged with having by force of arms, in time of peace, seized a gate of this town, and maintained it, and declined to surrender it when called upon so to do. What do you say to that?

It is true in part, I answered firmly. I seized not the gate, but part of the tower, in order to preserve my life and to protect certain ladies traveling with me from the violence of a crowd which, under a misapprehension, was threatening to do us a mischief.

The priest again shook his head, and smiled faintly at the carved roof. His colleagues were perhaps somewhat moved in my favor, for a few words passed between them. However, in the end they shook their heads, and the president mechanically asked me if I had anything further to say.

Nothing! I replied bitterly. The ecclesiastics cynical heedlessness, his air of one whose mind is made up, seemed so cruel to me whose life was at stake, that I lost patience. Except what I have said, I continued that for the wounding, it was done in error; and for the gate-seizing, I would do it again to save the lives of those with me. Only that and this: that I am a foreigner ignorant of your language and customs, desiring only to pass peacefully through your country.

That is all? the president asked impassively.

All, I answered, yet with a strange tightening at my throat. Was it all? All I could say for my life?

I was waiting, sore and angry and desperate, to hear the sentence, when there came an interruption. Master Lindstrom, whose presence at my side I had forgotten, broke suddenly into a torrent of impassioned words, and his urgent voice, ringing through the court, seemed in a moment to change its aspect  to infuse into it some degree of life and sympathy. More than one guttural exclamation, which seemed to mark approval, burst from the throng at the back of the hall. In another moment, indeed, the Dutchmans courage might have saved me. But there was one who marked the danger. The Sub-dean, who had at first only glowered at the speaker in rude astonishment, now cut him short with a harsh question.

One moment, Master Dutchman! he cried. Are you one of the heretics who call themselves Protestants?

I am. But I understand that there is here liberty of conscience, our friend answered manfully, nothing daunted in his fervor at finding the attack turned upon himself.

That depends upon the conscience, the priest answered with a scowl. We will have no Anabaptists here, nor foreign praters to bring us into feud with our neighbors. It is enough that such men as you are allowed to live. We will not be bearded by you, so take warning! Take heed, I say, Master Dutchman, and be silent! he repeated, leaning forward and clapping his hand upon the table.

I touched Master Lindstroms sleeve  who would of himself have persisted  and stayed him. It is of no use, I muttered. That dog in a crochet has condemned me. He will have his way!

There was a short debate between the three judges, while in the court you might have heard a pin drop. Master Lindstrom had fallen back once more. I was alone again, and the stained window seemed to be putting forth its mystic influence to enfold me, when, looking up, I saw a tiny shadow flit across the soft many-hued rays which streamed from it athwart the roof. It passed again, once, twice, thrice. I peered upward intently. It was a swallow flying to and fro amid the carved work.

Yes, a swallow. And straightway I forgot the judges; forgot the crowd. The scene vanished and I was at Coton End again, giving Martin Luther the nest for Petronilla  a sign, as I meant it then, that I should return. I should never return now. Yet my heart was on a sudden so softened that, instead of this reflection giving me pain, as one would have expected, it only filled me with a great anxiety to provide for the event. She must not wait and watch for me day after day, perhaps year after year. I must see to it somehow; and I was thinking with such intentness of this, that it was only vaguely I heard the sentence pronounced. It might have been some other person who was to be beheaded at the east gate an hour before noon. And so God save the Duke!


CHAPTER XVI.

IN THE DUKES NAME.

They took me back to the room in the tower, it being now nearly ten oclock. Master Lindstrom would fain have stayed with me constantly to the end, but having the matter I have mentioned much in my mind, I begged him to go and get me writing materials. When he returned Van Tree was with him. With a particularity very curious at that moment, I remarked that the latter was carrying something.

Where did you get that? I said sharply and at once.

It is your haversack, he answered, setting it down quietly. I found the man who had taken possession of your horse, and got it from him. I thought there might be something in it you might like.

It is my haversack, I assented. But it was not on my horse. I have not seen it since I left it in Master Lindstroms house by the river. I left it on the pallet in my room there, and it was forgotten. I searched for it at Emmerich, you remember.

I only know, he replied, that I discovered it behind the saddle of the horse you were riding yesterday.

He thought that I had become confused and was a little wrong-headed from excitement. Master Lindstrom also felt troubled, as he told me afterward, at seeing me taken up with a trifle at such a time.

But there was nothing wrong with my wits, as I promptly showed them.

The horse I was riding yesterday? I continued. Ah! then, I understand. I was riding the horse which I took from the Spanish trooper. The Spaniard must have annexed the haversack when he and his companions searched the house after our departure.

That is it, no doubt, Master Lindstrom said. And in the hurry of yesterdays ride you failed to notice it.

It was a strange way of recovering ones property  strange that the enemy should have helped one to it. But there are times  and this to me was one  when the strange seems the ordinary and commonplace. I took the sack and slipped my hand through a well-known slit in the lining. Yes, the letter I had left there was there still  the letter to Mistress Clarence. I drew it out. The corners of the little packet were frayed, and the parchment was stained and discolored, no doubt by the damp which had penetrated to it. But the seal was whole. I placed it, as it was, in Master Lindstroms hands.

Give it, I said, to the Duchess afterward. It concerns her. You have heard us talk about it. Bid her make what use she pleases of it.

I turned away then and sat down, feeling a little flurried and excited, as one about to start upon a journey might feel; not afraid nor exceedingly depressed, but braced up to make a brave show and hide what sadness I did feel by the knowledge that many eyes were upon me, and that more would be watching me presently. At the far end of the room a number of people had now gathered, and were conversing together. Among them were not only my jailers of the night, but two or three officers, a priest who had come to offer me his services, and some inquisitive gazers who had obtained admission. Their curiosity, however, did not distress me. On the contrary, I was glad to hear the stir and murmur of life about me to the last.

I will not set down the letter I wrote to the Duchess, though it were easy for me to do so, seeing that her son has it now. It contains some things very proper to be said by a dying man, of which I am not ashamed  God forbid! but which it would not be meet for me to repeat here. Enough that I told her in a few words who I was, and entreated her, in the name of whatever services I had rendered her, to let Petronilla and Sir Anthony know how I had died. And I added something which would, I thought, comfort her and her husband  namely, that I was not afraid, or in any suffering of mind or body.

The writing of this shook my composure a little. But as I laid down the pen and looked up and found that the time was come, I took courage in a marvelous manner. The captain of the guard  I think that out of a compassionate desire not to interrupt me they had allowed me some minutes of grace  came to me, leaving the group at the other end, and told me gravely that I was waited for. I rose at once and gave the letter to Master Lindstrom with some messages in which Dymphna and Anne were not forgotten. And then, with a smile  for I felt under all those eyes as if I were going into battle  I said: Gentlemen, I am ready if you are. It is a fine day to die. You know, I added gayly, in England we have a proverb, The better the day, the better the deed! So it is well to have a good day to have a good death, Sir Captain.

A soldiers death, sir, is a good death; he answered gravely, speaking in Spanish and bowing.

Then he pointed to the door.

As I walked toward it, I paused momentarily by the window, and looked out on the crowd below. It filled the sunlit street  save where a little raised platform strewn with rushes protruded itself  with heads from wall to wall, with faces all turned one way  toward me. It was a silent crowd standing in hushed awe and expectation, the consciousness of which for an instant sent a sudden chill to my heart, blanching my cheek, and making my blood run slow for a moment. The next I moved on to the door, and bowing to the spectators as they stood aside, began to descend the narrow staircase.

There were guards going down before me, and behind me were Master Lindstrom and more guards. The Dutchman reached forward in the gloom, and clasped my hand, holding it, as we went down, in a firm, strong grip.

Never fear, I said to him cheerily, looking back. It is all right.

He answered in words which I will not write here; not wishing, as I have said, to make certain things common.

I suppose the doorway at the bottom was accidentally blocked, for a few steps short of it we came to a standstill; and almost at the same moment I started, despite myself, on hearing a sudden clamor and a roar of many voices outside.

What is it? I asked the Dutchman.

It is the Duke of Cleves arriving, I expect, he whispered. He comes in by the other gate.



A moment later we moved on and passed out into the light, the soldiers before me stepping on either side to give me place. The sunshine for an instant dazzled me, and I lowered my eyes. As I gradually raised them again I saw before me a short lane formed by two rows of spectators kept back by guards; and at the end of this, two or three rough wooden steps leading to a platform on which were standing a number of people. And above and beyond all only the bright blue sky, the roofs and gables of the nearer houses showing dark against it.

I advanced steadily along the path left for me, and would have ascended the steps. But at the foot of them I came to a standstill, and looked round for guidance. The persons on the scaffold all had their backs turned to me, and did not make way, while the shouting and uproar hindered them from hearing that we had come out. Then it struck me, seeing that the people at the windows were also gazing away, and taking no heed of me, that the Duke was passing the farther end of the street, and a sharp pang of angry pain shot through me. I had come out to die, but that which was all to me was so little to these people that they turned away to see a fellow-mortal ride by!

Presently, as we stood there, in a pit, as it were, getting no view, I felt Master Lindstroms hand, which still clasped mine, begin to shake; and turning to him, I found that his face had changed to a deep red, and that his eyes were protruding with a kind of convulsive eagerness which instantly infected me.

What is it? I stammered. I began to tremble also. The air rang, it seemed to me, with one word, which a thousand tongues took up and reiterated. But it was a German word, and I did not understand it.

Wait! wait! Master Lindstrom exclaimed. Pray God it be true!

He seized my other hand and held it as though he would protect me from something. At the same moment Van Tree pushed past me, and, bounding up the steps, thrust his way through the officials on the scaffold, causing more than one fur-robed citizen near the edge to lose his balance and come down as best he could on the shoulders of the guards.

What is it? I cried. What is it? I cried in impatient wonder.

Oh! my lad, my lad! Master Lindstrom answered, his face close to mine, and the tears running down his cheeks. It is cruel if it be not true! Cruel! They cry a pardon!

A pardon? I echoed.

Ay, lad, a pardon. But it may not be true, he said, putting his arm about my shoulder. Do not make too sure of it. It is only the mob cry it out.

My heart made a great bound, and seemed to stand still. There was a loud surging in my brain, and a mist rose before my eyes and hid everything. The clamor and shouting of the street passed away, and sounded vague and distant. The next instant, it is true, I was myself again, but my knees were trembling under me, and I stood flaccid and unnerved, leaning on my friend.

Well? I said faintly.

Patience! patience a while, lad! he answered.

But, thank Heaven! I had not long to wait. The words were scarcely off his tongue, when another hand sought mine and shook it wildly; and I saw Van Tree before me, his face radiant with joy, while a man whom he had knocked down in his hasty leap from the scaffold was rising beside me with a good-natured smile. As if at a signal, every face now turned toward me. A dozen friendly hands passed me up the steps amid a fresh outburst of cheering. The throng on the scaffold opened somehow, and I found myself in a second, as it seemed, face to face with the president of the court. He smiled on me gravely and kindly  what smiles there seemed to be on all those faces  and held out a paper.

In the name of the Duke! he said, speaking in Spanish, in a clear, loud voice. A pardon!

I muttered something, I know not what; nor did it matter, for it was lost in a burst of cheering. When this was over and silence obtained, the magistrate continued, You are required, however, to attend the Duke at the courthouse. Whither we had better proceed at once.

I am ready, sir, I muttered.



A road was made for us to descend, and, walking in a kind of beautiful dream, I passed slowly up the street by the side of the magistrate, the crowd everywhere willingly standing aside for us. I do not know whether all those thousands of faces really looked joyfully and kindly on me as I passed, or whether the deep thankfulness which choked me, and brought the tears continually to my eyes, transfigured them and gave them a generous charm not their own. But this I do know: that the sunshine seemed brighter and the air softer than ever before; that the clouds trailing across the blue expanse were things of beauty such as I had never met before; that to draw breath was a joy, and to move, delight; and that only when the dark valley was left behind did I comprehend its full gloom  by Heavens mercy. So may it be with all!

At the door of the court-house, whither numbers of the people had already run, the press was so great that we came to a standstill, and were much buffeted about, though in all good humor, before, even with the aid of the soldiers, we could be got through the throng. When I at last emerged I found myself again before the table, and saw  but only dimly, for the light now fell through the stained window directly on my head  a commanding figure standing behind it. Then a strange thing happened. A woman passed swiftly round the table, and came to me and flung her arms round my neck and kissed me. It was the Duchess, and for a moment she hung upon me, weeping before them all.

Madam, I said softly, then it is you who have done this!

Ah! she exclaimed, holding me off from her and looking at me with eyes which glowed through her tears, and it was you who did that!

She drew back from me then, and took me by the hand, and turned impetuously to the Duke of Cleves, who stood behind smiling at her in frank amusement. This, she said, is the man who gave his life for my husband, and to whom your highness has given it back.

Let him tell his tale, the Duke answered gravely. And do you, my cousin, sit here beside me.

She left me and walked round the table, and he came forward and placed her in his own chair amid a great hush of wonder, for she was still meanly clad, and showed in a hundred places the marks and stains of travel. Then he stood by her with his hand on the back of the seat. He was a tall, burly man, with bold, quick-glancing eyes, a flushed face, and a loud manner; a fierce, blusterous prince, as I have heard. He was plainly dressed in a leather hunting-suit, and wore huge gauntlets and brown boots, with a broad-leaved hat pinned up on one side. Yet he looked a prince.

Somehow I stammered out the tale of the surrender.

But why? why? why, man? he asked, when I had finished; why did you let them think it was you who wounded the burgher, if it was not?

Your highness, I answered, I had received nothing but good from her grace, I had eaten her bread and been received into her service. Besides, it was through my persuasion that we came by the road which led to this misfortune instead of by another way. Therefore it seemed to me right that I should suffer, who stood alone and could be spared  and not her husband.

It was a great deed! cried the prince loudly. I would I had such a servant. Are you noble, lad?

I colored high, but not in pain or mortification. The old wound might reopen, but amid events such as those of this morning it was a slight matter. I come of a noble family, may it please your highness, I answered modestly; but circumstances prevent me claiming kinship with it.

He was about, I think, to question me further, when the Duchess looked up, and said something to him and he something to her. She spoke again and he answered. Then he nodded assent. You would fain stand on your own feet? he cried to me. Is that so?

It is, sire, I answered.

Then so be it! he replied loudly, looking round on the throng with a frown. I will ennoble you. You would have died for your lord and friend, and therefore I give you a rood of land in the common graveyard of Santon to hold of me, and I name you Von Santonkirch. And I, William, Duke of Cleves, Julich and Guelders, prince of the Empire, declare you noble, and give you for your arms three swords of justice; and the motto you may buy of a clerk! Further, let this decree be enrolled in my Chancery. Are you satisfied?



As I dropped on my knees, my eyes sparkling, there was a momentary disturbance behind me. It was caused by the abrupt entrance of the Sub-dean. He took in part of the situation at a glance; that is, he saw me kneeling before the Duke. But he could not see the Duchess of Suffolk, the Dukes figure being interposed. As he came forward, the crowd making way for him, he cast an angry glance at me, and scarcely smoothed his brow even to address the prince. I am glad that your highness has not done what was reported to me, he said hastily, his obeisance brief and perfunctory. I heard an uproar in the town, and was told that this man was pardoned.

It is so! said the Duke curtly, eying the ecclesiastic with no great favor. He is pardoned.

Only in part, I presume, the priest rejoined urgently. Or, if otherwise, I am sure that your highness has not received certain information with which I can furnish you.

Furnish away, sir, quoth the Duke, yawning.

I have had letters from my Lord Bishop of Arras respecting him.

Respecting him! exclaimed the prince, starting and bending his brows in surprise.

Respecting those in whose company he travels, the priest answered hastily. They are represented to me as dangerous persons, pestilent refugees from England, and obnoxious alike to the Emperor, the Prince of Spain, and the Queen of England.

I wonder you do not add also to the King of France and the Soldan of Turkey! growled the Duke. Pish! I am not going to be dictated to by Master Granvelle  no, nor by his master, be he ten times Emperor! Go to! Go to! Master Sub-dean! You forget yourself, and so does your master the Bishop. I will have you know that these people are not what you think them. Call you my cousin, the widow of the consort of the late Queen of France, an obnoxious person? Fie! Fie! You forget yourself!

He moved as he stopped speaking, so that the astonished churchman found himself confronted on a sudden by the smiling, defiant Duchess. The Sub-dean started and his face fell, for, seeing her seated in the Dukes presence, he discerned at once that the game was played out. Yet he rallied himself, bethinking him, I fancy, that there were many spectators. He made a last effort. The Bishop of Arras   he began.

Pish! scoffed the Duke, interrupting him.

The Bishop of Arras   the priest repeated firmly.

I would he were hung with his own tapestry! retorted the Duke, with a brutal laugh.

Heaven forbid! replied the ecclesiastic, his pale face reddening and his eyes darting baleful glances at me. But he took the hint, and henceforth said no more of the Bishop. Instead, he continued smoothly, Your highness has, of course, considered the danger  the danger, I mean, of provoking neighbors so powerful by shielding this lady and making her cause your own. You will remember, sir  

I will remember Innspruck! roared the Duke, in a rage, where the Emperor, ay, and your everlasting Bishop too, fled before a handful of Protestants, like sheep before wolves. A fig for your Emperor! I never feared him young, and I fear him less now that he is old and decrepit and, as men say, mad. Let him get to his watches, and you to your prayers. If there were not this table between us, I would pull your ears, Master Churchman!

* * * * *

But tell me, I asked Master Bertie as I stood beside his couch an hour later, how did the Duchess manage it? I gathered from something you or she said, a short time back, that you had no influence with the Duke of Cleves.

Not quite that, he answered. My wife and the late Duke of Suffolk had much to do with wedding the Princes sister to King Henry, thirteen  fourteen years back, is it? And so far we might have felt confident of his protection. But the marriage turned out ill, or turned out short, and Queen Anne of Cleves was divorced. And  well, we felt a little less confident on that account, particularly as he has the name of a headstrong, passionate man.

Heaven keep him in it! I said, smiling. But you have not told me yet what happened.

The Duchess was still asleep this morning, fairly worn out, as you may suppose, when a great noise awoke her. She got up and went to Dymphna, and learned it was the Dukes trumpets. Then she went to the window, and, seeing few people in the streets to welcome him, inquired why this was. Dymphna broke down at that, and told her what was happening to you, and that you were to die at that very hour. She went out straightway, without covering her head,  you know how impetuous she is,  and flung herself on her knees in the mud before the Dukes horse as he entered. He knew her, and the rest you can guess.

Can guess? Ah, what happiness it was! Outside, the sun fell hotly on the steep red roofs, with their rows of casements, and on the sleepy square, in which knots of people still lingered, talking of the mornings events. I could see below me the guard which Duke William, shrewdly mistrusting the Sub-dean, had posted in front of the house, nominally to do the Duchess honor. I could hear in the next room the cheerful voices of my friends. What happiness it was to live! What happiness to be loved! How very, very good and beautiful and glorious a world, seemed the world to me on that old May morning in that quaint German town which we had entered so oddly!

As I turned from the window full of thankfulness, my eyes met those of Mistress Anne, who was sitting on the far side of the sick mans couch, the baby in a cradle beside her. The risk and exposure of the last week had made a deeper mark upon her than upon any of us. She was paler, graver, older, more of a woman and less, much less, of a girl. And she looked very ill. Her eyes, in particular, seemed to have grown larger, and as they dwelt on me now there was a strange and solemn light in them, under which I grew uneasy.

You have been wonderfully preserved, she said presently, speaking dreamily, and as much to herself as to me.

I have, indeed, I answered, thinking she referred only to my escape of the morning.

But she did not.

There was, firstly, the time on the river when you were hurt with the oar, she continued, gazing absently at me, her hands in her lap; and then the night when you saw Clarence with Dymphna.

Or, rather, saw him without her, I interposed, smiling. It was strange that she should mention it as a fact, when at the time she had so scolded me for making the statement.

And then, she continued, disregarding my interruption, there was the time when you were stabbed in the passage; and again when you had the skirmish by the river; and then to-day you were within a minute of death. You have been wonderfully preserved!

I have, I assented thoughtfully. The more as I suspect that I have to thank Master Clarence for all these little adventures.

Strange  very strange! she muttered, removing her eyes from me that she might fix them on the floor.

What is strange?



The abrupt questioner was the Duchess, who came bustling in at the moment. What is strange? she repeated, with a heightened color and dancing eyes. Shall I tell you? She paused and looked brightly at me, holding something concealed behind her. I guessed in a moment, from the aspect of her face, what it was: the letter which I had given to Master Lindstrom in the morning, and which, with a pardonable forgetfulness, I had failed to reclaim.

I turned very red. It was not intended for you now, I said shyly. For in the letter I had told her my story.

Pooh! pooh! she cried. It is just as I thought. A pretty piece of folly! No, she continued, as I opened my mouth, I am not going to keep your secret, sir. You may go down on your knees. It will be of no use. Richard, you remember Sir Anthony Cludde of Coton End in Warwickshire?

Oh, yes, her husband said, rising on his elbow, while his face lit up, and I stood bashfully, shifting my feet.

I have danced with him a dozen times, years ago! she continued, her eyes sparkling with mischief. Well, sir, this gentleman, Master Francis Carey, otherwise Von Santonkirch, is Francis Cludde, his nephew!

Sir Anthonys nephew?

Yes, and the son of Ferdinand Cludde, whom you also have heard of, of whom the less  

She stopped, and turned quickly, interrupted by a half-stifled scream. It was a scream full of sudden horror and amazement and fear; and it came from Mistress Anne. The girl had risen, and was gazing at me with distended eyes and blanched cheeks, and hands stretched out to keep me off  gazing, indeed, as if she saw in me some awful portent or some dreadful threat. She did not speak, but she began, without taking her eyes from me, to retreat toward the door.

Hoity toity! cried my lady, stamping her foot in anger. What has happened to the girl? What  

What, indeed? The Duchess stopped, still more astonished. For, without uttering a word of explanation or apology, Mistress Anne had reached the door, groped blindly for the latch, found it, and gone out, her eyes, with the same haunted look of horror in them, fixed on me to the last.


CHAPTER XVII.

A LETTER THAT HAD MANY ESCAPES.

Hoity, toity! the Duchess cried again, looking from one to another of us when Anne had disappeared. What has come to the little fool? Has she gone crazy?

I shook my head, too completely at sea even to hazard a conjecture. Master Bertie shook his head also, keeping his eyes glued to the door, as if he could not believe Anne had really gone.

I said nothing to frighten her! my lady protested.

Nothing at all, I answered. For how should the announcement that my real name was Cludde terrify Mistress Anne Brandon nearly out of her senses?

Well, no, Master Bertie agreed, his thoughtful face more thoughtful than usual; so far as I heard, you said nothing. But I think, my dear, that you had better follow her and learn what it is. She must be ill.

The Duchess sat down. I will go by-and-by, she said coolly, at which I was not much surprised, for I have always remarked that women have less sympathy with other womens ailments, especially of the nerves, than have men.

For the moment I want to scold this brave, silly boy here! she continued, looking so kindly at me that I blushed again, and forgot all about Mistress Anne. To think of him leaving his home to become a wandering squire of dames merely because his father was a  well, not quite what he would have liked him to be! I remember something about him, she continued, pursing up her lips, and nodding her head at us. I fancied him dead, however, years ago. But there! if every one whose father were not quite to his liking left home and went astraying, Master Francis, all sensible folk would turn innkeepers, and make their fortunes.

It was not only that which drove me from home, I explained. The Bishop of Winchester gave me clearly to understand  

That Coton was not the place for you! exclaimed my lady scornfully. He is a sort of connection of yours, is he not? Oh, I know. And he thinks he has a kind of reversionary interest in the property! With you and your father out of the way, and only your girl cousin left, his interest is much more likely to come to hand. Do you see?

I recalled what Martin Luther had said about the cuckoo. But I have since thought that probably they both wronged Stephen Gardiner in this. He was not a man of petty mind, and his estate was equal to his high place. I think it more likely that his motive in removing me from Coton was chiefly the desire to use my services abroad, in conjunction perhaps with some remoter and darker plan for eventually devoting the Cludde property to the Church. Such an act of piety would have been possible had Sir Anthony died leaving his daughter unmarried, and would certainly have earned for the Chancellor Queen Marys lasting favor. I think it the more likely to have been in his mind because his inability to persuade the gentry to such acts of restitution  King Harry had much enriched us  was always a sore point with the Queen, and more than once exposed him to her resentment.

The strangest thing of all, the Duchess continued with alacrity, seems to me to be this: that if he had not meddled with you, he would not have had his plans in regard to us thwarted. If he had not driven you from home, you would never have helped me to escape from London, nor been with us to foil his agents.

A higher power than the Chancellor arranged that! said Master Bertie emphatically.

Well, at any rate, I am glad that you are you! the Duchess answered, rising gayly. A Cludde? Why, one feels at home again. And yet, she continued, her lips trembling suddenly, and her eyes filling with tears as she looked at me, there was never house raised yet on nobler deed than yours.

Go! go! go! cried her husband, seeing my embarrassment. Go and look to that foolish girl!

I will! Yet stop! cried my lady, pausing when she was half way across the floor, and returning, I was forgetting that I have another letter to open. It is very odd that this letter was never opened before, she continued, producing that which had lain in my haversack. It has had several narrow escapes. But this time I vow I will see inside it. You give me leave?

Oh, yes, I said, smiling. I wash my hands of it. Whoever the Mistress Clarence to whom it is addressed may be, it is enough that her name is Clarence! We have suffered too much at his hands.

I open it, then! my lady cried dramatically. I nodded. She took her husbands dagger and cut the green silk which bound the packet, and opened and read.

Only a few words. Then she stopped, and looking off the paper, shivered. I do not understand this, she murmured. What does it mean?

No good! Ill be sworn! Master Bertie replied, gazing at her eagerly. Read it aloud, Katherine.



To Mistress A  B  . I am advertised by my trusty agent, Master Clarence, that he hath benefited much by your aid in the matter in which I have employed him. Such service goeth always for much, and never for naught, with me. In which belief confirm yourself. For the present, working with him as heretofore, be secret, and on no account let your true sentiments come to light. So you will be the more valuable to me, even as it is more easy to unfasten a barred door from within than from without.



Here the Duchess broke off abruptly, and turned on us a face full of wonder. What does it mean? she asked.

Is that all? her husband said.

Not quite, she answered, returning to it, and reading:

Those whom you have hitherto served have too long made a mockery of sacred things, but their cup is full and the business of seeing that they drink it lieth with me, who am not wont to be slothful in these matters. Be faithful and secret. Good speed and fare you well.  Ste. Winton.

One thing is quite clear! said Master Bertie slowly. That you and I are the persons whose cup is full. You remember how you once dressed up a dog in a rochet, and dandled it before Gardiner? And it is our matter in which Clarence is employed. Then who is it who has been cooperating with him, and whose aid is of so much value to him?

Even as it is easier, I muttered thoughtfully, to unfasten a barred door from within than from without. What was it of which that strange sentence reminded me? Ha! I had it. Of the night on which we had fled from Master Lindstroms house, when Mistress Anne had been seized with that odd fit of perverseness, and had almost opened the door looking upon the river in spite of all I could say or do. It was of that the sentence reminded me. To whom is it addressed? I asked abruptly.

To Mistress Clarence, my lady answered.

No; inside, I mean.

Oh! to Mistress A  B  . But that gives us no clew, she added. It is a disguise. You see they are the two first letters of the alphabet.

So they were. And the initial letters of Anne Brandon! I wondered that the Duchess did not see it, that she did not at once turn her suspicions toward the right quarter. But she was, for a woman, singularly truthful and confiding. And she saw nothing.

I looked at Master Bertie. He seemed puzzled, discerning, I fancy, how strangely the allusions pointed to Mistress Anne, but not daring at once to draw the inference. She was his wifes kinswoman by marriage  albeit a distant one  and much indebted to her. She had been almost as his own sister. She was young and fair, and to associate treachery and ingratitude such as this with her seemed almost too horrible.

Then why was I so clear sighted as to read the riddle? Why was I the first to see the truth? Because I had felt for days a vague and ill-defined distrust of the girl. I had seen more of her odd fits and caprices than had the others. Looking back now I could find a confirmation of my idea in a dozen things which had befallen us. I remembered how ill and stricken she had looked on the day when I had first brought out the letter, and how strangely she had talked to me about it. I remembered Clarences interview with, not Dymphna,  as I had then thought,  but, as I now guessed, Anne, wearing her cloak. I recalled the manner in which she had used me to persuade Master Bertie to take the Wesel instead of the Santon road; no doubt she had told Clarence to follow in that direction, if by any chance we escaped him on the island. And her despair when she heard in the church porch that I had killed Clarence at the ford! And her utter abandonment to fear  poor guilty thing!  when she thought that all her devices had only led her with us to a dreadful death! These things, in the light in which I now viewed them, were cogent evidences against her.

It must have been written to some one about us! said the Duchess at length. To some one in our confidence. On our side of the door, as he calls it.

Yes, that is certain, I said.

And on the wrapper he styles her Mistress Clarence. Now who  

Who could it have been? That is the question we have to answer, Master Bertie replied dryly. Hearing his voice, I knew he had come at last to the same conclusion to which I had jumped. I think you may dismiss the servants from the inquiry, he continued. The Bishop of Winchester would scarcely write to them in that style.

Dismiss the servants? Then who is left? she protested.

I think   He lost courage, hesitated, and broke off. She looked at him wonderingly. He turned to me, and, gaining confirmation from my nod, began again. I think I should ask A  B  , he said.

A  B  ? she cried, still not seeing one whit.

Yes. Anne Brandon, he answered sternly.

She repeated his words softly and stood a moment gazing at him. In that moment she saw it all. She sat down suddenly on the chair beside her and shuddered violently, as if she had laid her hand unwittingly upon a snake. Oh, Richard, she whispered, it is too horrible!

I fear it is too true, he answered gloomily.

I shrank from looking at them, from meeting her eyes or his. I felt as if this shame had come upon us all. The thought that the culprit might walk into the room at any moment filled me with terror. I turned away and looked through the window, leaving the husband and wife together.

Is it only the name you are thinking of? she muttered.

No, he answered. Before I left England to go to Calais I saw something pass between them  between her and Clarence  which, surprised me. Only in the confusion of those last days it slipped from my memory for the time.

I see, she said quietly. The villain!



Looking back on the events of the last week, I found many things made plain by the lurid light now cast upon them. I understood how Master Lindstroms vase had come to be broken when we were discussing the letter, which in my hands must have been a perpetual terror to the girl. I discerned that she had purposely sown dissension between myself and Van Tree, and recalled how she had striven to persuade us not to leave the island; then, how she had induced us to take that unlucky road; finally, how on the road her horse had lagged and lagged behind, detaining us all when every minute was precious. The things all dovetailed into one another; each by itself was weak, but together they formed a strong scaffold  a scaffold strong enough for the hanging of a man, if she had been a man! The others appealed to me, the Duchess feverishly anxious to be assured one way or the other. The very suspicion of the existence of such treachery at her side seemed to stifle her. Still looking out of the window I detailed the proofs I have mentioned, not gladly, Heaven knows, or in any spirit of revenge. But my duty was rather to my companions who had been true to me, than to her. I told them the truth as far as I knew it. The whole wretched, miserable truth was only to become known to me later.



I will go to her, the Duchess said presently, rising from her seat.

My dear! her husband cried. He stretched out his hand, and grasping her skirt detained her. You will not  

Do not be afraid! she replied sadly, as she stooped over him and kissed his forehead. It is a thing past scolding, Richard; past love and even hope, and all but past pity. I will be merciful as we hope for mercy, but she can never be friend of ours again, and some one must tell her. I will do so and return. As for that man! she continued, obscuring suddenly the fair and noble side of her character which she had just exhibited, and which I confess had surprised me, for I had not thought her capable of a generosity so uncommon; as for that man, she repeated, drawing herself up to her full height, while her eyes sparkled and her cheek grew red, who has turned her into a vile schemer and a shameless hypocrite, as he would fain have turned better women, I will show him no mercy nor grace if I ever have him under my feet. I will crush him as I would an adder, though I be crushed next moment myself!

She was sweeping with that word from the room, and had nearly reached the door before I found my voice. Then I called out Stay! just in time. You will do no good, madam, by going! I said, rising. You will not find her. She is gone.

Gone?

Yes, I said quietly. She left the house twenty minutes ago. I saw her cross the market-place, wearing her cloak and carrying a bag. I do not think she will return.

Not return? But whither has she gone? they both cried at once.

I shook my head.

I can only guess, I said in a low voice. I saw no more than I have told you.

But why did you not tell me the Duchess cried reproachfully. She shall be brought back.

It would be useless, Master Bertie answered. Yet I doubt if it be as Carey thinks. Why should she go just at this time? She does not know that she is found out. She does not know that this letter has been recovered. Not a word, mind, was said of it before she left the room.

No, I allowed; that is true.

I was puzzled on this point myself, now I came to consider it. I could not see why she had taken the alarm so opportunely; but I maintained my opinion nevertheless.

Something frightened her, I said; though it may not have been the letter.

Yes, said the Duchess, after a moments silence. I suppose you are right. I suppose something frightened her, as you say. I wonder what it was, poor wretch!



It turned out that I was right. Mistress Anne had gone indeed, having stayed, so far as we could learn from an examination of the room which she had shared with Dymphna, merely to put together the few things which our adventures had left her. She had gone out from among us in this foreign land without a word of farewell, without a good wish given or received, without a soul to say God speed! The thought made me tremble. If she had died it would have been different. Now, to feel sorrow for her as for one who had been with us in heart as well as in body, seemed a mockery. How could we grieve for one who had moved day by day and hour by hour among us, only that with each hour and day she might plot and scheme and plan our destruction? It was impossible!

We made inquiries indeed, but without result; and so, abruptly and terribly she passed  for the time  out of our knowledge, though often afterward I recalled sadly the weary, hunted look which I had sometimes seen in her eyes when she sat listless and dreamy. Poor girl! Her own acts had placed her, as the Duchess said, beyond love or hope, but not beyond pity.

So it is in life. The day which sees ones trial end sees anothers begin. We  the Duchess and her child, Master Bertie and I  stayed with our good and faithful friends the Lindstroms a while, resting and recruiting our strength; and during this interval, at the pressing instance of the Duchess, I wrote letters to Sir Anthony and Petronilla, stating that I was abroad, and was well, and looked presently to return; but not disclosing my refuge or the names of my companions. At the end of five days, Master Bertie being fairly strong again and Santon being considered unsafe for us as a permanent residence, we went under guard to Wesel, where we were received as people of quality, and lodged, there being no fitting place, in the disused church of St. Willibrod. Here the child was christened Peregrine  a wanderer; the governor of the city and I being godfathers. And here we lived in peace  albeit with hearts that yearned for home  for some months.

During this time two pieces of news came to us from England: one, that the Parliament, though much pressed to it, had refused to acquiesce in the confiscation of the Duchesss estates; the other, that our joint persecutor, the great Bishop of Winchester, was dead. This last we at first disbelieved. It was true, nevertheless. Stephen Gardiner, whose vast schemes had enmeshed people so far apart in station, and indeed in all else, as the Duchess and myself, was dead at last; had died toward the end of 1555, at the height of his power, with England at his feet, and gone to his Maker. I have known many worse men.

We trusted that this might open the way for our return, but we found on the contrary that fresh clouds were rising. The persecution of the Reformers, which Queen Mary had begun in England, was carried on with increasing rigor, and her husband, who was now King of Spain and master of the Netherlands, freed from the prudent checks of his father, was inclined to pleasure her in this by giving what aid he could abroad. His Minister in the Netherlands, the Bishop of Arras, brought so much pressure to bear upon our protector to induce him to give us up, that it was plain the Duke of Cleves must sooner or later comply. We thought it better, therefore, to remove ourselves, and presently did so, going to the town of Winnheim in the Rhine Palatinate.

We found ourselves not much more secure here, however, and all our efforts to discover a safe road into France failing, and the stock of money which the Duchess had provided beginning to give out, we were in great straits whither to go or what to do.

At this time of our need, however, Providence opened a door in a quarter where we least looked for it. Letters came from Sigismund, the King of Poland, and from the Palatine of Wilna in that country, inviting the Duchess and Master Bertie to take up their residence there, and offering the latter an establishment and honorable employment. The overture was unlooked for, and was not accepted without misgivings, Wilna being so far distant, and there being none of our race in that country. However, assurance of the Polish Kings good faith reached us  I say us, for in all their plans I was included  through John Alasco, a nobleman who had visited England. And in due time we started on this prodigious journey, and came safely to Wilna, where our reception was such as the letters had led us to expect.



I do not propose to set down here our adventures, though they were many, in that strange country of frozen marshes and endless plains, but to pass over eighteen months which I spent not without profit to myself in the Poles service, seeing something of war in his Lithuanian campaigns, and learning much of men and the world, which here, to say nothing of wolves and bears, bore certain aspects not commonly visible in Warwickshire. I pass on to the early autumn of 1558, when a letter from the Duchess, who was at Wilna, was brought to me at Cracovy. It was to this effect:

Dear Friend: Send you good speed! Word has come to us here of an enterprise Englandward, which promises, if it be truly reported to us, to so alter things at home that there may be room for us at our own firesides. Heaven so further it, both for our happiness and the good of the religion. Master Bertie has embarked on it, and I have taken upon myself to answer for your aid and counsel, which have never been wanting to us. Wherefore, dear friend, come, sparing neither horse nor spurs, nor anything which may bring you sooner to Wilna, and your assured and loving friend, Katherine Suffolk.



In five days after receiving this I was at Wilna, and two months later I saw England again, after an absence of three years. Early in November, 1558, Master Bertie and I landed at Lowestoft, having made the passage from Hamburg in a trading vessel of that place. We stopped only to sleep one night, and then, dressed as traveling merchants, we set out on the road to London, entering the city without accident or hindrance on the third day after landing.


CHAPTER XVIII.

THE WITCHS WARNING.

One minute! I said. That is the place.

Master Bertie turned in his saddle, and looked at it. The light was fading into the early dusk of a November evening, but the main features of four cross streets, the angle between two of them filled by the tall belfry of a church, were still to be made out. The east wind had driven loiterers indoors, and there was scarcely any one abroad to notice us. I pointed to a dead wall ten paces down one street. Opposite that they stopped, I said. There was a pile of boards leaning against it then.

You have had many a worse bedchamber since, lad, he said, smiling.

Many, I answered. And then by a common impulse we shook up the horses, and trotting gently on were soon clear of London and making for Islington. Passing through the latter we began to breast the steep slope which leads to Highgate, and coming, when we had reached the summit, plump upon the lights of the village, pulled up in front of a building which loomed darkly across the road.

This is the Gatehouse Tavern, Master Bertie said in a low voice. We shall soon know whether we have come on a fools errand  or worse!

We rode under the archway into a great courtyard, from which the road issued again on the other side through another gate. In one corner two men were littering down a line of packhorses by the light of the lanterns, which brought their tanned and rugged faces into relief. In another, where the light poured ruddily from an open doorway, an ostler was serving out fodder, and doing so, if we might judge from the travelers remonstrances, with a niggardly hand. From the windows of the house a dozen rays of light shot athwart the darkness, and disclosed as many pigs wallowing asleep in the middle of the yard. In all we saw a coarse comfort and welcome. Master Bertie led the way across the yard, and accosted the ostler. Can we have stalls and beds? he asked.

The man stayed his chaffering, and looked up at us. Every man to his business, he replied gruffly. Stalls, yes; but of beds I know nothing. For womens work go to the women.

Right! said I, so we will. With better luck than you would go, I expect, my man!

Bursting into a hoarse laugh at this  he was lame and one-eyed and not very well-favored  he led us into a long, many-stalled stable, feebly lit by lanterns which here and there glimmered against the walls. Suit yourselves, he said; first come is first served here.

He seemed an ill-conditioned fellow, but the businesslike way in which we went about our work, watering, feeding, and littering down in old campaigners fashion, drew from him a grunt of commendation. Have you come from far, masters? he asked.

No, from London, I answered curtly. We come as linen-drapers from Westcheap, if you want to know.

Ay, I see that, he said chuckling. Never were atop of a horse before nor handled anything but a clothyard; oh, no!

We want a merchant reputed to sell French lace, I continued, looking hard at him. Do you happen to know if there is a dealer here with any?

He nodded rather to himself than to me, as if he had expected the question. Then in the same tone, but with a quick glance of intelligence, he answered, I will show you into the house presently, and you can see for yourselves. A stable is no place for French lace. He pointed with a wink over his shoulder toward a stall in which a man, apparently drunk, lay snoring. That is a fine toy! he ran on carelessly, as I removed my dagger from the holster and concealed it under my cloak a fine plaything  for a linen draper!

Peace, peace, man! and show us in, said Master Bertie impatiently.

With a shrug of his shoulders the man obeyed. Crossing the courtyard behind him, we entered the great kitchen, which, full of light and warmth and noise, presented just such a scene of comfort and bustle, of loud talking, red-faced guests, and hurrying bare-armed serving-maids, as I remembered lighting upon at St. Albans three years back. But I had changed much since then, and seen much. The bailiff himself would hardly have recognized his old antagonist in the tall, heavily cloaked stranger, whose assured air, acquired amid wild surroundings in a foreign land, gave him a look of age to which I could not fairly lay claim. Master Bertie had assigned the lead to me as being in less danger of recognition, and I followed the ostler toward the hearth without hesitation. Master Jenkin! the man cried, with the same rough bluntness he had shown without, here are two travelers want the lace-seller who was here to-day. Has he gone?

Who gone? retorted the host as loudly.

The lace merchant who came this morning.

No; he is in No. 32, returned the landlord. Will you sup first, gentlemen?

We declined, and followed the ostler, who made no secret of our destination, telling those in our road to make way, as the gentlemen were for No. 32. One of the crowd, however, who seemed to be crossing from the lower end of the room, failed apparently to understand, and, interposing between us and our guide, brought me perforce to a halt.

By your leave, good woman! I said, and turned to pass round her.

But she foiled me with unexpected nimbleness, and I could not push her aside, she was so very old. Her gums were toothless and her forehead was lined and wrinkled. About her eyes, which under hideous red lids still shone with an evil gleam  a kind of reflection of a wicked past  a thousand crows feet had gathered. A few wisps of gray hair struggled from under the handkerchief which covered her head. She was humpbacked, and stooped over a stick, and whether she saw or not my movement of repugnance, her voice was harsh when she spoke.

Young gentleman, she croaked, let me tell your fortune by the stars. A fortune for a groat, young gentleman! she continued, peering up into my face and frustrating my attempts to pass.

Here is a groat, I answered peevishly, and for the fortune, I will hear it another day. So let us by!

But she would not. My companion, seeing that the attention of the room was being drawn to us, tried to pull me by her. But I could not use force, and short of force there was no remedy. The ostler, indeed, would have interfered on our behalf, and returned to bid her, with a civility he had not bestowed on us, give us passage. But she swiftly turned her eyes on him in a sinister fashion, and he retreated with an oath and a paling face, while those nearest to us  and half a dozen had crowded round  drew back, and crossed themselves in haste almost ludicrous.

Let me see your face, young gentleman, she persisted, with a hollow cough. My eyes are not so clear as they were, or it is not your cloak and your flap-hat that would blind me.

Thinking it best to get rid of her, even at a slight risk  and the chance that among the travelers present there would be one able to recognize me was small indeed  I uncovered. She shot a piercing glance at my face, and looking down on the floor, traced hurriedly a figure with her stick. She studied the phantom lines a moment, and then looked up.

Listen! she said solemnly, and waving her stick round me, she quavered out in tones which filled me with a strange tremor:

The man goes east, and the wind blows west,
Wood to the head, and steel to the breast!
The man goes west, and the wind blows east,
The neck twice doomed the gallows shall feast!

Beware! she went on more loudly, and harshly, tapping with her stick on the floor, and snaking her palsied head at me. Beware, unlucky shoot of a crooked branch! Go no farther with it! Go back! The sword may miss or may not fall, but the cord is sure!

If Master Bertie had not held my arm tightly, I should have recoiled, as most of those within hearing had already done. The strange allusions to my past, which I had no difficulty in detecting, and the witchs knowledge of the risks of our present enterprise, were enough to startle and shake the most constant mind; and in the midst of enterprises secret and dangerous, few minds are so firm or so reckless as to disdain omens. That she was one of those unhappy beings who buy dark secrets at the expense of their souls, seemed certain; and had I been alone, I should have, I am not ashamed to say it, given back.

But I was lucky in having for my companion a man of rare mind, and besides of so single a religious belief that to the end of his life he always refused to put faith in a thing of the existence of which I have no doubt myself  I mean witchcraft.

He showed at this moment the courage of his opinions. Peace, peace, woman! he said compassionately. We shall live while God wills it, and die when he wills it. And neither live longer nor die earlier! So let us by.

Would you perish? she quavered.

Ay! If so God wills, he answered undaunted.

At that she seemed to shake all over, and hobbled aside, muttering, Then go on! Go on! God wills it!

Master Bertie gave me no time for hesitation, but, holding my arm, urged me on to where the ostler stood awaiting the event with a face of much discomposure. He opened the door for us, however, and led the way up a narrow and not too clean staircase. On the landing at the head of this he paused, and raised his lantern so as to cast the light on our faces. She has overlooked me, the old witch! he said viciously; I wish I had never meddled in this business.

Man! Master Bertie replied sternly; do you fear that weak old woman?

No; but I fear her master, retorted the ostler, and that is the devil!

Then I do not, Master Bertie answered bravely. For my Master is as good a match for him as I am for that old woman. When he wills it, man, you will die, and not before. So pluck up spirit.

Master Bertie did not look at me, though I needed his encouragement as much as the ostler, having had better proofs of the womans strange knowledge. But, seeing that his exhortation had emboldened this ignorant man, I was ashamed to seem to hesitate. When the ostler knocked at the door  not of 32, but of 15  and it presently opened, I went in without more ado.

The room was a bare inn-chamber. A pallet without coverings lay in one corner. In the middle were a couple of stools, and on one of them a taper.

The person who had opened to us stood eying us attentively; a bluff, weather-beaten man with a thick beard and the air of a sailor. Well, he said, what now?

These gentlemen want to buy some lace, the ostler explained.

What lace do they want? was the retort.

French lace, I answered.

You have come to the right shop, then, the man answered briskly. Nodding to our conductor to depart, he carefully let him out. Then, barring the door behind him, he as rapidly strode to the pallet and twitched it aside, disclosing a trap door. He lifted this, and we saw a narrow shaft descending into darkness. He brought the taper and held it so as to throw a faint light into the opening. There was no ladder, but blocks of wood nailed alternately against two of the sides, at intervals of a couple of feet or so, made the descent pretty easy for an active man. The door is on this side, he said, pointing out the one. Knock loudly once and softly twice. The word is the same.

We nodded and while he held the taper above, we descended, one by one, without much difficulty, though I admit that half-way down the old womans words Go on and perish came back disquietingly to my mind. However, my foot struck the bottom before I had time to digest them, and a streak of light which seemed to issue from under a door forced my thoughts the next moment into a new channel. Whispering to Master Bertie to pause a minute, for there was only room for one of us to stand at the bottom of the shaft, I knocked in the fashion prescribed.

The sound of loud voices, which I had already detected, ceased on a sudden, and I heard a shuffling on the other side of the boards. This was followed by silence, and then the door was flung open, and, blinded for the moment by a blaze of light, I walked mechanically forward into a room. I made out as I advanced a group of men standing round a rude table, their figures thrown into dark relief by flares stuck in sconces on the walls behind them. Some had weapons in their hands and others had partly risen from their seats and stood in postures of surprise. What do you seek? cried a threatening voice from among them.

Lace, I answered.

What lace?

French lace.

Then you are welcome  heartily welcome! was the answer given in a tone of relief. But who comes with you?

Master Richard Bertie, of Lincolnshire, I answered promptly; and at that moment he emerged from the shaft.

A still more hearty murmur of welcome hailed his name and appearance, and we were borne forward to the table amid a chorus of voices, the greeting given to Master Bertie being that of men who joyfully hail unlooked-for help. The room, from its vaulted ceiling and stone floor, and the trams of casks which lay here and there or near the table serving for seats, appeared to be a cellar. Its dark, gloomy recesses, the flaring lights, and the weapons on the table, seemed meet and fitting surroundings for the anxious faces which were gathered about the board; for there was a something in the air which was not so much secrecy as a thing more unpleasant  suspicion and mistrust. Almost at the moment of our entrance it showed itself. One of the men, before the door had well closed behind us, went toward it, as if to go out. The leader  he who had questioned me  called sharply to him, bidding him come back. And he came back, but reluctantly, as it seemed to me.

I barely noticed this, for Master Bertie, who was known personally to many and by name to all, was introducing me to two who were apparently the leaders: Sir Thomas Penruddocke, a fair man as tall as myself, loose-limbed and untidily dressed, with a reckless eye and a loud tongue; and Master Walter Kingston, a younger brother, I was told, of that Sir Anthony Kingston who had suffered death the year before for conspiracy against the queen  the same in which Lord Devon had showed the white feather. Kingston was a young man of moderate height and slender; of a brown complexion, and delicate, almost womanish beauty, his sleepy dark eyes and dainty mustache suggesting a temper rather amiable than firm. But the spirit of revenge had entered into him, and I soon learned that not even Penruddocke, a Cornish knight of longer lineage than purse, was so vehement a plotter or so devoted to the cause. Looking at the others my heart sank; it needed no greater experience than mine to discern that, except three or four whom I identified as stout professors of religion, they were men rather of desperate fortunes than good estate. I learned on the instant that conspiracy makes strange bedfellows, and that it is impossible to do dirty work even with the purest intentions  in good company! Master Berties face indicated to one who knew him as well as I did something of the same feeling; and could the clock have been put back awhile, and we placed with free hands and uncommitted outside the Gatehouse, I think we should with one accord have turned our backs on it, and given up an attempt which in this company could scarcely fare any way but ill. Still, for good or evil, the die was cast now, and retreat was out of the question.

We had confronted too many dangers during the last three years not to be able to face this one with a good courage; and presently Master Bertie, taking a seat, requested to be told of the strength and plans of our associates, his businesslike manner introducing at once some degree of order and method into a conference which before our arrival had  unless I was much mistaken  been conspicuously lacking in both.

Our resources? Penruddocke replied confidently. They lie everywhere, man! We have but to raise the flag and the rest will be a triumphal march. The people, sick of burnings and torturings, and heated by the loss of Calais last January, will flock to us. Flock to us, do I say? I will answer for it they will!

But you have some engagements, some promises from people of standing?

Oh, yes! But the whole nation will join us. They are weary of the present state of things.

They may be as weary of it as you say, Master Bertie answered shrewdly; but is it equally certain that they will risk their necks to amend it? You have fixed upon some secure base from which we can act, and upon which, if necessary, we may fall back to concentrate our strength?

Fall back? cried Penruddocke, rising from his seat in heat. Master Bertie, I hope you have not come among us to talk of falling back! Let us have no talk of that. If Wyatt had held on at once London would have been his! It was falling back ruined him.

Master Bertie shook his head. If you have no secure base, you run the risk of being crushed in the first half hour, he said. When a fire is first lighted the breeze puts it out which afterward but fans it.

You will not say that when you hear our plans. There are to be three risings at once. Lord Delaware will rise in the west.

But will he? said Master Bertie pointedly, disregarding the threatening looks which were cast at him by more than one. The late rebellion there was put down very summarily, and I should have thought that countryside would not be prone to rise again. Will Lord Delaware rise?

Oh, yes, he will rise fast enough! Penruddocke replied carelessly. I will answer for him. And on the same day, while we do the London business, Sir Richard Bray will gather his men in Kent.

Do not count on him! said Master Bertie. A prisoner, muffled and hoodwinked, was taken to the Tower by water this afternoon. And rumor says it was Sir Richard Bray.

There was a pause of consternation, during which one looked at another, and swarthy faces grew pale. Penruddocke was the first to recover himself. Bah! he exclaimed, a fig for rumor! She is ever a lying jade! I will bet a noble Richard Bray is supping in his own house at this minute.

Then you would lose, Master Bertie rejoined sadly, and with no show of triumph. On hearing the report I sent a messenger to Sir Richards house. He brought word back that Sir Richard Bray had been fetched away unexpectedly by four men, and that the house was in confusion.

A murmur of dismay broke out at the lower end of the table. But the Cornishman rose to the situation. What matter? he cried boisterously. What we have lost in Bray we have gained in Master Bertie. He will raise Lincolnshire for us, and the Duchesss tenants. There should be five hundred stout men of the latter, and two-thirds of them Protestants at heart. If Bray has been seized there is the more call for haste that we may release him.

This appeal was answered by an outburst of cries. One or two even rose, and waving their weapons swore a speedy vengeance. But Master Bertie sat silent until the noise had subsided. Then he spoke. You must not count on them either, Sir Thomas, he said firmly. I cannot find it in my conscience to bring my wifes tenants into a plan so desperate as this appears to be. To appeal to the people generally is one thing; to call on those who are bound to us and who cannot in honor refuse is another. And I will not risk in a hopeless struggle the lives of men whose fathers looked for guidance to me and mine.

A silence, the silence of utter astonishment, fell upon the plotters round the table. In every face  and they were all turned upon my companion  I read rage and distrust and dismay. They had chafed under his cold criticisms and his calm reasonings. But this went beyond all, and there were hands which stole instinctively to daggers, and eyes which waited scowling for a signal. But Penruddocke, sanguine by nature and rendered reckless by circumstances, had still the feelings of a gentleman, and something in him responded to the appeal which underlay Master Berties words. He remained silent, gazing gloomily at the table, his eyes perhaps opened at this late hour to the hopelessness of the attempt he meditated.

It was Walter Kingston who came to the fore, and put into words the thoughts of the coarser and more selfish spirits round him. Leaping from his seat he dashed his slender hand on the table. What does this mean? he sneered, a dangerous light in his dark eyes. Those only are here or should be here who are willing to stake all  all, mind you  on the cause. Let us have no sneaks! Let us have no men with a foot on either bank! Let us have no Courtenays nor cowards! Such men ruined Wyatt and hanged my brother! A curse on them! he cried, his voice rising almost to a scream.

Master Kingston! do you refer to me? Bertie rejoined in haughty surprise.

Ay, I do! cried the young man hotly.

Then I must beg leave of these gentlemen to explain my position.

Your position? So! More words? quoth the other mockingly.

Ay! as many words as I please, retorted Master Bertie, his color rising. Afterward I will be as ready with deeds, I dare swear, as any other! My tenants and my wifes I will not draw into an almost hopeless struggle. But my own life and my friends, since we have obtained your secrets, I must risk, and I will do so in honor to the death. For the rest, who doubts my courage may test it below ground or above.

The young man laughed rudely. You will risk your life, but not your lands, Master Bertie? That is the position, is it?

My companion was about to utter a rejoinder, fierce for him, when I, who had hitherto sat silent, interposed. The old witch told the truth, I cried bitterly. She said if we came hither we should perish. And perish we shall, through being linked to a dozen men as brave as I could wish, but the biggest fools under heaven!

Fools? shouted Kingston.

Ay, fools! I repeated. For who but fools, being at sea in a boat in which all must sink or swim, would fall a-quarreling? Tell me that! I cried, slapping the table.

You are about right, Penruddocke said, and half a dozen voices muttered assent.

About right, is he? shrieked Kingston. But who knows we are in a boat together? Who knows that, Id like to hear?

I do! I said, standing up and overtopping him by eight inches. And if any man hints that Master Bertie is here for any other purpose or with any other intent than to honestly risk his life in this endeavor as becomes a gentleman, let him stand out  let him stand out, and I will break his neck! Fie, gentlemen, fie! I continued, after a short pause, which I did not make too long lest Master Kingstons passion should get the better of his prudence. Though I am young I have seen service. But I never saw battle won yet with dissension in the camp. For shame! Let us to business, and make the best dispositions we may.

You talk sense, Master Carey! Penruddocke cried, with a great oath. Give me your hand. And do you, Kingston, hold your peace. If Master Bertie will not raise his men to save his own skin, he will hardly do it for ours. Now, Sir Richard Bray being taken, what is to be done, my lads? Come, let us look to that.

So the storm blew over. But it was with heavy hearts that two of us fell to the discussion which followed, counting over weapons and assigning posts, and debating this ones fidelity and that ones lukewarmness. Our first impressions had not deceived us. The plot was desperate, and those engaged in it were wanting in every element which should command success  in information, forethought, arrangement  everything save sheer audacity. When after a prolonged and miserable sitting it was proposed that all should take the oath of association on the Gospels, Master Bertie and I assented gloomily. It would make our position no worse, for already we were fully committed. The position was indeed bad enough. We had only persuaded the others to a short delay; and even this meant that we must remain in hiding in England, exposed from day to day to all the chances of detection and treachery.

Sir Thomas brought out from some secret place about him a tiny roll of paper wrapped in a quill, and while we stood about him looking over his shoulders, he laboriously added, letter by letter, three or four names. The stern, anxious faces which peered the while at the document or scanned each other only to find their anxiety reflected, the flaring lights behind us, the recklessness of some and the distrust of others, the cloaks in which many were wrapped to the chin, and the occasional gleam of hidden weapons, made up a scene very striking. The more as it was no mere show, but some of us saw only too distinctly behind it the figure of the headsman and the block.

Now, said Penruddocke, who himself I think took a certain grim pleasure in the formality, be ready to swear, gentlemen, in pairs, as I call the names. Kingston and Matthewson!

Lolling against the wall under one of the sconces I looked at Master Bertie, expecting to be called up with him. He smiled as our eyes met; and I thought with a rush of tenderness how lightly I could have dared the worst had all my associates been like him. But repining came too late, and in a moment Penruddocke surprised me by calling out Crewdson and Carey!

So Master Bertie was not to be my companion! I learned afterward that men who were strangers to one another were purposely associated, the theory being that each should keep an eye upon his oath-fellow. I went forward to the end of the table, and took the book.

There was a slight pause.

Crewdson! called Penruddocke sharply; did you not hear, man?

There was a little stir at the farther end of the room, and he came forward, moving slowly and reluctantly. I saw that he was the man whom Penruddocke had called back when we entered, a man of great height, though slender, and closely cloaked. A drooping gray mustache covered his mouth, and that was almost all I made out before Sir Thomas, with some sharpness, bade him uncover. He did so with an abrupt gesture, and reaching out his hand grasped the other end of the book as though he would take it from me. His manner was so strange that I looked hard at him, and he, jerking up his head with a gesture of defiance, looked at me too, his face very pale.

I heard Penruddockes voice droning the words of the oath, but I paid no attention to them  I was busied with something else. Where had I seen the sinister gleam in those eyes before, and that forehead high and narrow, and those lean, swarthy cheeks? Where had I before confronted that very face which now glared into mine across the book? Its look was bold and defiant, but low down in the cheek I saw a little pulse beating furiously, a pulse which told of anxiety, and the jaws, half veiled by the ragged mustache, were set in an iron grip. Where? Ha! I knew. I dropped my end of the book and stepped back.

Look to the door! I cried, my voice sounding harsh and strange in my own ears. Let no one leave! I denounce that man! And raising my hand I pointed pitilessly at my oath-fellow. I denounce him  he is a spy and traitor!

I a spy? the man shouted fiercely  with the fierceness of despair.

Ay, you! you! Clarence, or Crewdson, or whatever you call yourself, I denounce you! My time has come!
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. . . HE IS A SPY AND A TRAITOR!


CHAPTER XIX.

FERDINAND CLUDDE.

The bitterness of that hour long past, when he had left me for death, when he had played with the human longing for life, and striven without a thought of pity to corrupt me by hopes and fears the most awful that mortals know, was in my voice as I spoke. I rejoiced that vengeance had come upon him at last, and that I was its instrument. I saw the pallor of a great fear creep into his dark cheek, and read in his eyes the vicious passion of a wild beast trapped, and felt no pity. Master Clarence! I said, and laughed  laughed mockingly. You do not look pleased to see your friends. Or perhaps you do not remember me. Stand forward, Master Bertie! Maybe he will recognize you.

But though Master Bertie came forward and stood by my side gazing at him, the villains eyes did not for an instant shift from mine. It is the man! my companion said after a solemn pause  for the other, breathing fast, made no answer. He was a spy in the pay of Bishop Gardiner, when I knew him. At the Bishops death I heard that he passed into the service of the Spanish Ambassador, the Count de Feria. He called himself at that time Clarence. I recognize him.

The quiet words had their effect. From full one-half of the savage crew round us a fierce murmur rose more terrible than any loud outcry. Yet this seemed a relief to the doomed man; he forced himself to look away from me and to confront the dark ring of menacing faces which hemmed him in. The moment he did so he appeared to find courage and words. They take me for another man! he cried in hoarse accents. I know nothing of them! and he added a fearful oath. He knows me. Ask him!

He pointed to Walter Kingston, who was sitting moodily on a tram outside the ring, and who alone had not risen under the excitement of my challenge. On being thus appealed to he looked up suddenly. If I am to choose between you, he said bitterly, and say which is the true man, I know which I shall pick.

Which? Clarence murmured. Which? This time his tone was different. In his voice was the ring of hope.

I should give my vote for you, Kingston replied, looking contemptuously at him. I know something about you, but of the other gentleman I know nothing!

And not much of the person you call Crewdson, I retorted fiercely, since you do not know his real name.

I know this much, the young man answered, tapping his boot with his scabbard with studied carelessness, that he lent me some money, and seemed a good fellow and one that hated a mass priest. That is enough for me. As for his name, it is his fancy perhaps. You call yourself Carey. Well, I know a good many Careys, but I do not know you, nor ever heard of you!

I swung round on him with a hot cheek. But the challenge which was upon my tongue was anticipated by Master Bertie, who drew me forcibly back. Leave this to me, Francis, he said, and do you watch that man. Master Kingston and gentlemen, he continued, turning again to them, and drawing himself to his full height as he addressed them, listen, if you please! You know me, if you do not know my friend. The honor of Richard Bertie has never been challenged until to-night, nor ever will be with impunity. Leave my friend out of the question and put me in it. I, Richard Bertie, say that that man is a paid spy and informer, come here in quest of blood-money! And he, Crewdson, a nameless man, says that I lie. Choose between us. Or look at him and judge! Look!

He was right to bid them look. As the savage murmur rose again and took from the wretched man his last hope, as the ugliness of despair and wicked, impotent passion distorted his face, he was indeed the most deadly witness against himself.

The lights which shone on treacherous weapons half hidden, or on the glittering eyes of cruel men whose blood was roused, fell on nothing so dangerous as the livid, despairing face which, unmasked and eyed by all with aversion, still defied us. Traitor and spy as he was, he had the merit of courage at least; he would die game. And even as I, with a first feeling of pity for him, discerned this, his sword was out, and with a curse he lunged at me.

Penruddocke saved me by a buffet which sent me reeling against the wall, so that the villains thrust was spent on air. Before he could repeat it, four or five men flung themselves upon him from behind. For a moment there was a great uproar, while the group surrounding him swayed to and fro as he dragged his captors up and down with a strength I should not have expected. But the end was certain, and we stood looking on quietly. In a minute or two they had him down, and disarming him, bound his hands.

For me he seemed to have a special hatred. Curse you! he panted, glaring at me as he lay helpless. You have been my evil angel! From the first day I saw you, you have thwarted me in every plan, and now you have brought me to this!

Not I, but yourself, I answered.

My curse upon you! he cried again, the rage and hate in his face so terrible that I turned away shuddering and sick at heart. If I could have killed you, he cried, I would have died contented.

Enough! interposed Penruddocke briskly. It is well for us that Master Bertie and his friend came here to-night. Heaven grant it be not too late! We do not need, he added, looking round, any more evidence, I think?

The dissent was loud, and, save for Kingston, who still sat sulking apart, unanimous.

Death? said the Cornishman quietly.

No one spoke, but each man gave a brief stern nod.

Very well, the leader continued; then I propose  

One moment, said Master Bertie, interrupting him. A word with you apart, with our friends permission. You can repeat it to them afterward.

He drew Sir Thomas aside, and they retired into the corner by the door, where they stood talking in whispers. I had small reason to feel sympathy for the man who lay there tied and doomed to die like a calf. Yet even I shuddered  yes, and some of the hardened men round me shuddered also at the awful expression in his eyes as, without moving his head, he followed the motions of the two by the door. Some faint hope springing into being wrung his soul, and brought the perspiration in great drops to his forehead. I turned away, thinking gravely of the early morning three years ago when he had tortured me by the very same hopes and fears which now racked his own spirit.

Penruddocke came back, Master Bertie following him.

It must not be done to-night, he announced quietly, with a nod which meant that he would explain the reason afterward. We will meet again to-morrow at four in the afternoon instead of at eight in the evening. Until then two must remain on guard with him. It is right he should have some time to repent, and he shall have it.

This did not at once find favor.

Why not run him through now? said one bluntly. And meet to-morrow at some place unknown to him? If we come here again we shall, likely enough, walk straight into the trap.

Well, have it that way, if you please, answered Sir Thomas, shrugging his shoulders. But do not blame me afterward if you find we have let slip a golden opportunity. Be fools if you like. I dare say it will not make much difference in the end!

He spoke at random, but he knew how to deal with his crew, it seemed, for on this those who had objected assented reluctantly to the course he proposed. Barnes and Walters are here in hiding, so they had better be the two to guard him, he continued. There is no fear that they will be inclined to let him go! I looked at the men whom the glances of their fellows singled out, and found them to belong to the little knot of fanatics I had before remarked: dark, stern men, worth, if the matter ever came to fighting, all the rest of the band put together.

At four, to-morrow, then, we meet, Sir Thomas concluded lightly. Then we will deal with him, never fear! Now it is near midnight, and we must be going. But not all together, or we shall attract attention.



Half an hour later Master Bertie and I rode softly out of the courtyard and turned our faces toward the city. The night wind came sweeping across the valley of the Thames, and met us full in the face as we reached the brow of the hill. It seemed laden with melancholy whispers. The wretched enterprise, ill-conceived, ill-ordered, and in its very nature desperate, to which we were in honor committed, would have accounted of itself for any degree of foreboding. But the scene through which we had just passed, and on my part the knowledge that I had given up a fellow-being to death, had their depressing influences. For some distance we rode in silence, which I was the first to break.

Why did you put off his punishment? I asked.

Because I think he will give us information in the interval, Bertie answered briefly. Information which may help us. A spy is generally ready to betray his own side upon occasion.

And you will spare him if he does? I asked. It seemed to me neither justice nor mercy.

No, he said, there is no fear of that. Those who go with ropes round their necks know no mercy. But drowning men will catch at straws; and ten to one he will babble!

I shivered. It is a bad business, I said.

He thought I referred to the conspiracy, and he inveighed bitterly against it, reproaching himself for bringing me into it, and for his folly in believing the rosy accounts of men who had all to win, and nothing save their worthless lives to lose. There is only one thing gained, he said. We are likely to pay dearly for that, so we may think the more of it. We have been the means of punishing a villain.

Yes, I said, that is true. It was a strange meeting and a strange recognition. Strangest of all that I should be called up to swear with him.

Not strange, Master Bertie answered gravely. I would rather call it providential. Let us think of that, and be of better courage, friend. We have been used; we shall not be cast away before our time.

I looked back. For some minutes I had thought I heard behind us a light footstep, more like the pattering of a dog than anything else. I could see nothing, but that was not wonderful, for the moon was young and the sky overcast. Do you hear some one following us? I said.

Master Bertie drew rein suddenly, and turning in the saddle we listened. For a second I thought I still heard the sound. The next it ceased, and only the wind toying with the November leaves and sighing away in the distance, came to our ears. No, he said, I think it must have been your fancy. I hear nothing.

But when we rode on the sound began again, though at first more faintly, as if our follower had learned prudence and fallen farther behind. Do not stop, but listen! I said softly. Cannot you hear the pattering of a naked foot now?

I hear something, he answered. I am afraid you are right, and that we are followed.

What is to be done? I said, my thoughts busy.

There is Caen wood in front, he answered, with a little open ground on this side of it. We will ride under the trees and then stop suddenly. Perhaps we shall be able to distinguish him as he crosses the open behind us. We made the experiment; but as if our follower had divined the plan, his footstep ceased to sound before we had stopped our horses. He had fallen farther behind. We might ride quickly back, I suggested, and surprise him.

It would be useless, Bertie answered. There is too much cover close to the road. Let us rather trot on and outstrip him.

We did trot on; and what with the tramp of our horses as they swung along the road, and the sharp passage of the wind by our ears, we heard no more of the footstep behind. But when we presently pulled up to breathe our horses  or rather within a few minutes of our doing so  there it was behind us, nearer and louder than before. I shivered as I listened; and presently, acting on a sudden impulse, I wheeled my horse round and spurred him back a dozen paces along the road.

I pulled up.

There was a movement in the shadow of the trees on my right, and I leaned forward, peering in that direction. Gradually, I made out the lines of a figure standing still as though gazing at me; a strange, distorted figure, crooked, short, and in some way, though no lineament of the face was visible, expressive of a strange and weird malevolence. It was the witch! The witch whom I had seen in the kitchen at the Gatehouse. How, then, had she come hither? How had she, old, lame, decrepit, kept up with us?

I trembled as she raised her hand, and, standing otherwise motionless, pointed at me out of the gloom. The horse under me was trembling too, trembling violently, with its ears laid back, and, as she moved, its terror increased, it plunged wildly. I had to give for a moment all my attention to it, and though I tried, in mere revolt against the fear which I felt was overcoming me, to urge it nearer, my efforts were vain. After nearly unseating me, the beast whirled round and, getting the better of me, galloped down the road toward London.

What is it? cried Master Bertie, as I came speedily up with him; he had ridden slowly on. What is the matter?

Something in the hedge startled it, I explained, trying to soothe the horse. I could not clearly see what it was.

A rabbit, I dare say, he remarked, deceived by my manner.

Perhaps it was, I answered. Some impulse, not unnatural, led me to say nothing about what I had seen. I was not quite sure that my eyes had not deceived me. I feared his ridicule, too, though he was not very prone to ridicule. And above all I shrank from explaining the medley of superstitious fear, distrust, and abhorrence in which I held the creature who had shown so strange a knowledge of my life.

We were already near Holborn, and reaching without further adventure a modest inn near the Bars, we retired to a room we had engaged, and lay down with none of the gallant hopes which had last night formed the subject of our talk. Yet we slept well, for depression goes better with sleep than does the tumult of anticipation; and I was up early, and down in the yard looking to the horses before London was well awake. As I entered the stable a man lying curled up in the straw rolled lazily over and, shading his eyes, glanced up. Apparently he recognized me, for he got slowly to his feet. Morning! he said gruffly.

I stood staring at him, wondering if I had made a mistake.

What are you doing here, my man? I said sharply, when I had made certain I knew him, and that he was really the surly ostler from the Gatehouse tavern at Highgate. Why did you come here? Why have you followed us?

Come about your business, he answered. To give you that.

I took the note he held out to me. From whom? I said. Who sent it by you?

Cannot tell, he replied, shaking his head.

Cannot, or will not? I retorted.

Both, he said doggedly. But there, if you want to know what sort of a kernel is in a nut, you dont shake the tree, master  you crack the nut.

I looked at the note he had given me. It was but a slip of paper folded thrice. The sender had not addressed, or sealed, or fastened it in anyway; had taken no care either to insure its reaching its destination or to prevent prying eyes seeing the contents. If one of our associates had sent it, he had been guilty of the grossest carelessness. You are sure it is for me? I said.

As sure as mortal can be, he answered. Only that it was given me for a man, and not a mouse! You are not afraid, master?

I was not; but he edged away as he spoke, and looked with so much alarm at the scrap of paper that it was abundantly clear he was very much afraid himself, even while he derided me. I saw that if I had offered to return the note he would have backed out of the stable and gone off there and then as fast as his lame foot would let him. This puzzled me. However, I read the note. There was nothing in it to frighten me. Yet, as I read, the color came into my face, for it contained one name to which I had long been a stranger.

To Francis Cludde, it ran. If you would not do a thing of which you will miserably repent all your life, and which will stain you in the eyes of all Christian men, meet me two hours before noon at the cross street by St. Botolphs, where you first saw Mistress Bertram. And tell no one. Fail not to come. In Heavens name, fail not!

The note had nothing to do with the conspiracy, then, on the face of it; mysterious as it was, and mysteriously as it came. Look here! I said to the man. Tell me who sent it, and I will give you a crown.

I would not tell you, he answered stubbornly, if you could make me King of England! No, nor King of Spain too! You might rack me and you would not get it from me!

His one eye glowed with so obstinate a resolve that I gave up the attempt to persuade him, and turned to examine the message itself. But here I fared no better. I did not know the handwriting, and there was no peculiarity in the paper. I was no wiser than before. Are you to take back any answer? I said.

No, he replied, the saints be thanked for the same! But you will bear me witness, he went on anxiously, that I gave you the letter. You will not forget that, or say that you have not had it? But there! he added to himself as he turned away, speaking in a low voice, so that I barely caught the sense of the words, what is the use? she will know!

She will know! It had something to do with a woman then, even if a woman were not the writer. I went in to breakfast in two minds about going. I longed to tell Master Bertie and take his advice, though the unknown had enjoined me not to do so. But for the time I refrained, and explaining my absence of mind as well as I could, I presently stole away on some excuse or other, and started in good time, and on foot, into the city. I reached the rendezvous a quarter of an hour before the time named, and strolling between the church and the bakers shop, tried to look as much like a chance passer-by as I could, keeping the while a wary lookout for any one who might turn out to be my correspondent.



The morning was cold and gray. A drizzling rain was falling. The passers were few, and the appearance of the streets dirty and, with littered kennels, was dreary indeed. I found it hard at once to keep myself warm and to avoid observation as I hung about. Ten oclock had rung from more than one steeple, and I was beginning to think myself a fool for my pains, when a woman of middle height, slender and young in figure, but wearing a shabby brown cloak, and with her head muffled in a hood, as though she had the toothache or dreaded the weather more than ordinary, turned the corner of the belfry and made straight toward me. She drew near, and seemed about to pass me without notice. But when abreast of me she glanced up suddenly, her eyes the only features I could see.

Follow me to the church! she murmured gently. And she swept on to the porch.

I obeyed reluctantly; very reluctantly, my feet seeming like lead. For I knew who she was. Though I had only seen her eyes, I had recognized them, and guessed already what her business with me was. She led the way resolutely to a quiet corner. The church was empty and still, with only the scent of incense in the air to tell of a recent service. It was no surprise to me when she turned abruptly, and, removing her hood, looked me in the face.

What have you done with him? she panted, laying her hand on my arm. Speak! Tell me what you have done with him?

The question, the very question, I had foreseen! Yet I tried to fence with her. I said, With whom?

With whom? she repeated bitterly. You know me! I am not so changed in three years that you do not recognize me?

No; I know you, I said.

There was a hectic flush on her cheeks, and it seemed to me that the dark hair was thinner on her thin temples than when I had seen her last. But the eyes were the same.

Then why ask with whom? she cried passionately. What have you done with the man you called Clarence?

Done with him? I said feebly.

Ay, done with him? Come, speak and tell me! she repeated in fierce accents, her hand clutching my wrist, her eyes probing my face with merciless glances. Have you killed him? Tell me!

Killed him, Mistress Anne? I said sullenly. No, I have not killed him.

He is alive? she cried.

For all I know, he is alive.

She glared at me for some seconds to assure herself that I was telling the truth. Then she heaved a great sigh; her hands fell from my wrists, the color faded out of her face, and she lowered her eyes. I glanced round with a momentary idea of escape  I so shrank from that which was to come. But before I had well entertained the notion she looked up, her face grown calm.

Then what have you done with him? she asked.

I have done nothing with him, I answered.

She laughed; a mirthless laugh. Bah! she said, do not tell me lies! That is your honor, I suppose  your honor to your friends down in the cellar there! Do you think that I do not know all about them? Shall I give you the list? He is a very dangerous conspirator, is Sir Thomas Penruddocke, is he not? And that scented dandy Master Kingston! Or Master Crewdson  tell me of him! Tell me of him, I say! she exclaimed, with a sudden return from irony to a fierce eagerness, a breathless impatience. Why did he not come up last night? What have you done with him?

I shook my head, sick and trembling. How could I tell her?

I see, she said. You will not tell me. But you swear he is yet alive, Master Cludde? Good. Then you are holding him for a hostage? Is that it? with a piercing glance at my face. Or, you have condemned him, but for some reason the sentence has not been executed! She drew a long, deep breath, for I fear my face betrayed me. That is it, is it? Then there is still time.

She turned from me and looked toward the end of the aisle, where a dull red lamp hanging before the altar glowed feebly in the warm scented air. She seemed so to turn and so to look in thankfulness, as if the news she had learned were good instead of what it was. What is the hour fixed? she asked suddenly.

I shook my head.

You will not tell me? Well, it matters not, she answered briskly. He must be saved. Do you hear? He must be saved, Master Cludde. That is your business.

I shook my head.

You think it is not? she said. Well, I can show you it is! Listen!

She raised herself on a step of the font, and looked me harshly in the face. If he be not given up to me safe and sound by sunset this evening, I will betray you all! All! I have the list here, she muttered sternly, touching her bosom. You, Master Bertie, Penruddocke, Fleming, Barnes  all. All, do you hear? Give him up or you shall hang!

You would not do it! I cried aghast, peering into her burning eyes.

Would not do it? Fool! she hissed. If all the world but he had one head, I would cut it off to save his! He is my husband! Do you hear? He is my husband  my all! Do you think I have given up everything, friends and honor and safety, for him, to lose him now? No! You say I would not do it? Do you know what I have done? You have a scar there.

She touched me lightly on the breast. I did it, she said.

You? I muttered.

Yes, I, you blind fool! I did it, she answered. You escaped then, and I was glad of it, since the wound answered my purpose. But you will not escape again. The cord is surer.

Something in her last words crossed my memory and enlightened me.

You were the woman I saw last night, I said. You followed us from High gate.

What matter! What matter! she exclaimed impatiently. Better be footsore than heartsore. Will you do now what I want? Will you answer for his life?

I can do nothing without the others, I said.

But the others know nothing, she answered. They do not know their own danger. Where will you find them?

I shall find them, I replied resolutely. And in any case I must consult Master Bertie. Will you come and see him?

And be locked up too? she said sternly, and in a different tone. No. It is you must do this, and you must answer for it, Francis Cludde. You, and no one else.

I can do nothing by myself, I repeated.

Ay, but you can  you must! she retorted, or Heavens curse will be upon you! You think me mad to say that. Listen! Listen, fool! The man whom you have condemned, whom you have left to die, is not only my husband, wedded to me these three years, but your father  your father, Ferdinand Cludde!


CHAPTER XX.

THE COMING QUEEN.

I stood glaring at her.

You were a blind bat or you would have found it out for yourself, she continued scornfully. A babe would have guessed it, knowing as much of your father as you did.

Does he know himself? I muttered hoarsely, looking anywhere but at her now. The shock had left me dull and confused. I did not doubt her word, rather I wondered with her that I had not found this out for myself. But the possibility of meeting my father in that wide world into which I had plunged to escape from the knowledge of his existence, had never occurred to me. Had I thought of it, it would have seemed too unlikely; and though I might have seen in Gardiner a link between us, and so have identified him, the greatness of the Chancellors transactions, and certain things about Clarence which had seemed, or would have seemed, had I ever taken the point into consideration, at variance with my ideas of my father, had prevented me getting upon the track.

Does he know that you are his son, do you mean? she said. No, he does not.

You have not told him?

No, she answered with a slight shiver.

I understood. I comprehended that even to her the eagerness with which, being father and son, we had sought one anothers lives during those days on the Rhine, had seemed so dreadful that she had concealed the truth from him.

When did you learn it? I asked, trembling too.

I knew his right name before I ever saw you, she answered. Yours I learned on the day I left you at Santon. Looking back I remembered the strange horror, then inexplicable, which she had betrayed; and I understood it. So it was that knowledge which had driven her from us! What will you do now? she said. You will save him? You must save him! He is your father.

Save him? I shuddered at the thought that I had destroyed him! that I, his son, had denounced him! Save him! The perspiration sprang out in beads on my forehead. If I could not save him I should live pitied by my friends and loathed by my enemies!

If it be possible, I muttered, I will save him.

You swear it? she cried. Before I could answer she seized my arm and dragged me up the dim aisle until we stood together before the Figure and the Cross. The chimes above us rang eleven. A shaft of cold sunshine pierced a dusty window, and, full of dancing motes, shot athwart the pillars.

Swear! she repeated with trembling eagerness, turning her eyes on mine, and raising her hand solemnly toward the Figure. Swear by the Cross!

I swear, I said.

She dropped her hand. Her form seemed to shrink and grow less. Making a sign to me to go, she fell on her knees on the step, and drew her hood over her face. I walked away on tiptoe down the aisle, but glancing back from the door of the church I saw the small, solitary figure still kneeling in prayer. The sunshine had died away. The dusty window was colorless. Only the red lamp glowed dully above her head. I seemed to see what the end would be. Then I pushed aside the curtain, and slipped out into the keen air. It was hers to pray. It was mine to act.

I lost no time, but on my return I could not find Master Bertie either in the public room or in the inn yard, so I sought him in his bedroom, where I found him placidly reading a book; his patient waiting in striking contrast with the feverish anxiety which had taken hold of me. What is it, lad? he said, closing the volume, and laying it down on my entrance. You look disturbed?

I have seen Mistress Anne, I answered. He whistled softly, staring at me without a word. She knows all, I continued.

How much is all? he asked after a pause.

Our names  all our names, Penruddockes, Kingstons, the others; our meeting-place, and that we hold Clarence a prisoner. She was that old woman whom we saw at the Gatehouse tavern last night.

He nodded, appearing neither greatly surprised nor greatly alarmed. Does she intend to use her knowledge? he said. I suppose she does.

Unless we let him go safe and unhurt before sunset.

They will never consent to it, he answered, shaking his head.

Then they will hang! I cried.

He looked hard at me a moment, discerning something strange in the bitterness of my last words. Come, lad, he said, you have not told me all. What else have you learned?

How can I tell you? I cried wildly, waving him off, and going to the lattice that my face might be hidden from him. Heaven has cursed me! I added, my voice breaking.

He came and laid his hand on my shoulder. Heaven curses no one, he said. Most of our curses we make for ourselves. What is it, lad?

I covered my face with my hands. He  he is my father, I muttered. Do you understand? Do you see what I have done? He is my father!

Ha! Master Bertie uttered that one exclamation in intense astonishment; then he said no more. But the pressure of his hand told me that he understood, that he felt with me, that he would help me. And that silent comprehension, that silent assurance, gave the sweetest comfort. He must be allowed to go, then, for this time, he resumed gravely, after a pause in which I had had time to recover myself. We will see to it. But there will be difficulties. You must be strong and brave. The truth must be told. It is the only way.

I saw that it was, though I shrank exceedingly from the ordeal before me. Master Bertie advised, when I grew more calm, that we should be the first at the rendezvous, lest by some chance Penruddockes orders should be anticipated; and accordingly, soon after two oclock, we mounted, and set forth. I remarked that my companion looked very carefully to his arms, and, taking the hint, I followed his example.

It was a silent, melancholy, anxious ride. However successful we might be in rescuing my father  alas! that I should have to-day and always to call that man father  I could not escape the future before me. I had felt shame while he was but a name to me; how could I endure to live, with his infamy always before my eyes? Petronilla, of whom I had been thinking so much since I returned to England, whose knot of velvet had never left my breast nor her gentle face my heart  how could I go back to her now? I had thought my father dead, and his name and fame old tales. But the years of foreign life which yesterday had seemed a sufficient barrier between his past and myself  of what use were they now? Or the foreign service I had fondly regarded as a kind of purification?

Master Bertie broke in on my reverie much as if he had followed its course. Understand one thing, lad! he said, laying his hand on the withers of my horse. Yours must not be the hand to punish your father. But after to-day you will owe him no duty. You will part from him to-day and he will be a stranger to you. He deserted you when you were a child; and if you owe reverence to any one, it is to your uncle and not to him. He has himself severed the ties between you.

Yes, I said. I will go abroad. I will go back to Wilna.

If ill comes of our enterprise  as I fear ill will come  we will both go back, if we can, he answered. If good by any chance should come of it, then you shall be my brother, our family shall be your family. The Duchess is rich enough, he added with a smile, to allow you a younger brothers portion.

I could not answer him as I desired, for we passed at that moment under the archway, and became instantly involved in the bustle going forward in the courtyard. Near the principal door of the inn stood eight or nine horses gayly caparisoned and in the charge of three foreign-looking men, who, lounging in their saddles, were passing a jug from hand to hand. They turned as we rode in and looked at us curiously, but not with any impertinence. Apparently they were waiting for the rest of their party, who were inside the house. Civilly disposed as they seemed, the fact that they were armed, and wore rich liveries of black and gold, caused me, and I think both of us, a momentary alarm.

Who are they? Master Bertie asked in a low voice, as he rode to the opposite door and dismounted with his back to them.

They are Spaniards, I fancy, I said, scanning them over the shoulders of my horse as I too got off. Old friends, so to speak.

They seem wonderfully subdued for them, he answered, and on their best behavior. If half the tales we heard this morning be true, they are not wont to carry themselves like this.

Yet they certainly were Spanish, for I overheard them speaking to one another in that language; and before we had well dismounted, their leader  whom they received with great respect, one of them jumping down to hold his stirrup  came out with three or four more and got to horse again. Turning his rein to lead the way out through the north gate he passed near us, and as he settled himself in his saddle took a good look at us. The look passed harmlessly over me, but reaching Master Bertie became concentrated. The rider started and smiled faintly. He seemed to pause, then he raised his plumed cap and bowed low  covered himself again and rode on. His train all followed his example and saluted us as they passed. Master Berties face, which had flushed a fiery red under the others gaze, grew pale again. He looked at me, when they had gone by, with startled eyes.

Do you know who that was? he said, speaking like one who had received a blow and did not yet know how much he was hurt.

No, I said.

It was the Count de Feria, the Spanish Ambassador, he answered. And he recognized me. I met him often, years ago. I knew him again as soon as he came out, but I did not think he would by any chance recognize me in this dress.

Are you sure, I asked in amazement, that it was he?

Quite sure, he answered.

But why did he not have you arrested, or at least detained? The warrants are still out against you.

Master Bertie shook his head. I cannot tell, he said darkly. He is a Spaniard. But come, we have the less time to lose. We must join our friends and take their advice; we seem to be surrounded by pitfalls.

At this moment the lame ostler came up, and grumbling at us as if he had never seen us in his life before, and never wished to see us again, took our horses. We went into the kitchen, and taking the first chance of slipping upstairs to No. 15, we were admitted with the same precautions as before, and descending the shaft gained the cellar.



Here we were not, as we had looked to be, the first on the scene. I suppose a sense of the insecurity of our meeting-place had led every one to come early, so as to be gone early. Penruddocke indeed was not here yet, but Kingston and half a score of others were sitting about conversing in low tones. It was plain that the distrust and suspicion which we had remarked on the previous day had not been allayed by the discovery of Clarences treachery.

Indeed, it was clear that the distrust and despondency had to-day become a panic. Men glared at one another and at the door, and talked in whispers and started at the slightest sound. I glanced round. The one I sought for with eager yet shrinking eyes was not to be seen. I turned to Master Bertie, my face mutely calling on him to ask the question. Where is the prisoner? he said sharply.

A moment I hung in suspense. Then one of the men said, He is in there. He is safe enough! He pointed, as he spoke, to a door which seemed to lead to an inner cellar.

Right, said Master Bertie, still standing. I have two pieces of bad news for you nevertheless. Firstly I have just been recognized by the Spanish Ambassador, whom I met in the courtyard above.

Half the men rose to their feet. What is he doing here? they cried, one boldly, the others with the quaver very plain in their voices.

I do not know; but he recognized me. Why he took no steps to detain or arrest me I cannot tell. He rode away by the north road.

They gazed at one another and we at them. The wolfish look which fear brings into some faces grew stronger in theirs.

What is your other bad news? said Kingston, with an oath.

A person outside, a friend of the prisoner, has a list of our names, and knows our meeting-place and our plans. She threatens to use the knowledge unless the man Clarence or Crewdson be set free.

There was a loud murmur of wrath and dismay, amid which Kingston alone preserved his composure. We might have been prepared for that, he said quietly. It is an old precaution of such folk. But how did you come to hear of it?

My friend here saw the messenger and heard the terms. The man must be set free by sunset.

And what warranty have we that he will not go straight with his plans and his list to the Council?

Master Bertie could not answer that, neither could I; we had no surety, and if we set him free could take none save his word. His word! Could even I ask them to accept that? To stake the life of the meanest of them on it?

I saw the difficulties of the position, and when Master Kingston pronounced coolly that this was a waste of time, and that the only wise course was to dispose of the principal witness, both in the interests of justice and our own safety, and then shift for ourselves before the storm broke, I acknowledged in my heart the wisdom of the course, and felt that yesterday it would have received my assent.

The risk is about the same either way, Master Bertie said.

Not at all, Kingston objected, a sparkle of malice in his eye. Last night we had thwarted him. To-night it was his turn; and the dark lowering looks of those round him showed that numbers were with him. This fellow can hang us all. His accomplice who escapes can know nothing save through him, and could give only vague and uncertain evidence. No, no. Let us cast lots who shall do it, get it done quickly, and begone.

We must wait at least, Bertie urged, until Sir Thomas comes.

No! retorted Kingston, with heat. We are all equal here. Besides the man was condemned yesterday, with the full assent of all. It only remains to carry out the sentence. Surely this gentleman, he continued, turning suddenly upon me, who was so ready to accuse him yesterday, does not wish him spared to-day?

I do wish it, I said, in a low tone.

Ho! ho! he cried, folding his arms and throwing back his head, astonished at the success of his own question. Then may we ask for your reasons, sir? Last night you could not lay your tongue to words too bad for him. Tonight you wish to spare him, and let him go?

I do, I said. I felt that every eye was upon me, and that, Master Bertie excepted, not one there would feel sympathy with me in my humiliation. They were driven to the wall. They had no time for fine feeling, for sympathy, for appreciation of the tragic, unless it touched themselves. What chance had I with them, though I was a son pleading for a father? Nay, what argument had I save that I was his son, and that I had brought him to this? No argument. Only the appeal to them that they would not make me a parricide! And I felt that at this they would mock.

And so, in view of those stern, curious faces, a new temptation seized me  the temptation to be silent. Why should I not stand by and let things take their course? Why should I not spare myself the shame which I already saw would be fruitless? When Master Kingston, with a cynical bow, said, Your reasons, sir? I stood mute and trembling. If I kept silence, if I refused to give my reasons, if I did not acknowledge the prisoner, but merely begged his life, he would die, and the connection between us would be known only to one or two. I should be freed from him and might go my own way. The sins of Ferdinand Cludde were well-nigh forgotten  why take to myself the sins of Clarence, which would otherwise never stain my name, would never be associated with my father or myself?

Why, indeed? It was a great and sore temptation, as I stood there before all those eyes. He had deserved death. I had given him up in perfect innocence. Had I any right to call on them to risk their lives that I might go harmless in conscience, and he in person? Had I  

What, was there after all some taint in my blood? Was I going to become like him  to take to myself a shame of my own earning, in the effort to escape from the burden of his ill-fame? I remembered in time the oath I had sworn, and when Kingston repeated his question, I answered him quickly. I did not know yesterday who he was, I said. I have discovered since that he is my father. I ask nothing on his account. Were he only my father I would not plead for him. I plead for myself, I murmured. If you show no pity, you make me a parricide.

I had done them wrong. There was something in my voice, I suppose, as I said the words which cost me so much, which wrought with almost all of them in a degree. They gazed at me with awed, wondering faces, and murmured His father! in low tones. They were recalling the scene of last night, the moment when I had denounced him, the curse he had hurled at me, the half-told story of which that had seemed the climax. I had wronged them. They did see the tragedy of it.

Yes, they pitied me; but they showed plainly that they would still do what perhaps I should have done in their place  justice. He knows too much! said one. Our lives are as good as his, muttered another  the first to become thoroughly himself again why should we all die for him? The wolfish glare came back fast to their eyes. They handled their weapons impatiently. They were longing to be away. At this moment, when I saw I had indeed made my confession in vain, Master Bertie struck in. What, he said, if Master Carey and I take charge of him, and escorting him to his agent without, be answerable for both of them?

You would be only putting your necks into the noose! said Kingston.

We will risk that! replied my friend  and what a friend and what a man he seemed amid that ignoble crew! I will myself promise you that if he refuse to remain with us until midnight, or tries wherever we are to raise an alarm or communicate with any one, I will run him through with my own hand? Will not that satisfy you?

No, Master Kingston retorted, it will not! A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush!

But the woman outside? said one timidly.

We must run that risk! quoth he. In an hour or two we shall be in hiding. Come, the lot must be drawn. For this gentleman, let him stand aside.

I leaned against the wall, dazed and horror-stricken. Now that I had identified myself with him I felt a great longing to save him. I scarcely noticed the group drawing pieces of paper at the table. My every thought was taken up with the low door over there, and the wretched man lying bound in the darkness behind it. What must be the horror, the black despair, the hate and defiance of his mind as he lay there, trapped at last like any beast of prey? It was horrible! horrible! horrible!

I covered my face and could not restrain the cry of unutterable distress which rose to my lips. They looked round, two or three of them, from the table. But the impression my appeal had made upon them had faded away already, and they only shrugged their shoulders and turned again to their task. Master Bertie alone stood apart, his arms folded, his face grave and dark. He too had abandoned hope. There seemed no hope, when suddenly there came a knocking at the door. The papers were dropped, and while some stood as if stiffened into stone, others turned and gazed at their neighbors. It was a knocking more hasty and imperative than the usual summons, though given in the same fashion. At last a man found tongue. It is Sir Thomas, he suggested, with a sigh of relief. He is in a hurry and brings news. I know his knock.

Then open the door, fool, cried Kingston. If you can see through a two-inch plank, why do you stand there like a gaby?

Master Bertie anticipated the man, and himself opened the door and admitted the knocker. Penruddocke it was; he came in, still drumming on the door with his fist, his eyes sparkling, his ruddy cheeks aglow. He crossed the threshold with a swagger, and looking at us all burst into a strange peal of laughter. Yoicks! Gone to earth! he shouted, waving his hand as if he had a whip in it. Gone to earth  gone forever! Did you think it was the Lords of the Council, my lads?

He had left the door wide open behind him, and we now saw in the doorway the seafaring man who usually guarded the room above. What does this mean, Sir Thomas? Kingston said sternly. He thought, I fancy, as many of us did, that the knight was drunk. Have you given that man permission to leave his post?

Post? There are no more posts, cried Sir Thomas, with a strange jollity. He certainly was drunk, but perhaps not with liquor. Except good fat posts, he continued, smacking Master Bertie on the shoulder, for loyal men who have done the state service, and risked their lives in evil times! Posts? I shall get so drunk to-night that the stoutest post on Ludgate will not hold me up!

You seem to have gone far that way already, my friend said coldly.

So will you, when you hear the news! Penruddocke replied more soberly. Lads, the Queen is dying!

In the vaulted room his statement was received in silence; a silence dictated by no feeling for the woman going before her Maker  how should we who were plotting against her feel for her, we who were for the most part homeless and proscribed through her?  but the silence of men in doubt, in doubt whether this might mean all that from Sir Thomass aspect it seemed to mean.

She cannot live a week! Penruddocke continued. The doctors have given up hope, and at the palace all is in confusion. She has named the Princess Elizabeth her successor, and even now Cecil is drawing up the proclamations. To show that the game is really up, the Count de Feria, the Spanish Ambassador, has gone this very day to Hatfield to pay his respects to the coming queen.

Then indeed the vaulted roof did ring  ring and ring again with shouts of The Coming Queen! Men over whom the wings of death had seemed a minute ago to be hovering, darkening all things to them, looked up and saw the sun. The Coming Queen! they cried.

You need fear nothing! continued Penruddocke wildly. No one will dare to execute the warrants. The Bishops are shaking in their miters. Pole is said to be dying. Bonner is more likely to hang himself than burn others. Up and out and play the man! Away to your counties and get ready your tar-barrels! Now we will give them a taste of the Cujus Regio! Ho! drawer, there! A cup of ale!

He turned, and shouting a scrap of a song, swaggered back into the shaft and began to ascend. They all trooped after him, talking and laughing, a reckless, good-natured crew, looking to a man as if they had never known fear or selfishness  as if distrust were a thing impossible to them. Master Kingston alone, whom his losses had soured and who still brooded over his revenge, went off moodily.

I was for stopping one of them; but Master Bertie directed my eyes by a gesture of his hand to the door at the far end of the cellar, and I saw that the key was in the lock. He wrung my hand hard. Tell him all, he muttered. I will wait above.


CHAPTER XXI.

MY FATHER.

Tell him all? I stood thinking, my hand on the key. The voices of the rearmost of the conspirators sounded more and more faintly as they passed up the shaft, until their last accents died in the room above, and silence followed; a silence in strange contrast with the bright glare of the torches which burned round me and lit up the empty cellar as for a feast. I was wondering what he would say when I told him all  when I said I am your son! I, whom Providence has used to thwart your plans, whose life you sought, whom, without a thought of pity, you left to perish! I am your son!

Infinitely I dreaded the moment when I should tell him this, and hear his answer; and I lingered with my hand on the key until an abrupt knocking on the other side of the door brought the blood to my face. Before I could turn the key the hasty summons was repeated, and grew to a frantic, hurried drumming on the boards  a sound which plainly told of terror suddenly conceived and in an instant full-grown. A hoarse cry followed, coming dully to my ears through the thickness of the door, and the next moment the stout planks shook as a heavy weight fell against them.

I turned the key, and the door was flung open from within. My father stumbled out.

The strong light for an instant blinded him, and he blinked as an owl does brought to the sunshine. Even in him the long hours passed in solitude and the blackness of despair had worked changes. His hair was grayer; in patches it was almost white, and then again dark. He had gnawed his lower lip, and there were bloodstains on it. His mustache, too, was ragged and torn, as if he had gnawed that also. His eyes were bloodshot, his lean face was white and haggard and fierce.

Ha! he cried, trembling, as he peered round, I thought they had left me to starve! There were rats in there! I thought  

He stopped. He saw me standing holding the edge of the door. He saw that otherwise the room was empty, the farther door leading to the shaft open. An open door! To him doubtless it seemed of all sights the most wonderful, the most heavenly! His knees began to shake under him.

What is it? he muttered. What were they shouting about? I heard them shouting.

The queen is dying, I answered simply, or dead, and you can do us no more harm. You are free.

Free? He repeated the word, leaning against the wall, his eyes wild and glaring, his lips parted.

Yes, free, I answered, in a lower voice free to go out into the air of heaven a living man! I paused. For a moment I could not continue. Then I added solemnly, Sir, Providence has saved you from death, and me from a crime.

He leaned still against the wall, dazed, thunderstruck, almost incredulous, and looked from me to the open door and back again as if without this constant testimony of his eyes he could not believe in his escape.

It was not Anne? he murmured. She did not  

She tried to save your life, I answered; but they would not listen to her.

Did she come here?

As he spoke, he straightened himself with an effort and stood up. He was growing more like himself.

No, I answered. She sent for me and told me her terms. But Kingston and the others would not listen to them. You would have been dead now, though I did all I could to save you, if Penruddocke had not brought this news of the queen.

She is dead?

She is dying. The Spanish Ambassador, I added, to clinch the matter, for I saw he doubted, rode through here this afternoon to pay his court to the Princess Elizabeth at Hatfield.

He looked down at the ground, thinking deeply. Most men would have been unable to think at all, unable to concentrate their thoughts on anything save their escape from death. But a life of daily risk and hazard had so hardened this man that I was certain, as I watched him, that he was not praying nor giving thanks. He was already pondering how he might make the most out of the change; how he might to the best advantage sell his knowledge of the government whose hours were numbered to the government which soon would be. The life of intrigue had become second nature to him.

He looked up and our eyes met. We gazed at one another.

Why are you here? he said curiously. Why did they leave you? Why were you the one to stop to set me free, Master Carey?

My name is not Carey, I answered.

What is it, then? he asked carelessly.

Cludde, I answered softly.

Cludde! He called it out. Even his self-mastery could not cope with this surprise. Cludde, he said again  said it twice in a lower voice.

Yes, Cludde, I answered, meeting and yet shrinking from his questioning eyes, my name is Cludde. So is yours. I tried to save your life, because I learned from Mistress Anne  

I paused. I shrank from telling him that which, as it seemed to me, would strike him to the ground in shame and horror. But he had no fear.

What? he cried. What did you learn?

That you are my father, I answered slowly. I am Francis Cludde, the son whom you deserted many years ago, and to whom Sir Anthony gave a home at Coton.

I expected him to do anything except what he did. He stared at me with astonished eyes for a minute, and then a low whistle issued from his lips.

My son, are you! My son! he said coolly. And how long have you known this, young sir?

Since yesterday, I murmured. The words he had used on that morning at Santon, when he had bidden me die and rot, were fresh in my memory  in my memory, not in his. I recalled his treachery to the Duchess, his pursuit of us, his departure with Anne, the words in which he had cursed me. He remembered apparently none of these things, but simply gazed at me with a thoughtful smile.

I wish I had known it before, he said at last. Things might have been different. A pretty dutiful son you have been!

The sneer did me good. It recalled to my mind what Master Bertie had said.

There can be no question of duty between us, I answered firmly. What duty I owe to any one of my family, I owe to my uncle.

Then why have you told me this?

Because I thought it right you should know it, I answered, were it only that, knowing it, we may go different ways. We have nearly done one another a mischief more than once, I added gravely.

He laughed. He was not one whit abashed by the discovery, nor awed, nor cast down. There was even in his cynical face a gleam of kindliness and pride as he scanned me. We were almost of a height  I the taller by an inch or two; and in our features I believe there was a likeness, though not such as to invite remark.

You have grown to be a chip of the old block, he said coolly. I would as soon have you for a son as another. I think on the whole I am pleased. You talked of Providence just now  this with a laugh of serene amusement and perhaps you were right. Perhaps there is such a thing. For I am growing old, and lo! it gives me a son to take care of me.

I shook my head. I could never be that kind of son to him.

Wait a bit, he said, frowning slightly. You think your side is up and mine is down, and I can do you no good now, but only harm. You are ashamed of me. Well, wait, he continued, nodding confidently. Do not be too sure that I cannot help you. I have been wrecked a dozen times, but I never yet failed to find a boat that would take me to shore.

Yes, he was so arrogant in the pride of his many deceits that an hour after Heaven had stretched out its hand to save him, he denied its power and took the glory to himself. I did not know what to say to him, how to undeceive him, how to tell him that it was not the failure of his treachery which shamed me, but the treachery itself. I could only remain silent.

And so he mistook me; and, after pondering a moment with his chin in his hand, he continued:

I have a plan, my lad. The Queen dies. Well  I am no bigot  long live the Queen and the Protestant religion! The down will be up and the up down, and the Protestants will be everything. It will go hard then with those who cling to the old faith.

He looked at me with a crafty smile, his head on one side.

I do not understand, I said coldly.

Then listen. Sir Anthony, will hold by his religion. He used to be a choleric gentleman, and as obstinate as a mule. He will need but to be pricked up a little, and he will get into trouble with the authorities as sure as eggs are eggs. I will answer for it. And then  

Well? I said grimly. How was I to observe even a show of respect for him when I was quivering with fierce wrath and abhorrence? Do you think that will benefit you? I cried. Do you think that you are so high in favor with Cecil and the Protestants that they will set you in Sir Anthonys place? You!

He looked at me still more craftily, not put out by my indignation, but rather amused by it.

No, lad, not me, he replied, with tolerant good-nature. I am somewhat blown upon of late. But Providence has not given me back my son for nothing. I am not alone in the world now. I must remember my family. I must think a little of others as well as of myself.

What do you mean? I said, recoiling.

He scanned me for a moment, with his eyes half-shut, his head on one side. Then he laughed, a cynical, jarring laugh.

Good boy! he said. Excellent boy! He knows no more than he is told. His hands are clean, and he has friends upon the winning side who will not see him lose a chance, should a chance turn up. Be satisfied. Keep your hands clean if you like, boy. We understand one another.

He laughed again and turned away; and, much as I dreaded and disliked him, there was something in the indomitable nature of the man which wrung from me a meed of admiration. Could the best of men have recovered more quickly from despair? Could the best of men, their plans failing, have begun to spin fresh webs with equal patience? Could the most courageous and faithful of those who have tried to work the worlds bettering, have faced the downfall of their hopes with stouter hearts, with more genuine resignation? Bad as he was, he had courage and endurance beyond the common.

He came back to me when he had gone a few paces.

Do you know where my sword is? he asked in a matter-of-fact tone, as one might ask a question of an old comrade.

I found it cast aside behind the door. He took it from me, grumbling over a nick in the edge, which he had caused by some desperate blow when he was seized. He fastened it on with an oath. I could not look at the sword without remembering how nearly he had taken my life with it. The recollection did not trouble him in the slightest.

Now farewell! he said carelessly, I am going to turn over a new leaf, and begin returning good for evil. Do you go to your friends and do your work, and I will go to my friends and do mine.

Then with a nod he walked briskly away, and I heard him climb the ladder and depart.

What was he going to do? I was so deeply amazed by the interview that I did not understand. I had thought him a wicked man, but I had not conceived the hardness of his nature. As I stood alone looking round the vault, I could hardly believe that I had met and spoken to my father, and told him I was his son  and this was all! I could hardly believe that he had gone away with this knowledge, unmoved and unrepentant; alike unwarned by the Providence which had used me to thwart his schemes, and untouched by the beneficence which had thrice held him back from the crime of killing me  ay, proof even against the long-suffering which had plucked him from the abyss and given him one more chance of repentance.



I found Master Bertie in the stables waiting for me with some impatience. Of which, upon the whole, I was glad. For I had no wish to be closely questioned, and the account I gave him of the interview might at another time have seemed disjointed and incoherent. He listened to it, however, without remark; and his next words made it clear that he had other matters in his mind.

I do not know what to do about fetching the Duchess over, he said. This news seems to be true, and she ought to be here.

Certainly, I agreed.

The country in general is well affected to the Princess Elizabeth, he continued. Yet the interests of the Bishops, of the Spanish faction, and of some of the council, will lie in giving trouble. To avoid this, we should show our strength. Therefore I want the Duchess to come over with all speed. Will you fetch her? he added sharply, turning to me.

Will I? I cried in surprise.

Yes, you. I cannot well go myself at this crisis. Will you go instead?

Of course I will, I answered.

And the prospect cheered me wonderfully. It gave me something to do, and opened my eyes to the great change of which Penruddocke had been the herald, a change which was even then beginning. As we rode down Highgate Hill that day, messengers were speeding north and south and east and west, to Norwich and Bristol and Canterbury and Coventry and York, with the tidings that the somber rule under which England had groaned for five years and more was coming to an end. If in a dozen towns of England they roped their bells afresh; if in every county, as Penruddocke had prophesied, they got their tar-barrels ready; if all, save a few old-fashioned folk and a few gloomy bigots and hysterical women, awoke as from an evil dream; if even sensible men saw in the coming of the young queen a panacea for all their ills  a quenching of Smithfield fires, a Calais recovered, a cure for the worthless coinage which hampered trade, and a riddance of worthless foreigners who plundered it  with better roads, purer justice, a fuller Exchequer, more favorable seasons  if England read all this in that news of Penruddockes, was it not something to us also?

It was indeed. We were saved at the last moment from the dangerous enterprise on which we had rashly embarked. We had now such prospects before us as only the success of that scheme could have ordinarily opened. Ease and honor instead of the gallows, and to lie warm instead of creaking in the wind! Thinking of this, I fell into a better frame of mind as I jogged along toward London. For what, after all, was my father to me, that his existence should make me unhappy, or rob mine of all pleasure? I had made a place for myself in the world. I had earned friends for myself. He might take away my pride in the one, but he could never rob me of the love of the others  of those who had eaten and drunk and fought and suffered beside me, and for whom I too had fought and suffered!

* * * * *

A strange time for the swallows to come back, said my lady, turning to smile at me, as I rode on her off-side.



It would have been strange, indeed, if there had been swallows in the air. For it was the end of December. The roads were frost-bound and the trees leafless. The east wind, gathering force in its rush across the Essex marshes, whirled before it the last trophies of Hainault Forest, and seemed, as it whistled by our ears and shaved our faces, to grudge us the shelter to which we were hastening. The long train behind us  for the good times of which we had talked so often had come  were full of the huge fire we expected to find at the inn at Barking  our last stage on the road to London. And if the Duchess and I bore the cold more patiently, it was probably because we had more food for thought  and perhaps thicker raiment.

Do not shake your head, she continued, glancing at me with mischief in her eyes, and flatter yourself you will not go back, but will go on making yourself and some one else unhappy. You will do nothing of the kind, Francis. Before the spring comes you and I will ride over the drawbridge at Coton End, or I am a Dutchwoman!

I cannot see that things are changed, I said.

Not changed? she replied. When you left, you were nobody. Now you are somebody, if it be only in having a sister with a dozen serving-men in her train. Leave it to me. And now, thank Heaven, we are here! I am so stiff and cold, you must lift me down. We have not to ride far after dinner, I hope.

Only seven miles, I answered, as the host, who had been warned by an outrider to expect us, came running out with a tail at his heels.

What news from London, Master Landlord? I said to him as he led us through the kitchen, where there was indeed a great fire, but no chimney, and so to a smaller room possessing both these luxuries. Is all quiet?

Certainly, your worship, he replied, bowing and rubbing his hands. There never was such an accession, nor more ale drunk, nor powder burned  and I have seen three  and there was pretty shouting at old King Harrys, but not like this. Such a fair young queen, men report, with a look of the stout king about her, and as prudent and discreet as if she had changed heads with Sir William Cecil. God bless her, say I, and send her a wise husband!

And a loving one, quoth my lady prettily. Amen.

I am glad all has gone off well, I continued, speaking to the Duchess, as I turned to the blazing hearth. If there had been blows, I would fain have been here to strike one.

Nay, sir, not a finger has wagged against her, the landlord answered, kicking the logs together to speak of, that is, your worship. I do hear to-day of a little trouble down in Warwickshire. But it is no more than a storm in a wash-tub, I am told.

In Warwickshire? I said, arrested, in the act of taking off my cloak, by the familiar name. In what part, my man?

I am not clear about that, sir, not knowing the country, he replied. But I heard that a gentleman there had fallen foul of her Graces orders about church matters, and beaten the officers sent to see them carried out; and that, when the sheriff remonstrated with him, he beat him too. But I warrant they will soon bring him to his senses.

Did you hear his name? I asked. There was a natural misgiving in my mind. Warwickshire was large; and yet something in the tale smacked of Sir Anthony.

I did hear it, the host answered, scratching his head, but I cannot call it to mind. I think I should know it if I heard it.

Was it Sir Anthony Cludde?

It was that very same name! he exclaimed, clapping his hands in wonder. To be sure! Your worship has it pat!

I slipped back into my cloak again, and snatched up my hat and whip. But the Duchess was as quick. She stepped between me and the door.

Sit down, Francis! she said imperiously. What would you be at?

What would I be at? I cried with emotion. I would be with my uncle. I shall take horse at once and ride Warwickshire way with all speed. It is possible that I may be in time to avert the consequences. At least I can see that my cousin comes to no harm.

Good lad, she said placidly. You shall start tomorrow.

To-morrow! I cried impatiently. But time is everything, madam.

You shall start to-morrow, she repeated. Time is not everything, firebrand! If you start to-day what can you do? Nothing! No more than if the thing had happened three years ago, before you met me. But to-morrow  when you have seen the Secretary of State, as I promise you you shall, this evening if he be in London  to-morrow you shall go in a different character, and with credentials.

You will do this for me? I exclaimed, leaping up and taking her hand, for I saw in a moment the wisdom of the course she proposed. You will get me  

I will get you something to the purpose, my lady answered roundly. Something that shall save your uncle if there be any power in England can save him. You shall have it, Frank, she added, her color rising, and her eyes filling, as I kissed her hand, though I have to take Master Secretary by the beard!


CHAPTER XXII.

SIR ANTHONYS PURPOSE.

Late, as I have heard, on the afternoon of November 20, 1558, a man riding between Oxford and Worcester, with the news of the queens death, caught sight of the gateway tower at Coton End, which is plainly visible from the road. Though he had already drunk that day as much ale as would have sufficed him for a week when the queen was well, yet much wants more. He calculated he had time to stop and taste the Squires brewing, which he judged, from the look of the tower, might be worth his news; and he rode through the gate and railed at his nag for stumbling.

Half way across the Chase he met Sir Anthony. The old gentleman was walking out, with his staff in his hand and his dogs behind him, to take the air before supper. The man, while he was still a hundred paces off, began to wave his hat and shout something, which ale and excitement rendered unintelligible.

What is the matter? said Sir Anthony to himself. And he stood still.

The queen is dead! shouted the messenger, swaying in his saddle.

The knight stared.

Ay, sure! he ejaculated after a while. And he took off his hat. Is it true, man?

As true as that I left London yesterday afternoon and have never drawn rein since! swore the knave, who had been three days on the road, and had drunk at every hostel and at half the manor-houses between London and Oxford.

God rest her soul! said Sir Anthony piously, still in somewhat of a maze. And do you come in! Come in, man, and take something.

But the messenger had got his formula by heart, and was not to be defrauded of any part of it.

God save the queen! he shouted. And out of respect for the knight, he slipped from his saddle and promptly fell on his back in the road.

Ay, to be sure, God save the queen! echoed Sir Anthony, taking off his hat again. You are right, man! Then he hurried on, not noticing the messengers mishap. The tidings he had heard seemed of such importance, and he was so anxious to tell them to his household  for the greatest men have weaknesses, and news such as this comes seldom in a lifetime  that he strode on to the house, and over the drawbridge into the courtyard, without once looking behind him.

He loved order and decent observance. But there are times when a cat, to get to the cream-pan, will wet its feet. He stood now in the middle of the courtyard, and raising his voice, shouted for his daughter. Ho, Petronilla! do you hear, girl! Father! Father Carey! Martin Luther! Baldwin! and so on, until half the household were collected. Do you hear, all of you? The queen is dead! God rest her soul!

Amen! said Father Carey, as became him, putting in his word amid the wondering silence which followed; while Martin Luther and Baldwin, who were washing themselves at the pump, stood with their heads dripping and their mouths agape.

Amen! echoed the knight. And long live the queen! Long live Queen Elizabeth! he continued, having now got his formula by heart. And he swung his hat.

There was a cheer, a fairly loud cheer. But there was one who did not join in it, and that was Petronilla. She, listening at her lattice upstairs, began at once to think, as was her habit when any matter great or small fell out, whether this would affect the fortunes of a certain person far away. It might, it might not; she did not know. But the doubt so far entertained her that she came down to supper with a heightened color, not thinking in the least, poor girl, that the event might have dire consequences for others almost as dear to her, and nearer home.

Every year since his sudden departure a letter from Francis Cludde had come to Coton; a meager letter, which had passed through many hands, and reached Sir Anthony now through one channel, now through another. The knight grumbled and swore over these letters, which never contained an address to which an answer could be forwarded, nor said much, save that the writer was well and sent his love and duty, and looked to return, all being well. But, meager as they were, and loud as he swore over them, he put them religiously away in an oak-chest in his parlor; and another always put away for her share something else, which was invariably inclosed  a tiny swallows feather. The knight never said anything about the feather; neither asked the meaning of its presence, nor commented upon its absence when Petronilla gave him back the letter. But for days after each of these arrivals he would look much at his daughter, would follow her about with his eyes, be more regular in bidding her attend him in his walk, and more particular in seeing that she had the tidbits of the joint.

For Petronilla, it cannot be said, though I think in after times she would have liked to make some one believe it, that she wasted away. But she did take a more serious and thoughtful air in these days, which she never, God bless her, lost afterward. There came from Wootton Wawen and from Henley in Arden and from Cookhill gentlemen of excellent estate, to woo her. But they all went away disconsolate after drinking very deeply of Sir Anthonys ale and strong waters. And some wondered that the good knight did not roundly take the jade to task and see her settled.

But he did not; so possibly even in these days he had other views. I have been told that, going up once to her little chamber to seek her, he found a very singular ornament suspended inside her lattice. It was no other than a common clay house-martins nest. But it was so deftly hung in a netted bag, and so daintily swathed in moss always green, and the Christmas roses and snowdrops and violets and daffodils which decked it in turn were always so pure and fresh and bright  as the knight learned by more than one stealthy visit afterward  that, coming down the steep steps, he could not see clearly, and stumbled against a cook-boy, and beat him soundly for getting in his way.



To return, however. The news of the queens death had scarcely been well digested at Coton, nor the mass for her soul, which Father Carey celebrated with much devotion, been properly criticised, before another surprise fell upon the household. Two strangers arrived, riding late one evening, and rang the great bell while all were at supper. Baldwin and the porter went to see what it was, and brought back a message which drew the knight from his chair, as a terrier draws a rat.

You are drunk! he shouted, purple in the face, and fumbling for the stick which usually leaned against his seat ready for emergencies. How dare you bring cock-and-bull stories to me?

It is true enough! muttered Baldwin sullenly: a stout, dour man, not much afraid of his master, but loving him exceedingly. I knew him again myself.

Sir Anthony strode firmly out of the room, and in the courtyard near the great gate found a man and a woman standing in the dusk. He walked up to the former and looked him in the face. What do you here? he said, in a strange, hard voice.

I want shelter for a night for myself and my wife; a meal and some words with you  no more, was the answer. Give me this, the stranger continued, which every idle passer-by may claim at Coton End, and you shall see no more of me, Anthony.

For a moment the knight seemed to hesitate. Then he answered, pointing sternly with his hand, There is the hall and supper. Go and eat and drink. Or, stay! he resumed. And he turned and gave some orders to Baldwin, who went swiftly to the hall, and in a moment came again. Now go! What you want the servants will prepare for you.

I want speech of you, said the newcomer.

Sir Anthony seemed about to refuse, but thought better of it. You can come to my room when you have supped, he said, in the same ungracious tone, speaking with his eyes averted.

And you  do you not take supper?

I have finished, said the knight, albeit he had eaten little. And he turned on his heel.

Very few of those who sat round the table and watched with astonishment the tall strangers entrance knew him again. It was thirteen years since Ferdinand Cludde had last sat there; sitting there of right. And the thirteen years had worked much change in him. When he found that Petronilla, obeying her fathers message, had disappeared, he said haughtily that his wife would sup in her own room; and with a flashing eye and curling lip, bade Baldwin see to it. Then, seating himself in a place next Sir Anthonys, he looked down the board at which all sat silent. His sarcastic eye, his high bearing, his manner  the manner of one who had gone long with his life in his hand  awed these simple folk. Then, too, he was a Cludde. Father Carey was absent that evening. Martin Luther had one of those turns, half-sick, half-sullen, which alternated with his moods of merriment; and kept his straw pallet in some corner or other. There was no one to come between the servants and this dark-visaged stranger, who was yet no stranger.

He had his way and his talk with Sir Anthony; the latter lasting far into the night and producing odd results. In the first place, the unbidden guest and his wife stayed on over next day, and over many days to come, and seemed gradually to grow more and more at home. The knight began to take long walks and rides with his brother, and from each walk and ride came back with a more gloomy face and a curter manner. Petronilla, his companion of old, found herself set aside for her uncle, and cast, for society, on Ferdinands wife, the strange young woman with the brilliant eyes, whose odd changes from grave to gay rivaled Martin Luthers; and who now scared the girl by wild laughter and wilder gibes, and now moved her to pity by fits of weeping or dark moods of gloom. That Uncle Ferdinands wife stood in dread of her husband, Petronilla soon learned, and even began to share this dread, to shrink from his presence, and to shut herself up more and more closely in her own chamber.

There was another, too, who grew to be troubled about this time, and that was Father Carey. The good-natured, easy priest received with joy and thankfulness the news that Ferdinand Cludde had seen his errors and re-entered the fold. But when he had had two or three interviews with the convert, his brow, too, grew clouded, and his mind troubled. He learned to see that the accession of the young Protestant queen must bear fruit for which he had a poor appetite. He began to spend many hours in the church  the church which he had known all his life  and wrestled much with himself  if his face were any index to his soul. Good, kindly man, he was not of the stuff of which martyrs are made; and to be forced, pushed on, and goaded into becoming a martyr against ones will  well, the Fathers position was a hard one. As was that in those days of many a good and learned clergyman bred in one church, and bidden suddenly, on pain of losing his livelihood, if not his life, to migrate to another.

The visitors had been in the house a month  and in that month an observant eye might have noted much change, though all things in seeming went on as before  when the queens orders enjoining all priests to read the service, or a great part of it, in English, came down, being forwarded by the sheriff to Father Carey. The missive arrived on a Friday, and had been indeed long expected.

What shall you do? Ferdinand asked Sir Anthony.

As before! the tall old man replied, gripping his staff more firmly. It was no new subject between them. A hundred times they had discussed it already, even as they were now discussing it on the terrace by the fish-pool, with the church which adjoins the house full in view across the garden. I will have no mushroom faith at Coton End, the knight continued warmly. It sprang up under King Henry, and how long did it last? A year or two. It came in again under King Edward, and how long did it last? A year or two. So it will be again. It will not last, Ferdinand.

I am of that mind, the younger man answered, nodding his head gravely.

Of course you are! Sir Anthony rejoined, as he rested one hand on the sundial. For ten generations our forefathers have worshiped in that church after the old fashion  and shall it be changed in my day? Heaven forbid! The old fashion did for my fathers; it shall do for me. Why, I would as soon expect that the river yonder should flow backward as that the church which has stood for centuries, and more years to the back of them than I can count, should be swept away by these Hot Gospelers! I will have none of them! I will have no new-fangled ways at Coton End!

Well, I think you are right! the younger brother said. By what means he had brought the knight to this mind without committing himself more fully, I cannot tell. Yet so it was. Ferdinand showed himself always the cautious doubter. Father Carey even must have done him that justice. But  and this was strange  the more doubtful he showed himself, the more stubborn grew his brother. There are men so shrewd as to pass off stones for bread; and men so simple-minded as to take something less than the word for the deed.

Why should it come in our time? cried Sir Anthony fractiously.

Why indeed? quoth the subtle one.

I say, why should it come now? I have heard and read of the sect called Lollards who gave trouble a while ago. But they passed, and the church stood. So will these Gospelers pass, and the church will stand.

That is our experience certainly, said Ferdinand.

I hate change! the old man continued, his eyes on the old church, the old timbered house  for only the gateway tower at Coton is of stone  the old yew trees in the churchyard. I do not believe in it, and, what is more, I will not have it. As my fathers have worshiped, so will I, though it cost me every rood of land! A fig for the Order in Council!

If you really will not change with the younger generations  

I will not! replied the old knight sharply. There is an end of it!

To-day the Reformed Church in England has seen many an anniversary, and grown stronger with each year; and we can afford to laugh at Sir Anthonys arguments. We know better than he did, for the proof of the pudding is in the eating. But in him and his fellows, who had only the knowledge of their own day, such arguments were natural enough. All time, all experience, all history and custom and habit, as known to them, were on their side. Only it was once again to be the battle of David and the Giant of Gath.

Sir Anthony had said, There is an end of it! But his companion, as he presently strolled up to the house with a smile on his saturnine face, well knew that this was only the beginning of it. This was Friday.



On the Sunday, a rumor of the order having gone abroad, a larger congregation than usual streamed across the Chase to church, prepared to hear some new thing. They were disappointed. Sir Anthony stalked in as of old, through the double ranks of people waiting at the door to receive him; and after him Ferdinand and his wife, and Petronilla and Baldwin, and every servant from the house save a cook or two and the porter. The church was full. Seldom had such a congregation been seen in it. But all passed as of old. Father Careys hand shook, indeed, and his voice quavered; but he went through the ceremony of the mass, and all was done in Latin. A little change would have been pleasant, some thought. But no one in this country place on the borders of the forest held very strong views. No bishop had come heretic-hunting to Coton End. No abbey existed to excite dislike by its extravagance or by its license or by the swarm of ragged idlers it supported. Father Carey was the most harmless and kindest of men. The villagers did not care one way or the other. To them Sir Anthony was king. And if any one felt tempted to interfere, the old knights face, as he gazed steadfastly at the brass effigy of a Cludde, who had fallen in Spain fighting against the Moors, warned the meddler to be silent.

And so on that Sunday all went well. But some one must have told tales, for early in the week there came a strong letter of remonstrance from the sheriff, who was an old friend of Sir Anthony, and of his own free will, I fancy, would have winked. But he was committed to the Protestants, and bound to stand or fall with them. The choleric knight sent back an answer by the same messenger. The sheriff replied, the knight rejoined  having his brother always at his elbow. The upshot of the correspondence was an announcement on the part of the sheriff that he should send his officers to the next service, to see that the queens order was obeyed; and a reply on the part of Sir Anthony that he should as certainly put the men in the duck-pond. Some inkling of this state of things got abroad, and spread as a September fire flies through a wood; so that there was like to be such a congregation at the next service to witness the trial of strength, as would throw the last Sundays gathering altogether into the shade.

It was clear at last that Sir Anthony himself did not think that here was the end of it. For on that Saturday afternoon he took a remarkable walk. He called Petronilla after dinner, and bade her get her hood and come with him. And the girl, who had seen so little of her father in the last month, and who, what with rumors and fears and surmises, was eating her heart out, obeyed him with joy. It was a fine frosty day near the close of December. Sir Anthony led the way over the plank-bridge which crossed the moat in the rear of the house, and tramped steadily through the home farm toward a hill called the Woodmans View, which marked the border of the forest. He did not talk, but neither was he sunk in reverie. As he entered each field he stood and scanned it, at times merely nodding, at times smiling, or again muttering a few words such as, The three-acre piece! My father inclosed it! or, That is where Ferdinand killed the old mare! or, The best land for wheat on this side of the house! The hill climbed, he stood a long time gazing over the landscape, eying first the fields and meadows which stretched away from his feet toward the house; the latter, as seen from this point, losing all its stateliness in the mass of stacks and ricks and barns and granaries which surrounded it. Then his eyes traveled farther in the same line to the broad expanse of woodland  Coton Chase  through which the road passed along a ridge as straight as an arrow. To the right were more fields, and here and there amid them a homestead with its smaller ring of stacks and barns. When he turned to the left, his eyes, passing over the shoulders of Barnt Hill and Mill Head Copse and Beacon Hill, all bulwarks of the forest, followed the streak of river as it wound away toward Stratford through luscious flood meadows, here growing wide, and there narrow, as the woodland advanced or retreated.

It is all mine, he said, as much to himself as to the girl. It is all Cludde land as far as you can see.

There were tears in her eyes, and she had to turn away to conceal them. Why, she hardly knew. For he said nothing more, and he walked down the hill dry-eyed. But all the way home he still looked sharply about, noting this or that, as if he were bidding farewell to the old familiar objects, the spinneys and copses  ay, and the very gates and gaps and the hollow trees where the owls built. It was the saddest and most pathetic walk the girl had ever taken. Yet there was nothing said.


CHAPTER XXIII.

THE LAST MASS.

The north wall of the church at Coton End is only four paces from the house, the church standing within the moat. Isolated as the sacred building, therefore, is from the outer world by the wide-spreading Chase, and close-massed with the homestead, Sir Anthony had some excuse for considering it as much a part of his demesne as the mill or the smithy. In words he would have been willing to admit a distinction; but in thought I fancy he lumped it with the rest of his possessions.

It was with a lowering eye that on this Sunday morning he watched from his room over the gateway the unusual stream of people making for the church. Perchance he had in his mind other Sundays  Sundays when he had walked out at this hour, light of heart and kind of eye, with his staff in his fist and his glove dangling, and his dog at his heels; and, free from care, had taken pleasure in each bonnet doffed and each old wifes God bless ye, Sir Anthony! Well, those days were gone. Now the rain dripped from the eaves  for a thaw had come in the night  and the bells, that could on occasion ring so cheerily, sounded sad and forlorn. His daughter, when she came, according to custom, bringing his great service-book, could scarcely look him in the face. I know not whether even then his resolution to dare all might not, at sound of a word from her, or at sight of her face, have melted like yesterdays ice. But before the word could be spoken, or the eyes meet, another step rang on the stone staircase and brother Ferdinand entered.

They are here! he said in a low voice. Six of them, Anthony, and sturdy fellows, as all Cloptons men are. If you do not think your people will stand by you  

The knight fired at this suggestion. What! he burst out, turning from the window, if Cludde men cannot meet Clopton men the times are indeed gone mad! Make way and let me come! Though the mass be never said again in Coton church, it shall be said to-day! And he swore a great oath.

He strode down the stairs and under the gateway, where were arranged, according to the custom of the house on wet days, all the servants, with Baldwin and Martin Luther at their head. The knight stalked through them with a gloomy brow. His brother followed him, a faint smile flickering about the corners of his mouth. Then came Ferdinands wife and Petronilla, the latter with her hood drawn close about her face, Anne with her chin in the air and her eyes aglow. It is not a bit of a bustle will scare her! Baldwin muttered, as he fell in behind her, and eyed her back with no great favor.

No  so long as it does not touch her, Martin replied in a cynical whisper. She is well mated! Well mated and ill fated! Ha! ha!

Silence, fool, growled his companion angrily. Is this a time for antics?

Ay, it is! Martin retorted swiftly, though with the same caution. For when wise men turn fools, fools are put to it to act up to their profession! You see, brother? And he deliberately cut a caper. His eyes were glittering, and the nerves on one side of his face twitched oddly. Baldwin looked at him, and muttered that Martin was going to have one of his mad fits. What had grown on the fool of late?

The knight reached the church porch and passed through the crowd which awaited him there. Save for its unusual size and some strange faces to be seen on its skirts, there was no indication of trouble. He walked, tapping his stick on the pavement a little more loudly than usual, to his place in the front pew. The household, the villagers, the strangers, pressed in behind him until every seat was filled. Even the table monument of Sir Piers Cludde, which stood lengthwise in the aisle, was seized upon, and if the two similar monuments which stood to right and left below the chancel steps had not been under the knights eyes, they too would have been invaded. Yet all was done decently and in order, with a clattering of rustic boots indeed, but no scrambling or ill words. The Clopton men were there. Baldwin had marked them well, and so had a dozen stout fellows, sons of Sir Anthonys tenants. But they behaved, discreetly, and amid such a silence as Father Carey never remembered to have faced, he began the Roman service.



The December light fell faintly through the east window on the Father at his ministrations, on his small acolytes, on the four Cludde brasses before the altar. It fell everywhere  on gray dusty walls buttressed by gray tombs which left but a narrow space in the middle of the chancel. The marble crusader to the left matched the canopied bed of Sir Anthonys parents on the right; the Abbesss tomb in the next row faced the plainer monument of Sir Anthonys wife, a vacant place by her side awaiting his own effigy. And there were others. The chancel was so small  nay, the church too  so small and old and gray and solid, and the tombs were so massive, that they elbowed one another. The very dust which rose as men stirred was the dust of Cluddes. Sir Anthonys brow relaxed. He listened gravely and sadly.

And then the interruption came. I protest! a rough voice in rear of the crowd cried suddenly, ringing harshly and strangely above the Fathers accents and the solemn hush. I protest against this service!

A thrill of astonishment ran through the crowd, and all rose. Every man in the church turned round, Sir Anthony among the first, and looked in the direction of the voice. Then it was seen that the Clopton men had massed themselves about the door in the southwest corner  a strong position, whence retreat was easy. Father Carey, after a momentary glance, went on as if he had not heard; but his voice shook, and all still waited with their faces turned toward the west end.

I protest in the name of the Queen! the same man cried sharply, while his fellows raised a murmur so that the priests voice was drowned.

Sir Anthony stepped into the aisle, his face inflamed with anger. The interruption taking place there, in that place, seemed to him a double profanation.

Who is that brawler? he said, his hand trembling on his staff; and all the old dames trembled too. Let him stand out.

The sheriffs spokesman was so concealed by his fellows that he could not be seen; but he answered civilly enough.

I am no brawler, he said. I only require the law to be observed; and that you know, sir. I am here on behalf of the sheriff; and I warn all present that a continuation of this service will expose them to grievous pains and penalties. If you desire it, I will read the royal order to prove that I do not speak without warrant.

Begone, knave, you and your fellows! Sir Anthony cried. A loyal man in all else, and the last to deny the queens right or title, he had no reasonable answer to give, and could only bluster. Begone, do you hear? he repeated; and he rapped his staff on the pavement, and then, raising it, pointed to the door.

All Coton thought the men must go; but the men, perhaps, because they were Clopton, did not go. And Sir Anthony had not so completely lost his head as to proceed to extremities except in the last resort. Affecting to consider the incident at an end, he stepped back into his pew without waiting to see whether the man obeyed him or no, and resumed his devotions. Father Carey, at a nod from him, went on with the interrupted service.

But again the priest had barely read a dozen lines before the same man made the congregation start by crying loudly, Stop!

Go on! shouted Sir Anthony in a voice of thunder.

At your peril! retorted the intervener.

Go on! from Sir Anthony again.

Father Carey stood silent, trembling and looking from one to the other. Many a priest of his faith would have risen on the storm and in the spirit of Hildebrand hurled his churchs curse at the intruder. But the Father was not of these, and he hesitated, fumbling with his surplice with his feeble white hands. He feared as much for his patron as for himself; and it was on the knight that his eyes finally rested. But Sir Anthonys brow was black; he got no comfort there. So the Father took courage and a long breath, opened his mouth and read on, amid the hush of suppressed excitement, and of such anger and stealthy defiance as surely English church had never seen before. As he read, however, he gathered courage, and his voice strength. The solemn words, so ancient, so familiar, fell on the stillness of the church, and awed even the sheriffs men. To the surprise of nearly every one, there was no further interruption; the service ended quietly.

So after all Sir Anthony had his way, and stalked out, stiff and unbending. Nor was there any falling off, but rather an increase in the respect with which his people rose, according to custom, as he passed. Yet under that increase of respect lay a something which cut the old man to the heart. He saw that his dependents pitied him while they honored him; that they thought him a fool for running his head against a stone wall  as Martin Luther put it  even while they felt that there was something grand in it too.

During the rest of the day he went about his usual employments, but probably with little zest. He had done what he had done without any very clear idea how he was going to proceed. Between his loyalty in all else and his treason in this, it would not have been easy for a Solomon to choose a consistent path. And Sir Anthony was no Solomon. He chose at last to carry himself as if there were no danger  as if the thing which had happened were unimportant. He ordered no change and took no precautions. He shut his ears to the whispering which went on among the servants, and his eyes to the watch which by some secret order of Baldwin was kept upon the Ridgeway.

It was something of a shock to him, therefore, when his daughter came to him after breakfast next morning, looking pale and heavy-eyed, and, breaking through the respect which had hitherto kept her silent, begged him to go away.

To go away? he cried. He rose from his oak chair and glared at her. Then his feelings found their easiest vent in anger. What do you mean, girl? he blustered, Go away? Go where?

But she did not quail. Indeed she had her suggestion ready.

To the Mere Farm in the Forest, sir, she answered earnestly. They will not look for you there; and Martin says  

Martin? The fool!

His face grew redder and redder. This was too much. He loved order and discipline; and to be advised in such matters by a woman and a fool! It was intolerable!

Go to, girl! he cried, fuming. I wondered where you had got your tale so pat. So you and the fool have been putting your heads together! Go! Go and spin, and leave these maters to men! Do you think that my brother, after traveling the world over, has not got a head on his shoulders? Do you think, if there were danger, he and I would not have foreseen it?

He waved his hand and turned away expecting her to go. But Petronilla did not go. She had something else to say and though the task was painful she was resolved to say it.

Father, one word, she murmured. About my uncle.

Well, well! What about him?

I distrust him, sir, she ventured, in a low tone, her color rising. The servants do not like him. They fear him, and suspect him of I know not what.

The servants! Sir Anthony answered in an awful tone.

Indeed it was not the wisest thing she could have said; but the consequences were averted by a sudden alarm and shouting outside. Half a dozen voices, shrill or threatening, seemed to rise at once. The knight strode to the window, but the noise appeared to come, not from the Chase upon which it looked, but from the courtyard or the rear of the house. Sir Anthony caught up his stick, and, followed by the girl, ran down the steps. He pushed aside half a dozen women who had likewise been attracted by the noise, and hastened through the narrow passage which led to the wooden bridge in the rear of the buildings.

Here, in the close on the far side of the moat, a strange scene was passing. A dozen horsemen were grouped in the middle of the field about a couple of prisoners, while round the gate by which they had entered stood as many stout men on foot, headed by Baldwin and armed with pikes and staves. These seemed to be taunting the cavaliers and daring them to come on. On the wooden bridge by which the knight stood were half a dozen of the servants, also armed. Sir Anthony recognized in the leading horseman Sir Philip Clopton, and in the prisoners Father Carey and one of the woodmen; and in a moment he comprehended what had happened.

The sheriff, in the most unneighborly manner, instead of challenging his front door, had stolen up to the rear of the house, and, without saying with your leave or by your leave, had snapped up the poor priest, who happened to be wandering in that direction. Probably he had intended to force an entrance; but he had laid aside the plan when he saw his only retreat menaced by the watchful Baldwin, who was not to be caught napping. The knight took all this in at a glance, and his gorge rose as much at the Clopton mens trick as at the danger in which Father Carey stood. So he lost his head, and made matters worse. Who are these villains, he cried in a rage, his face aflame, who come attacking mens houses in time of peace? Begone, or I will have at ye!

Sir Anthony! Clopton cried, interrupting him, in Heavens name do not carry the thing farther! Give me way in the Queens name, and I will  



What he would do was never known, for at that last word, away at the house, behind Sir Anthony, there was a puff of smoke, and down went the sheriff headlong, horse and man, while the report of an arquebuse rang dully round the buildings. The knight gazed horrified; but the damage was done and could not be undone. Nay, more, the Coton men took the sound for a signal. With a shout, before Sir Anthony could interfere, they made a dash for the group of horsemen. The latter, uncertain and hampered by the fall of their leader, who was not hit, but was stunned beyond giving orders, did the best they could. They let their prisoners go with a curse, and then, raising Sir Philip and forming a rough line, they charged toward the gate by which they had entered.

The footmen stood the brunt gallantly, and for a moment the sharp ringing of quarter-staves and the shivering of steel told of as pretty a combat as ever took place on level sward in full view of an English home. The spectators could see Baldwin doing wonders. His men backed him up bravely. But in the end the impetus of the horses told, the footmen gave way and fled aside, and the strangers passed them. A little more skirmishing took place at the gateway, Sir Anthonys men being deaf to all his attempts to call them off; and then the Clopton horse got clear, and, shaking their fists and vowing vengeance, rode off toward the forest. They left two of their men on the field, however, one with a broken arm and one with a shattered knee-cap; while the house party, on their side, beside sundry knocks and bruises, could show one deep sword-cut, a broken wrist, and half a dozen nasty wounds.

My poor little girl! Sir Anthony whispered to himself, as he gazed with scared eyes at the prostrate men and the dead horse, and comprehended what had happened. This is a hanging business! In arms against the Queen! What am I to do? And as he went back to the house in a kind of stupor, he muttered again, My little girl! my poor little girl!

I fancy that in this terrible crisis he looked to get support and comfort from his brother  that old campaigner, who had seen so many vicissitudes and knew by heart so many shifts. But Ferdinand, though he thought the event unlucky, had little to say and less to suggest; and seemed, indeed, to have become on a sudden flaccid and lukewarm. Sir Anthony felt himself thrown on his own resources. Who fired the shot? he asked, looking about the room in a dazed fashion. It was that which did the mischief, he continued, forgetting his own hasty challenge.

I think it must have been Martin Luther, Ferdinand answered.

But Martin Luther, when he was accused, denied this stoutly. He had been so far along the Ridgeway, he said, that though he had returned at once on hearing the shot fired, he had arrived too late for the fight. The fools stomach for a fight was so well known that this seemed probable enough, and though some still suspected him, the origin of the unfortunate signal was never clearly determined, though in after days shrewd guesses were made by some.

For a few hours it seemed as if Sir Anthony had sunk into his former state of indecision. But when Petronilla came again to him soon after noon to beg him to go into hiding, she found his mood had altered. Go to the Mere Farm? he said, not angrily now, but firmly and quietly. No, girl, I cannot. I have been in fault, and I must stay and pay for it. If I left these poor fellows to bear the brunt, I could never hold up my head again. But do you go now and tell Baldwin to come to me.

She went and told the stern, down-looking steward, and he came up.

Baldwin, said the knight when the door was shut, and the two were alone, you are to dismiss to their homes all the tenants  who have indeed been called out without my orders. Bid them go and keep the peace, and I hope they will not be molested. For you and Father Carey, you must go into hiding. The Mere Farm will be best.

And what of you, Sir Anthony? the steward asked, amazed at this act of folly.

I shall remain here, the knight replied with dignity.

You will be taken, said Baldwin, after a pause.

Very well, said the knight.

The man shrugged his shoulders, and was silent.

What do you mean? asked Sir Anthony in anger.

Why, just that I cannot do it, Baldwin answered, glowering at him with a flush on his dark cheek. That is what I mean. Let the priest go. I cannot go, and will not.

Then you will be hanged! quoth the knight warmly. You have been in arms against the Queen, you fool! You will be hanged as sure as you stay here!

Then I shall be hanged, replied the steward sullenly. There never was a Cludde hanged yet without one to keep him company. To hear of it would make my grandsire turn in his grave out there. I dare not do it, Sir Anthony, and that is the fact. But for the rest I will do as you bid me.

And he had his way. But never had evening fallen more strangely and sadly at Coton before. The rain pattered drearily in the courtyard. The drawbridge, by Baldwins order, had been pulled up, and the planks over the moat in the rear removed.

They shall not steal upon us again! he muttered. And if we must surrender, they shall see we do it willingly.

The tenants had gone to their homes and their wives. Only the servants remained. They clustered, solemn and sorrowful, about the hearth in the great hall, starting if a dog howled without or a coal flew from the fire within. Sir Anthony remained brooding in his own room, Petronilla sitting beside him silent and fearful, while Ferdinand and his wife moved restlessly about, listening to the wind. But the evening and the night wore peacefully away, and so, to the surprise of everybody, did the next day and the next. Could the sheriff be going to overlook the matter? Alas! on the third day the doubt was resolved. Two or three boys, who had been sent out as scouts, came in with news that there was a strong watch set on the Ridgeway, that the paths through the forest were guarded, that bodies of armed men were arriving in the neighboring villages, and that soldiers had been demanded  or so it was said  from Warwick and Worcester, and even from a place as far away as Oxford. Probably it was only the sheriffs prudence which had postponed the crisis; and now it had come. The net was drawn all round. As the day closed in on Coton and the sun set angrily among the forest trees, the boys tale, which grew no doubt in the telling, passed from one to another, and men swore and looked out of window, and women wept in corners. In the Tower-room Sir Anthony sat awaiting the summons, and wondered what he could to save his daughter from possible rudeness, or even hurt, at the hands of these strangers.

There was one man missing from hall and kitchen, but few in the suspense noticed his absence. The fool had heard the boys story, and, unable to remain inactive under such excitement, he presently stole off in the dusk to the rear of the house. Here he managed to cross the moat by means of a plank, which he then drew over and hid in the grass. This quietly managed  Baldwin, be it said, had strictly forbidden any one to leave the house  Martin made off with a grim chuckle toward the forest, and following the main track leading toward Wootton Wawen, presently came among the trees upon a couple of sentinels. They heard him, saw him indistinctly, and made a rush for him. But this was just the sport Martin liked, and the fun he had come for. His quick ear apprised him of the danger, and in a second he was lost in the underwood, his mocking laugh and shrill taunts keeping the poor men on the shudder for the next ten minutes. Then the uncanny accents died away, and, satisfied with his sport and the knowledge he had gained, the fool made for home. As he sped quickly across the last field, however, he was astonished by the sight of a dark figure in the very act of launching his  Martins  plank across the moat.

Ho, ho! the fool muttered in a fierce undertone. That is it, is it? And only one! If they will come one by one, like the plums in the kitchen porridge, I shall make a fine meal!

He stood back, crouching down on the grass, and watched the unknown, his eyes glittering. The stranger was a tall, big fellow, a formidable antagonist. But Martin cared nothing for that. Had he not his long knife, as keen as his wits  when they were at home, which was not always. He drew it out now, and under cover of the darkness crept nearer and nearer, his blood glowing pleasantly, though the night was cold. How lucky it was he had come out! He could hardly restrain the Ho, ho! which rose to his lips. He meant to leap upon the man on this side of the water, that there might be no tell-tale traces on the farther bank.

But the stranger was too quick for him in this. He got his bridge fixed, and began to cross before Martin could crawl near enough. As he crossed, however, his feet made a slight noise on the plank, and under cover of it the fool rose and ran forward, then followed him over with the stealthiness of a cat. And like a cat too, the moment the strangers foot touched the bank, Martin sprang on him with his knife raised  sprang on him silently, with his teeth grinning and his eyes aflame.


CHAPTER XXIV.

AWAITING THE BLOW.

A moment later the servants in the hall heard a scream  a scream of such horror and fear that they scarcely recognized a human voice in the sound. They sprang to their feet scared and trembling, and for a few seconds looked into one anothers faces. Then, as curiosity got the upper hand, the boldest took the lead and all hurried pell-mell to the door, issuing in a mob into the courtyard, where Ferdinand Cludde, who happened to be near and had also heard the cry, joined them. Where was it, Baldwin? he exclaimed.

At the back, I think, the steward answered. He alone had had the coolness to bring out a lantern, and he now led the way toward the rear of the house. Sure enough, close to the edge of the moat, they found Martin, stooping with his hands on his knees, a great wound, half bruise, half cut, upon his forehead. What is it? Ferdinand cried sharply. Who did it, man?

Baldwin had already thrown his light on the fools face, and Martin, seeming to become conscious of their presence, looked at them, but in a dazed fashion. What? he muttered, what is what?

By this time nearly every one in the house had hurried to the spot; among them not only Petronilla, clinging to her fathers arm, but Mistress Anne, her face pale and gloomy, and half a dozen womenfolk who clutched one another tightly, and screamed at regular intervals.

What is it? Baldwin repeated roughly, laying his hand on Martins arm and slightly shaking him. Come, who struck you, man?

I think, the fool answered slowly, gulping down something and turning a dull eye on the group; a  a swallow flew by  and hit me!

They shrank away from him instinctively and some crossed themselves. He is in one of his mad fits, Baldwin muttered. Still the steward showed no fear. A swallow, man! he cried aloud. Come, talk sense. There are no swallows flying at this time of year. And if there were, they do not fly by night, nor give men wounds like that. What was it? Out with it, now. Do you not see, man, he added, giving Martin an impatient shake, that Sir Anthony is waiting?

The fool nodded stupidly. A swallow, he muttered. Ay, twas a swallow, a great big swallow. I  I nearly put my foot on him.

And he flew up and hit you in the face? Baldwin said, with huge contempt in his tone.

Martin accepted the suggestion placidly. Ay, twas so. A great big swallow, and he flew in my face, he repeated.

Sir Anthony looked at him compassionately. Poor fellow! he said; Baldwin, see to him. He has had one of his fits and hurt himself.

I never knew him hurt himself, Baldwin muttered darkly.

Let somebody see to him, the knight said, disregarding the interruption. And now come, Petronilla. Why  where has the girl gone?



Not far. Only round to the other side of him, that she might be a little nearer to Martin. The curiosity in the other womens faces was a small thing in comparison with the startled, earnest look in hers. She gazed at the man with eyes not of affright, but of eager, avid questioning, while through her parted lips her breath came in gasps. Her cheek was red and white by turns, and, for her heart  well, it had seemed to stand still a moment, and now was beating like the heart of some poor captured bird held in the hand. She did not seem to hear her father speak to her, and he had to touch her sleeve. Then she started as though she were awakening from a dream, and followed him sadly into the house.

Sadly, and yet there was a light in her eyes which had not been there five minutes before. A swallow? A great big swallow? And this was December, when the swallows were at the bottom of the horse-ponds. She only knew of one swallow whose return was possible in winter. But then that one swallow  ay, though the snow should lie inches deep in the chase, and the water should freeze in her room  would make a summer for her. Could it be that one? Could it be? Petronillas heart was beating so loudly as she went upstairs after her father, that she wondered he did not hear it.



The group left round Martin gradually melted away. Baldwin was the only man who could deal with him in his mad fits, and the other servants, with a shudder and a backward glance, gladly left him to the steward. Mistress Anne had gone in some time. Only Ferdinand Cludde remained, and he stood a little apart, and seemed more deeply engaged in listening for any sound which might betoken the sheriffs approach than in hearkening to their conversation. Listen as he might he would have gained little from the latter, for it was made up entirely of scolding on one side and stupid reiteration on the other. Yet Ferdinand, ever suspicious and on his guard, must have felt some interest in it, for he presently called the steward to him. Is he more fool or knave? he muttered, pointing under hand at Martin, who stood in the gloom a few paces away.

Baldwin shrugged his shoulders, but remained silent. What happened? What is the meaning of it all? Ferdinand persisted, his keen eyes on the stewards face. Did he do it himself? Or who did it?

Baldwin turned slowly and nodded toward the moat. I expect you will find him who did it there, he said grimly. I never knew a man save Sir Anthony or Master Francis hit Martin yet, but he paid for it. And when his temper is up, he is mad, or as good as mad; and better than two sane men!

He is a dangerous fellow, Ferdinand said thoughtfully, shivering a little. It was unlike him to shiver and shake. But the bravest have their moods.

Dangerous? the steward answered. Ay, he is to some, and sometimes.

Ferdinand Cludde looked sharply at the speaker, as if he suspected him of a covert sneer. But Baldwins gloomy face betrayed no glint of intelligence or amusement, and the knights brother, reassured and yet uneasy, turned on his heel and went into the house, meeting at the door a servant who came to tell him that Sir Anthony was calling for him. Baldwin Moor, left alone, stood a moment thinking, and then turned to speak to Martin. But Martin was gone, and was nowhere to be seen.

The lights in the hall windows twinkled cheerily, and the great fire cast its glow half way across the courtyard, as lights and fire had twinkled and glowed at Coton End on many a night before. But neither in hall nor chamber was there any answering merriment. Baldwin, coming in, cursed the servants who were in his way, and the men moved meekly and without retort, taking his oaths for what they were  a mans tears. The women folk sat listening pale and frightened, and one or two of the grooms, those who had done least in the skirmish, had visions of a tree and a rope, and looked sickly. The rest scowled and blinked at the fire, or kicked up a dog if it barked in its sleep.

Hasnt Martin come in? Baldwin growled presently, setting his heavy wet boot on a glowing log, which hissed and sputtered under it. Where is he?

Dont know! one of the men took on himself to answer. He did not come in here.

I wonder what he is up to now? Baldwin exclaimed, with gloomy irritation; for which, under the circumstances, he had ample excuse. He knew that resistance was utterly hopeless, and could only make matters worse, and twist the rope more tightly about his neck, to put the thought as he framed it. The suspicion, therefore, that this madman  for such in his worst fits the fool became  might be hanging round the place in dark corners, doing what deadly mischief he could to the attacking party, was not a pleasant one.

A gray-haired man in the warmest nook by the fire seemed to read his thoughts. There is one in the house, he said slowly and oracularly, his eyes on Baldwins boot, whom he has just as good a mind to hurt, has our Martin, as any of them Clopton men. Ay, that has he, Master Baldwin.

And who is that, gaffer? Baldwin asked contemptuously.

But the old fellow turned shy. Well, it is not Sir Anthony, he answered, nodding his head, and stooping forward to caress his toasting shins. Be you very sure of that. Nor the young mistress, nor the young master as was, nor the new lady that came a month ago. No, nor it is not you, Master Baldwin.

Then who is it? cried the steward impatiently.

He is shrewd, is Martin  when the saints have not got their backs to him, said the old fellow slyly.

Who is it? thundered the steward, well used to this rustic method of evasion. Answer, you dolt!

But no answer came, and Baldwin never got one; for at this moment a man who had been watching in front of the house ran in.

They are here! he cried, a good hundred of them, and torches enough for St. Anthonys Eve. Get you to the gate, porter, Sir Anthony is calling for you. Do you hear?

There was a great uprising, a great clattering of feet and barking of dogs, and some wailing among the women. As the messenger finished speaking, a harsh challenge which penetrated even the courtyard arose from many voices without, and was followed by the winding of a horn. This sufficed. All hurried with one accord into the court, where the porter looked to Baldwin for instructions.

Hold a minute! cried the steward, silencing the loudest hound by a sound kick, and disregarding Sir Anthonys voice, which came from the direction of the gateway. Let us see if they are at the back too.

He ran through the passage and, emerging on the edge of the moat, was at once saluted by a dozen voices warning him back. There were a score of dark figures standing in the little close where the fight had taken place. Right, said Baldwin to himself. Needs must when the old gentleman drives! Only I thought I would make sure.

He ran back at once, nearly knocking down Martin, who with a companion was making, but at a slower pace, for the front of the house.

Well, old comrade! cried the steward, smiting the fool on the back as he passed, you are here, are you? I never thought that you and I would be in at our own deaths!

He did not notice, in the wild humor which had seized him, who Martins companion was, though probably at another time it would have struck him that there was no one in the house quite so tall. He sped on with scarcely a glance, and in a moment was under the gateway, where Sir Anthony was soundly rating everybody, and particularly the porter, who with his key in the door found or affected to find the task of turning it a difficult one. As the steward came up, however, the big doors at some sign from him creaked on their hinges, and the knight, his staff in his hand, and the servants clustering behind him with lanterns, walked forward a pace or two to the end of the bridge, bearing himself with some dignity.

Who disturbs us at this hour? he cried, peering across the moat, and signing to Baldwin to hold up his large lantern, since the others, uncertain of their reception, had put out their torches. By its light he and those behind him could make out a group of half a dozen figures a score of yards away, while in support of these there appeared a bowshot off, and still in the open ground, a clump of, it might be, a hundred men. Beyond all lay the dark line of trees, above which the moon, new-risen, was sailing through a watery wrack of clouds. Who are ye? the knight repeated.

Are you Sir Anthony Cludde? came the answer.

I am.

Then in the Queens name, Sir Anthony, the leader of the troop cried solemnly, I call on you to surrender. I hold a warrant for your arrest, and also for the arrest of James Carey, a priest, and Baldwin Moor, who, I am told, is your steward. I am backed by forces which it will be vain to resist.

Are you Sir Philip Clopton? the knight asked. For at that distance and in that light it was impossible to be sure.

I am, the sheriff answered earnestly. And, as a friend, I beg you, Sir Anthony, to avoid useless bloodshed and further cause for offense. Sir Thomas Greville, the governor of Warwick Castle, and Colonel Bridgewater are with me. I implore you, my friend, to surrender, and I will do you what good offices I may.

The knight, as we know, had made up his mind. And yet for a second he hesitated. There were stern, grim faces round him, changed by the stress of the moment into the semblance of dark Baldwins; the faces of men, who though they numbered but a dozen were his men, bound to him by every tie of instinct, and breeding, and custom. And he had been a soldier, and knew the fierce joy of a desperate struggle against odds. Might it not be better after all?

But then he remembered his womenkind; and after all, why endanger these faithful men? He raised his voice and cried clearly, I accept your good offices, Sir Philip, and I take your advice. I will have the drawbridge lowered, only I beg you will keep your men well in hand, and do my poor house as little damage as may be.

Giving Baldwin the order, and bidding him as soon as it was performed come to him, the knight walked steadily back into the courtyard and took his stand there. He dispatched the women and some of the servants to lay out a meal in the hall. But it was noticeable that the men went reluctantly, and that all who could find any excuse to do so lingered round Sir Anthony as if they could not bear to abandon him; as if, even at the last moment, they had some vague notion of protecting their master at all hazards. A score of lanterns shed a gloomy, uncertain light  only in places reinforced by the glow, from the hall windows  upon the group. Seldom had a Coton moon peeped over the gables at a scene stranger than that which met the sheriffs eyes, as with his two backers he passed under the gateway.



I surrender to you, Sir Philip, the knight said with dignity, stepping forward a pace or two, and call you to witness that I might have made resistance and have not. My tenants are quiet in their homes, and only my servants are present. Father Carey is not here, nor in the house. This is Baldwin Moor, my steward, but I beg for him your especial offices, since he has done nothing save by my command.

Sir Anthony, believe me that I will do all I can, the sheriff responded gravely, but  

But to set at naught the Queens proclamation and order! struck in a third voice harshly  it was Sir Thomas Grevilles and she but a month on the throne! For shame, Sir Anthony! It smacks to me of high treason. And many a man has suffered for less, let me tell you.

Had she been longer on the throne, the sheriff put in more gently, and were the times quiet, the matter would have been of less moment, Sir Anthony, and might not have become a state matter. But just now  

Things are in a perilous condition, Greville said bluntly, and you have done your little to make them worse!

The knight by a great effort swallowed his rage and humiliation. What will you do with me, gentlemen? he asked, speaking with at least the appearance of calmness.

That is to be seen, Greville said, roughly over-riding his companion. For to-night we must make ourselves and our men comfortable here.

Certainly  with Sir Anthonys leave, Sir Thomas Greville, quoth a voice from behind. But only so!



More than one started violently, while the Cludde servants almost to a man spun round at the sound of the voice  my voice, Francis Cluddes, though in the darknesss no one knew me. How shall I ever forget the joy and lively gratitude which filled my heart as I spoke; which turned the night into day, and that fantastic scene of shadows into a festival, as I felt that the ambition of the last four years was about to be gratified. Sir Anthony, who was one of the first to turn, peered among the servants. Who spoke? he cried, a sudden discomposure in his voice and manner. Who spoke there?

Ay, Sir Anthony, who did? Greville said haughtily. Some one apparently who does not quite understand his place or the state of affairs here. Stand back, my men, and let me see him. Perhaps we may teach him a useful lesson.

The challenge was welcome, for I feared a scene, and to be left face to face with my uncle more than anything. Now, as the servants with a loud murmur of surprise and recognition fell back and disclosed me standing by Martins side, I turned a little from Sir Anthony and faced Greville. Not this time, I think, Sir Thomas, I said, giving him back glance for glance. I have learned my lesson from some who have fared farther and seen more than you, from men who have stood by their cause in foul weather as well as fair; and were not for mass one day and a sermon the next.

What is this? he cried angrily. Who are you?

Sir Anthony Cluddes dutiful and loving nephew, I answered, with a courteous bow. Come back, I thank Heaven, in time to do him a service, Sir Thomas.

Master Francis! Master Francis! Clopton exclaimed in remonstrance. He had known me in old days. My uncle, meanwhile, gazed at me in the utmost astonishment, and into the servants faces there flashed a strange light, while many of them hailed me in a tone which told me that I had but to give the word, and they would fall on the very sheriff himself. Master Francis, Sir Philip Clopton repeated gravely, if you would do your uncle a service, this is not the way to go about it. He has surrendered and is our prisoner. Brawling will not mend matters.

I laughed out loudly and merrily. Do you know, Sir Philip, I said, with something of the old boyish ring in my voice, I have been, since I saw you last, to Belgium and Germany, ay, and Poland and Hamburg! Do you think I have come back a fool?

I do not know what to think of you, he replied dryly, but you had best  

Keep a civil tongue in your head, my friend! said Greville with harshness, and yourself out of this business.

It is just this business I have come to get into, Sir Thomas, I answered, with increasing good humor. Sir Anthony, show them that! I continued, and I drew out a little packet of parchment with a great red seal hanging from it by a green ribbon; just such a packet as that which I had stolen from the Bishops apparitor nearly four years back. A lantern here! I cried. Hold it steady, Martin, that Sir Anthony may read. Master Sheriff wants his rere-supper.

I gave the packet into the knights hand, my own shaking. Ay, shaking, for was not this the fulfillment of that boyish vow I had made in my little room in the gable yonder, so many years ago? A fulfillment strange and timely, such as none but a boy in his teens could have hoped for, nor any but a man who had tried the chances and mishaps of the world could fully enjoy as I was enjoying it. I tingled with the rush through my veins of triumph and gratitude. Up to the last moment I had feared lest anything should go wrong, lest this crowning happiness should be withheld from me. Now I stood there smiling, watching Sir Anthony, as with trembling fingers he fumbled with the paper. And there was only one thing, only one person, wanting to my joy. I looked, and looked again, but I could not anywhere see Petronilla.

What is it? Sir Anthony said feebly, turning the packet over and over. It is for the sheriff; for the sheriff, is it not?

He had better open it then, sir, I answered gayly.

Sir Philip took the packet and after a glance at the address tore it open. It is an order from Sir William Cecil, he muttered. Then he ran his eye down the brief contents, while all save myself pricked their ears and pressed closer, and I looked swiftly from face to face, as the wavering light lit up now one and now another. Old familiar faces for the most part.

Well, Sir Philip, will you stop to supper? I cried with a laugh, when he had had time, as I judged, to reach the signature.

Go to! he grunted, looking at me. Nice fools you have made of us, young man! He passed the letter to Greville. Sir Anthony, he continued, a mixture of pleasure and chagrin in his voice, you are free! I congratulate you on your luck. Your nephew has brought an amnesty for all things done up to the present time save for any life taken, in which case the matter is to be referred to the Secretary. Fortunately my dead horse is the worst of the mischief, so free you are, and amnestied, though nicely Master Cecil has befooled us!

We will give you another horse, Sir Philip, I answered.

But the words were wasted on the air. They were drowned in a great shout of joy and triumph which rang from a score of Cludde throats the moment the purport of the paper was understood; a shout which made the old house shake again, and scared the dogs so that they fled away into corners and gazed askance at us, their tails between their legs; a shout that was plainly heard a mile away in half a dozen homesteads where Cludde men lay gloomy in their beds.

By this time my uncles hand was in mine. With his other he took off his hat. Lads! he cried huskily, rearing his tall form in our midst; a cheer for the Queen! God keep her safe, and long may she reign!

This was universally regarded as the end of what they still proudly call in those parts the Coton Insurrection! When silence came again, every dog, even the oldest and wisest, had bayed himself hoarse and fled to kennel, thinking the end of the world was come. My heart, as I joined roundly in, swelled high with pride, and there were tears in my eyes as well as in my uncles. But there is no triumph after all without its drawback, no fruition equal to the anticipation. Where was Petronilla? I could see her nowhere. I looked from window to window, but she was at none. I scanned the knot of maids, but could not find her. Even the cheering had not brought her out.

It was wonderful, though, how the cheers cleared the air. Even Sir Thomas Greville regained good humor, and deigned to shake me by the hand and express himself pleased that the matter had ended so happily. Then the sheriff drew him and Bridgewater away, to look to their mens arrangements, seeing, I think, that my uncle and I would fain be alone awhile; and at last I asked with a trembling voice after Petronilla.



To be sure, Sir Anthony answered, furtively wiping his eyes. I had forgotten her, dear lad. I wish now that she had stayed. But tell me, Francis, how came you back to-night, and how did you manage this?

Something of what he asked I told him hurriedly. But then  be sure I took advantage of the first opening  I asked again after Petronilla. Where has she gone, sir? I said, trying to conceal my impatience. I thought that Martin told me she was here; indeed, that he had seen her after I arrived.

I am not sure, do you know, Sir Anthony answered, eying me absently, that I was wise, but I considered she was safer away, Francis. And she can be fetched back in the morning. I feared there might be some disturbance in the house  as indeed there well might have been  and though she begged very hard to stay with me, I sent her off.

This evening, sir? I stammered, suddenly chilled.

Yes, an hour ago.

But an hour ago every approach was guarded, Sir Anthony, I cried in surprise. I had the greatest difficulty in slipping through from the outside myself, well as I know every field and tree. To escape from within, even for a man, much less a woman, would have been impossible. She will have been stopped.

I think not, he said, with a smile at once sage and indulgent  which seemed to add, You think yourself a clever lad, but you do not know everything yet.

I sent her out by the secret passage to the mill-house, you see, he explained, as soon as I heard the sheriffs party outside. I could have given them the slip myself, had I pleased.

The mill house? I answered. The mill stood nearly a quarter of a mile from Coton End, beyond the gardens, and in the direction of the village. I remembered vaguely that I had heard from the servants in old days some talk of a secret outlet leading from the house to it. But they knew no particulars, and its existence was only darkly rumored among them.

You did not know of the passage, Sir Anthony said, chuckling at my astonishment. No, I remember. But the girl did. Your father and his wife went with her. He quite agreed in the wisdom of sending her away, and indeed advised it. On reaching the mill, if they found all quiet they were to walk across to Watneys farm. There they could get horses and might ride at their leisure to Stratford and wait the event. I thought it best for her; and Ferdinand agreed.

And my father  went with her? I muttered hoarsely, feeling myself growing chill to the heart. Hardly could I restrain my indignation at Sir Anthonys folly, or my own anger and disappointment  and fear. For though my head seemed on fire and there was a tumult in my brain, I was cool enough to trace clearly my fathers motives, and discern with what a deliberate purpose he had acted. He went with her?

Yes, he and his wife, the knight answered, noticing nothing in his obtuseness.

You have been fooled, sir, I said bitterly. My father you should have known, and for his wife, she is a bad, unscrupulous woman! Oh, the madness of it, to put my cousin into their hands!

What do you mean? the knight cried, beginning to tremble. Your father is a changed man, lad. He has come back to the old faith and in a dark hour too. He  

He is a hypocrite and a villain! I retorted, stung almost to madness by this wound in my tenderest place; stung indeed beyond endurance. Why should I spare him, when to spare him was to sacrifice the innocent? Why should I pick my words, when my love was in danger? He had had no mercy and no pity. Why should I shrink from exposing him? Heaven had dealt with him patiently and given him life; and he did but abuse it. I could keep silence no longer, and told Sir Anthony all with a stinging tongue and in gibing words; even, at last, how my father had given me a hint of the very plan he had now carried out, of coming down to Coton, and goading his brother into some offense which might leave his estate at the mercy of the authorities.

I did not think he meant it, I said bitterly. But I might have known that the leopard does not change its spots. How you, who knew him years ago, and knew that he had plotted against you since, came to trust him again  to trust your daughter to him  passes my fancy!

He was my brother, the knight murmured, leaning white and stricken on my shoulder.

And my father  heaven help us! I rejoined.


CHAPTER XXV.

IN HARBOR AT LAST.

We must first help ourselves, Sir Anthony answered sharply; rousing himself with wonderful energy from the prostration into which my story had thrown him. I will send after her. She shall be brought back. Ho! Baldwin! Martin! he cried loudly. Send Baldwin hither! Be quick there!

Out of the ruck of servants in and about the hall, Baldwin came rushing presently, wiping his lips as he approached. A single glance at our faces sobered him. Send Martin down to the mill! Sir Anthony ordered curtly. Bid him tell my daughter if she be there to come back. And do you saddle a couple of horses, and be ready to ride with Master Francis to Watneys farm, and on to Stratford, if it be necessary. Lose not a minute; my daughter is with Master Ferdinand. My order is that she return.

The fool had come up only a pace or two behind the steward. Do you hear, Martin? I added eagerly, turning to him. My thoughts, busy with the misery which might befall her in their hands, maddened me. You will bring her back if you find her, mind you.

He did not answer, but his eyes glittered as they met mine, and I knew that he understood. As he flitted silently across the court and disappeared under the gateway, I knew that no hound could be more sure, I knew that he would not leave the trail until he had found Petronilla, though he had to follow her for many a mile. We might have to pursue the fugitives to Stratford, but I felt sure that Martins lean figure and keen dark face would be there to meet us.

Us? No. Sir Anthony indeed said to me, You will go of course? speaking as if only one answer were possible.

But it was not to be so. No, I said, you had better go, sir. Or Baldwin can be trusted. He can take two or three of the grooms. They should be armed, I added, in a lower tone.

My uncle looked hard at me, and then gave his assent, no longer wondering why I did not go. Instead he bade Baldwin do as I had suggested. In truth my heart was so hot with wrath and indignation that I dared not follow, lest my father, in his stern, mocking way, should refuse to let her go, and harm should happen between us. If I were right in my suspicions, and he had capped his intrigue by deliberately getting the girl I loved into his hands as a hostage, either as a surety that I would share with him if I succeeded to the estates, or as a means of extorting money from his brother, then I dared not trust myself face to face with him. If I could have mounted and ridden after my love, I could have borne it better. But the curse seemed to cling to me still. My worst foe was one against whom I could not lift my hand.

But what, my uncle asked, his voice quavering, though his words seemed intended to combat my fears, what can he do, lad? She is his niece.

What? I answered, with a shudder. I do not know, but I fear everything. If he should elude us and take her abroad with him  heaven help her, sir! He will use her somehow to gain his ends  or kill her.

Sir Anthony wiped his brow with a trembling hand. Baldwin will overtake them, he said.

Let us hope so, I answered. Alas, how far fell fruition short of anticipation. This was my time of triumph! You had better go in, sir, I said presently, gaining a little mastery over myself. I see Sir Philip has returned; from settling his men for the night. He and Greville will be wondering what has happened.

And you? he said.

I cannot, I answered, shaking my head.



After he had gone I stood a while in the shadow on the far side of the court, listening to the clatter of knives and dishes, the cheerful hum of the servants as they called to one another, the hurrying footsteps of the maids. A dog crept out, and licked my hand as it hung nerveless by my side. Surely Martin or Baldwin would overtake them. Or if not, it still was not so easy to take a girl abroad against her will.

But would that be his plan? He must have hiding-places in England to which he might take her, telling her any wild story of her fathers death or flight, or even perhaps of her own danger if her whereabouts were known. I had had experience of his daring, his cunning, his plausibility. Had he not taken in all with whom he had come into contact, except, by some strange fate, myself. To be sure Anne was not altogether without feeling or conscience. But she was his  his entirely, body and soul. Yes, if I could have followed, I could have borne it better. It was this dreadful inaction which was killing me.

The bustle and voices of the servants, who were in high spirits, so irritated me at last that I wandered away, going first to the dark, silent gardens, where I walked up and down in a fever of doubt and fear, much as I had done on the last evening I had spent at Coton. Then a fancy seized me, and turning from the fish-pond I walked toward the house. Crossing the moat I made for the church door and tried it. It was unlocked. I went in. Here at least in the sacred place I should find quietness; and unable to help myself in this terrible crisis, might get help from One to whom my extremity was but an opportunity.

I walked up the aisle and, finding all in darkness, the moon at the moment being obscured, felt my way as far as Sir Piers flat monument, and sat down upon it. I had been there scarcely a minute when a faint sound, which seemed rather a sigh or an audible shudder than any articulate word, came out of the darkness in front of me. My great trouble had seemed to make superstitious fears for the time impossible, but at this sound I started and trembled; and holding my breath felt a cold shiver run down my back. Motionless I peered before me, and yet could see nothing. All was gloom, the only distinguishable feature being the east window.

What was that? A soft rustle as of ghostly garments moving in the aisle was succeeded by another sigh which made me rise from my seat, my hair stiffening. Then I saw the outline of the east window growing brighter and brighter, and I knew that the moon was about to shine clear of the clouds, and longed to turn and fly, yet did not dare to move.

Suddenly the light fell on the altar steps and disclosed a kneeling form which seemed to be partly turned toward me as though watching me. The face I could not see  it was in shadow  and I stood transfixed, gazing at the figure, half in superstitious terror and half in wonder; until a voice I had not heard for years, and yet should have known among a thousand, said softly, Francis!

Who calls me? I muttered hoarsely, knowing and yet disbelieving, hoping and yet with a terrible fear at heart.

It is I, Petronilla! said the same voice gently. And then the form rose and glided toward me through the moonlight. It is I, Petronilla. Do you not know me? said my love again; and fell upon my breast.

* * * * *

She had been firmly resolved all the time not to quit her father, and on the first opportunity had given the slip to her company, while the horses were being saddled at Watneys farm. Stealing back through the darkness she had found the house full of uproar, and apparently occupied by strange troopers. Aghast and not knowing what to do, she had bethought herself of the church and there taken refuge. On my first entrance she was horribly alarmed. But as I walked up the aisle, she recognized  so she has since told me a thousand times with pride  my footstep, though it had long been a stranger to her ear, and she had no thought at the moment of seeing me, or hearing the joyful news I brought.



And so my story is told. For what passed then between Petronilla and me lies between my wife and myself. And it is an old, old story, and one which our children have no need to learn, for they have told it, many of them for themselves, and their children are growing up to tell it. I think in some odd corner of the house there may still be found a very ancient swallows nest, which young girls bring out and look at tenderly; but for my sword-knot I fear it has been worn out these thirty years. What matter, even though it was velvet of Genoa? He that has the substance, lacks not the shadow.

I never saw my father again, nor learned accurately what passed at Watneys farm after Petronilla was missed by her two companions. But one man, whom I could ill spare, was also missing on that night, whose fate is still something of a mystery. That was Martin Luther. I have always believed that he fell in a desperate encounter with my father, but no traces of the struggle, or his body were ever found. The track between Watneys farm and Stratford, however, runs for a certain distance by the river; and at some point on this road I think Martin must have come up with the refugees, and failing either to find Petronilla with them, or to get any satisfactory account of her, must have flung himself on my father and been foiled and killed. The exact truth I have said was never known, though Baldwin and I talked over it again and again; and there were even some who said that a servant much resembling Martin Luther was seen with my father in the Low Countries not a month before his death. I put no credence in this, however, having good reason to think that the poor fool  who was wiser in his sane moments than most men  would never have left my service while the breath remained in his body.

I have heard it said that blood washes out shame. My father was killed in a skirmish in the Netherlands shortly before the peace of Chateau Cambrésis, and about three months after the events here related. I have no doubt that he died as a brave man should; for he had that virtue. He held no communication with me or with any at Coton End later than that which I have here described; but would appear to have entered the service of Cardinal Granvelle, the governor of the Netherlands, for after his death word came to the Duchess of Suffolk that Mistress Anne Cludde had entered a nunnery at Bruges under the Cardinals auspices. Doubtless she is long since dead.

And so are many others of whom I have spoken  Sir Anthony, the Duchess, Master Bertie, and Master Lindstrom. For forty years have passed since these things happened  years of peaceful, happy life, which have gone by more swiftly, as it seems to me in the retrospect, than the four years of my wanderings. The Lindstroms sought refuge in England in the second year of the Queen, and settled in Lowestoft under the Duchess of Suffolks protection, and did well and flourished as became them; nor indeed did they find, I trust, others ungrateful, though I experienced some difficulty in inducing Sir Anthony to treat the Dutch burgher as on an equality with himself. Lord Willoughby de Eresby, the Peregrine to whom I stood godfather in St. Willibrods church at Wesel, is now a middle-aged man and my very good friend, the affection which his mother felt for me having descended to him in full measure. She was indeed such a woman as Her Majesty; large-hearted and free-tongued, of masculine courage and a wonderful tenderness. And of her husband what can I say save that he was a brave Christian  and in peaceful times  a studious gentleman.

But it is not only in vacant seats and gray hairs that I trace the progress of forty years. They have done for England almost all that men hoped they might do in the first dawn of the reign. We have seen great foes defeated, and strong friends gained. We have seen the coinage amended, trade doubled, the Exchequer filled, the roads made good, the poor provided for in a Christian manner, the Church grown strong; all this in these years. We have seen Holland rise and Spain decline, and well may say in the words of the old text, which my grandfather set up over the hall door at Coton, Frustra, nisi Dominus.

THE END


A GENTLEMAN OF FRANCE
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This historical novel was first published in 1893 and is one of Weymans best known adventure stories. It was the only one of the authors novels to be first published in the traditional three-volume format of the Victorian period. Indeed, it was among the last ever novels of the Victorian period to be published in this format, after it was effectively killed off by market forces in 1894 when Londons most popular library announced that it would no longer buy three-volume publications.

Set in sixteenth century France, the plot concerns Gaston de Bonne, a Huguenot gentleman brought low by the religious wars of the period. Gaston is charged by Henry of Navarre with the task of rescuing a young noblewoman and transporting her to the royal court of the King of France so that she can reveal the treachery of one of the courtiers. 

The novel helped to cement Weymans status as an accomplished writer of historical adventure fiction, a successor to Alexandre Dumas  it was one of Robert Louis Stevensons favourite books and has been admired by authors as diverse as Oscar Wilde and Graham Greene.
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Henry IV of France, King of Navarre  an important figure in the religious wars of the sixteenth century, who plays a prominent role in the novel 


CHAPTER I. THE SPORT OF FOOLS.

The death of the Prince of Conde, which occurred in the spring of 1588, by depriving me of my only patron, reduced me to such straits that the winter of that year, which saw the King of Navarre come to spend his Christmas at St. Jean dAngely, saw also the nadir of my fortunes. I did not know at this time  I may confess it to-day without shame  wither to turn for a gold crown or a new scabbard, and neither had nor discerned any hope of employment. The peace lately patched up at Blois between the King of France and the League persuaded many of the Huguenots that their final ruin was at hand; but it could not fill their exhausted treasury or enable them to put fresh troops into the field.

The death of the Prince had left the King of Navarre without a rival in the affections of the Huguenots; the Vicomte de Turenne, whose turbulent; ambition already began to make itself felt, and M. de Chatillon, ranking next to him. It was my ill-fortune, however, to be equally unknown to all three leaders, and as the month of December which saw me thus miserably straitened saw me reach the age of forty, which I regard, differing in that from many, as the grand climacteric of a mans life, it will be believed that I had need of all the courage which religion and a campaigners life could supply.

I had been compelled some time before to sell all my horses except the black Sardinian with the white spot on its forehead; and I now found myself obliged to part also with my valet de chambre and groom, whom I dismissed on the same day, paying them their wages with the last links of gold chain left to me. It was not without grief and dismay that I saw myself thus stripped of the appurtenances of a man of birth, and driven to groom my own horse under cover of night. But this was not the worst. My dress, which suffered inevitably from this menial employment, began in no long time to bear witness to the change in my circumstances; so that on the day of the King of Navarres entrance into St. Jean I dared not face the crowd, always quick to remark the poverty of those above them, but was fain to keep within doors and wear out my patience in the garret of the cutlers house in the Rue de la Coutellerie, which was all the lodging I could now afford.

Pardieu, tis a strange world! Strange that time seems to me; more strange compared with this. My reflections on that day, I remember, were of the most melancholy. Look at it how I would, I could not but see that my lifes spring was over. The crows feet were gathering about my eyes, and my moustachios, which seemed with each day of ill-fortune to stand out more fiercely in proportion as my face grew leaner, were already grey. I was out at elbows, with empty pockets, and a sword which peered through the sheath. The meanest ruffler who, with broken feather and tarnished lace, swaggered at the heels of Turenne, was scarcely to be distinguished from me. I had still, it is true, a rock and a few barren acres in Brittany, the last remains of the family property; but the small small sums which the peasants could afford to pay were sent annually to Paris, to my mother, who had no other dower. And this I would not touch, being minded to die a gentleman, even if I could not live in that estate.

Small as were my expectations of success, since I had no one at the kings side to push my business, nor any friend at Court, I nevertheless did all I could, in the only way that occurred to me. I drew up a petition, and lying in wait one day for M. Forget, the King of Navarres secretary, placed it in his hand, begging him to lay it before that prince. He took it, and promised to do so, smoothly, and with as much lip-civility as I had a right to expect. But the careless manner in which he doubled up and thrust away the paper on which I had spent so much labour, no less than the covert sneer of his valet, who ran after me to get the customary present  and ran, as I still blush to remember, in vain  warned me to refrain from hope.

In this, however, having little save hope left, I failed so signally as to spend the next day and the day after in a fever of alternate confidence and despair, the cold fit following the hot with perfect regularity. At length, on the morning of the third day  I remember it lacked but three of Christmas  I heard a step on the stairs. My landlord living in his shop, and the two intervening floors being empty, I had no doubt the message was for me, and went outside the door to receive it, my first glance at the messenger confirming me in my highest hopes, as well as in all I had ever heard of the generosity of the King of Navarre. For by chance I knew the youth to be one of the royal pages; a saucy fellow who had a day or two before cried Old Clothes after me in the street. I was very far from resenting this now, however, nor did he appear to recall it; so that I drew the happiest augury as to the contents of the note he bore from the politeness with which he presented it to me.

I would not, however, run the risk of a mistake, and before holding out my hand, I asked him directly and with formality if it was for me.

He answered, with the utmost respect, that it was for the Sieur de Marsac, and for me if I were he.

There is an answer, perhaps? I said, seeing that he lingered.

The King of Navarre, sir, he replied, with a low bow, will receive your answer in person, I believe. And with that, replacing the hat which he had doffed out of respect to me, he turned and went down the stairs.

Returning to my room, and locking the door, I hastily opened the missive, which was sealed with a large seal, and wore every appearance of importance. I found its contents to exceed all my expectations. The King of Navarre desired me to wait on him at noon on the following day, and the letter concluded with such expressions of kindness and goodwill as left me in no doubt of the Princes intentions. I read it, I confess, with emotions of joy and gratitude which would better have become a younger man, and then cheerfully sat down to spend the rest of the day in making such improvements in my dress as seemed possible. With a thankful heart I concluded that I had now escaped from poverty, at any rate from such poverty as is disgraceful to a gentleman; and consoled myself for the meanness of the appearance I must make at Court with the reflection that a day or two would mend both habit and fortune.

Accordingly, it was with a stout heart that I left my lodgings a few minutes before noon next morning, and walked towards the castle. It was some time since I had made so public an appearance in the streets, which the visit of the King of Navarres Court; had filled with an unusual crowd, and I could not help fancying as I passed that some of the loiterers eyed me with a covert smile; and, indeed, I was shabby enough. But finding that a frown more than sufficed to restore the gravity of these gentry, I set down the appearance to my own self-consciousness, and, stroking my moustachios, strode along boldly until I saw before me, and coming to meet me, the same page who had delivered the note.

He stopped in front of me with an air of consequence, and making me a low bow  whereat I saw the bystanders stare, for he was as gay a young spark as maid-of-honour could desire  he begged me to hasten, as the king awaited me in his closet.

He has asked for you twice, sir, he continued importantly, the feather of his cap almost sweeping the ground.

I think, I answered, quickening my steps, that the kings letter says noon, young sir. If I am late on such an occasion, he has indeed cause to complain of me.

Tut, tut! he rejoined waving his hand with a dandified It is no matter. One man may steal a horse when another may not look over the wall, you know.

A man may be gray-haired, he may be sad-complexioned, and yet he may retain some of the freshness of youth. On receiving this indication of a favour exceeding all expectation, I remember I felt the blood rise to my face, and experienced the most lively gratitude. I wondered who had spoken in my behalf, who had befriended me; and concluding at last that my part in the affair at Brouage had come to the kings ears, though I could not conceive through whom, I passed through the castle gates with an air of confidence and elation which was not unnatural, I think, under the circumstances. Thence, following my guide, I mounted the ramp and entered the courtyard.

A number of grooms and valets were lounging here, some leading horses to and fro, others exchanging jokes with the wenches who leaned from the windows, while their fellows again stamped up and down to keep their feet warm, or played ball against the wall in imitation of their masters. Such knaves are ever more insolent than their betters; but I remarked that they made way for me with respect, and with rising spirits, yet a little irony, I reminded myself as I mounted the stairs of the words, whom the king delighteth to honour!

Reaching the head of the flight, where was a soldier on guard, the page opened the door of the antechamber, and standing aside bade me enter. I did so, and heard the door close behind me.

For a moment I stood still, bashful and confused. It seemed to me that there were a hundred people in the room, and that half the eyes which met mine were womens, Though I was not altogether a stranger to such state as the Prince of Conde had maintained, this crowded anteroom filled me with surprise, and even with a degree of awe, of which I was the next moment ashamed. True, the flutter of silk and gleam of jewels surpassed anything I had then seen, for my fortunes had never led me to the kings Court; but an instants reflection reminded me that my fathers had held their own in such scenes, and with a bow regulated rather by this thought than by the shabbiness of my dress, I advanced amid a sudden silence.

M. de Marsac! the page announced, in a tone which sounded a little odd in my ears; so much so, that I turned quickly to look at him. He was gone, however, and when I turned again the eyes which met mine were full of smiles. A young girl who stood near me tittered. Put out of countenance by this, I looked round in embarrassment to find someone to whom I might apply.

The room was long and narrow, panelled in chestnut, with a row of windows on the one hand, and two fireplaces, now heaped with glowing logs, on the other. Between the fireplaces stood a rack of arms. Round the nearer hearth lounged a group of pages, the exact counterparts of the young blade who had brought me hither; and talking with these were as many young gentlewomen. Two great hounds lay basking in the heat, and coiled between them, with her head on the back of the larger, was a figure so strange that at another time I should have doubted my eyes. It wore the fools motley and cap and bells, but a second glance showed me the features were a womans. A torrent of black hair flowed loose about her neck, her eyes shone with wild merriment, and her face, keen, thin, and hectic, glared at me from the dogs back. Beyond her, round the farther fireplace, clustered more than a score of gallants and ladies, of whom one presently advanced to me.

Sir, he said politely  and I wished I could match his bow you wished to see  ?

The King of Navarre, I answered, doing my best.

He turned to the group behind him, and said, in a peculiarly even, placid tone, He wishes to see the King of Navarre. Then in solemn silence he bowed to me again and went back to his fellows.

Upon the instant, and before I could make up my mind how to take this, a second tripped forward, and saluting me, said, M. de Marsac, I think?

At your service, sir, I rejoined. In my eagerness to escape the gaze of all those eyes, and the tittering which was audible behind me, I took a step forward to be in readiness to follow him. But he gave no sign. M. de Marsac to see the King of Navarre was all he said, speaking as the other had close to those behind. And with that he too wheeled round and went back to the fire.

I stared, a first faint suspicion of the truth aroused in my mind. Before I could act upon it, however  in such a situation it was no easy task to decide how to act  a third advanced with the same measured steps. By appointment I think, sir? he said, bowing lower than the others.

Yes, I replied sharply, beginning to grow warm, by appointment at noon.

M. de Marsac, he announced in a sing-song tone to those behind him, to see the King of Navarre by appointment at noon. And with a second bow  while I grew scarlet with mortification he too wheeled gravely round and returned to the fireplace.

I saw another preparing to advance, but he came too late. Whether my face of anger and bewilderment was too much for them, or some among them lacked patience to see the end, a sudden uncontrollable shout of laughter, in which all the room joined, cut short the farce. God knows it hurt me: I winced, I looked this way and that, hoping here or there to find sympathy and help. But it seemed to me that the place rang with gibes, that every panel framed, however I turned myself, a cruel, sneering face. One behind me cried Old Clothes, and when I turned the other hearth whispered the taunt. It added a thousandfold to my embarrassment that there was in all a certain orderliness, so that while no one moved, and none, while I looked at them, raised their voices, I seemed the more singled out, and placed as a butt in the midst.

One face amid the pyramid of countenances which hid the farther fireplace so burned itself into my recollection in that miserable moment, that I never thereafter forgot it; a small, delicate womans face, belonging to a young girl who stood boldly in front of her companions. It was a face full of pride, and, as I saw it then, of scorn  scorn that scarcely deigned to laugh; while the girls graceful figure, slight and maidenly, yet perfectly proportioned, seemed instinct with the same feeling of contemptuous amusement.

The play, which seemed long enough to me, might have lasted longer, seeing that no one there had pity on me, had I not, in my desperation, espied a door at the farther end of the room, and concluded, seeing no other, that it was the door of the kings bedchamber. The mortification I was suffering was so great that I did not hesitate, but advanced with boldness towards it. On the instant there was a lull in the laughter round me, and half a dozen voices called on me to stop.

I have come to see the king, I answered, turning on them fiercely, for I was by this time in no mood for browbeating, and I will see him!

He is out hunting, cried all with one accord; and they signed imperiously to me to go back the way I had come.

But having the kings appointment safe in my pouch, I thought I had good reason to disbelieve them; and taking advantage of their surprise  for they had not expected so bold a step on my part  I was at the door before they could prevent me. I heard Mathurine, the fool, who had sprung to her feet, cry Pardieu! he will take the Kingdom of Heaven by force! and those were the last words I heard; for, as I lifted the latch  there was no one on guard there  a sudden swift silence fell upon the room behind me.

I pushed the door gently open and went in. There were two men sitting in one of the windows, who turned and looked angrily towards me. For the rest the room was empty. The kings walking-shoes lay by his chair, and beside them the boot-hooks and jack. A dog before the fire got up slowly and growled, and one of the men, rising from the trunk on which he had been sitting, came towards me and asked me, with every sign of irritation, what I wanted there, and who had given me leave to enter.

I was beginning to explain, with some diffidence the stillness of the room sobering me  that I wished to see the king, when he who had advanced took me up sharply with, The king? the king? He is not here, man. He is hunting at St. Valery. Did they not tell you so outside?

I thought I recognised the speaker, than whom I have seldom seen a man more grave and thoughtful for his years, which were something less than mine, more striking in presence, or more soberly dressed. And being desirous to evade his question, I asked him if I had not the honour to address M. du Plessis Mornay; for that wise and courtly statesman, now a pillar of Henrys counsels, it was.

The same, sir, he replied, abruptly, and without taking his eyes from me. I am Mornay. What of that?

I am M. de Marsac, I explained. And there I stopped, supposing that, as he was in the kings confidence, this would make my errand clear to him.

But I was disappointed. Well, sir? he said, and waited impatiently.

So cold a reception, following such treatment as I had suffered outside, would have sufficed to have dashed my spirits utterly had I not felt the kings letter in my pocket. Being pretty confident, however, that a single glance at this would alter M. du Mornays bearing for the better, I hastened, looking on it as a kind of talisman, to draw it out and present it to him.

He took it, and looked at it, and opened it, but with so cold and immovable an aspect as made my heart sink more than all that had gone before. What is amiss? I cried, unable to keep silence. Tis from the king, sir.

A king in motley! he answered, his lip curling.

The sense of his words did not at once strike home to me, and I murmured, in great disorder, that the king had sent for me.

The king knows nothing of it, was his blunt answer, bluntly given. And he thrust the paper back into my hands. It is a trick, he continued, speaking with the same abruptness, for which you have doubtless to thank some of those idle young rascals without. You had sent an application to the king, I suppose? Just so. No doubt they got hold of it, and this is the result. They ought to be whipped.

It was not possible for me to doubt any longer that what he said was true. I saw in a moment all my hopes vanish, all my plans flung to the winds; and in the first shock of the discovery I could neither find voice to answer him nor strength to withdraw. In a kind of vision I seemed to see my own lean, haggard face looking at me as in a glass, and, reading despair in my eyes, could have pitied myself.

My disorder was so great that M. du Mornay observed it. Looking more closely at me, he two or three times muttered my name, and at last said, M. de Marsac? Ha! I remember. You were in the affair of Brouage, were you not?

I nodded my head in token of assent, being unable at the moment to speak, and so shaken that perforce I leaned against the wall, my head sunk on my breast. The memory of my age, my forty years, and my poverty, pressed hard upon me, filling me with despair and bitterness. I could have wept, but no tears came.

M. du Mornay, averting his eyes from me, took two or three short, impatient turns up and down the chamber when he addressed me again his tone was full of respect, mingled with such petulance as one brave man might feel, seeing another so hard pressed. M. de Marsac, he said, you have my sympathy. It is a shame that men who have served the cause should be reduced to such straits. Were it, possible for me, to increase my own train at present, I should consider it an honour to have you with me. But I am hard put to it myself, and so are we all, and the King of Navarre not least among us. He has lived for a month upon a wood which M. de Rosny has cut down. I will mention your name to him, but I should be cruel rather than kind were I not to warn you that nothing can come of it.

With that he offered me his hand, and, cheered as much by this mark of consideration as by the kindness of his expressions, I rallied my spirits. True, I wanted comfort more substantial, but it was not to be had. I thanked him therefore as becomingly as I could, and seeing there was no help for it, took my leave of him, and slowly and sorrowfully withdrew from the room.

Alas! to escape I had to face the outside world, for which his kind words were an ill preparation. I had to run the gauntlet of the antechamber. The moment I appeared, or rather the moment the door closed behind me, I was hailed with a shout of derision. While one cried, Way! way for the gentleman who has seen the king! another hailed me uproariously as Governor of Guyenne, and a third requested a commission in my regiment.

I heard these taunts with a heart full almost to bursting. It seemed to me an unworthy thing that, merely by reason of my poverty, I should be derided by youths who had still all their battles before them; but to stop or reproach them would only, as I well knew, make matters worse, and, moreover, I was so sore stricken that I had little spirit left even to speak. Accordingly, I made my way through them with what speed I might, my head bent, and my countenance heavy with shame and depression. In this way  I wonder there were not among them some generous enough to pity me  I had nearly gained the door, and was beginning to breathe, when I found my path stopped by that particular young lady of the Court whom I have described above. Something had for the moment diverted her attention from me, and it required a word from her companions to apprise her of my near neighbourhood. She turned then, as one taken by surprise, and finding me so close to her that my feet all but touched her gown, she stepped quickly aside, and with a glance as cruel as her act, drew her skirts away from contact with me.

The insult stung me, I know not why, more than all the gibes which were being flung at me from every side, and moved by a sudden impulse I stopped, and in the bitterness of my heart spoke to her. Mademoiselle, I said, bowing low  for, as I have stated, she was small, and more like a fairy than a woman, though her face expressed both pride and self-will Mademoiselle, I said sternly, such as I am, I have fought for France! Some day you may learn that there are viler things in the world  and have to bear them  than a poor gentleman!

The words were scarcely out of my mouth before I repented of them, for Mathurine, the fool, who was at my elbow, was quick to turn them into ridicule. Raising her hands above our heads, as in act to bless us, she cried out that Monsieur, having gained so rich an office, desired a bride to grace it; and this, bringing down upon us a coarse shout of laughter and some coarser gibes, I saw the young girls face flush hotly.

The next moment a voice in the crowd cried roughly Out upon his wedding suit! and with that a sweetmeat struck me in the face. Another and another followed, covering me with flour and comfits. This was the last straw. For a moment, forgetting where I was, I turned upon them, red and furious, every hair in my moustachios bristling. The next, the full sense of my impotence and of the folly of resentment prevailed with me, and, dropping my head upon my breast, I rushed from the room.

I believe that the younger among them followed me, and that the cry of Old Clothes! pursued me even to the door of my lodgings in the Rue de la Coutellerie. But in the misery of the moment, and my strong desire to be within doors and alone, I barely noticed this, and am not certain whether it was so or not.


CHAPTER II. THE KING OF NAVARRE.

I have already referred to the danger with which the alliance between Henry the Third and the League menaced us, an alliance whereof the news, it was said, had blanched the King of Navarres moustache in a single night. Notwithstanding this, the Court had never shown itself more frolicsome or more free from care than at the time of which I am speaking; even the lack of money seemed for the moment forgotten. One amusement followed another, and though, without doubt, something was doing under the surface for the wiser of his foes held our prince in particular dread when he seemed most deeply sunk in pleasure  to the outward eye St. Jean dAngely appeared to be given over to enjoyment from one end to the other.

The stir and bustle of the Court reached me even in my garret, and contributed to make that Christmas, which fell on a Sunday, a trial almost beyond sufferance. All day long the rattle of hoofs on the pavement, and the laughter of riders bent on diversion, came up to me, making the hard stool seem harder, the bare walls more bare, and increasing a hundredfold the solitary gloom in which I sat. For as sunshine deepens the shadows which fall athwart it, and no silence is like that which follows the explosion of a mine, so sadness and poverty are never more intolerable than when hope and wealth rub elbows with them.

True, the great sermon which M. dAmours preached in the market-house on the morning of Christmas-day cheered me, as it cheered all the more sober spirits. I was present myself, sitting in an obscure corner of the building, and heard the famous prediction, which was so soon to be fulfilled. Sire, said the preacher, turning to the King of Navarre, and referring, with the boldness that ever characterised that great man and noble Christian, to the attempt, then being made to exclude the prince from the succession Sire, what God at your birth gave you man cannot take away. A little while, a little patience, and you shall cause us to preach beyond the Loire! With you for our Joshua we shall cross the Jordan, and in the Promised Land the Church shall be set up.

Words so brave, and so well adapted to encourage the Huguenots in the crisis through which their affairs were then passing, charmed all hearers; save indeed, those  and they were few  who, being devoted to the Vicomte de Turenne, disliked, though they could not controvert, this public acknowledgment of the King of Navarre, as the Huguenot leader. The pleasure of those present was evinced in a hundred ways, and to such an extent that even I returned to my chamber soothed and exalted, and found, in dreaming of the speedy triumph of the cause, some compensation for my own ill-fortune.

As the day wore on, however, and the evening brought no change, but presented to me the same dreary prospect with which morning had made me familiar, I confess without shame that my heart sank once more, particularly as I saw that I should be forced in a day or two to sell either my remaining horse or some part of my equipment as essential; a step which I could not contemplate without feelings of the utmost despair. In this state of mind I was adding up by the light of a solitary candle the few coins I had left, when I heard footsteps ascending the stairs. I made them out to be the steps of two persons, and was still lost in conjectures who they might be, when a hand knocked gently at my door.

Fearing another trick, I did not at once open, the more so there was something stealthy and insinuating in the knock. Thereupon my visitors held a whispered consultation; then they knocked again. I asked loudly who was there, but to this they did not choose to give any answer, while I, on my part, determined not to open until they did. The door was strong, and I smiled grimly at the thought that this time they would have their trouble for their pains.

To my surprise, however, they did not desist, and go away, as I expected, but continued to knock at intervals and whisper much between times. More than once they called me softly by name and bade me open, but as they steadily refrained from saying who they were, I sat still. Occasionally I heard them laugh, but under their breath as it were; and persuaded by this that they were bent on a frolic, I might have persisted in my silence until midnight, which was not more than two hours off, had not a slight sound, as of a rat gnawing behind the wainscot, drawn my attention to the door. Raising my candle and shading my eyes I espied something small and bright protruding beneath it, and sprang up, thinking they were about to prise it in. To my surprise, however, I could discover, on taking the candle to the threshold, nothing more threatening than a couple of gold livres, which had been thrust through the crevice between the door and the floor.

My astonishment may be conceived. I stood for full a minute staring at the coins, the candle in my hand. Then, reflecting that the young sparks at the Court would be very unlikely to spend such a sum on a jest, I hesitated no longer, but putting down the candle, drew the bolt of the door, purposing to confer with my visitors outside. In this, however, I was disappointed, for the moment the door was open they pushed forcibly past me and, entering the room pell-mell, bade me by signs to close the door again.

I did so suspiciously, and without averting my eyes from my visitors. Great were my embarrassment and confusion, therefore, when, the door being shut, they dropped their cloaks one after the other, and I saw before me M. du Mornay and the well-known figure of the King of Navarre.

They seemed so much diverted, looking at one another and laughing, that for a moment I thought some chance resemblance deceived me, and that here were my jokers again. Hence while a man might count ten I stood staring; and the king was the first to speak. We have made no mistake, Du Mornay, have we? he said, casting a laughing glance at me.

No, sire, Du Mornay answered. This is the Sieur de Marsac, the gentleman whom I mentioned to you.

I hastened, confused, wondering, and with a hundred apologies, to pay my respects to the king. He speedily cut me short, however, saying, with an air of much kindness, Of Marsac, in Brittany, I think, sir?

The same, sire,

Then you are of the family of Bonne?

I am the last survivor of that family, sire, I answered respectfully.

It has played its part, he rejoined, and therewith he took his seat on my stool with an easy grace which charmed me. Your motto is BONNE FOI, is it not? And Marsac, if I remember rightly, is not far from Rennes, on the Vilaine?

I answered that it was, adding, with a full heart, that it grieved me to be compelled to receive so great a prince in so poor a lodging.

Well, I confess, Du Mornay struck in, looking carelessly round him, you have a queer taste, M. de Marsac, in the arrangement of your furniture. You

Mornay! the king cried sharply.

Sire?

Chut! your elbow is in the candle. Beware of it!

But I well understood him. If my heart had been full before, it overflowed now. Poverty is not so shameful as the shifts to which it drives men. I had been compelled some days before, in order to make as good a show as possible  since it is the undoubted duty of a gentleman to hide his nakedness from impertinent eyes, and especially from the eyes of the canaille, who are wont to judge from externals  to remove such of my furniture and equipage as remained to that side of the room, which was visible from without when the door was open. This left the farther side of the room vacant and bare. To anyone within doors the artifice was, of course, apparent, and I am bound to say that M. de Mornays words brought the blood to my brow.

I rejoiced, however a moment later that he had uttered them; for without them I might never have known, or known so early, the kindness of heart and singular quickness of apprehension which ever distinguished the king, my master. So, in my heart, I began to call him from that hour.

The King of Navarre was at this time thirty-five years old, his hair brown, his complexion ruddy, his moustache, on one side at least, beginning to turn grey. His features, which Nature had cast in a harsh and imperious mould, were relieved by a constant sparkle and animation such as I have never seen in any other man, but in him became ever more conspicuous in gloomy and perilous times. Inured to danger from his earliest youth, he had come to enjoy it as others a festival, hailing its advent with a reckless gaiety which astonished even brave men, and led others to think him the least prudent of mankind. Yet such he was not: nay, he was the opposite of this. Never did Marshal of France make more careful dispositions for a battle  albeit once in it he bore himself like any captain of horse  nor ever did Du Mornay himself sit down to a conference with a more accurate knowledge of affairs. His prodigious wit and the affability of his manners, while they endeared him to his servants, again and again blinded his adversaries; who, thinking that so much brilliance could arise only from a shallow nature, found when it was too late that they had been outwitted by him whom they contemptuously styled the Prince of Bearn, a man a hundredfold more astute than themselves, and master alike of pen and sword.

Much of this, which all the world now knows, I learned afterwards. At the moment I could think of little save the kings kindness; to which he added by insisting that I should sit on the bed while we talked. You wonder, M. de Marsac, he said, what brings me here, and why I have come to you instead of sending for you? Still more, perhaps, why I have come to you at night and with such precautions? I will tell you. But first, that my coming may not fill you with false hopes, let me say frankly, that though I may relieve your present necessities, whether you fall into the plan I am going to mention, or not, I cannot take you into my service; wherein, indeed, every post is doubly filled. Du Mornay mentioned your name to me, but in fairness to others I had to answer that I could do nothing.

I am bound to confess that this strange exordium dashed hopes which had already risen to a high pitch. Recovering myself as quickly as possible, however, I murmured that the honour of a visit from the King of Navarre was sufficient happiness for me.

Nay, but that honour I must take from you he replied, smiling; though I see that you would make an excellent courtier  far better than Du Mornay here, who never in his life made so pretty a speech. For I must lay my commands on you to keep this visit a secret, M. de Marsac. Should but the slightest whisper of it get abroad, your usefulness, as far as I am concerned, would be gone, and gone for good!

So remarkable a statement filled me with wonder I could scarcely disguise. It was with difficulty I found words to assure the king that his commands should be faithfully obeyed.

Of that I am sure, he answered with the utmost kindness. Where I not, and sure, too, from what I am told of your gallantry when my cousin took Brouage, that you are a man of deeds rather than words, I should not be here with the proposition I am going to lay before you. It is this. I can give you no hope of public employment, M. de Marsac, but I can offer you an adventure if adventures be to your taste  as dangerous and as thankless as any Amadis ever undertook.

As thankless, sire? I stammered, doubting if I had heard aright, the expression was so strange.

As thankless, he answered, his keen eyes seeming to read my soul. I am frank with you, you see, sir, he continued, carelessly. I can suggest this adventure  it is for the good of the State  I can do no more. The King of Navarre cannot appear in it, nor can he protect you. Succeed or fail in it, you stead alone. The only promise I make is, that if it ever be safe for me to acknowledge the act, I will reward the doer.

He paused, and for a few moments I stared at him in sheer amazement. What did he mean? Were he and the other real figures, or was I dreaming?

Do you understand? he asked at length, with a touch of impatience.

Yes, sire, I think I do, I murmured, very certain in truth and reality that I did not.

What do you say, then  yes or no? he rejoined. Will you undertake the adventure, or would you hear more before you make up your mind?

I hesitated. Had I been a younger man by ten years I should doubtless have cried assent there and then, having been all my life ready enough to embark on such enterprises as offered a chance of distinction. But something in the strangeness of the kings preface, although I had it in my heart to die for him, gave me check, and I answered, with an air of great humility, You will think me but a poor courtier now, sire, yet he is a fool who jumps into a ditch without measuring the depth. I would fain, if I may say it without disrespect, hear all that you can tell me.

Then I fear, he answered quickly, if you would have more light on the matter, my friend, you must get another candle.

I started, he spoke so abruptly; but perceiving that the candle had indeed burned down to the socket, I rose, with many apologies, and fetched another from the cupboard. It did not occur to me at the moment, though it did later, that the king had purposely sought this opportunity of consulting with his companion. I merely remarked, when I returned to my place on the bed, that they were sitting a little nearer one another, and that the king eyed me before he spoke  though he still swung one foot carelessly in the air with close attention.

I speak to you, of course, sir, he presently went on, in confidence, believing you to be an honourable as well as a brave man. That which I wish you to do is briefly, and in a word, to carry off a lady. Nay, he added quickly, with a laughing grimace, have no fear! She is no sweetheart of mine, nor should I go to my grave friend here did I need assistance of that kind. Henry of Bourbon, I pray God, will always be able to free his own lady-love. This is a State affair, and a matter of quite another character, though we cannot at present entrust you with the meaning of it.

I bowed in silence, feeling somewhat chilled and perplexed, as who would not, having such an invitation before him? I had anticipated an affair with men only  a secret assault or a petard expedition. But seeing the bareness of my room, and the honour the king was doing me, I felt I had no choice, and I answered, That being the case, sire, I am wholly at your service.

That is well, he, answered briskly, though methought he looked at Du Mornay reproachfully, as doubting his commendation of me. But will you say the same, he continued, removing his eyes to me, and speaking slowly, as though he would try me, when I tell you that the lady to be carried off is the ward of the Vicomte de Turenne, whose arm is well-nigh as long as my own, and who would fain make it longer; who never travels, as he told me yesterday, with less than fifty gentlemen, and has a thousand arquebusiers in his pay? Is the adventure still to your liking, M. de Marsac, now that you know that?

It is more to my liking, sire, I answered stoutly.

Understand this too, he rejoined. It is essential that this lady, who is at present confined in the Vicomtes house at Chize, should be released; but it is equally essential that there should be no breach between the Vicomte and myself. Therefore the affair must be the work of an independent man, who has never been in my service, nor in any way connected with me. If captured, you pay the penalty without recourse to me.

I fully understand, sire, I answered.

Ventre Saint Gris! he cried, breaking into a low laugh. I swear the man is more afraid of the lady than he is of the Vicomte! That is not the way of most of our Court.

Du Mornay, who had been sitting nursing his knee in silence, pursed up his lips, though it was easy to see that he was well content with the kings approbation. He now intervened. With your permission, sire, he said, I will let this gentleman know the details.

Do, my friend, the king answered. And be short, for if we are here much longer I shall be missed, and in a twinkling the Court will have found me a new mistress.

He spoke in jest and with a laugh, but I saw Du Mornay start at the words, as though they were little to his liking; and I learned afterwards that the Court was really much exercised at this time with the question who would be the next favourite, the kings passion for the Countess de la Guiche being evidently on the wane, and that which he presently evinced for Madame de Guercheville being as yet a matter of conjecture.

Du Mornay took no overt notice of the kings words, however, but proceeded to give me my directions. Chize, which you know by name, he said, is six leagues from here. Mademoiselle de la Vire is confined in the north-west room, on the first-floor, overlooking the park. More I cannot tell you, except that her womans name is Fanchette, and that she is to be trusted. The house is well guarded, and you will need four or five men, There are plenty of cut-throats to be hired, only see, M. de Marsac, that they are such as you can manage, and that Mademoiselle takes no hurt among them. Have horses in waiting, and the moment; you have released the lady ride north with her as fast as her strength will permit. Indeed, you must not spare her, if Turenne be on your heels. You should be across the Loire in sixty hours after leaving Chize.

Across the Loire? I exclaimed in astonishment.

Yes, sir, across the Loire, he replied, with some sternness. Your task, be good enough to understand, is to convoy Mademoiselle de la Vire with all speed to Blois. There, attracting as little notice as may be, you will inquire for the Baron de Rosny at the Bleeding Heart, in the Rue de St. Denys. He will take charge of the lady, or direct you how to dispose of her, and your task will then be accomplished. You follow me?

Perfectly, I answered, speaking in my turn with some dryness. But Mademoiselle I understand is young. What if she will not accompany me, a stranger, entering her room at night, and by the window?

That has been thought of was the answer. He turned to the King of Navarre, who, after a moments search, produced a small object from his pouch. This he gave to his companion, and the latter transferred it to me. I took it with curiosity. It was the half of a gold carolus, the broken edge of the coin being rough and jagged. Show that to Mademoiselle, my friend, Du Mornay continued, and she will accompany you. She has the other half.

But be careful, Henry added eagerly, to make no mention, even to her, of the King of Navarre. You mark me, M. de Marsac! If you have at any time occasion to speak of me, you may have the honour of calling me YOUR FRIEND, and referring to me always in the same manner.

This he said with so gracious an air that I was charmed, and thought myself happy indeed to be addressed in this wise by a prince whose name was already so glorious. Nor was my satisfaction diminished when his companion drew out a bag containing, as he told me, three hundred crowns in gold, and placed it in my hands, bidding me defray therefrom the cost of the journey. Be careful, however, he added earnestly, to avoid, in hiring your men, any appearance of wealth, lest the adventure seem to be suggested by some outside person; instead of being dictated by the desperate state of your own fortunes. Promise rather than give, so far as that will avail. And for what you must give, let each livre seem to be the last in your pouch.

Henry nodded assent. Excellent advice! he muttered, rising and drawing on his cloak, such as you ever give me, Mornay, and I as seldom take  mores the pity! But, after all, of little avail without this. He lifted my sword from the table as he spoke, and weighed it in his hand. A pretty tool, he continued, turning suddenly and looking me very closely in the face. A very pretty tool. Were I in your place, M. de Marsac, I would see that it hung loose in the scabbard. Ay, and more, man, use it! he added, sinking his voice and sticking out his chin, while his grey eyes, looking ever closer into mine, seemed to grow cold and hard as steel. Use it to the last, for if you fall into Turennes hands, God help you! I cannot!

If I am taken, sire, I answered, trembling, but not with fear, my fate be on my own head.

I saw the kings eyes soften, at that, and his face change so swiftly that I scarce knew him for the same man. He let the weapon drop with a clash on the table. Ventre Saint Gris! he exclaimed with a strange thrill of yearning in his tone. I swear by God, I would I were in your shoes, sir. To strike a blow or two with no care what came of it. To take the road with a good horse and a good sword, and see what fortune would send. To be rid of all this statecraft and protocolling, and never to issue another declaration in this world, but just to be for once a Gentleman of France, with all to win and nothing to lose save the love of my lady! Ah! Mornay, would it not be sweet to leave all this fret and fume, and ride away to the green woods by Coarraze?

Certainly, if you prefer them to the Louvre, sire, Du Mornay answered drily; while I stood, silent and amazed, before this strange man, who could so suddenly change from grave to gay, and one moment spoke so sagely, and the next like any wild lad in his teens. Certainly, he answered, if that be your choice, sire; and if you think that even there the Duke of Guise will leave you in peace. Turenne, I am sure, will be glad to hear of your decision. Doubtless he will be elected Protector of the Churches. Nay, sire, for shame! Du Mornay continued almost with sternness. Would you leave France, which at odd times I have heard you say you loved, to shift for herself? Would you deprive her of the only man who does love her for her own sake?

Well, well, but she is such a fickle sweetheart, my friend, the king answered, laughing, the side glance of his eye on me. Never was one so coy or so hard to clip! And, besides, has not the Pope divorced us?

The Pope! A fig for the Pope! Du Mornay rejoined with impatient heat. What has he to do with France? An impertinent meddler, and an Italian to boot! I would he and all the brood of them were sunk a hundred fathoms deep in the sea. But, meantime, I would send him a text to digest.

EXEMPLUM? said the king.

Whom God has joined together let no man put asunder.

Amen! quoth Henry softly. And France is a fair and comely bride.

After that he kept such a silence, falling as it seemed to me into a brown study, that he went away without so much as bidding me farewell, or being conscious, as far as I could tell, of my presence. Du Mornay exchanged a few words with me, to assure himself that I understood what I had to do, and then, with many kind expressions, which I did not fail to treasure up and con over in the times that were coming, hastened downstairs after his master.

My joy when I found myself alone may be conceived. Yet was it no ecstasy, but a sober exhilaration; such as stirred my pulses indeed, and bade me once more face the world with a firm eye and an assured brow, but was far from holding out before me a troubadours palace or any dazzling prospect. The longer I dwelt on the interview, the more clearly I saw the truth. As the glamour which Henrys presence and singular kindness had cast over me began to lose some of its power, I recognised more and more surely why he had come to me. It was not out of any special favour for one whom he knew by report only, if at all by name; but because he had need of a man poor, and therefore reckless, middle-aged (of which comes discretion), obscure  therefore a safe instrument; to crown all, a gentleman, seeing that both a secret and a women were in question.

Withal I wondered too. Looking from the bag of money on the table to the broken coin in my hand, I scarcely knew which to admire more: the confidence which entrusted the one to a man broken and beggared, or the courage of the gentlewoman who should accompany me on the faith of the other.


CHAPTER III. BOOT AND SADDLE.

As was natural, I meditated deeply and far into the night on the difficulties of the task, entrusted to me. I saw that it fell into two parts: the release of the lady, and her safe conduct to Blois, a distance of sixty leagues. The release I thought it probable I could effect single-handed, or with one companion only; but in the troubled condition of the country at this time, more particularly on both sides of the Loire, I scarcely saw how I could ensure a ladys safety on the road northwards unless I had with me at least five swords.

To get these together at a few hours notice promised to be no easy task; although the presence of the Court of Navarre had filled St. Jean with a crowd of adventurers. Yet the kings command was urgent, and at some sacrifice, even at some risk, must be obeyed. Pressed by these considerations, I could think of no better man to begin with than Fresnoy.

His character was bad, and he had long forfeited such claim as he had ever possessed  I believe it was a misty one, on the distaff side  to gentility. But the same cause which had rendered me destitute I mean the death of the prince of Conde  had stripped him to the last rag; and this, perhaps, inclining me to serve him, I was the more quick to see his merits. I knew him already for a hardy, reckless man, very capable of striking a shrewd blow. I gave him credit for being trusty, as long as his duty jumped with his interest.

Accordingly, as soon as it was light, having fed and groomed the Cid, which was always the first employment of my day, I set out in search of Fresnoy, and was presently lucky enough to find him taking his morning draught outside the Three Pigeons, a little inn not far from the north gate. It was more than a fortnight since I had set eyes on him, and the lapse of time had worked so great a change for the worse in him that, forgetting my own shabbiness, I looked at him askance, as doubting the wisdom of enlisting one who bore so plainly the marks of poverty and dissipation. His great face  he was a large man  had suffered recent ill-usage, and was swollen and discoloured, one eye being as good as closed. He was unshaven, his hair was ill-kempt, his doublet unfastened at the throat, and torn and stained besides. Despite the cold  for the morning was sharp and frosty, though free from wind  there were half a dozen packmen drinking and squabbling before the inn, while the beasts they drove quenched their thirst at the trough. But these men seemed with one accord to leave him in possession of the bench at which he sat; nor did I wonder much at this when I saw the morose and savage glance which he shot at me as I approached. Whether he read my first impressions in my face, or for some other reason felt distaste for my company, I could not determine. But, undeterred by his behaviour, I sat down beside him and called for wine.

He nodded sulkily in answer to my greeting, and cast a half-shamed, half-angry look at me out of the corners of his eyes. You need not look at me as though I were a dog, he muttered presently. You are not so very spruce yourself, my friend. But I suppose you have grown proud since you got that fat appointment at Court! And he laughed out loud, so that I confess I was in two minds whether I should not force the jest down his ugly throat.

However I restrained myself, though my cheeks burned. You have heard about it, then, I said, striving to speak indifferently.

Who has not? he said, laughing with his lips, though his eyes were far from merry. The Sieur de Marsacs appointment! Ha! ha! Why, man

Enough of it now! I exclaimed. And I dare say I writhed on my seat. As far as I am concerned the jest is a stale one, sir, and does not amuse me.

But it amuses me, he rejoined with a grin.

Let it be, nevertheless, I said; and I think he read a warning in my eyes. I have come to speak to you upon another matter.

He did not refuse to listen, but threw one leg over the other, and looking up at the inn-sign began to whistle in a rude, offensive manner. Still, having an object in view, I controlled myself and continued. It is this, my friend: money is not very plentiful at present with either of us.

Before I could say any more he turned on me savagely, and with a loud oath thrust his bloated face, flushed with passion, close to mine. Now look here, M. de Marsac! he cried violently, once for all, it is no good! I have not got the money, and I cannot pay it. I said a fortnight ago, when you lent it, that you should have it this week. Well, slapping his hand on the bench, I have not got it, and it is no good beginning upon me. You cannot have it, and that is flat!

Damn the money! I cried.

What? he exclaimed, scarcely believing his ears.

Let the money be! I repeated fiercely. Do you hear? I have not come about it, I am here to offer you work  good, well-paid work  if you will enlist with me and play me fair, Fresnoy.

Play fair! he cried with an oath.

There, there, I said, I am willing to let bygones be bygones if you are. The point is, that I have an adventure on hand, and, wanting help, can pay you for it.

He looked at me cunningly, His eye travelling over each rent and darn in my doublet. I will help you fast enough, he said at last. But I should like to see the money first.

You shall, I answered.

Then I am with you, my friend. Count on me till death! he cried, rising and laying his hand in mine with a boisterous frankness which did not deceive me into trusting him far. And now, whose is the affair, and what is it?

The affair is mine, I said coldly. It is to carry off a lady.

He whistled and looked me over again, an impudent leer in his eyes. A lady? he exclaimed. Umph! I could understand a young spark going in for such  but thats your affair. Who is it?

That is my affair, too, I answered coolly, disgusted by the mans venality and meanness, and fully persuaded that I must trust him no farther than the length of my sword. All I want you to do, M. Fresnoy, I continued stiffly, is to place yourself at my disposal and under my orders for ten days. I will find you a horse and pay you  the enterprise is a hazardous one, and I take that into account  two gold crowns a day, and ten more if we succeed in reaching a place of safety.

Such a place as

Never mind that, I replied. The question is, do you accept?

He looked down sullenly, and I could see he was greatly angered by my determination to keep the matter to myself. Am I to know no more than that? he asked, digging the point of his scabbard again and again into the ground.

No more, I answered firmly. I am bent on a desperate attempt to mend my fortunes before they fall as low as yours; and that is as much as I mean to tell living man. If you are loth to risk your life with your eyes shut, say so, and I will go to someone else.

But he was not in a position, as I well knew, to refuse such an offer, and presently he accepted it with a fresh semblance of heartiness. I told him I should want four troopers to escort us, and these he offered to procure, saying that he knew just the knaves to suit me. I bade him hire two only, however, being too wise, to put myself altogether in his hands; and then, having given him money to buy himself a horse  I made it a term that the men should bring their own  and named a rendezvous for the first hour after noon, I parted from him and went rather sadly away.

For I began to see that the king had not underrated the dangers of an enterprise on which none but desperate men and such as were down in the world could be expected to embark. Seeing this, and also a thing which followed clearly from it  that I should have as much to fear from my own company as from the enemy  I looked forward with little hope to a journey during every day and every hour of which I must bear a growing weight of fear and responsibility.

It was too late to turn back, however, and I went about my preparations, if with little cheerfulness, at least with steadfast purpose. I had my sword ground and my pistols put in order by the cutler over whom I lodged, and who performed this last office for me with the same goodwill which had characterised, all his dealings with me. I sought out and hired a couple of stout fellows whom I believed to be indifferently honest, but who possessed the advantage of having horses; and besides bought two led horses myself for mademoiselle and her woman. Such other equipments as were absolutely necessary I purchased, reducing my stock of money in this way to two hundred and ten crowns. How to dispose of this sum so that it might be safe and yet at my command was a question which greatly exercised me. In the end I had recourse to my friend the cutler, who suggested hiding a hundred crowns of it in my cap, and deftly contrived a place for the purpose. This, the cap being lined with steel, was a matter of no great difficulty. A second hundred I sewed up in the stuffing of my saddle, placing the remainder in my pouch for present necessities.

A small rain was falling in the streets when, a little after noon, I started with my two knaves behind me and made for the north gate. So many were moving this way and the other that we passed unnoticed, and might have done so had we numbered six swords instead of three. When we reached the rendezvous, a mile beyond the gate, we found Fresnoy already there, taking shelter in the lee of a big holly-tree. He had four horsemen with him, and on our appearance rode forward to meet us, crying heartily, Welcome, M. le Capitaine!

Welcome, certainly, I answered, pulling the Cid up sharply, and holding off from him. But who are these, M. Fresnoy? and I pointed with my riding-cane to his four companions.

He tried to pass the matter off with a laugh. Oh! these? he said. That is soon explained. The Evangelists would not be divided, so I brought them all  Matthew Mark, Luke, and John  thinking it likely you might fail to secure your men. And I will warrant them for four as gallant boys as you will ever find behind you!

They were certainly four as arrant ruffians as I had ever seen before me, and I saw I must not hesitate. Two or none, M. Fresnoy, I said firmly. I gave you a commission for two, and two I will take  Matthew and Mark, or Luke and John, as you please.

Tis a pity to break the party, said he, scowling.

If that be all, I retorted, one of my men is called John. And we will dub the other Luke, if that will mend the matter.

The Prince of Conde, he muttered sullenly, employed these men.

The Prince of Conde employed some queer people sometimes, M. Fresnoy, I answered, looking him straight between the eyes, as we all must. A truce to this, if you please. We will take Matthew and Mark. The other two be good enough to dismiss.

He seemed to waver for a moment, as if he had a mind to disobey, but in the end, thinking better of it, he bade the men return; and as I complimented each of them with a piece of silver, they went off, after some swearing, in tolerably good humour. Thereon Fresnoy was for taking the road at once, but having no mind to be followed, I gave the word to wait until the two were out of sight.

I think, as we sat our horses in the rain, the holly-bush not being large enough to shelter us all, we were as sorry a band as ever set out to rescue a lady; nor was it without pain that I looked round and saw myself reduced to command such people. There was scarcely one whole unpatched garment among us, and three of my squires had but a spur apiece. To make up for this deficiency we mustered two black eyes, Fresnoys included, and a broken nose. Matthews nag lacked a tail, and, more remarkable still, its rider, as I presently discovered, was stone-deaf; while Marks sword was innocent of a scabbard, and his bridle was plain rope. One thing, indeed, I observed with pleasure. The two men who had come with me looked askance at the two who had come with Fresnoy, and these returned the stare with interest. On this division and on the length of my sword I based all my hopes of safety and of something more. On it I was about to stake, not my own life only  which was no great thing, seeing what my prospects were  but the life and honour of a woman, young, helpless, and as yet unknown to me.

Weighed down as I was by these considerations, I had to bear the additional burden of hiding my fears and suspicions under a cheerful demeanour. I made a short speech to my following, who one and all responded by swearing to stand by me to the death. I then gave the word, and we started, Fresnoy and I leading the way, Luke and John with the led horses following, and the other two bringing up the rear.

The rain continuing to fall and the country in this part being dreary and monotonous, even in fair weather, I felt my spirits sink still lower as the day advanced. The responsibility I was going to incur assumed more serious proportions each time I scanned my following; while Fresnoy, plying me with perpetual questions respecting my plans, was as uneasy a companion as my worst enemy could have wished me.

Come! he grumbled presently, when we had covered four leagues or so, you have not told me yet, sieur, where we stay to-night. You are travelling so slowly that

I am saving the horses, I answered shortly. We shall do a long day to-morrow.

Yours looks fit for a week of days, he sneered, with an evil look at my Sardinian, which was, indeed, in better case than its master. It is sleek enough, any way!

It is as good as it looks, I answered, a little nettled by his tone.

There is a better here, he responded.

I dont see it, I said. I had already eyed the nags all round, and assured myself that, ugly and blemished as they were, they were up to their work. But I had discerned no special merit among them. I looked them over again now, and came to the same conclusion  that, except the led horses, which I had chosen with some care, there was nothing among them to vie with the Cid, either in speed or looks. I told Fresnoy so.

Would you like to try? he said tauntingly.

I laughed, adding, If you think I am going to tire our horses by racing them, with such work as we have before us, you are mistaken, Fresnoy. I am not a boy, you know.

There need be no question of racing, he answered more quietly. You have only to get on that rat-tailed bay of Matthews to feel its paces and say I am right.

I looked at the bay, a bald-faced, fiddle-headed horse, and saw that, with no signs of breeding, it was still a big-boned animal with good shoulders and powerful hips. I thought it possible Fresnoy might be right, and if so, and the bays manners were tolerable, it might do for mademoiselle better than the horse I had chosen. At any rate, if we had a fast horse among us, it was well to know the fact, so bidding Matthew change with me, and be careful of the Cid, I mounted the bay, and soon discovered that its paces were easy and promised speed, while its manners seemed as good as even a timid rider could desire.

Our road at the time lay across a flat desolate heath, dotted here and there with, thorn-bushes; the track being broken and stony, extended more than a score of yards in width, through travellers straying to this side and that to escape the worst places. Fresnoy and I, in making the change, had fallen slightly behind the other three, and were riding abreast of Matthew on the Cid.

Well, he said, was I not right?

In part, I answered. The horse is better than its looks.

Like many others, he rejoined, a spark of resentment in his tone men as well as horses, M. de Marsac. But What do you say? Shall we canter on a little and overtake the others?

Thinking it well to do so, I assented readily, and we started together. We had ridden, however, no more than a hundred yards, and I was only beginning to extend the bay, when Fresnoy, slightly drawing rein, turned in his saddle and looked back. The next moment he cried, Hallo! what is this? Those fellows are not following us, are they?

I turned sharply to look. At that moment, without falter or warning, the bay horse went down under me as if shot dead, throwing me half a dozen yards over its head; and that so suddenly that I had no time to raise my arms, but, falling heavily on my head and shoulder, lost consciousness.

I have had many falls, but no other to vie with that in utter unexpectedness. When I recovered my senses I found myself leaning, giddy and sick, against the bole of an old thorn-tree. Fresnoy and Matthew supported me on either side, and asked me how I found myself; while the other three men, their forms black against the stormy evening sky, sat their horses a few paces in front of me. I was too much dazed at first to see more, and this only in a mechanical fashion; but gradually, my brain grew clearer, and I advanced from wondering who the strangers round me were to recognising them, and finally to remembering what had happened to me.

Is the horse hurt? I muttered as soon as I could speak.

Not a whit, Fresnoy answered, chuckling, or I was much mistaken. I am afraid you came off the worse of the two, captain.

He exchanged a look with the men on horseback as he spoke, and in a dull fashion I fancied I saw them smile. One even laughed, and another turned in his saddle as if to hide his face. I had a vague general sense that there was some joke on foot in which I had no part. But I was too much shaken at the moment to be curious, and gratefully accepted the offer of one, of the men to fetch me a little water. While he was away the rest stood round me, the same look of ill-concealed drollery on their faces. Fresnoy alone talked, speaking volubly of the accident, pouring out expressions of sympathy and cursing the road, the horse, and the wintry light until the water came; when, much refreshed by the draught, I managed to climb to the Cids saddle and plod slowly onwards with them.

A bad beginning, Fresnoy said presently, stealing a sly glance at me as we jogged along side by side, Chize half a league before us, and darkness not far off.

By this time, however, I was myself again, save for a little humming is the head, and, shrugging my shoulders, I told him so. Alls well that ends well, I added. Not that it was a pleasant fall, or that I wish to have such another.

No, I should think not, he answered. His face was turned from me, but I fancied I heard him snigger.

Something, which may have been a vague suspicion, led me a moment later to put my hand into my pouch. Then I understood. I understood too well. The sharp surprise of the discovery was such that involuntarily I drove my spurs into the Cid, and the horse sprang forward.

What is the matter? Fresnoy asked.

The matter? I echoed, my hand still at my belt, feeling  feeling hopelessly.

Yes, what is it? he asked, a brazen smile on his rascally face.

I looked at him, my brow as red as fire. Oh! nothing  nothing, I said. Let us trot on.

In truth I had discovered that, taking advantage of my helplessness, the scoundrels had robbed me, while I lay insensible, of every gold crown in my purse! Nor was this all, or the worst, for I saw at once that in doing so they had effected something which was a thousandfold more ominous and formidable  established against me that secret understanding which it was my especial aim to prevent, and on the absence of which I had been counting. Nay, I saw that for my very life I had only my friend the cutler and my own prudence to thank, seeing that these rogues would certainly have murdered me without scruple had they succeeded in finding the bulk of my money. Baffled in this, while still persuaded that I had other resources, they had stopped short of that villany  or this memoir had never been written. They had kindly permitted me to live until a more favourable opportunity of enriching themselves at my expense should put them in possession of my last crown!

Though I was sufficiently master of myself to refrain from complaints which I felt must be useless, and from menaces which it has never been my habit to utter unless I had also the power to put them into execution, it must not be imagined that I did not, as I rode on by Fresnoys side, feel my position acutely or see how absurd a figure I cut in my dual character of leader and dupe. Indeed, the reflection that, being in this perilous position, I was about to stake anothers safety as well as my own, made me feel the need of a few minutes thought so urgent that I determined to gain them, even at the risk of leaving my men at liberty to plot further mischief. Coming almost immediately afterwards within sight, of the turrets of the Chateau of Chize, I told Fresnoy that we should lie the night at the village; and bade him take the men on and secure quarters at the inn. Attacked instantly by suspicion and curiosity, he demurred stoutly to leaving me, and might have persisted in his refusal had I not pulled up, and clearly shown him that I would have my own way in this case or come to an open breach. He shrank, as I expected, from the latter alternative, and, bidding me a sullen adieu, trotted on with his troop. I waited until they were out of sight, and then, turning the Cids head, crossed a small brook which divided the road from the chase, and choosing a ride which seemed to pierce the wood in the direction of the Chateau, proceeded down it, keeping a sharp look-out on either hand.

It was then, my thoughts turning to the lady who was now so near, and who, noble, rich, and a stranger, seemed, as I approached her, not the least formidable of the embarrassments before me  it was then that I made a discovery which sent a cold shiver through my frame, and in a moment swept all memory of my paltry ten crowns from my head. Ten crowns! Alas! I had lost that which was worth all my crowns put together  the broken coin which the King of Navarre had entrusted to me, and which formed my sole credential, my only means of persuading Mademoiselle de la Vire that I came from him. I had put it in my pouch, and of course, though the loss of it only came home to my mind now, it had disappeared with the rest.

I drew rein and sat for some time motionless, the image of despair. The wind which stirred the naked boughs overhead, and whirled the dead leaves in volleys past my feet, and died away at last among the whispering bracken, met nowhere with wretchedness greater, I believe, than was mine at that moment.


CHAPTER IV. MADEMOISELLE DE LA VIRE.

My first desperate impulse on discovering the magnitude of my loss was to ride after the knaves and demand the token at the swords point. The certainty, however, of finding them united, and the difficulty of saying which of the five possessed what I wanted, led me to reject this plan as I grew cooler; and since I did not dream, even in this dilemma, of abandoning the expedition the only alternative seemed to be to act as if I still had the broken coin, and essay what a frank explanation might effect when the time came.

After some wretched, very wretched, moments of debate, I resolved to adopt this course; and, for the present, thinking I might gain some knowledge of the surroundings while the light lasted, I pushed cautiously forward through the trees and came in less than five minutes within sight of a corner of the chateau, which I found to be a modern building of the time of Henry II., raised, like the houses of that time, for pleasure rather than defence, and decorated with many handsome casements and tourelles. Despite this, it wore, as I saw it, a grey and desolate air, due in part to the loneliness of the situation and the lateness of the hour; and in part, I think, to the smallness of the household maintained, for no one was visible on the terrace or at the windows. The rain dripped from the trees, which on two sides pressed so closely on the house as almost to darken the rooms, and everything I saw encouraged me to hope that mademoiselles wishes would second my entreaties, and incline her to lend a ready ear to my story.

The appearance of the house, indeed, was a strong inducement to me to proceed, for it was impossible to believe that a young lady, a kinswoman of the gay and vivacious Turenne, and already introduced to the pleasures of the Court, would elect of her own free will to spend the winter in so dreary a solitude.

Taking advantage of the last moments of daylight, I rode cautiously round the house, and, keeping in the shadow of the trees, had no difficulty in discovering at the north-east corner the balcony of which I had been told. It was semi-circular in shape, with a stone balustrade, and hung some fifteen feet above a terraced walk which ran below it, and was separated from the chase by a low sunk fence.

I was surprised to observe that, notwithstanding the rain and the coldness of the evening, the window which gave upon this balcony was open. Nor was this all. Luck was in store for me at last. I had not gazed at the window more than a minute, calculating its height and other particulars, when, to my great joy, a female figure, closely hooded, stepped out and stood looking up at the sky. I was too far off to be able to discern by that uncertain light whether this was Mademoiselle de la Vire or her woman; but the attitude was so clearly one of dejection and despondency, that I felt sure it was either one or the other. Determined not to let the opportunity slip, I dismounted hastily and, leaving the Cid loose, advanced on foot until I stood within half-a-dozen paces of the window.

At that point the watcher became aware of me. She started back, but did not withdraw. Still peering down at me, she called softly to some one inside the chamber, and immediately a second figure, taller and stouter, appeared. I had already doffed my cap, and I now, in a low voice, begged to know if I had the honour of speaking to Mademoiselle de la Vire. In the growing darkness it was impossible to distinguish faces.

Hush! the stouter figure muttered in a tone of warning. Speak lower. Who are you, and what do you here?

I am here, I answered respectfully, commissioned by a friend of the lady I have named, to convey her to a place of safety.

Mon dieu! was the sharp answer. Now? It is impossible.

No, I murmured, not now, but to-night. The moon rises at half-past two. My horses need rest and food. At three I will be below this window with the means of escape, if mademoiselle choose to use them.

I felt that they were staring at me through the dusk, as though they would read my breast. Your name, sir? the shorter figure murmured at last, after a pause which was full of suspense and excitement.

I do not think my name of much import at present, Mademoiselle, I answered, reluctant to proclaim myself a stranger. When

Your name, your name, sir! she repeated imperiously, and I heard her little heel rap upon the stone floor of the balcony.

Gaston de Marsac, I answered unwillingly.

They both started, and cried out together. Impossible! the last speaker exclaimed, amazement and anger in her tone, This is a jest, sir. This

What more she would have said I was left to guess, for at that moment her attendant I had no doubt now which was mademoiselle and which Fanchette  suddenly laid her hand on her mistresss mouth and pointed to the room behind them. A seconds suspense, and with a wanting gesture the two turned and disappeared through the window.

I lost no time in regaining the shelter of the trees; and concluding, though I was far from satisfied with the interview, that I could do nothing more now, but might rather, by loitering in the neighbourhood, awaken suspicion, I remounted and made for the highway and the village, where I found my men in noisy occupation of the inn, a poor place, with unglazed windows, and a fire in the middle of the earthen floor. My first care wets to stable the Cid in a shed at the back, where I provided for its wants as far as I could with the aid of a half-naked boy, who seemed to be in hiding there.

This done, I returned to the front of the house, having pretty well made up my mind how I would set about the task before me. As I passed one of the windows, which was partially closed by a rude curtain made of old sacks, I stopped to look in. Fresnoy and his four rascals were seated on blocks of wood round the hearth, talking loudly and fiercely, and ruffling it as if the fire and the room were their own. A pedlar, seated on his goods in one corner, was eyeing them with evident fear and suspicion; in another corner two children had taken refuge under a donkey, which some fowls had chosen as a roosting-pole. The innkeeper, a sturdy fellow, with a great club in his fist, sat moodily at the foot of a ladder which led to the loft above, while a slatternly woman, who was going to and fro getting supper, seemed in equal terror of her guests and her good man.

Confirmed by what I saw, and assured that the villains were ripe for any mischief, and, if not checked, would speedily be beyond my control, I noisily flung the door open and entered. Fresnoy looked up with a sneer as I did so, and one of the men laughed. The others became silent; but no one moved or greeted me. Without a moments hesitation I stepped to the nearest fellow and, with a sturdy kick, sent his log from under him. Rise, you rascal, when I enter! I cried, giving vent to the anger I had long felt. And you, too! and with a second kick I sent his neighbours stool flying also, and administered a couple of cuts with my riding-cane across the mans shoulders. Have you no manners, sirrah? Across with you, and leave this side to your betters.

The two rose, snarling and feeling for their weapons, and for a moment stood facing me, looking now at me and now askance at Fresnoy. But as he gave no sign, and their comrades only laughed, the mens courage failed them at the pinch, and with a very poor grace they sneaked over to the other side of the fire and sat there, scowling.

I seated myself beside their leader. This gentleman and I will eat here, I cried to the man at the foot of the ladder. Bid your wife lay for us, and of the best you have; and do you give those knaves their provender where the smell of their greasy jackets will not come between us and our victuals.

The man came forward, glad enough, as I saw, to discover any one in authority, and very civilly began to draw wine and place a board for us, while his wife filled our platters from the black pot which hung over the fire. Fresnoys face meanwhile wore the amused smile of one who comprehended my motives, but felt sufficiently sure of his position and influence with his followers to be indifferent to my proceedings. I presently showed him, however, that I had not yet done with him. Our table was laid in obedience to my orders at such a distance from the men that they could not overhear our talk, and by-and-by I leant over to him.

M. Fresnoy, I said, you are in danger of forgetting one thing, I fancy, which it behoves you to remember.

What? he muttered, scarcely deigning to look up at me.

That you have to do with Gaston de Marsac, I answered quietly. I am making, as I told you this morning, a last attempt to recruit my fortunes, and I will let no man  no man, do you understand, M. Fresnoy?  thwart me and go harmless.

Who wishes to thwart you? he asked impudently.

You, I answered unmoved, helping myself, as I spoke, from the roll of black bread which lay beside me. You robbed me this afternoon; I passed it over. You encouraged those men to be insolent; I passed it over. But let me tell you this. If you fail me to-night, on the honour of a gentleman, M. Fresnoy, I will run you through as I would spit a lark.

Will you? But two can play at that game, he cried, rising nimbly from his stool. Still better six! Dont you think, M. de Marsac, you had better have waited  ?

I think you had better hear one word more, I answered coolly, keeping my seat, before you appeal to your fellows there.

Well, he said, still standing, what is it?

Nay, I replied, after once more pointing to his stool in vain, if you prefer to take my orders standing, well and good.

Your orders? he shrieked, growing suddenly excited.

Yes, my orders! I retorted, rising as suddenly to my feet and hitching forward my sword. My orders, sir, I repeated fiercely, or, if you dispute my right to command as well as to pay this party, let us decide the question here and now  you and I, foot to foot, M. Fresnoy.

The quarrel flashed up so suddenly, though I had been preparing it all along, that no one moved. The woman indeed, fell back to her children, but the rest looked on open-mouthed. Had they stirred, or had a moments hurly-burly heated his blood, I doubt not Fresnoy would have taken up my challenge, for he did not lack hardihood. But as it was, face to face with me in the silence, his courage failed him. He paused, glowering at me uncertainly, and did not speak.

Well, I said, dont you think that if I pay I ought to give orders, sir?

Who wishes to oppose your orders? he muttered, drinking off a bumper, and sitting down with an air of impudent bravado, assumed to hide his discomfiture.

If you dont, no one else does, I answered. So that is settled. Landlord, some more wine.

He was very sulky with me for a while, fingering his glass in silence and scowling at the table. He had enough gentility to feel the humiliation to which he had exposed himself, and a sufficiency of wit to understand that that moments hesitation had cost him the allegiance of his fellow-ruffians. I hastened, therefore, to set him at his ease by explaining my plans for the night, and presently succeeded beyond my hopes; for when he heard who the lady was whom I proposed to carry off, and that she was lying that evening at the Chateau de Chize, his surprise swept away the last trace of resentment. He stared at me, as at a maniac.

Mon Dieu! he exclaimed. Do you know what you are doing, Sieur?

I think so, I answered.

Do you know to whom the chateau belongs?

To the Vicomte de Turenne.

And that Mademoiselle de la Vire is his relation?

Yes, I said.

Mon Dieu! he exclaimed again. And he looked at me open-mouthed.

What is the matter? I asked, though I had an uneasy consciousness that I knew  that I knew very well.

Man, he will crush you as I crush this hat! he answered in great excitement. As easily. Who do you think will protect you from him in a private quarrel of this kind? Navarre? France? our good man? Not one of them. You had better steal the kings crown jewels  he is weak; or Guises last plot  he is generous at times, or Navarres last sweetheart  he is as easy as an old shoe. You had better have to do with all these together, I tell you, than touch Turennes ewe-lambs, unless your aim be to be broken on the wheel! Mon Dieu, yes!

I am much obliged to you for your advice, I said stiffly, but the die is cast. My mind is made up. On the other hand, if you are afraid, M. Fresnoy

I am afraid; very much afraid, he answered frankly.

Still your name need not be brought into the matter, I replied, I will take the responsibility. I will let them know my name here at the inn, where, doubtless, inquiries will be made.

To be sure, that is something, he answered thoughtfully. Well, it is an ugly business, but I am in for it. You want me to go with you a little after two, do you? and the others to be in the saddle at three? Is that it?

I assented, pleased to find him so far acquiescent; and in this way, talking the details over more than once, we settled our course, arranging to fly by way of Poitiers and Tours. Of course I did not tell him why I selected Blois as our refuge, nor what was my purpose there; though he pressed me more than once on the point, and grew thoughtful and somewhat gloomy when I continually evaded it. A little after eight we retired to the loft to sleep; our men remaining below round the fire and snoring so merrily as almost to shake the crazy old building. The host was charged to sit up and call us as soon as the moon rose, but, as it turned out, I might as well have taken this office on myself, for between excitement and distrust I slept little, and was wide awake when I heard his step on the ladder and knew it was time to rise.

I was up in a moment, and Fresnoy was little behind me; so that, losing no time in talk, we were mounted and on the road, each with a spare horse at his knee, before the moon was well above the trees. Once in the Chase we found it necessary to proceed on foot, but, the distance being short, we presently emerged without misadventure and stood opposite to the chateau, the upper part of which shone cold and white in the moons rays.

There was something so solemn in the aspect of the place, the night being fine and the sky without a cloud, that I stood for a minute awed and impressed, the sense of the responsibility I was here to accept strong upon me. In that short space of time all the dangers before me, as well the common risks of the road as the vengeance of Turenne and the turbulence of my own men, presented themselves to my mind, and made a last appeal to me to turn back from an enterprise so foolhardy. The blood in a mans veins runs low and slow at that hour, and mine was chilled by lack of sleep and the wintry air. It needed the remembrance of my solitary condition, of my past spent in straits and failure, of the grey hairs which swept my cheek, of the sword which I had long used honourably, if with little profit to myself; it needed the thought of all these things to restore me to courage and myself.

I judged at a later period that my companion was affected in somewhat the same way; for, as I stooped to press home the pegs which I had brought to tether the horses, he laid his hand on my arm. Glancing up to see what he wanted, I was struck by the wild look in his face (which the moonlight invested with a peculiar mottled pallor), and particularly in his eyes, which glittered like a madmans. He tried to speak, but seemed to find a difficulty in doing so; and I had to question him roughly before he found his tongue. When he did speak, it was only to implore me in an odd, excited manner to give up the expedition and return.

What, now? I said, surprised. Now we are here, Fresnoy?

Ay, give it up! he cried, shaking me almost fiercely by the arm. Give it up, man! It will end badly, I tell you! In Gods name, give it up, and go home before worse comes of it.

Whatever comes of it, I answered coldly, shaking his grasp from my arm, and wondering much at this sudden fit of cowardice, I go on. You, M. Fresnoy, may do as you please!

He started and drew back from me; but he did not reply, nor did he speak again. When I presently went off to fetch a ladder, of the position of which I had made a note during the afternoon, he accompanied me, and followed me back in the same dull silence to the walk below the balcony. I had looked more than once and eagerly at mademoiselles window without any light or movement in that quarter rewarding my vigilance; but, undeterred by this, which might mean either that my plot was known, or that Mademoiselle de la Vire distrusted me, I set the ladder softly against the balcony, which was in deep shadow, and paused only to give Fresnoy his last instructions. These were simply to stand on guard at the foot of the ladder and defend it in case of surprise; so that, whatever happened inside the chateau, my retreat by the window might not be cut off.

Then I went cautiously up the ladder, and, with my sheathed sword in my left hand, stepped over the balustrade. Taking one pace forward, with fingers outstretched, I felt the leaded panes of the window and tapped softly.

As softly the casement gave way, and I followed it. A hand which I could see but not feel was laid on mine. All was darkness in the room, and before me, but the hand guided me two paces forward, then by a sudden pressure bade me stand. I heard the sound of a curtain being drawn behind me, and the next moment the cover of a rushlight was removed, and a feeble but sufficient light filled the chamber.

I comprehended that the drawing of that curtain over the window had cut off my retreat as effectually as if a door had been closed behind me. But distrust and suspicion gave way the next moment to the natural embarrassment of the man who finds himself in a false position and knows he can escape from it only by an awkward explanation.

The room in which I found myself was long, narrow, and low in the ceiling; and being hung with some dark stuff which swallowed up the light, terminated funereally at the farther end in the still deeper gloom of an alcove. Two or three huge chests, one bearing the remnants of a meal, stood against the walls. The middle of the floor was covered with a strip of coarse matting, on which a small table, a chair and foot-rest, and a couple of stools had place, with some smaller articles which lay scattered round a pair of half-filled saddle-bags. The slighter and smaller of the two figures I had seen stood beside the table, wearing a mask and riding cloak; and by her silent manner of gazing at me, as well as by a cold, disdainful bearing, which neither her mask nor cloak could hide, did more to chill and discomfit me than even my own knowledge that I had lost the pass-key which should have admitted me to her confidence.

The stouter figure of the afternoon turned out to be a red-cheeked, sturdy woman of thirty, with bright black eyes and a manner which lost nothing of its fierce impatience when she came a little later to address me. All my ideas of Fanchette were upset by the appearance of this woman, who, rustic in her speech and ways, seemed more like a duenna, than the waiting-maid of a court beauty, and better fitted to guard a wayward damsel than to aid her in such an escapade as we had in hand.

She stood slightly behind her mistress, her coarse red hand resting on the back of the chair from which mademoiselle had apparently risen on my entrance. For a few seconds, which seemed minutes to me, we stood gazing at one another in silence, mademoiselle acknowledging my bow by a slight movement of the head. Then, seeing that they waited for me to speak, I did so.

Mademoiselle de la Vire? I murmured doubtfully.

She bent her head again; that was all.

I strove to speak with confidence. You will pardon me, mademoiselle, I said, if I seem to be abrupt, but time is everything. The horses are standing within a hundred yards of the house, and all the preparations for your flight are made. If we leave now, we can do so without opposition. The delay even of an hour may lead to discovery.

For answer she laughed behind her mask-laughed coldly and ironically. You go too fast, sir, she said, her low clear voice matching the laugh and rousing a feeling almost of anger in my heart. I do not know you; or, rather, I know nothing of you which should entitle you to interfere in my affairs. You are too quick to presume, sir. You say you come from a friend. From whom?

From one whom I am proud to call by that title, I answered with what patience I might.

His name!

I answered firmly that I could not give it. And I eyed her steadily as I did so.

This for the moment seemed to baffle and confuse her, but after a pause she continued: Where do you propose to take me, sir?

To Blois; to the lodging of a friend of my friend.

You speak bravely, she replied with a faint sneer. You have made some great friends lately it seems! But you bring me some letter, no doubt; at least some sign, some token, some warranty, that you are the person you pretend to be, M. de Marsac?

The truth is, Mademoiselle, I stammered, I must explain. I should tell you

Nay, sir, she cried impetuously, there is no need of telling. If you have what I say, show it me! It is you who lose time. Let us have no more words!

I had used very few words, and, God knows, was not in the mind to use many; but, being in the wrong, I had no answer to make except the truth, and that humbly. I had such a token as you mention, mademoiselle, I said, no farther back than this afternoon, in the shape of half a gold coin, entrusted to me by my friend. But, to my shame I say it, it was stolen from me a few hours back.

Stolen from you! she exclaimed.

Yes, mademoiselle; and for that reason I cannot show it, I answered.

You cannot show it? And you dare to come to me without it! she cried, speaking with a vehemence which fairly startled me, prepared as I was for reproaches. You come to me! You! she continued. And with that, scarcely stopping to take breath, she loaded me with abuse; calling me impertinent, a meddler, and a hundred other things, which I now blush to recall, and displaying in all a passion which even in her attendant would have surprised me, but in one so slight and seemingly delicate, overwhelmed and confounded me. In fault as I was, I could not understand the peculiar bitterness she displayed, or the contemptuous force of her language, and I stared at her in silent wonder until, of her own accord, she supplied the key to her feelings. In a fresh outburst of rage she snatched off her mask, and to my astonishment I saw before me the young maid of honour whom I had encountered in the King of Navarres antechamber, and whom I had been so unfortunate as to expose to the raillery of Mathurine.

Who has paid you, sir, she continued, clenching her small hands and speaking with tears of anger in her eyes, to make me the laughing-stock of the Court? It was bad enough when I thought you the proper agent of those to whom I have a right to look for aid! It was bad enough when I thought myself forced, through their inconsiderate choice, to decide between an odious imprisonment and the ridicule to which your intervention must expose me! But that you should have dared, of your own notion, to follow me, you, the butt of the Court

Mademoiselle! I cried.

A needy, out-at-elbows adventurer! she persisted, triumphing in her cruelty. It exceeds all bearing! It is not to be suffered! It

Nay, mademoiselle; you SHALL hear me! I cried, with a sternness which at last stopped her. Granted I am poor, I am still a gentleman; yes, mademoiselle, I continued, firmly, a gentleman, and the last of a family which has spoken with yours on equal terms. And I claim to be heard. I swear that when I came here to-night I believed you to be a perfect stranger! I was unaware that I had ever seen you, unaware that I had ever met you before.

Then why did you come? she said viciously.

I was engaged to come by those whom you have mentioned, and there, and there only am I in fault. They entrusted to me a token which I have lost. For that I crave your pardon.

You have need to, she answered bitterly, yet with a changed countenance, or I was mistaken, if your story be true, sir.

Ay, that you have! the woman beside her echoed.

Hoity toity, indeed! Here is a fuss about nothing. You call yourself a gentleman, and wear such a doublet as

Peace, Fanchette, mademoiselle said imperiously. And then for a moment she stood silent, eyeing me intently, her lips trembling with excitement and two red spots burning in her cheeks. It was clear from her dress and other things that she had made up her mind to fly had the token been forthcoming; and seeing this, and knowing how unwilling a young girl is to forgo her own way, I still had some hopes that she might not persevere in her distrust and refusal. And so it turned out.

Her manner had changed to one of quiet scorn when she next spoke. You defend yourself skilfully, sir, she said, drumming with her fingers on the table and eyeing me steadfastly. But can you give me any reason for the person you name making choice of such a messenger?

Yes, I answered, boldly. That he may not be suspected of conniving at your escape.

Oh! she cried, with a spark of her former passion. Then it is to be put about that Mademoiselle de la Vire had fled from Chize with M. de Marsac, is it? I thought that!

Through the assistance of M. de Marsac, I retorted, correcting her coldly. It is for you, mademoiselle, I continued, to weigh that disadvantage against the unpleasantness of remaining here. It only remains for me to ask you to decide quickly. Time presses, and I have stayed here too long already.

The words had barely passed my lips when they received unwelcome confirmation in the shape of a distant sound  the noisy closing of a door, which, clanging through the house at such an hour  I judged it to be after three oclock  could scarcely mean anything but mischief. This noise was followed immediately, even while we stood listening with raised fingers, by other sounds  a muffled cry, and the tramp of heavy footsteps in a distant passage. Mademoiselle looked at me, and I at her woman. The door! I muttered. Is it locked?

And bolted! Fanchette answered; and a great chest set against it. Let them ramp; they will do no harm for a bit.

Then you have still time, mademoiselle, I whispered, retreating a step and laying my hand on the curtain before the window. Perhaps I affected greater coolness than I felt. It is not too late. If you choose to remain, well and good. I cannot help it. If, on the other hand, you decide to trust yourself to me, I swear, on the honour of a gentleman, to be worthy of the trust  to serve you truly and protect you to the last! I can say no more.

She trembled, looking from me to the door, on which some one had just begun to knock loudly. That seemed to decide her. Her lips apart, her eyes full of excitement, she turned hastily to Fanchette.

Ay, go if you like, the woman answered doggedly, reading the meaning of her look. There cannot be a greater villain than the one we know of. But once started, heaven help us, for if he overtakes us well pay dearly for it!

The girl did not speak herself, but it was enough. The noise at the door increased each second, and began to be mingled with angry appeals to Fanchette to open, and with threats in case she delayed. I cut the matter short by snatching up one of the saddle-bags  the other we left behind  and flung back the curtain which covered the window. At the same time the woman dashed out the light  a timely precaution  and throwing open the casement I stepped on to the balcony, the others following me closely.

The moon had risen high, and flooding with light the small open space about the house enabled me to see clearly all round the foot of the ladder, to my surprise Fresnoy was not at his post, nor was he to be seen anywhere; but as, at the moment I observed this, an outcry away to my left, at the rear of the chateau, came to my ears, and announced that the danger was no longer confined to the interior of the house, I concluded that he had gone that way to intercept the attack. Without more, therefore, I began to descend as quickly as I could, my sword under one arm and the bag under the other.

I was half-way down, and mademoiselle was already stepping on to the ladder to follow, when I heard footsteps below, and saw him run up, his sword in his hand.

Quick, Fresnoy! I cried. To the horses and unfasten them! quick!

I slid down the rest of the way, thinking he had gone to do my bidding. But my feet were scarcely on the ground when a tremendous blow in the side sent me staggering three paces from the ladder. The attack was so sudden, so unexpected, that but for the sight of Fresnoys scowling face, wild with rage, at my shoulder, and the sound of his fierce breathing as he strove to release his sword, which had passed through my saddle-bag, I might never have known who struck the blow, or how narrow had been my escape.

Fortunately the knowledge did come to me in time, and before he freed his blade; and it nerved my hand. To draw my-blade at such close quarters was impossible, but, dropping the bag which had saved my life, I dashed my hilt twice in his face with such violence that he fell backwards and lay on the turf, a dark stain growing and spreading on his upturned face.

It was scarcely done before the women reached the foot of the ladder and stood beside me. Quick! I cried to them, or they will be upon us. Seizing mademoiselles hand, just as half-a-dozen men came running round the corner of the house, I jumped with her down the haha, and, urging her to her utmost speed, dashed across the open ground which lay between us and the belt of trees. Once in the shelter of the latter, where our movements were hidden from view, I had still to free the horses and mount mademoiselle and her woman, and this in haste. But my companions admirable coolness and presence of mind, and the objection which our pursuers, who did not know our numbers, felt to leaving the open ground, enabled us to do all with, comparative ease. I sprang on the Cid (it has always been my habit to teach my horse to stand for me, nor do I know any accomplishment more serviceable at a pinch), and giving Fresnoys grey a cut over the flanks which despatched it ahead, led the way down the ride by which I had gained the chateau in the afternoon. I knew it to be level and clear of trees, and the fact that we chose it might throw our pursuers off the track for a time, by leading them to think we had taken the south road instead of that through the village.


CHAPTER V. THE ROAD TO BLOIS.

We gained the road without let or hindrance, whence a sharp burst in the moonlight soon brought us to the village. Through this we swept on to the inn, almost running over the four evangelists, whom we found standing at the door ready for the saddle. I bade them, in a quick peremptory tone, to get to horse, and was overjoyed to see them obey without demur or word of Fresnoy. In another minute, with a great clatter of hoofs, we sprang clear of the hamlet, and were well on the road to Melle, with Poitiers some thirteen leagues before us. I looked back, and thought I discerned lights moving in the direction of the chateau; but the dawn was still two hours off, and the moonlight left me in doubt whether these were real or the creatures of my own fearful fancy.

I remember, three years before this time, on the occasion of the famous retreat from Angers  when the Prince of Conde had involved his army beyond the Loire, and saw himself, in the impossibility of recrossing the river, compelled to take ship for England, leaving every one to shift for himself  I well remember on that occasion riding, alone and pistol in hand, through more than thirty miles of the enemys country without drawing rein. But my anxieties were then confined to the four shoes of my horse. The dangers to which I was exposed at every ford and cross road were such as are inseparable from a campaign, and breed in generous hearts only a fierce pleasure, rarely to be otherwise enjoyed. And though I then rode warily, and where I could not carry terror, had all to fear myself, there was nothing secret or underhand in my business.

It was very different now. During the first few hours of our flight from Chize I experienced a painful excitement, an alarm, a feverish anxiety to get forward, which was new to me; which oppressed my spirits to the very ground; which led me to take every sound borne to us on the wind for the sound of pursuit, transforming the clang of a hammer on the anvil into the ring of swords, and the voices of my own men into those of the pursuers. It was in vain mademoiselle rode with a free hand, and leaping such obstacles as lay in our way, gave promise of courage and endurance beyond my expectations. I could think of nothing but the three long days before us, with twenty-four hours to every day, and each hour fraught with a hundred chances of disaster and ruin.

In fact, the longer I considered our position  and as we pounded along, now splashing through a founderous hollow, now stumbling as we wound over a stony shoulder, I had ample time to reflect upon it  the greater seemed the difficulties before us. The loss of Fresnoy, while it freed me from some embarrassment, meant also the loss of a good sword, and we had mustered only too few before. The country which lay between us and the Loire, being the borderland between our party and the League, had been laid desolate so often as to be abandoned to pillage and disorder of every kind. The peasants had flocked into the towns. Their places had been taken by bands of robbers and deserters from both parties, who haunted the ruined villages about Poitiers, and preyed upon all who dared to pass. To add to our perils, the royal army under the Duke of Nevers was reported to be moving slowly southward, not very far to the left of our road; while a Huguenot expedition against Niort was also in progress within a few leagues of us.

With four staunch and trustworthy comrades at my back, I might have faced even this situation with a smile and a light heart; but the knowledge that my four knaves might mutiny at any moment, or, worse still, rid themselves of me and all restraint by a single treacherous blow such as Fresnoy had aimed at me, filled me with an ever-present dread; which it taxed my utmost energies to hide from them, and which I strove in vain to conceal from mademoiselles keener vision.

Whether it was this had an effect upon her, giving her a meaner opinion of me than that which I had for a while hoped she entertained, or that she began, now it was too late, to regret her flight and resent my part in it, I scarcely know; but from daybreak onwards she assumed an attitude of cold suspicion towards me, which was only less unpleasant than the scornful distance of her manner when she deigned, which was seldom, to address me.

Not once did she allow me to forget that I was in her eyes a needy adventurer, paid by her friends to escort her to a place of safety, but without any claim to the smallest privilege of intimacy or equality. When I would have adjusted her saddle, she bade her woman come and hold up her skirt, that my hands might not touch its hem even by accident. And when I would have brought wine to her at Melle, where we stayed for twenty minutes, she called Fanchette to hand it to her. She rode for the most part in her mask; and with her woman. One good effect only her pride and reserve had; they impressed our men with a strong sense of her importance, and the danger to which any interference with her might expose them.

The two men whom Fresnoy had enlisted I directed to ride a score of paces in advance. Luke and John I placed in the rear. In this manner I thought to keep them somewhat apart. For myself, I proposed to ride abreast of mademoiselle, but she made it so clear that my neighbourhood displeased her that I fell back, leaving her to ride with Fanchette; and contented myself with plodding at their heels, and striving to attach the later evangelists to my interests.

We were so fortunate, despite my fears, as to find the road nearly deserted  as, alas, was much of the country on either side  and to meet none but small parties travelling along it; who were glad enough, seeing the villainous looks of our outriders, to give us a wide berth, and be quit of us for the fright. We skirted Lusignan, shunning the streets, but passing near enough for me to point out to mademoiselle the site of the famous tower built, according to tradition, by the fairy Melusina, and rased thirteen years back by the Leaguers. She received my information so frigidly, however, that I offered no more, but fell back shrugging my shoulders, and rode in silence, until, some two hours after noon, the city of Poitiers came into sight, lying within its circle of walls and towers on a low hill in the middle of a country clothed in summer with rich vineyards, but now brown and bare and cheerless to the eye.

Fanchette turned and asked me abruptly if that were Poitiers.

I answered that it was, but added that for certain reasons I proposed not to halt, but to lie at a village a league beyond the city, where there was a tolerable inn.

We shall do very well here, the woman answered rudely. Any way, my lady will go no farther. She is tired and cold, and wet besides, and has gone far enough.

Still, I answered, nettled by the womans familiarity, I think mademoiselle will change her mind when she hears my reasons for going farther.

Mademoiselle does not wish to hear them, sir, the lady replied herself, and very sharply.

Nevertheless, I think you had better hear them, I persisted, turning to her respectfully. You see, mademoiselle

I see only one thing, sir, she exclaimed, snatching off her mask and displaying a countenance beautiful indeed, but flushed for the moment with anger and impatience, that, whatever betides, I stay at Poitiers to-night.

If it would content you to rest an hour? I suggested gently.

It will not content me! she rejoined with spirit. And let me tell you, sir, she went on impetuously, once for all, that you take too much upon yourself. You are here to escort me, and to give orders to these ragamuffins, for they are nothing better, with whom you have thought fit to disgrace our company; but not to give orders to me or to control my movements. Confine yourself for the future, sir, to your duties, if you please.

I desire only to obey you, I answered, suppressing the angry feelings which rose in my breast, and speaking as coolly as lay in my power. But, as the first of my duties is to provide for your safety, I am determined to omit nothing which can conduce to that end. You have not considered that, if a party in pursuit of us reaches Poitiers to-night, search will be made for us in the city, and we shall be taken. If, on the other hand, we are known to have passed through, the hunt may go no farther; certainly will go no farther to-night. Therefore we must not, mademoiselle, I added firmly, lie in Poitiers to-night.

Sir, she exclaimed, looking at me, her face crimson with wonder and indignation, do you dare to  ?

I dare do my duty, mademoiselle, I answered, plucking up a spirit, though my heart was sore. I am a man old enough to be your father, and with little to lose, or I had not been here. I care nothing what you think or what you say of me, provided I can do what I have undertaken to do and place you safely in the hands of your friends. But enough, mademoiselle, we are at the gate. If you will permit me, I will ride through the streets beside you. We shall so attract less attention.

Without waiting for a permission which she was very unlikely to give, I pushed my horse forward, and took my place beside her, signing to Fanchette to fall back. The maid obeyed, speechless with indignation; while mademoiselle flashed a scathing glance at me and looked round in helpless anger, as though it was in her mind to appeal against me even to the passers-by. But she thought better of it, and contenting herself with muttering the word Impertinent put on her mask with fingers which trembled, I fancy, not a little.

A small rain was falling and the afternoon was well advanced when we entered the town, but I noticed that, notwithstanding this, the streets presented a busy and animated appearance, being full of knots of people engaged in earnest talk. A bell was tolling somewhere, and near the cathedral a crowd of no little size was standing, listening to a man who seemed to be rending a placard or manifesto attached to the wall. In another place a soldier, wearing the crimson colours of the League, but splashed and stained as with recent travel, was holding forth to a breathless circle who seemed to hang upon his lips. A neighbouring corner sheltered a handful of priests who whispered together with gloomy faces. Many stared at us as we passed, and some would have spoken; but I rode steadily on, inviting no converse. Nevertheless at the north gate I got a rare fright; for, though it wanted a full half-hour of sunset, the porter was in the act of closing it. Seeing us, he waited grumbling until we came up, and then muttered, in answer to my remonstrance, something about queer times and wilful people having their way. I took little notice of what he said, however, being anxious only to get through the gate and leave as few traces of our passage as might be.

As soon as we were outside the town I fell back, permitting Fanchette to take my place. For another league, a long and dreary one, we plodded on in silence, horses and men alike jaded and sullen, and the women scarcely able to keep their saddles for fatigue. At last, much to my relief, seeing that I began to fear I had taxed mademoiselles strength too far, the long low buildings of the inn at which I proposed to stay came in sight, at the crossing of the road and river. The place looked blank and cheerless, for the dusk was thickening; but as we trailed one by one into the courtyard a stream of firelight burst on us from doors and windows, and a dozen sounds of life and comfort greeted our ears.

Noticing that mademoiselle was benumbed and cramped with long sitting, I would have helped her to dismount; but she fiercely rejected my aid, and I had to content myself with requesting the landlord to assign the best accommodation he had to the lady and her attendant, and secure as much privacy for them as possible. The man assented very civilly and said all should be done; but I noticed that his eyes wandered while I talked, and that he seemed to have something on his mind. When he returned, after disposing of them, it came out.

Did you ever happen to see him, sir? he asked with a sigh; yet was there a smug air of pleasure mingled with his melancholy.

See whom? I answered, staring at him, for neither of us had mentioned any one.

The Duke, sir.

I stared again between wonder and suspicion. The Duke of Nevers is not in this part, is he? I said slowly. I heard he was on the Brittany border, away to the westward.

Mon Dieu! my host exclaimed, raising his hands in astonishment. You have not heard, sir?

I have heard nothing, I answered impatiently.

You have not heard, sir, that the most puissant and illustrious lord the Duke of Guise is dead?

M. de Guise dead? It is not true! I cried astonished.

He nodded, however, several times with an air of great importance, and seemed as if he would have gone on to give me some particulars. But, remembering, as I fancied, that he spoke in the hearing of half-a-dozen guests who sat about the great fire behind me, and had both eyes and ears open, he contented himself with shifting his towel to his other arm and adding only, Yes, sir, dead as any nail. The news came through here yesterday, and made a pretty stir. It happened at Blois the day but one before Christmas, if all be true.

I was thunderstruck. This was news which might change the face of France. How did it happen? I asked.

My host covered his mouth with his hand and coughed, and, privily twitching my sleeve, gave me to understand with some shamefacedness that he could not say more in public. I was about to make some excuse to retire with him, when a harsh voice, addressed apparently to me, caused me to turn sharply. I found at my elbow a tall thin-faced monk in the habit of the Jacobin order. He had risen from his seat beside the fire, and seemed to be labouring under great excitement.

Who asked how it happened? he cried, rolling his eyes in a kind of frenzy, while still observant, or I was much mistaken, of his listeners. Is there a man in France to whom the tale has not been told? Is there?

I will answer for one, I replied, regarding him with little favour. I have heard nothing.

Then you shall! Listen! he exclaimed, raising his right hand and brandishing it as though he denounced a person then present. Hear my accusation, made in the name of Mother Church and the saints against the arch hypocrite, the perjurer and assassin sitting in high places! He shall be Anathema Maranatha, for he has shed the blood of the holy and the pure, the chosen of Heaven! He shall go down to the pit, and that soon. The blood that he has shed shall be required of him, and that before he is one year older.

Tut-tut. All that sounds very fine, good father, I said, waxing impatient, and a little scornful; for I saw that he was one of those wandering and often crazy monks in whom the League found their most useful emissaries. But I should profit more by your gentle words, if I knew whom you were cursing.

The man of blood! he cried; through whom the last but not the least of Gods saints and martyrs entered into glory on the Friday before Christmas.

Moved by such profanity, and judging him, notwithstanding the extravagance of his words and gestures, to be less mad than he seemed, and at least as much knave as fool, I bade him sternly have done with his cursing, and proceed to his story if he had one.

He glowered at me for a moment, as though he were minded to launch his spiritual weapons at my head; but as I returned his glare with an unmoved eye  and my four rascals, who were as impatient as myself to learn the news, and had scarce more reverence for a shaven crown, began to murmur  he thought better of it, and cooling as suddenly as he had flamed up, lost no more time in satisfying our curiosity.

It would ill become me, however, to set down the extravagant and often blasphemous harangue in which, styling M. de Guise the martyr of God, he told the story now so familiar  the story of that dark wintry morning at Blois, when the kings messenger, knocking early at the dukes door, bade him hurry, for the king wanted him. The story is trite enough now. When I heard it first in the inn on the Clain, it was all new and all marvellous.

The monk, too, telling the story as if he had seen the events with his own eyes, omitted nothing which might impress his hearers. He told us how the duke received warning after warning, and answered in the very antechamber, He dare not! How his blood, mysteriously advised of coming dissolution, grew chill, and his eye, wounded at Chateau Thierry, began to run, so that he had to send for the handkerchief he had forgotten to bring. He told us, even, how the duke drew his assassins up and down the chamber, how he cried for mercy, and how he died at last at the foot of the kings bed, and how the king, who had never dared to face him living, came and spurned him dead!

There were pale faces round the fire when he ceased, and bent brows and lips hard pressed together. Then he stood and cursed the King of France  cursing him openly by the name of Henry of Valois, a thing I had never looked to hear in France  though no one said Amen, and all glanced over their shoulders, and our host pattered from the room as if he had seen a ghost, it seemed to be no mans duty to gainsay him.

For myself, I was full of thoughts which it would have been unsafe to utter in that company or so near the Loire. I looked back sixteen years. Who but Henry of Guise had spurned the corpse of Coligny? And who but Henry of Valois had backed him in the act? Who but Henry of Guise had drenched Paris with blood, and who but Henry of Valois had ridden by his side? One 23rd of the month  a day never to be erased from Frances annals  had purchased for him a term of greatness. A second 23rd saw him, pay the price  saw his ashes cast secretly and by night no man knows where!

Moved by such thoughts, and observing that the priest was going the round of the company collecting money for masses for the dukes soul, to which object I could neither give with a good conscience nor refuse without exciting suspicion, I slipped out; and finding a man of decent appearance talking with the landlord in a small room beside the kitchen, I called for a flask of the best wine, and by means of that introduction obtained my supper in their company.

The stranger was a Norman horsedealer, returning home, after disposing of his string. He seemed to be in a large way of business, and being of a bluff, independent spirit, as many of those Norman townsmen are, was inclined at first to treat me with more familiarity than respect; the fact of my nag, for which he would have chaffered, excelling my coat in quality, leading him to set me down as a steward or intendant. The pursuit of his trade, however, had brought him into connection with all classes of men and he quickly perceived his mistake; and as he knew the provinces between the Seine and Loire to perfection, and made it part of his business to foresee the chances of peace and war, I obtained a great amount of information from him, and indeed conceived no little liking for him. He believed that the assassination of M. de Guise would alienate so much of France from the king that his majesty would have little left save the towns on the Loire, and some other places lying within easy reach of his court at Blois.

But, I said,things seem quiet now. Here, for instance.

It is the calm before the storm, he answered. There is a monk in there. Have you heard him?

I nodded.

He is only one among a hundred  a thousand, the horsedealer continued, looking at me and nodding with meaning. He was a brown-haired man with shrewd grey eyes, such as many Normans have. They will get their way too, you will see, he went on. Well, horses will go up, so I have no cause to grumble; but, if I were on my way to Blois with women or gear of that kind, I should not choose this time for picking posies on the road. I should see the inside of the gates as soon as possible.

I thought there was much in what he said; and when he went on to maintain that the king would find himself between the hammer and the anvil  between the League holding all the north and the Huguenots holding all the south  and must needs in time come to terms with the latter seeing that the former would rest content with nothing short of his deposition, I began to agree with him that we should shortly see great changes and very stirring times.

Still if they depose the king, I said, the King of Navarre must succeed him. He is the heir of France.

Bah! my companion replied somewhat contemptuously. The League will see to that. He goes with the other.

Then the kings are in one cry, and you are right, I said with conviction. They must unite.

So they will. It is only a question of time, he said.

In the morning, having only one man with him, and, as I guessed, a considerable sum of money, he volunteered to join our party as far as Blois. I assented gladly, and he did so, this addition to our numbers ridding me at once of the greater part of my fears. I did not expect any opposition on the part of mademoiselle, who would gain in consequence as well as in safety. Nor did she offer any. She was content, I think, to welcome any addition to our party which would save her from the necessity of riding in the company of my old cloak.


CHAPTER VI. MY MOTHERS LODGING.

Travelling by way of Chatelherault and Tours, we reached the neighbourhood of Blois a little after noon on the third day without misadventure or any intimation of pursuit. The Norman proved himself a cheerful companion on the road, as I already knew him to be a man of sense and shrewdness while his presence rendered the task of keeping my men in order an easy one. I began to consider the adventure as practically achieved; and regarding Mademoiselle de la Vire as already in effect transferred to the care of M. de Rosny, I ventured to turn my thoughts to the development of my own plans and the choice of a haven in which I might rest secure from the vengeance of M. de Turenne.

For the moment I had evaded his pursuit, and, assisted by the confusion caused everywhere by the death of Guise had succeeded in thwarting his plans and affronting his authority with seeming ease. But I knew too much of his power and had heard too many instances of his fierce temper and resolute will to presume on short impunity or to expect the future with anything but diffidence and dismay.

The exclamations of my companions on coming within sight of Blois aroused me from these reflections. I joined them, and fully shared their emotion as I gazed on the stately towers which had witnessed so many royal festivities, and, alas! one royal tragedy; which had sheltered Louis the Well-beloved and Francis the Great, and rung with the laughter of Diana of Poitiers and the second Henry. The play of fancy wreathed the sombre building with a hundred memories grave and gay. But, though the rich plain of the Loire still swelled upward as of old in gentle homage at the feet of the gallant town, the shadow of crime seemed to darken all, and dim even the glories of the royal standard which hung idly in the air.

We had heard so many reports of the fear and suspicion which reigned in the city and of the strict supervision which was exercised over all who entered  the king dreading a repetition of the day of the Barricades  that we halted at a little inn a mile short of the gate and broke up our company. I parted from my Norman friend with mutual expressions of esteem, and from my own men, whom I had paid off in the morning, complimenting each of them with a handsome present, with a feeling of relief equally sincere. I hoped  but the hope was not fated to be gratified  that I might never see the knaves again.

It wanted less than an hour of sunset when I rode up to the gate, a few paces in front of mademoiselle and her woman; as if I had really been the intendant for whom the horse-dealer had mistaken me. We found the guardhouse lined with soldiers, who scanned us very narrowly as we approached, and whose stern features and ordered weapons showed that they were not there for mere effect. The fact, however, that we came from Tours, a city still in the kings hands, served to allay suspicion, and we passed without accident.

Once in the streets, and riding in single file between the houses, to the windows of which the townsfolk seemed to be attracted by the slightest commotion, so full of terror was the air, I experienced a moment of huge relief. This was Blois  Blois at last. We were within a few score yards of the Bleeding Heart. In a few minutes I should receive a quittance, and be free to think only of myself.

Nor was my pleasure much lessened by the fact that I was so soon to part from Mademoiselle de la Vire. Frankly, I was far from liking her. Exposure to the air of a court had spoiled, it seemed to me, whatever graces of disposition the young lady had ever possessed. She still maintained, and had maintained throughout the journey, the cold and suspicious attitude assumed at starting; nor had she ever expressed the least solicitude on my behalf, or the slightest sense that we were incurring danger in her service. She had not scrupled constantly to prefer her whims to the common advantage, and even safety; while her sense of self-importance had come to be so great, that she seemed to hold herself exempt from the duty of thanking any human creature. I could not deny that she was beautiful  indeed, I often thought, when watching her, of the day when I had seen her in the King of Navarres antechamber in all the glory of her charms. But I felt none the less that I could turn my back on her  leaving her in safety  without regret; and be thankful that her path would never again cross mine.

With such thoughts in my breast I turned the corner of the Rue de St. Denys and came at once upon the Bleeding Heart, a small but decent-looking hostelry situate near the end of the street and opposite a church. A bluff grey-haired man, who was standing in the doorway, came forward as we halted, and looking curiously at mademoiselle asked what I lacked; adding civilly that the house was full and they had no sleeping room, the late events having drawn a great assemblage to Blois.

I want only an address, I answered, leaning from the saddle and speaking in a low voice that I might not be overheard by the passers-by. The Baron de Rosny is in Blois, is he not?

The man started at the name of the Huguenot leader, and looked round him nervously. But, seeing that no one was very near us, he answered: He was, sir; but he left town a week ago and more. There have been strange doings here, and M. de Rosny thought that the climate suited him ill.

He said this with so much meaning, as well as concern that he should not be overheard, that, though I was taken aback and bitterly disappointed, I succeeded in restraining all exclamations and even show of feeling. After a pause of dismay, I asked whither M. de Rosny had gone.

To Rosny, was the answer.

And Rosny?

Is beyond Chartres, pretty well all the way to Mantes, the man answered, stroking my horses neck. Say thirty leagues.

I turned my horse, and hurriedly communicated what he said to mademoiselle, who was waiting a few paces away. Unwelcome to me, the news was still less welcome to her. Her chagrin and indignation knew no bounds. For a moment words failed her, but her flashing eyes said more than her tongue as she cried to me: Well, sir, and what now? Is this the end of your fine promises? Where is your Rosny, if all be not a lying invention of your own?

Feeling that she had some excuse I suppressed my choler, and humbly repeating that Rosny was at his house, two days farther on, and that I could see nothing for it but to go to him, I asked the landlord where we could find a lodging for the night.

Indeed, sir, that is more than I can say, he answered, looking curiously at us, and thinking, I doubt not, that with my shabby cloak and fine horse, and mademoiselles mask and spattered riding-coat, we were an odd couple. There is not an inn which is not full to the garrets  nay, and the stables; and, what is more, people are chary of taking strangers in. These are strange times. They say, be continued in a lower tone, that the old queen is dying up there, and will not last the night.

I nodded. We must go somewhere I said.

I would help you if I could, he answered, shrugging his shoulders. But there it is! Blois is full from the tiles to the cellars.

My horse shivered under me, and mademoiselle, whose patience was gone, cried harshly to me to do something. We cannot spend the night in the streets, she said fiercely.

I saw that she was worn out and scarcely mistress of herself. The light was falling, and with it some rain. The reek of the kennels and the close air from the houses seemed to stifle us. The bell at the church behind us was jangling out vespers. A few people, attracted by the sight of our horses standing before the inn, had gathered round and were watching us.

Something I saw must be done, and done quickly. In despair, and seeing no other resort, I broached a proposal of which I had not hitherto even dreamed. Mademoiselle, I said bluntly, I must take you to my mothers.

To your mothers, sir? she cried, rousing herself. Her voice rang with haughty surprise.

Yes, I replied brusquely; since, as you say, we cannot spend the night in the streets, and I do not know where else I can dispose of you. From the last advices I had I believe her to have followed the court hither. My friend, I continued, turning to the landlord, do you know by name a Madame de Bonne, who should be in Blois?

A Madame de Bonne! he muttered, reflecting. I have heard the name lately. Wait a moment. Disappearing into the house, he returned almost immediately, followed by a lanky pale-faced youth wearing a tattered black soutane. Yes, he said nodding, there is a worthy lady of that name lodging in the next street, I am told. As it happens, this young man lives in the same house, and will guide you, if you like.

I assented, and, thanking him for his information, turned my horse and requested the youth to lead the way. We had scarcely passed the corner of the street, however, and entered one somewhat more narrow and less frequented, when mademoiselle, who was riding behind me, stopped and called to me. I drew rein, and, turning, asked what it was.

I am not coming, she said, her voice trembling slightly, but whether with alarm or anger I could not determine. I know nothing of you, and I  I demand to be taken to M. de Rosny.

If you cry that name aloud in the streets of Blois, mademoiselle, I retorted, you are like enough to be taken whither you will not care to go! As for M. de Rosny, I have told you that he is not here. He has gone to his seat at Mantes.

Then take me to him!

At this hour of the night? I said drily. It is two days journey from here.

Then I will go to an inn, she replied sullenly.

You have heard that there is no room in the inns I rejoined with what patience I could. And to go from inn to inn at this hour might lead us into trouble. I can assure you that I am as much taken aback by M. de Rosnys absence as you are. For the present, we are close to my mothers lodging, and

I know nothing of your mother! she exclaimed passionately, her voice raised. You have enticed me hither by false pretences, sir, and I will endure it no longer. I will

What you will do, I do not know then, mademoiselle, I replied, quite at my wits end; for what with the rain and the darkness, the unknown streets  in which our tarrying might at any moment collect a crowd  and this stubborn girls opposition, I knew not whither to turn. For my part I can suggest nothing else. It does not become me to speak of my mother, I continued, or I might say that even Mademoiselle de la Vire need not be ashamed to accept the hospitality of Madame de Bonne. Nor are my mothers circumstances, I added proudly, though narrow, so mean as to deprive her of the privileges of her birth.

My last words appeared to make some impression upon my companion. She turned and spoke to her woman, who replied in a low voice, tossing her head the while and glaring at me in speechless indignation. Had there been anything else for it, they would doubtless have flouted my offer still; but apparently Fanchette could suggest nothing, and presently mademoiselle, with a sullen air, bade me lead on.

Taking this for permission, the lanky youth in the black soutane, who had remained at my bridle throughout the discussion, now listening and now staring, nodded and resumed his way; and I followed. After proceeding a little more than fifty yards he stopped before a mean-looking doorway, flanked by grated windows, and fronted by a lofty wall which I took to be the back of some noblemans garden. The street at this point was unlighted, and little better than an alley; nor was the appearance of the house, which was narrow and ill-looking, though lofty, calculated, as far as I could make it out is the darkness, to allay mademoiselles suspicions. Knowing, however, that people of position are often obliged in towns to lodge in poor houses, I thought nothing of this, and only strove to get mademoiselle dismounted as quickly as possible. The lad groped about and found two rings beside the door, and to these I tied up the horses. Then, bidding him lead the way, and begging mademoiselle to follow, I plunged into the darkness of the passage and felt my way to the foot of the staircase, which was entirely unlighted, and smelled close and unpleasant.

Which floor? I asked my guide.

The fourth, he answered quietly.

Morbleu! I muttered, as I began to ascend, my hand on the wall. What is the meaning of this?

For I was perplexed. The revenues of Marsac, though small, should have kept; my mother, whom I had last seen in Paris before the Nemours edict, in tolerable comfort  such modest comfort, at any rate, as could scarcely be looked for in such a house as this  obscure, ill-tended, unlighted. To my perplexity was added, before I reached the top of the stairs, disquietude  disquietude on her account as well as on mademoiselles. I felt that something was wrong, and would have given much to recall the invitation I had pressed on the latter.

What the young lady thought herself I could pretty well guess, as I listened to her hurried breathing at my shoulder. With every step I expected her to refuse to go farther. But, having once made up her mind, she followed me stubbornly, though the darkness was such that involuntarily I loosened my dagger, and prepared to defend myself should this turn out to be a trap.

We reached the top, however, without accident. Our guide knocked softly at a door and immediately opened it without waiting for an answer. A feeble light shone out on the stair-head, and bending my head, for the lintel was low, I stepped into the room.

I advanced two paces and stood looking about me in angry bewilderment. The bareness of extreme poverty marked everything on which my eyes rested. A cracked earthenware lamp smoked and sputtered on a stool in the middle of the rotting floor. An old black cloak nailed to the wall, and flapping to and fro in the draught like some dead gallowsbird, hung in front of the unglazed window. A jar in a corner caught the drippings from a hole in the roof. An iron pot and a second stool  the latter casting a long shadow across the floor  stood beside the handful of wood ashes, which smouldered on the hearth. And that was all the furniture I saw, except a bed which filled the farther end of the long narrow room, and was curtained off so as to form a kind of miserable alcove.

A glance sufficed to show me all this, and that the room was empty, or apparently empty. Yet I looked again and again, stupefied. At last finding my voice, I turned to the young man who had brought us hither, and with a fierce oath demanded of him what he meant.

He shrank back behind the open door, and yet; answered with a kind of sullen surprise that I had asked for Madame de Bonnes, and this was it.

Madame de Bonnes! I muttered. This Madame de Bonnes!

He nodded.

Of course it is! And you know it! mademoiselle hissed in my ear, her voice, as she interposed, hoarse with passion. Dont think that you can deceive us any longer. We know all! This, she continued, looking round, her cheeks scarlet, her eyes ablaze with scorn, is your mothers, is it! Your mother who has followed the court hither  whose means are narrow, but not so small as to deprive her of the privileges of her rank! This is your mothers hospitality, is it? You are a cheat, sir! and a detected cheat! Let us begone! Let me go, sir, I say!

Twice I had tried to stop the current of her words; but in vain. Now with anger which surpassed hers a hundredfold  for who, being a man, would hear himself misnamed before his mother?  I succeeded, Silence, mademoiselle! I cried, my grasp on her wrist. Silence, I say! This is my mother!

And running forward to the bed, I fell on my knees beside it. A feeble hand had half withdrawn the curtain, and through the gap my mothers stricken face looked out, a great fear stamped upon it.


CHAPTER VII. SIMON FLEIX

For some minutes I forgot mademoiselle in paying those assiduous attentions to my mother which her state and my duty demanded; and which I offered the more anxiously that I recognised, with a sinking heart, the changes which age and illness had made in her since my last visit. The shock of mademoiselles words had thrown her into a syncope, from which she did not recover for some time; and then rather through the assistance of our strange guide, who seemed well aware what to do, than through my efforts. Anxious as I was to learn what had reduced her to such straits and such a place, this was not the time to satisfy my curiosity, and I prepared myself instead for the task of effacing the painful impression which mademoiselles words had made on her mind.

On first coming to herself she did not remember them, but, content to find me by her side  for there is something so alchemic in a mothers love that I doubt not my presence changed her garret to a palace  she spent herself in feeble caresses and broken words. Presently, however, her eye falling on mademoiselle and her maid, who remained standing by the hearth, looking darkly at us from time to time, she recalled, first the shock which had prostrated her, and then its cause, and raising herself on her elbow, looked about her wildly. Gaston! she cried, clutching my hand with her thin fingers, what was it I heard? It was of you someone spoke  a woman! She called you  or did I dream it?  a cheat! You!

Madame, madame, I said, striving to speak carelessly, though the sight; of her grey hair, straggling and dishevelled, moved me strangely, was it; likely? Would anyone dare to use such expressions of me is your presence? You must indeed have dreamed it!

The words, however, returning more and more vividly to her mind, she looked at me very pitifully, and in great agitation laid her arm on my neck, as though she would shelter me with the puny strength which just enabled her to rise in bed. But someone, she muttered, her eyes on the strangers, said it, Gaston? I heard it. What did it mean?

What you heard, madame, I answered, with an attempt at gaiety, though the tears stood in my eyes, was, doubtless, mademoiselle here scolding our guide from Tours, who demanded three times the proper POURBOIRE. The impudent rascal deserved all that was said to him, I assure you.

Was that it? she murmured doubtfully.

That must have been what you heard, madame, I answered, as if I felt no doubt.

She fell back with a sigh of relief, and a little colour came into her wan face. But her eyes still dwelt curiously, and with apprehension, on mademoiselle, who stood looking sullenly into the fire; and seeing this my heart misgave me sorely that I had done a foolish thing in bringing the girl there. I foresaw a hundred questions which would be asked, and a hundred complications which must ensue, and felt already the blush of shame mounting to my cheek.

Who is that? my mother asked softly. I am ill. She must excuse me. She pointed with her fragile finger to my companions.

I rose, and still keeping her hand in mine, turned so as to face the hearth. This, madame, I answered formally, is Mademoiselle  , but her name I will commit to you later, and in private. Suffice it to say that she is a lady of rank, who has been committed to my charge by a high personage.

A high personage? my mother repeated gently, glancing at me with a smile of gratification.

One of the highest, I said, Such a charge being a great honour to me, I felt that I could not better execute it madame, since we must lie in Blois one night, than by requesting your hospitality on her behalf.

I dared mademoiselle as I spoke  I dared her with my eye to contradict or interrupt me. For answer, she looked at me once, inclining her head a little, and gazing at us from under her long eyelashes. Then she turned back to the fire, and her foot resumed its angry tapping on the floor.

I regret that I cannot receive her better, my mother answered feebly. I have had losses of late. I  but I will speak of that at another time. Mademoiselle doubtless knows, she continued with dignity, you and your position in the south too well to think ill of the momentary straits to which she finds me reduced.

I saw mademoiselle start, and I writhed under the glance of covert scorn, of amazed indignation, which she shot at me. But my mother gently patting my hand, I answered patiently, Mademoiselle will think only what is kind, madame  of that I am assured. And lodgings are scarce to-night in Blois.

But tell me of yourself, Gaston, my mother cried eagerly; and I had not the heart, with her touch on my hand, her eyes on my face, to tear myself away, much as I dreaded what was coming, and longed to end the scene. Tell me of yourself. You are still in favour with the king of  I will not name him here?

Still, madame, I answered, looking steadily at mademoiselle, though my face burned.

You are still  he consults you, Gaston?

Still, madame.

My mother heaved a happy sigh, and sank lower in the bed. And your employments? she murmured, her voice trembling with gratification. They have not been reduced? You still retain them, Gaston?

Still, madame, I answered, the perspiration standing on my brow, my shame almost more than I could bear.

Twelve thousand livres a year, I think?

The same, madame.

And your establishment? How many do you keep now? Your valet, of course? And lackeys  how many at present? She glanced, with an eye of pride, while she waited for my answer, first at the two silent figures by the fire, then at the poverty-stricken room; as if the sight of its bareness heightened for her the joy of my prosperity.

She had no suspicion of my trouble, my misery, or that the last question almost filled the cup too full. Hitherto all had been easy, but this seemed to choke me. I stammered and lost my voice. Mademoiselle, her head bowed, was gazing into the fire. Fanchette was staring at me, her black eyes round as saucers, her mouth half-open. Well, madame, I muttered at length, to tell you the truth, at present, you must understand, I have been forced to

What, Gaston? Madame de Bonne half rose in bed. Her voice was sharp with disappointment and apprehension; the grasp of her fingers on my hand grew closer.

I could not resist that appeal. I flung away the last rag of shame. To reduce my establishment somewhat, I answered, looking a miserable defiance at mademoiselles averted figure. She had called me a liar and a cheat  here in the room! I must stand before her a liar and a cheat confessed. I keep but three lackeys now, madame.

Still it is creditable, my mother muttered thoughtfully, her eyes shining. Your dress, however, Gaston  only my eyes are weak  seems to me

Tut, tut! It is but a disguise, I answered quickly.

I might have known that, she rejoined, sinking back with a smile and a sigh of content. But when I first saw you I was almost afraid that something had happened to you. And I have been uneasy lately, she went on, releasing my hand, and beginning to play with the coverlet, as though the remembrance troubled her. There was a man here a while ago  a friend of Simon Fleix there  who had been south to Pau and Nerac, and he said there was no M. de Marsac about the Court.

He probably knew less of the Court than the wine-tavern, I answered with a ghastly smile.

That was just what I told him, my mother responded quickly and eagerly. I warrant you I sent him away ill-satisfied.

Of course, I said; there will always be people of that kind. But now, if you will permit me, madame, I will make such arrangements for mademoiselle as are necessary.

Begging her accordingly to lie down and compose herself  for even so short a conversation, following on the excitement of our arrival, had exhausted her to a painful degree  I took the youth, who had just returned from stabling our horses, a little aside, and learning that he lodged in a smaller chamber on the farther side of the landing, secured it for the use of mademoiselle and her woman. In spite of a certain excitability which marked him at times, he seemed to be a quick, ready fellow, and he willingly undertook to go out, late as it was, and procure some provisions and a few other things which were sadly needed, as well for my mothers comfort as for our own. I directed Fanchette to aid him in the preparation of the other chamber, and thus for a while I was left alone with mademoiselle. She had taken one of the stools, and sat cowering over the fire, the hood of her cloak drawn about her head; in such a manner that even when she looked at me, which she did from time to time, I saw little more than her eyes, bright with contemptuous anger.

So, sir, she presently began, speaking in a low voice, and turning slightly towards me, you practise lying even here?

I felt so strongly the futility of denial or explanation that I shrugged my shoulders and remained silent under the sneer. Two more days  two more days would take us to Rosny, and my task would be done, and Mademoiselle and I would part for good and all. What would it matter then what she thought of me? What did it matter now?

For the first time in our intercourse my silence seemed to disconcert and displease her. Have you nothing to say for yourself? she muttered sharply, crushing a fragment of charcoal under her foot, and stooping to peer at the ashes. Have you not another lie in your quiver, M. de Marsac? De Marsac! And she repeated the title, with a scornful laugh, as if she put no faith in my claim to it.

But I would answer nothing  nothing; and we remained silent until Fanchette, coming in to say that the chamber was ready, held the light for her mistress to pass out. I told the woman to come back and fetch mademoiselles supper, and then, being left alone with my mother, who had fallen asleep, with a smile on her thin, worn face, I began to wonder what had happened to reduce her to such dire poverty.

I feared to agitate her by referring to it; but later in the evening, when her curtains were drawn and Simon Fleix and I were left together, eyeing one another across the embers like dogs of different breeds  with a certain strangeness and suspicion  my thoughts recurred to the question; and determining first to learn something about my companion, whose pale, eager face and tattered, black dress gave him a certain individuality, I asked him whether he had come from Paris with Madame de Bonne.

He nodded without speaking.

I asked him if he had known her long.

Twelve months, he answered. I lodged on the fifth, madame on the second, floor of the same house in Paris.

I leaned forward and plucked the hem of his black robe. What is this? I said, with a little contempt. You are not a priest, man.

No, he answered, fingering the stuff himself, and gazing at me in a curious, vacant fashion. I am a student of the Sorbonne.

I drew off from him with a muttered oath, wondering  while I looked at him with suspicious eyes  how he came to be here, and particularly how he came to be in attendance on my mother, who had been educated from childhood in the Religion, and had professed it in private all her life. I could think of no one who, in old days, would have been less welcome in her house than a Sorbonnist, and began to fancy that here should lie the secret of her miserable condition.

You dont like, the Sorbonne? he said, reading my thoughts; which were, indeed, plain enough.

No more than I love the devil! I said bluntly.

He leaned forward and, stretching out a thin, nervous hand, laid it on my knee. What if they are right, though? he muttered, his voice hoarse. What if they are right, M. de Marsac?

Who right? I asked roughly, drawing back afresh.

The Sorbonne. he repeated, his face red with excitement, his eyes peering uncannily into mine. Dont you see, he continued, pinching my knee in his earnestness, and thrusting his face nearer and nearer to mine, it all turns on that? It all turns on that  salvation or damnation! Are they right? Are you right? You say yes to this, no to that, you white-coats; and you say it lightly, but are you right? Are you right? Mon Dieu! he continued, drawing back abruptly and clawing the air with impatience, I have read, read, read! I have listened to sermons, theses, disputations, and I know nothing. I know no more than when I began.

He sprang up and began to pace the floor, while I gazed at him with a feeling of pity. A very learned person once told me that the troubles of these times bred four kinds of men, who were much to be compassionated: fanatics on the one side or the other, who lost sight of all else in the intensity of their faith; men who, like Simon Fleix, sought desperately after something to believe, and found it not; and lastly, scoffers, who, believing in nothing, looked on all religion as a mockery.

He presently stopped walking  in his utmost excitement I remarked that he never forgot my mother, but trod more lightly when he drew near the alcove  and spoke again. You are a Huguenot? he said.

Yes, I replied.

So is she, he rejoined, pointing towards the bed. But do you feel no doubts?

None, I said quietly.

Nor does she. he answered again, stopping opposite me. You made up your mind  how?

I was born in the Religion, I said.

And you have never questioned it?

Never.

Nor thought much about it?

Not a great deal, I answered.

Saint Gris! he exclaimed in a low tone. And do you never think of hell-fire  of the worm which dieth not, and the fire which shall not be quenched? Do you never think of that, M. de Marsac?

No, my friend, never! I answered, rising impatiently; for at that hour, and in that silent, gloomy room I found his conversation dispiriting. I believe what I was taught to believe, and I strive to hurt no one but the enemy. I think little; and if I were you I would think less. I would do something, man  fight, play, work, anything but think! I leave that to clerks.

I am a clerk, he answered.

A poor one, it seems, I retorted, with a little scorn in my tone. Leave it, man. Work! Fight! Do something!

Fight? he said, as if the idea were a novel one. Fight? But there, I might be killed; and then hell-fire, you see!

Zounds, man! I cried, out of patience with a folly which, to tell the truth, the lamp burning low, and the rain pattering on the roof, made the skin of my back feel cold and creepy. Enough of this! Keep your doubts and your fire to yourself! And answer me, I continued, sternly. How came Madame de Bonne so poor? How did she come down to this place?

He sat down on his stool, the excitement dying quickly out of his face. She gave away all her money, he said slowly and reluctantly. It may be imagined that this answer surprised me. Gave it away? I exclaimed. To whom? And when?

He moved uneasily on his seat and avoided my eye, his altered manner filling me with suspicions which the insight I had just obtained into his character did not altogether preclude. At last he said, I had nothing to do with it, if you mean that; nothing. On the contrary, I have done all I could to make it up to her. I followed her here. I swear that is so, M. de Marsac.

You have not told me yet to whom she gave it, I said sternly.

She gave it, he muttered, to a priest.

To what priest?

I do not know his name. He is a Jacobin.

And why? I asked, gazing incredulously at the student. Why did she give it to him? Come, come! have a care. Let me have none of your Sorbonne inventions!

He hesitated a moment, looking at me timidly, and then seemed to make up his mind to tell me. He found out  it was when we lived in Paris, you understand, last June  that she was a Huguenot. It was about the time they burned the Foucards, and he frightened her with that, and made her pay him money, a little at first, and then more and more, to keep her secret. When the king came to Blois she followed his Majesty, thinking to be safer here; but the priest came too, and got more money, and more, until he left her  this.

This! I said. And I set my teeth together.

Simon Fleix nodded.

I looked round the wretched garret to which my mother had been reduced, and pictured the days and hours of fear and suspense through which she had lived; through which she must have lived, with that caitiffs threat hanging over her grey head! I thought of her birth and her humiliation; of her frail form and patient, undying love for me; and solemnly, and before heaven, I swore that night to punish the man. My anger was too great for words, and for tears I was too old. I asked Simon Fleix no more questions, save when the priest might be looked for again  which he could not tell me  and whether he would know him again  to which he answered, Yes. But, wrapping myself in my cloak, I lay down by the fire and pondered long and sadly.

So, while I had been pinching there, my mother had been starving here. She had deceived me, and I her. The lamp flickered, throwing uncertain shadows as the draught tossed the strange window-curtain to and fro. The leakage from the roof fell drop by drop, and now and again the wind shook the crazy building, as though it would lift it up bodily and carry it away.


CHAPTER VIII. AN EMPTY ROOM.

Desiring to start as early as possible, that we might reach Rosny on the second evening, I roused Simon Fleix before it was light, and learning from him where the horses were stabled, went out to attend to them; preferring to do this myself, that I might have an opportunity of seeking out a tailor, and providing myself with clothes better suited to my rank than those to which I had been reduced of late. I found that I still had ninety crowns left of the sum which the King of Navarre had given me, and twelve of these I laid out on a doublet of black cloth with russet points and ribands, a dark cloak lined with the same sober colour, and a new cap and feather. The tradesman would fain have provided me with a new scabbard also, seeing my old one was worn-out at the heel; but this I declined, having a fancy to go with my point bare until I should have punished the scoundrel who had made my mothers failing days a misery to her; a business which, the King of Navarres once done, I promised myself to pursue with energy and at all costs.

The choice of my clothes, and a few alterations which it was necessary to make in them, detained me some time, so that it was later than I could have wished when I turned my face towards the house again, bent on getting my party to horse as speedily as possible. The morning, I remember, was bright, frosty, and cold; the kennels were dry, the streets comparatively clean. Here and there a ray of early sunshine, darting between the overhanging eaves, gave promise of glorious travelling-weather. But the faces, I remarked in my walk, did not reflect the surrounding cheerfulness. Moody looks met me everywhere and on every side; and while courier after courier galloped by me bound for the castle, the townsfolk stood aloof is doorways listless and inactive, or, gathering in groups in corners, talked what I took to be treason under the breath. The queen-mother still lived, but Orleans had revolted, and Sens and Mans, Chartres and Melun. Rouen was said to be wavering, Lyons in arms, while Paris had deposed her king, and cursed him daily from a hundred altars. En fin, the great rebellion which followed the death of Guise, and lasted so many years, was already in progress; so that on this first day of the new year the kings writ scarce ran farther than he could see, peering anxiously out from the towers above my head.

Reaching the house, I climbed the long staircase hastily, abusing its darkness and foulness, and planning as I went how my mother might most easily and quickly be moved to a better lodging. Gaining the top of the last flight, I saw that mademoiselles door on the left of the landing was open, and concluding from this that she was up, and ready to start, I entered my mothers room with a brisk step and spirits reinforced by the crisp morning air.

But on the threshold I stopped, and stood silent and amazed. At first I thought the room was empty. Then, at a second glance, I saw the student. He was on his knees beside the bed in the alcove, from which the curtain had been partially dragged away. The curtain before the window had been torn down also, and the cold light of day, pouring in on the unsightly bareness of the room, struck a chill to my heart. A stool lay overturned by the fire, and above it a grey cat, which I had not hitherto noticed, crouched on a beam and eyed me with stealthy fierceness. Mademoiselle was not to be seen, nor was Fanchette, and Simon Fleix did not hear me. He was doing something at the bed  for my mother it seemed.

What is it, man? I cried softly, advancing on tiptoe to the bedside. Where are the others?

The student looked round and saw me. His face was pale and gloomy. His eyes burned, and yet there were tears in them, and on his cheeks. He did not speak, but the chilliness, the bareness, the emptiness of the room spoke for him, and my heart sank.

I took him by the shoulders. Find your tongue, man! I said angrily. Where are they?

He rose from his knees and stood staring at me. They are gone! he said stupidly.

Gone? I exclaimed. Impossible! When? Whither?

Half an hour ago. Whither  I do not know.

Confounded and amazed, I glared at him between fear and rage. You do not know? I cried. They are gone, and you do not know?

He turned suddenly on me and gripped my arm. No, I do not know! I do not know! he cried, with a complete change of manner and in a tone of fierce excitement. Only, may the fiend go with them! But I do know this. I know this, M. de Marsac, with whom they went, these friends of yours! A fop came, a dolt, a fine spark, and gave them fine words and fine speeches and a gold token, and, hey presto! they went, and forgot you!

What! I cried, beginning to understand, and snatching fiercely at the one clue in his speech. A gold token? They have been decoyed away then! There is no time to be lost. I must follow.

No, for that is not all! he replied, interrupting me sternly, while his grasp on my arm grew tighter and his eyes flashed as they looked into mine. You have not heard all. They have gone with one who called you an impostor, and a thief, and a beggar, and that to your mothers face  and killed her! Killed her as surely as if he had taken a sword to her, M. de Marsac! Will you, after that, leave her for them?

He spoke plainly. And yet, God forgive me, it was some time before I understood him: before I took in the meaning of his words, or could transfer my thoughts from the absent to my mother lying on the bed before me. When I did do so, and turned to her, and saw her still face and thin hair straggling over the coarse pillow, then, indeed, the sight overcame me. I thought no more of others  for I thought her dead; and with a great and bitter cry I fell on my knees beside her and hid my face. What, after all, was this headstrong girl to me? What were even kings and kings commissions to me beside her  beside the one human being who loved me still, the one being of my blood and name left, the one ever-patient, ever-constant heart which for years had beaten only for me? For a while, for a few moments, I was worthy of her; for I forgot all others.

Simon Fleix roused me at last from my stupor, making me understand that she was not dead, but in a deep swoon, the result of the shock she had undergone. A leech, for whom he had despatched a neighbour, came in as I rose, and taking my place, presently restored her to consciousness. But her extreme feebleness warned me not to hope for more than a temporary recovery; nor had I sat by her long before I discerned that this last blow, following on so many fears and privations, had reached a vital part, and that she was even now dying.

She lay for a while with her hand in mine and her eyes closed, but about noon, the student, contriving to give her some broth, she revived, and, recognising me, lay for more than an hour gazing at me with unspeakable content and satisfaction. At the end of that time, and when I thought she was past speaking, she signed to me to bend over her, and whispered something, which at first I could not catch. Presently I made it out to be, She is gone  The girl you brought?

Much troubled, I answered yes, begging her not to think about the matter. I need not have feared, however, for when she spoke again she did so without emotion, and rather as one seeing clearly something before her.

When you find her, Gaston, she murmured, do not be angry with her. It was not her fault. She  he deceived her. See!

I followed the direction rather of her eyes than her hand, and found beneath the pillow a length of gold chain. She left that? I murmured, a strange tumult of emotions in my breast.

She laid it there, my mother whispered. And she would have stopped him saying what he did  a shudder ran through my mothers frame at the remembrance of the mans words, though her eyes still gazed into mine with faith and confidence she would have stopped him, but she could not, Gaston. And then he hurried her away.

He showed her a token, madame, did he not? I could not for my life repress the question, so much seemed to turn on the point.

A bit of gold, my mother whispered, smiling faintly. Now let me sleep. And, clinging always to my hand, she closed her eyes.

The student came back soon afterwards with some comforts for which I had despatched him, and we sat by her until the evening fell, and far into the night. It was a relief to me to learn from the leech that she had been ailing for some time, and that in any case the end must have come soon. She suffered no pain and felt no fears, but meeting my eyes whenever she opened her own, or came out of the drowsiness which possessed her, thanked God, I think, and was content. As for me, I remember that room became, for the time, the world. Its stillness swallowed up all the tumults which filled the cities of France, and its one interest the coming and going of a feeble breath  eclipsed the ambitions and hopes of a lifetime.

Before it grew light Simon Fleix stole out to attend to the horses. When he returned he came to me and whispered in my ear that he had something to tell me; and my mother lying in a quiet sleep at the time, I disengaged my hand, and, rising softly, went with him to the hearth.

Instead of speaking, he held his fist before me and suddenly unclosed the fingers. Do you know it? he said, glancing at me abruptly.

I took what he held, and looking at it, nodded. It was a knot of velvet of a peculiar dark red colour, and had formed, as I knew the moment I set eyes on it, part of the fastening of mademoiselles mask. Where did you find it? I muttered, supposing that he had picked it up on the stairs.

Look at it! he answered impatiently. You have not looked.

I turned it over, and then saw something which had escaped me at first  that the wider part of the velvet was disfigured by a fantastic stitching, done very roughly and rudely with a thread of white silk. The stitches formed letters, the letters words. With a start I read, A MOI! and saw in a corner, in smaller stitches, the initials C. d. l. V.

I looked eagerly at the student. Where did you find this? I said.

I picked it up in the street, he answered quietly, not three hundred paces from here.

I thought a moment. In the gutter, or near the wall? I asked.

Near the wall, to be sure.

Under a window?

Precisely, he said. You may be easy; I am not a fool. I marked the place, M. de Marsac, and shall not forget it.

Even the sorrow and solicitude I felt on my mothers behalf  feelings which had seemed a minute before to secure me against all other cares or anxieties whatever  were not proof against this discovery. For I found myself placed in a strait so cruel I must suffer either way. On the one hand, I could not leave my mother; I were a heartless ingrate to do that. On the other, I could not, without grievous pain, stand still and inactive while Mademoiselle de la Vire, whom I had sworn to protect, and who was now suffering through my laches and mischance, appealed to me for help. For I could not doubt that this was what the bow of velvet meant; still less that it was intended for me, since few save myself would be likely to recognise it, and she would naturally expect me to make some attempt at pursuit.

And I could not think little of the sign. Remembering mademoiselles proud and fearless spirit, and the light in which she had always regarded me, I augured the worst from it. I felt assured that no imaginary danger and no emergency save the last would have induced her to stoop so low; and this consideration, taken with the fear I felt that she had fallen into the hands of Fresnoy, whom I believed to be the person who had robbed me of the gold coin, filled me with a horrible doubt which way my duty lay. I was pulled, as it were, both ways. I felt my honour engaged both to go and to stay, and while my hand went to my hilt, and my feet trembled to be gone, my eyes sought my mother, and my ears listened for her gentle breathing.

Perplexed and distracted, I looked at the student, and he at me. You saw the man who took her away, I muttered. Hitherto, in my absorption on my mothers account, I had put few questions, and let the matter pass as though it moved me little and concerned me less. What was he like? Was he a big, bloated man, Simon, with his head bandaged, or perhaps a wound on his face?

The gentleman who went away with mademoiselle, do you mean? he asked.

Yes, yes, gentleman if you like!

Not at all, the student answered. He was a tall young gallant, very gaily dressed, dark-haired, and with a rich complexion, I heard him tell her that he came from a friend of hers too high to be named in public or in Blois. He added that he brought a token from him; and when mademoiselle mentioned you  she had just entered madames room with her woman when he appeared

He had watched me out, of course.

Just so. Well, when she mentioned you, he swore you were an adventurer, and a beggarly impostor, and what not, and bade her say whether she thought it likely that her friend would have entrusted such a mission to such a man.

And then she went with him?

The student nodded.

Readily? Of her own free-will?

Certainly, he answered. It seemed so to me. She tried to prevent him speaking before your mother, but that was all.

On the impulse of the moment I took a step towards the door; recollecting my position, I turned back with a groan. Almost beside myself, and longing for any vent for my feelings, I caught the lad by the shoulder, where he stood on the hearth, and shook him to and fro.

Tell me, man, what am I to do? I said between my teeth. Speak! think! invent something!

But he shook his head.

I let him go with a muttered oath, and sat down on a stool by the bed and took my head between my hands. At that very moment, however, relief came  came from an unexpected quarter. The door opened and the leech entered. He was a skilful man, and, though much employed about the Court, a Huguenot  a fact which had emboldened Simon Fleix to apply to him through the landlord of the Bleeding Heart, the secret rendezvous of the Religion in Blois. When he had made his examination he was for leaving, being a grave and silent man, and full of business, but at the door I stopped him.

Well, sir? I said in a low tone, my hand on his cloak.

She has rallied, and may live three days, he answered quietly. Four, it may be, and as many more as God wills.

Pressing two crowns into his hand, I begged him to call daily, which he promised to do; and then he went. My mother was still dozing peacefully, and I turned to Simon Fleix, my doubts resolved and my mind made up.

Listen, I said, and answer me shortly. We cannot both leave; that is certain. Yet I must go, and at once, to the place where you found the velvet knot. Do you describe the spot exactly, so that I may find it, and make no mistake.

He nodded, and after a moments reflection answered,

You know the Rue St. Denys, M. de Marsac? Well, go down it, keeping the Bleeding Heart on your left. Take the second turning on the same side after passing the inn. The third house from the corner, on the left again, consists of a gateway leading to the Hospital of the Holy Cross. Above the gateway are two windows in the lower story, and above them two more. The knot lay below the first window you come to. Do you understand?

Perfectly, I said. It is something to be a clerk, Simon.

He looked at me thoughtfully, but added nothing; and I was busy tightening my sword-hilt, and disposing my cloak about the lower part of my face. When I had arranged this to my satisfaction, I took out and counted over the sum of thirty-five crowns, which I gave to him, impressing on him the necessity of staying beside my mother should I not return; for though I proposed to reconnoitre only, and learn if possible whether mademoiselle was still in Blois, the future was uncertain, and whereas I was known to my enemies, they were strangers to me.

Having enjoined this duty upon him, I bade my mother a silent farewell, and, leaving the room, went slowly down the stairs, the picture of her worn and patient face going with me, and seeming, I remember, to hallow the purpose I had in my mind.

The clocks were striking the hour before noon as I stepped from the doorway, and, standing a moment in the lane, looked this way and that for any sign of espionage. I could detect none, however. The lane was deserted; and feeling assured that any attempt to mislead my opponents, who probably knew Blois better than I did, must fail, I made none, but deliberately took my way towards the Bleeding Heart, in the Rue St. Denys. The streets presented the same appearance of gloomy suspense which I had noticed on the previous day. The same groups stood about in the same corners, the same suspicious glances met me in common with all other strangers who showed themselves; the same listless inaction characterised the townsfolk, the same anxious hurry those who came and went with news. I saw that even here, under the walls of the palace, the bonds of law and order were strained almost to bursting, and judged that if there ever was a time in France when right counted for little, and the strong hand for much, it was this. Such a state of things was not unfavourable to my present design, and caring little for suspicious looks, I went resolutely on my way.

I had no difficulty in finding the gateway of which Simon had spoken, or in identifying the window beneath which he had picked up the velvet knot. An alley opening almost opposite, I took advantage of this to examine the house at my leisure, and remarked at once, that whereas the lower window was guarded only by strong shutters, now open, that in the story above was heavily barred. Naturally I concentrated my attention on the latter. The house, an old building of stone, seemed sufficiently reputable, nor could I discern anything about it which would have aroused my distrust had the knot been found elsewhere. It bore the arms of a religious brotherhood, and had probably at one time formed the principal entrance to the hospital, which still stood behind it, but it had now come, as I judged, to be used as a dwelling of the better class. Whether the two floors were separately inhabited or not I failed to decide.

After watching it for some time without seeing anyone pass in or out, or anything occurring to enlighten me one way or the other, I resolved to venture in, the street being quiet and the house giving no sign of being strongly garrisoned. The entrance lay under the archway, through a door on the right side. I judged from what I saw that the porter was probably absent, busying himself with his gossips in matters of State.

And this proved to be the case, for when I had made the passage of the street with success, and slipped quietly in through the half-open door, I found only his staff and charcoal-pan there to represent him. A single look satisfied me on that point; forthwith, without hesitation, I turned to the stairs and began to mount, assured that if I would effect anything single-handed I must trust to audacity and surprise rather than to caution or forethought.

The staircase was poorly lighted by loopholes looking towards the rear, but it was clean and well-kept. Silence, broken only by the sound of my footsteps, prevailed throughout the house, and all seemed so regular and decent and orderly that the higher I rose the lower fell my hopes of success. Still, I held resolutely on until I reached the second floor and stood before a closed door. The moment had come to put all to the touch. I listened for a few seconds but hearing nothing, cautiously lifted the latch. Somewhat to my surprise the door yielded to my hand, and I entered.

A high settle stood inside, interrupting my view of the room, which seemed to be spacious and full of rich stuffs and furniture, but low in the roof, and somewhat dimly lighted by two windows rather wide than high. The warm glow of a fire shone on the woodwork of the ceiling, and as I softly closed the door a log on the hearth gave way, with a crackling of sparks, which pleasantly broke the luxurious silence. The next moment a low, sweet voice asked, Alphonse, is that you?

I walked round the settle and came face to face with a beautiful woman reclining on a couch. On hearing the door open she had raised herself on her elbow. Now, seeing a stranger before her, she sprang up with a low cry, and stood gazing at me, her face expressing both astonishment and anger. She was of middling height, her features regular though somewhat childlike, her complexion singularly fair. A profusion of golden hair hung in disorder about her neck, and matched the deep blue of her eyes, wherein it seemed to me, there lurked more spirit and fire than the general cast of her features led one to expect.

After a moments silence, during which she scanned me from head to foot with great haughtiness  and I her with curiosity and wonder  she spoke. Sir! she said slowly, to what am I to attribute this  visit?

For the moment I was so taken aback by her appearance and extraordinary beauty, as well as by the absence of any sign of those I sought, that I could not gather my thoughts to reply, but stood looking vaguely at her. I had expected, when I entered the room, something so different from this!

Well, sir? she said again, speaking sharply, and tapping her foot on the floor.

This visit, madame? I stammered.

Call it intrusion, sir, if you please! she cried imperiously. Only explain it, or begone.

I crave leave to do both, madame, I answered, collecting myself by an effort. I ascended these stairs and opened your door in error  that is the simple fact  hoping to find a friend of mine here. I was mistaken, it seems, and it only remains for me to withdraw, offering at the same time the humblest apologies, And as I spoke I bowed low and prepared to retire.

One moment, sir! she said quickly, and in an altered tone. You are, perhaps, a friend of M. de Bruhl  of my husband. In that case, if you desire to leave any message I will  I shall be glad to deliver it.

She looked so charming that, despite the tumult of my feelings, I could not but regard her with admiration. Alas! madame, I cannot plead that excuse, I answered. I regret that I have not the honour of his acquaintance.

She eyed me with some surprise. Yet still, sir, she answered, smiling a little, and toying with a gold brooch which clasped her habit, you must have had some ground, some reason, for supposing you would find a friend here?

True, madame, I answered, but I was mistaken.

I saw her colour suddenly. With a smile and a faint twinkle of the eye she said, It is not possible, sir, I suppose  you have not come here, I mean, out of any reason connected with a  a knot of velvet, for instance?

I started, and involuntarily advanced a step towards her. A knot of velvet! I exclaimed, with emotion. Mon Dieu! Then I was not mistaken! I have come to the right house, and you  you know something of this! Madame, I continued impulsively, that knot of velvet? Tell me what it means, I implore you!

She seemed alarmed by my violence, retreating a step or two, and looking at me haughtily, yet with a kind of shame-facedness. Believe me, it means nothing, she said hurriedly. I beg you to understand that, sir. It was a foolish jest.

A jest? I said. It fell from this window.

It was a jest, sir, she answered stubbornly. But I could see that, with all her pride, she was alarmed; her face was troubled, and there were tears in her eyes. And this rendered me under the circumstances only the more persistent.

I have the velvet here, madame, I said. You must tell me more about it.

She looked at me with a weightier impulse of anger than she had yet exhibited. I do not think you know to whom you are speaking, she said, breathing fast. Leave the room, sir, and at once! I have told you it was a jest. If you are a gentleman you will believe me, and go. And she pointed to the door.

But I held my ground, with an obstinate determination to pierce the mystery. I am a gentleman, madame, I said, and yet I must know more. Until I know more I cannot go.

Oh, this is insufferable! she cried, looking round as if for a way of escape; but I was between her and the only door. This is unbearable! The knot was never intended for you, sir. And what is more, if M. de Bruhl comes and finds you here, you will repent it bitterly.

I saw that she was at least as much concerned on her own account as on mine, and thought myself justified under the circumstances in taking advantage of her fears. I deliberately laid my cap on the table which stood beside me. I will go madame, I said, looking at her fixedly, when I know all that you know about this knot I hold, and not before. If you are unwilling to tell me, I must wait for M. de Bruhl, and ask him.

She cried out Insolent! and looked at me as if in her rage and dismay she would gladly have killed me; being, I could see, a passionate woman. But I held my ground, and after a moment she spoke. What do you want to know? she said, frowning darkly.

This knot  how did it come to lie in the street below your window? I want to know that first.

I dropped it, she answered sullenly.

Why? I said.

Because And then she stopped and looked at me, and then again looked down, her face crimson. Because, if you must know, she continued hurriedly, tracing a pattern on the table with her finger, I saw it bore the words A MOI. I have been married only two months, and I thought my husband might find it  and bring it to me. It was a silly fancy.

But where did you get it? I asked, and I stared at her in growing wonder and perplexity. For the more questions I put, the further, it seemed to me, I strayed from my object.

I picked it up in the Ruelle dArcy, she answered, tapping her foot on the floor resentfully. It was the silly thing put it into my head to  to do what I did. And now, have you any more questions, sir?

One only, I said, seeing it all clearly enough. Will you tell me, please, exactly where you found it?

I have told you. In the Ruelle dArcy, ten paces from the Rue de Valois. Now, sir, will you go?

One word, madame. Did

But she cried, Go, sir, go! go! so violently, that after making one more attempt to express my thanks, I thought it better to obey her. I had learned all she knew; I had solved the puzzle. But, solving it, I found myself no nearer to the end I had in view, no nearer to mademoiselle. I closed the door with a silent bow, and began to descend the stairs, my mind full of anxious doubts and calculations. The velvet knot was the only clue I possessed, but was I right; in placing any dependence on it? I knew now that, wherever it had originally lain, it had been removed once. If once, why not twice? why not three times?


CHAPTER IX. THE HOUSE IN THE RUELLE DARCY.

I had not gone down half a dozen steps before I heard a man enter the staircase from the street, and begin to ascend. It struck me at once that this might be M. de Bruhl; and I realised that I had not left madames apartment a moment too soon. The last thing I desired, having so much on my hands, was to embroil myself with a stranger, and accordingly I quickened my pace, hoping to meet him so near the foot of the stairs as to leave him in doubt whether I had been visiting the upper or lower part of the house. The staircase was dark, however, and being familiar with it, he had the advantage over me. He came leaping up two steps at a time, and turning the angle abruptly, surprised me before I was clear of the upper flight.

On seeing me, he stopped short and stared; thinking at first, I fancy, that he ought to recognise me. When he did not, he stood back a pace. Umph! he said. Have you been  have you any message for me, sir?

No, I said, I have not.

He frowned. I am M. de Bruhl, he said.

Indeed? I muttered, not knowing what else to say.

You have been

Up your stairs, sir? Yes. In error, I answered bluntly.

He gave a kind of grunt at that, and stood aside, incredulous and dissatisfied, yet uncertain how to proceed. I met his black looks with a steady countenance, and passed by him, becoming aware, however, as I went on down the stairs that he had turned and was looking after me. He was a tall, handsome man, dark, and somewhat ruddy of complexion, and was dressed in the extreme of Court fashion, in a suit of myrtle-green trimmed with sable. He carried also a cloak lined with the same on his arm. Beyond looking back when I reached the street, to see that he did not follow me, I thought no more of him. But we were to meet again, and often. Nay, had I then known all that was to be known I would have gone back and  But of that in another place.

The Rue de Valois, to which a tradesman, who was peering cautiously out of his shop, directed me, proved to be one of the main streets of the city, narrow and dirty, and darkened by overhanging eaves and signboards, but full of noise and bustle. One end of it opened on the PARVIS of the Cathedral; the other and quieter end appeared to abut on the west gate of the town. Feeling the importance of avoiding notice in the neighbourhood of the house I sought, I strolled into the open space in front of the Cathedral, and accosting two men who stood talking there, learned that the Ruelle dArcy was the third lane on the right of the Rue de Valois, and some little distance along it. Armed with this information I left them, and with my head bent down, and my cloak drawn about the lower part of my face, as if I felt the east wind, I proceeded down the street until I reached the opening of the lane. Without looking up I turned briskly into it.

When I had gone ten paces past the turning, however, I stopped and, gazing about me, began to take in my surroundings as fast as I could. The lane, which seemed little frequented, was eight or nine feet wide, unpaved, and full of ruts. The high blank wall of a garden rose on one side of it, on the other the still higher wall of a house; and both were completely devoid of windows, a feature which I recognised with the utmost dismay. For it completely upset all my calculations. In vain I measured with my eye the ten paces I had come; in vain I looked up, looked this way and that. I was nonplussed. No window opened on the lane at that point, nor, indeed, throughout its length. For it was bounded to the end, as far as I could see, by dead-walls as of gardens.

Recognising, with a sinking heart, what this meant, I saw in a moment that all the hopes I had raised on Simon Fleixs discovery were baseless. Mademoiselle had dropped the velvet bow, no doubt, but not from a window. It was still a clue, but one so slight and vague as to be virtually useless, proving only that she was in trouble and in need of help; perhaps that she had passed through this lane on her way from one place of confinement to another.

Thoroughly baffled and dispirited, I leant for awhile against the wall, brooding over the ill-luck which seemed to attend me in this, as in so many previous adventures. Nor was the low voice of conscience, suggesting that such failures arose from mismanagement rather than from ill-luck, slow to make itself heard. I reflected that if I had not allowed myself to be robbed of the gold token, mademoiselle would have trusted me; that if I had not brought her to so poor an abode as my mothers, she would not have been cajoled into following a stranger; finally, that if I had remained with her, and sent Simon to attend to the horses in my place, no stranger would have gained access to her.

But it has never been my way to accept defeat at the first offer, and though I felt these self-reproaches to be well deserved, a moments reflection persuaded me that in the singular and especial providence which had brought the velvet knot safe to my hands I ought to find encouragement. Had Madame de Bruhl not picked it up it would have continued to lie in this by-path, through which neither I nor Simon Fleix would have been likely to pass. Again, had madame not dropped it in her turn, we should have sought in vain for any, even the slightest, clue to Mademoiselle de la Vires fate or position.

Cheered afresh by this thought, I determined to walk to the end of the lane; and forthwith did so, looking sharply about me as I went, but meeting no one. The bare upper branches of a tree rose here and there above the walls, which were pierced at intervals by low, strong doors. These doors I carefully examined, but without making any discovery; all were securely fastened, and many seemed to have been rarely opened. Emerging at last and without result on the inner side of the city ramparts, I turned, and moodily retraced my steps through the lane, proceeding more slowly as I drew near to the Rue de Valois. This time, being a little farther from the street, I made a discovery.

The corner house, which had its front on the Rue Valois, presented, as I have said, a dead, windowless wall to the lane; but from my present standpoint I could see the upper part of the back of this house  that part of the back, I mean, which rose above the lower garden-wall that abutted on it  and in this there were several windows. The whole of two and a part of a third were within the range of my eyes; and suddenly in one of these I discovered something which made my heart beat high with hope and expectation. The window in question was heavily grated; that which I saw was tied to one of the bars. It was a small knot of some white stuff  linen apparently  and it seemed a trifle to the eye; but it was looped, as far as I could see from a distance, after the same fashion as the scrap of velvet I had in my pouch.

The conclusion was obvious, at the same time that it inspired me with the liveliest admiration of mademoiselles wit and resources. She was confined in that room; the odds were that she was behind those bars. A bow dropped thence would fall, the wind being favourable, into the lane, not ten, but twenty paces from the street. I ought to have been prepared for a slight inaccuracy in a womans estimate of distance.

It may be imagined with what eagerness I now scanned the house, with what minuteness I sought for a weak place. The longer I looked, however, the less comfort I derived from my inspection. I saw before me a gloomy stronghold of brick, four-square, and built in the old Italian manner, with battlements at the top, and a small machicolation, little more than a string-course, above each story; this serving at once to lessen the monotony of the dead-walls, and to add to the frowning weight of the upper part. The windows were few and small, and the house looked damp and mouldy; lichens clotted the bricks, and moss filled the string-courses. A low door opening from the lane into the garden naturally attracted my attention; but it proved to be of abnormal strength, and bolted both at the top and bottom.

Assured that nothing could be done on that side, and being unwilling to remain longer in the neighbourhood, lest I should attract attention, I returned to the street, and twice walked past the front of the house, seeing all I could with as little appearance of seeing anything as I could compass. The front retreated somewhat from the line of the street, and was flanked on the farther side by stables. Only one chimney smoked, and that sparely. Three steps led up to imposing double doors, which stood half open, and afforded a glimpse of a spacious hall and a state staircase. Two men, apparently servants, lounged on the steps, eating chestnuts, and jesting with one another; and above the door were three shields blazoned in colours. I saw with satisfaction, as I passed the second time, that the middle coat was that of Turenne impaling one which I could not read  which thoroughly satisfied me that the bow of velvet had not lied; so that, without more ado, I turned homewards, formulating my plans as I went.

I found all as I had left it; and my mother still lying in a half-conscious state, I was spared the pain of making excuses for past absence, or explaining that which I designed. I communicated the plan I had formed to Simon Fleix, who saw no difficulty in procuring a respectable person to stay with Madame de Bonne. But for some time he would come no farther into the business. He listened, his mouth open and his eyes glittering, to my plan until I came to his share in it; and then he fell into a violent fit of trembling.

You want me to fight, monsieur, he cried reproachfully, shaking all over like one in the palsy. You said so the other night. You want to get me killed! Thats it.

Nonsense! I answered sharply. I want you to hold the horses!

He looked at me wildly, with a kind of resentment in his face, and yet as if he were fascinated.

You will drag me into it! he persisted. You will!

I wont, I said.

You will! You will! And the end I know. I shall have no chance. I am a clerk, and not bred to fighting. You want to be the death of me! he cried excitedly.

I dont want you to fight, I answered with some contempt. I would rather that you kept out of it for my mothers sake. I only want you to stay in the lane and hold the horses. You will run little more risk than you do sitting by the hearth here.

And in the end I persuaded him to do what I wished; though still, whenever he thought of what was in front of him, he fell a-trembling again, and many times during the afternoon got up and walked to and fro between the window and the hearth, his face working and his hands clenched like those of a man in a fever. I put this down at first to sheer chicken-heartedness, and thought it augured ill for my enterprise; but presently remarking that he made no attempt to draw back, and that though the sweat stood on his brow he set about such preparations as were necessary  remembering also how long and kindly, and without pay or guerdon, he had served my mother, I began to see that here was something phenomenal; a man strange and beyond the ordinary, of whom it was impossible to predicate what he would do when he came to be tried.

For myself, I passed the afternoon in a state almost of apathy. I thought it my duty to make this attempt to free mademoiselle, and to make it at once, since it was impossible to say what harm might come of delay, were she in such hands as Fresnoys; but I had so little hope of success that I regarded the enterprise as desperate. The certain loss of my mother, however, and the low ebb of my fortunes, with the ever-present sense of failure, contributed to render me indifferent to risks; and even when we were on our way, through by-streets known to Simon, to the farther end of the Ruelle dArcy, and the red and frosty sunset shone in our faces, and gilded for a moment the dull eaves and grey towers above us, I felt no softening. Whatever the end, there was but one in the world whom I should regret, or who would regret me; and she hung, herself, on the verge of eternity.

So that I was able to give Simon Fleix his last directions with as much coolness as I ever felt in my life. I stationed him with the three horses in the lane  which seemed as quiet and little frequented as in the morning  near the end of it, and about a hundred paces or more from the house.

Turn their heads towards the ramparts, I said, wheeling them round myself, and then they will be ready to start. They are all quiet enough. You can let the Cid loose. And now listen to me, Simon, I continued. Wait here until you see me return, or until you see you are going to be attacked. In the first case, stay for me, of course; in the second, save yourself as you please. Lastly, if neither event occurs before half-past five  you will hear the convent-bell yonder ring at the half-hour  begone, and take the horses; they are yours, And one word more, I added hurriedly. If you can only get away with one horse, Simon, take the Cid. It is worth more than most men, and will not fail you at a pinch.

As I turned away, I gave him one look to see if he understood. It was not without hesitation that after that look I left him. The lads face was flushed, he was breathing hard, his eyes seemed to be almost starting from his head. He sat his horse shaking in every limb, and had all the air of a man in a fit. I expected him to call me back; but he did not, and reflecting that I must trust him, or give up the attempt, I went up the lane with my sword under my arm, and my cloak loose on my shoulders. I met a man driving a donkey laden with faggots. I saw no one else. It was already dusk between the walls, though light enough in the open country; but that was in my favour, my only regret; being that as the town gates closed shortly after half-past five, I could not defer my attempt until a still later hour.

Pausing in the shadow of the house while a man might count ten, I impressed on my memory the position of the particular window which bore the knot; then I passed quickly into the street, which was still full of movement, and for a second, feeling myself safe from observation in the crowd, I stood looking at the front of the house. The door was shut. My heart sank when I saw this, for I had looked to find it still open.

The feeling, however, that I could not wait, though time might present more than one opportunity, spurred me on. What I could do I must do now, at once. The sense that this was so being heavy upon me, I saw nothing for it but to use the knocker and gain admission, by fraud if I could, and if not, by force. Accordingly I stepped briskly across the kennel, and made for the entrance.

When I was within two paces of the steps, however, someone abruptly threw the door open and stepped out. The man did not notice me, and I stood quickly aside, hoping that at the last minute my chance had come. Two men, who had apparently attended this first person downstairs, stood respectfully behind him, holding lights. He paused a moment on the steps to adjust his cloak, and with more than a little surprise I recognised my acquaintance of the morning, M. de Bruhl.

I had scarcely time to identify him before he walked down the steps swinging his cane, brushed carelessly past me, and was gone. The two men looked after him awhile, shading their lights from the wind, and one saying something, the other laughed coarsely. The next moment they threw the door to and went, as I saw by the passage of their light, into the room on the left of the hall.

Now was my time. I could have hoped for, prayed for, expected no better fortune than this. The door had rebounded slightly from the jamb, and stood open an inch or more. In a second I pushed it from me gently, slid into the hall, and closed it behind me.

The door of the room on the left was wide open, and the light which shone through the doorway  otherwise the hall was dark  as well as the voices of the two men I had seen, warned me to be careful. I stood, scarcely daring to breathe, and looked about me. There was no matting on the floor, no fire on the hearth. The hall felt cold, damp, and uninhabited. The state staircase rose in front of me, and presently bifurcating, formed a gallery round the place. I looked up, and up, and far above me, in the dim heights of the second floor, I espied a faint light  perhaps, the reflection of a light.

A movement in the room on my left warned me that I had no time to lose, if I meant to act. At any minute one of the men might come out and discover me. With the utmost care I started on my journey. I stole across the stone floor of the hall easily and quietly enough, but I found the real difficulty begin when I came to the stairs. They were of wood, and creaked and groaned under me to such an extent that, with each step I trod, I expected the men to take the alarm. Fortunately all went well until I passed the first corner  I chose, of course, the left-hand flight  then a board jumped under my foot with a crack which sounded in the empty hall, and to my excited ears, as loud as a pistol-shot. I was in two minds whether I should not on the instant make a rush for it, but happily I stood still. One of the men came out and listened, and I heard the other ask, with an oath, what it was. I leant against the wall, holding my breath.

Only that wench in one of her tantrums! the man who had come out answered, applying an epithet to her which I will not set down, but which I carried to his account in the event of our coming face to face presently. She is quiet now. She may hammer and hammer, but

The rest I lost, as he passed through the doorway and went back to his place by the fire. But in one way his words were of advantage to me. I concluded that I need not be so very cautious now, seeing that they would set down anything they heard to the same cause; and I sped on more quickly, I had just gained the second floor landing when a loud noise below  the opening of the street door and the heavy tread of feet in the hall  brought me to a temporary standstill. I looked cautiously over the balustrade, and saw two men go across to the room on the left. One of them spoke as he entered, chiding the other knaves, I fancied, for leaving the door unbarred; and the tone, though not the words, echoing sullenly up the staircase, struck a familiar chord in my memory. The voice was Fresnoys!


CHAPTER X. THE FIGHT ON THE STAIRS.

The certainty, which this sound gave me, that I was in the right house, and that it held also the villain to whom I owed all my misfortunes  for who but Fresnoy could have furnished the broken coin which had deceived mademoiselle?  had a singularly inspiriting effect upon me. I felt every muscle in my body grow on the instant; hard as steel, my eyes more keen, my ears sharper  all my senses more apt and vigorous. I stole off like a cat from the balustrade, over which I had been looking, and without a seconds delay began the search for mademoiselles room; reflecting that though the garrison now amounted to four, I had no need to despair. If I could release the prisoners without noise  which would be easy were the key in the lock  we might hope to pass through the hall by a tour de force of one kind or another. And a church-clock at this moment striking Five, and reminding me that we had only half an hour in which to do all and reach the horses, I was the more inclined to risk something.

The light which I had seen from below hung in a flat-bottomed lantern just beyond the head of the stairs, and outside the entrance to one of two passages which appeared to lead to the back part of the house. Suspecting that M. de Bruhls business had lain with mademoiselle, I guessed that the light had been placed for his convenience. With this clue and the position of the window to guide me, I fixed on a door on the right of this passage, and scarcely four paces from the head of the stairs. Before I made any sign, however, I knelt down and ascertained that there was a light in the room, and also that the key was not in the lock.

So far satisfied, I scratched on the door with my finger-nails, at first softly, then with greater force, and presently I heard someone in the room rise. I felt sure that the person whoever it was had taken the alarm and was listening, and putting my lips to the keyhole I whispered mademoiselles name.

A footstep crossed the room sharply, and I heard muttering just within the door. I thought I detected two voices. But I was impatient, and, getting no answer, whispered in the same manner as before, Mademoiselle de la Vire, are you there?

Still no answer. The muttering, too, had stopped, and all was still  in the room, and in the silent house. I tried again. It is I, Gaston de Marsac, I said. Do you hear? I am come to release you. I spoke as loudly as I dared, but most of the sound seemed to come back on me and wander in suspicious murmurings down the staircase.

This time, however, an exclamation of surprise rewarded me, and a voice, which I recognised at once as mademoiselles, answered softly:

What is it? Who is there?

Gaston de Marsac, I answered. Do you need my help?

The very brevity of her reply; the joyful sob which accompanied it, and which I detected even through the door; the wild cry of thankfulness  almost an oath  of her companion  all these assured me at once that I was welcome  welcome as I had never been before  and, so assuring me, braced me to the height of any occasion which might befall.

Can you open the door? I muttered. All the time I was on my knees, my attention divided between the inside of the room and the stray sounds which now and then came up to me from the hall below. Have you the key?

No; we are locked in, mademoiselle answered.

I expected this. If the door is bolted inside, I whispered, unfasten it, if you please!

They answered that it was not, so bidding them stand back a little from it, I rose and set my shoulder against it. I hoped to be able to burst it in with only one crash, which by itself, a single sound, might not alarm the men downstairs. But my weight made no impression upon the lock, and the opposite wall being too far distant to allow me to get any purchase for my feet, I presently desisted. The closeness of the door to the jambs warned me that an attempt to prise it open would be equally futile; and for a moment I stood gazing in perplexity at the solid planks, which bid fair to baffle me to the end.

The position was, indeed, one of great difficulty, nor can I now think of any way out of it better or other than that which I adopted. Against the wall near the head of the stairs I had noticed, as I came up, a stout wooden stool. I stole out and fetched this, and setting it against the opposite wall, endeavoured in this way to get sufficient purchase for my feet. The lock still held; but, as I threw my whole weight on the door, the panel against which I leaned gave way and broke inwards with a loud, crashing sound, which echoed through the empty house, and might almost have been beard in the street outside.

It reached the ears, at any rate, of the men sitting below, and I heard them troop noisily out and stand in the hall, now talking loudly, and now listening. A minute of breathless suspense followed  it seemed a long minute; and then, to my relief, they tramped back again, and I was free to return to my task. Another thrust, directed a little lower, would, I hoped, do the business; but to make this the more certain I knelt down and secured the stool firmly against the wall. As I rose after settling it, something else, without sound or warning, rose also, taking me completely by surprise  a mans head above the top stair, which, as it happened, faced me. His eyes met mine, and I knew I was discovered.

He turned and bundled downstairs again with a scared face, going so quickly that I could not have caught him if I would, or had had the wit to try. Of silence there was so longer need. In a few seconds the alarm would be raised. I had small time for thought. Laying myself bodily against the door, I heaved and pressed with all my strength; but whether I was careless in my haste, or the cause was other, the lock did not give. Instead the stool slipped, and I fell with a crash on the floor at the very moment the alarm reached the men below.

I remember that the crash of my unlucky fall seemed to release all the prisoned noises of the house. A faint scream within the room was but a prelude, lost the next moment in the roar of dismay, the clatter of weapons, and volley of oaths and cries and curses which, rolling up from below, echoed hollowly about me, as the startled knaves rushed to their weapons, and charged across the flags and up the staircase. I had space for one desperate effort. Picking myself up, I seized the stool by two of its legs and dashed it twice against the door, driving in the panel I had before splintered. But that was all. The lock held, and I had no time for a third blow. The men were already halfway up the stairs. In a breath almost they would be upon me. I flung down the useless stool and snatched up my sword, which lay unsheathed beside me. So far the matter had gone against us, but it was time for a change of weapons now, and the end was not yet. I sprang to the head of the stairs and stood there, my arm by my side and my point resting on the floor, in such an attitude of preparedness as I could compass at the moment.

For I had not been in the house all this time, as may well be supposed, without deciding what I would do in case of surprise, and exactly where I could best stand on the defensive. The flat bottom of the lamp which hung outside the passage threw a deep shadow on the spot immediately below it, while the light fell brightly on the steps beyond. Standing in the shadow I could reach the edge of the stairs with my point, and swing the blade freely, without fear of the balustrade; and here I posted myself with a certain grim satisfaction as Fresnoy, with his three comrades behind him, came bounding up the last flight.

They were four to one, but I laughed to see how, not abruptly, but shamefacedly and by degrees, they came to a stand halfway up the flight, and looked at me, measuring the steps and the advantage which the light shining in their eyes gave me. Fresnoys ugly face was rendered uglier by a great strip of plaister which marked the place where the hilt of my sword had struck him in our last encounter at Chize; and this and the hatred he bore to me gave a peculiar malevolence to his look. The deaf man Matthew, whose savage stolidity had more than once excited my anger on our journey, came next to him, the two strangers whom I had seen in the hall bringing up the rear. Of the four, these last seemed the most anxious to come to blows, and had Fresnoy not barred the way with his hand we should have crossed swords without parley.

Halt, will you! he cried, with an oath, thrusting one of them back. And then to me he said, So, so, my friend! It is you, is it?

I looked at him in silence, with a scorn which knew no bounds, and did not so much as honour him by raising my sword, though I watched him heedfully.

What are you doing here? he continued, with an attempt at bluster.

Still I would not answer him, or move, but stood looking down at him. After a moment of this, he grew restive, his temper being churlish and impatient at the best. Besides, I think he retained just so much of a gentlemans feelings as enabled him to understand my contempt and smart under it. He moved a step upward, his brow dark with passion.

You beggarly son of a scarecrow! he broke out on a sudden, adding a string of foul imprecations, will you speak, or are you going to wait to be spitted where you stand? If we once begin, my bantam, we shall not stop until we have done your business! If you have anything to say, say it, and But I omit the rest of his speech, which was foul beyond the ordinary.

Still I did not move or speak, but looked at him unwavering, though it pained me to think the women heard. He made a last attempt. Come, old friend, he said, swallowing his anger again, or pretending to do so, and speaking with a vile bonhomie which I knew to be treacherous, if we come to blows we shall give you no quarter. But one chance you shall have, for the sake of old days when we followed Conde. Go! Take the chance, and go. We will let you pass, and that broken door shall be the worst of it. That is more, he added with a curse, than I would do for any other man in your place, M. de Marsac.

A sudden movement and a low exclamation in the room behind me showed that his words were heard there; and these sounds being followed immediately by a noise as of riving wood, mingled with the quick breathing of someone hard at work, I judged that the women were striving with the door  enlarging the opening it might be. I dared not look round, however, to see what progress they made, nor did I answer Fresnoy, save by the same silent contempt, but stood watching the men before me with the eye of a fencer about to engage. And I know nothing more keen, more vigilant, more steadfast than that.

It was well I did, for without signal or warning the group wavered a moment, as though retreating, and the next instant precipitated itself upon me. Fortunately, only two could engage me at once, and Fresnoy, I noticed, was not of the two who dashed forward up the steps. One of the strangers forced himself to the front, and, taking the lead, pressed me briskly, Matthew seconding him in appearance, while really watching for an opportunity of running in and stabbing me at close quarters, a manoeuvre I was not slow to detect.

That first bout lasted half a minute only. A fierce exultant joy ran through me as the steel rang and grated, and I found that I had not mistaken the strength of wrist or position. The men were mine. They hampered one another on the stairs, and fought in fetters, being unable to advance or retreat, to lunge with freedom, or give back without fear. I apprehended greater danger from Matthew than from my actual opponent, and presently, watching my opportunity, disarmed the latter by a strong parade, and sweeping Matthews sword aside by the same movement, slashed him across the forehead; then, drawing back a step, gave my first opponent the point. He fell in a heap on the floor, as good as dead, and Matthew, dropping his sword, staggered backwards and downwards into Fresnoys arms.

Bonne Foi! France et Bonne Foi! It seemed to me that I bad not spoken, that I had plied steel in grimmest silence; and yet the cry still rang and echoed in the roof as I lowered my point, and stood looking grimly down at them. Fresnoys face was disfigured with rage and chagrin. They were now but two to one, for Matthew, though his wound was slight, was disabled by the blood which ran down into his eyes and blinded him. France et Bonne Foi!

Bonne Foi and good sword! cried a voice behind me. And looking swiftly round, I saw mademoiselles face thrust through the hole in the door. Her eyes sparkled with a fierce light, her lips were red beyond the ordinary, and her hair, loosened and thrown into disorder by her exertions, fell in thick masses about her white cheeks, and gave her the aspect of a war-witch, such as they tell of in my country of Brittany. Good sword! she cried again, and clapped her hands.

But better board, mademoiselle! I answered gaily. Like most of the men of my province, I am commonly melancholic, but I have the habit of growing witty at such times as these. Now, M. Fresnoy, I continued, I am waiting your convenience. Must I put on my cloak to keep myself warm?

He answered by a curse, and stood looking at me irresolutely. If you will come down, he said.

Send your man away and I will come, I answered briskly. There is space on the landing, and a moderate light. But I must be quick. Mademoiselle and I are due elsewhere, and we are late already.

Still he hesitated. Still he looked at the man lying at his feet  who had stretched himself out and passed, quietly enough, a minute before  and stood dubious, the most pitiable picture of cowardice and malice  he being ordinarily a stout man  I ever saw. I called him poltroon and white-feather, and was considering whether I had not better go down to him, seeing that our time must be up, and Simon would be quitting his post, when a cry behind me caused me to turn, and I saw that mademoiselle was no longer looking through the opening in the door.

Alarmed on her behalf, as I reflected that there might be other doors to the room, and the men have other accomplices in the house, I sprang to the door to see, but had basely time to send a single glance round-the interior  which showed me only that the room was still occupied  before Fresnoy, taking advantage of my movement and of my back being turned, dashed up the stairs, with his comrade at his heels, and succeeded in pinning me into the narrow passage where I stood.

I had scarcely time, indeed, to turn and put myself on guard before he thrust at me. Nor was that all. The superiority in position no longer lay with me. I found myself fighting between walls close to the opening in the door, through which the light fell athwart my eyes, baffling and perplexing me. Fresnoy was not slow to see the aid this gave him, and pressed me hard and desperately; so that we played for a full minute at close quarters, thrusting and parrying, neither of us having room to use the edge, or time to utter word or prayer.

At this game we were so evenly matched that for a time the end was hard to tell. Presently, however, there came a change. My opponents habit of wild living suited ill with a prolonged bout, and as his strength and breath failed and he began to give ground I discerned I had only to wear him out to have him at my mercy. He felt this himself, and even by that light I saw the sweat spring in great drops to his forehead, saw the terror grow in his eyes. Already I was counting him a dead man and the victory mine, when something hashed behind his blade, and his comrades poniard, whizzing past his shoulder, struck me fairly on the chin, staggering me and hurling me back dizzy and half-stunned, uncertain what had happened to me.

Sped an inch lower it, would have done its work and finished mine. Even as it was, my hand going up as I reeled back gave Fresnoy an opening, of which he was not slow to avail himself. He sprang forward, lunging at me furiously, and would have run me through there and then, and ended the matter, bad not his foot, as he advanced, caught in the stool, which still lay against the wall. He stumbled, his point missed my hip by a hairs breadth, and he himself fell all his length on the floor, his rapier breaking off short at the hilt.

His one remaining backer stayed to cast a look at him, and that was all. The man fled, and I chased him as far as the head of the stairs; where I left him, assured by the speed and agility he displayed in clearing flight after flight that I had nothing to fear from him. Fresnoy lay, apparently stunned, and completely at my mercy. I stood an instant looking down at him, in two minds whether I should not run him through. But the memory of old days, when he had played his part in more honourable fashion and shown a coarse good-fellowship in the field, held my hand; and flinging a curse at him, I turned in anxious haste to the door, the centre of all this bloodshed and commotion. The light still shone through the breach in the panel, but for some minutes  since Fresnoys rush up the stairs, indeed  I had heard no sound from this quarter. Now, looking in with apprehensions which grew with the continuing silence, I learned the reason. The room was empty!

Such a disappointment in the moment of triumph was hard to bear. I saw myself, after all done and won, on the point of being again outwitted, distanced, it might be fooled. In frantic haste and excitement I snatched up the stool beside me, and, dashing it twice against the lock, forced it at last to yield. The door swung open, and I rushed into the room, which, abandoned by those who had so lately occupied it, presented nothing to detain me. I cast a single glance round, saw that it was squalid, low-roofed, unfurnished, a mere prison; then swiftly crossing the floor, I made for a door at the farther end, which my eye had marked from the first. A candle stood flaring and guttering on a stool, and as I passed I took it up.

Somewhat to my surprise the door yielded to my touch. In trembling haste  for what might not befall the women while I fumbled with doors or wandered in passages?  I flung it wide, and passing through it, found myself at the head of a narrow, mean staircase, leading, doubtless, to the servants offices. At this, and seeing no hindrance before me, I took heart of grace, reflecting that mademoiselle might have escaped from the house this way. Though it would now be too late to quit the city, I might still overtake her, and all end well. Accordingly I hurried down the stairs, shading my candle as I went from a cold draught of air which met me, and grew stronger as I descended; until reaching the bottom at last, I came abruptly upon an open door, and an old, wrinkled, shrivelled woman.

The hag screamed at sight of me, and crouched down on the floor; and doubtless, with my drawn sword, and the blood dripping from my chin and staining all the front of my doublet, I looked fierce and uncanny enough. But I felt it was no time for sensibility  I was panting to be away  and I demanded of her sternly where they were. She seemed to have lost her voice  through fear, perhaps  and for answer only stared at me stupidly; but on my handling my weapon with some readiness she so far recovered her senses as to utter two loud screams, one after the other, and point to the door beside her. I doubted her; and yet I thought in her terror she must be telling the truth, the more as I saw no other door. In any case I must risk it, so, setting the candle down on the step beside her, I passed out.

For a moment the darkness was so intense that I felt my way with my sword before me, in absolute ignorance where I was or on what my foot might next rest. I was at the mercy of anyone who chanced to be lying in wait for me; and I shivered as the cold damp wind struck my cheek and stirred my hair. But by-and-by, when I had taken two or three steps, my eyes grew accustomed to the gloom, and I made, out the naked boughs of trees between myself and the sky, and guessed that I was in a garden. My left hand, touching a shrub, confirmed me in this belief, and in another moment I distinguished something like the outline of a path stretching away before me. Following it rapidly  as rapidly as I dared  I came to a corner, as it seemed to me, turned it blindly, and stopped short, peeping into a curtain of solid blackness which barred my path, and overhead mingled confusedly with the dark shapes of trees. But this, too, after a brief hesitation, I made out to be a wall. Advancing to it with outstretched hands, I felt the woodwork of a door, and, groping about, lit presently on a loop of cord. I pulled at this, the door yielded, and I went out.

I found myself in a narrow, dark lane, and looking up and down discovered, what I might have guessed before, that it, was the Ruelle dArcy. But mademoiselle? Fanchette? Simon? Where were they? No one was to be seen, Tormented by doubts, I lifted up my voice and called on them in turn; first on mademoiselle, then on Simon Fleix. In vain; I got no answer. High up above me I saw, as I stood back a little, lights moving in the house I had left; and the suspicion that, after all, the enemy had foiled me grew upon me. Somehow they had decoyed mademoiselle to another part of the house, and then the old woman had misled me!

I turned fiercely to the door, which I had left ajar, resolved to re-enter by the way I had come, and have an explanation whether or no. To my surprise  for I had not moved six paces from the door nor heard the slightest sound  I found it not; only closed but bolted  bolted both at top and bottom, as I discovered on trying it.

I fell on that to kicking it furiously, desperately; partly in a tempest of rage and chagrin, partly in the hope that I might frighten the old woman, if it was she who had closed it, into opening it again. In vain, of course; and presently I saw this and desisted, and, still in a whirl of haste and excitement, set off running towards the place where I had left Simon Fleix and the horses. It was fully six oclock as I judged; but some faint hope that I might find him there with mademoiselle and her woman still lingered in my mind. I reached the end of the lane, I ran to the very foot; of the ramparts, I looked right and left. In vain. The place was dark, silent, deserted.

I called Simon! Simon! Simon Fleix! but my only answer was the soughing of the wind in the eaves, and the slow tones of the convent-bell striking Six.


CHAPTER XI. THE MAN AT THE DOOR.

There are some things, not shameful in themselves, which it shames one to remember, and among these I count the succeeding hurry and perturbation of that night: the vain search, without hope or clue, to which passion impelled me, and the stubborn persistence with which I rushed frantically from place to place long after the soberness of reason would have had me desist. There was not, it seems to me, looking back now, one street or alley, lane or court, in Blois which I did not visit again and again in my frantic wanderings; not a beggar skulking on foot that night whom I did not hunt down and question; not a wretched woman sleeping in arch or doorway whom I did not see and scrutinise. I returned to my mothers lodging again and again, always fruitlessly. I rushed to the stables and rushed away again, or stood and listened in the dark, empty stalls, wondering what had happened, and torturing myself with suggestions of this or that. And everywhere, not only at the North-gate, where I interrogated the porters and found that no party resembling that which I sought had passed out, but on the PARVIS of the Cathedral, where a guard was drawn up, and in the common streets, where I burst in on one group and another with my queries, I ran the risk of suspicion and arrest, and all that might follow thereon.

It was strange indeed that I escaped arrest. The wound in my chin still bled at intervals, staining my doublet; and as I was without my cloak, which I had left in the house in the Rue Valois, I had nothing to cover my disordered dress. I was keenly, fiercely anxious. Stray passers meeting me in the glare of a torch, or seeing me hurry by the great braziers which burned where four streets met, looked askance at me and gave me the wall; while men in authority cried to me to stay and answer their questions. I ran from the one and the other with the same savage impatience, disregarding everything in the feverish anxiety which spurred me on and impelled me to a hundred imprudences, such as at my age I should have blushed to commit. Much of this feeling was due, no doubt, to the glimpse I had had of mademoiselle, and the fiery words she had spoken; more, I fancy, to chagrin and anger at the manner in which the cup of success had been dashed at the last moment from my lips.

For four hours I wandered through the streets, now hot with purpose, now seeking aimlessly. It was ten oclock when at length I gave up the search, and, worn out both in body and mind, climbed the stairs at my mothers lodgings and entered her room. An old woman sat by the fire, crooning softly to herself, while she stirred something in a black pot. My mother lay in the same heavy, deep sleep in which I had left her. I sat down opposite the nurse (who cried out at my appearance) and asked her dully for some food. When I had eaten it, sitting in a kind of stupor the while, the result partly of my late exertions, and partly of the silence which prevailed round me, I bade the woman call me if any change took place; and then going heavily across to the garret Simon had occupied, I lay down on his pallet, and fell into a sound, dreamless sleep.

The next day and the next night I spent beside my mother, watching the life ebb fast away, and thinking with grave sorrow of her past and my future. It pained me beyond measure to see her die thus, in a garret, without proper attendance or any but bare comforts; the existence which had once been bright and prosperous ending in penury and gloom, such as my mothers love and hope and self-sacrifice little deserved. Her state grieved me sharply on my own account too, seeing that I had formed none of those familiar relations which men of my age have commonly formed, and which console them for the loss of parents and forbears; Nature so ordering it, as I have taken note, that men look forward rather than backward, and find in the ties they form with the future full compensation for the parting strands behind them. I was alone, poverty-stricken, and in middle life, seeing nothing before me except danger and hardship, and these unrelieved by hope or affection. This last adventure, too, despite all my efforts, had sunk me deeper in the mire; by increasing my enemies and alienating from me some to whom I might have turned at the worst. In one other respect also it had added to my troubles not a little; for the image of mademoiselle wandering alone and unguarded through the streets, or vainly calling on me for help, persisted in thrusting itself on my imagination when I least wanted it, and came even between my mothers patient face and me.

I was sitting beside Madame de Bonne a little after sunset on the second day, the woman who attended her being absent on an errand, when I remarked that the lamp, which had been recently lit, and stood on a stool in the middle of the room, was burning low and needed snuffing. I went to it softly, and while stooping over it, trying to improve the light, heard a slow, heavy step ascending the stairs. The house was quiet, and the sound attracted my full attention. I raised myself and stood listening, hoping that this might be the doctor, who had not been that day.

The footsteps passed the landing below, but at the first stair of the next flight the person, whoever it was, stumbled, and made a considerable noise. At that, or it might be a moment later, the step still ascending, I heard a sudden rustling behind me, and, turning quickly with a start, saw my mother sitting up in bed. Her eyes were open, and she seemed fully conscious; which she had not been for days, nor indeed since the last conversation I have recorded. But her face, though it was now sensible, was pinched and white, and so drawn with mortal fear that I believed her dying, and sprang to her, unable to construe otherwise the pitiful look in her straining eyes.

Madame, I said, hastily passing my arm round her, and speaking with as much encouragement as I could infuse into my voice, take comfort. I am here. Your son.

Hush! she muttered in answer, laying her feeble hand on my wrist and continuing to look, not at me, but at the door. Listen, Gaston! Dont you hear? There it is again. Again!

For a moment I thought her mind still wandered, and I shivered, having no fondness for hearing such things. Then I saw she was listening intently to the sound which had attracted my notice. The step had reached the landing by this time. The visitor, whoever it was, paused there a moment, being in darkness, and uncertain, perhaps, of the position of the door; but in a little while I heard him move forward again, my mothers fragile form, clasped as it was in my embrace, quivering with each step he took, as though his weight stirred the house. He tapped at the door.

I had thought, while I listened and wondered, of more than one whom this might be: the leech, Simon Fleix, Madame Bruhl, Fresnoy even. But as the tap came, and I felt my mother tremble in my arms, enlightenment came with it, and I pondered no more, I knew as well as if she hail spoken and told me. There could be only one man whose presence had such power to terrify her, only one whose mere step, sounding through the veil, could drag her back to consciousness and fear! And that was the man who had beggared her, who had traded so long on her terrors.

I moved a little, intending to cross the floor softly, that when he opened the door he might find me face to face with him; but she detected the movement, and, love giving her strength, she clung to my wrist so fiercely that I had not the heart, knowing how slender was her hold on life and how near the brink she stood, to break from her. I constrained myself to stand still, though every muscle grew tense as a drawn bowstring, and I felt the strong rage rising in my throat and choking me as I waited for him to enter.

A log on the hearth gave way with a dull sound startling in the silence. The man tapped again, and getting no answer, for neither of us spoke, pushed the door slowly open, uttering before he showed himself the words, Dieu vous benisse! in a voice so low and smooth I shuddered at the sound. The next moment he came in and saw me, and, starting, stood at gaze, his head thrust slightly forward, his shoulders bent, his hand still on the latch, amazement and frowning spite in turn distorting his lean face. He had looked to find a weak, defenceless woman, whom he could torture and rob at his will; he saw instead a strong man armed, whose righteous anger he must have been blind indeed had he failed to read.

Strangest thing of all, we had met before! I knew him at once  he me. He was the same Jacobin monk whom I had seen at the inn on the Claine, and who had told me the news of Guises death!

I uttered an exclamation of surprise on making this discovery, and my mother, freed suddenly, as it seemed, from the spell of fear, which had given her unnatural strength, sank back on the bed. Her grasp relaxed, and her breath came and went with so loud a rattle that I removed my gaze from him, and bent over her, full of concern and solicitude. Our eyes met. She tried to speak, and at last gasped, Not now, Gaston! Let him  let him

Her lips framed the word go, but she could not give it sound. I understood, however, and in impotent wrath I waved my hand to him to begone. When I looked up he had already obeyed me. He had seized the first opportunity to escape. The door was closed, the lamp burned steadily, and we were alone.

I gave her a little Armagnac, which stood beside the bed for such an occasion, and she revived, and presently opened her eyes. But I saw at once a great change in her. The look of fear had passed altogether from her face, and one of sorrow, yet content, had taken its place. She laid her hand in mine, and looked up at me, being too weak, as I thought, to speak. But by-and-by, when the strong spirit had done its work, she signed to me to lower my head to her mouth.

The King of Navarre, she murmured-you are sure, Gaston  he will retain you is your  employments?

Her pleading eyes were so close to mine, I felt no scruples such as some might have felt, seeing her so near death; but I answered firmly and cheerfully, Madame, I am assured of it. There is no prince in Europe so trustworthy or so good to his servants.

She sighed with infinite content, and blessed him in a feeble whisper. And if you live, she went on, you will rebuild the old house, Gaston. The walls are sound yet. And the oak in the hall was not burned. There is a chest of linen at Gils, and a chest with your fathers gold lace  but that is pledged, she added dreamily. I forgot.

Madame, I answered solemnly, it shall be done  it shall be done as you wish, if the power lie with me.

She lay for some time after that murmuring prayers, her head supported on my shoulder. I longed impatiently for the nurse to return, that I might despatch her for the leech; not that I thought anything could be done, but for my own comfort and greater satisfaction afterwards, and that my mother might not die without some fitting attendance. The house remained quiet, however, with that impressive quietness which sobers the heart at such times, and I could not do this. And about six oclock my mother opened her eyes again.

This is not Marsac, she murmured abruptly, her eyes roving from the ceiling to the wall at the foot of the bed.

No, Madame, I answered, leaning over her, you are in Blois. But I am here  Gaston, your son.

She looked at me, a faint smile of pleasure stealing over her pinched face. Twelve thousand livres a year, she whispered, rather to herself than to me, and an establishment, reduced a little, yet creditable, very creditable. For a moment she seemed to be dying in my arms, but again opened her eyes quickly and looked me in the face. Gaston? she said, suddenly and strangely. Who said Gaston? He is with the King  I have blessed him; and his days shall be long in the land! Then, raising herself in my arms with a last effort of strength, she cried loudly, Way there! Way for my son, the Sieur de Marsac!

They were her last words. When I laid her down on the bed a moment later, she was dead, and I was alone.

Madame de Bonne, my mother, was seventy at the time of her death, having survived my father eighteen years. She was Marie de Loche de Loheac, third daughter of Raoul, Sieur de Loheac, on the Vilaine, and by her great-grandmother, a daughter of Jean de Laval, was descended from the ducal family of Rohan, a relationship which in after-times, and under greatly altered circumstances, Henry Duke of Rohan condescended to acknowledge, honouring me with his friendship on more occasions than one. Her death, which I have here recorded, took place on the fourth of January, the Queen-Mother of France, Catherine de Medicis, dying a little after noon on the following day.

In Blois, as in every other town, even Paris itself, the Huguenots possessed at this time a powerful organisation; and with the aid of the surgeon, who showed me much respect in my bereavement, and exercised in my behalf all the influence which skilful and honest; men of his craft invariably possess, I was able to arrange for my mothers burial in a private ground about a league beyond the walls and near the village of Chaverny. At the time of her death I had only thirty crowns in gold remaining, Simon Fleix, to whose fate I could obtain no clue, having carried off thirty-five with the horses. The whole of this residue, however, with the exception of a handsome gratuity to the nurse and a trifle spent on my clothes, I expended on the funeral, desiring that no stain should rest on my mothers birth or my affection. Accordingly, though the ceremony was of necessity private, and indeed secret, and the mourners were few, it lacked nothing, I think, of the decency and propriety which my mother loved; and which she preferred, I have often heard her say, to the vulgar show that is equally at the command of the noble and the farmer of taxes.

Until she was laid in her quiet resting-place I stood in constant fear of some interruption on the part either of Bruhl, whose connection with Fresnoy and the abduction I did not doubt, or of the Jacobin monk. But none came; and nothing happening to enlighten me as to the fate of Mademoiselle de la Vire, I saw my duty clear before me. I disposed of the furniture of my mothers room, and indeed of everything which was saleable, and raised in this way enough money to buy myself a new cloak  without which I could not travel in the wintry weather  and to hire a horse. Sorry as the animal was, the dealer required security, and I had none to offer. It was only at the last moment, I bethought me of the fragment of gold chain which mademoiselle had left behind her, and which, as well as my mothers rings and vinaigrette, I had kept back from the sale. This I was forced to lodge with him. Having thus, with some pain and more humiliation, provided means for the journey, I lost not an hour in beginning it. On the eighth of January I set oat for Rosny, to carry the news of my ill-success and of mademoiselles position whither I had looked a week before to carry herself.


CHAPTER XII. MAXIMILIAN DE BETHUNE, BARON DE ROSNY.

I looked to make the journey to Rosny in two days. But the heaviness of the roads and the sorry condition of my hackney hindered me so greatly that I lay the second night at Dreux, and, hearing the way was still worse between that place and my destination, began to think that I should be fortunate if I reached Rosny by the following noon. The country in this part seemed devoted to the League, the feeling increasing in violence as I approached the Seine. I heard nothing save abuse of the King of France and praise of the Guise princes, and had much ado, keeping a still tongue and riding modestly, to pass without molestation or inquiry.

Drawing near to Rosny, on the third morning, through a low marshy country covered with woods and alive with game of all kinds, I began to occupy myself with thoughts of the reception I was likely to encounter; which, I conjectured, would be none of the most pleasant. The daring and vigour of the Baron de Rosny, who had at this time the reputation of being in all parts of France at once, and the familiar terms on which he was known to live with the King of Navarre, gave me small reason to hope that he would listen with indulgence to such a tale as I had to tell. The nearer I came to the hour of telling it, indeed, the more improbable seemed some of its parts, and the more glaring my own carelessness in losing the token, and in letting mademoiselle out of my sight in such a place as Blois. I saw this so clearly now, and more clearly as the morning advanced, that I do not know that I ever anticipated anything with more fear than this explanation; which it yet seemed my duty to offer with all reasonable speed. The morning was warm, I remember; cloudy, yet not dark; the air near at hand full of moisture and very clear, with a circle of mist rising some way off, and filling the woods with blue distances. The road was deep and foundrous, and as I was obliged to leave it from time to time in order to pass the worst places, I presently began to fear that I had strayed into a by-road. After advancing some distance, in doubt whether I should persevere or turn back, I was glad to see before me a small house placed at the junction of several woodland paths. From the bush which hung over the door, and a water-trough which stood beside it, I judged the place to be an inn; and determining to get my horse fed before I went farther, I rode up to the door and rapped on it with my riding-switch.

The position of the house was so remote that I was surprised to see three or four heads thrust immediately out of a window. For a moment I thought I should have done better to have passed by; but the landlord coming out very civilly, and leading the way to a shed beside the house, I reflected that I had little to lose, and followed him. I found, as I expected, four horses tied up in the shed, the bits hanging round their necks and their girths loosed; while my surprise was not lessened by the arrival, before I had fastened up my own horse, of a sixth rider, who, seeing us by the shed, rode up to us, and saluted me as he dismounted.

He was a tall, strong man in the prime of youth, wearing a plain, almost mean suit of dust-coloured leather, and carrying no weapons except a hunting-knife, which hung in a sheath at his girdle. He rode a powerful silver-roan horse, and was splashed to the top of his high untanned boots, as if he had come by the worst of paths, if by any.

He cast a shrewd glance at the landlord as he led his horse into the shed; and I judged from his brown complexion and quick eyes that he had seen much weather and lived an out-of-door life.

He watched me somewhat curiously while I mixed the fodder for my horse; and when I went into the house and sat down in the first room I came to, to eat a little bread-and-cheese which I had in my pouch, he joined me almost immediately. Apparently he could not stomach my poor fare, however, for after watching me for a time in silence, switching his boot with his whip the while, he called the landlord, and asked him, in a masterful way, what fresh meat he had, and particularly if he had any lean collops, or a fowl.

The fellow answered that there was nothing. His honour could have some Lisieux cheese, he added, or some stewed lentils.

His honour does not want cheese, the stranger answered peevishly, nor lentil porridge. And what is this I smell, my friend? he continued, beginning suddenly to sniff with vigour. I swear I smell cooking.

It is the hind-quarter of a buck, which is cooking for the four gentlemen of the Robe; with a collop or two to follow, the landlord explained; and humbly excused himself on the ground that the gentlemen had strictly engaged it for their own eating.

What? A whole quarter! AND a collop or two to follow! the stranger retorted, smacking his lips. Who are they?

Two advocates and their clerks from the Parliament of Paris. They have been viewing a boundary near here, and are returning this afternoon, the landlord answered.

No reason why they should cause a famine! ejaculated the stranger with energy. Go to them and say a gentleman, who has ridden far, and fasted since seven this morning, requests permission to sit at their table. A quarter of venison and a collop or two among four! he continued, in a tone of extreme disgust, It is intolerable! And advocates! Why, at that rate, the King of France should eat a whole buck, and rise hungry! Dont you agree with me, sir? he continued, turning on me and putting the question abruptly.

He was so comically and yet so seriously angry, and looked so closely at me as he spoke, that I hastened to say I agreed with him perfectly.

Yet you eat cheese, sir! he retorted irritably.

I saw that, not withstanding the simplicity of his dress, he was a gentleman, and so, forbearing to take offence, I told him plainly that my purse being light I travelled rather as I could than as I would.

Is it so? he answered hastily. Had I known that, I would have joined you in the cheese! After all, I would rather fast with a gentleman, than feast with a churl. But it is too late now. Seeing you mix the fodder, I thought your pockets were full.

The nag is tired, and has done its best, I answered.

He looked at me curiously, and as though he would say more. But the landlord returning at that moment, he turned to him instead.

Well! he said briskly. Is it all right?

I am sorry, your honour, the man answered, reluctantly, and with a very downcast air, but the gentlemen beg to be excused.

Zounds! cried my companion roundly. They do, do they?

They say they have no more, sir, the landlord continued, faltering, than enough for themselves and a little dog they have with them.

A shout of laughter which issued at that moment from the other room seemed to show that the quartette were making merry over my companions request. I saw his cheek redden, and looked for an explosion of anger on his part; but instead he stood a moment in thought in the middle of the floor, and then, much to the innkeepers relief, pushed a stool towards me, and called for a bottle of the best wine. He pleasantly begged leave to eat a little of my cheese, which he said looked better than the Lisieux, and, filling my glass with wine, fell to as merrily as if he had never heard of the party in the other room.

I was more than a little surprised, I remember; for I had taken him to be a passionate man, and not one to sit down under an affront. Still I said nothing, and we conversed very well together. I noticed, however, that he stopped speaking more than once, as though to listen; but conceiving that he was merely reverting to the party in the other room, who grew each moment more uproarious, I said nothing, and was completely taken by surprise when he rose on a sudden, and, going to the open window, leaned out, shading his eyes with his hand.

What is it? I said, preparing to follow him.

He answered by a quiet chuckle. You shall see, he added the next instant.

I rose, and going to the window looked out over his shoulder. Three men were approaching the inn on horseback. The first, a great burly, dark-complexioned man with fierce black eyes and a feathered cap, had pistols in his holsters and a short sword by his side. The other two, with the air of servants, were stout fellows, wearing green doublets and leather breeches. All three rode good horses, while a footman led two hounds after them in a leash. On seeing us they cantered forward, the leader waving his bonnet.

Halt, there! cried my companion, lifting up his voice when they were within a stones throw of us. Maignan!

My lord? answered he of the feather, pulling up on the instant.

You will find six horses in the shed there, the stranger cried in a voice of command. Turn out the four to the left as you go in. Give each a cut, and send it about its business!

The man wheeled his horse before the words were well uttered, and crying obsequiously that it was done, flung his reins to one of the other riders and disappeared in the shed, as if the order given him were the most commonplace one in the world.

The party in the other room, however, by whom all could be heard, were not slow to take the alarm. They broke into a shout of remonstrance, and one of their number, leaping from the window, asked with a very fierce air what the devil we meant. The others thrust out their faces, swollen and flushed with the wine they had drunk, and with many oaths backed up his question. Not feeling myself called upon to interfere, I prepared to see something diverting.

My companion, whose coolness surprised me, had all the air of being as little concerned as myself. He even persisted for a time in ignoring the angry lawyer, and, turning a deaf ear to all the threats and abuse with which the others assailed him, continued to look calmly at the prospect. Seeing this, and that nothing could move him, the man who had jumped through the window, and who seemed the most enterprising of the party, left us at last and ran towards the stalls. The aspect of the two serving-men, however, who rode up grinning, and made as if they would ride him down, determined him to return; which he did, pale with fury, as the last of the four horses clattered out, and after a puzzled look round trotted off at its leisure into the forest.

On this, the man grew more violent, as I have remarked frightened men do; so that at last the stranger condescended to notice him.

My good sir, he said coolly, looking at him through the window as if he had not seen him before, you annoy me. What is the matter?

The fellow retorted with a vast amount of bluster, asking what the devil we meant by turning out his horses.

Only to give you and the gentlemen with you a little exercise, my companion answered, with grim humour, and in a severe tone strange in one so young than which nothing is more wholesome after a full meal. That, and a lesson in good manners. Maignan, he continued, raising his voice, if this person has anything more to say, answer him. He is nearer your degree than mine.

And leaving the man to slink away like a whipped dog  for the mean are ever the first to cringe  my friend turned from the window. Meeting my eyes as he went back to his seat, he laughed. Well, he said, what do you think?

That the ass in the lions skin is very well till it meets the lion, I answered.

He laughed again, and seemed pleased, as I doubt not he was. Pooh, pooh! he said. It passed the time, and I think I am quits with my gentlemen now. But I must be riding. Possibly our roads may lie for a while in the same direction, sir? And he looked at me irresolutely.

I answered cautiously that I was going to the town of Rosny.

You are not from Paris? he continued, still looking at me.

No, I answered. I am from the south.

From Blois, perhaps?

I nodded.

Ah! he said, making no comment, which somewhat surprised me, all men at this time desiring news, and looking to Blois for it. I am riding towards Rosny also. Let us be going.

But I noticed that as we got to horse, the man he called Maignan holding his stirrup with much formality, he turned and looked at me more than once with an expression in his eye which I could not interpret; so that, being in an enemys country, where curiosity was a thing to be deprecated, I began to feel somewhat uneasy. However, as he presently gave way to a fit of laughter, and seemed to be digesting his late diversion at the inn, I thought no more of it, finding him excellent company and a man of surprising information.

Notwithstanding this my spirits began to flag as I approached Rosny; and as on such occasions nothing is more trying than the well-meant rallying of a companion ignorant of our trouble, I felt rather relief than regret when he drew rein at four cross-roads a mile or so short of the town, and, announcing that here our paths separated, took a civil leave of me, and went his way with his servants.

I dismounted at an inn at the extremity of the town, and, stopping only to arrange my dress and drink a cup of wine, asked the way to the Chateau, which was situate, I learned, no more than a third of a mile away. I went thither on foot by way of an avenue of trees leading up to a drawbridge and gateway. The former was down, but the gates were closed, and all the formalities of a fortress in time of war were observed on my admission, though the garrison appeared to consist only of two or three serving-men and as many foresters. I had leisure after sending in my name to observe that the house was old and partly ruinous, but of great strength, covered in places with ivy, and closely surrounded by woods. A staid-looking page came presently to me, and led me up a narrow staircase to a parlour lighted by two windows, looking, one into the courtyard, the other towards the town. There a tall man was waiting to receive me, who rose on my entrance and came forward. Judge of my surprise when I recognised my acquaintance of the afternoon! M. de Rosny? I exclaimed, standing still and looking at him in confusion.

The same, sir, he answered, with a quiet smile. You come from the King of Navarre, I believe? and on an errand to me. You may speak openly. The king has no secrets from me.

There was something in the gravity of his demeanour as he waited for me to speak: which strongly impressed me; notwithstanding that he was ten years younger than myself, and I had seen him so lately in a lighter mood. I felt that his reputation had not belied him  that here was a great man; and reflecting with despair on the inadequacy of the tale I had to tell him, I paused to consider in what terms I should begin. He soon put an end to this, however. Come, sir, he said with impatience. I have told you that you may speak out. You should have been here four days ago, as I take it. Now you are here, where is the lady?

Mademoiselle de la Vire? I stammered, rather to gain time than with any other object.

Tut, tut! he rejoined, frowning. Is there any other lady in the question? Come, sir, speak out. Where have you left her? This is no affair of gallantry, he continued, the harshness of his demeanour disagreeably surprising me, that you need beat about the bush. The king entrusted to you a lady, who, I have no hesitation in telling you now, was in possession of certain State secrets. It is known that she escaped safely from Chize and arrived safely at Blois. Where is she?

I would to Heaven I knew, sir! I exclaimed in despair, feeling the painfulness of my position increased a hundred fold by his manner. I wish to God I did.

What is this? he cried in a raised voice. You do not know where she is? You jest, M. de Marsac.

It were a sorry jest, I answered, summoning up a rueful smile. And on that, plunging desperately into the story which I have here set down, I narrated the difficulties under which I had raised my escort, the manner in which I came to be robbed of the gold token, how mademoiselle was trepanned, the lucky chance by which I found her again, and the final disappointment. He listened, but listened throughout with no word of sympathy  rather with impatience, which grew at last into derisive incredulity. When I had done he asked me bluntly what I called myself.

Scarcely understanding what he meant, I repeated my name.

He answered, rudely and flatly, that it was impossible. I do not believe it, sir! he repeated, his brow dark. You are not the man. You bring neither the lady nor the token, nor anything else by which I can test your story. Nay, sir, do not scowl at me, he continued sharply. I am the mouthpiece of the King of Navarre, to whom this matter is of the highest importance. I cannot believe that the man whom he would choose would act so. This house you prate of in Blois, for instance, and the room with the two doors? What were you doing while mademoiselle was being removed?

I was engaged with the men of the house, I answered, striving to swallow the anger which all but choked me. I did what I could. Had the door given way, all would have been well.

He looked at me darkly. That is fine talking! he said with a sneer. Then he dropped his eyes and seemed for a time to fall into a brown study, while I stood before him, confounded by this new view of the case, furious, yet not knowing how to vent my fury, cut to the heart by his insults, yet without hope or prospect of redress.

Come he said harshly, after two or three minutes of gloomy reflection on his part and burning humiliation on mine, is there anyone here who can identify you, or in any other way confirm your story, sir? Until I know how the matter stands I can do nothing.

I shook my head in sullen shame. I might protest against his brutality and this judgment of me, but to what purpose while he sheltered himself behind his master?

Stay! he said presently, with an abrupt gesture of remembrance. I had nearly forgotten. I have some here who have been lately at the King of Navarres Court at St. Jean dAngely. If you still maintain that you are the M. de Marsac to whom this commission was entrusted, you will doubtless have no objection to seeing them?

On this I felt myself placed in a most cruel dilemma if I refused to submit my case to the proposed ordeal, I stood an impostor confessed. If I consented to see these strangers, it was probable they would not recognise me, and possible that they might deny me in terms calculated to make my position even worse, if that might be. I hesitated but, Rosny standing inexorable before me awaiting an answer, I finally consented.

Good! he said curtly. This way, if you please. They are here. The latch is tricky. Nay, sir, it is my house.

Obeying the stern motion of his hand, I passed before him into the next room, feeling myself more humiliated than I can tell by this reference to strangers. For a moment I could see no one. The day was waning, the room I entered was long and narrow, and illuminated only by a glowing fire. Besides I was myself, perhaps, in some embarrassment. I believed that my conductor had made a mistake, or that his guests had departed, and I turned towards him to ask for an explanation. He merely pointed onwards, however, and I advanced; whereupon a young and handsome lady, who had been seated in the shadow of the great fireplace, rose suddenly, as if startled, and stood looking at me, the glow of the burning wood falling on one side of her face and turning her hair to gold.

Well! M. de Rosny said, in a voice which sounded a little odd in my ears. You do not know madame, I think?

I saw that she was a complete stranger to me, and bowed to her without speaking. The lady saluted me in turn ceremoniously and in silence.

Is there no one else here who should know you? M. de Rosny continued, in a tone almost of persiflage, and with the same change in his voice which had struck me before; but now it was more marked. If not, M. de Marsac, I am afraid  But first look round, look round, sir; I would not judge any man hastily.

He laid his hand on my shoulder as he finished in a manner so familiar and so utterly at variance with his former bearing that I doubted if I heard or felt aright. Yet I looked mechanically at the lady, and seeing that her eyes glistened in the firelight, and that she gazed at me very kindly, I wondered still more; falling, indeed, into a very confusion of amazement. This was not lessened but augmented a hundredfold when, turning in obedience to the pressure of de Rosnys hand, I saw beside me, as if she had risen from the floor, another lady  no other than Mademoiselle de la Vire herself! She had that moment stepped out of the shadow of the great fireplace, which had hitherto hidden her, and stood before me curtseying prettily, with the same look on her face and in her eyes which madames wore.

Mademoiselle! I muttered, unable to take my eyes from her.

Mais oui, monsieur, mademoiselle, she answered, curtseying lower, with the air of a child rather than a woman.

Here? I stammered, my mouth open, my eyes staring.

Here, sir  thanks to the valour of a brave man, she answered, speaking in a voice so low I scarcely heard her. And then, dropping her eyes, she stepped back into the shadow, as if either she had said too much already, or doubted her composure were she to say more. She was so radiantly dressed, she looked in the firelight more like a fairy than a woman, being of small and delicate proportions; and she seemed in my eyes so different a person, particularly in respect of the softened expression of her features, from the Mademoiselle de la Vire whom I had known and seen plunged in sloughs and bent to the saddle with fatigue, that I doubted still if I had seen aright, and was as far from enlightenment as before.

It was M. de Rosny himself who relieved me from the embarrassment I was suffering. He embraced me in the most kind and obliging manner, and this more than once; begging me to pardon the deception he had practised upon me, and to which he had been impelled partly by the odd nature of our introduction at the inn, and partly by his desire to enhance the joyful surprise he had in store for me. Come, he said presently, drawing me to the window, let me show you some more of your old friends.

I looked out, and saw below me in the courtyard my three horses drawn up in a row, the Cid being bestridden by Simon Fleix, who, seeing me, waved a triumphant greeting. A groom stood at the head of each horse, and on either side was a man with a torch. My companion laughed gleefully. It was Maignans arrangement, he said. He has a quaint taste in such things.

After greeting Simon Fleix a hundred times, I turned back into the room, and, my heart overflowing with gratitude and wonder, I begged M. de Rosny to acquaint me with the details of mademoiselles escape.

It was the most simple thing in the world, he said, taking me by the hand and leading me back to the hearth. While you were engaged with the rascals, the old woman who daily brought mademoiselles food grew alarmed at the uproar, and came into the room to learn what it was. Mademoiselle, unable to help you, and uncertain of your success, thought the opportunity too good to be lost. She forced the old woman to show her and her maid the way out through the garden. This done, they ran down a lane, as I understand, and came immediately upon the lad with the horses, who recognised them and helped them to mount. They waited some minutes for you, and then rode off.

But I inquired at the gate, I said.

At which gate? inquired M. de Rosny, smiling.

The North-gate, of course, I answered.

Just so, he rejoined with a nod. But they went out through the West-gate and made a circuit. He is a strange lad, that of yours below there. He has a head on his shoulder, M. de Marsac. Well, two leagues outside the town they halted, scarcely knowing how to proceed. By good fortune, however, a horse-dealer of my acquaintance was at the inn. He knew Mademoiselle de la Vire, and, hearing whither she was bound, brought her hither without let or hindrance.

Was he a Norman? I asked,

M. de Rosny nodded, smiling at me shrewdly. Yes, he said, he told me much about you. And now let me introduce you to my wife, Madame de Rosny.

He led me up to the lady who had risen at my entrance, and who now welcomed me as kindly as she had before looked on me, paying me many pleasant compliments. I gazed at her with interest, having heard much of her beauty and of the strange manner in which M. de Rosny, being enamoured of two young ladies, and chancing upon both while lodging in different apartments at an inn, had decided which he should visit and make his wife. He appeared to read what was in my mind, for as I bowed before her, thanking her for the obliging things which she had uttered, and which for ever bound me to her service, he gaily pinched her ear, and said, When you want a good wife, M. de Marsac, be sure you turn to the right.

He spoke in jest, and having his own case only in his mind. But I, looking mechanically in the direction he indicated, saw mademoiselle standing a pace or two to my right in the shadow of the great chimney-piece. I know not whether she frowned more or blushed more; but this for certain, that she answered my look with one of sharp displeasure, and, turning her back on me, swept quickly from the room, with no trace in her bearing of that late tenderness and gratitude which I had remarked.


CHAPTER XIII. AT ROSNY.

The morning brought only fresh proofs of the kindness which M. de Rosny had conceived for me. Awaking early I found on a stool beside my clothes, a purse of gold containing a hundred crowns; and a youth presently entering to ask me if I lacked anything, I had at first some difficulty in recognising Simon Fleix, so sprucely was the lad dressed, in a mode resembling Maignans. I looked at the student more than once before I addressed him by his name; and was as much surprised by the strange change I observed in him for it was not confined to his clothes  as by anything which had happened since I entered the house. I rubbed my eyes, and asked him what he had done with his soutane. Burned it, M. de Marsac, he answered briefly.

I saw that he had burned much, metaphorically speaking, besides his soutane. He was less pale, less lank, less wobegone than formerly, and went more briskly. He had lost the air of crack-brained disorder which had distinguished him, and was smart, sedate, and stooped less. Only the odd sparkle remained in his eyes, and bore witness to the same nervous, eager spirit within.

What are you going to do, then, Simon? I asked, noting these changes curiously.

I am a soldier, he answered, and follow M. de Marsac.

I laughed. You have chosen a poor service, I am afraid, I said, beginning to rise; and one, too, Simon, in which it is possible you may be killed. I thought that would not suit you, I continued, to see what he would say. But he answered nothing, and I looked at him in great surprise. You have made up your mind, then, at last? I said.

Perfectly, he answered.

And solved all your doubts?

I have no doubts.

You are a Huguenot?

That is the only true and pure religion, he replied gravely. And with apparent sincerity and devotion he repeated Bezas Confession of Faith.

This filled me with profound astonishment, but I said no more at the time, though I had my doubts. I waited until I was alone with M. de Rosny, and then I unbosomed myself on the matter; expressing my surprise at the suddenness of the conversion, and at such a man, as I had found the student to be, stating his views so firmly and steadfastly, and with so little excitement. Observing that M. de Rosny smiled but answered nothing, I explained myself farther.

I am surprised, I said, because I have always heard it maintained that clerkly men, becoming lost in the mazes of theology, seldom find any sure footing; that not one in a hundred returns to his old faith, or finds grace to accept a new one. I am speaking only of such, of course, as I believe this lad to be  eager, excitable brains, learning much, and without judgment to digest what they learn.

Of such I also believe it to be true, M. de Rosny answered, still smiling. But even on them a little influence, applied at the right moment, has much effect, M. de Marsac.

I allow that, I said. But my mother, of whom I have spoken to you, saw much of this youth. His fidelity to her was beyond praise. Yet her faith, though grounded on a rock, had no weight with him.

M. de Rosny shook his head, still smiling.

It is not our mothers who convert us, he said.

What! I cried, my eyes opened. Do you mean  do you mean that Mademoiselle has done this?

I fancy so, he answered, nodding. I think my lady cast her spell over him by the way. The lad left Blois with her, if what you say be true, without faith in the world. He came to my hands two days later the stoutest of Huguenots. It is not hard to read this riddle.

Such, conversions are seldom lasting, I said.

He looked at me queerly; and, the smile still hovering about his lips, answered Tush, man! Why so serious? Theodore Beza himself could not look dryer. The lad is in earnest, and there is no harm done.

And, Heaven knows, I was in no mood to suspect harm; nor inclined just then to look at the dark side of things. It may be conceived how delightful it was to me to be received as an equal and honoured guest by a man, even then famous, and now so grown in reputation as to overshadow all Frenchmen save his master; how pleasant to enjoy the comforts and amiabilities of home, from which I had been long estranged; to pour my mothers story into Madames ears and find comfort in her sympathy; to feel myself, en fin, once more a gentleman with an acknowledged place in the world. Our days we spent in hunting, or excursions of some kind, our evenings in long conversations, which impressed me with an ever-growing respect for my lords powers.

For there seemed to be no end either to his knowledge of France, or to the plans for its development, which even then filled his brain, and have since turned wildernesses into fruitful lands, and squalid towns into great cities. Grave and formal, he could yet unbend; the most sagacious of counsellors, he was a soldier also, and loved the seclusion in which we lived the more that it was not devoid of danger; the neighbouring towns being devoted to the League, and the general disorder alone making it possible for him to lie unsuspected in his own house.

One thing only rendered my ease and comfort imperfect, and that was the attitude which Mademoiselle de la Vire assumed towards me. Of her gratitude in the first blush of the thing I felt no doubt, for not only had she thanked me very prettily, though with reserve, on the evening of my arrival, but the warmth of M. de Rosnys kindness left me no choice, save to believe that she had given him an exaggerated idea of my merits and services. I asked no more than this. Such good offices left me nothing to expect or desire; my age and ill-fortune placing me at so great a disadvantage that, far from dreaming of friendship or intimacy with her, I did not even assume the equality in our daily intercourse to which my birth, taken by itself, entitled me. Knowing that I must appear in her eyes old, poor, and ill-dressed, and satisfied, with having asserted my conduct and honour, I was careful not to trespass on her gratitude; and while forward in such courtesies as could not weary her, I avoided with equal care every appearance of pursuing her, or inflicting my company upon her. I addressed her formally and upon formal topics only, such, I mean, as we shared with the rest of our company; and I reminded myself often that though we now met in the same house and at the same table, she was still the Mademoiselle de la Vire who had borne herself so loftily in the King of Navarres ante-chamber. This I did, not out of pique or wounded pride, which I no more, God knows, harboured against her than against a bird; but that I might not in my new prosperity forget the light in which such a woman, young, spoiled, and beautiful, must still regard me.

Keeping to this inoffensive posture, I was the more hurt when I found her gratitude fade with the hour. After the first two days, during which I remarked that she was very silent, seldom speaking to me or looking at me, she resumed much of her old air of disdain. For that I cared little; but she presently went farther, and began to rake up the incidents which had happened at St. Jean dAngely, and in which I had taken part. She continually adverted to my poverty while there, to the odd figure I had cut, and the many jests her friends had made at my expense. She seemed to take a pleasure positively savage in these, gibing at me sometimes so bitterly as to shame and pain me, and bring the colour to Madame de Rosnys cheeks.

To the time we had spent together, on the other hand, she never or rarely referred. One afternoon, however, a week after my arrival at Rosny, I found her sitting alone in the parlour. I had not known she was there, and I was for withdrawing at once with a bow and a muttered apology. But she stopped me with an angry gesture. I do not bite, she said, rising from her stool and meeting my eyes, a red spot in each cheek. Why do you look at me like that? Do you know, M. de Marsac, that I have no patience with you. And she stamped her foot on the floor.

But, mademoiselle, I stammered humbly, wondering what in the world she meant, what have I done?

Done? she repeated angrily. Done? It is not what you have done, it is what you are. I have no patience with you. Why are you so dull, sir? Why are you so dowdy? Why do you go about with your doublet awry, and your hair lank? Why do you speak to Maignan as if he were a gentleman? Why do you look always solemn and polite, and as if all the world were a preche? Why? Why? Why, I say?

She stopped from sheer lack of breath, leaving me as much astonished as ever in my life. She looked so beautiful in her fury and fierceness too, that I could only stare at her and wonder dumbly what it all meant.

Well! she cried impatiently, after bearing this as long as she could, have you not a word to say for yourself? Have you no tongue? Have you no will of your own at all, M. de Marsac?

But, mademoiselle, I began, trying to explain.

Chut! she exclaimed, cutting me short before I could get farther, as the way of women is. And then she added, in a changed tone, and very abruptly, You have a velvet knot of mine, sir. Give it me.

It is in my room, I answered, astonished beyond measure at this sudden change of subject, and equally sudden demand.

Then fetch it, sir, if you please, she replied, her eyes flashing afresh. Fetch it. Fetch it, I say! It has served its turn, and I prefer to have it. Who knows but that some day you may be showing it for a love-knot?

Mademoiselle! I cried, hotly. And I think that for the moment I was as angry as she was.

Still, I prefer to have it, she answered sullenly, casting down her eyes.

I was so much enraged, I went without a word and fetched it, and, bringing it to her where she stood, in the same place, put it into her hands. When she saw it some recollection, I fancy, of the day when she had traced the cry for help on it, came to her in her anger; for she took it from me with all her bearing altered. She trembled, and held it for a moment in her hands, as if she did not know what to do with it. She was thinking, doubtless, of the house in Blois and the peril she had run there; and, being for my part quite willing that she should think and feel how badly she had acted, I stood looking at her, sparing her no whit of my glance.

The gold chain you left on my mothers pillow, I said coldly, seeing she continued silent, I cannot return to you at once, for I have pledged it. But I will do so as soon as I can.

You have pledged it? she muttered, with her eyes averted.

Yes, mademoiselle, to procure a horse to bring me here, I replied drily. However, it, shall be redeemed. In return, there is something I too would ask.

What? she murmured, recovering herself with all effort, and looking at me with something of her old pride and defiance.

The broken coin you have, I said. The token, I mean. It is of no use to you, for your enemies hold the other half. It might be of service to me.

How? she asked curtly.

Because some day I may find its fellow, mademoiselle,

And then? she cried. She looked at me, her lips parted, her eyes flashing. What then, when you have found its fellow, M. de Marsac?

I shrugged my shoulders.

Bah! she exclaimed, clenching her little hand, and stamping her foot on the floor in a passion I could not understand. That is you! That is M. de Marsac all over. You say nothing, and men think nothing of you. You go with your hat in your hand, and they tread on you. They speak, and you are silent! Why, if I could use a sword as you can, I would keep silence before no man, nor let any man save the King of France cock his hat in my presence! But you! There! go, leave me. Here is your coin. Take it and go. Send me that lad of yours to keep me awake. At any rate he has brains, he is young, he is a man, he has a soul, he can feel  if he were anything but a clerk.

She waved me off in such a wind of passion as might have amused me in another, but in her smacked so strongly of ingratitude as to pain me not a little. I went, however, and sent Simon to her; though I liked the errand very ill, and no better when I saw the lads face light up at the mention of her name. But apparently she had not recovered her temper when he reached her, for he fared no better than I had done; coming away presently with the air of a whipped dog, as I saw from the yew-tree walk where I was strolling.

Still, after that she made it a habit to talk to him more and more; and, Monsieur and Madame de Rosny being much taken up with one another, there was no one to check her fancy or speak a word of advice. Knowing her pride, I had no fears for her; but it grieved me to think that the lads head should be turned. A dozen times I made up my mind to speak to her on his behalf; but for one thing it was not my business, and for another I soon discovered that she was aware of my displeasure, and valued it not a jot. For venturing one morning, when she was in a pleasant humour, to hint that she treated those beneath her too inhumanly, and with an unkindness as little becoming noble blood as familiarity, she asked me scornfully if I did not think she treated Simon Fleix well enough. To which I had nothing to answer.

I might here remark on the system of secret intelligence by means of which M. de Rosny, even in this remote place, received news of all that was passing in France. But it is common fame. There was no coming or going of messengers, which would quickly have aroused suspicion in the neighbouring town, nor was it possible even for me to say exactly by what channels news came. But come it did, and at all hours of the day. In this way we heard of the danger of La Ganache and of the effort contemplated by the King of Navarre for its relief. M. de Rosny not only communicated these matters to me without reserve, but engaged my affections by farther proofs of confidence such as might well have flattered a man of greater importance.

I have said that, as a rule, there was no coming or going of messengers. But one evening, returning from the chase with one of the keepers, who had prayed my assistance in hunting down a crippled doe, I was surprised to find a strange horse, which had evidently been ridden hard and far, standing smoking in the yard. Inquiring whose it was, I learned that a man believed by the grooms to be from Blois had just arrived and was closeted with the baron. An event so far out of the ordinary course of things naturally aroused my wonder; but desiring to avoid any appearance of curiosity, which, if indulged, is apt to become the most vulgar of vices, I refrained from entering the house, and repaired instead to the yew-walk. I had scarcely, however, heated my blood, a little chilled with riding, before the page came to me to fetch me to his master.

I found M. de Rosny striding up and down his room, his manner so disordered and his face disfigured by so much grief and horror that I started on seeing him. My heart sinking in a moment, I did not need to look at Madame, who sat weeping silently in a chair, to assure myself that something dreadful had happened. The light was failing, and a lamp had been brought into the room. M. de Rosny pointed abruptly to a small piece of paper which lay on the table beside it, and, obeying his gesture, I took this up and read its contents, which consisted of less than a score of words.

He is ill and like to die, the message ran, twenty leagues south of La Ganache. Come at all costs. P. M.

Who? I said stupidly  stupidly, for already I began to understand. Who is ill and like to die?

M. de Rosny turned to me, and I saw that the tears were trickling unbidden down his cheeks. There is but one HE for me, he cried. May God spare that one! May He spare him to France, which needs him, to the Church, which hangs on him, and to me, who love him! Let him not fall in the hour of fruition. O Lord, let him not fall! And he sank on to a stool, and remained in that posture with his face in his hands, his broad shoulders shaken with grief.

Come, sir, I said, after a pause sacred to sorrow and dismay; let me remind you that while there is life there is hope.

Hope?

Yes, M. de Rosny, hope, I replied more cheerfully. He has work to do. He is elected, called, and chosen; the Joshua of his people, as M. dAmours rightly called him. God will not take him yet. You shall see him and be embraced by him, as has happened a hundred times. Remember, sir, the King of Navarre is strong, hardy, and young, and no doubt in good hands.

Mornays, M. de Rosny cried, looking up with contempt in his eye.

Yet from that moment he rallied, spurred, I think, by the thought that the King of Navarres recovery depended under God on M. de Mornay; whom he was ever inclined to regard as his rival. He began to make instant preparations for departure from Rosny, and bade me do so also, telling me, somewhat curtly and without explanation, that he had need of me. The danger of so speedy a return to the South, where the full weight of the Vicomte de Turennes vengeance awaited me, occurred to me strongly; and I ventured, though with a little shame, to mention it. But M. de Rosny, after gazing at me a moment in apparent doubt, put the objection aside with a degree of peevishness unusual in him, and continued to press on his arrangements as earnestly as though they did not include separation from a wife equally loving and beloved.

Having few things to look to myself, I was at leisure, when the hour of departure came, to observe both the courage with which Madame de Rosny supported her sorrow, for the sake of France, and the unwonted tenderness which Mademoiselle de la Vire, lifted for once above herself, lavished on her. I seemed to stand  happily in one light, and yet the feeling was fraught with pain  outside their familiar relations; yet, having made my adieux as short and formal as possible, that I might not encroach on other and more sacred ones, I found at the last moment something in waiting for me. I was surprised as I rode under the gateway a little ahead of the others, by something small and light falling on the saddle-bow before me. Catching it before it could slide to the ground, I saw, with infinite astonishment, that I held in my hand a tiny velvet bow.

To look up at the window of the parlour, which I have said was over the archway, was my first impulse. I did so, and met mademoiselles eyes for a second, and a second only. The next moment she was gone. M. de Rosny clattered through the gate at my heels, the servants behind him. And we were on the road.


CHAPTER XIV. M. DE RAMBOUILLET.

For a while we were but a melancholy party. The incident I have last related which seemed to admit of more explanations than one  left me in a state of the greatest perplexity; and this prevailed with me for a time, and was only dissipated at length by my seeing my own face, as it were, in a glass. For, chancing presently to look behind me, I observed that Simon Fleix was riding, notwithstanding his fine hat and feather and his new sword, in a posture and with an air of dejection difficult to exaggerate; whereon the reflection that master and man had the same object in their minds  nay, the thought that possibly he bore in his bosom a like token to that which lay warm in mine  occurring to me, I roused myself as from some degrading dream, and, shaking up the Cid, cantered forward to join Rosny, who, in no cheerful mood himself, was riding steadily forward, wrapped to his eyes in his cloak.

The news of the King of Navarres illness had fallen on him, indeed, in the midst of his sanguine scheming with the force of a thunderbolt. He saw himself in danger of losing at once the master he loved and the brilliant future to which he looked forward; and amid the imminent crash of his hopes and the destruction of the system in which he lived, he had scarcely time to regret the wife he was leaving at Rosny or the quiet from which he was so suddenly called. His heart was in the South, at La Ganache, by Henrys couch. His main idea was to get there quickly at all risks. The name of the King of Navarres physician was constantly on his lips. Dortoman is a good man. If anyone call save him, Dortoman will, was his perpetual cry. And whenever he met anyone who had the least appearance of bearing news, he would have me stop and interrogate him, and by no means let the traveller go until he had given us the last rumour from Blois  the channel through which all the news from the South reached us.

An incident which occurred at the inn that evening cheered him somewhat; the most powerful minds being prone, I have observed, to snatch at omens in times of uncertainty. An elderly man, of strange appearance, and dressed in an affected and bizarre fashion, was seated at table when we arrived. Though I entered first in my assumed capacity of leader of the party, he let me pass before him without comment, but rose and solemnly saluted M. de Rosny, albeit the latter walked behind me and was much more plainly dressed. Rosny returned his greeting and would have passed on; but the stranger, interposing with a still lower bow, invited him to take his seat, which was near the fire and sheltered from the draught, at the same time making as if he would himself remove to another place.

Nay, said my companion, surprised by such an excess of courtesy, I do not see why I should take your place, sir.

Not mine only, the old man rejoined, looking at him with a particularity and speaking with an emphasis which attracted our attention, but those of many others, who I can assure you will very shortly yield them up to you, whether they will or not.

M. de Rosny shrugged his shoulders and passed on, affecting to suppose the old man wandered. But privately he thought much of his words, and more when he learned that he was an astrologer from Paris, who had the name, at any rate in this country, of having studied under Nostradamus. And whether he drew fresh hopes from this, or turned his attention more particularly as we approached Blois to present matters, certainly he grew more cheerful, and began again to discuss the future, as though assured of his masters recovery.

You have never been to the Kings Court? he said presently, following up, as I judged, a train of thought in his own mind. At Blois, I mean.

No; nor do I feel anxious to visit it, I answered. To tell you the truth, M. le Baron, I continued with some warmth, the sooner me are beyond Blois, the better I shall be pleased. I think we run some risk there, and, besides, I do not fancy a shambles. I do not think I could see the king without thinking of the Bartholomew, nor his chamber without thinking of Guise.

Tut, tut! he said, you have killed a man before now.

Many, I answered.

Do they trouble you?

No, but they were killed in fair fight, I replied, That makes a difference.

To you, he said drily. But you are not the King of France, you see. Should you ever come across him, he continued, flicking his horses ears, a faint smile on his lips, I will give you a hint. Talk to him of the battles at Jarnac and Moncontour, and praise your Condes father! As Conde lost the fight and, he won it, the compliment comes home to him. The more hopelessly a man has lost his powers, my friend, the more fondly he regards them, and the more highly he prizes the victories he call no longer gain.

Ugh! I muttered.

Of the two parties at Court, Rosny continued, calmly overlooking my ill-humour, trust DAumont and Biron and the French clique. They are true to France at any rate. But whomsoever you see consort with the two Retzs  the King of Spains jackals as men name them  avoid him for a Spaniard and a traitor.

But the Retzs are Italians, I objected peevishly.

The same thing, he answered curtly. They cry, Vive le Roi! but privately they are for the League, or for Spain, or for whatever may most hurt us; who are better Frenchmen than themselves, and whose leader will some day, if God spare his life, be King of France.

Well, the less I have to do with the one or the other of them, save at the swords point, the better I shall be pleased, I rejoined.

On that he looked at me with a queer smile; as was his way when he had more in his mind than appeared. And this, and something special in the tone of his conversation, as well, perhaps, as my own doubts about my future and his intentions regarding me, gave me an uneasy feeling; which lasted through the day, and left me only when more immediate peril presently rose to threaten us.

It happened in this way. We had reached the outskirts of Blois, and were just approaching the gate, hoping to pass through it without attracting attention, when two travellers rode slowly out of a lane, the mouth of which we were passing. They eyed us closely as they reined in to let us go by; and M. de Rosny, who was riding with his horses head at my stirrup, whispered me to press on. Before I could comply, however, the strangers cantered by us, and turning in the saddle when abreast of us looked us in the face. A moment later one of them cried loudly, It is he! and both pulled their horses across the road, and waited for us to come up.

Aware that if M. de Rosny were discovered he would be happy if he escaped with imprisonment, the king being too jealous of his Catholic reputation to venture to protect a Huguenot, however illustrious, I saw that the situation was desperate; for, though we were five to two, the neighbourhood of the city  the gate being scarcely a bow-shot off  rendered flight or resistance equally hopeless. I could think of nothing for it save to put a bold face on the matter, and, M. de Rosny doing the same, we advanced in the most innocent way possible.

Halt, there! cried one of the strangers sharply. And let me tell you, sir, you are known.

What if I am? I answered impatiently, still pressing on. Are you highwaymen, that you stop the way?

The speaker on the other side looked at me keenly, but in a moment retorted, Enough trifling, sir! Who YOU are I do not know. But the person riding at your rein is M. de Rosny. Him I do know, and I warn him to stop.

I thought the game was lost, but to my surprise my companion answered at once and almost in the same words I had used. Well, sir, and what of that? he said.

What of that? the stranger exclaimed, spurring his horse so as still to bar the way. Why, only this, that you must be a madman to show yourself on this side of the Loire.

It is long since I have seen the other, was my companions unmoved answer.

You are M. de Rosny? You do not deny it? the man cried in astonishment.

Certainly I do not deny it, M. de Rosny answered bluntly. And more, the day has been, sir, he continued with sudden fire, when few at his Majestys Court would have dared to chop words with Solomon de Bethune, much less to stop him on the highway within a mile of the palace. But times are changed with me, sir, and it would seem with others also, if true men rallying to his Majesty in his need are to be challenged by every passer on the road.

What! Are you Solomon de Bethune? the man cried incredulously. Incredulously, but his countenance fell, and his voice was full of chagrin and disappointment,

Who else, sir? M. de Rosny replied haughtily. I am, and, as far as I know, I have as much right on this side of the Loire as any other man.

A thousand pardons.

If you are not satisfied

Nay, M. de Rosny, I am perfectly satisfied.

The stranger repented this with a very crestfallen air, adding, A thousand pardons; and fell to making other apologies, doffing his hat with great respect. I took you, if you will pardon me saying so, for your Huguenot brother, M. Maximilian, he explained. The saying goes that he is at Rosny.

I can answer for that being false, M. de Rosny answered peremptorily, for I have just come from there, and I will answer for it he is not within ten leagues of the place. And now, sir, as we desire to enter before the gates shut, perhaps you will excuse us. With which he bowed, and I bowed, and they bowed, and we separated. They gave us the road, which M. de Rosny took with a great air, and we trotted to the gate, and passed through it without misadventure.

The first street we entered was a wide one, and my companion took advantage of this to ride up abreast of me. That is the kind of adventure our little prince is fond of, he muttered. But for my part, M. de Marsac, the sweat is running down my forehead. I have played the trick more than once before, for my brother and I are as like as two peas. And yet it would have gone ill with us if the fool had been one of his friends.

Alls well that ends well, I answered in a low voice, thinking it an ill time for compliments. As it was, the remark was unfortunate, for M. de Rosny was still in the act of reining back when Maignan called out to us to say we were being followed.

I looked behind, but could see nothing except gloom and rain and overhanging eaves and a few figures cowering in doorways. The servants, however, continued to maintain that it was so, and we held, without actually stopping, a council of war. If detected, we were caught in a trap, without hope of escape; and for the moment I am sure M. do Rosny regretted that he had chosen this route by Blois  that he had thrust himself, in his haste and his desire to take with him the latest news, into a snare so patent. The castle  huge, dark, and grim  loomed before us at the end of the street in which we were, and, chilled as I was myself by the sight, I could imagine how much more appalling it must appear to him, the chosen counsellor of his master, and the steadfast opponent of all which it represented.

Our consultation came to nothing, for no better course suggested itself than to go as we had intended to the lodging commonly used by my companion. We did so, looking behind us often, and saying more than once that Maignan must be mistaken. As soon as we had dismounted, however, and gone in, he showed us from the window a man loitering near; and this confirmation of our alarm sending us to our expedients again, while Maignan remained watching in a room without a light, I suggested that I might pass myself off, though ten years older, for my companion.

Alas! he said, drumming with his fingers on the table there are too many here who know me to make that possible. I thank you all the same.

Could you escape on foot? Or pass the wall anywhere, or slip through the gates early? I suggested.

They might tell us at the Bleeding Heart, he answered. But I doubt it. I was a fool, sir, to put my neck into Mendozas halter, and that is a fact. But here is Maignan. What is it, man? he continued eagerly.

The watcher is gone, my lord, the equerry answered.

And has left no one?

No one that I can see.

We both went into the next room and looked from the windows. The man was certainly not where we had seen him before. But the rain was falling heavily, the eaves were dripping, the street was a dark cavern with only here and there a spark of light, and the fellow might be lurking elsewhere. Maignan, being questioned, however, believed he had gone off of set purpose.

Which may be read half a dozen ways, I remarked.

At any rate, we are fasting, M. de Rosny answered. Give me a full man in a fight. Let us sit down and eat. It is no good jumping in the dark, or meeting troubles half way.

We were not through our meal, however, Simon Fleix waiting on us with a pale face, when Maignan came in again from the dark room. My lord, he said quietly, three men have appeared. Two of them remain twenty paces away. The third has come to the door. As he spoke we heard a cautious summons below, Maignan was for going down, but his master bade him stand. Let the woman of the house go, he said.

I remarked and long remembered M. de Rosnys SANG-FROID on this occasion. His pistols he had already laid on a chair beside him throwing his cloak over them; and now, while we waited, listening in breathless silence, I saw him hand a large slice of bread-and-meat to his equerry, who, standing behind his chair, began eating it with the same coolness. Simon Fleix, on the other hand, stood gazing at the door, trembling in every limb, and with so much of excitement and surprise in his attitude that I took the precaution of bidding him, in a low voice, do nothing without orders. At the same moment it occurred to me to extinguish two of the four candles which had been lighted; and I did so, M. de Rosny nodding assent, just as the muttered conversation which was being carried on below ceased, and a mans tread sounded on the stairs.

It was followed immediately by a knock on the outside of our door. Obeying my companions look, I cried, Enter!

A slender man of middle height, booted and wrapped up, with his face almost entirely hidden by a fold of his cloak, came in quickly, and closing the door behind him, advanced towards the table. Which is M. de Rosny? he said.

Rosny had carefully turned his face from the light, but at the sound of the others voice he sprang up with a cry of relief. He was about to speak, when the newcomer, raising his hand peremptorily, continued, No names, I beg. Yours, I suppose, is known here. Mine is not, nor do I desire it should be. I want speech of you, that is all.

I am greatly honoured, M. de Rosny replied, gazing at him eagerly. Yet, who told you I was here?

I saw you pass under a lamp in the street, the stranger answered. I knew your horse first, and you afterwards, and bade a groom follow you. Believe me, he added, with a gesture of the hand, you have nothing to fear from me.

I accept the assurance in the spirit in which it is offered, my companion answered with a graceful bow, and think myself fortunate in being recognised  he paused a moment and then continued by a Frenchman and a man of honour.

The stranger shrugged his shoulders. Your pardon, then, he said, if I seem abrupt. My time is short. I want to do the best with it I can. Will you favour me?

I was for withdrawing, but M. de Rosny ordered Maignan to place lights in the next room, and, apologising to me very graciously, retired thither with the stranger, leaving me relieved indeed by these peaceful appearances, but full of wonder and conjectures who this might be, and what the visit portended. At one moment I was inclined to identify the stranger with M. de Rosnys brother; at another with the English ambassador; and then, again, a wild idea that he might be M. de Bruhl occurred to me. The two remained together about a quarter of an hour and then came out, the stranger leading the way, and saluting me politely as he passed through the room. At the door he turned to say, At nine oclock, then?

At nine oclock, M. de Rosny replied, holding the door open. You will excuse me if I do not descend, Marquis?

Yes, go back, my friend, the stranger answered. And, lighted by Maignan, whose face on such occasions could assume the most stolid air in the world, he disappeared down the stairs, and I heard him go out.

M. de Rosny turned to me, his eyes sparkling with joy, his face and mien full of animation. The King of Navarre is better, he said. He is said to be out of danger. What do you think of that, my friend?

That is the best news I have heard for many a day, I answered. And I hastened to add, that France and the Religion had reason to thank God for His mercy.

Amen to that, my patron replied reverently. But that is not all  that is not all. And he began to walk up and down the room humming the 118th Psalm a little above his breath  

La voici lheureuse journee

Que Dieu a faite a plein desir;

Par nous soit joie demenee,

Et prenons en elle plaisir.

He continued, indeed, to walk up and down the floor so long, and with so joyful a countenance and demeanour, that I ventured, at last to remind him of my presence, which he had clearly forgotten. Ha! to be sure, he said, stopping short and looking at me with the utmost good-humour. What time is it? Seven. Then until nine oclock, my friend, I crave your indulgence. En fin, until that time I must keep counsel. Come, I am hungry still. Let us sit down, and this time I hope we may not be interrupted. Simon, set us on a fresh bottle. Ha! ha! VIVENT LE ROI ET LE ROI DE NAVARRE! And again he fell to humming the same psalm  

O Dieu eternel, je te prie,

Je te prie, ton roi maintiens:

O Dieu, je te prie et reprie,

Sauve ton roi et lentretiens!

doing so with a light in his eyes and a joyous emphasis, which impressed me the more in a man ordinarily so calm and self-contained. I saw that something had occurred to gratify him beyond measure, and, believing his statement that this was not the good news from La Ganache only, I waited with the utmost interest and anxiety for the hour of nine, which had no sooner struck than our former visitor appeared with the same air of mystery and disguise which had attended him before.

M. de Rosny, who had risen on hearing his step and had taken up his cloak, paused with it half on and half off, to cry anxiously, All is well, is it not?

Perfectly, the stranger replied, with a nod.

And my friend?

Yes, on condition that you answer for his discretion and fidelity. And the stranger glanced involuntarily at me who stood uncertain whether to hold my ground or retire.

Good, M. de Rosny cried. Then he turned to me with a mingled air of dignity and kindness, and continued: This is the gentleman. M. de Marsac, I am honoured with permission to present you to the Marquis de Rambouillet, whose interest and protection I beg you to deserve, for he is a true Frenchman and a patriot whom I respect.

M. de Rambouillet saluted me politely. Of a Brittany family, I think? he said.

I assented; and he replied with something complimentary. But afterwards he continued to look at me in silence with a keenness and curiosity I did not understand. At last, when M. de Rosnys impatience had reached a high pitch, the marquis seemed impelled to add something. You quite understand M. de Rosny? he said. Without saying anything disparaging of M. de Marsac, who is, no doubt, a man of honour  and he bowed to me very low this is a delicate matter, and you will introduce no one into it, I am sure, whom you cannot trust as yourself.

Precisely, M. de Rosny replied, speaking drily, yet with a grand air which fully matched his companions. I am prepared to trust this gentleman not only with my life but with my honour.

Nothing more remains to be said then, the marquis rejoined, bowing to me again. I am glad to have been the occasion of a declaration so flattering to you, sir.

I returned his salute in silence, and obeying M. de Rosnys muttered direction put on, my cloak and sword. M. de Rosny took up his pistols.

You will have no need of those, the Marquis said with a high glance.

Where we are going, no, my companion answered, calmly continuing to dispose them about him. But the streets are dark and not too safe.

M. de Rambouillet laughed. That is the worst of you Huguenots, he said. You never know when to lay suspicion aside.

A hundred retorts sprang to my lips. I thought of the Bartholomew, of the French fury of Antwerp, of half a dozen things which make my blood boil to this day. But M. de Rosnys answer was the finest of all. That is true, I am afraid, he said quietly. On the other hand, you Catholics  take the late M. de Guise for instance  have the habit of erring on the other side, I think, and sometimes trust too far.

The marquis, without making any answer to this home-thrust, led the way out, and we followed, being joined at the door of the house by a couple of armed lackeys, who fell in behind us. We went on foot. The night was dark, and the prospect out of doors was not cheering. The streets were wet and dirty, and notwithstanding all our care we fell continually into pitfalls or over unseen obstacles. Crossing the PARVIS of the cathedral, which I remembered, we plunged in silence into an obscure street near the river, and so narrow that the decrepit houses shut out almost all view of the sky. The gloom of our surroundings, no less than my ignorance of the errand on which we were bound, filled me with anxiety and foreboding. My companions keeping strict silence, however, and taking every precaution to avoid being recognised, I had no choice but to do likewise.

I could think, and no more. I felt myself borne along by an irresistible current, whither and for what purpose I could not tell; an experience to an extent strange at my age the influence of the night and the weather. Twice we stood aside to let a party of roisterers go by, and the excessive care M. de Rambouillet evinced on these occasions to avoid recognition did not tend to reassure me or make me think more lightly of the unknown business on which I was bound.

Reaching at last an open space, our leader bade us in a low voice be careful and follow him closely. We did so and crossed in this way and in single file a narrow plank or wooden bridge; but whether water ran below or a dry ditch only, I could not determine. My mind was taken up at the moment with the discovery which I had just made, that the dark building, looming huge and black before us with a single light twinkling here and there at great heights, was the Castle of Blois.


CHAPTER XV. VILAIN HERODES.

All the distaste and misliking I had expressed earlier in the day for the Court of Blois recurred with fresh force in the darkness and gloom; and though, booted and travel-stained as we were, I did not conceive it likely that we should be obtruded on the circle about the king, I felt none the less an oppressive desire to be through with our adventure, and away from the ill-omened precincts in which I found myself. The darkness prevented me seeing the faces of my companions; but on M. de Rosny, who was not quite free himself, I think, from the influences of the time and place, twitching my sleeve to enforce vigilance, I noted that the lackeys had ceased to follow us, and that we three were beginning to ascend a rough staircase cut in the rock. I gathered, though the darkness limited my view behind as well as in front to a few twinkling lights, that we were mounting the scarp from the moat; to the side wall of the castle; and I was not surprised when the marquis muttered to us to stop, and knocked softly on the wood of a door.

M. de Rosny might have spared the touch he had laid on my sleeve, for by this time I was fully and painfully sensible of the critical position in which we stood, and was very little likely to commit an indiscretion. I trusted he had not done so already! No doubt  it flashed across me while we waited  he had taken care to safeguard himself. But how often, I reflected, had all safeguards been set aside and all precautions eluded by those to whom he was committing himself! Guise had thought himself secure in this very building, which we were about to enter. Coligny had received the most absolute of safe-conducts from those to whom we were apparently bound. The end in either case had been the same  the confidence of the one proving of no more avail than the wisdom of the other. What if the King of France thought to make his peace with his Catholic subjects  offended by the murder of Guise  by a second murder of one as obnoxious to them as he was precious to their arch-enemy in the South? Rosny was sagacious indeed; but then I reflected with sudden misgiving that he was young, ambitious, and bold.

The opening of the door interrupted without putting an end to this train of apprehension. A faint light shone out; so feebly as to illumine little more than the stairs at our feet. The marquis entered at once, M. de Rosny followed, I brought up the rear; and the door was closed by a man who stood behind it. We found ourselves crowded together at the foot of a very narrow staircase, which the doorkeeper  a stolid pikeman in a grey uniform, with a small lanthorn swinging from the crosspiece of his halberd  signed to us to ascend. I said a word to him, but he only stared in answer, and M. de Rambouillet, looking back and seeing what I was about, called to me that it was useless, as the man was a Swiss and spoke no French.

This did not tend to reassure me; any more than did the chill roughness of the wall which my hand touched as I groped upwards, or the smell of bats which invaded my nostrils and suggested that the staircase was little used and belonged to a part of the castle fitted for dark and secret doings.

We stumbled in the blackness up the steps, passing one door and then a second before M. de Rambouillet whispered to us to stand, and knocked gently at a third.

The secrecy, the darkness, and above all the strange arrangements made to receive us, filled me with the wildest conjectures. But when the door opened and we passed one by one into a bare, unfurnished, draughty gallery, immediately, as I judged, under the tiles, the reality agreed with no one of my anticipations. The place was a mere garret, without a hearth, without a single stool. Three windows, of which one was roughly glazed, while the others were filled with oiled paper, were set in one wall; the others displaying the stones and mortar without disguise or ornament. Beside the door through which we had entered stood a silent figure in the grey uniform I had seen below, his lanthorn on the floor at his feet. A second door at the farther end of the gallery, which was full twenty paces long, was guarded in like manner. A couple of lanthorns stood in the middle of the floor, and that was all.

Inside the door, M. de Rambouillet with his finger on his lip stopped us, and we stood a little group of three a pace in front of the sentry, and with the empty room before us. I looked at M. de Rosny, but he was looking at Rambouillet. The marquis had his back towards me, the sentry was gazing into vacancy; so that baffled in my attempt to learn anything from the looks of the other actors in the scene, I fell back on my ears. The rain dripped outside and the moaning wind rattled the casements; but mingled with these melancholy sounds  which gained force, as such things always do, from the circumstances in which we were placed and our own silence  I fancied I caught the distant hum of voices and music and laughter. And that, I know not why, brought M. de Guise again to my mind.

The story of his death, as I had heard it from that accursed monk in the inn on the Claine, rose up in all its freshness, with all its details. I started when M. de Rambouillet coughed. I shivered when Rosny shifted his feet. The silence grew oppressive. Only the stolid men in grey seemed unmoved, unexpectant; so that I remember wondering whether it was their nightly duty to keep guard over an empty garret, the floor strewn with scraps of mortar and ends of tiles.

The interruption, when it came at last, came suddenly. The sentry at the farther end of the gallery started and fell back a pace. Instantly the door beside him opened and a man came in, and closing it quickly behind him, advanced up the room with an air of dignity, which even his strange appearance and attire could not wholly destroy.

He was of good stature and bearing, about forty years old as I judged, his wear a dress of violet velvet with black points cut in the extreme of the fashion. He carried a sword but no ruff, and had a cup and ball of ivory  a strange toy much in vogue among the idle  suspended from his wrist by a ribbon. He was lean and somewhat narrow, but so far I found little fault with him. It was only when my eye reached his face, and saw it rouged like a womans and surmounted by a little turban, that a feeling of scarcely understood disgust seized me, and I said to myself, This is the stuff of which kings minions are made!

To my surprise, however, M. de Rambouillet went to meet him with the utmost respect, sweeping the dirty floor with his bonnet, and bowing to the very ground. The newcomer acknowledged his salute with negligent kindness. Remarking pleasantly You have brought a friend, I think? he looked towards us with a smile.

Yes, sire, he is here, the marquis answered, stepping aside a little. And with the word I understood that this was no minion, but the king himself: Henry, the Third of the name, and the last of the great House of Valois, which had ruled France by the grace of God for two centuries and a half! I stared at him, and stared at him, scarcely believing what I saw. For the first time in my life I was in the presence of the king!

Meanwhile M. de Rosny, to whom he was, of course, no marvel, had gone forward and knelt on one knee. The king raised him graciously, and with an action which, viewed apart from his womans face and silly turban, seemed royal and fitting. This is good of you, Rosny, he said. But it is only what I expected of you.

Sire, my companion answered, your Majesty has no more devoted servant than myself, unless it be the king my master.

By my faith, Henry answered with energy and if I am not a good churchman, whatever those rascally Parisians say, I am nothing  by my faith, I think I believe you!

If your Majesty would believe me in that and in some other things also, M. de Rosny answered, it would be very well for France. Though he spoke courteously, he threw so much weight and independence into his words that I thought of the old proverb, A good master, a bold servant.

Well, that is what we are here to see, the king replied. But one tells me one thing, he went on fretfully, and one another, and which am I to believe?

I know nothing of others, sire, Rosny answered with the same spirit. But my master has every claim to be believed. His interest in the royalty of France is second only to your Majestys. He is also a king and a kinsman, and it erks him to see rebels beard you, as has happened of late.

Ay, but the chief of them? Henry exclaimed, giving way to sudden excitement and stamping furiously on the floor. He will trouble me no more. Has my brother heard of THAT? Tell me, sir, has that news reached him?

He has heard it, sire.

And he approved? He approved, of course?

Beyond doubt the man was a traitor, M. de Rosny answered delicately. His life was forfeit, sire. Who can question it?

And he has paid the forfeit, the king rejoined, looking down at the floor and immediately falling into a moodiness as sudden as his excitement. His lips moved. He muttered something inaudible, and began to play absently with his cup and ball, his mind occupied apparently with a gloomy retrospect. M. de Guise, M. de Guise, he murmured at last, with a sneer and an accent of hate which told of old humiliations long remembered. Well, damn him, he is dead now. He is dead. But being dead he yet troubles us. Is not that the verse, father? Ha! with a start, I was forgetting. But that is the worst wrong he has done me, he continued, looking up and growing excited again. He has cut me off from Mother Church. There is hardly a priest comes near me now, and presently they will excommunicate me. And, as I hope for salvation, the Church has no more faithful son than me.

I believe he was on the point, forgetting M. de Rosnys presence there and his errand, of giving way to unmanly tears, when M. de Rambouillet, as if by accident, let the heel of his scabbard fall heavily on the floor. The king started, and passing his hand once or twice across his brow, seemed to recover himself. Well, he said, no doubt we shall find a way out of our difficulties.

If your Majesty, Rosny answered respectfully, would accept the aid my master proffers, I venture to think that they would vanish the quicker.

You think so, Henry rejoined. Well, give me your shoulder. Let us walk a little. And, signing to Rambouillet to leave him, he began to walk up and down with M. de Rosny, talking familiarly with him in an undertone.

Only such scraps of the conversation as fell from them when they turned at my end of the gallery now reached me. Patching these together, however, I managed to understand somewhat. At one turn I heard the king say, But then Turenne offers At the next, Trust him? Well, I do not know why I should not. He promises Then A Republic, Rosny? That his plan? Pooh! he dare not. He could not. France is a kingdom by the ordinance of God in my family.

I gathered from these and other chance words, which I have since forgotten, that M. de Rosny was pressing the king to accept the help of the King of Navarre, and warning him against the insidious offers of the Vicomte de Turenne. The mention of a Republic, however, seemed to excite his Majestys wrath rather against Rosny for presuming to refer to such a thing than against Turenne, to whom he refused to credit it. He paused near my end of the promenade.

Prove it! he said angrily. But can you prove it? Can you prove it? Mind you, I will take no hearsay evidence, sir. Now, there is Turennes agent here  you did not know, I dare say, that he had an agent here?

You refer, sire, to M. de Bruhl, Rosny answered, without hesitation. I know him, sire.

I think you are the devil, Henry answered, looking curiously at him. You seem to know most things. But mind you, my friend, he speaks me fairly, and I will not take this on hearsay even from your master. Though, he added after pausing a moment, I love him.

And he, your Majesty. He desires only to prove it.

Yes, I know, I know, the king answered fretfully. I believes he does. I believe he does wish me well. But there will be a devil of an outcry among my people. And Turenne gives fair words too. And I do not know, he continued, fidgeting with his cup and ball, that it might not suit me better to agree with him, you see.

I saw M. de Rosny draw himself up. Dare I speak openly to you, sire, he said, with less respect and more energy than he had hitherto used. As I should to my master?

Ay, say what you like, Henry answered. But he spoke sullenly, and it seemed to me that he looked less pleasantly at his companion.

Then I will venture to utter what is in your Majestys mind, my patron answered steadfastly. You fear, sire, lest, having accepted my masters offer and conquered your enemies, you should not be easily rid of him.

Henry looked relieved. Do you call that diplomacy? he said with a smile. However, what if it be so? What do you say to it? Methinks I have heard an idle tale about a horse which would hunt a stag; and for the purpose set a man upon its back.

This I say, sire, first, Rosny answered very earnestly. That the King of Navarre is popular only with one-third of the kingdom, and is only powerful when united with you. Secondly, sire, it is his interest to support the royal power, to which he is heir. And, thirdly, it must be more to your Majestys honour to accept help from a near kinsman than from an ordinary subject, and one who, I still maintain, sire, has no good designs in his mind.

The proof Henry said sharply. Give me that!

I can give it in a week from this day.

It must be no idle tale, mind you, the king continued suspiciously.

You shall have Turennes designs, sire, from one who had them from his own mouth.

The king looked startled, but after a pause turned and resumed his walk. Well, he said, if you do that, I on my part

The rest I lost, for the two passing to the farther end of the gallery, came to a standstill there, balking my curiosity and Rambouillets also. The marquis, indeed, began to betray his impatience, and the great clock immediately over our heads presently striking the half-hour after ten, he started and made as if he would have approached the king. He checked the impulse, however, but still continued to fidget uneasily, losing his reserve by-and-by so far as to whisper to me that his Majesty would be missed.

I had been, up to this point, a silent and inactive spectator of a scene which appealed to my keenest interests and aroused my most ardent curiosity. Surprise following surprise, I had begun to doubt my own identity; so little had I expected to find myself first in the presence of the Most Christian King  and that under circumstances as strange and bizarre as could well be imagined  and then an authorised witness at a negotiation upon which the future of all the great land of France stretching for so many hundred leagues on every side of us, depended. I say I could scarcely believe in my own identity; or that I was the same Gaston de Marsac who had slunk, shabby and out-at-elbows, about St. Jean dAngely. I tasted the first sweetness of secret power, which men say is the sweetest of all and the last relinquished; and, the hum of distant voices and laughter still reaching me at intervals, I began to understand why we had been admitted with, so much precaution, and to comprehend the gratification of M. de Rosny when the promise of this interview first presented to him the hope of effecting so much for his master and for France.

Now I was to be drawn into the whirlpool itself. I was still travelling back over the different stages of the adventure which had brought me to this point, when I was rudely awakened by M. de Rosny calling my name in a raised voice. Seeing, somewhat late, that he was beckoning to me to approach, I went forward in a confused and hasty fashion; kneeling before the king as I had seen him kneel, and then rising to give ear to his Majestys commands. Albeit, having expected nothing less than to be called upon, I was not in the clearest mood to receive them. Nor was my bearing such as I could have wished it to be.

M. de Rosny tells me that you desire a commission at Court, sir, the king said quickly.

I, sire? I stammered, scarcely able to believe my ears. I was so completely taken aback that I could say no more, and I stopped there with my mouth open.

There are few things I can deny M. de Rosny, Henry continued, speaking very rapidly, and I am told that you are a gentleman of birth and ability. Out of kindness to him, therefore, I grant you a commission to raise twenty men for my service. Rambouillet, he continued, raising his voice slightly, you will introduce this gentleman to me publicly to-morrow, that; I may carry into effect my intention on his behalf. You may go now, sir. No thanks. And M. de Rosny, he added, turning to my companion and speaking with energy, have a care for my sake that you are not recognised as you go. Rambouillet must contrive something to enable you to leave without peril. I should be desolated if anything happened to you, my friend, for I could not protect you. I give you my word if Mendoza or Retz found you in Blois I could not save you from them unless you recanted.

I will not trouble either your Majesty or my conscience, M. de Rosny replied, bowing low, if my wits can help me.

Well, the saints keep you, the king answered piously, going towards the door by which he had entered; for your master and I have both need of you. Rambouillet, take care of him as you love me. And come early in the morning to my closet and tell me how it has fared with him.

We all stood bowing while he withdrew, and only turned to retire when the door closed behind him. Burning with indignation and chagrin as I was at finding myself disposed of in the way I have described, and pitchforked, whether I would or no, into a service I neither fancied nor desired, I still managed for the present to restrain myself; and, permitting my companions to precede me, followed in silence, listening sullenly to their jubilations. The marquis seemed scarcely less pleased than M. de Rosny; and as the latter evinced a strong desire to lessen any jealousy the former might feel, and a generous inclination to attribute to him a full share of the credit gained, I remained the only person dissatisfied with the evenings events. We retired from the chateau with the same precautions which had marked our entrance, and parting with M. de Rambouillet at the door of our lodging  not without many protestations of esteem on his part and of gratitude on that of M. de Rosny  mounted to the first-floor in single file and in silence, which I was determined not to be the first to break.

Doubtless M. de Rosny knew my thoughts, for, speedily dismissing Maignan and Simon, who were in waiting, he turned to me without preface. Come, my friend, he said, laying his hand on my shoulder and looking me in the face in a way which all but disarmed me at once, do not let us misunderstand one another. You think you have cause to be angry with me. I cannot suffer that, for the King of Navarre had never greater need of your services than now.

You have played me an unworthy trick, sir,I answered, thinking he would cozen me with fair speeches.

Tut, tut! he replied. You do not understand.

I understand well enough, I answered, with bitterness, that, having done the King of Navarres work, he would now be rid of me.

Have I not told you, M. de Rosny replied, betraying for the first time some irritation, that he has greater need of your services than ever? Come, man, be reasonable, or, better still, listen to me. And turning from me, he began to walk up and down the room, his hands behind him. the King of France  I want to make it as clear to you as possible he said, cannot make head against the League without help, and, willy-nilly, must look for it to the Huguenots whom he has so long persecuted. The King of Navarre, their acknowledged leader, has offered that help; and so, to spite my master, and prevent a combination so happy for France, has M. de Turenne, who would fain raise the faction he commands to eminence, and knows well how to make his profit out of the dissensions of his country. Are you clear so far, sir?

I assented. I was becoming absorbed in spite of myself.

Very well, he resumed. This evening  never did anything fall out more happily than Rambouillets meeting with me  he is a good man!  I have brought the king to this: that if proof of the selfish nature of Turennes designs be laid before him he will hesitate no longer. That proof exists. A fortnight ago it was here; but it is not here now.

That is unlucky! I exclaimed. I was so much interested in his story, as well as flattered by the confidence he was placing in me, that my ill-humour vanished. I went and stood with my shoulder against the mantelpiece, and he, passing to and fro between me and the light, continued his tale.

A word about this proof, he said. It came into the King of Navarres hands before its full value was known to us, for that only accrued to it on M. de Guises death. A month ago it  this piece of evidence I mean  was at Chize. A fortnight or so ago it was here in Blois. It is now, M. de Marsac, he continued, facing me suddenly as he came opposite me, in my house at Rosny.

I started. You mean Mademoiselle de la Vire? I cried.

I mean Mademoiselle de la Vire! he answered, who, some month or two ago, overheard M. de Turennes plans, and contrived to communicate with the King of Navarre. Before the latter could arrange a private interview, however, M. de Turenne got wind of her dangerous knowledge, and swept her off to Chize. The rest you know, M. de Marsac, if any man knows it.

But what will you do? I asked. She is at Rosny.

Maignan, whom I trust implicitly, as far as his lights go, will start to fetch her to-morrow. At the same hour I start southwards. You, M. de Marsac, will remain here as my agent, to watch over my interests, to receive Mademoiselle on her arrival, to secure for her a secret interview with the king, to guard her while she remains here. Do you understand?

Did I understand? I could not find words in which to thank him. My remorse and gratitude, my sense of the wrong I had done him, and of the honour he was doing me, were such that I stood mute before him as I had stood before the king. You accept, then? he said, smiling. You do not deem the adventure beneath you, my friend?

I deserve your confidence so little, sir, I answered, stricken to the ground, that I beg you to speak, while I listen. By attending exactly to your instructions I may prove worthy of the trust reposed in me. And only so.

He embraced me again and again, with a kindness which moved me almost to tears. You are a man after my own heart, he said, and if God wills I will make your fortune. Now listen, my friend. To-morrow at Court, as a stranger and a man introduced by Rambouillet, you will be the cynosure of all eyes. Bear yourself bravely. Pay court to the women, but attach yourself to no one in particular. Keep aloof from Retz and the Spanish faction, but beware especially of Bruhl. He alone will have your secret, and may suspect your design. Mademoiselle should be here in a week; while she is with you, and until she has seen the king, trust no one, suspect everyone, fear all things. Consider the battle won only when the king says, I am satisfied.

Much more he told me, which served its purpose and has been forgotten. Finally he honoured me by bidding me share his pallet with him, that we might talk without restraint, and that if anything occurred to him in the night he might communicate it to me.

But will not Bruhl denounce me as a Huguenot? I asked him.

He will not dare to do so, M. de Rosny answered, both as a Huguenot himself, and as his masters representative; and, further, because it would displease the king. No, but whatever secret harm one man can do another, that you have to fear. Maignan, when he returns with mademoiselle, will leave two men with you; until they come I should borrow a couple of stout fellows from Rambouillet. Do not go out alone after dark, and beware of doorways, especially your own.

A little later, when I thought him asleep, I heard him chuckle; and rising on my elbow I asked him what it was. Oh, it is your affair, he answered, still laughing silently, so that I felt the mattress shake under him. I dont envy you one part of your task, my friend.

What is that? I said suspiciously.

Mademoiselle, he answered, stifling with difficulty a burst of laughter. And after that he would not say another word, bad, good, or indifferent, though I felt the bed shake more than once, and knew that he was digesting his pleasantry.


CHAPTER XVI. IN THE KINGS CHAMBER.

M. de Rosny had risen from my side and started on his journey when I opened my eyes in the morning, and awoke to the memory of the task which had been so strangely imposed upon me; and which might, according as the events of the next fortnight shaped themselves, raise me to high position or put an end to my career. He had not forgotten to leave a souvenir behind him, for I found beside my pillow a handsome silver-mounted pistol, bearing the letter R. and a coronet; nor had I more than discovered this instance of his kindness before Simon Fleix came in to tell me that M. de Rosny had left two hundred crowns in his hands for me.

Any message with it? I asked the lad.

Only that; he had taken a keepsake in exchange, Simon answered, opening the window as he spoke.

In some wonder I began to search, but I could not discover that anything was missing until I came to put on my doublet, when I found that the knot of ribbon which mademoiselle had flung to me at my departure from Rosny was gone from the inside of the breast, where I had pinned it for safety with a long thorn. The discovery that M. de Rosny had taken this was displeasing to me on more than one account. In the first place, whether mademoiselle had merely wished to plague me (as was most probable) or not, I was loth to lose it, my day for ladies favours being past and gone; in the second, I misdoubted the motive which had led him to purloin it, and tormented myself with thinking of the different constructions he might put upon it, and the disparaging view of my trust worthiness which it might lead him to take. I blamed myself much for my carelessness in leaving it where a chance eye might rest upon it; and more when, questioning Simon further, I learned that M. de Rosny had added, while mounting at the door, Tell your master, safe bind, safe find; and a careless lover makes a loose mistress.

I felt my cheek burn in a manner unbecoming my years while Simon with some touch of malice repeated this; and I made a vow on the spot, which I kept until I was tempted to break it, to have no more to do with such trifles. Meanwhile, I had to make the best of it; and brisking up, and bidding Simon, who seemed depressed by the barons departure, brisk up also, I set about my preparations for making such a figure at Court as became me: procuring a black velvet suit, and a cap and feather to match; item, a jewelled clasp to secure the feather; with a yard or two of lace and two changes of fine linen.

Simon had grown sleek at Rosny, and losing something of the wildness which had marked him, presented in the dress M. de Rosny had given him a very creditable appearance; being also, I fancy, the only equerry in Blois who could write. A groom I engaged on the recommendation of M. de Rambouillets master of the horse; and I gave out also that I required a couple of valets. It needed only an hour under the barbers hands and a set of new trappings for the Cid to enable me to make a fair show, such as might be taken to indicate a man of ten or twelve thousand livres a year.

In this way I expended a hundred and fifteen crowns reflecting that this was a large sum, and that I must keep some money for play, I was glad to learn that in the crowded state of the city even men with high rank were putting up with poor lodging; I determined, therefore, to combine economy with a scheme which I had in my head by taking the rooms in which my mother died, with one room below them. This I did, hiring such furniture as I needed, which was not a great deal. To Simon Fleix, whose assistance in these matters was invaluable, I passed on much of M. de Rosnys advice, bidding him ruffle it with the best in his station, and inciting him to labour for my advancement by promising to make his fortune whenever my own should be assured. I hoped, indeed, to derive no little advantage from the quickness of wit; which had attracted M. de Rosnys attention; although I did not fail to take into account at the same time that the lad was wayward and fitful, prone at one time to depression, and at another to giddiness, and equally uncertain in either mood.

M. de Rambouillet being unable to attend the LEVEE, had appointed me to wait upon him at six in the evening; at which hour I presented myself at his lodgings, attended by Simon Fleix. I found him in the midst of half a dozen gentlemen whose habit it was to attend him upon all public occasions; and these gallants, greeting me with the same curious and suspicious glances which I have seen hounds bestow on a strange dog introduced into their kennel, I was speedily made to feel that it is one thing to have business at Court, and another to be well received there.

M. de Rambouillet, somewhat to my surprise, did nothing to remove this impression. On all ordinary occasions a man of stiff and haughty bearing, and thoroughly disliking, though he could not prevent, the intrusion of a third party into a transaction which promised an infinity of credit, he received me so coldly and with so much reserve as for the moment to dash my spirits and throw me back on myself.

During the journey to the castle, however, which we performed on foot, attended by half a dozen armed servants bearing torches, I had time to recall M. de Rosnys advice, and to bethink me of the intimacy which that great man had permitted me; with so much effect in the way of heartening me, that as we crossed the courtyard of the castle I advanced myself, not without some murmuring on the part of others, to Rambouillets elbow, considering that as I was attached to him by the kings command, this was my proper place. I had no desire to quarrel, however, and persisted for some time in disregarding the nudges and muttered words which were exchanged round me, and even the efforts which were made as we mounted the stairs to oust me from my position. But a young gentleman, who showed himself very forward in these attempts, presently stumbling against me, I found it necessary to look at him.

Sir, he said, in a small and lisping voice, you trod on my toe.

Though I had not done so, I begged his pardon very politely. But as his only acknowledgment of this courtesy consisted in an attempt to get his knee in front of mine  we were mounting very slowly, the stairs being cumbered with a multitude of servants, who stood on either hand  I did tread on his toe, with a force and directness which made him cry out.

What is the matter? Rambouillet asked, looking back hastily.

Nothing, M. le Marquis, I answered, pressing on steadfastly.

Sir, my young friend said again, in the same lisping voice, you trod on my toe.

I believe I did, sir, I answered.

You have not yet apologised, he murmured gently in my ear.

Nay, there you are wrong, I rejoined bluntly, for it is always my habit to apologise first and tread afterwards.

He smiled as at a pleasant joke; and I am bound to say that his bearing was so admirable that if he had been my son I could have hugged him. Good! he answered. No doubt your sword is as sharp as your wits, sir. I see, he continued, glancing naively at my old scabbard  he was himself the very gem of a courtier, a slender youth with a pink-and-white complexion, a dark line for a moustache, and a pearl-drop in his ear it is longing to be out. Perhaps you will take a turn in the tennis-court to-morrow?

With pleasure, sir, I answered, if you have a father, or your elder brother is grown up.

What answer he would have made to this gibe I do not know, for at that moment we reached the door of the ante-chamber; and this being narrow, and a sentry in the grey uniform of the Swiss Guard compelling all to enter in single file, my young friend was forced to fall back, leaving me free to enter alone, and admire at my leisure a scene at once brilliant and sombre.

The Court being in mourning for the Queen-mother, black predominated in the dresses of those present, and set off very finely the gleaming jewels and gemmed sword-hilts which were worn by the more important personages. The room was spacious and lofty, hung with arras, and lit by candles burning in silver sconces; it rang as we entered with the shrill screaming of a parrot, which was being teased by a group occupying the farther of the two hearths. Near them play was going on at one table, and primero at a second. In a corner were three or four ladies, in a circle about a red-faced, plebeian-looking man, who was playing at forfeits with one of their number; while the middle of the room seemed dominated by a middle-sized man with a peculiarly inflamed and passionate countenance, who, seated on a table, was inveighing against someone or something in the most violent terms, his language being interlarded with all kinds of strange and forcible oaths. Two or three gentlemen, who had the air of being his followers, stood about him, listening between submission and embarrassment; while beside the nearer fireplace, but at some distance from him, lounged a nobleman, very richly dressed, and wearing on his breast the Cross of the Holy Ghost; who seemed to be the object of his invective, but affecting to ignore it was engaged in conversation with a companion. A bystander muttering that Crillon had been drinking, I discovered with immense surprise that the declaimer on the table was that famous soldier; and I was still looking at him in wonder  for I had been accustomed all my life to associate courage with modesty  when, the door of the chamber suddenly opening, a general movement in that direction took place. Crillon, disregarding all precedency, sprang from his table and hurried first to the threshold. The Baron de Biron, on the other hand  for the gentleman by the fire was no other  waited, in apparent ignorance of the slight which was being put upon him, until M. de Rambouillet came up; then he went forward with him. Keeping close to my patrons elbow, I entered the chamber immediately behind him.

Crillon had already seized upon the king, and, when we entered, was stating his grievance is a voice not much lower than that which he had used outside. M. de Biron, seeing this, parted from the marquis, and, going aside with his former companion, sat down on a trunk against the wall; while Rambouillet, followed by myself and three or four gentlemen of his train, advanced to the king, who was standing near the alcove. His Majesty seeing him, and thankful, I think, for the excuse, waved Crillon off. Tut, tut! You told me all that this morning, he said good-naturedly. And here is Rambouillet, who has, I hope, something fresh to tell. Let him speak to me. Sanctus! Dont look at me as if you would run me through, man. Go and quarrel with someone of your own size.

Crillon at this retired grumbling, and Henry, who had just risen from primero with the Duke of Nevers, nodded to Rambouillet. Well, my friend, anything fresh? he cried. He was more at his ease and looked more cheerful than at our former interview; yet still care and suspicion lurked about his peevish mouth, and in the hollows under his gloomy eyes. A new guest, a new face, or a new game  which have you brought?

In a sense, sire, a new face, the marquis answered, bowing, and standing somewhat aside that I might have place.

Well, I cannot say much for the pretty baggage, quoth the king quickly. And amid a general titter he extended his hand to me. Ill be sworn, though, he continued, as I rose from my knee, that you want something, my friend?

Nay, sire, I answered, holding up my head boldly  for Crillons behaviour had been a further lesson to me I have, by your leave, the advantage. For your Majesty has supplied me with a new jest. I see many new faces round me, and I have need only of a new game. If your Majesty would be pleased to grant me

There! Said I not so? cried the king, raising his hand with a laugh. He does want something. But he seems not undeserving. What does he pray, Rambouillet?

A small command, M. de Rambouillet answered, readily playing his part. And your Majesty would oblige me if you could grant the Sieur de Marsacs petition. I will answer for it he is a man of experience.

Chut! A small command? Henry ejaculated, sitting down suddenly in apparent ill-humour. It is what everyone wants  when they do not want big ones. Still, I suppose, he continued, taking up a comfit-box, which lay beside him, and opening it, if you do not get what you want for him you will sulk like the rest, my friend.

Your Majesty has never had cause to complain of me, quoth the Marquis, forgetting his role, or too proud to play it.

Tut, tut, tut, tut! Take it, and trouble me no more, the king rejoined. Will pay for twenty men do for him? Very well then. There, M. de Marsac, he continued, nodding at me and yawning, your request is granted. You will find some other pretty baggages over there. Go to them. And now, Rambouillet, he went on, resuming his spirits as he turned to matters of more importance, here is a new sweetmeat Zamet has sent me. I have made Zizi sick with it. Will you try it? It is flavoured with white mulberries.

Thus dismissed, I fell back; and stood for a moment, at a loss whither to turn, in the absence of either friends or acquaintances. His Majesty, it is true, had bidden me go to certain pretty baggages, meaning, apparently, five ladies who were seated at the farther end of the room, diverting themselves with as many cavaliers; but the compactness of this party, the beauty of the ladies, and the merry peals of laughter which proceeded from them, telling of a wit and vivacity beyond the ordinary, sapped the resolution which had borne me well hitherto. I felt that to attack such a phalanx, even with a kings good will, was beyond the daring of a Crillon, and I looked round to see whether I could not amuse myself in some more modest fashion.

The material was not lacking. Crillon, still mouthing out his anger, strode up and down in front of the trunk on which M. de Biron was seated; but the latter was, or affected to be, asleep. Crillon is for ever going into rages now, a courtier beside me whispered.

Yes, his fellow answered, with a shrug of the shoulder; it is a pity there is no one to tame him. But he has such a long reach, morbleu!

It is not that so much as the fellows fury, the first speaker rejoined under his breath. He fights like a mad thing; fencing is no use against him.

The other nodded. For a moment the wild idea of winning renown by taming M. de Crillon occurred to me as I stood alone in the middle of the floor; but it had not more than passed through my brain when I felt my elbow touched, and turned to find the young gentleman whom I had encountered on the stairs standing by my side.

Sir, he lisped, in the same small voice, I think you trod on my toe a while ago?

I stared at him, wondering what he meant by this absurd repetition. Well, sir, I answered drily, and if I did?

Perhaps, he said, stroking his chin with his jewelled fingers, pending our meeting to-morrow, you would allow me to consider it as a kind of introduction?

If it please you, I answered, bowing stiffly, and wondering what he would be at.

Thank you, he answered. It does please me, under the circumstances; for there is a lady here who desires a word with you. I took up her challenge. Will you follow me?

He bowed, and turned in his languid fashion. I, turning too, saw, with secret dismay, that the five ladies, referred to above, were all now gazing at me, as expecting my approach; and this with such sportive glances as told only too certainly of some plot already in progress or some trick to be presently played me. Yet I could not see that I had any choice save to obey, and, following my leader with as much dignity as I could compass, I presently found myself bowing before the lady who sat nearest, and who seemed to be the leader of these nymphs.

Nay, sir, she said, eyeing me curiously, yet with a merry face, I do not need you; I do not look so high!

Turning in confusion to the next, I was surprised to see before me the lady whose lodging I had invaded in my search for Mademoiselle de la Vire  she, I mean, who, having picked up the velvet; knot, had dropped it so providentially where Simon Fleix found it. She looked at me blushing and laughing, and the young gentleman, who had done her errand, presenting me by name, she asked me, while the others listened, whether I had found my mistress.

Before I could answer, the lady to whom I had first addressed myself interposed. Stop, sir! she cried. What is this  a tale, a jest, a game, or a forfeit?

An adventure, madam, I answered, bowing low.

Of gallantry, Ill be bound, she exclaimed. Fie, Madame de Bruhl, and you but six months married!

Madame de Bruhl protested, laughing, that she had no more to do with it than Mercury. At the worst, she said, I carried the POULETS! But I can assure you, duchess, this gentleman should be able to tell us a very fine story, if he would.

The duchess and all the other ladies clapping their hands at this, and crying out that the story must and should be told, I found myself in a prodigious quandary; and one wherein my wits derived as little assistance as possible from the bright eyes and saucy looks which environed me. Moreover, the commotion attracting other listeners, I found my position, while I tried to extricate myself, growing each moment worse, so that I began to fear that as I had little imagination I should perforce have to tell the truth. The mere thought of this threw me into a cold perspiration, lest I should let slip something of consequence, and prove myself unworthy of the trust which M. de Rosny had reposed in me.

At the moment when, despairing of extricating myself, I was stooping over Madame de Bruhl begging her to assist me, I heard, amid the babel of laughter and raillery which surrounded me  certain of the courtiers having already formed hands in a circle and sworn I should not depart without satisfying the ladies  a voice which struck a chord in my memory. I turned to see who the speaker was, and encountered no other than M. de Bruhl himself; who, with a flushed and angry face, was listening to the explanation which a friend was pouring into his ear. Standing at the moment with my knee on Madame de Bruhls stool, and remembering very well the meeting on the stairs, I conceived in a flash that the man was jealous; but whether he had yet heard my name, or had any clew to link me with the person who had rescued Mademoiselle de la Vire from his clutches, I could not tell. Nevertheless his presence led my thoughts into a new channel. The determination to punish him began to take form in my mind, and very quickly I regained my composure. Still I was for giving him one chance. Accordingly I stooped once more to Madame de Bruhls ear, and begged her to spare me the embarrassment of telling my tale. But then, finding her pitiless, as I expected, and the rest of the company growing more and more insistent, I hardened my heart to go through with the fantastic notion which had occurred to me.

Indicating by a gesture that I was prepared to obey, and the duchess crying for a hearing, this was presently obtained, the sudden silence adding the king himself to my audience. What is it? he asked, coming up effusively, with a lap-dog in his arms. A new scandal, eh?

No, sire, a new tale-teller, the duchess answered pertly. If your Majesty will sit, we shall hear him the sooner.

He pinched her ear and sat down in the chair which a page presented. What! is it Rambouillets GRISON again? he said with some surprise. Well, fire away, man. But who brought you forward as a Rabelais?

There was a general cry of Madame de Bruhl! whereat that lady shook her fair hair, about her face, and cried out for someone to bring her a mask.

Ha, I see! said the king drily, looking pointedly at M. de Bruhl, who was as black as thunder. But go on, man.

The kings advent, by affording me a brief respite, had enabled me to collect my thoughts, and, disregarding the ribald interruptions, which at first were frequent, I began as follows: I am no Rabelais, sire, I said, but droll things happen to the most unlikely. Once upon a time it was the fortune of a certain swain, whom I will call Dromio, to arrive in a town not a hundred miles from Blois, having in his company a nymph of great beauty, who had been entrusted to his care by her parents. He had not more than lodged her in his apartments, however, before she was decoyed away by a trick, and borne off against her will by a young gallant, who had seen her and been smitten by her charms. Dromio, returning, and finding his mistress gone, gave way to the most poignant grief. He ran up and down the city, seeking her in every place, and filling all places with his lamentations; but for a time in vain, until chance led him to a certain street, where, in an almost incredible manner, he found a clew to her by discovering underfoot a knot of velvet, bearing Phyllidas name wrought on it in delicate needlework, with the words, A moi!

Sanctus! cried the king, amid a general murmur of surprise, that is well devised! Proceed, sir. Go on like that, and we will make your twenty men twenty-five.

Dromio, I continued, at sight of this trifle experienced the most diverse emotions, for while he possessed in it a clew to his mistresss fate, he had still to use it so as to discover the place whither she had been hurried. It occurred to him at last to begin his search with the house before which the knot had lain. Ascending accordingly to the second-floor, he found there a fair lady reclining on a couch, who started up in affright at his appearance. He hastened to reassure her, and to explain the purpose of his coming, and learned after a conversation with which I will not trouble your Majesty, though it was sufficiently diverting, that the lady had found the velvet knot in another part of the town, and had herself dropped it again in front of her own house.

Pourquoi? the king asked, interrupting me.

The swain, sire, I answered, was too much taken up with his own troubles to bear that in mind, even if he learned it. But this delicacy did not save him from misconception, for as he descended from the ladys apartment he met her husband on the stairs.

Good! the king exclaimed, rubbing his hands in glee. The husband! And under cover of the gibe and the courtly laugh which followed it M. de Bruhls start of surprise passed unnoticed save by me.

The husband, I resumed, seeing a stranger descending his staircase, was for stopping him and learning the reason of his presence; But Dromio, whose mind was with Phyllida, refused to stop, and, evading his questions, hurried to the part of the town where the lady had told him she found the velvet knot. Here, sire, at the corner of a lane running between garden-walls, he found a great house, barred and gloomy, and well adapted to the abductors purpose. Moreover, scanning it on every side, he presently discovered, tied about the bars of an upper window, a knot of white linen, the very counterpart of that velvet one which he bore in his breast. Thus he knew that the nymph was imprisoned in that room!

I will make it twenty-five, as I am a good Churchman! his Majesty exclaimed, dropping the little dog he was nursing into the duchesss lap, and taking out his comfit-box. Rambouillet, he added languidly, your friend is a treasure!

I bowed my acknowledgments, and took occasion as I did so to step a pace aside, so as to command a view of Madame de Bruhl, as well as her husband. Hitherto madame, willing to be accounted a part in so pretty a romance, and ready enough also, unless I was mistaken, to cause her husband a little mild jealousy, had listened to the story with a certain sly demureness. But this I foresaw would not last long; and I felt something like compunction as the moment for striking the blow approached. But I had now no choice. The best is yet to come, sire, I went on, as I think you will acknowledge in a moment. Dromio, though he had discovered his mistress, was still in the depths of despair. He wandered round and round the house, seeking ingress and finding none, until at length, sunset approaching, and darkness redoubling his fears for the nymph, fortune took pity on him. As he stood in front of the house he saw the abductor come out, lighted by two servants. Judge of his surprise, sire, I continued, looking round and speaking slowly, to give full effect to my words, when he recognised in him no other than the husband of the lady who, by picking up and again dropping the velvet knot, had contributed so much to the success of his search!

Ha! these husbands! cried the king. And slapping his knee in an ecstasy at his own acuteness, he laughed in his seat till he rolled again. These husbands! Did I not say so?

The whole Court gave way to like applause, and clapped their hands as well, so that few save those who stood nearest took notice of Madame de Bruhls faint cry, and still fewer understood why she rose up suddenly from her stool and stood gazing at her husband with burning cheeks and clenched hands. She took no heed of me, much less of the laughing crowd round her, but looked only at him with her soul in her eyes. He, after uttering one hoarse curse, seemed to have no thought for any but me. To have the knowledge that his own wife had baulked him brought home to him in this mocking fashion, to find how little a thing had tripped him that day, to learn how blindly he had played into the hands of fate, above all to be exposed at once to his wifes resentment and the ridicule of the Court  for he could not be sure that I should not the next moment disclose his name  all so wrought on him that for a moment I thought he would strike me in the presence.

His rage, indeed, did what I had not meant to do. For the king, catching sight of his face, and remembering that Madame de Bruhl had elicited the story, screamed suddenly, Haro! and pointed ruthlessly at him with his finger. After that I had no need to speak, the story leaping from eye to eye, and every eye settling on Bruhl, who sought in vain to compose his features. Madame, who surpassed him, as women commonly do surpass men, in self-control, was the first to recover herself, and sitting down as quickly as she had risen, confronted alike her husband and her rivals with a pale smile.

For a moment curiosity and excitement kept all breathless, the eye alone busy. Then the king laughed mischievously. Come, M. de Bruhl, he cried, perhaps you will finish the tale for us? And he threw himself back in his chair, a sneer on his lips.

Or why not Madame de Bruhl? said the duchess, with her head on one side and her eyes glittering over her fan. Madame would, I am sure, tell it so well.

But madame only shook her head, smiling always that forced smile. For Bruhl himself, glaring from face to face like a bull about to charge, I have never seen a man more out of countenance, or more completely brought to bay. His discomposure, exposed as he was to the ridicule of all present, was such that the presence in which he stood scarcely hindered him from some violent attack; and his eyes, which had wandered from me at the kings word, presently returning to me again, he so far forgot himself as to raise his hand furiously, uttering at the same time a savage oath.

The king cried out angrily, Have a care, sir! But Bruhl only heeded this so far as to thrust aside those who stood round him and push his way hurriedly through the circle.

Arnidieu! cried the king, when he was gone. This is fine conduct! I have half a mind to send after him and have him put where his hot blood would cool a little. Or

He stopped abruptly, his eyes resting on me. The relative positions of Bruhl and myself as the agents of Rosny and Turenne occurred to him for the first time, I think, and suggested the idea, perhaps, that I had laid a trap for him, and that he had fallen into it. At any rate his face grew darker and darker, and at last, A nice kettle of fish this is you have prepared for us, sir! he muttered, gazing at me gloomily.

The sudden change in his humour took even courtiers by surprise. Faces a moment before broad with smiles grew long again. The less important personages looked uncomfortably at one another, and with one accord frowned on me. If your Majesty would please to hear the end of the story at another time? I suggested humbly, beginning to wish with all my heart that I had never said a word.

Chut! he answered, rising, his face still betraying his perturbation, Well, be it so. For the present you may go, sir. Duchess, give me Zizi, and come to my closet. I want you to see my puppies. Retz, my good friend, do you come too. I have something to say to you. Gentlemen, you need not wait. It is likely I shall be late.

And, with the utmost abruptness, he broke up the circle.


CHAPTER XVII. THE JACOBIN MONK.

Had I needed any reminder of the uncertainty of Court favour, or an instance whence I might learn the lesson of modesty, and so stand in less danger of presuming on my new and precarious prosperity, I had it in this episode, and in the demeanour of the company round me. On the circle breaking up in confusion, I found myself the centre of general regard, but regard of so dubious a character, the persons who would have been the first to compliment me had the king retired earlier, standing farthest aloof now, that I felt myself rather insulted than honoured by it. One or two, indeed, of the more cautious spirits did approach me; but it was with the air of men providing against a danger particularly remote, their half-hearted speeches serving only to fix them in my memory as belonging to a class, especially abhorrent to me  the class, I mean, of those who would run at once with the hare and the hounds.

I was rejoiced to find that on one person, and that the one whose disposition towards me was, next to the kings, of first importance, this episode had produced a different impression, Feeling, as I made for the door, a touch on my arm, I turned to find M. de Rambouillet at my elbow, regarding me with a glance of mingled esteem and amusement; in fine, with a very different look from that which had been my welcome earlier in the evening. I was driven to suppose that he was too great a man, or too sure of his favour with the king, to be swayed by the petty motives which actuated the Court generally, for he laid his hand familiarly on my shoulder, and walked on beside me.

Well my friend, he said, you have distinguished yourself finely! I do not know that I ever remember a pretty woman making more stir in one evening. But if you are wise you will not go home alone to-night.

I have my sword, M. le Marquis, I answered, somewhat proudly. Which will avail you little against a knife in the back! he retorted drily. What attendance have you?

My equerry, Simon Fleix, is on the stairs.

Good, so far, but not enough, he replied, as we reached the head of the staircase. You had better come home with me now, and two or three of my fellows shall go on to your lodging with you. Do you know, my friend, he continued, looking at me keenly, you are either a very clever or a very foolish man?

I made answer modestly. Neither the one, I fear, nor the other, I hope sir, I said.

Well, you have done a very pertinent thing, he replied, for good or evil. You have let the enemy know what he has to expect, and he is not one, I warn you, to be despised. But whether you have been very wise or very foolish in declaring open war remains to be seen.

A week will show, I answered.

He turned and looked at me. You take it coolly, he said.

I have been knocking about the world for forty years, marquis, I rejoined.

He muttered something about Rosny having a good eye, and then stopped to adjust his cloak. We were by this time in the street. Making me go hand in hand with him, he requested the other gentlemen to draw their swords; and the servants being likewise armed and numbering half a score or more, with pikes and torches, we made up a very formidable party, and caused, I think, more alarm as we passed through the streets to Rambouillets lodging than we had any reason to feel. Not that we had it all to ourselves, for the attendance at Court that evening being large, and the circle breaking up as I have described more abruptly than usual, the vicinity of the castle was in a ferment, and the streets leading from it were alive with the lights and laughter of parties similar to our own.

At the door of the marquiss lodging I prepared to take leave of him with many expressions of gratitude, but he would have me enter and sit down with him to a light refection, which it was his habit to take before retiring. Two of his gentlemen sat down with us, and a valet, who was in his confidence, waiting on us, we made very merry over the scene in the presence. I learned that M. de Bruhl was far from popular at Court; but being known to possess some kind of hold over the king, and enjoying besides a great reputation for recklessness and skill with the sword, he had played a high part for a length of time, and attached to himself, especially since the death of Guise, a considerable number of followers.

The truth is, one of the marquiss gentlemen, who was a little heated with wine, observed, there is nothing at this moment which a bold and unscrupulous man may not win in France!

Nor a bold and Christian gentleman for France! replied M. de Rambouillet with, some asperity. By the way, he continued, turning abruptly to the servant, where is M. Francois?

The valet answered that he had not returned with us from the castle. The Marquis expressed himself annoyed at this, and I gathered, firstly, that the missing man was his near kinsman, and, secondly, that he was also the young spark who had been so forward to quarrel with me earlier in the evening. Determining to refer the matter, should it become pressing, to Rambouillet for adjustment, I took leave of him, and attended by two of his servants, whom he kindly transferred to my service for the present, I started towards my lodging a little before midnight.

The moon had risen while we were at supper, and its light, which whitened the gables on one side of the street, diffused a glimmer below sufficient to enable us to avoid the kennel. Seeing this, I bade the men put out our torch. Frost had set in, and a keen wind was blowing, so that we were glad to hurry on at a good pace; and the streets being quite deserted at this late hour, or haunted only by those who had come to dread the town marshal, we met no one and saw no lights. I fell to thinking, for my part, of the evening I had spent searching Blois for Mademoiselle, and of the difference between then and now. Nor did I fail while on this track to retrace it still farther to the evening of our arrival at my mothers; whence, as a source, such kindly and gentle thoughts welled up in my mind as were natural, and the unfailing affection of that gracious woman required. These, taking the place for the moment of the anxious calculations and stern purposes which had of late engrossed me, were only ousted by something which, happening under my eyes, brought me violently and abruptly to myself.

This was the sudden appearance of three men, who issued one by one from an alley a score of yards in front of us, and after pausing a second to look back the way they had come, flitted on in single file along the street, disappearing, as far as the darkness permitted me to judge, round a second corner. I by no means liked their appearance, and, as a scream and the clash of arms rang out next moment from the direction in which they had gone, I cried lustily to Simon Fleix to follow, and ran on, believing from the rascals movements that they were after no good, but that rather some honest man was like to be sore beset.

On reaching the lane down which they had plunged, however, I paused a moment, considering not so much its black-ness, which was intense, the eaves nearly meeting overhead, as the small chance I had of distinguishing between attackers and attacked. But Simon and the men overtaking me, and the sounds of a sharp tussle still continuing, I decided to venture, and plunged into the alley, my left arm well advanced, with the skirt of my cloak thrown over it, and my sword drawn back. I shouted as I ran, thinking that the knaves might desist on hearing me; and this was what happened, for as I arrived on the scene of action  the farther end of the alley  two men took to their heels, while of two who remained, one lay at length in the kennel, and another rose slowly from his knees.

You are just in time, sir, the latter said, breathing hard, but speaking with a preciseness which sounded familiar. I am obliged to you, sir, whoever you are. The villains had got me down, and in a few minutes more would have made my mother childless. By the way, you have no light, have you? he continued, lisping like a woman.

One of M. de Rambouillets men, who had by this time come up, cried out that it was Monsieur Francois.

Yes, blockhead! the young gentleman answered with the utmost coolness. But I asked for a light, not for my name.

I trust you are not hurt, sir? I said, putting up my sword.

Scratched only, he answered, betraying no surprise on learning who it was had come up so opportunely; as he no doubt did learn from my voice, for he continued with a bow, a slight price to pay for the knowledge that M. de Marsac is as forward on the field as on the stairs.

I bowed my acknowledgments.

This fellow, I said, is he much hurt?

Tut, tut! I thought I had saved the marshal all trouble, M. Francois replied. Is he not dead, Gil?

The poor wretch made answer for himself, crying out piteously, and in a choking voice, for a priest to shrive him. At that moment Simon Fleix returned with our torch, which he had lighted at the nearest cross-streets, where there was a brazier, and we saw by this light that the man was coughing up blood, and might live perhaps half an hour.

Mordieu! That comes of thrusting too high! M. Francois muttered, regretfully. An inch lower, and there would have been none of this trouble! I suppose somebody must fetch one. Gil, he continued, run, man, to the sacristy in the Rue St. Denys, and get a Father. Or  stay! Help to lift him under the lee of the wall there. The wind cuts like a knife here.

The street being on the slope of the hill, the lower part of the house nearest us stood a few feet from the ground, on wooden piles, and the space underneath it, being enclosed at the back and sides, was used as a cart-house. The servants moved the dying man into this rude shelter, and I accompanied them, being unwilling to leave the young gentleman alone. Not wishing, however, to seem to interfere, I walked to the farther end, and sat down on the shaft of a cart, whence I idly admired the strange aspect of the group I had left, as the glare of the torch brought now one and now another into prominence, and sometimes shone on M. Francois jewelled fingers toying with his tiny moustache, and sometimes on the writhing features of the man at his feet.

On a sudden, and before Gil had started on his errand, I saw there was a priest among them. I had not seen him enter, nor had I any idea whence he came. My first impression was only that here was a priest, and that he was looking at me  not at the man craving his assistance on the floor, or at those who stood round him, but at me, who sat away in the shadow beyond the ring of light!

This was surprising; but a second glance explained it, for then I saw that he was the Jacobin monk who had haunted my mothers dying hours. And, amazed as much at this strange RENCONTRE as at the mans boldness, I sprang up and strode forwards, forgetting, in an impulse of righteous anger, the office he came to do. And this the more as his face, still turned to me, seemed instinct to my eyes with triumphant malice. As I moved towards him, however, with a fierce exclamation on my lips, he suddenly dropped his eyes and knelt. Immediately M. Francois cried Hush! and the men turned to me with scandalised faces. I fell back. Yet even then, whispering on his knees by the dying man, the knave was thinking, I felt sure, of me, glorying at once in his immunity and the power it gave him to tantalise me without fear.

I determined, whatever the result, to intercept him when all was over; and on the man dying a few minutes later, I walked resolutely to the open side of the shed, thinking it likely he might try to slip away as mysteriously as he had come. He stood a moment speaking to M. Francois, however, and then, accompanied by him, advanced boldly to meet me, a lean smile on his face.

Father Antoine, M. dAgen said politely, tells me that he knows you, M. de Marsac, and desires to speak to you, MAL-A-PROPOS as is the occasion.

And I to him, I answered, trembling with rage, and only restraining by an effort the impulse which would have had me dash my hand in the priests pale, smirking face. I have waited long for this moment, I continued, eyeing him steadily, as M. Francois withdrew out of hearing, and had you tried to avoid me, I would have dragged you back, though all your tribe were here to protect you.

His presence so maddened me that I scarcely knew what I said. I felt my breath come quickly, I felt the blood surge to my head, and it was with difficulty I restrained myself when he answered with well-affected sanctity, Like mother, like son, I fear, sir. Huguenots both.

I choked with rage. What! I said, you dare to threaten me as you threatened my mother? Fool! know that only to-day for the purpose of discovering and punishing you I took the rooms in which my mother died.

I know it, he answered quietly. And then in a second, as by magic, he altered his demeanour completely, raising his head and looking me in the face. That, and so much besides, I know, he continued, giving me, to my astonishment, frown for frown, that if you will listen to me for a moment, M. de Marsac, and listen quietly, I will convince you that the folly is not on my side.

Amazed at his new manner, in which there was none of the madness that had marked him at our first meeting, but a strange air of authority, unlike anything I had associated with him before, I signed to him to proceed.

You think that I am in your power? he said, smiling.

I think, I retorted swiftly, that, escaping me now, you will have at your heels henceforth a worse enemy than even your own sins.

Just so, he answered, nodding. Well, I am going to show you that the reverse is the case; and that you are as completely in my hands, to spare or to break, as this straw. In the first place, you are here in Blois, a Huguenot!

Chut! I exclaimed contemptuously, affecting a confidence I was far from feeling. A little while back that might have availed you. But we are in Blois, not Paris. It is not far to the Loire, and you have to deal with a man now, not with a woman. It is you who have cause to tremble, not I.

You think to be protected, he answered with a sour smile, even on this side of the Loire, I see. But one word to the Popes Legate, or to the Duke of Nevers, and you would see the inside of a dungeon, if not worse. For the king

King or no king! I answered, interrupting him with more assurance than I felt, seeing that I remembered only too well Henrys remark that Rosny must not look to him for protection, I fear you not a whit! And that reminds me. I have heard you talk treason  rank, black treason, priest, as ever sent man to rope, and I will give you up. By heaven I will! I cried, my rage increasing, as I discerned, more and more clearly, the dangerous hold he had over me. You have threatened me! One word, and I will send you to the gallows!

Sh! he answered, indicating M. Francois by, a gesture of the hand. For your own sake, not mine. This is fine talking, but you have not yet heard all I know. Would you like to hear how you have spent the last month? Two days after Christmas, M. de Marsac, you left Chize with a young lady  I can give you her name, if you please. Four days afterwards you reached Blois, and took her to your mothers lodging. Next morning she left you for M. de Bruhl. Two days later you tracked her to a house in the Ruelle dArcy, and freed her, but lost her in the moment of victory. Then you stayed in Blois until your mothers death, going a day or two later to M. de Rosnys house by Mantes, where mademoiselle still is. Yesterday you arrived in Blois with M. de Rosny; you went to his lodging; you

Proceed, I muttered, leaning forward. Under cover of my cloak I drew my dagger half-way from its sheath. Proceed, sir, I pray, I repeated with dry lips.

You slept there, he continued, holding his ground, but shuddering slightly, either from cold or because he perceived my movement and read my design in my eyes.

This morning you remained here in attendance on M. de Rambouillet.

For the moment I breathed freely again, perceiving that though he knew much, the one thing on which M. de Rosnys design turned had escaped him. The secret interview with the king, which compromised alike Henry himself and M. de Rambouillet, had apparently passed unnoticed and unsuspected. With a sigh of intense relief I slid back the dagger, which I had fully made up my mind to use had he known all, and drew my cloak round me with a shrug of feigned indifference. I sweated to think what he did know, but our interview with the king having escaped him, I breathed again.

Well, sir, I said curtly, I have listened. And now, what is the purpose of all this?

My purpose? he answered, his eyes glittering. To show you that you are in my power. You are the agent of M. de Rosny. I, the agent, however humble, of the Holy Catholic League. Of your movements I know all. What do you know of mine?

Knowledge, I made grim answer, is not everything, sir priest.

It is more than it was, he said, smiling his thin-lipped smile. It is going to be more than it is. And I know much  about you, M. de Marsac.

You know too much! I retorted, feeling his covert threats close round me like the folds of some great serpent. But you are imprudent, I think. Will you tell me what is to prevent me striking you through where you stand, and ridding myself at a blow of so much knowledge?

The presence of three men, M. de Marsac, he answered lightly, waving his hand towards M. Francois and the others, every one of whom would give you up to justice. You forget that you are north of the Loire, and that priests are not to be massacred here with impunity, as in your lawless south-country. However, enough. The night is cold, and M. dAgen grows suspicious as well as impatient. We have, perhaps, spoken too long already. Permit me  he bowed and drew back a step to resume this discussion to-morrow.

Despite his politeness and the hollow civility with which he thus sought; to close the interview, the light of triumph which shone in his eyes, as the glare of the torch fell athwart them, no less than the assured tone of his voice, told me clearly that he knew his power. He seemed, indeed, transformed: no longer a slinking, peaceful clerk, preying on a womans fears, but a bold and crafty schemer, skilled and unscrupulous, possessed of hidden knowledge and hidden resources; the personification of evil intellect. For a moment, knowing all I knew, and particularly the responsibilities which lay before me, and the interests committed to my hands, I quailed, confessing myself unequal to him. I forgot the righteous vengeance I owed him; I cried out helplessly against the ill-fortune which had brought him across my path. I saw myself enmeshed and fettered beyond hope of escape, and by an effort only controlled the despair I felt.

To-morrow? I muttered hoarsely. At what time?

He shook his head with a cunning smile. A thousand thanks, but I will settle that myself! he answered. Au revoir! and uttering a word of leave-taking to M. Francois dAgen, he blessed the two servants, and went out into the night.


CHAPTER XVIII. THE OFFER OF THE LEAGUE.

When the last sound of his footsteps died away, I awoke as from an evil dream, and becoming conscious of the presence of M. Francois and the servants, recollected mechanically that I owed the former an apology for my discourtesy in keeping him standing in the cold. I began to offer it; but my distress and confusion of mind were such that in the middle of a set phrase I broke off, and stood looking fixedly at him, my trouble so plain that he asked me civilly if anything ailed me.

No, I answered, turning from him impatiently; nothing, nothing, sir. Or tell me, I continued, with an abrupt change of mind, who is that; who has just left us?

Father Antoine, do you mean?

Ay, Father Antoine, Father Judas, call him what you like, I rejoined bitterly.

Then if you leave the choice to me, M. Francois answered with grave politeness, I would rather call him something more pleasant, M. de Marsac  James or John, let us say. For there is little said here which does not come back to him. If walls have ears, the walls of Blois are in his pay. But I thought you knew him, he continued. He is secretary, confidant, chaplain, what you will, to Cardinal Retz, and one of those whom  in your ear  greater men court and more powerful men lean on. If I had to choose between them, I would rather cross M. de Crillon.

I am obliged to you, I muttered, checked as much by his manner as his words.

Not at all, he answered more lightly. Any information I have is at your disposal.

However, I saw the imprudence of venturing farther, and hastened to take leave of him, persuading him to allow one of M. de Rambouillets servants to accompany him home. He said that he should call on me in the morning; and forcing myself to answer him in a suitable manner, I saw him depart one way, and myself, accompanied by Simon Fleix, went off another. My feet were frozen with long standing  I think the corpse we left was scarce colder  but my head was hot with feverish doubts and fears. The moon had sunk and the streets were dark. Our torch had burned out, and we had no light. But where my followers saw only blackness and vacancy, I saw an evil smile and a lean visage fraught with menace and exultation.

For the more closely I directed my mind to the position in which I stood, the graver it seemed. Pitted against Bruhl alone, amid strange surroundings and in an atmosphere of Court intrigue, I had thought my task sufficiently difficult and the disadvantages under which I laboured sufficiently serious before this interview. Conscious of a certain rustiness and a distaste for finesse, with resources so inferior to Bruhls that even M. de Rosnys liberality had not done much to make up the difference, I had accepted the post offered me rather readily than sanguinely; with joy, seeing that it held out the hope of high reward, but with no certain expectation of success. Still, matched with a man of violent and headstrong character, I had seen no reason to despair; nor any why I might not arrange the secret meeting between the king and mademoiselle with safety, and conduct to its end an intrigue simple and unsuspected, and requiring for its execution rather courage and caution than address or experience.

Now, however, I found that Bruhl was not my only or my most dangerous antagonist. Another was in the field  or, to speak more correctly, was waiting outside the arena, ready to snatch the prize when we should have disabled one another, From a dream of Bruhl and myself as engaged in a competition for the kings favour, wherein neither could expose the other nor appeal even in the last resort to the joint-enemies of his Majesty and ourselves, I awoke to a very different state of things; I awoke to find those enemies the masters of the situation, possessed of the clue to our plans, and permitting them only as long as they seemed to threaten no serious peril to themselves.

No discovery could be more mortifying or more fraught with terror. The perspiration stood on my brow as I recalled the warning which M. de Rosny had uttered against Cardinal Retz, or noted down the various points of knowledge which were in Father Antoines possession. He knew every event of the last month, with one exception, and could tell, I verily believed, how many crowns I had in my pouch. Conceding this, and the secret sources of information he must possess, what hope had I of keeping my future movements from him? Mademoiselles arrival would be known to him before she had well passed the gates; nor was it likely, or even possible, that I should again succeed in reaching the kings presence untraced and unsuspected. En fin, I saw myself, equally with Bruhl, a puppet in this mans hands, my goings out and my comings in watched and reported to him, his mercy the only bar between myself and destruction. At any moment I might be arrested as a Huguenot, the enterprise in which I was engaged ruined, and Mademoiselle de la Vire exposed to the violence of Bruhl or the equally dangerous intrigues of the League.

Under these circumstances I fancied sleep impossible; but habit and weariness are strong persuaders, and when I reached my lodging I slept long and soundly, as became a man who had looked danger in the face more than once. The morning light too brought an accession both of courage and hope. I reflected on the misery of my condition at St. Jean dAngely, without friends or resources, and driven to herd with such a man as Fresnoy. And telling myself that the gold crowns which M. de Rosny had lavished upon me were not for nothing, nor the more precious friendship with which he had honoured me a gift that called for no return, I rose with new spirit and a countenance which threw Simon Fleix who had seen me lie down the picture of despair  into the utmost astonishment.

You have had good dreams, he said, eyeing me jealously and with a disturbed air.

I had a very evil one last night, I answered lightly, wondering a little why he looked at me so, and why he seemed to resent my return to hopefulness and courage. I might have followed this train of thought further with advantage, since I possessed a clue to his state of mind; but at that moment a summons at the door called him away to it, and he presently ushered in M. dAgen, who, saluting me with punctilious politeness, had not said fifty words before he introduced the subject of his toe  no longer, however, in a hostile spirit, but as the happy medium which had led him to recognise the worth and sterling qualities  so he was pleased to say  of his preserver.

I was delighted to find him in this frame of mind, and told him frankly that the friendship with which his kinsman, M. de Rambouillet, honoured me would prevent me giving him satisfaction save in the last resort. He replied that the service I had done him was such as to render this immaterial, unless I had myself cause of offence; which I was forward to deny.

We were paying one another compliments after this fashion, while I regarded him with the interest which the middle-aged bestow on the young and gallant in whom they see their own youth and hopes mirrored, when the door was again opened, and after a moments pause admitted, equally, I think, to the disgust of M. Francois, and myself, the form of Father Antoine.

Seldom have two men more diverse stood, I believe, in a room together; seldom has any greater contrast been presented to a mans eyes than that opened to mine on this occasion. On the one side the gay young spark, with his short cloak, his fine suit; of black-and-silver, his trim limbs and jewelled hilt and chased comfit-box; on the other, the tall, stooping monk, lean-jawed and bright-eyed, whose gown hung about him in coarse, ungainly folds. And M. Francois sentiment on first seeing the other was certainly dislike. Is spite of this, however, he bestowed a greeting on the new-comer which evidenced a secret awe, and in other ways showed so plain a desire to please, that I felt my fears of the priest return in force. I reflected that the talents which in such a garb could win the respect of M. Francois dAgen  a brilliant star among the younger courtiers, and one of a class much given to thinking scorn of their fathers roughness  must be both great and formidable; and, so considering, I received the monk with a distant courtesy which I had once little thought to extend to him. I put aside for the moment the private grudge I bore him with so much justice, and remembered only the burden which lay on me in my contest with him.

I conjectured without difficulty that he chose to come at this time, when M. Francois was with me, out of a cunning regard to his own safety; and I was not surprised when M. Francois, beginning to make his adieux, Father Antoine begged him to wait below, adding that he had something of importance to communicate. He advanced his request in terms of politeness bordering on humility; but I could clearly see that, in assenting to it, M. dAgen bowed to a will stronger than his own, and would, had he dared to follow his own bent, have given a very different answer. As it was he retired  nominally to give an order to his lackey  with a species of impatient self-restraint which it was not difficult to construe.

Left alone with me, and assured that we had no listeners, the monk was not slow in coming to the point.

You have thought over what I told you last night? he said brusquely, dropping in a moment the suave manner which he had maintained in M. Francoiss presence.

I replied coldly that I had.

And you understand the position? he continued quickly, looking at me from under his brows as he stood before me, with one clenched fist on the table. Or shall I tell you more? Shall I tell you how poor and despised you were some weeks ago, M. de Marsac  you who now go in velvet, and have three men at your back? Or whose gold it is has brought you here, and made you, this? Chut! Do not let us trifle. You are here as the secret agent of the King of Navarre. It is my business to learn your plans and his intentions, and I propose to do so.

Well? I said.

I am prepared to buy them, he answered; and his eyes sparkled as he spoke, with a greed which set me yet more on my guard.

For whom? I asked. Having made up my mind that I must use the same weapons as my adversary, I reflected that to express indignation, such as might become a young man new to the world, could, help me not a whit. For whom? I repeated, seeing that he hesitated.

That is my business, he replied slowly.

You want to know too much and tell too little, I retorted, yawning.

And you are playing with me, he cried, looking at me suddenly, with so piercing a gaze and so dark a countenance that I checked a shudder with difficulty. So much the worse for you, so much the worse for you! he continued fiercely. I am here to buy the information you hold, but if you will not sell, there is another way. At an hours notice I can ruin your plans, and send you to a dungeon! You are like a fish caught in a net not yet drawn. It thrusts its nose this way and that, and touches the mesh, but is slow to take the alarm until the net is drawn  and then it is too late. So it is with you, and so it is, he added, falling into the ecstatic mood which marked him at times, and left me in doubt whether he were all knave or in part enthusiast, with all those who set themselves against St. Peter and his Church!

I have heard you say much the same of the King of France, I said derisively.

You trust in him? he retorted, his eyes gleaming. You have been up there, and seen his crowded chamber, and counted his forty-five gentlemen and his grey-coated Swiss? I tell you the splendour you saw was a dream, and will vanish as a dream. The mans strength and his glory shall go from him, and that soon. Have you no eyes to see that he is beside the question? There are but two powers in France  the Holy Union, which still prevails, and the accursed Huguenot; and between them is the battle.

Now you are telling me more, I said.

He grew sober in a moment, looking at me with a vicious anger hard to describe.

Tut tut, he said, showing his yellow teeth, the dead tell no tales. And for Henry of Valois, he so loves a monk that you might better accuse his mistress. But for you, I have only to cry Ho! a Huguenot and a spy! and though he loved you more than he loved Quelus or Maugiron, he dare not stretch out a finger to save you!

I knew that he spoke the truth, and with difficulty maintained the air of indifference with which I had entered on the interview.

But what if I leave Blois? I ventured, merely to see what he would say.

He laughed. You cannot, he answered. The net is round you, M. de Marsac, and there are those at every gate who know you and have their instructions. I can destroy you, but I would fain have your information, and for that I will pay you five hundred crowns and let you go.

To fall into the hands of the King of Navarre?

He will disown you, in any case, he answered eagerly. He had that in his mind, my friend, when he selected an agent so obscure. He will disown you. Ah, mon Dieu! had I been an hour quicker I had caught Rosny  Rosny himself!

There is one thing lacking still, I replied. How am I to be sure that, when I have told you what I know, you will pay me the money or let me go?

I will swear to it! he answered earnestly, deceived into thinking I was about to surrender. I will give you my oath, M. de Marsac!

I would as soon have your shoe-lace! I exclaimed, the indignation I could not entirely repress finding vent in that phrase. A Churchmans vow is worth a candle  or a candle and a half, is it? I continued ironically. I must have some security a great deal more substantial than that, father.

What? he asked, looking at me gloomily.

Seeing an opening, I cudgelled my brains to think of any condition which, being fulfilled, might turn the table on him and place him in my power. But his position was so strong, or my wits so weak, that nothing occurred to me at the time, and I sat looking at, him, my mind gradually passing from the possibility of escape to the actual danger in which I stood, and which encompassed also Simon Fleix, and, in a degree, doubtless, M. de Rambouillet. In four or five days, too, Mademoiselle de la Vire would arrive. I wondered if I could send any warning to her; and then, again, I doubted the wisdom of interfering with M. de Rosnys plans, the more as Maignan, who had gone to fetch mademoiselle, was of a kind to disregard any orders save his masters.

Well! said the monk, impatiently recalling me to myself, what security do you want?

I am not quite sure at this moment, I made answer slowly. I am in a difficult position. I must have some time to consider.

And to rid yourself of me, if it be possible, he said with irony. I quite understand. But I warn you that you are watched; and that wherever you go and whatever you do, eyes which are mine are upon you.

I, too, understand, I said coolly.

He stood awhile uncertain, regarding me with mingled doubt and malevolence, tortured on the one hand by fear of losing the prize if he granted delay, on the other of failing as utterly if he exerted his power and did not succeed in subduing my resolution. I watched him, too, and gauging his eagerness and the value of the stake for which he was striving by the strength of his emotions, drew small comfort from the sight. More than once it had occurred to me, and now it occurred to me again, to extricate myself by a blow. But a natural reluctance to strike an unarmed man, however vile and knavish, and the belief that he had not trusted himself in my power without taking the fullest precautions, withheld me. When he grudgingly, and with many dark threats, proposed to wait three days  and not an hour more  for my answer, I accepted; for I saw no other alternative open. And on these terms, but not without some short discussion, we parted, and I heard his stealthy footstep go sneaking down the stairs.


CHAPTER XIX. MEN CALL IT CHANCE.

If I were telling more than the truth, or had it in my mind to embellish my adventures, I could, doubtless, by the exercise of a little ingenuity make it appear that I owed my escape from Father Antoines meshes to my own craft; and tell, en fin, as pretty a story of plots and counterplots as M. de Brantome has ever woven. Having no desire, however, to magnify myself and, at this time of day, scarcely any reason, I am fain to confess that the reverse was the case; and that while no man ever did less to free himself than I did, my adversary retained his grasp to the end, and had surely, but for a strange interposition, effected my ruin. How relief came, and from what quarter, I might defy the most ingenious person, after reading my memoirs to this point, to say; and this not so much by reason of any subtle device, as because the hand of Providence was for once directly manifest.

The three days of grace which the priest had granted I passed in anxious but futile search for some means of escape, every plan I conceived dying stillborn, and not the least of my miseries lying in the fact that I could discern no better course than still to sit and think, and seemed doomed to perpetual inaction. M. de Rambouillet being a strict Catholic, though in all other respects a patriotic man, I knew better than to have recourse to him; and the priests influence over M. dAgen I had myself witnessed. For similar reasons I rejected the idea of applying to the king; and this exhausting the list of those on whom I had any claim, I found myself thrown on my own resources, which seemed limited  my wits failing me at this pinch  to my sword and Simon Fleix.

Assured that I must break out of Blois if I would save not myself only, but others more precious because entrusted to my charge, I thought it no disgrace to appeal to Simon; describing in a lively fashion the danger which threatened us, and inciting the lad by every argument which I thought likely to have weight with him to devise some way of escape.

Now is the time, my friend, I said, to show your wits, and prove that M. de Rosny, who said you had a cunning above the ordinary, was right. If your brain can ever save your head, now is the time! For I tell you plainly, if you cannot find some way to outmanoeuvre this villain before to-morrow, I am spent. You can judge for yourself what chance you will have of going free.

I paused at that, waiting for him to make some suggestion. To my chagrin he remained silent, leaning his head on his hand, and studying the table with his eyes in a sullen fashion; so that I began to regret the condescension I had evinced in letting him be seated, and found it necessary to remind him that he had taken service with me, and must do my bidding.

Well, he said morosely, and without looking up, I am ready to do it. But I do not like priests, and this one least of all. I know him, and I will not meddle with him.

You will not meddle with him? I cried, almost beside myself with dismay.

No, I wont, he replied, retaining his listless attitude. I know him, and I am afraid of him. I am no match for him.

Then M. de Rosny was wrong, was he? I said, giving way to my anger.

If it please you, he answered pertly.

This was too much for me. My riding-switch lay handy, and I snatched it up. Before he knew what I would be at, I fell upon him, and gave him such a sound wholesome drubbing as speedily brought him to his senses. When he cried for mercy  which he did not for a good space, being still possessed by the peevish devil which had ridden him ever since his departure from Rosny  I put it to him again whether M. de Rosny was not right. When he at last admitted this, but not till then, I threw the whip away and let him go, but did not cease to reproach him as he deserved.

Did you think, I said, that I was going to be ruined because you would not use your lazy brains? That I was going to sit still, and let you sulk, while mademoiselle walked blindfold into the toils? Not at all, my friend!

Mademoiselle! he exclaimed, looking at me with a sudden change of countenance, end ceasing to rub himself and scowl, as he had been doing. She is not here, and is in no danger.

She will be here to-morrow, or the next day, I said.

You did not tell me that! he replied, his eyes glittering. Does Father Antoine know it?

He will know it the moment she enters the town, I answered.

Noting the change which the introduction of mademoiselles name into the affair had wrought in him, I felt something like humiliation. But at the moment I had no choice; it was my business to use such instruments as came to my hand, and not, mademoiselles safety being at stake, to pick and choose too nicely. In a few minutes our positions were reversed. The lad had grown as hot as I cold, as keenly excited as I critical. When he presently came to a stand in front of me, I saw a strange likeness between his face and the priests; nor was I astonished when he presently made just such a proposal as I should have expected from Father Antoine himself.

There is only one thing for it, he muttered, trembling all over. He must be got rid of!

Fine talking! I said, contemptuously. If he were a soldier he might be brought to it. But he is a priest, my friend, and does not fight.

Fight? Who wants him to fight? the lad answered, his face dark, his hands moving restlessly. It is the easier done. A blow in the back, and he will trouble us no more.

Who is to strike it? I asked drily.

Simon trembled and hesitated; but presently, heaving a deep sigh, he said, I will.

It might not be difficult, I muttered, thinking it over.

It would be easy, he answered under his breath. His eyes shone, his lips were white, and his long dark hair hung wet over his forehead.

I reflected, and the longer I did so the more feasible seemed the suggestion. A single word, and I might sweep from my path the man whose existence threatened mine; who would not meet me fairly, but, working against me darkly and treacherously, deserved no better treatment at my hands than that which a detected spy receives. He had wronged my mother; he would fain destroy my friends!

And, doubtless, I shall be blamed by some and ridiculed by more for indulging in scruples at such a time. But I have all my life long been prejudiced against that form of underhand violence which I have heard old men contend came into fashion in our country in modern times, and which certainly seems to be alien from the French character. Without judging others too harshly, or saying that the poniard is never excusable  for then might some wrongs done to women and the helpless go without remedy  I have set my face against its use as unworthy of a soldier. At the time, moreover, of which I am now writing the extent to which our enemies had lately resorted to it tended to fix this feeling with peculiar firmness in my mind; and, but for the very desperate dilemma in which I stood at the moment  and not I alone  I do not think that I should have entertained Simons proposal for a minute.

As it was, I presently answered him in a way which left him in no doubt of my sentiments. Simon, my friend, I said  and I remember I was a little moved you have something still to learn, both as a soldier and a Huguenot. Neither the one nor the other strikes at the back.

But if he will not fight? the lad retorted rebelliously. What then?

It was so clear that our adversary gained an unfair advantage in this way that I could not answer the question. I let it pass, therefore, and merely repeating my former injunction, bade Simon think out another way.

He promised reluctantly to do so, and, after spending some moments in thought, went out to learn whether the house was being watched.

When he returned, his countenance wore so new an expression that I saw at once that something had happened. He did not meet my eye, however, and did not explain, but made as if he would go out again, with something of confusion in his manner. Before finally disappearing, however, he seemed to change his mind once more; for, marching up to me where I stood eyeing him with the utmost astonishment, he stopped before me, and suddenly drawing out his hand, thrust something into mine.

What is it, man? I said mechanically.

Look! he answered rudely, breaking silence for the first time. You should know. Why ask me? What have I to do with it?

I looked then, and saw that he had given me a knot of velvet precisely similar is shape, size, and material to that well-remembered one which had aided me so opportunely in my search for mademoiselle. This differed from that a little in colour, but in nothing else, the fashion of the bow being the same, and one lappet hearing the initials C. d. l. V., while the other had the words, A moi. I gazed at it in wonder. But, Simon, I said, what does it mean? Where did you get it?

Where should I get it? he answered jealously. Then, seeming to recollect himself, he changed his tone. A woman gave it to me in the street, he said.

I asked him what woman.

How should I know? he answered, his eyes gleaming with anger. It was a woman in a mask.

Was it Fanchette? I said sternly.

It might have been. I do not know, he responded.

I concluded at first that mademoiselle and her escort had arrived in the outskirts of the city, and that Maignan had justified his reputation for discretion by sending in to learn from me whether the way was clear before he entered. In this notion I was partly confirmed and partly shaken by the accompanying message; which Simon, from whom every scrap of information had to be dragged as blood from a stone, presently delivered.

You are to meet the sender half an hour after sunset to-morrow evening, he said, on the Parvis at the north-east corner of the cathedral.

To-morrow evening?

Yes, when else? the lad answered ungraciously. I said to-morrow evening.

I thought this strange. I could understand why Maignan should prefer to keep his charge outside the walls until he heard from me, but not why he should postpone a meeting so long. The message, too, seemed unnecessarily meagre, and I began to think Simon was still withholding something.

Was that all? I asked him.

Yes, all, he answered, except

Except what? I said sternly.

Except that the woman showed me the gold token Mademoiselle de la Vire used to carry, he answered reluctantly, and said, if you wanted further assurance that would satisfy you.

Did you see the coin? I cried eagerly.

To be sure, he answered.

Then, mon dieu! I retorted, either you are deceiving me, or the woman you saw deceived you. For mademoiselle has not got the token! I have it here, in my possession! Now, do you still say you saw it, man?

I saw one like it, he answered, trembling, his face damp. That I will swear. And the woman told me what I have told you. And no more.

Then it is clear, I answered, that mademoiselle has nothing to do with this, and is doubtless many a league away. This is one of M. de Bruhls tricks. Fresnoy gave him the token he stole from me. And I told him the story of the velvet knot myself. This is a trap; and had I fallen into it, and gone to the Parvis to-morrow evening, I had never kept another assignation, my lad.

Simon looked thoughtful. Presently he said, with a crestfallen air, You were to go alone. The woman said that.

Though I knew well why he had suppressed this item, I forbore to blame him. What was the woman like? I said.

She had very much of Franchettes figure, he answered. He could not go beyond that. Blinded by the idea that the woman was mademoiselles attendant, and no one else, he had taken little heed of her, and could not even say for certain that she was not a man in womans clothes.

I thought the matter over and discussed it with him; and was heartily minded to punish M. de Bruhl, if I could discover a way of turning his treacherous plot against himself. But the lack of any precise knowledge of his plans prevented me stirring in the matter; the more as I felt no certainty that I should be master of my actions when the time came.

Strange to say the discovery of this movement on the part of Bruhl, who had sedulously kept himself in the background since the scene in the kings presence, far from increasing my anxieties, had the effect of administering a fillip to my spirits; which the cold and unyielding pressure of the Jacobin had reduced to a low point. Here was something I could understand, resist, and guard against. The feeling that I had once more to do with a man of like aims and passions with myself quickly restored me to the use of my faculties; as I have heard that a swordsman opposed to the powers of evil regains his vigour on finding himself engaged with a mortal foe. Though I knew that the hours of grace were fast running to a close, and that on the morrow the priest would call for an answer, I experienced that evening an unreasonable lightness and cheerfulness. I retired to rest with confidence, and slept is comfort, supported in part, perhaps, by the assurance that in that room where my mother died her persecutor could have no power to harm me.

Upon Simon Fleix, on the other hand, the discovery that Bruhl was moving, and that consequently peril threatened us from a new quarter, had a different effect. He fell into a state of extreme excitement, and spent the evening and a great part of the night in walking restlessly up and down the room, wrestling with the fears and anxieties which beset us, and now talking fast to himself, now biting his nails in an agony of impatience. In vain I adjured him not to meet troubles halfway; or, pointing to the pallet which he occupied at the foot of my couch, bade him, if he could not devise a way of escape, at least to let the matter rest until morning. He had no power to obey, but, tortured by the vivid anticipations which it was his nature to entertain, he continued to ramble to and fro in a fever of the nerves, and had no sooner lain down than be was up again. Remembering, however, how well he had borne himself on the night of mademoiselles escape from Blois, I refrained from calling him a coward; and contented myself instead with the reflection that nothing sits worse on a fighting-man than too much knowledge  except, perhaps, a lively imagination.

I thought it possible that mademoiselle might arrive next day before Father Antoine called to receive his answer. In this event I hoped to have the support of Maignans experience. But the party did not arrive. I had to rely on myself and my own resources, and, this being so, determined to refuse the priests offer, but in all other things to be guided by circumstances.

About noon he came, attended, as was his practice, by two friends, whom he left outside. He looked paler and more shadowy than before, I thought, his hands thinner, and his cheeks more transparent. I could draw no good augury, however, from these, signs of frailty, for the brightness of his eyes and the unusual elation of his manner told plainly of a spirit assured of the mastery. He entered the room with an air of confidence, and addressed me in a tone of patronage which left me in no doubt of his intentions; the frankness with which he now laid bare his plans going far to prove that already he considered me no better than his tool.

I did not at once undeceive him, but allowed him to proceed, and even to bring out the five hundred crowns which he had promised me, and the sight of which he doubtless supposed would clench the matter.

Seeing this he became still less reticent, and spoke so largely that I presently felt myself impelled to ask him if he would answer a question.

That is as may be, M. de Marsac, he answered lightly. You may ask it.

You hint at great schemes which you have in hand, father, I said. You speak of France and Spain and Navarre, and kings and Leagues and cardinals! You talk of secret strings, and would have me believe that if I comply with your wishes I shall find you as powerful a patron as M. de Rosny. But  one moment, if you please, I continued hastily, seeing that he was about to interrupt me with such eager assurances as I had already heard; tell me this. With so many irons in the fire, why did you interfere with one old gentlewoman  for the sake of a few crowns?

I will tell you even that, he answered, his face flushing at my tone. Have you ever heard of an elephant? Yes. Well, it has a trunk, you know, with which it can either drag an oak from the earth or lift a groat from the ground. It is so with me. But again you ask, he continued with an airy grimace, why I wanted a few crowns. Enough that I did. There are going to be two things in the world, and two only, M. de Marsac: brains and money. The former I have, and had: the latter I needed  and took.

Money and brains? I said, looking at him thoughtfully.

Yes, he answered, his eyes sparkling, his thin nostrils beginning to dilate. Give me these two, and I will rule France!

You will rule France? I exclaimed, amazed beyond measure by his audacity. You, man?

Yes, I, he answered, with abominable coolness. I, priest, monk, Churchman, clerk. You look surprised, but mark you, sir, there is a change going on. Our time is coming, and yours is going. What hampers our lord the king and shuts him up in Blois, while rebellions stalk through France? Lack of men? No; but lack of money. Who can get the money for him  you the soldier, or I the clerk? A thousand times, I! Therefore, my time is coming, and before you die you will see a priest rule France.

God forbid it should be you, I answered scornfully.

As you please, he answered, shrugging his shoulders, and assuming in a breath a mask of humility which sat as ill on his monstrous conceit as ever nuns veil on a trooper. Yet it may even be I; by the favour of the Holy Catholic Church, whose humble minister I am.

I sprang up with a great oath at that, having no stomach for more of the strange transformations, in which this man delighted, and whereof the last had ever the air of being the most hateful. You villain! I cried, twisting my moustaches, a habit I have when enraged. And so you would make me a stepping-stone to your greatness. You would bribe me  a soldier and a gentleman. Go, before I do you a mischief. That is all I have to say to you. Go! You have your answer. I will tell you nothing  not a jot or a tittle. Begone from my room!

He fell back a step in his surprise, and stood against the table biting his nails and scowling at me, fear and chagrin contending with half a dozen devils for the possession of his face. So you have been deceiving me, he said slowly, and at last.

I have let you deceive yourself I answered, looking at him with scorn, but with little of the fear with which he had for a while inspired me. Begone, and do your worst.

You know what you are doing, he said. I have that will hang you, M. de Marsac  or worse.

Go! I cried.

You have thought of your friends, he continued mockingly.

Go! I said.

Of Mademoiselle de la Vire, if by any chance she fall into my hands? It will not be hanging for her. You remember the two Foucauds?  and he laughed.

The vile threat, which I knew he had used to my mother, so worked upon me that I strode forward unable to control myself longer. In another moment I had certainly taken him by the throat and squeezed the life out of his miserable carcase, had not Providence in its goodness intervened to save me. The door, on which he had already laid his hand in terror, opened suddenly. It admitted Simon, who, closing it; behind him, stood looking from one to the other of us in nervous doubt; divided between that respect for the priest which a training at the Sorbonne had instilled into him, and the rage which despair arouses in the weakest.

His presence, while it checked me in my purpose, seemed to give Father Antoine courage, for the priest stood his ground, and even turned to me a second time, his face dark with spite and disappointment. Good, he said hoarsely. Destroy yourself if you will! I advise you to bar your door, for in an hour the guards will be here to fetch you to the question.

Simon cried out at the threat, so that I turned and looked at the lad. His knees were shaking, his hair stood on end.

The priest saw his terror and his own opportunity. Ay, in an hour, he continued slowly, looking at him with cruel eyes. In an hour, lad! You must be fond of pain to court it, and out of humour with life to throw it away. Or stay, he continued abruptly, after considering Simons narrowly for a moment, and doubtless deducing from it a last hope, I will be merciful. I will give you one more chance.

And yourself? I said with a sneer.

As you please, he answered, declining to be diverted from the trembling lad, whom his gaze seemed to fascinate. I will give you until half an hour after sunset this evening to reconsider the matter. If you make up your minds to accept my terms, meet me then. I leave to-night for Paris, and I will give you until the last moment. But, he continued grimly, if you do not meet me, or, meeting me, remain obstinate  God do so to me, and more also, if you see the sun rise thrice.

Some impulse, I know not what, seeing that I had no thought of accepting his terms or meeting him, led me to ask briefly, Where?

On the Parvis of the Cathedral, he answered after a moments calculation. At the north-east corner, half an hour after sunset. It is a quiet spot.

Simon uttered a stifled exclamation. And then for a moment there was silence in the room, while the lad breathed hard and irregularly, and I stood rooted to the spot, looking so long and so strangely at the priest that Father Antoine laid his hand again on the door and glanced uneasily behind him. Nor was he content until he had hit on, as he fancied, the cause of my strange regard.

Ha! he said, his thin lip curling in conceit at his astuteness, I understand you think to kill me to-night? Let me tell you, this house is watched. If you leave here to meet me with any companion  unless it be M. dAgen, whom I can trust, I shall be warned, and be gone before you reach the rendezvous. And gone, mind you, he added, with a grim smile, to sign your death-warrant.

He went out with that, closing the door behind him; and we heard his step go softly down the staircase. I gazed at Simon, and he at me, with all the astonishment and awe which it was natural we should feel in presence of so remarkable a coincidence.

For by a marvel the priest had named the same spot and the same time as the sender of the velvet knot!

He will go, Simon said, his face flushed and his voice trembling, and they will go.

And in the dark they will not know him, I muttered. He is about my height. They will take him for me!

And kill him! Simon cried hysterically. They will kill him! He goes to his death, monsieur. It is the finger of God.


CHAPTER XX. THE KINGS FACE.

It seemed so necessary to bring home the crime to Bruhl should the priest really perish in the trap laid for me, that I came near to falling into one of those mistakes to which men of action are prone. For my first impulse was to follow the priest to the Parvis, closely enough, if possible, to detect the assassins in the act, and with sufficient force, if I could muster it, to arrest them. The credit of dissuading me from this course lies with Simon, who pointed out its dangers in so convincing a manner that I was brought with little difficulty to relinquish it.

Instead, acting on his advice, I sent him to M. dAgens lodging, to beg that young gentleman to call upon me before evening. After searching the lodging and other places in vain, Simon found M. dAgen in the tennis-court at the Castle, and, inventing a crafty excuse, brought him to my lodging a full hour before the time.

My visitor was naturally surprised to find that I had nothing particular to say to him. I dared not tell him what occupied my thoughts, and for the rest invention failed me. But his gaiety and those pretty affectations on which he spent an infinity of pains, for the purpose, apparently, of hiding the sterling worth of a character deficient neither in courage nor backbone, were united to much good nature. Believing at last that I had sent for him in a fit of the vapours, he devoted himself to amusing me and abusing Bruhl  a very favourite pastime with him. And in this way he made out a call of two hours.

I had not long to wait for proof of Simons wisdom in taking this precaution. We thought it prudent to keep within doors after our guests departure, and so passed the night in ignorance whether anything had happened or not. But about seven next morning one of the Marquiss servants, despatched by M. dAgen, burst in upon us with the news  which was no news from the moment his hurried footstep sounded on the stairs that Father Antoine had been set upon and killed the previous evening!

I heard this confirmation of my hopes with grave thankfulness; Simon with so much emotion that when the messenger was gone he sat down on a stool and began to sob and tremble as if he had lost his mother, instead of a mortal foe. I took advantage of the occasion to read him a sermon on the end of crooked courses; nor could I myself recall without a shudder the mans last words to me; or the lawless and evil designs in which he had rejoiced, while standing on the very brink of the pit which was to swallow up both him and them in everlasting darkness.

Naturally, the uppermost feeling in my mind was relief. I was free once more. In all probability the priest had kept his knowledge to himself, and without him his agents would be powerless. Simon, it is true, heard that the town was much excited by the event; and that many attributed it to the Huguenots. But we did not suffer ourselves to be depressed by this, nor had I any foreboding until the sound of a second hurried footstep mounting the stairs reached our ears.

I knew the step in a moment for M. dAgens, and something ominous in its ring brought me to my feet before he opened the door. Significant as was his first hasty look round the room, he recovered at sight of me all his habitual SANG-FROID. He saluted me, and spoke coolly, though rapidly. But he panted, and I noticed in a moment that he had lost his lisp.

I am happy in finding you, he said, closing the door carefully behind him, for I am the bearer of ill news, and there is not a moment to be lost. The king has signed an order for your instant consignment to prison, M. de Marsac, and, once there, it is difficult to say what may not happen.

My consignment? I exclaimed. I may be pardoned if the news for a moment found me unprepared.

Yes, he replied quickly. The king has signed it at the instance of Marshal Retz.

But for what? I cried in amazement.

The murder of Father Antoine. You will pardon me, he continued urgently, but this is no time for words. The Provost-Marshal is even now on his way to arrest you. Your only hope is to evade him, and gain an audience of the king. I have persuaded my uncle to go with you, and he is waiting at his lodgings. There is not a moment to be lost, however, if you would reach the kings presence before you are arrested.

But I am innocent! I cried.

I know it, M. dAgen answered, and can prove it. But if you cannot get speech of the king innocence will avail you nothing. You have powerful enemies. Come without more ado, M. de Marsac, I pray, he added.

His manner, even more than his words, impressed me with a sense of urgency; and postponing for a time my own judgment, I hurriedly thanked him for his friendly offices. Snatching up my sword, which lay on a chair, I buckled it on; for Simons fingers trembled so violently he could give me no help. This done I nodded to M. dAgen to go first, and followed him from the room, Simon attending us of his own motion. It would be then about eleven oclock in the forenoon.

My companion ran down the stairs without ceremony, and so quickly it was all I could do to keep up with him. At the outer door he signed me to stand, and darting himself into the street, he looked anxiously in the direction of the Rue St. Denys. Fortunately the coast was still clear, and he beckoned to me to follow him. I did so and starting to walk in the opposite direction as fast as we could, in less than a minute we had put a corner between us and the house.

Our hopes of escaping unseen, however, were promptly dashed. The house, I have said, stood in a quiet by-street, which was bounded on the farther side by a garden-wall buttressed at intervals. We had scarcely gone a dozen paces from my door when a man slipped from the shelter of one of these buttresses, and after a single glance at us, set off to run towards the Rue St. Denys.

M. dAgen looked back and nodded. There goes the news, he said. They will try to cut us off, but I think we have the start of them.

I made no reply, feeling that I had resigned myself entirely into his hands. But as we passed through the Rue de Valois, in part of which a market was held at this hour, attracting a considerable concourse of peasants and others, I fancied I detected signs of unusual bustle and excitement. It seemed unlikely that news of the priests murder should affect so many people and to such a degree, and I asked M. dAgen what it meant.

There is a rumour abroad, he answered, without slackening speed, that the king intends to move south to Tours at once.

I muttered my surprise and satisfaction. He will come to terms with the Huguenots then? I said.

It looks like it, M. dAgen rejoined. Retzs party are in an ill-humour on that account, and will wreak it on you if they get a chance. On guard! he added abruptly. Here are two of them!

As he spoke we emerged from the crowd, and I saw, half a dozen paces in front; of us, and coming to meet us, a couple of Court gallants, attended by as many servants. They espied us at the same moment, and came across the street, which was tolerably wide at that part, with the evident intention of stopping us. Simultaneously, however, we crossed to take their side, and so met them face to face in the middle of the way.

M. dAgen, the foremost exclaimed, speaking in a haughty tone, and with a dark side glance at me, I am sorry to see you in such company! Doubtless you are not aware that this gentleman is the subject of an order which has even now been issued to the Provost-Marshal.

And if so, sir? What of that? my companion lisped in his silkiest tone.

What of that? the other cried, frowning, and pushing slightly forward.

Precisely, M. dAgen repeated, laying his hand on his hilt and declining to give back. I am not aware that his Majesty has appointed you Provost-Marshal, or that you have any warrant, M. Villequier, empowering you to stop gentlemen in the public streets.

M. Villequier reddened with anger. You are young, M. dAgen, he said, his voice quivering, or I would make you pay dearly for that!

My friend is not young, M. dAgen retorted, bowing. He is a gentleman of birth, M. Villequier; by repute, as I learned yesterday, one of the best swordsmen in France, and no Gascon. If you feel inclined to arrest him, do so, I pray. And I will have the honour of engaging your son.

As we had all by this time our hands on our swords, there needed but a blow to bring about one of those street brawls which were more common then than now. A number of market-people, drawn to the spot by our raised voices, had gathered round, and were waiting eagerly to see what would happen. But Villeqier, as my companion perhaps knew, was a Gascon in heart as well as by birth, and seeing our determined aspects, thought better of it. Shrugging his shoulders with an affectation of disdain which imposed on no one, he signalled to his servants to go on, and himself stood aside.

I thank you for your polite offer, he said with an evil smile, and will remember it. But as you say, sir, I am not the Provost-Marshal.

Paying little heed to his words, we bowed, passed him, and hurried on. But the peril was not over. Not only had the RENCONTRE cost us some precious minutes, but the Gascon, after letting us proceed a little way, followed us. And word being passed by his servants, as we supposed, that one of us was the murderer of Father Antoine, the rumour spread through the crowd like wildfire, and in a few moments we found ourselves attended by a troop of CANAILLE who, hanging on our skirts, caused Simon Fleix no little apprehension. Notwithstanding the contempt which M. dAgen, whose bearing throughout was admirable, expressed for them, we might have found it necessary to turn and teach them a lesson had we not reached M. de Rambouillets in the nick of time; where we found the door surrounded by half a dozen armed servants, at sight of whom our persecutors fell back with the cowardice which is usually found in that class.

If I had been tempted of late to think M. de Rambouillet fickle, I had no reason to complain now; whether his attitude was due to M. dAgens representations, or to the reflection that without me the plans he had at heart must miscarry. I found him waiting within, attended by three gentlemen, all cloaked and ready for the road; while the air of purpose, which sat on his brow indicated that he thought the crisis no common one. Not a moment was lost, even in explanations. Waving me to the door again, and exchanging a few sentences with his nephew, he gave the word to start, and we issued from the house in a body. Doubtless the fact that those who sought to ruin me were his political enemies had some weight with him; for I saw his face harden as his eyes met those of M. de Villequier, who passed slowly before the door as we came out. The Gascon, however, was not the man to interfere with so large a party, and dropped back; while M. de Rambouillet, after exchanging a cold salute with him, led the way towards the Castle at a round pace. His nephew and I walked one on either side of him, and the others, to the number of ten or eleven, pressed on behind in a compact body, our cortege presenting so determined a front that the crowd, which had remained hanging about the door, fled every way. Even some peaceable folk who found themselves in our road took the precaution of slipping into doorways, or stood aside to give us the full width of the street.

I remarked  and I think it increased my anxiety  that our leader was dressed with more than usual care and richness, but, unlike his attendants, wore no arms. He took occasion, as we hurried along, to give me a word of advice. M. de Marsac, he said, looking at me suddenly, my nephew has given me to understand that you place yourself entirely in my hands.

I replied that I asked for no better fortune, and, whatever the event, thanked him from the bottom of my heart.

Be pleased then to keep silence until I bid you speak, he replied sharply, for he was one of those whom a sudden stress sours and exacerbates. And, above all, no violence without my orders. We are about to fight a battle, and a critical one, but it must be won with our heads. If we can we will keep you out of the Provost-Marshals hands.

And if not? I remembered the threats Father Antoine had used, and in a moment I lost sight of the street with all its light and life and movement. I felt no longer the wholesome stinging of the wind. I tasted instead a fetid air, and saw round me a narrow cell and masked figures, and in particular a swarthy man is a leather apron leaning over a brazier, from which came lurid flames. And I was bound. I experienced that utter helplessness which is the last test of courage. The man came forward, and then  then, thank God! the vision passed away. An exclamation to which M. dAgen gave vent, brought me back to the present, and to the blessed knowledge that the fight was not yet over.

We were within a score of paces, I found, of the Castle gates; but so were also a second party, who had just debouched from a side-street, and now hurried on, pace for pace, with us, with the evident intention of forestalling us, The race ended in both companies reaching the entrance at the same time, with the consequence of some jostling taking place amongst the servants. This must have led to blows but for the strenuous commands which M. de Rambouillet had laid upon his followers. I found myself in a moment confronted by a row of scowling faces, while a dozen threatening hands were stretched out towards me, and as many voices, among which I recognised Fresnoys, cried out tumultuously, That is he! That is the one!

An elderly man in a quaint dress stepped forward, a paper in his hand, and, backed as he was by half a dozen halberdiers, would in a moment have laid hands on me if M. de Rambouillet had not intervened with a negligent air of authority, which sat on him the more gracefully as he held nothing but a riding-switch in his hands. Tut, tut! What is this? he said lightly. I am not wont to have my people interfered with, M. Provost, without my leave. You know me, I suppose?

Perfectly, M. le Marquis, the man answered with dogged respect; but this is by the kings special command.

Very good, my patron answered, quietly eyeing the faces behind the Provost-Marshal, as if he were making a note of them; which caused some of the gentlemen manifest uneasiness. That is soon seen, for we are even now about to seek speech with his Majesty.

Not this gentleman, the Provost-Marshal answered firmly, raising his hand again. I cannot let him pass.

Yes, this gentleman too, by your leave, the Marquis retorted, lightly putting the hand aside with his cane.

Sir, said the other, retreating a step, and speaking with some heat, this is no jest with all respect. I hold the kings own order, and it may not be resisted.

The nobleman tapped his silver comfit-box and smiled. I shall be the last to resist it  if you have it, he said languidly.

You may read it for yourself, the Provost-Marshal answered, his patience exhausted.

M. de Rambouillet took the parchment with the ends of his fingers, glanced at it, and gave it back. As I thought, he said, a manifest forgery.

A forgery! cried the other, crimson with indignation. And I had it from the hands of the kings own secretary! At this those behind murmured, some shame, and some one thing and some another  all with an air so threatening that the Marquiss gentlemen closed up behind him, and M. dAgen laughed rudely.

But M. de Rambouillet remained unmoved. You may have had it from whom you please, sir, he said. It is a forgery, and I shall resist its execution. If you choose to await me here, I will give you my word to render this gentleman to you within an hour, should the order hold good. If you will not wait, I shall command my servants to clear the way, and if ill happen, then the responsibility will lie with you.

He spoke in so resolute a manner it was not difficult to see that something more was at stake than the arrest of a single man. This was so; the real issue was whether the king, with whose instability it was difficult to cope, should fall back into the hands of his old advisers or not. My arrest was a move in the game intended as a counterblast to the victory which M. de Rambouillet had gained when he persuaded the king to move to Tours; a city in the neighbourhood of the Huguenots, and a place of arms whence union with them would be easy.

The Provost-Marshal could, no doubt, make a shrewd guess at these things. He knew that the order he had would be held valid or not according as one party or the other gained the mastery; and, seeing M. de Rambouillets resolute demeanour, he gave way. Rudely interrupted more than once by his attendants, among whom were some of Bruhls men, he muttered an ungracious assent to our proposal; on which, and without a moments delay, the Marquis took me by the arm and hurried me across the courtyard.

And so far, well. My heart began to rise. But, for the Marquis, as we mounted the staircase the anxiety he had dissembled while we faced the Provost-Marshal, broke out in angry mutterings; from which I gathered that the crisis was yet to come. I was not surprised, therefore, when an usher rose on our appearance in the antechamber, and, quickly crossing the floor, interposed between us and the door of the chamber, informing the Marquis with a low obeisance that his Majesty was engaged.

He will see me, M. de Rambouillet cried, looking haughtily round on the sneering pages and lounging courtiers, who grew civil under his eye.

I have particular orders, sir, to admit so one, the man answered.

Tut, tut, they do not apply to me, my companion retorted, nothing daunted. I know the business on which the king is engaged, and I am here to assist him. And raising his hand he thrust the startled official aside, and hardily pushed the doors of the chamber open.

The king, surrounded by half a dozen persons, was in the act of putting on his riding-boots. On hearing us, he turned his head with a startled air, and dropped in his confusion one of the ivory cylinders he was using; while his aspect, and that of the persons who stood round him, reminded me irresistibly of a party of schoolboys detected in a fault.

He recovered himself, it is true, almost immediately; and turning his back to us? continued to talk to the persons round him on such trifling subjects as commonly engaged him. He carried on this conversation in a very free way, studiously ignoring our presence; but it was plain he remained aware of it, and even that he was uneasy under the cold and severe gaze which the Marquis, who seemed in nowise affrighted by his reception, bent upon him.

I, for my part, had no longer any confidence. Nay, I came near to regretting that I had persevered in an attempt so useless. The warrant which awaited me at the gates seemed less formidable than his Majestys growing displeasure; which I saw I was incurring by remaining where I was. It needed not the insolent glance of Marshal Retz, who lounged smiling by the kings hand, or the laughter of a couple of pages who stood at the head of the chamber, to deprive me of my last hope; while some things which might have cheered me  the uneasiness of some about the king, and the disquietude which underlay Marshal Retzs manner  escaped my notice altogether.

What I did see clearly was that the kings embarrassment was fast changing to anger. The paint which reddened his cheeks prevented tiny alteration in his colour being visible, but his frown and the nervous manner in which he kept taking off and putting on his jewelled cap betrayed him. At length, signing to one of his companions to follow, he moved a little aside to a window, whence, after a few moments, the gentleman came to us.

M. de Rambouillet, he said, speaking coldly and formally, his Majesty is displeased by this gentlemans presence, and requires him to withdraw forthwith.

His Majestys word is law, my patron answered, bowing low, and speaking in a clear voice audible throughout; the chamber, but the matter which brings this gentleman here is of the utmost importance, and touches his Majestys person.

M. de Retz laughed jeeringly. The other courtiers looked grave. The king shrugged his shoulders with a peevish gesture, but after a moments hesitation, during which he looked first at Retz and then at M. de Rambouillet, he signed to the Marquis to approach.

Why have you brought him here? he muttered sharply, looking askance at me. He should have been bestowed according to my orders.

He has information for your Majestys private ear, Rambouillet answered. And he looked so meaningly at the king that Henry, I think, remembered on a sudden his compact with Rosny, and my part in it; for he started with the air of a man suddenly awakened. To prevent that information reaching you, sire, my patron continued, his enemies have practised on your Majestys well-known sense of justice.

Oh, but stay, stay! the king cried, hitching forward the scanty cloak he wore, which barely came down to his waist. The man has killed a priest! He has killed a priest, man!

He repeated with confidence, as if he had now got hold of the right argument.

That is not so, sire, craving your Majestys pardon, M. de Rambouillet; replied with the utmost coolness.

Tut! Tut! The evidence is clear, the king said peevishly.

As to that, sire, my companion rejoined, if it is of the murder of Father Antoine he is accused, I say boldly that there is none.

Then there you are mistaken! the king answered. I heard it with my own ears this morning.

Will you deign, sire, to tell me its nature? M. de Rambouillet persisted.

But on that Marshal Retz thought it necessary to intervene. Need we turn his Majestys chamber into a court of justice? he said smoothly. Hitherto he had not spoken; trusting, perhaps, to the impression he had already made upon the king.

M. de Rambouillet took no notice of him.

But Bruhl, said the king, you see, Bruhl says

Bruhl! my companion replied, with so much contempt that Henry started. Surely your Majesty has not taken his word against this gentleman, of all people?

Thus reminded, a second time, of the interests entrusted to me, and of the advantage which Bruhl would gain by my disappearance, the king looked first confused, and then angry. He vented his passion in one or two profane oaths, with the childish addition that we were all a set of traitors, and that he had no one whom he could trust. But my companion had touched the right chord at last; for when the king grew more composed, he waved aside Marshal Retzs protestations, and sullenly bade Rambouillet say what he had to say.

The monk was killed, sire, about sunset, he answered. Now my nephew, M. dAgen, is without, and will tell your Majesty that he was with this gentleman at his lodgings from about an hour before sunset last evening until a full hour after. Consequently, M. de Marsac can hardly be the assassin, and M. le Marechal must look elsewhere if he wants vengeance.

Justice, sir, not vengeance. Marshal Retz said with a dark glance. His keen Italian face hid his trouble well, but a little pulse of passion beating in his olive cheek betrayed the secret to those who knew him. He had a harder part to play than his opponent; for while Rambouillets hands were clean, Retz knew himself a traitor, and liable at any moment to discovery and punishment.

Let M. dAgen be called, Henry said curtly.

And if your Majesty pleases, Retz added, M. de Bruhl also, If you really intend, sire, that is, to reopen a matter which I thought had been settled.

The king nodded obstinately, his face furrowed with ill-temper. He kept his shifty eyes, which seldom met those of the person he addressed, on the floor; and this accentuated the awkward stooping carriage which was natural to him. There were seven or eight dogs of exceeding smallness in the room, and while we waited for the persons who had been summoned, he kicked, now one and now another of the baskets which held them, as if he found in this some vent for his ill-humour.

The witnesses presently appeared, followed by several persons, among whom were the Dukes of Nevers and Mercoeur, who came to ride out with the king, and M. de Crillon; so that the chamber grew passably full. The two dukes nodded formally to the Marquis, as they passed him, but entered into a muttered conversation with Retz, who appeared to be urging them to press his cause. They seemed to decline, however, shrugging their short cloaks as if the matter were too insignificant. Crillon on his part cried audibly, and with an oath, to know what the matter was; and being informed, asked whether all this fuss was being made about a damned shaveling monk.

Henry, whose tenderness for the cowl was well known, darted an angry glance at him, but contented himself with saying sharply to M. dAgen, Now, sir, what do you know about the matter?

One moment, sire, M. Rambouillet cried, interposing before Francois could answer. Craving your Majestys pardon, you have heard M. de Bruhls account. May I, as a favour to myself, beg you, sire, to permit us also to hear it?

What? Marshal Retz exclaimed angrily, are we to be the judges, then, or his Majesty? Arnidieu! he continued hotly, what, in the fiends name, have we to do with it? I protest fore Heaven

Ay, sir, and what do you protest? my champion retorted, turning to him with stern disdain.

Silence! cried the king who had listened almost bewildered. Silence! By God, gentlemen, he continued, his eye travelling round the circle with a sparkle of royal anger in it not unworthy of his crown, you forget yourselves. I will have none of this quarrelling in my presence or out of it. I lost Quelus and Maugiron that way, and loss enough, and I will have none of it, I say! M. de Bruhl, he added, standing erect, and looking for the moment, with all his paint and frippery, a king, M. de Bruhl, repeat your story.

The feelings with which I listened to this controversy may be imagined. Devoured in turn by hope and fear as now one side and now the other seemed likely to prevail, I confronted at one moment the gloom of the dungeon, and at another tasted the air of freedom, which had never seemed so sweet before. Strong as these feelings were, however, they gave way to curiosity at this point; when I heard Bruhl called, and saw him come forward at the kings command. Knowing this man to be himself guilty, I marvelled with what face he would present himself before all those eyes, and from what depths of impudence he could draw supplies in such an emergency.

I need not have troubled myself, however, for he was fully equal to the occasion. His high colour and piercing black eyes met the gaze of friend and foe alike without flinching. Dressed well and elegantly, he wore his raven hair curled in the mode, and looked alike gay, handsome, and imperturbable. If there was a suspicion of coarseness about his bulkier figure, as he stood beside M. dAgen, who was the courtier perfect and point devise, it went to the scale of sincerity, seeing that men naturally associate truth with strength.

I know no more than this, sire, he said easily; that, happening to cross the Parvis at the moment of the murder, I heard Father Antoine scream. He uttered four words only, in the tone of a man in mortal peril. They were  and here the speaker looked for an instant at me Ha! Marsac! A moi!

Indeed! M. de Rambouillet said, after looking to the king for permission. And that was all? You saw nothing?

Bruhl shook his head. It was too dark, he said.

And heard no more?

No.

Do I understand, then, the Marquis continued slowly, that M. de Marsac is arrested because the priest  God rest his soul!  cried to him for help?

For help? M. de Retz exclaimed fiercely.

For help? said the king, surprised. And at that the most; ludicrous change fell upon the faces of all. The king looked puzzled, the Duke of Nevers smiled, the Duke of Mercoeur laughed aloud. Crillon cried boisterously, Good hit! and the majority, who wished no better than to divine the winning party, grinned broadly, whether they would or no.

To Marshal Retz, however, and Bruhl, that which to everyone else seemed an amusing retort had a totally different aspect; while the former turned yellow with chagrin and came near to choking, the latter looked as chapfallen and startled as if his guilt; had been that moment brought home to him. Assured by the tone of the monks voice  which must, indeed, have thundered in his ears  that my name was uttered in denunciation by one who thought me his assailant, he had chosen to tell the truth without reflecting that words, so plain to him, might; bear a different construction when repeated.

Certainly the words seem ambiguous, Henry muttered.

But it was Marsac killed him, Retz cried in a rage.

It is for some evidence of that we are waiting, my champion answered suavely.

The Marshal looked helplessly at Nevers and Mercoeur, who commonly took part with him; but apparently those noblemen had not been primed for this occasion. They merely shook their heads and smiled. In the momentary silence which followed, while all looked curiously at Bruhl, who could not conceal his mortification, M. dAgen stepped forward.

If your Majesty will permit me, he said, a malicious simper crossing his handsome face  I had often remarked his extreme dislike for Bruhl without understanding it I think I can furnish some evidence more to the point than that; to which M. de Bruhl has with so much fairness restricted himself. He then went on to state that he had had the honour of being in my company at the time of the murder; and he added, besides, so many details as to exculpate me to the satisfaction of any candid person.

The king nodded. That settles the matter, he said, with a sigh of relief. You think so, Mercoeur, do you not? Precisely. Villequier, see that the order respecting M. de Marsac is cancelled.

M. de Retz could not control his wrath on hearing this direction given. At this rate, he cried recklessly, we shall have few priests left here! We have got a bad name at Blois, as it is!

For a moment all in the circle held their breath, while the kings eyes flashed fire at this daring allusion to the murder of the Duke de Guise, and his brother the Cardinal. But it was Henrys misfortune to be ever indulgent in the wrong place, and severe when severity was either unjust or impolitic. He recovered himself with an effort, and revenged himself only by omitting to invite the Marshal, who was now trembling in his shoes, to join his riding-party.

The circle broke up amid some excitement. I stood on one side with M. dAgen, while the king and his immediate following passed out, and, greatly embarrassed as I was by the civil congratulating of many who would have seen me hang with equal goodwill, I was sharp enough to see that something was brewing between Bruhl and Marshal Retz, who stood back conversing in low tones. I was not surprised, therefore, when the former made his way towards me through the press which filled the antechamber, and with a lowering brow requested a word with me.

Certainly, I said, watching him narrowly, for I knew him to be both treacherous and a bully. Speak on, sir.

You have balked me once and again, he rejoined, in a voice which shook a little, as did the fingers with which he stroked his waxed moustache. There is no need of words between us. I, with one sword besides, will to-morrow at noon keep the bridge at Chaverny, a league from here. It is an open country. Possibly your pleasure may lead you to ride that way with a friend?

You may depend upon me, sir, I answered, bowing low, and feeling thankful that the matter was at length to be brought to a fair and open arbitration. I will be there  and in person. For my deputy last night, I added, searching his face with a steadfast eye, seems to have been somewhat unlucky.


CHAPTER XXI. TWO WOMEN.

Out of compliment, and to show my gratitude, I attended M. de Rambouillet home to his lodging, and found him as much pleased with himself, and consequently with me, as I was with him. For the time, indeed, I came near to loving him; and, certainly, he was a man of high and patriotic feeling, and of skill and conduct to match. But he lacked that touch of nature and that power of sympathising with others which gave to such men as M. de Rosny and the king, my master, their peculiar charm; though after what I have related of him in the last chapter it does not lie in my mouth to speak ill of him. And, indeed, he was a good man.

When I at last reached my lodging, I found a surprise awaiting me in the shape of a note which had just arrived no one knew how. If the manner of its delivery was mysterious, however, its contents were brief and sufficiently explicit; for it; ran thus: SIR, BY MEETING ME THREE HOURS AFTER NOON IN THE SQUARE BEFORE THE HOUSE OF THE LITTLE SISTERS YOU WILL DO A SERVICE AT ONCE TO YOURSELF AND TO THE UNDERSIGNED, MARIE DE BRUHL.

That was all, written in a feminine character, yet it was enough to perplex me. Simon, who had manifested the liveliest joy at my escape, would have had me treat it as I had treated the invitation to the Parvis of the Cathedral; ignore it altogether I mean. But I was of a different mind, and this for three reasons, among others: that the request was straightforward, the time early, and the place sufficiently public to be an unlikely theatre for violence, though well fitted for an interview to which the world at large was not invited. Then, too, the square lay little more than a bowshot from my lodging, though on the farther side of the Rue St. Denys.

Besides, I could conceive many grounds which Madame de Bruhl might have for seeing me; of which some touched me nearly. I disregarded Simons warnings, therefore, and repaired at the time appointed to the place  a clean, paved square a little off the Rue St. Denys, and entered from the latter by a narrow passage. It was a spot pleasantly convenient for meditation, but overlooked on one side by the House of the Little Sisters; in which, as I guessed afterwards, madame must have awaited me, for the square when I entered it was empty, yet in a moment, though no one came in from the street, she stood beside me. She wore a mask and long cloak. The beautiful hair and perfect complexion, which had filled me with so much admiration at our first meeting in her house, were hidden, but I saw enough of her figure and carriage to be sure that it was Madame de Bruhl and no other.

She began by addressing me in a tone of bitterness, for which I was not altogether unprepared.

Well, sir, she exclaimed, her voice trembling with anger, you are satisfied, I hope, with your work?

I expected this and had my answer ready. I am not aware, Madame, I said, that I have cause to reproach myself. But, however that may be, I trust you have summoned me for some better purpose than to chide me for anothers fault; though it was my voice which brought it to light.

Why did you shame me publicly? she retorted, thrusting her handkerchief to her lips and withdrawing it again with a passionate gesture.

Madame, I answered patiently  I was full of pity for her, consider for a moment the wrong your husband did me and how small and inadequate was the thing I did to him in return.

To him! she ejaculated so fiercely that I started. It was to me  to me you did it! What had I done that you should expose me to the ridicule of those who know no pity, and the anger of one as merciless? What had I done, sir?

I shook my head sorrowfully. So far, madame, I answered, I allow I owe you reparation, and I will make it should it ever be in my power. Nay, I will say more, I continued, for the tone in which she spoke had wrung my heart. In one point I strained the case against your husband. To the best of my belief he abducted the lady who was in my charge, not for the love of her, but for political reasons, and as the agent of another.

She gasped. What? she cried. Say that again!

As I complied she tore off her mask and gazed into my face with straining eyes and parted lips. I saw then how much she was changed, even in these few days  how pale and worn were her cheeks, how dark the circles round her eyes. Will you swear to it? she said at last, speaking with uncontrollable eagerness, while she laid a hand which shook with excitement on my arm. Will you swear to it, sir?

It is true, I answered steadfastly. I might have added that after the event her husband had so treated mademoiselle as to lead her to fear the worst. But I refrained, feeling that it was no part of my duty to come between husband and wife.

She clasped her hands, and for a moment looked passionately upwards, as though she were giving thanks to Heaven; while the flesh of health and loveliness which I had so much admired returned, and illumined her face in a wonderful manner. She seemed, in truth and for the moment, transformed. Her blue eyes filled with tears, her lips moved; nor have I ever seen anything bear so near a resemblance to those pictures of the Virgin Mary which Romans worship as madame did then.

The change, however, was as evanescent as it was admirable. In an instant she seemed to collapse. She struck her hands to her face and moaned, and I saw tears, which she vainly strove to restrain, dropping through her fingers. Too late! she murmured, in a tone of anguish which wrung my heart. Alas, you robbed me of one man, you give me back another. I know him now for what he is. If he did not love her then, he does now. It is too late!

She seemed so much overcome that I assisted her to reach a bench which stood against the wall a few paces away; nor, I confess, was it without difficulty and much self-reproach that I limited myself to those prudent offices only which her state and my duty required. To console her on the subject of her husband was impossible; to ignore him, and so to console her, a task which neither my discretion nor my sense of honour, though sorely tried, permitted me to undertake.

She presently recovered and, putting on her mask again, said hurriedly that she had still a word to say to me. You have treated me honestly, she continued, and, though I have no cause to do anything but hate you, I say in return, look to yourself! You escaped last night  I know all, for it was my velvet knot  which I had made thinking to send it to you to procure this meeting  that he used as a lure. But he is not yet at the end of his resources. Look to yourself, therefore.

I thought of the appointment I had made with him for the morrow, but I confined myself to thanking her, merely saying, as I bowed over the hand she resigned to me in token of farewell, Madame, I am grateful. I am obliged to you both for your warning and your forgiveness.

Bending her head coldly she drew away her hand. At that moment, as I lifted my eyes, I saw something which for an instant rooted me to the spot with astonishment. In the entrance of the passage which led to the Rue St. Denys two people were standing, watching us. The one was Simon Fleix, and the other, a masked woman, a trifle below the middle height, and clad in a riding-coat, was Mademoiselle de la Vire!

I knew her in a moment. But the relief I experienced on seeing her safe and in Blois was not unmixed with annoyance that Simon Fleix should have been so imprudent as to parade her unnecessarily in the street. I felt something of confusion also on my own account; for I could not tell how long she and her escort had been watching me. And these two feelings were augmented when, after turning to pay a final salute to Madame de Bruhl, I looked again towards the passage and discovered that mademoiselle and her squire were gone.

Impatient as I was, I would not seem to leave madame rudely or without feeling, after the consideration she had shown me in her own sorrow; and accordingly I waited uncovered until she disappeared within the Little Sisters. Then I started eagerly towards my lodging, thinking I might yet overtake mademoiselle before she entered. I was destined to meet, however, with another though very pertinent hindrance. As I passed from the Rue St. Denys into the quiet of my street I heard a voice calling my name, and, looking back, saw M. de Rambouillets equerry, a man deep in his confidence, running after me. He brought a message from his master, which he begged me to consider of the first importance.

The Marquis would not trust it to writing, sir, he continued, drawing me aside into a corner where we were conveniently retired, but he made me learn it by heart. Tell M. de Marsac, said he, that that which he was left in Blois to do must be done quickly, or not at all. There is something afoot in the other camp, I am not sure what. But now is the time to knock in the nail. I know his zeal, and I depend upon him.

An hour before I should have listened to this message with serious doubts and misgivings. Now, acquainted with mademoiselles arrival, I returned M. de Rambouillet an answer in the same strain, and parting civilly from Bertram, who was a man I much esteemed, I hastened on to my lodgings, exulting in the thought that the hour and the woman were come at last, and that before the dawn of another day I might hope, all being well, to accomplish with honour to myself and advantage to others the commission which M. de Rosny had entrusted to me.

I must not deny that, mingled with this, was some excitement at the prospect of seeing mademoiselle again. I strove to conjure up before me as I mounted the stairs the exact expression of her face as I had last seen it bending from the window at Rosny; to the end that I might have some guide for my future conduct, and might be less likely to fall into the snare of a young girls coquetry. But I could come now, as then, to no satisfactory or safe conclusion, and only felt anew the vexation I had experienced on losing the velvet knot, which she had given me on that occasion.

I knocked at the door of the rooms which I had reserved for her, and which were on the floor below my own; but I got no answer. Supposing that Simon had taken her upstairs, I mounted quickly, not doubting I should find her there. Judge of my surprise and dismay when I found that room also empty, save for the lackey whom M. de Rambouillet had lent me!

Where are they? I asked the man, speaking sharply, and standing with my hand on the door.

The lady and her woman, sir? he answered, coming forward.

Yes, yes! I cried impatiently, a sudden fear at my heart.

She went out immediately after her arrival with Simon Fleix, sir, and has not yet returned, he answered.

The words were scarcely out of his mouth before I heard several persons enter the passage below and begin to ascend the stairs. I did not; doubt that mademoiselle and the lad had come home another way and, been somehow detained; and I turned with a sigh of relief to receive them. But when the persons whose steps I had heard appeared, they proved to be only M. de Rosnys equerry, stout, burly, and bright-eyed as ever, and two armed servants.


CHAPTER XXII. LA FEMME DISPOSE.

The moment the equerrys foot touched the uppermost stair I advanced upon him. Where is your mistress, man? I said. Where is Mademoiselle de la Vire? Be quick, tell me what you have done with her.

His face fell amazingly. Where is she? he answered, faltering between surprise and alarm at my sudden onslaught. Here, she should be. I left her here not an hour ago. Mon Dieu! Is she not here now?

His alarm increased mine tenfold. No! I retorted, she is not! She is gone! And you  what business had you, in the fiends name, to leave her here, alone and unprotected? Tell me that!

He leaned against the balustrade, making no attempt to defend himself, and seemed, in his sudden terror, anything but the bold, alert fellow who had ascended the stairs two minutes before. I was a fool, he groaned. I saw your man Simon here; and Fanchette, who is as good as a man, was with her mistress. And I went to stable the horses. I thought no evil. And now  My God! he added, suddenly straightening himself, while his face grew hard and grim, I am undone! My master will never forgive me!

Did you come straight here? I said, considering that, after all, he was no more in fault than I had been on a former occasion.

We went first to M. de Rosnys lodging, he answered, where we found your message telling us to come here. We came on without dismounting.

Mademoiselle may have gone back, and be there, I said. It is possible. Do you stay here and keep a good look-out, and I will go and see. Let one of your men come with me.

He uttered a brief assent; being a man as ready to take as to give orders, and thankful now for any suggestion which held out a hope of mademoiselles safety. Followed by the servant he selected, I ran down the stairs, and in a moment was hurrying along the Rue St. Denys. The day was waning. The narrow streets and alleys were already dark, but the air of excitement which I had noticed in the morning still marked the townsfolk, of whom a great number were strolling abroad, or standing in doorways talking to their gossips. Feverishly anxious as I was, I remarked the gloom which dwelt on all faces; but as I set it down to the kings approaching departure, and besides was intent on seeing that those we sought did not by any chance pass us in the crowd, I thought little of it. Five minutes walking brought us to M. de Rosnys lodging. There I knocked at the door; impatiently, I confess, and with little hope of success. But, to my surprise, barely an instant elapsed before the door opened, and I saw before me Simon Fleix!

Discovering who it was, he cowered back, with a terrified face, and retreated to the wall with his arm raised.

You scoundrel! I exclaimed, restraining myself with difficulty. Tell me this moment where Mademoiselle de la Vire is! Or, by Heaven, I shall forget what my mother owed to you, and do you a mischief!

For an instant he glared at me viciously, with all his teeth exposed, as though he meant to refuse  and more. Then he thought better of it, and, raising his hand, pointed sulkily upwards.

Go before me and knock at the door, I said, tapping the hilt of my dagger with meaning.

Cowed by my manner, he obeyed, and led the way to the room in which M. de Rambouillet had surprised us on a former occasion. Here he stopped at the door and knocked gently; on which a sharp voice inside bade us enter. I raised the latch and did so, closing the door behind me.

Mademoiselle, still wearing her riding-coat, sat in a chair before the hearth, on which a newly kindled fire sputtered and smoked. She had her back to me, and did not turn on my entrance, but continued to toy in an absent manner with the strings of the mask which lay in her lap. Fanchette stood bolt upright behind her, with her elbows squared and her hands clasped; in such an attitude that I guessed the maid had been expressing her strong dissatisfaction with this latest whim of her mistress, and particularly with mademoiselles imprudence in wantonly exposing herself, with so inadequate a guard as Simon, in a place where she had already suffered so much. I was confirmed in this notion on seeing the womans harsh countenance clear at sight of me; though the churlish nod, which was all the greeting she bestowed on me, seemed to betoken anything but favour or good-will. She touched her mistress on the shoulder, however, and said, M. de Marsac is here.

Mademoiselle turned her head and looked at me languidly, without stirring in her chair or removing the foot she, was warming. Good evening, she said.

The greeting seemed so brief and so commonplace, ignoring, as it did, both the pains and anxiety to which she had just put me and the great purpose for which we were here  to say nothing of that ambiguous parting which she must surely remember as well as I  that the words I had prepared died on my lips, and I looked at her in honest confusion. All her small face was pale except her lips. Her brow was dark, her eyes were hard as well as weary. And not words only failed me as I looked at her, but anger; having mounted the stairs hot foot to chide, I felt on a sudden  despite my new cloak and scabbard, my appointment, and the same I had made at Court  the same consciousness of age; and shabbiness and poverty which had possessed me in her presence from the beginning. I muttered, Good evening, mademoiselle, and that was all I could say  I who had frightened the burly Maignan a few minutes before!

Seeing, I have no doubt, the effect she produced on me, she maintained for some time an embarrassing silence. At length she said, frigidly, Perhaps M. de Marsac will sit, Fanchette. Place a chair for him. I am afraid, however, that after his successes at Court he may find our reception somewhat cold. But we are only from the country, she added, looking at me askance, with a gleam of anger in her eyes.

I thanked her huskily, saying that I would not sit, as I could not stay. Simon Fleix, I continued, finding my voice with difficulty, has, I am afraid, caused you some trouble by bringing you to this house instead of telling you that I had made preparation for you at my lodgings.

It was not Simon Fleixs fault, she replied curtly. I prefer these rooms. They are more convenient.

They are, perhaps, more convenient, I rejoined humbly, But I have to think of safety, mademoiselle, as you know. At my house I have a competent guard, and can answer for your being unmolested.

You can send your guard here, she said with a royal air.

But, mademoiselle

Is it not enough that I have said that I prefer these rooms? she replied sharply, dropping her mask on her lap and looking round at me in undisguised displeasure. Are you deaf, sir? Let me tell you, I am in no mood for argument. I am tired with riding. I prefer these rooms, and that is enough!

Nothing could exceed the determination with which she said these words, unless it were the malicious pleasure in thwarting my wishes which made itself seen through the veil of assumed indifference. I felt myself brought up with a vengeance, and in a manner the most provoking that could be conceived. But opposition so childish, so utterly wanton, by exciting my indignation, had presently the effect of banishing the peculiar bashfulness I felt in her presence, and recalling me to my duty.

Mademoiselle, I said firmly, looking at her with a fixed countenance, pardon me if I speak plainly. This is no time for playing with straws. The men from whom you escaped once are as determined and more desperate now. By this time they probably know of your arrival. Do, then, as I ask, I pray and beseech you. Or this time I may lack the power, though never the will, to save you.

Wholly ignoring my appeal, she looked into my face  for by this time I had advanced to her side  with a whimsical smile. You are really much improved in manner since I last saw you, she said.

Mademoiselle! I replied, baffled and repelled. What do you mean?

What I say, she answered, flippantly. But it was to be expected.

For shame! I cried, provoked almost beyond bearing by her ill-timed raillery, will you never be serious until you have ruined us and yourself? I tell you this house is not safe for you! It is not safe for me! I cannot bring my men to it, for there is not room for them. If you have any spark of consideration, of gratitude, therefore

Gratitude! she exclaimed, swinging her mask slowly to and fro by a ribbon, while she looked up at me as though my excitement amused her. Gratitude tis a very pretty phrase, and means much; but it is for those who serve us faithfully, M. de Marsac, and not for others. You receive so many favours, I am told, and are so successful at Court, that I should not be justified in monopolising your services.

But, mademoiselle I said in a low tone. And there I stopped. I dared not proceed.

Well, sir, she answered, looking up at she after a moments silence, and ceasing on a sudden to play with her toy, what is it?

You spoke of favours, I continued, with an effort. I never received but one from a lady. That was at Rosny, and from your hand.

From my hand? she answered, with an air of cold surprise.

It was so, mademoiselle.

You have fallen into some strange mistake, sir, she replied, rousing herself, and looking at me indifferently I never gave you a favour.

I bowed low. If you say you did not, mademoiselle, that is enough, I answered.

Nay, but do not let me do you an injustice, M. de Marsac, she rejoined, speaking more quickly and in an altered tone. If you can show me the favour I gave you, I shall, of course, be convinced. Seeing is believing, you know, she added, with a light nervous laugh, and a gesture of something like shyness.

If I had not sufficiently regretted my carelessness, and loss of the bow at the time, I did so now. I looked at her in silence, and saw her face, that had for a moment shown signs of feeling, almost of shame, grow slowly hard again.

Well, sir? she said impatiently. The proof is easy.

It was taken from me; I believe, by M. de Rosny, I answered lamely, wondering what ill-luck had led her to put the question and press it to this point.

It was taken from you! she exclaimed, rising and confronting me with the utmost suddenness, while her eyes flashed, and her little hand crumpled the mask beyond future usefulness. It was taken from you, sir! she repeated, her voice and her whole frame trembling with anger and disdain. Then I thank you, I prefer my version. Yours is impossible. For let me tell you, when Mademoiselle de la Vire does confer a favour, it will be on a man with the power and the wit  and the constancy, to keep it, even from M. de Rosny!

Her scorn hurt, though it did not anger me. I felt it to be in a measure deserved, and raged against myself rather than against her. But aware through all of the supreme importance of placing her in safety, I subjected my immediate feelings to the exigencies of the moment and stooped to an argument which would, I thought, have weight though private pleading failed.

Putting myself aside, mademoiselle, I said, with more formality than I had yet used, there is one consideration which must weigh with you. The king

The king! she cried, interrupting me violently, her face hot with passion and her whole person instinct with stubborn self-will. I shall not see the king!

You will not see the king? I repeated in amazement.

No, I will not! she answered, in a whirl of anger, scorn, and impetuosity. There! I will not! I have been made a toy and a tool long enough, M. de Marsac, she continued, and I will serve others ends no more. I have made up my mind. Do not talk to me; you will do no good, sir. I would to Heaven, she added bitterly, I had stayed at Chize and never seen this place!

But, mademoiselle, I said, you have not thought

Thought! she exclaimed, shutting her small white teeth so viciously I all but recoiled. I have thought enough. I am sick of thought. I am going to act now. I will be a puppet no longer. You may take me to the castle by force if you will; but you cannot make me speak.

I looked at her in the utmost dismay, and astonishment; being unable at first to believe that a woman who had gone through so much, had run so many risks, and ridden so many miles for a purpose, would, when all was done and the hour come, decline to carry out her plan. I could not believe it, I say, at first; and I tried arguments, and entreaties without stint, thinking that she only asked to be entreated or coaxed.

But I found prayers and even threats breath wasted upon her; and beyond these I would not go. I know I have been blamed by some and ridiculed by others for not pushing the matter farther; but those who have stood face to face with a woman of spirit  a woman whose very frailty and weakness fought for her  will better understand the difficulties with which I had to contend and the manner in which conviction was at last borne in on my mind. I had never before confronted stubbornness of this kind. As mademoiselle said again and again, I might force her to Court, but I could not make her speak.

When I had tried every means of persuasion, and still found no way of overcoming her resolution the while Fanchette looked on with a face of wood, neither aiding me nor taking part against me  I lost, I confess, in the chagrin of the moment that sense of duty which had hitherto animated me; and though my relation to mademoiselle should have made me as careful as ever of her safety, even in her own despite, I left her at last in anger and went out without saying another word about removing her  a thing which was still in my power. I believe a very brief reflection would have recalled me to myself and my duty; but the opportunity was not given me, for I had scarcely reached the head of the stairs before Fanchette came after me, and called to me in a whisper to stop.

She held a taper in her hand, and this she raised to my face, smiling at the disorder which she doubtless read there. Do you say that this house is not safe? she asked abruptly, lowering the light as she spoke.

You have tried a house in Blois before? I replied with the same bluntness. You should know as well as I, woman.

She must be taken from here, then, she answered, nodding her head, cunningly. I can persuade her. Do you send for your people, and be here in half an hour. It may take me that time to wheedle her. But I shall do it.

Then listen, I said eagerly, seizing the opportunity and her sleeve and drawing her farther from the door. If you can persuade her to that, you can persuade to all I wish. Listen, my friend, I continued, sinking my voice still lower. If she will see the king for only ten minutes, and tell him what she knows, I will give you

What? the woman asked suddenly and harshly, drawing at the same time her sleeve from my hand.

Fifty crowns, I replied, naming in my desperation a sum which would seem a fortune to a person in her position. Fifty crowns down, the moment the interview is over.

And for that you would have me sell her! the woman cried with a rude intensity of passion which struck me like a blow. For shame! For shame, man! You persuaded her to leave her home and her friends, and the country where she was known; and now you would have me sell her! Shame on you! Go! she added scornfully. Go this instant and get your men. The king, say you? The king! I tell you I would not have her finger ache to save all your kings!

She flounced away with that, and I retired crestfallen; wondering much at the fidelity which Providence, doubtless for the well-being of the gentle, possibly for the good of all, has implanted in the humble. Finding Simon, to whom I had scarce patience to speak, waiting on the stairs below, I despatched him to Maignan, to bid him come to me with his men. Meanwhile I watched the house myself until their arrival, and then, going up, found that Fanchette had been as good as her word. Mademoiselle, with a sullen mien, and a red spot on either cheek, consented to descend, and, preceded by a couple of links, which Maignan had thoughtfully provided, was escorted safely to my lodgings; where I bestowed her in the rooms below my own, which I had designed for her.

At the door she turned and bowed to me, her face on fire.

So far, sir, you have got your way, she said, breathing quickly. Do not flatter yourself, however, that you will get it farther  even by bribing my woman!


CHAPTER XXIII. THE LAST VALOIS.

I stood for a few moments on the stairs, wondering what I should do in an emergency to which the Marquiss message of the afternoon attached so pressing a character. Had it not been for that I might have waited until morning, and felt tolerably certain of finding mademoiselle in a more reasonable mood then. But as it was I dared not wait. I dared not risk the delay, and I came quickly to the conclusion that the only course open to me was to go at once to M. de Rambouillet and tell him frankly how the matter stood.

Maignan had posted one of his men at the open doorway leading into the street, and fixed his own quarters on the landing at the top, whence he could overlook an intruder without being seen himself. Satisfied with the arrangement, I left Rambouillets man to reinforce him, and took with me Simon Fleix, of whose conduct in regard to mademoiselle I entertained the gravest doubts.

The night, I found on reaching the street, was cold, the sky where it was visible between the eaves being bright with stars. A sharp wind was blowing, too, compelling us to wrap our cloaks round us and hurry on at a pace which agreed well with the excitement of my thoughts. Assured that had mademoiselle been complaisant I might have seen my mission accomplished within the hour, it was impossible I should not feel impatient with one who, to gratify a whim, played with the secrets of a kingdom as if they were counters, and risked in passing ill-humour the results of weeks of preparation. And I was impatient, and with her. But my resentment fell so far short of the occasion that I wondered uneasily at my own easiness, and felt more annoyed with myself for failing to be properly annoyed with her, than inclined to lay the blame where it was due. It was in vain I told myself contemptuously that she was a woman and that women were not accountable. I felt that the real secret and motive of my indulgence lay, not in this, but in the suspicion, which her reference to the favour given me on my departure from Rosny had converted almost into a certainty, that I was myself the cause of her sudden ill-humour.

I might have followed this train of thought farther, and to very pertinent conclusions. But on reaching M. de Rambouillets lodging I was diverted from it by the abnormally quiet aspect of the house, on the steps of which half a dozen servants might commonly be seen lounging. Now the doors were closed, no lights shone through the windows, and the hall sounded empty and desolate when I knocked. Not a lackey hurried to receive me even then; but the slipshod tread of the old porter, as he came with a lantern to open, alone broke the silence. I waited eagerly wondering what all this could mean; and when the man at last opened, and, recognising my face, begged my pardon if he had kept me waiting I asked him impatiently what was the matter.

And where is the Marquis? I added, stepping inside to be out of the wind, and loosening my cloak.

Have you not heard, sir? the man asked, holding up his lantern to my face. He was an old, wizened, lean fellow. It is a break-up, sir, I am afraid, this time.

A break-up? I rejoined, peevishly. Speak out, man! What is the matter? I hate mysteries.

You have not heard the news, sir? That the Duke of Mercoeur and Marshal Retz, with all their people, left Blois this afternoon?

No? I answered, somewhat startled. Whither are they gone?

To Paris, it is said, sir,  to join the League.

But do you mean that they have deserted the king? I asked.

For certain, sir! he answered.

Not the Duke of Mercoeur? I exclaimed. Why, man, he is the kings brother-in-law. He owes everything to him.

Well, he is gone, sir, the old man answered positively. The news was brought to M. le Marquis about four oclock, or a little after. He got his people together, and started after them to try and persuade them to return. Or, so it is said.

As quickly as I could, I reviewed the situation in my mind. If this strange news were true, and men like Mercoeur, who had every reason to stand by the king, as well as men like Retz, who had long been suspected of disaffection, were abandoning the Court, the danger must be coming close indeed. The king must feel his throne already tottering, and be eager to grasp at any means of supporting it. Under such circumstances it seemed to be my paramount duty to reach him; to gain his ear if possible, and at all risks; that I and not Bruhl, Navarre not Turenne, might profit by the first impulse of self-preservation.

Bidding the porter shut his door and keep close, I hurried to the Castle, and was presently more than confirmed in my resolution. For to my surprise I found the Court in much the same state as M. de Rambouillets house. There were double guards indeed at the gates, who let me pass after scrutinising me narrowly; but the courtyard, which should have been at this hour ablaze with torches and crowded with lackeys and grooms, was a dark wilderness, in which half a dozen links trembled mournfully. Passing through the doors I found things within in the same state: the hall ill lit and desolate; the staircase manned only by a few whispering groups, who scanned me as I passed; the ante-chambers almost empty, or occupied by the grey uniforms of the Switzer guards. Where I had looked, to see courtiers assembling to meet their sovereign and assure him of their fidelity, I found only gloomy faces, watchful eyes, and mouths ominously closed. An air of constraint and foreboding rested on all. A single footstep sounded hollowly. The long corridors, which had so lately rung with laughter and the rattle of dice, seemed already devoted to the silence, and desolation which awaited them when the Court should depart. Where any spoke I caught the name of Guise; and I could have fancied that his mighty shadow lay upon the place and cursed it.

Entering the chamber, I found matters little better there. His Majesty was not present, nor were any of the Court ladies; but half a dozen gentlemen, among whom I recognised Revol, one of the Kings secretaries, stood near the alcove. They looked up on my entrance, as though expecting news, and then, seeing who it was, looked away again impatiently. The Duke of Nevers was walking moodily to and fro before one of the windows, his hands clasped behind his back: while Biron and Crillon, reconciled by the common peril, talked loudly on the hearth. I hesitated a moment, uncertain how to proceed, for I was not yet; so old at Court as to feel at home there. But, at last making up my mind, I walked boldly up to Crillon and requested his good offices to procure me an immediate audience of the king.

An audience? Do you mean you want to see him alone? he said, raising his eyebrows and looking whimsically at Biron.

That is my petition, M. de Crillon, I answered firmly, though my heart sank. I am here on M. de Rambouillets business, and I need to see his Majesty forthwith.

Well, that is straightforward, he replied, clapping me on the shoulder. And you shall see him. In coming to Crillon you have come to the right man. Revol, he continued, turning to the secretary, this gentleman bears a message from M. de Rambouillet to the king. Take him to the closet without delay, my friend, and announce him. I will be answerable for him.

But the secretary shrugged his shoulders up to his ears. It is quite impossible, M. de Crillon, he said gravely. Quite impossible at present.

Impossible! Chut! I do not know the word, Crillon retorted rudely. Come, take him at once, and blame me if ill comes of it. Do you hear?

But his Majesty

Well?

Is at his devotions, the secretary said stiffly.

His Majestys devotions be hanged! Crillon rejoined  so loudly that there was a general titter, and M. de Nevers laughed grimly. Do you hear? the Avennais continued, his face growing redder and his voice higher, or must I pull your ears, my friend? Take this gentleman to the closet, I say, and if his Majesty be angry, tell him it was by my order. I tell you he comes from Rambouillet.

I do not know whether it was the threat, or the mention of M. de Rambouillets name, which convinced the secretary. But at any rate, after a moments hesitation, he acquiesced.

He nodded sullenly to me to follow him, and led the way to a curtain which masked the door of the closet. I followed him across the chamber, after muttering a hasty word of acknowledgment to Crillon; and I had as nearly as possible reached the door when the bustle of some one entering the chamber caught my ear. I had just time to turn and see that this was Bruhl, just time to intercept the dark look of chagrin and surprise which he fixed on me, and then Revol, holding up the curtain, signed to me to enter.

I expected to pass at once into the presence of the king, and had my reverence ready. Instead, I found myself to my surprise in a small chamber, or rather passage, curtained at both ends, and occupied by a couple of guardsmen  members, doubtless, of the Band of the Forty-Five who rose at my entrance and looked at me dubiously. Their guard-room, dimly illumined by a lamp of red glass, seemed to me, in spite of its curtains and velvet bench, and the thick tapestry which kept out every breath of wholesome air, the most sombre I could imagine. And the most ill-omened. But I had no time to make any long observation; for Revol, passing me brusquely, raised the curtain at the other end, and, with his finger on his lip, bade me by signs to enter.

I did so as silently, the heavy scent of perfumes striking me in the face as I raised a second curtain, and stopped short a pace beyond it; partly in reverence  because kings love their subjects best at a distance  and partly in surprise. For the room, or rather that portion of it in which I stood, was in darkness; only the farther end being illumined by a cold pale flood of moonlight, which, passing through a high, straight window, lay in a silvery sheet on the floor. For an instant I thought I was alone; then I saw, resting against this window, with a hand on either mullion, a tall figure, having something strange about the head. This peculiarity presently resolved itself into the turban in which I had once before seen his Majesty. The king  for he it was  was talking to himself. He had not heard me enter, and having his back to me remained unconscious of my presence.

I paused in doubt, afraid to advance, anxious to withdraw; yet uncertain whether I could move again unheard. At this moment while I stood hesitating, he raised his voice, and his words, reaching my ears, riveted my attention, so strange and eerie were both they and his tone. They say there is ill-luck in thirteen, he muttered. Thirteen Valois and last! He paused to laugh a wicked, mirthless laugh. Ay,  Thirteenth! And it is thirteen years since I entered Paris, a crowned King! There were Quelus and Maugiron and St. Megrin and I  and he, I remember. Ah, those days, those nights! I would sell my soul to live them again; had I not sold it long ago in the living them once! We were young then, and rich, and I was king; and Quelus was an Apollo! He died calling on me to save him. And Maugiron died, blaspheming God and the saints. And St. Megrin, he had thirty-four wounds. And he  he is dead too, curse him! They are all dead, all dead, and it is all over! My God! it is all over, it is all over, it is all over!

He repeated the last four words more than a dozen times, rocking himself to and fro by his hold on the mullions. I trembled as I listened, partly through fear on my own account should I be discovered, and partly by reason of the horror of despair and remorse  no, not remorse, regret  which spoke in his monotonous voice. I guessed that some impulse had led him to draw the curtain from the window and shade the lamp; and that then, as he looked down on the moonlit country, the contrast between it and the vicious, heated atmosphere, heavy with intrigue and worse, in which he had spent his strength, had forced itself upon his mind. For he presently went on.

France! There it lies! And what will they do with it? Will they cut it up into pieces, as it was before old Louis XI? Will Mercoeur  curse him! be the most Christian Duke of Brittany? And Mayenne, by the grace of God, Prince of Paris and the Upper Seine? Or will the little Prince of Bearn beat them, and be Henry IV., King of France and Navarre, Protector of the Churches? Curse him too! He is thirty-six. He is my age. But he is young and strong, and has all before him. While I  I  oh, my God, have mercy on me! Have mercy on me, O God in Heaven!

With the last word he fell on his knees on the step before the window, and burst into such an agony of unmanly tears and sobbings as I had never dreamed of or imagined, and least of all in the King of France. Hardly knowing whether to be more ashamed or terrified, I turned at all risks, and stealthily lifting the curtain, crept out with infinite care; and happily with so much good fortune as to escape detection. There was space enough between the two curtains to admit my body and no more; and here I stood a short while to collect my thoughts. Then, striking my scabbard against the wall, as though by accident, and coughing loudly at the same moment, I twitched the curtain aside with some violence and re-entered, thinking that by these means I had given him warning enough.

But I had not reckoned on the darkness in which the room lay, or the excitable state in which I had left him. He heard me, indeed, but being able to see only a tall, indistinct figure approaching him, he took fright, and falling back against the moonlit window, as though he saw a ghost, thrust out his hand, gasping at the same time two words, which sounded to me like Ha! Guise!

The next instant, discerning that I fell on my knee where I stood, and came no nearer, he recovered himself with an effort, which his breathing made very apparent, he asked in an unsteady voice who it was.

One of your Majestys most faithful servants, I answered, remaining on my knee, and affecting to see nothing.

Keeping his face towards me, he sidled to the lamp and strove to withdraw the shade. But his fingers trembled so violently that it was some time before he succeeded, and set free the cheerful beams, which, suddenly filling the room with radiance, disclosed to my wondering eyes, instead of darkness and the cold gleam of the moon, a profusion of riches, of red stuffs and gemmed trifles and gilded arms crowded together in reckless disorder. A monkey chained in one corner began to gibber and mow at me. A cloak of strange cut, stretched on a wooden stand, deceived me for an instant into thinking that there was a third person present; while the table, heaped with dolls and powder-puffs, dog-collars and sweet-meats, a mask, a womans slipper, a pair of pistols, some potions, a scourge, and an immense quantity of like litter, had as melancholy an appearance in my eyes as the king himself, whose disorder the light disclosed without mercy. His turban was awry, and betrayed the premature baldness of his scalp. The paint on his cheeks was cracked and stained, and had soiled the gloves he wore. He looked fifty years old; and in his excitement he had tugged his sword to the front, whence it refused to be thrust back.

Who sent you here? he asked, when he had so far recovered his senses as to recognise me, which he did with great surprise.

I am here, sire, I answered evasively, to place myself at your Majestys service.

Such loyalty is rare, he answered, with a bitter sneer. But stand up, sir. I suppose I must be thankful for small mercies, and, losing a Mercoeur, be glad to receive a Marsac.

By your leave, sire, I rejoined hardily, the exchange is not so adverse. Your Majesty may make another duke when you will. But honest men are not so easily come by.

So! so! he answered, looking at me with a fierce light in his eyes. You remind me in season, I may still make and unmake! I am still King of France? That is so sirrah, is it not?

God forbid that it should be otherwise! I answered earnestly. It is to lay before your Majesty certain means by which you may give fuller effect to your wishes that I am here. The King of Navarre desires only, sire

Tut, tut! he exclaimed impatiently, and with some displeasure, I know his will better than you, man. But you see, he continued cunningly, forgetting my inferior position as quickly as he had remembered it, Turenne promises well, too. And Turenne  it is true he may play the Lorrainer. But if I trust Henry of Navarre, and he prove false to me

He did not complete the sentence, but strode to and fro a time or two, his mind, which had a natural inclination towards crooked courses, bent on some scheme by which he might play off the one party against the other. Apparently he was not very successful in finding one, however; or else the ill-luck with which he had supported the League against the Huguenots recurred to his mind. For he presently stopped, with a sigh, and came back to the point.

If I knew that Turenne were lying, be muttered, then indeed  . But Rosny promised evidence, and he has sent me none.

It is at hand, sire, I answered, my heart beginning to beat, Your Majesty will remember that M. de Rosny honoured me with the task of introducing it to you.

To be sure, he replied, awaking as from a dream, and looking and speaking eagerly. Matters to-day have driven everything out of my head. Where is your witness, man? Convince me, and we will act promptly. We will give them Jarnac and Moncontour over again. Is he outside?

It is a woman, sire, I made answer, dashed somewhat by his sudden and feverish alacrity.

A woman, eh? You have her here?

No, sire, I replied, wondering what he would say to my next piece of information. She is in Blois, she has arrived, but the truth is  I humbly crave your Majestys indulgence  she refuses to come or speak. I cannot well bring her here by force, and I have sought you, sire, for the purpose of taking your commands in the matter.

He stared at me in the utmost astonishment.

Is she young? he asked after a long pause.

Yes, sire, I answered. She is maid of honour to the Princess of Navarre, and a ward also of the Vicomte de Turenne.

Gad! then she is worth hearing, the little rebel! he replied. A ward Of Turennes is she? Ho! ho! And now she will not speak? My cousin of Navarre now would know how to bring her to her senses, but I have eschewed these vanities. I might send and have her brought, it is true; but a very little thing would cause a barricade to-night.

And besides, sire, I ventured to add, she is known to Turennes people here, who have once stolen her away. Were she brought to your Majesty with any degree of openness, they would learn it, and know that the game was lost.

Which would not suit me, he answered, nodding and looking at me gloomily. They might anticipate our Jarnac; and until we have settled matters with one or the other our person is not too secure. You must go and fetch her. She is at your lodging. She must be brought, man.

I will do what you command, sire, I answered. But I am greatly afraid that she will not come.

He lost his temper at that. Then why, in the devils name, have you troubled me with the matter? he cried savagely. God knows  I dont  why Rosny employed such a man and such a woman. He might have seen from the cut of your cloak, sir, which is full six months behind the fashion, that you could not manage a woman! Was ever such damnable folly heard of in this world? But it is Navarres loss, not mine. It is his loss. And I hope to Heaven it may be yours too! he added fiercely.

There was so much in what he said that I bent before the storm, and accepted with humility blame which was as natural on his part as it was undeserved on mine. Indeed I could not wonder at his Majestys anger; nor should I have wondered at it in a greater man. I knew that but for reasons, on which I did not wish to dwell, I should have shared it to the full, and spoken quite as strongly of the caprice which ruined hopes and lives for a whim.

The king continued for some time to say to me all the hard things he could think of. Wearied at last by my patience, he paused, and cried angrily. Well, have you nothing; to say for yourself? Can you suggest nothing?

I dare not mention to your Majesty, I said humbly, what seems to me to be the only alternative.

You mean that I should go to the wench! he answered  for he did not lack quickness. SE NON VA EL OTERO A MAHOMA, VAYA MAHOMA AL OTERO, as Mendoza says. But the saucy quean, to force me to go to her! Did my wife guess  but there, I will go. By God I will go! he added abruptly and fiercely. I will live to ruin Retz yet! Where is your lodging?

I told him, wondering much at this flash of the old spirit, which twenty years before had won him a reputation his later life did nothing to sustain.

Do you know, he asked, speaking with sustained energy and clearness, the door by which M. de Rosny entered to talk with me? Can you find it in the dark?

Yes, sire, I answered, my heart beating high.

Then be in waiting there two hours before midnight, he replied. Be well armed, but alone. I shall know how to make the girl speak. I can trust you, I suppose? he added suddenly, stepping nearer to me and looking fixedly into my eyes.

I will answer for your Majestys life with my own, I replied, sinking on one knee.

I believe you, sir, he answered gravely, giving me his hand to kiss, and then turning away. So be it. Now leave me. You have been here too long already. Not a word to any one as you value your life.

I made fitting answer and was leaving him; but when I had my head already on the curtain, he called me back. In Heavens name get a new cloak! he said peevishly, eyeing me all over with his face puckered up. Get a new cloak, man, the first thing in the morning. It is worse seen from the side than the front. It would ruin the cleverest courtier of them all!


CHAPTER XXIV. A ROYAL PERIL.

The elation with which I had heard the king announce his resolution quickly diminished on cooler reflection. It stood in particular at a very low ebb as I waited, an hour later, at the little north postern of the Castle, and, cowering within the shelter of the arch to escape the wind, debated whether his Majestys energy would sustain him to the point of action, or whether he might not, in one of those fits of treacherous vacillation which had again and again marred his plans, send those to keep the appointment who would give a final account of me. The longer I considered his character the more dubious I grew. The loneliness of the situation, the darkness, the black front, unbroken by any glimmer of light, which the Castle presented on this side, and the unusual and gloomy stillness which lay upon the town, all contributed to increase my uneasiness. It was with apprehension as well as relief that I caught at last the sound of footsteps on the stone staircase, and, standing a little to one side, saw a streak of light appear at the foot of the door.

On the latter being partially opened a voice cried my name. I advanced with caution and showed myself. A brief conversation ensued between two or three persons who stood within; but in the end, a masked figure, which I had no difficulty in identifying as the king, stepped briskly out.

You are armed? he said, pausing a second opposite me.

I put back my cloak and showed him, by the light which streamed from the doorway, that I carried pistols as well as a sword.

Good! he answered briefly; then let us go. Do you walk on my left hand, my friend. It is a dark night, is it not?

Very dark, sire, I said.

He made no answer to this, and we started, proceeding with caution until we had crossed the narrow bridge, and then with greater freedom and at a better pace. The slenderness of the attendance at Court that evening, and the cold wind, which swept even the narrowest streets and drove roisterers indoors, rendered it unlikely that we should be stopped or molested by any except professed thieves; and for these I was prepared. The king showed no inclination to talk; and keeping silence myself out of respect, I had time to calculate the chances and to consider whether his Majesty would succeed where I had failed.

This calculation, which was not inconsistent with the keenest watchfulness on my part whenever we turned a corner or passed the mouth of an alley, was brought to an end by our safe arrival at the house. Briefly apologising to the king for the meanness and darkness of the staircase, I begged leave to precede him, and rapidly mounted until I met Maignan. Whispering to him that all was well, I did not wait to hear his answer, but, bidding him be on the watch, I led the king on with as much deference as was possible until we stood at the door of mademoiselles apartment, which I have elsewhere stated to consist of an outer and inner room. The door was opened by Simon Fleix, and him I promptly sent out. Then, standing aside and uncovering, I begged the king to enter.

He did so, still wearing his hat and mask, and I followed and secured the door. A lamp hanging from the ceiling diffused an imperfect light through the room, which was smaller but more comfortable in appearance than that which I rented overhead. I observed that Fanchette, whose harsh countenance looked more forbidding than usual, occupied a stool which she had set in a strange fashion against the Inner door; but I thought no more of this at the moment, my attention passing quickly to mademoiselle, who sat crouching before the fire, enveloped in a large outdoor cloak, as if she felt the cold. Her back was towards us, and she was, or pretended to be, still ignorant of our presence. With a muttered word I pointed her out to the king, and went towards her with him.

Mademoiselle, I said in a low voice, Mademoiselle de la Vire! I have the honour

She would not turn, and I stopped. Clearly she heard, but she betrayed that she did so only by drawing her cloak more closely round her. Primed by my respect for the king, I touched her lightly on the shoulder. Mademoiselle! I said impatiently, you are not aware of it, but

She shook herself free from my hand with so rude a gesture that I broke off, and stood gazing foolishly at her. The king smiled, and nodding to me to step back a pace, took the task on himself. Mademoiselle, he said with dignity, I am not accustomed

His voice had a magical effect. Before he could add another word she sprang up as if she had been struck, and faced us, a cry of alarm on her lips. Simultaneously we both cried out too, for it was not mademoiselle at all. The woman who confronted us, her hand on her mask, her eyes glittering through the slits, was of a taller and fuller figure. We stared at her. Then a lock of bright golden hair which had escaped from the hood of her cloak gave us the clue. Madame! the king cried.

Madame de Bruhl! I echoed, my astonishment greater than his.

Seeing herself known, she began with trembling fingers to undo the fastenings of her mask; but the king, who had hitherto displayed a trustfulness I had not expected in him, had taken alarm at sight of her, as at a thing unlooked for, and of which I had not warned him. How is this? he said harshly, drawing back a pace from her and regarding me with anger and distrust. Is this some pretty arrangement of yours, sir? Am I an intruder at an assignation, or is this a trap with M. de Bruhl in the background? Answer, sirrah! he continued, working himself rapidly into a passion. Which am I to understand is the case?

Neither, sire, I answered with as much dignity as I could assume, utterly surprised and mystified as I was by Madames presence. Your Majesty wrongs Madame de Bruhl as much by the one suspicion as you injure me by the other. I am equally in the dark with you, sire, and as little expected to see madame here.

I came, sire, she said proudly, addressing herself to the king, and ignoring me, out of no love to M. de Marsac, but as any person bearing a message to him might come. Nor can you, sire, she added with spirit, feel half as much surprise at seeing me here, as I at seeing your Majesty.

I can believe that, the king answered drily. I would you had not seen me.

The King of France is seen only when he chooses, she replied, curtseying to the ground.

Good, he answered. Let it be so, and you will oblige the King of France, madame. But enough, he continued, turning from her to me; since this is not the lady I came to see, M. de Marsac, where is she?

In the inner room, sire, I opine, I said, advancing to Fanchette with more misgiving at heart than my manner evinced. Your mistress is here, is she not? I continued, addressing the woman sharply.

Ay, and will not come out, she rejoined, sturdily keeping her place.

Nonsense! I said. Tell her

You may tell her what you please, she replied, refusing to budge an inch. She can hear.

But, woman! I cried impatiently, you do not understand. I MUST speak with her. I must speak with her at once! On business of the highest importance.

As you please, she said rudely, still keeping her seat. I have told you you can speak.

Perhaps I felt as foolish on this occasion as ever in my life; and surely never was man placed in a more ridiculous position. After overcoming numberless obstacles, and escaping as many perils, I had brought the king here, a feat beyond my highest hopes  only to be baffled and defeated by a waiting-woman! I stood irresolute; witless and confused; while the king waited half angry and half amused, and madame kept her place by the entrance, to which she had retreated.

I was delivered from my dilemma by the curiosity which is, providentially perhaps, a part of womans character, and which led mademoiselle to interfere herself. Keenly on the watch inside, she had heard part of what passed between us, and been rendered inquisitive by the sound of a strange mans voice, and by the deference which she could discern I paid to the visitor. At this moment, she cried out, accordingly, to know who was there; and Fanchette, seeming to take this as a command, rose and dragged her stool aside, saying peevishly and without any increase of respect, There, I told you she could hear.

Who is it? mademoiselle asked again, in a raised voice.

I was about to answer when the king signed to me to stand back, and, advancing himself, knocked gently on the door. Open, I pray you, mademoiselle, he said courteously.

Who is there? she cried again, her voice trembling.

It is I, the king, he answered softly; but in that tone of majesty which belongs not to the man, but to the descendant, and seems to be the outcome of centuries of command.

She uttered an exclamation and slowly, and with seeming reluctance, turned the key in the lock. It grated, and the door opened. I caught a glimpse for an instant of her pale face and bright eyes, and then his Majesty, removing his hat, passed in and closed the door; and I withdrew to the farther end of the room, where madame continued to stand by the entrance.

I entertained a suspicion, I remember, and not unnaturally, that she had come to my lodging as her husbands spy; but her first words when I joined her dispelled this. Quick! she said with an imperious gesture. Hear me and let me go! I have waited long enough for you, and suffered enough through you. As for that, woman in there, she is mad, and her servant too! Now, listen to me. You spoke to me honestly to-day, and I have come to repay you. You have an appointment with my husband to-morrow at Chaverny. Is it not so? she added impatiently.

I replied that it was so.

You are to go with one friend, she went on, tearing the glove she had taken off, to strips in her excitement, He is to meet you with one also?

Yes, I assented reluctantly, at the bridge, madame.

Then do not go, she rejoined emphatically. Shame on me that I should betray my husband; but it were worse to send an innocent man to his death. He will meet you with one sword only, according to his challenge, but there will be those under the bridge who will make certain work. There, I have betrayed him now! she continued bitterly. It is done. Let me go!

Nay, but, madame, I said, feeling more concerned for her, on whom from the first moment of meeting her I had brought nothing but misfortune, than surprised by this new treachery on his part, will you not run some risk in returning to him? Is there nothing I can do for you  no step I can take for your protection?

None! she said repellently and almost rudely, except to speed my going.

But you will not pass through the streets alone?

She laughed so bitterly my heart ached for her. The unhappy are always safe, she said.

Remembering how short a time it was since I had surprised her in the first happiness of wedded love, I felt for her all the pity it was natural I should feel. But the responsibility under which his Majestys presence and the charge of mademoiselle laid me forbade me to indulge in the luxury of evincing my gratitude. Gladly would I have escorted her back to her home  even if I could not make that home again what it had been, or restore her husband to the pinnacle from which I had dashed him  but I dared not do this. I was forced to content myself with less, and was about to offer to send one of my men with her, when a hurried knocking at the outer door arrested the words on my lips.

Signing to her to stand still, I listened. The knocking was repeated, and grew each moment more urgent. There was a little grille, strongly wired, in the upper part of the door, and this I was about to open in order to learn what was amiss, when Simons voice reached me from the farther side imploring me to open the door quickly. Doubting the lads prudence, yet afraid to refuse lest I should lose some warning he had to give, I paused a second, and then undid the fastenings. The moment the door gave way he fell in bodily, crying out to me to bar it behind him. I caught a glimpse through the gap of a glare as of torches, and saw by this light half a dozen flushed faces in the act of rising above the edge of the landing. The men who owned them raised a shout of triumph at sight of me, and, clearing the upper steps at a bound, made a rush for the door. But in vain. We had just time to close it and drop the two stout bars. In a moment, in a second, the fierce outcry fell to a dull roar; and safe for the time, we had leisure to look in one anothers faces and learn the different aspects of alarm. Madame was white to the lips, while Simons eyes seemed starting from his head, and he shook in every limb with terror.

At first, on my asking him what it meant, he could not speak. But that would not do, and I was in the act of seizing him by the collar to force an answer from him when the inner door opened, and the king came out, his face wearing an air of so much cheerfulness as proved both his satisfaction with mademoiselles story and his ignorance of all we were about. In a word he had not yet taken the least alarm; but seeing Simon in my hands, and madame leaning against the wall by the door like one deprived of life, he stood and cried out in surprise to know what it was.

I fear we are besieged, sire, I answered desperately, feeling my anxieties increased a hundredfold by his appearance but by whom I cannot say. This lad knows, however, I continued, giving Simon, a vicious shake, and he shall speak. Now, trembler, I said to him, tell your tale?

The Provost-Marshal! he stammered, terrified afresh by the kings presence: for Henry had removed his mask. I was on guard below. I had come up a few steps to be out of the cold, when I heard them enter. There are a round score of them.

I cried out a great oath, asking him why he had not gone up and warned Maignan, who with his men was now cut off from us in the rooms above. You fool! I continued, almost beside myself with rage, if you had not come to this door they would have mounted to my rooms and beset them! What is this folly about the Provost-Marshal?

He is there, Simon answered, cowering away from me, his face working.

I thought he was lying, and had merely fancied this in his fright. But the assailants at this moment began to hail blows on the door, calling on us to open, and using such volleys of threats as penetrated even the thickness of the oak; driving the blood from the womens cheeks, and arresting the kings step in a manner which did not escape me. Among their cries I could plainly distinguish the words, In the kings name! which bore out Simons statement.

At the moment I drew comfort from this; for if we had merely to deal with the law we had that on our side which was above it. And I speedily made up my mind what to do. I think the lad speaks the truth, sire, I said coolly. This is only your Majestys Provost-Marshal. The worst to be feared, therefore, is that he may learn your presence here before you would have it known. It should not be a matter of great difficulty, however, to bind him to silence, and if you will please to mask, I will open the grille and speak with him.

The king, who had taken his stand in the middle of the room, and seemed dazed and confused by the suddenness of the alarm and the uproar, assented with a brief word. Accordingly I was preparing to open the grille when Madame de Bruhl seized my arm, and forcibly pushed me back from it.

What would you do? she cried, her face full of terror. Do you not hear? He is there.

Who is there? I said, startled more by her manner than her words.

Who? she answered; who should be there? My husband! I hear his voice, I tell you! He has tracked me here! He has found me, and will kill me!

God forbid! I said, doubting if she had really heard his voice. To make sure, I asked Simon if he had seen him; and my heart sank when I heard from him too that Bruhl was of the party. For the first time I became fully sensible of the danger which threatened us. For the first time, looking round the ill-lit room on the womens terrified faces, and the kings masked figure instinct with ill-repressed nervousness, I recognised how hopelessly we were enmeshed. Fortune had served Bruhl so well that, whether he knew it or not, he had us all trapped  alike the king whom he desired to compromise, and his wife whom he hated, mademoiselle who had once escaped him, and me who had twice thwarted him. It was little to be wondered at if my courage sank as I looked from one to another, and listened to the ominous creaking of the door, as the stout panels complained under the blows rained upon them. For my first duty, and that which took the PAS of all others, was to the king  to save him harmless. How, then, was I to be answerable for mademoiselle, how protect Madame de Bruhl?  how, in a word, redeem all those pledges in which my honour was concerned?

It was the thought of the Provost-Marshal which at this moment rallied my failing spirits. I remembered that until the mystery of his presence here in alliance with Bruhl was explained there was no need to despair; and turning briskly to the king I begged him to favour me by standing with the women in a corner which was not visible from the door. He complied mechanically, and in a manner which I did not like; but lacking time to weigh trifles, I turned to the grille and opened it without more ado.

The appearance of my face at the trap was greeted with a savage cry of recognition, which subsided as quickly into silence. It was followed by a momentary pushing to and fro among the crowd outside, which in its turn ended in the Provost-Marshal coming to the front. In the kings name! he said fussily.

What is it? I replied, eyeing rather the flushed, eager faces which scowled over his shoulders than himself. The light of two links, borne by some of the party, shone ruddily on the heads of the halberds, and, flaring up from time to time, filled all the place with wavering, smoky light. What do you want? I continued, rousing my lodging at this time of night?

I hold a warrant for your arrest, he replied bluntly. Resistance will be vain. If you do not surrender I shall send for a ram to break in the door.

Where is your order? I said sharply. The one you held this morning was cancelled by the king himself.

Suspended only, he answered. Suspended only. It was given out to me again this evening for instant execution. And I am here in pursuance of it, and call on you to surrender.

Who delivered it to you? I retorted.

M. de Villequier, he answered readily. And here it is. Now, come, sir, he continued, you are only making matters worse. Open to us.

Before I do so, I said drily, I should like to know what part in the pageant my friend M. de Bruhl, whom I see on the stairs yonder, proposes to play. And there is my old friend Fresnoy, I added. And I see one or two others whom I know, M. Provost. Before I surrender I must know among other things what M. de Bruhls business is here.

It is the business of every loyal man to execute the kings warrant, the Provost answered evasively. It is yours to surrender, and mine to lodge you in the Castle. But I am loth to have a disturbance. I will give you until that torch goes out, if you like, to make up your mind. At the end of that time, if you do not surrender, I shall batter down the door.

You will give the torch fair play? I said, noting its condition.

He assented; and thanking him sternly for this indulgence, I closed the grille.


CHAPTER XXV. TERMS OF SURRENDER.

I still had my hand on the trap when a touch on the shoulder caused me to turn, and in a moment apprised me of the imminence of a new peril; a peril of such a kind that, summoning all my resolution, I could scarcely hope to cope with it. Henry was at my elbow. He had taken of his mask, and a single glance at his countenance warned me that that had happened of which I had already felt some fear. The glitter of intense excitement shone in his eyes. His face, darkly-flushed and wet with sweat, betrayed overmastering emotion, while his teeth, tight clenched in the effort to restrain the fit of trembling which possessed him, showed between his lips like those of a corpse. The novelty of the danger which menaced him, the absence of his gentlemen, and of all the familiar faces and surroundings without which he never moved, the hour, the mean house, and his isolation among strangers, had proved too much for nerves long weakened by his course of living, and for a courage, proved indeed in the field, but unequal to a sudden stress. Though he still strove to preserve his dignity, it was alarmingly plain to my eyes that he was on the point of losing, if he had not already lost, all self-command.

Open! he muttered between his teeth, pointing impatiently to the trap with the hand with which he had already touched me. Open, I say, sir!

I stared at him, startled and confounded. But your Majesty, I ventured to stammer, forgets that I have not yet

Open, I say! he repeated passionately. Do you hear me, sir? I desire that this door be opened. His lean hand shook as with the palsy, so that the gems on it twinkled in the light and rattled as he spoke.

I looked helplessly from him to the women and back again, seeing in a flash all the dangers which might follow from the discovery of his presence there  dangers which I had not before formulated to myself, but which seemed in a moment to range themselves with the utmost clearness before my eyes. At the same time I saw what seemed to me to be a way of escape; and emboldened by the one and the other, I kept my hand on the trap and strove to parley with him.

Nay, but, sire, I said hurriedly, yet still with as much deference as I could command, I beg you to permit me first to repeat what I have seen. M. de Bruhl is without, and I counted six men whom I believe to be his following. They are ruffians ripe for any crime; and I implore your Majesty rather to submit to a short imprisonment

I paused struck dumb on that word, confounded by the passion which lightened in the kings face. My ill-chosen expression had indeed applied the spark to his wrath. Predisposed to suspicion by a hundred treacheries, he forgot the perils outside in the one idea which on the instant possessed his mind; that I would confine his person, and had brought him hither for no other purpose. He glared round him with eyes full of rage and fear, and his trembling lips breathed rather than spoke the word Imprison?

Unluckily, a trifling occurrence added at this moment to his disorder, and converted it into frenzy. Someone outside fell heavily against the door; this, causing madame to utter a low shriek, seemed to shatter the last remnant of the kings self-control. Stamping his foot on the floor, he cried to me with the utmost wildness to open the door  by which I had hitherto kept my place.

But, wrongly or rightly, I was still determined to put off opening it; and I raised my hands with the intention of making a last appeal to him. He misread the gesture, and retreating a step, with the greatest suddenness whipped out his sword, and in a moment had the point at my breast, and his wrist drawn back to thrust.

It has always been my belief that he would not have dealt the blow, but that the mere touch of the hilt, awaking the courage which he undoubtedly possessed, and which did not desert him in his last moments, would have recalled him to himself. But the opportunity was not given him, for while the blade yet quivered, and I stood motionless, controlling myself by an effort, my knee half bent and my eyes on his, Mademoiselle de la Vire sprang forward at his back, and with a loud scream clutched his elbow. The king, surprised, and ignorant who held him, flung up his point wildly, and striking the lamp above his head with his blade, shattered it in an instant, bringing down the pottery with a crash and reducing the room to darkness; while the screams of the women, and the knowledge that we had a madman among us, peopled, the blackness with a hundred horrors.

Fearing above all for mademoiselle, I made my way as soon as I could recover my wits to the embers of the fire, and regardless of the kings sword, which I had a vague idea was darting about in the darkness, I searched for and found a half-burnt stick, which I blew into a blaze. With this, still keeping my back to the room, I contrived to light a taper that I had noticed standing by the hearth; and then, and then only, I turned to see what I had to confront.

Mademoiselle de la Vire stood in a corner, half-fierce, half-terrified, and wholly flushed. She had her hand wrapped up in a kerchief already stained with blood; and from this I gathered that the king in his frenzy had wounded her slightly. Standing before her mistress, with her hair bristling, like a wild-cats fur, and her arms akimbo, was Fanchette, her harsh face and square form instinct with fury and defiance. Madame de Bruhl and Simon cowered against the wall not far from them; and in a chair, into which he had apparently just thrown himself, sat the king, huddled up and collapsed, the point of his sword trailing on the ground beside him, and his nerveless hand scarce retaining force to grip the pommel.

In a moment I made up my mind what to do, and going to him in silence, I laid my pistols, sword, and dagger on a stool by his side. Then I knelt.

The door, sire, I said, is there. It is for your Majesty to open it when you please. Here, too, sire, are my weapons. I am your prisoner, the Provost-Marshal is outside, and you can at a word deliver me to him. Only one thing I beg, sire, I continued earnestly, that your Majesty will treat; as a delusion the idea that I meditated for a moment disrespect or violence to your person.

He looked at me dully, his face pale, his eyes fish-like. Sanctus, man! he muttered, why did you raise your hand?

Only to implore your Majesty to pause a moment, I answered, watching the intelligence return slowly to his face. If you will deign to listen I can explain in half a dozen words, sire. M. de Bruhls men are six or seven, the Provost has eight or nine; but the former are the wilder blades, and if M. de Bruhl find your Majesty in my lodging, and infer his own defeat, he will be capable of any desperate stroke. Your person would hardly be safe in his company through the streets. And there is another consideration, I went on, observing with joy that the king listened, and was gradually regaining his composure. That is, the secrecy you desired to preserve, sire, until this matter should be well advanced. M. de Rosny laid the strictest injunctions on me in that respect, fearing an EMEUTE in Blois should your Majestys plans become known.

You speak fairly, the king answered with returning energy, though he avoided looking at the women. Bruhl is likely enough to raise one. But how am I to get out, sir? he continued, querulously. I cannot remain here. I shall be missed, man! I am not a hedge-captain, neither sought nor wanted!

If your Majesty would trust me? I said slowly and with hesitation.

Trust you! he retorted peevishly, holding up his hands and gazing intently at his nails, of the shape and whiteness of which he was prouder than any woman. Have I not trusted you? If I had not trusted you, should I have been here? But that you were a Huguenot  God forgive me for saying it!  I would have seen you in hell before I would have come here with you!

I confess to having heard this testimony to the Religion with a pride which made me forget for a moment the immediate circumstances  the peril in which we stood, the gloomy room darkly lighted by a single candle, the scared faces in the background, even the kings huddled figure, in which dejection and pride struggled for expression. For a moment only; then I hastened to reply, saying that I doubted not I could still extricate his Majesty without discovery.

In Heavens name do it, then! he answered sharply. Do what you like, man! Only get me back into the castle, and it shall not be a Huguenot will entice me out again. I am over old for these adventures!

A fresh attack on the door taking place as he said this induced me to lose no time in explaining my plan, which he was good enough to approve, after again upbraiding me for bringing him into such a dilemma. Fearing lest the door should give way prematurely, notwithstanding the bars I had provided for it, and goaded on by Madame de Bruhls face, which evinced the utmost terror, I took the candle and attended his Majesty into the inner room; where I placed my pistols beside him, but silently resumed my sword and dagger. I then returned for the women, and indicating by signs that they were to enter, held the door open for them.

Mademoiselle, whose bandaged hand I could not regard without emotion, though the kings presence and the respect I owed him forbade me to utter so much as a word, advanced readily until she reached the doorway abreast of me. There, however, looking back, and seeing Madame de Bruhl following her, she stopped short, and darting a haughty glance at me, muttered, And  that lady? Are we to be shut up together, sir?

Mademoiselle, I answered quickly in the low tone she had used herself, have I ever asked anything dishonourable of you?

She seemed by a slight movement of the head to answer in the negative.

Nor do I now, I replied with earnestness. I entrust to your care a lady who has risked great peril for US; and the rest I leave to you.

She looked me very keenly in the face for a second, and then, without answering, she passed on, Madame and Fanchette following her in that order. I closed the door and turned to Simon; who by my direction had blown the embers of the fire into a blaze so as to partially illumine the room, in which only he and I now remained. The lad seemed afraid to meet my eye, and owing to the scene at which he had just assisted, or to the onslaught on the door, which grew each moment more furious, betrayed greater restlessness than I had lately observed in him. I did not doubt his fidelity, however, or his devotion to mademoiselle; and the orders I had to give him were simple enough.

This is what you have got to do, I said, my hand already on the bars. The moment I am outside secure this door. After that, open to no one except Maignan. When he applies, let him in with caution, and bid him, as he loves M. de Rosny, take his men as soon as the coast is clear, and guard the King of France to the castle. Charge him to be brave and wary, for his life will answer for the kings.

Twice I repeated this; then fearing lest the Provost-Marshal should make good his word and apply a ram to the door, I opened the trap. A dozen angry voices hailed my appearance, and this with so much violence and impatience that it was some time before I could get a hearing; the knaves threatening me if I would not instantly open, and persisting that I should do so without more words. Their leader at length quieted them, but it was plain that his patience too was worn out. Do you surrender or do you not? he said. I am not going to stay out of my bed all night for you!

I warn you, I answered, that the order you have there has been cancelled by the king!

That is not my business, he rejoined hardily.

No, but it will be when the king sends for you to-morrow morning, I retorted; at which he looked somewhat moved. However, I will surrender to you on two conditions, I continued, keenly observing the coarse faces of his following. First, that you let me keep my arms until we reach the gate-house, I giving you my parole to come with you quietly. That is number one.

Well, the Provost-Marshal said more civilly, I have no objection to that.

Secondly, that you do not allow your men to break into my lodgings. I will come out quietly, and so an end. Your order does not direct you to sack my goods.

Tut, tut! he replied; I want, you to come out. I do not want to go in.

Then draw your men back to the stairs, I said. And if you keep terms with me, I will uphold you to-morrow, For your orders will certainly bring you into trouble. M. de Retz, who procured it this morning, is away, you know. M. de Villequier may be gone to-morrow. But depend upon it, M. de Rambouillet will be here!

The remark was well timed and to the point. It startled the man as much as I had hoped it would. Without raising any objection he ordered his men to fall back and guard the stairs; and I on my side began to undo the fastenings of the door.

The matter was not to be so easily concluded, however; for Bruhls rascals, in obedience, no doubt, to a sign given by their leader, who stood with Fresnoy on the upper flight of stairs, refused to withdraw; and even hustled the Provost-Marshals men when the latter would have obeyed the order. The officer, already heated by delay, replied by laying about him with his staff, and in a twinkling there seemed to be every prospect of a very pretty MELEE, the end of which it was impossible to foresee.

Reflecting, however, that if Bruhls men routed their opponents our position might be made worse rather than better, I did not act on my first impulse, which was to see the matter out where I was. Instead, I seized the opportunity to let myself out, while Simon fastened the door behind me. The Provost-Marshal was engaged at the moment in a wordy dispute with Fresnoy; whose villainous countenance, scarred by the wound which I had given him at Chize, and flushed with passion, looked its worst by the light of the single torch which remained. In one respect the villain had profited by his present patronage, for he was decked out in a style of tawdry magnificence. But I have always remarked this about dress, that while a shabby exterior does not entirely obscure a gentleman, the extreme of fashion is powerless to gild a knave.

Seeing me on a sudden at the Provosts elbow, he recoiled with a change of countenance so ludicrous that that officer was himself startled, and only held his ground on my saluting him civilly and declaring myself his prisoner I added a warning that he should look to the torch which remained; seeing that if it failed we were both like to have our throats cut in the confusion.

He took the hint promptly, and calling the link-man to his side prepared to descend, bidding Fresnoy and his men, who remained clumped at the head of the stairs, make way for us without ado. They seemed much inclined, however, to dispute our passage, and replying to his invectives with rough taunts, displayed so hostile a demeanour that the Provost, between regard for his own importance and respect for Bruhl, appeared for a moment at a loss what to do; and seemed rather relieved than annoyed when I begged leave to say a word to M. de Bruhl.

If you can bring his men to reason, he replied testily, speak your fill to him!

Stepping to the foot of the upper flight, on which Bruhl retained his position, I saluted him formally. He returned my greeting with a surly, watchful look only, and drawing his cloak more tightly round him affected to gaze down at me with disdain; which ill concealed, however, both the triumph he felt and the hopes of vengeance he entertained. I was especially anxious to learn whether he had tracked his wife hither, or was merely here in pursuance of his general schemes against me, and to this end. I asked him with as much irony as I could compass to what I was to attribute his presence. I am afraid I cannot stay to offer you hospitality, I continued; but for that you have only your friend M. Villequier to thank!

I am greatly obliged to you, he answered with a devilish smile, but do not let that affect you. When you are gone I propose to help myself, my friend, to whatever takes my taste.

Do you? I retorted coolly  not that I was unaffected by the threat and the villainous hint which underlay the words, but that, fully expecting them, I was ready with my answer. We will see about that. And therewith I raised my fingers to my lips, and, whistling shrilly, cried Maignan! Maignan! in a clear voice.

I had no need to cry the name a third time, for before the Provost-Marshal could do more than start at this unexpected action, the landing above us rang under a heavy tread, and the man I called, descending the stairs swiftly, appeared on a sudden within arms length of M. de Bruhl; who, turning with an oath, saw him, and involuntarily recoiled. At all times Maignans hardy and confident bearing was of a kind to impress the strong; but on this occasion there was an added dash of recklessness in his manner which was not without its effect on the spectators. As he stood there smiling darkly over Bruhls head, while his hand toyed carelessly with his dagger, and the torch shone ruddily on his burly figure, he was so clearly an antagonist in a thousand that, had I sought through Blois, I might not have found his fellow for strength and SANG-FROID. He let his black eyes rove from one to the other, but took heed of me only, saluting me with effusion and a touch of the Gascon which was in place here, if ever.

I knew how M. de Rosny dealt with him, and followed the pattern as far as I could. Maignan! I said curtly, I have taken a lodging for to-night elsewhere. Then I am gone you will call out your men and watch this door. If anyone tries to force an entrance you will do your duty.

You may consider it done, he replied.

Even if the person be M. de Bruhl here, I continued.

Precisely.

You will remain on guard, I went on, until to-morrow morning if M. de Bruhl remains here; but whenever he leaves you will take your orders from the persons inside, and follow them implicitly.

Your Excellencys mind may be easy, he answered, handling his dagger.

Dismissing him with a nod, I turned with a smile to M. de Bruhl, and saw that between rage at this unexpected check and chagrin at the insult put upon him, his discomfiture was as complete as I could wish. As for Fresnoy, if he had seriously intended to dispute our passage, he was no longer in the mood for the attempt. Yet I did not let his master off without one more prick. That being settled, M. de Bruhl, I said pleasantly, I may bid you good evening. You will doubtless honour me at Chaverny tomorrow. But we will first let Maignan look under the bridge!


CHAPTER XXVI. MEDITATIONS.

Either the small respect I had paid M. de Bruhl, or the words I had let fall respecting the possible disappearance of M. Villequier, had had so admirable an effect on the Provost-Marshals mind that from the moment of leaving my lodgings he treated me with the utmost civility; permitting me even to retain my sword, and assigning me a sleeping-place for the night in his own apartments at the gate-house.

Late as it was, I could not allow so much politeness to pass unacknowledged. I begged leave, therefore, to distribute a small gratuity among his attendants, and requested him to do me the honour of drinking a bottle of wine with me. This being speedily procured, at such an expense as is usual in these places, where prisoners pay, according as they are rich or poor, in purse or person, kept; us sitting for an hour, and finally sent us to our pallets perfectly satisfied with one another.

The events of the day, however, and particularly one matter, on which I have not dwelt at length, proved as effectual to prevent my sleeping as if I had been placed in the dampest cell below the castle. So much had been crowded into a time so short that it seemed as if I had had until now no opportunity of considering whither I was being hurried, or what fortune awaited me at the end of this turmoil. From the first appearance of M. dAgen in the morning, with the startling news that the Provost-Marshal was seeking me, to my final surrender and encounter with Bruhl on the stairs, the chain of events had run out so swiftly that I had scarcely had time at any particular period to consider how I stood, or the full import of the latest check or victory. Now that I had leisure I lived the day over again, and, recalling its dangers and disappointments, felt thankful that all had ended so fairly.

I had the most perfect confidence in Maignan, and did not doubt that Bruhl would soon weary, if he had not already wearied, of a profitless siege. In an hour at most  and it was not yet midnight  the king would be free to go home; and with that would end, as far as he was concerned, the mission with which M. de Rosny had honoured me. The task of communicating his Majestys decision to the King of Navarre would doubtless be entrusted to M. de Rambouillet, or some person of similar position and influence; and in the same hands would rest the honour and responsibility of the treaty which, as we all know now, gave after a brief interval and some bloodshed, and one great providence, a lasting peace to France. But it must ever be  and I recognised this that night with a bounding heart, which told of some store of youth yet unexhausted  a matter of lasting pride to me that I, whose career but now seemed closed in failure, had proved the means of conferring so especial a benefit on my country and religion.

Remembering, however, the King of Navarres warning that I must not look to him for reward, I felt greatly doubtful in what direction the scene would next open to me; my main dependence being upon M. de Rosnys promise that he would make my fortune his own care. Tired of the Court at Blois, and the atmosphere of intrigue and treachery which pervaded it, and with which I hoped I had now done, I was still at a loss to see how I could recross the Loire in face of the Vicomte de Turennes enmity. I might have troubled myself much more with speculating upon this point had I not found  in close connection with it  other and more engrossing food for thought in the capricious behaviour of Mademoiselle de la Vire.

To that behaviour it seemed to me that I now held the clue. I suspected with as much surprise as pleasure that only one construction could be placed upon it  a construction which had strongly occurred to me on catching sight of her face when she intervened between me and the king.

Tracing the matter back to the moment of our meeting in the antechamber at St. Jean dAngely, I remembered the jest which Mathurine had uttered at our joint expense. Doubtless it had dwelt in mademoiselles mind, and exciting her animosity against me had prepared her to treat me with contumely when, contrary to all probability, we met again, and she found herself placed in a manner in my hands. It had inspired her harsh words and harsher looks on our journey northwards, and contributed with her native pride to the low opinion I had formed of her when I contrasted her with my honoured mother.

But I began to think it possible that the jest had worked in another way as well, by keeping me before her mind and impressing upon her the idea  after my re-appearance at Chize more particularly  that our fates were in some way linked. Assuming this, it was not hard to understand her manner at Rosny when, apprised that I was no impostor, and regretting her former treatment of me, she still recoiled from the feelings which she began to recognise in her own breast. From that time, and with this clue, I had no difficulty in tracing her motives, always supposing that this suspicion, upon which I dwelt with feelings of wonder and delight, were well founded.

Middle-aged and grizzled, with the best of my life behind me I had never dared to think of her in this way before. Poor and comparatively obscure, I had never raised my eyes to the wide possessions said to be hers. Even now I felt myself dazzled and bewildered by the prospect so suddenly unveiled. I could scarcely, without vertigo, recall her as I had last seen her, with her hand wounded in my defence; nor, without emotions painful in their intensity, fancy myself restored to the youth of which I had taken leave, and to the rosy hopes and plannings which visit most men once only, and then in early years. Hitherto I had deemed such things the lot of others.

Daylight found me  and no wonder  still diverting myself with these charming speculations; which had for me, be it remembered, all the force of novelty. The sun chanced to rise that morning in a clear sky, and brilliantly for the time of year; and words fail me when I look back, and try to describe how delicately this single fact enhanced my pleasure! I sunned myself in the beams, which penetrated my barred window; and tasting the early freshness with a keen and insatiable appetite, I experienced to the full that peculiar aspiration after goodness which Providence allows such moments to awaken in us in youth; but rarely when time and the camp have blunted the sensibilities.

I had not yet arrived at the stage at which difficulties have to be reckoned up, and the chief drawback to the tumult of joy I felt took the shape of regret that my mother no longer lived to feel the emotions proper to the time, and to share in the prosperity which she had so often and so fondly imagined. Nevertheless, I felt myself drawn closer to her. I recalled with the most tender feelings, and at greater leisure than had before been the case, her last days and words, and particularly the appeal she had uttered on mademoiselles behalf. And I vowed, if it were possible, to pay a visit to her grave before leaving the neighbourhood, that I might there devote a few moments to the thought of the affection which had consecrated all women in my eyes.

I was presently interrupted in these reflections by a circumstance which proved in the end diverting enough, though far from reassuring at the first blush. It began in a dismal rattling of chains in the passage below and on the stairs outside my room; which were paved, like the rest of the building, with stone. I waited with impatience and some uneasiness to see what would come of this; and my surprise may be imagined when, the door being unlocked, gave entrance to a man in whom I recognised on the instant deaf Mathew  the villain whom I had last seen with Fresnoy in the house in the Rue Valois. Amazed at seeing him here, I sprang to my feet in fear of some treachery, and for a moment apprehended that the Provost-Marshal had basely given me over to Bruhls custody. But a second glance informing me that the man was in irons  hence the noise I had heard  I sat down again to see what would happen.

It then appeared, that he merely brought me my breakfast, and was a prisoner in less fortunate circumstances than myself; but as he pretended not to recognise me, and placed the things before me in obdurate silence, and I had no power to make him hear, I failed to learn how he came to be in durance. The Provost-Marshal, however, came presently to visit me, and brought me in token that the good-fellowship of the evening still existed a pouch of the Queens herb; which I accepted for politeness sake rather than from any virtue I found in it. And from him I learned how the rascal came to be in his charge.

It appeared that Fresnoy, having no mind to be hampered with a wounded man, had deposited him on the night of our MELEE at the door of a hospital attached to a religious house in that part of the town. The fathers had opened to him, but before taking him in put, according to their custom, certain questions. Matthew had been primed with the right answers to these questions, which were commonly a form; but, unhappily for him, the Superior by chance or mistake began with the wrong one.

You are not a Huguenot, my son? he said.

In Gods name, I am! Matthew replied with simplicity, believing he was asked if he was a Catholic.

What? the scandalised Prior ejaculated, crossing himself in doubt, are you not a true son of the Church?

Never! quoth our deaf friend  thinking all went well.

A heretic! cried the monk.

Amen to that! replied Matthew innocently; never doubting but that he was asked the third question, which was, commonly, whether he needed aid.

Naturally after this there was a very pretty commotion, and Matthew, vainly protesting that he was deaf, was hurried off to the Provost-Marshals custody. Asked how he communicated with him, the Provost answered that he could not, but that his little godchild, a girl only eight years old, had taken a strange fancy to the rogue, and was never so happy as when talking to him by means of signs, of which she had invented a great number. I thought this strange at the time, but I had proof before the morning was out that it was true enough, and that the two were seldom apart, the little child governing this grim cut-throat with unquestioned authority.

After the Provost was gone I heard the mans fetters clanking again. This time he entered to remove my cup and plate, and surprised me by speaking to me. Maintaining his former sullenness, and scarcely looking at me, he said abruptly: You are going out again?

I nodded assent.

Do you remember a bald-faced bay horse that fell with you? he muttered, keeping his dogged glance on the floor.

I nodded again.

I want to sell the horse, he said. There is not such another in Blois, no, nor in Paris! Touch it on the near hip with the whip and it will go down as if shot. At other times a child might ride it. It is in a stable, the third from the Three Pigeons, in the Ruelle Amancy. Fresnoy does not know where it is. He sent to ask yesterday, but I would not tell him.

Some spark of human feeling which appeared in his lowering, brutal visage as he spoke of the horse led me to desire further information. Fortunately the little girl appeared at that moment at the door in search of her play-fellow; and through her I learned that the mans motive for seeking to sell the horse was fear lest the dealer in whose charge it stood should dispose of it to repay himself for its keep, and he, Matthew, lose it without return.

Still I did not understand why he applied to me, but I was well pleased when I learned the truth. Base as the knave was, he had an affection for the bay, which had been his only property for six years. Having this in his mind, he had conceived the idea that I should treat it well, and should not, because he was in prison and powerless, cheat him of the price.

In the end I agreed to buy the horse for ten crowns, paying as well what was due at the stable. I had it in my head to do something also for the man, being moved to this partly by an idea that there was good in him, and partly by the confidence he had seen fit to place in me, which seemed to deserve some return. But a noise below stairs diverted my attention. I heard myself named, and for the moment forgot the matter.


CHAPTER XXVII. TO ME, MY FRIENDS!

I was impatient to learn who had come, and what was their errand with me; and being still in that state of exaltation in which we seem to hear and see more than at other times, I remarked a peculiar lagging in the ascending footsteps, and a lack of buoyancy, which was quick to communicate itself to my mind. A vague dread fell upon me as I stood listening. Before the door opened I had already conceived a score of disasters. I wondered that I had not inquired earlier concerning the kings safety, and en fin I experienced in a moment that complete reaction of the spirits which is too frequently consequent upon an excessive flow of gaiety.

I was prepared, therefore, for heavy looks, but not for the persons who wore them nor the strange bearing the latter displayed on entering. My visitors proved to be M. dAgen and Simon Fleix. And so far well. But the former, instead of coming forward to greet me with the punctilious politeness which always characterised him, and which I had thought to be proof against every kind of surprise and peril, met me with downcast eyes and a countenance so gloomy as to augment my fears a hundredfold; since it suggested all those vague and formidable pains which M. de Rambouillet had hinted might await me in a prison. I thought nothing more probable than the entrance after them of a gaoler laden with gyves and handcuffs; and saluting M. Francois with a face which, do what I would, fashioned itself upon his, I had scarce composure sufficient to place the poor accommodation of my room at his disposal.

He thanked me; but he did it with so much gloom and so little naturalness that I grew more impatient with each laboured syllable. Simon Fleix had slunk to the window and turned his back on us. Neither seemed to have anything to say. But a state of suspense was one which I could least endure to suffer; and impatient of the constraint which my friends manner was fast imparting to mine, I asked him at once and abruptly if his uncle had returned.

He rode in about midnight, he answered, tracing a pattern on the floor with the point of his riding-switch.

I felt some surprise on hearing this, since dAgen was still dressed and armed for the road, and was without all those prettinesses which commonly marked his attire. But as he volunteered no further information, and did not even refer to the place in which he found me, or question me as to the adventures which had lodged me there, I let it pass, and asked him if his party had overtaken the deserters.

Yes, he answered, with no result.

And the king?

M. de Rambouillet is with him now, he rejoined, still bending over his tracing.

This answer relieved the worst of my anxieties, but the manner of the speaker was so distrait and so much at variance with the studied INSOUCIANCE which he usually, affected, that I only grew more alarmed. I glanced at Simon Fleix, but he kept his face averted, and I could gather nothing from it; though I observed that he, too, was dressed for the road, and wore his arms. I listened, but I could hear no sounds which indicated that the Provost-Marshal was approaching. Then on a sudden I thought of Mademoiselle de la Vire. Could it be that Maignan had proved unequal to his task?

I started impetuously from my stool under the influence of the emotion which this thought naturally aroused, and seized M. dAgen by the arm. What has happened? I exclaimed. Is it Bruhl? Did he break into my lodgings last night? What! I continued, staggering back as I read the confirmation of my fears in his face. He did?

M. dAgen, who had risen also, pressed my hand with convulsive energy. Gazing into my face, he held me a moment thus embraced, His manner a strange mixture of fierceness and emotion. Alas, yes, he answered, he did, and took away those whom he found there! Those whom he found there, you understand! But M. de Rambouillet is on his way here, and in a few minutes you will be free. We will follow together. If we overtake them  well. If not, it will be time to talk.

He broke off, and I stood looking at him, stunned by the blow, yet in the midst of my own horror and surprise retaining sense enough to wonder at the gloom on his brow and the passion which trembled in his words. What had this to do with him? But Bruhl? I said at last, recovering myself with an effort how did he gain access to the room? I left it guarded.

By a ruse, while Maignan and his men were away, was the answer. Only this lad of yours was there. Bruhls men overpowered him.

Which way has Bruhl gone? I muttered, my throat dry, my heart beating wildly.

He shook his head. All we know is that he passed through the south gate with eleven horsemen, two women, and six led horses, at daybreak this morning, he answered. Maignan came to my uncle with the news, and M. de Rambouillet went at once, early as it was, to the king to procure your release. He should be here now.

I looked at the barred window, the most horrible fears at my heart; from it to Simon Fleix, who stood beside it, his attitude expressing the utmost dejection. I went towards him. You hound! I said in a low voice, how did it happen?

To my surprise he fell in a moment on his knees, and raised his arm as though to ward off a blow. They imitated Maignans voice, he muttered hoarsely. We opened.

And you dare to come here and tell me! I cried, scarcely restraining my passion. You, to whom I entrusted her. You, whom I thought devoted to her. You have destroyed her, man!

He rose as suddenly as he had cowered down. His thin, nervous face underwent a startling change; growing on a sudden hard and rigid, while his eyes began to glitter with excitement. I  I have destroyed her? Ay, mon dieu! I HAVE, he cried, speaking to my face, and no longer flinching or avoiding my eye. You may kill me, if you like. You do not know all. It was I who stole the favour she gave you from your doublet, and then said M. de Rosny had taken it! It was I who told her you had given it away! It was I who brought her to the Little Sisters, that she might see you with Madame de Bruhl! It was I who did all, and destroyed her! Now you know! Do with me what you like!

He opened his arms as though to receive a blow, while I stood before him astounded beyond measure by a disclosure so unexpected; full of righteous wrath and indignation, and yet uncertain what I ought to do. Did you also let Bruhl into the room on purpose? I cried at last.

I? he exclaimed, with a sudden flash of rage in his eyes. I would have died first!

I do not know how I might have taken this confession; but at the moment there was a trampling of horses outside, and before I could answer him I heard M. de Rambouillet speaking in haughty tones, at the door below. The Provost-Marshal was with him, but his lower notes were lost in the ring of bridles and the stamping of impatient hoofs. I looked towards the door of my room, which stood ajar, and presently the two entered, the Marquis listening with an air of contemptuous indifference to the apologies which the other, who attended at his elbow, was pouring forth. M. de Rambouillets face reflected none of the gloom and despondency which M. dAgens exhibited in so marked a degree. He seemed, on the contrary, full of gaiety and good-humour, and, coming forward and seeing me, embraced me with the utmost kindness and condescension.

Ha! my friend, he said cheerfully, so I find you here after all! But never fear. I am this moment from the king with an order for your release. His Majesty has told me all, making me thereby your lasting friend and debtor. As for this gentleman, he continued, turning with a cold smile to the Provost-Marshal, who seemed to be trembling in his boots, he may expect an immediate order also. M. de Villequier has wisely gone a-hunting, and will not be back for a day or two.

Racked as I was by suspense and anxiety, I could not assail him with immediate petitions. It behoved me first to thank him for his prompt intervention, and this in terms as warm as I could invent. Nor could I in justice fail to commend the Provost; to him, representing the officers conduct to me, and lauding his ability. All this, though my heart was sick with thought and fear and disappointment, and every minute seemed an age.

Well, well, the Marquis said with stately good-nature, We will lay the blame on Villequier then. He is an old fox, however, and ten to one he will go scot-free. It is not the first time he has played this trick. But I have not yet come to the end of my commission, he continued pleasantly. His Majesty sends you this, M. de Marsac, and bade me say that he had loaded it for you.

He drew from under his cloak as he spoke the pistol which I had left with the king, and which happened to be the same M. de Rosny had given me. I took it, marvelling impatiently at the careful manner in which he handled it; but in a moment I understood for I found it loaded to the muzzle with gold-pieces, of which two or three fell and rolled upon the floor. Much moved by this substantial mark of the kings gratitude, I was nevertheless for pocketing them in haste; but the Marquis, to satisfy a little curiosity on his part, would have me count them, and brought the tale to a little over two thousand livres, without counting a ring set with precious stones which I found among them. This handsome present diverted my thoughts from Simon Fleix, but could not relieve the anxiety I felt on mademoiselles account. The thought of her position so tortured me that M. de Rambouillet began to perceive my state of mind, and hastened to assure me that before going to the Court he had already issued orders calculated to assist me.

You desire to follow this lady, I understand? he said. What with the king who is enraged beyond the ordinary by this outrage, and Francois there, who seemed beside himself when he heard the news, I have not got any very clear idea of the position.

She was entrusted to me by  by one, sir, well known to you, I answered hoarsely. My honour is engaged to him and to her. If I follow on my feet and alone, I must follow. If I cannot save her, I can at least punish the villains who have wronged her.

But the mans wife is with them, he said in some wonder.

That goes for nothing, I answered.

He saw the strong emotion under which I laboured, and which scarcely suffered me to answer him with patience; and he looked at me curiously, but not unkindly. The sooner you are off, the better then, he said, nodding. I gathered as much. The man Maignan will have his fellows at the south gate an hour before noon, I understand. Francois has two lackeys, and he is wild to go. With yourself and the lad there you will muster nine swords. I will lend you two. I can spare no more, for we may have an EMEUTE at any moment. You will take the road, therefore, eleven in all, and should overtake them some time to-night if your horses are in condition.

I thanked him warmly, without regarding his kindly statement that my conduct on the previous day had laid him under lasting obligations to me. We went down together, and he transferred two of his fellows to me there and then, bidding them change their horses for fresh ones and meet me at the south gate. He sent also a man to my stable  Simon Fleix having disappeared in the confusion  for the Cid, and was in the act of inquiring whether I needed anything else, when a woman slipped through the knot of horsemen who surrounded us as we stood in the doorway of the house, and, throwing herself upon me, grasped me by the arm. It was Fanchette. Her harsh features were distorted with grief, her cheeks were mottled with the violent weeping in which such persons vent their sorrow. Her hair hung in long wisps on her neck. Her dress was torn and draggled, and there was a great bruise over her eye. She had the air of one frantic with despair and misery.

She caught me by the cloak, and shook me so that I staggered. I have found you at last! she cried joyfully. You will take me with you! You will take me to her!

Though her words tried my composure, and my heart went out to her, I strove to answer her according to the sense of the matter. It is impossible, I said sternly. This is a mans errand. We shall have to ride day and night, my good woman.

But I will ride day and night too! she replied passionately, flinging the hair from her eyes, and looking wildly from me to M. Rambouillet. What would I not do for her? I am as strong as a man, and stronger. Take me, take me, I say, and when I meet that villain I will tear him limb for limb!

I shuddered, listening to her; but remembering that, being country bred, she was really as strong as she said, and that likely enough some advantage might accrue to us from her perfect fidelity and devotion to her mistress, I gave a reluctant consent. I sent one of M. de Rambouillets men to the stable where the deaf mans bay was standing, bidding him pay whatever was due to the dealer, and bring the horse to the south gate; my intention being to mount one of my men on it, and furnish the woman with a less tricky steed.

The briskness of these and the like preparations, which even for one of my age and in my state of anxiety were not devoid, of pleasure, prevented my thoughts dwelling on the future. Content to have M. Francois assistance without following up too keenly the train of ideas which his readiness suggested, I was satisfied also to make use of Simon without calling him to instant account for his treachery. The bustle of the streets, which the confirmation of the kings speedy departure had filled with surly, murmuring crowds, tended still further to keep my fears at bay; while the contrast between my present circumstances, as I rode through them well-appointed and well-attended, with the Marquis by my side, and the poor appearance I had exhibited on my first arrival in Blois, could not fail to inspire me with hope that I might surmount this danger, also, and in the event find Mademoiselle safe and uninjured. I took leave of M. de Rambouillet with many expressions of esteem on both sides, and a few minutes before eleven reached the rendezvous outside the south gate.

M. dAgen and Maignan advanced to meet me, the former still presenting an exterior so stern and grave that I wondered to see him, and could scarcely believe he was the same gay spark whose elegant affectations had more than once caused me to smile. He saluted me in silence; Maignan with a sheepish air, which ill-concealed the savage temper defeat had roused in him. Counting my men, I found we mustered ten only, but the equerry explained that he had despatched a rider ahead to make inquiries and leave word for us at convenient points; to the end that we might follow the trail with as few delays as possible. Highly commending Maignan for his forethought in this, I gave the word to start, and crossing the river by the St. Gervais Bridge, we took the road for Selles at a smart trot.

The weather had changed much in the last twenty-four hours. The sun shone brightly, with a warm west wind, and the country already showed signs of the early spring which marked that year. If, the first hurry of departure over, I had now leisure to feel the gnawing of anxiety and the tortures inflicted by an imagination which, far outstripping us, rode with those whom we pursued and shared their perils, I found two sources of comfort still open to me. No man who has seen service can look on a little band of well-appointed horsemen without pleasure. I reviewed the stalwart forms and stern faces which moved beside me and comparing their decent order and sound equipments with the scurvy foulness of the men who had ridden north with me, thanked God, and, ceased to wonder at the indignation which Matthew and his fellows had aroused in mademoiselles mind. My other source of satisfaction, the regular beat of hoofs and ring of bridles continually augmented. Every step took us farther from Blois  farther from the close town and reeking streets and the Court; which, if it no longer seemed to me a shambles, befouled by one great deed of blood  experience had removed that impression  retained an appearance infinitely mean and miserable in my eyes. I hated and loathed its intrigues and its jealousies, the folly which trifled in a closet while rebellion mastered France, and the pettiness which recognised no wisdom save that of balancing party and party. I thanked God that my work there was done, and could have welcomed any other occasion that forced me to turn my back on it, and sent me at large over the pure heaths, through the woods, and under the wide heaven, speckled with moving clouds.

But such springs of comfort soon ran dry. M. dAgens gloomy rage and the fiery gleam in Maignans eye would have reminded me, had I been in any danger of forgetting the errand on which we were bound, and the need, exceeding all other needs, which compelled us to lose no moment that might be used. Those whom we followed had five hours start. The thought of what might; happen in those five hours to the two helpless women whom I had sworn to protect burned itself into my mind; so that to refrain from putting spurs to my horse and riding recklessly forward taxed at times all my self-control. The horses seemed to crawl. The men rising and falling listlessly in their saddles maddened me. Though I could not hope to come upon any trace of our quarry for many hours, perhaps for days, I scanned the long, flat heaths unceasingly, searched every marshy bottom before we descended into it, and panted for the moment when the next low ridge should expose to our view a fresh track of wood and waste. The rosy visions of the past night, and those fancies in particular which had made the dawn memorable, recurred to me, as his deeds in the body (so men say) to a hopeless drowning wretch. I grew to think of nothing but Bruhl and revenge. Even the absurd care with which Simon avoided the neighbourhood of Fanchette, riding anywhere so long as he might ride at a distance from the angry womans tongue and hand  which provoked many a laugh from the men, and came to be the joke of the company  failed to draw a smile from me.

We passed through Contres, four leagues from Blois, an hour after noon, and three hours later crossed the Cher at Selles, where we stayed awhile to bait our horses. Here we had news of the party before us, and henceforth had little doubt that Bruhl was making for the Limousin; a district in which he might rest secure under the protection of Turenne, and safely defy alike the King of France and the King of Navarre. The greater the necessity, it was plain, for speed; but the roads in that neighbourhood, and forward as far as Valancy, proved heavy and, foundrous, and it was all we could do to reach Levroux with jaded horses three hours after sunset. The probability that Bruhl would lie at Chateauroux, five leagues farther on  for I could not conceive that under the circumstances he would spare the women  would have led me to push forward had it been possible; but the darkness and the difficulty of finding a guide who would venture deterred me from the hopeless attempt, and we stayed the night where we were.

Here we first heard of the plague; which was said to be ravaging Chateauroux and all the country farther south. The landlord of the inn would have regaled us with many stories of it, and particularly of the swiftness with which men and even cattle succumbed to its attacks. But we had other things to think of, and between anxiety and weariness had clean forgotten the matter when we rose next morning.

We started shortly after daybreak, and for three leagues pressed on at tolerable speed. Then, for no reason stated, our guide gave us the slip as we passed through a wood, and was seen no more. We lost the road, and had to retrace our steps. We strayed into a slough, and extracted ourselves with difficulty. The man who was riding the bay I had purchased forgot the secret which I had imparted to him, and got an ugly fall. En fin, after all these mishaps it wanted little of noon, and less to exhaust our patience, when at length we came in sight of Chateauroux.

Before entering the town we had still an adventure; for we came at a turn in the road on a scene as surprising as it was at first inexplicable. A little north of the town, in a coppice of box facing the south and west, we happed suddenly on a rude encampment, consisting of a dozen huts and booths, set back from the road and formed, some of branches of evergreen trees laid clumsily together, and some of sacking stretched over poles. A number of men and women of decent appearance lay on the short grass before the booths, idly sunning themselves; or moved about, cooking and tending fires, while a score of children raced to and fro with noisy shouts and laughter. The appearance of our party on the scene caused an instant panic. The women and children fled screaming into the wood, spreading the sound of breaking branches farther and farther as they retreated; while the men, a miserable pale-faced set, drew together, and seeming half-inclined to fly also, regarded us with glances of fear and suspicion.

Remarking that their appearance and dress were not those of vagrants, while the booths seemed to indicate little skill or experience in the builders, I bade my companions halt, and advanced alone.

What is the meaning of this, my men? I said, addressing the first group I reached. You seem to have come a-Maying before the time. Whence are you?

From Chateauroux, the foremost answered sullenly. His dress, now I saw him nearer, seemed to be that of a respectable townsman.

Why? I replied. Have you no homes?

Ay, we have homes, he answered with the same brevity.

Then why, in Gods name, are you here? I retorted, marking the gloomy air and downcast faces of the group. Have you been harried?

Ay, harried by the Plague! he answered bitterly. Do you mean to say you have not heard? In Chateauroux there is one man dead in three. Take my advice, sir  you are a brave company  turn, and go home again.

Is it as bad as that? I exclaimed. I had forgotten the landlords gossip, and the explanation struck me with the force of surprise.

Ay, is it! Do you see the blue haze? he continued, pointing with a sudden gesture to the lower ground before us, over which a light pall of summery vapour hung still and motionless. Do you see it? Well, under that there is death! You may find food in Chateauroux, and stalls for your horses, and a man to take money; for there are still men there. But cross the Indre, and you will see sights worse than a battle-field a week old! You will find no living soul in house or stable or church, but corpses plenty. The land is cursed! cursed for heresy, some say! Half are dead, and half are fled to the woods! And if you do not die of the plague, you will starve.

God forbid! I muttered, thinking with a shudder of those before us. This led me to ask him if a party resembling ours in number, and including two women, had passed that way. He answered, Yes, after sunset the evening before; that their horses were stumbling with fatigue and the men swearing in pure weariness. He believed that they had not entered the town, but had made a rude encampment half a mile beyond it; and had again broken this up, and ridden southwards two or three hours before our arrival.

Then we may overtake them to-day? I said.

By your leave, sir, he answered, with grave meaning. I think you are more likely to meet them.

Shrugging my shoulders, I thanked him shortly and left him; the full importance of preventing my men hearing what I had heard  lest the panic which possessed these townspeople should seize on them also  being already in my mind. Nevertheless the thought came too late, for on turning my horse I found one of the foremost, a long, solemn-faced man, had already found his way to Maignans stirrup; where he was dilating so eloquently upon the enemy which awaited us southwards that the countenances of half the troopers were as long as his own, and I saw nothing for it but to interrupt his oration by a smart application of my switch to his shoulders. Having thus stopped him, and rated him back to his fellows, I gave the word to march. The men obeyed mechanically, we swung into a canter, and for a moment the danger was over.

But I knew that it would recur again and again. Stealthily marking the faces round me, and listening to the whispered talk which went on, I saw the terror spread from one to another. Voices which earlier in the day had been raised in song and jest grew silent. Great reckless fellows of Maignans following, who had an oath and a blow for all comers, and to whom the deepest ford seemed to be childs play, rode with drooping heads and knitted brows; or scanned with ill-concealed anxiety the strange haze before us, through which the roofs of the town, and here and there a low hill or line of poplars, rose to plainer view. Maignan himself, the stoutest of the stout, looked grave, and had lost his swaggering air. Only three persons preserved their SANG-FROID entire. Of these, M. dAgen rode as if he had heard nothing, and Simon Fleix as if he feared nothing; while Fanchette, gazing eagerly forward, saw, it was plain, only one object in the mist, and that was her Mistresss face.

We found the gates of the town open, and this, which proved to be the herald of stranger sights, daunted the hearts of my men more than the most hostile reception. As we entered, our horses hoofs, clattering loudly on the pavement, awoke a hundred echoes in the empty houses to right and left. The main street, flooded with sunshine, which made its desolation seem a hundred times more formidable, stretched away before us, bare and empty; or haunted only by a few slinking dogs, and prowling wretches, who fled, affrighted at the unaccustomed sounds, or stood and eyed us listlessly as me passed. A bell tolled; in the distance we heard the wailing of women. The silent ways, the black cross which marked every second door, the frightful faces which once or twice looked out from upper windows and blasted our sight, infected my men with terror so profound and so ungovernable that at last discipline was forgotten; and one shoving his horse before another in narrow places, there was a scuffle to be first. One, and then a second, began to trot. The trot grew into a shuffling canter. The gates of the inn lay open, nay seemed to invite us to enter; but no one turned or halted. Moved by a single impulse we pushed breathlessly on and on, until the open country was reached, and we who had entered the streets in silent awe, swept out and over the bridge as if the fiend were at our heels.

That I shared in this flight causes me no shame even now, for my men were at the time ungovernable, as the best-trained troops are when seized by such panics; and, moreover, I could have done no good by remaining in the town, where the strength of the contagion was probably greater and the inn larder like to be as bare, as the hillside. Few towns are without a hostelry outside the gates for the convenience of knights of the road or those who would avoid the dues, and Chateauroux proved no exception to this rule. A short half-mile from the walls we drew rein before a second encampment raised about a wayside house. It scarcely needed the sound of music mingled with brawling voices to inform us that the wilder spirits of the town had taken refuge here, and were seeking to drown in riot and debauchery, as I have seen happen in a besieged place, the remembrance of the enemy which stalked abroad in the sunshine. Our sudden appearance, while it put a stop to the mimicry of mirth, brought out a score of men and women in every stage of drunkenness and dishevelment, of whom some, with hiccoughs and loose gestures, cried to us to join them, while others swore horridly at being recalled to the present, which, with the future, they were endeavouring to forget.

I cursed them in return for a pack of craven wretches, and threatening to ride down those who obstructed us, ordered my men forward; halting eventually a quarter of a mile farther on, where a wood of groundling oaks which still wore last years leaves afforded fair shelter. Afraid to leave my men myself, lest some should stray to the inn and others desert altogether, I requested M. dAgen to return thither with Maignan and Simon, and bring us what forage and food we required. This he did with perfect success, though not until after a scuffle, in which Maignan showed himself a match for a hundred. We watered the horses at a neighbouring brook, and assigning two hours to rest and refreshment  a great part of which M. dAgen and I spent walking up and down in moody silence, each immersed in his own thoughts  we presently took the road again with renewed spirits.

But a panic is not easily shaken off, nor is any fear so difficult to combat and defeat as the fear of the invisible. The terrors which food and drink had for a time thrust out presently returned with sevenfold force. Men looked uneasily in one anothers faces, and from them to the haze which veiled all distant objects. They muttered of the heat, which was sudden, strange, and abnormal at that time of the year. And by-and-by they had other things to speak of. We met a man, who ran beside us and begged of us, crying out in a dreadful voice that his wife and four children lay unburied in the house. A little farther on, beside a well, the corpse of a woman with a child at her breast lay poisoning the water; she had crawled to it to appease her thirst, and died of the draught. Last of all, in, a beech-wood near Lotier we came upon a lady living in her coach, with one or two panic-stricken women for her only attendants. Her husband was in Paris, she told me; half her servants were dead, the rest had fled. Still she retained in a remarkable degree both courage and courtesy, and accepting with fortitude my reasons and excuses for perforce leaving her in such a plight, gave me a clear account of Bruhl and his party, who had passed her some, hours before. The picture of this lady gazing after us with perfect good-breeding, as we rode away at speed, followed by the lamentations of her women, remains with me to this day; filling my mind at once with admiration and melancholy. For, as I learned later, she fell ill of the plague where we left her in the beech-wood, and died in a night with both her servants.

The intelligence we had from her inspired us to push forward, sparing neither spur nor horseflesh, in the hope that we might overtake Bruhl before night should expose his captives to fresh hardships and dangers. But the pitch to which the dismal sights and sounds I have mentioned, and a hundred like them, had raised the fears of my following did much to balk my endeavours. For a while, indeed, under the influence of momentary excitement, they spurred their horses to the gallop, as if their minds were made up to face the worst; but presently they checked them despite all my efforts, and, lagging slowly and more slowly, seemed to lose all spirit and energy. The desolation which met our eyes on every side, no less than the death-like stillness which prevailed, even the birds, as it seemed to us, being silent, chilled the most reckless to the heart. Maignans face lost its colour, his voice its ring. As for the rest, starting at a sound and wincing if a leather galled them, they glanced backwards twice for once they looked forwards, and held themselves ready to take to their heels and be gone at the least alarm.

Noting these signs, and doubting if I could trust even Maignan, I thought it prudent to change my place, and falling to the rear, rode there with a grim face and a pistol ready to my hand. It was not the least of my annoyances that M. dAgen appeared to be ignorant of any cause for apprehension save such as lay before us, and riding on in the same gloomy fit which had possessed him from the moment of starting, neither sought my opinion nor gave his own, but seemed to have undergone so complete and mysterious a change that I could think of one thing only that could have power to effect so marvellous a transformation. I felt his presence a trial rather than a help, and reviewing the course of our short friendship, which a day or two before had been so great a delight to me  as the friendship of a young man commonly is to one growing old  I puzzled myself with much wondering whether there could be rivalry between us.

Sunset, which was welcome to my company, since it removed the haze, which they regarded with superstitious dread, found us still plodding through a country of low ridges and shallow valleys, both clothed in oak-woods. Its short brightness died away, and with it my last hope of surprising Bruhl before I slept. Darkness fell upon us as we wended our way slowly down a steep hillside where the path was so narrow and difficult as to permit only one to descend at a time. A stream of some size, if we might judge from the noise it made, poured through the ravine below us, and presently, at the point where we believed the crossing to be, we espied a solitary light shining in the blackness. To proceed farther was impossible, for the ground grew more and more precipitous; and, seeing this, I bade Maignan dismount, and leaving us where we were, go for a guide to the house from which the light issued.

He obeyed, and plunging into the night, which in that pit; between the hills was of an inky darkness, presently returned with a peasant and a lanthorn. I was about to bid the man guide us to the ford, or to some level ground where we could picket the horses, when Maignan gleefully cried out that he had news. I asked what news.

Speak up, MANANT! he said, holding up his lanthorn so that the light fell on the mans haggard face and unkempt hair. Tell his Excellency what you have told me, or I will skin you alive, little man!

Your other party came to the ford an hour before sunset, the peasant answered, staring dully at us. I saw them coming, and hid myself. They quarrelled by the ford. Some were for crossing, and some not.

They had ladies with them? M. dAgen said suddenly.

Ay, two, your Excellency, the clown answered, riding like men. In the end they did not cross for fear of the plague, but turned up the river, and rode westwards towards St. Gaultier.

St. Gaultier! I said, Where is that? Where does the road to it go to besides?

But the peasants knowledge was confined to his own neighbourhood. He knew no world beyond St. Gaultier, and could not answer my question. I was about to bid him show us the way down, when Maignan cried out that he knew more.

What? I asked.

Arnidieu! he heard them say where they were going to spend the night!

Ha! I cried. Where?

In an old ruined castle two leagues from this, and between here and St. Gaultier, the equerry answered, forgetting in his triumph both plague and panic. What do you say to that, your Excellency? It is so, sirrah, is it not? he continued, turning to the peasant. Speak, Master Jacques, or I will roast you before a slow fire!

But I did not wait to hear the answer. Leaping to the ground, I took the Cids rein on my arm, and cried impatiently to the man to lead us down.


CHAPTER XXVIII. THE CASTLE ON THE HILL.

The certainty that Bruhl and his captives were not far off, and the likelihood that we might be engaged within the hour, expelled from the minds of even the most timorous among us the vapourish fears which had before haunted them. In the hurried scramble which presently landed us on the bank of the stream, men who had ridden for hours in sulky silence found their voices, and from cursing their horses blunders soon advanced to swearing and singing after the fashion of their kind. This change, by relieving me of a great fear, left me at leisure to consider our position, and estimate more clearly than I might have done the advantages of hastening, or postponing, an attack. We numbered eleven; the enemy, to the best of my belief, twelve. Of this slight superiority I should have reeked little in the daytime; nor, perhaps, counting Maignan as two, have allowed that it existed. But the result of a night attack is more difficult to forecast; and I had also to take into account the perils to which the two ladies would be exposed, between the darkness and tumult, in the event of the issue remaining for a time in doubt.

These considerations, and particularly the last, weighed so powerfully with me, that before I reached the bottom of the gorge I had decided to postpone the attack until morning. The answers to some questions which I put to the inhabitant of the house by the ford as soon as I reached level ground only confirmed me in this resolution. The road Bruhl had taken ran for a distance by the riverside, and along the bottom of the gorge; and, difficult by day, was reported to be impracticable for horses by night. The castle he had mentioned lay full two leagues away, and on the farther edge of a tract of rough woodland. Finally, I doubted whether, in the absence of any other reason for delay, I could have marched my men, weary as they were, to the place before daybreak.

When I came to announce this decision, however, and to inquire what accommodation the peasant could afford us, I found myself in trouble. Fanchette, mademoiselles woman, suddenly confronted me, her face scarlet with rage. Thrusting herself forward into the circle of light cast by the lanthorn, she assailed me with a virulence and fierceness which said more for her devotion to her mistress than her respect for me. Her wild gesticulations, her threats, and the appeals which she made now to me, and now to the men who stood in a circle round us, their faces in shadow, discomfited as much as they surprised me.

What! she cried violently, you call yourself a gentleman, and lie here and let my mistress be murdered, or worse, within a league of you! Two leagues? A groat for your two leagues! I would walk them barefoot, if that would shame you. And you, you call yourselves men, and suffer it! It is Gods truth you are a set of cravens and sluggards. Give me as many women, and I would

Peace, woman! Maignan said in his deep voice. You had your way and came with us, and you will obey orders as well as another! Be off, and see to the victuals before worse happen to you!

Ay, see to the victuals! she retorted. See to the victuals, forsooth! That is all you think of  to lie warm and eat your fill! A set of dastardly, drinking, droning guzzlers you are! You are! she retorted, her voice rising to a shriek. May the plague take you!

Silence! Maignan growled fiercely, or have a care to yourself! For a copper-piece I would send you to cool your heels in the water below  for that last word! Begone, do you hear, he continued, seizing her by the shoulder and thrusting her towards the house, or worse may happen to you. We are rough customers, as you will find if you do not lock up your tongue!

I heard her go wailing into the darkness; and Heaven knows it was not without compunction I forced myself to remain inactive in the face of a devotion which seemed so much greater than mine. The men fell away one by one to look to their horses and choose sleeping-quarters for the night; and presently M. dAgen and I were left alone standing beside the lanthorn, which the man had hung on a bush before his door. The brawling of the water as it poured between the banks, a score of paces from us, and the black darkness which hid everything beyond the little ring of light in which we stood  so that for all we could see we were in a pit  had the air of isolating us from all the world.

I looked at the young man, who had not once lisped that day; and I plainly read in his attitude his disapproval of my caution. Though he declined to meet my eye, he stood with his arms folded and his head thrown back, making no attempt to disguise the scorn and ill-temper which his face expressed. Hurt by the womans taunts, and possibly shaken in my opinion, I grew restive under his silence, and unwisely gave way to my feelings.

You do not appear to approve of my decision, M. dAgen? I said.

It is yours to command, sir, he answered proudly.

There are truisms which have more power to annoy than the veriest reproaches. I should have borne in mind the suspense and anxiety he was suffering, and which had so changed him that I scarcely knew him for the gay young spark on whose toe I had trodden. I should have remembered that he was young and I old, and that it behoved me to be patient. But on my side also there was anxiety, and responsibility as well; and, above all, a rankling soreness, to which I refrain from giving the name of jealousy, though it came as near to that feeling as the difference in our ages and personal advantages (whereof the balance was all on his side) would permit. This, no doubt, it was which impelled me to continue the argument.

You would go on? I said persistently.

It is idle to say what I would do, he answered with a flash of anger.

I asked for your opinion, sir, I rejoined stiffly.

To what purpose? he retorted, stroking his small moustache haughtily, We look at the thing from opposite points. You, are going about your business, which appears to be the rescuing of ladies who are  may I venture to say it? so unfortunate as to entrust themselves to your charge. I, M. de Marsac, am more deeply interested. More deeply interested, he repeated lamely. I  in a word, I am prepared, sir, to do what others only talk of  and if I cannot follow otherwise, would follow on my feet!

Whom? I asked curtly, stung by this repetition of my own words.

He laughed harshly and bitterly. Why explain? or why quarrel? he replied cynically. God knows, if I could afford to quarrel with you, I should have done so fifty hours ago. But I need your help; and, needing it, I am prepared to do that which must seem to a person of your calm passions and perfect judgment alike futile and incredible  pay the full price for it.

The full price for it! I muttered, understanding nothing, except that I did not understand.

Ay, the full price for it! he repeated. And as he spoke he looked at me with an expression of rage so fierce that I recoiled a step. That seemed to restore him in some degree to himself, for without giving me an opportunity of answering he turned hastily from me, and, striding away, was in a moment lost in the darkness.

He left me amazed beyond measure. I stood repeating his phrase about the full price a hundred times over, but still found it and his passion inexplicable. To cut the matter short, I could come to no other conclusion than that he desired to insult me, and aware of my poverty and the equivocal position in which I stood towards mademoiselle, chose his words accordingly. This seemed a thing unworthy of one of whom I had before thought highly; but calmer reflection enabling me to see something of youthful bombast in the tirade he had delivered, I smiled a little sadly, and determined to think no more of the matter for the present, but to persist firmly in that which seemed to me to be the right course.

Having settled this, I was about to enter the house, when Maignan stopped me, telling me that the plague had killed five people in it, letting only the man we had seen; who had, indeed, been seized, but recovered. This ghastly news had scared my company to such a degree that they had gone as far from the house as the level ground permitted, and there lighted a fire, round which they were going to pass the night. Fanchette had taken up her quarters in the stable, and the equerry announced that he had kept a shed full of sweet, hay for M. dAgen and myself. I assented to this arrangement, and after supping off soup and black bread, which was all we could procure, bade the peasant rouse us two hours before sunrise; and so, being too weary and old in service to remain awake thinking, I fell asleep, and slept; soundly till a little after four.

My first business on rising was to see that the men before mounting made a meal, for it is ill work fighting empty. I went round also and saw that all had their arms, and that such as carried pistols had them loaded and primed. Francois did not put in an appearance until this work was done, and then showed a very pale and gloomy countenance. I took no heed of him, however, and with the first streak of daylight we started in single file and at a snails pace up the valley, the peasant, whom I placed in Maignans charge, going before to guide us, and M. dAgen and I riding in the rear. By the time the sun rose and warmed our chilled and shivering frames we were over the worst of the ground, and were able to advance at some speed along a track cut through a dense forest of oak-trees.

Though we had now risen out of the valley, the close-set trunks and the undergrowth round them prevented our seeing in any direction. For a mile or more we rode on blindly, and presently started on finding ourselves on the brow of a hill, looking down into a valley, the nearer end of which was clothed in woods, while the farther widened into green sloping pastures. From the midst of these a hill or mount rose sharply up, until it ended in walls of grey stone scarce to be distinguished at that distance from the native rock on which they stood.

See! cried our guide. There is the castle!

Bidding the men dismount in haste, that the chance of our being seen by the enemy  which was not great  might be farther lessened, I began to inspect the position at leisure; my first feeling while doing so being one of thankfulness that I had not attempted a night attack, which must inevitably have miscarried, possibly with loss to ourselves, and certainly with the result of informing the enemy of our presence. The castle, of which we had a tolerable view, was long and narrow in shape, consisting of two towers connected by walls, The nearer tower, through which lay the entrance, was roofless, and in every way seemed to be more ruinous than the inner one, which appeared to be perfect in both its stories. This defect notwithstanding, the place was so strong that my heart sank lower the longer I looked; and a glance at Maignans face assured me that his experience was also at fault. For M. dAgen, I clearly saw, when I turned to him, that he had never until this moment realised what we had to expect, but, regarding our pursuit in the light of a hunting-party, had looked to see it end in like easy fashion. His blank, surprised face, as he stood eyeing the stout grey walls, said as much as this.

Arnidieu! Maignan muttered, give me ten men, and I would hold it against a hundred!

Tut, man, There is more than one way to Rome! I answered oracularly, though I was far from feeling as confident as I seemed. Come, let us descend and view this nut a little nearer.

We began to trail downwards in silence, and as the path let us for a while, out of sight of the castle, we were able to proceed with less caution. We had nearly reached without adventure the father skirts of the wood, between which and the ruin lay an interval of open ground, when we came suddenly, at the edge of a little clearing, on an old hag; who was so intent; upon tying up faggots that she did not see us until Maignans hand was on her shoulder. When she did, she screamed out, and escaping from him with an activity wonderful in a woman of her age, ran with great swiftness to the side of an old man who lay at the foot of a tree half a bowshot off; and whom we had not before seen. Snatching up an axe, she put herself in a posture of defence before him with gestures and in a manner as touching in the eyes of some among us as they were ludicrous in those of others; who cried to Maignan that he had met his match at last, with other gibes of the kind that pass current in camps.

I called to him to let her be, and went forward myself to the old man, who lay on a rude bed of leaves, and seemed unable to rise. Appealing to me with a face of agony not to hurt his wife, he bade her again and again lay down her axe; but she would not do this until I had assured her that we meant him no harm, and that my men should molest neither the one nor the other.

We only want to know this, I said, speaking slowly, in fear lest my language should be little more intelligible to them than their PATOIS to me. There are a dozen horsemen in the old castle there, are there not?

The man stilled his wife, who continued to chatter and mow at us, and answered eagerly that there were; adding, with a trembling oath, that the robbers had beaten him, robbed him of his small store of meal, and when he would have protested, thrown him out, breaking his leg.

Then how came you here? I said.

She brought me on her back, he answered feebly.

Doubtless there were men in my train who would have done all that these others had done; but hearing the simple story told, they stamped and swore great oaths of indignation; and one, the roughest of the party, took out some black bread and gave it to the woman, whom under other circumstances he would not have hesitated to rob. Maignan, who knew all arts appertaining to war, examined the mans leg and made a kind of cradle for it, while I questioned the woman.

They are there still? I said. I saw their horses tethered under the walls.

Yes, God requite them! she answered, trembling violently.

Tell me about the castle, my good woman, I said. How many roads into it are there?

Only one.

Through the nearer tower?

She said yes, and finding that she understood me, and was less dull of intellect than her wretched appearance led me to expect, I put a series of questions to her which it would be tedious to detail. Suffice it that I learned that it was impossible to enter or leave the ruin except through the nearer tower; that a rickety temporary gate barred the entrance, and that from this tower, which was a mere shell of four walls, a narrow square-headed doorway without a door led into the court, beyond which rose the habitable tower of two stories.

Do you know if they intend to stay there? I asked

Oh, ay, they bade me bring them faggots for their fire this morning, and I should have a handful of my own meal back, she answered bitterly; and fell thereon into a passion of impotent rage, shaking both her clenched hands in the direction of the castle, and screaming frenzied maledictions in her cracked and quavering voice.

I pondered awhile over what she had said; liking very little the thought of that narrow square-headed doorway through which we must pass before we could effect anything. And the gate, too, troubled me. It might not be a strong one, but we had neither powder, nor guns, nor any siege implements, and could not pull down stone walls with our naked hands. By seizing the horses we could indeed cut off Bruhls retreat; but he might still escape in the night; and in any case our pains would only increase the womens hardships while adding fuel to his rage. We must have some other plan.

The sun was high by this time; the edge of the wood scarcely a hundred paces from us. By advancing a few yards through the trees I could see the horses feeding peacefully at the foot of the sunny slope, and even follow with my eyes the faint track which zigzagged up the hill to the closed gate. No one appeared  doubtless they were sleeping off the fatigue of the journey  and I drew no inspiration thence; but as I turned to consult Maignan my eye lit on the faggots, and I saw in a flash that here was a chance of putting into practice a stratagem as old as the hills, yet ever fresh, and not seldom successful.

It was no time for over-refinement. My knaves were beginning to stray forward out of curiosity, and at any moment one of our horses, scenting those of the enemy, might neigh and give the alarm. Hastily calling M. dAgen and Maignan to me, I laid my plan before them, and satisfied myself that it had their approval; the fact that I had reserved a special part for the former serving to thaw the reserve which had succeeded to his outbreak of the night before. After some debate Maignan persuaded me that the old woman had not sufficient nerve to play the part I proposed for her, and named Fanchette; who being called into council, did not belie the opinion we had formed of her courage. In a few moments our preparations were complete: I had donned the old charcoal-burners outer rags, Fanchette had assumed those of the woman, while M. dAgen, who was for a time at a loss, and betrayed less taste for this part of the plan than for any other, ended by putting on the jerkin and hose of the man who had served us as guide.

When all was ready I commended the troop to Maignans discretion, charging him in the event of anything happening to us to continue the most persistent efforts for mademoiselles release, and on no account to abandon her. Having received his promise to this effect, and being satisfied that he would keep it, we took up each of us a great faggot, which being borne on the head and shoulders served to hide the features very effectually; and thus disguised we boldly left the shelter of the trees. Fanchette and I went first, tottering in a most natural fashion under the weight of our burdens, while M. dAgen followed a hundred yards behind. I had given Maignan orders to make a dash for the gate the moment he saw the last named start to run.

The perfect stillness of the valley, the clearness of the air, and the absence of any sign of life in the castle before us  which might have been that of the Sleeping Princess, so fairy-like it looked against the sky  with the suspense and excitement in our own breasts, which these peculiarities seemed to increase a hundred-fold, made the time that followed one of the strangest in my experience. It was nearly ten oclock, and the warm sunshine flooding everything about us rendered the ascent, laden as we were, laborious in the extreme. The crisp, short turf, which had scarcely got its spring growth, was slippery and treacherous. We dared not hasten, for we knew not what eyes were upon us, and we dared as little after we had gone half-way  lay our faggots down, lest the action should disclose too much of our features.

When we had reached a point within a hundred paces of the gate, which still remained obstinately closed, we stood to breathe ourselves, and balancing my bundle on my head, I turned to make sure that all was right behind us. I found that M. dAgen, intent on keeping his distance, had chosen the same moment for rest, and was sitting in a very natural manner on his faggot, mopping his face with the sleeve of his jerkin. I scanned the brown leafless wood, in which we had left Maignan and our men; but I could detect no glitter among the trees nor any appearance likely to betray us. Satisfied on these points, I muttered a few words of encouragement to Fanchette, whose face was streaming with perspiration; and together we turned and addressed ourselves to our task, fatigue  for we had had no practice in carrying burdens on the head  enabling us to counterfeit the decrepitude of age almost to the life.

The same silence prevailing as we drew nearer inspired me with not a few doubts and misgivings. Even the bleat of a sheep would have been welcome in the midst of a stillness which seemed ominous. But no sheep bleated, no voice hailed us. The gate, ill-hung and full of fissures, remained closed. Step by step we staggered up to it, and at length reached it. Afraid to speak lest my accent should betray me, I struck the forepart of my faggot against it and waited: doubting whether our whole stratagem had not been perceived from the beginning, and a pistol-shot might not be the retort.

Nothing of the kind happened, however. The sound of the blow, which echoed dully through the building, died away, and the old silence resumed its sway. We knocked again, but fully two minutes elapsed before a grumbling voice, as of a man aroused from sleep, was heard drawing near, and footsteps came slowly and heavily to the gate. Probably the fellow inspected us through a loophole, for he paused a moment, and my heart sank; but the next, seeing nothing suspicious, he unbarred the gate with a querulous oath, and, pushing it open, bade us enter and be quick about it.

I stumbled forward into the cool, dark shadow, and the woman followed me, while the man, stepping out with a yawn, stood in the entrance, stretching himself in the sunshine. The roofless tower, which smelled dank and unwholesome, was empty, or cumbered only with rubbish and heaps of stones; but looking through the inner door I saw in the courtyard a smouldering fire and half a dozen men in the act of rousing themselves from sleep. I stood a second balancing my faggot, as if in doubt where to lay it down; and then assuring myself by a swift glance that the man who had let us in still had his back towards us, I dropped it across the inner doorway, Fanchette, as she had been instructed, plumped hers upon it, and at the same moment I sprang to the door, and taking the man there by surprise, dealt him a violent blow between the shoulders, which sent him headlong down the slope.

A cry behind me, followed by an oath of alarm, told me that the action was observed and that now was the pinch. In a second I was back at the faggots, and drawing a pistol from under my blouse was in time to meet the rush of the nearest man, who, comprehending all, sprang up, and made for me, with his sheathed sword. I shot him in the chest as he cleared the faggots  which, standing nearly as high as a mans waist, formed a tolerable obstacle  and he pitched forward at my feet.

This balked his companions, who drew back; but unfortunately it was necessary for me to stoop to get my sword, which was hidden in the faggot I had carried. The foremost of the rascals took advantage of this. Rushing at me with a long knife, he failed to stab me  for I caught his wrist  but he succeeded in bringing me to the ground. I thought I was undone. I looked to have the others swarm over upon us; and so it would doubtless have happened had not Fanchette, with rare courage, dealt the first who followed a lusty blow on the body with a great stick she snatched up. The man collapsed on the faggots, and this hampered the rest. The check was enough. It enabled M. dAgen to come up, who, dashing in through the gate, shot down the first he saw before him, and running at the doorway with his sword with incredible fury and the courage which I had always known him to possess, cleared it in a twinkling. The man with whom I was engaged on the ground, seeing what had happened, wrested himself free with the strength of despair, and dashing through the outer door, narrowly escaped being ridden down by my followers as they swept up to the gate at a gallop, and dismounted amid a whirlwind of cries.

In a moment they thronged in on us pell-mell, and as soon as I could lay my hand on my sword I led them through the doorway with a cheer, hoping to be able to enter the farther tower with the enemy. But the latter had taken the alarm too early and too thoroughly. The court was empty. We were barely in time to see the last man dart up a flight of outside stairs, which led to the first story, and disappear, closing a heavy door behind him. I rushed to the foot of the steps and would have ascended also, hoping against hope to find the door unsecured; but a shot which was fired through a loop hole and narrowly missed my head, and another which brought down one of my men, made me pause. Discerning all the advantage to be on Bruhls side, since he could shoot us down from his cover, I cried a retreat; the issue of the matter leaving us masters of the entrance-tower, while they retained the inner and stronger tower, the narrow court between the two being neutral ground unsafe for either party.

Two of their men had fled outwards and were gone, and two lay dead; while the loss on our side was confined to the man who was shot, and Fanchette, who had received a blow on the head in the MELEE, and was found, when we retreated, lying sick and dazed against the wall.

It surprised me much, when I came to think upon it, that I had seen nothing of Bruhl, though the skirmish had lasted two or three minutes from the first outcry, and been attended by an abundance of noise. Of Fresnoy, too, I now remembered that I had caught a glimpse only. These two facts seemed so strange that I was beginning to augur the worst, though I scarcely know why, when my spirits were marvellously raised and my fears relieved by a thing which Maignan, who was the first to notice it, pointed out to me. This was the appearance at an upper window of a white kerchief, which was waved several times towards us. The window was little more than an arrow-slit, and so narrow and high besides that it was impossible to see who gave the signal; but my experience of mademoiselles coolness and resource left me in no doubt on the point. With high hopes and a lighter heart than I had worn for some time I bestirred myself to take every precaution, and began by bidding Maignan select two men and ride round the hill, to make sure that the enemy had no way of retreat open to him.


CHAPTER XXIX. PESTILENCE AND FAMINE.

While Maignan was away about this business I despatched two men to catch our horses, which were running loose in the valley, and to remove those of Bruhls party to a safe distance from the castle. I also blocked up the lower part of the door leading into the courtyard, and named four men to remain under arms beside it, that we might not be taken by surprise; an event of which I had the less fear, however, since the enemy were now reduced to eight swords, and could only escape, as we could only enter, through this doorway. I was still busied with these arrangements when M. dAgen joined me, and I broke off to compliment him on his courage, acknowledging in particular the service he had done me personally. The heat of the conflict had melted the young mans reserve, and flushed his face with pride; but as he listened to me he gradually froze again, and when I ended he regarded me with the same cold hostility.

I am obliged to you, he said, bowing. But may I ask what next, M. de Marsac?

We have no choice, I answered. We can only starve them out.

But the ladies? he said, starting slightly. What of them?

They will suffer less than the men, I replied. Trust me, the latter will not bear starving long.

He seemed surprised, but I explained that with our small numbers we could not hope to storm the tower, and might think ourselves fortunate that we now had the enemy cooped up where he could not escape, and must eventually surrender.

Ay, but in the meantime how will you ensure the women against violence? he asked, with an air which showed he was far from satisfied.

I will see to that when Maignan comes back, I answered pretty confidently.

The equerry appeared in a moment with the assurance that egress from the farther side of the tower was impossible. I bade him nevertheless keep a horseman moving round the hill, that we might have intelligence of any attempt. The order was scarcely given when a man  one of those I had left on guard at the door of the courtyard  came to tell me that Fresnoy desired to speak with me on behalf of M. de Bruhl.

Where is he? I asked.

At the inner door with a flag of truce, was the answer.

Tell him, then, I said, without offering to move, that I will communicate with no one except his leader, M. de Bruhl. And add this, my friend, I continued. Say it aloud that if the ladies whom he has in charge are injured by so much as a hair, I will hang every man within these walls, from M. de Bruhl to the youngest lackey. And I added a solemn oath to that effect.

The man nodded, and went on his errand, while I and M. dAgen, with Maignan, remained standing outside the gate, looking idly over the valley and the brown woods through which we had ridden in the early morning. My eyes rested chiefly on the latter, Maignans as it proved on the former. Doubtless we all had our own thoughts. Certainly I had, and for a while, in my satisfaction at the result of the attack and the manner in which we had Bruhl confined, I did not remark the gravity which was gradually overspreading the equerrys countenance. When I did I took the alarm, and asked him sharply what was the matter. I dont like that, your Excellency, he answered, pointing into the valley.

I looked anxiously, and looked, and saw nothing.

What? I said in astonishment.

The blue mist, he muttered, with a shiver. I have been watching it this half-hour, your Excellency. It is rising fast.

I cried out on him for a maudlin fool, and M. dAgen swore impatiently; but for all that, and despite the contempt I strove to exhibit, I felt a sudden chill at my heart as I recognised in the valley below the same blue haze which had attended us through yesterdays ride, and left us only at nightfall. Involuntarily we both fell to watching it as it rose slowly and more slowly, first enveloping the lower woods, and then spreading itself abroad in the sunshine. It is hard to witness a bold mans terror and remain unaffected by it; and I confess I trembled. Here, in the moment of our seeming success, was something which I had not taken into account, something against which I could not guard either myself or others!

See! Maignan whispered hoarsely, pointing again with his linger. It is the Angel of Death, your Excellency! Where he kills by ones and twos, he is invisible. But when he slays by hundreds and by thousands, men see the shadow of his wings!

Chut, fool! I retorted with, anger, which was secretly proportioned to the impression his weird saying made on me. You have been in battles! Did you ever see him there? or at a sack? A truce to this folly, I continued. And do you go and inquire what food we have with us. It may be necessary to send for some.

I watched him go doggedly off, and knowing the stout nature of the man and his devotion to his master, I had no fear that he would fail us; but there were others, almost as necessary to us, in whom I could not place the same confidence. And these had also taken the alarm. When I turned I found groups of pale-faced men, standing by twos and threes at my back; who, pointing and muttering and telling one another what Maignan had told us, looked where we had looked. As one spoke and another listened, I saw the old panic revive in their eyes. Men who an hour or two before had crossed the court under fire with the utmost resolution, and dared instant death without a thought, grew pale, and looking from this side of the valley to that; with faltering eyes, seemed to be seeking, like hunted animals, a place of refuge. Fear, once aroused, hung is the air. Men talked in whispers of the abnormal heat, and, gazing at the cloudless sky, fled from the sunshine to the shadow; or, looking over the expanse of woods, longed to be under cover and away from this lofty eyrie, which to their morbid eyes seemed a target for all the shafts of death.

I was not slow to perceive the peril with which these fears and apprehensions, which rapidly became general, threatened my plans. I strove to keep the men employed, and to occupy their thoughts as far as possible with the enemy and his proceedings; but I soon found that even here a danger lurked; for Maignan, coming to me by-and-by with a grave face, told me that one of Bruhls men had ventured out, and was parleying with the guard on our side of the court. I went at once and broke the matter off, threatening to shoot the fellow if he was not under cover before I counted ten. But the scared, sultry faces he left behind him told me that the mischief was done, and I could think of no better remedy for it than to give M. dAgen a hint, and station him at the outer gate with his pistols ready.

The question of provisions, too, threatened to become a serious one; I dared not leave to procure them myself, nor could I trust any of my men with the mission. In fact the besiegers were rapidly becoming the besieged. Intent on the rising haze and their own terrors, they forgot all else. Vigilance and caution were thrown to the winds. The stillness of the valley, its isolation, the distant woods that encircled us and hung quivering in the heated air, all added to the panic. Despite all my efforts and threats, the men gradually left their posts, and getting together in little parties at the gate, worked themselves up to such a pitch of dread that by two hours after noon they were fit for any folly; and at the mere cry of plague! would have rushed to their horses and ridden in every direction.

It was plain that I could depend for useful service on myself and three others only  of whom, to his credit be it said, Simon Fleix was one. Seeing this, I was immensely relieved when I presently heard that Fresnoy was again seeking to speak with me. I was no longer, it will be believed, for standing on formalities; but glad to waive in silence the punctilio on which I had before insisted, and anxious to afford him no opportunity of marking the slackness which prevailed among my men, I hastened to meet him at the door of the courtyard where Maignan had detained him.

I might have spared my pains, however. I had no more than saluted him and exchanged the merest preliminaries before I saw that he was in a state of panic far exceeding that of my following. His coarse face, which had never been prepossessing, was mottled and bedabbled with sweat; his bloodshot eyes, when they met mine, wore the fierce yet terrified expression of an animal caught in a trap. Though his first word was an oath, sworn for the purpose of raising his courage, the bullys bluster was gone. He spoke in a low voice, and his hands shook; and for a penny-piece I saw he would have bolted past me and taken his chance in open flight.

I judged from his first words, uttered, as I have said, with an oath, that he was aware of his state. M. de Marsac, he said, whining like a cur, you know me, to be a man of courage.

I needed nothing after this to assure me that he meditated something of the basest; and I took care how I answered him. I have known you stiff enough upon occasions, I replied drily. And then, again, I have known you not so stiff, M. Fresnoy.

Only when you were in question, he muttered with another oath. But flesh and blood cannot stand this. You could not yourself. Between him and them I am fairly worn out. Give me good terms  good terms, you understand, M. de Marsac? he whispered eagerly, sinking his voice still lower, and you shall have all you want.

Your lives, and liberty to go where you please, I answered coldly. The two ladies to be first given up to me uninjured. Those are the terms.

But for me? he said anxiously.

For you? The same as the others, I retorted. Or I will make a distinction for old acquaintance sake, M. Fresnoy; and if the ladies have aught to complain of, I will hang you first.

He tried to bluster and hold out for a sum of money, or at least for his horse to be given up to him. But I had made up my mind to reward my followers with a present of a horse apiece; and I was besides well aware that this was only an afterthought on his part, and that he had fully decided to yield. I stood fast, therefore. The result justified my firmness, for he presently agreed to surrender on those terms.

Ay, but M. de Bruhl? I said, desiring to learn clearly whether he had authority to treat for all. What of him?

He looked at me impatiently. Come and see! he said, with an ugly sneer.

No, no, my friend, I answered, shaking my head warily. That is not according to rule. You are the surrendering party, and it is for you to trust us. Bring out the ladies, that I may have speech with them, and then I will draw off my men.

Nom de Dieu! he cried hoarsely, with so much fear and rage in his face that I recoiled from him. That is just what I cannot do.

You cannot? I rejoined with a sudden thrill of horror. Why not? why not, man? And in the excitement of the moment, conceiving the idea that the worst had happened to the women, I pushed him back with so much fury that he laid his hand on his sword.

Confound you! he stuttered, stand back! It is not that, I tell you! Mademoiselle is safe and sound, and madame, if she had her senses, would be sound too. It is not our fault if she is not. But I have not got the key of the rooms. It is in Bruhls pocket, I tell you!

Oh! I made answer drily. And Bruhl?

Hush, man, Fresnoy replied, wiping the perspiration from his brow, and bringing his pallid, ugly face, near to mine, he has got the plague!

I stared at him for a moment in silence; which he was the first to break. Hush! he muttered again, laying a trembling hand on my arm, if the men knew it  and not seeing him they are beginning to suspect it  they would rise on us. The devil himself could not keep them here. Between him and them I am on a razors edge. Madame is with him, and the door is locked. Mademoiselle is in a room upstairs, and the door is locked. And he has the keys. What can I do? What can I do, man? he cried, his voice hoarse with terror and dismay.

Get the keys, I said instinctively.

What? From him? he muttered, with an irrepressible shudder, which shook his bloated cheeks. God forbid I should see him! It takes stout men infallibly. I should be dead by night! By God, I should! he continued, whining. Now you are not stout, M. de Marsac. If you will come with me I will draw off the men from that part; and you may go in and get the key from him.

His terror, which surpassed all feeling, and satisfied me without doubt that he was in earnest, was so intense that it could not fail to infect me. I felt my face, as I looked into his, grow to the same hue. I trembled as he did and grew sick. For if there is a word which blanches the soldiers cheek and tries his heart more than another, it is the name of the disease which travels in the hot noonday, and, tainting the strongest as he rides in his pride, leaves him in a few hours a poor mass of corruption. The stoutest and the most reckless fear it; nor could I, more than another, boast myself indifferent to it, or think of its presence without shrinking. But the respect in which a man of birth holds himself saves him from the unreasoning fear which masters the vulgar; and in a moment I recovered myself, and made up my mind what it behoved me to do.

Wait awhile, I said sternly, and I will come with you.

He waited accordingly, though with manifest impatience, while I sent for M. dAgen, and communicated to him what I was about to do. I did not think it necessary to enter into details, or to mention Bruhls state, for some of the men were well in hearing. I observed that the young gentleman received my directions with a gloomy and dissatisfied air. But I had become by this time so used to his moods, and found myself so much mistaken in his character, that I scarcely gave the matter a second thought. I crossed the court with Fresnoy, and in a moment had mounted the outside staircase and passed through the heavy doorway.

The moment I entered, I was forced to do Fresnoy the justice of admitting that he had not come to me before he was obliged. The three men who were on guard inside tossed down their weapons at sight of me, while a fourth, who was posted at a neighbouring window, hailed me with a cry of relief. From the moment I crossed the threshold the defence was practically at an end. I might, had I chosen or found it consistent with honour, have called in my following and secured the entrance. Without pausing, however, I passed on to the foot of a gloomy stone staircase winding up between walls of rough masonry; and here Fresnoy stood on one side and stopped. He pointed upwards with a pale face and muttered,The door on the left.

Leaving him there watching me as I went upwards, I mounted slowly to the landing, and by the light of an arrow-slit which dimly lit the ruinous place found the door he had described, and tried it with my hand. It was locked, but I heard someone moan in the room, and a step crossed the floor, as if he or another came to the door and listened. I knocked, hearing my heart beat in the silence. At last a voice quite strange to me cried, Who is it?

A friend, I muttered, striving to dull my voice that they might not hear me below.

A friend! the bitter answer came. Go! You have made a mistake! We have no friends.

It is I, M. de Marsac, I rejoined, knocking more imperatively. I would see M. de Bruhl. I must see him.

The person inside, at whose identity I could now make a guess, uttered a low exclamation, and still seemed to hesitate. But on my repeating my demand I heard a rusty bolt withdrawn, and Madame de Bruhl, opening the door a few inches, showed her face in the gap. What do you want? she murmured jealously.

Prepared as I was to see her, I was shocked by the change in her appearance, a change which even that imperfect light failed to hide. Her blue eyes had grown larger and harder, and there were dark marks under them. Her face, once so brilliant, was grey and pinched; her hair had lost its golden lustre. What do you want? she repeated, eyeing me fiercely.

To see him, I answered.

You know? she muttered. You know that he

I nodded.

And you still want to come in? My God! Swear you will not hurt him?

Heaven forbid! I said; and on that she held the door open that I might enter. But I was not half-way across the room before she had passed me, and was again between me and the wretched makeshift pallet. Nay, when I stood and looked down at him, as he moaned and rolled in senseless agony, with livid face and distorted features (which the cold grey light of that miserable room rendered doubly appalling), she hung over him and fenced him from me: so that looking on him and her, and remembering how he had treated her, and why he came to be in this place, I felt unmanly tears rise to my eyes. The room was still a prison, a prison with broken mortar covering the floor and loopholes for windows; but the captive was held by other chains than those of force. When she might have gone free, her womans love surviving all that he had done to kill it, chained her to his side with fetters which old wrongs and present danger were powerless to break.

It was impossible that I could view a scene so strange without feelings of admiration as well as pity; or without forgetting for a while, in my respect for Madame de Bruhls devotion, the risk which had seemed so great to me on the stairs. I had come simply for a purpose of my own, and with no thought of aiding him who lay here. But so great, as I have noticed on other occasions, is the power of a noble example, that, before I knew it, I found myself wondering what I could do to help this man, and how I could relieve madame, in the discharge of offices which her husband had as little right to expect at her hands as at mine. At the mere sound of the word Plague I knew she would be deserted in this wilderness by all, or nearly all; a reflection which suggested to me that I should first remove mademoiselle to a distance, and then consider what help I could afford here.

I was about to tell her the purpose with which I had come when a paroxysm more than ordinarily violent, and induced perhaps by the excitement of my presence  though he seemed beside himself  seized him, and threatened to tax her powers to the utmost. I could not look on and see her spend herself in vain; and almost before I knew what I was doing I had laid my hands on him and after a brief struggle thrust him back exhausted on the couch.

She looked at me so strangely after that that in the half-light which the loopholes afforded I tried in vain to read her meaning. Why did you come? she cried at length, breathing quickly. You, of all men? Why did you come? He was no friend of yours, Heaven knows!

No, madame, nor I of his, I answered bitterly, with a sudden revulsion of feeling.

Then why are you here? she retorted.

I could not send one of my men, I answered. And I want the key of the room above.

At the mention of that the room above  she flinched as if I had struck her, and looked as strangely at Bruhl as she had before looked at me. No doubt the reference to Mademoiselle de la Vire recalled to her mind her husbands wild passion for the girl, which for the moment she had forgotten. Nevertheless she did not speak, though her face turned very pale. She stooped over the couch, such as it was, and searching his clothes, presently stood up, and held out the key to me. Take it, and let her out, she said with a forced smile. Take it up yourself, and do it. You have done so much for her it is right that you should do this.

I took the key, thanking her with more haste than thought, and turned towards the door, intending to go straight up to the floor above and release mademoiselle. My hand was already on the door, which madame, I found, had left ajar in the excitement of my entrance, when I heard her step behind me. The next instant she touched me on the shoulder. You fool! she exclaimed, her eyes flashing, would you kill her? Would you go from him to her, and take the plague to her? God forgive me, it was in my mind to send you. And men are such puppets you would have gone!

I trembled with horror, as much at my stupidity as at her craft. For she was right: in another moment I should have gone, and comprehension and remorse would have come too late. As it was, in my longing at once to reproach her for her wickedness and to thank her for her timely repentance, I found no words; but I turned away in silence and went out with a full heart.


CHAPTER XXX. STRICKEN.

Outside the door, standing in the dimness of the landing, I found M. dAgen. At any other time I should have been the first to ask him why he had left the post which I had assigned to him. But at the moment I was off my balance, and his presence suggested nothing more than that here was the very person who could best execute my wishes. I held out the key to him at arms length, and bade him release Mademoiselle de la Vire, who was in the room above, and escort her out of the castle. Do not let her linger here, I continued urgently. Take her to the place where we found the wood-cutters. You need fear no resistance.

But Bruhl? he said, as he took the key mechanically from me.

He is out of the question, I answered in a low voice. We have done with him. He has the plague.

He uttered a sharp exclamation. What of madame, then? he muttered.

She is with him, I said.

He cried out suddenly at that, sucking in his breath, as I have known men do in pain. And but that I drew back he would have laid his hand on my sleeve. With him? he stammered. How is that?

Why, man, where else should she be? I answered, forgetting that the sight of those two together had at first surprised me also, as well as moved me. Or who else should be with him? He is her husband.

He stared at me for a moment at that, and then he turned slowly away and began to go up; while I looked after him, gradually thinking out the clue to his conduct. Could it be that it was not mademoiselle attracted him, but Madame de Bruhl?

And with that hint I understood it all. I saw in a moment; the conclusion to which he had come on hearing of the presence of madame in my room. In my room at night! The change had dated from that time; instead of a careless, light-spirited youth he had become in a moment a morose and restive churl, as difficult to manage as an unbroken colt. Quite clearly I saw now the meaning of the change; why he had shrunk from me, and why all intercourse between us had been so difficult; and so constrained.

I laughed to think how he had deceived himself, and how nearly I had come to deceiving myself also. And what more I might have thought I do not know, for my meditations were cut short at this point by a loud outcry below, which, beginning in one or two sharp cries of alarm and warning, culminated quickly in a roar of anger and dismay.

Fancying I recognised Maignans voice, I ran down the stairs, seeking a loophole whence I could command the scene; but finding none, and becoming more and more alarmed, I descended to the court, which I found, to my great surprise, as empty and silent as an old battle-field. Neither on the enemys side nor on ours was a single man to be seen. With growing dismay I sprang across the court and darted through the outer tower, only to find that and the gateway equally unguarded. Nor was it until I had passed through the latter, and stood on the brow of the slope, which we had had to clamber with so much toil, that I learned what was amiss.

Far below me a string of men, bounding and running at speed, streamed down the hill towards the horses. Some were shouting, some running silently, with their elbows at their sides and their scabbards leaping against their calves. The horses stood tethered in a ring near the edge of the wood, and by some oversight had been left unguarded. The foremost runner I made out to be Fresnoy; but a number of his men were close upon him, and then after an interval came Maignan, waving his blade and emitting frantic threats with every stride. Comprehending at once that Fresnoy and his following, rendered desperate by panic and the prospective loss of their horses, had taken advantage of my absence and given Maignan the slip, I saw I could do nothing save watch the result of the struggle.

This was not long delayed. Maignans threats, which seemed to me mere waste of breath, were not without effect on those he followed. There is nothing which demoralises men like flight. Troopers who have stood charge after charge while victory was possible will fly like sheep, and like sheep allow themselves to be butchered, when they have once turned the back. So it was here. Many of Fresnoys men were stout fellows, but having started to run they had no stomach for fighting. Their fears caused Maignan to appear near, while the horses seemed distant; and one after another they turned aside and made like rabbits for the wood. Only Fresnoy, who had taken care to have the start of all, kept on, and, reaching the horses, cut the rope which tethered the nearest, and vaulted nimbly on its back. Safely seated there, he tried to frighten the others into breaking loose; but not succeeding at the first attempt, and seeing Maignan, breathing vengeance, coming up with him, he started his horse, a bright bay, and rode off laughing along the edge of the wood.

Fully content with the result  for our carelessness might have cost us very dearly  I was about to turn away when I saw that Maignan had mounted and was preparing to follow. I stayed accordingly to see the end, and from my elevated position enjoyed a first-rate view of the race which ensued. Both were heavy weights, and at first Maignan gained no ground. But when a couple of hundred yards had been covered Fresnoy had the ill-luck to blunder into some heavy ground, and this enabling his pursuer, who had time to avoid it, to get within two-score paces of him, the race became as exciting as I could wish. Slowly and surely Maignan, who had chosen the Cid, reduced the distance between them to a score of paces  to fifteen  to ten. Then Fresnoy, becoming alarmed, began to look over his shoulder and ride in earnest. He had no whip, and I saw him raise his sheathed sword, and strike his beast on the flank. It sprang forward, and appeared for a few strides to be holding its own. Again he repeated the blow but this time with a different result. While his hand was still in the air, his horse stumbled, as it seemed to me, made a desperate effort to recover itself, fell headlong and rolled over and over.

Something in the fashion of the fall, which reminded me of the mishap I had suffered on the way to Chize led me to look more particularly at the horse as it rose trembling to its feet, and stood with drooping head. Sure enough, a careful glance enabled me, even at that distance, to identify it as Matthews bay  the trick-horse. Shading my eyes, and gazing on the scene with increased interest, I saw Maignan, who had dismounted, stoop over something on the ground, and again after an interval stand upright.

But Fresnoy did not rise. Nor was it without awe that, guessing what had happened to him, I remembered how he had used this very horse to befool me; how heartlessly he had abandoned Matthew, its owner; and by what marvellous haps  which men call chances  Providence had brought it to this place, and put it in his heart to choose it out of a score which stood ready to his hand!

I was right. The mans neck was broken. He was quite dead. Maignan passed the word to one, and he to another, and so it reached me on the hill. It did not fail to awaken memories both grave and wholesome. I thought of St. Jean dAngely, of Chize, of the house in the Ruelle dArcy; then in the midst of these reflections I heard voices, and turned to find mademoiselle, with M. dAgen behind me.

Her hand was still bandaged, and her dress, which she had not changed since leaving Blois, was torn and stained with mud. Her hair was in disorder; she walked with a limp. Fatigue and apprehension had stolen the colour from her cheeks, and in a word she looked, when I turned, so wan and miserable that for a moment I feared the plague had seized her.

The instant, however, that she caught sight of me a wave of colour invaded, not her cheeks only, but her brow and neck. From her hair to the collar of her gown she was all crimson. For a second she stood gazing at me, and then, as I saluted her, she sprang forward. Had I not stepped back she would have taken my hands.

My heart so overflowed with joy at this sight, that in the certainty her blush gave me I was fain to toy with my happiness. All jealousy of M. dAgen was forgotten; only I thought it well not to alarm her by telling her what I knew of the Bruhls. Mademoiselle, I said earnestly, bowing, but retreating from her, I thank God for your escape. One of your enemies lies helpless here, and another is dead yonder.

It is not of my enemies I am thinking, she answered quickly, but of God, of whom you rightly remind me; and then of my friends.

Nevertheless, I answered as quickly, I beg you will not stay to thank them now, but go down to the wood with M. dAgen, who will do all that may be possible to make you comfortable.

And you, sir? she said, with a charming air of confusion.

I must stay here, I answered, for a while.

Why? she asked with a slight frown.

I did not know how to tell her, and I began lamely. Someone must stop with madame, I said without thought.

Madame? she exclaimed. Does she require assistance? I will stop.

God forbid! I cried.

I do not know how she understood the words, but her face, which had been full of softness, grew hard. She moved quickly towards me; but, mindful of the danger I carried about me, I drew farther back. No nearer, mademoiselle, I murmured, if you please.

She looked puzzled, and finally angry, turning away with a sarcastic bow. So be it, then, sir, she said proudly, if you desire it. M. dAgen, if you are not afraid of me, will you lead me down?

I stood and watched them go down the hill, comforting myself with the reflection that to-morrow, or the next day, or within a few days at most, all would be well. Scanning her figure as she moved, I fancied that she went with less spirit as the space increased between us. And I pleased myself with the notion. A few days, a few hours, I thought, and all would be well. The sunset which blazed in the west was no more than a faint reflection of the glow which for a few minutes pervaded my mind, long accustomed to cold prospects and the chill of neglect.

A term was put to these pleasant imaginings by the arrival of Maignan; who, panting from the ascent of the hill, informed me with a shamefaced air that the tale of horses was complete, but that four of our men were missing, and had doubtless gone off with the fugitives. These proved to be M. dAgens two lackeys and the two varlets M. de Rambouillet had lent us. There remained besides Simon Fleix only Maignans three men from Rosny; but the state in which our affairs now stood enabled us to make light of this. I informed the equerry  who visibly paled at the news  that M. de Bruhl lay ill of the plague, and like to die; and I bade him form a camp in the wood below, and, sending for food to the house where we had slept the night before, make mademoiselle as comfortable as circumstances permitted.

He listened with surprise, and when I had done asked with concern what I intended to do myself.

Someone must remain with Madam de Bruhl, I answered. I have already been to the bedside to procure the key of mademoiselles room, and I run no farther risk. All I ask is that you will remain in the neighbourhood, and furnish us with supplies should it be necessary.

He looked at me with emotion, which, strongly in conflict with his fears as it was, touched me not a little. But morbleu! M. de Marsac, he said, you will take the plague and die.

If God wills, I answered, very lugubriously I confess, for pale looks in one commonly so fearless could not but depress me. But if not, I shall escape. Any way, my friend, I continued, I owe you a quittance. Simon Fleix has an inkhorn and paper. Bid him bring them to this stone and leave them, and I will write that Maignan, the equerry of the Baron de Rosny, served me to the end as a brave soldier and an honest friend. What, MON AMI? I continued, for I saw that he was overcome by this, which was, indeed, a happy thought of mine. Why not? It is true, and will acquit you with the Baron. Do it, and go. Advise M. dAgen, and be to him what you have been to me.

He swore two or three great oaths, such as men of his kind use to hide an excess of feeling, and after some further remonstrance went away to carry out my orders; leaving me to stand on the brow in a strange kind of solitude, and watch horses and men withdraw to the wood, until the whole valley seemed left to me and stillness and the grey evening. For a time I stood in thought. Then reminding myself, for a fillip to my spirits, that I had been far more alone when I walked the streets of St. Jean friendless and threadbare (than I was now), I turned, and swinging my scabbard against my boots for company, stumbled through the dark, silent courtyard, and mounted as cheerfully as I could to madames room.

To detail all that passed during the next five days would be tedious and in indifferent taste, seeing that I am writing this memoir for the perusal of men of honour; for though I consider the offices which the whole can perform for the sick to be worthy of the attention of every man, however well born, who proposes to see service, they seem to be more honourable in the doing than the telling. One episode, however, which marked those days filled me then, as it does now, with the most lively pleasure; and that was the unexpected devotion displayed by Simon Fleix, who, coming to me, refused to leave, and showed himself at this pinch to be possessed of such sterling qualities that I freely forgave him the deceit he had formerly practised on me. The fits of moody silence into which he still fell at times and an occasional irascibility seemed to show that he had not altogether conquered his insane fancy; but the mere fact that; he had come to me in a situation of hazard, and voluntarily removed himself from mademoiselles neighbourhood, gave me good hope for the future.

M. de Bruhl died early on the morning of the second day, and Simon and I buried him at noon. He was a man of courage and address, lacking only principles. In spite of madames grief and prostration, which were as great as though she had lost the best husband in the world, we removed before night to a separate camp in the woods; and left with the utmost relief the grey ruin on the hill, in which, it seemed to me, we had lived an age. In our new bivouac, where, game being abundant, and the weather warm, we lacked no comfort, except the society of our friends, we remained four days longer. On the fifth morning we met the others of our company by appointment on the north road, and commenced the return journey.

Thankful that we had escaped contagion, we nevertheless still proposed to observe for a time such precautions in regard to the others as seemed necessary; riding in the rear and having no communication with them, though they showed by signs the pleasure they felt at seeing us. From the frequency with which mademoiselle turned and looked behind her, I judged she had overcome her pique at my strange conduct; which the others should by this time have explained to her. Content, therefore, with the present, and full of confidence in the future, I rode along in a rare state of satisfaction; at one moment planning what I would do, and at another reviewing what I had done.

The brightness and softness of the day, and the beauty of the woods, which in some places, I remember, were bursting into leaf, contributed much to establish me in this frame of mind. The hateful mist, which had so greatly depressed us, had disappeared; leaving the face of the country visible in all the brilliance of early spring. The men who rode before us, cheered by the happy omen, laughed and talked as they rode, or tried the paces of their horses, where the trees grew sparsely; and their jests and laughter coming pleasantly to our ears as we followed, warmed even madames sad face to a semblance of happiness.

I was riding along in this state of contentment when a feeling of fatigue, which the distance we had come did not seem to justify, led me to spur the Cid into a brisker pace. The sensation of lassitude still continued, however, and indeed grew worse; so that I wondered idly whether I had over-eaten myself at my last meal. Then the thing passed for awhile from my mind, which the descent of a steep hill sufficiently occupied.

But a few minutes later, happening to turn in the saddle, I experienced a strange and sudden dizziness; so excessive as to force me to grasp the cantle, and cling to it, while trees and hills appeared to dance round me. A quick, hot pain in the side followed, almost before I recovered the power of thought; and this increased so rapidly, and was from the first so definite, that, with a dreadful apprehension already formed in my mind, I thrust my hand inside my clothes, and found that swelling which is the most sure and deadly symptom of the plague.

The horror of that moment  in which I saw all those things on the possession of which I had just been congratulating myself, pass hopelessly from me, leaving me in dreadful gloom  I will not attempt to describe in this place. Let it suffice that the world lost in a moment its joyousness, the sunshine its warmth. The greenness and beauty round me, which an instant before had filled me with pleasure, seemed on a sudden no more than a grim and cruel jest at my expense, and I an atom perishing unmarked and unnoticed. Yes, an atom, a mote; the bitterness of that feeling I well remember. Then, in no long time  being a soldier  I recovered my coolness, and, retaining the power to think, decided what it behoved me to do.


CHAPTER XXXI. UNDER THE GREENWOOD.

To escape from my companions on some pretext, which should enable me to ensure their safety without arousing their fears, was the one thought which possessed me on the subsidence of my first alarm. Probably it answered to that instinct in animals which bids them get away alone when wounded or attacked by disease; and with me it had the fuller play as the pain prevailed rather by paroxysms, than in permanence, and, coming and going, allowed intervals of ease, in which I was able to think clearly and consecutively, and even to sit firmly in the saddle.

The moment one of these intervals enabled me to control myself, I used it to think where I might go without danger to others; and at once and naturally my thoughts turned to the last place we had passed; which happened to be the house in the gorge where we had received news of Bruhls divergence from the road. The man who lived there alone had had the plague; therefore he did not fear it. The place itself was solitary, and I could reach it, riding slowly, in half an hour. On the instant and without more delay I determined on this course. I would return, and, committing myself to the fellows good offices, bid him deny me to others, and especially to my friends  should they seek me.

Aware that I bad no time to lose if I would put this plan into execution before the pains returned to sap my courage, I drew bridle at once, and muttered some excuse to madame; if I remember rightly, that I had dropped my gauntlet. Whatever the pretext  and my dread was great lest she should observe any strangeness in my manner  it passed with her; by reason, chiefly, I think, of the grief which monopolised her. She let me go, and before anyone else could mark or miss me I was a hundred yards away on the back-track, and already sheltered from observation by a turn in the road.

The excitement of my evasion supported me for a while after leaving her; and then for another while, a paroxysm of pain deprived me of the power of thought. But when this last was over, leaving me weak and shaken, yet clear in my mind, the most miserable sadness and depression that can be conceived came upon me; and, accompanying me through the wood, filled its avenues (which doubtless were fair enough to others eyes) with the blackness of despair. I saw but the charnel-house, and that everywhere. It was not only that the horrors of the first discovery returned upon me and almost unmanned me; nor only that regrets and memories, pictures of the past and plans for the future, crowded thick upon my mind, so that I could have wept at the thought of all ending here. But in my weakness mademoiselles face shone where the wood was darkest, and, tempting and provoking me to return  were it only to tell her that, grim and dull as I seemed, I loved her  tried me with a subtle temptation almost beyond my strength to resist. All that was mean in me rose in arms, all that was selfish clamoured to know why I must die in the ditch while others rode in the sunshine; why I must go to the pit, while others loved and lived!

And so hard was I pressed that I think I should have given way had the ride been longer or my horse less smooth and nimble. But in the midst of my misery, which bodily pain was beginning to augment to such a degree that I could scarcely see, and had to ride gripping the saddle with both hands, I reached the mill. My horse stopped of its own accord. The man we had seen before came out. I had I just strength left to tell him what was the matter, and what I wanted and then a fresh attack came on, with sickness, and overcome by vertigo I fell to the ground.

I have but an indistinct idea what happened after that; until I found myself inside the house, clinging to the mans arm. He pointed to a box-bed in one corner of the room (which was, or seemed to my sick eyes, gloomy and darksome in the extreme), and would have had me lie down in it. But something inside me revolted against the bed, and despite the force he used, I broke away, and threw myself on a heap of straw which I saw in another corner.

Is not the bed good enough for you? he grumbled.

I strove to tell him it was not that.

It should be good enough to die on, he continued brutally. Theres five have died on that bed, Id have you know! My wife one, and my son another, and my daughter another; and then my son again, and a daughter again. Five! Ay, five in that bed!

Brooding in the gloom of the chimney-corner, where he was busied about a black pot, he continued to mutter and glance at me askance; but after a while I swooned away with pain.

When I opened my eyes again the room was darker. The man still sat where I had last seen him, but a noise, the same, perhaps, which had roused me, drew him as I looked to the unglazed window. A voice outside, the tones of which I seemed to know, inquired if he had seen me; and so carried away was I by the excitement of the moment that I rose on my elbow to hear the answer. But the man was staunch. I heard him deny all knowledge of me, and presently the sound of retreating hoofs and the echo of voices dying in the distance assured me I was left.

Then, at that instant, a doubt of the man on whose compassion I had thrown myself entered my mind. Plague-stricken, hopeless as I was, it chilled me to the very heart; staying in a moment the feeble tears I was about to shed, and curing even the vertigo, which forced me to clutch at the straw on which I lay. Whether the thought arose from a sickly sense of my own impotence, or was based on the fellows morose air and the stealthy glances he continued to cast at me, I am as unable to say as I am to decide whether it was well-founded, or the fruit of my own fancy. Possibly the gloom of the room and the mans surly words inclined me to suspicion; possibly his secret thoughts portrayed themselves in his hang-dog visage. Afterwards it appeared that he had stripped me, while I lay, of everything of value; but he may have done this in the belief that I should die.

All I know is that I knew nothing certain, because the fear died almost as soon as it was born. The man had scarcely seated himself again, or I conceived the thought, when a second alarm outside caused him to spring to his feet. Scowling and muttering as he went, he hurried to the window. But before he reached it the door was dashed violently open, and Simon Fleix stood in the entrance.

There came in with him so blessed a rush of light and life as in a moment dispelled the horror of the room, and stripped me at one and the same time of fear and manhood. For whether I would or no, at sight of the familiar face, which I had fled so lately, I burst into tears; and, stretching out my hands to him, as a frightened child might have done, called on him by name. I suppose the plague was by this time so plainly written on my face that all who looked might read; for he stood at gaze, staring at me, and was still so standing when a hand put him aside and a slighter, smaller figure, pale-faced and hooded, stood for a moment between me and the sunshine. It was mademoiselle!

That, I thank God, restored me to myself, or I had been for ever shamed. I cried to them with all the voice I had left to take her away; and calling out frantically again and again that I had the plague and she would die, I bade the man close the door. Nay, regaining something of strength in my fear for her, I rose up, half-dressed as I was, and would have fled into some corner to avoid her, still calling out to them to take her away, to take her away  if a fresh paroxysm had not seized me, so that I fell blind and helpless where I was.

For a time after that I knew nothing; until someone held water to my lips, and I drank greedily, and presently awoke to the fact that the entrance was dark with faces and figures all gazing at me as I lay. But I could not see her; and I had sense enough to know and be thankful that she was no longer among them. I would fain have bidden Maignan to begone too, for I read the consternation in his face. But I could not muster strength or voice for the purpose, and when I turned my head to see who held me  ah me! it comes back to me still in dreams  it was mademoiselles hair that swept my forehead and her hand that ministered to me; while tears she did not try to hide or wipe away fell on my hot cheek. I could have pushed her away even then, for she was slight and small; but the pains came upon me, and with a sob choking my voice I lost all knowledge.

I am told that I lay for more than a month between life and death, now burning with fever and now in the cold fit; and that but for the tendance which never failed nor faltered, nor could have been outdone had my malady been the least infectious in the world. I must have died a hundred times, as hundreds round me did die week by week in that year. From the first they took me out of the house (where I think I should have perished quickly, so impregnated was it with the plague poison) and laid me under a screen of boughs in the forest, with a vast quantity of cloaks and horse-cloths cunningly disposed to windward. Here I ran some risk from cold and exposure and the fall of heavy dews; but, on the other hand, had all the airs of heaven to clear away the humours and expel the fever from my brain.

Hence it was that when the first feeble beginnings of consciousness awoke in me again, they and the light stole in on me through green leaves, and overhanging boughs, and the freshness and verdure of the spring woods. The sunshine which reached my watery eyes was softened by its passage through great trees, which grew and expanded as I gazed up into them, until each became a verdant world, with all a worlds diversity of life. Grown tired of this, I had still long avenues of shade, carpeted with flowers, to peer into; or a little wooded bottom  where the ground fell away on one side  that blazed and burned with redthorn. Ay, and hence it was that the first sounds I heard, when the fever left me at last, and I knew morning from evening, and man from woman, were the songs of birds calling to their mates.

Mademoiselle and Madame de Bruhl, with Fanchette and Simon Fleix, lay all this time in such shelter as could be raised for them where I lay; M. Francois and three stout fellows, whom Maignan left to guard us living in a hut within hail. Maignan himself, after seeing out a week of my illness, had perforce returned to his master, and no news had since been received from him. Thanks to the timely move into the woods, no other of the party fell ill, and by the time I was able to stand and speak the ravages of the disease had so greatly decreased that fear was at an end.

I should waste words were I to try to describe how the peace and quietude of the life we led in the forest during the time of my recovery sank into my heart; which had known, save by my mothers bedside, little of such joys. To awake in the morning to sweet sounds and scents, to eat with reviving appetite and feel the slow growth of strength, to lie all day in shade or sunshine as it pleased me, and hear womens voices and tinkling laughter, to have no thought of the world and no knowledge of it, so that we might have been, for anything we saw, in another sphere  these things might have sufficed for happiness without that which added to each and every one of them a sweeter and deeper and more lasting joy. Of which next.

I had not begun to take notice long before I saw that M. Francois and madame had come to an understanding; such an one, at least, as permitted him to do all for her comfort and entertainment without committing her to more than was becoming at such, a season. Naturally this left mademoiselle much in my company; a circumstance which would have ripened into passion the affection I before entertained for her, had not gratitude and a nearer observance of her merits already elevated my regard into the most ardent worship that even the youngest lover ever felt for his mistress.

In proportion, however, as I and my love grew stronger, and mademoiselles presence grew more necessary to my happiness  so that were she away but an hour I fell a-moping  she began to draw off from me, and absenting herself more and more on long walks in the woods, by-and-by reduced me to such a pitch, of misery as bid fair to complete what the fever had left undone.

If this had happened in the world I think it likely that I should have suffered in silence. But here, under the greenwood, in common enjoyment of Gods air and earth, we seemed more nearly equal. She was scarce better dressed, than a sutlers wife; while recollections of her wealth and station, though they assailed me nightly, lost much of their point in presence of her youth and of that fair and patient gentleness which forest life and the duties of a nurse had fostered.

So it happened that one day, when she had been absent longer than usual, I took my courage in my hand and went to meet her as far as the stream which ran through the bottom by the redthorn. Here, at a place where there were three stepping-stones, I waited for her; first taking away the stepping-stones, that she might have to pause, and, being at a loss, might be glad to see me.

She came presently, tripping through an alley in the low wood, with her eyes on the ground, and her whole carriage full of a sweet pensiveness which it did me good to see. I turned my back on the stream before she saw me, and made a pretence of being taken up with something in another direction. Doubtless she espied me soon, and before she came very near; but she made no sign until she reached the brink, and found the stepping-stones were gone.

Then, whether she suspected me or not, she called out to me, not once, but several times. For, partly to tantalise her, as lovers will, and partly because it charmed me to hear her use my name, I would not turn at once.

When I did, and discovered her standing with one small foot dallying with the water, I cried out with well-affected concern; and in a great hurry ran towards her, paying no attention to her chiding or the pettish haughtiness with which she spoke to me.

The stepping-stones are all on your side, she said imperiously.

Who has moved them?

I looked about without answering, and at last pretended to find them; while she stood watching me, tapping the ground with one foot the while. Despite her impatience, the stone which was nearest to her I took care to bring last  that she might not cross without my assistance. But after all she stepped over so lightly and quickly that the hand she placed in mine seemed scarcely to rest there a second. Yet when she was over I managed to retain it; nor did she resist, though her cheek, which had been red before, turned crimson and her eyes fell, and bound to me by the link of her little hand, she stood beside me with her whole figure drooping.

Mademoiselle, I said gravely, summoning all my resolution to my aid, do you know of what that stream with its stepping-stones reminds me?

She shook her head but did not answer.

Of the stream which has flowed between us from the day when I first saw you at St. Jean, said in a low voice. It has flowed between us, and it still does  separating us.

What stream? she murmured, with her eyes cast down, and her foot playing with the moss. You speak in riddles, sir.

You understand this one only too well, mademoiselle, I answered. Are you not young and gay and beautiful, while I am old, or almost old, and dull and grave? You are rich and well-thought-of at Court, and I a soldier of fortune, not too successful. What did you think of me when you first saw me at St. Jean? What when I came to Rosny? That, mademoiselle, I continued with fervour, is the stream which flows between us and separates us; and I know of but one stepping-stone that can bridge it.

She looked aside, toying with a piece of thorn-blossom she had picked. It was not redder than her cheeks.

That one stepping-stone, I said, after waiting vainly for any word or sign from her, is Love. Many weeks ago, mademoiselle, when I had little cause to like you, I loved you; I loved you whether I would or not, and without thought or hope of return. I should have been mad had I spoken to you then. Mad, and worse than mad. But now, now that I owe you my life, now that I have drunk from your hand in fever, and, awaking early and late, have found you by my pillow  now that, seeing you come in and out in the midst of fear and hardship, I have learned to regard you as a woman kind and gentle as my mother  now that I love you, so that to be with you is joy, and away from you grief, is it presumption in me now, mademoiselle, to think that that stream may be bridged?

I stopped, out of breath, and saw that she was trembling. But she spoke presently. You said one stepping-stone? she murmured.

Yes, I answered hoarsely, trying in vain to look at her face, which she kept averted from me.

There should be two, she said, almost in a whisper. Your love, sir, and  and mine. You have said much of the one, and nothing of the other. In that you are wrong, for I am proud still. And I would not cross the stream you speak of for any love of yours!

Ah! I cried in sharpest pain.

But, she continued, looking up at me on a sudden with eyes that told me all, because I love you I am willing to cross it  to cross it once for ever, and to live beyond it all my life  if I may live my life with you.

I fell on my knee and kissed her hand again and again in a rapture of joy and gratitude. By-and-by she pulled it from me. If you will, sir, she said, you may kiss my lips. If you do not, no man ever will.

After that, as may be guessed, we walked every day in the forest, making longer and longer excursions as my strength came back to me, and the nearer parts grew familiar. From early dawn, when I brought my love a posy of flowers, to late evening, when Fanchette hurried her from me, our days were passed in a long round of delight; being filled full of all beautiful things  love, and sunshine, and rippling streams, and green banks, on which we sat together under scented limes, telling one another all we had ever thought, and especially all we had ever thought of one another. Sometimes  when the light was low in the evening  we spoke of my mother; and once  but that was in the sunshine, when the bees were humming and my blood had begun to run strongly in my veins  I spoke of my great and distant kinsman, Rohan. But mademoiselle would hear nothing of him, murmuring again and again in my ear, I have crossed, my love, I have crossed.

Truly the sands of that hour-glass were of gold. But in time they ran out. First M. Francois, spurred by the restlessness of youth, and convinced that madame would for a while yield no further, left us, and went back to the world. Then news came of great events that could not fail to move us. The King of France and the King of Navarre had met at Tours, and embracing in the sight of an immense multitude, had repulsed the League with slaughter in the suburb of St. Symphorien. Fast on this followed the tidings of their march northwards with an overwhelming army of fifty-thousand men of both religions, bent, rumour had it, on the signal punishment of Paris.

I grew  shame that I should say it  to think more and more of these things; until mademoiselle, reading the signs, told me one day that we must go. Though never again, she added with a sigh, shall we be so happy.

Then why go? I asked foolishly.

Because you are a man, she answered with a wise smile, as I would have you be, and you need something besides love. To-morrow we will go.

Whither? I said in amazement.

To the camp before Paris, she answered. We will go back in the light of day  seeing that we have done nothing of which to be ashamed  and throw ourselves on the justice of the King of Navarre. You shall place me with Madame Catherine, who will not refuse to protect me; and so, sweet, you will have only yourself to think of. Come, sir, she continued, laying her little hand in mine, and looking into my eyes, you are not afraid?

I am more afraid than ever I used to be, I said trembling.

So I would have it, she whispered, hiding her face on my shoulder. Nevertheless we will go.

And go we did. The audacity of such a return in the face of Turenne, who was doubtless in the King of Navarres suite, almost took my breath away; nevertheless, I saw that it possessed one advantage which no other course promised  that, I mean, of setting us right in the eyes of the world, and enabling me to meet in a straightforward manner such as maligned us. After some consideration I gave my assent, merely conditioning that until we reached the Court we should ride masked, and shun as far as possible encounters by the road.


CHAPTER XXXII. A TAVERN BRAWL.

On the following day, accordingly, we started. But the news of the two kings successes, and particularly the certainty which these had bred in many minds that nothing short of a miracle could save Paris, had moved so many gentlemen to take the road that we found the inns crowded beyond example, and were frequently forced into meetings which made the task of concealing our identity more difficult and hazardous than I had expected. Sometimes shelter was not to be obtained on any terms, and then we had to lie in the fields or in any convenient shed. Moreover, the passage of the army had swept the country so bare both of food and forage, that these commanded astonishing prices; and a long days ride more than once brought us to our destination without securing for us the ample meal we had earned, and required.

Under these circumstances, it was with joy little short of transport that I recognised the marvellous change which had come over my mistress. Bearing all without a murmur, or a frown, or so much as one complaining word, she acted on numberless occasions so as to convince me that she spoke truly  albeit I scarcely dared to believe it  when she said that she had but one trouble in the world, and that was the prospect of our coming separation.

For my part, and despite some gloomy moments, when fear of the future overcame me, I rode in Paradise riding by my mistress. It was her presence which glorified alike the first freshness of the morning, when we started with all the day before us, and the coolness of the late evening, when we rode hand-in-hand. Nor could I believe without an effort that I was the same Gaston de Marsac who she had once spurned and disdained. God knows I was thankful for her love. A thousand times, thinking of my grey hairs, I asked her if she did not repent; and a thousand times she answered No, with so much happiness in her eyes that I was fain to thank God again and believe her.

Notwithstanding the inconvenience of the practice, we made it a rule to wear our masks whenever we appeared in public; and this rule me kept more strictly as we approached Paris. It exposed us to some comment and more curiosity, but led to no serious trouble until we reached Etampes, twelve leagues from the capital; where we found the principal inn so noisy and crowded, and so much disturbed by the constant coming and going of couriers, that it required no experience to predicate the neighbourhood of the army. The great courtyard seemed to be choked with a confused mass of men and horses, through which we made our way with difficulty. The windows of the house were all open, and offered us a view of tables surrounded by men eating and drinking hastily, as the manner of travellers is. The gateway and the steps of the house were lined with troopers and servants and sturdy rogues; who scanned all who passed in or out, and not unfrequently followed them with ribald jests and nicknames. Songs and oaths, brawling and laughter, with the neighing of horses and the huzzas of the beggars, who shouted whenever a fresh party arrived, rose above all, and increased the reluctance with which I assisted madame and mademoiselle to dismount.

Simon was no match for such an occasion as this; but the stalwart aspect of the three men whom Maignan had left with me commanded respect, and attended by two of these I made a way for the ladies  not without some opposition and a few oaths  to enter the house. The landlord, whom we found crushed into a corner inside, and entirely overborne by the crowd which had invaded his dwelling, assured me that he had not the smallest garret he could place at my disposal; but I presently succeeded in finding a small room at the top, which I purchased from the four men who had taken possession of it. As it was impossible to get anything to eat there, I left a man on guard, and myself descended with madame and mademoiselle to the eating-room, a large chamber set with long boards, and filled with a rough and noisy crew. Under a running fire of observations we entered, and found with difficulty three seats in an inner corner of the room.

I ran my eye over the company, and noticed among them, besides a dozen travelling parties like our own, specimens of all those classes which are to be found in the rear of an army. There were some officers and more horse-dealers; half a dozen forage-agents and a few priests; with a large sprinkling of adventurers, braves, and led-captains, and here and there two or three whose dress and the deference paid to them by their neighbours seemed to indicate a higher rank. Conspicuous among these last were a party of four who occupied a small table by the door. An attempt had been made to secure some degree of privacy for them by interposing a settle between them and the room; and their attendants, who seemed to be numerous, did what they could to add to this by filling the gap with their persons. One of the four, a man of handsome dress and bearing, who sat in the place of honour, was masked, as we were. The gentleman at his right hand I could not see. The others, whom I could see, were strangers to me.

Some time elapsed before our people succeeded in procuring us any food, and during the interval we were exposed to an amount of comment on the part of those round us which I found very little to my liking. There were not half a dozen women present, and this and our masks rendered my companions unpleasantly conspicuous. Aware, however, of the importance of avoiding an altercation which might possibly detain us, and would be certain to add to our notoriety, I remained quiet; and presently the entrance of a tall, dark-complexioned man, who carried himself with a peculiar swagger, and seemed to be famous for something or other, diverted the attention of the company from us.

The new-comer was somewhat of Maignans figure. He wore a back and breast over a green doublet, and had an orange feather in his cap and an orange-lined cloak on his shoulder. On entering he stood a moment in the doorway, letting his bold black eyes rove round the room, the while he talked in a loud braggart fashion to his companions. There was a lack of breeding in the mans air, and something offensive in his look; which I noticed produced wherever it rested a momentary silence and constraint. When he moved farther into the room I saw that he wore a very long sword, the point of which trailed a foot behind him.

He chose out for his first attentions the party of four whom I have mentioned; going up to them and accosting them with a ruffling air, directed especially to the gentleman in the mask. The latter lifted his head haughtily on finding himself addressed by a stranger, but did not offer to answer. Someone else did, however, for a sudden bellow like that of an enraged bull proceeded from behind the settle. The words were lost in noise, the unseen speakers anger seeming so overpowering that he could not articulate; but the tone and voice, which were in some way familiar to me, proved enough for the bully, who, covering his retreat with a profound bow, backed out rapidly, muttering what was doubtless an apology. Cocking his hat more fiercely to make up for this repulse, he next proceeded to patrol the room, scowling from side to side as he went, with the evident intention of picking a quarrel with someone less formidable.

By ill-chance his eye lit, as he turned, on our masks. He said something to his companions; and encouraged, no doubt, by the position of our seats at the board, which led him to think us people of small consequence, he came to a stop opposite us.

What! more dukes here? he cried scoffingly. Hallo, you sir! he continued to me, will you not unmask and drink a glass with me?

I thanked him civilly, but declined.

His insolent eyes were busy, while I spoke, with madames fair hair and handsome figure, which her mask failed to hide. Perhaps the ladies will have better taste, sir, he said rudely. Will they not honour us with a sight of their pretty faces?

Knowing the importance of keeping my temper I put constraint on myself, and answered, still with civility, that they were greatly fatigued and were about to retire.

Zounds! he cried, that is not to be borne. If we are to lose them so soon, the more reason we should enjoy their BEAUX YEUX while we can. A short life and a merry one, sir. This is not a nunnery, nor, I dare swear, are your fair friends nuns.

Though I longed to chastise him for this insult, I feigned deafness, and went on with my meal as if I had not heard him; and the table being between us prevented him going beyond words. After he had uttered one or two coarse jests of a similar character, which cost us less as we were masked, and our emotions could only be guessed, the crowd about us, seeing I took the thing quietly, began to applaud him; but more as it seemed to me out of fear than love. In this opinion I was presently confirmed on hearing from Simon who whispered the information in my ear as he handed a dish  that the fellow was an Italian captain in the kings pay, famous for his skill with the sword and the many duels in which he had displayed it.

Mademoiselle, though she did not know this, bore with his insolence with a patience which astonished me; while madame appeared unconscious of it. Nevertheless, I was glad when he retired and left us in peace. I seized the moment of his absence to escort the ladies through the room and upstairs to their apartment, the door of which I saw locked and secured. That done I breathed more freely; and feeling thankful that I had been able to keep my temper, took the episode to be at an end.

But in this I was mistaken, as I found when I returned to the room in which we had supped, my intention being to go through it to the stables. I had not taken two paces across the floor before I found my road blocked by the Italian, and read alike in his eyes and in the faces of the company  of whom many hastened to climb the tables to see what passed  that the meeting was premeditated. The mans face was flushed with wine; proud of his many victories, he eyed me with a boastful contempt my patience had perhaps given him the right to feel.

Ha! well met, sir, he said, sweeping the floor with his cap in an exaggeration of respect, now, perhaps, your high-mightiness will condescend to unmask? The table is no longer between us, nor are your fair friends here to protect their CHER AMI!

If I still refuse, sir, I said civilly, wavering between anger and prudence, and hoping still to avoid a quarrel which might endanger us all, be good enough to attribute it to private motives, and to no desire to disoblige you.

No, I do not think you wish to disoblige me, he answered, laughing scornfully  and a dozen voices echoed the gibe. But for your private motives, the devil take them! Is that plain enough, sir?

It is plain enough to show me that you are an ill-bred man! I answered, choler getting the better of me. Let me pass, sir.

Unmask! he retorted, moving so as still to detain me, or shall I call in the grooms to perform the office for you?

Seeing at last that all my attempts to evade the man only fed his vanity, and encouraged him to further excesses, and that the motley crowd, who filled the room and already formed a circle round us, had made up their minds to see sport, I would no longer balk them; I could no longer do it, indeed, with honour. I looked round, therefore, for someone whom I might enlist as my second, but I saw no one with whom I had the least acquaintance. The room was lined from table to ceiling with mocking faces and scornful eyes all turned to me.

My opponent saw the look, and misread it; being much accustomed, I imagine, to a one-sided battle. He laughed contemptuously. No, my friend, there is no way out of it, he said. Let me see your pretty face, or fight.

So be it, I said quietly. If I have no other choice, I will fight.

In your mask? he cried incredulously.

Yes, I said sternly, feeling every nerve tingle with long-suppressed rage. I will fight as I am. Off with your back and breast, if you are a man. And I will so deal with you that if you see to-morrows sun you shall need a mask for the rest of your days!

Ho! ho! he answered, scowling at me in surprise, you sing in a different key now. But I will put a term to it. There is space enough between these tables, if you can use your weapon; and much more than you will need to-morrow.

To-morrow will show, I retorted.

Without more ado he unfastened the buckles of his breast-piece, and relieving himself of it, stepped back a pace. Those of the bystanders who occupied the part of the room he indicated  a space bounded by four tables, and not unfit for the purpose, though somewhat confined  hastened to get out of it, and seize instead upon neighbouring posts of vantage. The mans reputation was such, and his fame so great, that on all sides I heard naught but wagers offered against me at odds; but this circumstance, which might have flurried a younger man and numbed his arm, served only to set me on making the most of such openings as the fellows presumption and certainty of success would be sure to afford.

The news of the challenge running through the house had brought together by this time so many people as to fill the room from end to end, and even to obscure the light, which was beginning to wane. At the last moment, when we were on the point of engaging, a slight commotion marked the admission to the front of three or four persons, whose consequence or attendants gained them this advantage. I believed them to be the party of four I have mentioned, but at the time I could not be certain.

In the few seconds of waiting while this went forward I examined our relative positions with the fullest intention of killing the man  whose glittering eyes and fierce smile filled me with a loathing which was very nearly hatred  if I could. The line of windows lay to my right and his left. The evening light fell across us, whitening the row of faces on my left, but leaving those on my right in shadow. It occurred to me on the instant that my mask was actually an advantage, seeing that it protected my sight from the side-light, and enabled me to watch his eyes and point with more concentration.

You will be the twenty-third man I have killed! he said boastfully, as we crossed swords and stood an instant on guard.

Take care! I answered. You have twenty-three against you!

A swift lunge was his only answer. I parried it, and thrust, and we fell to work. We had not exchanged half a dozen blows, however, before I saw that I should need all the advantage which my mask and greater caution gave me. I had met my match, and it might be something more; but that for a time it was impossible to tell. He had the longer weapon, and I the longer reach. He preferred the point, after the new Italian fashion, and I the blade. He was somewhat flushed with wine, while my arm had scarcely recovered the strength of which illness had deprived me.

On the other hand, excited at the first by the cries of his backers, he played rather wildly; while I held myself prepared, and keeping up a strong guard, waited cautiously for any opening or mistake on his part.

The crowd round us, which had hailed our first passes with noisy cries of derision and triumph, fell silent after a while, surprised and taken aback by their champions failure to spit me at the first onslaught. My reluctance to engage had led them to predict a short fight and an easy victory.

Convinced of the contrary, they began to watch each stroke with bated breath; or now and again, muttering the name of Jarnac, broke into brief exclamations as a blow more savage than usual drew sparks from our blades, and made the rafters ring with the harsh grinding of steel on steel.

The surprise of the crowd, however, was a small thing compared with that of my adversary. Impatience, disgust, rage and doubt chased one another in turn across his flushed features. Apprised that he had to do with a swordsman, he put forth all his power. With spite in his eyes he laboured blow on blow, he tried one form of attack after another, he found me equal, if barely equal, to all. And then at last there came a change. The perspiration gathered on his brow, the silence disconcerted him; he felt his strength failing under the strain, and suddenly, I think, the possibility of defeat and death, unthought of before, burst upon him. I heard him groan, and for a moment he fenced wildly. Then he again recovered himself. But now I read terror in his eyes, and knew that the moment of retribution was at hand. With his back to the table, and my point threatening his breast, he knew at last what those others had felt!

He would fain have stopped to breathe, but I would not let him though my blows also were growing feeble, and my guard weaker; for I knew that if I gave him time to recover himself he would have recourse to other tricks, and might out-manoeuvre me in the end. As it was, my black unchanging mask, which always confronted him, which hid all emotions and veiled even fatigue, had grown to be full of terror to him  full of blank, passionless menace. He could not tell how I fared, or what I thought, or how my strength stood. Superstitious dread was on him, and threatened, to overpower him. Ignorant who I was or whence I came, he feared and doubted, grappling with monstrous suspicions, which the fading light encouraged. His face broke out in blotches, his breath came and went in gasps, his eyes began to protrude. Once or twice they quitted mine for a part of a second to steal a despairing glance at the rows of onlookers that ran to right and left of us. But he read no pity there.

At last the end came  more suddenly than I had looked for it, but I think he was unnerved. His hand lost its grip of the hilt, and a parry which I dealt a little more briskly than usual sent the weapon flying among the crowd, as much to my astonishment as to that of the spectators. A volley of oaths and exclamations hailed the event; and for a moment I stood at gaze, eyeing him watchfully. He shrank back; then he made for a moment as if he would fling himself upon me dagger in hand. But seeing my point steady, he recoiled a second time, his face distorted with rage and fear.

Go! I said sternly. Begone! Follow your sword! But spare the next man you conquer.

He stared at me, fingering his dagger as if he did not understand, or as if in the bitterness of his shame at being so defeated even life were unwelcome. I was about to repeat my words when a heavy hand fell on my shoulder.

Fool! a harsh growling voice muttered in my ear. Do you want him to serve you as Achon served Matas? This is the way to deal with him.

And before I knew who spoke or what to expect a man vaulted over the table beside me. Seizing the Italian by the neck and waist, he flung him bodily  without paying the least regard to his dagger  into the crowd. There! the new-comer cried, stretching his arms as if the effort had relieved him, so much for him! And do you breathe yourself. Breathe yourself, my friend, he continued with a vain-glorious air of generosity. When you are rested and ready, you and I will have a bout. Mon dieu! what a thing it is to see a man! And by my faith you are a man!

But, sir, I said, staring at him in the utmost bewilderment, we have no quarrel.

Quarrel? he cried in his loud, ringing voice. Heaven forbid! Why should we? I love a man, however, and when I see one I say to him, I am Crillon! Fight me! But I see you are not yet rested. Patience! There is no hurry. Berthon de Crillon is proud to wait your convenience. In the meantime, gentlemen, he continued, turning with a grand air to the spectators, who viewed this sudden BOULEVERSEMENT with unbounded surprise, let us do what we can. Take the word from me, and cry all, VIVE LE ROI, ET VIVE LINCONNU!

Like people awaking from a dream  so great was their astonishment the company complied and with the utmost heartiness. When the shout died away, someone cried in turn, Vive Crillon! and this was honoured with a fervour which brought the tears to the eyes of that remarkable man, in whom bombast was so strangely combined with the firmest and most reckless courage. He bowed again and again, turning himself about in the small space between the tables, while his face shone with pleasure and enthusiasm. Meanwhile I viewed him with perplexity. I comprehended that it was his voice I had heard behind the settle; but I had neither the desire to fight him nor so great a reserve of strength after my illness as to be able to enter on a fresh contest with equanimity. When he turned to me, therefore, and again asked, Well, sir, are you ready? I could think of no better answer than that I had already made to him, But, sir, I have no quarrel with you.

Tut, tut! he answered querulously, if that is all, let us engage.

That is not all, however, I said, resolutely putting up my sword. I have not only no quarrel with M. de Crillon, but I received at his hands when I last saw him a considerable service.

Then now is the time to return it, he answered briskly, and as if that settled the matter.

I could not refrain from laughing. Nay, but I have still an excuse, I said. I am barely recovered from an illness, and am weak. Even so, I should be loth to decline a combat with some; but a better man than I may give the wall to M. de Crillon and suffer no disgrace.

Oh, if you put it that way  enough said, he answered in a tone of disappointment. And, to be sure, the light is almost gone. That is a comfort. But you will not refuse to drink a cup of wine with me? Your voice I remember, though I cannot say who you are or what service I did you. For the future, however, count on me. I love a man who is brave as well as modest, and know no better friend than a stout swordsman.

I was answering him in fitting terms  while the fickle crowd, which a few minutes earlier had been ready to tear me, viewed us from a distance with respectful homage  when the masked gentleman who had before been in his company drew near and saluted me with much stateliness.

I congratulate you, sir, he said, in the easy tone of a great man condescending. You use the sword as few use it, and fight with your head as well as your hands. Should you need a friend or employment, you will honour me by remembering that you are known to the Vicomte de Turenne.

I bowed low to hide the start which the mention of his name caused me. For had I tried, ay, and possessed to aid me all the wit of M. de Brantome, I could have imagined nothing more fantastic than this meeting; or more entertaining than that I, masked, should talk with the Vicomte de Turenne masked, and hear in place of reproaches and threats of vengeance a civil offer of protection. Scarcely knowing whether I should laugh or tremble, or which should occupy me more, the diverting thing that had happened or the peril we had barely escaped, I made shift to answer him, craving his indulgence if I still preserved my incognito. Even while I spoke a fresh fear assailed me: lest M. de Crillon, recognising my voice or figure, should cry my name on the spot, and explode in a moment the mine on which we stood.

This rendered me extremely impatient to be gone. But M. le Vicomte had still something to say, and I could not withdraw myself without rudeness.

You are travelling north like everyone else? he said, gazing at me curiously. May I ask whether you are for Meudon, where the King of Navarre lies, or for the Court at St. Cloud?

I muttered, moving restlessly under his keen eyes, that I was for Meudon.

Then, if you care to travel with a larger company, he rejoined, bowing with negligent courtesy, pray command me. I am for Meudon also, and shall leave here three hours before noon.

Fortunately he took my assent to his gracious invitation for granted, and turned away before I had well begun to thank him. From Crillon I found it more difficult to escape. He appeared to have conceived a great fancy for me, and felt also, I imagine, some curiosity as to my identity. But I did even this at last, and, evading the obsequious offers which were made me on all sides, escaped to the stables, where I sought out the Cids stall, and lying down in the straw beside him, began to review the past, and plan the future. Under cover of the darkness sleep soon came to me; my last waking thoughts being divided between thankfulness for my escape and a steady purpose to reach Meudon before the Vicomte, so that I might make good my tale in his absence. For that seemed to be my only chance of evading the dangers I had chosen to encounter.


CHAPTER XXXIII. AT MEUDON.

Making so early a start from Etampes that the inn, which had continued in an uproar till long after midnight, lay sunk in sleep when we rode out of the yard, we reached Meudon about noon next day. I should be tedious were I to detail what thoughts my mistress and I had during that days journey  the last, it might be, which we should take together; or what assurances we gave one another, or how often we, repented the impatience which had impelled us to put all to the touch. Madame, with kindly forethought, detached herself from us, and rode the greater part of the distance with Fanchette; but the opportunities she gave us went for little; for, to be plain, the separation we dreaded seemed to overshadow us already. We uttered few words, through those few were to the purpose, but riding hand-in-hand, with full hearts, and eyes which seldom quitted one another, looked forward to Meudon and its perils with such gloomy forebodings as our love and my precarious position suggested.

Long before we reached the town, or could see more of it than the Chateau, over which the Lilies of France and the broad white banner of the Bourbons floated in company, we found ourselves swept into the whirlpool which surrounds an army. Crowds stood at all the cross-roads, wagons and sumpter-mules encumbered the bridges; each moment a horseman passed us at a gallop, or a troop of disorderly rogues, soldiers only in name, reeled, shouting and singing, along the road. Here and there, for a warning to the latter sort, a man, dangled on a rude gallows; under which sportsmen returning from the chase and ladies who had been for an airing rode laughing on their way.

Amid the multitude entering the town we passed unnoticed. A little way within the walls we halted to inquire where the Princess of Navarre had her lodging. Hearing that she occupied a house in the town, while her brother had his quarters in the Chateau, and the King of France at St. Cloud, I stayed my party in a by-road, a hundred paces farther on, and, springing from the Cid, went to my mistresss knee.

Mademoiselle, I said formally, and so loudly that all my men might hear, the time is come. I dare not go farther with you. I beg you, therefore, to bear me witness that as I took you so I have brought you back, and both with your good-will. I beg that you will give me this quittance, for it may serve me.

She bowed her head and laid her ungloved hand on mine, which I had placed on, the pommel of her saddle. Sir, she answered in a broken voice, I will not give you this quittance, nor any quittance from me while I live. With that she took off her mask before them all, and I saw the tears running down her white face. May God protect you, M. de Marsac, she continued, stooping until her face almost touched mine, and bring you to the thing you desire. If not, sir, and you pay too dearly for what you have done for me, I will live a maiden all my days. And, if I do not, these men may shame me!

My heart was too full for words, but I took the glove she held out to me, and kissed her hand with my knee bent. Then I waved  for I could not speak  to madame to proceed; and with Simon Fleix and Maignans men to guard them they went on their way. Mademoiselles white face looked back to me until a bend in the road hid them, and I saw them no more.

I turned when all were gone, and going heavily to where my Sard stood with his head drooping, I climbed to the saddle, and rode at a foot-pace towards the Chateau. The way was short and easy, for the next turning showed me the open gateway and a crowd about it. A vast number of people were entering and leaving, while others rested in the shade of the wall, and a dozen grooms led horses up and down. The sunshine fell hotly on the road and the courtyard, and flashed back by the cuirasses of the men on guard, seized the eye and dazzled it with gleams of infinite brightness. I was advancing alone, gazing at all this with a species of dull indifference which masked for the moment the suspense I felt at heart, when a man, coming on foot along the street, crossed quickly to me and looked me in the face.

I returned his look, and seeing he was a stranger to me, was for passing on without pausing. But he wheeled beside me and uttered my name in a low voice.

I checked the Cid and looked down at him. Yes, I said mechanically, I am M. de Marsac. But I do not know you.

Nevertheless I have been watching for you for three days, he replied. M. de Rosny received your message. This is for you.

He handed me a scrap of paper. From whom? I asked.

Maignan, he answered briefly. And with that, and a stealthy look round, he left me, and went the way he had been going before.

I tore open the note, and knowing that Maignan could not write, was not surprised to find that it lacked any signature. The brevity of its contents vied with the curtness of its bearer. In Heavens name go back and wait, it ran. Your enemy is here, and those who wish you well are powerless.

A warning so explicit, and delivered under such circumstances, might have been expected to make me pause even then. But I read the message with the same dull indifference, the same dogged resolve with which the sight of the crowded gateway before me had inspired me. I had not come so far and baffled Turenne by an hour to fail in my purpose at the last; nor given such pledges to another to prove false to myself. Moreover, the distant rattle of musketry, which went to show that a skirmish was taking place on the farther side of the Castle, seemed an invitation to me to proceed; for now, if ever, my sword might earn protection and a pardon. Only in regard to M. de Rosny, from whom I had no doubt that the message came, I resolved to act with prudence; neither making any appeal to him in public nor mentioning his name to others in private.

The Cid had borne me by this time into the middle of the throng about the gateway, who, wondering to see a stranger of my appearance arrive without attendants, eyed me with a mixture of civility and forwardness. I recognised more than one man whom I had seen about the Court at St. Jean dAngely six months before; but so great is the disguising power of handsome clothes and equipments that none of these knew me. I beckoned to the nearest, and asked him if the King of Navarre was in the Chateau.

He has gone to see the King of France at St. Cloud, the man answered, with something of wonder that anyone should be ignorant of so important a fact. He is expected here in an hour.

I thanked him, and calculating that I should still have time and to spare before the arrival of M. de Turenne, I dismounted, and taking the rein over my arm, began to walk up and down in the shade of the wall. Meanwhile the loiterers increased in numbers as the minutes passed. Men of better standing rode up, and, leaving their horses in charge of their lackeys, went into the Chateau. Officers in shining corslets, or with boots and scabbards dulled with dust, arrived and clattered in through the gates. A messenger galloped up with letters, and was instantly surrounded by a curious throng of questioners; who left him only to gather about the next comers, a knot of townsfolk, whose downcast visages and glances of apprehension seemed to betoken no pleasant or easy mission.

Watching many of these enter and disappear, while only the humbler sort remained to swell the crowd at the gate, I began to experience the discomfort and impatience which are the lot of the man who finds himself placed in a false position. I foresaw with clearness the injury I was about to do my cause by presenting myself to the king among the common herd; and yet I had no choice save to do this, for I dared not run the risk of entering, lest I should be required to give my name, and fail to see the King of Navarre at all.

As it was I came very near to being foiled in this way; for I presently recognised, and was recognised in turn, by a gentleman who rode up to the gates and, throwing his reins to a groom, dismounted with an air of immense gravity. This was M. Forget, the kings secretary, and the person to whom I had on a former occasion presented a petition. He looked at me with eyes of profound astonishment, and saluting me stiffly from a distance, seemed in two minds whether he should pass in or speak to me. On second thoughts, however, he came towards me, and again saluted me with a peculiarly dry and austere aspect.

I believe, sir, I am speaking to M. de Marsac? he said in a low voice, but not impolitely.

I replied in the affirmative.

And that, I conclude, is your horse? he continued, raising his cane, and pointing to the Cid, which I had fastened to a hook in the wall.

I replied again in the affirmative.

Then take a word of advice, he answered, screwing up his features, and speaking in a dry sort of way. Get upon its back without an instants delay, and put as many leagues between yourself and Meudon as horse and man may.

I am obliged to you, I said, though I was greatly startled by his words. And what if I do not take your advice?

He shrugged his shoulders. In that case look to yourself! he retorted. But you will look in vain!

He turned on his heel, as he spoke, and in a moment was gone. I watched him enter the Chateau, and in the uncertainty which possessed me whether he was not gone  after salving his conscience by giving me warning  to order my instant arrest, I felt, and I doubt not I looked, as ill at ease for the time being as the group of trembling townsfolk who stood near me. Reflecting that he should know his masters mind, I recalled with depressing clearness the repeated warnings the King of Navarre had given me that I must not look to him for reward or protection. I bethought me that I was here against his express orders: presuming on those very services which he had given me notice he should repudiate. I remembered that Rosny had always been in the same tale. And en fin I began to see that mademoiselle and I had together decided on a step which I should never have presumed to take on my own motion.

I had barely arrived at this conclusion when the trampling of hoofs and a sudden closing in of the crowd round the gate announced the King of Navarres approach. With a sick heart I drew nearer, feeling that the crisis was at hand; and in a moment he came in sight, riding beside an elderly man, plainly dressed and mounted, with whom he was carrying on an earnest conversation. A train of nobles and gentlemen, whose martial air and equipments made up for the absence of the gewgaws and glitter, to which my eyes had become accustomed at Blois, followed close on his heels. Henry himself wore a suit of white velvet, frayed in places and soiled by his armour; but his quick eye and eager, almost fierce, countenance could not fail to win and keep the attention of the least observant. He kept glancing from side to side as he came on; and that with so cheerful an air and a carriage so full at once of dignity and good-humour that no one could look on him and fail to see that here was a leader and a prince of men, temperate in victory and unsurpassed in defeat.

The crowd raising a cry of VIVE NAVARRE! as he drew near, he bowed, with a sparkle in his eye. But when a few by the gate cried VIVENT LES ROIS! he held up his hand for silence, and said in a loud, clear voice, Not that, my friends. There is but one king in France. Let us say instead, Vive le Roi!

The spokesman of the little group of townsfolk, who, I learned, were from Arcueil, and had come to complain of the excessive number of troops quartered upon them, took advantage of the pause to approach him. Henry received the old man with a kindly look, and bent from his saddle to hear what he had to say. While they were talking I pressed forward, the emotion I felt on my own account heightened by my recognition of the man who rode by the King of Navarre  who was no other than M. de la Noue. No Huguenot worthy of the name could look on the veteran who had done and suffered more for the cause than any living man without catching something of his stern enthusiasm; and the sight, while it shamed me, who a moment before had been inclined to prefer my safety to the assistance I owed my country, gave me courage to step to the kings rein, so that I heard his last words to the men of Arcueil.

Patience, my friends, he said kindly. The burden is heavy, but the journey is a short one. The Seine is ours; the circle is complete. In a week Paris must surrender. The king, my cousin, will enter, and you will be rid of us. For Frances sake one week, my friends.

The men fell back with low obeisances, charmed by his good-nature, and Henry, looking up, saw me before him. In the instant his jaw fell. His brow, suddenly contracting above eyes, which flashed with surprise and displeasure, altered in a moment the whole aspect of his face; which grew dark and stern as night. His first impulse was to pass by me; but seeing that I held my ground, he hesitated, so completely chagrined by my appearance that he did not know how to act, or in what way to deal with me. I seized the occasion, and bending my knee with as much respect as I had ever used to the King of France, begged to bring myself to his notice, and to crave his protection and favour.

This is no time to trouble me, sir, he retorted, eyeing me with an angry side-glance. I do not know you. You are unknown to me, sir. You must go to M. de Rosny.

It would be useless sire, I answered, in desperate persistence.

Then I can do nothing for you, he rejoined peevishly. Stand on one side, sir.

But I was desperate. I knew that I had risked all on the event, and must establish my footing before M. de Turennes return, or run the risk of certain recognition and vengeance. I cried out, caring nothing who heard, that I was M. de Marsac, that I had come back to meet whatever my enemies could allege against me.

VENTRE SAINT GRIS! Henry exclaimed, starting in his saddle with well-feigned surprise. Are you that man?

I am, sire, I answered.

Then you must be mad! he retorted, appealing to those behind him. Stark, staring mad to show your face here! VENTRE SAINT GRIS! Are we to have all the ravishers and plunderers in the country come to us?

I am neither the one nor the other! I answered, looking with indignation from him to the gaping train behind him.

That you will have to settle with M. de Turenne! he retorted, frowning down at me with his whole face turned gloomy and fierce. I know you well, sir, now. Complaint has been made that you abducted a lady from his Castle of Chize some time back.

The lady, sire, is now in charge of the Princess of Navarre.

She is? he exclaimed, quite taken aback.

And if she has aught of complaint against me, I continued with pride, I will submit to whatever punishment you order or M. de Turenne demands. But if she has no complaint to make, and vows that she accompanied me of her own free-will and accord, and has suffered neither wrong nor displeasure at my hands, then, sire, I claim that this is a private matter between myself and M. de Turenne.

Even so I think you will have your hands full, he answered grimly. At the same time he stopped by a gesture those who would have cried out upon me, and looked at me himself with an altered countenance. Do I understand that you assert that the lady went of her own accord? he asked.

She went and has returned, sire, I answered.

Strange! he ejaculated. Have you married her?

No, sire, I answered. I desire leave to do so.

Mon dieu! she is M. de Turennes ward, he rejoined, almost dumbfounded by my audacity.

I do not despair of obtaining his assent, sire, I said patiently.

SAINT GRIS! the man is mad! he cried, wheeling his horse and facing his train with a gesture of the utmost wonder. It is the strangest story I ever heard.

But somewhat more to the gentlemans credit than the ladys! one said with a smirk and a smile.

A lie! I cried, springing forward on the instant with a boldness which astonished myself. She is as pure as your Highnesss sister! I swear it. That man lies in his teeth, and I will maintain it.

Sir! the King of Navarre cried, turning on me with the utmost sternness, you forget yourself in my presence! Silence, and beware another time how you let your tongue run on those above you. You have enough trouble, let me tell you, on your hands already.

Yet the man lies! I answered doggedly, remembering Crillon and his ways. And if he will do me the honour of stepping aside with me, I will convince him of it!

VENTRE SAINT GRIS! Henry replied, frowning, and dwelling on each syllable of his favourite oath. Will you be silent, sir, and let me think? Or must I order your instant arrest?

Surely that at least, sire, a suave voice interjected. And with that a gentleman pressed forward from the rest, and gaining a place, of vantage by the Kings side, shot at me a look of extreme malevolence. My lord of Turenne will expect no less at your Highnesss hands, he continued warmly. I beg you will give the order on the spot, and hold this person to answer for his misdeeds. M. de Turenne returns to-day. He should be here now. I say again, sire, he will expect no less than this.

The king, gazing at me with gloomy eyes, tugged at his moustaches. Someone had motioned the common herd to stand back out of hearing; at the same time the suite had moved up out of curiosity and formed a half-circle; in the midst of which I stood fronting the king, who had La Noue and the last speaker on either hand. Perplexity and annoyance struggled for the mastery in his face as he looked darkly down at me, his teeth showing through his beard. Profoundly angered by my appearance, which he had taken at first to be the prelude to disclosures which must detach Turenne at a time when union was all-important, he had now ceased to fear for himself; and perhaps saw something in the attitude I adopted which appealed to his nature and sympathies.

If the girl is really back, he said at last, M. dAremburg, I do-not see any reason why I should interfere. At present, at any rate.

I think, sire, M. de Turenne will see reason, the gentleman answered drily.

The king coloured. M. de Turenne, he began  

Has made many sacrifices at your request, sire, the other said with meaning. And buried some wrongs, or fancied wrongs, in connection with this very matter. This person has outraged him in the grossest manner, and in M. le Vicomtes name I ask, nay I press upon you, that he be instantly arrested, and held to answer for it.

I am ready to answer for it now! I retorted, looking from face to face for sympathy, and finding none save in M. de la Noues, who appeared to regard me with grave approbation. To the Vicomte de Turenne, or the person he may appoint to represent him.

Enough! Henry said, raising his hand and speaking in the tone of authority he knew so well how to adopt. For you, M. dAremburg, I thank you. Turenne is happy in his friend. But; this gentleman came to me of his own free will and I do not think it consistent with my honour to detain him without warning given. I grant him an hour to remove himself from my neighbourhood. If he be found after that time has elapsed, he continued solemnly, his fate be on his own head. Gentlemen, we are late already. Let us on.

I looked at him as he pronounced this sentence, and strove to find words in which to make a final appeal to him. But no words came; and when he bade me stand aside, I did so mechanically, remaining with my head bared to the sunshine while the troop rode by. Some looked back at me with curiosity, as at a man of whom they had heard a tale, and some with a jeer on their lips; a few with dark looks of menace. When they were all gone, and the servants who followed them had disappeared also, and I was left to the inquisitive glances of the rabble who stood gaping after the sight, I turned and went to the Cid, and loosed the horse with a feeling of bitter disappointment.

The plan which mademoiselle had proposed and I had adopted in the forest by St. Gaultier  when it seemed to us that our long absence and the great events of which we heard must have changed the world and opened a path for our return  had failed utterly. Things were as they had been; the strong were still strong, and friendship under bond to fear. Plainly we should have shewn ourselves wiser had we taken the lowlier course, and, obeying the warnings given us, waited the King of Navarres pleasure or the tardy recollection of Rosny. I had not then stood, as I now stood, in instant jeopardy, nor felt the keen pangs of a separation which bade fair to be lasting. She was safe, and that was much; but I, after long service and brief happiness, must go out again alone, with only memories to comfort me.

It was Simon Fleixs voice which awakened me from this unworthy lethargy  as selfish as it was useless  and, recalling me to myself, reminded me that precious time was passing while I stood inactive. To get at me he had forced his way through the curious crowd, and his face was flushed. He plucked me by the sleeve, regarding the varlets round him with a mixture of anger and fear.

Nom de Dieu! do they take you for a rope-dancer? he muttered in my ear. Mount, sir, and come. There is not a moment to be lost.

You left her at Madame Catherines? I said.

To be sure, he answered impatiently. Trouble not about her. Save yourself, M. de Marsac. That is the thing to be done now.

I mounted mechanically, and felt my courage return as the horse moved under me. I trotted through the crowd, and without thought took the road by which we had come. When we had ridden a hundred yards, however, I pulled up An hour is a short start, I said sullenly. Whither?

To St. Cloud, he answered promptly. The protection of the King of France may avail for a day or two. After that, there will still be the League, if Paris have not fallen.

I saw there was nothing else for it, and assented, and we set off. The distance which separates Meudon from St. Cloud we might have ridden under the hour, but the direct road runs across the Scholars Meadow, a wide plain north of Meudon. This lay exposed to the enemys fire, and was, besides, the scene of hourly conflicts between the horse of both parties, so that to cross it without an adequate force was impossible. Driven to make a circuit, we took longer to reach our destination, yet did so without mishap; finding the little town, when we came in sight of it, given up to all the bustle and commotion which properly belong to the Court and camp.

It was, indeed, as full as it could be, for the surrender of Paris being momentarily expected, St. Cloud had become the rendezvous as well of the few who had long followed a principle as of the many who wait upon success. The streets, crowded in, every part, shone with glancing colours, with steel and velvet, the garb of fashion and the plumes of war. Long lines of flags obscured the eaves and broke the sunshine, while, above all, the bells of half a dozen churches rang merry answer to the distant crash of guns. Everywhere on flag and arch and streamer I read the motto, Vive le Roi!  words written, God knew then, and we know now, in what a mockery of doom!


CHAPTER XXXIV. TIS AN ILL WIND.

We had made our way slowly and with much jostling as far as the principal street, finding the press increase as we advanced, when I heard, as I turned a corner, my name called, and, looking up, saw at a window the face of which I was in search. After that half a minute sufficed to bring M. dAgen flying to my side, when nothing, as I had expected, would do but I must dismount; where I was and share his lodging. He made no secret of his joy and surprise at sight of me, but pausing only to tell Simon where the stable was, haled me through the crowd and up his stairs with a fervour and heartiness which brought the tears to my eyes, and served to impress the company whom I found above with a more than sufficient sense of my importance.

Seeing him again in the highest feather and in the full employment of all those little arts and graces which served as a foil to his real worth, I took it as a great honour that he laid them aside for the nonce; and introduced me to the seat of honour and made me known to his companions with a boyish directness and a simple thought for my comfort which infinitely pleased me. He bade his landlord, without a moments delay, bring wine and meat and everything which could refresh a traveller, and was himself up and down a hundred times in a minute, calling to his servants for this or that, or railing at them for their failure to bring me a score of things I did not need. I hastened to make my excuses to the company for interrupting them in the midst of their talk; and these they were kind enough to accept in good part. At the same time, reading clearly in M. dAgens excited face and shining eyes that he longed to be alone with me, they took the hint, and presently left us together.

Well, he said, coming back from the door, to which he had conducted them, what have you to tell me, my friend? She is not with you?

She is with Mademoiselle de la Vire at Meudon, I answered, smiling. And for the rest, she is well and in better spirits.

She sent me some message? he asked.

I shook my head. She did not know I should see you, I answered.

But she  she has spoken of me lately? he continued, his face falling.

I do not think she has named your name for a fortnight, I answered, laughing. Theres for you! Why, man, I continued, adopting a different tone, and laying my hand on his shoulder in a manner which reassured him at least; as much as my words, are you so young a lover as to be ignorant that a woman says least of that of which she thinks most? Pluck up, courage! Unless I am mistaken, you have little to be afraid of except the past. Only have patience.

You think so? he said gratefully.

I assured him that I had no doubt of it; and on that he fell into a reverie, and I to watching him. Alas for the littleness of our natures! He had received me with open arms, yet at sight of the happiness which took possession of his handsome face I gave way to the pettiest feeling which can harbour in a mans breast. I looked at him with eyes of envy, bitterly comparing my lot with that which fate had reserved for him. He had fortune, good looks, and success on his side, great relations, and high hopes; I stood in instant jeopardy, my future dark, and every path which presented itself so hazardous that I knew not which to adopt. He was young, and I past my prime; he in favour, and I a fugitive.

To such reflections he put an end in a way which made me blush for my churlishness. For, suddenly awaking out, of his pleasant dream, he asked me about myself and my fortunes, inquiring eagerly how I came to be in St. Cloud, and listening to the story of my adventures with a generous anxiety which endeared him to me more and more. When I had done  and by that time Simon had joined us, and was waiting at the lower end of the room  he pronounced that I must see the king.

There is nothing else for it, he said.

I have come to see him, I answered.

Mon dieu, yes! he continued, rising from his seat and looking at me with a face of concern. No one else can help you.

I nodded.

Turenne has four thousand men here. You can do nothing against so many?

Nothing, I said. The question is, will the king protect me?

It is he or no one, M. dAgen answered warmly. You cannot see him to-night: he has a Council. To-morrow at daybreak you may. You must lie here to-night, and I will set my fellows to watch, and I think you will be safe. I will away now and see if my uncle will help. Can you think of anyone else who would speak for you?

I considered, and was about to answer in the negative, when Simon, who had listened with a scared face, suggested M. de Crillon.

Yes, if he would, M. dAgen exclaimed, looking at the lad with approbation. He has weight with the king.

I think he might, I replied slowly. I had a curious encounter with him last night. And with that I told M. dAgen of the duel I fought at the inn.

Good! he said, his eyes sparkling. I wish I had been there to see. At any rate we will try him. Crillon fears no one, not even the king.

So it was settled. For that night I was to keep close in my friends lodging, showing not even my nose at the window.

When he had gone on his errand, and I found myself alone in the room, I am fain to confess that I fell very low in my spirits. M. dAgens travelling equipment lay about the apartment, but failed to give any but an untidy air to its roomy bareness. The light was beginning to wane, the sun was gone. Outside, the ringing of bells and the distant muttering of guns, with the tumult of sounds which rose from the crowded street, seemed to tell of joyous life and freedom, and all the hopes and ambitions from which I was cut off.

Having no other employment, I watched the street, and keeping myself well retired from the window saw knots of gay riders pass this way and that through the crowd, their corslets shining and their voices high. Monks and ladies, a cardinal and an ambassador, passed under my eyes  these and an endless procession of townsmen and beggars, soldiers and courtiers, Gascons, Normans and Picards. Never had I seen such a sight or so many people gathered together. It seemed as if half Paris had come out to make submission, so that while my gorge rose against my own imprisonment, the sight gradually diverted my mind from my private distresses, by bidding me find compensation for them in the speedy and glorious triumph of the cause.

Even when the light failed the pageant did not cease, but, torches and lanthorns springing into life, turned night into day. From every side came sounds of revelry or strife. The crowd continued to perambulate the streets until a late hour, with cries of VIVE LE ROI! and VIVE NAVARRE! while now and again the passage of a great noble with his suite called forth a fresh outburst of enthusiasm. Nothing seemed more certain, more inevitable, more clearly predestinated than that twenty-four hours must see the fall of Paris.

Yet Paris did not fall.

When M. dAgen returned a little before midnight, he found me still sitting in the dark looking from the window. I heard him call roughly for lights, and apprised by the sound of his voice that something was wrong, I rose to meet him. He stood silent awhile, twirling his small moustaches, and then broke into a passionate tirade, from which I was not slow to gather that M. de Rambouillet declined to serve me.

Well, I said, feeling for the young mans distress and embarrassment, perhaps he is right.

He says that word respecting you came this evening, my friend answered, his cheeks red with shame, and that to countenance you after that would only be to court certain humiliation. I did not let him off too easily, I assure you, M. dAgen continued, turning away to evade my gaze; but I got no satisfaction. He said you had his good-will, and that to help you he would risk something, but that to do so under these circumstances would be only to injure himself.

There is still Crillon, I said, with as much cheerfulness as I could assume. Pray Heaven he be there early! Did M. de Rambouillet say anything else?

That your only chance was to fly as quickly and secretly as possible.

He thought; my situation desperate, then?

My friend nodded; and scarcely less depressed on my account than ashamed on his own, evinced so much feeling that it was all I could do to comfort him; which I succeeded in doing only when I diverted the conversation to Madame de Bruhl. We passed the short night together, sharing the same room and the same bed, and talking more than we slept  of madame and mademoiselle, the castle on the hill, and the camp in the woods, of all old days en fin, but little of the future. Soon after dawn Simon, who lay on a pallet across the threshold, roused me from a fitful sleep into which I had just fallen, and a few minutes later I stood up dressed and armed, ready to try the last chance left to me.

M. dAgen had dressed stage for stage with me, and I had kept silence. But when he took up his cap, and showed clearly that he had it in his mind to go with me, I withstood him. No, I said, you can do me little good, and may do yourself much harm.

You shall not go without one friend, he cried fiercely.

Tut, tut! I said. I shall have Simon.

But Simon, when I turned to speak to him, was gone. Few men are at their bravest in the early hours of the day, and it did not surprise me that the lads courage had failed him. The defection only strengthened, however, the resolution I had formed that I would not injure M. dAgen; though it was some time before I could persuade him that I was in earnest, and would go alone or not at all. In the end he had to content himself with lending me his back and breast, which I gladly put on, thinking it likely enough that I might be set upon before I reached the castle. And then, the time being about seven, I parted from him with many embraces and kindly words, and went into the street with my sword under my cloak.

The town, late in rising after its orgy, lay very still and quiet. The morning was grey and warm, with a cloudy sky. The flags, which had made so gay, a show yesterday, hung close to the poles, or flapped idly and fell dead again. I walked slowly along beneath them, keeping a sharp look-out on every side; but there were few persons moving in the streets, and I reached the Castle gates without misadventure. Here was something of life; a bustle of officers and soldiers passing in and out, of courtiers whose office made their presence necessary, of beggars who had flocked hither in the night for company. In the middle of these I recognised on a sudden and with great surprise Simon Fleix walking my horse up and down. On seeing me he handed it to a boy, and came up to speak to me with a red face, muttering that four legs were better than two. I did not say much to him, my heart being full and my thoughts occupied with the presence chamber and what I should say there; but I nodded kindly to him, and he fell in behind me as the sentries challenged me. I answered them that I sought M. de Crillon, and so getting by, fell into the rear of a party of three who seemed bent on the same errand as myself.

One of these was a Jacobin monk, whose black and white robes, by reminding me of Father Antoine, sent a chill to my heart. The second, whose eye I avoided, I knew to be M. la Guesle, the kings Solicitor-General. The third was a stranger to me. Enabled by M. la Guesles presence to pass the main guards without challenge, the party proceeded through a maze of passages and corridors, conversing together in a low tone; while I, keeping in their train with my face cunningly muffled, got as far by this means as the ante-chamber, which I found almost empty. Here I inquired of the usher for M. de Crillon, and learned with the utmost consternation that he was not present.

This blow, which almost stunned me, opened my eyes to the precarious nature of my position, which only the early hour and small attendance rendered possible for a moment. At any minute I might be recognised and questioned, or my name be required; while the guarded doors of the chamber shut me off as effectually from the kings face and grace as though I were in Paris, or a hundred leagues away. Endeavouring to the best of my power to conceal the chagrin and alarm which possessed me as this conviction took hold of me, I walked to the window; and to hide my face more completely and at the same time gain a moment to collect my thoughts, affected to be engaged in looking through it.

Nothing which passed in the room, however, escaped me. I marked everything and everyone, though all my thought was how I might get to the king. The barber came out of the chamber with a silver basin, and stood a moment, and went in again with an air of vast importance. The guards yawned, and an officer entered, looked round, and retired. M. la Guesle, who had gone in to the presence, came out again and stood near me talking with the Jacobin, whose pale nervous face and hasty movements reminded me somehow of Simon Fleix. The monk held a letter or petition in his hand, and appeared to be getting it by heart, for his lips moved continually. The light which fell on his face from the window showed it to be of a peculiar sweaty pallor, and distorted besides. But supposing him to be devoted, like many of his kind, to an unwholesome life, I thought nothing of this; though I liked him little, and would have shifted my place but for the convenience of his neighbourhood.

Presently, while I was cudgelling my brains, a person came out and spoke to La Guesle; who called in his turn to the monk, and started hastily towards the door. The Jacobin followed. The third person who had entered in their company had his attention directed elsewhere at the moment; and though La Guesle called to him, took no heed. On the instant I grasped the situation. Taking my courage in my hands, I crossed the floor behind the monk; who, hearing me, or feeling his robe come in contact with me, presently started and looked round suspiciously, his face wearing a scowl so black and ugly that I almost recoiled from him, dreaming for a moment that I saw before me the very spirit of Father Antoine. But as the man said nothing, and the next instant averted his gaze, I hardened my heart and pushed on behind him, and passing the usher, found myself as by magic in the presence which had seemed a while ago as unattainable by my wits as it was necessary to my safety.

It was not this success alone, however, which caused my heart to beat more hopefully. The king was speaking as I entered, and the gay tones of his voice seemed to promise a favourable reception. His Majesty sat half-dressed on a stool at the farther end of the apartment, surrounded by five or six noblemen, while as many attendants, among whom I hastened to mingle, waited near the door.

La Guesle made as if he would advance, and then, seeing the kings attention was not on him, held back. But in a moment the king saw him and called to him. Ha, Guesle! he said with good-temper, is it you? Is your friend with you?

The Solicitor went forward with the monk at his elbow, and I had leisure to remark the favourable change which had taken place in the king, who spoke more strongly and seemed in better health than of old. His face looked less cadaverous under the paint, his form a trifle less emaciated. That which struck me more than anything, however, was the improvement in his spirits. His eyes sparkled from time to time, and he laughed continually, so that I could scarcely believe that he was the same man whom I had seen overwhelmed with despair and tortured by his conscience.

Letting his attention slip from La Guesle, he began to bandy words with the nobleman who stood nearest to him; looking up at him with a roguish eye, and making bets on the fall of Paris.

Morbleu! I heard him cry gaily, I would give a thousand pounds to see the Montpensier this morning! She may keep her third crown for herself. Or, PESTE! we might put her in a convent. That would be a fine vengeance!

The veil for the tonsure, the nobleman said with a smirk.

Ay. Why not? She would have made a monk of me, the king rejoined smartly. She must be ready to hang herself with her garters this morning, if she is not dead of spite already. Or, stay, I had forgotten her golden scissors. Let her open a vein with them. Well, what does your friend want, La Guesle?

I did not hear the answer, but it was apparently satisfactory, for in a minute all except the Jacobin fell back, leaving the monk standing before the king; who, stretching out his hand, took from him a letter. The Jacobin, trembling visibly, seemed scarcely able to support the honour done him, and the king, seeing this, said in a voice audible to all, Stand up, man. You are welcome. I love a cowl as some love a ladys hood. And now, what is this?

He read a part of the letter and rose. As he did so the monk leaned forward as though to receive the paper back again, and then so swiftly, so suddenly, with so unexpected a movement that no one stirred until all was over, struck the king in the body with a knife! As the blade flashed and was hidden, and His Majesty with a deep sob fell back on the stool, then, and not till then, I knew that I had missed a providential chance of earning pardon and protection. For had I only marked the Jacobin as we passed the door together, and read his evil face aright, a word, one word, had done for me more than the pleading of a score of Crillons!

Too late a dozen sprang forward to the kings assistance; but before they reached him he had himself drawn the knife from the wound and struck the assassin with it on the head. While some, with cries of grief, ran to support Henry, from whose body the blood was already flowing fast, others seized and struck down the wretched monk. As they gathered round him I saw him raise himself for a moment on his knees and look upward; the blood which ran down his face, no less than the mingled triumph and horror of his features, impressed the sight on my recollection. The next instant three swords were plunged into his breast, and his writhing body, plucked up from the floor amid a transport of curses, was forced headlong through the casement and flung down to make sport for the grooms and scullions who stood below.

A scene of indescribable confusion followed, some crying that the king was dead, while others called for a doctor, and some by name for Dortoman. I expected to see the doors closed and all within secured, that if the man had confederates they might be taken. But there was no one to give the order. Instead, many who had neither the ENTREE nor any business in the chamber forced their way in, and by their cries and pressure rendered the hub-bub and tumult a hundred times worse. In the midst of this, while I stood stunned and dumbfounded, my own risks and concerns forgotten, I felt my sleeve furiously plucked, and, looking round, found Simon at my elbow. The lads face was crimson, his eyes seemed, starting from his head.

Come, he muttered, seizing my arm. Come! And without further ceremony or explanation he dragged me towards the door, while his face and manner evinced as much heat and impatience as if he had been himself the assassin. Come, there is not a moment to be lost, he panted, continuing his exertions without the least intermission.

Whither? I said, in amazement, as I reluctantly permitted him to force me along the passage and through the gaping crowd on the stairs. Whither, man?

Mount and ride! was the answer he hissed in my ear. Ride for your life to the King of Navarre  to the King of France it may be! Ride as you have never ridden before, and tell him the news, and bid him look to himself! Be the first, and, Heaven helping us, Turenne may do his worst!

I felt every nerve in my body tingle as I awoke to his meaning. Without a word I left his arm, and flung myself into the crowd which filled the lower passage to suffocation. As I struggled fiercely with them Simon aided me by crying A doctor! a doctor! make way there! and this induced many to give place to me under the idea that I was an accredited messenger. Eventually I succeeded in forcing my way through and reaching the courtyard; being, as it turned out, the first person to issue from the Chateau. A dozen people sprang towards me with anxious eyes and questions on their lips; but I ran past them and, catching the Cid, which was fortunately at hand, by the rein, bounded into the saddle.

As I turned the horse to the gate I heard Simon cry after me. The Scholars Meadow! Go that way! and then I heard no more. I was out of the yard and galloping bare-headed down the pitched street, while women snatched their infants up and ran aside, and men came startled to the doors, crying that the League was upon us. As the good horse flung up his head and bounded forward, hurling the gravel behind him with hoofs which slid and clattered on the pavement, as the wind began to whistle by me, and I seized the reins in a shorter grip, I felt my heart bound with exultation. I experienced such a blessed relief and elation as the prisoner long fettered and confined feels when restored to the air of heaven.

Down one street and through a narrow lane we thundered, until a broken gateway stopped with fascines  through which the Cid blundered and stumbled  brought us at a bound into the Scholars Meadow just as the tardy sun broke through the clouds and flooded the low, wide plain with brightness. Half a league in front of us the towers of Meudon rose to view on a hill. In the distance, to the left, lay the walls of Paris, and nearer, on the same side, a dozen forts and batteries; while here and there, in that quarter, a shining clump of spears or a dense mass of infantry betrayed the enemys presence.

I heeded none of these things, however, nor anything except the towers of Meudon, setting the Cids head straight for these and riding on at the top of his speed. Swiftly ditch and dyke came into view before us and flashed away beneath us. Men lying in pits rose up and aimed at us; or ran with cries to intercept us. A cannon-shot fired from the fort by Issy tore up the earth to one side; a knot of lancers sped from the shelter of an earthwork in the same quarter, and raced us for half a mile, with frantic shouts and threats of vengeance. But all such efforts were vanity. The Cid, fired by this sudden call upon his speed, and feeling himself loosed  rarest of events  to do his best, shook the foam from his bit, and opening his blood-red nostrils to the wind, crouched lower and lower; until his long neck, stretched out before him, seemed, as the sward swept by, like the point of an arrow speeding resistless to its aim.

God knows, as the air rushed by me and the sun shone in my face, I cried aloud like a boy, and though I sat still and stirred neither hand nor foot, lest I should break the good Sards stride, I prayed wildly that the horse which I had groomed with my own hands and fed with my last crown might hold on unfaltering to the end. For I dreamed that the fate of a nation rode in my saddle; and mindful alike of Simons words, Bid him look to himself, and of my own notion that the League would not be so foolish as to remove one enemy to exalt another, I thought nothing more likely than that, with all my fury, I should arrive too late, and find the King of Navarre as I had left the King of France.

In this strenuous haste I covered a mile as a mile has seldom been covered before; and I was growing under the influence of the breeze which whipped my temples somewhat more cool and hopeful, when I saw on a sudden right before me, and between me and Meudon, a handful of men engaged in a MELEE. There were red and white jackets in it  leaguers and Huguenots  and the red coats seemed to be having the worst of it. Still, while I watched, they came off in order, and unfortunately in such a way and at such a speed that I saw they must meet me face to face whether I tried to avoid the encounter or not. I had barely time to take in the danger and its nearness, and discern beyond both parties the main-guard of the Huguenots, enlivened by a score of pennons, when the Leaguers were upon me.

I suppose they knew that no friend would ride for Meudon at that pace, for they dashed at me six abreast with a shout of triumph; and before I could count a score we met. The Cid was still running strongly, and I had not thought to stay him, so that I had no time to use my pistols. My sword I had out, but the sun dazzled me and the men wore corslets, and I made but poor play with it; though I struck out savagely, as we crashed together, in my rage at this sudden crossing of my hopes when all seemed done and gained. The Cid faced them bravely  I heard the distant huzza of the Huguenots  and I put aside one point which threatened my throat. But the sun was in my eyes and something struck me on the head. Another second, and a blow in the breast forced me fairly from the saddle. Gripping furiously at the air I went down, stunned and dizzy, my last thought as I struck the ground being of mademoiselle, and the little brook with the stepping-stones.


CHAPTER XXXV. LE ROI EST MORT!

It was M. dAgens breastpiece saved my life by warding off the point of the varlets sword, so that the worst injury I got was the loss of my breath for five minutes, with a swimming in the head and a kind of syncope. These being past, I found myself on my back on the ground, with a mans knee on my breast and a dozen horsemen standing round me. The sky reeled dizzily before my eyes and the mens figures loomed gigantic; yet I had sense enough to know what had happened to me, and that matters might well be worse.

Resigning myself to the prospect of captivity, I prepared to ask for quarter; which I did not doubt I should receive, since they had taken me in an open skirmish, and honestly, and in the daylight. But the man whose knee already incommoded me sufficiently, seeing me about to speak, squeezed me on a sudden so fiercely, bidding me at the same time in a gruff whisper be silent, that I thought I could not do better than obey.

Accordingly I lay still, and as in a dream, for my brain was still clouded, heard someone say, Dead! Is he? I hoped we had come in time. Well, he deserved a better fate. Who is he, Rosny?

Do you know him, Maignan? said a voice which sounded strangely familiar.

The man who knelt; upon me answered, No, my lord. He is a stranger to me. He has the look of a Norman.

Like enough! replied a high-pitched voice I had not heard before. For he rode a good horse. Give me a hundred like it, and a hundred men to ride as straight, and I would not envy the King of France.

Much less his poor cousin of Navarre, the first speaker rejoined in a laughing tone, without a whole shirt to his back or a doublet that is decently new. Come, Turenne, acknowledge that you are not so badly off after all!

At that word the cloud which had darkened my faculties swept on a sudden aside. I saw that the men into whose hands I had fallen wore white favours, their leader a white plume; and comprehended without more that the King of Navarre had come to my rescue, and beaten off the Leaguers who had dismounted me. At the same moment the remembrance of all that had gone before, and especially of the scene I had witnessed in the kings chamber, rushed upon my mind with such overwhelming force that I fell into a fury of impatience at the thought of the time I had wasted; and rising up suddenly I threw off Maignan with all my force, crying out that I was alive  that I was alive, and had news.

The equerry did his best to restrain me, cursing me under his breath for a fool, and almost; squeezing the life out of me. But in vain, for the King of Navarre, riding nearer, saw me struggling. Hallo! hallo! tis a strange dead man, he cried, interposing. What is the meaning of this? Let him go! Do you hear, sirrah? Let him go!

The equerry obeyed and stood back sullenly, and I staggered to my feet, and looked round with eyes which still swam and watered. On the instant a cry of recognition greeted me, with a hundred exclamations of astonishment. While I heard my name uttered on every side in a dozen different tones, I remarked that M. de Rosny, upon whom my eyes first fell, alone stood silent, regarding me with a face of sorrowful surprise.

By heavens, sir, I knew nothing of this! I heard the King of Navarre declare, addressing himself to the Vicomte de Turenne. The man is here by no connivance of mine. Interrogate him yourself, if you will. Or I will. Speak, sir, he continued, turning to me with his countenance hard and forbidding. You heard me yesterday, what I promised you? Why, in Gods name, are you here to-day?

I tried to answer, but Maignan had so handled me that I had not breath enough, and stood panting.

Your Highnesss clemency in this matter, M. de Turenne said, with a sneer, has been so great he trusted to its continuance. And doubtless he thought to find you alone. I fear I am in the way.

I knew him by his figure and his grand air, which in any other company would have marked him for master; and forgetting the impatience which a moment before had consumed me  doubtless I was still light-headed  I answered him. Yet I had once the promise of your lordships protection, I gasped.

My protection, sir? he exclaimed, his eyes gleaming angrily.

Even so, I answered. At the inn at Etampes, where M. de Crillon would have fought me.

He was visibly taken aback. Are you that man? he cried.

I am. But I am not here to prate of myself, I replied. And with that  the remembrance of my neglected errand flashing on me again  I staggered to the King of Navarres side, and, falling on my knees, seized his stirrup. Sire, I bring you news! great news! dreadful news! I cried, clinging to it. His Majesty was but a quarter of an hour ago stabbed in the body in his chamber by a villain monk. And is dying, or, it may be, dead.

Dead? The King! Turenne cried with an oath. Impossible!

Vaguely I heard others crying, some this, some that, as surprise and consternation, or anger, or incredulity moved them. But I did not answer them, for Henry, remaining silent, held me spellbound and awed by the marvellous change which I saw fall on his face. His eyes became on a sudden suffused with blood, and seemed to retreat under his heavy brows; his cheeks turned of a brick-red colour; his half-open lips showed his teeth gleaming through his beard; while his great nose, which seemed to curve and curve until it well-nigh met his chin, gave to his mobile countenance an aspect as strange as it was terrifying. Withal he uttered for a time no word, though I saw his hand, grip the riding-whip he held in a convulsive grasp, as though his thought were Tis mine! Mine! Wrest it away who dares!

Bethink you, sir, he said at last, fixing his piercing eyes on me, and speaking in a harsh, low tone, like the growling of a great dog, this is no jesting-time. Nor will you save your skin by a ruse. Tell me, on your peril, is this a trick?

Heaven forbid, sire! I answered with passion. I was in the chamber, and saw it; with my own eyes. I mounted on the instant, and rode hither by the shortest route to warn your Highness to look to yourself. Monks are many, and the Holy Union is not apt to stop half-way.

I saw he believed me, for his face relaxed. His breath seemed to come and go again, and for the tenth part of a second his eyes sought M. de Rosnys. Then he looked at me again.

I thank you, sir, he said, bowing gravely and courteously, for your care for me  not for your tidings, which are of the sorriest. God grant my good cousin and king may be hurt only. Now tell us exactly  for these gentlemen are equally interested with myself  had a surgeon seen him?

I replied in the negative, but added that the wound was in the groin, and bled much.

You said a few minutes ago, dying or already dead! the King of Navarre rejoined. Why?

His Majestys face was sunken, I stammered.

He nodded. You may be mistaken, he said. I pray that you are. But here comes Mornay. He may know more.

In a moment I was abandoned, even by M. de Turenne, so great was the anxiety which possessed all to learn the truth. Maignan alone, under pretence of adjusting a stirrup, remained beside me, and entreated me in a low voice to begone. Take this horse, M. de Marsac, if you will, he urged, and ride back the way you came. You have done what you came to do. Go back, and be thankful.

Chut! I said, there is no danger.

You will see, he replied darkly, if you stay here. Come, come, take my advice and the horse, he persisted, and begone! Believe me, it will be for the best.

I laughed outright at his earnestness and his face of perplexity. I see you have M. de Rosnys orders to get rid of me, I said. But I am not going, my friend. He must find some other way out of his embarrassment, for here I stay.

Well, your blood be on your own head, Maignan retorted, swinging himself into the saddle with a gloomy face. I have done my best to save you!

And your master! I answered, laughing.

For flight was the last thing I had in my mind. I had ridden this ride with a clear perception that the one thing I needed was a footing at Court. By the special kindness of Providence I had now gained this; and I was not the man to resign it because it proved to be scanty and perilous. It was something that I had spoken to the great Vicomte face to face and not been consumed, that I had given him look for look and still survived, that I had put in practice Crillons lessons and come to no harm.

Nor was this all. I had never in the worst times blamed the King of Navarre for his denial of me, I had been foolish, indeed, seeing that it was in the bargain, had I done so; nor had I ever doubted his good-will or his readiness to reward me should occasion arise. Now, I flattered myself, I had given him that which he needed, and had hitherto lacked  an excuse, I mean, for interference in my behalf.

Whether I was right or wrong in this notion I was soon to learn, for at this moment Henrys cavalcade, which had left me a hundred paces behind, came to a stop, and while some of the number waved to me to come on, one spurred back to summon me to the king. I hastened to obey the order as fast as I could, but I saw on approaching that though all was at a standstill till I came up, neither the King of Navarre nor M. de Turenne was thinking principally of me. Every face, from Henrys to that of his least important courtier, wore an air of grave preoccupation; which I had no difficulty in ascribing to the doubt present in every mind, and outweighing every interest, whether the King of France was dead, or dying, or merely wounded.

Quick, sir! Henry said with impatience, as soon as I came within hearing. Do not detain me with your affairs longer than is necessary. M. de Turenne presses me to carry into effect the order I gave yesterday. But as you have placed yourself in jeopardy on my account I feel that; something is due to you. You will be good enough, therefore, to present yourself at once at M. la Varennes lodging, and give me your parole to remain there without stirring abroad until your affair is concluded.

Aware that I owed this respite, which at once secured my present safety and promised well for the future, to the great event that, even in M. de Turennes mind, had overshadowed all others, I bowed in silence. Henry, however, was not content with this. Come, sir, he said sharply, and with every appearance of anger, do you agree to that?

I replied humbly that I thanked him for his clemency.

There is no need of thanks, he replied coldly. What I have done is without prejudice to M. de Turennes complaint. He must have justice.

I bowed again, and in a moment the troop were gone at a gallop towards Meudon, whence, as I afterwards learned, the King of Navarre, attended by a select body of five-and-twenty horsemen, wearing private arms, rode on at full speed to St. Cloud to present himself at his Majestys bedside. A groom who had caught the Cid, which had escaped into the town with no other injury than a slight wound in the shoulder, by-and-by met me with the horse; and in this way I was enabled to render myself with some decency at Varennes lodging, a small house at the foot of the hill, not far from the Castle-gate.

Here I found myself under no greater constraint than that which my own parole laid upon me; and my room having the conveniency of a window looking upon the public street, I was enabled from hour to hour to comprehend and enter into the various alarms and surprises which made that day remarkable. The manifold reports which flew from mouth to mouth on the occasion, as well as the overmastering excitement which seized all, are so well remembered, however, that I forbear to dwell upon them, though they served to distract my mind from my own position. Suffice it that at one moment we heard that His Majesty was dead, at another that the wound was skin deep, and again that we might expect him at Meudon before sunset. The rumour that the Duchess de Montpensier had taken poison was no sooner believed than we were asked to listen to the guns of Paris firing FEUX DE JOIE in honour of the Kings death.

The streets were so closely packed with persons telling and hearing these tales that I seemed from my window to be looking on a fair. Nor was all my amusement withoutdoors; for a number of the gentlemen of the Court, hearing that I had been at St. Cloud in the morning, and in the very chamber, a thing which made me for the moment the most desirable companion in the world, remembered on a sudden that they had a slight acquaintance with me, and honoured me by calling upon me and sitting a great part of the day with me. From which circumstance I confess I derived as much hope as they diversion; knowing that courtiers are the best weather-prophets in the world, who hate nothing so much as to be discovered in the company of those on whom the sun does not shine.

The return of the King of Navarre, which happened about the middle of the afternoon, while it dissipated the fears of some and dashed the hopes of others, put an end to this state of uncertainty by confirming, to the surprise of many, that His Majesty was in no danger. We learned with varying emotions that the first appearances, which had deceived, not myself only, but experienced leeches, had been themselves belied by subsequent conditions; and that, in a word, Paris had as much to fear, and loyal men as much to hope, as before this wicked and audacious attempt.

I had no more than stomached this surprising information, which was less welcome to me, I confess, than it should have been, when the arrival of M. dAgen, who greeted me with the affection which he never failed to show me, distracted my thoughts for a time. Immediately on learning where I was and, the strange adventures which had befallen me he had ridden off; stopping only once, when he had nearly reached me, for the purpose of waiting on Madame de Bruhl. I asked him how she had received him.

Like herself, he replied with an ingenuous blush. More kindly than I had a right to expect, if not as warmly as I had the courage to hope.

That will come with time, I said, laughing. And Mademoiselle de la Vire?

I did not see her, he answered, but I heard she was well. And a hundred fathoms deeper in love, he added, eyeing me roguishly, than when I saw her last.

It was my turn to colour now, and I did so, feeling all the pleasure and delight such, a statement was calculated to afford me. Picturing mademoiselle as I had seen her last, leaning from her horse with love written so plainly on her weeping face that all who ran might read, I sank into so delicious a reverie that M. la Varenne, entering suddenly, surprised us both before another word passed on either side.

His look and tone were as abrupt as it was in his nature, which was soft and compliant, to make them. M. de Marsac, he said, I am sorry to put any constraint upon you, but I am directed to forbid you to your friends. And I must request this gentleman to withdraw.

But all day my friends have come in and out, I said with surprise. Is this a new order?

A written order, which reached me no farther back than two minutes ago, he answered plainly. I am also directed to remove you to a room at the back of the house, that you may not overlook the street.

But my parole was taken, I cried, with a natural feeling of indignation.

He shrugged his shoulders. I am sorry to say that I have nothing to do with that, he answered. I can only obey orders. I must ask this gentleman, therefore, to withdraw.

Of course M. dAgen had no option but to leave me; which he did, I could see, notwithstanding his easy and confident expressions, with a good deal of mistrust and apprehension. When he was gone, La Varenne lost no time in carrying out the remainder of his orders. As a consequence I found myself confined to a small and gloomy apartment which looked, at a distance of three paces, upon the smooth face of the rock on which the Castle stood. This change, from a window which commanded all the life of the town, and intercepted every breath of popular fancy, to a closet whither no sounds penetrated, and where the very transition from noon to evening scarcely made itself known, could not fail to depress my spirits sensibly; the more as I took it to be significant of a change in my fortunes fully as grave. Reflecting that I must now appear to the King of Navarre in the light of a bearer of false tidings, I associated the order to confine me more closely with his return from St. Cloud; and comprehending that M. de Turenne was once more at liberty to attend to my affairs, I began to look about me with forebodings which were none the less painful because the parole I had given debarred me from any attempt to escape.

Sleep and habit enabled me, nevertheless, to pass the night in comfort. Very early in the morning a great firing of guns, which made itself heard even in my quarters, led me to suppose that Paris had surrendered; but the servant who brought me my breakfast; declined in a surly fashion to give me any information. In the end, I spent the whole day alone, my thoughts divided between my mistress and my own prospects, which seemed to grow more and more gloomy as the hours succeeded one another. No one came near me, no step broke the silence of the house; and for a while I thought my guardians had forgotten even that I needed food. This omission, it is true, was made good about sunset, but still M. la Varenne did not appear, the servant seemed to be dumb, and I heard no sounds in the house.

I had finished my meal an hour or more, and the room was growing dark, when the silence was at last broken by quick steps passing along the entrance. They paused, and seemed to hesitate at the foot of the stairs, but the next moment they came on again, and stopped at my door. I rose from my seat on hearing the key turned in the lock, and my astonishment may be conceived when I saw no other than M. de Turenne enter, and close the door behind him.

He saluted me in a haughty manner as he advanced to the table, raising his cap for an instant and then replacing it. This done he stood looking at me, and I at him, in a silence which on my side was the result of pure astonishment; on his, of contempt and a kind of wonder. The evening light, which was fast failing, lent a sombre whiteness to his face, causing it to stand out from the shadows behind him in a way which was not without its influence on me.

Well! he said at, last, speaking slowly and with unimaginable insolence, I am here to look at you!

I felt my anger rise, and gave him back look for look. At your will, I said, shrugging my shoulders.

And to solve a question, he continued in the same tone. To learn whether the man who was mad enough to insult and defy me was the old penniless dullard some called him, or the dare-devil others painted him.

You are satisfied now? I said.

He eyed me for a moment closely; then with sudden heat he cried, Curse me if I am! Nor whether I have to do with a man very deep or very shallow, a fool or a knave!

You may say what you please to a prisoner, I retorted coldly.

Turenne commonly does  to whom he pleases! he answered. The next moment he made me start by saying, as he drew out a comfit-box and opened it, I am just from the little fool you have bewitched. If she were in my power I would have her whipped and put on bread and water till she came to her senses. As she is not, I must take another way. Have you any idea, may I ask, he continued in his cynical tone, what is going to become of you, M. de Marsac?

I replied, my heart inexpressibly lightened by what he had said of mademoiselle, that I placed the fullest confidence in the justice of the King of Navarre.

He repeated the name in a tone, I did not understand.

Yes, sir, the King of Navarre, I answered firmly.

Well, I daresay you have good reason to do so, he rejoined with a sneer. Unless I am mistaken he knew a little more of this affair than he acknowledges.

Indeed? The King of Navarre? I said, staring stolidly at him.

Yes, indeed, indeed, the King of Navarre! he retorted, mimicking me, with a nearer approach to anger than I had yet witnessed in him. But let him be a moment, sirrah! he continued, and do you listen to me. Or first look at that. Seeing is believing.

He drew out as he spoke a paper, or, to speak more correctly, a parchment, which he thrust with a kind of savage scorn into my hand. Repressing for the moment the surprise I felt, I took it to the window, and reading it with difficulty, found it to be a royal patent drawn, as far as I could judge, in due form, and appointing some person unknown  for the name was left blank  to the post of Lieutenant-Governor of the Armagnac, with a salary of twelve thousand livres a year!

Well, sir? he said impatiently.

Well? I answered mechanically. For my brain reeled; the exhibition of such a paper in such a way raised extraordinary thoughts in my mind.

Can you read it? he asked.

Certainly, I answered, telling myself that he would fain play a trick on me.

Very well, he replied, then listen. I am going to condescend; to make you an offer, M. de Marsac. I will procure you your freedom, and fill up the blank, which you see there, with your name  upon one condition.

I stared at him with all the astonishment it was natural for me to feel in the face, of such a proposition. You will confer this office on me? I muttered incredulously.

The king having placed it at my disposal, he answered, I will. But first let me remind you, he went on proudly, that the affair has another side. On the one hand I offer you such employment, M. de Marsac, as should satisfy your highest ambition. On the other, I warn you that my power to avenge myself is no less to-day than it was yesterday; and that if I condescend to buy you, it is because that course commends itself to me for reasons, not because it is the only one open.

I bowed. The condition, M. le Vicomte? I said huskily, beginning to understand him.

That you give up all claim and suit to the hand of my kinswoman, he answered lightly. That is all. It is a simple and easy condition.

I looked at him in renewed astonishment, in wonder, in stupefaction; asking myself a hundred questions. Why did he stoop to bargain, who could command? Why did he condescend to treat, who held me at his mercy? Why did he gravely discuss my aspirations, to whom they must seem the rankest presumption? Why?  but I could not follow it. I stood looking at him in silence; in perplexity as great as if he had offered me the Crown of France; in amazement and doubt and suspicion that knew no bounds.

Well! he said at last, misreading the emotion which appeared in my face. You consent, sir?

Never! I answered firmly.

He started. I think I cannot have heard you aright, he said, speaking slowly and almost courteously. I offer you a great place and my patronage, M. de Marsac. Do I understand that you prefer a prison and my enmity?

On those conditions, I answered.

Think, think! he said harshly.

I have thought, I answered.

Ay, but have you thought where you are? he retorted. Have you thought how many obstacles lie between you and this little fool? How many persons you must win over, how many friends you must gain? Have you thought what it will be to have me against you in this, or which of us is more likely to win in the end?

I have thought, I rejoined.

But my voice shook, my lips were dry. The room had grown dark. The rock outside, intercepting the light, gave it already the air of a dungeon. Though I did not dream of yielding to him, though I even felt that in this interview he had descended to my level, and I had had the better of him, I felt my heart sink. For I remembered how men immured in prisons drag out their lives always petitioning, always forgotten; how wearily the days go, that to free men are bright with hope and ambition. And I saw in a flash what it would be to remain here, or in some such place; never to cross horse again, or breathe the free air of Heaven, never to hear the clink of sword against stirrup, or the rich tones of M. dAgens voice calling for his friend!

I expected M. de Turenne to go when I had made my answer, or else to fall into such a rage as opposition is apt to cause in those who seldom encounter it. To my surprise, however, he restrained himself. Come, he said, with patience which fairly astonished me, and so much the more as chagrin was clearly marked in his voice, I know where you put your trust. You think the King of Navarre will protect you. Well, I pledge you the honour of Turenne that he will not; that the King of Navarre will do nothing to save you. Now, what do you say?

As I said before, I answered doggedly.

He took up the parchment from the table with a grim laugh. So much the worse for you then! he said, shrugging his shoulders. So much the worse for you! I took you for a rogue! It seems you are a fool!


CHAPTER XXXVI. VIVE LE ROI!

He took his leave with those words. But his departure, which I should have hailed a few minutes before with joy, as a relief from embarrassment and humiliation, found me indifferent. The statement to which he had solemnly pledged himself in regard to the King of Navarre, that I could expect no further help from him, had prostrated me; dashing my hopes and spirits so completely that I remained rooted to the spot long after his step had ceased to sound on the stairs. If what he said was true, in the gloom which darkened alike my room and my prospects I could descry no glimmer of light. I knew His Majestys weakness and vacillation too well to repose any confidence in him; if the King of Navarre also abandoned me, I was indeed without hope, as without resource.

I had stood some time with my mind painfully employed upon this problem, which my knowledge of M. de Turennes strict honour in private matters did not allow me to dismiss lightly, when I heard another step on the stairs, and in a moment M. la Varenne opened the door. Finding me in the dark he muttered an apology for the remissness of the servants; which I accepted, seeing nothing else for it, in good part.

We have been at sixes-and-sevens all day, and you have been forgotten, he continued. But you will have no reason to complain now. I am ordered to conduct you to His Majesty without delay.

To St. Cloud? I exclaimed, greatly astonished.

No, the king of France is here, he answered.

At Meudon?

To be sure. Why not?

I expressed my wonder at his Majestys rapid recovery.

Pooh! he answered roughly. He is as well as he ever was. I will leave you my light. Be good enough to descend as soon as you are ready, for it is ill work keeping kings waiting. Oh! and I had forgotten one thing, he continued, returning when he had already reached the door. My orders are to see that you do not hold converse with anyone until you have seen the king, M. de Marsac. You will kindly remember this if we are kept waiting in the antechamber.

Am I to be transported to  other custody? I asked, my mind full of apprehension.

He shrugged his shoulders. Possibly, he replied. I do not know.

Of course there was nothing for it but to murmur that I was at the kings disposition; after which La Varenne retired, leaving me to put the best face on the matter I could. Naturally I augured anything but well of an interview weighted with such a condition; and this contributed still further to depress my spirits, already lowered by the long solitude in which I had passed the day. Fearing nothing, however, so much as suspense, I hastened to do what I could to repair my costume, and then descended to the foot of the stairs, where I found my custodian awaiting me with a couple of servants, of whom one bore a link.

We went out side by side, and having barely a hundred yards to go, seemed in a moment to be passing through the gate of the Castle. I noticed that the entrance was very strongly guarded, but an instants reflection served to remind me that this was not surprising after what had happened at St. Cloud. I remarked to M. la Varenne as we crossed the courtyard that I supposed Paris had surrendered; but he replied in the negative so curtly, and with so little consideration, that I forebore to ask any other questions; and the Chateau being small, we found ourselves almost at once in a long, narrow corridor, which appeared to serve as the antechamber.

It was brilliantly lighted and crowded from end to end, and almost from wall to wall, with a mob of courtiers; whose silence, no less than their keen and anxious looks, took me by surprise. Here and there two or three, who had seized upon the embrasure of a window, talked together in a low tone; or a couple, who thought themselves sufficiently important to pace the narrow passage between the waiting lines, conversed in whispers as they walked. But even these were swift to take alarm, and continually looked askance; while the general company stood at gaze, starting and looking up eagerly whenever the door swung open or a newcomer was announced. The strange silence which prevailed reminded me of nothing so much as of the Court at Blois on the night of the Duke of Mercoeurs desertion; but that stillness had brooded over empty chambers, this gave a peculiar air of strangeness to a room thronged in every part.

M. la Varenne, who was received by those about the door with silent politeness, drew me into the recess of a window; whence I was able to remark, among other things, that the Huguenots present almost outnumbered the kings immediate following. Still, among those who were walking up and down, I noticed M. de Rambouillet, to whom at another time I should have hastened to pay my respects; with Marshal dAumont, Sancy, and Humieres. Nor had I more than noted the presence of these before the door of the chamber opened and added to their number Marshal Biron, who came out leaning on the arm of Crillon. The sight of these old enemies in combination was sufficient of itself to apprise me that some serious crisis was at hand; particularly as their progress through the crowd was watched, I observed, by a hundred curious and attentive eyes.

They disappeared at last through the outer door, and the assemblage turned as with one accord to see who came next. But nearly half an hour elapsed before the Chamber door, which all watched so studiously, again opened. This time it was to give passage to my late visitor, Turenne, who came out smiling, and leaning, to my great surprise, on the arm of M. de Rosny.

As the two walked down the room, greeting here and there an obsequious friend, and followed in their progress by all eyes, I felt my heart sink indeed; both at sight of Turennes good-humour, and of the company in which I found him. Aware that in proportion as he was pleased I was like to meet with displeasure, I still might have had hope left had I had Rosny left. Losing him, however  and I could not doubt, seeing him as I saw him, that I had lost him  and counting the King of Navarre as gone already, I felt such a failure of courage as I had never known before. I told myself with shame that I was not made for Courts, or for such scenes as these; and recalling with new and keen mortification the poor figure I had cut in the King of Navarres antechamber at St. Jean, I experienced so strange a gush of pity for my mistress that nothing could exceed the tenderness I felt for her. I had won her under false colours, I was not worthy of her. I felt that my mere presence in her company in such a place as this, and among these people, must cover her with shame and humiliation.

To my great relief, since I knew my face was on fire, neither of the two, as they walked down the passage, looked my way or seemed conscious of my neighbourhood. At the door they stood a moment talking earnestly, and it seemed as if M. de Rosny would have accompanied the Vicomte farther. The latter would not suffer it, however, but took his leave there; and this with so many polite gestures that my last hope based on M. de Rosny vanished.

Nevertheless, that gentleman was not so wholly changed that on his turning to re-traverse the room I did not see a smile flicker for an instant on his features as the two lines of bowing courtiers opened before him. The next moment his look fell on me, and though his face scarcely altered, he stopped opposite me.

M. de Marsac is waiting to see His Majesty? he asked aloud, speaking to M. la Varenne.

My companion remaining silent, I bowed.

In five minutes, M. de Rosny replied quietly, yet with a distant air, which made me doubt whether I had not dreamed all I remembered of this man. Ah! M. de Paul, what can I do for you? he continued. And he bent his head to listen to the application which a gentleman who stood next me poured into his ear. I will see, I heard him answer. In any case you shall know to-morrow.

But you will be my friend? M. Paul urged, detaining him by the sleeve.

I will put only one before you, he answered.

My neighbour seemed to shrink into himself with disappointment. Who is it? he murmured piteously.

The king and his service, my friend, M. de Rosny replied drily. And with that he walked away. But half a dozen times at least; before he reached the upper end of the room I saw the scene repeated.

I looked on at all this in the utmost astonishment, unable to guess or conceive what had happened to give M. de Rosny so much importance. For it did not; escape me that the few words he had stopped to speak to me had invested me with interest in the eyes of all who stood near. They gave me more room and a wider breathing-space, and looking at me askance, muttered my name in whispers. In my uncertainty, however, what this portended I drew no comfort from it; and before I had found time to weigh it thoroughly the door through which Turenne and Rosny had entered opened again. The pages and gentlemen who stood about it hastened to range themselves on either side. An usher carrying a white wand came rapidly down the room, here and there requesting the courtiers to stand back where the passage was narrow. Then a loud voice without cried, The King, gentlemen! the King! and one in every two of us stood a-tiptoe to see him enter.

But there came in only Henry of Navarre, wearing a violet cloak and cap.

I turned to La Varenne and with my head full of confusion, muttered impatiently, But the king, man! Where is the king?

He grinned at me, with his hand before his mouth. Hush! he whispered. Twas a jest we played on you! His late Majesty died at daybreak this morning. This is the king.

This! the King of Navarre? I cried; so loudly that some round us called Silence!

No, the King of France, fool! he replied. Your sword must be sharper than your wits, or I have been told some lies!

I let the gibe pass and the jest, for my heart was beating so fast and painfully that I could scarcely preserve my outward composure. There was a mist before my eyes, and a darkness which set the lights at defiance. It was in vain I tried to think what this might mean  to me. I could not put two thoughts together, and while I still questioned what reception I might expect, and who in this new state of things were my friends, the king stopped before me.

Ha, M. de Marsac! he cried cheerfully, signing to those who stood before me to give place. You are the gentleman who rode so fast to warn me the other morning. I have spoken to M. de Turenne about you, and he is willing to overlook the complaint he had against you. For the rest, go to my closet, my friend. Go! Rosny knows my will respecting you.

I had sense enough left to kneel and kiss his hand; but it was in silence, which he knew how to interpret. He had moved on and was speaking to another before I recovered the use of my tongue, or the wits which his gracious words had scattered. When I did so, and got on my feet again I found myself the centre of so much observation and the object of so many congratulations that I was glad to act upon the hint which La Varenne gave me, and hurry away to the closet.

Here, though I had now an inkling of what I had to expect, I found myself received with a kindness which bade fair to overwhelm me. Only M. de Rosny was in the room, and he took me by both hands in a manner which told me without a word that the Rosny of old days was back, and that; for the embarrassment I had caused him of late I was more than forgiven. When I tried to thank him for the good offices which I knew he had done me with the king he would have none of it; reminding me with a smile that he had eaten of my cheese when the choice lay between that and Lisieux.

And besides, my friend, he continued, his eyes twinkling, You have made me richer by five hundred crowns.

How so? I asked, wondering more and more.

I wagered that sum with Turenne that he could not bribe you, he answered, smiling. And see, he continued, selecting from some on the table the same parchment I had seen before, here is the bribe. Take it; it is yours. I have given a score to-day, but none with the same pleasure. Let me be the first to congratulate the Lieutenant-Governor of the Armagnac.

For a while I could not believe that he was in earnest; which pleased him mightily, I remember. When I was brought at last to see that the king had meant this for me from the first, and had merely lent the patent to Turenne that the latter might make trial of me, my pleasure and gratification were such that I could no more express them then than I can now describe them. For they knew no bounds. I stood before Rosny silent and confused, with long-forgotten tears welling up to my eyes, and one regret only in my heart  that my dear mother had not lived to see the fond illusions with which I had so often amused her turned to sober fact. Not then, but afterwards, I remarked that the salary of my office amounted to the exact sum which I had been in the habit of naming to her; and I learned that Rosny had himself fixed it on information given him by Mademoiselle de la Vire.

As my transports grew more moderate, and I found voice to thank my benefactor, he had still an answer. Do not deceive yourself, my friend, he said gravely, or think this an idle reward. My master is King of France, but he is a king without a kingdom, and a captain without money. To-day, to gain his rights, he has parted with half his powers. Before he win all back there will be blows  blows, my friend. And to that end I have bought your sword.

I told him that if no other left its scabbard for the king, mine should be drawn.

I believe you, he answered kindly, laying his hand on my shoulder. Not by reason of your words  Heaven knows I have heard vows enough to-day!  but because I have proved you. And now, he continued, speaking in an altered tone and looking at me with a queer smile, now I suppose you are perfectly satisfied? You have nothing more to wish for, my friend?

I looked aside in a guilty fashion, not daring to prefer on the top of all his kindness a further petition. Moreover, His Majesty might have other views; or on this point Turenne might have proved obstinate. In a word, there was nothing in what had happened, or on M. de Rosnys communication, to inform me whether the wish of my heart was to be gratified or not.

But I should have known that great man better than to suppose that he was one to promise without performing, or to wound a friend when he could not salve the hurt. After enjoying my confusion for a time he burst into a great shout of laughter, and taking me familiarly by the shoulders, turned me towards the door. There, go! he said. Go up the passage. You will find a door on the right, and a door on the left. You will know which to open.

Forbidding me to utter a syllable, he put me out. In the passage, where I fain would have stood awhile to collect my thoughts, I was affrighted by sounds which warned me that the king was returning that way. Fearing to be surprised by him in such a state of perturbation, I hurried to the end of the passage, where I discovered, as I had been told, two doors.

They were both closed, and there was nothing about either of them to direct my choice. But M. de Rosny was correct in supposing that I had not forgotten the advice he had offered me on the day when he gave me so fine a surprise in his own house When you want a good wife, M. de Marsac, turn to the right! I remembered the words, and without a moments hesitation  for the king and his suite were already entering the passage  I knocked boldly, and scarcely waiting for an invitation, went in.

Fanchette was by the door, but stood aside with a grim smile, which I was at liberty to accept as a welcome or not. Mademoiselle, who had been seated on the farther side of the table, rose as I entered, and we stood looking at one another. Doubtless she waited for me to speak first; while I on my side was so greatly taken aback by the change wrought in her by the Court dress she was wearing and the air of dignity with which she wore it, that I stood gasping. I turned coward after all that had passed between us. This was not the girl I had wooed in the greenwood by St. Gaultier; nor the pale-faced woman I had lifted to the saddle a score of times in the journey Paris-wards. The sense of unworthiness which I had experienced a few minutes before in the crowded antechamber returned in full force in presence of her grace and beauty, and once more I stood tongue-tied before her, as I had stood in the lodgings at Blois. All the later time, all that had passed between us was forgotten.

She, for her part, looked at me wondering at my silence. Her face, which had grown rosy red at my entrance, turned pale again. Her eyes grew large with alarm; she began to beat her foot on the floor in a manner I knew. Is anything the matter, sir? she muttered at last.

On the contrary, mademoiselle, I answered hoarsely, looking every way, and grasping at the first thing I could think of, I am just from M. de Rosny.

And he?

He has made me Lieutenant-Governor of the Armagnac.

She curtseyed to me in a wonderful fashion. It pleases me to congratulate you, sir, she said, in a voice between laughing and crying. It is not more than equal to your deserts.

I tried to thank her becomingly, feeling at the same time more foolish than I had ever felt in my life; for I knew that this was neither what I had come to tell nor she to hear. Yet I could not muster up courage nor find words to go farther, and stood by the table in a state of miserable discomposure.

Is that all, sir? she said at last, losing patience.

Certainly it was now or never, and I knew it. I made the effort. No, mademoiselle, I said in a low voice. Far from it. But I do not see here the lady to whom I came to address myself, and whom I have seen a hundred times in far other garb than yours, wet and weary and dishevelled, in danger and in flight. Her I have served and loved; and for her I have lived. I have had no thought for months that has not been hers, nor care save for her. I and all that I have by the kings bounty are hers, and I came to lay them at her feet. But I do not see her here.

No, sir? she answered in a whisper, with her face averted.

No, mademoiselle.

With a sudden brightness and quickness which set my heart beating she turned, and looked at me. Indeed! she said. I am sorry for that. It is a pity your love should be given elsewhere, M. de Marsac  since it is the kings will that you should marry me.

Ah, mademoiselle! I cried, kneeling before her  for she had come round the table and stood beside me But you?

It is my will too, sir, she answered, smiling through her tears.

* * *

On the following day Mademoiselle de la Vire became my wife; the kings retreat from Paris, which was rendered necessary by the desertion of many who were ill-affected to the Huguenots, compelling the instant performance of the marriage, if we would have it read by M. dAmours. This haste notwithstanding, I was enabled by the kindness of M. dAgen to make such an appearance, in respect both of servants and equipment, as became rather my future prospects than my past distresses. It is true that His Majesty, out of a desire to do nothing which might offend Turenne, did not honour us with his presence; but Madame Catherine attended on his behalf, and herself gave me my bride. M. de Sully and M. Crillon, with the Marquis de Rambouillet and his nephew, and my distant connection, the Duke de Rohan, who first acknowledged me on that day, were among those who earned my gratitude by attending me upon the occasion.

The marriage of M. Francois dAgen with the widow of my old rival and opponent did not take place until something more than a year later, a delay which was less displeasing to me than to the bridegroom, inasmuch as it left madame at liberty to bear my wife company during my absence on the campaign of Arques and Ivry. In the latter battle, which added vastly to the renown of M. de Rosny, who captured the enemys standard with his own hand, I had the misfortune to be wounded in the second of the two charges led by the king; and being attacked by two foot soldiers, as I lay entangled I must inevitably have perished but for the aid afforded me by Simon Fleix, who flew to the rescue with the courage of a veteran. His action was observed by the king, who begged him from me, and attaching him to his own person in the capacity of clerk, started him so fairly on the road to fortune that he has since risen beyond hope or expectation.

The means by which Henry won for a time the support of Turenne (and incidentally procured his consent to my marriage) are now too notorious to require explanation. Nevertheless, it was not until the Vicomtes union a year later with Mademoiselle de la Marck, who brought him the Duchy of Bouillon, that I thoroughly understood the matter; or the kindness peculiar to the king, my master, which impelled that great monarch, in the arrangement of affairs so vast, to remember the interests of the least of his servants.
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CHAPTER I.

The Fair At Fécamp.

I am Jehan de Bault, Seigneur of  I know not where, and Lord of seventeen lordships in the County of  I forget the name, of a most noble and puissant family, possessing the High Justice, the Middle, and the Low. In my veins runs the blood of Roland, and of my forefathers were three marshals of France. I stand here, the  

It was the eve of All Saints, and the famous autumn horse-fair was in progress at Fécamp  Fécamp on the Normandy coast, the town between the cliffs, which Boisrosé, in the year 93, snatched for the Great King by a feat of audacity unparalleled in war. This only by the way, however; and that a worthy deed may not die. For at the date of this fair of which we write, the last day of October, 1637, stout Captain Boisrosé, whom Sully made for his daring Lieutenant-General of the Ordnance, had long ceased to ruffle it; the Great King had lain in his grave a score of years or more; and though Sully, duke and peer and marshal, still lived, an aged, formal man, in his château of Villebon by Chartres, all France, crouching under the iron hand of the Cardinal, looked other ways.

The great snarled, biting at the hem of the red soutane. But that the mean and Jacques Bonhomme, the merchant and the trader, flourished under his rule, Fécamp was as good evidence this day as man could desire. Even old burghers who remembered Charles the Ninth, and the first glass windows ever seen in Fécamp outside the Abbey, could not say when the price of horses had been higher or the town more full. All day, and almost all night, the clatter of hoofs and babble of bargains filled the narrow streets; while hucksters cries and drunkards oaths, with all raucous sounds, went up to heaven like the smoke from a furnace. The Chariot dOr and the Holy Fig, haunts of those who came to buy, fairly hummed with guests, with nobles of the province and gay sparks from Rouen, army contractors from the Rhine, and dealers from the south. As for the Dame Belle and the Green Man, houses that lower down the street had food and forage for those who came to sell, they strewed their yards a foot deep with straw, and saying to all alike, Voilà, monsieur! charged the full price of a bed.

Beyond the streets it was the same. Strings of horses and ponies, with an army of grooms and chaunters, touts and cutpurses, camped on every piece of level ground, while the steeper slopes and hill-sides swarmed with troupes more picturesque, if less useful. For these were the pitches of the stilt-walkers and funambulists, the morris dancers and hobby-horses: in a word, of an innumerable company of quacks, jugglers, poor students, and pasteboard giants, come together for the delectation of the gaping Normans, and all under the sway and authority of the Chevalier du Guet, in whose honour two gibbets, each bearing a creaking corpse, rose on convenient situations overlooking the fair. For brawlers and minor sinners a pillory and a whipping-post stood handy by the landward gate, and from time to time, when a lusty vagrant or a handsome wench was dragged up for punishment, outvied in attraction all the professional shows.

Of these, one that seemed as successful as any in catching and chaining the fancy of the shifting crowd consisted of three persons  a man, a boy, and an ape  who had chosen for their pitch a portion of the steep hill-side overhanging the road. High up in this they had driven home an iron peg, and stretching a cord from this to the top of a tree which stood on the farther edge of the highway, had improvised a tight-rope at once simple and effective. All day, as the changing throng passed to and fro below, the monkey and the boy might be seen twisting and turning and posturing on this giddy eminence, while the man, fantastically dressed in an iron cap a world too big for him, and a back- and breast-piece which ill-matched his stained crimson jacket and taffety breeches, stood beating a drum at the foot of the tree, or now and again stepped forward to receive in a ladle the sous and eggs and comfits that rewarded the show.

He was a lean, middle-sized man, with squinting eyes and a crafty mouth. Unaided he might have made his living by cutting purses. But he had the wit to do by others what he could not do himself, and the luck to have that in his company which pleased all comers; for while the clowns gazed saucer-eyed at the uncouth form and hideous grimaces of the ape, the thin cheeks and panting lips of the boy touched the hearts of their mistresses, and drew from them many a cake and fairing. Still, with a crowd change is everything; and in the contest of attractions, where there was here a flying dragon and there a dancing bear, and in a place apart the mystery of Joseph of Arimathæa and the Sacred Fig-tree was being performed by a company that had played before the King in Paris  and when, besides all these raree shows, a score of quacks and wizards and collar-grinners with lungs of brass, were advertising themselves amid indescribable clanging of drums and squeaking of trumpets, it was not to be expected that a boy and a monkey could always hold the first place. An hour before sunset the ladle began to come home empty. The crowd grew thin. Gargantuan roars of laughter from the players booth drew off some who lingered. It seemed as if the trios run of success was at an end; and that, for all the profit they were still likely to make, they might pack up and be off to bed.

But Master Crafty Eyes knew better. Before his popularity quite flickered out he produced a folding stool. Setting it at the foot of the tree with a grand air, which of itself was enough to arrest the waverers, he solemnly covered it with a red cloth. This done, he folded his arms, looked very sternly two ways at once, and raising his hand without glancing upwards, cried, Tenez! His Excellency the Seigneur de Bault will have the kindness to descend.

The little handful of gapers laughed, and the laugh added to their number. But the boy, to whom the words were addressed, did not move. He sat idly on the rope, swaying to and fro, and looked out straight before him, with a set face, and a mutinous glare in his eyes. He appeared to be about twelve years old. He was lithe-limbed, and burned brown by the sun, with a mass of black hair and, strange to say, blue eyes. The ape sat cheek by jowl with him; and even at the sound of the masters voice turned to him humanly, as if to say, You had better go.

Still he did not move. Tenez! Master Crafty Eyes cried again, and more sharply. His Excellency the Seigneur de Bault will have the kindness to descend, and narrate his history. Écoutez! Écoutez! mesdames et messieurs! It will repay you.

This time the boy, frowning and stubborn, looked down from his perch. He seemed to be measuring the distance, and calculating whether his height from the ground would save him from the whip. Apparently he came to the conclusion it would not, for on the man crying Vitement! Vitement! and flinging a grim look upwards, he began to descend slowly, a sullen reluctance manifest in all his movements.

On reaching the ground, he made his way through the audience  which had increased to above a score  and climbed heavily on the stool, where he stood looking round him with a dark shamefacedness, surprising in one who was part of a show, and had been posturing all day long for the public amusement. The women, quick to espy the hollows in his cheeks, and the great wheal that seamed his neck, and quick also to admire the straightness of his limbs and the light pose of his head, regarded him pitifully. The men only stared; smoking had not yet come in at Fécamp, so they munched cakes and gazed by turns.

Oyez! Oyez! Oyez! cried the man with the drum. Listen to the remarkable, lamentable, and veritable history of the Seigneur de Bault, now before you! Oyez!

The boy cast a look round, but there was no escape. So, sullenly, and in a sing-song tone  through which, nevertheless, some note of dignity, some strange echo of power and authority, that gave the recital its bizarre charm and made it what it was, would continually force itself  he began with the words at the head of this chapter:  

I am Jehan de Bault, Seigneur of  I know not where, and Lord of seventeen lordships in the County of  I forget the name, of a most noble and puissant family, possessing the High Justice, the Middle, and the Low. In my veins runs the blood of Roland, and of my forefathers were three marshals of France. I stand here, the last of my race; in token whereof may God preserve my mother, the King, France, and this Province! I was stolen by gypsies at the age of five, and carried off and sold by my fathers steward, as Joseph was by his brethren, and I appeal to  I appeal to  all good subjects of France to  help me to  

My rights! interjected Crafty Eyes, with a savage glance.

My rights, the boy whispered, lowering his head.

The drum-man came forward briskly. Just so, ladies and gentlemen, he cried with wonderful glibness. And seldom as it is that you have before you the representative of one of our most noble and ancient families a-begging your help, seldom as that remarkable, lamentable, and veritable sight is to be seen in Fécamp, sure I am that you will respond willingly, generously, and to the point, my lord, ladies and gentlemen! And with this, and a far grander air than when it had been merely an affair of a boy and an ape, the knave carried round his ladle, doffing his cap to each who contributed, and saying politely, The Sieur de Bault thanks you, sir. The Sieur de Bault is your servant, madam.

There was something so novel in the whole business, something so odd and inexplicably touching in the boys words and manner, that with all the appearance of a barefaced trick, appealing only to the most ignorant, the thing wrought on the crowd: as doubtless it had wrought on a hundred crowds before. The first man to whom the ladle came grinned sheepishly and gave against his will; and his fellows throughout maintained a position of reserve, shrugging their shoulders and looking wisdom. But a dozen women became believers at once, and despite the blare and flare of rival dragons and Moriscoes and the surrounding din and hubbub, the ladle came back full of deniers and sous.

The showman was counting his gains into his pouch, when a silver franc spun through the air and fell at his feet, and at the same time a harsh voice cried, Here, you, sirrah! A word with you.

Master Crafty Eyes looked up, and doffing his cap humbly  for the voice was a voice of authority  went cringing to the speaker. This was an elderly man, well mounted, who had reined up his horse on the skirts of the crowd as the boy began his harangue. He had a plain soldiers face, with grey moustachios and a small, pointed grey beard, and he seemed to be a person of rank on his way out of the town; for he had two or three armed servants behind him, of whom one carried a valise on his crupper.

What is your will, noble sir? the showman whined, standing bare-headed at his stirrup and looking up at him.

Who taught the lad that rubbish? the horseman asked sternly.

No one, my lord. It is the truth.

Then bring him here, liar! was the answer.

The showman obeyed, not very willingly, dragging the boy off the stool, and jerking him through the crowd. The stranger looked down at the child for a moment in silence. Then he said sharply, Hark ye, tell me the truth, boy. What is your name?

The lad stood straight up, and answered without hesitation, Jehan de Bault.

Of nowhere in the County of No Name, the stranger gibed gravely. Of a noble and puissant family  and the rest. All that is true, I suppose?

A flicker as of hope gleamed in the boys eyes. His cheek reddened. He raised his hand to the horses shoulder, and answered in a voice which trembled a little, It is true.
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Where is Bault? the stranger asked grimly.

The lad looked puzzled and disappointed. His lip trembled, his colour lied again. He glanced here and there, and finally shook his head. I do not know, he said faintly.

Nor do I, the horseman replied, striking his long brown boot with his riding-switch to give emphasis to the words, and looking sternly round. Nor do I. And what is more, you may take it from me that there is no family of that name in France! And once more you may take this from me too. I am the Vicomte de Bresly, and I have a government in Guienne. Play this game in my county, and I will have you both whipped for common cheats, and you, Master Drummer, branded as well! Bear it in mind, sirrah; and when you perform, give Perigord a wide berth. That is all.

He struck his horse at the last word, and rode off; sitting, like an old soldier, so straight in his saddle that he did not see what happened behind him, or that the boy sprang forward with a hasty cry, and would, but for the showmans grasp, have followed him. He rode away, unheeding and without looking back; and the boy, after a brief passionate struggle with his master, collapsed.

You limb! the man with the drum cried, as he shook him. What bee has stung you? You wont be quiet, eh? Then take that! and that! and he struck the child brutally in the face  twice.

Some cried shame and some laughed. But it was nobodys business, and there were a hundred delights within sight. What was one little boy, or a blow more or less, amid the whirl and tumult of the fair? A score of yards away a dancing girl, a very Peri  or so she seemed by the light of four tallow candles  was pirouetting on a rickety platform. Almost rubbing elbows with her was a philosopher, who had conquered all the secrets of Nature except cleanliness, and was prepared to sell infallible love-philtres and the potion of perpetual youth  for four farthings! And beyond these stretched a vista of wonders and prodigies, all vocal, not to say deafening. So one by one, with a shrug or a sneer, the onlookers melted away, until only our trio remained: Master Crafty Eyes counting his gains, the boy sobbing against the bank on which he had thrown himself, and the monkey gibbering and chattering overhead  a dark shapeless object on an invisible rope. For night was falling: where the fun of the fair was not were gloom and a rising wind, lurking cutpurses, and waste land.

The showman seemed to feel this, for having counted his takings, he kicked up the boy and began to pack up. He had nearly finished, and was stooping over the coil of rope, securing the end, when a touch on his shoulder caused him to jump a yard. A tall man wrapped in a cloak, who had come up unseen, stood at his elbow.

Well! the showman cried, striving to hide his alarm under an appearance of bluster. And what may you want?

A word with you, the unknown answered.

The voice was so cold and passionless it gave Crafty Eyes a turn. Diable! he muttered, striving to pierce the darkness and see what the other was like. But he could not; so as to shake off the impression, he asked, with a sneer, You are not a vicomte, are you?

No, the stranger replied gravely, I am not.

Nor the governor of a county?

No.

Then you may speak! rejoined the showman grandly.

Not here, the cloaked man answered. I must see you alone.

Then you will have to come home with me, and wait until I have put up the boy, the other said. I am not going to lose him for you or anyone. And for a penny hed be off! Does it suit you? You may take it or leave it.

The unknown, whose features were completely masked by the dusk, nodded assent, and without more ado the four turned their faces towards the streets; the boy carrying the monkey, and the two men following close on his heels. Whenever they passed before a lighted booth the showman strove to learn something of his companions appearance but the latter wore his cloak so high about his face, and was so well served by a wide-flapped hat which almost met it, that curiosity was completely baffled; and they reached the low inn where the showman rented a corner of the stable without that cunning gentleman being a jot the wiser for his pains.

It was a vile, evil-smelling place they entered, divided into six or eight stalls by wooden partitions reaching half-way to the tiles. A horn lantern hung at each end filled it with yellow lights and deep shadows. A pony raised its head and whinnied as the men entered, but most of the stalls were empty, or tenanted only by drunken clowns sleeping in the straw.

You cannot lock him in here, said the stranger, looking round him.

The showman grunted. Cannot I? he said. There are tricks in all trades, master. I reckon I can  with this! And producing from somewhere about him a thin steel chain, he held it before the others face. That is my lock and door, he said triumphantly.

It wont hold him long, the other answered impassively. The fifth link from the end is worn through now.

You have sharp eyes! the showman exclaimed, with reluctant admiration. But it will hold a bit yet. I fasten him in yonder corner. Do you wait here, and I will come back to you.

He was not long about it. When he returned he led the stranger into the farthest of the stalls, which, as well as that next to it, was empty. We can talk here, he said bluntly. At any rate, I have no better place. The house is full. Now, what is it?

I want that boy, the tall man answered. The showman laughed  stopped laughing  laughed again. I dare say you do, he said derisively. There is not a better or a pluckier boy on the rope out of Paris. And for patter? There is nothing on the road like the bit he did this afternoon, nor a bit that pays as well.

Who taught it him? the stranger asked.

I did.

That is a lie, the other answered in a perfectly unmoved tone. If you like I will tell you what you did. You taught him the latter half of the story. The other he knew before: down to the word province.

The showman gasped. Diable! he muttered. Who told you?

Never mind. You bought the boy. From whom?

From some gypsies at the great fair of Beaucaire, the showman answered sullenly.

Who is he?

Crafty Eyes laughed dryly. If I knew I should not be padding the hoof, he said. Or, again, he may be nobody, and the tale patter. You have heard as much as I have. What do you think?

I think I shall find out when I have bought the boy, the stranger answered coolly. What will you take for him?

The showman gasped again. You come to the point, he said.

It is my custom. What is his price?

The showmans imagination had never soared beyond nor his ears ever heard of a larger sum than a thousand crowns. He mentioned it trembling. There might be such a sum in the world.

A thousand livres, if you like. Not a sou more, was the answer.

The nearer lantern threw a strong light on Crafty Eyes face; but that was mere shadow beside the light of cupidity which sparkled in his eyes. He could get another boy; scores of boys. But a thousand livres! A thousand livres! Tournois! he said faintly. Livres Tournois! In his wildest moments of avarice he had never dreamed of possessing such a sum.

No, Paris livres, the stranger answered coldly. Paid to-morrow at the Golden Chariot. If you agree, you will deliver the boy to me there at noon, and receive the money.

The showman nodded, vanquished by the mere sound of the sum. Paris livres let it be. Danae did not more quickly succumb to the golden shower.


CHAPTER II.

SOLOMON NÔTREDAME.

A little later that night, at the hour which saw the showman pay his second visit to the street before the Chariot dOr, there to stand gaping at the lighted windows, and peering into the courtyard in a kind of fascination  or perhaps to assure himself that the house would not fly away, and his golden hopes with it  the twelve-year-old boy, the basis of those hopes, awoke and stirred restlessly in the straw. He was cold, and the chain galled him. His face ached where the man had struck him. In the next stall two drunken men were fighting, and the place reeked with oaths and foulness. But none of these things were so novel as to keep the boy awake; and sighing and drawing the monkey nearer to him, he would in a moment have been asleep again if the moon, shining with great brightness through the little square aperture above him, had not thrown its light directly on his head, and roused him more completely.

He sat up and gazed at it, and God knows what softening thoughts and pitiful recollections the beauty of the night brought into his mind; but presently he began to weep  not as a child cries, with noise and wailing, but in silence, as a man weeps. The monkey awoke and crept into his breast, but he hardly regarded it. The misery, the hopelessness, the slavery of his life, ignored from hour to hour, or borne at other times with a boys nonchalance, filled his heart to bursting now. Crouching in his lair in the straw, he shook with agony. The tears welled up, and would not be restrained, until they hid the face of the sky and darkened even the moons pure light.

Or was it his tears? He dashed them away and looked, and rose slowly to his feet; while the ape, clinging to his breast, began to mow and gibber. A black mass, which gradually resolved itself, as the boys eyes cleared, into a mans hat and head, filled the aperture.

Hush! came from the head in a cautious whisper. Come nearer. I will not hurt you. Do you wish to escape, lad?

The boy clasped his hands in an ecstasy. Yes, oh yes! he murmured. The question chimed in so naturally with his thoughts, it scarcely surprised him.

If you were loose, could you get through this window? the man asked. He spoke cautiously, under his breath; but the noise in the next stall, to say nothing of a vile drinking song which was being chanted forth at the farther end of the stable, was such he might safely have shouted. Yes? Then take this file. Rub at the fifth link from the end: the one that is nearly through. Do you understand, boy?

Yes, yes, Jehan cried again, groping in the straw for the tool, which had fallen at his feet. I know.

When you are loose, cover up the chain, continued the other in a slow biting tone. Or lie on that part of it, and wait until morning. As soon as you see the first gleam of light, climb out through the window. You will find me outside.

The boy would have uttered his trembling thanks. But lo! in a moment the aperture was clear again; the moon sailed unchanged through an unchanged sky; and all was as before. Save for the presence of the little bit of rough steel in his hand, he might have thought it a dream. But the file was there; it was there, and with a choking sob of hope and fear and excitement, he fell to work on the chain.

It was clumsy work he made of it in the dark. But the link was so much worn, a man might have wrenched it open, and the boy did not spare his fingers. The dispute next door covered the song of the file; and the smoky horn lantern which alone lighted that end of the stable had no effect in the dark corner where he lay. True, he had to work by feel, looking out all the while for his tyrants coming; but the tool was good, and the fingers, hardened by many an hour of work on the rope, were strong and lithe. When the showman at last stumbled to his place in the straw, the boy lay free  free and trembling.

All was not done, however. It seemed an hour before the man settled himself  an hour of agony and suspense to Jehan, feigning sleep; since at any moment his master might take it into his head to look into things. But Crafty Eyes had no suspicion. Having kicked the boy and heard the chain rattle, and so assured himself that he was there  so much caution he exercised every night, drunk or sober  he was satisfied; and by-and-by, when his imagination, heated by thoughts of wealth, permitted it, he fell asleep, and dreamed that he had married the Cardinals cook-maid and ate collops on Sundays.

Even so, the night seemed endless to the boy, lying wakeful, with his eyes on the sky. Now he was hot, now cold. One moment the thought that the window might prove too strait for him threw him into a bath of perspiration; the next he shuddered at the possibility of re-capture, and saw himself dragged back and flayed by his brutal owner. But a watched pot does boil, though slowly. The first streak of dawn came at last  as it does when the sky is darkest; and with it, even as the boy rose warily to his feet, the sound of a faint whistle outside the window.

A common mortal could no more have passed through that window without noise than an old man can make himself young again. But the boy did it. As he dropped to the ground outside he heard the whistle again. The air was still dark; but a score of paces away, beyond a low wall, he made out the form of a horseman, and went towards it.

It was the man in the cloak, who stooped and held out his hand. Jump up behind me, he muttered.

The boy went to obey, but as he clasped the outstretched hand, it was suddenly withdrawn. What is that? What have you got there? the rider exclaimed, peering down at him.

It is only Taras, the monkey, Jehan said timidly.

Throw it away, the stranger answered. Do you hear me? he continued in a stern, composed tone. Throw it away, I say.

The boy stood hesitating a moment; then, without a word, he turned and fled into the darkness the way he had come. The man on the horse swore under his breath, but he had no remedy; and before he could tell what to expect, the boy was at his side again. Ive put it through the window, Jehan explained breathlessly. If I had left it here, the dogs and the boys would have killed it.

The man made no comment aloud, but jerked him roughly to the crupper; and bidding him hold fast, started the horse, which, setting off at an easy amble, quickly bore them out of Fécamp. As they passed through the fair-ground of yesterday  a shadowy, ghastly waste at this hour, peopled by wandering asses, and packhorses, and a few lurking figures that leapt up out of the darkness, and ran after them whining for alms  the boy shivered and clung close to his protector. But he had no more than recognised the scene before they were out of sight of it, and riding through the open fields. The grey dawn was spreading, the cocks at distant farms were crowing. The dim, misty countryside, the looming trees, the raw air, the chill that crept into his ill-covered bones  all these, which might have seemed to others wretched conditions enough, filled the boy with hope and gladness. For they meant freedom.

But presently, as they rode on, his thoughts took a fresh turn. They began to busy themselves, and fearfully, with the man before him, whose continued silence and cold reserve set a hundred wild ideas humming in his brain. What manner of man was he? Who was he? Why had he helped him? Jehan had heard of ogres and giants that decoyed children into forests and devoured them. He had listened to ballads of such adventures, sung at fairs and in the streets, a hundred times; now they came so strongly into his mind, and so grew upon him in this grim companionship, that by-and-by, seeing a wood before them through which the road ran, he shook with terror and gave himself up for lost. Sure enough, when they came to the wood, and had ridden a little way into it, the man, whose face he had never seen, stopped. Get down, he said sternly.
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Jehan obeyed, his teeth chattering, his legs quaking under him. He expected the man to produce a large carving-knife, or call some of his fellows out of the forest to share his repast. Instead, the stranger made a queer pass with his hands over his horses neck, and bade the boy go to an old stump which stood by the way. There is a hole in the farther side of it, he said. Look in the hole.

Jehan went trembling and found the hole, and looked. What do you see? the rider asked.

A piece of money, said Jehan.

Bring it to me, the stranger answered gravely.

The boy took it  it was only a copper sou  and did as he was bidden. Get up! said the horseman curtly. Jehan obeyed, and they went on as before.

When they had ridden half-way through the forest, however, the stranger stopped again. Get down, he said.

The boy obeyed, and was directed as on the former occasion  but not until the horseman had made the same strange gesture with his hands  to go to an old stump. This time he found a silver livre. He gave it to his master, and climbed again to his place, marvelling much.

A third time they stopped, on the farther verge of the forest. The same words passed, but this time the boy found a gold crown in the hole.

After that his mind no longer ran upon ogres and giants. Instead, another fancy almost as dreadful took possession of him. He remarked that everything the stranger wore was black: his cloak, his hat, his gauntlets. Even his long boots, which in those days were commonly made of untanned leather, were black. So was the furniture of the horse. Jehan noticed this as he mounted the third time; and connecting it with the marvellous springing up of money where the man willed, began to be seized with panic, never doubting but that he had fallen into the hands of the devil. Likely enough, he would have dropped off at the first opportunity that offered, and fled for his life  or his soul, but he did not know much of that  if the stranger had not in the nick of time drawn a parcel of food from his saddle-bag. He gave some to Jehan. Even so, the boy, hungry as he was, did not dare to touch it until he was assured that his companion was really eating  eating, and not pretending. Then, with a great sigh of relief, he began to eat too. For he knew that the devil never ate!

After this they rode on in silence, until, about an hour before noon, they came to a small farm-steading standing by the road, half a league short of the sleepy old town of Yvetot, which Beranger was one day to celebrate. Here the magician  for such Jehan now took his companion to be  stopped. Get down, he said.

The boy obeyed, and instinctively looked for a stump. But there was no stump, and this time his master, after scanning his ragged garments as if to assure himself of his appearance, had a different order to give. Go to that farm, he said. Knock at the door, and say that Solomon Nôtredame de Paris requires two fowls. They will give them to you. Bring them to me.

The boy went wide-eyed, knocked, and gave his message. A woman, who opened the door, stretched out her hand, took up a couple of fowls that lay tied together on the hearth, and gave them to him without a word. He took them  he no longer wondered at anything  and carried them back to his master in the road.

Now listen to me, said the latter, in his slow, cold tone. Go into the town you see before you, and in the market-place you will find an inn with the sign of the Three Pigeons. Enter the yard and offer these fowls for sale, but ask a livre apiece for them, that they may not be bought. While offering them, make an excuse to go into the stable, where you will see a grey horse. Drop this white lump into the horses manger when no one is looking, and afterwards remain at the door of the yard. If you see me, do not speak to me. Do you understand?

Jehan said he did; but his new master made him repeat his orders from beginning to end before he let him go with the fowls and the white lump, which was about the size of a walnut, and looked like rock-salt.

About an hour later the landlord of the Three Pigeons at Yvetot heard a horseman stop at his door. He went out to meet him. Now, Yvetot is on the road to Havre and Harfleur; and though the former of these places was then in the making and the latter was dying fast, the landlord had had experience of many guests. But so strange a guest as the one he found awaiting him he thought he had never seen. In the first place, the gentleman was clad from top to toe in black; and though he had no servants behind him, he wore an air of as grave consequence as though he boasted six. In the next place, his face was so long, thin, and cadaverous that, but for a great black line of eyebrows that cut it in two and gave it a very curious and sinister expression, people meeting him for the first time might have been tempted to laugh. Altogether, the landlord could not make him out; but he thought it safer to go out and hold his stirrup, and ask his pleasure.

I shall dine here, the stranger answered gravely. As he dismounted his cloak fell open. The landlord observed with growing wonder that its black lining was sprinkled with cabalistic figures embroidered in white.

Introduced to the public room, which was over the great stone porch and happened to be empty, the traveller lost none of his singularity. He paused a little way within the door, and stood as if suddenly fallen into deep thought. The landlord, beginning to think him mad, ventured to recall him by asking what his honour would take.

There is something amiss in this house, the stranger replied abruptly, turning his eyes on him.

Amiss? the host answered, faltering under his gaze, and wishing himself well out of the room. Not that I am aware of, your honour.

There is no one ill?

No, your honour, certainly not.

Nor deformed?

No.

You are mistaken, the stranger answered firmly. Know that I am Solomon, son to Cæsar, son to Michel Nôtredame of Paris, commonly called by the learned Nostradamus and the Transcendental, who read the future and rode the Great White Horse of Death. All things hidden are open to me.

The landlord only gaped, but his wife and a serving wench, who had come to the door out of curiosity, and were listening and staring with all their might, crossed themselves industriously. I am here, the stranger continued, after a brief pause, to construct the horoscope of His Eminence the Cardinal, of whom it has been predicted that he will die at Yvetot. But I find the conditions unpropitious. There is an adverse influence in this house.

The landlord scratched his head, and looked helplessly at his wife. But she was quite taken up with awe of the stranger, whose head nearly touched the ceiling of the low room; while his long, pale face seemed in the obscurity  for the day was dark  to be of an unearthly pallor.

An adverse influence, the astrologer continued gravely. What is more, I now see where it is. It is in the stable. You have a grey horse.

The landlord, somewhat astonished, said he had.

You had. You have not now. The devil has it! was the astounding answer.

My grey horse?

The stranger inclined his head.

Nay, there you are wrong! the host retorted briskly. Im hanged if he has! For I rode the horse this morning, and it went as well and quietly as ever in its life.

Send and see, the tall man answered.

The serving girl, obeying a nod, went off reluctantly to the stable, while her master, casting a look of misliking at his guest, walked uneasily to the window. In a moment the girl came back, her face white. The grey is in a fit, she cried, keeping the whole width of the room between her and the stranger. It is sweating and staggering.

The landlord, with an oath, ran off to see, and in a minute the appearance of an excited group in the square under the window showed that the thing was known. The traveller took no notice of this, however, nor of the curious and reverential glances which the womenfolk, huddled about the door of the room, cast at him. He walked up and down the room with his eyes lowered.

The landlord came back presently, his face black as thunder. It has got the staggers, he said resentfully.

It has got the devil, the stranger answered coldly. I knew it was in the house when I entered. If you doubt me, I will prove it.

Ay? said the landlord stubbornly.

The man in black went to his saddle-bag, which had been brought up and laid in a corner, and took out a shallow glass bowl, curiously embossed with a cross and some mystic symbols. Go to the church there, he said, and fill this with holy water.

The host took it unwillingly, and went on his strange errand. While he was away the astrologer opened the window, and looked out idly. When he saw the other returning, he gave the order Lead out the horse.

There was a brief delay, but presently two stablemen, with a little posse of wondering attendants, partly urged and partly led out a handsome grey horse. The poor animal trembled and hung its head, but with some difficulty was brought under the window. Now and again a sharp spasm convulsed its limbs, and scattered the spectators right and left.

Solomon Nôtredame leaned out of the window. In his left hand he held the bowl, in his right a small brush. If this beast is sick with any earthly sickness, he cried in a deep solemn voice, audible across the square, or with such as earthly skill can cure, then let this holy water do it no harm, but refresh it. But if it be possessed by the devil, and given up to the powers of darkness and to the enemy of man for ever and ever to do his will and pleasure, then let these drops burn and consume it as with fire. Amen! Amen!

With the last word he sprinkled the horse. The effect was magical. The animal reared up, as if it had been furiously spurred, and plunged so violently that the men who held it were dragged this way and that. The crowd fled every way; but not so quickly but that a hundred eyes had seen the horse smoke where the water fell on it. Moreover, when they cautiously approached it, the hair in two or three places was found to be burned off!

The magician turned gravely from the window. I wish to eat, he said.

None of the servants, however, would come into the room or serve him, and the landlord, trembling, set the board with his own hands and waited on him. Mine host had begun by doubting and suspecting, but, simple man! his scepticism was not proof against the holy water trial and his wifes terror. By-and-by, with a sidelong glance at his guest, he faltered the question: What should he do with the horse?

The man in black looked solemn. Whoever mounts it will die within the year, he said.

I will shoot it, the landlord replied, shuddering.

The devil will pass into one of the other horses, was the answer.

Then, said the miserable innkeeper, perhaps your honour would accept it?

God forbid! the astrologer answered. And that frightened the other more than all the rest. But if you can find at any time, the wizard continued, a beggar-boy with black hair and blue eyes, who does not know his fathers name, he may take the horse and break the spell. So I read the signs.

The landlord cried out that such a person was not to be met with in a lifetime. But before he had well finished his sentence a shrill voice called through the keyhole that there was such a boy in the yard at that moment, offering poultry for sale.

In Gods name, then, give him the horse! the stranger said. Bid him take it to Rouen, and at every running water he comes to say a paternoster and sprinkle its tail. So he may escape, and you, too. I know no other way.

The trembling innkeeper said he would do that, and did it. And so, when the man in black rode into Rouen the next evening, he did not ride alone. He was attended at a respectful distance by a good-looking page clad in sable velvet, and mounted on a handsome grey horse.


CHAPTER III.

MAN AND WIFE.

It is a pleasant thing to be warmly clad and to lie softly, and at night to be in shelter and in the day to eat and drink. But all these things may be dearly bought, and so the boy Jehan de Bault soon found. He was no longer beaten, chained, or starved; he lay in a truckle bed instead of a stable; the work he had to do was of the lightest. But he paid for all in fears  in an ever-present, abiding, mastering fear of the man behind whom he rode: who never scolded, never rated, nor even struck him, but whose lightest word  and much more, his long silences  filled the lad with dread and awe unspeakable. Something sinister in the mans face, all found; but to Jehan, who never doubted his dark powers, and who shrank from his eye, and flinched at his voice, and cowered when he spoke, there was a cold malevolence in the face, an evil knowledge, that made the boys flesh creep and chained his soul with dread.

The astrologer saw this, and revelled in it, and went about to increase it after a fashion of his own. Hearing the boy, on an occasion when he had turned to him suddenly, ejaculate Oh, Dieu! he said, with a dreadful smile, You should not say that! Do you know why?

The boys face grew a shade paler, but he did not speak.

Ask me why! Say, Why not?

Why not? Jehan muttered. He would have given the world to avert his eyes, but he could not.

Because you have sold yourself to the devil! the other hissed. Others may say it; you may not. What is the use? You have sold yourself  body, soul, and spirit. You came of your own accord, and climbed on the black horse. And now, he continued, in a tone which always compelled obedience, answer my questions. What is your name?

Jehan de Bault, the boy whispered, shivering and shuddering.

Louder!

Jehan de Bault.

Repeat the story you told at the fair.

I am Jehan de Bault, Seigneur of  I know not where, and Lord of seventeen lordships in the County of Perigord, of a most noble and puissant family, possessing the High Justice, the Middle, and the Low. In my veins runs the blood of Roland, and of my forefathers were three marshals of France. I stand here, the last of my race; in token whereof may God preserve my mother, the King, France, and this Province.

Ha! In the County of Perigord! the astrologer said, with a sudden lightening of his heavy brows. You have remembered that?

Yes. I heard the word at Fécamp.

And all that is true?

Yes.

Who taught it you?

I do not know. The boys face, in its straining, was painful to see.

What is the first thing you can remember?

A house in a wood.

Can you remember your father?

No.

Your mother?

No  yes  I am not sure.

Umph! Were you stolen by gypsies?

I do not know.

Or sold by your fathers steward?

I do not know.

How long were you with the man from whom I took you?

I do not know.

I do, the astrologer answered, in the same even tone in which he had put the questions. And the boy never doubted him. Beware, therefore, the man in black continued, with a dreadful sidelong glance, how you seek to deceive me! You can fall back now. I have done with you for the present.

I say the boy never doubted him. This was not wonderful in an age of spells and diablerie, when the wisest allowed the reality of magic, and the learned and curious could cite a hundred instances of its power. That La Brosse warned Henry the Great he would die in his coach, and that Thomassin read in the stars the very day, hour, and minute of the catastrophe, no man of that time questioned. That Michel Nôtredame promised a crown to each of Catherine de Medicis three sons, and that Sullys preceptor foretold in detail that Ministers career, were held to be facts as certain as that La Rivière cast the horoscope of the thirteenth Louis while the future monarch lay in his cradle. The men of the day believed that the Concini swayed her mistress by magic; that Wallenstein, the greatest soldier of his time, did nothing without his familiar; that Richelieu, the greatest statesman, had Joseph always at his elbow. In such an age it was not wonderful that a child should accept without question the claims of this man: who was accustomed to inspire fear in the many, and in the few that vague and subtle repulsion which we are wont to associate with the presence of evil.

Beyond Rouen, and between that city and Paris, the two companions found the road well frequented. Of the passers, many stood to gaze at the traveller in black, and some drew to the farther side of the road as he went by. But none laughed or found anything ridiculous in his appearance; or if they did, it needed but a glance from his long, pale face to restore them to sobriety. At the inn at Rouen he was well received; at the Grand Cerf at Les Andelys, where he seemed to be known, he was welcomed with effusion. Though the house was full, a separate chamber was assigned to him, and supper prepared for him with the utmost speed.

Here, however, he was not destined to enjoy his privacy long. At the last moment, as he was sitting down to his meal, with the boy in attendance, a bustle was heard outside. The voice of someone rating the landlord in no measured terms became audible, the noise growing louder as the speaker mounted the stairs. Presently a hand was laid on the latch, the door was thrown open, and a gentleman strode into the room whose swaggering air and angry gestures showed that he was determined to make good his footing. A lady, masked, and in a travelling habit, followed more quietly; and in the background could be seen three or four servants, together with the unfortunate landlord, who was very evidently divided between fear of his mysterious guest and the claims of the newcomers.

The astrologer rose slowly from his seat. His peculiar aspect, his stature and leanness and black garb, which never failed to impress strangers, took the intruder somewhat aback. He hesitated, and removing his hat, began to utter a tardy apology. I crave your pardon, sir, he said ungraciously, but we ride on after supper. We stay here only to eat, and they tell us there is no other chamber with even a degree of emptiness in it.

You are welcome, M. de Vidoche, the man in black answered.

The intruder started and frowned. You know my name, he said, with a sneer. But there, I suppose it is your business to know these things.

It is my business to know, the astrologer answered, unmoved. Will not madame be seated?
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The lady bowed, and taking off her mask with fingers which trembled a little, disclosed a fair, childish face, that would, have been pretty, and even charming, but for an expression of nervousness which seemed habitual to it. She shrank from the astrologers gaze, and, sitting down as far from him as the table permitted, pretended to busy herself in taking off her gloves. He was accustomed to be met in this way, and to see the timid quake before him; but it did not escape his notice that this lady shrank also at the sound of her husbands voice, and when he spoke, listened with the pitiful air of propitiation which may be seen in a whipped dog. She was pale, and by the side of her husband seemed to lack colour. He was a man of singularly handsome exterior, dark-haired and hard-eyed, with a high, fresh complexion, and a sneering lip. His dress was in the extreme of the fashion, his falling collar vandyked, and his breeches open below the knee, where they were met by wide-mouthed boots. A great plume of feathers set off his hat, and he carried a switch as well as a sword.

The astrologer read the story at a glance. Madame is perhaps fatigued by the journey, he said politely.

Madame is very easily fatigued, the husband replied, throwing down his hat with a savage sneer, especially when she is doing anything she does not like.

You are for Paris, Nôtredame answered, with apparent surprise. I thought all ladies liked Paris. Now, if madame were leaving Paris and going to the country  

The country! M. de Vidoche exclaimed, with an impatient oath. She would bury herself there if she could! And he added something under his breath, the point of which it was not very difficult to guess.

Madame de Vidoche forced a smile, striving, woman-like, to cover all. It is natural I should like Pinatel, she said timidly, her eye on her husband. I have lived there so much.

Yes, madame, you are never tired of reminding me of that! M. de Vidoche retorted harshly. Women who are afraid of their husbands say the right thing once in a hundred times. You will tell this gentleman in a moment that I was a beggar when I married you! But if I was  

Oh, Charles! she murmured faintly.

That is right! Cry now! he exclaimed brutally. Thank God, however, here is supper. And after supper we go on to Vernon. The roads are rutty, and you will have something else to do besides cry then.

The man in black, going on with his meal at the other end of the table, listened with an impassive face. Like all his profession, he seemed inclined to hear rather than to talk. But when supper came up with only one plate for the two  a mistake due to the crowded state of the inn  and M. de Vidoche fell to scolding very loudly, he seemed unable to refrain from saying a word in the innkeepers defence. It is not so very unusual for the husband to share his wifes plate, he said coolly; and sometimes a good deal more that is hers.

M. de Vidoche looked at him for a moment, as if he were minded to ask him what business it was of his; but he thought better of it, and instead said, with a scowl, It is not so very unusual either for astrologers to make mistakes.

Quacks, the man in black said calmly.

I quite agree, M. de Vidoche replied, with mock politeness. I accept the correction.

Yet there is one thing to be said even then, the astrologer continued, slowly leaning forward, and, as if by chance, moving one of the candles so as to bring it directly between madame and himself. I have noticed it, M. de Vidoche. They make mistakes sometimes in predicting marriages, and even births. But never in predicting  deaths.

M. de Vidoche, who may have had some key in his own breast which unlocked the full meaning of the others words, started and looked across at him. Whatever he read in the pale, sombre countenance which the removal of the candle fully revealed to him, and in which the eyes, burning vividly, seemed alone alive, he shuddered. He made no reply. His look dropped. Even a little of his high colour left his checks. He went on with his meal in silence. The four tall candles still burned dully on the table. But to M. de Vidoche they seemed on a sudden to be the candles that burn by the side of a corpse. In a flash he saw a room hung with black, a bed, and a silent covered form on it  a form with wan, fair hair  a womans. And then he saw other things.

Clearly, the astrologer was no ordinary man.

He seemed to take no notice, however, of the effect his words had produced. Indeed, he no longer urged his attentions on M. de Vidoche. He turned politely to madame, and made some commonplace observation on the roads. She answered it  inattentively.

You are looking at my boy, he continued; for Jehan was waiting inside the door, watching with a frightened, fascinated gaze his masters every act and movement. I do not wonder that he attracts the ladies eyes.

He is a handsome child, she answered, smiling faintly.

Yes, he is good-looking, the man in black rejoined. There is one thing which men of science sell that he will never need.

What is that? she asked curiously, looking at the astrologer for the first time with attention.

A love-philtre, he answered courteously. His looks, like madames, will always supply its place.

She coloured, smiling a little sadly. Are there such things? she said. Is it true?  I mean, I always thought that they were a childs tale.

No more than poisons and antidotes, madame, he answered earnestly, the preservative power of salt, or the destructive power of gunpowder. You take the Queens herb, you sneeze; the drug of Paracelsus, you sleep; wine, you see double. Why is the powder of attraction more wonderful than these? Or if you remain unconvinced, he continued more lightly, look round you, madame. You see young men loving old women, the high-born allying themselves with the vulgar, the ugly enchanting the beautiful. You see a hundred inexplicable matches. Believe me, it is we who make them. I speak without motive, he added, bowing, for Madame de Vidoche can never have need of other philtre than her eyes.

Madame, toying idly with a plate, her regards on the table, sighed. And yet they say matches are made in heaven, she murmured softly.

It is from heaven  from the stars  we derive our knowledge, he answered, in the same tone.

But his face!  it was well she did not see that! And before more passed, M. de Vidoche broke into the conversation. What rubbish is this? he said, speaking roughly to his wife. Have you finished? Then let us pay this rascally landlord and be off. If you do not want to spend the night on the road, that is. Where are those fools of servants?

He rose, and went to the door and shouted for them, and came back and took up his cloak and hat with much movement and bustle. But it was noticeable in all he did that he never once met the astrologers eye or looked his way. Even when he bade him a surly Good-night  casually uttered in the midst of injunctions to his wife to be quick  he spoke over his shoulder; and he left the room in the same fashion, completely absorbed, it seemed, in the fastening of his cloak.

Some, treated in this cavalier fashion, might have been hurt, and some might have resented it. But the man in black did neither. Left alone, he remained by the table in an expectant attitude, a sneering smile, which the light of the candles threw into high relief, on his grim visage. Suddenly the door opened, and M. de Vidoche, cloaked and covered, came in. Without raising his eyes, he looked round the room  for something he had mislaid, it seemed.

Oh, by the way, he said suddenly, and without looking up.

My address? the man in black interjected, with a devilish readiness. The end of the Rue Touchet in the Quartier du Marais, near the river. Where, believe me, he continued, with a mocking bow, I shall give you madames horoscope with the greatest pleasure, or any other little matter you may require.

I think you are the devil! M. de Vidoche muttered wrathfully, his cheek growing pale.

Possibly, the astrologer answered. In that or any other case  au revoir!

When the landlord came up a little later to apologise to M. Solomon Nôtredame de Paris for the inconvenience to which he had unwillingly put him, he found his guest in high good-humour. It is nothing, my friend  it is nothing, M. Nôtredame said kindly. I found my company good enough. This M. de Vidoche is of this country; and a rich man, I understand.

Through his wife, the host said cautiously. Ah! so rich that she could build our old castle here from the ground again.

Madame de Vidoche was of Pinatel.

To be sure. Monsieur knows everything. By Jumiéges to the north. I have been there once. But she has a house in Paris besides, and estates, I hear, in the south  in Perigord.

Ha! the astrologer muttered. Perigord again. That is odd, now.


CHAPTER IV.

THE HOUSE WITH TWO DOORS.

On the site of the old Palais des Tournelles, where was held the tournament in which Henry the Second was killed, Henry the Fourth built the Place Royale. You will not find it called by that name in any map of Paris of to-day; modern France, which has no history, traditions, or reverence, has carefully erased such landmarks in favour of her Grévys and Eiffels, her journalists and soap-boilers. But for all that, and though the Place Royale has now lost even its name, in the reign of the thirteenth Louis it was the centre of fashion. The Quartier du Marais, in which it stood, opposite the Ile de St. Louis, was then the Court quarter. It saw coaches come into common use among the nobility, and ruffs and primero go out, and a great many other queer things, such as Court quarters in those days looked to see.

The back stairs of a palace, however, are seldom an improving or brilliant place; or if they can be said to be brilliant at all, their brightness is of a somewhat lurid and ghastly character. The kings amusements  very royal and natural, no doubt, and, when viewed from the proper quarter, attractive enough  have another side; and that side is towards the back stairs. It is the same with the Court and its purlieus. They are the rough side of the cloth, the underside of the moss, the cancer under the fair linen. Secrets are no secrets there; and so it has always been. Things De Thou did not know, and Brantôme only guessed at, were household words there. They in the Court under-world knew all about that mysterious disease of which Gabrielle dEstrées died after eating a citron at Zamets  all, more than we know now or has ever been printed. That little prick of a knife which made the second Wednesday in May, 1610, a day memorable in history, was gossip down there a month before. Henry of Condés death, Mazarins marriage, DEons sex, Cagliostros birth, were no mysteries in the by-ways of the Louvre and Petit Trianon. He who wrote Under the kings hearthstone are many cockroaches knew his world  a seamy, ugly, vicious, dangerous world.

If any street in the Paris of that day belonged to it, the Rue Touchet did; a little street a quarter of a mile from the Place Royale, on the verge of the Quartier du Marais. The houses on one side of the street had their backs to the river, from which they were divided only by a few paces of foul foreshore. These houses were older than the opposite row, were irregularly built, and piled high with gables and crooked chimneys. Here and there a beetle-browed passage led beneath them to the river; and one out of every two was a tavern, or worse. A fencing-school and a gambling-hell occupied the two largest. To the south-west the street ended in a cul-de-sac, being closed by a squat stone house, built out of the ruins of an old water gateway that had once stood there. The windows of this house were never unshuttered, the door was seldom opened in the daylight. It was the abode of Solomon Nôtredame. Once a week or so the astrologers sombre figure might be seen entering or leaving, and men at tavern doors would point at him, and slatternly women, leaning out of window, cross themselves. But few in the Rue Touchet knew that the house had a second door, which did not open on the water, as the back doors of the riverside houses did, but on a quiet street leading to it.

M. Nôtredames house was, in fact, double, and served two sorts of clients. Great ladies and courtiers, wives of the long robe and city madams, came to the door in the quiet street, and knew nothing of the Rue Touchet. Through the latter, on the other hand, came those who paid in meal, if not in malt; lackeys and waiting-maids, and skulking apprentices and led-captains  the dregs of the quarter, sodden with vice and crime  and knowledge.

The house was furnished accordingly. The clients of the Rue Touchet found the astrologer in a room divided into two by scarlet hangings, so arranged as to afford the visitor a partial view of the farther half, where the sullen glow of a furnace disclosed alembics and crucibles, mortars and retorts, a multitude of uncouth vessels and phials, and all the mysterious apparatus of the alchemist. Immediately about him the shuddering rascal found things still more striking. A dead hand hung over each door, a skeleton peeped from a closet. A stuffed alligator sprawled on the floor, and, by the wavering uncertain light of the furnace, seemed each moment to be awaking to life. Cabalistic signs and strange instruments and skull-headed staves were everywhere, with parchment scrolls and monstrous mandrakes, and a farrago of such things as might impose on the ignorant; who, if he pleased, might sit on a coffin, and, when he would amuse himself, found a living toad at his foot! Dimly seen, crowded together, ill-understood, these things were enough to overawe the vulgar, and had often struck terror into the boldest ruffians the Rue Touchet could boast.

From this room a little staircase, closed at the top by a strong door, led to the chamber and antechamber in which the astrologer received his real clients. Here all was changed. Both rooms were hung, canopied, carpeted with black: were vast, death-like, empty. The antechamber contained two stools, and in the middle of the floor a large crystal ball on a bronze stand. That was all, except the silver hanging lamp, which burned blue, and added to the funereal gloom of the room.

The inner chamber, which was lighted by six candles set in sconces round the wall, was almost as bare. A kind of altar at the farther end bore two great tomes, continually open. In the middle of the floor was an astrolabe on an ebony pillar, and the floor itself was embroidered in white, with the signs of the Zodiac and the twelve Houses arranged in a circle. A seat for the astrologer stood near the altar. And that was all. For power over such as visited him here Nôtredame depended on a higher range of ideas; on the more subtle forms of superstition, the influence of gloom and silence on the conscience: and above all, perhaps, on his knowledge of the world  and them.

Into the midst of all this came that shrinking, terrified little mortal, Jehan. It was his business to open the door into the quiet street, and admit those who called. He was forbidden to speak under the most terrible penalties, so that visitors thought him dumb. For a week after his coming he lived in a world of almost intolerable fear. The darkness and silence of the house, the funereal lights and hangings, the skulls and bones and horrid things he saw, and on which he came when he least expected them, almost turned his brain. He shuddered, and crouched hither and thither. His face grew white, and his eyes took a strange staring look, so that the sourest might have pitied him. It wanted, in a word, but a little to send the child stark mad; and but for his hardy training and outdoor life, that little would not have been wanting.

He might have fled, for he was trusted at the door, and at any moment could have opened it and escaped. But Jehan never doubted his masters power to find him and bring him back; and the thought did not enter his mind. After a week or so, familiarity wrought on him, as on all. The house grew less terrifying, the darkness lost its horror, the air of silence and dread its first paralysing influence. He began to sleep better. Curiosity, in a degree, took the place of fear. He fell to poring over the signs of the Zodiac, and to taking furtive peeps into the crystal. The toad became his playfellow. He fed it with cockroaches, and no longer wanted employment.

The astrologer saw the change in the lad, and perhaps was not wholly pleased with it. By-and-by he took steps to limit it. One day he found Jehan playing with the toad with something of a boys abandon, making the uncouth creature leap over his hands, and tickling it with a straw. The boy rose on his entrance, and shrank away; for his fear of the mans sinister face and silent ways was not in any way lessened. But Nôtredame called him back. You are beginning to forget, he said, eyeing the child grimly.

The boy trembled under his gaze, but did not dare to answer.

Whose are you?

Jehan looked this way and that. At length, with dry lips, he muttered, Yours.

No, you are not, the man in black replied. Think again. You have a short memory.

Jehan thought and sweated. But the man would have his answer, and at last Jehan whispered, The devils.

That is better, the astrologer said coldly. Do you know what this is?

He held up a glass bowl. The boy recognised it, and his hair began to rise. But he shook his head.

It is holy water, the man in black said, his small cruel eyes devouring the boy. Hold out your hand.

Jehan dared not refuse This will try you, Nôtredame said slowly, whether you are the devils or not. If not, water will not hurt you. If so, if you are his for ever and ever, to do his will and pleasure, then it will burn like fire!

At the last word he suddenly sprinkled some with a brush on the boys hand. Jehan leapt back with a shriek of pain, and, holding the burned hand to his breast, glared at his master with starting eyes.

It burns, said the astrologer pitilessly, It burns. It is as I said. You are his. His! After this I think you will remember. Now go.

Jehan went away, shuddering with horror and pain. But the lesson had not the precise effect intended. He continued to fear his master, but he began to hate him also, with a passionate, lasting hatred strange in a child. Though he still shrank and crouched in his presence, behind his back he was no longer restrained by fear. The boy knew of no way in which he could avenge himself. He did not form any plans to that end, he did not conceive the possibility of the thing. But he hated; and, given the opportunity, was ripe to seize it.
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He was locked in whenever Nôtredame went out; and in this way he spent many solitary and fearful hours. These led him, however, in the end, to a discovery. One day, about the middle of December, while he was poking about the house in the astrologers absence, he found a door. I say found, for though it was not a secret door, it was small and difficult to detect, being placed in the side of the straight, narrow passage at the head of the little staircase which led from the lower to the upper chambers. At first he thought it was locked, but coming to examine it more closely, though in mere curiosity, he found the handle of the latch let into a hollow of the panel. He pressed this, and the door yielded a little.

At the time the boy was scared. He saw the place was dark, drew the door to the jamb again, and went away without satisfying his curiosity. But in a little while the desire to know what was behind the door overcame his terror. He returned with a taper, and, pressing the latch again, pushed the door open and entered, his heart beating loudly.

He held up his taper, and saw a very narrow, bare closet, made in the thickness of the wall. And that was all, for the place was empty  the one and only thing it contained being a soft, rough mat which covered the floor. The boy stared fearfully about him, still expecting something dreadful, but there was nothing else to be seen. And gradually his fears subsided, and his curiosity with them, and he went out again.

Another day, however, when he came into this place, he made a discovery. Against either wall he saw a morsel of black cloth fastened  a little flap a few inches long and three inches wide. He held the light first to one and then to another of these, but he could make nothing of them until he noticed that the lower edges were loose. Then he raised one. It disclosed a long, narrow slit, through which he could see the laboratory, with the fire burning dully, the phials glistening, and the crocodile going through its unceasing pretence of arousing itself. He raised the other, and found a slit there, too; but as the chamber on that side  the room with the astrolabe  was in darkness, he could see nothing. He understood, however. The closet was a spying-place, and these were Judas-holes, so arranged that the occupant, himself unheard and unseen, could see and hear all that happened on either side of him.

It was the astrologers custom to lock up the large room next the Rue Touchet when he went out. For this reason, and because the place was forbidden, the boy lingered at the Judas-hole, gazing into it. He knew by this time most of the queer things it contained, and the red glow of the furnace fire gave it, to his mind, a weird kind of comfort. He listened to the ashes falling, and the ticking of some clockwork at the farther end. He began idly to enumerate all the things he could see; but the curtain which shut off the laboratory proper threw a great shadow across the room, and this he strove in vain to pierce. To see the better, he put out his light and looked again. He had scarcely brought his eyes back to the slit, however, when a low grating noise caught his ear. He started and held his breath, but before he could stir a finger the heavy door which communicated with the Rue Touchet slowly opened a foot or two, and the astrologer came in.

For a few seconds the boy remained gazing, afraid to breathe or move. Then, with an effort, he dropped the cloth over the slit, and crept softly away.


CHAPTER V.

THE UPPER PORTAL.

The astrologer was not alone. A tall figure, cloaked and muffled to the chin, entered after him, and stood waiting at his elbow while he secured the fastenings of the door. Apparently, they had only met on the threshold, for the stranger, after looking round him and silently noting the fantastic disorder of the room, said, in a hoarse voice, You do not know me?

Perfectly, M. de Vidoche, the astrologer answered, removing his hat.

Did you know I was following you?

I came to show you the way.

That is a lie, at any rate! the young noble retorted, with a sneer, for I did not know I was coming myself.

Until you saw me, the astrologer answered, unmoved. Will you not take off your cloak? You will need it when you leave.

M. de Vidoche complied with an ill grace. The usual stock-in-trade, I see, he muttered, looking round him scornfully. Skulls and bones, and dead hands and gibbet-ropes. Faugh! The place smells. I suppose these are the things you keep to frighten children.

Some, Nôtredame answered calmly  he was busy lighting a lamp and some are for sale.

For sale? M. de Vidoche cried incredulously. Who will buy them?

Some one thing, and some another, the astrologer answered carelessly. Take this, for instance, he continued, turning to his visitor, and looking at him for the first time. I expect to find a customer for that very shortly.

M. de Vidoche followed the direction of his finger, and shuddered, despite himself. That was a coffin. Enough of this, he said, with savage impatience. Suppose you get off your high horse, and come to business. Can I sit, man, or are you going to keep me standing all night?

The man in black brought forward two stools, and led the way behind the curtain. It is warmer here, he said, pushing aside an earthen pipkin, and clearing a space with his foot in front of the glowing embers. Now I am at your service, M. de Vidoche. Pray be seated.

Are we alone? the young noble asked suspiciously.

Trust me for that, the astrologer answered. I know my business.

But M. de Vidoche seemed to find some difficulty in stating his; though he had evinced so high a regard for time a moment before. He sat irresolute, stealing malevolent glances first at his companion, and then at the dull, angry-looking fire. If he expected M. Nôtredame to help him, however, he did not yet know his host. The astrologer sat patiently waiting, with every expression, save placid expectation, discharged from his face.

Oh, d  n you! the young man ejaculated at last. Have you got nothing to say? You know what I want, he added, with irritation, as well as I do.

I shall be happy to learn, the astrologer answered politely.

Give it me without more words, and let me go!

The astrologer raised his eyebrows. Alas! there is a limit to omniscience, he said, shaking his head gently. It is true we keep it in stock  to frighten children. But it does not help me at present, M. de Vidoche.

M. de Vidoche looked at him with an evil scowl. I see; you want me to commit myself, he muttered. The perspiration stood on his forehead, and his voice was husky with rage or some other emotion. I was a fool to come here, he continued. If you must have it, I want to kill a cat; and I want something to give to it.

The astrologer laughed silently. The mountain was in labour, and lo! a cat! he said, in a tone of amusement. And lo! a cat! Well, in that case I am afraid you have come to the wrong place, M. de Vidoche. I dont kill cats. There is no risk in it, you see, he continued, looking fixedly at his companion, and no profit. Nobody cares about a cat. The first herbalist you come to will give you what you want for a few sous. Even if the creature turns black within the hour, and its mouth goes to the nape of its neck, he went on, with a horrid smile, as Madame de Beauforts did  cui malo?  no one is a penny the worse. But if it were a question of  I think I saw monsieur riding in company with Mademoiselle de Farincourt to-day?

M. de Vidoche, who had been contemplating his tormentor with eyes of rage and horror, started at the unexpected question. Well, he muttered, and what if I was?

Oh, nothing, the man in black answered carelessly. Mademoiselle is beautiful, and monsieur is a happy man if she smiles on him. But she is high-born; and proud, I am told. He leaned forward as he spoke, and warmed his long, lean hands at the fire. But his beady eyes never left the others face.

M. de Vidoche writhed under their gaze. Curse you! he muttered hoarsely. What do you mean?

Her family are proud also, I am told; and powerful. Friends of the Cardinal too, I hear. The man in blacks smile was like nothing save the crocodiles.

M. de Vidoche rose from his seat, but sat down again.

He would avenge the honour of the family to the death, continued the astrologer gently. To the death, I should say. Dont you think so, M. de Vidoche?

The perspiration stood in thick drops on the young mans forehead, and he glared at his tormentor. But the latter met the look placidly, and seemed ignorant of the effect he was producing. It is a pity, therefore, monsieur is not free to marry, he said, shaking his head regretfully a great pity. One does not know what may happen. Yet, on the other hand, if he had not married he would be a poor man now.

M. de Vidoche sprang to his feet with an oath. But he sat down again.

When he married he was a poor man, I think, the astrologer continued, for the first time averting his gaze from the others face, and looking into the fire with a queer smile. And in debt. Madame  the present Madame de Vidoche, I mean  paid his debts, and brought him an estate, I believe.

Of which she has never ceased to remind him twice a day since! the young man cried in a terrible voice. And then in a moment he lost all self-control, all disguise, all the timid cunning which had marked him hitherto. He sprang to his feet. The veins in his temples swelled, his face grew red. So true is it that small things try us more than great ones, and small grievances rub deeper raws than great wrongs. My God! he said between his teeth, if you knew what I have suffered from that woman! Pale-faced, puling fool, I have loathed her these five years, and I have been tied to her and her whining ways and her nuns face! Twice a day? No, ten times a day, twenty times a day, she has reminded me of my debts, my poverty, and my straits before I married her! And of her family! And her three marshals! And her  

He stopped for very lack of breath. Madame was of good family? the man in black said abruptly. He had grown suddenly attentive. His shadow on the wall behind him was still and straight-backed.

Oh, yes, the husband answered bitterly.

In Perigord?

Oh, yes.

Three marshals of France? M. Nôtredame murmured thoughtfully; but there was a strange light in his eyes, and he kept his face carefully averted from his companion. That is not common! That is certainly something to boast of!

Mon Dieu! She did boast of it, though no one else allowed the claim. And of her blood of Roland! M. de Vidoche cried, with scorn. His voice still shook, and his hands trembled with rage. He strode up and down.

What was her name before she married? the astrologer asked, stooping over the fire.

The young man stopped, arrested in his passion  stopped, and looked at him suspiciously. Her name? he muttered. What has that to do with it?

If you want me to  draw her horoscope, the astrologer replied, with a cunning smile, I must have something to go upon.

Diane de Martinbault, the young man answered sullenly; and then, in a fresh burst of rage, he muttered, Diane! Diable!

She inherited her estates from her father?

Yes.

Who had a son? A child who died young? the astrologer continued coolly.

M. de Vidoche looked at him. That is true, he said sulkily. But I do not see what it has to do with you.

For answer, the man in black began to laugh, at first silently, then aloud  a sly devils laugh, that sounded more like the glee of fiends sporting over a lost soul than any human mirth, so full was it of derision and mockery and insult. He made no attempt to check or disguise it, but rather seemed to flout it in the others face; for when the young noble asked him, with fierce impatience, what it was, and what he meant, he did not explain. He only cried, In a moment! In a moment, noble sir, I swear you shall have what you want. But  ha! ha! And then he fell to laughing again, more loudly and shrilly than before.

M. de Vidoche turned white and red with rage. His first thought was that a trap had been laid for him, and that he had fallen into it; that to what he had said there had been witnesses; and that now the astrologer had thrown off the mask. With a horrible expression of shame and fear on his countenance he stood at bay, peering into the dark corners, of which there were many in that room, and plumbing the shadows. When no one appeared and nothing happened, his fears passed, but not his rage. With his hand on his sword, he turned hotly on his confederate. You dog! he said between his teeth, and his eyes gleamed dangerously in the light of the lamp, know that for a farthing I would slit your throat! And I will, too, if you do not this instant stop that witchs grin of yours! Are you going to do what I ask, or are you not?

Chut! chut! the astrologer answered, waving his hand in deprecation. I said so, and I am always as good as my word.

Ay, but now  now! the young man retorted furiously. You have played with me long enough. Do you think that I am going to spend the night in this charnel-house of yours?

M. Nôtredame began to fear that he had carried his cruel amusement too far. He had enjoyed himself vastly, and made an unexpected discovery: one which opened an endless vista of mischief and plunder to his astute gaze. But it was not his policy to drive his customer to distraction, and he changed his tone. Peace, peace, he said, spreading out his hands humbly. You shall have it now; now, this instant. There is only one little preliminary.

Name it! the other said imperiously.

The price. A horoscope, with the House of Death in the ascendant  the Upper Portal, as we call it  is a hundred crowns, M. de Vidoche. There is the risk, you see.

You shall have it. Give me the  the stuff!

The young mans voice trembled, but it was with anger and impatience, not with fear. The astrologer recognised the change in him, and fell into his place. He went, without further demur, to a little shelf in the darkest corner of the laboratory, whence he reached down a crucible. He was in the act of peering into this, with his back to his visitor, when M. de Vidoche uttered a startled cry, and, springing towards him, seized his arm. You fiend! the young man hissed  he was pale to the lips, and shook as with an ague there is someone there! There is someone listening!
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For a second the man in black stood breathless, his hand arrested, the shadow of his companions terror darkening his face. M. de Vidoche pointed with a trembling finger to the staircase which led to the farther part of the house, and on this the two bent their sombre, guilty eyes. The lamp burned unsteadily, giving out an odour of smoke. The room was full of shadows, uncouth distorted shapes, that rose and fell with the light, and had something terrifying in their sudden appearances and vanishings. But in all the place there was nothing so appalling or so ugly as the two vicious, panic-stricken faces that glared into the darkness.

The man in black was the first to break the silence. What did you hear? he muttered at length, after a long, long period of waiting and watching.

Someone moved there, Vidoche answered, under his breath. His voice still trembled; his face was livid with terror.

Nonsense! the other answered. He knew the place, and was fast recovering his courage. What was the sound like, man?

A dull, heavy sound. Someone moved.

M. Nôtredame laughed, but not pleasantly. It was the toad, he said. There is no other living thing here. The door on the staircase is locked. It is thick, too. A dozen men might be behind it, yet they would not hear a word that passed in this room. But come; you shall see.

He led the way to the farther end of the room, and, moving some of the larger things, showed M. de Vidoche that there was no one there. Still, the young man was only half-convinced. Even when the toad was found lurking in a skull which had rolled to the floor, he continued to glance about him doubtfully. I do not think it was that, he said. Are you sure that the door is locked?

Try it, the astrologer answered curtly.

M. de Vidoche did, and nodded. Yes, he said. All the same, I will get out of this, Give me the stuff, will you?

The man in black raised the lamp in one hand, and with the other selected from the crucible two tiny yellow packets. He stood a moment, weighing them in his hand and looking lovingly at them, and seemed unwilling to part with them. They are power, he said, in a voice that was little above a whisper. The alarm had tried even his nerves, and he was not quite himself. The greatest power of all  death. They are the key of the Upper Portal  the true Pulvis Olympicus. Take one to-day, one to-morrow, in liquid, and you will feel neither hunger, nor cold, nor want, nor desire any more for ever. The late King of England took one; but there, it is yours, my friend.

Is it painful? the young man whispered, shuddering, and with eyes averted.

The tempter grinned horribly. What is that to you? he said. It will not bring her mouth to the back of her neck. That is enough for you to know.

It will not be detected?

Not by the bunglers they call doctors, the astrologer answered scornfully. Blind bats! You may trust me for that. Of what did the King of England die? A tertian ague. So will madame. But if you think  

He stopped on a sudden, his hand in the air, and the two stood gazing at one another with alarm printed on their faces. The loud clanging note of a bell, harshly struck in the house, came dolefully to their ears What is it? M. de Vidoche muttered uneasily.

A client, the astrologer answered quietly. I will see. Do not stir until I come back to you.

M. de Vidoche made an impatient movement towards the door in the Rue Touchet: and doubtless he would much have preferred to be gone at once, since he had now got what he wanted. But the man in black was already unlocking the door at the head of the little staircase, and uttering a querulous oath M. de Vidoche resigned himself to wait. With a dark look he hid the powders on his person.

* * * * *

He thought himself alone. But all the same a white-faced boy lay within a few feet of him, watching his every movement, and listening to his breathing  a small boy, instinct with hate and loathing. Impunity renders people careless, or M. Nôtredame would not have been so ready to set down the noise his confederate made to the toad. The Judas-hole and the spying-place would have come to mind, and in a trice he would have caught the listener in the act, and this history would never have been written.

For Jehan, though his masters first entrance and appearance had sent him fleeing, breathless and panic-stricken, from his post, had not been able to keep aloof long. The house was dull, silent, dark; only in the closet was amusement to be found. So while terror dragged him one way, curiosity haled him the other, and at last had the victory. He listened and shivered at the head of the stairs until that shrill eldritch peal of laughter in which the astrologer indulged, and for which he was destined to pay dearly, penetrated even the thick door. Then he could hold out no longer. His curiosity grew intolerable. Laughter! Laughter in that house! Slowly and stealthily the boy opened the door of the dark closet, and crept in. Just across the threshold he stumbled over the extinguished taper, and this it was which caused M. de Vidoches alarm.

Jehan fancied himself discovered, and lay sweating and trembling until the search for the toad was over. Then he sat up, and, finding himself safe, began to listen. What he heard was not clear, nor perfectly intelligible; but gradually there stole even into his boyish mind a perception of something horrible. The speakers looks of fear, their low tones and dark glances, the panic which seized them when they fancied themselves overheard, and their relief when nothing came of it, did more to bring the conviction home to his mind than their words. Even of these he caught enough to assure him that someone was to be poisoned  to be put out of the world. Only the name of the victim  that escaped him.

* * * * *

Probably M. de Vidoche, left to himself, found, his thoughts poor company, for by-and-by he grew restless. He walked across the room and listened, and walked again and listened. The latter movement brought him by chance to the foot of the little flight of six steps by which the astrologer had retired, and he looked up and saw that the door at the top was ajar. Impelled by curiosity, or suspicion, or the mere desire to escape from himself, he stole up, and, opening it farther, thrust his head through and listened.

He remained in this position about a minute. Then he turned, and crept down again, and stood, thinking, at the foot of the stairs, with an expression of such utter and complete amazement on his face as almost transformed the man. Something he had heard or seen which he could not understand! Something incredible, something almost miraculous! For all else, even his guilty purpose, seemed swallowed up in sheer astonishment.

The stupor held him until he heard the astrologers steps. Even then he only turned and looked. But if ever dumb lips asked a question, his did then.

The man in black nodded silently. He seemed not at all surprised that the other had heard or seen what he had. Even in him the thing, whatever it was, had worked a change. His eyes shone, his eyebrows were raised, his face wore a pale smile of triumph and conceit.

M. de Vidoche found his voice at last My wife! he whispered.

The astrologers shoulders went up to his ears. He spread out his hands. He nodded  once, twice. Mais oui, Madame! he said.

Here?  now? M. de Vidoche stammered, his eyes wide with astonishment.

She is in the chamber of the astrolabe.

Mon Dieu! the husband exclaimed. Mon Dieu! And then for a moment he shook, as if someone were passing over his grave. His face was pale. There was dread mingled with his surprise. I do not understand, he muttered at last. What does it mean? What is she doing here?

She has come for a love-philtre, M. Nôtredame answered, with a sphinx-like smile.

For whom?

For you.

The husband drew a deep breath. For me? he exclaimed. Impossible!

Possible, the man in black answered quietly; and true.

Then what shall you do?

Give her one, the astrologer answered. The enigmatical smile, which had been all along playing on his face, grew deeper, keener, more cruel. His eyes gleamed with triumph  and evil. I shall give her one, he said again.

But  what will she do with it? M. de Vidoche muttered.

Take it! You fool, cannot you understand? the man in black answered sharply. Give me back the powders. I shall give them to her. She will take them  herself. You will be saved  all!

M. de Vidoche reeled. My God! he cried. I think you are the devil!

Perhaps, the man in black answered but give me the powders.


CHAPTER VI.

THE POWDER OF ATTRACTION.

Meanwhile, a few yards away, in the room of the astrolabe, Madame de Vidoche sat, waiting and trembling, afraid to move from the spot where the astrologer had placed her, and longing for his return. The minutes seemed endless, the house a grave. The silence and mystery which wrapped her round, the sombre hangings, the burning candles, the cabalistic figures filled her with awe and apprehension. She was a timid woman; nothing but that last and fiercest hunger of all, the hunger for love, could have driven her to this desperate step or brought her here. But she was here, it had brought her; and though fear blanched her cheek, and her limbs shook under her, and she dared not pray  for what was this she was doing?  she did not repent, or wish the step untaken, or go back on her desire.

The place was dreadful to her; but not so dreadful as the cold home, the harsh words, the mockery of love, the slowly growing knowledge that there never had been love, from which she was here to escape. She was alone, but not more lonely than she had been for months in her own house. The man who daily met her with gibes and taunts, and seldom spoke without reminding her how pale and colourless she showed beside the florid witty beauties of the Court  his friends  was still her all, and had been her idol. If he failed her, the world was empty indeed. Only one thing remained therefore; by hook or crook, by all a woman might do or dare, by submission, by courage, to win back his love. She had tried. God knows she had tried! She had knelt to him, and he had struck her. She had dressed and been gay, and striven to jest as his friends jested: he had scourged her with a cutting sneer. She had prayed, and Heaven had not answered. She had turned from Heaven  a white-faced, pining woman, little more than a girl  and she was here.

Only let the man be quick! Let him be quick and give her what she sought; and then scarcely any price he could ask should strain her gratitude. At last she heard his step, and in a moment he came in. Against the black background, and seen by the gloomy light of the candles, he looked taller, leaner, paler, more sombre than life. His eyes glowed with unnatural lustre. Madame shuddered as he came towards her; and he saw it, and grinned behind his cadaverous mask.

Madame, he said gravely, bowing his head, it is as I hoped. Venus is in the ascendant for nine days from to-day, and in fortunate conjunction with Mars. I am happy that you come to me at a time so propitious. A very little effort at this season will suffice. But it is necessary, if you would have the charm work, to preserve the most absolute silence and secrecy in regard to it.

Her lips were dry, her tongue seemed to cleave to her mouth. She felt shame as well as fear in this mans presence. But she made an effort, and muttered, It will work?

I will answer for it! he replied bluntly, a world of dubious meaning in his tone and eyes. It is the powder of attraction, by the use of which Diane de Poitiers won the love of the king, though she surpassed him by twenty years; and Madame de Valentinois held the hearts of men till her seventieth winter. Madame de Hautefort uses it. It is made of liquid gold, etherealised and strengthened with secret drugs. I have made up two packets, but it will be safer if madame will take both at once, dissolved in good wine and before the expiration of the ninth day.

Madame de Vidoche took the packets, trembling. A little red dyed her pale cheeks. Is that all? she murmured, faintly.

All, madame; except that when you drink it, you must think of your husband, he answered. As he said this he averted his face; for, try as he would, he could not check the evil smile that curled his lip. Dieu! Was ever so grim a jest known? Or so forlorn, so helpless, so infantine a fool? He could almost find it in his heart to pity her. As for her husband  ah, how he would bleed him when it was over!

How much am I to pay you, sir? she asked timidly, when she had hidden away the precious packets in her bosom. She had got what she wanted; she was panting to be gone.

Twenty crowns, he answered, coldly. The charm avails for nine moons. After that  

I shall need more? she asked; for he had paused.

Well, no, I think not, he answered slowly  hesitating strangely, almost stammering. I think in your case, madame, the effect will be lasting.

She had no clue to the fantastic impulse, the ghastly humour, which inspired the words; and she paid him gladly. He would not take the money in his hands, but bade her lay it on the great open book, because the gold was alloyed, and not virgin. In one or two other ways he played his part; directing her, for instance, if she would increase the strength of the charm, to gaze at the planet Venus for half an hour each evening, but not through glass or with any metal on her person. And then he let her out by the door which opened on the quiet street.

Madame has, doubtless, her woman, or some attendant? he said, looking up and down. Or I  

Oh, yes, yes! she answered, gasping in the cold night air. She is here. Goodnight, sir.

He muttered some words in a strange tongue, and, as Madame de Vidoches attendant came out of the shadow to meet her, turned and went in again.

The night was dark as well as cold, but madame, in the first fervour of her spirits, did not heed it. She suffered her maid to wrap her up warmly, and draw the cloak more closely round her throat; but she was scarcely conscious of the attention, and bore it as a child might  in silence. Her eyes shone in the darkness; her heart beat with a soft subtle joy. She had the charm  the key to happiness! It was in her bosom; and every moment, under cover of the cloak and night, her fingers flew to it and assured her it was safe. The scruples with which she had contemplated the interview troubled her no longer. In her joy and relief that the ordeal was over and the philtre gained, she knew no doubt, no suspicion. She lived only for the moment when she might put the talisman to the test, and see love wake again in those eyes which, whether they smiled or scowled, fate had made the lodestones of her life.

The streets, by reason of the cold, were quiet enough. No one remarked the two women as they flitted along under cover of the wall. Presently, however, the bell of a church close at hand began to ring for service, and the sound, startling madame, brought her suddenly, chillily, sharply, to earth again. She stopped. What is that? she said. It cannot be compline. It wants three hours of midnight.

It is St. Thomass Day, the woman with her answered.

So it is, madame replied, moving on again, but more slowly. Of course; it is four days to Christmas. Dont they call him the Apostle of Faith, Margot?

Yes, madame.

To be sure, madame rejoined thoughtfully. To be sure; yes, we should have faith  we should have faith. And with that she buoyed herself up again (as people will in certain moods, using the strangest floats), and went on gaily, her feet tripping to the measure of her heart, and her hand on the precious packet that was to change the world for her. On the foullest mud gleams sometimes the brightest phosphorescence: otherwise it were not easy to conceive how even momentary happiness could come of the house in the Rue Touchet!

The two women had nearly reached the Church of St. Gervais by the Grève, when the sound of a swift stealthy footstep coming along the street behind them caught the maids ear. It was not a reassuring sound at night and in that place. The dark square of the Grève, swept by the icy wind from the river, lay before them; and though a brazier, surrounded by a knot of men belonging to the watch, burned in the middle of the open, the two women were reluctant to show themselves where they might meet with rudeness. Margot laid her hand on her mistresss arm, and for a few seconds the two stood listening, with thumping hearts. The step came on  a light, pattering step. Acting on a common impulse the women turned and looked at one another. Then slipping noiselessly into the shadow cast by the church porch, they pressed themselves against the wall, and stood scarcely daring to breathe.

But fortune was against them, or their followers eye was keen beyond the ordinary. They had not been there many seconds before he came running up  a stooping figure, slight and short. He slackened speed abruptly, and stopped exactly opposite their lurking-place. A moment of suspense, and then a pale face, rendered visible by a gleam from the distant fire, looked in on them, and a thin, panting voice murmured timidly, Madame! Madame de Vidoche, if you please!
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Saint Siége! madames woman gasped, in a voice of astonishment. I declare it is a child!

Madame almost laughed in her relief. Ah! she said, how you frightened us! I thought you were a man dogging us  a thief!

I am not, the boy said simply.

This time Margot laughed. Who are you, then? she asked, briskly stepping out, and why have you been following us? You seem to have my ladys name pretty pat, she added, sharply.

I want to speak to her, the boy answered, his lip trembling. In truth, he was trembling all over with fear and excitement. But the darkness hid that.

Oh! Madame de Vidoche said graciously. Well, you may speak. But tell me first who you are, and be quick about it. It is cold and late.

I am from the house where you have been, Jehan answered bravely. You saw me at Les Andelys, too, when you were at supper, madame. I was the boy at the door. I want to speak to you alone, please.

Alone! madame exclaimed.

The boy nodded firmly. If you please, he said.

Hoity-toity! Margot exclaimed; and she was for demurring. He only wants to beg, she said.

I dont! the boy cried, with tears in his voice.

Then it is a present he wants! she rejoined, scornfully. They expect their vales at those places. And we are to freeze while he makes a tale.

But madame, out of pity or curiosity, would hear him. She bade the woman wait a few paces away. And when they were alone: Now, she said kindly, what is it? You must be quick, for it is very cold.

He sent me after you  with a message, Jehan answered.

Madame started, and her hand went to the packet. Do you mean M. Nôtredame? she murmured.

The boy nodded. He  he said he had forgotten one thing, he continued, halting between his sentences and shivering. He  he said you were to alter one thing, madame.

Oh! Madame answered frigidly, her heart sinking, her pride roused by this intervention of the boy, who seemed to know all. What thing, if you please?

Jehan looked quickly and fearfully over his shoulder. But all was quiet. He said he had forgotten that your husband was dark, he stammered.

Dark! madame muttered in astonishment.

Yes, dark-complexioned, Jehan continued desperately. And that being so, you were not to take the  the charm yourself.

Madames eyes flashed with anger. Oh! she said, indeed! And is that all?

But to give it to him, without telling him, the boy rejoined, with sudden spirit and firmness.

Madame started and drew a deep breath. Are you sure you have made no mistake? she said, trying to read the boys face. But it was too dark for that.

Quite sure, he answered hardily.

Oh, madame said, slowly and thoughtfully; very well. Is that all?

That is all, he replied, drawing back a step; but reluctantly, as it seemed.

Margot, who had been all the time moving a little nearer and a little nearer, came right up at this. Now, my lady, she said sharply, I beg you will have done. This is no place for us at this time of night, and this little imp of Satan ought to be about his business. I am sure I am perishing with cold, and the sound of those creaking boats on the river makes me think of nothing but gibbets and corpses, till I have got the creeps all down my back! And the watch will be here presently.

Very well, Margot, madame answered; I am coming. But still she looked at the boy and lingered. You are sure there is nothing else? she murmured.

Nothing, he answered.

She thought his manner odd, and wondered why he lingered; why he did not hurry off, since the night was cold and he was bareheaded. But Margot pressed her again, and she turned, saying reluctantly, Very well, I am coming.

Ay, and so is Christmas! the woman grumbled. And this time she fairly took her by the arm and hurried her away.

That is not a good retort, Margot! madame said presently, when they had gone a few paces, and were flitting hand-in-hand across the Grève, with heads bent to the wind, for it wants only four days to Christmas. You had forgotten that!

I think you are fey, my lady! the woman replied, in an ill-temper. I have not seen you so gay these twelve months; and what with the cold, and fear of the watch and monsieur, I am ready to sink. You must have heard fine news down there.

But madame did not answer. She was thinking of last Christmas. Her husband had gone to the revels at the Palais Cardinal, which was then in building. She had offered to go with him, and he had told her, with an oath, that if she did she should remember it. So she had stopped at home alone  her first Christmas in Paris. She had gone to mass, and then had sat all day in the cold, splendid house, and cried. Half the servants had played truant, and her woman had been cross, and for hours together no one had gone near her.

This Christmas it was to be different.

Madames eyes began to shine again, and her heart to beat a pleasant measure. If she had her will, they would go to no pageants or merry-makings. But then he liked such things, and showed to advantage in them. Yes, they would go, and she would sit quiet as a mouse; and listening while they praised him, would feed all the time on the sweet knowledge that now he was hers  her own.

She had not done dreaming when they reached the house. The porter was drowsing in his lodge, the gate was ajar. They slipped into the dark silent courtyard, and, flitting across it, entered the house. Two servants lay stretched asleep in the hall, and in a little room to the left of the door they could hear others talking; but no one looked out. Fortune could not have aided them better. With a little laugh of relief and thankfulness madame tripped up the grand staircase and under the great lamp which lit it and the hall.

Marmot followed, but neither she nor her mistress saw who followed them: who had followed them across the windy Grève, through street and lane and byway; even, after a moments hesitation, over the threshold of the court and into the house. A servant who heard the stairs creak as they went up, and looked out, fancied he saw a small black figure glide out of sight above; but as there were no children in the house, and this was a child, if anything, he thought his eyes deceived him  he was half-asleep  and, crossing himself, went back, yawning.

The boy could never quite explain  though often asked in after-years  what led him to run this risk. It is true he dared not return to the Rue Touchet; and he was only twelve years old, and knew nowhere else to go. But  However, that is all that can be said. He did follow them.

He paused at the head of the stairs, and stood shivering under the great lamp. In front of him hung a pair of heavy curtains. After a moments hesitation he crept between them and found himself in a splendid apartment, spacious though sparely furnished, lit from the roof, and in character half-hall, half-parlour. A high marble chimney-piece in the new Italian mode faced him, and on either hand were two lofty doorways screened by curtains. The floor was of parquet, the walls were panelled in chestnut wood. On each side of the fire, which smouldered low between the dogs and was nearly out, a long bench, velvet-covered, ran along the wall. A posset-cup stood on a tripod on the hearth, and in the middle of the room a marble table bore a dish of sweetmeats and a tray of flasks and glasses. In that day, when people dined at eleven and supped at six, it was customary to take les épices et le vin du coucher before retiring at nine.

The boy stood cowering and listening  a strange, pale-faced little figure, reflected in a narrow mirror which decked one wall. It was very cold even here; outside he must die of cold. He heard the two women moving and talking in one of the rooms on the left; otherwise the house was still. He looked about, hesitated, and at last stole on tip-toe across the floor to one of the doors on his right. The curtain which hid it trailed a yard on the ground. He sat down between it and the door, and, winding one corner of the thick heavy stuff round his frozen limbs, uttered a sigh of relief. He had found a refuge of a kind.

He meant to sleep, but he could not, for all his nerves were tense with excitement. Not a sound in the house escaped him. He heard the soft ashes sink on the hearth; he heard one of the men who slept in the hall turn and moan in his sleep. At last, quite close to him, a door opened.

Jehan moved a little and peered from his ambush. The noise had come from madames room. He was not surprised when he saw her face thrust out. Presently she put the curtain quite aside and came out, and stood a little way from him, listening intently. She wore a loose robe of some soft stuff, and he fancied she was barefoot, for she moved without noise.

She stood listening a full minute, with her hand to her bosom. Then she nodded, as if assured that all was well, and, going to the table, looked down at the things it held. Her face wore a subtle smile, her cheeks flamed softly, there was a shy sparkle in her eyes. The lamp seemed to lend her new loveliness.

Apparently she did not find what she wanted on the table, for in a moment she turned and went to the fireplace. She took the posset from the trivet, and, lifting the lid of the cup, looked in. What she saw appeared to satisfy her, for with a quick movement she carried the cup to the table and set it down open. She had her back to Jehan now, and he could not see what she was doing, though he watched her every motion and partly guessed. When she had finished whatever it was, she raised the cup to her lips, and the boys heart stood still. Ay, stood still! He half rose, his face white. But he was in error. She only kissed the wine and covered it, and took it back to the trivet, murmuring something over it as she set it down.
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The boy lay still, like one fascinated, while madame, clasping two little silk bags to her bosom, stole back to her door. As she raised the curtain with one hand she turned on a sudden impulse and kissed the other towards the hearth. Slowly the curtain fell and hid her shining eyes.


CHAPTER VII.

CLYTÆMNESTRA.

She had barely disappeared when the boy, listening eagerly, heard the great door below flung open, and instinctively sank down again. A breath of cold air rose from below. A harsh voice  a voice he knew  cursed someone or something in the hall, a heavy step came stumbling up the stairs, and in a moment M. de Vidoche, followed by a sleepy servant, pushed his way through the curtains. He was flushed with drink, yet he was not drunk, for as he crossed the floor he shot a swift sidelong glance at his wifes door  a glance of dark meaning; and, though he railed savagely at the servant for letting the fire go out, he had the air of listening while he spoke, and swore, to show himself at ease.

The man muttered some excuse, and, kneeling, began to blow the embers, while Vidoche looked on moodily. He had not taken off his hat and cloak. Has madame been out this evening? he said suddenly.

No, my lord.

Her woman is lying with her?

Yes, my lord.

A moments silence. Then, Trim the lamp, curse you! Dont you see it is going out? Do you want to leave me in the dark? Sacré! This might be a pigsty from the way it is kept!

The man was used to be kicked and abused, but it seemed to him that his masters caprices were taking a fresh direction. It was not his business to think, however. He trimmed the lamp and took the cloak and hat, and was going, when Vidoche called him back again. Put on a log, he said, and give me that drink. Nom du diable, it is cold! You lazy hound, you have been sleeping!

The man vowed he had not, and M. de Vidoche listened to his protestations as if he heard them. In reality his thoughts were busy with other things. Would it be tonight, or to-morrow, or the next day? he was wondering darkly. And how would it  take her? Would he be there, or would they come and tell him? Would she sicken and fade slowly, and die of some common illness to all appearance, with the priest by her side? Or would he awake in the night to hear her screaming, and be summoned to see her writhing in torture, gasping, choking, praying them to save  to save her from this horrible pain? God! The perspiration broke out on his brow. He shivered. Give me that! he muttered hoarsely, holding out a shaking hand. Give it me, I say!

The man was warming the posset, but he rose hastily and handed it.

Put lights in my room! And, hark you  you will sleep there to-night. I am not well. Go and get your straw, and be quick about it.

Vidoche listened with the cup in his hand while the man went down and fetched a taper and some coverings from the hall, and, coming up again, opened one of the doors on the right  not the one against which the boy lay. The servant went into the room and busied himself there for a time, while the master sat crouching over the fire, thinking, with a gloomy face. He tried to turn his thoughts to the Farincourt, and to what would happen afterwards, and to a dozen things with which his mind had been only too ready to occupy itself of late. But now his thoughts would not be ordered. They returned again and again to the door on his left. He caught himself listening, waiting, glancing at it askance. And this might go on for days. Dieu! the house would be a hell! He would go away. He would make some excuse to leave until  until after Christmas.

He shivered, cursed himself under his breath for a fool, and drank half the mulled wine at a draught. As he took the cup from his lips, his ear caught a slight sound behind him, and, starting, he peered hastily over his shoulder. But the noise came apparently from the next room, where the servant was moving about; and, with another oath, Vidoche drained the cup and set it down on the table.

He had scarcely done so when he drew himself suddenly upright and remained in that position for a moment, his mouth half open, his eyes glaring. A kind of spasm seized him. His teeth shut with a click. He staggered and clutched at the table. His face grew red  purple. His brain seemed to be bursting; his eyes filled with blood. He tried to cry, to give the alarm, to get breath, but his throat was held in an iron vice. He was choking and reeling on his feet, when the man came by chance out of the bedroom.

By a tremendous effort Vidoche spoke. Who  made  this? he muttered, in a hissing voice.

The servant started, scared by his appearance. He answered, nevertheless, that he had mixed it himself.

Look at  the bottom of  the cup! Vidoche replied in a terrible voice. He was swaying to and fro, and kept himself up only by his grip on the table. Is there  anything there?

The servant was terribly frightened, but he had the sense to obey. He took up the cup and looked in it. Is there  a powder  in it? Vidoche asked, a frightful spasm distorting his features.

There is  something, the man answered, his teeth chattering. But let me fetch help, my lord. You are not well. You are  

A dead man! the baffled murderer cried, his voice rising in a scream of indescribable despair and horror. A dead man! I am poisoned! My wife! He reeled with that word. He lost his hold of the table. Ha, mon Dieu! Mercy! Mercy! he cried.

In a moment he was down, writhing on the floor, and uttering shriek on shriek: cries so dreadful that on the instant doors flew open and sleepers awoke, and in a twinkling the room  though the lamp lay quenched, overturned in his struggles  was full of lights and frightened faces and huddled forms, and women who stopped their ears and wept. The doorways framed more faces, the staircase rang with sounds of alarm. Everywhere was turmoil and a madness of hurrying feet. One ran for the doctor, another for the priest, a third for the watch. The house seemed on a sudden alive; nay, the very courtyard, where the porter was gone from his post, and the doors stood open, was full of staring strangers, who gaped at the windows and the hurrying lights, and asked whose was the hotel, or answered it was M. de Vidoches.
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It had been. But already the man who had gone up the stairs so full of strength and evil purpose lay dying, speechless, all but dead. They had lifted him on to a pallet which someone drew from a neighbouring room, and at first there had been no lack of helpers or ready hands. One untied his cravat, and another his doublet, and two or three of the coolest held him in his paroxysms. But then the magic word Poison! was whispered; and one by one, all, even the man who had been with him, even madames woman, drew off, and left those two alone. The livid body lay on the pallet, and madame, stunned and horror-stricken, hung over it; but the servants stood away in a dense circle, and looking on with gloom and fear in their faces, some mechanically holding lights, some still grasping the bowls and basins they were afraid to use, whispered that word again and again.

It seemed as if the tell-tale syllables passed the walls; for the first to arrive, before doctor or priest, was the captain of the watch. He came upstairs, his sword clanking, and, thrusting the curtains aside, stood looking at the strange scene, which the many lights, irregularly held and distributed, lit up as if it had been a pageant on the stage. Who is it? he muttered, touching the nearest servant on the arm.

M. de Vidoche, the man answered.

Is he dead?

The man cringed before him. Dead, or as good, he whispered. Yes, sir.

Then he is not dead?

I do not know, sir.

Then why the devil are you all standing like mutes at a funeral? the soldier answered, with an oath. Leaving madame alone, too. Poison, eh? Oh! and he whistled softly. So that is why you are all looking on as if the man had got the plague, is it? A pretty set of curs you are! But here is the doctor. Out of the way now, he added contemptuously, and let no one leave the room.

He went forward with the physician, and, while the latter knelt and made his examination, the captain muttered a few words of comfort in madames ear. For all she heard or heeded, however, he might have spared his pains. She had been summoned so abruptly, and the call had so entirely snapped the thread of her thoughts, that she had not yet connected her husbands illness with any act of hers. She had absolutely forgotten the enterprise of the evening, its anticipations and hopes. For the time she was spared that horror. But this illness alone sufficed to overwhelm her, to sink her beyond the reach of present comfort. She no longer remembered her husbands coldness, but only the early days when he had come to her in her country home, a black-bearded, bold-eyed Apollo, and wooed her impetuously and with irresistible will. All his faults, all his unkindnesses, were forgotten now: only his beauty, his vigour, his great passion, his courage were remembered. A dreadful pain seized her heart when she recognised that his had ceased to beat. She peered white-faced into the physicians eyes, she hung on his lips. If she remembered her journey to the Rue Touchet at all, it was only to think how futile her hopes were now. He, whom she would have won back to her, was gone from her for ever!

The doctor shook his head gravely as he rose. He had tried to bleed the patient, without waiting, in this emergency, for a barber to be summoned; but the blood would not flow. It is useless, he said. You must have courage, madame. More courage than is commonly required, he continued, in a tone of solemnity, almost of severity. He looked round and met the captains eyes. He made him a slight sign.

He is dead? she muttered.

He is dead, the physician answered slowly. More, madame  my task goes farther. It is my duty to say that he has been poisoned.

Dead! she muttered, with a dry sob. Dead!

Poisoned, I said, madame, the physician answered almost harshly. In an older man the symptoms might be taken for those of apoplexy. But in this case not so. M. de Vidoche has been poisoned.

You are clear on the point? the captain of the watch said. He was a grey-haired, elderly man, lately transferred from the field to the slums of Paris, and his kindly nature had not been wholly obliterated by contact with villainy.

Perfectly, the doctor answered. More, the poison must have been administered within the hour.

Madame rose shivering from the dead mans side. This new terror, so much worse than that of death, seemed to thrust her from him, to raise a barrier between them. The soft white robe she had thrown round her when she ran from her bed was not whiter than her cheeks; the lights were not brighter than her eyes, distended with horror. Poisoned! she muttered. Impossible! Who would poison him?

That is the question, madame, the captain of the watch answered, not without pity  not without admiration. And if, as we are told, the poison must have been given within the hour, it should not be difficult to answer it. Let no one leave the room, he continued, pulling his moustachios. Where is the valet who waited on M. de Vidoche?

The man stood forward from the rest, shaking with alarm, and told briefly all he knew; how he had left his master in his usual health, and found him in some kind of seizure; how Vidoche had bidden him look in the cup, and how he had found a sediment in it which should not have been there.

You mixed this wine yourself? the captain of the watch said sharply.

The man allowed he had, whimpering and excusing himself.

Very well. Let me see madames woman, was the answer. Which is she? She is here, I suppose. Let her stand out.

A dozen hands were ready to point her out, a dozen lights were held up that the Chevalier du Guet might see her the better. She was pushed, nudged, impelled forward, until she stood trembling where the man had stood. But not for long. The captains first question was still on his lips when, with a sudden gesture of despair, the woman threw herself on her knees before him, and, grovelling in a state of abject terror, cried out that she would tell all  all! All if they would let her go! All if they would not torture her!

The captains face grew stern, the lines about his mouth hardened. Speak! he said curtly, and with a swift side-glance at the mistress, who stood as if turned to stone. Speak, but the truth only, woman! while a murmur of astonishment and fear ran round the circle.

It should be mentioned that at this time the crime of secret poisoning was held in especial abhorrence in France, the poisoning of husbands by wives more particularly. It was believed to be common; it was suspected in many cases where it could not be proved. Men felt themselves at the mercy of women who, sharing their bed and board, had often the motive and always the opportunity; and in proportion as the crime was easy of commission and difficult to detect was the rigour with which it was rewarded when detected. The high rank of the Princess of Condé  a Tremouille by birth and a Bourbon by marriage  did not avail to save her from torture when suspected of this; while the sudden death of a man of position was often sufficient to expose his servants, and particularly his wifes confidante, to the horrors of the question. Madames woman knew all this. Such things formed the gossip of her class, and in a paroxysm of fear, in terror, in dread lest the moment should pass and another forestall her, she flung both fidelity and prudence to the winds.

I will! I will! All! she cried. And I swear it is true! She went to a house in the Tournelles quarter to-night!

She? Who is she, woman? the captain asked sharply.

My lady there! She stayed an hour. I waited outside. As we came back a boy ran after us, and talked with her by the porch of St. Gervais. She sent me away, and I do not know what was his business. But after we got home, and when she thought me asleep, she crept out of the room and came here, and put something in that cup. I heard her go, and stole to the door, and through the curtains saw her do it, but I did not know what it was, or what she intended. I have told the truth. But I did not know, I did not! I swear I did not!

The captain silenced her protestations with a fierce gesture, and turned from her to the woman she accused. Madame, he said, in a low, unsteady voice, is this true?

She stood with both her hands on her breast, and looked, with a face of stone, not at him, but beyond him. She scarcely seemed to breathe, so perfect was the dreadful stillness which held her. He thought she did not hear: and he was about to repeat his question when she moved her lips in a strange, mechanical fashion, and, after an effort, spoke. Is it true? she whispered  in that stricken silence every syllable was audible, and even at her first word some women fell to shuddering is it true that I have killed my husband? Yes, I have killed him. I loved him, and I have killed him. I loved him  I had no one else to love  and I have killed him. God has let this be in this world. You are real, and I am real. It is no dream. He has let it be.

Mon Dieu! the captain muttered, while one woman broke into noisy weeping. She is mad!

But madame was not mad, or only mad for the moment. It is strange, she continued, with writhing lips, but in the same even tone  which to those who had ears to hear was worse than any loud outcry that such a thing should be. God should not let it be, because I loved him. I loved him, and I have killed him. I  but perhaps I shall awake presently and find it a dream. Or perhaps he is not dead. Is he? Ha! is he, man? Tell me!

With the last words, which leapt from her lips in sudden frantic questioning, she awoke as from a trance. She sprang towards the doctor; then, turning swiftly, looked where the corpse lay, and with a dreadful peal of laughter threw herself upon it. Her shrill cries so filled the air, so rang through the empty hall below, so pierced the brain, that the captain raised his hands to his ears, and the men shrank back, looking at the women.

See to her! said the captain, stamping his foot in a rage and addressing the physician. I must take her away, but I cannot take her like this. See to her, man. Give her something; drug her, poison her, if you like  anything to stop her! Her cries will ring in my ears a twelvemonth hence. Well, woman, what is it? he continued impatiently. Madames woman had touched his arm.

The boy! she muttered. The boy! Her teeth were chattering with terror. She pointed to the place where the servants stood most thickly near the great curtains which shut off the staircase.

He followed the direction of her hand, but saw nothing except scared faces and cringing figures. What boy, woman? he retorted. What do you mean?

The boy who came after us to the church, she answered. I saw him a minute ago  there! He was standing behind that man, looking under his arm.

Three strides brought the captain of the watch to the place indicated. But there was no boy there  there was no boy to be seen. Moreover, the frightened servants who stood in that part declared that they had seen no boy  that no boy could have been there. The captain, believing that they had had eyes only for Madame de Vidoche, put small faith in their protestations; but the fact remained that the boy was gone, and the searcher returned baffled and perplexed: more than half inclined to think that this might be a ruse on the womans part, yet at a loss to see what good it could do her. He asked her roughly how old the boy was.

About twelve, she answered, looking nervously over her shoulder. In truth, she began to fancy that the boy was a familiar. Or what could bring him here? How had he entered? And whither had he vanished?

How was he dressed? the captain asked angrily, waving back the servants, who would have pressed on him in their curiosity.

In black velvet, she answered. But he had no cap. He was bareheaded. And I noticed that he had black hair and blue eyes.

Are you sure that the boy you saw here was the boy who followed you and spoke to madame in the street? he urged. Be careful, woman!

I am certain of it, she answered feverishly. I knew him in a moment.

Are you sure that madame did not bring him in with you?

She vowed positively that she had not, and equally positively that the boy could not have followed them in without being seen. In this we know that she was mistaken; but she believed it, and her belief communicated itself to her questioner.

He rubbed his head with his hand in extreme perplexity. If the boy were a messenger from the villain whom this wretched woman had been to visit, what could have brought him to the house? Why had he risked himself on the scene of the murder? Unless  unless, indeed, his mission were to learn what happened, and to warn his master!

The captain caught that in a moment, and, thrusting the servants on one side, despatched three or four men on the instant to the Rue Touchet, Pardieu! he exclaimed, wiping his forehead when they were gone, I was nearly forgetting him. The villain! I will be sworn he tempted her! But now I think I have netted all  madame, the maid, the man, the devil! He ticked them off on his fingers. There is only the lad wanting. The odds are they will get him, too, in the Rue Touchet. So far, so good. But it is hateful work, the old soldier continued, with an oath, looking askance at the group which surrounded madame and the doctor. They will  ugh! it is horrible. It would be a mercy to give her a dose now, and end all.

But there was no one to take the responsibility, and so the few who were abroad very early that morning saw a strange and mournful procession pass through the streets of Paris; those streets which have seen so many grisly and so many fantastic things. An hour before daybreak a litter, surrounded by a crowd of armed men, some bearing torches and some pikes and halberds, came out of the Hotel Vidoche and passed slowly down the Rue St. Denis. The night was at its darkest, the wind at its keenest. Vagrant wretches, lying out in the Halles, rose up and walked for their lives, or slowly froze and perished.

But there are worse things than death in the open; worse, at any rate, than that death which comes with kindly numbing power. And some of these knew it; nay, all. The poorest outcast whom the glare of the cressets surprised as he lurked in porch or penthouse, the leanest beggar who looked out startled by the clang and tramp, knew himself happier than the kings prisoner bound for the Châtelet; and, hugging his rags, thanked Heaven for it.


CHAPTER VIII.

THE MARK OF CAIN.

When Jehan, in a fever of indignation, slipped stealthily out of the house in the Rue Touchet and sped up the dark, quiet street after Madame de Vidoche, he had no subtler purpose in his mind than to overtake her and warn her. The lady had spoken kindly to him on the night of the supper at Les Andelys. She was young, weak, oppressed; the plot against her seemed to the child to be fiendish in its artfulness. It needed no more to rouse every chivalrous instinct in his nature  and these in a boy should be many, or woe betide the man  and determine him to save her.

He thought that if he could overtake her and warn her all would be well; and at first his purpose went no farther than that. But as he ran, now looking over his shoulder in terror, and now peering into the darkness ahead, sometimes slipping into the gutter in his haste, and sometimes stumbling over a projecting step, a new and whimsical thought flashed into his mind, and in a moment fascinated him. How it came to one so young, whether the astrologers duplicity, to which he had been a witness, suggested it, or it sprang from some precocious aptitude in the boys own nature, it is impossible to say. But on a sudden there it was in his mind, full-grown, full-armed, a perfect scheme. He had only a few minutes in which to consider it before he caught madame up, and the time to put it into execution came; but in that interval he found no flaw in it. Rather he revelled in it. It satisfied the boys stern sense of retribution and justice. It more than satisfied the boys love of mischief and trickery.

He felt not the slightest misgiving, therefore, when it came to playing his part. He went through it without pity, without a scruple or thought of responsibility  nay, he followed madame home, and hid himself behind the curtain, with no feeling of apprehension as to what was coming, with no qualms of conscience.

But when he had seen all, and lying spell-bound in his hiding-place had witnessed the tragedy, when covering his ears with his hands, and cowering down as if he would cower through the floor, he had heard Vidoches death-cry and winced at each syllable of madames heart-broken utterance  when, with quaking limbs and white cheeks, he had crept at last down the stairs and fled from the accursed house, then the boy knew all; knew what he had done, and was horror-stricken! Even the darkness and freezing cold were welcome, if he might escape from that house  if he might leave those haunting cries behind. But how? by what road? He fled through street after street, alley after alley, over bridges, and along quays, by the doors of churches and the gates of prisons. But everywhere the sights and sounds went with him, forestalled him, followed him. He could not forget. When at last, utterly exhausted, he flung himself down on a pile of refuse in a distant corner of the Halles, his heart seemed bursting. He had killed a man. He had worse than killed a woman. He would be hung. The astrologer had told him truly; he was doomed, given up to evil and the devil!

He lay for a long time panting and shuddering, with his face hidden; while a burst of agony, provoked by some sudden pang of remembrance, now and again racked his frame. The spot he had, almost unconsciously, chosen for his hiding-place was a corner between two stalls, at the east end of the market: an angle well sheltered from the wind, and piled breast-high with porters knots and rubbish. The air was a little less bitter there than outside; and by good fortune he had thrown himself down on an old sack, which he, by-and-bye, drew over him. Otherwise he must have perished. As it was, he presently sobbed himself into an uneasy slumber; but only to awake in a few minutes with a scream of affright and a dismal return of all his apprehensions.

Still, nature was already at work to console him; and misery sleeps proverbially well. After a time he dozed again for a few minutes, and then again. At length, a little before daybreak, he went off into a sounder sleep, from which he did not awake until the wintry sun was nearly an hour up, and old-fashioned people were thinking of dinner.

After opening his eyes, he lay a while between sleeping and waking, with the sense of some unknown trouble heavy upon him. On a sudden a voice, a harsh, rasping voice, speaking a strange clipped jargon, roused him effectually. He is a runaway! the voice said, with two or three unnecessary oaths. A crown to a penny on it, my bully-boys! Well, it is an ill-wind blows no one any good. Rouse up the little shaveling, will you? That is not the way! Here, lend it me.

The next moment the boy sat up, with a cry of pain, for a heavy porters knot fell on his shin-bone and nearly broke it. He found himself confronted by three or four grinning ruffians, whose eyes glistened as they scanned his velvet clothes and the little silver buttons that fastened them. The man who had spoken before seemed to be the leader of the party: a filthy beggar with one arm and a hare-lip. Ho! ho! he chuckled; so you can feel, M. le Marquis, can you! Flesh and blood like other folk. And doubtless with money in your pockets to pay for your nights lodging.

He hauled the child to him and passed his hands through his clothes. But he found nothing, and his face grew dark. Morbleu! he swore. The little softy has brought nothing away with him!

The other men, gathering round, glared at the boy hungrily. In the middle of the Forest of Bondy he could not have been more at their mercy than he was in this quiet corner of the market, where a velvet coat with silver buttons was as rare a sight as a piece of the true cross. Two or three houseless wretches looked on from their frowsy lairs under the stalls, but no one dreamed of interfering with the men in possession. As for the boy, he gazed at his captors stolidly; he was white, mute, apathetic.

Plague, if I dont think the lad is a softy! said one, staring at him.

Not he! replied the man who had hold of him. And roughly seizing the boy by the head with his huge hand, he forced up an eyelid with his finger as if to examine the eye. The boy uttered a cry of pain. There! said the ruffian, grinning with triumph. He is all right. The question is, what shall we do with him?

There are his clothes, one muttered, eyeing the boy greedily.

To be sure, there are always his clothes, was the answer. It does not take an Armand Jean du Plessis de Richelieu to see that, gaby! And, of course, they would melt to the tune of something apiece! But maybe we can do better than that with him. He has run away. You dont find truffles on the dung-hill every day.

Well, said his duller fellows, their eyes beginning to sparkle with greed, what then, Bec de Lièvre?

If we take him home again, honest market porters, why should we not be rewarded? Eh, my bully-boys?

That is a bright idea! said one. So said another. The rest nodded. Ask him where he lives, when he is at home.

They did. But Jehan remained mute. Twist his arm! said the last speaker. He will soon tell you. Or stick your finger in his eye again! Blest if I dont think the kid is dumb! the man continued, gazing with astonishment at the boys dull face and lack-lustre eyes.

I think I shall find a tongue for him, the former operator replied with a leer. Here, sonny, answer before you are hurt, will you? Where do you live?

But Jehan remained silent. The ruffian raised his hand. In another moment it would have fallen, but in the nick of time came an interruption. Nom de ma mère! someone close at hand cried, in a voice of astonishment. It is my Jehan!

Two of the party in possession turned savagely on the intruder  a middle-sized man with foxy eyes, and a half-starved ape on his shoulder. Who asked you to speak? snarled one. Begone about your business, my fine fellow, or I shall be making a hole in you! cried another.

But he is my boy! the new-comer answered, fairly trembling with joy and astonishment. He is my boy!

Your boy? cried Bec de Lièvre, in a tone of contempt. You look like it, dont you? You look as if you dined on gold plate every day and had a Rohan to your cup-bearer, you do! Go along, man; dont try to bamboozle us, or it will be the worse for you! And with an angry scowl he turned to his victim.

But the showman, though he was a coward, was not to be put down so easily. It is the boy who is bamboozling you! he said. You take him for a swell! It is only his show dress he has on. He is a tumblers boy, I tell you. He circled the pole with me for two years. Last November he ran away. If you do not believe me, ask the monkey. See, the monkey knows him.

Bec de Lièvre had to acknowledge that the monkey did know him. For the poor beast was no sooner brought close to its old playmate than it sprang upon him and covered him with caresses, gibbering and crying out the while after so human a fashion that it might well have moved hearts less hard. The boy did not return its endearments, however; but a look of intelligence came into his eyes, and on a sudden he heaved a sigh as if his heart was breaking.

The men who had taken possession of him looked at one another. It was the boys cursed clothes fooled us, Bec de Lièvre growled savagely. We will have them, at any rate. Strip him and have done with it. And do you keep off, Master Tumbler, or we will tumble you.

But when the showman, who was trembling with delight and anticipation, made them understand that he would give a crown for the boy as he was in his clothes and that is more than the fence will give you, he added  they began to see reason. True, they stood out for a while for a higher price; but the bargain was eventually struck at a crown and a livre, and the boy handed over.

Master Crafty Eyes hand shook as he laid it on the childs collar and turned him round so that he might see his face the better. Bec de Lièvre discerned the mans excitement, and looked at him curiously. You must be very fond of the lad, he said.

The showmans eyes glittered ferociously. So fond of him, he said, in a mocking tone, that when I get him home I shall  oh, I shall not hurt his fine clothes, or his face, or his little brown hands, for those all show, and they are worth money to me. But I shall  I shall put a poker in the fire, and then Master Jehan will take off his new clothes so that they may not be singed, and  I shall teach him several new tricks with the poker.

You are a queer one, the other answered. Ill be shot if you dont look like a man with a good dinner before him.

That is the man I am, the showman answered, a hideous smile distorting his face. I have gone without dinner or supper many a day because my little friend here chose to run away one fine night, when he was on the point of making my fortune. But I am going to dine now. I am going to feed  on him!

Well, every man to his liking, the hare-lipped beggar answered indifferently. You have paid for your dinner, and may cook it as you please, for me.

I am going to, the showman answered, with an ugly look. He plucked the boy almost off his feet as he spoke, and while the men cried after him Bon appétit! and jeered, dragged him away across the open part of the market; finally disappearing with him in one of the noisome alleys which then led out of the Halles on the east side.

His way lay through a rabbit-warren of beetling passages and narrow lanes, where the boy, once loose, could have dodged him a hundred ways and escaped; and he held him with the utmost precaution, expecting him every moment to make a desperate attempt at it. But Jehan was not the old Jehan who had turned and twisted, walked and frolicked on the rope, and in the utmost depths of ill-treatment had still kept teeth to bite and spirit to use them. He was benumbed body and soul. He had had no food for nearly twenty hours. He had passed the night exposed to the cold. He had gone through intense excitement, horror, despair. So he stumbled along, with Vidoches dying cries in his ears, and, famished, frozen, bemused, met the showmans threats with a face of fixed, impassive apathy. He was within a very little of madness.

For a time Crafty Eyes did not heed this strange impassiveness. The showmans fancy was busy with the punishment he would inflict when he got the boy home to his miserable room. He gloated in anticipation over the tortures he would contrive, and the care he would take that they should not maim or disfigure the boy. When he had him tied down, and the door locked, and the poker heated  ah! how he would enjoy himself! The ruffian licked his lips. His eyes sparkled with pleasure. He jerked the boy along in his hideous impatience.

But after a time the childs bearing began to annoy him. He stopped and, holding him with one hand, beat him brutally on the head with the other, until the boy fell and hung in his grasp. Then he dragged him up roughly and hauled him on with volleys of oaths; still scowling at him from time to time, as if, somehow, he found this little foretaste of vengeance less satisfying than he had expected.

There were people coming and going in the dark filthy lane where this happened  a place where smoke-grimed gables almost met overhead, and the gutter was choked with refuse  but no one interfered. What was a little beating more or less? Or, for the matter of that, what was a boy more or less? The hulking loafers and frowsy slatterns, who huddled for warmth in corners, nodded their heads and looked on approvingly. They had their own brats to beat and business to mind. There was no one to take the boys part. And another hundred yards would lodge him in the showmans garret.

At that last moment the boy awoke from his trance and understood; and in a convulsion of fear hung back and struggled, screaming and throwing himself down. The man dragged him up savagely, and was in the act of taking him up bodily to carry him, when a person, who had already passed the pair once, came back and looked at the boy again. The next moment a hand fell on the showmans arm, and a voice said, Stop! What boy is that?

The showman looked up, saw that the intervener was a priest, and sneered. What is that to you, father? he said, trying by a side movement to pass by. Not one of your flock, at any rate.

No, but you are! the priest retorted in a strangely sonorous voice. He was a stalwart man, with a mobile face and sad eyes that seemed out of keeping with the rest of him. You are! And if you do not this minute set him down and answer my question, you ruffian, when your time comes you shall go to the tree alone!

Diable! the showman muttered, startled yet scowling. Who are you, then?

I am Father Bernard. Now tell me about that boy, and truly. What have you been doing to him? Ay, you may well tremble, rascal!

For the showman was trembling. In the Paris of that day the name of Father Bernard was almost as well known as the name of Cardinal Richelieu. There was not a night-prowler or cutpurse, bully or swindler, who did not know it, and dream in his low fits, when the drink was out and the money spent, of the day when he would travel by Father Bernards side to Montfaucon, and find no other voice and no other eye to pity him in his trouble. Impelled by feelings of humanity, rare at that time, this man made it his life-work to attend on all who were cast for execution; to wait on them in prison, and be with them at the last, and by his presence and words of comfort to alleviate their sufferings here, and bring them to a better mind. He had become so well known in this course of work that the king himself did him honour, and the Cardinal granted him special rights. The mob also. The priest passed unharmed through the lowest wynds of Paris, and penetrated habitually to places where the Lieutenant of the Châtelet, with a dozen pikes at his back, would not have been safe for a moment.

This was the man whose stern voice brought the showman to a standstill. Master Crafty Eyes faltered. Then he remembered that the boy was his boy, that his title to him was good. He said so sulkily.

Your boy? the priest replied, frowning. Who are you, then?

An acrobat, father.

So I thought. But do acrobats boys wear black velvet clothes with silver buttons?

He was stolen from me, the showman answered eagerly. He had a good conscience as to the clothes. I have only just recovered him, father.

Who stole him? Where has he been? The priest spoke quickly, and with no little excitement. He looked narrowly at the boy the while, holding him at arms length. Where did he spend last night, for instance?

The showman spread out his palms and shrugged his shoulders. How should I know? he said. I was not with him.

He has black hair and blue eyes!

Yes. But what of that? Crafty Eyes answered. I can swear to him. He is my boy.

And mine! Father Bernard retorted with energy. The boy I want! The priests eyes sparkled, his form seemed to dilate with triumph. Deo laus! Deo laus! he murmured sonorously, so that a score of loiterers who had gathered round, and were staring and shivering by turns, fell back affrighted and crossed themselves. He is the boy! God has put him in my way this day as clearly as if an angel had led me by the hand. And he goes with me; he goes with me. Chut, man!  this to the showman, who stood frowning in his path dont dare to look black at me. The boy goes with me, I say. I want him for a purpose. If you choose you can come too.

Whither?

To the Châtelet, Father Bernard answered, with a grim chuckle. You dont seem to relish the idea. But do as you please.

You will take the boy?

This moment, the priest answered.

Mon Dieu! but you shall not! the showman exclaimed. Wrath for the moment drove out fear. He seized the child by the arm. He is my boy! You shall not, I say! he cried, almost foaming with rage. He is mine!
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Idiot! Beast! Gallows-bird! the priest thundered in reply. For one-half of a denier I would throw you into the next street! Let go, or I will blast you with  Oh, it is well for you you are reasonable. Now begone! Begone! or, at a word from me, there are a score here will  

He did not finish his sentence, for the showman fell back panic-stricken, and stood off among the crowd, malevolence and craven fear struggling for the mastery in his countenance. The priest took the boy up gently in his arms and looked at him. His face grew strangely mild as he did so. The black brows grew smooth, the lips relaxed. Get a little water, he said to the nearest man, a hulking, olive-skinned Southerner. The child has swooned.

Your pardon, father, the man answered. He is dead.

But Father Bernard shook his head. No, my son, he said kindly. He who led me here to-day will keep life in him a little longer. Gods ways never end in a cul-de-sac. Get the water. He has swooned only.


CHAPTER IX.

BEFORE THE COURT.

Since the poisoning of the Prince of Condé by his servant, Brillaut, at the instigation  as was alleged and commonly believed  of Madame la Princesse, no tragedy of the kind had caused a greater sensation in Paris, or been the subject of more talk, than the murder of M. de Vidoche. The remarkable circumstances which attended it  and which lost nothing in the narration  its immediate discovery, the apparent lack of motive, and the wealth, rank, and youth of the guilty wife, all helped, with the fulness of Paris at this time and the absence of any stirring political news, to make it the one topic of interest. Nothing else was talked of in chamber or tennis court, in the Grand Gallery at the Louvre, or in the cardinals ante-room at the Palais Richelieu. Culprit and victim were alike well known. M. de Vidoche, if no favourite, had been at least a conspicuous figure in society. He had been cast for one of the parts in the royal troupe at the Christmas carnival. His flirtation with Mademoiselle de Farincourt had been sufficiently marked to cause both amusement and interest. And if madame was a less familiar figure at Court, if she had a reputation somewhat prudish, and an air of rusticity that did not belie it, and was even less of a favourite than her husband, her position as a great heiress and the last of an old family gave her a cachet which did not fail to make her interesting now.

Gladly would the great ladies in their coaches have gone down to the Châtelet to stare at her after the cruel fashion of that day; and, after buzzing round her in her misery, have gone away with a hundred tales of how she looked, and what she wore, and what she said in prison. But madame was saved this  this torture worse than the question  by the physicians order that no one should be admitted to her. He laid this down so strenuously  telling the lieutenant that if she had not complete repose for twenty-four hours he would be answerable neither for her life nor her reason  that that officer, who, like the Chevalier du Guet, was an old soldier, replied No to the most pressing insistences; and save and except Father Bernard, who had the entrée at all hours by the kings command, would let no one go in to her. It will be bad enough by-and-bye, he said, with an oath. If she did it, she will be punished. But she shall have a little peace to-day.

But the great world, baffled on this point, grew only the more curious; circulated stories only the more outrageous; and nodded and winked and whispered only the more assiduously. Would she be put to the question? And by the rack, or the boot, or the water torture? And who was the man? Of course there was a man. Now if it had been M. de Vidoche who had poisoned her, that would have been plain, intelligible, perspicuous; since everyone knew  and so on, and so on, with Mademoiselle de Farincourts name at intervals.

It was believed that madame would be first examined in private; but late at night, on the day before Christmas Eve, a sealed order came to the Lieutenant of the Châtelet, commanding him to present madame, with her servants and all concerned in the case, at the Palais de Justice on the following morning. Late as it was, the news was known in every part of Paris that night. Marshal Bassompierre, lying in the Bastille, heard it, and regretted he could not see the sight. It was rumoured that the king would attend in person; even that the trial had been hastened for his pleasure. It was certain that half the Court would be there, and the other half, if it could find room. The great ladies, who had failed to storm the Châtelet, hoped to succeed better at the Palais, and the First President of the Court, and even the Commissioners appointed to sit with him, found their doors beset at dawn with delicate poulets, or urgent, importunate applications.

Madame de Vidoche, the man and maid, were brought from the Châtelet to the Conciergerie an hour before daylight  madame in her coach, with her woman, the man on foot. That cold morning ride was such as few, thank God, are called on to endure. To the horrors of anticipation the lost wife, scarcely more than a girl, had to add the misery of retrospection; to the knowledge of what she had done, a womans shrinking from the doom that threatened her, from shame and pain and death. But that which she felt perhaps as keenly as anything, as she crouched in a corner of her curtained vehicle and heard the yells which everywhere saluted its appearance, was the sudden sense of loneliness and isolation. True, the Lieutenant sat opposite to her, but his face was hard. She was no longer a woman to him, but a prisoner, a murderess, a poisoner. And the streets were thronged, in spite of the cold and the early hour. On the Pont au Change the people ran beside the coach and strove to get a sight of her, and jeered and sang and shouted. And at the entrance to the Palais, in the room in the Conciergerie where she had to wait, on the staircase to the court above, everywhere it was the same; all were set so thick with faces  staring, curious faces  that the guards could scarcely make a way for her. But she was cut off from all. She was no longer of them  of things living. Not one said a kind word to her; not one looked sympathy or pity. On a sudden, in a moment, with hundreds gazing at her, she, a delicate woman, found herself a thing apart, unclean, to be shunned. A thing, no longer a person. A prisoner, no longer a woman.

They placed a seat for her, and she sank into it, feeling at first nothing but the shame of being so stared at. But presently she had to rise and be sworn, and then, as she became conscious of other things, as the details of the crowded chamber forced themselves on her attention, and she saw which were the judges, and heard herself called upon to answer the questions that should be put to her, the instinct of self-preservation, the desire to clear herself, to escape and live, took hold of her. A late instinct, for hitherto all her thoughts had been of the man she had killed  her husband; but the fiercer for that. A burning flush suddenly flamed in her cheeks. Her eyes grew bright, her heart began to beat quickly. She turned giddy.

She knew only of one way in which she could escape; only of one man that could help her; and even while the first judge was in the act of calling upon her, she turned from him and looked round. She looked to the right, to the left, then behind her, for Nôtredame. He, if he told the truth, could clear her! He could say that she had come to him for a charm, and not for poison! And he only! But where was he? There was her woman, trembling and weeping, waiting to be called. There was the valet, pale and frightened. There were twice a hundred indifferent people. But Nôtredame? He was not visible. He was not there. When she had satisfied herself of this, she sank back with a moan of despair. She gave up hope again. A hundred curious eyes saw the colour fade from her cheeks; her eyes grew dull, the whole woman collapsed.

The examination began. She gave her name in a hollow whisper.

It was the practice of that day, and still is, in French courts, to take advantage of any self-betrayal or emotion on the part of the accused person. It is the duty of the judges to observe the prisoner constantly and narrowly; and the First President, on an occasion such as this, was not the man to overlook anything which was visible to the ordinary spectator. Instead, therefore, of pursuing the regular interrogatory he had in his mind, he leaned forward and asked madame what was the matter.

I wish for the man Solomon Nôtredame, Madame de Vidoche answered, rising and speaking in a choking voice.

That is the man from whom you bought the poison, I think? the judge answered, affecting to look at his notes.

Yes, but as a love-philtre  not a poison, madame said in a whisper. I wish him to be here.

You wish to be confronted with him?

Yes.

With the man Solomon Nôtredame?

Yes.

Then you shall be, presently, the judge replied, leaning back, and casting a singular glance at his colleagues. Be satisfied. And now, madame, he continued gravely, as his eyes returned to her, it is my duty to help you to tell, and your duty to confess frankly, all that you know concerning this matter. Be good enough, therefore, to collect yourself, and answer my questions fully and truly, as you hope for mercy here and hereafter. So you will save yourself pain, and such also as shall examine you; and may best deserve, in the worst case, the kings indulgence.

As he uttered this exhortation madame clung to the bar behind which she stood, and seemed for the moment about to faint, so that the President waited awhile before he proceeded. She looked, indeed, ghostly. Her white face gleamed through the fog  which, rising from the river, was fast filling the chamber  like a face seen for an instant on a wreck through mist and spray and tempest. Ladies who had known her as an equal, and who now gazed heartlessly down at her from galleries, felt a pleasant thrill of excitement, and whispered that they had not braved the early cold for nothing. There was not a man in the court who did not expect to see her fall.

But there is in women a power of endurance far exceeding that of men. By an immense effort madame regained control over herself. She answered the Presidents opening questions faintly but clearly; and, being led at once to tell of her visit to Nôtredame, had sufficient sense of her position to dwell plainly on the two facts important to her  that the object of her visit was a love-potion, and not a poison, and that the instructions first given to her were to take it herself. The latter assertion produced a startling impression in the court. It was completely unexpected; and though ninety-nine out of a hundred fancied it the bold invention of a desperate woman, all allowed that it added zest to the case.

Naturally the President pressed her hard on these points. He strove, both by cajolery and by stating objections, to make her withdraw from them. But she would not. Nor could he entrap her into narrating anything at variance with them. At length he desisted. Very well, we will leave that, he said; and so subtly had her story gained sympathy for her that the sigh of relief uttered in the court was perfectly audible. We will pass on, if you please. The boy who overtook you in the street, and, as you say, altered all? Who was he, madame?

I do not know.

You had seen him before?

No.

Did he not open the door at this Nôtredames when you entered the house?

No.

Nor when you left?

No.

How did you know, then, madame, that he came from this abominable person whom you had been visiting?

He said he did.

And do you tell us, the judge retorted, that on the mere word of this boy, whom you did not know and had never seen, without the assurance of any token or countersign, you disregarded the man Nôtredames directions on the most vital point, and, instead of taking this drug yourself, gave it to your husband?

I do.

Without suspecting that it was other than that for which you had asked?

Yes.

Madame, the judge said slowly, it is incredible. He looked for a moment at his colleagues, as if to collect their opinions. They nodded. He turned to her again. Do you not see that? he said almost kindly.

I do not, madame answered firmly. It is true.

Describe the boy, if you please.

He had  I think he had dark clothes, she answered, faltering for the first time. He looked about twelve years old.

Yes, the President said; go on.

He had  I could not see any more, madame muttered faintly. It was dark.

And do you expect us to believe this? the President replied with warmth, real or assumed. Do you expect us to believe such a story? Or that it was at the instance of this boy only  this boy of whom you knew nothing, whom you cannot describe, whom you had never seen before  that it was at his instance only that you gave this drug to your husband, instead of taking it yourself?

She reeled slightly, clinging to the bar. The court swam before her. She saw, as he meant her to see, the full hopelessness of her position, the full strength of the case which fate had made against her, her impotence, her helplessness. Yet she forced herself to make an effort. It is the truth, she said, in a broken voice. I loved him.

Ah! the President replied cynically. He repressed by a gesture a slight disturbance at the rear of the court. That, of course. It is part of the story. Or why a love-philtre? But do you not see, madame, he continued, bending his brows and speaking in the tone he used to common criminals, that all the wives in Paris might poison their husbands, and when they were found out say It was a love-potion, if you are to escape? No, no; we must have some better tale than that.

She looked at him in terror and shame. I have no other, she cried wildly. That is the truth. If you do not believe me, there is Nôtredame. Ask him.

You applied to be confronted with him some time back, the President answered, looking aside at his colleagues, who nodded. Is that still your desire?

She murmured Yes, with dry lips.

Then let him be called, the judge answered solemnly. Let Solomon Nôtredame be called and confronted with the accused.

The order was received with a general stir, a movement of curiosity and expectation. Those in the galleries leaned forward to see the better; those at the back stood up. Madame, with her lips parted and her breath coming quickly  madame, the poor centre of all  gazed with her soul in her eyes towards the door at which she saw others gazing. All for her depended on this man  the man she was about to see. Would he lie and accuse her? Or would he tell the truth and corroborate her story  say, in a word, that she had come for a love-charm, and not for poison? Surely this last? Surely it would be to his interest?

But while she gazed with her soul in her eyes, the door which had been partly opened fell shut again, and disappointed her. At the same moment there was a general movement and rustling round her, an uprising in every part of the chamber. In bewilderment, almost in impatience, she turned towards the judges and found that they had risen too. Then through a door behind them she saw six gentlemen file in, with a flash and sparkle of colour that lit up the sombre bench. The first was the king.

Louis was about thirty-five years old at this time  a dark, sallow man, wearing black, with a wide-leafed hat, in which a costly diamond secured a plume of white feathers. He carried a walking cane, and saluted the judges as he entered, Three gentlemen  two about the kings age, the third a burly, soldierly man of sixty  followed him, and took their places behind the canopied chair placed for him. The fifth to enter  but he passed behind the judges and took a chair which stood on their left  wore a red robe trimmed with fur, and a small red cap. He was a man of middle height and pale complexion, keen Italian features and bright piercing eyes, and so far was not remarkable. But he had also a coal-black moustache and chin tuft, and milk-white hair; and this contrast won him recognition everywhere. He was Armand Jean du Plessis, Duke and Cardinal Richelieu, soldier, priest, and playwriter, and for sixteen years the ruler of France.

Madame gazed at them with a beating heart, with wild hopes that would rise, despite herself. But, oh God! how coldly their eyes met hers! With what a stony stare! With what curiosity, indifference, contempt! Alas, they had come for that. They had come to stare. This was their Christmas show  part of their Christmas revels. And she  she was a woman on her trial, a poisoner, a murderess, a vile thing to be questioned, tortured, dragged to a shameful death!

For a moment or two the king talked with the judges. Then he sat back in his chair. The President made a sign, and an usher in a sonorous voice cried, Solomon Nôtredame! Let Solomon Nôtredame stand forth!


CHAPTER X.

TWO WITNESSES.

Madame de Vidoche heard the name and braced herself again, turning towards the door as others turned, and waiting with dry lips and feverish eyes for the man who was to save her  to save her in spite of king and court. Would he never come? The door stood open, remained open. She could see through it the passage with its bare walls and dusky ceiling, and hear in the hushed silence a noise of shuffling feet. Gradually the noise grew louder; though it still seemed a thing by itself, and so distant that in the court where they waited, with every eye expectant, the slightest sound, the lowest whisper was audible. When the usher cried again, Solomon Nôtredame, stand forward! more than one glanced at him angrily. He balked their expectation.

Ha! at last! But they were carrying him! Madame shivered slightly as she watched the four men come slowly along the passage, bearing a chair between them. At the door they stumbled and paused, giving her time to think. They had been racking him, then, and he could not walk; she might have guessed it. Her cheek, white before, became a shade ghastlier, and she clutched the bar with a firmer grip.

They brought him slowly down the three steps and through the narrow passage towards her. The men who carried him blocked her view, but she saw presently that there was something odd about his head. When they set him down, three paces from her, she saw what it was. His face was covered. There was a loose cloth over his head, and he leaned forward in a strange way.

What did it mean? She began to tremble, gazing at him wildly, expecting she knew not what. And he did not move.
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Suddenly the Presidents solemn voice broke the silence. Madame, he said  but it seemed to her that he was speaking a long way off here is your witness. You asked to be confronted with him, and the court, hoping that this may be the more merciful way of inducing you to confess your crime, assent to the request. But I warn you that he is a witness not for you, but against you. He has confessed.

For a moment she looked dumbly at the speaker; then her eyes went back to the veiled figure in the chair  it had a horrible attraction for her.

Unhappy woman, the President continued, in solemn accents, he has confessed. Will you now, before you look upon him, do likewise?

She shook her head. She would have denied, protested, cried that she was not guilty; but her throat was parched  she had lost her voice, hope, all. There was a drumming noise in the court; or perhaps it was in her head. It was growing dark, too.

He has confessed, she heard the President go on  but he was speaking a long, long way off now, and his voice came to her ears dully by executing on himself that punishment which otherwise the law would have imposed. Are you still obstinate? Let the face be uncovered then. Now, wretched woman, look on your accomplice.

Perhaps he spoke in mercy, and to prepare her; for she looked, and did not at once swoon, though the sight of that dead yellow face, with its stony eyes and open mouth, drew shrieks from more than one. The self-poisoner had done his work well. The sombre features wore even in death a cynical grin, the lips a smile of triumph. But this was on the surface. In the glassy eyes, dull and lustreless, lurked  as all saw who gazed closely  a horror; a look of sudden awakening, as if in the moment of dissolution the wicked man had come face to face with judgment; and, triumphant over his earthly foes, had met on the threshold of the dark world a shape that froze the very marrow in his bones.

Grimmest irony that he who had so long sported with the things of death, and traded on mens fear of it, should himself be brought here dead, to be exposed and gazed at! Of small use now his tricks and chemicals, his dark knowledge and the mystery in which he had wrapped himself. Orcus had him, grim head, black heart and all.

A moment, I have said, madame stared. Then gradually the truth, the hideous truth, came home to her. He was dead! He had killed himself! The horror of it overcame her at last. With a shuddering cry she fell swooning to the floor.

When she came to herself again  after how long an interval she could not tell  and the piled faces and sharp outlines of the court began to shape themselves out of the mist, her first thought, as remembrance returned, was of the ghastly figure in the chair. With an effort  someone was sponging her forehead, and would have restrained her  she turned her head and looked. To her relief it was gone. She sighed, and closing her eyes lay for a time inert, hearing the hum of voices, but paying no attention. But gradually the misery of her position took hold of her again, and with a faint moan she looked up.

In a moment she fell to trembling and crying softly, for her eyes met those of the woman who stooped over her and read there something new, strange, wonderful  kindness. The woman patted her hand softly, and murmured to her to be still and to listen. She was listening herself between times, and presently madame followed her example.

Dull as her senses still were, she noticed that the king sat forward with an odd keen look on his face, that the judges seemed startled, that even the Cardinals pale features were slightly flushed. And not one of all had eyes for her. They were looking at a boy who stood at the end of the table, beside a priest. The cold light from a window fell full on his face, and he was speaking. I listened, she heard him say. Yes.

And how long a time elapsed before Madame de Vidoche came? the President asked, continuing, apparently, an examination of which she had missed the first part.

Half an hour, I think, the boy answered, in a clear, bold tone.

You are sure it was poison he required?

I am sure.

And madame?

A love-philtre.

You heard both interviews?

Both.

You are sure of the arrangement made between Vidoche and this man, of which you have told us? That the poison should be given to madame in the form of a love-philtre? That she might take it herself?

I am sure.

And it was you who ran after Madame de Vidoche and told her that the draught was to be given to her husband instead?

Yes.

Do you acknowledge, then, the President continued slowly, that it was you who, in fact, killed M. de Vidoche?

For the first time the boy faltered and stumbled, and looked this way and that as if for a chance of escape. But there was none, and Father Bernard, by laying his hand on his arm, seemed to give him courage. I do, he answered, in a low tone.

Why? the President demanded, with a quick look at his colleagues. He spoke amid an irrepressible murmur of interest. The tale had been told once, but it was a tale that bore telling.

Because  I heard him plan his wifes death  and I thought it right, the boy stammered, terror growing in his eyes. I wanted to save her. I did not know. I did not think.

The President looked towards the king, but suddenly from an unexpected quarter came an interruption. Madame rose trembling to her feet and stood grasping the bar before her. Her face passed from white to red, and red to white. Her eyes glittered through her tears. The woman beside her would have held her back, but she would not be restrained. What is this? she panted. Does he say that my husband was  there?

Yes, madame, he does, the President answered indulgently.

And that he came for poison  for me?

He says so, madame.

She looked at him for a moment wildly, then sank back on her stool and began to sob. She had gone through so many emotions; love and death, shame and fear, had so sported with her during the last few days that she could taste nothing to the full now, neither sweet nor bitter. As the dawning of life and hope had left her rather dazed than thankful, so this stab, that a little earlier would have pierced her very heartstrings, did but prick her. Afterwards the thankfulness and the pain  and the healing  might come. But here in the presence of all these people, where so much had happened to her, she could only sob weakly.

The President turned again to the king. Louis nodded, and with a painful effort  for he stammered terribly  spoke. Who is th-this lad? he said. Ask him.

The judge bowed and returned to the witness. You call yourself Jean de Bault? he said somewhat roughly. The name, and especially the particle, displeased him.

The boy assented.

Who are you, then?

Jehan opened his mouth to answer, but Father Bernard interposed. Tell His Majesty, he said, what you told me.

After a moments hesitation the boy complied, speaking fast, with his face on his breast and a flushed cheek. Nevertheless, in the silence every word reached the ear. I am Jehan de Bault, he pattered in his treble voice, seigneur of I know not where, and lord of seventeen lordships in the county of Perigord   and so on, and so on, through the quaint formula to which we have listened more than once.

Ninety-nine out of a hundred who heard him, heard him with incredulous surprise, and took the tale for a mountebanks patter; though patter, they acknowledged it was of a novel kind, aptly made and well spoken. Two or three of the bolder laughed. There had been little to laugh at before. The king moved restlessly in his chair, saying, Pish! Wh-hat is this rubbish? What is he s-saying?

The President frowned, and taking his cue from the king, was about to rebuke the boy sharply, when one who had not before spoken, but whose voice in an instant produced silence among high and low, intervened. The tale rings true! the Cardinal said, in low, suave accents. But there is no family of Bault in Perigord, is there?

With His Majestys permission, no! replied a bluff, hearty voice; and therewith the elderly soldier who had come in with the king advanced a pace to the side of his masters chair. I am of Perigord, and know, your Eminence, he continued. More. Two months ago I saw this lad  I recognise him now  at the fair of Fécamp. He was differently dressed then, but he had the same tale, except that he did not mention Perigord.

S-someone has taught it him, said the king.

Your Majesty is doubtless right, the President answered obsequiously. Then to the boy he continued, Speak, boy; who taught it you?

But Jehan only shook his head and looked puzzled. At last, being pressed, he said, At Bault, in Perigord.

There is no such place! M. de Bresly cried roundly.

Father Bernard looked distressed. He began to repent that he had led the child to tell the tale; he began to fear that it might hurt instead of helping. Perhaps after all he had been too credulous. But again the Cardinal came to the rescue.

Is there any family in Perigord can boast of three marshals, M. de Bresly? he asked, in his thin incisive tones.

None that I know of. Several that can boast of two.

The blood of Roland?

M. de Bresly shrugged his shoulders. It is common to all of us, he said, smiling.

The great Cardinal smiled, too  a flickering, quickly-passing smile. Then he leaned forward and fixed the boy with his fierce black eyes. What was your fathers name? he said.

Jehan shook his head, impotently, miserably.

Where did you live?

The same result. The king threw himself back and muttered, It is no good. The President moved in his seat. Some in the galleries began to whisper.

But the Cardinal raised his hand imperiously. Can you read? he said.

No, Jehan murmured.

Then your arms? The Cardinal spoke rapidly now, and his face was growing hard. They were over the gate, over the door, over the fireplace. Think  look back  reflect. What were they?

For a moment. Jehan stared at him in bewilderment, flinching under the gaze of those piercing eyes. Then on a sudden the boys face grew crimson. He raised his hand eagerly. Or, on a mount vert! he cried impetuously  and stopped. But presently, in a different voice, he added slowly, It was a tree  on a hill.

With a swift look of triumph the Cardinal turned to M. de Bresly. Now, he said, that belongs to  

The soldier nodded almost sulkily. It is Madame de Vidoches, he said.

And her name was  

Martinbault. Mademoiselle de Martinbault!

A murmur of astonishment rose from every part of the court. For a moment the King, the Cardinal, the President, M. de Bresly, all were inaudible. The air seemed full of exclamations, questions, answers; it rang with the words, Bault  Martinbault! Everywhere people rose to see the boy, or craned forward and slipped with a clattering noise. Etiquette, reverence, even the presence of the king, went for nothing in the rush of excitement. It was long before the ushers could obtain silence, or any get a hearing.

Then M. de Bresly, who looked as much excited as any, and as red in the face, was found to be speaking. Pardieu, sire, it may be so! he was heard to say. It is true enough, as I now remember. A child was lost in that family about eight years back. But it was at the time of the Rochelle expedition; the province was full of trouble, and M. and Madame de Martinbault were just dead; and little was made of it. All the same, this may be the boy. Nay, it is a thousand to one he is!

What is he, then, to M  Madame de V  Vidoche? the king asked, with an effort. He was vastly excited  for him.

A brother, sire, M. de Bresly answered.

That word pierced at last through the dulness which wrapped madames faculties, and had made her impervious to all that had gone before. She rose slowly, listened, looked at the boy  looked with growing wonder, like one awakening from a dream. Possibly in that moment the later years fell from her, and she saw herself again a child  a tall, lanky girl playing in the garden of the old château with a little toddling boy who ran and lisped, beat her sturdily with fat, bare arms or cuddled to her for kisses. For with a sudden gesture she stretched out her hands, and cried in a clear voice, Jean! Jean! It is little Jean!

* * * * *

It became the fashion  a fashion which lasted half a dozen years at least  to call that Christmas the Martinbault Christmas; so loudly did those who were present at that famous examination, and the discovery which attended it, profess that it exceeded all the other amusements of the year, not excepting even the great ball at the Palais Cardinal, from which every lady carried off an étrenne worth a years pin-money. The story became the rage. Those who had been present drove their friends, who had not been so fortunate, to the verge of madness. From the court the tale spread to the markets. Men made a broadsheet of it, and sold it in the streets  in the Rue Touchet, and under the gallows at Montfaucon, where the body of Solomon Nôtredame withered in the spring rains. Had Madame de Vidoche and the child stayed in Paris, it must have offended their ears ten times a day.
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But they did not. As soon as madame could be moved, she retired with the boy to the old house four leagues from Perigueux, and there, in the quiet land where the name of Martinbault ranked with the name of the king, she sought to forget her married life. She took her maiden title, and in the boys breeding, in works of mercy, in a hundred noble and fitting duties entirely to her taste, succeeded in finding peace, and presently happiness. But one thing neither time, nor change, nor in the event love, could erase from her mind; and that was a deep-seated dread of the great city in which she had suffered so much. She never returned to Paris.

About a year after the trial a man with crafty, foxy eyes came wandering through Perigueux, with a monkey on his shoulder. He saw not far from the road  as his evil-star would have it  an old château standing low among trees. The place promised well, and he went to it and began to perform before the servants in the courtyard. Presently the lord of the house, a young boy, came out to see him.

More need not be said, save that an hour later a man, half naked, covered with duckweed, and aching in every bone, crawled on to the highroad, and went on his way in sadness  with his mouth full of curses; and that for years afterwards a monkey, answering to the name of Taras, teased the dogs, and plucked the ivy, and gambolled at will on the great south terrace at Martinbault.

THE END


MY LADY ROTHA
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CHAPTER I.

HERITZBURG.

I never saw anything more remarkable than the change which the death of my ladys uncle, Count Tilly, in the spring of 1632, worked at Heritzburg. Until the day when that news reached us, we went on in our quiet corner as if there were no war. We heard, and some of us believed, that the Palatine Elector, a good Calvinist like ourselves, had made himself King of Bohemia in the Emperors teeth; and shortly afterwards  which we were much more ready to believe  that he was footing it among the Dutchmen. We heard that the King of Denmark had taken up his cause, but taken little by the motion; and then that the King of Sweden had made it his own. But these things affected us little: they were like the pattering of the storm to a man hugging himself by the fireside. Through all we lay snug and warm, and kept Christmas and drank the Emperors health. Even the great sack of Magdeburg, which was such an event as the world, I believe, will never see again, moved us less to fear than to pity; though the city lies something less than fifty leagues northeast of us. The reason of this I am going to tell you.

Our town stands, as all men know, in a nook of the Thuringian Forest, facing south and west towards Hesse, of which my Lady Rotha, Countess of Heritzburg, holds it, though all the land about is Saxon, belonging either to Coburg, or Weimar, or Altenburg, or the upper Duchy. On the north and east the forest rises in rolling black ridges, with a grey crag shooting up spire-like here and there; so that from this quarter it was not wonderful that no sound of war reached us. Toward the south and west, where is the mouth of the valley, and whither our people point when they talk of the world, a spur of the mountain runs down on either side to the Werra, which used to be crossed at this point by a wooden bridge. But this bridge was swept away by floods in the winter of 1624, and never repaired as long as the war lasted. Henceforth to come to Heritzburg travellers had to cross in old Joachims boat, or if the river was very low, tuck up and take the chances. Unless they came by forest paths over the mountains.

Such a position favoured peace. Our friends could not easily trouble us; our allies were under no temptation to quarter troops upon us. For our enemies, we feared them even less. Against them we had a rampart higher than the mountains and wider than the Werra, in the name of Tilly. In those days the name of the great Walloon, victor in thirty fights, was a word to conjure with from the Tyrol to the Elbe. Mothers used it to scare their children, priests to blast their foes. His courage, his cruelty, and his zeal for the Roman Catholic Church combined to make him the terror of the Protestants, while his strange personality and mis-shapen form gave rise to a thousand legends, which men still tell by the fireside.

I think I see him now  as I did see him thrice in his lifetime  a meagre dwarfish man with a long face like a horses face, and large whiskers. He dressed always in green satin, and wore a small high-peaked hat on his huge wrinkled forehead. A red feather drooped from it, and reached to his waist. At first sight one took him for a natural; for one of those strange monstrosities which princes keep to make them sport; but a single glance from his eyes sent simple men to their prayers, and cowed alike plain burgher and wild Croat. Few loved him, all feared him. I have heard it said that he had no shadow, but I can testify of my own knowledge and not merely for the honour of the family that this was false.

He was brother to my ladys mother, the Countess Juliana. At the time of the match my late lord was thought to have disparaged his blood by mating with a Flemish lady of no more than gentle family. But as Count Tilly rose in the world first to be commander of the Bavarian armies and later to be Generalissimo of the forces of the Empire and a knight of the Golden Fleece, we heard less and less of this. The sneer lost its force until we became glad, Calvinists though we were, to lie secure under his shadow; and even felt a shamed pride in his prowess.

When my lord died, early in the war, leaving the county of Heritzburg to his only child, the protection we derived in this way grew more and more valuable. We of Heritzburg, and we only, lost nothing by the war, except a parcel of idle fellows, of whom more hereafter. Our cows came lowing to their stalls, our corn full weight to the granary. We slept more safely under the distaff than others under the sword; and all because my lady had the right to wear among her sixteen quarterings the coat of Tilly.

Some I know, but only since his death, have cried shame on us for accepting his protection. They profess to think that we should have shut our gates on the Butcher of Magdeburg, and bidden him do his worst. They say that the spirit of the old Protestants is dead within us, and that it is no wonder the cause lies languishing and Swedes alone fight single-eyed. But those who say these things have seldom, I notice, corn or cows: and moreover, as I have hinted, they kept a very still tongue while Tilly lived.

There is our late Burgomaster, Hofman, for instance, he is given to talking after that fashion; and, it is true, he has plenty, though not so much since my lady fined him. But I well remember the last time Tilly visited us. It was after the fall of Magdeburg, and there was a shadow on his grim countenance, which men said never left it again until the day when the cannon-shot struck him in the ford of the Lech, and they carried him to Ingolstadt to die. As he rode under the arch by the Red Hart people looked strangely at him  for it was difficult to forget what he had done  as if, but for the Croats in the camp across the river, they would have torn him from his horse. But who, I pray you, so polite that day as Master Hofman? Who but he was first to hold the stirrup and cry, Hail? It was My Lord Count this, and My Lord Count that, until the door closed on the crooked little figure and the great gold spurs. And then it was the same with the captain of the escort. Faugh! I grow sick when I think of such men, and know that they were the first to turn round and make trouble when the time came, and the old grey wolf was dead. For my part I have always been my ladys man since I came out of the forest to serve her. It was enough for me that the Count was her guest and of her kin. But for flattering him and putting myself forward to do him honour, I left that to the Hofmans.

However, the gloom we saw on Tillys face proved truly to be the shadow of coming misfortune; for three weeks after he left us, was fought the great battle of Breitenfeld. Men say that the energy and decision he had shown all his life forsook him there; that he hesitated and suffered himself to be led by others; and that so it was from the day of Magdeburg to his death. This may be true, I think, for he had the blood of women and children on his head; or it may be that at last he met a foeman worthy of his steel. But in either case the news of the Swedes victory rang through North Germany like a trumpet call. It broke with startling abruptness the spell of victory which had hitherto  for thirteen long years  graced the Emperors flag and the Roman Church. In Hesse, to the west of us, where the Landgrave William had been the first of all German Princes to throw in his lot with the Swedes and defy the Emperor, it awoke such a shout of jubilation and vengeance as crossed even the Werra; while from the Saxon lands to the east of us, which this victory saved from spoliation, and punishment, came an answering cry of thankfulness and joy. Even in Heritzburg it stirred our blood. It roused new thoughts and new ambitions. We were Protestants; we were of the north. Those who had fought and won were our brethren.

And this was right. Nor for a time did I see anything wrong or any sign of mischief brewing; though tongues in the town wagged more freely, as the cloud of war rolled ever southward and away from us. But six months later the news of Count Tillys death reached us. Then, or it might be a fortnight afterwards  so long I think respect for my ladys loss and the new hatchment restrained the good-for-naughts  the trouble began. How it arose, and what shape it took, and how I came athwart it, I am going to tell you without further preface.

It was about the third Monday in May of that year, 1632. A broken lock in one of the rooms at the castle had baffled the skill of our smith, and about nightfall, thinking to take a cup of beer at the Red Hart on my way back, I went down to Peter the locksmiths in the town. His forge stands in the winding lane, which joins the High Street at the Red Hart, after running half round the town inside the wall; so that one errand was a fair excuse for the other. When I had given him his order and come out again, I found that what with the darkness of the lane and the blaze of his fire which had got into my eyes, I could not see a yard before me. A little fine rain was falling with a chilly east wind, and the town seemed dead. The pavement felt greasy under foot, and gave out a rank smell. However, I thought of the cheery kitchen at the Red Hart and stumbled along as fast as I could, until turning a corner I came in sight of the lanthorn which hangs over the entrance to the lane.

I saw it, but short of it, something took and held my eye: a warm stream of light, which shone across the path, and fell brightly on the rough surface of the town-wall. It came from a small window on my left. I had to pass close beside this window, and out of curiosity I looked in. What I saw was so surprising that I stopped to look again.

The room inside was low and small and bare, with an earthen floor and no fireplace. On a ragged pallet in one corner lay an elderly man, to whose wasted face and pallid cheeks a long white moustache, which strayed over the coverlet, gave an air of incongruous fierceness. His bright eyes were fixed on the door as if he listened. A child, three or four years old, sat on the floor beside him, playing with a yellow cat.

It was neither of these figures, however, which held my gaze, but that of a young girl who knelt on the floor near the head of the bed. A little crucifix stood propped against the wall before her, and she had a string of beads in her hands. Her face was turned from me, but I felt that her lips moved. I had never seen a Romanist at prayer before, and I lingered a moment, thinking in the first place that she would have done better had she swung the shutter against the window; and in the next, that with her dark hair hanging about her neck and her head bent devoutly, she looked so weak and fragile that the stoutest Protestant could not have found it in his heart to harm her.

Suddenly a noise, which dully reached me where I stood outside the casement, caused her to start in alarm, and turn her head. At the same moment the cat sprang away affrighted, and the man on the bed stirred and tried to rise. This breaking the spell, I stole quietly away and went round the corner to the door of the inn.

Though I had never considered the girl closely before, I knew who she was. Some eight months earlier, while Tilly, hard pressed by the King of Sweden, still stood at bay, keeping down Saxony with one hand, and Hesse with the other, the man on the pallet, Stephen Wort, a sergeant of jagers, had been wounded in a skirmish beyond the river. Why Tilly, who was used to seeing men die round him like flies in winter, gave a second thought to this man more than to others, I cannot say. But for some reason, when he visited us before Breitenfeld, he brought the wounded sergeant in his train, and when he went left him at the inn. Some said that the man had saved his life, others that the two were born on the same day and shared the same horoscope. More probably Tilly knew nothing of the man, and the captain of the escort was the active party. I imagine he had a kindness for Wort, and knowing that outside our little valley a wounded man of Tillys army would find as short shrift as a hamstrung wolf, took occasion to leave him with us.

I thought of all this as I stood fumbling about the door for the great bell. The times were such that even inns shut their doors at night, and I had to wait and blow on my fingers  for no wind is colder than a May wind  until I was admitted. Inside, however, the blazing fire and cheerful kitchen with its show of gleaming pewter, and its great polished settles winking solemnly in the heat, made amends for all. I forgot the wounded man and his daughter and the fog outside. There were eight or nine men present, among them Hofman, who was then Burgomaster, Dietz, the town minister, and Klink our host.

They were people I met every day, and sometimes more than once a day, and they greeted me with a silent nod. The lad who waited brought me a cup of beer, and I said that the night was cold for the time of year. Some one assented, but the company in general sat silent, sagely sucking their lips, or exchanging glances which seemed to indicate a secret understanding.

I was not slow to see that this had to do with me and that my entrance had cut short some jest or story. I waited patiently to learn what it was, and presently I was enlightened. After a few minutes Klink the host rose from his seat. First looking from one to another of his neighbours, as if to assure himself of their sympathy, he stole quietly across the kitchen to a door which stood in one corner. Here he paused a moment listening, and then on a sudden struck the door a couple of blows, which made the pewters ring again.

Hi! Within there! he cried in his great voice. Are you packing? Are you packing, wench? Because out you go to-morrow, pack or no pack! Out you go, do you hear?

He stood a moment waiting for an answer, but seemed to get none; on which he came back to his seat, and chuckling fatly to himself, looked round on his neighbours for applause. One winked and another rubbed his calves. The greater number eyed the fire with a sly smile. For my part I was slow of apprehension. I did not understand but waited to hear more.

For five minutes we all sat silent, sucking our lips. Then Klink rose again with a knowing look, and crossed the kitchen on tiptoe with the same parade of caution as before. Bang! He struck the door until it rattled on its hinges.

Hi! You there! he thundered. Do you hear, you jade? Are you packing? Are you packing, I say? Because pack or no pack, to-morrow you go! I am a man of my word.

He did not wait this time for an answer, but came back to us with a self-satisfied grin on his face. He drank some beer  he was a big ponderous man with a red face and small pigs eyes  and pointed over his shoulders with the cup. Eh? he said, raising his eye-brows.

Good! a man growled who sat opposite to him.

Quite right! said a second in the same tone. Popish baggage!

Hofman said nothing, but nodded, with a sly glance at me. Dietz the Minister nodded curtly also, and looked hard at the fire. The rest laughed.

For my part I felt very little like laughing. When I considered that this clumsy jest was being played at the expense of the poor girl, whom I had seen at her prayers, and that likely enough it was being played for the tenth time  when I reflected that these heavy fellows were sitting at their ease by this great fire watching the logs blaze and the ruddy light flicker up the chimney, while she sat in cold and discomfort, fearing every sound and trembling at every whisper, I could have found it in my heart to get up and say what I thought of it. And my speech would have astonished them. But I remembered, in time, that least said is soonest mended, and that after all words break no bones, and I did no more than sniff and shrug my shoulders.

Klink, however, chose to take offence in his stupid fashion. Eh? he said. You are of another mind, Master Schwartz?

What is the good of talking like that, I said, when you do not mean it?

He puffed himself out, and after staring at me for a time, answered slowly: But what if I do mean it, Master Steward? What if I do mean it?

You dont, I said. The man pays his way.

I thought to end the matter with that. I soon found that it was not to be shelved so easily. For a moment indeed no one answered me. We are a slow speaking race, and love to have time to think. A minute had not elapsed, however, before one of the men who had spoken earlier took up the cudgels. Ay, he pays his way, he said, thrusting his head forward. He pays his way, master; but how? Tell me that.

I did not answer him.

Out of the peasants pocket! the fellow replied slowly. Out of the plunder and booty of Magdeburg. With blood-money, master.

I ask no more than to meet one of his kind in the fields, the man sitting next him, who had also spoken before, chimed in. With no one looking on, master. There would be one less wolf in the world then, I will answer for that. He pays his way? Oh, yes, he pays it here.

I thought a shrug of the shoulders a sufficient answer. These two belonged to the company my lady had raised in the preceding year to serve with the Landgrave according to her tenure. They had come back to the town a week before this with money to spend; some people saying that they had deserted, and some that they had returned to raise volunteers. Either way I was not surprised to find them a little bit above themselves; for foreign service spoils the best, and these had never been anything but loiterers and vagrants, whom it angered me to see on a bench cheek by jowl with the Burgomaster. I thought to treat them with silent contempt, but I soon found that they did not stand alone.

The Minister was the first to come to their support. You forget that these people are Papists, Master Schwartz. Rank Roman Papists, he said.

So was Tilly! I retorted, stung to anger. Yet you managed to do with him.

That was different, he answered sourly; but he winced.

Then Hofman began on me. You see, Master Steward, he said slowly, we are a Protestant town  we are a Protestant town. And it ill beseems us  it ill beseems us to harbour Papists. I have thought over that a long while. And now I think it is time to rid ourselves of them  to abate the nuisance in fact. You see we are a Protestant town, Master Schwartz. You forget that.

Then were we not a Protestant town, I cried, jumping up in a rage, and forgetting all my discretion, when we entertained Count Tilly? When you held his stirrup, Burgomaster? and you, Master Dietz, uncovered to him? Were not these people Papists when they came here, and when you received them? But I will tell you what it is, I continued, looking round scornfully, and giving my anger vent, for such meanness disgusted me. When there was a Bavarian army across the river, and you could get anything out of Tilly, you were ready to oblige him, and clean his boots. You could take in Romanists then, but now that he is dead and your side is uppermost, you grow scrupulous, Pah! I am ashamed of you! You are only fit to bully children and girls, and such like! and I turned away to take up my iron-shod staff.

They were all very red in the face by this time, and the two soldiers were on their feet. But the Burgomaster restrained them. Fine words! he said, puffing out his cheeks fine words! Dare say the girl can hear him. But let him be, let him be  let him have his say!

There is some else will have a say in the matter, Master Hofman! I retorted warmly, as I turned to the door, and that is my lady. I would advise you to think twice before you act. That is all!

Hoop-de-doo-dem-doo! cried one in derision, and others echoed it. But I did not stay to hear; I turned a deaf ear to the uproar, wherein all seemed to be crying after me at once, and shrugging my shoulders I opened the door and went out.

The sudden change from the warm noisy kitchen to the cold night air sobered me in a moment. As I climbed the dark slippery street which rises to the foot of the castle steps, I began to wish that I had let the matter be. After all, what call had I to interfere, and make bad blood between myself and my neighbours? It was no business of mine. The three were Romanists. Doubtless the man had robbed and hectored in his time, and while his hand was strong; and now he suffered as others had suffered.

It was ten chances to one the Burgomaster would carry the matter to my lady in some shape or other, and the minister would back him up, and I should be reprimanded; or if the Countess saw with my eyes, and sent them off with a flea in their ears, then we should have all the rabble of the town who were at Klinks beck and call, going up and down making mischief, and crying, No Popery! Either way I foresaw trouble, and wished that I had let the matter be, or better still had kept away that night from the Red Hart.

But then on a sudden there rose before me, as plainly as if I had still been looking through the window, a vision of the half-lit room looking on the lane, with the sick man on the pallet, and the slender figure kneeling beside the bed. I saw the cat leap, saw again the girls frightened gesture as she turned towards the door, and I grew almost as hot as I had been in the kitchen. The cowards! I muttered the cowards! But I will be beforehand with them. I will go to my lady early and tell her all.

You see I had my misgivings, but I little thought what that evening was really to bring forth, or that I had done that in the Red Hart kitchen which would alter all my life, and all my ladys life; and spreading still, as a little crack in ice will spread from bank to bank, would leave scarce a man in Heritzburg unchanged, and scarce a womans fate untouched.


CHAPTER II.

THE COUNTESS ROTHA.

My Lady Rotha, Countess of Heritzburg in her own right, was at this time twenty-five years old and unmarried. Her maiden state, which seems to call for explanation, I attribute to two things. Partly to the influence of her friend and companion Fraulein Anna Max of Utrecht, who was reputed in the castle to know seven languages, and to consider marriage a sacrifice; and partly to the Countesss own disposition, which led her to set a high value on the power and possessions that had descended to her from her father. Count Tillys protection, which had exempted Heritzburg from the evils of the war, had rendered the support of a husband less necessary; and so she had been left to follow her own will in the matter, and was now little likely to surrender her independence unless her heart went with the gift.

Not that suitors were lacking, for my lady, besides her wealth, was possessed of the handsomest figure in the world, with beautiful features, and the most gracious and winning address ever known. I remember as if it were yesterday Prince Albert of Rammingen, a great match but an old man. He came in his chariot with a numerous retinue, and stayed long, taking it very hardly that my lady was not to be won; but after a while he went. His place was taken by Count Frederick, a brother of the Margrave of Anspach, a young gentleman who had received his education in France, and was full of airs and graces, going sober to bed every night, and speaking German with a French accent. Him my lady soon sent about his business. The next was a more famous man, Count Thurn of Bohemia, he who began the war by throwing Slawata and Martinitz out of window in Prague, in 19, and paid for it by fifteen years of exile. He wore such an air of mystery, and had such tales to tell of flight and battle and hairbreadth escapes, that he was scarcely less an object of curiosity in the town than Tilly himself; but he knelt in vain. And in fine so it was with them all. My lady would have none of them, but kept her maiden state and governed Heritzburg and saw the years go by, content to all appearance with Fraulein Anna and her talk, which was all of Voetius and Beza and scores of other learned men, whose names I could never remember from one hour to another.

It was my duty to wait upon her every day after morning service, and receive her orders, and inform her of anything which I thought she ought to know. At that hour she was to be found in her parlour, a long room on the first floor of the castle, lighted by three deeply-recessed windows and hung with old tapestry worked by her great-grandmother in the dark days of the Emperor Charles, when the Count of Heritzburg shared the imprisonment of the good Landgrave of Hesse. A screen stood a little way within the door, and behind this it was my business to wait, until I was called.

On this morning, however, I had no patience to wait, and I made myself so objectionable by my constant coughing that at last she cried, with a cheerful laugh, What is it, Martin? Come and tell me. Has there been a fire in the forest? But it is not the right time of year for that.

No, my lady, I said, going forward. Then out of shyness or sheer contradictoriness I found myself giving her the usual report of this and that and the other, but never a word of what was in my mind. She sat, according to her custom in summer, in the recess of the farthest window, while Fraulein Anna occupied a stool placed before a reading-desk. Behind the two the great window gave upon the valley. By merely turning the head either of them could look over the red roofs of Heritzburg to the green plain, which here was tolerably wide, and beyond that again to the dark line of forest, which in spring and autumn showed as blue to the eye as thick wood smoke.

While I spoke my lady toyed with a book she had been reading, and Fraulein Anna turned over the pages on the desk with an impatient hand, sometimes looking at my lady and sometimes tapping with her foot on the floor. She was plump and fair and short, dressing plainly, and always looking into the distance; whether because she thought much and on deep matters, or because, as the Countesss woman once told me, she could see nothing beyond the length of her arm, I cannot say. When I had finished my report, and paused, she looked up at my lady and said, Now, Rotha, are you ready?

Not quite, Anna, my lady answered, smiling. Martin has not done yet.

He tells in ten minutes what another would in five, Fraulein said crossly. But to finish?

Yes, Martin, what is it? my lady assented. We have eaten all the pastry. The meat I am sure is yet to come.

I saw that there was nothing else for it, and after all it was what I had come to do. Your excellency knows the Bavarian soldier and his daughter, who have been lodging these six months past at the Red Hart? I said.

To be sure.

Klink talks of turning them out, I continued, feeling my face grow red I scarcely knew why.

Is their money at an end? the Countess asked shrewdly. She was a great woman of business.

No, I answered, but I dare say it is low.

Then what is the matter? my lady continued, looking at me somewhat curiously.

He says that they are Papists, I answered. And it is true, as your excellency knows, but it is not for him to say it. The man will not be safe for an hour outside the walls, nor the girl much longer. And there is a small child besides. And they have no where else to go.

My ladys face grew grave while I spoke. When I stopped she rose and stood fronting me, tapping on the reading-desk with her fingers. This must not be allowed, Martin, she said firmly. You were right to tell me.

Master Hofman and the Minister  

Yes, she interposed, nodding quickly. Go to them. They will see Klink, and  

They are just pushing him on, I said, with a groan.

What! she cried; and I remember to this day how her grey eyes flashed and how she threw back her head in generous amazement. Do you mean to say that this is being done in spite, Martin? That after escaping all the perils of this wretched war these men are so thankless as to turn on the first scape-goat that falls into their hands? It is not possible!

It looks like it, my lady, I muttered, wondering whether I had not perhaps carried the matter too far.

No, no, she said, shaking her head, you must have made a mistake; but go to Klink. Go to Klink and tell him from me to keep the man for a week at least. I will be answerable for the cost, and we can consider in the meantime what to do. My cousin the Waldgrave Rupert visits me in a day or two, and I will consult him.

Still I did not like to go without giving her a hint that she might meet with opposition, and I hesitated, considering how I might warn her without causing needless alarm or seeming to presume. Fraulein Anna, who had listened throughout with the greatest impatience, took advantage of the pause to interfere. Come, Rotha, she said. Enough trifling. Let us go back to Voetius and our days work.

My dear, the Countess answered somewhat coldly, this is my days work. I am trying to do it.

Your work is to improve and store your mind, Fraulein Anna retorted with peevishness.

True, my lady said quietly; but for a purpose.

There can be no purpose higher than the acquirement of philosophy  and, religion, Fraulein Anna said. Her last words sounded like an afterthought.

My lady shook her head. The duty of a Princess is to govern, she said.

How can she govern unless she has prepared her mind by study and thought? Fraulein Anna asked triumphantly.

I agree within limits, my lady answered. But  

There is no but! Nor are there any limits that I see! the other rejoined eagerly. Let me read to you out of Voetius himself. In his maxims  

Not this minute, the Countess answered firmly. And thereby she interrupted not Fraulein Anna alone but a calculation on which, without any light from Voetius, I was engaged; namely, how long it would take a man to mow an acre of ground if he spent all his time in sharpening his scythe! Low matters of that kind however have nothing in common with philosophy I suppose; and my ladys voice soon brought me back to the point. What is it you want to say, Martin? she asked. I see that you have something still on your mind.

I wish your excellency to be aware that there may be a good deal of feeling in the town on this matter, I said.

You mean that I may make myself unpopular, she answered.

That was what I did mean  that at the least. And I bowed.

My lady shook her head with a grave smile. I might give you an answer from Voetius, Martin, she said; that they who govern are created to protect the weak against the strong. And if not, cui bono? But that, you may not understand. Shall I say then instead that I, and not Hofman or Dietz, am Countess of Heritzburg.

My lady, I cried  and I could have knelt before her that is answer enough for me!

Then go, she said, her face bright, and do as I told you.

She turned away, and I made my reverence and went out and down the stairs and through the great court with my head high and my heart high also. I might not understand Voetius; but I understood that my lady was one, who in face of all and in spite of all, come Hofman or Dietz, come peace or war, would not blench, but stand by the right! And it did me good. He is a bad horse that will not jump when his riders heart is right, and a bad servant that will not follow when his master goes before! I hummed a tune, I rattled my staff on the stones. I said to myself it was a thousand pities so gallant a spirit should be wasted on a woman: and then again I fancied that I could not have served a man as I knew I could and would serve her should time and the call ever put me to the test.

The castle at Heritzburg, rising abruptly above the roofs of the houses, is accessible from the town by a flight of steps cut in the rock. On the other three sides the knob on which it stands is separated from the wooded hills to which it belongs by a narrow ravine, crossed in one place by a light horse-bridge made in modern days. This forms the chief entrance to the castle, but the road which leads to it from the town goes so far round that it is seldom used, the flight of steps I have mentioned leading at once and more conveniently from the end of the High Street. Half way down the High Street on the right hand side is the Market-place, a small paved square, shaded by tall wooden houses, and having a carved stone pump in the middle. A hundred paces beyond this on the same side is the Red Hart, standing just within the West Gate.

From one end of the town to the other is scarcely a step, and I was at the inn before the Countesss voice had ceased to sound in my ears. The door stood open, and I went in, expecting to find the kitchen empty or nearly so at that hour of the day. To my surprise, I found at least a dozen people in it, with as much noise and excitement going forward as if the yearly fair had been in progress. For a moment I was not observed. I had time to see who were present  Klink, the two soldiers who had put themselves forward the evening before, and half a score of idlers. Then the landlords eye fell on me and he passed the word. A sudden silence followed and a dozen faces turned my way; so that the room, which was low in the roof with wide beetle-browed windows, seemed to lighten.

Just in time, Master Schwartz! cried one fellow. You, can write, and we are about a petition! Perhaps you will draw it up for us.

A petition, I said shortly, eyeing the fellow with contempt. What petition?

Against Papists! he answered boldly.

And favourers, aiders, and abettors! exclaimed another in the background.

Master Klink, Master Klink, I said, trying to frown down the crowd, you would do well to have a care. These ragamuffins  

Have a care yourself, Master Jackanapes! the same voice cried. This is a town meeting.

Town meeting! I said, looking round contemptuously. Gaol-meeting, you mean, and likely to be a gaol-filling. But I do not speak to you; I leave that to the constable. For Master Klink, if he will take a word of advice, I will speak with him alone.

They cried out to him not to speak to me. But Klink had still sense enough to know that he might be going too fast, and though they hooted and laughed at him  being for the most part people who had nothing to lose  he came out of the house with me and crossed the street that we might talk unheard. As civilly as I could I delivered my message; and as exactly, for I saw that the issue might be serious.

I was not surprised when he groaned, and in a kind of a tremor shook his hands. I am not my own master, Schwartz, he said. And that is the truth.

You were your own master last night, I retorted.

These fellows are all for No Popery.

Ay, and who gave them the cue? I said sharply. It is not the first time that the fat burgher has raised the lean kine and been eaten by them. Nor will it be the last. It serves you right.

I am willing enough to do what my lady wishes, he whimpered; but  

But you are not master of your own house, do you mean? I exclaimed. Then fetch the constable. That is simple. Or the Burgomaster.

Hush! he said, he is hotter than any one.

Then, I answered flatly, he had better cool, and you too. That is all I have to say. And mark me, Klink, I continued sternly, see that no harm happens to that girl or her father. They are in your house, and you have heard what my lady says. Let those ruffians interfere with them and you will be held to answer for it.

That is easy talking, he muttered peevishly; but if I cannot help it?

You will have to help it! I rejoined, losing my temper a little. You were fool enough, or I am much mistaken, to set a light to this stack, and now you will have to smother the flame, or pay for it. That is all, my friend. You have had fair warning. The rest is in your own hands.

And with that I left him. He was a stupid man but a sly one too, and I doubted his sincerity, or I might have taken another way with him. In the end, doubtless, it would have been the same.

As I turned on my heel to go, the troop round the door raised a kind of hoot; and this pursued me as I went up the street, bringing the blood to my cheeks and almost provoking me to return. I checked the impulse however, and strode on as if I did not hear; and by the time I reached the market-place the cry had ceased. Here however it began afresh; a number of loose fellows and lads who were loafing about the stalls crying No Popery! and Popish Schwartz! as I passed, in a way which showed that the thing was premeditated and that they had been lying in wait for me. I stopped and scowled at them, and for a moment they ceased. But the instant my back was turned the hooting began again  with an ugly savage note in it  and I had not got quite clear of the place when some one flung a bundle of carrots, which hit me sharply on the back. I swung round in a rage at that, and dashed hot foot into the middle of the stalls in the hope of catching the fellow. But I was too late; an old woman over whom I fell was the only sufferer. The rascals had fled down an alley, and, contenting myself with crying after them that they were a set of cowards, I set the old lady on her legs, and went on my way.

But I had my thoughts. Such an insult had not been offered to me since I first came to the town to serve my lady, and it filled me with indignation. It seemed, besides, not a thing to be sneezed at. I took it for a sign of change, of bad times coming. Moreover  and this troubled me as much as anything  I had recognised among the fellows in the square two more of the fifty men my lady had sent to serve with Hesse. There seemed ground for fearing that they had deserted in a body and come back and were in hiding. If this were so, and the Burgomaster, instead of repressing them, encouraged their excesses, they were likely to prove a source of trouble and danger  real danger.

I paused on the steps leading up to the castle, in two minds whether I should not go to the Burgomaster and tell him plainly what I thought; for I felt the responsibility. My lady had no male protector, no higher servant than myself, and we had not a dozen capable men in the castle. The Landgrave of Hesse, our over-lord, was away with the King of Sweden, and we could expect no immediate support from him. In the event of a riot in the town therefore  and I knew that, in the great Peasants War of a century before, our town had been rebellious enough  we should be practically helpless. An hour and a little ill-fortune might place my lady in the hands of her mutinous subjects; and though the Landgrave would be certain sooner or later to chastise them, many things might happen in the interval.

In the end I went on up the steps, thinking that I had better leave Hofman alone, since I could not trust him, and should only by applying to him disclose our weakness. There was a way indeed which occurred to me as I reached the head of the stairs, but I had not taken two steps across the terrace, as we call that part of the court which overlooks the town, before it was immediately driven out again. Fraulein Max was walking up and down with a book, sunning herself. I think that she had been watching for me, for the moment I appeared she called to me.

I went up to her reluctantly. I was anxious, and in no mood to listen to one of those learned disquisitions with which she would sometimes favour us, without any thought whether we understood her or no. But this I soon found was not what I had to fear. Her face wore a frown and her tone was peevish; but she closed her book, keeping her place in it with her finger.

Master Martin, she said, peering at me with her shortsighted eyes, you are a very foolish man, I think.

Fraulein! I muttered in surprise. What did she mean?

A very foolish one! she repeated. Why are you disturbing your lady? Why do you not leave her to her studies and her peace instead of distracting her mind with these stories of a man and a girl? A man and a girl, and Papists! Piff! What are they to us? Dont you understand that your lady has higher work and something else to do? Go you and look after your man and girl.

But my ladys subjects, Fraulein  

Her subjects? she replied, almost violently. Papists are no subjects. Or to what purpose the Cujus Regio? But what do you know of government? You have heard and you repeat.

But, Fraulein, I said humbly, for her way of talking made me seem altogether in the wrong, and a monster of indiscretion, if my lady does not interfere, the man and the girl you speak of will suffer. That is clear.

She snapped her fingers.

Piff! she cried, screwing up her eyes still more. What has that to do with us? Is there not suffering going on from one end of Germany to the other? Do not scores die every day, every hour? Can we prevent it? No. Then why trouble us for this one little, little matter? It is theirs to suffer, and ours to think and read, and learn and write. We were at peace to do all this, and then you come with your man and girl, and the peace is gone!

But, Fraulein  

You do no good by saying Fraulein, Fraulein! she replied. Look at things in the light of reason. Trouble us no more. That is what you have to do. What are this man and girl to you that you should endanger your mistress for their sakes?

They are nothing to me, I answered.

Then let them go! she replied with suppressed passion. And undo your folly the best way you can, and the sooner the better! Chut! That when the mind is set on higher things it should be distracted by such mean and miserable objects! If they are nothing to you, why in heavens name obtrude them on us?

After that she would not hear another word, but dismissed me with a wave of her hand as if the thing were fully settled and over; burying herself in her book and turning away, while I went into the house with my tail between my legs and all my doubts and misgivings increased a hundredfold. For this which she had put into words was the very thought, the very way out of it, which had occurred to me! I had only to let the matter drop, I had only to leave these people to their fate, and the danger and difficulty were at once at an end. For a time my ladys authority might suffer perhaps; but at the proper season, when the Landgrave was at home and could help us, we might cheaply assert and confirm it.

All that day I went about in doubt what I should do; and night came without resolving my perplexities. At one moment I thought of my duty to my lady, and the calamities in which I might involve her. At another I pictured the girl I had seen praying by her fathers bed  pictured her alone and defenceless, hourly insulted by Klink, and with terror and uncertainty looming each day larger before her eyes: or, worse still, abandoned to all the dangers which awaited her, in the event of the town refusing to give her shelter. Considering that I had seen her once only  to notice her  it was wonderful how clearly I remembered her.


CHAPTER III.

THE BURGOMASTERS DEMAND.

As it turned out, the other party took the burden of decision from my shoulders. When I came out of chapel next morning, I found Hofman on the terrace waiting for me, and with him Master Dietz wearing his Geneva gown and a sour face. They wished to see my lady. I said it was early yet, and tried to hold them in talk if only that I might learn what they would be at. But they repulsed my advances, said that they knew her excellency always transacted her business at this hour  which was perfectly true  and at last sent me to the parlour whether I would or no.

Under such circumstances I did not linger behind the screen, but advanced at once, and interrupting Fraulein Max, who had just begun to read aloud, while my lady worked, said that the Burgomaster desired the honour of an interview with the Countess.

The latter passed her needle once through the stuff, and then looked up. Do you know what he wants, Martin? she said in a quiet tone.

I said I did not.

She bent her head and worked for a moment in silence. Then she sighed gently, and without looking up, nodded to me. Very well, I will see him here, she said. But first send Grissel and Gretchen to wait on me. Let Franz bring two stools and place them, and bid him and Ernst keep the door. My footstool also. And let the two Jacobs wait in the hall.

I gave the orders and took on myself to place two extra lackeys in the hall that we might not seem to be short of men. Then I went to the Burgomaster, and attended him and Master Dietz to the parlour.

They bowed three times according to custom as they advanced, and my lady, taking one step forward, gave her hand to the Burgomaster to kiss. Then she stepped back and sat down, looking with a pleasant face at the Minister. I would fain apologise for troubling your excellency, the Mayor began slowly and heavily. But the times are trying.

Your presence needs no apology, Master Hofman, my lady answered, smiling frankly. It is your right to see me on behalf of the town at all times. It would grieve me much, if you did not sometimes exercise the privilege. And for Master Dietz, who may be able to assist us, I am glad to see him also.

The Minister bowed low. The Burgomaster only puffed out his cheeks. Doubtless he felt that courage at the Red Hart and courage in my ladys parlour were two different things. But it was too late to retreat, for the Minister was there to report what passed; and after a glance at Dietzs face he proceeded. I am not here in a private capacity, if it please your excellency, he said. And I beg your excellency to bear this in mind. I am here as Burgomaster, having on my mind the peace of the town; which at present is endangered  very greatly, endangered, he repeated pompously.

I am sorry to hear that, my lady answered.

Nevertheless it is so, he replied with a kind of obstinacy. Endangered by the presence of certain persons in the town, whose manners are not conformable. These persons are Papists, and the town, your excellency remembers, is a Protestant town.

Certainly I remember that, my lady said gravely.

Hence of this combination, your excellency will understand, comes a likelihood of evil, he continued. On which, hearing you took an interest in these persons, however little deserved, it seemed to be my duty to lay the matter before you.

You have done very rightly, the Countess answered quietly. Do I understand then, Master Hofman, that the Papists you complain of are conspiring to break the peace of the town?

The Burgomaster gasped. He was too obtuse to see at once that my lady was playing with him. He only wondered how he had managed to convey so strange a notion to her mind. He hastened to set her right. No  oh, no, he said. There is no fear of that. There are but three of them.

Are they presuming to perform their rites in public then? my lady rejoined. If so, of course it cannot be permitted. It is against the law of the town.

No, he answered, more slowly and more reluctantly as the drift of her questions began to dawn upon him. I do not know that that is so. I have not heard that it is so. But they are Papists.

Well, but with their consciences we have nothing to do! she said more sharply. I confess, I fail as yet to see, Master Hofman, how they threaten the peace of the town.

The Burgomaster stared. I do not know that they threaten it themselves, he said slowly. But their presence stirs up the people, if your excellency understands; and may lead, if the matter goes on, to a riot or worse.

Ha! Now I comprehend! my lady cried in a hearty tone. You fear your constables may fail to cope with the rabble?

He admitted that that was so.

And you desire such assistance as I can offer towards maintaining the law and protecting these persons; who have of course a right to protection?

Master Hofman began to see whither he had been led, and glared at the Countess with his mouth wide open. But for the moment he could not find a word to say. Never did I see a man look more at a loss.

Well, I must consider, my lady resumed, her finger to her cheek. Rest assured, you shall be supported. Martin, she continued, turning to me, let word be sent to the four foresters at Gatz to come down to the castle this evening. And send also to the charcoal-burners camp. How many men should there be in it?

Some half-score, my lady, I answered, adding two-thirds to the truth.

Ah? And let the huntsman come down and bring a couple of feeders. Doubtless with our own men, we shall be able to place a score or thirty at your disposal, Master Hofman, and stout fellows. These, with your constables and such of the peaceful burghers as you see fit to call to your assistance, should be sufficient to quell the disorderly.

I could have laughed aloud, Master Hofman looked so confounded. Never man had an air of being more completely taken aback. By offering her help to put down any mob, the Countess had deprived him of the plea he had come to prefer; that he was afraid he could not answer for the safety of the Papists, and that therefore they must withdraw or be expelled. This he could no longer put forward, and consequently he was driven either to adopt my ladys line, or side openly with the party of disorder. I saw his heavy face turn a deep red, and his jaw fall, as he grasped the situation. His wits worked slowly; and had he been left to himself, I do not doubt that he would have allowed things to remain as they were, and taken the part assigned to him.

But Master Dietz, who had listened with a lengthening face, at this moment interposed. Will your excellency permit me to say a few words? he said.

I think the Burgomaster has made the matter clear, my lady answered.

Not in one respect, the Minister rejoined. He has not informed your excellency that in the opinion of the majority of the burghers and inhabitants of this town the presence of these people is an offence and an eyesore.

It is legal, my lady answered icily. I do not know what opinion has to do with it.

The opinion of the majority.

Sir! my lady said, speaking abruptly and with heightened colour, in Heritzburg I am the majority, by your leave.

He frowned and set his face hard, but his eyes sank before hers. Nevertheless your excellency will allow, he said in a lower tone, that the opinion of grave and orderly men deserves consideration?

When it is on the side of law, every consideration, the Countess answered, her eyes sparkling. But when it is ranged against three defenceless people in violation of the law, none. And more, Master Dietz, she continued, her voice ringing with indignation, it is to check such opinion, and defend against it those who otherwise would have no defence, that I conceive I sit here. And by my faith I will do it!

She uttered the last words with so much fire and with her beautiful face so full of feeling, that I started forward where I stood; and for a farthing would have flung Dietz through the window. The little Minister was of a stern and hard nature, however. The nobility of my ladys position was lost upon him. He feared her less than he would have feared a man under the same circumstances; and though he stood cowed, and silenced for the moment, he presently returned to the attack.

Your excellency perhaps forgets, he said with a dry cough, that the times are full of bloodshed and strife, though we at Heritzburg have hitherto enjoyed peace. I suggest with respect therefore, is it prudent to run the risk of bringing these evils into the town for the sake of one or two Papists, whom it is only proposed to send elsewhere?

My lady rose suddenly from her chair, and pointed with a finger, which trembled slightly, to the great window beside her. Step up here! she said curtly.

Master Dietz, wondering greatly, stepped on to the daïs. Thence the red roofs of the town, some new and smart, and some stained and grey with lichens, and all the green valley stretching away to the dark line of wood, were visible, bathed in sunshine. The day was fine, the air clear, the smoke from the chimneys rose straight upward.

Do you see? she said.

The Minister bowed.

Then take this for answer, she replied. All that you see is mine to rule. It came to me by inheritance, and I prize the possession of it, though I am a woman, more highly than my life; for it came to me from Heaven and my fathers. But were it a hundred times as large, Master Dietz  were there a house for every brick that now stands there, and an acre for every furrow, and sheep as many as birds in the air, even then I would risk all, and double and treble all, rather than desert those whom my law defends, be they three, or thirty, or three hundred! Let that be your answer! And for the peace you speak of, she continued, turning on a sudden and confronting us, her face aglow with anger, the peace, I mean, which you have hitherto enjoyed, it should shame you to hear it mentioned! Have the Papists harried you? Have you suffered in life or limb, or property? No. And why? Because of my honoured uncle, a Papist! For shame!  for shame, I say! As it has been dealt out to you, go and do to others!

But for the respect which held me in her presence, I could have cried Huzza! to her speech; and I can tell you, it made Master Minister look as small as a mouse. He stepped down from the daïs with his face dark and his head trembling; and after that I never doubted that he was at the bottom of the movement against the Worts, though the ruffianly deserters I have mentioned supplied him with the tools, wanting which he might not have taken up the work. He stood a moment on the floor looking very black and grim, and with not a word to say, but I doubted he was not beaten. What line he would have taken, however, I cannot tell, for he had scarcely descended  my lady had not resumed her seat  when there rose from the court below a sudden babel of noise, the trampling of hoofs and feet on the pavement, and a confused murmur of voices. For a moment I looked at my lady and she at me. It struck me that that at which the Burgomaster had hinted was come to pass: that some of the town ragamuffins had dared to invade the castle. The same idea doubtless occurred to her, for she stepped, though without any appearance of alarm, to the window, which commanded a side view of the terrace. She looked out.

I, a little to her right, saw her smile: then in a moment she turned. This could not be better, she said, resuming in an instant her ordinary manner. I think she was a little ashamed, as people of quality are wont to be, of the feeling she had betrayed. I see some one below who will advise me, and who, if I am doing wrong, as you seem to fear, Master Burgomaster, will tell me of it. My cousin, the Waldgrave Rupert, whom I expected to-morrow, has arrived to-day. Be good enough to wait while I receive him, and I will then return to you.

Bidding me have the two served with some refreshment, she stepped down from the daïs, and withdrew with Fraulein Max and her women, leaving the townsmen to discuss the new arrival with what appetite they might.

They liked it little, I fancy. In a moment their importance was gone, their consequence at an end. The name of the Waldgrave Rupert made them feel how small they were, despite their boasting, beside the youngest member of the family. The very swish of my ladys robe as she swept through the doorway flouted them, her departure was an offence; and this, following on the scolding they had received, produced a soreness and irritation in their minds, which ill-prepared them, I think, for the sequel.

I have sometimes thought that had I remained with them, and paid them some attentions, the end might have been different; but my duties called me elsewhere. The house was in a ferment; I was wanted here and there, both to give orders and to see them carried out. It was some time before I was at liberty even to go to the hall whither my lady had descended to receive her guest, and where I found the two standing together on the hearth, under the great Red Hart which is the cognizance of the family.

I had not seen the Waldgrave Rupert  a cadet of the noble house of Weimar and my ladys cousin once removed  since his boyhood. I found him grown into a splendid man, as tall and almost as wide as myself; who used to be called in the old forest days before I entered my ladys service the strong man of Pippel. As he stood on the hearth, fair-haired and ruddy-faced, with a noble carriage and a frank boyish smile, I had seldom looked on a handsomer youth. He fell short of my ladys age by two years; but as I looked from one to the other, they seemed so fitting a pair, the disparity went for nothing. He was young and strong, full of spirit and energy and fire. Surely, I thought, the right man has come at last!

In this belief I was more than confirmed when he came forward and greeted me pleasantly, vowing that he remembered me well. His voice and laugh seemed to fill the room; the very ring of his spurs on the stones gave assurance of power. I saw my lady look at him with an air of affectionate pride  she had seen him more lately than I had  as if his youth, and strength, and beauty already belonged to her. As for his smile, it was infectious. We grew in a moment brighter, younger, and more cheerful. The house which yesterday had seemed quiet and lonesome  we were a small family for so great a dwelling  took on a new air. The servants went about their tasks more quickly, the maids laughed behind doors. The place seemed in an hour transformed, as I have seen a valley in the mountains changed on a sudden by the rising of the sun.

As a fact, when I had been in his presence five minutes, the Burgomaster and the Minister upstairs seemed as common and mean and insignificant a pair of fellows as any in Germany. I wondered that I could ever have feared them. The Countess had told him the story, and he asked me one or two questions about them, his tone high, and his head in the air. I answered him, and was for accompanying him upstairs, when he went to see them, with my lady by his side, and his whip slapping his great thigh boots until the staircase rang again. But my lady had an errand and sent me on it, and so I was not present at the end of this interview which I had myself brought about.

But I suppose that the scolding my lady had given them was no more than a flea-bite beside the rating the young Waldgrave inflicted! It was notorious for a score of leagues round, and he told them so in good round terms, that the Heritzburg land had been spared by friend and foe for Count Tillys sake; for his sake and his alone  a Papist. How, then, he asked them, had they the face to do this dirty trick, and threaten my lady besides? With much more of the same kind, and hard words, not to say menaces; sparing neither Mayor nor Minister, so that they went off at last like whipped dogs or thieves that have seen the gallows.

Afterwards something was said; but at the time no one missed them. Except by myself, scarce a thought was given to them after they went out of the door. The house was all agog about the new-comer; the still-room full of work and the chimneys smoking. The young lord was everywhere, and the maids were mad about him. I had my hands full, and every one in the house seemed to be in the same case. No one had time to look abroad.

Except Fraulein Anna Max, my ladys companion. I found her about four oclock in the afternoon sitting alone in the hall. She had a book before her as usual, but on my entrance she pushed it away from her, and looked up at me, screwing up her eyes in the odd way peculiar to her.

Well, Master Steward, she said  and her voice sounded ill-natured, so the fire has been lit  but not by you.

The fire? I answered, utterly at a loss for the moment.

Ay, she rejoined, with a bitter smile, the fire. Dont you hear it burning?

I hear nothing, I said coldly.

Go to the terrace, and perhaps you will! she answered.

Her words filled me with a vague uneasiness, but I was too proud to go then or seem to heed them. An hour or two later, however, when the sun was half down, and the shadows of the chimneys lay far over the roofs, and the eastern woods were aglow, I went to the wall which bounds the terrace and looked down. The hum of the town came up to my ears as it has come up to that wall any time these hundred years. But was I mistaken, or did there mingle with it this evening a harsher note than usual, a rancorous murmur, as of angry voices; and something sterner, lower, and more menacing, the clamour of a great crowd?


CHAPTER IV.

THE FIRE ALIGHT.

I laughed at my own fears when the morning came, and showed no change except that cheerful one, which our guests presence had worked inside the castle. Below, today was as yesterday. The sun shone as brightly on the roofs, the smoke of the chimneys rose as peacefully in the air; the swallows circling round the eaves swung this way and that as swiftly and noiselessly as of old. The common sounds of everyday life, the clank of the pump in the market-place as the old crones drew water, and the cry of the wood-cutter hawking his stuff, alone broke the stillness. I sniffed the air, and smiling at Fraulein Annas warning, went back into the house, where any fears which yet lingered in my mind took instant flight at sound of the Waldgraves voice, so cheerful was it, so full of life and strength and confidence.

I do not know what it was in him, but something there was which carried us all the way he wished us to go. Did he laugh at the thought of danger; straightway we laughed too, and this though I knew Heritzburg and he did not. Did he speak scornfully of the burghers; forthwith they seemed to us a petty lot. When he strode up and down the terrace, showing us how a single gun placed here or there, or in the corner, would in an hour reduce the town; on the instant we deemed him a Tilly. When he dubbed Hofman and Dietz, Old Fat and Lean, the groom-boys, who could not be kept from his heels, sniggered, and had to be whipped back to the stables. In a word, he won us all. His youth, his gaiety, his confidence, were irresistible.

He dared even to scold my lady, saying that she had cosseted the townsfolk and brought this trouble on herself by pleasuring them; and she, who seemed to us the proudest of the proud, took it meekly, laughing in his face. It required no conjuror to perceive that he admired her, and would fain shine in her presence. That was to be expected. But about my mistress I was less certain, until after breakfast nothing would suit her but an immediate excursion to the White Maiden  the great grey spire which stands on the summit of the Oberwald. Then I knew that she had it in her mind to make the best figure she could; for though she talked of showing him game in that direction, and there was a grand parade of taking dogs, all the world knows that the other side of the valley is the better hunting-ground. I was left to guess that the White Maiden was chosen because all the wide Heritzburg land can be seen from its foot, and not corn and woodland, pasture and meadow only, but the gem of all  the town nestling babelike in the lap of the valley, with the grey towers rising like the face of some harsh nurse above it.

My lord jumped at the plan. Doubtless he liked the prospect of a ride through the forest by her side. When she raised some little demur, stepping in the way of her own proposal, as I have noticed women will, and said something about the safety of the castle, if so many left it, he cried out eagerly that she need not fear.

I will leave my people, he said. Then you will feel quite sure that the place is safe. I will answer for them that they will hold your castle against Wallenstein himself.

But how many are with you? my lady asked curiously; a little in mischief too, perhaps, for I think she knew.

His handsome face reddened and he looked rather foolish for a moment. Well, only four, as a fact, he said. But they are perfect paladins, and as good as forty. In your defence, cousin, I would pit them against a score of the hardiest Swedes that ever followed the King.

My lady laughed gaily.

Well, for this day, I will trust them, she said. Martin, order the grooms to saddle Pushka for me. And you, cousin, shall have the honour of mounting me. It is an age since I have had a frolic.

Sometimes I doubt if my lady ever had such a frolic again. Happier days she saw, I think, and many and many of them, I hope; but such a day of careless sunny gaiety, spent in the May greenwood, with joy and youth riding by her, with old servants at her heels, and all the beauties of her inheritance spread before her in light and shadow, she never again enjoyed. We went by forest paths, which winding round the valley, passed through woodlands, where the horses sank fetlock-deep in moss, and the laughing voices of the riders died away among the distant trunks. Here were fairy rings deep-plunged in bracken, and chalky bottoms whence springs rose bright as crystal, and dim aisles of beeches narrowing into darkness, where last years leaves rustled ghostlike under foot, and the shadow of a squirrel startled the boldest. Once, emerging on the open down where the sun lay hot and bright, my lady gave her horse the rein, and for a mile or more we sped across the turf, with hoofs thundering on either hand, and bits jingling, and horses pulling, only to fall into a walk again with flushed cheeks and brighter eyes, on the edge of the farther wood. Thence another mile, athwart the steep hillside through dwarf oaks and huge blackthorn trees, brought us to the foot of the Maiden, and we drew rein and dismounted, and stood looking down on the vale of Heritzburg, while the grooms unpacked the dinner.

There is a niche in the great pillar, a mans height from the ground, in which one person may conveniently sit. The young Waldgrave spied it.

Up to the throne, cousin! he cried, and he helped her to it, sitting himself on the ledge at her feet, with his legs dangling. Why, there is the Werra! he continued.

A large quantity of rain had fallen that spring, and the river which commonly runs low between its banks, was plainly visible, a silver streak crossing the distant mouth of the valley.

Yes, my lady answered. That is the Werra, and beyond it is, I suppose, the world.

Whither I must go back this day week, he said, between sighing and smiling. Then, hey for the south and Nuremberg, the good cause and the great King.

You have seen him?

Once only.

And is he so great a fighter? my lady asked curiously.

How can he fail to be when he and his men fight and pray alternately, the Waldgrave answered; when there is no license in the camp, and a Swede thinks death the same as victory?

Where is he now?

At Munich, in Bavaria.

How it would have grieved my uncle, my lady said, with a sigh.

He died as he would have wished to die, the Waldgrave answered gently. He believed in his cause, as the King of Sweden believes in his; and he died for it. What more can a man ask? But here is Franz with all sorts of good things. And I am afraid a feast of beauty, however perfect, does not prevent a man getting hungry.

That is a very pretty compliment to Heritzburg, my lady said, laughing.

Or its chatelaine! I heard him murmur, with a tender look. But my lady only laughed again and called to me to come and name the hills, and tell my lord what land went with each of the three hamlets between which the lower valley is divided.

Doubtless that was but one of a hundred gallant things he said to her, and whereat she laughed, during the pleasant hour they whiled away at the foot of the pillar, basking in the warm sunshine, and telling the valley farm by farm. For the day was perfect, the season spring. I lay on my side and dreamed my own dream under the trees, with the hum of insects in my ears. No one was in a hurry to rise, or set a term to such a time.

Still we had plenty of daylight before us when my lady mounted and turned her face homewards, thinking to reach the castle a little after five. But a hare got up as we crossed the open down, and showing good sport, as these long-legged mountain hares will, led us far out of our way, and caused us to spend nearly an hour in the chase. Then my lady spied a rare flower on the cliffside; and the young Waldgrave must needs get it for her. And so it wanted little of sunset when we came at last in sight of the bridge which spans the ravine at the back of the castle. I saw in the distance a lad seated on the parapet, apparently looking out for us, but I thought nothing of it. The descent was steep and we rode down slowly, my lady and the Waldgrave laughing and talking, and the rest of us sitting at our ease. Nor did the least thought of ill occur to my mind until I saw that the lad had jumped down from the wall and was running towards us waving his cap.

My lady, too, saw him.

What is it, Martin? she said, turning her head to speak to me.

I told her I would see, and trotted forward along the side of the path until I came within call. Then I cried sharply to the lad to know what it was. I saw something in his face which frightened me; and being frightened and blaming myself, I was ready to fall on the first I met.

The town! he answered, panting up to my stirrup. There is fighting going on, Master Martin. They are pulling down Klinks house.

So, so, I answered, for at the first sight of his face I had feared worse. Have you closed the gate at the head of the steps?

Yes, he said, and my lords men are guarding it.

Right! I answered. And then my lady came up, and I had to break the news to her. Of course the young Waldgrave heard also, and I saw his eyes sparkle with pleasure.

Ha! the rascals! he cried. Now we will trounce them! Trust me, cousin, we will teach these boors such a lesson as they shall long remember. But what is it? he continued, turning to my lady who had not spoken. The Queen of Heritzburg is not afraid of her rebellious subjects?

My ladys eyes flashed. No, I am not afraid, she said, with contempt. But Klinks house? Do you mean the Red Hart, Martin?

I said I did.

She plucked her horse by the head, and stopped short under the arch of the gateway. I think I see her now bending from her saddle with the light on the woods behind her, and her face in shadow. Then those people are in danger! she said, her voice quivering with excitement. Martin, take what men you have and go down into the town. Bring them off at all risks! See to it yourself. If harm come to them, I shall not forgive you easily.

The Waldgrave sprang from his horse, and cried out that he would go. But my lady called to him to stay with her.

Martin knows the streets, and you do not, she said, sliding unassisted to the ground. But he shall take your men, if you do not object.

We dismounted, in a confused medley of men and horses, in the stable court, which is small, and being surrounded by high buildings, was almost dark. The grooms left at home had gone to the front of the house to see the sight, and there was no one to receive us. I bade the five men who had ridden with us get their arms, and leaving the horses loose to be caught and cared for by the lad who had met us, I hastened after my lady and the Waldgrave, who had already disappeared under the arch which leads to the Terrace Court.

To pass through this was to pass from night to day, so startling was the change. From one end to the other the terrace was aglow with red light. The last level beams of the sun shone straight in our eyes as we emerged, and so blinded us, that I advanced, seeing nothing before me but a row of dark figures leaning over the parapet. If we could not see, however, we could hear. A hoarse murmur, unlike anything I had heard before, came up from the town, and rising and falling in waves of sound, now a mere whisper, and now a dull savage roar, caused the boldest to tremble. I heard my lady cry, Those poor people! Those poor people! and saw her clench her hands in impotent anger; and that sight, or the sound  which seemed the more weirdly menacing as the town lay in twilight below us, and we could make out no more than a few knots of women standing in the market-place  or it may be some memory of the helpless girl I had seen at Klinks, so worked upon me that I had got the gate unbarred and was standing at the head of the steps outside before I knew that I had stirred or given an order.

Some one thrust a half pike into my hand, and mechanically I counted out the men  four of the Waldgraves and five, six, seven of our own. A strange voice  but it may have been my own  cried, Not by the High Street. Through the lane by the wall! and the next moment we were down out of the sunlight and taking the rough steps three at a time. The High Street reached, we swung round in a body to the right, and plunging into Shoe Wynd, came to the locksmiths, and thence went on by the way I had gone that other evening.

The noise was less down in the streets. The houses intervened and deadened it. At some of the doors women were standing, listening and looking out with grey faces, but one and all fled in at our approach, which seemed to be the signal, wherever we came, for barring doors and shooting bolts; once a man took to his heels before us, and again near the locksmiths we encountered a woman bare-headed and carrying something in her arms. She almost ran into the midst of us, and at the last moment only avoided us by darting up the side-alley by the forge. Whether these people knew us for what we were, and so fled from us, or took us for a party of the rioters, it was impossible to say. The narrow lanes were growing dark, night was falling on the town; only the over-hanging eaves showed clear and black against a pale sky. The way we had to go was short, but it seemed long to me; for a dozen times between the castle steps and Klinks house I thought of the poor girl at her prayers, and pictured what might be happening.

Yet we could not have been more than five minutes going from the steps to the corner beyond the forge, whence we could see Klinks side window. A red glare shone though it, and cleaving the dark mist which filled the alley fell ruddily on the town wall. It seemed to say that we were too late; and my heart sank at the sight. Nor at the sight only, for as we turned the corner, the hoarse murmur we had heard on the Terrace, and which even there had sounded ominous, swelled to an angry roar, made up of cries and cursing, with bursts of reckless cheering, and now and again a yell of pain. The street away before us, where the lane ran into it, was full of smoky light and upturned faces; but I took no heed of it, my business was with the window. I cried to the men behind me and hurried on till I stood before it, and clutching the bars  the glass was broken long ago  looked in.

The room was full of men. For a moment I could see nothing but heads and shoulders and grim faces, all crowded together, and all alike distorted by the lurid light shed by a couple of torches held close to the ceiling. Some of the men standing in such groups as the constant jostling permitted, were talking, or rather shouting to one another. Others were savagely forcing back their fellows who wished to enter; while a full third were gathered with their faces all one way round the corner where I had seen the sick man. Here the light was strongest, and in this direction I gazed most anxiously. But the crowded figures intercepted all view; neither there nor anywhere else could I detect any sign of the girl or child. The men in that corner seemed to be gazing at something low down on the floor, something I could not see. A few were silent, more were shouting and gesticulating.

I stretched my hands through the bars, and grasping a man by the shoulders, dragged him to me. What is it? I cried in his ear, heedless whether he knew me, or took me for one of the ruffians who were everywhere battling to get into the house  at the window we had anticipated some by a second only. What is it? I repeated fiercely, resisting all his efforts to get free.

Nothing! he answered, glaring at me. The man is dead; cannot you see?

I can see nothing! I retorted. Dead is he?

Ay, dead, and a good job too! the rascal answered, making a fresh attempt to get away. Dead when we came in.

And the girl?

Gone, the Papist witch, on a broomstick! he answered. Through the wall or the ceiling or the keyhole, or through this window; but only on a broomstick. The bars would skin a cat!

I let him go and looked at the bars. They were an inch thick, and a very few inches apart. It seemed impossible that a child, much more a grown woman, could pass between them. As the fellow said, there was barely room for a cat to pass.

Yet my mind clung to the bars. Klink might have hidden the girl, for without doubt he had neither foreseen nor meant anything like this. But something told me that she had gone by the window, and I turned from it with renewed hope.

It was time I did turn. The crowd had got wind of our presence and resented it. All who could not get into the house to slake their curiosity or anger, had pressed into the narrow alley where we stood, while the air rang with cries of No Popery! Down with the Papists! When I turned I found my fellows hard put to it to keep their position. To retreat, close pressed as we were, seemed as difficult as to stand; but by making a resolute movement all together, we charged to the front for a moment, and then taking advantage of the interval, fell back as quickly as we could, facing round whenever it seemed that our followers were coming on too boldly for safety.

In this way, the knaves with me being stout and some of them used to the work, we retreated in good order and without hurt as far as the end of Shoe Wynd. Then I discovered to my dismay that a portion of the mob had made along the High Street and were waiting for us on the steep ascent where the wynd runs into the street.

Hitherto no harm had been done on either side, but we now found ourselves beset front and back, and to add to the confusion of the scene night had set in. The narrow wynd was as dark as pitch, save where the light of a chance torch showed crowded forms and snarling faces, while the din and tumult were enough to daunt the boldest.

That moment, I confess, was one of the worst I have known. I felt my men waver; a little more and they might break and the mob deal with us as it would. On the other hand? I knew that to plunge, exposed to attack as we were from behind, into the mass of men who blocked the way to the steps, would be madness. We should be surrounded and trodden down. There were not perhaps fifty really dangerous fellows in the town; but a mob I have noticed is a strange thing. Men who join it, intending merely to look on, are carried away by excitement, and soon find themselves cursing and fighting, burning and raiding with the foremost.

A brief pause and I gave the word to face about again. As I expected, the gang in the alley gave way before us, and the pursued became the pursuers. My mens blood was up now, their patience exhausted; and for a few moments pike and staff played a merry tune. But quickly the mob behind closed up on our heels. Stones began to be thrown, and presently one, dropped I think from a window, struck a man beside me and felled him to the ground.

That was our first loss. Drunken Steve, a great gross fellow, always in trouble, but a giant in strength, picked him up  we could not leave the man to be murdered  and plunged on with us bearing him under his arm.

Good man! I cried between my teeth. And I swore it should save the drunkard from many a scrape. But the next moment another was down, and him I had to pick up myself. Then I saw that we were as good as doomed. Against the stones we had no shield.

The men saw it too, and cried out, beside themselves with rage. We were as rats, set in a pit to be worried  in the dark with a hundred foes tearing at us. And the town seemed to have gone mad  mad! Above the screams and wicked laughter, and all the din about us, I heard the great church bell begin to ring, and hurling its notes, now sharp, now dull, down upon the seething streets, swell and swell the tumult until the very sky seemed one in the league against us!

Blind with fury  for what had we done?  we turned on the mob which followed us and hurled it back  back almost to the High Street. But that way was no exit for us; the crowd stood so close that they could not even fly. Round we whirled again, wild and desperate now, and charged down the alley towards the West Gate, thinking possibly to win through and out by that way. We had almost reached the locksmiths  then another man fell. He was of the Waldgraves following, and his comrade stooped to raise him; but only to fall over him, wounded in his turn.

What happened after that I only knew in part, for from that moment all was a medley of random blows and stragglings in the dark. The crowd seeing half of us down, and the rest entangled, took heart of grace to finish us. I remember a man dashing a torch in my face, and the blow blinding me. Nevertheless I staggered forward to close with him. Then something tripped me up, something or some one struck me from behind as I fell. I went down like an ox, and for me the fight was over.

Drunken Steve and two of the Waldgraves men fought across me, I am told, for a minute or more. Then Steve fell and an odd thing happened. The mob took fright at nothing  took fright at their own work, and coming suddenly to their senses, poured pell-mell out of the alley faster than they had come into it. The two strangers, knowing nothing of the way or the town, knocked at the nearest door and were taken in, and sheltered till morning.


CHAPTER V.

MARIE WORT.

There never was one of my forefathers could read, or knew so much as a horn-book when he saw it; and therefore I, though a clerk, have a brain pan that will stand as much as any scholars and more than many a simple mans. Otherwise the blow I got that night must have done me some great mischief, instead of merely throwing me into a swoon, in which I lay until the morning was well advanced.

When I came to myself with an aching head and a dry mouth, I was hard put to it for a time to think what had happened to me. The place in which I lay was dark, with spots of red lights like flaming eyes here and there. An odour of fire and leather and iron filled my nostrils. A hoarse soughing as of a winded horse came and went regularly, with a dull rumbling and creaking that seemed to shake the place. Dizzy as I was, I rose on my elbow with an effort, and looked round. But my eyes swam, I could see nothing which enlightened me, and with a groan I fell back. Then I found that I was lying on a straw-bed, with bandages round my head, and gradually the events of the night came back to me. My mind grew clearer. Yet it still failed to tell me where I was, or whence came the hoarse choking sound, like the sighing of some giant of the Harz, which I heard.

At last, while I lay wondering and fearing, a door opened and let into the dark place a flood of ruddy light. Framed in this light a young girl appeared, standing on the threshold. She held a tray in her hand, and paused to close the door behind her. The bright glow which shone round her, gave her a strange unearthly air, picking out gold in her black locks and warming her pale cheeks; but for all that I recognised her, and never was I more astonished. She was no other than the daughter of the Papist Wort  the girl to rescue whom we had gone down to the Red Hart.

I could not restrain an exclamation of surprise, and the girl started and stopped, peering into the corner in which I lay.

Master Martin, she said in a low tone, was that you?

I had never heard her speak before, and I found, perhaps by reason of my low state, and a softness which pain induces in the roughest, a peculiar sweetness in her voice. I would not answer for a moment. I made her speak again.

Master Martin, she said, advancing timidly, are you yourself again?

I dont know, I muttered. In very fact I was so much puzzled that this was nearly the truth. If you will tell me where I am, I may be able to say, I added, turning my head with an effort.

You are in the kitchen behind the locksmiths forge, she answered plainly. He is a good man, and you are in no danger. The window is shuttered to keep the light from your eyes.

And the noise I hear is the bellows at work?

Yes, she answered, coming near. It is almost noon. If you will drink this broth you will get your strength again.

I seized the bowl and drank greedily. When I set it down, my eyes seemed clearer and my mind stronger.

You escaped? I said. The more I grew able to think, the more remarkable it seemed to me that the girl should be here  here in the same house in which I lay.

Through the window, she answered, in a faint voice.

As she spoke she turned from me, and I knew that she was thinking of her father and would fain hide her face.

But the bars? I said.

I am very small, she answered in the same low tone.

I do not know why, but perhaps because of the weakness and softness I have mentioned, I found something very pitiful in the answer. It stirred a sudden rush of anger in my heart. I pictured this, helpless girl chased through the streets by the howling pack of cravens we had encountered, and for a few seconds, bruised and battered as I was, I felt the fighting spirit again. I half rose, then turned giddy, and sank back again. It was a minute or more before I could ask another question. At last I murmured  

You have not told me how you came here?

I was coming up the alley, she answered, shuddering, when at the corner by this house I met men coming to meet me. I fled into the passage to escape them, and finding no outlet, and seeing a light here, I knocked. I thought that some woman might pity me and take me in.

And Peter did?

Yes, she answered simply. May Our Lady reward him.

We were the men you met, I said drowsily. I remember now. You were carrying your brother.

My brother?

Yes, the child.

Oh, yes, she answered, in rather a strange fashion; but I was too dull to do more than notice it. The child of course.

I could ask no more, for my head was already splitting with pain. I lay back, and I suppose went off into a swoon again, sleeping all that day and until the morning of the next was far advanced.

Then I awoke to find the place in which I lay changed from a cave of mystery to a low-roofed dingy room; the shutter of the window standing half-open, admitted a ray of sunshine and a breath of pure air. A small fire burned on the hearth, a black pot bubbled beside it. For the room itself, a litter of old iron stood in every corner; bunches of keys and rows of rusty locks  padlocks, fetter-locks, and door-locks  hung on all the walls. One or two chests, worm-eaten and rickety, but prized by their present possessor for the antiquity of their fastenings, stood here and there; with a great open press full of gun-locks, matchlocks, wheel-locks, spring-locks and the like. Half a dozen arquebuses and pistols decorated the mantel-piece, giving the room something of the air of an armoury.

In the midst of all this litter sat old Peter himself, working away, with a pair of horn glasses on his forehead, at a small lock; which seemed to be giving him a vast amount of trouble. A dozen times at least I watched him fit a number of tiny parts together, only to scatter them again in his leather apron, and begin to pare one or other of them with a little file. At length he laid the work down, as if he were tired, and looking up found my eyes fixed upon him.

He nodded cheerfully. Good, he said. Now you look yourself, Martin. No more need of febrifuges. Another nights sleep, and you may go abroad.

What day is it? I said, striving to collect my thoughts.

Friday, he answered, looking at me with his shrewd, pleasant eyes. He was an old man, over sixty, a widower with two young children, and clever at his trade. I never knew a better man. Wednesday night you came here, he continued, showing in his countenance the pleasure it gave him to see me recovering.

I must go to the castle, I exclaimed, rising abruptly and sitting up. Do you hear? I must go.

I do not see the necessity, he answered, looking at me coolly, and without budging an inch.

My lady will need me.

Not at all, he answered, in the same quiet tone. You may make your mind easy about that. The Countess is safe and well. She is in the castle, and the gates are shut.

But she has not   Then I stopped. I was going to say too much.

She has not half a dozen men with her, you would say, he replied. Well, no. But one is a man, it seems. The young lord has turned a couple of cannon on the town, and all our valiant scoundrels are shaking in their shoes.

A couple of cannon! But there are no cannon in the castle!

You are mistaken, Peter answered drily. He had a very dry way with him at times. I have seen the muzzles of them, myself, and you can see them, if you please, from the attic window. One is trained on the market-place, and one to fire down the High Street. To-morrow morning our Burgomaster and the Minister are to go up and make their peace. And I can tell you some of our brisk boys feel the rope already round their necks.

Is this true? I said, hardly able to believe the tale.

As true as you please, he answered. If you will take my advice you will lie quietly here until to-morrow morning, and then go up to the castle. No one will molest you. The townsfolk will be only too glad to find you alive, and that they have so much the less to pay for. I should not wonder if you saved half a dozen necks, Peter added regretfully. For I hear the Countess is finely mad about you.

At this mention of my ladys regard my eyes filled so that I had much ado to hide my feelings. Affecting to find the light too strong I turned my back on Peter, and then for the first time became aware that I had a companion in misfortune. On a heap of straw behind me lay another man, so bandaged about the head that I could see nothing of his features.

Hallo! I exclaimed, raising myself that I might have a better view of him. Who is this?

Your man Steve, Peter said briefly. But for him and another, Master Martin, I do not think that you would be here.

You do well to remind me, I answered, feeling shame that I had not yet thanked him, or asked how I came to be in safety. How was it?

Well, he said, it began with the girl. The doings on Wednesday night were not much to my mind, as you may suppose, and I shut up early and kept myself close. About seven, when the racket had not yet risen to its height, there came a knocking at my door. For a while I took no notice of it, but presently, as it continued, I went to listen, and heard such a sobbing on the step as the heart of man could not resist. So I opened and found the Papist girl there with a child. I do not know, Peter continued, pushing forward his greasy old cap and rubbing his head, that I should have opened it if I had been sure who it was. But as the door was open, the girl had to come in.

I do not think you will repent it! I said.

I dont know that I shall, he answered thoughtfully. However, she had not been long inside and the bolts shot on us, when there began a most tremendous skirmish in the lane, which lasted off and on for half an hour. Then followed a sudden silence. I had given the girl some food, and told her she might sleep with the children upstairs, and we were sitting before the fire while she cried a bit  she was all over of a shake, you understand  when on a sudden she stood up, and listened.

What is it? I said.

She did not answer for a while, but still stood listening, looking now at me and now towards the forge in a queer eager kind of way. I told her to sit down, but she did not seem to hear, and presently she cried, There is some one there!

Well, said I, they will stop there then. I dont open that door again to-night.

She looked at me pitifully, but sat down for all the world as if I had struck her. Not for long, however. In a minute she was up again, and began to go to and fro between the kitchen and the forge door like nothing else but a cat looking for her kittens. Sit down, wench, I said. But this time she took no heed, and at last the sight of her going up and down like a dumb creature in pain was too much for me, and I got up and undid the door. She was out in a minute, seeming not a bit afraid for herself, and sure enough, there were you and Steve lying one on the top of the other on the step, and so still that I thought you gone. Heaven only knows how she heard you.

Peter, I said abruptly, have you any water handy?

To be sure, he replied, starting up. Are you thirsty?

I nodded, and he went to get it, blaming himself for his thoughtlessness. He need not have reproached himself, however. I was not thirsty; but I could not bear that he should sit and look at me at that moment. The story he had told had touched me  and I was still weak; and I could not answer for it, I should not burst into tears like a woman. The thought of this girls persistence, who in everything else was so weak, of her boldness who in her own defence was a hare, of her strange instinct on our behalf who seemed made only to be herself protected  the thought of these things touched me to the heart and filled me with an odd mixture of pity and gratitude! I had gone to save her, and she had saved me! I had gone to shield her from harm, and heaven had led me to her door, not in strength but in weakness. She had fled from me who came to help her; that when I needed help, she might be at hand to give it!

Where is she? I muttered, when he came back and I had drunk.

Who? Marie? he asked.

Yes, if that is her name, I said, drinking again.

She is lying down upstairs, he answered. She is worn out, poor child. Not that in one sense, Master Martin, he continued, dropping his voice and nodding with a mysterious air, she is poor. Though you might think it.

How do you mean? I said, raising my head and meeting his eyes. He nodded.

It is between ourselves, he said; but I am afraid there is a good deal in what our rascals here say. I am afraid, to be plain, Master Martin, that the father was like all his kind: plundered many an honest citizen, and roasted many a poor farmer before his own fire. It is the way of soldiers in that army; and God help the country they march in, be it friends or foes!

Well? I said impatiently; but what of that now? The mention of these things fretted me. I wanted to hear nothing about the father. The man is dead, I said.

Ay, he is, Peter answered slowly and impressively. But the daughter? She has got a necklace round her neck now, worth  worth I dare say two hundred men at arms.

What, ducats?

Ay, ducats! Gold ducats. It is worth all that.

How do you know? I said, staring at him. I have never seen such a thing on her. And I have seen the girl two or three times.

Well, I will tell you, he answered, glancing first at the window and then at Steve to be sure that we were not overheard. Ill tell you. When we had carried you into the house the other night she took off her kerchief, to tear a piece from it to bind up your head. That uncovered the necklace. She was quick to cover it up, when she remembered herself, but not quick enough.

Is it of gold? I asked.

He nodded. Fifteen or sixteen links I should say, and each as big as a small walnut. Carved and shaped like a walnut too.

It may be silver-gilt.

He laughed. I am a smith, though only a locksmith, he said. Trust me for knowing gold. I doubt it came from Magdeburg; I doubt it did. Magdeburg, or Halle, which my Lord Tilly ravaged about that time. And if so there is blood upon it. It will bring the girl no luck, depend upon it.

If we talk about it, Ill be sworn it will not! I answered savagely. There are plenty here who would twist her neck for so much as a link of it.

You are right, Master Martin, he answered meekly. Perhaps I should not have mentioned it; but I know that you are safe. And after all the girl has done nothing.

That was true, but it did not content me. I wished he had not seen what he had, or that he had not told me the tale. A minute before I had been able to think of the girl with pure satisfaction; to picture with a pleasant warmth about my heart her gentleness, her courage, her dark mild beauty that belonged as much to childhood as womanhood, the thought for others that made her flight a perpetual saving. But this spoiled all. The mere possession of this necklace, much more the use of it, seemed to sully her in my eyes, to taint her freshness, to steal the perfume from her youth.
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... she came presently to me with a bowl of broth in her hands and a timid smile on her lips....

For I am peasant born, of those on whom the free-companions have battened from the beginning; and spoil won in such a way seemed to me to be accursed. Whether I would or no, horrid tales of the storming of Magdeburg came into my mind: tales of streets awash with blood, of churches blocked with slain, of women lying dead with living babes in their arms. And I shuddered. I felt the necklace a blot on all. I shrank from one, who, with the face of a saint, wore under her kerchief gold dyed in such a fashion!

That was while I lay alone, tossing from side to side, and troubling myself unreasonably about the matter; since the girl was nothing to me, and a Papist. But when she came presently to me with a bowl of broth in her hands and a timid smile on her lips  a smile which gave the lie to the sadness of her eyes and the red rims that surrounded them  I forgot all, necklace and creed. I took the bowl silently, as she gave it. I gave it back with only one Thank you, which sounded hoarse and rustic in my ears; but I suppose my eyes were more eloquent, for she blushed and trembled. And in the evening she did not come. Instead one of the children brought my supper, and sitting down on the straw beside me, twittered of Marie and Go and other things.

Who is Go? I said.

Go is Maries brother, the child answered, open-eyed at my ignorance. You not know Go?

It is a strange name, I said, striving to excuse myself.

He is a strange man, the little one retorted, pointing to Steve. He does not speak. Now you speak. Marie says

What does Marie say? I asked.

Marie says you saved his life.

Well, you can tell her it was the other way, I exclaimed roughly.

Twice that night when I awoke I heard a light footstep, and turned to see the girl, moving to and fro among the rusty locks and ancient chests in attendance on Steve. He mended but slowly. She did not come near me at these times, and after a glance I pretended to fall asleep that I might listen unnoticed to her movements, and she be more free to do her will. But whenever I heard her and opened my eyes to see her slender figure moving in that dingy place, I felt the warmth about my heart again. I forgot the gold necklace; I thought no more of the rosary, only of the girl. For what is there which so well becomes a woman as tending the sick; an office which in a lovers eyes should set off his mistress beyond velvet and Flanders lace.


CHAPTER VI.

RUPERT THE GREAT.

I have known a man very strong and very confident, whom the muzzle of a loaded pistol, set fairly against his head, has reduced to reason marvellously. So it fared with Heritzburg on this occasion. My ladys cannon, which I went up to the roof at daybreak to see  and did see, to my great astonishment, trained one on the Market Square, and one down the High Street  formed the pistol, under the cooling influence of which the town had so far come to its senses, that the game was now in my ladys hands. Peter assured me that the place was in a panic, that the Countess could hardly ask any amends that would not be made, and that as a preliminary the Burgomaster and Minister were to go to the castle before noon to sue for pardon. He suggested that I and the girl should accompany them.

But does Hofman know that we are here? I asked.

Since yesterday morning, the locksmith answered, with a grin. And no one more pleased to hear it! If he had not you to present as a peace-offering, I doubt he would have fled the town before he would have gone up. As it is, they had fine work with him at the town-council yesterday.

He is in a panic? Serve him right! I said.

I am told that his cheeks shake like jelly, Peter answered.

Two of the Waldgraves men are dead, you know, and some say that the Countess will hang him out of hand. But you will go up with him?

Yes, I said. I see no objection.

Some one else objected, however. When the plan was broached to the girl, she looked troubled. For a moment she did not speak, but stood before us silent and confused. Then she pointed to Steve.

When is he going, if you please? she asked, in a troubled voice.

He must go in a litter by the road, I answered. Peter here will see to it this morning.

Could I not go with him? she said.

I looked at Peter, and he at me. He nodded.

I see no reason why you should not, if you prefer it, I said. Either way you will be safe.

I should prefer it, she muttered, in a low tone. And then she went out to get something for Steve, and we saw her no more.

Drunken Steve is in luck, Peter said, looking after her with a smile. She is wonderfully taken with him. She is a  she is a good girl, Papist or no Papist, he added thoughtfully.

I am not sure that he would have indorsed that later in the day. At the last moment, when I was about to leave the house to go up to the castle my way, and Steve and his party were on the point of starting by the West Gate and the road, something happened which gave both of us a kind of shock, though neither said a word to the other. Marie had brought down the little boy, a brave-eyed, fair-haired child about three years old, and she was standing with us in the forge waiting with the child clinging to her skirt, when on a sudden she turned to Peter and began to thank him. A word and she broke down.

Pooh, child! Peter said kindly, patting her on the shoulder. It was little enough, and I am glad I did it. No thanks.

She answered between her sobs that it was beyond thanks, and called on Heaven to reward him.

If I had anything, she continued, looking at him timidly, if I had anything I could give you to prove my gratitude, I would so gladly give it. But I am alone, and I have nothing worth your acceptance. I have nothing in the world, unless, she added with an effort, you would like my rosary.

No, Peter said almost roughly. I noticed that he avoided my eye. I do not want it. It is not a thing I use.

She said she had nothing; and we knew she had that chain! Yet Heaven knows her face as she said it was fair enough to convert a Beza! She said she had nothing; we knew she had. Yet if ever genuine gratitude and thankfulness seemed to shine out of wet human eyes, they shone out of hers then.

What I could not stomach was the ingratitude. The fraud was too gross, too gratuitous, since she need have offered nothing. I turned away and went out of the forge without waiting for her to recover herself. I dreaded lest she should thank me in the same way.

I knew Peter, and knew he could have no motive for traducing her. He was old enough to be her grandfather, and a quiet good man. Therefore I was sure that she had the chain, three or four links of which should be worth his shop of old iron.

But besides I had the evidence of my own eyes. There was a crinkle, a crease in her kerchief, for which the presence of the necklace would account; it was such a crease as a necklace of that size would cause. I had marked it when she brought the child into the room in her arms. The boys right arm had been round her neck, and I had seen him relax his hold of her hair and steady himself by placing his little palm on that wrinkle, as on a sure and certain and familiar stay. So I knew that she had the necklace, and that she had lied about it.

But after all it was nothing to me. The girl was a Papist, a Bavarian, the daughter of a roistering freebooting rider, versed in camp life. If with a fair outside she proved to be at heart what every reasonable man would expect to find her, what then? I had no need to trouble my head. I had affairs enough of my own on my hands.

Yet the affair did trouble me. The false innocence of the childs face haunted and perplexed me, and would not leave me, though I tried to think of other things and had other things to think of. I was to meet the Burgomaster in the market-place, and go thence with him, and I had promised myself that I would make good use of my opportunities; that I would lose no point of the towns behaviour, that not a lowering face should escape me, nor a quarter whence danger might arise in the future. But the girls eyes made havoc of all my resolutions, and I had fairly reached the market-place before I remembered what I was doing.

There indeed a sight, which in a moment swept the cobwebs from my brain, awaited me. The square was full of people, not closely packed, but standing in loose groups, and all talking in voices so low as to produce a dull sullen sound more striking than silence. The Mayor and four or five Councillors occupied the steps of the market-house. Raised a head and shoulders above the throng, and glancing at it askance from time to time with scarcely disguised apprehension, they wore an air of irresolution it was impossible to mistake. Hofman in particular looked like a man with the rope already round his neck. His face was pale, his fat cheeks hung pendulous, his eyes never rested on anything for more than a second. They presently lit on me, and then if farther proof of the state of his mind was needed, I found it in the relief with which he hailed my appearance; relief, not the less genuine because he hastened to veil it from the jealous eyes that from every part of the square watched his proceedings.

The crowd made way for me silently. One in every two, perhaps, greeted me, and some who did not greet me, smiled at me fatuously. On the other hand, I was struck by the air of gloomy expectation which prevailed. I discerned that a very little would turn it into desperation, and saw, or thought I saw, that cannon, or no cannon, this was a case for delicate and skilful handling. The town was panic-stricken, partly at the thought of what it had done, partly at the sight of the danger which threatened it. But panic is a double-edged weapon. It takes little to turn it into fury.

I made for the opening into the High Street, and the Burgomaster, coming down the steps, passed through the crowd and met me there.

This is a bad business, Master Martin, he said, facing me with an odd mixture of shamefacedness and bravado. We must do our best to patch it up.

You had your warning, I answered coldly, turning with him up the street, every window and doorway in which had its occupant. Dietz and two or three Councillors followed us, the Ministers face looking flushed and angry, and as spiteful as a cats. Two lives have been lost, I continued, and some one must pay for them.

Hofman mopped his face. Surely, he said, the three lead on our side, Master Martin  

I do not see what they have to do with it, I answered, maintaining a cold and uninterested air, which was torture to him. It is your affair, however, not mine.

But, my dear friend  Martin, he stammered, plucking my sleeve, you are not revengeful. You will not make it worse? You wont do that?

Worse? I retorted. It is bad enough already. And I am afraid you will find it so.

He winced and looked at me askance, his eyes rolling in a fever of apprehension. For a moment I really thought that he would turn and go back. But the crowd was behind; he was on the horns of a dilemma, and with a groan of misery he moved on, looking from time to time at the terrace above us. Those cursed cannon, I heard him mutter, as he wiped his brow.

Ay, I said, sharply, if it had not been for the cannon you would have seen our throats cut before you would have moved. I quite understand that. But you see it is our turn now.

We were on the steps and he did not answer. I looked up, expecting to see the wall by the wicket-gate well-manned; but I was mistaken. No row of faces looked down from it. All was silent. A single man, on guard at the wicket, alone appeared. He bade us stand, and passed the word to another. He in his turn disappeared and presently old Jacob, with a half-pike on his shoulder, and a couple of men at his back, came stiffly out to receive us with all the formality and discipline of a garrison in time of war. He acknowledged my presence by a wink, but saluted my companions in the coldest manner possible, proceeding at once to march us without a word spoken to the door of the house, where we were again bidden to stand.

All this filled me with satisfaction. I knew what effect it would have on Hofman, and how it would send his soul into his shoes. At the same time my satisfaction was not unmixed. I felt a degree of strangeness myself. The place seemed changed, the men, moving stiffly, had an unfamiliar air. I missed the respect I had enjoyed in the house. For the moment I was nobody; a prisoner, an alien person admitted grudgingly, and on sufferance.

I comforted myself with the reflection that all would be well when I reached the presence. But I was mistaken. I saw indeed my ladys colour come and go when I entered, and her eyes fell. But she kept her seat, she looked no more at me than at my companions, she uttered no greeting or word of acknowledgment. It was the Waldgrave who spoke  the Waldgrave who acted. In a second there came over me a bitter feeling that all was changed; that the old state of things at Heritzburg was past, and a rule to which I was a stranger set in its place.

Three or four of my ladys women were grouped behind her, while Franz and Ernst stood like statues at the farther door. Fraulein Anna sat on a stool in the window-bay, and my ladys own presence was, as at all times, marked by a stateliness and dignity which seemed to render it impossible that she should pass for second in any company. But for all that the Waldgrave, standing up straight and tall behind her, with his comeliness, his youth, and his manhood and the red light from the coat of arms in the stained window just touching his fair hair, did seem to me to efface her. It was he who stood there to pardon or punish, praise or blame, and not my lady. And I resented it.

Not that his first words to me were not words of kindness.

Ha, Martin, he cried, his face lighting up, I hear you fought like an ancient Trojan, and broke as many heads as Hector. And that your own proved too hard for them! Welcome back. In a moment I may want a word with you; but you must wait.

I stood aside, obeying his gesture; and he apologised, but with a very stern aspect, to Hofman and his companions for addressing me first.

The Countess Rotha, however, Master Burgomaster, he continued, with grim suavity, much as she desires to treat your office with respect, cannot but discern between the innocent and the guilty.

The guilty, my lord? Hofman cried, in such a hurry and trepidation, I could have laughed. I trust that there are none here.

At any rate you represent them, the Waldgrave retorted.

I, my lord? The Mayors hair almost stood on end at the thought.

Ay, you; or why are you here? the Waldgrave answered. I understood that you came to offer such amends as the town can make, and your lady accept.

Poor Hofmans jaw fell at this statement of his position, and he stood the picture of dismay and misery. The Waldgraves peremptory manner, which shook him out of the rut of his slow wits, and upset his balanced periods, left him prostrate without a word to say. He gasped and remained silent. He was one of those people whose dull self-importance is always thrusting them into positions which they are not intended to fill.

Well? the Waldgrave said, after a pause, as you seem to have nothing to say, and judgment must ultimately come from your lady, I will proceed at once to declare it. And firstly, it is her will, Master Burgomaster, that within forty-eight hours you present to her on behalf of the town a humble petition and apology, acknowledging your fault; and that the same be entered on the town records.

It shall be done, Master Hofman cried. His eagerness to assent was laughable.

Secondly, that you pay a fine of a hundred gold ducats for the benefit of the children of the men wantonly killed in the riot.

It shall be done, Master Hofman said,  but this time not so readily.

And lastly, the Waldgrave continued in a very clear voice, that you deliver up for execution two in the marketplace, one at the foot of the castle steps, and one at the West Gate, for a warning to all who may be disposed to offend again  four of the principal offenders in the late riot.

My lord! the Mayor cried, aghast.

My lord, if you please, the Waldgrave answered coldly. But do you consent?

Hofman looked blanker than ever. Four? he stammered.

Precisely; four, the young lord answered.

But who? I do not know them, the Mayor faltered.

The Waldgrave shook his head gently. That is your concern, Burgomaster, he said, with a smile. In forty-eight hours much may be done.

Hofmans hair stood fairly on end. Craven as he was, the thought of the crowd in the market-place, the thought of the reception he would have, if he assented to such terms, gave him courage.

I will consult with my colleagues, he said with a great gulp.

I am afraid that you will not have the opportunity, the Waldgrave rejoined, in a peculiarly suave tone. Until the four are given up to us, we prefer to take care of you and the learned Minister. I see that you have brought two or three friends with you; they will serve to convey what has passed to the town. And I doubt not that within a few hours we shall be able to release you.

Master Hofman fell a trembling.

My lord, he cried, between tears and rage, my privileges!

Master Mayor, the Waldgrave answered, with a sudden snap and snarl, which showed his strong white teeth, my dead servants.

After that there was no more to be said. The Burgomaster shrank back with a white face, and though Dietz, with rage burning in his sallow cheeks, cried woe to him who separated the shepherd from the sheep, and would have added half-a-dozen like texts, old Jacob cut him short by dropping his halberd on his toes and promptly removed him and the quavering Burgomaster to strong quarters in the tower. Meanwhile the other members of the party were marched nothing loth to the steps, and despatched through the gate with the same formality which had surprised us on our arrival.

Then for a few moments I was happy, in spite of doubts and forebodings; for the moment the room was cleared of servants, my lady came down from her place, and with tears in her eyes, laid her hand on my rough shoulder, and thanked me, saying such things to me, and so sweetly, that though many a silken fool has laughed at me, as a clown knowing no knee service, I knelt there and then before her, and rose tenfold more her servant than before. For of this I am sure, that if the great knew their power, we should hear no more of peasants wars and Rainbow banners. A smile buys for them what gold will not for another. A word from their lips stands guerdon for a life, and a look for the service of the heart.

However, few die of happiness, and almost before I was off my knees I found a little bitter in the cup.

Well, well, the Waldgrave said, with a comical laugh, and I saw my lady blush, these are fine doings. But next time you go to battle, Martin, remember, more haste less speed. Where would you have been now, I should like to know, without my cannon?

Perhaps still in Peters forge, I answered bluntly. But that puzzles me less, my lord, I continued, than where you found your cannon.

He laughed in high good humour. So you are bit, are you? he said. I warrant you thought we could do nothing without you. But the cannon, where do you think we did find them? You should know your own house.

I know of none here, I answered slowly, except the old cracked pieces the Landgrave Philip left.

Well? he retorted, smiling. And what if these be they?

But they are cracked and foundered! I cried warmly. You could no more fire powder in them, my lord, than in the Countesss comfit-box!

But if you do not want to burn powder? he replied. If the sight of the muzzles be enough? What then, Master Wiseacre?

Why, then, my lord, I answered, drily, after a pause of astonishment, I think that the game is a risky one.

Chut, you are jealous! he said, laughing.

And should be played very moderately.

Chut, he said again, you are jealous! Is he not, Rotha? He is jealous.

My lady looked at me laughing.

I think he is a little, she said. You must acknowledge, Martin, she continued, pleasantly, that the Waldgrave has managed very well?

I must have assented, however loth; but he saved me the trouble. He did not want to hear my opinion.

Very well? he exclaimed, with a laugh of pleasure; I should think I have. Why, I have so brightened up your old serving-men that they make quite a tolerable garrison  mount guard, relieve, give the word and all, like so many Swedes. Oh, I can tell you a little briskness and a few new fashions do no harm. But now, he continued, complacently, since you are so clever, my friend, where is the risk?

If it becomes known in the town, I said, that the cannon are dummies  

It is not known, he answered peremptorily.

Still, under the circumstances, I persisted, I should with submission have imposed terms less stringent. Especially I should not have detained Master Hofman, my lord, who is a timid man, making for peace. He has influence. Shut up here he cannot use it.

But our terms will show that we are not afraid, the Waldgrave answered. And that is everything.

I shrugged my shoulders.

Chut! he said, half in annoyance and half in good humour. Depend upon it, there is nothing like putting a bold face on things. That is my policy. But the truth is you are jealous, my friend  jealous of my excellent generalship; but for which I verily believe you would be decorating a gallows in the market-place at this moment. Come, fair cousin, he added, gleefully, turning from me and snatching up my ladys gloves and handing them to her, let us out. Let us go and look down at our conquest, and leave this green-eyed fellow to rub his bruises.

My lady looked at me kindly and laughed. Still she assented, and my chance was gone. It was my place now to hold the door with lowered head, not to argue. And I did so. After all I had been well treated; I had spoken boldly and been heard.

For a time after the sound of their voices had died away on the stairs, I stood still. The room was quiet and I felt blank and purposeless. In the first moments of return every-day duties had an air of dulness and staleness. I thought of one after another, but had not yet brought myself to the point of moving, when a hand, raising the latch of one of the inner doors, effectually roused me. I turned and saw Fraulein Anna gliding in. She did not speak at once, but came towards me as she had a way of coming  close up before she spoke. It had more than once disturbed me. It did so now.

Well, Master Martin, she said at last, in her mild spiteful tone, I hope you are satisfied with your work; I hope my lords service may suit you as well as my ladys.


CHAPTER VII.

THE PRIDE OF YOUTH.

But I am not going to relate the talk we had on that, Fraulein Anna and I. I learned one thing, and one only, and that I can put very shortly. I saw my face as it were in a glass, and I was not pleased with the reflection. Listening to Fraulein Annas biting hints and sidelong speeches  she did not spare them  I recognized that I was jealous; that the ascendency the young lord had gained with my lady and in the castle did not please me; and that if I would not make a fool of myself and step out of my place, I must take myself roundly to task. Much might be forgiven to Fraulein Anna, who saw the quiet realm wherein she reigned invaded, and the friend she had gained won from her in an hour. But her case differed from mine. I was a servant, and woe to me if I forgot my place!

Perhaps, also, it gave me pleasure to find my uneasiness shared. At any rate, I felt better afterwards, and a message from my lady, bidding me rest my head and do nothing for the day, comforted me still further. I went out, and finding the terrace quiet, and deserted by all except the sentry at the wicket, I sat down on one of the stone seats which overlook the town and there began to think. The sun was behind a cloud and the air was fresh and cool, and I presently fell asleep with my head on my arms.

While I slept my lady and the Waldgrave came and began to walk up and down the terrace, and gradually little bits of their talk slid into my dreams, until I found myself listening to them between sleeping and waking. The Waldgrave was doing most of the speaking, in the boyish, confident tone which became him so well. Presently I heard him say  

The whole art of war is changed, fair cousin. I had it from one who knows, Bernard of Weimar. The heavy battalions, the great masses, the slow movements, the system invented by the great Captain of Cordova are gone. Breitenfeld was their death-blow.

Yet my uncle was a great commander, my lady said, with a little touch of impatience in her tone.

Of the old school.

I heard her laugh. You speak as if you had been a soldier for a score of years, Rupert, she said.

Age is not experience, he answered hardily. That is the mistake. How old was Alexander when he conquered Egypt? Twenty-three, cousin, and I am twenty-three. How old was the Emperor Augustus when he became Consul of Rome? Nineteen. How old was Henry of England when he conquered France? Twenty-seven. And Charles the Fifth, at Pavia? Twenty-five.

Sceptres are easy leading-staves, my lady answered deftly. All these were kings, or the like.

Then take Don John at Lepanto. He, too, was twenty-five.

A kings son, my lady replied quickly.

Then I will give you one to whom you can make no objection, he answered in a tone of triumph: Gaston de Foix, the Thunderbolt of Italy. He who conquered at Como, at Milan, at Ravenna. How old was he when he died, leaving a name never to be forgotten in arms? Twenty-three, fair cousin. And I am twenty-three.

But then you are not Gaston de Foix, my lady retorted, laughter bubbling to her lips; nor a kings nephew.

But I may be.

What? A kings nephew? the Countess answered, laughing outright. Pray where is the kings niece?

Kings niece? he exclaimed reproachfully  and I doubt not with a kind look at her, and a movement as if he would have paid her for her sauciness. You know I want no kings niece. There is no kings niece in the world so sweet to my taste, so fair, or so gracious as the cousin I have been fortunate enough to serve during the last few days; and that I will maintain against the world.

So here is my glove! my lady answered gaily, finishing the speech for him. Very prettily said, Rupert. I make you a thousand curtsies. But a truce to compliments. Tell me more.

He needed no second bidding; though I think that she would have listened without displeasure to another pretty speech, and an older man would certainly have made one. But he was full of the future and fame  and himself. He had never had such a listener before, and he poured forth his hopes and aspirations, as he strode up and down, so gallant of figure and frank of face that it was impossible not to feel with him. He was going to do this; he was going to do that. He would make the name of Rupert of Weimar stand with that of Bernard. Never was such a time for enterprise. Gustavus Adolphus, with Sweden and North Germany at his back, was at Munich; Bavaria, Franconia, and the Rhine Bishoprics were at his feet. The hereditary dominions of the Empire, Austria, Silesia, Moravia, with Bohemia, Hungary, and the Tyrol, must soon be his; their conquest was certain. Then would come the division of the spoil. The House of Weimar, which had suffered more in the Protestant cause than any other princely house of Germany, which had resigned for its sake the Electoral throne and the rights of primogeniture, must stand foremost for reward.

And which kingdom shall you choose? my lady asked, with a twinkle in her eye which belied her gravity. Bohemia or Hungary? or Bavaria? Munich I am told is a pleasant capital.

You are laughing at me! he said, a little hurt.

Forgive me, she said, changing her tone so prettily that he was appeased on the instant. But, speaking soberly, are you not curing the skin before the bear is dead? The great Wallenstein is said to be collecting an army in Bohemia, and if the latest rumour is to be believed, he has already driven out the Saxons and retaken Prague. The tide of conquest seems already to be turning.

We shall see, the Waldgrave answered.

Very well, my lady replied. But, besides, is there not a proverb about the lions share? Will the Lion of the North forego his?

We shall make him, the young lord answered. He goes as far as we wish and no farther. Without German allies he could not maintain his footing for a month.

Germany should blush to need his help, my lady said warmly.

Never mind. Better times are coming, he answered. And soon, I hope.

With that they moved out of hearing, crossing to the other side of the court and beginning to walk up and down there; and I heard no more. But I had heard enough to enable me to arrive at two or three conclusions. For one thing, I felt jealous no longer. My ladys tone when she spoke to the Waldgrave convinced me that whatever the future might bring forth, she regarded him in the present with liking, and some pride perhaps, but with no love worthy of the name. A woman, she took pleasure in his handsome looks and gallant bearing; she was fond of listening to his aspirations. But the former pleased her eye without touching her heart, and the latter never for a moment carried her away.

I was glad to be sure of this, because I discerned something lacking on his side also. It was Rotha, sweet cousin, fair cousin, too soon with him. He felt no reverence, suffered no pangs, trembled under no misgivings, sank under no sense of unworthiness. He thought that all was to be had for pleasant words and the asking. Heritzburg seemed a rustic place to him, and my ladys life so dull and uneventful, my lady herself so little of a goddess, that he deemed himself above all risk of refusal. A little difficulty, a little doubt, the appearance of a rival, might awaken real love. But it was not in him now. He felt only a passing fancy, the light offspring of propinquity and youth.

But how, it may be asked, was I so wise that, from a few sentences heard between sleeping and waking, I could gather all this, and draw as many inferences from a laugh as Fraulein Anna Max from a page of crabbed Latin? The question put to me then, as I sat day-dreaming over Heritzburg, might have posed me. I am clear enough about it now. I could answer it if I chose. But a nod is as good as a wink to a blind horse, and a horse with eyes needs neither one nor the other.

Presently I saw Fraulein Anna come out and go sliding along one side of the court to gain another door. She had a great book under her arm and blinked like an owl in the sunshine, and would have run against my lady if the Waldgrave had not called out good-humouredly. She shot away at that with a show of excessive haste, and was in the act of disappearing like a near-sighted rabbit, when my lady called to her pleasantly to come back.

She came slowly, hugging the great book, and with her lips pursed tightly. I fancy she had been sitting at a window watching my lady and her companion, and that every laugh which rose to her ears, every merry word, nay the very sunshine in which they walked, while she sat in the dull room with her unread book before her, wounded her.

What have you been doing, Anna? my lady asked kindly.

I have been reading the Praise of Folly, Fraulein Max answered primly. I am going to my Voetius now.

It is such a fine day, my lady pleaded.

I never miss my Voetius, Fraulein answered.

The Waldgrave looked at her quizzically, with scarcely veiled contempt. Voetius? he said. What is that? You excite my curiosity.

Perhaps it was the contrast between them, between his strength and comeliness and her weak figure and pale frowning face, that moved me; but I know that as he said that, I felt a sudden pity for her. And she, I think, for herself. She reddened and looked down and seemed to go smaller. Scholarship is a fine thing; I have heard Fraulein Anna herself say that knowledge is power. But I never yet saw a bookworm that did not pale his fires before a soldier of fortune, nor a scholar that did not follow the courtier and the ruffler with eyes of envy.

Perhaps my lady felt as I did, for she came to the rescue. You are too bad, she said. Anna is my friend, and I will not have her teased. As for Voetius, he is a writer of learning, and you would know more about many things, if you could read his works, sir.

Do you read them? he asked.

I do! she answered.

Good heavens! he exclaimed, staring at her freely and affecting to be astonished. Well, all I can say is that you do not look like it!

My lady fired up at that. I think she felt for her friend. I do not thank you, she said sharply. A truce to such compliments, if you please. Anna, she continued, have you been to see this poor girl from the town?

No, Fraulein Max answered.

She has come, has she not?

And gone  to the stables! And Fraulein Anna laughed spitefully. She is used to camp life, I suppose, and prefers them.

But that is not right, my lady said, with a look of annoyance. She turned and called to me. Martin, she said, come here. This girl  the papist from the town  why has she not been brought to the womens quarters in the house?

I answered that I did not know; that she should have been.

We will go and see, my lady answered, nodding her head in a way that premised trouble should any one be found in fault. And without a moments hesitation she led the way to the inner court, the Waldgrave walking beside her, and Fraulein Anna following a pace or two behind. The latter still hugged her book, and her face wore a look of secret anticipation. I took on myself to go too, and followed at a respectful distance, my mind in a ferment.

The stable court at Heritzburg is small. The rays of the sun even at noon scarcely warm it, and a shadow seemed to fall on our party as we entered. Two grooms, not on guard, were going about their ordinary duties. They started on seeing my lady, who seldom entered that part without notice; and hastened to do reverence to her.

Where is the girl who was brought here from the town? she said, in a peremptory tone.

The men looked at one another, scared by her presence, yet not knowing what was amiss. Then one said, Please your excellency, she is in the room over the granary.

She should be in the house, not here, my lady answered harshly. Take me to her.

The man stared, and the Waldgrave, seeing his look of astonishment, interposed, murmuring that perhaps the place was scarcely fit.

For me? my lady said, cutting him short, with a high look which reminded me of her uncle, Count Tilly. You forget, sir cousin, that I am not a woman only, but mistress here. Ignorance, which may be seemly in a woman, does not become me. Lead on, my man.

The fellow led the way up a flight of outside steps which gave access to the upper granary floor; and my lady followed, rejecting the Waldgraves hand and gazing with an unmoved eye at the unfenced edge on her left; for the stairs had no rail. At the top the groom opened the door and squeezed himself aside, and my lady entered. The Waldgrave had given place to Fraulein Anna  whom desire to see what would happen had blinded to the risks of the stairs  and she was not slow to follow. The young lord and I pressed in a pace behind.

This is not a fit place for a maiden! I heard my lady say severely; and then she stopped. That was before I could see inside, the sudden pause coming as I entered. The loft was dark, the unglazed windows being shuttered; but my eyes are good, and I knew the place, and saw at once  what my lady had seen, I think, at a second glance only  that the man beside whom the girl was kneeling  or had been kneeling, for as I entered she rose to her feet with a word of alarm  was bandaged from his chin to his crown, was helpless and maundering, talking strange nonsense, and rolling his head restlessly from side to side.

Why, you are a child! my lady said; and this time her voice was soft and low and full of surprise. Who is this? she continued, pointing to the man; who never ceased to babble and move.

It is Steve, my lady, I said. He was hurt below, in the town, and the girl has been nursing him. I suppose she  I think no one told her to go elsewhere, I added by way of apology for her.

Where could she be better? my lady said in a low voice. Child, she continued gently, come here. Do not be afraid.

The girl had shrunk back at the sound of my ladys first words, or at sight of so large a company, and had taken her stand on the farther side of Steve, where she crouched trembling and looking at us with a terrified face. Hearing herself summoned, she came slowly and timidly forward, the little boy who had run to her holding her hand, and hiding his face in her skirts.

I am the countess, my lady said, looking at her closely, but with kindness, and I have come to see how you fare.

It was a hard moment for the girl, but she did the very best thing she could have done, and one that commended her to my ladys heart for ever. For, bursting into tears  I doubt not the sound of a womans voice speaking mildly to her touched her heart  she dropped on her knees before the countess and kissed her hand, sobbing piteous words of thankfulness and appeal.

Chut! chut! my lady said, a little tremor in her own voice. You are safe now. Be comforted. You shall be protected here, whatever betide. But you have lost your father? Yes, I remember, child. Well, it is over now. You are quite safe. See, this gentleman shall be your champion. And Martin there. He is a match for any two. Tell me your name.

Marie  Marie Wort. The girl answered suppressing her tears with an effort.

How old are you?

Seventeen, please your excellency.

And where were you born, Marie?

At Munich, in Bavaria.

You are a Romanist, I hear?

If it please your excellency.

It does not please me at all, my lady answered promptly; but she said it with so much mildness that Maries eyes filled again. I warn you, we shall, try to convert you  by kindness. So you are nursing this poor fellow? And my lady went up to Steve, and touched his hand and spoke to him. But he did not know her, and she stepped back, looking grave.

The fever is on him now, Marie said timidly. He is at his worst; but he will be better by-and-by, if your excellency pleases.

He is fortunate in his nurse, my lady answered, gazing searchingly at the others pale face. Will you stay with him, child, or would you rather come into the house, where my women could take care of you, and you would be more comfortable?

A look of distress flickered in the girls eyes. She hesitated and looked down, colouring painfully. I dare say that with feminine tact she knew that my lady even now thought it scarcely proper for her to be there  in a house where only the men about the stable lived. But she found her answer.

He was hurt trying to protect me, she murmured, in a low voice.

My lady nodded. Very well, she said; and I saw that she was not displeased. You shall stay with him. I will see that you are taken care of. Come, Rupert, I think we have seen enough.

She signed to us to go before her, and we all went out, and she closed the door. At the head of the steps, when the Waldgrave offered her his hand, she waved it away, and stood.

Bring me a hammer and a nail, she cried.

Three or four men, nearly half our garrison, had collected below, hearing where we were. One of these ran and fetched what she called for; while we all waited and wondered what she meant. I took the hammer and nail from the man and went up again with them.

[image: img35.png]
... with her own hands she drove the nail.... Then she turned ...

Give me my glove, she said, turning abruptly to the Waldgrave.

He had possessed himself of one in the course of the conversation I have partly detailed; and no doubt he did not give it up very willingly. But there was no refusing her under the circumstances.

Hold it against the door! she said.

He obeyed, and with her own hands she drove the nail through the glove, pinning it to the middle of the door. Then she turned with a little colour in her face.

That is my room! she said, with a ring of menace in her tone. Let no one presume to enter it. And have a care, men! Whatever is wanted inside, place at the threshold and begone.

Then she came down, followed by the Waldgrave, and walked through the middle of us and went back to the terrace, with Fraulein Anna at her heels. The Waldgrave lingered a moment to look at a sick horse, and I to give an order. When we reached the terrace court a few minutes later, we found my lady walking up and down alone in the sunshine.

Why, where is the learned Anna? the Waldgrave said.

She is gone to amuse herself, my lady answered, laughing. Voetius is put aside for the moment in favour of Master Dietz!

No? the young lord exclaimed, in a tone of surprise. That yellow-faced atomy? She is not in love with him?

No, sir, certainly not.

Then what is it?

Well, I think she is a little jealous, my lady answered with a smile. We have been so long colloguing with a papist, Anna thinks some amends are due to the Church. And she is gone to make them. At any rate, she asked me a few minutes ago if she might pay a visit to Dietz. For what purpose? I said. To discuss a point with him, she answered. So I told her to go, if she liked, and by this time I dont doubt that they are hard at it.

Over Voetius?

No, sir, my lady answered gaily. Beza more probably, or Calvin. You know little of either, I expect. I do not wonder that Anna is driven to seek more improving company.


CHAPTER VIII.

A CATASTROPHE.

All that day the town remained quiet, and all day the Waldgrave and my lady walked to and fro in the sunshine; or my lady sat working on one of the stone seats, while he built castles in the air, which she knocked down with a sly word or a merry glance. Fraulein Anna, always with the big book, flitted from door to door, like an unquiet spirit. The sentries dozed at their posts, old Jacob in his chair in the guard-room, the cannons under their breech-clouts. If this could be said to be a state of siege, it was the most gentle and joyous one paladin ever shared or mistress imagined.

But no message reached us from the town, and that disturbed me. Half a dozen times I went to the wall and, leaning over it, listened. Each time I came away satisfied. All seemed quiet; the market-place rather fuller perhaps than on common days, the hum of life more steady and persistent; but neither to any great extent. Despite this I could not shake off a feeling of uneasiness. I remembered certain faces I had seen in the town, grim faces lurking in corners, seen over mens shoulders or through half-open doors; and a dog barking startled me, the shadow of a crow flying over the court made me jump a yard.

Night only added to my nervousness. I doubled all the guards, stationing two men at the town-wicket and two at the stable-gate, which leads to the bridge. And not content with these precautions, though the Waldgrave laughed at them and me, I got out of bed three times in the night, and went the round to assure myself that the men were at their posts.

When morning came without mishap, but also without bringing any overture from the town, the Waldgrave laughed still more loudly. But my lady looked grave. I did not dare to interfere or give advice  having been once admitted to say my say  but I felt that it would be a serious thing if the forty-eight hours elapsed and the town refused to make amends. My lady felt this too, I think; and by-and-by she held a council with the Waldgrave; and about midday my lord came to me, and with a somewhat wry face bade me have the prisoners conducted to the parlour.

He sent me at the same time on an errand to another part of the castle, and so I cannot say what passed. I believe my lady dealt with the two very firmly; reiterating her judgment of the day before, and only adding that in clemency she had thought better of imprisoning them, and would now suffer them to go to their homes, in the hope that they would use their influence to save the town from worse trouble.

I met the two crossing the terrace on their way to the gate and was struck by something peculiar in their aspect. Master Hofman was all of a tremble with excitement and eagerness to be gone. His fat, half-moon of a face shone with anxiety. He stuttered when he tried to give me good day as I passed; and he seemed to have eyes only for the gate, dragging his smaller companion along by the arm, and more than once whispering in his ear as if to adjure him not to waste a moment.

The little Minister, on the other hand, hung back and marched slowly, his face wearing a look of triumph which showed very plainly  or so I construed it  that he regarded his release in the light of a victory. His sallow cheeks were flushed, and his eyes gleamed spitefully as he looked from side to side. He held himself bolt upright, with a square Bible clasped to his breast, and as he passed me he could not refrain from a characteristic outbreak. Doubtless to bridle himself before my lady had almost choked him. He laughed in my face. Dry bones! he cackled. And mouths that speak not!

Speak plainly yourself, Master Dietz, I answered, for I have never thought ministers more than other men. Then perhaps I shall be able to understand you.

Sounding brass and a tinkling cymbal! he replied, cracking his fingers in my face and laughing triumphantly.

He would have said more, I imagine; but at that moment the Burgomaster fell bodily upon him, and drove him by main force through the gate which had been opened. Outside even, he made some attempts to return and defy us, crying out Whited sepulchres! and the like. But the steps were narrow and steep, and Hofman stood like a feather bed in the way, and presently he desisted. The two stumbled down together and we saw no more of them.

The men about me laughed; but I had reason for thinking it far from a laughing matter, and I hastened into the house that I might tell my lady. When I entered the parlour, however, where I found her with the Waldgrave and Fraulein Anna, she held up her hand to check me. She and the Waldgrave were laughing, and Fraulein Anna, half shy and half sullen, was leaning against the table looking at the floor, with her cheeks red.

Come, my lady was saying, you were with him half an hour, Anna. You can surely tell us what you talked about. Dont be afraid of Martin. He knows all our secrets.

Or perhaps we are indiscreet, the Waldgrave said gravely, but with a twinkle in his eye. When a young lady visits a gentleman in captivity, the conversation should be of a tender nature.

Which shows, sir, that you know little about it, Fraulein Anna answered indignantly. We talked of Voetius.

Dear me! my lord said. Then Master Dietz knows Voetius?

He does not. He said he considered such pagan learning useless, Fraulein Anna answered, warming with her subject. That it tended to pride, and puffed up instead of giving grace. I said that he only saw one side of the matter.

In that resembling me, my lord murmured.

My lady repressed him with a look. Yes, she said pleasantly. And what then, Anna?

And that he might be wrong in this, as in other matters. He asked me what other matters, Fraulein Max continued, growing voluble, and almost confident, as she reviewed the scene. I said, the inferiority of women to men. He said, yes, he maintained that, following Peter Martyr. Well, I said he was wrong, and so was Peter Martyr. But you do not convince me, he answered. You say that I am wrong on this as on other points. Cite a point, then, on which I am wrong. You know no Greek, you know no Oriental tongue, you know no Hebrew! I retorted. All pagan learning, he said. Cite a point on which I am wrong. I am not often wrong. Cite a point on which I am confessedly wrong. So  Fraulein Anna laughed a little, excited laugh of pleasure I thought I would take him at his word, and I said, Will you abide by that? If I show you that you have been wrong, that you have been deceived only to-day, will you acknowledge that Peter Martyr was wrong? He said, oh yes, he would, if I could convince him. I said, Exemplum! You came here because you were afraid of our cannon. Granted? Yes. Well, our cannon are cracked. They are brutum fulmen  an empty threat. We could not fire them, if we would. So there, you see, you were wrong. Well, on that  

But what Master Dietz said on that, and what she answered, we never knew, for the Waldgrave, bounding from the table, with a crash which shook the room, swore a very pagan oath.

Himmel! he cried in a voice of passion. The woman has ruined us! Do you understand, Countess? She has told them! And they have taken the news to the town!

I do understand, my lady said softly, but with a paling face. By this time it is known.

Known! Yes; and our shutting up that poisonous little snake will only make him the more bitter! my lord answered, striking the table a great blow in his wrath. We are undone! Oh, you idiot, you idiot! and breaking off suddenly he turned to Fraulein Max, who stood weeping and trembling by the table. Why did you do it?

Hush! my lady said nobly; and she put her arm round Fraulein Anna. She is so absent. It was my fault. I should not have let her see them. Besides, she did not know that they were going to be released. And it is done now, and cannot be undone. The question is, what ought we to do?

Yes, what? my lord cried bitterly, with a glance at the culprit, which showed that he was very far from forgiving her. I am sure I do not know, any more than the dog there!

My lady looked at me anxiously.

Well, Martin, she said, what do you say?

But I had nothing to say, I felt myself at a loss. I knew, better than any of them, the Ministers sour nature, and I had seen with my own eyes the state of resentment and rage in which he had left us. His news would fall like a spark dropped on powder. The town, brooding in gloom, foreboding, and terror, would in a moment blaze into fierce wrath. Every ruffian who had felt his neck endangered by the Countesss sentence, every family that had lost a member in the late riot, every one who had an old grievance to avenge, or a new object to gain, would in an hour be in arms; while those whose advantage lay commonly on the side of order might stand aloof now  some at the instance of Dietz, and others through timidity and that fear of a mob which exists in the mind of every burgher. What, then, had we to expect? My lady must look to have her authority flouted  that for certain; but would the matter end with that? Would the disorder stop at the foot of the steps?

I think we are safe enough here, if your excellency asks me, I said, after a moments thought. A dozen men could hold the wicket-gate against a thousand.

Safe! my lady cried in a tone of surprise. Yes, Martin, safe! But what of those who look to me for protection? Am I to stand by and see the law defied? Am I to   She paused. What is that? she said in a different tone, raising her hand for silence.

She listened, and we listened, looking at one another with meaning eyes; and in a moment she had her answer. Through the open windows, with the air and sunshine, came a sound which rose and fell at intervals. It was the noise of distant cheering. Full and deep, leaping up again and again, in insolent mockery and defiance, it reached us where we stood in the quiet room, and told us that all was known. While we still listened, another sound, nearer at hand, broke the inner stillness of the house  the tramp of a hurrying foot on the stairs. Old Jacob thrust in his head and looked at me.

You can speak, I said.

There is something wrong below, he muttered, abashed at finding himself in the presence.

We know it, Jacob, my lady said bravely. We are considering how to right it. In the mean time, do you go to the gates, my friend, and see that they are well guarded.

We could send to Hesse-Cassel, the Waldgrave suggested, when we were again alone.

It would be useless, my lady answered. The Landgrave is at Munich with the King of Sweden; so is Leuchtenstein.

If Leuchtenstein were only at home  

Ah! the Countess answered with a touch of impatience; but then he is not. If he were  well, even he could scarcely make troops where there are none.

There are generally some to be hired, the Waldgrave answered. What if we send to Halle, or Weimar, and inquire? A couple of hundred pikes would settle the matter.

God forbid! my lady answered with a shudder. I have heard enough of the doings of such soldiers. The town has not deserved that.

The Waldgrave looked at me, and slightly shrugged his shoulders; as much as to say that my lady was impracticable. But I, agreeing with every word she said, only loved her the more, and could make him no answer, even if my duty had permitted it. I hastened to suggest that, the castle being safe, the better plan was to wait, keeping on our guard, and see what happened; which, indeed, seemed also to be the only course open to us.

My lady saw this and agreed; I withdrew, to spend the rest of the day in a feverish march between the one gate and the other. We could muster no more than twelve effective men, including the Waldgrave; and though these might suffice for the bare defence of the place, which had only two assailable points, the paucity of our numbers kept me in perpetual fear. I knew my ladys proud nature so well that I dreaded humiliation for her as I might have feared death for another; with a terror which made the possibility of her capture by the malcontents a misery to me, a nightmare which would neither let me rest nor sleep.

My lord soon recovered his spirits. In an hour or two he was as buoyant and cheerful as before, dividing the blame of the contretemps between Fraulein Anna and myself, and hinting that if he had been left to manage the matter, the guilty would have suffered, and Dietz not gone scot-free. But I trembled. I did not see how we could be surprised; I thought it improbable that the townsfolk would try to effect anything against us; impossible that they should succeed. Yet, when the stern swell of one of Luthers hymns rose from the town at sunset, and I remembered how easily mens hearts were inflamed by those strains; and again, when a huge bonfire in the market-place dispelled the night, and for hours kept the town restless and waking, I shuddered, fearing I knew not what. I will answer for it, my lady, who never ceased to wear a cheerful countenance, did not sleep that night one half so ill as I.

And yet I was caught napping. A little before daybreak, when all was quiet, I went to take an hours rest. I had lain down, and, as far as I could judge later, had just fallen into a doze, when a tremendous shock, which made the very walls round me tremble, drew me to my feet as if a giant hand had plucked me from the bed. A crashing sound, mingled with the shiver of falling glass, filled the air. For a few seconds I stood trembling and bewildered in the middle of the room  in the state of disorder natural to a man rudely awakened. I could not on the instant collect myself or comprehend what had happened. Then, in a flash, the fears of the day returned to my mind, and springing to the door, half-dressed as I was, I ran down to the courtyard.

Some of the servants were already there, a white-cheeked, panic-stricken group of men and women intermixed; but, for a moment, I could get no answer to my questions. All spoke at once, none knew. Then  it was just growing light  from the direction of the stable-gate a man came running out of the dusk with a half-pike on his shoulder.

Quick! he cried. This way, give me a musket.

What is it? I answered, seizing him by the arm.

They have blown up the bridge  the bridge over the ravine! he replied, panting. Quick, a gun! A part is left, and they are hacking it down!

In a moment I saw all. To your posts! I shouted. And the women into the house! See to the wicket-gate, Jacob, and do not leave it! Then I sprang into the guardhouse and snatched down a carbine, three or four of which hung loaded in the loops. The sentry who had brought the news seized another, and we ran together through the stable court and to the gate, four or five of the servants following us.

Elsewhere it was growing light. Here a thick cloud of smoke and dust still hung in the air, with a stifling reek of powder. But looking through one of the loopholes in the gate, I was able to discern that the farther end of the bridge which spanned the ravine was gone  or gone in part. The right-hand wall, with three or four feet of the roadway, still hung in air, but half a dozen men, whose figures loomed indistinctly through a haze of dust and gloom, were working at it furiously, demolishing it with bars and pickaxes.

At that sight I fell into a rage. I saw in a flash what would happen if the bridge sank and we were cut off from all exit except through the town-gate. The dastardly nature of the surprise, too, and the fiendish energy of the men combined to madden me. I gave no warning and cried out no word, but thrusting my weapon through the loophole aimed at the nearest worker, and fired.

The man dropped his tool and threw up his arms, staggered forward a couple of paces, and fell sheer over the broken edge into the gulf. His fellows stood a moment in terror, looking after him, but the sentry who had warned me fired through the other loophole, and that started them. They flung down their tools and bolted like so many rabbits. The smoke of the carbine was scarce out of the muzzle, before the bridge, or what remained of it, was clear.

I turned round and found the Waldgrave at my elbow. Well done! he said heartily. That will teach the rascals a lesson!

I was trembling in every limb with excitement, but before I answered him, I handed my gun to one of the men who had followed me. Load, I said, and if a man comes near the bridge, shoot him down. Keep your eye on the bridge, and do nothing else until I come back.

Then I walked away through the stable-court with the Waldgrave; who looked at me curiously. You were only just in time, he said.

Only just, I muttered.

There is enough left for a horse to cross.

Yes, I answered, to-day.

Why to-day? he asked, still looking at me. I think he was surprised to see me so much moved.

Because the rest will be blown up to-night, I answered bluntly. Or may be. How can we guard it in the dark? It is fifty paces from the gate. We cannot risk men there  with our numbers.

Still it may not be, he said. We must keep a sharp look-out.

But if it is? I answered, halting suddenly, and looking him full in the face. If it is, my lord? I continued. We are provisioned for a week only. It is not autumn, you see. Then the pickle tubs would be full, the larder stocked, the rafters groaning, the still-room supplied. But it is May, and there is little left. The last three days we have been thinking of other things than provisions; and we have thirty mouths to feed.

The Waldgraves face fell. I had not thought of that, he said. The bridge gone, they may starve us, you mean?

Into submission to whatever terms they please, I answered. We are too few to cut our way through the town, and there would be no other way of escape.

What do you advise, then? he asked, drawing me aside with a flustered air. Flight?

A horse might cross the bridge to-day, I said.

But any terms would be better than that! he replied with vehemence.

What if they demand the expulsion of the Catholic girl, my lord, whom the Countess has taken under her protection?

They will not! he said.

They may, I persisted.

Then we will not give her up.

But the alternative  starvation?

Pooh! It will not come to that! he answered lightly. You leap before you reach the stile.

Because, my lord, there will be no leaping if we do reach it.

Nonsense! he cried masterfully. Something must be risked. To give up a strong place like this to a parcel of clodhoppers  it is absurd! At the worst we could parley.

I do not think my lady would consent to parley.

I shall say nothing to her about it, he answered. She is no judge of such things.

I had been thinking all the while that he had that in his mind, and on the spot I answered him squarely that I would not consent. My lady must know all, I said, and decide for herself.

He started, looking at me with his face very red. Why, man, he said, would you browbeat me?

No, my lord, I said firmly, but my lady must know.

You are insolent! he cried, in a passion. You forget yourself, man, and that your mistress has placed me in command here!

I forget nothing, my lord, I answered, waxing firmer. What I remember is that she is my mistress.

He glared at me a moment, his face dark with anger, and then with a contemptuous gesture he left me and walked twice or thrice across the court. Doubtless the air did him good, for presently he came back to me. You are an ill-bred meddler! he said with his head high, and I shall remember it. But for the present have your way. I will tell the Countess and take her opinion.

He went into the house to do it, and I waited patiently in the courtyard, watching the sun rise and all the roofs grow red; listening to the twittering of the birds, and wondering what the answer would be. I had not set myself against him without misgiving, for in a little while all might be in his hands. But fear for my mistress outweighed fears on my own account; and in the thought of her shame, should she awake some morning and find herself trapped, I lost thought of my own interest and advancement. I have heard it said that he builds best for himself who builds for another. It was so on this occasion.

He came back presently, looking thoughtful, as if my lady had talked to him very freely, and shown him a side of her character that had escaped him. The anger was clean gone from his face, and he spoke to me without embarrassment; in apparent forgetfulness that there had been any difference between us. Nor did I ever find him bear malice long.

The Countess decides to go, he said, either to Cassel or Frankfort, according to the state of the roads. She will take with her Fraulein Max, her two women, and the Catholic girl, and as many men as you can horse. She thinks she may safely leave the castle in charge of old Jacob and Franz, with a letter directed to the Burgomaster and council, throwing the responsibility for its custody on them. When do you think we should start?

Soon after dark this evening, I answered, if my lady pleases.

Then that decides it, he replied carelessly, the dawn of a new plan and new prospects lighting up his handsome face. See to it, will you?


CHAPTER IX.

WALNUTS OF GOLD.

Night is like a ladys riding-mask, which gives to the most familiar features a strange and uncanny aspect. When to night are added silence and alarm, and that worst burden of all, responsibility  responsibility where a broken twig may mean a shot, and a rolling stone capture, where in a moment the evil is done  then you have a scene and a time to try the stoutest.

To walk boldly into a wall of darkness, relying on daylight knowledge, which says there is no wall; to step over the precipice on the faith of its depth being shadow  this demands nerve in those who are not used to the vagaries of night. But when the darkness may at any instant belch forth a sheet of flame; when every bush may hide a cowardly foe and every turn a pitfall, and there are women in company and helpless children, then a man had need to be an old soldier or forest-born, if he would keep his head cool, and tell one horse from another by the sound of its hoofs.

We started about eight, and started well. The Waldgrave and half a dozen men crossed first on foot, and took post to protect the farther end of the bridge. Then I led over the horses, beginning with the four sumpter beasts. Satisfied after this that the arch remained uninjured, and that there was room and to spare, I told my lady, and she rode over by herself on Pushka. Marie Wort tripped after her with the child in her arms. Fraulein Max I carried. My ladys women crossed hand in hand. Then the rest. So like a troop of ghosts or shadows, with hardly a word spoken or an order given, we flitted into the darkness, and met under the trees, where those who had not yet mounted got to horse. Led by young Jacob, who knew every path in the valley and could find his way blindfold, we struck away from the road without delay, and taking lanes and tracks which ran beside it, presently hit it again a league or more beyond the town and far on the way.

That was a ride not to be forgotten. The night was dark. At a distance the dim lights of the town did not show. The valley in which we rode, and which grows straighter as it approaches the mouth and the river, seemed like a black box without a lid. The wind, laden with mysterious rustlings and the thousand sad noises of the night, blew in our faces. Now and then an owl hooted, or a branch creaked, or a horse stumbled and its rider railed at it. But for the most part we rode in silence, the women trembling and crossing themselves  as most of our people do to this day, when they are frightened  and the men riding warily, with straining eyes and ears on the stretch.

Before we reached the ford, which lies nearly eight miles from the castle, the Waldgrave, who had his place beside my lady, began to talk; and then, if not before, I knew that his love for her was a poor thing. For, being in high spirits at the success of our plan  which he had come to consider his plan  and delighted to find himself again in the saddle with an adventure before him, he forgot that the matter must wear a different aspect in her eyes. She was leaving her home  the old rooms, the old books, and presses and stores, the duties, stately or simple, in which her life had been passed. And leaving them, not in the daylight, and with a safe and assured future before her, but by stealth and under cover of night, with a mind full of anxious questionings!

To my lord it seemed a fine thing to have the world before him; to know that all Germany beyond the Werra was convulsed by war, and a theatre wherein a bold man might look to play his part. But to a woman, however high-spirited, the knowledge was not reassuring. To one who was exchanging her own demesne and peace and plenty for a wandering life and dependence on the protection of men, it was the reverse.

So, while my lord talked gaily, my lady, I think, wept; doing that under cover of darkness and her mask, which she would never have done in the light. He talked on, planning and proposing; and where a true lover would have been quick to divine the womans weakness, he felt no misgiving, thrilled with no sympathy. Then I knew that he lacked the subtle instinct which real love creates; which teaches the strong what it is the feeble dread, and gives a woman the daring of a man.

As we drew near the ford, I dropped back to see that all crossed safely. Pushka, I knew, would carry my lady over, but some of the others were worse mounted. This brought me abreast of the Catholic girl, though the darkness was such that I recognized her only by the dark mass before her, which I knew to be the child. We had had some difficulty in separating her from Steve, and persuading her that the man ran no risk where he lay; otherwise she had behaved admirably. I did not speak to her, but when I saw the gleam of water before us, and heard the horses of the leaders begin to splash through the shallows, I leant over and took hold of the boy.

You had better give him to me, I said gruffly. You will have both hands free then. Keep your feet high, and hold by the pommel. If your horse begins to swim leave its head loose.

I expected her to make a to-do about giving up the child; but she did not, and I lifted it to the withers of my horse. She muttered something in a tone which sounded grateful, and then we splashed on in silence, the horses putting one foot gingerly before the other; some sniffing the air with loud snorts and outstretched necks, and some stopping outright.

I rode on the upstream side of the girl, to break the force of the water. Not that the ford is dangerous in the daytime (it has been bridged these five years), but at night, and with so many horses, it was possible one or another might stray from the track; for the ford is not straight, but slants across the stream. However, we all passed safely; and yet the crossing remains in my memory.

As I held the child before me  it was a gallant little thing, and clung to me without cry or word  I felt something rough round its neck. At the moment I was deep in the water, and I had no hand to spare. But by-and-by, as we rode out and began to clamber up the farther bank, I laid my hand on its neck, suspecting already what I should find.

I was not mistaken. Under my fingers lay the very necklace which Peter had described to me with so much care! I could trace the shape and roughness of the walnuts. I could almost count them. Even of the length of the chain I could fairly judge. It was long enough to go twice round the childs neck.

As soon as I had made certain, I let it be, lest the child should cry out; and I rode on, thinking hard. What, I wondered, had induced the girl to put the chain round its neck at that juncture? She had hidden it so carefully hitherto, that no eye but Peters, so far as I could judge, had seen it. Why this carelessness now, then? Certainly it was dark, and, as far as eyes went, the chain was safe. But round her own neck, under her kerchief, where it had lain before, it was still safer. Why had she removed it?

We had topped the farther bank by this time, and were riding slowly along the right-hand side of the river; but I was still turning this over in my mind, when I heard her on a sudden give a little gasp. I knew in a moment what it was. She had bethought her where the necklace was. I was not a whit surprised when she asked me in a tremulous tone to give her back the child.

It is very well here, I said, to try her.

It will trouble you, she muttered faintly.

I will say when it does, I answered.

She did not answer anything to that, but I heard her breathing hard, and knew that she was racking her brains for some excuse to get the child from me. For what if daylight came and I still rode with it, the necklace in full view? Or what if we stopped at some house and lights were brought? Or what, again, if I perceived the necklace and took possession of it!

This last idea so charmed me  I was in a grim humour  that my hand was on the necklace, and almost before I knew what I was doing, I was feeling for the clasp which fastened it. Some fiend brought the thing under my fingers in a twinkling. The necklace seemed to fall loose of its own accord. In a moment it was swinging and swaying in my hand. In another I had gathered it up and slid it into my pouch.

The trick was done so easily and so quickly that I think some devil must have helped me; the child neither moving nor crying out, though it was old enough to take notice, and could even speak, as children of that age can speak  intelligibly to those who know them, gibberish to strangers.

I need not say that I never meant to steal a link of the thing. The temptation which moved me was the temptation to tease the girl. I thought this a good way of punishing her. I thought, first to torment her by making her think the necklace gone; and then to shame her by producing it, and giving it back to her with a dry word that should show her I understood her deceit.

So, even when the thing was done, and the chain snug in my pocket, I did not for a while repent, but hugged myself on the jest and smiled under cover of the darkness. I carried the child a mile farther, and then handed it down to Marie, with an appearance of unconsciousness which it was not very hard to assume, since she could not see my face. But doubtless every yard of that mile had been a torture to her. I heard her sigh with relief as her arms closed round the boy. Then, the next moment I knew that she had discovered her loss. She uttered a sobbing cry, and I heard her passing her hands through the childs clothing, while her breath came and went in gasps.

She plucked at her bridle so suddenly that those who rode behind ran into us. I made way for them to pass.

What is it? I said roughly. What is the matter?

She muttered under her breath, with her hands still searching the child, that she had lost something.

If you have, it is gone, I said bluntly. You would hardly find a hayrick to-night. You must have dropped it coming through the ford?

She did not answer, but I heard her begin to sob, and then for the first time I felt uncomfortable. I repented of what I had done, and wished with all my heart that the chain was round the childs neck again. Come, come, I said awkwardly, it was not of much value, I suppose. At any rate, it is no good crying over it.

She did not answer; she was still searching. I could hear what she was doing, though I could not see; there were trees overhead, and it was as much as I could do to make out her figure. At last I grew angry, partly with myself, partly with her. Come, I said roughly, we cannot stay here all night. We must be moving.

She assented meekly, and we rode on. But still I heard her crying; and she seemed to be hugging the child to her, as if, now the necklace was gone, she had nothing but the boy left. I tried to see the humour in the joke as I had seen it a few minutes before, but the sparkle had gone out of it, I felt that I had been a brute. I began to reflect that this girl, a stranger and helpless, in a strange land, had nothing upon which she could depend but these few links of gold. What wonder, then, if she valued them; if, like all other women, she hid them away and fibbed about them; if she wept over them now they were gone?

Of course it was in my power in a moment to bring them back again; and nothing had seemed easier, a few minutes before, than to hand them back  with a little speech which should cover her with confusion and leave me unmoved. Now, though I wished them round her neck again with all the good-will in life, and though to effect my wish I had only to do what I had planned  only to stretch out my hand with that word or two  I sat in my saddle hot and tongue-tied, my fingers sticking to the chain.

Her grief had somehow put a new face on the matter. I could not bear to confess that I had caused it wantonly and for a jest. The right words would not come, while every moment which prolonged the silence between us made the attempt seem more hopeless, the task more difficult; till, like the short-sighted craven I was, I thrust back the chain into my pocket, and, determining to take some secret way of restoring it, put off the crisis.

In a degree I was hurried to this decision by our arrival at the place where we were to rest. This was an outlying farm belonging to Heritzburg and long used by the family, when journeying to Cassel. Alas! when we came to it, cold, shivering, and hungry, we found it ruined and tenantless, with wars grim brand so deeply stamped upon the face of everything that even the darkness of night failed to hide the scars. I had not expected this, and for a while I forgot the necklace in anxiety for my ladys comfort. I had to get lights and see fires kindled, to order the disposal of the horses, to unpack the food: for we found no scrap, even of fodder for the beasts, in the grimy, smoke-stained barn, which I had known so well stored. Nor was the house in better case. Bed and board were gone, and half the roof. The door lay shattered on the threshold, the window-frames, smashed in wanton fury, covered the floor. The wind moaned through the empty rooms; here and there water stood in puddles. Round the hearth lay broken flasks, and rotting débris, and pewter plates bent double  the relics of the ravagers debauch.

We walked about, with lights held above our heads, and looked at all this miserably enough. It was our first glimpse of war, and it silenced even the Waldgrave. As for my mistress, I well remember the look her face wore, when I left her standing with her women, who were already in tears, in the middle of the small chamber assigned to her. I had known her long enough to be able to read the look, and to be sure that she was wondering whether it would always be so now. Had she exchanged Heritzburg, its peace and comfort, for such nights as these, divided between secret flittings and lodgings fit only for the homeless and wretched?

But neither by word nor sign did she betray her fears; and in the morning she showed a face that vied with the Waldgraves in cheerfulness. Our horses had had little exercise of late and were in poor condition for travelling. We gave them, therefore, until noon to rest, and a little after that hour got away; one and all, I think  with the exception perhaps of Marie Wort  in better spirits. The sun was high, the weather fine, the country on either side of us woodland, with fine wild prospects. Hence we saw few signs of the ravages which were sure to thrust themselves on the attention wherever mans hand appeared. We could forget for the moment war, and even our own troubles.

We proposed to reach the little village of Erbe by sunset, but darkness overtook us on the road. The track, overgrown and narrowed by spring shoots, was hard to follow in daylight; to attempt to pursue it after nightfall seemed hopeless. We had halted, therefore, and the Waldgrave and my lady were considering whether we should camp where we were, or pick our way to a more sheltered spot, when young Jacob, who was leading, cried out that he saw the glimmer of a camp-fire some way off among the trees. The news threw our party into the greatest doubt. My lady was for stopping where we were, the Waldgrave for going on. In the end the latter had his way, and it was agreed that we should join the company before us, or at any rate parley with them and learn their intentions. Accordingly we shook up our tired horses and moved cautiously forward.

The distant gleam which had first caught Jacobs eye soon widened into a warm and ruddy glow, in which the polished beech-trunks stood up like the pillars of some great building. Still drawing nearer, we saw that there were two fires built a score of paces apart, in a slight hollow. Round the one a number of men were moving, whose black figures sometimes intervened between us and the blaze. Two or three dogs sprang up and barked at us, and a horse neighed out of the darkness beyond. The other fire seemed at first sight to be deserted; but as the dogs ran towards us, still barking, first one man, then another, rose beside it, and stood looking at us. The arrival of a second party in such a spot was no doubt unexpected.

Judging that these two were the leaders of the party, I went forward to announce my ladys rank. One of the men, the shorter and younger, a man of middle height and middle age and dark, stern complexion, came a few paces to meet me.

Who are you? he said bluntly, looking beyond me at those who followed.

The Countess Rotha of Heritzburg, travelling this way to Cassel, I answered; and with her, her excellencys kinsman, the noble Rupert, Waldgrave of Weimar.

The strangers face lightened strangely, and he laughed. Take me to her, he said.

Properly I should have first asked him his name and condition; but he had the air, beyond all things, of a man not to be trifled with, and I turned with him.

My lady had halted with her company a score of paces from the fire. I led him to her bridle.

This, I said, wondering much who he was, is her excellency the Countess of Heritzburg.

My lady looked at him. He had uncovered and stood before her, a smile that was almost a laugh in his eyes. And I, he said, have the honour to be her excellencys humble and distant cousin, General John Tzerclas, sometimes called, of Tilly.


CHAPTER X.

THE CAMP IN THE FOREST.

As the stranger made his announcement, I chanced to turn my eyes on the Waldgraves face; and if there was one thing more noteworthy at the moment than the speakers air of perfect and assured composure, it was my lords look of chagrin. I could imagine that this sudden and unexpected discovery of a kinsman was little to his mind; while the strangers manner was as little calculated to reconcile him to it. But there was something more than this. I fancy that from the moment he heard Tzerclas name he scented a rival.

My lady, on the other hand, did not disguise her satisfaction. I am pleased to make your acquaintance, she exclaimed, looking at the stranger with frank surprise. Your name, General Tzerclas, has long been known to me. But I was under the impression that you were at present in command of a body of Saxon troops in Bohemia.

My troops, such as they are, lie a little nearer, he answered, smiling; so near that they and their leader are equally at your service, Countess.

For the present I shall be content to claim your hospitality only, my lady answered lightly. This is my cousin, the Waldgrave Rupert.

Of Weimar? the general said, bowing.

Of Weimar, sir, the young lord answered.

The stranger said no more, but saluting him with a kind of careless punctilio, took hold of my ladys rein and led her horse forward into the firelight.

While he assisted her to dismount I had time to glance round; and the cheerful glow of the fire, which disclosed arms and accoutrements and camp equipments flung here and there in splendid profusion, did not blind me to other appearances less pleasant. Indeed, that very profusion did something to open my eyes to those appearances, and thereby to the nature of the men amongst whom we had come. The glittering hilts and battered plate, the gaudy cloaks and velvet housings which I saw lying about the roots of the trees, seemed to smack less of a travellers camp than a robbers bivouac; while the fierce, swarthy faces which clustered round the farther fire, reminded me of nothing so much as of the swash-buckling escort which had more than once accompanied Count Tilly to Heritzburg. Then, indeed, under the old tigers paw Tillys riders had been as lambs. But we were not now at Heritzburg, nor was Count Tilly here. And whether these knaves would be as amenable in the greenwood, whether the Waldgrave had not done us all an ill service when he voted for moving on, were questions I had a difficulty in answering to my satisfaction; the more as, even before we were off our horses, the rude stare the men fixed on my lady raised my choler.

On the other hand their leaders bearing left nothing to be desired. He welcomed my mistress to the camp with perfect good breeding, the Waldgrave with civility. He hastened the preparation of supper, and in every way seemed bent on making us comfortable; sending his knaves to and fro with a hearty good-will, which showed that whoever stood in awe of them, he did not.

Meanwhile, I had a third fire kindled a score of paces away, where a small thicket held out the hope of privacy, and here I placed our women, bidding three or four of the steadier men remain with them. The injunction was scarcely needed however. Our servants were simple fellows born in Heritzburg. They eyed with shyness and awe the swaggering airs and warlike demeanour of Tzerclas followers, and would not for a years wages have intruded on their circle without invitation.

The moment I had seen to this I returned to my lady, and then for the first time I had an opportunity of examining our host. A man of middle height, sinewy and well-formed, with an upright carriage, he looked from head to foot the model of a soldier of fortune, and moved with a careless grace, which spoke of years of manly exercise. His face was handsome, cold, dark, stern; the nose prominent, the forehead high and narrow. Trimly pointed moustachios and a small pointed beard, both perfectly black, gave him a peculiar and somewhat cynical aspect; and nothing I ever witnessed of his dealings with his troops led me to suppose that this belied the man. He could be, as he was now, courteous, polished, almost genial. I judged that he could be also the reverse. He was richly, even splendidly, dressed, and seemed to be about forty years of age.

My lady sent me for Fraulein Max, who had been overlooked, and was found cowering beside the newly kindled fire in company with Marie Wort and the women. Though I think she had only herself to thank for her effacement, she was inclined to be offended. But I had no time to waste on words, and disregarding her ill temper I brought her, feebly sniffing, to my lady, who introduced her to her new-found kinsman.

Pardon me, he said, looking negligently round him. That reminds me. I, too, have a presentation to make. Where is  oh yes, here is friend Von Werder. I thought, my friend, he continued, addressing the other and older man whom we had seen by his fire, that you had disappeared as mysteriously as you came. Herr von Werder, Countess, was my first chance guest to-night. You are the second.

He spoke in a tone of easy patronage, with his back half turned to the person he mentioned. I looked at the man. He seemed to be over fifty years old, tall, strong, and grey-moustachioed. And that was almost all I could see, for, as if acknowledging an inferiority, and admitting that the terms on which he had been with his host were now altered, he had withdrawn himself a pace from the fire. Sitting on the opposite side of it near the outer edge of light and wearing a heavy cloak, he disclosed little of his appearance, even when he rose in acknowledgment of my ladys salute.

Herr von Werder is not travelling with you, then? my lady said; chiefly, I think, for the sake of saying something that should include the man.

No, he is not of my persuasion, the general answered in the same tone of good-natured contempt. Whither are you bound, my friend? he continued, glancing over his shoulder and throwing a note of command into his voice. I did not ask you, and you did not tell me.

I am going north, the stranger answered in a husky tone. It may be as far as Magdeburg, general.

And you come from?

Last, sir? Frankfort.

Well, as you say last, whence before that?

The Rhine Bishoprics.

Ah! Then you have seen something of the war? If you were there before it swept into Bavaria, that is. But a truce to this, he continued. Here is supper. I beg you not to judge of my hospitality by this nights performance, Countess. I hope to entertain you more fittingly before we part.

Though he made this apology, the supper needed none. Indeed, it was such as made me stare  there in the forest  and was served in a style and with accompaniments I little expected to find in a soldiers camp. Silver dishes and chased and curious flagons, flasks of old Rhenish and Burgundy, glass from Nuremberg, a dozen things which made my ladys road equipage seem poor and trifling, appeared on the board. And the cooking was equal to the serving. The wine had not gone round many times before the Waldgrave lost his air of reserve. He complimented our host, expressed his surprise at the excellence of the entertainment, asked with a laugh how it was done, and completely resumed his usual manner. Perhaps he talked a little too freely, a little too fast, and viewed by the others side, he grew younger.

What my lady saw or thought as she sat between the two men it was impossible to say, but she seemed in high spirits. She too talked gaily and laughed often; and doubtless the novelty of the scene, the great fires, the dark background, the burnished trunks of the beeches, the bizarre splendour of the feast, the laughter and snatches of song which came from the other fire, were well calculated to excite and amuse her.

These are not all your troops? I heard her ask.

Not quite, the general answered drily. My men lie six hours south of us. I hope that you will do me the honour of reviewing them to-morrow.

You are marching south, then?

Yes. Everything and every one goes south this year.

To join the King of Sweden?

Yes, the general answered, holding out his silver cup to be filled, and for that reason perhaps speaking very deliberately, to join the King of Sweden  at Nuremberg. But you have not yet told me, countess, he continued, why you are afield. This part is not in a very settled state, and I should have thought that the present time was  

A bad one for travelling? my lady answered. Yes. But, I regret to say, Heritzburg is not in a very settled state either. And thereon, without dwelling much on the cause of her troubles, she told him the main facts which had led to her departure.

I saw his lip curl and his eyes flicker with scorn. But had you no gunpowder? he said, turning to the Waldgrave.

We had, but no cannon, he answered confidently.

What of that? the general retorted icily. I would have made a bomb, no matter of what, and fired it out of a leather boot hooped with cask-irons! I would have had half a dozen of their houses burning about their ears before they knew where they were, the insolents!

The Waldgrave looked ashamed of himself. I did not think of that, he said; and he hastened to hide his confusion in his glass.

Well, it is not too late, General Tzerclas rejoined, showing his teeth in a smile. If the Countess pleases, we will soon teach her subjects a lesson. I am not pushed for time. I will detach four troops of horse and return with you to-morrow, and settle the matter in a trice.

But my lady said that she would not have that, and persisted so firmly in her refusal that though he pressed the offer upon her, and I could see was keenly interested in its acceptance, he had to give way. The reasons she put forward were the loss of his time and the injury to his cause; the real one consisted, I knew, in her merciful reluctance to give over the town to his troops, a reluctance for which I honoured her. To appease him, however, for he seemed inclined to take her refusal in bad part, she consented to go out of her way to visit his camp.

At this point my lady sent me on an errand to her women, which caused me to be away some minutes. When I came back I found that a change had taken place. The Waldgrave was speaking, and, from his heated face and the tone of his voice, it was evident that the old wine which had begun by opening his heart had ended by rousing his pugnacity.

Pooh! I protest in toto! he said as I came up. I deny it altogether. You will tell me next that the Germans are worse soldiers than the Swedes!

Pardon me, I did not say so, General Tzerclas answered. The wine had taken no effect on him, or perhaps he had drunk less. He was as suave and cold as ever.

But you meant it! the younger man retorted.

No, I did not mean it, the general answered, still unmoved. What I said was that Germany had produced no great commander in this war, which has now lasted thirteen years.

Prince Bernard of Weimar, my kinsman! the Waldgrave cried.

Pardon me, Tzerclas replied politely. Pardon me again if I say that I do not think he has earned that title. He is a soldier of merit. No more.

Wallenstein, then?

You forget. He is a Bohemian.

Count Tilly, then?

A Walloon, the general answered with a shrug. The King of Sweden? A Swede, of course.

A German by the mothers side, my lady said with a smile.

As you, Countess, are a Walloon, Tzerclas answered with a low bow. Yet doubtless you count yourself a German?

Yes, she said, blushing. I am proud to do so.

What courteous answer he would have made to this I do not know. She had scarcely spoken before a deep voice on the farther side of the fire was heard to ask What of Count Pappenheim?

The speaker was Von Werder, who had long sat so modestly silent that I had forgotten his presence. He seemed scarcely to belong to the party; though Fraulein Max, who sat on the Waldgraves left hand, formed a sort of link stretched out towards him. Tzerclas had forgotten him too, I think, for he started at the sound of his voice and gave him but a curt answer.

He is no general, he said sharply. A great leader of horse he is; great at fighting, great at burning, greatest at plundering. No more.

It seems that you allow no merit in a German! the Waldgrave cried with a sneer. He had drunk too much.

But Tzerclas was not to be moved. There was something fine in the toleration he extended to the younger man. Not at all, he said quietly. Yet I am of opinion that, even apart from arms, Germany has shown since the beginning of this war few men of merit.

The Duke of Bavaria, the same deep voice beyond the fire suggested.

Maximilian? Tzerclas answered. This time he did not seem to resent the strangers interference. Yes, he is something of a statesman. You are right, my friend. He and Leuchtenstein, the Landgraves minister  he too is a man. I will give you those two. But even they play second parts. The fate of Germany lies in no German hands. It lies in the hands of Gustavus Adolphus and Oxenstierna, Swedes; of Wallenstein, a Bohemian; of  I know not who will be the next foreigner.

That is all very well; but you are a foreigner yourself, the Waldgrave cried.

Yes, I am a Walloon, Tzerclas said, still quietly, though this time I saw his eyes flicker. It is true; why should I deny it? You represent the native, and I the foreign element. The Countess stands between us, representing both.

The Waldgrave rose with an oath and a flushed face, and for a moment I thought that we were going to have trouble. But he remembered himself in time, and sitting down again in silence, gazed sulkily at the fire.

The movement, however, was enough for my lady. She rose to her feet to break up the party; and turning her shoulder to the offender, began to thank General Tzerclas for his entertainment. This made the Waldgrave, who was compelled to stand by and listen, look more sulky than ever; but she continued to take no notice of him, and though he remained awkwardly regarding her and waiting for a word, as long as she stood, she went away without once turning her eyes on him. The general snatched a torch from me and lighted her with his own hand to our part of the camp, where he took a respectful leave of her; adding, as he withdrew, that he would march at any hour in the morning that might suit her, and that in all things she might command his servants and himself.

He had sent over for her use a small tent, provided originally, no doubt, for his own sleeping quarters; and we found that in a hundred other ways he had shown himself thoughtful for her comfort. She stood a moment looking about her with satisfaction; and when she turned to dismiss me, there was, or I was mistaken, a gleam of amusement in her eye. After all, she was a woman.


CHAPTER XI.

STOLEN!

The night was still young, and when I had seen my mistress and her women comfortably settled, I sauntered back towards the middle of the camp. The three fires stood here, and there, and there, among the trees, like the feet of a three-legged stool; while between them lay a middle space which partook of the light of all, and yet remained shadowy and ill-defined. A single beech which stood in this space, and served in some degree to screen our fire from observation, added to the darkness of the borderland. At times the flames blazed up, disclosing trunk and branches; again they waned, and only a shadowy mass filled the middle space.

I went and stood under this tree and looked about me. The Waldgrave had disappeared, probably to his couch. So had Von Werder. Only General Tzerclas remained beside the fire at which we had supped, and he no longer sat erect. Covered with a great cloak he lay at his ease on a pile of furs, reading by the light of the fire in a small fat book, which even at that distance I could see was thumbed and dogs-eared. Such an employment in such a man  in huge contrast with the noisy brawling and laughter of his following  struck me as remarkable. I felt a great curiosity to know what he was studying, and in particular whether it was the Bible. But the distance between us was too great and the light too uncertain; and after straining my eyes awhile I gave up the attempt, consoling myself with the thought that had I been nearer I had perhaps been no wiser.

I was about to withdraw, tolerably satisfied, to seek my own rest, when a stick snapped sharply behind me. Unwilling to be caught spying, I turned quickly and found myself face to face with a tall figure, which had come up noiselessly behind me. The unknown was so close to me, I recoiled in alarm; but the next moment he lowered his cloak from his face, and I saw that it was Von Werder.

Hush, man! he said, raising his hand to enforce caution. A word with you. Come this way.

He gave me no time to demur or ask questions, but taking obedience for granted, turned and led the way down a narrow path, proceeding steadily onwards until the glare of the fire sank into a distant gleam behind us. Then he stopped suddenly and faced me, but the darkness in which we stood among the tree-trunks still prevented me seeing his features, and gave to the whole interview an air of mystery.

You are the Countess of Heritzburgs steward? he said abruptly.

I am, I answered, wondering at the change in his tone, which, deep before, had become on a sudden imperative. By the fire and in Tzerclas company he had spoken with a kind of diffidence, an air of acknowledged inferiority. Not a trace of that remained.

The Waldgrave Rupert, he continued he is a new acquaintance?

He is not an old friend, I replied. I could not think what he would be at with his questions. All my instincts were on the side of refusing to answer them. But his manner imposed upon me, though his figure and face were hidden; and though I wondered, I answered.

He is young, he said, as if to himself.

Yes, he is young, I answered dryly. He will grow older.

He remained silent a moment, apparently in thought. Then he spoke suddenly and bluntly. You are an honest man, I believe, he said. I watched you at supper, and I think I can trust you. I will be plain with you. Your mistress had better have stayed at Heritzburg, steward.

It is possible, I said. I was more than half inclined to think so myself.

She has come abroad, however. That being so, the sooner she is in Cassel, the better.

We are going thither, I answered.

You were! he replied; and the meaning in his voice gave me a start. You were, I say? he continued strenuously. Whither you are going now will depend, unless you exert yourself and are careful, on General John Tzerclas of the Saxon service. You visit his camp to-morrow. Take a hint. Get your mistress out of it and inside the walls of Cassel as soon as you can.

Why? I said stubbornly. Why? For it seemed to me that I was being asked all and told nothing. The mans vague warnings chimed in with my own fears, and yet I resented them coming from a stranger. I tried to pierce the darkness, to read his face, to solve the mystery of his altered tone. But the night baffled me; I could see nothing save a tall, dark form, and I fell back upon words and obstruction. Why? I asked jealously. He is my ladys cousin.

After a fashion, the stranger rejoined coldly and slowly, and not at all as if he meant to argue with me. I should be better content, man, if he were her uncle. However, I have said enough. Do you bear it in mind, and as you are faithful, be wary. So much for that. And now, he continued, in a different tone, a tone in which a note of anxiety lurked whether he would or no, I have a question to ask on my own account, friend. Have you heard at any time within the last twelve months of a lost child being picked up to the north of this, in Heritzburg or the neighbourhood?

A lost child? I repeated in astonishment.

Yes! he retorted impatiently. And I felt, though I could not see, that he was peering at me as I had lately peered at him. Isnt that plain German? A lost child, man? There is nothing hard to understand in it. Such a thing has been heard of before  and found, I suppose. A little boy, two years old.

No, I said, I have heard nothing of one. A child two years old? Why, it could not go alone; it could not walk!

In the darkness, which is a wonderful sharpener of ears, I heard the man move hastily. No, he said with a stern note in his voice, I suppose not; I suppose it could not. At any rate, you have not heard of it?

No, I said, certainly not.

If it had been found Heritzburg way, he continued jealously, you would have, I suppose?

I should have  if any one, I answered.

Thank you, he said curtly. That is all now. Good night.

And suddenly, with that only, and no warning or further farewell, he turned and strode off. I heard him go plunging through the last years leaves, and the noise told me that he trod them sternly and heavily, with the foot of a man disappointed, and not for the first time.

It must be his child, I thought, looking after him.

I waited until the last sound of his retreat had died away, and then I made my own way back to the camp. As chance would have it, I hit it close to the servants fire, and before I could turn was espied by some of those who sat at it. One, a stout, swarthy fellow, with bright black eyes, and a small feather in his cap, sprang up and came towards me.

Why so shy, comrade? he cried, with a hiccough in his voice. Himmel! There are a pair of us! And he raised his hand and laid it on my head  with an effort, for I am six feet and two inches. Peace! and he touched me on the breast. War! and he touched himself. And a good broad piece you are, and a big piece, and a heavy piece, Ill warrant! he continued.

I might say the same for you! I retorted, suffering him to lead me to the fire.

Oh, I? he cried with a drunken swagger. I am a double gold ducat, true metal, stamped with the Emperors man-at-arms! Melted in the Low Countries under Spinola  that is, these thirteen years back  minted by Wallenstein, tried by the noble general!

Clink! Clink! Clink!

Sword and stirrup and spur.

Ride! Ride! Ride!

Fast as feather or fur!

That is my sort! But come, welcome! Will you drink? Will you play? Will you list? Come, the night is young,

For the night-sky is red,
And the burghers abed,
And bold Pappenheims raiding the lea!

Which shall it be, friend?

I will drink with you or play with you, captain, I answered, seeing nothing else for it, so far as a poor man may; but as for enlisting, I am satisfied with my present service.

Ha! ha! I can quite understand that! he answered, winking tipsily. Woman, lovely woman! Heres to her! Heres to her! Heres to her, lads of the free company!

Drink, lads, drink!

Firkin and flagon and flask.

Hands, lads, hands!

A round to the maid in the mask!

Why, man, you look like a deaths head! You are too sober! Shame on you, and you a German!

An Italian were as good a toper! one of the men beside him growled.

Or a whey-fed Switzer!

Perhaps you are better with the dice! the captain, intendant, or what he was, continued. You will throw a main? Come, for the honour of your mistress!

I had nearly a score of ducats of my own in my pouch, and so far I could pay if I lost. I thought that I might get some clue to Tzerclas nature and plans by humouring the man, and I assented.

The dice, lads, the dice! he cried. Ludwig, the others called him.

Ho, the roof shall be red
Oer the heretics head,
For bold Pappenheims raiding the lea!

The dice, the dice!

Your guest looks scared, one said, looking at me grimly. Perhaps he is a heretic!

Chut! we are all heretics for the present! Ludwig answered recklessly. A fig for a credo and a fig for a psalm! Give me a good horse and a good sword and fat farmhouses. I ask no more. Shall it be a short life and a merry one? The highest to have it?

Content, I said, trying to fall into his humour.

A ducat a throw? he asked, posing the caster. A man, as he spoke, placed a saddle between us, while half a dozen others pressed round to watch us. The flame leaping up shone on their dark, lean faces and gleaming eyes, or picked out here and there the haft of a knife or the butt of a pistol. Some wore steel caps, some caps of fur, some gaudy handkerchiefs twisted round their heads. There were Spaniards, Bohemians, Walloons among them; a Croat or two; a few Saxons. Come, cried the captain, rattling the dice-box. A ducat a throw, Master Peace? Between gentlemen?

Content, I said, though my heart beat fast. I had never even seen men play so high.

So! growled a German who crouched beside me  a one-eyed man, fat and fair, the one fair-faced man in the company; tis a cock of a fine hackle!

See me strip him! Captain Ludwig rejoined gleefully. And he threw and I threw, and I won; while the flame, leaping and sinking, flung its ruddy light on the walls of our huge, leafy chamber. Then he won. Then I won. I won again, again, again!

He has the fiends own luck! a Pole cried with a curse.

Steady, Ludwig! quoth another. Will you be beaten by a clod-pate?

Fill his cup! my opponent cried hardily. He has the knack of it! But I will strip him! Beat up the fire there! I cant see the spots. That is nine ducats you have won, good broad-piece! Throw away!

I threw, and at it we went again, but now luck began to run against me, though slowly. The hollow rattle of the dice, the voices calling the numbers, the oath and the cry of triumph want on monotonously: went on  and I think the spirit of play had fairly got hold of me  when a stern voice suddenly broke in on our game.

Put up, there, you rascals! Tzerclas cried from his fire. Have done, do you hear, or it will be the worse for you! Kennel, I say!

Captain Ludwig swore under his breath. Ugh! he muttered, just as I was getting my hand in! What is the score? Seven ducats to me; and little enough for the trouble. Hand over, comrade. You know the proverb.

In haste to be gone after the warning we had received, I plunged my hand into my pouch, and drew out in a hurry, not a fistful of ducats as I intended, but a score of links of gold chain, which for a moment glittered in the firelight. As quickly as I could I thrust the chain  it was Marie Worts, of course  back into my pocket, but not before the German sitting beside me had seen it. I looked at him guiltily while I fumbled for the money, and he tried to look as if he had seen nothing. But his one eye sparkled evilly, and I saw his lips tremble with greed. He made no remark, however, and in a moment I found the money and paid my debt.

Most of the men had already laid themselves down and were snoring, with their feet to the fire. I muttered good night, and seizing my cap went off. To gain my quarters, I had to walk across the open under the beech-tree. I had just reached this tree, and was passing through the shadow under the branches, when the sound of a light footstep at my heels startled me, and turning in my tracks I surprised the one-eyed German.

Well, I said wrathfully  I was not in the best of tempers at losing what do you want?

The action and the challenge took him aback. Want? he grumbled, recoiling a step. Nothing. Is this your private property?

He had thief written all over his fat, pale face, and I knew very well what private property he wanted. If I ever saw a sneaking, hang-dog visage it was his! The more I looked at him the more I loathed him.

Go! I said; get home, you cur! or I will break every bone in your body.

He glared at me with a curse in his one eye, but he saw that I was too big for him. Besides, General Tzerclas lay reading by his fire thirty paces away. Baffled and furious, the rascal slunk off with a muttered word, and went back the way he had come.

I found Ernst on guard, and after seeing to the fire and hearing that all was well, I lay down beside him in my cloak. But I found it less easy to sleep. The firelight, playing among the leaves and branches overhead, formed likenesses of the men I had left, now grotesque masks, and now scowling faces, fierce-eyed and grim. Von Werders warning, too, recurred to me with added weight and would not leave me at peace. I wondered what he meant; I wondered what he suspected, still more, what he knew.

And yet had I need to wonder, or do more than look round and use my wits? What was our position? How were we situate? In the camp and in the hands of a soldier of fortune; a man cold and polite, probably cruel and possibly brutal, lacking enthusiasm, lacking, or I was mistaken, religion, without any check save such as his ambition or fears imposed upon him. And for his power, I saw him surrounded by desperadoes, soldiers in name, banditti in fact, savage, reckless, and unscrupulous; the men, or the twin-brothers of the men, who under another banner had sacked Magdeburg and ravaged Halle.

What was to prevent such a man making his advantage out of us? What was to prevent him marching back to Heritzburg and seizing town and castle under cover of my ladys name, or detaining us as long as he saw fit, or as suited his purpose? The Landgrave and his Minister were far away, plunged in the turmoil of a great war. The Emperors authority was at an end. The Saxon circle to which we belonged was disorganized. All law, all order, all administration outside the walls of the cities were in abeyance. In his own camp and as far beyond it as his sword could reach the soldier of fortune was lord, absolute and uncontrolled.

This trouble kept me turning and tossing for a good hour. At one moment, I made up my mind to rouse my lady before it was light and be gone with the dawn, if I could persuade her; at another, I judged it better to wait until the camp was struck and the horses were saddled, and then to bid Tzerclas, while our numbers were something like equal, go his way and let us go ours  to Frankfort or Cassel, or wherever strong walls and honest citizens, with wives and daughters of their own, held out a prospect of safety.

The mind once roused to activity works, whether a man will or no. When I had thought that matter threadbare, I fell, in my own despite and to my great torment, on another; the gold necklace. Through the day, and pending some opportunity of restoring the chain by stealth, I had shunned its owner. Her dejection, her silence, the way in which she drooped in the saddle, all had reproached me. To avoid that reproach, still more to avoid the meekness of her eyes, I had ridden at a distance from her, sometimes at the head of our company, sometimes at the tail, but never where she rode. And all day I had had a dozen things to consider.

Yet, in spite of this care and preoccupation, I had not succeeded in keeping her out of my mind. At fords and broken bits of the road, or at steep places where the track wound above the Werra, the thought, How will she cross this? had occurred to me, so that I had found it hard to hold off from her at such places. And, then, there was the necklace. It burned in my pocket. It made me feel, whenever my hand lighted on it, like a thief, and as mean as the meanest. For a time, it is true, after our meeting with Tzerclas, I had managed to forget it; but now, in the watches of the night, I was consumed with longing to be rid of the thing, to see it back in her possession, to close the matter before some inconceivable trick of spiteful fortune put it out of my power to do so. For, what if an accident happened to me and the chain were found in my pocket? What would she think of me then? Or if the last accident of all befell me, and she never got her own?

These imaginations, working in a mind already fevered, spurred me so painfully that I felt I could hardly wait till morning. Two or three times in the night I rose on my elbow and looked round the sleeping camp, and wished that I could return the chain to her then and there.

I could not. And at last, not long before daybreak, I fell asleep. But even then the chain did not leave me at peace. It haunted my dreams. It slid through my fingers and fell away into unfathomable depths. Or a man with his face hidden dangled it before my eyes, and went away, away, away, while I stood unable to move hand or foot. Or I was digging in a pit for it, digging with nails and bleeding fingers, believing it to be another inch, always another inch below, yet never able to reach it however hard I worked.

I awoke at last, bathed in perspiration and unrefreshed, to find the sun an hour up and the camp beginning to stir itself. Here and there a man was renewing the fires, while his fellows sat up yawning, or, crouching chin and knees together, looked on drowsily. The chill morning air, the curling smoke, the song of the lark as it soared into the blue heaven, the snort and neigh of the tethered horses, the sounds of waking life and reality seemed to bless me. I thanked Heaven it was a dream.

Young Jacob was tending our fire, and I sat awhile, watching him sleepily. It will be a fine day, I said at last, preparing to get to my feet.

For certain, he answered. Then he looked at me shyly. You were in the wars, last night, Master Martin? he said.

In the wars? I exclaimed. What do you mean? And I stared at him; waiting, with one knee and one foot on the ground for his answer.

He pointed to my cloak. I looked down, and saw to my surprise a great slit in it  a clean cut in the stuff, a foot long. For a moment I looked at the slit, wondering stupidly and trying to remember how I could have done it. Then a sudden flash, of intelligence entered my mind, and with a dreadful pang of terror, I thrust my hand into my pouch. The chain was gone!

I sprang to my feet. I tore off the pouch and peered into it. I shook my clothes like one possessed. I stooped and searched the ground where I had lain. But all fruitlessly. The chain was gone!

As soon as I knew this for certain, I turned on Jacob, and seizing him by the throat, shook him to and fro. Wretch! I said. You have slept! You have slept and let us be robbed! You have ruined me!

He gurgled out a startled denial, and the others came round us and got him from me. But my outcry had roused all our part of the camp; even my lady put her head out of the tent and asked what was the matter. Some one told her.

That is bad, she said kindly. What is it you have lost, Martin?

Over her shoulder I saw a pale face peer out  Marie Worts; and on the instant I felt my rage die down into a miserable chill, the chill of despair.

Seven ducats, I said sullenly, looking down at the ground, for the truth, at sight of her, crushed me. I was a thief! This had made me one. Who was I to cry out that I was robbed?

It must be one of the strangers, my lady said in a low voice and with an air of disturbance. Do you  

I sprang away without waiting to hear more  they must have thought me mad. I tore to the spot where I had diced the night before. Three or four men sat round the fire, swearing and grumbling, as is the manner of their kind in the morning; but the man I wanted was not among them.

Where is Ludwig? I panted. Where is he?

A form, wrapped head and all in a cloak, struggled for a moment with its coverings, and freeing itself at last, rose to a sitting posture. It was Captain Ludwig.

Who wants me? he muttered sleepily.

I! I cried, stooping and seizing him by the shoulder. I was trembling with excitement. I have been robbed! Do you hear, man? I have been robbed! In the night!

He shook me off impatiently. Well, what is that to me? he grunted. And he turned to warm himself.

Where is the Saxon who sat by me last night? I demanded, almost beside myself with fury.

How do I know? he answered, shrugging his shoulders peevishly. Robbed? Well, you are not the first person that has been robbed. You need not make such an outcry about it. There is more than one thief about, eh, Taddeo? And he winked cunningly at his comrade.

The mans indifference maddened me. I could scarcely keep my hands off him. Fortunately, Taddeos answer put an end to my doubts.
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. . . Ludwig, all his indifference cast to the winds, continued to stamp and scream . . .

There is one less, at any rate, captain, he said carelessly, stooping forward to stir the embers. The Saxon is gone.

Himmel! He has, has he? Without leave? Ludwig answered. The worse for him if we catch him, that is all!

He went off with the German and his servants an hour before sunrise, Taddeo said with a yawn.

He had better not let our noble general overtake him! Ludwig answered grimly, while I stood still, stricken dumb by the news. But enough of that. Where is my cap?

Taddeo pushed it towards him with his foot, and he took it up and put it on. He had no sooner done so, however, than a thought seemed to strike him. He snatched the cap off again, and, plunging his hand into it, groped in the lining. The next instant he sprang to his feet with a howl of rage.

Taddeo looked at him in astonishment. What is it? he asked.

For answer, Ludwig ran at him and dealt him a tremendous kick. There, pig, that is for you! he cried vengefully, his eyes almost starting from his head. You will not ask what it is next time! That Saxon hound has robbed me  that is what it is. But he shall pay for it. He shall hang before night! Every ducat I had he has taken, pig, dog, vermin that he is! But Ill be even with him. Ill lash  

And Master Ludwig, all his indifference cast to the winds, continued to stamp and scream so loudly that in the end Tzerclas overheard him, and appeared.

What is this? the general said harshly. Is that man mad?

Ludwig grew a little calmer at sight of him. The Saxon, Heller, he answered, scowling. He has deserted with fifty ducats of mine, general; good honest money!

The worse for you, Tzerclas answered cynically. And the worse for him, if I catch him. He will hang.

He has taken a gold chain of mine also, I said, thrusting myself forward.

The general looked hard at me. Umph! he said. Which way has he gone?

He left with the German gentleman and his two servants at daybreak, Taddeo answered, rubbing himself. I thought that he had orders to go with them.

He has gone north, then?

North they started, Taddeo whimpered.

The general turned to Ludwig. Take two men, he said curtly, and follow him. But, whether you catch him or not, see that you are back two hours before noon. And let me have no more noise.

Ludwig saluted hastily, and, it will be believed, lost no time in obeying his orders. In two minutes he was in the saddle, and dashed out of camp, followed by two of his men and one of my ladys, whom I took leave to add to the party for the better care of my property, should it be recovered. I looked after them with longing eyes, and listened to the last beat of the hoofs as they passed through the forest. And then for three hours I had to wait in a dreadful state of suspense and inaction. At the end of that time the party rode in again, the horses bloody with spurring, the riders gloomy and chapfallen. They had galloped four leagues without coming on the slightest trace of the fugitive or his companions.

The German never went north, Ludwig said, looking darkly at his chief.

Tzerclas smoothed his chin with his thumb and forefinger. Are you sure of that? he asked.

Quite, general. They have all gone south together, Ludwig answered, and are far enough away by this time.

Umph! Well, we start in an hour.

And that was all! I wandered away and stood staring at the ground. I remembered that Peter the locksmith had valued the chain at two hundred ducats, a sum exceeding any I could pay. But that was not the worst. What was I to say to the girl? How was I to explain a piece of folly, mischief, call it what you will, that had turned out so badly? If I told her the truth, would she believe me?

At that thought I started. Why tell her the truth at all? Why not leave her in ignorance? She would be none the worse, for the chain was gone. And I, who had never meant to steal it, should be the better, seeing that I should escape the humiliation of confessing what I had done. Confession could do no good to her. And in what a position it would place me!

Leaning against a tree and driving my heel moodily into the soil, I was still battling with this temptation  for a temptation I knew it was, even then  when a light touch fell on my sleeve. I turned, and there was the girl herself, waiting to speak to me!


CHAPTER XII.

NEAR THE EDGE.

Will you give me back my  my chain, if you please? she said timidly.

And she stood with clasped hands and blushing cheeks, as if she were the culprit. Her eyes looked anywhere to avoid mine. Her voice trembled, and she seemed ready to sink into the earth with shame. She was small, weak, helpless. But her words! Had they come from the judge sitting on his bench, with axe and branding-iron by his side, they could not have cowed me more completely, or deprived me more quickly of wit and courage.

Your chain? I stammered, stricken almost voiceless. What do you mean?

If you please, she whispered, her face flushing more and more, her eyes filling. My chain.

But how  what makes you think that I have got it? I muttered hoarsely. What makes you come to me?

To confess, of my own motive and unsuspected, had been bad enough and shameful enough; but to be accused, unmasked, convicted  and by her! This was too much. My face burned, my eyes were hot as fire.

She twisted the fingers of one hand tightly round the other, but she did not look up. You took it from the childs neck as we passed through the ford, she said in a low voice, that night I lost it.

I did! I exclaimed. I did, girl?

She nodded firmly, her lip trembling. But she never looked up; nor into my face!

Yet her insistence angered me. How did she know, how could she know? I put the question into words. How do you know? I said harshly. Who told you so? Who told you this  this lie, woman?

The child, she answered, shivering under my words.

I opened my mouth and drew in my breath. I had never thought of that. I had never thought, save once for a brief moment, of the child talking, and, on the instant, I stood speechless; convicted and confounded! Then I found my voice again.

The child told you! I muttered incredulously. The child? Why, it cannot talk!

It can, she said, her voice breaking. It can talk to me, and I can understand it. Oh, I am so sorry! And with that she broke down. She turned away and, covering her face with her hands, began to sob bitterly. Her shoulders heaved, and her slender frame shook with the storm.

A thief, and a liar! That was what I had made myself. I stood glaring at her, my breast full of sullen passion. I hated her and her necklace. I wished that it had been buried a thousand fathoms deep in the sea! That moment in the ford, one moment only, a moment of folly, had wrecked me. I raged against her and against myself. I could have struck her. If she had only left me alone, if she had not come to question me and accuse me, I should not have lied; and then, perhaps, I might have recovered the necklace, somehow and some day, and, giving it back to her, told her the story and kept my honesty. Now I had lied, and she knew it. And I hated her. I hated her, sobbing and shaking and shivering before me.

And then a ray of sunlight, passing through the branches, fell on her bowed head. A hundred paces away, little more, they were striking the camp. The mens voices, their harsh jests and rude laughter, reached us. I heard one man called, and another, and orders given, and the jingle of the bits and bridles. All was unchanged, everything was proceeding in its usual course. One thing only in the world was altered  Martin Schwartz, the steward.

I found no words to lie to her farther, to deny or protest; and when we had stood thus for a short time, she turned. She began to move slowly away from me, though the passion of her tears seemed to increase rather than slacken as she went, and shook her frame with such vehemence that she could scarcely walk.

For a time I stood looking after her in sullen shame, doing and saying nothing to stay her. Then, suddenly, a change came over me. She looked so friendless, so frail, and gentle and helpless, that, in the middle of my selfish shame, my heart smote me. I felt a sudden welling up of pity and repentance, which worked so quickly and wonderfully in me, that before she had gone a score of paces from me, my hand was on her shoulder.

Stop! Stay a moment! I muttered hoarsely. I have been lying to you. I took the necklace  from the childs neck. It is all true.

She ceased crying, but she did not turn or look at me. She seemed to be struggling for composure, and presently, with her face still averted, she murmured  

Why did you take it? Will you please to tell me?

As well as I could, I did tell her; how and why I had taken it, what I had done with it, and how I had lost it. She listened, but she made no sign, she said nothing; and her silence hurt me at last so keenly that I added with bitterness  

I lied before, and you need not believe what I say now. Still, it is true.

She turned her face quickly to me, and I saw that her cheeks were hot and her eyes shining. I believe it  every word, she said.

I will not lie to you again.

You never did, she answered. And she stole a glance at me, a faint smile flickering about her lips. Your face never did, Master Martin.

Yet you wept sore enough for your chain, I said.

She looked at me for a moment with something like anger in her gentle eyes, so that for that instant she seemed transformed. And she drew away from me.

Did you think that I wept for that? she said in a tone of offence. I did not.

Then for what? I asked clumsily.

She looked two or three ways before she answered, and in the distance some one called me.

There! you are wanted, she said hurriedly.

But you have not answered my question, I said.

She took a step from me and paused, with her head half turned. I wept  I wept because I thought that I had lost a friend, she said in a low voice. And I have few, Master Martin.

She was gone, before I could answer, through the trees and back to the camp. And I had to follow. Half a dozen voices in half a dozen places were calling my name. The generals trumpet was sounding. I slipped aside and joined the camp from another quarter, and in a moment was in the middle of the hubbub, beset by restive horses and swaying poles, clanging kettles and swearing riders, and all the hurry and confusion of the start. My lady called to me sharply to know where I had been, and why I was late. The Waldgrave wanted this, Fraulein Max that. The general frowned at me from afar. It would have been no great wonder if I had lost my temper.

But I did not; I was in no risk of doing so. I had gone near the edge and had been plucked back. Late, and when all seemed over, I had been given a place for repentance; and gratitude and relief so filled my breast that I had a smile for every one. The sun seemed to shine more brightly, the wind to blow more softly  the wind which blew from Marie Wort to me. Thank God!

As I fell in behind my lady  the general riding alone some way in the rear  the Waldgrave came up and took his place at her side; greeting her with an awkward air which seemed to prove that this was his first appearance in her neighbourhood. He made a show of hiding his uneasiness under a face of careless gaiety, such as was his natural wear; and for awhile he rattled on gallantly. But my ladys cool tone and short answers soon stripped him, and left him with no other resource but to take offence. He took it, and for a mile or so rode on in gloomy silence, brooding over his wrongs. Then, anger giving way to self-reproach, he grew tired of this.

With a sudden gesture he leaned over and laid his hand on the withers of my ladys horse. Tell me, what is the matter, fair cousin? he said in a softened tone. What have I done?

You should know, she answered, giving him one keen glance, but speaking more gently than before.

I know? he replied hardily. I am sure I dont.

My lady shook her head. I think you do, she said.

I suppose you are angry with me for  for standing up for Germany last night? he muttered, withdrawing his hand and speaking coldly in his turn.

No, not for that, my lady rejoined. Certainly not for that. But for being too German in one of your habits, Rupert. Which do you think made the better figure last night  you who were flushed with wine, or General Tzerclas who kept his head cool? You who bragged like a boy, or General Tzerclas who said less than he meant? You who were rude to your host; or he who made every allowance for his guest?

Allowance! my lord cried, firing up at the word. And I could see that he reddened to the nape of his neck with anger. There was no need!

Yes, allowance, my lady answered firmly. There was every need.

You would have me drink nothing, I suppose? he said fretting and fuming.

I would rather you drank nothing than too much, she replied. Because a German and a drunkard have come to mean the same thing, is that a reason for deepening the reproach? For shame, Rupert!

You treat me like a boy! he cried bitterly. And I thought that she was hard on him.

Well, you have only yourself to thank, she retorted cruelly, if I do. You behave like a boy. And I do not like to have to blush for my friends.

That cut him deeply. He uttered a half-stifled cry of anger and reined in his horse. You have said enough, he said, speaking thickly. You shall have no farther cause to blush in my case. I will relieve you. And on the instant, with a low bow, he turned his horses head and rode down the column towards the rear, leaving my lady to go on alone.

I confess I thought that she had been hard on him; perhaps she thought so too, now he was gone. And here were the beginnings of a pretty quarrel. But I did not guess the direction it was likely to take, until a horseman spurred quickly by me, and in a moment General Tzerclas, his velvet cloak hanging at his shoulder, had taken the Waldgraves place, and with his head bent low over his horses neck was talking to my lady. I saw him indicate this and that quarter with his gauntleted hand. I could fancy that this was Cassel, and that Frankfort, and another his camp, and that he was proposing plans and routes. But what he said I could not hear. He had a low, quiet way of talking, very characteristic of him, which flattered those to whom he addressed himself and baffled others.

And this, I suppose, it was that made me suspicious. For the longer I rode behind him and the more I considered him, the less I liked both him and the prospect. He was in the prime of his age and strength, inferior to the Waldgrave in height and the air of youth, but superior in that which the other lacked  the bearing of a man of the world, tried by good and evil fortune, and versed in many perils. Cool and resolute, handsome in a hard-bitten fashion, gifted, as I guessed, with infinite address, he possessed much to take the fancy of a woman; particularly of such a one as my lady, long used to comfort, and now learning in ill-fortune the value of a strong arm.

The possibility of such an alliance, thus suddenly thrust on my notice, chilled me. Anything, I said, rather than that. The Waldgrave had not left his post five minutes before I began to think of him with longing, before I began to invest him with all manner of virtues. At least, he was a German, of a great and noble family, tied to the soil, and fettered in his dealings by a hundred traditions; while this man riding before me possessed not one of these qualities!

Von Werders warning, which the loss of Marie Worts necklace had driven from my mind for a time, recurred with double force now, and did not tend to reassure me. I listened with all my might, trying to learn whether my lady was pledging herself to any course, for I knew that if she once promised I should find it hard to move her. But I could not catch a syllable, and presently there came an interruption which diverted my thoughts.

One of the two men who rode in front, and served for the advanced guard of our party, came galloping back with his hand raised and a grin on his dark face. He pulled up his horse a few paces short of General Tzerclas and my lady, and reported that he had found the Saxon.

What! Heller? the general exclaimed. Here, Ludwig! Where are you?

Ludwig, and I, and two or three more, spurred forward, and passing by my lady, who reined in her horse, came a hundred paces farther on upon the other trooper. He had dismounted and was stooping over a mans body, which lay under a great tree that stood a few yards from the track.

So, so? He is dead, is he? the captain cried, leaping from his saddle.

Ay, this hour or more, the trooper answered with a grunt. And robbed!

Robbed? Ludwig shrieked. Then you have done it, you scoundrel.

Not I! the fellow said coolly. Who ever it was killed him, robbed him. You can see for yourself that he has been dead an hour or more.

The sudden hope which had dawned in my breast sank again. The man lay on his back, with his one eye staring, and his mean, livid face turned up to the tree and the sunshine. His cap had fallen off, and a shock of hay-coloured hair added to the horror of his appearance. I tried in vain to hide a qualm as I watched the soldiers passing their practised hands over his clothes; but I was alone in this. No one else seemed to feel any emotion. The dead man lay and his comrades searched him, and I heard a hundred ribald and loose things said, but not one that smacked of pity or regret. So the man had lived, without love or mercy, and so he died.

Ludwig stood up at last. He has not the worth of his boots upon him! he said, with a savage snarl. And he kicked the body.

Look in his cap! I said.

A man took it up, but only to hold it out to me. Some one had already ripped it up with a knife.

His boots! I suggested desperately.

In a moment they were drawn off, turned up, and shaken. But nothing fell out. The dead man had been stripped clean. There was not so much as a silver piece upon him.

We got to horse gloomily, one man the richer by his belt, another by his boots. His arms were gone already. And so we left him lying under the tree for the next traveller to bury, if he pleased. I know it has an ill sound now, but we were in an evil mood, and the times were rough.

The dog is dead, let the dog lie! one growled. And that was his epitaph.

With him disappeared, as it seemed to me, my last chance of recovering the necklace. Whoever had robbed him, that was gone. A week might see it pass through a score of hands, a day might see it broken up, and spent, a link here and a link there. It was gone, and I had to face the fact and make up my mind to its consequences.

I am bound to say that the reflection gave me less pain than I could have believed possible a few hours before. Then it would almost have maddened me. Now it troubled me, but not beyond endurance, leading me to go over with a jealous eye all the particulars of my interview with Marie, but renewing none of the shame which had attended the first discovery of my loss. By turning my head I could see the girl plodding patiently on, a little behind me in the ranks; and I turned often. It no longer pained me to meet her eyes.

An hour before sunset we crossed the brow of a low, furze-covered hill, and saw before us a shallow green valley or basin, through which the river wound in a hundred zigzags. The hovels of a small village, with one or two houses of a better size, stood dotted about the banks of the stream. Over the largest of the buildings a banner hung idly on a pole, and from this as from the centre of a circle ran out long rows of wattled huts, which in the distance looked like bee-hives. Endless ranks of horses stood hobbled in another place, with a forest of carts and sledges, and here a drove of oxen, and there a monstrous flock of sheep. One of the men with us blew a few notes on a trumpet; and the sound, being taken up at once and repeated, in a moment filled the mimic streets with a hurrying, buzzing crowd, that lent the scene all the animation possible.

So, this is your camp? my lady exclaimed, her eyes sparkling.

This is my camp, General Tzerclas answered quietly. And it and I are equally at your service. Presently we will bid you welcome after a more fitting fashion, Countess.

And how many men have you here? she asked quickly.

Two thousand, he answered, with a faint smile.


CHAPTER XIII.

OUR QUARTERS.

At this time I had never seen a camp, nor viewed any large number of armed men together, and my curiosity, as we dropped gently down the hill, while the sun set and the shadows of evening fell upon the busy scene, was mingled with some uneasiness. The babble of voices, of traders crying their wares, of men quarrelling at play, of women screaming and scolding, rose up continually, as from a fair; and the nearer we approached the more like a fair, the less like my anticipations, seemed the place we were entering. I looked to see something gay and splendid, the glitter of weapons and the gleam of flags, some reflection of the rich surroundings the general allowed himself. I saw nothing of the kind; no show of ordered lines, no battalia drilling, no picquets, outposts, or sentinels. On the contrary, all before us seemed squalid, noisy, turbulent; so that as I descended into the midst of it, and left the quiet uplands and the evening behind us, I felt my gorge rise, and shivered as with cold.

A furlong short of the camp a troop of officers on horseback came to meet us, and saluting their general  some with hiccoughs  fell in tumultuously behind us; and their feathered hats and haphazard armour took the eye finely. But the next to meet us were of a different kind  beggars; troops of whom, men, women, and children, assailed us with loud cries, and, wailing and imploring aid, ran beside our horses, until Tzerclas men rode out at them and beat them off. To these succeeded a second horde, this time of gaudy, slatternly women, who hung about the entrance to the camp, with hucksters, peddlers, thieves, and the like, without number; so that our way seemed to lie through the lowest haunts of a great city. Not one in four of all I saw had the air of a soldier or counted himself one.

And this was the case inside the camp as well as outside. Everywhere booths and stalls stood among the huts, and sutlers plied their trade. Everywhere men wrangled, and women screamed, and naked children scuttered up and down. While we passed, the generals presence procured momentary respect and silence. The moment we were gone, the stream of ribaldry poured across our path, and the tide of riot set in. I saw plenty of bearded ruffians, dark men with scowling faces, chaffering, gaming or sleeping; but little that was soldierly, little that was orderly, nothing to proclaim that this was the lager of a military force, until we had left the camp itself behind us and entered the village.

Here in a few scattered houses were the quarters of the principal officers; and here a degree of quiet and decency and some show met the eye. A watch was set in the street, which was ankle-deep in filth. A few pennons fluttered from the eaves, or before the doors. In front of the largest house a dozen cannon, the wheels locked together with chains, were drawn up, and behind the buildings were groups of tethered horses. Two trumpeters, who seemed to be waiting for us, blew a blast as we appeared, and a dozen officers on foot, some with pikes and some with partisans, came up to greet the general. But even here ugly looks and insolent faces were plentiful. The splendour was faded, the rich garments were set on awry. Hard by the cannon, in the shadow of the house, a corpse hung and dangled from the branch of an oak. The man had kicked off his shoes before he died, or some one had taken them, and the naked feet, shining in the dusk, brushed the shoulders of the passers-by.

Some might have taken it for an evil omen; I found it a good one, yet wished more than ever that we had not met General Tzerclas. But my lady, riding beside him and listening to his low-voiced talk, seemed not a whit disappointed by what she saw, by the lack of discipline, or the sordid crowd. Either she had known better than I what to expect in a camp, or she had eyes only for such brightness as existed. Possibly Von Werders warning had so coloured my vision that I saw everything in sombre tints.

We found quarters prepared for us, not in the generals house, the large one by the cannon, but in a house of four rooms, a little farther down the street. It was convenient, it had been cleaned for us, and we found a meal awaiting us; and so far I was bound to confess that we had no ground for complaint. The general accompanied my lady to the door, and there left her with many bows, requesting permission to wait on her next day, and begging her in the mean time to send to him for anything that was lacking to her comfort.

When he was gone, and my lady had surveyed the place, she let her satisfaction be seen. The main room had been made habitable enough. She stood in her redingote, tapping the table with her whip.

Well, Martin, this is better than the forest, she said.

Yes, your excellency, I answered reluctantly.

I think we have done very well, she continued; and she smiled to herself.

We are safe from the rain, at any rate, I said bluntly. My tongue itched to tell her Von Werders warning, but Fraulein Anna and Marie Wort were in the room, and I did not think it safe to speak.

I could not stay and not tell, however, and I jumped at the first excuse for retiring. There was a kind of wooden platform in front of the houses, and running their whole length; a walk, raised out of the mud of the street and sheltered overhead by the low, wide eaves. A woman and some children had climbed on to it, and begging with their palms through the windows almost deafened us. I ran out and drove them off, and set a man in front to keep the place free. But the wretched creatures entreaties haunted me, and when I returned I was in a worse temper than before.

The Waldgrave met me at the door, and to my surprise laid his hand on my shoulder. This way, Martin, he said in a low voice. I want a word with you.

I went with him across the road, and leaned against the fallen trunk of a tree, which was just visible in the darkness. Through the unglazed windows of the house we could see the lighted rooms, the Countess and her attendants moving about, Fraulein Anna sitting with her feet tucked up in a corner, the servants bringing in the meal. All in a frame of blackness, with the hoarse sounds of the camp in our ears, and the pitiful wailing of the beggars dying away in the distance. It was a dark night, and still.

The Waldgrave laughed. Dilly, dilly, dilly! Come and be killed, he muttered. Two thousand soldiers? Two thousand cut-throats, Martin. Pappenheims black riders were gentlemen beside these fellows!

Things may look more cheerful by daylight, I said.

Or worse! he answered.

I told him frankly that I thought the sooner we were out of the camp the better.

If we can get out! Of course, it is better for the mouse when it is out of the trap! he answered with a sneer. But there is the rub.

He would not dare to detain us, I said. I did not believe my words, however.

He will dare one of two things, the Waldgrave answered firmly, you may be sure of that: either he will march your lady back to Heritzburg, and take possession in her name, with this tail at his heels  in which case, Heaven help her and the town. Or he will keep her here.

I tried to think that he was prejudiced in the matter, and that his jealousy of General Tzerclas led him to see evil where none was meant. But his fears agreed so exactly with my own, that I found it difficult to treat his suggestions lightly. What the camp was, I had seen; how helpless we were in the midst of it, I knew; what advantage might be taken of us, I could imagine.

Presently I found an argument. You forget one thing, my lord, I said. General Tzerclas is on his way to the south. In a week we shall be with the main army at Nuremberg, and able to appeal to the King of Sweden or the Landgrave or a hundred friends, ready and willing to help us.

The Waldgrave laid his hand on my arm. He does not intend to go south, he said.

I could not believe that; and I was about to state my objections when the noisy march of a body of men approaching along the road disturbed us. The Waldgrave raised his hand and listened.

Another time! he muttered  already we began to fear and be secret Go now!

In a trice he disappeared in the darkness, while I went more slowly into the house, where I found my lady inquiring anxiously after him. I thought that the young lord would follow me in, and I said I had seen him. But he did not come, and presently wild strains of music, rising on the air outside, took us all by surprise and effectually diverted my ladys thoughts.

The players proved to be the generals band, sent to serenade us. As the weird, strange sweetness of the air, with its southern turns and melancholy cadences, stole into the room and held the women entranced  while moths fluttered round the lights and the servants pressed to the door to listen, and now and then a harsh scream or a distant oath betrayed the surrounding savagery  I felt my eyes drawn to my ladys face. She sat listening with a rapt expression. Her eyes were downcast, her lashes drooped and veiled them; but some pleasant thought, some playful remembrance curved her full lips and dimpled her chin. What was the thought, I wondered? was it gratification, pleasure, complacency, or only amusement? I longed to know.

On one point I was resolved. My lady should not sleep that night until she had heard the warning I had received from Von Werder. To that end I did all I could to catch her alone, but in the result I had to content myself with an occasion when only Fraulein Anna was with her. Time pressed, and perhaps the Dutch girls presence confused me, or the delicacy of the position occurred to me in mediis rebus, as I think the Fraulein called it. At any rate, I blurted out the story a little too roughly, and found myself called sharply to order.

Stay! my lady said, and I saw too late that her colour was high. Not so fast, man! I think, Martin, that since we left Heritzburg you have lost some of your manners! See to it, you recover them. Who told you this tale?

Herr von Werder, I answered with humility; and I was going on with my story. But she raised her hand.

Herr von Werder! she said haughtily. Who is he?

The gentleman who supped with us last night, I reminded her.

She stamped the floor impatiently. Fool! she cried, I know that! But who is he? Who is he? He should be some great man to prate of my affairs so lightly.

I stuttered and stammered, and felt my cheek redden with shame. I did not know. And the man was not here, and I could not reproduce for her the air of authority, the tone and look which had imposed on me: which had given weight to words I might otherwise have slighted, and importance to a warning that I now remembered was a strangers. I stood, looking foolish.

My lady saw her advantage. Well, she said harshly, who is he? Out with it, man! Do not keep us waiting.

I muttered that I knew no more of him than his name.

Perhaps not that, she retorted scornfully.

I admitted that it might be so.

My ladys eyes sparkled and her cheeks flamed. Before Heaven, you are a fool! she cried. How dare you come to me with such a story? How dare you traduce a man without proof or warranty! And my cousin! Why, it passes belief. On the word of a nameless wanderer admitted to our table on sufferance you accuse an honourable gentleman, our kinsman and our host, of  Heaven knows of what, I dont! I tell you, you shame me! she continued vehemently. You abuse my kindness. You abuse the shelter given to us. You must be mad, stark mad, to think such things. Or  

She stopped on a sudden and looked down frowning. When she looked up again her face was changed. Tell me, she said in a constrained voice, did any one  did the Waldgrave Rupert suggest this to you?

God forbid! I said.

The answer seemed to embarrass her. Where is he? she asked, looking at me suspiciously.

I told her that I did not know.

Why did he not come to supper? she persisted.

Again I said I did not know.

You are a fool! she replied sharply. But I saw that her anger had died down, and I was not surprised when she continued in a changed tone, Tell me; what has General Tzerclas done to you that you dislike him so? What is your grudge against him, Martin?

I have no grudge against him, your excellency, I answered.

You dislike him?

I looked down and kept silence.

I see you do, my lady continued. Why? Tell me why, Martin.

But I felt so certain that every word I said against him would in her present mood only set him higher in her favour that I was resolved not to answer. At last, being pressed, I told her that I distrusted him as a soldier of fortune  a class the country folk everywhere hold in abhorrence; and that nothing I had seen in his camp had tended to lessen the feeling.

A soldier of fortune! she replied, with a slight tinge of wonder and scorn. What of that? My uncle was one. Lord Craven, the Englishman, the truest knight-errant that ever followed banished queen  if all I hear be true  he is one; and his comrade, the Lord Horace Vere. And Count Leslie, the Scotchman, who commands in Stralsund for the Swede, I never heard aught but good of him. And Count Thurn of Bohemia  him I know. He is a brave man and honourable. A soldier of fortune! she continued thoughtfully, tapping the table with her fingers. And why not? Why not?

My choler rose at her words. He has the sweepings of Germany in his train, I muttered. Look at his camp, my lady.

She shrugged her shoulders. A camp is not a nunnery, she said. And at any rate, he is on the right side.

His own! I exclaimed.

I could have bitten my tongue the next moment, but it was too late. My lady looked at me sternly. You grow too quick-witted, she said. I have talked too much to you, I see. I am no longer in Heritzburg, but I will be respected, Martin. Go! go at once, and to-morrow be more careful.

Result  that I had offended her and done no good. I wondered what the Waldgrave would say, and I went to bed with a heart full of fancies and forebodings, that, battening on themselves, grew stronger and more formidable the longer I lay awake. The night was well advanced and the immediate neighbourhood of our quarters was quiet. The sentrys footsteps echoed monotonously as he tramped up and down the wooden platform before them. I could almost hear the breathing of the sleepers in the other rooms, the creak of the floor as one rose or another turned. There was nothing to keep me from sleep.

But my thoughts would not be confined to the four walls or the neighbourhood; my ears lent themselves to every sound that came from the encircling camp, the coarse song chanted by drunken revellers, the oath of anger, the shrill taunt, the cry of surprise. And once, a little before midnight, I heard something more than these: a sudden roar of voices that swelled up and up, louder and fiercer, and then died in a moment into silence  to be followed an instant later by fierce screams of pain  shriek upon shriek of such mortal agony and writhing that I sat up on my pallet, trembling all over and bathed in perspiration; and even the sleepers turned and moaned in their dreams. The cries grew fainter. Then, thank Heaven! silence.

But the incident left me in no better mood for sleep, and with every nerve on the stretch I was turning on the other side for the twentieth time when I fancied I heard whispering outside; a faint muttering as of some one talking to the sentinel. The sentrys step still kept time, however, and I was beginning to think that my imagination had played me a trick, when the creak of a door in the house, followed by a rustling sound, confirmed my suspicions. I rose to my feet. The next instant a low scream and the harsh voice of the watchman told me that something had happened.

I passed out of the house, without alarming any one, and was not surprised to find Jacob pinning a captive against the wall with one hand, while he threatened him with his pike. There was just light enough to see this, and no more, the wide eaves casting a black shadow on the prisoners face.

What is it, Jacob? I said, going to his assistance. Whom have you got?

I do not know, he answered sturdily, but Ill keep him. He was trying to get in or out. Steady now, he added gruffly to his captive, or I will spoil your beauty for you!

In or out? I said.

Ay, I think he was coming out.

There was a fire burning in the road a score of paces away. I ran to it and fetched a brand, and blowing the smouldering wood into a blaze, threw the light on the fellows face. Jacob dropped his hand with a cry of surprise, and I recoiled. His prisoner was a woman  Marie Wort.

She hung down her head, trembling violently. Jacob had thrust back the hood from her face, and her loosened hair covered her shoulders.

What does it mean? I cried, struggling with my bewilderment. Why are you here, girl?

Instead of answering she cowered nearer the wall, and I saw that she was trying to hide something behind her under cover of her cloak.

What have you got there? I said quickly, laying my hand on her wrist.

She flashed a look at me, her small teeth showing, a mutinous glare on her little pale face. Not my chain! she snapped.

I dropped her arm and recoiled as if she had struck me; though the words did not so much hurt as surprise me. And I was quick to recover myself. What is it, then? I said, returning to the attack. I must know, Marie, and what you are doing here at this time of night.

As she did not answer I put her cloak aside, and discovered, to my great astonishment, that she was holding a platter full of food. It shook in her hand. She began to cry.

Heavens, girl! I exclaimed in my wonder, have you not had enough to eat?

She lifted her head and looked at me through her tears, her eyes sparkling with indignation. I have! she said almost fiercely. But what of these?  and she flung her disengaged hand abroad, with a gesture I did not at once comprehend. Can you sleep in their beds, and lie in their houses, and eat from their meal-tubs, and think of them starving, and not get up and help them? Can you hear them whining for food like dogs, and starve them as you would not starve a dog? I cannot. I cannot! she repeated wildly. But you, you others, you of the north, you have no hearts! You lie soft and care nothing!

But what  who are starving? I said in amazement. Her words outran my wits. And where is the man in whose bed I am lying?

Under the sky! In the ditch! she answered passionately. Are you blind? she continued, speaking more quietly and drawing nearer. Do you think your general built this village? If not, where are the people who lived in it a month ago? Whining for a crust at the camp gate. Living on offal, or starving. Fighting with the dogs for bones. I heard a man outside this house cry that it was all his, and that he was starving. You drove him off. I heard his wife and babes wailing outside a while ago, and I came out. I could not bear it.

I looked at Jacob. He nodded gravely. There was a woman here, with a child, he said.

Heaven forgive us! I cried. Then Go in, girl, I continued. I will see the food put where they will get it; but do you go to bed.

She obeyed meekly, leaving me wondering at the strange mixture of courage and fearfulness which makes up some women, and those the best; who fly from a rat, yet face every extremity of pain without flinching. A Romanist? And what of that? It seemed to me a small thing, as I watched her gliding in. If she knew little and that awry, she loved much.

I looked at Jacob and he at me. Is it true, do you think? I said.

I doubt it is, he answered stolidly, dropping the smouldering brand on the ground and treading, it out with his heel. I have seen soldiers and sutlers and women since I came into camp; and beggars. But peasants not one. I doubt we have eaten them out, Master Martin. But soldiers must live.

The little heap of red embers glowed dully in the road and gave no light. The darkness shut us in on every side, even as the camp shut us in. I looked out into it and shuddered. It seemed to my eyes peopled with horrors: with gaping mouths that cursed us as they set in death, with lean hands that threatened us, and tortured faces of maids and children; with the despair of the poor. Ghosts of starving men and women glared at us out of spectral eyes. And the night seemed full of omens.


CHAPTER XIV.

THE OPENING OF A DUEL.

I never knew where the Waldgrave spent that night, but I think it must have been with the fairies. For when he showed himself early next morning, before my lady appeared, I noticed at once a change in him; and though at first I was at a loss to explain it, I presently saw that that had happened which might have been expected. The appearance of a rival had laid the spark to his heart, and while the love-light was in his eyes, a new gravity, a new gentleness added grace to his bearing. The temper and pettiness of yesterday were gone. Other things, too, I saw  that his face flushed when my ladys voice was heard at the door, that his eyes shone when she entered. He had a nosegay of flowers for her  wild flowers he had gathered in the early morning, with the dew upon them  which he offered her with a little touch of humility.

Doubtless the fret and passion of yesterday had not been thrown away on him. He had learned in the night both that he loved, and the lowliness that comes of love. It wanted but that, it seemed to me, to make him perfect in a womans eyes; and I saw my ladys dwell very kindly on him as he turned away. A little, I think, she wondered; his tone was so different, his desire to please so transparent, his avoidance of everything that might offend so ready. But such service wins its way; and my ladys own kindness and gaiety disposing her to meet his advances, she seemed in a few moments to have forgotten whatever cause of complaint he had given her.

The generals band came early, to play while she ate, but I noticed with satisfaction that the music moved her little this morning, either because she was taken up with talking to her companion, or because the romantic circumstances of the evening, darkness and vague surroundings, and the lassitude of fatigue, were lacking. With the sunshine and fresh air pouring in through the open windows, the strains which yesterday awoke a hundred associations and stirred mysterious impulses fell almost flat.

The Waldgrave made no attempt to resume the conversation he had held with me by the fallen tree. Either love, or respect for his mistress, made him reticent, or he was practising self-control. And I said nothing. But I understood, and set myself keenly to watch this duel between the two men. If I read the generals intentions aright, the young lords influence with the Countess could scarcely grow except at the generals expense; his suit, if successful, must oust that which the elder man, I was sure, meditated. And this being so, all my wishes were on one side. My fear of the general had so grown in the night, that I suspected him of a hundred things; and could only think of him as an antagonist to be defeated  a foe from whom we must expect the worst that force or fraud could effect.

He came soon after breakfast to pay his respects to my lady, and alighted at the door with great attendance and endless jingling of bits and spurs. He brought with him several of his officers, and these he presented to the Countess with so much respect and politeness that even I could find no fault with the action. One or two of the men, rough Silesians, were uncouth enough; but he covered their mistakes so cleverly that they served only to set off his own good breeding.

He had not been in the room five minutes, however, before I saw that he remarked the change which had come over the Waldgrave, and perhaps some corresponding change in my ladys manner; and I saw that it chafed him. He did not lose his air of composure, but he grew less talkative and more watchful. Presently he let drop something aimed at the young man; a light word, inoffensive, yet likely to draw the other into a debate. But the Waldgrave refrained, and the general soon afterwards rose to take leave.

He had come, it seemed, to invite my ladys presence at a shooting-match which was to take place outside the camp at noon. He spoke of the match as a thing arranged before our arrival, but I have no doubt that the plan had its origin in a desire to please my lady and fill the day. He spoke, besides, of a hunting-party to take place next morning, with a banquet at his quarters to follow; of a review fixed for the day after that; and, in the still remoter distance, of races and a trip to a neighboring waterfall, with other diversions.

I heard the arrangements made, and my ladys frank acceptance, with a sinking heart; for under the perfect courtesy of his manner, behind the frank desire to give her pleasure which he professed, I felt his power. While he spoke, though I could find no fault with him, I felt the steel hand inside the silk glove. And these plans? Even my lady, though her eyes sparkled with anticipation  she loved pleasure with a healthy, honest love  looked a little startled.

But I thought that you were marching southwards, General Tzerclas, she said. At once I mean?

I am, he answered, bowing easily  he had already risen. But an army, Countess, marches more slowly than a travelling party. And I am expecting despatches which may vary my route.

From the King of Sweden?

Yes, he answered. The King has arrived at Nuremberg, and expects shortly to be attacked by Wallenstein, who is on the march from Egra.

But shall you be in time for the battle? she asked, her eyes shining.

I hope so, he replied, smiling. Or my part may be less glorious  to cut off the enemys convoys.

I should not like that! she exclaimed.

Nevertheless, it is a very necessary function, he said. As the Waldgrave Rupert will tell your excellency.

The young lord agreed, and a moment later the general with his jingling attendants took his leave and clattered out and mounted before the door. My lady went to the window and waved adieu to him, and he lowered his great plumed hat to his stirrup.

At noon? he cried, making his horse curvet in the roadway.

Without fail! my lady answered gaily, and she stood at the window looking out until the last gleam of steel sank in a cloud of dust and the beggars closed in before the door.

The Waldgrave leaned against the wall behind her with his lips set and a grave face. But he said nothing, and when she turned he had a smile for her. It seemed to me that these two had changed places; the Waldgrave had grown older and my lady younger.

A few minutes before noon, Captain Ludwig and a sub-officer of the same rank, a Pole with long hair, came to conduct my lady to the scene of the match. They were arrayed in all their finery, and made a show of such etiquette as they knew. For our part we did not keep them waiting; five minutes saw us mounted and riding through the camp. This wore, to-day, a more martial and less disorderly appearance. The part we traversed was clear of women and gamesters, while sentries stationed at the gate, and a guard of honour which fell in behind us at the same spot, proved that the eye of the master could even here turn chaos into order. I do not know that the change pleased me much, for if it lessened my dread of the cutthroats by whom we were surrounded, it increased the awe in which I held their chief.

The shooting was fixed to take place in a narrow valley diverging from the river, a mile or more from the camp. It was a green, gently-sloping place, such as sheep love; but the sheep had long ago been driven into quarters, and the shepherd to the listing-sergeant or the pike. A few ruined huts told the tale; the hills which rose on either side were silent and untrodden.

Not so the valley itself, which lay bathed in sunshine. It roared with the babel of a great multitude. A straight course, two hundred yards in length, had been roped off for the shooting, and round this the crowd thronged and pushed, or, breaking here or there into fragments, wandered up and down outside the lines, talking and gesticulating, so that the place seemed to swarm with life and movement and colour.

I had seen such a spectacle and as large a crowd at Heritzburg  once a year, it may be. But there the gathering had not the wild and savage elements which here caught the eye; the hairy, swarthy faces and black, gleaming eyes, the wild garb, and brandished weapons and fierce gestures, that made this crowd at once curious and formidable. The babel of unknown tongues rose on every side. Poland and Lithuania, Scotland and the Rhine, equally with Hungary, Italy, and Bohemia, had their representatives in this strange army.

General Tzerclas and his staff occupied a mound near the lower end of the valley. On seeing our party approach, he rode down to meet us, followed by thirty or forty officers, whose dress and equipments, even more than those of their men, fixed the attention; for while some wore steel caps and clumsy cuirasses, with silk sashes and greasy trunk-hose, others, better acquainted with the mode, affected huge flapped hats and velvet doublets, with falling collars of lace, and untanned boots reaching to the middle of the thigh. One or two wore almost complete armour; others, gay silks, stained with wine and weather. Their horses, too, were of all sizes, from tall Flemings to small, wiry Hungarians, and their arms were as various. One huge fat man, whose flesh swayed as he moved, carried a steel mace at his saddle-bow. Another swept along with a lance, raking the sky behind him. Great horse-pistols were common, and swords with blades so long that they ploughed the ground.

Varying in everything else, in one thing these warlike gentry agreed. As they came prancing towards us, I did not see a face among them that did not repel me, nor one that I could look at with respect or liking. Where dissipation had not set its seal so plainly as to oust all others, or some old wound did not disfigure, cruelty, greed, and recklessness were written large. The glare of the bully shone alike under flapped hat and iron cap. One might show a swollen visage, flushed with excess, and another a thin, white, cruel face; but that was all the odds.

The sight of such a crew should have opened my ladys eyes and enlightened her as to the position in which we stood. But women see differently from men. Too often they take swagger for courage, and recklessness for manhood. And, besides, the very defects of these men, their swashbuckling manners and banditti guise, only set off the more the perfect dress and quiet bearing of their leader, who, riding in their midst, seemed, with his cold, calm face and air of pride, like nothing so much as the fairy prince among the swine.

He wore a suit of black velvet, with a falling collar of Utrecht lace, and a white sash. A feather adorned his hat, and his furniture and sword-hilt were of steel. This, I afterwards learned, was a favourite costume with him. At odd times he relapsed into finery, but commonly he affected a simplicity which suited his air and features, and lost nothing by comparison with the tawdriness of his attendants.

He sprang from his horse at the foot of the slope, and, resigning it to a groom, took my ladys rein and, bareheaded, led her to the summit of the mound. The Waldgrave with Fraulein Anna followed, and the rest of us as closely as we could. The officers crowded thick upon us and would have edged us out, but I had primed my men, and though they quailed before the others scowls and curses, they kept together, so that we not only had the advantage of watching the sport from a position immediately behind the Countess, but heard all that passed.

At the end of the open space I have mentioned stood three targets in a line. These were peculiar, for they consisted of dummies cased in leather, shaped so exactly to the form of men, that, at a distance of two hundred yards, it was only by the face I could tell that they were not men. Where the features should have been was a whitened circle, and on, the breast of each a heart in chalk. They were so life-like that they gave an air of savagery to the sport, and made me shudder. When I had scanned them, I turned and found Captain Ludwig at my elbow.

What is it? he said, grinning. Our targets? Fine practice, comrade. They are the generals own invention, and I have known them put to good use.

How? I asked. He spoke under his breath. I adopted the same tone.

You will know by, and by, he answered, with a wink. Sometimes we find a traitor in the camp; or we catch a spy. Then  but you need not fear. Drawing-room practice to-day. There is no one in them.

In them? I muttered, unable to take my eyes from his face.

He nodded. Ay, in them, he answered, smiling at my look of consternation. Time has been I have known one in each, and cross-bow practice. That makes them squeal! With powder and a flint-lock  pouf! It is all over. Unless you put the butter-fingers first; then there is sport, perhaps.

Little wonder that after that I paid no attention to the shooting, which had begun; nor to the brawling and disagreement which from the first accompanied it, and which it needed all the generals authority to quell. I thought only of our position among these wretches. If I had felt any doubt of General Tzerclas character before, the doubt troubled me no more.

But it did occur to me that Ludwig might be practising on me, and I turned to him sharply. I see! I said, pretending that I had found him out. A good joke, captain!

He grinned again. You would not call it one, he said dryly, if you were once in the leather. But have it your own way. Come, there is a good shot, now. He is a Swiss, that fellow.

But I could take no interest in the shooting, with that ghastly tale in my head. I felt for the moment the veriest coward. We were ten in the midst of two thousand  ten men and four helpless women! Our own strength could not avail us, and we had nothing else under heaven to depend upon, except the scruples, or interest, or fears of a mercenary captain; a man whose hardness the thin veil of politeness barely hid, who might be scrupulous, gentle, merciful  might be, in a word, all that was honourable. But whence, then, this story? Why this tale of cruelty, passing the bounds of discipline?

It so disheartened me that for some time I scarcely noticed what was passing before me; and I might have continued longer in this dull state if the Waldgraves voice, civilly declining some proposition, had not caught my ear.

I gathered then what the offer was. Among the matches was one for officers, and in this the general was politely inviting his guest to compete. But the Waldgrave continued firm. You are very good, he answered with perfect frankness and good temper. But I think I will not expose myself. I shoot badly with a strange gun.

It was so unlike him to miss a chance of distinction, or underrate his merits, that I stared. He was changed, indeed, to-day; or he thought the position very critical, the need of caution very great.

The general continued to urge him; and so strongly that I began to think that our host had his own interests to serve.

Oh, come, he said, in a light, gibing tone which just stopped short of the offensive. You must not decline. There are five competitors  two Bohemians, a Scot, a Pole, and a Walloon; but no German. You cannot refuse to shoot for Germany, Waldgrave?

The Waldgrave shook his head, however. I should do Germany small honour, I am afraid, he said.

The general smiled unpleasantly. You are too modest, he said.

It is not a national failing, the Waldgrave answered, smiling also.

I fancy it must be, the general retorted. And that is the reason we see so little of Germans in the war!

The words were almost an insult, though a dull man, deceived by the civility of the speakers tone, might have overlooked it. The Waldgrave understood, however. I saw him redden and his brow grow dark. But he restrained himself, and even found a good answer.

Germany will find her champions, he said, when she seriously needs them.

Abroad! the general replied, speaking in a flash, as it were. The instant the word was said, I saw that he repented it. He had gone farther than he intended, and changed his tone. Well, if you will not, you will not, he continued smoothly. Unless our fair cousin can succeed where I have failed, and persuade you.

I? my lady said  she had not been attending very closely. I will do what I can. Why will you not enter, Rupert? You are a good shot.

You wish me to shoot? the Waldgrave said slowly.

Of course! she answered. I think it is a shame General Tzerclas has so few German officers. If I could shoot, I would shoot for the honour of Germany myself.

The Waldgrave bowed. I will shoot, he said coldly.

Good! General Tzerclas answered, with a show of bonhomie. That is excellent. Will you descend with me? Each competitor is to fire two shots at the figure at eighty paces. Those who lodge both shots in the target, to fire one shot at the head only.

The young lord bowed and prepared to follow him.

Comrade, Ludwig said in my ear, as I watched them go, your master had better have stood by his first word.

Why?

He will do no good.

Why not? I asked.

The Bohemian yonder  the fat man  will shoot round him. His little pigs eyes see farther than others. Besides, the devil has blessed his gun. He cannot miss.

What! That tun of flesh? I cried, for he was pointing to the gross, unwieldy man, at whose saddle-bow I had marked the iron mace. Is he a Bohemian?

Ludwig nodded. Count Waska, they call him. There is no man in the camp can shoot with him or drink with him.

We shall see, I said grimly.

I had little hope, however. The Waldgrave was a good shot; but a man was not likely to have a reputation for shooting in such a camp as this, where every one handled pistol or petronel, unless his aim was something out of the common. And listening to the talk round me, I found that Count Waskas comrades took his victory for granted.

Their confidence explained General Tzerclas anxiety to trap the Waldgrave into shooting. The jealous feeling which had been all on the Waldgraves side yesterday, had spread to him to-day. He wished to see his rival beaten in my ladys presence.

I longed to disappoint him; I felt sore besides for the honour of Germany. I could not leave my lady, or I would have gone down to see that the Waldgrave had fair play, and a clean pan, and silence when he fired. But I watched with as much excitement as any in the field, all that passed; I doubt if I ever took part in a match myself with greater keenness and interest than I felt as a spectator of this one.

From our elevated position we could see everything, and the sight was a curious one. The rabble of spectators  soldiers and women, sutlers and horse-boys  stretched away in two dark lines, ten deep, being kept off the range by a dozen men armed with whips. The clamour of their hoarse shouting went up continuously, and sometimes almost deafened us. Immediately below us, at the foot of the mound, the champions and their friends were gathered, settling rests, keying up the wheels of their locks, and trying the flints. Owing to the Waldgraves presence, which somewhat imposed upon the other officers both by reason of his rank and strangeness, the contest seemed likely to be conducted more decently than those which had preceded it. He was invited to shoot first, and when he excused himself on the ground that he was not yet familiar with his gun, Count Waska good-humouredly consented to open the match.

His weapon, I remarked  and I treasured up the knowledge and have since made use of it  was smaller in the bore than the others. He came forward and fired very carelessly, scarcely stooping to the rest; but he hit the figure fairly in the breast with both bullets and retired, a stolid smile on his large countenance.

The Waldgrave was the next to advance, and if he felt one half of the anxiety I felt myself, it was a wonder he let off his gun at all. General Tzerclas had returned to the Countesss side, and was speaking to her; but he paused at the critical moment, and both stood gazing, my lady with her lips parted and her eyes bright. The desire to see the stranger shoot was so general that something like silence prevailed while he aimed. I had time to conjure up half a dozen miseries  the gun might not be true, the powder weak; and then, bang! I saw the figure rock. He had hit it fairly in the breast, and I breathed again.

My lady cried, Vivat! good shot! and he looked up at her before he primed his pan for a second trial. This time I felt less fear, the crowd less interest. The babel began afresh. His second bullet struck somewhat lower, but struck; and he stood back, his face flushed with pleasure. Honour, at any rate, was safe.

The Scot hit with both balls, the Pole with one only. Last of all the Walloon, a grim dark officer in a stained buff coat, who seemed to be unpopular with the soldiery, fired in the midst of such a storm of gibes and hisses that I wondered he could aim at all. He did, however, and hit with his second bullet. Even so he and the Pole stood out, leaving the Waldgrave, Count Waska, and the Scot to fire at the head.

Huge was the clamour which followed on this, half the company bellowing out offers to stake all that they had on the Count  money, chains, armour. Meanwhile I looked at the general to see how he took it. He had fallen silent, and my lady also. They stood gazing down on the competitors and their preparations, as if they were aware that more hung on the issue than a simple match at arms.

Count Waska advanced for the final shot, and this time he made ample use of the rest, aiming long and carefully over it. He fired, and I looked eagerly at the target. A roar of applause greeted the shot. The bullet had pierced the whitened face a little to the left, high up.

It was the Waldgraves turn now. He came forward, with an air of quiet confidence, and set his weapon on the crutch. This time two or three voices were raised, gibing him; the crowd was growing jealous of its champions reputation. I longed to be down among them, and I saw my ladys eyes flash and her colour rise. She looked indignantly at Tzerclas. But the generals face was set. He did not seem to hear.

Flash! Plop! In a moment I was shouting with the rest, shouting lustily for the honour of the house! The Waldgrave had lodged his ball in the upper part of the face towards the right-hand side. If Waska had put in the one eye, he had put in the other.

We shouted. But the camp hung silent, gloomily wondering whether this were luck or skill. And the general stood silent too. It was not until my lady had cried, Vivat! Vivat Weimar! in her frank, brave voice, that he spoke and echoed the compliment.

When he had spoken, sullen silence fell upon the crowd again. I saw men look at us  not pleasantly; until the Scot by taking his place at the crutch diverted their attention. It seemed to me that he was an hour arranging the rest and his weapon, scraping his priming this way and that, and putting in a fresh flint at the last moment. At length he fired. A roar of laughter followed. He had missed the target altogether.

How it was arranged I do not know, but we saw at once that Waska and the Waldgrave were about to take another shot. The Bohemian, as he levelled his weapon with care, looked up at us.

We have put in his eyes, he said in his guttural tones. I propose to put in his nose. If his excellency can better that, I give him the bone.

He aimed very diligently, amid such a silence you could have heard a feather drop, and fired. He did as he had promised. His ball pierced the very middle of the face, a little below and between the two shots.

A wild roar of applause greeted the achievement. Even we who felt our honour at stake shouted with the rest and threw up our caps; while my lady took off in her admiration a slender gold chain which she wore round her neck and flung it to the champion, crying Vivat Bohemia! Vivat Waska!

He bowed with grotesque gallantry, and one of the bystanders picked up the chain and gave it to him. We smiled; for, too fat to kneel or stoop, he could no more have recovered the gift himself than he could have taken wings and flown. Fraulein Anna muttered something about Tantalus and water, but I did not understand her, and in a moment the Waldgrave gave me something else to think about.

He stepped forward when the noise and cheering had somewhat subsided, and like his antagonist he looked up also.

I do not see what there is left for me to do, he said, with a gallant air. I could give him a mouth, but I fear I may set it on awry.

Thrice he took aim, and, dissatisfied, forbore to fire. The crowd, silent at first, and confident of their champions victory, began to jeer. At length he pulled. Plop! The smoke cleared away. An inch below Waskas last shot appeared another orifice. The Waldgrave had put in the mouth.

We waved our caps and shouted until we were hoarse; and the crowd shouted. But it soon became evident, amid the universal clamour and uproar, that there were two parties: one acclaiming the Waldgraves success, and another and larger one crying fiercely that he was beaten  that he was beaten! that his shot was not so near the centre of the target as Count Waskas. The Waldgraves promise to make the mouth had been heard by a few only, mainly his friends; and while these, headed by the Bohemian, who showed that his clumsy carcase still contained some sparks of chivalry, tried to explain the matter to others, the camp with one voice bellowed against him, the more excited brandishing fists and weapons in the air, while the less moved kept up a stubborn and monotonous chant of Waska! Waska! Waska!

The only person unaffected by the tumult appeared to be the Waldgrave himself; who stood looking up at us in silence, a smile on his face. Presently, the noise still continuing, I saw him clap Count Waska on the shoulder, and the two shook hands. The Count seemed by his gestures  for the uproar and tumult were so great that all was done in dumb show  to be deprecating his retreat. But the younger man persisted, and by-and-by, after saluting the other competitors, he turned away, and began to force his way up the mound. It was time he did; the crowd had burst its bounds and flooded the range. The scene below was now a sea of wild confusion.

Such an ending seemed stupid in the extreme; in any place where ordinary discipline prevailed, it would have been easy to procure silence and restore order. And my lady, her face flushed with indignation, turned impatiently to the general, to see if he would not interfere. But he was, or he affected to be, powerless. He shrugged his shoulders with an indulgent smile, and a moment later, seeing the Waldgrave on his way to join us and the crowd still persistent, he gave the word to retire. The officers, who in the last hour had pressed on us inconveniently, fell back, and waiting only for the Waldgrave to reach his horse, we rode down the mound, and turned our faces towards the camp.

For a space, and while the uproar still rang in my ears, I could scarcely speak for indignation. Then came a reaction. I saw my ladys face as she rode alongside the Waldgrave and talked to him. And my spirits rose. General Tzerclas had the place on her other hand, but she had not a word for him. It was not so much that the young lord had distinguished himself and done well, but that in an awkward position he had borne himself with dignity and self-control. That pleased her.

I saw her eyes shine as she looked at him, and her mouth grow tender; and I told myself with exultation that the Waldgrave had done something more than rival Waska  he had scored the first hit in the fight, and that no light one. The general would be wise, if he looked to his guard; fortunate, if he did not look too late.


CHAPTER XV.

THE DUEL CONTINUED.

I fell to wondering, as we rode home, whether we should find all safe; for we had left Marie Wort and my ladys woman to keep house with two only of the men. From that, again, I strayed into thoughts of the chain, and of Marie herself, so that the very head of what happened when we reached the house escaped me. The first I knew of it, Fraulein Annas horse backed suddenly into mine, and brought us all up short with a deal of jostling and plunging. When I looked forward to learn what was amiss, I saw a man lying on his face under my ladys horse, and so near it that the beasts feet were touching his head. The man was crying out something in a pitiful tone, and two or three of the generals officers who were riding abreast of me were swearing roundly, and there was great confusion.

General Tzerclas said something, but my lady overbore him. What is it? I heard her cry. Get up, man, and speak. Dont lie there. What is it?

The man rose to his knees, and cried out, Justice, justice, lady! in a wild sort of way, adding something  which I could not understand, for he spoke in a vile patois  about a house. He was in a miserable plight, and looked scarcely human. His face was sallow, his eyes shone with famine, his shrunken limbs peered through mud-stained rags that only half covered him.

Which is your house? my lady asked gently. And when one of the officers who had ridden up abreast of her would have intervened, she raised her hand with a gesture there was no mistaking. Which is your house? she repeated.

The man pointed to the one in which we had our quarters.

What! That one? my lady cried incredulously. Then what has brought you to this? For the creature looked the veriest scarecrow that ever hung about a church-porch. His head and feet had no covering, his hair was foully matted. He was filthy, hideous, famine-stricken.

And desperate. For, half-cringing, half-defiant, he pointed his accusing finger at the general. He has! He and his army!; he cried. That house was mine. Those fields were mine. I had cattle, they have eaten them. I had wood, they have burned it. I had meat, they have taken it. I was rich, and I am this! I had, and I have not  only a wife and babes, and they are dying in a ditch. May the curse of God  

Hush! my lady cried, in an unsteady voice. And, without adding a word, she turned to General Tzerclas and looked at him; as if this were Heritzburg, and she the judge, he the criminal.

Doubtless the position was an awkward one. But he showed himself equal to it. There has been foul play here, he said firmly. I think I remember the mans face. Then he turned and raised his hand. Let all stand back, he said in a stern, curt tone.

We fell back out of hearing, leaving him and my lady with the man. For some time the general seemed to be putting questions to the fellow, speaking to my mistress between whiles. Presently he called sharply for Ludwig. The captain went forward to them, and then it was very plain what was going on, for the general raised his voice, and made the rating he administered to his subaltern audible even by us. Back Ludwig came by-and-by, with a dark sneer on his face, and we saw the general hand money to the man.

Teufel! one of the fellows who rode beside me muttered, surprise in his voice. When the general gives, look to your necks. It will cost some one dear, this! I would not be in that clods shoes for his booty ten times told!

Possibly. But I was not so much interested on the clowns account as on my ladys; and one needed only half an eye to see what the generals liberality had effected with her. She was all smiles again, speaking to him with the utmost animation, leaning towards him as she rode. She forgot the Waldgrave, who had fallen back with the rest of us; she forgot all but the general. He went with her to the door of the house, gave his hand to help her to dismount, lingered talking to her on the threshold. And my heart sank. I could have gnashed my teeth with anger as I stood aside uncovered, waiting for him to go.

For how could we combat the man? Such an episode as this, which should have opened my ladys eyes to his true character, served only to restore him to favour and blind her more effectually. It had undone all the good of the afternoon; it had effaced alike the Waldgraves success and the generals remissness; it had given Tzerclas, who all day had been losing slowly, the upper hand once more. I felt the disappointment keenly.

I suppose it was that which made me think of consulting Fraulein Anna, and begging her to use her influence with my lady to get out of the camp. At any rate, the idea occurred to me. I could not catch her then; but later in the evening, when some acrobats, whom the general had sent for the Countesss diversion, were performing outside, and my lady had gone out to the fallen tree to see them the better, I found the Fraulein alone in the outer room. She looked up at my entrance.

Who is it? she said sharply, peering at me with her white, short-sighted face. Oh, it is you, Mr. Thickhead, is it? I know whom you have sneaked in to see! she added spitefully.

That is well, I answered civilly. For I came in to see you, Fraulein.

Oh! she retorted, nodding her head in a very unpleasant manner. Then you want something. I can guess what it is. But go on.

If I want something, I answered, and I do, it is in your own behalf, Fraulein. You heard what I said to my lady last night? I did not persuade her. Can you persuade her  to leave the camp and its commander?

Fraulein Max shook her head. Why should I? she said, smoothing out her skirt with her hands, and looking at me with a cunning smile. What have I to gain by persuading her, Master Schwartz?

Safety, I said.

Oh! she cried ironically. Then let me remind you of something. When we were all safe and comfortable at Heritzburg  safe, mind you  who was it disturbed us? Who was it stirred up my lady to make trouble  more improbi anseris  and though I warned him what would come of it, persisted in it until we had all to flee at night like so many vagrants? Ay, and have never had a quiet night since! Who was that, Master Martin?

Fraulein, I answered patiently, forbearing to remind her how much she had been herself in fault, I may have been wrong then. It does not alter the situation now.

Does it not? she replied. But I think it does. You had your way at Heritzburg, and what came of it? Trouble and misery. You want your way now, but I shall not help you to it. I have had enough of your way, and I do not like it.

She laughed triumphantly, seeing me silenced; and I stood looking at her, wondering what argument I could use. Doubtless she had had a comfortless time on the journey from Heritzburg, jogging through fords and over ruts, and along steep places, wet, tired, and scared, deprived of her books and all her home pleasures. She had had time and to spare to lay up many a grudge against me. Now it was her turn, and I read in her face her determination to make the most of it.

I might frighten her; and that seemed my only chance. Well, Fraulein, I said after a pause, you may have been right then, and you may be right now. But I hope you have counted the cost. If my lady shows herself determined to leave, to-morrow and perhaps the next day the power of going will remain in her hands. Later it will have passed from her. Familiarity breeds contempt, and even the Countess of Heritzburg cannot stay long in such a camp as this, where nothing is respected, without losing that respect which for the moment protects her. In a day or two, in a few days, the hedge will fall. And then, Fraulein, we may all look to ourselves.

But Fraulein Anna laughed shrilly. O tu anser! she cried contemptuously. Open your eyes! Cannot you see that the general is knee-deep in love with her? In a week he will be head over ears, and her slave!

I stared at her. Doubtless she knew; she was a woman. I drew a deep breath. Well, I said, and what of that?

She looked at me spitefully. Ask my lady! she said. How should I know?

I returned her gaze, and thought awhile. Then I said coldly, I think it is you who are the fool, Fraulein. Take it for granted that what you tell me is true. Have you considered what will happen should my lady repulse him? What will happen to her and to us?

She will not, Fraulein Max answered.

But I saw that the shaft had gone home. She fidgeted on her seat. And I persisted. Still, if she does? I said. What then?

She will not! she answered. She must not!

By Heaven! I cried, you are on his side!

She blinked at me with her short-sighted eyes. And why not? she said slowly. On whose side should I be? My Lord Waldgraves? He never gives me a word, and seldom recognises my existence. On yours? If you want help, go to the black-eyed puling girl you have brought in, who is always creeping and crawling round us, and would oust me if she and you could manage it and she had the breeding. Chut! dont talk to me, she continued maliciously, the colour rising to her pale cheeks. I wonder that you dare to come to me with such proposals! Is my lady to be ruled by her servants? Has she no judgment of her own? Why, you fool, I have but to tell her, and you are disgraced!

As you please, Fraulein, I said sullenly, stung to anger by one part of her harangue. But as to Marie Wort  

Marie Wort? she cried, catching me up and mocking my tone. Who said anything about her, I should like to know? Though for my part, had I my way, the popish chit should be whipped!

Fraulein! I cried.

She laughed bitterly. Oh, you are fools, you men! she said. But I have made you angry, and that is enough. Go! Yes, go. I have supped on folly. Go, before your mistress comes in; or I must out with all, and lose a power over you.

I went sullenly. While we had been talking the room had been growing dark. Then it had grown light again with a smoky, dancing glare that played fantastically on the walls and seemed to rise and sink with the murmur of applause outside. They had brought torches made of pine-knots that my lady might see the longer, and in the yellow circle of light which these shed, the mountebanks, monstrously dressed and casting weird shadows, were wrestling and leaping and writhing. The light reached, but fitfully and by flashes, the log on which my lady sat enthroned, with General Tzerclas and the Waldgrave at her side. Still farther away the crowd surged and laughed and gibed in the darkness.

I looked at my lady and found one look enough. I read the utter hopelessness of the attempt I had just made. She was enjoying herself. Fear was not natural to her, and she saw nothing to fear either in the man beside her or the crowd beyond. Suspicion was no part of her character, and she saw nothing to suspect. Had I won Fraulein Max over to my side, as I felt sure that the general had bought her to his, I should equally have had my trouble for my pains, and no more.

My only hope lay in the Waldgrave. He alone, could he once warm into flower the love that hung trembling in the bud, might move her as I would have her moved. But, then, the time? Every hour we remained where we were, every day that rose and found us in the camp, rendered retreat more difficult, the generals plans more definite. He might not yet have made up his mind; he might not yet have hardened his heart to the point of employing force; his passion might be still in the bud, his ambition unshaped. But how long dared I give him?

Assured that here lay the stress, I watched the young lords progress with an anxiety scarcely less than his own. And the longer I watched the higher rose my hopes. It seemed to me that he went steadily forward in favour, while the general stood still. More than once during the next two days the latter showed himself irritable or capricious. The iron hand began to push through the silken glove. And though, on every one of these occasions, Tzerclas covered his mistake with the dexterity of a man of the world, and my ladys eyes could scarcely be said to be opened, a little coolness resulted, of which the Waldgrave had the benefit.

He, on his part, seemed imperturbable. Love had to all appearance changed his nature. A dozen times in the two days the impulse to fly at his rivals throat must have been strong upon him, yet through all he remained calm, pleasant, and courteous, and carried an old head on young shoulders.

I wondered at last why he did not speak, for I marked the cloud on the generals brow growing darker and darker, and I found the forced inaction and suspense intolerable. Then I gathered, I cannot say why, that the Waldgrave would not speak until after the great banquet to which the general had bidden my lady. It had been deferred a day or two, but on the third day after the shooting-match it took place.


CHAPTER XVI.

THE GENERALS BANQUET.

I suppose it was not love only that enabled the Waldgrave to carry himself so prudently at this time; but with it a sense of the peril in which we all stood. He was so far from betraying this, however, that no one could have worn an air more gallant or seemed in every way more free from care. General Tzerclas had supplied us with a couple of tailors, and there were rich stuffs to be bought in the camp; and the young lord did not neglect these opportunities. When he came on the morning of the great day to attend my lady to the banquet, he wore a suit of dark-blue velvet with a falling collar of white lace, and sash and points of lighter blue  the latter setting off his fair complexion to advantage. His hair, which had grown somewhat, flowed from under a broad-leafed hat decked with an ostrich feather, and he wore golden spurs, and high boots with the tops turned down. As he caracoled up and down before the house, with the sun shining on his fair head, he looked to my eyes as beautiful as Apollo. What the women thought of him, I do not know, but I saw my lady gazing at him from a window when his back was turned, and then, again, when he looked towards the house, she was gone. And I thought I knew what that meant.

She wore, herself, a grey riding-coat with a little silver braid about it, and a silver belt; and we all made what show we could; so that when we started to the generals quarters we were something to look at. The camp itself nothing could cleanse, but the village had been swept and the street watered. Pennons and cornets waved here and there in the sunshine, and green boughs garnished the fronts of the houses. Two tall poles, painted after the Venetian fashion and hung with streamers, stood before the generals quarters, the windows of which were almost hidden by a large trophy formed of glittering pikes and flags of many colours. The road here was strewn with green rushes, and opposite the house were ranked twelve trumpeters, who proclaimed my ladys arrival with a blare which shook the village.

On either side of the door a guard of honour was drawn up. I was not disposed to admire anything much, but it must be confessed that the sun shining on pike and corselet and steel cap, and on all the gay and gaudy colours and green leaves, produced a lively and striking effect. The moment my ladys horse stopped, four officers stepped from the doorway and stood at attention; after whom the general himself appeared bare-headed, and held my ladys stirrup while she dismounted. The Waldgrave performed a like service for Fraulein Anna, and I and Jacob for Marie Wort and the women.

Our host first conducted my lady into a withdrawing-room, where were only Count Waska and three colonels. This room, which was small, was fitted with a rich carpet and chairs covered with Spanish leather, as good as any my lady had in the castle at Heritzburg; and the walls were hidden behind Cordovan hangings. Here among other things were a large cage of larks and a strange, misshapen dwarf that stood hardly as high as my waist-belt, but was rumoured to be forty years old. He said several witty things to my lady, and one or two that I fancy the general had taught him, for they brought the blood to her cheeks. On a table stood another very rare and curious thing  a gold or silver-gilt fountain that threw up distilled waters, and continually cooled and sweetened the air. There were besides, gold cups and plates and jewelled arms and Venice glass, which fairly dazzled me; so that as I stood at the door with Jacob and the two maids I wondered at the richness and splendour of everything, and yet could not get out of my head the squalor of the hot, seething camp outside, and the poverty of the country round, which the army had eaten as bare as my hand.

After a short interval spent in listening to the dwarfs quips and cranks, General Tzerclas conducted my lady with much ceremony to the next room, where the banquet was laid. The floor of this larger room was strewn with scented rushes, the walls being adorned with trophies of arms and heads of deer and wolves, peering from ambushes of green leaves. At the upper end, where was the private door of entrance, was a dais table laid for eight persons; below were tables for forty or more. On the dais the general sat in the middle, having my lady on the right, and next to her Count Waska; on his left he had the Waldgrave, and beyond him Fraulein Anna. The two women stood behind my lady, holding her fan and vinaigrette. At the lower end of the room the generals band, placed in a kind of cage, played soft airs, while between the courses a gipsy girl danced very prettily, and a juggler diverted the company with his tricks.

As for the diversity of meats and fishes, and especially of birds, which was set on, it surprised me beyond measure; nor can I understand whence, in the wasted condition of the country, it was procured. For wines, Burgundy, Frontignac, and Tokay were served at the high table, and Rhine wines below. The courses continued to succeed one another for nearly three hours, but such was the skill of the musicians that the time seemed short. One man in particular won my ladys approbation. He played on a new instrument, shaped somewhat like a viol, but smaller and more roundly framed. Though it had three strings only and was a trifle shrill, it had a wonderful power of touching the heart, arousing the memory and producing a sweet melancholy. The general would have had my lady accept it, and said that he could easily procure another from the Milanese; but she declined gracefully, on the ground that without the player it would be a dumb boon.

There was so much gaiety in all this  and decent observance too, for the generals presence kept good order  that I did not wonder that my ladys eyes sparkled and betrayed the gratification she felt. All was for her, all in her honour. Even I, who looked at the scene through green glasses and could not hear a word the general said without striving to place some ill construction on it  even I felt myself somewhat carried away, when the first toast, that of the Emperor, was given in the midst of cheering, partly serious, partly ironical. It was followed by that of the Elector of Saxony. The King of Sweden came next, and was received in an equally equivocal manner. Not so, however, the fourth, which was given by General Tzerclas standing, with his plumed hat in his hand.

All in Tokay! he cried in his deep voice. The most noble and high-born, the Countess Rotha of Heritzburg, who honours us with her presence! Hoch! Hoch! Hoch!

And draining his goblet, which was of green Nuremberg glass, and of no mean value, he dashed it to the floor, an example which was immediately followed by all present, so that the crash of glass and clang of sword-hilts filled the room with high-pitched sounds that seemed to intoxicate the ear.

My lady rose and bowed thrice, with her cheek crimson and her eyes soft. Then she turned to retire, while all remained standing. The general accompanied her as far as the door of the withdrawing-room, the Waldgrave following with Fraulein Anna; while the dwarf marched side by side with me, keeping step with an absurd gravity which filled the room with laughter. On the threshold the general and his companions left us with low bows; but in a trice Tzerclas came back to say a word in my ear.

See to the other door, he muttered, flashing a grim look at me. There may be deep drinking. If any offer so much as a word of rudeness here, he shall hang, drunk or sober. Have a care, therefore, that no one has the chance.

Then my heart sank, for I knew, hearing his tone and seeing his face, as he said that, that Fraulein Anna was right. He loved my mistress. He loved her! I went away to my place by the door, feeling as if he had struck me in the face. For if she loved him in return that were bad enough; and if she did not, what then, seeing that we were in his power?

Certainly he had omitted nothing on this occasion that might charm her. I thought the feast over; but in the withdrawing-room a fresh collation of dainty sweets and syrups awaited my lady, with a great gold bowl of rosewater. The man, too, who had played on the Italian viol brought it in, that she might see and examine it more closely. From my post at the door, I saw Fraulein Anna flitting about, bringing her short-sighted eyes down to everything, thrusting her face into the rose-water, and peering at the weapons and stuffs as if she would eat them. All the while, too, I could hear her prattling ceaseless praise of everything  the generals taste, the generals wealth, his generosity, his skill in Latin, his love for Cæsar  the fat book I had seen him studying by the fire  above all, his appreciation of Voetius, of whom I shrewdly believe he had never heard before.

My lady sat almost silent under the steady shower of words, listening and thinking, and now and then touching the strings of the viol which lay forgotten on her lap. Perhaps she was dreaming of her two admirers, perhaps only giving ear to the growing tumult in the room we had left, where the revellers were still at their wine. By-and-by we heard them break into song, and then in thunder the chorus came rolling out  

Hoch! Who rides with old Pappenheim knee to knee
The sword is his title, the world is his fee!
He knows nor Monarch, nor Sire, nor clime
Who follows the banner of bold Pappenheim!

My ladys lip curled. Is there no one on our side they can sing? she muttered, tapping the viol impatiently with her fingers. Have we no heroes? Has Count Bernard never headed a charge or won a fight? Pappenheim? I am tired of the man.

The note jarred on her, as it had on me when I first heard these men, paid by the north, singing the praises of the great southern raider. But a moment later she turned her head to hear better, and her face grew thoughtful. A great shout of Waska! Waska! rang above the jingling of glasses and snatches of song; and then, The Waldgrave! The Waldgrave! This time the cry was less boisterous, the voices were fewer.

My lady turned to me. What is it? she said, a note of anxiety in her voice.

I was unable to tell her and I listened. By-and-by a roar of laughter made itself heard, and was followed by a cry of Waska! as before. And then, The Thuringian Code! The Thuringian Code! It is his turn!

They are drinking, your excellency, I said reluctantly. It is a drinking match, I think!

She rose with a grand gesture, and set the little viol back on the table. I am going, she said, almost fiercely. Let the horses be called.

Fraulein Max looked scared, but my ladys face forbade argument or reply; and for my part I was not a whit unwilling. I turned and gave the order to Jacob. While he was away the Countess remained standing, tapping the floor with her foot.

On this day  on this day they might have abstained! she muttered wrathfully, as the chorus of riot and laughter grew each moment louder and wilder.

I thought so too, and was glad besides of anything which might work a breach between her and the general. But I little knew what was going to happen. It came upon us while we waited, with no more warning than I have described. The door by which we had left the banqueting chamber flew suddenly open, and three men, borne in on a wave of cheering and uproar, staggered in upon us, the leader reeling under the blows which his applauding followers rained upon his shoulders.

There! Said I not so? he cried thickly, lurching to one side to escape them, and almost falling. Where ish your Waska. Your Waska now Id like to know! Waska is great, but I am  greater  greater, you see. I can shoot, drink, fight, and make love better than any man here! Eh! Who shays I cant? Eh? Itsh the Countesh! My cousin the Countesh! Ah!

Alas, it was the Waldgrave! And yet not the Waldgrave. This mans face was pale and swollen and covered with perspiration. His eyes were heavy and sodden, and his hair strayed over them. His collar and his coat were open at the neck, and his sash and the front of his dress were stained and reeking with wine. His hands trembled, his legs reeled, his tongue was too large for his mouth. He smiled fatuously at us. Yet it was the Waldgrave  drunk!

My ladys face froze as she looked at him. She raised her hand, and the men behind him fell back abashed and left him standing there, propping himself uncertainly against the wall.

Well, your excellenshy, he stuttered with a hiccough  the sudden silence surprised him you dont congratulatsh me! Waska is under table. Under table, I shay!

My lady looked at him, her eyes blazing with scorn. But she said nothing; only her fingers opened and closed convulsively. I turned to see if Jacob had come back. He entered at that moment and General Tzerclas with him.

Your excellencys horses are coming, the general said in his usual tone. Then he saw the Waldgrave and the open door, and he started with surprise. What is this? he said. His face was flushed and his eyes were bright. But he was sober.

The drunken man tried to straighten himself. Ashk Waska! he said. Alas! his good looks were gone. I regarded him with horror, I knew what he had done.

The horses? the general muttered.

My lady drew a deep breath, as a person recovering consciousness does, and turned slowly towards him. Yes, she said, shuddering from head to foot, if you please. I wish to go.

The young lord heard the horses come to the door, and staggered forward. Yesh, letsh go. Ill go too, he stuttered with a foolish laugh. Letsh all go. Except Waska! He is under the table. Letsh all go, I say! Eh? Whatsh thish?

I pushed him back and held him against the wall while the general led my lady out. But, oh the pity of it, the wrath, the disappointment that filled my breast as I did so! This was the end of my duel! This was the stay to which I had trusted! The Waldgraves influence with my lady? It was gone  gone as if it had never been. A spiders web, a rope of sand, a straw were after this a stronger thing to depend upon, a more sure safeguard, a stouter holdfast for a man in peril!

* * * * *

He came to my lady next morning about two hours after sunrise, when the dew was still on the grass and the birds  such as had lost their first broods or were mating late  were in full song. The camp was sleeping off its debauch, and the village street was bright and empty, with a dog here and there gnawing a bone, or sneaking round the corner of a building. My lady had gone out early to the fallen tree with her psalm book; and was sitting there in the freshness of the morning, with her back to the house and the street, when his shadow fell across the page and she looked up and saw him.

She said good morning very coldly, and he for a moment said nothing, but stood, sullenly making a hole in the dust with his toe and looking down at it. His face was pale, where it was not red with shame, and his eyes were heavy and dull; but otherwise the wine he had taken had left no mark on his vigorous youth.

My lady after speaking looked down at her book again, and he continued to stand before her like a whipped schoolboy, stealing every now and then a furtive look at her. At length she looked up again.

Do you want anything? she said.

This time he returned her gaze, with his face on fire, trying to melt her. And I think that there were not many more unhappy men at that moment than he. His fancy, liking, love were centred in the woman before him; in a mad freak he had outraged, insulted, estranged her. He did not know what to do, how to begin, what plan to put forward. He could for the moment only look, with shame and misery in his face.

It was a plea that would have melted many, but my lady only grew harder. Did you hear me? she said proudly. Do you want anything?

You know! he cried impetuously, and his voice broke out fiercely and seemed to beat against her impassiveness as a bird against the bars of its cage. I was a beast last night. But, oh, Rotha, forgive me.

I think that we had better not talk about it, my lady answered him stonily. It is past, and we need not quarrel over it. I shall be wiser next time, she added. That is all.

Wiser? he muttered.

Yes; wiser than to trust myself to your protection, she replied ruthlessly.

He shrank back as if she had struck him, and for a moment pain and rage brought the blood surging to his cheeks. He even took a step as if to leave her; but when love and pride struggle in a young man, love commonly has it, and he turned again and stood hesitating, the picture of misery.

Is that all you will say to me? he muttered, his voice unsteady.

My lady moved her feet uneasily. Then she shut her book, and looked round as if she would have willingly escaped. But she was not stone; and when at length she turned to him, her face was changed.

What do you want me to say? she asked gently.

That some day you will forgive me.

I forgive you now, she rejoined firmly. But I cannot forget. I do not think I ever can, she went on. Last night I was in your charge among strangers. If danger had arisen, whose arm was to shield me, if not yours? If any had insulted me, to whom was I to look, if not to you? Yes, you may well hide your face, my lady continued, waxing bitter, despite herself. I am not at Heritzburg now, and you should have remembered that. I am here with scanty protection, with few means to exact respect, a refugee, if you like, a mark for scandal, and your kinswoman. And you? for shame, Rupert!

He fell on his knees and seized her hand. You are killing me! he cried in a choking voice, his face pale, his breath coming quickly. For I love you, Rotha, I love you! And every word of reproach you utter is death to me.

Hush, Rupert! she said quickly. And she tried to withdraw her hand. He had taken her by surprise.

But he was not to be silenced; he kept her hand, though he rose to his feet. It is true, he answered. I have waited long enough. I must speak now, or it may be too late. I tell you, I love you!

The Countesss face was crimson, her brow dark with vexation. Hush! she said again, and more imperatively. I have heard enough. It is useless.

You have not heard me! he answered. Dont say so until you have heard me. And he sat down suddenly on the tree beside her, and looked into her face with pleading eyes. You are letting last night weigh against me, he went on. If that be all, I will never drink more than three cups of wine at a time as long as I live. I swear it.

She shook her head rather sadly. That is not all, Rupert, she said.

Then what will you have? he answered eagerly. He saw the change in her, and his eyes began to burn with hope as he looked. Her milder tone, her downcast head, her altered aspect, all encouraged him. I love you, Rotha! he cried, raising her hand to his lips. What more will you have? Tell me. All I have, and all I ever shall have  and I am young and may do great things  are yours. I have been riding behind you day by day, until I know every turn of your head, and every note of your voice. I know your step when you walk, and the rustle of your skirt among a hundred! And there is no other woman in the world for me! What if I am the youngest cadet of my house? he continued, leaning towards her; this war will last many a year yet, and I will carve you a second county with my sword. Wallenstein did. Who was he? A simple gentleman. Now he is Duke of Friedland. And that Englishman who married a kings sister? They succeeded, why should not I? Only give me your love, Rotha! Trust me; trust me once more and always, and I will not fail you.

He tried to draw her nearer to him, but the Countess shook her head, and looked at him with tears in her eyes. Poor boy, she said slowly. Poor boy! I am sorry, but it cannot be. It can never be.

Why? he cried, starting as if she had stung him.

Because I do not love you, she said.

He dropped her hand and sat glaring at her. You are thinking of last night! he muttered.

She shook her head. I am not, she said simply. I suppose that if I loved you, that and worse would go for nothing. But I do not.

Her calmness, her even tone went to his heart and chilled it. He winced, and uttering a low cry turned from her and hid his face in his hands.

Why not? he said thickly, after an interval. Why can you not love me?

Why does the swallow nest here and not there? the Countess answered gently. I do not know. Why did my father love a foreigner and not one of his own people? I do not know. Neither do I know why I do not love you. Unless, she added, with rising colour, it is that you are young, younger than I am; and a woman turns naturally to one older than herself.

Her words seemed to point so surely to General Tzerclas that the young man ground his teeth together. But he had not spirit to turn and reproach her then; and after remaining silent for some minutes, he rose.

Good-bye, he said in a broken voice. And he lifted her hand to his lips and kissed it.

The Countess started. The words, the action impressed her disagreeably. You are not going  away I mean? she said.

No, he answered slowly. But things are  changed. When we meet again it will be as  

Friends! she cried, her voice tender almost to yearning. Say it shall be so. Let it be so always. You will not leave me alone here?

No, he said simply, and with dignity. I shall not.

Then he went away, quite quietly; and if the beginning of the interview had shown him to small advantage, the same could not be said of the end. He went down the street and through the camp with his head on his breast and a mist before his eyes. The light was gone out of the sunshine, the greenness from the trees. The day was grey and dreary and miserable. The blight was on all he saw. So it is with men. When they cannot have that which seems to them the best and fairest and most desirable thing in the world, nothing is good or pleasant or to be desired any longer.


CHAPTER XVII.

STALHANSKES FINNS.

It was my ill luck, on that day which began so inauspiciously, to see two shadows: one on a mans face, the Waldgraves, and of that I need say no more; the other, the shadow of a mans body, an odd, sinister outline, crooked and strange and tremulous, that I came upon in a remote corner of the camp, to which I had wandered in my perplexity; a place where a few stunted trees ran down a steep bank to the river. I had never been to this place before, and, after a glance which showed me that it was the common sink and rubbish-bed of the camp, I was turning moodily away, when first this shadow and then the body which cast it caught my eye. The latter hung from the branch of an old gnarled thorn, the feet a few inches from the ground. A shuddering kind of curiosity led me to go up and look at the dead mans face, which was doubled up on his breast; and then the desire to test the nerves, which is common to most men, induced me to stand staring at him.

The time was two hours after noon, and there were few persons moving. The camp was half asleep. Heat, and flies, and dust were everywhere  and this gruesome thing. The body was stripped, and the features were swollen and disfigured; but, after a moments thought, I recognized them, and saw that I had before me the poor wretch who had appealed to my ladys compassion after the shooting-match, and to whom the general had opened his hand so freely. The grim remarks I had then heard recurred now, and set me shuddering. If any doubt still remained in my mind, it was dissipated a moment later by a placard which had once hung round the dead mans neck, but now lay in the dust at his feet. I turned it over. Chalked on it in large letters were the words Beggars, beware!

I felt at first, on making the discovery, only horror and indignation, and a violent loathing of the camp. But these feelings soon passed, and left me free to consider how the deed touched us. Could I prove it? Could I bring it home to the general to my ladys satisfaction, beyond denial or escape, and so open her eyes? And if I could, would it be wise, by doing so, to rouse his anger while she remained in the camp and in General Tzerclas power? I might only hasten the catastrophe.

I found this a hard nut to crack, and was still puzzling over it, with my eyes on the senseless form which was already so far out of my thoughts, when a heavy hand fell on my shoulder and a harsh voice grated on my ear.

Well, Master Steward, a penny for your thoughts! They should be worth having, to judge by the way you rub your chin.

I started and looked round. The speaker was Captain Ludwig, who, with two of his fellows, had come up behind me while I mused. Something in his tone rather than his words  a note of menace  warned me to be careful; while the glum looks of his companions, as they glanced from me to the dead man, added point to the hint, and filled my mind with a sudden sense of danger. I had learned more than I had been intended to learn; I had found out something I had not been intended to find out. The very quietness and sunshine and the solitude of the place added horror to the moment. It was all I could do to hide my discomfiture and face them without flinching.

My thoughts? I said, forcing a grin. They were not very difficult to guess. A sharp shrift, and a short rope? What else should a man think here?

Ay? Ludwig said, watching me closely with his eyes half closed and his lips parted.

He would say no more, and I was forced to go on. It is not the first time I have seen a man dancing on nothing! I said recklessly; but it gave me a turn.

He kicked the placard. You are a scholar, he said. What is this?

My face grew hot. I dared not deny my learning, for I did not know how much he knew; but, for the nonce, I wished heartily that I had never been taught to read.

That? I said, affecting a jovial tone to cover my momentary hesitation. A seasonable warning. They are as thick here as nuts in autumn. We could spare a few more, for the matter of that.

Ay, but this one? he retorted, coolly tapping the dead man with a little stick he carried, and then turning to look me in the face. You have seen him before.

I made a great show of staring at the body, but I suppose I played my part ill, for before I could speak Ludwig broke in with a brutal laugh.

Chut, man! he said, with a sneer of contempt; you know him; I see you do. And knew him all along. Well, if fools will poke their noses into things that do not concern them, it is not my affair. I must trouble you for your company awhile.

Whither? I said, setting my teeth together and frowning at him.

To my master, he replied, with a curt nod. Dont say you wont, he continued with meaning, for he is not one to be denied.

I looked from one to another of the three men, and for a moment the desperate clinging to liberty, which makes even the craven bold, set my hands tingling and sent the blood surging to my head. But reason spoke in time. I saw that the contest was too unequal, the advantage of a few minutes freedom too trivial, since the general must sooner or later lay his hand on me; and I crushed down the impulse to resist.

What scares you, comrades? I said, laughing savagely. They had recoiled a foot. Do you see a ghost or a Swede, that you look so pale? Your general wants me? Then let him have me. Lead on! I wont run away, I warrant you.

Ludwig nodded as he placed himself by my side. That is the right way to take it, he said. I thought that you might be going to be a fool, comrade.

Like our friend there, I said dryly, pointing to the senseless form we were leaving. He made a fuss, I suppose?

Ludwig shrugged his shoulders. No, he answered, not he so much; but his wife. Donner! I think I hear her screams now. And she cursed us! Ah!

I shuddered, and after that was silent. But more than once before we reached the generals quarters the frantic desire to escape seized me, and had to be repressed. I felt that this was the beginning of the end, the first proof of the strong grasp which held us all helpless. I thought of my lady, I thought of Marie Wort, and I could have shrieked like a woman; for I was powerless like a woman  gripped in a hand I could not resist.

The camp grilling and festering in the sunshine  how I hated it! It seemed an age I had lived in its dusty brightness, an age of vague fears and anxieties. I passed through it now in a feverish dream, until an exclamation, uttered by my companion as we turned into the street, aroused me. The street was full of loiterers, all standing in groups, and all staring at a little band of horsemen who sat motionless in their saddles in front of the generals quarters. For a moment I took these to be the generals staff. Then I saw that they were dressed all alike, that their broad, ruddy faces were alike, that they held themselves with the same unbending precision, and seemed, in a word, to be ten copies of one stalwart man. Near them, a servant on foot was leading two horses up and down, and they and he had the air of being on show.

Captain Ludwig, holding me fast by the arm, stopped at the first group of starers we came to. Who are these? he asked gruffly.

The man he addressed turned round, eager to impart his knowledge. Finns! he said; from head-quarters  Stalhanskes Finns. No less, captain.

My companion whistled. What are they doing here? he asked.

The other shook his head. I dont know, he said. Their leader is with the general. What do you think of them, Master Ludwig?

But Ludwig only grunted, looking with disparaging eyes at the motionless riders, whose air betrayed a certain consciousness of their fame and the notice which they were exciting. From steel cap to spurred boot, they showed all metal and leather. Nothing gay, nothing gaudy; not a chain or a sash differenced one from another. Grim, stern, and silent, they stared before them. Had no one named the King of Swedens great regiment, I had known that I was looking no longer on brigands, but on soldiers  on part of the iron line that at Breitenfeld broke the long repute of years, and swept Pappenheim from the hillside like chaff before the storm.

After hesitating a moment, Ludwig went forward a few paces, as if to enter the house, taking me with him. Then he paused. At the same instant the man who was leading the two horses turned. His eye lit on me, and I saw an extraordinary change come over the fellows face. He stopped short and, pulling up his horses, stared at me. It seemed to me, too, that I had seen him before, and I returned his look; but while I was trying to remember where, the door of the generals quarters opened. Two or three men who were loitering before it, stepped quickly aside, and a tall, stalwart man came out, followed by General Tzerclas himself.

I looked at the foremost, and in a twinkling recognized him. It was Von Werder. But an extraordinary change had come over the traveller. He was still plainly dressed, in a buff coat, with untanned boots, a leather sword-belt, and a grey hat with a red feather; and in all of these there was nothing to catch the eye. But his air and manner as he spoke to his companion were no longer those of an inferior, while his stern eye, as it travelled over the crowd in the street, expressed cold and steady contempt.

As the servant brought up his horse, he spoke to his companion. You are sure that you can do it  with these? he said, flicking his riding-whip towards the silent throng.

You may consider it done, the general answered rather grimly.

Good! I am glad. Well, man, what is it?

He spoke the last words to his servant. The man pointed to me and said something. Von Werder looked at me. In a moment every one looked at me. Then Von Werder swung himself into his saddle, and turned to General Tzerclas.

That is the man, I am told, he said, pointing suddenly to me with his whip.

He is at your service, the general answered with a shrug of indifference.

In an instant Von Werders horse was at my side. A word with you, my man, he said sharply. Come with me.

Ludwig had hold of my arm still. He had not loosed me, and at this he interposed. My lord, he cried to the general, this man  I have something to  

Silence, fool! Tzerclas growled. And stand aside, if you value your skin!

Ludwig let me go; immediately, as if an angel had descended to speak for me, the crowd parted, and I was free  free and walking away down the street by the side of the stranger, who continued to look at me from time to time, but still kept silence. When we had gone in this fashion a couple of hundred paces or more, and were clear of the crowd, he seemed no longer able to control himself, though he looked like a man apt at self-command. He waved his escort back and reined in his horse.

You are the man to whom I talked the other night, he said, fixing me with his eyes the Countess of Heritzburgs steward?

I replied that I was. His face as he looked down at me, with his back to his following, betrayed so much agitation that I wondered more and more. Was he going to save us? Could he save us? Who was he? What did it all mean? Then his next question scattered all these thoughts and doubled my surprise.

You had a chain stolen from you, he said harshly, the night I lay in your camp?

I stared at him with my mouth open. A chain? I stammered.

Ay, fool, a chain! he replied, his eyes glaring, his cheeks swelling with impatience. A gold chain  with links like walnuts.

It is true, I said stupidly. I had. But  

Where did you get it?

I looked away. To answer was easy; to refrain from answering, with his eye upon me, hard. But I thought of Marie Wort. I did not know how the chain had come into her hands, and I asked him a question in return.

Have you the chain? I said.

I have! he snarled. And then in a sudden outburst of wrath he cried, Listen, fool! And then perhaps you will answer me more quickly. I am Hugo of Leuchtenstein, Governor of Cassel and Marburg, and President of the Landgraves Council. The chain was mine and came back to me. The rogue who stole it from you, and joined himself to my company, blabbed of it, and where he got it. He let my men see it. He would not give it up, and they killed him. Will that satisfy you? he continued, his face on fire with impatience. Then tell me all  all, man, or it will be the worse for you! My time is precious, and I cannot stay!

I uncovered myself. Your excellency, I stammered, the chain was entrusted to me by a  a woman.

A woman? he exclaimed, his eyes lightening. Man, you are wringing my heart. A woman with a child?

I nodded.

A child three years old?

About that, your excellency. On which, to my astonishment, he covered his face with both his hands, and I saw the strong mans frame heave with ill-suppressed emotion. My God, I thank thee! I heard him whisper; and if ever words came from the heart, those did. It was a minute or more before he dared to uncover his face, and then his eyes were moist and his features worked with emotion.

You shall be rewarded! he said unsteadily. Do not fear. And now take me to him  to her.

I was in a maze of astonishment, but I had sense enough to understand the order. We had halted scarcely more than a hundred yards from my ladys quarters, and I led the way thither, comprehending little more than that something advantageous had happened to us. At the door he sprang from his horse, and taking me by the arm, as if he were afraid to suffer me out of his reach, he entered, pushing me before him.

The principal room was empty, and I judged my lady was out. I cried Marie! Marie! softly; and then he and I stood listening. The sunshine poured in through the windows; the house was still with the stillness of afternoon. A bird in a cage in the corner pecked at the bars. Outside the bits jingled, and a horse pawed the road impatiently.

Marie! I cried. Marie!

She came in at last through a door which led to the back of the house, and I stepped forward to speak to her. But the moment I saw her clearly, the words died on my lips. The pallor of her face, the disorder of her hair struck me dumb. I forgot our business, my companion, all. What is it? was all I could say. What is the matter?

The child! she cried, her dark eyes wild with anxiety. The child! It is lost! It is lost and gone. I cannot find it!

The child? Gone? I answered, my voice rising almost to a shout, in my surprise. It is missing? Now?

I cannot find it, she answered monotonously. I left it for a moment at the back there. It was playing on the grass. Now it is gone.

I looked at. Count Leuchtenstein. He was staring at the girl, listening and watching, his brow contracted, his face pale. But I suppose that this sudden alarm, this momentary disappearance did not affect him, from whom the child had been so long absent, as it affected us; for his first words referred to the past.

This child, woman? he said in his deep voice, which shook despite all his efforts. When you found it, it had a chain round its neck?

But Marie was so wrapped up in her sudden loss that she answered him without thought, listening the while. Yes, she said mechanically, it had.

Where did you find it, then  the child? he asked eagerly.

In the forest by Vach, she replied, in the same indifferent tone.

Was it alone?

It was with a dead woman, she answered. She was listening still, with a strained face  listening for the pattering of the little feet, the shrill music of the piping voice. Only half of her mind was with us. Her hands opened and closed continually with anxiety; she held her head on one side, her ear to the door. When the Count went to put another question, she turned upon him so fiercely, I hardly knew her. Hush! she said, will you? They are here, but they have not found him. They have not found him! And she was right; though I, whose ears were not sharpened by love, did not discern this until two men, who had been left at home with her, and who had been out to search, came in empty-handed and with scared looks. They had hunted on all sides and found no trace of the child, and, certain that it could not have strayed far itself, pronounced positively that it had been kidnapped.

Marie at that burst into weeping so pitiful, that I was glad to send the men out, bidding them make a larger circuit and inquire in the camp. When they were gone, I turned to Count Leuchtenstein to see how he took it. I found him leaning against the wall, his face grave, dark, and thoughtful.

There seems a fatality in it! he muttered, meeting my eyes, but speaking to himself. That it should be lost again  at this moment! Yet, Gods will be done. He who sent the chain to my hands can still take care of the child.

He paused a moment in deep thought, and then, advancing to Marie Wort, who had thrown herself into a chair and was sobbing passionately with her face on the table, he touched her on the shoulder.

Good girl! he said kindly. Good girl! But doubtless the child is safe. Before night it will be found.

She sprang up and faced him, her cheeks flaming with anger. I suppose the questions he had put to her had made no distinct impression on her mind.

Oh, she cried, in the voice of a shrew, how you prate! By night it will be found, will it? How do you know? But the child is nothing to you  nothing!

Girl, he said solemnly, yet gently, the child is my child  my only child, and the hope of my house.

She looked at him wildly. Who are you, then? she said, her voice sinking almost to a whisper.

I am his father, he answered; when I looked to hear him state his name and titles. And as his father, I thank and bless you for all that you have done for him.

His mother? she whispered, open-eyed with awe.

His mother is dead. She died three years ago, he answered gravely. And now tell me your name, for I must go.

You must go! she exclaimed. You will go  you can go  and your child lost and wandering?

Yes, he replied, with a dignity which silenced her, I can, for I have other and greater interests to guard than those of my house, and I dare not be negligent. He may be found to-morrow, but what I have to do to-day cannot be done to-morrow. See, take that, he continued more gently, laying a heavy purse on the table before her. It is for you, for your own use  for your dowry, if you have a lover. And remember always that, in the house of Hugo of Leuchtenstein, at Cassel, or Marburg, or at the Schloss by Leuchtenstein, you will find a home and shelter, and stout friends whenever you need them. Now give me your name.

She stared at him dumfounded and was silent. I told him Marie Wort of Munich, at present in attendance on the Countess of Heritzburg; and he set it down in his tablets.

Good, he said. And then in his stern, grave fashion he turned to me. Master Steward, he said, in a measured tone which nevertheless stirred my blood, are you an ambitious man? If so, search for my child, and bring him to Cassel or Marburg, or my house, and I will fulfil your ambition. Would you have a command, I will see to it; or a farm, it shall be yours. You can do for me, my friend he continued strenuously, laying his hand on my arm, what in this stress of war and statecraft I cannot do for myself. I have a hundred at my call, but they are not here; and by to-night I must be ten leagues hence, by to-morrow night beyond the Main. Yet God, I believe, he went on, uncovering himself and speaking with reverent earnestness, who brought me to this place, and permitted me to hear again of my son, will not let His purpose fail because He calls me elsewhere.

And he maintained this grave composure to the last. A man more worthy of his high repute, not in Hesse only, but in the Swedish camp, at Dresden, and Vienna, I thought that I had never seen. Yet still under the mask I discerned the workings of a human heart. His eye, as he turned to go, wandered round the room; I knew that it was seeking some trace of his boys presence. On the threshold he halted suddenly; I knew that he was listening. But no sound rewarded him. He nodded sternly to me and went out.

I followed to hold his stirrup. The Finland riders, sitting upright in their saddles, looked as if they had not moved an eyelash in our absence. As I had left them so I found them. He gave a short, sharp word of command; a sudden jingling of bridles followed; the troop walked forward, broke into a trot, and in a twinkling disappeared down the road in a cloud of dust.

Then, and not till then, I remembered that I had not said a word to him about my ladys position. His personality and the loss of the child had driven it from my mind. Now it recurred to me; but it was too late, and after stamping up and down in vexation for a while, I turned and went into the house.

Marie Wort had fallen back into the old position at the table, and was sitting with her face on her arms, sobbing bitterly. I went up to her and saw the purse lying by her side.

Come, I said, trying awkwardly to cheer her, the child will be found, never fear. When my lady returns she will send to the general, and he will have it cried through the camp. It is sure to be found. And you have made a powerful friend.

But she took no heed of me. She continued to weep; and her sobs hurt me. She seemed so small and lonely and helpless that I had not the heart to leave her by herself in the house and go out into the sunshine to search. And so  I scarcely know how it came about  in a moment she was sobbing out her grief on my shoulder and I was whispering in her ear.

Of love? of our love? No, for to have spoken of that while she wept for the child, would have seemed to me no better than sacrilege. And, besides, I think that we took it for granted. For when her sobs presently ceased, and she lay quiet, listening, and I found her soft dark hair on my shoulder, I kissed it a hundred times; and still she lay silent, her cheek against my rough coat. Our eyes had spoken morning and evening, at dawn when we met, and at night when we parted; and now that this matter of the chain was settled, it seemed fitting that she should come to me for comfort  without words.

At length she drew herself away from me, her cheek dark and her eyes downcast. Not now, she said, gently stopping me  for then I think I should have spoken. Will you please to go out and search? No, I will not grieve.

But your purse! I reminded her. She was leaving it on the table, and it was not safe there. You should put it in a place of safety, Marie.

She took it up and very simply placed it in my hands. He said it was for my  dowry, she whispered, blushing. And then she fled away shamefaced to her room.


CHAPTER XVIII.

A SUDDEN EXPEDITION.

I did not after that suffer the grass to grow under my feet. I went out, and with my own eyes searched the fields at the back, and every ditch and water-hole. I had the loss cried in the camp, my lady on her return offered a reward, we sent even to the nearer villages, we patrolled the roads, we omitted nothing that could by any chance avail us. Yet evening fell, and night, and found us still searching; and no nearer, as far as we could see, to success. The child was gone mysteriously. Left to play alone for two minutes in the stillness of the afternoon, he had vanished as completely as if the earth had opened and swallowed him.

Baffled, we began to ask, while Marie sat pale and brooding in a corner, or now and again stole to the door to listen, who could have taken him and with what motive? There were men and women in the camp capable of anything. It seemed probable to some that these had stolen the child for the sake of his clothes. Others suggested witchcraft. But in my own mind, I leaned to neither of these theories. I suspected, though I dared not utter the thought, that the general had done it. Without knowing how much of the story Count Hugo had confided to him, I took it as certain that the father had said enough to apprise him of the boys value. And this being so, what more probable than that the general, whom I was prepared to credit with any atrocity, had taken instant steps to possess himself of the child?

My lady said and did all that was kind on the occasion, and for a few hours it occupied all our thoughts. At the end of that time, however, about sunset, General Tzerclas rode to the door, and with him, to my surprise, the Waldgrave. They would see her, and detained her so long that when she sent for me on their departure, I was sore on Maries, account, and inclined to blame her as indifferent to our loss. But a single glance at her face put another colour on the matter. I saw that something had occurred to excite and disturb her.

Martin, she said earnestly, I am going to employ you on an errand of importance. Listen to me and do not interrupt me. General Tzerclas starts to-morrow with the larger part of his forces to intercept one of Wallensteins convoys, which is expected to pass twelve leagues to the south of this. There will be sharp fighting, I am told, and my cousin, the Waldgrave Rupert, is going. He is not at present  I mean, I am afraid he may do something rash. He is young, my lady continued with dignity and a heightened colour, and I wish he would stay here. But he will not.

I guessed at once that this affair of the convoy was the business which had brought Count Hugo to the camp. And I was beginning to consider what advantage we might make of it, and whether the generals absence might not afford us both a pretext for departure and the opportunity, when my ladys next words dispelled my visions.

I want you, she said slowly, to go with him. He has a high opinion of you, and will listen to you.

The general? I cried in amazement.

Who spoke of him? she exclaimed angrily. I said the Waldgrave Rupert. I wish you to go with him to see that he does not run any unnecessary risk.

I coughed dryly, and stood silent.

Well? my lady said with a frown. Do you understand?

I understand, my lady, I answered firmly; but I cannot go.

You cannot go! when I send you! she murmured, unable, I think, to believe her ears. Why not, sirrah? Why not, if you please?

Because my first duty is to your excellency, I stammered. And as long as you are here, I dare not  and will not leave you!

As long as I am here! she retorted, red with anger and surprise. You have still that maggot in your head, then? By my soul, Master Martin, if we were at home I would find means to drive it out! But I know what it is! What you really want is to stay by the side of that puling girl! Oh, I am not blind, my lady continued viciously, seeing that she had found at last the way to hurt me. I know what has been going on.

But Count Leuchtenstein   I muttered.

Dont bring him in! my lady cried, in such a voice that I dared go no farther. General Tzerclas has told me of him. I understand what is between them, and you do not. Presumptuous booby! she continued, flashing at me a glance of scorn, which made me tremble. But I will thwart you! Since you will not leave me, I will go myself. I will go, but Mistress Marie shall stay here till we return.

But if there is to be fighting? I said humbly.

Ah! So you have changed your note, have you! she cried triumphantly. I had seldom seen her more moved. If there is to be fighting  she mocked my tone. Well, there is to be, but I shall go. And now do you go, and have all ready for a start at daybreak, or it will be the worse for you! One of my women will accompany me. Fraulein Anna will stay here with your  other mistress!

She pointed to the door as she spoke, and once more charged me to be ready; and I went away dazed. Everything seemed on a sudden to be turned upside down  the child lost, my lady offended, the Waldgrave desperate, the general in favour. It was hard to see which way my duty lay. I would fain have stayed in the camp a day to make farther search for the child, but I must go. I would gladly have got clear of the camp, but we were to travel in the generals company. As to leaving Marie, my lady wronged me. I knew of no special danger which threatened the girl, nor any reason why she should not be safe where she was. If the child were found she would be here to receive it.

On the other hand, there was my discovery of the beggars fate, from the immediate consequences of which Count Hugos arrival had saved me. This sudden expedition should favour me there; the general would have his hands full of other things, and Ludwig be hard put to it to gain his ear. I might now, if I pleased, discover the matter to my lady, and open her eyes. But I had no proof; even if time permitted, and I could take the Countess to that part of the camp, I could not be sure that the body was still there. And to accuse General Tzerclas of such a thing without proof would be to court my own ruin.

While I was puzzling over this, I saw the Waldgrave outside, and, thinking to profit by his advice, I went to meet him. But I found him in a peculiar mood, talking, laughing, and breaking into snatches of song; all with a wildness and abandon that frightened while they puzzled me. He laughed at my doubts, and walking up and down, while his servants scoured his breast-piece and cleaned his harness by the light of a lantern, he persisted in talking of nothing but the expedition before us and the pleasure of striking a blow or two.

We are rusting, man! he cried feverishly, clapping me on the back. You have the rust on you yet, Martin But  

Clink, clink, clink!

Sword and stirrup and spur!

Ride, ride, ride,

Fast as feather or fur!

To-morrow or the next day we will have it off.

You have heard about the child, my lord, I said gravely, trying to bring him back to the present.

I have heard that Von Werder, the dullest man at a board I ever met, turns out to be Hugo of Leuchtenstein, whom God preserve! he answered recklessly. And that your girls brat of a brother turns out to be his brat! And no sooner is the father found than the son is lost; and that both have gone as mysteriously as they came. But Himmel! man, whats the odds when we are going to fight to-morrow! What compares with that? Ça! ça! steady and the point!

I thought of Marie; and it seemed to me that there were other things in the world besides fighting. For love makes a man both brave and a coward. But the argument would scarcely have been to the Waldgraves mind, and, seeing that he would neither talk nor hear reason, I left him and went away to make my preparations.

But on the road next day I noticed that though now and then he flashed into the same wild merriment, he was on the whole as dull as he had been gay. Our party rode at the head of the column, that we might escape the dust and have the best of the road, the general and his principal officers accompanying us and leaving the guidance of the march to inferiors. Our force consisted of about six hundred horse and four hundred foot; and as we were to return to the camp, we took with us neither sutlers nor ordinary baggage, while camp followers were interdicted under pain of death. Yet the amount of our impedimenta astonished me. Half a dozen sumpter horses were needed to carry the generals tent and equipage; his officers required a score more. The ammunition for the foot soldiers, who were sufficiently burdened with their heavy matchlocks, provided farther loads; and in fine, while supposed to be marching in light fighting order, we had something like a hundred packhorses in our train. Then there were men to lead them, and cooks and pages and foot-boys and the generals band, and but that our way lay through woodland tracks and by-routes, I verily believe that we should have had his coach and dwarf also.

The sight of all these men and horses in motion was so novel and exhilarating, and the morning air so brisk, that I soon recovered from my parting with Marie, and began to take a more cheerful view of the position. I came near to sympathizing with my lady, whose pleasure and delight knew no bounds. The long lines of horsemen winding through the wood, the trailing pikes and waving pennons, gratified her youthful fancy for war; while as our march lay through the forest, she was shocked by none of those traces of its ravages which had appalled us on first leaving Heritzburg. The general waited on her with the utmost attention, riding by her bridle-rein and talking with her by the hour together. Whenever I looked at them I noticed that her eye was bright and her colour high, and I guessed that he was unfolding the plan of ambition which I was sure he masked under a cold and reserved demeanour. Alas! I could think of nothing more likely to take my ladys fancy, no course more sure to enlist her sympathy and interest. But I was helpless; I could do nothing. And for the Waldgrave, if he still had any power he would not use it.

My lady gave him opportunities. Several times I saw her try to draw him into conversation, and whenever General Tzerclas left her for a while she turned to the younger man and would have talked to him. But he seemed unable to respond. When he was not noisily gay, he rode like a mute. He seemed half sullen, half afraid; and she presently gave him up, but not before her efforts had caught Tzerclas eye. The general had been called for some purpose to the rear of the column, and on his return found the two talking, my ladys attitude such that it was very evident she was the provocant. He did not try to resume his place, but fell in behind them; and riding there, almost, if not quite, within earshot, cast such ugly glances at them as more than confirmed me in the belief that in his own secret way he loved my mistress; and that, after a more dangerous fashion than the Waldgrave.
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The general waited on her with the utmost attention, riding by her bridle-rein ...

This was late in the afternoon, and another hour brought us who marched at the head of the column to our camping-ground for the night. We lay in a rugged, wooded valley, not very commodious, but chosen because only one high ridge divided it from a second valley, through which the main road and the river had their course. Our instructions were that the convoy, which was bound for Wallensteins army then marching on Nuremberg, would pass through this second valley some time during the following day; but until the hour came for making the proper dispositions, all persons in our force were forbidden to mount the intervening ridge under pain of death. We had even to do without fires  lest the smoke should betray our presence  and for this one night lay under something like the strict discipline which I had expected to find prevailing in a military camp. The only fire that was permitted cooked the generals meal, which he shared with my lady and the Waldgrave and the principal officers.

Even so the order caused trouble. The pikemen and musketeers did not come in till an hour before midnight, when they trudged into camp dusty and footsore and murmuring at their leaders. When, in this state, they learned that fires were not to be lighted, disgust grew rapidly into open disobedience. On a sudden, in half a dozen quarters at once, flames flickered up, and the camp, dark before, became peopled in a moment with strange forms, whose eighteen-foot weapons and cumbrous headpieces flung long shadows across the valley.

We had lain down to rest, but at the sound of the altercation and the various cries of Pikes! Pikes! and Mutiny! which broke out, we came out of our lairs in the bracken to learn what was happening. Calling young Jacob and three or four of the Heritzburg men to my side, I ran to my lady to see that nothing befell her in the confusion. The noise had roused her, and we found her at the door of her tent looking out. The newly-kindled fires, flaming and crackling on the sloping sides of the valley, lit up a strange scene of disorder  of hurrying men and plunging horses, for the alarm had extended to the horse lines  and for a moment I thought that the mutiny might spread and cut the knot of our difficulties, or whelm us all in the same ruin.

I had scarcely conceived the thought, when the general passed near us on his way from his tent, whence he had just been called; and at the sight my new-born hopes vanished. He was bare-headed; he carried no arms, and had nothing in his hand but a riding-switch. But the stern, grim aspect of his face, in which was no mercy and no quailing, was worth a thousand pikes. The firelight shone on his pale, olive cheek and brooding eyes, as he went by us, not seeing us; and after that I did not doubt what would happen, although for a moment the tumult of oaths and cries seemed to swell rather than sink, and I saw more than one pale-lipped officer climbing into his saddle that he might be able to fly, if necessary.

The issue agreed with my expectations. The heart of the disorder lay in a part of the camp separated from our quarters by a brook, but near enough in point of distance; so that we saw, my lady and all, pretty clearly what followed. For a moment, for a few seconds, during which you could hear a pin drop through the camp, the general stood, his life in the balance, unarmed in the midst of armed men. But he had that set courage which seems to daunt the common sort and paralyse the finger on the trigger; and he prevailed. The knaves lowered their weapons and shrank back cowering before him. In a twinkling the fires were beaten out by a hundred eager feet, and the general strode back to us through the silent, obsequious camp.

He distinguished my lady standing at the door of her tent, and stepped aside. I am sorry that you have been disturbed, Countess, he said politely. It shall not occur again. I will hang up a dozen of those hounds to-morrow, and we shall have less barking.

You are not hurt? my lady asked, in a voice unlike her own.

He laughed, deigning no answer in words. Then he said, You have no fire? Camp rules are not for you. Pray have one lit. And he went on to his tent.

I had the curiosity to pass near it when my lady retired. I found a dozen men, cuirassiers of his privileged troop, peeping and squinting under the canvas which had been hung round the fire. I joined them and looked; and saw him lying at length, wrapped in his cloak, reading Cæsars Campaigns by the light of the blaze, as if nothing had happened.


CHAPTER XIX.

IN A GREEN VALLEY.

He was as good as his word. Before the sun had been up an hour six of the mutineers, chosen by lot from a hundred of the more guilty, dangled from a great tree which overhung the brook, and were already forgotten  so short are soldiers memories  in the hurry and bustle of a new undertaking. The slope of the ridge which divided us from the neighbouring valley was quickly dotted with parties of men making their way up it, through bracken and furze which reached nearly to the waist; while the horse under Count Waska rode slowly off to make the circuit of the hill and enter the next valley by an easier road.

My lady chose to climb the hill on foot, in the track of the pikemen, though the heavy dew, which the sun had not yet drunk up, soon drenched her skirts, and she might, had she willed it, have been carried to the top on mens shoulders. The fern and long grass delayed her and made our progress slow, so that the generals dispositions were in great part made when we reached the summit. Busy as he still was, however, he had eyes for us. He came at once and placed us in a small coppice of fir trees that crowned one of the knobs of the ridge. From this point, where he took up his own position, we could command, ourselves unseen, the whole valley, the road, and river  the scene of the coming surprise  and see clearly, what no one below could discern, where our footmen lay in ambush in parties of fifty; the pikemen among some black thorns, close to the north end of the valley, the musketmen a little farther within and almost immediately below us. The latter, prone in the fern, looked, viewed from above, like lines of sheep feeding, until the light gleamed on a gun-barrel or sword-hilt and dispelled the peaceful illusion.

The sun had not yet risen above the hill on which we stood, and the valley below us lay cool and green and very pleasant to the eye. About a league in length, it was nowhere, except at its southern extremity, where it widened into a small plain, more than half a mile across. At its northern end, below us, and a little to the right, it diminished to a mere wooded defile, through which the river ran over rocks and boulders, with a dull roar that came plainly to our ears. A solitary house of some size, with two or three hovels clustered about it, stood near the middle of the valley; but no smoke rose from the chimney, no cock crowed, no dog barked. And, looking more closely, I saw that the place was deserted.

So quiet it seemed in this peaceful Thuringian valley, I shuddered when I thought of the purpose which brought us hither; and I saw my ladys face grow sad with a like reflection. But General Tzerclas viewed all with another mind. The stillness, the sunshine, the very song of the lark, as it rose up and up and up above us, and, still unwearied, sang its song of praise, touched no chord in his breast. The quietude pleased him, but only because it favoured his plans; the larks hymn, because it covered with a fair mask his lurking ambush; the sunshine, because it seemed a good augury. His keen and vigilant eye, the smile which curled his lip, the set expression of his face, showed that he saw before him a battle-field and no more; a step upwards  a triumph, a victory, and that was all.

I blamed him then. I confess now, I misjudged him. He who leads on such occasions risks more than his life, and bears a weight of responsibility that may well crush from his mind all moods or thoughts of weather. At least, I did him, I had to do him, this justice: that he betrayed no anxiety, uttered no word of doubt or misgiving. Standing with his back against a tree and his eyes on the northern pass, he remained placidly silent, or talked at his ease. In this he contrasted well with the Waldgrave, who continually paced up and down in the background, as if the fir-grove were a prison and he a captive waiting to be freed.

At what hour should they be here? my lady asked presently, breaking a long silence.

She tried to speak in her ordinary tone, but her voice sounded uncertain. A woman, however brave, is a woman still. It began to dawn upon her that things were going to happen which it might be unpleasant to see, and scarcely more pleasant to remember.

I am afraid I cannot say, the general answered lightly. I have done my part; I am here. Between this and night they should be here too.

Unless they have been warned.

Precisely, he answered, unless they have been warned.

After that my lady composed herself anew, and the day wore on, in desultory conversation and a grim kind of picnic. Noon came, and afternoon, and the Countess grew nervous and irritable. But General Tzerclas, though the hours, as they passed without event, without bringing that for which he waited, must have tried him severely, showed to advantage throughout. He was ready to talk, satisfied to be silent. Late in the day, when my lady, drowsy with the heat, dozed a little, he brought out his Cæsar, and read, in it, as if nothing depended on the day, and he were the most indifferent of spectators. She awoke and found him reading, and, for a time, sat staring at him, wondering where she was. At last she remembered. She sat up with a start, and gazed at him.

Are we still waiting? she said.

We are still waiting, he answered, closing his book with a smile. But, he continued, a moment later, I think I hear something now. Keep back a little, if you please, Countess.

We all stood up among the trees, listening, and presently, though the murmuring of the river in the pass prevented us hearing duller sounds, a sharp noise, often repeated, came to our ears. It resembled the snapping of sticks under foot.

Whips! General Tzerclas muttered. Stand back, if you please.

The words were scarcely out of his mouth before a handful of horsemen appeared on a sudden in the road below us. They came on like tired men, some with their feet dangling, some sitting sideways on their horses. Many had kerchiefs wound round their heads, and carried their steel caps at the saddle-bow; others nodded in their seats, as if asleep. They were abreast of our pikemen when we first saw them, and we watched them advance, until a couple of hundred yards brought them into line with the musketmen. These, too, they passed without suspicion, and so went jolting and clinking down the valley, every man with a bundle at his crupper, and strange odds and ends banging and swinging against his horses sides.

Two hundred paces behind them the first waggon appeared, dragged slowly on by four labouring horses, and guarded by a dozen foot soldiers  heavy-browed fellows, lounging along beside the wheels, with their hands in their breeches pockets. Their long, trailing weapons they had tied at the tail of the waggon. Close on their heels came another waggon creaking and groaning, and another, and another, with a drowsy, stumbling train of teamsters and horse-boys, and here and there an officer or a knot of men-at-arms. But the foot soldiers had mostly climbed up into the waggons, and lay sprawling on the loads, with arms thrown wide, and heads rolling from side to side with each movement of the straining team.

We watched eighty of these waggons go by; the first must have been a mile and more in front of the last. After them followed a disorderly band of stragglers, among whom were some women. Then a thick, solid cloud of dust, far exceeding all that had gone before, came down the pass. It advanced by fits and starts, now plunging forward, now halting, while the heart of it gave forth a dull roaring sound that rose above the murmur of the river.

Cattle! General Tzerclas muttered. Five hundred head, I should say. There can be nothing behind that dust. Be ready, trumpeter.

The man he addressed stood a few paces behind us; and at intervals along the ridge others lay hidden, ready to pass the signal to an officer stationed on the farthest knob, who as soon as he heard the call would spring up, and with a flag pass the order to the cavalry below him.

The suspense of the moment was such, it seemed an age before the general gave the word. He stood and appeared to calculate, now looking keenly towards the head of the convoy, which was fast disappearing in a haze of dust, now gazing down at the bellowing, struggling, wavering mass below us. At length, when the cattle had all but cleared the pass, he raised his hand and cried sharply  

Now!

The harsh blare of the trumpet pierced the upper stillness in which we stood. It was repeated  repeated again; then it died away shrilly in the distance. In its place, hoarse clamour filled the valley below us. We pressed forward to see what was happening.

The surprise was complete; and yet it was a sorry sight we saw down in the bottom, where the sunshine was dying, and guns were flashing, and men were chasing one another in the grey evening light. Our musketmen, springing out of ambush, had shot down the horses of the last half-dozen waggons, and, when we looked, were falling pell-mell upon the unlucky troop of stragglers who followed. These, flying all ways, filled the air with horrid screams. Farther to the rear, our pikemen had seized the pass, and penning the cattle into it rendered escape by that road hopeless. Forward, however, despite the confusion and dismay, things were different. Our cavalry did not appear  the dust prevented us seeing what they were doing. And here the enemy had a moments respite, a moment in which to think, to fly, to stand on their defence.

And soon, while we looked on breathless, it was evident that they were taking advantage of it. Possibly the general had not counted on the dust or the lateness of the hour. He began to gaze forward towards the head of the column, and to mutter savagely at the footmen below us, who seemed more eager to overtake the fugitives and strip the dead, than to press forward and break down opposition. He sent down Ludwig with orders; then another.

But the mischief was done already, and still the cavalry did not appear; being delayed, as we afterwards learned, by an unforeseen brook. Some one with a head on his shoulders had quickly drawn together all those among the enemy who could fight, or had a mind to fight. We saw two waggons driven out of the line, and in a moment overturned; in a twinkling the panic-stricken troopers and teamsters had a haven in which they could stand at bay.

Its value was soon proved. A company of our musketeers, pursuing some stragglers through the medley of flying horses and maddened cattle which covered the ground near the pass, came upon this rude fortress, and charged against it, recklessly, or in ignorance. In a moment a volley from the waggons laid half a dozen on the ground. The rest fell back, and scattered hither and thither. They were scarcely dispersed before a handful of the enemys officers and mounted men came riding back from the front. Stabbing their horses in the intervals between the waggons, they took post inside. Every moment others, some with arms and some without, came straggling up. When our cavalry at last arrived on the scene, there were full three hundred men in the waggon work, and these the flower of the enemy. All except one had dismounted. This one, a man on a white charger, seemed to be the soul of the defence.

Our horse, flushed with triumph and yelling loudly, came down the line like a torrent, sabreing all who fell in their way. Half rode on one side of the convoy and half on the other. They had met with no resistance hitherto, and expected none, and, like the musketmen, were on the barricade before they knew of its existence. In the open, the stoutest hedgehog of pikes could scarcely have resisted a charge driven home with such blind recklessness; but behind the waggons it was different. Every interstice bristled with pike-heads, while the musketmen poured in a deadly fire from the waggon-tops. For a few seconds the place belched flame and smoke. Two or three score of the foremost assailants went down horse and man. The rest, saving themselves as best they could, swerved off to either side amid a roar of execrations and shouts of triumph.

My lady, trembling with horror, had long ago retired. She would no longer look. The Waldgrave, too, was gone; with her, I supposed. Half the generals attendants had been sent down the hill, some with one order, some with another. In this crisis  for I saw clearly that it was a crisis, and that if the defenders could hold out until darkness fell, the issue must be doubtful  I turned to look at our commander. He was still cool, but his brow was dark with passion. At one moment he stepped forward as if to go down into the mêlée; the next he repressed the impulse. The level rays of the sun which just caught the top of the hill shone in our eyes, while dust and smoke began to veil the field. We could still make out that the cavalry were sweeping round and round the barricade, pouring in now and then a volley of pistol shots; but they appeared to be suffering more loss than they caused.

Given a ring of waggons in the open, stoutly defended by resolute men, and I know nothing more difficult to reduce. Gazing in a kind of fascination into the depths where the smoke whirled and eddied, as the steam rolls this way and that on a caldron, I was wondering what I should do were I in command, when I saw on a sudden what some one was doing; and I heard General Tzerclas utter an oath of relief. Back from the front of the convoy came three waggons, surrounded and urged on by a mob of footmen; jolting and bumping over the uneven ground, and often nearly overturned, still they came on, and behind them a larger troop of men. Finally they came almost abreast of the enemys position, and some thirty paces to one side of it. There perforce they stayed, for the leading horses fell shot; but it was near enough. In an instant our men swarmed up behind them and began to fire volleys into the enemys fortress, while the horse moving to and fro at a little distance forbade any attempt at a sally.

That man has a head on his shoulders! General Tzerclas muttered between his teeth. That is Ludwig! Now we have them!

But I saw that it was not Ludwig; and presently the general saw it too. I read it in his face. The man who had brought up the waggons, and who could still be seen exposing himself, mounted and bare-headed in the hottest of the fire, ordering, threatening, inciting, leading, so that we could almost hear his voice where we stood, was the Waldgrave! His blue velvet cloak and bright fair head were unmistakable, though darkness was fast closing over the fight, and it was only at intervals that we could see anything through the pall of smoke.

Vivat Weimar! I cried involuntarily, a glow of warmth and pride coursing through my veins. In that moment I loved the young man as if he had been my son.

The next I fell from the clouds. What would my lady say if anything happened to him? What should I say if I stood by and saw him fall? And he with no headpiece, breast or back! It was madness of him to expose himself! I started forward, stung by the thought, and before I knew what I was doing  for, in fact, I could have done no good  I was on the slope and descending the hill. Almost at the same moment the general gave the word to those who remained with him, and began to descend also. The hill was steep there, and it took us five minutes to reach the scene of action.

If I had foolishly thought that I could do anything, I was disappointed. By this time the battle was over. Manning every waggon within range, and pouring in a steady fire, our sharp-shooters had thinned the ranks behind the barricade. The enemys fire had first slackened, and then ceased. A little later, one wing, unable to bear the shower of shot, had broken and tried to fly, and in a moment our pikemen had gained the work.

We heard the flight and pursuit go wailing up the valley, but the disorder, and darkness, and noise at the foot of the hill where we found ourselves, were such that I stood scared and bewildered, uncertain which way to turn or whither to go. On every side of me men were stripping the dead, the wounded were crying for water, and cattle and horses, wounded or maddened, were rushing up and down among broken waggons and prostrate loads. Such eyes of cruelty and greed glared at me out of the gloom, such shouts cursed me across dead men that I drew my sword and carried it drawn. But the scene robbed me of half my faculties; I did not know which way to turn; I did not know what to do; and until I came upon Ludwig, I wandered aimlessly about, looking for the Waldgrave without plan or system. It was my first experience of the darker side of war, and it surpassed in horror anything I had imagined or thought possible.

Ludwig, badly wounded in the leg, I found under a waggon. I had stood beside him some time without seeing him, and he had not spoken. But when I moved away I suppose he recognized my figure or step, for when I had gone a few paces I heard a hoarse voice calling my name. I went cautiously back to the waggon, and after a moments search detected him peering from under it with a white, fierce face, which reminded me of a savage creature at bay.

Hallo! I said. Why did you not speak before, man?

Get me some water, he whispered painfully. Water, for the love of Heaven!

I told him that I had no flask or bottle, or I should before this have fetched some for others. He gave me his, and I was starting off when I remembered that he might know how the Waldgrave had fared. I asked him.

He led the pursuit, he muttered. He is all right. Then, as I was again turning away, he clutched my arm and continued, Have you a pistol?

Yes, I said.

Lend it to me until you come back, he gasped. If these vultures find me they will finish me. I know them. That is better. I shall win through yet.

I marked where his waggon stood, and left him. The river was distant less than a quarter of a mile, but it lay low, and the banks were steep; and in the darkness it was not easy to find a way down to the water. Succeeding at last  and how still and peaceful it seemed as I bent over the gently flowing surface and heard the plash and gurgle of the willows in the stream!  I filled my bottle and climbed back to the plain level. Here I found a change in progress. At intervals up and down the valley great fires had been kindled. Some of these, burning high already, lit up the wrecked convoy and the dark groups that moved round it, and even threw a red, uncertain glare far up the slopes of the hills. Aided by the light, I hastened back, and finding Ludwig without much difficulty, held the bottle to his lips. He seemed nearly gone, but the draught revived him marvellously.

When he had drunk I asked him if I could do anything else for him. He looked already more like himself.

Yes, he said, propping his back against the wheel and speaking with his usual hardihood. Tell our little general where I am. That is all. I shall do now we have light. I am not afraid of these skulkers any longer. But here, friend Martin. You asked about your Waldgrave just now?

Yes, I said. Has he returned?

He never went, he replied coolly. But if I had told you when you first asked me, you would not have gone for water for me. He is down. He fell, as nearly as I can remember, on the farther side of the second fire from here.

With a curse I ran from him, raging, and searched round that fire and the next, like one beside himself. Many of the dead lay stripped to the skin, so that it was necessary to examine faces. And this ghastly task, performed with trembling fingers and by an uncertain light, took a long time. There were men prowling about with knives and bundles, whom I more than once interrupted in their work; but the sight of my pistol, and my face  for I was full of fierce loathing and would have shot them like rats  drove them off wherever I came. Not once but many times the wounded and dying begged me to stay by them and protect them; but my water was at an end and my time was not my own. I left them, and ran from place to place in a fever of dread, which allowed of no rest or relaxation. At last, when I had well-nigh given up hope, I found him lying half-stripped among a heap of dead and wounded, at the farthest corner of the barricade.

All his finery was gone, and his handsome face and fair hair were stained and bedabbled with dust and blood. But he was not dead. I could feel his heart beating faintly in his breast; and though he lay senseless and showed no other signs of life, I was thankful to find hope remained. I bore him out tenderly, and laid him down by himself and moistened his lips with the drainings of my flask. But what next? I could not leave him; the plunderers who had already robbed him might return at any moment. And yet, without cordials, and coverings, and many things I had not, the feeble spark of life left in him must go out. I stood up and looked round in despair. A lurid glare, a pitiful wailing, a passing of dark figures filled the valley. A hundred round us needed help; a hundred were beyond help. There were none to give it.

I was about to raise him in my arms and carry him in search of it  though I feared the effect of the motion on his wounds  when, to my joy and relief, the measured tramp of footsteps broke on my ears, and I distinguished with delight a party of men approaching with torches. A few mounted officers followed them, and two waggons creaked slowly behind. They were collecting the wounded.

I ran to meet them. Quick! I cried breathlessly. This way!

Not so fast! a harsh voice interposed; and, looking up, I saw that the general himself was directing the party. Not so fast, my friend, he repeated. Who is it? and leaning forward in his saddle, he looked down at me.

The Waldgrave Rupert, I answered impatiently. He is hurt almost to death. But he is alive, and may live, your excellency. Only direct them to come quickly.

Sitting on his horse in the full glare of the torches, he gazed down at me, his face wearing a strange expression of hesitation. He is alive? he said at last.

Yes, at present. But he will soon be dead if we do not go to him, I retorted. This way! He lies yonder.

Lead on! the general said.

I obeyed, and a moment brought our party to the spot, where the Waldgrave still lay insensible, his face pale and drawn, his eyes half open and disclosing the whites. Under the glare of the torches he looked so like a corpse and so far beyond aid, that it was not until I had again thrust my hand into his breast, and felt the movement of his heart that I was reassured.

As for the general, after looking down at him for awhile, he said quietly, He is dead.

Not so, your excellency, I answered, rising briskly from my knees. He is stunned. That is all.

He is dead, the general replied coldly. Leave him. We must help those first who need help.

They were actually turning away. They had moved a couple of paces before I could believe it. Then I sprang to the generals rein.

You mistake, your excellency! I cried, my voice shrill with excitement. In Heavens name, stop! He is alive! I can feel his breathing. I swear that he is alive! I was trembling with emotion and terror.

He is dead! he said harshly. Stand back!

Then I understood. In a flash his wicked purpose lay bared before me, and I knew that he was playing with me; I read in the cold, derisive menace of his eye that he knew the Waldgrave lived, that he knew he might live, might survive, might see the dawn, and that he was resolved that he should not. The perspiration sprang out on my brow. I choked with indignation.

Mein Gott! I cried breathless, and but for him you would have been beaten.

Stand back! he muttered through his closed teeth; and his eyes flickered with rage. Are you tired of your life, man?

Ay, if you live! I roared; and I shook his rein so that his horse reared and almost unseated him. But still I clung to it. Come back! Come back! I cried, mad with passion, wild with indignation at treachery so vile, so cold-blooded, or I will heave you from your horse, you villain! I will  

I stumbled as I spoke over a broken shaft of a waggon, and in a moment half a dozen strong arms closed round me. I was down and up again and again down. I fought savagely, passionately, at the last desperately, having that cold, sneering face before me, and knowing that it was for my life. But they were many to one. They crushed me down and knelt on me, and presently I lay panting and quiet. One of the men who held me had unsheathed his dagger and stood looking to the general for a signal. I closed my eyes expecting the blow, and involuntarily drew in my breast, as if that poor effort might avert the stroke.

But the general did not give the signal. He sat gazing down at me with a ruthless smile on his face. Tie him up, he said slowly, when he had enjoyed his triumph to the full. Tie him up tightly. When we get back to the camp we will have a shooting-match, and he shall find us sport. You knave! he continued, riding up to me in a paroxysm of anger, and slashing me across the face with his riding-whip so cruelly that the flesh rose in great wheals, and I fell back into the mens arms blind and shuddering with pain, I have had my eye on you! But you will work me no more mischief. Throw him into the waggon there, he continued. Tie up his mouth if he makes a noise. Has any one seen Ludwig?


CHAPTER XX.

MORE HASTE, LESS SPEED.

The dawn came slowly. Night, loth to unveil what the valley had to show, hung there long after the wooded knobs that rose along the ridge had begun to appear, looking like grey and misty islands in a sea of vapour. Many cried for the light  what night passes that some do not?  but none more impatiently than a woman, whose unquiet figure began with the first glimmer to pace the top of the hill. Sometimes she walked to and fro with her face to the sky; sometimes she stood and peered into the depths where the fires still glowed fitfully; or again listened with shrinking ears to the wailing that rose out of the darkness.

It was the Countess. She had lain down, because they had bidden her do so, and told her that nothing could be done while night lasted. But with the first dawn she was on foot, so impatient that her own people dared not come near her, so imperious that the generals troopers crept away abashed.

The fight in the valley and the dreadful things she had seen and heard at nightfall had shaken her nerves. The absence of her friends had finished the work. She was almost distraught this morning. If this was war  this merciless butchery, this infliction of horrible pain on man and beast  their screams still rang in her ears  she had seen enough. Only let her get her friends back, and escape to some place where these things would not happen, and she asked no more.

The light, as it grew stronger, the sun, as it rose, filling the sky with glory, failed to comfort her; for the one disclosed the dead, lying white and stripped in the valley below, like a flock of sheep grazing, the other seemed by its very cheerfulness to mock her. She was raging like a lioness, when the general at last appeared, and came towards her, his hat in his hand.

His eye had still the brightness, his cheek the flush of victory. He had lain much of the night, thinking his own thoughts, until he had become so wrapped in himself and his plans that his shrewdness was for once at fault, and he failed to read the signs in her face which his own soldiers had interpreted. He was all fire and triumph; she, sick of bloodshed and ambition. For the first time since they had come together, she was likely to see him as he was.

Countess, he said, as he stopped before her, you will do yourself harm, I fear. You were on foot, I am told, before it was light.

It is true, she said, shuddering and restraining herself by an effort.

It was foolish, he replied. You may be sure that as soon as anything is heard the news will be brought to you. And to be missing is not to be dead  necessarily.

Thank you, she answered, her lip quivering. She flashed a look of scorn at him, but he did not see it. Her hands opened and closed convulsively.

He was last seen in the pursuit, the general continued smoothly, flattering himself that in suppressing his own triumphant thoughts and purposes and talking her talk he was doing much. A score or more, of them got away together. It is quite possible that they carried him off a prisoner.

And Martin? she said in a choking voice. She could not stand still, and had begun already to pace up and down again. He walked beside her.

He shrugged his shoulders. I know nothing about him, he said, scarcely concealing a sneer. The man went where he was not sent. I hope for the best, but   He spread out his hands and shook his head.

Oh! she said. She was bursting with indignation. The sight of the dead lying below had stirred her nature to its depths. She felt intuitively the shallowness of his sympathy, the selfishness of his thoughts. She knew that he had it on his lips to talk to her of his triumph, and hated him for it. The horror which the day-old battlefield sometimes inspires in the veteran was on her. She was trembling all over, and only by a great effort kept herself from tears and fainting.

The man is useful to you? he said after a pause. He felt that he had gone wrong.

She bowed in silence.

Almost necessary, I suppose?

She bowed again. She could not speak. It was wonderful. Yesterday she had liked this man, to-day she almost hated him.

But he knew nothing of that, as he looked round with pride. Below, in the valley, parties of men were going to and fro with a sparkle and sheen of pikes. Now and again a trumpet spoke, giving an order. On the hill, not far from where they walked, a group of officers who had ascended with him sat round a fire watching the preparation of breakfast. And of all he was the lord. He had only to raise a finger to be obeyed. He saw before him a vista of such battles and victories, ending  God knows in what. The Emperors throne was not above the dreams of such a man. And it moved him to speak.

The flush on his cheek was deeper when he turned to her again. Yes, I suppose he was necessary to you, he said, but it should not be so. The Countess of Heritzburg should look elsewhere for help than to a servant. Let me speak plainly, Countess, he continued earnestly. It is becoming I should so speak, for I am a plain man. I am neither Baron, Count, nor Prince, Margrave, nor Waldgrave. I have no title but my sword, and no heritage save these who follow me. Yet, if I cannot with the help of the one and the other carve out a principality as long and as wide as Heritzburg, I am not John Tzerclas!

Poor Germany! the Countess said with a faint smile.

He interpreted the words in his own favour, and shrugged his shoulders. Vœ victis! he said proudly. There was a time when your ancestors took Heritzburg with the strong hand. Such another time is coming. The future is for those who dare, for those who can raise themselves above an old and sinking system, and on its ruins build their fortunes. Of these men I intend to be one.

The Countess was an ambitious woman. At another time she might have heard his tale with sympathy. But at this moment her heart was full of anxiety for others, and she saw with perfect clearness the selfishness, the narrowness, the hardness of his aims. She was angry, too, that he should speak to her now  with the dead lying unburied, and the lost unfound, and strewn all round them the ghastly relics of the fight. She looked at him hardly, but she did not say a word; and he, following the exultant march of his own thoughts, went on.

Albert of Wallenstein, starting from far less than I stand here, has become the first man in Germany, he said, heedless of her silence Emperor in all but the name. Your uncle and mine, from a country squire, became Marshal and Count of the Empire, and saw the greatest quail before him. Ernest of Mansfeld, he was base-born and crook-backed too, but he lay softly and ruled men all his days, and left a name to tremble at. Countess, the general continued, speaking more hurriedly, and addressing himself, though he did not know it, to the feeling which was uppermost in her mind, you may think that in saying what I am going to say, I am choosing an untimely moment; that with this round us, and the air scarce free from powder, I am a fool to talk of love. But  he hesitated, yet waved his hand abroad with a proud gesture, as if to show that the pause was intentional I think I am right. For I offer you no palace, no bed of down, but only myself and my sword. I ask you to share a soldiers fortunes, and be the wife and follow the fate of John Tzerclas. May it be?

His form seemed to swell as he spoke. He had an air half savage, half triumphant as he turned to her with that question. The joy of battle was still in his veins; he seemed but half sober, though he had drunk nothing. A timid woman might have succumbed to him, one of lesser soul might have shrunk before him; but the Countess faced him with a pride as great as his own.

You have spoken plainly, she said, undaunted. Perhaps you will pardon me if I speak plainly too.

I ask no more, sweet cousin, he answered.

Then let me remind you, she replied, that you have said much about John Tzerclas, and little about the Countess of Heritzburg. You have given excellent reasons why you should speak here, but none why I should answer. For shame, sir, the Countess continued tremulously, letting her indignation appear. I lost last night my nearest relative and my old servant. I am still distracted with anxiety on their account. Yet, because I stand alone, unprotected, and with none of my kin by my side, you choose this time to press your suit. For shame, General Tzerclas!

Himmel! he exclaimed, forgetting himself in his annoyance  the fever of excitement was still in his blood do you think the presence of that dandified silken scarf would have kept me silent? No, my lady!

She looked at him for a moment, astonished. The contemptuous reference to the Waldgrave, the change of tone, opened her eyes still wider.

I think you do not understand me, she said coldly.

I do more; I love you, he answered hotly. And his eyes burned as he looked at her. You are fit to be a queen, my queen! And if I live, sweet cousin, I will make you one!

Let that go by, she said contemptuously, bearing up against his look of admiration as well as she could and continuing to move, so that he had to walk also. What you do not understand is my nature  which is, not to desert my friends when they are in trouble, nor to play when those who have served me faithfully are missing.

I can help neither the one nor the other, he answered. But his brow began to darken, and he stood silent a moment. Then he broke out in a different tone. By Heaven! he said, I am in no mood for play. And I think that you are playing with me!

I do not understand you! she said. Her tone should have frozen him.

I have asked a question. Will you answer me yes or no, he persisted. Will you be my wife, or will you not?

She did not blench. This is rather rough wooing, is it not? she said with fine scorn.

This is a camp, and I am a soldier.

She shrugged her shoulders. I do not think I like rough ways, she said.

He controlled himself by a mighty effort. Pardon me, he said with a sickly smile, which sat ill on his flushed and angry face. Perhaps I am somewhat spoiled, and forget myself. But, like the man in the Bible, I am accustomed to say to some, Go, and they go, and to others, Do it, and it is done. And woe to those who disobey me. Possibly this makes me a rough wooer. But, Countess, the ways of the world are rough; the times are rough. We do not know what to-morrow will bring forth, and whatever we want we want quickly. More, sweetheart, he continued, drawing a step nearer to her and speaking in a voice he vainly strove to modulate, a little roughness before marriage is better than ill-treatment afterwards. I have known men who wooed on their knees bring their wives to theirs very quickly after the knot was tied. I am not of that kind.

My ladys heart sickened. Despite the assurance of his last words, she saw the man as he was; she read his will in his eyes; and though his sudden frankness was in reality the result of overmastering excitement, she had the added horror of supposing it to be dictated by her friendless position and the absence of the last men who might have protected her. She knew that her only hope lay in her courage, and, though her heart leapt under her bodice, she faced him boldly.

You wish for an answer? she asked.

I have said so, he answered.

Then I shall not give you one now, she replied with a quiet smile. You see, general, I am not one of those to whom you can say Go, and they go, and Do, and it is done. I must choose my own time for saying yes or no. And this time  she continued, looking round, and suffering a little shudder to escape her, as she pointed to the valley below I do not like. I am no coward, but I do not love the smell of blood. I will take time to consider your offer, if you please; and, meanwhile, I think you gallant gentleman enough not to press me against my will.

She had a fan in her hand, and she began to walk again; she held it up, between her face and the sun, which was still low. He walked by her side, his brow as black as thunder. He read her thoughts so far correctly that he felt the evasion boded him no good; but the influence of her courage and pride was such that he shrank from throwing down the mask altogether, or using words which only force could make good. True, it wanted only a little to urge him over the edge, but her lucky star and bold demeanour prevailed for the time, and perhaps the cool, fresh air had sobered him.

I suppose a ladys wish must be law, he muttered, though still he scowled. But I hope that you will not make a long demand on my patience.

That, too, you must leave to me, she replied with a flash of coquetry, which it cost her much to assume. This morning I am so full of anxiety, that I scarcely know what I am saying. Surely your people must know by this time if they  they are among the dead?

They are not, he answered sulkily.

Then they must have been captured? she said, a tremor in her voice.

He nodded. At that moment a man came up to say that breakfast was ready. The general repeated the message to her.

With your leave I will take it with my women, she answered with presence of mind. I slept ill, and I am poor company this morning, she added, smiling faintly.

The ordeal over, she could scarcely keep her feet. She longed to weep. She felt herself within an inch of swooning.

He saw that she had turned pale, and he assented with a tolerable grace. Let me give you my hand to your fire, he said anxiously.

Willingly, she answered.

It was the last effort of her diplomacy, and she hated herself for it. Still, it won her what she wanted  peace, a respite, a little time to think.

Yet as she sat and shivered in the sunshine, and made believe to eat, and tried to hide her thoughts, even from her women, a crushing sense of her loneliness took possession of her. She had read often and often, with scarce a quickening of the pulse, of men and women in tragic straits  of men and women brought face to face with death, nay, choosing it. But she had never pictured their feelings till now  their despair, their shrinkings, their bitter lookings back, as the iron doors closed upon them. She had never considered that such facts might enter into her own life.

Now, on a sudden, she found herself face to face with inexorable things, with the grim realities that have closed, like the narrowing walls of the Inquisition dungeons, on many a gay life. In the valley below they were burying men like rotten sheep. The Waldgrave was gone, captured or killed. Martin was gone. She was alone. Life seemed a cheap and uncertain thing, death very near. Pleasure  folly  a dancing on the grave.

Of her own free will she had placed herself in the power of a man who loved her, and whom she now hated with an untimely hatred, that was half fear and half loathing. In his power! Her heart stood still, and then beat faster, as she framed the thought. The sunshine, though it was summer, seemed to fall grey and pale on the hill sward; the morning air, though the day was warm, made her shiver. The trumpet call, the sharp command, the glitter of weapons, that had so often charmed her imagination, startled her now. The food was like ashes in her mouth; she could not swallow it. She had been blind, and now she must pay for her folly.

She bad passed the night in the lee of one of the wooded knolls that studded the ridge, and her fire had been kindled there. The nearest group of soldiers  Tzerclas staff, whose harsh voices and reckless laughter came to her ears at intervals  had their fire full a hundred paces away. For a moment she entertained the desperate idea that she might slip away, alone, or with her women, and, passing from clump to clump, might gain the valley from which she had ascended, and, hiding in the woods, get somehow to Cassel. The smallest reflection showed her that the plan was not possible, and it was rejected as soon as formed. But a moment later she was tempted to wish that she had put it into effect. An officer made his appearance, with his hat in his hand and an air of haste, and wished to know, with the generals service, whether she could be ready in an hour.

For what? she asked, rising. She had been sitting on the grass.

To start, your excellency, he replied politely.

To start! she exclaimed, taken by surprise. Whither, sir?

On the return journey. To the camp.

The blood rushed to her face. To the camp? she repeated. But is the general going to start this morning? Now?

In an hour, madam.

And leave the Waldgrave Rupert  and my servant? she cried, in a voice of burning indignation. Are they to be abandoned? It is impossible! I will see the general. Where is he? she continued impetuously.

He is in the valley, the man answered.

Then take me to him, she said, stepping forward. I will speak to him. He cannot know. He has not thought.

But the officer stood silent, without offering to move. The Countesss eyes flashed. Do you hear, sir? she cried. Lead on, if you please. I asked you to take me to him.

I heard, madam, he replied in a low voice, and I crave your pardon. But this is an army, and I am part of it. I can take orders only from General Tzerclas. I have received them, and I cannot go beyond them.

For a moment the Countess stood glaring at him, her face on fire with wrath and indignation. She had been so long used to command, she was of a nature so frank and imperious, that she trembled on the verge of an outburst that could only have destroyed the little dignity it was still possible for her to retain. Fortunately in the nick of time her eyes met those of a group of officers who stood at a distance, watching her. She thought that she read amusement in their gaze, and a pride greater than that which had impelled her to anger came to her aid. She controlled herself by a mighty effort. The colour left her cheeks as quickly as it had flown to them. She looked at the man coldly and disdainfully.

True, she said, you do well to remind me. It is not easy to remember that in war many things must give way. You may go, sir. I shall be ready.

But as she stood and saw her horses saddled, her heart sank like lead. All the misery of her false position came home to her. She felt that now she was alone indeed, and powerless. She was leaving behind her the only chance that remained of regaining her friends. She was going back to put herself more completely, if that were possible, in the generals hands. Yet she dared not resist! She dared not court defeat! As her only hope and reserve lay in her wits and in the prestige of her rank and beauty, to lower that prestige by an unavailing struggle, by an unwomanly display, would be to destroy at a blow half her defences.

The Countess saw this; and though her heart ached for her friends, and her eyes often turned back in unavailing hope, she mounted with a serene brow. Her horses had been brought to the top of the hill, and she rode down by a path which had been discovered. When she had gone a league on the backward road she came upon the foremost part of the captured convoy; which, was immediately halted and drawn aside, that she might pass more conveniently and escape the noise and dust it occasioned.

Among the rest were three waggons laden with wounded. Awnings had been spread to veil them from the sun, and she was spared the sight of their sufferings. But their meanings and cries, as the waggons jolted and creaked over the rough road, drove the blood from her cheeks. She passed them quickly  they were many and she was one, and she could do nothing  and rode on, little thinking who lay under the awnings, or whose eyes followed her as she went.


CHAPTER XXI.

AMONG THE WOUNDED.

When a man lies fettered at the bottom of a jolting waggon, and, unable to help himself, is made a pillow for wounded wretches, whose feverish struggles go near to stifling him; and when to these miseries are added the heat of a sultry night, thirst, and the near prospect of death, passion soon dies down. Anger gives place to pain and the chill of apprehension. The man begins to know himself again  forgets his enemies, thinks of his friends.

It was so with me. The generals back was not turned before I ceased to cry out; and that gained me the one alleviation I had  that I was not gagged. They piled the waggon with bleeding, groaning men,  of our side, of course, for no quarter was given to the other,  and I shuddered as each mangled wretch came in. Still, I had my mouth free. If I could not move, I could breathe, and hear what passed round me. I could see the dark night sky lit up by the glare of the fires, or, later, watch the stars shining coldly and indifferently down on this scene of pain and misery.

When the waggon was full they drove us, jolting and wailing, to an appointed place, and took out some, leaving only enough to cover the floor thickly. And then, ah me! the night began. That which at first had been an inconvenience, became in time intolerable pain. The ropes cut into my flesh, the boards burned my back; we were so closely packed, and I was so tightly bound that I could not move a limb. Every moment the wounded cried for water, and those in pain wailed and lamented, while all night the wolves howled round the camp. In one corner, a man whose eyes were injured babbled unceasingly of his mother and his home. Hour by hour, for the frenzy held him all night, he rolled his head, and chattered, and laughed! In the morning he died, and we thanked God for it.

The peasant and the soldier sup the real miseries of war; the noble and the officer, whose it is to dare death in the field, but rarely, very rarely to lie wounded under the burning sun or through the freezing night, only taste them. A place of arms falls; there is quarter for my lord and a pass and courtesy for my lady, but edge and point for the common herd. To risk all and get nothing  or a penny a day, unpaid  is the lot of most.

When morning at last dawned, I was half dead. My head seemed bursting; my hands were purple with the tightness of my bonds. Deep groans broke from me. I moved my eyes  the only things I could move  in an agony. Round me I heard the sick thanking God as the light grew stronger, and muttering words of hope. But the light helped me little. Where I lay, trussed like a fowl, I could see nothing except the sky  whence the sun would soon add to my miseries  and the heads of the two men who sat propped against the waggon boards next to me.

I took one of these to be dead, for he had slipped to one side, and the arm with which he had stayed himself against the floor of the waggon stood out stiff and stark. The other man had the comfort of the corner; there was a cloak under him and a pad behind him. But his head was sunk on his breast, and for a while I thought him dead too, and had a horrible dread that he would slide over on to my face and stifle me. But he did not, and by-and-by, when the sun had risen, and I felt that I could bear it no longer, he woke up and raised his fierce, white face and groaned.

It was Ludwig. He stared at me for a minute or more in a dazed, stupid fashion. Then he moved his leg and cried out with pain. After that he looked at me more sensibly, and by-and-by spoke.

Donner, man! he said. What is it? You look like a ripe mulberry.

I tried to answer him, but my lips and throat were so parched and swollen I could only murmur. He saw my lips move, however, and guessed how it was with me.

They have tied you up with a vengeance! he said with a grim smile. Here, Franz! Willibrod! Who is there? Come, some one. Do you hear, you lazy knaves? he continued in a hoarse croak. When I am about again I will find some of you quicker heels!

A man just risen came grumbling to the side of the waggon. Ludwig bade him climb in and loosen my bonds, and set me up against the side.

And take away that carrion! he added brutally. Dead men pay no fares. That is better. Ay, give him some water. He will come round.

I did presently, though for a time the blood flowing where it had been before restrained, caused me horrible pain, and my tongue, when I tried to thank him, seemed to be too large for my mouth. But I could now sit up, and stretch my limbs, and even raise my hands to my mouth. Hope returned. My thoughts flew back to Marie Wort. Her pale face and large eyes rose before my eyes, and filled them with tears. Then there was my lady. And the Waldgrave. Doubtless he, poor fellow, was dead. But the rest lived  lived, and would soon look to me, look to any one for help. On that I became myself again. I shook off the pain and lethargy and despair of the night, and took up the burden of life. If my wits could save us, or, failing them, some happy accident, I would not be wanting. I had still a day or two, and all the chances of a journey.

Ludwig gave me food and a drink from his flask. I thanked him again.

You are a man! he said, shrugging his shoulders. It was a pity you would knot your own rope. As for these chicken-hearted tremblers, he continued, squinting askance at our companions, a fico for them! To call themselves soldiers and pule like women! Faugh! I am sick of them!

For my part, the sights I saw from the waggon seemed more depressing. In every direction parties were moving, burying our dead, putting wounded horses out of their misery, collecting plunder. One division was at work driving the poor lowing cattle, already over-driven, back the way they had come, through the pass and up the river bank. Another was righting such of the waggons as had been overturned, or dragging them out of the nether part of the valley. Everywhere men were working, shouting, swearing, spurning the dead. All showed that the general did not mean to linger, but would secure his booty by a timely retreat to his camp.

They came by-and-by and horsed our waggon and turned us round, and presently we took our place in the slow, creaking procession, and began to move up the pass. I looked everywhere for my lady, but could see nothing of her. The noise was prodigious, the dust terrible, the glare intolerable. I was thankful when some kind heart brought a waggon cloth and stretched it over us. After that things were better; and between the heat and the monotony of the motion I fell asleep, and slept until the afternoon was well advanced.

Then a singular thing occurred. The waggon which followed ours was drawn by four horses abreast, whose heads as they plodded wearily along at the tail of our waggon were so close to us that we could see easily into the vehicle, which was full of wounded men, and covered with an awning. We could see easily, I say; but the steady cloud of dust through which we moved and the white glare of the sunlight gave to everything so phantom-like an appearance that it was hard to say whether we were looking on real things.

Be that as it may, the first thing I saw when I awoke and rubbed my eyes, was the Waldgraves face! He lay in the front part of the waggon, his head on the side-board. Thinking I dreamed, or that the dust deceived me, I rubbed my eyes again and looked. Still it was he. His eyes were closed. He was pale, where the dust did not hide all colour; his head moved with the motion of the wheels. But he seemed to be alive, for even while I looked, a man who sat by him leaned forward and moistened his forehead with water.

Trembling with excitement, I touched Ludwig on the shoulder. Look! I said. The Waldgrave!

He looked and nodded. Yes, he said, chuckling. Now you see what you have done for yourself. And all for nothing!

But who took him up? I persisted.

The general, he answered sententiously. Who else?

Why? I cried in a fever. Why did he do it?

Ludwig shrugged his shoulders. He knows his own business, he said. I suppose that he found he had life in him.

Did he take him up at once? After I was seized?

Of course. Whether he will live or no is another matter.

The helpless way in which the dusty, bedraggled head rolled as the waggon jolted, warned me of that. Still, he was alive. He might live; and I longed to be beside him, to tend and nurse him, to make the most of the least hope. But my eyes fell on my fettered hands; and when I looked again he had disappeared. He had sunk down in the cart, and was out of sight. I was left to wonder whether he was dead, or had only changed his posture for another more comfortable. And the dust growing ever thicker, and the sun-glare less as the day advanced, I presently lost sight even of the waggon.

We lay that night in a coppice on the left bank of the river. Each waggon halted where it stood at sunset, so that there was no common camp, but all along the road a line of bivouacs. But for the cloud of anxiety which darkened my mind, and the cords which bound my hands and constantly reminded me of my troubles, I might have enjoyed the comparative quietness of that night, the evening coolness, the soft green light, the freshness of leaf and bough, which lapped us round and seemed so much the more refreshing, as we had passed the day in a fever of heat and dust. But the unexpected sight of the Waldgrave had excited me; and I confess that as we came nearer to the camp, the tremors I felt on my own account grew more violent. I recalled with a shudder the shooting-match at which I had been present, and the leather targets. I drew vivid pictures of another shooting-match in the same valley  of my lady looking on in ignorance, of minutes of suspense, of a sudden pang, a gagged scream, of hours of lingering torture.

Against such dreams the silence and beauty of the night were powerless, and the morning found me wakeful and unrefreshed, divided between reluctance to desert my lady and the instinct which bade me make an attempt at escape by the way, and while the chances of the journey were still mine. How I might have acted had a favourable opportunity presented itself, I cannot say; but as things went, I did nothing, and a little before sunset on the third day we gained the camp.

Then, I confess, I wished with all my heart that I had taken any chance, however slight. At sight of the familiar lines, the dusty, littered roads, the squalid crowds that came out to meet us, my gorge rose. The very smell of the place which I had so hated gave me qualms. I turned hot and cold as we rumbled slowly through the throng and one pointed me out to another, and I saw round me again the dark, lowering faces, the unsexed women, the horde of vile sutlers and footboys. They surged round the waggon, jeering and staring; and if I had shrunk from them when my hands were free, I loathed them still more now that I lay a prisoner and any moment might place me at their mercy.

I had seen nothing of the Waldgrave or the waggon which carried him for nearly two days, but as we passed through the gates I caught sight of the latter moving slowly on, a little way in front of us. Both waggons halted inside the camp while the wounded were taken out. I prepared to follow, but was bidden to stay. Then I began to realize my position. When the waggon bore me on alone  alone, though two or three pikemen and a rabble of gibing, grinning horse-boys marched beside me  I felt my blood run cold, and found my only consolation in the fact that the other waggon still went in front, and seemed to be bound for the same goal.

What are you going to do with me? I asked one of the ruffians who guarded me.

Prison, he answered laconically.

And a strange prison it was. On the verge of the camp, near the river, where a snug farmhouse had once stood, rose four gaunt walls, blackened with smoke. The roof was gone  burned off; but the rooftree, charred and soot-begrimed, still ran from gable to gable. A strong, high gate filled the room of the door; the windows had been bricked up. When I saw the waggon which preceded me halt before this melancholy place, I looked out between hope and fear  fearing some act of treachery, hoping to see the Waldgrave. But the blackguard crowd which surrounded the doorway was so great that it hid everything; and I had to curb my impatience until in turn my waggon stopped in the midst of them.

A mocking voice called to me to descend, and though I liked the look of the place little, and the aspect of the gang still less, I had no choice but to obey. I scrambled down, and passed as quickly as I could down the lane opened for me. A row of more villainous faces it has seldom been my fate to see, but the last on the right by the gate was so much the worst, that it caught my eye instantly. It was seamed with scars and bloated with drink, and it wore a ferocious grin. I was not surprised when the knave, a huge pikeman, dealt me, as I passed, a brutal shove with his knee, which sent me staggering into the enclosure, where I fell all at length on my face.

The blow hurt my hip cruelly, and yet the sight of that drunken, ugly giant filled me with a rush of joy and hope that effaced all other feelings. I forgot my fellow-prisoners, I forgot even the Waldgrave  who to be sure was there, sitting doubled up against the wall, and looking very white and sick. For the man with the seamed face was Drunken Steve of Heritzburg, whom we had left behind us in the castle, to be cured of his wounds. I had punished him a dozen times; almost as often my lady had threatened to drive him from the place and her service. Always he had had the name of a sullen, wilful fellow. But I had found him staunch as any tyke in time of need. For dogged fidelity and a ferocious courage, proof against the utmost danger, I knew that I could depend on him against the world; while the prompt line of conduct he had adopted at sight of me led me to hope something from wits which drink had not yet deadened.

It was well I had this spark of hope, for I found the Waldgrave so ill as to be beyond comfort or counsel, and without it I should have been in a parlous state. The place of our confinement was roofless, ill-smelling, strewn with refuse and filth, a mere dog-yard. A little straw alone protected us from the soil. Everything we did was watched through the open bars of the gate; and bad as this place was, we shared it with two soldiers, who lay, heavily shackled, in one corner, and sullenly eyed my movements.

I did what I could for the Waldgrave, and then, as darkness fell, I sat down with my back to the wall and thought over our position  miserably enough. Half an hour passed, and I was beginning to nod, when a slight noise as of a rat gnawing a board caught my ear. I raised my head and listened; the sound came from the gate. I stood up and crept towards it. As I expected, I found Steve on guard outside. Even in the darkness it was impossible to mistake his huge figure.

Hush! he muttered. Is it you, master?

Yes, I replied in the same tone. Are you alone?

For the moment, he answered hoarsely. Not for long. So speak quickly. What is to be done?

Alas! that was more than I could say. What of my lady? I replied vaguely. Is she here? In the camp?

To be sure.

And Marie Wort? The Papist girl?

Yes, yes.

Then you must see Marie, I answered. She will know my ladys mind. Until we know that, we can do nothing. Do not tell her where I am  it may hurt the girl; or of the Waldgrave, but learn how they are. If things are bad with my lady, bid them gain time. You understand?

Yes, yes, he grunted. And that is to be all, is it? You will have nothing done to-night?

What, here?

To be sure.

No, no, I replied, trembling for the mans rashness. We can do nothing here until horses are got and placed for us, and the pass-word learned, and provisions gathered, and half a dozen other things.

Donner! I dont know how all that is to be done, he muttered despondently.

Nor I, I said with a shiver. You have not heard anything of a  a shooting-match, have you?

It is for Sunday, he answered.

And to-day is Tuesday, I said. Steve! you will not lose time?

No, no.

You will see her in the morning? In the morning, lad, I continued feverishly, clinging to the bars and peering out at him. I must get out of this before Sunday! And this is Tuesday! Steve!

Hush! he answered. They are coming back.


CHAPTER XXII.

GREEK AND GREEK.

What my ladys thoughts were during her long ride back to the camp, I do not know. But I have heard her say that when she rode into the village, a day and a half in advance of the dusty, lumbering convoy, she could scarcely believe that it was the place she had left, the place in which she had lived for a fortnight. And this, though all remained the same. So much does the point from which we look at things alter their aspect.

The general had sent on the news of the Waldgraves loss by messenger, that she might be spared the pain of telling it; and Fraulein Max and Marie Wort were waiting on the wooden platform before the house when she rode wearily in. The sight of those two gave her a certain sense of relief and home coming, merely because they were women and wore petticoats. But that was all. The village, the reeking camp, the squalid soldiery, the whining beggars filled her  now that her eyes were opened and she saw this ugly face of war stripped of the glamour with which her fancy had invested it  with fear and repulsion. She wondered that she could ever have liked the place and been gay in it, or drawn pleasure from the amusements which now seemed poor and tawdry.

Fraulein Max ran down into the road to meet her, and when she had dismounted, covered her with tearful caresses. But the Countess, after receiving her greetings, still looked round wistfully as if she missed some one; and then in a moment moved from her, and mounting the steps went swiftly to the dark corner by the porch whither Marie Wort had run, and where she now stood leaning against the house with her face to the wall.

My lady, whom few had ever seen unbend, took the girl in her arms, and laid her head on her shoulder and stroked her hair pitifully.

Hush, hush, child! she murmured, her eyes wet with tears. Poor child, poor child! Is it so very bad?

But Marie could only sob.

They went into the house in a moment after that, those three, with the waiting-women. And then a change came over the Countess. Fraulein Max blinked to see it. My lady who, outside, had been so tender, began, before her riding cloak was off, to walk up and down like a caged wolf, with hard eyes and cheeks burning with indignation. Fraulein Max spoke to her timidly  said that the meal was ready, that my ladys woman was waiting, that my lady must be tired. But the Countess put her by almost with an oath. For hours she had been playing a part, a thing her proud soul loathed. For hours she had hidden, not her sorrow only and her anger, but her anxieties, her fears, her terrors. Now she must be herself or die.

Besides, the thing pressed! She had her womans wits, and might stave off the generals offer for a few days, for a week. But a week  what was that? No wonder that she looked on the four helpless women round her, and realised that these were her only helpers now, her only protection; no wonder that she cried out.

I have been a fool! she said, looking at them with burning eyes. A fool! When Martin warned me, I would not listen; when the Waldgrave hinted, I laughed at him. I was bewitched, like a silly fool in her teens! Dont contradict me! And she stamped her foot impatiently. Fraulein Max had raised her hand.

I dont, the Fraulein answered. I dont understand you.

Do you understand that empty, chair? my lady answered bitterly. Or that empty stool?

Fraulein Anna blinked more and more. But war, she said mildly a necessary evil, Voetius calls it  war, Countess  

Oh! my lady cried in a fury. As carried on by these, it is a horror, a fiendish thing! I did not know before. Now I have seen it. Wait, wait, girl, until it takes those you love, and threatens your own safety, and then talk to me of war!

But Fraulein Anna set her face mutinously. Still, I do not understand, she said slowly, winking her short-sighted eyes like an owl in the daylight. You talk as if we had cause not only to grieve  as we have, indeed  but to fear. Are we not safe here? General Tzerclas  

Bah! the Countess cried, trembling with emotion. Dont let me hear his name! I hate him. He is false. False, girl. I do not trust him; I do not believe him; and I would to Heaven we were out of his hands!

Even Marie Wort, sitting white and quiet in a corner, looked up at that. As for Fraulein Max, she passed her tongue slowly over her lips, but did not answer; and for a moment there was silence in the room. Then Marie said very softly, Thank God!

My lady turned to her roughly. Why do you say that? she said.

Because of what I have learned since you left us, the girl answered, in a frightened whisper. There was a man who lived in this house, my lady.

Yes, yes, the Countess muttered eagerly. I remember he begged of me, and General Tzerclas gave him money. That was one of the things that blinded me.

He hung him afterwards, the girl whispered in a shaking voice. By the river, in the south-east corner of the camp.

The Countess stared at her incredulously, rage and horror in her face. That man whom I saw? she cried. It is not possible! You have been deceived.

But Marie Wort shook her head. It is true, she said simply.

Then Heaven help us all! the Countess whispered in a thrilling tone. For we are in that mans power!

There was a stricken silence after that, which lasted some minutes. The room seemed to grow darker, the house more silent, the road on which they looked through the unglazed window more dusty, squalid, dreary  dreary with the summer dreariness of drought. One of the waiting-women began to cry. The other stood bolt upright, looking out with startled eyes, and lips half open.

Yes, all, the Countess presently went on, her voice hard and composed. He has asked me to be his wife. He has honoured me so far. She laughed a thin, mirthless laugh. If I am willing, therefore, well. If I am not  still he will wed me. After that he will keep us here in the midst of these horrors. Or he will march to Heritzburg, and then God help Heritzburg and my people!

Fraulein Anna passed her tongue over her lips again, and shifted her hands in her lap. She was paler than usual. But she did not speak.

The child? the Countess said presently, in a different tone. Has it been recovered?

Marie shook her head; and a moment later threw her kerchief over her face and went out. They heard her sobs as she went along the passage.

My lady frowned. If we could get a message to Count Leuchtenstein, she murmured thoughtfully. But I do not know where he is. He may return to seek the child, however; and that is our best chance, I think.

They brought food in after that, and the council broke up. It is to be feared that the Countess found herself little the better for its advice.

In the evening the general called to learn whether she was much fatigued; and she fancied she detected in his manner a masterfulness and a familiarity from which it had been free. But her suspicions rendered her so prone to read between the lines, that it is possible that she saw some things that were not there. Her own feelings she succeeded in masking, except in one matter. He brought Count Waska with him; and it occurred to her, in her fear and helplessness, that she might enlist the Bohemian on her side. Such schemes come to women, even to proud women; and though Waska, half sportsman and half sot, and in body a mountain of flesh, was an unlikely knight-errant, she plied him so craftily, that when the two were gone she sat for an hour in a state of exaltation, believing that here a new and unexpected way to safety might open. The Bohemian was second in command, though at a great interval. He was popular, and in some points a gentleman. Could she excite in him jealousy, discontent, even passion, her position was such that she was in no mood to stand on scruples.

But when the general came next day, he did not bring Waska; nor the day after. And he showed so plainly that he saw through the design, and suspected her, that he left her white and furious. Indeed it was a question who was left by this interview the more excited, my lady, who saw the circle growing ever narrower round her, and read with growing clearness the mans determination to win her at all costs and by all means; or the general, whose passion every day augmented, who saw in her both the woman he desired and the heiress, and would fain, if he could, have won her heart as well as her person.

The possession of power tempts to the use of it, and he began to lose patience. He had a screw in readiness, he fancied, that would bend even that proud neck and humble those knees. A day or two more he would give her, and then he would turn it. Hate itself is not more cruel than love despised!

But he did not count on her influence over him. The day or two passed, and another day or two, and still she kept him amused and kept him at bay. Sometimes he saw through her wiles, and came near to vowing that he would not give her another hour. Will she, nill she, she should wed him. But then the glamour of her presence and her beauty blinded him again. And so a week went slowly by; each day won, at what a cost of pride, of courage, of self-respect!

At the end of that time my ladys face had grown so white and drawn under the strain, that when she sat alone she looked years older than her age. The light still flashed in her eyes; they had grown only the larger. But her cheeks and her lips had lost their colour, her hair its gloss. When no one was watching her, she glanced round her like a hunted animal. When anything crossed her, she flew into fearful rages with her women. They were so useless, so helpless! She was like a scorpion I have heard of, that, ringed round with fire, stings all within its reach.

How many nights she tossed, sleepless; how often she went over the odds against her; grasped at this idea or that; thought of horses and roads, ways and means, the distance to Cassel, or the chances of Leuchtensteins return, I cannot say; but I can guess. At last, during one of these night vigils, something happened. She was lying, torturing herself with the thought that to this constant putting off there could only be one end, when she heard sneaking footsteps moving in the passage. The wall which divided it from her room ran beside her bed, and, lying still, she heard the rustling of garments against the boards.

Something like this she had feared in her worst moments; and on the instant she sat up and listened, her heart beating wildly. Since her return the two waiting-women had lain in her room. She could hear them breathing now. But beside and above that, she could hear the stealthy rustling sound she had heard before. Then it ceased.

She rose trembling. The windows were shuttered, and the lamp which commonly burned in a basin had gone out. The room, therefore, was quite dark. Without awaking the women she stole across the floor to the door, and there set her ear to the panels and listened. But she heard nothing except the distant shout of a reveller, and the mournful howling of one of the pack of curs that infested the camp; all was still.

Still she crouched there listening, and presently her patience was rewarded. Some one entered by the outer door, and went quickly along the passage, the boards creaking so loudly that it was a wonder the women were not aroused. The footsteps went straight to the room where Fraulein Max and Marie Wort slept. Some one had been out and returned!

There was a hint of treachery here, and my lady stood up, her face growing hard. Which of the two was it? In a moment she had her answer. A dozen times in the last week Marie had puzzled her; a dozen times the Papist girls easy resignation had angered her. She had caught her more than once smiling  smiling childish smiles that would not be repressed. This was the secret, then!

The Countess grew hot, and in a moment was out of her room and at the door of that other room. A taper still burned there; its light showed through the cracks. Without hesitation she thrust the door open, and entering surprised Marie Wort in the very act. The girl was standing in the middle of the floor taking off a cloak. Guilt and fear were written on her face.

You wicked girl! the Countess cried, her eyes blazing.

Then she stopped. For Marie, instead of retreating before her, pointed with a warning finger to a second empty pallet; and my lady looking round saw with astonishment that Fraulein Max was missing.

What does this mean? the Countess muttered in a different tone.

Marie, trembling and listening, put her finger to her lips. Hush, hush, my lady, she whispered. She must not find you here! She must not, indeed. I heard her go out, and I followed. I have heard all.

All? the Countess stammered, and she began to tremble.

Yes, the girl answered. Then Go, go! my lady, she cried. She was shaking with agitation, and looked round as if for a way of escape. But there was no second door to the room. If she finds you here we are lost. Go back, and in the morning  

She stopped abruptly, and her eyes grew wide. The Countess listening too, and catching the infection of her fear, heard a board creak below.

For a moment the two stood in the middle of the floor, gazing into one anothers eyes. Then Marie, with a sudden movement, thrust my lady down on her pallet, and with the other hand put out the light.

They lay, scarcely daring to breathe, and heard Fraulein Anna grope her way in, and stand awhile, silent and listening, as if she found something suspicious in the extinction of the light. But the taper  it was a mere rushlight  had done this before, and Marie stirred so naturally, that Fraulein Maxs doubts passed away. She put off her cloak quickly, and presently  but not, as it seemed to the Countess, until an hour had elapsed  they heard her begin to breathe regularly. A few minutes more and they had no doubt she slept. Then Marie touched my ladys arm, and the latter, rising softly, stole out of the room.

The adventure left the Countesss thoughts in a whirl. She hated double-dealing as much as any one, and she could scarcely contain herself before Fraulein Max. It was as much as she could do to wear a smooth face for an hour, until a chance occasion, which fortunately came early in the day, left her alone with Marie. Then she turned, almost fiercely, on the girl.

What is this? she said. What does it all mean? Himmel! Tell me! Tell me quickly!

Marie Wort looked at her with tears in her eyes. You should be able to guess, my lady, she said sadly. There is a traitor among us.

Fraulein Anna?

Marie nodded. She is in his pay, she said simply.

His? The generals?

Yes, Marie answered, speaking quickly, with her eyes on the door. She met him last night, and told him what you feel about him.

The Countess drew a deep breath. Her face turned a shade paler. She sat up straight in her chair. All? she said huskily.

Marie nodded.

And he?

He said he would have an answer to-day. Then I left. I did not hear any more.

The Countess sat for a minute as if turned to stone. Here was an end of putting off  of smiles, and pleasant words, and the little craftinesses which had hitherto served her. Stern necessity, hard fate were before her. She was of a high courage, but terror was fast mastering her, when Marie touched her on the arm.

If you can put him off, until this evening, the girl muttered, I think something may be done.

What?

Something. I do not know what, the girl answered in a troubled tone.

The Countess rose suddenly. Ah! I would like to choke her! she cried hoarsely. She stretched out her arms.

Hush, hush, my lady! Marie whispered. The Countesss violence frightened her. I think, if you can put him off until to-night, we may contrive something.

We? You and I? my lady said in scorn. But as she looked at the others pale, earnest face, her own softened, her tone changed. Well, it shall be as you wish, she said, letting her arms drop. You are a better plotter than I am. But I fear Fraulein Cat, Fraulein Snake, Fraulein Fox will prove the best of all!

Maries frightened face showed that she thought this possible, but she said no more, and would give my lady no explanation, though the Countess pressed for it. It was decided in the end that the Countess should plead sudden illness, and use that pretext both to avoid Fraulein Max, and postpone her interview with the general until the evening.

He came at noon, and the Countess heard his horses pawing and fretting in the road, and she sat up in her darkened room with a white face. What if he would not accept the excuse? If he would see her? What if the moment had come in which his will and hers must decide the struggle? She rose and stood listening, as fierce in her beauty as any trapped savage creature. Her heartbeat wildly, her bosom heaved. But in a moment she heard the horses move away, and presently Marie came in to tell her that he would wait till evening.

No longer? the Countess asked, hiding her face in the pillow.

Not an hour, he said, Marie answered, indicating by a gesture that the door was open, and that Fraulein Max was listening. He was  different, she whispered.

How? my lady muttered.

He swore at me, Marie answered in the same tone. And he spoke of you  somehow differently.

The Countess laughed, but far from joyously. I suppose to-night  I must see him? she said. She tried as she spoke to press herself more deeply into the pillows, as if she might escape that way. Her flesh crept, and she shivered though she was as hot as fire.

Once or twice in the hours which followed she was almost beside herself. Sometimes she prayed. More often she walked up and down the room like one in a fever. She did not know on what she was trusting, and she could have struck Marie when the girl, appealed to again and again, would explain nothing, and name no quarter from which help might come. All the afternoon the camp lay grilling in the sunshine, and in the shuttered room in the middle of it my lady suffered. Had the house lain by the river she might have tried to escape; but the camp girdled it on three sides, and on the fourth, where a swampy inlet guarded one flank of the village, a deep ditch as well as the morass forbade all passage.

She remained in her room until she heard the unwelcome sounds which told of the generals return. Then she came into the outer room, her eyes glittering, a red spot on either cheek, all pretence at an end. Her glance withered Fraulein Max, who sat blinking in a corner with a very evil conscience. And to Marie Wort, when the girl came near her on the pretence of adjusting her lace sleeves, she had only one word to say.

You slut! she hissed, her breath hot on the girls cheek. If you fail me I will kill you. Begone out of my sight!

The child, excited before, broke down at that, and, bursting into a fit of weeping, ran out. Her sobs were still in the air when General Tzerclas entered.

The Countesss face was flushed, and her bearing, full of passion and defiance, must have warned him what to expect, if he felt any doubt before. The sun was just setting, the room growing dusk. He stood awhile, after saluting her, in doubt how he should come to the point, or in admiration; for her scorn and anger only increased her beauty and his feeling for her. At length he pointed lightly to the women, who kept their places by the door.

Is it your wish, fair cousin, he said slowly, that I should speak before these, or will you see me alone?

Your spy, that cat there, my lady answered, carried away by her temper, may go! The women will stay.

Fraulein Max, singled out by that merciless finger, sprang forward, her face mottled with surprise and terror. For a second she hesitated. Then she rushed towards her friend, as if she would embrace her.

Countess! she cried. Rotha! Surely you are mad! You cannot think that I would  

My lady turned, and in a flash struck her fiercely on the cheek with her open hand. Liar! she cried; go to your master, you whipped hound!

The Dutch woman recoiled with a cry of pain, and sobbing wildly went back to her place. The general laughed harshly.

You hold with me, sweetheart, he said. Discipline before everything. But you have not my patience.

She looked at him  angry with him, angry with herself, her hand to her bosom  but she did not answer.

For you must allow, he continued  his tone and his eyes still bantered her that I have been patient. I have been like a man athirst in the desert; but I have waited day after day, until now I can wait no longer, sweetheart.

So you tamper with my  with that woman! she said scornfully.

The general shrugged his shoulders and laughed grimly. Why not? he said. What are waiting-women and the like made for, if not to be bribed  or slapped?

She hated him for that sly hit  if never before; but she controlled herself. She would throw the burden on him.

He read the thought, and it led him to change his tone. There was a gloomy fire in his eyes, and smouldering passion in his voice, when he spoke again.

Well, Countess, he said, I am here for your answer.

To what?

To the question I asked you some time ago, he rejoined, dwelling on her with sullen eyes. I asked you to be my wife. Your answer?

Prythee! she said proudly, this is a strange way of wooing.

It is not of my choice that I woo in company, he answered, shrugging his shoulders. My answer; that is all I want  and you.

Then you shall have the first, and not the last, she exclaimed on a sudden impulse. No, no  a hundred times no! If you do not see that by pressing me now, she continued impetuously, when I am alone, friendless, and unprotected, you insult me, you should see it, and I do.

For a moment there was silence. Then he laughed; but his voice, notwithstanding his mastery over it and in spite of that laugh, shook with rage and resentment. As I expected, he said. I knew last night that you hated me. You have been playing a part throughout. You loathe me. Yes, madam, you may wince, he continued bitterly, for you shall still be my wife; and when you are my wife we will talk of that.

Never! she said, with a brave face; but her heart beat wildly, and a mist rose before her eyes.

He laughed. My legions are round me, he said. Where are yours?

You are a gentleman, she answered with an effort. You will let me go.

If I do not?

There are those who will know how to avenge me.

He laughed again. I do not know them, Countess, he said contemptuously. For Hesse Cassel, he has his hands full at Nuremberg, and will be likely, when Wallenstein has done with him, to need help himself. The King of Sweden  the brightest morning ends soonest in rain  and he will end at Nuremberg. Bernhard of Weimar, Leuchtenstein, all the fanatics fall with him. Only the banner of the Free Companies stands and waves ever the wider. Be advised, he continued grimly. Bend, Countess, or I have the means to break you.

Never! she said.

So you say now, he answered slowly. You will not say so in five minutes. If you care nothing for yourself, have a care for your friends.

You said I had none, she retorted hoarsely.

None that can help you, he replied; some that you can help.

She started and looked at him wildly, her lips apart, her eyes wide with hope, fear, expectation. What did he mean? What could he mean by this new turn? Ha!

She had her face towards the window, and dark as the room was growing  outside the light was failing fast  he read the thought in her eyes, and nodded.

The Waldgrave? he said lightly. Yes, he is alive, Countess, at present; and your steward also.

They are prisoners? she whispered, her cheeks grown white.

Prisoners; and under sentence of death.

Where?

In my camp.

Why? she muttered. But alas! she knew; she knew already.

They are hostages for your good behaviour, he answered in his cold, mocking tone. If their principal satisfies me, good; they will go free. If not, they die  to-morrow.

To-morrow? she gasped.

To-morrow, he answered ruthlessly. Now I think we understand one another.

She threw up her hand suddenly, as if she were about to vent on him all the passions which consumed her  the terror, rage, and shame which swelled in her breast. But something in his gibing tone, something in the set lines of his figure  she could not see his face  checked her. She let her hand fall in a gesture of despair, and shrank into herself, shuddering. She looked at him as at a serpent  that fascinated her. At last she murmured  

You will not dare. What have they done to you?

Nothing, he answered. It is not their affair; it is yours.

For a moment after that they stood confronting one another while the sound of the women sobbing in a corner, and the occasional jingle of a bridle outside, alone broke the silence. Behind her the room was dark; behind him, through the open windows, lay the road, glimmering pale through the dusk. Suddenly the door at her back opened, and a bright light flashed on his face. It was Marie Wort bringing in a lamp. No one spoke, and she set the lamp on the table, and going by him began to close the shutters. Still the Countess stood as if turned to stone, and he stood watching her.

Where are they? she moaned at last, though he had already told her.

In the camp, he said.

Can I  can I see them? she panted.

Afterwards, he answered, with the smile of a fiend; when you are my wife.

That added the last straw. She took two steps to the table, and sitting down blindly, covered her face with her hands. Her shoulders began to tremble, her head sank lower and lower on the table. Her pride was gone.

Heaven help us! she whispered in a passion of grief. Heaven help us, for there is no help here!

That is better, he said, eyeing her coldly. We shall soon come to terms now.

In his exultation he went a step nearer to her. He was about to touch her  to lay his hand on her hair, believing his evil victory won, when suddenly two dark figures rose like shadows behind her chair. He recoiled, dropping his hand. In a moment a pistol barrel was thrust into his face. He fell back another step.

One word and you are a dead man! a stern voice hissed in his ear. Then he saw another barrel gleam in the lamplight, and he stood still.

What is this? he said, looking from one to the other, his voice trembling with rage.

Justice! the same speaker answered harshly. But stand still and be silent, and you shall have your life. Give the alarm, and you die, general, though we die the next minute. Sit down in that chair.

He hesitated. But the two shining barrels converging on his head, the two grim faces behind them, were convincing; in a moment he obeyed.


CHAPTER XXIII.

THE FLIGHT.

One of the men  it was I  muttered something to Marie, and she snuffed the wick, and blew up the light. In a moment it filled the room, disclosing a strange medley of levelled weapons, startled faces, and flashing eyes. In one corner Fraulein Max and the two women cowered behind one another, trembling and staring. At the table sat my lady, with dull, dazed eyes, looking on, yet scarcely understanding what was happening. On either side of her stood Steve and I, covering the general with our pistols, while the Waldgrave, who was still too weak for much exertion, kept guard at the door.

Tzerclas was the first to speak. What is this foolery? he said, scowling unutterable curses at us. What does this mean?

This! I said, producing a piece of hide rope. We are going to tie you up. If you struggle, general, you die. If you submit, you live. That is all. Go to work, Steve.

There was a gleam in Tzerclas eye, which warned me to stand back and crook my finger. His face was black with fury, and for an instant I thought that he would spring upon us and dare all. But prudence and the pistols prevailed. With an evil look he sat still, and in a trice Steve had a loop round his arms and was binding him to the heavy chair.

I knew then that as far as he was concerned we were safe; and I turned to bid the women get cloaks and food, adjuring them to be quick, since every moment was precious.

Bring nothing but cloaks and food and wine, I said. We have to go a league on foot and can carry little.

The Countess heard my words, and looked at me with growing comprehension. The Waldgrave? she muttered. Is he here?

He came forward from the door to speak to her; but when she saw him, and how pale and thin he was, with great hollows in his cheeks and his eyes grown too large for his face, she began to cry weakly, as any other woman might have cried, being overwrought. I bade Marie, who alone kept her wits, to bring her wine and make her take it; and in a minute she smiled at us, and would have thanked us.

Wait! I said bluntly, feeling a great horror upon me whenever I looked towards the general or caught his eye. You may have small cause to thank us. If we fail, Heaven and you forgive us, my lady, for this man will not. If we are retaken  

We will not be retaken! she cried hardily. You have horses?

Five only, I answered. They are all Steve could get, and they are a league away. We must go to them on foot. There are eight of us here, and young Jacob and Ernst are watching outside. Are all ready?

My lady looked round; her eye fell on Fraulein Max, who with a little bundle in her arms had just re-entered and stood shivering by the door. The Dutch girl winced under her glance, and dropping her bundle, stooped hurriedly to pick it up.

That woman does not go! the Countess said suddenly.

I answered in a low tone that I thought she must.

No! my lady cried harshly  she could be cruel sometimes not with us. She does not belong to our party. Let her stay with her paymaster, and to-morrow he will doubtless reward her.

What reward she was likely to get Fraulein Max knew well. She flung herself at my ladys feet in an agony of fear, and clutching her skirts, cried abjectly for mercy; she would carry, she would help, she would do anything, if she might go! Knowing that we dared not leave her since she would be certain to release the general as soon as our backs were turned, I was glad when Marie, whose heart was touched, joined her prayers to the culprits and won a reluctant consent.

It has taken long to tell these things. They passed very quickly. I suppose not more than a quarter of an hour elapsed between our first appearance and this juncture, which saw us all standing in the lamplight, laden and ready to be gone; while the general glowered at us in sullen rage, and my lady, with a new thought in her mind, looked round in dismay.

She drew me aside. Martin, she said, his orderly is waiting in the road with his horse. The moment we are gone he will shout to him.

We have provided for that, I answered, nodding. Then assuring myself by a last look round that all were ready, I gave the word. Now, Steve! I said sharply.

In a twinkling he flung over the generals head a small sack doubled inwards. We heard a stifled oath and a cry of rage. The bars of the strong chair creaked as our prisoner struggled, and for a moment it seemed as if the knots would barely hold. But the work had been well done, and in less than half a minute Steve had secured the sack to the chair-back. It was as good as a gag, and safer. Then we took up the chair between us, and lifting it into the back room, put it down and locked the door upon our captive.

As we turned from it Steve looked at me. If he catches us after this, Master Martin, he said, it wont be an easy death we shall die!

Heaven forbid! I muttered. Let us be off!

He gave the word and we stole out into the darkness at the back of the house, Steve, who had surveyed the ground, going first. My lady followed him; then came the Waldgrave; after him the two women and Fraulein Max, with Jacob and Ernst; last of all, Marie and I. It was no time for love-making, but as we all stood a minute in the night, while Steve listened, I drew Maries little figure to me and kissed her pale face again and again; and she clung to me, trembling, her eyes shining into mine. Then she put me away bravely; but I took her bundle, and with full hearts we followed the others across the field at the back and through the ditch.

That passed, we found ourselves on the edge of the village, with the lights of the camp forming five-sixths of a circle round us. In one direction only, where the swamp and creek fringed the place, a dark gap broke the ring of twinkling fires. Towards this gap Steve led the way, and we, a silent line of gliding figures, followed him. The moon had not yet risen. The gloom was such that I could barely make out the third figure before me; and though all manner of noises  the chorus of a song, the voice of a scolding hag, even the rattle of dice on a drumhead  came clearly to my ears, and we seemed to be enclosed on all sides, the darkness proved an effectual shield. We met no one, and five minutes after leaving the house, reached the bank of the little creek I have mentioned.

Here we paused and waited, a group of huddled figures, while Steve groped about for a plank he had hidden. Before us lay the stream, behind us the camp. At any moment the alarm might be raised. I pictured the outcry, the sudden flickering of lights, the galloping this way and that, the discovery. And then, thank Heaven! Steve found his plank, and in the work of passing the women over I forgot my fears. The darkness, the peril  for the water on the nearer side was deep  the nervous haste of some, and the terror of others, made the task no easy one. I was hot as fire and wet to the waist before it was over, and we all stood ankle-deep in the ooze which formed the farther bank.

Alas! our troubles were only beginning. Through this ooze we had to wade for a mile or more, sometimes in doubt, always in darkness; now plashing into pools, now stumbling over a submerged log, often up to our knees in mud and water. The frogs croaked round us, the bog moaned and gurgled; in the depth of the marsh the bitterns boomed mournfully. If we stood a moment we sank. It was a horrible time; and the more horrible, as through it all we had only to turn to see the camp lights behind us, a poor half-mile or so away.

None but desperate men could have exposed women to such a labour; nor could any but women without hope and at their wits end have accomplished it. As it was, Fraulein Max, who never ceased to whimper, twice sank down and would go no farther, and we had to pluck her up roughly and force her on. My ladys women, who wept in their misery, were little better. Wet to the waist, draggled, and worn out by the clinging slime and the reek of the marsh, they were kept moving only with difficulty; so that, but for Steves giant strength and my ladys courage, I think we should have stayed there till daylight, and been caught like birds limed on a bough.

As it was, we plunged and strove for more than an hour in that place, the dark sky above us, the quaking bog below, the womens weeping in our ears. Then, at last, when I had almost given up hope, we struggled out one by one upon the road, and stood panting and shaking, astonished to find solid ground under our feet. We had still two miles to walk, but on dry soil; and though at another time the task might have seemed to the women full of adventure and arduous, it failed to frighten them after what we had gone through. Steve took Fraulein Anna, and I one of the women. My lady and the Waldgrave went hand in hand; the one giving, I fancy, as much help as the other. For Marie, her small, white face was a beacon of hope in the darkness. In the marsh she had never failed or fainted. On the road the tears came into my eyes for pity and love and admiration.

At length Steve bade us stand, and leaving us in the way, plunged into the denser blackness of a thicket, which lay between it and the river. I heard him parting the branches before him, and stumbling and swearing, until presently the sounds died away in the distance, and we remained shivering and waiting. What if the horses were gone? What if they had strayed from the place where he had tethered them early in the day, or some one had found and removed them? The thought threw me into a cold sweat.

Then I heard him coming back, and I caught the ring of iron hoofs. He had them! I breathed again. In a moment he emerged, and behind him a string of shadows  five horses tied head and tail.

Quick! he muttered. He had been long enough alone to grow nervous. We are two hours gone, and if they have not yet discovered him they must soon! It is a short start, and half of us on foot!

No one answered, but in a moment we had the Waldgrave, my lady, Fraulein, and one of the women mounted. Then we put up Marie, who was no heavier than a feather, and the lighter of the women on the remaining horse; and Steve hurrying beside the leader, and I, Ernst, and Jacob bringing up the rear, we were well on the road within two minutes of the appearance of the horses. Those who rode had only sacking for saddles and loops of rope for stirrups; but no one complained. Even Fraulein Max began to recover herself, and to dwell more upon the peril of capture than on aching legs and chafed knees.

The road was good, and we made, as far as I could judge, about six miles in the first hour. This placed us nine miles from the camp; the time, a little after midnight. At this point the clouds, which had aided us so far by increasing the darkness of the night, fell in a great storm of rain, that, hissing on the road and among the trees, in a few minutes drenched us to the skin. But no one complained. Steve muttered that it would make it the more difficult to track us; and for another hour we plodded on gallantly. Then our leader called a halt, and we stood listening.

The rain had left the sky lighter. A waning moon, floating in a wrack of watery clouds to westward, shed a faint gleam on the landscape. To the right of us it disclosed a bare plain, rising gradually as it receded, and offering no cover. On our left, between us and the river, it was different. Here a wilderness of osiers  a grey willow swamp that in the moonlight shimmered like the best Utrecht  stretched as far as we could see. The road where we stood rose a few feet above it, so that our eyes were on a level with the highest shoots; but a hundred yards farther on the road sank a little. We could see the water standing on the track in pools, and glimmering palely.

This is the place, Steve muttered. It will be dawn in another hour. What do you think, Master Martin?

That we had better get off the road, I answered. Take it they found him at midnight; the orderlys patience would scarcely last longer. Then, if they started after us a quarter of an hour later, they should be here in another twenty minutes.

It is an aguey place, he said doubtfully.

It will suit us better than the camp, I answered.

No one else expressed an opinion, and Steve, taking my ladys rein, led her horse on until he came to the hollow part of the road. Here the moonlight disclosed a kind of water-lane, running away between the osiers, at right angles from the road. Steve turned into it, leading my ladys horse, and in a moment was wading a foot deep in water. The Waldgrave followed, then the women. I came last, with Maries rein in my hand. We kept down the lane about one hundred and fifty paces, the horses snorting and moving unwillingly, and the water growing ever deeper. Then Steve turned out of it, and began to advance, but more cautiously, parallel with the road.

We had waded about as far in this direction, sidling between the stumps and stools as well as we could, when he came again to a stand and passed back the word for me. I waded on, and joined him. The osiers, which were interspersed here and there with great willows, rose above our heads and shut out the moonlight. The water gurgled black about our knees. Each step might lead us into a hole, or we might trip over the roots of the osiers. It was impossible to see a foot before us, or anything above us save the still, black rods and the grey sky.

It should be in this direction, Steve said, with an accent of doubt. But I cannot see. We shall have the horses down.

Let me go first, I said.

We must not separate, he answered hastily.

No, no, I said, my teeth beginning to chatter. But are you sure that there is an eyot here?

I did not go to it, he answered, scratching his head. But I saw a clump of willows rising well above the level, and they looked to me as if they grew on dry land.

He stood a moment irresolutely, first one and then another of the horses shaking itself till the women could scarcely keep their seats.

Why do we not go on? my lady asked in a low voice.

Because Steve is not sure of the place, my lady, I said. And it is almost impossible to move, it is so dark, and the osiers grow so closely. I doubt we should have waited until daylight.

Then we should have run the risk of being intercepted, she answered feverishly. Are you very wet?

No, I said, though my feet were growing numb, not very. I see what we must do. One of us must climb into a willow and look out.

We had passed a small one not long before. I plashed my way back to it, along the line of shivering women, and, pulling myself heavily into the branches, managed to scramble up a few feet. The tree swayed under my weight, but it bore me.

The first dawn was whitening the sky and casting a faint, reflected light on the glistening sea of osiers, that seemed to my eyes  for I was not high enough to look beyond it  to stretch far and away on every side. Here and there a large willow, rising in a round, dark clump, stood out above the level; and in one place, about a hundred paces away on the riverside of us, a group of these formed a shadowy mound. I marked the spot, and dropped gently into the water.

I have found it, I said. I will go first, and do you bring my lady, Steve. And mind the stumps. It will be rough work.

It was rough work. We had to wind in and out, leading and coaxing the frightened horses, that again and again stumbled to their knees. Every minute I feared that we should find the way impassable or meet with a mishap. But in time, going very patiently, we made out the willows in front of us. Then the water grew more shallow, and this gave the animals courage. Twenty steps farther, and we passed into the shadow of the trees. A last struggle, and, plunging one by one up the muddy bank, we stood panting on the eyot.

It was such a place as only despair could choose for a refuge. In shape like the back of some large submerged beast, it lay in length about forty paces, in breadth half as many. The highest point was a poor foot above the water. Seven great willows took up half the space; it was as much as our horses, sinking in the moist mud to the fetlock, could do to find standing-room on the remainder. Coarse grass and reeds covered it; and the flotsam of the last flood whitened the trunks of the willows, and hung in squalid wisps from their lower branches.

For the first time we saw one anothers faces, and how pale and woe-begone, mudstained and draggled we were! The cold, grey light, which so mercilessly unmasked our refuge, did not spare us. It helped even my lady to look her worst. Fraulein Anna sat a mere lifeless lump in her saddle. The waiting-women cried softly; they had cried all night. The Waldgrave looked dazed, as if he barely understood where he was or why he was there.

To think over-much in such a place was to weep. Instead, I hastened to get them all off their horses, and with Steves help and a great bundle of osiers and branches which we cut, I made nests for them in the lower boughs of the willows, well out of reach of the water. When they had all taken their places, I served out food and a dram of Dantzic waters, which some of us needed; for a white mist, drawn up from the swamp by the rising sun, began to enshroud us, and, hanging among the osiers for more than an hour, prolonged the misery of the night.

Still, even that rolled away at last  about six oclock  and let us see the sun shining overhead in a heaven of blue distance and golden clouds. Larks rose up and sang, and all the birds of the marsh began to twitter and tweet. In a trice our mud island was changed to a bower  a place of warmth and life and refreshment  where light and shade lay on the dappled floor, and the sunshine fell through green leaves.

Then I took the cloaks, and the saddles, and everything that was wet, and spread them out on branches to dry; and leaving the women to make themselves comfortable in their own way and shift themselves as they pleased, we two, with the Waldgrave and the two servants, went away to the other end of the eyot.

I shall sleep, Steve said drowsily.

The insects were beginning to hum. The horses stood huddled together, swishing their long tails.

You think they wont track us? I asked.

Certain, he said. There are six hundred yards of mud and water, eel-holes, and willow shoots between us and the road.

The Waldgrave assented mechanically; it seemed so to me too. And by-and-by, worn out with the nights work, I fell asleep, and slept, I suppose, for a good many hours, with the sun and shade passing slowly across my face, and the bees droning in my ears, and the mellow warmth of the summer day soaking into my bones. When I awoke I lay for a time revelling in lazy enjoyment. The oily plop of a water-rat, as it dived from a stump, or the scream of a distant jay, alone broke the laden silence. I looked at the sun. It lay south-west. It was three oclock then.
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We were alone.... I whispered in her ear ...

A light touch fell on my knee. I started, looked down, and for a moment stared in sleepy wonder. A tiny bunch of blue flowers, such as I could see growing in a dozen places on the edge of the island, lay on it, tied up with a thread of purple silk. I started up on my elbow, and  there, close beside me, with her cheeks full of colour, and the sunshine finding golden threads in her dark hair, sat Marie, toying with more flowers.

Ha! I said foolishly. What is it?

My lady sent me to you, she answered.

Yes, I asked eagerly. Does she want me?

But Marie hung her head, and played with the flowers. I dont think so, she whispered. She only sent me to you.

Then I understood. The Waldgrave had gone to the farther end. Steve and the men were tending the horses half a dozen paces beyond the screen of willow-leaves. We were alone. A rat plashed into the water, and drove Marie nearer to me; and she laid her head on my shoulder, and I whispered in her ear, till the lashes sank down over her eyes and her lips trembled. If I had loved her from the first, what was the length and height and breadth of my love now, when I had seen her in darkness and peril, sunshine and storm, strong when others failed, brave when others flinched, always helpful, ready, tireless! And she so small! So frail, I almost feared to press her to me; so pale, the blood that leapt to her cheeks at my touch seemed a mere reflection of the sunlight.

I told her how Steve had made the guards at the prison drunk with wine bought with her dowry; how the horses he had purchased and taken out of the camp by twos and threes had been paid for from the same source; and how many ducats had gone for meats and messes to keep the life, that still ran sluggishly, in the Waldgraves veins. She listened and lay still.

So you have no dowry now, little one, I said, when I had told her all. And your gold chain is gone. I believe you have nothing but the frock you stand up in. Why, then, should I marry you?

I felt her heart give a great leap under my hand, and a shiver ran through her. But she did not raise her head, and I, who had thought to tease her into looking at me, had to put back her little face till it gazed into mine.

Why? I said; why?  drawing her closer and closer to me.

Then the colour came into her face like the sunlight itself. Because you love me, she whispered, shutting her eyes.

And I did not gainsay her.


CHAPTER XXIV.

MISSING!

We lay in the osier bed two whole days and a night, during which time two at least of us were not unhappy, in spite of peril and hardship. We left it at last, only because our meagre provision gave out, and we must move or starve. We felt far from sure that the danger was over, for Steve, who spent the second day in a thick bush near the road, saw two troops of horse go by; and others, we believed, passed in the night. But we had no choice. The neighbourhood was bleak and bare. Such small homesteads as existed had been eaten up, and lay abandoned. If we had felt inclined to venture out for food, none was to be had. And, in fine, though we trembled at the thought of the open road, and my heart for one grew sick as I looked from Marie to my lady, and reckoned the long tale of leagues which lay between us and Cassel, the risk had to be run.

Steve had discovered a more easy though longer way out of the willow-bed, and two hours before midnight on the second night, he and I mounted the women and prepared to set out. He arranged that we should go in the same order in which we had come: that he should lead the march, and I bring up the rear, while the Waldgrave, who was still far from well, and whose continued lack of vigour troubled us the more as we said little about it, should ride with my lady.

The night seemed likely to be fine, but the darkness, the sough of the wind as it swept over the plain, and the melancholy plashing of the water as our horses plodded through it, were not things of a kind to allay our fears. When we at last left our covert, and reaching the road stood to listen, the fall of a leaf made us start. Though no sounds but those of the night came to our ears  and some of these were of a kind to reassure us  we said Hush! again and again, and only moved on after a hundred alarums and assurances.

I walked by Marie, with my hand on the withers of her horse, but we did not talk. The two waiting-women riding double were before us, and their muttered fears alone broke the silence which prevailed at the end of the train. We went at the rate of about two leagues an hour, Steve and I and the men running where the roads were good, and everywhere and at all times urging the horses to do their best. The haste of our movements, the darkness, our constant alarm, and the occasional confusion when the rear pressed on the van at an awkward place, had the effect of upsetting the balance of our minds; so that the most common impulse of flight  to press forward with ever-increasing recklessness  began presently to possess us. Once or twice I had to check the foremost, or they would have outrun the rear; and this kind of race brought us gradually into such a state of alarm, that by-and-by, when the line came to a sudden stop on the brow of a gentle descent, I could hardly restrain my impatience.

What is it? I asked eagerly. Why are we stopping? Surely the road is good enough here.

No one answered, but it was significant that on the instant one of the women began to cry.

Stop that folly! I said. What is in front there? Cannot some one speak?

The Waldgrave thinks that he hears horsemen before us, Fraulein Max answered.

In another moment the Waldgraves figure loomed out of the darkness. Martin, he said  I noticed that his voice shook go forward. They are in front. Man alive, be quick! he continued fiercely. Do you want to have them into us?

I left my girls rein, and pushing past the women and Fraulein, joined Steve, who was standing by my ladys rein. What is it? I said.

Nothing, I think, he answered in an uncertain tone.

I stood a moment listening, but I too could hear nothing. I began to argue with him. Who heard it? I asked impatiently.

The Waldgrave, he answered.

I did not like to say before my lady what I thought  that the Waldgrave was not quite himself, nor to be depended upon; and instead I proposed to go forward on foot and learn if anything was amiss. The road ran straight down the hill, and the party could scarcely pass me, even in the gloom. If I found all well, I would whistle, and they could come on.

My lady agreed, and, leaving them halted, I started cautiously down the hill. The darkness was not extreme; the cloud drift was broken here and there, and showed light patches of sky between; I could make out the shapes of things, and more than once took a clump of bushes for a lurking ambush. But halfway down, a line of poplars began to shadow the road on our side, and from that point I might have walked into a regiment and never seen a man. This, the being suddenly alone, and the constant rustling of the leaves overhead, which moved with the slightest air, shook my nerves, and I went very warily, with my heart in my mouth and a cry trembling on my lips.

Still I had reached the hillfoot before anything happened. Then I stopped abruptly, hearing quite distinctly in front of me the sound of footsteps. It was impossible that this could be the sound that the Waldgrave had heard, for only one man seemed to be stirring, and he moved stealthily; but I crouched down and listened, and in a moment I was rewarded. A dark figure came out of the densest of the shadow and stood in the middle of the road. I sank lower, noiselessly. The man seemed to be listening.

It flashed into my head that he was a sentry; and I thought how fortunate it was that I had come on alone.

Presently he moved again. He stole along the track towards me, stooping, as I fancied, and more than once standing to listen, as if he were not satisfied. I sank down still lower, and he passed me without notice, and went on, and I heard his footsteps slowly retreating until they quite died away.

But in a moment, before I had risen to my full height, I heard them again. He came back, and passed me, breathing quickly and loudly. I wondered if he had detected our party and was going to give the alarm; and I stood up, anxious and uncertain, at a loss whether I should follow him or run back.

At that instant a fierce yell broke the silence, and rent the darkness as a flash of lightning might rend it. It came from behind me, from the brow of the hill; and I started as if I had been struck. Hard on it a volley of shouts and screams flared up in the same direction, and while my heart stood still with terror and fear of what had happened, I heard the thunder of hoofs come down the road, with a clatter of blows and whips. They were coming headlong  my lady and the rest. The danger was behind them, then. I had just time to turn and get to the side of the road before they were on me at a gallop.

I could not see who was who in the darkness, but I caught at the nearest stirrup, and, narrowly escaping being ridden down, ran on beside the rider. The horses, spurred down the slope, had gained such an impetus that it was all I could do to keep up. I had no breath to ask questions, nor state my fear that there was danger ahead also. I had to stride like a giant to keep my legs and run.

Some one else was less lucky. We had not swept fifty yards from where I joined them, when a dark figure showed for a moment in the road before us. I saw it; it seemed to hang and hesitate. The next instant it was among us. I heard a shrill scream, a heavy fall, and we were over it, and charging on and on and on through the darkness.

To the foot of the hill and across the bottom, and up the opposite slope. I do not know how far we had sped, when Steves voice was heard, calling on us to halt.

Pull up! pull up! he cried, with an angry oath. It is a false alarm! What fool set it going? There is no one behind us. Donner und Blitzen! where is Martin?

The horses were beginning to flag, and gladly came to a trot, and then to a walk.

Here! I panted.

Himmel! I thought we had ridden you down! he said, leaving my ladys side. His voice shook with passion and loss of breath. Who was it? We might all have broken our necks, and for nothing!

The Waldgrave  it was his stirrup I had caught  turned his horse round. I heard them  close behind us! he panted. There was a note of wildness in his voice. My elbow was against his knee, and I felt him tremble.

A bird in the hedge, Steve said rudely. It has cost some one dear. Whose horse was it struck him?

No one answered. I left the Waldgraves side and went back a few paces. The women were sobbing. Ernst and Jacob stood by them, breathing hard after their run. I thought the mens silence strange. I looked again. There was a figure missing; a horse missing.

Where is Marie? I cried.

She did not answer. No one answered; and I knew. Steve swore again. I think he had known from the beginning. I began to tremble. On a sudden my lady lifted up her voice and cried shrilly  

Marie! Marie!

Again no answer. But this time I did not wait to listen. I ran from them into the darkness the way we had come, my legs quivering under me, and my mouth full of broken prayers. I remembered a certain solitary tree fronting the poplars, on the other side of the way, which I had marked mechanically at the moment of the fall  an ash, whose light upper boughs had come for an instant between my eyes and the sky. It stood on a little mound, where the moorland began to rise on that side. I came to it now, and stopped and looked. At first I could see nothing, and I trod forward fearfully. Then, a couple of paces on, I made out a dark figure, lying head and feet across the road. I sprang to it, and kneeling, passed my hands over it. Alas! it was a womans.

I raised the light form in my arms, crying passionately on her name, while the wind swayed the boughs overhead, and, besides that and my voice, all the countryside was still. She did not answer. She hung limp in my arms. Kneeling in the dust beside her, I felt blindly for a pulse, a heart-beat. I found neither  neither; the woman was dead.

And yet it was not that which made me lay the body down so quickly and stand up peering round me. No; something else. The blood drummed in my ears, my heart beat wildly. The woman was dead; but she was not Marie.

She was an old woman, sixty years old. When I stooped again, after assuring myself that there was no other body near, and peered into her face, I saw that it was seamed and wrinkled. She was barefoot, and her clothes were foul and mean. She had the reek of one who slept in ditches and washed seldom. Her toothless gums grinned at me. She was a horrible mockery of all that men love in women.

When I had marked so much, I stood up again, my head reeling. Where was the man I had seen scouting up and down? Where was Marie? For a moment the wild idea that she had become this thing, that death or magic had transformed the fair young girl into this toothless hag, was not too wild for me. An owl hooted in the distance, and I started and shivered and stood looking round me fearfully. Such things were; and Marie was gone. In her place this woman, grim and dead and unsightly, lay at my feet. What was I to think?

I got no answer. I raised my voice and called, trembling, on Marie. I ran to one side of the road and the other and called, and still got no answer. I climbed the mound on which the ash-tree stood, and sent my voice thrilling through the darkness of the bottom. But only the owl answered. Then, knowing nothing else I could do, I went down wringing my hands, and found my lady standing over the body in the road. She had come back with Steve and the others.

I had to listen to their amazement, and a hundred guesses and fancies, which, God help me! had nothing certain in them, and gave me no help. The men searched both sides of the road, and beat the moor for a distance, and tried to track the horse  for that was missing too, and there lay my only hope  but to no purpose. At last my lady came to me and said sorrowfully that nothing more could be done.

In the morning! I cried jealously.

No one spoke, and I looked from one to another. The men had returned from the search, and stood in a dark group round the body, which they had drawn to the side of the road. It wanted an hour of daylight yet, and I could not see their faces, but I read in their silence the answer that no one liked to put into words.

Be a man! Steve muttered, after a long pause. God help the girl. But God help us too if we are found here!

Still my lady did not speak, and I knew her brave heart too well to doubt her, though she had been the first to talk of going. Get to horse, I said roughly.

No, no, my lady cried at last. We will all stay, Martin.

Ay, all stay or all go! Steve muttered.

Then all go! I said, choking down the sobs that would rise. And I turned first from the place.

I will not try to state what that cost me. I saw my girls face everywhere  everywhere in the darkness, and the eyes reproached me. That she of all should suffer, who had never fainted, never faltered, whose patience and courage had been the womens stay from the first  that she should suffer! I thought of the tender, weak body, and of all the things that might happen to her, and I seemed, as I went away from her, the vilest thing that lived.

But reason was against me. If I stayed there and waited on the road by the old crones body until morning, what could I do? Whither could I turn? Marie was gone and already might be half a dozen miles away. So the bonds of custom and duty held me. Dazed and bewildered, I lacked the strength that was needed to run counter to all. I was no knight-errant, but a plain man, and I reeled on through the last hour of the night and the first grey streaks of dawn, with my head on my breast and sobs of despair in my throat.


CHAPTER XXV.

NUREMBERG.

If it had been our fate after that to continue our flight in the same weary fashion we had before devised, lying in woods by day, and all night riding jaded horses, until we passed the gates of some free city, I do not think that I could have gone through with it. Doubtless it was my duty to go with my lady. But the long hours of daylight inaction, the slow brooding tramp, must have proved intolerable. And at some time or other, in some way or other, I must have snapped the ties that bound me.

But, as if the loss of my heart had rid us of some spell cast over us, by noon of that day we stood safe. For, an hour before noon, while we lay in a fir-wood not far from Weimar, and Jacob kept watch on the road below, and the rest slept as we pleased, a party of horse came along the way, and made as if to pass below us. They numbered more than a hundred, and Jacobs heart failed him, lest some ring or buckle of our accoutrements should sparkle and catch their eyes. To shift the burden he called us, and we went to watch them.

Do they go north or south? I asked him as I rose.

North, he whispered.

After that they were nothing to me, but I went with the rest. Our lair was in some rocks overhanging the road. By the time we looked over, the horsemen were below us, and we could see nothing of them; though the sullen tramp of their horses, and the jingle of bit and spur, reached us clearly. Presently they came into sight again on the road beyond, riding steadily away with their backs to us.

That is not General Tzerclas? my lady muttered anxiously.

Nor any of his people! Steve said with an oath.

That led me to look more closely, and I saw in a moment something that lifted me out of my moodiness. I sprang on the rock against which I was leaning and shouted long and loudly.

Himmel! Steve cried, seizing me by the ankle. Are you mad, man?

But I only shouted again, and waved my cap frantically. Then I slipped down, sobered. They see us, I cried. They are Leuchtensteins riders. And Count Hugo is with them. You are safe, my lady.

She turned white and red, and I saw her clutch at the rock to keep herself on her feet. Are you sure? she said. The troop had halted and were wheeling slowly and in perfect order.

Quite sure, my lady, I answered, with a touch of bitterness in my tone. Why had not this happened yesterday or the day before? Then my girl would have been saved. Now it came too late! Too late! No wonder I felt bitterly about it.

We went down into the road on foot, a little party of nine  four women and five men. The horsemen, as they came up, looked at us in wonder. Our clothes, even my ladys, were dyed with mud and torn in a score of places. We had not washed for days, and our faces were lean with famine. Some of the women were shoeless and had their hair about their ears, while Steve was bare-headed and bare-armed, and looked so huge a ruffian the stocks must have yawned for him anywhere. They drew up and gazed at us, and then Count Hugo came riding down the column and saw us.

My lady went forward a step. Count Leuchtenstein, she said, her voice breaking; she had only seen him once, and then under the mask of a plain name. But he was safety, honour, life now, and I think that she could have kissed him. I think for a little she could have fallen into his arms.

Countess! he said, as he sprang from his horse in wonder. Is it really you? Gott im Himmel! These are strange times. Waldgrave! Your pardon. Ach! Have you come on foot?

Not I. But these brave men have, my lady answered, tears in her voice.

He looked at Steve and grunted. Then he looked at me and his eyes lightened. Are these all your party? he said hurriedly.

All, my lady answered in a low voice. He did not ask farther, but he sighed, and I knew that he had looked for his child. I came north upon a reconnaissance, and was about to turn, he said. I am thankful that I did not turn before. Is Tzerclas in pursuit of you?

I do not know, my lady answered, and told him shortly of our flight, and how we had lain two days and a night in the osier-bed.

It was a good thought, he said. But I fear that you are half famished. And he called for food and wine, and served my lady with his own hands, while he saw that we did not go without. Campaigners fare, he said. But you come of a fighting stock, Countess, and can put up with it.

Shame on me if I could not, she answered.

There was a quaver in her voice, which showed how the rencontre moved her, how full her heart was of unspoken gratitude.

When you have finished, we will get to horse, he said. I must take you with me to Nuremberg, for I am not strong enough to detach a party. But this evening we will make a long halt at Hesel, and secure you a good nights rest.

I am sorry to be so burdensome, my lady said timidly.

He shrugged his shoulders without compliment, but I did not hear what he answered. For I could bear no more. Marie seemed so forgotten in this crowd, so much a thing of the past, that my gorge rose. No word of her, no thought of her, no talk of a search party! I pictured her forlorn, helpless little figure, her pale, uncomplaining face  I and no one else; and I had to go away into the bushes to hide myself. She was forgotten already. She had done all for them, I said to myself, and they forgot her.

Then, in the thicket screened from the party, I had a thought  to go back and look for her, myself. Now my lady was safe, there was nothing to prevent me. I had only to lie close among the rocks until Count Hugo left, and then I might plod back on foot and search as I pleased. In a flash I saw the poplars, and the road running beneath the ash-tree, and the womans body lying stiff and stark on the sward. And I burned to be there.

Left to myself I should have gone too. But the plan was no sooner formed than shattered. While I stood, hotfoot to be about it, and pausing only to consider which way I could steal off most safely, a rustling warned me that some one was coming, and before I could stir, a burly trooper broke through the bushes and confronted me. He saluted me stolidly.

Sergeant, he said, the general is waiting for you.

The general? I said.

The Count, if you like it better, he answered. Come, if you please.

I followed him, full of vexation. It was but a step into the road. The moment I appeared, some one gave the word Mount! A horse was thrust in front of me, two or three troopers who still remained afoot swung themselves into the saddle; and I followed their example. In a trice we were moving down the valley at a dull, steady pace  southwards, southwards. I looked back, and saw the fir trees and rocks where we had lain hidden, and then we turned a corner, and they were gone. Gone, and all round me I heard the measured tramp of the troop-horses, the swinging tones of the men, and the clink and jingle of sword and spur. I called myself a cur, but I went on, swept away by the force of numbers, as the straw by the current. Once I caught Count Hugos eye fixed on me, and I fancied he had a message for me, but I failed to interpret it.

Steve rode by me, and his face too was moody. I suppose that we should all of us have thanked God the peril was past. But my lady rode in another part with Count Leuchtenstein and the Waldgrave; and Steve yearned, I fancy, for the old days of trouble and equality, when there was no one to come between us.

I saw Count Hugo that night. He sent for me to his quarters at Hesel, and told me frankly that he would have let me go back had he thought good could come of it.

But it would have been looking for a needle in a bundle of hay, my friend, he continued. Tzerclas men would have picked you up, or the peasants killed you for a soldier, and in a month perhaps the girl would have returned safe and sound, to find you dead.

My lord! I cried passionately, she saved your child. It was to her as her own!

I know it, he answered with gravity, which of itself rebuked me. And where is my child?

I shook my head.

Yet I do not give up my work and the task God and the times have given me, and go out looking for it! he answered severely. Leaving Scot, and Swede, and Pole, and Switzer to divide my country. For shame! You have your work too, and it lies by your ladys side. See to it that you do it. For the rest I have scouts out, who know the country; if I learn anything through them you shall hear it. And now of another matter. How long has the Waldgrave been like this, my friend?

Like this, my lord? I muttered stupidly.

He nodded. Yes, like this, he repeated. I have heard him called a brave man. Coming of his stock, he should be; and when I saw him in Tzerclas camp he had the air of one. Now he starts at a shadow, is in a trance half his time, and a tremor the other half. What ails him?

I told him how he had been wounded, fighting bravely, and that since that he had not been himself.

Count Hugo rubbed his chin gravely. It is a pity, he said. We want all  every German arm and every German head. We want you. Man alive! he continued, roused to anger, I suppose, by my dull face, do you know what is in front of you?

No, my lord, I said in apathy.

He opened his mouth as if to hurl a volley of words at me. But he thought better of it and shut his lips tight. Very well, he said grimly. Wait three days and you will see.

But in truth, I had not to wait three days. Before sunset of the next I began to see, and, downcast as I was, to prick up my ears in wonder. Beyond Romhild and between that town and Bamberg, the great road which runs through the valley of the Pegnitz, was such a sight as I had never seen. For many miles together a column of dust marked its course, and under this went on endless marching. We were but a link in a long chain, dragging slowly southwards. Now it was a herd of oxen that passed along, moving tediously and painfully, driven by half-naked cattle-men and guarded by a troop of grimy horse. Now it was a reinforcement of foot from Fulda, rank upon rank of shambling men trailing long pikes, and footsore, and parched as they were, getting over the ground in a wonderful fashion. After them would come a long string of waggons, bearing corn, and hay, and malt, and wines; all lurching slowly forward, slowly southward; often delayed, for every quarter of a mile a horse fell or an axle broke, yet getting forward.

And then the most wonderful sight of all, a regiment of Swedish horse passed us, marching from Erfurt. All their horses were grey, and all their head-pieces, backs and breasts of black metal, matched one another. As they came on through the dust with a tramp which shook the ground, they sang, company by company, to the music of drums and trumpets, a hymn, Versage nicht, du Häuflein klein! Behind them a line of light waggons carried their wives and children, also singing. And so they went by us, eight hundred swords, and I thought it a marvel I should never see beaten.

When they were gone out of sight, there were still droves of horses and mighty flocks of sheep to come, and cargoes of pork, and more foot and horse and guns. Some companies wore buff coats and small steel caps, and carried arquebuses; and some marched smothered in huge headpieces with backs and breasts to match. And besides all the things I have mentioned and the crowds of sutlers and horse-boys that went with them, there were munition waggons closely guarded, and pack-horses laden with powder, and always and always waggons of corn and hay.

And all hurrying, jostling, crawling southwards. It seemed to me that the world was marching southwards; that if we went on we must fall in at the end of this with every one we knew. And the thought comforted me.

Steve put it into words after his fashion. It must be a big place we are going to, he said, about noon of the second day, or who is to eat all this? And do you mark, Master Martin? We meet no one coming back. All go south. This place Nuremberg that they talk of must be worth seeing.

It should be, I said.

And after that the excitement of the march began to take hold of me. I began to think and wonder, and look forward, with an eagerness I did not understand, to the issues of this.

We lay a night at Bamberg, where the crowd and confusion and the stress of people were so great that Steve would have it we had come to Nuremberg. And certainly I had never known such a hurly-burly, nor heard of it except at the great fair at Dantzic. The night after we lay at Erlangen, which we found fortified, trenched, and guarded, with troops lying in the square, and the streets turned into stables. From that place to Nuremberg was a matter of ten miles only; but the press was so great on the road that it took us a good part of the day to ride from one to the other. In the open country on either side of the way strong bodies of horse and foot were disposed. It seemed to me that here was already an army and a camp.

But when late in the afternoon we entered Nuremberg itself, and viewed the traffic in the streets, and the endless lines of gabled houses, the splendid mansions and bridges, the climbing roofs and turrets and spires of this, the greatest city in Germany, then we thought little of all we had seen before. Here thousands upon thousands rubbed shoulders in the streets; here continuous boats turned the river into solid land. Here we were told were baked every day a hundred thousand loaves of bread; and I saw with my own eyes a list of a hundred and thirty-eight bakehouses. The roar of the ways, choked with soldiers and citizens, the babel of strange tongues, the clamour of bells and trumpets, deafened us. The constant crowding and pushing and halting turned our heads. I forgot my grief and my hope too. Who but a madman would look to find a single face where thousands gazed from the windows? or could deem himself important with this swarming, teeming hive before him? Steve stared stupidly about him; I rode dazed and perplexed. The troopers laughed at us, or promised us greater things when we should see the Swedish Lager outside the town, and Wallensteins great camp arrayed against it. But I noticed that even they, as we drew nearer to the heart of the city, fell silent at times, and looked at one another, surprised at the great influx of people and the shifting scenes which the streets presented.

For myself and Steve and the men, we were as good as nought. A house in the Ritter-Strasse was assigned to my lady for her quarters  no one could lodge in the city without the leave of the magistrates; and we were glad to get into it and cool our dizzy heads, and look at one another. Count Hugo stayed awhile, standing with my lady and the Waldgrave in one of the great oriels that overlooked the street. But a mounted messenger, sent on from the Town House, summoned him, and he took horse again for the camp. I do not know what we should have done without him at entering. The soldiers, who crowded the streets, showed scant respect for names, and would as soon have jostled my lady as a citizens wife; but wherever he came hats were doffed and voices lowered, and in the greatest press a way was made for him as by magic.

For that night we had seen enough. I thought we had seen all, or that nothing in my life would ever surprise me again. But next day my lady went up to the Burg on the hill in the middle of the city to look abroad, and took Steve and myself with her. And then I found that I had not seen the half. The city, all roofs and spires and bridges, girt with a wall of seventy towers, roared beneath us; and that I had expected. But outside the wall I now saw a second city of huts and tents, with a great earthwork about it, and bastions and demilunes and picquets posted.

This was the Swedish Lager. It lay principally to the south of the city proper, though on all sides it encircled it more or less. They told me that there lay in it about forty thousand soldiers and twenty thousand horses, and twenty thousand camp followers; but the number was constantly increasing, death and disease notwithstanding, so that it presently stood as high as sixty thousand fighting men and half as many followers, to say nothing of the garrison that lay in the city, or the troops posted to guard the approaches. It seemed to me, gazing over that mighty multitude from the top of the hill, that nothing could resist such a force; and I looked abroad with curiosity for the enemy.

I expected to view his army cheek by jowl with us; and I was disappointed when I saw beyond our camp to southward, where I was told he lay, only a clear plain with the little river Rednitz flowing through it. This plain was a league and more in width, and it was empty of men. Beyond it rose a black wooded ridge, very steep and hairy.

My lady explained that Wallensteins army lay along this ridge  seventy thousand men, and forty thousand horses, and Wallenstein himself. His camp we heard was eight miles round, the front guarded by a line of cannon, and taking in whole villages and castles. And now I looked again I saw the smoke hang among the trees. They whispered in Nuremberg that no man in that army took pay; that all served for booty; and that the troopers that sacked Magdeburg and followed Tilly were, beside these, gentle and kindly men.

God help us! my lady cried fervently. God help this great city! God help the North! Never was such a battle fought as must be fought here!

We went down very much sobered, filled with awe and wonder and great thoughts, the dullest of us feeling the air heavy with portents, the more clerkly considering of Armageddon and the Last Fight. Briefly  for thirteen years the Emperor and the Papists had hustled and harried the Protestants; had dragooned Donauwörth, and held down Bohemia, and plundered the Palatinate, and crushed the King of Denmark, and wherever there was a weak Protestant state had pressed sorely on it. Then one short year before I stood on the Burg above the Pegnitz, the Protestant king had come out of the North like a thunderbolt, had shattered in a month the Papist armies, had run like a devouring fire down the Priests Lane, rushed over Bohemia, shaken the Emperor on his throne!

But could he maintain himself? That was now to be seen. To the Emperors help had come all who loved the old system, and would have it that the south was Germany; all who wished to chain mens minds and saw their profit in the shadow of the imperial throne; all who lived by license and plunder, and reckoned a mass to-day against a murder to-morrow. All these had come, from the great Duke of Friedland grasping at empire, to the meanest freebooter with peasants blood on his hands and in his veins; and there they lay opposite us, impregnably placed on the Burgstall, waiting patiently until famine and the sword should weaken the fair city, and enable them to plunge their vultures talons into its vitals.

No wonder that in Nuremberg the citizens could be distinguished from the soldiers by their careworn faces; or that many a man stood morning and evening to gaze at the carved and lofty front of his house  by St. Sebalds or behind the new Cathedral  and wondered how long the fire would spare it. The magistrates who had staked all  their own and the citys  on this cast, went about with stern, grave faces and feared almost to meet the public eye. With a doubled population, with a huge army to feed, with order to keep, with houses and wives and daughters of their own to protect, with sack and storm looming luridly in the future, who had cares like theirs?

One man only, and him I saw as we went home from the Burg. It was near the foot of the Burg hill, where the strasse meets three other ways. At that time Count Tillys crooked, dwarfish figure and pale horses face, and the great hat and boots which seemed to swallow him up, were fresh in my mind; and sometimes I had wondered whether this other great commander were like him. Well, I was to know; for through the crowd at the junction of these four roads, while we stood waiting to pass, there came a man on a white horse, followed by half a score of others on horseback; and in a moment I knew from the shouting and the way women thrust papers into his hands that we saw the King of Sweden.

He wore a plain buff coat and a grey flapped hat with a feather; a tall man and rather bulky, his face massive and fleshy, with a close moustache trimmed to a point and a small tuft on his chin. His aspect was grave; he looked about him with a calm eye, and the shouting did not seem to move him. They told me that it was Baner, the Swedish General, who rode with him, and our Bernard of Weimar who followed. But my eye fell more quickly on Count Leuchtenstein, who rode after, with the great Chancellor Oxenstierna; in him, in his steady gaze and serene brow and wholesome strength, I traced the nearest likeness to the king.

And so I first saw the great Gustavus Adolphus. It was said that he would at times fall into fits of Berserk rage, and that in the field he was another man, keen as his sword, swift as fire, pitiless to those who flinched, among the foremost in the charge, a very thunderbolt of war. But as I saw him taking papers from womens hands at the end of the Burg Strasse, he had rather the air of a quiet, worthy prince  of Coburg or Darmstadt, it might be,  no dresser and no brawler; nor would any one, to see him then, have thought that this was the lion of the north who had dashed the pride of Pappenheim and flung aside the firebrands of the south. Or that even now he had on his shoulders the burden of two great nations and the fate of a million of men.


CHAPTER XXVI.

THE FACE AT THE WINDOW.

After this it fared with us as it fares at last with the driftwood that chance or the woodmans axe has given to a forest stream in Heritzburg. After rippling over the shallows and shooting giddily down slopes  or perchance lying cooped for days in some dark bend, until the splash of the otter or the spring freshet has sent it dancing on in sunshine and shadow  it reaches at last the Werra. It floats out on the bosom of the great stream, and no longer tossed and chafed by each tiny pebble, feels the force of wind and stream  the great forces of the world. The banks recede from sight, and one of a million atoms, it is borne on gently and irresistibly, whither it does not know. So it was with us. From the day we fell in with Count Leuchtenstein and set our faces towards Nuremberg, and in a greater degree after we reached that city, we embarked on a wider current of adventure, a fuller and less selfish life. If we had still our own cares and griefs, hopes and perils  as must be the case, I suppose, until we die  we had other common ones which we shared with tens of thousands, rich and poor, gentle and simple. We had to dread sack and storm; we prayed for relief and safety in company with all who rose and lay down within the walls. When a hundred waggons of corn slipped through the Croats and came in, or Duke Bernard of Weimar beat up a corner of the Burgstall and gave Wallenstein a bad night, we ran out into the streets to tell and hear the news. Similarly, when tidings came that Tzerclas with his two thousand ruffians had burned the King of Swedens colours, put on green sashes, and marched into the enemys camp, we were not alone in our gloomy anticipations. We still had our private adventures, and I am going to tell them. But besides these, it should be remembered that we ran the risks, and rose every morning fresh to the fears, of Nuremberg. When bread rose to ten, to fifteen, to twenty times its normal price; when the city, where many died every day of famine, plague, and wounds, began to groan and heave in its misery; when through all the country round the peasants crawled and died among the dead; when Wallenstein, that dark man, heedless of the fearful mortality in his own camp, still sat implacable on the heights and refused all the kings invitations to battle, we grew pale and gloomy, stern-eyed and thin-cheeked with the rest. We dreamed of Magdeburg as they did; and as the hot August days passed slowly over the starving city and still no end appeared, but only with each day some addition of misery, we felt our hearts sink in unison with theirs.

And we had to share, not their lot only, but their labours. We had not been in the town twenty-four hours before Steve, Jacob, and Ernst were enrolled in the town militia; to me, either out of respect to my lady, or on account of my stature, a commission as lieutenant was granted. We drilled every morning from six oclock until eight in the fields outside the New Gate; the others went again at sunset to practise their weapons, but I was exempt from this drill, that the women might not be left alone. At all times we had our appointed rendezvous in case of alarm or assault. The Swedish veterans strolled out of the camp and stood to laugh at our clumsiness. But the excellent order which prevailed among them made them favourites, and we let them laugh, and laughed again.

The Waldgrave, who had long had Duke Bernards promise, received a regiment of horse, so that he lay in the camp and should have been a contented man, since his strength had come back to him. But to my surprise he showed signs of lukewarmness. He seemed little interested in the service, and was often at my ladys house in the Ritter Strasse, when he would have been better at his post. At first I set this down to his passion for my lady, and it seemed excusable; but within a week I stood convinced that this no longer troubled him. He paid scant attention to her, but would sit for hours looking moodily into the street. And I  and not I alone  began to watch him closely.

I soon found that Count Hugo was right. The once gallant and splendid young fellow was a changed man. He was still comely and a brave figure, but the spirit in him was quenched. He was nervous, absent, irritable. His eyes had a wild look; on strangers he made an unfavourable impression. Doubtless, though his wounds had healed, there remained some subtle injury that spoiled the man; and often I caught my lady looking at him sadly, and knew that I was not the only one with cause for mourning.

But how strange he was we did not know until a certain day, when my lady and I were engaged together over some accounts. It was evening, and the three men were away drilling. The house was very quiet. Suddenly he flung in upon us with a great noise, his colour high, his eyes glittering. His first action was to throw his feathered hat on one chair, and himself into another.

Ive seen him! he said. Himmel! he is a clever fellow. He will worst you, cousin, yet  see if he does not. Oh, he is a clever one!

Who? my lady said, looking at him in some displeasure.

Who? Tzerclas, to be sure! he answered, chuckling.

You have seen him! she exclaimed, rising.

Of course I have! he answered. And you will see him too, one of these days.

My lady looked at me, frowning. But I shook my head. He was not drunk.

Where? she asked, after a pause. Where did you see him, Rupert?

In the street  where you see other men, he answered, chuckling again. He should not be there, but who is to keep him out? He is too clever. He will get his way in the end, see if he does not!

Rupert! my lady cried in wrathful amazement, to hear you, one would suppose you admired him.

So I do, he replied coolly. Why not? He has all the wits of the family. He is as cunning as the devil. Take a hint, cousin; put yourself on the right side. He will win in the end! And the Waldgrave rose restlessly from his chair, and, going to the window, began to whistle.

My lady came swiftly to me, and it grieved me to see the pain and woe in her face.

Is he mad? she muttered.

I shook my head.

Do you think he has really seen him? she whispered. We both stood with our eyes on him.

I fear so, my lady, I said with reluctance.

But it would cost him his life, she muttered eagerly, if he were found here!

He is a bold man, I answered.

Ah! so was he  once, she replied in a peculiar tone, and she pointed stealthily to the unconscious man in the window. A month ago he would have taken him by the throat anywhere. What has come to him?

God knows, I answered reverently. Grant only he may do us no harm!

He turned round at that, humming gaily, and went out, seeming almost unconscious of our presence; and I made as light of the matter to my lady as I could. But Tzerclas in the city, the Waldgrave mad, or at any rate not sane, and last, but not least, the strange light in which the latter chose to regard the former, were circumstances I could not easily digest. They filled me with uneasy fears and surmises. I began to perambulate the crowd, seeking furtively for a face; and was entirely determined what I would do if I found it. The town was full, as all besieged cities are, of rumours of spies and treachery, and of reported overtures made now to the city behind the back of the army, and now to the army to betray the city. A single word of denunciation, and Tzerclas life would not be worth three minutes purchase  a rope and the nearest butchers hook would end it. My mind was made up to say the word.

I suppose I had been going about in this state of vigilance three days or more, when something, but not the thing I sought, rewarded it. At the time I was on my way back from morning drill. It was a little after eight, and the streets and the people wore an air bright, yet haggard. Night, with its perils, was over; day, with its privations, lay before us. My mind was on the common fortunes, but I suppose my eyes were mechanically doing their work, for on a sudden I saw something at a window, took perhaps half a step, and stopped as if I had been shot.

I had seen Maries face! Nay, I still saw it, while a man might count two. Then it was gone. And I stood gasping.

I suppose I stood so for half a minute, waiting, with the blood racing from my heart to my head, and every pulse in my body beating. But she did not reappear. The door of the house did not open. Nothing happened.

Yet I had certainly seen her; for I remembered particulars  the expression of her face, the surprise that had leapt into her eyes as they met mine, the opening of the lips in an exclamation.

And still I stood gazing at the window and nothing happened.

At last I came to myself, and I scanned the house. It was a large house of four stories, three gables in width. The upper stories jutted out; the beams on which they rested were finely carved, the gables were finished off with rich, wooden pinnacles. In each story, the lowest excepted, were three long, low windows of the common Nuremberg type, and the whole had a substantial and reputable air.

The window at which I had seen Marie was farthest from the door, on the first floor. To go to the door I had to lose sight of it, and perhaps for that reason I stood the longer. At last I went and knocked, and waited in a fever for some one to come. The street was a thoroughfare. There were a number of people passing. I thought that all the town would go by before a dragging foot at last sounded inside, and the great nail-studded door was opened on the chain. A stout, red-faced woman showed herself in the aperture.

What is it? she asked.

You have a girl in this house, named Marie Wort, I answered breathlessly. I saw her a moment ago at the window. I know her, and I wish to speak to her.

The womans little eyes dwelt on me stolidly for a space. Then she made as if she would shut the door. For shame! she said spitefully. We have no girls here. Begone with you!

But I put my foot against the door. Whose house is this? I said.

Herr Krapps, she answered crustily.

Is he at home?

No, he is not, she retorted; and if he were, we have no baggages here. And again she tried to shut the door, but I prevented her.

Where is he? I asked sternly.

He is at morning drill, if you must know, she snapped; and his two sons. Now, will you let me shut my door? Or must I cry out?

Nonsense, mother! I said. Who is in the house besides yourself?

What is that to you? she replied, breathing short.

I have told you, I said, trying to control my anger. I  

But, quick as lightning, the door slammed to and cut me short. I had thoughtlessly moved my foot. I heard the woman chuckle and go slipshod down the passage, and though I knocked again in a rage, the door remained closed.

I fell back and looked at the house. An elderly man in a grave, sober dress was passing, among others, and I caught his eye.

Whose house is that? I asked him.

Herr Krapps, he answered.

I am a stranger, I said. Is he a man of substance?

The person I addressed smiled. He is a member of the Council of Safety, he said dryly. His brother is prefect of this ward. But here is Herr Krapp. Doubtless he has been at St. Sebalds drilling.

I thanked him, and made but two steps to Herr Krapps side. He was the others twin  elderly, soberly dressed, his only distinction a sword and pistol in his girdle and a white shoulder sash.

Herr Krapp? I said.

The same, he answered, eying me gravely.

I am the Countess of Heritzburgs steward, I said. I began to see the need of explanation. Doubtless you have heard that she is in the city?

Certainly, he answered. In the Ritter Strasse.

Yes, I replied. A fortnight ago she missed a young woman, one of her attendants. She was lost in a night adventure, I continued, my throat dry and husky. A few minutes ago I saw her looking from one of your windows.

From one of my windows? he exclaimed in a tone of surprise.

Yes, I said stiffly.

He opened his eyes wide. Here? he said. He pointed to his house.

I nodded.

Impossible! he replied, shutting his lips suddenly. Quite impossible, my friend. My household consists of my two sons and myself. We have a housekeeper only, and two lads. I have no young women in the house.

Yet I saw her face, Herr Krapp, at your window, I answered obstinately.

Wait, he said; I will ask.

But when the old housekeeper came she had only the same tale to tell. She was alone. No young woman had crossed the threshold for a week past. There was no other woman there, young or old.

You will have it that I have a young man in the house next! she grumbled, shooting scorn at me.

I can assure you that there is no one here, Herr Krapp said civilly. Dorcas has been with me many years, and I can trust her. Still if you like you can walk through the rooms.

But I hesitated to do that. The mans manner evidenced his sincerity, and in face of it my belief wavered. Fancy, I began to think, had played me a trick. It was no great wonder if the features which were often before me in my dreams, and sometimes painted themselves on the darkness while I lay wakeful, had for once taken shape in the daylight, and so vividly as to deceive me. I apologised. I said what was proper, and, with a heavy sigh, went from the door.

Ay, and with bent head. The passing crowd and the sunshine and the distant music of drum and trumpet grated on me. For there was yet another explanation. And I feared that Marie was dead.

I was still brooding sadly over the matter when I reached home. Steve met me at the door, but, feeling in no mood for small talk just then, I would have passed him by and gone in, if he had not stopped me.

I have a message for you, lieutenant, he said.

What is it? I asked without curiosity.

A little boy gave it to me at the door, he answered. I was to ask you to be in the street opposite Herr Krapps half an hour after sunset this evening.

I gasped. Herr Krapps! I exclaimed.

Steve nodded, looking at me queerly. Yes; do you know him? he said.

I do now, I muttered, gulping down my amazement. But my face was as red as fire, the blood drummed in my ears. I had to turn away to hide my emotion. What was the boy like? I asked.

But it seemed that the lad had made off the moment he had done his errand, and Steve had not noticed him particularly. I called after him to know who sent him, he added, but he had gone too far.

I nodded and mumbled something, and went on into the house. Perhaps I was still a little sore on my girls account, and resented the easy way in which she had dropped out of others lives. At any rate, my instinct was to keep the thing to myself. The face at the window, and then this strange assignation, could have only one meaning; but, good or bad, it was for me. And I hugged myself on it, and said nothing even to my lady.

The day seemed long, but at length the evening came, and when the men had gone to drill and the house was quiet, I slipped out. The streets were full at this hour of men passing to and fro to their drill-stations, and of women who had been out to see the camp, and were returning before the gates closed. The bells of many of the churches were ringing; some had services. I had to push my way to reach Herr Krapps house in time; but once there the crowd of passers served my purpose by screening me, as I loitered, from farther remark; while I took care, by posting myself in a doorway opposite the window, to make it easy for any one who expected me to find me.

And then I waited with my heart beating. The clocks were striking a half after seven when I took my place, and for a time I stood in a ferment of excitement, now staring with bated breath at the casement, where I had seen Marie, now scanning all the neighbouring doorways, and then again letting my eyes rove from window to window both of Krapps house and the next one on either side. As the latter were built with many quaint oriels, and tiny dormers, and had lattices in side-nooks, where one least looked to find them, I was kept expecting and employed. I was never quite sure, look where I would, what eyes were upon me.

But little by little, as time passed and nothing happened, and the strollers all went by without accosting me, and no faces save strange ones showed at the windows, the heat of expectation left me. The chill of disappointment took its place. I began to doubt and fear. The clocks struck eight. The sun had been down an hour. Half that time I had been waiting.

To remain passive was no longer bearable, and sick of caution, I stepped out and began to walk up and down the street, courting rather than avoiding notice. The traffic was beginning to slacken. I could see farther and mark people at a distance; but still no one spoke to me, no one came to me. Here and there lights began to shine in the houses, on gleaming oak ceilings and carved mantels. The roofs were growing black against the paling sky. In nooks and corners it was dark. The half-hour sounded, and still I walked, fighting down doubt, clinging to hope.

But when another quarter had gone by, doubt became conviction. I had been fooled! Either some one who had seen me loitering at Krapps in the morning and heard my tale had gone straight off, and played me this trick; or  Gott im Himmel!  or I had been lured here that I might be out of the way at home.

That thought, which should have entered my thick head an hour before, sped me from the street, as if it had been a very catapult. Before I reached the corner I was running; and I ran through street after street, sweating with fear. But quickly as I went, my thoughts outpaced me. My lady was alone save for her women. The men were drilling, the Waldgrave was in the camp. The crowded state of the streets at sunset, and the number of strangers who thronged the city favoured certain kinds of crime; in a great crowd, as in a great solitude, everything is possible.

I had this in my mind. Judge, then, of my horror, when, as I approached the Ritter Strasse, I became aware of a dull, roaring sound; and hastening to turn the corner, saw a large mob gathered in front of our house, and filling the street from wall to wall. The glare of torches shone on a thousand upturned faces, and flamed from a hundred casements. At the windows, on the roofs, peering over balconies and coping-stones and gables, and looking out of doorways were more faces, all red in the torchlight. And all the time as the smoking light rose and fell, the yelling, as it seemed to me, rose and fell with it  now swelling into a stern roar of exultation, now sinking into an ugly, snarling noise, above which a man might hear his neighbour speak.

I seized the first I came to  a man standing on the skirts of the mob, and rather looking on than taking part. What is it? I said, shaking him roughly by the arm. What is the matter here?

Hallo! he answered, starting as he turned to me. Is it you again, my friend?

I had hit on Herr Krapp! Yes! I cried breathlessly. What is it? what is amiss?

He shrugged his shoulders. They are hanging a spy, he answered. Nothing more. Irregular, but wholesome.

I drew a deep breath. Is that all? I said.

He eyed me curiously. To be sure, he said. What did you think it was?

I feared that there might be something wrong at my ladys, I said, beginning to get my breath again. I left her alone at sunset. And when I saw this crowd before the house I  I could almost have cut off my hand. Thank God, I was mistaken!

He looked at me again and seemed to reflect a moment. Then he said, You have not found the young woman you were seeking?

I shook my head.

Well, it occurred to me afterwards  but at which window did you see her?

At a window on the first floor; the farthest from the door, I answered.

The second from the door end of the house? he asked.

No, the third.

He nodded with an air of quiet triumph. Just so! he said. I thought so afterwards. But the fact is, my friend, my house ends with the second gable. The third gable-end does not belong to it, though doubtless it once did.

No? I exclaimed. And for a moment I stood taken aback, cursing my carelessness. Then I stammered, But this third gable  I saw no door in it, Herr Krapp.

No, the door is in another street, he answered. Or rather it opens on the churchyard at the back of St. Austins. So you may have seen her after all. Well, I wish you well, he continued. I must be going.

The crowd was beginning to separate, moving away by twos and threes, talking loudly. The lights were dying down. He nodded and was gone; while I still stood gaping. For how did the matter stand? If I had really seen Marie at the window  as seemed possible now  and if nothing turned out to be amiss at home, then I had not been tricked after all, and the message was genuine. True she had not kept her appointment. But she might be in durance, or one of a hundred things might have frustrated her intention.

Still I could do nothing now except go home, and cutting short my speculations, I forced myself through the press, and with some labour managed to reach the door. As I did so I turned to look back, and the sight, though the people were moving away fast, was sufficiently striking. Almost opposite us in a beetling archway, the bowed head and shoulders of a man stood up above the common level. There was a little space round him, whence men held back; and the red glow of the smouldering links which the executioners had cast on the ground at his feet, shone upwards on his swollen lips and starting eyeballs. As I looked, the body seemed to writhe in its bonds; but it was only the wind swayed it. I went in shuddering.

On the stairs I met Count Hugo coming down, and knew the moment I saw him that there was something wrong. He stopped me, his eyes full of wrath.

My man, he said sternly, I thought that you were to be trusted! Where have you been? What have you been doing? Donner! Is your lady to be left at dark with no one to man this door?

Conscience-stricken, I muttered that I hoped nothing had gone amiss.

No, but something easily might! he answered grimly. When I came here I found three as ugly looking rogues whispering and peering in your doorway as man could wish to see! Yes, Master Martin, and if I had not ridden up at that moment I will not answer for it, that they would not have been in! It is a pity a few more knaves are not where that one is, he continued sourly, pointing through the open door. We could spare them. But do you see and have more care for the future. Or, mein Gott, I will take other measures, my friend!

So it had been a ruse after all! I went up sick at heart.


CHAPTER XXVII.

THE HOUSE IN THE CHURCHYARD.

The heat which Count Leuchtenstein had thrown into the matter surprised me somewhat when I came to think of it, but I was soon to be more surprised. I did not go to my lady at once on coming in, for on the landing the sound of voices and laughter met me, and I learned that there were still two or three young officers sitting with her who had outstayed Count Hugo. I waited until they were gone  clanking and jingling down the stairs; and then, about the hour at which I usually went to take orders before retiring, I knocked at the door.

Commonly one of the women opened to me. To-night the door remained closed. I waited, knocked again, and then went in. I could see no one, but the lamps were flickering, and I saw that the window was open.

At that moment, while I stood uncertain, she came in through it; and blinded, I suppose, by the lights, did not see me. For at the first chair she reached just within the window, she sat down suddenly and burst into tears!

Mein Gott! I cried clumsily. I should have known better; but the laughter of the young fellows as they trooped down the stairs was still in my ears, and I was dumfounded.

She sprang up on the instant, and glared at me through her tears. Who are  how dare you? How dare you come into the room without knocking? she cried violently.

I did knock, my lady, I stammered, asking your pardon.

Then now go! Go out, do you hear? she cried, stamping her foot with passion. I want nothing. Go!

I turned and crept towards the door like a beaten hound. But I was not to go; when my hand was on the latch, her mood changed.

No, stay, she said in a different tone. You may come back. After all, Martin, I had rather it was you than any one else.

She dried her tears as she spoke, standing up very straight and proud, and hiding nothing. I felt a pang as I looked at her. I had neglected her of late. I had been thinking more of others.

It is nothing, Martin, she said after a pause, and when she had quite composed her face. You need not be frightened. All women cry a little sometimes, as men swear, she added, smiling.

You have been looking at that thing outside, I said, grumbling.

Perhaps it did upset me, she replied. But I think it was that I felt  a little lonely.

That sounded so strange a complaint on her lips, seeing that the echo of the young sparks laughter was barely dead in the room, that I stared. But I took it, on second thoughts, to refer to Fraulein Max, whom she had kept at a distance since our escape, never sitting down with her, or speaking to her except on formal occasions; and I said bluntly  

You need a woman friend, my lady.

She looked at me keenly, and I fancied her colour rose. But she only answered, Yes, Martin. But you see I have not one. I am alone.

And lonely, my lady?

Sometimes, she answered, smiling sadly.

But this evening? I replied, feeling that there was still something I did not understand. I should not have thought you would be feeling that way. I have not been here, but when I came in, my lady  

Pshaw! she answered with a laugh of disdain. Those boys, Martin? They can laugh, fight, and ride; but for the rest, pouf! They are not company. However, it is bedtime, and you must go. I think you have done me good. Good night. I wish  I wish I could do you good, she added kindly, almost timidly.

To some extent she had. I went away feeling that mine was not the only trouble in the world, nor my loneliness the only loneliness. She was a stranger in a besieged city, a woman among men, exposed, despite her rank, to many of a womans perils; and doubtless she had felt Fraulein Maxs defection and the Waldgraves strange conduct more deeply than any one watching her daily bearing would have supposed. So much the greater reason was there that I should do my duty loyally, and putting her first to whom I owed so much, let no sorrow of my own taint my service.

But God knows there is one passion that defies argument. The house next Herr Krapps had a fascination for me which I could not resist; and though I did not again leave my lady unguarded, but arranged that Steve should stop at home and watch the door, four oclock the next afternoon saw me sneaking away in search of St. Austins. Of course I soon found it; but there I came to a check. Round the churchyard stood a number of quiet family houses, many-gabled and shaded by limes, and doubtless once occupied by reverend canons and prebendaries. But no one of these held such a position that it could shoulder Herr Krapps, or be by any possibility the house I wanted. The churchyard lay too far from the street for that.

I walked up the row twice before I would admit this; but at last I made it certain. Still Herr Krapp must know his own premises, and not much cast down, I was going to knock at a chance door and put the question, when my eyes fell on a man who sat at work in the churchyard. He wore a masons apron, and was busily deepening the inscription on a tablet let into the church wall. He seemed to be the very man to know, and I went to him.

I want a house which looks into the Neu Strasse, I said. It is the next house to Herr Krapps. Can you direct me to the door?

He looked at me for a moment, his hammer suspended. Then he pointed to the farther end of the row. There is an alley, he said in a hoarse, croaking voice. The door is at the end.

I thought his occupation an odd one, considering the state of the city; but I had other things to dwell on, and hastened off to the place he indicated. Here, sure enough, I found the mouth of a very narrow passage which, starting between the last house and a blind wall, ran in the required direction. It was a queer place, scarcely wider than my shoulders, and with two turns so sharp that I remember wondering how they brought their dead out. In one part it wound under the timbers of a house; it was dark and somewhat foul, and altogether so ill-favoured a path that I was glad I had brought my arms.

In the end it ran into a small, paved court, damp but clean, and by comparison light. Here I saw the door I wanted facing me. Above it the house, with its narrow front of one window on each floor, and every floor jutting out a little, gave a strange impression of gloomy height. The windows were barred and dusty, the plaster was mildewed, the beams were dark with age. Whatever secrets, innocent or the reverse, lay within, one thing was plain  this front gave the lie to the other.

I liked the aspect of things so little that it was with a secret tremor I knocked, and heard the hollow sound go echoing through the house. So certain did I feel that something was wrong, that I wondered what the inmates would do, and whether they would lie quiet and refuse to answer, or show force and baffle me that way. No foreign windows looked into the little court in which I stood; three of the walls were blind. The longer I gazed about me, the more I misdoubted the place.

Yet I turned to knock again; but did not, being anticipated. The door slid open under my hand, slowly wide open, and brought me face to face with an old toothless hag, whose bleared eyes winked at me like a bats in sunshine. I was so surprised both by her appearance and the opening of the door, that I stood tongue-tied, staring at her and at the bare, dusty, unswept hall behind her.

Who lives here? I blurted out at last.

If I had stopped to choose my words I had done no better. She shook her head and pointed first to her ears, and then to her lips. The woman was deaf and dumb!

I would not believe it at the first blush. I tried her again. Who lives here, mother? I cried more loudly.

She smiled vacuously, showing her toothless gums. And that was all.

Still I tried again, shouting and making signs to her to fetch whoever was in the house. The sign she seemed to understand, for she shook her head violently. But that helped me no farther.

All the time the door stood wide open. I could see the hall, and that it contained no furniture or traces of habitation. The woman was alone, therefore a mere caretaker. Why should I not enter and satisfy myself?

I made as if I would do so. But the moment I set my foot across the threshold the old crone began to mow and gibber so horribly, putting herself in my way, that I fell back cowed. I had not the heart to use force to her, alone as she was, and in her duty. Besides, what right had I to thrust myself in? I should be putting myself in the wrong if I did. I retired.

She did not at once shut the door, but continued to tremble and make faces at me awhile as if she were cursing me. Then with her old hand pressed to her side, she slowly but with evident passion clanged the door home.

I stood a moment outside, and then I retreated. I had been driven to believe Herr Krapp. Why should I not believe this old creature? Here was an empty house, and so an end. And yet  and yet I was puzzled.

As I went through the churchyard, I passed my friend the mason, and saw he had a companion. If he had looked up I should have asked him a question or two. But he did not, and the others back was towards me. I walked on.

In the silent street, however, three minutes later, a sudden thought brought me to a stand. An empty house? Was there not something odd in this empty house, when quarters were so scarce in Nuremberg, and even my lady had got lodgings assigned to her as a favour and at a price? The town swarmed with people who had taken refuge behind its walls. Where one had lain two lay now. Yet here was an empty house!

In a twinkling I was walking briskly towards the Neu Strasse, determined to look farther into the matter. It was again the hour of evening drill; the ways were crowded, the bells of the churches were ringing. Using some little care as I approached Herr Krapps, I slipped into a doorway, which commanded it from a distance, and thence began to watch the fatal window.

If the old hag had not lied with her dumb lips I should see no one; or at best should only see her.

Half an hour passed; an hour passed. Hundreds of people passed, among them the man I had seen talking with the mason in the churchyard. I noticed him, because he went by twice. But the window remained blank. Then on a sudden, as the light began to fail, I saw the Waldgrave at it.

The Waldgrave?

Gott im Himmel! I muttered, the blood rushing to my face. What was the meaning of this? What was the magic of this cursed window? First I had seen my love at it. Then the Waldgrave.

While I stood thunderstruck, he was gone again, leaving the window blank and black. The crowd passed below, chattering thoughtlessly. Groups of men with pikes and muskets went by. All seemed unchanged. But my mind was in a whirl. Rage, jealousy, and wonder played with it. What did it all mean? First Marie, then the Waldgrave! Marie, whom we had left thirty leagues away in the forest; the Waldgrave, whom I had seen that morning.

I stood gaping at the window, as if it could speak, and gradually my mind regained its balance. My jealousy died out, hope took its place. I did not think so ill of the Waldgrave as to believe that knowing of Maries existence he would hide it from me, and for that reason I could not explain or understand how he came to be in the same house with her. But it was undeniable that his presence there encouraged me. There must be some middle link between them; perhaps some one controlling both. And then I thought of Tzerclas.

The Waldgrave had seen him in the town, and had even spoken to him. What if it were he who occupied this house close by the New Gate, with a convenient secretive entrance, and used it for his machinations? Marie might well have fallen into his hands. She might be in his power now, behind the very walls on which I gazed.

From that moment I breathed and lived only to see the inside of that house. Nothing else would satisfy me. I scanned it with greedy eyes, its steep gable, its four windows one above another, its carved weather-boards. I might attack it on this side; or by way of the alley and door. But I quickly discarded the latter idea. Though I had seen only the old woman, I judged that there were defenders in the background, and in the solitude of the alley I might be easily despatched. It remained to enter from the front, or by way of the roof. I pondered a moment, and then I went across to Herr Krapps and knocked.

He opened the door himself. I almost pushed my way in. What do you want, my friend? he said, recoiling before me, and looking somewhat astonished.

To get into your neighbours house, I answered bluntly.


CHAPTER XXVIII.

UNDER THE TILES.

He had a light in his hand, and he held it up to my face. So? he said. Is that what you would be at? But you go fast. It takes two to that, Master Steward.

Yes, I answered. I am the one, and you are the other, Herr Krapp.

He turned from me and closed the door, and, coming back, held the light again to my face. So you still think that it was your ladys woman you saw at the window?

I am sure of it, I answered.

He set down his light on a chair and, leaning against the wall, seemed to consider me. After a pause, And you have been to the house?

I have been to the house  fruitlessly.

You learned nothing?

Nothing.

Then what do you want to do now? he asked, softly rubbing his chin.

To see the inside of it.

And you propose  ?

To enter it from yours, I answered. Surely you have some dormer, some trap-door, some roof-way, by which a bold man may get from this house to the next one.

He shook his head. I know of none, he said. But that is not all. You are asking a strange thing. I am a peaceful man, and, I hope, a good neighbour; and this which you ask me to do cannot be called neighbourly. However, I need say the less about it, because the thing cannot be done.

Will you let me try? I cried.

He seemed to reflect. In the end he made a strange answer. What time did you call at the house? he said.

Perhaps an hour ago  perhaps more.

Did you see any one in the churchyard as you passed?

Yes, I said, thinking; there was a man at work there. I asked him the way.

Herr Krapp nodded, and seemed to reflect again. Well, he said at last, it is a strong thing you ask, my friend. But I have my own reasons for suspecting that all is not right next door, and therefore you shall have your way as far as looking round goes. But I do not think that you will be able to do anything.

I ask no more than that, I said, trembling with eagerness.

He looked at me again as he took up the light. You are a big man, he said, but are you armed? Strength is of little avail against a bullet.

I showed him that I had a brace of pistols, and he turned towards the stairs. Dorcas is in the kitchen, he said. My sons are out, and so are the lads. Nevertheless, I am not very proud of our errand; so step softly, my friend, and do not grumble if you have your labour for your pains.

He led the way up the stairs with that, and I followed him. The house was very silent, and the higher we ascended the more the silence grew upon us, until, in the empty upper part, every footfall seemed to make a hollow echo, and every board that creaked under our tread to whisper that we were about a work of danger. When we reached the uppermost landing of all, Herr Krapp stopped, and, raising his light, pointed to the unceiled rafters.

See, there is no way out, he said. And if you could get out, you could not get in.

I nodded as I looked round. Clearly, this floor was not much used. In a corner a room had been at some period roughly partitioned off; otherwise the place was a huge garret, the boards covered with scraps of mortar, the corners full of shadows and old lumber and dense cobwebs. In the sloping roof were two dormer windows, unglazed but shuttered; and, beside the great yawning well of the staircase by which we had ascended, lay a packing-box and some straw, and two or three old rotting pallets tied together with ropes. I shivered as I looked round. The place, viewed by the light of our one candle, had a forlorn, depressing aspect. The air under the tiles was hot and close; the straw gave out a musty smell.

I was glad when Herr Krapp went to one of the windows and, letting down the bar, opened the shutters. On the instant a draught, which all but extinguished his candle, poured in, and with it a dull, persistent noise unheard before  the murmur of the city, of the streets, the voice of Nuremberg. I thrust my head out into the cool night air, and rejoiced to see the lights flickering in the streets below, and the shadowy figures moving this way and that. Above the opposite houses the low sky was red; but the chimneys stood out black against it, and in the streets it was dark night.

I took all this in, and then I turned to the right and looked at the next house. I saw as much as I expected; more, enough to set my heart beating. The dormer window next to that from which I leaned, and on a level with it, was open; if I might judge from the stream of light which poured through it, and was every now and then cut off as if by a moving figure that passed at intervals between the casement and the candle. Who or what this was I could not say. It might be Marie; it might not. But at the mere thought I leaned out farther, and greedily measured the distance between us.

Alas! between the dormer-gable in which I stood and the one in the next house lay twelve feet of steep roof, on which a cat would have been puzzled to stand. Its edge towards the street was guarded by no gutter, ledge, or coping-stone, but ended smoothly in a frail, wooden waterpipe, four inches square. Below that, yawned a sheer, giddy drop, sixty feet to the pavement of the street. I drew in my head with a shiver, and found Herr Krapp at my elbow.

Well, he said, what do you see?

The next window is open, I answered. How can I get to it?

Ah! he replied dryly, I did not undertake that you should. He took my place at the window and leaned out in his turn. He had set the candle in a corner where it was sheltered from the draught. I strode to it, and moved it a little in sheer impatience  I was burning to be at the window again. As I came back, crunching the scraps of mortar underfoot, my eyes fell on a bit of old dusty rope lying coiled on the floor, and in a second I saw a way. When Herr Krapp turned from the window he missed me.

Hallo! he cried. Where are you, my friend?

Here, I answered, from the head of the stairs.

As he advanced, I came out of the darkness to meet him, staggering under the bundle of pallets which I had seen lying by the stair-head. He whistled.

What are you going to do with those? he said.

By your leave, I want this rope, I answered.

What will you do with it? he asked soberly. He was one of those even-tempered men to whom excitement, irritation, fear, are all foreign.

Make a loop and throw it over the little pinnacle on the top of yonder dormer, I answered briefly, and use it for a hand-rail.

Can you throw it over?

I think so.

The pinnacle will hold?

I hope so.

He shrugged his shoulders, and stood for a moment staring at me as I unwound the rope and formed a noose. At length: But the noise, my friend? he said. If you miss the first time, and the second, the rope falling and sliding over the tiles will give the alarm.

Two cats ran along the ridge a while ago, I answered. Once, and, perhaps, twice, the noise will be set down to them. The third time I must succeed.

I thought it likely that he would forbid the attempt; but he did not. On the contrary, he silently took hold of my belt, that I might lean out the farther and use my hands with greater freedom. Against the window I placed the bundle of pallets; setting one foot on them and the other heel on the pipe outside, I found I could whirl the loop with some chance of success.

Still, it was an anxious moment. As I craned over the dark street and, poising myself, fixed my eyes on the black, slender spirelet which surmounted the neighbouring window, I felt a shudder more than once run through me. I shrank from looking down. At last I threw: the rope fell short. Luckily it dropped clear of the window, and came home again against the wall below me, and so made no noise. The second time I threw with better heart; but I had the same fortune, except that I nearly overbalanced myself, and, for a moment, shut my eyes in terror. The third time, letting out a little more rope, I struck the pinnacle, but below the knob. The rope fell on the tiles, and slid down them with some noise, and for a full minute I stood motionless, half inside the room and half outside, expecting each instant to see a head thrust out of the other window. But no one appeared, no one spoke, though the light was still obscured at intervals; and presently I took courage to make a fourth attempt. I flung, and this time the rope fell with a dull thud on the tiles, and stopped there: the noose was round the pinnacle.

Gently I drew it tight, and then, letting it hang, I slipped back into the room, where we had before taken the precaution to put out the light. Herr Krapp asked me in a whisper if the rope was fast.

Yes, I said. I must secure this end to something.

He passed it round the hinge of the left-hand shutter and made it safe. Then for a moment we stood together in the darkness.

All right? he said.

All right, I answered hoarsely.

The next moment the thing was done. I was outside, the rope in my hands, my feet on the bending pipe, the cool night air round my temples  below me, sheer giddiness, dancing lights, and blackness. For the moment I tottered. I balanced myself where I stood, and clung to the rope, shutting my eyes. If the pinnacle had given way then, I must have fallen like a plummet and been killed. One crash against the wall below, one grip at the rope as it tore its way through my fingers  and an end!

But the pinnacle held, and in a few seconds I gained wit and courage. One step, then another, and then a third, taken warily, along the pipe, as I have seen rope-walkers take them at Heritzburg fair, and I was almost within reach of my goal. Two more, and, stooping, I could touch, with my right hand, the tiles of the little gable, while my left, raised above my head, still clutched the rope.

Then came an anxious moment. I had to pass under the rope, which was between me and the street, and between me and the window also  the window, my goal. I did it; but in my new position I found a new difficulty, and a grim one, confronting me. Standing outside the rope now, with my right hand clinging to it, I could not, with all my stretching, reach with my other hand any part of the window, or anything of which I could get a firm grip. The smooth tiles and crumbling mortar of the little gable gave no hold, while the rope, my grip on which I dared not for my life relax, prevented me stooping sufficiently to reach the sill or the window-case.

It was a horrible position. I stood still, sweating, trembling, and felt the wooden pipe bend and yield under me. Behind me, the depth, the street, yawned for me; before me, the black roof, shutting off the sky. My head reeled, my fingers closed on the ropes like claws; for a second I shut my eyes, and thought I was falling. In that moment I forgot Marie  I forgot everything, except the pavement below, the cruel stones, the depth; I would have given all, coward that I was, to be back in Herr Krapps room.

Then the fit passed, and I stood, thinking. To take my hand from the rope would be to fall  to die. But could I lower the rope so that, still holding it, I could reach the sill, or the hinges, or some part of the window-case that would furnish a grip? I could think of only one way, and that a dangerous one; but I had no choice, nor any time to lose, if I would keep my head. I drew out my knife, and, leaning forward on the rope, with one knee on the tiles, I began to sever the cord as far away to my right as I could reach. This was to cut off my retreat  my connection with the window I had left; but I dared not let myself think much of that or of anything. I hacked away in a frenzy, and in a twinkling the rope flew apart, and I slipped forward on the tiles, clutching the piece that remained to me in a grasp of iron.

So far, good! I was trembling all over, but I was safe, and I lost not a moment in passing the loose end twice round the fingers of my right hand. This done, only one thing remained to be done  only one thing: to lean over the abyss, trusting all my weight to the frail cord, and to grope for the sill. Only that! Well, I did it. My hair stood up straight as the pinnacle groaned and bent under my weight; my eyes must have been astare with terror; all my flesh crept. I clung to the face of the gable like a fly, but I did it! I reached the sill, clutched it, loosed the rope, and in a moment was lying on my breast, half in and half out of the window  safe!

I do not know how long I hung there, recovering my breath and strength, but I suppose only a minute or two, though it seemed to me an hour. A while before I should have thought such a position, without foothold, above the dizzy street, perilous enough. Now it seemed to be safety. Nevertheless, as I grew cooler I began to think of getting in, of whom I should find there, of the issue of the attempt. And presently, lifting one leg over the sill, I stretched out a hand and drew aside a scanty curtain which hid the room from view. It was this curtain that, rising and falling with the draught, had led me to picture a figure moving to and fro.

There was no one to be seen, and for a moment I fancied that the room was empty. The light was on the other side, and my act disclosed nothing but a dusky corner under a sloping roof. The next instant, however, a harsh voice, which shook the rafters, cried, with an oath  

What is that?

I let the curtain fall and, as softly as I could, scrambled over the sill. My courage came back in face of a danger more familiar; my hand grew steady. As I sat on the sill, I drew out a pistol; but I dared not cock it.

Speak, or I shoot! cried the same voice. One, two! Was it the wind  Himmel  or one of those cats?

I remained motionless. The speaker, whose voice I seemed to know, was clearly uncertain and a little sleepy. I hoped that he would not rouse the house and waste a shot on no better evidence; and I sat still in the smallest compass into which I could draw myself. I could see the light through the curtain, a makeshift thing of thin stuff, unbleached  and I tried to discern his figure, but in vain. At last I heard him sink back, grumbling uneasily.

I waited a few minutes, until his breathing became more regular, and then, with a cautious hand, I once more drew the curtain aside. As I had judged, the light stood on the floor, by the end of the pallet. On the pallet, his head uneasily pillowed on his arm, while the other hand almost touched the butt of a pistol which lay beside the candle, sprawled the man who had spoken  a swarthy, reckless-looking fellow, still in his boots and dressed. His attitude as he slept, alone in this quiet room, no less than the presence of the light and pistol, spoke of danger and suspicion. But I did not need the one sign or the other to warn me that my hopes and fears were alike realized. The man was Ludwig!

I dropped the curtain again, and sat thinking. I could not hope to overcome such a man without a struggle and noise that must alarm the house; and yet I must pass him, if I would do any good. My only course seemed to be to slip by him by stealth, open the door in the same manner, and gain the stairs. After that the house would be open to me, and it would go hard with any one who came between me and Marie. I did not doubt now that she was there.

I waited until his more regular breathing seemed to show that he slept, and then, after softly cocking my pistol, I set my feet to the floor, and began to cross it. Unluckily my nerves were still ajar with my roof-work. At the third step a board creaked under me; at the same moment I caught a glimpse of a huge, dark figure at my elbow, and though this was only my shadow, cast on the sloping roof by the candle, I sprang aside in a fright. The noise was enough to awaken the sleeper. As my eyes came back to him he opened his and saw me, and, raising himself, in a trice groped for his pistol. He could not on the instant find it, however, and I had time to cover him with mine.

Have done! I hissed. Be still, or you are a dead man!

Martin Schwartz! he cried, with a frightful oath.

Yes, I rejoined; and mark me, if you raise a finger, I fire.

He glared at me, and so we stood a moment. Then I said, Push that pistol to me with your foot. Dont put out your hand, or it will be the worse for you.

He looked at me for a moment, his face distorted with rage, as if he were minded to disobey at all risks; then he drew up his foot sullenly and set it against the pistol. I stepped back a pace and for an instant took my eyes from his  intending to snatch up the firearm as soon as it was out of his reach. In that instant he dashed out the light with his foot; I heard him spring up  and we were in darkness.

The surprise was complete, and I did not fire; but I had the presence of mind, believing that he had secured his pistol, to change my position  almost as quickly as he changed his. However, he did not fire; and so there we were in the pitchy darkness of the room, both armed, and neither knowing where the other stood.

I felt every nerve in my body tingle; but with rage, not fear. I dared not change my position again, lest a creaking board should betray me, now all was silent; but I crouched low in the darkness with the pistol in one hand and my knife drawn in the other, and listened for his breathing. The same consideration  we were both heavy men  kept him motionless also; and I remember to this day, that as we waited, scarcely daring to breathe  and for my part each moment expecting the flash and roar of a shot  one of the city clocks struck slowly and solemnly ten.

The strokes ceased. In the room I could not hear a sound, and I felt nervously round me with my knife; but without avail. I crouched still lower, lower, with a beating heart. The curtain obscured the window, there was no moon, no light showed under the door. The darkness was so complete that, but for a kind of fainter blackness that outlined the window, I could not have said in what part of the room I stood.

Suddenly a sharp loud thud broke the silence. It seemed to come from a point so close to me that I almost fired on that side before I could control my fingers. The next moment I knew that it was well I had not. It was Ludwigs knife flung at a venture  and now buried, as I guessed, an inch deep in the door  which had made the noise. Still, the action gave me a sort of inkling where he was, and, noiselessly facing round a trifle, I raised my pistol, and waited for some movement that might direct my aim.

I feared that he had a second knife; I hoped that in drawing it from its sheath he would make some noise. But all was still. Sharpen my ears as I might, I could hear nothing; strain my eyes as I might, I could see no shadow, no bulk in the darkness. A silence as of death prevailed. I could scarcely believe that he was still in the room. My courage, hot and fierce at first, began to wane under the trial. I felt the point of his knife already in my back; I winced and longed to be sheltered by the wall, yet dared not move to go to it. In another minute I think I should have fired at a sheer venture, rather than bear the strain longer; but at last a sound broke on my ear. The sound was not in the room, but in the house below. Some one was coming up the stairs.

The step reached a landing, and I heard it pause; a stumble, and it came on again up the next flight. Another pause, this time a longer one. Then it mounted again, and gradually a faint line of light shone under the door. I felt my breath come quickly. One glance at the door, which was near me on the right hand, and I peered away again, balancing the pistol in my hand. If Ludwig cried out or spoke, I would fire in the direction of the voice. Between two foes I was growing desperate.
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Before I could recover myself a pair of strong arms closed round mine and bound them to my sides.

The step came on and stopped at the door; still Ludwig held his peace. The new-comer rapped; not loudly, or I think I should have started and betrayed myself  to such a point were my feelings wound up  but softly and timidly. I set my teeth together and grasped my knife. Ludwig on his part kept silence; the person outside, getting no answer, knocked again, and yet again, each time more loudly. Still no answer. Then I heard a hand touch the latch. It grated. A moment of suspense, and a flood of light burst in  close to me on my right hand  dazzling me. I looked round quickly, in fear; and there, in the doorway, holding a taper in her hand, I saw Marie  Marie Wort!

While I stood open-mouthed, gazing, she saw me, the light falling on me. Her lips opened, her breast heaved, I think she must have seen my danger; but if so the shriek she uttered came too late to save me. I heard it, but even as I heard it a sudden blow in the back hurled me gasping to my knees at her feet. Before I could recover myself a pair of strong arms closed round mine and bound them to my sides. Breathless and taken at advantage I made a struggle to rise; but I heaved and strained without avail. In a moment my hands were tied, and I lay helpless and a prisoner.

After that I was conscious only of a tumult round me; of a woman shrieking, of loud trampling, and lights and faces, among these Tzerclas dark countenance, with a look of fiendish pleasure on it. Even these things I only noted dully. In the middle of all I was wool-gathering. I suppose I was taken downstairs, but I remember nothing of it; and in effect I took little note of anything until, my breath coming back to me, I found myself being borne through a doorway  on the ground floor, I think  into a lighted room. A man held me by either arm, and there were three other men in the room.


CHAPTER XXIX.

IN THE HOUSE BY ST. AUSTINS.

Two of these men sat facing one another at a great table covered with papers. As I entered they turned their faces to me, and on the instant one sprang to his feet with an exclamation of rage that made the roof ring.

General! he cried passionately, what  what devils trick is this? Why have you brought that man here?

Why? Tzerclas answered easily, insolently. Does he know you? He had come in just before us. He smiled; the mans excitement seemed to amuse him.

By  , he does! the other exclaimed through his teeth. Are you mad?

I think not, the general answered, still smiling. You will understand in a minute. But his business can wait. First  he took up a paper and scanned it carefully let us complete this list of  

No! the stranger replied impetuously. And he dashed the paper back on the table and looked from one to another like a wild beast in a trap. He was a tall, very thin, hawk-nosed man, whom I had seen once at my ladys  the commander of a Saxon regiment in the citys service, with the name of a reckless soldier. No! he repeated, scowling, until his brows nearly met his moustachios. Not another gun, not another measurement will I give, until I know where I stand! And whether you are the man I think you, general, or the blackest double-dyed liar that ever did Satans work!

The general laughed grimly  the laugh that always chilled my blood. Gently, gently, he said. If you must know, I have brought him into this room, in the first place, because it is convenient, and in the second, because  

Well? Neumann snarled, with an ugly gleam in his eyes.

Because dead men tell no tales, Tzerclas continued quietly. And our friend here is a dead man. Now, do you see? I answer for it, you run no risk.

Himmel! the other exclaimed; in a different tone, however. But in that case, why bring him here at all? Why not despatch him upstairs?

Because he knows one or two things which I wish to know, the general answered, looking at me curiously. And he is going to make us as wise as himself. He has been drilling in the south-east bastion by the orchard, you see, and knows what guns are mounted there.

Cannot you get them from the fool in the other room? Neumann grunted.

He will tell nothing.

Then why do you have him hanging about here day after day, risking everything? The man is mad.

Because, my dear colonel, I have a use for him too, Tzerclas replied. Then he turned to me. Listen, knave, he said harshly. Do you understand what I have been saying?

I did, and I was desperate. I remembered what I had done to him, how we had outwitted, tricked, and bound him; and now that I was in his power I knew what I had to expect; that nothing I could say would avail me. I looked him in the face. Yes, I said.

You had the laugh on your side the last time we met, he smiled. Now it is my turn.

So it seems, I answered stolidly.

I think it annoyed him to see me so little moved. But he hid the feeling. What guns are in the orchard bastion? he asked.

I laughed. You should have asked me that, I said, before you told me what you were going to do with me. The dead tell no tales, general.

You fool! he replied. Do you think that death is the worst you have to fear? Look round you! Do you see these windows? They are boarded up. Do you see the door? It is guarded. The house? The walls are thick, and we have gags. Answer me, then, and quickly, or I will find the way to make you. What guns are in the orchard bastion?

He took up a paper with the last word and looked at me over it, waiting for my answer. For a moment not a sound broke the silence of the room. The other men stood all at gaze, watching me, Neumann with a scowl on his face. The lights in the room burned high, but the frowning masks of boards that hid the windows, the litter of papers on the table, the grimy floor, the cloaks and arms cast down on it in a medley  all these marks of haste and secrecy gave a strange and lowering look to the chamber, despite its brightness. My heart beat wildly like a bird in a mans hand. I feared horribly. But I hid my fear; and suddenly I had a thought.

You have forgotten one thing, I said.

They started. It was not the answer they expected.

What? Tzerclas asked curtly, in a tone that boded ill for me  if worse were possible.

To ask how I came into the house.

The general looked death at Ludwig. What is this, knave? he thundered. You told me that he came in by the window?

He did, general, Ludwig answered, shrugging his shoulders.

Yes, from the next house, I said coolly. Where my friends are now waiting for me.

Which house? Tzerclas demanded.

Herr Krapps.

I was completely in their hands. But they knew, and I knew, that their lives were scarcely more secure than mine; that, given a word, a sign, a traitor among them  and they were all traitors, more or less  all their boarded windows and locked doors would avail them not ten minutes against the frenzied mob. That thought blanched more than one cheek while I spoke; made more than one listen fearfully and cast eyes at the door; so that I wondered no longer, seeing their grisly faces, why the room, in spite of its brightness, had that strange and sombre look. Treachery, fear, suspicion, all lurked under the lights.

Tzerclas alone was unmoved; perhaps because he had something less to fear than the faithless Neumann. Herr Krapps? he said scornfully. Is that all? I will answer for that house myself. I have a man watching it, and if danger threatens from that direction, we shall know it in good time. He marks all who go in or out.

You can trust him? Neumann muttered, wiping his brow.

I am trusting him, the general answered dryly. And I am not often deceived. This man and the puling girl upstairs tricked me once; but they will not do so again. Now, sirrah! and he turned to me afresh, a cruel gleam in his eyes. That bird will not fly. To business. Will you tell me how many guns are in the orchard bastion?

No! I cried. I was desperate now.

You will not?

No!

You talk bravely, he answered. But I have known men talk as bravely, and whimper and tremble like flogged children five minutes later. Ludwig  ah, there is no fire. Get a bit of thin whip-cord, and twist it round his head with your knife-handle. But first, he continued, devouring me with his hard, smiling eyes, call in Taddeo. You will need another man to handle him neatly.

At the word my blood ran cold with horror, and then burning hot. My gorge rose; I set my teeth and felt all my limbs swell. There was a mist of blood before my eyes, as if the cord were already tight and my brain bursting. I heaved in my bonds and heard them crack and crack. But, alas! they held.

Try again! he said, sneering at me.

You fiend! I burst out in a fury. But I defy you. Do your worst, I will balk you yet!

He looked at me hard. Then he smiled. Ah! he said. So you think you will beat me. Well, you are an obstinate knave, I know; and I have not much time to spare. Yet I shall beat you. Ludwig, he continued, raising his voice, though his smiling eyes did not leave me. Is Taddeo there?

He is coming, general.

Then bid him fetch the girl down! Yes, Master Martin, he continued with a ruthless look, we will see. I have a little account against her too. Do not think that I have kept her all this time for nothing. We will put the cord not round your head  you are a stubborn fool, I know  but round hers, my friend. Round her pretty little brow. We will see if that will loosen your tongue.

The room reeled before my eyes, the lights danced, the mens faces, some agrin, some darkly watchful, seemed to be looking at me through a mist that dimmed everything. I cried out wild oaths, scarcely knowing what I said, that he would not, that he dared not.

He laughed. You think not, Master Martin? he said. Wait until the slut comes. Ludwig has a way of singeing their hands with a lamp  that will afford you, I think, the last amusement you will ever enjoy!

I knew that he spoke truly, and that he and his like had done things as horrible, as barbarous, a hundred times in the course of this cursed war! I knew that I had nothing to expect from their pity or their scruples. And the frenzy of passion, which for a moment had almost choked me, died down on a sudden, leaving me cold as the coldest there and possessed by one thought only, one hope, one aim  to get my hands free for a moment and kill this man. The boarded windows, the guarded doors, the stern faces round me, the silence of the gloomy house all forbade hope; but revenge remained. Rather than Marie should suffer, rather than that childish frame should be racked by their cruel arts, I would tell all, everything they wanted. But if by any trick or chance I went afterwards free for so much as a second, I would choke him with my naked hands!

I waited, looking at the door, my mind made up. The moments passed like lead. So apparently thought some one else, for suddenly on the silence came an interruption. Is this business going to last all night? Neumann burst out impatiently. Hang the man out of hand, if he is to be hanged!

My good friend, revenge is sweet, Tzerclas answered, with an ugly smile. These two fooled me a while ago; and I have no mind to be fooled with impunity. But it will not take long. We will singe her a little for his pleasure  he will like to hear her sing  and then we will hang him for her pleasure. After which  

Do what you like! Neumann burst out, interrupting him wrathfully. Only be quick about it. If the girl is here  

She is coming. She is coming, now, Tzerclas answered.

I had gone through so much that my feelings were blunted. I could no longer suffer keenly, and I waited for her appearance with a composure that now surprises me. The door opened, Taddeo came in! looked beyond him, but saw no one else; then I looked at him. The ruffian was trembling. His face was pale. He stammered something.

Tzerclas made but one stride to him. Dolt! he cried, what is it?

She is gone! the man stuttered.

Gone?

Yes, your excellency.

For an instant Tzerclas stood glaring at him. Then like lightning his hand went lip and his pistol-butt crashed down on the mans temple. The wretch threw up his arms and fell as if a thunderbolt had struck him  senseless, or lifeless; no one asked which, for his assailant, like a beast half-sated, stood glaring round for a second victim. But Ludwig, who had come down with Taddeo, knew his master, and kept his distance by the door. The other two men shrank behind me.

Well? Tzerclas cried, as soon as passion allowed him to speak. Are you dumb? Have you lost your tongue? What is it that liar meant?

The girl is away, Ludwig muttered. She got out through a window.

Through what window?

The window of my room, under the roof, the man answered sullenly. The one  through which that fool came in, he continued, nodding towards me.

Ah! the general cried, his voice hissing with rage. Well, we have still got him. How did she go?

Heaven knows, unless she had wings, Ludwig answered. The window is at the top of the house, and there is neither rope nor ladder there, nor foothold for anything but a bird. She is gone, however.

The general ground his teeth together. There is some cursed treachery here! he said.

The Saxon colonel laughed in scorn. Maybe! he retorted in a mocking tone, but I will answer for it, that there is something else, and that is cursed mismanagement! I tell you what it is, General Tzerclas, he continued fiercely. With your private revenges, and your public plots, and your tame cats who are mad, and your wild cats who have wings  you think yourself a very clever man. But Heaven help those who trust you!

The generals eyes sparkled. And those who cross me? he cried in a voice that made his men tremble. But there, sir, what ground of complaint have you? The girl never saw you.

No, but that man has seen me! Neumann retorted, pointing to me. And who knows how soon she may be back with a regiment at her heels? Then it will be Save yourselves! and he will be left to hang me.

The general laughed without mirth. Have no fear! he said. We will hang him out of hand. Ludwig, while we collect these papers, take the other two men and string him up in the hall. When they break in they shall find some one to receive them!

I had thought that the agony of death was passed; but I suppose that the news of Maries escape had awakened my hopes as well as rekindled my love of life; for at these words, I felt my courage run from me like water. I shrank back against the wall, my limbs trembling under me, my heart leaping as if it would burst from my breast. I felt the rope already round my neck, and when the men laid hold on me, I cried out, almost in spite of myself, that I would tell what guns there were in the orchard bastion, that I knew other things, that  

Away with him! Tzerclas snarled, stamping his foot passionately. He was already hurrying papers together, and did not give me a glance. String him up, knaves, and see this time that you obey orders. We must be gone, so pull his legs.

I would have said something more; I would have tried again. Even a minute, a minutes delay meant hope. But my voice failed me, and they hustled me out. I am no coward, and I had thought myself past fear; but the flesh is weak. At this pinch, when their hands were on me, and I looked round desperately and found no one to whom I could appeal  while hope and rescue might be so near and yet come too late  I shrank. Death in this vile den seemed horrible. My knees trembled; I could scarcely stand.

The hall into which they dragged me was the same dusty, desolate place into which, little foreseeing what would happen there, I had looked over the deaf hags shoulder. Ludwigs candle only half dispersed the darkness which reigned in it. Two of the men held me while he went to and fro with the light raised high above his head.

Ha! here it is! he said at last. I thought that there was a hook. Bring him here, lads.

They forced me, resisting feebly, to the place. The candle stood beside him; he was forming a noose. The light, which left all behind them dark, lit up the mens harsh faces; but I read no pity there, no hope, no relenting; and after a hoarse attempt to bribe them with promises of what my lady would give for my life, I stood waiting. I tried to pray, to think of Marie, of my soul and the future; but my mind was taken up with rage and dread, with the wild revolt against death, and the rush of indignation that would have had me scream like a woman!

On a sudden, out of the darkness grew a fourth face that looked at me, smiling. It was no more softened by ruth or pity than the others were; the laughing eyes mocked me, the lip curled as with a jest. And yet, at sight of it, I gasped. Hope awoke. I tried to speak, I tried to implore his help, I tried But my voice failed me, no words came. The face was the Waldgraves.

Yet he nodded as if I had spoken. Yes, he said, smiling more broadly, I see, Martin, that you are in trouble. You should have taken my advice in better time. I told you that he would get the better of you.

Ludwig, who had not seen him before he spoke, dropped the rope, and stood, stupefied, gazing at him. I cried out hoarsely that they were going to hang me.

No, no, not as bad as that! he said lightly, between jest and earnest. But I gave you fair warning, you know, Martin. Oh, he is  

Waldgrave, Waldgrave! I panted, trying to get to him; but the men held me back. They will hang me! They will! It is no joke. In Gods name, save me, save me! I saved you once, and  

Chut, chut! he replied easily. Of course I will save you. I will go to the general and arrange it now. Dont be afraid. My sweet cousin must not lose her steward. Why, you are shaking like an aspen, man. But I told you, did I not? Oh, he is the  Wait, fellow, he continued to Ludwig, until I come back. Where is your master?

Upstairs, Ludwig answered sullenly, an ugly gleam in his eyes.

The Waldgrave turned from me carelessly, and went towards the stairs, which were at the end of the hall. Ludwig, as he did so, picked up the rope with a stealthy gesture. I read his mind, and called pitifully to the Waldgrave to stop.

They will hang me while you are away, I cried. And he is not upstairs! They are lying to you. He is in the room on the left.

The Waldgrave halted and came back, his handsome face troubled. Ludwig, looking as if he would strike me, swore under his breath.

Upstairs, your excellency, upstairs! he cried. You will find him there. Why should I  

Hush! one of the other men said, and I felt his grasp on my arm relax. What is that, captain  that noise?

But Ludwig was intent on the Waldgrave. Upstairs! he continued to cry, waving his hand in that direction. I assure you, my lord  

Steady! the man who had cut him short before exclaimed. They are at the door, Ludwig. Listen, man, listen, or we shall be taken like wolves in a trap!

This time Ludwig condescended to listen, scowling. A noise like that made by a rat gnawing at wood could be heard. My heart beat fast and faster. The man who had given the alarm had released my arm altogether. The other held me carelessly.

With a yell which startled all, I burst suddenly from him and sprang past the Waldgrave. Bound as I was, I had the start and should have been on the stairs in another second, when, with a crash and a blinding glare, a shock, which loosened the very foundations of the house, flung me on my face.

I lay a moment, gasping for breath, wondering where I was hurt. Out of the darkness round me came a medley of groans and shrieks. The air was full of choking smoke, through which a red glare presently shone, and grew gradually brighter. I could see little, understand less of what was happening; but I heard shots and oaths, and once a rush of charging feet passed over me.

After that, growing more sensible, I tried to rise, but a weight lay on my legs  my arms were still tied  and I sank again. I took the fancy then that the house was on fire and that I should be burned alive; but before I had more than tasted the horror of the thought, a crowd of men came round me, and rough hands plucked me up.

Here is another of them! a voice cried. Have him out! To the churchyard with him! The trees will have a fine crop!

Halloa! he is tied up already! a second chimed in.

I gazed round stupidly, meeting everywhere vengeful looks and savage faces.

A butcher, with his axe on his shoulder, hauled at me. Bring him along! he shouted. This way, friends! Hurry him. To the churchyard!

My wits were still wool-gathering, and I should have gone quietly; but a man pushed his way to the front and looked at me. Stop! stop! he cried in a voice of authority. This is a friend. This is the man who got in by the roof. Cut the ropes, will you? See how his hands are swollen. That is better. Bring him out into the air. He will revive.

The speaker was Herr Krapp. In a moment a dozen friendly arms lifted me up and carried me through the crowd, and set me down in the little court. The cool night air swept my brow. I looked up and saw the stars shining in the quiet heaven, and I leant against the wall, sobbing like a woman.


CHAPTER XXX.

THE END OF THE DAY.

Ludwig was found dead in the hall, slain on the spot by the explosion of the petard which had driven in the door. His two comrades, less fortunate, were taken alive, and, with the hag who kept the house, were hanged within the hour on the elms in St. Austins churchyard. The Waldgrave and Neumann, both wounded, the former by the explosion and the latter in his desperate resistance, were captured and held for trial. But Tzerclas, the chief of all, arch-tempter and arch-traitor, vanished in the confusion of the assault, and made his escape, no one knew how. Some said that he went by way of a secret passage known only to himself; some, that he had a compact with the devil, and vanished by his aid; some, that he had friends in the crowd who sheltered him. For my part, I set down his disappearance to his own cool wits and iron nerves, and asked no further explanation.

For an hour the little dark court behind the ill-omened house seethed with a furious mob. No sooner were one party satisfied than another swept in with links and torches and ransacked the house, tore down the panels, groped through the cellars, and probed the chimneys; all with so much rage, and with gestures so wild and extravagant, that an indifferent spectator might have thought them mad. Nor were those who did these things of the lowest class; on the contrary, they were mostly burghers and traders, solid townsfolk and their apprentices, men who, with wives and daughters and sweethearts, could not sleep at night for thoughts of storm and sack, and in whom the bare idea that they had amongst them wretches ready to open the gates, was enough to kindle every fierce and cruel passion.

I stood for a time unnoticed, gazing at the scene in a kind of stupor, which the noise and tumult aggravated. Little by little, however, the cool air did its work; memory and reason began to return, and, with anxiety awaking in my breast, I looked round for Herr Krapp. Presently I saw him coming towards me with a leather flask in his hand.

Drink some of this, he said, looking at me keenly. Why so wild, man?

The girl? I stammered. I had not spoken before since my release, and my voice sounded strange and unnatural.

She is safe, he answered, nodding kindly. I was at my window when she swung herself on to the roof by the rope which you left hanging. Donner! you may be proud of her! But she was distraught, or she would not have tried such a feat. She must inevitably have fallen if I had not seen her. I called out to her to stand still and hold fast; and my son, who had come upstairs, ran down for a twelve-foot pike. We thrust that out to her, and, holding it, she tottered along the pike to my window, where I caught her skirts, and we dragged her in in a moment.

I shuddered, remembering how I had suffered, hanging above the yawning street. I suppose that it was she who warned you and sent you here? I said.

No, he answered. This house had been watched for two days, though I did not tell you so. We had been suspicious of it for a week or more, or I should not have helped you into a neighbours house as I did. However, all is well that ends well; and though we have not got that bloodthirsty villain to hang, we have stopped his plans for this time.

He was just proposing that, if I now felt able, I should return to my ladys, when a rush of people from the house almost carried me off my feet. In a moment we were pushed aside and squeezed against the wall. A hoarse yell, like the cry of a wild beast, rose from the crowd, a hundred hands were brandished in the air, weapons appeared as if by magic. The glare of torches, falling on the raging sea of men, picked out here and there a scared face, a wandering eye; but for the most part the mob seemed to feel only one passion  the thirst for blood.

What is it? I shouted in Herr Krapps ear.

The prisoners, he answered. They are bringing them out. Your friend the Waldgrave, and the other. They will need a guard.

And truly it was a grim thing to see men make at them, striking over the shoulders of the guard, leaping at them wolf-like, with burning eyes and gnashing teeth, striving to tear them with naked hands. Down the narrow passage to the churchyard the soldiers had an easy task; but in the open graveyard, whither Herr Krapp and I followed slowly, the party were flung this way and that, and tossed to and fro  though they were strong men, armed, and numbered three or four score  like a cork floating on rapids. Their way lay through the Ritter Strasse, and I went with them so far. Though it was midnight, the town, easily roused from its feverish sleep, was up and waking. Scared faces looked from windows, from eaves, from the very roofs. Men who had snatched up their arms and left their clothes peered from doorways. The roar of the mob, as it swayed through narrow ways, rose and fell by turns, now loud as the booming of cavern-waves, now so low that it left the air quivering.

When it died away at last towards the Burg, I took leave of Herr Krapp, and hurried to my ladys, passing the threshold in a tumult of memories, of emotions, and thankfulness. I could fancy that I had lived an age since I last crossed it  eight hours before. The house, like every other house, was up. Herr Krapp had sent the news of my escape before me, and I looked forward with a tremulous, foolish expectation that was not far from tears to the first words two women would say to me.

But though men and women met me with hearty greetings on the threshold, on the stairs, on the landing, and Steve clapped me on the back until I coughed again, they did not appear. It was after midnight, but the house was still lighted as if the sun had just set, and I went up to the long parlour that looked on the street. My heart beat, and my face grew hot as I entered; but I might have spared myself. There was only Fraulein Max in the room.

She came towards me, blinking. So Sancho Panza has turned knight-errant, she said with a sneer, as well as Governor?

I did not understand her, and I asked gently where my lady was.

She laughed in her gibing way. You beg for a stone and expect bread, she said. You care no more where my lady is than where I am! You mean, where is your Romanist chit, with her white face and wheedling ways.

I saw that she was bursting with spite; that Maries return and the stir made about it had been too much for her small, jealous nature, and I was not for answering her. She was out of favour; let her spit, her venom would be gone the sooner. But she had not done yet.

Of course she has had some wonderful adventures! she continued, her face working with malice and ill-nature. And we are all to admire her. But to a lover does she not seem somewhat blandula, vagula? Here to-day and gone to-morrow. Dolus latet in generalibus, the Countess says  and here the Dutch girl mimicked my lady, her eyes gleaming with scorn. But dolus latet in virginibus, too, Master Martin, as you will find some day! Oh, a great escape, a heroic escape,  but from her friends!

If you mean to infer, Fraulein   I said hotly.

Oh, I infer nothing. I leave you to do that! she replied, smirking. But pigs go back to the dirt, I read. You know where you found her and the brat!

I know where we should all be to-day, I cried, trembling with indignation, if it had not been for her!

Perhaps not worse off than we are now, she snapped. However, keep your eyes shut, if it pleases you.

My raised voice had reached the Countesss chamber, and as Fraulein Max, giggling spitefully, went out through one door the other opened and stood open. My anger melted away. I stood trembling, and looking, and waiting.

They came in together, my lady with her arm round Marie, the two women I loved best in the world. I have heard it said that evil runs to evil as drops of water to one another. But the saying is equally true of good. Little had I thought, a few weeks back, that my lady would come to treat the outcast girl from Klinks as a friend; nor I believe were there ever two people less alike, and yet both good, than these two. But that one quality  which is so quick to see its face mirrored in anothers heart  had brought them close together, and made each to recognise the other; so that, as they came in to me, there was not a line of my ladys figure, not a curve of her head, not a glance of her proud eyes, that was not in sympathy with the girl who clung to her  Romanist stranger, low born as she was. I looked and worshipped, and would have changed nothing. I found the dignity of the one as beautiful as the dependence of the other.

Not a word was spoken. I had wondered what they would say to me  and they said nothing. But my lady put her into my arms, and she clung to me, hiding her face.

The Countess laughed, yet there were tears in her voice. Be happy, she said. Child, from the day you were lost he never forgave me. Martin, see where the rope has cut her wrist. She did it to save you.

And myself! Marie whispered on my breast.

No! my lady said. I will not have it so! You will spoil both him and my love-story. Per tecta, per terram, you have sought one another. You have gone down sub orco. You have bought one another back from death, as Alcestis bought her husband Admetus. At the first it was a gold chain that linked you together, soon  

I felt Marie start in my arms. She freed herself gently, and looked at my lady with trouble in her eyes. Oh, she said, I had forgotten!

What? the Countess said. What have you forgotten?

The child! Marie replied, clasping her hands. I should have told you before!

You have had no time to tell us much! my lady answered smiling. And you are trembling like an aspen now. Sit down, girl. Sit down at once! she continued imperatively. Or, no! You shall go to your bed, and we will hear it in the morning.

But Marie seemed so much distressed by this that my lady did not insist; and in a few minutes the girl had told us a tale so remarkable that consideration of her fatigue was swallowed up in wonder.

It was the night I was lost, she said; the night when the alarm was given on the hill, and we rode down it. I clung to my saddle  it was all I could do  and remember only a dreadful shock, from which I recovered to find myself lying in the road, shaken and bruised. Fear of those whom I believed to be behind us was still in my mind, and I rose, giddy and confused, my one thought to get off the road. As I staggered towards the bank, however, I stumbled over something. To my horror I found that it was a woman. She was dead or senseless, but she had a child in her arms; it cried as I felt her face. I dared not stay, but, on the impulse of the moment  I could not move the woman, and I expected our pursuers to ride down the hill each instant  I snatched the child up and ran into the brushwood. After that I only remember stumbling blindly on through bog and fern, often falling in my haste, but always rising and pushing on. I heard cries behind me, but they only spurred me to greater exertions. At last I reached a little wood, and there, unable to go farther, I sank down, exhausted, and, I suppose, lost my senses, for I awoke, chilled and aching, in the first grey dawn. The leaves were black overhead, but the white birch trunks round me glimmered like pale ghosts. Something stirred in my arms. I looked down, and saw the face of my child  the child I found in the wood by Vach.

What! the Countess cried, rising and staring at her. Impossible! Your wits were straying, girl. It was some other child.

But Marie shook her head gently. No, my lady, she said. It was my child.

Count Leuchtensteins?

Yes, if the child I found was his.

But how  did it come where you found it? the Countess asked.

I think that the woman whom I left in the road was the poor creature who used to beg at our house in the camp, Marie answered, hesitating somewhat the wife of the man whom General Tzerclas hung, my lady. I saw her face by a glimmer of light only, and, at the moment, I thought nothing. Afterwards it flashed across me that she was that woman. If so, I think that she stole the child to avenge herself. She thought that we were General Tzerclas friends.

But then where is the child? my lady exclaimed, her eyes shining. I was excited myself; but the delight, the pleasure which I saw in her face took me by surprise. I stared at her, thinking that I had never seen her look so beautiful.

Then, as Marie answered, her face fell. I do not know, my girl said. After a time I found my way back to the road, but I had scarcely set foot on it when General Tzerclas troopers surprised me. I gave myself up for lost; I thought that he would kill me. But he only gibed at me, until I almost died of fear, and then he bade one of his men take me up behind him. They carried me with them to the camp outside this city, and three days ago brought me in and shut me up in that house.

But the child? my lady cried. What of it?

He took it from me, Marie said. I have never seen it since, but I think that he has it in the camp.

Does he know whose child it is?

I told him, Marie replied. Otherwise they might have let it die on the road. It was a burden to them.

The Countess shuddered, but in a moment recovered herself. While there is life there is hope, she said. Martin, here is more work for you. We will leave no stone unturned. Count Leuchtenstein must know, of course, but I will tell him myself. If we could get the child back and hand it safe and sound to its father, it would be  Perhaps the Waldgrave may be able to help us?

I think that he will need all his wits to help himself, I said bluntly.

Why? my lady questioned, looking at me in wonder.

Why? I cried in astonishment. Have you heard nothing about him, my lady?

Nothing, she said.

Not that he was taken to-night, in Tzerclas company, I answered, and is a prisoner at this moment at the Burg, charged, along with the villain Neumann, with a plot to admit the enemy into the city?

My lady sat down, her face pale, her aspect changed, as the countryside changes when the sun goes down. He was there she muttered with Tzerclas?

I nodded.

The Waldgrave Rupert  my cousin? she murmured, as if the thing passed the bounds of reason.

Yes, my lady, I said, as gently as I could. But he is mad. I am assured that he is mad. He has been mad for weeks past. We know it. We have known it. Besides, he knew nothing, I am sure, of Tzerclas plans.

But  he was there! she cried. He was one of those two men they carried by? One of those!

Yes, I said.

She sat for a moment stricken and silent, the ghost of herself. Then, in a voice little above a whisper, she asked what they would do to him.

I shrugged my shoulders. To be candid, I had not given the Waldgrave much thought, though in a way he had saved my life. Now, the longer I considered the matter, the less room for comfort I found. Certainly he was mad. We knew him to be mad. But how were we to persuade others? For weeks his bodily health had been good; he had carried himself indoors and out-of-doors like a sane man; he had done duty in the trenches, and mixed, though grudgingly, with his fellows, and gone about the ordinary business of life. How, in the face of all this, could we prove him mad, or make his judges, stern men, fighting with their backs to the wall, see the man as we saw him?

I suppose that there will be a trial? my lady said at last, breaking the silence.

I told her yes  at once. The town is in a frenzy of rage, I continued. The guards had a hard task to save them to-night. Perhaps Prince Bernard of Weimar  

Dont count on him, my lady answered. He is as hard as he is gallant. He would hang his brother if he thought him guilty of such a thing as this. No; our only hope is in  she hesitated an instant, and then ended the sentence abruptly Count Leuchtenstein. You must go to him, Martin, at seven, or as soon after as you can catch him. He is a just man, and he has watched the Waldgrave and noticed him to be odd. The court will hear him. If not, I know no better plan.

Nor did I, and I said I would go; and shortly afterwards I took my leave. But as I crept to my bed at last, the clocks striking two, and my head athrob with excitement and gratitude, I wondered what was in my ladys mind. Remembering the Waldgraves gallant presence and manly grace, recalling his hopes, his courage, and his overweening confidence, as displayed in those last days at Heritzburg, I could feel no surprise that so sad a downfall touched her heart. But  was that all? Once I had deemed him the man to win her. Then I had seen good cause to think otherwise. Now again I began to fancy that his mishaps might be crowned with a happiness which fortune had denied to him in his days of success.


CHAPTER XXXI.

THE TRIAL.

Late as it was when I fell asleep  for these thoughts long kept me waking  I was up and on my way to Count Leuchtensteins before the bells rang seven. It was the 17th of August, and the sun, already high, flashed light from a hundred oriels and casements. Below, in the streets, it sparkled on pikeheads and steel caps; above, it glittered on vane and weather-cock; it burnished old bells hung high in air, and decked the waking city with a hundred points of splendour. Everywhere the cool brightness of early morning met the eye, and spoke of things I could not see  the dew on forest leaves, the Werra where it shoals among the stones.

But as I went I saw things that belied the sunshine, things to which I could not shut my eyes. I met men whose meagre forms and shrunken cheeks made a shadow round them; and others, whose hungry vulture eyes, as they prowled in the kennel for garbage, seemed to belong to belated night-birds rather than to creatures of the day. Wan, pinched women, with white-faced children, signs of the deeper distress that lay hidden away in courts and alleys, shuffled along beside the houses; while the common crowd, on whose features famine had not yet laid its hand, wore a stern pre-occupied look, as if the gaunt spectre stood always before their eyes  visible, and no long way off.

In the excitement of the last few days I had failed to note these things or their increase; I had gone about my business thinking of little else, seeing nothing beyond it. Now my eyes were rudely opened, and I recognised with a kind of shock the progress which dearth and disease were making, and had made, in the city. North and south and east and west of me, in endless multitude, the roofs and spires of Nuremberg rose splendid and sparkling in the sunshine. North and south, and east and west, in city and lager lay scores of thousands of armed men, tens of thousands of horses  a host that might fitly be called invincible; and all come together in its defence. But, in corners, as I went along I heard men whisper that Duke Bernards convoy had been cut off, that the Saxon forage had not come in, that the Croats were gripping the Bamberg road, that a thousand waggons of corn had reached the imperial army. And perforce I remembered that an army must not only fight but eat. The soldiers must be fed, the city must be fed. I began to see that if Wallenstein, secure in his impregnable position on the hills, declined still to move or fight, the time would come when the Swedish King must choose between two courses, and either attack the enemy on the Alta Veste against all odds of position, or march away and leave the city to its fate. I ceased to wonder that care sat on mens faces, and seemed to be a feature of the streets. The passion which the mob had displayed in the night, no longer surprised me. The hungry man is no better than a brute.

Opposite Count Leuchtensteins lodgings they were quelling a riot at a bakehouse, and the wolfish cries and screams rang in my ears long after I had turned into the house. The Count had been on night service, and was newly risen, and not yet dressed, but his servant consented to admit me. I passed on the stairs a grey-haired sergeant, scarred, stiff, and belted, who was waiting with a bundle of lists and reports. In the ante-chamber two or three gentlemen in buff coats, who talked in low, earnest voices and eyed me curiously as I passed, sat at breakfast. I noted the order and stillness which prevailed everywhere in the house, and nowhere more than in the Counts chamber; where I found him dressing before a plain table, on which a small, fat Bible had the place of a pouncet-box, and a pair of silver-mounted pistols figured instead of a scent-case. Not that the appointments of the room were mean. On a little stand beside the Bible was the chain of gold walnuts which I had good cause to remember; and this was balanced on the other side by a miniature of a beautiful woman, set in gold and surmounted by a coat-of-arms.

He was vigorously brushing his grey hair and moustachios when I entered, and the air, which the open window freely admitted, lent a brightness to his eyes and a freshness to his complexion that took off ten of his years. He betrayed some surprise at seeing me so early; but he received me with good nature, congratulated me on my adventure, the main facts of which had reached him, and in the same breath lamented Tzerclas escape.

But we shall have the fox one of these days, he continued. He is a clever scoundrel, and thinks to be a Wallenstein. But the world has only space for one monster at a time, friend Steward. And to be anything lower than Wallenstein, whom I take to be unique,  to be a Pappenheim, for instance,  a man must have a heart as well as a head, or men will not follow him. However, you did not come to me to discuss Tzerclas, he continued genially. What is your errand, my friend?

To ask your excellencys influence on behalf of the Waldgrave Rupert.

He paused with his brushes suspended. On your own account? he asked; and he looked at me with sudden keenness.

No, my lord, I answered. My lady sent me. She would have come herself, but the hour was early; and she feared to let the matter stand, lest summary measures should be taken against him.

It is likely very summary measures will be taken! he answered dryly, and with a sensible change in his manner; his voice seemed to grow harsher, his features more rigid. But why, he continued, looking at me again, does not the Countess leave him in Prince Bernards hands? He is his near kinsman.

She fears, my lord, that Prince Bernard may not  

Be inclined to help him? the Count said. Well, and I think that that is very likely, and I am not surprised. See you how the matter stands? This young gallant should have been, since his arrival here, foremost in every skirmish; he should have spent his days in the saddle, and his nights in his cloak, and been the first to mount and the last to leave the works. Instead of that, he has shown himself lukewarm throughout, Master Steward. He has done no credit to his friends or his commission; he has done everything to lend colour to this charge; and, by my faith, I do not know what can be done for him  nor that it behoves us to do anything.

But he is not guilty of this, if your excellency pleases, I said boldly. The Counts manner of speaking of him was hard and so nearly hostile that my choler rose a little.

He has not done his duty!

Because he has not been himself, I replied.

Well, we have enough to do in these evil days to protect those who are! he answered sharply. Besides, this matter is a city matter. It is in the citizens hands, and I do not know what we have to do with it. Look now, he continued, almost querulously, it is an invidious thing to meddle with them. We of the army are risking our lives and no more, but our hosts are risking all  wives and daughters, sweethearts, and children, and homes! And I say it is an awkward thing meddling with them. For Neumann the sooner they hang the dog the better; and for this young spark I can think of nothing that he has done that binds us to go out of our way to save him. Marienbad! What brought him into that den of thieves?

My lord, I said, taken aback by his severity since he received a wound some months back he has not been himself.

He has been sufficiently himself to hang about a womans apron-strings, the Count answered with a flash of querulous contempt, instead of doing his duty. However, what you say is true. I have seen it myself. But, again, why does not your lady leave Prince Bernard to settle the matter?

She fears that he may not be sufficiently interested.

He turned away abruptly; unless I was mistaken, he winced. And in a moment a light broke in upon me. The peevishness and irritability with which he had received the first mention of the Waldgraves name had puzzled me. I had not expected such a display in a man of his grave, equable nature, of his high station, his great name. I had given him credit for a less churlish spirit and a judgment more evenly balanced. And I had felt surprised and disappointed.

Now, on a sudden, I saw light  in an unexpected quarter. For a moment I could have laughed both at myself and at him. The man was jealous; jealous, at his age and with his grey hairs! At the first blush of the thing I could have laughed, the feeling and the passion it implied seemed alike so preposterous. There on the table before me stood the miniature of his first wife, and his childs necklace. And the man himself was old enough to be my ladys father. What if he was tall and strong; and still vigorous though grey-haired; and a man of great name. When I thought of the Waldgrave  of his splendid youth and gallant presence, his gracious head and sunny smile, and pictured this staid, sober man beside him, I could have found it in my heart to laugh.

While I stood, busy with these thoughts, the Count walked the length of the room more than once with his head bent and his shoulder turned to me. At length he stopped and spoke; nor could my sharpened ear now detect anything unusual in his voice.

Very well, he said, his tone one of half-peevish resignation, you have done your errand. I think I understand, and you may tell your mistress  I will do what I can. The King of Sweden will doubtless remit the matter to the citizens, and there will be some sort of a hearing to-day. I will be at it. But there is a stiff spirit abroad, and men are in an ugly mood  and I promise nothing. But I will do my best. Now go, my friend. I have business.

With that he dismissed me in a manner so much like his usual manner that I wondered whether I had deceived myself. And I finally left the room in a haze of uncertainty. However, I had succeeded in the object of my visit; that was something. He had taken care to guard his promise, but I did not doubt that he would perform it. For there are men whose lightest word is weightier than anothers bond; and I took it, I scarcely know why, that the Count belonged to these.

Nevertheless, I saw things, as I went through the streets, that fed my doubts. While famine menaced the poorer people, the richer held a sack, with all the horrors which Magdeburg had suffered, in equal dread. The discovery of Neumanns plot had taught them how small a matter might expose them to that extremity; and as I went along I saw scarcely, a burgher whose face was not sternly set, no magistrate whose brow was not dark with purpose.

Consequently, when I attended my lady to the Rath-haus at two oclock, the hour fixed for the inquiry, I was not surprised to find these signs even more conspicuous. The streets were thronged, and ugly looks and suspicious glances met us on all sides, merely because it was known that the Waldgrave had been much at my ladys house. We were made to feel that Nuremberg was a free city, and that we were no more than its guests. It is true, no one insulted us; but the crowd which filled the open space before the Town-house eyed us with so little favour that I was glad to think that the magistrates with all their independence must still be guided by the sword, and that the sword was the King of Swedens.

My lady, I saw, shared my apprehensions. But she came of a stock not easily daunted, and would as soon have dreamed of putting out one of her eyes because it displeased a chance acquaintance, as of deserting a friend because the Nurembergers frowned upon him. Her eyes sparkled and her colour rose as we proceeded; the ominous silence which greeted us only stiffened her carriage. By the time we reached the Rath-haus I knew not whether to fear more from her indiscretion, or hope more from her courage.

The Court sat in private, but orders that we should be admitted had been given; and after a brief delay we were ushered into the hall of audience  a lofty, panelled chamber, carved and fretted, having six deep bays, and in each a window of stained glass. A number of scutcheons and banners depended from the roof; at one end a huge double eagle wearing the imperial crown pranced in all the pomp of gold and tinctures; and behind the court, which consisted of the Chief Magistrate and four colleagues, the sword of Justice was displayed. But that which struck me far more than these things, was the stillness that prevailed; which was such that, though there were a dozen persons present when we entered, the creaking of our boots as we walked up the floor, and the booming of distant cannon, seemed to be equally audible.

The Chief Magistrate rose and received my lady with due ceremony, ordering a chair to be placed for her, and requesting her to be seated at the end of the dais-table, behind which he sat. I took my stand at a respectful distance behind her; and so far we had nothing to complain of; but I felt my spirits sensibly dashed both by the stillness and the sombre and almost forbidding faces of the five judges. Two or three attendants stood by the doors, but neither the King of Sweden nor any of his officers were present. I looked in vain for Count Leuchtenstein; I could see nothing of him or of the prisoners. The solemn air of the room, the silence, and the privacy of the proceedings, all contributed to chill me. I could fancy myself before a court of inquisitors, a Vehm-Gericht, or that famous Council of Ten which sits, I have heard, at Venice; but for any of the common circumstances of such tribunals as are usual in Germany, I could not find them.

I think that my lady was somewhat taken aback too; but she did not betray it. After courteously thanking the Council for granting her an audience, she explained that her object in seeking it was to state certain facts on behalf of the Waldgrave Rupert of Weimar, her kinsman, and to offer the evidence of her steward, a person of respectability.

We are quite willing to hear your excellency, the Chief Magistrate answered in a grave, dry voice. But perhaps you will first inform us to what these facts tend? It may shorten the inquiry.

Some weeks ago, my lady answered with dignity, the Waldgrave Rupert was wounded in the head. From that time he has not been himself.

Does your excellency mean that he is not aware of his actions?

No, my lady answered quietly. I do not go as far as that.

Or that he is not aware in what company he is? the magistrate persisted.

Oh no.

Or that he is ignorant at any time where he is?

No, but  

One moment! the Chief Magistrate stopped her with a courteous gesture. Pardon me. In an instant, your excellency  to whom I assure you that the Court are obliged, since we desire only to do justice  will see to what my questions lead. I crave leave to put one more, and then to put the same question to your steward. It is this: Do you admit, Countess, that the Waldgrave Rupert was last night in the house with Tzerclas, Neumann, and the other persons inculpated?

Certainly, my lady answered. I am so informed. I did not know that that was in question, she added, looking round with a puzzled air.

And you, my friend? The Chief Magistrate fixed me with his small, keen eyes. But first, what is your name?

Martin Schwartz.

Yes, I remember. The man who was saved from the villains. We could have no better evidence. What do you say, then? Was the Waldgrave Rupert last night in this house  the house in question?

I saw him in the house, I answered warily. In the hall. But he was not in the room with Tzerclas and Neumann  the room in which I saw the maps and plans.

A fair answer, the Burgomaster replied, nodding his head, and your evidence might avail the accused. But the fact is  it is to this point we desire to call your excellencys attention, he continued, turning with a dusty smile to my lady the Waldgrave steadily denies that he was in the house at all.

He denies that he was there? my lady said. But was he not arrested in the house?

Yes, the Chief Magistrate answered dryly, he was. And he looked at us in silence.

But  what does he say? my lady asked faintly.

He affects to be ignorant of everything that has occurred in connection with the house. He pretends that he does not know how he comes to be in custody, that he does not know many things that have lately occurred. For instance, three days ago, the Burgomaster continued with a chill smile, I had the honour of meeting him at the King of Swedens quarters and talking with him. He says to-day that I am a stranger to him, that we did not meet, that we did not talk, and that he does not know where the King of Swedens quarters are.

Then, my lady said sorrowfully, he is worse than he was. He is now quite mad.

I am afraid not, the magistrate replied, shaking his head gravely. He is sane enough on other points. Only he will answer no questions that relate to this conspiracy, or to his guilt.

He is not guilty, the Countess cried impetuously. Believe me, however strangely he talks, he is incapable of such treachery!

Your excellency forgets  that he was in this house!

But with no evil intentions!

Yet denies that he was there! the Burgomaster concluded gravely.

That silenced my lady, and she sat rolling her kerchief in her hands. Against the five impassive faces that confronted her, the ten inscrutable eyes that watched her; above all, against this strange, this inexplicable denial, she could do nothing! At last  

Will you hear my steward? she asked  in despair, I think.

Certainly, the Burgomaster answered. We wish to do so.

On that I told them all I knew; in what terms I had heard Neumann and General Tzerclas refer to the Waldgrave; how unexpected had been his appearance in the hall; how this interference had saved my life; and, finally, my own conviction that he was not privy to Tzerclas designs.

The Court heard me with attention; the Burgomaster put a few questions, and I answered them. Then, afraid to stop  for their faces showed no relenting  I began to repeat what I had said before. But now the Court remained silent; I stumbled, stammered, finally sank into silence myself. The air of the place froze me; I seemed to be talking to statues.

The Countess was the first to break the spell. Well? she cried, her voice tremulous, yet defiant.

The Burgomaster consulted his colleagues, and for the first time something of animation appeared in their faces. But it lasted an instant only. Then the others sat back in their chairs, and he turned to my lady.

We are obliged to your excellency, he said gravely and formally. And to your servant. But the Court sees no reason to change its decision.

And that is? The Countesss voice was husky. She knew what was coming.

That both prisoners suffer together.

For an instant I feared that my lady would do something unbecoming her dignity, and either break into womanish sobs and lamentations, or stoop to threats and insistence that must be equally unavailing. But she had learned in command the mans lesson of control; and never had I seen her more equal to herself. I knew that her heart was bounding wildly; that her breast was heaving with indignation, pity, horror; that she saw, as I saw, the fair head for which she pleaded, rolling in the dust. But with all  she controlled herself. She rose stiffly from her seat.

I am obliged to you for your patience, sir, she said, trembling but composed. I had expected one to aid me in my prayer, who is not here. And I can say no more. On his head be it. Only  I trust that you may never plead with as good a cause  and be refused.

They rose and stood while she turned from them; and the two court ushers with their wands went before her as she walked down the hall. The silence, the formality, the creaking shoes, the very gules and purpure that lay in pools on the floor  I think that they stifled her as they stifled me; for when she reached the open air at last and I saw her face, I saw that she was white to the lips.

But she bore herself bravely; the surly crowd, that filled the Market Square and hailed our appearance with a harsh murmur, grew silent under her scornful eye, and partly out of respect, partly out of complaisance, because they now felt sure of their victim, doffed their caps to her and made room for us to pass. Every moment I expected her to break down: to weep or cover her face. But she passed through all proudly, and walked, unfaltering, back to our lodging.

There on the threshold she did pause at last, just when I wished her to go on. She stood and turned her head, listening.
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But with all  she controlled herself. She rose stiffly from her seat.

What is that? she said.

Cannon, I answered hastily. In the trenches, my lady.

No, she said quietly. It is shouting. They have read the sentence.

She said no more, not another word; and went in quietly and upstairs to her room. But I wondered and feared. Such composure as this seemed to be unnatural, almost cruel. I could not think of the Waldgrave myself without a lump coming in my throat. I could not face the sunshine. And Steve and the men, when they heard, were no better. We stood inside the doorway in a little knot, and looked at one another mournfully. A man who passed  and did not know the house or who we were  stopped to tell us that the sentence would be carried out at sunset; and, pleased to have given us the news, went whistling down the stale, sunny street.

Steve growled out an oath. Who are these people, he said savagely, that they should say my lady nay? When the Countess stoops to ask a life  Himmel!  is she not to have it?

Not here, I said, shaking my head.

And why not?

Because we are not at Heritzburg now, I answered sadly.

But  are we nobody here? he growled in a rage. Are we going to sit still and let them kill my ladys own cousin?

I shrugged my shoulders. We have done all we can, I said.

But there is some one can say nay to these curs! he cried. And he spat contemptuously into the street. He had a countrymans scorn of townsfolk. Why dont we take the law into our own hands, Master Martin?

It is likely, I said. One against ten thousand! And for the matter of that, if the people are angry, it is not without cause. Did you see the man under the archway?

Steve nodded. Dead, he muttered.

Starved, I said. He was a cripple. First the cripples. Then the sound men. Life is cheap here.

Steve swore another oath. Those are curs. But our man  why dont we go to the King of Sweden? I suppose he is a sort of cousin to my lady?

We have as good as gone to him, I answered. At another time I might have smiled at Steves notion of my ladys importance. We have been to one equally able to help us. And he has done us no good. And for the matter of that, there is not time to go to the camp and back.

Steve began to fume and fret. The minutes went like lead. We were all miserable together. Outside, the kennel simmered in the sun, the low rumble of the cannon filled the air. I hated Nuremberg, the streets, the people, the heat. I wished that I had never seen a stone of it.

Presently one of the women came down stairs to us. Do you know if there has been any fighting in the trenches to-day? she asked.

Nothing to speak of, I answered. As far as I have heard. Why?

The Countess wishes to know, she said. You have not heard of any one being killed?

No.

Nor wounded?

No.

She nodded and turned away. I called after her to know the reason of her questions, but she flitted upstairs without giving me an answer, and left us looking at one another. In a second, however, she was down again.

My lady will see no one, she said, with a face of mystery. You understand, Master Martin? But  if any come of importance, you can take her will.

I nodded. The woman cast a lingering look into the street and went upstairs again.


CHAPTER XXXII.

A POOR GUERDON.

I had slept scantily the night before, and the excitement of the last twenty-four hours had worn me out. I was grieved for the gallant life so swiftly ebbing, and miserable on my ladys account; but sorrow of this kind is a sleepy thing, and the day was hot. I did not feel about the Waldgrave as I had about Marie; and gradually my head nodded, and nodded again, until I fell fast asleep, on the seat within the door.

A mans voice, clear and penetrating, awoke me. Let him be, it said. Hark you, fellow, let him be. He was up last night; I will announce myself.

I was drowsy and understood only half of what I heard; and I should have taken the speaker at his word, and turning over dropped off again, if Steve had not kicked me and brought me to my feet with a cry of pain. I stood an instant, bewildered, dazzled by the sunlight, nursing my ankle in my hand. Then I made out where I was, and saw through the arch of the entrance Count Leuchtenstein dismounting in the street. As I looked, he threw the reins to a trooper who accompanied him, and turned to come in.

Ah, my friend, he said, nodding pleasantly, you are awake. I will see your mistress.

I was not quite myself, and his presence took me aback. I stood looking at him awkwardly. If your excellency will wait a moment, I faltered at last, I will take her pleasure.

He glanced at me a moment, as if surprised. Then he laughed. Go, he said. I am not often kept waiting.

I was glad to get away, and I ran upstairs; and knocking hurriedly at the parlour door, went in. My lady, pale and frowning, with a little book in her hand, got up hastily  from her knees, I thought. Marie Wort, with tears on her cheeks, and Fraulein Max, looking scared, stood behind her.

The Countess looked at me, her eyes flashing. What is it? she asked sharply.

Count Leuchtenstein is below, I said.

Well?

He wishes to see your excellency.

Did I not say that I would see no one?

But Count Leuchtenstein?

She laughed a shrill laugh full of pain  a laugh that had something hysterical in it. You thought that I would see him? she cried. Him, I suppose, of all people? Go down, fool, and tell him that even here, in this poor house, my doors are open to my friends and to them only! Not to those who profess much and do nothing! Or to those who bark and do not bite! Count Leuchtenstein? Pah, tell him  Silence, woman! This to Marie, who would have interrupted her. Tell him what I have told you, man, word for word. Or no  and she caught herself up with a mocking smile, such as I had never seen on her face before. Tell him this instead  that the Countess Rotha is engaged with the Waldgrave Rupert, and wants no other company! Yes, tell him that  it will bite home, if he has a conscience! He might have saved him, and he would not! Now, when I would pray, which is all women can do, he comes here! Oh, I am sick! I am sick!

I saw that she was almost beside herself with grief; and I stood irresolute, my heart aching for her. What I dared not do, Marie did. She sprang forward, and seizing the Countesss hand, knelt beside her, covering it with kisses.

Oh, my lady! she cried through her tears. Dont be so hard. See him. See him. Even at this last moment.

With an inarticulate cry the Countess flung her off so forcibly that the girl fell to the ground. Be silent! my lady cried, her eyes on fire. Or go to your prayers, wench. To your prayers! And do you begone! Begone, and on your peril give my message, word for word!

I saw nothing for it but to obey; and I went down full of dismay. I could understand my ladys grief, and that I had come upon her at an inopportune moment. But the self-control which she had exhibited before the Court rendered the violence of her rage now the more surprising. I had never seen her in this mood, and her hardness shocked me. I felt myself equally bewildered and grieved.

I found Count Leuchtenstein waiting on the step, with his face to the street. He turned as I descended. Well? he said, smiling. Am I to go up, my friend?

I saw that he had not the slightest doubt of my answer, and his cheerfulness kindled a sort of resentment in my breast. He seemed to be so well content, so certain of his reception, so calm and strong  and, at this very moment  for the sunshine had left the street and was creeping up the tiles  they might be leading out the Waldgrave! I had liked my ladys message very little when she gave it to me; now I rejoiced that I could sting him with it.

My lady is not very well, I said. The sentence on the Waldgrave has upset her.

He smiled. But she will receive me? he said.

Craving your excellencys indulgence, I do not think that she will receive any one.

You told her that I was here?

Yes, your excellency. And she said  

His face fell. Tut! tut! he exclaimed. But I come on purpose to  What did she say, man?

The smile was gone from his lips, but I caught it lurking in his eyes; and it hardened me to do her bidding. I was to tell your excellency that she could not receive you, I said, that she was engaged with the Waldgrave.

He started and stared at me, his expression slowly passing from amazement to anger. What! he exclaimed at last, in a cutting tone. Already? And his lip curled with a kind of disgust. You have given me the message exactly, have you?

Yes, your excellency, I said, quailing a little. But servants know when to be stupid, and I affected stupidity, fixing my eyes on his breast and pretending to see nothing. He turned, and for a moment I thought that he was going without a word. Then on the steps he turned again. You have heard the news, then? he said sourly. He had already regained his self-control.

Yes, my lord.

Ah! Well, you lose no time in your house, he replied grimly. Call my horse!

I called the man, who had wandered a little way up the street, and he brought it. As I held the Counts stirrup for him to mount, I noticed how heavily he climbed to his saddle, and that he settled himself into it with a sigh; but the next moment he laughed, as at himself. I stood back expecting him to say something more, or to leave some message, but he did not even look at me again; he touched his horse with the spur, and walked away steadily. I stood and watched him until he reached the end of the street  until he turned the corner and disappeared.

Even then I still stood looking after him, partly sorry and partly puzzled, for quite a long time. It was only when I turned to go in that I missed Steve and the men, and began to wonder what had become of them. I had left them with the Count at the door  they were gone now. I looked up and down, I could see them nowhere. I went in and asked the women; but they were not with them. The sunset gun had just gone off, and one of the girls was crying hysterically, while the others sat round her, white and frightened. This did not cheer me, nor enliven the house. I came out again, vowing vengeance on the truants; and there in the entrance, facing me, standing where the Count had stood a few minutes before, I saw the last man I looked to see!

I gasped and gave back a step. The sun was gone, the evening light was behind the man, and his face was in the shadow. His figure showed dark against the street. Ach Gott! I cried, and stood still, stricken. It was the Waldgrave!

Martin! he said.

I gave back another step. The street was quiet, the house like the grave. For a moment the figure did not move, but stood there gazing at me. Then  

Why, Martin! he cried. Dont you know me?

Then, not until then, I did  for a man and not a ghost; and I caught his hand with a cry of joy. Welcome, my lord, welcome! I said, grown hot all over. Thank God that you have escaped!

Yes, he said, and his tone was his own old tone, thank God; Him first, and then my friends. Steve and Ernst I have seen already; they heard the news from the Counts man, and came to meet me, and I have sent them on an errand, by your leave. And now, where is my cousin?

Above, I answered. But  

But what? he said quickly.

I think that I had better prepare her.

She does not know?

No, your excellency. Nor did I, until I saw you.

But Count Leuchtenstein has been here. Did he not tell you? he asked in surprise.

Not a word! I answered. And then I stopped, conscience-stricken. Himmel! I remember now, I said. He asked me if we had heard the news; and I, like a dullard, dreaming that he meant other news, and the worst, said yes!

The Waldgrave shrugged his shoulders. Well, go to her now, and tell her, he said. I want to see her; I want to thank her. I have a hundred things to say to her. Quick, Martin, for I am laden with debts, and I choke to pay some of them.

I ran upstairs, marvelling. On the lobby I met Fraulein Max coming down. What is it? she asked impatiently.

The Waldgrave! He has been released! He is here! I cried in a breath.

She stared at me while a man might count ten. Then to my astonishment she laughed aloud. Who released him? she asked.

The magistrates, I said. I suppose so. I dont know. I had not given the matter a thought.

Not Count Leuchtenstein?

I started. So! I muttered, staring at her in my turn. It must have been he. The Waldgrave said something about him. And he must have come here to tell us.

And you gave him my ladys message?

Alas! yes.

Fraulein Max laughed again, and kept on laughing, until I grew hot all over, and could have struck her for her malice. She saw at last that I was angry, and she stopped. Tut! tut! she said, it is nothing. But that disposes of the old man. Now for the young one. He is here?

Yes.

Then why do you not show him up?

She must be prepared, I muttered.

She laughed again; this time after a different fashion. Oh you fools of men! she said. She must be prepared? Do you think that women are made of glass and that a shock breaks them? That she will die of joy? Or would have died of grief? Send him up, gaby, and I will prepare her! Send him up.

I supposed that she knew womens ways, and I gave in to her, and sent him up; and I do not know that any harm was done. But, as a result of this, I was not present when my lady and the Waldgrave met, and I only learned by hearsay what happened.

* * * * *

An hour or two later, when the bustle of shrieks and questions had subsided, and the excitement caused by his return had somewhat worn itself out, Marie slipped out to me on the stairs, and sat with me in the darkness, talking. The gate of curious ironwork which guarded the house entrance was closed for the night; but the moon was up, and its light, falling through the scrollwork, lay like a pale, reedy pool at our feet. The men were at supper, the house was quiet, the city was for a little while still. Not a foot sounded on the roadway; only sometimes a skulking dog came ghost-like to the bars and sniffed, and sneaked noiselessly away.

I have said that we talked, but in truth we sat long silent, as lovers have sat these thousand years, I suppose, in such intervals of calm. The peace of the night lapped us round; after the perils and hurry, the storm and stress of many days, we were together and at rest, and content to be silent. All round us, under the covert of darkness, under the moonlight, the city lay quaking; dreading the future, torn by pangs in the present; sleepless, or dreaming of death and outrage, ridden by the nightmare of Wallenstein. But for the moment we recked nothing of this, nothing of the great camp round us, nothing of the crash of nations. We were of none of these. We had one another, and it was enough; loved one another, and the rest went by. For the moment we tasted perfect peace; and in the midst of the besieged city, were as much alone, as if the moonlight at our feet had been, indeed, a forest pool high in the hills over Heritzburg.

Does some old man smile? Do I smile myself now, though sadly? A brief madness, was it? Nay; but what if then only we were sane, and for a moment saw things as they are  lost sight of the unreal and awoke to the real? I once heard a wise man from Basle say something like that at my ladys table. The men, I remember, stared; the women looked thoughtful.

For all that, it was Marie who on this occasion broke the trance. The town clock struck ten, and at the sound hundreds, I dare swear, turned on their pillows, thinking of the husbands and sons and lovers whom the next light must imperil. My girl stirred.

Ah! she murmured, the poor Countess! Can we do nothing?

Do? I said. What should, we do? The Waldgrave is back, and in his right mind; which of all the things I have ever known, is the oddest. That a man should lose his senses under one blow, and recover them under another, and remember nothing that has happened in the interval  it almost passes belief.

Yet it is true.

I suppose so, I answered. The Waldgrave was mad  I can bear witness to it  and now he is sane. There is no more to be said.

But the Countess, Martin?

Well, I do not know that she is the worse, I answered stupidly. She sent off the Count with a flea in his ear, and a poor return it was. But she can explain it to him, and after all, she has got the Waldgrave back, safe and sound. That is the main thing.

Marie sighed, and moved restlessly. Is it? she said. I wish I knew.

What? I asked, drawing her little head on to my shoulder.

What my lady wishes?

Eh?

Which?

My jaw fell. I stared into the darkness open-mouthed. Why, I exclaimed at last, he is sixty  or fifty-five at least, girl!

Marie laughed softly, with her face on my breast. If she loves him, she murmured. If she loves him. And she hung on me.

I sat amazed, confounded, thinking no more of Marie, though my arm was round her, than of a doll. But he is fifty five, I said.

And if you were fifty-five, do you think that I should not love you? she whispered. When you are fifty-five, do you think that I shall not love you? Besides, he is strong, brave, famous  a man; and she is not a girl, but a woman. If the Count be too old, is not the Waldgrave too young?

Yes, I said cunningly. But why either?

Because love is in the air, Marie answered; and I knew that she smiled, though the gloom hid her face. Because there is a change in her. Because she knows things and sees things and feels things of which she was ignorant before. And because  because it is so, my lord.

I whistled. This was beyond me. And yet you dont know which? I said.

No; I suspect.

Well  but the Waldgrave? I exclaimed. Why, mädchen, he is one of the handsomest men I have ever seen. An Apollo! A Fairy Prince! It is not possible that she should prefer the other.

Marie laughed. Ah! she said, if men chose all the husbands, there would be few wives.

* * * * *


CHAPTER XXXIII.

TWO MEN.

The Waldgraves return to his old self, and to the frankness and gaiety that, when we first knew him at Heritzburg, had surrounded him with a halo of youth, was perhaps the most noteworthy event of all within my experience. For the return proved permanent, the transformation was perfect. The moodiness, the crookedness, the crafty humours that for weeks had darkened and distorted the mans nature  so that another and a worse man seemed to look out of his eyes and speak with his mouth  were gone, leaving no cloud or remembrance. He had been mad; he was now as sane as the best. Only one peculiarity remained  and for a few days a little pallor and weakness  of all the things that had befallen him between his first wound and his second, he could remember nothing, not a jot or tittle; nor could any amount of allusion or questioning bring these things back to him. After many attempts we desisted; but there were always some who, from this date, regarded him with a certain degree of awe  as a man who had been for a time in the flesh, and yet not of it.

With sanity returned also all the wholesome ambitions and desires that had formerly moved the man; and amongst these his passion for my lady. He lay at our house that night, and spent the next two days there, recovering his strength; and I had more than one opportunity of marking the assiduity with which he followed all the Countesss movements with his eyes, the change which his voice underwent when he spoke to her, and his manner when he came into her presence. In a word, he seemed to take up his love where he had dropped it  at the point it had reached when he rode down into the green valley and secured his rivals victory at so great a cost; at the point at which Tzerclas admiration and my ladys rebuff had at once strengthened and purified it.

Now Tzerclas was gone from the field  magically, as it seemed to the Waldgrave. And, magically also  for he knew nothing of its flight  time had passed; days and weeks running into months  a sufficiency of time, he hoped, to remove unfavourable impressions from her mind, to obliterate the memory of that unhappy banquet, and replace him on the pinnacle he had occupied at Heritzburg.

But he soon found that, though Tzerclas was gone and the field seemed open, all was not to be had for the asking. My lady was kind; she had a smile for him, and pleasant words, and a ready ear. But before he had been in the house twenty-four hours, he came and confided to me that something was wrong. The Countess was changed; was pettish as he had never seen her before; absent and thoughtful, traits equally new; restless  and placid dignity had been one of her chief characteristics.

What is it, Martin? he said, knitting his brows and striding to and fro in frank perplexity. It cannot be that, after all that has passed, she is fretting for that villain Tzerclas?

After risking her life to escape from him? I answered dryly. No, I think not, my lord.

If I ever set eyes on him again I will end him! the Waldgrave cried, still clinging, I think, to his idea, and exasperated by it. He strode up and down a time or two, and did not grow cooler. If it is not that, what is it? he said at last.

There are not many light hearts in Nuremberg, I suggested. And of those, few are womens. There must be an end of this soon.

You think it is that? he said.

Why not? I answered. I am told that the horses are dying by hundreds in the camp. The men will die next. In the end the King will have to march away, or see his army perish piecemeal. In either case the city will pay for all. Wallenstein will swoop down on it, and make of it another and greater Magdeburg. That is a poor prospect for the weak and helpless.

It is those rascally Croats! the Waldgrave groaned. They cover the country like flies  are here and there and nowhere all in the same minute, and burn and harry and leave us nothing. We have no troops of that kind.

There was plundering in the Wert suburb last night, I said. The King blames the Germans.

Soldiers are bad to starve, the Waldgrave answered.

Yes; they will see the townsfolk suffer first, I rejoined, with a touch of bitterness. But look whichever way you please, it is a gloomy outlook, my lord, and I do not wonder that my lady is down-hearted.

He nodded, but presently he said something that showed that he was not satisfied. The Countess used to be of a bolder spirit, he muttered. I dont understand it.

I did not know how to answer him, and fortunately, at that moment, Marie came down to say that my lady proposed to visit Count Leuchtenstein, and that I was to go to her. The Waldgrave heard, and raced up before me, crying out that he would go too. I followed. When I reached the parlour I found them confronting one another, my lady standing in the oriel with her back to the street.

But would it not be more seemly? the Waldgrave was saying as I entered. As your cousin, and  

I would rather go alone, the Countess replied curtly.

To the camp? he exclaimed. He is not in his city quarters.

Yes, to the camp, my lady answered, with, a spark of anger in her eyes.

On that he stood, fidgety and discomfited, and the Countess gave me her orders. But he could not believe that she did not need him, and the moment she was silent, he began again.

You do not want me; but you do not object to my company, I suppose? he said airily. I have to thank the Count, cousin, and I must go to-day or to-morrow. There is no time like the present, and if you are going now  

I should prefer to go alone, my lady said stiffly.

His face fell; he stood looking foolish. Oh, I did not know, he stammered at last; I thought  

What? the Countess said.

That you liked me well enough  to  to be glad of my company, he answered, half offended, half in deprecation.

I liked you well enough to abase myself for you! my lady retorted cruelly. And I dare say that she said more, but I did not hear it. I had to go down and prepare for her visit.

When I next saw him, he was much subdued. He seemed to be turning something over in his mind, and by-and-by he asked me a question about Count Leuchtenstein. I saw which way his thoughts were tending, or fancied that I did; but it was not my business to interfere one way or the other, and I answered him and made no comment. The horses were at the door then, and in a moment my lady came down, looking pale and depressed. The Waldgrave went humbly to her, and put her into her saddle, touching her foot as if it had been glass; and I mounted Marie, who was to attend her. I expected that my lady  who had a very tender heart under her queenly manner  would say something to him before we started; but she seemed to be quite taken up with her thoughts, and to be barely conscious, if conscious at all, of his presence. She said Thank you, but it was mechanically. And the next moment we were moving, Ernst making up the escort.

My eyes soon furnished me with other matter for thought than the Waldgrave. Throughout the city the summer drought had dried up the foliage of the trees; and the grass, where it had not been plucked by the poor and boiled for food, had been eaten to the roots by starving cattle. The whole city under the blaze of sunshine wore an arid, dusty, parched appearance, and seemed to reflect on its face the look of dreary endurance which was worn by too many of the countenances we observed in the streets. Pain creeps by instinct to some dark and solitary place; but here was a whole city in pain, gasping and suffering under the pitiless sunshine; and the contrast between the blue sky above and the scene below added indescribably to the gloom and dreariness of the latter. I know that I got a horror of sunshine there that lasted for many a month after.

Either twenty-four hours had aggravated the pinch of famine, which was possible, or I had a more open mind to perceive it. I marked more hollow cheeks than ever, more hungry eyes, more faces with the glare of brutes. And in the bearing of the crowd that filled the streets  though no business was done, no trade carried on  I thought that I saw a change. Wherever it was thickest, I noticed that men walked in one of two ways, either hurrying along feverishly and in haste, as if time were of the utmost value, or moving listlessly, with dragging feet and lacklustre eyes, as if nothing had any longer power to stir them. I even noticed that the same men went in both ways within the space of a minute, passing in a second and apparently without intention from feverish activity to the moodiness of despair.

And no wonder. Not only famine, but pestilence had tightened its grasp on the city; and from this the rich had as much to fear as the poor. As we drew near the walls the smell of carrion, which had hitherto but spoiled the air, filled the nostrils and sickened the whole man. In some places scores of horses lay unburied, while it was whispered that in obscure corners death had so far outstripped the grave-diggers that corpses lay in the houses and the living slept with the dead. There was fighting in front of the bakers shops in more than one place  my lady had to throw money before we could pass; in the kennels women screamed and fought for offal; from the open doors of churches prayers and wailing poured forth; at the gates, where gibbets, laden with corpses, rose for a warning, multitudes stood waiting and listening for news. And on all, dead and living, the sun shone hotly, steadily, ruthlessly, so that men asked with one voice, How long? How long?

In the camp, which had just received huge reinforcements of men and horses, we found order and discipline at least. Rows of kettles and piles of arms proclaimed it, and lines of pennons that stretched almost as far as the eye could reach. But here, too, were knitted brows, and gloomy looks, and loud murmurings, that grew and swelled as we passed. Count Leuchtensteins quarters were on the border of the Swedish camp, near the Finland regiments, and not far from the Kings. A knot of officers, who stood talking in front of them and knew my lady, came to place themselves at her service. But the offer proved to be abortive, for the first thing she learned was that the Count was absent. He had gone at dawn in the direction of Altdorf to cover the entrance of a convoy.

I felt that she was grievously disappointed, for whether she loved him or not, I could understand the humiliation under which she smarted, and would smart until she had set herself right with him. But she veiled her chagrin admirably, and, lightly refusing the offer of refreshment, turned her horses head at once, so that in a twinkling we were on our road home again.

By the way, I saw only what I had seen before. But the Countess, whose figure began to droop, saw, I think, with other eyes than those through which she had looked on the outward journey. Her thoughts no longer occupied, she saw in their fulness the ravages which famine and plague were making in the town, once so prosperous. When she reached her lodgings her first act was to send money, of which we had no great store, to the magistrates, that a free meal in addition to the starvation rations might be given to the poor; and her next, to declare that henceforth she would keep the house.

Accordingly, instead of going again to the Counts, she sent me next day with a letter. I found the camp in an uproar, which was fast spreading to the city. A rumour had just got wind that the King was about to break up his camp and give battle to the enemy at all hazards; and so many were riding and running into the city with the news that I could scarcely make head against the current.

Arriving at last, however, I was fortunate enough to find the Count in his quarters and alone. My lady had charged me  with a blushing cheek but stern eyes  to deliver the letter with my own hands, and I dismounted. I thought that I had nothing to do but deliver it; I foresaw no trouble. But at the last moment, as a trooper led me through the antechamber, who should appear at my side but the Waldgrave!

You did not expect to see me? he said, nodding grimly.

No, my lord, I answered.

So I thought, he rejoined. But before you give the Count that letter, I have a word to say to him.

I looked at him in astonishment. What had the letter to do with him? My first idea was that he had been drinking, for his colour was high and his eye bright. But a second glance showed that he was sober, though excited. And while I hesitated the trooper held up the curtain, and perforce I marched in.

Count Leuchtenstein, wearing his plain buff suit, sat writing at a table. His corselet, steel cap, and gauntlets lay beside him, and seemed to show that he had just come in from the field. He looked up and nodded to me; I had been announced before. Then he saw the Waldgrave and rose; reluctantly, I fancied. I thought, too, that a shade of gloom fell on his face; but as the table was laden with papers and despatches and maps and lists, and the sight reminded me that he bore on his shoulders all the affairs of Hesse, and the responsibility for the boldest course taken by any German prince in these troubles, I reflected that this might arise from a hundred causes.

He greeted the Waldgrave civilly nevertheless; then he turned to me. You have a letter for me, have you not, my friend? he said.

Yes, my lord, I answered.

But, the Waldgrave interposed, before you read it, I have a word to say, by your leave, Count Leuchtenstein.

I think I never saw a man more astonished than the Count. To me? he said.

By your leave, yes.

In regard to  this letter?

Yes.

But what do you know about this letter?

Too much, I am afraid, the Waldgrave answered; and I am bound to say that, putting aside the extraordinary character of his interference, he bore himself well. I could detect nothing of wildness or delusion in his manner. His face glowed, and he threw back his head with a hint of defiance; but he seemed sane. Too much, he continued rapidly, before the Count could stop him; and, before the matter goes farther, I will have my say.

The Count stared at him. By what right? he said at last.

As the Countess Rothas nearest kinsman, the Waldgrave answered.

Indeed? I could see that the Count was hard put to it to keep his temper; that the old lion in him was stirring, and would soon have way. But for the moment he controlled himself. Say on, he cried.

I will, in a few words, the Waldgrave answered. And what I have to say amounts to this: I have become aware  no matter how  of the bargain you have made, Count Leuchtenstein, and I will not have it.

The bargain! the Count ejaculated; you will not have it!

The bargain; and I will not have it! the Waldgrave rejoined.

Count Leuchtenstein drew a deep breath, and stared at him like a man demented. I think that you must be mad, he said at last. If not, tell me what you mean.

What I say, the Waldgrave answered stubbornly. I forbid the bargain to which I have no doubt that that letter relates.

In Heavens name, what bargain? the Count cried.

You think that I do not know, the Waldgrave replied, with a touch of bitterness; it did not require a Solomon to read the riddle. I found my cousin distrait, absent, moody, sad, preoccupied, unlike herself. She had moved heaven and earth, I was told, to save me; in the last resort, had come to you, and you saved me. Yet when she saw me safe, she met me as much in sorrow as in joy. The mere mention of your name clouded her face; and she must see you, and she must write to you, and all in a fever. I say, it does not require a Solomon to read this riddle, Count Leuchtenstein.

You think? said the Count, bluntly. I do not yet know what you think.

I think that she sold herself to you to win my pardon, the Waldgrave answered.

For a moment I did not know how Count Leuchtenstein would take it. He stood gazing at the Waldgrave, his hand on a chair, his face purple, his eyes starting. At length, to my relief and the Waldgraves utter dismay and shame, he sank into the chair and broke into a hoarse shout of laughter  laughter that was not all merriment, but rolled, in its depths something stern and sardonic.

The Waldgrave changed colour, glared and fumed; but the Count was pitiless, and laughed on. At last: Thanks, Waldgrave, thanks, he said. I am glad I let you go on to the end. But pardon me if I say that you seem to do the Lady Rotha something less than justice, and yourself something more.

How? the Waldgrave stammered. He was quite out of countenance.

By flattering yourself that she could rate you so highly, Count Leuchtenstein retorted, or fall herself so low. Nay, do not threaten me, he continued with grim severity. It was not I who brought her name into question. I never dreamed of, never heard of, never conceived such a bargain as you have described; nor, I may add, ever thought of the Lady Rotha except with reverence and chivalrous regard. Have I said enough? he continued, rising, and speaking with growing indignation, with eyes that seemed to search the culprit; or must I say too, Waldgrave, that I do not traffic in mens lives, nor buy womens favours, nor sell pardons? That such power as God and my master have given me I use to their honour and not for my own pleasure? And, finally, that this, of which you accuse me, I would not do, though to do it were to prolong my race through a dozen centuries? For shame, boy, for shame! he continued more calmly. If my mind has gone the way you trace it, I call it back to-day. I have done with love; I am too old for aught but duty, if love can lead even a young mans mind so far astray.

The Waldgrave shivered; but the position was beyond words, and he essayed none. With a slight movement of his hand, as if he would have shielded himself, or deprecated the others wrath, he turned towards the door. I saw his face for an instant; it was pale, despairing  and with reason. He had exposed my lady. He had exposed himself. He had invited such a chastisement as must for ever bring the blood to his cheeks. And his cousin: what would she say? He had lost her. She would never forgive him  never! He groped blindly for the opening in the curtain.

His hand was on it  and I think that, for all his manhood, the tears were very near his eyes  when the other called after him in an altered tone.

Stay! Count Leuchtenstein said. We will not part thus. I can see that you are sorry. Do not be so hasty another time, and do not be too quick to think evil. For the rest, our friend here will be silent, and I will be silent.

The Waldgrave gazed at him, his lips quivering, his eyes full. At last: You will not tell  the Countess Rotha? he said almost in a whisper.

The Count looked down at his table, and pettishly pushed some papers together. For an instant he did not answer. Then he said gruffly, No. Why should she know? If she chooses you, well and good; if not, why trouble her with tales?

Then! the Waldgrave cried with a sob in his voice, you are a better man than I am!

The Count shrugged his shoulders rather sadly. No, he said, only an older one.


CHAPTER XXXIV.

SUSPENSE.

For a little while after the Waldgrave had retired, Count Leuchtenstein stood turning my ladys letter over in his hands, his thoughts apparently busy. I had leisure during this time to compare the plainness of his dress with the greatness of his part, to which his conduct a moment before had called my attention; and the man with his reputation. No German had at this time so much influence with the King of Sweden as he; nor did the world ever doubt that it was at his instance that the Landgrave, first of all German princes, flung his sword into the Swedish scale. Yet no man could be more unlike the dark Wallenstein, the crafty Arnim, the imperious Oxenstierna, or the sleepless French cardinal, whose star has since risen  as I have heard these men described; for Leuchtenstein carried his credentials in his face. An honest, massive downrightness and a plain sagacity seemed to mark him, and commend him to all who loved the German blood.

My eyes presently wandered from him, and detected among the papers on the table the two stands I had seen in his town quarters  the one bearing his childs necklace, the other his wifes portrait. Doubtless they lay on the table wherever he went  among assessments and imposts, regimental tallies and state papers. I confess that my heart warmed at the sight; that I found something pleasing in it; greatness had not choked the man. And then my thoughts were diverted: he broke open my ladys letter, and turning his back on me began to read.

I waited, somewhat impatiently. He seemed to be a long time over it, and still he read, his eyes glued to the page. I heard the paper rustle in his hands. At last he turned, and I saw with a kind of shock that his face was dark and flushed. There was a strange gleam in his eyes as he looked at me. He struck the paper twice with his hand.

Why was this kept from me? he exclaimed. Why? Why?

My lord! I said in astonishment. It was delivered to me only an hour ago.

Fool! he answered harshly, bending his bushy eyebrows. When did that girl get free?

That girl?

Ay, that girl! Girl, I said. What is her name? Marie Wort?

This is Saturday. Wednesday night, I said.

Wednesday night? And she told you of the child then; of my child  that this villain has it yonder! And you kept it from me all Thursday and Friday  Thursday and Friday, he repeated with a fierce gesture, when I might have done something, when I might have acted! Now you tell me of it, when we march out to-morrow, and it is too late. Ah! It was ungenerous of her  it was not like her!

The Countess came yesterday in person, I muttered.

Ay, but the day before! he retorted. You saw me in the morning! You said nothing. In the evening I called at the Countesss lodgings; she would not see me. A mistake was it? Yes, but grant the mistake; was it kind, was it generous to withhold this? If I had been as remiss as she thought me, as slack a friend  was it just, was it womanly? In Heavens name, no! No! he repeated fiercely.

We were taken up with the Waldgraves peril, I muttered, conscience-stricken. And yesterday, my lady  

Ay, yesterday! he retorted bitterly. She would have told me yesterday. But why not the day before? The truth is, you thought much of your own concerns and your ladys kin, but of mine and my child  nothing! Nothing! he repeated sternly.

And I could not but feel that his anger was justified. For myself, I had clean forgotten the child; hence my silence at my former interview. For my lady, I think that at first the Waldgraves danger and later, when she knew of his safety, remorse for the part she had played, occupied her wholly, yet, every allowance made, I felt that the thing had an evil appearance; and I did not know what to say to him.

He sighed, staring absently before him. At last, after a prolonged silence, Well, it is too late now, he said. Too late. The King moves out to-morrow, and my hands are full, and God only knows the issue, or who of us will be living three days hence. So there is an end.

My lord! I cried impulsively. God forgive me, I forgot.

He shrugged his shoulders with a grand kind of patience. Just so, he said. And now, go back to your mistress. If I live I will answer her letter. If not  it matters not.

I was terribly afraid of him, but my love for Marie had taught me some things; and though he waved me to the door, I stood my ground a moment.

To you, my lord, no, I said. Nothing. But to her, if you fall without answering her letter  

What?he said.

You can best judge from the letter, my lord.

You think that she would suffer? he answered harshly, his face growing red again. Well, what say you, man? Does she not deserve to suffer? Do you know what this delay may cost me? What it may mean for my child? Mein Gott, he continued, raising his voice and striking his hand heavily on the table, you try me too far! Your mistress was angry. Have I no right to be angry? Have I no right to punish? Go! I have no more to say.

And I had to go, then and there, enraged with myself, and fearful that I had said too much in my ladys behalf. I had invited this last rebuff, and I did not see how I should dare to tell her of it, or that I had exposed her to it. I had made things worse instead of better, and perhaps, after all, the message he had framed might not have hurt her much, or fallen far short of her expectations.

I should have troubled myself longer about this, but for the increasing bustle and stir of preparation that had spread by this time from the camp to the city; and filling the way with a throng of people whom the news affected in the most different ways, soon diverted my attention. While some, ready to welcome any change, shouted with joy, others wept and wrung their hands, crying out that the city was betrayed, and that the King was abandoning it. Others again anticipated an easy victory, looked on the frowning heights of the Alta Veste as already conquered, and divided Wallensteins spoils. Everywhere I saw men laughing, wailing, or shaking hands; some eating of their private hoards, others buying and selling horses, others again whooping like lunatics.

In the city the shops, long shut, were being opened, orderlies were riding to and fro, crowds were hurrying to the churches to pray for the Kings success; a general stir of relief and expectancy was abroad. The sunshine still fell hot on the streets, but under it life moved and throbbed. The apathy of suffering was gone, and with it the savage gloom that had darkened innumerable brows. From window and dormer, from low door-ways, from carven eaves and gables, gaunt faces looked down on the stir, and pale lips prayed, and dull eyes glowed with hope.

While I was still a long way off I saw my lady at the oriel watching for me. I saw her face light up when she caught sight of me; and if, after that, I could have found any excuse for loitering in the street, or putting off my report, I should have been thankful. But there was no escape. In a moment the animation of the street was behind me, the silence of the house fell round me, and I stood before her. She was alone. I think that Marie had been with her; if so, she had sent her away.

Well? she said, looking keenly at me, and doubtless drawing her conclusions from my face. The Count was away?

No, my lady.

Then  you saw him? with surprise.

Yes.

And gave him the letter?

Yes, my lady.

Well  this with impatience, and her foot began to tap the floor did he give you no answer?

No, my lady.

She looked astonished, offended, then troubled. Neither in writing nor by word of mouth? she said faintly.

Only  that the King was about to give battle, I stammered; and that if he survived, he would answer your excellency.

She started, and looked at me searchingly, her colour fading gradually. That was all! she said at last, a quaver in her voice. Tell me all, Martin. Count Leuchtenstein was offended, was he not?

I think that he was hurt, your excellency, I confessed. He thought that the news about his child  should have been sent to him sooner. That was all.

All! she ejaculated; and for a moment she said no more, but with that word, which thrilled me, she began to pace the floor. All! she repeated presently. But I  yes, I am justly punished. I cannot confess to him; I will confess to you. Your girl would have had me tell him this, or let her tell him this. She pressed me; she went on her knees to me that evening. But I hardened my heart, and now I am punished. I am justly punished.

I was astonished. Not that she took it lightly, for there was that in her tone as well as in her face that forbade the thought; but that she took it with so little passion, without tears or anger, and having been schooled so seldom in her life bore this schooling so patiently. She stood for a time after she had spoken, looking from the window with a wistful air, and her head drooping; and I fancied that she had forgotten my presence. But by-and-by she began to ask questions about the camp, and the preparations, and what men thought of the issue, and whether Wallenstein would come down from his heights or the King be driven to the desperate task of assaulting them. I told her all that I had heard. Then she said quietly that she would go to church; and she sent me to call Fraulein Max to go with her.

I found the Dutch girl sitting in a corner with her back to the windows, through which Marie and the women were gazing at the bustle and uproar and growing excitement of the street. She was reading in a great dusty book, and did not look up when I entered. Seeing her so engrossed, I had the curiosity to ask her, before I gave her my ladys message, what the book was.

The Siege of Leyden, she said, lifting her pale face for an instant, and then returning to her reading. By Bor.

I could not refrain from smiling. It seemed to me so whimsical that she could find interest in the printed page, in this second-hand account of a siege, and none in the actual thing, though she had only to go to the window to see it passing before her eyes. Doubtless she read in Bor how men and women thronged the streets of Leyden to hear each new rumour; how at every crisis the bells summoned the unarmed to church; how through long days and nights the citizens waited for relief  and she found these things of interest. But here were the same portents passing before her eyes, and she read Bor!

You are busy, I am afraid, I said.

I am using my time, she answered primly.

I am sorry, I rejoined; for my lady wants you to go to church with her.

She shut up her book with peevish violence, and looked at me with her weak eyes. Why does not your Papist go with her? she said spitefully. And then you could do without me. As you do without me when you have secrets to tell! But I suppose you have brought things to such a pass now that there is nothing for it but church. And so I am called in!

I have given my ladys message, I said patiently.

Oh, I know that you are a faithful messenger! she replied mockingly. Who writes love letters grows thin; who carries them, fat. You are growing a big man, Master Martin.


CHAPTER XXXV.

ST. BARTHOLOMEWS DAY.

That was a night that saw few in Nuremberg sleep soundly. Under the moon the great city lay waiting; watching and fasting through the short summer night. Hour by hour the solemn voices of sentinels, tramping the walls and towers, told the tale of time; to men, who, hearing it, muttered a prayer, and, turning on the other side, slept again; to women, who lay, trembling and sleepless, their every breath a prayer. For who would see the next night? Who that went out would come in? How many, parting at dawn, would meet again? The howling of the dogs that, wild as wolves, roved round the camp and scratched in the shallow graveyards, made dreary answer. Many there were, even then I remember, who thought the King foolhardy, and preached patience; and would have had him still sit quiet and play the game of starvation against his enemy, even to the bitter end. But these were of the harder sort  men who, with brain, might have been Wallensteins. And few of them knew the real state of things. I say nothing of the city. Who died there in those months, in holes and corners and dark places, the magistrates may have known, no others. But in the camp, for many days before the King marched out, a hundred men died of plague and want every day; so that in the sum, twenty thousand men entered his lines who never left them. Moderate men set the loss of the city at ten thousand more. Add to these items that the plague was increasing, that all stores of food were nearly exhausted, that if the issue were longer delayed the cavalry would have no horses on which to advance or retreat, and it will be clear, I think, that the King, whose judgment had never yet deceived him, was right in this also. Or, if he erred, it was on the side of mercy.

At dawn all the northern walls and battlements were covered with white-faced women, come together to see the army leave the camp, in which it had lain so many weeks. I went up with my lady to the Burg, whence we could command, not only the city with its necklace of walls and towers, but the camp encircling it like another and greater city, encompassed in its turn with gates and ramparts and bastions. And, beyond this, we had an incomparable view of the country; of our own stream, the Pegnitz, gliding away through the level plain, to fall presently into the Rednitz; of the Rednitz, a low line of willows, running athwart the western meadows; and beyond this, a league and a half away, of the frowning heights of the Alta Veste, where Wallenstein hung, vulture-like, waiting to pounce on the city.

As the sun rose behind us, the shadow of the Burg on which we stood fell almost to the foot of the distant heights, and covered, as with a pall, the departing army, which was beginning to pass out of the camp by the northern and western gates. At the same time the level beams shone on the dark brow of the Alta Veste, and caught there the flash of lurking steel. I think that the hearts of many among us sank at the omen.

If so, it was not for long, for the sun rose swiftly in the summer sky and, as it overtopped our little eminence, showed us an innumerable host pressing out of the camp in long lines, like ants from a hill. While we gazed, they began to swarm on the plain between the city and the Rednitz. The colours of a thousand waving pennons, the sheen of a forest of lances, the duller gleam of cannon crawling slowly along the roads, caught the sun and the eye; but between them moved other and darker masses  the regiments of East and West Gothland, the Smäland horse, Stalhanskes Finns, the Yellow and Blue regiments, the sombre, steady veterans of the Swedish force, marching with a neatness and wheeling with a precision, noticeable even at that distance.

Doubtless it was a grand and splendid sight, this marching out of a hundred thousand men  for the army fell little short of that prodigious number  under the first captain of the age, to fight before the walls of the richest city in the world. And I have often taken blame to myself and regretted that I did not regard it with closer attention, and imprint it more carefully on my memory. But at the time I was anxious. Somewhere in that great host rode the Waldgrave and Count Leuchtenstein; and I looked for them, though I had no hope of finding them. Then little things continually diverted the mind. A single waggon, which broke down at the gate below us, and could not for a time be removed, swelled into a matter that obstructed my view of the whole army; an officer, whose horse ran away in an orchard at our feet, became, for a moment, more important than a hundred banners. When I had done with these trifles, the sun had climbed halfway up the sky, and the foremost troops were already crossing the Rednitz by Furth, with a sound of trumpets and the flashing of corselets.

A cannon shot, and then another, and then long rolling thunder from the heights, over which a pillar of smoke began to gather. My lady sighed. Below us, in the streets, on the walls, on the towers, women and men fell on their knees and prayed aloud. Across the plain horsemen galloped this way or that, hurrying the laggards through the dust. The great battle was beginning.

And then on a sudden the firing ceased; the pillar of smoke on the heights melted away; the rear-guard and the cloud of dust in which it moved, rolled farther and farther towards the Rednitz and Furth  and still the guns remained silent. It was noon by this time; soon it was afternoon. But the suspense was so great that no one went away to eat; and still the silence prevailed.

Towards two oclock I persuaded the Countess to go to her lodgings to eat; but within the hour she was back again. An officer on the Burg, who had a perspective glass, reported that Wallenstein was moving; that cannon and troops could be seen passing through the trees on the Alta Veste, as if he were descending to meet the King; and for a time our excitement rose to the highest pitch. But before sunset, news came that he was quiet; that the King was forming a new camp beyond the Rednitz, and almost under the enemys guns; and that the battle would take place on the morrow.

The morrow! It seemed to some of us, it was always the morrow. Yet I think that we slept better that night. Earliest dawn saw us again on the Burg, staring and straining our eyes westwards. But minutes passed, hours passed, the sun rose and declined, and still no sound of battle reached us. Women, with pinched faces, clutched babies to their breasts; men, pale and stern, gazed into the distance. Those who had murmured that the King was too hasty, murmured now that he dallied; for every day the grip of famine grew tighter, its signs more marked. This evening all my ladys horses were requisitioned and carried off, to mount the Kings staff, it was said, of whom some were going afoot.

A third day rose on the anxious city, and yet a fourth, and still the armies stood inactive. Communication with the new camp was easy, but as each day, and all day, a battle was expected, such news as we heard rather heightened than relieved our fears. On this fourth morning, I received a message from the Waldgrave, asking me to come to him in the camp; that he had something to say to me, and could not leave.

I was not unwilling to see for myself how things stood there; and I determined to go. I did not tell the Countess, however, nor Marie, thinking it useless to alarm them; but I left Steve in charge, and, bidding him be on his guard, promised to be back by noon at the latest. As I had no horse, I had to do the journey on foot, and soon was down in the plain myself, threading the orchards and plodding along the trampled roads, where so many thousands had preceded me. The ground in some spots was actually ploughed up; dust covered everything; the trees were bruised, the fences broken down. Old boots and shattered pike-staves marked the route, and here and there  saddest sight of all  dead horses, fast breeding the plague. The sky, for the first time for days, was clouded, and making the most of the coolness I gained the river bank by nine oclock, and crossing found myself close to the new camp.

The army had just marched out, yet the lines seemed full. The King had strictly forbidden all women and camp-followers to cross the Rednitz; but an army in these days needs so many drivers and sutlers that I found myself one among thousands. I asked for the Waldgrave, and got as many answers as there were men within hearing. One said that he was with his regiment of horse on the left flank; another, that he was with Duke Bernards staff; a third, that he was not with the army at all. Despairing of hearing anything in the confusion, I was in two minds about turning back; but in the end I took heart of grace and determined to seek him in the field.

Fortunately, the last regiments had barely cleared the lines, and a few minutes rapid walking set me abreast of the rearmost, which was hastening into position. Here also at the first glance I saw nothing but confusion; but a second resolved the mass into two parts, and then I saw that the Kings army lay in two long lines facing the heights. An interval of about three hundred paces divided the lines, but behind each was a small reserve. In the first were most of the German regiments, the second being composed of Finns, Swedes, and Northerners. The cavalry were grouped on the flanks, and seemed stronger on the left flank. In the rear of all, as well as in gaps left between the pikes and musketmen, were the Kings ordnance  drakes, serpents, falcons, and cartows, with the light two- and four-pounders for which he was famous.

Such an array  so many thousand men, gay with steel, and a thousand pennons  seemed to the eye to be invincible; and I looked for the enemy. He was not to be seen, but fronting the lines at a distance of three or four hundred paces rose the Alta Veste  a steep, rugged hill, scarred and seamed, and planted thickly with pines and jagged stumps and undergrowth. Here and there among the trees great rocks peeped out, or dark holes yawned. The dry beds of two torrents furrowed this natural glacis; and opposite these I noticed that our strongest regiments were placed. But of the enemy I could see nothing, except here and there a sparkle of steel among the trees; I could hear nothing, except now and then the fall of a stone, that, slipping under an unseen foot, fell from ledge to ledge until it reached the plain.

Everywhere the hush of expectation stirred the heart; for in the presence of that great host silence seemed a thing supernatural. As the regiment I had joined, the last to arrive, wheeled into position in the middle of the right wing, I asked one of the officers, who stood near me, if the enemy had retired.

Wait! he said grimly  he spoke with a foreign accent and you will see. But to what regiment do you belong, comrade?

To none here, I said.

He looked astonished, and asked me what I was doing there, then.

I had my lips apart to answer him, when a trumpet sounded, and in an instant, all along the line, the Swedish cannon began to fire, shaking the earth and filling the air round us with smoke, that in a twinkling hid everything. This lasted for two or three minutes with a deafening noise; but as far as I could hear, the enemy were still silent. I was wondering what would happen next, and hoping that they had given up the position, when my new friend touched my arm and pointed to the front. I peered through the smoke, and saw dimly that the regiment before us, a German brigade about eight hundred strong, was moving on at a run and making for the hill. A minute elapsed, the smoke rolled between. I listened, trembling. Afterwards I learned that at the same moment two other parties sprang forward and dashed to the assault.

Then, at last, with an ear-splitting roar that seemed to silence our guns, the enemy spoke. The hill in front, hidden the second before by smoke, became in a moment visible, lit up by a thousand darting flames. Dark masses seemed to topple down, rocks hung midway in air, and involuntarily I stepped back and uttered a cry of horror. Out of that hell of fire came an answering wail of shrieks and curses  the feeble voice of man!

Ach Gott! I said, trembling. My hair stood on end.

Steady, comrade, steady! muttered the man who had before spoken to me. Presently it will be our turn.

He had scarcely spoken, when a man came riding along the front with his hat in his hand. He rode a white horse, and wore no back or breast, nor, as far as I could see, any armour.

Steady, Swedes, steady! he cried in a loud voice  he was a big, stout man with a fine presence. Your time will come by-and-by. Then remember Breitenfeld!

It was the King of Sweden. In a moment he was gone, passing along the lines; and I drew breath again, wondering what would happen next. I had not long to wait. Men came straggling back across our front, some wounded, some helping their comrades along, all with faces ghastly under the powder-stains. And then like magic a new regiment stood before us, where the other had stood. Again the Kings guns pealed along the line, again I heard the hoarse cry Vorwärts! waited a minute, and once more the hill seemed to be rent by the explosion. From every cave and ledge guns flashed forth, lighting up the smoke. The roar died away again  slowly, from west to east  in cries and shrieks; and presently a few men, scores where there had been hundreds, came wandering back like ghosts through the reek.

This looks ill! I muttered. I was no longer scared. The gunpowder was getting into my head.

Pooh! my friend answered. This is only the beginning. It will take men to fill that gap. Wait till our turn comes.

By this time the Waldgrave and my errand were forgotten, and I thought only of the battle. I watched two more assaults, saw two more regiments hurl themselves vainly against the fiery breast of the hill; then came a diversion. As the scattered fragments of the last came reeling back, a sudden roar of many voices startled me. The ground seemed to shake, and right across our front came a charge of horse  out of the smoke and into the smoke! In an instant our stragglers were trodden down, cut up, and swept away, before our eyes and within shot of us.

The men round me uttered shouts of rage. The line swayed, there was an instants confusion. Then a harsh voice cried above the tumult, Steady, Gothlanders, steady! Pikes forward! Blow your matches! Steady! steady! and in a twinkling, with a crash, such as the ninth wave makes when it falls on a pebbly beach, the horse were on us. I had a glimpse through the smoke of rearing breasts, and floating manes, and grinning teeth, and of mens faces grim and white, held low behind the steel; and I struck out blindly with my half-pike. Still they came on, and something hit me on the chest and I fell: but instantly a clash of long pikes met over my body, and I scrambled to my feet unhurt! Then a dozen spurts of flame leapt out round me, and the horsemen seemed to melt away.

Into the smoke; but before I had time to know that they were gone, they had wheeled and were back again like the wind, led by a man on a black horse, who came on so gallantly to the very pike-points, that I thought it must be Pappenheim himself. He wore the black breastplate and helmet of Pappenheims cuirassiers; and it was only when his horse reared up on end within a pikes length of me, and he fired his pistol among us, wounding two men, that I espied under the helmet the stern face and flashing eyes of Tzerclas. He recognised me at the same moment, and hurling his empty pistol in my face, tried to spur his horse over me. But the long pikes meeting before me kept him off, his men vanished, some falling, some flying, and in a moment he stood almost alone.

Even then his courage did not fail him. Scornfully eyeing our line from end to end, he hurled a bitter taunt at us, and wheeling his horse coolly, prepared to ride off. I think that we should have let him go, in pure admiration of his courage. But a wounded man on whom he trod houghed the horse with his sword. In a moment he was down, and two men running out of the line, fixed him to the earth with their pikes.

I confess, for myself, I would have spared him for his courage; and I ran to him to see if he was dead. He was not quite gone. He recognised me, and tried to speak. Forgetting the dangers round me, the uproar and tumult, the dim figures of men and horses flying through the smoke, I knelt down by him.

What is it? I said. After all, he was my ladys cousin.

Tell him  tell him  the child! He will never get it! he breathed. With each word the blood-stained froth rose to his lips, and he clutched my hand in a cold grip.

He strove to say something more, and raised himself with a last effort on his elbow. Tell her, he gasped, his dark face distorted tell her  I  I  

No more. His eyes turned, his head fell back. He was dead. What he would have said of my lady, whether he would have sent her a message or what, no man will know here. But I fancied it like the man, who might have been great had he ever given a thought to others, that his last word was I.

His head was scarcely down before I had to run back within the pikes. A fresh charge of horse swept over him, we received them with a volley; they broke, and a Swedish regiment, the West Gothland horse, rode them down. Meanwhile our manœuvres had brought us insensibly into the first line. I found that we were close under the hill, and I was not surprised when a handful of horse whirled up to us out of the mêlée, and one, disengaging himself from the others, rode along our front. It was the King. His face was stained with powder, his horse was bleeding, a ball had ripped up his boot; it was said that he had been placing and pointing cannon with his own hands. But as the regiment greeted him with a hoarse cheer, he smiled as if he had been in a ball-room.

He raised his hand for silence; such silence as could be obtained where every moment men shot off a cannon, and at no great distance a mortal combat was in progress.

Men of Gothland! he cried, in a clear, ringing voice, it is your turn now! You are My children. Take me this hill! Be steady, strike home, flinch not! Show these Germans what you can do! The word is, God with us. Remember St. Bartholomews, and Forward! Forward! Forward!

My heart beat furiously; but there was no retreat. Rather than be left standing on the ground, I would have died there. In a moment we were moving on elbow to elbow, with a stern, heavy step. Some one struck up a Swedish psalm, and to the thunder of its rhythm we strode on  on to the very foot of the hill; on, until we reached the rough shale, and the rugged steep stood above us. With a gallant shout an officer flung his hat on to the slope, a score of Ritt-Meisters sprang forward together; and then for a moment we and all things seemed to stand still. The wood above us belched fire, the eyes were blinded, the ears stunned, rocks and stones rolled down, all creation seemed to be falling on us in fearful ruin. Men were hurled this way and that, or fell in their places, or, reeling to and fro, clutched one another. For an instant, I say, we stood still.

But for an instant only. Then with a shout of rage the Swedes sprang forward, and grasping boughs, stumps, rocks, swung themselves up, doing such things in their fury as no cool man could do. A row of jagged stakes barred the way; men set their naked breasts against them, and others climbed over on their shoulders. Bleeding, wounded, singed, torn by splinters, all who lived climbed. To get up  up  up  higher, in face of the storm of shot and iron; up, over the bursting mines and through the smoke; up, to where they stood and butchered us, was the only instinct left.

And we did get up  to a bastion, jutting from the hillside, where a company of picked men with pikes and three cannons waited for us behind a breastwork. They thought to stop us, and stood firm; our men were mad. Flinging themselves against the mouths of the cannon, they scaled the work in a moment, and left not one defender alive!

God with us!

Stern and high the shout rang out; but breath was everything, and the scarp still rose above us and the shot still tore our ranks! On! Up a torrent bed now, round one corner and another, to where we were a little out of the line of fire, and an overhanging shoulder covered us. Here we had room to take breath; and for the first time, some hope of life, of ultimate escape, entered my breast. The officer who led us  I learned afterwards that he was the great General Torstensohn  cried, Well done, Swedes! and with the confidence of giants we were once more breasting the ascent, when a withering volley, poured in at short range, checked the head of the column. Before we could recover way, a body of pikes rushed to meet us, and in an instant, having the vantage of the ground, rolled us, still fighting desperately, down the steep. The general was swept away, the Ritt-Meisters were down. Once we rallied, but ineffectually. The enemy were reinforced, and in a moment the rout was complete.

At the moment the tide turned and our men fell back, I happened to be against the rock-wall, in something of a niche; and the stream passed me by. I had two slight wounds, and I stood an instant, giddy and confused, taking breath. The instant showed me my comrades in the act of being slaughtered one by one, and a great horror seized me. I found no hope anywhere. Below were the cruel pikes, in a moment their savage bearers would be reascending; above were the enemy. But above, if I climbed on, I might live a little while; and in that desperate hope I scrambled out of the torrent bed and up the sheer hill on the right. Two or three saw me from the torrent bed, and fired at me; and others shouted, and began to follow. But I only pressed on, right up the scarp, which was there like the side of a house.

A dozen times I all but fell back; still in a fever of dread I kept on. The sweat poured down me; I had no hope or aim, I thought only of the pikes behind. Presently I came to a jutting shoulder that all but overhung me; to pass it seemed to be impossible. But in my frenzy I did the impossible. I swung myself from root to root; where one stone gave, I clutched another, and yet another; I hung on with tooth and nail. I flattened myself against the rock. I heard the pursuers rail and curse, heard the bullets strike the earth round me, and then in a moment I was up.

Up; but only to come instantly on a wall crossing the steep and barring my way, and to find a dozen pikes levelled at my breast. Desperate, giving up hope at last  I had long dropped my weapon  I cried mechanically, God with us! and threw up my arms.

I nearly fell backwards  for what did it matter? But the men were quick. In a moment one had me by the collar. And God! They were friends! They were friends, and I was saved.

One of the first faces that I saw, as I leaned breathless against the wall, unable for the time to answer the questions that poured upon me, was the Waldgraves  the Waldgraves, with the light of battle in his eyes, a laugh of triumph on his lips. He was wounded, bandaged, blackened, his fair hair singed; but he was happy. Presently I understood why; and why I was safe and among friends.

A little earlier, he said  he seemed in his exaltation not a whit surprised to see me and you would have had a different reception, Martin. We only turned them out of this an hour ago!

All his superior officers had fallen, and his had been the voice that had cheered on the forlorn, to which he was attached  acting from the right flank  and heartened them, just when all seemed lost, to make one more effort, ending in the capture of this sconce. Joined to the mass of the hill only by a narrow neck, it commanded the enemys position.

We only want cannon! he said, and in a moment I was as one of the garrison. Three guns, and the day is ours. When will they come? When will they come?

You have sent for them?

I have sent a dozen times.

And he sent as many times more; while we, a mere handful, tired and worn and famished, but every man with a heros thoughts, leaned against the breastwork, and gazed down into the plain, where, under the smoke, pigmy troops rushed to and fro, and Nurembergs fate hung in the balance. In an hour it would be night. And still no reinforcements came, no cannon.

Thrice the enemy tried to drive us out. But the neck was narrow, and, pressed along their front by three assaults, they came on half-heartedly and fell back lightly; and we held it. In the mean time, it became more and more clear that elsewhere the day was going against us. Until night fell, and through long hours of darkness, forlorn after forlorn was flung against the heights  in vain. Regiment after regiment, the core of the Swedish army, came on undaunted, only to be repulsed with awful loss; with the single exception of the Waldgraves little sconce not a foot of the hill was captured.

About nine oclock reinforcements reached us, and some food, but no guns. Two hours later the King drew sullenly back into his lines, and the attack ceased. Even then we looked to see the fight resumed with the dawn; we looked still for victory and revenge. We could not believe that all was over. But towards three oclock in the morning rain fell, rendering the slopes slippery and impassable; and with the first flush of sunrise came an order from Prince Bernard directing us to withdraw.

Perhaps the defeat fell as lightly on the Waldgrave as on any man, though to him it was a huge disappointment. For he alone of all had made his footing good. I thought that it was that which made him look so cheerful; but while the rank and file were falling in, he came to me.

Well, Martin, he said. We are both veterans now.

I laughed. The rain had ceased. The sun was getting up, and the air was fresh. Far off in the plain the city sparkled with a thousand gems. I thought of Marie, I thought of life, and I thanked God that I was alive.

I have an errand for you, he continued, a laugh in his eyes. Come and see what we took yesterday, besides this sconce.

At the back of the work were two low huts, that had perhaps been guardrooms or officers quarters. He led the way into one, bending his head as he passed under the low lintel.

An odd place, he said.

Yes, my lord.

Yes, but I mean  an odd place for what I found here, he rejoined. Look, man.

There were two low bunks in the hut, and on these and on the floor lay a medley of soldiers cloaks, pouches, weapons, and ammunition. There was blood on the one wall and the door was shattered, and in a corner, thrown one on another, were two corpses. The Waldgrave took no heed of these, but stepped to the corner bunk and drew away a cloak that lay on it. Something  the sound in that place scared me as a cannon-shot would not have  began to wail. On the bed, staring at us between tears and wonder, lay a child.

So! I said, and stared at it.

Do you know it? the Waldgrave asked.

Know it? No, I answered.

Are you sure? he replied, smiling. Look again.

Not I! I said. How did it come here? A child! A baby! It is horrible.

He shrugged his shoulders. We found it in this hut; in that bed. A man to whom we gave quarter said it was  

No! I shouted.

Yes, he answered, nodding.

Tzerclas child! Count Leuchtensteins child! Do you mean it? I cried.

He nodded. Tzerclas child, the man said. The others child, I guess. Nay, I am certain. It knows your girls name.

Maries?

The Waldgrave nodded. Take it up, he said. And take charge of it.

But I only stared at it. The thing seemed too wonderful to be true. I told the Waldgrave of Tzerclas death, and of what he had muttered about the child.

Yes, he was a clever man, the Waldgrave answered. But, you see, God has proved too clever for him. Come, take it, man.

I took it. I had better carry it straight to the Counts quarters? I said.

The Waldgrave paused, looked away, then looked at me. No, he said at last, and slowly, take it to Lady Rotha. Let her give it to him.

I understood him, I guessed all he meant; but I made no answer, and we went out together. The rain was still in the air, but the sky was blue, the distance clear. The spire of the distant city shone like my ladys amethysts. Below us the dead lay in thousands. But we were alive.


CHAPTER XXXVI.

A WINGLESS CUPID.

That was a dreary procession that a little before noon on the 25th of August wound its way back into Nuremberg. The King, repulsed but not defeated, remained in his camp beyond the Rednitz, and with trumpets sounding and banners displayed, strove vainly to tempt his wily antagonist into the plain. Those who returned on this day, therefore, carrying with them the certain news of ill-fortune, were the wounded and the useless, a few prisoners, two or three envoys, half a dozen horse-dealers, and a train of waggons bearing crippled and dying men to the hospital.

Of this company I made one, and I doubt if there were six others who bore in their breasts hearts as light, or who could look on the sunny roofs and peaked gables of the city with eyes as cheerful. Prince Bernard had spoken kindly to me; the King had sent for me to inquire where I last saw General Torstensohn; I had stood up a man amongst men; and I deemed these things cheaply bought at the cost of a little blood. On the other hand, the horrors of the day were still so fresh in my mind that my heart overflowed with thankfulness and the love of life; feelings which welled up anew whenever I looked abroad and saw the Rednitz flowing gently between the willows, or looked within and pictured the Werra rippling swiftly down the shallows under cool shade of oak and birch and alder.

Add to all these things one more. I had just learned that Count Leuchtenstein lived and was unhurt, and on the saddle before me under a cloak I bore his son. More than one asked me what booty I had taken, where others had found only lead or steel, that I hugged my treasure so closely and smiled to myself. But I gave them no answer. I only held the child the tighter, and pushing on more quickly, reached the city a little after twelve.

I say nothing of the gloomy looks and sad faces that I encountered at the gate, of the sullen press that would hardly give way, or of the thousand questions I had to parry. I hardened my heart, and, disengaging myself as quickly as I could, I rode straight to my ladys lodgings; and it was fortunate that I did so. For I was only just in time. As I dismounted at the door  receiving such a welcome from Steve and the other men as almost discovered my treasure, whether I would or no  I saw Count Leuchtenstein turn into the street by the other end and ride slowly towards me, a trooper behind him.

The men would have detained me. They wanted to hear the news and the details of the battle, and where I had been. But I thrust my way through them and darted in.

Quick as I was, one was still quicker, and as I went out of the light into the cool darkness of the entrance, flew down the stairs to meet me, and, before I could see, was in my arms, covering me with tears and laughter and little cries of thanksgiving. How the child fared between us I do not know, for for a minute I forgot it, my lady, the Count, everything, in the sweetness of that greeting; in the clinging of those slender arms round my neck, and the joy of the little face given up to my kisses.

But in a moment, the child, being, I suppose, half choked between us, uttered a feeble cry; and Marie sprang back, startled and scared, and perhaps something more.

What is it? she cried, beginning to tremble. What have you got?

I did not know how to tell her on the instant, and I had no time to prepare her, and I stood stammering.

Suddenly,Give it to me! she cried in a strange voice.

But I thought that in the fulness of her joy and surprise she might swoon or something, and I held back. You wont drop it, I said feebly, when you know what it is?

Her eyes flashed in the half light. Fool! she cried  yes, though I could scarcely believe my ears. Give it to me.

I was so taken aback that I gave it up meekly on the spot. She flew off with it into a corner, and jealously turned her back on me before she uncovered the child; then all in a moment she fell to crying, and laughing, crooning over it and making strange noises. I heard the Counts horse at the door, and I stepped to her.

You are sure that it is your child? I said.

Sure? she cried; and she darted a glance at me that for scorn outdid all my ladys.

After that I had no doubt left. Then bring it to the Countess, my girl, I said. He is here. And it is she who should give it to him.

Who is here? she cried sharply.

Count Leuchtenstein.

She stared at me for a moment, and then suddenly quailed and broke down, as it were. She blushed crimson; her eyes looked at me piteously, like those of a beaten dog.

Oh, she said, I forgot that it was you!

Never mind that, I said. Take the child to my lady.

She nodded, in quick comprehension. As the Count crossed the threshold below, she sped up the stairs, and I after her. My lady was in the parlour, walking the length of it impatiently, with a set face; but whether the impatience was on my account, because I had delayed below so long, or on the Counts, whose arrival she had probably seen from the window, I will not say, for as I entered and before she could speak, Marie ran to her with the child and placed it in her arms.

My lady turned for a moment quite pale. What is it? she said faintly, holding it from her awkwardly.

Marie cried out between laughing and crying, The child! The child, my lady.

And Count Leuchtenstein is on the stairs, I said.

The colour swept back into the Countesss face in a flood and covered it from brow to neck. For a moment, taken by surprise, she forgot her pride and looked at us shyly, timidly. Where  where did you recover it? she murmured.

The Waldgrave recovered it, I answered hurriedly, and sent it to your excellency, that you might give it to Count Leuchtenstein.

The Waldgrave! she cried.

Yes, my lady, with that message, I answered strenuously.

The Countess looked to Marie for help. I could hear steps on the stairs  at the door; and I suppose that the two women settled it with their eyes. For no words passed, but in a twinkling Marie snatched the child, which was just beginning to cry, from the Countess and ran away with it through an inner door. As that door fell to, the other opened, and Ernst announced Count Leuchtenstein.

He came in, looking embarrassed, and a little stiff. His buff coat showed marks of the corselet  he had not changed it  and his boots were dusty. It seemed to me that he brought in a faint reek of powder with him, but I forgot this the next moment in the look of melancholy kindness I espied in his eyes  a look that enabled me for the first time to see him as my lady saw him.

She met him very quietly, with a heightened colour, but the most perfect self-possession. I marvelled to see how in a moment she was herself again.

I rejoice to see you safe, Count Leuchtenstein, she said. I heard early this morning that you were unhurt.

Yes, he answered. I have not a scratch, where so many younger men have fallen.

Alas! there will be tears on many hearths, my lady said.

Yes. Poor Germany! he answered. Poor Germany! It is a fearful thing. God forgive us who have to do with the making of war. Yet we may hope, as long as our young men show such valour and courage as some showed yesterday; and none more conspicuously than the Waldgrave Rupert.

I am glad, my lady said, colouring, that he justified your interference on his behalf, Count Leuchtenstein. It was right that he should; and right that I should do more  ask your pardon for the miserable ingratitude of which my passion made me guilty a while ago.

Countess! he cried.

No, she said, stopping him with a gesture full of dignity. You must hear me out, for now that I have confessed, we are quits. I behaved ill  so ill that I deserved a heavy punishment. You thought so  and inflicted it!

Her voice dropped with the last words. He turned very red, and looked at her wistfully; but I suppose that he dared not draw conclusions. For he remained silent, and she resumed, more lightly.

So Rupert did well yesterday? she said. I am glad, for he will be pleased.

He did more than well! Count Leuchtenstein answered, with awkward warmth. He distinguished himself in the face of the whole army. His courage and coolness were above praise. As we have   The Count paused, then blundered on hastily quarrelled, dare I say, Countess, over him, I am anxious to make him the ground of our reconciliation also. I have formed the highest opinion of him; and I hope to advance his interests in every way.

My lady raised her eyebrows. With me? she said quaintly.

The Count fidgeted, and looked very ill at ease. May I speak quite plainly? he said at last.

Surely, the Countess answered.

Then it can be no secret to you that he has  formed an attachment to you. It would be strange if he had not, the Count added gallantly.

And he has asked you to speak for him? my lady exclaimed, in an odd tone.

No, not exactly. But  

You think that it  it would be a good match for me, she said, her voice trembling, but whether with tears or laughter, I could not tell. You think that, being a woman, and for the present houseless, and almost friendless, I should do well to marry him?

He is a brave and honest man, the Count muttered, looking all ways  and looking very miserable. And he loves you! he added with an effort.

And you think that I should marry him? my lady persisted mercilessly. Answer me, if you please, Count Leuchtenstein, or you are a poor ambassador.

I am not an ambassador, he replied, thus goaded. But I thought  

That I ought to marry him?

If you love him, the Count muttered.

My lady took a turn to the window, looked out, and came back. When she spoke at last, I could not tell whether the harshness in her voice was real or assumed.

I see how it is, she said, very clearly, Count Leuchtenstein. I have confessed, and I have been punished; but I am not forgiven. I must do something more, it seems. Wait!

He was going to protest, to remonstrate, to deny; but she was gone, out through the door, to return on the instant with something in her arms. She took it to the Count and held it out to him.

See! she said, her voice broken by sobs; it is your child. God has given it back again. God has given it to you, because you trusted in Him. It is your child.

He stood as if turned to stone. Is it? he said at last, in a low, strained voice. Is it? Then thank God for His mercy to my house. But how  shall I know it?

The girl knows it. Marie knows it, my lady cried; and the child knows her. And Martin  Martin will tell you how it was found  how the Waldgrave found it.

The Waldgrave? the Count cried.

Yes, the Waldgrave, she answered; and he sent it to me to give to you.

Then I went to him and told him all I knew; and Marie, who, like my lady, was laughing through her tears, took the child, and showed him how it knew her, and remembered my name and my ladys, and had this mark and that mark, and so forth, until he was convinced; and while in that hour all Nuremberg outside our house mourned and lamented, within, I think, there were as thankful hearts as anywhere in the world, so that even Steve, when he came peeping through the door to see what was the matter, went blubbering down again.

Presently Count Leuchtenstein said something handsome to Marie about her care of the child, and slipping off a gold chain that he was wearing, threw it round her neck, with a pleasant word to me. Marie, covered with blushes, took this as a signal to go, and would have left the child with his father; but the boy objected strongly, and the Count, with a laugh, bade her take him.

If he were a little older! he said. But I have not much accommodation for a child in my quarters. Next week I am going to Cassel, and then  

You will take him with you? my lady said.

The Count looked at the closing door, as it fell to behind Marie, and when the latch dropped, he spoke. Countess, he said bluntly, have I misunderstood you?

My ladys eyes fell. I do not know, she said softly. I should think not. I have spoken very plainly.

I am almost an old man, he said, looking at her kindly, and you are a young woman. Have you been amusing yourself at my expense?

The Countess shook her head. No, she said, with a gleam of laughter in her eyes; I have done with that. I began to amuse myself with General Tzerclas, and I found it so perilous a pleasure that I determined to forswear it. Though, she added, looking down and playing with her bracelet, why I should tell you this, I do not know.

Because  henceforth I hope that you will tell me everything, the Count said suddenly.

Very well, my lady answered, colouring deeply.

And will be my wife?

I will  if you desire it.

The Count walked to the window and returned. That is not enough, he said, looking at her with a smile of infinite tenderness. It must not be unless you desire it; for I have all to gain, you little or nothing. Consider, child, he went on, laying his hand gently on her shoulder as she sat, but not now looking at her. Consider; I am a man past middle age. I have been married already, and the portrait of my childs mother stands always on my table. Even of the life left to me  a soldiers life  I can offer you only a part; the rest I owe to my country, to the poor and the peasant who cry for peace, to my master, than whom God has given no State a better ruler, to God Himself, who places power in my hands. All these I cannot and will not desert. Countess, I love you, and men can still love when youth is past. But I would far rather never feel the touch of your hand or of your lips than I would give up these things. Do you understand?

Perfectly, my lady said, looking steadfastly before her, though her heaving breast betrayed her emotion. And I desire to be your wife, and to help you in these things as the greatest happiness God can give me.

The Count stooped gently and kissed her forehead. Thank you, he said.

* * * * *

I have very little to add. All the world knows that the King of Sweden, unable to entice Wallenstein from his lines, remained in his camp before Nuremberg for fifteen days longer, during which period the city and the army suffered all the extremities of famine and plague. After that, satisfied that he had so far reduced the Duke of Friedlands strength that it no longer menaced the city, he marched away with his army into Thuringia; and there, two months later, on the immortal field of Lutzen, defeated his enemy, and fell, some say by a traitors hand, in the moment of victory; leaving to all who ever looked upon his face the memory of a sovereign and soldier without a rival, modest in sunshine and undaunted in storm. I saw him seven times and I say this.

And all the world knows in what a welter of war and battles and sieges and famines we have since lain, so that no man foresees the end, and many suppose that happiness has quite fled from the earth, or at least from German soil. Yet this is not so. It is true in comparison with the old days, when my lady kept her maiden Court at Heritzburg, and our greatest excitement was a visit from Count Tilly, we lead a troubled life. My ladys eyes are often grave, and the days when she goes with her two brave boys to the summit of the Schloss and looks southward with a wistful face, are many; many, for the Count, though he verges on seventy, still keeps the field and is a tower in the councils of the north. But with all that, the life is a full one  full of worthy things and help given to others, and a great example greatly set, and peace honestly if vainly pursued. And for this and for other reasons, I believe that my lady, doing her duty, hoping and praying and training her children, is happy; perhaps as happy as in the old days when Fraulein Anna prosed of virtue and felicity and Voetius.

The Waldgrave Rupert, still the handsomest of men, but sobered by the stress of war, comes to see us in the intervals of battles and sieges. On these occasions the children flock round him, and he tells tales  of Nordlingen, and Leipzig, and the leaguer of Breysach; and blue eyes grow stern, and chubby faces grim, and shell-white teeth are ground together, while Marie sits pale and quaking, devouring her boys with hungry mothers eyes. But they do not laugh at her now; they have not since the day when the Waldgrave bade them guess who was the bravest person he had ever known.

Father! my ladys sons cried. And Maries, not to be outdone, cried the same.

But the Waldgrave shook his head. No, he said, try again.

My youngest guessed the King of Sweden.

No, the Waldgrave answered him. Your mother.

THE END


UNDER THE RED ROBE
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Published in 1894, this historical novel was Weymans most popular and successful work. The story is set in France in the seventeenth century and tells of the events of the so called Day of Dupes  the day in November 1630 on which the enemies of Cardinal Richelieu mistakenly believed that they had succeeded in persuading Louis XIII, King of France, to dismiss Richelieu from power. 

A controversial figure (to put it mildly) Richelieu was a Machiavellian cleric and politician, whose chief aim was a strong centralised French government ahead of any political or religious idealism. Weyman emulates his hero, Alexandre Dumas, in weaving these political intrigues into a thrilling swashbuckler, in a manner greatly admired by his contemporaries.
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CHAPTER I. AT ZATONS

Marked cards!

There were a score round us when the fool, little knowing the man with whom he had to deal, and as little how to lose like a gentleman, flung the words in my teeth. He thought, Ill be sworn, that I should storm and swear and ruffle it like any common cock of the hackle. But that was never Gil de Beraults way. For a few seconds after he had spoken I did not even look at him. I passed my eye instead  smiling, BIEN ENTENDU  round the ring of waiting faces, saw that there was no one except De Pombal I had cause to fear; and then at last I rose and looked at the fool with the grim face I have known impose on older and wiser men.

Marked cards, M. lAnglais? I said, with a chilling sneer. They are used, I am told, to trap players  not unbirched schoolboys.

Yet I say that they are marked! he replied hotly, in his queer foreign jargon. In my last hand I had nothing. You doubled the stakes. Bah, sir, you knew! You have swindled me!

Monsieur is easy to swindle  when he plays with a mirror behind him, I answered tartly.

At that there was a great roar of laughter, which might have been heard in the street, and which brought to the table everyone in the eating-house whom his voice had not already attracted. But I did not relax my face. I waited until all was quiet again, and then waving aside two or three who stood between us and the entrance, I pointed gravely to the door.

There is a little space behind the church of St Jacques, M. lEtranger, I said, putting on my hat and taking my cloak on my arm. Doubtless you will accompany me thither?

He snatched up his hat, his face burning with shame and rage.

With pleasure! he blurted out. To the devil, if you like!

I thought the matter arranged, when the Marquis laid his hand on the young fellows arm and checked him.

This must not be, he said, turning from him to me with his grand, fine-gentlemans air. You know me, M. de Berault. This matter has gone far enough.

Too far! M. de Pombal, I answered bitterly. Still, if you wish to take your friends place, I shall raise no objection.

Chut, man! he retorted, shrugging his shoulders negligently. I know you, and I do not fight with men of your stamp. Nor need this gentleman.

Undoubtedly, I replied, bowing low, if he prefers to be caned in the streets.

That stung the Marquis.

Have a care! have a care! he cried hotly. You go too far, M. Berault.

De Berault, if you please, I objected, eyeing him sternly. My family has borne the DE as long as yours, M. de Pombal.

He could not deny that, and he answered, As you please; at the same time restraining his friend by a gesture. But none the less, he continued, take my advice. The Cardinal has forbidden duelling, and this time he means it! You have been in trouble once and gone free. A second time it may fare worse with you. Let this gentleman go, therefore, M. de Berault. Besides  why, shame upon you, man! he exclaimed hotly; he is but a lad!

Two or three who stood behind me applauded that, But I turned and they met my eye; and they were as mum as mice.

His age is his own concern, I said grimly. He was old enough a while ago to insult me.

And I will prove my words! the lad cried, exploding at last. He had spirit enough, and the Marquis had had hard work to restrain him so long. You do me no service, M. de Pombal, he continued, pettishly shaking off his friends hand. By your leave, this gentleman and I will settle this matter.

That is better, I said, nodding drily, while the Marquis stood aside, frowning and baffled. Permit me to lead the way.

Zatons eating-house stands scarcely a hundred paces from St Jacques la Boucherie, and half the company went thither with us. The evening was wet, the light in the streets was waning, the streets themselves were dirty and slippery. There were few passers in the Rue St Antoine; and our party, which earlier in the day must have attracted notice and a crowd, crossed unmarked, and entered without interruption the paved triangle which lies immediately behind the church. I saw in the distance one of the Cardinals guard loitering in front of the scaffolding round the new Hotel Richelieu; and the sight of the uniform gave me pause for a moment. But it was too late to repent.

The Englishman began at once to strip off his clothes. I closed mine to the throat, for the air was chilly. At that moment, while we stood preparing, and most of the company seemed a little inclined to stand off from me, I felt a hand on my arm, and turning, saw the dwarfish tailor at whose house, in the Rue Savonnerie, I lodged at the time. The fellows presence was unwelcome, to say the least of it; and though for want of better company I had sometimes encouraged him to be free with me at home, I took that to be no reason why I should be plagued with him before gentlemen. I shook him off, therefore, hoping by a frown to silence him.

He was not to be so easily put down, however, and perforce I had to speak to him.

Afterwards, afterwards, I said hurriedly. I am engaged now.

For Gods sake, dont, sir! the poor fool cried, clinging to my sleeve. Dont do it! You will bring a curse on the house. He is but a lad, and

You, too! I exclaimed, losing patience. Be silent, you scum! What do you know about gentlemens quarrels? Leave me; do you hear?

But the Cardinal! he cried in a quavering voice. The Cardinal, M. de Berault! The last man you killed is not forgotten yet. This time he will be sure to

Leave me, do you hear? I hissed. The fellows impudence passed all bounds. It was as bad as his croaking. Begone! I added. I suppose you are afraid that he will kill me, and you will lose your money.

Frison fell back at that almost as if I had struck him, and I turned to my adversary, who had been awaiting my motions with impatience. God knows he did look young as he stood with his head bare and his fair hair drooping over his smooth womans forehead  a mere lad fresh from the college of Burgundy, if they have such a thing in England. I felt a sudden chill as I looked at him: a qualm, a tremor, a presentiment. What was it the little tailor had said? That I should  but there, he did not know. What did he know of such things? If I let this pass I must kill a man a day, or leave Paris and the eating-house, and starve.

A thousand pardons, I said gravely, as I drew and took my place. A dun. I am sorry that the poor devil caught me so inopportunely. Now however, I am at your service.

He saluted and we crossed swords and began. But from the first I had no doubt what the result would be. The slippery stones and fading light gave him, it is true, some chance, some advantage, more than he deserved; but I had no sooner felt his blade than I knew that he was no swordsman. Possibly he had taken half-a-dozen lessons in rapier art, and practised what he learned with an Englishman as heavy and awkward as himself. But that was all. He made a few wild clumsy rushes, parrying widely. When I had foiled these, the danger was over, and I held him at my mercy.

I played with him a little while, watching the sweat gather on his brow and the shadow of the church tower fall deeper and darker, like the shadow of doom, on his face. Not out of cruelty  God knows I have never erred in that direction!  but because, for the first time in my life, I felt a strange reluctance to strike the blow. The curls clung to his forehead; his breath came and went in gasps; I heard the men behind me and one or two of them drop an oath; and then I slipped  slipped, and was down in a moment on my right side, my elbow striking the pavement so sharply that the arm grew numb to the wrist.

He held off. I heard a dozen voices cry, Now! now you have him! But he held off. He stood back and waited with his breast heaving and his point lowered, until I had risen and stood again on my guard.

Enough! enough! a rough voice behind me cried. Dont hurt the man after that.

On guard, sir! I answered coldly  for he seemed to waver, and be in doubt. It was an accident. It shall not avail you again.

Several voices cried Shame! and one, You coward! But the Englishman stepped forward, a fixed look in his blue eyes. He took his place without a word. I read in his drawn white face that he had made up his mind to the worst, and his courage so won my admiration that I would gladly and thankfully have set one of the lookers-on  any of the lookers-on  in his place; but that could not be. So I thought of Zatons closed to me, of Pombals insult, of the sneers and slights I had long kept at the swords point; and, pressing him suddenly in a heat of affected anger, I thrust strongly over his guard, which had grown feeble, and ran him through the chest.

When I saw him lying, laid out on the stones with his eyes half shut, and his face glimmering white in the dusk  not that I saw him thus long, for there were a dozen kneeling round him in a twinkling  I felt an unwonted pang. It passed, however, in a moment. For I found myself confronted by a ring of angry faces  of men who, keeping at a distance, hissed and cursed and threatened me, calling me Black Death and the like.

They were mostly canaille, who had gathered during the fight, and had viewed all that passed from the farther side of the railings. While some snarled and raged at me like wolves, calling me Butcher! and Cut-throat! or cried out that Berault was at his trade again, others threatened me with the vengeance of the Cardinal, flung the edict in my teeth, and said with glee that the guard were coming  they would see me hanged yet.

His blood is on your head! one cried furiously. He will be dead in an hour. And you will swing for him! Hurrah!

Begone, I said.

Ay, to Montfaucon, he answered, mocking me.

No; to your kennel! I replied, with a look which sent him a yard backwards, though the railings were between us. And I wiped my blade carefully, standing a little apart. For  well, I could understand it  it was one of those moments when a man is not popular. Those who had come with me from the eating-house eyed me askance, and turned their backs when I drew nearer; and those who had joined us and obtained admission were scarcely more polite.

But I was not to be outdone in SANG FROID. I cocked my hat, and drawing my cloak over my shoulders, went out with a swagger which drove the curs from the gate before I came within a dozen paces of it. The rascals outside fell back as quickly, and in a moment I was in the street. Another moment and I should have been clear of the place and free to lie by for a while  when, without warning, a scurry took place round me. The crowd fled every way into the gloom, and in a hand-turn a dozen of the Cardinals guards closed round me.

I had some acquaintance with the officer in command, and he saluted me civilly.

This is a bad business, M. de Berault, he said. The man is dead they tell me.

Neither dying nor dead, I answered lightly. If that be all you may go home again.

With you, he replied, with a grin, certainly. And as it rains, the sooner the better. I must ask you for your sword, I am afraid.

Take it, I said, with the philosophy which never deserts me. But the man will not die.

I hope that may avail you, he answered in a tone I did not like. Left wheel, my friends! To the Chatelet! March!

There are worse places, I said, and resigned myself to fate. After all, I had been in a prison before, and learned that only one jail lets no prisoner escape.

But when I found that my friends orders were to hand me over to the watch, and that I was to be confined like any common jail-bird caught cutting a purse or slitting a throat, I confess my heart sank. If I could get speech with the Cardinal, all would probably be well; but if I failed in this, or if the case came before him in strange guise, or if he were in a hard mood himself, then it might go ill with me. The edict said, death!

And the lieutenant at the Chatelet did not put himself to much trouble to hearten me. What! again M. de Berault? he said, raising his eyebrows as he received me at the gate, and recognised me by the light of the brazier which his men were just kindling outside. You are a very bold man, or a very foolhardy one, to come here again. The old business, I suppose?

Yes, but he is not dead, I answered coolly. He has a trifle  a mere scratch. It was behind the church of St Jacques.

He looked dead enough, my friend, the guardsman interposed. He had not yet left us.

Bah! I answered scornfully. Have you ever known me make a mistake When I kill a man I kill him. I put myself to pains, I tell you, not to kill this Englishman. Therefore he will live.

I hope so, the lieutenant said, with a dry smile. And you had better hope so, too, M. de Berault, For if not

Well? I said, somewhat troubled. If not, what, my friend?

I fear he will be the last man you will fight, he answered. And even if he lives, I would not be too sure, my friend. This time the Cardinal is determined to put it down.

He and I are old friends, I said confidently.

So I have heard, he answered, with a short laugh. I think that the same was said of Chalais. I do not remember that it saved his head.

This was not reassuring. But worse was to come. Early in the morning orders were received that I should be treated with especial strictness, and I was given the choice between irons and one of the cells below the level. Choosing the latter, I was left to reflect upon many things; among others, on the queer and uncertain nature of the Cardinal, who loved, I knew, to play with a man as a cat with a mouse; and on the ill effects which sometimes attend a high chest-thrust however carefully delivered. I only rescued myself at last from these and other unpleasant reflections by obtaining the loan of a pair of dice; and the light being just enough to enable me to reckon the throws, I amused myself for hours by casting them on certain principles of my own. But a long run again and again upset my calculations; and at last brought me to the conclusion that a run of bad luck may be so persistent as to see out the most sagacious player. This was not a reflection very welcome to me at the moment.

Nevertheless, for three days it was all the company I had. At the end of that time, the knave of a jailor who attended me, and who had never grown tired of telling me, after the fashion of his kind, that I should be hanged, came to me with a less assured air.

Perhaps you would like a little water? he said civilly.

Why, rascal? I asked.

To wash with, he answered.

I asked for some yesterday, and you would not bring it, I grumbled. However, better late than never. Bring it now. If I must hang, I will hang like a gentleman. But depend upon it, the Cardinal will not serve an old friend so scurvy a trick.

You are to go to him, he announced, when he came back with the water.

What? To the Cardinal? I cried.

Yes, he answered.

Good! I exclaimed; and in my joy and relief I sprang up at once, and began to refresh my dress. So all this time I have been doing him an injustice, I continued. VIVE MONSEIGNEUR! Long live the little Bishop of Luchon! I might have known it, too.

Dont make too sure! the man answered spitefully. Then he went on, I have something else for you. A friend of yours left it at the gate, and he handed me a packet.

Quite so! I said, leading his rascally face aright. And you kept it as long as you dared  as long as you thought I should hang, you knave! Was not that so? But there, do not lie to me. Tell me instead which of my friends left it. For, to confess the truth, I had not so many friends at this time and ten good crowns  the packet contained no less a sum  argued a pretty staunch friend, and one of whom a man might reasonably be proud.

The knave sniggered maliciously. A crooked dwarfish man left it, he said. I doubt I might call him a tailor and not be far out.

Chut! I answered  but I was a little out of countenance, nevertheless. I understand. An honest fellow enough, and in debt to me! I am glad he remembered. But when am I to go, friend?

In an hour, he answered sullenly. Doubtless he had looked to get one of the crowns; but I was too old a hand for that. If I came back I could buy his services; and if I did not I should have wasted my money.

Nevertheless, a little later, when I found myself on my way to the Hotel Richelieu under so close a guard that I could see nothing in the street except the figures that immediately surrounded me, I wished that I had given him the money. At such times, when all hangs in the balance and the sky is overcast, the mind runs on luck and old superstitions, and is prone to think a crown given here may avail there  though THERE be a hundred leagues away.

The Palais Richelieu was at this time in building, and we were required to wait in a long, bare gallery, where the masons were at work. I was kept a full hour here, pondering uncomfortably on the strange whims and fancies of the great man who then ruled France as the Kings Lieutenant-General, with all the Kings powers, and whose life I had once been the means of saving by a little timely information. On occasion he had done something to wipe out the debt; and at other times he had permitted me to be free with him, and so far we were not unknown to one another.

Nevertheless, when the doors were at last thrown open, and I was led into his presence, my confidence underwent a shock. His cold glance, that, roving over me, regarded me not as a man but an item, the steely glitter of his southern eyes, chilled me to the bone. The room was bare, the floor without carpet or covering. Some of the woodwork lay about, unfinished and in pieces. But the man  this man, needed no surroundings. His keen pale face, his brilliant eyes, even his presence  though he was of no great height, and began already to stoop at the shoulders  were enough to awe the boldest. I recalled, as I looked at him, a hundred tales of his iron will, his cold heart, his unerring craft. He had humbled the Kings brother, the splendid Duke of Orleans, in the dust. He had curbed the Queen-mother. A dozen heads, the noblest in France, had come to the block through him. Only two years before he had quelled Rochelle; only a few months before he had crushed the great insurrection in Languedoc: and though the south, stripped of its old privileges, still seethed with discontent, no one in this year 1630 dared lift a hand against him  openly, at any rate. Under the surface a hundred plots, a thousand intrigues, sought his life or his power; but these, I suppose, are the hap of every great man.

No wonder, then, that the courage on which I plumed myself sank low at sight of him; or that it was as much as I could do to mingle with the humility of my salute some touch of the SANG FROID of old acquaintanceship.

And perhaps that had been better left out. For it seemed that this man was without bowels. For a moment, while he stood looking at me, and before he spoke to me, I gave myself up for lost. There was a glint of cruel satisfaction in his eyes that warned me, before he opened his mouth, what he was going to say to me.

I could not have made a better catch, M. de Berault, he said, smiling villainously, while he gently smoothed the fur of a cat that had sprung on the table beside him. An old offender, and an excellent example. I doubt it will not stop with you. But later, we will make you the warrant for flying at higher game.

Monseigneur has handled a sword himself, I blurted out. The very room seemed to be growing darker, the air colder. I was never nearer fear in my life.

Yes? he said, smiling delicately. And so  ?

Will not be too hard on the failings of a poor gentleman.

He shall suffer no more than a rich one, he replied suavely as he stroked the cat. Enjoy that satisfaction, M. de Berault. Is that all?

Once I was of service to your Eminence, I said desperately.

Payment has been made, he answered, more than once. But for that I should not have seen you.

The Kings face! I cried, snatching at the straw he seemed to hold out.

He laughed cynically, smoothly. His thin face, his dark moustache, and whitening hair, gave him an air of indescribable keenness.

I am not the King, he said. Besides, I am told that you have killed as many as six men in duels. You owe the King, therefore, one life at least. You must pay it. There is no more to be said, M. de Berault, he continued coldly, turning away and beginning to collect some papers. The law must take its course.

I thought that he was about to nod to the lieutenant to withdraw me, and a chilling sweat broke out down my back. I saw the scaffold, I felt the cords. A moment, and it would be too late!

I have a favour to ask, I stammered desperately, if your Eminence will give me a moment alone.

To what end? he answered, turning and eyeing me with cold disfavour. I know you  your past  all. It can do no good, my friend.

No harm! I cried. And I am a dying man, Monseigneur!

That is true, he said thoughtfully. Still he seemed to hesitate; and my heart beat fast. At last he looked at the lieutenant. You may leave us, he said shortly. Now, he continued, when the officer had withdrawn and left us alone, what is it? Say what you have to say quickly. And, above all, do not try to fool me, M. de Berault.

But his piercing eyes so disconcerted me now that I had my chance, and was alone with him, that I could not find a word to say, and stood before him mute. I think this pleased him, for his face relaxed.

Well? he said at last. Is that all?

The man is not dead, I muttered.

He shrugged his shoulders contemptuously.

What of that? he said. That was not what you wanted to say to me.

Once I saved your Eminences life, I faltered miserably.

Admitted, he answered, in his thin, incisive voice. You mentioned the fact before. On the other hand, you have taken six to my knowledge, M. de Berault. You have lived the life of a bully, a common bravo, a gamester. You, a man of family! For shame! Do you wonder that it has brought you to this! Yet on that one point I am willing to hear more, he added abruptly.

I might save your Eminences life again, I cried. It was a sudden inspiration.

You know something? he said quickly, fixing me with his eyes. But no, he continued, shaking his head gently. Pshaw! The trick is old. I have better spies than you, M. de Berault.

But no better sword, I cried hoarsely. No, not in all your guard!

That is true, he said slowly. That is true. To my surprise, he spoke in a tone of consideration; and he looked down at the floor. Let me think, my friend, he continued.

He walked two or three times up and down the room, while I stood trembling. I confess it, trembling. The man whose pulses danger has no power to quicken, is seldom proof against suspense; and the sudden hope his words awakened in me so shook me that his figure as he trod lightly to and fro with the cat rubbing against his robe and turning time for time with him, wavered before my eyes. I grasped the table to steady myself. I had not admitted even in my own mind how darkly the shadow of Montfaucon and the gallows had fallen across me.

I had leisure to recover myself, for it was some time before he spoke. When he did, it was in a voice harsh, changed, imperative. You have the reputation of a man faithful, at least, to his employer, he said. Do not answer me. I say it is so. Well, I will trust you. I will give you one more chance  though it is a desperate one. Woe to you if you fail me! Do you know Cocheforet in Bearn? It is not far from Auch.

No, your Eminence.

Nor M. de Cocheforet?

No, your Eminence.

So much the better, he replied. But you have heard of him. He has been engaged in every Gascon plot since the late Kings death, and gave more trouble last year in the Vivarais than any man twice his years. At present he is at Bosost in Spain, with other refugees, but I have learned that at frequent intervals he visits his wife at Cocheforet which is six leagues within the border. On one of these visits he must be arrested.

That should be easy, I said.

The Cardinal looked at me. Chut, man! what do you know about it? he answered bluntly. It is whispered at Cocheforet if a soldier crosses the street at Auch. In the house are only two or three servants, but they have the countryside with them to a man, and they are a dangerous breed. A spark might kindle a fresh rising. The arrest, therefore, must be made secretly.

I bowed.

One resolute man inside the house, the Cardinal continued, thoughtfully glancing at a paper which lay on the table, with the help of two or three servants whom he could summon to his aid at will, might effect it. The question is, Will you be the man, my friend?

I hesitated; then I bowed. What choice had I?

Nay, nay, speak out! he said sharply. Yes or no, M. de Berault?

Yes, your Eminence, I said reluctantly. Again, I say, what choice had I?

You will bring him to Paris, and alive. He knows things, and that is why I want him. You understand?

I understand, Monseigneur, I answered.

You will get into the house as you can, he continued with energy. For that you will need strategy, and good strategy. They suspect everybody. You must deceive them. If you fail to deceive them, or, deceiving them, are found out later, I do not think that you will trouble me again, or break the edict a second time. On the other hand, should you deceive me  he smiled still more subtly, but his voice sank to a purring note I will break you on the wheel like the ruined gamester you are!

I met his look without quailing. So be it! I said recklessly. If I do not bring M. de Cocheforet to Paris, you may do that to me, and more also!

It is a bargain! he answered slowly. I think that you will be faithful. For money, here are a hundred crowns. That sum should suffice; but if you succeed you shall have twice as much more. That is all, I think. You understand?

Yes, Monseigneur.

Then why do you wait?

The lieutenant? I said modestly.

The Cardinal laughed to himself, and sitting down wrote a word or two on a slip of paper. Give him that, he said in high good-humour. I fear, M. de Berault, you will never get your deserts  in this world!


CHAPTER II. AT THE GREEN PILLAR

Cocheforet lies in a billowy land of oak and beech and chestnuts  a land of deep, leafy bottoms and hills clothed with forest. Ridge and valley, glen and knoll, the woodland, sparsely peopled and more sparsely tilled, stretches away to the great snow mountains that here limit France. It swarms with game  with wolves and bears, deer and boars. To the end of his life I have heard that the great king loved this district, and would sigh, when years and State fell heavily on him, for the beech groves and box-covered hills of South Bearn. From the terraced steps of Auch you can see the forest roll away in light and shadow, vale and upland, to the base of the snow peaks; and, though I come from Brittany and love the smell of the salt wind, I have seen few sights that outdo this.

It was the second week of October, when I came to Cocheforet, and, dropping down from the last wooded brow, rode quietly into the place at evening. I was alone, and had ridden all day in a glory of ruddy beech leaves, through the silence of forest roads, across clear brooks and glades still green. I had seen more of the quiet and peace of the country than had been my share since boyhood, and for that reason, or because I had no great taste for the task before me  the task now so imminent  I felt a little hipped. In good faith, it was not a gentlemans work that I was come to do, look at it how you might.

But beggars must not be choosers, and I knew that this feeling would not last. At the inn, in the presence of others, under the spur of necessity, or in the excitement of the chase, were that once begun, I should lose the feeling. When a man is young he seeks solitude, when he is middle-aged, he flies it and his thoughts. I made therefore for the Green Pillar, a little inn in the village street, to which I had been directed at Auch, and, thundering on the door with the knob of my riding switch, railed at the man for keeping me waiting.

Here and there at hovel doors in the street  which was a mean, poor place, not worthy of the name  men and women looked out at me suspiciously. But I affected to ignore them; and at last the host came. He was a fair-haired man, half-Basque, half-Frenchman, and had scanned me well, I was sure, through some window or peephole; for when he came out he betrayed no surprise at the sight of a well-dressed stranger  a portent in that out-of-the-way village  but eyed me with a kind of sullen reserve.

I can lie here to-night, I suppose? I said, dropping the reins on the sorrels neck. The horse hung its head.

I dont know, he answered stupidly.

I pointed to the green bough which topped a post that stood opposite the door.

This is an inn, is it not? I said.

Yes, he answered slowly. It is an inn. But

But you are full, or you are out of food, or your wife is ill, or something else is amiss, I answered peevishly. All the same, I am going to lie here. So you must make the best of it, and your wife too  if you have one.

He scratched his head, looking at me with an ugly glitter in his eyes. But he said nothing, and I dismounted.

Where can I stable my horse? I asked.

Ill put it up, he answered sullenly, stepping forward and taking the reins in his hand.

Very well, I said. But I go with you. A merciful man is merciful to his beast, and wherever I go I see my horse fed.

It will be fed, he said shortly. And then he waited for me to go into the house. The wife is in there, he continued, looking at me stubbornly.

IMPRIMIS  if you understand Latin, my friend, I answered, the horse in the stall.

He saw that it was no good, turned the sorrel slowly round, and began to lead it across the village street. There was a shed behind the inn, which I had already marked, and taken for the stable, I was surprised when I found that he was not going there, but I made no remark, and in a few minutes saw the horse made comfortable in a hovel which seemed to belong to a neighbour.

This done, the man led the way back to the inn, carrying my valise.

You have no other guests? I said, with a casual air. I knew that he was watching me closely.

No, he answered.

This is not much in the way to anywhere, I suppose?

No.

That was so evident, that I never saw a more retired place. The hanging woods, rising steeply to a great height, so shut the valley in that I was puzzled to think how a man could leave it save by the road I had come. The cottages, which were no more than mean, small huts, ran in a straggling double line, with many gaps  through fallen trees and ill-cleared meadows. Among them a noisy brook ran in and out, and the inhabitants  charcoal-burners, or swine-herds, or poor devils of the like class, were no better than their dwellings. I looked in vain for the Chateau. It was not to be seen, and I dared not ask for it.

The man led me into the common room of the tavern  a low-roofed, poor place, lacking a chimney or glazed windows, and grimy with smoke and use. The fire  a great half-burned tree  smouldered on a stone hearth, raised a foot from the floor. A huge black pot simmered over it, and beside one window lounged a country fellow talking with the goodwife. In the dusk I could not see his face, but I gave the woman a word, and sat down to wait for my supper.

She seemed more silent than the common run of her kind; but this might be because her husband was present. While she moved about getting my meal, he took his place against the door-post and fell to staring at me so persistently that I felt by no means at my ease. He was a tall, strong fellow, with a shaggy moustache and brown beard, cut in the mode Henri Quatre; and on the subject of that king  a safe one, I knew, with a Bearnais  and on that alone, I found it possible to make him talk. Even then there was a suspicious gleam in his eyes that bade me abstain from questions; so that as the darkness deepened behind him, and the firelight played more and more strongly on his features, and I thought of the leagues of woodland that lay between this remote valley and Auch, I recalled the Cardinals warning that if I failed in my attempt I should be little likely to trouble Paris again.

The lout by the window paid no attention to me; nor I to him, when I had once satisfied myself that he was really what he seemed to be. But by-and-by two or three men  rough, uncouth fellows  dropped in to reinforce the landlord, and they, too seemed to have no other business than to sit in silence looking at me, or now and again to exchange a word in a PATOIS of their own. By the time my supper was ready, the knaves numbered six in all; and, as they were armed to a man with huge Spanish knives, and made it clear that they resented my presence in their dull rustic fashion  every rustic is suspicious  I began to think that, unwittingly, I had put my head into a wasps nest.

Nevertheless, I ate and drank with apparent appetite; but little that passed within the circle of light cast by the smoky lamp escaped me. I watched the mens looks and gestures at least as sharply as they watched mine; and all the time I was racking my wits for some mode of disarming their suspicions, or failing that, of learning something more of the position, which far exceeded in difficulty and danger anything that I had expected. The whole valley, it would seem, was on the look-out to protect my man!

I had purposely brought with me from Auch a couple of bottles of choice Armagnac; and these had been carried into the house with my saddle bags. I took one out now and opened it and carelessly offered a dram of the spirit to the landlord. He took it. As he drank it, I saw his face flush; he handed back the cup reluctantly, and on that hint I offered him another, The strong spirit was already beginning to work, and he accepted, and in a few minutes began to talk more freely and with less of the constraint which had before marked us all. Still, his tongue ran chiefly on questions  he would know this, he would learn that; but even this was a welcome change. I told him openly whence I had come, by what road, how long I had stayed in Auch, and where; and so far I satisfied his curiosity. Only, when I came to the subject of my visit to Cocheforet I kept a mysterious silence, hinting darkly at business in Spain and friends across the border, and this and that; in this way giving the peasants to understand, if they pleased, that I was in the same interest as their exiled master.

They took the bait, winked at one another, and began to look at me in a more friendly way  the landlord foremost. But when I had led them so far, I dared go no farther, lest I should commit myself and be found out. I stopped, therefore, and, harking back to general subjects, chanced to compare my province with theirs. The landlord, now become almost talkative, was not slow to take up this challenge; and it presently led to my acquiring a curious piece of knowledge. He was boasting of his great snow mountains, the forests that propped them, the bears that roamed in them, the izards that loved the ice, and the boars that fed on the oak mast.

Well, I said, quite by chance, we have not these things, it is true. But we have things in the north you have not. We have tens of thousands of good horses  not such ponies as you breed here. At the horse fair at Fecamp my sorrel would be lost in the crowd. Here in the south you will not meet his match in a long days journey.

Do not make too sure of that, the man replied, his eyes bright with triumph and the dram. What would you say if I showed you a better  in my own stable?

I saw that his words sent a kind of thrill through his other hearers, and that such of them as understood for two or three of them talked their PATOIS only  looked at him angrily; and in a twinkling I began to comprehend. But I affected dullness, and laughed in scorn.

Seeing is believing, I said. I doubt if you knows good horse when you see one, my friend.

Oh, dont I? he said, winking. Indeed!

I doubt it, I answered stubbornly.

Then come with me, and I will show you one, he retorted, discretion giving way to vain-glory. His wife and the others, I saw, looked at him dumbfounded; but, without paying any heed to them, he rose, took up a lanthorn, and, assuming an air of peculiar wisdom, opened the door. Come with me, he continued. I dont know a good horse when I see one, dont I? I know a better than yours, at any rate!

I should not have been surprised if the other men had interfered; but I suppose he was a leader among them, they did not, and in a moment we were outside. Three paces through the darkness took us to the stable, an offset at the back of the inn. My man twirled the pin, and, leading the way in, raised his lanthorn. A horse whinnied softly, and turned its bright, mild eyes on us  a baldfaced chestnut, with white hairs in its tail and one white stocking.

There! my guide exclaimed, waving the lanthorn to and fro boastfully, that I might see its points. What do you say to that? Is that an undersized pony?

No, I answered, purposely stinting my praise. It is pretty fair  for this country.

Or any country, he answered wrathfully. Or any country, I say  I dont care where it is! And I have reason to know! Why, man, that horse is  But there, that is a good horse, if ever you saw one! And with that he ended  abruptly and lamely; lowered the lanthorn with a sudden gesture, and turned to the door. He was on the instant in such hurry to leave that he almost shouldered me out.

But I understood. I knew that he had neatly betrayed all  that he had been on the point of blurting out that that was M. de Cocheforets horse! M. Cocheforets COMPRENEZ BIEN! And while I turned away my face in the darkness that he might not see me smile, I was not surprised to find the man in a moment changed, and become, in the closing of the door, as sober and suspicious as before, ashamed of himself and enraged with me, and in a mood to cut my throat for a trifle.

It was not my cue to quarrel, however. I made therefore, as if I had seen nothing, and when we were back in the inn praised the horse grudgingly, and like a man but half convinced. The ugly looks and ugly weapons I saw round me were fine incentives to caution; and no Italian, I flatter myself, could have played his part more nicely than I did. But I was heartily glad when it was over, and I found myself, at last, left alone for the night in a little garret  a mere fowl-house  upstairs, formed by the roof and gable walls, and hung with strings of apples and chestnuts. It was a poor sleeping-place  rough, chilly, and unclean. I ascended to it by a ladder; my cloak and a little fern formed my only bed. But I was glad to accept it, for it enabled me to be alone and to think out the position unwatched.

Of course M. de Cocheforet was at the Chateau. He had left his horse here, and gone up on foot; probably that was his usual plan. He was therefore within my reach, in one sense  I could not have come at a better time  but in another he was as much beyond it as if I were still in Paris. For so far was I from being able to seize him that I dared not ask a question, or let fall a rash word, or even look about me freely. I saw I dared not. The slightest hint of my mission, the faintest breath of distrust, would lead to throat-cutting  and the throat would be mine; while the longer I lay in the village, the greater suspicion I should incur, and the closer would be the watch kept upon me.

In such a position some men might have given up the attempt in despair, and saved themselves across the border. But I have always valued myself on my fidelity, and I did not shrink. If not to-day, to-morrow; if not this time, next time. The dice do not always turn up aces. Bracing myself, therefore, to the occasion, I crept, as soon as the house was quiet, to the window, a small, square, open lattice, much cobwebbed, and partly stuffed with hay. I looked out. The village seemed to be asleep. The dark branches of trees hung a few feet away, and almost obscured a grey, cloudy sky, through which a wet moon sailed drearily. Looking downwards, I could at first see nothing; but as my eyes grew used to the darkness  I had only just put out my rushlight  I made out the stable door and the shadowy outlines of the lean-to roof.

I had hoped for this, for I could now keep watch, and learn at least whether Cocheforet left before morning. If he did not, I should know he was still here. If he did, I should be the better for seeing his features, and learning, perhaps, other things that might be of use to me in the future.

Making up my mind to the uncomfortable, I sat down on the floor by the lattice, and began a vigil that might last, I knew, until morning. It did last about an hour, at the end of which time I heard whispering below, then footsteps; then, as some persons turned a corner, a voice speaking aloud and carelessly. I could not catch the words or meaning, but the voice was a gentlemans, and its bold accents and masterful tone left me in no doubt that the speaker was M. de Cocheforet himself. Hoping to learn more, I pressed my face nearer to the opening, and had just made out through the gloom two figures  one that of a tall, slight man, wearing a cloak, the other, I fancied, a womans, in a sheeny white dress  when a thundering rap on the door of my garret made me spring back a yard from the lattice, and lie down hurriedly on my couch. The summons was repeated.

Well? I cried, rising on my elbow, and cursing the untimely interruption. I was burning with anxiety to see more. What is it? What is the matter?

The trap-door was lifted a foot or more. The landlord thrust up his head.

You called, did you not? he said.

He held up a rushlight, which illumined half the room and lit up his grinning face.

Called  at this hour of the night, you fool? I answered angrily. No! I did not call. Go to bed, man!

But he remained on the ladder, gaping stupidly. I heard you, he said.

Go to bed! You are drunk, I answered, sitting up. I tell you I did not call.

Oh, very well, he answered slowly. And you do not want anything?

Nothing  except to be left alone, I replied sourly.

Umph! he said. Good-night!

Good-night! Good-night! I answered with what patience I might. The tramp of the horses hoofs as it was led out of the stable was in my ears at the moment. Good-night! I continued feverishly, hoping that he would still retire in time, and I have a chance to look out. I want to sleep.

Good, he said, with a broad grin. But it is early yet, and you have plenty of time.

And then, at last, he slowly let down the trap-door, and I heard him chuckle as he went down the ladder.

Before he reached the bottom I was at the window. The woman, whom I had seen, still stood below in the same place, and beside her was a man in a peasants dress, holding a lanthorn. But the man, the man I wanted to see, was no longer there. He was gone, and it was evident that the others no longer feared me; for while I gazed the landlord came out to them with another lanthorn swinging in his hand, and said something to the lady, and she looked up at my window and laughed.

It was a warm night, and she wore nothing over her white dress. I could see her tall, shapely figure and shining eyes, and the firm contour of her beautiful face, which, if any fault might be found with it, erred in being too regular. She looked like a woman formed by nature to meet dangers and difficulties, and to play a great part; even here, at midnight, in the midst of these desperate men, she did not seem out of place. I could fancy  I did not find it impossible to fancy  that under her queenly exterior, and behind the contemptuous laugh with which she heard the landlords story, there lurked a womans soul, a soul capable of folly and tenderness. But no outward sign betrayed its presence  as I saw her then.

I scanned her very carefully; and secretly, if the truth be told, I was glad to find that Madame de Cocheforet was such a woman. I was glad that she had laughed as she had  with a ring of disdain and defiance; glad that she was not a little, tender, child-like woman, to be crushed by the first pinch of trouble. For if I succeeded in my task, if I contrived to  but, pish! Women, I told myself, were all alike. She would find consolation quickly enough.

I watched until the group broke up, and Madame, with one of the men, went her way round the corner of the inn, and out of my sight. Then I retired to bed again, feeling more than ever perplexed what course I should adopt. It was clear that to succeed I must obtain admission to the house, which was garrisoned, according to my instructions, by two or three old men-servants only, and as many women; since Madame, to disguise her husbands visits the more easily, lived, and gave out that she lived, in great retirement. To seize her husband at home, therefore, might be no impossible task; though here, in the heart of the village, a troop of horse might make the attempt, and fail.

But how was I to gain admission to the house  a house guarded by quick-witted women, and fenced with all the precautions love could devise? That was the question; and dawn found me still debating it, still as far as ever from an answer. Anxious and feverish, I was glad when the light came, and I could get up. I thought that the fresh air might inspire me, and I was tired of my stuffy closet. I crept stealthily down the ladder, and managed to pass unseen through the lower room, in which several persons were snoring heavily. The outer door was not fastened, and in a hand-turn I was in the street.

It was still so early that the trees stood up black against the reddening sky, but the bough upon the post before the door was growing green, and in a few minutes the grey light would be everywhere. Already, even in the roadway, there was a glimmering of it; and as I stood at the corner of the house  where I could command both the front and the side on which the stable opened  sniffing the fresh air, and looking for any trace of the midnight departure, my eyes detected something light-coloured lying on the ground. It was not more than two or three paces from me, and I stepped to it and picked it up curiously, hoping that it might be a note. It was not a note, however, but a tiny orange-coloured sachet such as women carry in the bosom. It was full of some faintly-scented powder, and bore on one side the initial E, worked in white silk; and was altogether a dainty little toy, such as women love.

Doubtless Madame de Cocheforet had dropped it in the night. I turned it over and over; and then I put it in my pouch with a smile, thinking that it might be useful sometime, and in some way. I had scarcely done this, and turned with the intention of exploring the street, when the door behind me creaked on its leather hinges, and in a moment the host stood at my elbow, and gave me a surly greeting.

Evidently his suspicions were again aroused, for from this time he managed to be with me, on one pretence or another until noon. Moreover, his manner grew each moment more churlish, his hints plainer; until I could scarcely avoid noticing the one or the other. About mid-day, having followed me for the twentieth time into the street, he came to the point by asking me rudely if I did not need my horse.

No, I said. Why do you ask?

Because, he answered, with an ugly smile, this is not a very healthy place for strangers.

Ah! I retorted. But the border air suits me, you see,

It was a lucky answer, for, taken with my talk the night before, it puzzled him, by suggesting that I was on the losing side, and had my reasons for lying near Spain. Before he had done scratching his head over it, the clatter of hoofs broke the sleepy quiet of the village street, and the lady I had seen the night before rode quickly round the corner, and drew her horse on to its haunches. Without looking at me, she called to the innkeeper to come to her stirrup.

He went. The moment his back was turned, I slipped away, and in a twinkling was hidden by a house. Two or three glum-looking fellows stared at me as I passed down the street, but no one moved; and in two minutes I was clear of the village, and in a half-worn track which ran through the wood, and led  if my ideas were right  to the Chateau. To discover the house and learn all that was to be learned about its situation were my most pressing needs; and these, even at the risk of a knife thrust, I was determined to satisfy.

I had not gone two hundred paces along the path, however, before I heard the tread of a horse behind me, and I had just time to hide myself before Madame came up and rode by me, sitting her horse gracefully, and with all the courage of a northern woman. I watched her pass, and then, assured by her presence that I was in the right road, I hurried after her. Two minutes walking at speed brought me to a light wooden bridge spanning a stream. I crossed this, and, as the wood opened, saw before me first a wide, pleasant meadow, and beyond this a terrace. On the terrace, pressed upon on three sides by thick woods, stood a grey mansion, with the corner tourelles, steep, high roofs, and round balconies, that men loved and built in the days of the first Francis.

It was of good size, but wore a gloomy aspect. A great yew hedge, which seemed to enclose a walk or bowling-green, hid the ground floor of the east wing from view, while a formal rose garden, stiff even in neglect, lay in front of the main building. The west wing, of which the lower roofs fell gradually away to the woods, probably contained the stables and granaries.

I stood a moment only, but I marked all, and noted how the road reached the house, and which windows were open to attack; then I turned and hastened back. Fortunately, I met no one between the house and the village, and was able to enter my hosts with an air of the most complete innocence.

Short as had been my absence, however, I found things altered there. Round the door lounged three strangers  stout, well-armed fellows, whose bearing, as they loitered and chattered, suggested a curious mixture of smugness and independence. Half a dozen pack-horses stood tethered to the post in front of the house; and the landlords manner, from being rude and churlish only, had grown perplexed and almost timid. One of the strangers, I soon found, supplied him with wine; the others were travelling merchants, who rode in the first ones company for the sake of safety. All were substantial men from Tarbes  solid burgesses; and I was not long in guessing that my host, fearing what might leak out before them, and, particularly, that I might refer to the previous nights disturbance, was on tenter-hooks while they remained.

For a time this did not suggest anything to me. But when we had all taken our seats for supper, there came an addition to the party. The door opened, and the fellow whom I had seen the night before with Madame de Cocheforet entered and took a stool by the fire. I felt sure that he was one of the servants at the Chateau; and in a flash his presence inspired me with the most feasible plan for obtaining admission which I had yet hit upon. I felt myself grow hot at the thought  it seemed so full of promise, yet so doubtful  and, on the instant, without giving myself time to think too much, I began to carry it into effect.

I called for two or three bottles of better wine, and, assuming a jovial air, passed it round the table. When we had drunk a few glasses I fell to talking, and, choosing politics, took the side of the Languedoc party and the malcontents in so reckless a fashion that the innkeeper was beside himself at my imprudence. The merchants, who belonged to the class with whom the Cardinal was always most popular, looked first astonished and then enraged. But I was not to be checked; hints and sour looks were lost upon me. I grew more outspoken with every glass, I drank to the Rochellois, I swore it would not be long before they raised their heads again; and, at last, while the innkeeper and his wife were engaged lighting the lamp, I passed round the bottle and called on all for a toast.

Ill give you one to begin, I bragged noisily. A gentlemans toast! A southern toast! Here is confusion to the Cardinal, and a health to all who hate him!

MON DIEU! one of the strangers cried, springing from his seat in a rage. I am not going to stomach that! Is your house a common treason-hole, he continued, turning furiously on the landlord, that you suffer this?

Hoity-toity! I answered, coolly keeping my seat. What is all this? Dont you relish my toast, little man?

No  nor you! he retorted hotly; whoever you may be!

Then I will give you another, I answered, with a hiccough. Perhaps it will be more to your taste. Here is the Duke of Orleans, and may he soon be King!


CHAPTER III. THE HOUSE IN THE WOOD

Words so reckless fairly shook the three men out of their anger. For a moment they glared at me as if they had seen a ghost. Then the wine merchant clapped his hand on the table.

That is enough, he said, with a look at his companions. I think that there can be no mistake about that. As damnable treason as ever I heard whispered! I congratulate you, sir, on your boldness. As for you, he continued, turning with an ugly sneer to the landlord, I shall know now the company you keep! I was not aware that my wine wet whistles to such a tune!

But if he was startled, the innkeeper was furious, seeing his character thus taken away; and, being at no time a man of many words, he vented his rage exactly in the way I wished, raising in a twinkling such an uproar as can scarcely be conceived. With a roar like a bulls, he ran headlong at the table, and overturned it on the top of me. Fortunately the woman saved the lamp, and fled with it into a corner, whence she and the man from the Chateau watched the skirmish in silence; but the pewter cups and platters flew spinning across the floor, while the table pinned me to the ground among the ruins of my stool. Having me at this disadvantage  for at first I made no resistance the landlord began to belabour me with the first thing he snatched up, and when I tried to defend myself, cursed me with each blow for a treacherous rogue and a vagrant. Meanwhile the three merchants, delighted with the turn things had taken, skipped round us laughing, and now hounded him on, now bantered me with how is that for the Duke of Orleans? and How now, traitor?

When I thought that this had lasted long enough  or, to speak more plainly, when I could stand the innkeepers drubbing no longer  I threw him off, and struggled to my feet; but still, though the blood was trickling down my face, I refrained from drawing my sword. I caught up instead a leg of the stool which lay handy, and, watching my opportunity, dealt the landlord a shrewd blow under the ear, which laid him out in a moment on the wreck of his own table.

Now, I cried, brandishing my new weapon, which fitted the hand to a nicety, come on! Come on! if you dare to strike a blow, you peddling, truckling, huckstering knaves! A fig for you and your shaveling Cardinal!

The red-faced wine merchant drew his sword in a one-two.

Why, you drunken fool, he said wrathfully, put that stick down, or I will spit you like a lark!

Lark in your teeth! I cried, staggering as if the wine were in my head. And cuckoo, too! Another word, and I

He made a couple of savage passes at me, but in a twinkling his sword flew across the room.

VOILA! I shouted, lurching forward, as if I had luck and not skill to thank for my victory. Now, the next! Come on, come on  you white-livered knaves! And, pretending a drunken frenzy, I flung my weapon bodily amongst them, and seizing the nearest, began to wrestle with him.

In a moment they all threw themselves upon me, and, swearing copiously, bore me back to the door. The wine merchant cried breathlessly to the woman to open it, and in a twinkling they had me through it, and half-way across the road. The one thing I feared was a knife-thrust in the MELEE; but I had to run that risk, and the men were honest, and, thinking me drunk, indulgent. In a trice I found myself on my back in the dirt, with my head humming; and heard the bars of the door fall noisily into their places.

I got up and went to the door, and, to play out my part, hammered on it frantically; crying out to them to let me in. But the three travellers only jeered at me, and the landlord, coming to the window, with his head bleeding, shook his fist at me, and cursed me for a mischief-maker.

Baffled in this, I retired to a log which lay in the road a few paces from the house, and sat down on it to await events. With torn clothes and bleeding face, hatless and covered with dirt, I was in little better case than my opponent. It was raining, too, and the dripping branches swayed over my head. The wind was in the south  the coldest quarter. I began to feel chilled and dispirited. If my scheme failed, I had forfeited roof and bed to no purpose, and placed future progress out of the question. It was a critical moment.

But at last that happened for which I had been looking. The door swung open a few inches, and a man came noiselessly out; it was quickly barred behind him. He stood a moment, waiting on the threshold and peering into the gloom; and seemed to expect to be attacked. Finding himself unmolested, however, and all quiet, he went off steadily down the street  towards the Chateau.

I let a couple of minutes go by, and then I followed. I had no difficulty in hitting on the track at the end of the street, but when I had once plunged into the wood, I found myself in darkness so intense that I soon strayed from the path, and fell over roots, and tore my clothes with thorns, and lost my temper twenty times before I found the path again. However, I gained the bridge at last, and thence caught sight of a light twinkling before me. To make for it across the meadow and terrace was an easy task; yet, when I had reached the door and had hammered upon it, I was so worn out, and in so sorry a plight that I sank down, and had little need to play a part, or pretend to be worse than I was.

For a long time no one answered. The dark house towering above me remained silent. I could hear, mingled with the throbbings of my heart, the steady croaking of the frogs in a pond near the stables; but no other sound. In a frenzy of impatience and disgust, I stood up again and hammered, kicking with my heels on the nail-studded door, and crying out desperately,  

A MOI! A MOI!

Then, or a moment later, I heard a remote door opened; footsteps as of more than one person drew near. I raised my voice and cried again,  

A MOI!

Who is there? a voice asked.

A gentleman in distress, I answered piteously, moving my hands across the door. For Gods sake open and let me in. I am hurt, and dying of cold.

What brings you here? the voice asked sharply. Despite its tartness, I fancied that it was a womans.

Heaven knows! I answered desperately. I cannot tell. They maltreated me at the inn, and threw me into the street. I crawled away, and have been wandering in the wood for hours. Then I saw a light here.

On that some muttering took place on the other side of the door  to which I had my ear. It ended in the bars being lowered. The door swung partly open, and a light shone out, dazzling me. I tried to shade my eyes with my fingers, and, as did so, fancied I heard a murmur of pity. But when I looked in under screen of my hand, I saw only one person  the man who held the light, and his aspect was so strange, so terrifying, that, shaken as I was by fatigue, I recoiled a step.

He was a tall and very thin man, meanly dressed in a short, scanty jacket and well-darned hose. Unable, for some reason, to bend his neck, he carried his head with a strange stiffness.

And that head  never did living man show a face so like death. His forehead was bald and yellow, his cheek-bones stood out under the strained skin, all the lower part of his face fell in, his jaws receded, his cheeks were hollow, his lips and chin were thin and fleshless. He seemed to have only one expression  a fixed grin.

While I stood looking at this formidable creature, he made a quick movement to shut the door again, smiling more widely. I had the presence of mind to thrust in my foot, and, before he could resent the act, a voice in the background cried,  

For shame, Clon! Stand back, stand back! do you hear? I am afraid, Monsieur, that you are hurt.

Those words were my welcome to that house; and, spoken at an hour and in circumstances so gloomy, they made a lasting impression. Round the hall ran a gallery, and this, the height of the apartment, and the dark panelling seemed to swallow up the light. I stood within the entrance (as it seemed to me) of a huge cave; the skull-headed porter had the air of an ogre. Only the voice which greeted me dispelled the illusion. I turned trembling towards the quarter whence it came, and, shading my eyes, made out a womans form standing in a doorway under the gallery. A second figure, which I took to be that of the servant I had seen at the inn, loomed uncertainly beside her.

I bowed in silence. My teeth were chattering. I was faint without feigning, and felt a kind of terror, hard to explain, at the sound of this womans voice.

One of our people has told me about you, she continued, speaking out of the darkness. I am sorry that this has happened to you here, but I am afraid that you were indiscreet.

I take all the blame, Madame, I answered humbly. I ask only shelter for the night.

The time has not yet come when we cannot give our friends that! she answered with noble courtesy. When it does, Monsieur, we shall be homeless ourselves.

I shivered, looking anywhere but at her; for, if the truth be told, I had not sufficiently pictured this scene of my arrival  I had not foredrawn its details; and now I took part in it I felt a miserable meanness weigh me down. I had never from the first liked the work, but I had had no choice, and I had no choice now. Luckily, the guise in which I came, my fatigue, and wound were a sufficient mask, or I should have incurred suspicion at once. For I am sure that if ever in this world a brave man wore a hang-dog air, or Gil de Berault fell below himself, it was then and there  on Madame de Cocheforets threshold, with her welcome sounding in my ears.

One, I think, did suspect me. Clon, the porter, continued to hold the door obstinately ajar and to eye me with grinning spite, until his mistress, with some sharpness, bade him drop the bars and conduct me to a room.

Do you go also, Louis, she continued, speaking to the man beside her, and see this gentleman comfortably disposed. I am sorry, she added, addressing me in the graceful tone she had before used, and I thought that I could see her head bend in the darkness, that our present circumstances do not permit us to welcome you more fitly, Monsieur. But the troubles of the times  however, you will excuse what is lacking. Until to-morrow, I have the honour to bid you good-night.

Good-night, Madame, I stammered, trembling. I had not been able to distinguish her face in the gloom of the doorway, but her voice, her greeting, her presence unmanned me. I was troubled and perplexed; I had not spirit to kick a dog. I followed the two servants from the hall without heeding how we went; nor was it until we came to a full stop at a door in a white-washed corridor, and it was forced upon me that something was in question between my two conductors that I began to take notice.

Then I saw that one of them, Louis, wished to lodge me here where we stood. The porter, on the other hand, who held the keys, would not. He did not speak a word, nor did the other  and this gave a queer ominous character to the debate; but he continued to jerk his head towards the farther end of the corridor; and, at last, he carried his point. Louis shrugged his shoulders, and moved on, glancing askance at me; and I, not understanding the matter in debate, followed the pair in silence.

We reached the end of the corridor, and there for an instant the monster with the keys paused and grinned at me. Then he turned into a narrow passage on the left, and after following it for some paces, halted before a small, strong door. His key jarred in the lock, but he forced it shrieking round, and with a savage flourish threw the door open.

I walked in and saw a mean, bare chamber with barred windows. The floor was indifferently clean, there was no furniture. The yellow light of the lanthorn falling on the stained walls gave the place the look of a dungeon. I turned to the two men. This is not a very good room, I said. And it feels damp. Have you no other?

Louis looked doubtfully at his companion. But the porter shook his head stubbornly.

Why does he not speak? I asked with impatience.

He is dumb, Louis answered.

Dumb! I exclaimed. But he hears.

He has ears, the servant answered drily. But he has no tongue, Monsieur.

I shuddered. How did he lose it? I asked.

At Rochelle. He was a spy, and the kings people took him the day the town surrendered. They spared his life, but cut out his tongue.

Ah! I said. I wished to say more, to be natural, to show myself at my ease. But the porters eyes seemed to burn into me, and my own tongue clave to the roof of my mouth. He opened his lips and pointed to his throat with a horrid gesture, and I shook my head and turned from him You can let me have some bedding? I murmured hastily, for the sake of saying something, and to escape.

Of course, Monsieur, Louis answered. I will fetch some.

He went away, thinking doubtless that Clon would stay with me. But after waiting a minute the porter strode off also with the lanthorn, leaving me to stand in the middle of the damp, dark room and reflect on the position. It was plain that Clon suspected me. This prison-like room, with its barred window, at the back of the house, and in the wing farthest from the stables, proved so much. Clearly, he was a dangerous fellow, of whom I must beware. I had just begun to wonder how Madame could keep such a monster in her house, when I heard his step returning. He came in, lighting Louis, who carried a small pallet and a bundle of coverings.

The dumb man had, besides the lanthorn, a bowl of water and a piece of rag in his hand. He set them down, and going out again, fetched in a stool. Then he hung up the lanthorn on a nail, took the bowl and rag, and invited me to sit down.

I was loth to let him touch me; but he continued to stand over me, pointing and grinning with dark persistence, and rather than stand on a trifle I sat down at last and gave him his way. He bathed my head carefully enough, and I daresay did it good; but I understood. I knew that his only desire was to learn whether the cut was real or a pretence, and I began to fear him more and more; until he was gone from the room, I dared scarcely lift my face lest he should read too much in it.

Alone, even, I felt uncomfortable, this seemed so sinister a business, and so ill begun. I was in the house. But Madames frank voice haunted me, and the dumb mans eyes, full of suspicion and menace. When I presently got up and tried my door, I found it locked. The room smelt dank and close  like a vault. I could not see through the barred window, but I could hear the boughs sweep it in ghostly fashion; and I guessed that it looked out where the wood grew close to the walls of the house, and that even in the day the sun never peeped through it.

Nevertheless, tired and worn out, I slept at last. When I awoke the room was full of grey light, the door stood open, and Louis, looking ashamed of himself, waited by my pallet with a cup of wine in his hand, and some bread and fruit on a platter.

Will Monsieur be good enough to rise? he said. It is eight oclock.

Willingly, I answered tartly. Now that the door is unlocked.

He turned red. It was an oversight, he stammered Clon is accustomed to lock the door, and he did it inadvertently, forgetting that there was anyone

Inside, I said drily.

Precisely, Monsieur.

Ah! I replied. Well, I do not think the oversight would please Madame de Cocheforet if she heard of it?

If Monsieur would have the kindness not to

Mention it, my good fellow? answered, looking at him with meaning as I rose. No. But it must not occur again.

I saw that this man was not like Clon. He had the instincts of the family servant, and freed from the influences of fear and darkness felt ashamed of his conduct. While he arranged my clothes, he looked round the room with an air of distaste, and muttered once or twice that the furniture of the principal chambers was packed away.

M. de Cocheforet is abroad, I think? I said as I dressed.

And likely to remain there, the man answered carelessly, shrugging his shoulders. Monsieur will doubtless have heard that he is in trouble. In the meantime, the house is TRISTE, and Monsieur must overlook much, if he stays. Madame lives retired, and the roads are ill-made and visitors few.

When the lion was ill the jackals left him, I said.

Louis nodded. It is true, he answered simply. He made no boast or brag on his own account, I noticed; and it came home to me that he was a faithful fellow, such as I love. I questioned him discreetly, and learned that he and Clon and an older man who lived over the stables were the only male servants left of a great household. Madame, her sister-in-law, and three women completed the family.

It took me some time to repair my wardrobe, so that I daresay it was nearly ten when I left my dismal little room. I found Louis waiting in the corridor, and he told me that Madame de Cocheforet and Mademoiselle were in the rose garden, and would be pleased to receive me. I nodded, and he guided me through several dim passages to a parlour with an open door, through which the sun shone gaily on the floor. Cheered by the morning air and this sudden change to pleasantness and life, I stepped lightly out.

The two ladies were walking up and down a wide path which bisected the garden. The weeds grew rankly in the gravel underfoot, the rose bushes which bordered the walk thrust their branches here and there in untrained freedom, a dark yew hedge which formed the background bristled with rough shoots and sadly needed trimming. But I did not see any of these things. The grace, the noble air, the distinction of the two women who paced slowly to meet me  and who shared all these qualities, greatly as they differed in others  left me no power to notice trifles.

Mademoiselle was a head shorter than her BELLE-SOEUR  a slender woman and petite, with a beautiful face and a fair complexion; a woman wholly womanly. She walked with dignity, but beside Madames stately figure she had an air almost childish. And it was characteristic of the two that Mademoiselle as they drew near to me regarded me with sorrowful attention, Madame with a grave smile.

I bowed low. They returned the salute. This is my sister, Madame de Cocheforet said, with a very slight air of condescension, Will you please to tell me your name, Monsieur?

I am M. de Barthe, a gentleman of Normandy, I said, taking on impulse the name of my mother. My own, by a possibility, might be known.

Madames face wore a puzzled look. I do not know that name, I think, she said thoughtfully. Doubtless she was going over in her mind all the names with which conspiracy had made her familiar.

That is my misfortune, Madame, I said humbly.

Nevertheless I am going to scold you, she rejoined, still eyeing me with some keenness. I am glad to see that you are none the worse for your adventure  but others may be. And you should have borne that in mind, sir.

I do not think that I hurt the man seriously, I stammered.

I do not refer to that, she answered coldly. You know, or should know, that we are in disgrace here; that the Government regards us already with an evil eye, and that a very small thing would lead them to garrison the village, and perhaps oust us from the little the wars have left us. You should have known this, and considered it, she continued. Whereas  I do not say that you are a braggart, M. de Barthe. But on this one occasion you seem to have played the part of one.

Madame, I did not think, I stammered.

Want of thought causes much evil, she answered, smiling. However, I have spoken, and we trust that while you stay with us you will be more careful. For the rest, Monsieur, she continued graciously, raising her hand to prevent me speaking, we do not know why you are here, or what plans you are pursuing. And we do not wish to know. It is enough that you are of our side. This house is at your service as long as you please to use it. And if we can aid you in any other way we will do so.

Madame! I exclaimed; and there I stopped. I could say no more. The rose garden, with its air of neglect, the shadow of the quiet house that fell across it, the great yew hedge which backed it, and was the pattern of one under which I had played in childhood  all had points that pricked me. But the womens kindness, their unquestioning confidence, the noble air of hospitality which moved them! Against these and their placid beauty in its peaceful frame I had no shield, no defence. I turned away, and feigned to be overcome by gratitude.

I have no words  to thank you! I muttered presently. I am a little shaken this morning. I  pardon me.

We will leave you for a while, Mademoiselle de Cocheforet said in gentle pitying tones. The air will revive you. Louis shall call you when we go to dinner, M. de Barthe. Come, Elise.

I bowed low to hide my face, and they nodded pleasantly  not looking closely at me  as they walked by me to the house. I watched the two gracious, pale-robed figures until the doorway swallowed them, and then I walked away to a quiet corner where the shrubs grew highest and the yew hedge threw its deepest shadow, and I stood to think.

And, MON DIEU, strange thoughts. If the oak can think at the moment the wind uproots it, or the gnarled thorn-bush when the landslip tears it from the slope, they may have such thoughts, I stared at the leaves, at the rotting blossoms, into the dark cavities of the hedge; I stared mechanically, dazed and wondering. What was the purpose for which I was here? What was the work I had come to do? Above all, how  my God! how was I to do it in the face of these helpless women, who trusted me, who believed in me, who opened their house to me? Clon had not frightened me, nor the loneliness of the leagued village, nor the remoteness of this corner where the dread Cardinal seemed a name, and the Kings writ ran slowly, and the rebellion long quenched elsewhere, still smouldered. But Madames pure faith, the younger womans tenderness  how was I to face these?

I cursed the Cardinal  would he had stayed at Luchon. I cursed the English fool who had brought me to this, I cursed the years of plenty and scarceness, and the Quartier Marais, and Zatons, where I had lived like a pig, and  

A touch fell on my arm. I turned. It was Clon. How he had stolen up so quietly, how long he had been at my elbow, I could not tell. But his eyes gleamed spitefully in their deep sockets, and he laughed with his fleshless lips; and I hated him. In the daylight the man looked more like a deaths-head than ever. I fancied that I read in his face that he knew my secret, and I flashed into rage at sight of him.

What is it? I cried, with another oath. Dont lay your corpse-claws on me!

He mowed at me, and, bowing with ironical politeness, pointed to the house.

Is Madame served? I said impatiently, crushing down my anger. Is that what you mean, fool?

He nodded.

Very well, I retorted. I can find my way then. You may go!

He fell behind, and I strode back through the sunshine and flowers, and along the grass-grown paths, to the door by which I had come I walked fast, but his shadow kept pace with me, driving out the unaccustomed thoughts in which I had been indulging. Slowly but surely it darkened my mood. After all, this was a little, little place; the people who lived here  I shrugged my shoulders. France, power, pleasure, life, everything worth winning, worth having, lay yonder in the great city. A boy might wreck himself here for a fancy; a man of the world, never. When I entered the room, where the two ladies stood waiting for me by the table, I was nearly my old self again. And a chance word presently completed the work.

Clon made you understand, then? the young woman said kindly, as I took my seat.

Yes, Mademoiselle, I answered. On that I saw the two smile at one another, and I added: He is a strange creature. I wonder that you can bear to have him near you.

Poor man! You do not know his story? Madame said.

I have heard something of it, I answered. Louis told me.

Well, I do shudder at him sometimes, she replied, in a low voice. He has suffered  and horribly, and for us. But I wish that it had been on any other service. Spies are necessary things, but one does not wish to have to do with them! Anything in the nature of treachery is so horrible.

Quick, Louis! Mademoiselle exclaimed, the cognac, if you have any there! I am sure that you are  still feeling ill, Monsieur.

No, I thank you, I muttered hoarsely, making an effort to recover myself. I am quite well. It was  an old wound that sometimes touches me.


CHAPTER IV. MADAME AND MADEMOISELLE

To be frank, however, it was not the old wound that touched me so nearly, but Madames words; which, finishing what Clons sudden appearance in the garden had begun, went a long way towards hardening me and throwing me back into myself. I saw with bitterness  what I had perhaps forgotten for a moment  how great was the chasm that separated me from these women; how impossible it was that we could long think alike; how far apart in views, in experience, in aims we were. And while I made a mock in my heart of their high-flown sentiments  or thought I did  I laughed no less at the folly which had led me to dream, even for a moment, that I could, at my age, go back  go back and risk all for a whim, a scruple, the fancy of a lonely hour.

I daresay something of this showed in my face; for Madames eyes mirrored a dim reflection of trouble as she looked at me, and Mademoiselle talked nervously and at random. At any rate, I fancied so, and I hastened to compose myself; and the two, in pressing upon me the simple dainties of the table soon forgot, or appeared to forget, the incident.

Yet in spite of this CONTRETEMPS, that first meal had a strange charm for me. The round table whereat we dined was spread inside the open door which led to the garden, so that the October sunshine fell full on the spotless linen and quaint old plate, and the fresh balmy air filled the room with the scent of sweet herbs. Louis served us with the mien of a major-domo, and set on each dish as though it had been a peacock or a mess of ortolans. The woods provided the larger portion of our meal; the garden did its part; the confections Mademoiselle had cooked with her own hand.

By-and-by, as the meal went on, as Louis trod to and fro across the polished floor, and the last insects of summer hummed sleepily outside, and the two gracious faces continued to smile at me out of the gloom  for the ladies sat with their backs to the door  I began to dream again, I began to sink again into folly, that was half-pleasure, half-pain. The fury of the gaming-house and the riot of Zatons seemed far away. The triumphs of the fencing-room  even they grew cheap and tawdry. I thought of existence as one outside it, I balanced this against that, and wondered whether, after all, the red soutane were so much better than the homely jerkin, or the fame of a day than ease and safety.

And life at Cocheforet was all after the pattern of this dinner. Each day, I might almost say each meal, gave rise to the same sequence of thoughts. In Clons presence, or when some word of Madames, unconsciously harsh, reminded me of the distance between us, I was myself. At other times, in face of this peaceful and intimate life, which was only rendered possible by the remoteness of the place and the peculiar circumstances in which the ladies stood, I felt a strange weakness, The loneliness of the woods that encircled the house, and only here and there afforded a distant glimpse of snow-clad peaks; the absence of any link to bind me to the old life, so that at intervals it seemed unreal; the remoteness of the great world, all tended to sap my will and weaken the purpose which had brought me to this place.

On the fourth day after my coming, however, something happened to break the spell. It chanced that I came late to dinner, and entered the room hastily and without ceremony, expecting to find Madame and her sister already seated. Instead, I found them talking in a low tone by the open door, with every mark of disorder in their appearance; while Clon and Louis stood at a little distance with downcast faces and perplexed looks.

I had time to see all this, and then my entrance wrought a sudden change. Clon and Louis sprang to attention; Madame and her sister came to the table and sat down, and all made a shallow pretence of being at their ease. But Mademoiselles face was pale, her hand trembled; and though Madames greater self-command enabled her to carry off the matter better, I saw that she was not herself. Once or twice she spoke harshly to Louis; she fell at other times into a brown study; and when she thought that I was not watching her, her face wore a look of deep anxiety.

I wondered what all this meant; and I wondered more when, after the meal, the two walked in the garden for an hour with Clon. Mademoiselle came from this interview alone, and I was sure that she had been weeping. Madame and the dark porter stayed outside some time longer; then she, too, came in, and disappeared.

Clon did not return with her, and when I went into the garden five minutes later, Louis also had vanished. Save for two women who sat sewing at an upper window, the house seemed to be deserted. Not a sound broke the afternoon stillness of room or garden, and yet I felt that more was happening in this silence than appeared on the surface. I begin to grow curious  suspicious, and presently slipped out myself by way of the stables, and skirting the wood at the back of the house, gained with a little trouble the bridge which crossed the stream and led to the village.

Turning round at this point I could see the house, and I moved a little aside into the underwood, and stood gazing at the windows, trying to unriddle the matter. It was not likely that M. de Cocheforet would repeat his visit so soon; and, besides, the womens emotions had been those of pure dismay and grief, unmixed with any of the satisfaction to which such a meeting, though snatched by stealth, must give rise. I discarded my first thought therefore  that he had returned unexpectedly  and I sought for another solution.

But no other was on the instant forthcoming. The windows remained obstinately blind, no figures appeared on the terrace, the garden lay deserted, and without life. My departure had not, as I half expected it would, drawn the secret into light.

I watched awhile, at times cursing my own meanness; but the excitement of the moment and the quest tided me over that. Then I determined to go down into the village and see whether anything was moving there. I had been down to the inn once, and had been received half sulkily, half courteously, as a person privileged at the great house, and therefore to be accepted. It would not be thought odd if I went again, and after a moments thought, I started down the track.

This, where it ran through the wood, was so densely shaded that the sun penetrated to it little, and in patches only. A squirrel stirred at times, sliding round a trunk, or scampering across the dry leaves. Occasionally a pig grunted and moved farther into the wood. But the place was very quiet, and I do not know how it was that I surprised Clon instead of being surprised by him.

He was walking along the path before me with his eyes on the ground  walking so slowly, and with his lean frame so bent that I might have supposed him ill if I had not remarked the steady movement of his head from right to left, and the alert touch with which he now and again displaced a clod of earth or a cluster of leaves. By-and-by he rose stiffly, and looked round him suspiciously; but by that time I had slipped behind a trunk, and was not to be seen; and after a brief interval he went back to his task, stooping over it more closely, if possible, than before, and applying himself with even greater care.

By that time I had made up my mind that he was tracking someone. But whom? I could not make a guess at that. I only knew that the plot was thickening, and began to feel the eagerness of the chase. Of course, if the matter had not to do with Cocheforet, it was no affair of mine; but though it seemed unlikely that anything could bring him back so soon, he might still be at the bottom of this. And, besides, I felt a natural curiosity. When Clon at last improved his pace, and went on to the village, I took up his task. I called to mind all the wood-lore I had ever learned, and scanned trodden mould and crushed leaves with eager eyes. But in vain. I could make nothing of it all, and rose at last with an aching back and no advantage.

I did not go on to the village after that, but returned to the house, where I found Madame pacing the garden. She looked up eagerly on hearing my step; and I was mistaken if she was not disappointed  if she had not been expecting someone else. She hid the feeling bravely, however, and met me with a careless word; but she turned to the house more than once while we talked, and she seemed to be all the while on the watch, and uneasy. I was not surprised when Clons figure presently appeared in the doorway, and she left me abruptly, and went to him. I only felt more certain than before that there was something strange on foot. What it was, and whether it had to do with M. de Cocheforet, I could not tell. But there it was, and I grew more curious the longer I remained alone.

She came back to me presently, looking thoughtful and a trifle downcast.

That was Clon, was it not? I said, studying her face.

Yes, she answered. She spoke absently, and did not look at me.

How does he talk to you? I asked, speaking a trifle curtly.

As I intended, my tone roused her. By signs, she said.

Is he  is he not a little mad? I ventured. I wanted to make her talk and forget herself.

She looked at me with sudden keenness, then dropped her eyes.

You do not like him? she said, a note of challenge in her voice. I have noticed that, Monsieur.

I think he does not like me, I replied.

He is less trustful than we are, she answered naively. It is natural that he should be. He has seen more of the world.

That silenced me for a moment, but she did not seem to notice it.

I was looking for him a little while ago, and I could not find him, I said, after a pause.

He has been into the village, she answered.

I longed to pursue the matter further; but though she seemed to entertain no suspicion of me, I dared not run the risk. I tried her, instead, on another tack.

Mademoiselle de Cocheforet does not seem very well to-day? I said.

No? she answered carelessly. Well, now you speak of it, I do not think that she is. She is often anxious about  one we love.

She uttered the last words with a little hesitation, and looked at me quickly when she had spoken them. We were sitting at the moment on a stone seat which had the wall of the house for a back; and, fortunately, I was toying with the branch of a creeping plant that hung over it, so that she could not see more than the side of my face. For I knew that it altered. Over my voice, however, I had more control, and I hastened to answer, Yes, I suppose so, as innocently as possible.

He is at Bosost, in Spain. You knew that, I conclude? she said, with a certain sharpness. And she looked me in the face again very directly.

Yes, I answered, beginning to tremble.

I suppose you have heard, too, that he  that he sometimes crosses the border? she continued in a low voice, but with a certain ring of insistence in her tone. Or, if you have not heard it, you guess it?

I was in a quandary, and grew, in one second, hot all over. Uncertain what amount of knowledge I ought to admit, I took refuge in gallantry.

I should be surprised if he did not, I answered, with a bow, being, as he is, so close, and having such an inducement to return, Madame.

She drew a long, shivering sigh, at the thought of his peril, I fancied, and she sat back against the wall. Nor did she say any more, though I heard her sigh again. In a moment she rose.

The afternoons are growing chilly, she said; I will go in and see how Mademoiselle is. Sometimes she does not come to supper. If she cannot descend this evening, I am afraid that you must excuse me too, Monsieur.

I said what was right, and watched her go in; and, as I did so, I loathed my errand, and the mean contemptible curiosity which it had planted in my mind, more than at any former time. These women  I could find it in my heart to hate them for their frankness, for their foolish confidence, and the silly trustfulness that made them so easy a prey!

NOM DE DIEU! What did the woman mean by telling me all this? To meet me in such a way, to disarm one by such methods, was to take an unfair advantage. It put a vile  ay, the vilest  aspect, on the work I had to do.

Yet it was very odd! What could M. de Cocheforet mean by returning so soon, if M. de Cocheforet was here? And, on the other hand, if it was not his unexpected presence that had so upset the house, what was the secret? Whom had Clon been tracking? And what was the cause of Madames anxiety? In a few minutes I began to grow curious again; and, as the ladies did not appear at supper, I had leisure to give my brain full licence, and, in the course of an hour, thought of a hundred keys to the mystery. But none exactly fitted the lock, or laid open the secret.

A false alarm that evening helped to puzzle me still more. I was sitting about an hour after supper, on the same seat in the garden  I had my cloak and was smoking  when Madame came out like a ghost, and, without seeing me, flitted away through the darkness toward the stables. For a moment I hesitated, and then I followed her. She went down the path and round the stables, and, so far, I saw nothing strange in her actions; but when she had in this way gained the rear of the west wing, she took a track through the thicket to the east of the house again, and so came back to the garden. This gained, she came up the path and went in through the parlour door, and disappeared  alter making a clear circuit of the house, and not once pausing or looking to right or left! I confess I was fairly baffled. I sank back on the seat I had left, and said to myself that this was the lamest of all conclusions. I was sure that she had exchanged no word with anyone. I was equally sure that she had not detected my presence behind her. Why, then, had she made this strange promenade, alone, unprotected, an hour after nightfall? No dog had bayed, no one had moved, she had not once paused, or listened, like a person expecting a rencontre. I could not make it out. And I came no nearer to solving it, though I lay awake an hour beyond my usual time.

In the morning, neither of the ladies descended to dinner, and I heard that Mademoiselle was not so well. After a lonely meal, therefore I missed them more than I should have supposed  I retired to my favourite seat and fell to meditating.

The day was fine, and the garden pleasant. Sitting there with my eyes on the old fashioned herb-beds, with the old-fashioned scents in the air, and the dark belt of trees bounding the view on either side, I could believe that I had been out of Paris not three weeks, but three months. The quiet lapped me round. I could fancy that I had never loved anything else. The wood-doves cooed in the stillness; occasionally the harsh cry of a jay jarred the silence. It was an hour after noon, and hot. I think I nodded.

On a sudden, as if in a dream, I saw Clons face peering at me round the angle of the parlour door. He looked, and in a moment withdrew, and I heard whispering. The door was gently closed. Then all was still again.

But I was wide awake now, and thinking. Clearly the people of the house wished to assure themselves that I was asleep and safely out of the way. As clearly, it was to my interest to be in the way. Giving place to the temptation, I rose quietly, and, stooping below the level of the windows, slipped round the east end of the house, passing between it and the great yew hedge. Here I found all still and no one stirring; so, keeping a wary eye about me, I went on round the house  reversing the route which Madame had taken the night before  until I gained the rear of the stables. Here I had scarcely paused a second to scan the ground before two persons came out of the stable-court. They were Madame and the porter.

They stood a brief while outside and looked up and down. Then Madame said something to the man, and he nodded. Leaving him standing where he was, she crossed the grass with a quick, light step, and vanished among the trees.

In a moment my mind was made up to follow; and, as Clon turned at once and went in, I was able to do so before it was too late. Bending low among the shrubs, I ran hotfoot to the point where Madame had entered the wood. Here I found a narrow path, and ran nimbly along it, and presently saw her grey robe fluttering among the trees before me. It only remained to keep out of her sight and give her no chance of discovering that she was followed; and this I set myself to do. Once or twice she glanced round, but the wood was of beech, the light which passed between the leaves was mere twilight, and my clothes were dark-coloured. I had every advantage, therefore, and little to fear as long as I could keep her in view and still remain myself at such a distance that the rustle of my tread would not disturb her.

Assured that she was on her way to meet her husband, whom my presence kept from the house, I felt that the crisis had come at last, and I grew more excited with each step I took. I detested the task of watching her; it filled me with peevish disgust. But in proportion as I hated it I was eager to have it done and be done with it, and succeed, and stuff my ears and begone from the scene. When she presently came to the verge of the beech wood, and, entering a little open clearing, seemed to loiter, I went cautiously. This, I thought, must be the rendezvous; and I held back warily, looking to see him step out of the thicket.

But he did not, and by-and-by she quickened her pace. She crossed the open and entered a wide ride cut through a low, dense wood of alder and dwarf oak  a wood so closely planted and so intertwined with hazel and elder and box that the branches rose like a solid wall, twelve feet high, on either side of the track.

Down this she passed, and I stood and watched her go, for I dared not follow. The ride stretched away as straight as a line for four or five hundred yards, a green path between green walls. To enter it was to be immediately detected, if she turned, while the thicket itself permitted no passage. I stood baffled and raging, and watched her pass along. It seemed an age before she at last reached the end, and, turning sharply to the right, was in an instant gone from sight.

I waited then no longer. I started off, and, running as lightly and quietly as I could, I sped down the green alley. The sun shone into it, the trees kept off the wind, and between heat and haste I sweated finely. But the turf was soft, and the ground fell slightly, and in little more than a minute I gained the end. Fifty yards short of the turning I stopped, and, stealing on, looked cautiously the way she had gone.

I saw before me a second ride, the twin of the other, and a hundred and fifty paces down it her grey figure tripping on between the green hedges. I stood and took breath, and cursed the wood and the heat and Madames wariness. We must have come a league, or two-thirds of a league, at least. How far did the man expect her to plod to meet him? I began to grow angry. There is moderation even in the cooking of eggs, and this wood might stretch into Spain, for all I knew!

Presently she turned the corner and was gone again, and I had to repeat my manoeuvre. This time, surely, I should find a change. But no! Another green ride stretched away into the depths of the forest, with hedges of varying shades  here light and there dark, as hazel and elder, or thorn, and yew and box prevailed  but always high and stiff and impervious. Halfway down the ride Madames figure tripped steadily on, the only moving thing in sight. I wondered, stood, and, when she vanished, followed-only to find that she had entered another track, a little narrower but in every other respect alike.

And so it went on for quite half an hour. Sometimes Madame turned to the right, sometimes to the left. The maze seemed to be endless. Once or twice I wondered whether she had lost her way, and was merely seeking to return. But her steady, purposeful gait, her measured pace, forbade the idea. I noticed, too, that she seldom looked behind her  rarely to right or left. Once the ride down which she passed was carpeted not with green, but with the silvery, sheeny leaves of some creeping plant that in the distance had a shimmer like that of water at evening. As she trod this, with her face to the low sun, her tall grey figure had a pure air that for the moment startled me  she looked unearthly. Then I swore in scorn of myself, and at the next corner I had my reward. She was no longer walking on. She had stopped, I found, and seated herself on a fallen tree that lay in the ride.

For some time I stood in ambush watching her, and with each minute I grew more impatient. At last I began to doubt  to have strange thoughts. The green walls were growing dark. The sun was sinking; a sharp, white peak, miles and miles away, which closed the vista of the ride, began to flush and colour rosily. Finally, but not before I had had leisure to grow uneasy, she stood up and walked on more slowly. I waited, as usual, until the next turning hid her. Then I hastened after her, and, warily passing round the corner came face to face with her!

I knew all in a moment saw all in a flash: that she had fooled me, tricked me, lured me away. Her face was white with scorn, her eyes blazed; her figure, as she confronted me, trembled with anger and infinite contempt.

You spy! she cried. You hound! You  gentleman! Oh, MON DIEU! if you are one of us  if you are really not of the CANAILLE  we shall pay for this some day! We shall pay a heavy reckoning in the time to come! I did not think, she continued, and her every syllable was like the lash of a whip, that there was anything so vile as you in this world!

I stammered something  I do not know what. Her words burned into me  into my heart! Had she been a man, I would have struck her dead!

You thought that you deceived me yesterday, she continued, lowering her tone, but with no lessening of the passion, the contempt, the indignation, which curled her lip and gave fullness to her voice. You plotter! You surface trickster! You thought it an easy task to delude a woman  you find yourself deluded. God give you shame that you may suffer! she continued mercilessly. You talked of Clon, but Clon beside you is the most spotless, the most honourable of men!

Madame, I said hoarsely  and I know that my face was grey as ashes let us understand one another.

God forbid! she cried on the instant. I would not soil myself!

Fie! Madame, I said, trembling. But then, you are a woman. That should cost a man his life!

She laughed bitterly.

You say well, she retorted. I am not a man  and if you are one, thank God for it. Neither am I Madame. Madame de Cocheforet has spent this afternoon  thanks to your absence and your imbecility  with her husband. Yes, I hope that hurts you! she went on, savagely snapping her little white teeth together. I hope that stings you; to spy and do vile work, and do it ill, Monsieur Mouchard  Monsieur de Mouchard, I should say  I congratulate you!

You are not Madame de Cocheforet? I cried, stunned, even in the midst of my shame and rage, by this blow.

No, Monsieur! she answered grimly. I am not! I am not. And permit me to point out  for we do not all lie easily  that I never said I was. You deceived yourself so skilfully that we had no need to trick you.

Mademoiselle, then? I muttered.

Is Madame! she cried. Yes, and I am Mademoiselle de Cocheforet. And in that character, and in all others, I beg from this moment to close our acquaintance, sir. When we meet again  if we ever do meet, which God forbid! she went on, her eyes sparkling do not presume to speak to me, or I will have you flogged by the grooms. And do not stain our roof by sleeping under it again. You may lie to-night in the inn. It shall not be said that Cocheforet, she continued proudly, returned even treachery with inhospitality; and I will give orders to that end. But to-morrow begone back to your master, like the whipped cur you are! Spy and coward!

With those last words she moved away. I would have said something, I could almost have found it in my heart to stop her and make her hear. Nay, I had dreadful thoughts; for I was the stronger, and I might have done with her as I pleased. But she swept by me so fearlessly, as I might pass some loathsome cripple on the road, that I stood turned to stone. Without looking at me, without turning her head to see whether I followed or remained, or what I did, she went steadily down the track until the trees and the shadow and the growing darkness hid her grey figure from me; and I found myself alone.


CHAPTER V. REVENGE

And full of black rage! Had she only reproached me, or, turning on me in the hour of MY victory, said all that she had now said in the moment of her own, I could have borne it. She might have shamed me then, and I might have taken the shame to myself and forgiven her. But, as it was, I stood there in the gathering dusk, between the darkening hedges, baffled, tricked, defeated! And by a woman! She had pitted her wits against mine, her womans will against my experience, and she had come off the victor. And then she had reviled me! As I took it all in, and began to comprehend also the more remote results, and how completely her move had made further progress on my part impossible, I hated her. She had tricked me with her gracious ways and her slow-coming smile. And, after all  for what she had said  it was this mans life or mine. What had I done that another man would not do? MON DIEU! in the future there was nothing I would not do. I would make her smart for those words of hers! I would bring her to her knees!

Still, hot as I was, an hour might have restored me to coolness. But when I started to return, I fell into a fresh rage, for I remembered that I did not know my way out of the maze of rides and paths into which she had drawn me; and this and the mishaps which followed, kept my rage hot. For a full hour I wandered in the wood, unable, though I knew where the village lay, to find any track which led continuously in one direction. Whenever, at the end of each attempt, the thicket brought me up short, I fancied that I heard her laughing on the farther side of the brake; and the ignominy of this chance punishment, and the check which the confinement placed on my rage, almost maddened me. In the darkness I fell, and rose cursing; I tore my hands with thorns; I stained my suit, which had suffered sadly once before. At length, when I had almost resigned myself to lie in the wood, I caught sight of the lights of the village, and, trembling between haste and anger, pressed towards them. In a few minutes I stood in the little street.

The lights of the inn shone only fifty yards away; but before I could show myself even there pride suggested that I should do something to repair my clothes. I stopped, and scraped and brushed them; and, at the same time, did what I could to compose my features. Then I advanced to the door and knocked. Almost on the instant the landlords voice cried from the inside, Enter, Monsieur!

I raised the latch and went in. The man was alone, squatting over the fire warming his hands. A black pot simmered on the ashes, As I entered he raised the lid and peeped inside. Then he glanced over his shoulder.

You expected me? I said defiantly, walking to the hearth, and setting one of my damp boots on the logs.

Yes, he answered, nodding curtly. Your supper is just ready. I thought that you would be in about this time.

He grinned as he spoke, and it was with difficulty I suppressed my wrath.

Mademoiselle de Cocheforet told you, I said, affecting indifference, where I was?

Ay, Mademoiselle  or Madame, he replied, grinning afresh.

So she had told him; where she had left me, and how she had tricked me! She had, made me the village laughing-stock! My rage flashed out afresh at the thought, and, at the sight of his mocking face, I raised my fist.

But he read the threat in my eyes, and was up in a moment, snarling, with his hand on his knife.

Not again, Monsieur! he cried, in his vile patois. My head is sore still raise your hand and I will rip you up as I would a pig!

Sit down, fool, I said. I am not going to harm you. Where is your wife?

About her business.

Which should be getting my supper, I retorted.

He rose sullenly, and, fetching a platter, poured the mess of broth and vegetables into it. Then he went to a cupboard and brought out a loaf of black bread and a measure of wine, and set them also on the table.

You see it, he said laconically.

And a poor welcome! I replied.

He flamed into sudden passion at that. Leaning with both his hands on the table he thrust his rugged face and blood-shot eyes close to mine. His moustachios bristled, his beard trembled.

Hark ye, sirrah! he muttered, with sullen emphasis, be content! I have my suspicions. And if it were not for my ladys orders I would put a knife into you, fair or foul, this very night. You would lie snug outside, instead of inside, and I do not think anyone would be the worse. But as it is, be content. Keep a still tongue; and when you turn your back on Cocheforet to-morrow keep it turned.

Tut! tut! I said  but I confess that I was a little out of countenance. Threatened men live long, you rascal!

In Paris! he answered significantly. Not here, Monsieur.

He straightened himself with that, nodded once, and went back to the fire; and I shrugged my shoulders and began to eat, affecting to forget his presence. The logs on the hearth burned sullenly, and gave no light. The poor oil-lamp, casting weird shadows from wall to wall, served only to discover the darkness. The room, with its low roof and earthen floor, and foul clothes flung here and there, reeked of stale meals and garlic and vile cooking. I thought of the parlour at Cocheforet, and the dainty table, and the stillness, and the scented pot-herbs; and though I was too old a soldier to eat the worse because my spoon lacked washing, I felt the change, and laid it savagely at Mademoiselles door.

The landlord, watching me stealthily from his place by the hearth, read my thoughts and chuckled aloud.

Palace fare, palace manners! he muttered scornfully. Set a beggar on horseback, and he will ride  back to the inn!

Keep a civil tongue, will you! I answered, scowling at him.

Have you finished? he retorted.

I rose, without deigning to reply, and, going to the fire, drew off my boots, which were wet through. He, on the instant, swept off the wine and loaf to the cupboard, and then, coming back for the platter I had used, took it, opened the back door, and went out, leaving the door ajar. The draught which came in beat the flame of the lamp this way and that, and gave the dingy, gloomy room an air still more miserable. I rose angrily from the fire, and went to the door, intending to close it with a bang.

But when I reached it, I saw something, between door and jamb, which stayed my hand. The door led to a shed in which the housewife washed pots and the like. I felt some surprise, therefore, when I found a light there at this time of night; still more surprise when I saw what she was doing.

She was seated on the mud floor, with a rush-light before her, and on either side of her a high-piled heap of refuse and rubbish. From one of these, at the moment I caught sight of her, she was sorting things  horrible filthy sweepings of road or floor  to the other; shaking and sifting each article as she passed it across, and then taking up another and repeating the action with it, and so on  all minutely, warily, with an air of so much patience and persistence that I stood wondering. Some things  rags  she held up between her eyes and the light, some she passed through her fingers, some she fairly tore in pieces. And all the time her husband stood watching her greedily, my platter still in his hand, as if her strange occupation fascinated him.

I stood looking, also, for half a minute, perhaps; then the mans eye, raised for a single second to the door-way, met mine. He started, muttered something to his wife, and, quick as thought, he kicked the light out, leaving the shed in darkness. Cursing him for an ill-conditioned fellow, I walked back to the fire, laughing. In a twinkling he followed me, his face dark with rage. VENTRE-SAINT-GRIS! he exclaimed, thrusting himself close to me. Is not a mans house his own?

It is, for me, I answered coolly, shrugging my shoulders. And his wife: if she likes to pick dirty rags at this hour, that is your affair.

Pig of a spy! he cried, foaming with rage.

I was angry enough at bottom, but I had nothing to gain by quarrelling with the fellow; and I curtly bade him remember himself.

Your mistress gave you orders, I said contemptuously. Obey them.

He spat on the floor, but at the same time he grew calmer.

You are right there, he answered spitefully. What matter, after all, since you leave to-morrow at six? Your horse has been sent down, and your baggage is above.

I will go to it, I retorted. I want none of your company. Give me a light, fellow!

He obeyed reluctantly, and, glad to turn my back on him, I went up the ladder, still wondering faintly, in the midst of my annoyance, what his wife was about that my chance detection of her had so enraged him. Even now he was not quite himself. He followed me with abuse, and, deprived by my departure of any other means of showing his spite, fell to shouting through the floor, bidding me remember six oclock, and be stirring; with other taunts, which did not cease until he had tired himself out.

The sight of my belongings  which I had left a few hours before at the Chateau  strewn about the floor of this garret, went some way towards firing me again. But I was worn out. The indignities and mishaps of the evening had, for once, crushed my spirit, and after swearing an oath or two I began to pack my bags. Vengeance I would have; but the time and manner I left for daylight thought. Beyond six oclock in the morning I did not look forward; and if I longed for anything it was for a little of the good Armagnac I had wasted on those louts of merchants in the kitchen below. It might have done me good now.

I had wearily strapped up one bag, and nearly filled the other, when I came upon something which did, for the moment, rouse the devil in me. This was the tiny orange-coloured sachet which Mademoiselle had dropped the night I first saw her at the inn, and which, it will be remembered, I picked up. Since that night I had not seen it, and had as good as forgotten it. Now, as I folded up my other doublet, the one I had then been wearing, it dropped from my pocket.

The sight of it recalled all  that night, and Mademoiselles face in the lantern light, and my fine plans, and the end of them; and, in a fit of childish fury, the outcome of long suppressed passion, I snatched up the sachet from the floor and tore it across and across, and flung the pieces down. As they fell, a cloud of fine pungent dust burst from them, and with the dust, something more solid, which tinkled sharply on the boards, as it fell. I looked down to see what this was  perhaps I already repented of my act; but for a moment I could see nothing. The floor was grimy and uninviting, the light bad.

In certain moods, however, a man is obstinate about small things, and I moved the taper nearer. As I did so a point of light, a flashing sparkle that shone for a second among the dirt and refuse on the floor, caught my eye. It was gone in a moment, but I had seen it. I stared, and moved the light again, and the spark flashed out afresh, this time in a different place. Much puzzled, I knelt, and, in a twinkling, found a tiny crystal. Hard by it lay another  and another; each as large as a fair-sized pea. I took up the three, and rose to my feet again, the light in one hand, the crystals in the palm of the other.

They were diamonds! Diamonds of price! I knew it in a moment. As I moved the taper to and fro above them, and watched the fire glow and tremble in their depths, I knew that I held in my hand that which would buy the crazy inn and all its contents a dozen times over! They were diamonds! Gems so fine, and of so rare a water  or I had never seen gems  that my hand trembled as I held them, and my head grew hot and my heart beat furiously. For a moment I thought that I dreamed, that my fancy played me some trick; and I closed my eyes and did not open them again for a minute. But when I did, there they were, hard, real, and angular. Convinced at last, in a maze of joy and fear, I closed my hand upon them, and, stealing on tip-toe to the trap-door, laid first my saddle on it and then my bags, and over all my cloak, breathing fast the while.

Then I stole back, and, taking up the light again, began to search the floor, patiently, inch by inch, with naked feet, every sound making me tremble as I crept hither and thither over the creaking boards. And never was search more successful or better paid. In the fragments of the sachet I found six smaller diamonds and a pair of rubies. Eight large diamonds I found on the floor. One, the largest and last found, had bounded away, and lay against the wall in the farthest corner. It took me an hour to run that one to earth; but afterwards I spent another hour on my hands and knees before I gave up the search, and, satisfied at last that I had collected all, sat down on my saddle on the trap-door, and, by the last flickering light of a candle which I had taken from my bag, gloated over my treasure  a treasure worthy of fabled Golconda.

Hardly could I believe in its reality, even now. Recalling the jewels which the English Duke of Buckingham wore on the occasion of his visit to Paris in 1625, and whereof there was so much talk, I took these to be as fine, though less in number. They should be worth fifteen thousand crowns, more or less. Fifteen thousand crowns! And I held them in the hollow of my hand  I, who was scarcely worth ten thousand sous.

The candle going out cut short my admiration. Left in the dark with these precious atoms, my first thought was how I might dispose of them safely; which I did, for the time, by secreting them in the lining of my boot. My second thought turned on the question how they had come where I had found them, among the powdered spice and perfumes in Mademoiselle de Cocheforets sachet.

A minutes reflection enabled me to come very near the secret, and at the same time shed a flood of light on several dark places, What Clon had been seeking on the path between the house and the village, what the goodwife of the inn had sought among the sweepings of yard and floor, I knew now the sachet  knew, too, what had caused the marked and sudden anxiety I had noticed at the Chateau  the loss of this sachet.

And there for a while I came to a check But one step more up the ladder of thought brought all in view. In a flash I guessed how the jewels had come to be in the sachet; and that it was not Mademoiselle but M. de Cocheforet who had mislaid them. I thought this last discovery so important that I began to pace the room softly, unable, in my excitement, to remain still.

Doubtless he had dropped the jewels in the hurry of his start from the inn that night! Doubtless, too, he had carried them in that bizarre hiding-place for the sake of safety, considering it unlikely that robbers, if he fell into their hands, would take the sachet from him; as still less likely that they would suspect it to contain anything of value. Everywhere it would pass for a love-gift, the work of his mistress.

Nor did my penetration stop there. I guessed that the gems were family property, the last treasure of the house; and that M. de Cocheforet, when I saw him at the inn, was on his way to convey them out of the country; either to secure them from seizure by the Government, or to raise money by selling them  money to be spent in some last desperate enterprise. For a day or two, perhaps, after leaving Cocheforet, while the mountain road and its chances occupied his thoughts, he had not discovered his loss. Then he had searched for the precious sachet, missed it, and returned hot-foot on his tracks.

The longer I considered the circumstances the more certain I was that I had hit on the true solution; and all that night I sat wakeful in the darkness, pondering what I should do. The stones, unset as they were, could never be identified, never be claimed. The channel by which they had come to my hands could never be traced. To all intents they were mine; mine, to do with as I pleased! Fifteen thousand crowns, perhaps twenty thousand crowns, and I to leave at six in the morning, whether I would or no! I might leave for Spain with the jewels in my pocket. Why not?

I confess I was tempted. And indeed the gems were so fine that I doubt not some indifferently honest men would have sold salvation for them. But  a Berault his honour? No. I was tempted, I say; but not for long. Thank God, a man may be reduced to living by the fortunes of the dice, and may even be called by a woman spy and coward, without becoming a thief! The temptation soon left me  I take credit for it  and I fell to thinking of this and that plan for making use of them. Once it occurred to me to take the jewels to the Cardinal and buy my pardon with them; again, to use them as a trap to capture Cocheforet; again, to  and then, about five in the morning, as I sat up on my wretched pallet, while the first light stole slowly in through the cobwebbed, hay-stuffed lattice, there came to me the real plan, the plan of plans, on which I acted.

It charmed me I smacked my lips over it, and hugged myself, and felt my eyes dilate in the darkness, as I conned it. It seemed cruel, it seemed mean; I cared nothing. Mademoiselle had boasted of her victory over me, of her womans wits and her acuteness and of my dullness. She had said that her grooms should flog me. She had rated me as if I had been a dog. Very well; we would see now whose brains were the better, whose was the master mind, whose should be the whipping.

The one thing required by my plan was that I should get speech with her; that done, I could trust myself and my new-found weapon for the rest. But that was absolutely necessary, and, seeing that there might be some difficulty about it, I determined to descend as if my mind were made up to go; then, on pretence of saddling my horse, I would slip away on foot, and lie in wait near the Chateau until I saw her come out. Or if I could not effect my purpose in that way  either by reason of the landlords vigilance, or for any other cause  my course was still easy. I would ride away, and when I had proceeded a mile or so, tie up my horse in the forest and return to the wooden bridge. Thence I could watch the garden and front of the Chateau until time and chance gave me the opportunity I sought.

So I saw my way quite clearly; and when the fellow below called me, reminding me rudely that I must be going, and that it was six oclock, I was ready with my answer. I shouted sulkily that I was coming, and, after a decent delay, I took up my saddle and bags and went down.

Viewed by the light of a cold morning, the inn-room looked more smoky, more grimy, more wretched than when I had last seen it. The goodwife was not visible. The fire was not lighted. No provision, not so much as a stirrup-cup or bowl of porridge cheered the heart.

I looked round, sniffing the stale smell of last nights lamp, and grunted.

Are you going to send me out fasting? I said, affecting a worse humour than I felt.

The landlord was standing by the window, stooping over a great pair of frayed and furrowed thigh-boots which he was labouring to soften with copious grease.

Mademoiselle ordered no breakfast, he answered, with a malicious grin.

Well it does not much matter, I replied grandly. I shall be at Auch by noon.

That is as may be, he answered with another grin.

I did not understand him, but I had something else to think about, and I opened the door and stepped out, intending to go to the stable. Then in a second I comprehended. The cold air laden with woodland moisture met me and went to my bones; but it was not that which made me shiver. Outside the door, in the road, sitting on horseback in silence, were two men. One was Clon. The other, who had a spare horse by the rein  my horse  was a man I had seen at the inn, a rough, shock-headed, hard-bitten fellow. Both were armed, and Clon was booted. His mate rode barefoot, with a rusty spur strapped to one heel.

The moment I saw them a sure and certain fear crept into my mind: it was that which made me shiver. But I did not speak to them. I went in again and closed the door behind me. The landlord was putting on his boots.

What does this mean? I said hoarsely  though I had a clear prescience of what was coming. Why are these men here?

Orders, he answered laconically.

Whose orders? I retorted.

Whose? he answered bluntly. Well, Monsieur, that is my business. Enough that we mean to see you out of the country, and out of harms way.

But if I will not go? I cried.

Monsieur will go, he answered coolly. There are no strangers in the village to-day, he added, with a significant smile.

Do you mean to kidnap me? I replied, in a rage.

But behind the rage was something else  I will not call it terror, for the brave feel no terror but it was near akin to it. I had had to do with rough men all my life, but there was a grimness and truculence in the aspect of these three that shook me. When I thought of the dark paths and narrow lanes and cliff sides we must traverse, whichever road we took, I trembled.

Kidnap you, Monsieur? he answered, with an every-day air. That is as you please to call it. One thing is certain, however, he continued, maliciously touching an arquebuss which he had brought out, and set upright against a chair while I was at the door; if you attempt the slightest resistance, we shall know how to put an end to it, either here or on the road.

I drew a deep breath, the very imminence of the danger restoring me to the use of my faculties. I changed my tone and laughed aloud.

So that is your plan, is it? I said. The sooner we start the better, then. And the sooner I see Auch and your back turned, the more I shall be pleased.

He rose. After you, Monsieur, he said.

I could not restrain a slight shiver. His new-born politeness alarmed me more than his threats. I knew the man and his ways, and I was sure that it boded ill to me.

But I had no pistols, and only my sword and knife, and I knew that resistance at this point must be worse than vain. I went out jauntily, therefore, the landlord coming after me with my saddle and bags.

The street was empty, save for the two waiting horsemen who sat in their saddles looking doggedly before them, The sun had not yet risen, the air was raw. The sky was grey, cloudy, and cold. My thoughts flew back to the morning on which I had found the sachet  at that very spot, almost at that very hour, and for a moment I grew warm again at the thought of the little packet I carried in my boot. But the landlords dry manner, the sullen silence of his two companions, whose eyes steadily refused to meet mine, chilled me again. For an instant the impulse to refuse to mount, to refuse to go, was almost irresistible; then, knowing the madness of such a course, which might, and probably would, give the men the chance they desired, I crushed it down and went slowly to my stirrup.

I wonder you do not want my sword, I said by way of sarcasm, as I swung myself up.

We are not afraid of it, the innkeeper answered gravely. You may keep it  for the present.

I made no answer  what answer had I to make?  and we rode at a footpace down the street; he and I leading, Clon and the shock-headed man bringing up the rear. The leisurely mode of our departure, the absence of hurry or even haste, the mens indifference whether they were seen, or what was thought, all served to sink my spirits and deepen my sense of peril. I felt that they suspected me, that they more than half guessed the nature of my errand at Cocheforet, and that they were not minded to be bound by Mademoiselles orders. In particular, I augured the worst from Clons appearance. His lean malevolent face and sunken eyes, his very dumbness chilled me. Mercy had no place there.

We rode soberly, so that nearly half an hour elapsed before we gained the brow from which I had taken my first look at Cocheforet. Among the dwarf oaks whence I had viewed the valley we paused to breathe our horses, and the strange feelings with which I looked back on the scene may be imagined. But I had short time for indulging in sentiment or recollections. A curt word, and we were moving again.

A quarter of a mile farther on, the road to Auch dipped into the valley. When we were already half way down this descent the innkeeper suddenly stretched out his hand and caught my rein.

This way! he said.

I saw that he would have me turn into a by-path leading south-westwards  a mere track, faint and little trodden and encroached on by trees, which led I knew not whither. I checked my horse.

Why? I said rebelliously. Do you think I do not know the road? The road we are in is the way to Auch.

To Auch  yes, he answered bluntly. But we are not going to Auch,

Whither then? I said angrily.

You will see presently, he replied with an ugly smile.

Yes, but I will know now! I retorted, passion getting the better of me. I have come so far with you. You will find it more easy to take me farther if you tell me your plans.

You are a fool! he cried with a snarl.

Not so, I answered. I ask only to know whither I am going.

Into Spain, he said. Will that satisfy you?

And what will you do with me there? I asked, my heart giving a great bound.

Hand you over to some friends of ours, he answered curtly, if you behave yourself. If not, there is a shorter way, and one that will save us some travelling. Make up your mind, Monsieur. Which shall it be?


CHAPTER VI.

So that was their plan. Two or three hours to the southward, the long, white, glittering wall stretched east and west above the brown woods. Beyond that lay Spain. Once across the border, I might be detained, if no worse happened to me, as a prisoner of war; for we were then at war with Spain on the Italian side. Or I might be handed over to one of the savage bands, half smugglers, half brigands, that held the passes; or be delivered, worse fate of all, into the power of the French exiles, of whom some would be likely to recognise me and cut my throat.

It is a long way into Spain, I muttered, watching in a kind of fascination Clon handling his pistols.

I think you will find the other road longer still, the landlord answered grimly. But choose, and be quick about it.

They were three to one, and they had firearms. In effect I had no choice.

Well, if I must I must? I cried, making up my mind with seeming recklessness. VOGUE LA GALERE! Spain be it. It will not be the first time I have heard the dons talk.

The men nodded, as much as to say that they had known what the end would be; the landlord released my rein; and in a trice we were riding down the narrow track, with our faces set towards the mountains.

On one point my mind was now more easy. The men meant fairly by me, and I had no longer to fear, as I had feared, a pistol-shot in the back at the first convenient ravine. As far as that went, I might ride in peace. On the other hand, if I let them carry me across the border my fate was sealed. A man set down without credentials or guards among the wild desperadoes who swarmed in war-time in the Asturian passes might consider himself fortunate if an easy death fell to his lot. In my case I could make a shrewd guess what would happen. A single nod of meaning, one muttered word, dropped among the savage men with whom I should be left, and the diamonds hidden in my boot would go neither to the Cardinal nor back to Mademoiselle  nor would it matter to me whither they went.

So while the others talked in their taciturn fashion, or sometimes grinned at my gloomy face, I looked out over the brown woods with eyes that saw yet did not see. The red squirrel swarming up the trunk, the startled pigs that rushed away grunting from their feast of mast, the solitary rider who met us, armed to the teeth, and passed northwards after whispering with the landlord  all these I saw. But my mind was not with them. It was groping and feeling about like a hunted mole for some way of escape. For time pressed. The slope we were on was growing steeper. By-and-by we fell into a southward valley, and began to follow it steadily upwards, crossing and recrossing a swiftly rushing stream. The snow peaks began to be hidden behind the rising bulk of hills that overhung us, and sometimes we could see nothing before or behind but the wooded walls of our valley rising sheer and green a thousand paces high on either hand; with grey rocks half masked by fern and ivy jutting here and there through the firs and alders.

It was a wild and sombre scene even at that hour, with the mid-day sun shining on the rushing water and drawing the scent out of the pines; but I knew that there was worse to come, and sought desperately for some ruse by which I might at least separate the men. Three were too many; with one I might deal. At last, when I had cudgelled my brain for an hour, and almost resigned myself to a sudden charge on the men single-handed  a last desperate resort  I thought of a plan: dangerous, too, and almost desperate, but which still seemed to promise something. It came of my fingers resting, as they lay in my pocket, on the fragments of the orange sachet; which, without having any particular design in my mind, I had taken care to bring with me. I had torn the sachet into four pieces  four corners. As I played mechanically with them, one of my fingers fitted into one, as into a glove; a second finger into another. And the plan came.

Before I could move in it, however, I had to wait until we stopped to bait the flagging horses, which we did about noon at the head of the valley. Then, pretending to drink from the stream, I managed to secure unseen a handful of pebbles, slipping them into the same pocket with the morsels of stuff. On getting to horse again, I carefully fitted a pebble, not too tightly, into the largest scrap, and made ready for the attempt.

The landlord rode on my left, abreast of me; the other two knaves behind. The road at this stage favoured me, for the valley, which drained the bare uplands that lay between the lower hills and the base of the real mountains, had become wide and shallow. Here were no trees, and the path was a mere sheep-track covered with short, crisp grass, and running sometimes on this bank of the stream and sometimes on that.

I waited until the ruffian beside me turned to speak to the men behind. The moment he did so, and his eyes were averted, I slipped out the scrap of satin in which I had placed the pebble, and balancing it carefully on my right thigh as I rode, I flipped it forward with all the strength of my thumb and finger. I meant it to fall a few paces before us in the path, where it could be seen. But alas for my hopes! At the critical moment my horse started, my finger struck the scrap aslant, the pebble flew out, and the bit of stuff fluttered into a whin-bush close to my stirrup  and was lost!

I was bitterly disappointed, for the same thing might happen again, and I had now only three scraps left. But fortune favoured me, by putting it into my neighbours head to plunge into a hot debate with the shock-headed man on the nature of some animals seen on a distant brow; which he said were izards, while the other maintained that they were common goats. He continued, on this account, to ride with his face turned from me, and I had time to fit another pebble into the second piece of stuff. Sliding it on to my thigh, I poised it, and flipped it.

This time my finger struck the tiny missile fairly in the middle, and shot it so far and so truly that it dropped exactly in the path ten paces in front of us. The moment I saw it fall I kicked my neighbours nag in the ribs; it started, and he, turning in a rage, hit it. The next instant he pulled it almost on to its haunches.

SAINT GRIS! he cried; and sat glaring at the bit of yellow satin, with his face turned purple and his jaw fallen.

What is it! I said, staring at him in turn, What is the matter, fool?

Matter? he blurted out. MON DIEU!

But Clons excitement surpassed even his. The dumb man no sooner saw what had attracted his comrades attention, than he uttered an inarticulate and horrible noise, and tumbling off his horse, more like a beast than a man threw himself bodily on the precious morsel.

The innkeeper was not far behind him. An instant and he was down, too, peering at the thing; and for an instant I thought that they would fight over it. However, though their jealousy was evident, their excitement cooled a little when they discovered that the scrap of stuff was empty; for, fortunately, the pebble had fallen out of it. Still, it threw them into such a fever of eagerness as it was wonderful to witness. They nosed the ground where it had lain, they plucked up the grass and turf, and passed it through their fingers, they ran to and fro like dogs on a trail; and, glancing askance at one another, came back always together to the point of departure. Neither in his jealousy would suffer the other to be there alone.

The shock-headed man and I sat our horses and looked on; he marvelling, and I pretending to marvel. As the two searched up and down the path, we moved a little out of it to give them space; and presently, when all their heads were turned from me, I let a second morsel drop under a gorse-bush. The shock-headed man, by-and-by, found this, and gave it to Clon; and as from the circumstances of the first discovery no suspicion attached to me, I ventured to find the third and last scrap myself. I did not pick it up, but I called the innkeeper, and he pounced upon it as I have seen a hawk pounce on a chicken.

They hunted for the fourth morsel, but, of course, in vain, and in the end they desisted, and fitted the three they had together; but neither would let his own portion out of his hands, and each looked at the other across the spoil with eyes of suspicion. It was strange to see them in that wide-stretching valley, whence grey boar-backs of hills swelled up into the silence of the snow  it was strange, I say, in that vast solitude, to see these two, mere dots on its bosom, circling round one another in fierce forgetfulness of the outside world, glaring and shifting their ground like cocks about to engage, and wholly engrossed  by three scraps of orange-colour, invisible at fifty paces!

At last the innkeeper cried with an oath, I am going back. This must be known down yonder. Give me your pieces, man, and do you go on with Antoine. It will be all right.

But Clon, waving a scrap of the stuff in either hand, and thrusting his ghastly mask into the others face, shook his head in passionate denial. He could not speak, but he made it as clear as daylight that if anyone went back with the news, he was the man to go.

Nonsense! the landlord rejoined fiercely, We cannot leave Antoine to go on alone with him. Give me the stuff.

But Clon would not. He had no thought of resigning the credit of the discovery; and I began to think that the two would really come to blows. But there was an alternative  an alternative in which I was concerned; and first one and then the other looked at me. It was a moment of peril, and I knew it. My stratagem might react on myself, and the two, to put an end to their difficulty, agree to put an end to me. But I faced them so coolly, and showed so bold a front, and the ground where we stood was so open, that the idea took no root. They fell to wrangling again more viciously than before. One tapped his gun and the other his pistols. The landlord scolded, the dumb man gurgled. At last their difference ended as I had hoped it would.

Very well then, we will both go back! the innkeeper cried in a rage. And Antoine must see him on. But the blame be on your head. Do you give the lad your pistols.

Clon took one pistol, and gave it to the shock-headed man.

The other! the innkeeper said impatiently.

But Clon shook his head with a grim smile, and pointed to the arquebuss.

By a sudden movement, the landlord snatched the pistol, and averted Clons vengeance by placing both it and the gun in the shock-headed mans hands.

There! he said, addressing the latter, now can you do? If Monsieur tries to escape or turn back, shoot him! But four hours riding should bring you to the Roca Blanca. You will find the men there, and will have no more to do with it.

Antoine did not see things quite in that light, however. He looked at me, and then at the wild track in front of us; and he muttered an oath and said he would die if he would.

But the landlord, who was in a frenzy of impatience, drew him aside and talked to him, and in the end seemed to persuade him; for in a few minutes the matter was settled.

Antoine came back, and said sullenly, Forward, Monsieur, the two others stood on one side, I shrugged my shoulders and kicked up my horse, and in a twinkling we two were riding on together  man to man. I turned once or twice to see what those we had left behind were doing, and always found them standing in apparent debate; but my guard showed so much jealousy of these movements that I presently shrugged my shoulders again and desisted.

I had racked my brains to bring about this state of things. Strange to say, now I had succeeded, I found it less satisfactory than I had hoped. I had reduced the odds and got rid of my most dangerous antagonists; but Antoine, left to himself, proved to be as full of suspicion as an egg of meat. He rode a little behind me, with his gun across his saddlebow, and a pistol near his hand; and at the slightest pause on my part, or if I turned to look at him, he muttered his constant Forward, Monsieur! in a tone which warned me that his finger was on the trigger. At such a distance he could not miss; and I saw nothing for it but to go on meekly before him to the Roca Blanca  and my fate.

What was to be done? The road presently reached the end of the valley and entered a narrow pine-clad defile, strewn with rocks and boulders, over which the torrent plunged and eddied with a deafening roar. In front the white gleam of waterfalls broke the sombre ranks of climbing trunks. The snow line lay less than half a mile away on either hand; and crowning all  at the end of the pass, as it seemed to the eye  rose the pure white pillar of the Pic du Midi shooting up six thousand feet into the blue of heaven. Such a scene so suddenly disclosed, was enough to drive the sense of danger from my mind; and for a moment I reined in my horse. But Forward, Monsieur! came the grating order. I fell to earth again, and went on. What was to be done?

I was at my wits end to know. The man refused to talk, refused to ride abreast of me, would have no dismounting, no halting, no communication at all. He would have nothing but this silent, lonely procession of two, with the muzzle of his gun at my back. And meanwhile we were fast climbing the pass. We had left the others an hour  nearly two. The sun was declining; the time, I supposed, about half-past three.

If he would only let me come within reach of him! Or if anything would fall out to take his attention! When the pass presently widened into a bare and dreary valley, strewn with huge boulders and with snow lying here and there in the hollows, I looked desperately before me, and scanned even the vast snow-fields that overhung us and stretched away to the base of the ice-peak. But I saw nothing. No bear swung across the path, no izard showed itself on the cliffs. The keen, sharp air cut our cheeks and warned me that we were approaching the summit of the ridge. On all sides were silence and desolation.

MON DIEU! And the ruffians on whose tender mercies I was to be thrown might come to meet us! They might appear at any moment. In my despair I loosened my hat on my head, and let the first gust carry it to the ground, and then with an oath of annoyance tossed my feet from the stirrups to go after it. But the rascal roared to me to keep my seat.

Forward, Monsieur! he shouted brutally. Go on!

But my hat! I cried. MILLE TONNERRES, man! I must

Forward, Monsieur, or I shoot! he replied inexorably raising his gun. One  two

And I went on. But, ah, I was wrathful! That I, Gil de Berault, should be outwitted, and led by the nose like a ringed bull, by this Gascon lout! That I, whom all Paris knew and feared  if it did not love  the terror of Zatons, should come to my end in this dismal waste of snow and rock, done to death by some pitiful smuggler or thief! It must not be. Surely in the last resort I could give an account of one man, though his belt were stuffed with pistols.

But how? Only, it seemed, by open force. My heart began to flutter as I planned it; and then grew steady again. A hundred paces before us a gully or ravine on the left ran up into the snow-field. Opposite its mouth a jumble of stones and broken rocks covered the path, I marked this for the place. The knave would need both his hands to hold up his nag over the stones, and, if I turned on him suddenly enough, he might either drop his gun or fire it harmlessly.

But, in the meantime, something happened; as, at the last moment, things do happen. While we were still fifty yards short of the place, I found his horses nose creeping forward on a level with my crupper; and, still advancing, still advancing, until I could see it out of the tail of my eye, and my heart gave a great bound. He was coming abreast of me: he was going to deliver himself into my hands! To cover my excitement, I began to whistle.

Hush! he muttered fiercely, his voice sounding so strange and unnatural, that my first thought was that he was ill; and I turned to him. But he only said again,  

Hush! Pass by here quietly, Monsieur.

Why? I asked mutinously, curiosity getting the better of me. For had I been wise I had taken no notice; every second his horse was coming up with mine. Its nose was level with my stirrup already.

Hush, man! he said again. This time there was no mistake about the panic in his voice. They call this the Devils Chapel, God send us safe by it! It is late to be here. Look at those! he continued, pointing with a finger which visibly shook.

I looked. At the mouth of the gully, in a small space partly cleared of stones, stood three broken shafts, raised on rude pedestals.

Well? I said in a low voice. The sun, which was near setting, flushed the great peak above to the colour of blood; but the valley was growing grey and each moment more dreary. Well, what of those? I said.

In spite of my peril and the excitement of the coming struggle I felt the chill of his fear. Never had I seen so grim, so desolate, so God-forsaken a place! Involuntarily I shivered.

They were crosses, he muttered in a voice little above a whisper, while his eyes roved this way and that in terror. The Cure of Gabas blessed the place, and set them up. But next morning they were as you see them now. Come on, Monsieur; come on! he continued, plucking at my arm. It is not safe here after sunset. Pray God, Satan be not at home!

He had completely forgotten in his panic that he had anything to fear from me. His gun dropped loosely across his saddle, his leg rubbed mine. I saw this, and I changed my plan of action. As our horses reached the stones I stooped, as if to encourage mine, and, with a sudden clutch, snatched the gun bodily from his hand, at the same time that I backed my horse with all my strength. It was done in a moment! A second and I had him at the end of the gun, and my finger was on the trigger. Never was victory more easily gained.

He looked at me between rage and terror, his jaw fallen.

Are you mad? he cried, his teeth chattering as he spoke. Even in this strait his eyes left me and wandered round in alarm.

No, sane! I retorted fiercely. But I do not like this place any better than you do. Which was true enough, if not quite true. So, by your right, quick march! I continued imperatively. Turn your horse, my friend, or take the consequences.

He turned like a lamb, and headed down the valley again, without giving a thought to his pistols. I kept close to him, and in less than a minute we had left the Devils Chapel well behind us, and were moving down again as we had come up. Only now I held the gun.

When we had gone have a mile or so  until then I did not feel comfortable myself, and though I thanked heaven that the place existed, I thanked heaven also that I was out of it  I bade him halt.

Take off your belt, I said curtly, and throw it down. But, mark me, if you turn I fire.

The spirit was quite gone out of him, and he obeyed mechanically. I jumped down, still covering him with the gun, and picked up the belt, pistols and all. Then I remounted, and we went on. By-and-by he asked me sullenly what I was going to do.

Go back, I said, and take the road to Auch when I come to it.

It will be dark in an hour, he answered sulkily.

I know that, I retorted. We must camp and do the best we can.

And as I said, we did. The daylight held until we gained the skirts of the pine-wood at the head of the pass. Here I chose a corner a little off the track, and well sheltered from the wind, and bade him light a fire. I tethered the horses near this and within sight. Then it remained only to sup. I had a piece of bread: he had another and an onion. We ate in silence, sitting on opposite sides of the fire.

But after supper I found myself in a dilemma; I did not see how I was to sleep. The ruddy light which gleamed on the knaves swart face and sinewy hands showed also his eyes, black, sullen, and watchful. I knew that the man was plotting revenge; that he would not hesitate to plant his knife between my ribs should I give him the chance; and I could find only one alternative to remaining awake. Had I been bloody-minded, I should have chosen it and solved the question at once and in my favour by shooting him as he sat.

But I have never been a cruel man, and I could not find it in my heart to do this. The silence of the mountain and the sky-which seemed a thing apart from the roar of the torrent and not to be broken by it  awed me. The vastness of the solitude in which we sat, the dark void above, through which the stars kept shooting, the black gulf below in which the unseen waters boiled and surged, the absence of other human company or other signs of human existence, put such a face upon the deed that I gave up the thought of it with a shudder, and resigned myself, instead, to watch through the night  the long, cold, Pyrenean night. Presently he curled himself up like a dog and slept in the blaze, and then for a couple of hours I sat opposite him, thinking. It seemed years since I had seen Zatons or thrown the dice. The old life, the old employments  should I ever go back to them?  seemed dim and distant. Would Cocheforet, the forest and the mountain, the grey Chateau and its mistresses, seem one day as dim? And if one bit of life could fade so quickly at the unrolling of another, and seem in a moment pale and colourless, would all life some day and somewhere, and all the things we  But enough! I was growing foolish. I sprang up and kicked the wood together, and, taking up the gun, began to pace to and fro under the cliff. Strange that a little moonlight, a few stars, a breath of solitude should carry a man back to childhood and childish things.

. . . . . .

It was three in the afternoon of the next day, and the sun lay hot on the oak groves, and the air was full of warmth as we began to climb the slope, midway up which the road to Auch shoots out of the track. The yellow bracken and the fallen leaves underfoot seemed to throw up light of themselves; and here and there a patch of ruddy beech lay like a bloodstain on the hillside. In front a herd of pigs routed among the mast, and grunted lazily; and high above us a boy lay watching them. We part here, I said to my companion.

It was my plan to ride a little way along the road to Auch so as to blind his eyes; then, leaving my horse in the forest, I would go on foot to the Chateau. The sooner the better! he answered with a snarl. And I hope I may never see your face again, Monsieur.

But when we came to the wooden cross at the fork of the roads, and were about to part, the boy we had seen leapt out of the fern and came to meet us.

Hollo! he cried in a sing-song tone.

Well, my companion answered, drawing rein impatiently. What is it?

There are soldiers in the village.

Soldiers, Antoine cried incredulously.

Ay, devils on horseback, the lad answered, spitting on the ground. Three score of them. From Auch.

Antoine turned to me, his face transformed with fury.

Curse you! he cried. This is some of your work. Now we are all undone. And my mistresses? SACRE! if I had that gun I would shoot you like a rat.

Steady, fool, I answered roughly. I know no more of this than you do.

Which was so true that my surprise was at least as great as his, and better grounded. The Cardinal, who rarely made a change of front, had sent me hither that he might not be forced to send soldiers, and run the risk of all that might arise from such a movement. What of this invasion, then, than which nothing could be less consistent with his plans? I wondered. It was possible that the travelling merchants, before whom I had played at treason, had reported the facts; and that on this the Commandant at Auch had acted. But it seemed unlikely since he had had his orders too, and under the Cardinals rule there was small place for individual enterprise. Frankly I could not understand it, and found only one thing clear; I might now enter the village as I pleased.

I am going on to look into this, I said to Antoine. Come, my man. He shrugged his shoulders, and stood still.

Not I! he answered, with an oath. No soldiers for me I have lain out one night, and I can lie out another.

I nodded indifferently, for I no longer wanted him; and we parted. After this, twenty minutes riding brought me to the entrance of the village, and here the change was great indeed. Not one of the ordinary dwellers in the place was to be seen: either they had shut themselves up in their hovels, or, like Antoine, they had fled to the woods. Their doors were closed, their windows shuttered. But lounging about the street were a score of dragoons, in boots and breastplates, whose short-barrelled muskets, with pouches and bandoliers attached, were piled near the inn door. In an open space, where there was a gap in the street, a long row of horses, linked head to head, stood bending their muzzles over bundles of rough forage; and on all sides the cheerful jingle of chains and bridles and the sound of coarse jokes and laughter filled the air.

As I rode up to the inn door an old sergeant, with squinting eyes and his tongue in his cheek, scanned me inquisitively, and started to cross the street to challenge me. Fortunately, at that moment the two knaves whom I had brought from Paris with me, and whom I had left at Auch to await my orders, came up. I made them a sign not to speak to me, and they passed on; but I suppose that they told the sergeant that I was not the man he wanted, for I saw no more of him.

After picketing my horse behind the inn  I could find no better stable, every place being full  I pushed my way through the group at the door, and entered. The old room, with the low, grimy roof and the reeking floor, was half full of strange figures, and for a few minutes I stood unseen in the smoke and confusion. Then the landlord came my way, and as he passed me I caught his eye. He uttered a low curse, dropped the pitcher he was carrying, and stood glaring at me like a man possessed.

The soldier whose wine he was carrying flung a crust in his face, with,  

Now, greasy fingers! What are you staring at?

The devil! the landlord muttered, beginning to tremble.

Then let me look at him! the man retorted, and he turned on his stool.

He started, finding me standing over him.

At your service! I said grimly. A little time and it will be the other way, my friend.


CHAPTER VII. A MASTER STROKE

I have a way with me which commonly commands respect; and when the landlords first terror was over and he would serve me, I managed to get my supper  the first good meal I had had in two days  pretty comfortably in spite of the soldiers presence. The crowd, too, which filled the room, soon began to melt. The men strayed off in groups to water their horses, or went to hunt up their quarters, until only two or three were left. Dusk had fallen outside; the noise in the street grew less. The firelight began to glow and flicker on the walls, and the wretched room to look as homely as it was in its nature to look. I was pondering for the twentieth time what step I should take next, and questioning why the soldiers were here, and whether I should let the night pass before I moved, when the door, which had been turning on its hinges almost without pause for an hour, opened again, and a woman came in.

She paused a moment on the threshold looking round, and I saw that she had a shawl on her head and a milk-pitcher in her hand, and that her feet and ankles were bare. There was a great rent in her coarse stuff petticoat, and the hand which held the shawl together was brown and dirty. More I did not see: for, supposing her to be a neighbour stolen in, now that the house was quiet, to get some milk for her child or the like, I took no farther heed of her. I turned to the fire again and plunged into my thoughts.

But to get to the hearth where the goodwife was fidgeting the woman had to pass in front of me; and as she passed I suppose that she stole a look at me from under her shawl. For just when she came between me and the blaze she uttered a low cry and shrank aside  so quickly that she almost stepped on the hearth. The next moment she turned her back to me, and was stooping whispering in the housewifes ear. A stranger might have thought that she had trodden on a hot ember.

But another idea, and a very strange one, came into my mind; and I stood up silently. The womans back was towards me, but something in her height, her shape, the pose of her head hidden as it was by her shawl, seemed familiar. I waited while she hung over the fire whispering, and while the goodwife slowly filled her pitcher out of the great black pot. But when she turned to go, I took a step forward so as to bar her way. And our eyes met.

I could not see her features; they were lost in the shadow of the hood. But I saw a shiver run through her from head to foot. And I knew then that I had made no mistake.

That is too heavy for you, my girl, I said familiarly, as I might have spoken to a village wench. I will carry it for you.

One of the men, who remained lolling at the table, laughed, and the other began to sing a low song. The woman trembled in rage or fear; but she kept silence and let me take the jug from her hands; and when I went to the door and opened it, she followed mechanically. An instant, and the door fell to behind us, shutting off the light and glow, and we two stood together in the growing dusk.

It is late for you to be out, Mademoiselle, I said politely. You might meet with some rudeness, dressed as you are. Permit me to see you home.

She shuddered, and I thought that I heard her sob, but she did not answer. Instead, she turned and walked quickly through the village in the direction of the Chateau, keeping in the shadow of the houses. I carried the pitcher and walked close to her, beside her; and in the dark I smiled. I knew how shame and impotent rage were working in her. This was something like revenge!

Presently I spoke.

Well, Mademoiselle, I said, where are your grooms?

She gave me one look, her eyes blazing with anger, her face like hate itself; and after that I said no more, but left her in peace, and contented myself with walking at her shoulder until we came to the end of the village, where the track to the great house plunged into the wood. There she stopped, and turned on me like a wild creature at bay.

What do you want? she cried hoarsely, breathing as if she had been running.

To see you safe to the house, I answered coolly. Alone you might be insulted.

And if I will not? she retorted.

The choice does not lie with you, Mademoiselle, I answered sternly, You will go to the house with me, and on the way you will give me an interview  late as it is; but not here. Here we are not private enough. We may be interrupted at any moment, and I wish to speak to you at length.

At length? she muttered.

Yes, Mademoiselle.

I saw her shiver. What if I will not? she said again.

I might call to the nearest soldiers and tell them who you are, I answered coolly. I might do that, but I should not. That were a clumsy way of punishing you, and I know a better way. I should go to the Captain, Mademoiselle, and tell him whose horse is locked up in the inn stable. A trooper told me  as someone had told him  that it belonged to one of his officers; but I looked through the crack, and I knew the horse again.

She could not repress a groan. I waited; still she did not speak.

Shall I go to the Captain? I said ruthlessly.

She shook the hood back from her face and looked at me.

Oh, you coward! you coward! she hissed through her teeth. If I had a knife!

But you have not, Mademoiselle, I answered, unmoved. Be good enough, therefore, to make up your mind which it is to be. Am I to go with my news to the captain, or am I to come with you?

Give me the pitcher, she said harshly.

I did so, wondering. In a moment she flung it with a savage gesture far into the bushes.

Come! she said, if you will. But some day God will punish you!

Without another word she turned and entered the path through the trees, and I followed her. I suppose that every one of its windings, every hollow and broken place in it had been known to her from childhood, for she followed it swiftly and unerringly, barefoot as she was. I had to walk fast through the darkness to keep up with her. The wood was quiet, but the frogs were beginning to croak in the pool, and their persistent chorus reminded me of the night when I had come to the house-door, hurt and worn out, and Clon had admitted me, and she had stood under the gallery in the hall. Things had looked dark then. I had seen but a very little way ahead then. Now all was plain. The commandant might be here with all his soldiers, but it was I who held the strings.

We came to the little wooden bridge and saw beyond the dark meadows the lights of the house. All the windows were bright. Doubtless the troopers were making merry.

Now, Mademoiselle, I said quietly, I must trouble you to stop here, and give me your attention for a few minutes. Afterwards you may go your way.

Speak! she said defiantly. And be quick! I cannot breathe the air where you are! It poisons me!

Ah! I said slowly. Do you think that you make things better by such speeches as those?

Oh! she cried and I heard her teeth click together. Would you have me fawn on you?

Perhaps not, I answered. Still you make one mistake.

What is it? she panted.

You forget that I am to be feared as well as  loathed, Mademoiselle! Ay, Mademoiselle, to be feared! I continued grimly. Do you think that I do not know why you are here in this guise? Do you think that I do not know for whom that pitcher of broth was intended? Or who will now have to fast to-night? I tell you I know all these things. Your house was full of soldiers; your servants were watched and could not leave. You had to come yourself and get food for him?

She clutched at the handrail of the bridge, and for an instant clung to it for support. Her face, from which the shawl had fallen, glimmered white in the shadow of the trees. At last I had shaken her pride. At last!

What is your price? she murmured faintly.

I am going to tell you, I replied, speaking so that every word might fall distinctly on her ears, and sating my eyes the while on her proud face. I had never dreamed of such revenge as this! About a fortnight ago, M. de Cocheforet left here at night with a little orange-coloured sachet in his possession.

She uttered a stifled cry, and drew herself stiffly erect.

It contained  but there, Mademoiselle, you know its contents, I went on. Whatever they were, M. de Cocheforet lost it and them at starting. A week ago he came back  unfortunately for himself  to seek them.

She was looking full in my face now. She seemed scarcely to breathe in the intensity of her surprise and expectation.

You had a search made, Mademoiselle, I continued quietly. Your servants left no place unexplored The paths, the roads, the very woods were ransacked, But in vain, because all the while the orange sachet lay whole and unopened in my pocket.

No! she cried impetuously. There, you lie sir, as usual! The sachet was found, torn open, many leagues from this place!

Where I threw it, Mademoiselle, I replied, that I might mislead your rascals and be free to return to you. Oh! believe me, I continued, letting something of my true self, something of my triumph, appear at last in my voice. You have made a mistake! You would have done better had you trusted me. I am no bundle of sawdust, Mademoiselle, though once you got the better of me, but a man; a man with an arm to shield and a brain to serve, and  as I am going to teach you  a heart also!

She shivered.

In the orange-coloured sachet that you lost I believe that there were eighteen stones of great value?

She made no answer, but she looked at me as if I fascinated her. Her very breath seemed to pause and wait on my words. She was so little conscious of anything else, of anything outside ourselves, that a score of men might have come up behind her, unseen and unnoticed.


CHAPTER VIII. A MASTER STROKE  Continued

I took from my breast a little packet wrapped in soft leather, and I held it towards her.

Will you open this? I said. I believe that it contains what your brother lost. That it contains all I will not answer, Mademoiselle, because I spilled the stones on the floor of my room, and I may have failed to find some. But the others can be recovered; I know where they are.

She took the packet slowly and began to unroll it, her fingers shaking. A few turns and the mild lustre of the stones shone out, making a kind of moonlight in her hands  such a shimmering glory of imprisoned light as has ruined many a woman and robbed many a man of his honour. MORBLEU! as I looked at them and as she stood looking at them in dull, entranced perplexity  I wondered how I had come to resist the temptation.

While I gazed her hands began to waver.

I cannot count, she muttered helplessly. How many are there?

In all, eighteen.

There should be eighteen, she said.

She closed her hand on them with that, and opened it again, and did so twice, as if to reassure herself that the stones were real and that she was not dreaming. Then she turned to me with sudden fierceness, and I saw that her beautiful face, sharpened by the greed of possession, was grown as keen and vicious as before.

Well? she muttered between her teeth.

Your price, man? Your price?

I am coming to it now, Mademoiselle, I said gravely. It is a simple matter. You remember the afternoon when I followed you  clumsily and thoughtlessly perhaps  through the wood to restore these things? In seeming that happened about a month ago. I believe that it happened the day before yesterday. You called me then some very harsh names, which I will not hurt you by repeating. The only price I ask for the restoration of your jewels is that you on your part recall those names.

How? she muttered. I do not understand.

I repeated my words very slowly. The only price or reward I ask, Mademoiselle, is that you take back those names and say that they were not deserved.

And the jewels? she exclaimed hoarsely.

They are yours. They are not mine. They are nothing to me. Take them, and say that you do not think of me  Nay, I cannot say the words, Mademoiselle.

But there is something  else! What else? she cried, her head thrown back, her eyes, bright as any wild animals, searching mine. Ha! my brother? What of him? What of him, sir?

For him, Mademoiselle  I would prefer that you should tell me no more than I know already, I answered in a low voice. I do not wish to be in that affair. But yes; there is one thing I have not mentioned. You are right.

She sighed so deeply that I caught the sound.

It is, I continued slowly, that you will permit me to remain at Cocheforet for a few days while the soldiers are here. I am told that there are twenty men and two officers quartered in your house. Your brother is away. I ask to be permitted, Mademoiselle, to take his place for the time, and to be privileged to protect your sister and yourself from insult. That is all.

She raised her hand to her head. After a long pause,  

The frogs! she muttered, they croak! I can not hear.

Then, to my surprise, she turned quickly and suddenly on her heel, and walked over the bridge, leaving me standing there. For a moment I stood aghast, peering after her shadowy figure, and wondering what had taken her. Then, in a minute or less, she came quickly back to me, and I understood. She was crying.

M. de Barthe, she said, in a trembling voice, which told me that the victory was won, is there nothing else? Have you no other penance for me?

None, Mademoiselle.

She had drawn the shawl over her head, and I no longer saw her face.

That is all you ask? she murmured.

That is all I ask  now, I answered.

It is granted, she said slowly and firmly. Forgive me if I seem to speak lightly  if I seem to make little of your generosity or my shame; but I can say no more now. I am so deep in trouble and so gnawed by terror that  I cannot feel anything keenly to-night, either shame or gratitude. I am in a dream; God grant that it may pass as a dream! We are sunk in trouble. But for you and what you have done, M. de Barthe  I she paused and I heard her fighting with the sobs which choked her forgive me... I am overwrought. And my  my feet are cold, she added, suddenly and irrelevantly. Will you take me home?

Ah, Mademoiselle, I cried remorsefully, I have been a beast! You are barefoot, and I have kept you here.

It is nothing, she said in a voice which thrilled me. My heart is warm, Monsieur  thanks to you. It is many hours since it has been as warm.

She stepped out of the shadow as she spoke  and there, the thing was done. As I had planned, so it had come about. Once more I was crossing the meadow in the dark to be received at Cocheforet, a welcome guest. The frogs croaked in the pool and a bat swooped round us in circles; and surely never  never, I thought, with a kind of exultation in my breast  had man been placed in a stranger position.

Somewhere in the black wood behind us  probably in the outskirts of the village  lurked M. de Cocheforet. In the great house before us, outlined by a score of lighted windows, were the soldiers come from Auch to take him. Between the two, moving side by side in the darkness, in a silence which each found to be eloquent, were Mademoiselle and I: she who knew so much, I who knew all  all but one little thing!

We reached the house, and I suggested that she should steal in first by the way she had come out, and that I should wait a little and knock at the door when she had had time to explain matters to Clon.

They do not let me see Clon, she answered slowly.

Then your woman must tell him, I rejoined, or he may do something and betray me.

They will not let our women come to us.

What? I cried, astonished. But this is infamous. You are not prisoners!

Mademoiselle laughed harshly.

Are we not? Well, I suppose not; for if we wanted company, Captain Larolle said that he would be delighted to see us  in the parlour.

He has taken your parlour? I said.

He and his lieutenant sit there. But I suppose that we rebels should be thankful, she added bitterly; we have still our bedrooms left to us.

Very well, I said. Then I must deal with Clon as I can. But I have still a favour to ask, Mademoiselle. It is only that you and your sister will descend to-morrow at your usual time. I shall be in the parlour.

I would rather not, she said, pausing and speaking in a troubled voice.

Are you afraid?

No, Monsieur, I am not afraid, she answered proudly, but

You will come? I said.

She sighed before she spoke. At length,  

Yes, I will come  if you wish it, she answered. And the next moment she was gone round the corner of the house, while I laughed to think of the excellent watch these gallant gentlemen were keeping. M. de Cocheforet might have been with her in the garden, might have talked with her as I had talked, might have entered the house even, and passed under their noses scot-free. But that is the way of soldiers. They are always ready for the enemy, with drums beating and flags flying  at ten oclock in the morning. But he does not always come at that hour.

I waited a little, and then I groped my way to the door and knocked on it with the hilt of my sword. The dogs began to bark at the back, and the chorus of a drinking-song, which came fitfully from the east wing, ceased altogether. An inner door opened, and an angry voice, apparently an officers, began to rate someone for not coming. Another moment, and a clamour of voices and footsteps seemed to pour into the hall, and fill it. I heard the bar jerked away, the door was flung open, and in a twinkling a lanthorn, behind which a dozen flushed visages were dimly seen, was thrust into my face.

Why, who the fiend is this? one cried, glaring at me in astonishment.

MORBLEU! It is the man! another shrieked. Seize him!

In a moment half a dozen hands were laid on my shoulders, but I only bowed politely.

The officer, my friends, I said, M. le Capitaine Larolle. Where is he?

DIABLE! but who are you, first? the lanthorn-bearer retorted bluntly. He was a tall, lanky sergeant, with a sinister face.

Well, I am not M. de Cocheforet, I replied; and that must satisfy you, my man. For the rest, if you do not fetch Captain Larolle at once and admit me, you will find the consequences inconvenient.

Ho! ho! he said with a sneer. You can crow, it seems. Well, come in.

They made way, and I walked into the hall keeping my hat on. On the great hearth a fire had been kindled, but it had gone out. Three or four carbines stood against one wall, and beside them lay a heap of haversacks and some straw. A shattered stool, broken in a frolic, and half a dozen empty wine-skins strewed the floor, and helped to give the place an air of untidiness and disorder. I looked round with eyes of disgust, and my gorge rose. They had spilled oil, and the place reeked foully.

VENTRE BLEU! I said. Is this conduct in a gentlemans house, you rascals? MA VIE! If I had you I would send half of you to the wooden horse!

They gazed at me open-mouthed; my arrogance startled them. The sergeant alone scowled. When he could find his voice for rage  

This way! he said. We did not know that a general officer was coming, or we would have been better prepared! And muttering oaths under his breath, he led me down the well-known passage. At the door of the parlour he stopped. Introduce yourself! he said rudely. And if you find the air warm, dont blame me!

I raised the latch and went in. At a table in front of the hearth, half covered with glasses and bottles, sat two men playing hazard. The dice rang sharply as I entered, and he who had just thrown kept the box over them while he turned, scowling, to see who came in. He was a fair-haired, blonde man, large-framed and florid. He had put off his cuirass and boots, and his doublet showed frayed and stained where the armour had pressed on it. Otherwise he was in the extreme of last years fashion. His deep cravat, folded over so that the laced ends drooped a little in front, was of the finest; his great sash of blue and silver was a foot wide. He had a little jewel in one ear, and his tiny beard was peaked A LESPAGNOLE. Probably when he turned he expected to see the sergeant, for at the sight of me he rose slowly, leaving the dice still covered.

What folly is this? he cried, wrathfully. Here, sergeant! Sergeant!  without there! What the  ! Who are you, sir?

Captain Larolle, I said uncovering politely, I believe?

Yes, I am Captain Larolle, he retorted. But who, in the fiends name, are you? You are not the man we are after!

I am not M. Cocheforet, I said coolly. I am merely a guest in the house, M. le Capitaine. I have been enjoying Madame de Cocheforets hospitality for some time, but by an evil chance I was away when you arrived. And with that I walked to the hearth, and, gently pushing aside his great boots which stood there drying, I kicked the logs into a blaze.

MILLE DIABLES! he whispered. And never did I see a man more confounded. But I affected to be taken up with his companion, a sturdy, white-moustachioed old veteran, who sat back in his chair, eyeing me with swollen cheeks and eyes surcharged with surprise.

Good evening, M. le Lieutenant, I said, bowing gravely. It is a fine night.

Then the storm burst.

Fine night! the Captain shrieked, finding his voice at last. MILLE DIABLES! Are you aware, sir, that I am in possession of this house, and that no one harbours here without my permission? Guest? Hospitality? Bundle of fiddle-faddle! Lieutenant, call the guard! Call the guard! he continued passionately. Where is that ape of a sergeant?

The Lieutenant rose to obey, but I lifted my hand.

Gently, gently, Captain, I said. Not so fast. You seem surprised to see me here. Believe me, I am much more surprised to see you.

SACRE! he cried, recoiling at this fresh impertinence, while the Lieutenants eyes almost jumped out of his head.

But nothing moved me.

Is the door closed? I said sweetly. Thank you; it is, I see. Then permit me to say again, gentlemen, that I am much more surprised to see you than you can be to see me. For when Monseigneur the Cardinal honoured me by sending me from Paris to conduct this matter, he gave me the fullest  the fullest powers, M. le Capitaine  to see the affair to an end. I was not led to expect that my plans would be spoiled on the eve of success by the intrusion of half the garrison from Auch.

Oh, ho! the Captain said softly  in a very different tone, and with a very different face. So you are the gentleman I heard of at Auch?

Very likely, I said drily. But I am from Paris, not from Auch.

To be sure, he answered thoughtfully. Eh, Lieutenant?

Yes, M. le Capitaine, no doubt, the inferior replied. And they both looked at one another, and then at me, in a way I did not understand.

I think, said I, to clinch the matter, that you have made a mistake, Captain; or the Commandant has. And it occurs to me that the Cardinal will not be best pleased.

I hold the Kings commission, he answered rather stiffly.

To be sure, I replied. But, you see, the Cardinal

Ay, but the Cardinal he rejoined quickly; and then he stopped and shrugged his shoulders. And they both looked at me.

Well? I said.

The King, he answered slowly.

Tut-tut! I exclaimed, spreading out my hands. The Cardinal. Let us stick to him. You were saying?

Well, the Cardinal, you see And then again, after the same words, he stopped  stopped abruptly, and shrugged his shoulders.

I began to suspect something.

If you have anything to say against Monseigneur, I answered, watching him narrowly, say it. But take a word of advice. Dont let it go beyond the door of this room, my friend, and it will do you no harm.

Neither here nor outside, he retorted, looking for a moment at his comrade. Only I hold the Kings commission. That is all, and, I think, enough.

Well  for the rest, will you throw a main? he answered evasively. Good! Lieutenant, find a glass, and the gentleman a seat. And here, for my part, I will give you a toast The Cardinal  whatever betide!

I drank it, and sat down to play with him; I had not heard the music of the dice for a month, and the temptation was irresistible. But I was not satisfied. I called the mains and won his crowns  he was a mere baby at the game  but half my mind was elsewhere. There was something here that I did not understand; some influence at work on which I had not counted; something moving under the surface as unintelligible to me as the soldiers presence. Had the Captain repudiated my commission altogether, and put me to the door or sent me to the guard-house, I could have followed that. But these dubious hints, this passive resistance, puzzled me. Had they news from Paris, I wondered? Was the King dead? Or the Cardinal ill? I asked them, but they said no, no, no to all, and gave me guarded answers. And midnight found us still playing; and still fencing.


CHAPTER IX. THE QUESTION

Sweep the room, Monsieur? And remove this medley? But M. le Capitaine

The Captain is in the village, I replied Sternly. And do you move. Move, man, and the thing will be done while you are talking about it. Set the door into the garden open  so.

Certainly, it is a fine morning. And the tobacco of M. le Lieutenant  But M. le Capitaine did not

Give orders? Well, I give them, I answered. First of all, remove these beds. And bustle, man, bustle, or I will find something to quicken you!

In a moment And M. le Capitaines riding-boots?

Place them in the passage, I replied.

Oh! in the passage? He paused, looking at them in doubt.

Yes, booby; in the passage.

And the cloaks, Monsieur?

There is a bush handy outside the window. Let them air.

Ohe, the bush? Well, to be sure they are damp. But  yes, yes, Monsieur, it is done. And the bolsters?

There also, I said harshly. Throw them out. Faugh! The place reeks of leather. Now, a clean hearth. And set the table before the open door, so that we may see the garden  so. And tell the cook that we dine at eleven, and that Madame and Mademoiselle will descend.

Ohe! But M. le Capitaine ordered the dinner for half-past eleven.

It must be advanced, then; and, mark you, my friend, if it is not ready when Madame comes down, you will suffer, and the cook too.

When he was gone on his errand, I looked round. What else was lacking? The sun shone cheerily on the polished floor; the air, freshened by the rain which had fallen in the night, entered freely through the open doorway. A few bees lingering with the summer hummed outside. The fire crackled bravely; an old hound, blind and past work, lay warming its hide on the hearth. I could think of nothing more, and I stood and stood and watched the man set out the table and spread the cloth.

For how many, Monsieur? he asked in a scared tone.

For five, I answered; and I could not help smiling at myself.

For what would Zatons say could it see Berault turned housewife? There was a white glazed cup, an old-fashioned piece of the second Henrys time, standing on a shelf. I took it down and put some late flowers in it, and set it in the middle of the table, and stood off myself to look at it. But a moment later, thinking I heard them coming, I hurried it away in a kind of panic, feeling on a sudden ashamed of the thing. The alarm proved to be false, however; and then again, taking another turn, I set the piece back. I had done nothing so foolish for  for more years than I like to count.

But when Madame and Mademoiselle came down, they had eyes neither for the flowers nor the room. They had heard that the Captain was out beating the village and the woods for the fugitive, and where I had looked for a comedy I found a tragedy. Madames face was so red with weeping that all her beauty was gone. She started and shook at the slightest sound, and, unable to find any words to answer my greeting, could only sink into a chair and sit crying silently.

Mademoiselle was in a mood scarcely more cheerful. She did not weep, but her manner was hard and fierce. She spoke absently, and answered fretfully. Her eyes glittered, and she had the air of straining her ears continually to catch some dreaded sound.

There is no news, Monsieur? she said as she took her seat. And she shot a swift look at me.

None, Mademoiselle.

They are searching the village?

I believe so.

Where is Clon? This in a lower voice, and with a kind of shrinking in her face.

I shook my head. I believe that they have him confined somewhere. And Louis, too, I said. But I have not seen either of them.

And where are  I thought these people would be here, she muttered. And she glanced askance at the two vacant places. The servant had brought in the meal.

They will be here presently, I said coolly. Let us make the most of the time. A little wine and food will do Madame good.

She smiled rather sadly.

I think that we have changed places, she said. And that you have turned host and we guests.

Let it be so, I said cheerfully. I recommend some of this ragout. Come, Mademoiselle, fasting can aid no one. A full meal has saved many a mans life.

It was clumsily said, perhaps; for she shuddered and looked at me with a ghastly smile. But she persuaded her sister to take something; and she took something on her own plate and raised her fork to her lips. But in a moment she laid it down again.

I cannot, she murmured. I cannot swallow. Oh, my God, at this moment they may be taking him.

I thought that she was about to burst into a passion of tears, and I repented that I had induced her to descend. But her self-control was not yet exhausted. By an effort, painful to see, she recovered her composure. She took up her fork, and ate a few mouthfuls. Then she looked at me with a fierce under-look.

I want to see Clon, she whispered feverishly. The man who waited on us had left the room.

He knows? I said.

She nodded, her beautiful face strangely disfigured. Her closed teeth showed between her lips. Two red spots burned in her white cheeks, and she breathed quickly. I felt, as I looked at her, a sudden pain at my heart, and a shuddering fear, such as a man, awaking to find himself falling over a precipice, might feel. How these women loved the man!

For a moment I could not speak. When I found my voice it sounded dry and husky.

He is a safe confidant, I muttered. He can neither read nor write, Mademoiselle.

No, but and then her face became fixed. They are coming, she whispered. Hush! She rose stiffly, and stood supporting herself by the table. Have they  have they  found him? she muttered. The woman by her side wept on, unconscious of what was impending.

I heard the Captain stumble far down the passage, and swear loudly; and I touched Mademoiselles hand.

They have not! I whispered. All is well, Mademoiselle. Pray, pray calm yourself. Sit down and meet them as if nothing were the matter. And your sister! Madame, Madame, I cried, almost harshly, compose yourself. Remember that you have a part to play.

My appeal did something. Madame stifled her sobs. Mademoiselle drew a deep breath and sat down; and though she was still pale and still trembled, the worst was past.

And only just in time. The door flew open with a crash. The Captain stumbled into the room, swearing afresh.

SACRE NOM DU DIABLE! he cried, his face crimson with rage. What fool placed these things here? My boots? My

His jaw fell. He stopped on the word, stricken silent by the new aspect of the room, by the sight of the little party at the table, by all the changes I had worked.

SAINT SIEGE! he muttered. What is this? The Lieutenants grizzled face peering over his shoulder completed the picture.

You are rather late, M. le Capitaine, I said cheerfully. Madames hour is eleven. But, come here are your seats waiting for you.

MILLE TONNERRES! he muttered, advancing into the room, and glaring at us.

I am afraid that the ragout is cold, I continued, peering into the dish and affecting to see nothing. The soup, however, has been kept hot by the fire. But I think that you do not see Madame.

He opened his mouth to swear, but for the moment he thought better of it.

Who  who put my boots in the passage? he asked, his voice thick with rage. He did not bow to the ladies, or take any notice of their presence.

One of the men, I suppose, I said indifferently. Is anything missing?

He glared at me. Then his cloak, spread outside, caught his eye. He strode through the door, saw his holsters lying on the grass, and other things strewn about. He came back.

Whose monkey game is this? he snarled, and his face was very ugly. Who is at the bottom of this? Speak, sir, or I

Tut-tut,  the ladies! I said. You forget yourself, Monsieur.

Forget myself? he hissed, and this time he did not check his oath. Dont talk to me of the ladies! Madame? Bah! Do you think, fool, that we are put into rebels houses to bow and smile and take dancing lessons?

In this case a lesson in politeness were more to the point, Monsieur, I said sternly. And I rose.

Was it by your orders that this was done? he retorted, his brow black with passion. Answer, will you?

It was! I replied outright.

Then take that! he cried, dashing his hat violently in my face, and come outside.

With pleasure, Monsieur, I answered, bowing; in one moment. Permit me to find my sword. I think that it is in the passage.

I went thither to get it.

When I returned, I found that the two men were waiting for me in the garden, while the ladies had risen from the table, and were standing near it with blanched faces.

You had better take your sister upstairs, Mademoiselle, I said gently, pausing a moment beside them. Have no fear. All will be well.

But what is it? she answered, looking troubled. It was so sudden. I am  I did not understand. You quarrelled so quickly.

It is very simple, I answered, smiling. M. le Capitaine insulted you yesterday; he will pay for it to-day. That is all. Or, not quite all, I continued, dropping my voice and speaking in a different tone. His removal may help you, Mademoiselle. Do you understand? I think that there will be no more searching to-day. She uttered an exclamation, grasping my arm and peering into my face.

You will kill him? she muttered.

I nodded.

Why not? I said.

She caught her breath, and stood with one hand clasped to her bosom, gazing at me with parted lips, the blood mounting to her checks. Gradually the flush melted into a fierce smile.

Yes, yes, why not? she repeated between her teeth. Why not? She had her hand on my arm, and I felt her fingers tighten until I could have winced. Why not? So you planned this  for us, Monsieur?

I nodded.

But can you?

Safely, I said; then, muttering to her to take her sister upstairs, I turned towards the garden. My foot was already on the threshold, and I was composing my face to meet the enemy, when I heard a movement behind me. The next moment her hand was on my arm.

Wait! Wait a moment! Come back! she panted. I turned. The smile and flush had vanished; her face was pale. No! she said abruptly. I was wrong! I, will not have it. I will have no part in it! You planned it last night, M. de Barthe. It is murder.

Mademoiselle! I exclaimed, wondering. Murder? Why? It is a duel.

It is murder, she answered persistently. You planned it last night. You said so.

But I risk my own life, I replied sharply.

Nevertheless  I will have no part in it, she answered more faintly. She was trembling with agitation. Her eyes avoided mine.

On my shoulders be it then! I replied stoutly. It is too late, Mademoiselle, to go back. They are waiting for me. Only, before I go, let me beg of you to retire.

And I turned from her, and went out, wondering and thinking. First, that women were strange things. Secondly  MURDER? Merely because I had planned the duel and provoked the quarrel! Never had I heard anything so preposterous. Grant it, and dub every man who kept his honour with his hands a Cain  and a good many branded faces would be seen in some streets. I laughed at the fancy, as I strode down the garden walk.

And yet, perhaps, I was going to do a foolish thing. The Lieutenant would still be here: a hard-bitten man, of stiffer stuff than his Captain. And the troopers. What if, when I had killed their leader, they made the place too hot for me, Monseigneurs commission notwithstanding? I should look silly, indeed, if on the eve of success I were driven from the place by a parcel of jack-boots.

I liked the thought so little that I hesitated. Yet it seemed too late to retreat. The Captain and the Lieutenant were waiting for me in a little open space fifty yards from the house, where a narrower path crossed the broad walk, down which I had first seen Mademoiselle and her sister pacing. The Captain had removed his doublet, and stood in his shirt leaning against the sundial, his head bare and his sinewy throat uncovered. He had drawn his rapier and stood pricking the ground impatiently. I marked his strong and nervous frame and his sanguine air: and twenty years earlier the sight might have damped me. But no thought of the kind entered my head now, and though I felt with each moment greater reluctance to engage, doubt of the issue had no place in my calculations.

I made ready slowly, and would gladly, to gain time, have found some fault with the place. But the sun was sufficiently high to give no advantage to either. The ground was good, the spot well chosen. I could find no excuse to put off the man, and I was about to salute him and fall to work when a thought crossed my mind.

One moment! I said. Supposing I kill you, M. le Capitaine, what becomes of your errand here?

Dont trouble yourself; he answered with a sneer he had misread my slowness and hesitation. It will not happen, Monsieur. And in any case the thought need not harass you. I have a Lieutenant.

Yes, but what of my mission? I replied bluntly. I have no lieutenant.

You should have thought of that before you interfered with my boots, he retorted with contempt.

True, I said overlooking his manner. But better late than never. I am not sure, now I think of it, that my duty to Monseigneur will let me fight.

You will swallow the blow? he cried, spitting on the ground offensively. DIABLE! And the Lieutenant, standing on one side with his hands behind him and his shoulders squared, laughed grimly.

I have not made up my mind, I answered irresolutely.

Well, NOM DE DIEU! make it up, the Captain replied, with an ugly sneer. He took a swaggering step this way and that, playing his weapon. I am afraid, Lieutenant, that there will be no sport to-day, he continued in a loud aside. Our cock has but a chicken heart.

Well, I said coolly,I do not know what to do. Certainly it is a fine day, and a fair piece of ground. And the sun stands well. But I have not much to gain by killing you, M. le Capitaine, and it might get me into an awkward fix. On the other hand, it would not hurt me to let you go.

Indeed! he said contemptuously, looking at me as I should look at a lackey.

No! I replied. For if you were to say that you had struck Gil de Berault and left the ground with a whole skin, no one would believe you.

Gil de Berault! he exclaimed frowning.

Yes, Monsieur, I replied suavely. At your service. You did not know my name?

I thought that your name was De Barthe, he said. His voice sounded queerly; and he waited for the answer with parted lips, and a shadow in his eyes which I had seen in mens eyes before.

No, I said; that was my mothers name. I took it for this occasion only.

His florid cheek lost a shade of its colour, and he bit his lips as he glanced at the Lieutenant, trouble in his eyes. I had seen these signs before, and knew them, and I might have cried Chicken-heart! in my turn; but I had not made a way of escape for him  before I declared myself  for nothing, and I held to my purpose.

I think you will allow now, I said grimly, that it will not harm me even if I put up with a blow!

M. de Beraults courage is known, he muttered.

And with reason, I said. That being so suppose that we say this day three months, M. le Capitaine? The postponement to be for my convenience.

He caught the Lieutenants eye and looked down sullenly, the conflict in his mind as plain as daylight. He had only to insist that I must fight; and if by luck or skill he could master me his fame as a duellist would run, like a ripple over water, through every garrison town in France and make him a name even in Paris. On the other side were the imminent peril of death, the gleam of cold steel already in fancy at his breast, the loss of life and sunshine, and the possibility of a retreat with honour, if without glory. I read his face, and knew before he spoke what he would do.

It appears to me that the burden is with you, he said huskily; but for my part I am satisfied.

Very well, I said, I take the burden. Permit me to apologise for having caused you to strip unnecessarily. Fortunately the sun is shining.

Yes, he said gloomily. And he took his clothes from the sundial and began to put them on. He had expressed himself satisfied, but I knew that he was feeling very ill-satisfied, indeed, with himself; and I was not surprised when he presently said abruptly and almost rudely, There is one thing that I think we must settle here.

Yes? I said. What is that?

Our positions, he blurted out, Or we shall cross one another again within the hour.

Umph! I am not quite sure that I understand, I said.

That is precisely what I dont do  understand! he retorted, in a tone of surly triumph. Before I came on this duty, I was told that there was a gentleman here, bearing sealed orders from the Cardinal to arrest M. de Cocheforet; and I was instructed to avoid collision with him so far as might be possible. At first I took you for the gentleman. But the plague take me if I understand the matter now.

Why not? I said coldly.

Because  well, the question is in a nutshell! he answered impetuously. Are you here on behalf of Madame de Cocheforet, to shield her husband? Or are you here to arrest him? That is what I do not understand, M. de Berault.

If you mean, am I the Cardinals agent  I am! I answered sternly.

To arrest M. de Cocheforet?

To arrest M. de Cocheforet.

Well  you surprise me, he said.

Only that; but he spoke so drily that I felt the blood rush to my face.

Take care, Monsieur, I said severely. Do not presume too far on the inconvenience to which your death might put me.

He shrugged his shoulders.

No offence, he said. But you do not seem, M. de Berault, to comprehend the difficulty. If we do not settle things now, we shall be bickering twenty times a day.

Well, what do you want? I asked impatiently.

Simply to know how you are going to proceed. So that our plans may not clash.

But surely, M. le Capitaine, that is my affair, I said.

The clashing? he answered bitterly. Then he waved aside my wrath Pardon, he said, the point is simply this. How do you propose to find him if he is here?

That again is my affair, I answered. He threw up his hands in despair; but in a moment his place was taken by an unexpected disputant.

The Lieutenant, who had stood by all the time, listening and tugging at his grey moustache, suddenly spoke.

Look here, M. de Berault, he said, confronting me roughly, I do not fight duels. I am from the ranks. I proved my courage at Montauban in 21, and my honour is good enough to take care of itself. So I say what I like, and I ask you plainly what M. le Capitaine doubtless has in his mind, but does not ask: Are you running with the hare, and hunting with the hounds in this matter? In other words, have you thrown up Monseigneurs commission in all but name, and become Madames ally; or  it is the only other alternative  are you getting at the man through the women?

You villain! I cried, glaring at him in such a rage and fury that I could scarcely get the words out. This was plain speaking with a vengeance! How dare you? How dare you say that I am false to the hand that pays me?

I thought that he would blench, but he did not. He stood up stiff as a poker.

I do not say; I ask! he replied, facing me squarely, and slapping his fist into his open hand to drive home his words the better. I ask you whether you are playing the traitor to the Cardinal, or to these two women? It is a simple question.

I fairly choked. You impudent scoundrel! I said.

Steady, steady! he replied. Pitch sticks where it belongs, and nowhere else. But that is enough. I see which it is, M. le Capitaine; this way a moment, by your leave.

And in a very cavalier fashion he took his officer by the arm, and drew him into a sidewalk, leaving me to stand in the sun, bursting with anger and spleen. The gutter-bred rascal! That such a man should insult me, and with impunity! In Paris, I might have made him fight, but here it was impossible.

I was still foaming with rage when they returned.

We have come to a determination, the Lieutenant said, tugging his grey moustachios, and standing like a ramrod. We shall leave you the house and Madame, and you can take your own line to find the man, for ourselves, we shall draw off our men to the village, and we shall take our line. That is all, M. le Capitaine, is it not?

I think so, the Captain muttered, looking anywhere but at me.

Then we bid you good-day, Monsieur, the Lieutenant added, and in a moment he turned his companion round, and the two retired up the walk to the house, leaving me to look after them in a black fit of rage and incredulity.

At the first flush, there was something so offensive in the manner of their going that anger had the upper hand. I thought of the Lieutenants words, and I cursed him to hell with a sickening consciousness that I should not forget them in a hurry.

Was I playing the traitor to the Cardinal or to these women  which? MON DIEU! if ever question  but there, some day I would punish him. And the Captain? I could put an end to his amusement, at any rate; and I would. Doubtless among the country bucks of Auch he lorded it as a chief provincial bully, but I would cut his comb for him some fine morning behind the barracks.

And then as I grew cooler I began to wonder why they were going, and what they were going to do. They might be already on the track, or have the information they required under hand; in that case I could understand the movement. But if they were still searching vaguely, uncertain whether their quarry were in the neighbourhood or not, and uncertain how long they might have to stay, it seemed incredible that soldiers should move from good quarters to bad without motive.

I wandered down the garden, thinking sullenly of this, and pettishly cutting off the heads of the flowers with my sheathed sword. After all, if they found and arrested the man, what then? I should have to make my peace with the Cardinal as I best might. He would have gained his point, but not through me, and I should have to look to myself. On the other hand, if I anticipated them  and, as a fact, I believed that I could lay my hand on the fugitive within a few hours  there would come a time when I must face Mademoiselle.

A little while back that had not seemed so difficult a thing. From the day of our first meeting  and in a higher degree since that afternoon when she had lashed me with her scorn-my views of her, and my feelings towards her, had been strangely made up of antagonism and sympathy; of repulsion, because in her past and present she was so different from me; of yearning because she was a woman and friendless. Later I had duped her and bought her confidence by returning the jewels, and so in a measure I had sated my vengeance; then, as a consequence, sympathy had again got the better of me, until now I hardly knew my own mind, or what I felt, or what I intended. I DID NOT KNOW, in fact, what I intended. I stood there in the garden with that conviction suddenly newborn in my mind; and then, in a moment, I heard her step, and I turned to find her behind me.

Her face was like April, smiles breaking through her tears. As she stood with a tall hedge of sunflowers behind her, I started to see how beautiful she was.

I am here in search of you, M. de Barthe, she said, colouring slightly, perhaps because my eyes betrayed my thought; to thank you. You have not fought, and yet you have conquered. My woman has just been with me, and she tells me that they are going.

Going? I said, Yes, Mademoiselle, they are leaving the house.

She did not understand my reservation.

What magic have you used? she said almost gaily; it was wonderful how hope had changed her. Besides, I am curious to learn how you managed to avoid fighting.

After taking a blow? I said bitterly.

Monsieur, I did not mean that, she said reproachfully.

But her face clouded. I saw that, viewed in this light  in which, I suppose, she had not hitherto  the matter perplexed her more than before.

I took a sudden resolution.

Have you ever heard, Mademoiselle, I said gravely, plucking off while I spoke the dead leaves from a plant beside me, of a gentleman by name De Berault? Known in Paris, I have heard, by the sobriquet of the Black Death?

The duellist? she answered, looking at me in wonder. Yes, I have heard of him. He killed a young gentleman of this province at Nancy two years back. It was a sad story, she continued, shuddering slightly, of a dreadful man. God keep our friends from such!

Amen! I said quietly. But, in spite of myself, I could not meet her eyes.

Why? she answered, quickly taking alarm at; my silence. What of him, M. de Barthe? Why have you mentioned him?

Because he is here, Mademoiselle.

Here? she exclaimed. At Cocheforet?

Yes, Mademoiselle, I answered soberly. I am he.


CHAPTER X. CLON

You! she cried, in a voice which pierced my heart. You are M. de Berault? It is impossible! But, glancing askance at her  I could not face her I saw that the blood had left her cheeks.

Yes, Mademoiselle, I answered in a low tone. De Barthe was my mothers name. When I came here, a stranger, I took it that I might not be known; that I might again speak to a good woman, and not see her shrink. That, and  but why trouble you with all this? I continued rebelling, against her silence, her turned shoulder, her averted face. You asked me, Mademoiselle, how I could take a blow and let the striker go. I have answered. It is the one privilege M. de Berault possesses.

Then, she replied almost in a whisper, if I were M. de Berault, I would avail myself of it, and never fight again.

In that event, Mademoiselle, I answered coldly, I should lose my men friends as well as my women friends. Like Monseigneur the Cardinal, rule by fear.

She shuddered, either at the name or at the idea my words called up; and, for a moment, we stood awkwardly silent. The shadow of the sundial fell between us; the garden was still; here and there a leaf fluttered slowly down. With each instant of that silence, of that aversion, I felt the gulf between us growing wider, I felt myself growing harder; I mocked at her past which was so unlike mine; I mocked at mine, and called it fate. I was on the point of turning from her with a bow  and with a furnace in my breast  when she spoke.

There is a last rose lingering there, she said, a slight tremor in her voice. I cannot reach it. Will you pluck it for me, M. de Berault?

I obeyed her, my hand trembling, my face on fire. She took the rose from me, and placed it in the bosom of her dress, And I saw that her hand trembled too, and that her cheek was dark with blushes.

She turned without more ado, and began to walk towards the house. Heaven forbid that I should misjudge you a second time! she said in a low voice. And, after all, who am I, that I should judge you at all? An hour ago I would have killed that man had I possessed the power.

You repented, Mademoiselle, I said huskily. I could scarcely speak.

Do you never repent? she said.

Yes. But too late, Mademoiselle.

Perhaps it is never too late, she answered softly.

Alas, when a man is dead

You may rob a man of worse than life! she replied with energy, stopping me by a gesture. If you have never robbed a man  or a woman  of honour! If you have never ruined boy or girl, M. de Berault! If you have never pushed another into the pit and gone by it yourself! If  but, for murder? Listen. You are a Romanist, but I am a Huguenot, and have read. Thou shall not kill! it is written; and the penalty, By man shall thy blood be shed! But, If you cause one of these little ones to offend, it were better for you that a mill-stone were hanged about your neck, and that you were cast into the depths of the sea.

Mademoiselle, you are merciful, I muttered.

I need mercy myself, she answered, sighing. And I have had few temptations. How do I know what you have suffered?

Or done! I said, almost rudely.

Where a man has not lied, nor betrayed, nor sold himself or others, she answered in a low tone, I think I can forgive all else. I can better put up with force, she added smiling sadly, than with fraud.

Ah, Dieu! I turned away my face that she might not see how pale it grew; that she might not guess how her words, meant in mercy, stabbed me to the heart. And yet, then, for the first time, while viewing in all its depth and width the gulf which separated us, I was not hardened; I was not cast back upon myself. Her gentleness, her pity, her humility softened me, while they convicted me. My God, how, after this, could I do that which I had come to do? How could I stab her in the tenderest part, how could I inflict on her that rending pang, how could I meet her eyes, and stand before her, a Caliban, a Judas, the vilest, lowest thing she could conceive?

I stood, a moment, speechless and disordered; overcome by her words, by my thoughts. I have seen a man so stand when he has lost all at the tables. Then I turned to her; and for an instant I thought that my tale was told already, I thought that she had pierced my disguise. For her face was changed  stricken as with fear. The next moment, I saw that she was not looking at me, but beyond me; and I turned quickly and saw a servant hurrying from the house to us. It was Louis. His eyes were staring, his hair waved, his cheeks were flabby with dismay, He breathed as if he had been running.

What is it? Mademoiselle cried, while he was still some way off. Speak, man. My sister? Is she

Clon, he gasped.

The name changed her to stone.

Clon? What of him? she muttered.

In the village! Louis panted, his tongue stuttering with terror. They are flogging him. They are killing him! To make him tell!

Mademoiselle grasped the sundial and leant against it, her face colourless; and, for an instant, I thought that she was fainting.

Tell? I said mechanically. But he cannot tell. He is dumb, man.

They will make him guide them, Louis groaned, covering his ears with his shaking hands, his face the colour of paper. And his cries! Oh, Monsieur, go, go! he continued, in a thrilling tone. Save him. All through tie wood I heard his cries. It was horrible! horrible!

Mademoiselle uttered a moan of pain; and I turned to support her, thinking each second to see her fall. But with a sudden movement she straightened herself, and, quickly slipping by me, with eyes that seemed to see nothing, she set off swiftly down the walk towards the meadow gate.

I ran after her; but, taken by surprise as I was, it was only by a great effort I reached the gate before her, and thrusting myself in the road, barred the way.

Let me pass! she panted, striving to thrust me on one side. Out of my way, sir! I am going to the village.

You are not going to the village, I said sternly. Go back; to the house, Mademoiselle, and at once.

My servant! she wailed. Let me go! Let me go! Do you think I can rest here while they torture him? He cannot speak, and they  they

Go back, Mademoiselle, I said, with decision. Your presence would only make matters worse! I will go myself, and what one man can do against many, I will! Louis, give your mistress your arm and take her to the house. Take her to Madame.

But you will go? she cried. And before I could stay her  I swear I would have stopped her if I could  she raised my hand and carried it to her trembling lips. You will go! Go and stop them! Stop them, and Heaven reward you, Monsieur!

I did not answer; nay, I did not once look back, as I crossed the meadow; but I did not look forward either. Doubtless it was grass I trod, and the wood was before me with the sun shining aslant on it; doubtless the house rose behind me with a flame here and there in the windows. But I went in a dream, among shadows; with a racing pulse, in a glow from head to heel; conscious of nothing but the touch of Mademoiselles warm lips on my hand, seeing neither meadow nor house, nor even the dark fringe of wood before me, but only Mademoiselles passionate face. For the moment I was drunk: drunk with that to which I had been so long a stranger, with that which a man may scorn for years, to find it at last beyond his reach drunk with the touch of a good womans lips.

I passed the bridge in this state; and my feet were among the brushwood before the heat and fervour in which I moved found on a sudden their direction. Something began to penetrate to my veiled senses  a hoarse inarticulate cry, now deep, now shrilling horribly, that of itself seemed to fill the wood. It came at intervals of half a minute or so, and made the flesh creep, it rang so full of dumb pain, of impotent wrestling, of unspeakable agony. I am a man and have seen things. I saw the Concini beheaded, and Chalais ten years later  they gave him thirty-four blows; and when I was a boy I escaped from the college and viewed from a great distance Ravaillac torn by horses  that was in the year ten. But the horrible cries I now heard, filled me, perhaps because I was alone and fresh from the sight of Mademoiselle, with loathing inexpressible. The very wood, though the sun had not yet set, seemed to grow dark. I ran on through it, cursing, until the hovels of the village came in sight. Again the shriek rose, a pulsing horror, and this time I could hear the lash fall on the sodden flesh, I could see in fancy the dumb man, trembling, quivering, straining against his bonds. And then, in a moment, I was in the street, and, as the scream once more tore the air, I dashed round the corner by the inn, and came upon them.

I did not look at HIM, but I saw Captain Larolle and the Lieutenant, and a ring of troopers, and one man, bare-armed, teasing out with his fingers the thongs of a whip. The thongs dripped blood, and the sight fired the mine. The rage I had suppressed when the Lieutenant bearded me earlier in the afternoon, the passion with which Mademoiselles distress had filled my breast, on the instant found vent. I sprang through the line of soldiers; and striking the man with the whip a buffet between the shoulders, which hurled him breathless to the ground, I turned on the leaders.

You fiends! I cried. Shame on you! The man is dumb! Dumb; and if I had ten men with me, I would sweep you and your scum out of the village with broomsticks. Lay on another lash, I continued recklessly, and I will see whether you or the Cardinal be the stronger.

The Lieutenant stared at me, his grey moustache bristling, his eyes almost starting from his head. Some of the troopers laid their hands on their swords, but no one moved, and only the Captain spoke.

MILLE DIABLES! he swore. What is all this about? Are you mad, sir?

Mad or sane! I cried furiously. Lay on another lash, and you shall repent it.

For an instant there was a pause of astonishment. Then, to my surprise, the Captain laughed  laughed loudly.

Very heroic, he said. Quite magnificent, M. Chevalier-errant. But you see, unfortunately, you come too late.

Too late, I said incredulously.

Yes, too late, he replied, with a mocking smile. And the Lieutenant grinned too. Unfortunately, you see, the man has just confessed. We have only been giving him an extra touch or two, to impress his memory, and save us the trouble of lashing him up again.

I dont believe it, I said bluntly  but I felt the check, and fell to earth. The man cannot speak.

No, but he has managed to tell us what we want; that he will guide us to the place we are seeking, the Captain answered drily. The whip, if it cannot find a man a tongue, can find him wits. What is more, I think that he will keep his word, he continued, with a hideous scowl. For I warn him that if he does not, all your heroics shall not save him. He is a rebel dog, and known to us of old; and I will flay his back to the bones, ay, until we can see his heart beating through his ribs, but I will have what I want  in your teeth, too, you d  d meddler.

Steady, steady! I said, sobered. I saw that he was telling the truth. Is he going to take you to M. de Cocheforets hiding-place?

Yes, he is! the Captain retorted. Have you any objection to that, Master Spy?

None, I replied. Only I shall go with you. And if you live three months, I shall kill you for that name-behind the barracks at Auch, M. le Capitaine.

He changed colour, but he answered me boldly enough.

I dont know that you will go with us, he said, with a snarl. That is as we please.

I have the Cardinals orders, I said sternly.

The Cardinal? he exclaimed, stung to fury by this repetition of the name. The Cardinal be

But the Lieutenant laid his hand on his lips and stopped him.

Hush! he said. Then more quietly, Your pardon, M. le Capitaine; but the least said the soonest mended. Shall I give orders to the men to fall in?

The Captain nodded sullenly.

The Lieutenant turned to his prisoner.

Take him down! he commanded in his harsh, monotonous voice. Throw his blouse over him, and tie his hands. And do you two, Paul and Lebrun, guard him. Michel, bring the whip, or he may forget how it tastes. Sergeant, choose four good men, and dismiss the rest to their quarters.

Shall we need the horses? the sergeant asked.

I dont know, the Captain answered peevishly. What does the rogue say?

The Lieutenant stepped up to him.

Listen! he said grimly. Nod if you mean yes, and shake your head if you mean no. And have a care you answer truly. Is it more than a mile to this place?

They had loosened the poor wretchs fastenings, and covered his back. He stood leaning his shoulder against the wall, his mouth still panting, the sweat running down his hollow cheeks. His sunken eyes were closed, but a quiver now and again ran through his frame. The Lieutenant repeated his question, and, getting no answer, looked round for orders. The Captain met the look, and crying savagely, Answer will you, you mule! struck the half-swooning miserable across the back with his switch. The effect was magical. Covered, as his shoulders were, the man sprang erect with a shriek of pain, raising his chin, and hollowing his back; and in that attitude stood an instant with starting eyes, gasping for breath. Then he sank back against the wall, moving his mouth spasmodically. His face was the colour of lead.

Diable! I think that we have gone too far with him! the Captain muttered.

Bring some wine! the Lieutenant replied. Quick with it!

I looked on, burning with indignation, and in some excitement besides. For if the man took them to the place, and they succeeded in seizing Cocheforet, there was an end of the matter as far as I was concerned. It was off my shoulders, and I might leave the village when I pleased; nor was it likely  since he would have his man, though not through me  that the Cardinal would refuse to grant me an amnesty. On the whole, I thought that he would prefer that things should take this course; and assuming the issue, I began to wonder whether it would be necessary in that event that Madame should know the truth. I had a kind of vision of a reformed Berault, dead to play and purging himself at a distance from Zatons; winning, perhaps, a name in the Italian war, and finally  but, pshaw! I was a fool.

However, be these things as they might, it was essential that I should see the arrest made; and I waited patiently while they revived the tortured man, and made their dispositions. These took some time; so that the sun was down, and it was growing dusk when we marched out, Clon going first, supported by his two guards, the Captain and I following  abreast, and eyeing one another suspiciously; the Lieutenant, with the sergeant and five troopers, bringing up the rear. Clon moved slowly, moaning from time to time; and but for the aid given him by the two men with him, must have sunk down again and again.

He led the way out between two houses close to the inn, and struck a narrow track, scarcely discernible, which ran behind other houses, and then plunged into the thickest part of the wood. A single person, traversing the covert, might have made such a track; or pigs, or children. But it was the first idea that occurred to us, and put us all on the alert. The Captain carried a cocked pistol, I held my sword drawn, and kept a watchful eye on HIM; and the deeper the dusk fell in the wood, the more cautiously we went, until at last we came out with a sort of jump into a wider and lighter path.

I looked up and down, and saw behind me a vista of tree-trunks, before me a wooden bridge and an open meadow, lying cold and grey in the twilight; and I stood in astonishment. We were in the old path to the Chateau! I shivered at the thought that he was going to take us there, to the house, to Mademoiselle!

The Captain also recognised the place, and swore aloud. But the dumb man went on unheeding until he reached the wooden bridge. There he stopped short, and looked towards the dark outline of the house, which was just visible, one faint light twinkling sadly in the west wing. As the Captain and I pressed up behind him, he raised his hands and seemed to wring them towards the house.

Have a care! the Captain growled. Play me no tricks, or

He did not finish the sentence, for Clon, as if he well understood his impatience, turned back from the bridge, and, entering the wood to the left, began to ascend the bank of the stream. We had not gone a hundred yards before the ground grew rough, and the undergrowth thick; and yet through all ran a kind of path which enabled us to advance, dark as it was now growing. Very soon the bank on which we moved began to rise above the water, and grew steep and rugged. We turned a shoulder, where the stream swept round a curve, and saw we were in the mouth of a small ravine, dark and sheer-sided. The water brawled along the bottom, over boulders and through chasms. In front, the slope on which we stood shaped itself into a low cliff; but halfway between its summit and the water a ledge, or narrow terrace, running along the face, was dimly visible.

Ten to one, a cave! the Captain muttered. It is a likely place.

And an ugly one! I replied with a sneer. Which one against ten might hold for hours!

If the ten had no pistols  yes! he answered viciously. But you see we have. Is he going that way?

He was. As soon as this was clear, Larolle turned to his comrade.

Lieutenant, he said, speaking in a low voice, though the chafing of the stream below us covered ordinary sounds; what say you? Shall we light the lanthorns, or press on while there is still a glimmering of day?

On, I should say, M. le Capitaine, the Lieutenant answered. Prick him in the back if he falters. I will warrant, the brute added with a chuckle, he has a tender place or two.

The Captain gave the word and we moved forward. It was evident now that the cliff-path was our destination. It was possible for the eye to follow the track all the way to it, through rough stones and brushwood; and though Clon climbed feebly, and with many groans, two minutes saw us step on to it. It did not prove to be, in fact, the perilous place it looked at a distance. The ledge, grassy and terrace-like, sloped slightly downwards and outwards, and in parts was slippery; but it was as wide as a highway, and the fall to the water did not exceed thirty feet. Even in such a dim light as now displayed it to us, and by increasing the depth and unseen dangers of the gorge gave a kind of impressiveness to our movements, a nervous woman need not have feared to tread it, I wondered how often Mademoiselle had passed along it with her milk-pitcher.

I think that we have him now, Captain Larolle muttered, twisting his moustachios, and looking about to make his last dispositions. Paul and Lebrun, see that your man makes no noise. Sergeant, come forward with your carbine, but do not fire without orders. Now, silence all, and close up, Lieutenant. Forward!

We advanced about a hundred paces, keeping the cliff on our left, turned a shoulder, and saw, a few paces in front of us, a slight hollow, a black blotch in the grey duskiness of the cliff-side. The prisoner stopped, and, raising his bound hands, pointed to it.

There? the Captain whispered, pressing forward. Is it the place?

Clon nodded. The Captains voice shook with excitement.

Paul and Lebrun remain here with the prisoner, he said, in a low tone. Sergeant, come forward with me. Now, are you ready? Forward!

At the word he and the sergeant passed quickly, one on either side of Clon and his guards. The path grew narrow here, and the Captain passed outside. The eyes of all but one were on the black blotch, the hollow in the cliff-side, expecting we knew not what  a sudden shot or the rush or a desperate man; and no one saw exactly what happened. But somehow, as the Captain passed abreast of him, the prisoner thrust back his guards, and leaping sideways, flung his unbound arms round Larolles body, and in an instant swept him, shouting, to the verge of the precipice.

It was done in a moment. By the time our startled wits and eyes were back with them, the two were already tottering on the edge, looking in the gloom like one dark form. The sergeant, who was the first to find his head, levelled his carbine, but, as the wrestlers twirled and twisted, the Captain, shrieking out oaths and threats, the mute silent as death, it was impossible to see which was which, and the sergeant lowered his gun again, while the men held back nervously. The ledge sloped steeply there, the edge was vague, already the two seemed to be wrestling in mid air; and the mute was desperate.

That moment of hesitation was fatal. Clons long arms were round the others arms, crushing them into his ribs; Clons skull-like face grinned hate into the others eyes; his bony limbs curled round him like the folds of a snake. Larolles strength gave way.

Damn you all! Why dont you come up? he cried. And then, Ah! Mercy! mercy! came in one last scream from his lips. As the Lieutenant, taken aback before, sprang forward to his aid, the two toppled over the edge, and in a second hurtled out of sight.

MON DIEU! the Lieutenant cried; the answer was a dull splash in the depths below. He flung up his arms. Water! he said. Quick, men, get down. We may save him yet.

But there was no path, and night was come, and the mens nerves were shaken. The lanthorns had to be lit, and the way to be retraced; by the time we reached the dark pool which lay below, the last bubbles were gone from the surface, the last ripples had beaten themselves out against the banks. The pool still rocked sullenly, and the yellow light showed a mans hat floating, and near it a glove three parts submerged. But that was all. The mutes dying grip had known no loosening, nor his hate any fear. I heard afterwards that when they dragged the two out next day, his fingers were in the others eye-sockets, his teeth in his throat. If ever man found death sweet, it was he!

As we turned slowly from the black water, some shuddering, some crossing themselves, the Lieutenant looked at me.

Curse you! he said passionately. I believe that you are glad.

He deserved his fate, I answered coldly. Why should I pretend to be sorry? It was now or in three months. And for the other poor devils sake I am glad.

He glared at me for a moment in speechless anger.

At last, I should like to have you tied up! he said between his teeth.

I should think that you had had enough of tying up for one day! I retorted. But there, I went on contemptuously, it comes of making officers out of the canaille. Dogs love blood. The teamster must lash something if he can no longer lash his horses.

We were back, a sombre little procession, at the wooden bridge when I said this. He stopped.

Very well, he replied, nodding viciously. That decides me. Sergeant, light me this way with a lanthorn. The rest of you to the village. Now, Master Spy, he continued, glancing at me with gloomy spite, Your road is my road. I think I know how to spoil your game.

I shrugged my shoulders in disdain, and together, the sergeant leading the way with the light, we crossed the dim meadow, and passed through the gate where Mademoiselle had kissed my hand, and up the ghostly walk between the rose bushes. I wondered uneasily what the Lieutenant would be at, and what he intended; but the lanthorn-light which now fell on the ground at our feet, and now showed one of us to the other, high-lit in a frame of blackness, discovered nothing in his grizzled face but settled hostility. He wheeled at the end of the walk to go to the main door, but as he did so I saw the flutter of a white skirt by the stone seat against the house, and I stepped that way.

Mademoiselle? I said softly. Is it you?

Clon? she muttered, her voice quivering. What of him?

He is past pain, I answered gently. He is dead  yes, dead, Mademoiselle, but in his own way. Take comfort.

She stifled a sob; then before I could say more, the Lieutenant, with his sergeant and light, were at my elbow. He saluted Mademoiselle roughly. She looked at him with shuddering abhorrence.

Are you come to flog me too, sir? she said passionately. Is it not enough that you have murdered my servant?

On the contrary, it was he who killed my Captain, the Lieutenant answered, in another tone than I had expected. If your servant is dead so is my comrade.

Captain Larolle? she murmured, gazing with startled eyes, not at him but at me.

I nodded.

How? she asked.

Clon flung the Captain and himself  into the river pool above the bridge, I said.

She uttered a low cry of awe and stood silent; but her lips moved and I think that she prayed for Clon, though she was a Huguenot. Meanwhile, I had a fright. The lanthorn, swinging in the sergeants hand, and throwing its smoky light now on the stone seat, now on the rough wall above it, showed me something else. On the seat, doubtless where Mademoiselles hand had lain as she sat in the dark, listening and watching and shivering, stood a pitcher of food. Beside her, in that place, it was damning evidence, and I trembled least the Lieutenants eye should fall upon it, lest the sergeant should see it; and then, in a moment, I forgot all about it. The Lieutenant was speaking and his voice was doom. My throat grew dry as I listened; my tongue stuck to my mouth I tried to look at Mademoiselle, but I could not.

It is true that the Captain is gone, he said stiffly, but others are alive, and about one of them a word with you, by your leave, Mademoiselle. I have listened to a good deal of talk from this fine gentleman friend of yours. He has spent the last twenty-four hours saying You shall! and You shall not! He came from you and took a very high tone because we laid a little whip-lash about that dumb devil of yours. He called us brutes and beasts, and but for him I am not sure that my friend would not now be alive. But when he said a few minutes ago that he was glad  glad of it, d  him!  then I fixed it in my mind that I would be even with him. And I am going to be!

What do you mean? Mademoiselle asked, wearily interrupting him. If you think that you can prejudice me against this gentleman

That is precisely what I am going to do! And a little more than that! he answered.

You will be only wasting your breath! she retorted.

Wait! Wait, Mademoiselle  until you have heard, he said. For I swear to you that if ever a black-hearted scoundrel, a dastardly sneaking spy trod the earth, it is this fellow! And I am going to expose him. Your own eyes and your own ears shall persuade you. I am not particular, but I would not eat, I would not drink, I would not sit down with him! I would rather be beholden to the meanest trooper in my squadron than to him! Ay, I would, so help me Heaven!

And the Lieutenant, turning squarely on his heel, spat on the ground.


CHAPTER XI. THE ARREST

It had come, and I saw no way of escape. The sergeant was between us and I could not strike him. And I found no words. A score of times I had thought with shrinking how I should reveal my secret to Mademoiselle  what I should say, and how she would take it; but in my mind it had been always a voluntary act, this disclosure, it had been always I who unmasked myself and she who listened  alone; and in this voluntariness and this privacy there had been something which took from the shame of anticipation. But here  here was no voluntary act on my part, no privacy, nothing but shame. And I stood mute, convicted, speechless, under her eyes  like the thing I was.

Yet if anything could have braced me it was Mademoiselles voice when she answered him.

Go on, Monsieur, she said calmly, you will have done the sooner.

You do not believe me? he replied. Then, I say, look at him! Look at him! If ever shame

Monsieur, she said abruptly  she did not look at me, I am ashamed of myself.

But you dont hear me, the Lieutenant rejoined hotly. His very name is not his own! He is not Barthe at all. He is Berault, the gambler, the duellist, the bully; whom if you

Again she interrupted him.

I know it, she said coldly. I know it all; and if you have nothing more to tell me, go, Monsieur. Go! she continued in a tone of infinite scorn. Be satisfied, that you have earned my contempt as well as my abhorrence.

He looked for a moment taken aback. Then,  

Ay, but I have more, he cried, his voice stubbornly triumphant.

I forgot that you would think little of that. I forgot that a swordsman has always the ladies hearts  but I have more. Do you know, too, that he is in the Cardinals pay? Do you know that he is here on the same errand which brings us here  to arrest M. de Cocheforet? Do you know that while we go about the business openly and in soldier fashion, it is his part to worm himself into your confidence, to sneak into Madames intimacy, to listen at your door, to follow your footsteps, to hang on your lips, to track you  track you until you betray yourselves and the man? Do you know this, and that all his sympathy is a lie, Mademoiselle? His help, so much bait to catch the secret? His aim blood-money  blood-money? Why, MORBLEU! the Lieutenant continued, pointing his finger at me, and so carried away by passion, so lifted out of himself by wrath and indignation, that I shrank before him you talk, lady, of contempt and abhorrence in the same breath with me, but what have you for him  what have you for him  the spy, the informer, the hired traitor? And if you doubt me, if you want evidence, look at him. Only look at him, I say.

And he might say it; for I stood silent still, cowering and despairing, white with rage and hate. But Mademoiselle did not look. She gazed straight at the Lieutenant.

Have you done? she said.

Done? he stammered; her words, her air, bringing him to earth again. Done? Yes, if you believe me.

I do not, she answered proudly. If that be all, be satisfied, Monsieur. I do not believe you.

Then tell me this, he retorted, after a moment of stunned surprise. Answer me this! Why, if he was not on our side, do you think that we let him remain here? Why did we suffer him to stay in a suspected house, bullying us, annoying us, thwarting us, taking your part from hour to hour?

He has a sword, Monsieur, she answered with fine contempt.

MILLE DIABLES! he cried, snapping his fingers in a rage. That for his sword! It was because he held the Cardinals commission, I tell you, because he had equal authority with us. Because we had no choice.

And that being so, Monsieur, why are you now betraying him? she asked. He swore at that, feeling the stroke go home.

You must be mad! he said, glaring at her. Cannot you see that the man is what I tell you? Look at him! Look at him, I say! Listen to him! Has he a word to say for himself?

Still she did not look.

It is late, she replied coldly. And I am not very well. If you have done, quite done  perhaps, you will leave me, Monsieur.

MON DIEU! he exclaimed, shrugging his shoulders, and grinding his teeth in impotent rage. You are mad! I have told you the truth, and you will not believe it. Well  on your head be it then, Mademoiselle. I have no more to say! You will see.

And with that, without more, fairly conquered by her staunchness, he saluted her, gave the word to the sergeant, turned and went down the path.

The sergeant went after him, the lanthorn swaying in his hand. And we two were left alone. The frogs were croaking in the pool, a bat flew round in circles; the house, the garden, all lay quiet under the darkness, as on the night which I first came to it.

And would to Heaven I had never come that was the cry in my heart. Would to Heaven I had never seen this woman, whose nobleness and faith were a continual shame to me; a reproach branding me every hour I stood in her presence with all vile and hateful names. The man just gone, coarse, low-bred, brutal soldier as he was, manflogger and drilling-block, had yet found heart to feel my baseness, and words in which to denounce it. What, then, would she say, when the truth came home to her? What shape should I take in her eyes then? How should I be remembered through all the years then?

Then? But now? What was she thinking now, at this moment as she stood silent and absorbed near the stone seat, a shadowy figure with face turned from me? Was she recalling the mans words, fitting them to the facts and the past, adding this and that circumstance? Was she, though she had rebuffed him in the body, collating, now he was gone, all that he had said, and out of these scraps piecing together the damning truth? Was she, for all that she had said, beginning to see me as I was? The thought tortured me. I could brook uncertainty no longer. I went nearer to her and touched her sleeve.

Mademoiselle, I said in a voice which sounded hoarse and unnatural even in my own ears, do you believe this of me?

She started violently, and turned.

Pardon, Monsieur! she murmured, passing her hand over her brow; I had forgotten that you were here. Do I believe what?

What that man said of me, I muttered.

That! she exclaimed. And then she stood a moment gazing at me in a strange fashion. Do I believe that, Monsieur? But come, come! she continued impetuously. Come, and I will show you if I believe it. But not here.

She turned as she spoke, and led the way on the instant into the house through the parlour door, which stood half open. The room inside was pitch dark, but she took me fearlessly by the hand and led me quickly through it, and along the passage, until we came to the cheerful lighted hall, where a great fire burned on the hearth. All traces of the soldiers occupation had been swept away. But the room was empty.

She led me to the fire, and there in the full light, no longer a shadowy creature, but red-lipped, brilliant, throbbing with life and beauty, she stood opposite me  her eyes shining, her colour high, her breast heaving.

Do I believe it? she said in a thrilling voice. I will tell you. M. de Cocheforets hiding-place is in the hut behind the fern-stack, two furlongs beyond the village on the road to Auch. You know now what no one else knows, he and I and Madame excepted. You hold in your hands his life and my honour; and you know also, M. de Berault, whether I believe that tale.

My God! I cried. And I stood looking at her until something of the horror in my eyes crept into hers, and she shuddered and stepped back from me.

What is it? What is it? she whispered, clasping her hands. And with all the colour gone suddenly from her cheeks she peered trembling into the corners and towards the door. There is no one here.

I forced myself to speak, though I was trembling all over like a man in an ague. No, Mademoiselle, there is no one here, I muttered. There is no one here. And then I let my head fall on my breast, and I stood before her, the statue of despair. Had she felt a grain of suspicion, a grain of doubt, my bearing must have opened her eyes; but her mind was cast in so noble a mould that, having once thought ill of me and been converted, she could feel no doubt again. She must trust all in all. A little recovered from her fright, she stood looking at me in great wonder; and at last she had a thought  

You are not well? she said suddenly. It is your old wound, Monsieur. Now I have it?

Yes, Mademoiselle, I muttered faintly, it is.

I will call Clon! she cried impetuously. And then, with a sob: Ah! poor Clon! He is gone. But there is still Louis. I will call him and he will get you something.

She was gone from the room before I could stop her, and I stood leaning against the table possessor at last of the secret which I had come so far to win; able in a moment to open the door and go out into the night, and make use of it  and yet the most unhappy of men. The sweat stood on my brow; my eyes wandered round the room; I turned towards the door, with some mad thought of flight  of flight from her, from the house, from everything; and I had actually taken a step towards this, when on the door, the outer door, there came a sudden hurried knocking which jarred every nerve in my body. I started, and stopped. I stood a moment in the middle of the floor gazing at the door, as at a ghost. Then, glad of action, glad of anything that might relieve the tension of my feelings, I strode to it and pulled it sharply open.

On the threshold, his flushed face lit up by the light behind me, stood one of the knaves whom I had brought with me to Auch. He had been running, and panted heavily; but he had kept his wits, and the instant I, appeared he grasped my sleeve.

Ah! Monsieur, the very man! he cried. Quick! come this instant, lose not a moment, and you may yet be first. They have the secret! The soldiers have found Monsieur!

Found him? I echoed. M. de Cocheforet?

No; but they know the place where he lies. It was found by accident. The Lieutenant was gathering his men when I came away. If we are quick, we may yet be first.

But the place? I said.

I could not hear, he answered bluntly. We must hang on their skirts, and at the last moment strike in. It is the only way, Monsieur.

The pair of pistols I had taken from the shock-headed man lay on a chest by the door. Without waiting for more I snatched them up and my hat, and joined him, and in a moment we were running down the garden. I looked back once before we passed the gate, and I saw the light streaming out through the door which. I had left open; and I fancied that for an instant a figure darkened the gap. But the fancy only strengthened the one single purpose, the iron resolve, which had taken possession of me and all my thoughts. I must be first; I must anticipate the Lieutenant; I must make the arrest myself. I must be first. And I ran on only the faster.

We were across the meadow and in the wood in a moment. There, instead of keeping along the common path, I boldly singled out  my senses seemed to be preternaturally keen  the smaller trail by which Clon had brought us. Along this I ran unfalteringly, avoiding logs and pitfalls as by instinct, and following all its turns and twists, until we came to the back of the inn, and could hear the murmur of subdued voices in the village street, the sharp low word of command, and the clink of weapons; and could see over and between the houses the dull glare of lanthorns and torches.

I grasped my mans arm, and crouched down listening. When I had heard enough, Where is your mate? I said in his ear.

With them, he muttered.

Then come, I whispered rising. I have seen what I want. Let us go.

But he caught me by the arm and detained me.

You dont know the way, he said. Steady, steady, Monsieur. You go too fast. They are just moving. Let us join them, and strike in when the time comes. We must let them guide us.

Fool! I said, shaking off his hand. I tell you, I know where he is! I know where they are going. Come, and we will pluck the fruit while they are on the road to it.

His only answer was an exclamation of surprise. At that moment the lights began to move. The Lieutenant was starting. The moon was not yet up, the sky was grey and cloudy; to advance where we were was to step into a wall of blackness. But we had lost too much already, and I did not hesitate. Bidding my companion follow me and use his legs, I sprang through a low fence which rose before us; then stumbling blindly over some broken ground in the rear of the houses, I came with a fall or two to a little watercourse with steep sides. Through this I plunged recklessly and up the farther side, and, breathless and panting, gained the road, beyond the village, and fifty yards in advance of the Lieutenants troop.

They had only two lanthorns burning, and we were beyond the circle of light cast by these; while the steady tramp of so many footsteps covered the noise we made. We were in no danger of being noticed, and in a twinkling we turned our backs, and as fast as we could we ran down the road. Fortunately, they were thinking more of secrecy than speed, and in a minute we had doubled the distance between them and us. In two minutes their lights were mere sparks shining in the gloom behind us. We lost even the tramp of their feet. Then I began to look out and go more slowly, peering into the shadows on either side for the fernstack.

On one hand the hill rose steeply, on the other it fell away to the stream. On neither side was close wood, or my difficulties had been immensely increased; but scattered oak trees stood here and there among the bracken. This helped me, and presently, on the upper side, I came upon the dense substance of the stack looming black against the lighter hill.

My heart beat fast, but it was no time for thought. Bidding the man in a whisper to follow me and be ready to back me up, I climbed the bank softly, and, with a pistol in my hand, felt my way to the rear of the stack, thinking to find a hut there, set against the fern, and M. Cocheforet in it. But I found no hut. There was none; and, moreover, it was so dark now we were off the road, that it came upon me suddenly, as I stood between the hill and the stack, that I had undertaken a very difficult thing. The hut behind the fern stack. But how far behind? how far from it? The dark slope stretched above us, infinite, immeasurable shrouded in night. To begin to climb it in search of a tiny hut, possibly well hidden and hard to find in daylight, seemed an endeavour as hopeless as to meet with the needle in the hay! And now while I stood, chilled and doubting, almost despairing, the steps of the troop in the road began to grow audible, began to come nearer.

Well, Monsieur le Capitaine? the man beside me muttered  in wonder why I stood. Which way? or they will be before us yet.

I tried to think, to reason it out; to consider where the hut should be; while the wind sighed through the oaks, and here and there I could hear an acorn fall. But the thing pressed too close on me; my thoughts would not be hurried, and at last I said at a venture,  

Up the hill. Straight up from the stack.

He did not demur, and we plunged at the ascent, knee-deep in bracken and furze, sweating at every pore with our exertions, and hearing the troop come every moment nearer on the road below. Doubtless they knew exactly whither to go! Forced to stop and take breath when we had scrambled up fifty yards or so, I saw their lanthorns shining like moving glow-worms; I could even hear the clink of steel. For all I could tell, the hut might be down there, and we be moving from it. But it was too late to go back now  they were close to the fern-stack; and in despair I turned to the hill again. A dozen steps and I stumbled. I rose and plunged on again; again stumbled. Then I found that I was treading level earth. And  was it water I saw before me, below me? or some mirage of the sky?

Neither; and I gripped my fellows arm, as he came abreast of me, and stopped him sharply. Below us in the middle of a steep hollow, a pit in the hill-side, a light shone out through some aperture and quivered on the mist, like the pale lamp of a moorland hobgoblin. It made itself visible, displaying nothing else; a wisp of light in the bottom of a black bowl. Yet my spirits rose with a great bound at sight of it; for I knew that I had stumbled on the place I sought.

In the common run of things I should have weighed my next step carefully, and gone about it slowly. But here was no place for thought, nor room for delay; and I slid down the side of the hollow on the instant, and the moment my feet touched the bottom sprang to the door of the little hut, whence the light issued. A stone turned under my feet in my rush, and I fell on my knees on the threshold; but the fall only brought my face to a level with the face of the man who lay inside on a bed of fern. He had been reading. Startled by the sound I made, he dropped his book, and in a flash stretched out his hand for a weapon. But the muzzle of my pistol covered him, he was not in a posture from which he could spring, and at a sharp word from me he dropped his hand; the tigerish glare which flickered for an instant in his eyes gave place to a languid smile, and he shrugged his shoulders.

EH BIEN!, he said with marvellous composure. Taken at last! Well, I was tired of it.

You are my prisoner, M. de Cocheforet, I answered. Move a hand and I kill you. But you have still a choice.

Truly? he said, raising his eyebrows.

Yes. My orders are to take you to Paris alive or dead. Give me your parole that you will make no attempt to escape, and you shall go thither at your ease and as a gentleman. Refuse, and I shall disarm and bind you, and you go as a prisoner.

What force have you? he asked curtly. He still lay on his elbow, his cloak covering him, the little Marot in which he had been reading close to his hand. But his quick black eyes, which looked the keener for the pallor and thinness of his face, roved ceaselessly over me, probed the darkness behind me, took note of everything.

Enough to compel you, Monsieur, I replied sternly; but that is not all. There are thirty dragoons coming up the hill to secure you, and they will make you no such offer. Surrender to me before they come, and give me your parole, and I will do all I can for your comfort. Delay, and you must fall into their hands. There can be no escape.

You will take my word? he said slowly.

Give it, and you may keep your pistols, M. de Cocheforet.

Tell me at least that you are not alone.

I am not alone.

Then I give it, he said with a sigh. And for Heavens sake get me something to eat and a bed. I am tired of this pig-sty. MON DIEU! it is a fortnight since I slept between sheets.

You shall sleep to-night in your own house, if you please, I answered hurriedly. But here they come. Be good enough to stay where you are for a moment, and I will meet them.

I stepped out into the darkness, just as the Lieutenant, after posting his men round the hollow, slid down with a couple of sergeants to make the arrest. The place round the open door was pitch-dark. He had not espied my man, who had lodged himself in the deepest shadow of the hut, and when he saw me come out across the light he took me for Cocheforet. In a twinkling he thrust a pistol into my face, and cried triumphantly, You are my prisoner! while one of the sergeants raised a lanthorn and threw its light into my eyes.

What folly is this? I said savagely.

The Lieutenants jaw fell, and he stood for a moment paralysed with astonishment. Less than an hour before he had left me at the Chateau. Thence he had come hither with the briefest delay; yet he found me here before him. He swore fearfully, his face black, his moustachios stiff with rage.

What is this? What is it? he cried. Where is the man?

What man? I said.

This Cocheforet! he roared, carried away by his passion. Dont lie to me! He is here, and I will have him!

You are too late, I said, watching him heedfully. M. de Cocheforet is here, but he has already surrendered to me, and is my prisoner.

Your prisoner?

Certainly! I answered, facing the man with all the harshness I could muster. I have arrested him by virtue of the Cardinals commission granted to me. And by virtue of the same I shall keep him.

You will keep him?

I shall!

He stared at me for a moment, utterly aghast; the picture of defeat. Then on a sudden I saw his face lighten with, a new idea.

It is a d  d ruse! he shouted, brandishing his pistol like a madman. It is a cheat and a fraud! By God! you have no commission! I see through it! I see through it all! You have come here, and you have hocussed us! You are of their side, and this is your last shift to save him!

What folly is this? I said contemptuously.

No folly at all, he answered, perfect conviction in his tone. You have played upon us. You have fooled us. But I see through it now. An hour ago I exposed you to that fine Madame at the house there, and I thought it a marvel that she did not believe me. I thought it a marvel that she did not see through you, when you stood there before her, confounded, tongue-tied, a rogue convicted. But I understand now. She knew you. She was in the plot, and you were in the plot, and I, who thought that I was opening her eyes, was the only one fooled. But it is my turn now. You have played a bold part and a clever one, he continued, a sinister light in his little eyes, and I congratulate you. But it is at an end now, Monsieur. You took us in finely with your talk of Monseigneur, and his commission and your commission, and the rest. But I am not to be blinded any longer  or bullied. You have arrested him, have you? You have arrested him. Well, by G  , I shall arrest him, and I shall arrest you too.

You are mad! I said staggered as much by this new view of the matter as by his perfect certainty. Mad, Lieutenant.

I was, he snarled. But I am sane now. I was mad when you imposed upon us, when you persuaded me to think that you were fooling the women to get the secret out of them, while all the time you were sheltering them, protecting them, aiding them, and hiding him  then I was mad. But not now. However, I ask your pardon. I thought you the cleverest sneak and the dirtiest hound Heaven ever made. I find you are cleverer than I thought, and an honest traitor. Your pardon.

One of the men, who stood about the rim of the bowl above us, laughed. I looked at the Lieutenant and could willingly have killed him.

MON DIEU! I said  and I was so furious in my turn that I could scarcely speak. Do you say that I am an impostor  that I do not hold the Cardinals commission?

I do say that, he answered coolly.

And that I belong to the rebel party?

I do, he replied in the same tone. In fact, with a grin, I say that you are an honest man on the wrong side, M. de Berault. And you say that you are a scoundrel on the right. The advantage, however, is with me, and I shall back my opinion by arresting you.

A ripple of coarse laughter ran round the hollow. The sergeant who held the lanthorn grinned, and a trooper at a distance called out of the darkness A BON CHAT BON RAT! This brought a fresh burst of laughter, while I stood speechless, confounded by the stubbornness, the crassness, the insolence of the man. You fool! I cried at last, you fool! And then M. de Cocheforet, who had come out of the hut and taken his stand at my elbow, interrupted me.

Pardon me one moment, he said, airily, looking at the Lieutenant with raised eyebrows and pointing to me with his thumb, but I am puzzled between you. This gentlemans name? Is it de Berault or de Barthe?

I am M. de Berault, I said, brusquely, answering for myself.

Of Paris?

Yes, Monsieur, of Paris.

You are not, then, the gentleman who has been honouring my poor house with his presence?

Oh, yes! the Lieutenant struck in, grinning. He is that gentleman, too.

But I thought  I understood that that was M. de Barthe!

I am M. de Barthe, also, I retorted impatiently. What of that, Monsieur? It was my mothers name. I took it when I came down here.

To  er  to arrest me, may I ask?

Yes, I said, doggedly; to arrest you. What of that?

Nothing, he replied slowly and with a steady look at me  a look I could not meet. Except that, had I known this before, M. de Berault I should have thought longer before I surrendered to you.

The Lieutenant laughed, and I felt my cheek burn; but I affected to see nothing, and turned to him again. Now, Monsieur, I said, are you satisfied?

No, he answered? I am not! You two may have rehearsed this pretty scene a dozen times. The word, it seems to me, is  Quick march, back to quarters.

At length I found myself driven to play my last card; much against my will.

Not so, I said. I have my commission.

Produce it! he replied incredulously.

Do you think that I carry it with me? I cried in scorn. Do you think that when I came here, alone, and not with fifty dragoons at my back, I carried the Cardinals seal in my pocket for the first lackey to find. But you shall have it. Where is that knave of mine?

The words were scarcely out of my mouth before a ready hand thrust a paper into my fingers. I opened it slowly, glanced at it, and amid a pause of surprise gave it to the Lieutenant. He looked for a moment confounded. Then, with a last instinct of suspicion, he bade the sergeant hold up the lanthorn; and by its light he proceeded to spell through the document.

Umph! he ejaculated with an ugly look when he had come to the end, I see. And he read it aloud:  

BY THESE PRESENTS, I COMMAND AND EMPOWER

GILLES DE BERAULT, SIER DE BERAULT, TO

SEEK FOR, HOLD, AND ARREST, AND DELIVER

TO THE GOVERNOR OF THE BASTILLE THE BODY

OF HENRI DE COCHEFORET, AND TO DO ALL

ACTS AND THINGS AS SHALL BE NECESSARY

TO EFFECT SUCH ARREST AND DELIVERY, FOR

WHICH THESE SHALL BE HIS WARRANT.

(Signed) THE CARDINAL DE RICHELIEU.

When he had done  he read the signature with a peculiar intonation  someone said softly, VIVE LE ROI! and there was a moments silence. The sergeant lowered his lanthorn. Is it enough? I said hoarsely, glaring from face to face.

The Lieutenant bowed stiffly.

For me? he said. Quite, Monsieur. I beg your pardon again. I find that my first impressions were the correct ones. Sergeant! give the gentleman his papers! and, turning his shoulder rudely, he tossed the commission to the sergeant, who gave it to me, grinning.

I knew that the clown would not fight, and he had his men round him; and I had no choice but to swallow the insult. I put the paper in my breast, with as much indifference as I could assume; and as I did so, he gave a sharp order. The troopers began to form on the edge above; the men who had descended to climb the bank again.

As the group behind him began to open and melt away, I caught sight of a white robe in the middle of it. The next moment, appearing with a suddenness which was like a blow on the cheek to me, Mademoiselle de Cocheforet glided forward towards me. She had a hood on her head, drawn low; and for a moment I could not see her face, I forgot her brothers presence at my elbow, I forgot other things, and, from habit and impulse rather than calculation, I took a step forward to meet her; though my tongue cleaved to the roof of my mouth, and I was dumb and trembling.

But she recoiled with such a look of white hate, of staring, frozen-eyed abhorrence, that I stepped back as if she had indeed struck me. It did not need the words which accompanied the look  the DO NOT TOUCH ME! which she hissed at me as she drew her skirts together  to drive me to the farther edge of the hollow; where I stood with clenched teeth, and nails driven into the flesh, while she hung, sobbing tearless sobs, on her brothers neck.


CHAPTER XII. THE ROAD TO PARIS

I remember hearing Marshal Bassompierre, who, of all the men within my knowledge, had the widest experience, say that not dangers but discomforts prove a man and show what he is; and that the worst sores in life are caused by crumpled rose-leaves and not by thorns.

I am inclined to think him right, for I remember that when I came from my room on the morning after the arrest, and found hall and parlour and passage empty, and all the common rooms of the house deserted, and no meal laid; and when I divined anew from this discovery the feeling of the house towards me  however natural and to be expected  I remember that I felt as sharp a pang as when, the night before, I had had to face discovery and open rage and scorn. I stood in the silent, empty parlour, and looked on the familiar things with a sense of desolation, of something lost and gone, which I could not understand. The morning was grey and cloudy, the air sharp, a shower was falling. The rose-bushes outside swayed in the wind, and inside, where I could remember the hot sunshine lying on floor and table, the rain beat in and stained the boards. The inner door flapped and creaked on its hinges. I thought of other days and of meals I had taken there, and of the scent of flowers; and I fled to the hall in despair.

But here, too, were no signs of life or company, no comfort, no attendance. The ashes of the logs, by whose blaze Mademoiselle had told me the secret, lay on the hearth white and cold fit emblem of the change that had taken place; and now and then a drop of moisture, sliding down the great chimney, pattered among them. The main door stood open, as if the house had no longer anything to guard. The only living thing to be seen was a hound which roamed about restlessly, now gazing at the empty hearth now lying down with pricked cars and watchful eyes. Some leaves, which had been blown in by the wind, rustled in a corner.

I went out moodily into the garden and wandered down one path and up another, looking at the dripping woods, and remembering things, until I came to the stone seat. On it, against the wall, trickling with raindrops, and with a dead leaf half filling its narrow neck, stood the pitcher of food. I thought how much had happened since Mademoiselle took her hand from it and the sergeants lanthorn disclosed it to me; and, sighing grimly, I went in again through the parlour door.

A woman was on her knees, on the hearth kindling the belated fire. She had her back to me, and I stood a moment looking at her doubtfully, wondering how she would bear herself and what she would say to me. Then she turned, and I started back, crying out her name in horror  for it was Madame! Madame de Cocheforet!

She was plainly dressed, and her childish face was wan and piteous with weeping; but either the night had worn out her passion and drained her tears, or some great exigency had given her temporary calmness, for she was perfectly composed. She shivered as her eyes met mine, and she blinked as if a bright light had been suddenly thrust before her; but that was all, and she turned again to her task without speaking.

Madame! Madame! I cried in a frenzy of distress. What is this?

The servants would not do it, she answered in a low but steady voice. You are still our guest, Monsieur.

But I cannot suffer it! I cried. Madame de Cocheforet, I will not

She raised her hand with a strange patient expression in her face.

Hush! please, she said. Hush! you trouble me.

The fire blazed up as she spoke, and she rose slowly from it, and with a lingering look at it went out, leaving me to stand and stare and listen in the middle of the floor. Presently I heard her coming back along the passage, and she entered bearing a tray with wine and meat and bread. She set it down on the table, and with the same wan face, trembling always on the verge of tears, she began to lay out the things. The glasses clinked fitfully against the plates as she handled them; the knives jarred with one another. And I stood by, trembling myself; and endured this strange kind of penance.

She signed to me at last to sit down; and she went herself, and stood in the garden doorway with her back to me. I obeyed. I sat down. But though I had eaten nothing since the afternoon of the day before, I could not swallow. I fumbled with my knife, and drank; and grew hot and angry at this farce; and then looked through the window at the dripping bushes, and the rain and the distant sundial  and grew cold again.

Suddenly she turned round and came to my side. You do not eat, she said.

I threw down my knife, and sprang up in a frenzy of passion. MON DIEU! Madame, I cried, do you think that I have NO heart?

And then in a moment I knew what I had done, what a folly I had committed. For in a moment she was on her knees on the floor, clasping my knees, pressing her wet cheeks to my rough clothes, crying to me for mercy  for life! life! his life! Oh, it was horrible! It was horrible to hear her gasping voice, to see her fair hair falling over my mud-stained boots, to mark her slender little form convulsed with sobs, to feel that it was a woman, a gentlewoman, who thus abased herself at my feet!

Oh, Madame! Madame! I cried in my pain, I beg you to rise. Rise, or I must go!

His life! only his life! she moaned passionately. What had he done to you  that you should hunt him down? what have we done to you that you should slay us? Oh! have mercy! Have mercy! Let him go, and we will pray for you, I and my sister will pray for you, every morning and night of our lives.

I was in terror lest someone should come and see her lying there, and I stooped and tried to raise her. But she only sank the lower, until her tender little hands touched the rowels of my spurs. I dared not move, At last I took a sudden resolution.

Listen, then, Madame! I said almost sternly, if you will not rise. You forget everything, both how I stand, and how small my power is! You forget that if I were to release your husband to-day he would be seized within the hour by those who are still in the village and who are watching every road  who have not ceased to suspect my movements and my intentions. You forget, I say my circumstances

She cut me short on that word. She sprang to her feet and faced me. One moment more and I should have said something to the purpose. But at that word she stood before me, white, breathless, dishevelled, struggling for speech.

Oh, yes, yes! she panted eagerly. I know  I know! And she thrust her hand into her bosom and plucked something out and gave it to me  forced it upon me. I know  I know! she said again. Take it, and God reward you, Monsieur! God reward you! We give it freely  freely and thankfully!

I stood and looked at her and it; and slowly I froze. She had given me the packet  the packet I had restored to Mademoiselle  the parcel of jewels. I weighed it in my hands, and my heart grew hard again, for I knew that this was Mademoiselles doing; that it was she who, mistrusting the effect of Madames tears and prayers, had armed her with this last weapon  this dirty bribe. I flung it down on the table among the plates.

Madame! I cried ruthlessly, all my pity changed to anger, you mistake me altogether! I have heard hard words enough in the last twenty-four hours, and I know what you think of me! But you have yet to learn that I have never done one thing. I have never turned traitor to the hand that employed me, nor sold my own side! When I do so for a treasure ten times the worth of that, may my hand rot off!

She sank on a seat with a moan of despair; and precisely at that moment M. de Cocheforet opened the door and came in. Over his shoulder I had a glimpse of Mademoiselles proud face, a little whiter than of yore, with dark marks under the eyes, but like Satans for coldness.

What is this? he said, frowning, as his eyes lighted on Madame.

It is  that we start at eleven oclock, Monsieur, I answered, bowing curtly. And I went out by the other door.

. . . . .

That I might not be present at their parting I remained in the garden until the hour I had appointed was well past; and then, without entering the house, I went to the stable entrance. Here I found all in readiness, the two troopers whose company I had requisitioned as far as Auch, already in the saddle, my own two knaves waiting with my sorrel and M. de Cocheforets chestnut. Another horse was being led up and down by Louis, and, alas! my heart moved at the sight, for it bore a ladys saddle. We were to have company then. Was it Madame who meant to come with us, or Mademoiselle? And how far? To Auch?

I suppose that they had set some kind of a watch on me, for as I walked up M. de Cocheforet and his sister came out of the house; he with a pale face and bright eyes, and a twitching visible in his cheek  though he still affected a jaunty bearing; she wearing a black mask.

Mademoiselle accompanies us? I said formally.

With your permission, Monsieur, he answered with bitter politeness. But I saw that he was choking with emotion; he had just parted from his wife, and I turned away.

When we were all mounted he looked at me.

Perhaps  as you have my parole, you will permit me to ride alone? he said with a little hesitation. And

Without me! I rejoined keenly. Assuredly, so far as is possible.

Accordingly I directed the troopers to ride before him, keeping out of earshot, while my two men followed him at a little distance with their carbines on their knees. Last of all, I rode myself with my eyes open and a pistol loose in my holster. M. de Cocheforet muttered a sneer at so many precautions and the mountain made of his request; but I had not done so much and come so far, I had not faced scorn and insults to be cheated of my prize at last; and aware that until we were beyond Auch there must be hourly and pressing danger of a rescue, I was determined that he who should wrest my prisoner from me should pay dearly for it. Only pride, and, perhaps, in a degree also, appetite for a fight, had prevented me borrowing ten troopers instead of two.

As was wont I looked with a lingering eye and many memories at the little bridge, the narrow woodland path, the first roofs of the village; all now familiar, all seen for the last time. Up the brook a party of soldiers were dragging for the captains body. A furlong farther on, a cottage, burned by some carelessness in the night, lay a heap of black ashes. Louis ran beside us weeping; the last brown leaves fluttered down in showers. And between my eyes and all, the slow steady rain fell and fell. And so I left Cocheforet.

Louis went with us to a point a mile beyond the village, and there stood and saw us go, cursing me furiously as I passed. Looking back when we had ridden on, I still saw him standing, and after a moments hesitation I rode back to him.

Listen, fool! I said, cutting him short in the midst of his mowing and snarling, and give this message to your mistress. Tell her from me that it will be with her husband as it was with M. de Regnier, when he fell into the hands of his enemy  no better and no worse.

You want to kill her, too, I suppose? he answered glowering at me.

No, fool, I want to save her, I retorted wrathfully. Tell her that, just that and no more, and you will see the result.

I shall not, he said sullenly. A message from you indeed! And he spat on the ground.

Then on your head be it, I answered solemnly, And I turned my horses head and galloped fast after the others. But I felt sure that he would report what I had said, if it were only out of curiosity; and it would be strange if Madame, a gentlewoman of the south, bred among old family traditions, did not understand the reference.

And so we began our journey; sadly, under dripping trees and a leaden sky. The country we had to traverse was the same I had trodden on the last day of my march southwards, but the passage of a month had changed the face of everything. Green dells, where springs welling out of the chalk had once made of the leafy bottom a fairies home, strewn with delicate ferns and hung with mosses, were now swamps into which our horses sank to the fetlock. Sunny brews, whence I had viewed the champaign and traced my forward path, had become bare, wind-swept ridges. The beech woods that had glowed with ruddy light were naked now; mere black trunks and rigid arms pointing to heaven. An earthy smell filled the air; a hundred paces away a wall of mist closed the view. We plodded on sadly up hill and down hill, now fording brooks, already stained with flood-water, now crossing barren heaths. But up hill or down hill, whatever the outlook, I was never permitted to forget that I was the jailor, the ogre, the villain; that I, riding behind in my loneliness, was the blight on all  the death-spot. True, I was behind the others  I escaped their eyes. But there was not a line of Mademoiselles figure that did not speak scorn to me; not a turn of head that did not seem to say, Oh, God, that such a thing should breathe.

I had only speech with her once during the day, and that was on the last ridge before we went down into the valley to climb up again to Auch. The rain had ceased; the sun, near its setting, shone faintly; for a few moments we stood on the brow and looked southwards while we breathed the horses. The mist lay like a pall on the country we had traversed; but beyond and above it, gleaming pearl-like in the level rays, the line of the mountains stood up like a land of enchantment, soft, radiant, wonderful!  or like one of those castles on the Hill of Glass of which the old romances tell us. I forgot for an instant how we were placed, and I cried to my neighbour that it was the fairest pageant I had ever seen.

She  it was Mademoiselle, and she had taken off her mask  cast one look at me in answer; only one, but it conveyed disgust and loathing so unspeakable that scorn beside them would have been a gift. I reined in my horse as if she had struck me, and felt myself go first hot and then cold under her eyes. Then she looked another way.

But I did not forget the lesson; and after that I avoided her more sedulously than before. We lay that night at Auch, and I gave M. de Cocheforet the utmost liberty, even permitting him to go out and return at his will. In the morning, believing that on the farther side of Auch we ran little risk of attack, I dismissed the two dragoons, and an hour after sunrise we set out again. The day was dry and cold, the weather more promising. I proposed to go by way of Lectoure, crossing the Garonne at Agen; and I thought that, with roads continually improving as we moved northwards, we should be able to make good progress before night. My two men rode first, I came last by myself.

Our way lay down the valley of the Gers, under poplars and by long rows of willows, and presently the sun came out and warmed us. Unfortunately the rain of the day before had swollen the brooks which crossed our path, and we more than once had a difficulty in fording them. Noon found us little more than half way to Lectoure, and I was growing each minute more impatient when our road, which had for a little while left the river bank, dropped down to it again, and I saw before us another crossing, half ford half slough. My men tried it gingerly and gave back and tried it again in another place; and finally, just as Mademoiselle and her brother came up to them, floundered through and sprang slantwise up the farther bank.

The delay had been long enough to bring me, with no good will of my own, close upon the Cocheforets. Mademoiselles horse made a little business of the place, and in the result we entered the water almost together; and I crossed close on her heels. The bank on either side was steep; while crossing we could see neither before nor behind. But at the moment I thought nothing of this nor of her delay; and I was following her quite at my leisure and picking my way, when the sudden report of a carbine, a second report, and a yell of alarm in front thrilled me through.

On the instant, while the sound was still in my ears, I saw it all. Like a hot iron piercing my brain the truth flashed into my mind. We were attacked! We were attacked, and I was here helpless in this pit, this trap! The loss of a second while I fumbled here, Mademoiselles horse barring the way, might be fatal.

There was but one way. I turned my horse straight at the steep bank, and he breasted it. One moment he hung as if he must fall back. Then, with a snort of terror and a desperate bound, he topped it, and gained the level, trembling and snorting.

Seventy paces away on the road lay one of my men. He had fallen, horse and man, and lay still. Near him, with his back against a bank, stood his fellow, on foot, pressed by four horsemen, and shouting. As my eye lighted on the scene he let fly with a carbine, and dropped one. I clutched a pistol from my holster and seized my horse by the head. I might save the man yet, I shouted to him to encourage him, and was driving in my spurs to second my voice, when a sudden vicious blow, swift and unexpected, struck the pistol from my hand.

I made a snatch at it as it fell, but missed it, and before I could recover myself, Mademoiselle thrust her horse furiously against mine, and with her riding-whip lashed the sorrel across the ears. As the horse reared up madly, I had a glimpse of her eyes flashing hate through her mask; of her hand again uplifted; the next moment, I was down in the road, ingloriously unhorsed, the sorrel was galloping away, and her horse, scared in its turn, was plunging unmanageably a score of paces from me.

But for that I think that she would have trampled on me. As it was, I was free to rise, and draw, and in a twinkling was running towards the fighters. All had happened in a few seconds. My man was still defending himself, the smoke of the carbine had scarcely risen. I sprang across a fallen tree that intervened, and at the same moment two of the men detached themselves and rode to meet me. One, whom I took to be the leader, was masked. He came furiously at me to ride me down, but I leaped aside nimbly, and, evading him, rushed at the other, and scaring his horse, so that he dropped his point, cut him across the shoulder, before he could guard himself. He plunged away, cursing and trying to hold in his horse, and I turned to meet the masked man.

You villain! he cried, riding at me again. This time he manoeuvred his horse so skilfully that I was hard put to it to prevent him knocking me down; while I could not with all my efforts reach him to hurt him. Surrender, will you? he cried, you bloodhound!

I wounded him slightly in the knee for answer; before I could do more his companion came back, and the two set upon me, slashing at my head so furiously and towering above me with so great an advantage that it was all I could do to guard it. I was soon glad to fall back against the bank. In this sort of conflict my rapier would have been of little use, but fortunately I had armed myself before I left Paris with a cut-and-thrust sword for the road; and though my mastery of the weapon was not on a par with my rapier play, I was able to fend off their cuts, and by an occasional prick keep the horses at a distance. Still, they swore and cut at me; and it was trying work. A little delay might enable the other man to come to their help, or Mademoiselle, for all I knew, might shoot me with my own pistol. I was unfeignedly glad when a lucky parade sent the masked mans sword flying across the road. On that he pushed his horse recklessly at me, spurring it without mercy; but the animal, which I had several times touched, reared up instead, and threw him at the very moment that I wounded his companion a second time in the arm, and made him give back.

The scene was now changed. The man in the mask staggered to his feet, and felt stupidly for a pistol. But he could not find one, and he was in no state to use it if he had. He reeled helplessly to the bank and leaned against it. The man I had wounded was in scarcely better condition. He retreated before me, but in a moment, losing courage, let drop his sword, and, wheeling round, cantered off, clinging to his pommel. There remained only the fellow engaged with my man, and I turned to see how they were getting on. They were standing to take breath, so I ran towards them; but on seeing me coming, this rascal, too, whipped round his horse and disappeared in the wood, and left us victors.

The first thing I did  and I remember it to this day with pleasure  was to plunge my hand into my pocket, take out half of all the money I had in the world, and press it on the man who had fought for me so stoutly. In my joy I could have kissed him! It was not only that I had escaped defeat by the skin of my teeth  and his good sword; but I knew, and felt, and thrilled with the knowledge, that the fight had, in a sense, redeemed my character. He was wounded in two places, and I had a scratch or two, and had lost my horse; and my other poor fellow was dead as a herring. But, speaking for myself, I would have spent half the blood in my body to purchase the feeling with which I turned back to speak to M. de Cocheforet and his sister. Mademoiselle had dismounted, and with her face averted and her mask pushed on one side, was openly weeping. Her brother, who had faithfully kept his place by the ford from the beginning of the fight to the end, met me with raised eyebrows and a peculiar smile.

Acknowledge my virtue, he said airily. I am here, M. de Berault; which is more than can be said of the two gentlemen who have just ridden off.

Yes, I answered with a touch of bitterness. I wish that they had not shot my poor man before they went.

He shrugged his shoulders.

They were my friends, he said. You must not expect me to blame them. But that is not all, M. de Berault.

No, I said, wiping my sword. There is this gentleman in the mask. And I turned to go towards him.

M. de Berault! Cocheforet called after me, his tone strained and abrupt.

I stood. Pardon? I said, turning.

That gentleman? he said, hesitating and looking at me doubtfully. Have you considered what will happen to him if you give him up to the authorities?

Who is he? I asked sharply.

That is rather a delicate question, he answered frowning.

Not for me, I replied brutally, since he is in my power. If he will take off his mask I shall know better what I intend to do with him.

The stranger had lost his hat in his fall, and his fair hair, stained with dust, hung in curls on his shoulders. He was a tall man, of a slender, handsome presence, and, though his dress was plain and almost rough, I espied a splendid jewel on his hand, and fancied that I detected other signs of high quality. He still lay against the bank in a half-swooning condition, and seemed unconscious of my scrutiny.

Should I know him if he unmasked? I said suddenly, a new idea in my head.

You would, M. de Cocheforet answered.

And?

It would be bad for everyone.

Ho! ho! I replied softly, looking hard first at my old prisoner, and then at my new one. Then  what do you wish me to do?

Leave him here! M. de Cocheforet answered, his face flushed, the pulse in his cheek beating.

I had known him for a man of perfect honour before, and trusted him. But this evident earnest anxiety on behalf of his friend touched me not a little. Besides, I knew that I was treading on slippery ground: that it behoved me to be careful.

I will do it, I said after a moments reflection. He will play me no tricks, I suppose? A letter of

MON DIEU, no! He will understand, Cocheforet answered eagerly. You will not repent it. Let us be going.

Well, but my horse? I said, somewhat taken aback by this extreme haste. How am I to

We shall overtake it, he assured me. It will have kept the road. Lectoure is no more than a league from here, and we can give orders there to have these two fetched and buried.

I had nothing to gain by demurring, and so, after another word or two, it was arranged. We picked up what we had dropped, M. de Cocheforet helped his sister to mount, and within five minutes we were gone. Casting a glance back from the skirts of the wood I fancied that I saw the masked man straighten himself and turn to look after us, but the leaves were beginning to intervene, the distance may have cheated me. And yet I was not indisposed to think the unknown a trifle more observant, and a little less seriously hurt, than he seemed.


CHAPTER XIII. AT THE FINGER-POST

Through all, it will have been noticed, Mademoiselle had not spoken to me, nor said one word, good or bad. She had played her part grimly, had taken defeat in silence if with tears, had tried neither prayer nor defence nor apology. And the fact that the fight was now over, and the scene left behind, made no difference in her conduct. She kept her face studiously turned from me, and affected to ignore my presence. I caught my horse feeding by the roadside, a furlong forward, and mounted and fell into place behind the two, as in the morning. And just as we had plodded on then in silence we plodded on now; almost as if nothing had happened; while I wondered at the unfathomable ways of women, and marvelled that she could take part in such an incident and remain unchanged.

Yet, though she strove to hide it, it had made a change in her. Though her mask served her well it could not entirely hide her emotions; and by-and-by I marked that her head drooped, that she rode listlessly, that the lines of her figure were altered. I noticed that she had flung away, or furtively dropped, her riding-whip; and I began to understand that, far from the fight having set me in my former place, to the old hatred of me were now added shame and vexation on her own account; shame that she had so lowered herself, even to save her brother, vexation that defeat had been her only reward.

Of this I saw a sign at Lectoure, where the inn had but one common room and we must all dine in company. I secured for them a table by the fire, and leaving them standing by it, retired myself to a smaller one near the door. There were no other guests; which made the separation between us more marked. M. de Cocheforet seemed to feel this. He shrugged his shoulders and looked across the room at me with a smile half sad half comical. But Mademoiselle was implacable. She had taken off her mask, and her face was like stone. Once, only once during the meal, I saw a change come over her. She coloured, I suppose at her thoughts, until her face flamed from brow to chin. I watched the blush spread and spread; and then she slowly and proudly turned her shoulder to me and looked through the window at the shabby street.

I suppose that she and her brother had both built on this attempt, which must have been arranged at Auch. For when we went on in the afternoon, I marked a change in them. They rode like people resigned to the worst. The grey realities of the position, the dreary future began to hang like a mist before their eyes, began to tinge the landscape with sadness, robbed even the sunset of its colours. With each hour Monsieurs spirits flagged and his speech became less frequent; until presently when the light was nearly gone and the dusk was round us the brother and sister rode hand in hand, silent, gloomy, one at least of them weeping. The cold shadow of the Cardinal, of Paris, of the scaffold fell on them, and chilled them. As the mountains which they had known all their lives sank and faded behind us, and we entered on the wide, low valley of the Garonne, their hopes sank and faded also  sank to the dead level of despair. Surrounded by guards, a mark for curious glances, with pride for a companion, M. de Cocheforet could have borne himself bravely; doubtless would bear himself bravely still when the end came. But almost alone, moving forward through the grey evening to a prison, with so many measured days before him, and nothing to exhilarate or anger  in this condition it was little wonder if he felt, and betrayed that he felt, the blood run slow in his veins; if he thought more of the weeping wife and ruined home which he had left behind him than of the cause in which he had spent himself.

But God knows, they had no monopoly of gloom. I felt almost as sad myself. Long before sunset the flush of triumph, the heat of battle, which had warmed my heart at noon, were gone, giving place to a chill dissatisfaction, a nausea, a despondency such as I have known follow a long night at the tables. Hitherto there had been difficulties to be overcome, risks to be run, doubts about the end. Now the end was certain and very near; so near that it filled all the prospect. One hour of triumph I might have, and would have, and I hugged the thought of it as a gambler hugs his last stake, planning the place and time and mode, and trying to occupy myself wholly with it. But the price? Alas! that too would intrude itself, and more frequently as the evening waned; so that as I marked this or that thing by the road, which I could recall passing on my journey south with thoughts so different, with plans that now seemed so very, very old, I asked myself grimly if this were really I; if this were Gil de Berault, known at Zatons, PREMIER JOUEUR, or some Don Quichotte from Castille, tilting at windmills and taking barbers bowls for gold.

We reached Agen very late that evening, after groping our way through a by-road near the river, set with holes and willow-stools and frog-spawn  a place no better than a slough; so that after it the great fires and lights at the Blue Maid seemed like a glimpse of a new world, and in a twinkling put something of life and spirits into two at least of us. There was queer talk round the hearth here, of doings in Paris, of a stir against the Cardinal with the Queen-mother at bottom, and of grounded expectations that something might this time come of it. But the landlord pooh-poohed the idea; and I more than agreed with him. Even M. de Cocheforet, who was at first inclined to build on it, gave up hope when he heard that it came only by way of Montauban; whence  since its reduction the year before  all sort of CANARDS against the Cardinal were always on the wing.

They kill him about once a month, our host said with a grin. Sometimes it is MONSIEUR is to prove a match for him, sometimes CESAR MONSIEUR  the Duke of Vendome, you understand  and sometimes the Queen-mother. But since M. de Chalais and the Marshal made a mess of it and paid forfeit, I pin my faith to his Eminence  that is his new title, they tell me.

Things are quiet round here? I asked.

Perfectly. Since the Languedoc business came to an end, all goes well, he answered.

Mademoiselle had retired on our arrival, so that her brother and I were for an hour or two this evening thrown together. I left him at liberty to separate himself from me if he pleased, but he did not use the opportunity. A kind of comradeship, rendered piquant by our peculiar relations, had begun to spring up between us. He seemed to take an odd pleasure in my company, more than once rallied me on my post of jailor, would ask humorously if he might do this or that; and once even inquired what I should do if he broke his parole.

Or take it this way, he continued flippantly, Suppose I had struck you in the back this evening in that cursed swamp by the river, M. de Berault? What then! PARDIEU, I am astonished at myself that I did not do it. I could have been in Montauban within twenty-four hours, and found fifty hiding-places and no one the wiser.

Except your sister, I said quietly.

He made a wry face. Yes, he said, I am afraid that I must have stabbed her too, to preserve my self-respect. You are right. And he fell into a reverie which held him for a few minutes. Then I found him looking at me with a kind of frank perplexity that invited question.

What is it? I said.

You have fought a great many duels?

Yes, I said.

Did you ever strike a foul blow in one?

Never, I answered. Why do you ask?

Well, because I  wanted to confirm an impression. To be frank, M. de Berault, I seem to see in you two men.

Two men?

Yes, two men. One, the man who captured me; the other, the man who let my friend go free to-day.

It surprised you that I let him go? That was prudence, M. de Cocheforet, I replied. I am an old gambler. I know when the stakes are too high for me. The man who caught a lion in his wolf-pit had no great catch.

No, that is true, he answered smiling, And yet  I find two men in your skin.

I daresay that there are two in most mens skins, I answered with a sigh. But not always together. Sometimes one is there, and sometimes the other.

How does the one like taking up the others work? he asked keenly.

I shrugged my shoulders. That is as may be, I said. You do not take an estate without the debts.

He did not answer for a moment, and I fancied that his thoughts had reverted to his own case. But on a sudden he looked at me again. Will you answer a question, M. de Berault? he said winningly.

Perhaps, I replied.

Then tell me  it is a tale I am sure worth the telling. What was it that, in a very evil hour for me, sent you in search of me?

My Lord Cardinal, I answered

I did not ask who, he replied drily. I asked, what. You had no grudge against me?

No.

No knowledge of me?

No.

Then what on earth induced you to do it? Heavens! man, he continued bluntly, and speaking with greater freedom than he had before used, Nature never intended you for a tipstaff. What was it then?

I rose. It was very late, and the room was empty, the fire low.

I will tell you  to-morrow, I said. I shall have something to say to you then, of which that will be part.

He looked at me in great astonishment, and with a little suspicion. But I called for a light, and by going at once to bed, cut short his questions. In the morning we did not meet until it was time to start.

Those who know the south road to Agen, and how the vineyards rise in terraces north of the town, one level of red earth above another, green in summer, but in late autumn bare and stony, may remember a particular place where the road, two leagues from the town, runs up a steep hill. At the top of the hill four roads meet; and there, plain to be seen against the sky, is a finger-post indicating which way leads to Bordeaux, and which to old tiled Montauban, and which to Perigueux.

This hill had impressed me greatly on my journey south; perhaps because I had enjoyed from it my first extended view of the Garonne Valley, and had there felt myself on the verge of the south country where my mission lay. It had taken root in my memory, so that I had come to look upon its bare rounded head, with the guide-post and the four roads, as the first outpost of Paris, as the first sign of return to the old life.

Now for two days I had been looking forward to seeing it again, That long stretch of road would do admirably for something I had in my mind. That sign-post, with the roads pointing north, south, east, and west  could there be a better place for meetings and partings?

We came to the bottom of the ascent about an hour before noon, M. de Cocheforet, Mademoiselle, and I. We had reversed the order of yesterday, and I rode ahead; they came after at their leisure. Now, at the foot of the hill I stopped, and letting Mademoiselle pass on, detained M. de Cocheforet by a gesture.

Pardon me, one moment, I said. I want to ask a favour.

He looked at me somewhat fretfully; with a gleam of wildness in his eyes that betrayed how the iron was, little by little, eating into his heart. He had started after breakfast as gaily as a bridegroom, but gradually he had sunk below himself; and now he had much ado to curb his impatience.

Of me? he said bitterly. What is it?

I wish to have a few words with Mademoiselle  alone, I said.

Alone? he exclaimed in astonishment.

Yes, I replied, without blenching, though his face grew dark. For the matter of that, you can be within call all the time, if you please. But I have a reason for wishing to ride a little way with her.

To tell her something?

Yes.

Then you can tell it to me, he retorted suspiciously. Mademoiselle, I will answer for it, has no desire to

See me or speak to me? No, I said. I can understand that. Yet I want to speak to her.

Very well, you can speak in my presence, he answered rudely. If that be all, let us ride on and join her. And he made a movement as if to do so.

That will not do, M. de Cocheforet, I said firmly, stopping him with my hand. Let me beg you to be more complaisant. It is a small thing I ask, a very small thing; but I swear to you that if Mademoiselle does not grant it, she will repent it all her life.

He looked at me, his face growing darker and darker.

Fine words, he said, with a sneer. Yet I fancy I understand them. And then with a passionate oath he broke out. But I will not have it! I have not been blind, M. de Berault, and I understand. But I will not have it. I will have no such Judas bargain made. PARDIEU! do you think I could suffer it and show my face again?

I dont know what you mean, I said, restraining myself with difficulty. I could have struck the fool.

But I know what you mean, he replied, in a tone of suppressed rage. You would have her sell herself; sell herself to you to save me. And you would have me stand by and see the thing done. No, sir, never; never, though I go to the wheel. I will die a gentleman, if I have lived a fool.

I think that you will do the one as certainly as you have done the other, I retorted in my exasperation. And yet I admired him.

Oh, I am not quite a fool! he cried, scowling at me. I have used my eyes.

Then be good enough to favour me with your ears! I answered drily. For just a moment. And listen when I say that no such bargain has ever crossed my mind. You were kind enough to think well of me last night, M. de Cocheforet. Why should the mention of Mademoiselle in a moment change your opinion? I wish simply to speak to her. I have nothing to ask from her, nothing to expect from her, either favour or anything else. What I say she will doubtless tell you. CIEL man! what harm can I do to her, in the road in your sight?

He looked at me sullenly, his face still flushed, his eyes suspicious.

What do you want to say to her? he asked jealously. He was quite unlike himself. His airy nonchalance, his careless gaiety were gone.

You know what I do not want to say to her, M. de Cocheforet, I answered. That should be enough.

He glowered at me a moment, still ill content. Then, without a word, he made me a gesture to go to her.

She had halted a score of paces away; wondering, doubtless, what was on foot. I rode towards her. She wore her mask, so that I missed the expression of her face as I approached; but the manner in which she turned her horses head uncompromisingly towards her brother and looked past me was full of meaning. I felt the ground suddenly cut from under me. I saluted her, trembling.

Mademoiselle, I said, will you grant me the privilege of your company for a few minutes as we ride?

To what purpose? she answered; surely, in the coldest voice in which a woman ever spoke to a man.

That I may explain to you a great many things you do not understand, I murmured.

I prefer to be in the dark, she replied. And her manner was more cruel than her words.

But, Mademoiselle, I pleaded  I would not be discouraged you told me one day, not so long ago, that you would never judge me hastily again.

Facts judge you, not I, she answered icily. I am not sufficiently on a level with you to be able to judge you  I thank God.

I shivered though the sun was on me, and the hollow where we stood was warm.

Still, once before you thought the same, I exclaimed after a pause, and afterwards you found that you had been wrong. It may be so again, Mademoiselle.

Impossible, she said.

That stung me.

No, I cried. It is not impossible. It is you who are impossible. It is you who are heartless, Mademoiselle. I have done much in the last three days to make things lighter for you, much to make things more easy; now I ask you to do something in return which can cost you nothing.

Nothing? she answered slowly  and she looked at me; and her eyes and her voice cut me as if they had been knives. Nothing? Do you think, Monsieur, it costs me nothing to lose my self-respect, as I do with every word I speak to you? Do you think it costs me nothing to be here when I feel every look you cast upon me an insult, every breath I take in your presence a contamination? Nothing, Monsieur? she continued with bitter irony. Nay, something! But something which I could not hope to make clear to you.

I sat for a moment confounded, quivering with pain. It had been one thing to feel that she hated and scorned me, to know that the trust and confidence which she had begun to place in me were transformed to loathing. It was another to listen to her hard, pitiless words, to change colour under the lash of her gibing tongue. For a moment I could not find voice to answer her. Then I pointed to M. de Cocheforet.

Do you love him? I said hoarsely, roughly. The gibing tone had passed from her voice to mine.

She did not answer.

Because if you do you will let me tell my tale. Say no, but once more, Mademoiselle  I am only human  and I go. And you will repent it all your life.

I had done better had I taken that tone from the beginning. She winced, her head dropped, she seemed to grow smaller. All in a moment, as it were, her pride collapsed.

I will hear you, she murmured.

Then we will ride on, if you please, I said keeping the advantage I had gained. You need not fear. Your brother will follow.

I caught hold of her rein and turned her horse, and she suffered it without demur; and in a moment we were pacing side by side, with the long straight road before us. At the end where it topped the hill, I could see the finger-post, two faint black lines against the sky. When we reached that  involuntarily I checked my horse and made it move more slowly.

Well, sir? she said impatiently. And her figure shook as with cold.

It is a tale I desire to tell you, Mademoiselle, I answered. Perhaps I may seem to begin a long way off, but before I end I promise to interest you. Two months ago there was living in Paris a man  perhaps a bad man  at any rate, by common report a hard man; a man with a peculiar reputation.

She turned on me suddenly, her eyes gleaming through her mask.

Oh, Monsieur, spare me this! she said, quietly scornful. I will take it for granted.

Very well, I replied steadfastly. Good or bad, he one day, in defiance of the Cardinals edict against duelling, fought with a young Englishman behind St Jacques Church. The Englishman had influence, the person of whom I speak had none, and an indifferent name; he was arrested, thrown into the Chatelet, cast for death, left for days to face death. At last an offer was made to him. If he would seek out and deliver up another man, an outlaw with a price upon his head, he should himself go free.

I paused and drew a deep breath. Then I continued, looking not at her, but into the distance, and speaking slowly.

Mademoiselle, it seems easy now to say what course he should have chosen. It seems hard now to find excuses for him. But there was one thing which I plead for him. The task he was asked to undertake was a dangerous one. He risked, he knew that he must risk, and the event proved him to be right, his life against the life of this unknown man. And one thing more; time was before him. The outlaw might be taken by another, might be killed, might die, might  But there, Mademoiselle, we know what answer this person made. He took the baser course, and on his honour, on his parole, with money supplied to him, he went free; free on the condition that he delivered up this other man.

I paused again, but I did not dare to look at her; and after a moment of silence I resumed.

Some portion of the second half of the story you know, Mademoiselle; but not all. Suffice it that this man came down to a remote village, and there at risk, but, Heaven knows, basely enough, found his way into his victims home. Once there, however, his heart began to fail him. Had he found the house garrisoned by men, he might have pressed to his end with little remorse. But he found there only two helpless loyal women; and I say again that from the first hour of his entrance he sickened at the work which he had in hand, the work which ill-fortune had laid upon him. Still he pursued it. He had given his word; and if there was one tradition of his race which this man had never broken, it was that of fidelity to his side  to the man who paid him. But he pursued it with only half his mind, in great misery, if you will believe me; sometimes in agonies of shame. Gradually, however, almost against his will, the drama worked itself out before him, until he needed only one thing.

I looked at Mademoiselle, trembling. But her head was averted: I could gather nothing from the outlines of her form; and I went on.

Do not misunderstand me, I said in a lower voice. Do not misunderstand what I am going to say next. This is no love-story; and can have no ending such as romancers love to set to their tales. But I am bound to mention, Mademoiselle, that this man who had lived almost all his life about inns and eating-houses and at the gaming-tables met here for the first time for years a good woman, and learned by the light of her loyalty and devotion to see what his life had been, and what was the real nature of the work he was doing. I think  nay, I know, I continued, that it added a hundredfold to his misery that when he learned at last the secret he had come to surprise, he learned it from her lips, and in such a way that, had he felt no shame, Hell could have been no place for him. But in one thing I hope she misjudged him. She thought, and had reason to think, that the moment he knew her secret he went out, not even closing the door, and used it. But the truth was that while her words were still in his ears news came to him that others had the secret; and had he not gone out on the instant and done what he did, and forestalled them, M. de Cocheforet would have been taken, but by others.

Mademoiselle broke her long silence so suddenly that her horse sprang forward.

Would to Heaven he had! she wailed.

Been taken by others? I exclaimed, startled out of my false composure.

Oh, yes, yes! she answered with a passionate gesture. Why did you not tell me? Why did you not confess to me, sir, even at the last moment? But, no more! No more! she continued in a piteous voice; and she tried to urge her horse forward. I have heard enough. You are racking my heart, M. de Berault. Some day I will ask God to give me strength to forgive you.

But you have not heard me out, I said.

I will hear no more, she answered in a voice she vainly strove to render steady. To what end? Can I say more than I have said? Or did you think that I could forgive you now  with him behind us going to his death? Oh, no, no! she continued. Leave me! I implore you to leave me, sir. I am not well.

She drooped over her horses neck as she spoke, and began to weep so passionately that the tears ran down her cheeks under her mask, and fell and sparkled like dew on the mane; while her sobs shook her so that I thought she must fall. I stretched out my hand instinctively to give her help, but she shrank from me. No! she gasped, between her sobs. Do not touch me. There is too much between us.

Yet there must be one thing more between us, I answered firmly. You must listen to me a little longer whether you will or no, Mademoiselle: for the love you bear to your brother. There is one course still open to me by which I may redeem my honour; and it has been in my mind for some time back to take that course. To-day, I am thankful to say, I can take it cheerfully, if not without regret; with a steadfast heart, if no light one. Mademoiselle, I continued earnestly, feeling none of the triumph, none of the vanity, none of the elation I had foreseen, but only simple joy in the joy I could give her, I thank God that it IS still in my power to undo what I have done: that it is still in my power to go back to him who sent me, and telling him that I have changed my mind, and will bear my own burdens, to pay the penalty.

We were within a hundred paces of the top and the finger-post. She cried out wildly that she did not understand. What is it you  you  have just said? she murmured. I cannot hear. And she began to fumble with the ribbon of her mask.

Only this, Mademoiselle, I answered gently. I give your brother back his word, his parole. From this moment he is free to go whither he pleases. Here, where we stand, four roads meet. That to the right goes to Montauban, where you have doubtless friends, and can lie hid for a time. Or that to the left leads to Bordeaux, where you can take ship if you please. And in a word, Mademoiselle, I continued, ending a little feebly, I hope that your troubles are now over.

She turned her face to me  we had both come to a standstill  and plucked at the fastenings of her mask. But her trembling fingers had knotted the string, and in a moment she dropped her hand with a cry of despair. But you? You? she wailed in a voice so changed that I should not have known it for hers. What will you do? I do not understand, Monsieur.

There is a third road, I answered. It leads to Paris. That is my road, Mademoiselle. We part here.

But why? she cried wildly.

Because from to-day I would fain begin to be honourable, I answered in a low voice. Because I dare not be generous at anothers cost. I must go back whence I came.

To the Chatelet? she muttered.

Yes, Mademoiselle, to the Chatelet.

She tried feverishly to raise her mask with her hand.

I am not well, she stammered. I cannot breathe.

And she began to sway so violently in her saddle that I sprang down, and, running round her horses head, was just in time to catch her as she fell. She was not quite unconscious then, for as I supported her, she cried out,  

Do not touch me! Do not touch me! You kill me with shame!

But as she spoke she clung to me; and I made no mistake. Those words made me happy. I carried her to the bank, my heart on fire, and laid her against it just as M. de Cocheforet rode up. He sprang from his horse, his eyes blazing, What is this? he cried. What have you been saying to her, man?

She will tell you, I answered drily, my composure returning under his eye. Amongst other things, that you are free. From this moment, M. de Cocheforet, I give you back your parole, and I take my own honour. Farewell.

He cried out something as I mounted, but I did not stay to heed or answer. I dashed the spurs into my horse, and rode away past the cross-roads, past the finger-post; away with the level upland stretching before me, dry, bare, almost treeless; and behind me, all I loved. Once, when I had gone a hundred yards, I looked back and saw him standing upright against the sky, staring after me across her body. And again a minute later I looked back. This time saw only the slender wooden cross, and below it a dark blurred mass.


CHAPTER XIV. ST MARTINS EVE

It was late evening on the twenty-ninth of November when I rode into Paris through the Orleans gate. The wind was in the north-east, and a great cloud of vapour hung in the eye of an angry sunset. The air seemed to be heavy with smoke, the kennels reeked, my gorge rose at the citys smell; and with all my heart I envied the man who had gone out of it by the same gate nearly two months before, with his face to the south and the prospect of riding day after day and league after league across heath and moor and pasture. At least he had had some weeks of life before him, and freedom and the open air, and hope and uncertainty; while I came back under doom, and in the pall of smoke that hung over the huddle of innumerable roofs saw a gloomy shadowing of my own fate.

For make no mistake. A man in middle life does not strip himself of the worldly habit with which experience has clothed him, does not run counter to all the hard saws and instances by which he has governed his course so long, without shiverings and doubts and horrible misgivings, and struggles of heart. At least a dozen times between the Loire and Paris I asked myself what honour was, and what good it could do me when I lay rotting and forgotten; if I were not a fool following a Jack o Lanthorn; and whether, of all the men in the world, the relentless man to whom I was returning would not be the first to gibe at my folly?

However, shame kept me straight; shame and the memory of Mademoiselles looks and words. I dared not be false to her again; I could not, after speaking so loftily, fall so low, And therefore  though not without many a secret struggle and quaking  I came, on the last evening but one of November, to the Orleans gate, and rode slowly and sadly through the streets by the Luxembourg on my way to the Pont au Change.

The struggle had sapped my last strength, however; and with the first whiff of the gutters, the first rush of barefooted gamins under my horses hoofs, the first babel of street cries  the first breath, in a word, of Paris  there came a new temptation; to go for one last night to Zatons, to see the tables again and the faces of surprise, to be for an hour or two the old Berault. That would be no breach of honour, for in any case I could not reach the Cardinal before to-morrow. And it could do no harm. It could make no change in anything. It would not have been a thing worth struggling about, indeed; only  only I had in my inmost heart a suspicion that the stoutest resolutions might lose their force in that atmosphere; and that there even such a talisman as the memory of a womans looks and words might lose its virtue.

Still, I think that I should have succumbed in the end if I had not received at the corner of the Luxembourg a shock which sobered me effectually. As I passed the gates, a coach, followed by two outriders, swept out of the Palace courtyard; it was going at a great pace, and I reined my jaded horse on one side to give it room. By chance as it whirled by me, one of the leather curtains flapped back, and I saw for a second by the waning light  the nearer wheels were no more than two feet from my boot  a face inside.

A face and no more, and that only for a second. But it froze me. It was Richelieus, the Cardinals; but not as I had been wont to see it  keen, cold, acute, with intellect and indomitable will in every feature. This face was contorted with the rage of impatience, was grim with the fever of haste, and the fear of death. The eyes burned under the pale brow, the moustache bristled, the teeth showed through the beard; I could fancy the man crying Faster! Faster! and gnawing his nails in the impotence of passion; and I shrank back as if I had been struck. The next moment the outriders splashed me, the coach was a hundred paces ahead, and I was left chilled and wondering, foreseeing the worst, and no longer in any mood for Zatons.

Such a revelation of such a man was enough to appal me, for a moment conscience cried out that he must have heard that Cocheforet had escaped him, and through me. But I dismissed the idea as soon as formed. In the vast meshes of the Cardinals schemes Cocheforet could be only a small fish; and to account for the face in the coach I needed a cataclysm, a catastrophe, a misfortune as far above ordinary mishaps as this mans intellect rose above the common run of minds.

It was almost dark when I crossed the bridges, and crept despondently to the Rue Savonnerie. After stabling my horse I took my bag and holsters, and climbing the stairs to my old landlords  I remember that the place had grown, as it seemed to me, strangely mean and small and ill-smelling in my absence  I knocked at the door. It was promptly opened by the little tailor himself, who threw up his arms and opened his eyes at sight of me.

By Saint Genevieve! he said, if it is not M. de Berault?

It is, I said. It touched me a little, after my lonely journey, to find him so glad to see me; though I had never done him a greater benefit than sometimes to unbend with him and borrow his money. You look surprised, little man! I continued, as he made way for me to enter. Ill be sworn that you have been pawning my goods and letting my room, you knave! Never, your Excellency! he answered. On the contrary, I have been expecting you.

How? I said. To-day?

To-day or to-morrow, he answered, following me in and closing the door. The first thing I said when I heard the news this morning was  now we shall have M. de Berault back again. Your Excellency will pardon the children, he continued, bobbing round me, as I took the old seat on the three-legged stool before the hearth. The night is cold and there is no fire in your room.

While he ran to and fro with my cloak and bags, little Gil, to whom I had stood at St Sulpices, borrowing ten crowns the same day, I remember, came shyly to play with my sword hilt.

So you expected me back when you heard the news, Frison, did you? I said, taking the lad on my knee.

To be sure, your Excellency, he answered, peeping into the black pot before he lifted it to the hook.

Very good. Then now let us hear what the news is, I said drily.

Of the Cardinal, M. de Berault.

Ah! And what? He looked at me, holding the heavy pot suspended in his hands.

You have not heard? he exclaimed in astonishment.

Not a tittle. Tell it me, my good fellow.

You have not heard that his Eminence is disgraced?

I stared at him. Not a word, I said.

He set down the pot.

Then your Excellency must have made a very long journey indeed, he said with conviction. For it has been in the air a week or more, and I thought that it had brought you back. A week? A month, I dare say. They whisper that it is the old Queens doing. At any rate, it is certain that they have cancelled his commissions and displaced his officers. There are rumours of immediate peace with Spain. Everywhere his enemies are lifting up their heads; and I hear that he has relays of horses set all the way to the coast that he may fly at any moment. For what I know he may be gone already.

But, man I said, surprised out of my composure. The King! You forget the King. Let the Cardinal once pipe to him and he will dance. And they will dance too! I added grimly.

Yes, Frison answered eagerly. True, your Excellency, but the King will not see him. Three times to-day, as I am told, the Cardinal has driven to the Luxembourg and stood like any common man in the ante-chamber, so that I hear it was pitiful to see him. But his Majesty would not admit him. And when he went away the last time I am told that his face was like death! Well, he was a great man, and we may be worse ruled, M. de Berault, saving your presence. If the nobles did not like him, he was good to the traders and the bourgeoisie, and equal to all.

Silence, man! Silence, and let me think, I said, much excited. And while he bustled to and fro, getting my supper, and the firelight played about the snug, sorry little room, and the child toyed with his plaything, I fell to digesting this great news, and pondering how I stood now and what I ought to do. At first sight, I know, it seemed to me that I had nothing to do but to sit still. In a few hours the man who had taken my bond would be powerless, and I should be free; in a few hours I might smile at him. To all appearance the dice had fallen well for me. I had done a great thing, run a great risk, won a womans love; and, after all, I was not to pay the penalty.

But a word which fell from Frison as he fluttered round me, pouring out the broth and cutting the bread, dropped into my mind and spoiled my satisfaction.

Yes, your Excellency, he said, confirming something he had stated before and which I had missed, and I am told that the last time he came into the gallery there was not a man of all the scores who had been at his levee last Monday would speak to him. They fell off like rats  just like rats  until he was left standing alone. And I have seen him!  Frison lifted up his eyes and his hands and drew in his breath Ah! I have seen the King look shabby beside him! And his eye! I would not like to meet it now.

Pish! I growled. Someone has fooled you. Men are wiser than that.

So? Well, your Excellency understands, he answered meekly. But  there are no cats on a cold hearth.

I told him again that he was a fool. But for all that, and my reasoning, I felt uncomfortable. This was a great man, if ever a great man lived, and they were all leaving him; and I  well, I had no cause to love him. But I had taken his money, I had accepted his commission, and I had betrayed him. These three things being so, if he fell before I could  with the best will in the world  set myself right with him, so much the better for me. That was my gain  the fortune of war, the turn of the dice. But if I lay hid, and took time for my ally, and being here while he still stood, though tottering, waited until he fell, what of my honour then? What of the grand words I had said to Mademoiselle at Agen? I should be like the recreant in the old romance, who, lying in the ditch while the battle raged, came out afterwards and boasted of his courage.

And yet the flesh was weak. A day, twenty-four hours, two days, might make the difference between life and death, love and death; and I wavered. But at last I settled what I would do. At noon the next day, the time at which I should have presented myself if I had not heard this news, at that time I would still present myself. Not earlier; I owed myself the chance. Not later; that was due to him.

Having so settled it, I thought to rest in peace. But with the first light I was awake, and it was all I could do to keep myself quiet until I heard Frison stirring. I called to him then to know if there was any news, and lay waiting and listening while he went down to the street to learn. It seemed an endless time before he came back; an age, when he came back, before he spoke.

Well, he has not set off? I asked at last, unable to control my eagerness.

Of course he had not; and at nine oclock I sent Frison out again; and at ten and eleven  always with the same result. I was like a man waiting and looking and, above all, listening for a reprieve; and as sick as any craven. But when he came back, at eleven, I gave up hope and dressed myself carefully. I suppose I had an odd look then, however, for Frison stopped me at the door, and asked me, with evident alarm, where I was going.

I put the little man aside gently.

To the tables, I said, to make a big throw, my friend.

It was a fine morning, sunny, keen, pleasant, when I went out into the street; but I scarcely noticed it. All my thoughts were where I was going, so that it seemed but a step from my threshold to the Hotel Richelieu; I was no sooner gone from the one than I found myself at the other. Now, as on a memorable evening when I had crossed the street in a drizzling rain, and looked that way with foreboding, there were two or three guards, in the Cardinals livery, loitering in front of the great gates. Coming nearer, I found the opposite pavement under the Louvre thronged with people, not moving about their business, but standing all silent, all looking across furtively, all with the air of persons who wished to be thought passing by. Their silence and their keen looks had in some way an air of menace. Looking back after I had turned in towards the gates, I found them devouring me with their eyes.

And certainly they had little else to look at. In the courtyard, where, some mornings, when the Court was in Paris, I had seen a score of coaches waiting and thrice as many servants, were now emptiness and sunshine and stillness. The officer on guard, twirling his moustachios, looked at me in wonder as I passed him; the lackeys lounging in the portico, and all too much taken up with whispering to make a pretence of being of service, grinned at my appearance. But that which happened when I had mounted the stairs and came to the door of the ante-chamber outdid all. The man on guard would have opened the door, but when I went to enter, a major-domo who was standing by, muttering with two or three of his kind, hastened forward and stopped me.

Your business, Monsieur, if you please? he said inquisitively; while I wondered why he and the others looked at me so strangely.

I am M. de Berault, I answered sharply. I have the entree.

He bowed politely enough.

Yes, M. de Berault, I have the honour to know your face, he said. But  pardon me. Have you business with his Eminence?

I have the common business, I answered sharply. By which many of us live, sirrah! To wait on him.

But  by appointment, Monsieur?

No, I said, astonished. It is the usual hour. For the matter of that, however, I have business with him.

The man still looked at me for a moment in seeming embarrassment. Then he stood aside and signed to the door-keeper to open the door. I passed in, uncovering; with an assured face and steadfast mien, ready to meet all eyes. In a moment, on the threshold, the mystery was explained.

The room was empty.


CHAPTER XV. ST MARTINS SUMMER

Yes, at the great Cardinals levee I was the only client! I stared round the room, a long, narrow gallery, through which it was his custom to walk every morning, after receiving his more important visitors. I stared, I say, from side to side, in a state of stupefaction. The seats against either wall were empty, the recesses of the windows empty too. The hat sculptured and painted here and there, the staring R, the blazoned arms looked down on a vacant floor. Only on a little stool by the farther door, sat a quiet-faced man in black, who read, or pretended to read, in a little book, and never looked up. One of those men, blind, deaf, secretive, who fatten in the shadow of the great.

Suddenly, while I stood confounded and full of shamed thought  for I had seen the ante-chamber of Richelieus old hotel so crowded that he could not walk through it  this man closed his book, rose and came noiselessly towards me.

M. de Berault? he said.

Yes, I answered.

His Eminence awaits you. Be good enough to follow me.

I did so, in a deeper stupor than before. For how could the Cardinal know that I was here? How could he have known when he gave the order? But I had short time to think of these things, or others. We passed through two rooms, in one of which some secretaries were writing, we stopped at a third door. Over all brooded a silence which could be felt. The usher knocked, opened, and, with his finger on his lip, pushed aside a curtain and signed to me to enter. I did so and found myself behind a screen.

Is that M. de Berault? asked a thin, high-pitched voice.

Yes, Monseigneur, I answered trembling.

Then come, my friend, and talk to me.

I went round the screen, and I know not how it was, the watching crowd outside, the vacant ante-chamber in which I had stood, the stillness and silence all seemed to be concentrated here, and to give to the man I saw before me a dignity which he had never possessed for me when the world passed through his doors, and the proudest fawned on him for a smile. He sat in a great chair on the farther side of the hearth, a little red skull-cap on his head, his fine hands lying still in his lap. The collar of lawn which fell over his cape was quite plain, but the skirts of his red robe were covered with rich lace, and the order of the Holy Ghost, a white dove on a gold cross, shone on his breast. Among the multitudinous papers on the great table near him I saw a sword and pistols; and some tapestry that covered a little table behind him failed to hide a pair of spurred riding-boots. But as I advanced he looked towards me with the utmost composure; with a face mild and almost benign, in which I strove in vain to read the traces of last nights passion. So that it flashed across me that if this man really stood (and afterwards I knew that he did) on the thin razor-edge between life and death, between the supreme of earthly power, lord of France and arbiter of Europe, and the nothingness of the clod, he justified his fame. He gave weaker natures no room for triumph.

The thought was no sooner entertained than it was gone.

And so you are back at last, M. de Berault, he said gently. I have been expecting to see you since nine this morning.

Your Eminence knew, then I muttered.

That you returned to Paris by the Orleans gate last evening alone? he answered, fitting together the ends of his fingers, and looking at me over them with inscrutable eyes. Yes, I knew all that last night. And now, of your business. You have been faithful and diligent, I am sure. Where is he?

I stared at him and was dumb. In some way the strange things I had seen since I had left my lodgings, the surprises I had found awaiting me here, had driven my own fortunes, my own peril, out of my head  until this moment. Now, at this question, all returned with a rush, and I remembered where I stood. My heart heaved suddenly in my breast. I strove for a savour of the old hardihood, but for the moment I could not find a word.

Well, he said lightly, a faint smile lifting his moustache. You do not speak. You left Auch with him on the twenty-fourth, M. de Berault. So much I know. And you reached Paris without him last night. He has not given you the slip?

No, Monseigneur, I muttered.

Ha! that is good, he answered, sinking back again in his chair. For the moment  but I knew that I could depend on you. And now where is he? What have you done with him? He knows much, and the sooner I know it the better. Are your people bringing him, M. de Berault?

No, Monseigneur, I stammered, with dry lips. His very good-humour, his benignity, appalled me. I knew how terrible would be the change, how fearful his rage, when I should tell him the truth. And yet that I, Gil de Berault, should tremble before any man! With that thought I spurred myself, as it were, to the task. No, your Eminence, I said, with the energy of despair. I have not brought him, because I have set him free.

Because you have  WHAT? he exclaimed. He leaned forward as he spoke, his hands on the arm of the chair; and his eyes growing each instant smaller, seemed to read my soul.

Because I have let him go, I repeated.

And why? he said, in a voice like the rasping of a file.

Because I took him unfairly, I answered.

Because, Monseigneur, I am a gentleman, and this task should have been given to one who was not. I took him, if you must know, I continued impatiently  the fence once crossed I was growing bolder by dogging a womans steps and winning her confidence and betraying it. And whatever I have done ill in my life  of which you were good enough to throw something in my teeth when I was last here  I have never done that, and I will not!

And so you set him free?

Yes.

After you had brought him to Auch?

Yes.

And, in point of fact, saved him from falling into the hands of the Commandant at Auch?

Yes, I answered desperately to all.

Then, what of the trust I placed in you, sirrah? he rejoined, in a terrible voice; and stooping still farther forward he probed me with his eyes. You who prate of trust and confidence, who received your life on parole, and but for your promise to me would have been carrion this month past, answer me that? What of the trust I placed in you?

The answer is simple, I said, shrugging my shoulders with a touch of my old self. I am here to pay the penalty.

And do you think that I do not know why? he retorted, striking one hand on the arm of his chair with a force that startled me. Because you have heard, sir, that my power is gone! Because you have heard that I, who was yesterday the Kings right hand, am to-day dried up, withered and paralysed! Because you have heard  but have a care! have a care! he continued with extraordinary vehemence, and in a voice like a dogs snarl. You and those others! Have a care, I say, or you may find yourselves mistaken yet.

As Heaven shall judge me, I answered solemnly, that is not true. Until I reached Paris last night I knew nothing of this report. I came here with a single mind, to redeem my honour by placing again in your Eminences hands that which you gave me on trust, and here I do place it.

For a moment he remained in the same attitude, staring at me fixedly. Then his face relaxed somewhat.

Be good enough to ring that bell, he said.

It stood on a table near me. I rang it, and a velvet-footed man in black came in, and gliding up to the Cardinal, placed a paper in his hand. The Cardinal looked at it; while the man stood with his head obsequiously bent, and my heart beat furiously.

Very good, his Eminence said, after a pause which seemed to me to be endless, Let the doors be thrown open.

The man bowed low, and retired behind the screen. I heard a little bell ring somewhere in the silence, and in a moment the Cardinal stood up.

Follow me! he said, with a strange flash of his keen eyes.

Astonished, I stood aside while he passed to the screen; then I followed him. Outside the first door, which stood open, we found eight or nine persons  pages, a monk, the major-domo, and several guards waiting like mutes. These signed to me to precede them and fell in behind us, and in that order we passed through the first room and the second, where the clerks stood with bent heads to receive us. The last door, the door of the ante-chamber, flew open as we approached, voices cried, Room! Room for his Eminence! we passed through two lines of bowing lackeys, and entered  an empty chamber.

The ushers did not know how to look at one another; the lackeys trembled in their shoes. But the Cardinal walked on, apparently unmoved, until he had passed slowly half the length of the chamber. Then he turned himself about, looking first to one side and then to the other, with a low laugh of derision.

Father, he said in his thin voice, what does the Psalmist say? I am become like a pelican in the wilderness and like an owl that is in the desert!

The monk mumbled assent.

And later in the same psalm, is it not written, They shall perish, but thou shalt endure?

It is so, the father answered. Amen.

Doubtless though, that refers to another life, the Cardinal said, with his slow wintry smile. In the meantime we will go back to our books, and serve God and the King in small things if not in great. Come, father, this is no longer a place for us. VANITAS VANITATUM OMNIA VANITAS! We will retire.

And as solemnly as we had come we marched back through the first and second and third doors until we stood again in the silence of the Cardinals chamber  he and I and the velvet-footed man in black. For a while Richelieu seemed to forget me. He stood brooding on the hearth, his eyes on a small fire, which burned there though the weather was warm. Once I heard him laugh, and twice he uttered in a tone of bitter mockery the words,  

Fools! Fools! Fools!

At last he looked up, saw me, and started.

Ah! he said, I had forgotten you. Well, you are fortunate, M. de Berault. Yesterday I had a hundred clients; to-day I have only one, and I cannot afford to hang him. But for your liberty that is another matter.

I would have said something, pleaded something; but he turned abruptly to the table, and sitting down wrote a few lines on a piece of paper. Then he rang his bell, while I stood waiting and confounded.

The man in black came from behind the screen.

Take this letter and that gentleman to the upper guard-room, the Cardinal said sharply. I can hear no more, he continued, frowning and raising his hand to forbid interruption. The matter is ended, M. de Berault. Be thankful.

In a moment I was outside the door, my head in a whirl, my heart divided between gratitude and resentment. I would fain have stood to consider my position; but I had no time. Obeying a gesture, I followed my guide along several passages, and everywhere found the same silence, the same monastic stillness. At length, while I was dolefully considering whether the Bastille or the Chatelet would be my fate, he stopped at a door, thrust the letter into my hands, and lifting the latch, signed to me to enter.

I went in in amazement, and stopped in confusion. Before me, alone, just risen from a chair, with her face one moment pale, the next crimson with blushes, stood Mademoiselle de Cocheforet. I cried out her name.

M. de Berault, she said, trembling. You did not expect to see me?

I expected to see no one so little, Mademoiselle, I answered, striving to recover my composure.

Yet you might have thought that we should not utterly desert you, she replied, with a reproachful humility which went to my heart. We should have been base indeed, if we had not made some attempt to save you. I thank Heaven, M. de Berault, that it has so far succeeded that that strange man has promised me your life. You have seen him? she continued eagerly and in another tone, while her eyes grew on a sudden large with fear.

Yes, Mademoiselle, I said. I have seen him, and it is true, He has given me my life.

And  ?

And sent me into imprisonment.

For how long? she whispered.

I do not know, I answered. I fear during the Kings pleasure.

She shuddered.

I may have done more harm than good, she murmured, looking at me piteously. But I did it for the best. I told him all, and perhaps I did harm.

But to hear her accuse herself thus, when she had made this long and lonely journey to save me, when she had forced herself into her enemys presence, and had, as I was sure she had, abased herself for me, was more than I could bear.

Hush, Mademoiselle, hush! I said, almost roughly. You hurt me. You have made me happy; and yet I wish that you were not here, where, I fear, you have few friends, but back at Cocheforet. You have done more for me than I expected, and a hundred times more than I deserved. But it must end here. I was a ruined man before this happened, before I ever saw you. I am no worse now, but I am still that; and I would not have your name pinned to mine on Paris lips. Therefore, good-bye. God forbid I should say more to you, or let you stay where foul tongues would soon malign you.

She looked at me in a kind of wonder; then, with a growing smile,  

It is too late, she said gently.

Too late? I exclaimed. How, Mademoiselle?

Because  do you remember, M. de Berault, what you told me of your love-story under the guide-post by Agen? That it could have no happy ending? For the same reason I was not ashamed to tell mine to the Cardinal. By this time it is common property.

I looked at her as she stood facing me. Her eyes shone under the lashes that almost hid them. Her figure drooped, and yet a smile trembled on her lips.

What did you tell him, Mademoiselle? I whispered, my breath coming quickly.

That I loved, she answered boldly, raising her clear eyes to mine. And therefore that I was not ashamed to beg  even on my knees.

I fell on mine, and caught her hand before the last word passed her lips. For the moment I forgot King and Cardinal, prison and the future, all; all except that this woman, so pure and so beautiful, so far above me in all things, loved me. For the moment, I say. Then I remembered myself. I stood up, and stood back from her in a sudden revulsion of feeling.

You do not know me! I cried, You do not know what I have done!

That is what I do know, she answered, looking at me with a wondrous smile.

Ah! but you do not! I cried. And besides, there is this  this between us. And I picked up the Cardinals letter. It had fallen on the floor. She turned a shade paler. Then she cried quickly,  

Open it! open it! It is not sealed nor closed.

I obeyed mechanically, dreading with a horrible dread what I might see. Even when I had it open I looked at the finely scrawled characters with eyes askance. But at last I made it out. And it ran thus:  

THE KINGS PLEASURE IS THAT M. GIL DE BERAULT, HAVING MIXED HIMSELF UP IN AFFAIRS OF STATE, RETIRE FORTHWITH TO THE DEMESNE OF COCHEFORET, AND CONFINE HIMSELF WITHIN ITS LIMITS UNTIL THE KINGS PLEASURE BE FURTHER KNOWN.

THE CARDINAL DE RICHELIEU.

We were married next day, and a fortnight later were at Cocheforet, in the brown woods under the southern mountains; while the great Cardinal, once more triumphant over his enemies, saw with cold, smiling eyes the world pass through his chamber. The flood tide of his prosperity lasted thirteen years from that time, and ceased only with his death. For the world had learned its lesson; to this hour they call that day, which saw me stand alone for all his friends, The Day of Dupes.


FROM THE MEMOIRS OF A MINISTER OF FRANCE
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I.

THE CLOCKMAKER OF POISSY.

Foreseeing that some who do not love me will be swift to allege that in the preparation of these memoirs I have set down only such things as redound to my credit, and have suppressed the many experiences not so propitious which fall to the lot of the most sagacious while in power, I take this opportunity of refuting that calumny. For the truth stands so far the other way that my respect for the Kings person has led me to omit many things creditable to me; and some, it may be, that place me in a higher light than any I have set down. And not only that: but I propose in this very place to narrate the curious details of an adventure wherein I showed to less advantage than usual; and on which I should, were I moved by the petty feelings imputed to me by malice, be absolutely silent.

One day, about a fortnight after the quarrel between the King and the Duchess of Beaufort, which I have described, and which arose, it will be remembered, out of my refusal to pay the christening expenses of her second son on the scale of a child of France, I was sitting in my lodgings at St. Germains when Maignan announced that M. de Perrot desired to see me. Knowing Perrot to be one of the most notorious beggars about the court, with an insatiable maw of his own and an endless train of nephews and nieces, I was at first for being employed; but, reflecting that in the crisis in the Kings affairs which I saw approaching  and which must, if he pursued his expressed intention of marrying the Duchess, be fraught with infinite danger to the State and himself  the least help might be of the greatest moment, I bade them admit him; privately determining to throw the odium of any refusal upon the overweening influence of Madame de Sourdis, the Duchesss aunt.

Accordingly I met him with civility, and was not surprised when, with his second speech, he brought out the word FAVOUR. But I was surprised  for, as I have said, I knew him to be the best practised beggar in the world  to note in his manner some indications of embarrassment and nervousness; which, when I did not immediately assent, increased to a sensible extent.

It is a very small thing, M. de Rosny, he said, breathing hard.

On that hint I declared my willingness to serve him. But, I added, shrugging my shoulders and speaking in a confidential tone, no one knows the Court better than you do, M. de Perrot. You are in all our secrets, and you must be aware that at present  I say nothing of the Duchess, she is a good woman, and devoted to his Majesty  but there are others

I know, he answered, with a flash of malevolence that did not escape me. But this is a private favour, M. de Rosny. It is nothing that Madame de Sourdis can desire, either for herself or for others.

That aroused my curiosity. Only the week before, Madame de Sourdis had obtained a Hat for her son, and the post of assistant Deputy Comptroller of Buildings for her Groom of the Chambers. For her niece the Duchess she meditated obtaining nothing less than a crown. I was at pains, therefore, to think of any office, post, or pension that could be beyond the pale of her desires; and in a fit of gaiety I bade M. de Perrot speak out and explain his riddle.

It is a small thing, he said, with ill-disguised nervousness. The King hunts to-morrow.

Yes, I said.

And very commonly he rides back in your company, M. le Marquis.

Sometimes, I said; or with M. dEpernon. Or, if he is in a mood for scandal, with M. la Varenne or Vitry.

But with you, if you wish it, and care to contrive it so, he persisted, with a cunning look.

I shrugged my shoulders. Well? I said, wondering more and more what he would be at.

I have a house on the farther side of Poissy, he continued. And I should take it as a favour, M. de Rosny, if you could induce the King to dismount there to-morrow and take a cup of wine.

That is a very small thing, I said bluntly, wondering much why he had made so great a parade of the matter, and still more why he seemed so ill at ease. Yet, after such a prelude, if any but a friend of your tried loyalty asked it, I might expect to find Spanish liquorice in the cup.

That is out of the question, in my case, he answered with a slight assumption of offence, which he immediately dropped. And you say it is a small thing; it is the more easily granted, M. de Rosny.

But the King goes and comes at his pleasure, I replied warily. Of course, he might-take it into his head to descend at your house. There would be nothing surprising in such a visit. I think that he has paid you one before, M. de Perrot?

He assented eagerly.

And he may do so, I said, smiling, to-morrow. But then, again, he may not. The chase may lead him another way; or he may be late in returning; or  in fine, a hundred things may happen.

I had no mind to go farther than that; and I supposed that it would satisfy him, and that he would thank me and take his leave. To my surprise, however, he stood his ground, and even pressed me more than was polite; while his countenance, when I again eluded him, assumed an expression of chagrin and vexation so much in excess of the occasion as to awaken fresh doubts in my mind. But these only the more confirmed me in my resolution to commit myself no farther, especially as he was not a man I loved or could trust; and in the end he had to retire with such comfort as I had already given him.

In itself, and on the surface, the thing seemed to be a trifle, unworthy of the serious consideration of any man. But in so far as it touched the Kings person and movements, I was inclined to view it in another light; and this the more, as I still had fresh in my memory the remarkable manner in which Father Cotton, the Jesuit, had given me a warning by a word about a boxwood fire. After a moments thought, therefore, I summoned Boisrueil, one of my gentlemen, who had an acknowledged talent for collecting gossip; and I told him in a casual way that M. de Perrot had been with me.

He has not been at Court for a week, he remarked.

Indeed? I said.

He applied for the post of Assistant Deputy Comptroller of Buildings for his nephew, and took offence when it was given to Madame de Sourdis Groom of the Chambers.

Ha! I said; a dangerous malcontent.

Boisrueil smiled. He has lived a week out of the sunshine of his Majestys countenance, your excellency. After that, all things are possible.

This was my own estimate of the man, whom I took to be one of those smug, pliant self-seekers whom Courts and peace breed up. I could imagine no danger that could threaten the King from such a quarter; while curiosity inclined me to grant his request. As it happened, the deer the next day took us in the direction of Poissy, and the King, who was always itching to discuss with me the question of his projected marriage, and as constantly, since our long talk in the garden at Rennes, avoiding the subject when with me, bade me ride home with him. On coming within half a mile of Perrots I let fall his name, and in a very natural way suggested that the King should alight there for a few minutes.

It was one of the things Henry delighted to do, for, endowed with the easiest manners, and able in a moment to exchange the formality of the Louvre for the freedom of the camp, he could give to such cheap favours their full value. He consented on the instant, therefore; and turning our horses into a by-road, we sauntered down it with no greater attendance than a couple of pages.

The sun was near setting, and its rays, which still gilded the tree-tops, left the wood below pensive and melancholy. The house stood in a solitary place on the edge of the forest, half a mile from Poissy; and these two things had their effect on my mind. I began to wish that we had brought with us half a troop of horse, or at least two or three gentlemen; and, startled by the thought of the unknown chances to which, out of mere idle curiosity, I was exposing the King, I would gladly have turned back. But without explanation I could not do so; and while I hesitated Henry cried out gaily that we were there.

A short avenue of limes led from the forest road to the door. I looked curiously before us as we rode under the trees, in some fear lest M. de Perrots preparations should discover my complicity, and apprise the King that he was expected. But so far was this from being the case that no one appeared; the house rose still and silent in the mellow light of sunset, and, for all that we could see, might have been the fabled palace of enchantment.

He is Jean de Nivelles dog; he runs away when you call him, the King quoted. Get down, Rosny. We have reached the palace of the Sleeping Princess. It remains only to sound the horn, and

I was in the act of dismounting, with my back to him, when his words came to this sudden stop. I turned to learn what caused it, and saw standing in the aperture of the wicket, which had been silently opened, a girl, little more than a child, of the most striking beauty. Surprise shone in her eyes, and shyness and alarm had brought the colour to her cheeks; while the level rays of the sun, which forced her to screen her eyes with one small hand, clothed her figure in a robe of lucent glory. I heard the King whistle low. Before I could speak he had flung himself from his horse and, throwing the reins to one of the pages, was bowing before her.

We were about to sound the horn, Mademoiselle, he said, smiling.

The horn, Monsieur? she exclaimed, opening her eyes in wonder, and staring at him with the prettiest face of astonishment.

Yes, Mademoiselle; to awaken the sleeping princess, he rejoined. But I see that she is already awake.

Through the innocence of her eyes flashed a sudden gleam of archness. Monsieur flatters himself, she said, with a smile that just revealed the whiteness of her teeth.

It was such an answer as delighted the King; who loved, above all things, a combination of wit and beauty, and never for any long time wore the chains of a woman who did not unite sense to more showy attractions. From the effect which the grace and freshness of the girl had on me, I could judge in a degree of the impression made on him; his next words showed not only its depth, but that he was determined to enjoy the adventure to the full. He presented me to her as M. de Sage, and inquiring affectionately after Perrot, learned in a trice that she was his niece, not long from a convent at Loches; finally, begging to be allowed to rest awhile, he dropped a gallant hint that a cup of wine from her hands would be acceptable.

All this, and her innocent doubt what she ought to do, thus brought face to face with two strange cavaliers, threw the girl into such a state of blushing confusion as redoubled her charms. It appeared that her uncle had been summoned unexpectedly to Marly, and had taken his son with him; and that the household had seized the occasion to go to a village FETE at Acheres. Only an old servant remained in the house; who presently appeared and took her orders. I saw from the mans start of consternation that he knew the King; but a glance from Henrys eyes bidding me keep up the illusion, I followed the fellow and charged him not to betray the Kings incognito. When I returned, I found that Mademoiselle had conducted her visitor to a grassy terrace which ran along the south side of the house, and was screened from the forest by an alley of apple trees, and from the east wind by a hedge of yew. Here, where the last rays of the sun threw sinuous shadows on the turf, and Paris seemed a million miles away, they were walking up and down, the sound of their laughter breaking the woodland silence. Mademoiselle had a fan, with which and an air of convent coquetry she occasionally shaded her eyes. The King carried his hat in his hand. It was such an adventure as he loved, with all his heart; and I stood a little way off, smiling, and thinking grimly of M. de Perrot.

On a sudden, hearing a step behind me, I turned, and saw a young man in a riding-dress come quickly through an opening in the yew hedge. As I turned, he stopped; his jaw fell, and he stood rooted to the ground, gazing at the two on the terrace, while his face, which a moment before had worn an air of pleased expectancy, grew on a sudden dark with passion, and put on such a look as made me move towards him. Before I reached him, However, M. de Perrot himself appeared at his side. The young man flashed round on him. MON DIEU, sir! he cried, in a voice choked with anger; I see it all now! I understand why I was carried away to Marly! I  but it shall not be! I swear it shall not!

Between him and me  for, needless to say, I, too, understood all  M. de Perrot was awkwardly placed. But he showed the presence of mind of the old courtier. Silence, sir! He exclaimed imperatively. Do you not see M. de Rosny? Go to him at once and pay your respects to him, and request him to honour you with his protection. Or  I see that you are overcome by the honour which the King does us. Go, first, and change your dress. Go, boy!

The lad retired sullenly, and M. de Perrot, free to deal with me alone, approached me, smiling assiduously, and trying hard to hide some consciousness and a little shame under a mask of cordiality. A thousand pardons, M. de Rosny, he cried with effusion, for an absence quite unpardonable. But I so little expected to see his Majesty after what you said, and

Are in no hurry to interrupt him now you are here, I replied bluntly, determined that, whoever he deceived, he should not flatter himself he deceived me. Pooh, man! I am not a fool, I continued.

What is this? he cried, with a desperate attempt to keep up the farce. I dont understand you!

No, the shoe is on the other foot  I understand you, I replied drily. Chut, man! I continued, you dont make a cats-paw of me. I see the game. You are for sitting in Madame de Sourdis seat, and giving your son a Hat, and your groom a Comptrollership, and your niece a

Hush, hush, M. de Rosny, he muttered, turning white and red, and wiping his brow with his kerchief. MON DIEU! your words might

If overheard, make things very unpleasant for M. de Perrot, I said.

And M. de Rosny?

I shrugged my shoulders contemptuously. Tush, man! I said. Do you think that I sit in no safer seat than that?

Ah! But when Madame de Beaufort is Queen? he said slily.

If she ever is, I replied, affecting greater confidence than I at that time felt.

Well, to be sure, he said slowly, if she ever is. And he looked towards the King and his companion, who were still chatting gaily. Then he stole a crafty glance at me. Do you wish her to be? he muttered.

Queen? I said, God forbid!

It would be a disgrace to France? he whispered; and he laid his hand on my arm, and looked eagerly into my face.

Yes, I said.

A blot on his fame?

I nodded.

A  a slur on a score of noble families?

I could not deny it.

Then  is it not worth while to avoid all that? he murmured, his face pale, and his small eyes glued to mine. Is it not worth a little  sacrifice, M. de Rosny?

And risk? I said. Possibly.

While the words were still on my lips, something stirred close to us, behind the yew hedge beside which we were standing. Perrot darted in a moment to the opening, and I after him. We were just in time to catch a glimpse of a figure disappearing round the corner of the house. Well, I said grimly, what about being overheard now?

M. de Perrot wiped his face. Thank Heaven! he said, it was only my son. Now let me explain to you

But our hasty movement had caught the Kings eye, and he came towards us, covering himself as he approached. I had now an opportunity of learning whether the girl was, in fact, as innocent as she seemed, and as every particular of our reception had declared her; and I watched her closely when Perrots mode of address betrayed the Kings identity. Suffice it that the vivid blush which on the instant suffused her face, and the lively emotion which almost overcame her, left me in no doubt. With a charming air of bashfulness, and just so much timid awkwardness as rendered her doubly bewitching, she tried to kneel and kiss the Kings hand. He would not permit this, however, but saluted her cheek.

It seems that you were right, sire, she murmured, curtseying in a pretty confusion, The princess was not awake.

Henry laughed gaily. Come now; tell me frankly, Mademoiselle, he said. For whom did you take me?

Not for the King, sire, she answered, with a gleam of roguishness. You told me that the King was a good man, whose benevolent impulses were constantly checked

Ah!

By M. de Rosny, his Minister.

The outburst of laughter which greeted this apprised her that she was again at fault; and Henry, who liked nothing better than such mystifications, introducing me by my proper name, we diverted ourselves for some minutes with her alarm and excuses. After that it was time to take leave, if we would sup at home and the King would not be missed; and accordingly, but not without some further badinage, in which Mademoiselle de Brut displayed wit equal to her beauty, and an agreeable refinement not always found with either, we departed.

It should be clearly understood at this point, that, notwithstanding all I have set down, I was fully determined (in accordance with a rule I have constantly followed, and would enjoin on all who do not desire to find themselves one day saddled with an ugly name) to have no part in the affair; and this though the advantage of altering the Kings intentions towards Madame de Beaufort was never more vividly present to my mind. As we rode, indeed, he put several questions concerning the Baron, and his family, and connections; and, falling into a reverie, and smiling a good deal at his thoughts, left me in no doubt as to the impression made upon him. But being engaged at the time with the Spanish treaty, and resolved, as I have said, to steer a course uninfluenced by such intrigues, I did not let my mind dwell upon the matter; nor gave it, indeed, a second thought until the next afternoon, when, sitting at an open window of my lodging, I heard a voice in the street ask where the Duchess de Beaufort had her apartment.

The voice struck a chord in my memory, and I looked out. The man who had put the question, and who was now being directed on his way  by Maignan, my equerry, as it chanced had his back to me, and I could see only that he was young, shabbily dressed, and with the air of a workman carried a small frail of tools on his shoulder. But presently, in the act of thanking Maignan, he turned so that I saw his face, and with that it flashed upon me in a moment who he was.

Accustomed to follow a train of thought quickly, and to act; on its conclusion with energy, I had Maignan called and furnished with his instructions before the man had gone twenty paces; and within the minute I had the satisfaction of seeing the two return together. As they passed under the window I heard my servant explaining with the utmost naturalness that he had misunderstood the stranger, and that this was Madame de Beauforts; after which scarce a minute elapsed before the door of my room opened, and he appeared ushering in young Perrot!

Or so it seemed to me; and the start of surprise and consternation which escaped the stranger when he first saw me confirmed me in the impression. But a moment later I doubted; so natural was the posture into which the man fell, and so stupid the look of inquiry which he turned first on me and then on Maignan. As he stood before me, shifting his feet and staring about him in vacant wonder, I began to think that I had made a mistake; and, clearly, either I had done so or this young man was possessed of talents and a power of controlling his features beyond the ordinary. He unslung his tools, and saluting me abjectly waited in silence. After a moments thought, I asked him peremptorily what was his errand with the Duchess de Beaufort.

To show her a watch, your excellency, he stammered, his mouth open, his eyes staring. I could detect no flaw in his acting.

What are you, then? I said.

A clockmaker, my lord.

Has Madame sent for you?

No, my lord, he stuttered, trembling.

Do you want to sell her the watch?

He muttered that he did; and that he meant no harm by it.

Show it to me, then, I said curtly.

He grew red at that, and seemed for an instant not to understand. But on my repeating the order he thrust his hand into his breast, and producing a parcel began to unfasten it. This he did so slowly that I was soon for thinking that there was no watch in it; but in the end he found one and handed it to me.

You did not make this, I said, opening it.

No, my lord, he answered; it is German, and old.

I saw that it was of excellent workmanship, and I was about to hand it back to him, almost persuaded that I had made a mistake, when in a second my doubts were solved. Engraved on the thick end of the egg, and partly erased by wear, was a dogs head, which I knew to be the crest of the Perrots.

So, I said, preparing to return it to him, you are a clockmaker?

Yes, your excellency, he muttered. And I thought that I caught the sound of a sigh of relief.

I gave the watch to Maignan to hand to him. Very well, I said. I have need of one. The clock in the next room  a gift from his Majesty  is out of order, and at a standstill. You can go and attend to it; and see that you do so skilfully. And do you, Maignan, I continued with meaning, go with him. When he has made the clock go, let him go; and not before, or you answer for it. You understand, sirrah?

Maignan saluted obsequiously, and in a moment hurried young Perrot from the room; leaving me to congratulate myself on the strange and fortuitous circumstance that had thrown him in my way, and enabled me to guard against a RENCONTRE that might have had the most embarassing consequences.

It required no great sagacity to foresee the next move; and I was not surprised when, about an hour later, I heard a clatter of hoofs outside, and a voice inquiring hurriedly for the Marquis de Rosny. One of my people announced M. de Perrot, and I bade them admit him. In a twinkling he came up, pale with heat, and covered with dust, his eyes almost starting from his head and his cheeks trembling with agitation. Almost before the door was shut, he cried out that we were undone.

I was willing to divert myself with him for a time, and I pretended to know nothing. What? I said, rising. Has the King met with an accident?

Worse! worse! he cried, waving his hat with a gesture of despair. My son  you saw my son yesterday?

Yes, I said.

He overheard us!

Not us, I said drily. You. But what then, M. de Perrot? You are master in your own house.

But he is not in my house, he wailed. He has gone! Fled! Decamped! I had words with him this morning, you understand.

About your niece?

M. de Perrots face took a delicate shade of red, and he nodded; he could not speak. He seemed for an instant in danger of some kind of fit. Then he found his voice again. The fool prated of love! Of love! he said with such a look  like that of a dying fowl  that I could have laughed aloud. And when I bade him remember his duty he threatened me. He, that unnatural boy, threatened to betray me, to ruin me, to go to Madame de Beaufort and tell her all  all, you understand. And I doing so much, and making such sacrifices for him!

Yes, I said, I see that. And what did you do?

I broke my cane on his back, M. de Perrot answered with unction, and locked him in his room. But what is the use? The boy has no natural feelings!

He got out through the window?

Perrot nodded; and being at leisure, now that he had explained his woes, to feel their full depth, shed actual tears of rage and terror; now moaning that Madame would never forgive him, and that if he escaped the Bastille he would lose all his employments and be the laughing-stock of the Court; and now striving to show that his peril was mine, and that it was to my interest to help him.

I allowed him to go on in this strain for some time, and then, having sufficiently diverted myself with his forebodings, I bade him in an altered voice to take courage. For I think I know, I said, where your son is.

At Madames? he groaned.

No; here, I said.

MON DIEU! Where? he cried. And he sprang up, startled out of his lamentations.

Here; in my lodging, I answered.

My son is here? he said.

In the next room, I replied, smiling indulgently at his astonishment, which was only less amusing than his terror. I have but to touch this bell, and Maignan will bring him to you.

Full of wonder and admiration, he implored me to ring and have him brought immediately; since until he had set eyes on him he could not feel safe. Accordingly I rang my hand-bell, and Maignan opened the door. The clockmaker, I said nodding.

He looked at me stupidly. The clock-maker, your excellency?

Yes; bring him in, I said.

But  he has gone! he exclaimed.

Gone? I cried, scarcely able to believe my ears. Gone, sirrah! and I told you to detain him!

Until he had mended the clock, my lord, Maignan stammered, quite out of countenance. But he set it going half-an-hour ago; and I let him go, according to your order.

It is in the face of such CONTRETEMPS as these that the low-bred man betrays himself. Yet such was my chagrin on this occasion, and so sudden the shock, that it was all I could do to maintain my SANGFROID, and, dismissing Maignan with a look, be content to punish M. de Perrot with a sneer. I did not know that your son was a tradesman, I said. He wrung his hands. He has low tastes, he cried. He always had. He has amused himself that way, And now by this time he is with Madame de Beaufort and we are undone!

Not we, I answered curtly; speak for yourself, M. de Perrot.

But though, having no mind to appear in his eyes dependent on Madames favour or caprice, I thus checked his familiarity, I am free to confess that my calmness was partly assumed; and that, though I knew my position to be unassailable  based as it was on solid services rendered to the King, my master, and on the familiar affection with which he honoured me through so many years  I could not view the prospect of a fresh collision with Madame without some misgiving. Having gained the mastery in the two quarrels we had had, I was the less inclined to excite her to fresh intrigues; and as unwilling to give the King reason to think that we could not live at peace. Accordingly, after a moments consideration, I told Perrot that, rather than he should suffer, I would go to Madame de Beaufort myself, and give such explanations as would place another complexion on the matter.

He overwhelmed me with thanks, and, besides, to show his gratitude  for he was still on thorns, picturing her wrath and resentment he insisted on accompanying me to the Cloitre de St. Germain, where Madame had her apartment. By the way, he asked me what I should say to her.

Whatever will get you out of the scrape, I answered curtly.

Then anything! he cried with fervour. Anything, my dear friend. Oh, that unnatural boy!

I suppose that the girl is as big a fool? I said.

Bigger! bigger! he answered. I dont know where she learned such things!

She prated of love, too, then?

To be sure, he groaned, and without a sou of DOT!

Well, well, I said, here we are. I will do what I can.

Fortunately the King was not there, and Madame would receive me. I thought, indeed, that her doors flew open with suspicious speed, and that way was made for me more easily than usual; and I soon found that I was not wrong in the inference I drew from these facts. For when I entered her chamber that remarkable woman, who, whatever her enemies may say, combined with her beauty a very uncommon degree of sense and discretion, met me with a low courtesy and a smile of derision. So, she said, M. de Rosny, not satisfied with furnishing me with evidence, gives me proof.

How, Madame? I said; though I well understood.

By his presence here, she answered. An hour ago, she continued, the King was with me. I had not then the slightest ground to expect this honour, or I am sure that his Majesty would have stayed to share it. But I have since seen reason to expect it, and you observe that I am not unprepared.

She spoke with a sparkling eye, and an expression of the most lively resentment; so that, had M. de Perrot been in my place I think that he would have shed more tears. I was myself somewhat dashed, though I knew the prudence that governed her in her most impetuous sallies; still, to avoid the risk of hearing things which we might both afterwards wish unsaid, I came to the point. I fear that I have timed my visit ill, Madame, I said. You have some complaint against me.

Only that you are like the others, she answered with a fine contempt. You profess one thing and do another.

As for example?

For example! she replied, with a scornful laugh. How many times have you told me that you left women, and intrigues in which women had part, on one side?

I bowed.

And now I find you  you and that Perrot, that creature!  intriguing against me; intriguing with some country chit to

Madame! I said, cutting her short with a show of temper, where did you get this?

Do you deny it? she cried, looking so beautiful in her anger that I thought I had never seen her to such advantage. Do you deny that you took the King there?

No. Certainly I took the King there.

To Perrots? You admit it?

Certainly, I said, for a purpose.

A purpose! she cried with withering scorn. Was it not that the King might see that girl?

Yes, I replied patiently, it was.

She stared at me. And you can tell me that to my face! she said.

I see no reason why I should not, Madame, I replied easily I cannot conceive why you should object to the union  and many why you should desire to see two people happy. Otherwise, if I had had any idea, even the slightest, that the matter was obnoxious to you, I would not have engaged in it.

But  what was your purpose then? she muttered, in a different tone.

To obtain the Kings good word with M. de Perrot to permit the marriage of his son with his niece; who is, unfortunately, without a portion.

Madame uttered a low exclamation, and her eyes wandering from me, she took up  as if her thoughts strayed also  a small ornament; from the table beside her. Ah! she said, looking at it closely. But Perrots son did he know of this?

No, I answered, smiling. But I have heard that women can love as well as men, Madame. And sometimes ingenuously.

I heard her draw a sigh of relief, and I knew that if I had not persuaded her I had accomplished much. I was not surprised when, laying down the ornament with which she had been toying, she turned on me one of those rare smiles to which the King could refuse nothing; and wherein wit, tenderness, and gaiety were so happily blended that no conceivable beauty of feature, uninspired by sensibility, could vie with them. Good friend, I have sinned, she said. But I am a woman, and I love. Pardon me. As for your PROTEGEE, from this moment she is mine also. I will speak to the King this evening; and if he does not at once, Madame continued, with a gleam of archness that showed me that she was not yet free from suspicion, issue his commands to M. de Perrot, I shall know what to think; and his Majesty will suffer!

I thanked her profusely, and in fitting terms. Then, after a word or two about some assignments for the expenses of her household, in settling which there had been delay  a matter wherein, also, I contrived to do her pleasure and the Kings service no wrong  I very willingly took my leave, and, calling my people, started homewards on foot. I had not gone twenty paces, however, before M. de Perrot, whose impatience had chained him to the spot, crossed the street and joined himself to me. My dear friend, he cried, embracing me fervently, is all well?

Yes, I said.

She is appeased?

Absolutely.

He heaved a deep sigh of relief, and, almost crying in his joy, began to thank me, with all the extravagance of phrase and gesture to which men of his mean spirit are prone. Through all I heard him silently, and with secret amusement, knowing that the end was not yet. At length he asked me what explanation I had given.

The only explanation possible, I answered bluntly. I had to combat Madames jealousy. I did it in the only way in which it could be done: by stating that your niece loved your son, and by imploring her good word on their behalf.

He sprang a pace from me with a cry of rage and astonishment. You did that? he screamed.

Softly, softly, M. de Perrot, I said, in a voice which brought him somewhat to his senses. Certainly I did. You bade me say whatever was necessary, and I did so. No more. If you wish, however, I added grimly, to explain to Madame that

But with a wail of lamentation he rushed from me, and in a moment was lost in the darkness; leaving me to smile at this odd termination of an intrigue that, but for a lads adroitness, might have altered the fortunes not of M. de Perrot only but of the King my master and of France.


II.

THE TENNIS BALLS.

A few weeks before the death of the Duchess of Beaufort, on Easter Eve, 1599, made so great a change in the relations of all at Court that Sourdis mourning came to be a phrase for grief, genuine because interested, an affair that might have had a serious issue began, imperceptibly at the time, in the veriest trifle.

One day, while the King was still absent from Paris, I had a mind to play tennis, and for that purpose summoned La Trape, who had the charge of my balls, and sometimes, in the absence of better company, played with me. Of late the balls he bought had given me small satisfaction, and I bade him bring me the bag, that I might choose the best. He did so, and I had not handled half-a-dozen before I found one, and later three others, so much more neatly sewn than the rest, and in all points so superior, that even an untrained eye could not fail to detect the difference.

Look, man! I said, holding out one of these for his inspection. These are balls; the rest are rubbish. Cannot you see the difference? Where did you buy these? At Constants?

He muttered, No, my lord, and looked confused.

This roused my curiosity. Where, then? I said sharply.

Of a man who was at the gate yesterday.

Oh! I said. Selling tennis balls?

Yes, my lord.

Some rogue of a marker, I exclaimed, from whom you bought filched goods! Who was it, man?

I dont know his name, La Trape answered. He was a Spaniard.

Well?

Who wanted to have an audience of your excellency.

Ho! I said drily. Now I understand. Bring me your book. Or, tell me, what have you charged me for these balls?

Two francs, he muttered reluctantly.

And never gave a sou, Ill swear! I retorted. You took the poor devils balls, and left him at the gate! Ay, it is rogues like you get me a bad name! I continued, affecting more anger than I felt  for, in truth, I was rather pleased with my quickness in discovering the cheat. You steal and I bear the blame, and pay to boot! Off with you and find the fellow, and bring him to me, or it will be the worse for you!

Glad to escape so easily, La Trape ran to the gate; but he failed to find his friend, and two or three days elapsed before I thought again of the matter, such petty rogueries being ingrained in a great mans VALETAILLE, and being no more to be removed than the hairs from a mans arm. At the end of that time La Trape came to me, bringing the Spaniard; who had appeared again at the gate. The stranger proved to be a small, slight man, pale and yet brown, with quick-glancing eyes. His dress was decent, but very poor, with more than one rent neatly darned. He made me a profound reverence, and stood waiting, with his cap in his hand, to be addressed; but, with all his humility, I did not fail to detect an easiness of deportment and a propriety that did not seem absolutely strange since he was a Spaniard, but which struck me, nevertheless, as requiring some explanation. I asked him, civilly, who he was. He answered that his name was Diego.

You speak French?

I am of Guipuzcoa, my lord, he answered, where we sometimes speak three tongues.

That is true, I said. And it is your trade to make tennis balls?

No, my lord; to use them, he answered with a certain dignity.

You are a player, then?

If it please your excellency.

Where have you played?

At Madrid, where I was the keeper of the Duke of Segovias court; and at Toledo, where I frequently had the honour of playing against M. de Montserrat.

You are a good player?

If your excellency, he answered impulsively, will give me an opportunity

Softly, softly, I said, somewhat taken aback by his earnestness. Granted that you are a player, you seem to have played to small purpose.. Why are you here, my friend, and not in Madrid?

He drew up his sleeves, and showed me that his wrists were deeply scarred.

I shrugged my shoulders. You have been in the hands of the Holy Brotherhood? I said.

No, my lord, he answered bitterly. Of the Holy Inquisition.

You are a Protestant?

He bowed.

On that I fell to considering him with more attention, but at the same time with some distrust; reflecting that he was a Spaniard, and recalling the numberless plots against his Majesty of which that nation had been guilty. Still, if his tale were true he deserved support; with a view therefore to testing this I questioned him farther, and learned that he had for a long time disguised his opinions, until, opening them in an easy moment to a fellow servant, he found himself upon the first occasion of quarrel betrayed to the Fathers. After suffering much, and giving himself up for lost in their dungeons, he made his escape in a manner sufficiently remarkable, if I might believe his story. In the prison with him lay a Moor, for whose exchange against a Christian taken by the Sallee pirates an order came down. It arrived in the evening; the Moor was to be removed in the morning. An hour after the arrival of the news, however, and when the two had just been locked up for the night, the Moor, overcome with excess of joy, suddenly expired. At first the Spaniard was for giving the alarm; but, being an ingenious fellow, in a few minutes he summoned all his wits together and made a plan. Contriving to blacken his face and hands with charcoal he changed clothes with the corpse, and muffling himself up after the fashion of the Moors in a cold climate he succeeded in the early morning in passing out in his place. Those who had charge of him had no reason to expect an escape, and once on the road he had little difficulty in getting away, and eventually reached France after a succession of narrow chances.

All this the man told me so simply that I knew not which to admire more, the daring of his device  since for a white man to pass for a brown is beyond the common scope of such disguises  or his present modesty in relating it. However, neither of these things seemed to my mind a good reason for disbelief. As to the one, I considered that an impostor would have put forward something more simple; and as to the other, I have all my life long observed that those who have had strange experiences tell them in a very ordinary way. Besides, I had fresh in my mind the diverting escape of the Duke of Nemours from Lyons, which I have elsewhere related. On the other hand, and despite all these things, the story might be false; so with a view to testing one part of it, at least, I bade him come and play with me that afternoon.

My lord, he said bluntly, I had rather not. For if I defeat your excellency, I may defeat also your good intentions. And if I permit you to win, I shall seem to be an impostor.

Somewhat surprised by his forethought, I reassured him on this point; and his game, which proved to be one of remarkable strength and finesse, and fairly on an equality, as it seemed to me, with that of the best French players, persuaded me that at any rate the first part of his tale was true. Accordingly I made him a present, and, in addition, bade Maignan pay him a small allowance for a while. For this he showed his gratitude by attaching himself to my household; and as it was the fashion at that time to keep tennis masters of this class, I found it occasionally amusing to pit him against other well-known players. In the course of a few weeks he gained me great credit; and though I am not so foolish as to attach importance to such trifles, but, on the contrary, think an old soldier who stood fast at Coutras, or even a clerk who has served the King honestly  if such a prodigy there be  more deserving than these professors, still I do not err on the other side; but count him a fool who, because he has solid cause to value himself, disdains the ECLAT which the attachment of such persons gives him in the public eye.

The man went by the name of Diego the Spaniard, and his story, which gradually became known, together with the excellence of his play, made him so much the fashion that more than one tried to detach him from my service. The King heard of him, and would have played with him, but the sudden death of Madame de Beaufort, which occurred soon afterwards, threw the Court into mourning; and for a while, in pursuing the negotiations for the Kings divorce, and in conducting a correspondence of the most delicate character with the Queen, I lost sight of my player  insomuch, that I scarcely knew whether he still formed part of my suite or not.

My attention was presently recalled to him, however, in a rather remarkable manner. One morning Don Antonio dEvora, Secretary to the Spanish Embassy, and a brother of that dEvora who commanded the Spanish Foot at Paris in 94, called on me at the Arsenal, to which I had just removed, and desired to see me. I bade them admit him; but as my secretaries were at the time at work with me, I left them and received him in the garden  supposing that he wished to speak to me, about the affair of Saluces, and preferring, like the King my master, to talk of matters of State in the open air.

However, I was mistaken. Don Antonio said nothing about Savoy, but after the usual preliminaries, which a Spaniard never omits, plunged into a long harangue upon the comity which, now that peace reigned, should exist between the two nations. For some time I waited patiently to learn what he would be at; but he seemed to be lost in his own eloquence, and at last I took him up.

All this is very well, M. dEvora, I said. I quite agree with you that the times are changed, that amity is not the same thing as war, and that a grain of sand in the eye is unpleasant, for he had said all of these things. But I fail, being a plain man and no diplomatist, to see what you want me to do.

It is the smallest matter, he said, waving his hand gracefully.

And yet, I retorted, you seem to find a difficulty in coming at it.

As you do at the grain of sand in the eye, he answered wittily. After all, however, in what you say, M. de Rosny, there is some truth. I feel that I am, on delicate ground; but I am sure that you will pardon me. You have in your suite a certain Diego.

It may be so, I said, masking my surprise, and affecting indifference.

A tennis-player.

I shrugged my shoulders. The man is known, I said.

A Protestant?

It is not impossible.

And a subject of the King, my master. A man, Don Antonio continued, with increasing stiffness, in fine, M. de Rosny, who, after committing various offences, murdered his comrade in prison, and, escaping in his clothes, took refuge in this country.

I shrugged my shoulders again.

I have no knowledge of that, I said coldly.

No, or I am sure that you would not harbour the fellow, the secretary answered. Now that you do know it, however, I take it for granted that you will dismiss him? If you held any but the great place you do hold, M. de Rosny, it would be different; but all the world see who follow you, and this mans presence stains you, and is an offence to my master.

Softly, softly, M. dEvora, I said, with a little warmth. You go too fast. Let me tell you first, that, for my honour, I take care of it myself; and, secondly, for your master, I do not allow even my own to meddle with my household.

But, my lord, he said pompously, the King of Spain

Is the King of Spain, I answered, cutting him short without much ceremony. But in the Arsenal of Paris, which, for the present, is my house, I am king. And I brook no usurpers, M. dEvora.

He assented to that with a constrained smile.

Then I can say no more, he answered. I have warned you that the man is a rogue. If you will still entertain him, I wash my hands of it. But I fear the consequences, M. de Rosny, and, frankly, it lessens my opinion of your sagacity.

Thereat I bowed in my turn, and after the exchange of some civilities he took his leave. Considering his application after he was gone, I confess that I found nothing surprising in it; and had it come from a man whom I held in greater respect I might have complied with it in an indirect fashion. But though it might have led me under some circumstances to discard Diego, naturally, since it confirmed his story in some points, and proved besides that he was not a persona grata at the Spanish Embassy, it did not lead me to value him less. And as within the week he was so fortunate as to defeat La Varennes champion in a great match at the Louvre, and won also a match, at M. de Montpensiers which put fifty crowns into my pocket, I thought less and less of dEvoras remonstrance; until the kings return put it quite out of my head. The entanglement with Mademoiselle dEntragues, which was destined to be the most fatal of all Henrys attachments, was then in the forming; and the king plunged into every kind of amusement with fresh zest. The very day after his return he matched his marker, a rogue, but an excellent player, against my man; and laid me twenty crowns on the event, the match to be played on the following Saturday after a dinner which M. de Lude was giving in honour of the lady.

On the Thursday, however, who should come in to me, while I was sitting alone after supper, but Maignan: who, closing the door and dismissing the page who waited there, told me with a very long face and an air of vast importance that he had discovered something.

Something? I said, being inclined at the moment to be merry. What? A plot to reduce your perquisites, you rascal?

No, my lord, he answered stoutly. But to tap your excellencys secrets.

Indeed, I said pleasantly, not believing a word of it. And who is to hang?

The Spaniard, he answered in a low voice.

That sobered me, by putting the matter in a new light; and I sat a moment looking at him and reviewing Diegos story, which assumed on the instant an aspect so uncommon and almost incredible that I wondered how I had ever allowed it to pass. But when I proceeded from this to the substance of Maignans charge I found an IMPASSE in this direction also, and I smiled. So it is Diego, is it? I said. You think that he is a spy?

Maignan nodded.

Then, tell me, I asked, what opportunity has he of learning more than all the world knows? He has not been in my apartments since I engaged him. He has seen none of my papers. The youngest footboy could tell all he has learned.

True, my lord, Maignan answered slowly; but

Well?

I saw him this evening, talking with a Priest in the Rue Petits Pois; and he calls himself a Protestant.

Ah! You are sure that the man was a priest?

I know him.

For whom?

One of the chaplains at the Spanish Embassy.

It was natural that after this I should take a more serious view of the matter; and I did so. But my former difficulty still remained, for, assuming this to be a cunning plot, and dEvoras application to me a ruse to throw me off my guard, I could not see where their advantage lay; since the Spaniards occupation was not of a nature to give him the entry to my confidence or the chance of ransacking my papers. I questioned Maignan further, therefore, but without result. He had seen the two together in a secret kind of way, viewing them himself from the window of a house where he had an assignation. He had not been near enough to hear what they said, but he was sure that no quarrel took place between them, and equally certain that it was no chance meeting that brought them together.

Infected by his assurance, I could still see no issue; and no object in such an intrigue. And in the end I contented myself with bidding him watch the Spaniard closely, and report to me the following evening; adding that he might confide the matter to La Trape, who was a supple fellow, and of the two the easier companion.

Accordingly, next evening Maignan again appeared, this time with a face even longer; so that at first I supposed him to have discovered a plot worse than Chastels; but it turned out that he had discovered nothing. The Spaniard had spent the morning in lounging and the afternoon in practice at the Louvre, and from first to last had conducted himself in the most innocent manner possible. On this I rallied Maignan on his mares nest, and was inclined to dismiss the matter as such; still, before doing so, I thought I would see La Trape, and dismissing Maignan I sent for him.

When he was come, Well, I said, have you anything to say?

One little thing only, your excellency, he answered slyly, and of no importance.

But you did not tell it to Maignan?

No, my Lord, he replied, his face relaxing in a cunning smile.

Well?

Once to-day I saw Diego where he should not have been.

Where?

In the Kings dressing-room at the tennis-court.

You saw him there?

I saw him coming out, he answered.

It may be imagined how I felt on hearing this; for although I might have thought nothing of the matter before my suspicions were aroused  since any man might visit such a place out of curiosity  now, my mind being disturbed, I was quick to conceive the worst, and saw with horror my beloved master already destroyed through my carelessness. I questioned La Trape in a fury, but could learn nothing more. He had seen the man slip out, and that was all.

But did you not go in yourself? I said, restraining my impatience with difficulty.

Afterwards? Yes, my lord.

And made no discovery?

He shook his head.

Was anything prepared for his Majesty?

There was sherbet; and some water.

You tried them?

La Trape grinned. No, my lord, he said. But I gave some to Maignan.

Not explaining?

No, my lord.

You sacrilegious rascal! I cried, amused in spite of my anxiety. And he was none the worse?

No, my lord.

Not satisfied yet, I continued to press him, but with so little success that I still found myself unable to decide whether the Spaniard had wandered in innocently or to explore his ground. In the end, therefore, I made up my mind to see things for myself; and early next morning, at an hour when I was not likely to be observed, I went out by a back door, and with my face muffled and no other attendance than Maignan and La Trape, went to the tennis-court and examined the dressing-room.

This was a small closet on the first floor, of a size to hold two or three persons, and with a casement through which the King, if he wished to be private, might watch the game. Its sole furniture consisted of a little table with a mirror, a seat for his Majesty, and a couple of stools, so that it offered small scope for investigation. True, the stale sherbet and the water were still there, the carafes standing on the table beside an empty comfit box, and a few toilet necessaries; and it will be believed that I lost no time in examining them. But I made no discovery, and when I had passed my eye over everything else that the room contained, and noticed nothing that seemed in the slightest degree suspicious, I found myself completely at a loss. I went to the window, and for a moment looked idly into the court.

But neither did any light come thence, and I had turned again and was about to leave, when my eye alighted on a certain thing and I stopped.

What is that? I said. It was a thin case, book-shaped, of Genoa velvet, somewhat worn.

Plaister, Maignan, who was waiting at the door, answered. His Majestys hand is not well yet, and as your excellency knows, he

Silence, fool! I cried, and I stood rooted to the spot, overwhelmed by the conviction that I held the clue to the mystery, and so shaken by the horror which that conviction naturally brought with it that I could not move a finger. A design so fiendish and monstrous as that which I suspected might rouse the dullest sensibilities, in a case where it threatened the meanest; but being aimed in this at the King, my master, from whom I had received so many benefits, and on whose life the well-being of all depended, it goaded me to the warmest resentment. I looked round the tennis-court  which, empty, shadowy and silent, seemed a fit place for such horrors  with rage and repulsion; apprehending in a moment of sad presage all the accursed strokes of an enemy whom nothing could propitiate, and who, sooner or later, must set all my care at nought, and take from France her greatest benefactor.

But, it will be said, I had no proof, only a conjecture; and this is true, but of it hereafter. Suffice it that, as soon as I had swallowed my indignation, I took all the precautions affection could suggest or duty enjoin, omitting nothing; and then, confiding the matter to no one the two men who were with me excepted  I prepared to observe the issue with gloomy satisfaction.

The match was to take place at three in the afternoon. A little after that hour, I arrived at the tennis-court, attended by La Font and other gentlemen, and M. lHuillier, the councillor, who had dined with me. LHuilliers business had detained me somewhat, and the men had begun; but as I had anticipated this, I had begged my good friend De Vic to have an eye to my interests. The King, who was in the gallery, had with him M. de Montpensier, the Comte de Lude, Vitry, Varennes, and the Florentine Ambassador, with Sancy and some others. Mademoiselle dEntragues and two ladies had taken possession of his closet, and from the casement were pouring forth a perpetual fire of badinage and BONS MOTS. The tennis-court, in a word, presented as different an aspect as possible from that which it had worn in the morning. The sharp crack of the ball, as it bounded from side to side, was almost lost in the crisp laughter and babel of voices; which as I entered rose into a perfect uproar, Mademoiselle having just flung a whole lapful of roses across the court in return for some witticism. These falling short of the gallery had lighted on the head of the astonished Diego, causing a temporary cessation of play, during which I took my seat.

Madame de Ludes saucy eye picked me out in a moment. Oh, the grave man! she cried. Crown him, too, with roses.

As they crowned the skull at the feast, madame? I answered, saluting her gallantly.

No, but as the man whom the King delighteth to honour, she answered, making a face at me. Ha! ha! I am not afraid! I am not afraid! I am not afraid!

There was a good deal of laughter at this. What shall I do to her, M. de Rosny? Mademoiselle cried out, coming to my rescue.

If you will have the goodness to kiss her, mademoiselle, I answered, I will consider it an advance, and as one of the council of the Kings finances, my credit should be good for the re

Thank you! the King cried, nimbly cutting me short. But as my finances seem to be the security, faith, I will see to the repayment myself! Let them start again; but I am afraid that my twenty crowns are yours, Grand Master; your man is in fine play.

I looked into the court. Diego, lithe and sinewy, with his cropped black hair, high colour, and quick shallow eyes, bounded here and there, swift and active as a panther. Seeing him thus, with his heart in his returns, I could not but doubt; more, as the game proceeded, amid the laughter and jests and witty sallies of the courtiers, I felt the doubt grow; the riddle became each minute more abstruse, the man more mysterious. But that was of no moment now.

A little after four oclock the match ended in my favour; on which the King, tired of inaction, sprang up, and declaring that he would try Diegos strength himself, entered the court. I followed, with Vitry and others, and several strokes which had been made were tested and discussed. Presently, the King going to talk with Mademoiselle at her window, I remarked the Spaniard and Maignan, with the Kings marker, and one or two others waiting at the further door. Almost at the same moment I observed a sudden movement among them, and voices raised higher than was decent, and I called out sharply to know what it was.

An accident, my lord, one of the men answered respectfully.

It is nothing, another muttered. Maignan was playing tricks, your excellency, and cut Diegos hand a little; that is all.

Cut his hand now! I exclaimed angrily And the King about to play with him. Let me see it!

Diego sulkily held up his hand, and I saw a cut, ugly but of no importance.

Pooh! I said; it is nothing. Get some plaister. Here, you, I continued wrathfully, turning to Maignan, since you have done the mischief, booby, you must repair it. Get some plaister, do you hear? He cannot play in that state.

Diego muttered something, and Maignan that he had not got any; but before I could answer that he must get some, La Trape thrust his may to the front, and producing a small piece from his pocket, proceeded with a droll air of extreme carefulness to treat the hand. The other knaves fell into the joke, and the Spaniard had no option but to submit; though his scowling face showed that he bore Maignan no good-will, and that but for my presence he might not have been so complaisant. La Trape was bringing his surgery to an end by demanding a fee, in the most comical manner possible, when the King returned to our part of the court. What is it? he said. Is anything the matter?

No, sire, I said. My man has cut his hand a little, but it is nothing.

Can he play? Henry asked with his accustomed good-nature.

Oh, yes, sire, I answered. I have bound it up with a strip of plaister from the case in your Majestys closet.

He has not lost blood?

No, sire.

And he had not. But it was small wonder that the King asked; small wonder, for the mans face had changed in the last ten seconds to a strange leaden colour; a terror like that of a wild beast that sees itself trapped had leapt into his eyes. He shot a furtive glance round him, and I saw him slide his hand behind him. But I was prepared for that, and as the King moved off a space I slipped to the mans side, as if to give him some directions about his game.

Listen, I said, in a voice heard only by him; take the dressing off your hand, and I have you broken on the wheel. You understand? Now play.

Assuring myself that he did understand, and that Maignan and La Trape were at hand if he should attempt anything, I went back to my place, and sitting down by De Vic began to watch that strange game; while Mademoiselles laughter and Madame de Ludes gibes floated across the court, and mingled with the eager applause and more dexterous criticisms of the courtiers. The light was beginning to sink, and for this reason, perhaps, no one perceived the Spaniards pallor; but De Vic, after a rally or two, remarked that he was not playing his full strength.

Wise man! he added.

Yes, I said. Who plays well against kings plays ill.

De Vic laughed. How he sweats! he said, and he never turned a hair when he played Colet. I suppose he is nervous.

Probably, I said.

And so they chattered and laughed  chattered and laughed, seeing an ordinary game between the King and a marker; while I, for whom the court had grown sombre as a dungeon, saw a villain struggling in his own toils, livid with the fear of death, and tortured by horrible apprehensions. Use and habit were still so powerful with the man that he played on mechanically with his hands, but his eyes every now and then sought mine with the look of the trapped beast; and on these occasions I could see his lips move in prayer or cursing. The sweat poured down his face as he moved to and fro, and I, fancied that his features were beginning to twitch. Presently  I have said that the light was failing, so that it was not in my imagination only that the court was sombre  the King held his ball. My friend, your man is not well, he said, turning to me.

It is nothing, sire; the honour you do him makes him nervous, I answered. Play up, sirrah, I continued; you make too good a courtier.

Mademoiselle dEntragues clapped her hands and laughed at the hit; and I saw Diego glare at her with an indescribable look, in which hatred and despair and a horror of reproach were so nicely mingled with something as exceptional as his position, that the whole baffled words. Doubtless the gibes and laughter he heard, the trifling that went on round him, the very game in which he was engaged, and from which he dared not draw back, seemed in his eyes the most appalling mockery; but ignorant who were in the secret, unable to guess how his diabolical plot had been discovered, uncertain even whether the whole were not a concerted piece, he went on playing his part mechanically; with starting eyes and labouring chest, and lips that, twitching and working, lost colour each minute. At length he missed a stroke, and staggering leaned against the wall, his-face livid and ghastly. The King took the alarm at that, and cried out that something was wrong. Those who were sitting rose. I nodded to Maignan to go to the man.

It is a fit, I said. He is subject to them, and doubtless the excitement  but I am sorry that it has spoiled your Majestys game.

It has not, Henry answered kindly. The light is gone. But have him looked to, will you, my friend? If La Riviere were here he might do something for him.

While he spoke, the servants had gathered round the man, but with the timidity which characterises that class in such emergencies, they would not touch him. As I crossed the court, and they made way for me, the Spaniard, who was still standing, though in a strange and distorted fashion, turned his bloodshot eyes on me.

A priest! he muttered, framing the words with difficulty, a priest!

I directed Maignan to fetch one. And do you, I continued to the other servants, take him into a room somewhere.

They obeyed, reluctantly. As they carried him out, the King, content with my statement, was giving his hand to Mademoiselle to descend the stairs; and neither he nor any, save the two men in my confidence, had the slightest suspicion that aught was the matter beyond a natural illness. But I shuddered when I considered how narrow had been the Kings escape, how trifling the circumstance which had led to suspicion, how fortuitous the inspiration by which I had chanced on discovery. The delay of a single day, the occurrence of the slightest mishap, might have been fatal not to him only but to the best interests of France; which his death at a time when he was still childless must have plunged into the most melancholy of wars.

Of the wretched Spaniard I need say little more. Caught in his own snare, he was no sooner withdrawn from the court than he fell into violent convulsions, which held him until midnight when he died with symptoms and under circumstances so nearly resembling those which had attended the death of Madame de Beaufort at Easter, that I have several times dwelt on the strange coincidence, and striven to find the connecting link. But I never hit on it; and the Kings death, and that unexplained tendency to imitate great crimes under which the vulgar labour, prevailed with me to keep the matter secret. Nay, as I believed that dEvora had played the part of an unconscious tool, and as a hint pressed home sufficed to procure the withdrawal of the chaplain whom Maignan had named, I did not think it necessary to disclose the matter even to the King my master.


III.

TWO MAYORS OF BOTTITORT.

Believing that I have now set down all those particulars of the treaty with Epernon and the consequent pacification of Brittany in the year 1598 which it will be of advantage to the public to know, that it may the better distinguish in the future those who have selfishly impoverished the State from those who, in its behalf, have incurred obloquy and high looks, I proceed next to the events which followed the Kings return to Paris.

But, first, and by way of sampling the diverting episodes that will occur from time to time in the most laborious existence, and for the moment reduce the minister to the level of the man, I am tempted to narrate an adventure that befell me on my return, between Rennes and Vitre; when the King having preceded me at speed under the pretext of urgency, but really that he might avoid the prolix addresses that awaited him in every town, I found myself no more minded to suffer. Having sacrificed my ease, therefore, in two of the more important places, and come within as many stages of Vitre, I determined also on a holiday. Accordingly, directing my baggage and the numerous escort and suite that attended me to the full tale of four-score horses  to keep the high road, I struck myself into a byway, intending to seek hospitality for the night at a house of M. de Lavals; and on the second evening to render myself with a good grace to the eulogia and tedious mercies of the Vitre townsfolk.

I kept with me only La Font and two servants. The day was fine, and the air brisk; the country open, affording many distant prospects which the sun rendered cheerful. We rode for some time, therefore, with the gaiety of schoolboys released from their tasks, and dining at noon in the lee of one of the great boulders that there dot the plain, took pleasure in applying to the life of courts every evil epithet that came to mind. For a little time afterwards we rode as cheerfully; but about three in the afternoon the sky became overcast, and almost at the same moment we discovered that we had strayed from the track. The country in that district resembles the more western parts of Brittany, in consisting of huge tracts of bog and moorland strewn with rocks and covered with gorse; which present a cheerful aspect in sunshine, but are savage and barren to a degree when viewed through sheets of rain or under a sombre sky.

The position, therefore, was not without its discomforts. I had taken care to choose a servant who was familiar with the country, but his knowledge seemed now at fault. However, under his direction we retraced our steps, but still without regaining the road; and as a small rain presently began to fall and the day to decline, the landscape which in the morning had flaunted a wild and rugged beauty, changed to a brown and dreary waste set here and there with ghost-like stones. Once astray on this, we found our path beset with sloughs and morasses; among which we saw every prospect of passing the night, when La Font espied at a little distance a wind-swept wood that, clothing a low shoulder of the moor, promised at least a change and shelter. We made towards it, and discovered not only all that we had expected to see, but a path and a guide.

The latter was as much surprised to see us as we to see her, for when we came upon her she was sitting on the bank beside the path weeping bitterly. On hearing us, however, she sprang up and discovered the form of a young girl, bare-foot and bareheaded, wearing only a short ragged frock of homespun. Nevertheless, her face was neither stupid nor uncomely; and though, at the first alarm, supposing us to be either robbers or hobgoblins  of which last the people of that country are peculiarly fearful  she made as if she would escape across the moor, she stopped as soon as she heard my voice. I asked her gently where we were.

At first she did not understand, but the servant who had played the guide so ill, speaking to her in the PATOIS of the country, she answered that we were near St. Brieuc, a hamlet not far from Bottitort, and considerably off our road. Asked how far it was to Bottitort, she answered  between two and three leagues, and an indifferent road.

We could ride the distance in a couple of hours, and there remained almost as much daylight. But the horses were tired, so, resigning myself to the prospect of some discomfort, I asked her if there was an inn at St. Brieuc.

A poor place for your honours, she answered, staring at us in innocent wonder, the forgotten tears not dry on her cheeks.

Never mind; take us to it, I answered.

She turned at the word and tripped on before us. I bade the servant ask her, as we went, why she had been crying, and learned through him that she had been to her uncles two leagues away to borrow money for her mother; that the uncle would not lend it, and that now they would be turned out of their house; that her father was lately dead, and that her mother kept the inn, and owed the money for meal and cider.

At least, she says that she does not owe it, the man corrected himself, for her father paid as usual at Corpus Christi; but after his death M. Grabot said that he had not paid, and

M. Grabot? I said. Who is he?

The Mayor of Bottitort.

The creditor?

Yes.

And how much is owing? I asked.

Nothing, she says.

But how much does he say?

Twenty crowns.

Doubtless some will view my conduct on this occasion with surprise; and wonder why I troubled myself with inquiries so minute upon a matter so mean. But these do not consider that ministers are the Kings eyes; and that in a State no class is so unimportant that it can be safely overlooked. Moreover, as the settlement of the finances was one of the objects of my stay in those parts  and I seldom had the opportunity of checking the statements made to me by the farmers and lessees of the taxes, the receivers, gatherers, and, in a word, all the corrupt class that imparts such views of a province as suit its interests  I was glad to learn anything that threw light on the real condition of the country: the more, as I had to receive at Vitre a deputation of the notables and officials of the district.

Accordingly, I continued to put questions to her until, crossing a ridge, we came at last within sight of the inn, a lonely house of stone, standing in the hollow of the moor and sheltered on one side by a few gnarled trees that took off in a degree from the bleakness of its aspect. The house was of one story only, with a window on either side of the door, and no other appeared in sight; but a little smoke rising from the chimney seemed to promise a better reception than the desolate landscape and the girls scanty dress had led us to expect.

As we drew nearer, however, a thing happened so remarkable as to draw our attention in a moment from all these points, and bring us, gaping, to a standstill. The shutters of the two windows were suddenly closed before our eyes with a clap that came sharply on the wind. Then, in a twinkling, one window flew open again and a man, seemingly naked, bounded from it, fled with inconceivable rapidity across the front of the house and vanished through the other window, which opened to receive him. He had scarcely gained that shelter before a coal-black figure followed him, leaping out of the one window and in at the other with the same astonishing swiftness  a swiftness which was so great that before any of us could utter more than an exclamation, the two figures appeared again round the corner of the house, in the same order, but this time with so small an interval that the fugitive barely saved himself through the window. Once more, while we stared in stupefaction, they flashed out and in; and this time it seemed to me that as they vanished the black spectre seized its victim.

When I say that all this time the two figures uttered no sound, that there was no other living being in sight, and that on every side of the solitary house the moor, growing each minute more eerie as the day waned, spread to the horizon, the more superstitious among us may be pardoned if they gave way to their fears. La Font was the first to speak.

MON DIEU! he cried  while the girl moaned in terror, the Breton crossed himself, and La Trape looked uncomfortable the place is bewitched!

Nonsense! I said. Who is in the house, girl?

Only my mother, she wailed. Oh, my poor mother!

I silenced her, scolding them all for fools, and her first; and La Font, recovering himself, did the same. But this was the year of that strange appearance of the spectre horseman at Fontainebleau of which so much has been said; and my servants, when we had approached the house a little nearer, and it still remained silent and, as it were, dead to the eye, would go no farther, but stood in sheer terror and permitted me to go on alone with La Font. I confess that the loneliness of the house, and the dreary waste that surrounded it (which seemed to exclude the idea of trickery) were not without their effect on my spirits; and that as I dismounted and approached the door, I felt a kind of chill not remarkable under the circumstances.

But the courage of the gentleman differs from that of the vulgar in that he fears yet goes; and I lifted the latch, and entered boldly. The scene which met my eyes inside was sufficiently commonplace to reassure me. At the farther end of a long bare room, draughty, half-lighted, and having an earthen floor, yet possessing that air of homeliness which a wood fire never fails to impart, sat a single traveller; who had drawn his small table under the open chimney, and there, with his feet almost in the fire, was partaking of a poor meal of black bread and onions. He was a tall, spare man, with sloping shoulders and a long sour face, of which, as I entered, he gave me the full benefit.

I looked round the room, but look as I might I could see no one else, nor anything that explained what we had witnessed and I accosted the man civilly, wishing him good evening. He made an answer, but indistinctly, and, this done, went on with his meal like one who viewed our arrival with little pleasure; while I, puzzled and astonished by the ordinary look of things and the stillness of the house, affected to warm my feet at the logs. At length, espying no signs of disturbance anywhere, I asked him if he was alone.

I was, sir, he answered gravely.

I was going on to tell him, though reluctantly, what we had seen outside, and to question him upon it, when on a sudden, before I could speak again, he leaned towards me and accosted me with startling abruptness. Sir, he said, I should like to have your opinion of Louis Eleven.

I stared at him in the most perfect astonishment; and was for a moment so completely taken aback that I mechanically repeated his words. For answer, he did so also.

The Eleventh Louis? I said.

Yes, he rejoined, turning his pale visage full upon me. What is your opinion of him, sir? He was a man?

Well, I said, shrugging my shoulders, I take that for granted. I began to think that the traveller was demented.

And a king?

Yes, I suppose so, I answered contemptuously. I never heard it doubted.

He leaned towards me, and spoke with the most eager impressiveness. A man  and a king! he said. Yet neither a manly king, nor a kingly man! You take me?

Yes, I said impatiently. I see what you mean.

Neither a kingly man, nor a manly king! he repeated with solemn gusto. You take me clearly, I think?

I had no stomach for further fooleries, and I was about to answer him with some sharpness  though I could not for the life of me tell whether he was mad or an eccentric when a harsh voice shrieked in my ear, Bob! and in a twinkling a red figure appeared bounding and whirling in the middle of the kitchen; now springing into the air until its head touched the rafters, now eddying round and round the floor in the giddiest gyrations. At the first glance, startled by the voice in my ear, I recoiled; but a second disclosing what it was, and the secret of our alarm outside, I masked my movement; and when the man brought his performance to a sudden stop, and falling on one knee in an attitude of exaggerated respect held out his cap, I was ready for him.

Why, you knave, I said, you should be whipped, not rewarded. Who gave you leave to play pranks on travellers?

He looked at me with a droll smile on his round merry face, which at its gravest was a thing to laugh at. Let him whip who is scared, he said, with roguish impudence. Or if there is to be whipping, my lord, whip Louis XI.

Thus reminded, I turned to the solemn traveller; but my eyes had no sooner met his than he twisted his visage into so wry a smile  if smile it could be called  that wherever there was a horse collar he must have won the prize. To hide my amusement, I asked them what they were. Mountebanks? I said curtly.

Your lordship has pricked the garter offhand, the merry man answered cheerfully. You see before you the renowned Pierre Paladin VOILA!  and Philibert Le Grand! of the Breton fairs, monsieur.

But why this foolery  here? I said.

We took you for another, monsieur, he answered.

Whom you intended to frighten?

Precisely, your grace.

Well, you are nice rogues, I said, looking at him.

So is he, he answered, undaunted.

I left the matter there for a moment, while I summoned La Font and the servants; whose rage, when, entering a-tiptoe and with some misgiving, they discovered how they had been deceived, and by whom, was scarcely to be restrained even by my presence. However, aided by Philiberts comicalities, I presently secured a truce, and the two strollers vacating in my honour the table by the fire  though they had not the slightest notion who I was we were soon on terms. I had taken the precaution to bring a meal with me, and while La Trape and his companion unpacked it, and I dried my riding boots, I asked the players who it was they had meant to frighten.

They were not very willing to tell me, but at length confessed, to my astonishment, that it was M. Grabot.

Grabot  Grabot! I said, striving to recollect where I had heard the name. The Mayor of Bottitort?

The solemn man made an atrocious grimace. Then, Yes, monsieur, the Mayor of Bottitort, he said frankly. A year ago he put Philibert in the stocks for a riddle; that is his affair. And the woman of this house has more than once befriended me, and he is for turning her out for a debt she does not owe; and that is my affair. However, your lordships arrival has saved him for this time.

You expected him here this evening, then?

He is coming, he answered, with more than his usual gloom. He passed this way this morning, and announced that on his return he should spend the night here. We found the goodwife all of a tremble when we arrived. He is a hard man, monsieur, the mountebank continued bitterly. She cried after him that she hoped that God would change his heart, but he only answered that even if St. Brieuc changed his body  you know the legend, monseigneur, doubtless  he should be here.

And here he is, the other, who had been looking out of one of the windows, cried. I see his lanthorn coming down the hill. And by St. Brieuc, I have it! I have it, the droll continued, suddenly spinning round in a wild dance of triumph on the floor, and then as suddenly stopping and falling into an attitude before us. Monsieur, if you will help us, I have the richest jest ever played. Pierre, listen. You, gentlemen all, listen! We will pretend that he is changed. He is a pompous man; he thinks the Mayor of Bottitort equal to the Saint Pere. Well, Pierre shall be M. Grabot, Mayor of Bottitort. You, monsieur, that we may give him enough of mayors, shall be the Mayor of Gol, and I will be the Mayor of St. Just. This gentleman shall swear to us, so shall the servants. For him, he does not exist. Oh, we will punish him finely.

But, I said, astounded by the very audacity of the rogues proposition, you do not flatter yourself that you will deceive him?

We shall, monsieur, if you will help, he answered confidently. I will be warrant for it we shall.

The thing had little of dignity in it, and I wonder now that I complied; but I have always shared with the King, my master, a taste for drolleries of the kind suggested; while nothing that I had as yet heard of this Grabot was of a nature to induce me to spare him. Seeing that La Font was tickled with the idea, and that the servants were a-grin, and the more eager to trick others as they had just been tricked themselves, I was tempted to consent.

After this, the preparations took not a minute. Philibert covered his fools clothes with a cloak, and their table was drawn nearer to the fire, so as, with mine, to take up the whole hearth. La Trape fell into an attitude behind me; and the Breton, adopting a refinement suggested at the last moment, was sent out to intercept Grabot before he entered, and tell him that the inn was full, and that he had better pass on.

The knave did his business so well that Grabot, being just such a man as the stroller had described to us, the altercation on the threshold was of itself the most amusing thing in the world. Who? we heard a loud, coarse voice exclaim. Who dye say are here, man?

The Mayor of Bottitort.

MILLE DIABLES!

The Mayor of Bottitort and the Mayors of Gol and St. Just, the servant repeated as if he noticed nothing amiss.

That is a lie! the new comer replied, with a snort of triumph, and an impudent one. But you have got the wrong sow by the ear this time.

Why, man, a third voice, somewhat nasal and rustical, struck in, dont you know the Mayor of Bottitort?

I should, my Breton answered bluntly, and making, as we guessed, a stand before them. For I am his servant, and he is this moment at his meat.

The Mayor of Bottitort?

Yes.

M. Grabot?

Yes.

And you are his servant?

I have thought so for some time, the Breton answered contemptuously.

The Mayor fairly roared in his indignation. You  his servant! The Mayor of Bottitorts? he cried in a voice of thunder. Ill tell you what you are; you are a liar!  a liar, man, that is what you are! Why, you fool, I am the Mayor of Bottitort myself. Now, do you see how you have wasted yourself? Out of my way! Jehan, follow me in. I shall look into this. There is some knavery here, but if Simon Grabot cannot get to the bottom of it the Mayor of Bottitort will. Follow me, I say. My servant indeed? Come, come!

And, still grumbling, he flung open the door, which the Breton had left ajar, and stalked in upon us, fuming and blowing out his cheeks for all the world like a bantam cock with its feathers erect. He was a short, pursy man; with a short nose, a wide face, and small eyes. But had he been Caesar and Alexander rolled into one, he could not have crossed the threshold with a more tremendous assumption of dignity. Once inside, he stood and glared at us, somewhat taken aback, I think, for the moment by our numbers; but recovering himself almost immediately, he strutted towards us, and, without uncovering or saluting us, he asked in a deep voice who was responsible for the man outside.

I am, the graver mountebank answered, looking at the stranger with a sober air of surprise. He is my servant.

Ah! the Mayor exclaimed, with a withering glance. And who, may I ask, are you?

You may ask, certainly, the player answered drily. But until you take off your hat I shall not answer.

The Mayor gasped at this rebuff, and turned, if it were possible, a shade redder; but he uncovered.

Now I do not mind telling you, Pierre continued, with a mild dignity admirably assumed, that I am Simon Grabot, and have the honour to be Mayor of Bottitort.

You!

Yes, monsieur, I; though perhaps unworthy.

I looked to see an explosion, but the Mayor was too far gone. Why, you swindling impostor, he said, with something that was almost admiration in his tone. You are the very prince of cheats! The king of cozeners! But for all that, let me tell you, you have chosen the wrong ROLE this time. For I  I, sir, am the Mayor of Bottitort, the very man whose name you have taken!

Pierre stared at him in composed silence, which his comrade was the first to break. Is he mad? he said in a low voice.

The grave man shook his head.

The Mayor heard and saw; and getting no other answer, began to tremble between passion and a natural, though ill-defined, misgiving, which the silent gaze of so large a party  for we all looked at him compassionately  was well calculated to produce. Mad? he cried. No, but some one is, Sir, he continued, turning to La Font with a gesture in which appeal and impatience were curiously blended, Do you know this man?

M. Grabot? Certainly, he answered, without blushing. And have these ten years.

And you say that he is M. Grabot? the poor Mayor retorted, his jaw falling ludicrously.

Certainly. Who should he be?

The Mayor looked round him, sudden beads of sweat on his brow. MON DIEU! he cried. You are all in it. Here, you, do you know this person?

La Trape, to whom he addressed himself, shrugged his shoulders. I should, he said. The Mayor is pretty well known about here.

The Mayor?

Ay.

But I am the Mayor  I, Grabot answered eagerly, tapping himself on the breast in the most absurd manner. Dont you know me, my friend?

I never saw you before, to my knowledge, the rascal answered contemptuously; and I know this country pretty well. I should think that you have been crossing St. Brieucs brook, and forgotten to say your

Hush! the stout player interposed with some sharpness. Let him alone. LE BON DIEU knows that such a thing may happen to the best of us.

The Mayor clapped his hand to his head. Sir, he said almost humbly, addressing the last speaker, I seem to know your voice. Your name, if you please?

Fracasse, he answered pleasantly. I am Mayor of Gol.

You  Fracasse, Mayor of Gol? Grabot exclaimed between rage and terror. But Fracasse is a tall man. I know him as well as I know my brother.

The pseudo-Fracasse smiled, but did not contradict him.

The Mayor wiped the moisture from his brow. He had all the characteristics of an obstinate man; but if there is one thing which I have found in a long career more true than another, it is that no one can resist the statements of his fellows. So much, I verily believe, is this the case, that if ten men maintain black to be white, the eleventh will presently be brought into their opinion. Besides, the Mayor had a currish side. He looked piteously from one to another of us, his cheeks seemed to grow in a moment pale and flabby, and he was on the point of whimpering, when at the last moment he bethought him of his servant, and turned to him in a spurt of sudden thankfulness. Why, Jehan, man, I had forgotten you, he said. Are these men mad, or am I?

But Jehan, a simple rustic, was in a state of ludicrous bewilderment. Dol, master, I dont know, he stuttered, rubbing his head.

But I am myself, the Mayor cried, in a most ridiculous tone of remonstrance.

Dol, and I dont know, the man whimpered. I do believe that there is a change in you. I never saw you look the like before. And I never said any PATER either. Holy saints! the poor fool continued piteously, I wish I were at home. And there, for all I know, my wife has got another man.

He began to blubber at this; which to us was the most ludicrous thought, so that it was all we could do to restrain our laughter. But the Mayor saw things in another light. Shaken by our steady persistence in our story, and astounded by our want of respect, the defection of his follower utterly cowed him. After staring wildly about him for a moment, he fairly turned tail, and sat down on an old box by the door, where with his hands on his knees, he looked out before him with such an expression of chap-fallen bewilderment as nearly discovered our plot by throwing us into fits of laughter.

Still he was not persuaded; for, from time to time, he roused himself, and lifting his head cast suspicious glances at our party. But the two strollers, who were now in their element, played their parts with so much craft and delicacy, and with such an infinity of humour besides, that everything he overheard plunged him deeper in the slough. They knew something of local affairs, and called one another Mayor very naturally; and mentioning their wives, let drop other scraps of information that, catching his ear, made the wretched man every now and then sit up as if a wasp had stung him. One story in particular which the false Mayor told  and which, it appeared, was to the knowledge of all the country round the real Mayors stock anecdote  had an absurd effect upon him. He straightened himself, listened as if his life depended upon it, and when he heard the well-known ending, uttered, doubtless, in something of his old tone, he collapsed into himself like a man who had no longer faith in anything.

Presently, however, an effort of common-sense would again disperse the fog. He would raise his head, his eye grow bright, something of his old pugnacity would come back to him. He would appear  this more than once  to be on the point of rising to challenge us. But these occasions were as skilfully met as they were easily detected; and as the rogues had invariably some stroke in reserve that in a twinkling flung him back into his old state of dazed bewilderment, while it well-nigh killed us with stifled mirth, they only gave ever new point to the jest.

This, to be brief, was carried on until I retired; and probably the two strollers would have kept it up longer if the ludicrous doubt whether he was himself, which they had lodged in the Mayors mind, had not at last spurred him to action. An hour before midnight, feeling it rankle intolerably, I suppose, he sprang up on a sudden, dragged the door open, darted out with the air of a madman, and in a moment was lost in the darkness of the moor.

When I rose in the morning, therefore, I found him gone, the strollers looking glum, and the good-wife and her girl between tears and reproaches. I could not but feel, on my part, that I had somewhat stooped in the nights diversion; but before I had time to reflect much on that an unexpected trait in the strollers conduct reconciled me to this odd experience. They proposed to leave when I did; but a little before the start they came to me, and set before me very ingenuously that the woman of the house might suffer through our jest; if I would help her therefore, they would subscribe two crowns so that she might have a substantial sum to offer on account of her debt. As I took this to be the greater part of their capital, and judged for other reasons that the offer was genuine, I received it in the best part, and found their good-nature no less pleasant than their foolery. I handed over three crowns for our share, and on that we parted; they set out with their bundles strapped to their backs, and I waited somewhat impatiently for La Trape and the Breton to bring round the horses.

Before these appeared, however, La Font, who was at the door, cried out that the two players were coming hack; and going to the window I saw with astonishment a whole troop, some mounted and some on foot, hurrying down the hill after them. For a moment I felt some alarm, supposing it to be a scheme of Epernons to seize my person; and I cursed the imprudence which had led me to expose myself in this solitary place. But a second glance showing me that the Mayor of Bottitort was among the foremost, I repented almost as seriously of the unlucky trifling that had landed me in this foolish plight.

I even debated whether I should mount and, if it were possible, get clear before they arrived; but the rueful faces of the two players as they appeared breathless in the doorway, and the liking I had taken for the rascals, decided me to stand my ground What is it? I said.

The Mayor, monsieur, Philibert answered, while Pierre pursed up his lips with gloomy gravity. I fear it will not stop at the stocks this time, the rogue continued with a grimace.

His comrade muttered something about a rod and a fools back; but M. Grabots entrance cut his witticism short. The Mayor, between shame and rage, and the gratification of his revenge, was almost bursting, and the moment he caught sight of us opened fire. All, M. de Gol; we have them all! he cried exultingly. Now they shall smart for it! Depend upon it, it is some deep-laid scheme of that party. I have said so.

But the Mayor of Gol, a stout, big, placid man, looked at us doubtfully. Well, he said, I know these two; they are strolling mountebanks, honest knaves enough but always in some mischief.

What, strolling clowns? M. Grabot rejoined, his face falling.

Ay, and you may depend upon it it is some joke of theirs, his friend answered, his eyes twinkling. I begin to think that you would have done better if you had waited a little before bringing M. le Comte into the matter.

Ah, but there are these two, M. Grabot cried, as he recovered from the momentary panic into which the others words had thrown him. Depend upon it they are the chief movers. What else but treason could they mean by asserting that one of them was Mayor of Bottitort? By denying my title? By setting up other officers than those to whom his Gracious Majesty has delegated his authority?

Umph! his brother Mayor said, I dont know these gentlemen.

No! his companion cried in triumph. But I intend to know them; and to know a good deal about them. Guard the window there, he continued fussily. Where is my clerk? Is M. de Laval coming?

Two or three cried obsequiously that he had crossed the hill; and would arrive immediately.

Hearing this, and thinking it more becoming not to enter into an altercation, I kept my seat and the scornful silence I had hitherto maintained. The two Mayors had brought with them a posse of busybodies  huissiers, constables, tip-staves, and the like; and these all gaped upon us as if they saw before them the most notable traitors of the age. The women of the house wept in a corner, and the strollers shrugged their shoulders and strove to appear at their ease. But the only person who felt the indifference which they assumed was La Font; who, obnoxious to none of the annoyances which I foresaw, could hardly restrain his mirth at the DENOUEMENT which he anticipated.

Meanwhile the Mayor, foreseeing a very different issue, stood blowing out his cheeks and fixing us with his little eyes with an expression of dignity that would have pleased me vastly if I had been free to enjoy it. But the reflection that Lavals presence, which would cut the knot of our difficulties, would also place me at the mercy of his wit, did not enable me to contemplate it with entire indifference.

By-and-by we heard him dismount, and a moment later he came in with a gentleman and two or three armed servants. He did not at once see me, but as the crowd made way for him he addressed himself sharply to M. Grabot. Well, have you got them? he said.

Certainly, M. le Comte.

Oh! very well. Now for the particulars, then. You must state your charge quickly, for I have to be in Vitre to-day.

He alleged that he had been appointed Mayor of Bottitort, Grabot answered pompously.

Umph! I dont know? M. de Laval muttered, looking round with a frown of discontent. I hope that you have not brought me hither on a fools errand. Which one?

That one, the Mayor said, pointing to the solemn man, whose gravity and depression were now something preternatural.

Oh! M. de Laval grumbled. But that is not all, I suppose. What of the others?

M. Grabot pointed to me. That one, he said  

He got no farther; for M. de Laval, springing forward, seized my hand and saluted me warmly. Why, your excellency, he cried, in a tone of boundless surprise, what are you doing in this GALERE! All last evening I waited for you, at my house, and now

Here I am, I answered jocularly, in charge it seems, M. le Comte!

MON DIEU! he cried. I dont understand it!

I shrugged my shoulders. Dont ask me, I said. Perhaps your friend the Mayor call tell you.

But, Monsieur, I do not understand, the Mayor answered piteously, his mouth agape with horror, his fat cheeks turning in a moment all colours. This gentleman, whom you seem to know, Monsieur le Comte

Is the Marquis de Rosny, President of the Council, blockhead! Laval cried irately. You madman! you idiot! he continued, as light broke in upon him, and he saw that it was indeed on a fools errand that he had been roused so early. Is this your conspiracy? Have you dared to bring me here

But I thought that it was time to interfere. The truth is, I said, that M. Grabot here is not so much to blame. He was the victim of a trick which these rascals played on him; and in an idle moment I let it go on. That is the whole secret. However, I forgive him for his officiousness since it brings us together, and I shall now have the pleasure of your company to Vitre.

Laval assented heartily to this, and I did not think fit to tell him more, nor did he inquire; the Mayors stupidity passing current for all. For M. Grabot himself, I think that I never saw a man more completely confounded. He stood staring with his mouth open; and, as much deserted as the statesman who has fallen from office, had not the least credit even with his own sycophants, who to a man deserted him and flocked about the Mayor of Gol. Though I had no reason to pity him, and, indeed, thought him well punished, I took the opportunity of saying a word to him before I mounted; which, though it was only a hint that he should deal gently with the woman of the house, was received with servility equal to the arrogance he had before displayed; and I doubt not it had all the effect I desired. For the strollers, I did not forget them, but bade them hasten to Vitre, where I would see a performance. They did so, and hitting the fancy of Zamet, who chanced to be still there, and who thought that he saw profit in them, they came on his invitation to Paris, where they took the Court by storm. So that an episode trifling in itself, and such as on my part requires some apology, had for them consequences of no little importance.


IV.

LA TOUSSAINT.

Towards the autumn of 1601, when the affair of M. de Biron, which was so soon to fill the mouths of the vulgar, was already much in the minds of those whom the King honoured with his confidence, I was one day leaving the hall at the Arsenal, after giving audience to such as wished to see me, when Maignan came after me and detained me; reporting that a gentleman who had attended early, but had later gone into the garden, was still in waiting. While Maignan was still speaking the stranger himself came up, with some show of haste but none of embarrassment; and, in answer to my salutation and inquiry what I could do for him, handed me a letter. He had the air of a man not twenty, his dress was a trifle rustic; but his strong and handsome figure set off a face that would have been pleasing but for a something fierce in the aspect of his eyes. Assured that I did not know him, I broke the seal of his letter and found that it was from my old flame Madame de Bray, who, as Mademoiselle de St. Mesmin, had come so near to being my wife; as will be remembered by those who have read the early part of these memoirs.

The young man proved to be her brother, whom she commended to my good offices, the impoverishment of the family being so great that she could compass no more regular method of introducing him to the world, though the house of St. Mesmin is truly respectable and, like my own, allied to several of the first consequence. Madame de Bray recalled our old TENDRESSE to my mind, and conjured me so movingly by it  and by the regard which her family had always entertained for me  that I could not dismiss the application with the hundred others of like tenor that at that time came to me with each year. That I might do nothing in the dark, however, I invited the young fellow to walk with me in the garden, and divined, even before he spoke, from the absence of timidity in his manner, that he was something out of the common. So you have come to Paris to make your fortune? I said.

Yes, sir, he answered.

And what are the tools with which you propose to do it? I continued, between jest and earnest.

That letter, sir, he answered simply; and, failing that, two horses, two suits of clothes, and two hundred crowns.

You think that those will suffice? I said, laughing.

With this, sir, he answered, touching his sword; and a good courage.

I could not but stand amazed at his coolness; for he spoke to me as simply as to a brother, and looked about him with as much or as little curiosity as Guise or Montpensier. It was evident that he thought a St. Mesmin equal to any man under the King; and that of all the St. Mesmins he did not value himself least.

Well, I said, after considering him, I do not think that I can help you much immediately. I should be glad to know, however, what plans you have formed for yourself.

Frankly, sir, he said, I thought of this as I travelled; and I decided that fortune can be won by three things  by gold, by steel, and by love. The first I have not, and for the last I have a better use. Only the second is left. I shall be Crillon.

I looked at him in astonishment; for the assurance of his manner exceeded that of his words. But I did not betray the feeling. Crillon was one in a million, I said drily.

So am I, he answered.

I confess that the audacity of this reply silenced me. I reflected that the young man who  brought up in the depths of the country, and without experience, training or fashion  could so speak in the face of Paris was so far out of the common that I hesitated to dash his hopes in the contemptuous way which seemed most natural. I was content to remind him that Crillon had lived in times of continual war, whereas now we were at peace; and, bidding him come to me in a week, I hinted that in Paris his crowns would find more frequent opportunities of leaving his pockets than his sword its sheath.

He parted from me with this, seeming perfectly satisfied with his reception; and marched away with the port of a man who expected adventures at every corner, and was prepared to make the most of them. Apparently he did not take my hint greatly to heart, however; for when I next met him, within the week, he was fashionably dressed, his hair in the mode, and his company as noble as himself. I made him a sign to stop, and he came to speak to me.

How many crowns are left? I said jocularly.

Fifty, he answered, with perfect readiness.

What! I said, pointing to his equipment with something of the indignation I felt, has this cost the balance?

No, he answered. On the contrary, I have paid three months rent in advance and a months board at Zatons; I have added two suits to my wardrobe, and I have lost fifty crowns on the dice.

You promise well! I said.

He shrugged his shoulders quite in the fashionable manner. Always courage! he said; and he went on, smiling.

I was walking at the time with M. de Saintonge, and he muttered, with a sneer, that it was not difficult to see the end, or that within the year the young braggart would sink to be a gaming-house bully. I said nothing, but I confess that I thought otherwise; the lads disposition of his money and his provision for the future seeming to me so remarkable as to set him above ordinary rules.

From this time I began to watch his career with interest, and I was not surprised when, in less than a month, something fell out that led the whole court to regard him with a mixture of amusement and expectancy.

One evening, after leaving the Kings closet, I happened to pass through the east gallery at the Louvre, which served at that time as the outer antechamber, and was the common resort as well of all those idlers who, with some pretensions to fashion, lacked the ENTREE, as of many who with greater claims preferred to be at their ease. My passage for a moment stilled the babel which prevailed. But I had no sooner reached the farther door than the noise broke out again; and this with so sudden a fury, the tumult being augmented by the crashing fall of a table, as caused me at the last moment to stand and turn. A dozen voices crying simultaneously, Have a care! and Not here! not here! and all looking the same way, I was able to detect the three principals in the FRACAS. They were no other than M. de St. Mesmin, Barradas  a low fellow, still remembered, who was already what Saintonge had prophesied that the former would become  and young St. Germain, the eldest son of M. de Clan.

I rather guessed than heard the cause of the quarrel, and that St. Mesmin, putting into words what many had known for years and some made their advantage of, had accused Barradas of cheating. The latters fury was, of course, proportioned to his guilt; an instant challenge while I looked was his natural answer. This, as he was a consummate swordsman, and had long earned his living as much by fear as by fraud, should have been enough to stay the greediest stomach; but St. Mesmin was not content. Treating the knave, the word once passed, as so much dirt, he transferred his attack to St. Germain, and called on him to return the money he had won by betting on Barradas.

St. Germain, a young spark as proud and headstrong as St. Mesmin himself, and possessed of friends equal to his expectations, flung back a haughty refusal. He had the advantage in station and popularity; and by far the larger number of those present sided with him. I lingered a moment in curiosity, looking to see the accuser with all his boldness give way before the almost unanimous expression of disapproval. But my former judgment of him had been correctly formed; so far from being browbeaten or depressed by his position, he repeated the demand with a stubborn persistence that marvellously reminded me of Crillon; and continued to reiterate it until all, except St. Germain himself, were silent. You must return my money! he kept on saying monotonously. You must return my money. This man cheated, and you won my money. You must pay or fight.

With a dead man? St. Germain replied, gibing at him.

No, with me.

Barradas will spit you! The other scoffed. Go and order your coffin, and do not trouble me.

I shall trouble you. If you did not know that he cheated, pay; and if you did know, fight.

I know? St. Germain retorted fiercely. You madman! Do you mean to say that I knew that he cheated?

I mean what I say! St. Mesmin returned stolidly. You have won my money. You must return it. If you will not return it, you must fight.

I should have heard more, but at that moment the main door opened, and two or three gentlemen who had been with the King came out. Not wishing to be seen watching the brawl, I moved away and descended the stairs; and Varenne overtaking me a moment later, and entering on the Biron affair  of which I had just been discussing the latest developments with the King  I forgot St. Mesmin for the time, and only recalled him next morning when Saintonge, being announced, came into my room in a state of great excitement, and almost with his first sentence brought out his name.

Barradas has not killed him then? I said, reproaching myself in a degree for my forgetfulness.

No! He, Barradas! Saintonge answered.

No? I exclaimed.

Yes! he said. I tell you, M. le Marquis, he is a devil of a fellow  a devil of a fellow! He fought, I am told, just like Crillon; rushed in on that rascal and fairly beat down his guard, and had him pinned to the ground before he knew that they had crossed swords!

Well, I said, there is one scoundrel the less. That is all.

Ah, but that is not all! my visitor replied more seriously. It should be, but it is not; and it is for that reason I am come to you. You know St. Germain?

I know that his father and you are  well, that you take opposite sides, I said smiling.

That is pretty well known, he answered coldly. Anyway, this lad is to fight St. Germain to-morrow; and now I hear that M. de Clan, St. Germains father, is for shutting him up. Getting a LETTRE DE CACHET or anything else you please, and away with him.

What! St. Germain? I said.

No! M. de Saintonge answered, prolonging the sound to the utmost. St. Mesmin!

Oh, I said, I see.

Yes, the Marquis retorted pettishly, but I dont. I dont see. And I beg to remind you, M. de Rosny, that this lad is my wifes second cousin through her step-father, and that I shall resent any interference with him. I have spent enough and done enough in the Kings service to have my wishes respected in a small matter such as this; and I shall regard any severity exercised towards my kinsman as a direct offence to myself. Whereas M. de Clan, who will doubtless be here in a few minutes, is

But stop, I said, interrupting him, I heard you speaking of this young fellow the other day. You did not tell me then that he was your kinsman.

Nevertheless he is; my wifes second cousin, he answered with heat.

And you wish him to

Be let alone! he replied interrupting me in his turn more harshly than I approved. I wish him to be let alone. If he will fight St. Germain, and kill or be killed, is that the Kings affair that he need interfere? I ask for no interference, M. de Saintonge continued bitterly, only for fair play and no favour. And for M. de Clan who is a Republican at heart, and a Bironist, and has never done anything but thwart the King, for him to come now, and  faugh! it makes me sick.

Yes, I said drily; I see.

You understand me?

Yes, I said, I think so.

Very well, he replied haughtily  he had gradually wrought himself into a passion; be good enough to bear my request in mind then; and my services also. I ask no more, M. de Rosny, than is due to me and to the Kings honour.

And with that, and scarcely an expression of civility, he left me. Some may wonder, I know, that, having in the Edict of Blois, which forbade duelling and made it a capital offence, an answer to convince even his arrogance, I did not use this weapon; but, as a fact, the edict was not published until the following June, when, partly in consequence of this affair and at my instance, the King put it forth.

Saintonge could scarcely have cleared the gates before his prediction was fulfilled. His enemy arrived hot foot, and entered to me with a mien so much lowered by anxiety and trouble that I hardly knew him for the man who had a hundred times rebuffed me, and whom the Kings offers had found consistently obdurate. All I had ever known of M. de Clan heightened his present humility and strengthened his appeal; so that I felt pity for him proportioned not only to his age and necessity, but to the depth of his fall. Saintonge had rightly anticipated his request; the first, he said, with a trace of his old pride, that he had made to the King in eleven years: his son, his only son and only child  the single heir of his name! He stopped there and looked at me; his eyes bright, his lips trembling and moving without sound, his hands fumbling on his knees.

But, I said, your son wishes to fight, M. de Clan?

He nodded.

And you cannot hinder him?

He shrugged his shoulders grimly. No, he said; he is a St. Germain.

Well, that is just my case, I answered. You see this young fellow St. Mesmin was commended to me, and is, in a manner, of my household; and that is a fatal objection. I cannot possibly act against him in the manner you propose. You must see that; and for my wishes, he respects them less than your son regards yours.

M. de Clan rose, trembling a little on his legs, and glaring at me out of his fierce old eyes. Very well, he said, it is as much as I expected. Times are changed  and faiths  since the King of Navarre slept under the same bush with Antoine St. Germain on the night before Cahors! I wish you good-day, M. le Marquis.

I need not say that my sympathies were with him, and that I would have helped him if I could; but in accordance with the maxim which I have elsewhere explained, that he who places any consideration before the Kings service is not fit to conduct it, I did not see my way to thwart M. de Saintonge in a matter so small. And the end justified my inaction; for the duel, taking place that evening, resulted in nothing worse than a serious, but not dangerous, wound which St. Mesmin, fighting with the same fury as in the morning, contrived to inflict on his opponent.

For some weeks after this I saw little of the young firebrand, though from time to time he attended my receptions and invariably behaved to me with a modesty which proved that he placed some bounds to his presumption. I heard, moreover, that M. de Saintonge, in acknowledgment of the triumph over the St. Germains which he had afforded him, had taken him up; and that the connection between the families being publicly avowed, the two were much together.

Judge of my surprise, therefore, when one day a little before Christmas, M. de Saintonge sought me at the Arsenal during the preparation of the plays and interludes  which were held there that year  and, drawing me aside into the garden, broke into a furious tirade against the young fellow.

But, I said, in immense astonishment, what is this? I thought that he was a young man quite to your mind; and

He is mad! he answered.

Mad? I said.

Yes, mad! he repeated, striking the ground violently with his cane. Stark mad, M. de Rosny. He does not know himself! What do you think  but it is inconceivable. He proposes to marry my daughter! This penniless adventurer honours Mademoiselle de Saintonge by proposing for her!

Pheugh! I said. That is serious.

He  he! I dont think I shall ever get over it! he answered.

He has, of course, seen Mademoiselle?

M. de Saintonge nodded.

At your house, doubtless?

Of course! he replied, with a snap of rage.

Then I am afraid it is serious, I said.

He stared at me, and for an instant I thought that he was going to quarrel with me. Then he asked me why.

I was not sorry to have this opportunity of at once increasing his uneasiness, and requiting his arrogance. Because, I said, this young man appears to me to be very much out of the common. Hitherto, whatever he has said he would do, he has done. You remember Crillon? Well, I trace a likeness. St. Mesmin has much of his headlong temper and savage determination. If you will take my advice, you will proceed with caution.

M. de Saintonge, receiving an answer so little to his mind, was almost bursting with rage. Proceed with caution! he cried. You talk as if the thing could be entertained, or as if I had cause to fear the coxcomb! On the contrary, I intend to teach him a lesson a little confinement will cool his temper. You must give me a letter, my friend, and we will clap him in the Bastille for a month or two.

Impossible, I said firmly. Quite impossible, M. le Marquis.

M. de Saintonge looked at me, frowning. How? he said arrogantly. Have my services earned no better answer than that?

You forget, I replied. Let me remind you that less than a month ago you asked me not to interfere with St. Mesmin; and at your instance I refused to accede to M. de Clans request that I would confine him. You were then all for non-interference, M. de Saintonge, and I cannot blow hot and cold. Besides, to be plain with you, I continued, even if that were not the case, this young fellow is in a manner under my protection; which renders it impossible for me to move against him. If you like, however, I will speak to him.

Speak to him! M. de Saintonge cried. He was breathless with rage. He could say no more. It may be imagined how unpalatable my answer was to him.

But I was not disposed to endure his presumption and ill-temper beyond a certain point; and feeling no sympathy with him in a difficulty which he had brought upon himself by his spitefulness, I answered him roundly. Yes, I said, I will speak to him, if you please. But not otherwise. I can assure you, I should not do it for everyone.

But M. de Saintonges chagrin and rage at finding himself thus rebuffed, in a quarter where his haughty temper had led him to expect an easy compliance, would not allow him to stoop to my offer. He flung away with expressions of the utmost resentment, and even in the hearing of my servants uttered so many foolish and violent things against me, that had my discretion been no greater than his I must have taken notice of them. As, however, I had other and more important affairs upon my hands, and it has never been my practice to humour such hot-heads by placing myself on a level with them, I was content to leave his punishment to St. Mesmin; assured that in him M. Saintonge would find an opponent more courageous and not less stubborn than himself.

The event bore me out, for within a week M. de St. Mesmins pretensions to the hand of Mademoiselle de Saintonge shared with the Biron affair the attention of all Paris. The young lady, whose reputation and the care which had been spent on her breeding, no less than her gifts of person and character, deserved a better fate, attained in a moment a notoriety far from enviable; rumours hundred tongues alleging, and probably with truth  for what father can vie with a gallant in a maidens eyes?  that her inclinations were all on the side of the pretender. At any rate, St. Mesmin had credit for them; there was talk of stolen meetings and a bribed waiting-woman; and though such tales were probably as false as those who gave them currency were fair, they obtained credence with the thoughtless, and being repeated from one to another, in time reached her fathers ears, and contributed with St. Mesmins persecution to render him almost beside himself.

Doubtless with a man of less dogged character, or one more amenable to reason, the Marquis would have known how to deal; but the success which had hitherto rewarded St. Mesmins course of action had confirmed the young man in his belief that everything was to be won by courage; so that the more the Marquis blustered and threatened the more persistent the suitor showed himself. Wherever Mademoiselles presence was to be expected, St. Mesmin appeared, dressed in the extreme of the fashion and wearing either a favour made of her colours or a glove which he asserted that she had given him. Throwing himself in her road on every occasion, he expressed his passion by the most extravagant looks and gestures; and protected from the shafts of ridicule alike by his self-esteem and his prowess, did a hundred things that rendered her conspicuous and must have covered another than himself with inextinguishable laughter.

In these circumstances M. de Saintonge began to find that the darts which glanced off his opponents armour were making him their butt; and that he, who had valued himself all his life on a stately dignity and a pride: almost Spanish, was rapidly becoming the laughing-stock of the Court. His rage may be better imagined than described, and doubtless his daughter did not go unscathed. But the ordinary contemptuous refusal which would have sent another suitor about his business was of no avail here; he had no son, while St. Mesmins recklessness rendered the boldest unwilling to engage him. Saintonge found himself therefore at his wits end, and in this emergency bethought him again of a LETTRE DE CACHET. But the King proved as obdurate as his minister; partly in accordance with a promise he had made me about a year before that he would not commonly grant what I had denied, and partly because Birons affair had now reached a stage in which Saintonges aid was no longer of importance.

Thus repulsed, the Marquis made up his mind to carry his daughter into the country; but St. Mesmin meeting this with the confident assertion that he would abduct her within a week, wherever she was confined, Saintonge, desperate as a baited bull, and trembling with rage  for the threat was uttered at Zamets and was repeated everywhere  avowed equally publicly that since the King would give him no satisfaction he would take the law into his own hands, and serve this impudent braggart as Guise served St. Megrin. As M. le Marquis maintained a considerable household, including some who would not stick at a trifle, it was thought likely enough that he would carry out his threat; especially as the provocation seemed to many to justify it. St. Mesmin was warned, therefore; but his reckless character was so well known that odds were freely given that he would be caught tripping some night  and for the last time.

At this juncture, however, an unexpected ally, and one whose appearance increased Saintonges rage to an intolerable extent, took up St. Mesmins quarrel. This was young St. Germain, who, quitting his chamber, was to be seen everywhere on his antagonists arm. The old feud between the Saint Germains and Saintonges aggravated the new; and more than one brawl took place in the streets between the two parties. St. Germain never moved without four armed servants; he placed others at his friends disposal; and wherever he went he loudly proclaimed what he would do if a hair of St. Mesmins head were injured.

This seemed to place an effectual check on M. de Saintonges purpose; and my surprise was great when, about a week later, the younger St. Germain burst in upon me one morning, with his face inflamed with anger and his dress in disorder; and proclaimed, before I could rise or speak, that St. Mesmin had been murdered.

How? I said, somewhat startled. And when?

By M. de Saintonge! Last night! he answered furiously. But I will have justice; I will have justice, M. de Rosny, or the King

I checked him as sternly as my surprise would let me; and when I had a little abashed him  which was not easy, for his temper vied in stubbornness with St. Mesmins  I learned the particulars. About ten oclock on the previous night St. Mesmin had received a note, and, in spite of the remonstrances of his servants, had gone out alone. He had not returned nor been seen since, and his friends feared the worst.

But on what grounds? I said, astonished to find that that was all.

What! St. Germain cried, flaring up again. Do you ask on what grounds? When M. de Saintonge has told a hundred what he would do to him! What he would do  do, I say? What he has done!

Pooh! I said. It is some assignation, and the rogue is late in returning.

An assignation, yes, St. Germain retorted; but one from which he will not return.

Well, if he does not, go to the Chevalier du Guet, I answered, waving him off. Go! do you hear? I am busy, I continued. Do you think that I am keeper of all the young sparks that bay the moon under the citizens windows? Be off, sir!

He went reluctantly, muttering vengeance; and I, after rating Maignan soundly for admitting him, returned to my work, supposing that before night I should hear of St. Mesmins safety. But the matter took another turn, for while I was at dinner the Captain of the Watch came to speak to me. St. Mesmins cap had been found in a bye-street near the river, in a place where there were marks of a struggle; and his friends were furious. High words had already passed between the two factions, St. Germain openly accusing Saintonge of the murder; plainly, unless something were done at once, a bloody fray was imminent.

What do you think yourself, M. le Marchand? I said, when I had heard him out.

He shrugged his shoulders. What can I think, your Excellency? he said. What else was to be expected?

You take it for granted that M. de Saintonge is guilty?

The young man is gone, he answered pithily.

In spite of this, I thought the conclusion hasty, and contented myself with bidding him see St. Germain and charge him to be quiet; promising that, if necessary, the matter should be investigated and justice done. I still had good hopes that St. Mesmins return would clear up the affair, and the whole turn out to be a freak on his part; but within a few hours tidings that Saintonge had taken steps to strengthen his house and was lying at home, refusing to show himself, placed a different and more serious aspect on the mystery. Before noon next day M. de Clan, whose interference surprised me not a little, was with me to support his sons petition; and at the Kings LEVEE next day St. Germain accused his enemy to the Kings face, and caused an angry and indecent scene in the chamber.

When a man is in trouble foes spring up, as the moisture rises through the stones before a thaw. I doubt if M. de Saintonge was not more completely surprised than any by the stir which ensued, and which was not confined to the St. Germains friends, though they headed the accusers. All whom he had ever offended, and all who had ever offended him, clamoured for justice; while St. Mesmins faults being forgotten and only his merits remembered, there were few who did not bow to the general indignation, which the young and gallant, who saw that at any moment his fate might be theirs, did all in their power to foment. Finally, the arrival of St. Mesmin the father, who came up almost broken-hearted, and would have flung himself at the Kings feet on the first opportunity, roused the storm to the wildest pitch; so that, in the fear lest M. de Birons friends should attempt something under cover of it, I saw the King and gave him my advice. This was to summon Saintonge, the St. Germains, and old St. Mesmin to his presence and effect a reconciliation; or, failing that, to refer the matter to the Parliament.

He agreed with me and chose to receive them next day at the Arsenal. I communicated his commands, and at the hour named we met, the King attended by Roquelaure and myself. But if I had flattered myself that the Kings presence would secure a degree of moderation and reasonableness I was soon undeceived; for though M. de St. Mesmin had only his trembling head and his tears to urge, Clan and his son fell upon Saintonge with so much violence  to which he responded by a fierce and resentful sullenness equally dangerous  that I feared that blows would be struck even before the Kings face. Lest this should happen and the worst traditions of old days of disorder be renewed, I interposed and managed at length to procure silence.

For shame, gentlemen, for shame! the King said, gnawing his moustachios after a fashion he had when in doubt. I take Heaven to witness that I cannot say who is right! But this brawling does no good. The one fact we have is that St. Mesmin has disappeared.

Yes, sire; and that M. de Saintonge predicted his disappearance, St. Germain cried, impulsively. To the day and almost to the hour.

I gather, de Saintonge, the King said, turning to him, mildly, that you did use some expressions of that kind.

Yes, sire, and did nothing upon them, he answered resentfully. But he trembled as he spoke. He was an older man than his antagonist, and the latters violence shook him.

But does M. de Saintonge deny, St. Germain broke out afresh before the King could speak, that my friend had made him a proposal for his daughter? and that he rejected it?

I deny nothing! Saintonge cried, fierce and trembling as a baited animal. For that matter, I would to Heaven he had had her! he continued bitterly.

Ay, so you say now, the irrepressible St. Germain retorted, when you know that he is dead!

I do not know that he is dead, Saintonge answered. And, for that matter, if he were alive and here now he should have her. I am tired; I have suffered enough.

What! Do you tell the King, the young fellow replied incredulously, that if St. Mesmin were here you would give him your daughter?

I do  I do! the other exclaimed passionately. To be rid of him, and you, and all your crew!

Tut, tut! the King said. Whatever betides, I will answer for it, you shall have protection and justice, M. de Saintonge. And do you, young sir, be silent. Be silent, do you hear! We have had too much noise introduced into this already.

He proceeded then to ask certain details, and particularly the hour at which St. Mesmin had been last seen. Notwithstanding that these facts were in the main matters of common agreement, some wrangling took place over them; which was only brought to an end at last in a manner sufficiently startling. The King with his usual thoughtfulness had bidden St. Mesmin be seated. On a sudden the old man rose; I heard him utter a cry of amazement, and following the direction of his eyes I looked towards the door. There stood his son!

At an appearance so unexpected a dozen exclamations filled the air; but to describe the scene which ensued or the various emotions that were evinced by this or that person, as surprise or interest or affection moved them, were a task on which I am not inclined to enter. Suffice it that the foremost and the loudest in these expressions of admiration was young St. Germain; and that the King, after glancing from face to face in puzzled perplexity, began to make a shrewd guess at the truth.

This is a very timely return, M. de St. Mesmin, he said drily.

Yes, sire, the young impertinent answered, not a whit abashed.

Very timely, indeed.

Yes, sire. And the more as St. Germain tells me that M. de Saintonge in his clemency has reconsidered my claims; and has undertaken to use that influence with Mademoiselle which

But on that word M. de Saintonge, comprehending the RUSE by which he had been overcome, cut him short; crying out in a rage that he would see him in perdition first. However, we all immediately took the Marquis in hand, and made it our business to reconcile him to the notion; the King even making a special appeal to him, and promising that St. Mesmin should never want his good offices. Under this pressure, and confronted by his solemn undertaking, Saintonge at last and with reluctance gave way. At the Kings instance, he formally gave his consent to a match which effectually secured St. Mesmins fortunes, and was as much above anything the young fellow could reasonably expect as his audacity and coolness exceeded the common conceit of courtiers.

Many must still remember St. Mesmin; though an attack of the small-pox, which disfigured him beyond the ordinary, led him to leave Paris soon after his marriage. He was concerned, I believe, in the late ill-advised rising in the Vivarais; and at that time his wife still lived. But for some years past I have not heard his name, and only now recall it as that of one whose adventures, thrust on my attention, formed an amusing interlude in the more serious cares which now demand our notice.


V.

THE LOST CIPHER.

I might spend many hours in describing the impression which this great Sovereign made upon my mind; but if the part which she took in the conversation I have detailed does not sufficiently exhibit those qualities of will and intellect which made her the worthy compeer of the King my master, I should labour in vain. Moreover, my stay in her neighbourhood, though Raleigh and Griffin showed me every civility, was short. An hour after taking leave of her, on the 15th of August, 1601, I sailed from Dover, and crossing to Calais without mishap anticipated with pleasure the Kings satisfaction when he should hear the result of my mission, and learn from my mouth the just and friendly sentiments which Queen Elizabeth entertained towards him.

Unfortunately I was not able to impart these on the instant. During my absence a trifling matter had carried the King to Dieppe, whence his anxiety on the queens account, who was shortly to be brought to bed, led him to take the road to Paris. He sent word to me to follow him, but necessarily some days elapsed before we met; an opportunity of which his enemies and mine were quick to take advantage, and that so insidiously and with so much success as to imperil not my reputation only but his happiness.

The time at their disposal was increased by the fact; that when I reached the Arsenal I found the Louvre vacant, the queen, who lay at Fontainebleau, having summoned the King thither. Ferret, his secretary, however, awaited me with a letter, in which Henry, after expressing his desire to see we, bade me nevertheless stay in Paris a day to transact some business. Then, he continued, come to me, my friend, and we will discuss the matter of which you know. In the meantime send me your papers by Ferret, who will give you a receipt for them.

Suspecting no danger in a course which was usual enough, I hastened to comply. Summoning Maignan, who, whenever I travelled, carried my portfolio, I unlocked it, and emptying the papers in a mass on the table, handed them in detail to Ferret. Presently, to my astonishment, I found that one, and this the most important, was missing. I went over the papers again, and again, and yet again. Still it was not to be found.

It will be remembered that whenever I travelled on a mission of importance I wrote my despatches in one of three modes, according as they were of little, great, or the first importance; in ordinary characters that is, in a cipher to which the council possessed the key, or in a cipher to which only the King and I held keys. This last, as it was seldom used, was rarely changed; but it was my duty, on my return from each mission, immediately to remit my key to the King, who deposited it in a safe place until another occasion for its use arose.

It was this key which was missing. I had been accustomed to carry it in the portfolio with the other papers; but in a sealed envelope which I broke and again sealed with my own signet whenever I had occasion to use the cipher. I had last seen the envelope at Calais, when I handed the portfolio to Maignan before beginning my journey to Paris; the portfolio had not since been opened, yet the sealed packet was missing.

More than a little uneasy, I recalled Maignan, who had withdrawn after delivering up his charge, You rascal! I said with some heat. Has this been out of your custody?

The bag? he answered, looking at it. Then his face changed. You have cut your finger, my lord, he said.

I had cut it slightly in unbuckling the portfolio, and a drop or two of blood had fallen on the papers. But his reference to it at this moment, when my mind was full of my loss, angered me, and even awoke my suspicions. Silence! I said, and answer me. Have you let this bag out of your possession? This time he replied straightforwardly that he had not.

Nor unlocked it?

I have no key, your excellency.

That was true; and as I had at bottom the utmost confidence in his fidelity, I pursued the inquiry no farther in that direction, but made a third search among the papers. This also failing to bring the packet to light, and Ferret being in haste to be gone, I was obliged for the moment to put up with the loss, and draw what comfort I could from the reflection that, no despatch in the missing cipher was extant. Whoever had stolen it, therefore, another could be substituted for it and no one the worse. Still I was unwilling that the King should hear of the mischance from a stranger, and be led to think me careless; and I bade Ferret be silent about it unless Henry missed the packet, which might not happen before my arrival.

When the secretary, who readily assented, had given me his receipt and was gone, I questioned Maignan afresh and more closely, but with no result. He had not seen me place the packet in the portfolio at Calais, and that I had done so I could vouch only my own memory, which I knew to be fallible. In the meantime, though the mischance annoyed me, I attached no great importance to it; but anticipating that a word of explanation would satisfy the King, and a new cipher dispose of other difficulties, I dismissed the matter from my mind.

Twenty-four hours later, however, I was rudely awakened. A courier arrived from Henry, and surprising me in the midst of my last preparations at the Arsenal, handed me an order to attend his Majesty; an order couched in the most absolute and peremptory terms, and lacking all those friendly expressions which the King never failed to use when he wrote to me. A missive so brief and so formal  and so needless, for I was on the point of starting  had not reached me for years; and coming at this moment when I had no reason to expect a reverse of fortune, it had all the effect of a thunder-bolt in a clear sky. I stood stunned, the words which I was dictating to my secretary dying on my lips. For I knew the King too well, and had experienced his kindness too lately to attribute the harshness of the order to chance or forgetfulness; and assured in a moment that I stood face to face with a grave crisis, I found myself hard put to it to hide my feelings from those about me.

Nevertheless, I did so with all effort; and, sending for the courier asked him with an assumption of carelessness what was the latest news at Court. His answer, in a measure, calmed my fears, though it could not remove them. He reported that the queen had been taken ill or so the rumour went.

Suddenly? I said.

This morning, he answered.

The King was with her?

Yes, your excellency.

Had he left her long when he sent this letter?

It came from her chamber, your excellency.

But  did you understand that her Majesty was in danger? I urged.

As to that, however, the man could not say anything; and I was left to nurse my conjectures during the long ride to Fontainebleau, where we arrived in the cool of the evening, the last stage through the forest awakening memories of past pleasure that combated in vain the disorder and apprehension which held my spirits. Dismounting in the dusk at the door of my apartments, I found a fresh surprise awaiting me in the shape of M. de Concini, the Italian; who advancing to meet me before my foot was out of the stirrup, announced that he came from the King, who desired my instant attendance in the queens closet.

Knowing Concini to be one of those whose influence with her Majesty had more than once tempted the King to the most violent measures against her  from which I had with difficulty dissuaded him  I augured the worst from the choice of such a messenger; and wounded alike in my pride and the affection in which I held the King, could scarcely find words in which to ask him if the queen was ill.

Indisposed, my lord, he replied carelessly. And he began to whistle.

I told him that I would remove my boots and brush off the dust, and in five minutes be at his service.

Pardon me, he said, my orders are strict; and they are to request you to attend his Majesty immediately. He expected you an hour ago.

I was thunderstruck at this  at the message, and at the mans manner; and for a moment I could scarcely restrain my indignation. Fortunately the habit of self-control came to my aid in time, and I reflected that an altercation with such a person could only lower my dignity. I contented myself, therefore, with signifying my assent by a nod, and without more ado followed him towards the queens apartments.

In the ante-chamber were several persons, who as I passed saluted me with an air of shyness and incertitude which was enough of itself to put me on my guard. Concini attended me to the door of the chamber; there he fell back, and Mademoiselle Galigai, who was in waiting, announced me. I entered, assuming a serene countenance, and found the King and queen together, no other person being present. The queen was lying at length on a couch, while Henry, seated on a stool at her feet, seemed to be engaged in soothing and reassuring her. On my entrance, he broke off and rose to his feet.

Here he is at last, he said, barely looking at me. Now, if you will, dear heart ask him your questions. I have had no communication with him, as you know, for I have been with you since morning.

The queen, whose face was flushed with fever, made a fretful movement but did not answer.

Do you wish me to ask him? Henry said with admirable patience.

If you think it is worth while, she muttered, turning sullenly and eyeing me from the middle of her pillows with disdain and ill-temper.

I will, then, he answered, and he turned to me. M. de Rosny, he said in a formal tone, which even without the unaccustomed monsieur cut me to the heart, be good enough to tell the queen how the key to my secret cipher, which I entrusted to you, has come to be in Madame de Verneuils possession.

I looked at him in the profoundest astonishment, and for a moment remained silent, trying to collect my thoughts under this unexpected blow. The queen saw my hesitation and laughed spitefully. I am afraid, sire, she said, that you have overrated this gentlemans ingenuity, though doubtless it has been much exercised in your service.

Henrys face grew red with vexation. Speak, man! he cried. How came she by it?

Madame de Verneuil? I said.

The queen laughed again. Had you not better take him out first, sir, she said scornfully, and tell him what to say?

Fore God, madame, the King cried passionately, you try me too far! Have I not told you a hundred times, and sworn to you, that I did not give Madame de Verneuil this key?

If you did not give her that, the queen muttered sullenly, picking at the silken coverlet which lay on her feet, you have given her all else. You cannot deny it.

Henry let a gesture of despair escape him. Are we to go back to that? he said. Then turning to me, Tell her, he said between his teeth; and tell me. VENTRE SAINT GRIS  are you dumb, man?

Discerning nothing for it at the moment save to bow before this storm, which had arisen so suddenly, and from a quarter the least expected, I hastened to comply. I had not proceeded far with my story, however  which fell short, of course, of explaining how the key came to be in Madame de Verneuils hands  before I saw that it won no credence with the queen, but rather confirmed her in her belief that the King had given to another what he had denied to her. And more; I saw that in proportion as the tale failed to convince her, it excited the Kings wrath and disappointment. He several times cut me short with expressions of the utmost impatience, and at last, when I came to a lame conclusion  since I could explain nothing except that the key was gone  he could restrain himself no longer. In a tone in which he had never addressed me before, he asked me why I had not, on the instant, communicated the loss to him; and when I would have defended myself by adducing the reason I have given above, overwhelmed me with abuse and reproaches, which, as they were uttered in the queens presence, and would be repeated, I knew, to the Concinis and Galigais of her suite, who had no occasion to love me, carried a double sting.

Nevertheless, for a time, and until he had somewhat worn himself out, I let Henry proceed. Then, taking advantage of the first pause, I interposed. Reminding him that he had never had cause to accuse me of carelessness before, I recalled the twenty-two years during which I had served him faithfully, and the enmities I had incurred for his sake; and having by these means placed the discussion on a more equal footing, I descended again to particulars, and asked respectfully if I might know on whose authority Madame de Verneuil was said to have the cipher.

On her own! the queen cried hysterically. Dont try to deceive me,  for it will be in vain. I know she has it; and if the King did not give it to her, who did?

That is the question, madam, I said.

It is one easily answered, she retorted. If you do not know, ask her.

But, perhaps, madam, she will not answer, I ventured.

Then command her to answer in the Kings name! the queen replied, her cheeks burning with fever. And if she will not, then has the King no prisons  no fetters smooth enough for those dainty ankles?

This was a home question, and Henry, who never showed to less advantage than when he stood between two women, cast a sheepish glance at me. Unfortunately the queen caught the look, which was not intended for her; and on the instant it awoke all her former suspicions. Supposing that she had discovered our collusion, she flung herself back with a cry of rage, and bursting into a passion of tears, gave way to frantic reproaches, wailing and throwing herself about with a violence which could not but injure one in her condition.

The King stared at her for a moment in sheer dismay. Then his chagrin turned to anger; which, as he dared not vent it on her, took my direction. He pointed impetuously to the door. Begone, sir! he said in a passion, and with the utmost harshness. You have done mischief enough here. God grant that we see the end of it! Go  go! he continued, quite beside himself with fury. Send Galigai here, and do you go to your lodging until you hear from me!

Overwhelmed and almost stupefied by the catastrophe, I found my way out I hardly knew how, and sending in the woman, made my escape from the ante-chamber. But hasten as I might, my disorder, patent to a hundred curious eyes, betrayed me; and, if it did not disclose as much as I feared or the inquisitive desired, told more than any had looked to learn. Within an hour it was known at Nemours that his Majesty had dismissed me with high words  some said with a blow; and half a dozen couriers were on the road to Paris with the news.

In my place some might have given up all for lost; but in addition to a sense of rectitude, and the consciousness of desert, I had to support me an intimate knowledge of the Kings temper; which, though I had never suffered from it to this extent before, I knew to be on occasion as hot as his anger was short lived, and his disposition generous. I had hopes, therefore  although I saw dull faces enough among my suite, and some pale ones  that the Kings repentance would overtake his anger, and its consequences outstrip any that might flow from his wrath. But though I was not altogether at fault in this, I failed to take in to account one thing  I mean Henrys anxiety on the queens account, her condition, and his desire to have an heir; which so affected the issue, that instead of fulfilling my expectations the event left me more despondent than before. The King wrote, indeed, and within the hour, and his letter was in form an apology. But it was so lacking in graciousness; so stiff, though it began My good friend Rosny, and so insincere, though it referred to my past services, that when I had read it I stood awhile gazing at it, afraid to turn lest De Vic and Varennes, who had brought it, should read my disappointment in my face.

For I could not hide from myself that the gist of the letter lay, not in the expressions of regret which opened it, but in the complaint which closed it; wherein the King sullenly excused his outbreak on the ground of the magnitude of the interests which my carelessness had endangered and the opening to harass the queen which I had heedlessly given. This cipher, he said, has long been a whim with my wife, from whom, for good reasons well known to you and connected with the Grand Dukes Court, I have thought fit to withhold it. Now nothing will persuade her that I have not granted to another what I refused her. I tremble, my friend, lest you be found to have done more ill to France in a moment of carelessness than all your services have done good.

It was not difficult to find a threat underlying these words, nor to discern that if the queens fancy remained unshaken, and ill came of it, the King would hardly forgive me. Recognising this, and that I was face to face with a crisis from which I could not escape but by the use of my utmost powers, I assumed a serious and thoughtful air; and without affecting to disguise the fact that the King was displeased with me, dismissed the envoys with a few civil speeches, in which I did not fail to speak of his Majesty in terms that even malevolence could not twist to my disadvantage.

When they were gone, doubtless to tell Henry how I had taken it, I sat down to supper with La Font, Boisrueil, and two or three gentlemen of my suite; and, without appearing too cheerful, contrived to eat with my usual appetite. Afterwards I withdrew in the ordinary course to my chamber, and being now at liberty to look the situation in the face, found it as serious as I had feared. The falling man has few friends; he must act quickly if he would retain any. I was not slow in deciding that my sole chance of an honourable escape lay in discovering  and that within a few hours  who stole the cipher and conveyed it to Madame de Verneuil; and in placing before the queen such evidence of this as must convince her.

By way of beginning, I summoned Maignan and put him through a severe examination. Later, I sent for the rest of my household  such, I mean, as had accompanied me  and ranging them against the walls of my chamber, took a flambeau in my hand and went the round of them, questioning each, and marking his air and aspect as he answered. But with no result; so that after following some clues to no purpose, and suspecting several persons who cleared themselves on the spot, I became assured that the chain must be taken up at the other end, and the first link found among Madame de Verneuils following.

By this time it was nearly midnight, and my people were dropping with fatigue. Nevertheless, a sense of the desperate nature of the case animating them, they formed themselves voluntarily into a kind of council, all feeling their probity attacked; in which various modes of forcing the secret from those who held it were proposed  Maignans suggestions being especially violent. Doubting, however, whether Madame had more than one confidante, I secretly made up my mind to a course which none dared to suggest; and then dismissing all to bed, kept only Maignan to lie in my chamber, that if any points occurred to me in the night I might question him on them.

At four oclock I called him, and bade him go out quietly and saddle two horses. This done, I slipped out myself without arousing anyone, and mounting at the stables, took the Orleans road through the forest. My plan was to strike at the head, and surprising Madame de Verneuil while the event; still hung uncertain, to wrest the secret from her by trick or threat. The enterprise was desperate, for I knew the stubbornness and arrogance of the woman, and the inveterate enmity which she entertained towards me, more particularly since the Kings marriage. But in a dangerous case any remedy is welcome.

I reached Malesherbes, where Madame was residing with her parents, a little before seven oclock, and riding without disguise to the chateau demanded to see her. She was not yet risen, and the servants, whom my appearance threw into the utmost confusion, objected this to me; but I knew that the excuse was no real one, and answered roughly that I came from the King, and must see her. This opened all doors, and in a moment I found myself in her chamber. She was sitting up in bed, clothed in an elegant nightrail, and seemed in no wise surprised to see me. On the contrary, she greeted me with a smile and a taunting word; and omitted nothing that might evince her disdain or hurt my dignity. She let me advance without offering me a chair; and when, after saluting her, I looked about for one, I found that all the seats except one very low stool had been removed from the room.

This was so like her that it did not astonish me, and I baffled her malice by leaning against the wall. This is no ordinary honour  from M. de Rosny! she said, flouting me with her eyes.

I come on no ordinary mission, madame, I said as gravely as I could.

Mercy! she exclaimed in a mocking tone. I should have put on new ribbons, I suppose!

From the King, madame, I continued, not allowing myself to be moved, to inquire how you obtained possession of his cipher.

She laughed loudly. Good, simple King, she said, to ask what he knows already!

He does not know, madame, I answered severely.

What? she cried, in affected surprise. When he gave it to me himself!

He did not, madame.

He did, sir! she retorted, firing up. Or if he did not, prove it  prove it! And, by the way, she continued, lowering her voice again, and reverting to her former tone of spiteful badinage, how is the dear queen? I heard that she was indisposed yesterday, and kept the King in attendance all day. So unfortunate, you know, just at this time. And her eyes twinkled with malicious amusement.

Madame, I said, may I speak plainly to you?

I never heard that you could speak otherwise, she answered quickly. Even his friends never called M. de Rosny a wit; but only a plain, rough man who served our royal turn well enough in rough times; but is now growing

Madame!

A trifle exigeant and superfluous.

After that, I saw that it was war to the knife between us; and I asked her in very plain terms If she were not afraid of the queens enmity, that she dared thus to flaunt the Kings favours before her.

No more than I am afraid of yours, she answered hardily.

But if the King is disappointed in his hopes?

You may suffer; very probably will, she answered, slowly and smiling, not I. Besides, sir  my child was born dead. He bore that very well.

Yet, believe me, madame, you run some risk.

In keeping what the King has given me? she answered, raising her eyebrows.

No! In keeping what the King has not given you! I answered sternly. Whereas, what do you gain?

Well, she replied, raising herself in the bed, while her eyes sparkled and her colour rose, if you like, I will tell you. This pleasure, for one thing  the pleasure of seeing you there, awkward, booted, stained, and standing, waiting my will. That  which perhaps you call a petty thing  I gain first of all. Then I gain your ruin, M. de Rosny; I plant a sting in that womans breast; and for his Majesty, he has made his bed and may lie on it.

Have a care, madame! I cried, bursting with indignation at a speech so shameless and disloyal. You are playing a dangerous game, I warn you!

And what game have you played? she replied, transported on a sudden with equal passion. Who was it tore up the promise of marriage which the King gave me? Who was it prevented me being Queen of France? Who was it hurried on the match with this tradeswoman, so that the King found himself wedded, before he knew it? Who was it  but enough; enough! she cried, interrupting herself with a gesture full of rage. You have ruined me, you and your queen between you, and I will ruin you!

On the contrary, madame, I answered, collecting myself for a last effort, and speaking with all the severity which a just indignation inspired, I have not ruined you. But if you do not tell me that which I am here to learn  I will!

She laughed out loud. Oh, you simpleton! she said. And you call yourself a statesman! Do you not see that if I do not tell it, you are disgraced yourself and powerless, and can do me no harm? Tell it you? When I have you all on the hip  you, the King, the queen! Not for a million crowns, M. de Rosny!

And that is your answer, madame? I said, choking with rage. It had been long since any had dared so to beard me.

Yes, she replied stoutly; it is! Or, stay; you shall not go empty-handed. And thrusting her arm under the pillow she drew out, after a moments search, a small packet, which she held out towards me. Take it! she said, with a taunting laugh. It has served my turn. What the King gave me, I give you.

Seeing that it was the missing key to the cipher, I swallowed my rage and took it; and being assured by this time that I could effect nothing by staying longer, but should only expose myself to fresh insults, I turned on my heel, with rudeness equal to her own, and, without taking leave of her, flung the door open and went out. I heard her throw herself back with a shrill laugh of triumph. But as, the moment the door fell to behind me, my thoughts began to cast about for another way of escape  this failing  I took little heed of her, and less of the derisive looks to which the household, quickly taking the cue, treated me as I passed. I flung myself into the saddle and galloped off, followed by Maignan, who presently, to my surprise, blurted out a clumsy word of congratulation.

I turned on him in amazement, and, swearing at him, asked him what he meant.

You have got it, he said timidly, pointing to the packet which I mechanically held in my hand.

And to what purpose? I cried, glad of this opportunity of unloading some of my wrath. I want, not the paper, but the secret, fool! You may have the paper for yourself if you will tell me how Madame got it.

Nevertheless, his words led me to look at the packet. I opened it, and, having satisfied myself that it contained the original and not a copy, was putting it up again when my eyes fell on a small spot of blood which marked one corner of the cover. It was not larger than a grain of corn, but it awoke, first, a vague association and then a memory, which as I rode grew stronger and more definite, until, on a sudden, discovery flashed upon me  and the truth. I remembered where I had seen spots of blood before  on the papers I had handed to Ferret and remembered, too, where that blood had come from. I looked at the cut now, and, finding it nearly healed, sprang in my saddle. Of a certainty this paper had gone through my hands that day! It had been among the others; therefore it must have been passed to Ferret inside another when I first opened the bag! The rogue, getting it and seeing his opportunity, and that I did not suspect, had doubtless secreted it, probably while I was attending to my hand.

I had not suspected him before, because I had ticked off the earlier papers as I handed them to him; and had searched only among the rest and in the bag for the missing one. Now I wondered that I had not done so, and seen the truth from the beginning; and in my impatience I found the leagues through the forest, though the sun was not yet high and the trees sheltered us, the longest I had ridden in my life. When the roofs of the chateau at length appeared before us, I could scarcely keep my pace within bounds. Reflecting how Madame de Verneuil had over-reached herself, and how, by indulging in that last stroke of arrogance, she had placed the secret in my hands, I had much ado to refrain from going to the King booted and unwashed as I was; and though I had not eaten since the previous evening. However, the habit of propriety, which no man may lightly neglect, came to my aid. I made my toilet, and, having broken my fast standing, hastened to the Court. On the way I learned that the King was in the queens garden, and, directing my steps thither, found him walking with my colleagues, Villeroy and Sillery, in the little avenue which leads to the garden of the Conciergerie. A number of the courtiers were standing on the low terrace watching them, while a second group lounged about the queens staircase. Full of the news which I had for the King, I crossed the terrace; taking no particular heed of anyone, but greeting such as came in my way in my usual fashion. At the edge of the terrace I paused a moment before descending the three steps; and at the same moment, as it happened, Henry looked up, and our eyes met. On the instant he averted his gaze, and, turning on his heel in a marked way, retired slowly to the farther end of the walk.

The action was so deliberate that I could not doubt he meant to slight me; and I paused where I was, divided between grief and indignation, a mark for all those glances and whispered gibes in which courtiers indulge on such occasions. The slight was not rendered less serious by the fact that the King was walking with my two colleagues; so that I alone seemed to be out of his confidence, as one soon to be out of his councils also.

I perceived all this, and was not blind to the sneering smiles which were exchanged behind my back; but I affected to see nothing, and to be absorbed in sudden thought. In a minute or two the King turned and came back towards me; and again, as if he could not restrain his curiosity, looked up so that our eyes met. This time I thought that he would beckon me to him, satisfied with the lengths to which he had already carried his displeasure. But he turned again, with a light laugh.

At this a courtier, one of Sillerys creatures, who had presumed on the occasion so far as to come to my elbow, thought that he might safely amuse himself with me. I am afraid that the King grows older, M. de Rosny, he said, smirking at his companions. His sight seems to be failing.

It should not be neglected then, I said grimly. I will tell him presently what you say.

He fell back, looking foolish at that, at the very moment that Henry, having taken another turn, dismissed Villeroy, who, wiser than the puppy at my elbow, greeted me with particular civility as he passed. Freed from him, Henry stood a moment hesitating. He told me afterwards that he had not turned from me a yard before his heart smote him; and that but for a mischievous curiosity to see how I should take it, he would not have carried the matter so far. Be that as it may  and I do not doubt this, any more than I ever doubted the reality of the affection in which he held me  on a sudden he raised his hand and beckoned to me.

I went down to him gravely, and not hurriedly. He looked at me with some signs of confusion in his face. You are late this morning, he said.

I have been on your Majestys business, I answered.

I do not doubt that, he replied querulously, his eyes wandering. I am not  I am troubled this morning. And after a fashion he had when he was not at his ease, he ground his heel into the soil and looked down at the mark. The queen is not well. Sillery has seen her, and will tell you so.

M. de Sillery, whose constant opposition to me at the council-board I have elsewhere described, began to affirm it. I let him go on for a little time, and then interrupted him brusquely. I think it was you, I said, who nominated Ferret to be one of the Kings clerks.

Ferret? he exclaimed, reddening at my tone, while the King, who knew me well, pricked up his ears.

Yes, I said; Ferret.

And if so? Sillery asked, haughtily. What do you mean?

Only this, I said. That if his Majesty will summon him to the queens closet, without warning or delay, and ask him in her presence how much Madame de Verneuil gave him for the Kings cipher, her Majesty, I think, will learn something which she wishes to know.

What? the King cried. You have discovered it? But he gave you a receipt for the papers he took.

For the papers he took with my knowledge  yes, sire.

The rogue! Sillery exclaimed viciously. I will go and fetch him.

Not so  with your Majestys leave, I said, interposing quickly. M. de Sillery may say too much or too little. Let a lackey take a message, bidding him go to the queens closet, and he will suspect nothing.

The King assented, and bade me go and give the order. When I returned, he asked me anxiously if I felt sure that the man would confess.

Yes, if you pretend to know all, sire, I answered. He will think that Madame has betrayed him.

Very well, Henry said. Then let us go.

But I declined to be present; partly on the ground that if I were there the queen might suspect me of inspiring the man, and partly because I thought that the rogue would entertain a more confident hope of pardon, and be more likely to confess, if he saw the King alone. I contrived to keep Sillery also; and Henry giving the word, as he mounted the steps, that he should be back presently, the whole Court remained in a state of suspense, aware that something was in progress but in doubt what, and unable to decide whether I were again in favour or now on my trial.

Sillery remained talking to me, principally on English matters, until the dinner hour; which came and went, neglected by all. At length, when the curiosity of the mass of courtiers, who did not dare to interrupt us, had been raised by delay to an almost intolerable pitch, the King returned, with signs of disorder in his bearing; and, crossing the terrace in half a dozen strides, drew me hastily, along with Sillery, into the grove of white mulberry trees. There we were no sooner hidden in part, though not completely, than he threw his arms about me and embraced me with the warmest expressions. Ah, my friend, he said, putting me from him at last, what shall I say to you?

The queen is satisfied, sire?

Perfectly; and desires to be commended to you.

He confessed, then?

Henry nodded, with a look in his face that I did not understand. Yes, he said, fully. It was as you thought, my friend. God have mercy upon him!

I started. What? I said. Has he

The King nodded, and could not repress a shudder. Yes, he said; but not, thank Heaven, until he had left the closet. He had something about him.

Sillery began anxiously to clear himself; but the King, with his usual good nature, stopped him, and bade us all go and dine, saying that we must be famished. He ended by directing me to be back in an hour, since his own appetite was spoiled. And bring with you all your patience, he added, for I have a hundred questions to ask you. We will walk towards Avon, and I will show you the surprise which I am preparing for the queen.

Alas, I would I could say that all ended there. But the rancour of which Madame de Verneuil had given token in her interview with me was rather aggravated than lessened by the failure of her plot and the death of her tool. It proved to be impenetrable by all the kindnesses which the King lavished upon her; neither the legitimation of the child which she soon afterwards bore, nor the clemency which the King  against the advice of his wisest ministers extended to her brother Auvergne, availing to expel it from her breast. How far she or that ill-omened family were privy to the accursed crime which, nine years later, palsied France on the threshold of undreamed-of glories, I will not take on myself to say; for suspicion is not proof. But history, of which my beloved master must ever form so great a part, will lay the blame where it should rest.


VI.

THE MAN OF MONCEAUX.

In the month of August of this year the King found some alleviation of the growing uneasiness which his passion for Madame de Conde occasioned him in a visit to Monceaux, where he spent two weeks in such diversions as the place afforded. He invited me to accompany him, but on my representing that I could not there  so easily as in my own closet, where I had all the materials within reach  prepare the report which he had commanded me to draw up, he directed me to remain in Paris until it was ready, and then to join him.

This report which he was having written, not only for his own satisfaction but for the information of his heir, took the form of a recital of all the causes and events, spread over many years, which had induced him to take in hand the Great Design; together with a succinct account of the munitions and treasures which he had prepared to carry it out. As it included many things which were unknown beyond the council, and some which he shared only with me  and as, in particular, it enumerated the various secret alliances and agreements which he had made with the princes of North Germany, whom a premature discovery must place at the Emperors mercy  it was necessary that I should draw up the whole with my own hand, and with the utmost care and precaution. This I did; and that nothing might be wanting to a memorial which I regarded with justice as the most important of the many State papers which it had fallen to my lot; to prepare, I spent seven days in incessant labour upon it. It was not, therefore, until the third week in August: that I was free to travel to Monceaux.

I found my quarters assigned to me in a pavilion called the Garden House; and, arriving at supper time, sat down with my household with more haste and less ceremony than was my wont. The same state of things prevailed, I suppose, in the kitchen; for we had not been seated half an hour when a great hubbub arose in the house, and the servants rushing in cried out that a fire had broken out below, and that the house was in danger of burning.

In such emergencies I take it to be the duty of a man of standing to bear himself with as much dignity as is consistent with vigour; and neither to allow himself to be carried away by the outcry and disorder of the crowd, nor to omit any direction that may avail. On this occasion, however, my first thought was given to the memorial I had prepared for the King; which I remembered had been taken with other books and papers to a room over the kitchen. I lost not a moment, therefore, in sending Maignan for it; nor until I held it safely in my hand did I feel myself at liberty to think of the house. When I did, I found that the alarm exceeded the danger; a few buckets of water extinguished a beam in the chimney which had caught fire, and in a few moments we were able to resume the meal with the added vivacity which such an event gave to the conversation. It has never been my custom to encourage too great freedom at my table; but as the company consisted, with a single exception, of my household, and as this person  a Monsieur de Vilain, a young gentleman, the cousin of one of my wifes maids-of-honour  showed himself possessed of modesty as well as wit, I thought that the time excused a little relaxation.

This was the cause of the misfortune which followed, and bade fair to place me in a position of as great difficulty as I have ever known; for, having in my good humour dismissed the servants, I continued to talk for an hour or more with Vilain and some of my gentlemen; the result being that I so far forgot myself, when I rose, as to leave the report where I had laid it on the table. In the passage I met a man whom the King had sent to inquire about the fire; and thus reminded of the papers I turned back to the room; greatly vexed with myself for negligence which in a subordinate I should have severely rebuked, but never doubting that I should find the packet where I had left it.

To my chagrin the paper was gone. Still I could not believe that it had been stolen, and supposing that Maignan or one of my household had seen it and taken it to my closet, I repaired thither in haste. I found Maignan already there, with M. Boisrueil, one of my gentlemen, who was waiting to ask a favour; but they knew nothing of the report, and though I sent them down forthwith, with directions to make strict but quiet inquiry, they returned at the end of half an hour with long faces and no news.

Then I grew seriously alarmed; and reflecting on the many important secrets which the memorial contained, whereof a disclosure must spoil plans so long and sedulously prepared, I found myself brought on a sudden face to face with disaster. I could not imagine how the King, who had again and again urged on me the utmost precaution, would take such a catastrophe; nor how I should make it known to him. For a moment, therefore, while I listened to the tale, I felt the hair rise on my head and a shiver descend my back; nor was it without an uncommon effort that I retained my coolness and composure.

Plainly no steps in such a position could be too stringent. I sent Maignan with an order to close all the doors and let no one pass out. Then I made sure that none of the servants had entered the room, between the time of my rising and return; and this narrowed the tale of those who could have taken the packet to eleven, that being the number of persons who had sat down with me. But having followed the matter so far, I came face to face with this difficulty: that all the eleven were, with one exception, in my service and in various ways pledged to my interests, so that I could not conceive even the possibility of a betrayal by them in a matter so important.

I confess, at this, the perspiration rose upon my brow; for the paper was gone. Still, there remained one stranger; and though it seemed scarcely less difficult to suspect him, since he could have no knowledge of the importance of the document, and could not have anticipated that I should leave it in his power, I found in that the only likely solution. He was one of the Vilains of Pareil by Monceaux, his father living on the edge of the park, little more than a thousand yards from the chateau; and I knew no harm of him. Still, I knew little; and for that reason was forward to believe that there, rather than in my own household, lay the key to the enigma.

My suspicions were not lessened when I discovered that he alone of the party at table had left the house before the doors were closed; and for a moment I was inclined to have him followed and seized. But I could scarcely take a step so decisive without provoking inquiry; and I dared not at this stage let the King know of my negligence. I found myself, therefore, brought up short, in a state of exasperation and doubt difficult to describe; and the most minute search within the house and the closest examination of all concerned failing to provide the slightest clue, I had no alternative but to pass the night in that condition.

On the morrow a third search seeming still the only resource, and proving as futile as the others, I ordered La Trape and two or three in whom I placed the greatest confidence to watch their fellows, and report anything in their bearing or manner that seemed to be out of the ordinary course; while I myself went to wait; on the King, and parry his demand for the memorial as well as I could. This it was necessary to do without provoking curiosity; and as the lapse of each minute made the pursuit of the paper less hopeful and its recovery a thing to pray for rather than expect, it will be believed that I soon found the aspect of civility which I was obliged to wear so great a trial of my patience, that I made an excuse and retired early to my lodging.

Here my wife, who shared my anxiety, met me with a face full of meaning. I cried out to know if they had found the paper.

No, she answered; but if you will come into your closet I will tell you what I have learned.

I went in with her, and she told me briefly that the manner of Mademoiselle de Mars, one of her maids, had struck her as suspicious. The girl had begun to cry while reading to her; and when questioned had been able to give no explanation of her trouble.

She is Vilains cousin? I said.

Yes, monsieur.

Bring her to me, I said. Bring her to me without the delay of an instant.

My wife hastened to comply; and whatever had been the girls state earlier, before the fright of this hasty summons had upset her, her agitation when thus confronted with me gave me, before a word was spoken, the highest hopes that I had here the key to the mystery. I judged that it might be necessary to frighten her still more, and I started by taking a harsh tone with her; but before I had said many words she obviated the necessity of this by falling at my wifes feet and protesting that she would tell all.

Then speak quickly, wench! I said. You know where the paper is.

I know who has it! she answered, in a voice choked with sobs.

Who?

My cousin, M. de Vilain.

Ha! and has taken it to his house?

But she seemed for a moment unable to answer this; her distress being such that my wife had to fetch a vial of pungent salts to restore her before she could say more. At length she found voice to tell us that M. de Vilain had taken the paper, and was this evening to hand it to an agent of the Spanish ambassador.

But, girl, I said sternly, how do you know this?

Then she confessed that the cousin was also the lover, and had before employed her to disclose what went on in my household, and anything of value that could be discovered there. Doubtless the girl, for whom my wife, in spite of her occasional fits of reserve and temper, entertained no little liking, enjoyed many opportunities of prying; and would have continued still to serve him had not this last piece of villainy, with the stir which it caused in the house and the rigorous punishment to be expected in the event of discovery, proved too much for her nerves. Hence this burst of confession; which once allowed to flow, ran on almost against her will. Nor did I let her pause to consider the full meaning of what she was saying until I had learned that Vilain was to meet the ambassadors agent an hour after sunset at the east end of a clump of trees which stood in the park; and being situate between his, Vilains, residence and the chateau, formed a convenient place for such a transaction.

He will have it about him? I said.

She sobbed a moment, but presently confessed. Yes; or it will be in the hollow of the most easterly tree. He was to leave it there, if the agent could not keep the appointment.

Good! I said; and then, having assured myself by one or two questions of that, of which her state of distress and agitation left me in little doubt  namely, that she was telling the truth  I committed her to my wifes care; bidding the Duchess lock her up in a safe place upstairs, and treat her to bread and water until I had taken the steps necessary to prove the fact, and secure the paper.

After this  but I should be tedious were I to describe the alternations of hope and fear in which I passed the period of suspense. Suffice it that I informed no one, not even Maignan, of what I had discovered, but allowed those in the secret of the loss still to pursue their efforts; while I, by again attending the Court, endeavoured at once to mitigate the Kings impatience and persuade the world that all was well. A little before the appointed time, however I made a pretext to rise from supper, and quietly calling out Boisrueil, bade him bring four of the men, armed, and Maignan and La Trape. With this small body I made my way out by a private door, and crossed the park to the place Mademoiselle had, indicated.

Happily, night had already begun to close in, and the rendezvous was at the farther side of the clump of trees. Favoured by these circumstances, we were able to pass round the thicket  some on one side and some on the other  without noise or disturbance; and fortunate enough, having arrived at the place, to discover a man walking uneasily up and down on the very spot where we expected to find him. The evening was so far advanced that it was not possible to be sure that the man was Vilain; but as all depended on seizing him before he had any communication with the Spanish agent, I gave the signal, and two of my men, springing on him from either side, in a moment bore him to the ground and secured him.

He proved to be Vilain, so that, when he was brought face to face with me, I was much less surprised than he affected to be. He played the part of an ignorant so well, indeed, that, for a moment, I was staggered by his show of astonishment, and by the earnestness with which he denounced the outrage; nor could Maignan find anything on him. But, a moment later, remembering the girls words, I strode to the nearest tree, and, groping about it, in a twinkling unearthed the paper from a little hollow in the trunk that seemed to have been made to receive it. I need not say with what relief I found the seals unbroken; nor with what indignation I turned on the villain thus convicted of an act of treachery towards the King only less black than the sin against hospitality of which he had been guilty in my house. But the discovery I had made seemed enough of itself to overwhelm him; for, after standing apparently stunned while I spoke, he jerked himself suddenly out of his captors hands, and made a desperate attempt to escape. Finding this hopeless, and being seized again before he had gone four paces, he shouted, at the top of his voice: Back! back! Go back!

We looked about, somewhat startled, and Boisrueil, with presence of mind, ran into the darkness to see if he could detect the person addressed; but though he thought that he saw the skirt of a flying cloak disappear in the gloom, he was not sure; and I, having no mind to be mixed up with the ambassador, called him back. I asked Vilain to whom he had called, but the young man, turning sullen, would answer nothing except that he knew naught of the paper. I thought it best, therefore, to conduct him at once to my lodgings, whither it will be believed that I returned with a lighter heart than I had gone out. It was, indeed, a providential escape.

How to punish the traitor was another matter, for I could scarcely do so adequately without betraying my negligence. I determined to sleep on this, however, and, for the night, directed him to be locked into a chamber in the south-west turret, with a Swiss to guard the door; my intention being to interrogate him farther on the morrow. However, Henry sent for me so early that I was forced to postpone my examination; and, being detained by him until evening, I thought it best to tell him, before I left, what had happened.

He heard the story with a look of incredulity, which, little by little, gave way to a broad smile. Well, he said, Grand Master, never chide me again! I have heard that Homer sometimes nods; but if I were to tell this to Sillery or Villeroy, they would not believe me.

They would believe anything that your Majesty told them, I said. But you will not tell them this?

No, he said kindly, I will not; and there is my hand on it. For the matter of that, if it had happened to them, they would not have told me.

And perhaps been the wiser for that, I said.

Dont believe it, he answered. But now, what of this young Vilain? You have him safe?

Yes, sire.

The girl is one degree worse; she betrays both sides to save her skin.

Still, I promised

Oh, she must go, Henry said. I quite understand. But for him  we had better have no scandal. Keep him until to-morrow, and I will see his father, and have him sent out of the country.

And he will go scot free, I said, bluntly, when a rope and the nearest tree

Yes, my friend, Henry answered with a dry smile; but that should have been done last night. As it is, he is your guest and we must give an account of him. But first drain him dry. Frighten him, as you please, and get all out of him; then I wish them joy of him. Faugh! and he a young man! I would not be his father for two such crowns as mine!

As I returned to my lodgings I thought over these words; and I fell to wondering by what stages Vilain had sunk so low. Occasionally admitted to my table, he had always borne himself with a modesty and discretion that had not failed to prepossess me; indeed, the longer I considered the Kings saying, the greater was the surprise I felt at this DENOUEMENT; which left me in doubt whether my dullness exceeded my negligence or the young mans parts surpassed his wickedness.

A few questions, I thought, might resolve this; but having been detained by the King until supper-time, I postponed the interview until I rose. Then bidding them bring in the prisoner, I assumed my harshest aspect and prepared to blast him by discovering all his vileness to his face.

But when I had waited a little, only Maignan came in, with an air of consternation that brought me to my feet. Why, man, what is it? I cried.

The prisoner, he faltered. If your excellency pleases

I do not please! I said sternly, believing that I knew what had happened. Is he dead?

No, your excellency; but, he has escaped.

Escaped? From that room?

Maignan nodded.

Then, PAR DIEU! I replied, the man who was on guard shall suffer in his place! Escaped? How could he escape except by treachery? Where was the guard?

He was there, excellency. And he says that no one passed him.

Yet the man is gone?

The room is empty.

But the window  the window, fool, is fifty feet from the ground! I said. And not so much footing outside as would hold a crow!

Maignan shrugged his shoulders, and in a rage I bade him follow me, and went myself to view the place; to which a number of my people had already flocked with lights, so that I found some difficulty in mounting the staircase. A very brief inspection, however, sufficed to confirm my first impression that Vilain could have escaped by the door only; for the window, though it lacked bars and boasted a tiny balcony, hung over fifty feet of sheer depth, so that evasion that way seemed in the absence of ladder or rope purely impossible. This being clear, I ordered the Swiss to be seized; and as he could give no explanation of the escape, and still persisted that he was as much in the dark as anyone, I declared that I would make an example of him, and hang him unless the prisoner was recaptured within three days.

I did not really propose to do this, but in my irritation I spoke so roundly that my people believed me; even Boisrueil, who presently came to intercede for the culprit, who, it seemed, was a favourite. As for Vilain, he continued; you can catch him whenever you please.

Then catch him before the end of three days, I answered obstinately, and the man lives.

The truth was that Vilains escape placed me in a position of some discomfort; for though, on the one hand, I had no particular desire to get him again into my hands, seeing that the King could effect as much by a word to his father as I had proposed to do while I held him safe; on the other hand, the evasion placed me very peculiarly in regard to the King himself, who was inclined to think me ill or suddenly grown careless. Some of the facts, too, were leaking out, and provoking smiles among the more knowing, and a hint here and there; the result of all being that, unable to pursue the matter farther in Vilains case, I hardened my heart and persisted that the Swiss should pay the penalty.

This obstinacy on my part had an unforeseen issue. On the evening of the second day, a little before supper-time, my wife came to me, and announced that a young lady had waited on her with a tale so remarkable that she craved leave to bring her to me that I might hear it.

What is it? I said impatiently.

It is about M. Vilain, my wife answered, her face still wearing all the marks of lively astonishment.

Ha! I exclaimed. I will see her then. But it is not that baggage who

No, my wife answered. It is another.

One of your maids?

No, a stranger.

Well, bring her, I said shortly.

She went, and quickly returned with a young lady, whose face and modest bearing were known to me, though I could not, at the moment, recall her name. This was the less remarkable as I am not prone to look much in maids faces, leaving that to younger men; and Mademoiselle de Figeacs, though beautiful, was disfigured on this occasion by the marked distress under which she was labouring. Accustomed as I was to the visits of persons of all classes and characters who came to me daily with petitions, I should have been disposed to cut her short, but for my wifes intimation that her errand had to do with the matter which annoyed me. This, as well as a trifle of curiosity  from which none are quite free  inclined me to be patient; and I asked her what she would have with me.

Justice, M. le Duc, she answered simply. I have heard that you are seeking M. de Vilain, and that one of your people is lying under sentence for complicity in his escape.

That is true, mademoiselle, I said. If you can tell me

I can tell you how he escaped, and by whose aid, she answered.

It is my custom to betray no astonishment, even when I am astonished. Do so, I said.

He escaped through the window, she answered firmly, by my brothers aid.

Your brothers? I exclaimed, amazed at her audacity. I do not remember him.

He is only thirteen years old.

I could hide my astonishment no longer. You must be mad, girl! I said, mad! You do not know what you are saying! The window of the room in which Vilain was confined is fifty feet from the ground, and you say that your brother, a boy of thirteen, contrived his escape?

Yes, M. de Sully, she answered. And the man who is about to suffer is innocent.

How was it done, then? I asked, not knowing what to think of her persistence.

My brother was flying a kite that day, she answered. He had been doing so for a week or more, and everyone was accustomed to seeing him here. After sunset, the wind being favourable, he came under M. de Vilains window, and, when it was nearly dark, and the servants and household were at supper, he guided the kite against the balcony outside the window.

But a man cannot descend by a kite-string!

My brother had a knotted rope, which M. de Vilain drew up, she answered simply; and afterwards, when he had descended, disengaged.

I looked at her in profound amazement.

Your brother acted on instructions? I said at last.

On mine, she answered.

You avow that?

I am here to do so, she replied, her face white and red by turns, but her eyes continuing to meet mine.

This is a very serious matter, I said. Are you aware, mademoiselle, why M. Vilain was arrested, and of what he is accused?

Perfectly, she answered; and that he is innocent. More! she continued, clasping her hands, and looking at me bravely, I am willing both to tell you where he is, and to bring him, if you please, into your presence.

I stared at her. You will bring him here? I said.

Within five minutes, she answered, if you will first hear me.

What are you to him? I said.

She blushed vividly. I shall be his wife or no ones, she said; and she looked a moment at my wife.

Well, say what you have to say! I cried roughly.

This paper, which it is alleged that he stole  it was not found on him; but in the hollow of a tree.

Within three paces of him! And what was he doing there?

He came to meet me, she answered, her voice trembling slightly. He could have told you so, but he would not shame me.

This is true? I said, eyeing her closely.

I swear it! she answered, clasping her hands. And then, with a sudden flash of rage, Will the other woman swear to her tale? she cried.

Ha! I said, what other woman?

The woman who sent you to that place, she answered. He would not tell me her name, or I would go to her now and wring the truth from her. But he confessed to me that he had let a woman into the secret of our meeting; and this is her work.

I stood a moment pondering, with my eyes on the girls excited face, and my thoughts, following this new clue through the maze of recent events; wherein I could not fail to see that it led to a very different conclusion from that at which I had arrived. If Vilain had been foolish enough to wind up his love-passages with Mademoiselle de Mars by confiding to her his passion for the Figeac, and even the place and time at which the latter was so imprudent as to meet him, I could fancy the deserted mistress laying this plot; and first placing the packet where we found it, and then punishing her lover by laying the theft at his door. True, he might be guilty; and it might be only confession and betrayal on which jealousy had thrust her. But the longer I considered the whole of the circumstances, as well as the young mans character, and the lengths to which I knew a womans passion would carry her, the more probable seemed the explanation I had just received.

Nevertheless, I did not at once express my opinion; but veiling the chagrin I naturally felt at the simple part I had been led to play  in the event I now thought probable  I sharply ordered Mademoiselle de Figeac to retire into the next room; and then I requested my wife to fetch her maid.

Mademoiselle de Mars had been three days in solitary confinement, and might be taken to have repented of her rash accusation were it baseless. I counted somewhat on this; and more on the effect of so sudden a summons to my presence. But at first sight it seemed that I did so without cause. Instead of the agitation which she had displayed when brought before me to confess, she now showed herself quiet and even sullen; nor did the gleam of passion, which I thought that I discerned smouldering in her dark eyes, seem to promise either weakness or repentance. However, I had too often observed the power of the unknown over a guilty conscience to despair of eliciting the truth.

I want to ask you two or three questions, I said civilly. First, was M. de Vilain with you when you placed the paper in the hollow of the tree? Or were you alone?

I saw her eyelids quiver as with sudden fear, and her voice shook as she stammered, When I placed the paper?

Yes, I said, when you placed the paper. I have reason to know that you did it. I wish to learn whether he was present, or you did it merely under his orders?

She looked at me, her face a shade paler, and I do not doubt that her mind was on the rack to divine how much I knew, and how far she might deny and how far confess. My tone seemed to encourage frankness, however, and in a moment she said, I placed it under his directions.

Yes, I said drily, my last doubt resolved by the admission; but that being so, why did Vilain go to the spot?

She grew still a shade paler, but in a moment she answered, To meet the agent.

Then why did you place the paper in the tree?

She saw the difficulty in which she had placed herself, and for an instant she stared at me with the look of a wild animal caught in a trap. Then, In case the agent was late, she muttered.

But since Vilain had to go to the spot, why did he not deposit the paper in the tree himself? Why did he send you to the place beforehand? Why did and then I broke off and cried harshly, Shall I tell you why? Shall I tell you why, you false jade?

She cowered away from me at the words, and stood terror-stricken, gazing at me like one fascinated. But she did not answer.

Because, I cried, your story is a tissue of lies! Because it was you, and you only, who stole this paper! Because  Down on your knees! down on your knees! I thundered, and confess! Confess, or I will have you whipped at the carts tail, like the false witness you are!

She threw herself down shrieking, and caught my wife by the skirts, and in a breath had said all I wanted; and more than enough to show me that I had suspected Vilain without cause, and both played the simpleton myself and harried my household to distraction.

So far good. I could arrange matters with Vilain, and probably avoid publicity. But what was now to be done with her?

In the case of a man I should have thought no punishment too severe, and the utmost rigour of the law too tender for such perfidy; but as she was a woman, and young, and under my wifes protection, I hesitated. Finally, the Duchess interceding, I leaned to the side of that mercy which the girl had not shown to her lover; and thought her sufficiently punished, at the moment by the presence of Mademoiselle de Figeac whom I called into the room to witness her humiliation, and in the future by dismissal from my household. As this imported banishment to her fathers country-house, where her mother, a shrewd old Bearnaise, saved pence and counted lentils into the soup, and saw company once a quarter, I had perhaps reason to be content with her chastisement.

For the rest I sent for M. de Vilain, and by finding him employment in the finances, and interceding for him with the old Vicomte de Figeac, confirmed him in the attachment he had begun to feel for me before this unlucky event; nor do I doubt that I should have been able in time to advance him to a post worthy of the talents I discerned in him. But, alas, the deplorable crime, which so soon deprived me at one blow of my master and of power, put an end to this, among other and greater schemes.


VII.

THE GOVERNOR OF GUERET.

Without attaching to dreams greater importance than a prudent man will always be willing to assign to the unknown and unintelligible, I have been in the habit of reflecting on them; and have observed with some curiosity that in these later years of my life, during which France has enjoyed peace and comparative prosperity, my dreams have most often reproduced the stormy rides and bivouacs of my youth, with all the rough and bloody accompaniments which our day knows only by repute. Considering these visions, and comparing my sleeping apathy with my daylight reflections, I have been led to wonder at the power of habit; which alone makes it possible for a man who has seen a dozen stricken fields, and viewed, scarcely with emotion, the slaughter of a hundred prisoners, to turn pale at the sight of a coach accident, and walk a mile rather than see a rogue hang.

I am impelled to this train of thought by an adventure that befell me in the summer of this year 1605; and which, as it seemed to me in the happening to be rather an evil dream of old times than a waking episode of these, may afford the reader some diversion, besides relieving the necessary tedium of the thousand particulars of finance that render the five farms a study of the utmost intricacy.

My appointment to represent the King at the Assembly of Chatelherault had carried me in the month of July into Poitou. Being there, and desirous of learning for myself whether the arrest of Auvergne had pacified his country to the extent described by the Kings agents, I determined to take advantage of a vacation of the assembly and venture as far in that direction as Gueret; though Henry, fearing lest the malcontents should make an attempt on my person in revenge for the death of Biron, had strictly charged me not to approach within twenty leagues of the Limousin.

I had with me for escort at Chatelherault a hundred horse; but, these seeming to be either too many or too few for the purpose, I took with me only ten picked men with Colet their captain, five servants heavily armed, and of my gentlemen Boisrueil and La Font. Parabere, to whom I opened my mind, consented to be my companion. I gave out that I was going to spend three days at Preuilly, to examine an estate there which I thought of buying, that I might have a residence in my government; and, having amused the curious with this statement, I got away at daybreak, and by an hour before noon was at Touron, where I stayed for dinner. That night we lay at a village, and the next day dined at St. Marcel. The second afternoon we reached Crozant.

Here I began to observe those signs of neglect and disorder which, at the close of the war, had been common in all parts of France, but in the more favoured districts had been erased by a decade of peace. Briars and thorns choked the roads, which ran through morasses, between fields which the husbandman had resigned to tares and undergrowth. Ruined hamlets were common, and everywhere wolves and foxes and all kinds of game abounded. But that which roused my ire to the hottest was the state of the bridges, which in this country, where the fords are in winter impassable, had been allowed to fall into utter decay. On all sides I found the peasants oppressed, disheartened, and primed with tales of the Kings severity, which those who had just cause to dread him had instilled into them. Bands of robbers committed daily excesses, and, in a word, no one thing was wanting to give the lie to the rose-coloured reports with which Bareilles, the Governor of Gueret, had amused the Council.

I confess that, at sight and thought of these things  of this country so devoured, the Kings authority so contemned, all evils laid at his door, all his profits diverted  my anger burned within me, and I said more to Parabere than was perhaps prudent, telling him, in particular, what I designed against Bareilles, of whose double-dealing I needed no further proof; by what means I proposed to lull his suspicions for the moment, since we must lie at Gueret, and how I would afterwards, on the first occasion, have him seized and punished.

I forgot, while I avowed these things, that one weakness of Paraberes character which rendered him unable to believe evil of anyone. Even of Bareilles, though the two were the merest acquaintances, he could only think indulgently, because, forsooth, he too was a Protestant. He began to defend him therefore, and, seeing how the ground lay, after a time I let the matter drop.

Still I did not think that he had been serious in his plea, and that which happened on the following morning took me completely by surprise. We had left Crozant an hour, and I was considering whether, the road being bad, we should even now reach Gueret before night, when Parabere, who had made some excuse to ride forward, returned, to me with signs of embarrassment in his manner.

My friend, he said, here is a message from Bareilles.

How? I exclaimed. A message? For whom?

For you, he said; the man is here.

But how did Bareilles know that I was coming? I asked.

Paraberes confusion furnished me with the answer before he spoke. Do not be angry, my friend, he said. I wanted to do Bareilles a good turn. I saw that you were enraged with him, and I thought that I could not help him better than by suggesting to him to come and meet you in a proper spirit, and make the explanations which I am sure that he has it in his power to make. Yesterday morning, therefore, I sent to him.

And he is here? I said drily.

Parabere admitted with a blush that he was not. His messenger had found Bareilles on the point of starting against a band of plunderers who had ravaged the country for a twelvemonth. He had sent me the most; civil messages therefore  but he had not come. However, he will be at Gueret to-morrow, Parabere added cheerfully.

Will he? I said.

I will answer for it, he answered. In the meantime, he has done what he can for our comfort.

How? I said,

He bids us not to attempt the last three leagues to Gueret to-night; the road is too bad. But to stay at Saury, where there is a good inn, and to-morrow morning he will meet us there.

If the brigands have not proved too much for him, I said.

Yes, Parabere answered, with a simplicity almost supernatural. To be sure.

After this, it was no use to say anything to him, though his officiousness would have justified the keenest reproaches. I swallowed my resentment, therefore, and we went on amicably enough, though the valley of the Creuse, in its upper and wilder part, through which our road now wound, offered no objects of a kind to soften my anger against the governor. I saw enough of ruins, of blocked defiles, and overgrown roads; but of returning prosperity and growing crops, and the Kings peace, I saw no sign  not so much as one dead robber.

About noon we alighted to eat a little at a wretched tavern by one of the innumerable fords. A solitary traveller who was here before us, and for a time kept aloof, wearing a grand and mysterious manner with a shabby coat, presently moved; edging himself up to me where I sat a little apart, eating with Parabere and my gentlemen.

Sir, he said, on a sudden and without preface, I see that you are the leader of this party.

As I was more plainly dressed than Parabere, and had been giving no orders, I wondered how he knew; but I answered, without any remark, Well, sir; and what of that?

You are in great danger, he replied.

I? I said.

Yes, sir; you! he answered.

You know me?

He shrugged his shoulders. Not I, he said, but those who speak by me. Enough that you are in danger.

From what? I asked sceptically; while my companions stared, and the troopers and servants, who were just within hearing, listened open-mouthed.

A one-eyed woman and a one-eyed house, he answered darkly. Then, before I could frame a question, he turned from me as abruptly as he had come, and, mounting a sorry mare that stood near, stumbled away through the ford.

It required little wit to see that the man was an astrologer, and one whose predictions, if they had not profited his clients more than himself, had been ominous indeed. I was inclined, therefore, to make sport of him, knowing that the pretenders to that art are to the true men as ten to one. But his words, and particularly the fact that he had asked for nothing, had impressed my followers differently; so that they talked of nothing else while we ate, and could still be heard discussing him in the saddle. The wildness of the road and the gloomy aspect of the valley had doubtless some effect on their minds; which a thunderstorm that shortly afterwards overtook us and drenched us to the skin did not tend to lighten. I was glad to see the roofs of Saury before us; though, on a nearer approach, we found all the houses except the inn ruined and tenantless; and even, that scorched and scarred, with the great gate that had once closed its courtyard prostrate in the road before it.

However, in view of the country we had come through, and the general desolation, we were thankful to find things no worse. The village stood at the entrance to a gorge, with the Creuse  here a fast-rushing stream  running at the back of the inn. The latter was of good size, stone-built and tiled, and, at first, seemed to be empty; but the servants presently unearthed a man and then a boy. Fires were lit, and the horses stabled; and a second room with a chimney being found, Parabere and I, with Colet and my gentlemen, took possession of it, leaving the kitchen to my following.

I had had my boots removed, and was drying my clothes and expecting supper, when Boisrueil, who was beside me, uttered an exclamation of amazement.

What is it? I said.

He did not answer, and I followed his eyes. A woman had just entered the room with a bundle of sticks. She had one eye!

I confess that, for an instant, this staggered me; but a moments thought reminded me that the astrologer had come from this inn to us, and I smiled at the credulity which would have built on a coincidence that was no coincidence. When the woman had retired again, therefore, I rallied Boisrueil on his timidity; but, though he admitted the correctness of my reasoning, I saw that he was not entirely convinced. He started whenever a shutter flapped, or the draughts, which searched the grim old building through and through, threatened to extinguish our lights. He hung cloaks over the windows to obviate the latter inconvenience he said  and was continually going out and coming back with gloomy looks. Parabere joined me in rallying him, which we did without mercy; but when I had occasion, after a while, to pass through the outer room I found that he was not alone in his fears. The troopers sat moodily listening, or muttered together; while the cup passed round in silence. When I bade a man go on an errand to the stable, four went; and when I dropped a word to the woman who was attending to her pot, a dozen heads were stretched out to catch the answer.

Such a feeling  to which, in this instance, the murmur of the stream and the steady downpour of rain doubtless added something  is so contagious that I was not surprised to find Colet and La Font sinking under it. Only Parabere, in fact, rose quite superior to the notion, laughed at their fears, and drank to their better spirits; and, making the best of the situation, as became an old soldier, presently engaged me in tales of the war  fought again the siege of Laon, and buried men whose bodies bad lain for ten years under the oaks at Fontaine Francoise.

Talk of this kind, which we still maintained after we had despatched our supper, was sufficiently engrossing to erase Boisrueils fancies entirely from my mind. They were recalled by his sudden entrance, with Colet at his elbow, the faces of both full of importance. I saw that they had something to say, and asked what it was.

We have been examining the back gate, M. le Marquis, Colet said.

Well, man?

It is barricaded, and cannot be opened, he answered.

Well, I said again, there is nothing wonderful in that. Anyone can see that there has been rough work here. The front gate was stormed, I suppose, and the back one left standing.

But if is so barricaded that it is not possible to open it, he objected. And the men have an idea

Well? I said, seeing that he hesitated.

That this is a one-eyed house.

Parabere laughed loudly. Of course it is! he said. That strolling rogue saw the gate as well as the woman, and made his profit of them.

Pardon, sir! Boisrueil answered bluntly, That is just what he did not do!

Well, I said, silencing him by a gesture, is that all?

No, he replied; I have tasted the mens wine.

And it is drugged?

No, he said. On the contrary, it is a great deal too good for the price  or the house. And you ordered a litre apiece. Some have had two, and not asked twice for it!

Ho, ho! I said, staring at him. Are you sure of that?

Quite! he said.

I was genuinely startled at last; but Parabere still made light of it. What! he said. Are we a pack of nervous women, or one poor traveller in a solitary inn, that we see shadows and shake at them?

The inn is solitary enough, Boisrueil grumbled.

But we are twenty swords! Parabere retorted, opening his eyes wide. Why, I have ridden all day in an enemys country with less!

And been beaten with more at Craon.

But, man alive, that was in a battle, and by an army!

Well, and there may be a battle and an army here, Boisrueil answered sulkily.

I was inclined to laugh at this as extravagance; but seeing that La Font and Colet sided with Boisrueil, I remembered that the latter was no coward though a great gossip; and I thought better of it. Accordingly, resolving to look into the thing myself, I bade La Font fetch a couple of lanthorns, and, when he had done so, went out with him and Boisrueil as if I had a mind to go round the horses before I retired. Parabere declined to accompany me on the ground that he would not be at the pains of it; and Colet I left in the kitchen to keep an eye on the man and woman.

There was no moon, rain was still falling, and the yard, crowded with steaming, shivering horses, was dreary enough where the lanthorns displayed it; but, accustomed to such a sight, I made, without regarding it, for the gate, which a moments examination showed to be barricaded, as they had described, with great beams and stones. In this there was nothing beyond the ordinary, one entrance to a house being in troublous times better than two; but Boisrueil, bidding me kneel and look lower, I found, when I did so, that the soil under the beams  which did not touch the ground by some inches  was wet, and I began to understand. When he asked me at what hour rain had begun to fall, I answered two in the afternoon, and drew at once the inference at which he aimed  that the beams had been put there, and the gate barricaded, at some later hour.

We reached here at six, he said; it was done some time between two and six, my lord; therefore to-day. To-day, he repeated in a low voice; and by a dozen men at least, Fewer could not move those beams.

And the object?

To prevent our escape.

But who are they? I said, looking at him.

The woman knows, he answered. We must ask her, my lord.

I assented; and we went back into the house, where it would not have surprised me if we had found the wretches flown and the nest empty. But Colet had done his work too well. They were both there, and, in a moment, at a signal from Boisrueil, were secured and pinioned. Parabere, hearing the scuffle, came out and would have remonstrated, but I silenced him with a sharp word; and, despatching La Font with a couple of discreet men to keep watch in the court that we might not be surprised, I bade one of the servants throw some fir-cones on the fire. These, blazing up, filled the squalid room in a moment with a glare of light, which revealed alike the livid faces of the two prisoners and the excited looks and dark countenances of my escort.

I bade them put the woman forward first, and addressed her sternly, telling her that I knew all, and that she would do well to confess; inasmuch as if she made a clean breast of the matter, I would grant her her life, and if she did not, she would be the first to die, since I would hang her were a single shot fired against the house.

The promise found her unmoved, but the threat, uttered in a tone which showed that I was in earnest, proved more effectual. With an ugly look, under which my men shrank as if her eye had power to scorch them, the hag said that she would confess, and, with impotent rage, admitted the truth of Boisrueils surmises. The rearward gate had been barricaded that afternoon by the Great Band, who had had notice of our coming, and intended to attack us at midnight. I asked her how many they mustered.

A hundred, she answered sullenly.

Very well, I said. And, supposing that we do not wait for them, how shall we escape? By the road to Gueret?

Fifty lie in ambush on it.

By the road by which we came?

The other fifty lie there.

Across the river?

There is no ford.

Then in the village? If we seize some other building?

The village is watched, and this house, she answered, with a sparkle of joy in her eye.

At that the position began to assume so serious an aspect that I turned to Parabere to take his advice. We numbered twenty in all, and were well armed; but five to one are large odds, and we had little ammunition, while, for all we knew, the house might be fired with ease from the outside. The roads north and south being occupied, and the river enclosing us on the west, there remained only one direction in which escape seemed possible; but, as we knew nothing of the country, and the brigands everything, the desperate idea of plunging into it blindly, at night, and with pursuers at our heels, was dismissed as soon as formed.

Parabere interrupted these calculations by drawing me aside into the room in which we had supped, where, after rallying me on the whimsical notion of the Grand Master of the Ordnance and Governor of the Bastile being besieged in a paltry inn, he confessed that he had been wrong, and that the adventure was likely to prove serious. Ten to one this is the very band that Bareilles is pursuing, he said.

Very likely, I answered bluntly; but the question is how are we to evade them. Are we to fight or fly?

Well, for lighting, he replied coolly; the front gate lies in the road, there are no shutters to half the windows, the door is crazy, and there is a thatched pent-house against one wall.

And no help-nearer than Gueret.

Three leagues, he assented. And from that we are cut off. Fifty men in the gorge might hold it against five hundred. Better man the courtyard here than that, tether the horses in the gateway, and fight it out.

Perhaps so, I said; and we looked at one another, hearing through the open door the men muttering and whispering in the kitchen, and above their voices the dull murmur of the stream, which seemed of a piece with the bleak night outside, the ruined hamlet, and the danger that lurked round us. Bitterly repenting the hardihood that had led me to expose myself to such risks in breach of the Kings commandment, I found it difficult to direct my mind to the immediate question. So many reflections connected with my mission at Chatelherault and other affairs of state would intrude that I seemed to be occupied rather with the results of my death at this juncture, and particularly the injury which it must inflict on the Kings service, than with the question how I could escape.

However, Parabere soon recalled me to the point. It is now ten oclock, he said in a placid tone; we have two hours.

Yes, I answered; then, as if my mind had all the time been running in an under-current to the desired goal, I continued, And we must make the most of them. We must remove the barricade, in the dark and quietly, from the rear to the front gate. Do you see? Then the moment they sound the attack in front we must slip out at the back, make a dash for the road, and through the gorge to Gueret.

Good, Parabere assented, with the utmost coolness. Why not? Let us do it.

We went in, and in a moment the orders were given, and, the men being charged to be silent and to make as little noise as possible over the work, we had every hope of accomplishing it undetected. To go out into the road and raise and replace the shattered gate would have been too bold a step. We contented ourselves, therefore, with removing four great baulks of timber from the one gate to the other, and placing them across the gap in such a manner that, being supported by large stones, they formed a pretty high barrier. To these, at Boisrueils suggestion, were added three doors which we forced from their hinges in the house, and behind the whole, to cover our retreat the better, we tethered six sumpter horses in two lines.

It remained only to unbar the rear gate and see that it opened easily. This being done, as we had done all the rest, stealthily and in darkness, and by men who dared not speak above a whisper, I gave the word to hang the male prisoner and gag and bind the woman. Colet undertook these duties, and with a grim humour of his own hung the rascally host on the threshold where the brigands must run against him when they entered. Then I directed every man to saddle and bridle his nag and stand by it, and so we waited with what patience we might for the DENOUEMENT.

It seemed very long in coming, yet when it did, what with the restless movements of the horses and the melancholy murmur of the stream, it well-nigh took us by surprise. It was Boisrueil who touched my sleeve and made me aware of a low trampling on the road outside, a sound that had scarcely become clearly audible before it ceased. I judged that the moment was come, and passed the word in a whisper to open the gates. Unfortunately, they creaked, and I feared for a moment that I had been premature; but before they were more than ajar a harsh whistle startled the silence, a flare blazed up on the road, and a voice cried to charge.

On the instant the ground shook under the assailants rush, but the barricade, which doubtless took the rogues by surprise, brought them to a sudden stop, and gave us time to file out. The heavy rain which was failing served to cover our movements almost as well as the baggage horses which we had posted for the purpose; while we ran the less risk, inasmuch as the flare they had kindled lit up the upper part of the house but left the courtyard in perfect darkness.

Naturally, once outside, we did not linger to see what happened, but, filing in a line and like ghosts up the bank of the stream, were glad to hit on the road a hundred and fifty paces away, where it entered the gorge. Here, where it was as dark as pitch, we whipped our horses into a canter and made a good pace for half a league, then, drawing rein, let our horses trot until the league was out. By that time we were through the gorge, and I gave the word to pull up, that we might listen and learn whether we were pursued. Before the order had quite brought us to a standstill, however, two figures on a sudden rose out of the darkness before us and barred the way. I was riding in the front rank, abreast of Parabere and La Font, and I had just time to lay my hand on a pistol when one of the figures spoke.

Well, M. le Capitaine, what luck? he cried, advancing, and drawing rein to turn with us.

I saw his mistake, and, raising my hand to check those behind, muttered in my beard that all had gone well.

You got the man?

Yes, I said, peering at him through the darkness.

Good! he answered. Then now for Bareilles, supper, and a full purse; and afterwards, for me, the quietest corner of France! The King will make a fine outcry, and I do not trust one gov

In a flash Parabere had him by the throat, and dragged him in a grip of iron on to the withers of his horse. Still he managed to utter a cry, and the other rascal, taking the alarm, whipped his horse round, and in a second got a start of twenty paces. Colet, a light man and well mounted, was after him in a trice, and we heard them go ding-dong, ding-dong, through the darkness for a mile or more as it seemed to us. Then a sharp scream came faintly down the wind.

Good! Parabere said cheerfully. Let us be jogging. He had tied his prisoner neck and knees over the saddle before him.

You heard what he said? I muttered, as we moved on.

Perfectly, he answered in the same tone.

And you think?

I think, Grand Master, he replied drily, that the sooner you are out of La Marche and Bareilles government the longer you are likely to live.

I was quite of that opinion myself, having drawn the same inferences from the words the prisoner had uttered. But for the moment I had no alternative save to go on, and put a bold face on the matter; and accordingly I led the way forward at as fast a pace as the darkness and the jaded state of our horses permitted. Colet presently joined us, and half an hour later a bunch of lights which appeared on the side of a hill in front proclaimed that we were nearing Gueret. From this point half a league across a rushy bottom and through a ford brought us to the gate, which opened before we summoned it. I had taken care to call to the van one of my men who knew the town; and he guided us quickly, no one challenging us, through a number of foul, narrow streets and under dark archways, among which a stranger must have gone astray. We reached at last a good-sized square, on one side of which  though the rest of the town lay buried in darkness  a large building, which I judged to be Bareilles residence, exposed a dozen lighted windows to the street. Two or three figures lounged half-seen on the wide stone steps which led up to the entrance, and the rattle of dice, with a murmur of voices, came from the windows. Without a moments hesitation I dismounted at the foot of the steps, and, bidding La Font and Boisrueil attend me, with three of the servants, I directed Colet to withdraw with the rest and the horses to the farther end of the square.

Dreading nothing so much as that I might lose the advantage of surprise, I put aside two of the men on the steps who would have questioned me, and strode boldly across the stone landing at the head of the flight. Here I found two doors facing me, and foresaw the possibility of error; but I was relieved from the burden of choosing by the sudden appearance at one of them of Bareilles himself. The place was lit only by an oil lamp, and, for a reason best known to himself, he did not look directly at me, but stood with his head half-turned as he said, Well, Martin, is it done?

I heard the dicers hold their hands to catch the answer, and in the silence a bottle in some unsteady hand clinked against a glass. Through the half-open door behind him it was possible to see a long table, laid and glittering with steel and plate; and all seemed to wait.

Parabere broke the spell. We are late! he said in a ringing voice, which startled the governor as if it had been the voice of doom. But we could not have found you better prepared, it seems. Do you always sup as late as this?

For a moment the villain could not speak, but leaned against the doorpost, with his cheeks gone white and his jaw fallen, the most pitiable spectacle to be conceived. I affected to see nothing, however, but went by him easily, and into the room, drawing off my gauntlets as entered. The dicers, from their seats beside a table on the hearth, gazed at me, turned to stone. I took up a glass, filled it, and drank it off. Now I am better! I said. But this is not the warmest of welcomes, M. de Bareilles.

He muttered something, looking fearfully from one to another of us; and, his hand shaking, filled a glass and pledged me. The wine gave him courage and impudence: he began to speak; and though his hurried sentences and excited manner must have betrayed him to the least suspicious, we pretended to see nothing, but rather to congratulate ourselves on his late hours and timely preparations. And certainly nothing could have seemed more cheerful in comparison with the squalid inn and miry road from which we came than this smiling feast; if death had not seemed to my eyes to lurk behind it.

I thought it likely that you would lie at Saury, he said, with a ghastly smile.

And yet made this preparation for us? I answered politely, yet letting a little of my real mind be seen. Well, as a fact, M. Bareilles, save for one thing we should have lain there.

And that thing? he asked, his tongue almost failing him as he put the question.

The fact that you have a villain in your company, I answered.

What? he stammered.

A villain, M. le Capitaine Martin, I continued sternly. You sent him out this morning against the Great Band; instead, he took it upon him to lay a plot for me, from which I have only narrowly escaped.

Martin?

Yes, M. de Bareilles, Martin! I answered roundly, fixing him with my eyes; while Parabere went quietly to the door, and stood by it. If I am not mistaken, I hear him at this moment dismounting below. Let us understand one another therefore, I propose to sup with you, but I shall not sit down until he hangs.

It would be useless for me to attempt to paint the mixture of horror, perplexity, and shame which distorted Bareilles countenance as I spoke these words. While Paraberes attitude and my demeanour gave him clearly to understand that we suspected the truth, if we did not know it, our coolness and the very nature of my demand imposed upon his fears and led him to believe that we had a regiment at our call. He knew, too, that that which might be done in a ruined hamlet might not be done in the square at Gueret; and his knees trembled under him. He muttered that he did not understand; that we must be mistaken. What evidence had we?

The best! I answered grimly. If you wish to hear it, I will send for it; but witnesses have sometimes loose tongues, Bareilles, and he may not stop at the Capitaine Martin.

He started and glared at me. From me his eyes passed to Parabere; then he shuddered, and looked down at the table. As he leaned against it, I heard the glasses tinkling softly. At last he muttered that the man must have a trial.

I shrugged my shoulders, and would have answered that that was his business; but at the moment a heavy step rang on the stone steps, the door was flung hastily open, and a dark-complexioned man came in with his hat on. The stranger was splashed to the chin, and his face wore an expression of savage annoyance; but this gave place the instant he saw us to one of intense surprise, while the words he had had on his lips died away, and he stood nonplussed. I turned to M. de Bareilles.

Who is this? I said harshly.

One of my lieutenants, he answered in a stifled tone.

M. le Capitaine Martin?

The same, he answered.

Very well, I replied. You have heard my terms.

He stood clutching the table, and in the bright light of the candles that burned on it his face was horrible. Still he managed to speak. M. le Capitaine, call four men, he muttered.

Monsieur? the Captain answered.

Call four men  four of your men, Bareilles repeated with an effort.

The Captain turned and went downstairs in amazement, returning immediately after with four troopers at his heels.

Bareilles face was ghastly. Take M. le Capitaines sword, he said to them.

The Captains jaw fell, and, stepping back a pace, he looked from one to another. But all were silent; he found every eye upon him, and, doubtful and taken by surprise, he unbuckled his sword and flung it with an oath upon the floor.

To the garden with him! Bareilles continued, hoarsely. Quick! Take him! I will send you your orders.

They laid hands on the man mechanically, and, unnerved by the suddenness of the affair, the silence, and the presence of so many strangers,  ignorant, too, what was doing or what was meant, he went unresisting. They marched him out heavily; the door closed behind them; we stood waiting. The glittering table, the lights, the arrested dicers, all the trivial preparations for a carouse that at another time must have given a cheerful aspect to the room, produced instead the most sombre impression. I waited, but, seeing that Bareilles did not move, I struck the table with my gauntlet. The order! I said, sharply; the order!

He slunk to a table in a corner where there was ink, and scrawled it. I took it from his hand, and, giving it to Boisrueil, Take it, I said, and the three men on the landing, and see the order carried out. When it is over, come and tell me.

He took the order and disappeared, La Font after him. I remained in the room with Parabere, Bareilles, and the dicers. The minutes passed slowly, no one speaking; Bareilles standing with his head sunk on his breast, and a look of utter despair on his countenance. At length Boisrueil and La Font returned. The former nodded.

Very well, I said. Then let us sup, gentlemen. Come, M. de Bareilles, your place is at the head of the table. Parabere, sit here. Gentlemen, I have not the honour of knowing you, but here are places.

And we supped; but not all with the same appetite. Bareilles, silent, despairing, a prey to the bitterest remorse, sat low in his chair, and, if I read his face aright, had no thought but of vengeance. But, assured that by forcing him to that which must for ever render him odious  and particularly among his inferiors  I had sapped his authority at the root, I took care only that he should not leave us. I directed Colet to unsaddle and bivouac in the garden, and myself lay all night with Parabere and Bareilles in the room in which we had supped, Boisrueil and La Font taking turns to keep the door.

To have betrayed too much haste to be gone might have proved as dangerous as a long delay; and our horses needed rest. But an hour before noon next day I gave the order and we mounted in the square, in the presence of a mixed mob of soldiers and townsfolk, whom it needed but a spark to kindle. I took care that that spark should be wanting, however; and to that end I compelled Bareilles to mount and ride with us as far as Saury. Here, where I found the inn burned and the woman murdered, I should have done no more than justice had I hung him as well; and I think that he half expected it. But reflecting that he had a score of relations in Poitou who might give trouble, and, besides that, his position called for some degree of consideration, I parted with him gravely, and hastened to put as many leagues between us as possible. That night we slept at Crozant, and the next at St. Gaultier.

It was chiefly in consequence of the observations I made during this journey that Henry, in the following October, marched into the Limousin with a considerable force and received the submission of the governors. The details of that expedition, in the course of which he put to death ten or twelve of the more disorderly, will be found in another place. It remains for me only to add here that Bareilles was not of them. He escaped a fate he richly deserved by flying betimes with Bassignac to Sedan. Of his ultimate fate I know nothing; but a week after my return to the Arsenal, a man called on me who turned out to be the astrologer. I gave him fifty crowns.


VIII.

THE OPEN SHUTTER.

Few are ignorant of that weakness of the vulgar which leads them to admire in the great not so much the qualities which deserve admiration as those which, in the eyes of the better-informed, are defects; so that the amours of Caesar, the clock-making of Charles, and the jests of Coligny are more in the mouths of men than their statesmanship or valour. For one thing commendable, two that are diverting are told; and for one man who in these days recalls the thousand great and wise deeds of the late King a thousand remember his occasional freaks, the duel he would have fought, or his habit of visiting the streets of Paris by night and in disguise. That this last has been much exaggerated, I can myself bear witness; for though Varenne or Coquet, the Master of the Household, were his usual companions on these occasions, he seldom failed to confess to me after the event, and more than once I accompanied him.

If I remember rightly, it was in April or May of this year, 1606, and consequently a few days after his return from Sedan, that he surprised me one night as I sat at supper, and, requesting me to dismiss my servants, let me know that he was in a flighty mood; and that nothing would content him but to play the Caliph in my company. I was not too willing, for I did not fail to recognise the risk to which these expeditions exposed his person; but, in the end, I consented, making only the condition that Maignan should follow us at a distance. This he conceded, and I sent for two plain suits, and we dressed in my closet. The King, delighted with the frolic, was in his wildest mood. He uttered an infinity of jests, and cut a thousand absurd antics; and, rallying me on my gravity, soon came near to making me repent of the easiness which had led me to fall in with his humour.

However, it was too late to retreat, and in a moment we were standing in the street. It would not have surprised me if he had celebrated his freedom by some noisy extravagance there; but he refrained, and contented himself  while Maignan locked the postern behind us  with cocking his hat and lugging forward his sword, and assuming an air of whimsical recklessness, as if an adventure were to be instantly expected.

But the moon had not yet risen, the night was dark, and for some time we met with nothing more diverting than a stumble over a dead dog, a word with a forward wench, or a narrow escape from one of those liquid douches that render the streets perilous for common folk and do not spare the greatest. Naturally, I began to tire, and wished myself with all my heart back at the Arsenal; but Henry, whose spirits a spice of danger never failed to raise, found a hundred things to be merry over, and some of which he made a great tale of afterwards. He would go on; and presently, in the Rue de la Pourpointerie, which we entered as the clocks struck the hour before midnight, his persistence was rewarded.

By that time the moon had risen; but, naturally, few were abroad so late, and such as were to be seen belonged to a class among whom even Henry did not care to seek adventures. Our astonishment was great therefore when, half-way down the street  a street of tall, mean houses neither better nor much worse than others in that quarter  we saw, standing in the moonlight at an open door, a boy about seven years old.

The King saw him first, and, pressing my arm, stood still. On the instant the child, who had probably seen us before we saw him, advanced into the road to us. Messieurs, he said, standing up boldly before us and looking at us without fear, my father is ill, and I cannot close the shutter.

The boys manner, full of self-possession, and his tone, remarkable at his age, took us so completely by surprise  to say nothing of the late hour and the deserted street, which gave these things their full effect  that for a moment neither of us answered. Then the King spoke. Indeed, M. lEmpereur, he said gravely; and where is the shutter?

The boy pointed to an open shutter at the top of the house behind him.

Ah! Henry said. And you wish us to close it?

If you please, messieurs.

We do please, Henry replied, saluting him with mock reverence. You may consider the shutter closed. Lead on, Monsieur; we follow.

For the first time the boy looked doubtful; but he turned without saying anything, and passing through the doorway, was in an instant lost in the pitchy darkness of the entry. I laid my hand on the Kings arm, and tried to induce him not to follow; fearing much that this might be some new thieves trap, leading nowhither save to the POIRE DANGOISSE and the poniard. But the attempt was hopeless from the first; he broke from me and entered, and I followed him.

We groped for the balustrade and found it, and began to ascend, guided by the boys voice; who kept a little before us, saying continually, This way, messieurs; this way! His words had so much the sound of a signal, and the staircase was so dark and ill-smelling, that, expecting every moment to be seized or to have a knife in my back, I found it almost interminable. At last, however, a gleam of light appeared above us, the boy opened a door, and we found ourselves standing on a mean, narrow landing, the walls of which had once been whitewashed. The child signed to us to enter, and we followed him into a bare attic, where our heads nearly touched the ceiling.

Messieurs, the air is keen, he said in a curiously formal tone. Will you please to close the shutter?

The King, amused and full of wonder, looked round. The room contained little besides a table, a stool, and a lamp standing in a basin on the floor; but an alcove, curtained with black, dingy hangings, broke one wall. Your father lies there? Henry said, pointing to it.

Yes, monsieur.

He feels the cold?

Yes, monsieur. Will you please to close the shutter?

I went to it, and, leaning out, managed, with a little difficulty, to comply. Meanwhile, the King, gazing curiously at the curtains, gradually approached the alcove. He hesitated long, he told me afterwards, before he touched the hangings; but at length, feeling sure that there was something more in the business than appeared, he did so. Drawing one gently aside, as I turned from the window, he peered in; and saw just what he had been led to expect  a huddled form covered with dingy bed-clothes and a grey head lying on a ragged, yellow pillow. The mans face was turned to the wall; but, as the light fell on him, he sighed and, with a shiver, began to move. The King dropped the curtain.

The adventure had not turned out as well as he had hoped; and, with a whimsical look at me, he laid a crown on the table, said a kind word to the boy, and we went out. In a moment we were in the street.

It was my turn now to rally him, and I did so without mercy; asking if he knew of any other beauteous damsel who wanted her shutter closed, and whether this was the usual end of his adventures. He took the jest in good part, laughing fully as loudly at himself as I laughed; and in this way we had gone a hundred paces or so very merrily, when, on a sudden, he stopped.

What is it, sire? I asked.

Hola! he said, The boy was clean.

Clean?

Yes; hands, face, clothes. All clean.

Well, sire?

How could he be? His father in bed, no one even to close the shutter. How could he be clean?

But, if he was, sire?

For answer Henry seized me by the arm, turned me round without a word, and in a moment was hurrying me back to the house. I thought that he was going thither again, and followed reluctantly; but twenty paces short of the door he crossed the street, and drew me into a doorway. Can you see the shutter? he said. Yes? Then watch it, my friend.

I had no option but to resign myself, and I nodded. A moist and chilly wind, which blew through the street and penetrating our cloaks made us shiver, did not tend to increase my enthusiasm; but the King was proof even against this, as well as against the kennel smells and the tedium of waiting, and presently his persistence was rewarded. The shutter swung slowly open, the noise made by its collision with the wall coming clearly to our ears. A minute later the boy appeared in the doorway, and stood looking up and down.

Well, the King whispered in my ear, what do you make of that, my friend?

I muttered that it must be a beggars trick.

They would not earn a crown in a month, he answered. There must be something more than that at the bottom of it.

Beginning to share his curiosity, I was about to propose that we should sally out and see if the boy would repeat his overture to us, when I caught the sound of footsteps coming along the street. Is it Maignan? the King whispered, looking out cautiously.

No, sire, I said. He is in yonder doorway.

Before Henry could answer, the appearance of two strangers coming along the roadway confirmed my statement. They paused opposite the boy, and he advanced to them. Too far off to hear precisely what passed, we were near enough to be sure that the dialogue was in the main the same as that in which we had taken part. The men were cloaked, too, as were we, and presently they went in, as we had gone in. All, in fact, happened as it had happened to us, and after the necessary interval we saw and heard the shutter closed.

Well, the King said, what do you make of that?

The shutter is the catch-word, sire.

Ay, but what is going on up there? he asked. And he rubbed his hands.

I had no explanation to give, however, and shook my head; and we stood awhile, watching silently. At the end of five minutes the two men came out again and walked off the way they had come, but more briskly. Henry moreover, whose observation was all his life most acute, remarked that whatever they had been doing they carried away lighter hearts than they had brought. And I thought the same.

Indeed, I was beginning to take my full share of interest in the adventure; and in place of wondering, as before, at Henrys persistence, found it more natural to admire the keenness which he had displayed in scenting a mystery. I was not surprised, therefore, when he gripped my arm to gain my attention, and, a the window fell slowly open again, drew me quickly into the street, and hurried me across it and through the doorway of the house.

Up! he muttered in my ear. Quickly and quietly, man! If there are to be other visitors, we will play the spy. But softly, softly; here is the boy!

We stood aside against the wall, scarcely daring to breathe; and the child, guiding himself by the handrail, passed us in the dark without suspicion, and pattered on down the staircase. We remained as we were until we heard him cross the threshold, and then we crept up; not to the uppermost landing, where the light, when the door was opened, must betray us, but to that immediately below it. There we took our stand in the angle of the stairs and waited, the King, between amusement at the absurdity of our position and anxiety lest we should betray ourselves, going off now and again into stifled laughter, from which he vainly strove to restrain himself by pinching me.

I was not in so gay a mood myself, however, the responsibility of his safety lying heavy upon me; while the possibility that the adventure might prove no less tragical in the sequel than it now appeared comical, did not fail to present itself to my eyes in the darkest colours. When we had watched, therefore, five minutes more  which seemed to me an hour  I began to lose faith; and I was on the point of undertaking to persuade Henry to withdraw, when the voices of men speaking at the door below reached us, and told me that it was too late. The next moment their steps crossed the threshold, and they began to ascend, the boy saying continually, This way, messieurs, this way! and preceding them as he had preceded us. We heard them approach, breathing heavily, and but for the balustrade, by which I felt sure that they would guide themselves, and which stood some feet from our corner, I should have been in a panic lest they should blunder against us. But they passed safely, and a moment later the boy opened the door of the room above. We heard them go in, and without a seconds hesitation we crept up after them, following them so closely that the door was scarcely shut before we were at it. We heard, therefore, what passed from the first: the childs request that they would close the shutter, their hasty compliance, and the silence, strange and pregnant, which followed, and which was broken at last by a solemn voice. We have closed one shutter, it said, but the shutter of Gods mercy Is never closed.

Amen, a second person answered in a tone so distant and muffled that it needed no great wit to guess whence it came, or that the speaker was behind the curtains of the alcove. Who are you?

The cure of St. Marceau, the first speaker replied.

And whom do you bring to me?

A sinner.

What has he done?

He will tell you.

I am listening.

There was a pause on this, a long pause; which was broken at length by a third speaker, in a tone half sullen, half miserable. I have robbed my master, he said.

Of how much?

Fifty livres.

Why?

I lost it at play.

And you are sorry.

I must be sorry, the man panted with sudden fierceness, or hang! Hidden though he was from us, there was a tremor in his voice that told a tale of pallid cheeks and shaking knees, and a terror fast rising to madness.

He makes up his accounts to-morrow?

Yes.

Someone in the room groaned; it should have been the culprit, but unless I was mistaken the sound came through the curtains. A long pause followed. Then, And if I help you, the muffled voice resumed, will you swear to lead an honest life?

But the answer may be guessed. I need not repeat the assurances, the protestations and vows of repentance, the cries and tears of gratitude which ensue; and to which the poor wretch, stripped of his sullen indifference, completely abandoned himself. Suffice it that we presently heard the clinking of coins, a word or two of solemn advice from the cure, and a mans painful sobbing; then the King touched my arm, and we crept down the stairs. I was for stopping on the landing where we had hidden ourselves before; but Henry drew me on to the foot of the stairs and into the street.

He turned towards home, and for some time did not speak. At length he asked me what I thought of it.

In what way, sire?

Do you not think, he said in a voice of much emotion, that if we could do what he does, and save a man instead of hanging him, it would be better?

For the man, sire, doubtless, I answered drily; but for the State it might not be so well. If mercy became the rule and justice the exception  there would be fewer bodies at Montfaucon and more in the streets at daylight. I feel much greater doubt on another point.

Shaking off the moodiness that had for a moment overcome him, Henry asked with vivacity what that was.

Who he is, and what is his motive?

Why? the King replied in some surprise  he was ever of so kind a nature that an appeal to his feelings displaced his judgment. What should he be but what he seems?

Benevolence itself?

Yes.

Well, sire, I grant that he may be M. de Joyeuse, who has spent his life in passing in and out of monasteries, and has performed so many tricks of the kind that I could believe anything of him. But if it be not he

It was not his voice, Henry said, positively.

Then there is something here, I answered, still unexplained. Consider the oddity of the conception, sire, the secrecy of the performance, the hour, the mode, all the surrounding circumstances! I can imagine a man currying favour with the basest and most dangerous class by such means. I can imagine a conspiracy recruited by such means. I can imagine this shibboleth of the shutter grown to a watchword as deadly as the TUEZ! of 72. I can imagine all that, but I cannot imagine a man acting thus out of pure benevolence.

No? Henry said, thoughtfully. Well, I think that I agree with you. and far from being displeased with my warmth (as is the manner of some sovereigns when their best friends differ from them), he came over to my opinion so completely as to halt and express his intention of returning and probing the matter to the bottom. Midnight had gone, however; it would take some little time to retrace our steps; and with some difficulty I succeeded in dissuading him, promising instead to make inquiries on the morrow, and having learned who lived in the house, to turn the whole affair into a report, which should be submitted to him.

This amused and satisfied him, and, expressing himself well content with the evenings diversion  though we had done nothing unworthy either of a King or a Minister  he parted from me at the Arsenal, and went home with his suite.

It did not occur to me at the time that I had promised to do anything difficult; but the news which my agents brought me next day  that the uppermost floor of the house in the Rue Pourpointerie was empty  put another face upon the matter. The landlord declared that he knew nothing of the tenant, who had rented the rooms, ready furnished, by the week; and as I had not seen the mans face, there remained only two sources whence I could get the information I needed  the child, and the cure of St. Marceau.

I did not know where to look for the former, however; and I had to depend on the cure. But here I carne to an obstacle I might easily have foreseen. I found him, though an honest man, obdurate in upholding his priests privileges; to all my inquiries he replied that the matter touched the confessional, and was within his vows; and that he neither could, nor dared  to please anyone, or for any cause, however plausible  divulge the slightest detail of the affair. I had him summoned to the arsenal, and questioned him myself, and closely; but of all armour that of the Roman priesthood is the most difficult to penetrate, and I quickly gave up the attempt.

Baffled in the only direction in which I could hope for success, I had to confess my defeat to the King, whose curiosity was only piqued the more by the rebuff. He adjured me not to let the matter drop, and, suggesting a number of persons among whom I might possibly find the unknown, proposed also some theories. Of these, one that the benevolent was a disguised lady, who contrived in this way to give the rein at once to gallantry and charity, pleased him most; while I favoured that which had first occurred to me on the night of our sally, and held the unknown to be a clever rascal, who, to serve his ends, political or criminal, was corrupting the commonalty, and drawing people into his power.

Things remained in this state some weeks, and, growing no wiser, I was beginning to think less of the affair  which, of itself, and apart from a whimsical interest which the King took in it, was unimportant  when one day, stopping in the Quartier du Marais to view the works at the new Place Royale, I saw the boy. He was in charge of a decent-looking servant, whose hand he was holding, and the two were gazing at a horse that, alarmed by the heaps of stone and mortar, was rearing and trying to unseat its rider. The child did not see me, and I bade Maignan follow him home, and learn where he lived and who he was.

In an hour my equerry returned with the information I desired. The child was the only son of Fauchet, one of the Receivers-General of the Revenue; a man who kept great state in the largest of the old-fashioned houses in the Rue de Bethisy, where he, had lately entertained the King. I could not imagine anyone less likely to be concerned in treasonable practices; and, certain that I had made no mistake in the boy, I was driven for a while to believe that some servant had, perverted the child to this use. Presently, however, second thoughts, and the position of the father, taken, perhaps, with suspicions that I had for a long time entertained of Fauchet  in common with most of his kind  suggested an explanation, hitherto unconsidered. It was not an explanation very probable at first sight, nor one that would have commended itself to those who divide all men by hard and fast rules and assort them like sheep. But I had seen too much of the world to fall into this mistake, and it satisfied me. I began by weighing it carefully; I procured evidence, I had Fauchet watched; and, at length, one evening in August, I went to the Louvre.

The King was dicing with Fernandez, the Portuguese banker; but I ventured to interrupt the game and draw him aside. He might not have taken this well, but that my first word caught his attention.

Sire, I said, the shutter is open.

He understood in a moment. St. Gris! He exclaimed with animation. Where? At the same house?

No, sire; in the Rue Cloitre Notre Dame.

You have got him, then?

I know who he is, and why he is doing this.

Why? the King cried eagerly.

Well, I was going to ask for your Majestys company to the place, I answered smiling. I will undertake that you shall be amused at least as well as here, and at a cheaper rate.

He shrugged his shoulders. That may very well be, he said with a grimace. That rogue Pimentel has stripped me of two thousand crowns since supper. He is plucking Bassompierre now.

Remembering that only that morning I had had to stop some necessary works through lack of means, I could scarcely restrain my indignation. But it was not the time to speak, and I contented myself with repeating my request. Ashamed of himself, he consented with a good grace, and bidding me go to his: closet, followed a few minutes later. He found me cloaked to the eyes, and with a soutane and priests hat; on my arm. Are those for me? he said.

Yes, sire.

Who am I, then?

The cure of St. Germain.

He made a wry face. Come, Grand Master, he said; he died yesterday. Is not the jest rather grim?

In a good cause, I said equably.

He flashed a roguish look at me. Ah! he said, I thought that that was a wicked rule which only we Romanists avowed. But, there; dont be angry. I am ready.

Coquet, the Master of the Household, let us out by one of the river gates, and we went by the new bridge and the Pont St. Michel. By the way I taught the King the role I wished him to play, but without explaining the mystery; the opportune appearance of one of my agents who was watching the end of the street bringing Henrys remonstrances to a close.

It is still open? I said.

Yes, your excellency.

Then come, sire, I said, I see the boy yonder. Let us ascend, and I will undertake that before you reach the street again you shall be not only a wiser but a richer sovereign.

St. Gris! he answered with alacrity. Why did you not say that before, and I should have asked no questions. On, on, in Gods name, and the devil take Pimentel!

I restrained the caustic jest that rose to my lips, and we proceeded in silence down the street. The boy, whom I had espied loitering in a doorway a little way ahead, as if the great bell above us which had just tolled eleven had drawn him out, peered at us a moment askance; and then, coming forward, accosted us. But I need not detail the particulars of a conversation which was almost word for word the same as that which had passed in the Rue de la Pourpointerie; suffice it that he made the same request with the same frank audacity, and that, granting it, we were in a moment following hint up a similar staircase.

This way, messieurs, this way! he said; as he had on that other night, while we groped our way upwards in the dark. He opened a door, and a light shone out; and we entered a room that seemed, with its bare walls and rafters, its scanty stool and table and lamp, the very counterpart of that other room. In one wall appeared the dingy curtains of an alcove, closely drawn; and the shutter stood open, until, at the childs request, expressed in the same words, I went to it and closed it.

We were both so well muffled up and disguised, and the light of the lamp shining upwards so completely distorted the features, that I had no fear of recognition, unless the Kings voice betrayed him. But when he spoke, breaking the oppressive silence of the room, his tone was as strange and hollow as I could wish.

The shutter is closed, he said; but the shutter of Gods mercy is never closed!

Still, knowing that this was the crucial moment, and that we should be detected now if at all, I found it; an age before the voice behind the curtains answered Amen! and yet another age before the hidden speaker continued Who are you?

The cure of St. Germain, Henry responded.

The man behind the curtains gasped, and they were for a moment violently agitated, as if a hand seized them and let them go again. But I had reckoned that the unknown, after a pause of horror, would suppose that he had heard amiss and continue his usual catechism. And so it proved. In a voice that shook a little, he asked, Whom do you bring to me?

A sinner, the King answered.

What has he done?

He will tell you.

I am listening, the unknown said.

The light in the basin flared up a little, casting dark shadows on the ceiling, and at the same moment the shutter, which I had failed to fasten securely, fell open with a grinding sound. One of the curtains swayed a little in the breeze, I have robbed my master, I said, slowly.

Of how much?

A hundred and twenty thousand crowns.

The bed shook until the boards creaked under it; but this time no hand grasped the curtains. Instead, a strained voice  thick and coarse, yet differing from that muffled tone which we had heard before  asked, Who are you?

Jules Fauchet.

I waited. The King, who understood nothing but had listened to my answers with eager attention, and marked no less closely the agitation which they caused in the unknown, leant forward to listen. But the bed creaked no more; the curtain hung still; even the voice, which at last issued from the curtains, was no more like the ordinary accents of a man than are those which he utters in the paroxysms of epilepsy. Are you  sorry? the unknown muttered  involuntarily, I think; hoping against hope; not daring to depart from a formula which had become second nature. But I could fancy him clawing, as he spoke, at his choking throat.

France, however, had suffered too long at the hands of that race of men, and I had been too lately vilified by them to feel much pity; and for answer I lifted a voice that to the quailing wretch must have been the voice of doom. Sorry? I said grimly. I must be  or hang! For to-morrow the King examines his books, and the next day I  hang!

The Kings hand was on mine, to stop me before the last word was out; but his touch came too late. As it rang through the room one of the curtains before us was twitched aside, and a face glared out, so ghastly and drawn and horror-stricken, that few would have known it for that of the wealthy fermier, who had grown sleek and fat on the Kings revenues. I do not know whether he knew us, or whether, on the contrary, he found this accusation, so precise, so accurate, coming from an unknown source, still more terrible than if he had known us; but on the instant he fell forward in a swoon.

St. Gris! Henry cried, looking on the body with a shudder, you have killed him, Grand Master! It was true, was it?

Yes, sire, I answered. But he is not dead, I think. And going to the window I whistled for Maignan, who in a minute came to us. He was not very willing to touch the man, but I bade him lay him on the bed and loosen his clothes and throw water on his face; and presently M. Fauchet began to recover.

I stepped a little aside that he might not see me, and accordingly the first person on whom his eyes lighted was the King, who had laid aside his hat and cloak, and taken the terrified and weeping child on his lap. M. Fauchet stared at him awhile before he recognised him; but at last the trembling man knew him, and tottering to his feet, threw himself on his knees, looking years older than when I had last seen him in the street.

Sire, he said faintly, I will make restitution.

Henry looked at him gravely, and nodded. It is well, he said. You are fortunate, M. Fauchet; for had this come to my ears in any other way I could not have spared you. You will render your accounts and papers to M. de Sully to-morrow, and according as you are frank with him you will be treated.

Fauchet thanked him with abject tears, and the King rose and prepared to leave. But at the door a thought struck him, and he turned. How long have you done this? he said, indicating the room by a gesture, and speaking in a gentler tone.

Three years, sire, the wretched man answered.

And how much have you distributed?

Fifteen hundred crowns, sire.

The King cast an indescribable look at me, wherein amusement, scorn, and astonishment were all blended. St. Gris! man! he said, shrugging his shoulders and drawing in his breath sharply, you think God is as easily duped as the King! I wish I could think so.

He did not speak again until we were half-way back to the Louvre; when he opened his mouth to announce his intention of rewarding me with a tithe of the money recovered. It was duly paid to me, and I bought with it part of the outlying lands of Villebon  those, I mean, which extend towards Chartres. The rest of the money, notwithstanding all my efforts, was wasted here and there, Pimentel winning thirty crowns of the King that year. But the discovery led to others of a similar character, and eventually set me on the track of a greater offender, M. lArgentier, whom I brought to justice a few months later.


IX.

THE MAID OF HONOUR.

In accordance with my custom I gave an entertainment on the last day of this year to the King and Queen; who came to the Arsenal with a numerous train, and found the diversions I had provided so much to their taste that they did not leave until I was half dead with fatigue, and like to be killed with complaisance. Though this was not the most splendid entertainment I gave that year, it had the good fortune to please; and in a different and less agreeable fashion is recalled to my memory by a peculiar chain of events, whereof the first link came under my eyes during its progress.

I have mentioned in an earlier part of these memoirs, a Portuguese adventurer who, about this time, gained large sums from the Court at play, and more than once compelled the King to have recourse to me. I had the worst opinion of this man, and did not scruple to express it on several occasions; and this the more, as his presumption fell little short of his knavery, while he treated those whom he robbed with as much arrogance as if to play with him were an honour. Holding this view of him, I was far from pleased when I discovered that the King had brought him to my house; but the feeling, though sufficiently strong, sank to nothing beside the indignation and disgust which I experienced when, the company having fallen to cards after supper, I found that the Queen had sat down with him to primero.

It did not lessen my annoyance, that I had, after my usual fashion, furnished the Queen with a purse for her sport; and in this way found myself reduced to stand by and see my good money pass into the clutches of this knave. Under the circumstances, and in my own house, I could do nothing; nevertheless, the table at which they sat possessed so strong a fascination for me that I several times caught myself staring at it more closely than was polite; and as to disgust at the unseemliness of such companionship was added vexation at my own loss, I might have gone farther towards betraying my feelings if a casual glance aside had not disclosed to me the fact that I did not stand alone in my dissatisfaction; but that, frivolous as the majority of the courtiers were, there was one at least among those present who viewed this particular game with distaste.

This person stood near the door, and fancying himself secured from observation, either by his position or his insignificance, was glowering on the pair in a manner that at another time must have cost him a rebuke. As it was, I found something friendly, as well as curious, in his fixed frown; and ignorant of his name, though I knew him by sight, wondered both who he was and what was the cause of his preoccupation.

On the one point I had no difficulty in satisfying myself. Boisrueil, who presently passed, told me that his name was Vallon; that he belonged to a poor but old family in the Cotentin, and that he had been only three months at court.

Making his fortune, I suppose? I said grimly. He games?

No, your excellency.

Is in debt?

Not to my knowledge.

To whom does he pay his court, then?

To the King.

And the Queen?

Not particularly  as far as I know, at least. But if you wish to know more, M. le Duc, Boisrueil continued, I will

No, no, I said peevishly. The Queen had just handed her last rouleau across the table, and was still playing. Go, man, about your business; I dont want to spend the evening gossiping with you.

He went, and I dismissed the young fellow from my mind; only to find him five minutes later at my elbow. To youth and good looks he added a modest bearing that did not fail to enhance them and commend him to me; the majority of the young sparks of the day being wiser than their fathers. But I confess that I was not prepared for the stammering embarrassment with which he addressed me  nor, indeed, to be addressed by him at all.

M. de Sully, he said, in a tone of emotion, I beg you to pardon me. I am in great trouble, and I think that perhaps, stranger as I am, you may condescend to do me a service.

So many men appeal to a minister with some such formula on their lips, and at times with a calculated timidity, that at the first blush of his request I was inclined to bid him come to me at the proper time; and to remove to another part of the room. But curiosity, playing the part of his advocate, found so much that was candid in his manner that I hesitated. What is it? I said stiffly.

A very slight, if a very unusual, one, he muttered. M. le Duc, I only want you to

To? for he stopped and seemed unable to go on.

To supplement the present you have given to the Queen with this, he blurted out, his face pale with emotion; and he stealthily held out to me a green silk purse, through the meshes of which I saw the glint of gold. M. de Sully, he continued, observing my hasty movement, do not be offended! I know that you have done all that hospitality required. But I see that the Queen has already lost your gift, and that

She is playing on credit?

Yes, Monsieur.

He said it simply, and as he spoke, he again pressed on me the purse. I took and weighed it, and calculated at a guess that it held fifty crowns. The sum astonished me. Why, man, I said, you are not mad enough to be in love with her Majesty?

No! he cried, vehemently, yet with a gleam of humour in his eye. I swear that it is not so. If you will do me this favour

It was a mad impulse that took me, but I nodded, and resolving to make good the money out of my own pocket should the case, when all was clear, seem to demand it, I went straight from him, and, crossing the floor, laid the purse near her Majestys hand, with a polite word of regret that fortune had used her so ill, and a hope that this might be the means of recruiting her forces.

It would not have surprised me had she shown some signs of consciousness, and perhaps betrayed that she recognised the purse. But she contented herself with thanking me prettily, and almost before I had done speaking had her slender fingers among the coins. Turning, I found that Vallon had disappeared; so that all came to a sudden stop; and with the one and the other, I retired completely puzzled, and less able than before to make even a guess at the secret of the young mans generosity.

However, the King summoning me to him, there, for the time, was an end of the matter: and between fatigue and the duties of my position, I did not give a second thought to it that evening. Next morning, too, I was taken up with the gifts which it was my privilege as Master of the Mint to present to the King on New Years Day, and which consisted this year of medals of gold, silver, and copper, bearing inscriptions of my own composition, together with small bags of new coins for the King, the Queen, and their attendants.

These I always made it a point to offer before the King rose; nor was this year an exception, for I found his Majesty still in bed, the Queen occupying a couch in the same chamber. But whereas it generally fell to me to arouse them from sleep, and be the first to offer those compliments which befitted the day, I found them on this occasion fully roused, the King lazily toying with his watch, the Queen talking fast and angrily, and at the edge of the carpet beside her bed Mademoiselle DOyley in deep disgrace. The Queen, indeed, was so taken up with scolding her that she had forgotten what day it was; and even after my entrance, continued to rate the poor girl so fiercely that I thought her present violence little less unseemly than her condescension of the night before.

Perhaps some trace of this feeling appeared in my countenance; for, presently, the King, who seldom failed to read my thoughts, tried to check her in a good-natured fashion. Come, my dear, he said; let that trembling mouse go. And do you hear what our good friend Sully has brought you? Ill be bound

How your Majesty talks! the Queen answered, pettishly. As if a few paltry coins could make up for my jar! Ill be bound, for my part, that this idle wench was romping and playing with

Come, come; you have made her cry enough! the King interrupted  and, indeed, the girl was sobbing so passionately that a man could not listen without pain. Let her go, I say, and do you attend to Sully. You have forgotten that it is New Years Day

A jar of majolica, the Queen cried, Utterly disregarding him, worth your body and soul, you little slut!

Pooh! pooh! the King said.

Do you think that I brought it from Florence, all the way in my own

Nightcap, the King muttered. There, there, sweetheart, he continued, aloud, let the girl go!

Of course! She is a girl, the Queen cried, with a sneer. That is enough for you!

Well, madam, she is not the only one in the room, I ventured.

Oh, of course, you are the Kings echo!

Run away, little one, Henry said, winking to me to be silent.

And consider yourself lucky, the Queen cried, venomously. You ought to be whipped; and if I had you in my country, I would have you whipped for all your airs! San Giacomo, if you cross me, I will see to it!

This was a parting thrust; for the girl, catching at the Kings permission, had turned and was hurrying in a passion of tears to the door. Still, the Queen had not done. Mademoiselle had broken a jar; and there were other misdemeanours which her Majesty continued to expound. But in the end I had my say, and presented the medals, which were accepted by the King with his usual kindness, and by the Queen, when her feelings had found expression, with sufficient complaisance. Both were good enough to compliment me on my entertainment; but observing that the Queen quickly buried herself again in her pillows and was inclined to be peevish, I cut short my attendance on the plea of fatigue, and left them at liberty to receive the very numerous company who on this day pay their court.

Of these, the greater number came on afterwards, to wait on me; so that for some hours the large hall at the Arsenal was thronged with my friends, or those who called themselves by that name. But towards noon the stream began to fail; and when I sat down to dinner at that hour, I had reason to suppose that I should be left at peace. I had not more than begun my meal, however, when I was called from table by a messenger from the Queen.

What is it? I said, when I had gone to him. Had he come from the King, I could have understood it more easily.

Her Majesty desires to know, your excellency, whether you have seen anything of Mademoiselle DOyley.

I?

Yes, M. le Duc.

No, certainly not. How should I? I replied.

And she is not here? the man persisted.

No! I answered, angrily. God bless the Queen, I know nothing of her. I am sitting at meat, and

The man interrupted me with protestations of regret, and, hastening to express himself thoroughly satisfied, retired with a crestfallen air. I wondered what the message meant, and what had come over the Queen, and whither the girl had gone. But as I made it a rule throughout my term of office to avoid, as far as possible, all participation in bed-chamber intrigues, I wasted little time on the matter, but returning to my dinner, took up the conversation where I had left it. Before I rose, however, La Trape came to me and again interrupted me. He announced that a messenger from his Majesty was waiting in the hall.

I went out, thinking it very probable that Henry had sent me a present; though it was his more usual custom on this day to honour me with a visit, and declare his generous intentions by word of mouth, when we had both retired to my library and the door was closed. Still, on one or two occasions he had sent me a horse from his stables, a brace of Indian fowl, a melon or the like, as a foretaste; and this I supposed to be the errand on which the man had come.

His first words disabused me. May it please your excellency, he said, very civilly, the King desires to be remembered to you as usual, and would learn whether you know anything of Mademoiselle DOyley.

Of whom? I cried, astonished.

Of Mademoiselle DOyley, her Majestys maid of honour.

Not I, ifaith! I said, drily. I am no squire of dames, to say nothing of maids!

But his Majesty

If he has sent that message, I replied, has yet something to learn  that I do not interest myself in maids of honour or such frailties.

The man smiled. I do not think, he began, that it was his Majesty

Sent the message? I said. No, but the Queen, I suppose.

On this he gave me to understand, in the sly, secretive manner such men affect, that it was so. I asked him then what all this ferment was about. Has Mademoiselle DOyley disappeared? I said, peevishly.

Yes, your excellency. She was with the Queen at eight oclock. At noon her Majesty desired her services, and she was not to be found.

What? I exclaimed. A maid of honour is missing for three hours in the morning, and there is all this travelling! Why, in my young days, three nights might have

But discerning that he was little more than a youth, and could not; restrain a smile, I broke off discreetly, and contented myself with asking if there was reason to suppose that there was more than appeared in the girls absence.

Her Majesty thinks so, he answered.

Well, in any case, I know nothing about it, I replied. I am not hiding her. You may tell his Majesty that, with my service. Or I will write it.

He answered me, eagerly, that that was not necessary, and that the King had desired merely a word from me; and with that and many other expressions of regret, he went away and left me at leisure to go to the riding-school, where at this time of the year it was my wont to see the young men practise those manly arts, which, so far as I can judge, are at a lower ebb in these modern days of quips and quodlibets than in the stirring times of my youth. Then, thank God, it was held more necessary for a page to know his seven points of horsemanship than how to tie a ribbon, or prank a gown, or read a primer.

But the first day of this year was destined to be a day of vexation. I had scarcely entered the school, when M. de Varennes was announced. Instead of going to meet him I bade them bring him to me, and, on seeing him, bade him welcome to the sports. Though, I said, politely overlooking his past history and his origin, we did better in our times; yet the young fellows should be encouraged.

Very true, he answered, suavely. And I wish I could stay with you. But it was not for pleasure I came. The King sent me. He desires to know

What? I said.

If you know anything of Mademoiselle DOyley. Between ourselves, M. le Duc

I looked at him in amazement. Why, I said, what on earth has the girl done now?

Disappeared, he answered.

But she had done that before.

Yes, he said, and the King had your message. But

But what? I said sternly.

He thought that you might wish to supplement it for his private use.

To supplement it?

Yes. The truth is, Varennes continued, looking at me doubtfully, the King has information which leads him to suppose that she may be here.

She may be anywhere, I answered in a tone that closed his mouth, but she is not here. And you may tell the King so from me!

Though he had begun life as a cook, few could be more arrogant than Varennes on occasion; but he possessed the valuable knack of knowing with whom he could presume, and never attempted to impose on me. Apologising with the easy grace of a man who had risen in life by pleasing, he sat with me awhile, recalling old days and feats, and then left, giving me to understand that I might depend on him to disabuse the Kings mind.

As a fact, Henry visited me that evening without raising the subject; nor had I any reason to complain of his generosity, albeit he took care to exact from the Superintendent of the Finances more than he gave his servant, and for one gift to Peter got two Pauls satisfied. To obtain the money he needed in the most commodious manner, I spent the greater part of two days in accounts, and had not yet settled the warrants to my liking, when La Trape coming in with candles on the second evening disturbed my secretaries. The men yawned discreetly; and reflecting that we had had a long day I dismissed them, and stayed myself only for the purpose of securing one or two papers of a private nature. Then I bade La Trape light me to my closet.

Instead, he stood and craved leave to speak to me. About what, sirrah? I said.

I have received an offer, your excellency, he answered with a crafty look.

What! To leave my service? I exclaimed, in surprise.

No, your excellency, he answered. To do a service for another  M. Pimentel. The Portuguese gentleman stopped me in the street to-day, and offered me fifty crowns.

To do what? I asked.

To tell him where the young lady with Madame lies; and lend him the key of the garden gate to-night.

I stared at the fellow. The young lady with Madame? I said.

He returned my look with a stupidity which I knew was assumed. Yes, your excellency. The young lady who came this morning, he said.

Then I knew that I had been betrayed, and had given my enemies such a handle as they would not be slow to seize; and I stood in the middle of the room in the utmost grief and consternation. At last, Stay here, I said to the man, as soon as I could speak. Do not move from the spot where you stand until I come back!

It was my almost invariable custom to be announced when I visited my wifes closet; but I had no mind now for such formalities, and swiftly passing two or three scared servants on the stairs, I made straight for her room, tapped and entered. Abrupt as were my movements, however, someone had contrived to warn her; for though two of her women sat working on stools near her, I heard a hasty foot flying, and caught the last flutter of a skirt as it disappeared through a second door. My wife rose from her seat, and looked at me guiltily.

Madame, I said, send these women away. Now, I continued when they had gone, who was that with you? She looked away dumbly.

You do well not to try to deceive me, Madame, I continued severely. It was Mademoiselle DOyley.

She muttered, not daring to meet my eye, that it was.

Who has absented herself from the Queens service, I answered bitterly, and chosen to hide herself here of all places! Madame, I continued, with a severity which the sense of my false position amply justified, are you aware that you have made me dishonour myself? That you have made me lie; not once, but three times? That you have made me deceive my master?

She cried out at that, being frightened, that she had meant no harm; that the girl coming to her in great grief and trouble

Because the Queen had scolded her for breaking a china jar! I said, contemptuously.

No, Monsieur; her trouble was of quite another kind, my wife answered with more spirit than I had expected.

Pshaw! I exclaimed.

It is plain that you do not yet understand the case, Madame persisted, facing me with trembling hardihood. Mademoiselle DOyley has been persecuted for some time by the suit of a man for whom I know you, Monsieur, have no respect: a man whom no Frenchwoman of family should be forced to marry.

Who is it? I said curtly.

M. Pimentel.

Ah! And the Queen?

Has made his suit her own. Doubtless her Majesty, Madame de Sully continued with grimness, who plays with him so much, is under obligations to him, and has her reasons. The King, too, is on his side, so that Mademoiselle

Who has another lover, I suppose? I said harshly.

My wife looked at me in trepidation. It may be so, Monsieur, she said hesitating.

It is so, Madame; and you know it, I answered in the same tone. M. Vallon is the man.

Oh! she exclaimed with a gesture of alarm. You know!

I know, Madame, I replied, with vigour, that to please this love-sick girl you have placed me in a position of the utmost difficulty; that you have jeopardised the confidence which my master, whom I have never willingly deceived, places in me; and that out of all this I see only one way of escape, and that is by a full and frank confession, which you must make to the Queen.

Oh, Monsieur, she said faintly.

The girl, of course, must be immediately given up.

My wife began to sob at that, as women will; but I had too keen a sense of the difficulties into which she had plunged me by her deceit, to pity her over much. And, doubtless, I should have continued in the resolution I had formed, and which appeared to hold out the only hope of avoiding the malice of those enemies whom every man in power possesses  and none can afford to despise  if La Trapes words, when he betrayed the secret to me, had not recurred to my mind and suggested other reflections.

Doubtless, Mademoiselle had been watched into my house, and my ill-wishers would take the earliest opportunity of bringing the lie home to me. My wifes confession, under such circumstances, would have but a simple air, and believed by some would be ridiculed by more. It might, and probably would, save my credit with the King; but it would not exalt me in others eyes, or increase my reputation as a manager. If there were any other way  and so reflecting, I thought of La Trape and his story.

Still I was half way to the door when I paused, and turned. My wife was still weeping. It is no good crying over spilled milk, Madame, I said severely. If the girl were not a fool, she would have gone to the Ursulines. The abbess has a stiff neck, and is as big a simpleton to boot as you are. It is only a step, too, from here to the Ursulines, if she had had the sense to go on.

My wife lifted her head, and looked at me eagerly; but I avoided her gaze and went out without more, and downstairs to my study, where I found La Trape awaiting me. Go to Madame la Duchesse, I said to him. When you have done what she needs, come to me in my closet.

He obeyed, and after an interval of about half an hour, during which I had time to mature my plan, presented himself again before me. Pimentel had a notion that the young lady was here then? I said carelessly.

Yes, your excellency.

Some of his people fancied that they saw her enter, perhaps?

Yes, your excellency.

They were mistaken, of course?

Of course, he answered, dutifully.

Or she may have come to the door and gone again? I suggested.

Possibly, your excellency.

Gone on without being seen, I mean?

If she went in the direction of the Rue St. Marcel, he answered stolidly, she would not be seen.

The convent of the Ursulines is in the Rue St. Marcel. I knew, therefore, that Madame had had the sense to act on my hint; and after reflecting a moment I continued, So Pimentel wished to know where she was lodged?

That, and to have the key, your excellency.

To-night?

Yes, your excellency.

Well, you are at liberty to accept the offer, I answered carelessly. It will not clash with my service. And then, as he stood staring in astonishment, striving to read the riddle, I continued, By the way, are the rooms in the little Garden Pavilion aired? They may be needed next week; see that one of the women sleeps there to-night; a woman you can depend on.

Ah, Monsieur!

He said no more, but I saw that he understood; and bidding him be careful in following my instructions, I dismissed him. The line I had determined to take was attended by many uncertainties, however; and more than once I repented that I had not followed my first; instinct, and avowed the truth. A hundred things might fall out to frustrate my scheme and place me in a false position; from which  since the confidence of his sovereign is the breath of a minister, and as easily destroyed as a womans reputation  I might find it impossible to extricate myself with credit.

I slept, therefore, but ill that night; and in conjunctures apparently more serious have felt less trepidation. But experience has long ago taught me that trifles, not great events, unseat the statesman, and that of all intrigues those which revolve round a woman are the most dangerous. I rose early, therefore, and repaired to Court before my usual hour, it being the essence of my plan to attack, instead of waiting to be attacked. Doubtless my early appearance was taken to corroborate the rumour that I had made a false step, and was in difficulties; for scarcely had I crossed the threshold of the ante-chamber before the attitude of the courtiers caught my attention. Some who twenty-four hours earlier would have been only too glad to meet my eye and obtain a word of recognition, appeared to be absorbed in conversation. Others, less transparent or better inclined to me, greeted me with unnatural effusion. One who bore a grudge against me, but had never before dared to do more than grin, now scowled openly; while a second, perhaps the most foolish of all, came to me with advice, drew me with insistency into a niche near the door, and adjured me to be cautious.

You are too bold, he said; and that way your enemies find their opening. Do not go to the King now. He is incensed against you. But we all know that he loves you; wait, therefore, my friend, until he has had his days hunting  he is just now booting himself and see him when he has ridden off his annoyance.

And when my friends, my dear Marquis, have had time to poison his mind against me? No, no, I answered, wondering much whether he were as simple as he looked.

But the Queen is with him now, he persisted, seizing the lappel of my coat to stay me, and she will be sure to put in a word against you.

Therefore, I answered drily, I had better see his Majesty before the one word becomes two.

Be persuaded, he entreated me. See him now, and nothing but ill will come of it.

Nothing but ill for some, I retorted, looking so keenly at him that his visage fell. And with that he let me go, and with a smile I passed through the door. The rumour had not yet gained such substance that the crowd had lost all respect for me; it rolled back, and I passed through it towards the end of the chamber, where the King was stooping to draw on one of his boots. The Queen stood not far from him, gazing into the fire with an air of ill-temper which the circle, serious and silent, seemed to reflect, I looked everywhere for the Portuguese, but he was not to be seen.

For a moment the King affected to be unaware of my presence, and even turned his shoulder to me; but I observed that he reddened, and fidgeted nervously with the boot which he was drawing on. Nothing daunted, therefore, I waited until he perforce discovered me, and was obliged to greet me. You are early this morning, he said, at last, with a grudging air.

For the best of reasons, sire, I answered hardily. I am ill placed at home, and come to you for justice.

What is it? he said churlishly and unwillingly.

I was about to answer, when the Queen interposed with a sneer. I think that I can tell you, sire, she said. M. de Sully is old enough to know the adage, Bite before you are bitten.

Madame, I said, respectfully but with firmness. I know this only, that my house was last night the scene of a gross outrage; and by all I can learn it was perpetrated by one who is under your Majestys protection.

His name? she said, with a haughty gesture.

M. Pimentel.

The Queen began to smile. What was this gross outrage? she asked drily.

In the course of last night he broke into my house with a gang of wretches, and bore off one of the inmates.

The Queens smile grew broader; the King began to grin. Some of the circle, watching them closely, ventured to smile also. Come, my friend, Henry said, almost with good humour, this is all very well. But this inmate of yours  was a very recent one.

Was, in fact, I suppose, the rebellious little wench of whom you knew nothing yesterday! the Queen cried harshly, and with an air of open triumph. There can be no stealing of stolen goods, sir; and if M. Pimentel, who had at least as much right as you to the girl  and more, for I am her guardian  has carried her off, you have small ground to complain.

But, Madame, I said, with an air of bewilderment, I really do not  it must be my fault, but I do not understand.

Two or three sniggered, seeing me apparently checkmated and at the end of my resources. And the King laughed out with kindly malice. Come, Grand Master, he said, I think that you do. However, if Pimentel has carried off the damsel, there, it seems to me, is an end of the matter.

But, sire, I answered, looking sternly round the grinning circle, am I mad, or is there some mystery here? I assured your Majesty yesterday that Mademoiselle DOyley was not in my house. I say the same to-day. She is not; your officers may search every room and closet. And for the woman whom M. Pimentel has carried off, she is no more Mademoiselle DOyley than I am; she is one of my wifes waiting-maids. If you doubt me, I continued, you have only to send and ask. Ask the Portuguese himself.

The King stared at me. Nonsense! he said, sharply. If Pimentel has carried off anyone, it must be Mademoiselle DOyley.

But it is not, sire, I answered with persistence. He has broken into my house, and abducted my servant. For Mademoiselle, she is not there to be stolen.

Let some one go for Pimentel, the King said curtly.

But the Portuguese, as it happened, was at the door even then, and being called, had no alternative but to come forward. His face and mien as he entered and reluctantly showed himself were more than enough to dissipate any doubts which the courtiers had hitherto entertained; the former being as gloomy and downcast as the latter was timid and cringing. It is true he made some attempt at first, and for a time, to face the matter out; stammering and stuttering, and looking piteously to the Queen for help. But he could not long delay the crisis, nor deny that the person he had so cunningly abducted was one of my waiting-women; and the moment that this confession was made his case was at an end, the statement being received with so universal a peal of laughter, the King leading, as at one and the same time discomfited him, and must have persuaded any indifferent listener that all, from the first, had been in the secret.

After that he would have spent himself in vain, had he contended that Mademoiselle DOyley was at my house; and so clear was this that he made no second attempt to do so, but at once admitting that his people had made a mistake, he proffered me a handsome apology, and desired the King to speak to me in his behalf.

This I, on my side, was pleased to take in good part; and having let him off easily with a mild rebuke, turned from him to the Queen, and informed her with much respect that I had learned at length where Mademoiselle DOyley had taken refuge.

Where, sir? she asked, eyeing me suspiciously and with no little disfavour.

At the Ursulines, Madame, I answered,

She winced, for she had already quarrelled with the abbess without advantage. And there for the moment the matter ended. At a later period I took care to confess all to the King, and he did not fail to laugh heartily at the clever manner in which I had outwitted Pimentel. But this was not until the Portuguese had left the country and gone to Italy, the affair between him and Mademoiselle DOyley (which resolved itself into a contest between the Queen and the Ursulines) having come to a close under circumstances which it may be my duty to relate in another place.


X.

FARMING THE TAXES.

In the summer of the year 1608, determining to take up my abode, when not in Paris, at Villebon, where I had lately enlarged my property, I went thither from Rouen with my wife, to superintend the building and mark out certain plantations which I projected. As the heat that month was great, and the dust of the train annoying, I made each stage in the evening and on horseback, leaving my wife to proceed at her leisure. In this way I was able, by taking rough paths, to do in two or three hours a distance which her coaches had scarcely covered in the day; but on the third evening, intending to make a short cut by a ford on the Vaucouleurs, I found, to my chagrin, the advantage on the other side, the ford, when I reached it at sunset, proving impracticable. As there was every prospect, however, that the water would fall within a few hours, I determined not to retrace my steps; but to wait where I was until morning, and complete my journey to Houdan in the early hours.

There was a poor inn near the ford, a mere hovel of wood on a brick foundation, yet with two storeys. I made my way to this with Maignan and La Trape, who formed, with two grooms, my only attendance; but on coming near the house, and looking about with a curious eye, I remarked something which fixed my attention, and, for the moment, brought me to a halt. This was the spectacle of three horses, of fair quality, feeding in a field of growing corn, which was the only enclosure near the inn. They were trampling and spoiling more than they ate; and, supposing that they had strayed into the place, and the house showing no signs of life, I bade my grooms fetch them out. The sun was about setting, and I stood a moment watching the long shadows of the men as they plodded through the corn, and the attitudes of the horses as, with heads raised, they looked doubtfully at the newcomers.

Suddenly a man came round the corner of the house, and seeing us, and what my men were doing, began to gesticulate violently, but without sound. The grooms saw him too, and stood; and he ran up to my stirrup, his face flushed and sullen.

Do you want to see us all ruined? he muttered. And he begged me to call my men out of the corn.

You are more likely to be ruined that way, I answered, looking down at him. Why, man, is it the custom in your country to turn horses into the half-ripe corn?

He shook his fist stealthily. God forbid! he said. But the devil is within doors, and we must do his bidding.

Ah! I replied, my curiosity aroused I should like to see him.

The boor shaded his eyes, and looked at me sulkily from under his matted and tangled hair. You are not of his company? he said with suspicion.

I hope not, I answered, smiling at his simplicity. But your corn is your own. I will call the men out. On which I made a sign to them to return. Now, I said, as I walked my horse slowly towards the house, while he tramped along beside me, who is within?

M. Gringuet, he said, with another stealthy gesture.

Ah! I said, I am afraid that I am no wiser.

The tax-gatherer.

Oh! And those are his horses? He nodded.

Still, I do not see why they are in the corn?

I have no hay.

But there is grass.

Ay, the inn-keeper answered bitterly.

And he said that I might eat it. It was not good enough for his horses. They must have hay or corn; and if I had none, so much the worse for me.

Full of indignation, I made in my mind a note of M. Gringuets name; but at the moment I said no more, and we proceeded to the house, the exterior of which, though meagre, and even miserable, gave me an impression of neatness. From the inside, however, a hoarse, continuous noise was issuing, which resolved itself as we crossed the threshold into a mans voice. The speaker was out of sight, in an upper room to which a ladder gave access, but his oaths, complaints, and imprecations almost shook the house. A middle-aged woman, scantily dressed, was busy on the hearth; but perhaps that which, next to the perpetual scolding that was going on above, most took my attention was a great lump of salt that stood on the table at the womans elbow, and seemed to be evidence of greater luxury  for the GABELLE had not at that time been reduced  than I could easily associate with the place.

The roaring and blustering continuing upstairs, I stood a moment in sheer astonishment. Is that M. Gringuet? I said at last.

The inn-keeper nodded sullenly, while his wife stared at me. But what; is the matter with him? I said.

The gout. But for that he would have been gone these two days to collect at Le Mesnil.

Ah! I answered, beginning to understand. And the salt is for a bath for his feet, is it?

The woman nodded.

Well, I said, as Maignan came in with my saddlebags and laid them on the floor, he will swear still louder when he gets the bill, I should think.

Bill? the housewife answered bitterly, looking up again from her pots. A tax-gatherers bill? Go to the dead man and ask for the price of his coffin; or to the babe for a nurse-fee! You will get paid as soon. A tax-gatherers bill? Be thankful if he does not take the dish with the sop!

She spoke plainly; yet I found a clearer proof of the slavery in which the man held them in the perfect indifference with which they regarded my arrival  though a guest with two servants must have been a rarity in such a place  and the listless way in which they set about attending to my wants. Keenly remembering that not long before this my enemies had striven to prejudice me in the Kings eyes by alleging that, though I filled his coffers, I was grinding the poor into the dust  and even, by my exactions, provoking a rebellion I was in no mood to look with an indulgent eye on those who furnished such calumnies with a show of reason. But it has never been my wont to act hastily; and while I stood in the middle of the kitchen, debating whether I should order the servants to fling the fellow out, and bid him appear before me at Villebon, or should instead have him brought up there and then, the mans coarse voice, which had never ceased to growl and snarl above us, rose on a sudden still louder. Something fell on the floor over our heads and rolled across it; and immediately a young girl, barefoot and short-skirted, scrambled hurriedly and blindly down the ladder and landed among us.

She was sobbing, and a little blood was flowing from a cut in her lip; and she trembled all over. At sight of the blood and her tears the woman seemed to be transported. Snatching up a saucepan, she sprang towards the ladder with a gesture of rage, and in a moment would have ascended if her husband had not followed and dragged her back. The girl also, as soon as she could speak, added her entreaties to his, while Maignan and La Trape looked sharply at me, as if they expected a signal.

All this while, the bully above continued his maledictions. Send that slut back to me! he roared. Do you think that I am going to be left alone in this hole? Send her back, or and he added half-a-dozen oaths of a kind to make an honest mans blood boil. In the midst of this, however, and while the woman was still contending with her husband, he suddenly stopped and shrieked in anguish, crying out for the salt-bath.

But the woman, whom her husband had only half-pacified, shook her fist at the ceiling with a laugh of defiance. Shriek; ay, you may shriek, you wretch! she cried. You must be waited on by my girl, must you  no older face will do for you  and you beat her? Your horses must eat corn, must they, while we eat grass? And we buy salt for you, and wheaten bread for you, and are beggars for you! For you, you thieving wretch, who tax the poor and let the rich go free; who

Silence, woman! her husband cried, cutting her short, with a pale face. Hush, hush; he will hear you!

But the woman was too far gone in rage to obey. What! and is it not true? she answered, her eyes glittering. Will he not to-morrow go to Le Mesnil and squeeze the poor? Ay, and will not Lescauts the corn-dealer, and Philippon the silk-merchant, come to him with bribes, and go free? And de Fonvelle and de Curtin  they with a DE, forsooth!  plead their nobility, and grease his hands, and go free? Ay, and

Silence, woman! the man said again, looking apprehensively at me, and from me to my attendants, who were grinning broadly. You do not know that this gentleman is not

A tax-gatherer? I said, smiling. No. But how long has your friend upstairs been here?

Two days, Monsieur, she answered, wiping the perspiration from her brow, and speaking more quietly. He is talking of sending on a deputy to Le Mesnil; but Heaven send he may recover, and go from here himself!

Well, I answered, at any rate, we have had enough of this noise. My servant shall go up and tell him that there is a gentleman here who cannot put up with a disturbance. Maignan, I continued, see the man, and tell him that the inn is not his private house, and that he must groan more softly; but do not mention my name. And let him have his brine bath, or there will be no peace for anyone.

Maignan and La Trape, who knew me, and had counted on a very different order, stared at me, wondering at my easiness and complaisance; for there is a species of tyranny, unassociated with rank, that even the coarsest view with indignation. But the womans statement, which, despite its wildness and her excitement, I saw no reason to doubt, had suggested to me a scheme of punishment more refined; and which might, at one and the same time, be of profit to the Kings treasury and a lesson to Gringuet. To carry it through I had to submit to some inconvenience, and particularly to a night passed under the same roof with the rogue; but as the news that a traveller of consequence was come had the effect, aided by a few sharp words from Maignan, of lowering his tone, and forcing him to keep within bounds, I was able to endure this and overlook the occasional outbursts of spleen which his disease and pampered temper still drew from him.

His two men, who had been absent on an errand at the time of my arrival, presently returned, and were doubtless surprised to find a second company in possession. They tried my attendants with a number of questions, but without success; while I, by listening while I had my supper, learned more of their masters habits and intentions than they supposed. They suspected nothing, and at day-break we left them; and, the water having duly fallen in the night, we crossed the river without mishap, and for a league pursued our proper road. Then I halted, and despatching the two grooms to Houdan with a letter for my wife, I took, myself, the road to Le Mesnil, which lies about three leagues to the west.

At a little inn, a league short of Le Mesnil, I stopped, and instructing my two attendants in the parts they were to play, prepared, with the help of the seals, which never left Maignans custody, the papers necessary to enable me to enact the role of Gringuets deputy. Though I had been two or three times to Villebon, I had never been within two leagues of Le Mesnil, and had no reason to suppose that I should be recognised; but to lessen the probability of this I put on a plain suit belonging to Maignan, with a black-hilted sword, and no ornaments. I furthermore waited to enter the town until evening, so that my presence, being reported, might be taken for granted before I was seen.

In a larger place my scheme must have miscarried, but in this little town on the hill, looking over the plain of vineyards and cornfields, with inn, market-house, and church in the square, and on the fourth side the open battlements, whence the towers of Chartres could be seen on a clear day, I looked to have to do only with small men, and saw no reason why it should fail.

Accordingly, riding up to the inn about sunset, I called, with an air, for the landlord. There were half-a-dozen loungers seated in a row on a bench before the door, and one of these went in to fetch him. When the host came out, with his apron twisted round his waist, I asked him if he had a room.

Yes, he said, shading his eyes to look at me, I have.

Very well, I answered pompously, considering that I had just such an audience as I desired  by which I mean one that, without being too critical, would spread the news. I am M. Gringuets deputy, and I am here with authority to collect and remit, receive and give receipts for, his Majestys taxes, tolls, and dues, now, or to be, due and owing. Therefore, my friend, I will trouble you to show me to my room.

I thought that this announcement would impress him as much as I desired; but, to my surprise, he only stared at me. Eh! he exclaimed at last, in a faltering tone, M. Gringuets deputy?

Yes, I said, dismounting somewhat impatiently; he is ill with the gout and cannot come.

And you  are his deputy?

I have said so.

Still he did not move to do my bidding, but continued to rub his bald head and stare at me as if I fascinated him. Well, I am  I mean  I think we are full, he stammered at last, with his eyes like saucers.

I replied, with some impatience, that he had just said that he had a room; adding, that if I was not in it and comfortably settled before five minutes were up I would know the reason. I thought that this would settle the matter, whatever maggot had got into the mans head; and, in a way, it did so, for he begged my pardon hastily, and made way for me to enter, calling, at the same time, to a lad who was standing by, to attend to the horses. But when we were inside the door, instead of showing me through the kitchen to my room, he muttered something, and hurried away; leaving me to wonder what was amiss with him, and why the loungers outside, who had listened with all their ears to our conversation, had come in after us as far as they dared, and were regarding us with an odd mixture of suspicion and amusement.

The landlord remained long away, and seemed, from sounds that came to my ears, to be talking with someone in a distant room. At length, however, he returned, bearing a candle and followed by a serving-man. I asked him roughly why he had been so long, and began to rate him; but he took the words out of my mouth by his humility, and going before me through the kitchen  where his wife and two or three maids who were about the fire stopped to look at us, with the basting spoons in their hands  he opened a door which led again into the outer air.

It is across the yard, he said apologetically, as he went before, and opening a second door, stood aside for us to enter. But it is a good room, and, if you please, a fire shall be lighted. The shutters are closed, he continued, as we passed him, Maignan and La Trape carrying my baggage, but they shall be opened. Hallo! Pierre! Pierre, there! Open these shut

On the word his voice rose  and broke; and in a moment the door, through which we had all passed unsuspecting, fell to with a crash behind us. Before we could move we heard the bars drop across it. A little before, La Trape had taken a candle from someones hand to light me the better; and therefore we were not in darkness. But the light this gave only served to impress on us what the falling bars and the rising sound of voices outside had already told us  that we were outwitted! We were prisoners.

The room in which we stood, looking foolishly at one another, was a great barn-like chamber, with small windows high in the unplaistered walls. A long board set on trestles, and two or three stools placed round it  on the occasion, perhaps, of some recent festivity  had for a moment deceived us, and played the landlords game.

In the first shock of the discovery, hearing the bars drop home, we stood gaping, and wondering what it meant. Then Maignan, with an oath, sprang to the door and tried it  fruitlessly.

I joined him more at my leisure, and raising my voice, asked angrily what this folly meant. Open the door there! Do you hear, landlord? I cried.

No one moved, though Maignan continued to rattle the door furiously.

Do you hear? I repeated, between anger and amazement at the fix in which we had placed ourselves. Open!

But, although the murmur of voices outside the door grew louder, no one answered, and I had time to take in the full absurdity of the position; to measure the height; of the windows with my eye and plumb the dark shadows under the rafters, where the feebler rays of our candle lost themselves; to appreciate, in a word, the extent of our predicament. Maignan was furious, La Trape vicious, while my own equanimity scarcely supported me against the thought that we should probably be where we were until the arrival of my people, whom I had directed my wife to send to Le Mesnil at noon next day. Their coming would free us, indeed, but at the cost of ridicule and laughter. Never was man worse placed.

Wincing at the thought, I bade Maignan be silent; and, drumming on the door myself, I called for the landlord. Someone who had been giving directions in a tone of great, consequence ceased speaking, and came close to the door. After listening a moment, he struck it with his hand.

Silence, rogues! he cried. Do you hear? Silence there, unless you want your ears nailed to the post.

Fool! I answered. Open the door instantly! Are you all mad here, that you shut up the Kings servants in this way?

The Kings servants! he cried, jeering at us. Where are they?

Here! I answered, swallowing my rage as well as I might. I am M. Gringuets deputy, and if you do not this instant

M. Gringuets deputy! Ho! ho! he said. Why, you fool, M. Gringuets deputy arrived two hours before you. You must get up a little earlier another time. They are poor tricksters who are too late for the fair. And now be silent, and it may save you a stripe or two to-morrow.

There are situations in which even the greatest find it hard to maintain their dignity, and this was one. I looked at Maignan and La Trape, and they at me, and by the light of the lanthorn which the latter held I saw that they were smiling, doubtless at the dilemma in which we had innocently placed ourselves. But I found nothing to laugh at in the position; since the people outside might at any moment leave us where we were to fast until morning; and, after a moments reflection, I called out to know who the speaker on the other side was.

I am M. de Fonvelle, he answered.

Well, M. de Fonvelle, I replied, I advise you to have a care what you do. I am M. Gringuets deputy. The other man is an impostor.

He laughed.

He has no papers, I cried.

Oh, yes, he has! he answered, mocking me. M. Curtin has seen them, my fine fellow, and he is not one to pay money without warrant.

At this several laughed, and a quavering voice chimed in with Oh, yes, he has papers! I have seen them. Still, in a case

There! M. Fonvelle cried, drowning the others words. Now are you satisfied  you in there?

But M. Curtin had not done. He has papers, he piped again in his thin voice.

Still, M. de Fonvelle, it is well to be cautious, and

Tut, tut! it is all right.

He has papers, but he has no authority! I shouted.

He has seals, Fonvelle answered. It is all right.

It is all wrong! I retorted. Wrong, I say! Go to your man, and you will find him gone  gone with your money, M. Curtin.

Two or three laughed, but I heard the sound of feet hurrying away, and I guessed that Curtin had retired to satisfy himself. Nevertheless, the moment which followed was an anxious one, since, if my random shot missed, I knew that I should find myself in a worse position than before. But judging  from the fact that the deputy had not confronted us himself  that he was an impostor, to whom Gringuets illness had suggested the scheme on which I had myself hit, I hoped for the best; and, to be sure, in a moment an outcry arose in the house and quickly spread. Of those at the door, some cried to their fellows to hearken, while others hastened off to see. Yet still a little time elapsed, during which I burned with impatience; and then the crowd came trampling back, all wrangling and speaking at once.

At the door the chattering ceased, and, a hand being laid on the bar, in a moment the door was thrown open, and I walked out with what dignity I might. Outside, the scene which met my eyes might have been, under other circumstances, diverting. Before me stood the landlord of the inn, bowing with a light in each hand, as if the more he bent his backbone the more he must propitiate me; while a fat, middle-aged man at his elbow, whom I took to be Fonvelle, smiled feebly at me with a chapfallen expression. A little aside, Curtin, a shrivelled old fellow, was wringing his hands over his loss; and behind and round these, peeping over their shoulders and staring under their arms, clustered a curious crowd of busybodies, who, between amusement at the joke and awe of the great men, had much ado to control their merriment.

The host began to mutter apologies, but I cut him short. I will talk to you to-morrow! I said, in a voice which made him shake in his shoes. Now give me supper, lights, and a room  and hurry. For you, M. Fonvelle, you are an ass! And for the gentleman there, who has filled the rogues purse, he will do well another time to pay the King his dues!

With that I left the two  Fonvelle purple with indignation, and Curtin with eyes and mouth agape and tears stayed  and followed my host to his best room, Maignan and La Trape attending me with very grim faces. Here the landlord would have repeated his apologies, but my thoughts beginning to revert to the purpose which had brought me hither, I affected to be offended, that, by keeping all at a distance, I might the more easily preserve my character.

I succeeded so well that, though half the town, through which the news of my adventure had spread, as fire spreads in tinder, were assembled outside the inn until a late hour, no one was admitted to see me; and when I made my appearance next morning in the market-place and took my seat, with my two attendants, at a table by the corn-measures, this reserve had so far impressed the people that the smiles which greeted me scarcely exceeded those which commonly welcome a tax-collector. Some had paid, and, foreseeing the necessity of paying again, found little that was diverting in the jest. Others thought it no laughing matter to pay once; and a few had come as ill out of the adventure as I had. Under these circumstances, we quickly settled to work, no one entertaining the slightest suspicion; and La Trape, who could accommodate himself to anything, playing the part of clerk, I was presently receiving money and hearing excuses; the minute acquaintance with the routine of the finances, which I had made it my business to acquire, rendering the work easy to me.

We had not been long engaged, however, when Fonvelle put in an appearance, and elbowing the peasants aside, begged to speak with me apart. I rose and stepped back with him two or three paces; on which he winked at me in a very knowing fashion, I am M. de Fonvelle, he said. And he winked again.

Ah! I said.

My name is not in your list.

I find it there, I replied, raising a hand to my ear.

Tut, tut! you do not understand, he muttered. Has not Gringuet told you?

What? I said, pretending to be a little deaf.

Has not

I shook my head.

Has not Gringuet told you? he repeated, reddening with anger; and this time speaking, on compulsion, so loudly that the peasants could hear him.

I answered him in the same tone. Yes, I said roundly. He has told me; of course, that every year you give him two hundred livres to omit your name.

He glanced behind him with an oath. Man, are you mad? he gasped, his jaw falling. They will hear you.

Yes, I said loudly, I mean them to hear me.

I do not know what he thought of this  perhaps that I was mad  but he staggered back from me, and looked wildly round. Finding everyone laughing, he looked again at me, but still failed to understand; on which, with another oath, he turned on his heel, and forcing his way through the grinning crowd, was out of sight in a moment.

I was about to return to my seat, when a pursy, pale-faced man, with small eyes and a heavy jowl, whom I had before noticed, pushed his way through the line, and came to me. Though his neighbours were all laughing he was sober, and in a moment I understood why.

I am very deaf, he said in a whisper. My name, Monsieur, is Philippon. I am a

I made a sign to him that I could not hear.

I am the silk merchant, he continued pretty audibly, but with a suspicious glance behind him. Probably you have

Again I signed to him that I could not hear.

You have heard of me?

From M. Gringuet? I said very loudly.

Yes, he answered in a similar tone; for, aware that deaf persons cannot hear their own voices and are seldom able to judge how loudly they are speaking, I had led him to this. And I suppose that you will do as he did?

How? I asked. In what way?

He touched his pocket with a stealthy gesture, unseen by the people behind him.

Again I made a sign as if I could not hear.

Take the usual little gift? he said, finding himself compelled to speak.

I cannot hear a word, I bellowed. By this time the crowd were shaking with laughter.

Accept the usual gift? he said, his fat, pale face perspiring, and his little pigs eyes regarding me balefully.

And let you pay one quarter? I said.

Yes, he answered.

But this, and the simplicity with which he said it, drew so loud a roar of laughter from the crowd as penetrated even to his dulled senses. Turning abruptly, as if a bee had stung him, he found the place convulsed with merriment; and perceiving, in an instant, that I had played upon him, though he could not understand how or why, he glared about him a moment, muttered something which I could not catch, and staggered away with the gait of a drunken man.

After this, it was useless to suppose that I could amuse myself with others. The crowd, which had never dreamed of such a tax-collector, and could scarcely believe either eyes or ears, hesitated to come forward even to pay; and I was considering what I should do next, when a commotion in one corner of the square drew my eyes to that quarter. I looked and saw at first only Curtin. Then, the crowd dividing and making way for him, I perceived that he had the real Gringuet with him  Gringuet, who rode through the market with an air of grim majesty, with one foot in a huge slipper and eyes glaring with ill-temper.

Doubtless Curtin, going to him on the chance of hearing something of the rogue who had cheated him, had apprised the tax-collector of the whole matter; for on seeing me in my chair of state, he merely grinned in a vicious way, and cried to the nearest not to let me escape. We have lost one rogue, but we will hang the other, he said. And while the townsfolk stood dumbfounded round us, he slipped with a groan from his horse, and bade his two servants seize me.

And do you, he called to the host, see that you help, my man! You have harboured him, and you shall pay for it if he escapes.

With that he hopped a step nearer; and then, not dreaming of resistance, sank with another groan  for his foot was immensely swollen by the journey  into the chair from which I had risen.

A glance showed me that, if I would not be drawn into an unseemly brawl, I must act; and meeting Maignans eager eye fixed upon my face, I nodded. In a second he seized the unsuspecting Gringuet by the neck, snatched him up from the chair, and flung him half-a-dozen paces away. Lie there, he cried, you insolent rascal! Who told you to sit before your betters?

The violence of the action, and Maignans heat, were such that the nearest drew back affrighted; and even Gringuets servants recoiled, while the market people gasped with astonishment. But I knew that the respite would last a moment only, and I stood forward. Arrest that man, I said, pointing to the collector, who was grovelling on the ground, nursing his foot and shrieking foul threats at us.

In a second my two men stood over him. In the Kings name, La Trape cried; let no man interfere.

Raise him up, I continued, and set him before me; and Curtin also, and Fonvelle, and Philippon; and Lescaut, the corn-dealer, if he is here.

I spoke boldly, but I felt some misgiving. So mighty, however, is the habit of command, that the crowd, far from resisting, thrust forward the men I named. Still, I could not count on this obedience, and it was with pleasure that I saw at this moment, as I looked over the heads of the crowd, a body of horsemen entering the square. They halted an instant, looking at the unusual concourse; while the townsfolk, interrupted in the middle of the drama, knew not which way to stare. Then Boisrueil, seeing me, and that I was holding some sort of court, spurred his horse through the press, and saluted me.

Let half-a-dozen of your varlets dismount and guard these men, I said; and do you, you rogue, I continued, addressing Gringuet, answer me, and tell me the truth. How much does each of these knaves give you to cheat the King, and your master? Curtin first. How much does he give you?

My lord, he answered, pale and shaking, yet with a mutinous gleam in his eyes, I have a right to know first before whom I stand.

Enough, I thundered, that it is before one who has the right to question you! answer me, villain, and be quick. What is the sum of Curtins bribe?

He stood white and mute.

Fonvelles?

Still he stood silent, glaring with the devil in his eyes; while the other men whimpered and protested their innocence, and the crowd stared as if they could never see enough.

Philippons?

I take no bribes, he muttered.

Lescauts?

Not a denier.

Liar! I exclaimed. Liar, who devour widows houses and poor mens corn! Who grind the weak and say it is the King; and let the rich go free. Answer me, and answer the truth. How much do these men give you?

Nothing, he said defiantly.

Very well, I answered; then I will have the list. It is in your shoe.

I have no list, he said, beginning to tremble.

It is in your shoe, I repeated, pointing to his gouty foot. Maignan, off with his shoe, and look in it.

Disregarding his shrieks of pain, they tore it off and looked in it. There was no list.

Off with his stocking, I said roundly.

It is there.

He flung himself down at that, cursing and protesting by turns. But I remembered the trampled corn, and the girls bleeding face, and I was inexorable. The stocking was drawn off, not too tenderly, and turned inside out. Still no list was found.

He has it, I persisted. We have tried the shoe and we have tried the stocking, now we must try the foot. Fetch a stirrup-leather, and do you hold him, and let one of the grooms give him a dozen on that foot.

But at that he gave way; he flung himself on his knees, screaming for mercy.

The list! I said,

I have no list! I have none! he wailed.

Then give it me out of your head. Curtin, how much?

He glanced at the man I named, and shivered, and for a moment was silent. But one of the grooms approaching with the stirrup-leather, he found his voice. Forty crowns, he muttered.

Fonvelle?

The same.

I made him confess also the sums which he had received from Lescaut and Philippon, and then the names of seven others who had been in the habit of bribing him. Satisfied that he had so far told the truth, I bade him put on his stocking and shoe. And now, I said to Boisrueil, when this was done, take him to the whipping-post there, and tie him up; and see that each man of the eleven gives him a stripe for every crown with which he has bribed him  and good ones, or I will have them tied up in his place. Do you hear, you rascals? I continued to the trembling culprits. Off, and do your duty, or I will have your backs bare.

But the wretch, as cowardly as he had been cruel, flung himself down and crawled, sobbing and crying, to my feet. I had no mercy, however. Take him away, I said, It is such men as these give kings a bad name. Take him away, and see you flay him well.

He sprang up then, forgetting his gout, and made a frantic attempt to escape. But in a moment he was overcome, hauled away, and tied up; and though I did not wait to see the sentence carried out, but entered the inn, the shrill screams he uttered under the punishment reached me, even there, and satisfied me that Fonvelle and his fellows were not; holding their hands.

It is a sad reflection, however, that for one such sinner brought to justice ten, who commit the same crimes, go free, and flourishing on iniquity, bring the Kings service, and his officers, into evil repute.


XI.

THE CAT AND THE KING.

It was in the spring of the year 1609 that at the Kings instance I had a suite of apartments fitted up for him at the Arsenal, that he might visit me, whenever it pleased him, without putting my family to inconvenience; in another place will be found an account of the six thousand crowns a year which he was so obliging as to allow me for this purpose. He honoured me by using these rooms, which consisted of a hall, a chamber, a wardrobe, and a closet, two or three times in the course of that year, availing himself of my attendants and cook; and the free opportunities of consulting me on the Great Undertaking, which this plan afforded, led me to hope that notwithstanding the envy of my detractors, he would continue to adopt it. That he did not do so, nor ever visited me after the close of that year, was due not so much to the lamentable event, soon to be related, which within a few months deprived France of her greatest sovereign, as to a strange matter that attended his last stay with me. I have since had cause to think that this did not receive at the time as much attention as it deserved; and have even imagined that had I groped a little deeper into the mystery I might have found a clue to the future as well as the past, and averted one more, and the last, danger from my beloved master. But Providence would not have it so; a slight indisposition under which I was suffering at the time rendered me less able, both in mind and body; the result being that Henry, who was always averse to the publication of these ominous episodes, and held that being known they bred the like in mischievous minds, had his way, the case ending in no more than the punishment of a careless rascal.

On the occasion of this last visit  the third, I think, that he paid me  the King, who had been staying at Chantilly, came to me from Lusarche, where he lay the intervening night. My coaches went to meet him at the gates a little before noon, but he did not immediately arrive, and being at leisure and having assured myself that the dinner of twelve covers, which he had directed to be ready, was in course of preparation, I went with my wife to inspect his rooms and satisfy myself that everything was in order.

They were in charge of La Trape, a man of address and intelligence, whom I have had cause to mention more than once in the course of these memoirs. He met me at the door and conducted us through the rooms with an air of satisfaction; nor could I find the slightest fault, until my wife, looking about her with a womans eye for minute things, paused by the bed in the chamber, and directed my attention to something on the floor.

She stooped over it. What is this? she asked. Has something been

Upset here? I said, looking also. There was a little pool of white liquid on the floor beside the bed.

La Trape uttered an exclamation of annoyance, and explained that he had not seen it before; that it had not been there five minutes earlier; and that he did not know how it came to be there now.

What is it? I said, looking about for some pitcher that might; have overflowed; but finding none. Is it milk?

I dont know, your excellency, he answered. But it shall be removed at once.

See that it is, I said. Are the boughs in the fire-place fresh? For the weather was still warm and we had not lit a fire.

Yes, your excellency; quite fresh.

Well, see to that, and remove it, I said, pointing to the mess. It looks ill.

And with that the matter passed from my mind; the more completely as I heard at that moment the sound of the Kings approach, and went into the court-yard to receive him. He brought with him Roquelaure, de Vic, Erard the engineer, and some others, but none whom he did not know that I should be glad to receive. He dined well, and after dinner amused himself with seeing the young men ride at the ring, and even rode a course himself with his usual skill; that being, if I remember rightly, the last occasion on which I ever saw him take a lance. Before supper he walked for a time in the hall, with Sillery, for whom he had sent; and after supper, pronouncing himself tired, he dismissed all, and retired with me to his chamber. Here we had some talk on a subject that I greatly dreaded  I mean his infatuation for Madame de Conde; but about eleven oclock he yawned, and, after thanking me for a reception which he said was quite to his mind, he bade me go to bed.

I was half way to the door when he called me back. Why, Grand Master, he said, pointing to the little table by the head of the bed on which his night drinks stood, you might be going to drown me. Do you expect me to drink all these in the night?

I think that there is only your posset, sire, I said, and the lemon-water which you generally drink.

And two or three other things?

Perhaps they have given your majesty some of the Arbois wine that you were good enough to

Tut-tut! he said, lifting the cover of one of the cups. This is not wine. It may be a milk-posset.

Yes, sire; very likely, I said drowsily.

But it is not! he answered, when he had smelled it. It is plain milk! Come, my friend, he continued, looking drolly at me, have you turned leech, or I babe is arms that you put such strong liquors before me? However, to show you that I have some childish tastes left, and am not so depraved as you have been trying to make me out for the last hour  I will drink your health in it. It would serve you right if I made you pledge me in the same liquor!

The cup was at his lips when I sprang forward and, heedless of ceremony, caught his arm. Pardon, sire! I cried, in sudden agitation. If that is milk, I gave no order that it should be placed here; and I know nothing of its origin. I beg that you will not drink it, until I have made some inquiry.

They have all been tasted? he asked, still holding the cup in his hand with the lid raised, but looking at it gravely.

They should have been! I answered. But La Trape, whom I made answerable for that, is outside. I will go and question him. If you will wait, sire, a moment

No, Henry said. Have him here.

I gave the order to the pages who were waiting outside, and in a moment La Trape appeared, looking startled and uncomfortable. Naturally, his first glance was given to the King, who had taken his seat on the edge of the bed, but still held the cup in his hand. After asking the Kings permission, I said, What drinks did you place on the table, here, sirrah?

He looked more uncomfortable at this, but he answered boldly enough that he had served a posset, some lemon water, and some milk.

But orders were given only for the lemon-water and the posset, I said.

True, your excellency, he answered. But when I went to the pantry hatch, to see the under-butler carry up the tray, I found that the milk was on the tray; and I supposed that you had given another order.

Possibly Madame de Sully, the King said, looking at me, gave the order to add it?

She would not presume to do so, sire, I answered, sternly. Nor do I in the least understand the matter. But at one thing we can easily arrive. You tasted all of these, man?

La Trape said he had.

You drank a quantity, a substantial quantity of each  according to the orders given to you? I persisted.

Yes, your excellency.

But I caught a guilty look in his eyes, and in a gust of rage I cried out that he lied. The truth! I thundered, in a terrible voice. The truth, you villain; you did not taste all?

I did, your excellency; as God is above, I did! he answered. But he had grown pale, and he looked at the King in a terrified way.

You did?

Yes!

Yet I did not believe him, and I was about to give him the lie again, when the King intervened. Quite so, he said to La Trape with a smile. You drank, my good fellow, of the posset and the lemon water, and you tasted the milk, but you did not drink of it. Is not that the whole truth?

Yes, sire, he whimpered, breaking down. But I  I gave some to a cat.

And the cat is no worse?

No, sire.

There, Grand Master, the King said, turning to me, that is the truth, I think. What do you say to it?

That the rest is simple, I answered, grimly. He did not drink it before; but he will drink it now, sire.

The King, sitting on the bed, laughed and looked at La Trape; as if his good-nature almost led him to interpose. But after a moments hesitation he thought better of it, and handed me the cup. Very well, he said; he is your man. Have your way with him. After all, he should have drunk it.

He shall drink it now, or be broken on the wheel! I said. Do you hear, you? I continued, turning to him in a white heat of rage at the thought of his negligence, and the price it might have cost me. Take it, and beware that you do not drop or spill it. For I swear that that shall not save you!

He took the cup with a pale face, and hands that shook so much that he needed both to support the vessel. He hesitated, too, so long that, had I not possessed the best of reasons for believing in his fidelity, I should have suspected him of more than negligence. The shadow of his tall figure seemed to waver on the tapestry behind him; and with a little imagination I might have thought that the lights in the room had sunk. The soft whispering of the pages outside could be heard, and a stifled laugh; but inside there was not a sound. He carried the cup to his lips; then he lowered it again.

I took a step forward.

He recoiled a pace, his face ghastly. Patience, excellency, he said, hoarsely. I shall drink it. But I want to speak first.

Speak! the King answered.

If there is death in it, I take God to witness that I know nothing, and knew nothing! There is some witchs work here it is not the first time that I have come across this devils milk to-day! But I take God to witness I know nothing! Now it is here I will drink it, and

He did not finish the sentence, but drawing a deep breath raised the cup to his lips. I saw the apple in his throat rise and fall with the effort he made to swallow, but he drank so slowly that it seemed to me that he would never drain the cap. Nor did he, for when he had swallowed, as far as I could judge from the tilting of the cup, about half of the milk, Henry rose suddenly and, seizing it, took it from him with his own hand.

That will do, the King said. Do you feel ill?

La Trape drew a trembling hand across his brow, on which the sweat stood in beads; but instead of answering he remained silent, gazing fixedly before him. We waited and watched, and at length, when I should think three minutes had elapsed, he changed his position for one of greater ease, and I saw his face relax. The unnatural pallor faded, and the open lips closed. A minute later he spoke. I feel nothing, sire, he said.

The King looked at me drolly. Then take five minutes more, he said. Go, and stare at Judith there, cutting off the head of Holofernes  for that was the story of the tapestry and come when I call you.

La Trape went to the other end of the chamber. Well, the King said, inviting me by a sign to sit down beside him, is it a comedy or a tragedy, my friend? Or, tell me, what was it he meant when he said that about the other milk?

I explained, the matter seeming so trivial now that I came to tell it  though it; had doubtless contributed much to La Trapes fright  that I had to apologize.

Still it is odd, the King said. These drinks were not here, at that time, of course?

No, sire; they have been brought up within the hour.

Well, your butler must explain it. And with that he raised his voice and called La Trape back; who came, looking red and sheepish.

Not dead yet? the King said.

No, sire.

Nor ill?

No, sire.

Then begone. Or, stay! Henry continued. Throw the rest of this stuff into the fire-place. It may be harmless, but I have no mind to drink it by mistake.

La Trape emptied the cup among the green boughs that filled the hearth, and hastened to withdraw. It seemed to be too late to make further inquiries that night; so after listening to two or three explanations which the King hazarded, but which had all too fanciful an air in my eyes, I took my leave and retired.

Whether, however, the scene had raised too violent a commotion in my mind, or I was already sickening for the illness I have mentioned, I found it impossible to sleep; and spent the greater part of the night in a fever of fears and forebodings. The responsibility which the Kings presence cast upon me lay so heavily upon my waking mind that I could not lie; and long before the Kings usual hour of rising I was at his door inquiring how he did. No one knew, for the page whose turn it was to sleep at his feet had not come out; but while I stood questioning, the Kings voice was heard, bidding me enter. I went in, and found him sitting up with a haggard face, which told me, before he spoke, that he had slept little better than I had. The shutters were thrown wide open, and the cold morning light poured into the room with an effect rather sombre than bright; the huge figures on the tapestry looming huger from a drab and melancholy background, and the chamber presenting all those features of disorder that in a sleeping-room lie hid at night, only to show themselves in a more vivid shape in the morning.

The King sent his page out, and bade me sit by him. I have had a bad night, he said, with a shudder. Grand Master, I doubt that astrologer was right, and I shall never see Germany, nor carry out my designs.

Seeing the state in which he was, I could think of nothing better than to rally him, and even laugh at him. You think so now, sire, I said. It is the cold hour. By and by, when you have broken your fast, you will think differently.

But, it may be, less correctly, he answered; and as he sat looking before him with gloomy eyes, he heaved a deep sigh. My friend, he said, mournfully, I want to live, and I am going to die.

Of what? I asked, gaily.

I do not know; but I dreamed last night that a house fell on me in the Rue de la Ferronerie, and I cannot help thinking that I shall die in that way.

Very well, I said. It is well to know that.

He asked me peevishly what I meant.

Only, I explained, that, in that case, as your Majesty need never pass through that street, you have it in your hands to live for ever.

Perhaps it may not happen there  in that very street, he answered.

And perhaps it may not happen yet, I rejoined. And then, more seriously, Come, sire, I continued, why this sudden weakness? I have known you face death a hundred times.

But not after such a dream as I had last night, he said, with a grimace  yet I could see that he was already comforted. I thought that I was passing along that street in my coach, and on a sudden, between St. Innocents church and the notarys  there is a notarys there?

Yes, sire, I said, somewhat surprised.

I heard a great roar, and something struck me down, and I found myself pinned to the ground, in darkness, with my mouth full of dust, and an immense beam on my chest. I lay for a time in agony, fighting for breath, and then my brain seemed to burst in my head, and I awoke.

I have had such a dream, sire, I said, drily.

Last night?

No, I said, not last night.

He saw what I meant, and laughed; and being by this time quite himself, left that and passed to discussing the strange affair of La Trape and the milk. Have you found, as yet, who was good enough to supply it? he asked.

No, sire, I answered. But I will see La Trape, and as soon as I have learned anything, your majesty shall know it.

I suppose he is not far off now, he suggested. Send for him. Ten to one he will have made inquiries, and it will amuse us.

I went to the door and, opening it a trifle, bade the page who waited send La Trape. He passed on the message to a crowd of sleepy attendants, and quickly, but not before I had gone back to the Kings bedside, La Trape entered.

Having my eyes turned the other way, I did not at once remark anything. But the King did; and his look of astonishment, no less than the exclamation which accompanied it, arrested my attention. St. Gris, man! he cried. What is the matter? Speak!

La Trape, who had stopped just within the door, made an effort to do so, but no sound passed his lips; while his pallor and the fixed glare of his eyes filled me with the worst apprehensions. It was impossible to look at him and not share his fright, and I stepped forward and cried out to him to speak. Answer the King, man, I said. What is it?

He made an effort, and with a ghastly grimace, The cat is dead! he said.

For a moment we were all silent. Then I looked at the King, and he at me, with gloomy meaning in our eyes. He was the first to speak. The cat to whom you gave the milk? he said.

Yes, sire, La Trape answered, in a voice that seemed to come from his heart.

But still, courage! the King cried. Courage, man! A dose that would kill a cat may not kill a man. Do you feel ill?

Oh, yes, sire, La Trape moaned.

What do you feel?

I have a trembling in all my limbs, and ah  ah, my God, I am a dead man! I have a burning here  a pain like hot coals in my vitals! And, leaning against the wall, the unfortunate man clasped his arms round his body and bent himself up and down in a paroxysm of suffering.

A doctor! a doctor! Henry cried, thrusting one leg out of bed. Send for Du Laurens! Then, as I went to the door to do so, Can you be sick, man? he asked. Try!

No, no; it is impossible!

But try, try! when did this cat die?

It is outside, La Trape groaned. He could say no more.

I had opened the door by this time, and found the attendants, whom the mans cries had alarmed, in a cluster round it. Silencing them sternly, I bade one go for M. Du Laurens, the Kings physician, while another brought me the cat that was dead.

The page who had spent the night in the Kings chamber, fetched it. I told him to bring it in, and ordering the others to let the doctor pass when he arrived, I closed the door upon their curiosity, and went back to the King. He had left his bed and was standing near La Trape, endeavouring to hearten him; now telling him to tickle his throat with a feather, and now watching his sufferings in silence, with a face of gloom and despondency that sufficiently betrayed his reflections. At sight of the page, however, carrying the dead cat, he turned briskly, and we both examined the beast which, already rigid, with staring eyes and uncovered teeth, was not a sight to cheer anyone, much less the stricken man. La Trape, however, seemed to be scarcely aware of its presence. He had sunk upon a chest which stood against the wall, and, with his body strangely twisted, was muttering prayers, while he rocked himself to and fro unceasingly.

Its stiff, the King said in a low voice. It has been dead some hours.

Since midnight, I muttered.

Pardon, sire, the page, who was holding the cat, said; I saw it after midnight. It was alive then.

You saw it! I exclaimed. How? Where?

Here, your excellency, the boy answered, quailing a little.

What? In this room?

Yes, excellency. I heard a noise about  I think about two oclock  and his Majesty breathing very heavily, It was a noise like a cat spitting. It frightened me, and I rose from my pallet and went round the bed. I was just in time to see the cat jump down.

From the bed?

Yes, your excellency. From his Majestys chest, I think.

And you are sure that it was this cat?

Yes, sire; for as soon as it was on the floor it began to writhe and roll and bite itself, with all its fur on end, like a mad cat. Then it flew to the door and tried to get out, and again began to spit furiously. I thought that it would awaken the King, and I let it out.

And then the King did awake?

He was just awaking, your excellency.

Well, sire, I said, smiling, this accounts, I think, for your dream of the house that fell, and the beam that lay on your chest.

It would have been difficult to say whether at this the King looked more foolish or more relieved. Whichever the sentiment he entertained, however, it was quickly cut short by a lamentable cry that drove the blood from our cheeks. La Trape was in another paroxysm. Oh, the poor man! Henry cried.

I suppose that the cat came in unseen, I said; with him last night, and then stayed in the room?

Doubtless.

And was seized with a paroxysm here?

Such as he has now! Henry answered; for La Trape had fallen to the floor. Such as he has now! he repeated, his eyes flaming, his face pale. Oh, my friend, this is too much. Those who do these things are devils, not men. Where is Du Laurens? Where is the doctor? He will perish before our eyes.

Patience, sire, I said. He will come.

But in the meantime the man dies.

No, no, I said, going to La Trape, and touching his hand. Yet, he is very cold. And turning, I sent the page to hasten the doctor. Then I begged the King to allow me to have the man conveyed into another room. His sufferings distress you, sire, and you do him no good, I said.

No, he shall not go! he answered. Ventre Saint Gris! man, he is dying for me! He is dying in my place. He shall die here.

Still ill satisfied, I was about to press him farther, when La Trape raised his voice, and feebly asked for me. A page who had taken the others place was supporting his head, and two or three of my gentlemen, who had come in unbidden, were looking on with scared faces. I went to the poor fellows side, and asked what I could do for him.

I am dying! he muttered, turning up his eyes. The doctor! the doctor!

I feared that he was passing, but I bade him have courage. In a moment he will be here, I said; while the King in distraction sent messenger on messenger.

He will come too late, the sinking man answered. Excellency?

Yes, my good fellow, I said, stooping that I might hear him the better.

I took ten pistoles yesterday from a man to get him a scullions place; and there is none vacant.

It is forgiven, I said, to soothe him.

And your excellencys favourite hound, Diane, he gasped. She had three puppies, not two. I sold the other.

Well, it is forgiven, my friend. It is forgiven. Be easy, I said kindly.

Ah, I have been a villain, he groaned. I have lived loosely. Only last night I kissed the butlers wench, and

Be easy, be easy, I said. Here is the doctor. He will save you yet.

And I made way for M. Du Laurens, who, having saluted the King, knelt down by the sick man, and felt his pulse; while we all stood round, looking down on the two with grave faces. It seemed to me that the mans eyes were growing dim, and I had little hope. The King was the first to break the silence. You have hope? he said. You can save him?

Pardon, sire, a moment, the physician answered, rising from his knees. Where is the cat?

Someone brought it, and M. Du Laurens, after looking at it, said curtly, It has been poisoned.

La Trape uttered a groan of despair. At what hour did it take the milk? the physician asked.

A little before ten last evening, I said, seeing that La Trape was too far gone for speech.

Ah! And the man?

An hour later.

Du Laurens shook his head, and was preparing to lay down the cat, which he had taken in his hands, when some appearance led him to examine it again and more closely. Why what is this? he exclaimed, in a tone of surprise, as he took the body to the window. There is a large swelling under its chin.

No one answered.

Give me a pair of scissors, he continued; and then, after a minute, when they had been handed to him and he had removed the fur, Ha! he said gravely, this is not so simple as I thought. The cat has been poisoned, but by a prick with some sharp instrument.

The King uttered an exclamation of incredulity. But it drank the milk, he said. Some milk that

Pardon, sire, Du Laurens answered positively. A draught of milk, however drugged, does not produce an external swelling with a small blue puncture in the middle.

What does? the King asked, with something like a sneer.

Ah, that is the question, the physician answered. A ring, perhaps, with a poison-chamber and hollow dart.

But there is no question of that here, I said. Let us be clear. Do you say that the cat did not die of the milk?

I see no proof that it did, he answered. And many things to show that it died of poison administered by puncture.

But then, I answered, in no little confusion of thought, what of La Trape?

He turned, and with him all eyes, to the unfortunate equerry, who still lay seemingly moribund, with his head propped on some cushions. M. Du Laurens advanced to him and again felt his pulse, an operation which appeared to bring a slight tinge of colour to the fading cheeks. How much milk did he drink? the physician asked after a pause.

More than half a pint, I answered.

And what besides?

A quantity of the Kings posset, and a little lemonade.

And for supper? What did you have? the leech continued, addressing himself to his patient.

I had some wine, he answered feebly. And a little Frontignac with the butler; and some honey-mead that the gipsy-wench gave me.

The gipsy-wench?

The butlers girl, of whom I spoke.

M. Du Laurens rose slowly to his feet, and, to my amazement, dealt the prostrate man a hearty kick; bidding him at the same time to rise. Get up, fool! Get up, he continued harshly, yet with a ring of triumph in his voice, all you have got is the colic, and it is no more than you deserve. Get up, I say, and beg his Majestys pardon!

But, the King remonstrated in a tone of anger, the man is dying!

He is no more dying than you are, sire, the other answered. Or, if he is, it is of fright. There, he can stand as well as you or I!

And to be sure, as he spoke, La Trape scrambled to his feet, and with a mien between shame and doubt stood staring at us, the very picture of a simpleton. It was no wonder that his jaw fell and his impudent face burned; for the room shook with such a roar of laughter, at first low, and then as the King joined in it, swelling louder and louder, as few of us had ever heard, Though I was not a little mortified by the way in which we had deceived ourselves, I could not help joining in the laugh; particularly as the more closely we reviewed the scene in which we had taken part, the more absurd seemed the jest. It was long before silence could be obtained; but at length Henry, quite exhausted by the violence of his mirth held up his hand. I seized the opportunity.

Why, you rascal! I said, addressing La Trape, who did not know which way to look, where are the ten crowns of which you defrauded the scullion?

To be sure, the King said, going off into another roar. And the third puppy?

Yes, I said, you scoundrel; and the third puppy?

Ay, and the gipsy girl? the King continued. The butlers wench, what of her? And of your evil living? Begone, begone, rascal! he continued, falling into a fresh paroxysm, or you will kill US in earnest. Would nothing else do for you but to die in my chamber? Begone!

I took this as a hint to clear the room, not only of La Trape himself but of all; and presently only I and Du Laurens remained with the King. It then appeared that there was still a mystery, and one which it behoved us to clear up; inasmuch as Du Laurens took the cats death very seriously, insisting that it had died of poison administered in a most sinister fashion, and one that could not fail to recall to our minds the Borgian popes. It needed no more than this to direct my suspicions to the Florentines who swarmed about the Queen, and against whom the King had let drop so many threats. But the indisposition which excitement had for a time kept at bay began to return upon me; and I was presently glad to drop the subject; and retire to my own apartments, leaving the King to dress.

Consequently, I was not with him when the strange discovery which followed was made. In the ordinary course of dressing, one of the servants going to the fire-place to throw away a piece of waste linen, thought that he heard a rat stir among the boughs. He moved them, and in a moment a small snake crawled out, hissing and darting out its tongue. It was killed, and then it at once occurred to the King that he had the secret of the cats death. He came to me hot-foot with the news, and found me with Du Laurens who was in the act of ordering me to bed.

I confess that I heard the story almost with apathy, so ill was I. Not so the physician. After examining the snake, which by the Kings orders had been brought for my inspection, he pronounced that it was not of French origin. It has escaped from some snake-charmer, he said.

The King seemed to be incredulous.

I assure you that I speak the truth, sire, Du Laurens persisted.

But how then did it come in my room?

That is what I should like to know, sire, the physician answered severely; and yet I think that I can guess. It was put there, I fancy, by the person who sent up the milk to your chamber.

Why do you say so? Henry asked

Because, sire, all snakes are inordinately fond of milk.

Ah! the King said slowly, with a change of countenance and a shudder which he could not repress; and there was milk on the floor in the morning.

Yes, sire; on the floor, and beside the head of your bed.

But at this stage I was attacked by a fit of illness so severe that I had to break in on the discussion, and beg the King to withdraw. The sickness increased on me during the day, and by noon I was prostrate, neither taking interest in anything, nor allowing others, who began to fear for my life, to divert their attention. After twenty-four hours I began to mend, but still several days elapsed before I was able to devote myself to business; and then I found that, the master-mind being absent, and the King, as always, lukewarm in the pursuit, nothing had been done to detect and punish the criminal.

I could not rest easy, however, with so abominable a suspicion attaching to my house; and as soon as I could bend my mind to the matter I began an inquiry. At the first stage, however, I came to an IMPASSE; the butler, who had been long in my service, cleared himself without difficulty, but a few questions discovered the fact that a person who had been in his department on the evening in question was now to seek, having indeed disappeared from that time. This was the gipsy-girl, whom La Trape had mentioned, and whose presence in my household seemed to need the more elucidation the farther I pushed the inquiry. In the end I had the butler punished, but though my agents sought the girl through Paris, and even traced her to Meaux, she was never discovered.

The affair, at the Kings instance, was not made public; nevertheless, it gave him so strong a distaste for the Arsenal that he did not again visit me, nor use the rooms I had prepared. That later, when the first impression wore off, he would have done so, is probable; but, alas, within a few months the malice of his enemies prevailed over my utmost precautions, and robbed me of the best of masters; strangely enough, as all the world now knows, at the corner of that very Rue de la Feronnerie which he had seen in his dream.


XII. 

AT FONTAINEBLEAU.

The passion which Henry still felt for Madame de Conde, and which her flight from the country was far from assuaging, had a great share in putting him upon the immediate execution of the designs we had so long prepared. Looking to find in the stir and bustle of a German campaign that relief of mind which the Court could no longer afford him, he discovered in the unhoped-for wealth of his treasury an additional incitement; and now waited only for the opening of spring and the Queens coronation to remove the last obstacles that kept him from the field.

Nevertheless, relying on my assurances that all things were ready, and persuaded that the more easy he showed himself the less prepared would he find the enemy, he made no change in his habits; but in March, 1610, went, as usual, to Fontainebleau, where he diverted himself with hunting. It was during this visit that the Court credited him with seeing  I think, on the Friday before the Feast of the Virgin  the Great Huntsman; and even went so far as to specify the part of the forest in which he came upon it, and the form  that of a gigantic black horseman, surrounded by hounds  which it assumed The spectre had not been seen since the year 1598; nevertheless, the story spread widely, those who whispered it citing in its support not only the remarkable agitation into which the Queen fell publicly on the evening of that day, but also some strange particulars that attended the Kings return from the forest; and, being taken up and repeated, and confirmed, as many thought, by the unhappy sequence of his death, the fable found a little later almost universal credence, so that it may now be found even in books.

As it happened, however, I was that day at Fontainebleau, and hunted with the King; and, favoured both by chance and the confidence with which my master never failed to honour me, am able not only to refute this story, but to narrate the actual facts from which it took its rise. And though there are some, I know, who boast that they had the tale from the Kings own mouth, I undertake to prove either that they are romancers who seek to add an inch to their stature, or dull fellows who placed their own interpretation on the hasty words he vouchsafed such chatterers.

As a fact, the King, on that day wishing to discuss with me the preparations for the Queens entry, bade me keep close to him, since he had more inclination for my company than the chase. But the crowd that attended him was so large, the day being fine and warm  and comprised, besides, so many ladies, whose badinage and gaiety he could never forego  that I found him insensibly drawn from me. Far from being displeased, I was glad to see him forget the moodiness which had of late oppressed him; and beyond keeping within sight of him, gave up, for the time, all thought of affairs, and found in the beauty of the spectacle sufficient compensation. The bright dresses and waving feathers of the party showed to the greatest advantage, as the long cavalcade wound through the heather and rocks of the valley below the Apremonts; and whether I looked to front or rear  on the huntsmen, with their great horns, or the hounds straining in the leashes  I was equally charmed with a sight at once joyous and gallant, and one to which the calls of duty had of late made me a stranger.

On a sudden a quarry was started, and the company, galloping off pell-mell, with a merry burst of music, were in a moment dispersed, some taking this track, and others that, through the rocks and DEBRIS that make that part of the forest difficult. Singling out the King, I kept as near him as possible until the chase led us into the Apremont coverts, where, the trees growing thickly, and the rides cut through them being intricate, I lost him for a while. Again, however, I caught sight of him flying down a ride bordered by dark-green box-trees, against which his white hunting coat showed vividly; but now he was alone, and riding in a direction which each moment carried him farther from the line of the chase, and entangled him more deeply in the forest.

Supposing that he had made a bad cast and was in error, I dashed the spurs into my horse, and galloped after him; then, finding that he still held his own, and that I did not overtake him, but that, on the contrary, he was riding at the top of his speed, I called to him. You are in error, sire, I think! I cried. The hounds are the other way!

He heard, for he raised his hand, and, without turning his head, made me a sign; but whether of assent or denial, I could not tell. And he still held on his course. Then, for a moment, I fancied that his horse had got the better of him, and was running away; but no sooner had the thought occurred to me than I saw that he was spurring it, and exciting it to its utmost speed, so that we reached the end of that ride, and rushed through another and still another, always making, I did not fail to note, for the most retired part of the forest.

We had proceeded in this way about a mile, and the sound of the hunt had quite died away behind us, and I was beginning to chafe, as well as marvel, at conduct so singular, when at last I saw that he was slackening his pace. My horse, which was on the point of failing, began, in turn, to overhaul his, while I looked out with sharpened curiosity for the object of pursuit. I could see nothing, however, and no one; and had just satisfied myself that this was one of the droll freaks in which he would sometimes indulge, and that in a second or two he would turn and laugh at my discomfiture, when, on a sudden, with a final pull at the reins, he did turn, and showed me a face flushed with passion and chagrin.

I was so taken aback that I cried out. MON DIEU! sire, I said. What is it? What is the matter?

Matter enough! he cried, with an oath. And on that, halting his horse, he looked at me as if he would read my heart. VENTRE DE SAINT GRIS! he said, in a voice that made me tremble, if I were sure that there was no mistake, I would  I would never see your face again!

I uttered an exclamation.

Have you not deceived me? quoth he.

Oh, sire, I am weary of these suspicions! I answered, affecting an indifference I did not feel. If your Majesty does not

But he cut me short. Answer me! he said harshly, his mouth working in his beard and his eyes gleaming with excitement. Have you not deceived me?

No, sire! I said.

Yet you have told me day by day that Madame de Conde remained in Brussels?

Certainly!

And you still say so?

Most certainly! I answered firmly, beginning to think that his passion had turned his brain. I had despatches to that effect this morning.

Of what date?

Three days gone. The courier travelled night and day.

They may be true, and still she may be here to-day? he said, staring at me.

Impossible, sire!

But, man, I have just seen her! he cried impatiently.

Madame de Conde?

Yes, Madame de Conde, or I am a madman! Henry answered, speaking a little more moderately. I saw her gallop out of the patch of rocks at the end of the Dormoir  where the trees begin. She did not heed the line of the hounds, but turned straight down the boxwood ride; and, after that, led as I followed. Did you not see her?

No, sire, I said, inexpressibly alarmed  I could take it for nothing but fantasy I saw no one.

And I saw her as clearly as I see you, he answered. She wore the yellow ostrich-feather she wore last year, and rode her favourite chestnut horse with a white stocking. But I could have sworn to her by her figure alone; and she waved her hand to me.

But, sire, out of the many ladies riding to-day

There is no lady wearing a yellow feather, he answered passionately. And the horse! And I knew her, man! Besides, she waved to me! And, for the others  why should they turn from the hunt and take to the woods?

I could not answer this, but I looked at him in fear; for, as it was impossible that the Princess de Conde could be here, I saw no alternative but to think him smitten with madness. The extravagance of the passion which he had entertained for her, and the wrath into which the news of her flight with her young husband had thrown him, to say nothing of the depression under which he had since suffered, rendered the idea not so unlikely as it now seems. At any rate, I was driven for a moment to entertain it; and gazed at him in silence, a prey to the most dreadful apprehensions.

We stood in a narrow ride, bordered by evergreens, with which that part of the forest is planted; and but for the songs of the birds the stillness would have been absolute. On a sudden the King removed his eyes from me, and, walking his horse a pace or two along the ride, uttered a cry of joy.

He pointed to the ground. We are right! he said. There are her tracks! Come! We will overtake her yet!

I looked, and saw the fresh prints of a horses shoes, and felt a great weight roll off my mind, for at least he had seen someone. I no longer hesitated to fall in with his humour, but, riding after him, kept at his elbow until he reached the end of the ride. Here, a vista opening right and left, and the ground being hard and free from tracks, we stood at a loss; until the King, whose eyesight was always of the keenest, uttered an exclamation, and started from me at a gallop.

I followed more slowly, and saw him dismount and pick up a glove, which, even at that distance, he had discerned lying in the middle of one of the paths. He cried, with a flushed face, that it was Madame de Condes; and added: It has her perfume  her perfume, which no one else uses!

I confess that this so staggered me that I knew not what to think; but, between sorrow at seeing my master so infatuated and bewilderment at a riddle that grew each moment more perplexing, I sat gaping at Henry like a man without counsel. However, at the moment, he needed none, but, getting to his saddle as quickly as he could, he began again to follow the tracks of the horses feet, which here were visible, the path running through a beech wood. The branches were still bare, and the shining trunks stood up like pillars, the ground about them being soft. We followed the prints through this wood for a mile and a half or more, and then, with a cry, the King darted from me, and, in an instant, was racing through the wood at break-neck speed.

I had a glimpse of a woman flying far ahead of us; and now hidden from us by the trunks and now disclosed; and could even see enough to determine that she wore a yellow feather drooping from her hat, and was in figure not unlike the Princess. But that was all; for, once started, the inequalities of the ground drew my eyes from the flying form, and, losing it, I could not again recover it. On the contrary, it was all I could do to keep up with the King; and of the speed at which the woman was riding, could best judge by the fact that in less than five minutes he, too, pulled-up with a gesture of despair, and waited for me to come abreast of him.

You saw her? he said, his face grim, and with something of suspicion lurking in it.

Yes, sire, I answered, I saw a woman, and a woman with a yellow feather; but whether it was the Princess

It was! he said. If not, why should she flee from us?

To that, again, I had not a word to say, and for a moment we rode in silence. Observing, however, that this last turn had brought us far on the way home, I called the Kings attention to this; but he had sunk into a fit of gloomy abstraction, and rode along with his eyes on the ground. We proceeded thus until the slender path we followed brought up into the great road that leads through the forest to the kennels and the new canal.

Here I asked him if he would not return to the chase, as the day was still young.

Mon Dieu, no! he answered passionately. I have other work to do. Hark ye, M. le Duc, do you still think that she is in Brussels?

I swear that she was there three days ago, sire!

And you are not deceiving me? If it be so, God forgive you, for I shall not!

It is no trick of mine, sire, I answered firmly.

Trick? he cried, with a flash of his eyes. A trick, you say? No, VENTRE DE SAINT GRIS! there is no man in France dare trick me so!

I did not contradict him, the rather as we were now close to the kennels, and I was anxious to allay his excitement; that it might not be detected by the keen eyes that lay in wait for us, and so add to the gossip to which his early return must give rise. I hoped that at that hour he might enter unperceived, by way of the kennels and the little staircase; but in this I was disappointed, the beauty of the day having tempted a number of ladies, and others who had not hunted, to the terrace by the canal; whence, walking up and down, their fans and petticoats fluttering in the sunshine, and their laughter and chatter filling the air, they were able to watch our approach at their leisure.

Unfortunately, Henry had no longer the patience and self-control needful for such a RENCONTRE. He dismounted with a dark and peevish air, and, heedless of the staring, bowing throng, strode up the steps. Two or three, who stood high in favour, put themselves forward to catch a smile or a word, but he vouchsafed neither. He walked through them with a sour air, and entered the chateau with a precipitation that left all tongues wagging.

To add to the misfortune, something  I forget what  detained me a moment, and that cost us dear. Before I could cross the terrace, Concini, the Italian, came up, and, saluting me, said that the Queen desired to speak to me.

The Queen? I said, doubtfully, foreseeing trouble.

She is waiting at the gate of the farther court, he answered politely, his keen black eyes reverting, with eager curiosity, to the door by which the King had disappeared.

I could not refuse, and went to her. The King has returned early, M. le Duc? she said.

Yes, madame, I answered. He had a fancy to discuss affairs to-day, and we lost the hounds.

Together?

I had the honour, Madame.

You do not seem to have agreed very well? she said, smiling.

Madame, I answered bluntly, his Majesty has no more faithful servant; but we do not always agree.

She raised her hand, and, with a slight gesture, bade her ladies stand back, while her face lost its expression of good-temper, and grew sharp and dark. Was it about the Conde? she said, in a low, grating voice. No, madame, I answered; it was about certain provisions. The Kings ear had been grossly abused, and his Majesty led to believe

Faugh! she cried, with a wave of contempt, that is an old story! I am sick of it. Is she still at Brussels?

Still, madame.

Then see that she stops there! her Majesty retorted, with a meaning look.

And with that she dismissed me, and went into the chateau. I proposed to rejoin the King; but, to my chagrin, I found, when I reached the closet, that he had already sent for Varennes, and was shut up with him. I went back to my rooms therefore, and, after changing my hunting suit and transacting some necessary business, sat down to dinner with Nicholas, the Kings secretary, a man fond of the table, whom I often entertained. He kept me in talk until the afternoon was well advanced, and we were still at table when Maignan appeared and told me that the King had sent for me.

I will go, I said, rising.

He is with the Queen, your Excellency, he continued.

This somewhat surprised me, but I thought no evil; and, finding one of the Queens Italian pages at the door waiting to conduct me, I followed him across the court that lay between my lodgings and her apartments. Two or three of the Kings gentlemen were in the anteroom when I arrived, and Varennes, who was standing by one of the fire-places toying with a hound, made me a face of dismay; he could not speak, owing to the company.

Still this, in a degree, prepared me for the scene in the chamber, where I found the Queen storming up and down the room, while the King, still in his hunting dress, sat on a low chair by the fire, apparently drying his boots. Mademoiselle Galigai, the Queens waiting-woman, stood in the background; but more than this I had not time to observe, for, before I had reached the middle of the floor, the Queen turned on me, and began to abuse me with a vehemence which fairly shocked me.

And you! she cried, who speak so slow, and look so solemn, and all the time do his dirty work, like the meanest cook he has ennobled! It is well you are here! ENFIN, you are found out  you and your provisions! Your provisions, of which you talked in the wood!

MON DIEU! the King groaned; give me patience!

He has given me patience these ten years, sire! she retorted passionately. Patience to see myself flouted by your favourites, insulted and displaced, and set aside! But this is too much! It was enough that you made yourself the laughing-stock of France once with this madame! I will not have it again  no: though twenty of your counsellors frown at me!

Your Majesty seems displeased, I said. But as I am quite in the dark

Liar! she cried, giving way to her fury. When you were with her this morning! When you saw her! When you stooped to

Madame! the King said sternly, if you forget yourself, be good enough to remember that you are speaking to French gentlemen, not to traders of Florence!

She sneered. You think to wound me by that! she cried, breathing quickly. But I have my grandfathers blood in me, sire; and no King of France

One King of France will presently make your uncle of that blood sing small! the King answered viciously. So much for that; and for the rest, sweetheart, softly, softly!

Oh! she cried, I will go: I will not stay to be outraged by that womans presence!

I had now an inkling what was the matter; and discerning that the quarrel was a more serious matter than their every-day bickerings, and threatened to go to lengths that might end in disaster, I ignored the insult her Majesty had flung at me, and entreated her to be calm. If I understand aright, madame, I said, you have some grievance against his Majesty. Of that I know nothing. But I also understand that you allege something against me; and it is to speak to that, I presume, that I am summoned. If you will deign to put the matter into words

Words! she cried. You have words enough! But get out of this, Master Grave-Airs, if you can! Did you, or did you not, tell me this morning that the Princess of Conde was in Brussels?

I did, madame.

Although half an hour before you had seen her, you had talked with her, you had been with her in the forest?

But I had not, madame!

What? she cried, staring at me, surprised doubtless that I manifested no confusion. Do you say that you did not see her?

I did not.

Nor the King?

The King, Madame, cannot have seen her this morning, I said, because he is here and she is in Brussels.

You persist in that?

Certainly! I said. Besides, madame, I continued, I have no doubt that the King has given you his word

His word is good for everyone but his wife! she answered bitterly. And for yours, M. le Duc, I will show you what it is worth. Mademoiselle, call

Nay, madame! I said, interrupting her with spirit, if you are going to call your household to contradict me

But I am not! she cried in a voice of triumph that, for the moment, disconcerted me. Mademoiselle, send to M. de Bassompierres lodgings, and bid him come to me!

The King whistled softly, while I, who knew Bassompierre to be devoted to him, and to be, in spite of the levity to which his endless gallantries bore witness, a man of sense and judgment, prepared myself for a serious struggle; judging that we were in the meshes of an intrigue, wherein it was impossible to say whether the Queen figured as actor or dupe. The passion she evinced as she walked to and fro with clenched hands, or turned now and again to dart a fiery glance at the Cordovan curtain that hid the door, was so natural to her character that I found myself leaning to the latter supposition. Still, in grave doubt what part Bassompierre was to play, I looked for his coming as anxiously as anyone. And probably the King shared this feeling; but he affected indifference, and continued to sit over the fire with an air of mingled scorn and peevishness.

At length Bassompierre entered, and, seeing the King, advanced with an open brow that persuaded me, at least, of his innocence. Attacked on the instant, however, by the Queen, and taken by surprise, as it were, between two fires  though the King kept silence, and merely shrugged his shoulders  his countenance fell. He was at that time one of the handsomest gallants about the Court, thirty years old, and the darling of women; but at this his APLOMB failed him, and with it my heart sank also.

Answer, sir! answer! the Queen cried. And without subterfuge! Who was it, sir, whom you saw come from the forest this morning?

Madame?

In one word!

If your Majesty will

I will permit you to answer, the Queen exclaimed.

I saw his Majesty return, he faltered and M. de Sully.

Before them! before them!

I may have been mistaken.

Pooh, man! the Queen cried with biting contempt. You have told it to half-a-dozen. Discretion comes a little late.

Well, if you will, madame, he said, striving to assert himself, but cutting a poor figure, I fancied that I saw Madame de Conde

Come out of the wood ten minutes before the King?

It may have been twenty, he muttered.

But the Queen cared no more for him. She turned, looking superb in her wrath, to the King. Now, sir! she said. Am I to bear this?

Sweet! the King said, governing his temper in a way that surprised me, hear reason, and you shall have it in a word. How near was Bassompierre to the lady he saw?

I was not within fifty paces of her! the favourite cried eagerly.

But others saw her! the Queen rejoined sharply. Madame Paleotti, who was with the gentleman, saw her also, and knew her.

At a distance of fifty paces? the King said drily. I dont attach much weight to that. And then, rising, with a slight yawn. Madame, he continued, with the air of command which he knew so well how to assume, for the present, I am tired! If Madame de Conde is here, it will not be difficult to get further evidence of her presence. If she is at Brussels, that fact, too, you can ascertain. Do the one or the other, as you please; but, for to-day, I beg that you will excuse me.

And that, the Queen cried shrilly that is to be

All, madame! the King said sternly. Moreover, let me have no prating outside this room. Grand-Master, I will trouble you.

And with these words, uttered in a voice and with an air that silenced even the angry woman before us, he signed to me to follow him, and went from the room; the first glance of his eye stilling the crowded ante-chamber, as if the shadow of death passed with him. I followed him to his closet; but, until he reached it, had no inkling of what was in his thoughts. Then he turned to me.

Where is she? he said sharply.

I stared at him a moment. Pardon, sire? I said. Do you think that it was Madame de Conde?

Why not?

She is in Brussels.

I tell you I saw her this morning! he answered. Go, learn all you can! Find her! Find her! If she has returned, I will  God knows what I will do! he cried, in a voice shamefully broken. Go; and send Varennes to me. I shall sup alone: let no one wait.

I would have remonstrated with him, but he was in no mood to bear it; and, sad at heart, I withdrew, feeling the perplexity, which the situation caused me, a less heavy burden than the pain with which I viewed the change that had of late come over my master; converting him from the gayest and most DEBONAIRE of men into this morose and solitary dreamer. Here, had I felt any temptation to moralise on the tyranny of passion, was the occasion; but, as the farther I left the closet behind me the more instant became the crisis, the present soon reasserted its power. Reflecting that Henry, in this state of uncertainty, was capable of the wildest acts, and that not less was to be feared from his imprudence than from the Queens resentment, I cudgelled my brains to explain the RENCONTRE of the morning; but as the courier, whom I questioned, confirmed the report of my agents, and asseverated most confidently that he had left Madame in Brussels, I was flung back on the alternative of an accidental resemblance. This, however, which stood for a time as the most probable solution, scarcely accounted for the womans peculiar conduct, and quite fell to the ground when La Trape, making cautious inquiries, ascertained that no lady hunting that day had worn a yellow feather. Again, therefore, I found myself at a loss; and the dejection of the King and the Queens ill-temper giving rise to the wildest surmises, and threatening each hour to supply the gossips of the Court with a startling scandal, the issue of which no one could foresee, I went so far as to take into my confidence MM. Epernon and Montbazon; but with no result.

Such being my state of mind, and such the suspense I suffered during two days, it may be imagined that M. Bassompierre was not more happy. Despairing of the Kings favour unless he could clear up the matter, and by the event justify his indiscretion, he became for those two days the wonder, and almost the terror, of the Court. Ignorant of what he wanted, the courtiers found only insolence in his mysterious questions, and something prodigious in an activity which carried him in one day to Paris and back, and on the following to every place in the vicinity where news of the fleeting beauty might by any possibility be gained; so that he far outstripped my agents, who were on the same quest. But though I had no mean opinion of his abilities, I hoped little from these exertions, and was proportionately pleased when, on the third day, he came to me with a radiant face and invited me to attend the Queen that evening.

The King will be there, he said, and I shall surprise you. But I will not tell you more. Come! and I promise to satisfy you.

And that was all he would say; so that, finding my questions useless, and the man almost frantic with joy, I had to be content with it; and at the Queens hour that evening presented myself in her gallery, which proved to be unusually full.

Making my way towards her in some doubt of my reception, I found my worst fears confirmed. She greeted me with a sneering face, and was preparing, I was sure, to put some slight upon me  a matter wherein she could always count on the applause of her Italian servants  when the entrance of the King took her by surprise. He advanced up the gallery with a listless air, and, after saluting her, stood by one of the fireplaces talking to Epernon and La Force. The crowd was pretty dense by this time, and the hum of talk filled the room when, on a sudden, a voice, which I recognised as Bassompierres, was lifted above it.

Very well! he cried gaily, then I appeal to her Majesty. She shall decide, mademoiselle! No, no; I am not satisfied with your claim!

The King looked that way with a frown, but the Queen took the outburst in good part. What is it, M. de Bassompierre? she said. What am I to decide?

To-day, in the forest, I found a ring, madame, he answered, coming forward. I told Mademoiselle de la Force of my discovery, and she now claims the ring.

I once had a ring like it, cried mademoiselle, blushing and laughing.

A sapphire ring? Bassompierre answered, holding his hand aloft.

Yes.

With three stones?

Yes,

Precisely, mademoiselle! he answered, bowing. But the stones in this ring are not sapphires, nor are there three of them.

There was a great laugh at this, and the Queen said, very wittily, that as neither of the claimants could prove a right to the ring it must revert to the judge.

In one moment your Majesty shall at least see it, he answered. But, first, has anyone lost a ring? Oyez! Oyez! Oyez! Lost, in the forest, within the last three days, a ring!

Two or three, falling in with his humour, set up absurd claims to it; but none could describe the ring, and in the end he handed it to the Queen. As he did so his eyes met mine and challenged my attention. I was prepared, therefore, for the cry of surprise which broke from the Queen.

Why, this is Caterinas! she cried. Where is the child?

Someone pushed forward Mademoiselle Paleotti, sister-in-law to Madame Paleotti, the Queens first chamberwoman. She was barely out of her teens, and, ordinarily, was a pretty girl; but the moment I saw her dead-white face, framed in a circle of fluttering fans and pitiless, sparkling eyes, I discerned tragedy in the farce; and that M. de Bassompierre was acting in a drama to which only he and one other held the key. The contrast between the girls blanched face and the beauty and glitter in the midst of which she stood struck others, so that, before another word was said, I caught the gasp of surprise that passed through the room; nor was I the only one who drew nearer.

Why, girl, the Queen said, this is the ring I gave you on my birthday! When did you lose it? And why have you made a secret of it?

Mademoiselle stood speechless; but madame her sister-in-law answered for her. Doubtless she was afraid that your Majesty would think her careless, she answered.

I did not ask you! the Queen rejoined.

She spoke harshly and suspiciously, looking from the ring to the trembling girl. The silence was such that the chatter of the pages in the anteroom could be heard. Still Mademoiselle stood dumb and confounded.

Well, what is the mystery? the Queen said, looking round with a little wonder. What is the matter? It IS the ring. Why do you not own it?

Perhaps mademoiselle is wondering where are the other things she left with it! Bassompierre said in a silky tone. The things she left at Parlot the verderers, when she dropped the ring. But she may free her mind; I have them here.

What do you mean? the Queen said. What things, monsieur? What has the girl been doing?

Only what many have done before her, Bassompierre answered, bowing to his unfortunate victim, who seemed to be paralysed by terror: masquerading in other peoples clothes. I propose, madame, that, for punishment, you order her to dress in them, that we may see what her taste is.

I do not understand? the Queen said.

Your Majesty will, if Mademoiselle Paleotti will consent to humour us.

At that the girl uttered a cry, and looked round the circle as if for a way of escape; but a Court is a cruel place, in which the ugly or helpless find scant pity. A dozen voices begged the Queen to insist; and, amid laughter and loud jests, Bassompierre hastened to the door, and returned with an armful of womens gear, surmounted by a wig and a feathered hat.

If the Queen will command mademoiselle to retire and put these on, he said, I will undertake to show her something that will please her.

Go! said the Queen.

But the girl had flung herself on her knees before her, and, clinging to her skirts, burst, into a flood of tears and prayers; while her sister-in-law stepped forward as if to second her, and cried out, in great excitement, that her Majesty would not be so cruel as to  

Hoity, toity! said the Queen, cutting her short, very grimly. What is all this? I tell the girl to put on a masquerade  which it seems that she has been keeping at some cottage  and you talk as if I were cutting off her head! It seems to me that she escapes very lightly! Go! go! and see, you, that you are arrayed in five minutes, or I will deal with you!

Perhaps Mademoiselle de la Force will go with her, and see that nothing is omitted, Bassompierre said with malice.

The laughter and applause with which this proposal was received took me by surprise; but later I learned that the two young women were rivals. Yes, yes, the Queen said. Go, mademoiselle, and see that she does not keep us waiting.

Knowing what I did, I had by this time a fair idea of the discovery which Bassompierre had made; but the mass of courtiers and ladies round me, who had not this advantage, knew not what to expect  nor, especially, what part M. Bassompierre had in the business  but made most diverting suggestions, the majority favouring the opinion that Mademoiselle Paleotti had repulsed him, and that this was his way of avenging himself. A few of the ladies even taxed him with this, and tried, by random reproaches, to put him at least on his defence; but, merrily refusing to be inveigled, he made to all the same answer that when Mademoiselle Paleotti returned they would see. This served only to whet a curiosity already keen, insomuch that the door was watched by as many eyes as if a miracle had been promised; and even MM. Epernon and Vendome, leaving the Kings side, pressed into the crowd that they might see the better. I took the opportunity of going to him, and, meeting his eyes as I did so, read in them a look of pain and distress. As I advanced he drew back a pace, and signed to me to stand before him.

I had scarcely done so when the door opened and Mademoiselle Paleotti, pale, and supported on one side by her rival, appeared at it; but so wondrously transformed by a wig, hat, and redingote that I scarcely knew her. At first, as she stood, looking with shamed eyes at the staring crowd, the impression made was simply one of bewilderment, so complete was the disguise. But Bassompierre did not long suffer her to stand so. Advancing to her side, his hat under his arm, he offered his hand.

Mademoiselle, he said, will you oblige me by walking as far as the end of the gallery with me?

She complied involuntarily, being almost unable to stand alone. But the two had not proceeded half-way down the gallery before a low murmur began to be heard, that, growing quickly louder, culminated in an astonished cry of Madame de Conde! Madame de Conde!

M. Bassompierre dropped her hand with a low bow, and turned to the Queen. Madame, he said, this, I find, is the lady whom I saw on the Terrace when Madame Paleotti was so good as to invite me to walk on the Bois-le-Roi road. For the rest, your Majesty may draw your conclusions.

It was easy to see that the Queen had already drawn them; but, for the moment, the unfortunate girl was saved from her wrath. With a low cry, Mademoiselle Paleotti did that which she would have done a little before, had she been wise, and swooned on the floor.

I turned to look at the King, and found him gone. He had withdrawn unseen in the first confusion of the surprise; nor did I dare at once to interrupt him, or intrude on the strange mixture of regret and relief, wrath and longing, that probably possessed him in the silence of his closet. It was enough for me that the Italians plot had failed, and that the danger of a rupture between the King and Queen, which these miscreants desired, and I had felt to be so great and imminent, was, for this time, overpast.

The Paleottis were punished, being sent home in disgrace, and a penury, which, doubtless, they felt more keenly. But, alas, the King could not banish with them all who hated him and France; nor could I, with every precaution, and by the unsparing use of all the faculties that, during a score of years, had been at the service of my master, preserve him for his country and the world. Before two months had run he perished by a mean hand, leaving the world the poorer by the greatest and most illustrious sovereign that ever ruled a nation. And men who loved neither France nor him entered into his labours, whose end also I have seen.
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CHAPTER I.

THE MARQUIS DE ST. ALAIS.

When we reached the terraced walk, which my father made a little before his death, and which, running under the windows at the rear of the Château, separates the house from the new lawn, St. Alais looked round with eyes of scarcely-veiled contempt.

What have you done with the garden? he asked, his lip curling.

My father removed it to the other side of the house, I answered.

Out of sight?

Yes, I said; it is beyond the rose garden.

English fashion! he answered with a shrug and a polite sneer. And you prefer to see all this grass from your windows?

Yes, I said, I do.

Ah! And that plantation? It hides the village, I suppose, from the house?

Yes.

He laughed. Yes, he said. I notice that that is the way of all who prate of the people, and freedom, and fraternity. They love the people; but they love them at a distance, on the farther side of a park or a high yew hedge. Now, at St. Alais I like to have my folks under my eye, and then, if they do not behave, there is the carcan. By the way, what have you done with yours, Vicomte? It used to stand opposite the entrance.

I have burned it, I said, feeling the blood mount to my temples.

Your father did, you mean? he answered, with a glance of surprise.

No, I said stubbornly, hating myself for being ashamed of that before St. Alais of which I had been proud enough when alone. I did. I burned it last winter. I think the day of such things is past.

The Marquis was not my senior by more than five years; but those five years, spent in Paris and Versailles, gave him a wondrous advantage, and I felt his look of contemptuous surprise as I should have felt a blow. However, he did not say anything at the moment, but after a short pause changed the subject and began to speak of my father; recalling him and things in connection with him in a tone of respect and affection that in a moment disarmed my resentment.

The first time that I shot a bird on the wing I was in his company! he said, with the wonderful charm of manner that had been St. Alais even in boyhood.

Twelve years ago, I said.

Even so, Monsieur, he replied with a laughing bow. In those days there was a small boy with bare legs, who ran after me, and called me Victor, and thought me the greatest of men. I little dreamed that he would ever live to expound the rights of man to me. And, Dieu! Vicomte, I must keep Louis from you, or you will make him as great a reformer as yourself. However, he continued, passing from that subject with a smile and an easy gesture, I did not come here to talk of him, but of one, M. le Vicomte, in whom you should feel even greater interest.

I felt the blood mount to my temples again, but for a different reason. Mademoiselle has come home? I said.

Yesterday, he answered. She will go with my mother to Cahors to-morrow, and take her first peep at the world. I do not doubt that among the many new things she will see, none will interest her more than the Vicomte de Saux.

Mademoiselle is well? I said clumsily.

Perfectly, he answered with grave politeness, as you will see for yourself to-morrow evening, if we do not meet on the road. I daresay that you will like a week or so to commend yourself to her, M. le Vicomte? And after that, whenever Madame la Marquise and you can settle the date, and so forth, the match had better come off  while I am here.

I bowed. I had been expecting to hear this for a week past; but from Louis, who was on brotherly terms with me, not from Victor. The latter had indeed been my boyish idol; but that was years ago, before Court life and a long stay at Versailles and St. Cloud had changed him into the splendid-looking man I saw before me, the raillery of whose eye I found it as difficult to meet as I found it impossible to match the aplomb of his manner. Still, I strove to make such acknowledgments as became me; and to adopt that nice mixture of self-respect, politeness, and devotion which I knew that the occasion, formally treated, required. But my tongue stumbled, and in a moment he relieved me.

Well, you must tell that to Denise, he said pleasantly; doubtless you will find her a patient listener. At first, of course, he continued, pulling on his gauntlets and smiling faintly, she will be a little shy. I have no doubt that the good sisters have brought her up to regard a man in much the same light as a wolf; and a suitor as something worse. But, eh bien, mon ami! women are women after all, and in a week or two you will commend yourself. We may hope, then, to see you to-morrow evening  if not before?

Most certainly, M. le Marquis.

Why not Victor? he answered, laying his hand on my arm with a touch of the old bonhomie. We shall soon be brothers, and then, doubtless, shall hate one another. In the meantime, give me your company to the gates. There was one other thing I wanted to name to you. Let me see  what was it?

But either he could not immediately remember, or he found a difficulty in introducing the subject, for we were nearly half-way down the avenue of walnut trees that leads to the village when he spoke again. Then he plunged into the matter abruptly.

You have heard of this protest? he said.

Yes, I answered reluctantly and with a foresight of trouble.

You will sign it, of course?

He had hesitated before he asked the question; I hesitated before I answered it. The protest to which he referred  how formal the phrase now sounds, though we know that under it lay the beginning of trouble and a new world  was one which it was proposed to move in the coming meeting of the noblesse at Cahors; its aim, to condemn the conduct of our representatives at Versailles, in consenting to sit with the Third Estate.

Now, for myself, whatever had been my original views on this question  and, as a fact, I should have preferred to see reform following the English model, the nobles house remaining separate  I regarded the step, now it was taken, and legalised by the King, as irrevocable; and protest as useless. More, I could not help knowing that those who were moving the protest desired also to refuse all reform, to cling to all privileges, to balk all hopes of better government; hopes, which had been rising higher, day by day, since the elections, and which it might not now be so safe or so easy to balk. Without swallowing convictions, therefore, which were pretty well known, I could not see my way to supporting it. And I hesitated.

Well? he said at last, finding me still silent.

I do not think that I can, I answered, flushing.

Can support it?

No, I said.

He laughed genially. Pooh! he said. I think that you will. I want your promise, Vicomte. It is a small matter; a trifle, and of no importance; but we must be unanimous. That is the one thing necessary.

I shook my head. We had both come to a halt under the trees, a little within the gates. His servant was leading the horses up and down the road.

Come, he persisted pleasantly: you do not think that anything is going to come of this chaotic States General, which his Majesty was mad enough to let Neckar summon? They met on the 4th of May; this is the 17th of July; and to this date they have done nothing but wrangle! Nothing! Presently they will be dismissed, and there will be an end of it!

Why protest, then? I said rather feebly.

I will tell you, my friend, he answered, smiling indulgently and tapping his boot with his whip. Have you heard the latest news?

What is it? I replied cautiously. Then I will tell you if I have heard it.

The King has dismissed Neckar!

No! I cried, unable to hide my surprise.

Yes, he answered; the banker is dismissed. In a week his States General or National Assembly, or whatever he pleases to call it, will go too, and we shall be where we were before. Only, in the meantime, and to strengthen the King in the wise course he is at last pursuing, we must show that we are alive. We must show our sympathy with him. We must act. We must protest.

But, M. le Marquis, I said, a little heated, perhaps, by the news, are you sure that the people will quietly endure this? Never was so bitter a winter as last winter; never a worse harvest, or such pinching. On the top of these, their hopes have been raised, and their minds excited by the elections, and  

Whom have we to thank for that? he said, with a whimsical glance at me. But, never fear, Vicomte; they will endure it. I know Paris; and I can assure you that it is not the Paris of the Fronde, though M. de Mirabeau would play the Retz. It is a peaceable, sensible Paris, and it will not rise. Except a bread riot or two, it has seen no rising to speak of for a century and a half: nothing that two companies of Swiss could not deal with as easily as DArgenson cleared the Cour des Miracles. Believe me, there is no danger of that kind: with the least management, all will go well!

But his news had roused my antagonism. I found it more easy to resist him now.

I do not know, I said coldly; I do not think that the matter is so simple as you say. The King must have money, or be bankrupt; the people have no money to pay him. I do not see how things can go back to the old state.

M. de St. Alais looked at me with a gleam of anger in his eyes.

You mean, Vicomte, he said, that you do not wish them to go back?

I mean that the old state was impossible, I said stiffly. It could not last. It cannot return.

For a moment he did not answer, and we stood confronting one another  he just without, I just within, the gateway  the cool foliage stretching over us, the dust and July sunshine in the road beyond him; and if my face reflected his, it was flushed, and set, and determined. But in a twinkling his changed; he broke into an easy, polite laugh, and shrugged his shoulders with a touch of contempt.

Well, he said, we will not argue; but I hope that you will sign. Think it over, M. le Vicomte, think it over. Because  he paused, and looked at me gaily we do not know what may be depending upon it.

That is a reason, I answered quickly, for thinking more before I  

It is a reason for thinking more before you refuse, he said, bowing very low, and this time without smiling. Then he turned to his horse, and his servant held the stirrup while he mounted. When he was in the saddle and had gathered up the reins, he bent his face to mine.

Of course, he said, speaking in a low voice, and with a searching look at me, a contract is a contract, M. le Vicomte; and the Montagues and Capulets, like your carcan, are out of date. But, all the same, we must go one way  comprenez-vous?  we must go one way  or separate! At least, I think so.

And nodding pleasantly, as if he had uttered in these words a compliment instead of a threat, he rode off; leaving me to stand and fret and fume, and finally to stride back under the trees with my thoughts in a whirl, and all my plans and hopes jarring one another in a petty copy of the confusion that that day prevailed, though I guessed it but dimly, from one end of France to the other.

For I could not be blind to his meaning; nor ignorant that he had, no matter how politely, bidden me choose between the alliance with his family, which my father had arranged for me, and the political views in which my father had brought me up, and which a years residence in England had not failed to strengthen. Alone in the Château since my fathers death, I had lived a good deal in the future  in day-dreams of Denise de St. Alais, the fair girl who was to be my wife, and whom I had not seen since she went to her convent school; in day-dreams, also, of work to be done in spreading round me the prosperity I had seen in England. Now, St. Alais words menaced one or other of these prospects; and that was bad enough. But, in truth, it was not that, so much as his presumption, that stung me; that made me swear one moment and laugh the next, in a kind of irritation not difficult to understand. I was twenty-two, he was twenty-seven; and he dictated to me! We were country bumpkins, he of the haute politique, and he had come from Versailles or from Paris to drill us! If I went his way I might marry his sister; if not, I might not! That was the position.

No wonder that before he had left me half an hour I had made up my mind to resist him; and so spent the rest of the day composing sound and unanswerable reasons for the course I intended to take; now conning over a letter in which M. de Liancourt set forth his plan of reform, now summarising the opinions with which M. de Rochefoucauld had favoured me on his last journey to Luchon. In half an hour and the heat of temper! thinking no more than ten thousand others, who that week chose one of two courses, what I was doing. Gargouf, the St. Alais steward, who doubtless heard that day the news of Neckars fall, and rejoiced, had no foresight of what it meant to him. Father Benôit, the cure, who supped with me that evening, and heard the tidings with sorrow  he, too, had no special vision. And the innkeepers son at La Bastide, by Cahors  probably he, also, heard the news; but no shadow of a sceptre fell across his path, nor any of a bâton on that of the notary at the other La Bastide. A notary, a bâton! An innkeeper, a sceptre! Mon Dieu! what conjunctions they would have seemed in those days! We should have been wiser than Daniel, and more prudent than Joseph, if we had foreseen such things under the old régime  in the old France, in the old world, that died in that month of July, 1789!

And yet there were signs, even then, to be read by those with eyes, that foretold something, if but a tithe of the inconceivable future; of which signs I myself remarked sufficient by the way next day to fill my mind with other thoughts than private resentment; with some nobler aims than self-assertion. Riding to Cahors, with Gil and André at my back, I saw not only the havoc caused by the great frosts of the winter and spring, not only walnut trees blackened and withered, vines stricken, rye killed, a huge proportion of the land fallow, desert, gloomy and unsown: not only those common signs of poverty to which use had accustomed me  though on my first return from England I had viewed them with horror  mud cabins, I mean, and unglazed windows, starved cattle, and women bent double, gathering weeds. But I saw other things more ominous; a strange herding of men at cross-roads and bridges, where they waited for they knew not what; a something lowering in these mens silence, a something expectant in their faces; worst of all, a something dangerous in their scowling eyes and sunken cheeks. Hunger had pinched them; the elections had roused them. I trembled to think of the issue, and that in the hint of danger I had given St. Alais, I had been only too near the mark.

A league farther on, where the woodlands skirt Cahors, I lost sight of these things; but for a time only. They reappeared presently in another form. The first view of the town, as, girt by the shining Lot, and protected by ramparts and towers, it nestles under the steep hills, is apt to take the eye; its matchless bridge, and time-worn Cathedral, and great palace seldom failing to rouse the admiration even of those who know them. But that day I saw none of these things. As I passed down towards the market-place they were selling grain under a guard of soldiers with fixed bayonets; and the starved faces of the waiting crowd that filled all that side of the square, their shrunken, half-naked figures, and dark looks, and the sullen muttering, which seemed so much at odds with the sunshine, occupied me, to the exclusion of everything else.

Or not quite. I had eyes for one other thing, and that was the astonishing indifference with which those whom curiosity, or business, or habit had brought to the spot, viewed this spectacle. The inns were full of the gentry of the province, come to the Assembly; they looked on from the windows, as at a show, and talked and jested as if at home in their châteaux. Before the doors of the Cathedral a group of ladies and clergymen walked to and fro, and now and then they turned a listless eye on what was passing; but for the most part they seemed to be unconscious of it, or, at the best, to have no concern with it. I have heard it said since, that in those days we had two worlds in France, as far apart as hell and heaven; and what I saw that evening went far to prove it.

In the square a shop at which pamphlets and journals were sold was full of customers, though other shops in the neighbourhood were closed, their owners fearing mischief. On the skirts of the crowd, and a little aloof from it, I saw Gargouf, the St. Alais steward. He was talking to a countryman; and, as I passed, I heard him say with a gibe, Well, has your National Assembly fed you yet?

Not yet, the clown answered stupidly, but I am told that in a few days they will satisfy everybody.

Not they! the agent answered brutally. Why, do you think that they will feed you?

Oh, yes, by your leave; it is certain, the man said. And, besides, every one is agreed  

But then Gargouf saw me, saluted me, and I heard no more. A moment later, however, I came on one of my own people, Buton, the blacksmith, in the middle of a muttering group. He looked at me sheepishly, finding himself caught; and I stopped, and rated him soundly, and saw him start for home before I went to my quarters.

These were at the Trois Rois, where I always lay when in town; Doury, the innkeeper, providing a supper ordinary for the gentry at eight oclock, at which it was the custom to dress and powder.

The St. Alais had their own house in Cahors, and, as the Marquis had forewarned me, entertained that evening. The greater part of the company, indeed, repaired to them after the meal. I went myself a little late, that I might avoid any private talk with the Marquis; I found the rooms already full and brilliantly lighted, the staircase crowded with valets, and the strains of a harpsichord trickling melodiously from the windows. Madame de St. Alais was in the habit of entertaining the best company in the province; with less splendour, perhaps, than some, but with so much ease, and taste, and good breeding, that I look in vain for such a house in these days.

Ordinarily, she preferred to people her rooms with pleasant groups, that, gracefully disposed, gave to a salon an air elegant and pleasing, and in character with the costume of those days, the silks and laces, powder and diamonds, the full hoops and red-heeled shoes. But on this occasion the crowd and the splendour of the entertainment apprised me, as soon as I crossed the threshold, that I was assisting at a party of more than ordinary importance; nor had I advanced far before I guessed that it was a political rather than a social gathering. All, or almost all, who would attend the Assembly next day were here; and though, as I wound my way through the glittering crowd, I heard very little serious talk  so little, that I marvelled to think that people could discuss the respective merits of French and Italian opera, of Grétry and Bianchi, and the like, while so much hung in the balance  of the effect intended I had no doubt; nor that Madame, in assembling all the wit and beauty of the province, was aiming at things higher than amusement.

With, I am bound to confess, a degree of success. At any rate it was difficult to mix with the throng which filled her rooms, to run the gauntlet of bright eyes and witty tongues, to breathe the atmosphere laden with perfume and music, without falling under the spell, without forgetting. Inside the door M. de Gontaut, one of my fathers oldest friends, was talking with the two Harincourts. He greeted me with a sly smile, and pointed politely inwards.

Pass on, Monsieur, he said. The farthest room. Ah! my friend, I wish I were young again!

Your gain would be my loss, M. le Baron, I said civilly, and slid by him. Next, I had to speak to two or three ladies, who detained me with wicked congratulations of the same kind; and then I came on Louis. He clasped my hand, and we stood a moment together. The crowd elbowed us; a simpering fool at his shoulder was prating of the social contract. But as I felt the pressure of Louis hand, and looked into his eyes, it seemed to me that a breath of air from the woods penetrated the room, and swept aside the heavy perfumes.

Yet there was trouble in his look. He asked me if I had seen Victor.

Yesterday, I said, understanding him perfectly, and what was amiss. Not to-day.

Nor Denise?

No. I have not had the honour of seeing Mademoiselle.

Then, come, he answered. My mother expected you earlier. What did you think of Victor?

That he went Victor, and has returned a great personage! I said, smiling.

Louis laughed faintly, and lifted his eyebrows with a comical air of sufferance.

I was afraid so, he said. He did not seem to be very well pleased with you. But we must all do his bidding  eh, Monsieur? And, in the meantime, come. My mother and Denise are in the farthest room.

He led the way thither as he spoke; but we had first to go through the card-room, and then the crowd about the farther doorway was so dense that we could not immediately enter; and so I had time  while outwardly smiling and bowing  to feel a little suspense. At last we slipped through and entered a smaller room, where were only Madame la Marquise  who was standing in the middle of the floor talking with the Abbé Mesnil  two or three ladies, and Denise de St. Alais.

Mademoiselle had her seat on a couch by one of the ladies; and naturally my eyes went first to her. She was dressed in white, and it struck me with the force of a blow how small, how childish she was! Very fair, of the purest complexion, and perfectly formed, she seemed to derive an extravagant, an absurd, air of dignity from the formality of her dress, from the height of the powdered hair that strained upwards from her forehead, from the stiffness of her brocaded petticoat. But she was very small. I had time to note this, to feel a little disappointment, and to fancy that, cast in a larger mould, she would have been supremely handsome; and then the lady beside her, seeing me, spoke to her, and the child  she was really little more  looked up, her face grown crimson. Our eyes met  thank God! she had Louis eyes  and she looked down again, blushing painfully.

I advanced to pay my respects to Madame, and kissed the hand, which, without at once breaking off her conversation, she extended to me.

But such powers! the Abbé, who had something of the reputation of a philosophe, was saying to her. Without limit! Without check! Misused, Madame  

But the King is too good! Madame la Marquise answered, smiling.

When well advised, I agree. But then the deficit?

The Marquise shrugged her shoulders. His Majesty must have money, she said.

Yes  but whence? the Abbé asked, with answering shrug.

The King was too good at the beginning, Madame replied, with a touch of severity. He should have made them register the edicts. However, the Parliament has always given way, and will do so again.

The Parliament  yes, the Abbé retorted, smiling indulgently. But it is no longer a question of the Parliament; and the States General  

States General pass, Madame responded grandly. The King remains!

Yet if trouble comes?

It will not, Madame answered with the same grand air. His Majesty will prevent it. And then with a word or two more she dismissed the Abbé and turned to me. She tapped me on the shoulder with her fan. Ah! truant, she said, with a glance in which kindness and a little austerity were mingled. I do not know what I am to say to you! Indeed, from the account Victor gave me yesterday, I hardly knew whether to expect you this evening or not. Are you sure that it is you who are here?

I will answer for my heart, Madame, I answered, laying my hand upon it.

Her eyes twinkled kindly.

Then, she said, bring it where it is due, Monsieur. And she turned with a fine air of ceremony, and led me to her daughter. Denise, she said, this is M. le Vicomte de Saux, the son of my old, my good friend. M. le Vicomte  my daughter. Perhaps you will amuse her while I go back to the Abbé.

Probably Mademoiselle had spent the evening in an agony of shyness, expecting this moment; for she curtesied to the floor, and then stood dumb and confused, forgetting even to sit down, until I covered her with fresh blushes by begging her to do so. When she had complied, I took my stand before her, with my hat in my hand; but between seeking for the right compliment, and trying to trace a likeness between her and the wild, brown-faced child of thirteen, whom I had known four years before  and from the dignified height of nineteen immeasurably despised  I grew shy myself.

You came home last week, Mademoiselle? I said at last.

Yes, Monsieur, she answered, in a whisper, and with downcast eyes.

It must be a great change for you!

Yes, Monsieur.

Silence: then, Doubtless the Sisters were good to you? I suggested.

Yes, Monsieur.

Yet, you were not sorry to leave?

Yes, Monsieur.

But on that the meaning of what she had last said came home to her, or she felt the banality of her answers; for, on a sudden, she looked swiftly up at me, her face scarlet, and, if I was not mistaken, she was within a little of bursting into tears. The thought appalled me. I stooped lower.

Mademoiselle! I said hurriedly, pray do not be afraid of me. Whatever happens, you shall never have need to fear me. I beg of you to look on me as a friend  as your brothers friend. Louis is my  

Crash! While the name hung on my lips, something struck me on the back, and I staggered forward, almost into her arms; amid a shiver of broken glass, a flickering of lights, a rising chorus of screams and cries. For a moment I could not think what was happening, or had happened; the blow had taken away my breath. I was conscious only of Mademoiselle clinging terrified to my arm, of her face, wild with fright, looking up to me, of the sudden cessation of the music. Then, as people pressed in on us, and I began to recover, I turned and saw that the window behind me had been driven in, and the lead and panes shattered; and that among the débris on the floor lay a great stone. It was that which had struck me.


CHAPTER II.

THE ORDEAL.

It was wonderful how quickly the room filled  filled with angry faces, so that almost before I knew what had happened, I found a crowd round me, asking what it was; M. de St. Alais foremost. As all spoke at once, and in the background where they could not see, ladies were screaming and chattering, I might have found it difficult to explain. But the shattered window and the great stone on the floor spoke for themselves, and told more quickly than I could what had taken place.

On the instant, with a speed which surprised me, the sight blew into a flame passions already smouldering. A dozen voices cried, Out on the canaille! In a moment some one in the background followed this up with Swords, Messieurs, swords! Then, in a trice half the gentlemen were elbowing one another towards the door, St. Alais, who burned to avenge the insult offered to his guests, taking the lead. M. de Gontaut and one or two of the elders tried to restrain him, but their remonstrances were in vain, and in a moment the room was almost emptied of men. They poured out into the street, and began to scour it with drawn blades and raised voices. A dozen valets, running out officiously with flambeaux, aided in the search; for a few minutes the street, as we who remained viewed it from the windows, seemed to be alive with moving lights and figures.

But the rascals who had flung the stone, whatever the motive which inspired them, had fled in time; and presently our party returned, some a little ashamed of their violence, others laughing as they entered, and bewailing their silk stockings and spattered shoes; while a few, less fashionable or more impetuous, continued to denounce the insult, and threaten vengeance. At another time, the act might have seemed trivial, a childish insult; but in the strained state of public feeling it had an unpleasant and menacing air which was not lost on the more thoughtful. During the absence of the street party, the draught from the broken window had blown a curtain against some candles and set it alight; and though the stuff had been torn down with little damage, it still smoked among the débris on the floor. This, with the startled faces of the ladies, and the shattered glass, gave a look of disorder and ruin to the room, where a few minutes before all had worn so seemly and festive an air.

It did not surprise me, therefore, that St. Alais face, stern enough at his entrance, grew darker as he looked round.

Where is my sister? he said abruptly, almost rudely.

Here, Madame la Marquise answered. Denise had flown long before to her side, and was clinging to her.

She is not hurt?

No, Madame answered, playfully tapping the girls cheek. M. de Saux had most reason to complain.

Save me from my friends, eh, Monsieur? St. Alais said, with an unpleasant smile.

I started. The words were not much in themselves, but the sneer underlying them was plain. I could scarcely pass it by. If you think, M. le Marquis, I said sharply, that I knew anything of this outrage  

That you knew anything? Ma foi, no! he replied lightly, and with a courtly gesture of deprecation. We have not fallen to that yet. That any gentleman in this company should sink to play the fellow to those  is not possible! But I think we may draw a useful lesson from this, Messieurs, he continued, turning from me and addressing the company. And that is a lesson to hold our own, or we shall soon lose all.

A hum of approbation ran round the room.

To maintain privileges, or we shall lose rights.

Twenty voices were raised in assent.

To stand now, he continued, his colour high, his hand raised, or never!

Then now! Now!

The cry rose suddenly not from one, but from a hundred throats  of men and women; in a moment the room catching his tone seemed to throb with enthusiasm, with the pulse of resolve. Mens eyes grew bright under the candles, they breathed quickly, and with heightened colour. Even the weakest felt the influence; the fool who had prated of the social contract and the rights of man was as loud as any. Now! Now! they cried with one voice.

What followed on that I have never completely fathomed; nor whether it was a thing arranged, or merely an inspiration, born of the common enthusiasm. But while the windows still shook with that shout, and every eye was on him, M. de Alais stepped forward, the most gallant and perfect figure, and with a splendid gesture drew his sword.

Gentlemen! he cried, we are of one mind, of one voice. Let us be also in the fashion. If, while all the world is fighting to get and hold, we alone stand still and on the defensive  we court attack, and, what is worse, defeat! Let us unite then, while it is still time, and show that, in Quercy at least, our Order will stand or fall together. You have heard of the oath of the Tennis Court and the 20th of June. Let us, too, take an oath  this 22nd of July; not with uplifted hands like a club of wordy debaters, promising all things to all men; but with uplifted swords. As nobles and gentlemen, let us swear to stand by the rights, the privileges, and the exemptions of our Order!

A shout that made the candles flicker and jump, that filled the street, and was heard even in the distant market-place, greeted the proposal. Some drew their swords at once, and flourished them above their heads; while ladies waved their fans or kerchiefs. But the majority cried, To the larger room! To the larger room! And on the instant, as if in obedience to an order, the company turned that way, and flushed, and eager, pressed through the narrow doorway into the next room.

There may have been some among them less enthusiastic than others; some more earnest in show than at heart; none, I am sure, who, on this, followed so slowly, so reluctantly, with so heavy a heart, and sure a presage of evil as I did. Already I foresaw the dilemma before me; but angry, hot-faced, and uncertain, I could discern no way out of it.

If I could have escaped, and slipped clear from the room, I would have done so without scruple; but the stairs were on the farther side of the great room which we were entering, and a dense crowd cut me off from them; moreover, I felt that St. Alais eye was upon me, and that, if he had not framed the ordeal to meet my case, and extort my support, he was at least determined, now that his blood was fired, that I should not evade it.

Still I would not hasten the evil day, and I lingered near the inner door, hoping; but the Marquis, on reaching the middle of the room, mounted a chair and turned round; and so contrived still to face me. The mob of gentlemen formed themselves round him, the younger and more tumultuous uttering cries of Vive la Noblesse! And a fringe of ladies encircled all. The lights, the brilliant dresses and jewels on which they shone, the impassioned faces, the waving kerchiefs and bright eyes, rendered the scene one to be remembered, though at the moment I was conscious only of St. Alais gaze.

Messieurs, he cried, draw your swords, if you please!

They flashed out at the word, with a steely glitter which the mirrors reflected; and M. de St. Alais passed his eye slowly round, while all waited for the word. He stopped; his eye was on me.

M. de Saux, he said politely, we are waiting for you.

Naturally all turned to me. I strove to mutter something, and signed to him with my hand to go on. But I was too much confused to speak clearly; my only hope was that he would comply, out of prudence.

But that was the last thing he thought of doing. Will you take your place, Monsieur? he said smoothly.

Then I could escape no longer. A hundred eyes, some impatient, some merely curious, rested on me. My face burned.

I cannot do so, I answered.

There fell a great silence from one end of the room to the other.

Why not, Monsieur, if I may ask? St. Alais said still smoothly.

Because I am not  entirely at one with you, I stammered, meeting all eyes as bravely as I could. My opinions are known, M. de St. Alais, I went on more steadfastly. I cannot swear.

He stayed with his hand a dozen who would have cried out upon me.

Gently, Messieurs, he said, with a gesture of dignity, gently, if you please. This is no place for threats. M. de Saux is my guest; and I have too great a respect for him not to respect his scruples. But I think that there is another way. I shall not venture to argue with him myself. But  Madame, he continued, smiling as he turned with an inimitable air to his mother, I think that if you would permit Mademoiselle de St. Alais to play the recruiting-sergeant  for this one time  she could not fail to heal the breach.

A murmur of laughter and subdued applause, a flutter of fans and womens eyes greeted the proposal. But, for a moment, Madame la Marquise, smiling and sphinx-like, stood still, and did not speak. Then she turned to her daughter, who, at the mention of her name, had cowered back, shrinking from sight.

Go, Denise, she said simply. Ask M. de Saux to honour you by becoming your recruit.

The girl came forward slowly, and with a visible tremor; nor shall I ever forget the misery of that moment, or the shame and obstinacy that alternately surged through my brain as I awaited her. Thought, quicker than lightning, showed me the trap into which I had fallen, a trap far more horrible than the dilemma I had foreseen. Nor was the poor girl herself, as she stood before me, tortured by shyness, and stammering her little petition in words barely intelligible, the least part of my pain.

For to refuse her, in face of all those people, seemed a thing impossible. It seemed a thing as brutal as to strike her; an act as cruel, as churlish, as unworthy of a gentleman as to trample any helpless sensitive thing under foot! And I felt that; I felt it to the utmost. But I felt also that to assent was to turn my back on consistency, and my life; to consent to be a dupe, the victim of a ruse; to be a coward, though every one there might applaud me. I saw both these things, and for a moment I hesitated between rage and pity; while lights and fair faces, inquisitive or scornful, shifted mazily before my eyes. At last  

Mademoiselle, I cannot, I muttered. I cannot.

Monsieur!

It was not the girls word, but Madames, and it rang high and sharp through the room; so that I thanked God for the intervention. It cleared in a moment the confusion from my brain. I became myself. I turned to her; I bowed.

No, Madame, I cannot, I said firmly, doubting no longer, but stubborn, defiant, resolute. My opinions are known. And I will not, even for Mademoiselles sake, give the lie to them.

As the last word fell from my lips, a glove, flung by an unseen hand, struck me on the cheek; and then for a moment the room seemed to go mad. Amid a storm of hisses, of Vaurien! and A bas le traître! a dozen blades were brandished in my face, a dozen challenges were flung at my head. I had not learned at that time how excitable is a crowd, how much less merciful than any member of it; and surprised and deafened by the tumult, which the shrieks of the ladies did not tend to diminish, I recoiled a pace.

M. de St. Alais took advantage of the moment. He sprang down, and thrusting aside the blades which threatened me, flung himself in front of me.

Messieurs, listen! he cried, above the uproar. Listen, I beg! This gentleman is my guest. He is no longer of us, but he must go unharmed. A way! A way, if you please, for M. le Vicomte de Saux.

They obeyed him reluctantly, and falling back to one side or the other, opened a way across the room to the door. He turned to me, and bowed low  his courtliest bow.

This way, Monsieur le Vicomte, if you please, he said. Madame la Marquise will not trespass on your time any longer.

I followed him with a burning face, down the narrow lane of shining parquet, under the chandelier, between the lines of mocking eyes; and not a man interposed. In dead silence I followed him to the door. There he stood aside, and bowed to me, and I to him; and I walked out mechanically  walked out alone.

I passed through the lobby. The crowd of peeping, grinning lackeys that filled it stared at me, all eyes; but I was scarcely conscious of their impertinence or their presence. Until I reached the street, and the cold air revived me, I went like a man stunned, and unable to think. The blow had fallen on me so suddenly, so unexpectedly.

When I did come a little to myself, my first feeling was rage. I had gone into M. de St. Alais house that evening, possessing everything; I came out, stripped of friends, reputation, my betrothed! I had gone in, trusting to his friendship, the friendship that was a tradition in our families; he had worsted me by a trick. I stood in the street, and groaned as I thought of it; as I pictured the sorry figure I had cut amongst them, and reflected on what was before me.

For, presently, I began to think that I had been a fool  that I should have given way. I could not, as I stood in the street there, foresee the future; nor know for certain that the old France was passing, and that even now, in Paris, its death-knell had gone forth. I had to live by the opinions of the people round me; to think, as I paced the streets, how I should face the company to-morrow, and whether I should fly, or whether I should fight. For in the meeting on the morrow  

Ah! the Assembly. The word turned my thoughts into a new channel. I could have my revenge there. That I might not raise a jarring note there, they had cajoled me, and when cajolery failed, had insulted me. Well, I would show them that the new way would succeed no better than the old, and that where they had thought to suppress a Saux they had raised a Mirabeau. From this point I passed the night in a fever. Resentment spurred ambition; rage against my caste, a love of the people. Every sign of misery and famine that had passed before my eyes during the day recurred now, and was garnered for use. The early daylight found me still pacing my room, still thinking, composing, reciting; when André, my old body-servant, who had been also my fathers, came at seven with a note in his hand, I was still in my clothes.

Doubtless he had heard downstairs a garbled account of what had occurred, and my cheek burned. I took no notice of his gloomy looks, however, but, without speaking, I opened the note. It was not signed, but the handwriting was Louis.

Go home, it ran, and do not show yourself at the Assembly. They will challenge you one by one; the event is certain. Leave Cahors at once, or you are a dead man.

That was all! I smiled bitterly at the weakness of the man who could do no more for his friend than this.

Who gave it to you? I asked André.

A servant, Monsieur.

Whose?

But he muttered that he did not know; and I did not press him. He assisted me to change my dress; when I had done, he asked me at what hour I needed the horses.

The horses! For what? I said, turning and staring at him.

To return, Monsieur.

But I do not return to-day! I said in cold displeasure. Of what are you speaking? We came only yesterday.

True, Monsieur, he muttered, continuing to potter over my dressing things, and keeping his back to me. Still, it is a good day for returning.

You have been reading this note! I cried wrathfully. Who told you that  

All the town knows! he answered, shrugging his shoulders coolly. It is, André, take your master home! and, André, you have a hot-pate for a master, and André this, and André that, until I am fairly muddled! Gil has a bloody nose, fighting a Harincourt lad that called Monsieur a fool; but for me, I am too old for fighting. And there is one other thing I am too old for, he continued, with a sniff.

What is that, impertinent? I cried.

To bury another master.

I waited a minute. Then I said: You think that I shall be killed?

It is the talk of the town!

I thought a moment. Then: You served my father, André, I said.

Ah! Monsieur.

Yet you would have me run away?

He turned to me, and flung up his hands in despair.

Mon Dieu! he cried, I dont know what I would have! We are ruined by these canaille. As if God made them to do anything but dig and work; or we could do without poor! If you had never taken up with them, Monsieur  

Silence, man! I said sternly. You know nothing about it. Go down now, and another time be more careful. You talk of the canaille and the poor! What are you yourself?

I, Monsieur? he cried, in astonishment.

Yes  you!

He stared at me a moment with a face of bewilderment. Then slowly and sorrowfully he shook his head, and went out. He began to think me mad.

When he was gone I did not at once move. I fancied it likely that if I showed myself in the streets before the Assembly met, I should be challenged, and forced to fight. I waited, therefore, until the hour of meeting was past; waited in the dull upper room, feeling the bitterness of isolation, and thinking, sometimes of Louis St. Alais, who had let me go, and spoken no word in my behalf, sometimes of mens unreasonableness; for in some of the provinces half of the nobility were of my way of thinking. I thought of Saux, too; and I will not say that I felt no temptation to adopt the course which André had suggested  to withdraw quietly thither, and then at some later time, when mens minds were calmer, to vindicate my courage. But a certain stubbornness, which my father had before me, and which I have heard people say comes of an English strain in the race, conspired with resentment to keep me in the way I had marked out. At a quarter past ten, therefore, when I thought that the last of the Members would have preceded me to the Assembly, I went downstairs, with hot cheeks, but eyes that were stern enough; and finding André and Gil waiting at the door, bade them follow me to the Chapter House beside the Cathedral, where the meetings were held.

Afterwards I was told that, had I used my eyes, I must have noticed the excitement which prevailed in the streets; the crowd, dense, yet silent, that filled the Square and all the neighbouring ways; the air of expectancy, the closed shops, the cessation of business, the whispering groups in alleys and at doors. But I was wrapped up in myself, like one going on a forlorn hope; and of all remarked only one thing  that as I crossed the Square a man called out, God bless you, Monsieur! and another, Vive Saux! and that thereon a dozen or more took off their caps. This I did notice; but mechanically only. The next moment I was in the entry which leads alongside one wall of the Cathedral to the Chapter House, and a crowd of clerks and servants, who blocked it almost from wall to wall, were making way for me to pass; not without looks of astonishment and curiosity.

Threading my way through them, I entered the empty vestibule, kept clear by two or three ushers. Here the change from sunshine to shadow, from the life and light and stir which prevailed outside, to the silence of this vaulted chamber, was so great that it struck a chill to my heart. Here, in the greyness and stillness, the importance of the step I was about to take, the madness of the challenge I was about to fling down, in the teeth of my brethren, rose before me; and if my mind had not been braced to the utmost by resentment and obstinacy, I must have turned back. But already my feet rang noisily on the stone pavement, and forbade retreat. I could hear a monotonous voice droning in the Chamber beyond the closed door; and I crossed to that door, setting my teeth hard, and preparing myself to play the man, whatever awaited me.

Another moment, and I should have been inside. My hand was already on the latch, when some one, who had been sitting on the stone bench in the shadow under the window, sprang up, and hurried to stop me. It was Louis de St. Alais. He reached me before I could open the door, and, thrusting himself in front of me, set his back against the panels.

Stop, man! for Gods sake, stop! he cried passionately, yet kept his voice low. What can one do against two hundred? Go back, man, go back, and I will  

You will! I answered with fierce contempt, yet in the same low tone  the ushers were staring curiously at us from the door by which I had entered. You will? You will do, I suppose, as much as you did last night, Monsieur.

Never mind that now! he answered earnestly; though he winced, and the colour rose to his brow. Only go! Go to Saux, and  

Keep out of the way!

Yes, he said, and keep out of the way. If you will do that  

Keep out of the way? I repeated savagely.

Yes, yes; then everything will blow over.

Thank you! I said slowly; and I trembled with rage. And how much, may I ask, are you to have, M. le Comte, for ridding the Assembly of me?

He stared at me. Adrien! he cried.

But I was ruthless. No, Monsieur le Comte  not Adrien! I said proudly; I am that only to my friends.

And I am no longer one?

I raised my eyebrows contemptuously. After last night? I said. After last night? Is it possible, Monsieur, that you fancy you played a friendly part? I came into your house, your guest, your friend, your all but relative; and you laid a trap for me, you held me up to ridicule and odium, you  

I did? he exclaimed.

Perhaps not with your own voice. But you stood by and saw it done! You stood by and said no word for me! You stood by and raised no finger for me! If you call that friendship  

He stopped me with a gesture full of dignity. You forget one thing, M. le Vicomte, he said, in a tone of proud reticence.

Name it! I answered disdainfully.

That Mademoiselle de St. Alais is my sister!

Ah!

And that, whether the fault was yours or not, you last evening treated her lightly  before two hundred people! You forget that, M. le Vicomte.

I treated her lightly? I replied, in a fresh excess of rage. We had moved, as if by common consent, a little from the door, and by this time were glaring into one anothers eyes. And with whom lay the fault if I did? With whom lay the fault, Monsieur? You gave me the choice  nay, you forced me to make choice between slighting her and giving up opinions and convictions which I hold, in which I have been bred, in which  

Opinions! he said more harshly than he had yet spoken. And what are, after all, opinions? Pardon me, I see that I annoy you, Monsieur. But I am not philosophic; I have not been to England; and I cannot understand a man  

Giving up anything for his opinions! I cried, with a savage sneer. No, Monsieur, I daresay you cannot. If a man will not stand by his friends he will not stand by his opinions. To do either the one or the other, M. le Comte, a man must not be a coward.

He grew pale, and looked at me strangely. Hush, Monsieur! he said  involuntarily, it seemed to me. And a spasm crossed his face, as if a sharp pain shot through him.

But I was beside myself with passion. A coward! I repeated. Do you understand me, M. le Comte? Or do you wish me to go inside and repeat the word before the Assembly?

There is no need, he said, growing as red as he had before been pale.

There should be none, I answered, with a sneer. May I conclude that you will meet me after the Assembly rises?

He bowed without speaking; and then, and not till then, something in his silence and his looks pierced the armour of my rage; and on a sudden I grew sick at heart, and cold. It was too late, however; I had said that which could never be unsaid. The memory of his patience, of his goodness, of his forbearance, came after the event. I saluted him formally; he replied; and I turned grimly to the door again.

But I was not to pass through it yet.

A second time when I had the latch in my grasp, and the door an inch open, a hand plucked me back; so forcibly, that the latch rattled as it fell, and I turned in a rage. To my astonishment it was Louis again, but with a changed face  a face of strange excitement. He retained his hold on me.

No, he said, between his teeth. You have called me a coward, M. le Vicomte, and I will not wait! Not an hour. You shall fight me now. There is a garden at the back, and  

But I had grown as cold as he hot. I shall do nothing of the kind, I said, cutting him short. After the Assembly  

He raised his hand and deliberately struck me with his glove across the face.

Will that persuade you, then? he said, as I involuntarily recoiled. After that, Monsieur, if you are a gentleman, you will fight me. There is a garden at the back, and in ten minutes  

In ten minutes the Assembly may have risen, I said.

I will not keep you so long! he answered sternly. Come, sir! Or must I strike you again?

I will come, I said slowly. After you, Monsieur.


CHAPTER III.

IN THE ASSEMBLY.

The blow, and the insult with which he accompanied it, put an end for the moment to my repentance. But short as was the distance across the floor from the one door to the other, it gave me time to think again; to remember that this was Louis; and that whatever cause I had had to complain of him, whatever grounds to suspect that he was the tool of others, no friend could have done more to assuage my wrath, nor the most honest more to withhold me from entering on an impossible task. Melting quickly, melting almost instantly, I felt with a kind of horror that if kindness alone had led him to interpose, I had made him the worst return in the world; in fine, before the outer door could be opened to us, I repented anew. When the usher held it for me to pass, I bade him close it, and, to Louis surprise, turned, and, muttering something, ran back. Before he could do more than utter a cry I was across the vestibule; a moment, and I had the door of the Assembly open.

Instantly I saw before me  I suppose that my hand had raised the latch noisily  tiers of surprised faces all turned my way. I heard a murmur of mingled annoyance and laughter. The next moment I was threading my way to my place with the monotonous voice of the President in my ears, and the scene round me so changed  from that low-toned altercation outside, to this Chamber full of light and life, and thronged with starers  that I sank into my seat, dazzled and abashed; and almost forgetful for the time of the purpose which brought me thither.

A little, and my face grew hotter still; and with good reason. Each of the benches on which we sat held three. I shared mine with one of the Harincourts and M. dAulnoy, my place being between them. I had scarcely taken it five seconds, when Harincourt rose slowly, and, without turning his face to me, moved away down the gangway, and, fanning himself delicately with his hat, assumed a leaning position against a desk with his gaze on the President. Half a minute, and DAulnoy followed his example. Then the three behind me rose, and quietly and without looking at me found other places. The three before me followed suit. In two minutes I sat alone, isolated, a mark for all eyes; a kind of leper in the Assembly!

I ought to have been prepared for some such demonstration. But I was not, and my cheeks burned, as if the curious looks to which I was exposed were a hot fire. It was impossible for me, taken by surprise, to hide my embarrassment; for, wherever I gazed, I met sneering eyes and contemptuous glances; and pride would not let me hang my head. For many minutes, therefore, I was unconscious of everything but that scorching gaze. I could not hear what was going forward. The Presidents voice was a dull, meaningless drawl to me.

Yet all the while anger and resentment were hardening me in my resolve; and, presently, the cloud passed from my mind, and left me exulting. The monotonous reading, to which I had listened without understanding it, came to an end, and was followed by short, sharp interrogations  a question and an answer, a name and a reply. It was that awoke me. The drawl had been the reading of the cahier; now they were voting on it.

Presently it would be my turn; it was coming to my turn now. With each vote  I need not say that all were affirmative  more faces, and yet more, were turned to the place where I sat; more eyes, some hostile, some triumphant, some merely curious, were directed to my face. Under other circumstances this might have cowed me; now it did not. I was wrought up to face it. The unfriendly looks of so many who had called themselves my friends, the scornful glances of new men of ennobled families, who had been glad of my fathers countenance, the consciousness that all had deserted me merely because I maintained in practice opinions which half of them had proclaimed in words  these things hardened me to a pitch of scorn no whit below that of my opponents; while the knowledge that to blench now must cover me with lasting shame closed the door to thoughts of surrender.

The Assembly, on the other hand, felt the novelty of its position. Men were not yet accustomed to the war of the Senate; to duels of words more deadly than those of the sword: and a certain doubt, a certain hesitation, held the majority in suspense, watching to see what would happen. Moreover, the leaders, both M. de St. Alais, who headed the hotter and prouder party of the Court, and the nobles of the Robe and Parliament, who had only lately discovered that their interest lay in the same direction, found themselves embarrassed by the very smallness of the opposition; since a substantial majority must have been accepted as a fact, whereas one man  one man only standing in the way of unanimity  presented himself as a thing to be removed, if the way could be discovered.

M. le Comte de Cantal? the President cried, and looked, not at the person he named, but at me.

Content!

M. le Vicomte de Marignac?

Content!

The next name I could not hear, for in my excitement it seemed that all in the Chamber were looking at me, that voice was failing me, that when the moment came I should sit dumb and paralysed, unable to speak, and for ever disgraced. I thought of this, not of what was passing; then, in a moment, self-control returned; I heard the last name before mine, that of M. dAulnoy, heard the answer given. Then my own name, echoing in hollow silence.

M. le Vicomte de Saux?

I stood up. I spoke, my voice sounding harsh, and like another mans. I dissent from this cahier! I cried.

I expected an outburst of wrath; it did not come. Instead, a peal of laughter, in which I distinguished St. Alais tones, rang through the room, and brought the blood to my cheeks. The laughter lasted some time, rose and fell, and rose again; while I stood pilloried. Yet this had one effect the laughers did not anticipate. On occasions the most taciturn become eloquent. I forgot the periods from Rochefoucauld and Liancourt, which I had so carefully prepared; I forgot the passages from Turgot, of which I had made notes, and I broke out in a strain I had not foreseen or intended.

Messieurs! I cried, hurling my voice through the Chamber, I dissent from this cahier because it is effete and futile; because, if for no other reason, the time when it could have been of service is past. You claim your privileges; they are gone! Your exemptions; they are gone! You protest against the union of your representatives with those of the people; but they have sat with them! They have sat with them, and you can no more undo that by a protest than you can set back the tide! The thing is done. The dog is hungry, you have given it a bone. Do you think to get the bone back, unmouthed, whole, without loss? Then you are mad. But this is not all, nor the principal of my objections to this cahier. France to-day stands naked, bankrupt, without treasury, without money. Do you think to help her, to clothe her, to enrich her, by maintaining your privileges, by maintaining your exemptions, by standing out for the last jot and tittle of your rights? No, Messieurs. In the old days those exemptions, those rights, those privileges, wherein our ancestors gloried, and gloried well, were given to them because they were the buckler of France. They maintained and armed and led men; the commonalty did the rest. But now the people fight, the people pay, the people do all. Yes, Messieurs, it is true; it is true that which we have all heard, Le manant paye pour tout!

I paused; expecting that now, at last, the long-delayed outburst of anger would come. Instead, before any in the Chamber could speak, there rose through the windows, which looked on the market-place, and had been widely opened on account of the heat, a great cry of applause; the shout of the street, that for the first time heard its wrongs voiced. It was full of assent and rejoicing, yet no attack could have disconcerted me more completely. I stood astonished, and silenced.

The effect which it had on me was slight, however, in comparison with that which it had on my opponents. The cries of dissent they were about to utter died stillborn at the portent; and, for a moment, men stared at one another as if they could not believe their ears. For that moment a silence of rage, of surprise, prevailed through the whole Chamber. Then M. de St. Alais sprang to his feet.

What is this? he cried, his handsome face dark with excitement. Has the King ordered us, too, to sit with the third estate? Has he so humiliated us? If not, M. le President  if not, I say, he continued, sternly putting down an attempt at applause, and if this be not a conspiracy between some of our body and the canaille to bring about another Jacquerie  

The President, a weak man of a Robe family, interrupted him. Have a care, Monsieur, he said. The windows are still open.

Open?

The President nodded.

And what if they are? What of it? St. Alais answered harshly. What of it, Monsieur? he continued, looking round him with an eye which seemed to collect and express the scorn of the more fiery spirits. If so, let it be so! Let them be open. Let the people hear both sides, and not only those who flatter them; those who, by building on their weakness and ignorance, and canting about their rights and our wrongs, think to exalt themselves into Retzs and Cromwells! Yes, Monsieur le President, he continued, while I strove in vain to interrupt him, and half the Assembly rose to their feet in confusion, I repeat the phrase  who, to the ambition of a Cromwell or a Retz add their violence, not their parts!

The injustice of the reproach stung me, and I turned on him. M. le Marquis! I cried hotly, if, by that phrase, you refer to me  

He laughed scornfully. As you please, Monsieur, he said.

I fling it back! I repudiate it! I cried. M. de St. Alais has called me a Retz  a Cromwell  

Pardon me, he interposed swiftly; a would-be Retz!

A traitor, either way! I answered, striving against the laughter, which at his repartee flashed through the room, bringing the blood rushing to my face. A traitor either way! But I say that he is the traitor who to-day advises the King to his hurt.

And not he who comes here with a mob at his back? St. Alais retorted, with heat almost equal to my own. Who, one man, would brow-beat a hundred, and dictate to this Assembly?

Monsieur repeats himself, I cried, cutting him short in my turn, though no laughter followed my gibe. I deny what he says. I fling back his accusations; I retort upon him! And, for the rest, I object to this cahier, I dissent from it, I  

But the Assembly was at the end of its patience. A roar of Withdraw! withdraw! drowned my voice, and, in a moment, the meeting so orderly a few minutes before, became a scene of wild uproar. A few of the elder men continued to keep their seats, but the majority rose; some had already sprung to the windows, and closed them, and still stood with their feet on the ledge, looking down on the confusion. Others had gone to the door and taken their stand there, perhaps with the idea of resisting intrusion. The President in vain cried for silence. His voice, equally with mine, was lost in the persistent clamour, which swelled to a louder pitch whenever I offered to speak, and sank only when I desisted.

At length M. de St. Alais raised his hand, and with little difficulty procured silence. Before I could take advantage of it, the President interposed. The Assembly of the noblesse of Quercy, he said hurriedly, is in favour of this cahier, maintaining our ancient rights, privileges, and exemptions. The Vicomte de Saux alone protests. The cahier will be presented.

I protest! I cried weakly.

I have said so, the President answered, with a sneer. And a peal of derisive laughter, mingled with shouts of applause, ran round the Chamber. The cahier will be presented. The matter is concluded.

Then, in a moment, magically, as it seemed to me, the Chamber resumed its ordinary aspect. The Members who had risen returned to their seats, those who had closed the windows descended, a few retired, the President proceeded with some ordinary business. Every trace of the storm disappeared. In a twinkling all was as it had been.

Even where I sat; for no isolation, no division from my fellows could exceed that in which I had sat before. But whereas before I had had my weapon in reserve and my revenge in prospect, that was no longer so. I had shot my bolt, and I sat miserable, fettered by the silence and the strange glances that hemmed me in, and growing each moment more depressed and more self-conscious; longing to escape, yet shrinking from moving, even from looking about me.

In this condition not the least of my misery lay in the reflection that I had done no good; that I had suffered for a quixotism, and shown myself stubborn and obstinate to no purpose. Too late, I considered that I might have maintained my principles and yet conformed; I might have stated my convictions and waived them in deference to the majority. I might have  

But alas! whatever I might have done, I had not done it; and the die was cast. I had declared myself against my order; I had forfeited all I could claim from my order. Henceforth, I was not of it. It was no fancy that already men who had occasion to pass before me drew their skirts aside and bowed formally as to one of another class!

How long I should have endured this penance  these veiled insults and the courtesy that stung deeper  before I plucked up spirit to withdraw, I cannot say. It was an interposition from without that broke the spell. An usher came to me with a note. I opened it with clumsy fingers under a fire of hostile eyes, and found that it was from Louis.

If you have a spark of honour  it ran you will meet me, without a moments delay, in the garden at the back of the Chapter House. Do so, and you may still call yourself a gentleman. Refuse, or delay even for ten minutes, and I will publish your shame from one end of Quercy to the other. He cannot call himself Adrien du Pont de Saux, who puts up with a blow!

I read it twice while the usher waited. The words had a cruel, heartless ring in them; the taunting challenge was brutal in its directness. Yet my heart grew soft as I read, and I had much ado to keep the tears from my eyes  under all those eyes. For Louis did not deceive me this time. This note, so unlike him, this desperate attempt to draw me out, and save me from opponents more ruthless, were too transparent to delude me; and, in a moment, the icy bands which had been growing over me melted. I still sat alone; but I was not quite deserted. I could hold up my head again, for I had a friend. I remembered that, after all, through all, I was Adrien du Pont de Saux, guiltless of aught worse than holding in Quercy opinions which the Lameths and Mirabeaus, the Liancourts and Rochefoucaulds held in their provinces; guiltless, I told myself, of aught besides standing for right and justice.

But the usher waited. I took from the desk before me a scrap of paper, and wrote my answer. Adrien does not fight with Louis because St. Alais struck Saux.

I wrapped it up and gave it to the usher; then I sat back a different man, able to meet all eyes, with a heart armed against all misfortunes. Friendship, generosity, love, still existed, though the gentry of Quercy, the Gontauts, and Marignacs, sat aloof. Life would still hold sweets, though the grass should grow in the walnut avenue, and my shield should never quarter the arms of St. Alais.

So I took courage, stood up, and moved to go out. But the moment I did so, a dozen Members sprang to their feet also; and, as I walked down one gangway towards the door, they crowded down another parallel with it; offensively, openly, with the evident intention of intercepting me before I could escape. The commotion was so great that the President paused in his reading to watch the result; while the mass of Members who kept their places, rose that they might have a better view. I saw that I was to be publicly insulted, and a fierce joy took the place of every other feeling. If I went slowly, it was not through fear; the pent-up passions of the last hour inspired me, and I would not have hastened the climax for the world. I reached the foot of the gangway, in another moment we must have come into collision, when an abrupt explosion of voices, a great roar in the street, that penetrated through the closed windows, brought us to a halt. We paused, listening and glaring, while the few who had not stood up before, rose hurriedly, and the President, startled and suspicious, asked what it was.

For answer the sound rose again  dull, prolonged, shaking the windows; a hoarse shout of triumph. It fell  not ceasing, but passing away into the distance  and then once more it swelled up. It was unlike any shout I had ever heard.

Little by little articulate words grew out of it, or succeeded it; until the air shook with the measured rhythm of one stern sentence. A bas la Bastille! A bas la Bastille!

We were to hear many such cries in the time to come, and grow accustomed to such alarms; to the hungry roar in the street, and the loud knocking at the door that spelled fate. But they were a new thing then, and the Assembly, as much outraged as alarmed by this second trespass on its dignity, could only look at its President, and mutter wrathful threats against the canaille. The canaille that had crouched for a century seemed in some unaccountable way to be changing its posture!

One man cried out one thing, and one another; that the streets should be cleared, the regiment sent for, or complaint made to the Intendant. They were still speaking when the door opened and a Member came in. It was Louis de St. Alais, and his face was aglow with excitement. Commonly the most modest and quiet of men, he stood forward now, and raised his hand imperatively for silence.

Gentlemen, he said, in a loud, ringing voice, there is strange news! A courier with letters for my brother, M. de St. Alais, has spoken in the street. He brings strange tidings.

What? two or three cried.

The Bastille has fallen!

No one understood  how should they?  but all were silent. Then, What do you mean, M. St. Alais? the President asked, in bewilderment; and he raised his hand that the silence might be preserved. The Bastille has fallen? How? What is it?

It was captured on Tuesday by the mob of Paris, Louis answered distinctly, his eyes bright, and M. de Launay, the Governor, murdered in cold blood.

The Bastille captured? By the mob? the President exclaimed incredulously. It is impossible, Monsieur. You must have misunderstood.

Louis shook his head. It is true, I fear, he said.

And M. de Launay?

That too, I fear, M. le President.

Then, indeed, men looked at one another; startled, pale-faced, asking each mute questions of his fellows; while in the street outside the hum of disorder and rejoicing grew moment by moment more steady and continuous. Men looked at each other alarmed, and could not believe. The Bastille which had stood so many centuries, captured? The Governor killed? Impossible, they muttered, impossible. For what, in that case, was the King doing? What the army? What the Governor of Paris?

Old M. de Gontaut put the thought into words. But the King? he said, as soon as he could get a hearing. Doubtless his Majesty has already punished the wretches?

The answer came from an unexpected quarter, in words as little expected. M. de St. Alais, to whom Louis had handed a letter, rose from his seat with an open paper in his hand. Doubtless, if he had taken time to consider, he would have seen the imprudence of making public all he knew; but the surprise and mortification of the news he had received  news that gave the lie to his confident assurances, news that made the most certain doubt the ground on which they stood, swept away his discretion. He spoke.

I do not know what the King was doing, he said, in mocking accents, at Versailles; but I can tell you how the army was employed in Paris. The Garde Française were foremost in the attack. Besenval, with such troops as have not deserted, has withdrawn. The city is in the hands of the mob. They have shot Flesselles, the Provost, and elected Bailly, Mayor. They have raised a Militia and armed it. They have appointed Lafayette, General. They have adopted a badge. They have  

But, mon Dieu! the President cried aghast. This is a revolt!

Precisely, Monsieur, St. Alais answered.

And what does the King?

He is so good  that he has done nothing, was the bitter answer.

And the States General?  the National Assembly at Versailles?

Oh, they? They too have done nothing.

It is Paris, then? the President said.

Yes, Monsieur, it is Paris, the Marquis answered. But Paris? the President exclaimed helplessly. Paris has been quiet so many years.

To this, however, the thought in every ones mind, there seemed to be no answer. St. Alais sat down again, and, for a moment, the Assembly remained stunned by astonishment, prostrate under these new, these marvellous facts. No better comment on the discussions in which it had been engaged a few minutes before could have been found. Its Members had been dreaming of their rights, their privileges, their exemptions; they awoke to find Paris in flames, the army in revolt, order and law in the utmost peril.

But St. Alais was not the man to be long wanting to his part, nor one to abdicate of his free will a leadership which vigour and audacity had secured for him. He sprang to his feet again, and in an impassioned harangue called upon the Assembly to remember the Fronde.

As Paris was then, Paris is now! he cried. Fickle and seditious, to be won by no gifts, but always to be overcome by famine. Best assured that the fat bourgeois will not long do without the white bread of Gonesse, nor the tippler without the white wine of Arbois! Cut these off, the mad will grow sane, and the traitor loyal. Their National Guards, and their Badges, and their Mayors, and their General? Do you think that these will long avail against the forces of order, of loyalty, against the King, the nobility, the clergy, against France? No, gentlemen, it is impossible, he continued, looking round him with warmth. Paris would have deposed the great Henry and exiled Mazarin; but in the result it licked their shoes. It will be so again, only we must stand together, we must be firm. We must see that these disorders spread no farther. It is the Kings to govern, and the peoples to obey. It has been so, and it will be so to the end!

His words were not many, but they were timely and vigorous; and they served to reassure the Assembly. All that large majority, which in every gathering of men has no more imagination than serves to paint the future in the colours of the past, found his arguments perfectly convincing; while the few who saw more clearly, and by the light of instinct, or cold reason, discerned that the state of France had no precedent in its history, felt, nevertheless, the infection of his confidence. A universal shout of applause greeted his last sentence, and, amid tumultuous cries, the concourse, which had remained on its feet, poured into the gangways, and made for the door; a desire to see and hear what was going forward moving all to get out as quickly as possible, though it was not likely that more could be learned than was already known.

I shared this feeling myself, and, forgetting in the excitement of the moment my part in the days debate, I pressed to the door. The Bastille fallen? The Governor killed? Paris in the hands of the mob? Such tidings were enough to set the brain in a whirl, and breed forgetfulness of nearer matters. Others, in the preoccupation of the moment, seemed to be equally oblivious, and I forced my way out with the rest.

But in the doorway I happened, by a little clumsiness, to touch one of the Harincourts. He turned his head, saw who it was had touched him, and tried to stop. The pressure was too great, however, and he was borne on in front of me, struggling and muttering something I could not hear. I guessed what it was, however, by the manner in which others, abreast of him, and as helpless, turned their heads and sneered at me; and I was considering how I could best encounter what was to come, when the sight which met our gaze, as we at last issued from the narrow passage and faced the market-place  two steps below us  drove their existence for a moment from my mind.


CHAPTER IV.

LAMI DU PEUPLE.

There were others who stood also; impressed by a sight which, in the light of the news we had just heard, that astonishing, that amazing news, seemed to have especial significance. We had not yet grown accustomed in France to crowds. For centuries the one man, the individual, King, Cardinal, Noble, or Bishop, had stood forward, and the many, the multitude, had melted away under his eye; had bowed and passed.

But here, within our view, rose the cold lowering dawn of a new day. Perhaps, if we had not heard what we had heard  that news, I mean  or if the people had not heard it, the effect on us, the action on their part, might have been different. As it was, the crowd that faced us in the Square as we came out, the great crowd that faced us and stretched from wall to wall, silent, vigilant, menacing, showed not a sign of flinching; and we did. We stood astonished, each halting as he came out, and looking, and then consulting his neighbours eyes to learn what he thought.

We had over our heads the great Cathedral, from the shadow of which we issued. We had among us many who had been wont to see a hundred peasants tremble at their frown. But in a moment, in a twinkling, as if that news from Paris had shaken the foundations of Society, we found these things in question. The crowd in the Square did not tremble. In a silence that was grimmer than howling it gave back look for look. Nor only that; but as we issued, they made no way for us, and those of the Assembly who had already gone down, had to walk along the skirts of the press to get to the inn. We who came later saw this, and it had its weight with us. We were Nobles of the province; but we were only two hundred, and between us and the Trois Rois, between us and our horses and servants, stretched this line of gloomy faces, these thousands of silent men.

No wonder that the sight, and something that underlay the sight, diverted my mind for a moment from M. Harincourt and his purpose, and that I looked abroad; while he, too, stood gaping and frowning, and forgot me. Perforce we had to go down; one by one reluctantly, a meagre string winding across the face of the crowd; sullen defiance on one side, scorn on the other. In Cahors it came to be remembered as the first triumph of the people, the first step in the degradation of the privileged. A word had brought it about. A word, the Bastille fallen, had combined the floating groups, and formed of them this which we saw  the people.

Under such circumstances it needed only the slightest spark to bring about an explosion; and that was presently supplied. M. de Gontaut, a tall, thin, old man, who could remember the early days of the late King, walked a little way in front of me. He was lame, and used a cane, and as a rule a servants arm. This morning, the lackey was not forthcoming, and he felt the inconvenience of skirting instead of crossing the square. Nevertheless he was not foolish enough to thrust himself into the crowd; and all might have gone well, if a rogue in the front rank of the throng had not, perhaps by accident, tripped up the cane with his foot. M. le Baron turned in a flash, every hair of his eyebrows on end, and struck the fellow with his stick.

Stand back, rascal! he cried, trembling, and threatening to repeat the blow. If I had you, I would soon  

The man spat at him.

M. de Gontaut uttered an oath, and in ungovernable rage struck the wretch two or three blows  how many I could not see, though I was only a few paces behind. Apparently the man did not strike back, but shrank, cowed by the old nobles fury. But those behind flung him forward, with cries of Shame! A bas la Noblesse! and he fell against M. de Gontaut. In a moment the Baron was on the ground.

It was so quickly done that only those in the immediate neighbourhood, St. Alais, the Harincourts, and myself, saw the fall. Probably the mob meant no great harm; they had not yet lost all reverence. But at the time, with the tale of De Launay in my ears, and my imagination inflamed, I thought that they intended M. de Gontauts death, and as I saw his old head fall, I sprang forward to protect him.

St. Alais was before me, however. Bounding forward, with rage not less than Gontauts, he hurled the aggressor back with a blow which sent him into the arms of his supporters. Then dragging M. de Gontaut to his feet, the Marquis whipped out his sword, and darting the bright point hither and thither with the skill of a practised fencer, in a twinkling he cleared a space round him, and made the nearest give back with shrieks and curses.

Unfortunately he touched one man; the fellow was not hurt, but at the prick he sank down screaming, and in a second the mood of the crowd changed. Shrieks, half-playful, gave way to a howl of rage. Some one flung a stick, which struck the Marquis on the chest, and for a moment stopped him. The next instant he sprang at the man who had thrown it, and would have run him through, but the fellow fled, and the crowd, with a yell of triumph, closed over his path. This stopped St. Alais in mid course, and left him only the choice between retreating, or wounding people who were innocent.

He fell back with a sneering word, and sheathed his sword. But the moment his back was turned a stone struck him on the head, and he staggered forward. As he fell the crowd uttered a yell, and half a dozen men dashed at him to trample on him.

Their blood was up; this time I made no mistake, I read mischief in their eyes. The scream of the man whom he had wounded, though the fellow was more frightened than hurt, was in their ears. One of the Harincourts struck down the foremost, but this only enraged without checking them. In a moment he was swept aside and flung back, stunned and reeling; and the crowd rushed upon their victim.

I threw myself before him. I had just time to do that, and cry Shame! shame! and force back one or two; and then my intervention must have come to nothing, it must have fared as ill with me as with him, if in the nick of time, with a ring of grimy faces threatening us, and a dozen hands upraised, I had not been recognised. Buton, the blacksmith of Saux  one of the foremost  screamed out my name, and turning with outstretched arms, forced back his neighbours. A man of huge strength, it was as much as he could do to stem the torrent; but in a moment his frenzied cries became heard and understood. Others recognised me, the crowd fell back. Some one raised a cry of Vive Saux! Long live the friend of the people! and the shout being taken up first in one place and then in another, in a trice the Square rang with the words.

I had not then learned the fickleness of the multitude, or that from A bas to vive is the step of an instant; and despite myself, and though I despised myself for the feeling, I felt my heart swell on the wave of sound. Vive Saux! Vive lami du peuple! My equals had scorned me, but the people  the people whose faces wore a new look to-day, the people to whom this one word, the Bastille fallen, had given new life  acclaimed me. For a moment, even while I cried to them, and shook my hands to them to be silent, there flashed on me the things it meant; the things they had to give, power and tribuneship! Vive Saux! long live the friend of the people! The air shook with the sound; the domes above me gave it back. I felt myself lifted up on it; I felt myself for the minute another and a greater man!

Then I turned and met St. Alais eye, and I fell to earth. He had risen, and, pale with rage, was wiping the dust from his coat with a handkerchief. A little blood was flowing from the wound in his head, but he paid no heed to it, in the intentness with which he was staring at me, as if he read my thoughts. As soon as something like silence was obtained, he spoke.

Perhaps if your friends have quite done with us, M. de Saux  we may go home? he said, his voice trembling a little.

I stammered something in answer to the sneer, and turned to accompany him; though my way to the inn lay in the opposite direction. Only the two Harincourts and M. de Gontaut were with us. The rest of the Assembly had either got clear, or were viewing the fracas from the door of the Chapter House, where they stood, cut off from us by a wall of people. I offered my arm to M. de Gontaut, but he declined it with a frigid bow, and took Harincourts; and M. le Marquis, when I turned to him, said, with a cold smile, that they need not trouble me.

Doubtless we shall be safe, he sneered, if you will give orders to that effect.

I bowed, without retorting on him; he bowed; and he turned away. But the crowd had either read his attitude aright, or gathered that there was an altercation between us, for the moment he moved they set up a howl. Two or three stones were thrown, notwithstanding Butons efforts to prevent it; and before the party had retired ten yards the rabble began to press on them savagely. Embarrassed by M. de Gontauts presence and helplessness, the other three could do nothing. For an instant I had a view of St. Alais standing gallantly at bay with the old noble behind him, and the blood trickling down his cheek. Then I followed them, the crowd made instant way for me, again the air rang with cheers, and the Square in the hot July sunshine seemed a sea of waving hands.

M. de St. Alais turned to me. He could still smile, and with marvellous self-command, in one and the same instant he recovered from his discomfiture and changed his tactics.

I am afraid that after all we must trouble you, he said politely. M. le Baron is not a young man, and your people, M. de Saux, are somewhat obstreperous.

What can I do? I said sullenly. I had not the heart to leave them to their fortunes; at the same time I was as little disposed to accept the onus he would lay on me.

Accompany us home, he said pleasantly, drawing out his snuff-box and taking a pinch.

The people had fallen silent again, but watched us heedfully. If you think it will serve? I answered.

It will, he said briskly. You know, M. le Vicomte, that a man is born and a man dies every minute? Believe me no King dies  but another King is born.

I winced under the sarcasm, under the laughing contempt of his eye. Yet I saw nothing for it but to comply, and I bowed and turned to go with them. The crowd opened before us; amid mingled cheers and yells we moved away. I intended only to accompany them to the outskirts of the throng, and then to gain the inn by a by-path, get my horses and be gone. But a party of the crowd continued to follow us through the streets, and I found no opportunity. Almost before I knew it, we were at the St. Alais door, still with this rough attendance at our heels.

Madame and Mademoiselle, with two or three women, were on the balcony, looking and listening; at the door below stood a group of scared servants. While I looked, however, Madame left her place above and in a moment appeared at the door, the servants making way for her. She stared in wonder at us, and from us to the rabble that followed; then her eye caught the bloodstains on M. de St. Alais cravat, and she cried out to know if he was hurt.

No, Madame, he said lightly. But M. de Gontaut has had a fall.

What has happened? she asked quickly. The town seems to have gone mad! I heard a great noise a while ago, and the servants brought in a wild tale about the Bastille.

It is true.

What? That the Bastille  

Has been taken by the mob, Madame; and M. de Launay murdered.

Impossible! Madame cried with flashing eyes. That old man?

Yes, M. de St. Alais answered with treacherous suavity. Messieurs the Mob are no respecters of persons. Fortunately, however, he went on, smiling at me in a way that brought the blood to my cheeks, they have leaders more prudent and sagacious than themselves.

But Madame had no ears for his last words, no thought save of this astonishing news from Paris. She stood, her cheeks on fire, her eyes full of tears; she had known De Launay. Oh, but the King will punish them! she cried at last. The wretches! The ingrates! They should all be broken on the wheel! Doubtless the King has already punished them.

He will, by-and-by, if he has not yet, St. Alais answered. But for the moment, you will easily understand, Madame, that things are out of joint. Mens heads are turned, and they do not know themselves. We have had a little trouble here. M. de Gontaut has been roughly handled, and I have not entirely escaped. If M. de Saux had not had his people well in hand, he continued, turning to me with a laughing eye, I am afraid that we should have come off worse.

Madame stared at me, and, beginning slowly to comprehend, seemed to freeze before me. The light died out of her haughty face. She looked at me grimly. I had a glimpse of Mademoiselles startled eyes behind her, and of the peeping servants; then Madame spoke. Are these some of  M. de Sauxs people? she asked, stepping forward a pace, and pointing to the crew of ruffians who had halted a few paces away, and were watching us doubtfully.

A handful, M. de St. Alais answered lightly. Just his bodyguard, Madame. But pray do not speak of him so harshly; for, being my mother, you must be obliged to him. If he did not quite save my life, at least he saved my beauty.

With those? she said scornfully.

With those or from those, he answered gaily. Besides, for a day or two we may need his protection. I am sure that, if you ask him, Madame, he will not refuse it.

I stood, raging and helpless, under the lash of his tongue; and Madame de St. Alais looked at me. Is it possible, she said at last, that M. de Saux has thrown in his lot with wretches such as those? And she pointed with magnificent scorn to the scowling crew behind me. With wretches who  

Hush, Madame, M. le Marquis said in his gibing fashion. You are too bold. For the moment they are our masters, and M. de Saux is theirs. We must, therefore  

We must not! she answered impetuously, raising herself to her full height and speaking with flashing eyes. What? Would you have me palter with the scum of the streets? With the dirt under our feet? With the sweepings of the gutter? Never! I and mine have no part with traitors!

Madame! I cried, stung to speech by her injustice. You do not know what you say! If I have been able to stand between your son and danger, it has been through no vileness such as you impute to me.

Impute? she exclaimed. What need of imputation, Monsieur, with those wretches behind you? Is it necessary to cry A bas le roi! to be a traitor? Is not that man as guilty who fosters false hopes, and misleads the ignorant? Who hints what he dare not say, and holds out what he dares not promise? Is he not the worst of traitors? For shame, Monsieur, for shame! she continued. If your father  

Oh! I cried. This is intolerable!

She caught me up with a bitter gibe. It is! she retorted. It is intolerable  that the Kings fortresses should be taken by the rabble, and old men slain by scullions! It is intolerable that nobles should forget whence they are sprung, and stoop to the kennel! It is intolerable that the Kings name should be flouted, and catchwords set above it! All these things are intolerable; but they are not of our doing. They are your acts. And for you, she continued  and suddenly stepping by me, she addressed the group of rascals who lingered, listening and scowling, a few paces away for you, poor fools, do not be deceived. This gentleman has told you, doubtless, that there is no longer a King of France! That there are to be no more taxes nor corvées; that the poor will be rich, and everybody noble! Well, believe him if you please. There have been poor and rich, noble and simple, spenders and makers, since the world began, and a King in France. But believe him if you please. Only now go! Leave my house. Go, or I will call out my servants, and whip you through the streets like dogs! To your kennels, I say!

She stamped her foot, and to my astonishment, the men, who must have known that her threat was an empty one, sneaked away like the dogs to which she had compared them. In a moment  I could scarcely believe it  the street was empty. The men who had come near to killing M. de Gontaut, who had stoned M. de St. Alais, quailed before a woman! In a twinkling the last man was gone, and she turned to me, her face flushed, her eyes gleaming with scorn.

There, sir, she said, take that lesson to heart. That is your brave people! And now, Monsieur, do you go too! Henceforth my house is no place for you. I will have no traitors under my roof  no, not for a moment.

She signed to me to go with the same insolent contempt which had abashed the crowd; but before I went I said one word. You were my fathers friend, Madame, I said before them all.

She looked at me harshly, but did not answer.

It would have better become you, therefore, I continued, to help me than to hurt me. As it is, were I the most loyal of his Majestys subjects, you have done enough to drive me to treason. In the future, Madame la Marquise, I beg that you will remember that.

And I turned and went, trembling with rage.

The crowd in the Square had melted by this time, but the streets were full of those who had composed it; who now stood about in eager groups, discussing what had happened. The word Bastille was on every tongue; and, as I passed, way was made for me, and caps were lifted. God bless you, M. de Saux, and, You are a good man, were muttered in my ear. If there seemed to be less noise and less excitement than in the morning, the air of purpose that everywhere prevailed was not to be mistaken.

This was so clear that, though noon was barely past, shopkeepers had closed their shops and bakers their bakehouses; and a calm, more ominous than the storm that had preceded it, brooded over the town. The majority of the Assembly had dispersed in haste, for I saw none of the Members, though I heard that a large body had gone to the barracks. No one molested me  the fall of the Bastille served me so far  and I mounted, and rode out of town, without seeing any one, even Louis.

To tell the truth, I was in a fever to be at home; in a fever to consult the only man who, it seemed to me, could advise me in this crisis. In front of me, I saw it plainly, stretched two roads; the one easy and smooth, if perilous, the other arid and toilsome. Madame had called me the Tribune of the People, a would-be Retz, a would-be Mirabeau. The people had cried my name, had hailed me as a saviour. Should I fit on the cap? Should I take up the rôle? My own caste had spurned me. Should I snatch at the dangerous honour offered to me, and stand or fall with the people?

With the people? It sounded well, but, in those days, it was a vaguer phrase than it is now; and I asked myself who, that had ever taken up that cause, had stood? A bread riot, a tumult, a local revolt  such as this which had cost M. de Launay his life  of things of that size the people had shown themselves capable; but of no lasting victory. Always the King had held his own, always the nobles had kept their privileges. Why should it be otherwise now?

There were reasons. Yes, truly; but they seemed less cogent, the weight of precedent against them heavier, when I came to think, with a trembling heart, of acting on them. And the odium of deserting my order was no small matter to face. Hitherto I had been innocent; if they had put out the lip at me, they had done it wrongfully. But if I accepted this part, the part they assigned to me, I must be prepared to face not only the worst in case of failure, but in success to be a pariah. To be Tribune of the People, and an outcast from my kind!

I rode hard to keep pace with these thoughts; and I did not doubt that I should be the first to bring the tale to Saux. But in those days nothing was more marvellous than the speed with which news of this kind crossed the country. It passed from mouth to mouth, from eye to eye; the air seemed to carry it. It went before the quickest traveller.

Everywhere, therefore, I found it known. Known by people who had stood for days at cross-roads, waiting for they knew not what; known by scowling men on village bridges, who talked in low voices and eyed the towers of the Château; known by stewards and agents, men of the stamp of Gargouf, who smiled incredulously, or talked, like Madame St. Alais, of the King, and how good he was, and how many he would hang for it. Known, last of all, by Father Benôit, the man I would consult. He met me at the gate of the Château, opposite the place where the carcan had stood. It was too dark to see his face, but I knew the fall of his soutane and the shape of his hat. I sent on Gil and André, and he walked beside me up the avenue, with his hand on the withers of my horse.

Well, M. le Vicomte, it has come at last, he said.

You have heard?

Buton told me.

What? Is he here? I said in surprise. I saw him at Cahors less than three hours ago.

Such news gives a man wings, Father Benôit answered with energy. I say again, it has come. It has come, M. le Vicomte.

Something, I said prudently.

Everything, he answered confidently. The mob took the Bastille, but who headed them? The soldiers; the Garde Française. Well, M. le Vicomte, if the army cannot be trusted, there is an end of abuses, an end of exemptions, of extortions, of bread famines, of Foulons and Berthiers, of grinding the faces of the poor, of  

The Curés list was not half exhausted when I cut it short. But if the army is with the mob, where will things stop? I said wearily.

We must see to that, he answered.

Come and sup with me, I said, I have something to tell you, and more to ask you.

He assented gladly. For there will be no sleep for me to-night, he said, his eye sparkling. This is great news, glorious news, M. le Vicomte. Your father would have heard it with joy.

And M. de Launay? I said as I dismounted.

There can be no change without suffering, he answered stoutly, though his face fell a little. His fathers sinned, and he has paid the penalty. But God rest his soul! I have heard that he was a good man.

And died in his duty, I said rather tartly.

Amen, Father Benôit answered.

Yet it was not until we were sat down in the Chestnut Parlour (which the servants called the English Room), and, with candles between us, were busy with our cheese and fruit, that I appreciated to the full the impression which the news had made on the Curé. Then, as he talked, as he told and listened, his long limbs and lean form trembled with excitement; his thin face worked. It is the end, he said. You may depend upon it, M. le Vicomte, it is the end. Your father told me many times that in money lay the secret of power. Money, he used to say, pays the army, the army secures all. A while ago the money failed. Now the army fails. There is nothing left.

The King? I said, unconsciously quoting Madame la Marquise.

God bless his Majesty! the Curé answered heartily. He means well, and now he will be able to do well, because the nation will be with him. But without the nation, without money or an army  a name only. And the name did not save the Bastille.

Then, beginning with the scene at Madame de St. Alais reception, I told him all that had happened to me; the oath of the sword, the debate in the Assembly, the tumult in the Square  last of all, the harsh words with which Madame had given me my congé; all. As he listened he was extraordinarily moved. When I described the scene in the Chamber, he could not be still, but in his enthusiasm, walked about the parlour, muttering. And, when I told him how the crowd had cried Vive Saux! he repeated the words softly and looked at me with delighted eyes. But when I came  halting somewhat in my speech, and colouring and playing with my bread to hide my disorder  to tell him my thoughts on the way home, and the choice that, as it seemed to me, was offered to me, he sat down, and fell also to crumbling his bread and was silent.


CHAPTER V.

THE DEPUTATION.

He sat silent so long, with his eyes on the table, that presently I grew nettled; wondering what ailed him, and why he did not speak and say the things that I expected. I had been so confident of the advice he would give me, that, from the first, I had tinged my story with the appropriate colour. I had let my bitterness be seen; I had suppressed no scornful word, but supplied him with all the ground he could desire for giving me the advice I supposed to be upon his lips.

And yet he did not speak. A hundred times I had heard him declare his sympathy with the people, his hatred of the corruption, the selfishness, the abuses of the Government; within the hour I had seen his eye kindle as he spoke of the fall of the Bastille. It was at his word I had burned the carcan; at his instance I had spent a large sum in feeding the village during the famine of the past year. Yet now  now, when I expected him to rise up and bid me do my part, he was silent!

I had to speak at last. Well? I said irritably. Have you nothing to say, M. le Curé? And I moved one of the candles so as to get a better view of his features. But he still looked down at the table, he still avoided my eye, his thin face thoughtful, his hand toying with the crumbs.

At last, M. le Vicomte, he said softly, through my mothers mother I, too, am noble.

I gasped; not at the fact with which I was familiar, but at the application I thought he intended. And for that, I said amazed, you would  

He raised his hand to stop me. No, he said gently, I would not. Because, for all that, I am of the people by birth, and of the poor by my calling. But  

But what? I said peevishly.

Instead of answering me he rose from his seat, and, taking up one of the candles, turned to the panelled wall behind him, on which hung a full-length portrait of my father, framed in a curious border of carved foliage. He read the name below it. Antoine du Pont, Vicomte de Saux, he said, as if to himself. He was a good man, and a friend to the poor. God keep him.

He lingered a moment, gazing at the grave, handsome face, and doubtless recalling many things; then he passed, holding the candle aloft, to another picture which flanked the table: each wall boasted one. Adrien du Pont, Vicomte de Saux, he read, Colonel of the Regiment Flamande. He was killed, I think, at Minden. Knight of St. Louis and of the Kings Bedchamber. A handsome man, and doubtless a gallant gentleman. I never knew him.

I answered nothing, but my face began to burn as he passed to a third picture behind me. Antoine du Pont, Vicomte de Saux, he read, holding up the candle, Marshal and Peer of France, Knight of the Kings Orders, a Colonel of the Household and of the Kings Council. Died of the plague at Genoa in 1710. I think I have heard that he married a Rohan.

He looked long, then passed to the fourth wall, and stood a moment quite silent. And this one? he said at last. He, I think, has the noblest face of all. Antoine, Seigneur du Pont de Saux, of the Order of St. John of Jerusalem, Preceptor of the French tongue. Died at Valetta in the year after the Great Siege  of his wounds, some say; of incredible labours and exertions, say the Order. A Christian soldier.

It was the last picture, and, after gazing at it a moment, he brought the candle back and set it down with its two fellows on the shining table; that, with the panelled walls, swallowed up the light, and left only our faces white and bright, with a halo round them, and darkness behind them. He bowed to me. M. le Vicomte, he said at last, in a voice which shook a little, you come of a noble stock.

I shrugged my shoulders. It is known, I said. And for that?

I dare not advise you.

But the cause is good! I cried.

Yes, he answered slowly. I have been saying so all my life. I dare not say otherwise now. But  the cause of the people is the peoples. Leave it to the people.

You say that! I answered, staring at him, angry and perplexed. You, who have told me a hundred times that I am of the people! that the nobility are of the people; that there are only two things in France, the King and the people.

He smiled somewhat sadly; tapping on the table with his fingers. That was theory, he said. I try to put it into practice, and my heart fails me. Because I, too, have a little nobility, M. le Vicomte, and know what it is.

I dont understand you, I said in despair. You blow hot and cold, M. le Curé. I told you just now that I spoke for the people at the meeting of the noblesse, and you approved.

It was nobly done.

Yet now?

I say the same thing, Father Benôit answered, his fine face illumined with feeling. It was nobly done. Fight for the people, M. le Vicomte, but among your fellows. Let your voice be heard there, where all you will gain for yourself will be obloquy and black looks. But if it comes, if it has come, to a struggle between your class and the commons, between the nobility and the vulgar; if the noble must side with his fellows or take the peoples pay, then  Father Benôits voice trembled a little, and his thin white hand tapped softly on the table I would rather see you ranked with your kind.

Against the people?

Yes, against the people, he answered, shrinking a little.

I was astonished. Why, great heaven, I said, the smallest logic  

Ah! he answered, shaking his head sadly, and looking at me with kind eyes. There you beat me; logic is against me. Reason, too. The cause of the people, the cause of reform, of honesty, of cheap grain, of equal justice, must be a good one. And who forwards it must be in the right. That is so, M. le Vicomte. Nay, more than that. If the people are left to fight their battle alone the danger of excesses is greater. I see that. But instinct does not let me act on the knowledge.

Yet, M. de Mirabeau? I said. I have heard you call him a great man.

It is true, Father Benôit answered, keeping his eyes on mine, while he drummed softly on the table with his fingers.

I have heard you speak of him with admiration.

Often.

And of M. de Lafayette?

Yes.

And the Lameths?

M. le Curé nodded.

Yet all these, I said stubbornly, all these are nobles  nobles leading the people!

Yes, he said.

And you do not blame them?

No, I do not blame them.

Nay, you admire them! You admire them, Father, I persisted, glowering at him.

I know I do, he said. I know that I am weak and a fool. Perhaps worse, M. le Vicomte, in that I have not the courage of my convictions. But, though I admire those men, though I think them great and to be admired, I have heard men speak of them who thought otherwise; and  it may be weak  but I knew you as a boy, and I would not have men speak so of you. There are things we admire at a distance, he continued, looking at me a little drolly, to hide the affection that shone in his eyes, which we, nevertheless, do not desire to find in those we love. Odium heaped on a stranger is nothing to us; on our friends, it were worse than death.

He stopped, his voice trembling; and we were both silent for a while. Still, I would not let him see how much his words had touched me; and by-and-by  

But my father? I said. He was strongly on the side of reform!

Yes, by the nobles, for the people.

But the nobles have cast me out! I answered. Because I have gone a yard, I have lost all. Shall I not go two, and win all back?

Win all, he said softly but lose how much?

Yet if the people win? And you say they will?

Even then, Tribune of the People, he answered gently, and an outcast!

They were the very words I had applied to myself as I rode; and I started. With sudden vividness I saw the picture they presented; and I understood why Father Benôit had hesitated so long in my case. With the purest intentions and the most upright heart, I could not make myself other than what I was; I should rise, were my efforts crowned with success, to a point of splendid isolation; suspected by the people, whose benefactor I had been, hated and cursed by the nobles whom I had deserted.

Such a prospect would have been far from deterring some; and others it might have lured. But I found myself, in this moment of clear vision, no hero. Old prejudices stirred in the blood, old traditions, born of centuries of precedence and privilege, awoke in the memory. A shiver of doubt and mistrust  such as, I suppose, has tormented reformers from the first, and caused all but the hardiest to flinch  passed through me, as I gazed across the candles at the Curé. I feared the people  the unknown. The howl of exultation, that had rent the air in the Market-place at Cahors, the brutal cries that had hailed Gontauts fall, rang again in my ears. I shrank back, as a man shrinks who finds himself on the brink of an abyss, and through the wavering mist, parted for a brief instant by the wind, sees the cruel rocks and jagged points that wait for him below.

It was a moment of extraordinary prevision, and though it passed, and speedily left me conscious once more of the silent room and the good Curé  who affected to be snuffing one of the long candles  the effect it produced on my mind continued. After Father Benôit had taken his leave, and the house was closed, I walked for an hour up and down the walnut avenue; now standing to gaze between the open iron gates that gave upon the road; now turning my back on them, and staring at the grey, gaunt, steep-roofed house with its flanking tower and round tourelles.

Henceforth, I made up my mind, I would stand aside. I would welcome reform, I would do in private what I could to forward it; but I would not a second time set myself against my fellows. I had had the courage of my opinions. Henceforth, no man could say that I had hidden them, but after this I would stand aside and watch the course of events.

A cock crowed at the rear of the house  untimely; and across the hushed fields, through the dusk, came the barking of a distant dog. As I stood listening, while the solemn stars gazed down, the slight which St. Alais had put upon me dwindled  dwindled to its true dimensions. I thought of Mademoiselle Denise, of the bride I had lost, with a faint regret that was almost amusement. What would she think of this sudden rupture? I wondered. Of this strange loss of her fiancé? Would it awaken her curiosity, her interest? Or would she, fresh from her convent school, think that things in the world went commonly so  that fiancés came and passed, and receptions found their natural end in riot?

I laughed softly, pleased that I had made up my mind. But, had I known, as I listened to the rustling of the poplars in the road, and the sounds that came out of the darkened world beyond them, what was passing there  had I known that, I should have felt even greater satisfaction. For this was Wednesday, the 22nd of July; and that night Paris still palpitated after viewing strange things. For the first time she had heard the horrid cry, A la lanterne! and seen a man, old and white-headed, hanged, and tortured, until death freed him. She had seen another, the very Intendant of the City, flung down, trampled and torn to pieces in his own streets  publicly, in full day, in the presence of thousands. She had seen these things, trembling; and other things also  things that had made the cheeks of reformers grow pale, and betrayed to all thinking men that below Lafayette, below Bailly, below the Municipality and the Electoral Committee, roared and seethed the awakened forces of the Faubourgs, of St. Antoine, and St. Marceau!

What could be expected, what was to be expected, but that such outrages, remaining unpunished, should spread? Within a week the provinces followed the lead of Paris. Already, on the 21st the mob of Strasbourg had sacked the Hôtel de Ville and destroyed the Archives; and during the same week, the Bastilles at Bordeaux and Caen were taken and destroyed. At Rouen, at Rennes, at Lyons, at St. Malo, were great riots, with fighting; and nearer Paris, at Poissy, and St. Germain, the populace hung the millers. But, as far as Cahors was concerned, it was not until the astonishing tidings of the Kings surrender reached us, a few days later  tidings that on the 17th of July he had entered insurgent Paris, and tamely acquiesced in the destruction of the Bastille  it was not until that news reached us, and hard on its heels a rumour of the second rising on the 22nd, and the slaughter of Foulon and Berthier  it was not until then, I say, that the country round us began to be moved. Father Benôit, with a face of astonishment and doubt, brought me the tidings, and we walked on the terrace discussing it. Probably reports, containing more or less of the truth, had reached the city before, and, giving men something else to think of, had saved me from challenge or molestation. But, in the country where I had spent the week in moody unrest, and not unfrequently reversing in the morning the decision at which I had arrived in the night, I had heard nothing until the Curé came  I think on the morning of the 29th of July.

And what do you think now? I said thoughtfully, when I had listened to his tale.

Only what I did before, he answered stoutly. It has come. Without money, and therefore without soldiers who will fight, with a starving people, with mens minds full of theories and abstractions, that all tend towards change, what can a Government do?



Apparently it can cease to govern, I said tartly; and that is not what any one wants.

There must be a period of unrest, he replied, but less confidently. The forces of order, however, the forces of the law have always triumphed. I dont doubt that they will again.

After a period of unrest?

Yes, he answered. After a period of unrest. And, I confess, I wish that we were through that. But we must be of good heart, M. le Vicomte. We must trust the people; we must confide in their good sense, their capacity for government, their moderation  

I had to interrupt him. What is it, Gil? I said with a gesture of apology. The servant had come out of the house and was waiting to speak to me.

M. Doury, M. le Vicomte, from Cahors, he answered.

The inn-keeper?

Yes, Monsieur; and Buton. They ask to see you.

Together? I said. It seemed a strange conjunction.

Yes, Monsieur.

Well, show them here, answered, after consulting my companions face. But Doury? I paid my bill. What can he want?

We shall see, Father Benôit answered, his eyes on the door. Here they come. Ah! Now, M. le Vicomte, he continued in a lower tone, I feel less confident.

I suppose he guessed something akin to the truth; but for my part I was completely at a loss. The innkeeper, a sleek, complaisant man, of whom, though I had known him some years, I had never seen much beyond the crown of his head, nor ever thought of him as apart from his guests and his ordinary, wore, as he advanced, a strange motley of dignity and subservience; now strutting with pursed lips, and an air of extreme importance, and now stooping to bow in a shame-faced and half-hearted manner. His costume was as great a surprise as his appearance, for, instead of his citizens suit of black, he sported a blue coat with gold buttons, and a canary waistcoat, and he carried a gold-headed cane; sober splendours, which, nevertheless, paled before two large bunches of ribbons, white, red, and blue, which he wore, one on his breast, and one in his hat.

His companion, who followed a foot or two behind, his giant frame and sun-burned face setting off the citizens plumpness, was similarly bedizened. But though be-ribboned and in strange company, he was still Baton, the smith. His face reddened as he met my eyes, and he shielded himself as well as he could behind Dourys form.

Good-morning, Doury, I said. I could have laughed at the awkward complaisance of the mans manner, if something in the gravity of the Curés face had not restrained me. What brings you to Saux? I continued. And what can I do for you?

If it please you, M. le Vicomte, he began. Then he paused, and straightening himself  for habit had bent his back  he continued abruptly, Public business, Monsieur, with you on it.

With me? I said, amazed. On public business?

He smiled in a sickly way, but stuck to his text. Even so, Monsieur, he said. There are such great changes, and  and so great need of advice.

That I ought not to wonder at M. Doury seeking it at Saux?

Even so, Monsieur.

I did not try to hide my contempt and amusement; but shrugged my shoulders, and looked at the Curé.

Well, I said, after a moment of silence, and what is it? Have you been selling bad wine? Or do you want the number of courses limited by Act of the States General? Or  

Monsieur, he said, drawing himself up with an attempt at dignity, this is no time for jesting. In the present crisis inn-keepers have as much at stake as, with reverence, the noblesse; and deserted by those who should lead them  

What, the inn-keepers? I cried.

He grew as red as a beetroot. M. le Vicomte understands that I mean the people, he said stiffly. Who deserted, I say, by their natural leaders  

For instance?

M. le Duc dArtois, M. le Prince de Condé, M. le Duc de Polignac, M.  

Bah! I said. How have they deserted?

Pardieu, Monsieur! Have you not heard?

Have I not heard what?

That they have left France? That on the night of the 17th, three days after the capture of the Bastille, the princes of the blood left France by stealth, and  

Impossible! I said. Impossible! Why should they leave?

That is the very question, M. le Vicomte, he answered, with eager forwardness, that is being asked. Some say that they thought to punish Paris by withdrawing from it. Some that they did it to show their disapproval of his most gracious Majestys amnesty, which was announced on that day. Some that they stand in fear. Some even that they anticipated Foulons fate  

Fool! I cried, stopping him sternly  for I found this too much for my stomach you rave! Go back to your menus and your bouillis! What do you know about State affairs? Why, in my grandfathers time, I continued wrathfully, if you had spoken of princes of the blood after that fashion, you would have tasted bread and water for six months, and been lucky had you got off unwhipped!

He quailed before me, and forgetting his new part in old habits, muttered an apology. He had not meant to give offence, he said. He had not understood. Nevertheless, I was preparing to read him a lesson when, to my astonishment, Buton intervened.

But, Monsieur, that is thirty years back, he said doggedly.

What, villain? I exclaimed, almost breathless with astonishment, what do you in this galère?

I am with him, he answered, indicating his companion by a sullen gesture.

On State business?

Yes, Monsieur.

Why, mon Dieu, I cried, staring at them between amusement and incredulity, if this is true, why did you not bring the watch-dog as well! And Farmer Jeans ram? And the good-wifes cat? And M. Dourys turnspit? And  

M. le Curé touched my arm. Perhaps you had better hear what they have to say, he observed softly. Afterwards, M. le Vicomte  

I nodded sulkily. What is it, then? I said. Ask what you want to ask.

The Intendant has fled, Doury answered, recovering something of his lost dignity, and we are forming, in pursuance of advice received from Paris, and following the glorious example of that city, a Committee; a Committee to administer the affairs of the district. From that Committee, I, Monsieur, with my good friend here, have the honour to be a deputation.

With him? I said, unable to control myself longer. But, in heavens name, what has he to do with the Committee? Or the affairs of the district?

And I pointed with relentless finger at Buton, who reddened under his tan, and moved his huge feet uneasily, but did not speak.

He is a member of it, the inn-keeper answered, regarding his colleague with a side glance, which seemed to express anything but liking. This Committee, to be as perfect as possible, Monsieur le Vicomte will understand, must represent all classes.

Even mine, I suppose, I said, with a sneer.

It is on that business we have come, he answered awkwardly. To ask, in a word, M. le Vicomte, that you will allow yourself to be elected a member, and not only a member  

What elevation!

But President of the Committee.

After all  it was no more than I had been foreseeing! It had come suddenly, but in the main it was only that in sober fact which I had foreseen in a dream. Styled the mandate of the people, it had sounded well; by the mouth of Doury, the inn-keeper, Buton assessor, it jarred every nerve in me. I say, it should not have surprised me; while such things were happening in the world, with a King who stood by and saw his fortress taken, and his servants killed, and pardoned the rebels; with an Intendant of Paris slaughtered in his own streets; with rumours and riots in every province, and flying princes, and swinging millers, there was really nothing wonderful in the invitation. And now, looking back, I find nothing surprising in it. I have lived to see men of the same trade as Doury, stand by the throne, glittering in stars and orders; and a smith born in the forge sit down to dine with Emperors. But that July day on the terrace at Saux, the offer seemed of all farces the wildest, and of all impertinences the most absurd.

Thanks, Monsieur, I said, at last, when I had sufficiently recovered from my astonishment. If I understand you rightly, you ask me to sit on the same Committee with that man? And I pointed grimly to Buton. With the peasant born on my land, and subject yesterday to my justice? With the serf whom my fathers freed? With the workman living on my wages?

Doury glanced at his colleague. Well, M. le Vicomte, he said, with a cough, to be perfect, you understand, a Committee must represent all.

A Committee! I retorted, unable to repress my scorn. It is a new thing in France. And what is the perfect Committee to do?

Doury on a sudden recovered himself, and swelled with importance. The Intendant has fled, he said, and people no longer trust the magistrates. There are rumours of brigands, too; and corn is required. With all this the Committee must deal. It must take measures to keep the peace, to supply the city, to satisfy the soldiers, to hold meetings, and consider future steps. Besides, M. le Vicomte, he continued, puffing out his cheeks, it will correspond with Paris; it will administer the law; it will  

In a word, I said quietly, it will govern. The King, I suppose, having abdicated.

Doury shrank bodily, and even lost some of his colour. God forbid! he said, in a whining tone. It will do all in his Majestys name.

And by his authority?

The inn-keeper stared at me, startled and nonplussed; and muttered something about the people.

Ah! I said. It is the people who invite me to govern, then, is it? With an inn-keeper and a peasant? And other inn-keepers and peasants, I suppose? To govern! To usurp his Majestys functions? To supersede his magistrates; to bribe his forces? In a word, friend Doury, I continued suavely, to commit treason. Treason, you understand?

The inn-keeper did; and he wiped his forehead with a shaking hand, and stood, scared and speechless, looking at me piteously. A second time the blacksmith took it on himself to answer.

Monseigneur, he muttered, drawing his great black hand across his beard.

Buton, I answered suavely, permit me. For a man who aspires to govern the country, you are too respectful.

You have omitted one thing it is for the Committee to do, the smith answered hoarsely, looking  like a timid, yet sullen, dog  anywhere but in my face.

And that is?

To protect the Seigneurs.

I stared at him, between anger and surprise. This was a new light. After a pause, From whom? I said curtly.

Their people, he answered.

Their Butons, I said. I see. We are to be burned in our beds, are we?

He stood sulkily silent.

Thank you, Buton, I said. And that is your return for a winters corn. Thanks! In this world it is profitable to do good!

The man reddened through his tan, and on a sudden looked at me for the first time. You know that you lie, M. le Vicomte! he said.

Lie, sirrah? I cried.

Yes, Monsieur, he answered. You know that I would die for the seigneur, as much as if the iron collar were round my neck! That before fire touched the house of Saux it should burn me! That I am my lords man, alive and dead. But, Monseigneur, and, as he continued, he lowered his tone to one of earnestness, striking in a man so rough, there are abuses, and there must be an end of them. There are tyrants, and they must go. There are men and women and children starving, and there must be an end of that. There is grinding of the faces of the poor, Monseigneur  not here, but everywhere round us  and there must be an end of that. And the poor pay taxes and the rich go free; the poor make the roads, and the rich use them; the poor have no salt, while the King eats gold. To all these things there is now to be an end  quietly, if the seigneurs will  but an end. An end, Monseigneur, though we burn châteaux, he added grimly.


CHAPTER VI.

A MEETING IN THE ROAD.

The unlooked-for eloquence which rang in the blacksmiths words, and the assurance of his tone, no less than this startling disclosure of thoughts with which I had never dreamed of crediting him, or any peasant, took me so aback for a moment that I stood silent. Doury seized the occasion, and struck in.

You see now, M. le Vicomte, he said complacently, the necessity for such a Committee. The Kings peace must be maintained.

I see, I answered harshly, that there are violent men abroad, who were better in the stocks. Committee? Let the Kings officers keep the Kings peace! The proper machinery  

It is shattered!

The words were Dourys. The next moment he quailed at his presumption. Then let it be repaired! I thundered. Mon Dieu! that a set of tavern cooks and base-born rascals should go about the country prating of it, and prating to me! Go, I will have nothing to do with you or your Committee. Go, I say!

Nevertheless  a little patience, M. le Vicomte, he persisted, chagrin on his pale face nevertheless, if any of the nobility would give us countenance, you most of all  

There would then be some one to hang instead of Doury! I answered bluntly. Some one behind whom he could shield himself, and lesser villains hide. But I will not be the stalking-horse.

And yet, in other provinces, he answered desperately, his disappointment more and more pronounced, M. de Liancourt and M. de Rochefoucauld have not disdained to  

Nevertheless, I disdain! I retorted. And more, I tell you, and I bid you remember it, you will have to answer for the work you are doing. I have told you it is treason. It is treason; I will have neither act nor part in it. Now go.

There will be burning, the smith muttered.

Begone! I said sternly. If you do not  

Before the morn is old the sky will be red, he answered. On your head, Seigneur, be it!

I aimed a blow at him with my cane; but he avoided it with a kind of dignity, and stalked away, Doury following him with a pale, hang-dog face, and his finery sitting very ill upon him. I stood and watched them go, and then I turned to the Curé to hear what he had to say.

But I found him gone also. He, too, had slipped away; through the house, to intercept them at the gates, perhaps, and dissuade them. I waited for him, querulously tapping the walk with my stick, and watching the corner of the house. Presently he came round it, holding his hat an inch or two above his head, his lean, tall figure almost shadowless, for it was noon. I noticed that his lips moved as he came towards me; but, when I spoke, he looked up cheerfully.

Yes, he said in answer to my question, I went through the house, and stopped them.

It would be useless, I said. Men so mad as to think that they could replace his Majestys Government with a Committee of smiths and pastrycooks  

I have joined it, he answered, smiling faintly.

The Committee? I ejaculated, breathless with surprise.

Even so.

Impossible!

Why? he said quietly. Have I not always predicted this day? Is not this what Rousseau, with his Social Contract, and Beaumarchais, with his Figaro, and every philosopher who ever repeated the one, and every fine lady who ever applauded the other, have been teaching? Well, it has come, and I have advised you, M. le Vicomte, to stand by your order. But I, a poor man, I stand by mine. And for the Committee of what seems to you, my friend, impossible people, is not any kind of government  this more warmly, and as if he were arguing with himself better than none? Understand, Monsieur, the old machinery has broken down. The Intendant has fled. The people defy the magistrates. The soldiers side with the people. The huissiers and tax collectors are  the Good God knows where!

Then, I said indignantly, it is time for the gentry to  

Take the lead and govern? he rejoined. By whom? A handful of servants and game-keepers? Against the people? against such a mob as you saw in the Square at Cahors? Impossible, Monsieur.

But the world seems to be turning upside down, I said helplessly.

The greater need of a strong unchanging holdfast  not of the world, he answered reverently; and he lifted his hat a moment from his head and stood in thought. Then he continued: However, the matter is this. I hear from Doury that the gentry are gathering at Cahors, with the view of combining, as you suggest, and checking the people. Now, it must be useless, and it may be worse. It may lead to the very excesses they would prevent.

In Cahors?

No, in the country. Buton, be sure, did not speak without warrant. He is a good man, but he knows some who are not, and there are lonely châteaux in Quercy, and dainty women who have never known the touch of a rough hand, and  and children.

But, I cried aghast, do you fear a Jacquerie?

God knows, he answered solemnly. The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the childrens teeth are set on edge. How many years have men spent at Versailles the peasants blood, life, bone, flesh! To pay back at last, it may be, of their own! But God forbid, Monsieur, God forbid. Yet, if ever  it comes now.

* * * * *

When he was gone I could not rest. His words had raised a fever in me. What might not be afoot, what might not be going on, while I lay idle? And, presently, to quench my thirst for news, I mounted and rode out on the way to Cahors. The day was hot, the time for riding ill-chosen; but the exercise did me good. I began to recover from the giddiness of thought into which the Curés fears, coming on the top of Butons warning, had thrown me. For a while I had seen things with their eyes; I had allowed myself to be carried away by their imaginations; and the prospect of a France ruled by a set of farriers and postillions had not seemed so bizarre as it began to look, now that I had time, mounting the long hill, which lies one league from Saux and two from Cahors, to consider it calmly. For a moment, the wild idea of a whole gentry fleeing like hares before their peasantry, had not seemed so very wild.

Now, on reflection, beginning to see things in their normal sizes, I called myself a simpleton. A Jacquerie? Three centuries and more had passed since France had known the thing in the dark ages. Could any, save a child alone in the night, or a romantic maiden solitary in her rock castle, dream of its recurrence? True, as I skirted St. Alais, which lies a little aside from the road, at the foot of the hill, I saw at the village-turning a sullen group of faces that should have been bent over the hoe; a group, gloomy, discontented, waiting  waiting, with shock heads and eyes glittering under low brows, for God knows what. But I had seen such a gathering before; in bad times, when seed was lacking, or when despair, or some excessive outrage on the part of the fermier, had driven the peasants to fold their hands and quit the fields. And always it had ended in nothing, or a hanging at most. Why should I suppose that anything would come of it now, or that a spark in Paris must kindle a fire here?

In fact, I as good as made up my mind; and laughed at my simplicity. The Curé had let his predictions run away with him, and Butons ignorance and credulity had done the rest. What, I now saw, could be more absurd than to suppose that France, the first, the most stable, the most highly civilised of States, wherein for two centuries none had resisted the royal power and stood, could become in a moment the theatre of barbarous excesses? What more absurd than to conceive it turned into the Petit Trianon of a gang of rôturiers and canaille?

At this point in my thoughts I broke off, for, as I reached it, a coach came slowly over the ridge before me and began to descend the road. For a space it hung clear-cut against the sky, the burly figure of the coachman and the heads of the two lackeys who swung behind it visible above the hood. Then it began to drop down cautiously towards me. The men behind sprang down and locked the wheels, and the lumbering vehicle slid and groaned downwards, the wheelers pressing back, the leading horses tossing their heads impatiently. The road there descends not in lacets, but straight, for nearly half a mile between poplars; and on the summer air the screaming of the wheels and the jingling of the harness came distinctly to the ear.

Presently I made out that the coach was Madame St. Alais; and I felt inclined to turn and avoid it. But the next moment pride came to my aid, and I shook my reins and went on to meet it.

I had scarcely seen a person except Father Benôit since the affair at Cahors, and my cheek flamed at the thought of the rencontre before me. For the same reason the coach seemed to come on very slowly; but at last I came abreast of it, passed the straining horses, and looked into the carriage with my hat in my hand, fearing that I might see Madame, hoping I might see Louis, ready with a formal salute at least. Politeness required no less.

But sitting in the place of honour, instead of M. le Marquis, or his mother, or M. le Comte, was one little figure throned in the middle of the seat; a little figure with a pale inquiring face that blushed scarlet at sight of me, and eyes that opened wide with fright, and lips that trembled piteously. It was Mademoiselle!

Had I known a moment earlier that she was in the carriage and alone, I should have passed by in silence; as was doubtless my duty after what had happened. I was the last person who should have intruded on her. But the men, grinning, I dare say, at the encounter  for probably Madames treatment of me was the talk of the house  had drawn up, and I had reined up instinctively; so that before I quite understood that she was alone, save for two maids who sat with their backs to the horses, we were gazing at one another  like two fools!

Mademoiselle! I said.

Monsieur! she answered mechanically.

Now, when I had said that, I had said all that I had a right to say. I should have saluted, and gone on with that. But something impelled me to add Mademoiselle is going  to St. Alais?

Her lips moved, but I heard no sound. She stared at me like one under a spell. The elder of her women, however, answered for her, and said briskly:  

Ah, oui, Monsieur.

And Madame de St. Alais?

Madame remains at Cahors, the woman answered in the same tone, with M. le Marquis, who has business.

Then, at any rate, I should have gone on; but the girl sat looking at me, silent and blushing; and something in the picture, something in the thought of her arriving alone and unprotected at St. Alais, taken with a memory of the lowering faces I had seen in the village, impelled me to stand and linger; and finally to blurt out what I had in my mind.

Mademoiselle, I said impulsively, ignoring her attendants, if you will take my advice  you will not go on.

One of the women muttered Ma foi! under her breath. The other said Indeed! and tossed her head impertinently. But Mademoiselle found her voice.

Why, Monsieur? she said clearly and sweetly, her eyes wide with a surprise that for the moment overcame her shyness.

Because, I answered diffidently  I repented already that I had spoken the state of the country is such  I mean that Madame la Marquise scarcely understands perhaps that  that  

What, Monsieur? Mademoiselle asked primly.

That at St. Alais, I stammered, there is a good deal of discontent, Mademoiselle, and  

At St. Alais? she said.

In the neighbourhood, I should have said, I answered awkwardly. And  and in fine, I continued very much embarrassed, it would be better, in my poor opinion, for Mademoiselle to turn and  

Accompany Monsieur, perhaps? one of the women said; and she giggled insolently.

Mademoiselle St. Alais flashed a look at the offender, that made me wink. Then with her cheeks burning, she said:  

Drive on!

I was foolish and would not let ill alone. But, Mademoiselle, I said, a thousand pardons, but  

Drive on! she repeated; this time in a tone, which, though it was still sweet and clear, was not to be gainsaid. The maid who had not offended  the other looked no little scared  repeated the order, the coach began to move, and in a moment I was left in the road, sitting on my horse with my hat in my hand, and looking foolishly at nothing.

The straight road running down between lines of poplars, the descending coach, lurching and jolting as it went, the faces of the grinning lackeys as they looked back at me through the dust  I well remember them all. They form a picture strangely vivid and distinct in that gallery where so many more important have faded into nothingness. I was hot, angry, vexed with myself; conscious that I had trespassed beyond the becoming, and that I more than deserved the repulse I had suffered. But through all ran a thread of a new feeling  a quite new feeling. Mademoiselles face moved before my eyes  showing through the dust; her eyes full of dainty surprise, or disdain as delicate, accompanied me as I rode. I thought of her, not of Buton or Doury, the Committee or the Curé, the heat or the dull road. I ceased to speculate except on the chances of a peasant rising. That, that alone assumed a new and more formidable aspect; and became in a moment imminent and probable. The sight of Mademoiselles childish face had given a reality to Butons warnings, which all the Curés hints had failed to impart to them.

So much did the thought now harass me, that to escape it I shook up my horse, and cantered on, Gil and André following, and wondering, doubtless, why I did not turn. But, wholly taken up with the horrid visions which the blacksmiths words had called up, I took no heed of time until I awoke to find myself more than half-way on the road to Cahors, which lies three leagues and a mile from Saux. Then I drew rein and stood in the road, in a fit of excitement and indecision. Within the half-hour I might be at Madame St. Alais door in Cahors, and, whatever happened then, I should have no need to reproach myself. Or in a little more I might be at home, ingloriously safe.

Which was it to be? The moment, though I did not know it, was fateful. On the one hand, Mademoiselles face, her beauty, her innocence, her helplessness, pleaded with me strangely, and dragged me on to give the warning. On the other, my pride urged me to return, and avoid such a reception as I had every reason to expect.

In the end I went on. In less than half an hour I had crossed the Valaridré bridge.

Yet it must not be supposed that I decided without doubt, or went forward without misgiving. The taunts and sneers to which Madame had treated me were too recent for that; and a dozen times pride and resentment almost checked my steps, and I turned and went home again. On each occasion, however, the ugly faces and brutish eyes I had seen in the village rose before me; I remembered the hatred in which Gargouf, the St. Alais steward, was held; I pictured the horrors that might be enacted before help could come from Cahors; and I went on.

Yet with a mind made up to ridicule; which even the crowded streets, when I reached them, failed to relieve, though they wore an unmistakable air of excitement. Groups of people, busily conversing, were everywhere to be seen; and in two or three places men were standing on stools  in a fashion then new to me  haranguing knots of idlers. Some of the shops were shut, there were guards before others, and before the bakehouses. I remarked a great number of journals and pamphlets in mens hands, and that where these were, the talk rose loudest. In some places, too, my appearance seemed to create excitement, but this was of a doubtful character, a few greeting me respectfully, while more stared at me in silence. Several asked me, as I passed, if I brought news, and seemed disappointed when I said I did not; and at two points a handful of people hooted me.

This angered me a little, but I forgot it in a thing still more surprising. Presently, as I rode, I heard my name called; and turning, found M. de Gontaut hurrying after me as fast as his dignity and lameness would permit. He leaned, as usual, on the arm of a servant, his other hand holding a cane and snuff-box; and two stout fellows followed him. I had no reason to suppose that he would appreciate the service I had done him more highly, or acknowledge it more gratefully, than on the day of the riot; and my surprise was great when he came up, his face all smiles.

Nothing, for months, has given me so much pleasure as this, he said, saluting me with overwhelming cordiality. By my faith, M. le Vicomte, you have outdone us all! You will have such a reception yonder! and you have brought two good knaves, I see. It is not fair, he continued, nodding his head with senile jocularity. I declare it is not fair. But you know the text? There is more joy in heaven over one sinner that repenteth than   Ha! ha! Well, we must not be jealous. You have taught them a lesson; and now we are united.

But, M. le Baron, I said in amazement, as, obeying his gesture, I moved on, while he limped jauntily beside me, I do not understand you in the least!

You dont?

No! I said.

Ah! you did not think that we should hear it so soon, he replied, shaking his head sagely. Oh, I can tell you we are well provided. The campaign has begun, and the information department has not been neglected. Little escapes us, and we shall soon set these rogues right. But, for the fact, that damned rascal Doury let it out. I hear you told them some fine home-truths. A Committee, the insolents! And in our teeth! But you gave them a sharp set-back, I hear, M. le Vicomte. If you had joined it, now  

He stopped abruptly. A man crossing the street had slightly jostled him. The old noble lost his temper, and on the instant raised his stick with a passionate oath, and the man cowered away begging his pardon. But M. de Gontaut was not to be appeased.

Vagabond! he cried after him, in a voice trembling with rage, you would throw me down again, would you? We will put you in your place by-and-by. We will; why, Dieu! when I was young  

But, M. le Baron, I said to divert his attention, for two or three bystanders were casting ugly looks at us, and I saw that it needed little to bring about a fracas, are you quite sure that we shall be able to keep them in check?

The old noble still trembled, but he drew himself up with a gesture of pathetic gallantry.

You shall see! he cried. When it comes to hard knocks, you shall see, Monsieur. But here we are; and there is Madame St. Alais on the balcony with some of her bodyguard. He paused to kiss his hand, with the air of a Polignac. Up there, M. le Vicomte, you will see what you will see, he continued. And I  I shall be in luck, too, for I have brought you.

It seemed to me more like a dream than a reality. A fortnight before, I had been spurned from this house with insults; I had been bidden never to enter it again. Now, on the balconies, from which pretty faces and powdered heads looked down, handkerchiefs fluttered to greet me. On the stairs, which, crowded with servants and lackeys, shook under the constant stream of comers and goers, I was received with a hum of applause. In every corner snuff-boxes were being tapped and canes handled; the flashing of roguish eyes behind fans vied with the glitter of mirrors. And through all a lane was made for me. At the door Louis met me. A little farther on, Madame came half-way across the room to me. It was a triumph  a triumph which I found inexplicable, unintelligible, until I learned that the rebuff which I had administered to the deputation had been exaggerated a dozen times, nay, a hundred times, until it met even the wishes of the most violent; while the sober and thoughtful were too glad to hail in my adhesion the proof of that reaction, which the Royalist party, from the first day of the troubles, never ceased to expect.

No wonder that, taken by surprise and intoxicated with incense, I let myself go. To have declared in that company and with Madames gracious words in my ears, that I had not come to join them, that I had come on a different errand altogether, that though I had repelled the deputation I had no intention of acting against it, would have required a courage and a hardness I could not boast; while the circumstances of the deputation, Dourys presumption and Butons hints, to say nothing of the violence of the Parisian mob, had not failed to impress me unfavourably. With a thousand others who had prepared themselves to welcome reform, I recoiled when I saw the lengths to which it was tending; and, though nothing had been farther from my mind when I entered Cahors than to join myself to the St. Alais faction, I found it impossible to reject their apologies on the spot, or explain on the instant the real purpose with which I had come to them.

I was, in fact, the sport of circumstances; weak, it will be said, in the wrong place and stubborn in the wrong; betraying a boys petulance at one time, and a boys fickleness at another; and now a tool and now a churl. Perhaps truly. But it was a time of trial; nor was I the only man or the oldest man who, in those days, changed his opinions, and again within the week went back; or who found it hard to find a cockade, white, black, red or tricolour, to his taste.

Besides, flattery is sweet, and I was young; moreover, I had Mademoiselle in my head and nothing could exceed Madames graciousness. I think she valued me the more for my late revolt, and prided herself on my reduction in proportion as I had shown myself able to resist.

Few words are better, M. le Vicomte, she said, with a dignity which honoured me equally with herself. Many things have happened since I saw you. We are neither of us quite of the same opinion. Forgive me. A womans word and a mans sword do no dishonour.

I bowed, blushing with pleasure. After a fortnight spent in solitude these moving groups, bowing, smiling, talking in low, earnest tones of the one purpose, the one aim, had immense influence with me. I felt the contagion. I let Madame take me into her confidence.

The King  it was always the King with her in a week or two the King will assert himself. As yet his ear has been abused. It will pass; in the meantime we must take our proper places. We must arm our servants and keepers, repress disorder and resist encroachment.

And the Committee, Madame?

She tapped me, smiling, with the ends of her dainty fingers.

We will treat it as you treated it, she said.

You think that you will be strong enough?

We, she answered.

We? I said, correcting myself with a blush.

Why not? How can it be otherwise? she replied, looking proudly round her. Can you look round and doubt it, M. le Vicomte?

But France? I said.

We are France, she retorted with a superb gesture.

And certainly the splendid crowd that filled her rooms was almost warrant for the words; a crowd of stately men and fair women such as I have only seen once or twice since those days. Under the surface there may have been pettiness and senility; the exhaustion of vice; jealousy and lukewarmness and dissension; but the powder and patches, the silks and velvets of the old régime, gave to all a semblance of strength, and at least the appearance of dignity. If few were soldiers, all wore swords and could use them. The fact that the small sword, so powerful a weapon in the duel, is useless against a crowd armed with stones and clubs had not yet been made clear. Nothing seemed more easy than for two or three hundred swordsmen to rule a province.

At any rate I found nothing but what was feasible in the notion; and with little real reluctance, if no great enthusiasm, I pinned on the white cockade. Putting all thoughts of present reform from my mind, I agreed that order  order was the one pressing need of the country.

On that all were agreed, and all were hopeful. I heard no misgivings, but a good deal of vapouring, in which poor M. de Gontaut, with the palsy almost upon him, had his part. No one dropped a hint of danger in the country, or of a revolt of the peasants. Even to me, as I stood in the brilliant crowd, the danger grew to seem so remote and unreal, that, delicacy as well as the fear of ridicule, kept me silent. I could not speak of Mademoiselle without awkwardness, and so the warning which I had come to give died on my lips. I saw that I should be laughed at, I fancied myself deceived, and I was silent.

It was only when, after promising to return next day, I stood at the door prepared to leave, and found myself alone with Louis, that I let a word fall. Then I asked him with a little hesitation if he thought that his sister was quite safe at St. Alais.

Why not? he said easily, with his hand on my shoulder.

The trouble is not in the town only, I hinted. Nor perhaps the worst of the trouble.

He shrugged his shoulders. You think too much of it, mon cher, he answered. Believe me, now that we are at one the trouble is over.

And that was the evening of the 4th of August, the day on which the Assembly in Paris renounced at a single sitting all immunities, exemptions, and privileges, all feudal dues, and fines, and rights, all tolls, all tithes, the salt tax, the game laws, capitaineries! At one sitting, on that evening; and Louis thought that the trouble was over!


CHAPTER VII.

THE ALARM.

At that time, a brazier in the market-place, and three or four lanterns at street crossings, made up the most of the public lighting. When I paused, therefore, to breathe my horse on the brow of the slope, beyond the Valandré bridge, and looked back on Cahors, I saw only darkness, broken here and there by a blur of yellow light; that still, by throwing up a fragment of wall or eaves, told in a mysterious way of the sleeping city.

The river, a faint, shimmering line, conjectured rather than seen, wound round all. Above, clouds were flying across the sky, and a wind, cold for the time of year  cold, at least, after the heat of the day  chilled the blood, and slowly filled the mind with the solemnity of night.

As I stood listening to the breathing of the horses, the excitement in which I had passed the last few hours died away, and left me wondering  wondering, and a little regretful. The exaltation gone, I found the scene I had just left flavourless; I even presently began to find it worse. Some false note in the cynical, boastful voices and the selfish  the utterly selfish  plans, to which I had been listening for hours, made itself heard in the stillness. Madames We are France, which had sounded well amid the lights and glitter of the salon, among laces and fripons and rose-pink coats, seemed folly in the face of the infinite night, behind which lay twenty-five millions of Frenchmen.

However, what I had done, I had done. I had the white cockade on my breast; I was pledged to order  and to my order. And it might be the better course. But, with reflection, enthusiasm faded; and, by some strange process, as it faded, and the scene in which I had just taken part lost its hold, the errand that had brought me to Cahors recovered importance. As Madame St. Alais influence grew weak, the memory of Mademoiselle, sitting lonely and scared in her coach, grew vivid, until I turned my horse fretfully, and endeavoured to lose the thought in rapid movement.

But it is not so easy to escape from oneself at night, as in the day. The soughing of the wind through the chestnut trees, the drifting clouds, and the sharp ring of hoofs on the road, all laid as it were a solemn finger on the pulses and stilled them. The men behind me talked in sleepy voices, or rode silently. The town lay a hundred leagues behind. Not a light appeared on the upland. In the world of night through which we rode, a world of black, mysterious bulks rising suddenly against the grey sky, and as suddenly sinking, we were the only inhabitants.

At last we reached the hill above St. Alais, and I looked eagerly for lights in the valley; forgetting that, as it wanted only an hour of midnight, the village would have retired hours before. The disappointment, and the delay  for the steepness of the hill forbade any but a walking pace  fretted me; and when I heard, a moment later, a certain noise behind me, a noise I knew only too well, I flared up.

Stay, fool! I cried, reining in my horse, and turning in the saddle. That mare has broken her shoe again, and you are riding on as if nothing were the matter! Get down  and see. Do you think that I  

Pardon, Monsieur, Gil muttered. He had been sleeping in his saddle.

He scrambled down. The mare he rode, a valuable one, had a knack of breaking her hind shoe; after which she never failed to lame herself at the first opportunity. Buton had tried every method of shoeing, but without success.

I sprang to the ground while he lifted the foot. My ear had not deceived me; the shoe was broken. Gil tried to remove the jagged fragment left on the hoof, but the mare was restive, and he had to desist.

She cannot go to Saux in that state, I said angrily.

The men were silent for a moment, peering at the mare. Then Gil spoke.

The St. Alais forge is not three hundred yards down the lane, Monsieur, he said. And the turn is yonder. We could knock up Petit Jean, and get him to bring his pincers here. Only  

Only what? I said peevishly.

I quarrelled with him at Cahors Fair, Monsieur, Gil answered sheepishly; and he might not come for us.

Very well, I said gruffly, I will go. And do you stay here, and keep the mare quiet.

André held the stirrup for me to mount. The smithy, the first hovel in the village, was a quarter of a mile away, and, in reason, I should have ridden to it. But, in my irritation, I was ready to do anything they did not propose, and, roughly rejecting his help, I started on foot. Fifty paces brought me to the branch road that led to St. Alais, and, making out the turning with a little difficulty, I plunged into it; losing, in a moment, the cheerful sound of jingling bits and the murmur of the mens voices.

Poplars rose on high banks on either side of the lane, and made the place as dark as a pit, and I had almost to grope my way. A stumble added to my irritation, and I cursed the St. Alais for the ruts, and the moon for its untimely setting. The ceaseless whispering of the poplar leaves went with me, and, in some unaccountable way, annoyed me. I stumbled again, and swore at Gil, and then stopped to listen. I was in the road, and yet I heard the jingling of bits again, as if the horses were following me.

I stopped angrily to listen, thinking that the men had disobeyed my orders. Then I found that the sound came from the front, and was heavier and harder than the ringing of bit or bridle. I groped my way forward, wondering somewhat, until a faint, ruddy light, shining on the darkness and the poplars, prepared me for the truth  welcome, though it seemed of the strangest  that the forge was at work.

As I took this in, I turned a corner, and came within sight of the smithy; and stood in astonishment. The forge was in full blast. Two hammers were at work; I could see them rising and falling, and hear, though they seemed to be muffled, the rhythmical jarring clang as they struck the metal. The ruddy glare of the fire flooded the road and burnished the opposite trees, and flung long, black shadows on the sky.

Such a sight filled me with the utmost astonishment, for it was nearly midnight. Fortunately something else I saw astonished me still more, and stayed my foot. Between the point where I stood by the hedge and the forge a number of men were moving, and flitting to and fro; men with bare arms and matted heads, half-naked, with skins burned black. It would have been hard to count them, they shifted so quickly; and I did not try. It was enough for me that one half of them carried pikes and pitchforks, that one man seemed to be detailing them into groups, and giving them directions; and that, notwithstanding the occasional jar of the hammers, an air of ferocious stealth marked their movements.

For a moment I stood rooted to the spot. Then, instinctively, I stepped aside into the shadow of the hedge, and looked again. The man who acted as the leader carried an axe on his shoulder, the broad blade of which, as it caught the glow of the furnace, seemed to be bathed in blood. He was never still  this man. One moment he moved from group to group, gesticulating, ordering, encouraging. Now he pulled a man out of one troop and thrust him forcibly into another; now he made a little speech, which was dumb play to me, a hundred paces away; now he went into the forge, and his huge bulk for a moment intercepted the light. It was Petit Jean, the smith.

I made use of the momentary darkness which he caused on one of these occasions, and stole a little nearer. For I knew now what was before me. I knew perfectly that all this meant blood, fire, outrage, flames rising to heaven, screams startling the stricken night! But I must know more, if I would do anything. I went nearer therefore, creeping along the hedge, and crouching in the ditch, until no more than twelve yards separated me from the muster. Then I stood still, as Petit Jean came out again, to distribute another bundle of weapons, clutched instantly and eagerly by grimy hands. I could hear now, and I shuddered at what I heard. Gargouf was in every mouth. Gargouf, the St. Alais steward, coupled with grisly tortures and slow deaths, with old sins, and outrages, and tyrannies, now for the first time voiced, now to be expiated!

At last, one man laid the torch by crying aloud, To the Château! To the Château! and in an instant the words changed the feelings with which I had hitherto stared into immediate horror. I started forward. My impulse, for a moment, was to step into the light and confront them  to persuade, menace, cajole, turn them any way from their purpose. But, in the same moment, reflection showed me the hopelessness of the attempt. These were no longer peasants, dull, patient clods, such as I had known all my life; but maddened beasts; I read it in their gestures and the growl of their voices. To step forward would be only to sacrifice myself; and with this thought I crept back, gained the deeper shadow, and, turning on my heel, sped down the lane. The ruts and the darkness were no longer anything to me. If I stumbled, I did not notice it. If I fell, it was no matter. In less than a minute I was standing, breathless, by the astonished servants, striving to tell them quickly what they must do.

The village is rising! I panted. They are going to burn the Château, and Mademoiselle is in it! Gil, ride, gallop, lose not a minute, to Cahors, and tell M. le Marquis. He must bring what forces he can. And do you, André, go to Saux. Tell Father Benôit. Bid him do his utmost  bring all he can.

For answer, they stared, open-mouthed, through the dusk. And the mare, Monsieur? one asked at last dully.

Fool! let her go! I cried. The mare? Do you understand? The Château is  

And you, Monsieur?

I am going to the house by the garden wing. Now go! Go, men! I continued. A hundred livres to each of you if the house is saved!

I said the house because I dared not speak what was really in my mind; because I dared not picture the girl, young, helpless, a woman, in the hands of those monsters. Yet it was that which goaded me now, it was that which gave me such strength that, before the men had ridden many yards, I had forced my way through the thick fence, as if it had been a mass of cobwebs. Once on the other side, in the open, I hastened across one field and a second, skirted the village, and made for the gardens which abutted on the east wing of the Château. I knew these well; the part farthest from the house, and most easy of entrance, was a wilderness, in which I had often played as a child. There was no fence round this, except a wooden paling, and none between it and the more orderly portion; while a side door opened from the latter into a passage leading to the great hall of the Château. The house, a long, regular building, reared by the Marquiss father, was composed of two wings and a main block. All faced the end of the village street at a distance of a hundred paces; a wide, dusty, ill-planted avenue leading from the iron gates, which stood always open, to the state entrance.

The rioters had only a short distance to go, therefore, and no obstacle between them and the house; none when they reached it of greater consequence than ordinary doors and shutters, should the latter be closed. As I ran, I shuddered to think how defenceless all lay; and how quickly the wretches, bursting in the doors, would overrun the shining parquets, and sweep up the spacious staircase.

The thought added wings to my feet. I had farther to go than they had, and over hedges, but before the first sounds of their approach reached the house I was already in the wilderness, and forcing my way through it, stumbling over stumps and bushes, falling more than once, covered with dust and sweat, but still pushing on.

At last I sprang into the open garden, with its shadowy walks, and nymphs, and fauns; and looked towards the village. A dull red light was beginning to show among the trunks of the avenue; a murmur of voices sounded in the distance. They were coming! I wasted no more than a single glance; then I ran down the walk, between the statues. In a moment I passed into the darker shadow under the house, I was at the door. I thrust my shoulder against it. It resisted; it resisted! and every moment was precious. I could no longer see the approaching lights nor hear the voices of the crowd  the angle of the house intervened; but I could imagine only too vividly how they were coming on; I fancied them already at the great door.

I hammered on the panels with my fist; then I fumbled for the latch, and found it. It rose, but the door held. I shook it. I shook it again in a frenzy; at last, forgetting caution, I shouted  shouted more loudly. Then, after an age, as it seemed to me, standing panting in the darkness, I heard halting footsteps come along the passage, and saw a line of light grow, and brighten under the door. At last a quavering voice asked:  

Who is it?

M. de Saux, I answered impatiently. M. de Saux! Let me in. Let me in, do you hear? And I struck the panels wrathfully.

Monsieur, the voice answered, quavering more and more, is there anything the matter?

Matter? They are going to burn the house, fool! I cried. Open! open! if you do not wish to be burned in your beds!

For a moment I fancied that the man still hesitated. Then he unbarred. In a twinkling I was inside, in a narrow passage, with dingy, stained walls. An old man, lean-jawed and feeble, an old valet whom I had often seen at worsted work in the ante-room, confronted me, holding an iron candlestick. The light shook in his hands, and his jaw fell as he looked at me. I saw that I had nothing to expect from him, and I snatched the bar from his hands, and set it back in its place myself. Then I seized the light.

Quick! I said passionately. To your mistress.

Monsieur?

Upstairs! Upstairs!

He had more to say, but I did not wait to hear it. Knowing the way, and having the candle, I left him, and hurried along the passage. Stumbling over three or four mattresses that lay on the floor, doubtless for the servants, I reached the hall. Here my taper shone a mere speck in a cavern of blackness; but it gave me light enough to see that the door was barred, and I turned to the staircase. As I set my foot on the lowest step the old valet, who was following me as fast as his trembling legs would carry him, blundered against a spinning-wheel that stood in the hall. It fell with a clatter, and in a moment a chorus of screams and cries broke out above. I sprang up the stairs three at a stride, and on the lobby came on the screamers  a terrified group, whose alarm the doubtful light of a tallow candle, that stood beside them on the floor, could not exaggerate. Nearest to me stood an old footman and a boy  their terror-stricken eyes met mine as I mounted the last stairs. Behind them, and crouching against a tapestry-covered seat that ran along the wall, were the rest; three or four women, who shrieked and hid their faces in one anothers garments. They did not look up or take any heed of me; but continued to scream steadily.

The old man with a quavering oath tried to still them.

Where is Gargouf? I asked him.

He has gone to fasten the back doors, Monsieur, he answered.

And Mademoiselle?

She is yonder.

He turned as he spoke; and I saw behind him a heavy curtain hiding the oriel window of the lobby. It moved while I looked, and Mademoiselle emerged from its folds, her small, childish face pale, but strangely composed. She wore a light, loose robe, hastily arranged, and had her hair hanging free at her back. In the gloom and confusion, which the feeble candles did little to disperse, she did not at first see me.

Has Gargouf come back? she asked.

No, Mademoiselle, but  

The man was going to point me out; she interrupted him with a sharp cry of anger.

Stop these fools, she said. Oh, stop these fools! I cannot hear myself speak. Let some one call Gargouf! Is there no one to do anything?

One of the old men pottered off to do it, leaving her standing in the middle of the terror-stricken group; a white pathetic little figure, keeping fear at bay with both hands. The dark curtains behind threw her face and form into high relief; but admiration was the last thought in my mind.

Mademoiselle, I said, you must fly by the garden door.

She started and stared at me, her eyes dilating.

Monsieur de Saux, she muttered. Are you here? I do not  I do not understand. I thought  

The village is rising, I said. In a moment they will be here.

They are here already, she answered faintly.

She meant only that she had seen their approach from the window; but a dull murmur that at the moment rose on the air outside, and penetrating the walls, grew each instant louder and more sinister, seemed to give another significance to her words. The women listened with white faces, then began to scream afresh. A reckless movement of one of them dashed out the nearer of the two lights. The old man who had admitted me began to whimper.

O mon Dieu! I cried fiercely, can no one still these cravens? For the noise almost robbed me of the power of thought, and never had thought been more necessary. Be still, fools, I continued, no one will hurt you. And do you, Mademoiselle, please to come with me. There is not a moment to be lost. The garden by which I entered  

But she looked at me in such a way that I stopped.

Is it necessary to go? she said doubtfully. Is there no other way, Monsieur?

The noise outside was growing louder. What men have you? I said.

Here is Gargouf, she answered promptly. He will tell you.

I turned to the staircase and saw the stewards face, at all times harsh and grim, rising out of the well of the stairs. He had a candle in one hand and a pistol in the other; and his features as his eyes met mine wore an expression of dogged anger, the sight of which drew fresh cries from the women. But I rejoiced to see him, for he at least betrayed no signs of flinching. I asked him what men he had.

You see them, he answered drily, betraying no surprise at my presence.

Only these?

There were three more, he said. But I found the doors unbarred, and the men gone. I am keeping this, he continued, with a dark glance at his pistol, for one of them.

Mademoiselle must go! I said.

He shrugged his shoulders with an indifference that maddened me. How? he asked.

By the garden door.

They are there. The house is surrounded.

I cried out at that in despair; and on the instant, as if to give point to his words, a furious blow fell on the great doors below, and awakening every echo in the house, proclaimed that the moment was come. A second shock followed; then a rain of blows. While the maids shrieked and clung to one another, I looked at Mademoiselle, and she at me.

We must hide you, I muttered.

No, she said.

There must be some place, I said, looking round me desperately, and disregarding her answer. The noise of the blows was deafening. In the  

I will not hide, Monsieur, she answered. Her cheeks were white, and her eyes seemed to flicker with each blow. But the maiden who had been dumb before me a few days earlier was gone; in her place I saw Mademoiselle de St. Alais, conscious of a hundred ancestors. They are our people. I will meet them, she continued, stepping forward bravely, though her lip trembled. Then if they dare  

They are mad, I answered. They are mad! Yet it is a chance; and we have few! If I can get to them before they break in, I may do something. One moment, Mademoiselle; screen the light, will you?

Some one did so, and I turned feverishly and caught hold of the curtain. But Gargouf was before me. He seized my arm, and for the moment checked me.

What is it? What are you going to do? he growled.

Speak to them from the window.

They will not listen.

Still I will try. What else is there?

Lead and iron, he answered in a tone that made me shiver. Here are M. le Marquiss sporting guns; they shoot straight. Take one, M. le Vicomte; I will take the other. There are two more, and the men can shoot. We can hold the staircase, at least.

I took one of the guns mechanically, amid a dismal uproar; wailing and the thunder of blows within, outside the savage booing of the crowd. No help could come for another hour; and for a moment in this desperate strait my heart failed me. I wondered at the stewards courage.

You are not afraid? I said. I knew how he had trampled on the poor wretches outside; how he had starved them and ground them down, and misused them through long years.

He cursed the dogs.

You will stand by Mademoiselle? I said feverishly. I think it was to hearten myself by his assurance.

He squeezed my hand in a grip of iron, and I asked no more. In a moment, however, I cried aloud.

Ah, but they will burn the house! I said. What is the use of holding the staircase, when they can burn us like rats?

We shall die together, was his only answer. And he kicked one of the weeping, crouching women. Be still, you whelp! he said. Do you think that will help you?

But I heard the door below groan, and I sprang to the window and dragged aside the curtain, letting in a ruddy glow that dyed the ceiling the colour of blood. My one fear was that I might be too late; that the door would yield or the crowd break in at the back before I could get a hearing. Luckily, the casement gave to the hand, and I thrust it open, and, meeting a cold blast of air, in a twinkling was outside, on the narrow ledge of the window over the great doors, looking down on such a scene as few châteaux in France had witnessed since the days of the third Henry  God be thanked!

A little to one side the great dovecot was burning, and sending up a trail of smoke that, blown across the avenue, hid all beyond in a murky reek, through which the flames now and again flickered hotly. Men, busy as devils, black against the light, were plying the fire with straw. Beyond the dovecot, an outhouse and a stack were blazing; and nearer, immediately before the house, a crowd of moving figures were hurrying to and fro, some battering the doors and windows, others bringing fuel, all moving, yelling, laughing  laughing the laughter of fiends to the music of crackling flames and shivering glass.

I saw Petit Jean in the forefront giving orders; and men round him. There were women, too, hanging on the skirts of the men; and one woman, in the midst of all, half-naked, screaming curses, and brandishing her arms. It was she who added the last touch of horror to the scene; and she, too, who saw me first, and pointed me out with dreadful words, and cursed me, and the house, and cried for our blood.


CHAPTER VIII.

GARGOUF.

Some called for silence, while others stared at me stupidly, or pointed me out to their fellows; but the greater part took up the womans cry, and, enraged by my presence, shook their fists at me, and shouted vile threats and viler abuse. For a minute the air rang with A bas les Seigneurs! A bas les tyrans! And I found this bad enough. But, presently, whether they caught sight of the steward, or merely returned to their first hatred, from which my appearance had only for the moment diverted them, the cry changed to a sullen roar of Gargouf! Gargouf! A roar so full of the lust for blood, and coupled with threats so terrible, that the heart sickened and the cheek grew pale at the sound.

Gargouf! Gargouf! Give us Gargouf! they howled. Give us Gargouf! and he shall eat hot gold! Give us Gargouf, and he shall need no more of our daughters!

I shuddered to think that Mademoiselle heard; shuddered to think of the peril in which she stood. The wretches below were no longer men; under the influence of this frenzied woman they were mad brute beasts, drunk with fire and licence. As the smoke from the burning building eddied away for a moment across the crowd and hid it, and still that hoarse cry came out of the mirk, I could believe that I heard not men, but maddened hounds raving in the kennel.

Again the smoke drifted away; and some one in the rear shot at me. I heard the glass splinter beside me. Another, a little nearer, flung up a burning fragment that, alighting on the ledge, blazed and spluttered by my foot. I kicked it down.

The act, for the moment, stilled the riot, and I seized the opportunity. You dogs! I said, striving to make my voice heard above the hissing of the flames. Begone! The soldiers from Cahors are on the road. I sent for them this hour back. Begone, before they come, and I will intercede for you. Stay, and do further mischief, and you shall hang, to the last man!

Some answered with a yell of derision, crying out that the soldiers were with them. More, that the nobles were abolished, and their houses given to the people. One, who was drunk, kept shouting, A bas la Bastille! A bas la Bastille! with a stupid persistence.

A moment more and I should lose my chance. I waved my hand! What do you want? I cried.

Justice! one shouted, and another, Vengeance! A third, Gargouf! And then all, Gargouf! Gargouf! until Petit Jean stilled the tumult.

Have done! he cried to them, in his coarse, brutal voice. Have we come here only to yell? And do you, Seigneur, give up Gargouf, and you shall go free. Otherwise, we will burn the house, and all in it.

You villain! I said. We have guns, and  

The rats have teeth, but they burn! They burn! he answered, pointing triumphantly, with the axe he held, to the flaming buildings. They burn! Yet listen, Seigneur, he continued, and you shall have a minute to make up your minds. Give up Gargouf to us to do with as we please, and the rest shall go.

All?

All.

I trembled. But Gargouf, man? I said. Will you  what will you do with him?

Roast him! the smith cried, with a fearful oath; and the wretches round him laughed like fiends. Roast him, when we have plucked him bare.

I shuddered. From Cahors help could not come for another hour. From Saux it might not come at all. The doors below me could not stand long, and these brutes were thirty to one, and mad with the lust of vengeance. With the wrongs, the crimes, the vices of centuries to avenge, they dreamed that the day of requital was come; and the dream had turned clods into devils. The very flames they had kindled gave them assurance of it. The fire was in their blood. A bas la Bastille! A bas les tyrans!

I hesitated.

One minute! the smith cried, with a boastful gesture one minute we give you! Gargouf or all.

Wait!

I turned and went in  turned from the smoky glare, the circling pigeons, the grotesque black figures, and the terror and confusion of the night, and went in to that other scene scarcely less dreadful to me; though only two candles, guttering in tin sockets, lit the landing, and it borrowed from the outside no more than the ruddy reflection of horror. The women had ceased to scream and sob, and crowded together silent and panic-stricken. The old men and the lad moistened their lips, and looked furtively from the arms they handled to one anothers faces. Mademoiselle alone stood erect, pale, firm. I shot a glance at the slender little figure in the white robe, then I looked away. I dared not say what I had in my mind. I knew that she had heard, and  

She said it! You have answered them? she muttered, her eyes meeting mine.

No, I said, looking away again. They have given us a minute to decide, and  

I heard them, she answered shivering. Tell them.

But, Mademoiselle  

Tell them never! Never! she cried feverishly. Be quick, or they will think that we are dreaming of it.

Yet I hesitated  while the flames crackled outside. What, after all, was this rascals life beside hers? What his tainted existence, who all these years had ground the faces of the poor and dishonoured the helpless, beside her youth? It was a dreadful moment, and I hesitated. Mademoiselle, I muttered at last, avoiding her eyes, you have not thought, perhaps. But to refuse this offer may be to sacrifice all  and not save him.

I have thought! she answered, with a passionate gesture. I have thought. But he was my fathers steward, Monsieur, and he is my brothers; if he has sinned, it was for them. It is for them to pay the penalty. And  after all, it may not come to that, she continued, her face changing, and her eyes seeking mine, full of sudden terror. They will not dare, I think. They will never dare to  

Where is he? I asked hoarsely.

She pointed to the corner behind her. I looked, and could scarcely believe my eyes. The man whom I had left full of a desperate courage, prepared to sell his life dearly, now crouched a huddled figure in the darkest angle of the tapestry seat. Though I had spoken of him in a low voice, and without naming him, he heard me, and looked up, and showed a face to match his attitude; a face pallid and sweating with fear; a face that, vile at the best and when redeemed by hardihood, looked now the vilest thing on earth. Ciel! that fear should reduce a man to that! He tried to speak as his eyes met mine, but his lips moved inaudibly, and he only crouched lower, the picture of panic and guilt.

I cried out to the others to know what had happened to him. What is it? I said.

No one answered; and then I seemed to know. While he had thought all in danger, while he had felt himself only one among many, the common courage of a man had supported him. But God knows what voices, only too well known to him, what accents of starving men and wronged women, had spoken in that fierce cry for his life! What plaints from the dead, what curses of babes hanging on dry breasts! At any rate, whatever he had heard in that call for his blood, his blood  it had unmanned him. In a moment, in a twinkling, it had dashed him back into this corner, a trembling craven, holding up his hands for his life.

Such fear is infectious, and I strode to him in a rage and shook him.

Get up, hound! I said. Get up and strike a blow for your life; or, by heaven, no one else will!

He stood up. Yes, yes, Monsieur, he muttered. I will! I will stand up for Mademoiselle. I will  

But I heard his teeth chatter, and I saw that his eyes wandered this way and that, as do a hares when the dogs close on it; and I knew that I had nothing to expect from him. A howl outside warned me at the same moment that our respite was spent; and I flung him off and turned to the window.

Too late, however; before I could reach it, a thundering blow on the doors below set the candles flickering and the women shrieking; then for an instant I thought that all was over. A stone came through the window; another followed it, and another. The shattered glass fell over us; the draught put out one light, and the women, terrified beyond control, ran this way and that with the other, shrieking dismally. This, the yelling of the crowd outside, the sombre light and more sombre glare, the utter confusion and panic, so distracted me, that for a moment I stood irresolute, inactive, looking wildly about me; a poltroon waiting for some one to lead. Then a touch fell on my arm, and I turned and found Mademoiselle at my side, and saw her face upturned to mine.

It was white, and her eyes were wide with the terror she had so long repressed. Her hold on me grew heavier; she swayed against me, clinging to me.

Oh! she whispered in my ear in a voice that went to my heart. Save me! Save me! Can nothing be done? Can nothing be done, Monsieur? Must we die?

We must gain time, I said. My courage returned wonderfully, as I felt her weight on my arm. All is not over yet, I said. I will speak to them.

And setting her on the seat, I sprang to the window and passed through it. Outside, things at a first glance seemed unchanged. The wavering flames, the glow, the trail of smoke and sparks, all were there. But a second glance showed that the rioters no longer moved to and fro about the fire, but were massed directly below me in a dense body round the doors, waiting for them to give way. I shouted to them frantically, hoping still to delay them. I called Petit Jean by name. But I could not make myself heard in the uproar, or they would not heed; and while I vainly tried, the great doors yielded at last, and with a roar of triumph the crowd burst in.

Not a moment was to be lost. I sprang back through the window, clutching up as I did so the gun Gargouf had given me; and then I stood in amazement. The landing was empty! The rush of feet across the hall below shook the house. Ten seconds and the mob, whose screams of triumph already echoed through the passages, would be on us. But where was Mademoiselle? Where was Gargouf? Where were the servants, the waiting-maids, the boy, whom I had left here?

I stood an instant paralysed, like a man in a nightmare; brought up short in that supreme moment. Then, as the first crash of heavy feet sounded on the stairs, I heard a faint scream, somewhere to my right, as I stood. On the instant I sprang to the door which, on that side, led to the left wing. I tore it open and passed through it  not a moment too soon. The slightest delay, and the foremost rioters must have seen me. As it was I had time to turn the key, which, fortunately, was on the inside.

Then I hurried across the room, making my way to an open door at the farther end, from which light issued; I passed through the room beyond, which was empty, then into the last of the suite.

Here I found the fugitives; who had fled so precipitately that they had not even thought of closing the doors behind them. In this last refuge  Madames boudoir, all white and gold  I found them crouching among gilt-backed chairs and flowered cushions. They had brought only one candle with them; and the silks and gew-gaws and knick-knacks on which its light shone dimly, gave a peculiar horror to their white faces and glaring eyes, as, almost mad with terror, they huddled in the farthest corner and stared at me.

They were such cowards that they put Mademoiselle foremost; or it was she who stood out to meet me. She knew me before they did, therefore, and quieted them. When I could hear my own voice, I asked where Gargouf was.

They had not discovered that he was not with them, and they cried out, saying that he had come that way.

You followed him?

Yes, Monsieur.

This explained their flight, but not the stewards absence. What matter where he had gone, however, since his help could avail little. I looked round  looked round in despair; the very simpering Cupids on the walls seemed to mock our danger. I had the gun, I could fire one shot, I had one life in my hands. But to what end? In a moment, at any moment, within a minute or two at most, the doors would be forced, and the horde of mad brutes would pour in upon us, and  

Ah, Monsieur, the closet staircase! He has gone by the closet staircase!

It was the boy who spoke. He alone of them had his wits about him.

Where is it? I said.

The lad sprang forward to show me, but Mademoiselle was before him with the candle. She flew back into the passage, a passage of four or five feet only between that room and the second of the suite; in the wall of this she flung open a door, apparently of a closet. I looked in and saw the beginning of a staircase. My heart leapt at the sight.

To the floor above? I said.

No, Monsieur, to the roof!

Up, up, then! I cried in a frenzy of impatience. It will give us time. Quick. They are coming.

For I heard the door at the end of the suite, the door I had locked, creak and yield. They were forcing it, at any moment it might give; where I stood waiting to bring up the rear, their hoarse cries and curses came to my ears. But the good door held; it held, long enough at any rate. Before it gave way we were on the stairs and I had shut the door of the closet behind me. Then, holding to the skirts of the woman before me, I groped my way up quickly  up and up through darkness with a close smell of bats in my nostrils  and almost before I could believe it, I stood with the panting, trembling group on the roof. The glare of the burning outhouses below shone on a great stack of chimneys beside us and reddened the sky above, and burnished the leaves of the chestnut trees that rose on a level with our eyes. But all the lower part of the steep roofs round us, and the lead gutters that ran between them, lay in darkness, the denser for the contrast. The flames crackled below, and a thick reek of smoke swept up past the coping, but the noise alike of fire and riot was deadened here. The night wind cooled our brows, and I had a minute in which to think, to breathe, to look round.

Is there any other way to the roof? I asked anxiously.

One other, Monsieur!

Where? Or do you stay here, and guard this door, I said, pressing my gun on the man who had answered. And let the boy come and show me. Mademoiselle, stay there if you please.

The boy ran before me to the farther end of the roof, and in a lead walk, between two slopes, showed me a large trap-door. It had no fastening on the outside, and for a moment I stood nonplussed; then I saw, a few feet away, a neat pile of bricks, left there, I learned afterwards, in the course of some repairs. I began to remove them as fast as I could to the trap-door, and the boy saw and followed my example; in two minutes we had stacked a hundred and more on the door. Telling him to add another hundred to the number, I left him at the task and flew back to the women.

They might burn the house under us; that always, and for certain, and it meant a dreadful death. Yet I breathed more freely here. In the white and gold room below, among Madames mirrors and Cupids, and silken cushions, and painted Venuses, my heart had failed me. The place, with its heavy perfumes, had stifled me. I had pictured the brutish peasants bursting in on us there  on the screaming women, crouching vainly behind chairs and couches; and the horror of the thought overcame me. Here, in the open, under the sky, we could at least die fighting. The depth yawned beyond the coping; the weakest had here no more to fear than death. Besides we had a respite, for the house was large, and the fire could not lick it up in a moment.

And help might come. I shaded my eyes from the light below, and looked into the darkness in the direction of the village and the Cahors road. In an hour, at furthest, help might come. The glare in the sky must be visible for miles; it would spur on the avengers. Father Benôit, too, if he could get help  he might be here at any time. We were not without hope.

Suddenly, while we stood together, the women sobbing and whimpering, the old man-servant spoke.

Where is M. Gargouf? he muttered under his breath.

Ah! I exclaimed; I had forgotten him.

He came up, the man continued, peering about him. This door was open, M. le Vicomte, when we came to it.

Ah! then where is he?

I looked round too. All the roof, I have said, was dark, and not all of it was on the same level; and here and there chimneys broke the view. In the obscurity, the steward might be lurking close to us without our knowledge; or he might have thrown himself down in despair. While I looked, the boy whom I had left by the bricks came flying to us.

There is some one there! he said. And he clung to the old man in terror.

It must be Gargouf! I answered. Wait here! And, disregarding the womens prayers that I would stay with them, I went quickly along the leads to the other trap-door, and peered about me through the gloom. For a moment I could see no one, though the light shining on the trees made it easy to discern figures standing nearer the coping. Presently, however, I caught the sound of some one moving; some one who was farther away still, at the very edge of the roof. I went on cautiously, expecting I do not know what; and close to a stack of chimneys I found Gargouf.

He was crouching on the coping in the darkest part, where the end wall of the east wing overlooked the garden by which I had entered. This end wall had no windows, and the greater part of the garden below it lay it darkness; the angle of the house standing between it and the burning buildings. I supposed that the steward had sneaked hither, therefore, to hide; and set it down to the darkness that he did not know me, but, as I approached, he rose on his knees on the ledge, and turned on me, snarling like a dog.

Stand back! he said, in a voice that was scarcely human. Stand back, or I will  

Steady, man, I answered quietly, beginning to think that fear had unhinged him. It is I, M. de Saux.

Stand back! was his only answer; and, though he cowered so low that I could not get his figure against the shining trees, I saw a pistol-barrel gleam as he levelled it. Stand back! Give me a minute! a minute only  and his voice quavered and I will cheat the devils yet! Come nearer, or give the alarm, and I will not die alone! I will not die alone! Stand back!

Are you mad? I said.

Back, or I shoot! he growled. I will not die alone.

He was kneeling on the very edge, with his left hand against the chimney. To rush upon him in that posture was to court death; and I had nothing to gain by it. I stepped back a pace. As I did so, at the moment I did so, he slid over the edge, and was gone!

I drew a deep breath and listened, flinching and drawing back involuntarily. But I heard no sound of a fall; and in a moment, with a new idea in my mind, I stepped forward to the edge, and looked over.

The steward hung in mid-air, a dozen feet below me. He was descending; descending foot by foot, slowly, and by jerks; a dim figure, growing dimmer. Instinctively I felt about me; and in a second laid my hand on the rope by which he hung. It was secured round the chimney. Then I understood. He had conceived this way of escape, perhaps had stored the rope for it beforehand, and, like the villain he was, had kept the thought to himself, that his chance might be the better, and that he might not have to give the first place to Mademoiselle and the women. In the first heat of the discovery, I almost found it in my heart to cut the rope, and let him fall; then I remembered that if he escaped, the way would lie open for others; and then, even as I thought this, into the garden below me, there shone a sudden flare of light, and a stream of a dozen rioters poured round the corner, and made for the door by which I had entered the house.

I held my breath. The steward, hanging below me, and by this time half-way to the ground, stopped, and moved not a limb. But he still swung a little this way and that, and in the strong light of the torches which the new-comers carried, I could see every knot in the rope, and even the trailing end, which, as I looked, moved on the ground with his motion.

The wretches, making for the door, had to pass within a pace of the rope, of that trailing end; yet it was possible that, blinded by the lights they carried, and their own haste and excitement, they might not see it. I held my breath as the leader came abreast of it; I fancied that he must see it. But he passed, and disappeared in the doorway. Three others passed the rope together. A fifth, then three more, two more; I began to breathe more freely. Only one remained  a woman, the same whose imprecations had greeted me on my appearance at the window. It was not likely that she would see it. She was running to overtake the others; she carried a flare in her right hand, so that the blaze came between her and the rope. And she was waving the light in a mad womans frenzy, as she danced along, hounding on the men to the sack.

But, as if the presence of the man who had wronged her had over her some subtle influence  as if some sense, unowned by others, warned her of his presence, even in the midst of that babel and tumult  she stopped short under him, with her foot almost on the threshold. I saw her head turn slowly. She raised her eyes, holding the torch aside. She saw him!

With a scream of joy, she sprang to the foot of the rope, and began to haul at it as if in that way she might get to him sooner; while she filled the air with her shrieks and laughter. The men, who had gone into the house, heard her, and came out again; and after them others. I quailed, where I knelt on the parapet, as I looked down and met the wolfish glare of their upturned eyes; what, then, must have been the thoughts of the wretched man taken in his selfishness  hanging there helpless between earth and heaven? God knows.

He began to climb upwards, to return; and actually ascended hand over hand a dozen feet. But he had been supporting himself for some minutes, and at that point his strength failed him. Human muscles could do no more. He tried to haul himself up to the next knot, but sank back with a groan. Then he looked at me. Pull me up! he gasped in a voice just audible. For Gods sake! For Gods sake, pull me up!

But the wretches below had the end of the rope, and it was impossible to raise him, even had I possessed the strength to do it. I told him so, and bade him climb  climb for his life. In a moment it would be too late.

He understood. He raised himself with a jerk to the next knot, and hung there. Another desperate effort, and he gained the next; though I could almost hear his muscles crack, and his breath came in gasps. Three more knots  they were about a foot apart  and he would reach the coping.

But as he turned up his face to me, I read despair in his eyes. His strength was gone; and while he hung there, the men began, with shouts of laughter, to shake the rope this way and that. He lost his grip, and, with a groan, slid down three or four feet; and again got hold and hung there  silent.

By this time the group below had grown into a crowd  a crowd of maddened beings, raving and howling, and leaping up at him as dogs leap at food; and the horror of the sight, though the doomed mans features were now in shadow, and I could not read them, overcame me. I rose to draw back  shuddering, listening for his fall. Instead, before I had quite retreated, a hot flash blinded me, and almost scorched my face, and, as the sharp report of a pistol rang out, the stewards body plunged headlong down  leaving a little cloud of smoke where I stood.

He had balked his enemies.


CHAPTER IX.

THE TRICOLOUR.

It was known afterwards that they fell upon the body and tore it, like the dogs they were; but I had seen enough. I reeled back, and for a few moments leaned against the chimney, trembling like a woman, sick and faint. The horrid drama had had only one spectator  myself; and the strange solitude from which I had viewed it, kneeling at the edge of the roof of the Château, with the night wind on my brow and the tumult far below me, had shaken me to the bottom of my soul. Had the ruffians come upon me then I could not have lifted a finger; but, fortunately, though the awakening came quickly, it came by another hand. I heard the rustle of feet behind me, and, turning, found Mademoiselle de St. Alais at my shoulder, her small face grey in the gloom.

Monsieur, she said, will you come?

I sprang up, ashamed and conscience-stricken. I had forgotten her, all, in the tragedy. What is it? I said.

The house is burning.

She said it so calmly, in such a voice, that I could not believe her, or that I understood; though it was the thing I had told myself must happen. What, Mademoiselle? This house? I said stupidly.

Yes, she replied, as quietly as before. The smoke is rising through the closet staircase. I think that they have set the east wing on fire.

I hastened back with her, but before I reached the little door by which we had ascended I saw that it was true. A faint, whitish eddy of smoke, scarcely visible in the dusk, was rising through the crack between door and lintel. When we came up the women were still round it watching it; but while I looked, dazed and wondering what we were to do, the group melted away, and Mademoiselle and I were left alone beside the stream of smoke that grew each moment thicker and darker.

A few moments before, immediately after my escape from the rooms below, I had thought that I could face this peril; anything, everything, had then seemed better than to be caught with the women, in the confinement of those luxurious rooms, perfumed with poudre de rose, and heavy with jasmine  to be caught there by the brutes who were pursuing us. Now the danger that showed itself most pressing seemed the worst. We must take off the bricks! I cried. Quick, and open that door! There is nothing else for it. Come, Mademoiselle, if you please!

They are doing it, she answered.

Then I saw whither the women and the servants had gone. They were already beside the other door, the trap-door, labouring frantically to remove the bricks we had piled on it. In a moment I caught the infection of their haste.

Come, Mademoiselle! come! I cried, advancing involuntarily a step towards the group. Very likely the rogues below will be plundering now, and we may pass safely. At any rate, there is nothing else for it.

I was still flurried and shaken  I say it with shame  by Gargoufs fate; and when she did not answer at once, I looked round impatiently. To my astonishment, she was gone. In the darkness, it was not easy to see any one at a distance of a dozen feet, and the reek of the smoke was spreading. Still, she had been at my elbow a moment before, she could not be far off. I took a step this way and that, and looked again anxiously; and then I found her. She was kneeling against a chimney, her face buried in her hands. Her hair covered her shoulders, and partly hid her white robe.

I thought the time ill-chosen, and I touched her angrily. Mademoiselle! I said. There is not a moment to be lost! Come! they have opened the door!

She looked up at me, and the still pallor of her face sobered me. I am not coming, she said, in a low voice. Farewell, Monsieur!

You are not coming? I cried.

No, Monsieur; save yourself, she answered firmly and quietly. And she looked up at me with her hands still clasped before her, as if she were fain to return to her prayers, and waited only for me to go.

I gasped.

But, Mademoiselle! I cried, staring at the white-robed figure, that in the gloom  a gloom riven now and again by hot flashes, as some burning spark soared upwards  seemed scarcely earthly But, Mademoiselle, you do not understand. This is no childs play. To stay here is death! death! The house is burning under us. Presently the roof, on which we stand, will fall in, and then  

Better that, she answered, raising her head with heaven knows what of womanly dignity, caught in this supreme moment by her, a child Better that, than that I should fall into their hands. I am a St. Alais, and I can die, she continued firmly. But I must not fall into their hands. Do you, Monsieur, save yourself. Go now, and I will pray for you.

And I for you, Mademoiselle, I answered, with a full heart. If you stay, I stay.

She looked at me a moment, her face troubled. Then she rose slowly to her feet. The servants had disappeared, the trap-door lay open; no one had yet come up. We had the roof to ourselves. I saw her shudder as she looked round; and in a second I had her in my arms  she was no heavier than a child  and was half-way across the roof. She uttered a faint cry of remonstrance, of reproach, and for an instant struggled with me. But I only held her the tighter, and ran on. From the trap-door a ladder led downwards; somehow, still holding her with one hand, I stumbled down it, until I reached the foot, and found myself in a passage, which was all dark. One way, however, a light shone at the end of it.

I carried her towards this, her hair lying across my lips, her face against my breast. She no longer struggled, and in a moment I came to the head of a staircase. It seemed to be a servants staircase, for it was bare, and mean, and narrow, with white-washed walls that were not too clean. There were no signs of fire here, even the smoke had not yet reached this part; but half-way down the flight a candle, overturned, but still burning, lay on a step, as if some one had that moment dropped it. And from all the lower part of the house came up a great noise of riot and revelry, coarse shrieks, and shouts, and laughter. I paused to listen.

Mademoiselle lifted herself a little in my arms. Put me down, Monsieur, she whispered.

You will come?

I will do what you tell me.

I set her down in the angle of the passage, at the head of the stairs; and in a whisper I asked her what was beyond the door, which I could see at the foot of the flight.

The kitchen, she answered.

If I had any cloak to cover you, I said, I think that we could pass. They are not searching for us. They are robbing and drinking.

Will you get the candle? she whispered, trembling. In one of these rooms we may find something.

I went softly down the bare stairs, and, picking it up, returned with it in my hand. As I came back to her, our eyes met, and a slow blush, gradually deepening, crept over her face, as dawn creeps over a grey sky. Having come, it stayed; her eyes fell, and she turned a little away from me, confused and frightened. We were alone; and for the first time that night, I think, she remembered her loosened hair and the disorder of her dress  that she was a woman and I a man.

It was a strange time to think of such things; when at any instant the door at the foot of the stairs before us might open, and a dozen ruffians stream up, bent on plunder, and worse. But the look and the movement warmed my heart, and set my blood running as it had never run before. I felt my courage return in a flood, and with it twice my strength. I felt capable of holding the staircase against a hundred, a thousand, as long as she stood at the top. Above all, I wondered how I could have borne her in my arms a minute before, how I could have held her head against my breast, and felt her hair touch my lips, and been insensible! Never again should I carry her so with an even pulse. The knowledge of that came to me as I stood beside her at the head of the bare stairs, affecting to listen to the noises below, that she might have time to recover herself.

A moment, and I began to listen seriously; for the uproar in the kitchen through which we must pass to escape, was growing louder; and at the same time that I noticed this, a smell of burning wood, with a whiff of smoke, reached my nostrils, and warned me that the fire was extending to the wing in which we stood. Behind us, as we stood, looking down the stairs, was a door; along the passage to the left by which we had come were other doors. I thrust the candle into Mademoiselles hands, and begged her to go and look in the rooms.

There may be a cloak, or something! I said eagerly. We must not linger. If you will look, I will  

No more; for as the last word trembled on my lips the door at the foot of the stairs flew open, and a man blundered through it and began to ascend towards us, two steps at a time. He carried a candle before him, and a large bar in his right hand; and a savage roar of voices came with him through the doorway.

He appeared so suddenly that we had no time to move. I had a side glimpse of Mademoiselle standing spell-bound with horror, the light drooping in her hand. Then I snatched the candle from her and quenched it; and, plucking it from the iron candlestick, stood waiting, with the latter in my hand  waiting, stooping forward, for the man. I had left my sword in the farther wing, and had no other weapon; but the stairs were narrow, the sloping ceiling low, and the candlestick might do. If his comrades did not follow him, it might do.

He came up rapidly, two-thirds of the way, holding the light high in front of him. Only four or five steps divided him from us! Then on a sudden, he stumbled, swore, and fell heavily forwards. The light in his hand went out, and we were in darkness!

Instinctively I gripped Mademoiselles hand in my left hand to stay the scream that I knew was on her lips; then we stood like two statues, scarcely daring to breathe. The man, so near us, and yet unconscious of our presence, got up swearing; and, after a terrible moment of suspense, during which I think he fumbled for the candle, he began to clatter down the stairs again. They had closed the door at the bottom, and he could not for a moment find the string of the latch. But at last he found it, and opened the door. Then I stepped back, and under cover of the babel that instantly poured up the staircase I drew Mademoiselle into the room behind us, and, closing the door which faced the stairs, stood listening.

I fancied that I could hear her heart beating. I could certainly hear my own. In this room we seemed for the moment safe; but how were we, without a light, to find anything to disguise her? How were we to pass through the kitchen? And in a moment I began to regret that I had left the stairs. We were in perfect darkness here and could see nothing in the room, which had a close, unused smell, as of mice; but even as I noticed this the fumes of burning wood, which had doubtless entered with us, grew stronger and overcame the other smell. The rushing wind-like sound of the fire, as it caught hold of the wing, began to be audible, and the distant crackling of flames. My heart sank.

Mademoiselle, I said softly. I still held her hand.

Yes, Monsieur, she murmured faintly. And she seemed to lean against me.

Are there no windows in this room?

I think that they are shuttered, she murmured.

With a new thought in my mind, that the way of the kitchen being hopeless we might escape by the windows, I moved a pace to look for them. I would have loosed her hand to do this, that my own might be free to grope before me, but to my surprise she clung to me and would not let me go. Then in the darkness I heard her sigh, as if she were about to swoon; and she fell against me.

Courage, Mademoiselle, courage! I said, terrified by the mere thought.

Oh, I am frightened! she moaned in my ear. I am frightened! Save me, Monsieur, save me!

She had been so brave before that I wondered; not knowing that the bravest womans courage is of this quality. But I had short time for wonder. Her weight hung each instant more dead in my arms, and my heart beating wildly as I held her I looked round for help, for a thought, for an idea. But all was dark. I could not remember even where the door stood by which we had entered. I peered in vain, for the slightest glimmer of light that might betray the windows. I was alone with her and helpless, our way of retreat cut off, the flames approaching. I felt her head fall back and knew that she had swooned; and in the dark I could do no more than support her, and listen and listen for the returning steps of the man, or what else would happen next.

For a long time, a long time it seemed to me, nothing happened. Then a sudden burst of sound told me that the door at the foot of the stairs had been opened again; and on that followed a clatter of wooden shoes on the bare stairs. I could judge now where the door of the room was, and I quickly but tenderly laid Mademoiselle on the floor a little behind it, and waited myself on the threshold. I still had my candlestick, and I was desperate.

I heard them pass, my heart beating; and then I heard them pause and I clutched my weapon; and then a voice I knew gave an order, and with a cry of joy I dragged open the door of the room and stood before them  stood before them, as they told me afterwards, with the face of a ghost or a man risen from the dead.

There were four of them, and the nearest to us was Father Benôit.

The good priest fell on my neck and kissed me. You are not hurt? he cried.

No, I said dully. You have come then?

Yes, he said. In time to save you, God be praised! God be praised! And Mademoiselle? Mademoiselle de St. Alais? he added eagerly, looking at me as if he thought I was not quite in my senses. Have you news of her?

I turned without a word, and went back into the room. He followed with a light, and the three men, of whom Buton was one, pressed in after him. They were rough peasants, but the sight made them give back, and uncover themselves. Mademoiselle lay where I had left her, her head pillowed on a dark carpet of hair; from the midst of which her childs face, composed and white as in death, looked up with solemn half-closed eyes to the ceiling. For myself, I stared down at her almost without emotion, so much had I gone through. But the priest cried out aloud.

Mon Dieu! he said, with a sob in his voice. Have they killed her?

No, I answered. She has only fainted. If there is a woman here  

There is no woman here that I dare trust, he answered between his teeth. And he bade one of the men go and get some water, adding a few words which I did not hear.

The man returned almost immediately, and Father Benôit, bidding him and his fellows stand back a little, moistened her lips with water, afterwards dashing some in her face; doing it with an air of haste that puzzled me until I noticed that the room was grown thick with smoke, and on going myself to the door saw the red glow of the fire at the end of the passage, and heard the distant crash of falling stones and timbers. Then I thought that I understood the mens attitude, and I suggested to Father Benôit that I should carry her out.

She will never recover here, I said, with a sob in my throat. She will be suffocated if we do not get her into the air.

A thick volume of smoke swept along the passage as I spoke, and gave point to my words.

Yes, the priest said slowly, I think so, too, my son, but  

But what? I cried. It is not safe to stay!

You sent to Cahors?

Yes, I answered. Has M. le Marquis come?

No; and you see, M. le Vicomte, I have only these four men, he explained. Had I stayed to gather more I might have been too late. And with these only I do not know what to do. Half the poor wretches who have done this mischief are mad with drink. Others are strangers, and  

But I thought  I thought that it was all over, I cried in astonishment.

No, he answered gravely. They let us pass in after an altercation; I am of the Committee, and so is Buton there. But when they see you, and especially Mademoiselle de St. Alais  I do not know how they may act, my friend.

But, mon Dieu! I cried. Surely they will not dare  

No, Monseigneur, have no fear, they shall not dare!

The words came out of the smoke. The speaker was Buton. As he spoke, he stepped forward, swinging the ponderous bar he carried, his huge hairy arms bare to the elbow. Yet there is one thing you must do, he said.

What?

You must put on the tricolour. They will not dare to touch that.

He spoke with a simple pride, which at the moment I found unintelligible. I understand it better now. Nay, on the morrow, it was no riddle to me, though an abiding wonder.

The priest sprang at the idea. Good, he said. Buton has hit it! They will respect that.

And before I could speak he had detached the large rosette which he wore on his soutane, and was pinning it on my breast.

Now yours, Buton, he continued; and taking the smiths  it was not too clean  he fixed it on Mademoiselles left shoulder. There, he said eagerly, when it was done. Now, M. le Vicomte, take her up. Quick, or we shall be stifled. Buton and I will go before you, and our friends here will follow you.

Mademoiselle was beginning to come to herself with sighs and sobs, when I raised her in my arms; and we were all coughing with the smoke. This in the passage outside was choking; had we delayed a minute longer we could not have passed out safely, for already the flames were beginning to lick the door of the next room, and dart out angry tongues towards us. As it was, we stumbled down the stairs in some fashion, one helping another; and checked for an instant by the closed door at the bottom, were glad to fall when it was opened pell-mell in the kitchen, where we stood with smarting eyes, gasping for breath.

It was the grand kitchen of the Château that had seen many a feast prepared, and many a quarry brought home; but for Mademoiselles sake I was glad that her face was against my breast, and that she could not see it now. A great fire, fed high with fat and hams, blazed on the hearth, and before it, instead of meat, the carcases of three dogs hung from the jack, and tainted the air with the smell of burning flesh. They were M. le Marquis favourite hounds, killed in pure wantonness. Below them the floor, strewn with bottles, ran deep in wasted wine, out of which piles of shattered furniture and staved casks rose like islands. All that the rioters had not taken they had spoiled; even now in one corner a woman was filling her apron with salt from a huge trampled heap, and at the battered dressoir three or four men were plundering. The main body of the peasants, however, had retired outside, where they could be heard fiercely cheering on the flames, shouting when a chimney fell or a window burst, and flinging into the fire every living thing unlucky enough to fall into their hands. The plunderers, on seeing us, sneaked out with grim looks like wolves driven from the prey. Doubtless, they spread the news; for while we paused, though it was only for a moment, in the middle of the floor, the uproar outside ceased, and gave place to a strange silence in the midst of which we appeared at the door.

The glare of the burning house threw a light as strong as that of day on the scene before us; on the line of savage frenzied faces that confronted us, and the great pile of wreckage that stood about and bore witness to their fury. But for a moment the light failed to show us to them; we were in the shadow of the wall, and it was not until we had advanced some paces that the ominous silence was broken, and the mob, with a howl of rage, sprang forward, like bloodhounds slipped from the leash. Low-browed and shock-headed, half-naked, and black with smoke and blood, they seemed more like beasts than men; and like beasts they came on, snapping the teeth and snarling, while from the rear  for the foremost were past speech  came screams of Mort aux Tyrans! Mort aux Accapareurs! that, mingling with the tumult of the fire, were enough to scare the stoutest.

Had my escort blenched for an instant our fate was sealed. But they stood firm, and before their stern front all but one man quailed and fell back  fell back snarling and crying for our blood. That one came on, and aimed a blow at me with a knife. On the instant Buton raised his iron bar, and with a stentorian cry of Respect the Tricolour! struck him to the ground, and strode over him.

Respect the Tricolour! he shouted again, with the voice of a bull; and the effect of the words was magical. The crowd heard, fell back, and fell aside, staring stupidly at me and my burden.

Respect the Tricolour! Father Benôit cried, raising his hand aloft; and he made the sign of the cross. On that in an instant a hundred voices took it up; and almost before I could apprehend the change, those who a moment earlier had been gaping for our blood were thrusting one another back, and shouting as with one voice, Way, way for the Tricolour!

There was something unutterably new, strange, formidable in this reverence; this respect paid by these savages to a word, a ribbon, an idea. It made an impression on me that was never quite effaced. But at the moment I was scarcely conscious of this. I heard and saw things dully. Like a man in a dream, I walked through the crowd, and, stumbling under my burden, passed down the lane of brutish faces, down the avenue, down to the gate. There Father Benôit would have taken Mademoiselle from me, but I would not let him.

To Saux! To Saux! I said feverishly; and then, I scarcely knew how, I found myself on a horse holding her before me. And we were on the road to Saux, lighted on our way by the flames of the burning Château.


CHAPTER X.

THE MORNING AFTER THE STORM.

Father Benôit had the forethought, when we reached the cross-roads, to leave a man there to await the party from Cahors, and warn them of Mademoiselles safety; and we had not ridden more than half a mile before the clatter of hoofs behind us announced that they were following. I was beginning to recover from the stupor into which the excitement of the night had thrown me, and I reined up to deliver over my charge, should M. de St. Alais desire to take her.

But he was not of the party. The leader was Louis, and his company consisted, to my surprise, of no more than six or seven servants, old M. de Gontaut, one of the Harincourts, and a strange gentleman. Their horses were panting and smoking with the speed at which they had come, and the mens eyes glittered with excitement. No one seemed to think it strange that I carried Mademoiselle; but all, after hurriedly thanking God that she was safe, hastened to ask the number of the rioters.

Nearly a hundred, I said. As far as I could judge. But where is M. le Marquis?

He had not returned when the alarm came.

You are a small party?

Louis swore with vexation. I could get no more, he said. News came at the same time that Marignacs house was on fire, and he carried off a dozen. A score of others took fright, and thought it might be the same with them; and they saddled up in haste, and went to see. In fact, he continued bitterly, it seemed to me to be every one for himself. Always excepting my good friends here.

M. de Gontaut began to chuckle, but choked for want of breath. Beauty in distress! he gasped. Poor fellow, he could scarcely sit his horse.

But you will come on to Saux? I said. They were turning their horses in a cloud of steam that mistily lit up the night.

No! Louis answered, with another oath; and I did not wonder that he was not himself, that his usual good nature had deserted him. It is now or never! If we can catch them at this work  

I did not hear the rest. The trampling of their horses, as they drove in the spurs and started down the road, drowned the words. In a moment they were fifty paces away; all but one, who, detaching himself at the last moment, turned his horses head, and rode up to me. It was the stranger, the only one of the party, not a servant, whom I did not know.

How are they armed, if you please? he asked.

They have at least one gun, I said, looking at him curiously. And by this time probably more. The mass of them had pikes and pitchforks.

And a leader?

Petit Jean, the smith, of St. Alais, gave orders.

Thank you, M. le Vicomte, he said, and saluted. Then, touching his horse with the spur, he rode off at speed after the others.

I was in no condition to help them, and I was anxious to put Mademoiselle, who lay in my arms like one dead, in the womens care. The moment they were gone, therefore, we pursued our way, Father Benôit and I silent and full of thought, the others chattering to one another without pause or stay. Mademoiselles head lay on my right shoulder. I could feel the faint beating of her heart; and in that slow, dark ride had time to think of many things: of her courage and will and firmness  this poor little convent-bred one, who a fortnight before had not found a word to throw at me; last, but not least, of the womanly weakness, dear to my mans heart, that had sapped her reserve at last, and brought her arms to my neck and her cry to my ear. The faint perfume of her hair was in my nostrils; I longed to kiss the half-shrouded head. But, if in an hour I had learned to love her, I had learned to honour her more; and I repressed the impulse, and only held her more gently, and tried to think of other things until she should be out of my arms.

If I did not find that so easy, it was not for want of food for thought. The glow of the fire behind us reddened all the sky at our backs; the murmur of the mob pursued us; more than once, as we went, a figure sneaked by us in the blackness, and fled, as if to join them. Father Benôit fancied that there was a second fire a league to the east; and in the tumult and upheaval of all things on this night, and the consequent confusion of thought into which I had fallen, it would scarcely have surprised me if flames had broken out before us also, and announced that Saux was burning.

But I was spared that. On the contrary, the whole village came out to meet us, and accompanied us, cheering, from the gates to the door of the Château, where, in the glare of the lights they carried, and amid a great silence of curiosity and expectation, Mademoiselle was lifted from my saddle and carried into the house. The women who pressed round the door to see, stooped forward to follow her with their eyes; but none as I followed her.

* * * * *

Much that passes for fair at night wears a foul look by day; and things tolerable in the suffering have a knack of seeming fantastically impossible in the retrospect. When I awoke next morning, in the great chair in the hall  wherein, tradition had it, Louis the Thirteenth had once sat  and, after three hours of troubled sleep, found André standing over me, and the sun pouring in through door and window, I fancied for a moment that the events of the night, as I remembered them, were a dream. Then my eyes fell on a brace of pistols, which I had placed by my side over night, and on the tray at which Father Benôit and I had refreshed ourselves; and I knew that the things had happened. I sprang up.

Is M. de St. Alais here? I said.

No, Monsieur.

Nor M. le Comte?

No, Monsieur.

What! I said. Have none of the party come? For I had gone to sleep expecting to be called up to receive them within the hour.

No, M. le Vicomte, the old man answered, except  except one gentleman who was with them, and who is now walking with M. le Curé in the garden. And for him  

Well? I said sharply, for André, who had got on his most gloomy and dogmatic air, stopped with a sniff of contempt.

He does not seem to be a man for whom M. le Vicomte should be roused, he answered obstinately. But M. le Curé would have it; and in these days, I suppose, we must tramp for a smith, let alone an officer of excise.

Buton is here, then?

Yes, Monsieur; and walking on the terrace, as if of the family. I do not know what things are coming to, André continued, grumbling, and raising his voice as I started to go out, or what they would be at. But when M. le Vicomte took away the carcan I knew what was likely to happen. Oh! yes, he went on still more loudly, while he stood holding the tray, and looking after me with a sour face, I knew what would happen! I knew what would happen!

And, certainly, if I had not been shaken completely out of the common rut of thought, I should have found something odd, myself, in the combination of the three men whom I found on the terrace. They were walking up and down, Father Benôit, with downcast eyes and his hands behind him, in the middle. On one side of him moved Buton, coarse, heavy-shouldered, and clumsy, in his stained blouse; on the other side paced the stranger of last night, a neat, middle-sized man, very plainly dressed, with riding boots and a sword. Remembering that he had formed one of Louis party, I was surprised to see that he wore the tricolour; but I forgot this in my anxiety to know what had become of the others. Without standing on ceremony, I asked him.

They attacked the rioters, lost one man, and were beaten off, he answered with dry precision.

And M. le Comte?

Was not hurt. He returned to Cahors, to raise more men. I, as my advice seemed to be taken in ill part, came here.

He spoke in a blunt, straightforward way, as to an equal; and at once seemed to be, and not to be, a gentleman. The Curé, seeing that he puzzled me, hastened to introduce him.

This, M. le Vicomte, he said, is M. le Capitaine Hugues, late of the American Army. He has placed his services at the disposal of the Committee.

For the purpose, the Captain went on, before I had made up my mind how to take it, of drilling and commanding a body of men to be raised in Quercy to keep the peace. Call them militia; call them what you like.

I was a good deal taken aback. The man, alert, active, practical, with the butt of a pistol peeping from his pocket, was something new to me.

You have served his Majesty? I said at last, to gain time to think.

No, he answered. There are no careers in that army, unless you have so many quarterings. I served under General Washington.

But I saw you last night with M. de St. Alais?

Why not, M. le Vicomte? he answered, looking at me plainly. I heard that a house was being burned. I had just arrived, and I placed myself at M. le Comtes disposal. But they had no method, and would take no advice.

Well, I said, these seem to me to be rather extreme steps. You know  

M. de Marignacs house was burned last night, the Curé said softly.

Oh!

And I fear that we shall hear of others. I think that we must look matters in the face, M. le Vicomte.

It is not a question of thinking or looking, but of doing! the Captain said, interrupting him harshly. We have a long summers day before us, but if by to-night we have not done something, there will be a sorry dawning in Quercy to-morrow.

There are the Kings troops, I said.

They refuse to obey orders. Therefore, they are worse than useless.

Their officers?

They are staunch; but the people hate them. A knight of St. Louis is to the mob what a red rag is to a bull. I can answer for it that they have enough to do to keep their men in barracks, and guard their own heads.

I resented his familiarity, and the impatience with which he spoke; but, resent it as I might, I could not return to the tone I had used yesterday. Then it had seemed an outrageous thing that Buton should stand by and listen. To-day the same thing had an ordinary air. And this, moreover, was a different man from Doury; arguments that had crushed the one would have no weight with the other. I saw that, and, rather helplessly, I asked Father Benôit what he would have.

He did not answer. It was the Captain who replied. We want you to join the Committee, he said briskly.

I discussed that yesterday, I answered with some stiffness. I cannot do so. Father Benôit will tell you so.

It is not Father Benôits answer I want, the Captain replied. It is yours, M. le Vicomte.

I answered yesterday, I said haughtily and refused.

Yesterday is not to-day, he retorted. M. de St. Alais house stood yesterday; it is a smoking ruin today. M. de Marignacs likewise. Yesterday much was conjecture. To-day facts speak for themselves. A few hours hesitation, and the province will be in a blaze from one end to the other.

I could not gainsay this; at the same time there was one other thing I could not do, and that was change my views again. Having solemnly put on the white cockade in Madame St. Alais drawing-room, I had not the courage to execute another volte-face. I could not recant again.

It is impossible  impossible in my case, I stammered at last peevishly, and in a disjointed way. Why do you come again to me? Why do you not go to some one else? There are two hundred others whose names  

Would be of no use to us, M. le Capitaine answered brusquely; whereas yours would reassure the fearful, attach some moderate men to the cause and not disgust the masses. Let me be frank with you, M. le Vicomte, he continued in a different tone. I want your co-operation. I am here to take risks, but none that are unnecessary; and I prefer that my commission should issue from above as well as from below. Add your name to the Committee and I accept their commission. Without doubt I could police Quercy in the name of the Third Estate, but I would rather hang, draw, and quarter in the name of all three.

Still, there are others  

You forget that I have got to rule the canaille in Cahors, he answered impatiently, as well as these mad clowns, who think that the end of the world is here. And those others you speak of  

Are not acceptable, Father Benôit said gently, looking at me with yearning in his kind eyes. The light morning air caught the skirts of his cassock as he spoke, and lifted them from his lean figure. He held his shovel hat in his hand, between his face and the sun. I knew that there was a conflict in his mind as in mine, and that he would have me and would have me not; and the knowledge strengthened me to resist his words.

It is impossible, I said.

Why?

I was spared the necessity of answering. I had my face to the door of the house, and as the last word was spoken saw André issue from it with M. de St. Alais. The manner in which the old servant cried, M. le Marquis de St. Alais, to see M. le Vicomte! gave us a little shock, it was so full of sly triumph; but nothing on M. de St. Alais part, as he approached, betrayed that he noticed this. He advanced with an air perfectly gay, and saluted me with good humour. For a moment I fancied that he did not know what had happened in the night; his first words, however, dispelled the idea.

M. le Vicomte, he said, addressing me with both ease and grace, we are for ever grateful to you. I was abroad on business last night, and could do nothing; and my brother must, I am told, have come too late, even if, with so small a force, he could effect anything. I saw Mademoiselle as I passed through the house, and she gave me some particulars.

She has left her room? I cried in surprise. The other three had drawn back a little, so that we enjoyed a kind of privacy.

Yes, he answered, smiling slightly at my tone. And I can assure you, M. le Vicomte, has spoken as highly of you as a maiden dare. For the rest, my mother will convey the thanks of the family to you more fitly than I can. Still, I may hope that you are none the worse.

I muttered that I was not; but I hardly knew what I said. St. Alais demeanour was so different from that which I had anticipated, his easy calmness and gaiety were so unlike the rage and heat which seemed natural in one who had just heard of the destruction of his house and the murder of his steward, that I was completely nonplussed. He appeared to be dressed with his usual care and distinction, though I was bound to suppose that he had been up all night; and, though the outrages at St. Alais and Marignacs had given the lie to his most confident predictions, he betrayed no sign of vexation.

All this dazzled and confused me; yet I must say something. I muttered a hope that Mademoiselle was not greatly shaken by her experiences.

I think not, he said. We St. Alais are not made of sugar. And after a nights rest  But I fear that I am interrupting you? And for the first time he let his eyes rest on my companions.

It is to Father Benôit and to Buton here, that your thanks are really due, M. le Marquis, I said. For without their aid  

That is so, is it? he said coldly. I had heard it.

But not all? I exclaimed.

I think so, he said. Then, continuing to look at them, though he spoke to me, he continued: Let me tell you an apologue, M. le Vicomte. Once upon a time there was a man who had a grudge against a neighbour because the good mans crops were better than his. He went, therefore, secretly and by night, and not all at once  not all at once, Messieurs, but little by little  he let on to his neighbours land the stream of a river that flowed by both their farms. He succeeded so well that presently the flood not only covered the crops, but threatened to drown his neighbour, and after that his own crops and himself! Apprised too late of his folly  But how do you like the apologue, M. le Curé?

It does not touch me, Father Benôit answered with a wan smile.

I am no mans servant, as the slave boasted, St. Alais answered with a polite sneer.

For shame! for shame, M. le Marquis! I cried, losing patience. I have told you that but for M. le Curé and the smith here, Mademoiselle and I  

And I have told you, he answered, interrupting me with grim good humour, what I think of it, M. le Vicomte! That is all.

But you do not know what happened? I persisted, stung to wrath by his injustice. You are not, you cannot be, aware that when Father Benôit and his companions arrived, Mademoiselle de St. Alais and I were in the most desperate plight? that they saved us only at great risk to themselves? and that for our safety at last you have to thank rather the tricolour, which those wretches respected, than any display of force which we were able to make.

That, too, is so, is it? he said, his face grown dark. I shall have something to say to it presently. But, first, may I ask you a question, M. le Vicomte? Am I right in supposing that these gentlemen are waiting on you from  pardon me if I do not get the title correctly  the Honourable the Committee of Public Safety?

I nodded.

And I presume that I may congratulate them on your answer?

No, you may not! I replied, with satisfaction. This gentleman  and I pointed to the Capitaine Hugues has laid before me certain proposals and certain arguments in favour of them.

But he has not laid before you the most potent of all arguments, the Captain said, interposing, with a dry bow. I find it, and you, M. le Vicomte, will find it, too, in M. le Marquis de St. Alais!

The Marquis stared at him coldly. I am obliged to you, he said contemptuously. By-and-by, perhaps, I shall have more to say to you. For the present, however, I am speaking to M. le Vicomte. And he turned and addressed me again. These gentlemen have waited on you. Do I understand that you have declined their proposals?

Absolutely! I answered. But, I continued warmly, it does not follow that I am without gratitude or natural feeling.

Ah! he said. Then, turning, with an easy air, I see your servant there, he said. May I summon him one moment?

Certainly.

He raised his hand, and André, who was watching us from the doorway, flew to take his orders.

He turned to me again. Have I your permission?

I bowed, wondering.

Go, my friend, to Mademoiselle de St. Alais, he said. She is in the hall. Beg her to be so good as to honour us with her presence.

André went, with his most pompous air; and we remained, wondering. No one spoke. I longed to consult Father Benôit by a look, but I dared not do so, lest the Marquis, who kept his eyes on my face, his own wearing an enigmatical smile, should take it for a sign of weakness. So we stood until Mademoiselle appeared in the doorway, and, after a momentary pause, came timidly along the terrace towards us.

She wore a frock which I believe had been my mothers, and was too long for her; but it seemed to my eyes to suit her admirably. A kerchief covered her shoulders, and she had another laid lightly on her unpowdered hair, which, knotted up loosely, strayed in tiny ringlets over her neck and ears. To this charming disarray, her blushes, as she came towards us, shading her eyes from the sun, added the last piquancy. I had not seen her since the women lifted her from my saddle, and, seeing her now, coming along the terrace in the fresh morning light, I thought her divine! I wondered how I could have let her go. An insane desire to defy her brother and whirl her off, out of this horrid imbroglio of parties and politics, seized upon me.

But she did not look towards me, and my heart sank. She had eyes only for M. le Marquis; approaching him as if he had a magnet which drew her to him.

Mademoiselle, he said gravely, I am told that your escape last night was due to your adoption of an emblem, which I see that you are still wearing. It is one which no subject of his Majesty can wear with honour. Will you oblige me by removing it?

Pale and red by turns, she shot a piteous glance at us. Monsieur? she muttered, as if she did not understand.

I think I have spoken plainly, he said. Be good enough to remove it.

Wincing under the rebuke, she hesitated, looking for a moment as if she would burst into tears. Then, with her lip trembling, and with trembling fingers, she complied, and began to unfasten the tricolour, which the servants  without her knowledge, it may be  had removed from the robe she had worn to that which she now wore. It took her a long time to remove it, under our eyes, and I grew hot with indignation. But I dared not interfere, and the others looked on gravely.

Thank you, M. de Alais said, when, at last, she had succeeded in unpinning it. I know, Mademoiselle, that you are a true St. Alais, and would die rather than owe your life to disloyalty. Be good enough to throw that down, and tread upon it.

She started violently at the words. I think we all did. I know that I took a step forward, and, but for M. le Marquis raised hand, must have intervened. But I had no right; we were spectators, it was for her to act. She stood a moment with all our eyes upon her, stood staring breathless and motionless at her brother; then, still looking at him, with a shivering sigh, she slowly and mechanically lifted her hand, and dropped the ribbon. It fluttered down.

Tread upon it! the Marquis said ruthlessly.

She trembled; her face, her childs face, grown quite white. But she did not move.

Tread upon it! he said again.

And then, without looking down, she moved her foot forward, and touched the ribbon.


CHAPTER XI.

THE TWO CAMPS.

Thank you, Mademoiselle; now you can go, he said.

But he need not have spoken, for the moment his sister had done his bidding she turned from us; before two words had passed his lips she was hurrying back to the house in a passion of grief, her face covered, and her slight figure shaken by sobs that came back to us on the summer air.

The sight stung me to rage; yet for a moment, and by a tremendous effort I restrained myself. I would hear him out.

But he either did not, or would not see the effect he had produced. There, Messieurs, he said, his face somewhat pale. I am obliged to your patience. Now you know what I think of your tricolour and your services. It shall shelter neither me nor mine! I hold no parley with assassins.

I sprang forward, I could contain myself no longer. And I! I cried, I, M. le Marquis, have something to say, too! I have something to declare! A moment ago I refused that tricolour! I rejected the overtures of those who brought it to me. I was resolved to stand by you and by my brethren against my better judgment. I was of your party, though I did not believe in it; and you might have tied me to it. But this gentleman is right, you are yourself the strongest argument against yourself. And I do this! I do this! I repeated passionately. See, M. le Marquis, and know that it is your doing!

With the word I snatched up the ribbon, on which Mademoiselle had trodden, and with fingers that trembled scarcely less than hers had trembled, when she unfastened it, I pinned it on my breast.

He bowed, with a sardonic smile. A cockade is easily changed, he said. But I could see that he was livid with rage; that he could have slain me for the rebuke.

You mean, I said hotly, that I am easily turned.

You put on the cap, M. le Vicomte, he retorted.

The other three had withdrawn a little  not without open signs of disgust  and left us face to face on the spot on which we had stood three weeks before on the eve of his mothers reception. Still raging with anger on Mademoiselles account, and minded to wound him, I recalled that to him, and the prophecies he had then uttered, prophecies which had been so ill-fulfilled.

He took me up at the second word. Ill-fulfilled? he said grimly. Yes, M. le Vicomte, but why? Because those who should support me, those who from one end of France to the other should support the King, are like you  waverers who do not know their own minds! Because the gentlemen of France are proving themselves churls and cravens, unworthy of the names they bear! Yes, ill-fulfilled, he continued bitterly, because you, M. de Saux, and men like you, are for this to-day, and for that to-morrow, and cry one hour, Reform, and the next, Order!

The denial stuck in my throat, and my passion dying down I could only glower at him. He saw this, and taking advantage of my momentary embarrassment, But enough, he continued in a tone of dignity very galling to me, since it was he who had behaved ill, not I. Enough of this. While it was possible I courted your aid, M. de Saux; and I acknowledge, I still acknowledge, and shall be the last to disclaim, the obligation under which you last night placed us. But there can never be true fellowship between those who wear that  and he pointed to the tricolour I had assumed and those who serve the King as we serve him. You will pardon me, therefore, if I take my leave, and without delay withdraw my sister from a house in which her presence may be misunderstood, as mine, after what has passed, must be unwelcome.

He bowed again with that, and led the way into the house; while I followed, tongue-tied and with a sudden chill at my heart. There was no one in the hall except André, who was hovering about the farther door; but in the avenue beyond were three or four mounted servants waiting for M. de St. Alais, and half-way down the avenue a party of three were riding towards the gates. It needed but a glance to show me that the foremost of these was Mademoiselle, and that she rode low in the saddle, as if she still wept. And I turned in a hot fit to M. de St. Alais.

But I found his eye fixed on me in such a fashion that the words died on my lips. He coughed drily. Ah! he said. So Mademoiselle has herself felt the propriety of leaving. You will permit me, then, to make her acknowledgments, M. de Saux, and to take leave for her.

He saluted me with the words and turned. He already had his foot raised to the stirrup when I muttered his name.

He looked round. Pardon! he said. Is there anything  

I beckoned to the servants to stand back. I was in misery between rage and shame, the hot fit gone. Monsieur, I said, there is one more thing to be said. This does not end all between Mademoiselle and me. For Mademoiselle  

We will not speak of her! he exclaimed.

But I was not to be put down. For Mademoiselle, I do not know her sentiments, I continued, doggedly disregarding his interruption, nor whether I am agreeable to her. But for myself, M. de St. Alais, I tell you frankly that I love her; nor shall I change because I wear one tricolour or another. Therefore  

I have only one thing to say, he cried, raising his hand to stay me.

I gave way, breathing hard. What is it? I said.

That you make love like a bourgeois! he answered, laughing insolently. Or a mad Englishman! And as Mademoiselle de St. Alais is not a bakers daughter, to be wooed after that fashion, I find it offensive. Is that enough or shall I say more, M. le Vicomte?

That will not be enough to turn me from my path! I answered. You forget that I carried Mademoiselle hither in my arms last night. But I do not forget it, and she will not forget it. We cannot be henceforth as we were, M. le Marquis.

You saved her life and base a claim upon it? he said scornfully. That is generous and like a gentleman!

No, I do not! I answered passionately. But I have held Mademoiselle in my arms, and she has laid her head on my breast, and you can undo neither the one nor the other. Henceforth I have a right to woo her, and I shall win her.

While I live you never shall! he answered fiercely. I swear that, as she trod on that ribbon  at my word, at my word, Monsieur!  so she shall tread on your love. From this day seek a wife among your friends. Mademoiselle de St. Alais is not for you.

I trembled with rage. You know, Monsieur, that I cannot fight you! I said.

Nor I you, he answered. I know it. Therefore, he continued, pausing an instant and reverting with marvellous ease to his former politeness, I will fly from you. Farewell, Monsieur  I do not say, until we meet again; for I do not think that we shall meet much in future.

I found nothing wherewith to answer that, and he turned and moved away down the avenue. Mademoiselle and her escort had disappeared; his servants, obeying my gesture, were almost at the gates. I watched his figure as he rode under the boughs of the walnuts, that meeting low over his head let the sun fall on him through spare rifts; and, sore and miserable at heart myself, I marvelled at the gallant air he maintained, and the careless grace of his bearing.

Certainly he had force. He had the force his fellows lacked; and he had it so abundantly, that as I gazed after him the words I had used to him seemed weak and foolish, the resolution I had flung in his teeth childish. After all, he was right; this, to which my feelings had impelled me on the spur of anger and love and the moment, was no French or proper way of wooing, nor one which I should have relished in my sisters case. Why then had I degraded Mademoiselle by it, and exposed myself? Men wooed mistresses that way, not wives!

So that I felt very wretched as I turned to go into the house. But there my eye alighted on the pistols which still lay on the table in the hall, and with a sudden revulsion of feeling I remembered that others affairs were out of order too; that the Châteaux of St. Alais and Marignac lay in ashes, that last night I had saved Mademoiselle from death, that beyond the walnut avenue with its cool, long shade and dappled floor, beyond the quiet of this summer day, lay the seething, brawling world of Quercy and of France  the world of maddened peasants and frightened townsfolk, and soldiers who would not fight, and nobles who dared not.

Then, Vive le Tricolor! the die was cast. I went through the house to find Father Benôit and his companions, meaning to throw in my lot and return with them. But the terrace was empty; they were nowhere to be seen. Even of the servants I could only find André, who came pottering to me with his lips pursed up to grumble. I asked him where the Curé was.

Gone, M. le Vicomte.

And Buton?

He too. With half the servants, for the matter of that.

Gone? I exclaimed. Whither?

To the village to gossip, he answered churlishly. There is not a turnspit now but must hear the news, and take his own leave and time to gather it. The world is turned upside down, I think. It is time his Majesty the King did something.

Did not M. le Curé leave a message?

The old servant hesitated. Well, he did, he said grudgingly. He said that if M. le Vicomte would stay at home until the afternoon, he should hear from him.

But he was going to Cahors! I said. He is not returning to-day?

He went by the little alley to the village, André answered obstinately. I do not know anything about Cahors.

Then go to the village now, I said, and learn whether he took the Cahors road.

The old man went grumbling, and I remained alone on the terrace. An abnormal quietness, as of the afternoon, lay on the house this summer morning. I sat down on a stone seat against the wall, and began to go over the events of the night, recalling with the utmost vividness things to which at the time I had scarcely given a glance, and shuddering at horrors that in the happening had barely moved me. Gradually my thoughts passed from these things which made my pulses beat; and I began to busy myself with Mademoiselle. I saw her again sitting low in the saddle and weeping as she went. The bees hummed in the warm air, the pigeons cooed softly in the dovecot, the trees on the lawn below me shaped themselves into an avenue over her head, and, thinking of her, I fell asleep.

After such a night as I had spent it was not unnatural. But when I awoke, and saw that it was high noon, I was wild with vexation. I sprang up, and darting suspicious glances round me, caught André skulking away under the house wall. I called him back, and asked him why he had let me sleep.

I thought that you were tired, Monsieur, he muttered, blinking in the sun. M. le Vicomte is not a peasant that he may not sleep when he pleases.

And M. le Curé? Has he not returned?

No, Monsieur.

And he went  which way?

He named a village half a league from us; and then said that my dinner waited.

I was hungry, and for a moment asked no more, but went in and sat down to the meal. When I rose it was nearly two oclock. Expecting Father Benôit every moment, I bade them saddle the horses that I might be ready to go; and then, too restless to remain still, I went into the village. Here I found all in turmoil. Three-fourths of the inhabitants were away at St. Alais inspecting the ruins, and those who remained thought of nothing so little as doing their ordinary work; but, standing in groups at their doors, or at the cross-roads, or the church gates, were discussing events. One asked me timidly if it was true that the King had given all the land to the peasants; another, if there were to be any more taxes; a third, a question still more simple. Yet with this, I met with no lack of respect; and few failed to express their joy that I had escaped the ruffians là-bas. But as I approached each group a subtle shade of expectation, of shyness and suspicion seemed to flit across faces the most familiar to me. At the moment I did not understand it, and even apprehended it but dimly. Now, after the event, now that it is too late, I know that it was the first symptom of the social poison doing its sure and deadly work.

With all this, I could hear nothing of M. le Curé; one saying that he was here, another there, a third that he had gone to Cahors; and, in the end, I returned to the Château in a state of discomfort and unrest hard to describe. I would not again leave the front of the house lest I should miss him; and for hours I paced the avenue, now listening at the gates or looking up the road, now walking quickly to and fro under the walnuts. In time evening fell, and night; and still I was here awaiting the Curés coming, chained to the silent house; while my mind tortured me with pictures of what was going forward outside. The restless demon of the time had hold of me; the thought that I lay here idle, while the world heaved, made me miserable, filled me with shame. When André came at last to summon me to supper, I swore at him; and the moment I had done, I went up to the roof of the Château and watched the night, expecting to see again a light in the sky, and the far-off glare of burning houses.

I saw nothing, however, and the Curé did not come; and, after a wakeful night, seven in the morning saw me in the saddle and on the road to Cahors. André complained of illness and I took Gil only. The country round St. Alais seemed to be deserted; but, half a league farther on, over the hill, I came on a score of peasants trudging sturdily forward. I asked them whither they were going, and why they were not in the fields.

We are going to Cahors, Monseigneur, for arms, they said.

For arms! Whom are you going to fight?

The brigands, Monseigneur. They are burning and murdering on every side. By the mercy of God they have not yet visited us. And to-night we shall be armed.

Brigands! I said. What brigands?

But they could not answer that; and I left them in wonder at their simplicity and rode on. I had not yet done with these brigands, however. Half a league short of Cahors I passed through a hamlet where the same idea prevailed. Here they had raised a rough barricade at the end of the street towards the country, and I saw a man on the church tower keeping watch. Meanwhile every one in the place who could walk had gone to Cahors.

Why? I asked. For what?

To hear the news.

Then I began to see that my imagination had not led me astray. All the world was heaving, all the world was astir. Every one was hurrying to hear and to learn and to tell; to take arms if he had never used arms before, to advise if all his life he had obeyed orders, to do anything and everything but his daily work. After this, that I should find Cahors humming like a hive of bees about to swarm, and the Valandré bridge so crowded that I could scarcely force my way through its three gates, and the queue of people waiting for rations longer, and the rations shorter than ever before  after this, I say, all these things seemed only natural.

Nor was I much surprised to find that as I rode through the streets, wearing the tricolour, I was hailed here and there with cheers. On the other hand, I noticed that wearers of white cockades were not lacking. They kept the wall in twos and threes, and walked with raised chins, and hands on sword-knots, and were watched askance by the commonalty. A few of them were known to me, more were strangers; and while I blushed under the scornful looks of the former, knowing that I must seem to them a renegade, I wondered who the latter were. Finally I was glad to escape from both by alighting at Dourys, over whose door a huge tricolour flag hung limp in the sunshine.

M. le Curé de Saux? Yes, he was even then sitting with the Committee upstairs. Would M. le Vicomte walk up?

I did so, through a press of noisy people, who thronged the stairs and passages and lobbies, and talked, and gesticulated, and seemed to be settled there for the day. I worked my way through these at last, the door was opened, a fresh gust of noise came out to meet me, and I entered the room. In it, seated round a long table, I found a score of men, of whom some rose to meet me, while more kept their seats; three or four were speaking at once and did not stop on my entrance. I recognised at the farther end Father Benôit and Buton, who came to meet me, and Capitaine Hugues, who rose, but continued to speak. Besides these there were two of the smaller noblesse, who left their chairs, and came to me in an ecstasy, and Doury, who rose and sat down half a dozen times; and one or two Curés and others of that rank, known to me by sight. The uproar was great, the confusion equal to it. Still, somehow, and after a moment of tumult, I found myself received and welcomed and placed in a chair at the end of the table, with M. le Capitaine on one side of me and a notary of Cahors on the other. Then, under cover of the noise, I stole a few words with Father Benôit, who lingered a moment beside me.

You could not join us yesterday? he muttered, with a pathetic look that only I understood.

But you left a message, bidding me wait for you! I answered.

I did? he said. No; I left a message asking you to follow us  if it pleased you.

Then I never got it, I replied. André told me  

Ah! André, he answered softly. And he shook his head.

The rascal! I said; then he lied to me! And  

But some one called the Curé to his place, and we had to part. At the same instant most of the talkers ceased; a moment, and only two were left speaking, who, without paying the least regard to one another, continued to hold forth to their neighbours, haranguing, one on the social contract; the other on the brigands  the brigands who were everywhere burning the corn and killing the people!

At last M. le Capitaine, after long waiting to speak, attacked the former speaker. Tut, Monsieur! he said. This is not the time for theory. A halfpennyworth of fact  

Is worth a pound of theory! the man of the brigands  he was a grocer, I believe  cried eagerly; and he brought his fist down on the table.

But now is the time!  the God-sent time, to frame the facts to the theory! the other combatant screamed. To form a perfect system! To regenerate the world, I say! To  

To regenerate the fiddlestick! his opponent answered, with equal heat. When brigands are at our very doors! when our crops are being burned and our houses plundered! when  

Monsieur, the Captain said harshly, commanding silence by the gravity of his tone if you please!

Yes.

Then, to be plain, I do not believe any more in your brigands than in M. lAvoués theories.

This time it was the grocers turn to scream. What? he cried. When they have been seen at Figeac, and Cajarc, and Rodez, and  

By whom? the soldier asked sharply, interrupting him.

By hundreds.

Name one.

But it is notorious!

Yes, Monsieur  it is a notorious lie! M. le Capitaine answered bluntly. Believe me, the brigands with whom we have to deal are nearer home. Allow us to arrange with them first, and do not deafen M. le Vicomte with your chattering.

Hear! hear! the lawyer cried.

But this insult proved too much for the man of the brigands. He began again, and others joined in, for him and against him; to my despair, it seemed as if the quarrel were only beginning  as if peace would have to be made afresh.

How all this noise, tumult, and disputation, this absence of the politeness to which I had been accustomed all my life, this vulgar jostling and brawling depressed me I need not say. I sat deafened, lost in the scramble; of no more account, for the moment, than Buton. Nay of less; for while I gazed about me and listened, sunk in wonder at my position at a table with people of a class with whom I had never sat down before  save at the chance table of an inn, where my presence kept all within bounds  it was Buton who, by coming to the officers aid, finally gained silence.

Now you have had your say, perhaps you will let me have mine, the Captain said, with acerbity, taking advantage of the hearing thus gained for him. It is very well for you, M. lAvoué, and you, Monsieur  I have forgotten your name  you are not fighting men, and my difficulty does not affect you. But there are half a dozen at this table who are placed as I am, and they understand. You may organise; but if your officers are carried off every morning, you will not go far.

How carried off? the lawyer cried, puffing out his thin cheeks. Members of the Committee of  

How? M. le Capitaine rejoined, cutting him short without ceremony by the prick of a small sword! You do not understand; but, for some of us, we cannot go three paces from this door without risk of an insult and a challenge.

That is true! the two gentlemen at the foot of the table cried with one voice.

It is true, and more, the Captain continued, warming as he spoke. It is no chance work, but a plan. It is their plan for curbing us. I have seen three men in the streets to-day, who, I can swear, are fencing-masters in fine clothes.

Assassins! the lawyer cried pompously.

That is all very well, Hugues said more soberly. You can call them what you please. But what is to be done? If we cannot move abroad without a challenge and a duel, we are helpless. You will have all your leaders picked off.

The people will avenge you! the lawyer said, with a grand air.

M. le Capitaine shrugged his shoulders. Thank you for nothing, he said.

Father Benôit interposed. At present, he said anxiously, I think that there is only one thing to be done. You have said, M. le Capitaine, that some of the committee are not fighting men. Why, I would ask, should any fight, and play into our opponents hands?

Par Dieu! I think that you are right! Hugues answered frankly. And he looked round as if to collect opinions. Why should we? I am sure that I do not wish to fight. I have given my proofs.

There was a short pause, during which we looked at one another doubtfully. Well, why not? the Captain said at last. This is not play, but business. We are no longer gentlemen at large, but soldiers under discipline.

Yes, I said stiffly, for I found all looking at me. But it is difficult, M. le Capitaine, for men of honour to divest themselves of certain ideas. If we are not to protect ourselves from insult, we sink to the level of beasts.

Have no fear, M. le Vicomte! Buton cried abruptly. The people will not suffer it!

No, no; the people will not suffer it! one or two echoed; and for a moment the room rang with cries of indignation.

Well, at any rate, the Captain said at last, all are now warned. And if, after this, they fight lightly, they do it with full knowledge that they are playing their adversaries game. I hope all understand that. For my part, he continued, shrugging his shoulders with a dry laugh, they may cane me; I shall not fight them! I am no fool!


CHAPTER XII.

THE DUEL.

I have said already how all this weighed me down; with what misgivings I looked along the table, from the pale, pinched features of the lawyer to the smug grin of the grocer, or Butons coarse face; with what sinkings of heart I found myself on a sudden the equal of these men, addressed now with rude abruptness, and now with servility; last, but not least, with what despondency I listened to the wrangling which followed, and which it needed all the exertions of the Captain to control. Fortunately, the sitting did not last long. After half an hour of debate and conversation, during which I did what I could to aid the few who knew anything of business, the meeting broke up; and while some went out on various missions, others remained to deal with such affairs as arose. I was one of those appointed to stay, and I drew Father Benôit into a corner, and, hiding for a moment the feeling of despair which possessed me, I asked him if any further outbreaks had occurred in the country round.

No, he answered, secretly pressing my hand. We have done so much good, I think. Then, in a different tone, which showed how clearly he read my mind, he continued, under his breath, Ah! M. le Vicomte, let us only keep the peace! Let us do what lies to our hands. Let us protect the innocent, and then, no matter what happens. Alas, I foresee more than I predicted. More than I dreamed of is in peril. Let us only cling to  

He stopped, and turned, startled by the noisy entrance of the Captain; who came in so abruptly that those who remained at the table sprang to their feet. M. Hugues face was flushed, his eyes were gleaming with anger. The lawyer, who stood nearest to the door, turned a shade paler, and stammered out a question. But the Captain passed by him with a glance of contempt, and came straight to me. M. le Vicomte, he said out loud, blurting out his words in haste, you are a gentleman. You will understand me. I want your help.

I stared at him. Willingly, I said. But what is the matter?

I have been insulted! he answered, his moustaches curling.

How?

In the street! And by one of those puppies! But I will teach him manners! I am a soldier, sir, and I  

But, stay, M. le Capitaine, I said, really taken aback. I understood that there was to be no fighting. And that you in particular  

Tut! tut!

Would be caned before you would go out.

Sacré Nom! he cried, what of that? Do you think that I am not a gentleman because I have served in America instead of in France?

No, I said, scarcely able to restrain a smile. But it is playing into their hands. So you said yourself, a minute ago, and  

Will you help me, or will you not, sir? he retorted angrily. And then, as the lawyer tried to intervene, Be silent, you! he continued, turning on him so violently that the scrivener jumped back a pace. What do you know of these things? You miserable pettifogger! you  

Softly, softly, M. le Capitaine, I said, startled by this outbreak, and by the prospect of further brawling which it disclosed. M. lAvoué is doing merely his duty in remonstrating. He is in the right, and  

I have nothing to do with him! And for you  you will not assist me?

I did not say that.

Then, if you will, I crave your services at once! At once, he said more calmly; but he still kept his shoulder to the lawyer. I have appointed a meeting behind the Cathedral. If you will honour me, I must ask you to do so immediately.

I saw that it was useless to say more; that he had made up his mind; and for answer I took up my hat. In a moment we were moving towards the door. The lawyer, the grocer, half a dozen cried out on us, and would have stopped us. But Father Benôit remained silent, and I went on down the stairs, and out of the house. Outside it was easy to see that the quarrel and insult had had spectators; a gloomy crowd, not compact, but made up of watching groups, filled all the sunny open part of the square. The pavement, on the other hand, along which we had to pass to go to the Cathedral, had for its only occupants a score or more of gentlemen, who, wearing white cockades, walked up and down in threes and fours. The crowd eyed them silently; they affected to see nothing of the crowd. Instead, they talked and smiled carelessly, and with half-opened eyes; swung their canes, and saluted one another, and now and then stopped to exchange a word or a pinch of snuff. They wore an air of insolence, ill-hidden, which the silent, almost cowed looks of the multitude, as it watched them askance, seemed to justify.

We had to run the gauntlet of these; and my face burned with shame, as we passed. Many of the men, whom I met now, I had met two days before at Madame St. Alais, where they had seen me put on the white cockade; they saw me now in the opposite camp, they knew nothing of my reasons, and I read in their averted eyes and curling lips what they thought of the change. Others  and they looked at me insolently, and scarcely gave me room to pass  were strangers, wearing military swords, and the cross of St. Louis.



Fortunately the passage was as short as it was painful. We passed under the north wall of the Cathedral, and through a little door into a garden, where lime trees tempered the glare of the sun, and the town, with its crowd and noise, seemed to be in a moment left behind. On the right rose the walls of the apse and the heavy eastern domes of the Cathedral; in front rose the ramparts; on the left an old, half-ruined tower of the fourteenth century lifted a frowning ivy-covered head. In the shadow, at its foot, on a piece of smooth sward, a group of four persons were standing waiting for us.

One was M. de St. Alais, one was Louis; the others were strangers. A sudden thought filled me with horror. Whom are you going to fight? I muttered.

M. de St. Alais, the Captain answered, in the same tone. And then, being within earshot of the others, I could say no more. They stepped forward, and saluted us.

M. le Vicomte? Louis said. He was grave and stern. I scarcely knew him.

I assented mechanically, and we stepped aside from the others. This is not a case that admits of intervention, I believe? he said, bowing.

I suppose not, I answered huskily.

In truth, I could scarcely speak for horror. I was waking slowly to the consciousness of the dilemma in which I had placed myself. Were St. Alais to fall by the Captains sword, what would his sister say to me, what would she think of me, how would she ever touch my hand? And yet could I wish ill to my own principal? Could I do so in honour, even if something sturdy and practical, something of plain gallantry in the man, whom I was here to second, had not already and insensibly won my heart?

Yet one of the two must fall. The great clock above my head, slowly telling out the hour of noon, beat the truth into my brain. For a moment I grew dizzy; the sun dazzled me, the trees reeled before me, the garden swam. The murmur of the crowd outside filled my ears. Then out of the mist Louis voice, unnaturally steady, gripped my attention, and my brain grew clear again.

Have you any objection to this spot? he said. The grass is dry, and not slippery. They will fight in shadow, and the light is good.

It will do, I muttered.

Perhaps you will examine it? There is, I think, no trip or fault.

I affected to do so. I find none, I said hoarsely.

Then we had better place our men?

I think so.

I had no knowledge of the skill of either combatant, but, as I turned to join Hugues, I was startled by the contrast which the two presented as they stood a little apart, their upper clothes removed. The Captain was the shorter by a head, and stiff and sturdy, with a clear eye and keen visage. M. le Marquis, on the other hand, was tall and lithe, and long in the arm, with a reach which threatened danger, and a smile almost as deadly. I thought that if his skill and coolness were on a par with his natural gifts, M. Hugues  But then again my head reeled. What did I wish?

We are ready, M. Louis said impatiently; and I noticed that he glanced past me towards the gate of the garden. Will you measure the swords, M. le Vicomte?

I complied, and was about to place my man, when M. le Capitaine indicated by a sign that he wished to speak to me, and, disregarding the frowns of the other side, I led him apart.

His face had lost the glow of passion which had animated it a few minutes before, and was pale and stern. This is a fools trick, he said curtly, and under his breath. It will serve me right if that puppy goes through me. You will do me a favour, M. le Vicomte?

I muttered that I would do him any in my power.

I borrowed a thousand francs to fit myself out for this service, he continued, avoiding my eye, from a man in Paris whose name you will find in my valise at the inn. Should anything happen to me, I should be glad if you will send him what is left. That is all.

He shall be paid in full, I said. I will see to it.

He wrung my hand, and went to his station; and Louis and I placed ourselves on either side of the two, ready, with our swords drawn, to interfere should need arise. The signal was given, the principals saluted, and fell on guard, and in a moment the grinding and clicking of the blades began, while the pigeons of the Cathedral flew in eddies above us, and in the middle of the garden a little fountain tinkled softly in the sunshine.

They had not made three passes before the great diversity of their styles became apparent. While Hugues played vigorously with his body, stooping, and moving, and stepping aside, but keeping his arm stiff, and using his wrist much, M. le Marquis held his body erect and still, but moved his arm, and, fencing with a school correctness, as if he held a foil, disdained all artifices save those of the weapon. It was clear that he was the better fencer, and that, of the two, the Captain must tire first, since he was never still, and the wrist is more quickly fatigued that the arm; but, in addition to this, I soon perceived that the Marquis was not putting forth his full strength, but, depending on his defence, was waiting to tire out his opponent. My eyes grew hot, my throat dry, as I watched breathlessly, waiting for the stroke that must finish all  waiting and flinching. And then, on a sudden, something happened. The Captain seemed to slip, yet did not slip, but in a moment, stooping almost prone, his left hand on the ground, was under the others guard. His point was at the Marquiss breast, when the latter sprang back  sprang back, and just saved himself. Before the Captain could recover his footing, Louis dashed his sword aside.

Foul play! he cried passionately. Foul play! A stroke dessous! It is not en règle.

The Captain stood breathing quickly, his point to the ground. But why not, Monsieur? he said. Then he looked to me.

I scarcely understand, M. de St. Alais, I said stiffly. The stroke  

Is not allowed.

In the schools, I said. But this is a duel.

I have never seen it used in a duel, he said.

No matter, I answered warmly. To interfere on such provocation is absurd.

Monsieur!

Is absurd! I repeated firmly. After such treatment I have no resource but to withdraw M. le Capitaine from the field.

Perhaps you will take his place, some one behind me said with a sneer.

I turned sharply. One of the two persons whom we had found with St. Alais was the speaker. I saluted him. The surgeon? I said.

No, he answered angrily. I am M. du Marc, and very much at your service.

But not a second, I rejoined. And, therefore, you have no right to be standing where you are, nor to be here. I must request you to withdraw.

I have at least as much right as those, he answered, pointing to the roof of the Cathedral, over the battlements of which a number of heads could be seen peering down at us.

I stared.

Our friends have at least as much right as yours, he continued, taunting me.

But they do not interfere, I answered firmly. Nor shall you. I request you to withdraw.

He still refused, and even tried to bluster; but this proved too much for Louis stomach; he intervened sharply, and at a word from him the bully shrugged his shoulders and moved away. Then we four looked at one another.

We had better proceed, the Captain said bluntly. If the stroke was irregular, this gentleman was right to interfere. If not  

I am willing, M. de St. Alais said. And in a moment the two fell on guard, and to it again; but more fiercely now, and with less caution, the Captain more than once using a rough, sweeping parry, in greater favour with practical fighters than in the fencing school. This, though it left him exposed to a riposte, seemed to disconcert M. le Marquis, who fenced, I thought, less skilfully than before, and more than once seemed to be flurried by the Captains attack. I began to feel doubtful of the result, my heart began to beat more quickly, the glitter of the blades as they slid up and down one another confused my sight. I looked for one moment across at Louis  and in that moment the end came. M. le Capitaine used again his sweeping parry, but this time the circle was too wide; St. Alais blade darted serpent-like under his. The Captain staggered back. His sword dropped from his hand.

Before he could fall I caught him in my arms, but blood was gushing already from a wound in the side of his neck. He just turned his eyes to my face, and tried once to speak. I caught the words, You will   and then blood choked his voice, and his eyes slowly closed. He was dead, or as good as dead, before the surgeon could reach him, before I could lay him on the grass.

I knelt a moment beside him perfectly stunned by the suddenness of the catastrophe; watching in a kind of fascination the surgeon feeling pulse and heart, and striving with his thumb to stop the bleeding. For a moment or two my world was reduced to the sinking grey face, the quivering eyelids before me, and I saw nothing, heeded nothing, thought of nothing else. I could not believe that the valiant spirit had fled already; that the stout man who had so quickly yet insensibly won my liking was in this moment dead; dead and growing livid, while the pigeons still circled overhead, and the sparrows chirped, and the fountain tinkled in the sunshine.

I cried out in my agony. Not dead? I said. Not dead so soon?

Yes, M. le Vicomte, it was bad luck, the surgeon answered, letting the passive head fall on the stained grass. With such a wound nothing can be done.

He rose as he spoke; but I remained on my knees, wrapt and absorbed; staring at the glazing eyes that a few minutes before had been full of life and keenness. Then with a shudder I turned my look on myself. His blood covered me; it was on my breast, my arm, my hands, soaking into my coat. From it my thoughts turned to St. Alais, and at the moment, as I looked instinctively round to see where he was, or if he had gone, I started. The deep boom of a heavy bell, tolled once, shook the air; while its solemn burden still hung mournfully on the ear, quick footsteps ran towards me, and I heard a harsh cry at my elbow. But, mon Dieu! This is murder! They are murdering us!

I looked behind me. The speaker was Du Marc, the bully who had vainly tried to provoke me. The two St. Alais and the surgeon were with him, and all four came from the direction of the door by which we had entered. They passed me with averted eyes, and hurried towards a little postern which flanked the old tower, and opened on the ramparts. As they went out of sight behind a buttress that intervened the bell boomed out again above my head, its dull note full of menace.

Then I awoke and understood; understood that the noise which filled my ears was not the burden of the bell carried on from one deep stroke to another, but the roar of angry voices in the square, the babel of an approaching crowd crying: A la lanterne! A la lanterne! From the battlements of the Cathedral, from the louvres of the domes, from every window of the great gloomy structure that frowned above me, men were making signs, and pointing with their hands, and brandishing their fists  at me, I thought at first, or at the body at my feet. But then I heard footsteps again, and I turned and found the other four behind me, close to me; the two St. Alais pale and stern, with bright eyes, the bully pale, too, but with a look which shot furtively here and there, and white lips.

Curse them, they are at that door, too! he cried shrilly. We are beset. We shall be murdered. By God, we shall be murdered, and by these canaille! By these  I call all here to witness that it was a fair fight! I call you to witness, M. le Vicomte, that  

It will help us much, St. Alais said with a sneer, if he does. If I were once at home  

Ay, but how are we to get there? Du Marc cried. He could not hide his terror. Do you understand, he continued querulously, addressing me, that we shall be murdered? Is there no other door? Speak, some one. Speak!

His fears appealed to me in vain. I would scarcely have stirred a finger to save him. But the sight of the two St. Alais standing there pale and irresolute, while that roar of voices grew each moment louder and nearer, moved me. A moment, and the mob would break in; perhaps finding us by Hugues side, it might in its fury sacrifice all indifferently. It might; and then I heard, to give point to the thought, the crash of one of the doors of the garden as it gave way; and I cried out almost involuntarily that there was another door  another door, if it was open. I did not look to see if they followed, but, leaving the dead, I took the lead, and ran across the sward towards the wall of the Cathedral.

The crowd were already pouring into the garden, but a clump of shrubs hid us from them as we fled; and we gained unseen a little door, a low-browed postern in the wall of the apse, that led, I knew  for not long before I had conducted an English visitor over the Cathedral  to a sacristy connected with the crypt. My hope of finding the door open was slight; if I had stayed to weigh the chances I should have thought them desperate. But to my joy as I came up to it, closely followed by the others, it opened of itself, and a priest, showing his tonsured head in the aperture, beckoned to us to hasten. He had little need to do so; in a moment we had obeyed, were by his side, and panting, heard the bolts shoot home behind us. For the moment we were safe.

Then we breathed again. We stood in the twilight of a long narrow room with walls and roof of stone, and three loopholes for windows. Du Marc was the first to speak. Mon Dieu, that was close, he said, wiping his brow, which in the cold light wore an ugly pallor. We are  

Not out of the wood yet, the surgeon answered gravely, though we have good grounds for thanking M. le Vicomte. They have discovered us! Yes, they are coming!

Probably the people on the roof had watched us enter and denounced our place of refuge; for as he spoke, we heard a rush of feet, the door shook under a storm of blows, and a score of grimy savage faces showed at the slender arrow-slits, and glaring down, howled and spat curses upon us. Luckily the door was of oak, studded and plated with iron, fashioned in old, rough days for such an emergency, and we stood comparatively safe. Yet it was terrible to hear the cries of the mob, to feel them so close, to gauge their hatred, and know while they beat on the stone as though they would tear the walls with their naked hands, what it would be to fall into their power!

We looked at one another, and  but it may have been the dim light  I saw no face that was not pale. Fortunately the pause was short. The Curé who had admitted us, unlocked as quickly as he could an inner door. This way, he said  but the snarling of the beasts outside almost drowned his voice if you will follow me, I will let you out by the south entrance. But, be quick, gentlemen, be quick, he continued, pushing us out before him, or they may guess what we are about, and be there before us.

It may be imagined that after that we lost no time. We followed him as quickly as we could along a narrow subterranean passage, very dimly lit, at the end of which a flight of six steps brought us into a second passage. We almost ran along this, and though a locked door delayed us a moment  which seemed a minute, and a long one  the key was found and the door opened. We passed through it, and found ourselves in a long narrow room, the counterpart of that we had first entered. The curé opened the farther door of this; I looked out. The alley outside, the same which led beside the Cathedral to the Chapter House, was empty.

We are in time, I said, with a sigh of relief; it was pleasant to breathe the fresh air again. And I turned, still panting with the haste we had made, to thank the good Curé who had saved us.

M. de St. Alais, who followed me, and had kept silence throughout, thanked him also. Then M. le Marquis stood hesitating on the threshold, while I looked to see him hurry away. At last he turned to me. M. de Saux, he said, speaking with less aplomb than was usual with him  but we were all agitated I should thank you also. But perhaps the situation in which we stand towards one another  

I think nothing of that, I answered harshly. But that in which we have just stood  

Ah, he rejoined, shrugging his shoulders, if you take it that way  

I do take it that way, I answered  the Captains blood was not yet dry on the mans sword, and he spoke to me! I do take it that way. And I warn you, M. le Marquis, I continued sternly, that if you pursue your plan further, a plan that has already cost one brave man his life, it will recoil on yourselves, and that most terribly.

At least I shall not ask you to shield me, he answered proudly. And he walked carelessly away, sheathing his sword as he went. The passage was still empty. There was no one to stop him.

Louis followed him; Du Marc and the surgeon had already disappeared. I fancied that as Louis passed me he hung a moment on his heel; and that he would have spoken to me, would have caught my eye, would have taken my hand, had I given him an opening. But I saw before me Hugues dead face and sunken eyes, and I set my own face like a stone, and turned away.


CHAPTER XIII.

A LA LANTERNE.

For, of all the things that had happened since I left the Committee Room, the Captains death remained the one most real and most deeply bitten into my mind. He had shared with me the walk from the inn to the garden, and the petty annoyances that had then filled my thoughts. He had faced them with me, and bravely; and this late association, and the picture of him as he walked beside me, full of life and coarse wrath, rose up now and cried out against his death; cried out that it was impossible. So that it seemed horrible to me, and I shook with fear, and loathed the man whose hand had done it.

Nor was that all. I had known Hugues barely forty-eight hours, my liking for him was only an hour born; but I had his story. I could follow him going about to borrow the small sum of money he had possessed. I could trace the hopes he had built on it. I could see him coming here full of honest courage, believing that he had found an opening; a man strong, confident, looking forward, full of plans. And then of all, this was the end! He had hoped, he had purposed; and on the other side of the Cathedral, he lay stark  stark and dead on the grass.

It seemed so sad and pitiful, I had the man so vividly in my mind, that I scarcely gave a thought to the St. Alais danger and escape; that, and our hasty flight, had passed like a dream. I was content to listen a moment beside the church door; and then satisfied that the murmur of the crowd was dying in the distance, and that the city was quiet, I thanked the Vicar again, and warmly, and, taking leave of him, in my turn walked up the passage.

It was so still that it echoed my footsteps; and presently I began to think the silence odd. I began to wonder why the mob, which a few minutes before had shown itself so vindictive, had not found its way round; why the neighbourhood had become on a sudden so quiet. A few paces would show, however; I hastened on, and in a moment stood in the market-place.

To my astonishment it lay sunny, tranquil, utterly deserted; a dog ran here and there with tail high, nosing among the garbage; a few old women were at the stalls on the farther side; about as many people were busy, putting up shutters and closing shops. But the crowd which had filled the place so short a time before, the queue about the corn measures, the white cockades, all were gone; I stood astonished.

For a moment only, however. Then, in place of the silence which had prevailed between the high walls of the passage, a dull sound, distant and heavy, began to speak to me; a sullen roar, as of breakers falling on the beach. I started and listened. A moment more, and I was across the Square, and at the door of the inn. I darted into the passage, and up the stairs, my heart beating fast.

Here, too, I had left a crowd in the passages, and on the stairs. Not a man remained. The house seemed to be dead; at noon-day with the sun shining outside. I saw no one, heard no one, until I reached the door of the room in which I had left the Committee and entered. Here, at last, I found life; but the same silence.

Round the table were seated some dozen of the members of the Committee. On seeing me they started, like men detected in an act of which they were ashamed, some continuing to sit, sullen and scowling, with their elbows on the table, others stooping to their neighbours ears to whisper, or listen. I noticed that many were pale and all gloomy; and though the room was light, and hot noon poured in through three windows, a something grim in the silence, and the air of expectation which prevailed, struck a chill to my heart.

Father Benôit was not of them, but Baton was, and the lawyer, and the grocer, and the two gentlemen, and one of the Curés, and Doury  the last-named pale and cringing, with fear sitting heavily on him. I might have thought, at a first glance round, that nothing which had happened outside was known to them; that they were ignorant alike of the duel and the riot; but a second glance assured me that they knew all, and more than I did; so many of them, when they had once met my eyes, looked away.

What has happened? I asked, standing half-way between the door and the long table.

Dont you know, Monsieur?

No, I muttered, staring at them. Even here that distant murmur filled the air.

But you were at the duel, M. le Vicomte? The speaker was Buton.

Yes, I said nervously. But what of that? I saw M. le Marquis safe on his way home, and I thought that the crowd had separated. Now and I paused, listening.

You fancy that you still hear them? he said, eying me closely and smiling.

Yes; I fear that they are at mischief.

We are afraid of that, too, the smith answered drily, setting his elbows on the table, and looking at me anew. It is not impossible.

Then I understood. I caught Dourys eye  which would fain have escaped mine  and read it there. The hooting of the distant crowd rose more loudly on the summer stillness; as it did so, faces round the table grew graver, lips grew longer, some trembled and looked down; and I understood. My God! I cried in excitement, trembling myself. Is no one going to do anything, then? Are you going to sit here, while these demons work their will? While houses are sacked and women and children  

Why not? Buton said curtly.

Why not? I cried.

Ay, why not? he answered sternly  and I began to see that he dominated the others; that he would not and they dared not. We went about to keep the peace, and see that others kept it. But your white cockades, your gentlemen bullies, your soldierless officers, M. le Vicomte  I speak without offence  would not have it. They undertook to bully us; and unless they learn a lesson now, they will bully us again. No, Monsieur, he continued, looking round with a hard smile  already power had changed him wondrously let the people have their way for half an hour, and  

The people? I cried. Are the rascals and sweepings of the streets, the gaol-birds, the beggars and forçats of the town  are they the people?

No matter, he said frowning.

But this is murder!

Two or three shivered, and some looked sullenly from me, but the blacksmith only shrugged his shoulders. Still I did not despair, I was going to say more  to try threats, even prayers; but before I could speak, the man nearest to the windows raised his hand for silence, and we heard the distant riot sink, and in the momentary quiet which followed the sharp report of a gun ring out, succeeded by another and another. Then a roar of rage  distinct, articulate, full of menace.

Oh, mon Dieu! I cried, looking round, while I trembled with indignation, I cannot stand this! Will no one act? Will no one do anything? There must be some authority. There must be some one to curb this canaille; or presently, I warn you, I warn you all, that they will cut your throats also; yours, M. lAvoué, and yours, Doury!

There was some one; and he is dead, Buton answered. The rest of the Committee fidgeted gloomily.

And was he the only one?

Theyve killed him, the smith said bluntly. They must take the consequences.

They? I cried, in a passion of wrath and pity. Ay, and you! And you! I tell you that you are using this scum of the people to crush your enemies! But presently they will crush you too!

Still no one spoke, no one answered me; no eyes met mine; then I saw how it was; that nothing I could say would move them; and I turned without another word, and I ran downstairs. I knew already, or could guess, whither the crowd had gone, and whence came the shouting and the shots; and the moment I reached the Square I turned in the direction of the St. Alais house, and ran through the streets; through quiet streets under windows from which women looked down white and curious, past neat green blinds of modern houses, past a few staring groups; ran on, with all about me smiling, but always with that murmur in my ears, and at my heart grim fear.

They were sacking the St. Alais house! And Mademoiselle! And Madame!

The thought of them came to me late; but having come it was not to be displaced. It gripped my heart and seemed to stop it. Had I saved Mademoiselle only for this? Had I risked all to save her from the frenzied peasants, only that she might fall into the more cruel hands of these maddened wretches, these sweepings of the city?

It was a dreadful thought; for I loved her, and knew, as I ran, that I loved her. Had I not known it I must have known it now, by the very measure of agony which the thought of that horror caused me. The distance from the Trois Rois to the house was barely four hundred yards, but it seemed infinite to me. It seemed an age before I stopped breathless and panting on the verge of the crowd, and strove to see, across the plain of heads, what was happening in front.

A moment, and I made out enough to relieve me; and I breathed more freely. The crowd had not yet won its will. It filled the street on either side of the St. Alais house from wall to wall; but in front of the house itself, a space was still kept clear by the fire of those within. Now and again, a man or a knot of men would spring out of the ranks of the mob, and darting across this open space to the door, would strive to beat it in with axes and bars, and even with naked hands; but always there came a puff of smoke from the shuttered and loop-holed windows, and a second and a third, and the men fell back, or sank down on the stones, and lay bleeding in the sunshine.

It was a terrible sight. The wild beast rage of the mob, as they watched their leaders fall, yet dared not make the rush en masse which must carry the place, was enough, of itself, to appal the stoutest. But when to this and their fiendish cries were added other sounds as horrid  the screams of the wounded and the rattle of musketry  for some of the mob had arms, and were firing from neighbouring houses at the St. Alais windows  the effect was appalling. I do not know why, but the sunshine, and the tall white houses which formed the street, and the very neatness of the surroundings, seemed to aggravate the bloodshed; so that for a while the whole, the writhing crowd, the open space with its wounded, the ugly cries and curses and shots, seemed unreal. I, who had come hot-foot to risk all, hesitated; if this was Cahors, if this was the quiet town I had known all my life, things had come to a pass indeed. If not, I was dreaming.

But this last was a thought too wild to be entertained for more than a few seconds; and with a groan I thrust myself into the press, bent desperately on getting through and reaching the open space; though what I should do when I got there, or how I could help, I had not considered. I had scarcely moved, however, when I felt my arm gripped, and some one clinging obstinately to me, held me back. I turned to resent the action with a blow,  I was beside myself; but the man was Father Benôit, and my hand fell. I caught hold of him with a cry of joy, and he drew me out of the press.

His face was pale and full of grief and consternation; yet by a wonderful chance I had found him, and I hoped. You can do something! I cried in his ear, gripping his hand hard. The Committee will not act, and this is murder! Murder, man! Do you see?

What can I do? he wailed; and he threw up his other hand with a gesture of despair.

Speak to them.

Speak to them? he answered. Will mad dogs stand when you speak to them? Or will mad dogs listen? How can you get to them? Where can you speak to them? It is impossible. It is impossible, Monsieur. They would kill their fathers to-day, if they stood between them and vengeance.

Then, what will you do? I cried passionately. What will you do?

He shook his head; and I saw that he meant nothing, that he could do nothing. And then my soul revolted. You must! You shall! I cried fiercely. You have raised this devil, and you must lay him! Are these the liberties about which you have talked to us? Are these the people for whom you have pleaded? Answer, answer me, what you will do! I cried. And I shook him furiously.

He covered his face with his hand. God forgive us! he said. God help us!

I looked at him for the first and only time in my life with contempt  with rage. God help you? I cried  I was beside myself. God helps those who help themselves! You have brought this about! You! You! You have preached this! Now mend it!

He trembled, and was silent. Unsupported by the passion which animated me, in face of the brute rage of the people, his courage sank.

Now mend it! I repeated furiously.

I cannot get to them, he muttered.

Then I will make a way for you! I answered madly, recklessly. Follow me! Do you hear that noise? Well, we will play a part in it!

A dozen guns had gone off, almost in a volley. We could not see the result, nor what was passing; but the hoarse roar of the mob intoxicated me. I cried to him to follow, and rushed into the press.

Again he caught and stayed me, clinging to me with a stubbornness which would not be denied. If you will go, go through the houses! Go through the opposite houses! he muttered in my ear.

I had sense enough, when he had spoken twice, to understand him and comply. I let him lead me aside, and in a moment we were out of the press, and hurrying through an alley at the back of the houses that faced the St. Alais mansion. We were not the first to go that way; some of the more active of the rioters had caught the idea before us, and gone by this path to the windows, whence they were firing. We found two or three of the doors open, therefore, and heard the excited cries and curses of the men who had taken possession. However, we did not go far. I chose the first door, and, passing quickly by a huddled, panic-stricken group of women and children  probably the occupants of the house  who were clustered about it, I went straight through to the street door.

Two or three ruffianly men with smoke-grimed faces were firing through a window on the ground floor, and one of these, looking behind him as I passed, saw me. He called to me to stop, adding with an oath that if I went into the street I should be shot by the aristocrats. But in my excitement I took no heed; in a second I had the door open, and was standing in the street  alone in the sunny, cleared space. On either side of me, fifty paces distant, were the close ranks of the mob; in front of me rose the white blind face of the St. Alais house, from which, even as I appeared, there came a little spit of smoke and the bang of a musket.

The crowd, astonished to see me there alone and standing still, fell silent, and I held up my hand. A gun went off above my head, and another; and a splinter flew from one of the green shutters opposite. Then a voice from the crowd cried out to cease firing; and for a moment all was still. I stood in the midst of a hot breathless hush, my hand raised. It was my opportunity  I had got it by a miracle; but for a moment I was silent, I could find no words.

At last, as a low murmur began to make itself heard, I spoke.

Men of Cahors! I cried. In the name of the Tricolour, stand! And trembling with agitation, acting on the impulse of the instant, I walked slowly across the street to the door of the besieged house, and under the eyes of all I took the Tricolour from my bosom, and hung it on the knocker of the door. Then I turned. I take possession, I cried hoarsely, at the top of my voice, that all might hear, I take possession of this house and all that are in it in the name of the Tricolour, and the Nation, and the Committee of Cahors. Those within shall be tried, and justice done upon them. But for you, I call upon you to depart, and go to your homes in peace, and the Committee  

I got no farther. With the word a shot whizzed by my ear, and struck the plaster from the wall; and then, as if the sound released all the passions of the people, a roar of indignation shook the air. They hissed and swore at me, yelled A la lanterne! and A bas le traître! and in an instant burst their bounds. As if invisible floodgates gave way, the mob on either side rushed suddenly forward, and, rolling towards the door in a solid mass, were in an instant upon me.

I expected that I should be torn to pieces, but instead I was only buffeted and flung aside and forgotten, and in a moment was lost in the struggling, writhing mass of men, who flung themselves pell-mell upon the door, and fell over one another, and wounded one another in the fury with which they attacked it. Men, injured earlier, were trodden under foot now; but no one stayed for their cries. Twice a gun was fired from the house, and each shot took effect; but the press was so great, and the fury of the assailants, as they swarmed about the door, so blind, that those who were hit sank down unobserved, and perished under their comrades feet.

Thrust against the iron railings that flanked the door, I clung to them, and protected from the pressure by a pillar of the porch, managed with some difficulty to keep my place. I could not move, however; I had to stand there while the crowd swayed round me, and I waited in dizzy, sickening horror for the crisis. It came at last. The panels of the door, riven and shattered, gave way; the foremost assailants sprang at the gap. Yet still the frame, held by one hinge, stood, and kept them out. As that yielded at length under their blows, and the door fell inward with a crash, I flung myself into the stream, and was carried into the house among the foremost, fortunately  for several fell  on my feet.

I had the thought that I might outpace the others, and, getting first to the rooms upstairs, might at least fight for Mademoiselle if I could not save her. For I had caught the infection of the mob, my blood was on fire. There was no one in all the crowd more set to kill than I was. I raced in, therefore, with the rest; but when I reached the foot of the stairs I saw, and they saw, that which stopped us all.

It was M. de Gontaut, lifted, in that moment of extreme danger, above himself. He stood alone on the stairs, looking down on the invaders, and smiling  smiling, with everything of senility and frivolity gone from his face, and only the courage of his caste left. He saw his world tottering, the scum and rabble overwhelming it, everything which he had loved, and in which he had lived, passing; he saw death waiting for him seven steps below, and he smiled. With his slender sword hanging at his wrist, he tapped his snuff-box and looked down at us; no longer garrulous, feeble, almost  with his stories of stale intrigues and his pagan creed  contemptible; but steady and proud, with eyes that gleamed with defiance.

Well, dogs, he said, will you earn the gallows?

For a second no one moved. For a second the old nobles presence and fearlessness imposed on the vilest; and they stared at him, cowed by his eye. Then he stirred. With a quiet gesture, as of a man saluting before a duel, he caught up the hilt of his sword, and presented the lower point. Well, he said with bitter scorn in his tone, you have come to do it. Which of you will go to hell for the rest? For I shall take one.

That broke the spell. With a howl, a dozen ruffians sprang up the stairs. I saw the bright steel flash once, twice; and one reeled back, and rolled down under his fellows feet. Then a great bar swept up and fell on the smiling face, and the old noble dropped without a cry or a groan, under a storm of blows that in a moment beat the life out of his body.

It was over in a moment, and before I could interfere. The next, a score of men leaped over the corpse and up the stairs, with horrid cries  I after them. To the right and left were locked doors, with panels Wätteau-painted; they dashed these in with brutal shouts, and, in a twinkling, flooded the splendid rooms, sweeping away, and breaking, and flinging down in wanton mischief, everything that came to hand  vases, statues, glasses, miniatures. With shrieks of triumph, they filled the salon that had known for generations only the graces and beauty of life; and clattered over the shining parquets that had been swept so long by the skirts of fair women. Everything they could not understand was snatched up and dashed down; in a moment the great Venetian mirrors were shattered, the pictures pierced and torn, the books flung through the windows into the street.

I had a glimpse of the scene as I paused on the landing. But a glance sufficed to convince me that the fugitives were not in these rooms, and I sprang on, and up the next flight. Here, short as had been my delay, I found others before me. As I turned the corner of the stairs I came on three men, listening at a door; before I could reach them one rose. Here they are! he cried. That is a womans voice! Stand back! And he lifted a crowbar to beat in the door.

Hold! I cried in a voice that shook him, and made him lower his weapon. Hold! In the name of the Committee, I command you to leave that door. The rest of the house is yours. Go and plunder it.

The men glared at me. Sacré ventre! one of them hissed. Who are you?

The Committee! I answered.

He cursed me, and raised his hand. Stand back! I cried furiously, or you shall hang!

Ho! ho! An aristocrat! he retorted; and he raised his voice. This way, friends  this way! An aristocrat! An aristocrat! he cried.

At the word a score of his fellows came swarming up the stairs. I saw myself in an instant surrounded by grimy, pocked faces and scowling eyes,  by haggard creatures sprung from the sewers of the town. Another second and they would have laid hands on me; but desperate and full of rage I rushed instead on the man with the bar, and, snatching it from him before he guessed my intention, in a twinkling laid him at my feet.

In the act, however, I lost my balance, and stumbled. Before I could recover myself one of his comrades struck me on the head with his wooden shoe. The blow partially stunned me; still I got to my feet again and hit out wildly, and drove them back, and for a moment cleared the landing round me. But I was dizzy; I saw all now through a red haze, the figures danced before me; I could no longer think or aim, but only hear taunts and jeers on every side. Some one plucked my coat. I turned blindly. In a moment another struck me a crushing blow  how, or with what, I never knew  and I fell senseless and as good as dead.


CHAPTER XIV.

IT GOES ILL.

It was August, and the leaves of the chestnuts were still green, when they sacked the St. Alais house at Cahors, and I fell senseless on the stairs. The ash trees were bare, and the oaks clad only in russet, when I began to know things again; and, looking sideways from my pillow into the grey autumnal world, took up afresh the task of living. Even then many days had to elapse before I ceased to be merely an animal  content to eat, and drink, and sleep, and take Father Benôit kneeling by my bed for one of the permanent facts of life. But the time did come at last, in late November, when the mind awoke, as those who watched by me had never thought to see it awake; and, meeting the good Curés eyes with my eyes, I saw him turn away and break into joyful weeping.

A week from that time I knew all  the story, public and private, of that wonderful autumn, during which I had lain like a log in my bed. At first, avoiding topics that touched me too nearly, Father Benôit told me of Paris; of the ten weeks of suspicion and suspense which followed the Bastille riots  weeks during which the Fauxbourgs, scantly checked by Lafayette and his National Guards, kept jealous watch on Versailles, where the Assembly sat in attendance on the King; of the scarcity which prevailed through this trying time, and the constant rumours of an attack by the Court; of the Queens unfortunate banquet, which proved to be the spark that fired the mine; last of all, of the great march of the women to Versailles, on the 5th of October, which, by forcing the King and the Assembly to Paris, and making the King a prisoner in his own palace, put an end to this period of uncertainty.

And since then? I said in feeble amazement. This is the 20th of November, you tell me?

Nothing has happened, he answered, except signs and symptoms.

And those?

He shook his head gravely. Every one is enrolled in the National Guards  that, for one. Here in Quercy, the corps which M. Hugues took it in hand to form numbers some thousands. Every one is armed, therefore. Then, the game laws being abolished, every one is a sportsman. And so many nobles have emigrated, that either there are no nobles or all are nobles.

But who governs?

The Municipalities. Or, where there are none, Committees.

I could not help smiling. And your Committee, M. le Curé? I said.

I do not attend it, he answered, wincing visibly. To be plain, they go too fast for me. But I have worse yet to tell you!

What?

On the Fourth of August the Assembly abolished the tithes of the Church; early in this month they proposed to confiscate the estates of the Church! By this time it is probably done.

What! And the clergy are to starve? I cried in indignation.

Not quite, he answered, smiling sadly. They are to be paid by the State  as long as they please the State!

He went soon after he had told me that; and I lay in amazement, looking through the window, and striving to picture the changed world that existed round me. Presently André came in with my broth. I thought it weak, and said so; the strong gust of outside life, which the news had brought into my chamber, had roused my appetite, and given me a distaste for tisanes and slops.

But the old fellow took the complaint very ill. Well, he grumbled, and what else is to be expected, Monsieur? With little rent paid, and half the pigeons in the cot slaughtered, and scarcely a hare left in the country side? With all the world shooting and snaring, and smiths and tailors cocked up on horses  ay, and with swords by their sides  and the gentry gone, or hiding their heads in beds, it is a small thing if the broth is weak! If M. le Vicomte liked strong broth, he should have been wise enough to keep the cow himself, and not  

Tut, tut, man! I said, wincing in my turn. What of Buton?

Monsieur means M. le Capitaine Buton? the old man answered with a sneer. He is at Cahors.

And was any one punished for  for the affair at St. Alais?

No one is punished now-a-days, André replied tartly. Except sometimes a miller, who is hung because corn is dear.

Then even Petit Jean  

Petit Jean went to Paris. Doubtless he is now a Major or a Colonel.

With this shot the old man left me  left me writhing. For through all I had not dared to ask the one thing I wished to know; the one thing that, as my strength increased, had grown with it, from a vague apprehension of evil, which the mind, when bidden do its duty, failed to grasp, to a dreadful anxiety only too well understood and defined; a brooding fear that weighed upon me like an evil dream, and in spite of youth sapped my life, and retarded my recovery.

I have read that a fever sometimes burns out love; and that a man rises cured not only of his illness, but of the passion which consumed him, when he succumbed to it. But this was not my fate; from the moment when that dull anxiety about I knew not what took shape and form, and I saw on the green curtains of my bed a pale childs face  a face that now wept and now gazed at me in sad appeal  from that moment Mademoiselle was never out of my waking mind for an hour. God knows, if any thought of me on her part, if any silent cry of her heart to me in her troubles, had to do with this; but it was the case.

However, on the next day the fear and the weight were removed. I suppose that Father Benôit had made up his mind to broach the subject, which hitherto he had shunned with care; for his first question, after he had learned how I did, brought it up. You have never asked what happened after you were injured, M. le Vicomte? he said with a little hesitation. Do you remember?

I remember all, I said with a groan.

He drew a breath of relief. I think he had feared that there was still something amiss with the brain. And yet you have never asked? he said.

Man! cannot you understand why  why I have not asked? I cried hoarsely, rising, and sinking back in my seat in uncontrollable agitation. Cannot you understand that until I asked I had hope? But now, torture me no longer! Tell me, tell me all, man, and then  

There is nothing but good to tell, he answered cheerfully, endeavouring to dispel my fears at the first word. You know the worst. Poor M. de Gontaut was killed on the stairs. He was too infirm to flee. The rest, to the meanest servant, got away over the roofs of the neighbouring houses.

And escaped?

Yes. The town was in an uproar for many hours, but they were well hidden. I believe that they have left the country.

You do not know where they are, then?

No, he answered, I never saw any of them after the outbreak. But I heard of them being in this or that château  at the Harincourts, and elsewhere. Then the Harincourts left  about the middle of October, and I think that M. de St. Alais and his family went with them.

I lay for a while too full of thankfulness to speak. Then, And you know nothing more?

Nothing, the Curé answered.

But that was enough for me. When he came again I was able to walk with him on the terrace, and after that I gained strength rapidly. I remarked, however, that as my spirits rose, with air and exercise, the good priests declined. His kind, sensitive face grew day by day more sombre, his fits of silence longer. When I asked him the reason, It goes ill, it goes ill, he said. And, God forgive me, I had to do with it.

Who had not? I said soberly.

But I should have foreseen! he answered, wringing his hands openly. I should have known that Gods first gift to man was Order. Order, and to-day, in Cahors, there is no tribunal, or none that acts: the old magistrates are afraid, and the old laws are spurned, and no man can even recover a debt! Order, and the worst thing a criminal, thrown into prison, has now to fear is that he may be forgotten. Order, and I see arms everywhere, and men who cannot read teaching those who can, and men who pay no taxes disposing of the money of those who do! I see famine in the town, and the farmers and the peasants killing game or folding their hands; for who will work when the future is uncertain? I see the houses of the rich empty, and their servants starving; I see all trade, all commerce, all buying and selling, except of the barest necessaries, at an end! I see all these things, M. le Vicomte, and shall I not say, Mea Culpa, Mea Culpa?

But liberty, I said feebly. You once said yourself that a certain price must  

Is liberty licence to do wrong? he answered with passion  seldom had I seen him so moved. Is liberty licence to rob and blaspheme, and move your neighbours landmark? Does tyranny cease to be tyranny, when the tyrants are no longer one, but a thousand? M. le Vicomte, I know not what to do, I know not what to do, he continued. For a little I would go out into the world, and at all costs unsay what I have said, undo what I have done! I would! I would indeed!

Something more has happened? I said, startled by this outbreak. Something I have not heard?

The Assembly took away our tithes and our estates! he answered bitterly. That you know. They denied our existence as a Church. That you know. They have now decreed the suppression of all religious houses. Presently they will close also our churches and cathedrals. And we shall be pagans!

Impossible! I said.

But it is true.

The suppression, yes. But for the churches and cathedrals  

Why not? he answered despondently. God knows there is little faith abroad. I fear it will come. I see it coming. The greater need  that we who believe should testify.

I did not quite understand at the time what he meant or would be at, or what he had in his mind; but I saw that his scrupulous nature was tormented by the thought that he had hastened the catastrophe; and I felt uneasy when he did not appear next day at his usual time for visiting me. On the following day he came; but was downcast and taciturn, taking leave of me when he went with a sad kindness that almost made me call him back. The next day again he did not appear; nor the day after that. Then I sent for him, but too late; I sent, only to learn from his old housekeeper that he had left home suddenly, after arranging with a neighbouring curé to have his duties performed for a month.

I was able by this time to go abroad a little, and I walked down to his cottage; I could learn no more there, however, than that a Capuchin monk had been his guest for two nights, and that M. le Curé had left for Cahors a few hours after the monk. That was all; I returned depressed and dissatisfied. Such villagers as I met by the way greeted me with respect, and even with sympathy  it was the first time I had gone into the hamlet; but the shadow of suspicion which I had detected on their faces some months before had grown deeper and darker with time. They no longer knew with certainty their places or mine, their rights or mine; and shy of me and doubtful of themselves, were glad to part from me.

Near the gates of the avenue I met a man whom I knew; a wine-dealer from Aulnoy. I stayed to ask him if the family were at home.

He looked at me in surprise. No, M. le Vicomte, he said. They left the country some weeks ago  after the King was persuaded to go to Paris.

And M. le Baron?

He too.

For Paris?

The man, a respectable bourgeois, grinned at me. No, Monsieur, I fancy not, he said. You know best, M. le Vicomte; but if I said Turin, I doubt I should be little out.

I have been ill, I said. And have heard nothing.

You should go into Cahors, he answered; with rough good-nature. Most of the gentry are there  if they have not gone farther. It is safer than the country in these days. Ah, if my father had lived to see  

He did not finish the sentence in words, but raised his eyebrows and shoulders, saluted me, and rode away. In spite of his surprise it was easy to see that the change pleased him, though he veiled his satisfaction out of civility.

I walked home feeling lonely and depressed. The tall stone house, the seigneurial tower and turret and dovecot, stripped of the veil of foliage that in summer softened their outlines, stood up bare and gaunt at the end of the avenue; and seemed in some strange way to share my loneliness and to speak to me of evil days on which we had alike fallen. In losing Father Benôit I had lost my only chance of society just when, with returning strength, the desire for companionship and a more active life was awakening. I thought of this gloomily; and then was delighted to see, as I approached the door, a horse tethered to the ring beside it. There were holsters on the saddle, and the girths were splashed.

André was in the hall, but to my surprise, instead of informing me that there was a visitor, he went on dusting a table, with his back to me.

Who is here? I said sharply.

No one, he answered.

No one? Then whose is that horse?

The smiths, Monsieur.

What? Butons?

Ay, Butons! It is a new thing hanging it at the front door, he added, with a sneer.

But what is he doing? Where is he?

He is where he ought to be; and that is at the stables, the old fellow answered doggedly. Ill be bound that it is the first piece of honest work he has done for many a day.

Is he shoeing?

Why not? Does Monsieur want him to dine with him? was the ill-tempered retort.

I took no notice of this, but went to the stables. I could hear the bellows heaving; and turning the corner of the building I came on Buton at work in the forge with two of his men. The smith was stripped to his shirt, and with his great leather apron round him, and his bare, blackened arms, looked like the Buton of six months ago. But outside the forge lay a little heap of clothes neatly folded, a blue coat with red facings, a long blue waistcoat, and a hat with a huge tricolour; and as he released the horses hoof on which he was at work, and straightened himself to salute me, he looked at me with a new look, that was something between appeal and defiance.

Tut, tut! I said, fleering at him. This is too great an honour, M. le Capitaine! To be shod by a member of the Committee!

Has M. le Vicomte anything of which to complain? he said, reddening under the deep tan of his face.

I? No, indeed. I am only overwhelmed by the honour you do me.

I have been here to shoe once a month, he persisted stubbornly. Does Monsieur complain that the horses have suffered?

No. But  

Has M. le Vicomtes house suffered? Has so much as a stack of his corn been burned, or a colt taken from the fields, or an egg from the nest?

No, I said.

Buton nodded gloomily. Then if Monsieur has no fault to find, he replied, perhaps he will let me finish my work. Afterwards I will deliver a message I have for him. But it is for his ear, and the forge  

Is not the place for secrets, though the smith is the man! I answered, with a parting gibe, fired over my shoulders. Well, come to me on the terrace when you have finished.

He came an hour later, looking hugely clumsy in his fine clothes; and with a sword  heaven save us!  a sword by his side. Presently the murder came out; he was the bearer of a commission appointing me Lieutenant-Colonel in the National Guard of the Province. It was given at my request, he said, with awkward pride. There were some, M. le Vicomte, who thought that you had not behaved altogether well in the matter of the riot, but I rattled their heads together. Besides I said, No Lieutenant-Colonel, no Captain! and they cannot do without me. I keep this side quiet.

What a position it was! Ah, what a position it was! And how for a moment the absurdity of it warred in my mind with the humiliation! Six months before I should have torn up the paper in a fury, and flung it in his face, and beaten him out of my presence with my cane. But much had happened since then; even the temptation to break into laughter, into peal upon peal of gloomy merriment, was not now invincible. I overcame it by an effort, partly out of prudence, partly from a better motive  a sense of the mans rough fidelity amid circumstances, and in face of anomalies, the most trying. I thanked him instead, therefore  though I almost choked; and I said I would write to the Committee.

Still he lingered, rubbing one great foot against another; and I waited with mock politeness to hear his business. At length, There is another thing I wish to say, M. le Vicomte, he growled. M. le Curé has left Saux.

Yes?

Well, he is a good man; or he was a good man, he continued grudgingly. But he is running into trouble, and you would do well to let him know that.

Why? I said. Do you know where he is?

I can guess, he answered. And where others are, too; and where there will presently be trouble. These Capuchin monks are not about the country for nothing. When the crows fly home there will be trouble. And I do not want him to be in it.

I have not the least idea where he is, I said coldly. Nor what you mean. The smiths tone had changed and grown savage and churlish.

He has gone to Nîmes, he answered.

To Nîmes? I cried in astonishment. How do you know? It is more than I know.

I do know, he answered. And what is brewing there. And so do a great many more. But this time the St. Alais and their bullies, M. le Vicomte  ay, they are all there  will not escape us. We will break their necks. Yes, M. le Vicomte, make no mistake, he continued, glaring at me, his eyes red with suspicion and anger, mix yourselves up with none of this. We are the people! The people! Woe to the man or thing that stands in our way!

Go! I said. I have heard enough. Begone!

He looked at me a moment as if he would answer me. But old habits overcame him, and with a sullen word of farewell he turned, and went round the house. A minute later I heard his horse trot down the avenue.

I had cut him short; nevertheless the instant he was gone I wished him back, that I might ask him more. The St. Alais at Nîmes? Father Benôit at Nîmes? And a plot brewing there in which all had a hand? In a moment the news opened a window, as it were, into a wider world, through which I looked, and no longer felt myself shut in by the lonely country round me and the lack of society. I looked and saw the great white dusty city of the south, and trouble rising in it, and in the middle of the trouble, looking at me wistfully, Denise de St. Alais.

Father Benôit had gone thither. Why might not I?

I walked up and down in a flutter of spirits, and the longer I considered it, the more I liked it; the longer I thought of the dull inaction in which I must spend my time at home, unless I consented to rub shoulders with Buton and his like, the more taken I was with the idea of leaving.

And after all why not? Why should I not go?

I had my commission in my pocket, wherein I was not only appointed to the National Guards, but described as ci-devant President of the Council of Public Safety in the Province of Quercy; and this taking the place of papers or passport would render travelling easy. My long illness would serve as an excuse for a change of air; and explain my absence from home; I had in the house as much money as I needed. In a word, I could see no difficulty, and nothing to hinder me, if I chose to go. I had only to please myself.

So the choice was soon made. The following day I mounted a horse for the first time, and rode two-thirds of a league on the road, and home again very tired.

Next morning I rode to St. Alais, and viewed the ruins of the house and returned; this time I was less fatigued.

Then on the following day, Sunday, I rested; and on the Monday I rode half-way to Cahors and back again. That evening I cleaned my pistols and overlooked Gil while he packed my saddle-bags, choosing two plain suits, one to pack and one to wear, and a hat with a small tricolour rosette. On the following morning, the 6th of March, I took the road; and parting from André on the outskirts of the village, turned my horses head towards Figeac with a sense of freedom, of escape from difficulties and embarrassments, of hope and anticipation, that made that first hour delicious; and that still supported me when the March day began to give place to the chill darkness of evening  evening that in an unknown, untried place is always sombre and melancholy.


CHAPTER XV.

AT MILHAU.

I met with many strange things on that journey. I found it strange to see, as I went, armed peasants in the fields; to light in each village on men drilling; to enter inns and find half a dozen rustics seated round a table with glasses and wine, and perhaps an inkpot before them, and to learn that they called themselves a Committee. But towards evening of the third day I saw a stranger thing than any of these. I was beginning to mount the valley of the Tarn which runs up into the Cevennes at Milhau; a north wind was blowing, the sky was overcast, the landscape grey and bare; a league before me masses of mountain stood up gloomily blue. On a sudden, as I walked wearily beside my horse, I heard voices singing in chorus; and looked about me. The sound, clear and sweet as fairys music, seemed to rise from the earth at my feet.

A few yards farther, and the mystery explained itself. I found myself on the verge of a little dip in the ground, and saw below me the roofs of a hamlet, and on the hither side of it a crowd of a hundred or more, men and women. They were dancing and singing round a great tree, leafless, but decked with flags: a few old people sat about the roots inside the circle, and but for the cold weather and the bleak outlook, I might have thought that I had come on a May-day festival.

My appearance checked the singing for a moment; then two elderly peasants made their way through the ring and came to meet me, walking hand in hand. Welcome to Vlais and Giron! cried one. Welcome to Giron and Vlais! cried the other. And then, before I could answer, You come on a happy day, cried both together.

I could not help smiling. I am glad of that, I said. May I ask what is the reason of your meeting?

The Communes of Giron and Vlais, of Vlais and Giron, they answered, speaking alternately, are today one. To-day, Monsieur, old boundaries disappear; old feuds die. The noble heart of Giron, the noble heart of Vlais, beat as one.

I could scarcely refrain from laughing at their simplicity; fortunately, at that moment, the circle round the tree resumed their song and dance, which had even in that weather a pretty effect, as of a Watteau fête. I congratulated the two peasants on the sight.

But, Monsieur, this is nothing, one of them answered with perfect gravity. It is not only that the boundaries of communes are disappearing; those of provinces are of the past also. At Valence, beyond the mountains, the two banks of the Rhone have clasped hands and sworn eternal amity. Henceforth all Frenchmen are brothers; all Frenchmen are of all provinces!

That is a fine idea, I said.

No son of France will again shed French blood! he continued.

So be it.

Catholic and Protestant, Protestant and Catholic will live at peace! There will be no law-suits. Grain will circulate freely, unchecked by toils or dues. All will be free, Monsieur. All will be rich.

They said more in the same sanguine simple tone, and with the same naïve confidence; but my thoughts strayed from them, attracted by a man, who, seated among the peasants at the foot of the tree, seemed to my eyes to be of another class. Tall and lean, with lank black hair, and features of a stern, sour cast, he had nothing of outward show to distinguish him from those round him. His dress, a rough hunting suit, was old and patched; the spurs on his brown, mud-stained boots were rusty and bent. Yet his carriage possessed an ease the others lacked; and in the way he watched the circling rustics I read a quiet scorn.

I did not notice that he heeded or returned my gaze, but I had not gone on my way a hundred paces, after taking leave of the two mayors and the revellers, before I heard a step, and looking round, saw the stranger coming after me. He beckoned, and I waited until he overtook me.

You are going to Milhau? he said, speaking abruptly, and with a strong country accent; yet in the tone of one addressing an equal.

Yes, Monsieur, I said. But I doubt if I shall reach the town to-night.

I am going also, he answered. My horse is in the village.

And without saying more he walked beside me until we reached the hamlet. There  the place was deserted  he brought from an outhouse a sorry mare, and mounted. What do you think of that rubbish? he said suddenly as we took the road again. I had watched his proceedings in silence.

I fear that they expect too much, I answered guardedly.

He laughed; a horse-laugh full of scorn. They think that the millennium has come, he said. And in a month they will find their barns burned and their throats cut.

I hope not, I said.

Oh, I hope not, he answered cynically. I hope not, of course. But even so Vive la Nation! Vive la Revolution!

What? If that be its fruit? I asked.

Ay, why not? he answered, his gloomy eyes fixed on me. It is every one for himself, and what has the old rule done for me that I should fear to try the new? Left me to starve on an old rock and a dovecot; sheltered by bare stones, and eating out of a black pot! While women and bankers, scented fops and lazy priests prick it before the King! And why? Because I remain, sir, what half the nation once were.

A Protestant? I hazarded.

Yes, Monsieur. And a poor noble, he answered bitterly. The Baron de Géol, at your service.

I gave him my name in return.

You wear the tricolour, he said; yet you think me extreme? I answer, that that is all very well for you; but we are different people. You are doubtless a family man, M. le Vicomte, with a wife  

On the contrary, M. le Baron.

Then a mother, a sister?

No, I said, smiling. I have neither. I am quite alone.

At least with a home, he persisted, means, friends, employment, or the chance of employment?

Yes, I said, that is so.

Whereas I  I, he answered, growing guttural in his excitement, have none of these things. I cannot enter the army  I am a Protestant! I am shut off from the service of the State  I am a Protestant! I cannot be a lawyer or a judge  I am a Protestant! The Kings schools are closed to me  I am a Protestant! I cannot appear at Court  I am a Protestant! I  in the eyes of the law I do not exist! I  I, Monsieur, he continued more slowly, and with an air not devoid of dignity, whose ancestors stood before Kings, and whose grandfathers great-grandfather saved the fourth Henrys life at Coutras  I do not exist!

But now? I said, startled by his tone of passion.

Ay, now, he answered grimly, it is going to be different. Now, it is going to be otherwise, unless these black crows of priests put the clock back again. That is why I am on the road.

You are going to Milhau?

I live near Milhau, he answered. And I have been from home. But I am not going home now. I am going farther  to Nîmes.

To Nîmes? I said in surprise.

Yes, he said. And he looked at me askance and a trifle grimly, and did not say any more. By this time it was growing dark; the valley of the Tarn, along which our road lay, though fertile and pleasant to the eye in summer, wore at this season, and in the half-light, a savage and rugged aspect. Mountains towered on either side; and sometimes, where the road drew near the river, the rushing of the water as it swirled and eddied among the rocks below us, added its note of melancholy to the scene. I shivered. The uncertainty of my quest, the uncertainty of everything, the gloom of my companion, pressed upon me. I was glad when he roused himself from his brooding, and pointed to the lights of Milhau glimmering here and there on a little plain, where the mountains recede from the river.

You are doubtless going to the inn? he said, as we entered the outskirts. I assented. Then we part here, he continued. To-morrow, if you are going to Nîmes  But you may prefer to travel alone.

Far from it, I said.

Well, I shall be leaving the east gate  about eight oclock, he answered grudgingly. Good-night, Monsieur.

I bade him good-night, and leaving him there, rode into the town: passing through narrow, mean streets, and under dark archways and hanging lanterns, that swung and creaked in the wind, and did everything but light the squalid obscurity. Though night had fallen, people were moving briskly to and fro, or standing at their doors; the place, after the solitude through which I had ridden, had the air of a city; and presently I became aware that a little crowd was following my horse. Before I reached the inn, which stood in a dimly-lit square, the crowd had grown into a great one, and was beginning to press upon me; some who marched nearest to me staring up inquisitively into my face, while others, farther off, called to their neighbours, or to dim forms seen at basement windows, that it was he!

I found this somewhat alarming. Still they did not molest me; but when I halted they halted too, and I was forced to dismount almost in their arms. Is this the inn? I said to those nearest tome; striving to appear at my ease.

Yes! yes! they cried with one voice, that is the inn!

My horse  

We will take the horse! Enter! Enter!

I had little choice, they flocked so closely round me; and, affecting carelessness, I complied, thinking that they would not follow, and that inside I should learn the meaning of their conduct. But the moment my back was turned they pressed in after me and beside me, and, almost sweeping me off my feet, urged me along the narrow passage of the house, whether I would or no. I tried to turn and remonstrate; but the foremost drowned my words in loud cries for M. Flandre! M. Flandre!

Fortunately the person addressed was not far off. A door towards which I was being urged opened, and he appeared. He proved to be an immensely stout man, with a face to match his body; and he gazed at us for a moment, astounded by the invasion. Then he asked angrily what was the matter. Ventre de Ciel! he cried. Is this my house or yours, rascals? Who is this?

The Capuchin! The Capuchin! cried a dozen voices.

Ho! ho! he answered, before I could speak. Bring a light.

Two or three bare-armed women whom the noise had brought to the door of the kitchen fetched candles, and raising them above their heads gazed at me curiously. Ho! ho! he said again. The Capuchin is it? So you have got him.

Do I look like one? I cried angrily, thrusting back those who pressed on me most closely. Nom de Dieu! Is this the way you receive guests, Monsieur? Or is the town gone mad?

You are not the Capuchin monk? he said, somewhat taken aback, I could see, by my boldness.

Have I not said that I am not? Do monks in your country travel in boots and spurs? I retorted.

Then your papers! he answered curtly. Your papers! I would have you to know, he continued, puffing out his cheeks, that I am Mayor here as well as host, and I keep the jail as well as the inn. Your papers, Monsieur, if you prefer the one to the other.

Before your friends here? I said contemptuously.

They are good citizens, he answered.

I had some fear, now I had come to the pinch, that the commission I carried might fail to produce all the effects with which I had credited it. But I had no choice, and ultimately nothing to dread; and after a momentary hesitation I produced it. Fortunately it was drawn in complimentary terms and gave the Mayor, I know not how, the idea that I was actually bound at the moment on an errand of state. When he had read it, therefore, he broke into a hundred apologies, craved leave to salute me, and announced to the listening crowd that they had made a mistake.

It struck me at the time as strange, that they, the crowd, were not at all embarrassed by their error. On the contrary, they hastened to congratulate me on my acquittal, and even patted me on the shoulder in their good humour; some went to see that my horse was brought in, or to give orders on my behalf, and the rest presently dispersed, leaving me fain to believe that they would have hung me to the nearest lanterne with the same stolid complaisance.

When only two or three remained, I asked the Mayor for whom they had taken me.

A disguised monk, M. le Vicomte, he said. A very dangerous fellow, who is known to be travelling with two ladies  all to Nîmes; and orders have been sent from a high quarter to arrest him.

But I am alone! I protested. I have no ladies with me.

He shrugged his shoulders. Just so, M. le Vicomte, he answered. But we have got the two ladies. They were arrested this morning, while attempting to pass through the town in a carriage. We know, therefore, that he is now alone.

Oh, I said. So now you only want him? And what is the charge against him? I continued, remembering with a languid stirring of the pulses that a Capuchin monk had visited Father Benôit before his departure. It seemed to be strange that I should come upon the traces of another here.

He is charged, M. Flandre answered pompously, with high treason against the nation, Monsieur. He has been seen here, there, and everywhere, at Montpellier, and Cette, and Albi, and as far away as Auch; and always preaching war and superstition, and corrupting the people.

And the ladies? I said smiling. Have they too been corrupting  

No, M. le Vicomte. But it is believed that wishing to return to Nîmes, and learning that the roads were watched, he disguised himself and joined himself to them. Doubtless they are dévotes.

Poor things! I said, with a shudder of compassion; every one seemed to be so good-tempered, and yet so hard. What will you do with them?

I shall send for orders, he answered. In his case, he continued airily, I should not need them. But here is your supper. Pardon me, M. le Vicomte, if I do not attend on you myself. As Mayor I have to take care that I do not compromise  but you understand?

I said civilly that I did; and supper being laid, as was then the custom in the smaller inns, in my bedroom, I asked him to take a glass of wine with me, and over the meal learned much of the state of the country, and the fermentation that was at work along the southern seaboard, the priests stirring up the people with processions and sermons. He waxed especially eloquent upon the excitement at Nîmes, where the masses were bigoted Romanists, while the Protestants had a following, too, with the hardy peasants of the mountains behind them. There will be trouble, M. le Vicomte, there will be trouble there, he said with meaning. Things are going too well for the people la bas. They will stop them if they can.

And this man?

Is one of their missionaries.

I thought of Father Benôit, and sighed. By the way, the Mayor said abruptly, gazing at me in moony thoughtfulness, that is curious now!

What? I said.

You come from Cahors, M. le Vicomte?

Well?

So do these women; or they say they do. The prisoners.

From Cahors?

Yes. It is odd now, he continued, rubbing his chin, but when I read your commission I did not think of that.

I shrugged my shoulders impatiently. It does not follow that I am in the plot, I said. For goodness sake, M. le Maire, do not let us open the case again. You have seen my papers, and  

Tut! tut! he said. That is not my meaning. But you may know these persons.

Oh! I said; and then I sat a moment, staring at him between the candles, my hand raised, a morsel on my fork. A wild extravagant thought had flashed into my mind. Two ladies from Cahors? From Cahors, of all places? How do they call themselves? I asked.

Corvas, he answered.

Oh! Corvas, I said, falling to eating again, and putting the morsel into my mouth. And I went on with my supper.

Yes. A merchants wife, she says she is. But you shall see her.

I dont remember the name, I answered.

Still, you may know them, he rejoined, with the dull persistence of a man of few ideas. It is just possible that we have made a mistake, for we found no papers in the carriage, and only one thing that seemed suspicious.

What was that?

A red cockade.

A red cockade?

Yes, he answered. The badge of the old Leaguers, you know.

But, I said, I have not heard of any party adopting that.

He rubbed his bald head a little doubtfully. No, he said, that is true. Still, it is a colour we dont like here. And two ladies travelling alone  alone, Monsieur! Then their driver, a half-witted fellow, who said that they had engaged him at Rodez, though he denied stoutly that he had seen the Capuchin, told two or three tales. However, if you will eat no more, M. le Vicomte, I will take you to see them. You may be able to speak for or against them.

If you do not think that it is too late? I said, shrinking somewhat from the interview.

Prisoners must not be choosers, he answered, with an unpleasant chuckle. And he called from the door for a lantern and his cloak.

The ladies are not here, then? I said.

No, he answered, with a wink. Safe bind, safe find! But they have nothing to cry about. There are one or two rough fellows in the clink, so Babet, the jailer, has given them room in his house.

At this moment the lantern came, and the Mayor having wrapped his portly person in a cloak, we passed out of the house. The square outside was utterly dark, such lights as had been burning when I arrived had been extinguished, perhaps by the wind, which was rising, and now blew keenly across the open space. The yellow glare of the lantern was necessary, but though it showed us a few feet of the roadway, and enabled us to pick our steps, it redoubled the darkness beyond; I could not see even the line of the roofs, and had no idea in what direction we had gone or how far, when M. Flandre halted abruptly, and, raising the lantern, threw its light on a greasy stone wall, from which, set deep in the stone-work, a low iron-studded door frowned on us. About the middle of the door hung a huge knocker, and above it was a small grille.

Safe bind, safe find! the Mayor said again with a fat chuckle; but, instead of raising the knocker, he drew his stick sharply across the bars of the grille.

The summons was understood and quickly answered. A face peered a moment through the grating; then the door opened to us. The Mayor took the lead, and we passed in, out of the night, into a close, warm air reeking of onions and foul tobacco, and a hundred like odours. The jailer silently locked the door behind us, and, taking the Mayors lantern from him, led the way down a grimy, low-roofed passage barely wide enough for one man. He halted at the first door on the left of the passage, and threw it open.

M. Flandre entered first, and, standing while he removed his hat, for an instant filled the doorway. I had time to hear and note a burst of obscene singing, which came from a room farther down the passage; and the frequent baying of a prison-dog, that, hearing us, flung itself against its chain, somewhere in the same direction. I noted, too, that the walls of the passage in which I stood were dingy and trickling with moisture, and then a voice, speaking in answer to M. Flandres salutation, caught my ear and held me motionless.

The voice was Madames  Madame de St. Alais!

It was fortunate that I had entertained, though but a second, the wild, extravagant thought that had occurred to me at supper; for in a measure it had prepared me. And I had little time for other preparation, for thought, or decision. Luckily the room was thick with vile tobacco smoke, and the steam from linen drying by the fire; and I took advantage of a fit of coughing, partly assumed, to linger an instant on the threshold after M. Flandre had gone in. Then I followed him.

There were four people in the room besides the Mayor, but I had no eyes for the frowsy man and woman who sat playing with a filthy pack of cards at a table in the middle of the floor. I had only eyes for Madame and Mademoiselle, and them I devoured. They sat on two stools on the farther side of the hearth; the girl with her head laid wearily back against the wall, and her eyes half-closed; the mother, erect and watchful, meeting the Mayors look with a smile of contempt. Neither the prison-house, nor danger, nor the companionship of this squalid hole had had power to reduce her fine spirit; but as her eyes passed from the Mayor and encountered mine, she started to her feet with a gasping cry, and stood staring at me.

It was not wonderful that for a second, peering through the reek, she doubted. But one there was there who did not doubt. Mademoiselle had sprung up in alarm at the sound of her mothers cry, and for the briefest moment we looked at one another. Then she sank back on her stool, and I heard her break into violent crying.

Hallo! said the Mayor. What is this?

A mistake, I fear, I said hoarsely, in words I had already composed. I am thankful, Madame, I continued, bowing to her with distant ceremony, and as much indifference as I could assume, that I am so fortunate as to be here.

She muttered something and leaned against the wall. She had not yet recovered herself.

You know the ladies? the Mayor said, turning to me and speaking roughly; even with a tinge of suspicion in his voice. And he looked from one to the other of us sharply.

Perfectly, I said.

They are from Cahors?

From that neighbourhood.

But, he said, I told you their names, and you said that you did not know them, M. le Vicomte?

For a moment I held my breath; gazing into Madames face and reading there anxiety, and something more  a sudden terror. I took the leap  I could do nothing else. You told me Corvas  that the ladys name was Corvas, I muttered.

Yes, he said.

But Madames name is Corréas.

Corréas? he repeated, his jaw falling.

Yes, Corréas. I dare say that the ladies, I continued with assumed politeness, did not in their fright speak very clearly.

And their name is Corréas?

I told you that it was, Madame answered, speaking for the first time, and also that I knew nothing of your Capuchin monk. And this last, she continued earnestly, her eyes fixed on mine in passionate appeal  in appeal that this time could not be mistaken I say again, on my honour!

I knew that she meant this for me; and I responded to the cry. Yes, M. le Maire, I said, I am afraid that you have made a mistake. I can answer for Madame as for myself.

The Mayor rubbed his head.


CHAPTER XVI.

THREE IN A CARRIAGE.

Of course, if Madame  if Madame knows nothing of the monk, he said, looking vacantly about the dirty room, it is clear that  it seems clear that there has been a mistake.

And only one thing remains to be done, I suggested.

But  but, he continued, with a resumption of his former importance, there is still one point unexplained  that of the red cockade, Monsieur? What of that, M. le Vicomte?

The red cockade? I said.

Ay, what of that? he asked briskly.

I had not expected this, and I looked desperately at Madame. Surely her womans wit would find a way, whatever the cockade meant. Have you asked Madame Corréas? I said at last, feebly shifting the burden. Have you asked her to explain it?

No, he answered.

Then I would ask her, I said.

Nay, do not ask me; ask M. le Vicomte, she answered lightly. Ask him of what colour are the facings of the National Guards of Quercy?

Red! I cried, in a burst of relief. Red! I knew, for had I not seen Butons coat lying by the forge? But how Madame de St. Alais knew I have no idea.

Ah! M. Flandre said, with the air of one still a little doubtful. And Madame wears the cockade for that reason?

No, M. le Maire, she answered, with a roguish smile; I saw that it was her plan to humour him. I do not  my daughter does. If you wish to ask further, or the reason, you must ask her.

M. Flandre had the curiosity of the true bourgeois, and the love of the sex. He simpered. If Mademoiselle would be so good, he said.

Denise had remained up to this point hidden behind her mother, but at the word she crept out, and reluctantly and like a prisoner brought to the bar, stood before us. It was only when she spoke, however, nay, it was not until she had spoken some words that I understood the full change that I saw in her; or why, instead of the picture of pallid weariness which she had presented a few minutes before, she now showed, as she stood forward, a face covered with blushes, and eyes shining and suffused.

It is simple, Monsieur, she said in a low voice. My fiancé, M. le Maire, is in that regiment.

And you wear it for that reason? the Mayor cried, delighted.

I love him, she said softly. And for a moment  for a moment her eyes met mine.

Then I know not which was the redder, she or I; or which found that vile and filthy room more like a palace, its tobacco-laden air more sweet! I had not dreamed what she was going to say, least of all had I dreamed what her eyes said, as for that instant they met mine and turned my blood to fire! I lost the Mayors blunt answer and his chuckling laugh; and only returned to a sense of the present when Mademoiselle slipped back to hide her burning face behind her mother, and I saw in her place Madame, facing me, with her finger to her lip, and a glance of warning in her eyes.

It was a warning not superfluous, for in the flush of my first enthusiasm I might have said anything. And the Mayor was in better hands than mine. The little touch of romance and sentiment which Mademoiselles avowal had imported into the matter, had removed his last suspicion and won his heart. He ogled Madame, he beamed on the girl with fatherly gallantry. He made a jest of the monk.

A mistake, and yet one I cannot deplore, Madame, he protested, with clumsy civility. For it has given me the pleasure of seeing you.

Oh, M. le Maire! Madame simpered.

But the state of the country is really such, he continued, that for the beautiful sex to be travelling alone is not safe. It exposes them  

To worse rencontres than this, I fear, Madame said, darting a look from her fine eyes. If this were the worst we poor women had to fear! And she looked at him again.

Ah, Madame! he said, delighted.

But, alas, we have no escort.

The fat Mayor sighed, I think that he was going to offer himself. Then a thought struck him. Perhaps this gentleman, and he turned to me. You go to Nîmes, M. le Vicomte?

Yes, I said. And, of course, if Madame Corréas  

Oh, it would be troubling M. le Vicomte, Madame said; and she went a step farther from me and a step nearer to M. Flandre, as if he must understand her hesitation.

I am sure it could be no trouble to any one! he answered stoutly. But for the matter of that, if M. le Vicomte perceives any difficulty, and he laid his hand on his heart, I will find some one  

Some one? Madame said archly.

Myself, the Mayor answered.

Ah! she cried, if you  

But I thought that now I might safely step in. No, no, I said. M. le Maire is taking all against me. I can assure you, Madame, I shall be glad to be of service to you. And our roads lie together. If, therefore  

I shall be grateful, Madame answered with a delightful little courtesy. That is, if M. le Maire will let out his poor prisoners. Who, as he now knows, have done nothing worse than sympathise with National Guards.

I will take it on myself, Madame, M. Flandre said, with vast importance. He had been brought to the desired point. The case is quite clear. But   he paused and coughed slightly, to avoid complications, you had better leave early. When you are gone, I shall know what explanations to give. And if you would not object to spending the night here, he continued, looking round him, with a touch of sheepishness, I think that  

We shall mind it less than before, Madame said, with a look and a sigh. I feel safe since you have been to see us. And she held out a hand that was still white and plump.

The Mayor kissed it.

* * * * *

As I walked, a few minutes later, across the square, picking my steps by the yellow light of M. Flandres lantern, and at times enveloped in the flying skirt of his cloak  for the good man had his own visions and for a hundred yards together forgot his company  I could have thought all that had passed a dream; so unreal seemed the squalid prison-lodging I had just left, so marvellous the ladies presence in it, so incredible Mademoiselles blushing avowal made to my face. But a wheezing clock overhead struck the hour before midnight, and I counted the strokes; a watchman, not far from me, cried, after the old fashion, that it was eleven oclock and a fine night; and I stumbled over a stone. No, I was not dreaming.

But if I had to stumble then, to persuade myself that I was awake, how was it with me next morning, when, with the first glimmer of light, I walked beside the carriage from the inn to the prison, and saw, before I reached the gloomy door, Madame and Mademoiselle standing shivering under the wall beside it? How was it with me when I held Mademoiselles hand in mine, as I helped her in, and then followed her in and sat opposite to her  sat opposite to her with the knowledge that I was so to sit for days, that I was to be her fellow-traveller, that we were to go to Nîmes together?

Ah, how was it, indeed? But there is nothing quite perfect; there is no hour in which a man says that he is quite happy; and a shadow of fear and stealth darkened my bliss that morning. The Mayor was there to see us start, and I fancy that it was his face of apprehension that lay at the bottom of this feeling. A moment, however, and the face was gone from the window; another, and the carriage began to roll quickly through the dim streets, while we lay back, each in a corner, hidden by the darkness even from one another. Still, we had the gates to pass, and the guard; or the watch might stop us, or some early-rising townsman, or any one of a hundred accidents. My heart beat fast.

But all went well. Within five minutes we had passed the gates and left them behind us, and were rolling in safety along the road. The dawn was no more than grey, the trees showed black against the sky, as we crossed the Tarn by the great bridge, and began to climb the valley of the Dourbie.

I have said that we could not see one another. But on a sudden Madame laughed out of the darkness of her corner. O Richard, O mon Roi! she hummed. Then The fat fool! she cried; and she laughed again.

I thought her cruel, and almost an ingrate; but she was Mademoiselles mother, and I said nothing. Mademoiselle was opposite to me, and I was happy. I was happy, thinking what she would say to me, and how she would look at me, when the day came and she could no longer escape my eyes; when the day came and the dainty, half-shrouded face that already began to glimmer in the roomy corner of the old berlin should be mine to look on, to feast my eyes on, to question and read through long days and hours of a journey, a journey through heaven!

Already it was growing light; I had but a little longer to wait. A rosy flush began to tinge one half the sky; the other half, pale blue and flecked with golden clouds, lay behind us. A few seconds, and the mountain tips caught the first rays of the sun, and floated far over us, in golden ether. I cast one greedy glance at Mademoiselles face, saw there the dawn out-blushed, I met for one second her eyes and saw the glory of the ether outshone  and then I looked away, trembling. It seemed sacrilege to look longer.

Suddenly Madame laughed again, out of her corner; a laugh that made me wince, and grow hot. She is not made for a nun, M. le Vicomte, is she? she said.

I bounced in my seat. The speakers tone, gay, insulting, flicked, not me, but the girl, like a whip.

You really, Denise, must have had practice, Madame continued smoothly. I love, you love, we love  you are quite perfect. Did you practise with M. le Directeur? Or with the big boys over the wall?

Madame! I cried. The girl had drawn her hood over her face, but I could fancy her shame.

But Madame was inexorable. Really, Denise, I do not know that I ever told even your father I love you, she said. At any rate, until he had kissed me on the lips. But I suppose that you reverse the order  

Madame, I stammered. This is infamous!

What, Monsieur? she answered, this time heeding me. May I not punish my daughter in my own way?

Not before me, I retorted, full of wrath. It is cruel! It is  

Oh, before you, M. le Vicomte? Madame answered, mocking me. And why not before you? I cannot degrade her lower than she has herself stooped!

It is false! I cried, in hot rage. It is a cruel falsehood!

Oh, I can? Then if I please, I shall! Madame answered, with ruthless pleasantry. And you, Monsieur, will sit by and listen, if I please. Though, make no mistake, M. le Vicomte, she continued, leaning forward, and gazing keenly into my face. Because I punish her before you, do not think that you are, or ever shall be, of the family. Or that this unmaidenly, immodest  

Mademoiselle uttered a cry of pain, and shrank lower in her corner.

Little fool, Madame continued coolly, who, when she was primed with a cock-and-bull story about the cockade, must needs add, I love him  I love him, and she a maiden!  will ever be anything to you! That link was broken long ago. It was broken when your friends burned our house at St. Alais; it was broken when they sacked our house in Cahors; it was broken when they made our king a prisoner, when they murdered our friends, when they dragged our Church a slave at the chariot wheels of their triumph; ay, and broken once for all, beyond mending by mock heroics! Understand that fully, M. le Vicomte, Madame continued pitilessly. But as you saw her stoop, you shall see her punished. She is the first St. Alais that ever wooed a lover!

I knew that of the family which would have given the lie to that statement; but it was not a tale for Mademoiselles ears, and instead I rose. At least, Madame, I said, bowing, I can free Mademoiselle from the embarrassment of my presence. And I shall do so.

No, you will not do even that, Madame answered unmoved. If you will sit down, I will tell you why.

I sat down, compelled by her tone.

You will not do it, Madame continued, looking me coolly in the face, because I am bound to admit, though I no longer like you, that you are a gentleman.

And therefore should leave you.

On the contrary, for that reason you will continue to travel with us.

Outside, I said.

No, inside, she answered quietly. We have no passport nor papers; without your company we should be stopped in each town through which we pass. It is unfortunate, Madame continued, shrugging her shoulders;   I did not know that the country was in so bad a state, or I would have taken precautions  it is unfortunate. But as it is we must put up with it and travel together.

I felt a warm rush of joy, of triumph, of coming vengeance. Thank you, Madame, I said, and I bowed to her, for telling me that. It seems, then, that you are in my power.

Ah?

And that to requite you for the pain you have just caused Mademoiselle, I have only to leave you.

Well?

I see even now a little town before us; in three minutes we shall enter it. Very well, Madame. If you say another word to your daughter, if you insult her again in my presence by so much as a syllable, I leave you and go my way.

To my surprise Madame St. Alais broke into a silvery laugh. You will not, Monsieur, she said. And yet I shall treat my daughter as I please.

I shall do so!

You will not.

Why, then? Why shall I not? I cried.

Because, she answered, laughing softly, you are a gentleman, M. le Vicomte, and can neither leave us nor endanger us. That is all.

I sank back in my seat, and glared at her in speechless indignation; seeing in a flash my impotence and her power. The cushions burned me; but I could not leave them.

She laughed again, well pleased. There, I have told you what you will not do, she said. Now I am going to tell you what you will do. In front, I am told, they are very suspicious. The story of Madame Corvas, even if backed by your word, may not suffice. You will say, therefore, that I am your mother, and that Mademoiselle is your sister. She would prefer, I daresay, Madame continued, with a cutting glance at her daughter, to pass for your wife. But that does not suit me.

I breathed hard; but I was helpless as any prisoner, closely bound to obedience as any slave. I could not denounce them, and I could not leave them; honour and love were alike concerned. Yet I foresaw that I must listen, hour by hour, and mile by mile, to gibes at the girls expense, to sneers at her modesty, to words that cut like whip-lashes. That was Madames plan. The girl must travel with me, must breathe the same air with me, must sit for hours with the hem of her skirt touching my boot. It was necessary for the safety of all. But, after this, after what we had both heard, if her eye met mine, it could only fall; if her hand touched mine, she must shrink in shame. Henceforth there was a barrier between us.

As a fact, Mademoiselles pride came to her aid, and she sat, neither weeping nor protesting, nor seeking to join her forces to mine by a glance; but bearing all with steadfast patience, she looked out of the window when I pretended to sleep, and looked towards her mother when I sat erect. Possibly she found her compensations, and bore her punishment quietly for their sake. But I did not think of that. Possibly, too, she suffered less than I fancied; but I doubt if she would admit that, even to-day.

At any rate she had heard me fight her battle; yet she did not speak to me nor I to her; and under these strange conditions we began and pursued the strangest journey man ever made. We drove through pleasant valleys growing green, over sterile passes, where winter still fringed the rocks with snow, through sunshine, and in the teeth of cold mountain winds; but we scarcely heeded any of these things. Our hearts and thoughts lay inside the carriage, where Madame sat smiling, and we two kept grim silence.

About noon we halted to rest and eat at a little village inn, high up. It seemed to me a place almost at the end of the world, with a chaos of mountains rising tier on tier above it, and slopes of shale below. But the frenzy of the time had reached even this barren nook. Before we had taken two mouthfuls, the Syndic called to see our papers; and  God knows I had no choice  Madame passed for my mother, and Denise for my sister. Then, while the Syndic still stood bowing over my commission, and striving to learn from me what news there was below, a horse halted at the door, and I heard a mans voice, and in a breath M. le Baron de Géol walked in. There was a single decent room in the inn  that in which we sat  and he came into it.

He uncovered, seeing ladies; and recognising me with a start smiled, but a trifle sourly. You set off early? he said. I waited at the east gate, but you did not come, Monsieur.

I coloured, conscience-stricken, and begged a thousand pardons. As a fact, I had clean forgotten him. I had not once thought of the appointment I had made with him at the gate.

You are not riding? he said, looking at my companions a little strangely.

No, I answered. And I could not find another word to say. The Syndic still stood smiling and bowing beside me; and on a sudden I saw the pit on the edge of which I tottered; and my face burned.

You have met friends? M. le Baron persisted, looking, hat in hand, at Madame.

Yes, I muttered. Politeness required that I should introduce him. But I dared not.

However, at that, he at last took the hint; and retired with the Syndic. The moment they were over the threshold Madame flashed out at me, in a passion of anger. Fool! she said, without ceremony, why did you not present him? Dont you know that that is the way to arouse suspicion, and ruin us? A child could see that you had something to hide. If you had presented him at once to your mother  

Yes, Madame?

He would have gone away satisfied.

I doubt it, Madame, and for a very good reason, I answered cynically. Seeing that yesterday I told him, with the utmost particularity, that I had neither mother nor sister.

That afforded me a little revenge. Madame St. Alais went white and red in the same instant, and sat a moment with her lips pressed together, and her eyes on the table. Who is he? What do you know of him? she said at last.

He is a poor gentleman and a bigoted Protestant, I answered drily.

She bit her lip. Bon Dieu! she muttered. Who could have foreseen such an accident? Do you think that he suspects anything?

Doubtless. To begin, I left early this morning, in breach of an agreement to travel with him. When he learns, in addition, that I am travelling with my mother and sister, whom yesterday I did not possess  

Madame looked at me, as if she would strike me. What will you do? she cried.

It is for my mother to say, I answered politely. And I helped myself very indifferently to cheese. She dictated this policy.

She was white with rage, and perhaps alarm; I chuckled secretly, seeing her condition. But rage availed her little; she had to humble herself. What do you advise? she said at last.

There is only one course open, I answered. We must brazen it out.

She agreed. But this, though a very easy course to advise, was one anything but easy to pursue. I discovered that, a few minutes later, when I went out to see if the carriage was ready, and found De Géol in the doorway with a face as hard as his own hills. You are starting? he said.

I muttered that I was.

I find that I have to congratulate you, he continued, with a smile of unpleasant meaning.

On what, Monsieur?

On finding your family, he answered, looking at me with a bitter sort of humour. To discover both a mother and a sister in twenty-four hours must be great happiness. But  may I give you a hint, M. le Vicomte?

If you please, I said, with desperate coolness.

Then if  being so happy in making discoveries  you happen to light next on M. Froment  on M. Froment, the firebrand of Nîmes, false Capuchin, and false traitor!  do not adopt him also! That is all.

I am not acquainted with him, I said coldly. He had spoken with passion and fire.

Do not become so, he answered.

I shrugged my shoulders, and he said no more; and in a moment Madame and Mademoiselle came out, and took their seats, and I set out to walk up the hill beside the horses.

The ascent was steep and long and toilsome, and a dozen times as we climbed out of the valley we had to halt to breathe the cattle; a dozen times I looked back at the grey mountain inn lying on the desolate grey plateau at our feet. Always I found the Baron looking up at us, stern and gaunt and motionless as the house before which he stood. And I shivered.


CHAPTER XVII.

FROMENT OF NÎMES.

This encounter served neither to raise my spirits nor to remove the apprehensions with which I looked forward to our arrival in places more populous; places where suspicion, once roused, might be less easily allayed. True, Géol had not betrayed me, but he might have his reasons for that; nor did the fact any the more reconcile me to having on our trail this grim stalking-horse in whose person a fanaticism I had deemed dead lurked behind modern doctrines, and sought under the cloak of a new party to avenge old injuries. The barren slopes and rugged peaks that rose above us, as we plodded toilsomely onward, the windswept passes over which the horses scarce dragged the empty carriage, the melancholy fields of snow that lay to right and left, all tended to deepen the impression made on my mind; so that feeling him one with his native hills, I longed to escape from them, I longed to be clear of this desolation and to see before me the sunshine and olive slopes sweep down to the southern sea.

Yet even here there was a counterpoise. The peril which had startled me had not been lost on Madame St. Alais; it had sensibly lowered her tone, and damped the triumph with which she had been disposed to treat me. She was more quiet; and sitting in her place, or walking beside the labouring carriage, as it slowly wound its way round shoulders, or wearily climbed long lacets, she left me to myself. Nay, it did not escape me that distance, far from relieving, seemed to aggravate her anxiety; so that the farther we left the uncouth Baron behind, the more restless she grew, the more keenly she scanned the road behind us, and the less regard she paid to me.

This left me at liberty to use my eyes as I would; and I remember to this day that hour spent under the shoulder of Mont Aigoual. Mademoiselle, worn out by days and nights of exertion, had fallen asleep in her corner, and shaken by the jolting of the coach had let the cloak slip from her face. A faint flush warmed her cheeks, as if even in sleep she felt my eyes upon her; and though a tear presently stole from under her long lashes, a smile almost naïve  a smile that remained while the tear passed  seemed to say that the joys of that strange day surpassed the pains, and that in her sleep Mademoiselle found nothing to regret. God, how I watched that smile! How I hoped that it was for me, how I prayed for her! Never before had it been my happiness to gaze on her uncontrolled, as I did now; to trace the shadow where the first tendrils of her hair stole up from the smooth, white forehead, to learn the soft curves of lips and chin, and the dainty ear half-hidden; to gaze at the blue-veined eyelids half in fear, half in the hope that they might rise and discover me!

Denise, my Denise! I breathed the word softly, in my heart, and was happy. In spite of all  the cold, the journey, Géol, Madame  I was happy. And then in a moment I fell to earth, as I heard a voice say clearly, Is that he?

It was Madames voice, and I turned to her. I was relieved to find that she was not looking my way, but was on her feet, gazing back the way we had come. And in a moment, whether she gave an order or the driver halted on his own motion, the carriage came to a stand; in a mountain pass, where rocks lay huddled on either side.

What is it? I said in wonder.

She did not answer, but on the silence of the road and the mountains rose the thin strain of a whistled air. The air was O Richard, O mon Roi! In that solitude of rock and fell, it piped high and thin, and had a weird startling effect. I thrust out my head on the other side, and saw a man walking after us at his leisure; as if we had passed him, and then stood to wait for him. He was tall and stout, wore boots and a common-looking cloak; but for all that he had not the air of a man of the country.

You are going to Ganges? Madame cried to him, without preface.

Yes, Madame, he answered, as he came quietly up, and saluted her.

We can take you on, she said.

A thousand thanks, he answered, his eyes twinkling. You are too good. If the gentleman does not object? And he looked at me, smiling without disguise.

Oh, no! Madame said, with a touch of contempt in her voice, the gentleman will not object.

But that gave me, in the middle of my astonishment, the fillip that I needed. The device of the meeting was so transparent, the appearance of this man, in cloak and boots, on the desolate road far from any habitation, was so clearly a part of an arranged plan, that I could not swallow it; I must either fall in with it, be dupe, and play my rôle with my eyes open, or act at once. I awoke from my astonishment. One moment, Madame, I said. I do not know who this gentleman is.

She had resumed her seat, and the stranger had come up to the window on her side, and was looking in. He had a face of striking power, large-sized and coarse, but not unpleasant; with quick, bright eyes, and mobile lips that smiled easily. The hand he laid on the carriage door was immense.

I think my words took Madame by surprise. She flashed round on me. Nonsense, she cried imperiously. And to him, Get in, Monsieur.

No, I retorted, half-rising. Stay, if you please. Stay where you are, until  

Madame turned to me, furious. This is my carriage, she said.

Absolutely, I answered.

Then what do you mean?

Only that if this gentleman enters it, I leave it.

For an instant we looked at one another. Then she saw that I was determined, and, knowing my position, she lowered her tone. Why? she said, breathing quickly. Why, because he enters it, should you leave it?

Because, Madame, I answered, I see no reason for taking in a stranger whom we do not know. This gentleman may be everything that is upright  

He is no stranger! she snapped. I know him. Will that satisfy you?

If he will give me his name, I said.

Hitherto he had stood unmoved by the discussion, looking with a smile from one to the other of us; but at this he struck in. With pleasure, Monsieur, he said. My name is Alibon, and I am an advocate of Montauban, who last week had the good fortune  

No, I said, interrupting him brusquely, and once for all; I think not. Not Alibon of Montauban. Froment of Nîmes, I think, Monsieur.

A little tract of snow flushed by the sunset lay behind him, and by contrast darkened his face; I could not see how he took my words. And a few seconds elapsed before he answered. When he did, however, he spoke calmly, and I fancied I detected as much vanity as chagrin in his tone. Well, Monsieur, he said, and if I am? What then?

If you are, I replied resolutely, meeting his eyes, I decline to travel with you.

And therefore, he retorted, Madame, whose carriage this is, must not travel with me!

No, since she cannot travel without me, I answered with spirit.

He frowned at that; but in a moment, And why? he said with a sneer. Am I not good enough for your excellencys company?

It is not a question of goodness, I said bluntly, but of a passport, Monsieur. If you ask me, I do not travel with you because I hold a commission under the present Government, and I believe you to be working against that Government. I have lied for Madame St. Alais and her daughter. She was a woman and I had to save her. But I will not lie for you, nor be your cloak. Is that plain, Monsieur?

Quite, he said slowly. Yet I serve the King. Whom do you serve?

I was silent.

Whose is this commission, Monsieur, that must not be contaminated?

I writhed under the sneer, but I was silent.

Come, M. le Vicomte, he continued frankly, and in a different tone. Be yourself, I pray. I am Froment, you have guessed it. I am also a fugitive, and were my name spoken in Villeraugues, a league on, I should hang for it. And in Ganges the like. I am at your mercy, therefore, and I ask you to shelter me. Let me pass through Suméne and Ganges as one of your party; thenceforth onwards, he added with a smile and a gesture of conscious pride, I can shift for myself.

I do not wonder I hesitated, I wonder I resisted. It seemed so small a thing to ask, so great a thing to refuse, that, though half a minute before my mind had been made up, I wavered; wavered miserably. I felt my face burn, I felt the passionate ardour of Madames eyes as they devoured it, I felt the call of the silence for my answer. And I was near assenting. But as I turned feverishly in my seat to avoid Madames look, my hand touched the packet which contained the commission, and the contact wrought a revulsion of feeling. I saw the thing as I had seen it before, and, rightly or wrongly, revolted from that which I had nearly done.

No, I cried angrily. I will not! I will not!

You coward! Madame cried with sudden passion. And she sprang up as if to strike me, but sat down again trembling.

It may be, I said. But I will not do it.

Why? Why? Why? she cried.

Because I carry that commission; and to use it to shelter M. Froment were a thing M. Froment would not do himself. That is all.

He shrugged his shoulders, and magnanimously kept silence. But she was furious. Quixote! she cried. Oh, you are intolerable! But you shall suffer for it. Eh, bien, Monsieur, you shall suffer for it! she repeated vehemently.

Nay, Madame, you need not threaten, I retorted.

For if I would, I could not. You forget that M. de Géol is no more than a league behind us, and bound for Nîmes; he may appear at any moment. At best he is sure to lodge where we do to-night. If he finds, I continued drily, that I have added a brother to my growing family, I do not think that he will take it lightly.

But this, though she must have seen the sense of it, had no effect upon her. Oh, you are intolerable! she cried again. Let me out! Let me out, Monsieur.

This last to Froment. I did not gainsay her, and he let her out, and the two walked a few paces away, talking rapidly.

I followed them with my eyes; and seeing him now, detached, as it were, and solitary in that dreary landscape  a man alone and in danger  I began to feel some compunction. A moment more, and I might have repented; but a touch fell on my sleeve, and I turned with a start to find Denise leaning towards me, with her face rapt and eager.

Monsieur, she whispered eagerly; before she could say more I seized the hand with which she had touched me, and kissed it fiercely.

No, Monsieur, no, she whispered, drawing it from me with her face grown crimson  but her eyes still met mine frankly. Not now. I want to speak to you, to warn you, to ask you  

And I, Mademoiselle, I cried in the same low tone, want to bless you, to thank you  

I want to ask you to take care of yourself, she persisted, shaking her head almost petulantly at me, to silence me. Listen! Some trap will be laid for you. My mother would not harm you, though she is angry; but that man is desperate, and we are in straits. Be careful, therefore, Monsieur, and  

Have no fear, I said.

Ah, but I have fear, she answered.

And the way in which she said that, and the way in which she looked at me, and looked away again like a startled bird, filled me with happiness  with intense happiness; so that, though Madame came back at that moment, and no more passed between us, not even a look, but we had to sink back in our seats, and affect indifference, I was a different man for it. Perhaps something of this appeared in my face, for Madame, as she came up to the door, shot a suspicious glance at me, a glance almost of hatred; and from me looked keenly at her daughter. However, nothing was said except by Froment, who came up to the door and closed it, after she had entered. He raised his hat to me.

M. le Vicomte, he said, with a little bitterness, if a dog came to my door, as I came to you to-day, I would take him in!

You would do as I have done, I said.

No, he said firmly; I would take him in. Nevertheless, when we meet at Nîmes, I hope to convert you.

To what? I said coldly.

To having a little faith, he answered, with dryness. To having a little faith in something  and risking somewhat for it, Monsieur. I stand here, he went on, with a gesture that was not without grandeur, alone and homeless, to-day; I do not know where I shall lie to-night. And why, M. le Vicomte? Because I alone in France have faith! Because I alone believe in anything! Because I alone believe even in myself! Do you think, he continued with rising scorn, that if you nobles believed in your nobility, you could be unseated? Never! Or that if you, who say Long live the King! believed in your King, he could be unseated? Never! Or that if you who profess to obey the Church believed in her, she could be uprooted? Never! But you believe in nothing, you admire nothing, you reverence nothing  and therefore you are doomed! Yes, doomed; for even the men with whom you have linked yourself have a sort of bastard faith in their theories, their philosophy, their reforms, that are to regenerate the world. But you  you believe in nothing; and you shall pass, as you pass from me now!

He waved his hand with a gesture of menace, and before I could answer, the carriage rolled on, and left him standing there; the grey landscape, cold and barren, took the place of his face at the door. The light was beginning to fail; we were still a league from Villeraugues. I was glad to feel the carriage moving, and to be free from him; my heart, too, was warm because Denise sat opposite me, and I loved her. But for all that  and though Madame, glowering at me from her corner, troubled me little  the thought that I had deserted him  that, and his words, and one word in particular, hummed in my head, and oppressed me with a sense of coming ill. Doomed! Doomed! He had said it as if he meant it. I could no longer question his eloquence. I could no longer be ignorant why they called him the firebrand of Nîmes. The hot breath of the southern city had come from him; the passion of world-old strifes had spoken in his voice. Uneasily I pondered over what he had said, and recalled the words spoken by Father Benôit, even by Géol, to the same effect; and so brooded in my corner, while the carriage jolted on and darkness fell, until presently we stopped in the village street.

I offered Madame St. Alais my arm to descend. No, Monsieur, she said, repelling me with passion; I will not touch you.

She meant, I think, to seclude herself and Mademoiselle, and leave me to sup alone. But in the inn there was only one great room for parlour, and kitchen, and all; and a little cupboard, veiled by a dingy curtain, in which the women might sleep if they pleased, but in which they could not possibly eat. The inn was, in fact, the worst in which I had stopped  the maid draggled and dirty, and smelling of the stable; the company three boors; the floor of earth; the windows unglazed. Madame, accustomed to travel, and supported by her anger, took all with the ease of a fine lady; but Denise, fresh from her convent, winced at the brawling and oaths that rose round her, and cowered, pale and frightened, on her stool.

A hundred times I was on the point of interfering to protect her from these outrages; but her eyes, when they made me happy by timidly seeking mine for an instant, seemed to pray me to abstain; and the men, as their senseless tirades showed, were delegates from Castres, who at a word would have raised the cry of Aristocrats! I refrained, therefore, and doubtless with wisdom; but even the arrival of Géol would have been a welcome interruption.

I have said that Madame heeded them little; but it presently appeared that I was mistaken. After we had supped, and when the noise was at its height, she came to me, where I sat a little apart, and, throwing into her tone all the anger and disgust which her face so well masked, she cried in my ear that we must start at daybreak.

At daybreak  or before! she whispered fiercely. This is horrible! horrible! she continued. This place is killing me! I would start now, cold and dark as it is, if  

I will speak to them, I said, taking a step towards the table.

She clutched my sleeve, and pinched me until I winced. Fool! she said. Would you ruin us all? A word, and we are betrayed. No; but at daybreak we go. We shall not sleep; and the moment it is light we go!

I consented, of course; and, going to the driver, who had taken our place at the table, she whispered him also, and then came back to me, and bade me call him if he did not rise. This settled, she went towards the closet, whither Mademoiselle had already retired; but unfortunately her movements had drawn on her the attention of the clowns at the table, and one of these, rising suddenly as she passed, intercepted her.

A toast, Madame! a toast! he cried, with a gross hiccough; and reeling on his feet, he thrust a cup of wine in front of her. A toast; and one that every man, woman, and child in France must drink, or be d  d! And that is the Tricolour! The Tricolour; and down with Madame Veto! The Tricolour, Madame! Drink to it!

The drunken wretch pressed the cup on her, while his comrades roared, Drink! Drink! The Tricolour; and down with Madame Veto! and added jests and oaths I will not write.

This was too much; I sprang to my feet to chastise the wretches. But Madame, who preserved her presence of mind to a marvel, checked me by a glance. No, she said, raising her head proudly; I will not drink!

Ah! he cried with a vile laugh. An aristocrat, are we? Drink, nevertheless, or we shall show you  

I will not drink! she retorted, facing him with superb courage. And more, when M. de Géol arrives to-night, you will have to give an account to him.

The mans face fell. You know the Baron de Géol? he said in a different tone.

I left him at the last village, and I expect him here to-night, she answered coolly. And I would advise you, Monsieur, to drink your own toasts, and let others go! For he is not a man to brook an insult!

The brawler shrugged his shoulders, to hide his mortification. Oh! if you are a friend of his, he muttered, preparing to slink back to the table, I suppose it is all right. He is a good man. No offence. If you are not an aristocrat  

I am no more of an aristocrat than is M. de Géol, she answered. And, with a cold bow, she turned, and went to the closet.

The men were a little less noisy after that; for Madame had rightly guessed that Géols name was known and respected. They presently wrapped themselves in their cloaks, and lay down on the floor; and I did the same, passing the night, in the result, in greater comfort than I expected.

At first, it is true, I did not sleep; but later I fell into an uneasy slumber, and, passing from one troubled dream to another  for which I had, doubtless, to thank the foul air of the room  I awoke at last with a start, to find some one leaning over me. Apparently it was still night, for all was quiet; but the red embers of the fire glowed on the hearth, and dimly lit up the room, enabling me to see that it was Madame St. Alais who had roused me. She pointed to the other men, who still lay snoring.

Hush! she whispered, with her finger on her lip. It is after five. Jules is harnessing the horses. I have paid the woman here, and in five minutes we shall be ready.

But the sun will not rise for another hour, I answered. This was early starting with a vengeance!

Madame, however, had set her heart upon it. Do you want to expose us to more of this? she said, in a furious whisper. To keep us here until Géol arrives, perhaps?

I am ready, Madame, I said.

This satisfied her; she flitted away without any more, and disappeared behind the curtain, and I heard whispering. I put on my boots, and, the room being very cold, stooped a moment over the fire, and drawing the embers together with my foot, warmed myself. Then I put on my cravat and sword, which I had removed, and stood ready to start. It seemed uselessly early; and we had started so early the day before! If Madame wished it, however, it was my place to give way to her.

In a moment she came to me again; and I saw, even by that light, that her face was twitching with eagerness. Oh! she said; will he never come? That man will be all day. Go and hasten him, Monsieur! If Géol comes? Go, for pitys sake, and hasten him!

I wondered, thinking such haste utterly vain and foolish  it was not likely that Géol would arrive at this hour; but, concluding that Madames nerves had failed at last, I thought it proper to comply, and, stepping carefully over the sleepers, reached the door. I raised the latch, and in a moment was outside, and had closed the door behind me. The bitter dawn wind, laden with a fine snow, lashed my cheeks, and bit through my cloak, and made me shiver. In the east the daybreak was only faintly apparent; in every other quarter it was still night, and, for all I could see, might be midnight.

Very little in charity with Madame, I picked my way, shivering, to the door of the stable  a mean hovel, in a line with the house, and set in a sea of mud. It was closed, but a dim yellow light, proceeding from a window towards the farther end, showed me where Jules was at work; and I raised the latch, and called him. He did not answer, and I had to go in to him, passing behind three or four wretched nags  some on their legs and some lying down  until I came to our horses, which stood side by side at the end, with the lantern hung on a hook near them.

Still I did not see Jules, and I was standing wondering where he was  for he did not answer  when, with a whish, something black struck me in the face. It blinded me; in a moment I found myself struggling in the folds of a cloak, that completely enveloped my face, while a grip of iron seized my arms and bound them to my sides. Taken completely by surprise, I tried to shout, but the heavy cloak stifled me; when, struggling desperately, I succeeded in uttering a half-choked cry, other hands than those which held me pressed the cloak more tightly over my face. In vain I writhed and twisted, and, half-suffocated, tried to free myself. I felt hands pass deftly over me, and knew that I was being robbed. Then, as I still resisted, the man who held me from behind tripped me up, and I fell, still in his grasp, on my face on the ground.

Fortunately I fell on some litter; but, even so, the shock drove the breath out of me; and what with that and the cloak, which in this new position threatened to strangle me outright, I lay a moment helpless, while the wretches bound my hands behind me, and tied my ankles together. Thus secured, I felt myself taken up, and carried a little way, and flung roughly down on a soft bed  of hay, as I knew by the scent. Then some one threw a truss of hay on me, and more and more hay, until I thought that I should be stifled, and tried frantically to shout. But the cloak was wound two or three times round my head, and, strive as I would, I could only, with all my efforts, force out a dull cry, that died, smothered in its folds.


CHAPTER XVIII.

A POOR FIGURE.

I did not struggle long. The efforts I had made to free myself from the men, and this last exertion of striving to shout, brought the blood to my head; and so exhausted me that I lay inert, my heart panting as if it would suffocate me, and my lungs craving more air. I was in danger of being stifled in earnest, and knew it; but, fortunately, the horror of this fate, which a minute before had driven me to frantic efforts, now gave me the supreme courage to lie still, and, collecting myself, do all I could to get air.

It was time I did. I was hot as fire, and sweating at every pore; however the dreadful sensation of choking went off somewhat when I had lain a while motionless, and by turning my head and chest a little to the side  which I succeeded in doing, though I could not raise myself  I breathed more freely. Still, my position was horrible. Helpless as I was, with the trusses of hay pressing on me, fresh pains soon rose to take the place of those allayed. The bonds on my wrists began to burn into my flesh, the hilt of my sword forced itself into my side, my back seemed to be breaking under the burden, my shoulders ached intolerably. I was being slowly, slowly pressed to death, in darkness, and when a cry  a single cry, if I could raise my voice  would bring relief and succour!

The thought so maddened me that, fancying after an age of this suffering that I heard a faint sound as of some one moving in the stable, I lost control of myself, and fell to struggling again; while groans broke from me instead of cries, and the bonds cut into my arms. But the paroxysm only added to my misery; the person, whoever he was, did not hear me, and made no further noise; or, if he did, the blood coursing to my head, and swelling the veins of my neck almost to bursting, deafened me to the sound. The horrible weight that I had raised for a moment sank again. I gave up, I despaired; and lay in a kind of swoon, unable to think, unable to remember, no longer hoping for relief, or planning escape, but enduring.

I must have lain thus some time, when a noise loud enough to reach my dulled ears roused me afresh; I listened, at first with half a heart. The noise was repeated; then, without further warning, a sharp pain darted through the calf of my leg. I screamed out; and, though the cloak and the hay over my head choked the cry, I caught a kind of echo of it. Then silence.

Stupid as a in an awakened from sleep, I thought for a moment that I had dreamed both the cry and the pain; and groaned in my misery. The next moment I felt the hay that lay on me move; then the truss that pressed most heavily on me was lifted, and I heard voices and cries, and saw a faint light, and knew I was freed. In a twinkling I felt myself seized and drawn out, amid a murmur of cries and exclamations. The cloak was plucked from my head, and, dazzled and half blind, I found half a dozen faces gaping and staring at me.

Why, mon Dieu! it is the gentleman who departed this morning! cried a woman. And she threw up her hands in astonishment.

I looked at her. She was the woman of the house.

My throat was dry and parched, my lips were swollen; but at the second attempt I managed to tell her to untie me.

She complied, amid fresh exclamations of surprise and astonishment; then, as I was so stiff and benumbed as to be powerless, they lifted me to the door of the stable, where one set a stool, and another brought a cup of water. This and the cold air restored me, and in a minute or two I was able to stand. Meanwhile they pressed me with questions; but I was giddy and confused, and could not for a few minutes collect myself. By-and-by, however, a person who came up with an air of importance, and pushed aside the crowd of clowns and stable-helpers that surrounded me, helped me to find my voice.

What is it? he said. What is it, Monsieur? What brought you in the stable?

The woman who kept the inn answered for me that she did not know; that one of the men going to get hay had struck his fork into my leg, and so found me.

But who is he? the new-comer asked imperatively. He was a tall, thin man, with a sour face and small, suspicious eyes.

I am the Vicomte de Saux, I answered.

Eh! he said, prolonging the syllable. And how came you, M. le Vicomte  if that be your name  in the stable?

I have been robbed, I muttered.

Bobbed! he answered with a sniff. Bah! Monsieur; in this commune we have no robbers.

Still, I have been robbed, I answered stupidly.

For answer, before I knew what he was about, he plunged his hand, without ceremony or leave, into the pocket of my coat, and brought out a purse. He held it up for all to see. Robbed? he said in a tone of irony. I think not, Monsieur; I think not!

I looked at the purse in astonishment; then, mechanically putting my hand into my pocket, I produced first one thing, and then another, and stared at them. He was right. I had not been robbed. Snuff-box, handkerchief, my watch and seals, my knife, and a little mirror, and book  all were there!

And now I come to think of it, the woman said, speaking suddenly, there are a pair of saddle-bags in the house that must belong to the gentleman! I was wondering a while ago whose they were.

They are mine! I cried, memory and sense returning. They are mine! But the ladies who were with me? They have not started?

They went these three hours back, the woman answered, staring at me. And I could have sworn that Monsieur went with them! But, to be sure, it was only just light, and a mistake is soon made.

A thought that should have occurred to me before  a horrible thought  darted its sting into my heart. I plunged my hand into the inner pocket of my coat, and drew it out empty. The commission  the commission to which I had trusted was gone!

I uttered a cry of rage and glared round me. What is it? said the sour man, meeting my eyes.

My papers! I answered, almost gnashing my teeth, as I thought how I had been tricked and treated. I saw it all now. My papers!

Well? he said.

They are gone! I have been robbed of them!

Indeed! he said drily. That remains to be proved, Monsieur.

I thought that he meant that I might be mistaken, as I had been mistaken before; and, to make certain, I turned out the pocket.

No, he said, as drily as before. I see that they are not there. But the point is, Monsieur, were they ever there?

I looked at him.

Yes, he said, that is the point, Monsieur. Where are your papers?

I tell you I have been robbed of them! I cried, in a rage.

And I say, that remains to be proved, he answered. And until it is proved, you do not leave here. That is all, Monsieur, and it is simple.

And who, I said indignantly, are you, I should like to know, Monsieur, who stop travellers on the highway, and ask for papers?

Merely the President of the Local Committee, he replied.

And do you suppose, I said, fuming at his folly, that I bound my hands, and stifled myself under that hay, on purpose? On purpose to pass through your wretched village?

I suppose nothing, Monsieur, he answered coolly. But this is the road to Turin, where M. dArtois is said to be collecting the disaffected; and to Nîmes, where mischievous persons are flaunting the red cockade. And without papers, no one passes.

But what will you do with me? I asked, seeing that the clowns, who gaped round us, regarded him as nothing less than a Solomon.

Detain you, M. le Vicomte, until you procure papers, he answered.

But, mon Dieu! I said. That is not so easily done here. Who is likely to know me?

He shrugged his shoulders. Monsieur does not leave without the papers, he said. That is all.

And he spoke truly, that was all. In vain I laid the facts before him, and asked if any one would voluntarily suffer, merely to hide his lack of papers, what I had undergone; in vain I asked if the state in which I had been found was not itself proof that I had been robbed; if a man could tie his own hands, and pile hay on himself. In vain even that I said I knew who had robbed me; the last statement only made matters worse.

Indeed! he said ironically. Then, pray, who was it?

The rogue Froment! Froment of Nîmes!

He is not in this country.

Indeed! I saw him yesterday, I answered.

Then that settles the matter, the Committee-man answered, with a grim smile; and his little court smiled too. After that, we certainly cannot lose sight of M. le Vicomte.

And so well did he keep his word, that when, to avoid the cold that began to pierce me, I went into the wretched inn, and sat down on the hearth to think over the position, two of the yokels accompanied me; and when I went out again, and stood looking distrustfully up and down the road, two more were at my elbow, as by magic. Whether I turned this way or that, one was sure to spring up, and, if I walked too far from the house, would touch me on the arm, and gruffly order me back. Mont Aigoual itself, lifting its crest, bleak, and stern, and cold, above the valley, was not more sure than their attendance, or more immovable.

This added to my irritation, and for a time I was like a madman. Deluded by Madame St. Alais, and robbed by Froment  who, I felt sure, had taken my place, and was now rolling at his ease through Suméne and Ganges with my commission in his pocket  I strode up and down the road, the road that was my prison, in a fever of rage and chagrin. Madames ingratitude, my own easiness, the villagers stupidity, I execrated all in turn; but most, perhaps, the inaction to which they condemned me. I had escaped with my life, and for that should have been thankful; but no man cares to be duped. And one day, two days, three days passed; it froze and thawed, snowed and was fine; still, while the carriage bowled along the road to Nîmes, and carried my mistress farther and farther from me, I lay a prisoner in this wretched hamlet. I grew to loathe the squalid inn, in which I kicked my heels through the cold hours, the muddy road that ran by it, the mean row of hovels they called the village. All day, and whenever I went abroad, the clowns dogged and flouted me, thinking it sport; each evening the Committee came to stare and question. A house this way, a house that way, were my boundaries, while the world moved beyond the mountains, and France throbbed; and I knew not what might be in hand to separate Denise from me. No wonder that I almost chafed myself into madness.

I had left my horse at Milhau, whence the landlord had undertaken to forward it to Ganges within a couple of days, by the hand of an acquaintance who would be going that way. I expected it every hour, therefore, and my only hope was that its conductor might be able to identify me, since half a hundred at Milhau had seen my commission, or heard it read. But the horse did not arrive, nor any one from Milhau, and fearing that the release of the two ladies had caused trouble there, my heart sank still lower. I could not easily communicate with Cahors, and the Committee, with rustic independence and obstinacy, would neither let me go nor send me to Nîmes, where I could be identified. It was in vain I pressed them.

No, no, the sour-faced Committee-man answered, the first time I raised the question. Presently some one who knows you will come by. In the meantime have patience.

M. le Vicomte is a gentleman many would know, the woman of the house chimed in; looking at me with her arms wrapped up in her apron and her head on one side.

To be sure! To be sure, the crowd agreed, and, rubbing their calves, the members of the Committee followed her lead, and looked at me with satisfaction, as at something that did them credit.

Their stupid complacency nearly drove me mad; but to what purpose? After all, you are very well here, the first speaker would say, shrugging his shoulders. You are very well here.

Better than under the hay! the man who had pricked my leg was wont to answer.

And on that  this was a nightly joke  a general laugh would follow, and with another admonition to be patient, the Committee would take its leave.

Or sometimes the argument in the kitchen took a harsher and more dangerous turn; and one and another would recall for my benefit old tales of the dragooning, and Villars, and Berwick; tales, at which the blood crept, of horrible cruelties done and suffered, of stern mountain men and brave women who faced the worst that Kings could do, for the fate that they had chosen; of a great cause crushed but not destroyed, of a whole people trodden down in dust and blood, and yet living and growing strong.

And do you think that after this, the speaker would cry when he had told me these things with flashing eyes, these things that his grandfathers had done and suffered do you think that after this we are not concerned in this business? Do you think that now, Monsieur, when, after all these years, vengeance is in our hand and our persecutors are tottering, we will sit still and see them set up again? Bishops and captains, canons and cardinals, where are they now? Where are the lands they stole from us? Gone from them! Where are the tithes they took with blood? Taken from them! Where is St. Etienne, whose father they persecuted? With his foot on their necks! And, after this, do you think that with all their processions and their idols and their Corpus Christi, they shall defy us and set up their rule again? No, Monsieur, no.

But there is no question of that! I said mildly.

There is great question of that, was the stern answer. In Nîmes and Montauban, at Avignon, and at Arles! We who live in the mountains have too often heard the storm gathering in the plain to be mistaken. These preachings and processions, and weeping virgins, this cry of Blasphemy  what do they mean, Monsieur? Blood! Blood! Blood! It has been so a score of times, it is so now! But this time blood will not be shed on one side only!

And I listened and marvelled. I began to understand that the same word meant one thing in one mans mouth, and in another mans mouth another thing; and that that which worked easily and smoothly in the north might in the south roll hideously through fire and blood. In Quercy we had lost two or three châteaux, and a handful of lives, and for a few hours the mob had got out of hand  all with little enthusiasm. But here  here I seemed to stand on the brink of a great furnace under which the fires of persecution still smouldered; I felt the scorching breath of passion on my cheek, and saw through the white-hot scum old enmities seething with new and fiercer ambitions, old factions with new bigotries. I had heard Froment, now I heard these; it remained only to be seen whether Froment had his followers.

In the meantime, pent up in this place, I found little comfort in such predictions; I lived on my heart, and the better part of a fortnight went by. The woman at the inn was well satisfied to keep me; I paid, and guests were rare. And the Committee took pride in me; I was a living, walking token of their powers, and of the importance of their village. Now to the mingled misery and absurdity of my position, the anxiety on Mademoiselles account, which this news of Nîmes caused me, added the last intolerable touch, and I determined at all risks to escape.

That I had no horse, and that at Suméne or Ganges I should inevitably be detained, had hitherto held me back from the attempt; now I could bear the position no longer, and after weighing all the chances, I determined to slip away some evening at sunset, and make my way on foot to Milhau. The villagers would be sure to pursue me in the direction of Nîmes, whither they knew that I was bound; and even if a party took the other road, I should have many chances of escape in the darkness. I counted on reaching Milhau soon after daybreak, and there, if the Mayor stood my friend, I might regain my horse, and with credentials travel to Nîmes by the same or another road.

It seemed feasible, and that very evening fortune favoured me. The man who should have kept me company, upset a pot of boiling water over his foot, and without giving a thought to me or his duty went off groaning to his house. A moment later the woman of the inn was called out by a neighbour, and at the very hour I would have chosen, I found myself alone. Still I knew that I had not a moment to lose; instantly, therefore, I put on my cloak, and reaching down my pistols from a shelf on which they had been placed, I put a little food in my pocket and sneaked out at the rear of the house. A dog was kennelled there, but it knew me and wagged its tail; and in two minutes, after warily skirting the backs of the houses, I gained the road to Milhau, and stood free and alone.

Night had fallen, but it was not quite dark; and dreading every eye, I hurried on through the dusk, now peering anxiously forward, and now looking and listening for the first sounds of pursuit. For a few minutes the fear of that took up all my thoughts; later, when the one twinkling light that marked the village had set behind me, and night and the silent waste of mountains had swallowed me up, a sense of eeriness, of loneliness, very depressing, took possession of me. Denise was at Nîmes, and I was moving the other way; what accidents might not befall me, how many things might not happen to postpone my return? In the meantime she lay at the mercy of her mother and brothers, with all the traditions of her family, all the prejudices of maidenhood and her education against my suit. To what use in this imbroglio might not her hand be put? Or, if that were not in question, what in that city of strife, in that fierce struggle, of which the peasants had forewarned me, might not be the fate of a young girl?

Spurred by these thoughts, I pressed on feverishly, and had gone, perhaps, a league, when a sharp sound made by a horses shoe striking a stone, caught my ear. It came from the front, and I drew to the side of the road, and crouched low to let the traveller go by. I fancied that I could distinguish the tramp of three horses, but when the men loomed darkly into sight, I could see only two figures.

Perhaps I rose a little too high in my anxiety to see. At any rate I had not counted on the horses, the nearer of which, as it passed me, swerved violently from me. The rider was almost dismounted by the violence of the movement, but in a twinkling had his horse again in hand, and before I knew what I was doing, was urging it upon me. I dared not move, for to move was to betray my presence, but this did not avail, for in a minute the rider made out the outline of my figure.

Hola, he cried sharply. Who are you there, who lie in wait to break mens necks? Speak, man, or  

But I caught his bridle. M. de Géol! I cried, my heart beating against my ribs.

Stand back! he cried, peering at me. He did not know my voice. Who are you? Who is it?

It is I, M. de Saux, I answered joyfully.

Why, man, I thought that you were at Nîmes, he exclaimed in a tone of great astonishment, these ten days past! We have your horse here.

Here? My horse?

To be sure. Your good friend here has it in charge from Milhau. But where have you been? And what are you doing here? he continued suspiciously.

I lost my passport. It was stolen by Froment.

He whistled.

And at Villeraugues they stopped me, I continued. I have been there since.

Ah, he said drily. That comes of travelling in bad company, M. le Vicomte. And to-night I suppose you were  

Going to get away, I answered bluntly. But you  I thought that you had passed long ago?

No, he said. I was detained. Now we have met, I would advise you to mount and return with me.

I will, I said briskly, with the greatest pleasure. And you will be able to tell them who I am.

I? he answered. No, indeed. I do not know. I only know who you told me you were.

I fell to earth again, and for a moment stood staring through the darkness at him. A moment only. For then out of the darkness came a voice. Have no fear, M. le Vicomte, I will speak for you.

I started and stared. Mon Dieu! I said, trembling. Who spoke?

It is I  Buton, came the answer. I have your horse, M. le Vicomte.

It was Buton, the blacksmith; Captain Buton, of the Committee.

* * * * *

This for the time cut the thread of my difficulties. When we rode into the village ten minutes later, the Committee, awed by the credentials which Buton carried, accepted his explanation at once, and raised no further objection to my journey. So twelve hours afterwards we three, thus strangely thrown together, passed through Suméne. We slept at Sauve, and presently leaving behind us the late winter of the mountains, with its frost and snow, began to descend in sunshine the western slope of the Rhone valley. All day we rode through balmy air, between fields and gardens and olive groves; the white dust, the white houses, the white cliffs eloquent of the south. And a little before sunset we came in sight of Nîmes, and hailed the end of a journey that, for me, had not been without its adventures.


CHAPTER XIX.

AT NÎMES.

It will be believed that I looked on the city with no common emotions. I had heard enough at Villeraugues  and to that enough M. de Géol had added by the way a thousand details  to satisfy me that here and not in the north, here in the Gard, and the Bouches du Rhone, among the olive groves and white dust of the south, and not among the wheatfields and pastures of the north, the fate of the nation hung in the balance; and that not in Paris  where men would and yet would not, where Mirabeau and Lafayette, in fear of the mob, took one day a step towards the King, and the next, fearful lest restored he should punish, retraced it  could the convulsion be arrested, but here! Here, where the warm imagination of the Provençal still saw something holy in things once holy, and faction bound men to faith.

Hitherto the stream of revolution had met with no check. Obstacles apparently the strongest, the King, the nobles, had crumbled and sunk before it, almost without a struggle; it remained to be seen whether the third and last of the governing powers, the Church, would fare better. Clearly, if Froment were right, and faith must be met by faith, and bigotry of one kind be opposed by bigotry of another kind, here in the valley of the Rhone, where the Church still kept its hold, lay the materials nearest to the enthusiasts hand. In that case  and with this in my mind, I took my first long look at the city, and the wide low plain that lay beyond it, bathed in the sunset light  in that case, from this spot might fly a torch to kindle France! Hence might start within the next few days a conflagration as wide as the land; that taken up, and roaring ever higher and higher through all La Vendée, and Brittany, and the Côtes du Nord, might swiftly ring round Paris with a circle of flame.

Once get it fairly alight. But there lay the doubt; and I looked again, and looked with eager curiosity, at this city from which so much was expected; this far-stretching city of flat roofs and white houses, trending gently down from the last spurs of the Cevennes to the Rhone plain. North of it, in the outskirts rose three low hills, the midmost crowned with a tower, the eastern-most casting a shadow almost to the distant river; and from these, eastward and southward, the city sloped. And these hills, and the roads near us, and the plain already verdant, and the great workshops that here and there rose in the faubourgs, all, as we approached, seemed to teem with life and people; with people coming and going, alone and in groups, sauntering beyond the walls for pleasure, or hastening on business.

Of these, I noticed all wore a badge of some kind; many the tricolour, but more a red ribbon, a red tuft, a red cockade  emblems at sight of which my companions faces grew darker, and ever darker. Another thing characteristic of the place, the tinkling of many bells, calling to vespers  though I found the sound fall pleasantly on the evening air  was as little to their taste. They growled together, and increased their pace; the result of which was that insensibly I fell to the rear. As we entered the streets, the traffic that met us, and the keenness with which I looked about me, increased the distance between us; presently, a long line of carts and a company of National Guards intervening, I found myself riding alone, a hundred paces behind them.

I was not sorry; the novelty of the shifting crowd, the changing faces, the southern patois, the moving string of soldiers, peasants, workmen, women, amused me. I was less sorry when by-and-by something  something which I had dimly imagined might happen when I reached Nîmes  took real shape, there, in the crooked street; and struck me, as it were, in the face. As I passed under a barred window a little above the roadway, a window on which my eyes alighted for an instant, a white hand waved a handkerchief  for an instant only, just long enough for me to take in the action and think of Denise! Then, as I jerked the reins, the handkerchief was gone, the window was empty, on either side of me the crowd chattered, and jostled on its way.

I pulled up mechanically, and looked round, my heart beating. I could see no one near me for whom the signal could be intended; and yet  it seemed odd. I could hardly believe in such good fortune; or that I had found Denise so soon. However, as my eyes returned doubtfully to the window, the handkerchief flickered in it again; and this time the signal was so unmistakably meant for me that, shamed out of my prudence, I pushed my horse through the crowd to the door, and hastily dismounting, threw the rein to an urchin who stood near. I was shy of asking him who lived in the house; and with a single glance at the dull white front, and the row of barred windows that ran below the balcony, I resigned myself to fortune, and knocked.

On the instant the door flew open, and a servant appeared. I had not considered what I would say, and for a moment I stared at him foolishly. Then, at a venture, on the spur of the moment, I asked if Madame received.

He answered very civilly that she did, and held the door open for me to enter.

I did so, confused and wondering; none the less when, having crossed a spacious hall, paved with black and white marble, and followed him up a staircase, I found everything I saw round me, from the mans quiet livery to the mouldings of the ceiling, wearing the stamp of elegance and refinement. Pedestals, supporting marble busts, stood in the angles of the staircase; there were orange trees in jars in the hall, and antique fragments adorned the walls. However, I saw these only in passing; in a moment I reached the head of the stairs, and the man opening a door, stood aside.

I entered the room, my eyes shining; in a dream, an impossible dream, that held possession of me for one moment, that Denise  not Mademoiselle de St. Alais, but Denise, the girl who loved me and with whom I had never been alone, might be there to receive me. Instead, a stranger rose slowly from a seat in one of the window bays, and, after a moments hesitation, came forward to meet me; a strange lady, tall, grave, and very handsome, whose dark eyes scanned me seriously, while the blood rose a little to her pure olive cheek.

Seeing that she was a stranger, I began to stammer an apology for my intrusion. She curtsied. Monsieur need not excuse himself, she said, smiling. He was expected, and a meal is ready. If you will allow Gervais, she continued, he will take you to a room, where you can remove the dust of the road.

But, Madame, I stammered, still hesitating. I am afraid that I am trespassing.

She shook her head, smiling. Be so good, she said; and waved her hand towards the door.

But my horse, I answered, standing bewildered. I have left it in the street.

It will be cared for, she said. Will you be so kind? And she pointed with a little imperious gesture to the door.

I went then in utter amazement. The man who had led me upstairs was outside. He preceded me along a wide airy passage to a bedroom, in which I found all that I needed to refresh my toilet. He took my coat and hat, and attended me with the skill of one trained to such offices; and in a state of desperate bewilderment, I suffered it. But when, recovering a little from my confusion, I opened my mouth to ask a question, he begged me to excuse him; Madame would explain.

Madame  ? I said; and looked at him interrogatively, and waited for him to fill the blank.

Yes, Monsieur, Madame will explain, he answered glibly, and without a smile; and then, seeing that I was ready, he led me back, not to the room I had left, but to another.

I went in, like a man in a dream; not doubting, however, that now I should have an answer to the riddle. But I found none. The room was spacious, and parquet-floored, with three high narrow windows, of which one, partly open, let in the murmur of the street. A small wood fire burned on a wide hearth between carved marble pillars; and in one corner of the room stood a harpsichord, harp, and music-stand. Nearer the fire a small round table, daintily laid for supper, and lighted by candles, placed in old silver sconces, presented a charming picture; and by it stood the lady I had seen.

Are you cold? she said, coming forward frankly, as I advanced.

No, Madame.

Then we will sit down at once, she answered. And she pointed to the table.

I took the seat she indicated, and saw with astonishment that covers were laid for two only. She caught the look, and blushed faintly, and her lip trembled as if with the effort to suppress a smile. But she said nothing, and any thought to her disadvantage which might have entered my mind was anticipated, not only by the sedate courtesy of her manner, but by the appearance of the room, the show of wealth and ease that surrounded her, and the very respectability of the butler who waited on us.

Have you ridden far to-day? she said, crumbling a roll with her fingers as if she were not quite free from nervousness; and looking now at the table and now again at me in a way almost appealing.

From Sauve, Madame, I answered.

Ah! And you propose to go?

No farther.

I am glad to hear it, she said, with a charming smile. You are a stranger in Nîmes?

I was. I do not feel so now.

Thank you, she answered, her eyes meeting mine without reserve. That you may feel more at home, I am going presently to tell you my name. Yours I do not ask.

You do not know it? I cried.

No, she said, laughing; and I saw, as she laughed, that she was younger than I had thought; that she was little more than a girl. Of course, you can tell it me if you please, she added lightly.

Then, Madame, I do please, I answered gallantly. I am the Vicomte de Saux, of Saux by Cahors, and am very much at your service.

She held her hand suspended, and stared at me a moment in undisguised astonishment. I even thought that I read something like terror in her eyes. Then she said: Of Saux by Cahors?

Yes, Madame. And I am driven to fear, I continued, seeing the effect my words produced, that I am here in the place of some one else.

Oh, no! she said. Then, her feelings seeming to find sudden vent, she laughed and clapped her hands. No, Monsieur, she cried gaily, there is no error, I assure you. On the contrary, now I know who you are, I will give you a toast. Alphonse! Fill M. le Vicomtes glass, and then leave us! So! Now, M. le Vicomte, she continued, you must drink with me, à lAnglaise, to  

She paused and looked at me slily. I am all attention, Madame, I said, bowing.

To la belle Denise! she said.

It was my turn to start and stare now; in confusion as well as surprise. But she only laughed the more, and, clapping her hands with childish abandon, bade me, Drink, Monsieur, drink!

I did so bravely, though I coloured under her eyes.

That is well, she said, as I set down the glass. Now, Monsieur, I shall be able  in the proper quarter  to report you no recreant.

But, Madame, I said, how do you know the proper quarter?

How do I know? she answered naïvely. Ah, that is the question.

But she did not answer it; though I remarked that from this moment she took a different tone with me. She dropped much of the reserve which she had hitherto maintained, and began to pour upon me a fire of wit and badinage, merriment and plaisanterie, against which I defended myself as well as I could, where all the advantage of knowledge lay with her. Such a duel with so fair an antagonist had its charms, the more as Denise and my relations to her formed the main objects of her raillery: yet I was not sorry when a clock, striking eight, produced a sudden silence and a change in her, as great as that which had preceded it. Her face grew almost sombre, she sighed, and sat looking gravely before her. I ventured to ask if anything ailed her.

Only this, Monsieur, she answered. That I must now put you to the test; and you may fail me.

You wish me to do something?

I wish you to give me your escort, she answered, to a place and back again.

I am ready, I cried, rising gaily. If I were not I should be a recreant indeed. But I think, Madame, that you were going to tell me your name.

I am Madame Catinot, she answered. And then  I do not know what she read in my face, I am a widow, she added, blushing deeply. For the rest you are no wiser.

But always at your service, Madame.

So be it, she answered quietly. I will meet you, M. le Vicomte, in the hall, if you will presently descend thither.

I held the door for her to go out, and she went; and wondering, and inexpressibly puzzled by the strangeness of the adventure, I paced up and down the room a minute, and then followed her. A hanging lamp which lit the hall showed her to me standing at the foot of the stairs; her hair hidden by a black lace mantilla, her dress under a cloak of the same dark colour. The man who had admitted me gave me in silence my cloak and hat; and without a word Madame led the way along a passage.

Over a door at the end of the passage was a second light. It fell on my hat  as I was about to put it on  and I started and stood. Instead of the tricolour I had been wearing in the hat, I saw a small red cockade!

Madame heard me stop, and turning, discovered what was the matter. She laid her hand on my arm; and the hand trembled. For an hour, Monsieur, only for an hour, she breathed in my ear. Give me your arm.

Somewhat agitated  I began to scent danger and complications  I put on the hat and gave her my arm, and in a moment we stood in the open air in a dark, narrow passage between high walls. She turned at once to the left, and we walked in silence a hundred, or a hundred and fifty, paces, which brought us to a low-browed doorway on the same side, through which a light poured out. Madame guiding me by a slight pressure, we passed through this, and a narrow vestibule beyond it; and in a moment I found myself, to my astonishment, in a church, half full of silent worshippers.

Madame enjoined silence by laying her finger on her lip, and led the way along one of the dim aisles, until we came to a vacant chair beside a pillar. She signed to me to stand by the pillar, and herself knelt down.

Left at liberty to survey the scene, and form my conclusions, I looked about me like a man in a dream. The body of the church, faintly lit, was rendered more gloomy by the black cloaks and veils of the vast kneeling crowd that filled the nave and grew each moment more dense. The men for the most part stood beside pillars, or at the back of the church; and from these parts came now and then a low stern muttering, the only sound that broke the heavy silence. A red lamp burning before the altar added one touch of sombre colour to the scene.

I had not stood long before I felt the silence, and the crowd, and the empty vastnesses above us, begin to weigh me down; before my heart began to beat quickly in expectation of I knew not what. And then at last, when this feeling had grown almost intolerable, out of the silence about the altar came the first melancholy notes, the wailing refrain of the psalm, Miserere Domine!

It had a solemn and wondrous effect as it rose and fell, in the gloom, in the silence, above the heads of the kneeling multitude, who one moment were there and the next, as the lights sank, were gone, leaving only blackness and emptiness and space  and that spasmodic wailing. As the pleading, almost desperate notes, floated down the long aisles, borne on the palpitating hearts of the listeners, a hand seemed to grasp the throat, the eyes grew dim, strong mens heads bowed lower, and strong mens hands trembled. Miserere mei Deus! Miserere Domine!

At last it came to an end. The psalm died down, and on the darkness and dead silence that succeeded, a light flared up suddenly in one place, and showed a pale, keen face and eyes that burned, as they gazed, not at the dim crowd, but into the empty space above them, whence grim, carved visages peered vaguely out of fretted vaults. And the preacher began to preach.

In a low voice at first, and with little emotion, he spoke of the ways of God with His creatures, of the immensity of the past and the littleness of the present, of the Omnipotence before which time and space and men were nothing; of the certainty that as God, the Almighty, the Everlasting, the Ever-present decreed, it was. And then, in fuller tones, he went on to speak of the Church, Gods agent on earth, and of the work which it had done in past ages, converting, protecting, shielding the weak, staying the strong, baptising, marrying, burying. Gods handmaid, Gods vicegerent. Of whom alone it comes, the preacher continued, raising his hand now, and speaking in a voice that throbbed louder and fuller through the spaces of the church, that we are more than animals, that knowing who is behind the veil we fear not temporal things, nor think of death as the worst possible, as do the unbelieving; but having that on which we rest, outside and beyond the world, can view unmoved the worst that the world can do to us. We believe; therefore, we are strong. We believe in God; therefore, we are stronger than the world. We believe in God; therefore, we are of God, and not of the world. We are above the world! we are about the world, and in the strength of God, who is the God of Hosts, shall subdue the world.

He paused, holding the crowd breathless; then in a lower tone he continued: Yet how do the heathen rage and the people imagine a vain thing? They trample on God! They say this exists, I see it. That exists, I hear it. The other exists, I touch it. And that is all  that is all. But does it come of what we see and hear and feel that a man will die for his brother? Does it come of what we see and hear and feel that a man will die for a thought? That he will die for a creed? That he will die for honour? That, withal, he will die for anything  for anything, while he may live? I trow not. It comes of God! Of God only.

And they trample on Him. In the streets, in the senate, in high places. And He says, Who is on My side? My children, my brethren, we have lived long in a time of ease and safety; we have been long untried by aught but the ordinary troubles of life, untrained by the imminent issues of life and death. Now, in these late years of the world, it has pleased the Almighty to try us; and who is on His side? Who is prepared to put the unseen before the seen, honour before life, God before man, chivalry before baseness, the Church before the world? Who is on His side? Spurned in this little corner of His creation, bruised and bleeding and trampled under foot, yet ruler of earth and heaven, life and death, judgment and eternity, ruler of all the countless worlds of space, He comes! He comes! He comes, God Almighty, which was, and is, and is to be! And who is on His side?

As the last word fell from his lips, and the light above his head went suddenly out, and darkness fell on the breathless hush, the listening hundreds, an indescribable wave of emotion passed through the crowd. Men stirred their feet with a strange, stern sound, that spreading, passed in muttered thunder to the vaults; while women sobbed, and here and there shrieked and prayed aloud. From the altar a priest in a voice that shook with feeling blessed the congregation; then, even as I awoke from a trance of attention, Madame touched my arm, and signed to me to follow her, and gliding quickly from her place, led the way down the aisle. Before the preachers last words had ceased to ring in my ears or my heart had forgotten to be moved, we were walking under the stars with the night air cooling our faces; a moment, and we were in the house and stood again in the lighted salon where I had first found Madame Catinot.

Before I knew what she was going to do, she turned to me with a swift movement, and laid both her bare hands on my arm; and I saw that the tears were running down her face. Who is on My side? she cried, in a voice that thrilled me to the soul, so that I started where I stood. Who is on My side? Oh, surely you! Surely you, Monsieur, whose fathers swords were drawn for God and the King! Who, born to guide, are surely on the side of light! Who, noble, will never leave the task of government to the base! O   and there, breaking off before I could answer, she turned from me with her hands clasped to her face. O God! she cried with sobs, give me this man for Thy service.

I stood inexpressibly troubled; moved by the sight of this woman in tears, shaken by the conflict in my own soul, somewhat unmanned, perhaps, by what I had seen. For a moment I could not speak; when I did, Madame, I said unsteadily, if I had known that it was for this! You have been kind to me, and I  I can make no return.

Dont say it! she cried, turning to me and pleading with me. Dont say it! And she laid her clasped hands on my arm and looked at me, and then in a moment smiled through her tears. Forgive me, she said humbly, forgive me. I went about it wrongly. I feel  too much. I asked too quickly. But you will? You will, Monsieur? You will be worthy of yourself?

I groaned. I hold their commission, I said.

Return it!

But that will not acquit me!

Who is on My side? she said softly. Who is on My side?

I drew a deep breath. In the silence of the room, the wood-ashes on the hearth settled down, and a clock ticked. For God! For God and the King! she said, looking up at me with shining eyes, with clasped hands.

I could have sworn in my pain. To what purpose? I cried almost rudely. If I were to say, yes, to what purpose, Madame? What could I do that would help you? What could I do that would avail?

Everything! Everything! You are one man more! she cried. One man more for the right. Listen, Monsieur. You do not know what is afoot, or how we are pressed, or  

She stopped suddenly, abruptly; and looked at me, listening; listening with a new expression on her face. The door was not closed, and the voice of a man, speaking in the hall below, came up the staircase; another instant, and a quick foot crossed the hall, and sounded on the stairs. The man was coming up.

Madame, face to face with me, dumb and listening with distended eyes, stood a moment, as if taken by surprise. At the last moment, warning me by a gesture to be silent, she swept to the door and went out, closing it  not quite closing it behind her.

I judged that the man had almost reached it, for I heard him exclaim in surprise at her sudden appearance; then he said something in a tone which did not reach me. I lost her answer too, but his next words were audible enough.

You will not open the door? he cried.

Not of that room, she replied bravely. You can see me in the other, my friend.

Then silence. I could almost hear them breathing. I could picture them looking defiance at one another. I grew hot.

Oh, this is intolerable! he cried at last. This is not to be borne. Are you to receive every stranger that comes to town? Are you to be closeted with them, and sup with them, and sit with them, while I eat my heart out outside? Am I  I will go in!

You shall not! she cried; but I thought that the indignation in her voice rang false; that laughter underlay it. It is enough that you insult me, she continued proudly. But if you dare to touch me, or if you insult him  

Him! he cried fiercely. Him, indeed! Madame, I tell you at once, I have borne enough. I have suffered this more than once, but  

But I had no longer any doubt, and before he could add the next word I was at the door  I had snatched it open, and stood before him. Madame fell back with a cry between tears and laughter, and we stood, looking at one another.

The man was Louis St. Alais.


CHAPTER XX.

THE SEARCH.

I had not seen Louis since the day of the duel at Cahors, when, parting from him at the door in the passage by the Cathedral, I had refused to take his hand. Then I had been sorely angry with him. But time and old memories and crowding events had long softened the feeling; and in the joy of meeting him again, of finding him in this unexpected stranger, nothing was further from my thoughts than to rake up old grudges. I held out my hand, therefore, with a laughing word. Voilà lInconnu, Monsieur! I said with a bow. I am here to find you, and I find you!

He stared at me a moment in the utmost astonishment, and then impulsively grasping my hand he held it, and stood looking at me, with the old affection in his eyes. Adrien! Adrien! he said, much moved. Is it really you?

Even so, Monsieur.

And here?

Here, I said.

Then, to my astonishment, he slowly dropped my hand; and his manner and his face changed  as a house changes when the shutters are closed. I am sorry for it, he said slowly, and after a long pause. And then, with an unmistakable flash of anger, My God, Monsieur! Why have you come? he cried.

Why have I come?

Ay, why? he repeated bitterly. Why? Why have you come  to trouble us? You do not know what evil you are doing! You do not know, man!

I know at least what good I am seeking, I answered, purely astounded by this sudden and inexplicable change. I have made no secret of that, and I make no secret of it now. No man was ever worse treated than I have been by your family. Your attitude now impels me to say that. But when I see Madame la Marquise, to-morrow, I shall tell her that it will take more than this to change me. I shall tell her  

You will not see her! he answered.

But I shall!

You will not! he retorted.

Before I could answer, Madame Catinot interposed. Oh, no more! she cried in a voice which sufficiently evinced her distress. I thought that you and he were friends, M. Louis? And now  now that fortune has brought you together again  

Would to heaven it had not! he cried, dropping his hand like a man in despair. And he took a turn this way and that on the floor.

She looked at him. I do not think that you have ever spoken to me in that tone before, Monsieur, she said in a tone of keen reproach. If it is due  if, I mean, she continued quietly, but with a sparkling eye, it is because you found M. le Vicomte with me, you infer something unworthy of us. You insult me as well as your friend!

Heaven forbid! he exclaimed.

But she was roused. That is not enough, she answered firmly and proudly. For one week more, this is my house, M. Louis. After that it will be yours. Perhaps then  perhaps then, she continued, with a pitiful break in her voice, I shall think of to-night, and wonder I took no warning! Perhaps then, Monsieur, a word of kindness from you may be as rare as a rough word now!

He was not proof against that, and the sadness in her voice. He threw himself on his knees before her and seized her hands. Madame! Catherine! forgive me! he cried passionately, kissing her hands again and again, and taking no heed of me at all. Forgive me! he continued, I am miserable! You are my only comfort, my only compensation. I do not know, since I saw him, what I am saying. Forgive me!

I do! she said hastily. Rise, Monsieur! and she furtively wiped away a tear, then looked at me, blushing but happy. I do, she continued. But, mon cher, I do not understand you. The other day you spoke so kindly of M. de Saux; and of  pardon me  your sister, and of other things. To-day M. de Saux is here, and you are unhappy.

I am! he said, casting a haggard, miserable look at me.

I shrugged my shoulders and spoke up. So be it, I said proudly. But because I have lost a friend, Monsieur, it does not follow that I need lose a mistress. I have come to Nîmes to win Mademoiselle de St. Alais hand. I shall not leave until I have won it.

This is madness! he said, with a groan. Why?

Because you talk of the impossible, he answered. Because Madame de St. Alais is not at Nîmes  for you.

She is at Nîmes!

You will have to find her.

That is childishness! I said. Do you mean to say that at the first hotel I enter I shall not be told where Madame has her lodging?

Neither at the first, nor at the last.

She is in retreat?

I shall not tell you.

With that we stood facing one another; Madame Catinot watching us a little aside. Clearly the events of the last few months, which had so changed, so hardened Madame St. Alais, had not been lost on Louis. I could fancy, as I confronted him, that it was M. le Marquis, the elder, and not the younger brother, who withstood me; only  only from under Louis mask of defiance, there peeped, I still fancied, the old Louis face, doubting and miserable.

I tried that chord. Come, I said, making an effort to swallow my wrath, and speak reasonably, I think that you are not in earnest, M. le Comte, in what you say, and that we are both heated. Time was when we agreed well enough, and you were not unwilling to have me for your brother-in-law. Are we, because of these miserable differences  

Differences! he cried, interrupting me harshly. My mothers house in Cahors is an empty shell. My brothers house at St. Alais is a heap of ashes. And you talk of differences!

Well, call them what you like!

Besides, Madame Catinot interposed quickly, pardon me, Monsieur  besides, M. St. Alais, you know our need of converts. M. le Vicomte is a gentleman, and a man of sense and religion. It needs but a little  a very little, she continued, smiling faintly at me, to persuade him. And if your sisters hand would do that little, and Madame were agreeable?

He could not have it! he answered sullenly, looking away from me.

But a week ago, Madame Catinot answered in a startled tone, you told me  

A week ago is not now, he said. For the rest, I have only this to say. I am sorry to see you here, M. le Vicomte, and I beg you to return. You can do no good, and you may do and suffer harm. By no possibility can you gain what you seek.

That remains to be seen, I answered stubbornly, roused in my turn. To begin with, since you say that I cannot find Mademoiselle, I shall adopt a very simple plan. I shall wait here until you leave, Monsieur, and then accompany you home.

You will not! he said.

You may depend upon it I shall! I answered defiantly.

But Madame interposed. No, M. de Saux, she said with dignity. You will not do that; I am sure that you will not; it would be an abuse of my hospitality.

If you forbid it?

I do, she answered.

Then, Madame, I cannot, I replied. But  

But nothing! Let there be a truce now, if you please, she said firmly. If it is to be war between you, it shall not begin here. I think, too  I think that I had better ask you to retire, she continued, with an appealing glance at me.

I looked at Louis. But he had turned away, and affected to ignore me. And on that I succumbed. It was impossible to answer Madame, when she spoke to me in that way; and equally impossible to remain in the house, against her will. I bowed, therefore, in silence; and with the best grace I could, though I was sore and angry, I took my cloak and hat, which I had laid on a chair.

I am sorry, Madame said kindly. And she held out her hand.

I raised it to my lips. To-morrow  at twelve  here! she breathed.

I started. I rather guessed than heard the words, so softly were they spoken; but her eyes made up for the lack of sound, and I understood. The next moment she turned from me, and with a last reluctant glance at Louis, who still had his back to me, I went out.

The man who had admitted me was in the hall. You will find your horse at the Louvre, Monsieur, he said, as he opened the door.

I rewarded him, and going out, without a thought whither I was going, walked along the street, plunged in reflection; until marching on blindly I came against a man. That awoke me, and I looked round. I had been in the house little more than three hours, and in Nîmes scarcely longer; yet so much had happened in the time that it seemed strange to me to find the streets unfamiliar, to find myself alone in them, at a loss which way to turn. Though it was hard on ten oclock, and only a swaying lantern here and there made a ring of smoky light at the meeting of four ways, there were numbers of people still abroad; a few standing, but the majority going one way, the men with cloaks about their necks, the women with muffled heads.

Feeling the necessity, since I must get myself a lodging, of putting away for the moment my one absorbing thought  the question of Louis behaviour  I stopped a man who was not going with the stream, and asked him the way to the Hôtel de Louvre. I learned not only that but the cause of the concourse.

There has been a procession, he answered gruffly. I should have thought that you would know that! he added, with a glance at my hat. And he turned on his heel.

I remembered the red cockade I wore, and before I went farther paused to take it out. As I moved on again, a man came quickly up behind me, and as he passed thrust a paper into my hand. Before I could speak he was gone; but the incident and the bustle of the streets, strange at this late hour, helped to divert my thoughts; and I was not surprised when, on reaching the inn, I was told that every room was full.

My horse is here, I said, thinking that the landlord, seeing me walk in on foot, might distrust the weight of my purse.

Yes, Monsieur; and if you like you can lie in the eating-room, he answered very civilly. You are welcome, and you will do no better elsewhere. It is as if the fair were being held at Beaucaire. The city is full of strangers. Almost as full as it is of those things! he continued querulously, and he pointed to the paper in my hand.

I looked at it, and saw that it was a manifesto headed Sacrilege! Mary Weeps! It was thrust into my hand a minute ago, I said.

To be sure, he answered. One morning we got up and found the walls white with them. Another day they were flying loose about the streets.

Do you know, I asked, seeing that he had been supping, and was inclined to talk, where the Marquis de St. Alais is living?

No, Monsieur, he said. I do not know the gentleman.

But he is here with his family.

Who is not here, he answered, shrugging his shoulders. Then in a lower tone, Is he red, or  or the other thing, Monsieur?

Red, I said boldly.

Ah! Well, there have been two or three gentlemen going to and fro between our M. Froment, and Turin and Montpellier. It is said that our Mayor would have arrested them long ago if he had done his duty. But he is red too, and most of the councillors. And I dont know, for I take no side. Perhaps the gentleman you want is one of these?

Very likely, I said. So M. Froment is here?

Monsieur knows him?

Yes, I said drily, a little.

Well, he is here, or he is not, the landlord answered, shaking his head. It is impossible to say.

Why? I asked. Does he not live here?

Yes, he lives here; at the Port dAuguste on the old wall near the Capuchins. But   he looked round and then continued mysteriously, he goes out, where he has never gone in, Monsieur! And he has a house in the Amphitheatre, and it is the same there. And some say that the Capuchins is only another house of his. And if you go to the Cabaret de la Vierge, and give his name  you pay nothing.

He said this with many nods, and then seemed on a sudden to think that he had said too much, and hurried away. Asking for them, I learned that M. de Géol and Buton, failing to get a room there, had gone to the Ecu de France; but I was not very sorry to be rid of them for the time, and accepting the hosts offer, I went to the eating-room, and there made myself as comfortable as two hard chairs and the excitement of my thoughts permitted.

The one thing, the one subject that absorbed me was Louis behaviour, and the strange and abrupt change I had marked in it. He had been glad to see me, his hand had leaped to meet mine, I had read the old affection in his eyes; and then  then on a sudden, in a moment he had frozen into surly, churlish antagonism, an antagonism that had taken Madame Catinot by surprise, and was not without a touch of remorse, almost of horror. It could not be that she was dead? It could not be that Denise  no, my mind failed to entertain it. But I rose, trembling at the thought, and paced the room until daylight; listening to the watchmans cry, and the mournful hours, and the occasional rush of hurrying feet, that spoke of the perturbed city. What to me were Froment, or the red or the white or the tricolour, veto or no veto, endowment or disendowment, in comparison to that?

The house stirred at last, but I had still to wait till noon before I could see Madame Catinot. I spent the interval in an aimless walk through the town. At another time the things I saw must have filled me with wonder; at another time the hoary, gloomy ring of the Arènes, rising in tiers of frowning arches, high above the squalid roofs that leaned against it  and choked within by a Ghetto of the like, huddled where prefects once sat, and the Emperors colours flew victorious round the circle  must have won my admiration by its vastness; the Maison Carrée by its fair proportions; the streets by the teeming crowds that filled them, and stood about the cabarets, and read the placards on the walls. But I had only thought for Louis, and my love, and the lagging minutes. At the first stroke of twelve I knocked at Madame Catinots door; the last saw me in her presence.

It needed but a look at her face, and my heart sank; the thanks I was preparing to utter died on my lips as I gazed at her. She on her part was agitated. For a moment we were both silent.

At last, I see that you have bad news for me, Madame, I said, striving to smile, and bear myself bravely.

The worst, I fear, she said pitifully, smoothing her skirt. For I have none, Monsieur.

Yet I have heard it said that no news is good news? I said, wondering.

Her lip trembled, but she did not look at me.

Come, Madame, I persisted, though I was sick at heart. Surely you are going to tell me more than that? At least you can tell me where I can see Madame St. Alais.

No, Monsieur, I cannot tell you, she said in a low voice.

Nor why M. Louis has so suddenly become hostile to me?

No, Monsieur, nor that. And I beg  as you are a gentleman, she continued hurriedly, that you will spare me questions! I thought that I could help you, and I asked you to see me to-day. I find that I can only give you pain.

And that is all, Madame?

That is all, she said, with a gesture that told more than her words.

I looked round the silent room, I walked half way to the door. And then I turned back. I could not go. No! I cried vehemently, I will not go so! What is it you have learned, that has closed your lips, Madame? What are they plotting against her  that you fear to tell me? Speak, Madame! You did not bring me here to hear this! That I know.

But she only looked at me, her face full of reproach. Monsieur, she said, I meant kindly. Is this my reward?

And that was too much for me. I turned without a word, and went out  of the room and the house.

Outside I felt like a child in darkness, on whom the one door leading to life and liberty had closed, as his hand touched it. I felt a dead, numbing disappointment that at any moment might develop into sharp pain. This change in Madame Catinot, resembling so exactly the change in Louis St. Alais, what could be the cause of it? What had been revealed to her? What was the mystery, the plot, the danger that made them all turn from me, as if I had the plague?

For awhile I was in the depths of despair. Then the warm sunshine that filled the streets, and spoke of coming summer, kindled lighter thoughts. After all it could not be hard to find a person in Nîmes! I had soon found M. Louis. And this was the eighteenth century and not the sixteenth. Women were no longer exposed to the pressure that had once been brought to bear on them; nor men to the violence natural in old feuds.

And then  as I thought of that and strove to comfort myself with it  I heard a noise burst into the street behind me, a roar of voices and a sudden trampling of hundreds of feet; and turning I saw a dense press of men coming towards me, waving aloft blue banners, and crucifixes, and flags with the Five Wounds. Some were singing and some shouting, all were brandishing clubs and weapons. They came along at a good pace, filling the street from wall to wall; and to avoid them I stepped into an archway, that opportunely presented itself.

They came up in a moment, and swept past me with deafening shouts. It was difficult to see more than a forest of waving arms and staves over swart excited faces; but through a break in the ranks I caught a glimpse of three men walking in the heart of the crowd, quiet themselves, yet the cause and centre of all; and the middle man of the three was Froment. One of the others wore a cassock, and the third had a reckless air, and a hat cocked in the military fashion. So much I saw, then only rank upon rank of hurrying shouting men. After these again followed three or four hundred of the scum of the city, beggars and broken rascals and homeless men.

As I turned from staring after them I found a man at my elbow; by a strange coincidence the very same man who, the night before, had directed me to the Hôtel de Louvre. I asked him if that was not M. Froment.

Yes, he said with a sneer. And his brother.

Oh, his brother! What is his name, Monsieur?

Bully Froment, some call him.

And what are they going to do?

Groan outside a Protestant church to-day, he answered pithily. To-morrow break the windows. The next day, or as soon as they can get their courage to the sticking point, fire on the worshippers, and call in the garrison from Montpellier. After that the refugees from Turin will come, we shall be in revolt, and there will be dragoonings. And then  if the Cevennols dont step in  Monsieur will see strange things.

But the Mayor? I said. And the National Guards? Will they suffer it?

The first is red, the man answered curtly. And two-thirds of the last. Monsieur will see.

And with a cool nod he went on his way; while I stood a moment looking idly after the procession. On a sudden, as I stood, it occurred to me that where Froment was, the St. Alais might be; and snatching at the idea, wondering hugely that I had not had it before, I started recklessly in pursuit of the mob. The last broken wave of the crowd was still visible, eddying round a distant corner; and even after that disappeared, it was easy to trace the course it had taken by closed shutters and scared faces peeping from windows. I heard the mob stop once, and groan and howl; but before I came up with it it was on again, and when I at last overtook it, where one of the streets, before narrowing to an old gateway, opened out into a little square  with high dingy buildings on this side and that, and a meshwork of alleys running into it  the nucleus of the crowd had vanished, and the fringe was melting this way and that.

My aim was Froment, and I had missed him. But I was at a loss only for a moment, for as I stood and scanned the people trooping back into the town, my eye alighted on a lean figure with stooping head and a scanty cassock, that, wishing to cross the street, paused a moment striving to pass athwart the crowd. It needed a glance only; then, with a cry of joy, I was through the press, and at the mans side.

It was Father Benôit! For a moment we could not speak. Then, as we looked at one another, the first hasty joyful words spoken, I saw the very expression of dismay and discomfiture, which I had read on Louis St. Alais face, dawn on his! He muttered, O mon Dieu! mon Dieu! under his breath, and wrung his hands stealthily.

But I was sick of this mystery, and I said so in hot words. You at any rate shall tell me, father! I cried.

Two or three of the passers-by heard me, and looked at us curiously. He drew me, to escape these, into a doorway; but still a man stood peering in at us. Come upstairs, the father muttered, we shall be quiet there. And he led the way up a stone staircase, ancient and sordid, serving many and cleaned by none.

Do you live here? I said.

Yes, he answered; and then stopped short, and turned to me with an air of confusion. But it is a poor place, M. le Vicomte, he continued, and he even made as if he would descend again, and perhaps we should be wise to go  

No, no! I said, burning with impatience. To your room, man! To your room, if you live here! I cannot wait. I have found you, and I will not let another minute pass before I have learned the truth.

He still hesitated, and even began to mutter another objection. But I had only mind for one thing, and giving way to me, he preceded me slowly to the top of the house; where under the tiles he had a little room with a mattress and a chair, two or three books and a crucifix. A small square dormer-window admitted the light  and something else; for as we entered a pigeon rose from the floor and flew out by it.

He uttered an exclamation of annoyance, and explained that he fed them sometimes. They are company, he said sadly. And I have found little here.

Yet you came of your own accord, I retorted brutally. I was choking with anxiety, and it took that form.

To lose one more illusion, he answered. For years  you know it, M. le Vicomte  I looked forward to reform, to liberty, to freedom. And I taught others to look forward also. Well, we gained these  you know it, and the first use the people made of their liberty was to attack religion. Then I came here, because I was told that here the defenders of the Church would make a stand; that here the Church was strong, religion respected, faith still vigorous. I came to gain a little hope from others hope. And I find pretended miracles, I find imposture, I find lies and trickery and chicanery used on one side and the other. And violence everywhere.

Then in heavens name, man, why did you not go home again? I cried.

I was going a week ago, he answered. And then I did not go. And  

Never mind that now! I cried harshly. It is not that I want. I have seen Louis St. Alais, and I know that there is something amiss. He will not face me. He will not tell me where Madame is. He will have nothing to do with me. He looks at me as if I were a deaths head! Now what is it? You know and I must know. Tell me.

Mon Dieu! he answered. And he looked at me with tears in his eyes. Then, This is what I feared, he said.

Feared? Feared what? I cried.

That your heart was in it, M. le Vicomte.

In what? In what? Speak plainly, man.

Mademoiselle de St. Alais  engagement, he said.

I stood a moment staring at him. Her engagement? I whispered. To whom?

To M. Froment, he answered.


CHAPTER XXI.

RIVALS.

It is impossible! I said slowly. Froment! It is impossible!

But even while I said it, I knew that I lied; and I turned to the window that Benôit might not see my face. Froment! The name alone, now that the hint was supplied, let in the light. Fellow-traveller, fellow-conspirator, in turn protected and protector, his face as I had seen it at the carriage door in the pass by Villeraugues, rose up before me, and I marvelled that I had not guessed the secret earlier. A bourgeois and ambitious, thrown into Mademoiselles company, what could be more certain than that, sooner or later, he would lift his eyes to her? What more likely than that Madame St. Alais, impoverished and embittered, afloat on the whirlpool of agitation, would be willing to reward his daring even with her daughters hand? Rich already, success would ennoble him; for the rest I knew how the man, strong where so many were weak, resolute where a hundred faltered, assured of his purpose and steadfast in pursuing it, where others knew none, must loom in a womans eyes. And I gnashed my teeth.

I had my eyes fixed, as I thought these thoughts, on a little dingy, well-like court that lay below his window, and on the farther side of which, but far below me, a monastic-looking porch surmounted by a carved figure, formed the centre of vision. Mechanically, though I could have sworn that my whole mind was otherwise engaged, I watched two men come into the court, and go to this porch. They did not knock or call, but one of them struck his stick twice on the pavement; in a second or two the door opened, as of itself, and the men disappeared.

I saw and noted this unconsciously; yet, in all probability, it was the closing of the door roused me from my thoughts. Froment! I said, Froment! And then I turned from the window. Where is she? I said hoarsely.

Father Benôit shook his head.

You must know! I cried  indeed I saw that he did. You must know!

I do know, he answered slowly, his eyes on mine. But I cannot tell you. I could not, were it to save your life, M. le Vicomte. I had it in confession.

I stared at him baffled; and my heart sank at that answer, as it would have sunk at no other. I knew that on this door, this iron door without a key, I might beat my hands and spend my fury until the end of time and go no farther. At length, Then why  why have you told me so much? I cried, with a harsh laugh. Why tell me anything?

Because I would have you leave Nîmes, Father Benôit answered gently, laying his hand on my arm, his eyes full of entreaty. Mademoiselle is contracted, and beyond your reach. Within a few hours, certainly as soon as the elections come on, there will be a rising here. I know you, he continued, and your feelings, and I know that your sympathies will be with neither party. Why stay then, M. le Vicomte?

Why? I said, so quickly that his hand fell from my arm as if I had struck him. Because until Mademoiselle is married I follow her, if it be to Turin! Because M. Froment is unwise to mingle love and war, and my sympathies are now with one side, and it is not his! It is not his! Why, you ask? Because  you cannot tell me, but there are those who can, and I go to them!

And without waiting to hear answer or remonstrance  though he cried to me and tried to detain me  I caught up my hat, and flew down the stairs; and once out of the house and in the street hastened back at the top of my speed to the quarter of the town I had left. The streets through which I passed were still crowded, but wore an air not so much of disorder as of expectation, as if the procession I had followed had left a trail behind it. Here and there I saw soldiers patrolling, and warning the people to be quiet; and everywhere knots of townsmen, whispering and scowling, who stared at me as I passed. Every tenth male I saw was a monk, Dominican or Capuchin, and though my whole mind was bent on finding M. de Géol and Buton, and learning from them what they knew, as enemies, of Froments plans and strength, I felt that the city was in an abnormal state; and that if I would do anything before the convulsion took place, I must act quickly.

I was fortunate enough to find M. de Géol and Buton at their lodgings. The former, whom I had not seen since our arrival, and who doubtless had his opinion of the cause of my sudden disappearance in the street, greeted me with a scowl and a bitter sarcasm, but when I had put a few questions, and he found that I was in earnest, his manner changed. You may tell him, he said, nodding to Buton.

Then I saw that they too were excited, though they would fain hide it. What is it? I asked.

Froments party rose at Avignon yesterday, he answered eagerly. Prematurely; and were crushed  crushed with heavy loss. The news has just arrived. It may hasten his plans.

I saw soldiers in the street, I said.

Yes, the Calvinists have asked for protection. But, that, and the patrols, De Géol answered with a grim smile, are equally a farce. The regiment of Guienne, which is patriotic and would assist us, and even be some protection, is kept within barracks by its officers; the mayor and municipals are red, and whatever happens will not hoist the flag or call out the troops. The Catholic cabarets are alive with armed men; in a word, my friend, if Froment succeeds in mastering the town, and holding it three days, M. dArtois, governor of Montpellier, will be here with his garrison, and  

Yes!

And what was a riot will be a revolt, he said pithily. But there is many a slip between the cup and the lip, and there are more than sheep in the Cevennes Mountains!

The words had scarcely passed from his lips, when a man ran into the room, looked at us, and raised his hand in a peculiar way. Pardon me, said M. de Géol quickly; and with a muttered word he followed the man out. Buton was not a whit behind. In a moment I was alone.

I supposed they would return, and I waited impatiently; but a minute or two passed, and they did not appear. At length, tired of waiting, and wondering what was afoot, I went into the yard of the inn, and thence into the street. Still I did not find them; but collected before the inn I found a group of servants and others belonging to the place. They were all standing silent, listening, and as I joined them one looked round peevishly, and raised his hand as a warning to me to be quiet.

Before I could ask what it meant, the distant report of a gun, followed quickly by a second and a third, made my heart beat. A dull sound, made, it might be, by men shouting, or the passage of a heavy waggon over pavement, ensued; then more firing, each report short, sharp, and decisive. While we listened, and as the last red glow of sunset faded on the eaves above us, leaving the street cold and grey, a bell somewhere began to toll hurriedly, stroke upon stroke; and a man, dashing round a corner not far away, made towards us.

But the landlord of the Ecu did not wait for him. All in! he cried to his people, and close the great gates! And do you, Pierre, bar the shutters. And you, Monsieur, he continued hurriedly, turning to me, will do well to come in also. The town is up, and the streets will not be safe for strangers.

But I was already half-way down the street. I met the fugitive, and he cried to me, as I passed, that the mob were coming. I met a frightened, riderless horse, galloping madly along the kennel; it swerved from me, and almost fell on the slippery pavement. But I took no heed of either. I ran on until two hundred paces before me I saw smoke and dust, and dimly through it a row of soldiers, who, with their backs to me, were slowly giving way before a dense crowd that pressed upon them. Even as I came in sight of them, they seemed to break and melt away, and with a roar of triumph the mob swept over the place on which they had stood.

I had the wit to see that to force my way past the crowd was impossible; and I darted aside into a narrow passage darkened by wide flat eaves that almost hid the pale evening sky. This brought me to a lane, full of women, standing listening with scared faces. I hurried through them, and when I had gone, as I judged, far enough to outflank the mob, chose a lane that appeared to lead in the direction of Father Benôits house. Fortunately, the crowd was engaged in the main streets, the byways were comparatively deserted, and without accident I reached the little square by the gate.

Probably the attack on the soldiers had begun there, or in that neighbourhood, for a broken musket lay in two pieces on the pavement, and pale faces at upper windows followed me in a strange unwinking silence as I crossed the square. But no man was to be seen, and unmolested I reached the door of Father Benôits staircase, and entered.

In the open the light was still good, but within doors it was dusk, and I had not taken two steps before I tripped and fell headlong over some object that lay in my way. I struck the foot of the stairs heavily, and got up groaning; but ceased to groan and held my breath, as peering through the half light of the entry, I saw over what I had fallen. It was a mans body.

The man was a monk, in the black and white robe of his order; and he was quite dead. It took me an instant to overcome the horror of the discovery, but that done, I saw easily enough how the corpse came to be there. Doubtless the man had been shot in the street at the beginning of the riot  perhaps he had been the first to attack the patrol; and the body had been dragged into shelter here, while his party swept on to vengeance.

I stooped and reverently adjusted the cowl which my foot had dragged away; and that done  it was no time for sentiment  I turned from him, and hurried up the stairs. Alas, when I reached Father Benôits room it was empty.

Wondering what I should do next, I stood a moment in the failing light. What could I do? Then I walked aimlessly to the casement and looked out. In the dull, almost blind wall which met my eyes across the court, was one window on a level with that at which I stood, but a little to the side. On a sudden, as I stared stupidly at the wall near it, a bright light shone out in this window. A lamp had been kindled in the room; and darkly outlined against the glow I saw the head and shoulders of a woman.

I almost screamed a name. It was Denise!

Even while I held my breath she moved from the window, a curtain was drawn and all was dark. Only the plain lines of the window  and those fast fading in the gloom  remained; only those and the gloomy, well-like court, that separated me from her.

I leaned a moment on the sill, my heart bounding quickly, my thoughts working with inconceivable rapidity. She was there, in the house opposite! It seemed too wonderful; it seemed inexplicable. Then I reflected that the house stood next to the old gate I had seen from the street; and had not some one told me that Froment lived in the Port dAuguste?

Doubtless this was it; and she lay in his power in this house that adjoined it and was one with it. I leaned farther out, partly that I might cool my burning face, partly to see more; my eyes, greedily scanning the front of the house, traced the line of arrow-slits that marked the ascent of the staircase. I followed the line downwards; it ended beside the porch surmounted by a little statue, at which I had seen the two men enter.

They were still fighting in the town. I could hear the dull sound of distant volleys, and the tolling of bells, and now and then a wave of noise, of screams and yells, that rose and sank on the evening air. But my eyes were on the porch below; and suddenly I had a thought. I followed the line of arrow-slits up again  it was too dark in the sombre court to see them well  and marked the position of the window at which Denise had appeared. Then I turned, and passing through the room, I groped my way downstairs.

I had no light, and I had to go carefully with one hand on the grimy wall; but I knew now where the monks body lay, and I stepped over it safely, and to the door, and putting out my head, looked up and down.

Two men, as I did so, passed hurriedly through the little square, and, before reaching the gate, dived into an entry on the right, and disappeared. About the eaves of the highest house, that towered high and black above me, a faint ruddy light was beginning to dance. I heard voices, that came, I thought, from the tower of the gateway; and there, too, I thought that I saw a figure outlined against the sky. But otherwise, all was quiet in the neighbourhood; and I went in again.

No matter what I did in the darkness at the foot of the stairs; I hate to recall it. But in a minute or two I came out a monk in cowl and girdle. Then I, too, dived into the entry, and in a trice found myself in the court. Before me was the porch, and with the barrel of the broken musket, which I had snatched up as I passed, I struck twice on the pavement.

I had no time to think what would happen next, or what I was going to confront. The door opened instantly, and I went in; as by magic the door closed silently behind me.

I found myself in a long, bare hall or corridor, plain and unfurnished, that had once perhaps been a cloister. A lighted lamp hung against a wall, and opposite me, on a stone seat sat two persons talking; three or four others were walking up and down. All paused at my entrance, however, and looked at me eagerly. Whence are you, brother? said one of them, advancing to me.

The Cabaret Vierge, I answered at a venture. The light dazzled me, and I raised my hand to ward it off.

For the Chief?

Yes.

Come, quickly then, the man said, he is on the roof. It goes well? he continued, looking with a smile at my weapon.

It goes, I answered, holding my head low, so that my face was lost in the cowl.

They are beginning to light up, I am told?

Yes.

He took up a small lamp, and opening a door in a kind of buttress that strengthened one of the arches, he led the way through it, and up a narrow winding staircase made in the thickness of the wall. Presently we passed an open door, and I ticked it off in my mind. It led to the rooms on the first floor from the ground. Twenty steps higher we passed another door  closed this time. Again fifteen steps and we came to a third. That floor held my heart, and I looked round greedily, desperately, for some way of evading my guide and so reaching it. But I saw only the smooth stones of the wall; and he continued to climb.

I halted half a dozen steps higher. What is it? he asked, looking down at me.

I have dropped a note, I said; and I began to grope about the steps.

For the Chief?

Yes.

Here, take the light! he answered impatiently. And be quick! if your news is worth the telling, it is worth telling quickly. Sacré! man, what have you done?

I had let the lamp fall on the steps, extinguishing it; and we were in darkness. In the moment of silence which followed, before he recovered from his surprise, I could hear the voices of men above us, and the tramp of their feet on the roof; and a cold draught of air met me. He swore another oath. Get down, get down! he cried angrily, and let me pass you! You are a pretty messenger to  there wait; wait until I fetch another light.

He squeezed by me, and left me standing in the very place I would have chosen, in the angle of the doorway we had just passed; before he had clattered down half a dozen steps I had my finger on the latch. To my joy the door  which might so easily have been locked  yielded to my knee, and passing through it, I closed it behind me. Then turning to the right  all was still dark  I groped my way along the wall through which I had entered. I knew it to be the outside wall, and dimly in front I discerned the faint radiance of a window. Now that the moment had come to put all to the test I was as calm as I could wish to be. I counted ten paces, and came, as I expected, to the window; ten paces farther and I felt my way barred by a door. This should be the room  the last that way; listening intently for the first sounds of pursuit or alarm, I felt about for a latch, found it, and tried the door. Again fortune favoured me, it came to my hand; but instead of light I found all dark as before; and then understood, as I struck with some violence against a second door.

A stifled cry in a womans voice came from beyond it: and some one asked sharply, Who is that?

I gave no answer, but searched for the latch, found it, and in a moment the door was opened. The light which poured out dazzled me for a second or two; but while I stood blinking, under the lamp I had a vision of two girls standing at bay, one behind the other, and the nearer was Denise!

I stepped towards her with a cry of joy; she retreated with terror written on her face. What do you want? she stammered as she retreated. You have made some mistake. We  

Then I remembered the guise in which I stood, and the gun-barrel in my hand, and I dashed back the cowl from my face; and in a moment  it was of all surprises the most joyous, for I had not seen her since we sat opposite one another in the carriage, and then only a word had passed between us  in a moment she was in my arms, on my breast, and sobbing with her head hidden, and my lips on her hair.

They told me you were dead! she cried. They told me you were dead!

Then I understood; and I held her to me, held her to me more and more closely, and said  God knows what I said. And for the moment she let me, and we forgot all else, our danger, the dark future, even the woman who stood by. We had been plighted before, and it had been nothing to us; now, with my lips on hers, and her arms clinging, I knew that it was once for all, and that only death, if death, could part us.

Alas! that was not so far from us that we could long ignore it. In a minute or two she freed herself, and thrust me from her, her face pale and red by turns, her eyes soft and shining in the lamplight. How do you come here, Monsieur? she cried. And in that dress?

To see you, I answered. And at the word, I stepped forward and would have taken her in my arms again.

But she waved me back. Oh, no, no! she cried, shuddering. Not now! Do you know that they will kill you? Do you know that they will kill you if they find you here? Go! Go! I beg of you, while you can.

And leave you?

Yes, and leave me, she answered, with a gesture of despair. I implore you to do so.

And leave you to Froment? I cried again.

She looked at me in a different way, and with a little start. You know that? she said.

Yes, I answered.

Then know this too, Monsieur, she replied, raising her head, and meeting my eyes with the bravest look. Know this too: that whatever betide, I shall not, after this, marry him, nor any man but you!

I would have fallen on my knees and kissed the hem of her gown for that word, but she drew back, and passionately begged me to begone. This house is not safe for you, she said. It is death, it is death, Monsieur! My mother is merciless, my brother is here; and he  the house is full of his sworn creatures. You escaped him hardly before; if he finds you here now he will kill you.

But if I need fear him so, I answered grimly,  for I saw, now that she had ceased to blush, how pale and wan she was, and what dark marks fear had painted under her eyes  childs eyes no longer, but a womans if I need fear him so, what of you? What of you, Mademoiselle? Am I to leave you at his mercy?

She looked at me with a strange gravity in her face; and answered me so that I never forgot her answer. Monsieur, she said, was I afraid on the roof of the house at St. Alais? And I have more to guard now. Have no fear. There is a roof here, too, and I walk on it; nor shall my husband ever have cause to blush for me.

But I was there, I said quickly. Heaven knows why; it was a strange thing to say. Yet she did not find it so.

Yes, she said  and smiled; and with the smile, her face burned again and her eyes grew soft, and all her dignity fled in a moment, and she looked at me, drooping. And in an instant she was in my arms.

But only for a few seconds. Then she tore herself away almost in anger. Oh, go, go! she cried. If you love me, go, Monsieur.

Swear, I said, to put a handkerchief in your window if you want help!

In my window?

I can see it from Father Benôits.

A gleam of joy lit up her face. I will, she said. Oh, God be thanked that you are so near! I will. But I have Françoise, too, and she is true to me. As long as I have her  

She stopped with her lips apart, and the blood gone suddenly from her cheeks; and we looked at one another. Alas, I had stayed too long! There was a noise of feet coming along the passage, and a hubbub of voices outside, and the clatter of a door hastily closed. I think for a moment we scarcely breathed; and even after that it was her woman who was the first to move. She sprang to the door and softly locked it.

It is vain! Denise said in a harsh whisper; she leaned against the table, her face as white as snow. They will fetch my mother, and they will kill you.

There is no other door? I muttered, staring round with hunted eyes, and feeling for the first time the full danger of the course I had taken.

She shook her head.

What is that? I cried, pointing to the farther end of the chamber, where a bed stood in the alcove.

A closet, the woman answered, almost with a sob. Yes, yes, Monsieur, they may not search. Quick, and I can lock it.

In such a case man acts on instinct. I heard the latch of the door tried, and then some one knocked peremptorily; and so long I hesitated. But a second knock followed on the first, and a voice I knew cried imperatively: Open, open, Françoise! and I moved towards the closet. The girl, distracted by the repeated summons and her terror, hung a moment between me and the door of the room; but in the end had to go to the latter, so that I drew the closet door upon myself.

Then in a moment it came upon me that if, hiding there, I was found, I should shame Denise; it darted through my brain that if, lurking there behind the closed doors among her womans things, I was caught, I should harm her a hundred times more than if I stood out in the middle of the floor and faced the worst. And with my face on fire at the mere thought, I opened the door again, and stepped out; and was just in time. For as the door of the room flew open, and M. de St. Alais strode in and looked round, I was the first person he saw.

There were three or four men behind him; and among them the man whom I had cheated on the stairs. But M. St. Alais eyes blazing with wrath caught mine, and held them; and the others were nothing to me.


CHAPTER XXII.

NOBLESSE OBLIGE.

Yet he was not the first to speak. One of the men behind him took a step forward, and cried, That is the man! See, he still has the gun-barrel.

Seize him, then, M. de St. Alais replied. And take him from here! Monsieur, he continued, addressing me grimly, and with a grim eye, whoever you are, when you undertook to be a spy you counted the cost, I suppose? Take him away, my men!

Two of the fellows strode forward, and in a moment seized my arms; and in the surprise of M. de St. Alais appearance and the astonishment his words caused me, I made no resistance. But in such emergencies the mind works quickly, and in a trice I recovered myself. This is nonsense, M. de St. Alais! I said. You know well that I am no spy. You know why I am here. And for the matter of that  

I know nothing! he answered.

But  

I know nothing, I say! he repeated, with a mocking gesture. Except, Monsieur, that we find you here in a monks dress, when you are clearly no monk. You had better have tried to swim the Rhone at flood, than entered this house to-night  I tell you that! Now away with him! His case will be dealt with below.

But this was too much. I wrested my hands from the men who held me, and sprang back. You lie! I cried. You know who I am, and why I am here!

I do not know you, he answered stubbornly. Nor do I know why you are here. I once knew a man like you; that is true. But he was a gentleman, and would have died before he would have saved himself by a lie  by a trumped-up tale. Take him away. He has frightened Mademoiselle to death. I suppose he found the door open, and slipped in, and thought himself safe.

At last I understood what he meant, and that in his passion he would sacrifice one rather than bring in his sisters name. Nay, I saw more; that he viewed with a cruel exultation the dilemma in which he had placed me; and my brow grew damp, as I looked round wildly, trying to solve the question. I had the sounds of street fighting still in my ears; I knew that men staking all in such a strife owned few scruples and scant mercy. I could see that this man in particular was maddened by the losses and humiliations which he had suffered; and I stood in the way of his schemes. The risk existed, therefore, and was no mere threat; it seemed foolish quixotism to run it.

And yet  and yet I hesitated. I even let the men urge me half-way to the door; and then  heaven knows what I should have done or whether I could have seen my way plainly  the knot was cut for me. With a scream, Denise, who since her brothers entrance had leaned, half-fainting, against the wall, sprang forward, and seized him by the arm.

No, no! she cried in a choked voice. No! You will not, you will not do this! Have pity, have mercy! I  

Mademoiselle! he said, cutting her short quietly, but with a gleam of rage in his eyes. You are overwrought, and forget yourself. The scene has been too much for you. Here! he continued sharply to the maid, take care of your mistress. The man is a spy, and not worthy of her pity.

But Denise clung to him. He is no spy! she cried, in a voice that went to my heart. He is no spy, and you know it!

Hush, girl! Be silent! he answered furiously.

But he had not counted on a change in her, beside which the change in him was petty. I will not! she answered, I will not! and to my astonishment, releasing the arm to which she had hitherto clung, and shaking back from her face the hair which her violent movements had loosened, she stood out and defied him. I will not! she cried. He is no spy, and you know it, Monsieur! He is my lover, she continued, with a superb gesture, and he came to see me. Do you understand? He was contracted to me, and he came to see me!

Girl, are you mad? he snarled in the breathless hush of the room, the hush that followed as all looked at her.

I am not mad, she answered, her eyes burning in her white face.

Then if you feel no shame do you feel no fear? he retorted in a terrible voice.

No! she cried. For I love! And I love him.

I will not say what I felt when I heard that, myself helpless. For one thing, I was in so great a rage I scarcely knew what I felt; and for another, the words were barely spoken before M. le Marquis seized the girl roughly by the waist, and dragged her, screaming and resisting, to the other end of the room.

This was the signal for a scene indescribable. I sprang forward to protect her; in an instant the three men flung themselves upon me, and bore me by sheer weight towards the door. St. Alais, foaming with rage, shouted to them to remove me, while I called him coward, and cursed him and strove desperately to get at him. For a moment I made head against them all, though they were three to one; the maids screaming added to the uproar. Then the odds prevailed; and in a minute they had me out, and had closed the door on her and her cries.

I was panting, breathless, furious. But the moment it was done and the door shut, a kind of calm fell upon us. The men relaxed their hold on me, and stood looking at me quietly; while I leaned against the wall, and glowered at them. Then, There, Monsieur, have no more of that! one of them said civilly enough. Go peaceably, and we will be easy with you; otherwise  

He is a cowardly hound! I cried with a sob.

Softly, Monsieur, softly.

There were five of them, for two had remained at the door. The passage was dark, but they had a lantern, and we waited in silence two or three minutes. Then the door opened a few inches, and the man who seemed to be the leader went to it, and having received his orders, returned.

Forward! he said. In No. 6. And do you, Petitot, fetch the key.

The man named went off quickly, and we followed more slowly along the corridor; the steady tramp of my guards, as they marched beside me, awaking sullen echoes that rolled away before us. The yellow light of the lantern showed a white-washed wall on either side, broken on the right hand by a dull line of doors, as of cells. We halted presently before one of these, and I thought that I was to be confined there; and my courage rose, for I should still be near Denise. But the door, when opened, disclosed only a little staircase which we descended in single file, and so reached a bare corridor similar to that above. Half-way along this we stopped again, beside an open window, through which the night wind came in so strongly as to stir the hair, and force the man who carried the lantern to shield the light under his skirts. And not the night wind only; with it entered all the noises of the night and the disturbed city; hoarse cries and cheers, and the shrill monotonous jangle of bells, and now and then a pistol-shot  noises that told only too eloquently what was passing under the black veil that hid the chaos of streets and houses below us. Nay, in one place the veil was rent, and through the gap a ruddy column poured up from the roofs, dispersing sparks  the hot glare of some great fire, that blazing in the heart of the city, seemed to make the sky sharer in the deeds and horrors that lay beneath it.

The men with me pressed to the window, and peered through it, and strained eyes and ears; and little wonder. Little wonder, too, that the man who was responsible for all, and had staked all, walked the roof above with tireless steps. For the struggle below was the one great struggle of the world, the struggle that never ceases between the old and the new: and it was being fought as it had been fought in Nîmes for centuries, savagely, ruthlessly, over kennels running with blood. Nor could the issue be told; only, that as it was here, it was likely to be through half of France. We who stood at that window, looked into the darkness with actual eyes; but across the border at Turin, and nearer at Sommières and Montpellier, thousands of Frenchmen bearing the greatest names of France, watched also  watched with faces turned to Nîmes, and hearts as anxious as ours.

I gathered from the talk of those round me, that M. Froment had seized the Arènes, and garrisoned it, and that the flames we saw were those of one of the Protestant churches; that as yet the patriots, taken by surprise, made little resistance, and that if the Reds could hold for twenty-four hours longer what they had seized, the arrival of the troops from Montpellier would then secure all, and at the same time stamp the movement with the approval of the highest parties.

But it was a near thing, one of the men muttered. If we had not been at their throats to-night, they would have been at ours to-morrow!

And now, not half the companies have turned out.

But the villages will come in in the morning, a third cried eagerly. They are to toll all the bells from here to the Rhone.

Ay, but what if the Cevennols come in first? What then, man?

No one had an answer to this, and all stood watching eagerly, until the sound of footsteps approaching along the passage caused the men to draw in their heads. Here is the key, said the leader. Now, Monsieur!

But it was not the key that disturbed us, nor Petitot, who had been sent for it, but a very tall man, cloaked, and wearing his hat, who came hastily along the corridor with three or four behind him. As he approached he called out, Is Buzeaud here?

The man who had spoken before stood out respectfully. Yes, Monsieur.

Take half a dozen men, the stoutest you have downstairs, the new comer answered  it was Froment himself and get as many more from the Vierge, and barricade the street leading beside the barracks to the Arsenal. You will find plenty of helpers. And occupy some of the houses so as to command the street. And  But what is this? he continued, breaking off sharply, as his eyes, passing over the group, stopped at me. How does this gentleman come here? And in this dress?

M. le Marquis arrested him  upstairs.

M. le Marquis?

Yes, Monsieur, and ordered him to be confined in No. 6 for the present.

Ah!

As a spy.

M. Froment whistled softly, and for a moment we looked at one another. The wavering light of the lanterns, and perhaps the tension of the mans feelings, deepened the harsh lines of his massive features, and darkened the shadows about his eyes and mouth; but presently he drew a deep breath, and smiled, as if something whimsical in the situation struck him. So we meet again, M. le Vicomte, he said with that. I remember now that I have something of yours. You have come for it, I suppose?

Yes, Monsieur, I have come for it, I said defiantly, giving him back look for look; and I saw that he understood.

And M. le Marquis found you upstairs?

Yes.

Ah! For a moment he seemed to reflect. Then, turning to the men. Well, you can go, Buzeaud. I will be answerable for this gentleman  who had better remove that masquerade. And do you, he continued, addressing the two or three who had come with him, wait for me above. Tell M. Flandrin  it is my last word  that whatever happens the Mayor must not raise the flag for the troops. He may tell him what he pleases from me  that I will hang him from the highest window of the tower, if he likes  but it must not be done. You understand?

Yes, Monsieur.

Then go. I will be with you presently.

They went, leaving a lantern on the floor; and in a moment Froment and I were alone. I stood expectant, but he did not look at me. Instead, he turned to the open window, and leaning on the sill, gazed into the night, and so remained for some time silent; whether the orders he had just given had really diverted his thoughts into another channel, or he had not made up his mind how to treat me, I cannot determine. More than once I heard him sigh, however; and at last he said abruptly, Only three companies have risen?

I do not know what moved me, but I answered in the same spirit. Out of how many? I said coolly.

Thirteen, he answered. We are out-numbered. But we moved first, we have the upper hand, and we must keep it. And if the villagers come in to-morrow  

And the Cevennols do not.

Yes; and if the officers can hold the Guienne regiment within barracks, and the Mayor does not hoist the flag, calling them out, and the Calvinists do not surprise the Arsenal  I think we may be able to do so.

But the chances are?

Against us. The more need, Monsieur  for the first time he turned and looked at me with a sort of dark pride glowing in his face of a man! For  do you know what we are fighting for down there? France! France! he continued bitterly, and letting his emotion appear, and I have a few hundred cutthroats and rascals and shavelings to do the work, while all the time your fine gentlemen lie safe and warm across the frontier, waiting to see what will happen! And I run risks, and they hold the stakes! I kill the bear, and they take the skin. They are safe, and if I fail I hang like Favras! Faugh! It is enough to make a man turn patriot and cry Vive la Nation!

He did not wait for my answer, but impatiently snatching up the lantern, he made a sign to me to follow him, and led the way down the passage. He had said not a word of my presence in the house, of my position, of Mademoiselle St. Alais, or how he meant to deal with me; and at the door, not knowing what was in his mind, I touched his shoulder and stopped him.

Pardon me, I said, with as much dignity as I could assume, but I should like to know what you are going to do with me, Monsieur. I need not tell you that I did not enter this house as a spy  

You need tell me nothing, he answered, cutting me short with rudeness. And for what I am going to do with you, it can be told in half a dozen words. I am going to keep you by me, that if the worst comes of this  in which event I am not likely to see the week out  you may protect Mademoiselle de St. Alais and convey her to a place of safety. To that end your commission shall be restored to you; I have it safe. If, on the other hand, we hold our own, and light the fire that shall burn up these cold-blooded pedants là bas, then, M. le Vicomte  I shall have a word to say to you. And we will talk of the matter as gentlemen.

For a moment I stood dumb with astonishment. We were at the door of the little staircase  by which I had descended  when he said this; and as he spoke the last word, he turned, as expecting no answer, and opened it, and set his foot on the lowest stair, casting the light of the lantern before him. I plucked him by the sleeve, and he turned, and faced me.

M. Froment! I muttered. And then for the life of me I could say no more.

There is no need for words, he said grandly.

Are you sure  that you know all! I muttered.

I am sure that she loves you, and that she does not love me, he answered with a curling lip and a ring of scorn in his voice. And besides that, I am sure of one thing only.

Yes?

That within forty-eight hours blood will flow in every street of Nîmes, and Froment, the bourgeois, will be Froment le Baron  or nothing! In the former case, we will talk. In the latter, and he shrugged his shoulders with a gesture a little theatrical, it will not matter.

With the word he turned to the stairs, and I followed him up them and across the upper corridor, and by the outer staircase, where I had evaded my guide, and so to the roof, and from it by a short wooden ladder to the leads of a tower; whence we overlooked, lying below us, all the dim black chaos of Nîmes, here rising in giant forms, rather felt than seen, there a medley of hot lights and deep shadows, thrown into relief by the glare of the burning church. In three places I picked out a cresset shining, high up in the sky, as it were; one on the rim of the Arènes, another on the roof of a distant church, a third on a tower beyond the town. But for the most part the town was now at rest. The riot had died down, the bells were silent, the wind blew salt from the sea and cooled our faces.

There were a dozen cloaked figures on the leads, some gazing down in silence, others walking to and fro, talking together; but in the darkness it was impossible to recognise any one. Froment, after receiving one or two reports, withdrew to the outer side of the tower overlooking the country, and walked there alone, his head bowed, and his hands behind him, a desire to preserve his dignity having more to do with this, or I was mistaken, than any longing for solitude. Still, the others respected his wishes, and following their example I seated myself in an embrasure of the battlements, whence the fire, now growing pale, could be seen.

What were the others thoughts I cannot say. A muttered word apprised me that Louis St. Alais was in command at the Arènes; and that M. le Marquis waited only until success was assured to start for Sommières, whence the commandant had promised a regiment of horse should Froment be able to hold his own without them. The arrangement seemed to me to be of the strangest; but the Emigrés, fearful of compromising the King, and warned by the fate of Favras  who, deserted by his party, had suffered for a similar conspiracy a few months before  were nothing if not timid. And if those round me felt any indignation, they did not express it.

The majority, however, were silent, or spoke only when some movement in the town, some outcry or alarm, drew from them a few eager words; and for myself, my thoughts were neither of the struggle below  where both parties lay watching each other and waiting for the day  nor of the morrow, nor even of Denise, but of Froment himself. If the aim of the man had been to impress me, he had succeeded. Seated there in the darkness, I felt his influence strong upon me; I felt the crisis as and because he felt it. I thrilled with the excitement of the gamblers last stake, because he had thrown the dice. I stood on the giddy point on which he stood, and looked into the dark future, and trembled for and with him. My eyes turned from others, and involuntarily sought his tall figure where he walked alone; with as little will on my part I paid him the homage due to the man who stands unmoved on the brink, master of his soul, though death yawns for him.

About midnight there was a general movement to descend. I had eaten nothing for twelve hours, and I had done much; and, notwithstanding the dubious position in which I stood, appetite bade me go with the rest. I went, therefore; and, following the stream, found myself a minute later on the threshold of a long room, brilliantly lit with lamps, and displaying tables laid with covers for sixty or more. I fancied that at the farther end of the apartment, and through an interval in the crowd of men before me, I caught a glimpse of women, of jewels, of flashing eyes, and a waving fan; and if anything could have added to the bewildering abruptness of the change from the dark, wind-swept leads above to the gay and splendid scene before me it was this. But I had scant time for reflection. Though I did not advance far, the press, which separated me from the upper end of the room, melted quickly, as one after another took his seat amid a hum of conversation; and in a moment I found myself gazing straight at Denise, who, white and wan, with a pitiful look in her eyes, sat beside her mother at the uppermost table, a picture of silent woe. Madame Catinot and two or three gentlemen and as many ladies were seated with them.

Whether my eyes drew hers to me, or she glanced that way by chance, in a moment she looked at me, and rose to her feet with a low gasping cry, that I felt rather than heard. It was enough to lead Madame St. Alais eyes to me, and she too cried out; and in a trice, while a few between us still talked unconscious, and the servants glided about, I found all at that farther table staring at me, and myself the focus of the room. Just then, unluckily, M. St. Alais, rather late, came in; of course, he too saw me. I heard an oath behind me, but I was intent on the farther table and Mademoiselle, and it was not until he laid his hand on my arm that I turned sharply and saw him.

Monsieur! he cried, with another oath  and I saw that he was almost choking with rage  with rage and surprise. This is too much.

I looked at him in silence. The position was so perplexing that I could not grasp it.

How do I find you here? he continued with violence and in a voice that drew every eye in the room to me. He was white with anger. He had left me a prisoner, he found me a guest.

I hardly know myself, I answered. But  

I do, said a voice behind M. St. Alais. If you wish to know, Marquis, M. de Saux is here at my invitation.

The speaker was Froment, who had just entered the room. St. Alais turned, as if he had been stabbed. Then I am not! he cried.

That is as you please, Froment said steadfastly.

It is  and I do not please! the Marquis retorted, with a scornful glance, and in a tone that rang through the room. I do not please!

As I heard him, and felt myself the centre, under the lights, of all those eyes, I could have fancied that I was again in the St. Alais salon, listening to the futile oath of the sword; and that three-quarters of a year had not elapsed since that beginning of all our troubles, But in a moment Froments voice roused me from the dream.

Very well, he said gravely. But I think that you forget  

It is you who forget, St. Alais cried wildly. Or you do not understand  or know  that this gentleman  

I forget nothing! Froment replied with a darkening face. Nothing, except that we are keeping my guests waiting. Least of all, do I forget the aid, Monsieur, which you have hitherto rendered me. But, M. le Marquis, he continued, with dignity, it is mine to command to-night, and it is for me to make dispositions. I have made them, and I must ask you to comply with them. I know that you will not fail me at a pinch. I know, and these gentlemen know, that in misfortune you would be my helper; but I believe also that, all going well, as it does, you will not throw unnecessary obstacles in my way. Come, Monsieur; this gentleman will not refuse to sit here. And we will sit at Madames table. Oblige me.

M. St. Alais face was like night, but the other was a man, and his tone was strenuous as well as courteous; and slowly and haughtily M. le Marquis, who, I think, had never before in his life given way, followed him to the farther end of the room. Left alone, I sat down where I was, eyed curiously by those round me; and myself, finding something still more curious in this strange banquet while Nîmes watched; this midnight merriment, while the dead still lay in the streets, and the air quivered, and all the world of night hung, listening for that which was to come.


CHAPTER XXIII.

THE CRISIS.

When the grey dawn, to which so many looked forward, broke slowly over the waking city, it found on the leads of Froments tower some pale faces; perhaps some sinking hearts. That hour, when all life lacks colour, and all things, the sky excepted, are black to the eye, tries a mans courage to the uttermost; as the cold wind that blows with it searches his body. Eyes that an hour before had sparkled over the wine  for we had sat late and drunk to the King, the Church, the Red Cockade, and M. dArtois  grew thoughtful; men who, a little before, had shown flushed faces, shivered as they peered into the mist, and drew their cloaks more closely round them; and if the man was there, who regarded the issue of the day with perfect indifference, he was not of those near me.

Froment had preached faith, but the faith for the most part was down in the street. There, I have no doubt, were many who believed, and were ready to rush on death, or slay without pity. And there may have been one or two of these with us. But in the main, the men who looked down with me on Nîmes that morning were hardy adventurers, or local followers of Froment, or officers whose regiments had dismissed them, or  but these were few  gentlemen, like St. Alais. All brave men, and some heated with wine; but not Froment only had heard of Favras hanged, of De Launay massacred, of Provost Flesselles shot in cold blood! Others beside him could make a guess at the kind of vengeance this strange new creature, La Nation, might take, being outraged: and so, when the long-expected dawn appeared at last, and warmed the eastern clouds, and leaping across the sea of mist which filled the Rhone valley, tinged the western peaks with rosy light, and found us watching, I saw no face among all the light fell on, that was not serious, not one but had some haggard, wan, or careworn touch to mark it mortal.

Save only Froments. He, be the reason what it might, showed as the light rose a countenance not merely resolute, but cheerful. Abandoning the solitary habit he had maintained all night, he came forward to the battlements overlooking the town, and talked and even jested, rallying the faint-hearted, and taking success for granted. I have heard his enemies say that he did this because it was his nature, because he could not help it; because his vanity raised him, not only above the ordinary passions of men, but above fear; because in the conceit of acting his part to the admiration of all, he forgot that it was more than a part, and tried all fortunes and ran all risks with as little emotion as the actor who portrays the Cid, or takes poison in the part of Mithridates.

But this seems to me to amount to no more than saying that he was not only a very vain, but a very brave man. Which I admit. No one, indeed, who saw him that morning could doubt it; or that, of a million, he was the man best fitted to command in such an emergency; resolute, undoubting, even gay, he reversed no orders, expressed no fears. When the mist rolled away  a little after four  and let the smiling plain be seen, and the city and the hills, and when from the direction of the Rhone the first harsh jangle of bells smote the ear and stilled the larks song, he turned to his following with an air almost joyous.

Come, gentlemen, he said gaily, and with head erect. Let us be stirring! They must not say that we lie close and fear to show our heads abroad; or, having set others moving, are backward ourselves  like the tonguesters and dreamers of their knavish assembly, who, when they would take their King, set women in the front rank to take the danger also! Allons, Messieurs! They brought him from Versailles to Paris. We will escort him back! And to-day we take the first step!

Enthusiasm is of all things the most contagious. A murmur of assent greeted his words; eyes that a moment before had been dull enough, grew bright. A bas les Traîtres! cried one. A bas le Tricolor! cried another.

Froment raised his hand for silence. No, Monsieur, he said quickly. On the contrary, we will have a tricolour of our own. Vive le Roi! Vive la Foi! Vive la Loi! Vivent les Trois!

The conceit took. A hundred voices shouted, Vivent les Trois! in chorus. The words were taken up on lower roofs and at windows, and in the streets below; until they passed noisily away, after the manner of file-firing, into the distance.

Froment raised his hat gallantly. Thank you, gentlemen, he said. In the Kings name, in his Majestys name, I thank you. Before we have done, the Atlantic shall hear that cry, and La Manche re-echo it! And the Rhone shall release what the Seine has taken! To Nîmes and to you, all France looks this day. For freedom! For freedom to live  shall knaves and scriveners strangle her? For freedom to pray  they rob God, and defile His temples! For freedom to walk abroad  the King of France is a captive. Need I say more?

No! No! they cried, waving hats and swords. No! No!

Then I will not, he answered hardily. I will use no more words! But I will show that here at least, at Nîmes at least, God and the King are honoured, and their servants are free! Give me your escort, gentlemen, and we will walk through the town and visit the Kings posts, and see if any here dare cry, A bas le Roi!

They answered with a roar of assent and menace that shook the very tower; and instantly trooping to the ladder, began to descend by it to the roof of the house, and so to the staircase. Sitting on the battlements of the tower, I watched them pass in a long stream across the leads below, their hilts and buckles glittering in the sunshine, their ribbons waving in the breeze, their voices sharp and high. I thought them, as I watched, a gallant company; the greater part were young, and all had a fine air; not without sympathy I saw them vanish one by one in the head of the staircase, by which I had ascended. One half had disappeared when I felt a touch on my arm, and found Froment, the last to leave, standing by my side.

You will stay here, Monsieur, he said, in an undertone of meaning, his eyes lowered to meet mine; if the worst happens, I need not charge you to look to Mademoiselle.

Worst or best, I will look to her, I answered.

Thanks, he said, his lip curling, and an ugly light for an instant flashing in his eyes. But in the latter case I will look to her myself. Dont forget, that if I win, we have still to talk, Monsieur!

Yet, God grant you may win! I exclaimed involuntarily.

You have faith in your swordsmanship? he answered, with a slight sneer; and then, in a different tone, he went on: No, Monsieur, it is not that. It is that you are a French gentleman. And as such I leave Mademoiselle to your care without a qualm. God keep you!

And you, I said. And I saw him go after the others.

It was then about five oclock. The sun was up, and the tower-roof, left silent and in my sole possession, seemed so near the sky, seemed so bright and peaceful and still, with the stillness of the early morning which is akin to innocence, that I looked about me dazed. I stood on a different plane from that of the world below, whence the roar of greeting that hailed Froments appearance came up harshly. Another shout followed and another, that drove the affrighted pigeons in a circling cloud high above the roofs; and then the wave of sound began to roll away, moving with an indescribable note of menace southward through the city. And I remained alone on my tower, raised high above the strife.

Alone, with time to think; and to think some grim thoughts. Where now was the sweet union of which half the nation had been dreaming for weeks? Where the millennium of peace and fraternity to which Father Benôit, and the Syndics of Giron and Vlais, had looked forward? And the abolition of divisions? And the rights of man? And the other ten thousand blessings that philosophers and theorists had undertaken to create  the nature of man notwithstanding  their systems once adopted? Ay, where? From all the smiling country round came, for answer, the clanging of importunate bells. From the streets below rose for answer the sounds of riot and triumph. Along this or that road, winding ribbon-like across the plain, hurried little flocks of men  now seen for the first time  with glittering arms; and last and worst  when some half-hour had elapsed, and I still watched  from a distant suburb westward boomed out a sudden volley, and then dropping shots. The pigeons still wheeled, in a shining, shifting cloud, above the roofs, and the sparrows twittered round me, and on the tower, and on the roof below, where a few domestics clustered, all was sunshine and quiet and peace. But down in the streets, there, I knew that death was at work.

Still, for a time, I felt little excitement. It was early in the day; I expected no immediate issue; and I listened almost carelessly, following the train of thought I have traced, and gloomily comparing this scene of strife with the brilliant promises of a few months before. But little by little the anxiety of the servants who stood on the roof below, infected me. I began to listen more acutely; and to fancy that the tide of conflict was rolling nearer, that the cries and shots came more quickly and sharply to the ear. At last, in a place near the barracks, and not far off, I distinguished little puffs of thin white smoke rising above the roofs, and twice a rattling volley in the same quarter shook the windows. Then in one of the streets immediately below me, the whole length of which was visible, I saw people running  running towards me.

I called to the servants to know what it was.

They are attacking the arsenal, Monsieur, one answered, shading his eyes.

Who? I said.

But he only shrugged his shoulders and looked out more intently. I followed his example, but for a time nothing happened; then on a sudden, as if a door were opened that hitherto had shut off the noise, a babel of shouts burst out and a great crowd entered the nearer end of the street below me, and pouring along it with loud cries and brandished arms  and a crucifix and a little body of monks in the middle  swirled away round the farthest corner, and were gone. For some time, however, I could still hear the burthen of their cries, and trace it towards the barracks, whence the crackle of musketry came at intervals; and I concluded that it was a reinforcement, and that Froment had sent for it. After that, chancing to look down, I saw that half the servants, below me, had vanished, and that figures were beginning to skulk about the streets hitherto deserted; and I began to tremble. The crisis had come sooner than I had thought.

I called to one of the men and asked him where the ladies were.

He looked up at me with a pale face. I dont know, Monsieur, he answered rapidly; and he looked away again.

They are below?

But he was watching too intently to answer, and only shook his head impatiently. I was unwilling to leave my place on the roof, and I called to him to take my compliments to Madame St. Alais and ask her to ascend. It seemed strange that she had not done so, for women are not generally lacking in the desire to see.

But the man was too frightened to think of any one but himself  I fancy he was one of the cooks  and he did not move; while his companions only cried: Presently, presently, Monsieur!

At that, however, I lost my temper; and, going to the ladder, I ran down it, and strode towards them. You rascals! I cried. Where are the ladies?

One or two turned to me with a start. Pardon, Monsieur?

Where are the ladies? I repeated impatiently.

Ah! I did not understand! the nearest answered glibly. Gone to the church to pray, Monsieur.

To the church?

To be sure. By the Capuchins.

And they are not here?

No, Monsieur, he answered, his eyes straying. But  what is that?

And, diverted by something, he skipped nimbly from me, his cheek a shade paler. I followed him to the parapet, and looked over. The view was not so wide as from the tower above, but the main street leading southward could be seen, and it was full of people; of scattered groups and handfuls, all coming towards us, some running, at an easy pace, while others walked quickly, four or five abreast, and often looked behind them.

The servants never doubted what it meant. In a trice the group broke up. With a muttered, We are beaten! they ran pell-mell across the sunny leads to the head of the staircase, and began to descend. I waited awhile, looking and fearing; but the stream of fugitives ever continued and increased, the pace grew quicker, the last comers looked more frequently behind them and handled their arms; the din of conflict, of yells, and cries, and shots, seemed to be approaching; and in a moment I made up my mind to act. The staircase was clear now; I ran quickly down it as far as the door on the upper floor, by which I had entered the house that evening before. I tried this, but recoiled; the door was locked. With a cry of vexation, my haste growing feverish  for now, in the darkness of the staircase, I was in ignorance what was happening, and pictured the worst  I went on, descending round and round, until I reached the cloister-like hall, at the bottom.

I found this choked with men, armed, grim-faced, and furious; and beset by other men who still continued to pour in from the street. A moment later and I should have found the staircase stopped by the stream of people ascending; and I must have remained on the roof. As it was, I could not for a minute or two force myself through the press, but was thrust against a wall, and pinned there by the rush inwards. Next me, however, I found one of the servants in like case, and I seized him by the sleeve. Where are the ladies? I said. Have they returned? Are they here?

I dont know, he said, his eyes roving.

Are they still at the church?

Monsieur, I dont know, he answered impatiently; and then seeing, I think, the man for whom he was searching, he shook me off, with the churlishness of fear, and, flinging himself into the crowd, was gone.

All the place was such a hurly-burly of men entering and leaving, shouting orders, or forcing themselves through the press, that I doubted what to do. Some were crying for Froment, others to close the doors; one that all was lost, another to bring up the powder. The disorder was enough to turn the brain, and for a minute I stood in the heart of it, elbowed and pushed, and tossed this way and that. Where were the women? Where were the women? The doubt distracted me. I seized half a dozen of the nearest men, and asked them; but they only cried out fiercely that they did not know  how should they?  and shook me off savagely and escaped as the servant had. For all here, with a few exceptions, were of the commoner sort. I could see nothing of Froment, nothing of St. Alais or the leaders, and only one or two of the gallants who had gone with them.

I do not think that I was ever in a more trying position. Denise might be still at the church and in peril there; or she might be in the streets exposed to dangers on which I dare not dwell; or, on the other hand, she might be safe in the next room, or upstairs; or on the roof. In the unutterable confusion, it was impossible to know or learn, or even move quickly; my only hope seemed to be in Froments return, but after waiting a minute, which seemed a lifetime, in the hope of seeing him, I lost patience and battled my way through the press to a door, which appeared to lead to the main part of the house.

Passing through it, I found the same disorder ruling; here men, bringing up powder from the cellars, blocked the passage; there others appeared to be rifling the house. I had little hope of finding those whom I sought below stairs; and after glancing this way and that without result, I lighted on a staircase, and ascending quickly to the second floor, hastened to Denises room. The door was locked.

I hammered on it madly and called, and waited, and listened, and called again; but I heard no sound from within; convinced at last. I left it and tried the nearest doors. The two first were locked also, and the rooms as silent; the third and fourth were open and empty. The last I entered was a mans.

The task was no long one, and occupied less than a minute. But all the time, while I rapped and listened and called, though the corridor in which I moved was quiet as death and echoed my footsteps, the house below rang with cries and shouts and hurrying feet; and I was in a fever. Madame might be on the roof. I turned that way meaning to ascend. Then I reflected that if I climbed to it I might find the staircase blocked when I came to descend again; and, cursing my folly for leaving the hall  simply because my quest had failed  I hurried back to the stairs, and dashed recklessly down them, and, stemming as well as I could the tide of people that surged and ebbed about the lower floor, I fought my way back to the hall.

I was just in time. As I entered by one door Froment entered by the other, with a little band of his braves; of whom several, I now observed, wore green ribbons  the Artois colours. His great stature raising him above the crowd of heads, I saw that he was wounded; a little blood was running down his cheek, and his eyes shone with a brilliance almost of madness. But he was still cool; he had still so much the command, not only of himself, but of those round him, that the commotion grew still and abated under his eye. In a moment men who before had only tumbled over and embarrassed one another, flew to their places; and, though the howling of a hostile mob could plainly be heard at the end of the street, and it was clear that he had fallen back before an overwhelming force, resolution seemed in a moment to take the place of panic, and hope of despair.

Standing on the threshold, and pointing this way, and that, with a discharged pistol which he held in his hand, he gave a few short, sharp orders for the barricading of the door, and saw them carried out, and sent this man to one post, and that man to another. Then, the crowd, which had before cumbered the place, melting as if by magic, he saw me forcing my way to him. And he beckoned to me.

If he played a part, then let me say, once for all, he played it nobly. Even now, when I guessed that all was lost, I read no fear and no envy in his face; and in what he said there was no ostentation.

Get out quickly, he muttered, in an undertone, forestalling by a hasty gesture the excited questions I had on my lips, through yonder door, and by the little postern at the foot of the other staircase. Go by the east gate, and you will find horses at the St. Geneviève outside. It is all over here! he added, wringing my hand hard, and pushing me towards the door.

But Mademoiselle? I cried; and I told him that she was not in the house.

What? he said, pausing and looking at me, with his face grown suddenly dark. Are you mad? Do you mean that she has gone out?

She is not here, I answered. I am told that she went to the church with Madame St. Alais, and has not returned.

That beldam! he exclaimed, with a terrible oath, and then, God help them! he said  twice. And after a moment of silence, meeting my eyes and reading the horror in them, he laughed harshly. After all, what matter? he said recklessly. We shall all go together! Let us go like gentlemen. I did what I could. Do you hear that?

He held up his hand, as a roar of musketry shook the house; and he gave an order. The small windows had been stopped with paving stones, the door made solid with the wall behind it; and daylight being shut out, lamps had been lighted, which gave the long whitewashed, stone-groined room a strange sombre look. Or it was the grim faces I saw round me had that effect.

I am afraid that the St. Alais are cut off in the Arènes, he said coolly. And they are not enough to man the walls. Those cursed Cevennols have been too many for us. As for our friends  it is as I expected; they have left me to die like a bull in the ring. Well, we must die goring.

But in the midst of my admiration of his courage a kind of revulsion seized me. And Denise? I said, grasping his arm fiercely. Are we to leave her to perish?

He looked at me, his lip curling. True, he said, with a sneering smile. I forgot. You are not of us.

I am thinking of her! I cried, raging. And in that moment I hated him.

But his mood changed while he looked at me. You are right, Monsieur, he said, in a different tone. Go! There may be a chance; but the church is by the Capuchins, and those dogs were baying round it when we fell back. They are ten to one, or  still there may be a chance, he continued with decision. Go, and if you find her, and escape, do not forget Froment of Nîmes.

By the postern? I said.

Yes  take this, he answered; and abruptly drawing a pistol from his pocket, he forced it on me. Go, and I must go too. Good fortune, Monsieur, and farewell. And you, bark away, you dogs! he continued bitterly, addressing the unconscious mob. The bull is on foot yet, and will toss some of you before the ring closes!


CHAPTER XXIV.

THE MILLENNIUM.

With that word he thrust me towards the door that led to the inner hall and the postern; and, knowing, as I did, that every moment I delayed might stand for a life, and that within a minute or two at most the rear of the building would be beset, and my chance of egress lost, it was to be expected that I should not hesitate.

Yet I did. The main body of Froments followers had flocked upstairs, whence they could be heard firing from the roof and windows. He stood almost alone in the middle of the floor; in the attitude of one listening and thinking, while a group of green ribbons, who seemed to be the most determined of his followers, hung growling about the barricaded door. Something in the gloomy brightness of the room, and the disorder of the barricaded windows, something in the loneliness of his figure as he stood there, appealed to me; I even took one step towards him. But at that moment he looked up, his face grown dark; and he waved me off with a gesture almost of rage. I knew then that I had but a small part of his thoughts; and that at this moment, while the edifice he had built up with so much care and so much risk was crumbling about him, he was thinking not of us, but of those who had promised and failed him; who had given good words, and left him to perish. And I went.

Yet even for that moment of delay it seemed that I might pay too dearly. A dozen steps brought me to the low-browed door he had indicated, in the thickness of the wall at the foot of the main staircase. But already a man was adjusting the last bar. I cried to him to open. Open! I must go out! I cried.

Dieu! It is too late! he said, with a dark glance at me.

My heart sank; I feared he was right. Still he began to unbar, though grudgingly, and in half a minute we had the door loose. With a pistol in his hand, he opened it on the chain and looked out. It opened on a narrow passage  which, God be thanked, was still empty. He dropped the chain, and almost thrust me out, cried, To the left! and then, as dazzled by the sunlight I turned that way, I heard the door slam behind me and the chain rattle as it was linked again.

The houses that rose on each side somewhat deadened the noise of the mob and the firing; but as I hurried down the alley, bareheaded and with the pistol which Froment had given me firmly clutched in my hand, I heard a fresh spirt of noise behind me, and knew that the assailants had entered the passage by the farther end; and that had I waited a moment longer I should have been too late.

As it was, my position was sufficiently forlorn, if it was not hopeless. Alone and a stranger, without hat or badge, knowing little of the streets, I might blunder at any corner into the arms of one of the parties  and be massacred. I had a notion that the church of the Capuchins was that which I had visited near Madame Catinots; and my first thought was to gain the main street leading in that direction. This was not so easy, however; the alley in which I found myself led only into a second passage equally strait and gloomy. Entering this, I turned after a moments hesitation to the left, but before I had gone a dozen paces I heard shouting in front of me; and I halted and retraced my steps. Hurrying in the other direction, I found myself in a minute in a little gloomy well-like court, with no second outlet that I could see, where I stood a moment panting and at a loss, rendered frantic and almost desperate by the thought that, while I hovered there uncertain, the die might be cast, and those whom I sought perish for lack of my aid.

I was about to return, resolved to face at all risks the party of rioters whom I heard behind me, when an open window in the lowest floor of one of the houses that stood round the court caught my eye. It was not far from the ground, and to see was to determine; the house must have an outlet on the street. In a dozen strides I crossed the court, and resting one hand on the sill of the window, vaulted into the room, alighted sideways on a stool, and fell heavily to the floor.

I was up in a moment unhurt, but with a womans scream ringing in my ears, and a woman, a girl, cowering from me, white-faced, her back to the door. She had been kneeling, praying probably, by the bed; and I had almost fallen on her. When I looked she screamed again; I called to her in heavens name to be silent.

The door! Only the door! I cried. Show it me. I will hurt no one.

Who are you? she muttered. And still shrinking from me, she stared at me with distended eyes.

Mon Dieu! What does it matter? I answered fiercely. The door, woman! The door into the street!

I advanced upon her, and the same fear which had paralysed her gave her sense again. She opened the door beside her, and pointed dumbly down a passage. I hurried through the passage, rejoicing at my success, but before I could unbar the door that I found facing me a second woman came out of a room at the side, and saw me, and threw up her hands with a cry of terror.

Which is the way to the church of the Capuchins? I said.

She clapped one hand to her side, but she answered. To the left! she gasped. And then to the right! Are they coming?

I did not stay to ask whom she meant, but getting the door open at last I sprang through the doorway. One look up and down the street, however, and I was in again, and the door closed behind me. My eyes met the womans, and without a word she snatched up the bar I had dropped and set it in the sockets. Then she turned and ran up the stairs, and I followed her, the girl into whose room I had leapt, and whose scared face showed for a second at the end of the passage, disappearing like a rabbit, as we passed her.

I followed the woman to the window of an upper room, and we looked out, standing back and peering fearfully over the sill. No need, now, to ask why I had returned so quickly. The roar of many voices seemed in a moment to fill all the street, while the casement shook with the tread of thousands and thousands of advancing feet, as, rank after rank, stretching from wall to wall, the mob, or one section of it, swept by, the foremost marching in order, shoulder to shoulder, armed with muskets, and in some kind of uniform, the rearmost a savage rabble with naked arms and pikes and axes, who looked up at the windows, and shook their fists and danced and leapt as they went by, with a great shout of Aux Arènes! Aux Arènes!

In themselves they were a sight to make a quiet mans blood run chill; but they had that in their midst, seeing which the woman beside me clutched my arm and screamed aloud. On six long pikes, raised high above the mob, moved six severed heads  one, the foremost, bald and large, and hideously leering. They lifted these to the windows, and shook their gory locks in sport; and so went by, and in a moment the street was quiet again.

The woman, trembling in a chair, muttered that they had sacked La Vierge, the red cabaret, and that the bald head was a town-councillors, her neighbours. But I did not stay to listen. I left her where she was, and, hurrying down again, unbarred the door and went out. All was strangely quiet again. The morning sun shone bright and warm on the long empty street, and seemed to give the lie to the thing I had seen. Not a living creature was visible this way or that; not a face at the window. I stood a moment in the middle of the road, disconcerted; puzzled by the bright stillness, and uncertain which way I had been going. At last I remembered the womans directions, and set off on the heels of the mob, until I reached the first turning on the right. I took this, and had not gone a hundred yards before I recognised, a little in front of me, Madame Catinots house.

It showed to the sunshine a wide blind front, long rows of shuttered windows, and not a sign of life. Nevertheless, here was something I knew, something which wore a semblance of familiarity, and I hailed it with hope; and, flinging myself on the door, knocked long and recklessly. The noise seemed fit to wake the dead; it boomed and echoed in every doorway of the empty street, that on the evening of my arrival had teemed with traffic; I shivered at the sound  I shivered standing conspicuous on the steps of the house, expecting a score of windows to be opened and heads thrust out.

But I had not yet learned how the extremity of panic benumbs; or how strong is the cowardly instinct that binds the peaceful man to his hearth when blood flows in the streets. Not a face showed at a casement, not a door opened; worse, though I knocked again and again, the house I would awaken remained dead and silent. I stood back and gazed at it, and returned, and hammered again, thinking this time nothing of myself.

But without result. Or not quite. Far away at the end of the street the echo of my knocking dwelt a little, then grew into a fuller, deeper sound  a sound I knew. The mob was returning.

I cursed my folly then for lingering; thought of the passage in the rear of the house that led to the church, found the entrance to it, and in a moment was speeding through it. The distant roar grew nearer and louder, but now I could see the low door of the church, and I slackened my pace a little. As I did so the door before me opened, and a man looked out. I saw his face before he saw me, and read it; saw terror, shame, and rage written on its mean features; and in some strange way I knew what he was going to do before he did it. A moment he glared abroad, blinking and shading his eyes in the sunshine, then he spied me, slid out, and with an indescribable Judas look at me, fled away.

He left the door ajar  I knew him in some way for the door-keeper, deserting his post; and in a moment I was in the church and face to face with a sight I shall remember while I live; for that which was passing outside, that which I had seen during the last few minutes, gave it a solemnity exceeding even that of the strange service I had witnessed there before.

The sun shut out, a few red altar lamps shed a sombre light on the pillars and the dim pictures and the vanishing spaces; above all, on a vast crowd of kneeling women, whose bowed heads and wailing voices as they chanted the Litany of the Virgin, filled the nave.

There were some, principally on the fringe of the assembly, who rocked themselves to and fro, weeping silently, or lay still as statues with their foreheads pressed to the cold stones; whilst others glanced this way and that with staring eyes, and started at the slightest sound, and moaned prayers with white lips. But more and more, the passionate utterance of the braver souls laid bonds on the others; louder and louder the measured rhythm of Ora pro nobis! Ora pro nobis! rose and swelled through the vaults of the roof; more and more fervent it grew, more and more importunate, wilder the abandonment of supplication, until  until I felt the tears rise in my throat, and my breast swell with pity and admiration  and then I saw Denise.

She knelt between her mother and Madame Catinot, nearly in the front row of those who faced the high altar. Whence I stood, I had a side view of her face as she looked upward in rapt adoration  that face which I had once deemed so childish. Now at the thought that she prayed, perhaps for me  at the thought that this woman so pure and brave, that though little more than a child, and soft, and gentle, and maidenly, she could bear herself with no shadow of quailing in this stress of death  at the thought that she loved me, and prayed for me, I felt myself more or less than a man. I felt tears rising, I felt my breast heaving, and then  and then as I went to drop on my knees, against the great doors on the farther side of the church, came a thunderous shock, followed by a shower of blows and loud cries for admittance.

A horrible kind of shudder ran through the kneeling crowd, and here and there a woman screamed and sprang up and looked wildly round. But for a few moments the chant still rose monotonously and filled the building; louder and louder the measured rhythm of Ora pro nobis! Ora pro nobis! still rose and fell and rose again with an intensity of supplication, a pathos of repetition that told of bursting hearts. At length, however, one of the leaves of the door flew open, and that proved too much; the sound sent three parts of the congregation shrieking to their feet  though a few still sang. By this time I was half way through the crowd, pressing to Denises side; before I could reach her the other door gave way, and a dozen men flocked in tumultuously. I had a glimpse of a priest  afterwards I learnt that it was Father Benôit  standing to oppose them with a cross upraised; and then, by the dim light, which to them was darkness, I saw  unspeakable relief  that the intruders were not the leaders of the mob, but foremost the two St. Alais, blood-stained and black with powder, with drawn swords and clothes torn; and behind them a score of their followers.

In their relief women flung themselves on the mens necks, and those who stood farther away burst into loud sobbing and weeping. But the men themselves, after securing the doors behind them, began immediately to move across the church to the smaller exit on the alley; one crying that all was lost, and another that the east gate was open, while a third adjured the women to separate  adding that in the neighbouring houses they would be safe, but that the church would be sacked; and that even now the Calvinists were bursting in the gates of the monastery through which the fugitives had retreated, after being driven out of the Arènes.

All, on the instant, was panic and wailing and confusion. I have heard it said since that the worst thing the men could have done was to take the church in their flight, and that had they kept aloof the women would not have been disturbed; that, as a fact, and in the event, the church was not sacked. But in such a hell as was Nîmes that morning, with the kennels running blood, and mens souls surprised by sudden defeat, it was hard to decide what was best; and I blame no one.

A rush for the door followed the mans words. It drove me a little farther from Denise; but as she and the group round her held back and let the more timid or selfish go first, I had time to gain her side. She had drawn the hood of her cloak close round her face, and until I touched her arm did not see me. Then, without a word, she clung to me  she clung to me, looking up; I saw her face under the hood, and it was happy. God! It was happy, even in that scene of terror!

After that, Madame St. Alais, though she greeted me with a bitter smile, had no power to repel me. You are quick, Monsieur, to profit by your victory, she said, in a scathing tone. And that was all. Unrebuked, I passed my arm round Denise, and followed close on Louis and Madame Catinot; while Monsieur le Marquis, after speaking with his mother, followed. As he did so his eye fell on me, but he only smiled, and to something Madame said, answered aloud, Mon Dieu, Madame; what does it matter? We have thrown the last stake and lost. Let us leave the table!

She dropped her hood over her face; and even in that moment of fear and excitement I found something tragic in the act, and on a sudden pitied her. But it was no time for sentiment or pity; the pursuers were not far behind the pursued. We were still in the church and some paces from the threshold giving on the alley, when a rush of footsteps outside the great door behind us made itself heard, and the next instant the doors creaked under the blows hailed upon them. It was a question whether they would stand until we were out, and I felt the slender figure within my arm quiver and press more closely to me. But they held  they held, and an instant later the crowd before us gave way, and we were outside in the daylight, in the alley, hurrying quickly down it towards Madame Catinots house.

It seemed to me that we were safe then, or nearly safe; so glad was I to find myself in the open air and out of the church. The ground fell away a little towards Madame Catinots, and I could see the line of hastening heads bobbing along before us, and here and there white faces turned to look back. The high walls on either hand softened the noise of the riot. Behind me were M. le Marquis and Madame; and again behind them three or four of M. le Marquis followers brought up the rear. I looked back beyond these and saw that the alley opposite the church was still clear, and that the pursuers had not yet passed through the church; and I stooped to whisper a word of comfort to Denise. I stooped perhaps longer than was necessary, for before I was aware of it I found myself stumbling over Louis heels. A backward wave sweeping up the alley had brought him up short and flung him against me. With the movement, as we all jostled one another, there arose far in front and rolled up the passage between the high walls a sound of misery; a mingling of groans and screams and wailing such as I hope I may never hear again. Some strove furiously to push their way back towards the church, and some, not understanding what was amiss, to go forwards, and some fell, and were trodden under foot; and for a few seconds the long narrow alley heaved and seethed in an agony of panic.

Engaged in saving Denise from the crush and keeping her on her feet, I did not, for a moment, understand. The first thought I had was that the women  three out of four were women  had gone mad or given way to a shameful, selfish terror. Then, as our company staggering and screaming rolled back upon us, until it filled but half the length of the passage, I heard in front a roar of cruel laughter, and saw over the intervening heads a serried mass of pike-points filling the end of the passage opposite Madame Catinots house. Then I understood. The Calvinists had cut us off; and my heart stood still.

For there was no retreat. I looked behind me, and saw the alley by the church-porch choked with men who had reached it through the church; alive with harsh mocking faces, and scowling eyes, and cruel thirsty pikes. We were hemmed in; in the long high walls, which it was impossible to scale, was no door or outlet short of Madame Catinots house  and that was guarded. And before and behind us were the pikes.

I dream of that scene sometimes; of the sunshine, hot and bright, that lay ghastly on white faces distorted with fear; of women fallen on their knees and lifting hands this way and that; of others screaming and uttering frenzied prayers, or hanging on mens necks; of the long writhing line of humanity, wherein fear, showing itself in every shape, had its way; above all of the fiendish jeers and laughter of the victors, as they cried to the men to step out, or hurled vile words at the women.

Even Nîmes, mother of factions, parent of a hundred quarterless brawls, never saw a worse scene, or one more devilish. For a few seconds in the surprise of this trap, in the sudden horror of finding ourselves, when all seemed well, at grips with death, I could only clutch Denise to me tighter and tighter, and hide her eyes on my breast, as I leaned against the wall and groaned with white lips. O God, I thought, the women! The women! At such a time a man would give all the world that there might be none, or that he had never loved one.

St. Alais was the first to recover his presence of mind and act  if that could be called action which was no more than speech, since we were hopelessly enmeshed and outnumbered. Putting Madame behind him he waved a white kerchief to the men by the door of the church  who stood about thirty paces from us  and adjured them to let the women pass; even taunting them when they refused, and gibing at them as cowards, who dared not face the men unencumbered.

But they only answered with jeers and threats, and savage laughter. No, no, M. le Prêtre! they cried. No, no! Come out and taste steel! Then, perhaps, we will let the women go! Or perhaps not!

You cowards! he cried.

But they only brandished their arms and laughed, shrieking: A bas les traîtres! A bas les prêtres! Stand out! Stand out, Messieurs! they continued, or we will come and pluck you from the womens skirts!

He glowered at them in unspeakable rage. Then a man on their side stepped out and stilled the tumult. Now listen! said this fellow, a giant, with long black hair falling over a tallowy face. We will give you three minutes to come out and be piked. Then the women shall go. Skulk there behind them, and we fire on all, and their blood be on your heads.

St. Alais stood speechless. At last, You are fiends! he cried in a voice of horror. Would you kill us before their eyes?

Ay, or in their laps! the man retorted, amid a roar of laughter. So decide, decide! he continued, dancing a clumsy step and tossing a half-pike round his head. Three minutes by the clock there! Come out, or we fire on all! It will be a dainty pie! A dainty Catholic pie, Messieurs!

St. Alais turned to me, his face white, his eyes staring; and he tried to speak. But his voice failed.

And then, of what happened next I cannot tell; for, for a minute, all was blurred. I remember only how the sun lay hot on the wall beyond his face, and how black the lines of mortar showed between the old thin Roman bricks. We were about twenty men and perhaps fifty women, huddled together in a space some forty yards long. Groans burst from the mens lips, and such as had women in their arms  and they were many  leaned against the wall and tried to comfort them, and tried to put them from them. One man cried curses on the dogs who would murder us, and shook his fists at them; and some rained kisses on the pale senseless faces that lay on their breasts  for, thank God, many of the women had fainted; while others, like St. Alais, looked mute agony into eyes that told it again, or clasped a neighbours hand, and looked up into a sky piteously blue and bright. And I  I do not know what I did, save look into Denises eyes and look and look! There was no senselessness in them.

Remember that the sun shone on all this, and the birds twittered and chirped in the gardens beyond the walls; that it wanted an hour or two of high noon, a southern noon; that in the crease of the valley the Rhone sparkled between its banks, and not far off the sea broke rippling and creaming on the shore of Les Bouches; that all nature rejoiced, and only we  we, pent between those dreadful walls, those scowling faces, saw death imminent  black death shutting out all things.

A hand touched me; it was St. Alais hand. I think, nay, I know, for I read it in his face, that he meant to be reconciled to me. But when I turned to him  or it may be it was the sight of his sisters speechless misery moved him  he had another thought. As the black-haired giant called One minute gone! and his following howled, M. le Marquis threw up his hand.

Stay! he cried, with the old gesture of command. Stay! There is one man here who is not of us! Let him pass first, and go! And he pointed to me. He has no part with us. I swear it!

A roar of cruel laughter was the answer. Then, He that is not with me is against me! the giant quoted impiously. And they jeered again.

On that, I take no credit for what I did. In such moments of exaltation men are not accountable, and, for another thing, I knew that they would not listen, that I risked nothing. And trembling with rage I flung back their words. I am against you! I cried. I would rather die here with these, than live with you! You stain the earth! You pollute the air! You are fiends  

No more, for with a shrill laugh the man next me, a mere lad, half-witted, I think, and the same who had cursed them, sprang by me and rushed on the pike-points. Half a dozen met in his breast before our eyes  before our eyes  and with a wild scream he flung up his arms and was borne back against the side-wall dead and gushing blood.

Instinctively I had covered Denises face that she might not see. And it was well; for at that  there was a kind of mercy in it, and let me tell it quickly  the wretches tasting blood broke loose, and rushed on us. I saw St. Alais thrust his mother behind him, and almost with the same movement fling himself on the pikes; and I, pushing Denise down into the angle of the wall  though she clung to me and prayed to me  killed the first that came at me with Froments pistol, and the next also, with the other barrel at point blank distance  feeling no fear, but only passion and rage. The third bore me down with his pike fixed in my shoulder, and for a moment I saw only the sky, and his scowling face black against it; and shut my eyes, expecting the blow that must follow.

But none did follow. Instead a weight fell on me, and I began to struggle, and a whole battle, it seemed to me, was fought over me  in that horrible slaughterhouse alley, where they dragged men from womens arms, and forced them, screaming, to the wall, and stabbed them to death without pity; and things were done of which I dare not tell!


CHAPTER XXV.

BEYOND THE SHADOW.

I thank Heaven that I saw little more than I have told. A score of feet trampled on me as the murderers stumbled this way and that, and bruised me and covered me with blood that was not my own. And I heard screams of men in the death-throe, ear-piercing shrieks of women  shrieks that chilled the blood and stopped the breath  mad laughter, sounds of the pit. But to rise was to court instant death, and, though I had no hope and no looking forward, my momentary passion had spent itself and I lay quiet. Resistance was useless.

At last I thought the end had come. The body that pressed on me, and partly hid me, was abruptly dragged away; the light came to my eyes, and a voice cried, briskly: Here is another! He is alive!

I staggered to my feet, stupidly willing to die with some sort of dignity. The speaker was a stranger, but by his side was Buton, and beyond him stood De Géol; and there were others, all staring at me, face beyond face. Still, I could not believe that I was saved. If you are going to do it, do it quickly, I muttered; and I opened my arms.

God forbid! Buton answered hurriedly. Enough has been done already, and too much! M. le Vicomte, lean on me! Lean on me, and come this way. Mon Dieu, I was only just in time. If they had killed you  

That is the fifth, said De Géol.

Buton did not answer, but taking my arm, gently urged me along, and De Géol taking the other side, I walked between them, through a lane of people who stared at me with a sort of brutish wonder  a lane of people with faces that looked strangely white in the sunshine. I was bareheaded, and the sun dazzled and confused me, but obeying the pressure of Butons hand I swerved and passed through a door that seemed to open in the wall. As I did so I dropped a kerchief which some one had given me to bind up my shoulder. A man standing beside the door, the last man on the right-hand side of the lane of people, picked it up and gave it to me with a kindly alacrity. He had a pike, and his hands were covered with blood, and I do not doubt that he was one of the murderers!

Two men were carrying some one into the house before us, and at the sight of the helpless body and hanging head, sense and memory returned to me with a rush. I caught Buton by the breast of his coat and shook him  shook him savagely. Mademoiselle de St. Alais! I cried. What have you done to her, wretch? If you have  

Hush, Monsieur, hush, he answered reproachfully. And be yourself. She is safe, and here, I give you my word. She was carried in among the first. I dont think a hair of her head is injured.

She was carried in here? I said.

Yes, M. le Vicomte.

And safe?

Yes, yes.

I believe that at that I burst into tears not altogether unmanly; for they were tears of thankfulness and gratitude. I had gone through very much, and, though the wound in my arm was a trifle, I had lost some blood; and the tears may be forgiven me. Nor indeed was I alone in weeping that day. I learned afterwards that one of the very murderers, a man who had been foremost in the work, cried bitterly when he came to himself and saw what he had done.

They killed in Nîmes on that day and the two next, about three hundred men, principally in the Capuchin convent  which Froment had used as a printing-office, and made the headquarters of his propaganda  in the Cabaret Rouge, and in Froments own house, which held out until they brought cannon to bear on it. Not more than one-half of these fell in actual conflict or hot blood; the remainder were hunted down in lanes and houses and hiding-places, and killed where they were found, or, surrendering at discretion, were led to the nearest wall, and there shot.

Later, both in Paris and the provinces, this severity was commended, and held up to admiration as the truest mercy; on the ground that it stamped out the fire of revolt which was on the point of blazing up and prevented it spreading to the rest of France. But, looking back, I find in it another thing; I find in it not mercy, but the first, or nearly the first, instance of that strange contempt of human life which marked the Revolution in its later stages; of that extravagance of cruelty which three years afterwards paralysed society and astounded the world, and, by the horrible excesses into which it occasionally led men, proved to the philosophers of the Human Race that France in the last days of the eighteenth century could do in the daylight, at Arras and Nantes and Paris, deeds which the tyrants of old confined to the dark recesses of their torture-chambers: deeds  I blush to say it  that no other polite country has matched in this age.

But with these crimes  and be it understood I do not refer here to the work of the guillotine  I thank God that I have at this time nothing to do. They left their traces on later pages of my life  as on the life of what Frenchman have they not?  and some day I may revert to them. But my task here barely touches them. It is enough for me to say that of eighteen men who shared with me the horrors of the alley by the Capuchins, four only lived to tell the tale, and look back on the walls of Nîmes; they and I owing our lives in part to the timely arrival of Buton and some foreign representatives, who did not share the Cevennols fanaticism, and partly to the late relenting of the murderers themselves.

Of the four, Father Benôit and Louis St. Alais were two, and strange was the meeting, when we three, so wonderfully preserved, with clothes still torn and disordered, and faces splashed with blood, came together in the upstairs salon at Madame Catinots. The shutters of the room, with the exception of one high corner shutter, were still closed; dead ashes lay white and cold in the empty fire-place, that had blazed so cheerfully in my honour the night I supped with Madame Catinot. The whole room was gloomy and chill, the furniture cast long shadows, and up the stairs came the clamour of the mob, that having seen us into the house eddied curiously round the scene of the murder, and could not have enough of it.

A strange meeting, for we three had all loved one another, and by stress of the times had been separated. Now we met as from the grave, ghostly figures, livid, trembling, with shaking hands and eyes burning with the light of fever; but with all differences purged away. My Brother! Your Brother! and Louis hands met mine, as if the dead man who had died with the courage of his race joined them; while Father Benôit wrung his hands in uncontrollable grief or walked the room, crying: My poor children! Oh, my poor children! God have mercy on this land!

A low sound of womens voices, and weeping, with the hurrying of feet going softly to and fro, came from the next room: and that it was, I think, that presently calmed us, so that except for an occasional burst of grief on Louis part we could talk quietly. I learned that Madame St. Alais lay there, sadly injured in the mêlée, either by her fall or a blow from a foot; and that Denise and Madame Catinot and a surgeon were with her. The very room in its gloom was funereal, and we talked in whispers  and then sank into silence; or again one or other would rise with a shudder of remembrance, and walk the room with heaving breast. Presently, the sound of guns coming to our ears, we forgot ourselves for a while and talked of Froment, and what chance of escape he had, and listened and heard the mob raving and howling as it surged by; and then talked again. But always as men who were no longer concerned; as men whom death had released from the common obligations.

Presently they came and called Louis, who went to his mother; and then after another interval Father Benôit was summoned, and I walked the room alone. Silence after so great commotion, solitude, when an hour before I had dealt death and faced it in that inferno, safety after danger so imminent, all stirred the depths of my heart. When, in addition, I thought of St. Alais death, and recalled the brilliant promise, the daring, the brightness of that haughty spirit now for ever quenched, I felt the tears rise again. I paced the room in uncontrollable emotion, and was thankful for the gloom that allowed me to give it vent. Old times, old scenes, old affections rose up, and my boyhood; I remembered that we had played together, I forgot that we had gone different ways.

After a long time, a long, long time, when evening had nearly come, Louis came in to me. Will you come? he said abruptly.

To Madame St. Alais?

Yes, she wants to see you, he replied, holding the door open, and speaking in the dull even tone of one who knows all.

After such a scene as we had passed through comes reaction; I was worn out and I went with him mechanically, thinking rather of the past than the present. But no sooner was I over the threshold of the next room, which, unlike that I had left, was brilliantly lit by candles set in sconces, the shutters being closed, than I came to myself with a shock. Propped up with pillows on a bed opposite the door, so that I met her eyes and had a full view of her face as I entered, lay Madame St. Alais; and I stood. Her face was white with a red spot burning in each cheek; her eyes matched the colour in brilliance; but it was neither of these things that brought me up suddenly, nor  though I noticed it with foreboding  the way in which she plucked at the coverlet when she spoke. It was something in her expression; something so unfitting the occasion, so bizarre and light that I stood appalled.

She saw my hesitation, and in a gay and slightly affected tone, that in a moment told the story, a tone more dreadful under the circumstances than the most pathetic outbursts, she reproached me with it. Welcome, M. le Vicomte, she said. And yet I am glad to see that you have some modesty. We will not be hard on you, however. A late repentance is better than none, and  where is my fan, Denise? Child, my fan!

Denise rose with a choking sound from her seat by the bed, and must, I think, have broken down; we had all nerves worn to the last thread. But Madame Catinot saved the situation. Hastily reaching a fan from a side table she laid a firm hand on the younger womans shoulder as she passed, and gently pressed her back into her seat.

Thank you, my dear, Madame St. Alais said, playing an instant with the fan, and smiling from side to side, as I had seen her smile a hundred times in her salon. And now, M. le Vicomte, she continued with ghastly archness, I think that you will have the grace to say that I was a true prophet?

I muttered something, heaven knows what; the scene, with Madames smiling face, and the others bowed shoulders and averted eyes, was dreadful.

I never doubted that you would have to join us, she went on, with complacency. And if I were cruel, I should have much to say. But as you have returned to your allegiance before it was too late, we will let bygones be bygones. His Majesty is so good that  but where are the others? We cannot proceed without them.

She looked round with a touch of her native peremptoriness. Where is M. de Gontaut? she said. Louis, has not M. de Gontaut arrived? He promised to be here to witness the contract.

Louis, from his place by one of the closed windows, where he stood with Father Benôit and the surgeon, answered in a strained voice that he had not yet arrived.

Madame seemed to find something unnatural in his tone and our attitude, she looked uneasily from one to the other of us. There is nothing the matter, is there? she said, flirting her fan more vigorously. Nothing has happened?

No, no, Madame, Louis answered, striving to soothe her. Doubtless he will be here by-and-by.

But a shadow of anxiety still clouded Madames face. And Victor? she said. He has not come either? Louis, are you sure that there is nothing the matter?

Madame, Madame, you will see him presently, he answered with a half-stifled sob; and he turned away with a gesture of horror, which, but for one of the curtains of the alcove, she must have seen.

She did not, though there was enough in this to arouse a sane persons suspicions. As he spoke, however, Madames eyes fell on me, and the piteous anxiety which had for the moment darkened her face, passed away as quickly as the shadow of a cloud passes on an April morning. She took up her fan again, and looked at me gaily. Do you know, she said, I had the strangest dream last night, M. le Vicomte  or was it when I was ill, Denise? Never mind. But I dreamed all sorts of horrors; that our house here was burned, and the house at Cahors, and that we had to fly and take refuge at Montauban, and then  I think it was at Nîmes. And that M. de Gontaut was murdered, and all the canaille were up in arms! As if  as if, she continued, with a little laugh, cut short by a gasp of pain, the King would permit such things, or they were possible. And there was something  something still more absurd about the Church. She paused, knitting her brows; and then with a touch of her fan dismissing the subject: But I forget  I forget. And just when it was most horrible I awoke. It was all absurd. So extravagant you would all be ill with laughing if I could remember it. I fancied that a pair of red-heeled shoes were as good as a death warrant, and powder and patches condemned you at once.

She paused. The fan dropped from her hand, and she looked round uneasily. I think  I think I am not quite well yet, she said in a different tone, and a spasm crossed her face  it was plain that she was in pain. Louis! she continued petulantly, where is the notary? He might read the contract. Doubtless Victor and M. de Gontaut will be here before long. Where is he? she continued sharply.

It is easy to say that we might have played our parts; but the pity and the horror of it, falling on hearts already tortured by the scenes of the day, fairly unmanned us. Denise hid her face, and trembled so that the chair on which she sat shook; and Louis turned away shuddering, while I stood near the foot of the bed, frozen into silence. This time it was the surgeon, a thin young man of dark complexion, who put himself forward.

The papers are in the next room, Madame, he said gravely.

But you are not M. Pettifer? she answered querulously.

No, Madame, he was so unwell as to be unable to leave the house.

He has no right to be unwell, Madame retorted severely. Pettifer unwell, and Mademoiselle St. Alais contract to be signed! But you have the papers?

In the next room, Madame.

Fetch them! Fetch them! she answered, her eyes wandering uneasily from one to another. And she moved in the bed and sighed as one in pain. Then, Where is Victor? Why does he not come? she asked impatiently.

I think I hear him, Louis said suddenly. It was the first time he had spoken of his own free will, and I caught a new sound in his voice. I will see, he went on, and moving to the door he gave me a sign, as he passed, to follow him.

I muttered something, and did so. In the room in which I had waited, the half-shuttered room of gloom and shadows, from which Louis had fetched me, we found the surgeon groping hastily about. Some paper, Monsieur, he said, looking up impatiently as we entered. Some paper! Almost anything should do.

Stay! Louis said, his voice harsh with pain. We have had too much of this  this mockery. I will have no more.

Monsieur?

I say I will have no more! Louis answered fiercely, a sob in his throat. Tell her the truth.

She would not believe it.

At any rate, anything is better than this.

Do you mean it, Monsieur? the surgeon asked slowly, and he looked at him.

I do.

Then I will have no part in it, the man answered with gravity. I acquit myself of all responsibility. Nor shall you do it, Monsieur, until you have heard what the inevitable result will be.

My mother cannot recover, Louis said stubbornly.

No, Monsieur, nor will she live, in my opinion, more than a few hours. When the fever that now supports her begins to wane she will collapse, and die. It depends on you whether she closes her eyes, knowing none of the evil that has happened, or her sons death; or dies  

It is horrible!

It is for you to choose, the surgeon answered inexorably.

Louis looked round. There is paper there, he said suddenly.

I suppose that we had been absent from the room no more than a couple of minutes, but when we returned we found Madame St. Alais calling impatiently for us and for Victor. Where is he? Where is he? she repeated feverishly. Why is he late to-day of all days? There is no  no quarrel between you? And she looked jealously at me.

None, Madame, I said, with tears in my voice. That I swear!

Then why is he not here? And M. de Gontaut? Her eyes were still bright; the red spot burned still in her cheeks; but her features had taken a pinched look, she was changed, and her fingers were never still. Her voice had grown harsh and unnatural, and from time to time she looked round with a piteous expression as if something puzzled her. I am not well to-day, she muttered presently, with a painful effort to be herself. And I forget to be as gay as I should be. Mademoiselle, go to M. le Vicomte, and say something pretty to amuse us while we wait. And you, M. le Vicomte! In my young days it was usual for the fiancé to salute his mistress on these occasions. Fie on you! For shame, Monsieur! I am afraid that you are a laggard in love.

Denise rose, and came slowly to me before them all, but no word passed her pale lips, and she did not raise her eyes to mine. She remained passive when in accordance with Madames permission I stooped and kissed her cold cheek; it grew no warmer, her eyes did not kindle. Yet I was satisfied, more than satisfied; for as I leant over her I felt her little hands  little hands I longed to take in mine and shelter and protect  I felt them clutch and hold the front of my coat, as the child clings to its mothers neck. I passed my arm round her before them all, and so we stood at the foot of Madames bed, and she looked at us.

She laughed gaily. Poor little mouse! she said. She is shy yet. Be good to her, mon cher, she is a tender morsel, and  I dont feel well! I dont feel well, Madame repeated, abruptly breaking off, and lifting herself in bed, while one hand went with difficulty to her head. I dont  what is it? she continued, the colour visibly fading from her face and leaving it white and drawn, while fear leapt into her staring eyes. What is it? Fetch  fetch some one, will you? The  the doctor! And Victor.

Denise slipped from my arm, and flew to her side. I stood a moment, then the surgeon touched my arm. Go! he muttered. Go. Leave her to the women. It will be quickly over.

And so Madame St. Alais gave Mademoiselle to me at last; and the compact for our marriage, into which she had entered so many years before with my dead father, was fulfilled.

* * * * *

Madame died next morning, being taken not only from the evil to come, but from that which was then present, and roared and eddied through the streets of Nîmes round the unburied body of her son; for she died without awaking from the delirium which followed her hurt. I went in to see her lying dead and little changed; and in the quiet decorum of the lighted chamber I thought reverently of the change which one year  one brief year had made, coming at the end of fifty years of prosperity. It seemed pitiful to me then, as I stooped and kissed the waxen hand  very pitiful; now, knowing what the future had in store, remembering the twenty years of exile and poverty and tedium and hope deferred, that were to be the lot of so many of her friends, of so many of those who had graced her salons at St. Alais and Cahors, I think her happy. Possessed of energy as well as pride, a rare combination in our order, she and hers dared greatly and greatly lost; staked all and lost all. Yet better that, than the prison or the guillotine; or growing old and decrepit in a strange land, to return to a patrie that had long forgotten them; that stood in the roads and jeered at the old berlins and petticoats and headgear that were the fashion in the days of the Polignacs.

I have said that the riots in Nîmes lasted three days. On the last Buton came to me and told us we must go; that to avoid worse things we must leave the city without delay, or he and the more moderate party who had saved us would no longer be responsible. On this, Louis was for retiring to Montpellier, and thence to the émigrés at Turin; and for a few hours I was of the same mind, desiring most of all to place the women in safety.

I owe it to Buton that I did not take a step hard to recall, and of which I am sure that I should have repented later. He asked me bluntly whither I was going, and when I told him, set his back against the door. God forbid! he said. Who go, go. Few will return.

I answered him with heat. Nonsense! I cried. I tell you, within a year you will be on your knees to us to come back.

Why? he said.

You cannot keep order without us!

With ease, he answered coolly.

Look at the state of things here!

It will pass.

But who will govern?

The fittest, he replied doggedly. For do you still think, M. le Vicomte  after all that has happened  that a man to make laws must have a title  saving your presence? Do you still think that the wheat will not grow, nor the hens lay eggs, unless the Seigneurs shadow falls on them? Do you think that to fight, a man must have powder on his head as well as in his musket?

I think, I retorted, that when a man who does not know the sea turns pilot it is time to leave the vessel!

The pilot will learn, he answered. And for quitting the vessel, let those go who have no business on board. Be guided, Monseigneur, he continued in a different tone. Be guided. They have killed in Nîmes three hundred in three days.

And you say, stay?

Ay, for there is blood between us, he answered grimly. That has been done now which will not easily be forgiven; that has been done which will abide. Go abroad after this  and stay abroad! Or rather do not  do not, but be guided, he continued, with rough emotion in his voice. Go home to the Château, and be quiet, Monsieur, and no one will harm you.

There was much in what he said. At any rate, I thought the advice so good that, after some hesitation, I not only determined to follow it, but I gave it to the others. But Louis would not change his mind. A horror of the country had seized him since his escape; and he would go. He raised no opposition, however, when I asked him to give me Denise; and within twenty-four hours of her mothers death she became my wife, in that dark-shuttered house by the Capuchins alley, Father Benôit performing the service. Louis was at the same time married to Madame Catinot, who was to share his exile. Needless to say there were no rejoicings at these weddings; no fête and no joy-bells, and no bride-clothes, but sobs and wailings, and cold lips and passive hands.

But a bright day has sometimes a weeping dawn, and though for three years or more our life knew perils enough and some sorrows  the story of which I may one day tell  and we shared the lot of all Frenchmen in those times of shame and stress, I had never, no, not for a day or an hour, cause to repent the deed done so hurriedly at Nîmes. Clinging hands and warm lips, eyes that shone as brightly in a prison as a palace, cheered me, when things were worst; and when better days came, and with them grey hairs and a new France, my wife found means still to grace, and ever more and more to share my life.

One word of the man to whom under God I owe it that I won her. He survived, but I never saw Froment of Nîmes again. On the third day of the riots cannon were brought to bear on his tower, it was stormed, and the garrison were put to the sword, one man only, I believe, escaping with his life. That man was Froment, the indomitable, the most capable leader that the Royalists of France ever boasted. He got safely to the frontier and thence to Turin, where he was received with honour by those whose aid might a little earlier have saved all. Who fails must expect buffets, however; the cold shoulder was presently turned to him; he was slighted, and as the years went on his complaints grew louder. Once I sought to find and assist him, but he was then engaged in some enterprise on the African coast, and my circumstances were such that I could have done little had I found him. Soon afterwards, I believe, he died, though certain information never reached me. But dead or alive I owe him gratitude, respect, and other things, among which I count the greatest happiness of my life.

THE END


A LITTLE WIZARD
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CHAPTER I.

PATTENHALL.

When the agent of General Skippon, to whom the estate of Pattenhall by Ripon fell, as part of his reward after the battle of Naseby, went down to take possession, he found a little boy sitting on a heap of stones a few paces from the entrance gate. The old house (which has since been pulled down) lay a quarter of a mile from the road and somewhat in a hollow; but its many casements, blushing and sparkling in the glow of the evening sun, caught the riders eye, and led him into the comfortable belief that he had reached his destination. He had come from Ripon, however, and the village lies on the farther side of the house from that town; consequently he had seen no one whom he could question, and he hailed the boys presence with relief, checking his horse, and calling to him to know if this was Pattenhall.

The lad crouching on the stones, and nervously plucking the grass beside him, looked up at the four stern men sitting squarely in their saddles. But he did not answer. He might have been deaf.

Come! Agent Hoby said, repeating his question roughly. You have got a tongue, my lad. Is this old squire Pattens?

The boy shook his head mutely. He looked about twelve years old.

Is it farther on?

Yes, farther on, the lad muttered, scarcely moving his lips.

Where?

Still keeping his eyes, which were large and brown, on his questioner, the boy pointed towards the tower of the church, a quarter of a mile away.

The agent stifled an exclamation, such as in other times would have been an oath. Umph! I thought we were there! he muttered. However, it is but a step. Come up, mare.

The boy watched the four riders plod on along the road until the trees, which were in the full glory of their summer foliage, and almost met across the dusty way, hid them from his eyes. Then he rose, and shaking his fist with passionate vehemence in the direction in which they had gone, turned towards the gateway as if he would go up to the house. Before he had taken three steps, however, he changed his mind, and coming slowly back to the heap of stones, sat down in the same place and posture as before. The movement to retreat and the return were alike characteristic. In frame the boy was altogether childish, being puny and slight, and somewhat stunted; but his small face, browned by wind and sun, expressed both will and sensibility. As he sat waiting for the travellers to return, there was a sparkle, and not of tears only, in his eyes. His mouth took an ugly shape, and his small hand found and clutched one of the stones on which he sat.

Agent Hoby had never been more astonished in his life than when he returned hot and angry and found him still there. It was the last thing he had expected. You little villain! he cried, shortening his whip in his hand, and spurring his horse on to the strip of turf, which then, as now, bordered the road how dare you tell lies to the Commons Commissioners?
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There was a slender gap in the wall behind the heap of stones, and the lad fell back into this, still clutching his missile in his hand. I told no lies! he said, looking defiantly at the angry man. You asked me for Squire Patten, and I sent you to him  to the churchyard!

One of the men behind Hoby chuckled grimly; and Hoby himself, who had ridden with Cromwell at Naseby, and looked the Robber Prince in the eyes, held his hand. You little whelp! he said, half in anger and half in admiration. It is easy to see what brood you come of! I have half a mind to lash your back for you! Be off to your mammy, and bid her whip you! My hand is too heavy.

With that, taking no further notice of the boy, he turned and rode in through the gate. The aspect of the house, the quality of the herbage, the size of the timber, the lack of stock, all claimed at once his agents eye, and rendered it easy for him to forget the incident. He grumbled at the sagacity of the Roundhead troopers, who had lain a night at Pattenhall before Marston Moor, and swept it as bare as a board. He had a grunt of sympathy to spare for Squire Patten, who, sore wounded in the same fight, had ridden home to die three days later. He gave a thought even to young Patten, who had forfeited the last chance of saving his sequestrated estate by breaking his parole, and again appearing in arms against the Parliament. But of the lad crawling slowly along the path behind him he thought nothing. And the boy, young as he was, felt this and resented it.

When the party presently reached the house, and the few servants who remained came out obsequiously to receive them, the boy felt his loneliness and sudden insignificance still more keenly. He saw stirrups held, and heard terms of honor passing; and he crept away to the hayloft to give vent to the tears he was too proud to shed in public. Safe in this refuge, he flung himself down on the hay and showed himself all child; now sobbing as if his heart was broken, and now clenching his little fists and beating the air in impotent passion.

The solitude to which he was left showed that he had good cause for his grief. No one asked for him, no one sought him, who had lately been the most important person in the place. The loft grew dark, the windows changed to mere patches of grey in the midst of blackness. At any other time, and under any other circumstances, the child would have been afraid to remain there alone. But grief and indignation swallow up fear, and in the darkness he called on his dead father and mother, and felt them nearer than in the day. Young as he was, the child could remember a time when his absence for half an hour would have set the house by the ears, and started a dozen pairs of legs in search of him; when loving voices, silent now forever, would have cried his name through yard and paddock, and a score of servants, whom death and dearth had not yet scattered, would have rushed to gratify his smallest need.

No wonder that at the thought of those days, and of the loving care and gentle hands which had guarded him from hour to hour, the solitary child crouching in the hay and darkness cried long and passionately. He knew little of the quarrel between King and Commons, and nothing of Laud or Strafford, Pym or Hampden, Ship-money or the New Model. But he could suffer. He was old enough to remember and feel, and compare past things with present; and understanding that today his fathers house was passing into the hands of strangers, he experienced all the terror and anguish which a sense of homelessness combined with helplessness can inflict. Lonely and neglected he had been for some time now; but he had felt his loneliness little (comparatively speaking) until to-day.

Agent Hoby had finished his supper. Stretching his legs before the empty hearth in the attitude of one who had done a days work, he was in the act of admonishing Gridley the butler on his duty to his new master, when he became aware of a slight movement in the direction of the door. The panelled walls of the parlor in which he sat swallowed up the light, and the candles stood in his way. He had to raise one above his head and peer below it before he could make out anything. When he did, and the face of the lad he had seen by the gate grew as it were out of the panel, his first feeling was one of alarm. He started and muttered an exclamation, thinking that he saw amiss; and that either the October he had drunk was stronger than ordinary, or there was something uncanny in the house. When a second look, however, persuaded him that the boy was there in the flesh, he gave way to anger.

Gridley! he said, knitting his brows, who is this, and how does he come to be here? Is he one of your brats, man?

One of mine? the butler answered stupidly.

Ay, one of yours! Or how comes he to be here? the agent answered querulously, sitting forward with a hand on each arm of his chair, and frowning at the boy, who returned his gaze with interest.

The butler looked at the lad as if he were considering him in some new light, and hesitated before he answered. It is the young master, he said at last.

The young what? the agent exclaimed, leaning still farther forward, and putting into the words as much surprise as possible.

It is the young master, Gridley repeated sullenly. And he is here in season, for I want to know what I am to do with him.

Do you mean that he is a Patten? Hoby muttered, staring at the lad as if he were bewitched.

To be sure, Gridley answered, looking also at the boy.

But your master had only one son? Those were my instructions.

Two, said the butler. Master Francis

Who is with Duke Hamilton in Scotland, and if caught in arms in England will hang, rejoined the agent, sternly. Well?

And this one.

Hoby glared at the boy as if he would eat him. To find that the estate, which he had considered free from embarrassing claims, was burdened with a child, annoyed him beyond measure. The warrants under which he acted overrode, of course, all rights and all privileges; in the eye of the law the boy before him had no more to do with the old house and the wide acres than the meanest peasant who had a hovel on the land. But the agent was a humane man, and in his way a just one; and though he had been well content to ignore the malignant young reprobate whom he had hitherto considered the only claimant, he was vexed to find there was another, more innocent and more helpless.

He must have relations, he said at last, after rubbing his closely cropped head with an air of much perplexity. He must go to them.

He has none alive that I know of, the butler answered stolidly. He was a high-shouldered, fat-faced man, with sly eyes.

There are no other Pattens? quoth Hoby.

Not so much as an old maid.

Then he must go to his mothers people.

She was Cornish, Gridley answered, with a slight grin. Her family were out with Sir Ralph Hopton, and are now in Holland, I hear.

Repulsed on all sides, the agent rose from his chair. Well, bring him to me in the morning, he said irritably, and I will see what can be done. His matter can wait. For yourself, however, make up your mind, my man; go or stay as you please. But if you stay it can only be upon my conditions. You understand that? he added with some asperity.

Gridley assented with a corresponding smack of sullenness in his tone, and taking the hint, bore off the boy to bed. Soon the few lights, which still shone in the great house that had so quietly changed masters, died out one by one; until all lay black and silent, except one small room, low-ceiled, musty, and dark-panelled, which lay to the right of the hall, but a step or two below its level. This room was the butlers pantry and sleeping-chamber. The plate which had once glittered on its shelves, the silver flagons and Sheffield cups, the spice bowls and sugar-basins, were gone, devoted these five years past to the melting-pot and the Royal cause. The club and blunderbuss which should have guarded them remained, however, in their slings beside the bed; along with some show of dingy pewter and dingier blackjacks, and as many empty bottles as served at once to litter the gloomy little dungeon and prove that the old squires cellar was not yet empty.

In the midst of this disorder, and in no way incommoded by the close atmosphere of the room, which reeked of beer and stale liquors, the butler sat thinking far into the night. On the table beside him, which had been cleared to make room for it, lay an open Bible; but as he never consulted its pages or even looked towards it, we may assume that it lay there rather for show than use, and possibly had been arranged for the express purpose of catching the eye of Master Hoby should he push his inquiries as far as this apartment.

Heedless or forgetful of it, Gridley now sat staring into vacancy, with a dark expression on his face. Now and again he bit his finger-nails as if some problem of more than ordinary importance occupied his thoughts. His aspect too was changed in sympathy with the dark hours of the night. Tear and anticipation, greed and cunning, peered from behind the mask of sly composure which he had worn in the parlor. He had now the air of a man who would and dare not, and then again who would not shrink at risks. At last he rose with his mind made up, and creeping to the door secured it. With a stealthy glance round, he next extinguished the light, plunging the room into darkness. After that he was still to be heard shuffling about for some time, but of his actions or the business on which he was bent nothing could be known for certain. Only once a rich ringing sound as of metal on metal surprised the silence, and hanging on the air  for an eternity as it seemed to his alarmed ear  died reluctantly in the hollows of the pewter flagons on the shelf. It was nothing, it was the merest tinkle, it could scarcely have awakened the suspicions of the most critical listener. But the man who made the sound and heard the sound was a coward with an evil conscience; and for a full minute after the last echo had whispered itself away, he crouched on the floor, with the cold dew on his brow and his hand shaking. After that, silence.

Little Jack Patten, awaking suddenly as the first glimmer of dawn entered his room, found the butler standing by his side. The boy would have cried out, not knowing him in the half light, but Gridley muttered his name, and enjoining silence with a finger on his lip, sat down on the pallet by the lads side.

What is it? Jack said, sitting up. The mans cautious and apprehensive air, no less than the gloom which still filled the room and rendered objects indistinct, scared him.

Hush! the butler answered in a low voice, and listen to me, Jack. I have been thinking about you. You know this house is not yours any longer. It will be shut up, and there will be none but Roundheaded soldiers here, and the man below will be master. You dont want to stay here and eat his bread?

The boy shook his head. But, even as he shook it, the tears rose to his eyes. For where was he to go? Yesterdays events, his friendlessness and helplessness, recurred to his mind in a rush of bitter memories.

Would you like to come away with me? Gridley muttered, keenly watching the effect of his words.

Jack peered at him doubtfully. The butler had not been so kind to him of late as to give this proposal an air of complete naturalness. The manner and the tone of it were strange even in the childs judgment. Where are you going? he asked cautiously.

To my home, said the butler, licking his lips, as if they were dry.

It is on the moors, is it not?

The butler nodded. Above Pateley?

It is many a mile above Pateley  up, up, up; ay, miles above it.

The childs eyes glistened at that. The moors were his fairyland. He had passed many and many a happy hour in dreaming of the marvellous things which lay beyond the purple hills to westward; the rugged broken line behind which the sun went down each day in a glory of crimson or orange. That line, he knew, was the beginning of the moors. The blue distance beyond it he had peopled with his own visions of giants and dwarfs, and witches and warlocks, and added besides all the tales which passed current in Pattenhall and the low country of doings in t moors. He knew the moor people kept to themselves and were wild and savage, inhabiting hills a mile high and valleys miles in depth; and he longed to visit them and see these things for himself. His eyes dried quickly as he listened to Gridley, and eagerly asked, Above Pateley? which was the boundary of his known world, miles and miles above Pateley, Gridley?

Ay, up Skipton way.

Is that in the heart of the moors, Gridley?

There is no other heart, the butler answered gruffly, unless, maybe, it is Settle. And it is Settle side of Skipton.

Are you going now? the lad said impulsively, standing up straight in his bed, with his brown eyes staring and his fair cheeks glowing with anticipation and excitement.

This very minute.

Ill come with you! You will let me dress, Gridley?

Ay, dress quickly. We must be away before any one is awake.

Ill be quick! Jack answered.

He was too young to see anything strange in the hurry and secrecy of such a departure. The troubles of the times had made him familiar with abrupt comings and goings. He trembled, it is true, as he stole down the dark staircase on tiptoe and clinging to the butlers hand; but it was with excitement, not fear. He felt no surprise at finding one of the great plough-horses standing saddled in its stall; nor did the size of the wallets which he saw behind the saddle arouse any doubt or suspicion in his mind. Gridleys haste to be gone, the trembling which seized the butler as they crossed the farmyard, the frequent glances he cast behind him until the road was fairly gained, seemed to the boy natural enough. All Jack knew was that he was leaving his enemies behind him. They had killed his father and exiled his brother. Naturally he feared and hated them. He was too young to understand that he stood in no peril himself, but that on the contrary his proper disposal had caused Master Hoby the loss of at least an hours sleep.

Before it was fairly light the fugitives were already a mile away. The boy rode behind Gridley, clinging to a strap passed round the latters waist; and the two jogged along comfortably enough as far as the body was concerned, though it was evident that Gridleys anxiety was little if at all allayed. They shunned the highway, and went by hedge paths and bridle-roads, which avoided houses and villages. When the sun rose the two were already five or six miles from Pattenhall, in a country new to the lad, though sufficiently like his own to whet his curiosity instead of satisfying it.

How far are we from the moors, Gridley? he asked as often as he dared, for the butlers temper seemed uncertain. Shall we be there to breakfast?

Ay, well be there to breakfast, was the usual answer.

And presently, to the boys delight, the country began to trend upwards, the path grew steeper. The coppices and hedgerows, the clumps of elms and oaks and beeches, which had hidden the higher prospects from his eyes, and almost persuaded him that he was making no progress, began to grow more sparse; until at last they failed altogether, and he saw before him a rising slope of marsh and moorland, swelling here and there into rocky ridges, between which the sycamores and ashes grew in stunted bunches. Above he raised his eyes to a heaven wider and more open than that to which he was accustomed; while lark beyond lark, soaring each higher than the other, seemed striving which should celebrate most fitly the balmy air and warm sunshine which flooded all.

Are these the moors, Gridley? the boy asked with delight.

These, the moors? the man answered, with the first smile he had allowed himself that morning. You wait a bit, and youll see!

His tone was not encouraging, but as he hastened to give the lad his breakfast and a drink of beer, Jack passed over the change of manner, and rocking himself from side to side, as far as the strap would let him, went merrily upwards, munching as he rode. Over Pateley Bridge and Pateley moors they went, and upwards still to Bewerley Fell, whence they saw the Riding stretched like a picture behind them. Jack fancied, but that was, impossible, that he could see the chimneys and the great oak at Pattenhall. Leaving Bewerley they skirted Hebdon Moor on the north side, rising here so high that Jack could see nothing on either hand but horrid crags, and ridges of grey limestone and vast slopes of grey rock. Here, too, there was little turf and no heather, but only stone-crop and saxifrages, with cruel quagmires and bogs in the hollows. The very sky seemed changed. It grew dark and overcast, and clouds and mist gathered round the travellers, hiding the path, yet disclosing from time to time the huge brow of Ingleborough or the flat head of Penighent. The wind moaned across the grey steeps, and a small rain began to fall and quickly wet them to the skin.

The boy shuddered. Are these the moors? he asked.

Ay, these are the moors! his companion answered grimly. And moorland weather. Yons the High Moors and Malham Tarn. Your eyes are young. Do you see a grey spot in the nook to the right, yonder, two miles away! That is Little Howe, and we are bound for it.

Who lives there? Jack answered, as he looked drearily over the desolate upland.

My brother, the butler answered, with a touch of ferocity in his tone. Simon Gridley, he is called, and you will know him soon enough.


CHAPTER II.

MALHAM HIGH MOORS.

Still nearly an hour elapsed before the tired horse stopped at the door of the small grey dwelling which Gridley had pointed out. The house, a rough farmstead of four rooms, stood high in a nook of the moor, facing Ingleborough. A few yew-trees filled the narrowing dell behind it with black shadow; a low wall of loose stones which joined one ridge to another formed a fold before it. The clatter of hoofs, as the horse climbed the rocky slope leading to the house, brought out a man and woman, who, leaning on this wall, watched the couple approach.

The aspect of the man was stern, dry, and austere; in a word, at one with the harsh and rugged scene in which he lived. His gloomy eyes and square jaw seemed signs of a character resolute, narrow, bigoted, and it might be cruel. At first sight the woman appeared a helpmeet well suited to him. Her narrow forehead and thin lips, her pinched nose and small blue eyes, seemed the reproduction in a feminine mould of his more massive features. Despite this, she constantly produced upon strangers a less favorable impression than he did; and though this impression was rarely understood, it lingered long and faded slowly if at all.

The aspect of the two as they stood side by side was so forbidding, that the child, faint with fatigue and disappointment, had hard work to repress his tears. Nor was the uneasiness confined to him only, for the butlers voice, when he raised it to greet his kinsfolk, sounded unnatural. His words tumbled over one another, and he alighted with a fussiness which betrayed itself.

On the other side the most absolute composure existed; so that presently the mans fulsome words died on his lips. Why, brother, he stammered, with something of a whine, you are glad to see me?

It may be, and again it may not be, the other answered grimly.

How so? Gridley asked, changing countenance.

Have you turned your back on the flesh-pots for good? was the severe response. Have you come out of Egypt and away from its abominations? For I will have no malignants here, nor those who eat their bread and grow fat on their vices? If you have left the tents of Kedar, then you are welcome here. But if not, pass on.

I have left Pattenhall, if that is what you mean, the younger brother answered sullenly.

And its service?

Ay, and its service.

Who is the lad you have with you? Simon Gridley asked keenly.

He is a Patten, the butler answered reluctantly; but he has neither house nor land, nor more in the world than the clothes he stands up in.

The answer took both the man and the woman by surprise. They stood gazing as with one accord at the boy, who, with his lips trembling, changed feet and shifted his eyes from one stern face to another.

I have heard something of that, the elder Gridley said, with a stern smile.

He comes of a bad brood.

Nevertheless, you will not refuse him shelter, his brother answered. He is a child, and I have nowhere else to take him.

Why take him at all? the Puritan snarled fiercely. What have you to do with the children of transgression? Have you not sins enough of your own to answer for?

The butler did not reply, and for a moment the boys fate seemed to hang in the balance. Then the woman spoke. Bring him in, she said harshly and suddenly. It may be that he is a brand snatched from the burning.

She spoke with authority, and her words seemed to be accepted as a final decision. Gridley pulled the child sharply by the arm, and, himself wearing a somewhat hangdog expression, led him across the fold and through the doorway, the others following. The scene outside, the leaden sky and grey moor and falling rain, had reduced the boy to the depth of misery; the interior to which he was introduced did little to comfort him. The hearth was fireless, the stone floor bare and unstrewn. A couple of great chests, a chair and two stools, formed, with a table, a spinning-wheel, and a rude loom, the only furniture. The rafters displayed none of the plenty which Jack was accustomed to see in kitchens, for neither flitch nor puddings adorned them, but in the window-seat a gaunt elderly man with a long grey beard sat reading a large Bible. He looked up dreamily when the party entered, but said nothing, the rapt expression of his face seeming to show that he was virtually unconscious of their presence.

Luke is the same as ever? the butler said in a low voice to his sister-in-law.

He has his visions, if that is what you mean, she answered tartly. Same as he ever had, and clearer of late. Set the child there. You are hungry, I dare say. Well, youll have to wait. In an hour it will be supper-time, and in an hour you will have your supper. But you will get no Pattenhall dainties here.

The elder Gridley went to the loom and began to work, while his brother, repressing a sigh of discontent, sat down and gazed at the hearth, regretting already the step he had taken. Mistress Gridley looked fixedly and with compressed lips at the boy, who sat in the cold chimney corner, too much terrified to cry. The only sounds which broke the dreary stillness of the house were the rattling of the loom and the murmur of Luke Gridleys voice, as his tongue followed the mechanical movement of his finger.

Such was their reception; the child, hungry and fear-stricken, thought with a bursting heart of the home he had left, of the friends and the very dogs of Pattenhall, its trees and sunshine, and warm kitchen. The grim silence of the room, the womans cruel eyes, the bareness and greyness, seemed to crush him with an iron hand, so that it was only by an effort, almost beyond his years, that he repressed a scream of passionate revolt.

Nor did he suffer alone. The butler, despite the care with which he hid his feelings, was little more at home in his company. He had no longer anything in common with his kinsfolk. In his heart he cringed before their rugged natures as a guilty dog crouches before its master. But he had thoughts of his own and a purpose to serve; and this enabled him to put a good face on the matter, or at least to endure with a wry smile.

The scanty meal of cheese and oatmeal eaten, and Lukes long extemporary prayer brought to an end, the strangers were taken to one of the two upper rooms. In five minutes the tired child was asleep; not so his companion. Gridley, fatigued as he was, lay and watched the last glimmer of daylight die away, and then, when all the house was dark and quiet, he sat up and listened. His wallets lay on the floor beside him. He rose and crawled to them, and for a long time crouched on the boards by them, thinking. He wanted a hiding-place  before morning he must have a hiding-place; but the scanty furniture of the room afforded none. This he had not anticipated, and the perplexity into which it threw him was so largely mingled with fear, that he fancied the loud beating of his heart must attract attention even through the walls. After some minutes of misery he made up his mind, and rising from the floor crept to the door and opened it. All was so still in the house that he took fresh courage. He went back to his wallets, and drawing something from them stole on tiptoe down the stairs, each creaking board  and there were many  throwing him into a cold perspiration. When a coward gives himself to wickedness, he pays dearly for his fancy.

The staircase opened directly into the kitchen, where he stood awhile listening on the hearth. Luke, the preacher, slept in the back-room, and the door seemed to be ajar. Gridley felt his way through the darkness to it and softly closed it. Then he peered round him. Where could he hide what he had to hide? Memory, conjuring up the objects round him, suggested one place after another, but in each case he foresaw the possibility of accident. The linen-chest? Mistress Gridley might take it into her head to inspect her store of linen. The under-part of the sink? She might be about to clean it. The dresser was out of the question. He decided at last on the oatmeal chest, and groping his way to it found it, to his delight, unlocked and half full. The objects he had to hide were small; he ran little risk, he thought, if he buried them near the bottom of the meal.

After pausing again to listen and assure himself that he was not watched, he plunged his treasure deep in the soft meal. Then with trembling hands he drew the stuff over it, jealously smoothing and patting the surface in his fear lest daylight should disclose some signs of what he had been about. This done, and as he believed, effectually, he heaved a sigh of relief, and laid his hand on the lid of the chest to close it. At that moment a thin ray of light pierced the darkness in which he stood, and falling across the floor of the kitchen, chilled him to the heart.

Even in his panic he had sufficient presence of mind to close the lid softly, but the act detained him so long that he had no chance of moving away from the chest; and there Mistress Gridley found him when she entered, with her rushlight shaded, and her small eyes gleaming triumphantly behind it.

Ho! ho! she said, in a whisper; I have caught a rat, have I?

I was hungry, he stammered, recoiling before her, and came down to see if there was any porridge left.

You lie! she answered contemptuously, pointing to his hands as she spoke. They were covered with oatmeal. I know you of old. You have been hiding something. Let me see what it is.

For a moment, despair giving him courage, he raised his hand as if he would have done her some injury; but the womans eyes cowed him. Hold the light, fool! she said. Let me see what you have got here.

She rummaged an instant in the meal, and presently, with an abrupt exclamation, drew out something which glittered as she held it up. It was a small gold cup. As she turned it to and fro, and the light which trembled in the mans craven hands played quiveringly on the burnished surface of the metal, her eyes glistened with avarice. She drew a long breath. It is gold! she muttered wonderingly.

The wretched Gridley murmured that it was.

Glancing at him askance, and still clutching the cup as if she feared he might snatch it from her, she plunged her other hand into the meal, and drew out in quick succession a flagon and a small plate of the same precious metal. Such success, as one came forth after the other, almost frightened her. She gazed at the spoils with all her greedy soul in her eyes. She had never handled such things before, and scarcely ever seen them, but with intuitive avarice she knew their value, and loved them, and clutched them to her breast. You stole them! she hissed. They are from some church. Tell me the truth.

They have been hidden at the Hall  since before the Squires death, he stammered.

She held them out again and looked lovingly at them. When she turned to him again, it was to wave him off. Go! she said fiercely, they are not yours. I shall take them. I shall give them to

Your husband? he retorted desperately, moved to boldness and action by the imminence of the danger. Your husband? He would call them the accursed thing, and grind them to powder and strew them on Malham Tarn. What would you gain by that?

She scowled at him, knowing that what he said was true; and so they stood a moment gazing breathlessly at one another. Before he spoke again their eyes had made an unholy compact. Let them remain here, and do you play fair, he said slowly, and I will give you the large one.

I might take all, she muttered jealously.

No, he snarled, showing his teeth; I should tell him.

Her eyes fell at that, so that it scarcely needed the slight shiver which passed over her to assure him that he had touched the right chord. Smooth and hypocritical, and, like all hypocrites, afraid of some one, she feared above all things her husbands stern and pitiless code; knowing that no offence could seem more heinous or less pardonable in his eyes than this dallying with the accursed thing, this sin of Achan.

So the compact was made. The larger vessel was hidden at one end of the meal-tub, the two smaller vessels at the other end. Each accomplice showed the same reluctance to trust the other, the same unwillingness to take leave of the spoil; but at last the chest was closed, and the two prepared to retire. Then a thought seemed to strike Mistress Gridley. Why have you brought that brat here? she whispered, as they prepared to mount the stairs. Dont talk to me of gratitude, man! Tell me the truth.

He shifted his feet, and would have fenced with her, but she knew him, and he gave way. Times may change, he said. The land and the house may come back. Then it will be well to know where the lad is.

Umph! she said. I see.

Perhaps her knowledge of the butlers plan prevented her being actively cruel to the child. On the other hand, neither she nor any one gave him a word or look of kindness. He had no place among them. Luke was wrapt in visions. Simon was too sternly self-contained, too completely under the mastery of his cold and ascetic faith, to give thought or word to the boy.

The other two had the meal chest to guard and each other to watch.

He was left to feel the full influence of the grey moorland life. The dismal stillness of the house, the lengthy prayers and repellent faces, drove him out of doors; the silence and solitude of the fells, which even in sunshine, when the peewits screamed and flew in circles, and the sky was blue above, were dreary and lonesome, scared him back to the house. Once a week the family went four miles to a meeting-house, where Luke Gridley and a Bradford weaver preached by turns. But this was the only break in his life, if a break it could be called. In Simons creed boyhood and youth held no place.

Rumors of trouble and war, moreover, diverted from the child some of the attention which the elder people might otherwise have paid him. Sir Marmaduke Langdales riders, scouting in front of the army which Duke Hamilton had raised in Scotland, were reported to be no farther off than Appleby. Any day they might descend on Settle, or a handful of them pass the farmstead, and levy contributions in the old high-handed Royalist fashion. Simon and Luke, wearing grimmer faces than usual, cleaned their pikes, and got out the old buff-coats which had lain by since Naseby, and held long conferences with their friends at Settle. The boy, aimless and without companions, acquired a habit of wandering in and out during these preparations, and more than once his pale face and dwarfish form appearing suddenly in their midst gave Luke Gridley, who was apt to weave what he saw into the unsubstantial texture of his dreams, a start beyond the ordinary.

Who is that child? he said one day, looking after him with a troubled face. There used to be no child here.

The child? Simon exclaimed, glancing at him impatiently. What has the child to do with us? Let it be.

Let it be? said the other, softly. Ay, for a season. For a season. Yet remember that it is written, A child shall discover the matter.

Tush! Simon answered angrily. This is folly. Isnt it written also, resist the devil, and he will fly from you!

Ay, the devil  and his angels, Luke repeated gently.

Simon shrugged his shoulders. Nevertheless he too, when he next met the lad wandering aimlessly about, looked at him with new eyes. Though he was subject to no active delusions himself, he had a strong and superstitious respect for his brothers fantasies. He began to watch the boy about, and surprising him one day in a solitary place in the act of forming patterns on the turf with stones, noted with a feeling of dread that these took the shape of a circle and a triangle, with other cabalistic figures as odd as they were unfamiliar. He would not at another time have given such a trifle a second thought. But we see things through the glasses of our own prepossessions. The morose and rugged fanatic, who feared no odds, and whom no persecution could bend, looked askance at the child playing unconsciously before him, looked dubiously at the grey moor strewn with monoliths, and finally with a shiver turned and walked homewards.


CHAPTER III.

LANGDALES HORSE.

It was well he did so, for the fiery cross had chosen that moment to arrive; Simon found his household waiting for him at the foldgate, and with them a red-faced man from Settle, who had ridden across the fells with the news that Langdales people were harrying the place. Before the messenger had had time to come to details, the Puritan was himself again. The light of battle gleamed in his sober eyes, his face grew hard as his native rock. Knowing that he was looked for with anxiety, and that at the rendezvous few would be more welcome, he lost not a moment, but quickly, yet without hurry, fetched his pike and coat, girt on his pistols, and filled his bandoliers. Luke, who had had some minutes the start of him, and whose eyes burned with a sombre enthusiasm, showed himself equally forward. When the two stood ready at the gate, then, and then only, they discovered that the third brother had no intention of accompanying them. He stood back on the inner side of the wall with a frown on his pale face, his attitude a curious mixture of shrinking and resolution.

Come, man, be quick! Simon cried sharply. What are you waiting for?

Im not coming, Simon, was the reply.

Not coming?

Some one must stay and take care of the place, the butler answered, wiping his forehead. Ill stay. Your wife will need some one.

Fool! what can one man do here? the Puritan retorted fiercely. Come, I say. This is no time for loitering when the work calls us.

Gridley shook his head and moistened his lips with his tongue. Im not a fighting man, he muttered feebly.

For a moment the elder brother glared at him, as though he were minded to cross the fence and strike him down. Fortunately, however, Simon found a vent for his passion as effectual and more characteristic. If you do not fight, you do not eat, he said coldly. At any rate in my house. Mistress, he continued to his wife, see that my orders are obeyed. Give that craven neither bit nor sup until I come again. If he will not fight he shall not feed!

And with that he went.

When little Jack came back to the house an hour later, and crept shyly into the kitchen, as his manner was, he found it empty. The light was beginning to wane, and the coming evening already filled the corners of the gaunt, silent room, in which not even a clock ticked, with shadows. The boy stood awhile, looking about him and listening in the stillness for any movement in the inner room, or on the floor above. Hearing none, he went outside in a kind of panic; but there too he found no one. Still, the light gave him courage to re-enter and mount the stairs. He called Gridley! again and again, but no one answered. He tried Lukes room; it was empty. On this the lad was about to fly again in a worse panic than before  for the loneliness of the house might have appalled an older heart than his  when the sound of footsteps relieved his fears. He stole to the window, and saw the butler and Mistress Gridley come round the corner of the house, the former carrying a spade on his shoulder.

Jack wondered timidly what they had been about with the spade, and where Simon and Luke were; but naturally he got no explanation, and was glad to escape from the grim looks with which they greeted him. It was time for the evening meal, and the woman set it on, and gave him his share as usual. The butler, however, he saw with surprise took no part in it, but sat at a distance with a scowl on his face, and neither ate nor drank. On the other hand, Mistress Gridley ate more than usual. Indeed, he had never seen her in better appetite or spirits, She rallied her companion, too, on his abstinence so pleasantly and with so much good-temper, that the child was quite carried away by her humor, and went to bed in better spirits than had been his since the beginning of his life at Malham.

In the morning it was the same, with the exception that Gridley looked strangely pale about the cheeks. Again he took no share of the meal, but in the middle of breakfast he came up to the table in an odd, violent fashion, falling back only when Mistress Gridley snatched up a knife, and made a playful thrust at him. She laughed at the same time, but the laugh was not musical, and the child, detecting a false note in it, grew puzzled. Even for him the scene had lost its humor. The mans face, as he retired cowed and baffled to the window-seat, where the side light brought out all that was most repulsive in his craven features, told a tale there was no mistaking. The child stayed awhile, fascinated by the spectacle, and saw the woman take her seat on the meal chest and spin, smiling and patient, while Gridley gnawed his nails and devoured her with his eyes. But the longer he watched the more frightened he grew; and at last he broke the spell with an effort, and fled to the purer air outside.

He was wise, for the morn was at its best. It was the most perfect morning of the year. Ingleborough had no cap on, Penighent stood up hard and sharp against the blue sky. The summer sunshine, unrelieved by a single cloud or so much as a wreath of mist, fell hotly on the open moor, where the larks sank and the bees hummed, and the boys heart rose in sympathy with the life about him. Feeling an unwonted lightness and cheerfulness, he started to climb the fell at the back of the house, following the right bank of the hollow in which the yew-trees grew. This hollow, as it rose to a level with the upper moor, spent itself in a dozen fissures, which, radiating in every direction, drained the moss. Some were three or four feet deep, some ten or twelve, with steep and everhanging edges.

Presently the boy found his progress barred by one of these, and peeping into its shadowy depths, which a little to his left melted into the gloom of the yew-trees, grew timid and stopped, sitting down and looking back the way he had come, to gain courage. For a while his eyes dwelt idly on the sunny slope. Then on a sudden he saw a sight which he remembered all his life.

A quarter of a mile below the house, a road crossed the moor. On this a solitary horseman had just appeared, urging a piebald horse to a tired trot, while continually looking back the way he had come. The boy had scarcely remarked him and the strange color of his steed, when a second rider came into sight over the brow, with a man running by his side and clinging to his stirrup-leather. To him succeeded two more horsemen, trotting abreast and spurring furiously; and then while the lad wondered what it all meant, and who these people were, a single footman topped the brow, and after running a score of paces  but not in the direction the others had taken  flung himself down on his face among the bracken.
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He had scarcely executed this manœuvre, when a party of six men, three mounted  the boy could see them rising and falling briskly in their stirrups  and three running beside them, appeared above the ridge, and quickening their pace followed with a loud cry on the others heels. The cry seemed to spur on the fugitives  such he now saw the first party to be  to fresh exertions, but despite this, the two horsemen who brought up the rear were quickly overtaken by the six. The lad saw a tiny flash and heard a faint report. One of the two threw up his arms and fell backwards. The other made as if he would have turned his horse to meet his pursuers; but it shied and carried him across the moor. Two of the six rode after him, one on either side, and the lad saw the flash of their blades in the sunshine as they rained cuts on his head and shoulders  which the poor wretch vainly strove to shield by raising his arms  till he too sank down, and the two turned back to their comrades, who were still following after the three who survived.

The boy, sick and shuddering, and utterly unmanned by the sight he had seen, hid his eyes; and for a time saw no more. His very heart melted within him for terror and for pity. Sweating all over, he rolled himself into a little hollow beside him where the ground sank, and lay there trembling. By-and-by he heard a scream, and then another, and each time he drew in his breath and closed his eyes. Then silence fell again upon the moor. The bees hummed round him. A peewit screamed and wheeled above his head.

He plucked up heart after a while to peep fearfully over the edge of the little basin in which he lay, and saw that the six men were retracing their steps, but not, as they had gone, in a body. They were now beating the moor backwards in a long line, each man a score of paces from his neighbor. The lad, after watching them a moment, had wit enough to understand what they were doing, and from his elevated position could see also their quarry, who had lost no time in removing himself from the spot where he had first thrown himself down in the fern. He was half way up the fell now, on a level with the farm, and a hundred paces above the uppermost of his enemies. Apparently he was satisfied with his position, or despaired of bettering it, for he lay still, though the searchers drew each moment nearer.

Jack could see their flushed cheeks and streaming brows as they toiled along in the sunshine, probing the fern with pikes and going sometimes many yards out of the way to inspect a likely bush. He felt his heart stand still when they halted opposite the mans lair and seemed to suspect something; and again he felt it race on as if it would choke him, when they passed by unnoticing, and began to quarter the ground towards the farm.

Their backs were scarcely turned before the man, whose conduct from the first had proved him a hardy and resolute fellow, moved again, and crawling stealthily on his stomach, as the ground afforded him shelter, began to make his way up the hill. The lad, lying still and fascinated, watched him; forseeing that the fugitives course must bring him, if pursued, to the hollow in which he lay, yet unable to move or escape. It seemed an age before the man reached the mound, and wriggling himself up its least exposed side, pushed his head cautiously over the rim, and met the boys eyes.

Both started violently; but whereas Jack saw before him only a swollen, blood-stained face, white and haggard with fatigue, and half disguised by a kerchief which covered the mans brow and came down to his eyes, the man saw more  much more.

Jack! he muttered, the instinct of caution remaining with him even in his great astonishment. Jack! Why, dont you know me, lad? It is I, Frank.

Frank?

Ay, Frank! You know me now.

The boy did know him then, more by his voice than his face; and broke into a passion of weeping, holding out his hands and murmuring incoherent words. The fugitive whom chance had brought to his feet was his brother! the brother whom he had not seen for more than a year, of whose misfortunes and misdeeds he had dimly heard, the brother whom he had mourned as dead!

Twelve months of hardship and danger and rough companionship had changed Frank Patten much, inwardly as well as outwardly; but they had not sapped the family tie nor closed his heart against such a meeting as this. He crept into the hollow beside the child with every nobler feeling in his nature aroused, and with one eye on the moor below and one on him strove to comfort him.

Courage is contagious. The elder brother possessed it in a peculiar degree, uniting the daring of youth to the hardihood and resource which as a rule come only of long experience; and Jack was not slow to feel his influence. The boy quickly stilled his sobs and dried his tears. In such crises resolutions are formed rapidly, the impulse to help is instinctive. In a few moments he was back in the old place, watching the moor; while Frank, whose bandaged head was so much more likely to catch the eye and attract attention, lay resting in the lap of the hollow.

Do you see them now? Frank asked presently, when he had somewhat recovered his breath and strength.

They are standing in front of the farm, Jack answered. Now they are beating the ground towards the further brow.

Frank nodded. They think I must have doubled back, he said coolly. It was a narrow squeak, but I am all right as it is, if I can get three things.

What are they, Frank? Jack asked timidly, gazing with awe and admiration at the ragged, blood-stained, sinewy figure beside him.

Water, food, and a hiding-place, his brother answered tersely; but first, water. The sun has burned me to a cinder, and I am parched with thirst. I little thought when I rode gaily into Settle yester-even that this would come of it. But the game is not fought out yet.

Have they not beaten you? Jack ventured to ask.

Not a bit of it! his brother answered with a reckless laugh. Twas only an affair of outposts, lad. In a week, Duke Hamilton will be at Preston with thirty thousand gallant fellows at his back. It will not be a handful of disbanded troopers will scatter it. But I thirst, Jack, I thirst.

Jack slid back into the hollow and sprang to his feet. There is a spring at the back of the house, he said eagerly. I can go to it through the yew-trees, Frank, and be back in five minutes, or ten at most. But I have nothing to carry the water in, and the pitcher is kept in the house.

In a trice Frank pulled off one of his long boots. Take that, he said. It is as nearly water-tight as awl and needle and good leather can make it. Many a man has used a worse blackjack. But can you go and return unseen, lad?

Trust me, said Jack, bravely, taking up the boot. You shall see.

He had just bethought him of the fissure in the moss which had set a limit to his explorations. It ran athwart the slope a few paces behind the hollow in which he lay, and seemed to promise safe and secret access through the yew coppice to the rear of the house where the well was. Nodding confidently to his brother, he crawled back to the rift; then dropping into it where it grew shallow, a little to the right, he turned down it and followed it until it presently opened into the dell in which the yew-trees grew. Their cool shadow no longer terrified him, for he was thinking of another, and had a purpose; two things which form the best of armor against empty fears. Carrying the boot with caution, so that it might not be seen easily or at once were he surprised, he plunged into the gloom under the trees, and creeping along, presently reached the spring, which lay a few paces only from the back of the house.

It was clear of the trees, and here he had to venture something. He waited and listened, and presently heard Mistress Gridleys voice. She was on the farther side of the house talking to some of the Puritan troopers, who had dismounted at the wall of the fold, and were discussing their victory. Taking his courage in his hand the boy advanced to the spring, and dipping the boot, staggered back with it into the shelter of the trees, where he lay a moment under cover to assure himself that he had not been observed. Quickly satisfied on this point, and the more quickly as he discovered that the boot leaked a little, he lost no more time, but hastening back the way he had come, in three or four minutes reached the surface of the moor, and had the satisfaction of seeing his brother plunge his burning face into the boot and quench his thirst with water of his providing.

Never had the boy known so proud a moment. It was an epoch in his life. He was athirst himself, his lips were parched and his mouth was burning, but he would have suffered a hundred times as much before he would have taken a drop. He looked on, glowing with happiness: fear and weakness, heat and thirst all forgotten. For he had done a mans deed.


CHAPTER IV.

THE MEAL CHEST.

It was high noon, and the sun shone hotly on the hillside where the two lay. The rim of the hollow which sheltered them from hostile eyes kept off also such light breezes as were blowing, and served to collect and focus the burning rays. Jack panted and fanned himself, longing for shade and water, and cool sounds. But no thought of deserting his brother occurred to his mind. When Frank looked up at last, after drinking three long draughts from his queer blackjack, he found the lad had gone bravely back to his post of espial, and was searching the moor with diligent eyes.

Wonder and astonishment stirred afresh in the hunted mans breast. Why, Jack, lad, he said, gazing at him as if he now for the first time comprehended the full strangeness of his presence; how come you to be here? I thought you were safe at Pattenhall, thirty miles off.

Gridley brought me, Jack answered, lowering his voice cautiously.

Old Gridley! He did, did he! He is a rogue if ever there was one. But why did he bring you? And why here?

Jack explained, as far as his knowledge went; which was not far. Franks worldly wisdom, gained in a hard school, helped him to the rest.

I see, he replied, nodding darkly. The old schemer had his own reasons for a sudden flitting. And he thought it a fine stroke to get possession of you, in case our cause and his Majestys should come uppermost again  as, please Heaven, it will now. But you had better have stopped at Pattenhall, Jack, Frank continued gravely. Those crop-eared knaves must have done something for you. They dont fight with children, to do them justice.

Still, I am glad I came, Frank, Jack said softly.

So am I, lad, his brother answered. That water and you saved my life. I could not have held out till night, and I should not have known where to turn for it myself. But we are being scorched here, and the buzzing of the bees goes through my head. You said something of a yew wood? It sounds better. Could I crawl there without being seen, think you?

Jack told him, sliding down eagerly, how he had come and gone, and described the position of the fissure in the moss.

The very thing! the fugitive cried, his face lighting up. I know the kind of thing. There are no better hiding, places. They turn and twist and throw off a dozen branches. And the nearer the house, if these Gridleys are Parliament men, the better. They will not be suspected of hiding malignants. Is the coast clear?

Jack answered in the affirmative, and eagerly led the way, his brother crawling after him, through bracken and under gorse-bushes, and over hot patches of turf where the sun grilled them, until the edge of the rift was safely gained. Here Frank fell over at once into the cool depth, and then standing up helped Jack down. The shade and the feeling of moisture which prevailed in this under-world were so welcome that for a moment the two stood leaning against the dark wall, the overhanging edge of peat effectually protecting them from the suns rays. The chasm at this point was about eight feet deep and six wide; the bottom of a dull white color, with water percolating over it. Away to the right it grew more shallow, and after throwing out numerous channels, rose at last to the level of the moor it drained. To the left it grew deeper, attaining a depth of twelve or fourteen feet where it opened on the ravine behind the house.

Good! Frank said, looking round him with sombre satisfaction. I can find a dozen hiding-places here, and lie as snug and cool in the meantime as a nymph in a grot. The rogues are lazy, or they would have climbed the brow an hour ago. They will not do so now. One thing only remains, and that is the question of food.

I will fetch some! Jack cried impetuously.

Yes, but softly, his brother answered, laying his hand on his arm, and restraining him. It is past dinner-time, and you will have been missed, my lad. There will be strange eyes in the house, and you will not find it so easy to slip away again unnoticed. Whatever you do, bide your time. I shall not starve for a bit; but if I am taken  and a careless word or a hasty step may bring these gentry upon us  they may give me quarter; and little gain to me!  a drum-head court-martial for breach of parole will do the rest.

His face grew hard, and instead of meeting the boys eyes he looked downward and moodily kicked a lump of peat with his foot. Jack longed to ask the meaning of that phrase breach of parole which he had heard so often of late in connection with his brothers name. He did not dare to put the question, but his patience was presently rewarded, for Frank began to speak again, not to him, but to himself.

A promise! he muttered, his face still dark. A promise under compulsion is no promise. If I promised not to bear arms for the king again, it was a promise made to rebels, and against my duty and theirs, and was null and void from the beginning! Who shall say it was not, or that my honor was concerned in it? Still, these Roundheads, if they catch me, will fling it in my face! And Duke Hamilton looked coldly on me. I would, after all, he added, in a voice still louder, that I had not taken Gorings advice.

What Goring had advised was so clear, though Frank said no more, that Jack looked at his brother with his eyes full of sympathy. He saw, with the astonishing clearness which children possess, that Franks conscience was ill at ease  so ill at ease that the mere thought of his broken parole, now it was too late to undo the wrong, brought all that was hard, and fierce, and desperate in his nature to the surface, mingling a kind of ferocity with his native courage, and converting hardihood into recklessness. Comprehending this, the lad gazed at him with a face full of timid sympathy; until Frank, awakening from his absent fit, glanced suddenly up and met his look.

What! have you not gone? he said roughly, and with a reddening cheek. You do not help me by staring at me like a dead pig! If you can get food, no matter what it is, dont bring it here. You may be followed. Lay it down at the opening of this rat-run, where you enter it from the house. I shall find it when the coast is clear.

His manner was changed, and Jack would have been more than mortal if he had not felt the change. It hurt and disappointed him sorely; coming just when he had done all he could. But he hid his chagrin, and, turning obediently away, set off without a word down the rift, and thence through the wood of yews, where the sheltering gloom was now as welcome to him as it had been before alarming. As he approached the house, however, and the immediate necessity of facing Mistress Gridley and the brothers with an unmoved countenance forced itself upon him, he paused involuntarily, trembling under the sense of sudden fear which beset him. The horrible events of the morning, the cries of the men whom he had seen cut down on the moor, his brothers danger, and the consequences of a hapless word, all rushed into his mind together, and for the moment, if the word may be used of so young a child, unmanned him. Clutching the trunk of the last tree he had to pass, he leaned against it in a very ague of terror; afraid to go forward, shaking at the very thought of going forward and facing those unfriendly eyes, yet knowing that if he would save his brother, if he would not shame his blood and breeding, he must go forward.
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While he stood in this agony  for it was nothing less  butler Gridley, loitering about the back-door with thoughts and for a purpose of his own, espied him; and with a stealthy foot and a glance in the direction of the house, made towards him. The least observant eye must have detected the boys terror, or seen at least that he was laboring under some strange emotion. But Gridleys eyes were not observant at all; they were only hungry. He had fasted against his will for twenty-four hours, and his plump cheeks were pallid. He had a wolf within him that demanded all his attention. He saw in the boy only a means of satisfying his craving.

Jack! he whispered, with his lips almost at the boys ear and his eyes devouring his face, I have always been good to you. I want you to do something. It is a little thing, he repeated feverishly. It is a nothing. Just  

He had got so far  and alas! for him, no farther  when a harsh, discordant laugh behind him caused him to straighten himself as if an unseen hand had propelled him. Let the child alone! Mistress Gridley cried from the door; do you hear me? I will have no plotting and colloguing in my house! And do you, Jack, come here!

There was a world of sarcasm in the womans gibing tone; and it cut the butler like a knife. He crept away with a savage glare in his eyes. The boy went slowly to the door with thoughts happily diverted from the weighty issues which had a moment before overburdened him. The incident was, indeed, his salvation; for, though the woman could not fail to remark his embarrassment, she naturally set it down to the wrong cause, supposing merely that the butler had been trying to corrupt him.

Where have you been all day? she cried roughly, hustling him into the house  so violently that he stumbled on the threshold. You dont deserve your food either, she continued, shaking him fiercely, playing truant all day! But you shall have it, if only to tantalize that craven fool yonder. Where have you been, eh? You will stop at home in future, do you hear? This is your place  inside these four walls  until this business is over. You remember that, my lad, or it will be the worse for you!

Simon Gridley and two men, whom the boy did not know, were in the kitchen, sitting dour and silent over the remains of a meal. They looked up on the boys entrance, but took no further notice of him. The woman set food before him, scolding all the while, and then went off to her work in the back premises. The boy had little heart to eat; but presently he found occasion while Simon was talking to the two strangers (who were brothers, of the name of Edgington, ex-troopers and weavers of Bradford) to secrete part of his meal inside his jacket. Mistress Gridley, when she came back, looked sharply at what he had left; but the boy had eaten so little that her suspicions were not aroused, and she flounced away with the platter, bidding him remain indoors and sit where he was.

She had scarcely gone when Luke entered and joined the party by the window, and there ensued much solemn jubilation over the mornings work and the peculiar judgments vouchsafed to the neighborhood; and particularly over the reported arrival at Ripon of Lieutenant-General Cromwell, with forces which might be trusted to give a good account of the Scotch army. Jack, sitting trembling on a stool in a corner of the fireless chimney-place, heard their sanguine predictions and shuddered. He knew Cromwell by name, and dimly associated him with Marston Moor, and the sad night which had seen his father ride home to die. The kitchen grew to the lads eyes as he listened full of dark shadows and forebodings of fate. The men who loomed between him and the window seemed to increase in size. Only the purpose he had in his mind, and the necessity of action if he would pursue it, saved him from breaking down and bursting into childish weeping.

By dint of fixing his mind on this, however, he steadied himself; and by-and-by, choosing a moment when the talk was loud, stole across the room to a tub in which the oatcake was kept. Ordinary the lid lay loose upon it: now, to his huge disappointment, he found it locked! Baffled, and more than half inclined to cry, he wandered back to his place and resumed his seat on the floor, affecting to be engaged in playing with two billets of wood. In reality his thoughts were keenly at work. The cheese and cake he had secreted were scarcely worth carrying to his brother. Where could he get more?

It occurred to him at last that, failing everything else, raw oatmeal might be of use. Inspired by the thought, he rose and sauntered round three sides of the room until he reached the chest. Pretending to play about it he presently tried the lid, and to his joy found it unfastened. He raised it cautiously an inch or two, and thrusting his hand in found the wooden bowl which was used for measuring the meal. He filled this, and withdrew it successfully. Then he let the lid fall without noise.

He had still to escape unseen with his plunder, but the men were so busily engaged in talk that he feared no interruption from them, and Mistress Gridley was neither to be heard nor seen. He moved towards the back door, opened it, and slipped outside, holding the bowl under the skirt of his jacket. The afternoon sun shone in his eyes, and for a moment he stood blinking like an owl in the daylight, so great was the change from the cool, sombre kitchen. Softly he advanced a step. Before he could take another, a heavy hand fell on his shoulder, and Mistress Gridley had him in her clutch.

You little thief! she screamed, her voice shrill with savage triumph, I have caught you, have I? You thought to deceive me, did you? To deceive me, you little ninny? What is this, eh? Whose is this? she repeated, grasping the childs wrist, and forcing him to hold up the little bowl of meal which his fingers still gripped mechanically. Whose is this, eh? Is it yours? This way, my little thief; this way!

She dragged him into the kitchen, and exulting in her own sharpness, told the men, who had risen at the sound of her outcry, how she had caught him. He thought himself clever, she continued, shaking him to and fro without mercy, but he was not clever enough for me!

What did he want with the meal? one of the strangers asked suspiciously. It looks to me very much as if  

What? Mistress Gridley asked rudely.

As if the malignant who gave us the slip this morning were hid here, and had employed this boy to get him food.

The woman sniffed contemptuously. Stuff and rubbish! she said. The meal is for the cowardly sneak who brought the boy here. He is outside, on short commons, she continued, laughing without mirth.

I met him going down to Settle, Luke said briefly. Ay, but the child did not know he was gone, she answered with confidence. The child did not know it, do you see? But I will make him know enough not to steal again, the little thief!

The men nodded in stern approval. Open me that closet door, Mistress Gridley continued, pointing with her unoccupied hand to a cupboard made in the thickness of the wall beside the chimney, and used in winter for storing wood. I will lock him up there for the present. It is nice and dark. He may keep the oatmeal, and when he has finished it, but not before, we will see about finding him some other food. In with you! she continued, dragging the boy forcibly to the place; the beetles will keep you company! and pushing him in, she closed the door and locked it upon him.

So far the boy had neither spoken nor resisted. But finding the door closed on him inexorably, and the horrors of the black closet round him  horrors which a child alone can thoroughly comprehend  he flung himself, shrieking loudly, against the door. He beat on it with his hands, he kicked it, he cried frantically to be let out. The woman listened and laughed cruelly. It is as good as beating him, and less labor, she said. Take no heed of him, and he will soon tire of shouting.

The men laughed too  the boy was a thief  and went back to their talk, while the woman sat down to her wheel. The childs cries were music to her ears; and yet she was ill at ease. The butler had gone down to Settle, had he? What if he had visited a certain place among the yew-trees before going, and dug a little? She did not think he would have had the courage to play her such a trick. Still it was possible  it was possible, and she longed for night that she might go to the place and have the assurance of her own eyes.

For a time the boy raved and beat the door, his fear increased by that sense of physical oppression which children, and many who are not children, experience when shut up in a confined space without the power of freeing themselves. By-and-by, however, as the woman had predicted, he grew calmer. He had a talisman which availed, when the first paroxysm had spent itself, to keep selfish terrors at a distance; and that was the thought of his brother. In proportion as his sobs grew feebler his brain grew clearer. Anxiety on Franks account took the place of fear for himself. Crouching beside the door with his ear laid against it, he drew such comfort from the murmur of voices and the thin line of light which marked the threshold, that he grew almost content with his position. He was safe from further punishment. Only there was his brother. He pictured Frank waiting and looking for him, waiting and looking in vain for the food which did not come! And this fancy causing his tears to flow again, in the middle of a stifled sob he fell asleep.


CHAPTER V.

TREASURE TROVE.

When he awoke and found himself in darkness, he could not for a time understand where he was. The line of light which had comforted him was gone, and with it the homely sounds of kitchen life. He stretched his sore limbs in the darkness and shivered, looking timidly for the outline of a window. Finding none, he put out his hand to feel for his bedfellow, and lit instead on the rough surface of the door, against which he had sunk down in his sleep until only his head rested upon it.

The touch recalled everything to the boys mind. With a low whimper of alarm he sat up, and crouching against the door, which seemed some kind of company, listened, holding his breath. All was still in the house, and he presently comprehended that it was night and that the family had gone to bed, leaving him there.

Use and sleep had rendered him in a way familiar with his prison, and he did not on making this discovery break into any loud wailing. Instead, he huddled himself with a moan into as small a space as possible, and not daring to put out his hand again lest it should rest on some horror, some crawling thing or clammy hand, he tried with all his might to go to sleep. He was dozing off and had almost succeeded, when a slight noise aroused him. In a moment a light shone under the door.

He scrambled eagerly to his feet, and tapped softly. Gridley! he whispered, Gridley! Is that you?

No one answered, but the bearer of the light seemed to pause in the middle of the floor as if struck by a sudden thought. Then Jack heard the bolts of the outer door withdrawn, and even in his closet felt a rush of cold air. Some one was going out!

Gridley! Gridley! he cried desperately. Let me out, will you? Please let me out.

But Gridley, if Gridley it was, took no heed. The light disappeared, and Jack heard the door close as softly as it had been opened.

He sat down, whimpering and wondering. The use of candles was so uncommon in that house that he could not remember to have once seen one lighted, though he knew that a lanthorn hung behind the kitchen door. Who then was this who used them, and went in and out by night with a foot fall which scarcely broke the stillness? The lad felt his hair move and his skin creep as he crouched trembling in the darkness. Then, on a sudden, he heard the door creak afresh and the footstep return  the same stealthy, cautious footstep, it seemed to him, which he had heard before. But this time there was no light.

None the less was he sure that some one was now standing in the middle of the floor, within a yard or two of his place of confinement. His ears, strained to the utmost, caught the sound of hurried breathing close to him, and besides he had that ill-defined sense of anothers presence which we are all apt to feel. Terrified as he was, he still clung desperately to the idea that it was Gridley, and he called the mans name again, his voice shaking with fear. To his surprise he this time got an answer.

Hush! some one muttered in the darkness. Who is that?

It is I  Jack, the boy cried joyfully Please to let me out.

Where are you?

I am locked in the closet by the fireplace, Gridley.

Hush! Is the key in the door?

I think so! Jack answered desperately. Oh, please, please let me out.

There was the sound of a hand being passed over the door, as if some one unacquainted with it, and uncertain on which side it opened, were groping for the fastening. It seemed an age to the boy before the key grated suddenly in the lock and the door yielded, and he felt the cold air rush in. For a moment he still hung back.

Is it you, Gridley? he whispered timidly, putting out his hand and trying to pierce the darkness, which was scarcely less dense in the kitchen than in the closet.

No, it is I  Frank! his brothers voice answered. And thereon a hand seized him roughly by the shoulder and drew him out. I must have food  food! the voice hissed in his ear. Dont waste a moment, lad, but tell me where it is kept. The woman is outside digging among the trees  heaven knows on what witchs errand! She may return at any moment. Where is the food kept?

The harsh, fierce note in his brothers voice did more than any words to persuade the boy of the necessity of haste. Collecting his senses as well as he could, he answered, Will oatmeal do, Frank?

Better than nothing, was the answer. Where is the tub? Lead me to it.

Jack felt his way to the chest, and found it; to his joy it was still unfastened. His brother rapidly took out several handfuls and thrust them into his pouch. Have you no cheese, oatcake, nothing else, lad? he muttered.

Jack remembered the scraps of cheese and cake which he still carried in the bosom of his jacket, and gave them into the others hand. Now I am off, Frank muttered on the instant. I can do with this until to-morrow night. If the woman finds me here I must do her a mischief, and I do not want to. So good-night, lad!

He glided hurriedly away, leaving the child standing in the middle of the floor. Jack heard him go, and heard the door open and shut; and still stood listening, wondering whether it was all a dream, or his brother had really been and was gone. Assured at length that he had had to do with reality, he wondered what course he ought to take himself. He had no mind to go back to his former prison, in comparison with which his hard bed upstairs seemed the height of comfort; and so he presently crept to the closet door, and turned the key, and then felt his way up to his room. Gridley was not there, but this troubled him little. He threw off his clothes in a hurry, and in a moment was in bed, where he lay listening with all his ears. He heard Mistress Gridley come back, and detected the sound of the key as she turned it in the outer door. He trembled lest she should come up to look for him, but nothing of the kind happened; and while he still listened, the fatigues of the day proved too much for him and he fell asleep.

It was broad day, and the sun had been up for hours, and the house astir as many, when he awoke in his bed and found three people gazing at him. Instinctively at sight of their faces he began to cry, expecting a blow, or to be roughly plucked up and upbraided for his laziness. But no blow came, nor did either of the three persons who looked at him with eyes of such astonishment and perplexity offer to touch him.

You are sure that the door was really locked? one of the men was saying when he awoke.

Am I sure that you stand there? the woman answered tartly. Am I one to make a mistake of that kind?

Simon Gridley shook his head. I remember now, he muttered, that I tried the door myself. It was locked sure enough.

And it was locked this morning, Mistress Gridley added.

Lukes eyes, always wild, glittered with excitement. It was difficult to believe that he saw or could see anything except helplessness in the child who quaked and shrank before them: but so it was. There are those whom locks will not bind, but they shall be bound on the Great Day! he said in a hollow voice; of such it is written, These sholl ye make to cease from the earth!

Tut tut! Simon answered sternly. This is folly. What does the lad say himself? Who let him out?

Ay, who let you out, you imp of Satan? the woman cried fiercely.

But the boy discerned that, with all her fierceness, panic and terror possessed her; and it was this evidence of an evil conscience which inspired him to answer as he did, A woman came down stairs with a light in a lanthorn, he said.

The men stared and waited for more, but the woman recoiled with a pale face. You little liar! she cried hoarsely. What woman? What woman is there here?

The boy shook his head. I did not see her face, he said, but she came down with a lanthorn.

Mistress Gridley gasped. The boy knew something, but she could not tell how much. And then beyond this doubt lay the mystery, which was as much of a mystery to her as to the others, how he came to be here instead of in the locked cupboard.

Bring the lanthorn! Simon Gridley exclaimed on a sudden. We can see if it has been lately used, at any rate; and so far test his story.

His wife went for it. When she returned with it, it was empty. There is no candle in it, she said sullenly. The boy is a liar.

Simon took it from her hand and thrust his nose into the opening. Softly, woman, he said. It has been used within the week. Come, boy, he continued sharply, who opened the door for you?

I saw no one, the child answered with tears. There was a woman with a lanthorn. But I saw no one when the door was opened!

Simon glared at him impatiently, and raised his hand as if he were minded to try if a little correction would not render his account more intelligible; but Luke, breaking in with one of his fierce rhapsodies, called off his brothers attention, and the three, without further questioning, went downstairs to discuss the matter there. Simon alone, however, was able to do so with any degree of coolness and judgment; for though the woman did not altogether agree with Lukes interpretation, or find his gloomy fancies convincing, she had more substantial reasons than either of the others for fearing and hating the child: and no more notion than they had how he had contrived to free himself from the closet in which she had placed him. That riddle she could not read; and the longer she considered it, the darker grew her thoughts and suspicions, until nothing, not even Lukes sombre theory, seemed too strange or too improbable for belief. Conscience makes not only cowards of us all, but the most credulous of cowards.

Jack would scarcely have escaped further examination but for the return of the butler; who brought such news as not only broke up the family council, but caused the bearer to be taken back into fellowship. The main road westward to Clitheroe and Preston crossed the moor not far from the house. He came to say that the advanced guard of the Parliamentary army was even then passing along it. Simon and Luke, with the Edgingtons, who arrived at the moment, hurried off on the instant to a sight than which none could be better calculated to fill their stern breasts with joy. This left Mistress Gridley and the butler together, and they had so much to say to one another that the boy, stealing timidly downstairs, found himself ignored, and, seizing the opportunity, slipped out on his own account at the back of the house. Taking every precaution he could think of to avoid notice, he passed through the yew-trees, and reached the mouth of the rift in safety.

Here he waited a little, sitting on the ground, and presently Frank came to him. Are you quite sure you are not followed, lad? he said, glancing warily round.

Jack replied that he was, and brought out a little food which he had managed to secrete. Then he told his brother what he had heard about the march of Cromwells army. They say the main body will pass to-morrow, he added.

Preston way, do you say?

Yes.

Franks face grew dark and thoughtful. If he is in strength he will take them by surprise, he muttered. What does he number, I wonder? Has he got only Ashton and the western Presbyterians, or is his southern army with him? If I knew, I would get across the moors at all risks, and take the news. But it would not do to go with wolf in ones mouth, and be called a fool and a croaker for pay!

They talk of twenty-five thousand men passing to-morrow, Jack said.

If that be true, and the Duke be marching, as he was marching three days back, with his head a score of miles from his tail, he will be cut in two as surely as he lives! Frank cried with an oath. He started up and began to pace the hollow, three steps this way and three that, while Jack watched him eagerly. Four-and-twenty hours of skulking had not improved the fugitives appearance. He was hatless and had lost his sword. His face was caked with dust and sweat, his clothes were frayed and stained with blood. He had torn off part of one sleeve to bind his head, and this, with his unshaven chin and haggard eyes, contributed to his wild and desperate appearance.

Yet the boy looked at him with pure admiration. The lad felt himself a man by reason of the share he had in his perils. The younger brother longed to help the elder. You can see the road from the lower moor, he said eagerly; that is no more than a mile from here. Could you not go there and see them pass, Frank, and then go to the Duke?

Could I see them pass in these clothes? Frank answered, with a bitter smile. True, I am not much like a cavalier, but I am not much like a Parliament man either! I should have the cry raised on me before I was a mile across the moor.

I forgot that, the boy said despondently. Yet it would be a great thing to warn Duke Hamilton, Frank, would it not? Do you think he will be beaten if you cannot reach him?

The elder brother nodded gloomily, standing still and gazing at the ground. The sides of the rift rose high above them, for the place where Jack had seated himself to wait lay close to the yew wood, where the fissure at its first starting from the ravine was deepest. They had little to fear from observation; and familiarity with danger so early breeds contempt that Frank fancied he had been in hiding here a week instead of a day, and felt a proportionate confidence in his lurking place. The sun lay hot on the moor: the shadow where the two stood was cool and pleasant.

I suppose I could not do it, Jack said at last, humbly, and as one expecting a rebuff. I am afraid I could not count well enough, Frank; but I will try, if you like.

His brother looked at him with a sudden light in his face. You? he said. I never thought of that!

But he began to think of it; and as he thought, his face bore witness to the struggle which was passing in his mind. The lad beside him was a mere child; the risk to which he would expose him was such that a grown man might shun it without shame. And the boy was not a child only, but his own brother  one who had a claim upon him and a right to expect at his hands peculiar care and protection.
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He knew, in a word, that he was not justified in exposing the child to the risk he meditated. But on the other side lay inclination and more than one cunning argument. The prospect of turning defeat into victory, and building on misfortune a claim to gratitude shone brightly before him. He saw himself the saviour of the army, thanked, honored, and exalted by men who had lately looked coldly on him. And then again was it not the duty of every subject, young and old, to dare all for the King; to think nothing which aided him dishonorable, nor any danger by which he might profit excessive? In some such creed he had been brought up, and it came to his help at this moment.

I do not see why you should not do it, he said slowly and thoughtfully. You would run less risk after all than a grown man, and be subject to less suspicion.

Only I dont think I could count  not thousands, said Jack despondently.

That is easily managed, Frank answered with a slight frown. But you had better not do it if you are afraid.

I am not afraid, Jack said, with a flushed face. It is only the counting, Frank.

Frank nodded and stood awhile in doubt, twisting a bit of fern to and fro between his fingers. If they caught you doing it they might  I do not know what they would do to you, Jack, lad, he said at last.

I do not mind, the boy cried bravely. It is for the King, is it not, Frank?

Of course it is.

It might put him on the throne again, might it not, Frank?

It might, said Frank. But  

What? the boy asked, his face falling at the word.

Frank did not answer. The childs loyalty and courage touched him almost to the point of giving way. For a moment it was on his tongue and in his mind to refuse the offer. But then his own past error stepped in his way. The temptation to turn the tables by a dazzling success on those who had blamed him for his breach of parole  the still greater temptation to justify the breach by showing, at least, that he had not sinned in vain, overcame him.

You think you could do it, lad? he said at last  instead of that which he had meant to say.

I am sure I could  if I could count, Jack answered eagerly.

Well, then, look here, Frank said. Or wait a moment.

He began to search up and down the rift until he came upon two pieces of wood, one a foot long or something less, the other half as long. He trimmed them with his knife, and then cutting off one of the points which fastened his breeches at the knee, tied the two sticks together with it in such a way that they became a rude cross. He put it into Jacks hands, and gave him his knife also. Now, he said, look here! The thing I want you to notice first and foremost, lad, is the number of guns. For every cannon, Jack, cut a nick on this long piece. Do you see, Jack? For a regiment of foot cut a notch on the right arm. They will pass by in regiments, probably with a space between, for they have discipline enough to suit old Leslie, and so you will have no trouble with them. The horse you will not count easily, and may not be exact with them. Still, notch them on the other arm as well as you can, troop by troop. If you get the cannon and foot regiments right, I shall be able to guess the horse pretty nearly.

And then shall I bring it to you? Jack said, gazing with childish pleasure at his new plaything.

Yes, as soon as you think that they have all passed. But do not be in a hurry. When you come, if you do not find me, leave the cross on the bank here under the moss. Do you understand now?

Yes, I understand, said Jack.

It will not be the only thing hidden here, his brother continued. Look, lad, what do you think of that?

He displaced some overhanging moss with his hand, and Jack, looking into the crevice thus revealed, fairly gasped with surprise. Why, they are  

They are the gold vessels from Pattenhall Church! Frank exclaimed, in a tone of triumph. I have despoiled the spoilers! The woman who came out with the light last night had them buried under yonder tree  the one you can see at the end here. Come this way, and I will show you! When I slipped out, fearing she might surprise me, I found her at work covering something up with a spade. I watched her go, and then as soon as it was light I tried my luck there. I found these little matters tied up in a napkin.

And you took them? Jack said.

Took them? Of course I took them. I put three stones in the napkin in place of them, and filled up the ground neatly. And one of these days some one will be disappointed.

Hush! said Jack, raising his hand quickly. What is that?


CHAPTER VI.

DEAD SEA APPLES.

The two had advanced without thought to the foot of the tree which Frank had indicated, and in doing so had quitted the shelter of the rift, from which an open space a dozen yards in width now separated them. The deep shade of the yew-tree which stretched its arms above them still afforded some protection, the glare of the sun on the moorland intensifying its gloom and blackness. But such protection was partial only; it could not avail against persons approaching the tree closely.

The horror of the two may be imagined, therefore, when they awoke suddenly to this fact, and to the conviction that some one was approaching  nay, was already near. Before Jacks muttered warning had well been uttered, the sharp crack of a stick, broken under foot, and the tones of voices drawing each moment nearer placed the danger beyond dispute.

For a moment the brothers stood as still as stones, the mans face growing hard and stern as he listened and comprehended too late the reckless folly he had committed in leaving a secure hiding-place at that time of the day. His eyes traveled from the boys, in which he read a pitiful alarm more overmastering if less intense than his own, to the space which separated him from the rift and from safety. Alas! he measured it with a despairing eye. A moment before he could have passed that interval at a bound, and at will; now he recognized with an inward groan that the attempt was hopeless. A single step in that direction must place him at once in full view of those who were approaching.

Would they stop short of the tree which hid him? That seemed his only chance. He set his teeth together, and gripped Jacks shoulder hard as he listened, and heard them still come on  come on and come nearer. His brain sought desperately for some way, some plan of escape. At the last moment, when all seemed lost, and less than a score of paces now lay between him and the newcomers, he hit upon one which might possibly help him.

It is that woman! he hissed in Jacks ear. Lie down and pretend to be asleep! Take their attention for a moment only, and I may slip round this tree and reach another.

Jack, poor lad, was almost paralyzed with terror, but he understood; and he found one part of his instructions easy enough to execute. His knees were already so weak under him with fear and excitement that he sank to the ground under the pressure of his brothers hand, with scarce any volition of his own; and crouching in the shadow with his knees drawn up to his chin, remained motionless with dismay.

For a moment after reaching the spot, Mistress Gridley and the butler did not see him. The boy sat deep in the shadow, and the sun shone in their eyes as they crossed from one tree to another, and from that one to the farthest of all. The butler had even begun the argument afresh  they had been disputing about the removal of the treasure  and had stuck his spade into the ground that he might lean upon it while he talked, when he espied the pale face shining in the gloom beside the trunk, and started with affright. Ha! he exclaimed in a high tone, what is that?

The woman started too. Her mind was ill at ease; and it was strange that the child should have chosen that particular square yard of ground to sit upon. But she recovered herself more quickly. You little brat! she cried, peering at him with her eyes shaded, what are you doing here? Be off! Go to the house, and stay there till I come, do you hear?



[image: img54.png]
What is that!  Page 118.



The child did not move.

Do you hear, you little booby? she repeated angrily. Get up and be off before I give you something to remember me by! As she spoke, she advanced a step nearer to him and raised her hand to strike him.

Still the child did not move: and the womans hand fell harmless by her side. The peculiar pallor of the boys face, a pallor heightened by the shade in which he sat, his immobility, the strangeness of his attitude and position, above all the fixed glare of his eyes, had their effect upon her, scared and impressed as she already was by his unexplained delivery from the closet. She hesitated and fell back a step.

The butler, who knew nothing of the closet episode, attributed the move to prudence. Soft and easy, he muttered approvingly, or he may suspect something. It is odd he should be here.

Suspect! the woman answered with a shiver; for when a strong nature gives way to panic, the rout is complete. I doubt he knows. The child is not canny, she added, staring at him in an odd, shrinking fashion.

The butler was at all times a coward, and without understanding the womans reasons he felt the influence of her fear. Not canny! he said uneasily; why, what is the matter with him? Hi, Jack, my boy, what are you doing here? he continued, addressing the lad with a poor attempt at good-fellowship. Are you ill, or what is it?

The boy did not move.

Gridley advanced gingerly towards him, as a timid man approaches a strange dog. When he came near, however, and saw that it really was the boy, little Jack Patten whom he had known from his birth, the assurance made him laugh at the womans fears. Come, get up, lad, he said roughly; get up and go and play!

He seized Jack by the collar and raised him to his feet. Jump, lad, jump! he said. Be off! You will get the ague here. Go into the sun and play!

The boy had shaken off his first terror. Frank, he thought, must be safe by this time. He kept his feet therefore, but hesitated in doubt what to do; standing, to outward view a sullen pale-faced child, beside the dark trunk of the yew. Gridley noticed that he kept his one hand closed, and acting on a momentary impulse asked him roughly what he had there. The boy, without answering, opened his fingers mechanically, disclosing three tiny whinberries which he had picked while he talked with his brother in the rift, and had involuntarily retained in his hand ever since. The butler struck them out of his little palm with a disappointed pish! and turning him round by the shoulder sent him off with a push. There, go and pick some more! he said. Be off! Be off!

The lad obeyed slowly, and with apparent reluctance. When he was out of sight, Gridley, who had stepped a few paces from the tree that he might watch him the better, returned and picked up his spade. There, he is gone! he said, with an inquisitive look at the woman, whose mood puzzled him. And if you will have the things up, it must be done. Let us lose no more time.

He struck the spade into the ground, and began to dig, while his companion watched him. But her face betrayed none of the greedy excitement which had always marked it before when the treasure was in question. Instead, it wore a look of dread and expectation. Something like grey fear lay like a shadow upon it, and left it only when the man stopped digging, and throwing down his spade, dragged a small white bundle from the shallow hole he had made.

Then she showed at last some animation. They are there, she muttered, her eyes beginning to burn. I fancied  

Oh, they are here, he answered, chuckling as he stooped to unfasten the napkin. They are here, never fear! Safe bind safe find, you know, my lady.

Scarcely were the words out of his mouth, however, when he fell back pale and trembling. A hideous look of disappointment and dismay took in a moment the place of the gloating smile which had before distorted his features. The napkin being untied disclosed three stones; no gold, no cups, no treasure, but only three stones!

For a moment the two stood silent and thunderstruck, gazing at the pebbles, which in their perfect worthlessness seemed to mock them. Then the man turned swiftly and suddenly on the woman, rage and suspicion so transforming him, that he did not look like the same person. You hag! he cried, with lips which writhed under the effort he made to control himself. You thieving witch! This is your work! Where is my gold? Where is my gold, I say? he repeated wildly. Tell me, or I will murder you! And he advanced upon her, his hands opening and shutting on the empty air.

His frantic gestures and the passion of his manner might have appalled even a brave man. But the woman, who had evinced less surprise and more fear on making the discovery, waved him back with the purest contempt. Fool! she hissed, with a flash of scorn in her eyes, do you think that I should have played this farce with you?

But the gold? he cried, cowering away from her in a moment like the craven he was. It is gone, woman! It is gone, you see! If you have not taken it, who has? For heavens sake, say you have taken it, and hidden it somewhere else!

She looked darkly at him, and the look did more to persuade him she was innocent than any words. He wrung his hands and all but wept. Some one has taken it, he moaned. It is gone, and I shall never see it again!

What brought the boy sitting here? she muttered on a sudden.

Jack Patten?

Mistress Gridley nodded with a strange look in her eyes. Ay, little Jack. And he had three whinberries in his hand, she continued in the same hushed tone. Look about, if you are not afraid. Find the whinberries, and something may come of it!

He did not understand, but he saw she was in deadly earnest; and he was a coward, and afraid of her. The whinberries? he stammered, edging a pace away from her. What of them?

They are our gold cups, she muttered between fear and rage. The child has bewitched them.

Gridley cried out Nonsense. But all the same he looked quickly over his shoulder. The sun was high and gave him courage. The child? he said; why, I have known him from his birth!

Find the whinberries! was all the answer she vouchsafed. And she pointed imperatively to the ground. Find them, I say, if you are not afraid, man.

He went down on his knees and began to search. But the earth he had thrown out of the hole lay thick on the ground, and he failed to find even one of them. He rose, and told the woman so; and she nodded as if she had expected the answer.

He shuddered at that. He saw her afraid, and he knew she feared few things. Besides, she had all the influence over him which a strong mind is sure to possess over a weak one. Seeing her afraid he grew fearful also. Though he did not believe, he trembled. He remembered how strangely the boy had looked at him, how obstinately he had refused to speak, what an odd persistence he had shown in clinging to that spot. Yet how had the boy known? How had he found the place?

Doubtfully he put that thought into words, and got his answer. How did he get out of the wood closet when I locked him in last night? Mistress Gridley asked contemptuously. I left the door locked when I went to bed, and the boy inside. I found the door locked this morning, but the boy was in his own bed. That is not canny.

He may have taken the cups without  without that, said the butler, glancing round him with a shiver.

Then where are they? the woman retorted swiftly. Or do you mean that he took them and hid them, and then came again and sat on the place for us to find him? I tell you the lad can go through locked doors.

The butler was not convinced, but he trembled. He stood gnawing his nails with a gloomy face, one thing only quite clear to him; that whether the child possessed the power which the woman attributed to him or not, it was certainly he who had taken the treasure. This excited such a degree of rage in Gridleys mind as fear alone kept within bounds. He longed to follow the child and force the secret and the gold from him, and only the dread which the woman manifested kept him from doing this on the instant. As it was, he stood undecided, turning over in his mind all the stories he had heard of strange powers and weird possession  stories which then filled all the country-side, especially in lonely and ill-populated districts  and striving to recollect whether anything in little Jacks history seemed to bring him within the scope of these marvellous narratives.

Mistress Gridley watched him for a time, but presently her patience gave way. She bade him, fiercely, pick up the spade and come to the house; and together the two returned, each hating the other as the cause of a fruitless and unprofitable sin.


CHAPTER VII.

THE WOODEN CROSS.

Released in a manner so much beyond his hopes, Jack lost no time in betaking himself to the house, where he found all quiet and himself alone in possession. He had every reason to congratulate himself on the success of his scheme; yet he knew he was not out of the wood. Child as he was, he saw that the woman, finding herself robbed in that place, must lay the blame on him; and in his dread of what would happen when the pair returned, he found it impossible to remain still a moment, but wandered from front to back, and kitchen to stairs, expecting yet dreading the first sound of their approach. When it came he crouched in the chimney corner and held his breath, waiting for the storm to break.

And there the woman found him when she entered. She had not expected to see him, and she started violently, for nothing her companion had urged had availed in the least to shake her belief in the childs dark powers. His pale face and huddled form and his odd and elfish position, as she came upon him, in the shadowy corner only served to confirm and support it. She shrank away without a word, and busied herself at the back of the house, until the boy finding himself free from attack took heart of grace, and little by little emerged from his retreat.

He could not understand how he had escaped suspicion and punishment, but the fact was enough, and his spirits soon rose. He wanted no reasons. Assured of his brothers safety, and delighted to think that he had contributed to it, he could scarcely restrain the impulse that would have had him hunt Frank out and share his joy with him. Fortunately, he did restrain it, however; for during the rest of the day he was the unconscious object of the strictest watchfulness. Wherever he went and whatever he did, his steps were dogged and his actions noted, though he did not perceive it himself. The woman, by an immense effort, hid her fears, while Gridley, balanced between terrors and fits of rage which became at times ungovernable, had the prudence to shun the object of his hatred, and leave the task of surveillance to her.

Accordingly, the child remained in perfect ignorance. He went about his small and  to the adult mind  incomprehensible employments in his own small fashion; playing here and there, and presently rendering the womans task more easy by the completeness with which he gave himself up to rehearsing the morrows plan. Mistress Gridley found him continually slipping away, and as often stalked him into corners, where she soon learned that he had something hidden about him  something which he took out when he was alone, and put away stealthily on her approach.

The womans covetous spirit took fire afresh at this discovery, and for the moment overcame her fears. Her eyes began to burn, her cheek grew hot. When he sauntered away again, she watched him secretly, and by-and-by marked him down in a corner of the fold where the wall was highest. There she saw him sit down with his back to the house and his face to the wall, and, taking something, which she could not see, from his clothes, begin to toy with it, stooping over it, and caressing it with the utmost devotion.

She did not doubt that the thing he fondled in this strange fashion was the treasure of which he had robbed her by his arts; and in a transport of anger she slipped out of the house by the back door, and, making a circuit, stole up to the corner, keeping on the farther side of the wall. When she reached the place she paused and listened, crouching low that he might not see her. The child was muttering softly to himself  muttering some monotonous unintelligible jargon, which in her ears could be nothing but a charm. The woman shuddered at the thought, but still she persisted. Cautiously raising her eyes above the level of the wall, she got a sight of the object he was crooning over. It was neither gold nor cup nor treasure, but a strange-looking cross of wood!

Mistress Gridley shrank away, trembling in every limb. The sight confirmed all her apprehensions. She hurried back to the house. But in the excitement of the pursuit she had not noticed the change in the sky, which had grown in the last few moments dark and overcast. The first peal of the tempest, therefore, surprised her as she retreated. Startled and affrighted, she looked up and saw the black canopy impending over her head; with a cry, she crouched still lower, as if she might in that way escape the wrath she had invoked. Her nerves were so shaken that she never doubted the child had brought this sudden storm upon her, and even when it did her no harm, when it resolved itself into the most ordinary phenomenon and descended in sheets of rain, while the mountains clothed themselves in mist, and the moor streamed at a hundred pores  even then, though she had seen such a storm a hundred times and knew its every aspect, she still quailed. A terror of great darkness was upon her. She dared no longer meet the childs eyes, but sat in the farthest corner of the room, furtively watching him; while the eaves dripped outside, and the cold light of a wet summer evening stole across the moor.

When he was gone to bed and his eye withdrawn from her, she felt more at ease. But her discomposure was still so great that Simon and Luke must have remarked it when they returned, if they had not been themselves full of an anxiety which occupied their minds to the exclusion of everything else.

This rain! Simon cried, as he shook out his dripping cloak on the floor and turned to take a last look through the open door. Who would have foreseen it? Who would have foreseen it, I say, this morning? Never did sky look better. Yet if it goes on through the night they will scarcely get the guns over the hills by this road. The General will be late.

It grows more heavy, Luke answered moodily, looking out over the others shoulder.

Ay, and the clouds are low, Simon assented. I never knew rain more sudden in my life, nor, surely, more untimely. There is many a man will be damp tonight and march the slower to-morrow. Heaven grant it hinders the malignants also!

The wind is westerly, Luke answered shrewdly. I doubt it.

Simon shrugged his shoulders as sharing the doubt, and would have closed the door. But at that moment his wife, who had already risen from her seat, laid her hand on his arm. The hand trembled. The womans eyes were glittering, her cheeks white. Simon! she said, peering into his face, and speaking in a tone of suppressed excitement, what is it  this storm? Whom does it hinder? What does it matter? What was it you were saying about it?

What does it matter, and whom does it hinder? the man answered fiercely. It hinders the Lords work, woman! It matters to all Christian men! It hinders guns and horses, men and wagons, that should be at Preston to-morrow to cut off the malignant Hamilton and his brood. In twelve hours, if this rain continues, the road to Preston will be a quagmire, and the Philistines will laugh at us. But we must rest content. It is the Lords doing!

It is not the Lords doing! she answered in a tone of surprising emotion. It is not his doing! It is Satans!

Tush! said her husband, harshly; but he started nevertheless at her tone. You rave, woman!
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I do not rave! she answered, throwing up her arms wildly. I tell you this tempest, that you talk of  I saw it raised! This hindrance  I saw it begotten! I  I, Simon Gridley! There is one here who can brew the storm and hush the whirlwind! There is one here beside whom your General is powerless!

Then he must have the devils aid indeed! Simon answered, with a grim chuckle. But softly, wife, what is this?

In rapid, hurried words, rendered weighty by the terror and belief which were in her, the woman detailed what she had seen the boy do, and how the storm, of which the heavens had given so little warning, had followed immediately thereon. She could not tell them all the bases of her belief; she dared not mention the gold vessels, or the strange scene under the yew-tree. But belief in such things is infectious. The mystery of the locked door was still a mystery unsolved and inexplicable. That they all knew; and nothing in the solitary life these people had led among the fells, nothing in the harsh, narrow creed they professed, or in their custom of literally applying the Scriptures to everyday events, was at odds with the conclusion that the child was possessed by an evil spirit. No one in that day was so bold as to doubt the existence of the black art. And if at the first glance this helpless child seemed the most unlikely of professors, the discovery that his powers were being used against the cause which they believed to be the cause of heaven, furnished a probability which enabled them to dispense with the other. The men looked in each others faces uneasily. The light was waning, the corners of the room were full of shadows. Those who felt no terror felt wrath, which was near akin to it. For the woman, her eyes flickered with hatred; which was only more intense because it was held in check by abject fear.

At length Simon, whose bold and hardy spirit alone accepted the idea with any real reluctance, rose; they had long ago formed themselves into a council round the table.

Hush! he said, raising his hand. The rain has stopped. What do you say to that?

They listened and found that it was so. The eaves no longer dripped.

If he is a wizard, he is a poor one, Simon continued, with a little contempt in his tone. But if you will have it so, see here, we will watch him. There is a power greater than his, and in the strength of that I do not fear him.

The woman shuddered, while Luke, who was for immediate action, replied in a wild rhapsody, quoting the priests of Baal and the witch of Endor, the order of the law respecting magicians, and the fate of Magus. But Simon was firm; he was not to be moved, and in the end his proposal was accepted. The matter was thought so momentous, however, that it was decided to consult the Edgingtons next day, and bring them into the affair.

When all was settled Simon rose, and went to the door and threw it open. He knew that, within a circuit of a few miles from where he stood, thousands upon thousands of soldiers were at that moment lying under the bare heavens, without so much as a tree to cover them; and he had a soldiers feeling for their distresses. He saw with satisfaction, therefore, that though the clouds still hung low, in one quarter there was a rift in them, through which the full moon was shining out of the blue black of heaven. It looks better, he said, as he came in again. It will be fine to-morrow. And there is no great harm done yet.

But, to all appearance, more rain fell during the night, for when the household rose at daybreak, the hills were running with water, and every little streamlet was musical. A fine drizzle filled the air, and obscured even the nearer surface of the moor, while fog veiled the mountains and hung like a curtain before the distant prospects. The boy eating his porridge with the others, unconscious of the strange glances and suspicious shrinkings of which he was the object, looked through the window and wondered how he was to manage his counting, and whether it would be possible to tell horse from foot. From this his thoughts strayed to Frank. Frank must be suffering horribly in this weather, with no roof over him, and no cloak, and no sufficient food. At the thought Jack felt his eyes fill with tears, tears which he would fain have hidden; but he found Simons harsh glance upon him, and whichever way he looked he could not escape it. He grew hot; he changed color and trembled in his seat, and presently, feeling his position insufferable  for he longed to think, and could not do so under eyes which seemed to read his secrets  he rose suddenly, and sidled from the room. He went, as he supposed, unnoticed, and without a thought of evil seized his cap and left the house.

Never had the moor looked more desolate; more sad and dreary and grey-colored. Here and there a stone stood upright, peering boldly through the rain; and here and there, where the fell rose, a whirl of mist floated above the surface as the fog thickened and broke before a puff of wind. The child shivered as he looked about him; and an older heart might have quailed. But shiver or quail, he held on. He had a purpose, and he clung to it. He knew the way to the high road, which passed over the moor half a league from the house, and he pressed on bravely towards it, thinking of his brother and the King, and the service he was about to perform, until, despite the rain, his puny frame glowed all over. The thoughts in his mind were childish enough, the ideas he entertained of men and things as shadowy and unreal as the fog about him. But the spirit and self-denial which supported him were as real as any which animated the greatest man who that day marched or fought for his cause.

Even the passage of an army with horse and foot and great guns could not in such a district draw together any large number of spectators; and the boy, saved from immediate pursuit by the fog, found himself free to choose his position. Avoiding a group of countryfolk who had taken possession of a hillock which would otherwise have suited him well, he made for a second mound that rose a hundred paces farther on, and seemed also to overlook the road. Climbing to the top of this, he sat down in the damp bracken to wait for the troops.

A sutler or two passed presently below him, some straggling horsemen, a few knots of yokels bent on satisfying their curiosity. But the day was four hours old before the measured tramp of hoofs and the murmur of many voices, the clang of steel, and hoarse cries of command thrilled the child with the consciousness that the time was come. Trembling with excitement, he peered over the edge of the mound. The rain had ceased for a while. There was some show of clearing in the air. The sun which had broken through the clouds struck full on the head of the column, as it came on slowly and majestically, in a frame of steaming mist; cuirass and helmet, spur and scabbard, flashing and sparkling in the white glare.

These were the horsemen who had stemmed the pride of Rupert and shattered the Cavaliers. The boy looked and looked at them, looked until the last man  a grave sergeant with a book at his belt  had ridden by him. Then he remembered himself with a sigh, and quickly drawing out his cross, cut six nicks upon it, for the six troops of horse which had formed the column.

After these, three regiments of foot passed; stern, war-worn men, muddy and travel-stained, in buff coats, and with long pikes trailing behind them. Then more troops of horse, whom he duly nicked, and then some tumbrils, which at first the boy took for guns, but afterwards perceived to be laden with ammunition. On all these the sun shone, not cheerfully but with a stern glare, which seemed confined to that part of the moor, so that they passed before the boy in a vision as it were, and he notched them off in a dream. It was strange to stand so near these thousands of marching men, to hear the murmur of their multitudinous voices, and the tramp of their feet, and yet to be apart from them and unheeded by them. For they passed in perfect order, no man stepping out of the ranks; so that at last the boy took courage and rose to his feet under their eyes.

When the tumbrils had passed the sun went in, and three regiments of musketeers came up, marching on one anothers heels, with the rain and storm gathering about them, and the men grumbling at the weather. The boy notched them off, and watching for the great guns (of which none had passed), walked from end to end of his little platform, scanning the road. More than one of the men who plashed along beneath him noticed the strange figure of the boy moving against the sky.

For the fog, through which he loomed larger than life, distorted his gestures. He seemed at times to be cursing the men below him, and at times to be raising his hands to heaven in their behalf. The troopers who remarked his strange figure perched above them, looked on indifferently, neither heeding nor understanding. Not so all who had their eyes at that moment upon him. The watcher was also the watched; and presently, when the rain had set in steadily once more, and the mist had grown so thick that he despaired of finishing his count where he was, and thought of descending into the road, a sudden end was put to his calculations. Something rose up behind him and dashed him violently to the ground. Stunned and terrified, the child clung, even in his fall, to the precious cross; in a moment it was wrenched from him. He cried out wildly for help, but instantly a cloak was flung over his head, and blind, and breathless, he felt himself raised from the ground. Some one tied his hands at the wrists and his feet at the ankles; then he felt himself carried hastily off. He could scarcely breathe, he could not struggle, he could not see. He could not even guess what had happened to him.


CHAPTER VIII.

A STRANGE TRIAL.

For some distance he felt himself carried across a mans shoulder. Then another man took him up and carried him on more briskly. His head hung down, the cloak covered his face tightly; he felt himself at times far on the way to suffocation. But, gagged and bound as he was, he could neither cry out nor help himself.

The shortest journey taken under such circumstances must needs seem endless, and so this one seemed to the child. He long remembered it; but at last it did come to an end, with all its misery and terror  things not to be described in words. His bearer stopped. He heard voices, and the hollow sound of steps on a stone floor. He was set on his feet, and the cloak roughly removed from his head. He looked about him dazed. To his intense surprise and astonishment he found himself standing in the middle of the kitchen at the farmhouse. There was the settle; there was the table at which he had eaten his morning porridge!

For a moment the sight filled him with excess of joy. In the instant of recognition the familiar surroundings, the things and faces to which, meagre and harsh as they were, he had grown accustomed, brought blessed relief to the childs mind. He uttered Gridleys name with a sob of joy, and tried to move towards him. But his hands and feet were still bound, and he lost his balance and fell forward on the floor.

Simon Gridley, amid perfect silence, advanced and took him up and set him in a chair. The other five, four men and a woman, stood round the table looking at him. Each held a bible.

Between fright and perplexity, and the hurt of his fall, the boy began to cry. Still, no one spoke to him. He stopped crying.

Then at last the strange way they looked at him, the strange silence they kept, went to the boys heart. He cried no longer, but he looked from one to the other, terrified by the fierce glare in their eyes. Gridley, he said faintly; Gridley, what is it, please?

The butler, at the sound of his voice, sank down pale and trembling on the meal chest. The woman shrank before his eye. But the four men met his look with stern, pitiless faces and set lips. It was Simon who spoke. We have taken him in the act, he said, in a low, impassive voice. What shall we do with him?

Ye shall make him to cease! Luke answered, in the monotonous tone of one repeating a form. He comes of an accursed brood, and he is in league with the father of curses, whose child he is! He would have bewitched the Lord General and his army with his enchantments. We have seen it with our eyes. What need have we of further evidence?

But Simon Gridley thought otherwise. Stand forward, woman, he said, disregarding his brothers last remark. Say what you saw yesterday.

The woman, amid that strange silence, began to speak in a low voice. The rain was still falling, and the eaves dripped outside. The cold light which found its way into the room showed her white to the lips. But she told without faltering her tale of the storm which had fallen on the moor when the child rubbed the cross; and no one doubted it, any more than, to do her justice, she doubted it herself. For was she not confirmed by the presence of the cross itself, which lay in the middle of the table for all to see! They looked at it with horror, never doubting that the knots were devils knots, that the wood of which it was formed came from no earthly tree.

Meantime the child, terrified by the stern, harsh faces and the glances of unintelligible abhorrence which met him wherever he looked, had no wit to understand the charge made against him. He knew only that the cross had something to do with it  that it was the cross at which they all looked; and he supposed from this that his brother was in danger. For his simple soul this was enough. He seemed to be in a dreadful dream. He cried and trembled, sobbing, while they spoke, like the child he was. But his mind was made up. He would be cut to pieces, but he would never let Franks name pass his lips.

Hence, when one of the Edgingtons, who had met Master Matthew Hopkins, the great witch-finder, and would fain have probed the matter further with such skill as he fancied he had acquired, adjured him solemnly to speak and say where he got the cross, the child was silent; so obstinately silent that it was plain he could have told something if he would.

He is mute of malice, Simon said.

He is mute of the devil! Luke answered fiercely. What need of talk when we saw him with our own eyes rule the storm? And it rains still. It rains, and will rain, until his power is broken.

This monstrous idea seemed to his hearers in no way incredible. The belief in witchcraft and in demoniacal possession of every kind had reached its height in England about this time, when mens minds, released from the wholesome leading-strings of custom and the church, evinced a natural proneness to run into all manner of extremes. Had the child been a woman, his fate had been sealed on the spot, the popular fancy attributing the black art to that sex in particular. But the fact that he was a boy was so far abnormal, that it stuck in the throat of the Edgington who had spoken before. Has he any mark upon him? he asked.
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The woman replied, almost in a whisper, that he had a black mole on his left shoulder.

Is it a common mark?

She shook her head without speaking.

Luke waited for no more. This is folly! he cried wildly. What need have we of signs? We have seen. Bolts and bars will not hold him, nor will water receive him.

That is to be seen! Edgington answered quickly. There is a pool below. Let us make trial of him there, Master Gridley. If the lad sinks, well and good. If he will not sink, well and good also. We shall know what to do with him.

Simon nodded sternly. Good, he said; let it be so.

But this the boy had still the sense to understand. A vision of the dark bog pool sullenly lipping the rocks which fringed its shores flashed before his childish eyes. In a second the full horror of the fate which threatened him burst upon him, and those eyes grew large with terror. The color left his face. He tried to rise, he tried to frame the word Gridley, he tried to ask for mercy. He could not. Fear had deprived him of the power of speech, and he could only look. But his look was one to melt the heart of any save a fanatic.

Gridley the butler was no fanatic, and though he was a bad man he was not inhuman. Something in the boys piteous look went straight to his heart. He alone of those present, though he never doubted the existence of witchcraft, doubted the boys guilt, for he alone had known him all his life, and could see nothing unfamiliar in him. He remembered him a baby, prattling and crawling, and playing like any other baby; and despite himself  for there was nothing noble or brave in the man  he stepped forward and interposed between Simon and his victim.

I have known the child all his life, he said hoarsely. He has been as other children, Simon.

His brother looked at him coldly. Is he as other children to-day? he said, and he pointed to the cross on the table.

The butler, thus challenged, made as if he would take up the talisman. But at the last moment, when his hand was near it, his heart failed him. He doubted, he was a coward, and he drew back. He was always as other children, he muttered again, hopelessly, helplessly. I have known him from his birth.

Very well, Simon answered, with pitiless logic. We shall see presently if he is as other children now. The water will show.

He stepped towards the boy as he spoke, but Jack saw him coming, and reading his fate in the grim, unrelenting looks which everywhere met his eyes, screamed loudly. The child was fast bound, and could not fly, but bound as he was he managed to fling himself on the floor, and lay there screaming. Simon plucked him up roughly, and looked round for something to muffle his cries. The cloak! he said hurriedly  the noise discomposed him. The cloak!

Luke went to fetch it from the dresser on which it had been laid, but before he could bring it, the boy on a sudden stopped screaming, and stiffened himself in Simons arms. I will tell, he cried wildly. Let me go! Let me go, and I will tell.

The man was astonished, as were they all. But he set the boy back in the chair, and took his hands off him, and stood waiting, with a stern light in his eyes, to hear this devils tale.

For a moment the boy lay huddled up and panting, with his lips apart, and the sweat on his flushed brow. He had said  with the mans hands, on him and the black water before his eyes  that he would tell. But as he crouched there, getting his breath, and looking from one to another like a frightened animal, thoughts of his brother whom he must betray, thoughts of devotion and love, all childish but all living, surged through his brain. The men and the woman waited, some sternly curious, and some in fear; but the boy remained dumb. He had conquered his terror. He was learning that what men suffer for others is no suffering.

Simon lost patience at last. Speak! he cried, or to the water!

The boy eyed him trembling, but remained silent. Give him a little more time, said one of the other men.

Ay, hurry him not, said Luke.

He has had time enough, Simon retorted. He is but playing with us.

Yet he left him a little longer, while all stood round and looked, greedy to hear with their own ears one of those strange confessions of witchcraft, which, whether they had their origin in delusion or in some interested motive, were not uncommon in the England of that day. But the child, though his breath came quick and fast, and his heart throbbed like the heart of a little bird, and he feared unspeakably, remained obstinately silent.

Enough! Simon cried at last, his patience utterly exhausted; he is dumb. We shall get nothing from him here. Let us see what the water will do for him. Luke, the cloak!

Jack controlled his fears until the mans hands were actually upon him. Then instinct prevailed, and in despair he gave way to shriek upon shriek, so that the house rang with the pitiful outcry. The cloak! Simon cried impatiently, looking this way and that for it, while the butler turned pale at the sounds. That is better; now open the door.

One of the Edgingtons went towards it, but when he was close to it, stopped on a sudden and held up his hand. The gesture was one of warning, but it came too late; for before those behind could profit by it, or do more than surmise what it meant, the door shook under a heavy knock, and a hand outside lifted the latch. The neighing of horses and the sound of hoofs trampling the stones of the fold gave the party some idea what they had to expect; but late also, for ere Simon could lay down the child, or Edgington move from his position, the door was thrown wide open. Half a dozen figures appeared on the threshold, and one detatching itself from the crowd strode in with an air of sturdy authority.

The person who thus put himself forward was a middle-aged man of good height, strongly and squarely made. His reddish face and broad, massive features were shaded by a wide-leaved hat, in the band of which a little roll of papers was stuck. He wore a buff coat and breastplate, and a heavy sword, and had, besides, a pistol and a leather glove thrust through his girdle. For a second after his entrance, he looked from one face to another with quick, searching glances which nothing escaped. Then he spoke.

Tut-tut-tut-tut! he said. What is this? Have we honest, God-fearing soldiers here, halting by the way, whether such halting is in the way or not, or in the morning orders? Or have we ramping, roystering, babe-killing free-companions?  eh, man? Speak! he continued rapidly, his utterance somewhat thick. What have you here? Unfasten this cloak, some one!

Thunderstruck, and taken completely by surprise  for the doorway was filled with faces  the party in the room fell back a step. Simon mechanically laid the boy down, but still maintained his position by him. Nor did the Puritan, though he found himself thus abruptly challenged by one who seemed to be able to make good his words, lose a jot of his grim aspect. He was aware of no wrong he had done. His conscience was clear.

They are not soldiers, your excellency, one of the persons in the doorway said briskly. Four of them live here, and the other two are honest men from Bradford.

That man has worn the bandoliers, the first speaker retorted, in a voice which brooked no denial. Sirrah, find your tongue, he continued sternly, bending a brow which was never of the lightest. Have you not served?

I was in the forlorn of horse at Naseby, Simon answered sullenly.

In what troop?

Captain Rawlinss.

Is it so? his excellency answered, dropping his voice at once to a more genial note. Well, friend, you had for commander a good man and serviceable. You could no better. And who are these with you?

Two are his brothers, the voice in the doorway explained. They were very forward against Langdales horse in the skirmish at Settle three days ago, your excellency.

Good, good, all this is good, Cromwell answered briskly; for that redoubtable man, Lieutenant-General at this time of the armies of the Parliament, it was. Then why were you backward to answer my questions, friend, being questions it lay in me to put, I being at the head of this poor army and in authority? But there, you were modest. Here, Pownall, he continued, lay the maps on the table. We can examine them here in shelter. Twas a happy thought of yours. And let the prisoners be brought here also. Yet, stay, he added, feeing round once more, his brow dark. Methinks there comes a strange whimpering from that cloak! Ist a dog? To it, Pownall, and see what it is.

The officer he addressed sprang zealously forward, and whipping up the cloak disclosed the child lying bound on the floor. Terror and the exertion of screaming had reduced the boy to the last stage of consciousness. He lay motionless, his face pale, and his eyes half closed; his little bound hands appealing powerfully to the feelings of the spectators. Even the presence of so many strangers failed to rouse him, or move him to a last appeal. He appeared to be unconscious of their entrance, or of any change in his surroundings.

The sight was one to awaken indignation in a man, and Cromwell was a man. What! he exclaimed roundly, and with something like an oath; what is this? Why have you bound him? Who is he? Is he your son?

No, Simon answered, scowling.

Who is he?

His name is Patten.

Patten, Patten, Patten? Where have I heard the name? Cromwell answered. Ho, I remember! There is a young malignant of that name on the black list, is there not? For this county, too!

An officer replied that there was; adding that the young man was supposed to be in Duke Hamiltons army.

Very well! We will deal with him when we catch him, Cromwell answered sharply. But, in the name of sense, what has that to do with this boy? Why, tis a child! His mothers milk is hardly dry on his lips! Why have you bound him, man?

Simon Gridley strove to give back look for look, and to make the outward countenance answer to the inward innocence. But the Generals sharp questions, and the astonished and indignant faces which filled the room, made this difficult. A sudden doubt springing up in his own mind, thus untimely, lent additional gloom to his manner, as he answered: He is no child. He is a witch!

A witch! Cromwell cried, his voice drowning a dozen exclamations of astonishment. Why, mercy on us, a witch is a woman! And tis a boy!

Ay, but tis a witch too, Simon answered stubbornly.


CHAPTER IX.

HIS EXCELLENCYS JUDGMENT.

If Duke Hamilton had suddenly appeared in the room and surrendered himself without terms  a thing beyond doubt unlikely to happen as long as that gallant gentleman had thirty thousand men at his back  those present could scarcely have looked more astonished. Not that they, or the majority of them at all events, doubted the existence of witchcraft. On the contrary; but anything less like the common idea of a witch than this helpless child it would have been difficult to conceive. Respect for their chief did indeed silence the laughter which the mans answer would otherwise have caused, but it could not still the murmur of amazement and ridicule, or the hum of indignation which rose to their lips.

The man is mad! cried one by the door, a person privileged.

Silence! Cromwell answered sharply. And do you, sirrah, he continued to Simon, explain yourself at once, or I will find means to lash sense into you. What has the boy done?

Before Simon could answer Luke interposed. The enthusiast could restrain himself no longer.

What has he done? he cried. He has sold himself to do evil and stint not. Why do our horses fail and the wheels of our chariots drive heavily, so that the work is not done, nor the task accomplished? Because of the learning of the Egyptians which he has learned, and because of the witchcraft of Jezebel which he has practised, that the people may remain in bondage and our leader fall and rise not. Be warned, O Joshua, and hear reason, O deliverer! It rains, and will rain in the land until  

Tie up the knaves mouth, some one! thundered Cromwell. And do you, he continued, addressing Simon, who seem to have some wit in your madness, answer me briefly, what has the child done?

But Simons answer was destined to be again interrupted; this time by the arrival of the officer in charge of the prisoners, who came in to learn whether the General would examine them in the house. Cromwell gave the order, and the men, two in number, were accordingly brought in and made to stand by the door. This caused a momentary delay and commotion; but, so great was the interest taken in the child, who had been by this time raised from the floor and relieved of his bonds, that scarcely any one turned to notice them. The moment the stir ceased, the General nodded to Simon.

The boy has a spell, Gridley answered, getting speech at last. He has a charm, and when he rubs it, it rains. He brought the rain yesterday, and brought it again to-day.

Tush, man! Cromwell said contemptuously. You play with me.

You do not believe me?

No, in faith I do not, the General answered darkly.

Then here is the proof! the fanatic cried, in a voice of triumph. And he pointed to the wooden cross which lay on the table. There is the charm! There, look at it, touch it, handle it; tell me what it is, if you can!

A childs toy, Cromwell answered scornfully, as he stepped forward and without hesitation took up the implement. Well, man, I see it, he continued, turning it over in his hand. What of it? Be brief with your madness, for I have larger fish to fry to-day. Be brief, I say.

I will, the Puritan answered, undaunted. And therewith, beginning with the story of the strange evasion from the closet, he told the tale, so far as he knew it, of Jacks mysterious proceedings and powers. For a while, Cromwell listened or appeared to listen with half an ear only, his attention divided between the speaker and a map which the obsequious Pownall had placed on the table. But when Simon came to the boys singular proceedings on the hillock above the road, and described, with some advantages which his imagination lent the narrative, the manner of the boys behavior while the army passed below him, Cromwells attitude underwent a sudden change. He closed the map with a quick gesture, and for a moment gazed full at the man from under his bushy eyebrows.

Umph! And so you think that caused the storm, Master Numskull? he rapped out, when Simon had come to an end. Where is this cross?

It had been passed from hand to hand, but was at once brought back to him. Here, Hodgson, he said sharply; what do you make of it?

The officer to whom he appealed turned the thing over and over in his hands, but could make nothing of it. Cromwell watched him with a sparkle in his eye, and at length snatched it from him. Chut! he said  but although he scolded, it was evident he was well pleased you are as big a fool as Master Numskull there! Didst never see a tally, man?

A tally, your excellency?

Ay, a tally, a tally, a tally! replied his excellency, impatiently. A thing, I tell thee, that was known in this England of ours, and in the exchequer, when rogues were fewer and thy ancestors were hung without benefit of clergy! This is a tally if ever I saw one. To take an honest tally for a witchs broomstick? But softly! Said I an honest tally? he continued, looking suddenly about him, while his voice grew hard and stern. Pownall! count those notches.

The officer obeyed. There are twenty-three, your excellency, he said, when he had accomplished the task.

And how many troops of horse have gone by to-day?

Twenty-three, your excellency, was the answer, given with military brevity.

A murmur of intelligence passed round the circle of officers. The clue once found by Cromwells sharp eye and strong common sense, the secret became an open one, patent to the dullest intellect. When further examination showed that the number of notches on the other arm of the cross corresponded with the number of foot regiments which had passed that morning, even Simon Gridley began to understand that here was no question of the supernatural, but of some human agency equally hostile to the good cause. Only Luke Gridley remained unconvinced. Bolts and bars could not hold him, he murmured, nor  

We will come to that by-and-by, Cromwell answered. Let the boy stand forward. Where is he?

Some one thrust Jack forward into the middle of the room, where he stood exposed to the full brunt of Cromwells formidable gaze. The shock through which the child had passed had left him dazed and weak; his color came and went, his legs faltered under him, and he trembled perceptibly. But his heart was stout, and his breeding stood him in good stead at this crisis. Barely understanding what had passed, or the steps by which his plan had been discovered, on one point he was still clear, steadfast, and resolute: and that was, that come what might, he would not betray his brother!

But for the moment Cromwell said nothing about that. The question he put to him took all present by surprise. Who let you out of the closet, my lad? he said, in a tone of rough good-nature.

A man, the boy muttered, with dry lips.

Was it one of the men in the house? No? Then how did the man get into the house? Tell us that.

Jack looked about him like a trapped animal. He did not know which questions he ought to answer and which he ought to refuse to answer. Confused and terrified by the gaze of so many men and the possession of a secret, aware only that he must keep back his brothers name and hiding-place, the instinct of a drowning man led him to give up all else. After a moments hesitation he muttered: His wife, pointing to Simon, went out in the middle of the night. She left the door open, and the man came in.

Very good, Cromwell answered. That is clear and explicit. And now, my man, he continued, turning suddenly upon Simon, who stood silent and confounded, what do you say? More seems to go on in your house than you wot of. Let the woman stand out.

Gridley the butler, sitting doubled up on the meal chest, where his brothers figure sheltered him, almost fell forward with terror. He saw his crime on the point of being discovered, and all his craven soul was in alarm. Were attention once drawn to him, were he once challenged and bade to stand forth, he knew that no power could save him. In the absence of evidence he would infallibly betray himself. The dreadful tremors, the sickening apprehension, which he had felt during the first part of his flight from Pattenhall, when he had the damning evidences of his crime upon him, returned upon him now, and bitterly, most bitterly, did he regret that he had ever given way to temptation.

He came near to swooning when he heard the woman called out, for he thought it a hundred chances to one that she would falter, and in a moment weave a rope for his neck. The sweat ran down his face as he strained his ears to catch  he dared not look  the first syllable of accusation.

But Mistress Gridley, though she had had scant notice of the occasion, was of a harder kind. Relieved of ghostly fears, her mind quickly regained its balance, and instinctively took refuge in the falseness which had become second nature. Her shrewdish face wore a flush as she came forward, and there was a flicker of secret fear in her eye. But the tone in which she denied that she had ever left her house on the night in question was even and composed, and As for a man, she added scornfully, what man is there within three miles of us?

The man who taught this lad to spy! Cromwell retorted, swiftly and severely. That man, woman! Do you know him?

She could say No to that with a good conscience, and she did so.

Cromwell signed to her stand back. Very well, he said, then the boy shall tell us. He turned to Jack, and after glaring at him for a moment, cried in a loud voice: Hark ye, sirrah! who gave you this cross? What is his name, and where is he?

That voice, at which so many men had trembled and were to tremble, made the very marrow in Jacks bones quiver. That fierce red face with its fiery eyes seemed to grow before Jacks gaze until the child saw nothing else save that and a dancing haze which framed it. Hark ye, sirrah! He heard the words repeated again and again, and his soul melted within him for fear. But he remained dumb.

Come! Cromwell said grimly when he had thrice bidden him to speak in vain. This is what I expected. But I will find a means to open your lips. Pownall, bid one of the guard bring a rope!

A movement in the room seemed to indicate that the order caused emotion of some kind, and Captain Hodgson, a bluff North-countryman, high in the Generals favor, stepped forward as if to interpose. But apparently he thought better of it, and in a moment a rope was brought. Now, Cromwell thundered, will you speak?

But Jack, whose white face and straining eyes, as he stood alone in the middle of the kitchen, a child among men, were pitiful to behold, remained silent. Only one idea, and that was rather an instinct than a conscious determination, remained with him  to shelter Frank.

Tie him up! said Cromwell, in a hard voice. Sergeant, he continued, take two files and the boy outside, and if he does not speak in five minutes, string him up. No one spoke or interposed, and the child, half led and half carried by the burly sergeant, had almost reached the threshold, when a voice close by exclaimed suddenly: Enough, you cowards! Shame on you! Let the child go!

Who spoke? Cromwell cried, wheeling round from the map he was scanning.

The man you want! was the reckless answer. Take him, and let the child go!

There was a brief commotion at the door, which ended in one of the prisoners being thrust forward until he stood face to face with the General. So, so! said Cromwell, eyeing him with a frown. Who are you?

I have told you! the man answered flippantly, though the perspiration stood in beads on his brow, and behind that brave face which he showed the crowd was a human soul sick with fear of that which all men fear. I am the man you want. The boy is my brother, and I told him what to do. He is a mere baby.

For the speaker was Frank Patten. There was a stir among the officers round the door, but Cromwell remained unmoved. Where was this fellow taken? he asked, looking him over critically.

Between here and Settle, your excellency, Hodgson answered. The scoutmaster found him loitering on the road and seized him on suspicion.

He is a zealous man, Cromwell answered. Let a note of it be made, Pownall. For you, fellow, he continued, addressing the prisoner, say what you have to say. Your time is short.

I have only one thing to say, the young man answered coldly  and few among the many who admired his self-control marked the tiny pulse beating madly in his cheek. There is some gold plate hidden hard by. My brother knows where it is. It was stolen by that craven hound yonder, and buried by night by that lying shrew there. Perhaps the man who recovers it will have a care of the child until something fall out for him. That is all.

Wait! said Cromwell. Let that man stand out. Is this the man?

But Gridley the butler saved Frank the trouble of answering. With a moan of terror he flung himself on his knees on the floor, and with tears flowing down his pale, fat face, uttered such abject entreaties for mercy as shamed the very men who heard them. Punishment had indeed fallen on the wretched creature, for while he lay there, now excusing himself and now accusing the woman  who stood by, dark and unrepentant, her face full of impotent spite  he tasted the bitterness of death a dozen times over.

Faugh! Cromwell exclaimed at last, spurning him from him with his booted foot; take him away. Let him run the gauntlet of whatever regiment is first in quarters to-night! And see they lay on roundly, Hodgson. For this lying woman, your wife, man  

She is no longer wife of mine! the Puritan answered, so grimly that more than one shuddered. She shall cross my threshold once, and never again. She has sinned; let her starve.

General Cromwell shrugged his shoulders and stood a moment in thought. Then he turned to Patten. For you, he said harshly, you are a soldier, and know your sentence. You can have an hours grace. Sergeant Joyce, retain four files, and see the sentence carried out. Or stay, I will reduce it to writing. The boy may be with him.



The voices of the Generals staff, as they mounted and rode briskly away at his heels, had long died away, and only the sobbing of the child as he lay in Franks arms broke the silence of the ill-fated house. The guards left in charge, grave stalwart men, not without bowels of compassion, had retired outside the door and left the two to pass these last moments together; with an intimation that when the hour was up they would call their prisoner. All things, even the ray of golden light which presently pierced the window, as if to warn Frank to look his last on the sun, combined to heighten the stillness and peace, if not the solemn resignation, of this last hour. But alas, the approach of death withers life itself. The young mans blood curdled and stood at the thought of it, so that at last the moments slowly passing in that silence grew intolerable. An hour? It seemed to him that he had sat with the child in his arms for thrice that time. When would they come?

He grew so desperate at last that he set the boy down, and with a parting passionate embrace hurried to the door; the sooner it was over now, the better. Desperately he opened the door and stepped out into the daylight.

For a moment after he had done so he stood confounded, staring about him with wild eyes. Before him lay the moorland, half in sunshine, half in shadow. Above him the clouds had parted, and the infinite expanse of heaven lay open to his view. But nowhere was a living creature in sight. The troop-horses, whose bits he had heard jingling a few minutes before, were gone; the troopers had melted into thin air!
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He clapped his hand to his forehead, and stood awhile battling to control himself. Was this a trick? If not  and then his eye, travelling dizzily round, lit on a piece of paper which some one had nailed to the outside of the door with a knife. He bent his head, and peered at it, and read:



To Sergeant Joyce.  Half an hour after my departure you will let the prisoner, Francis Patten, go free. And this shall be your authority.

Oliver Cromwell, Lieutenant-General.

THE END


FOR THE CAUSE
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I.

Paris had never seemed to the eye more peaceful than on a certain November evening in the year 1589: and this although many a one within its walls resented the fineness of that night as a mockery, a scoff at the pain of some and the fury of others.

The moonlight fell on roofs and towers, on the bare open space of the Place de Grève and the dark mass of the Louvre, and only here and there pierced, by chance, a narrow lane, to gleam on some foul secret of the kennel. The Seine lay a silvery loop about the He de la Cité  a loop cut on this side and that by the black shadows of the Pont au Change, and the Petit Pont, and broken again westward by the outline of the New Bridge, which was then in building.

The city itself lay in profound quiet in the depth of the shadow. From time to time at one of the gales, or in the lodge of the Châtelet, a sentinel challenged or an officer spoke. But the bell of St. Germain lAuxerrois, which had rung through hours of the past day was silent. The tumult which had leaped like flame from street to street had subsided. Peaceful men breathed again in their houses, and women, if they still cowered by the hearth, no longer laid trembling fingers on their ears. For a time the red fury was over: and in the narrow channels, where at noon the mob had seethed, scarcely a stray wayfarer could now be found.

A few however were abroad: and of these some who chanced to be threading the network of streets between the Châtelet and the Louvre, heard behind them the footsteps of a man in great haste, and saw pass them a youth, white-faced and wearing a sword and a students short cloak and cap  apparently a member of the University. He for his part looked neither to right nor left: saw not one of them, and seemed bent only on getting forward.

He slackened his space however near the corner of the Rue de lArbre Sec, where it shoots out of the Rue de Béthisy, and then turning it with a rush, caught his foot in some obstacle, and plunging forward, would have fallen violently, if he had not come against a man, who seemed to be standing still in the shadow of the corner house.

Hold up! exclaimed this person, withstanding the shock better than could have been expected. You should have a pretty mistress, young man, if you go to her at this pace!

The student did not answer  did not seem to hear. He had staggered against the wall, and still stood propping himself up by it. His face, pale before, was ghastly now, as he glared, apparently horror-struck, at something beyond the speaker. The latter, after muttering angrily, What the plague do you go dashing about the streets like a Shrove Tuesday ox for? turned also and glanced behind him.

But not at that to which the students eyes were directed. The stranger seemed constrained to look first and by preference at the long, low casement of a house nearly opposite them. This window was on the first floor, and projected somewhat over the roadway. There seemed to be no light in the room; but the moonlight reached it, and showed a womans head bent on the sill  a girls head, if one might judge from its wealth of hair. One white wrist gleamed amid this, but her face was hidden on her arms. In the whole scene  in the casement open at this inclement time, in the girls attitude of abandonment, there was something which stirred the nerves. It was only after a long look that the stranger averted his eyes, and cast a casual glance at a queer, dark object, which a few paces away swung above the street, dimly outlined against the sky. It was that which had fascinated his companion.

Umph! he ejaculated in the tone of a man who should say Is that all? And he turned to the other again. You seem taken aback, young man! he said. Surely that is no such strange sight in Paris nowadays. What with Leaguers hanging Politiques, and Politiques hanging Leaguers, and both burning Huguenots, I thought a dead man was no longer a bogey to frighten children with!

Hush, sir, in Heavens name! exclaimed the young man, shuddering at his words. He was my father!

The stranger whistled. He was your father, was he! he replied more gently. I dare swear too that he was an honest man, since the Sixteen have done this. There, steady, friend. These are no times for weeping. Be thankful that Le Clerc and his crew have spared your home, and your  your sister. That is rare clemency in these days, and Heaven only knows how long it may last. You wear a sword? Then shed no tears to rust it. Time enough to weep, man, when there is blood to be washed from the blade.

You speak boldly, said the youth, checking his emotion somewhat, but had they hung your father before his own door  

Good man, said the stranger with a coolness that bordered on the cynical, he has been dead these twenty years.

Then your mother? suggested the student with the feeble persistence by which weak minds show their consciousness of contact with stronger ones, you had then  

Hung them all as high as Haman!

Ay, but suppose there were among them, objected the youth, in a lower tone, while he eyed his companion narrowly, some of the clergy, you understand?

They had swung  though they had all been Popes of Rome, was the blunt answer.

The listener shook his head, and drew off a pace. He scanned the stranger curiously, keeping his back turned to the corpse the while, but failed by that light to make out much one way or the other. Scarcely a moment too was allowed him before the murmur of voices and the clash of weapons at the far end of the street interrupted him. The watch are coming, he said roughly.

You are right, and the sooner we are within doors the better, his companion assented.

It was noticeable that throughout their talk which had lasted many minutes no sign of life had appeared in any of the neighboring houses. Scarce a light shone from a window though it was as yet but nine oclock. The fact was that fear of the Sixteen and of the mob they guided was overpowering Paris  a terror crushing out mens lives. While the provinces of France were divided at this time between two opinions, and half of each as a rule owned the Huguenot Henry the Fourth  now for six months the rightful sovereign  for king, Paris would have none of him. The fierce bigotry of the lower classes, the presence of some thousands of Spanish soldiers, and the ambition and talents of the Guise family combined at once to keep the gates of Paris closed to him, and to overawe such of the respectable citizens as from religious sympathy in rare cases, and more often out of a desire to see law and order re-established, would fain have adopted his cause. The Politiques, or moderate party, who were indifferent about religion as such, but believed that a strong government could only be formed by a Romanist king, were almost non-existent in Paris. And the events of the past day, the murder of three judges and several lower officials  among them poor M. Portail whose body now decorated the Rue de lArbre Sec  had not reassured the municipal mind. No wonder that men put out their lights early, and were loth to go to their windows, when they might see a few feet from the casement the swollen features of a harmless, honest man, but yesterday going to and from his work like other men.

Young Portail strode to the door of the house and knocked hurriedly. As he did so, he looked up with something like a shiver of nervous apprehension at the window above. But the girl neither moved nor spoke, nor betrayed any consciousness of his presence. She might have been dead. It was a young man, about his own age or a little older, who, after reconnoitring him from above, cautiously drew back the door. Whom have you with you? he whispered, holding it ajar, and letting the end of a stout club be seen.

No one, Portail replied in the same cautious tone. And he would have entered without more ado, and closed the door behind him had not his late companion, who had followed him across the street like his shadow, set his foot against it. Nay, but you are forgetting me, he said good-humoredly.

Go your way! we have enough to do to protect ourselves, cried Portail brusquely.

The more need of me, was the careless answer.

The watch were now but a few houses away, and the stranger seemed determined. He could scarcely be kept out without a disturbance. With an angry oath Felix Portail held the door for him to enter; and closed it softly behind him. Then for a minute or so the three stood silent in the darkness, while with a murmur of voices and clash of weapons, and a ruddy glimmer piercing crack and keyhole, the guard swept by.

Have you a light? Felix murmured.

In the back room, replied the young man who had admitted them. He seemed to be a clerk or confidential servant. But your sister, he continued, is distraught. She has sat at the window all day as you see her now  sometimes looking at it. Oh Felix, this has been a dreadful day for this house!

The young Portail assented by a groan. And Susanne? he asked.

Is with Mistress Marie, terrified almost to death, poor child. She has been crouching all day by her, hiding her face in her gown. But where were you?

At the Sorbonne, replied Felix in a whisper.

Ah! the other exclaimed, something of hidden meaning in his tone. I would not tell her that, if I were you. I feared it was so. But let us go upstairs.

They went: with more than one stumble by the way. At the head of the staircase the clerk opened a door and preceded them into a low-roofed panelled room, plainly but solidly furnished, and lighted by a small hanging lamp of silver. A round oak table on six curiously turned legs stood in the middle, and on it some food was laid. A high-backed chair, before which a sheep-skin rug was spread, and two or three stools made up with a great oak chest the main furniture of the room.

The stranger turned from scrutinizing his surroundings, and started. Another door had silently opened; and he saw framed in the doorway and relieved by the lamplight against the darkness of the outer room the face and figure of a tall girl. A moment she stood pointing at them with her hand, her face white  and whiter in seeming by reason of the black hair which fell around it  her eyes dilated, the neck-band of her dark red gown torn open. A Provençal! the intruder murmured to himself. Beautiful and a tigress.

At any rate, for the moment, beside herself. So you have come at last! she panted, glaring at Felix with passionate scorn in word and gesture. Where were you while these slaves of yours did your bidding? At the Sorbonne with the black crows! Thinking out fresh work for them? Or dallying with your Normandy sweetheart?

Hush! he said quailing visibly. There is a stranger here.

There have been many strangers here today! she retorted bitterly. Hush, you say? Nay, I will not be silent. They may tear me limb from limb, but I will accuse them of this murder before Gods throne. Coward! Do you think I will ask mercy from them? Come, look on your work! See what the League have done  your holy League!  while you sat plotting with the black crows!

She pointed into the dark room behind her, and the movement disclosed a younger girl clinging to her skirts, and weeping silently. Come here, Susanne, said Felix, who had turned pale and red under the lash of the others scorn. Your sister is not herself. You do no good, Marie, staying in there. See, you are both trembling with cold.

With cold? Then do you warm yourselves! Sit down and eat and drink and be comfortable and forget him! But I will not eat or drink while he hangs there! Shame, Felix Portail! Have you arms and hands, and will you let your father hang before his own door?

Her voice rang shrilly to the last word; and then an awkward silence fell on the room. The stranger nodded, almost as if he had said, Bravo! The two men of the house cast doubtful glances at one another. At length the clerk spoke. It is impossible, mistress, he said gently. Were he touched, the mob would wreck the house to-morrow.

A little bird whispered to me as I came through the streets,  it was the stranger who spoke that Mayenne and his riders would be in town to-morrow. Then it seems to me that our friends of the Sorbonne will not have matters altogether their own way.

The Sorbonne was the Theological College of Paris; at this time the headquarters of the extreme Leaguers and the Sixteen. Mayenne and DAumale, the Guise princes, more than once found it necessary to check the excesses of this party.

Marie Portail looked at the last speaker. He sat on the edge of the chest, carelessly swinging one knee over the other; a man of middle height, rather tall than short, with well bronzed cheeks, a forehead broad and white, and an aquiline nose. He wore a beard and moustaches, and his chin jutted out. His eyes were keen, but good-humored. Though spare he had broad shoulders, and an iron-hilted sword propped against his thigh seemed made for use rather than show. The upper part of his dress was of brown cloth, the lower of leather. A weather-stained cloak which he had taken off lay on the chest beside him.

You are a man! cried Marie fiercely. But as for these  

Stay, mistress! the clerk broke in Your brother does but collect himself. If the Duke of Mayenne comes back to-morrow, as our friend here says is likely  and I have heard the same myself  he will keep his men in better order. That is true. And we might risk it if the watch would give us a wide berth.

Felix nodded sullenly. Shut the door, he said to his sister, the deep gloom on his countenance contrasting with the excitement she betrayed. There is no need to let the neighbors see us.

This time she obeyed him. Susanne too crept from her skirts, and threw herself on her knees, hiding her face on the chair. Ay! said Marie looking down at her with the first expression of tenderness the stranger had noted in her. Let her weep. Let children weep. But let men work.

We want a ladder, said the clerk in a low voice. And the longest we have is full three feet short.

That is just half a man, remarked he who sat on the chest.

What do you mean? asked Felix wonderingly.

What I said.

But there is nothing on which we can rest the ladder, urged the clerk.

Then that is a whole man, quoth the stranger curtly. Perhaps two. I told you you would have need of me. He looked from one to the other with a smile; a careless, self-contented smile.

You are a soldier, said Marie suddenly.

At times, he replied, shrugging his shoulders.

For which side?

He shook his head. For my own, he answered naïvely.

A soldier of fortune?

At your service, mistress; now and ever.

The clerk struck in impatiently. If we are to do this, he said, we had better see about it. I will fetch the ladder.

He went out and the other men followed more slowly, leaving Marie still standing gazing into the darkness of the outer room  she had opened the door again  like one in a trance. Some odd trait in the soldier led him, as he passed out, to lay his hand on the hair of the kneeling child with a movement infinitely tender; infinitely at variance with the harsh clatter with which his sword next moment rang against the stairs as he descended.

The three men were going to do that which two certainly, and perhaps all, knew to be perilous. One went to it in gloom, anger as well as sorrow at his heart. One bustled about nervously, and looked often behind him as if to see Maries pale face at the window. And one strode out as to a ball, glancing up and down the dark lane with an air of enjoyment, which not even the grim nature of his task could suppress. The body was hanging from a bar which crossed the street at a considerable height, serving as a stay between the gables of two opposite houses, of which one was two doors only from the unhappy Portails. The mob, with a barbarity very common in those days, had hung him on his own threshold.

The street as the three moved up it, seemed empty and still. But it was impossible to say how long it would remain so. Yet the soldier loitered, staring about him, as one remembering things. Did not the Admiral live in this neighborhood? he inquired.

De Coligny? Yes. Round the corner in the Rue de Béthisy, replied the clerk brusquely. But see! The ladder will not reach the bar  no, not by four feet.

Set it against the wall then  thus, said the soldier, and having done it himself he mounted a few steps. But then he seemed to bethink himself. He jumped down again. No, he exclaimed, peering sharply into the faces of one and the other, I do not know you. If any one comes, my friends, and you leave the foot of the ladder I shall be taken like a bird on a limed twig. Do you ascend, Monsieur Felix.

The young man drew back. He was not without courage, or experience of rough scenes. But the Louvre was close at hand, almost within earshot on one side, the Châtelet was scarcely farther off on the other; and both swarmed with soldiers and brutal camp-followers. At any moment a troop of them might pass; and should they detect any one interfering with King Mobs handiwork, he would certainly dangle in a very few minutes from some handy lamp-iron. Felix knew this, and stood at gaze. I do not know you either, he muttered irresolutely, his hand still on the ladder.

A smile of surprising humor played on the soldiers face. Nay, but you knew him! he retorted, pointing upwards with his hand. Trust me, young sir, he added significantly, I am less inclined to mount now than I was before.

The clerk intervened before Felix could resent the insult. Steady, he said; I will go up and do it.

Not so! Felix rejoined, pushing him aside in turn. And he ran up the ladder. But near the top he paused, and began to descend again. I have no knife, he said shamefacedly.

Pshaw! Let me come! cried the stranger. I see you are both good comrades. I trust you. Besides, I am more used to this ladder work than you are, and time is everything.

He ran up as he spoke, and standing on the highest round but one he grasped the bar above his head, and swung himself lightly up, so as to gain a seat on it. With more caution he wormed himself along it until he reached the rope. Fortunately there was a long coil of it about the bar; and warning his companions in a whisper, he carefully, and with such reverence as the time and place allowed, let down the body to them. They received it in their arms; and were loosening the noose from the neck when an outburst of voices and the noise of footsteps at the nearer end of the street surprised them. For an instant the two stood in the gloom, breathless, stricken, still, confounded. Then with a single impulse they lifted the body between them, and huddled blindly to the door. It opened at their touch, they stumbled in, and it fell to behind them. The foremost of the party outside had been within ten paces of them. A narrow escape!

Yet they had escaped. But what next? What of their companion? The moment the door shut behind them they would have rushed out again, ay, to certain death, so strongly had the soldiers trust appealed to their confidence. But they had the body in their arms; and by the time it was laid on the stairs, a score of men had passed. The opportunity was over. They could do nothing but listen. Heaven help him! fell from the clerks quivering lips. Pulling the door ajar, they stood, looking each moment to hear a challenge, a shot, the clash of swords. But no. They did hear the party halt under the gallows, and pass some brutal jest, and go on. And that was all.

They could scarcely believe their ears; no, nor even their eyes, when a few minutes later the street being now quiet, they passed out, and stood in it shuddering. For there still swung the corpse dimly outlined above them! There! Certainly there! The clerk seized his companions arm and drew him back. It was the fiend! he stammered. See, your father is still there! It was the fiend who helped us!

But suddenly the figure they were watching became agitated; another instant and it slid gently to the ground. It was the soldier. O ye gods! he cried, bent double with silent laughter. Saw you ever such a trick? How I longed to kick if it were but my toe at them, and I forbore! Fools that they were! Did man ever see a body hung in its sword? But it was a good trick, eh? appealing to them with a simple pride in his invention. I had the rope loose in my hand when they came, and I drew it twice round my neck  and one arm trust me  and swung off gently. It is not every one who would have thought of that, my children.

It was odd. They still shook with fear, and he with laughter. He did not seem to give a thought to the danger he had escaped. Pride in his readiness and a keen sense of the humorous side of the incident entirely possessed him. At the very door of the house he still chuckled from time to time; muttering between the ebullitions, Ah, I must tell Diane! Diane will be pleased!

Once inside, however, he acted with more delicacy than might have been expected. He stood aside while the other two carried the body upstairs; and himself waited patiently in the bare room below, which showed signs of occasional use as a stable. Here the clerk Adrian presently found him, and murmured some apology. Mistress Marie, he said, had fainted.

A matter which afflicts you, my friend, the soldier replied with a grimace, about as much as your masters death. Pooh, man, do not look fierce! Good luck to you. Only if  but this is no house for gallantry to-night  I had spruced myself, you had had to look to your ewe lamb!

The clerk turned pale and red by turns. This man seemed to read his thoughts as if he had indeed been the fiend. What do you wish? he stammered.

Only shelter until the early morning when the streets are most quiet; and a direction to the Rue des Lombards.

The Rue des Lombards?

Yes, why not? But though the soldier still smiled, the lines of his mouth hardened suddenly. Why not to the Rue des Lombards?

I know no reason why you should not be going there, replied the clerk boldly. It was only that the street is near; and a friend of my late masters lives in it.

His name?

The clerk started; the question was put so abruptly, and in a tone so imperious. Nicholas Toussaint, he answered involuntarily.

Ay? replied the other, raising his hand to his chin meditatively and glancing at Adrian with a look that for all the world reminded him of an old print of the eleventh Louis, which hung in a room at the Hôtel de Ville. Your master, young man, was of the moderate party  a Politique?

He was.

A good man and a Catholic? one who loved France? A Leaguer only in name? he continued with vividness.

Yes, that is so.

But his son? He is a Leaguer out and out  one who would rise to fortune on the flood tide of the mob? A Sorbonnist? The priests have got hold of him? He would do to others as they have done to his father? A friend of Le Clerc and Boucher?

Adrian nodded reluctantly. This strange man confounded and yet fascinated him: this man so reckless and gay one moment, so wary the next: exchanging in an instant the hail of a boon companion for the tone of a noble.

And is your young master also a friend of this Nicholas Toussaint? was the next question.

No, said Adrian, he has been forbidden the house. M. Toussaint does not approve of his opinions.

Ha! That is so, is it, rejoined the stranger with his former gayety. And now enough: where will you lodge me until morning?

If my closet will serve you, Felix answered with a hesitation he would not have felt a few minutes before, it is at your will. I will bring some food there at once, and will let you out if you please at five. And Adrian added some simple directions, by following which his guest might reach the Rue des Lombards without difficulty.

An hour later if the thoughts of those who lay sleepless under that roof could have been traced, some strange contrasts would have appeared. Was Felix Portail thinking of his dead father, or of his sweetheart in the Rue des Lombards, or of his schemes of ambition? Was he blaming the crew of whom until to-day he had been one, or sullenly cursing those factious Huguenots as the root of the mischief? Was Adrian thinking of his kind master, or of his masters daughter? Was the guest dreaming of his narrow escape? or revolving plans beside which Felixs were but the schemes of a rat in a drain? Perhaps Marie alone  for Susanne slept a childs sleep of exhaustion  had her thoughts fixed on him, who so few hours before had been the centre of the household.

But such is life in troubled times. Pleasure and pain come mingled together, and men snatch the former even from the midst of the latter with a trembling joy; knowing that if they wait to go a pleasuring until the sky be clear, they may wait until nightfall.

When Adrian called his guest at cock-crow the latter rose briskly and followed him down to the door. Well, young sir, he said on the threshold, as he wrapped his cloak round him and took his sheathed sword in his hand, I am obliged to you. When I can do you a service, I will.

You can do me one now, replied the clerk bluntly, It is ill work having to do with strangers in these days. You can tell me who you are, and to which side you belong.

Which side? I have told you  my own. And for the rest, continued the soldier, I will give you a hint. He brought his lips near the others ear, and whispered, Kiss Marie  for me!

The clerk looked up aflame with anger, but the other was already gone striding down the street. Yet Adrian received an answer to his question. For as the stranger disappeared in the gloom, he broke out with an audacity that took the listeners breath away into a well-known air,

Hau! Hau! Papegots!
Faites place aux Huguenots!

and trilled it as if he had been in the streets of Rochelle.

Death! exclaimed the clerk, getting back into the house, and barring the door, I thought so. He is a Huguenot. But if he takes his neck out of Paris unstretched, he will have the fiends own luck, and the Béarnais to boot!


II.

When the clerk went upstairs, again, he heard voices in the back room. Felix and Marie were in consultation. The girl was a different being this morning. The fire and fury of the night had sunk to a still misery: and even to her it seemed over dangerous to stay in the house and confront the rage of the mob. Mayenne might not after all return yet: and in that case the Sixteen would assuredly wreak their spite on all, however young or helpless, who might have had to do with the removal of the body. You must seek shelter with some friend, Felix proposed, before the city is astir. I can go to the University. I shall be safe there.

Could you not take us with you? Marie suggested meekly.

He shook his head, his face flushing. It was hard to confess that he had power to destroy, but none to protect. You had better go to Nicholas Toussaints, he said. He will take you in, though he will have nothing to do with me.

Marie assented with a sigh, and rose to make ready. Some few valuables were hidden or secured, some clothes taken; and then the little party of four passed out into the street, leaving but one solemn tenant in their home. The cold light of a November morning gave to the lane an air even in accustomed eyes of squalor and misery. The kennel running down the middle was choked with nastiness, while here and there the upper stories leaned forward so far as to obscure the light.

The fugitives regarded these things little after the first shivering glance, but hurried on their road; Felix with his sword, and Adrian with his club marching on either side of the girls. A skulking dog got out of their way. The song of a belated reveller made them shrink under an arch. But they fell in with nothing more formidable until they came to the high wooden gates of the courtyard in front of Nicholas Toussaints house.

To arouse him or his servants, however, without disturbing the neighborhood was another matter. There was no bell; only a heavy iron clapper. Adrian tried this cautiously, with little hope of being heard. But to his joy the hollow sound had scarcely ceased when footsteps were heard crossing the court, and a small trap in one of the gates was opened. An elderly man with high cheek bones and curly gray hair looked out. His eyes lighting on the girls lost their harshness. Marie Portail! he exclaimed. Ah! poor thing, I pity you. I have heard all. I only returned to the city last night or I should have been with you. And Adrian?

We have come, said the young man respectfully, to beg shelter for Mistress Marie and her sister. It is no longer safe for them to remain in the Rue de lArbre Sec.

I can well believe it, cried Toussaint vigorously. I do not know where we are safe nowadays. But there, he added in a different tone, no doubt the Sixteen are acting for the best.

You will take them in then? said Adrian, with gratitude.

But to his astonishment the citizen shook his head, while an awkward embarrassment twisted his features. It is impossible! he said reluctantly.

Adrian doubted if he had heard aright. Nicholas Toussaint was known for a bold man; one whom the Sixteen disliked, and even suspected of Huguenot leanings, but had not yet dared to attack. He was a dealer in Norman horses, and this both led him to employ many men, reckless daring fellows, and made him in some degree necessary to the army. Adrian had never doubted that he would shelter the daughter of his old friend; and his surprise on receiving this rebuff was extreme.

But, Monsieur Toussaint he urged  and his face reddened with generous warmth as he stood forward. My master is dead! Foully murdered! He lies who says otherwise, though he be of the Sixteen! My mistress has few friends now to protect her, and those of small power. Will you send her and the child from your door?

Hush, Adrian, cried the girl, lifting her head proudly, yet laying her hand on the clerks sleeve with a tender touch of acknowledgment that brought the blood in redoubled force to his cheeks. Do not press our friend overmuch. If he will not take us in from the streets, be sure he has some good reason to offer.

But Toussaint was dumb. Shame  a shame augmented tenfold by the clerks fearlessness  was so clearly written on his face, that Adrian uttered none of the reproaches which hung on his lips. It was Felix who came forward, and said contemptuously, So you have grown strangely cautious of a sudden, M. Toussaint?

Ha! I thought you were there, or thereabouts! replied the horse-dealer, regaining his composure at once, and eyeing him with strong disfavor.

But Felix and I, interposed Adrian eagerly, will fend for ourselves.

Toussaint shook his head. It is impossible, he said surlily.

Then hear me! cried Felix with excitement. You do not deceive me. It is not because of your daughter that you have forbidden me the house, and will not now protect my sister! It is because we shall learn too much. You have those under your roof, whom the crows shall pick yet! You, I will spare for Madelines sake; but your spies I will string up, every one of them by   and he swore a frightful oath such as the Romanists used.

Toussaints face betrayed both fear and anger. For an instant he seemed to hesitate. Then exclaiming Begone, parricide! You would have killed your own father! he slammed the trap-door, and was heard retreating up the yard with a clatter, which sufficiently indicated his uneasiness.

The four looked at one another. Daylight had fully come. The noise of the altercation had drawn more than one sleepy face to neighboring casements. In a short time the streets would be alive with people, and even a delay of a few minutes might bring immediate danger. They thought of this; and moved away slowly and reluctantly, Susanne clinging to Adrians arm, while Felix strode ahead scowling. When they had placed, however, a hundred yards or so between themselves and Toussaints gates, they stopped, a chill sense of desolation upon most of them. Whither were they to go? Felix urged curtly that they should seek other friends. But Marie declined. If Nicholas Toussaint dared not take them in, no other of their friends would. She had given up hope, poor girl, and longed only to get back to their home, and the still form, which it now seemed to her she should never have deserted.

They were standing discussing this when a cry caused them to turn. A girl was running hatless along the street towards them; a girl tall and plump of figure in a dark blue robe, with a creamy slightly freckled face, a glory of wavy golden hair about it, and great gray eyes that could laugh and cry at once, even as they were doing now. Oh, Marie, she exclaimed taking her in her arms; my poor little one! Come back! You are to come back at once! Then disengaging herself, with a blushing cheek and more reserve she allowed Felix to embrace her. But though that young gentleman made full use of his permission, his face did not clear. Your father has just turned my sister from his door, as he turned me a month ago, he said bitterly.

Poor girl, she quailed; looking at him with a tender upward glance meant for him only. Hush! she begged him. Do not speak so of him. And he has sent to fetch them back again. He says he cannot keep them himself, but if they will come in and rest he will see them safely disposed of later. Will not that do?

Excellently, Miss Madeline, cried Adrian gratefully. And we thank your father a thousand times.

Nay but she said slyly that permission does not extend to you,

What matter? he said stoutly.

What matter if Marie be safe you mean, she replied demurely. Well, I would I had so gallant a  clerk, with a glance at her own handsome lover. But come, my father is waiting at the gate for us. Yet notwithstanding that she urged haste, she and Felix were the last to turn. When she at length ran after the others her cheeks betrayed her.

I can see what you have been doing, girl, her father cried angrily, meeting her just within the door. For shame, hussy! Go to your room, and take your friends with you. And he aimed a light blow at her, which she easily evaded.

They will need breakfast, she persisted bravely. She had seen her lover, and though the interview might have had its drawbacks  best known to herself  she cared little for a blow in comparison with that.

They will take it in your room, he retorted. Come, pack, girl! I will talk to you presently, he added, with meaning.

The Portails drew her away. To them her room was a haven of rest, where they felt safe, and could pour out their grief, and let her pity and indignation soothe them. The horror of the last twenty-four hours fell from them. They seemed to themselves to be outcasts no longer.

In the afternoon Toussaint reappeared. On with your hoods, he cried briskly, his good humor re-established. I and half a dozen stout lads will see you to a place where you can lie snug for a week.

Marie asked timidly about her fathers funeral. I will see to it, little one, he answered. I will let the curate of St. Germain know. He will do what is seemly  if the mob let him, he added to himself.

But father, cried Madeline, where are you going to take them?

To Philip Boyers.

What! cried the girl in much surprise. His house is small and Philip and his wife are old and feeble.

True, answered Portail. But his hutch is under the Duchesss roof. There is a touch of our great man about Madame. Mayenne the crowd neither overmuch love, nor much fear. He will die in his bed. But with his sister it is a word and a blow. And the Sixteen will not touch aught that is under her roof.

The Duchess de Montpensier was the sister of Henry Duke of Guise, Henry the Scarred, Our great man, as the Parisians loved to call him. He had been assassinated in the antechamber of Henry of Valois just a twelvemonth before this time; and she had become the soul of the League, having more of the headstrong nature which had made him popular, than had either of his brothers, Mayenne or DAumale.

I see, said Madeline, kissing the girls, you are right, father.

Impertinent baggage! he cried. To your prayers and your needle. And see that while we are away you keep close, and do not venture into the courtyard.

She was not a nervous girl, but the bare, roomy house seemed lonely after the party had set out. She wandered to the kitchen where the two old women-servants were preparing, with the aid of a turnspit, the early supper; and learned here that only old Simon, the lame ostler, was left in the stables, which stood on either side of the courtyard. This was not reassuring news: the more as Madeline knew her father might not return for another hour. She took refuge at last in the long eating-room on the first floor; which ran the full depth of the house, and had one window looking to the back as well as several facing the courtyard. Here she opened the door of the stove, and let the cheery glow play about her.

But presently she grew tired of this, and moved to the rearward window. It looked upon a narrow lane, and a dead wall. Still, there was a chance of seeing some one pass, some stranger; whereas the windows which looked on the empty courtyard were no windows at all  to Madeline.

The girl had not long looked out before her pale complexion, which the fire had scarcely warmed, grew hot. She started, and looked into the room behind her nervously: then looked out again. She had seen standing in a nook of the wall opposite her, a figure she knew well. It was that of her lover, and he seemed to be watching the house. Timidly she waved her hand to him, and he, after looking up and down the lane, advanced to the window. He could do this safely, for it was the only window in the Toussaints house which looked that way.

Are you alone? he asked softly, looking up at her.

She nodded.

And my sisters? he continued.

Have gone to Philip Boyers. He lives in one of the cottages on the left of the Duchesss yard.

Ah! And you? Where is your father, Madeline? he murmured.

He has gone to take them. I am quite alone; and two minutes ago I was melancholy, she added, with a smile that should have made him happy.

I want to talk to you, he replied gravely. May I get up if I can, Madeline?

She shook her head, which of course meant no. And she said, It is impossible. But she still smiled.

There was a pipe which ran up the wall a couple of feet or so on one side of the casement. Before she well understood his purpose, or that he was in earnest he had gripped this and was halfway up to the window.

Oh, do take care, she cried. Do not come, Felix. My father will be so angry! Woman-like she repented now, when it was too late. But still he came on, and when his hand was stretched out to grasp the sill, all her fear was only lest he should fall. She seized his wrist, and helped him in. Then she drew back. You should not have done it, Felix, she said severely.

But I wanted to see you so much, Madeline, he urged, and the glimpse I had of you this morning was nothing.

Well then, you may come to the stove and warm yourself, sir. Oh! how cold your poor hands are, my boy! But you must not stay.

But stolen moments are sweet and apt to be long drawn out. She had a great deal to say, and he had a great deal, it seemed, to ask  so much to ask indeed, that gradually a dim sense that he was thinking of other things than herself  of her father and the ways of the house, and what guests they had, came over her.

It chilled her to the heart. She drew away from him, and said, suddenly, Oh, Felix! and looked at him.

Nothing more. But he understood her and colored; and tried to ask, but asked awkwardly, What is the matter, dearest?

I know what you are thinking of, she said with grave sorrow, Oh! it is too bad! It is base of you, cruel! You would use even me whom you love to ruin my friends!

Hush! he answered, letting his gloomy passion have vent for the moment, they are not your friends, Madeline. See what they have done for me. It is they, or the troubles they have set on foot, that have killed my father! And he swore solemnly  carried away by his mistaken resentment  never again to spare a Huguenot save her father and one other.

She trembled and tried to close her ears. Her father had told her a hundred times that she could not be happy with a husband divided from her by a gulf so impassable. She had said to him that it was too late. She knew it. She had given Felix her heart and she was a woman. She could not take it back, though she knew that nothing but unhappiness could come of it.

God forgive you! she moaned in that moment of strained insight; and sank in her chair as though she would weep.

He fell on his knees by her with a hundred words of endearment, for he had conquered himself again. And she let him soothe her. She had never loved him more than now, when she knew the price she must pay for him. She closed her eyes  for the moment  to that terrible future, and he was holding her in his arms, when without warning a heavy footstep rang on the stairs by the door.

They sprang apart. If even then he had had presence of mind, he might have reached the window. But he hesitated, looking in her startled eyes. Is it your father? he whispered.

She shook her head. He cannot have returned. We should have heard the gates opened. There is no one in the house, she murmured faintly.

But still the footsteps came on: and stopped at the door. Felix looked round in despair. Close beside him, and just behind the stove was the door of a closet. He took two strides, and before he or she had thought of the consequences, was within it. Softly he drew the door to again; and she sank terrified on a chair, as the door of the room opened.

He who came in was a man of thirty-five, a stranger to her. A man with a projecting chin. His keen gray eyes wore at the moment of his entrance an impatient expression, but when he caught sight of her, this passed away. He came across the floor smiling. Pardon me, he said  but said it as if no pardon were needed, I found the stables insupportably dull. I set out on a voyage of discovery. I have found my America! And he bowed in a style which puzzled the frightened girl.

You want to see my father? she said tremulously. He  

Has gone to the Duchesss. I know it. And very ill-natured it was of him to leave me in the stable, instead of intrusting me to your care, mistress. La Nouë, he continued, is in the stable still, asleep on a bundle of hay, and a pretty commotion there will be when he finds I have stolen away!

Laughing with an easy carelessness that struck the citizens daughter with fresh astonishment, the stranger drew up the big armchair, which was commonly held sacred to M. Toussaints use, and threw himself into it; lazily disposing his booted feet in the glow which poured from the stove, and looking across at his companion with open and somewhat bold admiration in his eyes. At another time she might have been offended: or she might not. Women are variable. Now her fears lest Felix should be discovered dulled her apprehension.

Yet the name of La Nouë had caught her ear. She knew it well, as all France and the Low Countries knew it in those days, for the name of the boldest and staunchest warrior on the Huguenot side.

La Nouë? she murmured, misty suspicions beginning to take form in her mind.

Yes, pretty one, replied he laughing. La Nouë and no other. Does Bras-de-fer pass for an ogre here in Paris that you tremble so at his name? Let me  

But whatever the proposition he was going to offer, it came to nothing. The dull clash of the gates outside warned both of them that Nicholas Toussaint and his party had returned. A moment later a hasty tread sounded on the stairs; and an elderly man wearing a cloak burst in upon them.

His eyes swept the room while his hand still held the door, and it was clear that what he saw did not please him. He came forward stiffly, his brows knitted. But he said nothing; seeming uncertain and embarrassed.

See! the first comer said, looking quietly up at him, but not offering to move. Now what do you think of your ogre? And by the rood, he looks fierce enough to eat babes! There, old friend, he continued speaking to the elder man in a different tone, spare your lecture. This is Toussaints daughter, and as staunch I will warrant as her father.

The old noble  he had but one arm she saw  still looked at her with disfavor. Girls have sweethearts, sire, he said shrewdly.

For a moment the room seemed to go round with her. Though something more of reproach and playful defence passed between the two men, she did not hear it. The consciousness that her lover was listening to every word and that from this moment La Nouës life was in his hands, numbed her brain. She sat helpless, hardly aware that half a dozen men were entering, her father one of them. When a lamp was called for  it was growing dark  she did not stir: and Toussaint, not seeing her, fetched it himself.

But by the time he came back she had partly recovered herself. She noted that he locked the door carefully behind him. When the lamp was set on the table, and its light fell on the harsh features of the men, a ray passed between them, and struck her pale face. Her father saw her.

By heaven! he cried furiously. What does the wench here? No one answered; but all turned and looked at her where she cowered back against the stove. Go, girl! Toussaint cried, beside himself with passion. Begone! and presently I will  

Nay, stop! interposed La Nouë. Your daughter knows too much. We cannot let her go thus.

Knows too much? How? and the citizen tossed his head like a bull balked in his charge.

His majesty  

Nay, let his majesty speak for himself  for once, said the man with the gray eyes  and even in her terror and confusion Madeline saw that all turned to him with a single movement. Mistress Toussaint did but chat with La Nouë and myself, during her fathers absence. But she knows us; or one of us. If any be to blame it is I. Let her stay. I will answer for her fidelity.

Nay, but she is a woman, sire, some one objected.

Ay, she is, good Poulain, and he turned to the speaker with a singularly bright smile. So we are safe, for there is no woman in France would betray Henry of Bourbon!

A laugh went round. Some one mentioned the Duchess.

True! said Henry, for Henry it was, he whom the Leaguers called the Béarnais and the Politiques the King of Navarre, but whom later generations have crowned as the first of French kings  Henry the Great. True! I had forgotten her. I must beware of her gold scissors. We have two crowns already, and want not another of her making. But come, let us to business without ceremony. Be seated, gentlemen; and while we consider whether our plans hold good, Mistress Toussaint he paused to look kindly at the terrified girl will play the sentry for us.

Madelines presence within a few feet of their council-board was soon forgotten by the eager men sitting about it. And in a sense she forgot them. She heard, it is true, their hopes and plans, the chief a scheme to surprise Paris by introducing men hidden in carts piled with hay. She heard how Henry and La Nouë had entered, and who had brought them in, and how it was proposed to smuggle them out again; and many details of men and means and horses; who were loyal and who disaffected, and who might be bought over, and at what price. She even took note of the manner of each speaker as he leaned forward, and brought his face within the circle of light, marking who were known to her before, substantial citizens these, constant at mass and market, and who were strangers; men fiercer-looking, thinner, haughtier, more restless, with the stamp of constant peril at the corners of their eyes, and swords some inches longer than their neighbors.

She saw and heard this and reasoned dully on it. But all the time her mind was paralyzed by a dreadful sense of some great evil awaiting her, something with which she must presently come face to face, though her faculties had not grasped it yet. Mens lives! Ah, yes, mens lives! The girl had been bred in secret as a Huguenot. She had been taught to revere the great men of the religion, and not the weakness of the cause, not even her lovers influence had sapped her loyalty to it.

Presently there was a stir about the table. The men rose. Then that arrangement meets your views, sire, said La Nouë.

Perfectly. I sleep to-night at my good friend Mazeaus, the king answered, and leave to-morrow about noon by St. Martins gate. Yes, let that stand.

He did not see  none of them saw  how the girl in the shadow by the stove started; nor did they mark how the last trace of color fled from her cheeks. Madeline was face to face with her fate, and knew that her own hand must work it out. The men were separating. Henry bade farewell to one and another, until only three or four beside Toussaint and La Nouë remained with him. Then he prepared himself to go, and girt on his sword, talking earnestly the while. Still engaged in low converse with one of the strangers, he walked slowly lighted by his host to the door, forgetting to take leave of the girl. In another minute he and they would have disappeared in the passage, when a hoarse cry escaped from Madelines lips.

It was little more than a gasp, but it was enough for men whose nerves were strained. All  at the moment they had their backs to her, their faces to the king  turned swiftly. Ha! cried Henry at once, I had forgotten my manners. I was leaving my most faithful sentry without a word of thanks, or a keepsake by which to remember Henry of France.

She had risen, and was supporting herself  but she swayed as she stood  by the arm of the chair. Never had her lover been so dear to her. As the king approached, the light fell on her face, on her agonized eyes, and he stopped short. Toussaint! he cried sharply. Your daughter is ill. Look at her! But it was noticeable that he laid his hand on his sword.

Stay! she cried, the word ringing shrilly through the room. You are betrayed! There is some one  there  who has heard  all! Oh, sire, mercy! mercy!

As the last words passed the girls writhing lips she clutched at her throat: seemed to fight a moment for breath: then with a stifled shriek fell senseless to the ground.

A seconds silence. Then a whistling sound as half a dozen swords were snatched from the scabbards. The veteran La Nouë sprang to the door: others ran to the windows and stood before them. Only Henry  after a swift glance at Toussaint, who pale and astonished, leaned over his daughter  stood still, his fingers on his hilt. Another second of suspense, and before any one spoke, the cupboard door swung open, and Felix Portail, pale to the lips, stood before them.

What do you here? cried Henry, restraining by a gesture those who would have flung themselves upon the spy.

I came to see her, Felix said. He was quite calm, but a perspiration cold as death stood on his brow, and his distended eyes wandered from one to another. You surprised me. Toussaint knows that I was her sweetheart, he murmured.

Ay, wretched man, to see her! And for what else? replied Henry, his eyes, as a rule, so kindly, bent on the other in a gaze fixed and relentless.

A sudden visible quiver  as it were the agony of death  shot through Portails frame. He opened his mouth, but for a while no sound came. His eyes sought the nearest sword with horrid intentness. He gasped, Kill me at once, before she  before  

He never finished the sentence. With an oath the nearest Huguenot lunged at his breast, and fell back, foiled by a blow from the Kings hand. Back! cried Henry, his eyes flashing as another sprang forward, and would have done the work. Will you trench on the Kings justice in his presence? Sheath your swords, all save the Sieur de la Nouë, and the gentlemen who guard the windows!

He must die! cried several voices, as the men still pressed forward viciously.

Think, sire! Think what you do, cried La Nouë himself, warning in his voice. He has the life of every man here in his hand? And they are your men, risking all for the cause.

True, replied Henry, smiling; but I ask no man to run a risk I will not take myself.

A murmur of dissatisfaction burst forth. Several drew their swords again. I have a wife and child! cried one recklessly, bringing his point to the thrust. He dies!

He does not die! exclaimed the King, his voice so ringing through the room that all fell back once more; fell back not so much because it was the King who spoke as in obedience to the voice which two months before had rallied the flying squadrons at Arques, and years before had rung out hour after hour and day after day above the long street fight of Cahors. He does not die! repeated Henry, looking from one to another, with his chin thrust out, I say it. I! And there are no traitors here!

Your majesty, said La Nouë after a moments pause, commands our lives.

Thanks, Francis, Henry replied instantly changing his tone. And now hear me, gentlemen. Think you that it was a light thing in this girl to give up her lover? She might have let us go to our doom, and we none the wiser! Would you take her gift and make her no requital? That were not royal. And now for you, sir  he turned to Felix who was leaning half-fainting against the wall hearken to me. You shall go free. I, who this morning played the son to your dead father, give you your life for your sweethearts sake. For her sake be true. You shall go out alive and safe into the streets of Paris, which five minutes ago you little thought to see again. Go! And if you please, betray us, and be damned! Only remember that if you give up your king and these gentlemen who have trusted you, your name shall go down the centuries  and stand for treachery!

He spoke the last words with such scorn that a murmur of applause broke out even among those stern men. He took instant advantage of it. Now go! he said hurriedly. You can take the girl there with you. She has but fainted. A kiss will bring her to life. Go, and be silent.

The man took up his burden and went, trembling; still unable to speak. But no hand was now raised to stop him.

When he had disappeared La Nouë turned to the king. You will not now sleep at Mazeaus, sire?

Henry rubbed his chin. Yes; let the plan stand, he answered. If he betray one, he shall betray all.

But this is madness, urged La Nouë.

The king shook his head, and smiling clapped the veteran on the shoulder. Not so, he said. The man is no traitor: I say it. And you have never met with a longer head than Henrys.

Never, assented La Nouë bluntly, save when there is a woman in it!



The curtain falls. The men have lived and are dead. La Nouë, the Huguenot Bayard, now exist only in a dusty memoir and a page of Motley. Madame de Montpensier is forgotten; all of her, save her golden scissors. Mayenne, DAumale, a verse preserves their names. Only Henry  the good king as generations of French peasants called him  remains a living figure: his strength and weakness, his sins and virtues, as well known, as thoroughly appreciated by thousands now as in the days of his life.

Therefore we cannot hope to learn much of the fortunes of people so insignificant  save for that moment when the fate of a nation hung on their breath  as the Portails and Toussaints. We do know that Felix proved worthy. For though the attack on Paris on the ninth of November, 1589, failed, it did not fail through treachery. And we know that he married Madeline, and that Adrian won Marie: but no more. Unless certain Portals now living in the north of Ireland, whose ancestors came over at the time of the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes, are their descendants. And certainly it is curious that in this family the eldest son invariably bears the name of Henry, and the second of Felix.


KING PEPIN AND SWEET CLIVE.

Upon arriving at the middle of the Close the Dean stopped. He had been walking briskly, his chin from very custom a little tilted, but his eyes beaming with condescension and general good-will, while an indulgent smile playing about the lower part of his face relieved for the time its massive character. His walking-stick was swinging to and fro in a loose grasp, his feet trod the pavement of the precincts with the step of an owner, he felt the warmth of the sun, the balminess of the spring air dimly, and somewhere at the back of his mind he was conscious of a vacant bishopric, and of his being the husband of one wife. In fine, he presented the appearance of a contented, placid, unruffled dignitary, until he reached the middle of the Close.

But there, alas! the ferule of his stick came to the ground with a mighty thud; the sweetness and light faded from his eyes as they rested upon Mr. Swainsons plot; the condescension and good-will became conspicuous only by their absence. The Dean was undisguisedly angry; he disliked opposition as much as lesser men, and met with it more rarely. For Bicester is old-fashioned, and loves the Church and State, but especially the former, and looks up to principalities and powers, and even now execrates the memory of a recreant Bicestrian, otherwise reputable, on account of a terrible mistake he made. It was at a public dinner. I remember, said this misguided man, going in my young days to the old and beautiful cathedral of this city. (Great applause.) I was only a child then, and my head hardly reached above the top of the seat, but I remember I thought the Dean the greatest of living men. (Whirlwinds of applause.) Well (smiling) perhaps I dont think quite that now. (Dead silence.) And so dull at bottom may even a man be whose name is not unknown in half the capitals of Europe, that this degenerate fellow never could guess why the friends of his youth from that moment turned their backs upon him.

Such is the faith of Bicester, but even in Bicester there are heretics. To say that the Dean rarely met with opposition, is to say that he rarely met with Mr. Swainson, and that he seldom saw Mr. Swainsons plot. As a rule, when he crossed the Close he averted his eyes by a happy impulse of custom, for he did not like Mr. Swainson, and as for the latters plot, it was anathema maranatha to him. The Dean was tall, Mr. Swainson was taller; the Dean was stubborn, Mr. Swainson was obstinate; so there arose between them the antagonism that is born of similarity. On the other hand the Dean was stout and Mr. Swainson a scarecrow; the Dean was comely and clerical, but not over-rich, Mr. Swainson was pallid, lantern-jawed, wealthy, and a lawyer, and hence the dislike born of difference. Moreover, years ago Mr. Swainson had been Mayor of Bicester, when there was a little dispute between the Chapter and the Bishop, and he showed so much energy upon the one side as to earn the nickname of the Mayor of the Palace. Finally Mr. Swainson delighted in opposition as a cat in milk, and cared to have a good reason for his antagonism no more than puss in the dairy about a sixty years title to the cream-pan.

But a sixty years title to his plot was the very thing which Mr. Swainson did claim to have. Exactly opposite his house  his fathers and grandfathers house, too  in which, said his enemies, they had lived and grown fat upon cathedral patronage, lay this debatable land. His front windows commanded it, and on such a morning as this he loved to stand upon his doorstep and gaze at it with the air of a dog watching the spot where his bone is buried. But if Mr. Swainson was right, that was just what was not buried there; there were no bones there. True, the smoothly shorn surface of the little patch was divided from the green turf around the cathedral only by a slight iron railing, but, said Mr. Swainson, ponderously seizing upon his opponents weapon and using it with telling effect, it was of another sort altogether: of a very different nature indeed. It had never been consecrated, and close as it was to the sacred pile, being in fact separated from it on two sides but by a yard of sunk fence, it did not belong to it, it was not of it, quoth he; it was private property, the property of Erasmus John Swainson, and the appanage of his substantial red-brick house just across the Close.

And no one could refute him, though several tried their best, to his huge delight. It cannot now be exactly computed by how many years the discovery of his rights prolonged his life  not certainly by some. His liver demanded activity, namely, a quarrel, and what a coil this was! If he had been given the choice of opponents, he would probably have preferred the Dean and Chapter, they were so substantial, wealthy, and all but formidable. And such a thorn in the side of those comfortable personages as these rights of his were like to be he could hardly have imagined in his most sanguine dreams, or hoped for in his happiest moments.

It was great fun stating his claim, flouting it in their faces, displaying it through the city, brandishing it in season and out of season; but when it came to making a hole in the smooth turf hitherto so sacred, and setting up an unsightly post, and affixing to it a board with Trespassers will be prosecuted. E. J. Swainson, the fun became furious. So did the Dean, so did the Chapter, so did every sidesman and verger. Bicester was torn in pieces by the contending parties, but Mr. Swainson was firm. The only concession that could be wrung from him was the removal of the obnoxious board. Instead of it he placed a neat iron railing round his property, enclosing just thirty feet by fifteen. Such was the status in quo on this morning, and with it the Dean had for some time been obliged to rest content.

And yet, sooth to say, the greatest pleasure of the very reverend gentlemans life was gone with this accession to the roundness and fulness of Mr. Swainsons. No more with the thorough satisfaction of hitherto could he conduct the American traveller through the ancient crypt, or dilate upon the beauty of the quaint gargoyles to the Marquis of Bicesters visitors. No; indeed that railed-in spot was a plague-spot to him, ever itching, an eyesore even when invisible, a thing to be evaded and dodged and given the slip, as a Dean who is a Dean should scorn to evade anything mortal. He winced at the mere thought that the inquisitive sight-seer might touch upon it might, probe the matter with questions. He hurried him past it with averted finger and voluble tongue, nor recovered his air of kindly condescension, or polished ease (as the case might be), until he was safe within his own hall. Only in moments of forgetfulness could the Dean now walk in his own Close of Bicester with the easy grace of old times.

But on this particular morning the sunshine was so pleasant, the wind so balmy, that he walked halfway across the Close as if the river of Lethe flowed fathoms deep over Mr. Swainsons plot; then it chanced that his eyes in a heedless moment rested upon it; and he saw that a man was at work in the tiny enclosure, and he paused. The Dean knew Mr. Swainson by this time, and did not trust him. What was this? By the mans side lay a small heap of grayish-white things, and he was holding a short-handled mallet, and was using it deftly to drive one of the grayish-white things into the ground. From him the Deans eyes travelled to a couple of parti-colored sticks, one at each end of the plot. What was this? A horror so terrible that the Dean stood still, and that remarkable change came over him which we have described.

Great men rise to the occasion. It was only a moment he thus stood and looked. Then he turned and walked rapidly back to a house he had just passed. A tall thin man was standing upon the steps, with the ghost of a smile upon his face. For a moment the Dean could only stammer. It was such a dreadful outrage.

Is that, he said at last, is that there, sir, being done by your authority? With a shaking finger he pointed to Mr. Swainsons plot. The tall man in a leisurely manner settled a pair of eyeglasses upon his nose and looked in the direction indicated. Ah, I see what you mean, he said at last with delicious coolness. Certainly, Mr. Dean, certainly!

Are you aware, sir, what it is? gasped the clergyman; it is sacrilege!

Pooh, nothing of the kind, I assure you, my dear sir. Its croquet!

The tone was one of explanation, and there was such an air of frankness, of putting an end to an unfounded error, that the veins upon the Deans temples swelled and his face grew, if possible, redder than before.

I wont stay to bandy words with you  

Bandy! cried the tall man, intensely amused. Ha, ha, ha! you thought it was hocky! Bandy! Oh, no, you play it with hoops and a mallet. Drive the balls through  so!

And to the intense delight of the Close people, nine-tenths of whom were at their windows, Mr. Swainson executed an ungainly kind of gambade upon the steps. Disgusting, the Dean called it afterwards, when talking to sympathetic ears. Now he merely put it away from him with a wave of the hand.

I will not discuss it now, Mr. Swainson. If your own feelings of decency and of what is right and proper do not forbid this  this ribald profanity  I can call it nothing else, sir  I have but one word to add. The Chapter shall prevent it.

The Chapter! replied the other in a tone of singular contempt, which changed to savageness as he continued, You are well read in history, Mr. Dean, they tell me. Doubtless you remember what happened when the puissant king Canute bade the tide come no further. I am the tide, and you and the Chapter sit in the chair of Canute.

The Dean, it must be confessed, was a little taken aback by this terrible defiance. He was amazed. The two glared at one another, and the clergyman was the first to give way; baffled and disconcerted, yet still swelling with rage, he strode towards the deanery. His antagonist followed him with his eyes, then looked more airily than ever at his plot and the progress being made there, considered the weather with his chin at the decanal angle, and with a flirt of his long coat-tails went into the house, a happy man and the owner of a vastly improved appetite.

But the Dean had more to go through yet. At the door of his garden he ran in his haste against some one coming out. Ordinarily, great man as he was, he was also a gentleman. But this was too much. That, when the father had insulted him, the son should almost prostrate him on his own threshold, was intolerable  at any rate at a moment when he was smarting with the sense of unacknowledged defeat.

Good-morning, Mr. Dean, said the young fellow, raising his hat with an evident desire to please that was the very antipodes of his sires manner  only the Dean was in no mood to discriminate I have just been having a very pleasant game of croquet.

It is greatly to be regretted, but here a short hiatus in the narrative occurs. The minor canons, than whom no men are more wanting in reverence, say that the Deans answer consisted of two words, one of them very pithy, very full of meaning, but in the mouth of a Dean, however choleric, impossible  perfectly impossible. Accounting this as a gloss, and the original reading not being forthcoming, we are driven to conjecture that the Deans answer expressed mild disapprobation of the game of croquet. Certain it is that young Swainson, surprised doubtless at so novel and original a sentiment, only said,

I beg your pardon.

Hem! I mean to say that I do not approve of this. I will come to the point. I must ask you to discontinue your visits at my house. The young man stared as if he thought the excited divine had gone mad; the Deanery was almost a home to him. Your father, the Dean went on more coherently, has taken a step so unseemly, so  so indecent, has used language so insulting to me, sir, that I cannot, at any rate at present, receive you here.

Young Swainson was a gentleman, and moreover, for a very good reason hereinafter appearing, the Dean failed to anger him. He raised his hat as respectfully as before, bowed slightly in token of acquiescence, and went on his way sorrowfully.

He had a singularly pleasant smile, this young gentleman, though this was not the time for displaying it. Mrs. Dean had once pronounced him a pippin grafted on a crab-stock, and thereafter in certain circles he was known as King Pepin. He was tall and straight and open-eyed, with faults enough, but of a generous youthful kind, easily overlooked and more easily forgiven. Doubtless Mr. Swainson would have had his son more practical, cool-headed, and precise; but the shoot did not grow in the same way as the parent tree. Old Swainson would not have been happy without an enemy, nor young Swainson as happy with one; and if, as the former often said, the latters worst enemy was himself, he was likely to have a tolerably prosperous life.

In a space of time inconceivably small the doings of the grim old lawyer and the Deans remonstrance were all over Bicester. Nay, fast as the stone had rolled, it had gathered moss. It was gravely asserted by people who rapidly grew to be eyewitnesses, that Mr. Swainson had danced a hornpipe in the middle of his plot, snapping his fingers at the Dean the while the latter prodded him as well as he could over the railings with his umbrella; and that only the arrival of Mr. Swainsons son put an end to this disgraceful exhibition.

Neither side wasted time. The Dean, the Canon in residence, and the Præcentor, an active young fellow, consulted their legal adviser, and talked largely of ejectment, title, and seisin. Mr. Swainson, having nine points of the law in his favor, and as well acquainted with the tenth as his opponents legal adviser, devoted himself to the lighter pursuit of the mallet and hoop. In a state of felicity undreamt of before, he played, or affected to play, croquet, his right hand against his left, the former giving the latter two hoops and a cage. He played with a cage and a bell; it was more cheerful, not to say noisy.

Of course all Bicester found occasion to pass through the Close and see this great sight, while every window in the precincts was raised, that the denizens thereof might hear the tap, tap of the sacrilegious mallet. The Cathedral lawyer, urged to take some step, and well knowing the strength of the enemys position, was fairly nonplussed. But while he pondered, with a certain grim amusement, over Mr. Swainsons crotchet, which did not present itself to his legal mind in so dreadful a light as it did to the mind clerical, some unknown person took action, and made it war to the knife.

Who did it? Bicester asked loudly when it awoke one morning, to find Mr. Swainson in a state of mind which seemed imperatively to call for a padded room and a strait waistcoat. During the night some one had thrown down the iron railing, taken up and broken his hoops, crushed his bell, and snapped his pegs; all this in the neatest possible manner, and with no damage to the turf. War to the knife indeed! Mr. Swainson, like the famous Widdrington, would have fought upon his stumps on such a provocation.

He expressed his opinion very hotly that this was the work of that arrogant priest, and he should smart for it. A clergyman in this kind of context becomes a priest. This is common knowledge.

The Dean said, if hints were to go for anything, that it was a more or less direct interposition of Providence.

Young Swainson said nothing.

The vergers followed his example, but smiled a good deal.

The Deans lawyer said it was a very foolish act, whoever did it.

Mrs. Dean said she should like to give the man who did it five shillings. Perhaps her inclination mastered her.

The Deans daughter sighed.

And Bicester said everything except what young Swainson said.

I have not mentioned the Deans daughter before. It is the popular belief that she was christened Sweet Clive Buxton, and if people are mistaken in this, and the name Sweet does not appear upon the highly favored register, what of that? It is but one proof the more of the utter and tremendous want of foresight of godfathers and godmothers. They send the future lounger in St. Jamess into the world handicapped with the name of Joseph or Zachary, and dub the country curate Tom or Jerry. No matter; Clive Buxton, whatever her name, could be nothing but sweet. She was not tall nor yet short; she was just as tall and just as short as she should have been, with a well-rounded figure and grave carriage of the head. Her hair was wavy and brown, and sometimes it strayed over a white brow, on which a frown was so great a stranger that its right of entry was barred by the Statute of Limitations. There were a few freckles, etherealized dimples, about her well-shaped nose. But these charms grew upon one gradually; at first her suitors were only conscious of her great gray wide-open eyes, so kind and frank and trustful, and so wise withal, that they filled every young man upon whom she turned them with a certainty of her purity and goodness and lovableness, and sent him away with a frantic desire to make her his wife without loss of time. With all this, she overflowed with fun and happiness  except when she sighed  and she was just nineteen. Such was Sweet Clive Buxton then. If her picture were painted to-day, there would be this difference: she is older and more beautiful.

To return to our plot. Bicester watched with bated breath to see what Mr. Swainson would do. No culprit was forthcoming, and it seemed as if the day was going against him. He made no sign; only the broken hoops, the cage and battered bell, so lately the instruments and insignia of triumph, were cleared away and, at the ex-mayors strenuous request, taken in charge by the police. Even the iron railing was removed. The excitement in the Close rose high. Once more the Cathedral vicinage was undefined by lay appropriation, but the Dean knew Mr. Swainson too well to rejoice. The ground was cleared, it is true, but only, as he well foresaw, that it might be used for some mysterious operations, of which the end and aim only  his own annoyance  were clear to him, and not the means. What would Mr. Swainson do?

The strange unnatural calm lasted several days. The Cathedral dignitaries moved about in fear and trembling. At length one night the dwellers in the Close were aroused by a peculiar hammering. It was frequent, deep, and ominous, and came from the direction of Mr. Swainsons plot. To the nervous it seemed as the knocking of nails into an untimely coffin; to the guilty  and this was very near the Cathedral  like the noise of a rising scaffold; to the brave and those with clear consciences, such as Clive Buxton, it more nearly resembled the knocking a hoarding together. And indeed that was the very thing it was, and around Mr. Swainsons plot.

But what a hoarding! When the light of day discovered it to peoples eyes, the Deans fearful anticipations seemed slight to him, as the boys vision who has dreamed he is about to be flogged in jail, and awakes to find his father standing over him with a strap. It was so unsightly, so gaunt, so unpainted, so terrible; the very stones of the Cathedral seemed to blush a deeper red at discovering it, and the oldest houses to turn a darker purple. Had the Dean possessed the hundred tongues of Fame (which in Bicester possessed many more) and the five hundred fingers of Briareus he could not hope to prevent the Marquiss visitors asking questions about that, or to divert the attention of the least curious American. He recognized the truth at a glance, and formed his plan. Many generals have formed it before; it was  retreat. He sent out his butler to borrow a continental Bradshaw from the club, and shut himself up in his study. The truly great mind is never overwhelmed.

The vergers alone inspected the monster unmoved. They eyed it with glances not only of curiosity, but of appreciative intelligence. Not so, however, later in the day. Then Mr. Swainson appeared, leading by a strong chain a brindled bull-dog, of the most ferocious description and about sixty pounds weight. The animal contemplated the nearest verger with much satisfaction, and licked his chops: it might be at some grateful memory. The verger, who was in a small way a student of natural history, pronounced it however a lick of anticipation, and appeared not a little disconcerted. Mr. Swainson entered with the dog by a small door at the corner, and came out again without him. The other vergers then left.

Their coming and going was nothing to Mr. Swainson. It was enough for him that he stood there the cynosure of every eye in the Close; even Mrs. Dean was watching him from a distant garret window. In slow and measured fashion he walked to the steps of his own house, and, taking from them a board he had previously placed there, returned to the entrance of his plot, now enclosed to the height of about ten feet by this terrible hoarding. Above the door he carefully hung the board and drew back a few feet to take in the effect. Mrs. Dean sent down hastily for her opera-glasses, but really there was no need of them. The legend in huge black letters on a white ground ran thus: No Admittance! Beware of the Dog!!! A smile of content crept slowly over Mr. Swainsons face, and he said aloud,

Trump that card, Mr. Dean, if you can.

As he turned  Mrs. Dean saw it distinctly and declared herself ready to swear to it in any court of justice  he snapped his fingers at the Deanery. And the dog howled!

It was the first of many howls, for he was a dog of great width of chest; and not even the surgeon of an insurance company, if he had lived twenty-four hours in Bicester Close, would have found fault with his lungs. Why he howled during the night, for it was not the time of full moon, became the burning question of each morning. That he joined in the Cathedral services with a zest and discrimination which rendered the organ almost superfluous, and drove the organist to the verge of resignation, was only to be expected. There was nothing strange in that, nor in his rivalry of the Præcentors best notes, whose voice was considered very fine in the Litany. The voluntary, Tiger made his own; and of the sermon he expressed disapproval in so marked a manner that it was hard to say which swelled more with rage, the Dean within or the dog without. Their rage was equally impotent.

Things went so far that the Dean publicly wrung his hands at the breakfast-table. You could not hear the benediction this morning! And I was in good voice too, my dear! he wailed, with tears in his eyes.

You should appeal to the Marquis, suggested his wife. It must be explained that the Marquis in Bicester ranks next to and little beneath Providence. But the Dean shook his head. He put no faith in the power even of the Marquis to handle Mr. Swainson. I will lay it before the Bishop, my dear, he said humbly. And then, indeed, Mrs. Dean knew that the iron had entered into his soul, and that the hand of the Mayor of the Palace was very heavy upon him; and her good, wifely heart grew so hot that she felt she could have no more patience with her daughter.

For Clives sympathies were no longer to be trusted. She was not the Sweet Clive of a month ago, but a sadder and more sedate young person, who had a troublesome and annoying way of defending the absent foe, and of sighing in dark corners, that was more than provoking. Duty demanded that she should be an ocean, into which her father and mother might pour the streams of their indignation and meet with a sympathizing floodtide, and lo! this unfeeling girl declined to make herself useful in that way, and instead sent forth a bore of light jesting that made little of the enemys enormities and a trifle of his outrages. More, she showed herself for the first time disobedient; she altogether refused to promise not to speak to King Pepin if opportunity should serve, and, clever girl as she was, laughed her father out of insisting upon it, and kissed her mother into being a not unwilling ally. A wise woman was her mother and clear-sighted; she saw that Clive had a spirit, but no longer a heart of her own. Yet at such a time as this, when her husband was wringing his hands, Clives insensibility to the family grievances tried Mrs. Dean sorely. It was hard that the Canons sleepless night, the Præcentors peevishness, the singing mans influenza, and all the countless counts of the indictment against Mr. Swainson, should fail to awaken in the young ladys mind a tithe of the indignation shared by every other person at the Deanery, from the Dean himself to the scullery maid. But then love is blind; for which most of us may thank Heaven.

Day after day went by and the hoarding still reared its gaunt height, and the unclean beast of the Hebrews still made night hideous, and the day a time for the expression of strong feelings. At length the Dean met his legal adviser in the Close  ay, and within a few feet of the obnoxious erection; he kept his back to it with ridiculous care, while they talked.

We have come to something like a settlement at last, said the lawyer briskly; confusion take the dog! I can hardly hear myself speak.  We are to meet at the Chapter House at five, Mr. Dean, if that will suit you: Mr. Swainson, the Bishop, Canon Rowcliffe, and myself. I think he is inclined to be reasonable at last.

The Dean shook his head gloomily.

Ah, you will see it turn out better than you expect. Let me whisper something to you. There is an action commenced against him for shutting up a road across one of his farms at Middleton, and it will be fought stoutly. One suit at a time will be sufficient to satisfy even Mr. Swainson.

You dont say so? This is good news! cried the Dean, with unmistakable pleasure. Certainly, I will be there.

And  I am sure I need not hint at it  you will be ready to meet Mr. Swainson halfway?

The Dean looked gloomy again. But at this moment a long loud howl, more frenzied, more fiendish than any which had preceded it, seemed to proclaim that the dog knew his reign was menaced, and, like Sardanapalus, was determined to go out right royally. It was more than the Dean could stand. With an involuntary motion of his hands to his ears, he nodded and fled with unseemly haste to a place less exposed, where he could in a seemly and decanal manner relieve his feelings.

The best-laid plans even of lawyers will go astray, and when they do so, the havoc is generally of a singularly wide-spread description. The meeting in the chapter-house proved stormy from the first. Whether it was that the writ in the right-of-way case had not yet reached Mr. Swainson, and so he clung to his only split-straw, or that the Dean was soured by want of sleep, or that the Bishop was not thorough enough  whatever was the cause, the spirit of compromise was absent, and the discussion across the chapter-house table threatened to make matters worse and not better. Whether the Dean first called Mr. Swainsons enclosure the toadstool of a night, or Mr. Swainson took the initiative by styling the Dean the mushroom of a day (the Dean was not of old family), was a question afterwards much and hotly debated in Bicester circles. Be that as it may, the high powers at length rose from the table in dudgeon and much confusion.

There was behind the Dean at the end of the chapter-house a large window. It looked directly down upon what he, in the course of the discussion, had more than once termed The Profanation, and since the eventful day of Mr. Swainsons match at croquet it had been, by the Deans order, kept shuttered, to the intent that, when occupied in the chapterhouse, the Profanation might not be directly before his eyes. On this occasion the shutter was still closed; it may be that this phenomenon had weakened Mr. Swainsons not over-robust resolves on the side of amity.

The Dean was a choleric man. As the party rose, he stepped to this shutter and flung it back. He turned to the others and said excitedly  

Look, sir; look, my Lord! Is that a sight becoming the threshold of a cathedral? Is that a thing to be endured on consecrated ground?

They stepped towards the window, a wide low-browed Tudor one, and looked out. The Dean himself stood aside, grasping the shutter with a hand that shook with passion. He could see the others faces. He expected little show of shame or contrition on that of Mr. Swainson, but he did wish to bring this hideous thing home to the Bishop, who had not been as thorough in the matter as he should have been. Still, as a bishop, he could not see that thing there in its horrid reality and be unmoved!

No, he certainly could not. Slowly, and as if reluctantly, his lordships face changed; it broke into a smile that broadened and rippled wider and wider, second by second, as he looked. His color deepened until he became almost purple! And Mr. Swainson? His face was the picture of horror: there could not be a doubt of that. Confusion and astonishment were stereotyped on every feature. The Dean could not believe his own eyes. He turned in perplexity to the lawyer, who was peeping between the others heads. His shoulders were shaking and his face was puckered with laughter.

The Bishop stepped back. Really, gentlemen, I think it is hardly fair of us to play the spy. This is no place for us. He was a kindly man; there never was a more popular bishop in Bicester, and never will be.

At this the Canon and the lawyer lost all control over themselves, and their laughter, if not loud, was deep. The Dean was immensely puzzled, confused, perplexed, wholly angry. He did at last what he should have done at first, instead of striking an attitude with that shutter in his hand. He looked through the window himself. It was dusty, and he was somewhat near-sighted, but at length he saw; and this was what he saw.

In the further corner of the ugly enclosure, a couple of lovers billing and cooing; about and around them Mr. Swainsons big dog performing uncouth gambols. Bad enough this; but it was not all. The unsuspicious couple were Frank Swainson and  the Deans daughter. Franks arm was round her, and as the Dean looked, he stooped and kissed her, and Clive gazed with her brave eyes full of love into his and scarcely blushed.

When the Dean turned round he was alone.

Was it very wrong of them? There was nowhere else, since this miserable fracas began, where, away from others eyes, they could steal a kiss. But into Mr. Swainsons plot no window, save a shuttered one, could look; the door, too, was close to one of the side doors of the cathedral, and you could pop in and out again unseen, and as for the big dog, Frank and Tiger were great friends. So if it was very wrong, it was very easy and very nice, and  faciles descensus Averni.

For one hour the Dean remained shut up in his study. At the end of that time he put on his hat and walked across the Close. He knocked at Mr. Swainsons door, and, upon its being opened, went in, and did not come out again for an hour and five minutes by Mrs. Canon Rowcliffes watch. I have not the slightest idea of what passed there. More than two thousand different and distinct accounts of the interview were current next day in Bicester, but no one, and I have examined them all with care, seems to me to account for the undoubted results:  Imprimis, the disappearance next day from Mr. Swainsons plot of the famous hoarding, which was not even replaced by the old iron railing. Secondly, the marriage six weeks later of King Pepin and Sweet Clive.


THE DEANERY BALL.

On a certain May afternoon, when the air was so soft and the sun so brilliant that Mrs. Vrater, the wife of the Canon in residence at Gleicester, was inclined to think the world more pleasant than it should be, she was surprised by an invitation which promptly restored the due equilibrium. In her own words, it took her breath away. Despite some slight forewarnings, or things which should have served as such, she could hardly believe her eyes. Yet there it was before her in black and white, and Italian penmanship; and, being a woman of character, instead of sitting down and giving way to her natural indignation, she  no, she did not accept the fact; on the contrary, she put on her best bonnet and mantle, and contrived during this simple operation to efface from her mind all consciousness of the existence of the invitation. Thus prepared she left the residence by the back door, and, walking quietly round the Abbots Square, called at the Deanery. Mrs. Anson was at home. So was the Dean.

My dear Mrs. Anson the most ridiculous thing! began the visitor; really you ought to know of it, though contradiction is quite unnecessary. It carries its own refutation with it. Have you heard what is the absurd report which is abroad in the city?

No, answered the Deans wife, who was sitting in front of a pile of cards and envelopes. Her curiosity was aroused. But the Dean had a miserable foreboding of what was to come, and writhed upon his seat.

It is asserted that you are going to give a dance at the Deanery! Ha! ha! ha! I knew that it would amuse you. Fancy a ball at the Deanery of all places! And Mrs. Vrater laughed with so fair a show of airy enjoyment that the Dean plunged his head into a newspaper, and wished he possessed the self-deceptive powers of the ostrich. This was terrible! What could have induced him to give his consent? As for Mrs. Anson, she dropped the envelope she was folding, and prepared for battle.

Dear Mrs. Vrater, why should you think it so absurd? she asked, smiling sweetly, but with color a little heightened.

At the Deanery? Why, your position, dear Mrs. Anson, and  and  how can you ask? It would have been quite a Church scandal. You would be having the Præcentor hunting next. He would not stick at it, with vicious emphasis. But I knew that you never dreamt of such a thing.

Then I fear that you are not among the prophets, for we really propose to venture upon it. As for a Church scandal, Mrs. Vrater, the Dean is the best judge of that.

Whereat the Dean groaned, poor man. Mrs. Vrater regarded him, he regarded himself, as a renegade; but he showed none of a renegades enthusiasm on his new side.

You do intend to have a dance! cried the Canons wife, with well-affected surprise, considering the circumstances.

We do indeed. Just a quiet evening for the young people, though we shall hope to see you, dear Mrs. Vrater. Times are changed since we were young, she added sweetly, and we cannot stand still, however much we may try.

If Mrs. Vrater had a weakness, it was a love for a style of dress which, though severe, was in a degree youthful. Her bonnet while Mrs. Anson spoke seemed to attract and fix that ladys eye. It must be confessed that at Mrs. Vraters age it was a youthful bonnet. However, she did not appear to heed this, but rose and took her departure with a shocked expression of countenance. She had given the poor Dean, her recreant ally, a very wretched ten minutes; otherwise she had not been successful. When Greek meets Greek neither is wont to get much satisfaction. She said no more there; but she hastened to pay some other friendly calls.

The manner in which the Dean came to give his consent must be told at some length. There is a small house in a quiet corner of the Abbots Square at Gleicester, which stands back a few yards from the general line of frontage. It is not alone in this respect. The Deanery on the opposite side of the Square, and the Præcentors house  we beg his pardon, the Præcentory  in the far corner also shrink from the public gaze. But then there is, and very properly, the retirement of exclusiveness. In the small house in question such self-effacement must have a different origin; perhaps in the modesty of conscious insignificance, along with a due sense of the important neighborhood in which No. 13 blooms like a violet almost unseen. For Abbots Square is virtually the Close of Gleicester  at any rate, there is no other  while No. 13 is little more than a two-storied cottage with a tiled roof, and outside shutters painted green, and a green door with a brass knocker. The path from the wicket-gate to the unpretending porch has been known to be gay with patterns now rather indistinct, composed of the humble oyster-shell; and the occupants have varied from a bachelor organist, or an artist painting the mediæval, to the Deans favorite verger.

Such was the little house in the Abbots Square; but Gleicester, sleepy old Gleicester, arose one morning to find a rare tit-bit of news served up with its breakfast. Mr. and the Hon. Mrs. Curzon-Bowlby, a fashionable couple bent on retrenchment, had taken No. 13 for the summer. They brought with them a letter of introduction from the Marquis of Gleicester, and owing to that, and something perhaps to the three letters which distinguished Mrs. Curzon-Bowlbys card from the pasteboards of the common throng, they were received by the Deanery people with enthusiasm, at the residence with open arms. The most select of coteries threw wide its doors to the tenants of No. 13. The Dean might be seen of a morning strolling in the little garden, and his wifes carriage of an afternoon taking up and setting down in front of the green shutters. The Archdeacon and the Præcentor, nay, the very minor canons followed the Deans lead. And Gleicester, seeing these things, opened its eyes  its mouth was always open  and awoke to the fact that the little house had risen in the world to a very giddy height indeed.

But the position which under these unforeseen circumstances No. 13 might assume was hardly to be understood by the lay portion of the city. The Abbots Square and its doings were subjects of great interest to them, as to people well brought up they would be; but with a few exceptions, such as Sir Titus Wort, the brewer, and General Jones, C. B., and Dr. Tobin. These people gazed on that Olympus from afar. Possibly they called there and were called upon in return; but that was all. Their knowledge of the inner politics of the Square was not intimate.

They knew that the Deans wife (Regina Jones) was a pleasant and pleasure-loving lady; but they had no idea that she was the leader of an organized party of pleasure, whose tenets were water-parties and lawn-tennis, who pinned their faith to the clerical quadrille (only square dances as yet), who supported the Præcentor, the author of that secular but charming song, Love me to-day, and who upheld theatricals, and threatened to patronize the City Theatre itself; a party who drove their opponents, headed by the Dean and Mrs. Vrater, and that grim clergyman the Archdeacon, to the verge of distraction; who were dubbed by the minor canons the Epicureans, and finally whose heart and soul, even as Mrs. Dean was their head and front, was to be discovered in Canon Vrater.

The Canon deserves to be more particularly described. He was a man of handsome presence and mature age, pink-faced and white-haired, young for his years, and connected, though not so closely as Mrs. Curzon-Bowlby, with the nobility. Perfectly adapted to shine in society, he prided himself with good reason upon his polished manners, which united in a very just degree the most gracious suavity with the blandest dignity. They were so fine, indeed, as to be almost unfit for home use. He made it a rule never to differ from a woman, his wife (and antipodes) excepted, and seldom with a man. As he also invariably granted a request if the petitioner were well dressed and the matter in future, he was surely not to be blamed if his performances failed to keep pace with his promises. In fine, a most pleasant, agreeable gentleman, whom it was impossible to dislike to his face.

Yet I think the Archdeacon, a new man, to whom the aristocratic Canons popularity was wormwood, did dislike him. Certainly the Dean did not; he was a liberal-minded man in the main, but he had some old-fashioned ideas, and a great sense of his own position and its proprieties, and so perforce he found himself arrayed against his wifes party along with Mrs. Vrater and the Archdeacon.

Such was the state of things in the Abbots Square when No. 13 received its new tenants. Now the Epicureans and now their opponents would gain some slight advantage. The vergers and beadles arrayed themselves upon one side or the other, and by the solemnity or levity of their carriage, the twinkle in the eye or the far-off, absent gaze, made known their views. The first lay clerk, a man qualified to talk with his enemies in the gate, gave monthly dances; the leading tenor assisted at scientific demonstrations.

But of what weight were such adherents beside the new-comers at No. 13? Which party would they join? If appearances might be trusted there could be little doubt. Mr. Curzon-Bowlby was a tall, long-faced man, with a dark beard and moustache. His appearance was genteel, not to say aristocratic  but fatuous. He walked with an upright carriage and dressed correctly  indeed, with taste: beyond that, being a man of few words, he seemed a man of no character. His wife was unlike him in everything, save that she too dressed to perfection. A lively little blonde, blue-eyed and bewitching, with a lovely pink-and-white complexion, and a thick fringe of fair hair, she positively effervesced with life and innocent gayety. She sparkled and bubbled like champagne; she flitted to and fro all day long like a butterfly in the sunshine. She charmed the Dean: the Canon declared her perfection. And though she was hardly the person (minus the three letters before mentioned) to fascinate his wife, she disarmed even Mrs. Vrater. And yet, whether the little woman of the world had, with all her apparent impulsiveness, a great store of tact, or that she was slow to comprehend the position, and was puzzled at finding the Dean arrayed against his wife, and Mrs. Vrater opposed to the Canon, she certainly dallied with her choice. Upon being invited to attend the science classes at the residence, she faltered and hesitated, and rather pleaded for time than declined. Mrs. Vrater, excellent woman, was pleasantly surprised; and determining to try again, went home with a light heart and good courage.

But this was before the little lady learned that the clerical quadrille  the party of progress, as has been hinted, wisely ignored the existence of round dances  was the burning question of the time.

Good gracious! Mrs. Anson, she cried, clapping her little hands, and her blue eyes wide with amazement over this discovery, do you mean to say that none of your clergy dance? that they never dance at all?

The Deans wife shook her head, and shrugged her shoulders contemptuously. She was a little out of temper this afternoon. Why was she not the wife of a cavalry colonel?

Not even the Canon? Oh, I am sure Canon Vrater does.  Now, dont you?

For the Canon, too, was in the little drawing-room. Small as the house was, our impoverished fashionables had not furnished all of it; but this room was a triumph of taste, in a quiet and inexpensive way. A man and a maid whom they brought to Gleicester with them made up the household. So there was an empty room or two.

No, Mrs. Curzon-Bowlby, he said; if I danced I should be tripping indeed, in Gleicester opinion.

You dont! well, I am surprised. Now confess, Canon, when did you dance last? So long ago that you have forgotten the steps? Years and years ago? The old gentleman reddened, and fidgeted a little. Canon, did you ever  the little woman glanced roguishly round the room, and brought out the last word with a tragic accent positively fascinating, did you ever  waltz?

Well, he answered guardedly, with an eye to his friend Mrs. Anson, who was mightily amused, I have waltzed.

Something like this, was it not? She went to the piano and played a few bars of a dreamy, old-fashioned German dance; played it as it should be played. The Canons wholesome pink face grew pinker, and he began to sway a little as he sat.

She turned swiftly round upon the music-stool. Dont you feel at times a desire to do something naughty, Canon  just because it is naughty?

He nodded.

And dont you think, continued the fair casuist, with a delicious air of wisdom, that when it is not very naughty, only a little bad, you know, you should sometimes indulge yourself, as a sort of safety-valve?

He smiled, of course, a gentle dissent. But at the same time he muttered something which sounded like desipere in loco.

Mrs. Anson, you play a waltz, I know?

She acknowledged the impeachment with none of the Canons modesty.

You are so kind, I am sure you will oblige me for five minutes. The Canon is going to try his steps with me in the next room. How lucky it is empty, and quite a good floor, I declare.  Now, Canon Vrater, you are far too gallant to refuse?

He laughed, but Mrs. Anson entered thoroughly into the fun, took off her gloves, and sitting down at the piano played the same dreamy air. In vain the old gentleman pleasantly protested; he was swept away, so to speak, by the little womans vivacity. How it came about, whether there was some magic in the air, or in Mrs. Curzon-Bowlbys eyes, the Canon was never able to make quite clear to himself, and far less to Mrs. Vrater, but in two minutes he was revolving round the room in stately measure, an expression of anxious enjoyment on his handsome old face as he carefully counted his steps, such as would have diverted the eye of the charmed bystander even from the arch mischief that rippled over his fair partners features. Had there been any bystander to witness the scene, that is.

Hem!

It was very loud and full of meaning, and came from the open window. The Canons arm fell from the ladys waist as if she had suddenly turned into the spiky maiden of Nuremberg. Mrs. Dean stopped playing with equal suddenness, and an exclamation of annoyance. Mrs. Curzon-Bowlby, thus deserted in the middle of the room, dropped the prettiest of cheeses, and broke into a merry peal of unaffected laughter. It was the Dean. Coming up the oyster-shell path, there was no choice for him but to witness the dénouement through the green-shuttered window. He was shocked; perhaps of the four he was the most embarrassed, though the Canon looked, for him, very foolish. But nothing could stand against Mrs. Curzon-Bowlbys gayety. She laughed so long, so innocently, and with such pure enjoyment of the situation, that one by one they joined her. The Dean attempted to be a little sarcastic, but the laugh took all sting from his satire; and the Canon, when he had once recovered his presence of mind, and his breath, parried the raillery with his usual polished ease.

So Mrs. Curzon-Bowlbys freak ended in no more serious result than her own conversion into the staunchest of Epicureans, a very goddess of pleasure; and in familiarizing the Deans mind with the idea of the Terpischorean innovation, until the proposition of a dance at the Deanery  yes, at the Deanery itself  was mooted to his decanal ears. Of course he rejected it, but still he survived the shock, and the project had been brought within the range of practical politics. Its novelty faded from his mind, and its impropriety ceased to strike him. He had never told Mrs. Vrater of her husbands afternoon waltz, and this reticence divided them. Mrs. Curzon-Bowlby exerted all her wiles; she gave him no peace. The plan was mooted again and again; he wavered, remonstrated, argued, and finally (thanks chiefly to No. 13), in a moment of good-natured weakness, when the fear of Mrs. Vrater was not before his eyes, succumbed. Be sure his wife and her allies left him no locos pœnitentice. Never was triumph greater. Within the week the minor canons had their invitations stuck in their mirrors, and rejoiced in their liberty. And Mrs. Vrater made a certain call upon Mrs. Anson, of which the reader knows.

But Mrs. Deans pleasure was not unclouded. There were spots upon the sun. The Dean was not always so tractable, and the Deanery house was not large, and the garden positively small. True, a gateway and a descent of two or three steps led from the latter into the picturesque cloisters, which had lately been cleaned and repaired, and the sight of this suggested a brilliant idea to flighty Mrs. Curzon-Bowlby. She lost no time in communicating it to Mrs. Anson, who received it at first with some doubt. Her friend, however, painted it in such pleasant hues, and set it in so many brilliant lights, that later she too became enamored of the project, and boldly proceeded to carry it into execution.

The Dean stumbled upon this magnificent plan; in so many words, stumbled upon it, in a rather unfortunate way. He was taking his wonted morning stroll in the garden two or three days before the 24th, the date fixed for the now famous dance. His thoughts were not upon it at the moment: it was a bright sunny day, and the balmy life-inspiring air had expelled the regret which it must be confessed was the Deans normal frame of mind as to his ill-considered acquiescence. He was not thinking of what the Bishop would say, or what the city would say, or, worst of all, what Mrs. Vrater had said. He turned a corner of the summerhouse a few yards from the steps which we have mentioned as leading to the cloisters, and as he did so with the free gait of a man walking in his own garden  bump!  he brought his right knee violently against the edge of some object, a packing-case, a half-opened packing-case which was lying there, where, so far as the Dean could see, it had no earthly business. The packing-case edge was sharp, the blow a forcible one. For a moment the Dean hopped about, moaning to himself and embracing his shin. The spring air lost all its virtue on the instant, and his regret for his moral weakness returned with added and local poignancy. For he had not a doubt that the offending box had something to do with the 24th. As he tenderly rubbed his leg he regarded the box with no friendly eyes. To schoolboys and policemen, and the tag-rag and bobtail, a sharp blow on the shin may not be much; but stout and dignified clerics above the rank of a ritualistic vicar are, to say the least of it, not accustomed to the thing at all.

What the  ahem  what in heavens name may this be? he exclaimed with irritation. Resentment adding vigor to his curiosity, he gingerly removed the covering from the case, which appeared to be full of parti-colored paper globes of all shapes and sizes. They were symmetrically arranged; they might have been tiny fire-balloons. But the Deans mind reverted to infernal machines, the smart of his shin suggesting his line of thought. He put on his glasses in some trepidation, and looking more closely made out the objects to be  Chinese lanterns.

The sound of a hasty step upon the gravel made him turn. It was Mrs. Anson, looking a little perturbed  by her hurry, perhaps. Her husband lifted one of the lanterns from the case with the end of his stick, and contemplated it with a good deal of contempt.

My dear, he said, what in the name of goodness are these foolish things for?

Well, you know the house is not very large, she began, and the supper will occupy the dining-room and breakfast-room  it would be a pity to cramp the supper, my dear, when we have such beautiful plate, and so few chances of showing it  and conservatory we have none so  

Yes, yes, my dear, true, broke in the Dean impatiently; but what of these? what of these? He raised the poor lantern anew.

Well, we thought it would be nice to  to light the cloisters with these lanterns, and so form a conservatory of a kind. Now that the cloisters are cleaned and restored they will look so pretty, and the people can walk there between the dances. I thought it would be an excellent arrangement, and  and save us pulling your study about.

There was an awful pause. The lantern, held at arms length on the ferrule of the Deans stick, shook like an aspen leaf.

You thought  it would be nice  to light the cloisters  with Chinese lanterns! The cloisters of Gleicester Cathedral, Mrs. Anson! Good heavens!

No mere words can express the tone of amazed disapprobation, of horror, disgust, and wrath combined, in which the Dean, whose face was purple with the same emotions, spoke these words. He dashed the lantern to the ground, and set one foot upon it in a manner not unworthy of St. George  the Chinese lantern being a natural symbol of the dragon.

It would be rank sacrilege; sacrilege, Mrs. Anson. Never let me hear of it again. I am shocked that you should have proposed such a thing; and I see now what I feared before, that I was very wrong in giving my consent to a frivolity unbecoming our position. You cannot touch pitch and not be defiled. But I never dreamt it would come to this. Let me hear no more of it, I beg.

The Dean, as he walked away after these decisive words, felt very sore  and not only about the knee, to do him justice. He repeated over and over again to himself the proverb about touching pitch. Until the last few days, no one had cherished his position more highly. And now his very wife was so far demoralized as to have suggested things dreadful to him and subversive of it. He had given way to the Canon and that little witch at No. 13, and this was the first result. What a peck of troubles, he said to himself, this wretched dance was bringing upon him! He was sick of it, sick to death of it, he told himself. So sick, indeed, that when he was out of his wifes hearing he groaned aloud with a great sense of self-pity, and almost brought himself in his disgust to believe that Mrs. Vrater would have been a more fit and sympathetic helpmeet for him.

And Mrs. Dean was bitterly disappointed. She had set her heart upon the cloisters scheme, and in most things she had been wont to enjoy her own way. Mrs. Curzon-Bowlby had depicted it in such gorgeous hues, and portrayed so movingly the guests admiration and surprise  and envy. Oaklea Castle, the seat of the Marquis of Gleicester, with its spacious and costly conservatories and fineries, could present no more picturesque or charming scene than would be afforded by the many-arched cloisters brilliantly lighted and decorated, and filled with handsome dresses and pretty faces still aglow with the musics enthusiasm. Mrs. Anson had pictured it all. But she was a wise woman, and a comparatively old married woman, and she recognized that the matter was not one for argument. Not even to the Canon, her ally, did she confide her chagrin, being after her husbands outburst a little dubious of the light in which the project might present itself to him.

Only into Mrs. Curzon-Bowlbys bosom did she pour her sorrow without reserve. That lady made a delicious moue after her fashion on hearing of the Deans indignation, but she seemed almost as disappointed as Mrs. Anson herself. And he actually forbade you, dear? she asked, with her blue eyes full of pity and wondering surprise.

Well, he told me never to let him hear of it again.

Oh! answered the little woman thoughtfully, and was silent for a time. When she recovered herself she changed the subject, and soon coaxed and petted her friend into a good humor.

Still this was a large spot on the sun of Mrs. Ansons triumph. And yet another, a mere speck indeed in comparison, and very endurable, appeared at the last moment, the very day before the 24th. The Dean was summoned to London; was summoned so privately, so peremptorily, and so importantly, that the thought of what might come of the journey (there was a new bishopric in act of being formed) almost reconciled his wife to his absence; and this the more when she had effectually disposed of his suggestion that the party should be indefinitely postponed. The Dean was not persistent in pushing his proposal; the harm, he felt, was already done. And besides, being himself away, he would now be freed from some personal embarrassment. It must go on; if he went up it would signify little. So he started for London very cheerfully, all Gleicester knowing of his errand, and the porters at the station spying a phantom apron at his girdle.

When the evening, marked in the minor canons rubric with so red a letter, arrived, the excitement in the Abbots Square rose to a great height.

Vague rumors of some surprise in store for the guests, which should surpass the novelty of the dance, were abroad. Strange workmen of reticent manners had passed in and out, and mysterious packages and bundles, as self-contained as their bearers, had been seen to enter the Deanery gates. A jealous awning, which altered the normal appearance of the garden as seen from the second-floor windows of the Square, hid the exact nature of the alteration, and served only to whet the keen curiosity of the Gleicester public. Mrs. Curzon-Bowlby, from No. 13, ran to and fro, smiling with a charming air of effervescent reserve, which raised Mrs. Ansons older friends to an aggravated pitch of curiosity. The Square knew not what to expect. Conjecture was  in more senses than one, as the event proved  abroad.

For no one had in the least foreseen the spectacle that met their eyes upon their arrival. Certainly not the Bishop, though he betrayed no surprise; good cheery man, he was every inch a bishop, and therefore by tradition a great-hearted, liberal-minded gentleman. Certainly not Sir Titus Wort, nor General Jones, much less the Archdeacon. No, nor even the minor canons; their anticipations, keen as long abstinence from such enjoyments could make them, had yet fallen far short of the scene presented to their gaze upon entering the Deanery garden.

Even Canon Vrater  at home, it was rumored, in courts; he had certainly once lunched at Windsor  stood in almost speechless wonder by the garden steps.

It is very beautiful! he said simply, gazing with all his eyes down the arched vista formed by the tree-like pillars of the cloisters; the brilliant light of many lanterns picked out every leaf of their delicate carving and fretted broidery, and made of their fair whiteness a glittering background for the dark-hued dresses of the promenaders beneath. It was indeed more like fairy-land than a part of the cathedral precincts. Those who traversed it every day looked round and wondered where they were.

It is very beautiful! That was all. And he said it so gravely that Mrs. Ansons spirits, elevated by the open admiration of the bulk of her guests, would have fallen rapidly had she not at that moment met the arch glance of Mrs. Curzon-Bowlby. That lady, a very mistress of the revels, was flitting here and there and everywhere, witching the world of Gleicester with noble womanhood.

Nor was the sight less of a surprise to the Canons wife. But Mrs. Vrater, as was to be expected, had more to say upon the subject. She had taken possession of the youngest and most timid of the minor canons, and even he was lifted a little above himself by the scene and a chance smile shot in his direction by the mistress of No. 13. Still he was not sufficiently intoxicated to venture to disagree with the resident Canons lady.

I never thought I should live to see this or anything like it! she said, with a groan of grimmest disapprobation.

No, indeed, he assented, nor did I. But it is doubtful if he meant quite the same thing as the lady.

This will not be the end of it, Mr. Smallgunn, said Cassandra, nodding her head in so gloomy a manner that it recalled nothing so much as a hearse-plume.

Not a bit of it, he answered briskly. But again it is a matter of some uncertainty whether the two wits  supposing that so irreverent an expression may be applied to Mrs. Vraters wit  jumped together. He not improbably in his minds eye saw a succession of such evenings strewn like flowers in the minor canons path; and this was not at all Mrs. Vraters view. She felt that there was a lack of sympathy between them, and left him for the Archdeacon, with whom she conferred in a corner, glowering the while at the triumphant Epicureans, who strutted up and down the carpeted cloisters, and flirted their fans, and spread their feathers like peacocks in the sunshine.

And there were moments when Mrs. Dean felt as proud as a peacock; but then there were other times when she felt quite the reverse. True, she fully intended strenuously to perform, so far as in her lay, her husbands order, never to let him hear of it again, quite heartily and sincerely; that amount of justice must be done her; she intended to obey him in this, only she doubted of her success. And being in the main a good woman, with some amount of love and reverence for her husband, there were moments in the evening when she turned quite cold with fear, and wondered who or what on earth could have induced her to do it. But her guests saw nothing of this; nor did it occur to them, whatever might be their private views, that their hostess had the smallest doubt of the propriety of her picturesque arrangement  her guests generally, that is. There was one exception  the gay, laughing, sail-with-the-wind little lady from No. 13.

But she did not form one of the group around Mrs. Anson during the last dance before supper. It was a waltz, and it had but just commenced, the rhythmical strains had but just penetrated to their nook within the cloisters, when suddenly, with some degree of abruptness, the music stopped. They, not knowing their hostesss train of thought, were surprised to see her turn pale and half rise. She paused in the middle of a sentence, and could not disguise the fact that she was listening. The others became silent also, and listened as people will. The dancing had ceased, and there was some commotion in the house, that was clear. There were loud voices, and the sound of hurrying to and fro, and of people calling and answering; and finally, while they were yet looking at one another with eyes half fearful, half assuring, there came quite a rush of people from the house in the direction of the cloisters. Mrs. Anson rose, as did the others. She alone had no doubt of what it meant. The Dean had come back  the Dean had come back! The matter could not be disguised; she was caught literally flagrante delicto, the cloisters one blaze of light from end to end. How would he take it? She peered at the approaching group to try and distinguish his burly form and mark the aspect of his face. But though it was hardly dark in the little strip of garden which separated them from the house, she could not see him; and as they came nearer she could hear several voices, if it was not her imagination playing her tricks, naming him in tones of condolence and pity. Then another and, as she was afterwards thankful to remember, a far more painful idea came into her mind, and she stepped forward with a buzzing in her ears.

What is it, James? The Dean? with a catch in her voice.

Well, maam, yes. Im very sorry, maam. Theres been a  

An accident? Speak, quick! what is it? she cried, her hand to her side.

No, maam, but a burglary; and the Dean, who has just come, says  

The Dean, James, will speak for himself, said her husband, who had followed the group at a more leisurely pace, taking in the aspect of affairs as he came. He had heard the latter part of her words, and been softened, perhaps, by the look upon her face. You have plenty of light here, my dear, with a glance at the illumination, in which annoyance and contempt were finely mingled; but I fear that will not enable our guests to eat their supper in the absence of plate. Every spoon and fork has been stolen; a feat rendered, I expect, much more easy by this injudicious plan of yours.

Which was all the public punishment she received at his hands. But his news was sufficient. Mrs. Dean remembered her magnificent silver-gilt épergne and salver to match  never more to be anything but a memory to her  and fainted.

Mrs. Vrater, too, remembered that épergne. It was the finest piece in the Deans collection, and the Deans plate was famous through the county. She remembered it, and felt that her triumph could hardly have been more complete; the shafts of Nemesis could hardly have been driven into a more fitting crevice in her adversarys armor. This was what had come of the clergy dancing, of the Deans weakness, and Mrs. Ansons secular frivolity and friendships! Mrs. Vrater looked round, her with a great sense of the wisdom of Providence, and ejaculated, This is precisely what I foresaw!

Then it is a pity you did not inform the police, answered her husband, tartly.

But his lady shook her head. In the triumph of the moment she could afford to leave such a gibe unanswered. The Archdeacon was condoling with the Dean in terms almost cordial, and certainly sincere; but Mrs. Vrater was made of sterner stuff, and was not one to lose the sweetness of victory by indulging a foolish sympathy for the vanquished. She would annihilate all her enemies at one blow, and looked round upon the excited group surrounding Mrs. Anson to see that no one of that ladys faction was lacking to her triumph.

What was this? Surely she was here! The prime mover, the instigator of this folly, should have been in closest attendance upon her dear friend? But no.

Where is Mrs. Curzon-Bowlby? Mrs. Vrater asked rather sharply, what with surprise, and what with some pardonable disappointment.

I believe, said the Dean, turning from his wife, who was slowly reviving I believe that the Hon. Mrs. Curzon-Bowlby is in the Mediterranean.

In the Mediterranean? why, she was here an hour ago. The mans head was turned by the loss of his cherished plate.

No, not Mrs. Curzon-Bowlby, as I learned before I left London. Some one so calling herself was, though she too is probably far away in the up train by this time, and her plunder with her. To her and her confederates we are indebted for this loss. The Dean may be excused if he spoke a little bitterly.

Good Lord! cried the Canon, dropping the glass of water he was holding.

I felt sure of it! cried his wife, in a tone of deep conviction.

As the party entered the house, which was in huge disorder, full of guests collecting their wraps and calling for their carriages, of imperative policemen and frightened servants, the Dean drew back. He returned alone to the cloisters, and very carefully with his own hands extinguished all the lamps. As the faint moonlight regained its lost ascendency, falling in a silver sheet pale and pure upon the central grass-plot, and dimly playing round the carven pillars, the Dean closed the gate and heaved a sigh of relief.

And so ended the Deans ball, the triumph as brief as disastrous of the Gleicester Epicureans. The dreams of the minor canons have not become facts. They may play lawn-tennis, may attend water-parties and amateur theatricals  nay, may play cards for such stakes as they can afford, but the dance is tabooed. The Dean is Dean still, and is still looking hopefully  what Dean is not?  to the immediate future to make him a bishop. And Mrs. Dean is still Mrs. Dean, but not quite the Mrs. Dean she was. As for No. 13, its day of prosperity also closed with that night. It relapsed into its old condition of modest insignificance, nor ever recalled the fact that a reverend canon had waltzed within its walls. The green shutters and oyster-shells are no longer considered an anomaly, for they adorn the residence of a master mason.

One more episode of that evening remains to be told. The Canon and his wife walked home together, and if he said little she left little to be said. Upon entering the dining-room the Canon sat down wearily. The servant, surprised to see them return so early, brought in the lamp. The Canon looked, rubbed his eyes, and looked again.

Mary, he said, where is  dont be alarmed, my dear; Mary has no doubt put it upstairs for safety  where is my great silver tankard? Ah, yes; and the goblets, too, where are they?

If you please, maam, said Mary glibly, answering rather Mrs. Vraters agonized look than the Canons question if you please, maam, the Hon. Mrs. Curzon-Bowlby called after you left, and said shed run in to borrow them for the Deanery claret-cup, as theyd be short of silver.


THE PROFESSOR AND THE HARPY.

Mother Church, who in bygone ages sheltered all the learning of the land beneath her broad wings, and who, even after this monopoly had passed away from her, continued to provide for learners and learned in a munificent fashion, has in these latter times been sadly shorn of wealth and patronage by the relentless march of progress and the Ecclesiastical Commissioners. Yet there is balm in Gilead. Here and there a sinecure has been suffered to remain for the benefit of those whose work is not altogether of the tangible kind so dear to the nineteenth century; here and there a Reverend Jack Horner, putting his thumb into the diminished pie of Church preferment, can pull out a plum, and, sitting down under the shadow of some gray cathedral tower, can draw soothing deductions after the manner of his juvenile prototype. A bishopric may no longer be a post of dignified ease, archdeacons may be men doomed to perpetual hurry and worry, wealthy pluralists may have become an extinct class, but a Canon of Lichbury Cathedral is still a personage whose comfortable dwelling and comfortable income are rather the acknowledgment of past distinction than the equivalent of any present labor. Not, of course, that the Dean and Chapter of Lichbury are a body of worn-out pensioners. It is by no means in that light that they are accustomed to regard themselves; nor, indeed, are they so regarded by any, except the ignorant and irreverent. If repose and competence have been bestowed upon them, it is not only because they have already enriched the world with the results of literary research, but that they may have more leisure to continue doing so. Some of them have achieved renown as authors of theological treatises, others are deeply versed in classical lore; while some, like Canon Stanwick, hold university professorships.

The latter divine was understood to owe his canonry (which had been conferred upon him at a comparatively early age) to that celebrated work, The Life and Times of the Emperor Julian, in which an interesting character and an interesting period of history had been so exhaustively and impartially treated of as to leave no room for further exploration of the same ground. Whether, as his admirers declared, the Professor had surpassed Gibbon as triumphantly in the handling of his subject as Gibbon surpassed Voltaire and other earlier writers, and whether in the course of his well-weighed observations he had made out as good a case for the church which he represented as was possible and desirable, are questions which need not be discussed here. One consequence, at all events, of his accomplished task had been to place him in the front rank of living historians, and another had been his appointment to a vacant stall in Lichbury Cathedral.

This last reward of merit should have been especially grateful to him, for he was a bachelor of retired habits, whose life had been spent among his books, and to whom life had little left to offer in the way of attractions save increased opportunities for study; and, in fact, he was, as a general thing, very well satisfied with his lot. Nevertheless, as he paced up and down his smooth lawn one morning in August, he was in a less contented frame of mind than usual. The whispering of the summer breeze in the old elms, the cawing of the rooks, the occasional deliberate ding-dong of the cathedral clock far overhead, checking off the slumberous quarters and half-hours  all these familiar sounds had failed to produce upon him that sense of calm which is so conducive of thought; he had been compelled to lay aside the opening chapter of his new work, The Rise of the Papacy, and to take to walking to and fro in the garden, with his hands behind his back and his gray head sunk beneath shoulders which were somewhat prematurely bowed.

The truth was that the Professor, like other professors, had once been young, and that the days of his youth had been vividly and unexpectedly brought back to him the night before. This is always a disturbing thing to happen to a man; and what made it particularly so in Canon Stanwicks case was that his youth had been marked by a trouble which he had taken terribly to heart at the time of its occurrence. To be jilted is no such rare experience, and to get over it with great rapidity is the ordinary lot of the jilted one; but some few strangely constituted mortals there are who never get over it, and of these Canon Stanwick happened to be one. Certainly, at the age of fifty-five he had long ceased to think with any bitterness of the shallow-hearted Julia to whom he had become engaged immediately after taking orders, and who had thrown him over in favor of a man of much greater wealth and higher position; he had, indeed, ceased to think about her at all. But not the less was it her conduct which had shaped the course of his life. By it he had been driven into deep study, into an Oxford professorship, and finally into a canonry; by it also he had been driven out of society, and especially out of female society, for which the treachery of one member of the sex had imbued him with a strong repugnance. At Oxford, where he had resided up to the time of his recent preferment, the ladies had quite given him up. It had been understood there that he did not care for the relaxation of dinner-parties and tea-parties; and it was a somewhat singular coincidence that, having from a sense of duty consented to break through his long-standing rule and dine with the Dean of Lichbury, he should have found himself seated opposite to his old love, whom, by another odd coincidence, he had wooed, won, and lost in that very neighborhood so long before.

This chance meeting had upset the worthy man a good deal. In the gray-haired but vivacious Mrs. Annesley who had claimed acquaintance with him across the table, he had scarcely recognized the heroine of his buried romance, nor had he either the wish or the power to resuscitate the tender feelings with which he had once regarded her; but the sight of her had stirred up old memories within him, and these had haunted him through the night, had prevented the Papacy from rising satisfactorily in the morning, and finally, as aforesaid, had sent him out into the open air, a prey to vague regrets.

So that elderly lady was Julia Annesley! And she had grown-up sons and daughters, about whom she talked a great deal; and her husband was dead  the husband for whom she had never cared, and whom she made little pretence of regretting. To all appearance, she regretted nothing. Why should she, when she had all that a woman could wish to have? Perhaps, thought the Professor, it might be a better thing to be the father of sons and daughters, when one was growing old, than to be the author of an unrivalled monograph on the merits and demerits of Julian the Apostate. To be sure, there was no reason why one shouldnt be both. And then he fell to wondering whether that ambition which had been the chief cause of Julias infidelity could have been satisfied with such fame and social standing as an historian, a professor, and a canon may lay claim to. Only, if he had married Julia, he would probably have begun and ended as a country parson. He smiled at himself for indulging in such nonsensical fancies at his time of life; but he went on dreaming all the same until he was startled by the opening of a gate which connected his house with the Precincts.

Somebody strode with a brisk, ringing step up the brick pathway to the front door, singing loudly,  

I loved her, and she might have been

The happiest in the land;

But she fancied a foreigner who played the clarinet

In the middle of a Ger-man band.

Then came a vigorous pull at the bell, followed by subdued whistling of the air of this apposite but vulgar ditty. It was not after so indecorous a fashion that the Professors visitors were wont to approach him, and he could not resist the temptation to steal softly across the turf past the library windows and see who might be the author of all this disturbance. His curiosity was rewarded by a full-length view of a handsome, merry-looking young fellow in undress cavalry uniform, who himself happened to be peeping round the corner at that moment, and who at once advanced, saying: Oh, how do you do? Canon Stanwick isnt it? My mother asked me to leave this note for you as I passed  Mrs. Annesley, you know. She says you and she are old friends.

I am much obliged to you, sir, said the Professor in his grave voice, taking the note. Pray come in.

Cant, thanks, answered the other; I must be off to barracks. See you this afternoon on the cricket-ground though, I hope. Weve got a great match on  garrison against the county. We shall be awfully licked of course; but everybody will be up there, and its something to do. Very glad to see you if youll come to our tent. Youll find my mother there; the notes to tell you all about it. Good-bye for the present.

And with that this unceremonious young man clanked away, leaving the Professor, who had not looked on at a cricket match for a matter of thirty years, much amused. The note ran as follows:



Deanery, Lichbury: Thursday.

Dear Canon Stanwick,  I hope, if you are disengaged this afternoon, you will join our party on the cricket-ground, and give me the opportunity, which I sought in vain last night, of having a little talk with you. I am obliged to leave to-morrow morning, and I am so very anxious to have a few words with you before I go about my son, who is quartered here. Do come, and

Believe me most sincerely yours,

Julia Annesley.



Oh, by all means, said the Professor, who had a solitary mans habit of thinking aloud. I shall feel rather like a fish out of water among all those people; but never mind, Ill go. Only I cant think why you should want to talk to me about your son.

Perhaps the Professor was still a little in the dark as to this point, even after a long interview with Mrs. Annesley; though he certainly could not complain of any want of candor upon the ladys part. The Lichbury cricket-ground is justly celebrated both for its extent and for the beauty of its situation, and the numerous matches of which it is the scene during the summer season are always well attended. The Professor made his way through a double line of carriages and drags, feeling and looking very much like a man who has suddenly emerged from a dark room upon a crowded thoroughfare. The confused din raised by a large concourse of people, mingled with the strains of the military band which was in attendance, and the shouts of eager partisans of garrison or county, bewildered him; and it was only after repeated inquiries that he succeeded in reaching the entrance of the cavalry tent, where he stood for a minute blinking in the sunshine, and trying with shortsighted eyes to distinguish among the assemblage of gayly dressed ladies seated there the one of whom he was in search. But if he did not see her, she very soon saw him, and came forward, holding out a tiny pair of beautifully gloved hands.

How good of you to come! she exclaimed. Suppose we take a turn round the ground; then we can talk quietly.

She was a bright, alert little woman, her gray hair, which was drawn straight up from her forehead, contrasting oddly with her still youthful complexion, and giving her somewhat of the appearance of an eighteenth-century marquise. The Professor was not quite sure whether he ought to offer her his arm or not, but finally deciding that this was unnecessary, made a grab at his shapeless felt hat, and muttered, Delighted, Im sure. He was a little embarrassed in the presence of his former love, whose first words showed that she, for her part, had no such foolish feeling.

Is it not strange that we should meet again at Lichbury after all these years? she began. I have often thought of you, and often felt sorry. She paused and sighed. One does not expect men to take things so seriously  generally, you know, it is the men who forget, and the women who suffer; but I suppose you are different. And I have spoilt your life!

The Professor smiled. He was thinking that most people would hardly describe his life as having been a spoilt one; he was thinking, too, that the Julia who had caused him so much mental anguish in years gone by was quite another person from the complacent little lady who was trying to make apologies for her. He rather wished she would drop the subject; but he said nothing, and Mrs. Annesley resumed:

You ought to hate me  I quite feel that; but doesnt some clever person say somewhere that we never hate those who have injured us, only those whom we have injured? I have injured you dreadfully; but for all that, I want to make friends  and to ask a favor of you into the bargain. She concluded her sentence with a little laugh and a side glance from eyes which had done much execution in their day.

I am sure I shall be very glad if I can serve you in any way, said the Professor simply; and I think we may very well agree to let bygones be bygones. It was something about your son, you said?

Ah, yes, poor fellow! sighed Mrs. Annesley; I cant tell you how anxious and distressed I am about him. He is quartered here with his regiment, the 27th Lancers, and he absolutely refuses to leave the service, though, as of course you know, he succeeded to a very large property when he came of age.

He is still very young, remarked the Professor. I should think another year or two of soldiering would do him no harm.

But it is absurd for a man with three large country houses to live in barracks. I want him to marry and settle down. I want him  only this is strictly between ourselves  to marry Violet Cecil. She is such a charming girl, and so pretty  dont you think so?

Is she? asked the Professor. I scarcely know her.

But you and Mr. Cecil were always such great friends, I thought.

We had not met for many years until I came down here, and I have only seen Miss Cecil once. I did not notice her particularly.

How funny of you! But I remember that you were never very observant. Well, I was going to tell you about poor Bob  oh! there he is. I should like so much to introduce him to you.

He introduced himself to me this morning, observed the Professor, smiling.

Oh, did he? Well, I could not introduce him now, at any rate, said Mrs. Annesley, meaningly.

The Professor adjusted his glasses, and following the direction of her gaze, made out his visitor of the morning, who had exchanged his uniform for a suit of cricketing flannels, and who was pacing along by the side of a tall, fine-looking woman with dark hair. The young man wore a downcast look, and his evident unwillingness to raise his eyes seemed to show that he was conscious of his mothers vicinity.

Oh, I see! said the Professor, with a perspicacity which did him credit.

Yes; isnt it dreadful? What any man can find to admire in such a woman I cant conceive.

She is handsome and  very well dressed, hazarded the Professor, after another survey of the ladys retreating form.

Well dressed! ejaculated Mrs. Annesley, throwing up her hands. If you can say that, you would say anything. Pale blue satin and imitation lace  good gracious! But of course you dont understand these things.

Certainly, the Professor agreed, I am no judge of such matters. But who is this lady?

Ah, who indeed? That is exactly what nobody knows. She is a Mrs. Harrington  at least, that is what she calls herself; and I believe she is one of those dreadful harpies who follow regiments about all over the world and ruin poor young men  or rather, rich young men. She is not exactly disreputable, I am told; I only wish she were!  No, I didnt mean that  I forgot you were a clergyman. I beg your pardon, Im sure.

Dont mind me, said the Professor. And so you are afraid that she will marry your son?

I cant bear to say so; but it does look terribly like it, and I am so powerless. I have no influence over Bob, and it is impossible for me to remain down here; I have all my other children to look after, you know. Of course it would never do to breathe a word to the Cecils; otherwise they might be able to save him, for I am sure he is really fond of Violet. It struck me that perhaps you might give me a helping hand.

I will most gladly, if I can, replied the Professor; but I confess I dont at present see what I can do.

I am sure you could influence him in a quiet way; and then you might try to throw him as much as possible with the Cecils. You will have plenty of opportunities of doing that, if you look for them. And perhaps you would be very kind and write me a line every now and then to tell me how matters are going.

The Professor shook his head and said he feared Mrs. Annesley was leaning upon a broken reed. Nevertheless, he promised to do his best; and promises with him always meant a good deal. For the sake of old days he was willing to do Mrs. Annesley a kindness; for the young mans own sake he would gladly have disappointed the harpy; finally, he thought he would be rendering no small service to his friend Cecil, if he could bring about a marriage between the daughter of that not very wealthy country gentleman and one of the richest bachelors in England. The only question was how to set about achieving so desirable a result. He debated this problem for some time after Mrs. Annesley had been called away from his side by other acquaintances, and he was still standing with his hands behind his back, frowning meditatively, when Mr. Cecil, a fresh-colored squire, who lived within a few miles of Lichbury, caught sight of him and greeted him warmly.

Hollo, Stanwick! whod have thought of seeing you on the cricket-ground? This is an unexpected honor for the club.

I didnt come here to look at the cricket; I came to see a very old friend of yours and mine  Mrs. Annesley, the Professor explained.

Ah, to be sure! How time does go on! Do you remember what a pretty girl she was, and how desperately in love we all were with her? You were as hard hit as any of us, if I recollect rightly. In fact, I believe she was engaged to you in a sort of a way, wasnt she?

In a sort of a way  yes.

And then she threw you over because she wanted to be rich and fashionable and all that. Well, well! she has had her reward. Have you seen her often since those days?

Never until yesterday.

You dont say so! You can hardly have recognized one another, did you? Both you and she have got on in life and got on in the world since you parted. Julia is a leader of society, and mixes freely with duchesses, which satisfies her soul; and you are one of the celebrities of the day. It now only remains for me to get a prize for my pig, and then we shall all three have reached the highest distinctions attainable in our respective walks in life.

Yes, yes, murmured the Professor dreamily; and presently he quoted in an undertone, What shadows we are, and what shadows we pursue!

Ill be hanged if anybody shall call my pig a shadow! returned Mr. Cecil, laughing, as he walked away. And then the Professor strolled slowly back to the quiet Precincts and The Rise of the Papacy.


II.

A Man may be a learned historian and a dignitary of the Church, and yet retain a good deal of that diffidence which is more becoming than common among his juniors. Canon Stanwick, for one, carried modesty almost to the dimensions of a vice. He was very shy of young men; he did not know what to say to them; he felt convinced  possibly not without reason  that they must find him an old bore; and how to ingratiate himself with a dashing young cavalry officer was a puzzle beyond the compass of his imagination to solve. However, he had pledged his word that he would do this, and accordingly, on the day after the cricket match, he asked a few friends to dinner, and invited Mr. Annesley to join the party.

The young man came, and made himself so agreeable to the old ladies and gentlemen whom he met that they were delighted with him, and allowed him to monopolize the lions share of the conversation. Which thing they would assuredly not have permitted in the case of any ordinary lancer or hussar; for in Lichbury the Church is disposed to look a trifle askance at the Army, and to stand upon its dignity with the representatives of the latter, who are overmuch given to riot and unseemly pranks. But about this particular lancer there was a perfect simplicity of thought and language which, combined with a touch of military swagger, was quite irresistible; and so it came to pass that Canon Stanwicks first dinner party proved the merriest that had been given in the Precincts for many a long day. As for the Professor, he began to feel a quasi-fatherly interest in the son of his former flame, and when the rest of the guests had departed, ventured to detain him.

Do you ever  er  smoke a cigar before going to bed? he asked hesitatingly.

I should be precious sorry to go to bed without smoking a cigar, answered the other, laughing.

Oh, said the Professor. Well, I have formed the same habit myself, and if you had nothing better to do, and cared to keep me company for half an hour in my study, I could offer you a tolerably good cigar, I think; and  and I believe youll find some soda-water and brandy on the table.

So presently this oddly matched pair were seated opposite to one another in the spacious room which served its present owner as library and study, the busts of Roman emperors and Greek philosophers looking down upon them from above the bookcases with an air of grave surprise. The Professor was a little timid and awkward at first, but the younger man soon set him at his ease, and when he had received a good deal of amusing information about the inhabitants of Lichbury and its neighborhood, he thought he might feel his way towards the subject which he was determined to broach.

I know very few people in these parts, he remarked; I have not been here long, and am generally much occupied. But I have a long-standing acquaintance with the Cecils, who I think are also friends of yours.

Oh, rather! responded the young man heartily. Known them all my life. Awfully jolly people  awfully good old chap, old Cecil. And Mrs. Cecil  shes awfully jolly too.

Bob Annesleys vocabulary of adjectives made up in emphasis what it lacked in variety.

And Miss Cecil? the Professor said. I have only been fortunate enough to meet her once, but I am told that she is a singularly beautiful and charming young lady.

This leading observation elicited a somewhat less cordial assent from Bob, who murmured, Theres no question about that, and looked rather grave for a few seconds.

I was thinking, went on the wily Professor, that I should very much like to see more of her, her father having been such an intimate friend of mine in former years; but I hesitate to ask young people into my dull house unless I can provide some sort of amusement for them. Do you think there would be room for a lawn-tennis court in the garden?

Oh, Lord bless your soul, yes! answered the young man, rising to the fly most satisfactorily; heaps of room. Ill tell you what: if youd like me to mark out the court for you, Ill do it to-morrow with the greatest of pleasure, and I could make up a four any day that suited you and Miss Cecil.

I should be very much obliged to you. Let me see; you would want another lady, wouldnt you? said the Professor, with some fear that his accommodating guest might offer to bring Mrs. Harrington.

He was relieved to find that no such indiscretion was contemplated. The young man said there were the Deans daughters, or failing them, there was Mrs. Green, the wife of one of his brother officers, who was a first-rate player and a friend of the Cecils. He could easily get her and her husband to come, and he was sure the Professor would like them.

So far, so good. There would apparently be no difficulty in bringing the young people together; and as for the harpy, perhaps the moment had hardly yet come for declaring war upon her. In the course of the few following days the Professor tried to find out more about this mysterious lady; but the canons knew nothing of her, and the canons wives sniffed and said that she was a person whom nobody visited, although, upon being pressed, they admitted that there was nothing definite against her. Possibly, after all, she might prove less formidable than Mrs. Annesley had supposed, and the Professor was confirmed in this hope by the evident admiration with which Bob regarded Miss Cecil. That young lady willingly consented to drink tea and play tennis in the Precincts, and closer inspection showed that her personal attractions had been in no way exaggerated. Not only did she possess a quantity of golden-brown hair, and eyes of the darkest blue, shaded by long curved lashes, but her features, complexion, and figure were all perfect, and she had an enchanting smile. If any young man could prefer the vulgar charms of a Mrs. Harrington to these, he must be a very extraordinary young man indeed; and the Professor, watching the tennis-players from his cane arm-chair in the shade, smiled as he thought to himself that Bob Annesley had none of the outward and visible signs of an extraordinary young man. Furthermore, he noticed that Annesley and Miss Cecil remained partners throughout; and though this might be a trivial basis upon which to build conclusions, there was surely some significance in the fact that after each game these two sauntered away together, leaving Captain and Mrs. Green to entertain their host with polite conversation.

When play was over for the day, a renewal of the contest at an early date was agreed upon, and after three such meetings the Professor felt justified in despatching a consolatory note to Mrs. Annesley. I really think you may make your mind quite easy, he wrote, I have had your boy and Cecils girl playing tennis in my garden several times; and even so inexperienced a looker-on as myself cannot fail to perceive that if ever two people were in love with each other, they are. The harpy I have not yet met, nor am I likely to do so; but Captain Green of your sons regiment tells me that she is what is called a garrison hack  a term not known to me, but which I take to mean broadly that she is ready to flirt with all, and is consequently dangerous to none.

The folly of generalization was one to which the Professor was fully alive in dealing with matters of historical interest; and had the question before him been of that kind, he would have been the first to point out that, though this lady might not be dangerous qua garrison hack, there was no sure ground for assuming that she was not dangerous qua Mrs. Harrington. Mrs. Annesleys grateful reply to his letter did not reach him before he had begun to repent of his haste in communicating with her.

It was upon the occasion of an afternoon party, given by the officers of the 27th Lancers, that Canon Stanwick was privileged to make Mrs. Harringtons acquaintance. Had he been left to consult his own inclinations, he would not have been present at this entertainment; but the Cecils, who had driven in from the country to attend it, invited themselves to luncheon with him, and then carried him away by main force, alleging that it would do him good to see more of his neighbors. As a matter of fact, however, he was not benefited in this particular way, for the cathedral dignitaries seldom showed themselves at the barracks, and he searched the mess-room and ante-room in vain for any familiar face. He remained beside the Cecils, and presently accompanied them to the lawn in front of the building, where some younger members of the assemblage were playing tennis. Then it was that he became aware of Mrs. Harrington, attended by young Annesley, and was able to scrutinize her a little more nearly than he had done on the cricket-ground. She was a tall, striking-looking woman, not in her first youth. No doubt she was rather over-dressed, and the Professor noticed that she was more anxious to appear at her ease than successful in doing so. He noticed, besides, that the other ladies fought shy of her, and that his friend Bob, who stood by her side, looked anything but happy.

After a time the couple drew near to the spot where the Cecil family were seated, and from the expression of despair visible upon the young mans face, and the mixture of triumph and defiance exhibited by the lady, it was easy to guess what was going to happen next. The Professor, from living so much alone, had got out of the habit of repressing his emotions; and when he realized that this daring woman had demanded an introduction to Mrs. Cecil, he gave vent to a loud, abrupt chuckle, which caused everybody to turn round and look at him and overwhelm him with consequent confusion. Thus he missed the actual formality which had moved him to mirth by anticipation; but he recovered himself in time to see that it had taken place, that Mr. and Miss Cecil were looking grave and annoyed, and that Mrs. Cecil had assumed that stony demeanor with which she was wont to cow the presumptuous.

Mrs. Cecil was not a lady with whom it was advisable to take liberties. A great liberty had been taken with her now, and, while holding in reserve the punishment of the chief offender, she made things very uncomfortable for his accomplice. Having bowed to Mrs. Harrington, she became absorbed in some distant object of interest, and failed to hear the bland remarks addressed to her by her new acquaintance. A deep silence had fallen upon the surrounding group. Mrs. Cecil was still seated; the other lady was standing in front of her chair, and the Professor, looking on from the background, thought to himself that, if he were in Mrs. Harringtons shoes, he would run away.

But it was Bob Annesley, and not Mrs. Harrington, who adopted that pusillanimous course. That intrepid woman remained firm, and, with a determined smile upon her pale face, forced Mrs. Cecil to speak to her.

I asked Mr. Annesley to introduce me to you, she was saying, because I think we ought to know each other, being both of us so intimate with him.

Oh, I didnt know, replied Mrs. Cecil coldly. Perhaps she would have liked to say that she was not so very intimate with Mr. Annesley; but when one has a daughter whom one is naturally anxious to marry well, one is apt to be debarred from indiscriminate retorts. After a pause, she asked, without removing her eyes from the distant view, Are you staying any time at Lichbury, Mrs.  er  ?

Harrington, replied the other. Well, I dont quite know. It will depend a good deal upon the regiment. I always like to be where the 27th are.

Really! exclaimed Mrs. Cecil; and the amount of astonishment, contempt, and disgust which she managed to condense into that one word was quite an achievement in its way.

Oh, yes, Mrs. Harrington went on cheerfully, I follow the drum. My object is to get as much fun out of life as possible, and I dont know any better way of doing that than living in a garrison town.

Violet, said Mrs. Cecil, I think I see some vacant places on the other side of the lawn. We will go over and sit there. And so saying, she arose and swept majestically away, leaving Mrs. Harrington surrounded by a number of silent persons who appeared anxious to stare her out of countenance while at the same time resolutely ignoring her.

The poor womans position was really a cruel one, and signs that she felt it to be so were not wanting. She flushed for a moment, then turned pale again, and stood, not unlike a hunted animal, while those merciless ladies enjoyed her discomfiture. The Professor, who knew what agony he himself would have suffered under such treatment, could not help being very sorry for her. So sincere was his compassion, and so strongly did he disapprove of the base practice of hitting those who are down, that he was moved at last to do an unusually bold thing. He advanced abruptly to the side of the unfortunate pariah, upsetting a chair on his passage, and said in a nervous, hesitating way, What a beautiful afternoon, is it not?

Mrs. Harrington turned a pair of astonished and rather angry eyes upon him. Most likely, at the first moment, she took this queer-looking cleric for an emissary of the enemy; but a glance at his face must have reassured her, for a quick change of expression came over her own, and the Professor was rewarded by a singularly pleasant smile, and a word or two spoken without any of that harshness of intonation which had been noticeable in Mrs. Harringtons voice a few minutes before. Having thus entered his little protest against bullying, he would gladly have retired from so conspicuous a position, but he was a man who was wholly unable to extricate himself from any position, conspicuous or other, without help, and so he went on conversing with Mrs. Harrington for a matter of five minutes, at the end of which time he mentally qualified her as a very intelligent and agreeable person. I wonder, thought he, why she chose to speak in such an objectionable manner just now. And then, with his unlucky habit of thinking aloud, he said musingly, I suppose she wanted to shock Mrs. Cecil. Well, I cant blame her.

Mrs. Harrington laughed. You are quite right, she observed; that was what I wanted to do. But you ought to blame me, for it was not at all worth while to shock Mrs. Cecil, and I brought her rudeness upon myself.

The Professor, in great distress, began to stammer out an apology, which he was not permitted to finish. There is no need to beg my pardon, Mrs. Harrington interrupted: you only said what you thought, and it is not often that one has the good fortune to hear any one do that. I wish you would go on. I should like to hear what you think of me, for instance  or rather no; that would not be very interesting. I should prefer hearing what you think of Mrs. Cecil.

The Cecils are old friends of mine, said the Professor, with a slight accent of reproof.

Then you need not hesitate to say what you think of them, for one does not, as a rule, think badly of ones friends. I am interested in them on Mr. Annesleys account. He is a great deal at their house, is he not?

Yes, I believe so, answered the Professor, stroking his chin pensively. A strong desire to come to the point prompted him to add, with some audacity, People say that he is likely to become engaged to Miss Cecil, but that may be only an idle report.

Mrs. Harringtons large black eyes had a considerable store of latent fire in them. It flashed out now upon her companion with a suddenness which made him start; but in an instant she had recovered her composure. It is an idle report, she said quietly. There is no truth in it.

Indeed? Is it not a little difficult to speak with certainty upon such points?

Mrs. Harrington made no verbal reply, but stepping slightly aside, so as to see and be seen by a group of which Miss Cecil was one, and Bob Annesley another, she beckoned to the young man, who responded by an almost imperceptible shake of the head. Thereupon she repeated her signal more peremptorily, and he, with obvious reluctance, obeyed it.

I want you to see me home, she said as soon as he was within speaking distance.

Oh, all right, answered Annesley; but couldnt you wait a little bit?

No, returned Mrs. Harrington; I want to go now. I am tired.

Then, with a gracious bow to her late interlocutor, she moved away, Bob Annesley walking somewhat shamefacedly by her side.

It was thus that the Professor was made aware that Mrs. Harrington was indeed dangerous, though not precisely in the manner which he had ventured to disclaim on her behalf.


III.

Bob Annesley was one of those deservedly popular persons who can be understood at once by the least experienced students of character. Good nature was his dominant quality, and when you had said that he was good-natured, you had said very nearly all that there was to be said about him. The Professor, who had not lived for so many years at Oxford without discovering what is the ordinary destiny of young men thus gifted or afflicted, had no difficulty in casting Bobs horoscope. That woman has got a hold upon the poor boy, dont you see? said he, addressing himself to the busts in his library. He was in love with her once, and he is tired of her now; but he will never have the courage to tell her so. The question, therefore, is, how are his friends to get him out of her clutches?

But the busts continued to stare straight before them, without making any reply, and the Professor, not being fertile in expedients, could think of no better course of treatment than renewed doses of Miss Cecil and lawn-tennis. He was prepared, if driven to extremities, to make a direct appeal to Mrs. Harrington, for he conceived that her nature had a side which might be appealed to with success; but he shrank from employing so drastic a remedy until all others should have proved unavailing, and he lost no time in endeavoring to arrange another of those meetings which had already produced, or had seemed to produce, a hopeful result.

In this well-meant attempt he was foiled by the recalcitration of both the parties concerned. Mrs. Cecil, desirous though she might be to see her daughter make an unexceptionable match, was not likely to fall into the error of openly pursuing her quarry, and the young lady herself was probably offended by what had taken place at the barracks. However this may be, the Cecils regretted their inability to avail themselves of Canon Stanwicks repeated invitations; while Bob, if his own account was to be believed, was at this time perpetually on duty. Thus several weeks elapsed during which it was impossible to report progress to Mrs. Annesley, who wrote impatiently, complaining that her son never told her anything, and entreating that she might not be kept needlessly in the dark. Had it not been for these letters, the Professor, whose mind, after all, was occupied with other matters than matchmaking, might have washed his hands of the whole business; but he was reminded by them that he had promised to do his best, and so, when at length he chanced to encounter Mrs. and Miss Cecil and Bob Annesley in the same room, he profited by the opportunity, and engaged the whole three of them to lunch with him before they had time to make excuse.

Every one who has ever tried to set the affairs of his neighbors straight for them must be aware that those who pursue this course lay themselves open not only to ingratitude, but to positive contumely. When, on the day appointed, the Cecils duly made their appearance, and when at the last moment a card was brought from Bob Annesley, on which was scribbled, Very sorry, cant possibly come to luncheon, but will turn up for tennis afterwards  when, I say, this untoward incident occurred, the Professor was at once made to feel how blameworthy had been his conduct. Mrs. Cecil was so cross and snappish that a less submissive man would have turned upon her in the first five minutes; and even Violet, whose disposition was naturally sweet, was silent and preoccupied, and made no effort to soften down her mothers uncivil speeches. And what was still worse was that, after luncheon was over, and Captain and Mrs. Green had arrived with their racquets in their hands, that wretched Bob failed to redeem his promise. They waited an hour for him in vain, and then, as it was evident that no set could be made up, the Cecils went away in a huff, while the Professor, quite upset, betook himself to the cathedral, where, being in residence, he had to read the evening lessons, and where in his agitation he made St. Paul say, Bobs, love your wives, before he could stop himself.

Passing through the cloisters after the conclusion of the service, he saw dimly a male and a female figure walking before him, and his ears caught the sound of what appeared to be an altercation. By the time that he had got his glasses settled upon his nose, and had approached a little nearer to the disputants, they wheeled round and revealed themselves as no other than Bob and Mrs. Harrington. Both of them started, and Mrs. Harrington, with a bow, turned abruptly and walked away. Bob, looking rather sheepish, stood his ground and began to mumble some apology for having broken his engagement, but the Professor cut him short.

Annesley, said he, will you come into my house for a few minutes? I wish to speak to you.

The Professor, albeit of a mild temper, had been a don, and knew how to assume an aspect of sternness when necessary. Bob Annesley, on the other hand, was both by nature and training prone towards obedience. Presently, therefore, the two men were closeted in the Professors study, where the following dialogue ensued.

I want to know what you mean by this, Annesley?

Mean by what?

Why, by making love to two women at the same time. Dont tell me you havent made love to them: I have seen you. And dont tell me to mind my own business either, because a great deal of this  this trifling has gone on in my garden, and I feel myself in a measure responsible for the consequences. I cannot, continued the Professor, warming with his subject, allow the hearts of young ladies to be broken within sight of my library windows; and I am bound to tell you, Annesley, that I consider your conduct highly discreditable.

Bob shook his head sorrowfully, but did not offer to defend himself, so the Professor had to go on scolding.

Were I you, I should be ashamed of such unmanly vacillation. It is very plain that you either do not know your own mind, or that, knowing it, you are afraid to declare it. You will not, I suppose, deny that you have entangled yourself with one lady while you wish to marry the other.

No answer.

Tell me, at least, one thing: are you, or are you not, in love with Miss Cecil?

Oh, come  I say  hang it, you know! exclaimed Bob; but the Professor, paying no heed to this incoherent remonstrance, repeated his question in a determined manner.

Very well, then  yes! called out the young man despairingly. I am in love with her  and I cant marry her. Now I hope youre satisfied.

The Professor said, Far from it. On the contrary, that bare statement was eminently unsatisfactory, and required explanation. He could well understand that there might be obstacles in the way of a marriage which appeared to be desirable and desired, but let us hear what those obstacles were, and try what could be done towards removing them.

Bob, however, was obdurate, declaring that he couldnt and wouldnt say another word about the matter, except that the obstacles referred to were irremovable. He was the most unfortunate beggar that ever stepped, but talking about it wouldnt make it any better. And I dont think you have the least right to blow me up like this, he added, as he rose and made for the door. You asked me to come here and meet her, and I came. Flesh and blood couldnt resist that. Ive kept away for the last three weeks though, as you know, and I shall keep away in future. I dare say you have meant kindly, but you shouldnt be in such a deuce of a hurry to jump to conclusions.

With that he made good his retreat, while the Professor, left to himself, looked up at Marcus Aurelius and murmured sadly, It doesnt do, you see. The human animal in his lower stages of development must be guided by patience and kindness, and by these means alone.


IV.

Whether in Bob Annesleys case kindness would have proved more effectual than harshness was a question which the Professor was unable to bring to the test of experience; for a few days after the interview just described Mrs. and Miss Cecil left home, and did not return until late in the autumn.

During their absence, of which Mrs. Annesley was duly apprised, the Professor had a respite. He received no more importunate letters, he saw little of the misguided young lancer, and he employed himself agreeably in writing that brilliant chapter upon Pope Boniface VIII. and the bull Ausculta, fili, which has since been so justly praised by the critics. Absorbed in these congenial studies, and feeling that, for the time being, it was vastly more important to arrive at the truth with regard to the instructions given by Philippe le Bel to Nogaret than to unravel any contemporary mystery, the good man almost forgot Mrs. Harringtons existence, and it was not until the month of October, when Captain Green, whom he chanced to meet one day, informed him that she had left Lichbury for some destination unknown, that his interest in her revived, and he began to wonder whether anything could have caused her to relinquish her prey.

Shortly afterwards he caught sight of Bob Annesley, clanking down the High Street in full war-paint and feathers, and crossed the road on purpose to say, So Mrs. Harrington has gone away, I hear.

Yes, answered the young man gloomily; but she is coming back, again.

The Professor passed on. He foresaw that there was going to be trouble, but he did not want to meet it halfway. Time enough for that when the Cecils come home, thought he as he regained his quiet dwelling, and dived once more into the dark recesses of the thirteenth century.

The Cecils came home early in November; but Bob and Violet met no more in the Precincts, the excuse of lawn-tennis being, indeed, no longer available at that season. That they met elsewhere the Professor had ocular proof, for he saw them several times riding together; moreover, the Deans wife informed him that everybody said it was to be an engagement. The Professor held his peace, remembering one person who had said with some confidence that it would never be anything of the sort; and when that person reappeared suddenly upon the scene, it seemed clear that the tug of war was at hand. The first intimation of coming unpleasantness which reached the Professor took the form of a visit from Mr. Cecil, who said he wished to have his old friends candid opinion about young Annesley.

He has been a good deal up at my place of late; and though of course one is very glad to see him, and all that, one would like to know a little more of him. Mrs. Cecil will have it that he is ambitious of becoming our son-in-law. Well, that may or may not be so, and I dont think it necessary to repeat to her all that I hear in the town about him and Mrs. Harrington; but I may confess to you, Stanwick, that I feel uneasy on Violets account. What do you think I ought to do?

Ask him his intentions, answered the Professor promptly.

Oh, my dear fellow, I cant possibly do that. I would as soon bring an action for breach of promise against a man as ask him his intentions.

Yet you want to know them, I suppose?

That is quite another thing. One wants to know a great deal that one cant ask about. I want to know who this Mrs. Harrington is, for instance, and what her intentions are.

Well, said the Professor, with a sigh, I dare say I might be able to help you there. At all events, Ill try.

He perceived that the time had come when he must have recourse to that direct appeal to the harpy which he had contemplated some months before. The necessity was grievous to him; but he faced it like the courageous old gentleman that he was, and having found out Mrs. Harringtons address from the stationer in the market-place, set out to call upon her that same afternoon.

Mrs. Harrington occupied lodgings on the first floor of a small house near the cavalry barracks. The dreary shabbiness of her little drawing-room was accentuated by some of those attempts at decoration with which a woman of scanty means and no taste commonly surrounds herself. The faded curtains were drawn back through loops of equally faded ribbon; the walls were adorned with a few staring chromo-lithographs; the mantelpiece and the rickety table had borders of blue satin and coffee-colored lace; the back of the piano was swathed in spotted muslin over blue calico, like a toilet-table, and upon it stood a leather screen for photographs, from which various heavily moustached warriors, in and out of uniform, gazed forth vacantly.

These and other details were lost upon the Professor, who only wished to say his say and be gone. He had rehearsed the probable course of the interview beforehand, and was ready with a remark which should at once render the object of his errand unmistakable; but he had omitted to make allowance for the unforeseen, and therefore he was completely thrown out on discovering two long-legged officers seated beside Mrs. Harringtons tea-table.

It is safe to conclude that that lady was a good deal astonished when Canon Stanwick was announced, but she rose to the level of the occasion and introduced him immediately to her other visitors. Canon Stanwick, Captain White  Mr. Brown. And now let me give you all some tea.

The Professor would have liked to say that he would call again some other time, but felt that he had not the requisite effrontery; so he sat down, took a cup of tea, and wished for the end. He was very awkward and confused, feeling sure that the two officers must be laughing at him; but in this he was mistaken. Those gentlemen, if not remarkable for intellect, had perfectly good manners, and would wait until they reached the barrack square before permitting themselves to burst into that hilarity which the notion of Polly Harrington closeted with a parson must naturally provoke. In the meantime, they did not do much towards lightening the labor of keeping up conversation. This duty fell chiefly upon Mrs. Harrington, who acquitted herself of it as creditably as any one could have done, and who established a claim upon the Professors gratitude by talking with as much propriety as if she had been herself a canoness. His preconceived idea was that propriety of language was about the last thing that could be expected from such ladies as Mrs. Harrington when, so to speak, in the regimental circle. Nevertheless, he did not find himself able to second her efforts towards promoting a general feeling of cordiality and the next quarter of an hour passed away very slowly. At length it flashed across Captain White that the old gentleman meant to sit him out, and as soon as he had made this brilliant discovery he rose with great deliberation, pulled down his waistcoat, pulled up his collar, and said he was sorry that he must be going now. Thereupon Mr. Brown went through precisely the same performance, and intimated a similar regret. Mrs. Harrington did not offer to detain them. She accompanied them to the door, talking as she went, kept them for a minute or two on the threshold while she arranged to ride with them to the meet on the following day, and then returned smiling, to hear what Canon Stanwick might have to say for himself.

Now she knew as well as anybody to what she owed the honor of the Professors visit; but she did not see why she should make his path smooth for him. Therefore she smiled and held her tongue, while he, after some introductory commonplaces, managed to drag Bob Annesleys name, without much rhyme or reason, into the current of his remarks.

A promising young fellow, he said; but, like other young fellows, he gives his friends some anxiety at times. His mother, poor thing, is feeling very uneasy about him just now.

Mothers, observed Mrs. Harrington, generally do feel uneasy about their sons. That is because they have such a difficulty in realizing that their sons may be old enough to take care of themselves.

But they cant take care of themselves, rejoined the Professor eagerly. At least, he cant take care of himself. His position, as no doubt you are aware, differs in some respects from that of his brother officers, and I think that if you or I were in his mothers place, we should wish, as she does, that he should leave the army, live upon his property, and  and make a suitable marriage.

Yes, said Mrs. Harrington: and why is his mother uneasy?  because he wont leave the army, or because he wont make a suitable marriage?

Well, for both reasons, I believe. I think I mentioned to you some time ago that there was a talk of his marrying Violet Cecil, and I have since ascertained that his own feelings incline him towards a match which would give great satisfaction to all those who are interested in him; but unfortunately it appears that he is hampered by some previous entanglement with  with  

With an unsuitable person? suggested Mrs. Harrington, still smiling.

The Professor paused. He wanted to enlist Mrs. Harringtons sympathies, and to arouse the generosity which he was convinced that she possessed. Under the circumstances, was it politic to begin by telling her that she was unsuitable? However, he reflected very sensibly that there would be no getting on at all unless that much were either said or implied; and he felt, besides, that he was already in so uncomfortable a predicament that nothing could very well make it worse. This gave him courage to reply,  

I fear we must pronounce her so. All other considerations apart, the fact that he no longer wishes to make her his wife should be conclusive. He might feel  and I dont say that he ought not to feel  bound in honor to her; but it seems to me that she is equally bound in honor to release him from his engagement.

Oh, you think she is bound to release him?

I do, answered the Professor firmly. Yes; I may say without any hesitation that that is what I think.

I am not quite sure that I agree with you, said Mrs. Harrington. I cant, of course, form any guess as to who the person to whom you allude may be; but let us put an entirely imaginary case, and see how it looks from the ladys point of view. Because, you know, even unsuitable women have their point of view, and some of them might be disposed to think their happiness almost as important as Mrs. Annesleys. Let us take the case of a woman with whom life has gone very hardly  a woman who was married young to a husband who ill-treated her, deserted her, and left her at his death with a mere pittance to live upon. Well, this imaginary woman is not very wise, let us say, although she has no great harm in her. She is fond of amusement, she likes riding, she likes dancing, and we wont disguise that she likes flirting too. She has no near relations; so, instead of taking lodgings in a suburb of London, or hiring a cottage in the depths of the country, as no doubt she ought to do, she attaches herself to a cavalry regiment in which she has friends, and she rides her friends horses and dances at their balls, and has great fun for a time. Perhaps it serves her right that this way of going on causes her to be cut by all the ladies, wherever she betakes herself; perhaps she doesnt care a straw for that at first, and perhaps she cares a great deal as she grows older. Perhaps she sees no way of escape from a kind of existence which she has learnt to hate, and perhaps that serves her right again. What do you think, Canon Stanwick?

The Professors honesty compelled him to reply, I should not blame her for seizing any opportunity of escape from it that offered.

Yet most people would blame her; she would have to make up her mind to that. We are supposing, you know, that Mr. Annesley is the way of escape that offers itself, and when this forlorn woman seizes him ecstatically she must expect his friends and relations to tear their hair and call her bad names. I dare say that would trouble her very little. After knocking about the world for so many years, she wouldnt be over and above sensitive, and she would know perfectly well that, when once she was married and had plenty of money, everybody, including her husbands relations, would be civil enough to her. But now, just as she is exulting in the prospect of peace and plenty, lo and behold! the miserable young man goes and falls in love with somebody else. What is she to do? You, in an off-hand sort of way, answer, Oh, let him go free, of course; but I, on the side of the poor disappointed woman, venture to say that she should be guided by circumstances. Suppose she knew this good-natured Bob Annesley to be a man who couldnt break his heart about anything or anybody if he tried ever so hard? Suppose she knew that she was quite as well able to make him happy as Miss Cecil? Mightnt she in that case be justified in thinking a little bit about her own interests, and holding him to his promise?

I cant answer positively, said the Professor, sighing. Justification must depend entirely upon the standard by which we judge. All I know is, that if such a woman as you describe resolved to sacrifice her worldly prospects she would err upon the safe side.

Such a woman as I describe would probably differ from you there, observed Mrs. Harrington.

No! exclaimed the Professor suddenly, bringing his stick down upon the floor with an emphatic thump. You may say that, but I dont believe it. I believe her to be a good-hearted and high-minded woman, in spite of all that she may have gone through. I believe that she has a conscience, and I believe that she will end by obeying it, no matter at what cost.

You must know a great deal about her, said Mrs. Harrington, raising her eyebrows. Are you not forgetting that she is a purely imaginary person?

The Professor was about to reply, but what he was going to say will never be known, for at this inopportune juncture the door opened, and who should walk in but Bob Annesley himself! The three persons thus unexpectedly confronted with one another all lost their presence of mind a little, and the Professor could not afterwards have given any coherent account of what happened next, or of how long an interval elapsed before he found himself in the street again; but as he wended his way homewards, he astonished more than one passer-by by calling out in a loud, distinct voice, Shell let him go! mark my words, sir, shell let him go! And when he had reached the privacy of his own study, he added confidentially, And between ourselves, Im not by any means sure that she isnt worth a dozen of the other.


V.

It is one thing to make a sudden and enthusiastic profession of faith in a prodigy, and it is quite another to reiterate that profession in cold blood the next morning. The Professor did not find himself able to accomplish the latter feat. Calmer reflection showed him that he had given Mrs. Harrington credit for the most extreme disinterestedness, not because of any single thing that she had said or done, but simply from an instinctive feeling that her nature was nobler than it appeared to be upon the surface. Now instinctive feelings do not ordinarily commend themselves as a sound foundation for faith or sober philosophers on the shady side of fifty; and the Professor, while maintaining the high opinion which he had formed of the harpy, wished that he had not been interrupted just when he was upon the point of asking her in plain terms whether she intended to marry Bob Annesley or not. It is possible that he might have called again and repaired the omission, had he not at this time found it necessary to consult certain authorities at the British Museum; and when once he was in town a variety of accidents detained him there. After that he had to go down to Oxford, so that, what with one thing and another, it was very nearly a month before he was in Lichbury again.

Almost the first person whom he saw after his return was Bob Annesley, and Bobs round face wore an air of such profound dejection that even a short-sighted and absent-minded man could not help noticing it.

All well here, I hope? said the Professor interrogatively. Have you seen our friends the Cecils lately?

Bob shook his head. Never go there now. He added, with something of an effort, I shall never go there any more; I shall be out of this before long. Sent in my papers last week.

What! exclaimed the Professor, rather startled. And then, as they were near his door, Come in, he said, and tell me all about it.

The young man obeyed listlessly. You may as well be told all about it now, he remarked; everybody will have to know soon.

The Professor was greatly perturbed, feeling that he had been somehow to blame in absenting himself at a critical time. He did not ask for further explanations, but having preceded his young friend into the library, began at once: This must not be allowed to go on, Annesley. I am sincerely sorry for Mrs. Harrington, but I cant think it right that two people should be made miserable in order that she may be provided with a large income. I am disappointed in her, I confess. I had hoped  but no matter. Since she wont break with you, you must break with her; and possibly some sort of compensation might be offered in a delicate manner  

I cant break with her, interrupted Bob quietly. We were married three weeks ago.

The Professors consternation was too great to be expressed in any vehement fashion. He could only murmur under his breath, Dear, dear! what a sad pity!

There was no help for it, said Bob. I promised her ages ago that I would marry her if her husband died, and I couldnt go back from my word when the time came.

Her husband! ejaculated the Professor. This is worse than I thought. Do I understand you that she has had a husband alive all this time?

Well, he died a month or two ago  when she was away in the summer, you know. He had behaved awfully badly to her  deserted her soon after they were married. It was no fault of hers.

It was certainly a fault of hers to receive another mans addresses while she was still a married woman, said the Professor severely.

Oh, well, if you like to call it so; but I suppose I was as much in the wrong as she was. Anyhow, I was bound to her. I told her about  about Violet, you know, but she didnt seem to think that made much difference. So, you see, there was no getting out of it, concluded Bob simply.

There is no getting out of it now, remarked the Professor, with a rueful face; and I dont think you have improved matters by getting married in this hole-and-corner way. What was your object in doing that?

She thought it would be better, answered the young man indifferently; and, as far as that goes, I agreed with her. It has saved us a good deal of bother with my people; besides which, I didnt care to let all the fellows in the regiment hear about it before I left.

The Professor groaned. He saw that the only course open to him, or to any of Bobs friends, was to make the best of a bad business; but for the moment he could think of nothing except what a very bad business it was, and after promising to keep the secret until it should be a secret no longer, he allowed the young man to depart without offering him a word of consolation. Why he should have felt moved, some hours later, to walk over to the lodgings which were still occupied by the bride, he would have been puzzled to explain. She could not undo what she had done, nor was there anything to be gained by upbraiding her. Perhaps it was rather a strong feeling of curiosity than anything else that led him to her door.

Having learnt that she was at home and alone, he followed the servant upstairs, and was presently in the shabby little drawing-room so well known to the officers of the 27th. Mrs. Harrington  to call her by the name which she had not yet formally resigned  rose from the chair in which she had been sitting by the fireside, and turned a curiously altered countenance towards her visitor. The Professor was at once struck by her extreme pallor, and by her air of weary despondency. To look at her, one would have thought that she had just sustained a crushing defeat, instead of having gained a victory.

You have seen Bob! she began.

Ah! sighed the Professor, speaking out his thoughts without ceremony, I fear you have made a terrible mistake, both of you.

Yes, she answered, and said no more, though he waited some time for her to explain herself.

What made you do it? he exclaimed at length. You must have known that you were laying up an endless store of wretchedness for your husband and yourself; and I can hardly believe that you were influenced only by the motives that you mentioned when I was here last.

There was one motive which I didnt mention, said Mrs. Harrington. You hardly know enough about me to be amused by it; but I have no doubt that the regiment would consider it an exquisite joke if I were to assert that I had married Bob Annesley because I loved him. And yet it isnt very odd that I should love him. He was crazily in love with me once; he was kind to me when no one else was kind; he treated me like a lady; while other men, who by way of being my friends, were insulting me, more or less directly, every day. Oh, I know what you are saying to yourself. You are saying that if I had really cared for him at all, I should not have married him against his will. But I thought I might reckon without his will  he has so little of it. That has always been Bobs defect; and I dont mind saying so, because it is the only defect that I have ever discovered in him. I believed that I could win him back, and that, when once we were married, he would forget his fancy for Miss Cecil, as he has forgotten other fancies before. Now that it is too late, I have found out that I was wrong. If I had known three weeks ago as much as I know now, I would have died a thousand times rather than have married him. He hates me, and I am rightly punished for my blindness and obstinacy.

She had spoken quietly at first, then with a good deal of excitement; but now her voice dropped to a whisper as she crouched down over the fire, muttering, Yes, I am punished  I am punished!

The Professor frowned. He disliked melodrama, and had no great belief in a repentance which could be evidenced only by words. Perhaps money and lands may afford you some consolation, he observed rather cruelly.

Mrs. Harrington did not notice the sneer. Why did you go away and leave me alone with my temptation? she cried suddenly. You might have prevented this.

I cannot flatter myself, answered the Professor coldly, that my influence with you would have been sufficiently strong for that.

It was stronger than you think. I liked you; you had been kind to me, and I was ready to listen to you. I have not forgotten how you stood by me that day when Mrs. Cecil turned her back upon me; women in my position dont forget such things. But you went away just when I most needed a friend, and so I allowed myself to be deceived by my vain hopes.

If any words of mine could have caused you to think twice before you took this irrevocable step, returned the Professor, I can only regret most sincerely that business should have called me away at so important a moment; but there is little use in discussing what might have been. The only thing for you and your husband to do now is frankly to accept a situation from which you cannot escape.

Unless by means of an over-dose of chloral, suggested Mrs. Harrington, with a faint smile.

The Professor got up. Mrs. Harrington, said he, you may yet prove yourself an excellent wife and make your husband happy; but you can hardly expect to do this easily or immediately. And if I were you, I would not begin by making speeches which are silly if they are insincere, and wicked if they are not.

Thereupon he left the room without further leave-taking, while she, still bending over the fire, appeared unconscious alike of his rebuke and of his exit. The Professor, as he walked home, felt that he had been very severe, yet not unwarrantably so. She is a foolish, theatrical woman, he said to himself; and I strongly suspect that all that exaggerated penitence was assumed for a purpose. Of course her chief object now will be to conciliate her mother-in-law, and she probably imagines that my report of her may carry some weight in that quarter. But she makes a mistake, because I shant report anything about her  good, bad, or indifferent. No more meddling with other peoples business for me!


VI.

The Professor would undoubtedly have felt confirmed in the harsh judgment which he had passed upon Bob Annesleys wife if he could have seen her at the meet on the following morning. Mrs. Harrington was a finished horsewoman, and never looked to so great advantage as in the saddle. Upon the present occasion she rode a fidgety chestnut mare, the property of Captain White, and the ease with which she managed her rather troublesome mount won her a great deal of admiration from the local members of the hunt. As for the officers of the 27th, they were too well accustomed to Polly Harringtons dexterity to pay her any compliments on that score; but they clustered round her as usual, and smiled amiably at her smart sayings, and told her that she was in rare form that morning. Bob hovered in the background, looking woebegone.

The neighborhood of Lichbury does not bear a very high character among hunting men, blank days being of by no means rare occurrence thereabouts, but there is always a fox at Lingham Gorse, and it was at Lingham Gorse that a fox was found on the particular morning with which we are concerned. The whole crowd got away together, and kept together for the first five minutes, going at racing speed across the short turf of the downs at the foot of which Lichbury stands. On this the northern side, the gradual slopes of these hills form as good and safe galloping ground as any one could wish for; but their southern face is very different, falling away in precipitous chalk quarries and sharp declivities unwelcome to timid riders, and it was after crossing the backbone of the ridge that the field began to scatter right and left, only a few adventurous spirits riding straight ahead and trusting in Providence.

Among these was Mrs. Harrington. She was followed by Annesley and Captain White, the latter of whom was watching her headlong progress a little anxiously, and wishing, perhaps, that his chestnut mare were safe in her stable. It was not, however, any fear on the mares account that caused him to rein in suddenly and ejaculate Good God! About a furlong ahead, a row of posts and rails had come into view, immediately beyond which  as every one who knew the country was well aware  was a chalk cliff some two hundred feet in depth. It seemed incredible that any human being, whether familiar with the country or not, should ride at such a fence, for there was nothing but sky visible upon the other side of it; but Mrs. Harrington was making straight for it now, and it was the discovery that she was doing so that called forth Captain Whites exclamation. He raised his hand to his mouth and sent a warning shout after her, and Bob, who saw the danger at the same moment, shouted too; but Mrs. Harrington did not appear to hear either of them, and, indeed, it was already too late for warnings to be of any avail. For an instant horse and rider rose dark against the gray sky, then vanished; and to those who waited there, helpless and horror-struck, it seemed as if some minutes elapsed before the dull crash came which told them that poor Polly Harrington had taken her last leap.

Awful thing!  most shocking sight I ever saw in my life! Captain White said, describing the catastrophe, some months afterwards, to an old brother officer. But she must have been killed like a flash of lightning  theres some comfort in that. And, though I wouldnt say so to any one else, I cant help thinking that the poor womans death was about the best thing that could have happened. Fancy her having got Bob Annesley to marry her on the sly! Only shows what fools fellows are, eh? Youve heard that hes engaged to that pretty Miss Cecil now, havent you? It isnt given out yet, of course, and I suppose theyll have to let a year go by before they announce it formally; but everybody knows about it down in these parts.

Probably many less plain-spoken persons than Captain White agreed with him in thinking the unfortunate harpys death the best thing that could have happened; but it may be hoped that Bob Annesley was not consciously among the number. The suddenness and the ghastly nature of the calamity gave him a shock from which his elastic spirits took a long time to recover; but he began to be more cheerful again after meeting Canon Stanwick, and putting into words a dread which he had not liked to mention to other friends.

I say, he asked hesitatingly, and keeping his eyes upon the ground, do you believe  do you believe that  she did it on purpose?

The Professor evaded the question so cleverly that his interrogator quite imagined that he had answered it.

I do not think, he said gravely, that we have any right whatever to cast such an aspersion as that upon her memory.


ARCHDEACON HOLDENS TRIBULATION.

She was so frail and small that the country squires who came in at the one stopping-place and left the train at the next, and talked of petty sessions and highway-boards in a strong slow way, like men with a tight grasp of a slippery subject, felt fatherly towards her; and so fair that their sons found out new and painful ways of sitting which hid dirty boots, and strange modes of propping their guns which employed hands suddenly gifted with a sense of over-abundance; and so dainty, yet withal bright of eye and lip, that a gentleman who got in one stage from Stirhampton, and knew her, was tormented by his fancy; which pictured her as a sparkling gem in its nest of jewellers satin. Altogether so frail and fair and dainty was this passenger; and yet in the flush of her young beauty and fearless nature, there was about her so imperious a charm that they all, though they might travel with her but three miles  it was a dreadful train  and exchange with her not three words, became her slaves. And the gentleman who knew her grovelled before her in spirit to an extent unbecoming in a man, much more in a clergyman and a curate.

She was popular, too. For though she parted from him at the door of the carriage, she fell in almost at once with another who knew her. His business, as far as any save chatting with her was apparent, seemed to be about the book-stall. And after she had gone laughing from him, and the servant who met her  and was equally her slave with all the others, though he was more like a bishop and a father of the Church than they promised ever to be  had taken her luggage in charge, she met yet another, who blushed, and bowed, and smiled, and stammered before her after his kind. With him she was very merry until their roads diverged  if he had any road which was not of the nature of the last ones business. And then she tripped on just as gayly with a very tall acquaintance  they were all of one sex  and after him with another, who took up the walking where his predecessor left off, just for all the world as if she were a royal letter, and they were those old Persian post-runners, who made so little of parasangs, and whose roads seemed always to be through Paradises. But this last one brought her to the rectory gates, and  much lamenting  left her.

There was only Granny in the drawing-room when Dorothy ran upstairs. Granny, who was eighty-seven, and with a screen at her back and a wood-fire toasting her old toes, could tell wonderful tales of the great war. Who had heard Clarissa read aloud coram puellis, and at times shocked a mealy-mouthed generation by pure plain-speaking. She was the Archdeacons grandmother; but to Dorothy what relation she was, or whether she was any relation, not all Stirhampton could tell  though it spent itself in guessing, and dallied to some extent with a suggestion that she was Dorothys great-great aunt; not, however, committing itself to this, nor altogether breaking with a rival theory, that they were first cousins three times removed.

Whatever she was, Dorothy hugged her a score of times, and the tiny old lady said, God bless you, my dear, half as many, and was going on to her full number, when the Archdeacon himself came in. He, too, smiled upon seeing the girl, and smoothed his ruffled brow, and tried to be as if the drawing-room  when he was in it  were all his world. For this was a part of the Archdeacons system, and he was of note through four dioceses as a man of system. So he patted the girls hair, and said kindly:

Well, my dear, I trust you have had a pleasant visit?

Oh, charming! and yet I am so glad to be at home again! But, guardian, what is the matter?

The Archdeacon was vexed and pleased. Vexed that his attempt had not succeeded, and pleased that he could now tell his trouble. The matter, my dear? he said, taking a turn up and down the room; why, I am greatly annoyed and put out. I never knew such a thing happen before.

Granny clasped her hands upon the arms of her chair in sudden excitement. It isnt overdrawn, George, is it? she said, nervously.

Overdrawn! he replied, cheerfully, not at all. There had been a time when he was not an archdeacon, or a rector, or even in orders, but only a hard-reading undergraduate, when Grannys banking account had been with great difficulty kept above zero. Then it was her bugbear; now the family fortunes were as solidly substantial as the comfortable red brick rectory itself; but Granny found some difficulty in laying her bogey. Not at all. Not so bad as that, he said, cheerfully; but very annoying, nevertheless. I was writing my Sunday evening sermon this afternoon  as I always do, you know, on Friday  when Whiteman came running in to me at five minutes after four, and said there was no one at the church to take the four oclock service. Of course I had to break off and go. The congregation had to wait fully ten minutes. It is not so much the inroad upon my time, though that is not unimportant, as the lack of system, that I deplore. Maddy and Moser  they were the married curates, and took charge of the two chapels of ease are, of course, engaged elsewhere; but surely one of the other five might have been here. It is a piece of gross carelessness on the part of some one.

Dorothy nodded and looked gravely into the teapot. And I saw Mr. Gray on my way from the station! she said.

Ah, just so. You did not meet any of the others?

Yes, I think I did, she replied, with a great show of candor. Of course I saw Mr. Bigham by the Church Club and Mr. Brune in Wych Street.

Brune is the culprit, I expect. I do not think it would be Charles Emersons fault, because he is unwell.

Unwell! cried the girl, impulsively. Indeed, he is quite ill; I never saw any one look so bad.

Oh! and where may you have seen him? asked the Archdeacon, stopping suddenly in his promenade of the room, and facing her.

Dorothy bit her tongue to punish it. There is nothing so dangerous as a half-confidence. It so often leads, will-he-nill-he, to a whole one. He got into the train at Bromfield. He had walked out there, she said, meekly. Surprisingly meekly for her.

Quite so. And may I ask whereabouts you met his brother?

Met his brother?

Yes, my dear, said the Archdeacon, suavely. Met his brother, Mr. Philip Emerson?

Let me see, murmured Dolly, with a vast pretence of considering, though her little ears were scarlet by this time. Where did I meet Mr. Philip? Of course, I met him at the station. But however did you know? she asked, with the utmost effrontery.

When one sheep, Dorothy, jumps over a gap, all the flock follow. Four of my curates being so busily engaged meeting my ward, I had little doubt but that the fifth was as well occupied.

Unseen by him, she made a face at Granny, who was understood to say that boys would be boys.

And sheep, sheep! retorted the Archdeacon, with sharpness.

They did not tell me that they had come to meet me, said Dolly, rebelliously. She did not like that proverb  or whatever it was  about sheep.

The Archdeacon frowned. No, he said, severely, but I do not doubt that you would have been better pleased with them if they had. Let me speak to you seriously, Dorothy. I cannot  I really cannot  have you distracting these young men in this way. I observed before you left several little matters of this kind  little laxities, and a want of energy and punctuality, on their part that were due, I fear, to your influence.

Little laxities! murmured she, I never heard of such things. But he put her aside with a grand wave of his hand.

I am not inclined to say it is altogether your fault. You cannot help your looks or your youth, but you can avoid being a hindrance instead of an assistance in the parish. I must not suffer,  he was working himself into a well-regulated passion my arrangements to be disorganized even by you. I will not and I cannot say, were this to go on, what steps it might not be my duty, however painful, to take.

After uttering this tremendous threat the Archdeacon walked hastily across the room, and, turning, looked to see what effect it had had upon his ward. She was playing with her tea-spoon, tapping petulantly with her foot, reddening, and pouting, and glancing for sympathy at Granny; behaving altogether like a naughty school-girl under reproof. He took another turn, feeling that he did well  thoroughly well, to be angry; and looked again. She had risen, and was leaving the room. He could only see her back. I dont know what it was  perhaps he could not tell himself  in the pose of her little head and her shoulders, or whether it was something quite outside her  which made him step after her, and touch her shoulder gently.

There, there! he said, staying her kindly. My scolding has not been very dreadful, Dorothy. We must be good friends again. Will you please to give me my second cup, and then I will go back and finish  my other sermon.

Granny looked surprised, and Dorothy laughed as brightly as if there were not and never had been in the world such a thing as a tear. For the Archdeacon rarely made a joke, even a little one. Jokes cannot be made upon system, and Archdeacon Holden had found system so good a thing that any pursuit which did not admit of it was apt to be out of favor with him. He was gifted with great powers of organization, and these he had used well, and found sufficient, so that by their means, without being a great preacher or a small controversialist, without inventing a new doctrine, or reviving an old argument, he had risen to preferment. He was little more than thirty when he was presented to the living of Stirhampton; and though the parish was overpopulated and under-churched, he reduced it in ten years to such a condition that it ranked as a model and its rector as a great man, often consulted by the heads of the Church upon parochial matters. Moreover, men talked of him as of one likely to rise higher.

In person he was a tall, well-favored man, in the prime of life, with hair just beginning to be flecked with gray. He had nothing of the ascetic in his appearance, though his manners were cold and reserved; but he was liberal, and had good nature and good temper, as well as good parts. These qualities, however, the strict formality of his habits, and his rigid adherence to rule, hid in a great measure from all who were not well acquainted with the man.

To Dorothy he had been almost a father; and would perhaps have come to be looked upon entirely in that light, but that he was betrayed from time to time by little things. For instance, what do fathers  ordinary allowance-making, bill-paying fathers  know of their girls dresses? The smallest chit in the nursery will tell you, nothing. And Carrie and Edie are so persuaded of this that they will flaunt their new seal-skins  which have not been paid for, and are absurdly inconsistent with papas allowance  under his very nose, without the slightest tremor; and Flo will wear three new dresses in a quarter with as little chance of being prematurely found out in her extravagance, as if they were three new pairs of mittens. But in this respect the Archdeacon was not Dorothys father. For not only did he observe during the few days which followed his scolding that she had not forgotten it; that she went sadly  or seemed to go sadly  about the house, and shunned his visitors with a pensive air, leaving Mr. Maddy, who was over fifty, and had seven children, to pour out his own tea. Not only did he note this, but when Dorothy appeared at breakfast upon the fourth morning with a demure face and downcast eyes, he marked the novelty of her quaker-like gray dress, with its plain collar and cuffs, as quickly as did Granny.

That is very becoming, Dorothy, he remarked, pleasantly. He wished to be upon the old footing with her. To tell you the truth, he was tired of that going sadly. The house seemed as soberly dull as when she was away. And of late he had come to think it was rather a dull house. She had been away a good deal.

Becoming! cried Dolly, to his surprise, in a piteous voice. And I had thought that this would do.

Would do, my dear? What do you mean? So it does. It seems to me to do excellently. He was slightly taken aback.

But I thought you said it was becoming? she cried, querulously. You did, too. I heard it quite plainly.

Well, my dear, and what more would you wish me to say? It is  it is very becoming.

He tried to speak in a tone at once critical and archidiaconal, such a tone as the palæontologist adopts when he admires a bone of the pliocene mammoth in the case of a rival collector, or as paterfamilias uses when praising  to order  his girls bonnets. He did not altogether succeed. The ribs of that primitive animal, though they have pretty curves enough, do not preen themselves before a mirror with a little fluttering blush, and bright backward glances, and quick-straying dainty fingers adjusting here and defining there; nor do they form together a picture such as none but paterfamilias himself  no locum tenens, for instance  can look on with a perfectly even pulse-beat. The Archdeacon felt that his tone was not quite the tone he had, so to speak, commissioned, and swallowed half a cup of hot coffee at a gulp.

Oh, dear! he cried, hastily.

Oh, dear! echoed the girl, stamping her foot in a pet. Then I dont know what to do. I am sure I thought this would please you, and I should not be likely to  to do what you said I did in this. But now I shall not know what to do.

And she ran out of the room, leaving her guardian in a state of much doubt as to whether she were laughing or crying; and perplexed, too, by uncertainty whether that gray dress sprang from a conscientious endeavor after sedateness, a real desire to improve  for oft the habit doth proclaim the mind  or from a freakish, wicked, contrary, wilful, teasing spirit, such as old Mrs. Fretchett had told him inhabited the bodies of young girls.

Alas! he was soon driven to be of old Mrs. Fretchetts opinions. There was no more sedateness, no more going sadly, after this; nor ever did scolding seem more entirely thrown away than that extempore sermon upon the day of Dollys return. She was gayer, prettier, more heedless, more flighty than of old. The drawing-room was never free from curates now, whose business might indeed be with the Archdeacon; but by the time he was ready to talk it over, to audit their accounts, or sign their checks, the gentlemen were always upstairs, and  difficilis descensus Olympi. There were rumors of disagreements among the black-coated ones. The parish districts  and especially their lady visitors  declared that they were neglected; the rector never got a quiet cup of tea in his own house, nor even a quiet placid moment; for the sounds of young people laughing and, as Mrs. Fretchett called it, fribbling upstairs would float down to him working in his study, and then he would pish and pshaw, and move his chair impatiently. And no wonder. It meant that the parish was taking its chance; it meant that his system was breaking down. He knew it did. He told himself he did well to be angry. And he did thoroughly well; but after all it gave him small satisfaction. He began to feel more sore, and think more seriously about the matter every day. He could not have the work of ten years and more undone in this absurd fashion. Some remedy must be found. He might get rid of all the curates in a body, for violent diseases call for violent remedies; but that might not turn out a remedy. Or Dorothy might be  well, not dismissed exactly  but disposed of out of the way in some sort or other. The more Archdeacon Holden thought it over, the more he was forced to the opinion that his duty lay in this direction. And then something happened which brought matters to a head.

It was on the day of the Grammar School sports, which were held by his permission in the large field at the back of the rectory, where the old town wall, running round two sides of the enclosure, afforded a capital place, of vantage for such spectators as did not wish to enter the ground. It was past five oclock, and the sports were over. Of course the Archdeacon had attended them; and then he had retired to his study, and was thinking of going upstairs to tea, when a renewal of the shouting in the rear of the house attracted his attention. Wondering what this might be he mounted to the drawing-room, and finding only Granny there, fenced in as usual with her screen, walked to the further window which overlooked the field. The sports, to all appearance, had been resumed, late as it was; for though the ground was almost clear, a crowd was fast collecting upon the wall, and he could make out figures  it was just growing dusk  moving quickly round the ropes, which had not been taken away. One, two, three, four, five black figures moving swiftly in single file.

I am afraid this wont do. I dont think that this can be allowed, he was beginning, shaking his head slowly, under the impression that the town boys had taken advantage of the place and occasion to get up a little impromptu competition of their own. I dont think  good heavens!

Granny awoke upon the instant, the Archdeacons voice rang out so loud in anger and reprobation. What is it? the old lady said, weakly, feeling for her stick. What is it, my dear? I hope it is not much. You know it is very near quarter day, George, very near, and some money will be paid in then. Dear me, dear me!

Even in his wrathful astonishment the Archdeacon tried to say gently, It is not that, Granny. It is nothing of any consequence. I shall be back in a moment.

And then he ran downstairs. Nothing of any consequence indeed; three steps at a time, and so, bare-headed and his skirts flying behind him, reached the terrace, taking no notice of a couple of maids in the hall, who were looking through a window and giggling, and who fled at his approach. On the terrace, with a charming hood over her head, was Dorothy, looking down into the field, and now laughing and now clapping a pair of little gloved hands in great delight, a white rose on the wall before her. He scarce looked at her, but peered into the dusk. Yes, his eyes had not played him false. The five athletes speeding round the roped circle were his five curates, and none others.

Isnt it fun? cried Dorothy at his side, all unconscious of his feelings. The boys were nothing to them, they look so funny in their long coats. They are walking a mile, and the winner is to have this rose. Dont you think Mr. Bigham is gaining?

The Archdeacon was speechless. He glared at this mocker, and then at the crowd upon the wall opposite  the cheering, shouting, growing crowd  and breathed hard. Funny! Fun! Had the girl lost all sense of decorum? He would waste no words upon her; but he ran down the steps and strode across the grass as swiftly as his dignity, a little impaired by haste and passion, would permit. Fortunately the competitors were just then at the near side of the circle. But, for that very reason, by the time he approached the ropes, the walkers, who had only eyes for one another and that slender figure on the terrace, had passed the point nearest to him, and were speeding away quite unconscious of their superiors presence. He thought he should cut off the last man, and increased his pace. He called to him and waved his hand. But Mr. Brune, intent upon the business before him, and going steadily like a machine heel and toe, his elbows well in, and his eyes upon the small of his predecessors back, neither saw nor heard him. The Archdeacon was excited and provoked. In the heat of the moment he followed, still calling to him; and, being quite fresh, began to overhaul Mr. Brune. He did not hear a louder shout rise from the crowd upon the wall; he did not hear his ward clapping her hands in a perfect ecstasy of delight; he did not  indeed he could not  hear the giggling of the maids at the hall window. But all these people and everybody else thought that he had joined in the parsons race. Some, like Dorothy, thought it was very nice and liberal of him; and more, like Mrs. Fretchett, who had a fine view from her window, thought it very odd of him. And the faster he pressed on to catch Brune, becoming with every stride more and more angry, the more the crowd upon the wall shouted, and Dolly clapped, and Brune increased his speed, and the maids giggled; until at length the Archdeacon, beginning to suspect that his own position was far from dignified, and a glimmer of the light in which he was being viewed by others dawning upon him, broke into a run, and the crowd into a shout of reprobation of his unfairness; and then at last he laid his hand upon Mr. Brunes shoulder.

Stop, Mr. Brune, he gasped; stop! This is most unseemly. Do you hear? Most unseemly! I exceedingly disapprove of this  this disgraceful exhibition. Do you see the people, sir?

This at last brought Mr. Brune to a standstill. He was a pitiable object as, hot, dishevelled, and panting, his tie awry and his collar rumpled, he stared, dumfounded, into his superiors flushed and indignant face. He tremulously wiped his brow, and by a tremendous effort recovered his eyeglasses from between his shoulders, where they had been swinging rhythmically. He put them on and looked round. Then he became aware of the spectators who had gathered since he and his fellows had, in quite a private way, started on their little frolic, and the affair became apparent to him in its true colors. For, left to themselves, and unperverted by Dolly and unreasoning rivalry, there were no curates anywhere of more proper ideas than the Archdeacons. Brune dropped his glasses, quite crushed; but, seeing the necessity for action, revived. He did what the Archdeacon should have done at first. He jumped over the ropes and ran across to stay the others.

Their rector did not wait to speak with them then, but, still frowning, stalked back to the terrace, striving to recover his self-possession upon his way. With but partial success, for as he mounted the steps, Oh, guardian! cried a merry laughing voice from above him, what is the matter? Why did you stop? I am sure you would have beaten them all if you had gone on as well as you started. You walked capitally. And why have they all stopped?

Because they have come to their senses, he said, hoarsely, striving vainly to repress his passion. Have you ever heard of Circe, girl?

Dolly only stared. This tone at any rate she had never heard before.

Because my parish is not large enough to contain her foolish rout and their senseless tricks. They were walking for a rose, were they? he continued, bitterly. What he had said already seemed to have hurt the girl not one whit, only surprised her; and he was terribly exasperated. I suppose that is but a pretty figure of speech, and stands for yourself. I am surprised you have so much modesty. It is fitting and maidenly in my ward to offer herself as the prize of a public walking match.

Her face turned white in the dusk. How dare you! she cried, starting back as if he had struck her. He had hurt her at last, if that was what he wished to do. How dare you! she cried, passionately. But this time there came a quiver in her voice and a catching of her breath, and before he could be ready for this change of front she was gone, and he heard her sobbing bitterly as she passed through the hall. Only the white rose lay where she had flung it.

He went into his study and sat down very miserably, thinking, no doubt, over the state of the parish, and of what Mrs. Fretchett would say, and took no tea that evening. Only at one time or another, before nine oclock prayers, he saw all the five curates. At dinner he was very silent, looking from time to time curiously at Dolly, who was silent too, attending chiefly to Grannys wants, and avoiding his eyes with a conscious shrinking, new in her and strangely painful to him.

But the Archdeacon had made up his mind, and before twenty-four hours were over had put it before Dorothy. First, however, he had asked her pardon quite formally for what he had said in his haste; and the strange look which pained him had passed from the girls face, as melts a shadow cast by a cloud that was before the sun, and suddenly, even as we look up, is not. And then he had gone on to speak seriously to her of the state of his parish, touching upon the report of the previous days doings, which was already abroad, and which Dolly, with some temper and as much justice, set down to Mrs. Fretchett.

Well, my dear, the Archdeacon answered pleasantly, though in a tone which made her look sharply at him, she and I are  well, old enough to remember that you are young, and, as Granny says, young folks will be young. Still I am bound to take care that the interests of my parish come first. It must not suffer through any one, even through you. And suffer it does, Dolly; which brings me to the other matter. An opportunity offers  I may say, three opportunities  of solving our difficulty. I have told you that you are too thoughtless for a clergymans daughter, but I think you would make a good and true clergymans wife.

Crash! Dorothy had dropped the paperweight with which she was playing. He let her stoop to pick it up, which she did clumsily, and was long about it, and then he went on. I have had three proposals for your hand, my dear. I do not know that this embarras de richesses is altogether to your credit, but so it is. Three of your fellow-culprits of yesterday, Philip Emerson, Mr. Bigham, and Mr. Brune are anxious to press their suits. They all have some means, and are young men of whom, notwithstanding that little affair, I can approve.

She was drawing outlines on her work-table with one white forefinger. I dont think I want to marry either of them, she murmured with much indifference, considering the effect of an imaginary landscape with her head on one side.

The Archdeacon frowned. They think that you have given them reason to hope.

They cannot all think that! she retorted, pouting scornfully. And the worst of it was that he could not controvert this.

Philip Emerson, Dorothy, seemed in particular to fancy he had received some encouragement.

Oh, said Dolly, I should like to ask him what he meant; I dont think he would dare to say it to my face. Perhaps he meant this! She went on contemptuously, rummaging in her work-basket  

For all I can remember he may have given it to me. One of them did, I know. Isnt it nonsense?

She held a crumpled scrap of paper towards her guardian, and he took it with the air of a man accepting service of a writ. Am I to read it? he asked stiffly.

Of course  I suppose he intended it to be read.

And the Archdeacon holding it gingerly, just as if it were the royal invitation before mentioned, read a few lines  

Ah, great gray eyes, that, in my true loves face,

Tell of the pure and noble soul within;

One look in your calm depths I fain would trace,

I fain would win.

and threw it down with a contemptuous pshaw! He looked through the window for a moment before he spoke again; then with a great show of cheerfulness he said, Now, my dear, let us be serious, which of them would you like to see yourself?

Which of them! she answered impatiently. None of them  ever! I hate them! That is, I mean that I dont want to marry them.

I shall not let you give that answer without thought. It seems to me that you must have encouraged one or the other of them. You must take a fortnight to think it over.

I wont have a minute! she cried angrily.

A clear fortnight, he repeated with some sternness. If you are then resolved, I shall be the last to force you to marry against your will. I have, indeed, no legal power over you. I am not your father.

No, you are not, she replied sullenly.

That pained the Archdeacon more than all that had gone before. It was not only thoughtless, it was ungracious, it was ungrateful, and it hardened his heart so that he spoke out what was in his thoughts.

Quite so, he began. I was only going to say that if at the end of the time you found yourself unable to embrace  

I am a woman, if I am your ward, suddenly and spitefully.

  to embrace this opportunity, shot out the clergyman, very red in the face, then I should have to make an alteration in my household; in what direction, you will, no doubt, be able to guess.

She bent over her work and made no reply, so that he felt a cruel satisfaction that he had at last managed to cow her. Then, as there seemed no more to be said, the Archdeacon went downstairs and tried to feel content with his partial success. One way or another the difficulty would now be settled. And this being so, if he sighed over the consideration of this comfortable fact, we may presume that the sigh was one of relief.

The gravity which on a sudden fell upon the rectory folk was not unmarked by Stirhampton. But Stirhampton felt no surprise at it. Stirhampton well understood the cause of it. What wonder, asked Stirhampton, if the Archdeacon looked perplexed, and Miss Dorothy gloomy, and the curates anxious? What wonder, indeed, when as sure as eggs were what they seemed to be  and there they generally were  the Court of Arches had its eyes upon Stirhampton, and sentences of suspension were in the air, and there was even talk of unfrocking! so that much discussion was raised in town circles as to the details of that ceremony, and whether a cooks cleaver did, or did not, figure in it, and if it did, in what particular way it was used? What wonder, indeed? though those who knew best whispered that the race for the girls hand (oh, those giggling eavesdropping maids!), disgraceful as it was in men of their calling and the Archdeacons age, might  observe  might have been overlooked. But when it came, said these, to the Archdeacon, in his chagrin at being outstripped by younger men, striking Mr. Brune, and knocking his own curate over the ropes, so that the very crowd cried shame! that was indeed going a little too far. There could be no winking at that, be the authority ever so favorable to him.

Still there are always froward people who will have no fire where others have been the first to espy the smoke. There were these at Stirhampton, men who were rude and said it was all fiddle-de-dee when Mrs. Fretchett said it was scandalum magnatum  a plain and unmannerly contradiction  and made themselves otherwise unpleasant. But even these grew silent after a time, when a very weighty fact came to be known. Two official letters  missives were the more proper word  of most threatening appearance had been delivered at the rectory. Their envelopes had been stamped with the name of an august street, and bore also in the left-hand bottom corner a distinguished title. On one had been a twopenny stamp. Timid people scanned the rector with curious pity, and such upon the whole was the effect of this postal intelligence that the doctrine of scandalum magnatum gained almost universal credence; even the froward ones grew serious and thought it over.

It was probably from a feeling of delicacy that they refrained from carrying their surmises to the Archdeacon. To the curates some hints were given, but what with their obtuseness  they scarcely seemed to understand  and a fretful touchy disposition, noticeable in young men, nothing came of these hints.

Of all the rectory folk, it was Dolly only who (oh, those giggling, tattling maids!) came to hear of the rumor. It distressed her beyond measure. She could not feel sure that it was untrue. Nay, she knew that one part was true, for had she not seen the Archdeacon read one and the other of the letters mentioned, and immediately thereafter fall into deep thought. Ever since he had been grave and preoccupied. Her ideas upon unfrocking  though the cleaver was not one of them  were sufficiently terrible, and grew more and more vivid and daunting the longer she dwelt upon them. Yet there was not between herself and her guardian such an amount of confidence as made it easy for her to speak to him upon such a subject.

So poor Dorothy knew not what to think. She had her own little distresses, we know; but they were forgotten in this greater apprehension that she had brought grief and disgrace upon the Archdeacon. And when, about the end of the fortnight, he bade her come to his study, she thought of them only as of matters to be put aside, if mentioned, as quickly as possible, as matters of no importance in the face of the blow she felt was about to fall.

Archdeacon Holden was writing steadily. He looked up at her entrance to point with a faint smile to a chair, and then went on with his work. She fancied that there was something strange and new in his air; she marked under the paper-weight the letters about which all the town was talking; at her elbow she spied an envelope addressed to the Dean and Chapter of W  , the patron of the living, and Dorothy felt sick at heart.

Whether he was or was not aware of the direction of her thoughts, he folded his letter slowly, willing, perhaps, to put off as long as possible the evil day when something must be told. It was not until he had risen and approached the fireplace, so that his back was towards her, that he said pleasantly:

Well, Dorothy, we will talk of your affairs first.

They will not occupy you long, was her quiet answer; what were these things to her now? I have made up my mind, or rather it is unchanged. If I have thoughtlessly caused pain to Mr. Emerson and the others, I am sorry; but I cannot marry any of them.

He did not speak for a moment. Perhaps his thoughts had gone off to his own matters, for his hand shook a little as he adjusted the date-case over the mantelpiece. You are quite sure, my dear? he said at last. There was no displeasure in his tone.

I am quite sure.

Well, that would have been an embarrassing answer, Dorothy, if things still stood as they were, he said. But they do not; and any change I am going to make will be the result of another cause. I have some news for you. I am going to leave Stirhampton, and you are the first person to whom I have told the fact. You will not do my parish much more harm, my dear, for in a few weeks at most I shall be without one.

His back was towards her, and so he could not see the current of grief and trouble that flashed from Dollys heart to Dollys face. He waited for the eager, happy words of congratulation that should have come; for the touch at which he should turn to meet the bright, animated face that would smile on him for a moment, and then flit joyfully upstairs to Granny. He waited for these things, wondering if his elevation could bring him any other pleasure to compare with this. And then, instead, he heard behind him a quick, low sob, and turned, with a sinking of the heart, to find the girl crying bitterly, her face cast forward in utter self-abandonment upon her arms, and her whole frame quivering with the sharpness of her sorrow.

His heart sank with a natural foreboding. But surely it must have been a singularly affectionate one, or where otherwise lay hidden the source of that deep feeling which welled up in the simple words wrung from him by the sight of her distress. My darling, my darling, only tell me what it is! he cried, stroking her fair hair and striving to comfort her. Tell me your trouble. Dont you know I would give my life to save you pain, Dolly? Dont hurt me like this, but look up and tell me. What is it, my darling?

But for a time, though she heard him, she would not be comforted, and his words even seemed to give a fresh impulse to her grief. At last, amid half-stifled sobs, with her face still hidden, Dolly made him understand what she had heard and what she had feared, and what she had supposed him to mean when he said he was about to leave Stirhampton; and poured out, too, her own self-reproach, while he stood over her and listened, and now touched the bowed head, and now smiled grimly at the rumor of that unfrocking. And when he came to answer her, he did it in a score of words that dried her eyes effectually, and made her turn her flushed, pitiful, tear-stained face upon him, a glorious smile of pure happiness irradiating it that somehow made his heart leap up like a boys  and then ache as those deserve to ache who play the boy when old enough to know better.

It is a mistake, was all he said; I am leaving here, but not in disgrace, Dolly. I have accepted the Bishopric of the new see of Deringham. What a silly, loving, little girl it is! You may read the letter, my dear. And while Dolly, in radiant dishevelment, was striving to tell him her pleasure, he took an envelope from his pocket and held it out. Dolly seized it eagerly and opened it, and found within it not at all what the Archdeacon had thought was in it. The envelope contained no statesmans autograph, or courtly to-apron-inviting note from Downing Street, but only a white rose, a dried rose, flattened, but still sweet and fragrant. Almost as soon as the girls fingers touched it the Archdeacon was aware of his mistake  surely a very curious mistake  and snatched it from her with some confused words and a reddening brow. But Dolly had seen it  had certainly seen it; and somehow it brought back to her memory the day of the curates race; so that when the Archdeacon brusquely put another letter into her hand, she read it with her eyes, and not her mind. As for the Archdeacon, he sought the window, and hemmed and hawed, and at last said, hastily, without turning, There, there, my dear, I think there is no more to be said. Will you kindly go and tell Granny? and so affected to select a volume from a shelf of the Early Fathers.

But Dorothy did not move. She sat stooping forward, passing the hem of her much-bedabbled handkerchief through her fingers.

Are you sure that you have told me all you wish to tell me? she asked, slowly.

Her guardian started. I think so, he answered, and plunged recklessly at a volume of Origen, or it might be St. Anthony, perhaps.

Then why, cried Dolly, starting up and facing him, with crimson cheeks, why did you call me your darling just now? You had no right to do it  no right, though you are my guardian, to say that  if you are going to say nothing more! If you want me, why dont you ask for me! Philip could, and Mr. Brune, and the other! I hate a coward. Why cannot you say, if  you  want me?

There are men who have seen Deans in their shirt-sleeves, playing billiards. And there is one still living  chiefly on the fact  who once was last in a three-legged race in double harness with a Duke. So it is undeniable that great men do unbend at times to a surprising extent. But that the Archdeacon at the point of the story we have reached unbent in the manner much hinted at in Stirhampton, I shall ask no reader to believe. The more as the real facts which have been told fully explain the disorder of lace and neck-ribbon, the softness of eye, and crimson of cheek, which Granny noticed about the girl when she ran in upon her, all smiles and tears, knocking down the screen, and hugging the little old lady into a state of deep alarm.

Which took, of course, the old direction. But the Archdeacon came upstairs in time to anticipate the usual question. No, he said, putting his hand on the kneeling girls head, the balance is all right, Granny  except in years. There is a heavy overdraft of those against me.

And I will honor it, said Dolly, gravely, and took his hand and kissed it. As for what followed  we had better put up Grannys screen again. This the man of system, who had no taste for jests? But then it is just possible that Dolly did not mean it for a jest. The curates? Mr. Philip Emerson, Mr. Brune, and Mr. Bigham? Indeed I cannot say what became of them. I should suppose they died prematurely of broken hearts. But the next time that I visit Deringham I will call at the Palace and ask the Bishop.

THE END


SHREWSBURY
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CHAPTER I

That the untimely death at the age of fifty-eight of that great prince, Charles, Duke of Shrewsbury, my most noble and generous patron, has afflicted me with a sorrow which I may truly call acerbus et ingens, is nothing to the world; which from one in my situation could expect no other, and, on the briefest relation of the benefits I had at his hands, might look for more. Were this all, therefore, or my task confined to such a relation, I should supererogate indeed in making this appearance. But I am informed that my lord Dukes death has revived in certain quarters those rumours to his prejudice which were so industriously put about at the time of his first retirement; and which, refuted as they were at the moment by the express declaration of his Sovereign, and at leisure by his own behaviour, as well as by the support which at two great crises he gave to the Protestant succession, formed always a proof of the malice, as now of the persistence, of his enemies.

Still, such as they are, and though, not these circumstances only, but a thousand others have time after time exposed them, I am instructed that they are again afloat; and find favour in circles where to think ill of public men is held the first test of experience. And this being the case, and my affection for my lord such as is natural, I perceive a clear duty. I do not indeed suppose that anyone can at this time of day effect that which the sense of all good men failed to effect while he lived  I mean the final killing of those rumours; nor is a plain tale likely to persuade those, with whom idle reports, constantly furbished up, of letters seen in France, weigh more than a consistent life. But my lords case is now, as I take it, removed to the Appeal Court of Posterity; which nevertheless, a lie constantly iterated may mislead. To provide somewhat to correct this, and wherefrom future historians may draw, I who knew him well, and was in his confidence and in a manner in his employment at the time of Sir John Fenwicks case  of which these calumnies were always compact  propose to set down my evidence here; shrinking from no fulness, at times even venturing on prolixity, and always remembering a saying of Lord Somers, that often the most material part of testimony is that on which the witness values himself least. To adventure on this fulness, which in the case of many, and perhaps the bulk of writers, might issue in the surfeit of their readers, I feel myself emboldened by the possession of a brief and concise manner of writing; which, acquired in the first place in the circumstances presently to appear, was later improved by constant practice in the composition of my lords papers.

And here some will expect me to proceed at once to the events of the year 1696, in which Sir John suffered, or at least 1695. But softly, and a little if you please ab ovo; still the particulars which enabled my lords enemies to place a sinister interpretation on his conduct in those years had somewhat, and, alas, too much, to do with me. Therefore, before I can clear the matter up from every point of view, I am first to say who I am, and how I came to fall in the way of that great man and gain his approbation; with other preliminary matters, relating to myself, whereof some do not please at this distance, and yet must be set down, if with a wry face.

Of which, I am glad to say, that the worst  with one exception  comes first, or at least early. And with that, to proceed; premising always that, as in all that follows I am no one, and the tale is my lords, I shall deal very succinctly with my own concerns and chancings, and where I must state them for clearness of narration, will do so currente calamo (as the ancients were wont to say) and so forthwith to those more important matters with which my readers desire to be made acquainted.

Suffice it, then, that I was born near Bishops Stortford on the borders of Hertfordshire, in that year so truly called the Annus Mirabilis, 1666; my father, a small yeoman, my mother of no better stock, she being the daughter of a poor parson in that neighbourhood. In such a station she was not likely to boast much learning, yet she could read, and having served two years in a great mans still-room, had acquired notions of gentility that went as ill with her station as they were little calculated to increase her contentment. Our house lay not far from the high road between Ware and Bishops Stortford, which furnished us with frequent opportunities of viewing the King and Court, who were in the habit of passing that way two or three times in the year to Newmarket to see the horse-races. On these occasions we crowded with our neighbours to the side of the road, and gaped on the pageant, which lacked no show of ladies, both masked and unmasked, and gentlemen in all kinds of fripperies, and mettlesome horses that hit the taste of some among us better than either. On these excursions my mother was ever the foremost and the most ready; yet it was not long before I learned to beware of her hand for days after, and expect none but gloomy looks and fretful answers; while my father dared no more spell duty for as much as a week, than refuse the Kings taxes.

Nevertheless, and whatever she was as a wife  and it is true she could ding my fathers ears, and, for as handsome as she was, there were times when he would have been happier with a plainer woman  I am far from saying that she was a bad mother. Indeed, she was a kind, if fickle, and passionate one, wiser at large and in intention than in practice and in small matters. Yet if for one thing only, and putting aside natural affection  in which I trust I am not deficient  she deserved to be named by me with undying gratitude. For having learned to read, but never to write, beyond, that is, the trifle of her maiden name, she valued scholarship both by that she had, and that she had not; and in the year after I was breeched, prevailed on my father who, for his part, good man, never advanced beyond the Neck Verse, to bind me to the ancient Grammar School at Bishops Stortford, then kept by a Mr. G  .

I believe that there were some who thought this as much beyond our pretensions, as our small farm fell below the homestead of a man of substance; and for certain, the first lesson I learned at that school was to behave myself lowly and reverently to all my betters, being trounced on arrival by three squires sons, and afterwards, in due order and gradation, by all who had or affected gentility. To balance this I found that I had the advantage of my masters favour, and that for no greater a thing than the tinge of my fathers opinions. For whereas the commonalty in that country, as in all the eastern counties, had been for the Parliament in the late troubles, and still loved a patriot, my father was a Kings man; which placed him high in Mr. G   s estimation, who had been displaced by the Rump and hated all of that side, and not for the loss of his place only, but, and in a far greater degree, for a thing which befell him later, after he had withdrawn to Oxford. For being of St. Johns College, and seeing all that rich and loyal foundation at stake, he entered himself in a body of horse which was raised among the younger collegians and servants; and probably if he had been so lucky as to lose an eye or an arm in the field of honour, he would have forgiven Oliver all, and not the Kings sufferings only, but his own. But in place of that it was his ill-chance to be one of a troop that, marching at night by the river near Wallingford, took fright at nothing and galloped to Abingdon without drawing rein; for which reason, and because an example was needed, they were disbanded. True, I never heard that the fault on that occasion lay with our master, nor that he was a man of less courage than his neighbours; but he took the matter peculiarly to heart, and never forgave the Roundheads the slur they had unwittingly cast on his honour; on the contrary, and in the event, he regularly celebrated the thirtieth of January by flogging the six boys who stood lowest in each form, and afterwards reading the service of the day over their smarting tails. By some, indeed, it was alleged that the veriest dunces, if of loyal stock, might look to escape on these occasions; but I treat this as a calumny.

That the good man did in truth love and favour loyalty, however, and this without sparing the rod in season, I am myself a bright and excellent example. For though I never attained to the outward flower of scholarship by proceeding to the learned degree of arts at either of the Universities, I gained the root and kernel of the matter at Bishops Stortford, being able at the age of fourteen to write a fine hand, and read Eutropius, and Cæsar, and teach the horn-book and Christ-Cross to younger boys. These attainments, and the taste for polite learning, which, as these pages will testify, I have never ceased to cultivate, I owe rather to the predilection which he had for me than to my own gifts; which, indeed, though doubtless I was always a boy of parts, I do not remember to have been great at the first. Sub ferula, however, and with encouragement, I so far advanced that he presently began to consider the promoting me to the place of usher, with a cane in commendam; and, doubtless, he would have done it but for a fit that took him at the first news of the Rye House Plot, and the danger his Sacred Majesty had run thereby  which a friend imprudently brought to him when he was merry after dinner  and which caused an illness that at one and the same time carried him off, and deprived me of the best of pedagogues.

After that, and learning that his successor had a son whom he proposed to promote to the place I desired, I returned to the school no more, but began to live at home; at first with pleasure, but after no long interval with growing chagrin and tedium. Our house possessed none of the comforts that are necessary to idleness, and therefore when the east wind drove me indoors from swinging on the gate, or sulking in the stack-yard, I found it neither welcome nor occupation. My younger brother had seized on the place of assistant to my father, and having got thews and experience ambulando, found fresh ground every day for making mock of my uselessness. Did I milk, the cows kicked over the bucket, while I thought of other things; did I plough, my furrows ran crooked; when I thrashed, the flail soon wearied my arms. In the result, therefore, the respect with which my father had at first regarded my learning, wore off, and he grew to hate the sight of me whether I hung over the fire or loafed in the doorway, my sleeves too short for my chapped arms, and my breeches barely to my knees. Though my mother still believed in me, and occasionally, when she was in an ill-humour with my father, made me read to her, her support scarcely balanced the neighbours sneers. Nor when I chanced to displease her  which, to do her justice, was not often, for I was her favourite  was she above joining in the general cry, and asking me, while she cuffed me, whether I thought the cherries fell into the mouth, and meant to spend all my life with my hands in my pockets.

To make a long story short, at the end of twelve months, whereof every day of the last ten increased my hatred of our home surroundings, the dull strip of common before the door, the duck-pond, the grey horizon, and the twin ash-trees on which I had cut my name so often, I heard through a neighbour that an usher was required in a school at Ware. This was enough for me; while, of my family, who saw me leave with greater relief on their own account than hope on mine, only my mother felt or affected regret. With ten shillings in my pocket, her parting gift, and my scanty library of three volumes packed among my clothes on my back, I plodded the twelve miles to Ware, satisfied the learned Mr. D  that I had had the small-pox, would sleep three in a bed, and knew more than he did; and the same day was duly engaged to teach in his classical seminary, in return for my board, lodging, washing, and nine guineas a year.

He had trailed a pike in the wars, and was an ignorant, but neither a cruel, nor, save in the pretence of knowledge, a dishonest man; it might be supposed, therefore, that, after the taste of idleness and dependence I had had, I should here find myself tolerably placed, and in the fair way of promotion. But I presently found that I had merely exchanged a desert for a prison, wherein I had not only the shepherding of the boys to do, both by night and day, which in a short time grew inconceivably irksome, so that I had to choose whether I would be tyrant or slave; but also the main weight of teaching, and there no choice at all but to be a drudge. And this without any alleviation from weeks end to weeks end, either at meals or at any other time! for my employers wife had high notions, and must keep a separate house, though next door, and with communications; sitting down with us only on Sundays, and then at dinner, when woe betide the boy who gobbled his food or choked over the pudding-balls. Having satisfied herself on my first coming that my father was neither of the Quorum nor of Justices kin, and, in fact, a mere rustic nobody, she had no more to say to me, but when she was not scolding her husband, addressed herself solely to one of the boys, who by virtue of an uncle who was a Canon, had his seat beside her. Insensibly, her husband, who at first, with an eye to my knowledge and his own deficiencies, had been more civil to me, took the same tone; and not only that, but, finding that I was to be trusted, he came less and less into school, until at last he would only appear for a few minutes in the day, and to carve when we had meat, and to see the lights extinguished at night. This without any added value for me; so that the better I served him  and for a year I managed his school for him  the less he favoured me, and at last thought a nod all the converse he owed me in the day.

Consigned to this solitary life by those above me, it was not likely that I should find compensation in the society of lads to whom I stood in an odious light, and of whom the oldest was no more than fourteen. For what was our life? Such hours as we did not spend in the drudgery of school, or in our beds, we passed in a yard on the dank side of the house, a grassless place, muddy in winter and dusty in summer, overshadowed by one skeleton tree; and wherein, since all violent games and sports were forbidden by the good ladys scruples (who belonged to the fanatical party) as savouring of Popery, we had perforce to occupy ourselves with bickerings and complaints and childish plays. Abutting on the garden of her house, this yard presented on its one open side a near prospect of water-butts, and drying clothes, so that to this day I profess that I hold it in greater horror than any other place or thing at that school.

It is true we walked out in the country at rare intervals; but as three sides of the town were forbidden to us by a great man, whose property lay in that quarter, and who feared for his game, our excursions were always along one road, which afforded neither change nor variety. Moreover, I had a particular reason for liking these excursions as little as possible, which was that they exposed me to frequent meetings with gay young sparks of my own age, whose scornful looks as they rode by, with the contemptuous names they called after me, asking who dressed the boys hair and the like, I found it difficult to support  even with the aid of those reflections on the dignity of learning and the Latin tongue which I had imbibed from my late master.

Be it remembered (in palliation of that which I shall presently tell) that at this time I was only eighteen, an age at which the passions and ambitions awake, and that this was my life. At a time when youth demands change and excitement and the fringe of ornament, my days and weeks went by in a plain round, as barren of wholesome interests as it was unadorned by any kindly aid or companionship. To rise, to teach, to use the cane, to move always in a dull atmosphere of routine; for diversion to pace the yard I have described, always with shrill quarrellings in my ears  these with the weekly walk made up my life at Ware, and must form my excuse. How the one came to an abrupt end, how I came to have sore need of the other, it is now my business to tell; but of these in the next chapter; wherein also I propose to show, without any moralities, another thing that shall prove them to the purpose, namely, how these early experiences, which I have thus curtly described, led me per viam dolorosam to my late lord, and mingled my fortunes with his, under circumstances not unworthy of examination by those who take mankind for their study.


CHAPTER II

To begin, Mrs. D  , my masters better-half, though she seldom condescended to our house, and when engaged in her kitchen premises affected to ignore the proximity of ours, enjoyed in Ware the reputation of a shrewd and capable house-wife. Whether she owed this solely to the possession of a sharp temper and voluble voice, I cannot say; but only that during all the time I was there I scarcely ever passed an hour in our miserable playground without my ears being deafened and my brain irritated by the sound of her chiding. She had the advantage, when I first came to the school, of an elderly servant, who went about her work under an even flow of scolding, and, it may be, had become so accustomed to the infliction as to be neither the better nor worse for it. But about the time of which I am writing, when, as I have said, I had been there twelve months, I remarked a change in Mrs. D   s voice, and judged from the increased acerbity and rising shrillness of her tone that she had passed from drilling an old servant to informing a new one. To confirm this theory, before long, Lazy slut! and Dirty baggage! and Take that, Insolence, were the best of the terms I heard; and these so frequently mingled with blows and slaps, and at times with the sound of sobbing, that my gall rose. I had listened indifferently enough, and if with irritation, without much pain, to the chiding of the old servant; and I knew no more of this one. But by the instinct which draws youth to youth, or by reason of Mrs. D   s increased severity, I began to feel for her, to pity her, and at last to wonder what she was like, and her age, and so forth.

Nothing more formidable than a low paling separated the garden of Mrs. D   s house from our yard; but that her eyes might not be offended by the ignoble sight of the trade by which she lived, four great water-butts were ranked along the fence, which, being as tall as a man, and nicely arranged, and strengthened on the inner side by an accumulation of rubbish and so forth, formed a pretty effective screen. The boys indeed had their spyholes, and were in the habit of peeping when I did not check them; but in only one place, at the corner farthest from the house, was it possible to see by accident, as it were, and without stooping or manifest prying, a small patch of the garden. This gap in the corner I had hitherto shunned, for Mrs. D  had more than once sent me from it with a flea in my ear and hot cheeks: now, however, it became a favourite with me, and as far as I could, without courting the notice of the wretched urchins who whined and squabbled round me, I began to frequent it; sometimes leaning against the abutting fence with my back to the house, as in a fit of abstraction, and then slowly turning  when I did not fail to rake the aforesaid patch with my eyes; and sometimes taking that corner for the limit of a brisk walk to and fro, which made it natural to pause and wheel at that point.

Notwithstanding these ruses, however, and though Mrs. D   s voice, raised in anger, frequently bore witness to her neighbourhood, it was some time before I caught a glimpse of the person, whose fate, more doleful than mine, yet not dissimilar, had awakened my interest. At length I espied her, slowly crossing the garden, with her back to me and a yoke on her shoulders. Two pails hung from the yoke, I smelled swill; and in a trice seeing in her no more than a wretched drab, in clogs and a coarse sacking-apron, I felt my philanthropy brought to the test; and without a second glance turned away in disgust. And thought no more of her.

After that I took a distaste for the gap, and I do not remember that I visited it for a week or more; when, at length, chance or custom taking me there again, I saw the same woman hanging clothes on the line. She had her back to me as on the former occasion; but this time I lingered watching her, and whether she knew or not that I was there, her work presently brought her towards the place in the fence beside the water-barrels, at which I stood gazing. Still, I could not see her face, in part because she did not turn my way, and more because she wore a dirty limp sun-bonnet, which obscured her features. But I continued to watch; and by-and-by she had finished her hanging, and took up the empty basket to go in again; and thereon, suddenly in the act of rising from stooping, she looked directly at me, not being more than two, or at the most three, paces from me. It was but one look, and it lasted, I suppose, two seconds or so; but it touched something in me that had never been touched before, and to this time of writing, and though I have been long married and have children, my body burns at the remembrance of it. For not only was the face that for those two seconds looked into mine a face of rare beauty, brown and low-browed, with scarlet, laughing lips, and milk-white teeth, and eyes of witchery, brighter than a queens jewels, but in the look, short as it was and passing, shone a something that I had never seen in a womans face before, a something, God knows what, appeal or passion or temptation, that on the instant fired my blood. I suppose, nay, I know now, that the face that flashed that look at me from under the dirty sun-bonnet could change to a marvel; and in a minute, and as by a miracle, become dull and almost ugly, or the most beautiful in the world. But then, that and all such things were new to me who knew no women, and had never spoken to a woman in the way of love nor thought of one when her back was turned; so new, that when it was over and she gone without a second glance, I went back to the house another man, my heart thumping in my breast, and my cheeks burning, and my whole being oppressed with desire and bashfulness and wonder and curiosity, and a hundred other emotions that would not permit me to be at ease until I had hidden myself from all eyes.
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Well, to be brief, that, in less than the time I have taken to tell it, changed all. I was eighteen; the girls shining eyes burned me up, as flame burns stubble. In an hour, a week, a day, I can no more say within what time than I can describe what befel me before I was born  for if that was a sleeping, this was a dream, and passed swift and confused as one  I was madly and desperately in love. Her face brilliant, mischievous, alluring, rose before the thumbed grammar by day, and the dim casement of the fetid, crowded bedroom by night, and filled the slow, grey dawnings, now with joy and now with despair. For the time, I thought only of her, lived for her, did my work in dreams of her. I kept no count of time, I gave no heed to what passed round me; but I went through the routine of my miserable life, happy as the slave that, rich in the possession of some beneficent drug, defies the pains of labour and the lash. I say my miserable life; but I say it, so great was the change, in a figure only and in retrospect. Mrs. D  might scorn me now, and the boys squabble round me, yet that life was no longer miserable nor dull, whereof every morning flattered me with hopes of seeing my mistress, and every third day or so fulfilled the promise.

With all this, and though from the moment her eyes met mine across the fence, her beauty possessed me utterly, a full fortnight elapsed before I spoke with her. In the interval I saw her three times, and always in the wretched guise in which she had first appeared to me; which, so far from checking my passion, now augmented it by the full measure of the mystery with which the sordidness of her dress, in contrast with her beauty, invested her in my mind. But, for speaking with her, that was another matter, and one presenting so many difficulties (whereof, as the boys constant presence and Mrs. D   s temper were the greatest, so my bashfulness was not the least) that I think we might have gone another fortnight, and perhaps a third to that, and not come to it, had not a certain privilege on which Mr. D   s good lady greatly prided herself, come to our aid in the nick of time, and by bringing us into the same room (a thing which had never occurred before, and of itself threw me into a fever) combined with fortune to aid my hopes.

This privilege  so Mrs. D  invariably styled it  was the solemn gathering of the household on one Sunday in each month to listen to a discourse which, her husband sitting meekly by, she read to us from the works of some Independent divine. On these occasions she delivered herself so sonorously and with so much gusto, that I do not doubt she found compensation in them for the tedium of the sermon on Passive Obedience, or on the fate of the Amalekite, to which, in compliance with the laws against Dissent, she had perforce listened earlier in the day. The master and mistress and the servant sat on one side of the room, I with the boys on the other; and hitherto I am unable to say which of us had suffered more under the infliction. But the appearance of my sweet martyr  so, when Madams voice rang shrillest and most angrily over the soapsuds, I had come to think of her  in a place behind her master and mistress (being the same in which the old servant had nodded and grunted every sermon evening since my coming), put a new complexion on the matter. For her, she entered, as if unconscious of my presence, and took her seat with downcast eyes and hands folded, and that dull look on her face which, when she chose, veiled three-fourths of its beauty. But my ears flamed, and the blood surged to my head; and I thought that all must read my secret in my face.

With Mrs. D  , however, this was the one hour in the month when the suspicions natural in one of her carping temper, slept, and she tasted a pleasure comparatively pure. Majestically arrayed in a huge pair of spectacles  which on this occasion, and in the character of the family priest, her vanity permitted and even incited her to wear  and provided with a couple of tall tallow candles, which it was her husbands duty to snuff, she would open the dreaded quarto and prop it firmly on the table before her. Then, after giving out her text in a tone that need not have disgraced Hugh Peters or the most famous preacher of her persuasion, it was her custom to lift her eyes and look round to assure herself that all was cringing attention; and this was the trying moment; woe to the boy whose gaze wandered  his back would smart for it before he slept. These preliminaries at an end, however, and the discourse begun, the danger was over for the time; for, in the voluptuous roll of the long wordy sentences, and the elections and damnations, and free wills that plentifully bestrewed them, she speedily forgot all but the sound of her own voice; and, nothing occurring to rouse her, might be trusted to read for the hour and half with pleasure to herself and without risk to others.

So it fell out on this occasion. As soon, therefore, as the steady droning of her voice gave me courage to look up, I had before me the same scene with which a dozen Sunday evenings had made me familiar; the dull circle of yellow light; within it Madams horn-rimmed glasses shining over the book, while her finger industriously followed the lines; a little behind, her husband, nodding and recovering himself by turns. Not now was this all, however: now I saw also imprimis, a dim oval face, framed in the background behind the two old people; and that, now in shadow now in light, gleamed before my fascinated eyes with unearthly beauty. Once or twice, fearing to be observed, I averted my gaze and looked elsewhere; guiltily and with hot temples. But always I returned to it again. And always, the longer I let my eyes dwell on the vision  for a vision it seemed in the halo of the candles  and the more monotonous hung the silence, broken only by Mrs. D   s even drone, the more distinctly the beautiful face stood out, and the more bewitching and alluring appeared the red lips and smiling eyes and dark clustering hair, that moment by moment drew my heart from me, and kindled my ripening brain and filled my veins with fever!

Seventhly, and under this head, of the sin of David!

So Mrs. D  booming on, in her deep voice, to all seeming endlessly; while the air of the dingy whitewashed room grew stale, and the candles guttered and burned low, and the boys, poor little wretches, leaned on one anothers shoulders and sighed, and it was difficult to say whether Mr. D   s noddings or his recoveries went nearer to breaking his neck. At last  or was it only my fancy?  I thought I made out a small brown hand gliding within the circle of light. Then  or was I dreaming?  one of the candles began to move; but to move so little and so stealthily, that I could not swear to it; nor ever could have sworn, if Mr. D   s wig had not a moment later taken fire with a light flame, and a stench, and a frizzling sound, that in a second brought him, still half-asleep, but swearing, to his feet.

Mrs. D  , her mouth open, and the volume lifted, halted in the middle of a word, and glared as if she had been shot; her surprise at the interruption so great  and no wonder  that she could not for a while find words. But the stream of her indignation, so checked, only gathered volume; and in a few seconds broke forth.

Mr. D  ! she cried, slamming the book down on the table. You disgusting beast! Do you know that the boys are here?

My wig is on fire! he cried for answer. He had taken it off, and now held it at arms length, looking at it so ruefully that the boys, though they knew the danger, could scarcely restrain their laughter.

And serve you right for a weak-kneed member! his wife answered in a voice that made us quake. If you had not guzzled at dinner, sir, and swilled small beer you would have remained awake instead of spoiling a good wig, and staining your soul! Ay, and causing these little ones  

I never closed my eyes! he declared, roundly.

Rubbish! she answered in a tone that would brook no denial. And then, Give the wig to Jennie, sir! she continued, peremptorily. And put your handkerchief on your head. It is well that good Mr. Nesbit does not know what language has been used during his discourse; it would cut that excellent man to the heart. Do you hear, sir, give the wig to Jennie! she screamed. A handkerchief is good enough for profane swearers and filthy talkers! And too good! Too good, sir!

He went reluctantly to obey, seeing nothing for it; but between his anger and Jennies clumsiness, the wig, in passing from one to the other, fell under the table. This caused Mrs. D  , who was at the end of her patience, to spring up in a rage, and down went a candle. Nor was this the worst; for the grease in its fall cast a trail of hot drops on her Sunday gown, and in a flash she was on the maid and had smacked her face till the room rang.

Take that, and that, you clumsy baggage! she cried in a fury, her face crimson. And that! And the next time you offer to take a gentlemans wig have better manners. This will cost you a years wages, my fine madam! and let me hear of your stepping over the doorstep until it is earned, and I will have you jailed and whipped. Do you hear? And you, she continued, turning ferociously on her husband, swearing on the Lords day like a drunken, raffling, God-forsaken Tantivy! You are not much better!

It only remains in my memory now as a coarse outburst of vixenish temper, made prominent by after events. But what I felt at the moment I should in vain try to describe. At one time I was on the point of springing on the woman, and at another all but caught the sobbing girl in my arms and challenged the world to touch her.

Fortunately, Mr. D  , now fully awakened, and the more inclined to remember decency in proportion as his wife forgot it, recalled me to myself by sternly bidding me see the boys to their beds.

Glad to escape, they needed no second order, but flocked to the door, and I with them. In our retreat, it was necessary for me to pass close to the shrinking girl, whom Mrs. D  was still abusing with all the cruelty imaginable; as I did so I heard, or dreamed that I heard, three words, breathed in the faintest possible whisper. I say, dreamed I heard, for the girl neither looked at me nor removed the apron from her face, nor by abating her sobs or any other sign betrayed that she spoke or that she was conscious of my neighbourhood.

Yet the three words, Garden, ten minutes, so gently breathed, that I doubted while I heard, could only have come from her; and assured of that, it will be believed that I found the ten minutes I spent seeing the boys to bed by the light of one scanty rushlight the longest and most tumultuous I ever passed. If she had not spoken I should have found it a sorry time, indeed; since the moment the door was closed behind me I discerned a hundred reasons to be dissatisfied with my conduct, thought of a hundred things I should have said, and saw a hundred things I should have done; and stood a coward convicted. Now, however, all was not over; I might explain. I was about to see her, to speak with her, to pour out my indignation and pity, perhaps to touch her hand; and in the delicious throb of fear and hope and excitement with which these anticipations filled my breast, I speedily forgot to regret what was past.


CHAPTER III

Doubtless there have been men able to boast, and with truth, that they carried to their first assignation with a woman an even pulse. But as I do not presume to rank myself among these, who have been commonly men of high station (of whom my late Lord Rochester was, I believe, the chief in my time), neither  the unhappy occurrence which I am in the way to relate, notwithstanding  have I, if I may say so without disrespect, so little heart as to crave the reputation. In truth, I experienced that evening, as I crept out of the back door of Mr. D   s house, and stole into the gloom of the whispering garden, a full share of the guilty feeling that goes with secrecy; and more than my share of the agitation of spirit natural in one who knows (and is new to the thought) that under cover of the darkness a woman stands trembling and waiting for him. A few paces from the house  which I could leave without difficulty, though at the risk of detection  I glanced back to assure myself that all was still: then shivering, as much with excitement as at the chill greeting the night air gave me, I hastened to the gap in the fence, through which I had before seen my mistress.

I felt for the gap with my hand and peered through it, and called her name softly Jennie! Jennie! and listened; and after an interval called again, more boldly. Still hearing nothing, I discovered by the sinking at my heart  which was such that, for all my eighteen years, I could have sat down and cried  how much I had built on her coming. And I called again and again; and still got no answer.

Yet I did not despair. Mrs. D  might have kept her, or one of a hundred things might have happened to delay her; from one cause or another she might not have been able to slip out as quickly as she had thought. She might come yet; and so, though the more prolonged my absence, the greater risk of detection I ran, I composed myself to wait with what patience I might. The town was quiet; human noise at an end for the day; but Mr. D   s school stood on the outskirts, with its back to the open country, and between the sighing of the wind among the poplars, and the murmur of a neighbouring brook, and those far-off noises that seem inseparable from the night, I had stood a minute or more before another sound, differing from all these, and having its origin at a spot much nearer to me, caught my ear, and set my heart beating. It was the noise of a woman weeping; and to this day I do not know precisely what I did on hearing it  when I made out what it was, I mean  or how I found courage to do it; only, that in an instant, as it seemed to me, I was on the other side of the fence, and had taken the girl in my arms, with her head on my shoulder, and her wet eyes looking into mine, while I rained kisses on her face.
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IN AN INSTANT I WAS ON THE OTHER SIDE OF THE FENCE

Doubtless the darkness and her grief and my passion gave me boldness to do this; and to do a hundred other mad things in my ecstasy. For, as I had never spoken to her before, any more than I had ever held a woman in my arms before, so I had not thought, I had not dreamed of this! of her hand, perhaps, but no more. Therefore, and though since Adams time the stars have looked down on many a lovers raptures, never, I verily believe, have they gazed on transports so perfect, so unlooked for, as were mine at that moment! And all the time not a word passed between us; but after a while she pushed me from her, with a kind of force that would not be resisted, and holding me at arms length, looked at me strangely; and then thrusting me altogether from her, she bade me, almost roughly, go back.

What? And leave you? I cried, astonished and heart-broken.

No, sir, but go to the other side of the fence, she answered firmly, drying her eyes and recovering something of her usual calmness. And more, if you love me as you say you do  

I protested. If? I cried. If! And what then  if I do?

You will learn to obey, she answered, coolly, yet with an archness that transported me anew. I am not one of your boys.

For that word, I would have caught her in my arms again, but with a power that I presently came to know, and whereof that was the first exercise, she waved me back. Go! she said, masterfully. For this time, go. Do you hear me?

My boldness of a minute before, notwithstanding, I stood in awe of her, and was easily cowed; and I crossed the fence. When I was on my side, she came to the gap, and rewarded me by giving me her hand to kiss. Understand me, she said. You are to come to this side, sir, only when I give you leave.

Oh, I cried. Can you be so cruel?

Or not at all, if you prefer it, she continued, drily. More, you must go in, now, or I shall be missed and beaten. You do not want that to happen, I suppose?

If that hag touches you again! I cried, boiling with rage at the thought, I will  I will  

What? she said softly, and her fingers closed on mine, and sent a thrill to my heart.

I will strangle her! I cried.

She laughed, a little cruelly. Fine words, she said.

But I mean them! I answered, passionately. And I swore it  I swore it; what will not a boy in love promise?

Well, she answered, whispering and leaning forward until her breath fanned my cheek, and the intoxicating scent of her hair stole away my senses, perhaps some day I shall try you. Are you sure that you will not fail me then?

I swore it, panting, and tried to draw her towards me by her arm; but she held back, laughing softly and as one well pleased; and then, in a moment, snatching her hand from me, she vanished in the darkness of the garden, leaving me in a seventh heaven of delight, my blood fired by her kisses, my fancy dwelling on her beauty; and without one afterthought.

Doubtless had I been less deep in love (wherein I was far over-head), or deeper in experience, I might have noted it for a curious thing that she should be so quickly comforted; and should be able to rise in a few moments, and at the touch of my lips, from passionate despair to perfect control, both of herself and of me. And starting thence, I might have gone on to suspect that she possessed her full share of the finesse, which is always a womans shield and sometimes her sword. But as such suspicions are foreign to youth, so are they especially foreign to youthful love, which takes nothing lower than perfection for its idol. And this I can say for certain, that they no more entered my brain than did the consequences which were to flow from my passion.

For the time, indeed, I was in an ecstasy, a rapture. Walking a-tip-toe, and troubled by none of the things that trouble common folk; so that to this day  though long married  I look back to that period of innocent folly with a yearning and a regret, the sorer for this, that when I try to analyse the happiness I enjoyed, I fail, and make nothing of it. That all things should be changed for me, and I be changed in my own eyes  so that I walked a head taller and esteemed myself ridiculously  by the fact that a kitchen wench in a drugget petticoat and clogs had let me kiss her, and left me to believe that she loved me, seems incredible now; as incredible as that a daily glimpse of her figure flitting among the water-butts and powdering-tubs had power to transform that miserable back garden into a paradise, and Mr. D   s school, with its dumplings, and bread and dripping, and inky fingers, into a mansion of tremulous joy!

Yet it was so. Nor did it matter anything to me, so great is the power of love when one is young, that my mistress went in rags, and had coarse hands, and spoke rustically. Touching this last, indeed, I must do her the justice to say that from the first she was as quick to note differences of speech and manner as she was apt to imitate good exemplars; and, moreover, possessed under her rags a species of refinement that matched the witchery of her face, and proved her to be, as she presently showed herself, no common girl.

Of course I, in the state of happy delirium on which I had now entered, and wherein even Mr. D  and the boys wore an amiable air, and only Mrs. D  , because she persecuted my love, had the semblance of a female Satan, needed no proof of this; or I had had it when my Dorinda  so I christened her, feeling Jennie too low a name for so much beauty and kindness  proposed at our second rendezvous that I should teach her to read. At the first flush of the proposal I found reading a poor thing because she did not possess it; at the second I adored her for the humility that condescended to learn; but at the third I saw the convenience, as well as sense, of a proposal which was as much above the mind of an ordinary maid in love as Dorinda appeared superior to such a creature in all the qualities that render sense amiable.

Yet this much granted, how to teach her, seeing that we seldom met or conversed, and never, save under the kindly shelter of darkness? The obstacle for a time taxed all my ingenuity, but in the end I surmounted it by boldly asking Mr. D   s leave to hold the afternoon classes in the playground. This, the approach of warm weather giving colour to the petition, was allowed; after which, as Dorinda was engaged in the back premises at that hour, and could listen while she drudged, the rest was easy. Calling up the lowest class, I would find fault with their reading, and after flying out at them in a simulated passion, would remit them again and again to the elements; so that for a fortnight or more, and, indeed, until the noise of the lads repeating the lesson annoyed Mrs. D   s ears, the playground rang with a-b, ab; e-b, eb; c-a-t, cat; d-o-g, dog, and the like, with the alphabet and the rest of the horn-book. And all this so frequently repeated, that with this assistance, and the help of a spelling-book which I gave her, and which she studied before others awoke, my mistress at the end of two months could read tolerably, and was beginning to essay easy round-hand.

And Heaven knows how delicious were those lessons under the shabby ragged tree that shaded one half of the yard! I spoke to the yawning grubby-fingered boys, who slouched and straddled round me; but I knew to whose ears I applied myself; nor had pupil ever a more diligent master, or master an apter pupil. Once a week I had my fee of kisses, but rarely, very rarely, was permitted to cross the fence; a reserve on my Dorindas part, that, while it augmented the esteem in which I held her, maintained my passion at a white heat. When, nevertheless, I remonstrated with her, and loverlike, complained of the rigour which in my heart I commended, she chid me for setting a low value on her; and when I persisted, Go on, she said, drawing away from me with a wonderful air of offence. Tell me at once, and in so many words, that you think me a low thing! That you really take me for the kitchen drudge I appear!

Her tone was full of meaning, with a hint of mystery, but as I had never thought her aught else  and yet an angel  I was dumb.

You did think me that? she cried, fixing me with her eyes, and speaking in a tone that demanded an answer.

I muttered that I had never heard, had never known, that  that  and so stammered into silence, not at all understanding her.

Then I think that hitherto we have been under a mistake, she answered, speaking very distantly, and in a voice that sent my heart into my boots. You were fond  or said you were  of the cook-maid. She does not exist. No, sir, a little farther away, if you please, my mistress continued, haughtily, her head in the air, and know that I come of better stock than that. If you would have my story I will tell it you. I can remember  it is almost the first thing I can remember  a day when I played, as a little child, with a necklace of gold beads, in the court-yard of a house in a great city; and wandered out, the side gate being open, and the porter not in his seat, into the streets; where, she continued dreamily, and gazing away from me, there were great crowds, and men firing guns, and people running every way  

I uttered an exclamation of astonishment. She noticed it only by making a short pause, and then went on in the same thoughtful tone, As far as I can remember, it was a place where there were booths and stalls crowded together, and among them, it seems to me, a man was being hunted, who ran first one way and then another, while soldiers shot at him. At last he came where I had dropped on the ground in terror, after running child-like where the danger was greatest. He glared at me an instant  he was running, stooping down below the level of the booths, and they had lost him for the time; then he snatched me up in his arms, and darted from his shelter, crying loudly as he held me up, Save the child! Save the child! The crowd raised the same cry, and made a way for him to pass. And then  I do not remember anything, until I found myself shabbily dressed in a little inn, where, I suppose, the man, having made his escape, left me.


CHAPTER IV

At that I remember that I cried out in overwhelming excitement and amazement; cried out that I knew the man and his story, and the place whence she had been taken; that I had heard the tale from my father years before. It was Colonel Porter who picked you up  Colonel Porter, and he saved his life by it! I cried, quite beside myself at the wonderful discovery I had made. It was Colonel Porter, in the great riot at Norwich.

Ah? she said, slowly; looking away from me, and speaking so coolly and strangely as both to surprise and damp me.

Yet I persisted. Yes, I said, the story is well known; at least that part of it. But   and there and at that word I stopped, dumbfounded and gaping.

But what? she asked sharply, and looked at me again; the colour risen in her face.

But  you are only eighteen, I hazarded timidly, and the Norwich riot was in the War time. I dare say, thirty years ago.

She turned on me in a sort of passion.

Well, sir, and what of that? she cried. Do you think me thirty?

No, indeed, I answered. And at the most she was nineteen.

Then dont you believe me?

I cried out too at that; but, boy-like, I was so proud of my knowledge and acuteness that I could not let the point lie. All I mean, I explained, is that to have been alive then, and at Norwich, you must be thirty now. And  

And was it I? she answered, flying out at me in a fine fury. Who said anything about Norwich? Or your dirty riots? Or your Porter, whose name I never heard before! Go away! I hate you! I hate you! she continued, passionately, waving me off. You make up things and then put them on me! I never said a word about Norwich.

I know you did not, I protested.

Then why did you say I did? she wailed. Why did you say I did? You are a wretch! I hate you!

And with that, dissolving in tears and sobs she at one and the same time showed me another side of love, and reduced me to the utmost depths of despair; whence I was not permitted to emerge, nor reinstated in the least degree of favour until I had a hundred times abased myself before her, and was ready to curse the day when I first heard the name of Porter. Still peace was at last, and with infinite difficulty restored; and so complete was our redintegratio amoris that we presently ventured to recur to her tale and to the strange coincidence that had divided us; which did not seem so very remarkable, on second thought, seeing that she could not now remember that she had said a word about booths or stalls, but would have it I had inserted those particulars; the man in her case having taken refuge  she fancied, but could not at this distance of time remember very clearly  among the seats of a kind of bull-ring or circus erected in the marketplace. Which of course made a good deal of difference.

Notwithstanding this discrepancy, however, and though, taught by experience, I hastened to agree with her that the secret of her birth was not likely to be discovered in a moment, nor by so simple a process as the journey to Norwich, which I had been going to suggest, it was natural that we should often revert to the subject, and to her pretensions, and the hardship of her lot: and my curiosity and questions giving a fillip to her memory, scarcely a day passed but she recovered some new detail from the past; as at one time a service of gold-plate which she perfectly remembered she had seen on her fathers sideboard; and at another time an accident that had befell her in her childhood, through her fathers coach and six horses being overturned in a slough. Such particulars (and many others as pertinent and romantic, on which I will not linger) gave us a certainty of her past consequence and her future fortune were her parents once known; and while they served to augment the respect in which my love held her, gradually and almost imperceptibly led her to take a higher tone with me, and even on occasions to carry herself towards me with an air of mystery, as if there were still some things which she had not confided to me.

This attitude on her part  which in itself pained me extremely  and still more the fear naturally arising from it, that if she came by her own I should immediately lose her, forced me to make the acquaintance of yet another side of love; by throwing me, I mean, into such a fever of suspicion and jealousy as made me for a period the most unhappy of men. From this plight my mistress, exercising the privilege of her sex, made no haste to relieve me. On the contrary, by affecting an increased reserve and asserting that her movements were watched, she prolonged my doubts; nor when this treatment had wrought the desired end of reducing me to the lowest depths, and she at length consented to meet me, did she entirely relent or abandon her reserve; or if she did so, on rare occasions, it was only to set me some task as the price of her complaisance, or expose me to some trial by which she might prove my devotion.

In a word, while I became hopelessly enslaved, even to the flogging a boy at her word, or procuring a dress far above my station  merely that she might see me by stealth in it, and judge of my air!  which were two of her caprices, she appeared to be farther removed from me every day, and at each meeting granted me fewer privileges. Whether this treatment had its origin in the natural instinct of a woman, or was deliberately chosen as better calculated to increase my subservience, it had the latter effect; and to such an extent that when, after a long absence, she condescended to meet me, and broached a plan that earlier would have raised my hair, I asked no better than to do her bidding, and, instead of pointing out the folly of her proposal, fell in with it with scarcely a murmur.

Her plan, when she communicated it to me, which she did with an air of mystery and the same assumption of a secret withheld that had tormented me before, amounted to nothing less than an evening sally into the town on the occasion of the approaching visit of the Duke of York, who was to lie one night at the Rose at Ware on his way to Newmarket. Mr. D  had issued the strictest orders that all should keep the house during this visit; not so much out of a proper care for the boys morality (though the gay crowd that followed the Court served for a pretext) as because, in his character of fanatic and Exclusionist, he held His Highnesss religion and person in equal abhorrence. Such a restriction weighed little in the scale against love; but, infatuated as I was, I found something that sensibly shocked me in the proposal coming from Dorindas lips; nor could I fail to foresee many dangers to which a young girl must expose herself on such an expedition in the town, and at night. But as to a youth in love nothing that his mistress chooses to do seems long amiss, so this proposal scared me for a moment only; after which it cost my mistress no more than a little rallying on my crop-eared manners, and some scolding, to make me see it in its true aspect of an innocent frolic, fraught with as much pleasure to the cavalier as novelty to the escorted.

You will don your new suit, she said, merrily, and I shall meet you in the garden at half past nine.

And if the boys may miss me? I protested feebly.

The boys have missed you before! she answered, mocking my tone. Were you not here last night? And for a whole hour, sir?

I confessed with hot cheeks that I had been there; humbly and tamely awaiting her pleasure.

And did they tell then? she asked scornfully. Or are they less afraid of the birch now? But of course  if you dont care to come with me  or are afraid, sir  ?

I am neither, I said warmly. Only I do not quite understand, sweet, what you wish.

They lie at the Rose, she said. And amongst them, I am told, are the prettiest men and the most lovely women in the world. And jewels, and laces, and such dresses! Oh, I am mad to see them! And music and gaming and dancing! And dishes and plates of gold! And a Popish priest, which is a thing I have never seen, though I have heard of it. And  

And do you expect to see all these things through the windows? I cried in my superior knowledge.

She did not answer at once, but with her hands on my shoulders, swayed to and fro sideways as if she already heard the music; while her gipsy face looked archly into mine, first on this side and then on that, and her hair swung to and fro on her shoulders in a beautiful abandonment which I found it impossible to resist. At last she stopped, and, Yes, she said demurely, through the windows, Master Richard Longface! Do you meet me here at half past nine  in your new suit, sir  and you shall see them too  through the windows.
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STOLE DOWN THE STAIRS AND INTO THE GARDEN

After that, though I made a last effort to dissuade her, there was nothing more to be said. Obedient to her behest, I made my preparations, and at the appointed hour next evening rose softly from the miserable pallet on which I had just laid down; and dressing myself with shaking fingers and in the dark  that my bed-fellows might know as little as possible of my movements  stole down the stairs and into the garden.

Here I found myself first at the rendezvous. The night was dark, but an unusual light hung over the town, and the wind that stirred the poplars brought scraps and sounds of music to the ear. I had some time to wait, and time too to think what I was about to do; to weigh the chances of detection and dismissal, and even to taste the qualms that rawness and timidity mingled with my anticipations of pleasure. But, though I had my fears, no vision of the real future obtruded itself on my mind as I stood there listening: nor any forewarning of the plunge I was about to take. And before I had come to the end of my patience Dorinda stood beside me.

Dark as it was, I fancied that I discerned something strange in her appearance, and I would have investigated it; but she whispered that we were late, and evading as well my questions as the caress I offered, she bade me help her as quickly as I could over the fence. I did so; we crossed a neighbouring garden, and in a twinkling and with the least possible difficulty stood in the road. Here the strains of music came more plainly to the ear, and the glare of light hung lower and shone more brightly. This seemed enough for my mistress; she turned that way without hesitation, and set forward, the outskirts of the town being quickly passed. Between the late hour and the flux of people towards the centre of interest, the streets were vacant; and we met no one until we reached the main thoroughfare, and came upon the edge of the great crowd that moved to and fro before the Rose Inn. Here all the windows, in one of which a band of music was playing some new air, were brilliantly lighted; while below and round the door was such a throng of hurrying waiters and drawers, and such a carrying of meals and drinks, and a shouting of orders as almost turned the brain. A carriage and six that had just set down a grandee, come to pay his devoirs to the Prince, was moving off as we came up, the horses smoking, the footmen panting, and the postilions stooping in their saddles. A little to one side a cask was being staved for the troopers who had come with the Duke; and on all the noisy, moving scene and the flags that streamed from the roofs and windows, and the shifting crowd, poured the ruddy light of a great bon-feu that burned on the farther side of the way.

Nor, rare as were these things, were they the most pertinent or the strangest that the fire revealed to me. I had come for nothing else but to see, clam et furtim, as the classics say, what was to be seen; with no thought of passing beyond the uttermost ring of spectators. But as I hung back shamefacedly my companion seized my wrist and drew me on; and when I turned to her to remonstrate, as Heaven lives, I did not know her! I conceived for a moment that some madam of the court had seized me in a frolic; nor for a perceptible space could I imagine that the fine cloaked lady, whose eyes shone bright as stars through the holes in her mask, and whose raven hair, so cunningly dressed, failed to hide the brilliance of her neck, where the cloak fell loose, was my Dorinda, my mistress, the cook-maid whom I had kissed in the garden! Honestly, for an instant, I recoiled and hung back, afraid of her; nor was I quite assured of the truth, so unprepared was I for the change, until she whispered me sharply to come on.

Whither? I said, still hanging back in dismay. The bystanders were beginning to turn and stare, and in a moment would have jeered us.

Within doors, she urged.

They will not admit us!

They will admit me, she answered proudly, and made as if she would throw my hand from her.

Still I did not believe her, and it was that, and that only, that emboldened me; though, to be sure, I was in love and her slave. Reluctantly, and almost sulkily, I gave way, and sneaked behind her to the door. A man who stood on the steps seemed, at the first glance, minded to stop her; but, looking again, smiled and let us pass; and in a twinkling we stood in the hall among hurrying waiters, and shouting call-boys, and bloods in silk coats, whose scabbards rang as they came down the stairs, and a fair turmoil of pages, and footboys, and gentlemen, and gentlemens gentlemen.
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MY COMPANION SEIZED MY WRIST

In such a company, elbowed this way and that by my betters, I knew neither how to carry myself, nor where to look; but Dorinda, with barely a pause, and as if she knew the house, thrust open the nearest door, and led the way into a great room that stood on the right of the hall.

Here, down the spacious floor, and lighted by shaded candles, were ranged several tables, at which a number of persons had seats, while others again stood or moved about the room. The majority of those present were men. I noticed, however, three or four women masked after the fashion of my companion, but more gorgeously dressed, and in my simplicity did not doubt that these were duchesses, the more as they talked and laughed loudly; whereas the general company  save those who sat at one table where the game was at a standstill, and all were crying persistently for a Tallier  spoke low, the rattle of dice and chink of coin, and an occasional oath, taking the place of conversation. I saw piles of guineas and half-guineas on the tables, and gold lace on the mens coats, and the women a dream of silks and furbelows, and gleaming shoulders and flashing eyes; and between awe of my company, and horror at finding myself in such a place, I took all for real that glittered. Where, therefore, a man of experience would have discerned a crowd of dubious rakes and rustic squires tempting fortune for the benefit of the Groom-Porter, whose privilege was ambulatory, I fancied I gazed on earls and barons; saw a garter on every leg, and, blind to the stained walls of the common inn-room, supplied every bully who cried the main or called the trumps with the pedigree of a Howard.

This was a delusion not unnatural, and a prey to it, I expected each moment to be my last in that company. But the fringe of spectators that stood behind the players favouring us, we fell easily into line at one of the tables, and nothing happening, and no one saying us nay, I presently breathed more freely. I could see that my companions beauty, though hidden in the main by her mask, was the subject of general remark; and that it drew on her looks and regards more or less insolent. But as she took no heed of these, but on the contrary gazed about her unmoved and with indifference, I hoped for the best; and excited by the brilliance and movement of a scene so far above my wildest dreams, that I already anticipated the pride with which I should hereafter describe it, I began to draw a fearful joy from our escapade. Like Æneas and Ulysses, I had seen men and cities! And stood among heroes! And seen the sirens! To which thoughts I was proceeding to add others equally classical, when a gentleman behind me diverted my thoughts by touching my companion on the arm, and very politely requesting, her to lay on the table a guinea which he handed to her.

She did so, and he thanked her with a low-spoken compliment; then added with bent head, but bold eyes, Fortune, my pretty lady, cannot surely have been unkind to one so fair!

I do not play, Dorinda answered, with all the bluntness I could desire.

And yet I think I have seen you play? he replied. And affecting to be engaged in identifying her, he let his eyes rove over her figure.

Doubtless Dorindas mask gave her courage; yet, even this taken into the count, her wit and resource astonished me. You do not know me, my pretty gentleman, she said, coolly, and with a proud air.

I know that you have cost me a guinea! he answered. See, they have swept it off. And as I staked it for nothing else but to have an excuse to address the handsomest woman in the room  

You do not know what I am  behind my mask, she retorted.

No, he replied, hardily, and therefore I am going  I am going  

So am I! my mistress answered, with a quickness that both surprised and delighted me. Good night, good spendthrift! You are going; and I am going.

Well hit! he replied, with a grin. And well content if we go together! Yet I think I know how I could keep you!

Yes? she said, indifferently.

By deserving the name, he answered. You called me spendthrift.

On that I do not know whether she thought him too forward, or saw that I was nearly at the end of my patience  which it may be imagined was no little tried by this badinage  but she turned her shoulder to him outright, and spoke a word to me in a low tone. Then: Give me a guinea, Dick! she said, pretty loudly. I think Ill play.


CHAPTER V

She spoke confidently and with a grand air, knowing that I had brought a guinea with me; so that I had neither the heart to shame her, nor the courage to displease her. Though it was the ninth part of my income therefore, and it seemed to me sheer madness or worse to stake such a sum on a single card, and win or lose it in a moment, I lugged it out and gave it to her. Even then, knowing her to have no more skill in the game than I had, I was at a stand, wondering what she would do with it; but with the tact which never fails a woman she laid it where the gentleman had placed his. With better luck; for in a twinkling, and before I thought it well begun, the deal was over, the players sat back, and swore, and the banker, giving and taking here and there, thrust a guinea over to our guinea. I was in a sweat to take both up before anyone cheated us; but she nudged me, and said with her finest air, Let it lie, Dick! Do you hear? Let it lie.

This was almost more than I could bear, to see fortune in my grasp, and not shut my hand upon it, but she was mistress and I let it lie; and in a moment, hey presto, as the Egyptians say, the two guineas were four, and those who played next us, seeing her success, began to pass remarks on her, making nothing of debating who she was, and discussing about her shape and complexion in terms that made my cheeks burn. Whether this open admiration turned her head, or their freedom confused her, she let the money lie again; and when I would have snatched it up, not regarding her, the dealer prevented me, saying that it was too late, while she with an air, as if I had been her servant, turned and rated me sharply for a fool. This caused a little disturbance at which all the company laughed. However, the event proved me no fool, but wiser than most, for in two minutes that pretty sum, which was as much as I had ever possessed at one time in my life, was swept off; and for two guineas the richer, which we had been a moment before, we remained one, and that my only one, the poorer!

For myself, I could have cried at the misadventure, but my mistress carried it off with a shrill laugh, and tossing her head in affected contempt  whereat, I am bound to confess, the company laughed again  turned from the table. I sneaked after her as miserable as you please, and in that order we had got half way to the door, when the gentleman who had addressed her before, stepped up in front of her. Beauty so reckless, he said, speaking with a grin, and in a tone of greater freedom than he had used previously, needs someone to care for it! Unless I am mistaken, Mistress, you came on foot? And with a sneering smile, he dropped his eyes to the hem of her cloak.

Alas, I looked too, and the murder was out. To be sure Dorinda had clothed herself very handsomely above, but coming to her feet had trusted to her cloak to hide the deficiency she had no means to supply. Still, and in spite of this, all might have been well if she had not in her chagrin at losing, forgotten the blot, and, unused to long skirts, raised them so high as to expose a foot, shapely indeed, but stockingless, and shod in an old broken shoe!

Her ears and neck turned crimson at the exposure, and she dropped her cloak as if it burned her hand. I fancied that if the stranger had looked to ingratiate himself by his ill-mannered jest, he had gone the wrong way about it, and I was not surprised when she answered in a voice quivering with mortification, Yes, on foot. But you may spare your pains. I am in this gentlemans care, I thank you.

Oh, he said, in a peculiar tone, this gentleman? And he looked me up and down.

I knew that it behooved me to ruffle it with him, and let him know by out-staring him that at a word I was ready to pull his nose. But I was a boy in strange company, and utterly cast down by the loss of my guinea; he a Court bully in sword and lace, bred to carry it in such and worse places. Though he seemed to be no more than thirty, he had a long and hard face under his periwig, and eyes both tired and melancholy; and he spoke with a drawl and a curling lip, and by the mere way he looked at me showed that he thought me no better than dirt. To make a long story short, I had not looked at him a moment before my eyes fell.

Oh, this gentleman? he said again, in a tone of cutting contempt. Well, I hope that he has more guineas than one  or your ladyship will soon trudge it, skin to mud. As it is, I fear that I detain you. Kindly carry my compliments to Farmer Grudgen. And the pigs!

And smiling  not laughing, for a laugh seemed alien from his face  at a jest which was too near the truth not to mortify us exceedingly, my lord  for a lord I thought he was  turned away with an ironical bow; leaving us to get out of the room with what dignity we might, and such temper as remained to us. For myself I was in such a rage, both at the loss of my guinea and at being so flouted, that I could scarcely govern myself; yet in my awe of Dorinda I said nothing, expecting and fearing an outbreak on her part, the consequences of which it was not easy to foretell. I was proportionately pleased therefore, when she made no more ado at the time, but pushing her way through the crowd in the street, turned homeward and took the road without a word.

This was so unlike her that I was at a loss to understand it, and was fain to conclude  from the fact that she two or three times paused to listen and look back  that she feared pursuit. The thought, bringing to my mind the risk of being detected and dismissed, which I ran  a risk that came home to me now that the pleasure was over, and I had only in prospect my squalid bed-room and the morrows tasks  filled me with uneasiness. But I might have spared myself, for when she spoke I found that her thoughts were on other things.

Dick, she said, suddenly  and halted abruptly in the road, you must lend me a guinea.

A guinea? I cried, aghast, and speaking, it may be, with a little displeasure. Why, have you not just  

What? she said.

Lost my only one.

She laughed with a recklessness that confounded me. Well, you have got to find another one, she said. And one to that!

Another guinea? I gasped.

Yes, another guinea, and another guinea! she answered, mimicking my tone of consternation. One for my shoes and stockings  oh, I wish he were dead! And she stamped her foot passionately. And one  

Yes? I said, with a poor attempt at irony. And one  ?

For me to stake next Friday, when the Duke passes this way on his road home.

He does not!

He does, he does! she retorted. And you will do too  what I say, sir! or  

Or what? I cried, calling up a spirit for once.

Or   and she raised her voice a little, and sang:

But alas, when I wake, and no Phyllis I find,
How I sigh to myself all alone!

You never loved me! I cried, in a rage at that and her greed.

Have it your own way! she answered, carelessly, and sang it again; and after that there was no more talk, but we walked with all the width of the road between us; I with a sore heart and she titupping along, cool and happy, pleased, I think, that she had visited on me some of the chagrin which the stranger had caused her, and for the rest with God knows what thoughts in her heart. At least I little suspected them; yet, with the little knowledge I had, I was angry and pained; and for the time was so far freed from illusion that I would not make the overture, but hardened myself with the thought of my guinea and her selfishness; and coming to the gap in the first fence helped her over with a cold hand and no embrace such as was usual between us at such junctures.

In a word, we were like naughty children returning after playing truant; and might have parted in that guise, and this the very best thing that could have happened to me  who had no guinea, and knew not where to get one; though I would not go so far as to say that, in the frame of mind in which I then was, it would have saved me. But in the article of parting, and when the garden fence already rose between us, yet each remained plain to the other by the light of the moon which had risen, Dorinda on a sudden raised her hands, and holding her cloak from her, stood and looked at me an instant in the most ravishing fashion  with her head thrown back and her lips parted, and her eyes shining, and the white of her neck and her bare arms, and the swell of her bosom showing. I could have sworn that even the scent of her hair reached me, though that was impossible. But what I saw was enough. I might have known that she did it only to tantalize me: I might have known that she would show me what I risked; but on the instant, oblivious of all else, I owned her beauty, and resentment and my loss alike forgotten, sprang to the fence, my blood on fire, and words bubbling on my lips: Another second, and I should have been at her feet, have kissed her shoes muddy and broken as they were; but she turned, and with a backward glance, that only the more inflamed me, fled up the garden, and to the house, whither, even at my maddest, I dared not follow her.

However, enough had passed to send me to my bed to long and lie awake; enough, the morrow come, to take all colour from the grey tasks and dull drudgery of school-time; insomuch that the hours seemed days, and the days weeks, and Mr. D   s ignorant prosing and infliction too wearisome to be borne. What my love now lacked of reverence, it made up in passion, and passions offspring, impatience: on which it is to be supposed my mistress counted, since for three whole days she kept within, and though every evening I flew to the rendezvous, and there cooled my heels for an hour, she never showed herself.

Once, however, I heard her on the other side of the fence, singing:

But alas, when I wake, and no Phyllis I find,
How I sigh to myself all alone!

And, sick at heart, I understood the threat and her attitude. Nevertheless, and though the knowledge should have cured me, by convincing me that she was utterly unworthy and had never loved me, I only consumed the more for her, and grovelled the lower in spirit before her and her beauty; and the devil presently putting in my way the means where he had already provided the motive, it was no wonder that I made but a poor resistance, and in a short time fell.

It came about in this way. In the course of the week, and before the Friday on which the Duke was to return that way, Mr. D  announced an urgent call to London; and as he was too wise to broach such a proposal without a quid pro quo, Mrs. D  must needs go with him. The stage-wagon, which travelled three days in the week, would serve next morning, and all was hasty preparation; clothes were packed and mails got out; a gossip, one Mrs. Harris, was engaged to take Mrs. D   s place, and the boys were entrusted to me, with strict instructions to see all lights out at night, and no waste. That these injunctions might be the more deeply impressed on me, I was summoned to Mrs. D   s parlour to receive them; but unluckily with the instructions given to me were mingled housekeeping directions to Mrs. Harris, who was also present; the result being that when I retired from the room I carried with me the knowledge that in a certain desk, perfectly accessible, my employer left three guineas, to be used in case of emergency, but otherwise not to be touched.

It was an unhappy chance, explaining, as well as accounting for, so much of what follows, that were I to enter into long details of the catastrophe, it would be useless; since the judicious reader will have already informed himself of a result that was never in doubt, from the time that my employers departure at once provided the means of gratification, and by removing the restraints under which we had before laboured, held out the prospect of pleasure. Nor can I plead that I sinned in ignorance; for as I sat among the boys and mechanically heard their tasks, I called myself, Thief, thief, a hundred times, and a hundred to that; and once even groaned aloud; yet never flinched or doubted that I should take the money. Which I did  to cut a long story short  before Mr. D  had been three hours out of the house; and that evening humbly presented the whole of it to my mistress, who rewarded my complaisance with present kisses and future pledges, to be redeemed when she should have once more tasted the pleasures of the great world.

To tell the truth, her craving for these, and to be seen again in those haunts where we had reaped nothing but loss and mortification, was a continual puzzle to me, who asked for nothing better than to enjoy her society and kindness, as far as possible from the world. But as she would go and would play, and made my subservience in this matter the condition of her favour, it was essential she should win; since I could then restore the money I had taken; whereas if she lost, I saw no prospect before me but the hideous one of detection and punishment. Accordingly, when the evening came, and we had effected the same clandestine exodus as before  but this time with less peril, Mrs. Harris being a sleepy, easy-going woman  I could think of nothing but this necessity; and far from experiencing the terrors which had beset me before, when Dorinda would enter the inn, gave no thought to the scene or the crowd through which we pushed, or any other of the preliminaries, but had my soul so set upon the fortune that awaited us, that I was for passing through the door in the hardiest fashion, and would scarcely stand even when a hand gripped my shoulder. However, a rough voice exclaiming in my ear, Softly, youngster! Who are you that poke in so boldly? I dont know you, brought me to my senses.

I was in last week, I answered, gasping with eagerness.

Then you were one too many, the doorkeeper retorted, thrusting me back without mercy. This is not a tradesmans ordinary. It is for your betters.

But I was in, I cried, desperately. I was in last week.

Well, you will not go in again, he answered coolly. For the lady, it is different. Pass in, mistress, he continued, withdrawing his arm that she might pass, and looking at her with an impudent leer. I can never refuse a pretty face. And I will bet a guinea that there is one behind that mask.

On which, to my astonishment, and while I stood agape between rage and shame, my mistress, with a hurried word  that might stand for a farewell, or might have been merely a request to me to wait, for I could not catch it  accepted the invitation; and deserting me without the least sign of remorse, passed in and disappeared. For a moment I could scarcely, thus abandoned, believe my senses or that she had left me; then, the iron of her ingratitude entering into my soul, and a gentleman tapping me imperatively on the shoulder and saying that I blocked the way, I was fain to turn aside, and plunge into the darkness, to hide the sobs I could no longer restrain.

For a time, leaning my forehead against a house in a side alley, I called her all the names in the world; reflecting bitterly at whose expense she was here, and at what a price I had bought her pleasure. Nor, it may be thought, was I likely to find excuses for her soon. But a lover, as he can weave his unhappiness out of the airiest trifles, so from very gossamer can he spin comfort; nor was it long before I considered the necessity under which we lay to play and win, and bethought me that, instead of finding fault with her for entering alone, I should applaud the prudence that at a pinch had borne this steadily in mind. After which, believing what I hoped, I soon ceased to reproach her; and jealousy giving way to suspense  since all for me now depended on the issues of gain or loss  I hastened to return to the door, and hung about it in the hope of seeing her appear.

This she did not do for some time, but the interval and my thoughts were diverted by a rencontre as disagreeable as it was unexpected. In my solitary condition I had made so few acquaintances in Hertford, that I fancied I stood in no fear of being recognised. I was vastly taken aback therefore, when a gentleman plainly dressed, happening to pause an instant on the threshold as he issued from the inn, let his glance rest on me; and after a second look stepped directly to me, and with a sour aspect, asked me what I did in that place.

Then, when it was too late, I took fright; recognising him for a gentleman of a good estate in the neighbourhood, who had two sons at Mr. D   s school, and enjoyed great influence with my master, he being by far the most important of his patrons. As he belonged to the fanatical party, and in common with most of that sect had been a violent Exclusionist, I as little expected to see him in that company, as he to see me. But whereas he was his own master, and besides was there  this I learned afterwards  to rescue a young relative, while I had no such excuse, he had nothing to fear and I all. I found myself, therefore, ready to sink with confusion; and even when he repeated his challenge could find no words in which to answer.

Very well, he said, nodding grimly at that. Perhaps Mr. D  may be able to answer me. I shall take care to visit him to-morrow, sir, and learn whether he is aware how his usher employs his nights. Good evening.

So saying, he left me horribly startled, and a prey to apprehensions, which were not lessened by the guilt, that already lay on my conscience in another and more serious matter. For such is the common course of ill-doing; to plunge a man, I mean, deeper and deeper in the mire. I now saw not one ridge of trouble only before me, but a second and a third; and no visible way of escape from the consequences of my imprudence. To add to my fears, the gentleman on leaving me joined the same courtier who had spoken to Dorinda on the occasion of our former visit, and who had just come out; so that to my prepossessed mind nothing seemed more probable than that the latter would tell him in whose company he had seen me and the details of our adventure. As a fact, it was from this persons clutches my masters patron was here to rescue his nephew. But I did not know this; and seeking in my panic to be reassured, I asked a servant beside me who the stranger was.

He? he said. Oh, he is a gentleman from the Temple. Been playing with him? and he looked at me, askance.

No, I said.

Oh, he replied, the better for you.

But what is his name? I urged.

Who does not know Mat. Smith, Esquire, of the Temple, is a country booby  and that is you! the man retorted quickly; and went off laughing. Still this, seeing that I did not know the name, relieved me a little; and the next moment I was aware of Dorinda waiting for me at the door. Deducing from the smile that played on her countenance the happiest omens of success, I forgot my other troubles in the relief which this promised; and I sprang to meet her. Guiding her as quickly as I could through the crowd, I asked her the instant I could find voice to speak, what luck she had had.

What luck? she cried; and then pettishly, there, clumsy! you are pulling me into that puddle. Have a care of my new shoes, will you? What luck, did you say? Why, none!

What? You have not lost? I exclaimed, standing still in the road; and it seemed to me that my heart stood still also.

Yes, but I have! she answered hardily.

All? I groaned.

Yes, all! If you call two guineas all, she replied carelessly. Why, you are not going to cry for two guineas, baby, are you?


CHAPTER VI

But I was going to cry and did, breaking down like a child; and that not so much at the thought of the desperate strait to which she had brought me  though this was no other than the felons dock, with the prospect of disgrace, and to be whipped or burned in the hand, at the best, and if I had my benefit  but at the sudden conviction, which came upon me, perfect and overwhelming, that my mistress, for whom I had risked so much, did not love me! In no other way, and on no other theory, could I explain callousness so complete, thoughtlessness so cruel! Nor did her next words tend to heal the mischief, or give me comfort.

Oh! she exclaimed, flouncing from me with impatient contempt, and walking on the other side of the way, if you are going to be a cry-baby, thank you for nothing! I thought you were a man! And she began to hum an air.

My God! I dont think you care! I sobbed, aghast at her insensibility.

Care? she retorted indifferently, swinging her visor in her hand. For what?

For me! Or for anything!

With a coolness that appalled me, she finished the verse she was humming; then, Your finger hurts, therefore you are going to die! she said, with a sneer. You see the fire and therefore you must be burned. Why, you have the courage of a hen! A flea! A mouse! You are not worthy the name of a man.

I am man enough to be hanged, I answered miserably.

Hanged? quoth she, quite cheerfully. Do you think that man was ever hanged for three guineas?

Ay, scores, I said, and for less!

Then they must have been cravens like you! she retorted, perfectly well satisfied with her answer. And spun their own ropes. Come, silly, cheer up! A great many things may happen in a week! And if that vixen is back under a week, I will eat her!

A week wont make three guineas, I said dolefully.

No, but a good heart will, she rejoined. And not three but thirty! Only, she continued, looking askance at me, you have not the spirit of a man. You are just Tumbledown Dick, as they say, and as well named as nine-pence!

It seemed inconceivable to me that she could jest so merrily and carry herself so gaily, after such a loss; and I stopped short in sudden hope and new-born expectation; and peered at her, striving to read her thoughts. I dont believe you have lost them! I exclaimed at last.

Every groat, Dick! she answered, curtly  yet still in the best of spirits. Never doubt that!

On which it was not wonderful that my disappointment and her cheerfulness agreed so ill, that we came to bitter words, and beginning by calling one another Thankless, and Clutch-penny, rose presently to Fool, and Jade; and eventually parted on the latter at the garden fence; where Dorinda, so far from lingering as on the former night, flounced from me in a passion, and left me without a single word of regret. How miserably after that I stole to bed, and how wakefully I tossed in the close garret, I cannot hope to convey to my readers; suffice it that a hundred times I cursed the folly that had led me to ruin, a hundred times went hot and cold at thought of the dock and the gallows; and yet amid all found in Dorindas heartlessness the sharpest pain. I felt sure now, and told myself continually, that she had never loved me; therefore  at the time it seemed to follow  I deemed my own love at an end and cast her off; and heaping the sharpest reproaches on her head, found my one sweet consolation  whereat I wept miserably  in composing a last dying speech and confession that should soften at length that obdurate bosom, and break that unfeeling heart.

But with the day, and the rising to imminent terrors and hourly fear of detection, came first regret, then self-reproach  lest I too should be somewhat in fault  then a revival of passion; lastly, a frantic yearning to be reconciled to the only person to whom I could speak freely, or who knew the danger and strait in which I stood. My heart melting like water at the thought, I was ready to do anything or say anything, to abase myself to any depth, in order to regain her favour and have her advice; and the absence of Mr. and Mrs. D  , and Mrs. Harriss easiness rendering it a matter of no difficulty to seek her, in the course of the afternoon I took my courage in my hands and went into the next house. There I found only Mrs. Harris.

The little slut has stepped out, she said, looking up from the pot over which she was stooping. She asked leave for half an hour and has been gone an hour. But it is the way of the wenches all the world over. Do you beware of them, Mr. Price, she continued, eyeing me, and laughing jollily.

I made some trifling answer; and returning to my own domain, with all the pangs of loneliness added to those of terror, sat down in the dingy, dreary taskroom and abandoned myself to bitter forebodings. She did not, she never could have loved me! I knew it and felt it now. Yet I must think of her or go mad. I must think of her or of the cart and cord; and so, through the hours that followed, I had only eyes for the next garden, and ears for her voice. The boys and their chattering, and the necessity I was under of playing my part before them, well-nigh mastered me. For, at any hour, on any day, while I sat there among them, Mr. and Mrs. D  might return, and the loss be discovered; and yet, and though time was everything, all the efforts I made to see Jennie or get speech with her failed; and of myself I seemed to be unable to think out any plan or way of escape.

I am sure that the most ascetic, could he have weighed the tortures of those four days during which I sat surrounded by the boys, and now making frantic efforts to appear myself, now sunk in a staring, pale-faced lethargy of despair, would have deemed them a punishment more than commensurate with my guilt. The unusual air of peace and quietness with which Mrs. D   s absence invested the school had no more power to soothe me than the presence of Mrs. Harris, nodding over her plain-stitch in the next garden, availed to banish the burning gusts of fear that at times parched my skin. At length, on the fifth day, the immediate warning of coming judgment arrived in the shape of a letter announcing that my employer would return (D.V.) by the night waggon, which in the ordinary course was due to reach Ware about six next morning.

At that I could stand the strain no longer, but flinging appearance and deception to the winds, I rose from the class I was pretending to teach, and in a disorder I made no effort to suppress, followed Mrs. Harris; who, having declared the news, was already waddling back to the next house. She started at sight of me in her train  as she well might, for it was the busiest time of the day; then asked if anything ailed me.

No, I said. I want a word with Jennie.

Do you? quoth she, looking hard at me. So, it would seem, do a good many young fellows. She is a nice handful if ever there was one.

Why? I stammered.

Why? she answered in a tone very sharp for her. Why, because  but what have you to do with Jennie, young man?

Nothing, I said.

Then have nothing, she answered promptly, and shook her sides at her sharpness. That is no puzzle! And as it is no more than half-past ten, and I hear your boys rampaging like so many wild Irishmen  suppose you go back to them, young man!

I obeyed; but whatever effect her warning might have had earlier  and I shrewdly suspect that it would have affected me as much as water affects a ducks back  it came too late; my one desire now being to see the girl, even as my one hope lay in her advice. Nine had struck that evening, however, and night had fallen, and I grown fairly sick with fear, before my efforts were rewarded, and stealing into the garden on a last desperate search  I think for the twentieth time  I came on her standing in the dusk, beside the fence where I had so often met her.

I sprang to her side, relief at my heart, reproaches on my lips; but it was only to recoil at sight of her face, grown hard and old and pinched, and for the moment almost ugly. Why, child! I cried, forgetting my own trouble. What is it?

She laughed without mirth, looking at me strangely. What do you suppose? she said huskily, and I could see that fear was on her. Do you think that you are the only one in danger?

How? I exclaimed.

How? she replied in a tone of mockery. Why, do you suppose that stockings and shoes are the only things that cost money? Or that vizor masks, and gloves and hoods grow on bushes? Briefly, fool, if you can give me four guineas, I am saved. If not  

My God! I cried, horror-stricken.

If not, she continued hardily, you have taught me to read, and that may save my neck. I suppose I shall be sent to the plantations, to be beaten weekly, and work in the sun, and  

Four guineas! I groaned.

Yes, seven in all! she answered with a sneer. Have you got them?

No, nor a groat! I answered, overwhelmed by the discovery that instead of giving help she needed it. Not a penny!

Then it must be got! she answered fiercely. It must be got! and as she repeated the words, she dropped her mocking tone, and spoke with feverish energy. It must be got, Dick! and she seized my hands and held them. It must be, and can be, if you have a spark of spirit, if you are not the poor mean thing I sometimes think you. Listen! Listen! In the old mans room upstairs  the door is locked and double-locked, I have tried it  are sixty guineas, in a bag! Sixty guineas, in a drawer of the old bureau by the bed!

It is death, I cried feebly, recoiling from her as I spoke. It is death! I dare not! I dare not do it!

Then we hang! We hang, man! she answered fiercely. You and I! Will it be better to hang for a lamb than a sheep? For seven guineas than for sixty?

But if we take it, what shall we be the better for it? I said weakly. He returns in the morning.

By the morning, given the money, we shall be a score of miles away! she answered, flinging her arms round my neck, and hanging on my breast, while her hot breath fanned my cheek. No wonder I felt my brain reel, and my will melt. Away from here, Dick, she repeated softly. Away  and together!

Yet I made an effort to withstand her. You forget the door, I said. If the door is locked, and Mrs. Harris sleeps in the next room, how can it be done?

Not by the door, but by the window, she replied. There is a ladder in the second garden from this; and the latch of the window is weak. The old fool indoors sleeps like a hog. By eleven she will be sound. And oh, Dick! my mistress cried, breaking down on a sudden and snatching my hands to her bosom, will you see me shamed? Play the man for ten minutes only  for ten minutes only, and by morning we shall be safe, and far from here! And  and together, Dick! Together!

Was it likely, I ask, was it possible that I should long resist pleading such as this? That holding her in my arms, in the warm summer night, with her hair on my breast, while the moon sailed overhead and a cricket chirped in the wall hard by  was it likely or possible, I say, that I should steel my heart against her; that I should turn from the cup of pleasure, who had tasted as yet so few delights, and drudged and been stinted all my life? Whose appetite had known no daintier relish than the dull round of dumpling and bacon, or at the best salt meat and spinach; and who for sole companionship had been shut in, June days and December nights alike, with a band of mischievous boys, whom the ancients justly called genus improbum. At any rate I did not; to my shame, great or small, according as I shall be harshly or charitably judged  I did not; but with a beating heart and choked voice, I gave my word and left her; and an hour later I crept down the creaking stairs for the last time, guilty and shivering, a bundle in my hand, and found her waiting for me in the old place.

I confess that the flurry of my spirits in this crisis was such as to disturb my judgment; and my passion for my mistress being no longer of the higher kind, these two things may account for the fact that I felt no wonder or repulsion when she explained to me, coolly and in detail, where the bureau stood, and in what part of it lay the money; even adding that I had better bring away a pair of silver candlesticks which I should find in another place. By the time she had made these things clear to me, the favourable moment was come; the lights of the town had long been extinguished, and the house obscuring the moon cast a black shadow on the garden, that greatly seconded our movements. Yet for myself, and though all went well with us, I trembled at the faintest sound, and started if a leaf stirred; nay, to this day I willingly believe that the smallest trifle, a light at a window or a distant voice, would have deterred me from the adventure. But nothing occurred to hinder or alarm; and the darkness cloaking us only too effectually, and my accomplice directing me where to find the ladder, I fetched it, and with her help thrust it over the fence and climbed over after it.

This was a small thing, the worst being to come. The part of the garden under the wall of the house was paved; it was only with the greatest exertion therefore and the utmost care that we could raise the ladder on it without noise; and but for the surprising strength which Jennie showed, I doubt if we should have succeeded, my hands trembled so violently. In the end we raised it, however; the upper part fell lightly beside the second floor casement, and Jennie whispered to me to ascend.

I had gone too far now to retreat, and I obeyed, and had mounted two steps, when I heard distinctly  the sound coming sharp and clear through the night  the shod hoof of a horse paw the ground, apparently in the road beyond the house. Scared by such a sound at such a time, I slid rapidly down into Jennies arms. Hush! I cried. Did you hear that? There is someone there!

But angered by my sudden descent which had come near to knocking her down, she whispered in a rage that I was either the biggest fool or the poorest craven in the world. Go up! Go up! she continued fiercely, almost striking me in her excitement. There are sixty guineas awaiting us up there  sixty guineas, man, and you budge, because a horse stirs.

But what is it doing there? I remonstrated. A horse, Jennie  at this time of night!

God knows! she answered. What is it to us?

Still I lingered a moment, unwilling to ascend; but hearing nothing, and thinking I might have been mistaken, I was ashamed to hang back longer, and I went up, though my legs trembled under me, and a bird darting suddenly out of the ivy glued me to the ladder by both hands, with the sweat standing out on my face. Alone, nothing on earth would have persuaded me to it; but with Jennie below I dared not flinch, and the latch of the window proving as weak as she had described it, in a moment the lattice swung open and I climbed over the sill.

Feeling the floor with my feet, I stood an instant in the dark stuffy room, and listened. It smelled strongly of herbs, on which account I hate that smell to this day. I could hear Mrs. Harris snoring next door; and the pendulum of the fine new clock on the stairs, which was Mrs. D   s latest pride, was swinging to and fro regularly; and I knew that at the slightest alarm the house would be awake. But I had gone too far to recede; and though I feared and sweated, and at the touch of a hand must have screamed aloud, I went forward and groping my way across the floor, found the bureau, and tried the drawer.

It was locked, but crazily; and Jennie foreseeing the obstacle had given me a chisel. Inserting the point, I listened awhile to assure myself that all was quiet, and then with the resolution of despair forced the drawer open with a single wrench. Probably the noise was no great one, but to my ears it rang through the night loud as the crack of laden ice. I heard the sleeper in the next room cease her snoring and turn in the bed; and cowering down on the floor I gave up all for lost. But in a moment she began to breathe again, and encouraged by that and the silence in the house, I drew the drawer open, and feeling for the bag, discovered it, and clutching it firmly, turned to the window.

I found that Jennie had mounted the ladder, and was looking into the room, her hands on the sill, her head dark against the sky. Have you got it? she whispered, thrusting in her arm and groping for me. Then give it me while you get the candlesticks. They are wrapped in flannel, and are under the bed.

I gave her the bag, which chinked as it passed from hand to hand; then I turned obediently, and groping my way to the bed which stood beside the bureau, I felt under it. I found nothing, but did not at once give up. The candlesticks might lie on the farther side, and accordingly I rose and climbed over the bed and tried again, passing my hands through the flue and dust which had gathered under Mrs. D   s best feather-bed.

How long I might have searched in the dark, and vainly, I cannot say; for my efforts were brought to a premature end by a dull thud that came to my ears apparently from the next room. Certain that it could be caused by nothing less than Mrs. Harris getting out of bed, I crawled out, and got to my feet in a panic, and stood in the dark quaking and listening; so terrified that I am sure if the good woman had entered at that moment, I should have fallen on my knees before her, and confessed all. Nothing followed, however; the house remained quiet; I heard no second sound. But my nerve was gone. I wanted nothing so much now as to be out of the place; not for a thousand guineas would I have stayed; and without giving another thought to the candlesticks, I groped my way to the window, and passing one leg over the sill, felt hurriedly for the ladder.

I failed to find it, and tried again; then peering down called Jennie by name. She did not answer. A second time I called, and felt about with my foot; still without success. Then as it dawned upon me at last that the ladder was really gone, and I a prisoner, I thought of prudence no longer, but I called frantically, at first in a whisper, and then as loudly as I dared; called and called again, Jennie! Jennie! And yet again, Jennie!

Still no answer came; but listening intently, in one of the intervals of silence, I caught the even beat of hoofs, receding along the road, and growing each moment less marked. They held me; scarcely breathing, I listened to them, until they died away in the distance of the summer night, and only the sharp insistent chirp of the cricket, singing in the garden below, came to my ears.


CHAPTER VII

How long I hung at the window, at one time stunned and stricken down by the catastrophe that had befallen me, and at another feeling frantically for the ladder which I had over and over again made sure was not there, I know no more than another; but only that after a time, first suspicion and then rage darted lightning-like through the stupor that clouded my mind, and I awoke to all the tortures that love outraged by treachery can feel; with such pangs and terrors added as only a faithful beast, bound and doomed and writhing under the knife of its master, may be supposed to endure.

For a while, it is true, imagining that Jennie, terrified by someones approach, had lowered the ladder and withdrawn herself, and so would presently return to free me, I hoped against hope. But as minutes passed, and yet more minutes, laden only with the crickets even chirp, and the creepy rustling of the wind in the poplars, and still failed to bring her, the sound of retreating hoofs which I had heard recurred to my mind, with dreadful significance, and on the top of it a hundred suspicious circumstances; among which, as her sudden passion when I had taken fright at the foot of the ladder, was not the least, so her avoidance of me during the last few days and her frequent absences from the house, spoken to by Mrs. Harris, had their weight. In fine, by the light of her desertion after receiving the plunder, and while I sought the candlesticks  which I had now convinced myself were not there  many things obscure before, or to which I had wilfully shut my eyes  as her callousness, her greed, her recklessness  stood out plainly; while these again, being coolly considered, reflected so seriously on her, as to give her sudden departure the worst possible appearance, even in a lovers eyes. The days had been when I would not have believed such a thing of her at the mouth of an angel from Heaven. But much had happened since, to which my passion had blinded me, temporarily only; so that it needed but a flash of searing light to make all clear, and convince me that she had not only left me, but left me trapped  I who had given up all and risked all for her!

In the first agony of pain and rage wrought by a conviction so horrible, I could think only of her treachery and my loss; and head to knees on the bare floor of the room, I wept as if my heart would break, or choked with the sobs that seemed to rend my breast. And little wonder, seeing that I had given her a boys first devotion, and that of all sins ingratitude has the sharpest tooth! But to this paroxysm, when I had nearly exhausted myself, came an end and an antidote in the shape of urgent fear; which suddenly flooding my soul, roused me from my apathy of grief, and set me to pacing the room in a dreadful panic, trying now the door and now the window. But on both my attacks were in vain, the former being locked and resisting the chisel, while the latter hung thirty feet above the paved yard.

Thus caught and snared, as neatly as any bird in a springe, I had no resource but in my wits; and for a time, as I had nothing of which I could form a rope, I busied myself with the expedient of throwing out the featherbed and leaping upon it. But when I had dragged it to the window, and came to measure the depth, I recoiled, as the most desperate might, from the leap; and softly returning the bed to its place, I fell to biting my nails, or fitfully roamed from place to place, according as despair or some new hope possessed me.

In one or other of these moods the dawn found me; and then in a surprisingly short time I heard the dreaded sounds of life awaken round me, and creeping to the window I closed it, and crouched down on the floor. Presently Mrs. Harris began to stir, and a boy walked whistling shrilly across the adjacent yard; and then  strangest of all things, and not to be invented  in the crisis of my fate, with the feet of those who must detect me almost on the stairs, I fell asleep; and awoke only when a key grated in the lock of the room, and I started up to find Mr. D  in the doorway staring at me, and behind him a crowd of piled-up faces.

Why, Price? he cried, with a look of stupefaction, as he came slowly into the room, what is the meaning of this?

Then I suppose my shame and guilty silence told him, for with a sudden scowl and an oath he strode to the bureau and dragged out the drawer. A glance showed him that the money was gone, and shouting frantically to those at the door to keep it  to keep it, though they were half-a-dozen to one!  he clutched me by the breast of my coat, and shook me until my teeth chattered.

Give it up, he cried, spluttering with rage. Give it up, you beggars brat! Or, by heaven, you shall hang for it.

But as I had nothing to give up, and could not speak, I burst into tears; which with the odd part I had played in staying in the room to be taken, and perhaps my youth and innocent air, aroused the neighbours surprise; who, crowding round, asked him solicitously what was missing. He answered after a moments hesitation, sixty guineas. One had already clapped his hands over my clothes, and another had forced my mouth open; but on this they desisted, and stood, full of admiration.

He cannot have swallowed that, said the most active, gaping at me.

No, that is certain. But what beats me, said another, looking round, is how he got here.

To say nothing of why he stayed here! replied the former.

Ill tell you what, quoth a third, shaking his head. There is some hocus-pocus in this. And I should not wonder, neighbours, if the Catholics were at the bottom of it!

The theory appeared to commend itself to more than one  for they were all of the fanatical party; but it was swept to the winds by the entrance of Mrs. D  , who having heard of robbery, came in like a whirlwind, her face on fire, and made no more ado, but rushed upon me, and tore and slapped my cheeks with all her might, crying with each blow, You nasty thief, will that teach you better manners? That for your roguery! and that! Oh, you jail bird, Ill teach you!

How long she would have continued to chastise me I cannot say, but her husband presently stepped in to protect me, and being thoroughly winded, she let me go pretty willingly. But when she learned, having hitherto been under the impression that I had been seized in the act with the money upon me, that the latter could not be found, her face turned yellow and she sat down in a chair.

Have you searched? she gasped.

Everywhere, the neighbours answered her.

He must have thrown it through the window.

They shook their heads.

On that she jumped up, and looked at me with a cold spite in her face that made me shiver. Then I will tell you what it is, she said, he has given it to that hussy, and she has taken it! But I will have it out of him; where the money is, and she is, and how he got in! Mr. D  , when you have done standing there like a gaby, fetch your stoutest cane; and do you, my friends, lay him across that bed! And if we do not cut it out of his skin, his name is not Richard Price. I wish I had the wench here, and I would serve her the same!

I screamed, and fell on my knees as they laid hands on me; but Mrs. D  was a woman without bowels, and the men were complaisant and not unwilling to see the cruel sport of the usher flogged, and the schoolmaster disciplined; and it would have gone hard with me, in spite of my prayers, if the constable had not arrived at that moment, and requested with dignity to see his prisoner. Introduced to me, he stared; and, moved I believe by an impulse of pity, said I was young to hang.

Ay, but not too good! Mrs. D  answered shrilly, her head trembling with passion. He and the hussy, that is gone, have robbed me of eighty guineas in a green bag, as I am prepared to swear!

Sixty, Mrs. D  , said her husband, looking a warning at her and then askance at his neighbours.

Rot take the man, does it matter to a guinea or two? she retorted  but her sallow face flushed a little. At any rate, she continued, pressing her thin lips together, and nodding her head viciously, sixty or eighty, they have taken them.

It seemed, however, that even to that one of the neighbours had a word to say. As to the girl, I am not so sure, Mrs. D  , he struck in ponderously. If she is the wench that has been carrying on with the gentleman at the Rose, she has had other fish to fry. Though I dont say, mind you, that she has not been in this. Only  

But Mrs. D  could restrain herself no longer. Only! only! Gentlemen at the Rose! she cried. Why, man, are you mad? What do you think has my maid  though maid she is not, but a dirty drab, and more is the pity I took her out of charity from the parish  she was Kitty Higgss base-born brat as you know  what has she to do with gentlemen at the Rose?

Well, that is not for me to say, the man answered quietly. Only I know that for a week or more a wench has been walking with the gentleman in the roads and so forth, by night as well as by day. I came on them twice myself hard by here; and though she was dressed more like a fine madam than a serving girl, I watched her into your house. And for the rest, Mrs. Harris must know more than I do.

But Mrs. Harris, when Mrs. D  turned on her in a white rage, could only cover her head and weep in a corner; as much, I believe, out of sorrow for me as on her own account. However, the fact that the good-natured woman had left Jennie pretty much to her own devices could not be gainsaid; and Mrs. D  had much to say on it. But when she talked of sending after the baggage and jailing her, ay, and the gentleman at the Rose too, if he could not pay the money, the constable pursed up his lips.

It is to be remembered that he came with His Royal Highness, our gracious Prince, he said, swelling out his chest and puffing out his cheeks with importance. And though it is true he ordered his horses and went for London last evening  as I know myself, having seen him go, and seen him before for the matter of that at Hertford Assizes, for he is a Counsellor  it does not follow that the wench went with him. Or, if she did, Mrs. D  ,  

That she had anything to do with this money, the neighbour who had spoken before put in.

Precisely, Mr. Jenkins, the constable answered. You are a man of sense. For my part, he continued, looking round a little defiantly, I am no Whig, and I am not for meddling with Court gentlemen, and least of all lawyers. And if you will take my advice, Mr. D  , you will be satisfied to lay this young jail-bird by the heels; and if he does not speak before the rope is round his neck, it is not likely that you will get your money other ways. But, lord, the good man went on, standing back from me, to view me the better, he is young to be such a villain! It is broke and entered, too, and so he will swing for it. And he took off his hat and wiped his bald head, while he gazed at me between pity and admiration.

Mrs. D  , who was very far from sharing either of these feelings, would have had me taken at once before a Justice and committed. But the constable, partly to prove his importance, and partly, I believe, to give me a chance of disclosing where the money lay, before it was too late, would have the house and garden searched, and all the boys examined; under the impression that I might have had one of these for my accomplice. Naturally, however, nothing came of this, except the discovery that I had been out of nights lately; which had scarcely been made when who should appear on the scene, in an unlucky hour for me, but the gentleman who had identified me outside the gaming room at the Rose. As he had come for the very purpose of laying a complaint against me, his story destroyed the last scrap of my credit, by exhibiting me as a secret rake; and this removing all doubt of my guilt, if any were still entertained even by Mrs. Harris, it was determined to convey me, dinner over, to Sir Baldwin Winstons, at Abbots Stanstead, to be committed; the two Justices who resided in Ware being at the moment disabled.

All this time, and while my fate was being decided, I listened to one and another in a dull despair, which deprived me of the power to defend myself; and from which nothing less than Mrs. D   s atrocious proposal to flog me, until I gave up the money, could draw me, and that only for a moment. Conscious of my guilt, and seized in the act and on the scene of my crime, I beheld only the near and certain prospect of punishment; while I had not the temptation to tell all, and inform against my crafty accomplice, to which a knowledge of her destination must have exposed me. Besides  and I think a great part of my apathy was due to this  I still felt the stunning effects of the blow which her cruel treachery had dealt me. I saw her in her true light; and as I sat, weeping silently, and seeming to those who watched me, little moved, I was thinking at least as much of the past and my love, and her craft, as of the fate that lay before me.

Though this was presently brought vividly before me, and of all persons by Mrs. Harris. Mrs. D  of herself would have given me neither bit nor sup in the house; but the constable insisting that the Kings prisoner must be fed, Mrs. Harris, tearful and shaking, was allowed to bring me some broken victuals. These set before me, the good soul, instead of retiring, pottered aimlessly about the room; and by and by got behind me; on which, or rather a moment later, I felt something cold and sharp at the nape of my neck and started up. Bursting into a flood of tears she plumped down on a seat, and I saw that she had a pair of scissors and a scrap of my hair in her hand.

Good Lord! I said.

Doubtless the tone in which I spoke betrayed me, for the constables man who was in charge of me laughed brutally. Gad, if he does not think she did it out of love! he cried, speaking to a friend who was sitting with him. When all the old dame wants is a charm for the rheumatics; and she thinks the chance too good to be lost.

Then I remembered that the hair of a hanged man is in that part held to be sovereign for the rheumatics; and I sat down feeling cold and faint.


CHAPTER VIII

That saying, though a small thing, and a foolish one, brought my state home to me; and, moreover, filled me with so grisly a foreboding of the gibbet, that henceforth I gave my treacherous mistress no more thought than she deserved  which was little; but I became wholly taken up with my own fate, and especially with the recollection of a man, whom I had once seen, pitched and hanging in chains, at Much Hadham Crossroads. The horrible spectacle he had become, ten days dead, grew on my mind, until I grovelled and sweated in a green terror, and that not so much at the prospect of death  though this sent me hot and cold in the same instant  as of the harsh rope about my neck, and the sacking bands, and the dreadful apparatus, and the grinning loathsome thing I must become.

Near swooning at these thoughts, I sank huddled into the chair; and was presently plucked up by the constables assistant, who, seeing my state, came forward, and though he was naturally a coarse fellow, strove to hearten me, saying that there was always hope until the cart moved, and that many a man cast for death was drinking the Kings health in the Plantations. With an oath or two and in a loud voice.

On that a last flicker of pride came to my aid, and trying to meet his eye I muttered that it was not that; that I was not afraid, and that at worst I should be burned in the hand.

To be sure! he said nodding, and looking at me curiously. To be sure. It is well to be a scholar!

I was athirst, however, to get some further and better assurance from him; and fixing my eyes on his face, I asked hoarsely, You think that it is certain? You think there is no doubt?

Certain sure, my Toby! he answered. But I saw that, as he moved away, he winked to his comrade, and I heard the latter ask him softly, as he took his seat again, Ist so? Will the lad cheat the hangman?

Not he! was the reply, uttered in a whisper  but terror sharpened my ears. There was so long a list at the last Assizes, and half of them legit, that it was given out they would override it this time, and make examples. And ten to one he will swing, Ben.

But is it the law?

I did not hear the answer for the drumming in my ears and the dreadful confusion in my brain; which were such that I was not aware of the constables entrance or of anything that happened after that, until I found myself in the road climbing clumsily on the back of a pony, in the middle of a throng of staring curious faces. My feet being secured under the beasts belly  at which some gave a hand, while others stood off, whispering and looking strangely at me  the constable mounted himself, and shouting to his wife that he should take me on to Hertford gaol, and should not be back until late, led me out of the crowd, Mr. D  and Mr. Jenkins bringing up the rear. The last I saw of the school the boys were hanging out of the windows to see me go; and Mrs. D  was standing in the doorway, and unappeased by my misery, was shrilly denouncing me  hands and tongue, all going  to a group of her gossips.

Our road took us past the Rose Inn, and through a great part of the town, but no impression of either remains with me, my only recollection being of the sunshine that lay over the country, and of the happiness that all creation, all living things, save my doomed self, enjoyed. The bitterness of the thought that yesterday I had been as these, free to move and live and breathe, caused great tears to roll down my cheeks; but my companions, whose thoughts had already gone forward to the Stewards Room at Sir Winstons, and the entertainment they expected there, took little notice of me; and less after the porter at the lodge told them that there were grand doings at the house, and a great company, including a lord, come unexpectedly from London.

I dont think yell be welcome, the porter added, looking curiously at me.

Justices business, the constable replied sturdily. The King must be served.

Ay, that is what you all say when youve something to gain by it, the porter retorted; and went in.
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All which I heard idly; not supposing that it meant to me the difference between life and death, fortune and misery; or that in the company come unexpectedly from London lurked my salvation. If I dwelt on the news at all it was only as it might affect me by adding to the shame I felt. But in this I deceived myself; for when the ordeal of waiting in the servants hall  where the maids pitied me and would have fed me if I could have eaten  was over, and we were ushered into the parlour in which Sir Winston, who had newly risen from dinner, would see us, we found only one gentleman with him.

The two stood at the farther end of a long narrow room, in the bay of a large window, that, open to the ground, permitted a view of cool sward and yew hedges. That they had had companions, lately withdrawn, was clear; and this, not only from the length of the table, which, bestrewn with plates and glasses and half-empty flagons, stretched up the room from us to them, but from two chairs, thrown down in the hurry of rising, and six or seven others thrust back, haphazard, against the panels. In the side of the room were four tall straight windows that allowed the sunshine to fall in regular bars on the table; and these, displaying here a little pool of spilled claret, and there a broken tobacco pipe, the ash still smouldering, gave a touch of grimness to the luxurious disorder.

The same incongruity was to be observed in the appearance of the elder and stouter of the two men; who had hung his periwig on the back of a chair, and showed a bald head and flushed face that agreed very ill with his laced cravat and embroidered coat. Standing with his feet apart and his arm outstretched, he was not immediately aware of our entrance; but continued to address his companion in words that were coherent, yet betrayed how he had been employed.

Crop-eared knaves, my lord, half of them, and I one! he cried, as we came to a halt a little within the door, to await his pleasure  I with shaking knees and sinking heart. And ready to become the same again if the times call for it. For why? Because it was only so we could keep or get, my lord. And martyrs have been few in my time, though fools plenty.

I should be sorry to deny the last, Sir Winston, his companion answered, smiling; for whom at the moment, blind bat as I was, I had no eyes, seeing in him only a noble youth, handsomely dressed and periwigged, and two, or it might be three years older than myself; whereas I hung on the Justices nod. But here is your case, the young man continued, turning to me, and speaking in a pleasant voice.

And a hard case one of them is, the Justice answered jollily, as he turned to us, and singled out the constable. That is you, Dyson! he continued, one of those of whom I have been telling you, my lord. A psalm-singer in the troubles, sergeant in Lord Greys regiment, a roundhead, and ran away, with better men than himself, at Cropredy Bridge. To-day he damns a Whig, and goes to bed drunk every twenty-ninth of May.

Having a good example, your honour! the constable answered grinning.

Ay, to be sure. And why dont you follow it also? Sir Winston continued, turning to the schoolmaster. But crop-eared you were and crop-eared you are; one of Shaftesburys brisk boys, my lord! And ought to be fined for a ranter every Monday morning, if all had their deserts!

Then I am afraid that your theory does not apply to him, Sir Winston, the young man said with a smile. Here is one martyr already; and if one martyr, why not many?

Martyr? the Justice answered, with half-a-dozen oaths. He? No one less! He goes to church as you and I do, and does not smart to the tune of a penny! It is true he pulls a solemn face and abhors mince-pies and plum-porridge. But why? Because he keeps a school, and the righteous, or what are left of them, who are just such hypocrites as himself, resort unto his company with boys and guineas! Resort unto his company, eh, D  ? the Justice repeated gleefully, addressing the schoolmaster. That is the phrase, isnt it? Oh, I have chopped Scripture with old Noll in my time. And so it pays, do you see, my lord? When it does not, hell damn the Whigs and turn Tantivy or Abhorrer, or something that does. And so it is with all; they are loyal. Never were Englishmen more loyal; but to what are they loyal? Themselves, my lord!

Yet there are Whigs who do not keep schools, the young lord said, after a hearty laugh.

Ay, my lord, and why? Sir Winston answered, in high good humour, because we are all trimmers to the wind, but some trim too late, and some too soon. And those are your Whigs. Never you turn Whig, my lord, whatever you do, or you will die in a Dutch garret like Tony Shiftsbury! And if anyone could have made Whiggery pay nowadays, clever Anthony would have. Heres his health, but I doubt he is in hell, these eight months.

And Sir Winston, going to the table, filled and drank off a bumper of claret. Then he filled again. The King  God bless him  is not very well, I hear, said he, winking at the young lord. So I will give you another toast. His Highnesss health, and confusion to all who would exclude him! And now what is this business, Dyson? Who is the lad? What has he been doing?

The constable began to explain; but before he had uttered many words, the baronet, whose last draught had more than a little fuddled him, cut him short. Oh, come to me to-morrow! he said. Or stay! You are in the Commission for the county, my lord?

I am, but I have not acted, the young man answered.

Rot it, man, but you shall act now! Burglary, is it? Broke and entered, eh? Then that is a hanging matter, and a young hound should be blooded. I am off! My lord will do it, Dyson. My lord will do it.

With which the Justice lurched out of the window so quickly, not to say unsteadily, that he was gone before his companion could remonstrate. The young lord, thus abandoned, looked at first at a nonplus, and seemed for a while more than half-inclined to follow. But changing his mind, and curious, I am willing to believe, to hear the case of a prisoner so much out of the common as I must have appeared to him, he turned to us, and adopting a certain stateliness, which came easily to him, young as he was, he told the constable he would hear him.

Then it was that, hanging for my life on the nods and words of intelligence that from time to time fell from him, and whereby he lifted the constable out of the slough of verbiage in which he floundered, I dared again to hope; and noting with eyes sharpened by terror the cast of his serious handsome features, and the curves of his mouth, sensitive as a womans yet wondrously under control, saw a prospect of life. For a time indeed I had nothing more substantial on which to build than such signs, so damning seemed the tale that branded me as taken in the act and on the scene of my crimes. But when the young peer, after eyeing me gravely and pitifully, asked if they had found the money on me, and the constable answered, No, and my lord retorted, Then where was it? and got no answer; and again when he enquired as to the lock on the door and the height of the window, and who had aided me to enter, and learned that a girl was suspected and no one else  then I felt the blood beat hotly in my head, and a mist come before my eyes.

Who is his accomplice? Pooh; there must be one! he said.

The girl, may it pleasure your lordship, the constable answered.

The girl? Then why should she leave him to be taken? How did he enter?

By a ladder, it is supposed, my lord.

It is supposed?

Yes, my lord.

But ladder or no ladder, why did she leave him?

The constable scratched his head.

Perhaps they were surprised, please your lordship, he ventured at last.

But the boy was found in the room at seven, dolt. And the sun is up before four. What was he doing all those hours? Surprised, pooh!

Well, I dont know as to that, your worship, the man answered sturdily; but only that the prisoner was found in the room, in which he had not ought to be, and the money was gone from the room where it had ought to be!

And the bureau was broken open, Mr. D  cried eagerly. And what is more, he has never denied it, my lord! Never.

At that and at sight of the change that came over my judges face the hope that had risen in me died suddenly; and I saw again the grim prospect of the prison and the gibbet; and to be led from one to the other, dumb, one of a drove, unregarded. And, it coming upon me strongly that in a moment it would be too late, I found my voice and cried to him, Oh, my lord, save me! I cried. Help me! For the sake of God, help me!

Whether my words moved him or he had not yet given up my case, he looked at me attentively, and with a shade as of recollection on his face. Then he asked quietly what I was.

Usher in a school, my lord, someone answered.

Poor devil! he exclaimed. And then, to the others, Here, you! Withdraw a little to the passage, if you please. I would speak with him alone.

The constable opened his mouth to demur; but the young gentleman would not suffer it; saying with a fine air that there was no resisting, Pooh, man, I am Lord Shrewsbury. I will be responsible for him. And with that he got them out of the room.


CHAPTER IX

I know now that there never was a man in whom the natural propensity to side with the weaker party was by custom and exercise more highly developed than in my late lord, in whose presence I then stood; who, indeed, carried that virtue to such an extent that if any fault could be found with his public carriage  which I am very far from admitting, but only that such a colour might be given to some parts of it by his enemies  the flaw was attributable to this excess of generosity. Yet he has since told me that on this occasion of our first meeting, it was neither my youth nor my misery  in the main at any rate  that induced him to take so extraordinary a step as that of seeing me alone; but a strange and puzzling reminiscence, which my features aroused in him, and whereto his first words, when we were left together, bore witness. Where, my lad, said he, staring at me, have I seen you before?

As well as I could, for the dread of him in which I stood, I essayed to clear my brain and think; and in me also, as I looked at him, the attempt awoke a recollection, as if I had somewhere met him. But I could conceive one place only where it was possible I might have seen a man of his rank; and so stammered that perhaps at the Rose Inn, at Ware, in the gaming-room I might have met him.

His lip curled, No, he said coldly, I have honoured the Groom-Porter at Whitehall once and again by leaving my guineas with him. But at the Rose Inn, at Ware  never! And heavens, man, he continued in a tone of contemptuous wonder, what brought such as you in that place?

In shame, and aware, now that it was too late, that I had said the worst thing in the world to commend myself to him, I stammered that I had gone thither  that I had gone thither with a friend.

A woman? he said quickly.

I allowed that it was so.

The same that led you into this? he continued sharply.

But to that I made no answer: whereon, with kindly sternness he bade me remember where I stood, and that in a few minutes it would be too late to speak.

You can trust me, I suppose? he continued with a fine scorn, that I shall not give evidence against you. By being candid, therefore, you may make things better, but can hardly make them worse.

Whereon I have every reason to be thankful, nay, it has been matter for a lifes rejoicing that I was not proof against his kindness; but without more ado, sobbing over some parts of my tale, and whispering others, I told him my whole story from the first meeting with my temptress  so I may truly call her  to the final moment when, the money gone, and the ladder removed, I was rudely awakened, to find myself a prisoner. I told it, I have reason to believe, with feeling, and in words that carried conviction; the more as, though skilled in literary composition, and in writing secundum artem, I have little imagination. At any rate, when I had done, and quavered off reluctantly into a half coherent and wholly piteous appeal for mercy, I found my young judge gazing at me with a heat of indignation in cheek and eye, that strangely altered him.

Good G  ! he cried, what a Jezebel! And in words which I will not here repeat, he said what he thought of her.

True as the words were (and I knew that, after what I had told him, nothing else was true of her), they forced a groan from me.

Poor devil, he said at that. And then again, Poor devil, it is a shame! It is a black shame, my lad, he continued warmly, and I would like to see Madam at the cart-tail; and that is where I shall see her before all is done! I never heard of such a vixen! But for you, and on the word he paused and looked at me, you did it, my friend, and I do not see your way out of it.

Then must I hang? I cried desperately.

He did not answer.

My lord! My lord! I urged, for I began to see whither he was tending, and I could have shrieked in terror, you can do anything.

I? he said.

You! If you would speak to the judge, my lord.

He laughed, without mirth. He would whip you instead of hanging you, he said contemptuously.

To the King, then.

You would thank me for nothing, he answered; and then with a kind of contemptuous suavity, My friend, in your Ware Academy  where nevertheless you seem to have had your diversions  you do not know these things. But you may take it from me, that I am more than suspected of belonging to the party whose existence Sir Baldwin denies  I mean to the Whigs; and the suspicion alone is enough to damn any request of mine.

On that, after staring at him a moment, I did a thing that surprised him; and had he known me better a thing that would have surprised him more. For the courage to do it, and to show myself in colours unlike my own, I had to thank neither despair nor fear, though both were present; but a kind of rage that seized me, on hearing him speak in a tone above me, and as if, having heard my story, he was satisfied with the curiosity of it, and would dismiss the subject, and I might go to the gallows. I know now that in so speaking he had not that intent, but that brought up short by the certainty of my guilt, and the impasse as to helping me, in which he stood, he chose that mode of repressing the emotion he felt. I did not understand this however: and with a bitterness born of the misconception, and in a voice that sounded harsh, and anyones rather than mine, I burst into a furious torrent of reproaches, asking him if it was only for this he had seen me alone, and to make a tale. To make a tale, I cried, and a jest? One that with the same face with which you send me out to be strangled and to rot, and with the same smile, youll tell, my lord, after supper to Sir Baldwin and your like. Oh, for shame, my lord, for shame! I cried, passionately, and losing all fear of him in my indignation. As you may some day be in trouble yourself  for great heads fall as well as low ones in these days, and as little pitied  if you have bowels of compassion, my lord, and a mother to love you  

He turned on me so swiftly at that word, that my anger quailed before his. Silence! he cried, fiercely. How dare you, such as you, mention  . But there, fellow  be silent!

I caught the ring of pain as well as anger in his tone, and obeyed him; though I could not discern what I had said to touch him so sorely. He on his side glowered at me a moment; and so we stood, while hope died within me, and I grew afraid of him again, and a shadow fell on the room as it had already fallen on his face. I waited for nothing now but the word that should send me from his presence, and thought nothing so certain as that I had flung away what slender chance remained to me. It was with a start that when he broke the silence I was aware of a new sound in his voice.

Listen, my lad, he said in a constrained tone  and he did not look at me. You are right in one thing. If I meant to do nothing for you, I had no right to your confidence. I do not know what it was in your face induced me to see you. I wish I had not. But since I have I must do what I can to save you: and there is only one way. Mind you, he continued in a sudden burst of anger, I do not like it! And I do it out of regard for myself, not for you, my lad! Mind you that!

Oh, my lord! I cried, ready to fall down and worship him.

Be silent, he answered, coldly, and when my back is turned go through that window. Do you understand? It is all I can do for you. The alley on the left leads to the stables. Pass through them boldly; if you are not stopped you will in a minute be on the high road. The turn, to the left at the cross-roads, leads to Tottenham and London. That on the right will take you to Little Parndon and Epping. That is all I have to say; while I look for a piece of paper to sign your commitment, you would do well to go. Only remember, my man, if you are retaken  do not look to me.

He suited the action to the words by turning his back on me, and beginning to search in a bureau that stood beside him. But so sudden and so unexpected was the proposal he had made, that though he had said distinctly Go! I doubt if, apart from the open window, I should have understood his purpose. As it was I came to it slowly  so slowly that he lost patience, and with his head still buried among the pigeon-holes, swore at me.
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Are you going? he said. Or do you think that it is nothing I am doing for you? Do you think it is nothing that I am going to tell a lie for such as you? Either go or hang, my lad!

I heard no more. A moment earlier nothing had been farther from my thoughts than to attempt an escape, but the impulse of his will steadied my wavering resolution, and with set teeth and a beating heart, I stepped through the window. Outside I turned to the left along a shady green alley fenced by hedges of yew, and espying the stable-yard before me, walked boldly across it. By good luck the grooms and helpers were at supper and I saw only one man standing at a door. He stared at me, mouthing a straw, but said nothing, and in a twinkling I had passed him, left the curtilage behind me, and had the park fence and gate in sight.

Until I reached this, not knowing whose eyes were on me, I had the presence of mind to walk; though cold shivers ran down my back, and my hair crept, and every second I fancied  for I was too nervous to look back  that I felt Dysons hand on my collar. Arriving safely at the gate, however, and the road stretching before me with no one in sight, I took to my heels, and ran a quarter of a mile along it; then leaping the fence that bounded it on the right, I started recklessly across country, my aim being to strike the Little Parndon highway, to which my lord had referred, at a point beyond the cross-roads, and so to avoid passing the latter.

I am aware that this mode of escape, this walking through a window and running off unmolested, sounds bald and commonplace; and that if I could import into my story some touch of romance or womanish disguise, such as  to compare great things with small  marked my Lord Nithsdales escape from the Tower three years ago, I should cut a better figure. Whereas in the flight across the fields on a quiet afternoon, with the sun casting long shadows on the meadows, and for my most instant alarms, the sudden whirring up before me of partridge or plover, few will find anything heroic. But let them place themselves for a moment in my skin, and remember that as I sweated and panted and stumbled and rose again, as I splashed in reckless haste through sloughs and ditches, and tore my way through great blackthorns, I had death always at my heels! Let them remember that in the long shadows that crossed my path I saw the gallows, and again the gallows, and once more the gallows; and fled more quickly; and that it needed but the distant bark of a dog, or the shout of a boy scaring birds, to persuade me that the hue and cry was coming, and to fill me with the last extremity of fear.

I believe that the adventurer, and the knight of the road, when it falls to their lot to be so hunted  as must often happen, though more commonly such an one is taken securus et ebrius in the arms of his mistress  find some mitigation of their pains in the anticipation of conflict, and in the stern joy which the resolve to sell life dearly imparts to the man of action. But I was unarmed, and worn out with my exertions; no soldier, and with no heart to fight. My flight therefore across the quiet fields was pure terror, the torture of unmitigated fear. Fear spurred me and whipped me; and yet, had I known it, I might have spared my terror. For darkness found me, weak and exhausted, but still free, in the neighbourhood of Epping in Essex, where I passed the night in the Forest; and before noon next day, believing that they would watch for me on the Tottenham Road, I had found courage to slink in to London by way of Chingford, and in the heart of that great city, whose magnitude exceeded all my expectations, had safely and effectually lost myself.


CHAPTER X

At this point, it becomes me to pause. I set out, the reader will remember, to furnish such a narrative of the events attending my first meeting with my honoured patron, as taken with a brief account of myself might enable all to pursue with insight as well as advantage the details of my later connection with him. And this being done, and bearing in mind that Sir John Fenwick did not suffer for his conspiracy until 1696, and that consequently a period of thirteen years divided the former events, which I have related, from those which follow  and which have to do, as I intimated at the outset, with my lords alleged cognisance of that conspiracy  some may, and with impatience, look to me to proceed at once to the gist of the matter. Which I propose to do; but first to crave the readers indulgence, while in a very hasty and perfunctory manner I trace my humble fortunes in the interval; whereby time will in the end be saved.

That arriving in London, as I have related, a fugitive, penniless and homeless, in fear of the law, I contrived to keep out of the beadles hands, and was neither whipped for a vagrant at Bridewell, nor starved outright in the streets, I attribute to most singular good fortune; which not only rescued me (statim) from a great and instant danger that all but engulfed me, but within a few hours found for me honest and constant employment, and that of an uncommon kind.

It so happened that, perplexed by the clamour of the great city, wherein all faces were new to me and ways alike, I came to a stand about noon in the neighbourhood of Newgate Market; where, confident that in the immense and never-ceasing tide of life that ebbs and flows in that quarter, I was safe from recognition, I ventured to sell an undergarment in a small shop in an alley, and buying a loaf with the price, satisfied my hunger. But the return of strength was accompanied by no return of hope; rather, my prime necessity supplied, I felt the forlornness of my position more acutely. In which condition, having no resource but to wander aimlessly from one street to another while the daylight lasted  and after that no prospect at all except to pass the night in the same manner  I came presently into Little Britain, and stopped, as luck would have it, before one of the bookshops that crowd that part. A number of persons were poring over the books, and I joined them; but I had not stood a moment, idly scanning the backs of the volumes, before one of my neighbours touched my elbow, and when I turned and met his eyes, nodded to me. A scholar? he said, smiling pleasantly through a pair of glasses. Ah, how ill does the muse requite her worshippers. From the country, my friend?

I answered that I was; and seeing him to be a man well on in years, clad in good broadcloth, and of a sober, substantial aspect, I saluted him abjectly.

To be sure, he said, again nodding cheerfully. And a stranger to the town I expect?

Yes, I said.

And a reader? A reader? Ah, how ill does the muse  But you can read? he ejaculated, breaking off somewhat suddenly.

I said I could, and to convince him read off the names of several of the volumes before me. I remembered afterwards that instead of looking at them to see if I read aright, he kept his eyes on my face.

Good! he said, stopping me when I had deciphered half-a-dozen. You do your schoolmaster credit, my lad. Such a man should not want, and yet you look  frankly, my friend, are you in need of employment?

He asked the question with so much benevolence, and looked at me with so good-natured a twinkle in his eyes, that my tears nearly overflowed, and I had much ado to answer him. Yes, I said. And without friends, sir.

Indeed, indeed, quoth he. Well, I must do what I can. And first, you may do me a service, which in any case shall not go unrequited. Come this way.

Without waiting for an answer he led me into the mouth of a court hard by, where we were less open to observation; there, pointing to a shop at a little distance from that at which he had found me, he explained that he wished to purchase a copy of Seldens Baronage that stood at the front of the stall, but that the tradesman knew him and would overcharge him. So do you go and buy it for me, my friend, he continued, chuckling over his innocent subterfuge, with a simplicity that took with me immensely. It should be half-a-guinea. There is a guinea  and he lugged one out. Buy the book and bring the change to me, and it shall be something in your pocket. Alas, that the muse should so ill  But there, go, go, my lad, he continued, and remember Seldens Baronage, half-a-guinea. And not a penny more!

Delighted with the luck which had found me such a patron, and anxious to acquit myself to the best advantage I hurried to do his bidding; first making sure that I knew where to find him. The shop he had pointed out, which was surmounted by the sign of a gun, and appeared to enjoy no small share of public favour, was full of persons reading and talking; but almost the first book on which my eyes alighted was Seldens Baronage, and the tradesman when I applied to him made no difficulty about the price, saying at once that it was half-a-guinea. I handed him my money, and without breaking off his talk with a customer, he was counting the change, when something in my aspect struck him, and he looked at the guinea. On which he muttered an oath and thrust it back into my hand.

It will not do, he said angrily. Begone!

I was quite taken aback: the more as several persons looked up from their books, and his immediate companion, a meagre dry-looking man in a snuff-coloured suit, fell to staring at me. What do you mean? I stammered.

You know very well, the tradesman answered me roughly. And had better be gone! And more, I tell you, if you want a hemp collar, my man, you are in the way to get one!

Clipped? quoth the dry-looking man.

New clipped and bright at the edges! the bookseller answered. Now go, my man, and be thankful I dont send for a constable.

At that I shrank away, two or three of the customers coming to the door to see me out, and watching which way I turned. This, I suppose  though I was then, and for a little time longer in doubt about him  was the reason why I could see nothing of my charitable friend, when I returned to the place where I had left him. I looked this way and that, but he was gone; and though, not knowing what else to do, and having still the guinea in my possession, I lingered about the mouth of the court for an hour or more, looking for him, he did not return.

At the end of that time the meagre dry man whom I had seen in the shop passed with a book under his arm; and seeing me, after a moments hesitation stood and spoke to me. Well, my friend? said he, looking hard at me. Are you waiting for the halter?

I told him civilly, no; but that the gentleman who had given me the guinea to change had bidden me return to him there.

And he is not here? he said with a sneer.

No, I said.

He stared at me, wondering at the simplicity of my answer; and then, Well, you are either the biggest fool or the biggest knave within the bills! he exclaimed. Are you straight from Gotham?

No, I told him. From the north. And that I wanted employment.

You are like to get it  at the Plantations! he answered savagely, taking snuff. I remarked that neither his hands nor his linen were of the cleanest, and that the former were stained with ink. What are you? he continued, presently, in the same snappish, churlish tone.

I told him a schoolmaster.

Exempli gratiâ, he answered quickly, and turning to the nearest stall, he indicated the title-page of a book. Read me that, Master Schoolmaster.

I did so. He grunted; and then, You write? Show me your hand.

I said I had no paper or ink there, but that if he would take me  

Pooh, man, are you a fool? he cried, impatiently. Show me your right hand, middle finger, and I will find you scribit or non scribit. So! And you want work?

Yes, I said.

Hard work and little pay?

I said I wanted to make my living.

Ay, and maybe the first time you come to me, you will cut my throat, and rob my desk, he answered gruffly. Hm! That touches you home, does it? However, ask for me to-morrow, at seven in the forenoon  Mr. Timothy Brome, at the sign of the Black Boy in Fleet Street.

Now I was overjoyed, indeed. With such a prospect of employment, it seemed to me a small thing that I must pass the night in the streets; but even that I escaped. For when he was about to part from me, he asked me what money I had. None, I told him, except the clipped guinea.

And I suppose you expect me to give you a shilling earnest? he answered, irascibly. But no, no, Timothy Brome is no fool. See here, he continued, slapping his pocket and looking shrewdly at me, that guinea is not worth a groat to you; except to hang you.

No, I said, ruefully.

Well, I will give you five shillings for it, as gold, mind you; as gold, and not to pass. Are you content?

It is not mine, I said doubtfully.

Take it or leave it! he said, screwing up his eyes, and so plainly pleased with the bargain he was driving that I had no inkling of the kind heart that underlay that crabbed manner. Take it or leave it, my man.

Thus pressed, and my mind retaining no real doubt of the knavery of the man who had entrusted the guinea to me, I handed it to my new friend, and received in return a crown. And this being my last disposition of money not my own, I think it a fit season to record that from that day to this I have been enabled by Gods help and mans kindness to keep the eighth commandment; and earning honestly what I have spent have been poor, but never a beggar.

In gratitude for which, and both those good men being now dead, I here conjoin the names of Mr. Timothy Brome, of Fleet Street, newsmonger and author, whose sharp tongue and morose manners cloaked a hundred benefactions; and of Charles, Duke of Shrewsbury, my honoured patron, who never gave but his smile doubled the gift which his humanity dictated.

The reader will believe that punctually on the morrow I went with joy and thankfulness to my new master, whom I found up three pairs of stairs in a room barely furnished, but heaped in every part with piles of manuscripts and dogs-eared books, and all so covered with dust that type and script were alike illegible. He wore a dingy morning-gown and had laid aside his wig; but the air of importance with which he nodded to me and a sort of dignity that clothed him as he walked to and fro on the ink-stained floor mightily impressed me, and drove me to wonder what sort of trade was carried on here. He continued, for some minutes after I entered, to declaim one fine sentence after another, rolling the long words over his tongue with a great appearance of enjoyment: a process which he only interrupted to point me to a stool and desk, and cry with averted eyes  lest he should cut the thread of his thoughts Write!
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On my hesitating, Write! he repeated, in the tone of one commanding a thousand troopers. And then he spoke thus  and as he spoke I wrote:  

This day His Gracious Majesty, whose health appears to be completely restored, went, accompanied by the French Ambassador and a brilliant company, to take the air in the Mall. Despatches from Holland say that the Duke of Monmouth has arrived at the Hague and has been well received. Letters from the West say that the city of Bristol having a well-founded confidence in the Royal Clemency has hastened to lay its Charter at His Majestys feet. The 30th of the month began the Sessions at the Old Bailey, and held the first and second of this; where seventeen persons received sentence of death, nine to be burned in the hand, seven to be transported, and eleven ordered to be whipped. Yesterday, or this day, a commission was sealed appointing the Lord Chief Justice Jeffreys  


CHAPTER XI

In a word, my master was a writer of Newsletters, and in that capacity possessed of so excellent a style and so great a connection in the Western Counties that, as he was wont to boast, there was hardly a squire or rector from Bristol to Dawlish that did not owe what he knew of His Majestys gout, or Mr. Drydens last play, to his weekly epistles. The Popish Plot which had cost the lives of Lord Stafford and so many of his persuasion, no less than the Rye House Plot, which by placing the Whigs at the mercy of the Government had at once afforded those their revenge, and illustrated the ups and downs of court life, had given so sharp a stimulus to the appetite for news, that of late he had found himself unable to cope with it. In this unsettled condition, and meditating changes which should belittle Sir Roger and The London Mercury, and oust print from the field, he fell in with me; and where another man would have selected a bachelor whose cassock and scarf might commend him at Wills or Childs, his eccentric kindness snatched me from the gutter, and set me on a tall stool, there to write all day for the delectation of country houses and mayors parlours.

I remember that at first it seemed to me so easy a trick (this noting the news of the day in plain round hand) that I wondered they paid him to do it, more than another. But besides that I then had knowledge of one side of the business only, I mean the framing the news, but none of the manner in which it was collected at Garraways and the Cockpit, the Sessions House, the Mall, and the Gallery at Whitehall. I presently learned that even of the share that fell to my lot I knew only as much as a dog that turns the spit knows of the roasting of meat. For when my employer, finding me docile and industrious  as I know I was, being thankful for such a haven, and crushed in spirit not only by the dangers through which I had passed, but also by my mistresss treachery  when I say, he left me one day to my devices, merely skimming through a copy and leaving me to multiply it, with, for sole guide, the list of places to which the letters were to go, as Bridgewater, Whig; Bath, Tory; Bridport, Tory; Taunton, Whig; Frome, Whig; Lyme, Whig, and so on, I came very far short of success. True, when he returned in the evening I had my packets ready and neatly prepared for the mail, which then ran to the West thrice a week and left next morning; and I had good hopes that he would send them untouched. But great was my dismay when he fell into a rage over the first he picked up, and asked me bluntly if I was quite a fool.

I stammered some answer, and asked in confusion what was the matter.

Everything, he said. Here, let me see! Why, you dolt and dunderhead, you have sent letters in identical terms to Frome and Bridport.

Yes, I said faintly.

But the one is Whig and the other is Tory! he cried.

But the news, sir, I made bold to answer, is the same.

Is it? he cried in fine contempt. Why you are a natural! I thought you had learned something by this time. Here, where is the Frome letter? The London Gazette announces that His Majesty has been graciously pleased to reward my Lord Rochesters services at the Treasury Board by raising him to the dignity of Lord President of the Council, an elevation which renders necessary his resignation of his seat at the Board. Tut-tut! That is the Court tone. Here, out with it, and write:  

The Earl of Rochesters removal from the Treasury Board to the Presidency of the Council, which is announced in The Gazette, is very well understood. His lordship made what resistance he could, but the facts Were plain, and the King could do no otherwise. Rumour has it that the sum lost to the country in the manner already hinted exceeds fifty thousand guineas.

There, what comes next? Letters from the Continent have it that strong recommendations have been made to the Court at the Hague to dismiss the D  of M  , and it is confidently expected that the next packet will bring the news of his departure. Pooh, out with it. Write this:  

The D  of M  is still at the Hague, where he is being sumptuously entertained. Much is made of His Majestys anger, but the D  is well supplied with money from an unknown source, which some take to be significant. At a ball given by their Highnesses on the eleventh, he danced an English country dance with the Lady Mary, wherein his grace and skill won all hearts.

That is better. And now what next? This day an Ambassador from the King of Siam in the East Indies waited on His Majesty with great marks of respect. Umph! Well leave it, but add, Ah, si sic propius.

And then, There are rumours that His Majesty intends to call a parliament shortly, in which plan he is hindered only by the state of his gout.

Out with that and write this: In the city is much murmuring that a parliament is not called. Though His Majesty has not played lately at tennis, he showed himself yesterday in Hyde Park, so that some who maintain his health to be the cause deserve no weight. In his company were His Highness the Duke of York and the French Ambassador.

There, you fool, my master continued, flinging two-thirds of the packets back to me. You will have to amend these, and another time you will know better.

Which showed me that I had still something to learn; and that as there are tricks in all trades, so Mr. Timothy Brome, the writer, did not enjoy without reason the reputation of the most popular newsvendor in London. But as I addressed myself to the business with zeal, I presently began to acquire a mastery over his methods; and my knowledge of public affairs growing with each days work, as in such an employment it could not fail to grow, I was able before very long to take the composition of the letters in a great measure off his hands; leaving him free to walk Change Alley and the coffee-houses, where his snuff-coloured suit and snappish wit were as well known as his secret charity was little suspected.

In private, indeed, he was of so honest a disposition, his faults of temper notwithstanding, as to cause me at first some surprise; since I fancied an incompatibility between this and the laxity of his public views; which he carried so far that he was not only a political skeptic himself, but held all others to be the same; maintaining that the best public men were only of this or that colour because it suited their pockets or ambitions, and that, of all, he respected most Lord Halifax and his party, who at least trimmed openly, and never cried loudly for either extreme.

But as his actions in other matters bettered his professions, so I presently found that in this too he belied himself; which was made clear when he came to the test. For the death of King Charles the Second occurring soon after I came to serve him  so soon that I still winced when my former life was probed, and hated a woman and trembled at sight of a constable, and wondered if this were really I, who went to and fro daily from my garret in Bride Lane to St. Dunstans  the death, I say, of the King occurring just at that time, we were speedily overwhelmed by a rush of events so momentous and following so quickly one on another that they threw the old see-saw of Court and Country off its balance; and upset with it the minds of many who had hitherto clung firmly to a party. For the King had been scarcely laid very quietly  some thought, meanly  in his grave and the Duke of York been proclaimed by the title of James the Second, when those who had fled the country in the last reign, either after the Rye House Plot, or later with Monmouth, returned and kindled two great insurrections, that of the Marquess of Argyle in the north, and that of the Duke of Monmouth in the west. Occurring almost simultaneously, it was wonderful to see how, in spite of the cry of a Popish King, and the Protestant religion in danger, which the rebels everywhere raised, these outbreaks rallied all prudent folk to the King; whose popularity never, before or afterwards, stood so high as on the day of the battle of Sedgmoor.

And doubtless he might have retained the confidence and affection of his people, and by these means attained to the utmost of his legitimate wishes  I mean the relief of the papists from penal clauses if not from civil disabilities  had he gone about it discreetly, and with the moderation which so delicate a matter required. But in the outset the severity with which the western rebels were punished, both by the military after the rout and by the Lord Chief Justice at the Assizes which followed, gave check to his popularity; and thenceforth for three years all went one way. The Test Acts, abrogated at the first in a case here and there (yet ominously in such, in particular, as favoured the admission of papists to the army), were presently nullified, with other acts of a like character, by a general declaration of indulgence; and that, to the disgust of the clergy, to be read in the churches. To this main assault on the passive obedience which the Church had so often preached, and to which it still fondly clung, were added innumerable meaner attacks perhaps more humiliating; as the expulsion of the Protestant Fellows from Magdalene College, the conversion of University College into a Romish Seminary, and the dismissal of my Lords Rochester and Clarendon, the Kings brothers-in-law, from all their places because  as was everywhere rumoured  they would not resign the creed in which they had been born.

It were long to recount all the other errors into which the King fell; but I may lay stress on the dissolution of a most loyal Parliament, because it would not legalise his measures; on the open and shameless attempt to pack its successor, on the corruption of the Judges, and on the trial of the seven bishops for sedition. It were shorter and equally to the point to say that an administration conducted for three years on these lines, sufficed not only to sap the patient loyalty of the nation, but to rouse from its rest the political conscience of my employer. Mr. Brome, after much muttering and many snappish corrections and alterations, all tending (as I soon perceived) to Whiggery, resigned, on the day the Fellows of Magdalene were expelled, his time-honoured system of duplicity; and thenceforward, until the end, issued the same letter to Tory squire and Whig borough alike.

What was more remarkable, and, had the King known, it might have served his obstinate Majesty for a warning, we lost no patrons by the step; but rather increased our readers; the whole nation by this time being of one mind. When the end came therefore, and in answer to the famous Invitation signed by the Seven, the Deliverer, as the Whig party still love to call him, landed at Torbay, and with scarcely a blow, and no life lost, entered London, there were few among those who ruffled it in his train, as he rode to St. Jamess, who had done as much to bring him to his throne as my master; though he, good honest man, wore neither spurs nor sword, and stood humbly a-foot in the mouth of an alley to see the show go by.


CHAPTER XII

I suppose that there never was an abrupt change in the government of a nation more quietly, successfully, and bloodlessly carried through than our great Revolution. But it is the way of the pendulum to swing back; and it was not long before those who had been most deeply concerned in the event began to reflect and compare, nor, as they had before them the example of the Civil War and the subsequent restoration besides, and were persons bred for the most part in an atmosphere of Divine Right and passive obedience (whether they had imbibed those doctrines or not), was it wonderful if a proportion of them began to repent at leisure what they had done in haste. The late Kings harsh and implacable temper, and the severity with which he had suppressed one rising, were not calculated to reassure men when they began to doubt. The possibility of his return hung like a thick cloud over the more timid; while the favours which the new King showered on his Dutchmen, the degradation of the coin and of trade, and the many disasters that attended the first years of the new government were sufficient to shake the confidence and chill the hearts even of the stoutest and most patriotic.

So bad was the aspect of things that it was rumoured that King William would abdicate; and this aggravating the general uncertainty, many in high places spent their days in a dreadful looking forward to judgment; nor ever, I believe, slept without dreaming of Tower Hill, the axe, and the sawdust. The result that was natural followed. While many hastened to make a secret peace with St. Germains, others, either as a matter of conscience or because they felt that they had offended too deeply, remained constant; but perceiving treachery in the air, and being in daily fear of invasion, breathed nothing but threats and slaughter against the seceders. This begot a period of plots and counter-plots, of perjury and intrigue, of denunciations and accusations real and feigned, such as I believe no other country has ever known; the Jacobites considering a restoration certain, and the time only doubtful; while the Whigs in their hearts were inclined to agree with them and feared the worst.

During seven such years I lived and worked with Mr. Brome; who, partly, I think, because he had come late to his political bearings, and partly because the Tories and Jacobites had a newswriter in the notorious Mr. Dyer  to whose letters Mr. Dryden, it was said, would sometimes contribute  remained steadfast in his Whig opinions; and did no little in the country parts to lessen the stir which the Nonjurors complaints created. I saw much of him and little of others; and being honestly busy and honourably employed  not that my style made any noise in the coffee-houses, which was scarcely to be expected, since it passed for Mr. Bromes  I began to regard my life before I came to London as an ugly dream. Yet it had left me with two proclivities which are not common at the age which I had then reached; the one a love of solitude and a retired life, which, a matter of necessity at first, grew by-and-by into a habit; the other an averseness for women that amounted almost to a fear of them. Mr. Brome, who was a confirmed bachelor, did nothing to alter my views on either point, or to reconcile me to the world; and as my life was passed between my attic in Bride Lane and his apartment in Fleet Street, where he had a tolerable library, few were better acquainted with public affairs or had less experience of private, than I; or knew more intimately the order of the signs and the aspect of the houses between the Fleet Prison and St. Dunstans Church.

Partly out of fear, and partly out of a desire to be done with my former life, I made myself known to no one in Hertfordshire; but, some five years after my arrival in London, having a sudden craving to see my mother, I walked down one Sunday to Epping. There making cautious enquiries of the Bishop Stortford carrier, I heard of her death, and on the return journey burst once into a great fit of weeping at the thought of some kind word or other she had spoken to me on a remembered occasion. But with this tribute to nature I dismissed my family, and even that good friend from my mind; going back to my lodging with a contentment which this glimpse of my former life wondrously augmented.

Of Mr. D  or of the wicked woman who had deceived me I was not likely to hear; but there was one, and he the only stranger who ante Londinium had shown me kindness, whose name my pen was frequently called on to transcribe, and whose fame was even in those days in all mens mouths. With a thrill of pleasure I heard that my Lord Shrewsbury had been one of the seven who signed the famous invitation: then that the King had named him one of the two Secretaries of State; and again after two years, during which his doings filled more and more of the public ear  so that he stood for the government  that he had suddenly and mysteriously resigned all his offices and retired into the country. Later still, in the same year, in the sad days which followed the defeat of Beachy Head, when a French fleet sailed the Channel, and in the Kings absence, the most confident quailed, I heard that he had ridden post to Kensington to place his sword and purse at the Queens feet; and, later still, 1694, when three years of silence had obscured his memory, I heard with pleasure, and the world with surprise, that he had accepted his old office, and stood higher than ever in the Kings favour.

The next year Queen Mary died. This, as it left only the Kings life between the Jacobites and a Restoration, increased as well their activity as the precautions of the government; whose most difficult task lay in sifting the wheat from the chaff and discerning between the fictions of a crowd of false witnesses (who thronged the Secretarys office and lived by this new trade) and the genuine disclosures of their own spies and informers. In the precarious position in which the government stood, ministers dared neglect nothing, nor even stand on scruples. In moments of alarm, therefore, it was no uncommon thing to close the gates and prosecute a house to house search for Jacobites; the most notorious being seized and the addresses of the less dangerous taken. One of these searches which surprised the city in the month of December, 95, had for me results so important that I may make it the beginning of a consecutive narrative.

I happened to be sitting in my attic that evening over a little coal fire, putting into shape some Whig reflections on the Coinage Bill; our newsletter tending more and more to take the form of a pamphlet. A frugal supper, long postponed, stood at my elbow, and the first I knew of the search that was afoot, a man without warning opened my door, which was on the latch, and thrust in his head.

Naturally I rose in alarm; and we stared at one another by the light of my one candle. Only the intruders head and shoulders were in the room, but I could see that he wore bands and a cassock, and a great birds nest wig, which overhung a beak-like nose and bright eyes.

Sir, said he after a moments pause, during which the eyes leaving me glittered to every part of the room, I see you are alone, and have a very handy curtain there.

I gasped, but to so strange an exordium had nothing to say. The stranger nodded at that as if satisfied, and slowly edging his body into the room, disclosed to my sight the tallest and most uncouth figure imaginable. A long face ending in a tapering chin added much to the grotesque ugliness of his aspect; in spite of which his features wore a smirk of importance, and though he breathed quickly, like a man pressed and in haste, it was impossible not to see that he was master of himself.

And of me; for when I went to ask his meaning, he shot out his great under-lip at me, and showed me the long barrel of a horse pistol that he carried under his cassock. I recoiled.

Good sir, he said, with an ugly grin, tis an argument I thought would have weight with you. To be short, I have to ask your hospitality. There is a search for Jacobites; at any moment the messengers may be here. I live opposite to you and am a Nonjuring clergyman liable to suspicion; you are a friend to Mr. Timothy Brome, who is known to stand well with the government. I propose therefore to hide behind the curtain of your bed. Your room will not be searched, nor shall I be found if you play your part. If you fail to play it  then I shall be taken; but you, my dear friend, will not see it.

He said the last words with another of his hideous grins, and tapped the barrel of his pistol with so much meaning that I felt the blood leave my cheeks. He took this for a proof of his prowess; and nodding, as well content, he stood a moment in the middle of the floor, and listened with the tail of his eye on me.

He had no reason to watch me, however, for I was unarmed and cowed; nor had we stood many seconds before a noise of voices and weapons with the trampling of feet broke out on the stairs, and at once confirmed his story and proved the urgency of his need. Apparently he was aware of the course things would take and that the constables and messengers would first search the lower floors; for instead of betaking himself forthwith to his place of hiding  as seemed natural  he looked cunningly round the chamber, and bade me sit down to my papers. Do you say at once that you are Mr. Bromes writer, he continued with an oath, and mark me well, my man. Betray me by a word or sign, and I strew your brains on the floor!

After that threat, and though he went then, and hid his hateful face  which already filled me with fear and repugnance beyond words  behind the curtain, where between bed and wall, there was a slender space, I had much ado to keep my seat and my self-control. In the silence which filled the room I could hear his breathing; and I felt sure that the searchers must hear it also when they entered. Assured that the Sancrofts and Kens, and the honest but misguided folk who followed them, did not carry pistols, I gave no credit to his statement that he was a Nonjuring parson; but deemed him some desperate highwayman or plotter, whose presence in my room, should he be discovered and should I by good luck escape his malice, would land me at the best in Bridewell or the Marshalsea. By-and-by the candle-wick grew long, and terrified at the prospect of being left in the dark with him, I went to snuff it. With a savage word he whispered me to let it be; after which I had no choice but to sit in fear and semi-darkness, listening to the banging of doors below, and the alternate rising and falling of voices, as the search party entered or issued from the successive rooms.

In my chamber with its four whitewashed walls and few sticks of furniture there was only one place where a man could stand and be unseen; and that was behind the curtain. There, I thought, the most heedless messenger must search; and as I listened to the steps ascending the last flight I was in an agony. I foresaw the moment when the constable would carelessly and perfunctorily draw the curtain  and then the flash, the report, the cry, the mad struggle up and down the room, which would follow.

So strong was this impression, that though I had been waiting minutes when the summons came and a hand struck my door, I could not at once find voice to speak. The latch was up, and the door half open when I cried Enter! and rose.

In the doorway appeared three or four faces, a couple of lanthorns, held high, and a gleam of pike-heads. Richard Price, servant to Mr. Brome, the newswriter, cried one of the visitors, reading in a sonorous voice from a paper.

Well affected, answered a second  evidently the person in command. Brome is a good man. I know him. No one hidden here?

No, I said, with a loudness and boldness that surprised me.

No lodger, my man?

None!

Right! he answered. Good-night, and God save King William!

Amen! quoth I; and then, and not before, my knees began to shake.

However, it no longer mattered, for before I could believe that the danger was over they were gone and had closed the door; and I caught a sniggering laugh behind the curtain. Still they had gone no farther than the stairs; I heard them knock on the opposite door and troop in there, and I caught the tones of a womans voice, young and fresh, answering them. But in a minute they came out again, apparently satisfied, and crowded down stairs; whereon the man behind the curtain laughed again, and swaggering out, Bobadil-like, shook his fist with furious gestures after them.

Damn your King William, and you too! he cried in ferocious triumph. One of these days God will squeeze him like the rotten orange he is; and if God will not, I will! I, Robert Ferguson! Trot, for the set of pudding-headed blind-eyed moles that you are! Call yourselves constables! Bah! But as for you, my friend, he continued, turning to me and throwing his pistol with a crash on the table, you have more spunk than I thought you had, and spoke up like a gentleman of mettle. There is my hand on it!

My throat was so dry that I could not speak, but I gave him my hand.

He gripped it and threw it from him with a boastful gesture, and stalking to the farther side of the room and back again, There! cried he. Now you can say that you have touched hands with Ferguson, the famous Ferguson, the Ferguson on whose head a thousand guineas have been set! Ferguson the Kingmaker, who defied three Kings and made three Kings and will yet make a fourth! Fire and furies, do a set of boozing tipstaves think to take the man who outwitted Jeffreys and slipped through Kirkes lambs?
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Hearing who he was, I stared at him in astonishment; but in astonishment largely leavened with fear and hatred; for I knew the reputation he enjoyed, and both what he had done, and of what he was suspected. That in all his adventures and intrigues he had borne a charmed life; and where Sidney and Russell, Argyle and Monmouth, Rumbold and Ayloffe had suffered on the scaffold, he had escaped scot free was one thing and certain; but that men accounted for this in strange ways was another scarcely less assured. While his friends maintained that he owed his immunity to a singular skill in disguise, his enemies, and men who were only so far his enemies as they were the enemies of all that was most base in human nature, asserted that this had little to do with it, but went so far as to say that in all his plots, with Russell and with Monmouth, with Argyle and with Ayloffe, he had played booty, and played the traitor: and tempting men, and inviting men to the gibbet, had taken good care to go one step farther  and by betraying them to secure his own neck from peril!


CHAPTER XIII

Such was the man I saw before me; on whose face, as if heaven purposed to warn his fellows against him, malignant passion and an insane vanity were so plainly stamped that party spirit must have gone to lengths, indeed, before it rendered men blind to his quality. His shambling gait seemed a fitting conveyance for a gaunt, stooping figure so awkward and uncouth that when he gave way to gesticulation it seemed to be moved by wires; yet, once he looked askance at you, face and figure were forgotten in the gleam of the eyes that, treacherous and cruel, leered at you from the penthouse of his huge, ill-fitting wig.

Nevertheless, I confess that, while I hated and loathed the man, he cowed me. His latest escape had intoxicated him, and astride on my table, or stalking the floor, he gave way to his vanity. Pouring out a flood of ribald threats and imaginings, he now hinted at the fate which had never failed to befall those who thwarted him; now he boasted of his cunning and his hundred intrigues, and now he touched, not obscurely, on some great design soon to be executed. His audacity, no less than his frankness, bewildered me; for if he did not tell me all, he told enough, were it true, to hang a man. Yet I soon found that he had method in his madness; for while I listened with a shamefaced air, hating him and meditating informing against him the moment I was freed from his presence, he turned on me with a hideous grin, and thrusting the muzzle of his pistol against my temple, swore with endless curses to slay me if I betrayed him.

You will go to Brome to-morrow, as usual, he said. The Whiggish old dotard, I could pluck out his inwards! And you will say not one word of Mr. Ferguson! For, mark me, sirrah Dick, alone or in company I shall be at your elbow, nor will all Cuttss guards avail to save you! Do you mark me? Then d  you, down on your knees! Down on your knees, you white-livered dog, and swear by the Gospels you will tell no living soul by tongue or pen that you have seen me.

He pressed the cold steel muzzle to my temple and I knelt and swore. When it was done, he roared and jeered at me. You see, I have my oath! he cried, as well as Little Hooknose! And no non-jurors! Now say Down with King William!

I said it.

Louder! Louder! he cried.

I could only comply.
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Now, write it! Write it! he continued, thrusting a piece of paper under my nose, and slapping his huge hand upon it. Ill have it in black and white! Or write this  ha! ha! that will be better. Are you ready? Write, I hereby abjure my allegiance to Prince William.

No, I said faintly, laying down the pen which I had taken up at his bidding. I will not write it.

You will write it! he answered in a terrible tone. And within a very few seconds. Write it at once, sirrah! I hereby abjure my allegiance to Prince William!

I wrote it with a shaking hand, after a glance at the pistol muzzle.

And swear that I regard King James as my lawful sovereign. And I undertake to obey the rules of the St. Germains Club, and to forward its interests. Good! Now sign it.

I did so.

Date it, cried the tyrant; and when I had done so he snatched the paper from me and flourished it in the air, There is my passport! quoth he, with an exultant laugh. When I am taken that will be taken, and when that is taken the worse for Mr. Richard Price if he is taken. He will taste of the hangmans lash. So! You are a clever fellow, Richard Price, but Robert Ferguson is your master, as he has been better mens!

The man was so much in love with cruelty, that even when he had gained his point he could not bear to give up the pleasure of torturing me; and for half an hour he continued to flout and jeer at me, sometimes picturing my fate if the paper fell into the Secretarys hands, and sometimes threatening me with his pistol, and making sport of my alarm. At last, reluctantly, and after many warnings of what would happen to me if I informed, he took himself off; and I heard him go into the opposite rooms, and slam the door.

Be sure I was not long in securing mine after him! I was in a pitiable state of terror; shaking at thought of the mans return, and in an ague when I considered the power over me, which the paper I had signed gave him. I could hardly believe that, in so short a time, anything so dreadful had happened to me! Yet it were hard to say whether, with all my terror, I did not hate him more than I feared him; for though at one time my heart was water when I thought of betraying him, at another it glowed with rage and loathing, and to spite him, and to free myself from him, I would risk anything. And as I was not wanting in foresight, and could picture with little difficulty the slavery in which he would hold me from that day forward  and wherein his cruel spirit would delight  it was the latter mood that prevailed with me, and determined my action when morning came.

Reflecting that I could expect no mercy from him, but had little to fear from the Government, if I told my tale frankly, I determined at all risks to go to the Secretary. I would have done so, the moment I rose, the thought that at any moment he might burst in upon me keeping me in a cold sweat; but I was prudent enough to abide by my habits, and refrain from anticipating by a second the hour at which it was my custom to descend. I waited in the utmost trepidation, therefore, until half-past seven, when with a quaking heart, but a mind made up, I ventured down to the street.

It was barely light, but the coffee-houses were open, and between early customers to these, and barbers passing with their curling tongs, and milkmen and hawkers plying morning wares, and apprentices setting out their masters goods, the ways were full and noisy; so that I had no reason to fear pursuit, and in the hubbub gained courage the farther I left my oppressor behind me. Nevertheless, I took the precaution of going first to Mr. Bromes, opposite St. Dunstans; and passing in there, as was my daily custom, lingered a little in the entry. When by this ruse I had made assurance doubly sure, I slipped out, and went through the crowded Strand to Whitehall.

Mr. Brome had a species of understanding with the Government; and on one occasion being ill, had made me his messenger to the Secretarys. I knew the place therefore, but none the less gave way to timidity when I saw the crowd of ushers, spies, tipstaves, and busybodies that hung about the door of the office, and took curious note of everyone who went in or out. My heart failed me at the sight, and I was already more than half inclined to go away, my business undone, when someone touched my sleeve, and I started and turned. A girl still in her teens, with a keen and pinched face, and a handkerchief neatly drawn over her head, handed a note to me.

For me? I asked.

Yes, said she.

I took it on that and opened it, my hands shaking. But when I read the contents, which were these Mr. Robert Fergusons respects to the Secretary, and he has to-day changed his lodging. He will to-morrow be pleased to supply the bearers character  I thought I should have fallen to the ground. Nor was my alarm the less for the reflection which immediately arose in my mind that the note had of necessity been written and despatched before I left Mr. Bromes door; and consequently before I had taken any step towards the execution of my design!

Still, what I held was but a piece of paper bearing a message from a man proscribed, who dared not show his face where I stood. A word to the doorkeepers and I might even now go in and lay my information. But the mans omniscience cowed my spirit, terrified me, and broke me down. Assured after this, that whatever I did or wherever I went he would know and be warned in time, and I gain by my information nothing but the name of a gull or a cheat, I turned from the door. Then seeing that the girl waited, There is no answer, I said.

Will you please to go to the gentleman? quoth she.

My jaw dropped. God forbid! I said, beginning to tremble.

I think you had better, said she.

And this time there was that in her voice roused doubts in me and made me waver  lest what I had done prove insufficient, and he betray me, though I refrained from informing. Sullenly, therefore, and after a moments thought, I asked her where he was.

I am not to tell you, she answered. You can come with me if you please.

Go on, I said.

She cast a sharp glance at the group about the office, then turned, and walking rapidly north by Charing Cross led me through St. Martins Lane and Bedford Bury to Covent Garden. Skirting this, she threaded Hart Street and Red Lion Court, and crossing Drury Lane conducted me into Lincolns Inn Fields, where she turned sharply to the left and through Ralph Court to the Turnstile. Seeing that she lingered here and from time to time looked back, I fancied that we were near our destination; but starting afresh, she led me along Holborn and through Staple Inn. Presently it struck me that we were near Bride Lane, and I cried He is in my room?

Yes, she said gravely, and without explanation. If he pleases you will find him there. And without more she signed to me to go on, and disappeared herself in the mouth of an alley by Greens Rents.

It did please him. When I entered with the air, doubtless, of a whipped hound, I found him sitting on my table swinging his legs and humming an air; and with so devilish a look of malice and triumph on his face as sent my heart into my boots. Notwithstanding, for a while it was his humour not to speak to me but to leer at me askance out of the corner of his eyes, and keep me on tenterhooks, expecting what he would say or do; and this he maintained until he had finished his tune, when with a grin he asked after his friend the Secretary.

Was it Trumball you saw, or the new Duke? said he; and when I did not answer he roared out an oath, and snatching up the pistol which lay on the table beside him, levelled it at me. Answer, will you? Do you think that I am to speak twice to such uncovenanted dirt as you? Whom did you see?

No one, I stammered, trembling.

And why not? he cried. And why not, you spawn of Satan?

I received your note, I said.

Oh, you received my note! he whimpered, dropping his voice and mocking my alarm. Your lordship received my note, did you? And if you had not got my note, you would have informed, would you? You would have informed and sent me to the gallows, would you? Answer! Answer, or  

Yes! I cried in an agony of terror; for he was bringing the pistol nearer and nearer to my face, while his finger toyed with the trigger, and at any moment might press it too sharply.

So! And you tell me that to my face, do you? he answered, eyeing me so truculently, that I held up my hands and backed to the door. You dare tell me that, do you? Come here, sirrah!

I hesitated.

Come here! he cried. Or by  I will shoot you! For the last time, come here!

I went nearer.

Oh, but I would like to see you in the boot! he said. It would be the finest sight! It would not need a turn of the screw to make you cry out! And mind you, he continued, suddenly seizing my ear in his great hand, and twisting it until I screamed, in a boot of some kind or other I shall have you  if you play me false! Do yon understand, eh? Do you understand, you sheep in wolfs clothing?

Yes! I cried. Yes, yes! He had forced me to my knees, and brought his cruel sneering face close to mine.

Very well. Then get up  if you have learned your lesson. You have had one proof that I know more than others. Do not seek another. But, umph  where have I seen you before. Master Trembler?

I said humbly, my spirit quite broken, that I did not know.

No? he answered, staring at me with his face puckered up. Yet somewhere I have. And some day I shall call it to mind. In the meantime  remember that you are my slave, my dog, my turnspit, to fetch or carry, cry or be merry at my will. You will sleep or wake, go or come as I bid you. And so long as you do that  Richard Price, you shall live. But on the day you play me false, or whisper my name to living soul  on that day, or within the week, you will hang! Do you hear, hang, you Erastian dog! Hang, and be carrion: with Ayloffe, and many another good man, that would stint me, and take no warning!


CHAPTER XIV

Alas, the secret subjection into which I fell from that day onwards, to a man who knew neither pity nor scruple  and wielded his power with the greater enjoyment and the less remorse for the piquant contrast it afforded to his position, as a proscribed and hunted traitor, in hiding for his life  exceeded all the anticipations of it which I had entertained. Having his favourite lodging in the rooms opposite mine, he was ready, when the cruel humour seized him, to sally forth and mock and torment me; while the privacy of his movements and the number of his disguises (whence it arose that I never knew until I saw him whether he was there or not) kept me in a state of suspense and misery well nigh intolerable. Yet such was the spell of fear under which he had contrived to lay me  he being a violent and dangerous man and I no soldier  and so crafty were the means, no less than the art, by which he gradually wound a chain about me, that in spite of my hatred I found resistance vain; and for a long time, and until a deus ex machinâ, as the ancients say, appeared on the scene, saw no resource but to bear the yoke and do his bidding.

He had one principal mode of strengthening his hold upon me; which stood the higher in his favour, as besides effecting that object and rendering me serviceable, it amused him with the spectacle of my alarms. This consisted in the employing me in his treasonable designs: as by sending me with letters and messages to Sams Coffeehouse, or to the Dog in Drury Lane, or to more private places where the Jacobites congregated; by making me a go-between to arrange meetings with those of his kidney who dared not stir abroad in daylight, and came and went between London and the coast of France under cover of night; or lastly, by using me to drop treasonable papers in the streets, or fetch the same from the secret press, in a court off St. Jamess, where they were printed.

He took especial delight in imposing this last task upon me, and in depicting, when I returned fresh from performing it, the penalties to which I had rendered myself liable. It may occur to some that when I passed through the streets with such papers in my hands I had an easy way out of my troubles; and could at any moment by conveying the letters to the Secretarys office procure the tyrants arrest, and my own freedom. But besides the fact that his frequent change of lodging, his excellent information, and the legion of spies who served him, rendered it doubtful whether with the best will in the world the messengers would find him where I had left him, he frequently boasted  and the boast, if unfounded, added to my distrust of all with whom I came into contact  that the very tipsters and officers were in his pay, and that Cutts himself dared not arrest him! Besides, I more than suspected that often the letters he gave me were blank, and the errands harmless: and that the one and the other were feigned only for the purpose of trying me, or out of pure cruelty  to the end that when I returned he might describe with gusto the process of hanging, drawing, and quartering, and gloat over the horror with which I listened to his relation; a practice which he carried to such an extent as more than once to reduce me to tears of rage and anguish.

Such was my life at home, where if my tyrant was not always at my elbow I was every hour obnoxious to his appearance; for early in our connection he forbade me to lock my door. Abroad I was scarcely more easy, seeing that, besides an impression I had that wherever I went I was dogged, there was scarcely an item of news which it fell to my lot to record that did not throw me into a panic. One day it would be Mr. Bear arrested on a charge of high treason, and in possession of I knew not what compromising letters: another, the suicide in the Temple of a gentleman to whom I myself had a week earlier taken a letter, and who had in my presence let fall expressions which led me to think him in the same evil case with me. Another day it would be an announcement that the Government had discovered a new Conspiracy; or that letters going for France had been seized in Romney Marshes; or that the Lancashire witnesses were speaking more candidly; or that Dr. Oates had been taken up and held to bail for a misdemeanour. All these and many other rumours punished me in turn; and filling my mind with the keenest apprehensions, must in a short time have rendered my life intolerable.

As it was, Mr. Brome, within a month, saw so great a change in me that he would have me take a holiday; advising me to go afield either to my relations, or to some village on the Lea, to which neighbourhood Mr. Izaak Waltons book had given a reputation exceeding its deserts. He reinforced the advice with a gift of two guineas, that I might spend the month royally; then in a great hurry added an injunction that I should not waste the money. But I did worse; for I had the simple folly to tell the whole by way of protest and bitter complaint to my other master; who first with a grin took from me the two guineas, and then made himself merry over the increased time I could now place at his disposal.

And it is timely, Dick, it is timely, he said with ugly pleasantry. For, the good cause, the cause you love so dearly, Dick, is prospering. Another month and you and I know what will happen. Ha! ha! we know. In the meantime, work while it is day, Dick. Put your hand to the plough and look not back. If all were as forward as you, our necks would be in little peril, and we might see a rope without thinking of a cart.

Curse you! I cried, almost beside myself between disappointment, and the rage into which his fiendish teasing threw me. Cannot you keep your tongue off that? Is it not enough that you  

Have taught me to limp! quoth he winking hideously. Heres to Louis, James, Mary, and the Prince  L. I. M. P., my lad! Oh, we can talk the deealect. We have had good teachers.

I could have burst into tears. Some day youll be caught! I cried.

Well? he said with a grin. And what then?

Youll be hanged! Hanged! I cried furiously. And God grant I may be there to see.

You will that, he answered with composure. Make your mind easy, my man, for, trust me, if I am in the first cart, youll be in the second. That is my security, friend Dick. If I go, you go. Who carried to Mr. Warmakys chambers the letters from France, I would like to know? And who  But the cause! he continued, breaking off, the cause! To business, and no more havers. Heres work for you. You shall go, do you hear me, Richard, to Covent Garden to the Piazza there, in half an hours time. It will be full dark then. You will see there a fine gentleman walking up and down, taking his tobacco, with a white handkerchief hanging from his pocket. You will give him that note, and say Roberts and Guiney are good men  dye take it? Roberts and Guiney are good men, say that, and no more, and come back to me.

I answered at first, being in a rage, and not liking this errand better than others I had done for him, that I would not  I would not, though he killed me. But he had a way with him that I could not long resist; and he presently cowed me, and sent me off.

I had so far fallen into his sneaking habits that though it was dark night when I started, I went the farthest way round by Holborn, and the new fashionable quarter, Soho; and passing through Kings Square itself, and before the late Duke of Monmouths house  the sight of which did not lessen my distaste for my errand  I entered Covent Garden by James Street, which comes into the square between the two Piazzas. At the corner, I had to turn into the roadway to avoid a party of roisterers who had just issued from the Nags Head coffee-house and were roaring for a coach; and being in the kennel, and observing under the Piazza and before the taverns more lights and link-boys than I liked, I continued along the gutter, dirty as it was (and always is in the neighbourhood of the market), until I was half-way across the square, where I could turn and reconnoitre at my leisure. Here for a moment, running my eye along the Piazza, which had its usual fringe of flower girls and mumpers, swearing porters and hackney coaches, I thought my man with the white handkerchief had not come; but shifting my gaze to the Little Piazza, which was darker and less frequented, I presently espied him walking to and fro under cover, with a cane in his hand and the air of a gentleman who had supped and was looking out for a pretty girl. He was a tall, stout man, wearing a large black peruke and a lace cravat and ruffles; and he carried a steel-hilted sword, and had somehow the bearing of one who had seen service abroad.

Satisfied that he was the person I wanted, I went to him; but stepping up to him a little hastily, I gave him a start, I suppose, for he backed from me and laid his hand on his hilt, rapping out an oath. However, a clearer view reassured him, and he cocked his hat, and swore at me again but in a different tone. Sir, said he very rudely, another time give a gentleman a wider berth, unless you want his cane about your shoulders!

For answer I merely pulled out the note I had and held it towards him, being accustomed to such errands and anxious only to do this one, and begone; the more as under the Great Piazza a number of persons were loitering, and among them link-boys and chairmen and the like who notice everything.

However he made no movement to take the letter, but only said, For me?

Yes, I answered.

From whom? said he, roughly.

You will learn that inside, I said. I was bidden only to say that Roberts and Guiney are good men.

Ha! he exclaimed, why did you not say that before? and at that took the letter. On which, having done my part and not liking the neighbourhood, I was for going, and had actually made a half turn, when a man slighter than the first and taller, came out of the shadow behind him, and standing by his side, touched his hat to me. I stopped.

Good evening, my lord, he said, addressing me with ceremony, and a sort of dignity. I little thought to see you here on this business. It is the best news I have had myself or have had to give to others this many a day. It shall be well represented, and the risk you run. And whatever be thought on this side, believe me, at St. Germains  

Hush! cried the first man, interrupting him at that, and rather sharply. I think he had been too much surprised to speak before. You are too hasty, sir, he continued. There must be a mistake here. The gentleman to whom you are speaking  

There is no mistake. This gentleman and I are well acquainted, the other responded coolly, and in the tone of a man who knows what he is doing. And then to me, and with a different air, My lord, you may not wish to say your name aloud; that I can understand, and this is no very safe place for either of us. But if we could meet somewhere, say at  

Hush, sir, the man with the handkerchief cried, and this time almost angrily. There is a mistake here, and in a moment you will say too much, if you have not said it already. This gentleman  if he is a gentleman  brings a letter from R. F., and is no more of a lord, Ill be sworn, than I am!

From R. F.?

Yes; and therefore if he is the person you think him  But come, sir, he continued, eyeing me angrily, what is your name? End this.

I did not wish to tell him, yet liked less to refuse. So I lied, and on the spur of the moment said, Charles Taylor, that being the name of a man who lived below me.

The taller man struck one hand into the other. There! Charles! he cried, and looked at me smiling. I have an eye for faces, and if you are not  

Nay, sir, I pray, be quiet, the man with the white handkerchief remonstrated. Or if you are so certain   and then he looked hard at me and frowned as if he began to feel a doubt. Step this way and tell me what you think. This gentleman will doubtless excuse us, and wait a moment, whether he be whom you think him or not.

I was as uneasy and as unwilling to stay as could be; but the mans tone was resolute, and I saw that he was not a man to cross; so with an ill grace I consented, and the two drawing aside together into the deeper shadow under the Piazza, began to confer. This left me to kick my heels impatiently, and watch out of the corner of my eye the loiterers under the other Piazza, to learn if any observed us. Fortunately they were taken up with a quarrel which had just broken out between two hackney coachmen, and though a man came near me, bringing a woman, he had no eyes for me, and, calling a sedan-chair, went away again almost immediately.

I was so engrossed with watching on that side and taking everyone who looked towards me for an informer, that it was with a kind of shock that I found my two friends had grown in the course of their conference to three; nor had I more than discovered this before the new comer left the other two and sauntered up to me. Oh, ah, he said carelessly, and who do you say that you   and there he stopped, staring in my face. And then, By heavens, it is! he cried.

By this time I was something astonished, and more amazed; and answered with spirit  though he was a hard-bitten man, with the look of a soldier or gamester, to whom ordinarily I should have given the wall  that I was merely a messenger, and knew nothing of the matter on which I was there, nor for whom they took me.

His face, which for a second or more had blazed with excitement, fell suddenly; and when I had done speaking, he laughed.

Dont you? he said.

No, said I. Not a groat!

So it seems, he said again, as if that settled the matter. Well, then what is your name?

Charles Taylor, I answered.

And you come from that old rogue Ferg  R. F., I mean?

Yes.

Well then you can go back to him, he said, dismissing me with a nod. Or wait. Did you know that gentleman, my friend?

Which? said I.

The tall one.

Not from Adam, I said.

Good! Then there is no need you should know him, he answered coolly. So, go. And do you tell that old fox to lie close. He was never in anything yet but he spoiled it. Tell him to lie close, and keep his bragging tongue quiet if he can. And now be off. I will explain to the gentlemen.

I needed no second bidding, but before the words were well out of his mouth, had crossed the square, to the market side, where there were no lights; thence skirting the garden of Bedford House, I made my way into the Strand, and home by a pretty direct route. The farther I left the men behind me, however, the higher rose my curiosity; so that by the time I reached Bride Lane, and had climbed the stairs to my garret, I was agape to know more, and for once in my life, was glad to find the old plotter in my room. Nor was it without satisfaction, that to his eager question, You gave the note to the gentleman? I answered shortly that I had given it to three.

To three? he exclaimed, starting up in a sudden fury. You d  d cur, if you have betrayed me! What do you mean?

Only that I did what you told me, I answered sullenly; at which he sat down again. I gave it to the gentleman; but he had two with him  

The more to hang him, he sneered, quickly recovering himself. And what did he say?

Very little. Nothing that I remember. But the two with him  

Ay?

One of them said, Tell the old fox  or the rogue, for he called you both to lie close! And he added, I continued, spite giving me courage, that you had hitherto spoiled everything you had been in, Mr. Ferguson.

At that I do not think that I ever saw a man in such a rage. Fortunately he did not turn it on me; but for two or three minutes he cursed and swore, bit things and foamed at the mouth, trampled on his wig and raged up and down, like nothing so much as a madman; while the imprecations he uttered against his enemies were so horrible I feared to stay with him. At length it seemed to occur to him that the man who could send such a message to him, Ferguson, the great Ferguson, the Ferguson with a thousand guineas on his head, must be a very great man indeed: which while it consoled him in some measure, excited his curiosity in another and inordinate degree. He hastened to put to me a number of questions, as, what were the two like? And did the one pay the other respect? And how were they dressed? And had either a ribbon or a star? And though in answer I could tell him no more than that the youngest was extremely tall and slight, under thirty, and of an easy carriage and bearing, and in appearance the leader, it was enough for him; he presently cried out that he had it, and slapped his thigh. Gad! It is Jamie Churchill! he cried. Its Berwick, stop my vitals! He had a villainous French accent, had he not?

Something of the kind, I answered. Adding with as much of a sneer as I dared, If it was not a Scotch one, sir.

He took the gibe and scowled at me  he spoke always like a Sawney, and could never pass for English; but in his pleasure at the discovery he had made he let the word pass. See, man! he said, there are fine times coming! It is like Monmouths day over again. Ill warrant Hunts, down in the Marshes, is like a penny ferry with their coming over. The fat is fairly in the fire now, and if we do not singe little Hooknoses wig for him, Ill hang for it! He is a better man than his father, is Jamie; ay, the very same figure of a man that his cold-blooded, grease-your-boots, and sell-you-for-a-groat uncle, John Churchill, was at his age! So Jamie is over! Well, well: and if we knew precisely where he was and where he lies nights  there are two ways about it! Ye-es! Ye-es! And the old rogue, falling first into a drawl and then into silence, looked at me slyly, and, unless I was mistaken, began to ruminate on a new treason; rubbing now one calf and now the other, and now dressing his ragged wig with his fingers, as he continued to smile at his wicked thoughts; so that, as he sat there, one leg over the other knee, he was the veriest baldheaded Judas to be conceived. In the meantime I watched him and hated him, and, I thought, read him.

Whatever the scheme in his mind, however, and whether he was, as I expected, as ready to sell the Duke of Berwick as to plot with him, he said no more to me on the subject; but presently went to his own room. Thus left, I thought it high time to consider where I stood, being all of a tremble and twitter with what I had heard and seen; and I tossed through the night, fearfully sounding the depths in which I found myself, and striving to gain strength to battle with the stream that day by day was forcing me farther and farther from the land. I was no boy or fool, unaware of the danger of being mixed up with great men and great names; rather the ten years during which I had followed public affairs had presented me with only too many examples of the iron pot and clay pitcher. When, therefore, I slept at last, late in the evening, it was to dream of the sledge and Tyburn road and the Ordinary  who bore in my dream a marvellous likeness to Mr. Brome  and a wall of faces that lined the way and never ceased from St. Giless Pound to the Edgeware Road.

Such a dream, taken with my nights thoughts, left me eager to put in execution a plan I had more than once considered; which was to give up all, to fly from London, and hiding myself in some quiet place under another name, to live as I best might until Fergusons capture, or a change in the state of affairs freed me from danger. At a distance from him I might even gain courage to inform against him; but this I left for future decision, the main thing now being to pack my clothes, secure about me the money I had saved, which amounted to thirty guineas, and escape from the town on foot or in a stage-wagon without any of his myrmidons being the wiser.

To adopt this course was to lose Mr. Bromes friendship and the livelihood which his employment provided; but such was the fear I had conceived of Fergusons schemes and the perils they involved that I scarcely hesitated. Before noon, an hour which I thought least open to suspicion, I had engaged a porter and bidden him wait below, had made all my other arrangements, and in five minutes I should have been safe in the streets with my face set towards Kensington  when, at the last moment, there came a tap at my door and a voice asked if I was in.

It was not an hour at which Ferguson had ever troubled me, and trusting to this I had not been careful to hide the signs of removal which my room presented. For a moment I hung over my trunk, panic-stricken; then the door opened, and admitted the girl who had intervened once before  I mean at the door of the Secretarys office  and whom I had since noticed, but not often, going in at the opposite rooms.

She curtseyed demurely, standing in the doorway, and said that Mr. Smith  which was one of the names by which Ferguson went  had sent her to me with a message.

Yes, I said, forcing myself to speak.

Would you please to wait on him this evening at eight, she answered. He wishes to speak with you.

Yes, I said again, helplessly assenting; and there was an end of my fine evasion. I took it for a warning, and my clothes from my mail; and going down paid the porter a groat, and received in return a dozen porters oaths. And so dismissed him and my plan together.


CHAPTER XV

It must be confessed that after that it was with a sore shrinking and foreboding of punishment I prepared to obey Mr. Fergusons summons, and at the hour he had fixed knocked at his door. Hitherto he had always come to me; and even so and on my own ground I had suffered enough at his hands. What I had to expect, therefore, when entirely in his power I failed to guess, but on that account felt only the greater apprehension; so that it was with relief I recognised, firstly, as soon as I crossed the threshold, a peculiar neatness and cleanliness in the rooms, as if Ferguson at home were something different from Ferguson abroad; and secondly, that he was not alone, but entertained a visitor.

Neither of these things, to be sure, altered his bearing towards me, or took from the brutality with which it was his humour to address me; but as his opening words announced that the visitors business lay with me, they relieved me from my worst apprehension  namely, that I was to be called to account for the steps I had taken to escape; at the same time that they amused me with the hope of better treatment, since no man could deal with me worse than he had.

This is your man! the plotter cried, lying back in his chair and pointing to me with the pipe he was smoking. Never was such a brave conspirator! Name a rope and he will sweat! For my part, I wish you joy of him. Here, you, sirrah, he continued, addressing me, this gentleman wishes to speak to you, and, mind you, you will do what he tells you, or  

But at that the gentleman cut him short with a deprecating gesture. Softly, Mr. Ferguson, softly! he said, and rose and bowed to me. Then I saw that he was the last comer of the three I had met in Covent Garden; and the one who had dismissed me. You go too fast, he went on, smiling, and give our friend here a wrong impression of me. Mr. Taylor, I  

But it was Fergusons turn to take him up, which he did with a boisterous laugh. Ho! Taylor! Taylor! he cried in derision. No more Taylor than I am haberdasher! The mans name  

Is whatever he pleases, the stranger struck in, with another bow. I neither ask it nor seek to know it. Such things between gentlemen and in these times are neither here nor there. It is enough and perhaps too much that I came to ask you to do me a favour and a service, Mr. Taylor, both of which are in your power.

He spoke with a politeness which went far to win me, and the farther for the contrast it afforded to Fergusons violence. With his appearance I was not so greatly taken; finding in it, though he was dressed well enough, clearer signs of recklessness than of discretion, and plainer evidences of hard living than of charity or study. But perhaps the prayer of such a man, when he stoops to pray, is the more powerful. At any rate I was already half gained, when I answered; asking him timidly what I could do for him.

Pay a call with me, said he lightly. Neither more than that, nor less.

I asked him on whom we were to call.

On a lady, he answered, who lives at the other end of the town.

But can I be of any service? I said, feebly struggling against the inevitable.

You can, he answered. Of great service.

Devil a bit! said Ferguson testily, and stared derision at me out of a cloud of smoke. It occurred to me then that he was not quite sober, and further that he was no more in the secret of the service than I was. Devil a bit! said he again, and more offensively.

You will let me judge of that, said the gentleman, and he turned to the table. Will you mind changing the clothes you wear for these? he said to me with a pleasant air. On which I saw that he had on the table by his hand a suit of fine silk velvet clothes, and surmounted by a grand dress peruque, with a laced steinkirk and ruffles to match. Pardon the impertinence, he continued, shrugging his shoulders as if the matter were a very slight one, while I stared in amazement at this new turn. It is only that I think you will aid me the better in these. And after all, what is a change of clothes?

Naturally I looked at the things in wonder. I had never worn clothes of the kind. Do you want me to put them on? I said.

Yes, he answered, smiling. Will you do it on the faith that it will serve me, and trust to me to explain later?

If there is no danger in  in the business, I said reluctantly, I suppose I must. As a fact, whatever he asked me, with Ferguson beside him, I should have to do, so great was my fear of that man.

There is no danger, he replied. I will answer for it. I shall accompany you and return with you.

On that, and though I did not comprehend in the least degree what was required of me, I consented, and took the clothes at the strangers bidding into the next room, where I put off mine and put these on; and presently, seeing myself in a little square of glass that hung against the wall, scarcely knew myself in a grand suit of blue velvet slashed and laced with pearl-colour, a dress peruque and lace ruffles and cravat. Being unable to tie the cravat, I went back into the room with it in my hand; where I found not only the two I had left but the girl who had summoned me that morning. The two men greeted the change in me with oaths of surprise; the girl, who stood in the background, with an open-eyed stare; but for a moment and until the stranger had tied the cravat for me, nothing was said that I understood. Then Mr. Ferguson getting up and walking round me with a candle, gazing at me from top to toe, the other asked him in a voice of some amusement if he knew now who I was.

A daw in jays feathers! said he, scornfully.

And you do not know him?

Not I  except for the silly fool he is!

Then you do not know  well, someone you ought to know! the stranger answered dryly. You are getting old, Mr. Ferguson.

My master cursed his impudence.

I am afraid that you do not keep abreast of the rising generation, the other continued, coolly eyeing the rage his words excited. And for your Shaftesburys, and Monmouths, and Ludlows, and the old gang, they dont count for much now. You must look about you, Mr. Ferguson; you must look about you and open your eyes, and learn new tricks, or before you know it you will find yourself on the shelf.

It would be difficult to exaggerate the fury into which this threw my master; he raved, stamped, and swore, and finally, having recourse to his old trick, tore off his wig, flung it on the ground, and stamped on it. There! he cried, with horrible imprecations, the more horrible for the bald ugliness of the man, and that is what I will do to you  by-and-by, Mr. Smith. On the shelf, am I? And need new tricks? Hark you, sir, I am not so much on the shelf that I cannot spoil your game, whatever it is. And G  d  me but I will!

Mr. Smith, listening, cool and dark-faced, shrugged his shoulders; but for all his seeming indifference, kept a wary eye on the plotter. Tut  tut, Mr. Ferguson, you are angry with me, he said. And say things you do not mean. Besides, you dont know  

Know? the other shrieked.

Just so, know what my game is.

I know this! Ferguson retorted, dropping his voice on a sudden to a baleful whisper, Who is here, and where he lies, Mr. Smith. And  

So do Tom, Dick, and Harry, the other answered, shrugging his shoulders contemptuously; and then to me, Mr. Taylor, he continued with politeness, I think we will be going. Light the door, my dear. That is it. I have a coach below, and  good-night, Mr. Ferguson, good-night to you. Ill tell Sir George I have seen you. And do you think over my advice.

At that my master broke out afresh, cursing the others impudence, and frantically swearing to be even with him; but I lost what he said, in a sudden consternation that seized me, as I crossed the threshold; a kind of shiver, which came over me at the prospect of the night, and the dark coach ride, and the uncertainty of this new adventure. The lights in the room, and Mr. Smiths politeness, had given me a courage which the dark staircase dissipated; and but for the hold which my new employer, perhaps unconsciously, laid on my arm, I think I should have stood back and refused to go. Under his gentle compulsion, however, I went down and took my seat in the coach that awaited us; and my companion following me and closing the door, someone unseen raised the steps, and in a moment we were jolting out of Bride Lane, and turned in the direction of the Strand.

More than this I could not distinguish with all my curiosity, and look out as I might; for Mr. Smith muttering something I did not catch, drew the curtain over the window on my side, and, for the other, interposed himself so continually and skilfully between it and my eyes, that the coach turning two or three corners, in a few minutes I was quite ignorant where we were, or whether we still held a westward direction. A hundred notions of footpads, abductions, Mr. Thynne, and the like passed through my mind while the coach rumbled on, and rumbled on, and rumbled on endlessly; nor was the fact that we appeared to avoid the business parts of the town, and chose unlighted ways, calculated to steady my nerves. At length, and while I still debated whether I wished this suspense at an end, or feared more what was to follow, the coach stopped with a jerk, which almost threw me out of my seat.

We are there, said my companion, who had been some time silent. I must trouble you to descend, Mr. Taylor. And have no fears. The matter in hand is very simple. Only be good enough to follow me closely, and quickly.

And without releasing my arm he hurried me out of the coach, and through a door in a wall. This admitted us only to a garden; and that so dark, and so completely obscured by high walls and the branches of trees, which showed faintly overhead, feathering against the sky, that but for the guidance of his hand, I must have stood, unable to proceed. Such an overture was far from abating my fears; nor had I expected this sudden plunge into a solitude, which seemed the more chilling, as we stood in London, and had a little while before passed from the hum of the Strand. I tried to consider where we could be, and the possibilities of retreat; but my conductor left me little room for indecision. Still holding my arm, he led me down a walk, and to a door, which opened as we approached. A flood of light poured out and fell on the pale green of the surrounding trees; the next moment I stood in a small, bare lobby or ante-room, and heard the door chained behind me.

My eyes dazzled by a lamp, I saw no more at first than that the person who held it, and had admitted us, was a woman. But on her setting down the lamp, and proceeding to look me up and down deliberately, the while Mr. Smith stood by, as if he had brought me for this and no other, I took uneasy note of her. She appeared to be verging on forty but was still handsome after a coarse and full-blown fashion, with lips over-full and cheeks too red; her dark hair still kept its colour, and the remains of a great vivacity still lurked in her gloomy eyes. Her dress, of an untidy richness worn and tarnished, and ill-fastened at the neck, was no mean match for her face; and led me to think her  and therein I was right  the waiting-woman of some great lady. Perhaps I should, if let alone, have come something nearer the truth than this, and quite home; but Mr. Smith cut short my observations by falling upon her in a tone of anger, Hang it, madam, if you are not satisfied, he cried, I can only tell you  

Who said I was not satisfied? she answered, still surveying me with the utmost coolness. But  

But what?

I cannot help thinking  What is your name, sir, if you please? This to me.

Taylor, I said.

Taylor? Taylor? She repeated the name as if uncertain. I remember no Taylor; and yet  

You remember? You remember? You know very well whom you remember! Mr. Smith cried, impatiently. It is the likeness you are thinking of! Why, it is as plain, woman, as the nose on his face. It is so plain that if I had brought him in by the front door  

And kept his mouth shut! She interposed.

No one would have been the wiser.

Well, she said, grudgingly, and eyeing me with her head aside, it is near enough.

It is the thing! he cried, with an oath.

As a Chelsea orange is a China orange! she answered, contemptuously.

At that he looked at her in a sort of dark fury, precisely, so it seemed to me, as Ferguson had looked at him an hour before. By heaven, you vixen, he cried in the end, surprise and rage contending in his tone, I believe you love him still!

Her back being towards me I did not see her face, but the venom in her tone when she answered, made my blood creep. Well, she said, slowly, and if I do? Much good may it do him!

Ambiguous as were the words  but not the tone  the man shrugged his shoulders. Then what are we waiting for? he asked, irritably.

Madams pleasure, she answered. And I could see that she loved to baulk him. However, her pleasure was, this time, short-lived, for at that moment a little bell tinkled in a distant room, and she took up the lamp. Come, she said. And do you, sir, she continued, turning to me and speaking sharply, hold up your head and look as if you could cut your own food. You are going to see an old woman. Do you think that she will eat you?

I let the gibe pass, and wondering of whom and what it was she reminded me, whenever she spoke, I followed her up a short dark flight of stairs to a second ante-room, or closet, situate, as far as I could judge, over the other. It was hung with dull, faded tapestry and smelled close, as if seldom used and more seldom aired. Setting down the lamp on a little side-table whereon a crumpled domino, a couple of masks, and an empty perfume bottle already lay, she bade us in a low voice wait for her and be silent; and enforcing the last order by placing her finger on her lip, she glided quietly out through a door so skilfully masked by the tapestry as to seem one of the walls.

Left alone with Mr. Smith, who seated himself on the table, I had leisure to take note of the closet. Remarking that the wall at one end was partly hidden by a couple of curtains, between which a bare bracket stood out from the wall, I concluded that the place had been a secret oratory and had witnessed many a clandestine mass. I might have carried my observations farther; but they were cut short at this point by the return of the woman, who nodding, in silence, held the door open for us to pass.


CHAPTER XVI

The first to enter, and prepared for many things  among which the gloomy surroundings of an ascetic, devoted to the dark usages of the old faith, held the first place in probability  I halted in surprise on the threshold of a lofty and splendid room suffused with rose-tinted light, and furnished with a luxury to which I had been hitherto a stranger. The walls, hung with gorgeous French tapestry, presented a succession of palaces and hunting scenes, interspersed with birds of strange and tropical plumage; between which and the eyes were scattered a profusion of Japanese screens, cabinets, and tables, with some of those quaint Dutch idols, brought from the East, which, new to me, were beginning at this time to take the public taste. Embracing the upper half of the room, and also a ruelle, in which stood a stately bed with pillars of silver, a circle of stronger light, dispersed by lamps cunningly hidden in the ceiling, fell on a suite of furniture of rose brocade and silver; in the great chair of which, with her feet on a foot-stool set upon the open hearth, sat an elderly lady, leaning on an ebony stick. A monkey mowed and gibbered on the back of her chair; and a parrot, vieing in brilliance with the broidered birds on the wall, hung by its claws from a ring above her head.

Nor was the lady herself unworthy of the splendour of her surroundings. It is true, her face and piled-up hair, painted and dyed into an extravagant caricature of youth, aped the graces of sixteen, and at the first glance touched the note of the grotesque rather than the beautiful; but it needed only a second look to convince me that with all that she on whom I looked was a great lady of the world, so still she sat, and so proud and dark was the gaze she bent on me over her clasped hands.

At first, it seemed to me, she gazed like one who, feeling a great surprise, has learned to hide that and all other emotions. But presently, Come in, booby, she cried, in a voice petulant and cracking with age. Does a woman frighten you? Come nearer, I say. Ay, I have seen your double. But the lamp has gone out.

The woman who had admitted me rustled forward. It has sunk a little perhaps, madam, she said in a smooth voice. But I  
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But you are a fool, the lady cried. I meant the lamp in the man, silly. Do you think that anyone who has ever seen him would take that block of wood for my son? Give him a brain, and light a fire in him, and spark up those oyster eyes, and  turn him round, turn him round, woman!

Turn, Smith muttered, in a fierce whisper.

Ay, the lady cried, as I went to obey, see his back, and he is like enough!

And perhaps, madam, strangers  

Strangers? Theyd be strange, indeed, man, to be taken in by him! But walk him, walk him. Do you hear, fellow, she continued, nodding peevishly at me, hold up your head, and cross the room like a man if you are one. Do you think the small-pox is in the air that you fear it! Ha! That is better. And what is your name, I wonder, that you have that nose and mouth, and that turn of the chin?

Charles Taylor, I made bold to answer, though her eyes went through me, and killed the courage in me.

Ay, Charles, that is like enough, she replied. And Taylor, that was your mothers. It is a waiting-womans name. But who was your father, my man?

Charles Taylor too, I stammered, falling deeper and deeper into the lie.

Odds my eyes, no! she retorted with an ugly grin, and shook her piled-up head at me, and you know it! Come nearer! and then when I obeyed, take that for your lie! she cried; and, leaning forward with an activity I did not suspect, she aimed a blow at me with her ebony cane, and, catching me smartly across the shins, made me jump again. That is for lying, my man, she continued with satisfaction, as I stooped ruefully to rub myself. Before now I have had a man stopped and killed in the street for less. Ay, that have I! and a prettier man than you, and a gentleman! And now walk! walk! she repeated, tapping the floor imperiously, and fancy that you have money in your purse.

I obeyed. But naturally the smart of the cane did not tend to set me at my ease, or abate my awe of the old witch; and left to myself I should have made a poor show. Both the man and the woman, however, prompted and drilled me with stealthy eagerness, and whispering me continually to do this and that, to hold up my chin, to lay back my shoulders, to shake out my handkerchief, to point my toes, I suppose I came off better in this strange exhibition than might have been expected. For by-and-by, the lady, who never ceased to watch me with sharp eyes, grunted and bade me stand. He might pass, she said, among fools, and with his mouth shut! But odds my life, she continued, irritably, God have mercy on us that there should be need of all this! Is there no royalty left in the world, that my son, of all people, should turn traitor to his lawful King, and spit on his fathers faith? Sometimes I could curse him. And you, woman, she cried with sudden fierceness, you cajoled him once. Can you do nothing now, you Jezebel?

But the woman she addressed stood stiffly upright, looking before her, and answered nothing; and the mistress, with a smothered curse, turned to the man. Well, she said, have you nothing to say?

Only, madam, what I said before, he answered smoothly and gravely; my lords secession is no longer in issue. The question is how he may be brought back into the path of loyalty. To be frank, he is not of the stuff of those, whom your ladyship knows, who will readily lick both sides of the trencher. And so, without some little pressure, he will not be brought back. But were he once committed to the good cause, either by an indiscretion on his own part, if he could be induced to that  

Which he cannot, man, he cannot, she struck in impatiently. He made one slip, and he will make no second.

True, madam, the man answered. Then there remains only the way which does not depend on him; and which I before indicated; some ruse which may lead both the friends and enemies of the good cause to think him committed to it. Afterwards, this opinion being brought to his notice, and with it, the possibility of clearing himself to the satisfaction both of St. Germains and St. Jamess, he would, I think, come over.

Tis a long way round, said madam, dryly.

It is a long way to Rome, madam, said the man, with meaning in his voice.

She nodded and shifted uneasily in her seat. You think that the one means the other? she said at last.

I do, madam. But there is a new point, which has just arisen.

A new point! What?

There is a design, and it presses, the man answered in a low voice, and as if he chose his words with care. It will be executed within the month. If it succeed, and my lord be still where he is, and unreconciled, I know no head will fall so certainly. Not Lord Middletons influence, no, nor yours, my lady, will save him.

What, and my Lord Marlborough escape?

Yes, madam, for he has made his peace, and proved his sincerity.

I believe it, she said, grimly. He is the devil. And his wife is like unto him. But theres Sidney Godolphin  what of him?

He has made his peace, madam.

Russell?

The same, madam, and given proofs.

But, odds my soul, sir, she cried, sharply and pettishly, if everybody is of one mind, where does it stick that the king does not come over?

On a life, madam, Smith answered, letting each word fall slowly, as if it were a jewel. One life intervenes.

Ha! she said, sitting up and looking straight before her. Sits the wind in that quarter? Well, I thought so.

And therefore time presses.

Still, man, she said, our family has done much for the throne; and his Gracious Majesty has  

Has many virtues, my lady, but he is not forgiving, quoth the tempter, coolly.

On that she sighed, and deeply; and I, hearing the sigh, and seeing how uneasily she moved in her chair, comprehended that in old age the passions, however strong they may have been in youth, become slaves to help others to their aims; ay, and I comprehended also that, sharply as she had just rated both the man and the woman, and great lady as she was, and arrogant as had been her life  whereof evidence more than enough was to be found in every glance of her eye and tone of her voice  she was now being pushed and pushed and pushed, into that to which she was but half inclined. But half inclined, I repeat; and yet the battle was over, and she persuaded. I think, but I am not quite sure, that some assenting word had actually fallen from her  or she was in the act of speaking one  when a gentle knock at the door cut short our conference. Mr. Smith raised his hand in warning, and the woman, gliding to the door, opened it, and after speaking a word to someone without, returned.

My lord is below, said she.

It was strange to see how madams face changed at that; and how, on the instant, eagerness took the place of fatigue, and hope of ennui. There was no question now of withstanding her; or of any other giving orders. The parrot must be removed, because he did not like it; and we fared no better. Let him up, she cried, peremptorily, striking her stick on the floor; let him up. And do you, Monterey, she continued to the woman, begone, and quickly. It irks him to see you. And, Smith, to-morrow! Do you hear me? come to-morrow, and I will talk. And take away that oaf! Ugh, out with him! My lord must not be kept waiting for such canaille. To-morrow! to-morrow!


CHAPTER XVII

Truth to tell, I desired nothing so much as to be gone and be out of this imbroglio; and the woman, whom madam had called Monterey, twitching my sleeve and whispering me, I followed her, and slipped out as quickly as I could through the door by which we had entered. Even so we were not a moment too soon, if I was to retreat unseen. For as the curtain dropped behind me I heard a mans voice in the room I had left, and the woman with me chancing to have the lamp, which she had lifted from the table, in her hand at the instant  so that the light fell brightly on her face  I was witness of an extraordinary change which passed over her features. She grew rigid with rage  rage, I took it to be  and stood listening with distended eyes, in perfect forgetfulness of my presence; until, seeming at last to remember me, she glanced from me to the curtain and from the curtain to me in a kind of frantic uncertainty; being manifestly torn in two between the desire to hear what passed, and the desire to see me out that I might not hear. But as, to effect the latter she must sacrifice the former, it did not require a sage to predict which impulse, curiosity incited by hatred or mere prudence, would prevail with a woman. And as the sage would have predicted so it happened; after making an abortive movement as if she would place the lamp in my hands, she stealthily laid it on the table beside her, and making me a sign to wait and be silent, bent eagerly to listen.

I fancy that it was the mention of her own name turned the scale; for that was the first word that caught my ear, and who that was a woman would not listen, being mentioned? The speaker was her mistress, and the words What, Monterey? uttered in a voice a little sharp and raised, were as clearly heard as if we had been in the room.

Yes, madam, came the answer.

Well, my lady replied with a chuckle, I do not think that you are the person who ought to  

Object? Perhaps not, my lady mother, came the answer. The speakers tone was one of grave yet kindly remonstrance; the voice quite strange to me. But that is precisely why I do, he continued. I cannot think it wise or fitting that you should keep her about you.

You kept her long enough about you! madam answered, in a tone between vexation and raillery.

I own it; and I am not proud of it, the new-comer rejoined. Whereat, though I was careful not to look at the woman listening beside me, I saw the veins in one of her hands which was under my eyes swell with the rage in her, and the nail of the thumb grow white with the pressure she was placing on the table to keep herself still. I am very far from proud of it, the speaker continued, and for the matter of that  

You were always a bit of a Puritan, Charles, my lady cried.

It may be.

I am sure I do not know where you get it from, madam continued irritably, stirring in her chair  I heard it crack, and her voice told the rest. Not from me, Ill swear!

I never accused you, madam.

That answer seemed to please her, for on the instant she went off into such a fit of laughter as fairly choked her. When she had a little recovered from the paroxysm of coughing that followed this, You can be more amusing than you think, Charles, she said. If your father had had a spark of your humour  

I thought that it was agreed between us that we should not talk of him, the man said gravely, and with a slight suspicion of sternness in his voice.

Oh, if you are on your high horse! madam answered, the devil take you! But, there, I am sure that I do not want to talk of him, poor man. He was dull enough. Let us talk of something livelier, let us talk of Monterey instead; what is amiss with her?

I do not think that she is a fit person to be about you.

Why not? She is married now, my lady retorted. Dye know that?

Yes, I heard some time ago that she was married; to Mr. Bridges steward at Kingston.

Matthew Smith?

Yes.

And who recommended him to my husband, I should like to know? madam answered in a tone of malice. Why, you, my friend.

It is possible. I remember something of the kind.

And who recommended him to you? Why, she did: in the days when you did not warn people against her. And madam chuckled wickedly.

It is possible, he answered, but the matter is twelve years old, and more; and I do not want to  

Go back to it, madam cried sharply. I can quite understand that. Nor to have Monterey about to remind you of it  and of your wild oats.

Perhaps.

Perhaps, Mr. Square-Toes? You know it is the case! was the vivid answer. For otherwise, as I like the woman, and now, at all events, she is married  what is against her?

I do not trust her, was the measured answer. And, madam, in these days people are more strait-laced than they were; it is not fitting.

That for people! my lady cried with a reckless good humour that would have been striking in one half her age. People! Odds my life, when did I care for people? But come, I will make a bargain with you. Tit for tat. A Roland for your Oliver! If you will give me your Anne I will give you my Monterey.

My Anne? he exclaimed, in a tone of complete bewilderment.

Yes, your Anne! Come, my Monterey for your Anne!

There was silence for a moment, and then I do not at all understand you, he said.

Dont you? I think you do, she answered lightly. Look you,

When William king is William king no more.

Now, you understand?

I understand, my lady, that you are saying things which are not fitting for me to hear, the man answered, in a tone of cold displeasure. The King, thank God, is well. When he ails, it will be time to talk of his succession.

It will be a little late then, she retorted. In the meantime, and to please me  

He raised his hand in protest. Anything else, he said.

You have not yet heard what I propose, she cried, her voice shrill with anger. It is a trifle, and to please me you might well do it. Set your hand to a note which I will see delivered in the proper quarter; promising nothing in the Princes life-time  there! but only that in the event of his death you will support a Restoration.

I cannot do it, he answered.

Cannot do it? she rejoined with heat. Why not? You have done as much before.

It maybe: and been forgiven for it by the best master man ever had!

Who feels nothing, forgives easily, she sneered.

But not twice, he said gravely. The King  

Which King?

The only King I acknowledge, he answered, unmoved. Who knows, believe me, so much more than you give him credit for, that it were well if your friends bethought them of that before it be too late. He has winked at much and forgiven more  no one knows it better than I  but he is not blinded; and there is a point, madam, beyond which he can be as steadfast to punish as your King. If Sir John Fenwick, therefore, who I know well, is in England  

But at that she cut him short, carried away by a passion, which she had curbed as long as it was in her impetuous nature to curb anything. Odds my life! she cried, and at the sound of her voice uplifted in a shriek of anger, the woman listening beside me raised her face to mine, and smiled cruelly Odds my life, your King and my King! Kings indeed! Why, mannikin, how many Kings do you think there are! By G  d, Master Charles, you will learn one of these days that there is but one King, sent by God, one King and no more, and that his yea and nay are life and death! You fool, you! I tell you, you are trembling on the edge, you are tottering! A day, a week, a month, at most, and you fall  unless you clutch at the chance of safety I offer you! Sign the note! Sign the note, man! No one but the King and Middleton shall know of it; and when the day comes, as come it will, it shall avail you.

Never, madam, was the cold and unmoved answer.

So much I heard and my ladys oath and volley of abuse; but in the midst of this, and while she still raged, my companion, satisfied I suppose with what she had learned, and assured that her lady would not get her way, twitched my sleeve, and softly taking up the lamp, signed to me to go before her. I obeyed nothing loth, and regaining the small ante-room by which I had entered, found the man Smith awaiting us.

When they had whispered together, Ill see you home, Mr. Taylor, said he, somewhat grimly. And to-morrow I will call and talk business. What we want you to do is a very simple matter.

It is simply that my ladys son is a fool! the woman cried, snappishly.

Well, he said, smiling, I should hardly call my Lord Shrewsbury that!

The woman screamed and clapped her hand to his mouth. You babbling idiot! she cried, in a passion. You have let it out.

He stood gaping. Good lord! he said.

You have let it out with a vengeance now! she repeated, furiously.

He looked foolish; and at last, He did not hear, he said.

Hear? He heard, unless he is deaf! she retorted. You may lay your account with that. For me, Ill leave you. You have done the mischief and may mend it.


CHAPTER XVIII

But as the spoken word has sometimes the permanence which proverbs attach to the Littera scripta, and is only confirmed by bungling essays to erase it, so it was in this case; Mr. Smiths endeavours to explain away the fact which he had carelessly blabbed only serving to impress it the more deeply on my memory. It would seem that he was partly aware of this; for not only did his attempts lack the dexterity which I should have expected from one whose features augured much experience of the world, but he quickly gave up the attempt as labour in vain, and gruffly bidding me go before to the coach, followed me and took his seat beside me. We rumbled away. The night was overcast, the neighbourhood seemed to be rural; and, starting from an unknown point, I had less chance than before of tracing the devious lanes and streets through which we drove; so that when the coach presently stopped in a part of the town more frequented, I had not the least idea where we were, or where we had been.

You can get home from here, said he, still ruffled, and scarce able to speak to me civilly.

Then I saw, as I went to descend, that we were near the end of Holborn, in the Tyburn Road, where it grows to country. I will see you to-morrow, he cried. And, mind you, in the meantime, the less you say to Ferguson the better, my man! With which the coach drove away towards Kensington, leaving me standing against the wall of St. Giless Pound.

Thus released, alone, and free to consider what had happened to me, I found a difficulty in tracing where I had been, but none in following the drift of the strange scene and stranger conversation at which I had been present. Even the plans of those who had conveyed me to that place were transparent. It needed no Solomon to discern that in the man Smith and the woman Monterey the young lord had two foes in his mothers household, as dangerous as foes could be; the woman moved, as I conjectured, by that spretæ injuria formæ, of which the great Roman poet speaks, and the man by I know not what old wrong or jealousy. It was plain that these two, to obtain their ends, were urging on the mother a most perilous policy: that, I mean, of committing the son to the Jacobite Court, that so he might be cut off from St. Jamess; moreover, that, as he could not be induced, in propriâ persona, to such a treasonable step as would serve their ends, advantage was to be taken of some likeness that I bore to him (which Smith had observed the previous evening in Covent Garden) to personate him in a place or company where his presence would be conclusive both for and against him.

I could believe that the mother contemplated but vaguely the power over him which the incident would give her; and dreamed of using it only in the last resort; rather amusing herself in the present with the thought that short of this, and without bringing the deception to his notice, the effect she desired would be produced  since he would be held at St. Germains to be well affected, and at St. Jamess the matter would not be known. So, in his own despite, and without his knowledge, he could be reconciled to the one court, while remaining faithful to the other!

But, as in the mass of conspiracies  and this was especially true of the conspiracies of that age  the acute eye can detect the existence of an inner and outer ring of conspirators, whereof the latter are commonly the dupes of the former, so I took it that here Smith and the woman meditated other and more serious results than those which my lady foresaw; and, thinking less of my lords safety in the event of a Restoration than of punishing him or obtaining a hold upon him  and more of private revenge than of the Good Cause  had madam for their principal tool. Such a consideration, while it increased my reluctance to be mixed up with a matter so two-faced, left me to think whether I should not seek out the victim, and by an early information, gain his favour and protection.

I stood in the darkness of the street doubtful, and weighing the matter. Clearly, if I had to do the thing, now was the time, before I saw Smith, or exposed myself to an urgency which in spite of his politeness might, I fancied, be of a kind difficult to resist. If by going straight to Lord Shrewsbury I could kill two birds with one stone  could at once free myself from the gang of plotters under whom I suffered, and secure for the future a valuable patron  here was a chance in a hundred, and I should be foolish to hesitate.

Nor did I do so long. True, it stuck me a little that I knew nothing of my Lord Shrewsburys whereabouts in London; nor whether he lived in town, or in the great house among the lanes and gardens which I had visited, but of the road whereto I had no more knowledge than a blind man. This, however, I could learn at the nearest coffee-house: and impulse rather than calculation directing my steps, I hurried hot-foot towards Covent Garden, which lay conveniently to my hand.

It was not until I was in the Square and close to the Piazza that I bethought me how imprudent I was to re-visit the scene of last nights adventure; a place where it was common knowledge that the Jacobites held their assignations; and where I might be recognised. To reinforce this late-found discretion, and blow up the spark of alarm already kindled, I had not stood hesitating while a man could count ten, before my eye fell on the very same soldierly gentleman, with the handkerchief hanging out of his pocket, to whom I had been sent the evening before. He was alone, walking under the dimly-lighted Piazza, as he had walked then; but as I caught sight of him two others came up and joined him: and in terror lest these should be the two I had met before, I retreated hastily into the shadow of St. Pauls Church, and so back the way I had come.
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However, I was not to get off so easily. Though the hour was late, the market closed, and the pavement in front of the taverns deserted, or fringed only by a chair waiting for a belated gamester, I ran a greater risk of being recognised, as I passed, than I thought; and had not gone ten paces along King Street before I heard a light foot following me, and a hand caught my arm. Turning in a fright I found it was only a girl; and, at first sight, was for wresting myself from her, glad that it was no worse: but she muttered my name, and looking down I recognised to my astonishment the girl I had seen at Fergusons earlier in the evening.

At that, I remember, a dread of the man and his power seized me and chilled my very heart. This was the third time this girl, whom I never saw at other seasons, had arisen out of the ground to confront me and pluck me back when on the point of betraying him. I stared at her, thinking of this, with I know not what of affright and shrinking; and could scarcely command either voice or limbs.

And yet as she stood looking at me with the dark length of the street stretching to the market behind her, it must be confessed that there was little in her appearance to cause terror. The night being cold, and a small rain falling, she had a shawl drawn tightly over her head, whence her face, small and pale as a childs, peered at me. I thought to read in it a sly and elfish triumph such as became Fergusons minion: instead I discerned only a weariness that went ill with her years  and a little flicker of contempt in eye and lip. The weariness was also in her voice when she spoke. Well met, Mr. Price, she said. I am in luck to light on you.

I shivered in my shoes; but without seeming to mark me, I want this note taken to Mr. Watkins, she continued, rapidly pressing a scrap of paper into my hand. He is in the tavern there, the Seven Stars. Ask for the Apollo Room, and you will find him.

But, one minute, I protested, as in her eagerness she pushed me that way with her hand, did Mr. Ferguson  Is it from him?

Of course, fool, she answered, sharply. Do you think that I have been standing here for the last half-hour in cold and wet for my own pleasure?

But if he sent it? I remonstrated, feebly, perhaps he may not like me to interfere  to  

Like me to? she retorted, sharply, mocking my tone. Who said he would? Cannot you understand that it is I who do not like to? That I am not going into that place at this time of night, and half in the house drunken brutes? It is bad enough to be here, loitering up and down as if I were what I am not  and free to be spoken to by every impudent blood that passes! Go, man, and do it, and I will wait so long. What do you fear?

The rope, said I, to be plain with you. And I looked with abhorrence at the scrap of paper she had given me. I have taken too many of these, I said.

Well, you will take one more! she answered, doggedly. Or you are no man. See, there is the door. Ask for the Apollo Room, give it to him, and the thing is done! And with that she set both hands to me and pushed me the way she would have me move  I mean towards the tavern. Go! she said. Go!

Hate the thing as I might, and did, I could not resist persuasions addressed to me in such a tone; nor fail to be moved by the girls shrinking from the task, which had to be done, it seemed, by one of us. After all, it was no more than I had done several times before; and my reluctance having its origin in the resolution, to which I had just come, to break off from the gang, yielded to the reflection that the design lay as yet in my own breast, and might be carried out as well to-morrow as to-day. In a word, I complied out of pity, went to the tavern, and walked boldly in.

I had been in the house before, and knew where I should find a waiter of whom I might enquire privately; I passed by the public room, therefore, and was for going to the place I mean. I had scarcely advanced three paces beyond the threshold, however, before a great noise of voices and laughter and beating of feet met my ears and surprised me; the hubbub was so loud and boisterous as to be unusual even in places of that kind. I had no more than taken this in, and set it down to an orgy beyond the ordinary, when I came on a pale-faced group standing at gaze at the foot of the stairs, the landlord, two or three drawers, and as many women being among them. It was easy to see that they were in a fever about the noise above; for while the host was openly wringing his hands and crying that those devils would ruin him, a woman who seemed to be his wife was urging first one and then another of the drawers to ascend and caution the party. That something more than disorderliness or a visit from the constable was in question I gathered from the hosts pale face; and this was confirmed when on seeing me they dispersed a little, and affected to be unconcerned. Until I asked for the Apollo Room, whereon they all came together again and fell on me with complaints and entreaties.

Fore God, sir, I think your friends are mad! the host cried, in a perfect fury. Go up! Go up, and tell them that if they want to be hanged, and to hang me as well, they are going the right way about it.

It is well it is night, said the head waiter grimly, or the Market porters would have broken our windows before now.

And got us all in the Compter! the women wailed. And then to me, Go up, sir, go up and tell them that if they would not have the mob pull the house down  

But the tumult above, waxing loud at that moment, drowned her words, and certainly took from me what little good-will to ascend I had. However, the host, having me there, a person who had enquired for the room, would take no denial, but, delighted to have found a deputy, he fairly set me on the stairs and pushed me up. Go up and tell them! Go up and tell them! he kept repeating. You asked for the room and there it is.

In a word I had no choice, and with reluctance went up. The noise was such I could not fail to find the door and the room; I knocked and opened, a roar of voices poured out, and even before I entered the room I knew what was afoot, and could swear to treason. Such cries as Down with the Whigs and damn their King! The 29th of May and a glorious Restoration! Heres to the Hunting Party! poured out in a confused medley; with half-a-dozen others equally treasonable, and equally certain, were they overheard in the street, to bring down the mob and the messengers on the speakers.

True, as soon as the half-muddled brains of the company took in the fact that the door was open, and a stranger standing on the threshold  which they were not quick to discern owing to the cloud of tobacco-smoke that filled the room  nine-tenths quavered off into silence and gaped at me; that proportion of the company having still the sense to recognise the risk they were running, and to apprehend that judgment had taken them in the act. Two men in particular, older than the rest  the one a fat, infirm fellow with a pallid face and the air of a rich citizen, the other a peevish, red-eyed atomy in a green fur-lined coat  were of this party. They had not, I think, been of the happiest before, seated in the midst of that crew; but now, sinking back in their high-backed chairs, they stared at me as if I carried death in my face. A neighbour of theirs, however, went beyond them; for, with a howl that the Secretary was on them and the officers were below, he kicked over his chair and dashed for a window, pausing only when he had thrown it up.

But with all this the recklessness of some was evident: for while I stood, uncertain to whom to speak, one of the more drunken staggered from his seat, and giving a shrill view-halloa that might have been heard in Bedford House, made towards me with a cup in his hand.

Drink! he cried, with a hiccough as he forced it upon me. Drink! To the squeezing of the Rotten Orange! Drink, man, or you are no friend of ours, but a snivelling, sneaking, white-faced son of a Dutchman like your master! So drink, and  Eh, what is it? What is the matter?


CHAPTER XIX

It was no small thing could enlighten that brain clouded by the fumes of drink and conceit; but the silence, perfect and clothing panic  a silence that had set in with his first word, and a panic that had grown with a whisper passed round the table  came home to him at last. What is it? What is the matter? he cried, with a silly drunken laugh. And he turned to look.

No one answered; but he saw the sight which I had already seen  his fellows fallen from him, and huddled on the farther side of the table, as sheep huddle from the sheep-dog; some pale, cross-eyed, and with lips drawn back, seeking softly in their cloaks for weapons; others standing irresolute, or leaning against the wall, shaking and unnerved.

Cooled, but not sobered by the sight, he turned to me again. Wont he drink the toast? he maundered, in an uncertain voice. Why  why not, Id like to know. Eh? Why not? he repeated; and staggered.

At that someone in the crowd laughed hysterically; and this breaking the spell, a second found his voice. Gad! It is not the man! the latter cried with a rattling oath. It is all right! I swear it is! Here you, speak, fool! he went on to me. What do you here?

This for Mr. Wilkins, I answered, holding out my note.

I meant no jest, but the words supplied the signal for such a roar of laughter as well-nigh lifted the roof. The men were still between drunk and sober; and in the rebound of their relief staggered and clung to one another, and bent this way and that in a paroxysm of convulsive mirth. Vainly one or two, less heady than their fellows, essayed to stay a tumult that promised to rouse the watchmen; it was not until after a considerable interval  nor until the more drunken had laughed their fill, and I had asked myself a hundred times if these were men to be trusted with secrets and others necks  that the man with the white handkerchief, who had just entered, gained silence and a hearing. This done, however, he rated his fellows with the utmost anger and contempt; the two elderly gentlemen whom I have mentioned, adding their quavering, passionate remonstrances to his. But as in this kind of association there can be little discipline, and those are most forward who have least to lose, the hotheads only looked silly for a moment, and the next were calling for more liquor.

Not a bottle! said he of the white handkerchief, Nom de dieu, not a bottle!

Come, Captain, we are not on service now, quoth one.

Arent you? said he, looking darkly at them.

No, not we! cried the other recklessly, and what is more, we will have no Regiment du Roi regulations here! Is not a gentleman to have a second bottle if he wants one?

It is twelve oclock, replied the Captain. For the love of Heaven, man, wait till this business is over; and then drink until you burst, if you please! For me, I am going to bed.

But who is this  lord! I dont know what to call him! the fellow retorted, turning to me with a half-drunken gesture. This Gentleman Dancing Master?

A messenger from the old Fox: Mr.  Taylor, I think he calls himself? and the officer turned to me.

Yes, said I.

Well, you may go. Tell the gentleman who sent you that Wilkins got his note, and will bear the matter in mind.

I said I would; and was going with that, and never more glad than to be out of that company. But the fellow who had asked who I was, and who, being thwarted of his drink, was out of temper, called rudely to know where I got my wig, and who rigged me out like a lord; swearing that Fergusons service must be a d  d deal better than the one he was in, and the pay higher than a poor troopers.

This gave the cue to the man who had before forced the drink on me; who, still having the cup in his hand, thrust himself in my way, and forcing the liquor on me so violently that he spilled some over my coat, vowed that though all the Scotch colonels in the world barred the way, I should drink his toast, or he would skewer me.

To Saturdays work! A straight eye and a firm hand! he cried. Drink man, drink! For a hunting we will go, and a hunting we will go! And if we dont flush the game at Turnham Green, call me a bungler!

I heard one of the elder men protest, with something between a curse and a groan, that the fool would proclaim it at Charing Cross next; but, thinking only to be gone (and the man being so drunk that it was evident resistance would but render him more obstinate, and imperil my skin), I took the cup and drank, and gave it back to him. By that time two or three of the more prudent  if any in that company could be called prudent  had risen and joined us; who when he would have given another toast, forced him away, scolding him soundly for a leaky chatterer, and a fool who would ruin all with the drink.

Freed from his importunities, I waited for no second permission; but got me out and down the stairs. At the foot of which the landlords scared face and the waiting, watching eyes of the drawers and servants, who still lingered there, listening, put the last touch to the picture of madness and recklessness I had witnessed above. Here were informers and evidences ready to hand and more than enough, if the beggars in the street, and the orange girls, and night walkers who prowled the market were not sufficient, to bring home to its authors the treason they bawled and shouted overhead.

The thought that such rogues should endanger my neck, and good, honest mens necks, made my blood run cold and hot at once; hot, when I thought of their folly, cold, when I recalled Mr. Ashton executed in 90 for carrying treasonable letters, or Anderton, betrayed, and done to death for printing the like. I could understand Fergusons methods; they had reason in them, and if I hated them and loathed them, they were not so very dangerous. For he had disguises and many names and lodgings, and lurked from one to another under cover of night; and if he sowed treason, he sowed it stealthily and in darkness, with all the adjuncts which prudence and tradition dictated; he boasted to those only whom he had in his power, and used the like instruments. But the outbreak of noisy, rampant, reckless rebellion which I had witnessed  and which it seemed to me must be known to all London within twenty-four hours  filled me with panic. It so put me beside myself, that when the girl who had employed me on that errand met me in the street, I cursed her and would have passed her; being unable to say another word, lest I should weep. But she turned with me, and keeping pace with me asked me continually what it was; and getting no answer, by-and-by caught my arm, and forced me to stand in the passage beyond Bedford House and close to the Strand. Here she repeated her question so fiercely  asking me besides if I were mad, and the like  and showed herself such a termagant, that I had no option but to answer her.

Mad? I cried, passionately. Aye, I am mad  to have anything to do with such as you.

But what is it? What has happened? she persisted, peering at me; and so barring the way that I could not pass.

Could you not hear?

I could hear that they were drinking, she answered. I knew that, and therefore I thought that you should go to them.

And run the risk?

Well, you are a man, she answered coolly.

At that I stood so taken aback  for she spoke it with meaning and a sort of sting  that for a minute I did not answer her. Then, Is not a mans life as much to him, as a womans is to her? I said with indignation.

A mans! she replied. Aye, but not a mouses! I will tell you what, Mr. Taylor, or Mr. Price, or whatever your name is  

Call me what you like! I said. Only let me go!

Then I will call you Mr. Craven! she retorted bitterly. Or Mr. Daw in Peacocks feathers. And let you go. Go, go, you coward! Go, you craven!

It was not the most gracious permission, and stung me; but I took it sullenly, and getting away from her went down the passage towards the Strand, leaving her there; not gladly, although to go had been all I had asked a moment before. No man, indeed, could have more firmly resolved to wrench himself from the grasp of the gang whose tool this little spitfire was; nor to a man bred to peaceful pursuits (as I had been) and flung into such an imbroglio as this  wherein to dance on nothing seemed to be the alternative whichever way I looked  was it a matter of so much consequence to be called coward by a child, that I must hesitate for that. Add to this, that the place and time, a dingy passage on a dark night with rain falling and a chill wind blowing, and none abroad but such as honest men would avoid, were not incentives to rashness or adventure.

And yet  and yet when it came to going, nullis vestigiis retrorsum, as the Latins say, I proved to be either too much or too little of a man, these arguments notwithstanding; too little of a man to weigh reason justly against pride, or too much of a man to hear with philosophy a girls taunt. When I had gone fifty yards, therefore, I halted; and then in a moment, went back. Not slowly, however, but in a gust of irritation; so that for a very little I could have struck the girl for the puling face and helplessness that gave her an advantage over me. I found her in the same place, and asked her roughly what she wanted.

A man, she said.

Well, I answered sullenly, what is it?

Have I found one? that is the question, she retorted keenly. And at that again, I could have had it in my heart to strike her across her scornful face. My uncle is at least a man.

He is a bad one, curse him! I cried in a fury.

She looked at me coolly. That is better, she said. If your deeds were of a piece with your words you would be no mans slave. His least of all, Mr. Price!

You talk finely, I said, my passion cooling, as I began to read a covert meaning in her tone and words, and that she would be at something. It comes well from you, who do his errands day and night!

Or find someone to do them, she answered with derision.

Well, after this you will have to find someone else, I cried, warming again.

Ah, if you would keep your word! she cried in a different tone, clapping her hands softly, and peering at me. If you would keep your word.

Seeing more clearly than ever that she would be at something, and wishing to know what it was, Try me, I said. What do you mean?

It is plain, she answered, what I mean. Carry no more messages! Be sneak and spy no longer! Cease to put your head in a noose to serve rogues ends! Have done, man, with cringing and fawning, and trembling at big words. Break off with these villains who hold you, put a hundred miles between you and them, and be yourself! Be a man!

Why, do you mean your uncle? I cried, vastly surprised.

Why not? she said.

But  if you feel that way, why do his bidding yourself? I answered, doubting all this might be a trap of that cunning devils. If I sneak and spy, who spies on me, miss?

I do, she said, leaning against the wall of Bedford Garden, where one of Hemings new lights, set up at the next corner, shone full on her face. And I am weary of it.

But if you are weary of it  

If I am weary of it, why dont I free myself instead of preaching to you? she answered. First, because I am a woman, Mr. Wiseman.

I dont see what that has to do with it, I retorted.

Dont you? she answered bitterly. Then I will tell you. My uncle feeds me, clothes me, gives me a roof  and sometimes beats me. If I run away as I bid you run away, where shall I find board and lodging, or anything but the beating? A man comes and goes; a woman, if she has not someone to answer for her, must to the Justice and then to the Round-house and be set to beating hemp; and her shoulders smarting to boot. Can I get service without a character?

No, I said, that is true.

Or travel without money?

No.

Or alone  except to Whetstone Park?

No.

Well, it is fine to be a man then, she answered, leaning her little shawled head farther and farther back against the wall, and slowly moving it to and fro, while she looked at me from under her eyelashes, for he can do all. And take a woman with him.

I started at that, and stared at her, and saw a little colour come into her pale face. But her eyes, far from falling under my gaze, met my eyes with a bold, mischievous look; that gradually, and as she still moved her head to and fro, melted into a smile.

It was impossible to mistake her meaning, and I felt a thrill run through me, such as I had not known for ten years. Oh, I said at last, and awkwardly, I see now.

You would have seen long ago if you had not been a fool, she answered. And then, as if to excuse herself she added  but this I did not understand Not that fine feathers make fine birds  I am not such a fool myself, as to think that. But  

But what? I said, my face warm.

I am a fool all the same.

Her eyes falling with that, and her pale face growing to a deeper colour, I had no doubt of the main thing, though I could not follow her precise drift. And I take it, there are few men who, upon such an invitation, however veiled, would not respond. Accordingly I took a step towards the girl, and went, though clumsily, to put my arm round her.

But she pushed me off with a vigour that surprised me; and she mocked me with a face between mischief and triumph; a face that was more like a mutinous boys than a girls. Oh, no, she said. There is a good deal between this and that, Mr. Price.

How? I said shamefacedly.

Do you go? she asked sharply. Is it settled? That first of all, if you please.

As to the going  somewhere  I had made up my mind long ago; before I met her, or went into the Seven Stars, or knew that a dozen mad topers were roaring treason about the town, and bidding fair to hang us all. But being of a cautious temper, and seeing conditions which I had not contemplated added to the bargain, and having besides a shrewd idea that I could not afterwards withdraw, I hesitated. It is dangerous! I said.

I will tell you what is dangerous, she answered, wrathfully, showing her little white teeth as she flashed her eyes at me, and that is to be where we are. Do you know what they are doing there  in that house? And she pointed towards the Market, whence we had come.

No, I said reluctantly, wishing she would say no more.

Killing the King, she answered in a low voice. It is for Saturday, or Saturday week. He is to be stopped in his coach as he comes from hunting  in the lane between Turnham Green and the river. You can count their chances. They are merry plotters! And now  now, she continued, do you know where you stand, Mr. Price, and whether it is dangerous?

I know  I said, trembling at that bloody design, which no whit surprised me since everything I had heard corroborated it I know what I have to do.

What? she said.

Go straight to the Secretarys office, I said, and tell him. Tell him!

You wont do it, she answered, or, at least, I wont.

Why? I asked, atremble with excitement.

Why? she echoed, mocking me; and I noticed that not only were her eyes bright, but her lips red. Why, firstly, Mr. Price, because I want to have done with plots and live honestly; and that is not to be done on blood-money. And secondly, because it is dangerous  as you call it. Do you want to be an evidence, set up for all to point at, and six months after to be decoyed to Wapping, dropped into a dark hold, and carried over to France?

God forbid! I said, aghast at this view of things.

Then have done with informing, she answered, with a little spurt of heat. Or let be, at any rate, until we are safe ourselves and snug in the country. Then if you choose, and you do nothing to hurt my uncle  for I will not have him touched  we may talk of it. But not for money.

Those words safe and snug, telling of a prospect that at that moment seemed of all others the most desirable in the world, dwelt so lovingly on my ear, that in place of hesitation I felt only eagerness and haste.

I will go! I said.

You will? she said.

Yes, I answered.

And  

And what? I said, wondering.

She hesitated a moment, and then, That is for you to say, she replied, lowering her eyes.

It is possible that I might not have understood her, even then, if I had not marked her face, and seen that her lips were quivering with a sudden shyness, which words and manner in vain belied. She blushed, and trembled; and, lowering her eyes, drew forward the shawl that covered her head, the street-urchin gone out of her. And I, seeing and understanding, had other and new thoughts of her which remained with me. If you mean that, I said, clumsily, I will make you my wife  if you will let me.

Well, well see about it, when we get to Romford, she answered, looking nervously aside, and plucking at the fringe of the shawl. We have to escape first. And now  listen, she continued, rapidly, and in her ordinary voice. My uncle is removing to-morrow to another hiding-place, and I go first with some clothes and baggage. He will not flit himself till it is dark. Do you put your trunk outside your door, and I will take it and send it by the Chelmsford waggon. At noon meet me at Clerkenwell Gate, and we will walk to Romford and hide there until we know how things are going.

Why Romford? I said.

Why anywhere? she answered, impatiently.

That was true enough; and seeing in what mood she was, and that out of sheer contrariness she was inclined to be the more shrewish now, because she had melted to me a moment before, I refrained from asking farther questions; listening instead to her minute directions, which were given with as much clearness and perspicuity as if she had dwelt on this escape for a twelvemonth past. It was plain, indeed, that she had not fetched and carried for the famous Ferguson for nothing; nor watched his methods to little purpose. Nor was this all: mingled with this display of precocious skill there constantly appeared a touch of malice and mischief, more natural in a boy than a girl, and seldom found even in boys, where the gutter has not served for a school. And through this again, as through the folds of a shifting gauze, appeared that which gradually and as I listened took more and more a hold on me  the woman.

Yet I suppose that there never was a stranger love-making in the world; if love-making that could be called wherein one at least of us had in mind ten thoughts of fear and death for one of happiness or love; and a pulse attuned rather to the dreary drip of the wet eaves about us, and the monotonous yelp of a cur chained among the stalls, than to the flutter of desire.

And yet, when, our plan agreed upon, and the details settled, we turned homewards and went together through the streets, I could not refrain from glancing at my companion from time to time, in doubt and almost incredulity. When the dream refused to melt, when I found her still moving at my elbow, her small shawled head on a level with my shoulder  when, I say, I found her so, not love, but a sense of companionship and a feeling of gratulation that I was no longer alone, stole for the first time into my mind and comforted me. I had gone so many years through these streets solus et caelebs, that I pricked my ears and pinched myself in sheer astonishment at finding another beside me and other feet keeping time with mine; nor knew whether to be more confounded or relieved by the thought that of all persons interests her interests marched with mine.


CHAPTER XX

The clocks had gone midnight, when I parted from Mary at the door of the house and groped my way upstairs to my room; where, throwing off my clothes I lay down, not to sleep, but to resolve endlessly and futilely the plans we had made, and the risks we ran and the thousand issues that might come of either. Cogitation brought me no nearer to a knowledge of the event, but only heated my brain and increased my impatience; the latter to such a degree that with the first light I was up and moving, and had my trunk packed. Nor did I fail to note the strange and almost incredible turn which now led me to look for support in my flight to the very person whose ominous entrance twenty-four hours earlier had forced me to lay aside the thought.

Long before it could by any chance be necessary I opened my door, and softly carrying out my box, placed it in a dark corner on the landing. After this a great interval elapsed, during which I conjured up a hundred mischances. At length I heard someone afoot opposite; and then the stumbling tread of a porter carrying goods down the stairs. About eleven I ventured to peep out, and learned with satisfaction that the trunk had vanished; it remained therefore for me to do the same. Bestowing a last look on the little attic which had been my home so long, and until lately no unhappy home, I took up my hat and cloak; and making sure for the fiftieth time that I had my small stock of money, hidden in my clothes, I opened the door, and stealing out, stood a minute to listen before I descended.

I heard nothing to alarm me; yet a second later I shrieked in affright, and almost sank down under the sudden grip of a hand on my shoulder. The hand was Fergusons; who listening, at my chamber door, had heard me move towards it, and flattened himself against the wall beside it; and so, being in the dark corner farthest from the staircase, had eluded my notice. He chuckled vastly, at his cunning, and the fright he had given me, and rocking me to and fro, asked me grimly what I had done with my fine clothes and my wig.

Ay, and that is not all, he continued. I shall want to know a little more about that matter, my friend. And mind you, Mr. Price, the truth! The truth, or I will wring this tender ear of yours from your head. For the present, however, that matter may wait. I shall have it, when I want it. Now I have other work for you. Come into my room.

I am going to the tavern, I said desperately. And I hung back. Afterwards, Mr. Ferguson, I will  

Oh, to the tavern, he answered, mimicking me. And for what?

My dinner, I faltered.

He burst into a volley of oaths, and seizing me again by the shoulder ran me into his room. Your dinner, indeed, you dirty, low-born pedlar, he cried in a fury. Who are you to dine at taverns when the Kings business wants you? Stand you there, and listen to me, or by the God above me, you shall never take meat or drink again. Do you see this, you craven? and he plucked out his horrible horse pistol, and flourished the muzzle in my face. Mark it, and remember that I am Ferguson, the famous Ferguson, Ferguson the plotter, and no little person to be thwarted! And now listen to me.

I could have wept with rage and despair, knowing that with every moment this wretch kept me, my chance of fulfilling the appointment at Clerkenwell Gate was passing; and that if he detained me only one half hour longer, I must be late. To the pistol, however, and his scowling, truculent, blotched face that lacking the wig, which hung on a chair beside him, was one degree more ugly than its wont, there was no answer; and I said sullenly that I would listen.

You had better, he answered. Mark you, there is a gentleman coming to see me; and to his coming and to what he says to me I will have a witness. You follow me?

Yes, I said, looking round, but in vain, for a way of escape.

And you are the witness. You shall go into that room, mark you, and you shall be as mute as a mouse! I put this little cupboard open, the back is thin and there is a crack in it; set your eye to that and you will see him. And look you, listen to every word, and note it; and keep still  keep still, or it will be the worse for you, Mr. Price!

Very well, I said obediently; hope springing up, as I thought I saw a way of escape. And what time must I be here?

You are here, and you will stay here, he answered dashing to the ground the scarce-born plan. Why, man, he may come any minute.

Still  if I could go out for  for two minutes, I persisted. I should be easier.

Go out! Go out! he cried, interrupting me in a fury. And dinners? And taverns? And you would be easier! Dye know, Mr. Price, I have my doubts about you! Ay, I have! he continued, leering at me with his big, cunning eyes; and now thrusting his face close to mine, now drawing it back again. Are you for selling us, I wonder? Mind you, if that is your thought, two can play at that game, and I have writing of yours. Ay, I have writing of yours, Mr. Price, and for twopence I would send it where it will hang you. So be careful. Be careful or  give me that coat.

Wishing that I had the courage to strike him in the back, praying that the next word he said might choke him, hating him with a dumb hatred, the blacker for its impotence, and for the menial services he made me do him, I gave him the long-skirted plum-coloured coat to which he pointed, and saw him clothe his lank ungainly figure in it, and top all with his freshly curled wig. He bade me tie his points and fasten on his sword; and this being done to his liking  and he was not very easy to please  he pulled down his ruffles, and walked to and fro, preening himself and looking a hundred times more ugly and loathsome for the finery, with which, for the first time, I saw him bedizened.

Preparations so unusual, by awakening my curiosity as to the visitor in whose honour they were made, diverted me from my own troubles; to which I had done no more than return when a knock came at the outer door. Ferguson, in a flush of exultation that went far to show that he had entertained doubts of the visitors coming, thrust me into the next room; a mere closet, ill-lighted by one small window, and bare, save for a bed-frame. Here he placed me beside the crack he had mentioned; and whispering in my ear the most fearful threats and objurgations in case I moved, or proved false to him, he cast a last look round to assure himself that all was right; then he went back into his own apartment, where through my Judas-hole I saw him pause. The girls departure with the luggage had left the room but meagrely furnished; whether this and the effect it might have on his visitors mind struck him, or he began at the last moment to doubt the prudence of his enterprise, he stood awhile in the middle of the floor gnawing his nails, and listening, or perhaps thinking. The drift of his reflections, however, was soon made clear; for on the visitors impatiently repeating his summons, he moved stealthily to one of the windows  which being set in the mode of garret windows, deep in the slope of the roof, gave little light  and by piling his cloak in a heap on the sill, he contrived to obscure some of that little. This done, and crying softly Coming! Coming! he hastened to the door and opened it, bowing and scraping with an immense show of humility.

The man, who had knocked, and who walked in with an impatient step as if the waiting had been little to his taste, was tall and slight; for the rest, a cloak, and a hat flapping low over his face, hid both features and complexion. I noticed that Ferguson bowed again and humbly, but did not address him; and that the gentleman also kept silence until he had seen the door secured behind him. Then, and as his host with seeming clumsiness, brushed past him and so secured a position with his back to the light, he asked sharply, Where is he?

The plotter leant his hands on the back of the chair and paused an instant before he answered. When he did he spoke with less assurance than I had ever heard him speak before; he even stammered a little. Your Grace, he said, has come to see a person  who  who wrote to you? From this house?

I have. Where is he?

Here.

Here? But where, man, where? the newcomer replied, looking quickly round.

Still Ferguson did not move. My lord Duke, you came here, in a word  to see Lord Middleton? he said.

It was easy to see that the visitors gorge rose at the others manner, no less than at this naming of names. But with an effort he swallowed his chagrin. If you know that, you know all, he answered with composure. So without more, take me to him. But I may as well say, sir, since you seem to be in his confidence  

It was my hand wrote the letter.

Was it so? Then you should know, sir, that a madder and more foolish thing was never done! If my Lord Middleton, the stranger continued coldly, his tone inclining to sarcasm rather than to feeling, desired to ruin his best friend and the one most able to save him in a certain event  if he meant to requite, sir, one who has already suffered more than was reasonable in his service, by consigning him to his destruction, he did well. Otherwise he was mad. Mad, or worse, to send such a letter to a place where he must know of his own knowledge that nine letters out of ten are opened by others hands!

Your Grace is right, Ferguson answered drily, and in his natural voice; at the sound of which, either because of its native harshness or because it touched some chord in his memory, the other started. But the fact is, the plotter continued hardily, and with a smack of impertinence, my Lord Middleton, so far as I know, is still with the King at St. Germains.

At St. Germains? the stranger cried. With the King?

Yes, and to be candid, Ferguson answered, I was not aware, my lord, that you had sent him a safe conduct.

You villain! the Duke cried, and stepped forward, his rage excited as much by the mans manner as by the trick which had been played him. How dared you say, then, that he was here? he continued. Answer, fellow, or it will be the worse for you.

I said only, your Grace, Ferguson replied, retreating a step, that the writer of the letter was here.

For a moment the Duke, utterly dumfounded by this, stood looking at him. And you are he? he said at last, with chilling scorn, and the author of this  plot!

And of many plots besides, my master answered jauntily. And then, My lord, do you not know me yet? he cried.

Not I! Stand out, sir, and let me see your face. Then perhaps, if we have met before  

Oh, we have met before! was the quick and impudent answer. I am not ashamed of my face. It has been known in its time. But fair play is a jewel, my lord. It is eight years since I saw your Grace last, and I have a fancy to learn if you are changed. Will you oblige me? If you would see my face, show me yours!

With a gesture between contempt and impatience the Duke removed the hat, which at his entrance he had merely touched; and hastily lowering the cloak from his neck, confronted his opponent.


CHAPTER XXI
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WITH A GESTURE BETWEEN CONTEMPT AND IMPATIENCE THE DUKE REMOVED HIS HAT

It cannot at this time of day be needful for me to describe in detail the aspect of those features which the action disclosed, since they are as well remembered by many still living as they are faithfully preserved for posterity  lacking some of the glow and passion which then animated them  on the canvas by Sir Peter Lely, which hangs in the Charterhouse. The Duke of Shrewsbury  to set concealment aside  was then in his thirty-sixth year, in the prime and bloom of manhood, of a fair complexion and regular features; over which the habitude of high rank and the possession of unrivalled parts threw a cast of reserve and stateliness, not unbecoming. As he was by nature so sensitive that on this side alone his enemies found him vulnerable, so his face in repose, if it had any blemish at all, had the fault of bordering on the womanish, the lines of his mouth following those of the choicest models of antiquity. But this blemish  if that which bore witness to the most affectionate disposition in the world could be called by that name  was little marked in public life, the awe which his eyes, alike firm and penetrating, inspired in the vulgar, rendering most people blind to it. To sum up, his face gave a just idea of his character; for though indolent, he was of such a temper that the greatest dared take no liberty with him; and though proud he gave the meanest his rights and a place.

Such, in fine, was the man who now confronted Ferguson, and with a stern light in his eye bade the schemer stand out. That the latter from the first had intended to declare himself, was as certain as that, now the time had come, he hesitated; awed by the mere power of worth, as I have heard that wicked men calling up spirits from the deep have stood affrighted before the very beings they have summoned. Yet his hesitation was for a moment only; after which, rallying the native audacity of a temperament which rejoiced in these intrigues and dénouements, he stepped jauntily forward, and assuming such a parody of dignity as likened his clumsy figure and sneaking face to nothing so much as an ape decked out in mans clothes, he allowed the light to fall on his features.

The Duke looked, and even where I stood behind the lath and plaster partition I heard him catch his breath. You are Robert Ferguson! he said.

Well guessed! the plotter answered, with a harsh discordant laugh. Your Grace has not forgotten 88. Believe me, if the Prince of Orange had kept as good a memory, I should not have been in this garret, nor need I have troubled your lordship to visit me in it.

It would have been better for you, sir, had you still refrained, the Duke answered with severity. Mr. Ferguson, I tell you at once that I do not bear his Majestys Commission in vain, and my first proceeding on leaving this house will be to sign a warrant for your apprehension, and direct the officers where it can be executed.

And I, my lord, Ferguson answered with an impudent attempt at pleasantry, have a very good mind to take you at your word, and let you go to do it. For when your officers arrived they would not find me, while your Grace would go hence to fall into as pretty a trap as was ever laid for a man.

Doubtless, then, of your laying! my lord cried, with a gesture of contempt.

On the contrary. Until I saw you, I knew of the trap indeed, but not for whom it was intended. Since I have seen you, however  and how greatly you have improved since 88, when we last met  Ferguson added, impertinently, my eyes are opened, and I feel a very sincere pity for your lordship.

I am obliged to you for your warning, the Duke answered, drily, and will endeavour to take care of myself. If that be all, therefore, that you have to say to me  and I assume that the letter in Lord Middletons name was no more than a ruse  I will say good-day.

But that is not all, nor a part! Ferguson replied. I have a bargain to propose, and information  this sullenly and with lowered eyes to give.

As usual! my lord answered, shrugging his shoulders, and speaking with the most cutting scorn. But permit me to say that you have made a mistake, Mr. Ferguson, in sending for me. You should know by this time, being versed in these affairs, that I leave such bargains to underlings.

Nevertheless, to this bargain you must be a party, the other answered violently. Nay, my lord, I can make you a party, I have only to tell you a thing I know; and whether you will or no, for your own safety you must do what I ask.

For my own safety, Mr. Ferguson, I am not in the habit of doing anything I would not do for other reasons, the Duke answered coldly. For the rest, if you have anything to tell me that concerns the Kings service  

Which Kings? the plotter cried, with a sneer.

I acknowledge one only  then, I say, I will hear it. But I will neither do nor promise anything in return.

You talk finely, Ferguson cried, yet you cannot deny that before this I have told things that were worth knowing.

That were worth mens lives! my lord answered, speaking in a low stern voice, and looking at him with a strange abhorrence. Yes, Mr. Ferguson, I acknowledge that. That were worth mens lives. And it reminds me that you are growing old, and have blood on your hands; you only and God know how much. But some I know; the proof of it lies in my office. If you will take my advice, therefore, you will think rather of quitting the world and making your peace with heaven  if by any means it can be done  than of digging pits for better men than yourself. Man, he continued, looking fixedly at him, do you never think of Ayloffe and Sidney? And Russell? And Monmouth? And Cornish? Of the men you have egged on to death, and the men you have  sold! God forgive you! God forgive you, for man never will!

I should fail, and lamentably, were I to try to describe either the stern feeling with which my lord uttered this solemn address  the more solemn as it came from a young man to an old one  or the horrid passion born of rage, fear, and remorse commingled, with which the intriguer received it. When my lord had ceased to speak, Ferguson broke into the most fearful imprecations; calling down vengeance not only on others for wrongs done to him, but on his own head if he had ever done aught but what was right; and this rant he so sprinkled with texts of scripture and scraps of the old Covenanters language that for profanity and blasphemy I never heard the like. The Duke, after watching the exhibition for a time with eyes of pity and reprobation, ended by setting on his hat and turning to the door. This sufficed  as nothing else would have  to bring the conspirator to his senses. With a hideous chuckle, which brought his tirade to a fitting conclusion, Not so fast, my lord! Not so fast, he cried, slapping his pocket. The key is here. I have something to say before you go.

In Gods name say it then! the Duke cried, his face sick with disgust.

I will! Ferguson answered hoarsely, leaning on the table which stood between them and thrusting forward his chin, his face still suffused with rage. And see you how I will confound you! The Duke of Berwick is in England. The Duke of Berwick is in London. And what is worse for you, my lord, he lies to-night at Dr. Lloyds in Hogsden Gardens. So take that information to yourself, my Lord Secretary, and make what you can of it  not forgetting the Kings interest! Ha! ha! I have you tight there, I think.

His triumph, extreme and offensive as it was, seemed to be justified by the consternation  I can call it by no other name  which darkened the Dukes countenance as he listened, and held him a moment speechless and motionless, glaring at the other. At last, And you sent to me to tell me this? he cried.

I did! I did! There is no other living man would have thought of it or done it. And why? Because there is no man can play my cards but myself.

You devil! my lord cried; and was silent.

Seeing that I knew little more of this of which they spoke than that the Duke of Berwick was King James natural son and favourite, I was at a loss to comprehend, either the Dukes chagrin or Fergusons very evident triumph. The latters next words, however, went far towards explaining his jubilation; and if they did not perfectly clear up my lords position  fully to enter into which required a nobility of sentiment and a nicety of honour on a par with his own  they enabled me to guess where the shoe pinched.

Dye take me now, my lord? the plotter cried, with a savage grimace. That concerns the Kings service I think; and yet  I dare you to make use of it. Ay, my Lord Secretary, I dare you to make use of it! he repeated, his unwholesome face deep red with excitement. For why? Because you know that there will be a day of reckoning presently  and sooner, mayhap, than some think. You know that. Sooner or later it will come  it will come, and then Touch not mine anointed! Or rather, touch but a hair of his Jamies head, and his Majestyll no forgive! Hell no forgive! There will be mercy for my Lord Devonshire, and my Lord Admiral, ay, and for that incarnate liar and devil, John Churchill! Ay, even for him, for he has made all safe both sides and so have the others. But do you touch the Kings blood, though it be bastard  do you send to-night to the Bishops and take him, and go on to what follows  and you may kneel like Monmouth, and plead like my Lady Russell, and youll to the axe and the sawdust, when the time comes! Ay, you will! you will! you will!

Though his harsh voice rose almost to a shriek with the last words, and the room rang with them, the Duke stood mutely regarding him, and made no answer. After an interval, Ferguson himself went on, but in a lower tone. That is the one course you may take, my lord, he said, and the result of it! If you follow my advice, however, you will not adopt that course. Instead you will let FitzJames be. You will act as if you had not seen me to-day, nor heard that he was in London. Youll wipe this meeting from your memory and live as if it had not been. And so, at the Restoration, you will have nothing to fear on that head. But  but in the meantime, Ferguson continued with an ugly grin, it may be the worse for your Grace if the truth, and your knowledge of the truth, come to the Princes ears, whose Minister you are; and worse again if it comes to Bentincks, who, I am told, is some trouble to your Grace already.

The Dukes face was a picture. You villain! he said again. What do you want?

For my silence?

For your silence? No. What is your aim? What is your object? You betray one and the other. The son of your King to prison and death. Me, if you can, to ruin and shame. And why? Why, man? What do you?

What do I gain? What shall I gain, you mean, Ferguson answered, smiling cunningly. Only your Graces signature to a scrap of paper  give me that, and I am mum, and neither Berwick nor you will be a penny the worse.

What, money? cried my lord, surprised, I think.

Oh, no, not money, said the plotter coolly. And yet  it may be moneys worth to me over there.


CHAPTER XXII

It is this way, my lord, he continued after a pause. Lord Middleton said some things over there in your Graces name  that would be four years back; but you never acted on them, though it was whispered you paid dearly for them here. In the interval it has been the aim of a good many to get something more definite from your Grace; the rather as you stand almost alone, the main part of the Court, and more than you know, having made their peace. But the efforts of those persons failed with your Grace because they went about it in the wrong way. Now, I, Robert Ferguson, the plotter continued, patting himself on the chest, and bowing with grotesque conceit, have gone about it in the right way; and I shall not fail. The position is this. You must either arrest the Duke of Berwick, or you must let him go. That is clear. If you do the former, you offend beyond pardon, and your head will fall at the Restoration, whoever goes clear. On the other hand, if you let the Duke escape and it comes to the Prince of Oranges ears that you knew of his presence, you will be ruined with your present party. The only course left to you, therefore, is to let him go, but to purchase my silence  that it may not reach the Princes ears  by signing a few words on a paper, which shall be sealed here, and opened only by His Majesty in his closet. Now, my lord, what do you say to that?

That you are a fool as well as a knave! was the Dukes unexpected reply. He had recovered his equanimity, and took a pinch of snuff as he spoke.

The plotters eyes sparkled. Why? he cried with an oath. And is that language for a gentleman?

A gentleman? Faugh! cried my lord. And why? Because you suppose your word to be of value. Whereas you should know that were you to go to Kensington and tell the King that you had informed me of this or that or the other, and were I to deny it, you would to Newgate for certain, and to the pillory perhaps  but I should be not a penny the worse. Your word forsooth! Why, man, you are crazed!

Ay, but if I had you followed here? the other answered savagely. If I can produce three witnesses to prove that you were with me to-day, and by stealth! And by stealth, my lord? What then?

Why, then this! the Duke answered with composure. And it is my answer. I shall go hence to the King and tell him all; and on your information, Mr. Ferguson, the Duke of Berwick will be arrested. Whatever my fate or his after that, I shall have done my duty and kept my oath as a privy-councillor, and the rest I leave to God! But for you, he continued, slowly and with solemnity, who to gain a hold on me have betrayed the son of your King, your fate be on your own head!

The plotter, who, I think, had expected any answer but this, and, it may be, had never considered his own position, should the Duke stand firm, roared out a furious You lie! And then again in a frenzy, as the consequences rose more clearly before him, You lie! he cried, striking his hand on the table. You will not do it! You will not dare to do it!

Mr. Ferguson, the Duke answered haughtily, I do not suffer persons of your condition to tell me what I dare, or do not dare; or persons of any condition to give me the lie. Be good enough to open the door!

Sign the paper! the conspirator hissed. His face, at no time sightly, was now distorted by fear and the rage of defeat; while the chair on the back of which he leaned his left hand, jerked this way and that as if the palsy had him. Sign the paper, will you? Or your blood be on your own head!

The Dukes only answer was to point to the door with his cane. Open it! he said, his breath coming a little quickly, but his manner otherwise unmoved. Do you hear me?

But either Fergusons rage had so much the mastery of him that he could no longer control himself, or he was desperate, seeing into what an abyss the others firmness was pushing him; or from the first he had determined on this course in the last resort. At any rate at that word, and instead of complying, he fell back a step and with a dark face drew a pistol from the pocket of his long coat. Sign! he cried, his voice whistling in his throat, as he levelled the arm at my lords head. Sign, you Roman spawn, or Ill spill your brains! Sign, or you dont go out of this room alive! Has the Lords foot been put on the neck of his enemies that such as you should divide the spoil!

There was nothing to sign, for he had not produced the paper. But in the delirium of fear and excitement into which he had fallen, he was unconscious of this, and of all except that he was in danger of falling into the pit he had digged for another. His hand shook so violently that every moment I expected the pistol to explode, with his will or without it; his fears no less than his despair putting my lord in danger. What he, who stood thus exposed to naked death thought in his heart while his existence hung on a shaking finger, I can not say, nor if he prayed; for no man talked less of religion, to be, as I trust he was, a believer; while the pride which supported him in that crisis was as powerful to close his lips after the event. Put that down! was all he said; and met the others eyes without blenching, though I think that he was a trifle paler than he had been.

Sign! answered the madman with an oath.

Put it down! repeated the Duke; and doubtless his courage by imposing a restraint on the others headiness postponed, though it could not avert, the catastrophe.

For, every second they stood thus fronting one another, Ferguson grinning and gibbering to him to sign, I looked to see the pistol explode, and my lord fall lifeless. My knees shook under me; horrified at this murder to be committed under my eyes, scarce conscious what I did or would do, I fumbled for the handle of the door  which luckily was beside me; and found it precisely as the Duke, with a twirl of his cane, as swift as it was unexpected, knocked the pistol aside and sprang bodily on the villain, striving to bear him down. He had no time to draw his sword.

He was the younger man by twenty years and the more active, if not the more powerful; so that for an instant it seemed to me that the danger was over. But I counted without Ferguson; who leaping back before the other could grapple with him, with a nimbleness beyond his years put the table between them, and levelling the pistol afresh with a snarl of rage, pulled the trigger. The flint snapped harmlessly!

More than that I could not bear, and, by heavens mercy, the movement had brought the wretch close to the door at which I stood, and which I had that moment opened. As he aimed the pistol a second time, and with a fresh execration, I flung my arms round him from behind, and with my right hand jerked up the pistol; which exploded, bringing down a rush of plaster, and filling the room with smoke and brimstone.
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I FLUNG MY ARMS ROUND HIM FROM BEHIND, AND WITH MY RIGHT HAND JERKED UP THE PISTOL

An interposition so sudden and timely must have been no less a surprise to the Duke than to Ferguson. Nevertheless, the former, without the loss of a moment, flung himself on his antagonist; and seizing the pistol, while I clung to him behind, in a twinkling he had him disarmed. Yet, even when this was done, so furious were the mans struggles, and so inhuman the strength he displayed (even to biting and foaming in a fury that could only be called maniacal) that it was as much as we could both do to conquer him; though we were two to one, and younger. Nor would he be quiet or resign himself to defeat until we had him down on his back, with my lords sword-point at his throat.

Then it was that while we stood over him, panting and trembling with the exertions we had made, my lord turned his eyes on me. My friend, he said, who are you?

I could not speak for emotion; and though he was calmer, I could see that he was deeply stirred, both by the risk he had run, and the narrowness of his escape. My lord, I cried, at last, take me away.

From here? he said.

Yes, I said, for Gods sake, for Gods sake, take me away, and I burst into an uncontrollable fit of sobbing; so overcome was I by what had happened, and what had almost happened.

He looked at me, his lip twitching a little, and his breast heaving. Be easy, man, he said. Were you set to watch me?

Yes, I said.

And you heard all?

All.

Who are you? he said again.

Two months ago I was an honest man, I answered bitterly, and then I got into his clutches. And he has ridden me. Ah, how he has ridden me!

I see, he said, nodding gravely. Well, his riding days are over. Hark you, Mr. Ferguson, he continued, turning to the prostrate man, who, grovelling before us  I had taken the precaution of tying his hands with my garters  acknowledged his attention by a hollow groan, I am no thief-taker, and I shall not soil my hands with you. But within an hour the messengers will be here; and if they find you, look to yourself; for I think that in that case you will indubitably hang. In the meantime I will take your pistol. Then to me, Come, my man, he said, if you wish to go with me.

I do, I cried.

Well, I owe you more than that, he answered kindly. And I need you, besides. Mr. Ferguson, I bid you farewell. You have proved yourself a more foolish man than I thought you. A worse you could not. The best I can wish you is that you may never see my face again.


CHAPTER XXIII

My lord, I found, had a coach, without arms or insignia, waiting for him at the Great Turnstile in Holborn; where, if persons recognised him as he alighted, he would be taken to have business with the lawyers in Lincolns Inn, or at my Lord Somerss in the Fields. Following him to the coach on foot, I never saw a man walk in more deep or anxious thought. He took no heed of me, after bidding me by a gesture to attend him; but twice he stood in doubt, and once he made as if he would return whence he had come, and once as if he would cross the Fields  I think to Powis House. In the end he went on, and arriving at the coach, the door of which was opened for him by a footman in a plain livery, he bade me by a sign to follow him into it. This I was not for doing, thinking it too great an honour; but on his crying impatiently, Man, how do you think I am to talk to you if you ride outside? I hastened to enter, in equal confusion and humility.

Nevertheless, some time elapsed, and we had travelled the length of Holborn before he spoke. Then rousing himself on a sudden from his preoccupation, he looked at me. Do you know a man called Barclay? said he.

No, your Grace, I answered.

Sir George Barclay?

No, your Grace.

Or Porter? Or Charnock? Or King?

No, your Grace.

Umph! said he, seeming to be disappointed; and for a time he looked out of the window. Presently, however, he glanced at me again, and so sharply that I dropped my eyes, out of respect. I have seen you before, he said, at last.

Surprised beyond measure that he remembered me, so many years having elapsed, I confessed with emotion that he had.

Where? he asked plainly. I see many people. And I have not old Rowleys memory.

I told him. Your Grace may not remember it, I said, greatly moved, but many years ago at Abbots Stanstead, at Sir Baldwin Winstons  

What? he exclaimed, cutting me short, with a flicker of laughter in his grave eyes. And he looked me over. Did I flesh my maiden justice-sword on you? Were you the lad who ran away?

Yes, my lord  the lad whose life you saved, I answered.

Well, then we are quits, he had the kindness to answer; and asked me how I had lived since those days.

I told him, naming Mr. Timothy Brome, and saying that he would give me a character. The mention of the news-writer, however, had a different effect from that I expected; his Grace conceiving a hasty idea that he also was concerned with Ferguson, and muttering under this impression that if such men were turning, it was vain to fight against the stream. I hastened to disabuse him of the notion by explaining how I came to fall into Fergusons hands. On which he asked me what I had done for the plotter, and how he had employed me.

He would send me on errands, I answered, and to fetch papers from the printers, and to carry his messages.

To coffee-houses?

Often, your Grace.

Did he ever send you to Covent Garden? he asked, looking fixedly at me.

Yes, your Grace, to a gentleman with a white handkerchief hanging from his pocket.

Ha! said he; and with an eager light in his face he bade me tell him all I knew of that man. This giving me the cue, I detailed what I had seen and heard at the Seven Stars the previous evening, the toast of the Squeezing of the Rotten Orange, the hints which had escaped the drunken conspirator, not forgetting his references to the Hunting Party, and the date, Saturday or Saturday week. I added also what I had learned from the girl, but mentioned for this no authority. To all my lord listened attentively, nodding from moment to moment, and at last, Then Porter is not lying this time, he said, drawing a deep breath. I feared  but here we are. Follow me, my friend, and keep close to me.

Engrossed in my story, and the attention that was due to his rank, I had paid no heed either to the way we had come, or to our gradual passage from the smoke and babble of London to country air and stillness. A vague notion that we were still travelling the Oxford Road was all I retained: and this was rudely shaken when, recalled to the present by his words, I looked out, and discovered that the coach was bowling along an avenue of lofty trees, with park-like pastures stretched on either hand. I had no more than time to note so much and that the horses were slackening their pace, before we rumbled under an archway, and drew up in a spacious courtyard shut in on four sides by warm-looking red-brick buildings, whereof the wing under which we had driven was surmounted by a quaintly-shaded bell-turret.

Ignorant where my lord lived, and little acquainted with the villages which lie around London, I supposed that he had brought me to his house. The sight of a couple of sentries, who walked with arms ported before a wide, low flight of steps leading to the principal door, should have enlightened me; but a flock of pigeons, that, disturbed by our entrance, were now settling down, and beginning to strut the gravel with the most absurd air of possession, caught my attention, and diverted me from this mark of State. Nor did a knot of servants, lounging silently under a portico, or two or three sedans which I espied waiting a little apart, go far to detract from the general air of peace and quietude which prevailed in the place. Other observations I had no time to make; for my lord, mounting the steps, bade me follow him.

I did so, across a spacious hall floored with shining wood laid in strange patterns. Here were three or four servants, who stood at attention, but did not approach; and passing them without notice, we had reached the foot of a wide and handsome staircase before a person dressed plainly in black and carrying a tall slender wand came forward, and with a low bow interposed himself.

Your Graces pardon, he said, the Council has broken up.

How long?

About half an hour.

Ah! And Lord Somers? Did he go back to town?

Yes, your Grace, immediately.

The Duke at that asked a question which I, standing back a little out of respect, and being awed besides by the grandeur of the place and the silence, did not catch. The answer, however, Only Lord Portland and Mr. Sewell, I heard; and likewise the Dukes rejoinder, I am going up.

You will permit me to announce your Grace, the other answered quickly. He seemed to be something between a gentleman and a servant.

No, my lord said. I am in haste, and I have that will be my warranty. This person goes with me.

I hope your Grace  will answer for it then, the man in black replied respectfully, but with a little hesitation in his tone.

I will answer for it that you are not blamed, Nash, the Duke rejoined, with good nature. Yes, yes. And now let us up.

On that the man with the wand stood aside  still a little doubtfully I thought  and let us pass: and my patron preceding me, we went up a wide staircase and along a silent corridor, and through one or two swing doors, the Duke seeming to be conversant with the house. It was impossible not to admire the sombre richness of the carved furniture, which stood here and there in the corridor; or the grotesque designs and eastern colouring of the China ware and Mogul idols that peered from the corners, or rose boldly on brackets. Such a mode of furnishing was new to me, but neither its novelty nor the evidences of wealth and taste which abundantly met the eye, impressed me so deeply as the stillness which everywhere prevailed; and which seemed so much a part of the place, that when his Grace opened the second swing door, and the shrill piping voice of a child, crowing and laughing in an ecstasy of infantile pleasure, came forth and met us, I started as if a gun had exploded.

I know now that the sound, by giving my patron assurance that he whom he sought was not there, but in his closet, led to my admission; and that without that assurance my lord would have left me to wait at the door. As it was, he said nothing to me, but went on; and I following him in my innocence through the doorway, came, at the same moment he did, on a scene as rare as it is by me well remembered.

[image: img72.png]
A SLIGHT GENTLEMAN AMBLED AND PACED IN FRONT OF A CHILD

We stood on the threshold of a wide and splendid gallery, set here and there with huge china vases, and hung with pictures; which even then I discerned to be of great beauty, and afterwards learned were of no less value. Letting my eyes travel down this vista, they paused naturally on a spot under one of the windows; where with his back to us and ribbons in his hands, a slight gentleman, who stooped somewhat and was dressed in black, ambled and paced in front of a child of four or five years old. The wintry sunlight which fell in cold bars on the floor, proved his progress to be more showy than real; nevertheless the child shrieked in its joy, and dancing, jerked the ribbons and waved a tiny whip. In answer, the gentleman whose long curled periwig bobbed oddly on his shoulders  he had his back to us  pranced more and more stoutly; though on legs a little thin and bent.

A long moment I stared at this picture, little thinking on what I gazed; nor was it until a gentleman seated at a side table not far from the pair, rose hurriedly from his chair and with a guttural exclamation came towards us, that I remarked this third occupant of the gallery. When I did so, it was to discern that he was angry, and that my lord was taken aback and disturbed. It even seemed to me that my patron made a hasty movement to withdraw. Before he could do so, however, or I who, behind him barred the way, could take the hint, the gentleman in black, warned of our presence by the others exclamation, turned to us, and still standing and holding the ribbons in his hands looked at us.

He had a long sallow face, which seemed the sallower for the dark heavy wig that fell round it; a large hooked nose and full peevish lips; with eyes both bright and morose. I am told that he seldom smiled, and never laughed, and that while the best tales of King Charless Court passed round him, he would stand abstracted, or on occasion wither the teller by a silent nod. The Court wits who dubbed my Lord Nottingham, Don Dismallo, could find no worse title for him. Yet that he had a well of humour, deeply hidden and rarely drawn upon, no one could doubt who saw him approach us, a flicker of dry amusement in his eyes giving the lie to his pursed-up lips and the grimness of his visage.

Your Grace is always welcome, he said, speaking in English a little broken and guttural. And yet you might have come more à propos, I confess.

A thousand pardons, sir, my lord answered, bowing until his knee well-nigh touched the ground. I thought that you were in your closet, sir, or I should have taken your pleasure before I intruded.

But you have news?

Yes, sir.

Ha! And this person  he looked fixedly at me is concerned.

Yes, sir.

Then, my Lord Buck and with that he turned and addressed the child who was still tugging at the ribbons, Il faut partir! Do you hear me, you must go? Go, petit vaurien! I have business.

The child looked at him boldly. Faut il? said he.

Oui! oui! Say merci, and go.

Merci, Monsieur, the boy answered. And then to us with a solemn nod. Jai eu sa Majesté for my chevaux!

Cheval! Cheval! corrected the gentleman in black. And be off.


CHAPTER XXIV

Apprised by what I heard, not only that I stood in the Gallery of Kensington Court  a mansion which His Majesty had lately bought from Lord Nottingham, and made his favourite residence  but that the gentleman in black whom I had found so simply employed was no other than the King himself, I ask you to imagine with what interest I looked upon him. He whom the old King of France had dubbed in bitter derision, the Little Squire of  , and whom two revolutions had successfully created Stadtholder of Holland and Sovereign of these Isles, was at this time forty-six years old, already prematurely bent, and a prey to the asthma which afflicted his later life. Reserved in manner, and sombre, not to say melancholy, in aspect, hiding strong passions behind a pale mask of stoicism as chilling to his friends as it was baffling to his enemies, he was such as a youth spent under the eyes of watchful foes, and a manhood in the prosecution of weighty and secret designs, made him. Descended on the one side from William the Silent, on the other from the great Henry of France, he was thought to exhibit, in more moderate degree, the virtues and failings which marked those famous princes, and to represent, not in blood only, but in his fortunes, the two soldiers of the sixteenth century whose courage in disaster and skill in defeat still passed for a proverb; who, frequently beaten in the field, not seldom garnered the fruits of the campaign, and rose, Antæus-like, the stronger from every fall.

That, in all stations, as a private person, a Stadtholder and a King, his late Majesty remembered the noble sources whence he sprang, was proved, I think, not only by the exactness with which his life was wrought to the pattern of those old mottoes of his house, Sœvus tranquillus in Undis, and Tandem fit Surculus arbor, whereof the former was borne, I have read, by the Taciturn, and the latter by Maurice of Nassau  but of two other particulars of which I beg leave to mention. The first was that more majorum he took naturally and from the first the lead as the champion of the Protestant religion in Europe; the second, that though he had his birth in a republic, and was called to be King by election (so that it was no uncommon thing for some of his subjects to put slights upon him as little more than their equal  ay, and though he had to bear such affronts in silence), he had the true spirit and pride of a King born in the purple, and by right divine. Insomuch that many attributed to this the gloom and reserve of his manners; maintaining that these were assumed less as a shield against the malice of his enemies, than as a cloak to abate the familiarity of his friends.

And certainly some in speaking of him of late years belittle his birth no less than his exploits, when they call him Dutch William, and the like; speaking in terms unworthy of a sovereign, and as if he had drawn his blood from that merchant race, instead of  as the fact was  from the princely houses of Stuart, Bourbon, Nassau, and Medici; and from such ancestors as the noble Coligny and King Charles the Martyr. But of his birth, enough.

For the rest, having a story to tell, and not history to write, I refrain from recalling how great he was as a statesman, how resourceful as a strategist, how indomitable as a commander, how valiant when occasion required in the pitched field. Nor is it necessary, seeing that before the rise of my Lord Marlborough (who still survives, but alas, quantum mutatus ab illo!) he had no rival in any of these capacities, nor in the first will ever be excelled.

Nor, as a fact, looking on him in the flesh as I then did for the first time, can I say that I saw anything to betoken greatness, or the least outside evidence of the fiery spirit that twice in two great wars stayed all the power of Louis and of France; that saved Holland; that united all Europe in three great leagues; finally, that leaping the bounds of the probable, won a kingdom, only to hold it cheap, and a means to farther ends. I say I saw in him not the least trace of this, but only a plain, thin, grave, and rather peevish gentleman, in black and a large wig, who coughed much between his words, spoke with a foreign accent, and often lapsed into French or some strange tongue.

He waited until the door had fallen to behind the child, and the long gallery lay silent, and then bade my lord speak. I breathe better here, he said. I hate small rooms. What is the news you have brought?

No good news, sir, my patron answered. And yet I can scarcely call it bad. In the country it will have a good effect.

Bien! But what is it?

I have seen Ferguson, sir.

Then you have seen a d  d scoundrel! the King exclaimed, with an energy I had not expected from him; and, indeed, such outbreaks were rare with him. He is arrested, then?

No, sir, the Duke answered. I trust, however, that he will be before night.

But if he be free, how came you in his company? the King asked, somewhat sharply.

My lord hesitated, and seemed for a moment at a loss how to answer. Being behind him, I could not see his face, but I fancied that he grew red, and that the fourth person present, a stout, burly gentleman, marked with the small-pox, who had advanced and now stood near the King, was hard put to it not to smile. At last, I received a letter, sir, my lord said, speaking stiffly and with constraint, purporting to come from a third person  

Ah! said the King, drawling the word, and nodding dry comprehension.

On the faith of which, believing it to be from that other  if you understand, sir  

I understand perfectly, said the King, and coughed.

I was induced, my lord said doggedly, to give the villain a meeting. And learned, sir, partly from him, and partly from this man here  this more freely enough to corroborate the main particulars of Mr. Prendergasts story.

Ah? said the King. Good. And the particulars?

That Sir George Barclay, the person mentioned by Mr. Prendergast, is giving nightly rendezvous in Covent Garden to persons mainly from France, who are being formed by him into a band; the design, as stated by Prendergast, to fall on your Majestys person in the lane between Fulham Green and the river on your returning from hunting.

Does he agree as to the names? the King asked, looking at me.

He knows no names, sir, the Duke answered, but he saw a number of the conspirators at the Seven Stars in Covent Garden last night, and heard them speak openly of a hunting party; with other things pointing the same way.

Was Barclay there?

He can speak to a person who I think can be identified as Barclay, my lord answered. He cannot speak to Charnock  

That is the Oxford man?

Yes, sir  or Porter, or King; or the others by those names. But he can speak to two of them under the names by which Prendergast said that they were passing.

Cest tout! Well, it does not seem to me to be so simple! the King said with a touch of impatience. What is this persons name, and who is he?

The Duke told him that I had been Fergusons tool.

That rogue is in it then?

He is privy to it, the Duke answered.

His Majesty shrugged his shoulders, as if the answer annoyed him. You English draw fine distinctions, he said. Whatever you do, however, let us have no repetition of the Lancashire fiasco. You will bear that in mind, my lord, if you please. Another of Taafes pseudo plots would do us more harm in the country than the loss of a battle in Flanders. Faugh! we have knaves at home, but you have a breed here  your Oatess and your Taafes and your Fullers  for whom breaking on the wheel is too good!

There are rogues, sir, in all countries, my lord answered somewhat tartly. I do not know that we have a monopoly of them.

The Duke of Shrewsbury is right there, sir, the gentleman behind the King who had not yet spoken, struck in, in a good-natured tone. They are things of which there is no scarcity anywhere. I remember  

Taisez! Taisez! cried the King brusquely, cutting short his reminiscences  whereat the gentleman, smiling imperturbably, took snuff. Tell me this. Is Sir John Fenwick implicated?

There may be evidence against him, my lord answered cautiously.

The King sneered openly. Yes, he said. I see Porter and Goodman and Charnock are guilty! But when it touches one of yourselves, my lord, then There is evidence against him, or It is a case of suspicion, or  oh, you all hang together! And pursing up his lips he looked sourly at us. You all hang together! he repeated. I stand to be shot at  cest dommage. But touch a noble, and Gare la Noblesse!

You do us an injustice, sir, my lord cried warmly. I will answer for it  

Oh, I do you an injustice, do I? the King said, disregarding his last words. Of course I do! Of course you are all faithful, most faithful. You have all taken the oath. But I tell you, my Lord Shrewsbury, the King to whom you swore allegiance, the King crowned in 89 was not William the Third, but Noblesse the first! La Noblesse! Yes, my lord, you may look at me, and as angrily as you like; but it was so. Par dieu et diable, you tie my hands! You tie my hands, you cling to my sword, you choke my purse! I had as much power in Holland as I have here. And more! And more!

He would have gone farther, and with the same candour I think; but at that the gentleman who had interrupted him before, struck in again, addressing him rapidly in what I took to be Dutch, and doubtless pointing out the danger of too great openness. At any rate I took that to be the gist of his words, not only from his manner, but from the fact that when he had done  the King looking gloomy and answering nothing  he turned to my lord.

The King trusts your Grace, he said bluntly. He has never said as much to an Englishman before. I am sure that the trust is well placed and that his Majestys feelings will go no farther.

The Duke bowed. Your Majesty authorises me to take the necessary steps then, he said, speaking somewhat drily, but otherwise ignoring what had passed. To secure your safety, sir, as well as to arrest the guilty, no time should be lost. Warrants should be issued immediately, and these persons taken up.

Before Ferguson can warn them, the King said in his ordinary tone. Yes, see to it, my lord; and let the Council be recalled. The guards, too, should be doubled, and the regiment Prendergast mentioned displaced. Cutts must look to that, and do you, my lord, he continued rapidly, addressing the gentleman beside him, whom I now conjectured to be Lord Portland, fetch him hither and lose no time. Take one of my coaches. It is a plot, if all be true, should do us good in the country. And that, I think, is your Graces opinion.

It should, sir. Doubtless, sir, we English have our faults; but we are not fond of assassins.

And you are confident that tins is no bubble? the King said thoughtfully.

Yes, sir, I am.

By this time Lord Portland had withdrawn through a door at the farther end of the gallery. The King, taking a turn this way and that, with his hands clasped behind him, and his head bent low, so that his great wig almost hid his features, seemed to be lost in thought. After waiting a moment the Duke coughed, and this failing to attract the Kings attention, he ventured to address him. There is another matter I have to mention to you, sir, he said, with a touch of constraint in his tone.

The King paused in his walk, and looked sharply at him. Ah, of course, he said, nodding. Did you see Lord Middleton.

The Duke could not hide a start. Lord Middleton, sir? he faltered.

The King smiled coldly. The letter, he said, was from him, I suppose?

My lord rallied himself. No, sir, it was not, he answered, with a flash of spirit. It purported to be from him.

Yet you went  wherever you went  thinking to see him? his Majesty continued, smiling rather disagreeably.

I did, my lord answered, his tone betraying his agitation. But to do nothing to the prejudice of your service, sir, and what I could to further your interests  short of giving him up. He is my relative.

The King shrugged his shoulders.

And for years, my lord cried warmly, was my intimate friend.

The King shrugged his shoulders again. We have fought that out before, he said, with a sigh of weariness. And more than once. For the rest in that connection and whatever others may say, Lord Shrewsbury has no ground to complain of me.

I have cause, sir, to do far otherwise! the Duke answered in a tone suddenly changed and so full of emotion that it was not difficult to discern that he had forgotten my presence; which was not wonderful, as I stood behind him in the shadow of the doorway, whither out of modesty I had retreated. God knows I remember it! he continued. Were it not for that, if I were not bound to your Majesty by more than common ties of gratitude, I should not be to-day in a service which  for which I am unfit! The daily duties of which, performed by other men with indifference or appetite, fill me with pity and distaste! the risks attending which  I speak without ceremony, sir  make me play the coward with myself a hundred times a day!

Cæsar, the King said quietly, lets none but Cæsar call him coward.

Kindly as the words were uttered, and in a tone differing much from that which the King had hitherto used, the Duke took no heed of them. Others wish for my place; God knows I wish they had it! he cried, his agitation growing rather than decreasing. Every hour, sir, I pray to be quit of the faction and perjury in which I live! Every hour I loathe more deeply the work I have to do and the people with whom I have to do it. I never go to my office but my gorge rises; nor leave it but I see the end. And yet I must stay in it! I must stay in it! I tell you, sir, he continued impetuously, on the day that you burned those letters you but freed me from one slavery to fling me into another!

Yet an honest one! said the King in a peculiar tone.

My lord threw up his hands. You have a right to say that, sir. But if anyone else  or, no I  I forget myself.

Something has disturbed you, said the King intervening with much kindness. Take time! And in the meanwhile, listen to me. As to the general distaste you express for my service, I will not, and I do not, do you the injustice to attribute it  whatever you say yourself  to your fears of what may happen in a possible event; I mean, lancien régime restitué. If such fears weighed so heavily with you, you would neither have signed the Invitation to me, nor come to me eight years ago. But I take it with perhaps some apprehensions of this kind, you have  and this is the real gist of the matter  a natural distaste for affairs, and a natural proneness to be on good terms with all, rogues as well as good men. It irks you to sign a death-warrant, to send one to Newgate, and another to  bah, I forget the names of your prisons; to know that your friends abroad are not as well placed at St. Germains as they were at St. Jamess! You have no care to push an advantage, no anxiety to ruin a rival; you would rather trust a man than bind him. In a word, my lord, you have no taste for public life in dangerous and troubled times such as these; although perforce you have played a high part in it.

Sir! the Duke cried, with an anxiety and eagerness that touched me, you know me better than I know myself. You see my failings, my unfitness; and surely, seeing them so clearly, you will not refuse to  

Release you? the King said smiling. That does not follow. For consider, my lord, you are not the only one in the world who pursues perforce a path for which he has little taste. To be King of England has a higher sound than to be Stadtholder of Holland. But to be a King and no King; to see your way clearly and be thwarted by those who see no fool of the field; to have France by the throat and be baffled for the lack of ten thousand men or a million guilders; above all, to be served by men who have made use of you  who have one foot on either shore, and having betrayed their old Master to gain their ends, would now betray you to save their necks. This, too, forms no bed of roses! But I lie on it! I lie on it! he concluded phlegmatically; and as he spoke he took a pinch of snuff. In fine, my lord, he continued, to be high, or what the world calls high, is to be unhappy.

The Duke sighed. You, sir, have those qualities which fit you for your part, he said sadly. I have not.

Have I?

The King said no more, but the gesture with which he held out his hands, as if he bade the other mark his feebleness, his short breath, his hacking cough, his pallor, had more meaning than many words. No, my lord, he continued after a pause, I cannot release you. I cannot afford to release you, because I cannot afford to release the one man who does not day by day betray me, and who never has betrayed me!

I would to heaven that you could say that! the Duke cried, much moved.

I can, my friend, the King answered, with a gesture of kindness. It was nothing, and it is forgotten. I have long ceased to think of it. But, cest vrai! I remember when I say I can trust no one else. I do my good Somers an injustice. He is a dry man, however, like myself, and poor company, and does not count for much.

My lord, contending with his feelings, did not answer, and the King who, while speaking, had seated himself in a high-backed chair, in which he looked frailer and more feeble than when on his legs, let a minute elapse before he resumed in a different and brisker tone, And now tell me what has troubled our good Secretary to-day?

The Duke of Berwick, sir, is in London.

To my astonishment, and I have no doubt to the Dukes, the King merely nodded. Ah! he said. Is he in this pretty plot, then?

I think not, the Duke answered. But I should suppose  

That he is here to take advantage of it, the King said. Well, he is his uncles own nephew. I suppose Ferguson sold him  as he has sold every one all his life?

Yes, sir. But not, I think, with the intention that I should carry out the bargain.

Eh?

It is a long tale, sir, the Duke said rather wearily. And having given your Majesty the information  

You need not tell the tale? Well, no, for I can guess it! the King answered. The old rogue, I suppose, was for ruining you with me if you hid the news; and for damning you with King James if you informed: which latter he did not think likely, but that instead he would have a hold on you.

The Duke in a tone of much surprise acknowledged that he had guessed rightly.

Well, it was a pretty dilemma, said the King with a sort of gusto. And where is M. FitzJames in hiding?

At Dr. Lloyds in Hogsden Gardens, my lord answered. But he could not conceal his gloom.

He must be arrested, said the King. A warrant must be issued. Will you see to it with the others?

My lord assented; but with such a sigh that it required no wizard to discern both the cloud that hung over him, and also that now he had done what Ferguson had dared him to do, the consequences lay heavy on him. The King, after considering him a moment with a singular expression, between amusement and reproach, broke the silence.

See here, my lord, he said with good nature. I will tell you what to do. Sit down now, and here, and write a line to Monsieur, bidding him begone; and send it by a private hand, and the warrant by a messenger an hour later.

The Duke stared at the King in astonishment. But he will escape, sir, he faltered.

So much the better, the King answered indifferently. If we take him what are we to do with him? Besides, to tell you the truth, my lord, he did me a great service eight years ago.

He, sir?

Yes, said the King smiling. He induced his father to fly the country, when, if he had stayed  but you know that story. So do you warn him, and the sooner he is beyond La Manche the better.

The Duke looked unhappy. I dare not do it, sir, he said at last, after a pause.

Dare not do it? When I authorise it? Why not?

No, sir. Because if I were impeached by the Commons  

The King shrugged his shoulders.

Ah, these safeguards! he muttered. These town councils, and provincial councils, and States-General! And now these Commons and Lords! Shall I ever be quit of them? Well, there is but one way then. I must do it. If they impeach me, I go back to Loo; and they may stew in their own juice!

He rose with that, and moving stiffly to the table at which Lord Portland had been writing when we entered, he sought for and found a pen. Then sitting in the chair which the Groom of the Stole had left vacant, he tore a slip of paper from a folio before him and, writing some lines on it  about six, as far as I could judge  handed the paper to the Duke, who had remained standing at a formal distance.

Voilà, Monsieur, he said. Will that suit your lordship?

The Duke took it respectfully and looked at it. But, sir, it is in my name! he cried, aghast. And bears my signature.

Eh, bien, why not? his Majesty answered lightly. The name is the name of Jacob, but the hand is the hand of Esau. Take it and send it by a trusty messenger. Perhaps the man who came with you, and who  pheugh, my lord! I had forgotten that this person was here! We have spoken too freely.

The oath which the Duke let fall as he turned, and the face of dismay and anger with which he gazed on me, were proof enough that he shared the Kings opinion, as he had shared his mistake. For a moment, the two glaring at me with equal disgust and vexation, I thought I should sink into the floor. Then the King beckoned me to come forward, and I obeyed him.


CHAPTER XXV

The odd and unexpected glimpse of generosity which the King had allowed to escape him, in his interview with the Duke, somewhat lessened the fears I must otherwise have entertained at that moment. To which must be added that I am one of those who, when violence and physical danger are not in question, retain a fair mastery of their minds. Nevertheless, I am free to confess that as I went forward, I wished myself anywhere else in the world, and would have sacrificed half my remaining economies to be seated, pen in hand, and obscurely safe, in Mr. Bromes room.

But the thing took a turn which relieved me when I least expected it. As I approached, the chagrin in the Kings face gave place to a look of surprise; and that again, but more slowly, to one of intelligence. Ah! Je me trompais! he muttered rapidly. What did you say his name was?

Price, the Duke answered, continuing to glower at me.

Price? Ah, cela va sans dire! But  he is a cadet  a dependent? He is in some way connected  how do you say it  related to your family!

To mine, sir! the Duke exclaimed in a voice of the utmost astonishment; and he drew himself up as if the King had pricked him.

Nest-ce pas ça? his Majesty replied, looking from one to the other of us. Yet he has so much a look of you that it might be possible in some lights to take him for your grace, were he differently dressed!

The Duke looked purely offended. Your Majesty is under a strange misapprehension, he said, very stiffly. If this person resembles me  of which I was not aware  I know nothing of the cause; and the likeness for what it is worth, must be accidental. As a fact, I never saw him but once before in my life, sir, and that perfectly by chance. And he very briefly related the circumstances under which we came together.

The King listened to the story, but as if he scarcely believed it; and he smiled when the Duke came to tell how he allowed me to escape. Then, And you have never seen him from that day to this? he said incredulously.

Never! said the Duke, positively. But it is not my intention to lose sight of him again.

Ah? the King said.

I have not told you, sir, all that happened, the Duke continued, reading, I think, the Kings thoughts, But briefly. Mr. Ferguson, who has come to be little short of a madman, drew a pistol on me at the close of our interview; and but for his friend here  who had been placed to listen, but at that broke from his place of hiding and knocked up the muzzle, so that it exploded harmlessly  I should have come off ill.

And I not much better, the King said, nodding and looking grave. You are unhurt.

Yes, sir.

Well, that puts another face on it; and if you are retaining him beside you, what he has now heard will be of the less importance. Hark you, my friend, he continued, addressing me, can you keep your mouth shut?

I said humbly that I could and would.

Then, Taisez! Taisez! he answered emphatically. And take this letter to Hogsden Gardens to Bishop Lloyds. See Bishop Lloyd and put it in his hands. Say nothing, give no message, but go to your masters in St. Jamess Square. Will you seal it, Duke, with a plain seal? Good. And go you out, man, by the way you came in, and answer no questions. And now for the council and the warrants, my lord. We have lost too much time already!

To say that I went from the presence without knowing how I did it, and when I reached the courtyard had no more idea how I had gained it, or by what staircase I had descended, than if I had been blind, is but the truth; nor is it to be wondered at when the amazing thing which had happened to me is in the least degree taken into consideration. In truth I walked on air and saw nothing, I was so deeply overjoyed; and though it is certain that as I went out I met one and another, passed the sentries, and ran the gauntlet of curious eyes  for who that quits a court escapes that ordeal?  I was no more conscious of the observations made upon me, or the surprise I excited as I went by, than if I had really walked in the clouds. Issuing from the gates I took by instinct rather than design the road to London, and hugging to my breast the letter which the King  the King!  had entrusted to me, made the best of my way towards Tyburn.

I had been wiser had I gone by the other road through the village and taken the first coach I found; there are commonly one or two at Kensington waiting to carry passengers to London. But in the fluster of my spirits, I did not measure the distance I had to go, or the time I should consume in walking. My main anxiety for the moment was to be alone; alone, and at leisure to probe my fortune and success, and appreciate both the relief and the good luck I had compassed. I could have sung as I walked; I could have skipped and danced; and a gleam of sunshine breaking the March sky, and gilding the leafless arms of the trees and the flat green pastures that border the road north of Hyde Park, I was moved to raise my hat and look upwards and reverently thank Providence for this wonderful instance of its goodness, which I had not had the heart to do for some time.

When I descended a little to earth  a step which was hastened by a flash of recollection that showed me Fergusons niece waiting at Clerkenwell Gate, a little figure, forlorn and desolate, yet with eyes of wrath and a face puckered with determination  when I came I say a little to myself and to think of Hogsden Gardens, and remembered that it lay on the farther side of town by Bunhill Fields, I was already at Tyburn turning; and it seemed to be no longer worth while to ride. The day was on the wane, and the road thence to St. Giless Pound was lively with persons come out to take the air, through whom I threaded my way at a good pace, and coming to Holborn without mishap, turned up Cow Lane, and so got speedily to Smithfield, and across the market to Long Lane, knowing my way so far without having need to ask.

Here, however, I took sudden fright. My mind, which as I walked had been busy with the girl and the steps I should take to find her  if indeed I wished to find her, about which I was puzzled, the surrounding circumstances being so different  was invaded by the notion that I had been long on the road. To this was added next moment the reflection that messengers sent to arrest the Duke could by taking a coach forestall me. The thought threw me into a hot fit, which increased on me when I considered that I did not know the remainder of the road, and might waste much time in tracing it. Naturally my first impulse in this strait was to seek a guide; but Long Lane by Smithfield is only one degree better than Whetstone Park, and I shrank from applying to the sots and drabs who stood at the doors and corners, or lounged out of the patched windows, and, lazily or rudely, watched me go by.

In this difficulty, and growing the more diffident and alarmed the more slowly I walked, I looked about eagerly for some person, of passable aspect, of whom I could enquire. I saw none, and my uncertain glances and loitering steps were beginning to draw on me advances and an attention that were anything but welcome, when, reaching a corner where an alley, now removed  I think it was then called Dog Alley  runs out of Long Lane, I saw a man, decently habited, come out of a house a little way down the alley. He closed the door sharply behind him, and, as I looked, went off in the opposite direction.

Here was my opportunity. Without losing a moment I ran after him, and he, hearing my steps, turned; and we came face to face. Then, when it was too late to retreat, I saw with unutterable dismay that the man I had stopped was no stranger, but the person who had dressed me up the night before and taken me to the mysterious house in the suburbs; the man called Smith whom I had first seen under the Piazza in Covent Garden, and again in Fergusons room.

To come face to face with anyone of the gang with the knowledge that I had but now left the palace after informing against them was of itself enough to make my knees tremble under me. But of this man, though his civil treatment had been in pleasant contrast to Fergusons brutality, I had conceived an instinctive dread, based as much on his silence and reserve and a sort of strict power with which I credited him, as on his contemptuous treatment of my tyrant. In a word, had I come on Ferguson himself I could scarcely have been more overcome.

On hearing my footsteps he had turned on me very sharply, with the air of a man who had no mind to be followed, and no taste for followers. But on seeing who it was his face grew light and he whistled his surprise. I was on my way to you, he said, and here you are. That is good luck. I suppose Ferguson sent you?

No, I stammered, avoiding his eyes, and wondering, with inward quakings, what was going to happen to me. I  I lost my road.

Oh! said he, and looked keenly at me. Lost your road, did you? Well, it was very much to the purpose, as it happened. May I ask where you were going?

I shifted my feet uneasily. To Bunhill Fields, I said, naming the first place of which I could think.

Ah! he answered, with apparent carelessness, and though it seemed scarcely possible he should fail to observe the heat and disorder into which his presence had thrown me, he made no sign. Well, you are not far out, he continued, and I will come with you. When you have done your errand we will talk over my business. This way. I know this end of the town well. And so it was not Ferguson, he added with a sharp look at me, who sent you after me?

No, I said.

Nor his errand that brought you here?

No, I said again, my mouth dry. And I need not give you the trouble to come with me. I shall be taking you  

Out of my way? Not at all, he answered briskly. And it is no trouble. Come along, my friend.

I dared say no more, nor show farther reluctance; and so, with feet like lead and eyes roving furtively for a way of escape, I turned and went with him. Nay, it was not my feet only that were weighted; the letter, and my consciousness of it, lay so heavy on my mind that it was like lead in the pocket.

I was indeed in a strait now! And in one so difficult I could discern no way out of it; for though I could in part, and in part only, command my countenance, I failed absolutely to command my thoughts, which did nothing but revolve tumultuously about the words, What am I to do? What am I to do? words that seemed written in red letters on my brain. Only one thing was clear to me in the confusion, and that was the urgent necessity I lay under of hiding my errand, the disclosure of which must carry with it the disclosure of the place whence I came and the company I had been keeping. With time to think and coolness to distinguish I should doubtless have seen the possibility of announcing my errand to the Duke, yet laying it on Fergusons shoulders; but pushed for time and unable at a pinch to weigh all the issues, I could form no determination, much less one leading to so daring a step. After one denial, that is.

In the meantime we moved on; and at first my companion seemed to be unconscious of my sluggish pace and my perturbation. But presently I felt rather than saw that from minute to minute he glanced at me askance, and that after each of these inspections he laughed silently. The knowledge that I lay under this observation immeasurably increased my embarrassment. I could no longer put a fair face on the matter, but every time he looked at me looked away guiltily, unable to support his eyes. This presently grew so insupportable that to escape from my embarrassment I coughed and affected to choke.

You have a cold, I am afraid, he said, scarcely concealing the sneer in his tone. And yet you look warm. You must have walked fast, my friend?

I muttered that I had.

To overtake me, perhaps! It was good of you, he said in the same tone of secret badinage. But we are here. What part of the Fields do you want? Whitecross Street?

No, I muttered.

Then it must be Baxters Rents.

No.

Bunhill Row?

No.

No? Well, there is not much else here, he said; and he shrugged his shoulders, except the Fields and the burial-ground. Your business does not lie with the latter, I suppose?

No, I said faintly. And we stood.

At another time I must have shuddered at the dreary expanse on this uttermost fringe of the town that stretched before us under a waning light; an expanse of waste land broken only by the wall of the burial-ground, or the chimney of a brick-kiln, and bordered, where its limits were visible, by half-built houses, and squatter huts, and vast piles of refuse. Ugly as the prospect was, however, and far from reassuring to the timorous, I asked nothing better than to look at it. and look at it, and continue to look at it. But Mr. Smith, who did not understand this mood, turned with an impatient laugh.

I suppose that you did not come here to look at that, said he.

Like a fool I jumped at the absurd, the flimsy pretext.

Yes, I said. I  I merely came to take the air.

The moment the words were spoken I trembled at my audacity. But he took it better than I expected, for he merely paused to stare at me, and then chuckled grimly.

Well, he said, then, now that you have taken the air let us go back. Have you anything to object to that, Mr. Taylor?

I could find nothing.

I will come with you, he continued. I want to see Ferguson, and we can settle my business there.

But this only presented to me a dreadful vision of Ferguson, released from his bonds, and mad with rage and the desire to avenge himself; and I stopped short.

I am not going there, I said.

No? Then where, may I ask, are you going? he answered, watching me with a placid amusement, which made it as clear as the daylight, that he saw through my evasions. Where is it my lords pleasure to go?

To Bromes, in Fleet Street, I said hoarsely. And if he had had his back to me at that instant, and I a knife in my hand, I could have run him through! For as I said it, and he with mocking suavity assented, and we stepped out together to return the way we had come through Long Lane  over which the sky hung low in a dull yellow haze, the last of the western light  I had a swift and stinging recollection of the King and my lord, and the letter, and the passage of time; and could have sprung from his side, and poured out curses on him in the impotence of my rage and impatience. For the hour of grace which the King had granted was gone, and a second was passing, and still the letter that should warn the Duke of Berwick lay in my pocket, and I saw no chance of delivering it.

That Smith discerned the chagrin which this enforced companionship caused me  though not the ground of it  was as plain as that the fact gave him pleasure of no common kind. I had no longer such a command of my features that I could trust myself to look at him; but I was conscious, using some other sense, that he frequently looked at me, and always after these inspections, smiled like a man who finds something to his taste. And I hated him.

How long with these feelings I could have borne to go with him, or what I should have done in the last resort had he continued the same tactics, remains unproved; for at the same corner half-way down Long Lane, where I had first espied him, he paused. I want to go in here, he said coolly. I need only detain you a moment, Mr. Taylor.

I will wait for you, I muttered, tingling all over with sudden hope. While he was inside I could run for it.

Very well, he said. This way.

I fancied that he suspected nothing, and that perhaps I had been wrong throughout; and overjoyed I went with him to the door of the house from which I had seen him emerge; my intention being to begone hotfoot the instant his back was turned. The house was three-storied high, narrow and commonplace, one of a row not long built, and but partially inhabited. Apparently he was at home there, for taking a key from his pocket, he opened the door; and stood aside for me to enter.

I will wait, I muttered.

Very well. Yon can wait inside, he answered.

If I had been wise I should have turned there and then, in the open street, and taking to my heels have run for my life and stayed for nothing. But, partly fool and partly craven, clinging to a hope which was scarcely a belief, that when he went upstairs or into another room, I might stealthily unlatch the door and begone, I let myself be persuaded; and I entered. The moment I had done so, he whipped out the key and thrusting the door to with his shoulder, locked it on the inside.

Then the man threw off all disguise. He turned with a laugh of triumph to where I stood trembling in the half-dark passage. Now, he said, we will have that letter, if you please, Mr. Taylor. I have a fancy to see what is in it.

The letter! I faltered.

Yes, the letter!

I have no letter, I said.

Tut-tut, letter or no letter, out with it! Do you think I could not see you touching your breast every half minute, to make sure that you had it safe  and not know what was in the wind! You are a poor plotter, Mr. Taylor, and I doubt if you will ever be of any use to me. But come, out with it! Unless you want me to be rough with you. Out with whatever it is you have there, and no tricks!

He had a way with him when he spoke in that tone, not loudly but between his teeth, his eyes at the same time growing towards one another, that was worse than Fergusons pistol; and I was alone with him in an empty house. Some, who would have done what I did, may blame me; but in the main the world is sensible, and I shall forfeit no prudent mans esteem when I confess that, after one attempt at evasion which he met by wrenching my coat open, and thrusting me against the wail so violently that my head spun again, I gave up the letter.

I warn you! I warn you! I cried, in a paroxysm of rage and grief. It is for the Duke of Berwick, and if you open it  

For the Duke of Berwick? he answered, pausing and gazing at me with his finger on the seal. Why, you fool, why did you not tell me that before? From whom? From that scum, Ferguson?

From the Duke of Shrewsbury, I cried, rendered reckless by my rage.

What? he cried, in a voice of extraordinary surprise.
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NOW WE WILL HAVE THAT LETTER, IF YOU PLEASE

From the Duke of Shrewsbury, I repeated; thinking that he had not understood me.

My God! he said, with a deep breath. And have I caught the fox at last!

You are more likely to be caught yourself! I answered, furiously.

Nevertheless, his words were a puzzle to me; but his tone of slow growing, almost incredulous triumph told something. Taking very little heed of me, and merely signing to me to follow him, he sprang up the stairs, and opening a door led the way into a back-room bare and miserable, but lighted by the last yellow glow of the western sky. It was possible to read here, and without a moments hesitation he broke the seal of the letter, and tearing the packet open, read the contents.

That the perusal gave him immense satisfaction his face, which in the level light, cast by the window, seemed to gleam with unholy joy, was witness, no less than his movements. Flourishing the letter in uncontrollable excitement he twice strode the floor, muttering unformed sentences. Then he looked at the paper again and his jaw fell. But it is not his hand! he cried, staring at it in very plain dismay. And then recovering himself afresh, No matter, he said. It is his name, and the veriest fool would have used another hand. Is it yours? Did you write it, blockhead?

No, I said.

No! But now I think of it  thousand devils, how came you by it? By this  eh? he rapped out. This letter? What d  d hocus pocus is here? What have you to do with the Duke of Shrewsbury, that he makes you his messenger?

He bent his brows on me, and I knew that I had never been in greater danger in my life. Yet something of evil came to me in this extremity. Comprehending that if I said I came from Kensington I might expect the worst, I lied to him; yet used the truth where it suited me. The Duke came to Fergusons, I said.

To Fergusons? he answered, staring at me.

Yes, and bade him get that to the Duke, for his lodging was known and warrants would be out.

Smith clapped his hands together softly. What! he cried. Is he in it as deep as that? Oh, the cunning! Oh, the cunning of him! And I to be going to all this trouble, and close on despair at that! And  Ferguson gave you the letter?

They both did.

That old fox, too! And I was beginning to think him a bygone! Yet he beats us all! he beats us all! Or he would have beaten us if he had not trusted this silly. But I am forgetting. The Duke must be warned  if he has not started. When was this given to you, Mr. Trusty Taylor?

Two hours ago, I said, sullenly.

I was pleased to see that that alarmed him. You fool! he said, why did you not tell me at once what you had got, and whither you were going? If the Duke is taken it will lie at your door. And if he is saved, it will be to my credit.

I will come with you, I said, plucking up a spirit as I saw him about to leave.

No, you will not, he answered, drily. I am much obliged to you, but I prefer to gain the credit and tell the tale my own way. You will stay here, Mr. Taylor, and when the Duke is away Ill come and release you. In the meantime I would advise you to keep quiet. Hoity-toity, what is this? he continued, as in my despair I tried to push by him, Go back, you fool, or it will be the worse for you. You are not going out.

And, resisting all my appeals and remonstrances, he thrust me forcibly from the door; and whipping outside it, locked it on me. In vain I hammered on it with my fist and called after him, and threatened him. He clattered unheeding down the stair, and I heard the house-door slammed and locked. I listened a moment, but all remained quiet; and then, wild with rage, I turned to the window, thinking that by that way I might still escape. Alas, it looked only into a walled yard, and was strongly barred to boot.

God knows I thought myself then the most unlucky of men; a man ruined when on the point of a great and seemingly assured success. I flung myself down in my despair, and could have dashed my head against the boards. But presently, in the midst of my bewailing myself, and when the first convulsive fit of rage was abating, a new thought brought me to my feet in a panic. What if Smith, before he returned, fell in with Ferguson? The meeting was the more probable, inasmuch as, if Ferguson succeeded in freeing himself, he was as likely to hasten to the Duke of Berwick to warn him as to do anything else. At any rate I was not inclined to sit weighing the chances nicely, but hastening frantically to the door, I tried it with knee and shoulder. To my joy it yielded somewhat; on which, throwing caution aside, I drew back and flung myself against it with all my weight. The lock gave way, and the door flying open, I came near to falling headlong down the stairs.

Still, I had succeeded. But I soon found that I was little nearer freedom than before. The passage was now dark, and the house-door, when I found my way to it, resisted all my efforts. This drove me to seek another egress, which it was far from easy to find. At length, and by dint of groping about, I hit on a door which led into a downstairs room; it was unlocked and I entered, feeling before me with my hands. The darkness, the silence of the empty house, and my hurry, formed a situation to appal the boldest; but I was desperate, and extending my arms I trod cautiously across the room to where the window should be, and sought for and found the shutters. I tried the bar, and to my joy felt it swing. I let it down softly and dragged the shutters open, and sweating at every pore, saw through the leaded panes the dark dull lane outside, with a faint light from a neighbouring window falling on the wall opposite.
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I SAW A MAN HAD COME TO A STAND BEFORE THE DOOR

I was seeking for a part of the window that opened, and wondering whether, failing that, I should have the courage to burst the casement and run for it, when a step approaching along the lane set my heart beating. The step came nearer and paused, and peering out, my face nearer the glass, I saw a man had come to a stand before the door. I looked, and then, to say that my knees quivered under me but faintly expresses the terror I felt! For as the man moved he brought himself within the circle of light I have mentioned, and at the same time he raised his face, doubtless after searching in his pocket for the key; and through the glass my eyes met those of Ferguson.


CHAPTER XXVI

If, a few minutes before, I had thought myself the most unlucky of men and placed by that which had already happened beyond fear or misfortune, I knew better when I saw that sight from the window; and fell back into the darkness, as if even from the road and through the panes Fergusons eyes must discover me. Ignorant whether the room in which I stood contained anything to shelter me, or barewalled must of necessity discover me to the first person who entered with a light, my natural impulse, when the moment of panic passed, was to escape from it.

But it was not easy to do this in haste. By the time that, trembling in every limb, I had groped my way into the passage, the key was turning in the lock of the outer door, and I saw myself within an arms length of capture. This so terrified me that I sprang desperately for the staircase, but stumbled over the lowest step, and fell on my knees with a crash that seemed to shake the walls. For a moment the pain was so sharp that I could only lie where I fell; nor when, spurred by the imminence of the danger, I had got to my feet, could I do more than crawl up the stairs and crouch down on the landing, a little to one side, and out of eye-shot from below.

Willingly now, in return for present safety, would I have forgiven Fortune all her past buffets; for if Ferguson came up, as I thought him sure to come up, I was lost; since I could neither retreat without noise, nor if I could, knew where to hide. In this extremity, my heart beating so thickly that I could scarcely listen, and thought I must choke, I was relieved to hear Ferguson  after spending what seemed to me to be an age, striking flint and steel in the passage  go grumbling into the lower room, whence a glimmer falling on the wall of the passage told me that he had at last succeeded in procuring a light.

It was no surprise to me as I sweated and cringed in my hiding-place, to learn that he was in the worst of tempers. I heard him swear  as I supposed  at the open shutter; then, almost before I had thanked Providence for present safety, he was out again in the passage. I made no doubt that he was going to ascend now, and I gave myself up for lost. But instead, he stood and called Mary! Mary! Do ye hear, you hussy? If ye are hiding above there, it will be the worse for you, ye d  d baggage! Come down, dye hear me?

Surely now, I thought, getting no answer, he would come up, and my heart stood. But it seemed he called only to make sure, and not because he thought that she was above; for he went back into the lower room, and I heard him moving to and fro, and going about to light a fire, the crackling of which gave an odd note of cheerfulness in the house. I was beginning to weigh the possibility of slipping by the half-open door, on the chance of finding the outer door unfastened; and with this in view, had risen to my feet, when a key again grated in the lock, and supposing it to be Smith, I returned to my former position.

Had it been Smith, it would have been some comfort to me; for I thought him more prudent if no less dangerous than the plotter, and I fancied that I had more to fear from one than from two. But the step that entered was lighter than a mans, while Fergusons greeting told the rest and made the situation clear.

Ha, you are here at last, are you! he cried with an angry oath. Did you want me to break every bone in your body, lass, that you stayed out till now, and I to have the fire to light? You should have a pretty good tale to tell or have kept clear of this! Dye hear me? Speak, you viper, and dont stand there glowering like a wood-cat!

I am here now, was the answer. My heart leapt, for the voice was Marys; the tone, sullen and weary, I could understand.

Here now! he retorted. And that is to be all, is it? Perhaps, my girl, I will presently show you two minds about that. Where is the baggage?

It is not here.

Not here? he cried.

No, she answered.

And why not, you Jezebel?

You need not misname me, she answered coolly. I was followed and could not come here; and I could not carry it about with me all day. And I could not send it, for there was no one here to take it in. It is at the Spread Eagle in Gracechurch Street, to go by tomorrows waggon to Colchester. That is what I told them, but it can be fetched away to-morrow.

If I did not think you were a big liar, girl? he answered doubtfully; but I knew by his tone that he believed her.

You may think what you like, she replied.

And how do you think I am to do for to-night? he answered querulously.

You must do as you can, she said. You have your Hollands, and I have brought some bread and meat.

It is a dogs life, he said, with a snarl.

It is the life you choose, she retorted sharply.

Peste! he answered after a pause of sheer astonishment at her audacity. What is it to you, you slut?

Why, a dogs life too! and not of my choice! she cried passionately, her voice breaking. What am I better, as I live, than an orange girl in the streets? What do I get, and walk the pavement on your errands night and day? What do I get? And always hiding and sneaking, hiding and sneaking! And for what?

For your living, yon beggarly baggage! he roared. Who feeds you and clothes you, you graceless hussy? Who boards you and lodges you, and finds you in meat and malt, you feckless toad? You shameless  

Ay, call names! she answered bitterly  and it was not hard to discern that she was beside herself with the long sick waiting and the disappointment. It is what you are good for! It is all that your plots end in! Call names, and you are happy! But I am tired, and tired of it, I tell you. I am tired of bare boards and hiding, and all for what? For those that, when you have brought them back, you will be as fierce to oust as you are now to restore! And shameless it is you call me? she continued with feverish rapidity. Shameless? Have you not sent me out into the streets a hundred times, and close on midnight, and not a thought or care what would happen to me so long as your letter went safe? Have you not sent me where to be taken was to be jailed and whipped, and not a thought of pity or what a life it was for a girl? Have you not done this and more? she continued, breathless with passion. And more? And yet you take praise for feeding me! And call me graceless and shameless  

She paused and gave him room to speak, but though he put on a show of bluster it was evident her violence alarmed him. Odds name, and what is all this? he said. What ails the girl? What has set you up now, you vixen?

You! she cried vehemently. You and your trade!

Well, he said, with a sort of sullen reasonableness, and what is the matter with the trade? What is wrong with the trade, I say? Ill tell you this, my lass, you would live badly without it.

I would live honestly, she cried. And as my father lived!

You drab! he cried. Leave that alone.

At that, and when judging from the tone of his voice I expected him to break out with fresh oaths and curses, there was instead an astonishing silence, which fell for me at an unlucky moment, for forgetting, in my desire to see as well as hear, the risk I ran, I had crept down the stairs, and now lacked but a pace of seeing into the room. The noise ceasing, I dared neither take that step nor retreat; and it was only when the silence had continued so long that curiosity overcame fear, that I ventured the advance, and looking in, saw that the girl, her fire and fury gone, was leaning against the wall beside the hearth, her face averted; while Ferguson himself, in an attitude of dejection scarcely less marked, stood near her, his head bowed and his blood-shot eyes fixed on the fire.

Ay, he lived honestly, your father, he muttered at last. It is true, my lass. I grant it. But he had a fair wind, had Alan, and a short course; and if he had lived to be sixty, God knows! We are what we are made. I mind him well, and the burn we fished and the pickle things we took out, and your mother that played with us in her cutty sark, and not a shoe between us nor a bodle of money; but the green hills round us, and all we knew of the world that it lay beyond them. And that was all your father ever knew, my lass. And well for him! Ay, well for him! But woes me, and woe to the man who took my living, and woe to the evil King!

His voice was beginning to rise; in a moment he would have reached his usual pitch of denunciation, of which even now some of his many writings afford a pale reflection; but at the word King there came a sharp knocking at the door, and he paused. For me, I turned in a panic, and, heedless what noise I made, hurried up the stairs. The steps creaked under me, but fortunately the knocking was repeated so quickly and persistently that it covered the sound of my flight; and before I had more than ensconced myself in the old place, Ferguson, doubtless in obedience to some signal, was at the door and had opened it.

Immediately half-a-dozen men poured noisily in, breathing hard and growling in low tones, and passed into the room below. But until the outer door was closed and secured, nothing I could catch, though fear sharpened my ears, was said. Then, as Ferguson went in after them, one of the newcomers raised his voice in answer to a question, and cried with a rattling oath, What is up? What is up, old fox? Why, all is up! And well all swing for it before the month is over, if we cannot clear out to-night! You are a clever one, Mr. Ferguson, but you are caught this time, with better men. God! if I had the sneak here that peached on us, I would cut his liver out! I would  

Two or three voices joined in to the same tune and drowned his words, one asking where Prendergast was, another where Porter was, a third indulging in threats so horrid and blasphemies so profane that I turned cold where I crouched. I began to understand what had happened, and my situation; but that nothing might be spared me Ferguson, in a quavering voice that proved all was news to him, asked again what was the matter.

The Blues are moved, cried three or four at once. They were marching out when we left. The guards at Kensington are doubled, and the orders for the Kings hunting to-morrow are cancelled. They were hurrying to and fro calling the Council when we came away, and messengers were beginning to go round the taverns.

And they have seized the horses at the King of Bohemias Head, added another, so they know a lot.

But is it  certain? Ferguson asked, with a break in his voice.

Ay, as certain as that we shall hang if we do not get over! was the brutal answer.

And the Captain?

I have been at his lodgings. He has not been heard of since noon. He ordered his horse then and they say took the road; and hell to it, if that is so, he is half way to France by this! And safe! Safe, you devils, and we are left here caught like rats!

Ay, well go farther than France! one shrieked. As for me I am off. I shall  

No, by God, you dont! cried another; and flung himself, as it seemed to me, between him and the door. You dont go and sell the rest of us, and save your own neck. You  

Where is Porter? a third struck in.

And Prendergast?

They are not here! Nor Sir William! Nor Friend! So what is the good of talking like that?

He will make a fat hang, will Sir William! said one, with a mad laugh that died in his throat. It will cure his gout.

At that, one of the others cried with furious oaths for liquor; and I judged that Ferguson gave them of his Hollands. But it was little among so many, and was gone in a moment, and they calling for more. There is a keg upstairs, said he. In the back-room. But get it for yourselves. You have hung me. To think that I should have played the game with such fools.

They laughed recklessly, a savage note in their voices. Ay, you should have stuck to your pen, old fox, one cried. Then it was only the printer hung. But well drink your health before you swing. Up, Keyes, and fetch the stuff. It may be bad, but well drink to the squeezing of the rotten orange once more; if it be the last toast I drink!


CHAPTER XXVII

The terror that had gripped me on their first entrance, and driving all the blood in my body to my heart had there set it bounding madly  this terror I should vainly try to describe to persons who have never been in such a situation or within a few feet of death, as I then found myself. That, reckless and driven to the wall, the conspirators would sacrifice me to their vengeance if they discovered me I felt certain; and at any moment they might come up and discover me. Yet behind me were the confining walls of the rooms whence I knew of no exit, and before me, where alone evasion seemed to be possible, the open door of the room below, and the flood of light that issued from the doorway, forbade the attempt. I lay sweating and listening therefore, while they snarled and cursed in the black mood of men betrayed and hopeless; and yet because of the chance that after all they might go out as they had come, I could so far keep my terror within bounds.

Not so, when I heard Ferguson bid the man mount and fetch the keg. Had he come without a light I might still have controlled myself and kept quiet; and holding my breath though I were suffocated, and silencing my heart though I died, might have lain and let him pass in the darkness. Nay, had I crouched low, he need not have observed me with a light; for I was a little beside the stairhead, and to enter the room whence I had broken out he need not face me. But when I heard him stumbling upwards, a sudden sense of the loneliness of the house in that far corner of town came on me; and with it, an overwhelming perception of my helplessness and of the life and death struggle to which the men below were committed  so that death seemed to be in the air; which together so far overcame me that I did the last thing I should have expected. As the man came up the stairs, the light in his hand, I rose up and stood, gasping at him.

He paused and held up the light. The devil! he said, staring. And then, Who the  are you? Here, Ferguson! Heres your man!

The only answer from below was a roar for liquor.

What are you doing here? he went on, puzzled as much by my silence as my presence.

I am  going, I stammered; a desperate hope rising in my breast at sight of the mans perplexity. He might let me pass.

For aught I know he would have done so; and it is possible that I might have gone unseen by the open door below and gained the street. But as he stood staring, a second man came into the passage, and looked up and saw me. Hallo! he said. Who is that?

Fergusons man, Keyes answered. But, boil me, if I know what is the matter with him!

The other called Ferguson and he came out, and saw me; looked, and with a scream of rage, sprang up the stairs. In the fury of his wrath  he threw himself on me so suddenly and with so much violence and intention that I was a child in his hands; and but for the others exertions, who not understanding the matter tore him from me, I must have been choked out of hand. As it was I was black in the face, dizzy, and scarcely conscious when they freed me from him: nor in much better case for the respite. For with all they could do he would not release my shoulder, but dragging me down, cried breathlessly and continuously to the others to listen  to listen! That he had the traitor! that I was the informer! the spy, the blood-seller! And with that, and as he partly forced and partly tugged me down the men thickened round me, until dragged into the lighted room I found myself hemmed in by a circle of lowering faces and gloomy eyes, a circle that, look where I might, presented no breach or chance of escape, no face that pitied or understood. He who seemed to be in highest authority among them  afterwards I knew him for Charnock, the unfrocked Fellow of Magdalen, who suffered with King and Keyes  did indeed make Ferguson let me go; thrusting him back and calling on him to tell his tale, and have done with his blasphemy. But though I turned that way in momentary hope of aid, I read no encouragement in a face as stern and relentless as it was fanatical. A lamp hooked high on one wall, and so that it threw its light downwards, obscured half the circle, and flung a bright glare on the other half; but in light or shade, seen or unseen, and whether drink flushed it, or passion blanched it, every face that met my shrinking gaze seemed to be instinct with coming doom.

In such situations fear, which spurs some minds, paralyses others. Vainly I tried to think, to frame a defence, to deny or avoid. The glare of the lamp dazzled and confused me. To Fergusons passionate iterations, The Lord has delivered him into our hands! I tell you, the Lord has delivered him into our hands! There is your informer! I swear it! I can prove it! I could find no answer except a feeble, I am not! I am not! which I continued to repeat  while one plucked me this way that he might see me better, and another that way  until Keyes struck me on the mouth, and thrusting me back bade me be silent.

And you, too, Mr. Ferguson, Charnock said, raising his hand to still the tumult, have done with your blasphemy. And talk plainly. Say what you know, and have no fear; if what you allege be proved, we will do justice on him.

Ay, by  ! cried Cassel, the swearer. A life for a life.

But, first, what do you know? Charnock continued brusquely. Speak to the point. We must be gone by midnight if we are to save ourselves.

Then, and then only, I think, Ferguson, hitherto blinded by rage, became sensible of the fact that he stood himself in a dubious position; and that to tell all, and particularly to reveal the visit which the Secretary had paid to him at his lodgings, would, even with the addition of the attempt he had made on the Dukes life, place his conduct in a light far from favourable. Not only were the men before him in no mood to draw fine distinctions, or take all for granted, but it was on the credit of his name and as his tool that I had come to be mixed up in the matter and gained my knowledge of it. It took no great acuteness, therefore, to foresee that their suspicions, once roused, they would punish first and prove afterwards, and be as ready to turn on the master as the man.

These, when I came to review the scene afterwards, coolly and in safety, were, I had no doubt, the reflections that gave Ferguson pause at the last moment, and occasioned a kind of fit into which he fell at that  his eyes glaring, his jaws moving dumbly, and his hands springing out in uncouth gestures, like those of a man half-paralysed  a fit which at the time was set down to pure rage and a temper of mind always bordering on the insane. I suppose that in that moment, and under cover of that display, his crafty brain, apt in such crises, did its work, for when he found his voice he had his tale pat; and where truth and a lie most ingeniously and sometimes inexplicably mixed would scarcely serve his turn or win him credence, he imposed on them, even on Charnock, by pure scorn and an air of superior knowledge.

What I know? said he. You shall have it. It is enough to blast him ten times. To-day it happened that the Secretary came to me to my lodgings.

For a moment the roar of surprise which followed this statement, silenced him. But in a moment he recovered himself.

Ay! he said, looking round him, defiantly. The Secretary. What of it? Do you think that you know everything, or that everything is told to you? To-day, I say, the Duke of Shrewsbury came to my lodgings.

Why? cried Charnock, between his teeth. Why?

Why? Ferguson answered. Well, if you will have it, to send a message through me to the other Duke, as he has done three times before since his Grace has been in England.

To the Duke of Berwick?

What other Duke is there? the plotter asked, scornfully.

But G  ! If the Secretary knows that his Grace is in England  

Well?

What will he not know?

I cannot say what he will not know, Mr. Charnock, the plotter answered, with a cunning smile that brought his wig to his eyebrows. But I can say what he did not know. He knew nothing of your little business. For the rest, when he left me I missed my man here, and coming to enquire, learned that he had been seen to join the Secretary at the door of the house, speak to him, and go away with him. That was enough for me. I changed my lodging, slipped away here, and had been here an hour when you came. As soon as you said that some one had peached to-day I knew who it was. Then Keyes cried that he was here, and there he was.

But how did he come to be here? Charnock asked sternly, and with suspicion.

God knows! said Ferguson, shrugging his shoulders; I dont.

You did not bring him?

Go to, for a fool! Perhaps he came to listen, perhaps he was sent. He knew of this place. For the rest, I have told you all I know, and it is enough or should be. Hang the dog up! There is a beam and a hook. You hound, you shall swing for it! he shrieked, passionately, as he brought his crimson, blotched face close to mine, and threatened me with his two swollen fingers. You thought to outwit me, did you? You, you dog! You crossed me and thought to sell me, did you? You dolt! you zany! you are sold yourself! Sold and shall swing! Swing! Ay, and so shall all my enemies perish!

An end to that, said Charnock, pushing him away roughly. All the same, if this is true, he shall swing.

Well, it is true enough, cried a man thrusting himself forward, while with shaking knees and chattering teeth, and tongue that refused to do its work, I strove to form words, to speak, to say or do something  something that might arrest the instant doom that threatened me. It is true enough, continued he coolly. I was on the watch at the Kensington end this afternoon and saw the Secretary arrive and go in to the Dutchman. And he had this bully boy with him. I know him again and can swear to him.


CHAPTER XXVIII

I believe that it is one thing to confront with calmness a death that is known to be inevitable, and quite another and a far more difficult thing to assume the same brow where hope and a chance remain. I am not greatly ashamed, therefore, that in a crisis which amply justified all the horror and repugnance which mortals feel at the prospect of sudden and violent dissolution, I fell below the heroic standard, and said and did things, miles impar Achilli.

Nevertheless, it is with no good-will I dwell on the matter; in writing, as in life, there are decencies and indecencies; things to be told and others to be implied. Let few words then suffice, alike for the moment when Charnock, holding back the others, wrung from me, half-swooning as I was, the admission that I had been to Kensington, and that the sentry was not mistaken: and for those minutes of frenzied terror which followed, when screaming and struggling in their grasp, now trying to fling myself down, and now shrieking prayers for mercy, I was dragged to a spot below the hook, and held there by relentless fingers while a rope was being fetched from the next room. I had no vision, as I have read some have, of the things done in my life: but the set, dark faces that hemmed me in under the light, the grim looks of one, and the scared pallor of another, even Fergusons hideous visage as he hovered in the background, biting his nails between terror and exultation  all these, even enlarged and multiplied, I saw with a dreadful clearness, and a keenness of vision that of itself was torture.

Oh, God! I cried at last. Help! Help! For from man I could see no help.

Ay, man, pray, said Charnock, inexorably. Pray, for you must die. We will give you one minute. Here comes the rope. Who will fasten it?

A fool, cried a hard gibing voice, from somewhere beyond the circle. No other.

I started convulsively: I had forgotten the girls presence. So doubtless had the conspirators, for at the sound they turned quickly towards her; and, the ring of men opening out in the movement, she became visible to me. She stood confronting all, daring all. Her lips red, her face white as paper, her eyes glittering with a strange, wild fierceness. Long afterwards she told me that the sound of my shrieks and cries ringing in her ears had been almost more than she could bear: that as scream rose on scream she had driven the nails into her palms until her hands bled, and so only had been able to restrain herself, knowing well that if she would intervene to the purpose her time was not yet.

Now that it had come, nothing could exceed the mockery and scorn that rang in her tone. A fool, she cried, stridently, has fetched it, and a fool will fasten it! And, let who hang, they will hang. And two of you. Ay, you at the back there, will hang them. Why, you are fools, you are all fools, or you would take care that every man among you put his hand to the job, and was as deep as another. Or, if you like precedence, and it is a question of fastening  for the man who fetched, he is as good as dead already  let the hand that wove the noose, tie it! Let that man tie it! And with pitiless finger she pointed to the old plotter, who, sneaking, and cringing in the background, had already his eye on the door and his mind on retreat. Let him tie it! she repeated.

You slut! he roared, his eyes squinting, his face livid with fury. Your tongue shall be slit. To your garret, vixen.

But the others, as was not unnatural, saw the matter in a different light. By  , the wench is right! cried Cassel; and Keyes saying the same, and another backing him, there was a general chorus of Ay, the girl is right! The girl is right! At that the man who had brought the rope, threw it down. Theres for me! he said, gloomily, and with an ugly gleam in his eyes. Let the old devil take it up. It is his job, not mine, and if I swing, he shall swing too.

Fair! cried all. That is fair! And, That is fair, Mr. Ferguson, said Charnock. Do you put the rope round his neck.

I? Ferguson spluttered; glaring from under his wig.

Yes, you! the man who had brought the rope retorted with violence. You! And why not, Id like to know, my gentleman?

I am no hangman! cried the plotter, with a miserable assumption of dignity.

But the words and the evasion only inflamed the general rage. And are we? Cassel roared, with a volley of oaths. You covenanting, psalm-singing, tub-thumping old quill-driver! he continued. Do you think that we are here to do your dirty work, and squeeze throats at your bidding? Peste! For a gill of Hollands I would split your tongue for you. That and your pen have done too much harm already!

Peace! Charnock said. Go softly, man. And do you, Mr. Ferguson, take up the rope and do your part. Otherwise we shall have strange thoughts of you. There have been things said before, and it were well you gave no colour to them.

I cannot believe that even I, writhing as a few minutes before I had writhed in their hands, and screaming and begging for life, could have presented a more pitiable spectacle than Ferguson exhibited, thus brought to book. All the base and craven instincts of a low and cowardly nature, brought to the surface by the challenge thus flung in his face, he quailed and cowered before the men; and shifting his feet and breathing hard glanced askance, first at one and then at another, as if to see who would support him, or who could most easily be persuaded. But he found scant encouragement anywhere; the men, savage and ill-disposed, to begin, and driven to the wall, to boot, had now conceived suspicions, and in proportion as delay and his conduct diverted their rage from me, turned it on him with growing ferocity.

Here is the cock of the pit! cried Keyes, who seemed to be a trooper and a man of no education, lacking even the occasional French word or accent that betrayed the others sojourn with King Louis. D  him! He would have us hang the man, but wont lay a finger on him himself! He is no Ketch, isnt he? Well, I hang no man either, unless I put a hand on him. And he pointed full at the plotter.

A murmur of assent, stern and full of meaning, echoed his words.

Mr. Ferguson, said Charnock, with grave politeness, you hear what this gentleman says? And mind you, if you ask me, he has reason. A few minutes ago you were forward with us to hang this person. And among gentlemen to urge another to do what you will not do yourself, lays you open to comment. It may even be pretended, that if your rogue informed, you were not so ignorant of the fact as you would have us believe you.

It was wonderful to see how the men, sore and desperate, caught at that notion, and with what greedy ferocity they turned on the knave who, only a few moments before, had swayed their passions to his will. It was to no purpose that Ferguson, head and hands shaking as with a palsy, strove frantically to hurl back the accusation. His wonted profanity seemed to fail him on this occasion, while the violence which had daunted men of saner temperaments proved no match for Cassels brutality, who, breaking in on him before he had stammered a score of words, called him liar and sneak, and, denouncing him with outstretched finger, was in the act to hound his comrades on him, when something caught the ear of one of them, and with a cry of alarm this man, who stood near the door, raised his hand for silence.

Rage died down in the others faces, and involuntarily they clustered together. But the panic was of short duration; hardly had the alarm been given and taken, or the lamp which hung against the wall been snatched down and shaded, before the sound of a key in the door reassured the conspirators. For me, who throughout the scene, last described, had leaned half-swooning against the wall, listening, with what feelings the reader may easily judge, to the contest for my life  for me, who now stood reprieved, and for the moment safe, any change might be expected to be fraught with terror. But whether I had passed the bitterness of death, or sheer terror had exhausted my capacity for suffering, it is certain that I awaited the event with lack-lustre eyes; and hearing a cry of, Its Mat Smith! felt neither fear nor surprise, nor even moved, when Smith entered, followed by a woman, and with a quick glance took in the room and its occupants.

Good, said Cassel with an oath. I thought that the soldiers were on us. But if they had been, curse me, but I would have sent this old Judas to his place before me!

Smith looked with a grim smile from the speaker to Ferguson; and raising his eyebrows, Judas, said he, with ironical politeness, as he laid his cloak and cane upon the table, is it possible that you refer to my friend Mr. Ferguson?

Strangle your friend! Cassel answered coarsely. Do you know that his man there has blown on the thing and sold us?

Smiths eye had already found me, where I leaned against the wall, my hands tied. I see, he said coolly. I knew before that the game was up; and I have been somewhere, and warned someone, he added, with a glance at Charnock, who nodded. But I did not know how they had the office.

He gave it! That is how they had it! Cassel retorted. And it is my belief that like man like master! And that that poor piece there would no more have dared to inform without his patrons leave than  

He left the end of his sentence to be understood; but Charnock, taking up the tale and disregarding Fergusons mutterings, described in a few words what had happened. When he came to the girls intervention in my behalf, the woman who had entered with Smith, and who, though she seemed to be known to the conspirators  for her appearance caused no remark  had hitherto remained fidgetting in the background, moved forward into the room; and approaching the girl, who was sitting moodily at a table by the fire, touched her cheek with her fingers, and slipping her hand under her chin, turned up her face. To this the girl made no resistance, and the two women remained looking into one anothers eyes for a long minute. Then the elder, who was the same woman I had seen with Smith at the great ladys house in the outskirts, let the girls face drop again, with a little flirt of her fingers.

Doris and Strephon, I see? she said with a sneer.


CHAPTER XXIX

What the girl answered I did not catch, for as she raised her head again to reply, my ear caught the sound of rising danger. Ferguson was speaking, his words, no longer coherent, a mere frothing of oaths and calling of hideous fates on his head if he had ever betrayed, if he had ever sold, if he had ever deceived, now ran in a steady current of wrathful denunciation. And the men listened; he had their ears again; he was no longer on his trial. Afterwards I learned that while my attention was astray with the women. Smith, by stating what I had stated to him  namely, that the Secretary had used Ferguson as the intermediary through whom to warn Berwick  had confirmed the plotters story, and at a stroke had restored his position. Whereon, full of spite, and desperately certain that however exposed he lay on other sides I at any rate knew enough to hang him, the wretched man had set himself anew to compass my destruction. Deterred neither by the check he had received, nor by the gloomy looks of the conspirators, who responded but sluggishly to his appeal, he drove home again and again, and with wild words and wilder oaths, the one point on which he relied, the one point that was so dear to him that he could not understand their hesitation.

Waste of time? he cried. We would be better employed looking to ourselves and slipping away to Romney, would we? But you are fools! You are babes! There is the evidence that can swear to you all! There is the evidence keen to do it! There is the evidence in your hands! And you will let him escape?

There is evidence without him, said King sulkily. Where is Prendergast?

Oh, he is honest.

But where is he? And where is Porter?

Where is Sir John Fenwick for that matter? replied the man who had answered for Prendergast. He is too high and mighty to mix with us, and will only eat the chestnut when we have got it out of the fire. For that matter, where are Friend and Parkyns? They are not here.

Pshaw! Ferguson cried, in a rage at the digression. Why will you be thinking of them? Cannot you see that they are tainted, they are in it? They cannot if they will! And they are gentlemen besides, and not dirty knaves like this fellow.

For the matter of that, said Cassel, bluntly, Preston was a lord. But he sold Ashton.

The words brought a kind of cold breath of suspicion into the room, at the chill touch of which each looked stealthily at his neighbour, as if he said, Is it he? Or he? Ferguson seeing on this that he made little progress, and that the men, though they looked at me vengefully, were not to be kindled, grew furious and more furious, and began to storm and rave. But Charnock in a moment cut him short.

Mr. Ferguson is so far right, said he, that if we let this person go to perfect his evidence against us, we shall be very foolish. Clearly, it is to set a premium on treason.

Then let Mr. Ferguson deal with him, Cassel answered, curtly. He is his man, and it is his business. I dont lay a hand on him, and that is flat.

Nor I! Nor I! cried several, with eagerness. God knows if they thought in their hearts to curry favour with me.

You are all mad! Ferguson cried, beating the air.

And you are a coward! Cassel retorted. Id as soon trust him as you. If you are taken youll peach, Ferguson! G   you! I know you will. You will peach! You are as white-livered a cur as ever lived!

Then, seeing them divided, and the most bloody-minded of them  for such Cassel had been a short time before  taking up my cause, I thought that for certain the bitterness of death was past; and I took courage, discerning for the first time solid land beyond the deeps and black suffocating fears through which I had passed. For the first time I allowed my thoughts to dwell on the future, and myself to hope and plan. But the warm current of returning life had scarcely coursed through my veins and set my heart beating, before Charnocks cold voice, taking up the tale, smote on my ear, and in a moment dashed my jubilation. There was that in his tone gripped my heart afresh.

Peace, man, he said. Peace! Is this a time to be bickering? Let us be clear before we separate, what is to be done with this man. For my part, I am not for letting him go.

Nor I, said Smith, speaking almost for the first time.

The others, lately so hot and impassioned, looked at the speakers and at one another with a sort of apathy.

Only Ferguson cried violently, Nor I, by  ! Nor I. We are many, and what is one life?

Quite so, Mr. Ferguson, Charnock retorted. But will you take the life?

The plotter drew back as he had drawn back before. It is everybodys business, he muttered.

Then will you take part in it? You are the first to condemn. Will you be one to execute?

Ferguson moistened his lips with his tongue, and, swallowing with an effort, looked shiftily at me and away again. The sweat stood on his face. For me, I watched him, fascinated; watched him, and still he did not answer.

Just so, said Charnock, at last. You will not. And that being so, is there anyone else who will? If not, what is to be done?

Put him in a lugger, Keyes cried, at the bridge; and by morning  

He wall be taken off at the Nore, Cassel answered scornfully. And you too if you think to get off that way. There are more Billops in the Pool than the Billop who gave up Ashton.

Gag him and leave him here.

And have him found by the messengers to-morrow morning? Cassel answered. As well and better, call a chair, and pay the chairmen, and bid them take him to the Secretarys office with our compliments.

Well, if not here, in one of the other pens. Ferguson knows plenty.

The woman who had come in with Smith laughed. That might answer, she said, if his sweetheart were not here. Do you think she would leave him to starve?

There was a general stir and muttering as the men turned to the girl. Pooh, said one, it is Fergusons girl.

And your spys sweetheart, the woman repeated.

The girl lifted her head and showed the room a face pale, weary, and dull-eyed. He is nothing to me, she said.

And the men would have believed her; but the woman, with a swift, cat-like movement, seized her wrist and held it. Nothing to you, my girl, isnt he? she cried. Then you have the fever or the small-pox on you! One, two, three  

Her face flaming, the girl sprang up and snatched away her hand.

The woman laughed  and how I hated her! He is nothing to you, isnt he? she said in a mocking tone. Yet what will you not give me to save him, my chick? What will you not give me to see him safe out of this house? What  ?

Peace, peace! cried Charnock. Time is everything, and we are wasting it. Unless we would be taken, every man of us, we should be half-way to Romney Marsh by morning.

Will you leave him to me! said Smith suddenly.

Leave him?

Ay. Or better, let me have two minutes talk with him here, and if he comes to my way of thinking, I will answer for him.

Answer for him? cried Ferguson, with a sneer. If you answer for him no better than I did, you will give us small surety.

Ay, but I am not you, Mr. Ferguson, Smith retorted, in a tone of contempt, whereat the older man writhed impotently.

This person  Mr. Taylor or Mr. Price  or whatever his name is  knows me and that what I say I do.

Well, do  what you like with him, Charnock answered peevishly, so that you stop his mouth.

To my great joy the other men assented in the same tone, being glad to be rid of the burden. It may seem strange to some that those who had prepared an hour before to take my life, should now be as ready to let me go; but there are few men who are eager to take life in cold blood, and kill a man as they would a sheep. Moreover, in favour of these men  on whose memory the Assassination Plot has cast obloquy not altogether deserved, since few of them were assassins in the strict sense, and the worst of all, Ferguson, escaped his just fate  in their favour I say, it is to be observed that the fact which they designed, however horrid in the eyes of good citizens, and certainly not to be defended by me, was not in their sight so much a murder as an act of private warfare carried into the enemys country. So fully I am persuaded was this the case, that had it been a question of stabbing the King in the back, or shooting him from a window, I believe not one would have volunteered. Let this stand to their credit: to the credit of men whom I saw and have described at their worst, drunken, reckless, ill-combined, and worse governed; whose illegal design had it been accomplished, must have postponed the Protestant succession in these realms; but who, misguided and betrayed as they were by leaders more evil than themselves, evinced some spark of chivalry in their lives  for all did it in a measure for a cause  and in their sufferings a fortitude that would have become better men and a nobler effort.

So much of them. One released my hands, and another at Smiths request found him a light; and my new protector bidding me follow him, and leading the way upstairs to the bare room at the back whence I had broken out, those we left were deep in muttered plans and whisperings of the Marsh, and Hunts house, and Harrisons Inn at Dimchurch, before we were out of hearing.

Smiths first act, when we reached the room above, was to close the door upon us. This done, he set his candle on the floor  whence its flame threw dark wavering outlines of our figures on the ceiling  and moved to the hearth. Here, while I stared, wondering at his silence, he searched for some spring or handle, and finding it, caused a large piece of the wainscot to fall out and reveal a cavity about three feet deep and six long. He beckoned me to bring the candle and look in, and supposing it to be a secret way out, I did so. However, outlet there was none. The place was nothing more than a concealed cupboard.
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THE PLACE WAS NOTHING MORE THAN A CONCEALED CUPBOARD

Well? he said, when he had moved the candle to and fro that I might see the better  his face the while wearing a smile that caught and held my gaze. Well? what do you think of it, Mr. Taylor?

I did not understand him, and I said so, trembling.

It is a tolerable hiding-place? said he.

I nodded; to please him I would have said it was a palace.

And not a bad prison?

I nodded again; staring at him, fascinated. I began to understand.

And a grave?

I shuddered. What do you mean? I muttered.

Lay a man in there, bound hand and foot, and gagged; what would you find in a years time, Mr. Price? Not much.

I stared at him.

If they knew of that downstairs, he continued, stopping to snuff the candle with his fingers, then looking askance at me, would they use it, I wonder? Would they use it? What do you think, Mr. Price?

Again I made no answer.

Shall I tell them? said he easily.

What  what do you want? I whispered hoarsely.

That is better, said he, nodding. Well, to be candid, almost nothing. Two pledges. First, that you will give no evidence against anyone here. That of course.

I muttered assent. I was ready to promise anything.

And secondly, that you will, when I call upon you, do me a little favour, Mr. Price. It is a small matter, a trifle I asked you at my ladys house three days back. Promise to do that for me, as and when I demand performance, and in ten minutes from this time you shall leave the house, safe, free, and unhurt.

I promise, I said eagerly. I promise honestly!

But even while I spoke  this seemed to be the strangest of all the things that had happened to me that night, that this man should think it worth while to pledge me under such circumstances, or value at a groat a promise so given. For the pledge was a pledge to do ill, and as soon as he and the other conspirators were laid by the heels or had fled the country, what sanction remained to bind me? I saw that as I spoke, and promised  and promised. And would have promised fifty times  with the reservation that I did so under force majeure. Who would not have done the same, being in my place?

But I suppose I answered too quickly to please him, and so he read my thoughts, or he had it in his mind from the first to read me a lesson, for the words were scarcely out of my mouth before he slid his hand into his breast with the ugliest smile I ever saw on a mans face; and he signed to me to get into the cupboard. Get in, he said, between his closed teeth; and then when, terrified by the change in him and the order, I began to back from it, Get in! he said, in a voice that set me shaking; or take the consequences. Do you hear me? I am no Ferguson to threaten and no more.

I dared resist no longer, and I crawled in, trembling and praying him not to shut me in  not to shut me in.

Lie down! he said, gloating on me with cruel eyes, and his hand still in his breast.

I lay down, praying for mercy.

On your back! On your back! he continued. And your hands by your sides. So! That is better. Now listen to me, Mr. Price, and think on what I say. When you want to be laid out for good as you are laid out now, when you are ready for your coffin and shroud  and the worms  then break your promise to me, for coffin and shroud and worms will be ready. Think of that  think of that and of me when the temptation comes. And hark you, you fancy, he went on, fixing his eyes on mine, and you count on it, that I shall be taken with the others, or escaping shall be where you need not fear me. Dont deceive yourself. If a week hence I am in prison, take that for a sign, and please yourself. But if I am free, obey, obey  or God help you!

I know not how to describe with any approach to fidelity the peculiar effect which words apparently so simple had on me, or the terror, out of all proportion to the means chosen  for he spoke without oath, violence, or passion  into which they threw me, and which was very far from passing with the sound. I had feared Ferguson, but I feared this man more, a hundred times more! And yet I can give no reason, adduce no explanation, save that he spoke quietly, and so seemed to mean all and something beyond what he said. The plans for deceiving him and breaking my word which I had entertained a moment before melted into thinnest air while I lay and sweated in my narrow berth, not daring to move eye or limb until he gave me leave.

And he, as if he knew how fear of him grew on me under his gaze  or in sheer cruelty, I know not which  kept me there, and sat smiling and smiling at me (as the devil may smile at some dead man passed beyond redemption)  kept me there God knows how long. But so long, and to such purpose, that when at length he bade me rise, and looking closely into my face, nodded, and told me I might go  nay, later than that, when he had led me downstairs and opened the door for me, and supported me through it  for in the cold air I staggered like a drunken man  even then, I say, so heavy was the spell of fear laid on me, and such his power, I dared not move or stir until he had twice  smiling the second time  bidden me go. Go, man, said he, you are free. But remember!


CHAPTER XXX

Few men are condemned to such an ordeal as that through which I had passed; and though some who read this, and are as remote from death as the wife, that may be any day, and must be one day, is from the young bachelor  though some, I say, and in particular those who never saw blade drawn in anger in their lives, but have done all their fighting in the cock-pit, may think that I carried it poorly in the circumstances, and with none of the front and bravado suitable to the occasion, I would have them remember the old saying, Ne sutor supra crepidam, and ask of a scholar only a scholars work. I would have them remember that in the shadow of the scaffold, even a man so gallant by repute as the Lord Preston of that day, stooped to be an evidence; and that in the same situation the family pride of Richard Hampden availed as little as the reckless courage of Monmouth, or the effrontery of Sir John Fenwick, to raise its owner above the common level.

Simpliciter, it is one thing to vapour at the Cocoa-tree among wits and beaux, and another to take the hazard when the time comes, as no less a person than my Lord Bolingbroke discovered, and that no farther back than 14. I would have large talkers to remember this. For myself I am content that I came through the trial with my life; and yet, not with so much of that either, that anything surer than instinct guided my steps when all was over to the Dukes home in St. Jamess Square, where arriving, speechless and helpless, it was wonderful I was not put to the door without more. Fortunately, my lord, marvelling at my failure to return before, and mindful, even in the turmoil of that evening, of the service I had done him in the day, had given orders in my behalf; and on my arrival I was recognised, half dead as I was, and taken to the stewards room, and being let blood by a surgeon who was hastily called in, was put to bed, all who saw me supposing that I was suffering from vertigo, or some injury, though no marks of blows on the head could be discovered.

That was a night long remembered in London. Messengers with lights, attended by files of soldiers, were every hour passing through the streets, searching houses and arresting the suspected. From mouth to mouth rumours of the conspiracy flew abroad; at nine oclock it was stated, and generally believed, that the King was wounded; at ten that he had been seized; later that he was dead. Early in the evening the draw-bridge at the Tower was drawn, and the sentries were doubled; the City gates were closed and guarded; a whole battalion stood all night under arms at Kensington; the Council was in perpetual sitting; many houses were lighted from eve to dawn; nor since the great panic of Beachy Head in 90 had there been an alarm so deep or widespread.

If this was so in the city generally, at the Secretarys residence, whither many of the prisoners were brought for examination as soon as they were taken, the excitement was at its height. The Square outside, then unenclosed, was occupied all night by successive groups of sight-seers, or of persons more nearly interested in the event. One consequence of this was that, with all this astir without, my case attracted the less notice within; and, unheeded and almost forgotten  which, perhaps, was the better for me  I was left in peace to sleep off the shock and fright I had experienced, of which the severity may be gauged by the fact that the afternoon of the next day was well advanced before I awoke, and finding myself in bed in a strange room, with cold broth and a little wine standing on a stool at my elbow, sat up, and looked round me in amazement. The steep slope of the ceiling towards the window, and the heavy flattened eaves which projected over the latter, soon apprised me that I lay under the leads of a great house; but this was the extent of my knowledge. However, my stomach presently called for food, and I took it; and my head ceasing to swim, I began to recall what had happened to me; and rising, and going to the window, I recognised the great and fashionable Square on which my window looked. At that and the thoughts of what I had gone through, and the danger I had escaped, I fell to quaking again, and for a moment the dizziness returned. But presently, the cheerful aspect of the room much aiding me, I recovered myself, and dressing, and finishing the food, I prepared to descend.

No need to say that I wondered much at all I saw, and particularly at the handsome and stately proportions of the staircase, which I descended without seeing any person until I reached the landing on the first floor. Here, looking timidly over the balustrade, I discovered that the buzz and hum of voices which I had heard as soon as I opened my door, came from the hall below, which appeared to be paved with heads. First and nearest to where I stood were clustered on the lower steps of the staircase a number of persons whom I took to be servants, and who, standing as if in the boxes of a theatre, were taken up with staring at what went on on the floor below them, and particularly at a row of eight or nine men, who seated on chairs along one side of the hall, seemed to be in the charge of a messenger and some tipstaves, and to be prisoners awaiting examination. Between these last and the stairs occupying the floor of the hall, and both moving and standing still, were a crowd of persons of condition, the greater part, to all appearance, clients of the Duke, or officers and persons who, having the entrée, had stepped in out of curiosity to see the sight.

However, I had no eyes for these, for with a beating heart I recognised among the dejected prisoners seated along the wall, four whom I knew. King, Keyes, Cassel, and Ferguson himself, and I had anything but a mind to stay to be recognised in my turn. I was in the act of withdrawing, therefore, as quietly as I could, when I saw with a kind of shock that the prisoner at the end of the row, the one nearest to me and farthest from the door, was a girl. It scarcely needed a second glance to tell me that the girl was Mary. The light at that inner extremity of the hall was waning, and her face, always pale and now in shadow, wore an aspect of grey and weary depression that, natural as it was under the circumstances, went to my heart, and impressed me deeply in proportion as I had always found her hard and self-reliant. But moved as I was, I dared not linger, since to linger might be to be observed. With a light foot, therefore, I carried out my first intention, and drawing back undiscovered, sneaked up the staircase to my room.

My clue in the circumstances was clear. Plainly it was to lie close and keep quiet and shun observation until the crisis was passed; then by every means in my power  saving always the becoming an evidence in court, which was too dangerous  to deserve the Dukes favour; and as to the pledge I had given to Smith, to be guided by the future.

Such a line of conduct was immensely favoured by the illness to which I had so fortunately succumbed. Once back in my bed, I had only to lie there, and affect weakness; and in a day or two I might hope that things would be so far advanced that my share in them and knowledge of them would go for little, and I, on the ground of the personal service I had done his Grace, might keep his favour  yet run no risk.

In fact nothing could seem more simple than such a line of conduct; on which, the western daylight that still lingered in the room, giving my retreat a most cheerful aspect, I felt that I had every reason to hug myself. After the miseries and dangers of the past week I was indeed well off. Here, in the remote top floor of my lords great house in the Square, I was as safe as I could be anywhere in the world, and I knew it.

But so contrary is human nature, and so little subject to the dictations of the soundest sense, that I had not lain in my bed five minutes, congratulating myself on my safety, before the girl, and the wretchedness I had read in her face, began to trouble me. It was not to be denied that she had gone some way towards saving my life  if she had not actually saved it; and I had a kind of feeling for her on that account. True, things were greatly altered since we had agreed to go to Romford together, et nuptias facere; I had got no patron then, nor such prospects as I now had, these troubles once overpast. But for all that, it troubled me to think of her as I had seen her, pale and downcast; and by-and-by I found myself again at the door of my room with my hand on the latch. Thence I went back, shivering and ashamed, and calling myself and doubtless rightly a fool; and tried, by watching the crowd in the Square  but timidly, since even at that height I fancied I might be recognised  to divert my thoughts. With so little success in the end, however, that presently I was stealing down the stairs again.

I knew that it was impossible I could pass down the main staircase and through the servants unobserved, but I took it that in such a house there must be a backstairs; and coming to the first floor I turned craftily down the main corridor leading into the heart of the house, and pretty quickly found that staircase  which was as good as dark  and crept down it still meeting no one; a thing that surprised me until I stood in the long passage on the ground floor corresponding with the corridor above, and found that the door, which from its position should cut it off from the front hall, was fastened. Tantalised by the murmur of voices in the hall, and my proximity, I tried the lock twice; but the second effort only confirming the result of the first, I was letting down the latch as softly as I could, hoping that I should not be detected, when the door was sharply flung open in my face, all the noise and heat of the hall burst on me, and in the opening appeared a stout angry man, who glared at me as if he would eat me.

What are you doing here? he cried, when twice I have told you   There he stopped, seeing who it was, and Hallo! he continued in a different and more civil tone, it is you, is it? Are you better?

Afterwards I learned that he was Mr. Martin, my lords house-steward, but at the time I knew him only for someone in authority; and I muttered an excuse. Well, come through, now you are here, he continued sharply. But the orders are strict that this door be kept locked while this business is going. You can see as well, or better, from the stairs. There, those are the men. And a rare set of Frenchified devils they look! Charnock is in with my lord now, and I hope he may not blow him up with gunpowder or some fiendish trick.

He had scarcely told me when, a stir in the body of the hall announcing a new arrival, a cry was raised of Room for my Lord Marlborough and my Lord Godolphin! and the press falling to either side out of respect, I had a glimpse of two gentlemen in the act of entering; one, a stout and very noble-looking man of florid complexion, the other stout also and personable, but a trifle smug and solemn. The steward had no sooner heard their names announced, than in a great fluster he bade me keep the door a minute; and pushing himself into the throng, he went with immense importance to receive them.

So by a strange piece of luck at the moment that the check of his presence was withdrawn, I found myself standing within three feet of the girl, whose seat was close to the door; moreover, the movement, by thrusting those who had before occupied the floor back upon the line of prisoners, had walled us in, as it were, from observation. Under these circumstances our eyes met, and I looked for a flush of joy and surprise, a cry of recognition at least; but though Mary started, and for an instant stared at me wide-eyed, her gaze fell the next moment, and muttering something inaudible, she let her chin sink back on her breast.

I did not remember that she, supposing I had informed, and ignorant of the scene which had bound me to the Duke of Shrewsbury, would see nothing surprising in my presence in his house, and more deeply wounded than I can now believe possible by her demeanour, I bent over her.

Dont you know me? I whispered. Mary!

She shivered, but retained the same attitude, her eyes on the floor.

Can I do anything for you? I persisted; but this time I spoke more coldly; her silence began to annoy me.

She looked up then with a wan smile; and, with lips so dry that they scarcely performed their office, spoke. You can let me escape, she said.

That is impossible, I answered promptly  to put an end to such notions. And then to comfort her, Besides, what can they do to you! I said confidently. Nothing! You are not a man, and they do not burn women for treason now, unless it is for coining. Cheer up! They  

They will send me to the Compter  and whip me, she muttered, shuddering so suddenly and violently that the chair creaked under her. And then, If you can get me away, she continued, moistening her lips and speaking with her eyes averted, Well! But if not you had better leave me. You do me no good, she added, after a slight pause, and with a sob of impatience in her voice.

I knew that it was not unlikely that the House of Correction would be her fate; and that such a fate, even to a decent woman  and she was a girl!  might be less tolerable than death. And I felt something of the horror and lurking apprehension that parched her mouth and strained her eyes. The hall was growing dark round us, and the throng of persons of all sorts that filled it, poisoning the air with their breathing and the odour of their clothes, I experienced an astonishing loathing of the confinement and the place. I saw this the beginning of the dreary road which she had to travel; and my heart revolting with the pity of it, and the future of it, I fell into a passion, and did a thing I very seldom did. I swore.

And then  heaven knows how I went on to a thing so unwise and reckless, and in every way so unlike me! Certainly it was not the mere opportunity tempted me  though a chance more favourable, the general attention being completely engrossed by the two noblemen, could not have been conceived  yet it was certainly not that, I say, for I did it on the impulse of the moment, in sheer blind terror, not looking to see whether I were watched or not. Nor did it arise from any farther suggestion on the girls part. In fact, all I remember of it is that, in a paroxysm of pity, feeling rather than seeing that the people round us completely hid us, I touched the girls shoulder, and that she looked up with a wild look in her eyes  and that determined me. So that without thinking I unlocked the door in a trembling, fumbling sort of manner, and passed her through it, and followed her, no one except Cassel, the prisoner who sat next her, being the wiser. Had I been prudent, or acted under anything but the impulse of the moment, I should have let her go through, and trusting to her womans wits to get her clear of the house, have remained on guard myself as if nothing had happened; and certainly this would have been the safer way, since I could have sworn, when I was challenged, that no one had passed through the door. But I had not the nerve to think of this or remain, and I went with her.

The thing once done, my first thought, and the natural, if foolish, impulse on which I acted was to take her to my room, hers to follow where I led. The passage beyond the door was dark, but taking no thought of slip or stumble, in a moment I had her up the small staircase which led to the first floor, and through the door at the head of the flight into the long corridor, which, spacious, lofty, and comparatively light  in every way the strangest opposite to the crowded hall below  ran from the well of the great staircase into the depths of the house. By involving her in this upper part of the house, whence escape was impossible, and where prolonged search must inevitably discover her, I was really doing a most foolish thing. But in the event it mattered nothing, for as we reached the corridor, and paused to cast a wary glance down its length this way and that  I, for my part, shaking like an aspen, and I doubt not as white as a sheet  a single footstep rang on the marble floor that edged the matting of the passage, and the next moment the Duke himself, issuing from a doorway no more than five paces away, came plump upon us.

The surprise was so complete that we had no time to move, and we stood as if turned to stone. Yet even then, if I had retained perfect presence of mind, and bethought me that he might not know the girl, and would probably deem her one of his household  a still-room maid or a seamstress  all might have been well. For though he did, in fact, know the girl, having questioned her not half an hour before, it was on me that his eye alighted; and his first words were proof that he suspected nothing.

Are you better? he said, pausing with the kindness and consideration that so well became him  nay, that became no other man so well. I am glad to see that you are about. We shall want you presently. What was it?

And then, if I had answered him at once, I have no doubt that he would have passed on; but my teeth chattered so pitiably that I could only gape at him; and on that, seeing in a moment that something was wrong, he looked at my companion, and recognised her. I saw his eyes open wide with astonishment, and his mouth grew stern. Then, But what  what, sir, is this? he cried. And what do you  

He said no more, for as he reached that word the door beside me opened gently, and a man slid round it, looked, saw the Duke, and stood, his mouth agape, a stifled oath on his lips. It was Cassel, his hands shackled.

At this fresh appearance the Dukes astonishment may be imagined, and could scarcely be exceeded. He stared at the door as if he questioned who still remained behind it, or who might be the next to issue from it. But then, seeing, I suppose, something whimsical and bizarre in the situation  which there certainly was, though at the time I was far from discerning it  and being a man who, in all circumstances, retained a natural dignity, he smiled; and recovering himself before any one of us, took a tone between the grave and ironical. Mr. Cassel? he said. Unless my eyes deceive me? The gentleman I saw a few minutes ago?

The same, the conspirator answered jauntily; but his anxious eyes roving beside and behind the Duke belied his tone.

Then, perhaps, my lord answered, taking out his snuff-box, and tapping it with a good-humoured air, you will see, sir, that your presence here needs some explanation? May I ask how you came here?

The devil I know or care, your Grace! Cassel answered. Except that I came into your house with no good-will, and if I could have found the door should not have outstayed my welcome.

I believe it, said my lord drily, if I believe nothing else. But you have lost the throw. And that being so, may I beg that you will descend again? I am loth to use force in my own house, Mr. Cassel, and to call the servants would prejudice your case. If you are wise, therefore, I think that you will see the wisdom of retiring quietly.

Have no fear, I will go, the man answered with sufficient coolness. I should not have come up, but that I saw that Square-toes there smuggle out the girl, and as no one was looking it seemed natural to follow.

Oh! said the Duke, flashing a glance at me that loosened my knee-joints. He smuggled her out, did he?

He could not do much less, the conspirator answered. She saved his life yesterday.

Indeed!

Ay, when Ferguson would have hung him like a dog! And not far wrong either! But mum! I am talking. And save him or no, I did not think the creature had the spunk to do the thing. No, I did not.

Ah! said my lord, looking at him attentively.

No, and as for the wench, your Grace   and with the word Cassel dropped his voice, she is no more than a child. You have enough. It is all over. Sacré nom de Dieu, let her go, my lord. Let the girl go.

The Duke raised his eyebrows. I see no girl, said he, slowly. Of whom are you talking, Mr. Cassel?

I do not know who was more astonished at that, Cassel or I. True, the girl was gone; for a moment before, the Dukes back being half-turned, she had slipped into a doorway a couple of paces away, and there I could hear her breathing even now. But that my lord had failed to detect the movement I could no more believe than that he had failed to see the girl two minutes before, when, as clearly as I ever saw anything in my life, I had seen him examine her features.

Nevertheless, I see no girl, he repeated coolly. But I see you, Mr. Cassel; and as the alarm maybe given at any moment, and I do not choose to be found with you, I must beg of you to descend at once. Do you, sir, he continued, addressing me sharply, go with him, and when you have taken him back to the hall bring me the key of the door.

Well, I am d  d! said Cassel.

For the first time the Duke betrayed signs of anger. Go, sir; he said. And do you  this to me bring me the key of that door.

Cassel turned as if to go; then with difficulty lifting his hands to his head he took off his hat. My lord, he said, you are well called the King of Hearts. For a Whig you are a d  d good fellow!


CHAPTER XXXI

What was preparing, or what my lord intended by conduct so extraordinary I had no time to consider. For though I got Cassel into the hall again undetected  which was of itself a marvel  when it came to taking the key from the lock my hand shook so violently with fear and excitement that the first attempt failed. Before I had succeeded the steward bustled up through the crowd, and seeing what I was about, bade me desist with some roughness.

Do you want an escape that way? said he, bursting with importance. Leave it to me. Here, hands off, man. And he drew me into the hall and locked the door.

So there I was, fixed as it were in the girls empty place, with Cassel grinning at me on one side and the steward grumbling on the other, and the crowd so thick about us that it was impossible for me to budge an inch. It amazed me that the girls absence had not yet been noticed, but I knew that in no short time it must be, and my misery was in proportion. Presently Hallo, cried the steward, peeping first on one side of me and then on the other. Where is that slut that was here?

In with your master, said Cassel coolly.

But Charnock is with him.

Well, I suppose he can have two at a time if he pleases, Mr. Pudding-head! Thousand devils! Are we going to be kept in this crowd all night?

The steward sniffed his indignation, but the answer satisfied him for the time; and the messengers and tipstaves being engaged at the farther end of the hall in shepherding their prisoners on the side of the house-door, and being crowded upon besides by gentlemen whom they feared to offend, had no notion of what had happened or that their tale was not complete. Someone had lowered and lighted a round lanthorn that hung in the middle of the hall; but the light hanging low, and being intercepted by the heads of those before us, barely reached the corner in which I stood. Still I knew that this was but a respite, and my relief and joy were great, when a cry of Price! Price! was raised, and Price! Who is he? His Grace wants Price! passing from lip to lip, the steward thrust me forward, and called to the nearest to make a way for me; and this being done I was speedily passed through the crowd to a door at the farther side of the hall, where two servants who stood on guard there, having satisfied themselves that I was the man, I was admitted.

I knew that I was not yet out of the wood. Moreover I had cause to doubt how I now stood in the Dukes favour, or what might be his intentions towards me. But at least I had escaped from the hall and from the steward whom I had begun to regard with a mixture of fear and hatred; and I prepared to face the ordeal before me with a courage that now seems astonishing. However, for the moment my courage was not to be proved. The room in which I found myself was large and lofty, lined for the most part with books, and adorned with marble busts, that gleamed ghostly in the obscured corners, or stood out bright and white where the radiance of the candles fell on them. In the middle of the rich dark carpet that covered the floor stood a table, furnished with papers, pens, and books; and this, with three inquisitorial chairs, set along the farther side of it, had a formidable air. But the three persons for whose accommodation the chairs had been placed, were now on their feet, standing in a group before the hearth, and so deeply engrossed in the subject under discussion that, if they were aware of my entrance, they took no notice of it.

The Earl of Marlborough, the more handsome and courtly of the two noblemen whom I had seen pass through the hall, a man even then of a great and splendid presence and address, though not what he afterwards became, was speaking, when finding myself unheeded, I gathered my wits to listen. I have no right to give advice, your Grace, he was saying in suave and courtly accents, But I think you will be ill-advised if you pay much attention to what these rogues allege, or make it public.

No man will be safe! urged his companion, with, it seemed to me, a note of anxiety in his voice.

Better hang them out of hand, responded the Earl blandly. And he took snuff and delicately dusted his upper lip.

Yet I do not know, answered the Duke, who stood between the two with his eyes on the fire, and his back towards me. If we go too fast, people may say, my lord, that we fear what they might disclose.

The Earl laughed blandly. You had little gain by Preston, said he, and you kept him long enough.

My Lord Devonshire is anxious to go into the matter thoroughly.

Doubtless he has his reasons, Lord Marlborough answered, shrugging his shoulders. The question is  whether your Grace has the same.

I know none why we should not go into it, the Duke answered in measured tones which showed pretty clearly that in spite of his good-nature he was not to be led blindfold. They can have nothing to say that will reflect on me. And I am sure, he continued, slightly inclining his head in courteous fashion, that the same may be said of Lord Marlborough.

Cela va sans dire! answered the Earl in a voice so unconstrained and with a gesture so proud and easy that if he lied  as some have been found ready to assert  he showed a mastery of that art alike amazing and incredible. And of Lord Godolphin also.

By God, yes! that peer exclaimed, in such a hurry to assent that his words tumbled over one another.

Just so. I say so, my lord, the Earl repeated with a faint ring of scorn in his tone, while Lord Godolphin wiped his forehead. But innocence is no shield against calumny, and if these rogues can prolong their lives by a lie, do you think that they will not tell one? Or even ten?

Ay, by God, will they! cried Godolphin. Or twenty. Ill lay thee long odds to that.

My lord bowed and admitted that it was possible.

So possible, Lord Marlborough continued, lightly and pleasantly, that it is not long since your Grace, unless I am mistaken, suffered after that very fashion. I have no mind to probe your secrets, Duke  God forbid! I leave such tasks to my Lord Portland! But, unless I am in error, when you last left office advantage was taken of some  he paused, and then with an easy motion of his white hands some trifling indiscretion. It was exaggerated and increased tenfold, and placed in a light so false that  he paused again to take a pinch of snuff from his box that for a time even the King was induced to believe  that my Lord Shrewsbury was corresponding with France. Most amusing!

The Duke did not answer for a moment; then in a voice that shook a little, It is an age of false witnesses, he said.

Precisely, Lord Marlborough answered, shrugging his shoulders with charming bonhomie. That is what I say. They do not greatly hurt you or me. We have clear consciences and clean hands; and can defy these ruffians. But the party must be considered.

There is something in that, said the Duke, nodding and speaking in his natural tone.

And smaller men, as innocent, but more vulnerable  they too should be considered.

True, said Lord Godolphin, nodding. True, by God.

The Duke assented thoughtfully. I will bear it in mind, he said. I think it is a questionable policy.

In any event I am sure that your Graces prudence will steer the matter to a safe issue, Lord Marlborough answered in his courtliest fashion. I thank Heaven that you are here in this emergency, and not Portland or Auverquerque, who see a foe to the King in every Englishman.

I should be sorry to see any but an Englishman in the Secretarys office, the Duke said, with a little heat.

And yet that is what we have to expect, Lord Marlborough answered placidly. But we are detaining your Grace. Come, my lord, we must be going. I suppose that Sir John is not taken?

Sir John Fenwick?

Yes.

It has not been reported.

With that the two noblemen took a formal farewell, and the Duke begging them to go out by his private door that they might avoid the press in the hall, they were crossing the room in that direction, when a sudden hubbub arose outside and a cry of alarm, and before they had more than raised their eyebrows, asking one another politely what it meant, the door beside which I stood was opened, and a gentleman came in. He looked with a flustered face at the Duke. Your Graces pardon, he said hurriedly. One of the prisoners has escaped!

Escaped! said the Duke. How?

The woman has somehow slipped away. Through the crowd it is believed, your Grace. The messenger  

But at that moment the unfortunate official himself appeared in the doorway, looking scared out of his life, What is this? said the Duke sharply.

The man whimpered. Fore God it is not my fault, he cried. She never passed through the door! May I die if she did, your Grace.

She may be still in the hall?

We have searched it through and through! the man answered desperately. It remains only to search the house, your Grace  with your permission.

What! the Duke cried, really or apparently startled. Why the house?

She must have slipped into the house, for she never went out! the man answered doggedly. She never went out!

The Duke shrugged his shoulders and turned to Lord Marlborough. What do you think? said he.

The Earl raised his eyebrows. By this time half the concourse in the hall had pressed to the doorway, and were staring into the room. Call Martin, said the Duke. And stand back there a little, if you please, he continued haughtily. This is no public court, but my house, good people.

It seemed to me  but I, behind the door, was in a boundless fright  that the steward would never come. He did come at last, and pushing his way through the crowd, presented himself with a bustling confidence that failed to hide his apprehensions. Nor was the Dukes reception of him calculated to set him at his ease.

Stand out, man! he said harshly, and with a nearer approach to the tyrannical than I had hitherto seen in a man, who was perhaps the best-natured of his species. Stand out and answer me, and no evasions. Did I not give you an order of the strictest character, to lock the inner door and leave it for nothing, and no one  while this business was forward?

Martin gasped. May it please your Grace, he said, I  

Answer, fool, what I ask, the Duke cried, cutting him short with the utmost asperity. Did I not give you those orders?

The man was astonished, and utterly terrified. Yes, he said. It is true, your Grace.

And did you obey them?

Poor Martin, seeing that all the trouble was like to rest on his back, answered as in all probability the Duke expected. I did, your Grace, he said roundly. I have not been an arms length from the door, nor has it been unlocked. I have the key here, he continued, producing it and holding it up.

Has anyone passed through the door while you have been on guard?

The steward had gone too far to confess the truth now, and swore positively and repeatedly that no one had passed through the door or could have passed through the door; that it was impossible; that the door had been locked all the time, and the key in his possession: finally, that if the girl had gone through the door she must have gone through the keyhole, and was a witch. At which some present crossed themselves.

I am satisfied, said the Duke, addressing the messenger. Doubtless she slipped through the crowd. But as you are responsible and will have to answer for the girl, I would advise you to lose no time in searching such of Mr. Fergusons haunts as are known to you. It is probable that she will take refuge in one or other of them. However, I will report the matter as favourably as I can to the council. You can go. Lodge the others according to the warrants, and make no second blunder. See these people out, Martin. And for you, my lords, I am sorry that this matter has detained you.

La fille  ne velait pas beaucoup? said the Earl curiously.

Pas de tout! my lord answered, and smiling, shrugged his shoulders. Rien!


CHAPTER XXXII

With the least inclination towards merriment I must have laughed at the face of horror with which Mr. Martin, when he went a few minutes later, to expel the last stragglers, came on me where I stood, trying to efface myself behind the door. He dared not speak, for the Duke was standing at the table a few paces from him; and I would not budge. Fortunately I remembered that a still tongue was all he need wish; and I laid my finger on my lips and nodded to him. This a little encouraged him, but not much; and in his fear of what I might, in spite of my promise, let out, if I were left alone with his master, he was still in two minds whether he should eject me or not, when the Duke spoke.

Is Price there? he said with his face averted, and his hands still busy with the papers. The man I sent for.

Yes, your Grace, Martin answered, making hideous faces at me.

Then leave us. Shut the door.

If my lord had spoken the moment that was done and we were alone, I think it would have relieved me. But he continued to search among the papers on the table, and left me to sink under the weight of the stately room with its ordered rows of books, its ticking dial, and the mute busts of the great dead. The Dukes cloak lay across a chair, his embroidered star glittering on the breast; his sword and despatch-box were on another chair; and a thing that I took to be the signet gleamed among the papers on the table. From the lofty mantel-piece of veined marble that, supported by huge rampant dogs, towered high above me (the work as I learned afterwards of the great Inigo Jones), the portrait of a man in armour, with a warden in his mailed hand, frowned down on me, and the stillness continuing unbroken, and all the things I saw speaking to me gravely and weightily, of a world hitherto unknown to me  a world wherein the foot exchanged the thick pile of carpets for the sounding tread of Parian, and orders were obeyed unspoken, and sable-vested servants went to and fro at a sign  a world of old traditions, old observances, and old customs revolving round this man still young, I felt my spirits sink  the distance was so great from the sphere I had known hitherto. Every moment the silence grew more oppressive, the ticking of the clock more monotonous; it was an immense relief when the Duke suddenly spoke, and addressing me in his ordinary tone, You can write? said he.

Yes, your Grace.

Then sit here, he replied, indicating a seat at the end of the table, and write what I shall tell you.

And before I could marvel at the ease of the transition, I was seated, quietly writing; what I can no longer remember, for it was the first only of many hundred papers, of private and public importance, which I was privileged to write for his signature. My hand shook, and it is unlikely that I exhibited much of the natural capacity for such work which it has been my lot to manifest since; nevertheless, his Grace after glancing over it, was pleased to express his satisfaction. You learned to do this with Brome? said he.

Yes, your Grace.

Then how, he continued, seating himself  I had risen respectfully Tell me what happened to you yesterday.

I had no choice but to obey, but before I told my story, seeing that he was in a good humour and so favourably inclined to me, I spoke out what was in my mind; and in the most moving terms possible I conjured him to promise me that I should not be forced to be an evidence. I would tell him all, I would be faithful and true to him, and ask nothing better than to be his servant  but be an informer in court I dared not.

You dare not? he said, with an odd look at me. And why not, man?

But all I could answer was, I dare not!

Are you afraid of these villains? he continued, impatiently. I tell you, we have them: it is they who have to fear!

But I still clung to my point. I would tell, but I would give no evidence; I dared not.

I am afraid, Mr. Price, he said at that, and with an air of some contempt, that you are something of a coward!

I answered, grovelling before him, that it might be  it might be; but  

But  who of us is not? he answered, with a sudden gesture between scorn and self-reproof. Do you mean that, man? And he fixed his eyes on me. Well, it is true. Who of us is not? he repeated, slowly; and turning from me, he began to pace the room, his hands clasped behind him; so that before he had made a single turn it was easy to see that he had forgotten my presence. Who of us is not afraid  if not of these scoundrels, still of the future, of the return, of Jacobus iracundus et ingens, of another 29th of May? To be safe now and to be safe then  who is not thinking of that and living for that, and planning for that?
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AND TURNING FROM ME, HE BEGAN TO PACE THE ROOM, HIS HANDS CLASPED BEHIND HIM

He was silent a moment, then with something of anger in his voice, My Lord Marlborough, dipped to the lips in 88, who shall say that for all that he has not made his peace? And has good reason to urge us to let sleeping dogs lie? And Godolphin, is it only at Newmarket he has hedged  that he says, the less we go into this the better? And Sunderland who trusts no one and whom no one trusts? And Leeds  all things for power? And Clarendon, once pardoned? And Russell, all temper? Who knows what pledges they have given, or may give? Devonshire  Devonshire only has to lose, and stands to lose with me. With me!

As he spoke thus he seemed to be so human, and through the robe of state and stateliness in which he lived the beating of the poor human heart was so plainly visible, that my heart went out to him, and with an eagerness and boldness that now surprise me, I spoke to him.

But, your Grace, I said, while the King lives all goes well, and were anything to happen to him  

Yes? said he, staring at me, and no little astonished at the interruption.

There is the Princess Anne. She is here, she would succeed, and  

And my Lord Marlborough! said he, smiling. Well, it may be. But who taught you politics, Mr. Price?

Mr. Brome, said I, abashed. What I know, your Grace.

Ha! I keep forgetting, he answered, gaily, that I am talking to one of the makers of opinion  the formers of taste. But there, you shall be no evidence, I give you my word. So tell me all you know, and what befell you yesterday.

I had no desire but to do so  on those terms, and one small matter excepted  and not only to do that, but all things that could serve him. Nevertheless, and though I had high hopes of what I might get by his grace and favour, I was far from understanding that that was the beginning of twenty years of faithful labour at his side; of a matter of fifteen thousand papers written under his eye; of whole ledgers made up, of estate accompts balanced and tallies collected; of many winters and summers spent among his books, either in the placid shades of Eyford or in the dignified quiet of St. Jamess Square. But, as I have said, though I did not foresee all this, I hoped much, and more as, my tale proceeding, my lords generous emotion became evident. When I had done, he said many kind things to me respecting the peril I had escaped; and adding to their value by his manner of saying them, and by the charm which no other so perfectly possessed, he left me at last no resource but to quit the room in tears.

Treated thus with a kindness as much above my deserts as it was admirable in one of his transcendent rank, and assured, moreover, by my lords own mouth that henceforth, in gratitude for the service I had done him in Fergusons room, he would provide for me, I should have stood, I ought to have stood, in the seventh heaven of felicity. But as suffering moves unerring on the track of weakness, and no man enjoys at any moment perfect bliss, I had first to learn the fate of the girl whose evasion I had contrived. And when a cautious search and questions as crafty had satisfied me that she had really effected her escape from the house  probably in a mans dress, for one of the lacqueys complained of the loss of a suit of clothes  I had still a care; and a care which gnawed more sharply with every hour of ease and safety.

Needless to say, the one matter on which I had been reticent, the one actor whose presence on the scene I had not disclosed to my lord, lay at the bottom of my anxiety. Kind in action and generous in intention as the Duke had shown himself, his magnanimity had not availed to oust from my mind the terror with which Smiths threats had imbued it; nor while confessing all else had I been able to bring myself to denounce the conspirator or detail the terms on which he had set me free. Though I had all the inducement to speak, which the certainty that his arrest would release me, could present, even this, and the security of the haven in which I lay, failed to encourage me to the point of hazard. So strong was the hold on my fears which this man had compassed; and so complete the slavery to which he had reduced my will.

But though at the time of confession, I found it a relief to be silent about him, this same silence presently left me alone to cope with him, and with fears sufficiently poignant, which his memory awakened: the result being that with prospects more favourable and a future better assured than I had ever imagined would be mine, or than any man of my condition had a right to expect, I still found this drop of poison in my cup. It was not enough that all things  and my patron  favouring me, I sank easily into the position of his privy clerk, that I retained that excellent room in which I had first been placed, that I found myself accepted by the household as a fact  so that never a man saved from drowning by a strand had a right to praise his fortune as I had; nor that, the wind from every quarter, seeming at the same time to abate, the prisoners went for trial, and nothing said of me, while Ferguson, of whose complicity no legal proof could be found, lay in prison under the suspension of the Habeas Corpus, and kept silence; nor even that a note came from Mary, ostensibly from Dunkirk, and without compromising me informed me of her safety. It was not enough, I say, that each and all of these things happened beyond my hopes; for in the midst of my prosperity, whether I stood writing at my lords elbow in the stillness of the stately library, or moved at ease through the corridor, greeted with respect by my fellow-servants, and with civility by all, I was alike haunted by the thought and terror of Smith, and the knowledge that at any moment, the conspirator might appear to hurl me from this paradise. The secrecy which I had maintained about him doubled his power; even as the ease and luxury in which I lived presented in darker and fouler colours the sordid scenes and perils through which I had waded to this eminence.


CHAPTER XXXIII

I think that I had spent a week, or it might be more, in this situation of mingled ease and torment, when on coming down one morning after a hag-ridden night I heard a stir in the hall; and, going that way to learn what it meant, met the servants returning in a crowd from the front, and talking low about something. Martin, who was foremost, cried, Ha, you are too late! And then drawing me aside, into a little den he had beside the passage, They have taken him to the office, he said. But, lords sakes, Mr. Price, he continued, lifting his eyebrows and pursing up his lips to express his astonishment, who would have thought it? Her ladyship will be in a taking! I hope that there may be no more in it than appears!

In what? said I.

In this arrest, he answered, eyeing me with meaning, and then softly closing the door on us. I hope it may end there. That is all I say! Between ourselves.

You forget, I cried with irritation, that I know nothing about it! What arrest? And who is arrested?

Mr. Bridgess man of business.

What Mr. Bridges? I cried.

Lord, Mr. Price, have you no wits? he answered, staring at me. My lords mothers husband. The Countesss, to be sure! You must know Mr. Smith.

It needed no more than that; although, without the name, we might have gone on at cross purposes for an hour. But the name  the world held only one Smith for me, and he it seemed was arrested.

He was arrested! It was with the greatest difficulty that I could control my joy. Fortunately the little cub, where we stood, was ill-lighted, and Martin, a man too much taken up with his own consequence to be over-observant of his companions. Still, for a moment, I was perfectly overcome, the effervescence of my spirits such that I could do nothing but lean against the wall of the room, my heart bounding with joy and my head singing a pæan of jubilation. Smith was taken! Smith was in the hands of justice! Smith was arrested and I was free.

The first rapture past, however, I began to doubt; partly because the news seemed to be too good to be true, and partly because, though Martin had continued to babble, I had heard not a word. Wild, therefore, to have the thing confirmed, I cut him short; and crying, But what Smith is it, do you say? Who is he? I brought him back to the point at which he had left me.

Why, Mr. Price, he answered, I thought everyone knew Mr. Smith. Mr. Smith, Mr. Bridgess factotum, land-steward, what you will! He married the Countesss fine madam  madame they call her in the household, though she is no French thing but Hertfordshire born, as I knew by her speech when my lord first took up with her. But not everyone knows that.

When my lord took up with her? I said, groping among half-recognised objects, and beginning  so much light may come through the least chink  to see day.

Mr. Martin nodded confidentially. That is how she came to be with my lady, he said. And Mr. Smith, too! My lord met her somewhere when he was young and gay and took up with her, and to please her got the place for Mr. Smith, who had been her flame before. However, my lord soon tired of her, for though she was a beauty she had common ways and was bold as brass; so when he parted from her she went back to her old love, who had first made her the mode, and married him. I have heard that my lord was in a pretty taking when he found her planted at the Countesss. But I have nothing to say against her.

Does my lord  see her now? I said with an effort.

When he does he looks pretty black at her. And I fancy that there is no love lost on her side.

What did you say that  they called her? I asked.

Madame  Madame Monterey.

I remembered where I had heard the name before and who had borne it; and saw so much light that I was dazzled. And my lords mother  who married Mr. Bridges. She is a Papist?

Hush! he said. The less said about such things the better, Mr. Price.

But I persisted. It was she who ran off with my Lord Buckingham in King Charless time, I cried, and held his horse while he killed her husband? And who had Mr. Killigrew stabbed in the street; and  

In a panic he clapped his hand on my mouth. God, man! he cried, do you know where you are, or is your head turned? Do you think that this house is a fit place to give tongue to such things? Lord, you will be but a short time here, and to the pillory when you go, if you throw your tongue that way! I have not blabbed as much in twenty years, and would not for a kingdom! Who are you to talk of such as my lady?

He was so righteously indignant at the presumption of which I had been guilty in attacking the family that, though it was his own indiscretion that had led me to the point, I made haste to mutter an apology, and doing this with the better grace for the remembrance that Smith was now powerless and his wicked plans abortive, I contrived presently to appease him. But the ferment which the discovery I had made wrought in my spirits moved me to escape as quickly as possible to my room, there to consider at leisure the miserable position in which, but for Smiths timely capture, I must have found myself.

A suspicion of the truth I had entertained before; but this certainty that the man I was to be trepanned into personating was my benefactor, and that in the plot his own mother was engaged, filled me with as much horror, when I considered the necessity of complying under which I might have lain, as thankfulness when I reflected on the escape I had had. Nor did these two considerations, overwhelming as they may well appear, account for all the agitation I was experiencing. Mr. Martin, in speaking of Madame Montereys origin, had mentioned Hertfordshire; and the name, bringing together two sets of facts hitherto so distant in my mind that I had never undertaken to connect them, had in a flash presented Smith and madame in their true colours. Why I had not before associated the Smith I now knew with that Templar Smith whom I darkly remembered as Jennies accomplice in my early trouble; why I had not recognised in the womans coarsely handsome features the charms that thirteen years before had fired my boys blood and brought me to the foot of the gallows, is not more difficult to explain than why this one mention of Hertfordshire sufficed to raise the curtain; ay, and not only to raise it, but to set the whole drama so plainly before me that I could be no wiser had I followed every scene in madames life, and, a witness of her shameful débût under Smiths protection, her seduction of my lord and her period of splendour, had attended her in her final declension when, a discarded mistress, she saw no better alternative than a marriage with her former protector.

How greatly this identification of the two conspirators increased, as well as the loathing in which I held their schemes, as my relief upon the reflection that those schemes were now futile, I will not say. Suffice it that the knowledge that, but for Smiths arrest, I must have chosen between playing the basest part in the world and running a risk whereat I shuddered, filled me with thankfulness immeasurable, a thankfulness which I did not fail to pour out on my knees, and which was in no degree lessened by a shuddering consciousness that in that dilemma, had Providence not averted it, I might have  ay, should have  played the baser part!

No wonder that a hundred harrowing recollections crowded on my mind, or that under the pressure of these the tumult of my spirits became so powerful that I presently seized my hat, and hastily escaping from the house, sought in rapid movement some relief from the unpleasant retrospect. Crossing the Green Park, I chose a field path that led by the Pimlico marshes to Fulham; and gradually the songs of the larks and the spring sunshine  for the day was calm and serene  leading my mind into a more cheerful groove, I began to dwell rather on the fact of my escape than on the crime from which I had escaped, and contemplating the secure career that now lay in view before me, I was not long in seeing that thankfulness should be my strongest feeling. Turning my back on Smith and his like, I began to build my house again; saw a smiling wife and babes, and days spent between my home and my lords papers; and then a green old age and slippered feet tottering through the quiet shades of a library. Before I turned I had roofed the house with an honourable headstone, and felt the tears rise in generous sympathy with the village assembled to do the old man honour.

In a word, tasting the full relief of emancipation, I became so gay and lightsome that even the smoke and din of London, when I re-entered it, failed to subdue the unusual humour. I could have sung, I could have laughed aloud. Let the dead past bury its dead! For Ferguson, Smith, the Monterey  a fig! Who had come off best after all? And of their fine plottings and contrivings what had been the upshot? They had failed and I had triumphed; they were prisoners, I was free and safe.

Near the garden-wall of Buckingham House there was a bear dancing, and a press of people round it. I stayed to watch, and in my mood, found the fun so much to my taste that I threw the man a penny and went on laughing. A little further, by the edge of the lake, was a man with a barrow and dice  then a novelty, though now so prevalent that at the last sessions, I am told, the thing was presented for a nuisance. I stood here and saw a man lose, and in the exaltation of my spirits, pushed him aside and laid down a shilling, and won, and won again  and again; whether the cog failed or the truckster who owned the barrow thought me a good bait. Either way I took up my winnings with an air and hectored away as good a bully as another; placed for the moment so far above myself and common modesty, that I wondered whether I should ever sink back into the timid citizen, or feel my eyes drop before a bravos.

Alas, in a moment, quantum mutatus ab illo! At the corner of the Cockpit, towards Sion House, I met Matthew Smith.

I had no doubt. I knew all in an instant, and turned sick. He was free, alone, walking with his head high and an easy gait. Worse, he saw me; saw how I cowered and shrank into myself, and became another man at sight of him!

Slackening his pace as he came up, he halted before me, with that quiet devils grin on his face. Well, he said, how are you, Mr. Price? I was looking for you.

For me? I muttered. I thought  I heard  that you were arrested.

A mistake! he answered, continuing to smile. A mistake! Some other Smith.

And you were not arrested? I whispered.

Oh, I was arrested! he answered jauntily. And taken to the Secretary. And of course released. There! you have it all.

I uttered an exclamation; two words wrung from me by despair.

Thereat, and pretending to misunderstand me. You thank God? Very kind of you, Mr. Price, said he grinning. Like master, like man, I see. The Duke was kindness itself. But I must be going. And then, arresting himself in the act of leaving me, You have heard, he continued, that the poor devil Charnock stands his trial to-morrow? Porter is an evidence, and by Monday the parson will swing. It should be a warning to us, he continued, shaking his head with a smile that chilled the marrow in my bones, what company we keep. A rascal like Porter might see you or me in the street  and swear to us. Ha! Ha! It sounds monstrous odd, but so it might be. But by-by, Mr. Price. I must not keep you.


CHAPTER XXXIV

The state in which I crawled back to the house after this encounter maybe conceived but not described. From an exaltation of mind to which the epithet delirious might be applied with propriety, I fell in an instant to a depth of abjectness as monstrous as my late felicity, but more real and reasonable. All the things, on my escape from which I had been congratulating myself, now lay before me, and formed a vista as gloomy as the point to which it tended was dreadful. To be a slave to the woman and man who had ruined my youth; to live outwardly at ease, while inwardly devoured by daily and hourly terror; to hang between the choice of danger or baseness, comfort or treachery; to discern in my own destruction or my patrons the inevitable ending; beyond all, to foresee that I should choose the evil and eschew the good, and to wish it otherwise and be powerless to change it  these things, and particularly the last, filled me with anticipations of misery so great that I rolled on my bed, and cursed Providence and my fate; and next day went down so pale, and ill, and woe-begone that the servants took note of it.

Pheugh, Mr. Price, said Martin, you might be Charnock himself, or Keyes, poor devil! You could not look more like hanging! What is it?

I muttered that I was not well.

It is Keyes I am sorry for, continued the steward, who was taking his morning draught, if so be they go to the end with him. I have heard of a master given up by his servant, but never before of a servant hung on his masters evidence  and his master the one that drew him into it! Hang Captain Porter, say I! A fine Captain!

Oh, they will let the poor devil live, said another.

Keyes?

Ay.

Not they! said Mr. Martin with great appearance of wisdom. He was in the Blues, do you see, my man, and if it spread there? No, he will swing. He will swing for the example. Dont you think so, Mr. Price? You are in there with my lord, and should know.

But I muttered something and escaped, finding solitude and my own reflections as tolerable as their gossip. A little later, my lord, sending for me, kept me close at work until evening; which was so far fortunate, as the employment, by diverting my thoughts, helped to lift me out of the panic into which I had fallen. True, the news that the three conspirators were found guilty and were to die the following Monday, exactly as Smith had foretold, threw me again into the cold fit, and heralded another night of misery. But as it is not possible for mortals to lie long under the same peril without the sense of danger losing its edge, in three days I began to find life bearable. The stateliness of the household, the silence and books that surrounded me, the regular hours and steady employment soothed my nerves; and Smith making no sign, and nothing occurring to indicate that he meant to keep his word or summon me to fulfil mine, I lulled myself into the belief that all was a dream.

Yet I was very far from being happy: to be that, with such apprehensions as never quite left me, was beyond my philosophy. And I had rude awakenings. One day it was the execution of Charnock, King, and Keyes at Tyburn, followed by the hawking of their last dying speeches and confessions in the streets, that jogged me out of my fancied security, and sent me sick and white-faced from the windows. Another it was the sentence on Sir John Friend and Sir William Perkins, the two elderly citizens whom I had twice seen among the plotters, and never without wondering how they came to be of the gang. A little later, three more suffered, and again the Square rang with the shrill cries of the chapmen who peddled their last speeches from door to door. Against all these Captain Porter and a man commonly called Scum Goodman, both participes criminis, and persons of the most infamous character, bore witness; their evidence being corroborated by that of a man of higher standing, Mr. Prendergast. Whether they could not prove against Cassel and Ferguson, or reasons of State intervened, these, with several of their fellows, lay in prison untried; a course which, in other circumstances, might have involved the Government in obloquy. But so keen at this time was the general feeling against the plotters, and so high the Kings popularity that he might have shed more blood had he chosen. Here, however, the executions stopped; and his Majesty showing mercy if not indulgence, the hue and cry, despite the popular indignation, gradually slackened until it was restricted to Sir John Fenwick, who was believed to be still in hiding in the country, and on whose punishment the King was reported to be firmly set.

How deeply these events and rumours, which formed the staple of conversation during the summer of 96, troubled my existence, I leave to the imagination; provising only that in proportion to the outward quiet of my life was the power to agitate which they exerted.

Moreover, there were times when a terror more substantial trespassed on my peace. One day going hastily into the hall I found the servants all peeping, Mr. Martin holding open the door, a dozen faces staring curiously in from the sunshine of the Square, and my lord standing, very stiff, on the threshold of his room, while in the middle of the floor stood a scowling man, flashily dressed.

The Duke was speaking when I appeared. At the office, sir, I heard him say. You misunderstood me. I can see you there only.

Your Grace is hard on me, the man muttered with a glance that would be rebellious, and was hang-dog. I have done the King good service, and this is the way I am requited. It is enough  

It is more than enough. Captain Porter, my lord said, quietly taking him up. At the office, if you please. This house is for my friends.

And the Kings friends? They may shift for themselves? the wretch  who even then wore finery bought with blood  cried bitterly.

The King is served in many ways, my lord answered with a fine air of contempt. Martin, the door! And remember, another time I am not within to Captain Porter. At three in the office, sir, if you please.

The man slunk away at that; but as he passed through the doorway, I heard him mutter that when Sir John Fenwick was taken he would see; and that proud as some people were now, they might be glad to save their necks when the time came. He passed out of sight then, and hearing my lord speak, I turned, and saw Matthew Smith, whom I had not before noticed, waiting on him with a letter. The Duke, pausing on the threshold of the library, broke the seal, and ran his eye over the paper.

I will send an answer, he said, later in the day. Or   and he looked up quickly. Are you returning, sir?

If your Grace pleases.

It shall be ready then by two oclock, my lord answered stiffly. Good-morning.

Good-morning, your Grace.

And my lord went in. The colloquy had been of the slightest; but I had noted that my patrons tone, when he spoke to Smith, was guarded and civil, if distant, and that through the few formal words they had exchanged peered a sort of understanding. This shook me; and when Smith turned to me, a faint sneer on his lips, and told me that I was a bold man, my heart was water. He was at home here as everywhere; what could I do against him?

Do you understand, Mr. Price? he repeated. Or are you a bigger fool than I take you for?

Why? I stammered.

Why? Why, to push in on Porter after that fashion, he muttered under his breath  for Martin was making towards us. Lucky he did not recognize you and denounce you! For a groat he would do it  or to spite the Duke! Take care, man, he continued seriously, if you do not want to join Charnock, whose head is in airy quarters to-night.

This left me the prey of a new terror; for remembering that I had once seen Porter at Fergusons lodging, I could not shut my eyes to the reasonableness of the warning. I saw myself beset by dangers on that side also, went for a time on eggs, and trembled at every sound; indeed, for a full fortnight I never passed the threshold  excusing myself on the ground of vertigo, if ordered to go on errands. In the course of that fortnight I had a thousand opportunities of contrasting the quiet in which I lived, behind the dull windows of the great house, with the dangers into which I might at any moment be flung; and if any man ever repented of anything, I repented of my lack of candour respecting Smith. From time to time I saw him pass  grim, reserved, a walking menace. When he looked up at the windows, I read mastery and a secret knowledge in his eye; while the way in which he went and came, free and unquestioned, was itself a monition; was it to be wondered that I feared this man, who, while Charnocks head mouldered on a spike on Temple Bar, and Friend and Perkins passed to the gallows, walked the Strand, and lounged in the Mall, as safe in appearance as my lord himself?

I knew that at any moment he might call upon me to fulfil my word. Whether in that case, the demand being such as to allow me leisure to forecast the consequences, I should have complied, or taking my courage in my hands, have thrown myself on my lords indulgence, I cannot now say; for in the issue a sudden and unforeseen shifting of scene prevented my calculations, and hurried me onwards, whether I would or no.

It happened, I have said, suddenly. One afternoon there came a great bustle in the Square; and who should it be but the Countess, my lords mother, come to visit him in her coach-and-six, with such a paraphernalia of gentlewomen and negro pages, outriders, and running footmen, as drew together all the ragamuffins from the mews, and fairly brought back King Charless days. As the great coach, which held six inside, swung and lumbered to a stand at the door, I saw a painted face, with bold black eyes, glaring from the window, cheek by jowl with a parrot and three or four spaniels; and I waited to see little more, a single glance sufficing to certify me that this was the same lady to whose house Smith had taken me. Smith was in attendance on her, and a gentleman in a plain black suit and wig  who was a Papist priest if I ever saw one  and Monterey, and two or three other gentlewomen; and, as I had no mind to be recognised by these, or for that matter, by their mistress, I made haste to retire behind the flock of servants whom Martin had marshalled in the hall to do the honours.

My lord went out to the coach and brought the Countess in, with a great show of reverence; and for three-quarters of an hour they were closeted together in his room. I took advantage of this to retire upstairs, and had been wiser had I stayed there, or better still, slipped out at the back. But a craving came on me to see Monterey again, and with the knowledge I now had, ascertain if she really was my old mistress. This drew me to the hall again, where, the crowd being great, and the servants taken up with teasing the Countesss parrot and blackamoors, I managed to avoid observation, and at the same time see what I wanted. The woman who had once been all the world to me  and of whom I could not now think without a tender regret, directed, not to her, but to the state of blissful, dawning passion, of which she had been the cause, and whereof no man is twice capable  was still handsome in a coarse fashion, and when seen at a distance. I could not deny that. But if I desired revenge, I had it; for not only was her complexion gone, so that her good looks vanished when the viewer approached, but her lips had grown thin, and her face hard, with the indescribable hardness which speaks of past sin long grown bitter  and an hourly, daily recognition that the wage of sin is death.

Presently, while Mr. Martin was pressing his civilities on her, and I, from a corner near the door through which I had let Mary escape, was curiously reading her countenance, the door of my lords room opened, and the Countess came out, supported on the one side by the Dukes arm, on the other by her great ebony cane. The servants hurried to form two lines; and I suppose curiosity led me to press nearer than was prudent, or her eyes were of peculiar sharpness; or perhaps she looked for me, and had I not been there would have called for me. At any rate, she had not moved three steps towards her coach before her gaze, roving along the line of servants, alighted on me; and she stood.

Ill have that rascal! she cried in her high, shrill voice  and she pointed at me with her cane, and stood. He looks as if butter would not melt in his mouth, but if he is not a lad of wax, call me a street slut! Hark you, my man; you come with me. Bid him, Shrewsbury!

My lord, his face flushing, spoke low, and seemed to make demur; but she persisted.

Odds life; you make me sick! she cried irritably. You will not this, and you fancy that! The servants  Go to for a fool! In my time master was master, and if any blabbed, man or maid, it was strip and whip! But now  do you quarrel with me, or do you not?

The Duke shrugged his shoulders, and smiled uneasily. Times are somewhat changed, madam, he said.

Ay, by our lord, they are, she cried, swearing roundly. And why? Because there are no men nowadays, but mealy-mouthed Josephs, like that trembler yonder, whose heart is in his boots because I want him carry a message. And she pointed to me with her long cane, while her head quivered with excitement and age. Sort him out; sort him out and send him with me; or we quarrel, my lord.

Well, madam, your will is law in this house, the Duke said; but  

But no lies! she cried. Dye send him.

My lord bowed reluctantly. Go, he said, looking at me.

And bid him do as I tell him, she cried sharply. But he had better, or  Still, tell him, tell him.

Price, my lord said soberly, the Countess is good enough to wish you to do an errand for her. Be good enough to consider yourself at her disposal, and go with the coach now. Be easy, he continued, nodding pleasantly  it was impossible for me to hide my apprehensions her ladyship needs you for a week only.

Ay, sure! she cried. After that he may go to the devil for me!


CHAPTER XXXV

Rightly has the Latin poet sung of the dura ilia of the Fates, who either resistless rout all human resolutions, or, where the mind has been hardened to meet the attack, turn the poor wretchs flank, and lo! while he squares his shield, and shortens his spear to meet the occasion, habet  he has it under the fifth rib.

So it was with me. While I dreamed of resistance, and would harden my heart and set fast my feet, fate cross-buttocked me; and I fell, not knowing. The Countesss coach bore me away, unresisting; and Smith, whom I hated as I never hated even Ferguson, gave me the word. From my plain clothes, to the long curled peruke, the cravat, ruffles, and fine suit in which I had once before paraded myself, was but a step; I took it perforce, and being conducted, when I was ready, into the Countesss chamber, to wait her pleasure, could have fancied the last six months a dream  could have fancied the conspirators still at work, Captain Barclay still pacing the Piazza, my lord still a stranger to me, the library a vision; in a word, I could have fancied all those events, which had filled half a year, to be no more than creatures of the imagination, so unchanged was the great silent room, where my lady, while I waited, played piquet with Monterey, amid the gorgeousness of her rose-and-silver suite.

The monkey gibbered as of old, and the parrot vied with the broidered parrots on the wall; and now, as then, the air was heavy with scent and musk, while the light, cunningly arranged, fell on the part where the Countess sat, now grumbling and now swearing, or now, while the cards were dealing, thumping the floor impatiently with her stick. She had so perfectly the grand air of a past generation, that when her eye turned in my direction I trembled, and thought no more of resistance; yet when she resumed the game, she gradually  and more and more completely, as I watched  sank into a querulous, feeble, fierce old woman, whose passion, where it did not terrify, moved to derision, and whose fads and fancies, as patent as the day, placed her at the mercy of all who cared to flatter or cozen her.

Madame was about it now; letting her win, and again gaining a slight advantage; mingling hints at old vanities and conquests (whereat my lady grew garrulous) with new scandals, coarse and spiteful; whining a little when my lady, in a fury caused by a bad hand, struck her across the face with a fan to teach her to be awkward, but cheering up at once when the Countesss mood changed with the cards. In a word, as she had betrayed me young, she cozened my lady old; but seeing her features grown hard with time, and her eyes grown lifeless, and the devil grinning more plainly from behind the mask, that once had been so fair, it was a wonder to me that even the Countess was deceived.

Presently my lady threw down her cards in a rage, and calling her opponent a cheating slut, proceeded to turn her anger on me.

What is the gaby doing, standing there like a gawk? she shrieked. Why is he not about his business?

Monterey whispered her that I had not had my instructions.

Then give them, and let him go! she cried. Where is the ring? Here, you daw in peacocks feathers  like my son, indeed? About as like as that squinting vixen Villiers is to a beauty! Take that, and ride with Matthew Smith, and give it to the gentleman you will meet at the inn at Ashford, and say  Monterey, tell him what to say.

Say, Colonel Talbot sends this ring, and his service. And if the gentleman asks Whither? or this, or that, to whatever he asks, answer thus: I am not here. Sir John, to answer questions. Favour me by conveying that ring and my services whither you are going. I do not talk, but when the time comes I shall act.

Cest tout! said the Countess, nodding approval. If you are not man enough to repeat that, whip you for a noodle! Say it, man.

But when I went to say it, first I could not remember it, and broke down; and then when, my lady storming at me for a fool and an imbecile, I had got the sentences into my head, I but whimpered them, bringing no heart to the task. My lady, when she saw that, flew out at me afresh, and threw first the vapours bottle and then her cane at me, which, breaking a piece of china, put her fairly beside herself. Come here! she shrieked, swaying to and fro in her chair. Do you hear, you puling, psalm-singing canter? Come here, I say! And when, trembling and scared, I had approached, she leant forward, and seizing hold of my ear, as Ferguson had once seized it, she twisted it with such unexpected strength and spite that I roared with pain, and fairly fell on my knees beside her.

There is for you, gros cochon! she cried. So you can speak up when you like! Now go to the end of the room, my man, and play your part again, and play it better! Or, by  , I will have up those who shall lash your back to the bone. Hoity toity! These are fine times, when scum like you, my lad, put on airs!

This was not the discipline, nor were these the threats, to give an actor courage; but in sheer desperation, I spoke up, and, this time, had the good fortune to please her; and, Monterey mocking me, and pushing me this way and that, I went through my part a dozen times. At length the Countess expressed herself satisfied, and with a grim nod, and an Odds my life, he is not so unlike, after all! gave me leave to go. But when I was half way to the door, she called me back, and after I had timidly obeyed, she sat awhile, glowering at me in silence. At last, No, she said irritably, it is too late! and she struck on the floor with her stick. It is too late to turn back! The cross devil did nothing but thwart me to-day, and what he will not do bon gré, he shall do perforce. He has brought it on himself, and he must abide his destin! Yet  Monterey!

The woman was at her side in a moment. Yes, madam!

I suppose that there is no danger of a contretemps, she said, stirring restlessly in her chair. Sir John will get away? They will not take him, and find the ring on him  and learn whose it is?

On that, if I had been quick, and had had both wits and courage at command, I should have thrown myself at her feet; and so I might have opened her eyes. But I wavered, and before I had found heart to do it, the waiting-woman, smooth and watchful, was in the breach.

Ashford, my lady, is only three hours riding from Dymchurch in the Marsh, she said, where the boat waits for him to-morrow night. Sir John is well mounted, and it will be odd, if, after baffling pursuit for months, he should be taken in that time.

Yes, yes! my lady said querulously. Let him go! Let him go! Though you are a fool to boot. A man is taken or not taken in less than three hours. Even now, if that contrary devil of a son of mine had not argued with me, and argued with me to-day  but, let him go! Let him go!

The woman lost no time in taking her at her word, and hurrying me out; not by the main entrance through which I had come in, but by the little side door, leading to the dingy closet at the head of the private staircase. In the closet a bright, unshaded lamp burned on the dusty table, and beside it stood Matthew Smith, wearing a cloak, riding-boots, and a great flapped hat. He looked eagerly at the woman, his eyes shining in the glare of the lamp; but he did not speak until she had closed the door behind her. Then, Is it right? he whispered.

She nodded.

You have got the ring?

She gave it to him with a smile of triumph.

He looked at it, and with a grim face slipped it into his pocket. Good, he said, and now, my friend, the sooner we are away, the better.

But my gorge rose. On the table beside him, in the full glare of the lamp, lay a cloak and holsters, a mask, sword, and riding-whip. I knew what these objects meant, and for whom they were prepared; and at the prospect of the plunge into the dark night, of the journey, and the perils of the unknown road, I cried out that I would not go! I would not go! And I tried to force my way back into the Countesss room  with what intention heaven knows.

But Smith whipped between me and the door. You fool! he said, pushing me back. Are you mad? Or dont you know me yet? I know you too well! I cried, beside myself with rage, and with apprehensions of the plunge on the brink of which I stood. You have cursed me from the first day I saw you at Ware! You have been the curse of my life! You, and that Jezebel!
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SHE CAME A STEP NEARER TO ME, AND PEERED AT ME

Are you mad? he said again; and threatened me with his hand.

But she came a step nearer to me, and peered at me; and after one look took the lamp from the table and held it to my face. At Ware? she said. At Ware? And then, putting the lamp back on the table, she fell to laughing. He is right! she said. I know him now. But you told me that his name was Taylor.

Taylor? he said wrathfully. So it is; and Price, and half a dozen other names, for all I know. What does it matter what his name is?

Oh, it matters very much, she said, affecting to ogle me in an exaggerated fashion. He is an old flame of mine. His face always brought something to my mind  but I thought that it was his likeness to the Duke.

He cursed her old flames, and the Duke. And then, What does it mean? he said. Who is he?

He is the lad we left at Ware  in the old womans room, she answered, her voice sinking, and growing almost soft. Lord! it seems so long ago, it might have happened in another life! You remember him. Matt? You saw him with me at The Rose one night? The first night I saw you?

He looked at me, long and strangely. And what does it mean? he said at last, scowling between wonder and suspicion.

She shrugged her shoulders. Sais pas! she answered. Ask him!

You ruined me once! I cried. And he saved me! And now you would have me ruin him. You are devils, you are! Devils! But I defy you!

He did not answer, but continued to stare at me; as if he discerned or suspected that there was more in this than appeared on the surface. At length the woman laughed, and he turned to her, rage in his face. I see nothing to laugh at, he said.

But I do! she answered pertly. You three all mixed up! It would make a cat laugh my lad.

He cursed her. Have done with that! he said fiercely. And say, what is to be done?

Done? she answered briskly, and in a tone of genuine surprise. Why, that which was to be done. What difference does this make?

But he looked at her, pondering darkly, as if it did make a difference. I suppose that somewhere, deep down in his nature, there lurked a grain of superstition, which found in this singular coincidence, this sudden stringing together of persons long parted, an evil omen. Or it may be that he had still some scrap of conscience left, that, seared and deadened as it was, stirred and started at this strange upheaval of an old crime. At any rate, I dont know, he growled at last. I dont like it, and that is flat. There is some practice in this.

There is a fool in it, she answered naïvely. And there are like to be two!

I thought to back him up, and I braced myself against the wall, to which I had retired. I wont go! I said doggedly. I will call for help in the streets, first!

You will do as you are told, she answered coolly. And you, she continued to Smith in a voice of stinging scorn, are you going to give it up now, when all is safe? Will you stand to my lord as this poor silly fellow stands to you? Have you waited for years for your revenge  to move aside now? Why, my G  d! the Duke is worth ten of you. He is a man, at any rate. He is  

Peace, girl, he cried, with I know not what of menace in his tone.

Then, will you go?

Yes, I will go! he answered between his teeth. But by heaven, you slut, if ill comes of it, I will wring your neck! I will, so help me heaven! You shall deceive no other man! If there is practice of yours in this, if this tool is here by your connivance  

He is not! she answered. Be satisfied.

Apparently he was satisfied, for he drew a deep breath, and stood silent. She turned to me. Get ready, she said sharply.

No, I muttered, summoning all my resolution. I shall not go. I  I have not  

Smith turned to me, and the refusal died on my lips. The struggle with the woman had roused the mans passions; and I read in his eyes such a glare of ferocity as chilled my blood and unstrung my knees. Nor was that all; for when I went, trembling, to take the cloak, One moment, he said grimly, not so fast, my friend. Let us understand one another before we start. Mr. Price or Mr. Taylor or whatever your name is, take note, do you hear me, of three things? One, that the business we are on is life or death. Do you grasp that?

I muttered a shuddering assent.

Secondly, he continued, with the same gruesome civility, my hand will never be more than six inches from the butt of a pistol, until I see this home again. Do you grasp that?

I nodded.

Thirdly, at the least sign of treachery or disobedience on your part, I blow out your brains first, and my own afterwards, if that be necessary. Do you grasp that?

I nodded.

That is especially well, he said. Because the last item is important to you. On the other hand, Mr. Price, play honest John with me, and in forty-eight hours you shall be back in your masters house, free and safe; and I shall trouble you no more. Do you understand that?

I said I did; my teeth chattering, and my eyes seeking to evade his.

Then, now, yon may get into those things, he said. And do you ride when I bid you, and halt when I bid you, and speak when I say speak, and be silent when I say be silent  do those four things, I say, and you will die in your bed. They are all I ask.

I stooped, shaking all over, to take up the boots. Heart up, pretty! cried the woman, with an odd laugh that broke off short with a sort of quaver. It is clear that you are not born to be hanged. And for the rest  

Peace, peace, wench, said Smith impatiently. And dress him.


CHAPTER XXXVI

It wanted two hours of midnight on a fine night when we two rode over London Bridge, and through a gap in the houses saw the river flowing below, a ripple of silver framed in blackness, and so cold to the eye that involuntarily I shivered; feeling a return of all the vague fears and apprehensions which, originally awakened by the prospect of the journey, had been set at rest for the time by the awe in which I held my companion. I began to recall a dozen stories of footpads and highwaymen, outrage and robbery, which I had read, and found but cold comfort in the reflection that the Kent Road, from the amount of traffic that used it, was accounted one of the safest in England. It was not wonderful, that with nerves so disordered, I went in front of danger; or that when  opposite the Marshalsea, where the chain crosses the road, near the entrance to White Horse Yard  a man came suddenly out of a passage and caught hold of my companions rein, I cried out, and all but turned my horse to fly.

Smith himself appeared to be taken off his guard; for, after bidding me beware what I did, he called with the same harshness to the man to release the rein, or take the consequences.

Oh, I am all right, the fellow answered roughly, peering at him through the darkness. You are Mr. Smith?

Well?

Fairholt sent me  to stop you.

Fairholt!

Ay, he is here.

Here? my companion cried, in a tone of rage and surprise. What the  ! Why, he should be  you know where, by this time!

Ay, but his horse threw him this morning, and he is lying at the White Horse here, with a broken leg!

Smith cursed the absent man for a fool. I wish he had broken his neck! he said savagely. And then, after an interval, Has he sent anybody?

He has had something else to think about, the man answered drily. And so would you, master, with his leg!

Smith swore again, and sat gloomily silent.

He says if you can stead it off for twenty-four hours, the man continued, he will arrange that  

No names, Smith cried sharply, interrupting him.

Well, that  someone shall take his place and do the job.

Smith did not answer for a time, but at length in a curt, incisive tone, Tell him, yes, he said. I will see to it. And you  keep a still tongue, will you? You were going with him, I suppose?

Ay.

And you will come with the other?

May be. And if not I shall not blab.

Smith by a nod showed that the man had taken his meaning; after which, bidding him good-night, he pricked up his horse. Come on, he said, addressing me with impatience. I thought to have had companions, and so ridden more securely. But we must make the best of it.

Heaven knows that I too would have liked companions, and took the road again dolefully enough. Nor was that the worst of it; Smith, in speaking to the stranger, had mentioned Fairholt. Now, I knew the name, and knew the man to be one of the messengers attached to the Secretarys office, one whose business it was to execute warrants and arrest political prisoners. But what had Smith, riding to a secret interview with a man outlawed and in hiding, to do with messengers? With Fairholt?

And then, as if this were not enough to disturb me with a view of treachery, black as gulf seen by traveller through a rift in the mist  if this glimpse, I say, were not enough, how was I going to reconcile Smiths statement that he had expected companions with his first cry, uttered in wrath and surprise  that Fairholt ought to be by this time  well, at some distant point?

In fine, I was so far from being persuaded that Smith had expected company, that I gravely suspected that he had made quite other arrangements; arrangements of the most perfidious character. And as the horses hoofs rang monotonously on the hard road, and we rose and fell in the saddle, and I peered forward into the gloom, fearing all things and doubting all things, for certain I feared and doubted nothing so much as I did the dark and secret man beside me; whose scheming brain, spinning plot within plot, each darker and more involved than the other, kept all my ingenuity at a stretch to overtake the final end and purpose he had at heart.

Indeed, I despair of conveying to others how gravely this sombre companionship and more sombre uncertainty aggravated the terrors of a journey, that at the best of times must have been little to my taste. To the common risks of the road, deserted at that hour by all save cutpurses and rogues, was added a suspicion, as much more harassing than these, as unseen dangers ever surpass the known. It was in vain that I strove to divert my mind from the figure by my side; neither the bleak heath above Greenwich  whence we looked back at the reddish haze that canopied London, and forward to where the Thames marshes stretched eastward under night  nor the gibbet on Dartford Brent, where a body hung in chains, poisoning the air, nor the light that shone dim and solitary, far to the left, across the river, and puzzled me until he told me that it was Tilbury  neither of these things, I say, though they occupied my thoughts by turns and for a moment, had power to drive him from my mind, or divert my fears to dangers more apparent. And in this mood, now glancing askance at him, and now moving uneasily under his gaze, I might have ridden to Rochester if my ear had not caught  I think when we were two or three miles short of the city  the sound of a horse trotting fast on the road behind us.

At first it followed so faintly on the breeze that I doubted, thinking it might be either the echo of our hoofs, or a pulse beating in my ears. Then, on a hard piece of ground, it declared itself unmistakably; and again as suddenly it died away.

At that I spoke involuntarily. He has stopped, I said.

Smith laughed in his teeth. He is crossing the wet bottom, fool  by the creek, he said.

And before I could answer him the dull sound of a horse galloping fast, but moving on the turf that ran alongside the road, proved him to be right. Draw up! he whispered in something of a hurry, and then, as I hesitated, Do you hear? he continued, sharply seizing my rein. What do you fear? Do you think that night birds prey on night birds?

Whatever I feared, I feared him more: and turning my horse, I sat shivering. For notwithstanding his confident words I saw that he was handling his holster; and I knew that he was drawing a pistol; and it was well the suspense was short. Before I had time for many qualms, the horseman, a dark figure, lurched on us through the gloom, pulled his horse on to its haunches, and, with raised hand, cried to us to deliver.

And no nonsense! he added sharply. Or a brace of balls will soon  

Smith laughed. Box it about! he cried.

Hallo! the stranger answered, taking a lower tone; and he peered at us, bending down over his horses neck. Who are you, in fly-by-night?

A box-it-about! my companion answered with tartness. That is enough for you. So good-night. And I wish you better luck next time.

But  

St! Smith answered, cutting him short. I am going to my father, and the less said about it the better.

So? Well, give him my love, then. And backing his horse, the stranger bade us good-night, and with a curse on his bad fortune turned and rode off. Smith saw him go, and then wheeling we took the road again.

Safely, however, as we had emerged from this encounter, and far as it went towards proving that we bore a talisman against the ordinary perils of travellers, it was not of a kind to reassure a law-abiding man. To be hung as the accomplice of footpads and high-tobys was a scarcely better fate than to be robbed and wounded by them, and I was heartily glad when we found ourselves in the outskirts of Rochester, and stopping at a house of call outside the sleeping city, roused a drowsy hostler, and late as the hour was, gained entrance and a welcome.

I confess, that safe in these comfortable quarters, on a sanded hearth, before a rekindled fire, with lights, and food, and ale at my elbow, and a bed in prospect, I found my apprehensions and misgivings less hard to bear than on the dark road above Tilbury flats. I began to think less of the body creaking in its irons on the gibbet above Dartford, and more of the chances of ultimate safety. And Smith growing civil, if not genial, I went on to count the hours that must elapse, before, our miserable mission accomplished, I should see London again. After all, why should I not see London again? What was to prevent me? Where lay the hindrance? In three days, in three days we should be back. So I told myself; and looking up quickly met Smiths eyes brooding gloomily on me.


CHAPTER XXXVII

Such a night ride as I have described, would have been impossible, or at least outrageously dangerous, a year or two later; when a horde of disbanded soldiers, dismissed from the colours by the Peace of Ryswick, took to the roads for a subsistence, and for a period, until they perished miserably, made even the purlieus of Kensington unsafe.

At the time of which I write we ran risk enough, as has been demonstrated; but the reasons which induced Smith to leave London at that hour, and under cover of darkness, may be conceived. Apparently they did not extend to the rest of the journey; for, after lying late at Rochester, we rode on by Sittingbourne to Feversham, and thence after a comfortable dinner, turned south by Badlesmere, and so towards Ashford, where we arrived a few minutes after nightfall.

Those who are acquainted with the Old Inn at the entrance into Ashford will remember that the yard and stables are as conspicuous for size and commodiousness as the house, a black and white building, a little withdrawn from the street, is strikingly marked by the lack of those advantages. I believe that the huge concourse thither of cattle-drovers at the season of the great fairs is the cause of this; those persons lying close themselves but needing space for their beasts. And at such times I can imagine that the roomy enceinte, and those long lines of buildings, may be cheerful enough.

But seen, as we saw them, when we rode in, by the last cold light of a dull evening, with nothing clear or plain save the roof ridge, and that black against a pale sky, they and the place looked infinitely dismal. Nor did any warmth of welcome, or cheerful greeting, such as even poor inns afford to all and sundry, amend the first impression of gloom and decay, which the house and its surroundings conveyed to the mind. On the contrary, not a soul was to be seen, and we had ridden half way across the yard, and Smith had twice called House! House! before anyone was aroused.

Then the upper half of a stable-door creaked open, and a man holding up a great horn lanthorn, peered out at us.

Are you all asleep? cried my companion. And when the man made no answer, but still continued to look at us, What is in the house, he added, angrily, that you stick out your deaths head to frighten company? Is it lace or old Nantz? Or French goods? Any way, box it about and be done with it, and attend to us.

Eight, master, right, I am coming, the man answered, suddenly rousing himself; and opening the lower half of the door, he came heavily out. At your service, he said. But we have little company.

The times are bad?

Ay, they looked a bit better six months back.

But nothing came of it?

No, worse luck.

And all that is called for now  is common Hollands, I suppose?

The fellow grinned. Right, he said. You have the hang of it, master.

My companion slid to the ground, and began to remove his pistols and saddlebag. Still you have some guests, I suppose? he said.

Ay, one, the man answered, slowly, and I thought, reluctantly.

Is he, by any chance, a man of the name of  but never mind his name, Smith said. Is he a surgeon?

The hostler or host  for he had the air of playing both parts  a big clumsy fellow, with immobile features and small eyes, looked at us thoughtfully and chewed a straw. Well, may be, he said, at last. I never asked him. And without more he took Smiths horse by the rein and lurched through the door into the stable; the lanthorn swinging in his hand as he did so, and faintly disclosing a long vista of empty stalls and darkling roof. As I followed, leading in my sorry mare, a horse in a distant stall whinnied loudly.

That is his hack, I suppose, said Smith; and coolly taking up the lanthorn, which the other had that moment set down, he moved through the stable in the direction whence the sound had come.

The man of the house uttered something between an oath and a grunt of surprise; and letting fall the flap of the saddle which he had just raised that he might slacken the girths, he went after him. Softly, master, he said, every man to his  

But Smith was already standing with the lanthorn held high, gazing at a handsomely-shaped chestnut horse that pricking its ears turned a gentle eye on us and whinnied again. Umph, not so bad, my companion said. His horse, I suppose?

The man with the straw looked the animal over reflectively. At length with something between a grunt and a sigh, He came on it, he said.

He wont go on it in a hurry.

Why not? said the man, more quickly than he had yet spoken: and he looked from the horse to my companion with a hint of hostility.

Have you no eyes? Smith answered, roughly. The off-fore has filled; the horse is as lame as a mumper!

Grammon! cried the other, evidently stung. And then, You know a deal about horses in London! And never saw one or a blade of green grass, maybe, until you came Kent way!

As you please, Smith said, indifferently. But my business is not with the horse but the master. So take us in, my good friend, and give us supper, for I am famished. And afterwards, if you please, we will see him.

That is as he pleases, the fellow answered sulkily. But he raised no second objection, and when we had littered down the horses he led the way into the house by a back door, and so along a passage and down a step or two, which landed us in a room with a sanded floor, a fire, and a show of warmth and comfort, as welcome as it was unexpected. Here he left us to remove our cloaks, and we presently heard him giving orders, and bustling the kitchen.

The floor of the room in which he had left us was sunk a little below the level of the road outside; and the ceiling being low and the window of greater width than height, and the mantel-shelf having for ornament a row of clean delft and pewter, I thought that no place had ever looked more snug and cosy. But whatever comfort I looked to derive from surroundings so much better than I had expected, was dashed by Smiths first words, who, as soon as we were alone came close to me under the pretence of unclasping my cloak, and in a low, guarded tone, and with a look of the grimmest, warned me to play my part.

We go upstairs after supper, and in five minutes it will be done, he muttered. Go through with it boldly, and in twenty-four hours you may be back in London. But fail or play me false, Mr. Price, and, by heaven, I put a ball through your head first, and my own afterwards. Do you mark me? Do you mark me, man?

I whispered in abject nervousness  seeing that he was indeed in earnest  that I would do my best; and he handed me a ring which was doubtless the same that the Countess had given to her woman. It had a great dog cut cameo-wise on the stone, which I think was an opal; and it fitted my finger not ill. But I had no more than time to glance at it before the host and his wife, a pale, scared-looking woman, came in with some bacon and eggs and ale, and as one or other of them stayed with us while we ate, and watched us closely, nothing more passed. Smith talking indifferently to them, sometimes about the fruit harvest, and sometimes in cant phrases about the late plot, the arrest of Hunt at Dymchurch (who had been used to harbour people until they had crossed), how often Gills ship came over, Mr. Birkenheads many escapes, and the like. Probably the man and woman were testing Smith; but if so, he satisfied them, for when we had finished our meal, and he asked openly if Sir John would see us, they raised no objection, but the man, taking a light from the womans hand, led the way up a low-browed staircase to a room over that in which we had supped. Here he knocked, and a voice bidding us enter. Smith went in, and I after him, my heart beating furiously.

The room, which resembled the one beneath it in being low in the ceiling, looked the lower for the gaunt height of its one occupant, who had risen, and stood in the middle of the floor to receive us. Thin and spare by nature, the meagre and rather poor-looking dress which he wore added to the singularity of his aspect. With a dry-as-dust complexion, and a three-days-old beard, he had eyes light-coloured, quick-glancing, and sanguine, and notwithstanding the danger and uncertainty of his position, a fugitive in this wayside house, with a thousand guineas on his head  for I never doubted I was looking on Sir John Fenwick  his manner was at one moment arrogant and boastful, and at another dreamy. He had something of the air of a visionary; nor could any one be long in his company without discerning that here was the very man for our purpose; one to whom all his geese were swans, and a clasp of the hand, if it marched with his hopes and wishes, of as much value as a pledge signed and sealed.

All this taken for granted, it is to be confessed that at first sight of us, his face fell, and his chagrin was unmistakable. It is you. Smith, is it, he said, with a sigh. Well, well, and I thought it was Birkenhead. Brown said it was not, but I thought that it must be. It is not every one knows Birkenhead when he sees him.

No, Sir John, that is true.

However, I shall see him in the morning. I go on board at New Romney at four, and doubtless he will be with Gill. When we come back  

Ah, Sir John, times will be changed then! Smith said.

They will, sir, with this Dutch crew and their low beast of a master swept into the sea! And gentlemen in their homes again! I have been amusing myself even now, he continued, his eyes wandering to the table on which lay a litter of papers, an inkhorn, and two snuffy candles, with plans for a new wing at Fenwick Hall, in the old style, I think, or possibly on the lines of the other house at Hexham. I am divided between the two. The Hall is the more commodious; the old Abbey has greater stateliness. However, I must put up my scripts now for I must be in the saddle in an hour. Have you commands for the other side of the water, Mr. Smith? If so I am at your service.

Smith answered with a little hesitation, Certainly, my business has to do with that, Sir John. And he was proceeding to explain when the baronet, rubbing his hands in glee, cut him short.

Ha! I thought so, he cried, beaming with satisfaction. Faith, it is so with everyone. They are all of a tale. My service, and my respects, and my duty  all to go you know where; and it is Make it straight for me. Sir John, and You will tell the King, Sir John? and Answer for me as for yourself, Sir John! all day long when they can come at me. Why, man, you know something, but you would be surprised what messages I am carrying over. And when people have not spoken they have told me as much by a look; and those the least likely. Men who ten years ago were as black Exclusionists as old Noll himself!

I can believe it, Sir John, said Smith with gravity, while I, who knew how the late conspiracy had united the whole country in King Williams defence, so that the man who refused to sign the Commons Association to that end went in peril of violence, listened with as much bewilderment as I had felt three minutes before, on hearing how this same man, a fugitive and an outlaw, bound beyond seas, had been employing his time!

However, he was as far from guessing what was in my mind as he was from doubting Smiths sincerity; and encouraged by the latters assent he continued: It is parlous strange to me, Mr. Smith, how the drunken Dutch boor stands a day! Strange and passing strange! But it cannot last. It will not last out the year. These executions have opened mens eyes finely! And by Christmas we shall be back.

A merry Christmas it will be, said Smith. Heaven grant it. But you have not asked, Sir John, who it is I have with me.

At that and at a sign he made me, I let fall the collar of the cloak I was wearing; which, in obedience to his directions, I had hitherto kept high about my chin. Sir John, his eyes drawn to me, as much by my action as by Smiths words, stared at me a moment before his mouth opened wide in recognition and surprise. Then, I  I am surely not mistaken! he cried, advancing a step, while the colour rose in his sallow face. It is  it certainly is  

Sir John, Smith cried in haste, and, he, too, advanced a step and raised a hand in warning, this is Colonel Talbot! Colonel Talbot, mark you, sir; I am sure you understand me, and the reasons which make it impossible for any but Colonel Talbot to visit you here. He has done me the honour to accompany me. But, perhaps, he continued, checking himself with an air of deference, it were more fitting I left you now.

No, I said hurriedly, repeating the lesson I had learned by rote, and in which Smith had not failed to practice me a dozen times that day. I am here to one end only  to ask Sir John Fenwick to do Colonel Talbot a kindness; to take this ring and convey it with my service and duty  whither he is going.
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SIR JOHN ... STARED AT ME A MOMENT

Oh, but this is extraordinary! Sir John cried, lifting his hands and eyes in a kind of ecstasy. This is a dispensation! A providence! But, my lord, he continued with rapture, there is one more step you may take, one more effort you may make. Be the restorer, the Monk of this generation! So ripe is the pear that were you to ride through the City to-morrow, and proclaim our rightful sovereign, not a citizen but would bless you, not a soldier but would throw down his pike! The Blues are with us to a man, and enraged besides at Keyess execution. And the rest of the army  do you dream that they see Dutch colonels promoted and Dutch soldiers overpaid, and do not resent it? I tell you, my lord  your Grace, I should say, for doubtless the King will confirm it.

Sir John, I said hastily, assuming an anger I did not feel. You mistake me. I am Colonel Talbot and no other. And I am here not to listen to plans or make suggestions, but to request a favour at your hands. Be good enough to convey that ring with my service whither you are going.

And that is all? he cried reproachfully. You will say no more?

That is all, sir, I answered; and then catching Smiths eye, I added, Save this. You may add that, when the time comes, I shall know what to do, and I shall do it.

This time, sobered by my words and manner, he took in silence the ring I proffered; but having glanced at it, gave way to a second burst of rapture and Jubilation, more selfish and personal than the first, but not less hearty. This will be the best news Lord Middleton has had for a twelvemonth! he cried gleefully. And that I should succeed where I am told that he failed! Gad! I am the proudest man in England, your Grace  Colonel Talbot, I mean. We will pound Melfort and that faction with this! We will pound them to powder! He has wasted half a million and not got such an adherent! Good Lord, I shall not rest now until I am across with the news.

Nor I  until Colonel Talbot is on the road again, said Smith, intervening deftly. At the best this is no very safe place for him.

That is true, said Sir John, with ready consideration. And I should be riding within the half-hour. But to Romney. You, I suppose, return to London?

To London, I said, mechanically.

Direct? said he, with deference.

As directly as we dare, Smith answered; and with the word moved to the door and opened it. On which I bowed and was for going out; perhaps with a little awkwardness. But Sir John, too deeply impressed by the honour I had done him to let me retire so lamely, started forward, and snatching up a candle, would hold the door and light me; bending his long back, and calling to Brown to look to us  to look to us! Nor was this all; for when I halted half way down the stairs, and turned, feeling that such courtesy demanded some acknowledgement or at least a word of thanks, he took the word out of my mouth.

Hist! Colonel Talbot! he cried in a loud whisper; and leaning far over the stairs he held the light high with one hand and shaded his eyes with the other. You know that we have the Tower?

The Tower? I muttered, not understanding him.

To be sure. Ailesbury has it in his hand. It will declare for us whenever he gets the word. But  you know it from him, I suppose?

From Lord Ailesbury? I exclaimed in sheer surprise. But he is a prisoner!

Sir John winked. Prisoner and master! he muttered, nodding vigorously. But there, I must not keep you. Good luck and bon voyage, M. le duc.

Which was the last I saw of him for that time. Nor did I ever see him again save on one occasion. That he was a violent and factious man, and a foe to the Protestant succession I do not deny; nor that some passages in his life do him little credit, and the most bruited the least. But for all this, and though I was then even a stranger to him, I am fain to confess that as I stumbled down the stairs, and left the poor misguided gentleman alone in his mean room to pack up those plans for the extension of the old house that would never again own a Fenwick for its master, and so to set out on his dark journey, I felt as much pity for him, as loathing for the trickster who employed me. And so far was this carried and so much influence had it with me that when we reached the room below and the landlord having left us to see to the horses, Smith in his joy at our success clapped me on the shoulder, I shrank from his hand as if it burned me; shrank, and burst into childish tears of rage. Naturally Smith, unable to comprehend, stared at me in astonishment. Why, man, he cried, what is the matter? What ails you?

You! I said. You, curse you.


CHAPTER XXXVIII

And doubtless it was this outbreak, or rather the suspicion of me which it sowed in Smiths mind, that occasioned the sequel of our adventure; for when he had cursed me for a fool and had put on his cloak, being now ready to go out, he seemed to be in two minds about it; as if he dared neither leave me where I was, lest I should communicate with Sir John, nor take me with him on his immediate errand. More than once he went to the door, and eying me askance and sourly, came back; but in the end and after standing a while irresolute, biting his nails, he made up his mind, and curtly bade me follow him.

Do you think that I am to saddle for you, you whelp? he cried. Be stirring! and have a care, or I shall bore that hole in you yet. Take that bag and go before me. By G  , I wish you were at the bottom of the nearest horse-pond!

His words had the effect he intended, of bringing me to my senses; but they went farther. For in proportion as they cooled my temper they awakened my fears; and though I obeyed him abjectly, took up my bag and followed him, it was with a sudden and horrible distrust of his purpose. I saw that I had not only ceased to be of use to him, but was now in his way, and might be a danger to him, and the night  which enveloped us the moment we crossed the threshold and seemed the more dreary and forbidding for the ruddy light and comfort we left behind us  reminding me of the long dark miles I must ride by his side, each mile a terror to one and an opportunity to the other, I had much ado not to give way to instant panic there and then. However, for the time I controlled myself; and stumbling across the gloomy yard to the spot where a faint gleam of light indicated the door of the stables, I went in.

The landlord was saddling our horses; and a little cheered by the warmth of his lanthorn, I went to help him. Smith turned aside, as I thought, into the next stall. But Brown was sharper and more suspicious, and in a twinkling called to him lustily, to know what he was doing. Getting no answer, Devil take him, the landlord cried. He cannot keep from that horse! Here, you! What are you doing there?

Coming! Smith answered; but even as he spoke I caught the smart click of iron falling on iron, and the horse in the distant stall moved sharply with a hurried clatter of hoofs on the stones. Coming! Smith repeated. What is the matter with you, man?

You had better come, the landlord answered savagely. Or I shall fetch you. Here you! this to me, lead yours out, will you. I want to see your backs, and be quit of you!

I took my horse by the bridle, and led it out of the stable, while Brown went to bit the other. And so, being alone outside, and the moon rising at the moment over the roof of the house and showing me the open gates at the end of the yard, the impulse to escape from Smith while I had the opportunity came on me with overpowering force. Better acquainted than the landlord with the villains plans I had not a doubt that at that very moment he was laming Sir Johns horse for the purpose of detaining him; and the cold-blooded treachery of this act, filling me with as much terror on my own account  who might be the next victim  as hatred of the perpetrator, I climbed softly to my saddle, and began to walk my horse towards the gates. Doubtless Smith was too busy, cloaking his own movements, to be observant of mine. I reached the gates unnoticed, and turning instinctively from London  in which direction I fancied that he would be sure to pursue me  I kicked my mare first into a quick walk, then into a cautious trot, finally into a canter. The beast, though far from speedy, was fresh from its corn; it took hold of the bit, shied at a chance light in a cotters window, and went faster and faster, its ears pricked forward. In a minute we had left Ashford behind us, and were clattering through the moonlight. With one hand on the pommel and the other holding the shortened reins I urged the mare on with all the pressure of my legs; and albeit I trembled, now at some late-seen obstacle, which proved to be only the shadow of a tree, thrown across the road, and now at the steepness of a descent that appeared suddenly before me, I never faltered, but uphill and downhill drove in my heels, and with fear behind me, rode in the night as I had never before dared to ride in the daylight.

I had known nothing like it since the summer day twelve years before when I had fled across the Hertfordshire meadows on my feet. The sweat ran down me, I stooped in the saddle out of pure weakness; if the horse pricked its ears forward I spread mine backward listening for sounds of pursuit. But such a speed could not be long maintained, and when we had gone, as I judged, two miles, the mare began to flag, and the canter became a trot. Still for another mile I urged her on, until feeling her labour under me, and foreseeing that I must ride far, I had the thought to turn into the first lane to which I came, and there wait in the shadow of a tree until Smith, if he followed, should pass.

I did this, sprang down, and standing by my panting horse, in a marshy hollow, some two hundred paces from the road, listened intently, for twenty minutes, it may be, but they seemed to be hours to me. After the life I had been leading in London, this loneliness in the night in a strange and wild place, and with a relentless enemy on my track, appalled my very soul. I was hot and yet I shivered, and started at the least sound. The scream of a curlew daunted me, the rustling of the rushes and sedge shook me, and when a sad wail, as of a multitude of lost souls passed overhead, I cowered almost to my knees. Yet, inasmuch as these sounds, doleful and dreary as they were, were all I heard, and the night air brought no trampling of distant hoofs to my ear, I had reason to be thankful, and more than thankful; and my mare having by this time got her wind again, I led her back to the road, climbed into the saddle and plodded on steadily; deriving a wonderful relief and confidence from the thought that Smith had followed me London-wards.

Moreover, I had conceived a sort of horror of the loneliness of the waste country-side, and to keep the highway was willing to run some risk. I took it that the road I was travelling must bring me to Romney, and for a good hour and a half, I jogged with a loose rein through the gloom, the way becoming ever flatter and wetter, the wind more chill and salt, and the night darker, the moon being constantly overcast by clouds. In that marshy district are few hamlets or farms, and those of the smallest, and very sparsely scattered. Once or twice I heard the bark of a distant sheep dog, and once far to the left I saw a tiny light and had the idea of making for it. But the reflection that a dozen great ditches, each wide enough and deep enough to smother my horse, might lie between me and the house, availed to keep me in the road; the more as I now felt sure from the saltness of the night air that Romney and the sea were at no great distance in front of me. Presently indeed, I made out in front of me two moving lights, that I took to be those of ships riding at anchor, and my weary mare quickened her pace as if she smelt the stable and the hayrack.

For five minutes after that I plodded on in the happy belief that my journey was as good as over, and I saved; and I let my mind dwell on shelter and safety, and a bed and food and the like, all awaiting me, as I fancied, in the patch of low gloom before me where my fancy pictured the sleeping town. Then on a sudden, my ear caught the dull beat of a horses hoofs on the road behind me; and my heart standing still with terror, I plucked at my reins, and stood to listen. Ay, and it was no fancy; a moment satisfied me of that. Thud-thud, thud-thud, and then squash-squash, squish-squish! a horse was coming up behind me; and not only behind me, but hard upon me  within less than a hundred paces of me. The soft wet road had smothered the sound up to the last moment.

The rider was so close to me indeed, and I was so much taken by surprise that the moon sailing at that instant into a clear sky, showed me to him before I could set my horse going; and, as I started, whipping and spurring desperately, I heard the man shout. That was enough for me; plunging recklessly forward along the wet, boggy road, I flogged my horse into a jaded canter, and leaning low in the saddle in mortal fear of a bullet, closed my eyes to the dangers that lay ahead, and thought only of escape from that which followed on my heels.

Suddenly, and while I was still kicking and urging on my horse, before the first flush of fear had left me, I heard a crash and a cry behind me; but I did not dare at the moment to look back. I only leaned the lower, and clung the more tightly to my horses mane and still pressed on. By-and-by, however, hearing nothing, it flashed on me that I was riding alone, that I was no longer pursued; and a little later taking courage to draw rein and look back wearily, I found that I could see nothing, nor hear any sound save the heavy panting of my own horse. I had escaped. I had escaped and was alone on the marsh. But as I soon satisfied myself, I was no longer on the causeway along which I had been travelling when the man surprised me. The wind which had then met me was now on my right cheek; the lights for which I had been heading were no longer visible. The track, too, when I moved cautiously forward, seemed more wet and rough; after that it needed little to convince me that I had strayed from the highway, probably at the point where my pursuer had fallen.

This, since I dared not return by the way I had come, terribly perplexed me. I dismounted, and wet and shivering stood by my horse, which hung its head, and restlessly lifted its feet by turns as if it already felt the engulfing power of the moss. Peering out every way I saw nothing but gloom and mist, the dark waste and unknown depths of the marsh. It was a situation to try the stoutest, nor did it need the mournful sough of the wind as it swept the flats, or the strange gurgling noises that from time to time rose from the sloughs about me to add the last touch of fear and melancholy to the scene.

Though, for my own part, I sank in no farther than my ankles, the horse by its restlessness evinced a strong sense of danger, and I dared not stand still. But as clouds had again obscured the moon and the darkness was absolute, to advance seemed as dangerous as to remain. However, in fear that the horse, if I stood where I was, would break loose from me, I led it forward cautiously: and then the track growing no worse but rather better, and the beast seeming to gain confidence as it proceeded, I presently took courage to remount again, and dropping the reins allowed it to carry me whither it would. This it did slowly and with infinite caution, smelling rather than feeling the way, and often stopping to try a doubtful spot. Observing how wonderfully the instinct of the beast aided it, and remembering that I had once been told that horses feared nothing so much as to be smoored (as the fenmen call it), and would not willingly run that risk, I gained confidence myself; which the event justified, for by-and-by I caught the dull sound of sea-waves booming on a beach, and a few minutes afterwards discerned in the sky before me the first faint streaks of dawn.

Heaven knows how welcome it was to me! I was wet, weary and shivering with cold and with the aguish air of that dreary place; which is so unwholesome that I am told the natives take drugs to stave off the fever, as others do ale and wine. But at the sight I pricked up, and the horse too; and we moved on briskly; and presently by the help of the growing light, and through a grey mist which trebled the size of all objects, I saw a huge wall or bank loom across my path. I was close to it when I discerned it; and I had no more than time to despair of surmounting it, before the horse was already clambering up it. Scrambling and slipping among the stones, in a minute or so and with a great clatter we gained the summit; and saw below and before us the smooth milky surface of the sea lifting lazily under the fog.

So seen it had a strangely weird and pallid aspect, as of a dead sea, viewed in dreams: and I stood a moment to breathe my horse and admire the spectacle; nor did I fail to thank God that I was out of that dreary and treacherous place. Then, considering my future movements and not knowing which way I ought to take  to right or left along the beach  to gain the more quickly help and shelter, I was reining my mare down the sea side of the bank when a welcome sound caught my ear. It was a mans voice giving an order. I halted and peered through the sea-haze; and by-and-by I made out a boat, lying beached at the edge of the tide, some hundred and fifty yards to my left. There were men standing in it, I could not see how many; and more were in the act of pushing it off the strand. Their voices came to me with singular clearness; but the words were unintelligible.

The sight gave me pause: and for a moment I stood reconnoitring the men. To advance or not was the question, and I was still debating it, and striving to deduce something from the mens appearance, when something, I never knew what  perhaps some noise ill-apprehended  led me to turn aside my head. Whatever the cause of the movement, it apprised me of something little suspected. Not fifty paces behind me I saw the figure of a giant horseman looming out of the mist. He was advancing along the summit of the sea-wall below which I stood; hence I saw him before he made me out: and this gave me the start and the advantage. I had time to take in the thing, and seize my horse by the head, and move eight or ten paces towards the boat before he took the cue. Then on neither side was there any concealment. With a cry, a yell rather, the mere sound of which flung me into a panic, the man urged his horse down the bank shouting fiercely to me to stand; I in utter terror spurred mine across the beach towards the men I had seen.

I have said that I had some sixty yards of start, and two hundred or so to cross, to reach the boat; but the horses were scarcely able to trot; a yard was a furlong; and the sand swallowing up the sound of hoofs, it was a veritable race of ghosts, of phantoms, labouring through the mist across the flat, with the oily Stygian sea lapping the shore beside us. He cried out in the most violent fashion, now bidding me stay and now bidding the men stop me. And for all I know they might be in his pay, or at best be some of the reckless desperadoes who on that coast live by owling and worse practices. But they were my only hope and I too cried to them; and with joy I saw them put in again  they had before got afloat. Believing Smith to be gaining, I cried pitifully to them to save me, and then my horse stumbling, I flung myself from the saddle, and plunged through the sand towards them. At that, two sprang out to meet me and caught me under my arms; and in a moment, amid a jargon of cries in a foreign tongue whipped me over the side into the boat. Then they pushed it off and leaped in themselves, wet to the thighs; and as my pursuer came lurching down the beach, a pistol drawn in his hand, a couple of powerful strokes drove the boat through the light surf. Waving frantically he yelled to the men to wait, and rode to his boot-soles into the water; but with a jeering laugh and a volley of foreign words the sailors pulled the faster and the faster, and the mist lying thick on the water, and the boat sitting low, in half a minute we lost the last glimpse of him and his passion, and rode outward on a grey boundless sea.


CHAPTER XXXIX

I should have been less than a man had I not thanked God for my escape. But it is in the sap of a tree to run upward in the spring, and in the blood of a man to live in the present and future, the past going for little; and I had not crouched two minutes on the thwart before the steady lurch of the boat outwards and seawards fixed my attention. From this to asking myself by what chance I had been saved, and who were the men who sat round me  and evinced no more curiosity about me than if they had been sent to the spot purely and simply to rescue me  was but a step.

I took it, scanned them stealthily, and was far from reassured; the sea-garb was then new to me, and these wearers of it were the wildest of their class. The fog which enfolded us magnified their clumsy shoulders and great knitted night-caps and the tarry ringlets that hung in festoons about their scarred and tanned faces. The huge gnarled hands that swung to and fro with the oars were no more like human flesh than the sea-boots which the men wore, drawn high on their thighs. They had rings in their ears, and from all came a reek of tobacco, and salt-fish, and strange oaths; nor did it need the addition of the hanger and pistol which each wore in his belt to inform me that I had fallen once again among fierce and desperate men.

Dismayed by all I saw, it yet surprised me that no one questioned me. He who sat in the stern of the boat, and seemed to be in command, had a whistle continually at his lips, and his eyes on the curtain of haze before us; but if the tiller and navigation of the boat took up his thoughts, there were others. These, however, were content to pull on in silence, eyeing me with dull brutish stares, until the fog lifting disclosed on a sudden the hull of a tall ship looming high beside us. A shrill piping came from it  a sound I had heard before, but taken to be the scream of a sea-bird; and this, as we drew up, was followed by a hail. The man by my side let his whistle fall that he might answer  which he did, in French. A moment later our boat grated against the heaving timbers, and I, looking up through the raw morning air, saw a man in a boat-cloak spring on the bulwarks and wave his hat.

Welcome! he cried, lustily. And God save the King! A near thing they tell me, sir. But come on board, come on board, and we shall see Dunquerque the sooner. Up with you, Sir John, if you please, and let us be gone with the fog, and no heel-taps!

Then, without another word, I knew what had happened; I knew why the boat which had picked me up, had been waiting on the beach at that hour; and as I rose to my feet on the seat, and clutched the rope ladder which the sailors threw down to me, my knees knocked together; for I foresaw what I had to expect. But the deck was surer ground for debate or explanation than the cockle-shell wherein I sat, and which tossed and ducked under me, threatening every moment to upset my stomach; and I went up giddily, grasped the bulwark, and, aided by half-a-dozen grinning seamen, night-capped and ringletted, I sprang down on the deck.

The man in the boat-cloak received me with a clumsy bow, and shook my hand. Give you joy, Sir John! he said. Glad to see you, sir. I began to fear that you were taken! A little more, and I must have left you. But alls well that ends well, and  your pardon one moment.

With that he broke off, and shouted half-a-dozen orders in French and English and French to the sailors; and in a moment the capstan, as I afterwards heard it called, was creaking round, and there was a hurry of feet, first to one side and then to the other, and a great shouting and a hauling at ropes. The ship heeled over so suddenly that if I had not caught at the rail I must have lost my footing, and for an instant the green seas seemed to swell up on a level with the slanting deck as if they would swallow us bodily. Instead, the sloop, still heeling over, began to gather way, and presently was hissing through the water, piling the white surf before it, only to pour it foaming to either side. The haze, like a moving curtain, began to glide by us; and looking straight ahead I saw a yellow glare that told of the sun rising over the French dunes.

The man who had received me, and who seemed to be the master, returned to my side. We are under way, sir, he said, and I am glad of it. But you will like to see Mr. Birkenhead? He would have met you, but the sea-colic took him as he lay on the swell outside Dunquerque whistling for a wind. He gets it badly one time, and one time he is as hearty as you are. He is better this morning, but he is ill enough.

I muttered that I would see him by-and-by, when he was better. That I would lie down a little, and  

Oh! I have got a bunk for you in his cabin, the master answered briskly. I thought you would want to talk State secrets. Follow me, if you please, and look to your sea-legs, sir.

He led the way to a hatch or trap-door, and raising it began to descend. Not daring to refuse I followed him, down a steep ladder into the dark bowels of the ship, the reek of tar and bilge-water, cheese and old rum, growing stronger with every foot we descended. At the bottom of the ladder he pushed aside a sliding panel, and signed me to pass through the opening. I obeyed, and found myself in a sort of dog-hole  as it seemed to me who knew nothing of ships cabins  lighted only by a span-wide round window, so dark, therefore, that I stood a moment groping, and so close and foul-smelling that my gorge rose.

Out of the gloom came a groan as of a sick sheep. Here is Sir John, safe and sound! cried the master in his sea tones. There is good medicine for you, Mr. Birkenhead. And he peered into the darkness.

The only answer was a second groan. Do you hear, sir? the captain repeated. Sir John is here.

A voice feebly yet unmistakably d  d Sir John and the captain.

The master chuckled hoarsely. Set a frigate behind us with a noose flying at the yard-arm, and there is no man like him! he said. None, Sir John; and I have carried him across seventy times and over, sick and well, he should know the road from the Marsh to Southwark if any man does. But let him be for the present, and do you lie down in the bunk above him, and I will bring you some Nantz and a crust. When he is better, he will be as glad to see you as if you were his brother.

I obeyed, and fortified by the strong waters he brought me, was glad to lie down, and under cover of darkness consider my position and what chance I had of extricating myself from it. For the time, and probably until we reached Dunquerque, I was safe; but what would happen when Birkenhead  the man whom the Jacobites called the Royal Post, and who doubtless knew Sir John Fenwick by sight  what would happen, I say, when he roused himself, and found that he had not only taken off the wrong man but left Sir John to his fate? Would he not be certain to visit the mischance on my head? Or if I escaped his hands, what must I expect, a stranger, ashore in a foreign land with little money, and no language at my command? I shuddered at the prospect; yet shuddered more at the thought of Birkenheads anger; so that presently all my fore-looking resolved itself into a strenuous effort to put off the evil day, and prolong by lying still and quiet the sleep into which he appeared to have fallen.

He lay so close to me, divided only by the one board on which I reclined, that all the noises of the ship  the creaking of the timbers, the wash of the seas as they foamed along the quarter, and the banging of blocks and ropes  noises that never ceased, failed to cover the sound of his breathing. And this nearness to me, taken with the fact that I could not see him, so tormented me with doubt whether he was awake or asleep, was recovering or growing worse, that more than once I raised my head and listened until my neck ached. In the twilight of the cabin I could see his cloak swaying lazily on a hook; on another hung a belt with pistols, that slid this way and that with the swing of the vessel. And presently watching these and listening to the regularity of his breathing, I laid my head down and did the last thing I proposed to do or should have thought possible; for I fell asleep.

I awoke with a mans hand on my shoulder; and sat up with a start of alarm, a mans voice in my ear. The floor of the cabin slanted no longer, the cloak and swordbelt hang motionless on the wall; and in place of the sullen plash of the waves and the ceaseless creaking of joists and knees, that had before filled the inwards of the ship, a medley of shouts and cries, as shrill as they were unintelligible, filled the pauses of the windlass. These things were, and I took them in and drew the inference, that we were in harbour; but mechanically, for it seemed, at the moment, that such wits as terror left me were in the grasp of the man who shook me and swore at me by turns; and whose short hair  for he was wigless  fairly bristled with rage and perplexity.

You! Who the devil are you? he cried, frantically. What witchcraft is this? Here, Gill! Gill! Do you hear, you tarry pudding-head? Who is this you have put in my cabin? And where is Fenwick? Where  

Where is Sir John? cried a voice somewhat distant, as if the speaker stooped to the hatchway. He is there, Mr. Birkenhead. I set him there myself. And between gentlemen, such words as those, Mr. Birkenhead  

As what? cried the man who held me.

As tarry. But never mind; between friends  

Friends be hanged! cried my assailant with violence. Who is this fool? That is what I asked. And you, have you no tongue? he continued, glaring at me. Who are you, and where is Sir John Fenwick?

Before I could answer, the master, who had descended, crowded himself into the doorway. That is Sir John, he said, sulkily. I thought that you  

This, Sir John? the other exclaimed.

Ay, to be sure.

As much Sir John as you are the warming-pan! Birkenhead retorted; and released me with so much violence that my head rapped against the panels. This, Sir John Fenwick? And then, Oh, man, man, you have destroyed me, he cried. Where is my reputation now? You have left the real Simon Pure to be taken, and brought off this  this  you booby, you grinning ape, who are you?

Trembling, I told him my name.

And Sir John? he said. Where is he?

I left him at Ashford, I muttered.

It is a lie! he cried in a voice that thrilled me to the marrow. You did not leave him at Ashford! He was with you on the beach  he was with you and you deserted him! You left him to be taken, and saved yourself. You wretch! You Judas!

God knows by what intuition he spoke. For me, I swear that it was not until that moment, not until he had put the possibility into words that I knew  ay, knew, for that was the only word, so certain was I after the event  that the man who had ridden down the beach and called vainly on the sailors to wait, the man from whom we had rowed away laughing, taking with us his last hope of life, was not Matthew Smith, but Sir John Fenwick! Now, things which should have opened my eyes then, and had not, came back to me. I recalled how tall and gaunt the rider had looked through the haze, and a something novel in his voice, and plaintive in his tone. True, I had heard the click-clack of Smiths horses shoes as clearly as I ever heard anything in my life; but if Sir John, alarmed by the sound of my hasty departure, and fearing treachery, had sallied out, and leaping on the first horse he found, had ridden after me, then all was clear.

I saw that, and cowered before the mens accusing eyes: so that they had been more than Solomons had they taken my sudden disorder for aught but guilt  guilt brought home. For Birkenhead, his rage was terrible. He seized me by the throat, and disregarding my pitiful pleas that I had not known, I had not known, he dragged me from the berth, and made as if he would choke me there and then with his naked hands. Instead, however, he suddenly loosed me. Faugh, he cried; I will not dirty my hands with you! That such as you  you should be a mans death! You! But you shall not escape. Gill, up with him! Up with him and to the yard-arm. String him up! He shall swing before he is an hour older!

In Dunquerque harbour? said the other.

Why not?

Why not? said the master. Because, Mr. Birkenhead, I serve a King de jure and not de facto. That is why not. And if you want another reason  

Well?

I am not aware that His Majesty has raised you to the Bench, the master answered sturdily.

Oh, you have turned sea-lawyer, have you?

Law is law, said the shipmaster. England, or France, or the high seas.

And owling is owling! the other retorted with passion. And smuggling, smuggling! You are a fine man to talk! If you will not hang him  as they will hang Fenwick, so help me, never doubt it!  what will you do with him?

Give my men a bag of sand apiece, and let him run the gauntlet, the captain answered, with a phlegm that froze me. Trust me, sir, they will not leave much of a balance owing.

It was terrible to see how Birkenhead, vain, choleric and maddened by disappointment, jumped at the cruel suggestion. For me, I shrank into the bunk into the farthest corner, and cried for mercy; I might as well have cried to the winds. I was hauled out, the word passed up, and despite my desperate struggles, prayers and threats  the latter not unmingled with the name of Shrewsbury, which did but harden them  I was dragged to the foot of the ladder. Thence I was carried on deck, where, half-dead with fear and powerless in the hands of three stout seamen, I met none but grinning faces and looks of cruel anticipation. Few need to be told with what zest the common herd flock to a scene of cruel sport, how hard are their bosoms, how fiendish the pleasure which all but the most humane and thoughtful take in helpless suffering. Small was the chance that my pleas of innocence and appeals for a hearing would gain attention. All was ready, the men bared their arms and licked their lips, and in a moment I must have been set for the baiting.

But in certain circumstances the extremity of fear is another name for the extremity of daring; and the master, at this last moment going to range the crew in two lines, and one of the sailors who had me in charge releasing me for an instant, that he might arm himself with a sand-bag, I saw my opportunity. With a desperate swing I wrenched myself from the grasp of the other men. That done, a single bound carried me to the plank which joined the deck to the shore. I flew across it, swift as the wind; and as the whole crew seeing what had happened broke from their stations and with yells and whoops of glee took up the chase, I sprang on shore. Bursting recklessly through the fringe of idlers whom the arrival of the ship had brought to the waters edge, I sped across the open wharf, threaded a labyrinth of bales and casks, and darted up the first lane to which I came.

Fear gave me wings, and I left the wharf a score of yards ahead of my pursuers. But the seamen, who had taken up the chase with the gusto of boys let loose from school, made up for the lack of speed by whooping like demons; and the English among them halloing Stop Thief! and the others some French words alike in import, the alarm went abreast of me. Fortunately the lane was almost deserted, and I easily evaded the halfhearted efforts to stop me, which one or two made. It seemed that I should for the present get away. But at the last moment, at the head of the lane fate waited for me: an old woman standing in a doorway  and who made, as I came up, as if she was afraid of me  flung a bucket after me. It fell in front of me, I trod on the edge and fell with a shriek of pain.

Before I could rise or speak, the foremost of the sailors came up and struck me on the head with a sand-bag; and the others as they arrived rained blows on me without mercy. I managed to utter a cry, then instinctively covered my head with my arms. They belaboured me until they were tired and I almost senseless; when, thinking me dead, they went off whistling, and I crawled into the nearest doorway and fainted away.


CHAPTER XL

When I recovered my senses I was on my back in one of eighteen beds, in a long white-walled room, having barred windows, and a vaulted ceiling. A woman, garbed strangely in black, and with a queer white cap drawn tight round her face, leaned over me, and with her finger laid to her lips, enjoined silence. Here and there along the wall were pictures of saints; and at the end two candles burned before a kind of altar. I had an idea that I had been partly conscious, and had lain tossing giddily with a burning head, and a dreadful thirst through days and nights of fever. Now, though I could scarcely raise my head, and my brain reeled if I stirred, I was clear-minded, and knew that the bone of my leg was broken, and that for that reason I had a bed to myself where most lay double. For the rest I was so weak I could only cry in pure gratitude when the nun came to me in my turn, and fed me, and plain, stout, and gentle-eyed, laid her fingers on her lip, or smiling, said in her odd English Quee-at, quee-at, monsieur!

In face of the blessings which the Protestant Succession, as settled in our present House of Hanover, has secured to these islands, it would little become me to find a virtue in papistry; and my late lord, who early saw and abjured the errors of that faith, would have been the last to support or encourage such a thesis. Notwithstanding which, I venture to say that the devotion of these women to their calling is a thing not to be decried, merely because we have no counterpart of it, nor the charity of that hospital, simply because the burning of candles and worshipping of saints alternate with the tendance of the wretched. On the contrary, it seems to me that were such a profession, the idolatrous vows excepted, grafted on our Church, it might redound alike to the credit of religion  which of late the writings of Lord Bolingbroke have somewhat belittled  and to the good of mankind.

So much with submission; nor will the most rigid of our divines blame me, when they learn that I lay ten weeks in the Maison de Dieu at Dunquerque, dependent for everything on the kind offices of those good women; and nursed during that long period with a solicitude and patience not to be exceeded by that of wife or mother. When I had so far recovered as to be able to leave my bed, and move a few yards on crutches, I was assisted to a shady courtyard, nestled snugly between the hospital and the old town wall. Here, under a gnarled mulberry tree which had sheltered the troops of Parma, I spent my time in a dream of peace, through which nuns, apple-faced and kind-eyed, flitted laden with tisanes, or bearing bottles that called for the immediate attention of M. le Medecins long nose and silver-rimmed spectacles. Occasionally their Director would seat himself beside me, and silently run through his office: or instruct me in the French tongue, and the evils of Jansenism  mainly by means of the snuff-box which rarely left his fine white hands. More often the meagre apothecary, young, yellow, dry, ambitious, with a hungry light in his eyes, would take an English lesson, until the coming of his superior routed him, and sent him to his gallipots and compounding with a flea in his ear.

Such were the scenes and companions that attended my return to health; nor, my spirits being attuned to these, should I have come to seek or desire others, though enhanced by my native air  a species of inertia, more easily excused by those who have viewed French life near at hand, than by such as have never travelled  but for an encounter as important in its consequences as it was unexpected, which broke the even current of my days.

It was no uncommon thing for the nuns to bring one of my own countrymen to me, in the fond hope that I might find a friend. But as these persons, from the nature of the case, were invariably Jacobites, and either knowing something of my story, thought me well served, or coming to examine me, shied at the names of Mr. Brome and Lord Shrewsbury, such efforts had but one end. When I heard, therefore, for the fourth or fifth time that a compatriot of mine, amiable, and of a vivacity tout-â-fait marveilleuse was coming to see me, I was as far from supposing that I should find an acquaintance, as I was from anticipating the interview with pleasure. Imagine my surprise, therefore, when Sœur Marie called me into the garden at the appointed time; and, her simple face shining with delight, led me to the old mulberry tree, where, who should be sitting but Mary Ferguson!

She had as little expected to meet me as I to meet her, but coming on me thus suddenly, and seeing me lame, and in a sense a cripple, reduced, moreover, by the long illness through which I had passed, she let her feelings have way. Such tenderness as she had entertained for me before welled up now with irresistible force, and giving the lie to a certain hoydenish hardness, inherent in a disposition which was never one of the most common, in a moment she was in my arms. If she did not weep herself, she pardoned, and possibly viewed with pleasure, those tears on my part, which weakness and surprise drew from me, while a hundred broken words and exclamations bore witness to the gratitude she felt on the score of her escape.

Thus brought together, in a strange country, and agitated by a hundred memories, nothing was at first made clear, except that we belonged to one another, and Sœr Marie had long fled to carry the tale with mingled glee and horror into the house, before we grew sufficiently calm to answer the numberless questions which it occurred to each to ask.

At length Mary, pressed to tell me how she had fared since her escape, made one of the odd faces I could so well remember. And Not as I would, but as I could, she said, dryly. By crossing with letters.

Crossing? I exclaimed.

To be sure, she answered. I go to and from London with letters.

But should you be taken? I cried, with a vivid remembrance of the terror into which the prospect of punishment had thrown her.

She shrugged her shoulders; yet suppressed, or I was mistaken, a shudder. Then What will you? she said, spreading out her little hands French fashion, and making again that odd grimace. It is the old story. I must live, Dick. And what can a woman do? Will Lady Middleton take me for her childrens governante? Or Lady Melfort find me a place in her household? I am Fergusons niece, a backstairs wench of whom no one knows anything. If I were handsome now, bien! As I am not  to live I must risk my living.

You are handsome enough for me! I cried.

She raised her eyebrows, with a look in her eyes that, I remember, puzzled me. Well, may be, she said a trifle tartly. And the other is neither here nor there. For the rest, Dick, I live at Captain Gills, and his wife claws me Monday and kisses me Tuesday.

And you have taken letters to London? I said, wondering at her courage.

Three times, she answered, nodding soberly. And to Tunbridge once. A woman passes. A man would be taken. So Mr. Birkenhead says. But   and with the word she broke off abruptly, and stared at me; and continued to stare at me, her face which was rounder and more womanly than in the old days, falling strangely.
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SHE LISTENED IN SILENCE, STANDING OVER ME WITH SOMETHING OF THE SEVERITY OF A JUDGE

It wore such a look indeed, that I glanced over my shoulder thinking that she saw something. Finding nothing, Mary! I cried. What is it? What is the matter?

Are you the man who came with Sir John Fenwick to the shore? she cried, stepping back a pace  she had already risen, And betrayed him? Dick! Dick, dont say it! she continued hurriedly, holding out her hands as if she would ward off my words. Dont say that you are that man! I had forgotten until this moment whom I came to see; who, they said, was here.

Her words stung me, even as her face frightened me. But while I winced a kind of courage, born of indignation and of a sense of injustice long endured, came to me; and I answered her with spirit. No, I said, I am not that man.

No? she cried.

No! I said defiantly. If you mean the man that betrayed Sir John Fenwick. But I will tell you what man I am  if you will listen to me.

What are yon going to tell me? she answered, the troubled look returning. And then, Dick, dont lie to me! she cried quickly.

I have no need, I said. And with that, beginning at the beginning, I told her all the story which is written here, so far as it was not already known to her. She listened in silence, standing over me with something of the severity of a judge, until I came to the start from London with Matthew Smith.

There she interrupted me. One moment, she said in a hard voice; and she fixed me with keen, unfriendly eyes. You know that Sir John Fenwick was taken two days later, and is in the Tower?

I know nothing, I said, holding out my hands and trembling with the excitement of my story, and the thought of my sufferings.

Not even that?

No, nothing; not even that, I said.

Nor that within a month, in all probability, he will be tried and executed!

No.

Nor that your master is in peril? You have not heard that Sir John has turned on him and denounced him before the Council of the King?

No, I said. How should I?

What? she cried incredulously. You do not know that with which all England is ringing  though it touches you of all men?

How should I? I said feebly. Who would tell me here? And for weeks I have been ill.

She nodded. Go on, she said.

I obeyed. I took up the thread again, told her how we reached Ashford, how I saw Sir John, how I fled, and how I was pursued; finally how I was received on board the boat, and never, until the following day, when Birkenhead flung it in my teeth, guessed that I had forestalled Sir John, and robbed him of his one chance of escape. For if I had known, I continued warmly, why should I fly from him? What had I to fear from him? Or what to gain, if Smith with a pistol were not at my heels, by leaving England? Gain? I continued bitterly, seeing that I had convinced her. What did I gain? This! This! And I touched my crippled leg.

Thank God! she said, with emotion. Thank God, Dick. But  

But what! I retorted sharply; for in the telling of the story I had come to see more clearly than before how cruelly I had been treated. But what?

Well, just this, she said gently. Have you not brought it on yourself in a measure? If you had been more  that is, I mean, if you had not been so  

So what? I cried querulously, seeing her hesitate.

Well, so quick to think that it was Matthew Smith  and a pistol, she answered, smiling rather heartlessly. That is all.

There was a mist, I said.

She laughed in her odd way. Of course, Dick, there was a mist, she agreed. And you cannot make bricks without straw. And after all you did make bricks in St. Jamess Square, and it is not for me to find fault. But there is a thing to be done, and it must be done. And her lips closed firmly, after a fashion I remembered, and still remember, having seen it a hundred times since that day, and learned to humour it. One that must be done! she continued. Dick, you will not leave the Duke to be ruined by Matthew Smith? You will not lie here and let those rogues work their will on him? Sir John has denounced him.

And may denounce me! I said, aghast at the notion. May denounce me, I continued with agitation. Will denounce me. If it was not the Duke who was at Ashford, it was I!

And who are you? she retorted, with a look that withered me. Who will care whether you met Sir John at Ashford or not? King William  call him Dutchman, boor, drunkard, as its the fashion this side, call him I say what you will  at least he flies at high game, and does not hawk at mice!

Mice?

Ay, mice! she answered with a snap of her teeth  and she looked all over the little vixen she could be. For what are we? What are we now? Still more, what are we if we leave the Duke to his enemies, leave him to be ruined and disgraced, leave him to pay the penalty, while you, the cause of all this, lie here  lie safe and snug? For shame, Dick! For shame! she continued with such a thrill in her voice that the pigeons feeding behind her fluttered up in alarm, and two or three nuns looked out inquisitively.

I had my own thoughts and my own feelings about my lord, as he well knew in after years. I challenge any to say that I lacked either respect or affection for him. But a mans wits move more slowly than a womans, and the news came on me suddenly. It was no great wonder if I could not in a moment stomach the prospect of returning to risk and jeopardy, to the turmoil from which I had been so long freed, and the hazards of a life and death struggle. In the political life of twenty years ago men carried their necks to market. Knowing that I might save the Duke and suffer in his place  the fate of many a poor dependant; or might be confronted with Smith; or brought face to face with Ferguson; or perish before I reached London in the net in which my lords own feet were caught, I foresaw not one but a hundred dangers; and those such as no prudent man could be expected to regard with equanimity, or any but a harebrained girl would encounter with a light heart.

Still I desired to stand well with her; and that being so I confess that it was with relief I remembered my lameness; and named it to her. Passing over the harshness of her last words, You are right, I said. Something should be done. But for me it is impossible at present. I am lame, as you see.

Lame? she cried.

More than lame, I answered  but there was that in her tone which bade me avoid her eyes. A cripple, Mary.

No, not a cripple, she answered.

Yes, I said.

No, Dick, she answered in a voice low, but so grave and firm that I winced. Let us be frank for once. Not a cripple, but a coward.

I never said I was a soldier, I answered.

Nor I, she replied, wilfully misunderstanding me. I said, a coward! And a coward I will not marry!

With that we looked at one another: and I saw that her face was white. Was it a coward saved your life  in the Square? I muttered at last.

No, she answered. But it was a coward played the sneak for Ferguson. And a coward played the rogue for Smith! It was a coward lost Fenwick  because he dare not look behind! And a coward who will now sacrifice his benefactor, to save his own skin. And you only know in how many other things you have played the craven. But the rather for that, up, now, and play the man! You have a chance now! Do this one brave thing and all will be forgiven. Oh, Dick, Dick! she continued  and with a sudden blaze in her face she stooped and threw her arms round me, if you love me, do it! Do it for us both! Do it  or if you cannot, God knows it were better we were hung, than married!

I cannot hope to describe the fervour, which she threw into these last words, or the effect which they wrought on me, weakened as I was by long illness. In a voice broken by tears I conjured her to give me time  to give me time; a few days in which to consider what I would do.

Not a day! she answered, springing from me in fresh excitement, and as if my touch burned her. I will give you no time. You have had a lifetime, and to what purpose? I will give you no time. Do you give me your word.

To go to England?

Yes.

I was ashake from head to foot; and groaned aloud. In truth if I had known the gallows to be the certain and inevitable end of the road, on which I was asked to enter, I could not have been more sorely beset; between rage and fear, and shame of her and desire for her. But while I hung in that misery, she continuing to stand over me, I looked, as it happened, in her face; and I saw that it was no longer hot with anger, but sad and drawn as by a sharp pain. And I gave her my word, trembling and shaking.

Now, said she, are you a brave man; and perhaps the bravest.


CHAPTER XLI

That the arrest of Sir John Fenwick, reported in London on the 13th of June, was regarded by all parties as an event of the first magnitude, scarce exceeded in importance by a victory in Flanders or a defeat in the Mediterranean, is a thing not to be denied at this time of day; when men, still in their prime, can recall the commotion occasioned by it. The private animosity, which was believed to exist between Sir John and the King, and which dated, if the gossip of Wills and Garraways went for anything, not from the slight which he had put upon the late Queen, but from a much earlier period, when he had served under William in Flanders, aroused mens curiosity, and in a sense their pity; as if they were to see here the end of a Greek drama.

Nor, apart from the public and general interest, which Sir Johns birth and family connections, no less than his share in the plot, considerably augmented, was there any faction which could view his arrest with indifference. He had been so deep in the confidence of St. Germains that were he to make a discovery, not Tories and Jacobites only lay at his mercy, but all that large class among the Whigs who had stooped to palter with James. These, as they were the more culpable had also more to fear. Trembling at the prospect of a disclosure which must convict them of practices at variance with their most solemn professions, they were supported by none of those sentiments of loyalty, honourable if mistaken, which excused the others; while as each fondly thought his perfidy unknown to his neighbour, and dreaded nothing so much as detection by the rank and file of the party, he found the burden of apprehension weigh the more heavily, because he had none to share it with him.

The absence of the King, who was campaigning in Flanders, aggravated the suspense; which prevailed so widely for the reasons above, and others, that it is not too much to say that barely four politicians could be found of the first or second rank who were not nearly concerned in the question of Sir John Fenwicks silence. Of these, however, I make bold to say that my lord was one; and though the news that Sir John, who lay in the Tower, had sent for the Duke of Devonshire may have excited a passing feeling of jealousy in his mind  since he and not the other Duke was the person to whom Sir John might more fitly unbosom himself  I am confident, and, indeed, had it from his own lips, that at this time he had no notion of any danger threatening himself.

His eyes were first opened by the Earl of Marlborough; who, calling upon him one day, ostensibly on business connected with the Princess Anne (to whom the King had been reconciled before his departure), presently named Sir John. From this to the statement made to the Duke of Devonshire, and the rumours of its contents which filled the coffee-houses, was but a step. The Earl seemed concerned; my lord, in his innocence, sceptical.

At length the latter spoke out what was in his mind. To tell you the truth, my lord, he said frankly, I think it is a mares nest. I dont believe that any statement has been made.

The Earl looked astonished. May I ask why not? he said.

Because, unless I am much mistaken, my lord answered smiling, the Duke would have brought it straight to me. And I have heard nothing of it.

You have not asked the Duke?

Of course not.

But  he was with Sir John, the Earl persisted steadily. There is no doubt of that, is there?

Oh, no.

Well, then, is not that in itself strange?

I think not, there have always been friendly relations, my lord continued, between the Duke and Sir John.

Just so, Lord Marlborough answered, taking a pinch of snuff. Still, do those relations warrant the Lord Steward in visiting him now?

The Secretary looked a little startled. Well, I dont know, he said. But the Duke of Devonshires patriotism is so well established  

That he may steal the horse, while we look over the wall, Lord Marlborough answered, taking him up with a smile. Be that as it may, he continued, and I am sure that the same may be said of the Duke of Shrewsbury,  here the two noblemen bowed to one another I think your Graces information is somewhat faulty on this point. I happen to know that immediately after the interview a special messenger left Devonshire House for Loo; and that the matters he carried were reduced into writing by his Graces own hand. That being so, Duke, you are better qualified to draw the inference than I am.

My lord, at that, looked grave and nodded, being convinced; and I do not doubt that he felt the slight which the other Dukes silence implied. But though, of all the men I have ever met, he was the most sensitive, he was the last also, to wear his heart on his sleeve; and not only did he refrain from complaint of his colleagues conduct, but he hastened to dispel by a word or two the effect of his momentary gravity. Ah, then I can guess what happened, he said, nodding his comprehension. I have no doubt that Sir John made it a term that his discovery should be delivered to the King at first hand  and to no one else.

Lord Marlborough rose. Duke, he said firmly, I think it is fair that I should be more frank with you. The reason you give is not the reason they are giving in the coffee-houses  for the Lord Stewards reticence.

No! said my lord, with a faint note of scorn in his voice.

No, said the Earl. On the contrary, they say at Wills  and for the matter of that at the St. Jamess too, that the statement is kept close because it touched men in power.

In power? said my lord, with the same note in his voice. In the Council, do you mean?

Yes; three men.

Do they name them?

Certainly, said my Lord Marlborough, smiling. And they join with the three one who is not in power.

Ah!

Myself.

Nothing could exceed the placid indifference, as natural as it was free from exaggeration, which the Earl contrived to throw into his last word. Yet my lord started, and shuffled uneasily in his chair. Knowing something, and perhaps suspecting more, aware of the character which his enemies attributed to Lord Marlborough, he would not have been the statesman he was, if he had not fancied an ulterior design, in an admission not a little embarrassing. He confined himself, therefore, to a polite shrug expressive of incredulity, and to the words Credat Judæus.

Just so, said Lord Marlborough, whose erudition was not on a par with the marvellous strategical powers he has since displayed. What, then, will your Grace say  to Ned Russell?

The First Lord of the Admiralty? Is he named?

In the coffee-houses.

Ah!

Lord Godolphin!

Impossible!

Not so impossible as the fourth, Lord Marlborough answered, with a light laugh, in which courtesy, amusement, and a fine perception of the ridiculous were nicely mingled. Can you not guess, Duke?

But my lord, too prudent to suggest names in that connection, shook his head. Who could? he said, raising his eyebrows scornfully. They might as well name me, as some you are mentioning.

Lord Marlborough laughed softly. My very dear Duke, he said, that is just what they are doing! They do name you. You are the fourth.

I believe that my lord had so little expected the answer that for a space he remained, staring at the speaker, in equal surprise and dismay. Then his indignation finding vent: It is not possible! he cried. Even in the coffee-houses! And besides, if your story is true, my lord, the Duke of Devonshire alone knows what Sir John has discovered, and whom he has accused!

Lord Marlborough pursed up his lips. Things get known  strangely, he said. For instance, the shadow which came between your Grace and His Majesty in 90  probably you supposed it to be known to the King only, or if to any besides, to Portland at most? On the contrary, there was scarce a knot of chatterers at Garraways but whispered of your dinners with Middleton, and meetings with Montgomery, watched for the event, and gave the odds on St. Germains in guessing.

The Earl spoke in his airiest manner, took snuff in medio, and with a carelessness that none could so well affect, avoided looking at his hearer. Nevertheless, the shaft went home. My lord, smitten between the joints of his harness, suffered all that a proud and sensitive man, apprised on a sudden that his dearest secrets were the property of the market-place, could suffer; and rage dissipating the composure which self-respect would fain have maintained, My lord, this is going too far! he gasped. Who gave your lordship leave to  to touch on a matter which concerns only myself?

Simply this later matter, the Earl answered in a plain, matter-of-fact tone that at once sobered the Duke, and seemed to justify his own interference. If there is anything at all in this rumour  if Sir John has really said anything, I take it that the old gossip is at the bottom of it.

The Duke stared before him with a troubled face; and did not answer. To some it might have seemed the most natural course to carry the war into the informants country, and by a dry question or a pregnant word suggest that at least as good grounds existed for the imputation cast on him. But such a line of argument was beneath the dignity, which was never long wanting, to my lord; and he made no attempt to disturb the others equanimity or question his triumph. After a time, however, I beg your pardon, he said. I forgot myself and spoke hastily. But he is a most impudent fellow!

A d  d impudent fellow, the Earl cried, with more fervour than he had yet exhibited.

And he is playing an impudent game, my lord continued, thoughtfully. But a dangerous one.

As he will find to his cost, before he has done! Lord Marlborough answered. It is cunningly thought of. If he will save his head he must give up some one. So, as he will not give up his friends he will ruin his enemies; if the King is a fool, and can spare us.

The King is no fool! said the Duke, rather coldly. It was no secret that between William and Lord Marlborough love was not lost.

Well, that may be a good thing for us! the Earl answered lightly. He had not the reputation even with his friends of setting his feelings before his interest; nor probably in all England was there a man who looked out on the world with a keener eye to benefit by the weaknesses of men and make profit of their strength.

I know that it ill-becomes one in my station to carp at the great Duke, as men now style him; though of all his greatness, genius, and courage, there remains but a poor drivelling childishness, calling every minute for a womans tendance. And far am I from giving voice or encouragement to the hints of those, who, hating him, maintain that in future times things incredibly base will be traced to his door. But truth is truth; that he knew more of the matter now threatening and stood to lose more by it than my lord, I have little doubt; nor that this being so, the real object of his visit was to ensure the solidity of the assailed phalanx, and particularly to make it certain that the Secretary, whose weight with the King was exceeded only by his popularity with the party, should not stand aloof from the common hazard.

Having attained this object, so far as it could be obtained in a single interview, and finding that the Duke, in spite of all his efforts to the contrary, continued moody and distraught, he presently took his leave. But to my lords astonishment, he was announced again ten minutes later. He re-entered with profuse apologies.

I went from your Graces to the Venetian Ambassadors on the farther side of the Square, he said. There I heard it confidently stated that Goodman, one of the two witnesses against Sir John, had absconded. Have you heard it, Duke?

No, my lord answered with some dryness. And I am sure that it is not true.

You would have heard it?

Necessarily.

Nevertheless, and craving your pardon, the Earl answered slowly, I think that there is something in it. If he has not been induced to go, I fancy from what I hear that he is hesitating.

Then he must be looked to.

Yet! were he to go, you see  it would make all the difference  to Sir John, the Earl said. There would be only Porter; and the Act requires two witnesses.

My lord lifted his eyebrows; that two witnesses were required in a case of treason was too trite a statement to call for comment. Then seeing the others drift, he smiled. That were to lick the platter, my lord, in order to keep the fingers clean, he said.

Lord Marlborough laughed airily. Well put, he said, not a whit abashed. So it would. You are right, Duke, as you always are. But I have detained you too long. With which, and another word of apology, he took his leave a second time.

That he left an unhappy man behind him, none can doubt, who knew the Dukes sensitive nature, and respect for his high position and dignity. To find that the weakness, venial and casual, of which he had been guilty years before in stooping to listen to Lord Middletons solicitations  a fault which he had fancied known only to the King and by him forgiven  to find that this was the property of the public, was burden enough; but to learn that on this was to be founded a fresh charge, for the proper refutation of which the past must be raked up, was torture intolerable. In a fine sense of the ridiculous, my lord excelled any man of his time; he could feather therefore out of his own breast the shafts of evil that would be aimed at the man, who, one of the seven to bring over William in 88, had stooped in 89 to listen to the Exile! He could see more clearly than any all the inconsistency, all the folly, all the weakness of the course, to which he had, not so much committed himself, as been tempted to commit himself. The Minister unfaithful, the patriot importuned, were parts in which he saw himself exposed to the town, to the sallies of Tom Brown, and the impertinences of Ned Ward; nay, in proportion as he appreciated the grandeur of honest rebellion, of treason, open and declared, he felt shame for the pettiness of the part he had himself played, a waverer when trusted, and a palterer when in power.

Such reflections weighed on him so heavily that though one of the proudest and therefore to those below him one of the most courteous and considerate of men, he could scarcely bring himself to face his subordinates, when the hour came for him to attend the office. Sir John Trumball still deferred to him, Mr. Vernon still bowed until the curls of his wig hid his stout red cheeks, the clerks where he came still rose, pale, smug, and submissive, in his honour. But he fancied  quite falsely  something ironical in this respect; he pictured nods and heard words behind his back; and suspecting the talk, which hushed at his entrance rose high on his departure, to be at his expense, he underwent a score of martyrdoms before he returned to St. Jamess Square.

Meanwhile the absence of the King aggravated his position; firstly, by depriving him of the only confidant his pride permitted him; secondly, by adding to his troubles the jealousies which invariably attend government by a Council. Popularly considered, he was first Minister of the Crown, and deepest in the Kings confidence. But the knowledge that one of his colleagues withheld a matter from him, and was in private communication with William in respect to it, was not rendered less irksome by the suspicion, amounting almost to a certainty, that his own concern in the business was that of a culprit. This it was which first and most intimately touched his dignity; and this it was which at the end of a fortnight of suspense drove him to a desperate resolution. He would broach the matter to the Duke of Devonshire; and learn the best and the worst of it.

Desiring to do this in a manner the least formal he took occasion to dismiss his coach at the next Council meeting, and telling the Duke that he wished to mention a matter to him, he begged a seat in his equipage. But whether the Lord Steward foresaw what was coming and parried the subject discreetly, or my lords heart failed him, they reached the Square, and nothing said, except on general topics. There, my lords people coming out to receive them, it seemed natural to ask the Duke of Devonshire to enter; but my lord, instead, begged the Duke to drive him round and round a while; and when they were again started, I have not been well lately, he said  which was true, more than one having commented on it at the Council Table and I wished to tell you, that I fear I shall find it necessary to go into the country for a time.

To Roehampton? said his companion, after a word or two of regret.

No, to Eyford.

For a moment his Grace of Devonshire was silent; and my lord without looking at him had the idea that he was startled. At length as the coach went by London House, I would not do that  just at this time, he said, quietly.

Why not? asked my lord.

Because  well, for one thing, the Kings service may suffer.

That is not your reason! quoth my lord, stubbornly. You are thinking of the Fenwick matter.

Again the other Duke delayed his answer: but when he spoke his voice was both kind and earnest. Frankly, I am, he said. If you know so much, Duke, you know that it would have an ill-appearance.

How? said my lord. Let me tell you that all Sir John knows or can know, the King knows  and has known for some time.

This time there was no doubt that the Lord Steward was startled. You cannot mean it, Duke, he said, in a constrained voice, and with a gesture of reproach. You cannot mean that it was with his Majestys knowledge you had a meeting with Sir John, he being outlawed at the time and under ban? That were to make His Majesty at best an abettor of treason; and at worst a viler thing! For to incite to treason and then to persecute the traitor  but it is impossible!

I have not the least notion what your Grace means, my lord said, in a freezing tone. What is this folly about a meeting with Sir John?

The Duke of Devonshire was as proud as my patron; and nothing in the great mansion which he was then building in the wilds of the Derbyshire Peak was likely to cause the gaping peasants more astonishment than he felt at this setback. I dont understand your Grace, he said, at last, in a tone of marked offence.

Nor I you, my lord answered, thoroughly roused.

I am afraid  I have said too much, said the other, stiffly.

Or too little, my lord retorted. You must go on now.

Must? Must? quoth the Duke, whose high spirit had ten years before led him to strike a blow that came near to costing him his estate.

Ay, must  in justice, said my lord. In justice to me as well as to others.

After a brief pause, That is another thing, answered the Lord Steward civilly. But  is it possible, Duke, that you know so much, and do not know that Sir John asserts that you met him at Ashford two days only before his capture, and entrusted him with a ring and a message  both for St. Germains?

At Ashford?

Yes.

This is sheer madness, my lord cried, holding his hand to his head. Are you mad, Devonshire, or am I?

Whether the Duke, having heard Sir Johns story and marked his manner of telling it, had prejudged the cause, or thought that my lord over-acted surprise, he did not immediately answer; and when he did speak, his tone was dry, though courteous. Well, of course  it may be Sir John who is mad, he said.

D  n Sir John, my lord answered, sitting up in the coach and fairly facing his companion. You do not mean to tell me that you believe this story of a cock and a bull, and a  a  

A ring, said the Duke of Devonshire, quietly.

Well?

Well, Duke, it is this way, the Lord Steward replied. Sir John has something to say about three others. Lord Marlborough, Ned Russell, and Godolphin. And what he says about them I know in the main to be true. Therefore  

You infer that he is telling the truth about me? cried my lord, fuming, yet covering his rage with a decent appearance since a hundred eyes were on them as they drove slowly round in the glass coach.

Not altogether. There are other things.

What other things?

The talk there was about your Grace and Middleton at the time of your resignation.

My lord groaned. All the world knows that, it seems, he said. And should know that I have never denied it.

True.

But this! It is the most absurd, the most ridiculous, the most fantastical story! How could I go out of town for twenty-four hours, and the fact not be known to half London? Let Sir John name the day.

He has, the other Duke answered. He lays it on the tenth of June.

Well?

There was a Land Bank meeting of the Council on that day. But your Grace did not attend it.
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HE SHUT HIMSELF IN WITH HIS TROUBLE

No? No, I remember I did not. It was the day my mother was taken ill. She sent for me, and I lay at her house that night and the next.

His Grace of Devonshire coughed. That is unfortunate, he said, and leaned forward to bow to the Bishop of London, whose chariot had just entered the Square.

Why? said my lord, ready to take offence at anything.

Because, though I do not doubt your word, the world will require witnesses. And Lady Shrewsburys household is suspect. Her Jacobite leanings are known, and her peoples evidence would go for little. That that should be the day  but there, there, your Grace must take courage, the Duke continued kindly. All that the party can do will be done. Within the week Lord Portland will be here bringing his Majestys commands, and we shall then know what he proposes to do about it. If I know the King, and I think I do  

But the picture which these words suggested to my lords mind was too much for his equanimity. To know for certain that the King, who had extended indulgence to him once, was in possession of this new accusation, and perhaps believed it, that was bad enough. But to hear that Portland also was in the secret, and grim, faithful Dutchman as he was, might presently, in support of the low opinion of English fidelity which he held, quote him, the first Minister of England, was too much! In a hoarse voice he cut the Duke short, asking to be set down before they quarrelled; and his Grace, hastening with a hurried word of sympathy to comply, my lord stepped out, and looking neither to right nor left, passed into the house, and to the library, where, locking the door, he shut himself in with his trouble.


CHAPTER XLII

I have commonly reckoned it among my lords greatest misfortunes that in a crisis of his affairs which demanded all the assistance that friendship, the closest and most intimate could afford, he had neither wife nor child to whom he could turn, and from whom, without loss of dignity, he might receive comfort and support. He was a solitary man; separated from such near relations as he had, by differences as well religious as political, and from the world at large by the grandeur of a position which imposed burdens as onerous as the privileges it conferred were rare.

To a melancholy habit, which some attributed to the sad circumstances attendant on his fathers death, and others to the change of faith, which he had been induced to make on reaching manhood, he added a natural shyness and reserve, qualities which, ordinarily veiled from observation by manners and an address the most charming and easy in the world, were none the less obstacles, where friendship was in question. Not that of friendship there was much among the political men of that day, the perils and uncertainties of the time inculcated a distrust, which was only overcome where blood or marriage cemented the tie  as in the case of Lords Sunderland, Godolphin, and Marlborough, and again of the Russells and Cavendishes. But, be that as it may, my lord stood outside these bonds, and enjoyed and rued a splendid isolation. As if already selected by fortune for that strange combination of great posts with personal loneliness, which was to be more strikingly exhibited in the death-chamber of her late Majesty Queen Anne, he lived, whether in his grand house in St. Jamess Square, or at Eyford among the Gloucestershire Wolds, as much apart as any man in London or in England.

Withal, I know, men called him the King of Hearts. But the popularity, of which that title seemed the sign and seal, was factitious and unreal; born, while they talked with him, of his spontaneous kindness and boundless address; doomed to perish an hour later, of spite and envy, or of sheer inanition. Since the Duke was sensitive, over-proud for intimacy, flattered no man, and gave no man confidences.

Such an one bade fair, when in trouble, to eat out his heart. Prone to fancy all mens hands against him, he doubled the shame and outdid the most scandalous. So far, indeed, was he from deriving comfort from things that would have restored such men as my Lord Marlborough to perfect self-respect and composure, that I believe, and in fine had it from himself, that the letter which the King wrote to him from Loo (and which came to his hands through Lord Portlands, three days after the interview with his Grace of Devonshire) pained him more sensibly than all that had gone before.

You may judge of my astonishment, His Majesty wrote, at his effrontery in accusing you. You are, I trust, too fully convinced of the entire confidence which I place in you to think that such stories can make any impression on me. You will observe this honest mans sincerity, who only accuses those in my service, and not one of his own party.

It will be understood that that in His Majestys letter which touched my lord home was less the magnanimity displayed in it than the remembrance that once before the Sovereign had dealt with the subject in the same spirit, and that now the world must know this. Of the immediate accusation, with all its details of time and circumstance, he thought little, believing, not only that the truth must quickly sweep it away, but that in the meantime few would be found so credulous as to put faith in it. But he saw with painful clearness that the charge would rub the old sore and gall the old raw; and he winced, seated alone in his library in the silence of the house, as if the iron already seared the living flesh. With throes of shame he foresaw what staunch Whigs, such as Somers and Wharton, would say of him; what the Postboy and the Courant would print of him; what the rank and file of the party  exposed to no danger in the event of a Restoration, and consequently to few temptations to make their peace abroad  would think of their trusted leader, when they learned the truth.

On Marlborough and Russell, Godolphin and Sunderland, the breath of suspicion had blown: on him never, and he had held his head high. How could he meet them now? How could he face them? Nay, if that were all, how, he asked himself, could he face the honest Nonjuror? Or the honest Jacobite? Or the honest Tory? He, who had taken the oaths to the new government and broken them, who had set up the new government and deceived it, who had dubbed himself patriot  cui bono? Presently brooding over it, he came to think that there was but one man in England, turpissimus; that it would be better in the day of reckoning for the meanest carted pickpocket, whose sentence came before him for revision, than for the Kings Secretary in his garter and robes!

Nor, if he had known all that was passing, and all that was being said, among those with whom his fancy painfully busied itself, would he have been the happier. For Sir Johns statement got abroad with marvellous quickness. Before Lord Portland arrived from Holland the details were whispered in every tavern and coffee-house within the Bills. The Tories and Jacobites, aiming above everything at finding a counterblast to the Assassination Plot, the discovery of which had so completely sapped their credit with the nation, pounced on the scandal with ghoulish avidity, and repeated and exaggerated it on every occasion. Every Jacobite house of call, from the notorious Dog in Drury Lane, the haunt of mumpers and foot-pads, to the Chocolate House in St. Jamess rang with it. For Sir John, all (they said among themselves) that they had expected of him was surpassed by this. He was extolled to the skies alike for what he had done and for what he had not done; and as much for the wit that had confounded his enemies as for the courage that had protected his friends. For what Jacobite, seeing the enemy hoist with his own petard could avoid a snigger? Or hear the word Informer without swearing that Sir John was the most honest man who ever signed his name to a deposition.

The Whigs on the other hand, exasperated by an attack as subtle as it was unforeseen, denied the charges with a passion and fury that of themselves betrayed apprehension. Here, they said, was another Taafe; suborned by the same gang and the same vile machinations that had brought about the Lancashire failure, and hounded Trenchard to his death. Not content with threatening Sir John with the last penalties of treason and felony, and filling the Rose Tavern with protestations, which admitted the weight while they denied the truth of the charges brought against their leaders, the party called aloud for meetings, enquiries, and prosecutions; to which the leaders soon found themselves pledged, whether they would or no.

My lord out of sensitiveness, or that over-appreciation of what was due to himself and others which in a degree unfitted him for public life, had a week before this, pleading indisposition, begun to keep the house; and to all requests proffered by his colleagues that he would take part in their deliberations, returned a steadfast negative. This notwithstanding, everything that was done was communicated to him; and announcements of the meetings, which it was now proposed to hold  one at Lord Somers in Lincolns Inn Fields, and the other at Admiral Russells  would doubtless have been made to him within the hour. As it chanced, however, he received the news from another source. On the day of the decision, as he sat alone, dwelling gloomily on the past, the Square was roused at the quietest time of the forenoon by an arrival. With a huge chitter, the Countesss glass chariot, with its outriders, running footmen, and lolling waiting-women, rolled up to the door; and in a moment my lady was announced.

It is probable that there was no one whom he had less wish to see. But he could not deny himself to her; and he rose with an involuntary groan. The Countess on her side was in no better temper, as her first words indicated. My life, my lord, what is this I hear, she cried roundly, as soon as the door closed upon her. That you are lying down to be trodden on! And cannot do this, and will not do that, but pule and cry at home while they spin a rope for you! Sakes, man, play the one side, play the other side  which you please! But play it! play it!

My lord, chagrined as much by the intrusion as by the reproach, answered her with more spirit than he was wont to use to her. I thought, Madam, he answered sharply, that the one thing you desired was my withdrawal from public life?

Ay, but not after this fashion! she retorted, striking her ebony cane on the floor and staring at him, her reddled face and huge curled wig trembling. If all I hear be true  and I hear that they are going to hold two inquests on you  and you continue to sit here, it will be a fine withdrawal! You will be doomed by James and blocked by William, and that d  d rogue John Churchill will wear your clothes! Withdrawal say you? No, if you had withdrawn six months ago when I bade you, you would have gone and been thanked. But now, the fat is in the fire, and, wanting courage, youll frizzle, my lad.

And whom have I to thank for that, Madam? he asked, with bitterness.

Why, yourself, booby! she cried.

No, Madam, your friends! he replied  which was so true and hit the mark so exactly that my lady looked rather foolish for a moment. Without noticing the change, however, Your friends. Madam, he continued, Lord Middleton and Sir John Fenwick, and Montgomery, and the rest, whom you have never ceased pressing me to join! Who unable to win me will now ruin me. But you are right, Madam. I see, for myself now, that it is not possible to play against them with clean hands, and therefore I leave the game to them.

Pack of rubbish! she cried.

It is not rubbish. Madam, as you will find, he answered coldly. You say they will hold two inquests on me? There will be no need. Within the week my resignation of all my posts will be in the Kings hands.

And you?

And I, Madam, shall be on my way to Eyford.

Now there is nothing more certain than that for a year past the Countess had strained every nerve to detach the Duke from the Government, with a view to his reconciliation with King James and St. Germains. But, having her full share of a mothers pride, she was as far from wishing to see him retire after this fashion as if she had never conceived the notion. And to this the asperity of her answer bore witness. To Eyford? she cried, shrilly. More like to Tower Hill! Or the Three Trees and a thirteenhapenny fee  for that is your measure! God, my lad, you make me sick! You make me sick! she continued, her wrinkled old face distorted by the violence of her rage, and her cane going tap-a-tap in her half-palsied hand. That a son of mine should lack the spirit to turn on these pettifoggers!

Your friends, Madam, he said remorselessly.

These perts and start-ups! But you are mad, man! You are mad, she continued. Mad as King Jamie was when he fled the country  and who more glad than the Dutchman! And as it was with him so it will be with you. They will strip you, Charles. They will strip you bare as you were born! And the end will be, youll lie with Ailesbury in the Tower, or bed with Tony Hamilton in a garret  là bas!

Which is precisely the course to which you have been pressing me, he replied with something of a sneer.

Ay, with a full purse! she screamed. With a full purse, fool! With Eyford and fifty thousand guineas, my lad! But go, a beggar, as youll go, and it is welcome youll be  to the doorkey and the kennel, or like enough to King Louis Bastile! Tell me, man, that this is all nonsense! That youll show your face to your enemies, go abroad and be King again!

My lord answered gravely that his mind was quite made up.

To go? she gasped. To go to Eyford? And raising her stick in her shaking hand, she made a gesture so menacing that, fearing she would strike him, my lord stepped back.

Nevertheless, he answered her firmly. Yes, to Eyford. My letter to the King is already written.

Then that for you, and your King! she shrieked; and in an excess of uncontrolled passion, she whirled her stick round and brought it down on a stand of priceless Venice crystal which stood beside her; being the same that Seigniors Soranzo and Venier had presented to the Duke in requital of the noble entertainment which my lord had given to the Venetian Ambassadors, the April preceding. The blow shivered the vases, which fell in a score of fragments to the floor; but not content with the ruin she had accomplished, the Countess struck fiercely again and again. Theres for you, you poor speechless fool! she continued. That a son of mine should lie down to his enemies! There was never Brudenel did it. But your father, he too was a  

Madam! he said, taking her up grimly. I will not hear you on that!

Ay, but you shall hear me! she screamed, and yet more soberly. He, too, was a  

Silence! he said; and this time, low as his voice rang, ay, and though it trembled, it stilled her. Silence, Madam, he repeated, or you do that, which neither the wrong you wrought so many years ago to him you miscall, nor those things common fame still tells of you, nor differences of creed, nor differences of party, have prevailed to effect. Say more of him, he continued, and we do not meet again, my lady. For I have this at least from you  that I do not easily forgive.

She glared at him a moment, rage, alarm, and vexation, all distorting her face. Then, The door! she hissed. The door, boor! You are still my son, and if you will not obey me, shall respect me. Take me out, and if ever I enter your house again  

She did not complete the sentence, but lapsed into noddings and mowings and mutterings, her fierce black eyes flickering vengeance to come. However, my lord paid no heed to that, but glad, doubtless, to be rid of her visit even at the cost of his Venetian, offered her his arm in silence and led her into the hall and to her chariot.

She could not avenge herself on him; and it might be, she would not if she could. But there was one on whom her passion alighted, who with all her cunning little expected the impending storm. The most astute are sometimes found napping. And the smoothest pad-nag will plunge. Whether the favourite waiting-woman had overstepped her authority of late, presuming on a senility, which existed indeed, but neither absolutely blinded my lady nor was to be depended on in face of gusts of passion such as this; whether this was the case, I say, or Monterey, rendered incautious by success, was unfortunate enough to betray her triumph, by some look of spite and malice during the drive home, it is certain that at the door the storm broke. Without the least warning the Countess, after using her arm to descend, turned on her, a very Bess of Bedlam.

And you, you grinning ape! she cried, you come no farther! This is no home of yours; begone, or I will have you whipped! You dont go into my house again!

The astonished woman, taken utterly aback, and not in the least understanding, began to remonstrate. Her first thought was that the Countess was ill. Your ladyship  is not well? she cried, with solicitude veiling her alarm. You cannot mean  

Ay, but I can! I can! the old lady answered, mocking her. You have done mischief enow, and do no more here! Where is that man of yours, who went, and never came back, and nought but excuses? And now this.

Oh, my lady, what ails you? the waiting-woman cried. What does this mean?

You know! said my lady with an oath. So begone about your business, and dont let me see your face again or it will be the worse for you.

Disarmed of her usual address by the suddenness of the attack, the Monterey began to whimper; and again asked how she had offended her and what she had done to deserve this. I, who have served you so long, and so faithfully? she cried. What have I done to earn this?

God and you know  better than I do! was the fierce answer. And then, Williams, the Countess cried to her major-domo, who, with the lacqueys and grooms, was standing by, enjoying the fall of the favourite see that that drab does not cross my threshold again; or you go, do you hear? Ay, mistress, you would poison me if you could! the old lady went on, gibing, and pointing with her stick at the face, green with venom and spite, that betrayed the baffled womans feelings. Look at her! Look at her! There is Madame Voisin for you! There is Madame Turner! She would poison you all if she could. But you should have done it yesterday, you slut! You will not have the chance now. Put her rags out here  here on the road; and do you, Williams, send her packing, and see she takes naught of mine, not a pinner or a sleeve, or she goes to Paddington fair for it! Ay, you drab, my lady continued, with cruel exultation, Ill see you beat hemp yet! and your shoulders smarting!

May God forgive you! cried the waiting-woman, fighting with her rage.

He may or He may not! said the dreadful old lady, coolly turning to go in. Anyway, your score wont stand for much in the sum, my girl.

And not until the Countess had gone in and Madame Monterey saw before her the grinning faces of the servants, as they stood to bar the way, did she thoroughly take in what had happened to her, or the utter ruin of all her prospects which this meant. Then, choking with passion, rage, despair, Let me pass, she cried, advancing and trying frantically to push her way through them. Let me pass, you boobies. Do you hear? How dare  

Against orders, Madame Voisin! said the majordomo with a hoarse laugh; and he thrust her back. And when, maddened by the touch, and defeat, she flung herself on him in a frenzy, one of the lacqueys caught her round the waist lifting her off her legs, carried her out screaming and scratching, and set her down in the road amid the laughter of his companions.

There, he said, and next time better manners, mistress, or Ill drop you in the horse pond. You are not young enough, nor tender enough for these airs! Ten years ago you might have scratched all you pleased!

Strike you dead! she cried, my husband  my husband shall kill you all! Ay, he shall!

When he gets out of the Gatehouse, we will talk, mistress, the man answered. But hes there, and you know it!


CHAPTER XLIII

My lord persisted in his design of retiring to Eyford; nor could all the persuasions of his friends, and of some who were less his friends than their own, induce him to attend either the meeting of the party at Admiral Russells, or that which was held in Lincolns Inn Fields; a thing which I take to be in itself a refutation of the statement, sometimes heard in his disparagement, that he lacked strength. For it is on record that his Grace of Marlborough, in the great war, where he had in a manner to contend with Emperors and Princes, held all together by his firmness and conduct; yet he failed with my lord, though he tried hard, pleading as some thought in his own cause. To his arguments and those of Admiral Russell and Lord Godolphin, the hearty support of the party was not lacking, if it could have availed. But as a fact, it went into the other scale, since in proportion as his followers proclaimed their faith in my lords innocence, and denounced his accusers, he felt shame for the old folly and inconsistency, that known by some, and suspected by more, must now be proclaimed to the world. It was this which for a time paralysed the vigour and intellect that at two great crises saved the Protestant Party; and this, which finally determined him to leave London.

It was not known, when he started, that horse-patrols had been ordered to the Kent and Essex roads in expectation of His Majestys immediate crossing. Nor is it likely that the fact would have swayed him had he known it, since it was not upon His Majestys indulgence  of which, indeed, he was assured  or disfavour, that he was depending; my lord being moved rather by considerations in his own mind. But at Maidenhead, where he lay the first night, Mr. Vernon overtook him  coming up with him as he prepared to start in the morning  and gave him news which presently altered his mind. Not only was His Majesty hourly expected at Kensington, where his apartments were being hastily prepared, but he had expressed his intention of seeing Fenwick at once, and sifting him.

Nor is that all, Mr. Vernon continued. I have reason to think that your Grace is under a complete misapprehension as to the character of the charges that are being made.

What matter what the charges are? my lord replied wearily, leaning back in his coach. For he had insisted on starting.

It does matter very much  saving your presence, Duke, Mr. Vernon answered bluntly; a sober and downright gentleman, whose after-succession to the Seals, though thought at the time to be an excessive elevation, and of the most sudden, was fully justified by his honourable career. Pardon me, I must speak, I have been swayed too long by your Graces extreme dislike of the topic.

Which continues, my lord said drily.

I care not a jot if it does! Mr. Vernon cried impetuously, and then met the Dukes look of surprise and anger with, Your Grace forgets that it is treason is in question! High Treason, not in the clouds and in prœterito, but in prœsenti and in Kent! High Treason in aiding and abetting Sir John Fenwick, an outlawed traitor, and by his mouth and hand communicating with and encouraging the Kings enemies.

You are beside the mark, sir, my lord answered, in a tone of freezing displeasure. That has nothing to do with it. It is a foolish tale which will not stand a minute. No man believes it.

May be! But by G  d! two men will prove it.

Two men? quoth my lord, his ear caught by that.

Ay, two men! And two men are enough, in treason.

My lord stared hard before him. Who is the second? he said at last.

A dubious fellow, yet good enough for the purpose, the Under-Secretary answered, overjoyed that he had at last got a hearing. A man named Matthew Smith, long suspected of Jacobite practices, and arrested with the others at the time of the late conspiracy, but released, as he says  

Well?

Corruptly, quoth the Under-Secretary coolly, and laid his hand on the check-string.

My lord sprang in his seat. What? he cried; and uttered an oath, a thing to which he rarely condescended. Then, It is true I know the man  

He is in the Countesss service.

In her husbands. And he was brought before me. But the warrant was against one John Smith  or William Smith, I forget which  and I knew this man to be Matthew Smith; and the messenger himself avowing a mistake, I released the man.

Of course, said Mr. Vernon, nodding impatiently. Of course, but that, your Grace, is not the gravamen. It is a more serious matter that he alleges that he accompanied you to Ashford, that you there in his presence saw Sir John Fenwick, that you gave Sir John a ring  and, in a word, he confirms Sir Johns statement in all points. And there being now two witnesses, the matter becomes grave. Shall I stop the coach? And he made again as if he would twitch the cord.

The Duke, wearing a very sober face  yet one wherein the light of conflict began to flicker  drummed softly on the glass with his fingers. How do you come by his evidence? he said at last. Has Sir John approved against him?

No, but Sir John sent for him the morning he saw Devonshire for the second time, and I suppose threatened him, for the fellow went to Trumball and said that he had evidence to give touching Sir John, if he could have His Majestys word he should not suffer. It was given him, more or less; and he confirmed Sir Johns tale totidem verbis. They have had him in the Gatehouse these ten days, it seems, on Trumballs warrant.

The Duke drew a deep breath. Mr. Vernon, I am much obliged to you, he said. You have played the friend in my teeth. I see that I have treated this matter too lightly. Sir John, unhappy as he is in some of his notions, is a gentleman, and I was wrong to think that he would accuse me out of pure malice and without grounds. There is some ill practice here.

Devilish ill, Mr. Vernon answered, scarce able to conceal his delight.

Some plot.

Ay, plot within plot! cried the Under-Secretary, chuckling. Shall I pull the string?

The Duke hesitated, his face plainly showing the conflict that was passing in his mind. Then, If you please, he said.

And so there the coach came to a standstill, as I have often heard, on an old brick bridge short of Nettlebed, near the coming into the village from Maidenhead. One of the outriders, spurring to the carriage window for orders, my lord cried Turn! Maidenhead!

No, London, said Mr. Vernon firmly. And one of you, he continued, gallop forward, and have horses ready at the first change house. And so to the next.

The Duke, his head in a whirl with what he had heard, pushed resistance no farther, but letting the reins fall from his hands, consented to be led by his companion. In deference to his wishes, however  not less than to his health, which the events of the last few weeks had seriously shaken  it was determined to conceal his return to town; the rather as the report of his absence might encourage his opponents, and lead them to show their hands more clearly. Hence, in the common histories of the day, and even in works so learned and generally well-informed as the Bishop of Salisburys and Mr.   s, it is said and asserted that the Duke of Shrewsbury retired to his seat in Gloucestershire before the Kings return, and remained there in seclusion until his final resignation of the Seals. It is probable that by using Mr. Vernons house in place of his own, and by his extreme avoidance of publicity while he lay in town, my lord had himself to thank for this statement; but that in making it these writers, including the learned Bishop, are wanting in accuracy, the details I am to present will clearly show.

Suffice it that entering London late that night, my lord drove to Mr. Vernons, who, going next morning to the office, presently returned with the news that the King had ridden in from Margate after dining at Sittingbourne, and would give an audience to Sir John on the following day. But, as these tidings did no more than fulfil the expectation, and scarcely accounted for the air of briskness and satisfaction which marked the burly and honest gentleman, it is to be supposed that he did not tell the Duke all he had learned. And, indeed, I know this to be so.


CHAPTER XLIV

About ten on the morning of the 3rd of November of that year eight gentlemen of the first rank in England were assembled in the gallery at Kensington, awaiting a summons to the Kings closet. With the exception of Lord Godolphin, who had resigned his office three days earlier, all belonged to the party in power, notwithstanding which, a curious observer might have detected in their manner and intercourse an air of reserve and constraint, unusual among men at once so highly placed, and of the same opinions. A little thought, however, and a knowledge of the business which brought them together, would have explained the cause of this.

While the Duke of Devonshire, the Marquis of Dorset, and Lord Portland formed a group apart, it was to be noticed that Lords Marlborough and Godolphin and Admiral Russell, who seemed to fall naturally into a second group  and though the movements of the company constantly left them together  never suffered this arrangement to last; but either effected a temporary change, by accosting the Lord Keeper or Mr. Secretary Trumball, or through the medium of Sir Edward Russells loud voice and boisterous manners, wrought a momentary fusion of the company.

By the Eternal, I am the most unlucky fellow, the Admiral cried, addressing the whole company, on one of these occasions. If Sir John had lied about me only, I should have given it him back in his teeth, and so fair and square; it is a poor cook does not know his own batch. But because he drags in the Duke, and the Duke chooses to get the fantods, and shirks him, I stand the worse!

Sir Edward, said Lord Dorset, speaking gravely and in a tone of rebuke, No one supposes that the Duke of Shrewsbury is aught but ill. And, allow me to say that under the circumstances you are unwise to put it on him.

But d  n me, he has no right to be ill! cried the seaman, whose turbulent spirit was not easily put down. If he were here, I would say the same to his face. And that is flat!

He was proceeding with more, but at that moment the door of the Royal closet was thrown open, and a gentleman usher appeared, inviting them to enter. My lords and gentlemen, he said, His Majesty desires you to be seated, as at the Council. He will be presently here.

The movement into the next room being made, the conversation took a lower tone, each speaking only to his neighbour; one, discussing the Kings crossing and the speed of his new yacht, another the excellent health and spirits in which His Majesty had returned; until a door at the lower end of the room being opened, a murmur of voices, and stir of feet were heard, and after a moments delay. Sir John Fenwick entered, a prisoner, and with a somewhat dazed air advanced to the foot of the table.

The Lord Steward rose and gravely bowed to him; and this courtesy, in which he was followed by all except the Admiral, was returned by the prisoner.

Sir John, said the Duke of Devonshire, the King will be presently here.

I am obliged to your Grace, Fenwick answered, and stood waiting.

His gaunt form, clothed in black, his face always stern and now haggard, his eyes  in which pride and fanaticism, at one moment overcame and at another gave place to the look of a hunted beast  these things would have made him a pathetic figure at any time and under any circumstances. How much more when those who gazed on him knew that he stood on the brink of death! and knew, too, that within a few moments he must meet the prince who for years he had insulted and defied, and in whose hands his fate now lay!

That some, less interested in the matter than others, harboured such thoughts, the looks of grave compassion which Lords Devonshire and Dorset cast on him seemed to prove. But their reflections  which, doubtless, carried them back to a time when the most brilliant and cynical of courtiers played the foremost part in the Whitehall of the Restoration  these, no less than the mutterings and restless movements of Russell, who, in his enemys presence, could scarcely control himself, were cut short by the Kings entrance.

He came in unannounced, and very quietly, at a door behind the Lord Steward; and all rising to their feet, he bade them in a foreign accent, Good-day, adding immediately, Be seated, my lords. My Lord Steward, we will proceed.

His entrance and words, abrupt, if not awkward, lacked alike the grace which all remembered in Charles, and the gloomy majesty which the second James had at his command. And men felt the lack. Yet, as he took his stand, one hand lightly resting on the back of the Lord Stewards chair, the stooping sombre figure and sallow, withered face staring out of its great peruque, had a dignity of their own. For it could not be forgotten that he was that which no Stuart King of England had ever been  a soldier and a commander from boyhood, at home in all the camps of Flanders and the Rhine, familiar with every peril of battle and breach; at his ease anywhere, where other men blenched and drew back. And the knowledge that this was so invested him with a certain awe and grandeur even in the eyes of courtiers. On this day he wore a black suit, relieved only by the ribbon of the Garter; and as he stood he let his chin sink so low on his breast, that his eyes, which could on occasion shine with a keen and almost baleful light, were hidden.

The Lord Steward, in obedience to his command, was about to address Sir John, when the King, with a brusqueness characteristic of him, intervened. Sir John, he said, in a harsh, dry voice, and speaking partly in French, partly in English, your papers are altogether unsatisfactory. Instead of giving us an account of the plots formed by you and your accomplices, plots of which all the details must be exactly known to you, you tell us stories without authority, without date, without place, about noblemen and gentlemen, with whom you do not pretend to have had any intercourse. In short, your confession appears to be a contrivance, intended to screen those who are really engaged in designs against us, and to make me suspect and discard those in whom I have good reason to place confidence. If you look for any favour from me, therefore, you will give me this moment, and on this spot, a full and straightforward account of what you know of your own knowledge. And  but do you tell him the rest, my lord.

Sir John, said the Lord Steward in a tone serious and compassionate, His Majesty invites your confidence, and will for good reasons show you his favour. But you must deserve it. And it is his particular desire that you conclude nothing from the fact that you are admitted to see him.

On the contrary, said the King, dryly, I see you, sir, for the sake of my friends. If, therefore, you can substantiate the charges you have made, it behoves you to do it. Otherwise, to make a full and free confession of what you do know.

Sir, said Sir John hoarsely, speaking for the first time, I stand here worse placed than any man ever was. For I am tried by those whom I accuse.

The King slightly shrugged his shoulders. Fallait penser là, when you accused them, he muttered.

Sir John cast a fierce despairing glance along the table, and seemed to control himself with difficulty. At length, I can substantiate nothing against three of those persons, he said; whereon some of those who listened breathed more freely.

And that is all, sir, that you have to say? said the King, ungraciously; and as if he desired only to cut short the scene.

All, said Sir John firmly, against those three persons. But as to the fourth, the Duke of Shrewsbury, who is not here  

The King could not suppress an exclamation of contempt. You may spare us that fable, sir, he said. It would not deceive a child, much less one who holds the Duke high in his esteem.

Sir John drew himself to his full height, and looked along the table, his gloomy eyes threatening. And yet that fable I can prove, sir, he said. That I can substantiate, sir. To that I have a witness, and a witness above suspicion! If I prove that, sir, shall I have your Majestys favour?

Perfectly, said the King, shrugging his shoulders, amid a general thrill and movement; for though rumours had gone abroad, by no means the whole of Sir Johns case was known, even to some at the table. Prove it! Prove that, sir, and not a hair of your head shall fall. You have my promise.

However, before Sir John could answer, Mr. Secretary Trumball rose in his place and intervened. I crave your indulgence, sir, he said, while, with your Majestys permission, I call in the Duke of Shrewsbury, who is in waiting.

In waiting, said the King, in a voice of surprise; nor was the surprise confined to him. I thought that he was ill, Mr. Secretary.

He is so ill, sir, as to be very unfit to be abroad, the Secretary answered. Yet he came to be in readiness, if your Majesty needed him. Sir John Fenwick persisting, I ask your Majestys indulgence while I fetch him.

The King nodded, but with a pinched and dissatisfied face; and Sir William retiring, in a moment returned with the Duke. At his entrance. His Majesty greeted him dryly, and with a hint of displeasure in his manner; thinking probably that this savoured too much of a coup de theater, a thing he hated. But seeing the next instant, and before the Secretary took his seat, how ill the Duke looked, his face betrayed signs of disturbance; after which, his eyelids drooping, it fell into the dull and Sphinx-like mould which it assumed when he did not wish his thoughts to be read by those about him.

That the Dukes pallor and wretched appearance gave rise to suspicion in other minds is equally certain; the more hardy of those present, such as my Lord Marlborough and the Admiral, being aware that nothing short of guilt, and the immediate prospect of detection, could so change themselves. And while some felt a kind of admiration, as they conned and measured the stupendous edifice of skilful deceit, which my lord had so long and perfectly concealed behind a front of brass, as to take in all the world, others were already busied with the effect it would have on the party, and how this might be softened, and that explained, and in a word another man substituted with as little shock as possible for this man. Nor were these emotions at all weakened when my lord, after saluting the King, took his seat, without speaking or meeting the general gaze.

Now, sir, said the King impatiently, when all was quiet again, the Duke is here. Proceed.

I will, Sir John answered with greater hardiness than he had yet used, I have simply to repeat to his face what I have said behind his back: that on the 10th of last June, in the evening, he met me at Ashford, in Kent, and gave me a ring and a message, bidding me carry both with me to St. Germains.

My lord looked slowly round the table; then at Sir John. And it startled some to see that he had compassion in his face.

Sir John, he said  after, as it seemed, weighing the words he was about to speak, you are in such a position, it were barbarous to insult you. But you must needs, as you have accused me before His Majesty and these gentlemen, hear me state, also before them, that there is not a word of truth in what you say.

Sir John stared at him and breathed hard. Mon dieu! he exclaimed at length. And his voice sounded sincere.

I was not at Ashford on the 10th of June, the Duke continued with dignity, or on any day in that month. I never saw you there, and I gave you no ring.

Mon Dieu! Sir John muttered again; and, his gaze fallen, he seemed to be unable to take his eyes off the other.

Now it is certain that whatever the majority of those present thought of this  and the demeanour of the two men was so steadfast that even Lord Marlboroughs acumen was at fault  the Kings main anxiety was to be rid of the matter, and with some impatience he tried to put a stop to it at this point. Is it worth while to carry this farther, my lords? he said, fretfully. We know our friends. We know our enemies also. This is a story pour rire, and deserving only of contempt.

But Sir John at that cried out, protesting bitterly and fiercely, and recalling the Kings promise, and the Duke being no less urgent  though as some thought a little unseasonably for his own interests  that the matter be sifted to the bottom, the King had no option but to let it go on. Very well, he said ungraciously, if he will have his witness let him. And then, with one of those spirits of peevishness, which stood in strange contrast with his wonted magnanimity, he added, to the Duke of Shrewsbury, It is your own choice, my lord. Dont blame me.

The querulous words bore a meaning which all recognised; and some at the table started, and resumed the calculation how they should trim their sails in a certain event. But nothing ever became the Duke better than the manner in which he received that insinuation. Be it so, sir, he said with spirit, My choice and desire is that Sir John have as full a share of justice as I claim for myself, and as fair a hearing. Less than that were inconsistent with your Majestys prerogative, and my honour.

The Kings only answer was a sulky and careless nod. On which Sir William Trumball, after whispering to the prisoner, went out, and after a brief delay, which seemed to many at the table long enough, returned with Matthew Smith.


CHAPTER XLV

That the villain expected nothing so little as to see the man he was preparing to ruin, I can well believe; and equally that the ordeal, sudden and unforeseen, tried even his iron composure. I have heard that after glancing once at the Duke he averted his eyes; and thenceforth looked and addressed himself entirely to the end of the table where the King stood. But, this apart, it could not be denied that he played his part to a marvel. Known to more than one as a ruffling blade about town, who had grown sober but not less dangerous with age and the change of times, he had still saved some rags and tatters of a gentlemans reputation; and he dressed himself accordingly, insomuch that, as he stood beside Sir John, his stern set face, and steadfast bearing, made an impression not unfavourable at the set out.

Nor when bidden by the King to speak and say what he knew, did he fall below the expectations which his appearance had created, though this was probably due in some measure to my lords self-control, who neither by word nor sign betrayed the astonishment he felt, when a man to whom for years past he had only spoken casually, and once in six months as it were, proceeded to recount with the utmost fullness and particularity every detail of the journey, which, as he said, they two had taken together to Ashford. At what time they started, where they lay, by what road they travelled  at all Smith was pat. Nor did he stop there; but went on to relate with the same ease and exactness the heads of talk that had passed between Sir John and his companion at the inn.

Nor was it possible that a story so told, with minutiæ, with date, and place, and circumstances, should fall on ears totally deaf. The men who listened were statesmen, versed in deceptions and acquainted with affairs  men who knew Gates and had heard Dangerfield; yet, as they listened, they shut their eyes and reopened them, to assure themselves that this was not a dream! Before his appearance, even Lord Portland, whose distrust of English loyalty was notorious, had been inclined to ridicule Sir Johns story as a desperate card played for life; and this, even in teeth of my lords disorder, so incredible did it appear that one of the Kings principal Ministers should stoop to a thing so foolish. Now, it was a sign pregnant of meaning that no one looked at his neighbour, but all gazed either at the witness or at the table before them. And some who knew my lord best, and had the most affection for him, felt the air heavy, and the stillness of the room oppressive.

Suddenly the current of the story was broken by the Kings harsh accent, What was the date? he asked, on which you reached Ashford?

The 10th of June, sir.

Where was the Duke on that day? William continued; and he turned to the Lord Steward. His tone and question, implying the most perfect contempt for the tale to which he was listening, to an extent broke the spell; and had the reply been satisfactory all would have been over. But the Duke of Devonshire, turning to my lord for the answer, got only that he lay those two nights at his mothers, in the suburbs; and thereon a blank look fell on more than one face. The King, indeed, sniffed and muttered, Then twenty witnesses can confute this! as if the answer satisfied, and was all he had expected; but that others were at gaze, and in doubt, was as noticeable, as that those who looked most solemn and thoughtful, were the three who had themselves stood in danger that day.

At a nod from the King, Smith resumed his tale; but in a moment he was pulled up short by Lord Dorset, who requested His Majestys leave to put a question. Having got permission, How do you say that the Duke  came to take you with him? the Marquis asked sharply.

To take me, my lord?

Yes.

Must I answer that question?

Yes, said Lord Dorset, with grave dignity.

Well, simply because I had been the medium of communication between his Grace and Sir John, Smith answered, dryly. Even as on former occasions I had acted as agent between his Grace and Lord Middleton.

My lord started violently and half rose.

Then, as he fell back into his seat, That, sir, is the first word of truth this person has spoken, he said, with dignity. It is a fact that in the year 92 he twice brought me a note from Lord Middleton and arranged a meeting between us.

Precisely, Smith answered with effrontery, as I arranged this meeting.

On that for the first time my lords self-control abandoned him. He started to his feet. You lie! he cried, vehemently. You lie in your teeth, you scoundrel! Sir  pardon me, but this is  this is too much! I cannot sit by and hear it!

By a gesture not lacking in kindness, the King bade him resume his seat. Then, Peste! he said, taking snuff with a droll expression of chagrin. Will anyone else ask a question. My Lord Dorset has not been fortunate. As the Advocatus Diaboli, perhaps, he may one day shine.

If your Majesty pleases, Lord Marlborough said, I will ask one. But I will put it to Sir John, and he can answer it or not as he likes. How did you know. Sir John, that it was the Duke of Shrewsbury who met you at Ashford, and conferred with you there?

I knew the Duke, Sir John answered clearly. I had seen him often, and spoken with him occasionally.

How often had you spoken to him before this meeting?

Possibly on a dozen occasions.

You had not had any long conversation with him?

No; but I could not be mistaken. I know him, Sir John added, with a flash of bitter meaning, as well as I know you, Lord Marlborough!

He gave his title?

No, he did not, Sir John answered. He gave the name of Colonel Talbot.

Someone at the table  it was Lord Portland  drew his breath sharply through his teeth; nor could the impression made by a statement that at first blush seemed harmless, and even favourable to the Duke, be ignored or mistaken. Three out of four who sat there were aware that my lord had used that name in his wild and boyish days, when he would be incognito; and, moreover, the use of even that flimsy disguise cast a sort of decent probability over a story, which at its barest seemed credible. For the first time the balance of credit and probability swung against my lord; a fact subtly indicated by the silence which followed the statement and lasted a brief while; no one at the table speaking or volunteering a farther question. For the time Matthew Smith was forgotten  or the gleam of insolent triumph in his eye might have said somewhat. For the time Sir John took a lower seat. Mens minds were busy with the Duke, and the Duke only; busy with what the result would be to him, and to the party, were this proved; while most, perceiving dully and by instinct that they touched upon a great tragedy, shrank from the dénouement.

At last, in the silence, the Duke rose; and swaying blindly on his feet, caught at the table to steady himself. For two nights he had not slept.

Duke, said the King suddenly, you had better speak sitting.

The words were meant in kindness, but they indicated a subtle change of attitude  they indicated that even the King now felt the need of explanation and a defence; and my lord, seeing this, and acknowledging the invitation to be seated only by a slight reverence, continued to stand, though the effort made his weakness evident. Yet when he had cleared his throat and spoke, his voice had the old ring of authority  with a touch of pathos added, as of a dying King from whose hand the sceptre was passing.

Sir, he said, the sins of Colonel Talbot were not few. But this, to which this fellow speaks, is not of the number. Nor have you, or my lords, to do with them. Doubtless, with my fellows, I shall have to give an account of them one day. But as to the present, and the Duke of Shrewsbury  with whom alone you have to deal  I will make a plain tale. This man has said that in 93 he was a go-between, for me and Lord Middleton. It is true; as you, sir, know, and my lords if they know it not already, must now know, to my shame. For the fact, Lord Middleton and I were relations, we met more than once at that time, we supped together before he went to France. I promised on my part to take care of his interests here, he in return offered to do me good offices there. As to the latter I told him I had offended too deeply to be forgiven; yet tacitly I left him to make my peace with the late King if he could. It was a folly and a poltroonery, the Duke continued, holding out his hands with a pathetic gesture. It was, my lords, to take a lower place than the meanest Nonjuror who honourably gives up his cure. I see that, my lords; and have known it, and it has weighed on me for years. And now I pay for it. But for this  and with the word my lords voice grew full and round and he stood erect, one hand among the lace of his steinkirk tie and his eyes turned steadfastly on his accuser for this which that man, presuming on an old fault and using his knowledge of it, would foist on me, I know nothing of it! I know nothing of it. It is some base and damnable practice. At this moment and here I cannot refute it; but at the proper time and in another place I shall refute it. And now and here I say that as to it, I am not guilty  on my honour!

As the last word rang through the room he sat down, looking round him with a kind of vague defiance. There was a silence, broken presently by the Lord Steward, who rose, his voice and manner betraying no little emotion. His Grace is right, sir, I think, he said. I believe with him that this is some evil practice; but it is plain that it has gone so far that it cannot stop here. I would suggest therefore that if your Majesty sees fit  

A knock at the door interrupted him, and he turned that way impatiently, and paused. The King, too, glanced round with a gesture of annoyance. See what it is, he said.

Sir William Trumball rose and went; and after a brief conference, during which the lords at the table continued to cast impatient glances towards the door, he returned. If it please you, sir, he said, a witness desires to be heard. And with that his face expressed so much surprise that the King stared at him in wonder.

A witness? said the King, and pished and fidgeted in his chair. Then, This is not a Court of Justice, he continued, peevishly. We shall have all the world here presently. But  well, let him in.

Sir William obeyed, and went and returned under the eyes of the Council; nor will the reader who has perused with attention the earlier part of this history be greatly surprised to hear that when he returned, I, Richard Price, was with him.

I am not going to dwell on the misery through which I had gone in anticipation of that appearance; the fears which I had been forced to combat, or the night watches, through which I had lain, sweating and awake. Suffice it that I stood there at last, seeing in a kind of maze the sober lights and dark rich colours of the room, and the faces at the table all turned towards me; and stood there, not in the humble guise befitting my station, but in velvet and ruffles, sword and peruke, the very double, as the mirror before which I had dressed had assured me, of my noble patron. This, at Mr. Vernons suggestion and by his contrivance.
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While I had lived in my lords house, and moved to and fro soberly garbed, in a big wig or my own hair, the likeness had been no more than ground for a nudge and a joke among the servants. Now, dressed once more, as Smith had dressed me, in a suit of the Dukes clothes, and one of his perukes, and trimmed and combed by one who knew him, the resemblance I presented was so remarkable that none of the lords at the table could be blind to it. One or two, in sheer wonder, exclaimed on it; while Sir John, who, poor gentleman, was more concerned than any, fairly gasped with dismay.

It was left to the Duke of Devonshire to break the spell. What is this? Who is this? he said, in the utmost astonishment. What does it mean?

The King, who had noted on an occasion that very likeness, which all now saw, and was the first to read the riddle, laughed dryly. Two very common things, my lord, he said, a rogue and a fool. Speak, man, he continued, addressing me. You were in the Dukes household awhile ago? nest-ce pas ça? I saw you here?

Yes, your Majesty, I said, hardly keeping my fears within bounds.

And you have been playing his part, I suppose? Eh? At  how do you call the place  Ashford?

Yes, your Majesty  under compulsion, I said, trembling.

Ay! Compulsion of that good gentleman at the foot of the table, I suppose?

The words of assent were on my lips, when a cry, and an exceeding bitter cry, stayed their utterance. It came from Sir John. Dumbfounded for a time, between astonishment and suspicion, between wonder what this travesty was and wonder why it was assumed, he had at length discerned its full scope and meaning, and where it touched him. With a cry of rage he threw up his hands in protest against the fraud; then in a flash he turned on the villain by his side. You d  d scoundrel! he cried. You have destroyed me! You have murdered me!

Before he could be held off, his fingers were in Smiths neckcloth, and clutching his throat; and so staunch was his hold that Admiral Russell and Sir William Trumball had to rise and drag him away by force. Easy, easy, Sir John, said the Admiral with rough sympathy. Be satisfied. He will get his deserts. Please God, if I had him on my ship an hour his back should be worse than Oatess ever was!

Sir Johns rage and disappointment were painful to witness, and trying even to men of the world. But what shall I say of the fury of the man at bay, who denounced and convicted in his moment of triumph saw, white-faced, his long-spun web swept easily aside? Doubtless he knew, as soon as he saw me, that the game was lost, and could have slain me with a look. And most men would without more ado have been on their knees. But he possessed, God knows, a courage as rare and perfect as the cause in which he displayed it was vile and abominable; and in a twinkling he recovered himself, and was Matthew Smith once more. While the room rang with congratulations, questions, answers and exclamations, and I had much ado to answer one half of the noble lords who would examine me, his voice, raised and strident, was heard above the tumult.

Your Majesty is easily deceived! he cried, his very tone flouting the presence in which he stood; yet partly out of curiosity, partly in sheer astonishment at his audacity, they turned to listen. Do you think it is for nothing his Grace keeps a double in his house? Or that it boots much whether he or his Secretary went to meet Sir John? But enough! I have here! here, he continued, tapping his breast and throwing back his head, that, that shall out-face him; be he never so clever! Does his double write his hand too? Read that, sir. Read that, my lords, and say what you think of your Whig leader!

And with a reckless gesture, he flung a letter on the table. But the action and words were so lacking in respect for royal chambers that for a moment no one took it up, the English lords who sat within reach disdaining to touch it. Then Lord Portland made a long arm, and taking the paper with Dutch phlegm and deliberation opened it.

Have I your Majestys leave? he said; and the King nodding peevishly, This is not his Graces handwriting, the Dutch lord continued, pursing up his lips, and looking dubiously at the script before him.

No, but it is his signature! Smith retorted, fiercely. And so set was he on this last card he was playing, that his eyes started from his head, and the veins rose thick on his hands where they clutched the table before him. It is his hand at foot. That I swear!

Truly, my man, I think it is, Lord Portland answered, coolly. Shall I read the letter, sir?

What is it? asked the King, with irritation.

It appears to be a letter to the Duke of Berwick, at the late Bishop of Chesters house in Hogsden Gardens, bidding him look to himself, as his lodging was known, Lord Portland answered, leisurely running his eye down the lines as he spoke.

It was wonderful to see what a sudden gravity fell on the faces at the table. This touched some home. This was a hundred times more likely as a charge than that which had fallen through. Could it be that after all the man had his Grace on the hip? Lord Marlborough showed his emotion by a face more than commonly serene; Admiral Russell by a sudden flush; Godolphin by the attention he paid to the table before him. Nor was Smith behindhand in noting the effect produced. For an instant he towered high, his stern face gleaming with malevolent triumph. He thought that the tables were turned.

Then, In whose hand is the body of the paper? the King asked.

Your Majestys, Lord Portland answered, with a grim chuckle, and after a pause long enough to accentuate the answer.

I thought so, said the King. It was the Friday the plot was discovered. I remember it. I am afraid that if you impeach the Duke, you must impeach me with him.

At that there was a great roar of laughter, which had not worn itself out before one and another began to press their congratulations on the Duke. He for his part sat as if stunned; answering with a forced smile where it was necessary, more often keeping silence. He had escaped the pit digged for him, and the net so skilfully laid. But his face betrayed no triumph.

Matthew Smith, on the other hand, brought up short by that answer, could not believe it. He stood awhile, like a man in a fit; then, the sweat standing on his brow, he cried that they were all leagued against him; that it was a plot; that it was not His Majestys hand! and so on, and so on; with oaths and curses, and other things very unfit for His Majestys ears, or the place in which he stood.

Under these circumstances, for a minute no one knew what to do, each looking at his neighbour, until the Lord Steward, rising from his chair, cried in a voice of thunder, Take that man away, Mr. Secretary, this is your business! Out with him, sir! On which Sir William called in the messengers, and they laid hands on him. By that time, however, he had recovered the will and grim composure which were the mans best characteristics; and with a last malign and despairing look at my lord, he suffered them to lead him out.


CHAPTER XLVI

That was a great day for my lord, but it was also, I truly believe, one of the saddest of a not unhappy life. He had gained the battle, but at a cost known only to himself, though guessed by some. The story of the old weakness had been told, as he had foreseen it must be told; and even while his friends pressed round him and crying, Salve Imperator! rejoiced in the fall he had given his foes, he was aware of the wound bleeding inwardly, and in his mind was already borne out of the battle.

Yet in that room was one sadder. Sir John, remaining at the foot of the table, frowned along it, gloomy and downcast; too proud to ask or earn the Kings favour, yet shaken by the knowledge that now  now was the time; that in a little while the door would close on him, and with it the chance of life  life with its sunshine and air, and freedom, its whirligigs and revenges. Some thought that in consideration of the trick which had been played upon him, the King might properly view him with indulgence; and were encouraged in this by the character for clemency which even his enemies allowed that Sovereign. But William had other views on this occasion; and when the hubbub which Smiths removal had caused had completely died away, he addressed Sir John, advising him to depend rather on deserving his favour by a frank and full discovery, than on such ingenious contrivances as that which had just been exposed.

I was no party to it, the unhappy gentleman answered.

Therefore it shall tell neither for nor against you, the King retorted. Have you anything more to say.

I throw myself on your Majestys clemency.

That will not do. Sir John, the King answered. You must speak, or  the alternative does not lie with me. But you know it.

And I choose it, Sir John cried, recovering his spirit and courage.

So be it, said His Majesty slowly and solemnly. I will not say that I expected anything less from you. My lords, let him be removed.

And with that the messengers came in and Sir John bowed and went with them. It may have been fancy, but I thought that as he turned from the table a haggard shade fell on his face, and a soul in mortal anguish looked an instant from his eyes. But the next moment he was gone.

I never saw him again. That night the news was everywhere that Goodman, one of the two witnesses against him, had fled the country; and for a time it was believed that Sir John would escape. How, in face of that difficulty those who were determined on his death, effected it; how he was attainted, and how he suffered on Tower Hill with all the forms and privileges of a peer  on the 28th of January of the succeeding year  is a story too trite and familiar to call for repetition.

On his departure the Council broke up. His Majesty retiring. Before he went, a word was said about me, and some who had greater regard for the post factum than the pœnitentia were for sending me to the Compter, and leaving the Law Officers to deal with me. But my lord, rousing himself, interposed roundly, spoke for me and would have given bail had they persisted. Seeing, however, how gravely he took it, and being inclined to please him, they desisted, and I was allowed to go, on the simple condition that the Duke kept me under his own eye. This he very gladly consented to do.

Nor was it the only kindness he did me, or the greatest; for having heard from me at length and in detail all the circumstances leading up to my timely intervention, he sent for me a few days later, and placing a paper in my hands bade me read the gist of it. I did so, and found it to be a free pardon passed under the Great Seal, and granted to Richard Price and Mary Price his wife for acts and things done by them jointly or separately against the Kings Most Excellent Majesty, within or without the realm.

It was at Eyford he handed me this; in the oak parlour looking upon the bowling-green; where I had already begun to wait upon him on one morning in the week, to check the stewards accounts and tallies. The year was nearly spent, but that autumn was fine, and the sunlight which lay on the smooth turf blended with the russet splendour of the beech trees that rise beyond. I had been thinking of Mary and the quiet courtyard at the Hospital, which the bowling-green somewhat resembled, being open to the park on one side only; and when perusing the paper, my lord smiling at me, I came to her name  or rather to the name that was hers and yet mine  I felt such a flow of love and gratitude and remembrance overcome me as left me speechless; and this directed, not only to him but to her  seeing that it was her advice and her management that had brought me against my will to this haven and safety.

The Duke saw my emotion and read my silence aright. Well, he said. Are you satisfied?

I told him that if I were not I must be the veriest ingrate living.

And you have nothing more to ask? he continued, still smiling.

Nothing, I said. Except  except that which it is not in your lordships power to grant.

How? said he, with a show of surprise and resentment. Not satisfied yet? What is it?

If she were here! I said. If she were here, my lord! But Dunquerque  

Is a far cry, eh! And the roads are bad. And the seas  

Are worse, I said gloomily, looking at the paper as Tantalus looked at the water. And to get word to her is not of the easiest.
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SHE WAS MAKING MARKS ON THE TURF WITH A STICK

No, the Duke said. Say you so? Then what do you make of this, faint-heart? And he pointed through the open window.

I looked, and on the seat  which a moment before had been vacant  the seat under the right-hand yew-hedge where my lord sometimes smoked his pipe  I saw a girl seated with her shoulder and the nape of her neck turned to us. She was making marks on the turf with a stick she held, and poring over them when made, as if the world held nothing else, so that I had not so much as a glimpse of her face. But I knew that it was Mary.

Come, said my lord, pleasantly. We will go to her. It may be, she will not have the pardon  after all. Seeing that there is a condition to it.

A condition? I cried, a little troubled.

To be sure, blockhead, he answered, in high good humour. In whose name is it?

Then I saw what he meant and laughed, foolishly. But the event came nearer to proving him true than he then expected. For when she saw the paper she stepped back and put her hands behind her, and would not touch or take it; while her small face cried pale mutiny. But Ill not tell! she cried. Ill not tell! Ill not have it. Blood-money does not thrive. If that is the price  

My good girl, said my lord, cutting her short, yet without impatience. That is not the price. This is the Price. And the pardon goes with him.

* * * * *

I believe that I have now told enough to discharge myself of that which I set out to do: I mean the clearing my lord in the eyes of all judicious persons of those imputations which a certain faction have never ceased to heap on him; and this with the greater assiduity and spite, since he by his single conduct at the time of the late Queens death was the means under Providence of preserving the Protestant Succession and liberties in these islands.

That during the long interval of seventeen years that separated the memorable meeting at Kensington, which I have ventured to describe, from the still more famous scene in the Queens death-chamber, he took no part in public life has seemed to some a crime or the tacit avowal of one. How far these err, and how ill-qualified they are to follow the workings of that noble mind, will appear in the pages I have written; which show with clearness that the retirement on which so much stress has been laid, was due not to guilt, but to an appreciation of honour so delicate that a spot invisible to the common eye seemed to him a stain non subito delanda. After the avowal made before his colleagues  of the communications, I mean, with Lord Middleton  nothing would do but he must leave London at once and seek in the shades and retirement of Eyford that peace of mind and ease of body which had for the moment abandoned him.

He went: and for a time still retained office. Later, notwithstanding the most urgent and flattering instances on the Kings part  which yet exist, honourable alike to the writer and the recipient  he persisted in his resolution to retire; and on the 12th of December, 1698, being at that time in very poor health, the consequence of a fall while hunting, he returned the Seals to the King, In the autumn of the following year he went abroad; but though he found in a private life  so far as the life of a man of his princely station could be called private  a happiness often denied to place men and favourites, he was not to be diverted when the time came from the post of danger. Were I writing an eulogium merely, I should here enumerate those great posts and offices which he so worthily filled at the time of Queen Annes death, when as Lord Treasurer of England, Lord Chamberlain, and Lord Lieutenant of Ireland  an aggregation of honours I believe without precedent  he performed services and controlled events on the importance of which his enemies no less than his friends are agreed. But I forbear: and I leave the task to a worthier hand.

This being so, it remains only to speak of Matthew Smith and his accomplice. Had my lord chosen to move in the matter, there can be no doubt that Smith would have been whipped and pilloried, and in this way would have come by a short road to his deserts. But the Duke held himself too high, and the men who had injured him too low, for revenge; and Smith, after lying some months in prison, gave useful information, and was released without prosecution. He then tried to raise a fresh charge against the Duke, but gained no credence; and rapidly sinking lower and lower, was to be seen two years later skulking in rags in the darkest part of the old Savoy. In London I must have walked in hourly dread of him; at Eyford I was safe; and after the winter of 99, in which year he came to my lords house to beg, looking broken and diseased, I never saw him.

I was told that he expected to receive a rich reward in the event of the Dukes disgrace, and on this account was indifferent to the loss of his situation in my ladys family. It seems probable, however, that he still hoped to retain his influence in that quarter by means of his wife, and thwarted in this by that evil womans dismissal, was no better disposed to her than she was to him. They separated; but before he went the ruffian revenged himself by beating her so severely that she long lay ill in her apartments, was robbed by her landlady, and finally was put to the door penniless, and with no trace of the beauty which had once chained my heart. In this plight, reduced to be the drudge of a tradesmans wife, and sunk to the very position in which I had found her at Mr. D   s, she made a last desperate appeal to the Duke for assistance.

He answered by the grant of a pension, small but sufficient, on which she might have ended her days in a degree of comfort. But, having acquired in her former circumstances an unfortunate craving for drink, which she had now the power to gratify, she lived but a little while, and that in great squalor and misery, dying, if I remember rightly, in a public-house in Spitalfields in the year 1703.
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CHAPTER I

A KNIGHT-ERRANT

About a hundred and thirty years ago, when the third George, whom our grandfathers knew in his blind dotage, was a young and sturdy bridegroom; when old Q., whom 1810 found peering from his balcony in Piccadilly, deaf, toothless, and a skeleton, was that gay and lively spark, the Earl of March; when bore and boreish were words of haut ton, unknown to the vulgar, and the price of a borough was 5,000l.; when gibbets still served for sign-posts, and railways were not and highwaymen were  to be more exact, in the early spring of the year 1767, a travelling chariot-and-four drew up about five in the evening before the inn at Wheatley Bridge, a short stage from Oxford on the Oxford road. A gig and a couple of post-chaises, attended by the customary group of stablemen, topers, and gossips already stood before the house, but these were quickly deserted in favour of the more important equipage. The drawers in their aprons trooped out, but the landlord, foreseeing a rich harvest, was first at the door of the carriage, and opened it with a bow such as is rarely seen in these days.

Will your lordship please to alight? he said.

No, rascal! cried one of those within. Shut the door!

You wish fresh horses, my lord? the obsequious host replied. Of course. They shall be

We wish nothing, was the brisk answer. Dye hear? Shut the door, and go to the devil!

Puzzled, but obedient, the landlord fell back on the servants, who had descended from their seat in front and were beating their hands one on another, for the March evening was chill. What is up, gentlemen? he said.

Nothing. But we will put something down, by your leave, they answered.

Wont they do the same? He cocked his thumb in the direction of the carriage.

No. You have such an infernal bad road, the dice roll, was the answer. They will finish their game in quiet. That is all. Lord, how your folks stare! Have they never seen a lord before?

Who is it? the landlord asked eagerly. I thought I knew his Graces face.

Before the servant could answer or satisfy his inquisitiveness, the door of the carriage was opened in haste, and the landlord sprang to offer his shoulder. A tall young man whose shaped riding-coat failed to hide that which his jewelled hands and small French hat would alone have betrayed  that he was dressed in the height of fashion  stepped down. A room and a bottle of your best claret, he said. And bring me ink and a pen.

Immediately, my lord. This way, my lord. Your lordship will perhaps honour me by dining here?

Lord, no! Do you think I want to be poisoned? was the frank answer. And looking about him with languid curiosity, the young peer, followed by a companion, lounged into the house.

The third traveller  for three there were  by a gesture directed the servant to close the carriage door, and, keeping his seat, gazed sleepily through the window. The loitering crowd, standing at a respectful distance, returned his glances with interest, until an empty post-chaise, approaching from the direction of Oxford, rattled up noisily and split the group asunder. As the steaming horses stopped within a few paces of the chariot, the gentleman seated in the latter saw one of the ostlers go up to the post-chaise and heard him say, Soon back, Jimmie?

Ay, and I ha been stopped too, the postboy answered as he dropped his reins.

No! in a tone of surprise. Was it Black Jack?

Not he. Twas a woman!

A murmur of astonishment greeted the answer. The postboy grinned, and sitting easily in his pad prepared to enjoy the situation. Ay, a woman! he said. And a rare pair of eyes to that. What do you think she wanted, lads?

The stuff, of course.

Not she. Wanted one of them I took  and he jerked his elbow contemptuously in the direction whence he had come to fight a duel for her. One of they! Said, was he Mr. Berkeley, and would he risk his life for a woman.

The head ostler stared. Lord! and who was it he was to fight? he asked at last.

She did not say. Her spark maybe, that has jilted her.

And would they, Jimmie?

They? Shoo! They were Methodists, the postboy answered contemptuously, Scratch wigs and snuff-colour. If she had not been next door to a Bess of Bedlam and in a main tantrum, she would have seen that. But Are you Mr. Berkeley? she says, all on fire like. And Will you fight for a woman? And when they shrieked out, banged the door on them. But I tell you she was a pretty piece as youd wish to see. If she had asked me, I would not have said no to her. And he grinned.

The gentleman in the chariot opened a window. Where did she stop you, my man? he asked idly.

Half a mile this side of Oxford, your worship, the postboy answered, knuckling his forehead. Seemed to me, sir, she was a play actress. She had that sort of way with her.

The gentleman nodded and closed the window. The night had so far set in that they had brought out lights; as he sat back, one of these, hung in the carriage, shone on his features and betrayed that he was smiling. In this mood his face lost the air of affected refinement  which was then the mode, and went perfectly with a wig and ruffles  and appeared in its true cast, plain and strong, yet not uncomely. His features lacked the insipid regularity which, where all shaved, passed for masculine beauty; the nose ended largely, the cheek-bones were high, and the chin projected. But from the risk and even the edge of ugliness it was saved by a pair of grey eyes, keen, humorous, and kindly, and a smile that showed the eyes at their best. Of late those eyes had been known to express weariness and satiety; the man was tiring of the round of costly follies and aimless amusements in which he passed his life. But at twenty-six pepper is still hot in the mouth, and Sir George Soane continued to drink, game, and fribble, though the first pungent flavour of those delights had vanished, and the things themselves began to pall upon him.

When he had sat thus ten minutes, smiling at intervals, a stir about the door announced that his companions were returning. The landlord preceded them, and was rewarded for his pains with half a guinea; the crowd with a shower of small silver. The postillions cracked their whips, the horses started forward, and amid a shrill hurrah my lords carriage rolled away from the door.

Now, who casts? the peer cried briskly, arranging himself in his seat. George, Ill set you. The old stakes?

No, I am done for to-night, Sir George answered yawning without disguise.

What! crabbed, dear lad?

Ay, set Berkeley, my lord. Hes a better match for you.

And be robbed by the first highwayman we meet? No, no! I told you, if I was to go down to this damp hole of mine  fancy living a hundred miles from Whites! I should die if I could not game every day  you were to play with me, and Berkeley was to ensure my purse.

He would as soon take it, Sir George answered languidly, gazing through the glass.

Sooner, by  ! cried the third traveller, a saturnine, dark-faced man of thirty-four or more, who sat with his back to the horses, and toyed with a pistol that lay on the seat beside him. Im content if your lordship is.

Then have at you! Call the main, Colonel. You may be the devil among the highwaymen  that was Selwyns joke, was it not?  but Ill see the colour of your money.

Beware of him. He doved March, Sir George said indifferently.

He wont strip me, cried the young lord. Five is the main. Five to four he throws crabs! Will you take, George?

Soane did not answer, and the two, absorbed in the rattle of the dice and the turns of their beloved hazard, presently forgot him; his lordship being the deepest player in London and as fit a successor to the luckless Lord Mountford as one drop of water to another. Thus left to himself, and as effectually screened from remark as if he sat alone, Sir George devoted himself to an eager scrutiny of the night, looking first through one window and then through the other; in which he persevered though darkness had fallen so completely that only the hedges showed in the lamplight, gliding giddily by in endless walls of white. On a sudden he dropped the glass with an exclamation, and thrust out his head.

Pull up! he cried. I want to descend.

The young lord uttered a peevish exclamation. What is to do? he continued, glancing round; then, instantly returning to the dice, if it is my purse they want, say Berkeley is here. That will scare them. What are you doing, George?

Wait a minute, was the answer; and in a twinkling Soane was out, and was ordering the servant, who had climbed down, to close the door. This effected, he strode back along the road to a spot where a figure, cloaked, and hooded, was just visible, lurking on the fringe of the lamplight. As he approached it, he raised his hat with an exaggeration of politeness.

Madam, he said, you asked for me, I believe?

The woman  for a woman it was, though he could see no more of her than a pale face, staring set and Gorgon-like from under the hood  did not answer at once. Then, Who are you? she said.

Colonel Berkeley, he answered with assurance, and again saluted her.

Who killed the highwayman at Hounslow last Christmas? she cried.

The same, madam.

And shot Farnham Joe at Roehampton?

Yes, madam. And much at your service.

We shall see, she answered, her voice savagely dubious. At least you are a gentleman and can use a pistol? But are you willing to risk something for justice sake?

And the sake of your beaux yeux, madam? he answered, a laugh in his voice. Yes.

You mean it?

Prove me, he answered.

His tone was light; but the woman, who seemed to labour under strong emotion, either failed to notice this or was content to put up with it. Then send on your carriage, she said.

His jaw fell at that, and had there been light by which to see him he would have looked foolish. At last, Are we to walk? he said.

Those are the lights of Oxford, she answered. We shall be there in ten minutes.

Oh, very well, he said, A moment, if you please.

She waited while he went to the carriage and told the astonished servants to leave his baggage at the Mitre; this understood, he put in his head and announced to his host that he would come on next day. Your lordship must excuse me to-night, he said.

What is up? my lord asked, without raising his eyes or turning his head. He had taken the box and thrown nicks three times running, at five guineas the cast; and was in the seventh heaven. Ha! five is the main. Now you are in it, Colonel. What did you say, George? Not coming! What is it?

An adventure.

What! a petticoat?

Yes, Sir George answered, smirking.

Well, you find em in odd places. Take care of yourself. But shut the door, that is a good fellow. There is a d  d draught.

Sir George complied, and, nodding to the servants, walked back to the woman. As he reached her the carriage with its lights whirled away, and left them in darkness.

Soane wondered if he were not a fool for his pains, and advanced a step nearer to conviction when the woman with an impatient Come! started along the road; moving at a smart pace in the direction which the chariot had taken, and betraying so little shyness or timidity as to seem unconscious of his company. The neighbourhood of Oxford is low and flat, and except where a few lights marked the outskirts of the city a wall of darkness shut them in, permitting nothing to be seen that lay more than a few paces away. A grey drift of clouds, luminous in comparison with the gloom about them, moved slowly overhead, and out of the night the raving of a farm-dog or the creaking of a dry bough came to the ear with melancholy effect.

The fine gentleman of that day had no taste for the wild, the rugged, or the lonely. He lived too near the times when those words spelled danger. He found at Almacks his most romantic scene, at Ranelagh his terra incognita, in the gardens of Versailles his ideal of the charming and picturesque. Sir George, no exception to the rule, shivered as he looked round. He began to experience a revulsion of spirits; and to consider that, for a gentleman who owned Lord Chatham for a patron, and was even now on his roundabout way to join that minister  for a gentleman whose fortune, though crippled and impaired, was still tolerable, and who, where it had suffered, might look with confidence to see it made good at the public expense  or to what end patrons or ministers?  he began to reflect, I say, that for such an one to exchange a peers coach and good company for a night trudge at a womans heels was a folly, better befitting a boy at school than a man of his years. Not that he had ever been so wild as to contemplate anything serious; or from the first had entertained the most remote intention of brawling in an unknown cause. That was an extravagance beyond him; and he doubted if the girl really had it in her mind. The only adventure he had proposed, when he left the carriage, was one of gallantry; it was the only adventure then in vogue. And for that, now the time was come, and the incognita and he were as much alone as the most ardent lover could wish, he felt singularly disinclined.

True, the outline of her cloak, and the indications of a slender, well-formed shape which it permitted to escape, satisfied him that the postboy had not deceived him; but that his companion was both young and handsome. And with this and his bargain it was to be supposed he would be content. But the pure matter-of-factness of the girls manner, her silence, and her uncompromising attitude, as she walked by his side, cooled whatever ardour her beauty and the reflection that he had jockeyed Berkeley were calculated to arouse; and it was with an effort that he presently lessened the distance between them.

Et vera incessu patuit dea! he said, speaking in the tone between jest and earnest which he had used before. And all the goddess in her step appears. Which means that you have the prettiest walk in the world, my dear  but whither are you taking me?

She went steadily on, not deigning an answer.

But  my charmer, let us parley, he remonstrated, striving to maintain a light tone. In a minute we shall be in the town and

I thought that we understood one another, she answered curtly, still continuing to walk, and to look straight before her; in which position her hood, hid her face. I am taking you where I want you.

Oh, very well, he said, shrugging his shoulders. But under his breath he muttered, By heaven, I believe that the pretty fool really thinks  that I am going to fight for her!

To a man who had supped at Whites the night before, and knew his age to be the âge des philosophes, it seemed the wildest fancy in the world. And his distaste grew. But to break off and leave her  at any rate until he had put it beyond question that she had no underthought  to break off and leave her after placing himself in a situation so humiliating, was too much for the pride of a Macaroni. The lines of her head and figure too, half guessed and half revealed, and wholly light and graceful, had caught his fancy and created a desire to subjugate her. Reluctantly, therefore, he continued to walk beside her, over Magdalen Bridge, and thence by a path which, skirting the city, ran across the low wooded meadows at the back of Merton.

A little to the right the squat tower of the college loomed against the lighter rack of clouds, and rising amid the dark lines of trees that beautify that part of the outskirts, formed a coup doeil sufficiently impressive. Here and there, in such of the chamber windows as looked over the meadows, lights twinkled cheerfully; emboldened by which, yet avoiding their scope, pairs of lovers of the commoner class sneaked to and fro under the trees. Whether the presence of these recalled early memories which Sir Georges fastidiousness found unpalatable, or he felt his fashion, smirched by the vulgarity of this Venus-walk, his impatience grew; and was not far from bursting forth when his guide turned sharply into an alley behind the cathedral, and, after threading a lane of mean houses, entered a small court.

The place, though poor and narrow, was not squalid. Sir George could see so much by the light which shone from a window and fell on a group of five or six persons, who stood about the nearest door and talked in low, excited voices. He had a good view of one mans face, and read in it gloom and anger. Then the group made way for the girl, eyeing her, as he thought, with pity and a sort of deference; and cursing the folly that had brought him into such a place and situation, wondering what on earth it all meant or in what it would end, he followed her into the house.

She opened a door on the right-hand side of the narrow passage, and led the way into a long, low room. For a moment he saw no more than two lights on a distant table, and kneeling at a chair beside them a woman with grey dishevelled hair, who seemed to be praying, her face hidden. Then his gaze, sinking instinctively, fell on a low bed between him and the woman; and there rested on a white sheet, and on the solemn outlines  so certain in their rigidity, so unmistakable by human eyes  of a body laid out for burial.




CHAPTER II

A MISADVENTURE

To be brought up short in an amorous quest by such a sight as that was a shock alike to Soanes better nature and his worse dignity. The former moved him to stand silent and abashed, the latter to ask with an indignant curse why he had been brought to that place. And the latter lower instinct prevailed. But when he raised his head to put the question with the necessary spirt of temper, he found that the girl had left his side and passed to the other hand of the dead; where, the hood thrown back from her face, she stood looking at him with such a gloomy fire in her eyes as it needed but a word, a touch, a glance to kindle into a blaze.

At the moment, however, he thought less of this than of the beauty of the face which he saw for the first time. It was a southern face, finely moulded, dark and passionate, full-lipped, yet wide of brow, with a generous breadth between the eyes. Seldom had he seen a woman more beautiful; and he stood silent, the words he had been about to speak dying stillborn on his lips.

Yet she seemed to understand them; she answered them. Why have I brought you here? she cried, her voice trembling; and she pointed to the bed. Because he is  he was my father. And he lies there. And because the man who killed him goes free. And I would  I would kill him! Do you hear me? I would kill him!

Sir George tried to free his mind from the influence of her passion and her eyes, from the nightmare of the room and the body, and to see things in a sane light. But  my good girl, he said, slowly and not unkindly, I know nothing about it. Nothing. I am a stranger here.

For that reason I brought you here, she retorted.

But  I cannot interfere, he answered, shaking his head. There is the law. You must apply to it. The law will punish the man if he has done wrong.

But the law will not punish him! she cried with scorn. The law? The law is your law, the law of the rich. And he  she pointed to the bed was poor and a servant. And the man who killed him was his master. So he goes free  of the law!

But if he killed him? Sir George muttered lamely.

He did! she cried between her teeth. And I would have you kill him!

He shook his head. My good girl, he said kindly, you are distraught. You are not yourself. Or you would know a gentleman does not do these things.

A gentleman! she retorted, her smouldering rage flaming up at last. No; but I will tell you what he does. He kills a man to save his purse! Or his honour! Or for a mis-word at cards! Or the lie given in drink! He will run a man through in a dark room, with no one to see fair play! But for drawing his sword to help a woman, or avenge a wrong, a gentleman  a gentleman does not do these things. It is true! And may

Oh, have done, have done, my dear! cried a wailing, tearful voice; and Sir George, almost cowed by the girls fierce words and the fiercer execration that was on her lips, hailed the intervention with relief. The woman whom he had seen on her knees had risen and now approached the girl, showing a face wrinkled, worn, and plain, but not ignoble; and for the time lifted above the commonplace by the tears that rained down it. Oh, my lovey, have done, she cried. And let the gentleman go. To kill another will not help him that is dead. Nor us that are left alone!

It will not help him! the girl answered, shrilly and wildly; and her eyes, leaving Soane, strayed round the room as if she were that moment awakened and missed some one. No! But is he to be murdered, and no one suffer? Is he to die and no one pay? He who had a smile for us, go in or out, and never a harsh word or thought; who never did any man wrong or wished any man ill? Yet he lies there! Oh, mother, mother, she continued, her voice broken on a sudden by a tremor of pain, we are alone! We are alone! We shall never see him come in at that door again!

The old woman sobbed helplessly and made no answer; on which the girl, with a gesture as simple as it was beautiful, drew the grey head to her shoulder. Then she looked at Sir George. Go, she said; but he saw that the tears were welling up in her eyes, and that her frame was beginning to tremble. Go! I was not myself  a while ago  when I fetched you. Go, sir, and leave us.

Moved by the abrupt change, as well as by her beauty, Sir George lingered; muttering that perhaps he could help her in another way. But she shook her head, once and again; and, instinctively respecting the grief which had found at length its proper vent, he turned and, softly lifting the latch, went out into the court.

The night air cooled his brow, and recalled him to sober earnest and the eighteenth century. In the room which he had left, he had marked nothing out of the common except the girl. The mother, the furniture, the very bed on which the dead man lay, all were appropriate, and such as he would expect to find in the house of his under-steward. But the girl? The girl was gloriously handsome; and as eccentric as she was beautiful. Sir Georges head turned and his eyes glowed as he thought of her. He considered what a story he could make of it at Whites; and he put up his spying-glass, and looked through it to see if the towers of the cathedral still overhung the court. Gad, sir! he said aloud, rehearsing the story, as much to get rid of an unfashionable sensation he had in his throat as in pure whimsy, I was surprised to find that it was Oxford. It should have been Granada, or Bagdad, or Florence! I give you my word, the houris that the Montagu saw in the Hammam at Stamboul were nothing to her!

The persons through whom he had passed on his way to the door were still standing before the house. Glancing back when he had reached the mouth of the court, he saw that they were watching him; and, obeying a sudden impulse of curiosity, he turned on his heel and signed to the nearest to come to him. Here, my man, he said, a word with you.

The fellow moved towards him reluctantly, and with suspicion. Who is it lies dead there? Sir George asked.

Your honour knows, the man answered cautiously.

No, I dont.

Then you will be the only one in Oxford that does not, the fellow replied, eyeing him oddly.

Maybe, Soane answered with impatience. Take it so, and answer the question,

It is Masterson, that was the porter at Pembroke.

Ah! And how did he die?

That is asking, the man answered, looking shiftily about. And it is an ill business, and I want no trouble. Oh, well  he continued, as Sir George put something in his hand thank your honour, Ill drink your health. Yes, it is Masterson, poor man, sure enough; and two days ago he was as well as you or I  saving your presence. He was on the gate that evening, and there was a supper on one of the staircases: all the bloods of the College, your honour will understand. About an hour before midnight the Master sent him to tell the gentlemen he could not sleep for the noise. After that it is not known just what happened, but the party had him in and gave him wine; and whether he went then and returned again when the company were gone is a question. Any way, he was found in the morning, cold and dead at the foot of the stairs, and his neck broken. It is said by some a trap was laid for him on the staircase. And if it was, the man continued, after a pause, his true feeling finding sudden vent, it is a black shame that the law does not punish it! But the coroner brought it in an accident.

Sir George shrugged his shoulders. Then, moved by curiosity and a desire to learn something about the girl, His daughter takes it hardly, he said.

The man grunted. Ah, he said, maybe she has need to. Your honour does not come from him?

From Whom? I come from no one.

To be sure, sir, I was forgetting. But, seeing you with her  but there, you are a stranger.

Soane would have liked to ask him his meaning, but felt that he had condescended enough. He bade the man a curt good-night, therefore, and turning away passed quickly into St. Aldates Street. Thence it was but a step to the Mitre, where he found his baggage and servant awaiting him.

In those days distinctions of dress were still clear and unmistakable. Between the peruke  often forty guineas worth  the tie-wig, the scratch, and the man who went content with a little powder, the intervals were measurable. Ruffles cost five pounds a pair; and velvets and silks, cut probably in Paris, were morning wear. Moreover, the dress of the man who lost or won his thousand in a night at Almacks, and was equally well known at Madame du Deffands in Paris and at Holland House, differed as much from the dress of the ordinary well-to-do gentleman as that again differed from the lawyers or the doctors. The Mitre, therefore, saw in Sir George a very fine gentleman indeed, set him down to an excellent supper in its best room, and promised a post-chaise-and-four for the following morning  all with much bowing and scraping, and much mention of my lord to whose house he would post. For in those days, if a fine gentleman was a very fine gentleman, a peer was also a peer. Quite recently they had ventured to hang one; but with apologies, a landau-and-six, and a silken halter.

Sir George would not have had the least pretension to be the glass of fashion and the mould of form, which St. Jamess Street considered him, if he had failed to give a large share of his thoughts while he supped to the beautiful woman he had quitted. He knew very well what steps Lord March or Tom Hervey would take, were either in his place; and though he had no greater taste for an irregular life than became a man in his station who was neither a Methodist nor Lord Dartmouth, he allowed his thoughts to dwell, perhaps longer than was prudent, on the girls perfections, and on what might have been were his heart a little harder, or the not over-rigid rule which he observed a trifle less stringent. The father was dead. The girl was poor: probably her ideal of a gallant was a College beau, in second-hand lace and stained linen, drunk on ale in the forenoon. Was it likely that the fortress would hold out long, or that the maidens heart would prove to be more obdurate than Danäes?

Soane, considering these things and his self-denial, grew irritable over his Chambertin. He pictured Lord Marchs friend, the Rena, and found this girl immeasurably before her. He painted the sensation she would make and the fashion he could give her, and vowed that she was a Gunning with sense and wit added; to sum up all, he blamed himself for a saint and a Scipio. Then, late as it was, he sent for the landlord, and to get rid of his thoughts, or in pursuance of them, inquired of that worthy if Mr. Thomasson was in residence at Pembroke.

Yes, Sir George, he is, the landlord answered; and asked if he should send for his reverence.

No, Soane commanded. If there is a chair to be had, I will go to him.

There is one below, at your honours service. And the men are waiting.

So Sir George, with the landlord, lighting him and his man attending with his cloak, descended the stairs in state, entered the sedan, and was carried off to Pembroke.




CHAPTER III

TUTOR AND PUPILS  OLD STYLE

Doctor Samuel Johnson, of Johnsons Court, Fleet Street, had at this time some name in the world; but not to the pitch that persons entering Pembroke College hastened to pay reverence to the second floor over the gateway, which he had vacated thirty years earlier  as persons do now. Their gaze, as a rule, rose no higher than the first-floor oriel, where the shapely white shoulder of a Parian statue, enhanced by a background of dark-blue silken hanging, caught the wandering eye. What this lacked of luxury and mystery was made up  almost to the Medmenham point in the eyes of the city  by the gleam of girandoles, and the glow, rather felt than seen, of Titian-copies in Florence frames. Sir George, borne along in his chair, peered up at this well-known window  well-known, since in the Oxford of 1767 a mans rooms were furnished if he had tables and chairs, store of beef and October, an apple-pie and Common Room port  and seeing the casement brilliantly lighted, smiled a trifle contemptuously.

The Reverend Frederick is not much changed, he muttered. Lord, what a beast it was! And how we hazed him! Ah! At home, is he?  this to the servant, as the man lifted the head of the chair. Yes, I will go up.

To tell the truth, the Reverend Frederick Thomasson had so keen a scent for Gold Tufts or aught akin to them, that it would have been strange if the instinct had not kept him at home; as a magnet, though unseen, attracts the needle. The same prepossession brought him, as soon as he heard of his visitors approach, hurrying to the head of the stairs; where, if he had had his way, he would have clasped the baronet in his arms, slobbered over him, after the mode of Paris  for that was a trick of his  and perhaps even wept on his shoulder. But Soane, who knew his ways, coolly defeated the manoeuvre by fending him off with his cane; and the Reverend Frederick was reduced to raising his eyes and hands to heaven in token of the joy which filled him at the sight of his old pupil.

Lord! Sir George, I am inexpressibly happy! he cried. My dear sir, my very dear sir, welcome to my poor rooms! This is joy indeed! Gaudeamus! Gaudeamus! To see you once more, fresh from the groves of Arthurs and the scenes of your triumphs! Pardon me, my dear sir, I must and will shake you by the hand again! And succeeding at last in seizing Sir Georges hand, he fondled and patted it in both of his  which were fat and white  the while with every mark of emotion he led him into the room.

Gad! said Sir George, standing and looking round. And where is she, Tommy?

That old name! What a pleasure it is to hear it! cried the tutor, affecting to touch his eyes with the corner of a dainty handkerchief; as if the gratification he mentioned were too much for his feelings.

But, seriously, Tommy, where is she? Soane persisted, still looking round with a grin.

My dear Sir George! My honoured friend! But you would always have your joke.

And, plainly, Tommy, is all this frippery yours?

Tut, tut! Mr. Thomasson remonstrated. And no man with a finer taste. I have heard Mr. Walpole say that with a little training no man would excel Sir George Soane as a connoisseur. An exquisite eye! A nice discrimination! A

Now, Tommy, to how many people have you said that? Sir George retorted, dropping into a chair, and coolly staring about him. But, there, have done, and tell me about yourself. Who is the last sprig of nobility you have been training in the way it should grow?

The last pupil who honoured me, the Reverend Frederick answered, as you are so kind as to ask after my poor concerns, Sir George, was my Lord E   s son. We went to Paris, Marseilles, Genoa, Florence; visited the mighty monuments of Rome, and came home by way of Venice, Milan, and Turin. I treasure the copy of Tintoretto which you see there, and these bronzes, as memorials of my lords munificence. I brought them back with me.

And what did my lords son bring back? Sir George asked, cruelly. A Midianitish woman?

My honoured friend! Mr. Thomasson remonstrated. But your wit was always mordant  mordant! Too keen for us poor folk!

Dye remember the inn at Cologne, Tommy? Sir George continued, mischievously reminiscent. And Lord Tony arriving with his charmer? And you giving up your room to her? And the trick we played you at Calais, where we passed the little French dancer on you for Madame la Marquise de Personne?

Mr. Thomasson winced, and a tinge of colour rose in his fat pale face. Boys, boys! he said, with an airy gesture. You had an uncommon fancy even then, Sir George, though you were but a year from school! Ah, those were charming days! Great days!

And nights! said Sir George, lying back in his chair and looking at the other with eyes half shut, and insolence half veiled. Do you remember the faro bank at Florence, Tommy, and the three hundred livres you lost to that old harridan, Lady Harrington? Pearls cast before swine you styled them, I remember.

Lord, Sir George! Mr. Thomasson cried, vastly horrified. How can you say such a thing? Your excellent memory plays you false.

It does, Soane answered, smiling sardonically. I remember. It was seed sown for the harvest, you called it  in your liquor. And that touches me. Do you mind the night Fitzhugh made you so prodigiously drunk at Bonn, Tommy? And we put you in the kneading-trough, and the servants found you and shifted you to the horse-trough? Gad! you would have died of laughter if you could have seen yourself when we rescued you, lank and dripping, with your wig like a sponge!

It must have been  uncommonly diverting! the Reverend Frederick stammered; and he smiled widely, but with a lack of heart. This time there could be no doubt of the pinkness that overspread his face.

Diverting? I tell you it would have made old Dartmouth laugh! Sir George said, bluntly.

Ha, ha! Perhaps it would. Perhaps it would. Not that I have the honour of his lordships acquaintance.

No? Well, he would not suit you, Tommy. I would not seek it.

The Reverend Frederick looked doubtful, as weighing the possibility of anything that bore the name of lord being alien from him. From this reflection, however, he was roused by a new sally on Soanes part. But, crib me! you are very fine to-night, Mr. Thomasson, he said, staring about him afresh. Ten oclock, and you are lighted as for a drum! What is afoot?

The tutor smirked and rubbed his hands. Well, I  I was expecting a visitor, Sir George.

Ah, you dog! She is not here, but you are expecting her.

Mr. Thomasson grinned; the jest flattered him. Nevertheless he hastened to exonerate himself. It is not Venus I am expecting, but Mars, he said with a simper. The Honourable Mr. Dunborough, son to my Lord Dunborough, and the same whose meritorious services at the Havanna you, my dear friend, doubtless remember. He is now cultivating in peace the gifts which in war

Sufficed to keep him out of danger! Sir George said bluntly. So he is your last sprig, is he? He should be well seasoned.

He is four-and-twenty, Mr. Thomasson answered, pluming himself and speaking in his softest tones. And the most charming, I assure you, the most debonair of men. But do I hear a noise?

Yes, said Sir George, listening. I hear something.

Mr. Thomasson rose. What  what is it, I wonder? he said, a trifle nervously. A dull sound, as of a hive of bees stirred to anger, was becoming audible.

Devil if I know! Sir George answered. Open the window.

But the Reverend Frederick, after approaching the window with the intention of doing so, seemed disinclined to go nearer, and hovered about it. Really, he said, no longer hiding his discomposure. I fear that it is something  something in the nature of a riot. I fear that that which I anticipated has happened. If my honourable friend had only taken my advice and remained here! And he wrung his hands without disguise.

Why, what has he to do with it? Soane asked, curiously.

He  he had an accident the other night, Mr. Thomasson answered. A monstrous nuisance for him. He and his noble friend, Lord Almeric Doyley, played a little trick on a  on one of the College servants. The clumsy fellow  it is marvellous how awkward that class of persons is  fell down the stairs and hurt himself.

Seriously?

Somewhat. Indeed  in fact he is dead. And now there is a kind of feeling about it in the town. I persuaded Mr. Dunborough to take up his quarters here for the night, but he is so spirited he would dine abroad. Now I fear, I really fear, he may be in trouble!

If it is he they are hooting in St. Aldates, Sir George answered drily, I should say he was in trouble! But in my time the gownsmen would have sallied out and brought him off before this. And given those yelpers a cracked crown or two!

The roar of voices in the narrow streets was growing clearer and more threatening. Ye-es? said the Reverend Frederick, moving about the room, distracted between his anxiety and his respect for his companion. Perhaps so. But there is a monstrous low, vulgar set in College nowadays; a man of spirit has no chance with them. Yesterday they had the insolence to break into my noble friends rooms and throw his furniture out of window! And, I vow, would have gone on to  but Lord! this is frightful! What a shocking howling! My dear sir, my very dear Sir George, Mr. Thomasson continued, his voice tremulous and his fat cheeks grown on a sudden loose and flabby, do you think that there is any danger?

Danger? Sir George answered, with cruel relish  he had gone to the window, and was looking out. Well, I should say that Madam Venus there would certainly have to stand shot. If you are wise you will put out some of those candles. They are entering the lane now. Gad, Tommy, if they think your lad of spirit is here, I would not give much for your window-glass!

Mr. Thomasson, who had hastened to take the advice, and had extinguished all the candles but one, thus reducing the room to partial darkness, wrung his hands and moaned for answer. Where are the proctors? he said. Where are the constables? Where are the  Oh, dear, dear, this is dreadful!

And certainly, even in a man of firmer courage a little trepidation might have been pardoned. As the unseen crowd, struggling and jostling, poured from the roadway of St. Aldates into the narrow confines of Pembroke Lane, the sound of its hooting gathered sudden volume, and from an intermittent murmur, as of a remote sea, swelled in a moment into a roar of menace. And as a mob is capable of deeds from which the members who compose it would severally shrink, as nothing is so pitiless, nothing so unreasoning, so in the sound of its voice is a note that appals all but the hardiest. Soane was no coward. A year before he had been present at the siege of Bedford House by the Spitalfields weavers, where swords were drawn and much blood was spilled, while the gentlemen of the clubs and coffee-houses looked on as at a play; but even he felt a slackening of the pulse as he listened. And with the Reverend Frederick it was different. He was not framed for danger. When the smoking glare of the links which the ringleaders carried began to dance and flicker on the opposite houses, he looked about him with a wild eye, and had already taken two steps towards the door, when it opened.

It admitted two men about Sir Georges age, or a little younger. One, after glancing round, passed hurriedly to the window and looked out; the other sank into the nearest chair, and, fanning himself with his hat, muttered a querulous oath.

My dear lord! cried the Reverend Frederick, hastening to his side  and it is noteworthy that he forgot even his panic in the old habit of reverence What an escape! To think that a life so valuable as your lordships should lie at the mercy of those wretches! I shudder at the thought of what might have happened.

Fan me, Tommy was the answer. And Lord Almeric, an excessively pale, excessively thin young man, handed his hat with a gesture of exhaustion to the obsequious tutor. Fan me; that is a good soul. Positively I am suffocated with the smell of those creatures! Worse than horses, I assure you. There, again! What a pother about a common fellow! Pon honour, I dont know what the world is coming to!

Nor I, Mr. Thomasson answered, hanging over him with assiduity and concern on his countenance. It is not to be comprehended.

No, pon honour it is not! my lord agreed. And then, feeling a little recovered, Dunborough, he asked, what are they doing?

Hanging you, my dear fellow! the other answered from the window, where he had taken his place within a pace of Soane, but without discovering him. He spoke in the full boisterous tone of one in perfect health and spirits, perfectly satisfied with himself, and perfectly heedless of others.

Oh, I say, you are joking? my lord answered. Hanging me? Oh, ah! I see. In effigy!

And your humble servant, said Mr. Dunborough. I tell you, Tommy, we had a near run for it. Curse their impudence, they made us sweat. For a very little I would give the rascals something to howl for.

Perhaps he meant no more than to put a bold face on it before his creatures. But unluckily the rabble, which had come provided with a cart and gallows, a hangman, and a paunchy, red-faced fellow in canonicals, and which hitherto had busied itself with the mock execution, found leisure at this moment to look up at the window. Catching sight of the object of their anger, they vented their rage in a roar of execration, so much louder than all that had gone before that it brought the sentence which Mr. Thomasson was uttering to a quavering end. But the demonstration, far from intimidating Mr. Dunborough, provoked him to fury. Turning from the sea of brandished hands and upturned faces, he strode to a table, and in a moment returned. The window was open, he flung it wider, and stood erect, in full view of the mob.

The sight produced a momentary silence, of which he took advantage. Now, you tailors, begone! he cried harshly. To your hovels, and leave gentlemen to their wine, or it will be the worse for you. Come, march! We have had enough of your fooling, and are tired of it.

The answer was a shout of Cain! and Murderer! One voice cried Ferrers! and this caught the fancy of the crowd. In a moment a hundred were crying, Ay, Ferrers! Come down, and well Ferrers you!

He stood a moment irresolute, glaring at them; then something struck and shattered a pane of the window beside him, and the fetid smell of a bad egg filled the room. At the sound Mr. Thomasson uttered a cry and shrank farther into the darkness, while Lord Almeric rose hastily and looked about for a refuge. But Mr. Dunborough did not flinch.

D  n you, you rascals, you will have it, will you? he cried; and in the darkness a sharp click was heard. He raised his hand. A shriek in the street below answered the movement; some who stood nearest saw that he held a pistol and gave the information to others, and there was a wild rush to escape. But before the hammer dropped, a hand closed on his, and Soane, crying, Are you mad, sir? dragged him back.

Dunborough had not entertained the least idea that any one stood near him, and the surprise was as complete as the check. After an instinctive attempt to wrench away his hand, he stood glaring at the person who held him. Curse you! he said. Who are you? And what do you mean?

Not to sit by and see murder done, Sir George answered firmly. To-morrow you will thank me.

For the present Ill thank you to release my hand, the other retorted in a freezing tone. Nevertheless, Sir George thought that the delay had sobered him, and complied. Much obliged to you, Dunborough continued. Now perhaps you will walk into the next room, where there is a light, and we can be free from that scum.

Mr. Thomasson had already set the example of a prudent retreat thither; and Lord Almeric, with a feeble, Lord, this is very surprising! But I think that the gentleman is right, Dunny, was hovering in the doorway. Sir George signed to Mr. Dunborough to go first, but he would not, and Soane, shrugging his shoulders, preceded him.
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TOMMY, WHO IS  THIS-FELLOW? HE CRIED.

The room into which they all crowded was no more than a closet, containing a dusty bureau propped on three legs, a few books, and Mr. Thomassons robes, boots, and wig-stand. It was so small that when they were all in it, they stood perforce close together, and had the air of persons sheltering from a storm. This nearness, the glare of the lamp on their faces, and the mean surroundings gave a kind of added force to Mr. Dunboroughs rage. For a moment after entering he could not speak; he had dined largely, and sat long after dinner; and his face was suffused with blood. But then, Tommy, who is  this  fellow? he cried, blurting out the words as if each must be the last.

Good heavens! cried the tutor, shocked at the low appellation. Mr. Dunborough! Mr. Dunborough! You mistake. My dear sir, my dear friend, you do not understand. This is Sir George Soane, whose name must be known to you. Permit me to introduce him.

Then take that for a meddler and a coxcomb, Sir George Soane! cried the angry man; and quick as thought he struck Sir George, who was at elbows with him, lightly in the face.

Sir George stepped back, his face crimson. You are not sober, sir! he said.

Is not that enough? cried the other, drowning both Mr. Thomassons exclamation of horror and Lord Almerics protest of, Oh, but I say, you know under the volume of his voice. You have a sword, sir, and I presume you know how to use it. If there is not space here, there is a room below, and I am at your service. You will not wipe that off by rubbing it, he added coarsely.

Sir George dropped his hand from his face as if it stung him. Mr. Dunborough, he said trembling  but it was with passion, if I thought you were sober and would not repent to-morrow what you have done to-night

You would do fine things, Dunborough retorted. Come, sir, a truce to your impertinence! You have meddled with me, and you must maintain it. Must I strike you again?

I will not meet you to-night, Sir George answered firmly. I will be neither Lord Byron nor his victim. These gentlemen will bear me out so far. For the rest, if you are of the same mind to-morrow, it will be for me and not for you to ask a meeting.

At your service, sir, Mr. Dunborough said, with a sarcastic bow. But suppose, to save trouble in the morning, we fix time and place now.

Eight  in Magdalen Fields, Soane answered curtly. If I do not hear from you, I am staying at the Mitre Inn. Mr. Thomasson, I bid you good-night. My lord, your servant.

And with that, and though Mr. Thomasson, wringing his hands over what had occurred and the injury to himself that might come of it, attempted some feeble remonstrances, Sir George bowed sternly, took his hat and went down. He found his chair at the foot of the stairs, but in consideration of the crowd he would not use it. The college porters, indeed, pressed him to wait, and demurred to opening even the wicket. But he had carried forbearance to the verge, and dreaded the least appearance of timidity; and, insisting, got his way. The rabble admired so fine a gentleman, and so resolute a bearing, gave place to him with a jest, and let him pass unmolested down the lane.

It was well that they did, for he had come to the end of his patience. One man steps out of a carriage, picks up a handkerchief, and lives to wear a Crown. Another takes the same step; it lands him in a low squabble from which he may extricate himself with safety, but scarcely with an accession of credit. Sir George belonged to the inner circle of fashion, to which neither rank nor wealth, nor parts, nor power, of necessity admitted. In the sphere in which he moved, men seldom quarrelled and as seldom fought. Of easiest habit among themselves, they left bad manners and the duello to political adventurers and cubbish peers, or to the gentlemen of the quarter sessions and the local ordinary. It was with a mighty disgust, therefore, that Sir George considered alike the predicament into which a caprice had hurried him, and the insufferable young Hector whom fate had made his antagonist. They would laugh at Whites. They would make a jest of it over the cakes and fruit at Bettys. Selwyn would turn a quip. And yet the thing was beyond a joke. He must be a target first and a butt afterwards  if any afterwards there were.

As he entered the Mitre, sick with chagrin, and telling himself he might have known that something of this kind would come of stooping to vulgar company, he bethought him  for the first time in an hour  of the girl. Lord! he said, thinking of her request, her passion, and her splendid eyes; and he stood. For the âge des philosophes, destiny seemed to be taking too large a part in the play. This must be the very man with whom she had striven to embroil him!

His servants voice broke in on his thoughts. At what hour will your honour please to be called? he asked, as he carried off the laced coat and wig.

Soane stifled a groan. Called? he said. At half-past six. Dont stare, booby! Half-past six, I said. And do you go now, Ill shift for myself. But first put out my despatch-case, and see there is pen and ink. Its done? Then be off, and when you come in the morning bring the landlord and another with you.

The man lingered. Will your honour want horses? he said.

I dont know. Yes! No! Well, not until noon. And where is my sword?

I was taking it down to clean it, sir.

Then dont take it; I will look to it myself. And mind you, call me at the time I said.




CHAPTER IV

PEEPING TOM OF WALLINGFORD

To be an attorney-at-law, avid of practice and getting none; to be called Peeping Tom of Wallingford, in the place where you would fain trot about busy and respected; to be the sole support of an old mother, and to be come almost to the toe of the stocking  these circumstances might seem to indicate an existence and prospects bare, not to say arid. Eventually they presented themselves in that light to the person most nearly concerned  by name Mr. Peter Fishwick; and moving him to grasp at the forlorn hope presented by a vacant stewardship at one of the colleges, brought him by coach to Oxford. There he spent three days and his penultimate guineas in canvassing, begging, bowing, and smirking; and on the fourth, which happened to be the very day of Sir Georges arrival in the city, was duly and handsomely defeated without the honour of a vote.

Mr. Fishwick had expected no other result; and so far all was well. But he had a mother, and that mother entertained a fond belief that local jealousy and nothing else kept down her son in the place of his birth. She had built high hopes on this expedition; she had thought that the Oxford gentlemen would be prompt to recognise his merit; and for her sake the sharp-featured lawyer went back to the Mitre a rueful man. He had taken a lodging there with intent to dazzle the town, and not because his means were equal to it; and already the bill weighed upon him. By nature as cheerful a gossip as ever wore a scratch wig and lived to be inquisitive, he sat mum through the evening, and barely listened while the landlord talked big of his guest upstairs, his curricle and fashion, the sums he lost at Whites, and the plate in his dressing-case.

Nevertheless the lawyer would not have been Peter Fishwick if he had not presently felt the stirrings of curiosity, or, thus incited, failed to be on the move between the stairs and the landing when Sir George came in and passed up. The attorneys ears were as sharp as a ferrets nose, and he was notably long in lighting his humble dip at a candle which by chance stood outside Sir Georges door. Hence it happened that Soane  who after dismissing his servant had gone for a moment into the adjacent chamber  heard a slight noise in the room he had left; and, returning quickly to learn what it was, found no one, but observed the outer door shake as if some one tried it. His suspicions aroused, he was still staring at the door when it moved again, opened a very little way, and before his astonished eyes admitted a small man in a faded black suit, who, as soon as he had squeezed himself in, stood bowing with a kind of desperate audacity.

Hallo! said Sir George, staring anew. What do you want, my man?

The intruder advanced a pace or two, and nervously crumpled his hat in his hands. If your honour pleases, he said, a smile feebly propitiative appearing in his face, I shall be glad to be of service to you.

Of service? said Sir George, staring in perplexity. To me?

In the way of my profession, the little man answered, fixing Sir George with two eyes as bright as birds; which eyes somewhat redeemed his small keen features. Your honour was about to make your will. My will? Sir George cried, amazed; I was about to and then in an outburst of rage, and if I was  what the devil business is it of yours? he cried. And who are you, sir?

The little man spread out his hands in deprecation. I? he said. I am an attorney, sir, and everybodys business is my business.

Sir George gasped. You are an attorney! he cried. And  and everybodys business is your business! By God, this is too much! And seizing the bell-rope he was about to overwhelm the man of law with a torrent of abuse, before he had him put out, when the absurdity of the appeal and perhaps a happy touch in Peters last answer struck him; he held his hand, and hesitated. Then, What is your name, sir? he said sternly.

Peter Fishwick, the attorney answered humbly.

And how the devil did you know  that I wanted to make a will?

I was going upstairs, the lawyer explained. And the door was ajar.

And you listened?

I wanted to hear, said Peter with simplicity.

But what did you hear, sir? Soane retorted, scarcely able to repress a smile.

I heard your honour tell your servant to lay out pen and paper, and to bring the landlord and another upstairs when he called you in the morning. And I heard you bid him leave your sword. And putting two and two together, respected sir, Peter continued manfully, and knowing that it is only of a will you need three witnesses, I said to myself, being an attorney

And everybodys business being your business, Sir George muttered irritably.

To be sure, sir  it is a will, I said, he is for making. And with your honours leave, Peter concluded with spirit, Ill make it.

Confound your impudence, Sir George answered, and stared at him, marvelling at the little mans shrewdness.

Peter smiled in a sickly fashion. If your honour would but allow me? he said. He saw a great chance slipping from him, and his voice was plaintive.

It moved Sir George to compassion. Where is your practice? he asked ungraciously.

The attorney felt a surprising inclination to candour. At Wallingford, he said, it should be. But and there he stopped, shrugging his shoulders, and leaving the rest unsaid.

Can you make a will? Sir George retorted.

No man better, said Peter with confidence; and on the instant he drew a chair to the table, seized the pen, and bent the nib on his thumbnail; then he said briskly, I wait your commands, sir.

Sir George stared in some embarrassment  he had not expected to be taken so literally; but, after a moments hesitation, reflecting that to write down his wishes with his own hand would give him more trouble, and that he might as well trust this stranger as that, he accepted the situation. Take down what I wish, then, he said. Put it into form afterwards, and bring it to me when I rise. Can you be secret?

Try me, Peter answered with enthusiasm. For a good client I would bite off my tongue.

Very well, then, listen! Sir George said. And presently, after some humming and thinking, I wish to leave all my real property to the eldest son of my uncle, Anthony Soane, he continued.

Right, sir. Child already in existence, I presume? Not that it is absolutely necessary, the attorney continued glibly. But

I do not know, said Sir George.

Ah! said the lawyer, raising his pen and knitting his brows while he looked very learnedly into vacancy. The child is expected, but you have not yet heard, sir, that

I know nothing about the child, nor whether there is a child, Sir George answered testily. My uncle may be dead, unmarried, or alive and married  what difference does it make?

Certainty is very necessary in these things, Peter replied severely. The pen in his hand, he became a different man. Your uncle, Mr. Anthony Soane, as I understand, is alive?

He disappeared in the Scotch troubles in 45, Sir George reluctantly explained, was disinherited in favour of my father, sir, and has not since been heard from.

The attorney grew rigid with alertness; he was like nothing so much as a dog, expectant at a rat-hole. Attainted? he said.

No! said Sir George.

Outlawed?

No.

The attorney collapsed: no rat in the hole. Dear me, dear me, what a sad story! he said; and then remembering that his client had profited, but out of evil  ahem! As I understand, sir, you wish all your real property, including the capital mansion house and demesne, to go to the eldest son of your uncle Mr. Anthony Soane in tail, remainder to the second son in tail, and, failing sons, to daughters  the usual settlement, in a word, sir.

Yes.

No exceptions, sir.

None.

Very good, the attorney answered with the air of a man satisfied so far. And failing issue of your uncle? To whom then, Sir George?

To the Earl of Chatham.

Mr. Fishwick jumped in his seat; then bowed profoundly.

Indeed! Indeed! How very interesting! he murmured under his breath. Very remarkable! Very remarkable, and flattering.

Sir George stooped to explain. I have no near relations, he said shortly. Lord Chatham  he was then Mr. Pitt  was the executor of my grandfathers will, is connected with me by marriage, and at one time acted as my guardian.

Mr. Fishwick licked his lips as if he tasted something very good. This was business indeed! These were names with a vengeance! His face shone with satisfaction; he acquired a sudden stiffness of the spine. Very good, sir, he said. Ve  ry good, he said. In fee simple, I understand?

Yes.

Precisely. Precisely; no uses or trusts? No. Unnecessary of course. Then as to personalty, Sir George?

A legacy of five hundred guineas to George Augustus Selwyn, Esquire, of Matson, Gloucestershire. One of the same amount to Sir Charles Bunbury, Baronet. Five hundred guineas to each of my executors; and to each of these four a mourning ring.

Certainly, sir. All very noble gifts! And Mr. Fishwick smacked his lips.

For a moment Sir George looked his offence; then seeing that the attorneys ecstasy was real and unaffected, he smiled. To my land-steward two hundred guineas, he said; to my house-steward one hundred guineas, to the housekeeper at Estcombe an annuity of twenty guineas. Ten guineas and a suit of mourning to each of my upper servants not already mentioned, and the rest of my personalty

After payment of debts and funeral and testamentary expenses, the lawyer murmured, writing busily.

Sir George started at the words, and stared thoughtfully before him: he was silent so long that the lawyer recalled his attention by gently repeating, And the residue, honoured sir?

To the Thatched House Society for the relief of small debtors, Sir George answered, between a sigh and a smile. And added, They will not gain much by it, poor devils!

Mr. Fishwick with a rather downcast air noted the bequest. And that is all, sir, I think? he said with his head on one side. Except the appointment of executors.

No, Sir George answered curtly. It is not all. Take this down and be careful. As to the trust fund of fifty thousand pounds  the attorney gasped, and his eyes shone as he seized the pen anew. Take this down carefully, man, I say, Sir George continued. As to the trust fund left by my grandfathers will to my uncle Anthony Soane or his heirs conditionally on his or their returning to their allegiance and claiming it within the space of twenty-one years from the date of his will, the interest in the meantime to be paid to me for my benefit, and the principal sum, failing such return, to become mine as fully as if it had vested in me from the beginning

Ah! said the attorney, scribbling fast, and with distended cheeks.

I leave the said fund to go with the land.

To go with the land, the lawyer repeated as he wrote the words. Fifty thousand pounds! Prodigious! Prodigious! Might I ask, sir, the date of your respected grandfathers will?

December, 1746, Sir George answered.

The term has then nine months to run?

Yes.

With submission, then it comes to this, the lawyer answered thoughtfully, marking off the points with his pen in the air. In the event of  of this will operating  all, or nearly all of your property, Sir George, goes to your uncles heirs in tail  if to be found  and failing issue of his body to my Lord Chatham?

Those are my intentions.

Precisely, sir, the lawyer answered, glancing at the clock. And they shall be carried out. But  ahem! Do I understand, sir, that in the event of a claimant making good his claim before the expiration of the nine months, you stand to lose this stupendous, this magnificent sum  even in your lifetime?

I do, Sir George answered grimly. But there will be enough left to pay your bill.

Peter stretched out his hands in protest, then, feeling that this was unprofessional, he seized the pen. Will you please to honour me with the names of the executors, sir? he said.

Dr. Addington, of Harley Street.

Yes, sir.

And Mr. Dagge, of Lincolns Inn Fields, attorney-at-law.

It is an honour to be in any way associated with him, the lawyer muttered, as he wrote the name with a flourish. His lordships man of business, I believe. And now you may have your mind at ease, sir, he continued. I will put this into form before I sleep, and will wait on you for your signature  shall I say at

At a quarter before eight, said Soane. You will be private?

Of course, sir. It is my business to be private. I wish you a very good night.

The attorney longed to refer to the coming meeting, and to his sincere hope that his new patron would leave the ground unscathed. But a duel was so alien from the lawyers walk in life, that he knew nothing of the punctilios, and he felt a delicacy. Tamely to wish a man a safe issue seemed to be a common compliment incommensurate with the occasion; and a bathos. So, after a moment of hesitation, he gathered up his papers, and tip-toed out of the room with an absurd exaggeration of respect, and a heart bounding jubilant under his flapped waistcoat.

Left to himself, Sir George heaved a sigh, and, resting his head on his hand, stared long and gloomily at the candles. Well, better be run through by this clown, he muttered after a while, than live to put a pistol to my own head like Mountford and Bland. Or Scarborough, or poor Bolton. It is not likely, and I wish that little pettifogger had not put it into my head; but if a cousin were to appear now, or before the time is up, I should be in Queer Street. Estcombe is dipped: and of the money I raised, there is no more at the agents than I have lost in a night at Quinze! D  n Whites and that is all about it. And d  n it, I shall, and finely, if old Anthonys lad turn up and sweep off the three thousand a year that is left. Umph, if I am to have a steady hand to-morrow I must get to bed. What unholy chance brought me into this scrape?




CHAPTER V

THE MEETING

Sir George awoke next morning, and, after a few lazy moments of semi-consciousness, remembered what was before him, it is not to be denied that he felt a chill. He lay awhile, thinking of the past and the future  or the no future  in a way he seldom thought, and with a seriousness for which the life he had hitherto led had left him little time and less inclination.

But he was young; he had a digestion as yet unimpaired, and nerves still strong; and when he emerged an hour later and, more soberly dressed than was his wont, proceeded down the High Street towards the Cherwell Bridge, his spirits were at their normal level. The spring sunshine which gilded the pinnacles of Magdalen tower, and shone cool and pleasant on a score of hoary fronts, wrought gaily on him also. The milksellers and such early folk were abroad, and filled the street with their cries; he sniffed the fresh air, and smiled at the good humour and morning faces that everywhere greeted him; and d  d Whites anew, and vowed to live cleanly henceforth, and forswear Pam. In a word, the man was of such a courage that in his good resolutions he forgot his errand, and whence they arose; and it was with a start that, as he approached the gate leading to the college meadows, he marked a chair in waiting, and beside it Mr. Peter Fishwick, from whom he had parted at the Mitre ten minutes before.

Soane did not know whether the attorney had preceded him or followed him: the intrusion was the same, and flushed with annoyance, he strode to him to mark his sense of it. But Peter, being addressed, wore his sharpest business air, and was entirely unconscious of offence. I have merely purveyed a surgeon, he said, indicating a young man who stood beside him. I could not learn that you had provided one, sir.

Oh! Sir George answered, somewhat taken aback, this is the gentleman.

Yes, sir.

Soane was in the act of saluting the stranger, when a party of two or three persons came up behind, and had much ado not to jostle them in the gateway. It consisted of Mr. Dunborough, Lord Almeric, and two other gentlemen; one of these, an elderly man, who wore black and hair-powder, and carried a gold-topped cane, had a smug and well-pleased expression, that indicated his stake in the meeting to be purely altruistic. The two companies exchanged salutes.

On this followed a little struggle to give precedence at the gate, but eventually all went through. If we turn to the right, some one observed, there is a convenient place. No, this way, my lord.

Oh Lord, I have such a head this morning! his lordship answered; and he looked by no means happy. I am all of a twitter! It is so confounded early, too. See here: cannot this be  ?

The gentleman who had spoken before drowned his voice. Will this do, sir? he said, raising his hat, and addressing Sir George. The party had reached a smooth glade or lawn encompassed by thick shrubs, and to all appearance a hundred miles from a street. A fairy-ring of verdure, glittering with sunlight and dewdrops, and tuneful with the songs of birds, it seemed a morsel of paradise dropped from the cool blue of heaven. Sir George felt a momentary tightening of the throat as he surveyed its pure brilliance, and then a sudden growing anger against the fool who had brought him thither.

You have no second? said the stranger.

No, he answered curtly; I think we have witnesses enough.

Still  if the matter can be accommodated?

It can, Soane answered, standing stiffly before them. But only by an unreserved apology on Mr. Dunboroughs part. He struck me. I have no more to say.

I do not offer the apology, Mr. Dunborough rejoined, with a horse-laugh. So we may as well go on, Jerry. I did not come here to talk.

I have brought pistols, his second said, disregarding the sneer. But my principal, though the challenged party, is willing to waive the choice of weapons.

Pistols will do for me, Sir George answered.

One shot, at a word. If ineffective, you will take to your swords, the second continued; and he pushed back his wig and wiped his forehead, as if his employment were not altogether to his taste. A duel was a fine thing  at a distance. He wished, however, that he had some one with whom to share the responsibility, now it was come to the point; and he cast a peevish look at Lord Almeric. But his lordship was, as he had candidly said, all of a twitter, and offered no help.

I suppose that I am to load, the unlucky second continued. That being so, you, Sir George, must have the choice of pistols.

Sir George bowed assent, and, going a little aside, removed his hat, wig, and cravat; and was about to button his coat to his throat, when he observed that Mr. Dunborough was stripping to his shirt. Too proud not to follow the example, though prudence suggested that the white linen made him a fair mark, he stripped also, and in a trice the two, kicking off their shoes, moved to the positions assigned to them; and in their breeches and laced lawn shirts, their throats bare, confronted one another.

Sir George, have you no one to represent you? cried the second again, grown querulous under the burden. His name, it seemed, was Morris. He was a major in the Oxfordshire Militia.

Soane answered with impatience. I have no second, he said, but my surgeon will be a competent witness.

Ah! to be sure! Major Morris answered, with a sigh of relief. That is so. Then, gentlemen, I shall give the signal by saying One, two, three! Be good enough to fire together at the word Three! Do you understand?

Yes, said Mr. Dunborough. And Yes, Sir George said more slowly.

Then, now, be ready! Prepare to fire! One! two! th

Stay! flashed Mr. Dunborough, while the word still hung in the air. You have not given us our pistols, he continued, with an oath.

What? cried the second, staring.

Man, you have not given us our pistols.

The major was covered with confusion. God bless my soul! I have not! he cried; while Lord Almeric giggled hysterically. Dear me! dear me! it is very trying to be alone! He threw his hat and wig on the grass, and again wiped his brow, and took up the pistols. Sir George? Thank you. Mr. Dunborough, here is yours. Then: Now, are you ready? Thank you.

He retreated to his place again. Are you ready, gentlemen? Are you quite ready? he repeated anxiously, amid a breathless silence. One! two! three!

Sir Georges pistol exploded at the word; the hammer of the other clicked futile in the pan. The spectators, staring, and expecting to see one fall, saw Mr. Dunborough start and make a half turn. Before they had time to draw any conclusion he flung his pistol a dozen paces away, and cursed his second. D  n you, Morris! he cried shrilly; you put no powder in the pan, you hound! But come on, sir, he continued, addressing Sir George, I have this left. And rapidly changing his sword from his left hand, in which he had hitherto held it, to his right, he rushed upon his opponent with the utmost fury, as if he would bear him down by main force.

Stay! Sir George cried; and, instead of meeting him, avoided his first rush by stepping aside two paces. Stay, sir, he repeated; I owe you a shot! Prime afresh. Reload, sir, and

But Dunborough, blind and deaf with passion, broke in on him unheeding, and as if he carried no weapon; and crying furiously, Guard yourself! plunged his half-shortened sword at the lower part of Sir Georges body. The spectators held their breath and winced; the assault was so sudden, so determined, that it seemed that nothing could save Sir George from a thrust thus delivered. He did escape, however, by a bound, quick as a cats; but the point of Dunboroughs weapon ripped up his breeches on the hip, the hilt rapped against the bone, and the two men came together bodily. For a moment they wrestled, and seemed to be going to fight like beasts.

Then Sir George, his left forearm under the others chin, flung him three paces away; and shifting his sword into his right hand  hitherto he had been unable to change it  he stopped Dunboroughs savage rush with the point, and beat him off and kept him off  parrying his lunges, and doing his utmost the while to avoid dealing him a fatal wound. Soane was so much the better swordsman  as was immediately apparent to all the onlookers  that he no longer feared for himself; all his fears were for his opponent, the fire and fury of whose attacks he could not explain to himself, until he found them flagging; and flagging so fast that he sought a reason. Then Dunboroughs point beginning to waver, and his feet to slip, Sir Georges eyes were opened; he discerned a crimson patch spread and spread on the others side  where unnoticed Dunborough had kept his hand  and with a cry for help he sprang forward in time to catch the falling man in his arms.

As the others ran in, the surgeons quickly and silently, Lord Almeric more slowly, and with exclamations, Sir George lowered his burden gently to the ground. The instant it was done, Morris touched his arm and signed to him to stand back. You can do no good, Sir George, he urged. He is in skilful hands. He would have it; it was his own fault. I can bear witness that you did your best not to touch him.

I did not touch him, Soane muttered.

The second looked his astonishment. How? he said. You dont mean to say that he is not wounded? See there! And he pointed to the blood which dyed the shirt. They were cutting the linen away.

It was the pistol, Sir George answered.

Major Morriss face fell, and he groaned. Good G  d! he said, staring before him. What a position I am in! I suppose  I suppose, sir, his pistol was not primed?

I am afraid not, Soane answered.

He was still in his shirt, and bareheaded; but as he spoke one of several onlookers, whom the clatter of steel had drawn to the spot, brought his coat and waistcoat, and held them while he put them on. Another handed his hat and wig, a third brought his shoes and knelt and buckled them; a fourth his kerchief. All these services he accepted freely, and was unconscious of them  as unconscious as he was of the eager deference, the morbid interest, with which they waited on him, eyed him, and stared at him. His own thoughts, eyes, attention, were fixed on the group about the fallen man; and when the elder surgeon glanced over his shoulder, as wanting help, he strode to them.

If we had a chair here, and could move him at once, the smug gentleman whispered, I think we might do.

I have a chair. It is at the gate, his colleague answered.

Have you? A good thought of yours!

The credit should lie  with my employer, the younger man answered in a low voice. It was his thought; here it comes. Sir George, will you be good enough But then, seeing the baronets look of mute anxiety, he broke off. It is dangerous, but there is hope  fair hope, he answered. Do you, my dear sir, go to your inn, and I will send thither when he is safely housed. You can do no good here, and your presence may excite him when he recovers from the swoon.

Sir George, seeing the wisdom of the advice, nodded assent; and remarking for the first time the sensation of which he was the centre, was glad to make the best of his way towards the gates. He had barely reached them  without shaking off a knot of the more curious, who still hung on his footsteps  when Lord Almeric, breathless and agitated, came up with him.

You are for France, I suppose? his lordship panted. And then, without waiting for an answer: What would you advise me to do? he babbled. Eh? What do you think? It will be the devil and all for me, you know.

Sir George looked askance at him, contempt in his eye. I cannot advise you, he said. For my part, my lord, I remain here.

His lordship was quite taken aback. No, you dont? he said. Remain here!  You dont mean it,

I usually mean  what I say, Soane answered in a tone that he thought must close the conversation.

But Lord Almeric kept up with him. Ay, but will you? he babbled in vacuous admiration. Will you really stay here? Now that is uncommon bold of you! I should not have thought of that  of staying here, I mean. I should go to France till the thing blew over. I dont know that I shall not do so now. Dont you think I should be wise, Sir George? My position, you know. It is uncommon low, is a trial, and

Sir George halted so abruptly that will-he, nill-he, the other went on a few paces. My lord, you should know your own affairs best, he said in a freezing tone. And, as I desire to be alone, I wish your lordship a very good day.

My lord had never been so much astonished in his life. Oh, good morning, he said, staring vacantly, good morning! but by the time he had framed the words, Sir George was a dozen paces away.

It was an age when great ladies wept out of wounded vanity or for a loss at cards  yet made a show of their children lying in state; when men entertained the wits and made their wills in company, before they bowed a graceful exit from the room and life. Doubtless people felt, feared, hoped, and perspired as they do now, and had their ambitions apart from Pam and the loo table. Nay, Rousseau was printing. But the Nouvelle Héloïse, though it was beginning to be read, had not yet set the mode of sensibility, or sent those to rave of nature who all their lives had known nothing but art. The suppression of feeling, or rather the cultivation of no feeling, was still the mark of a gentleman; his maxim; honoured alike at Medmenham and Marly, to enjoy  to enjoy, be the cost to others what it might.

Bred in such a school, Sir George should have viewed what had happened with polite indifference, and put himself out no further than was courteous, or might serve to set him right with a jury, if the worst came to the worst. But, whether because he was of a kindlier stuff than the common sort of fashionables, or was too young to be quite spoiled, he took the thing that had occurred with unexpected heaviness; and, reaching his inn, hastened to his room to escape alike the curiosity that dogged him and the sympathy that, for a fine gentleman, is never far to seek. To do him justice, his anxiety was not for himself, or the consequences to himself, which at the worst were not likely to exceed a nominal verdict of manslaughter, and at the best would be an acquittal; the former had been Lord Byrons lot, the latter Mr. Browns, and each had killed his man. Sir George had more savoir faire than to trouble himself about this; but about his opponent and his fate he felt a haunting  and, as Lord Almeric would have said, a low  concern that would let him neither rest nor sit. In particular, when he remembered the trifle from which all had arisen, he felt remorse and sorrow; which grew to the point of horror when he recalled the last look which Dunborough, swooning and helpless, had cast in his face.

In one of these paroxysms he was walking the room when the elder surgeon, who had attended his opponent to the field, was announced. Soane still retained so much of his life habit as to show an unmoved front; the man of the scalpel thought him hard and felt himself repelled; and though he had come from the sick-room hot-foot and laden with good news, descended to a profound apology for the intrusion.

But I thought that you might like to hear, sir, he continued, nursing his hat, and speaking as if the matter were of little moment, that Mr. Dunborough is as  as well as can be expected. A serious case  I might call it a most serious case, he continued, puffing out his cheeks. But with care  with care I think we may restore him. I cannot say more than that.

Has the ball been extracted?

It has, and so far well. And the chair being on the spot, Sir George, so that he was moved without a moments delay  for which I believe we have to thank Mr.  Mr.

Fishwick, Soane suggested.

To be sure  that is so much gained. Which reminds me, the smug gentleman continued, that Mr. Attorney begged me to convey his duty and inform you that he had made the needful arrangements and provided bail, so that you are at liberty to leave, Sir George, at any hour.

Ah! Soane said, marvelling somewhat. I shall stay here, nevertheless, until I hear that Mr. Dunborough is out of danger.

An impulse that does you credit, sir, the surgeon said impressively. These affairs, alas! are very greatly to be de

They are d  d inconvenient, Sir George drawled. He is not out of danger yet, I suppose?

The surgeon stared and puffed anew. Certainly not, sir, he said.

Ah! And where have you placed him?

The Honourable Mr.  , the sufferer?

To be sure! Who else, man? Soane asked impatiently.

In some rooms at Magdalen, the doctor answered, breathing hard. And then, Is it your wish that I should report to you to-morrow, sir?

You will oblige me. Thank you. Good-day.




CHAPTER VI

A FISH OUT OF WATER

Sir George spent a long day in his own company, and heedless that on the surgeons authority he passed abroad for a hard man and a dashed unfeeling fellow, dined on Lord Lytteltons Life of King Henry the Second, which was a new book in those days, and the fashion; and supped on gloom and good resolutions. He proposed to call and inquire after his antagonist at a decent hour in the morning, and if the report proved favourable, to go on to Lord   s in the afternoon.

But his suspense was curtailed, and his inquiries were converted into a matter of courtesy, by a visit which he received after breakfast from Mr. Thomasson. A glance at the tutors smiling, unctuous face was enough. Mr. Thomasson also had had his dark hour  since to be mixed up with, a fashionable fracas was one thing, and to lose a valuable and influential pupil, the apple of his mothers eye, was another; but it was past, and he gushed over with gratulations.

My dear Sir George, he cried, running forward and extending his hands, how can I express my thankfulness for your escape? I am told that the poor dear fellow fought with a fury perfectly superhuman, and had you given ground must have ran you through a dozen times. Let us be thankful that the result was otherwise. And he cast up his eyes.

I am, Sir George said, regarding him rather grimly. I do not know that Mr. Dunborough shares the feeling.

The dear man! the tutor answered, not a whit abashed. But he is better. The surgeon has extracted the ball and pronounces him out of danger.

I am glad to hear it, Soane answered heartily. Then, now I can get away.

À volonté! cried Mr. Thomasson in his happiest vein. And then with a roguish air, which some very young men found captivating, but which his present companion stomached with difficulty, I will not say that you have come off the better, after all, Sir George, he continued.

Ah!

No, said the tutor roguishly. Tut-tut. These young men! They will at a woman by hook or crook.

So? Sir George said coldly. And the latest instance?

His Chloe  and a very obdurate, disdainful Chloe at that  has come to nurse him, the tutor answered, grinning. The prettiest high-stepping piece you ever saw, Sir George  that I will swear!  and would do you no discredit in London. It would make your mouth water to see her. But he could never move her; never was such a prude. Two days ago he thought he had lost her for good and all  there was that accident, you understand. And now a little blood lost  and she is at his pillow!

Sir George reddened at a sudden thought he had. And her father unburied! he cried, rising to his feet. This Macaroni was human, after all.

Mr. Thomasson stared in astonishment. You know? he said. Oh fie, Sir George, have you been hunting already? Fie! Fie! And all London to choose from!

But Sir George simply repeated, And her father not buried, man?

Yes, Mr. Thomasson answered with simplicity. He was buried this morning. Oh, that is all right.

This morning? And the girl went from that  to Dunboroughs bedside? Sir George exclaimed in indignation.

It was a piece of the oddest luck, Mr. Thomasson answered, smirking, and not in the least comprehending the others feeling. He was lodged in Magdalen yesterday; this morning a messenger was despatched to Pembroke for clothes and such-like for him. The girls mother has always nursed in Pembroke, and they sent for her to help. But she was that minute home from the burial, and would not go. Then up steps the girl and Ill go, says she  heaven knows why or what took her, except the contrariness of woman. However, there she is! Dye see? And Mr. Thomasson winked.

Tommy, said Sir George, staring at him, I see that youre a d  d rascal!

The tutor, easy and smiling, protested. Fie, Sir George, he said. What harm is in it? To tend the sick, my dear sir, is a holy office. And if in this case harm come of it and he spread out his hands and paused.

As you know it will, Sir George cried impulsively.

But Mr. Thomasson shrugged his shoulders. On the contrary, I know nothing, he answered. But  if it does, Mr. Dunboroughs position is such that  hem! Well, we are men of the world, Sir George, and the girl might do worse.

Sir George had heard the sentiment before, and without debate or protest. Now it disgusted him. Faugh, man! he said, rising. Have done! You sicken me. Go and bore Lord Almeric  if he has not gone to Paris to save his ridiculous skin!

But Mr. Thomasson, who had borne abuse of himself with Christian meekness, could not hear that unmoved. My dear Sir George, my dear friend, he urged very seriously, and with a shocked face, you should not say things like that of his lordship. You really should not! My lord is a most excellent and

Pure ass! said Soane with irritation. And I wish you would go and divert him instead of boring me.

Dear, dear, Sir George! Mr. Thomasson wailed. But you do not mean it? And I brought you such good news, as I thought. One might  one really might suppose that you wished our poor friend the worst.

I wish him no worse a friend! Sir George responded sharply; and then, heedless of his visitors protestations and excuses and offers of assistance, would see him to the door.

It was more easy, however, to be rid of him  the fine gentleman of the time standing on scant ceremony with his inferiors  than of the annoyance, the smart, the vexation, his news left behind him. Sir George was not in love. He would have laughed at the notion. The girl was absolutely and immeasurably below him; a girl of the people. He had seen her once only. In reason, therefore  and polite good breeding enforced the demand  he should have viewed Mr. Dunboroughs conquest with easy indifference, and complimented him with a jest founded on the prowess of Mars and the smiles of Venus.

But the girls rare beauty had caught Sir Georges fancy; the scene in which he had taken part with her had captivated an imagination not easily inveigled. On the top of these impressions had come a period of good resolutions prescribed by imminent danger; and on the top of that twenty-four hours of solitude  a thing rare in the life he led. Result, that Sir George, picturing the girls fate, her proud, passionate face, and her future, felt a sting at once selfish and unselfish, a pang at once generous and vicious. Perhaps at the bottom of his irritation lay the feeling that if she was to be any mans prey she might be his. But on the whole his feelings were surprisingly honest; they had their root in a better nature, that, deep sunk under the surface of breeding and habit, had been wholesomely stirred by the events of the last few days.

Still, the good and the evil in the man were so far in conflict that, had he been asked as he walked to Magdalen what he proposed to do should he get speech with the girl, it is probable he would not have known what to answer. Courtesy, nay, decency required that he should, inquire after his antagonist. If he saw the girl  and he had a sneaking desire to see her  well. If he did not see her  still well; there was an end of a foolish imbroglio, which had occupied him too long already. In an hour he could be in his post-chaise, and a mile out of town.

As it chanced, the surgeons in attendance on Dunborough had enjoined quiet, and forbidden visitors. The staircase on which the rooms lay  a bare, dusty, unfurnished place  was deserted; and the girl herself opened the door to him, her finger on her lips. He looked for a blush and a glance of meaning, a little play of conscious eyes and hands, a something of remembrance and coquetry; and had his hat ready in his hand and a smile on his lips. But she had neither smile nor blush for him; on the contrary, when the dim light that entered the dingy staircase disclosed who awaited her, she drew back a pace with a look of dislike and embarrassment.

My good girl, he said, speaking on the spur of the moment  for the reception took him aback what is it? What is the matter?

She did not answer, but looked at him with solemn eyes, condemning him.

Even so Sir George was not blind to the whiteness of her throat, to the heavy coils of her dark hair, and the smooth beauty of her brow. And suddenly he thought he understood; and a chill ran through him. My G  d! he said, startled; he is not dead?

She closed the door behind her, and stood, her hand on the latch. No, he is not dead, she said stiffly, voice and look alike repellent. But he has not you to thank for that.

Eh?

How can you come here with that face, she continued with sudden passion  and he began to find her eyes intolerable and ask for him? You who  fie, sir! Go home! Go home and thank God that you have not his blood upon your hands  you  who might to-day be Cain!

He gasped. Good Lord! he said unaffectedly. And then, Why, you are the girl who yesterday would have me kill him! he cried with indignation; who came out of town to meet me, brought me in, and would have matched me with him as coolly as ever sportsman set cock in pit! Ay, you! And now you blame me! My girl, blame yourself! Call yourself Cain, if you please!

I do, she said unblenching. But I have my excuse. God forgive me none the less! Her eyes filled as she said it. I had and have my excuse. But you  a gentleman! What part had you in this? Who were you to kill your fellow-creature  at the word of a distraught girl?

Sir George saw his opening and jumped for it viciously. I fear you honour me too much, he said, in the tone of elaborate politeness, which was most likely to embarrass a woman in her position. Most certainly you do, if you are really under the impression that I fought Mr. Dunborough on your account, my girl!

Did you not? she stammered; and the new-born doubt in her eyes betrayed her trouble.

Mr. Dunborough struck me, because I would not let him fire on the crowd, Sir George explained, blandly raising his quizzing glass, but not using it. That was why I fought him. And that is my excuse. You see, my dear, he continued familiarly, we have each an excuse. But I am not a hypocrite.

Why do you call me that? she exclaimed; distress and shame at the mistake she had made contending with her anger.

Because, my pretty Methodist, he answered coolly, your hate and your love are too near neighbours. Cursing and nursing, killing and billing, come not so nigh one another in my vocabulary. But with women  some women  it is different.

Her cheeks burned with shame, but her eyes flashed passion. If I were a lady, she cried, her voice low but intense, you would not dare to insult me.

If you were a lady, he retorted with easy insolence, I would kiss you and make you my wife, my dear. In the meantime, and as you are not  give up nursing young sparks and go home to your mother. Dont roam the roads at night, and avoid travelling-chariots as you would the devil. Or the next knight-errant you light upon may prove something ruder than  Captain Berkeley!

You are not Captain Berkeley?

No.

She stared at him, breathing hard. Then, I was a fool, and I pay for it in insult, she said.

Be a fool no longer then, he retorted, his good-humour restored by the success of his badinage; and no man will have the right to insult you, ma belle.

I will never give you the right! she cried with intention.

It is rather a question of Mr. Dunborough, he answered, smiling superior, and flirting his spy-glass to and fro with his fingers. Say the same to him, and  but are you going, my queen? What, without ceremony?

I am not a lady, and noblesse oblige does not apply to me, she cried. And she closed the door in his face  sharply, yet without noise.

He went down the stairs a step at a time  thinking. Now, I wonder where she got that! he muttered. Noblesse oblige! And well applied too! Again, Lord, what beasts we men are! he thought. Insult? I suppose I did insult her; but I had to do that or kiss her. And she earned it, the little firebrand! Then standing and looking along the High  he had reached the College gates D  n Dunborough! She is too good for him! For a very little  it would be mean, it would be low, it would be cursed low  but for two pence I would speak to her mother and cheat him. She is too good to be ruined by that coarse-tongued boaster! Though I suppose she fancies him. I suppose he is an Adonis to her! Faugh! Tommy, my lord, and Dunborough! What a crew!

The good and evil, spleen and patience, which he had displayed in his interview with the girl rode him still; for at the door of the Mitre he paused, went in, came out, and paused again. He seemed to be unable to decide what he would do; but in the end he pursued his way along the street with a clouded brow, and in five minutes found himself at the door of the mean house in the court, whence the porter of Pembroke had gone out night and morning. Here he knocked, and stood. In a moment the door was opened, but to his astonishment by Mr. Fishwick.

Either the attorney shared his surprise, or had another and more serious cause for emotion; for his perky face turned red, and his manner as he stood holding the door half-open, and gaping at the visitor, was that of a man taken in the act, and thoroughly ashamed of himself. Sir George might have wondered what was afoot, if he had not espied over the lawyers shoulder a round wooden table littered with papers, and guessed that Mr. Fishwick was doing the widows business  a theory which Mr. Fishwicks first words, on recovering himself, bore out.

I am here  on business, he said, cringing and rubbing his hands. I dont  I dont think that you can object, Sir George.

I? said Soane, staring at him in astonishment and some contempt. My good man, what has it to do with me? You got my letter?

And the draft, Sir George! Mr. Fishwick bowed low. Certainly, certainly, sir. Too much honoured. Which, as I understood, put an end to any  I mean it not offensively, honoured sir  to any connection between us?

Sir George nodded. I have my own lawyers in London, he said stiffly. I thought I made it clear that I did not need your services further.

Mr. Fishwick rubbed his hands. I have that from your own lips, Sir George, he said. Mrs. Masterson, my good woman, you heard that?

Sir George glowered at him. Lord, man? he said. Why so much about nothing? What on earth has this woman to do with it?

Mr. Fishwick trembled with excitement. Mrs. Masterson, you will not answer, he stammered.

Sir George first stared, then cursed his impudence; then, remembering that after all this was not his business, or that on which he had come, and being one of those obstinates whom opposition but precipitates to their ends, Hark ye, man, stand aside, he said. I did not come here to talk to you. And do you, my good woman, attend to me a moment. I have a word to say about your daughter.

Not a word! Mrs. Masterson, the attorney cried his eyes almost bursting from his head with excitement.

Sir George was thunderstruck. Is the man an idiot? he exclaimed, staring at him. And then, Ill tell you what it is, Mr. Fishwick, or whatever your name is  a little more of this, and I shall lay my cane across your back.

I am in my duty, the attorney answered, dancing on his feet.

Then you will suffer in it! Sir George retorted. With better men. So do not try me too far. I am here to say a word to this woman which I would rather say alone.

Never, said the attorney, bubbling, with my good will!

Soane lost patience at that. D  n you! he cried. Will you be quiet? And made a cut at him with his cane. Fortunately the lawyer evaded it with nimbleness; and having escaped to a safe distance hastened to cry, No malice! I bear you no malice, sir! with so little breath and so much good-nature that Sir George recovered his balance. Confound you, man! he continued. Why am I not to speak? I came here to tell this good woman that if she has a care for this girl the sooner she takes her from where she is the better! And you cannot let me put a word in.

You came for that, sir?

For what else, fool?

I was wrong, said the attorney humbly. I did not understand. Allow me to say, sir, that I am entirely of your opinion. The young lady  I mean she shall be removed to-morrow. It  the whole arrangement is improper  highly improper.

Why, you go as fast now as you went slowly before, Sir George said, observing him curiously.

Mr. Fishwick smiled after a sickly fashion. I did not understand, sir, he said. But it is most unsuitable, most unsuitable. She shall return to-morrow at the latest.

Sir George, who had said what he had to say, nodded, grunted, and went away; feeling that he had performed an unpleasant  and somewhat doubtful  duty under most adverse circumstances. He could not in the least comprehend the attorneys strange behaviour; but after some contemptuous reflection, of which nothing came, he dismissed it as one of the low things to which he had exposed himself by venturing out of the charmed circle in which he lived. He hoped that the painful series was now at an end, stepped into his post-chaise, amid the reverent salaams of the Mitre, the landlord holding the door; and in a few minutes had rattled over Folly Bridge, and left Oxford behind him.




CHAPTER VII

ACHILLES AND BRISEIS

The honourable Mr. Dunboroughs collapse arising rather from loss of blood than from an injury to a vital part, he was sufficiently recovered even on the day after the meeting to appreciate his nurses presence. Twice he was heard to chuckle without apparent cause; once he strove, but failed, to detain her hand; while the feeble winks which from time to time he bestowed on Mr. Thomasson when her back was towards him were attributed by that gentleman, who should have known the patient, to reflections closely connected with her charms.

His rage was great, therefore, when three days after the duel, he awoke, missed her, and found in her place the senior bedmaker of Magdalen  a worthy woman, learned in simples and with hands of horn, but far from beautiful. This good person he saluted with a vigour which proved him already far on the road to recovery; and when he was tired of swearing, he wept and threw his nightcap at her. Finally, between one and the other, and neither availing to bring back his Briseis, he fell into a fever; which, as he was kept happed up in a box-bed, in a close room, with every window shut and every draught kept off by stuffy curtains  such was the fate of sick men then  bade fair to postpone his recovery to a very distant date.

In this plight he sent one day for Mr. Thomasson, who had the nominal care of the young gentleman; and the tutor being brought from the club tavern in the Corn Market which he occasionally condescended to frequent, the invalid broke to him his resolution.

See here, Tommy, he said in a voice weak but vicious. You have got to get her back. I will not be poisoned by this musty old witch any longer.

But if she will not come? said Mr. Thomasson sadly.

The little fool threw up the sponge when she came before, the patient answered, tossing restlessly. And she will come again, with a little pressure. Lord, I know the women! So should you.

She came before because  well, I do not quite know why she came, Mr. Thomasson confessed.

Any way, you have got to get her back.

The tutor remonstrated, My dear good man, he said unctuously, you dont think of my position. I am a man of the world, I know

All of it, my Macaroni!

But I cannot be  be mixed up in such a matter as this, my dear sir.

All the same, you have got to get her, was the stubborn answer. Or I write to my lady and tell her you kept mum about my wound. And you will not like that, my tulip.

On that point he was right; for if there was a person in the world of whom Mr. Thomasson stood in especial awe, it was of Lady Dunborough. My lord, the author of Pomaria Britannica and The Elegant Art of Pomiculture as applied to Landscape Gardening, was a quantity he could safely neglect. Beyond his yew-walks and his orchards his lordship was a cipher. He had proved too respectable even for the peerage; and of late had cheerfully resigned all his affairs into the hands of his wife, formerly the Lady Michal MIntosh, a penniless beauty, with the pride of a Scotchwoman and the temper of a Hervey. Her enemies said that my lady had tripped in the merry days of George the Second, and now made up for past easiness by present hardness. Her friends  but it must be confessed her ladyship had no friends.

Be that as it might, Mr. Thomasson had refrained from summoning her to her sons bedside; partly because the surgeons had quickly pronounced the wound a trifle, much more because the little he had seen of her ladyship had left him no taste to see more. He knew, however, that the omission would weigh heavily against him were it known; and as he had hopes from my ladys aristocratic connections, and need in certain difficulties of all the aid he could muster, he found the threat not one to be sneezed at. His laugh betrayed this.

However, he tried to put the best face on the matter. You wont do that, he said. She would spoil sport, my friend. Her ladyship is no fool, and would not suffer your little amusements.

She is no fool, Mr. Dunborough replied with emphasis. As you will find, Tommy, if she comes to Oxford, and learns certain things. It will be farewell to your chance of having that milksop of a Marquis for a pupil!

Now, it was one of Mr. Thomassons highest ambitions at this time to have the young Marquis of Carmarthen entrusted to him; and Lady Dunborough was connected with the family, and, it was said, had interest there. He was silent.

You see, Mr. Dunborough continued, marking with a chuckle the effect his words had produced, you have got to get her.

Mr. Thomasson did not admit that that was so, but he writhed in his chair; and presently he took his leave and went away, his plump pale face gloomy and the crows feet showing plain at the corners of his eyes. He had given no promise; but that evening a messenger from the college requested Mrs. Masterson to attend at his rooms on the following morning.

She did not go. At the appointed hour, however, there came a knock on the tutors door, and that gentleman, who had sent his servant out of the way, found Mr. Fishwick on the landing. Tut-tut! said the don with some brusqueness, his hand still on the door; do you want me? He had seen the attorney after the duel, and in the confusion attendant on the injured mans removal; and knew him by sight, but no farther.

I  hem  I think you wished to see Mrs. Masterson? was Mr. Fishwicks answer, and the lawyer, but with all humility, made as if he would enter.

The tutor, however, barred the way. I wished to see Mrs. Masterson, he said drily, and with his coldest air of authority. But who are you?

I am here on her behalf, Mr. Fishwick answered, meekly pressing his hat in his hands.

On her behalf? said Mr. Thomasson stiffly. Is she ill?

No, sir, I do not know that she is ill.

Then I do not understand, Mr. Thomasson answered in his most dignified tone. Are you aware that the woman is in the position of a college servant, inhabiting a cottage the property of the college? And liable to be turned out at the college will?

It may be so, said the attorney.

Then, if you please, what is the meaning of her absence when requested by one of the Fellows of the college to attend?

I am here to represent her, said Mr. Fishwick.

Represent her! Represent a college laundress! Pooh! I never heard of such a thing.

But, sir, I am her legal adviser, and

Legal adviser! Mr. Thomasson retorted, turning purple  he was really puzzled. A bedmaker with a legal adviser! Its the height of impudence! Begone, sir, and take it from me, that the best advice you can give her is to attend me within the hour.

Mr. Fishwick looked rather blue. If it has nothing to do with her property, he said reluctantly, and as if he had gone too far.

Property! said Mr. Thomasson, gasping.

Or her affairs.

Affairs! the tutor cried. I never heard of a bedmaker having affairs.

Well, said the lawyer doggedly, and with the air of a man goaded into telling what he wished to conceal, she is leaving Oxford. That is the fact.

Oh! said Mr. Thomasson, falling on a sudden into the minor key. And her daughter?

And her daughter.

That is unfortunate, the tutor answered, thoughtfully rubbing his hands. The truth is  the girl proved so good a nurse in the case of my noble friend who was injured the other day  my lord Viscount Dunboroughs son, a most valuable life  that since she absented herself, he has not made the same progress. And as I am responsible for him

She should never have attended him! the attorney answered with unexpected sharpness.

Indeed! And why not, may I ask? the tutor inquired.

Mr. Fishwick did not answer the question. Instead, She would not have gone to him in the first instance, he said, but that she was under a misapprehension.

A misapprehension?

She thought that the duel lay at her door, the attorney answered; and in that belief was impelled to do what she could to undo the consequences. Romantic, but a most improper step!

Improper! said the tutor, much ruffled. And why, sir?

Most improper, the attorney repeated in a dry, business-like tone. I am instructed that the gentleman had for weeks past paid her attentions which, his station considered, could scarcely be honourable, and of which she had more than once expressed her dislike. Under those circumstances, to expose her to his suit  but no more need be said, the attorney added, breaking off and taking a pinch of snuff with great enjoyment, as she is leaving the city.

Mr. Thomasson had much ado to mask his chagrin under a show of contemptuous incredulity. The wench has too fine a conceit of herself! he blurted out. Hark you, sir  this is a fable! I wonder you dare to put it about. A gentleman of the station of my lord Dunboroughs son does not condescend to the gutter!

I will convey the remark to my client, said the attorney, bristling all over.

Client! Mr. Thomasson retorted, trembling with rage  for he saw the advantage he had given the enemy. Since when had laundry maids lawyers? Client! Pho! Begone, sir! You are abusive. Ill have you looked up on the rolls. Ill have your name taken!

I would not talk of names if I were you, cried Mr. Fishwick, reddening in his turn with rage. Men give a name to what you are doing this morning, and it is not a pleasant one. It is to be hoped, sir, that Mr. Dunborough pays you well for your services!

You  insolent rascal! the tutor stammered, losing in a moment all his dignity and becoming a pale flabby man, with the spite and the terror of crime in his face. You  begone! Begone, sir.

Willingly, said the attorney, swelling with defiance. You may tell your principal that when he means marriage, he may come to us. Not before. I take my leave, sir. Good morning. And with that he strutted out and marched slowly and majestically down the stairs.

He bore off the honours of war. Mr. Thomasson, left among his Titian copies, his gleaming Venuses, and velvet curtains, was a sorry thing. The man who preserves a cloak of outward decency has always this vulnerable spot; strip him, and he sees himself as others see or may see him, and views his ugliness with griping qualms. Mr. Thomasson bore the exposure awhile, sitting white and shaking in a chair, seeing himself and seeing the end, and, like the devils, believing and trembling. Then he rose and staggered to a little cupboard, the door of which was adorned with a pretty Greek motto, and a hovering Cupid painted in a blue sky; whence he filled himself a glass of cordial. A second glass followed; this restored the colour to his cheeks and the brightness to his eyes. He shivered; then smacked his lips and began to reflect what face he should put upon it when he went to report to his pupil.

In deciding that point he made a mistake. Unluckily for himself and others, in the version which he chose he was careful to include all matters likely to arouse Dunboroughs resentment; in particular he laid malicious stress upon the attorneys scornful words about a marriage. This, however  and perhaps the care he took to repeat it  had an unlooked-for result. Mr. Dunborough began by cursing the rogues impudence, and did it with all the heat his best friend could desire. But, being confined to his room, haunted by the vision of his flame, yet debarred from any attempt to see her, his mood presently changed; his heart became as water, and he fell into a maudlin state about her. Dwelling constantly on memories of his Briseis  whose name, by the way, was Julia  having her shape and complexion, her gentle touch and her smile, always in his mind, while he was unable in the body to see so much as the hem of her gown, Achilles grew weaker in will as he grew stronger in body. Headstrong and reckless by nature, unaccustomed to thwart a desire or deny himself a gratification, Mr. Dunborough began to contemplate paying even the last price for her; and one day, about three weeks after the duel, dropped a word which frightened Mr. Thomasson.

He was well enough by this time to be up, and was looking through one window while the tutor lounged in the seat of another. On a sudden Lord! said he, with a laugh that broke off short in the middle. What was the queer catch that fellow sang last night? About a bailiffs daughter. Well, why not a porters daughter?

Because you are neither young enough, nor old enough, nor mad enough! said Mr. Thomasson cynically, supposing the other meant nothing.

It is she that would be mad, the young gentleman answered, with a grim chuckle. I should take it out of her sooner or later. And, after all, she is as good as Lady Macclesfield or Lady Falmouth! As good? She is better, the saucy baggage! By the Lord, I have a good mind to do it!

Mr. Thomasson sat dumbfounded. At length, You are jesting! You cannot mean it, he said.

If it is marriage or nothing  and, hang her, she is as cold as a church pillar  I do mean it, the gentleman answered viciously; and so would you if you were not an old insensible sinner! Think of her ankle, man! Think of her waist! I never saw a waist to compare with it! Even in the Havanna! She is a pearl! She is a jewel! She is incomparable!

And a porters daughter!

Faugh, I dont believe it. And he took his oath on the point.

You make me sick! Mr. Thomasson said; and meant it. Then, My dear friend, I see how it is, he continued. You have the fever on you still, or you would not dream of such things.

But I do dream of her  every night, confound her! Mr. Dunborough said; and he groaned like a love-sick boy. Oh, hang it, Tommy, he continued plaintively, she has a kind of look in her eyes when she is pleased  that makes you think of dewy mornings when you were a boy and went fishing.

It is the fever! Mr. Thomasson said, with conviction. It is heavy on him still. Then, more seriously, My very dear sir, he continued, do you know that if you had your will you would be miserable within the week. Remember  

Tis tumult, disorder, tis loathing and hate;
Caprice gives it birth, and contempt is its fate!

Gad, Tommy! said Mr. Dunborough, aghast with admiration at the aptness of the lines. That is uncommon clever of you! But I shall do it all the same, he continued, in a tone of melancholy foresight. I know I shall. I am a fool, a particular fool. But I shall do it. Marry in haste and repent at leisure!

A porters daughter become Lady Dunborough! cried Mr. Thomasson with scathing sarcasm.

Oh yes, my tulip, Mr. Dunborough answered with gloomy meaning. But there have been worse. I know what I know. See Collinss Peerage, volume 4, page 242: Married firstly Sarah, widow of Colonel John Clark, of Exeter, in the county of Devon  all a hum, Tommy! If they had said spinster, of Bridewell, in the county of Middlesex, twould have been as true! I know what I know.

After that Mr. Thomasson went out of Magdalen, feeling that the world was turning round with him. If Dunborough were capable of such a step as this  Dunborough, who had seen life and service, and of whose past he knew a good deal  where was he to place dependence? How was he to trust even the worst of his acquaintances? The matter shook the pillars of the tutors house, and filled him with honest disgust.

Moreover, it frightened him. In certain circumstances he might have found his advantage in fostering such a mésalliance. But here, not only had he reason to think himself distasteful to the young lady whose elevation was in prospect, but he retained too vivid a recollection of Lady Dunborough to hope that that lady would forget or forgive him! Moreover, at the present moment he was much straitened for money; difficulties of long standing were coming to a climax. Venuses and Titian copies have to be paid for. The tutor, scared by the prospect, to which he had lately opened his eyes, saw in early preferment or a wealthy pupil his only way of escape. And in Lady Dunborough lay his main hope, which a catastrophe of this nature would inevitably shatter. That evening he sent his servant to learn what he could of the Mastersons movements.

The man brought word that they had left the town that morning; that the cottage was closed, and the key had been deposited at the college gates.

Did you learn their destination? the tutor asked, trimming his fingernails with an appearance of indifference.

The servant said he had not; and after adding the common gossip of the court, that Masterson had left money, and the widow had gone to her own people, concluded, But they were very close after Mastersons death, and the neighbours saw little of them. There was a lawyer in and out, a stranger; and it is thought he was to marry the girl, and that that had set them a bit above their position, sir.

That will do, said the tutor. I want to hear no gossip, And, hiding his joy, he went off hot-foot to communicate the news to his pupil.

But Mr. Dunborough laughed in his face. Pooh! he said. I know where they are.

You know? Then where are they? Thomasson asked.

Ah, my good Tommy, that is telling.

Well, Mr. Thomasson answered, with an assumption of dignity. At any rate they are gone. And you must allow me to say that I am glad of it  for your sake!

That is as may be, Mr. Dunborough answered. And he took his first airing in a sedan next day. After that he grew so reticent about his affairs, and so truculent when the tutor tried to sound him, that Mr. Thomasson was at his wits end to discern what was afoot. For some time, however, he got no clue. Then, going to Dunboroughs rooms one day, he found them empty, and, bribing the servant, learned that his master had gone to Wallingford. And the man told him his suspicions. Mr. Thomasson was aghast; and by that days post  after much searching of heart and long pondering into which scale he should throw his weight  he despatched the following letter to Lady Dunborough:

HONOURED MADAM,  The peculiar care I have of that distinguished and excellent gentleman, your son, no less than the profound duty I owe to my lord and your ladyship, induces me to a step which I cannot regard without misgiving; since, once known, it must deprive me of the influence with Mr. Dunborough which I have now the felicity to enjoy, and which, heightened by the affection he is so good as to bestow on me, renders his society the most agreeable in the world. Nevertheless, and though considerations of this sort cannot but have weight with me, I am not able to be silent, nor allow your honoured repose among the storied oaks of Papworth to be roughly shattered by a blow that may still be averted by skill and conduct.

For particulars, Madam, the young gentleman  I say it with regret  has of late been drawn into a connection with a girl of low origin and suitable behaviour, Not that your ladyship is to think me so wanting in savoir-faire as to trouble your ears with this, were it all; but the person concerned  who (I need scarcely tell one so familiar with Mr. Dunboroughs amiable disposition) is solely to blame  has the wit to affect virtue, and by means of this pretence, often resorted to by creatures of that class, has led my generous but misguided pupil to the point of matrimony. Your ladyship shudders? Alas! it is so. I have learned within the hour that he has followed her to Wallingford, whither she has withdrawn herself, doubtless to augment his passion; I am forced to conclude that nothing short of your ladyships presence and advice can now stay his purpose. In that belief, and with the most profound regret, I pen these lines; and respectfully awaiting the favour of your ladyships commands, which shall ever evoke my instant compliance,

I have the honour to be while I live, Madam,
Your ladyships most humble obedient servant,
FREDERICK THOMASSON.

Nota bene.  I do not commend the advantage of silence in regard to this communication, this being patent to your ladyships sagacity.




CHAPTER VIII

THE OLD BATH ROAD

In the year 1757  to go back ten years from the spring with which we are dealing  the ordinary Englishman was a Balbus despairing of the State. No phrase was then more common on English lips, or in English ears, than the statement that the days of Englands greatness were numbered, and were fast running out. Unwitting the wider sphere about to open before them, men dwelt fondly on the glories of the past. The old babbled of Marlboroughs wars, of the entrance of Prince Eugene into London, of choirs draped in flags, and steeples reeling giddily for Ramillies and Blenheim. The young listened, and sighed to think that the day had been, and was not, when England gave the law to Europe, and John Churchills warder set troops moving from Hamburg to the Alps.

On the top of such triumphs, and the famous reign of good Queen Anne, had ensued forty years of peace, broken only by one inglorious war. The peace did its work: it settled the dynasty, and filled the purse; but men, considering it, whispered of effeminacy and degeneracy, and the like, as men will to the end of time. And when the clouds, long sighted on the political horizon, began to roll up, they looked fearfully abroad and doubted and trembled; and doubted and trembled the more because in home affairs all patriotism, all party-spirit, all thought of things higher than ribbon or place or pension, seemed to be dead among public men. The Tories, long deprived of power, and discredited by the taint or suspicion of Jacobitism, counted for nothing. The Whigs, agreed on all points of principle, and split into sections, the Ins and Outs, solely by the fact that all could not enjoy places and pensions at once, the supply being unequal to the demand  had come to regard politics as purely a game; a kind of licensed hazard played for titles, orders, and emoluments, by certain families who had the entrée to the public table by virtue of the part they had played in settling the succession.

Into the midst of this state of things, this world of despondency, mediocrity, selfishness, and chicanery, and at the precise crisis when the disasters which attended the opening campaigns of the Seven Years War  and particularly the loss of Minorca  seemed to confirm the gloomiest prognostications of the most hopeless pessimists, came William Pitt; and in eighteen months changed the face of the world, not for his generation only, but for ours. Indifferent as an administrator, mediocre as a financier, passionate, haughty, headstrong, with many of the worst faults of an orator, he was still a man with ideals  a patriot among placemen, pure where all were corrupt. And the effect of his touch was magical. By infusing his own spirit, his own patriotism, his own belief in his country, and his own belief in himself, into those who worked with him  ay, and into the better half of England  he wrought a seeming miracle.

See, for instance, what Mr. Walpole wrote to Sir Horace Mann in September, 1757. For how many years, he says, have I been telling you that your country was mad, that your country was undone! It does not grow wiser, it does not grow more prosperous! ... How do you behave on these lamentable occasions? Oh, believe me, it is comfortable to have an island to hide ones head in! ... Again he writes in the same month, It is time for England to slip her own cables, and float away into some unknown ocean.

With these compare a letter dated November, 1759. Indeed, he says to the same correspondent, one is forced to ask every morning what victory there is, for fear of missing one. And he wrote with reason. India, Canada, Belleisle, the Mississippi, the Philippines, the Havanna, Martinique, Guadaloupe  there was no end to our conquests. Wolfe fell in the arms of victory, Clive came home the satrap of sovereigns; but day by day ships sailed in and couriers spurred abroad with the news that a new world and a nascent empire were ours. Until mens heads reeled and maps failed them, as they asked each morning What new land, to-day? Until those who had despaired of England awoke and rubbed their eyes  awoke to find three nations at her feet, and the dawn of a new and wider day breaking in the sky.

And what of the minister? They called him the Great Commoner, the heaven-born statesman; they showered gold boxes upon him; they bore him through the city, the centre of frantic thousands, to the effacement even of the sovereign. Where he went all heads were bared; while he walked the rooms at Bath and drank the water, all stood; his very sedan, built with a boot to accommodate his gouty foot, was a show followed and watched wherever it moved. A man he had never seen left him a house and three thousand pounds a year; this one, that one, the other one, legacies. In a word, for a year or two he was the idol of the nation  the first great Peoples Minister.

Then, the crisis over, the old system lifted its head again; the mediocrities returned; and, thwarted by envious rivals and a jealous king, Pitt placed the crown alike on his services and his popularity by resigning power when he could no longer dictate the policy which he knew to be right. Nor were events slow to prove his wisdom. The war with Spain which he would have declared, Spain declared. The treasure fleet which he would have seized, escaped us. Finally, the peace when it came redounded to his credit, for in the main it secured his conquests  to the disgrace of his enemies, since more might have been obtained.

Such was the man who, restored to office and lately created an earl by the title of Chatham, lay ill at Bath in the spring of 67. The passage of time, the course of events, the ravages of gout, in a degree the acceptance of a title, had robbed his popularity of its first gloss. But his name was still a name to conjure with in England. He was still the idol of the City. Crowds still ran to see him where he passed. His gaunt figure racked with gout, his eagle nose, his piercing eyes, were still Englands picture of a minister. His curricle, his troop of servants, the very state he kept, the ceremony with which he travelled, all pleased the popular fancy. When it was known that he was well enough to leave Bath, and would lie a night at the Castle Inn at Marlborough, his suite requiring twenty rooms, even that great hostelry, then reputed one of the best, as it was certainly the most splendid in England, and capable, it was said, of serving a dinner of twenty-four covers on silver, was in an uproar. The landlord, who knew the tastes of half the peerage, and which bin Lord Sandwich preferred, and which Mr. Rigby, in which rooms the Duchess or Lady Betty liked to lie, what Mr. Walpole took with his supper, and which shades the Princess Amelia preferred for her card-table  even he, who had taken his glass of wine with a score of dukes, from Cumberland the Great to Bedford the Little, was put to it; the notice being short, and the house somewhat full.

Fortunately the Castle Inn, on the road between London and the west, was a place of call, not of residence. Formerly a favourite residence of the Seymour family, and built, if tradition does not lie, by a pupil of Inigo Jones, it stood  and for the house, still stands  in a snug fold of the downs, at the end of the long High Street of Marlborough; at the precise point where the route to Salisbury debouches from the Old Bath Road. A long-fronted, stately mansion of brick, bosomed in trees, and jealous of its historic past  it had sheltered William of Orange  it presented to the north and the road, from which it was distant some hundred yards, a grand pillared portico flanked by projecting wings. At that portico, and before those long rows of shapely windows, forty coaches, we are told, changed horses every day. Beside the western wing of the house a green sugarloaf mound, reputed to be of Druidical origin, rose above the trees; it was accessible by a steep winding path, and crowned at the date of this story by a curious summer-house. Travellers from the west who merely passed on the coach, caught, if they looked back as they entered the town, a glimpse of groves and lawns laid out by the best taste of the day, between the southern front and the river. To these a doorway and a flight of stone steps, corresponding in position with the portico in the middle of the north front, conducted the visitor, who, if a man of feeling, was equally surprised and charmed to find in these shady retreats, stretching to the banks of the Kennet, a silence and beauty excelled in few noblemens gardens. In a word, while the north front of the house hummed with the revolving wheels, and echoed the chatter of half the fashionable world bound for the Bath or the great western port of Bristol, the south front reflected the taste of that Lady Hertford who had made these glades and trim walks her principal hobby.

With all its charms, however, the traveller, as we have said, stayed there but a night or so. Those in the house, therefore, would move on, and so room could be made. And so room was made; and two days later, a little after sunset, amid a spasm of final preparation, and with a great parade of arrival, the earls procession, curricle, chariot, coaches, chaises, and footmen, rolled in from the west. In a trice lights flashed everywhere, in the road, at the windows, on the mound, among the trees; the crowd thickened  every place seemed peopled with the Pitt liveries. Women, vowing that they were cramped to death, called languidly for chaise-doors to be opened; and men who had already descended, and were stretching their limbs in the road, ran to open them. This was in the rear of the procession; in front, where the throng of townsfolk closed most thickly round the earls travelling chariot, was a sudden baring of heads, as the door of the coach was opened. The landlord, bowing lower than he had ever bowed to the proud Duke of Somerset, offered his shoulder. And then men waited and bent nearer; and nothing happening, looked at one another in surprise. Still no one issued; instead, something which the nearest could not catch was said, and a tall lady, closely hooded, stepped stiffly out and pointed to the house. On which the landlord and two or three servants hurried in; and all was expectation.

The men were out again in a moment, bearing a great chair, which they set with nicety at the door of the carriage. This done, the gapers saw what they had come to see. For an instant, the face that all England knew and all Europe feared  but blanched, strained, and drawn with pain  showed in the opening. For a second the crowd was gratified with a glimpse of a gaunt form, a star and ribbon; then, with a groan heard far through the awestruck silence, the invalid sank heavily into the chair, and was borne swiftly and silently into the house.

Men looked at one another; but the fact was better than their fears. My lord, after leaving Bath, had had a fresh attack of the gout; and when he would be able to proceed on his journey only Dr. Addington, his physician, whose gold-headed cane, great wig, and starched aspect did not foster curiosity, could pretend to say. Perhaps Mr. Smith, the landlord, was as much concerned as any; when he learned the state of the case, he fell to mental arithmetic with the assistance of his fingers, and at times looked blank. Counting up the earl and his gentleman, and his gentlemans gentleman, and his secretary, and his private secretary, and his physician, and his three friends and their gentlemen, and my lady and her woman, and the children and nurses, and a crowd of others, he could not see where to-morrows travellers were to lie, supposing the minister remained. However, in the end, he set that aside as a question for to-morrow; and having seen Mr. Rigbys favourite bin opened (for Dr. Addington was a connoisseur), and reviewed the cooks dishing up the belated dinner  which an endless chain of servants carried to the different apartments  he followed to the principal dining-room, where the ministers company were assembled; and between the intervals of carving and seeing that his guests ate to their liking, enjoyed the conversation, and, when invited, joined in it with tact and self-respect. As became a host of the old school.

By this time lights blazed in every window of the great mansion; the open doors emitted a fragrant glow of warmth and welcome; the rattle of plates and hum of voices could be heard in the road a hundred paces away. But outside and about the stables the hubbub had somewhat subsided, the road had grown quiet, and the last townsfolk had withdrawn, when a little after seven the lamps of a carriage appeared in the High Street, approaching from the town. It swept round the church, turned the flank of the house, and in a twinkling drew up before the pillars.

Hilloa! House! cried the postillion. House! And, cracking his whip on his boot, he looked up at the rows of lighted windows.

A man and a maid who travelled outside climbed down. As the man opened the carriage door, a servant bustled out of the house. Do you want fresh horses? said he, in a kind of aside to the footman.

No  rooms! the man answered bluntly.

Before the other could reply, What is this? cried a shrewish voice from the interior of the carriage. Hoity toity! This is a nice way of receiving company! You, fellow, go to your master and say that I am here.

Say that the Lady Dunborough is here, an unctuous voice repeated, and requires rooms, dinners, fire, and the best he has. And do you be quick, fellow!

The speaker was Mr. Thomasson, or rather Mr. Thomasson plus the importance which comes of travelling with a viscountess. This, and perhaps the cramped state of his limbs, made him a little long in descending. Will your ladyship wait? or will you allow me to have the honour of assisting you to descend? he continued, shivering slightly from the cold. To tell the truth, he was not enjoying his honour on cheap terms. Save the last hour, her ladyships tongue had gone without ceasing, and Mr. Thomasson was sorely in need of refreshment.

Descend? No! was the tart answer. Let the man come! Sho! Times are changed since I was here last. I had not to wait then, or break my shins in the dark! Has the impudent fellow gone in?

He had, but at this came out again, bearing lights before his master. The host, with the civility which marked landlords in those days  the halcyon days of inns  hurried down the steps to the carriage. Dear me! Dear me! I am most unhappy! he exclaimed. Had I known your ladyship was travelling, some arrangement should have been made. I declare, my lady, I would not have had this happen for twenty pounds! But

But what, man! What is the man mouthing about? she cried impatiently.

I am full, he said, extending his palms to express his despair. The Earl of Chatham and his lordships company travelling from Bath occupy all the west wing and the greater part of the house; and I have positively no rooms fit for your ladyships use. I am grieved, desolated, to have to say this to a person in your ladyships position, he continued glibly, and an esteemed customer, but and again he extended his hands.

A fig for your desolation! her ladyship cried rudely. It dont help me, Smith.

But your ladyship sees how it is.

I am hanged if I do! she retorted, and used an expression too coarse for modern print. But I suppose that there is another house, man.

Certainly, my lady  several, the landlord answered, with a gesture of deprecation. But all full. And the accommodation not of a kind to suit your ladyships tastes.

Then  what are we to do? she asked with angry shrillness.

We have fresh horses, he ventured to suggest. The road is good, and in four hours, or four and a half at the most, your ladyship might be in Bath, where there is an abundance of good lodgings.

Bless the man! cried the angry peeress. Does he think I have a skin of leather to stand this jolting and shaking? Four hours more! Ill lie in my carriage first!

A small rain was beginning to fall, and the night promised to be wet as well as cold. Mr. Thomasson, who had spent the last hour, while his companion slept, in visions of the sumptuous dinner, neat wines, and good beds that awaited him at the Castle Inn, cast a despairing glance at the doorway, whence issued a fragrance that made his mouth water. Oh, positively, he cried, addressing the landlord, something must be done, my good man. For myself, I can sleep in a chair if her ladyship can anyway be accommodated.

Well, said the landlord dubiously, if her ladyship could allow her woman to lie with her?

Bless the man! Why did you not say that at once? cried my lady. Oh, she may come! This last in a voice that promised little comfort for the maid.

And if the reverend gentleman  would put up with a couch below stairs?

Yes, yes, said Mr. Thomasson; but faintly, now it came to the point.

Then I think I can manage  if your ladyship will not object to sup with some guests who have just arrived, and are now sitting down? Friends of Sir George Soane, the landlord hastened to add, whom your ladyship probably knows.

Drat the man!  too well! Lady Dunborough answered, making a wry face. For by this time she had heard all about the duel. He has nearly cost me dear! But, there  if we must, we must. Let me get my tooth in the dinner, and I wont stand on my company. And she proceeded to descend, and, the landlord going before her, entered the house.

In those days people were not so punctilious in certain directions as they now are. My lady put off her French hood and travelling cloak in the lobby of the east wing, gave her piled-up hair a twitch this way and that, unfastened her fan from her waist, and sailed in to supper, her maid carrying her gloves and scent-bottle behind her. The tutor, who wore no gloves, was a little longer. But having washed his hands at a pump in the scullery, and dried them on a roller-towel  with no sense that the apparatus was deficient  he tucked his hat under his arm and, handling his snuff-box, tripped after her as hastily as vanity and an elegant demeanour permitted.

He found her in the act of joining, with an air of vast condescension, a party of three; two of whom her stately salute had already frozen in their places. These two, a slight perky man of middle age, and a frightened rustic-looking woman in homely black  who, by the way, sat with her mouth, open and her knife and fork resting points upward on the table  could do nothing but stare. The third, a handsome girl, very simply dressed, returned her ladyships gaze with mingled interest and timidity.

My lady noticed this, and the girls elegant air and shape, and set down the other two for her duenna and her guardians man of business. Aware that Sir George Soane had no sister, she scented scandal, and lost not a moment in opening the trenches.

And how far have you come to-day, child? she asked with condescension, as soon as she had taken her seat.

From Reading, madam, the girl answered in a voice low and restrained. Her manner was somewhat awkward, and she had a shy air, as if her surroundings were new to her, But Lady Dunborough was more and more impressed with her beauty, and a natural air of refinement that was not to be mistaken.

The roads are insufferably crowded, said the peeress. They are intolerable!

I am afraid you suffered some inconvenience, the girl answered timidly.

At that moment Mr. Thomasson entered. He treated the strangers to a distant bow, and, without looking at them, took his seat with a nonchalant ease, becoming a man who travelled with viscountesses, and was at home in the best company. The table had his first hungry glance. He espied roast and cold, a pair of smoking ducklings just set on, a dish of trout, a round of beef, a pigeon-pie, and hot rolls. Relieved, he heaved a sigh of satisfaction.

Pon honour this is not so bad! he said. It is not what your ladyship is accustomed to, but at a pinch it will do. It will do!

He was not unwilling that the strangers should know his companions rank, and he stole a glance at them, as he spoke, to see what impression it made. Alas! the deeper impression was made on himself. For a moment he stared; the next he sprang to his feet with an oath plain and strong.

Drat the man! cried my lady in wrath. He had come near to oversetting her plate. What flea has bitten you now?

Do you know  who these people are? Mr. Thomasson stammered, trembling with rage; and, resting both hands on the back of his chair, he glared now at them and now at Lady Dunborough. He could be truculent where he had nothing to fear; and he was truculent now.

These people? my lady drawled in surprise; and she inspected them through her quizzing-glass as coolly as if they were specimens of a rare order submitted to her notice. Not in the least, my good man. Who are they? Should I know them?

They are

But the little man, whose seat happened to be opposite the tutors, had risen to his feet by this time; and at that word cut him short. Sir! he cried in a flutter of agitation. Have a care! Have a care what you say! I am a lawyer, and I warn you that anything defamatory will  will be

Pooh! said Mr. Thomasson. Dont try to browbeat me, sir. These persons are impostors, Lady Dunborough! Impostors! he continued. In this house, at any rate. They have no right to be here!

You shall pay for this! shrieked Mr. Fishwick. For he it was.

I will ring the bell, the tutor continued in a high tone, and have them removed. They have no more to do with Sir George Soane, whose name they appear to have taken, than your ladyship has.

Have a care! Have a care, sir, cried the lawyer, trembling.

Or than I have! persisted Mr. Thomasson hardily, and with his head in the air; and no right or title to be anywhere but in the servants room. That is their proper place. Lady Dunborough, he continued, his eyes darting severity at the three culprits, are you aware that this young person whom you have been so kind as to notice is  is

Oh, Gadzooks, man, come to the point! cried her ladyship, with one eye on the victuals.

No, I will not shame her publicly, said Mr. Thomasson, swelling with virtuous self-restraint. But if your ladyship would honour me with two words apart?

Lady Dunborough rose, muttering impatiently; and Mr. Thomasson, with the air of a just man in a parable, led her a little aside; but so that the three who remained at the table might still feel that his eye and his reprehension rested on them. He spoke a few words to her ladyship; whereon she uttered a faint cry, and stiffened. A moment and she turned and came back to the table, her face crimson, her headdress nodding. She looked at the girl, who had just risen to her feet.

You baggage! she hissed, begone! Out of this house! How dare you sit in my presence? And she pointed to the door.




CHAPTER IX

ST. GEORGE AND THE DRAGON

The scene presented by the room at this moment was sufficiently singular. The waiters, drawn to the spot by the fury of my ladys tone, peered in at the half-opened door, and asking one another what the fracas was about, thought so; and softly called to others to witness it. On one side of the table rose Lady Dunborough, grim and venomous; on the other the girl stood virtually alone  for the elder woman had fallen to weeping helplessly, and the attorney seemed to be unequal to this new combatant. Even so, and though her face betrayed trouble and some irresolution, she did not blench, but faced her accuser with a slowly rising passion that overcame her shyness.

Madam, she said, I did not clearly catch your name. Am I right in supposing that you are Lady Dunborough?

The peeress swallowed her rage with difficulty. Go! she cried, and pointed afresh to the door. How dare you bandy words with me? Do you hear me? Go!

I am not going at your bidding, the girl answered slowly. Why do you speak to me like that? And then, You have no right to speak to me in that way! she continued, in a flush of indignation.

You impudent creature! Lady Dunborough cried. You shameless, abandoned baggage! Who brought you in out of the streets? You, a kitchen-wench, to be sitting at this table smiling at your betters! Ill  Ring the bell! Ring the bell, fool! she continued impetuously, and scathed Mr. Thomasson with a look. Fetch the landlord, and let me see this impudent hussy thrown out! Ay, madam, I suppose you are here waiting for my son; but you have caught me instead, and Ill be bound. Ill

Youll disgrace yourself, the girl retorted with quiet pride. But she was very white. I know nothing of your son.

A fig for the lie, mistress! cried the old harridan; and added, as was too much the fashion in those days, a word we cannot print. The Duchess of Northumberland had the greater name for coarseness; but Lady Dunboroughs tongue was known in town. Ay, that smartens you, does it? she continued with cruel delight; for the girl had winced as from a blow. But here comes the landlord, and now out you go. Ay, into the streets, mistress! Hoity-toity, that dirt like you should sit at tables! Go wash the dishes, slut!

There was not a waiter who saw the younger womans shame who did not long to choke the viscountess. As for the attorney, though he had vague fears of privilege before his eyes, and was clogged by the sex of the assailant, he could remain silent no longer.

My lady, he cried, in a tone of trembling desperation, you will  you will repent this! You dont know what you are doing. I tell you that to-morrow

What is this? said a quiet voice. It was the landlords; he spoke as he pushed his way through the group at the door. Has your ladyship some complaint to make? he continued civilly, his eye taking in the scene  even to the elder woman, who through her tears kept muttering, Deary, we ought not to have come here! I told him we ought not to come here! And then, before her ladyship could reply, Is this the party  that have Sir George Soanes rooms? he continued, turning to the nearest servant.

Lady Dunborough answered for the man. Ay! she said, pitiless in her triumph. They are! And know no more of Soane than the hair of my head! They are a party of fly-by-nights; and for this fine madam, she is a kitchen dish-washer at Oxford! And the commonest, lowest slut that

Your ladyship has said enough, the landlord interposed, moved by pity or the girls beauty. I know already that there has been some mistake here, and that these persons have no right to the rooms they occupy. Sir George Soane has alighted within the last few minutes

And knows nothing of them! my lady cried, clapping her hands in triumph.

That is so, the landlord answered ominously. Then, turning to the bewildered attorney, For you, sir, he continued, if you have anything to say, be good enough to speak. On the face of it, this is a dirty trick you have played me.

Trick? cried the attorney.

Ay, trick, man. But before I send for the constable

The constable? shrieked Mr. Fishwick. Truth to tell, it had been his own idea to storm the splendours of the Castle Inn; and for certain reasons he had carried it in the teeth of his companions remonstrances. Now between the suddenness of the onslaught made on them, the strangeness of the surroundings, Sir Georges inopportune arrival, and the scornful grins of the servants who thronged the doorway, he was cowed. For a moment his wonted sharpness deserted him; he faltered and changed colour. I dont know what you mean, he said. I gave  I gave the name of Soane; and you  you assigned me the rooms. I thought it particularly civil, sir, and was even troubled about the expense

Is your name Soane? Mr. Smith asked with blunt-ness; he grew more suspicious as the others embarrassment increased.

No, Mr. Fishwick admitted reluctantly. But this young ladys name

Is Soane?

Yes.

Mr. Thomasson stepped forward, grim as fate. That is not true, he said coldly. I am a Fellow of Pembroke College, Oxford, at present in attendance on her ladyship; and I identify this person  he pointed to the girl as the daughter of a late servant of the College, and this woman as her mother. I have no doubt that the last thing they expected to find in this place was one who knew them.

The landlord nodded. Joe, he said, turning to a servant, fetch the constable. You will find him at the Falcon.

That is talking! cried my lady, clapping her hands gleefully. That is talking! And then addressing the girl, Now, madam, she said, Ill have your pride pulled down! If I dont have you in the stocks for this, tease my back!

There was a snigger at that, in the background, by the door; and a crush to get in and see how the rogues took their exposure; for my ladys shrill voice could be heard in the hall, and half the inn was running to listen. Mrs. Masterson, who had collapsed at the mention of the constable, and could now do nothing but moan and weep, and the attorney, who spluttered vain threats in a voice quavering between fear and passion evoked little sympathy. But the girl, who through all remained silent, white, and defiant, who faced all, the fingers of one hand drumming on the table before her, and her fine eyes brooding scornfully on the crowd, drew from more than one the compliment of a quicker breath and a choking throat. She was the handsomest piece they had seen, they muttered, for many a day  as alien, from the other two as light from darkness; and it is not in mans nature to see beauty humiliated, and feel no unpleasant emotion. If there was to be a scene, and she did not go quietly  in that case more than one in the front rank, who read the pride in her eyes, wished he were elsewhere.

Suddenly the crowd about the door heaved. It opened slowly, and a voice, airy and indifferent, was heard remarking, Ah! These are the people, are they? Poor devils! Then a pause; and then, in a tone of unmistakable surprise, Hallo! the newcomer cried as he emerged and stared at the scene before him. What is this?

The attorney almost fell on his knees. Sir George! he screamed. My dear Sir George! Honoured sir, believe me I am innocent of any ill-meaning.

Tut-tut! said Sir George, who might have just stepped out of his dressing-closet instead of his carriage, so perfect was his array, from the ruffles that fell gracefully over his wrists to the cravat that supported his chin. Tut-tut! Lord, man, what is the meaning of this?

We are going to see, the landlord answered drily, forestalling the lawyers reply. I have sent for the constable, Sir George.

But, Sir George, youll speak for us? Mr. Fishwick cried piteously, cutting the other short in his turn. You will speak for us? You know me. You know that I am a respectable man. Oh, dear me, if this were told in Wallingford! he continued; and I have a mother aged seventy! It is a mistake  a pure mistake, as I am prepared to prove. I appeal to you, sir. Both I and my friends

He was stopped on that word; and very strangely. The girl turned on him, her cheeks scarlet. For shame! she cried with indignation that seemed to her hearers inexplicable. Be silent, will you?

Sir George stared with the others. Oh! said Lady Dunborough, so you have found your voice, have you, miss  now that there is a gentleman here?

But  what is it all about? Sir George asked.

They took your rooms, sir, the landlord explained respectfully.

Pooh! is that all? Soane answered contemptuously. What moved him he could not tell; but in his mind he had chosen his side. He did not like Lady Dunborough.

But they are not, the landlord objected, they are not the persons they say they are, Sir George.

Chut! said Soane carelessly. I know this person, at any rate. He is respectable enough. I dont understand it at all. Oh, is that you, Thomasson?

Mr. Thomasson had fallen back a pace on Sir Georges entrance; but being recognised he came forward. I think that you will acknowledge, my dear sir, he said persuasively  and his tone was very different from that which he had taken ten minutes earlier that at any rate  they are not proper persons to sit down with her ladyship.

But why should they sit down with her? said Sir George the fashionable, slightly raising his eyebrows.
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YOUR LADYSHIPS MOST HUMBLE SERVANT, HE SAID.

Hem  Sir George, this is Lady Dunborough, replied Mr. Thomasson, not a little embarrassed.

Soanes eyes twinkled as he returned the viscountesss glance. But he bowed profoundly, and with a sweep of his hat that made the rustics stare. Your ladyships most humble servant, he said. Allow me to hope that Mr. Dunborough is perfectly recovered. Believe me, I greatly regretted his mischance.

But Lady Dunborough was not so foolish as to receive his overtures according to the letter. She saw plainly that he had chosen his side  the impertinent fop, with his airs and graces!  and she was not to be propitiated. Pray leave my sons name apart, she answered, tossing her head contemptuously. After what has happened, sir, I prefer not to discuss him with you.

Sir George raised his eyebrows, and bowed as profoundly as before. That is entirely as your ladyship pleases, he said. Nevertheless he was not accustomed to be snubbed, and he set a trifle to her account.

But for that creature, she continued, trembling with passion, I will not sleep under the same roof with her.

Sir George simpered. I am sorry for that, he said. For I am afraid that the Falcon in the town is not the stamp of house to suit your ladyship.

The viscountess gasped. I should like to know why you champion her, she cried violently. I suppose you came here to meet her.

Alas, madam, I am not so happy, he answered  with such blandness that a servant by the door choked, and had to be hustled out in disgrace. But since Miss  er  Masterson is here, I shall be glad to place my rooms at her  mothers disposal.

There are no rooms, said the landlord. Between the two he was growing bewildered.

There are mine, said Sir George drily.

But for yourself, Sir George?

Oh, never mind me, my good man. I am here to meet Lord Chatham, and some of his people will accommodate me.

Well, of course, Mr. Smith answered, rubbing his hands dubiously  for he had sent for the constable of course, Sir George  if you wish it. I did not understand for whom the rooms were ordered, or  or this unpleasantness would not have arisen.

To be sure, Sir George drawled good-naturedly. Give the constable half-a-crown, Smith, and charge it to me. And he turned on his heel.

But at this appearance of a happy issue, Lady Dunboroughs rage and chagrin, which had been rising higher and higher with each word of the dialogue, could no longer be restrained. In an awful voice, and with a port of such majesty that an ordinary man must have shaken in his shoes before her towering headdress, Am I to understand, she cried, that, after all that has been said about these persons, you propose to harbour them?

The landlord looked particularly miserable; luckily he was saved from the necessity of replying by an unexpected intervention.

We are much obliged to your ladyship, the girl behind the table said, speaking rapidly, but in a voice rather sarcastic than vehement. There were reasons why I thought it impossible that we should accept this gentlemans offer. But the words you have applied to me, and the spirit in which your ladyship has dealt with me, make it impossible for us to withdraw and lie under the  the vile imputations, you have chosen to cast upon me. For that reason, she continued with spirit, her face instinct with indignation, I do accept from this gentleman  and with gratitude  what I would fain refuse. And if it be any matter to your ladyship, you have only your unmannerly words to thank for it.

Ho! ho! the viscountess cried in affected contempt. Are we to be called in question by creatures like these? You vixen! I spit upon you!

Mr. Thomasson smiled in a sickly fashion. For one thing, he began to feel hungry; he had not supped. For another, he wished that he had kept his mouth shut, or had never left Oxford. With a downcast air, I think it might be better, he said, if your ladyship were to withdraw from this company.

But her ladyship was at that moment as dangerous as a tigress. You think? she cried. You think? I think you are a fool!

A snigger from the doorway gave point to the words; on which Lady Dunborough turned wrathfully in that direction. But the prudent landlord had slipped away, Sir George also had retired, and the servants and others, concluding the sport was at an end, were fast dispersing. She saw that redress was not to be had, but that in a moment she would be left alone with her foes; and though she was bursting with spite, the prospect had no charms for her. For the time she had failed; nothing she could say would now alter that. Moreover her ladyship was vaguely conscious that in the girl, who still stood pitilessly behind the table, as expecting her to withdraw, she had met her match. The beautiful face and proud eyes that regarded her so steadfastly had a certain terror for the battered great lady, who had all to lose in a conflict, and saw dimly that coarse words had no power to hurt her adversary.

So Lady Dunborough, after a moments hesitation, determined to yield the field. Gathering her skirts about her with a last gesture of contempt, she sailed towards the door, resolved not to demean herself by a single word. But halfway across the room her resolution, which had nearly cost her a fit, gave way. She turned, and withering the three travellers with a glance, You  you abandoned creature! she cried. Ill see you in the stocks yet! And she swept from the room.

Alas! the girl laughed: and my lady heard her!

Perhaps it was that; perhaps it was the fact that she had not dined, and was leaving her supper behind her; perhaps it was only a general exasperation rendered her ladyship deaf. From one cause or another she lost something which her woman said to her  with no small appearance of excitement  as they crossed the hall. The maid said it again, but with no better success; and pressing nearer to say it a third time, when they were halfway up the stairs, she had the misfortune to step on her mistresss train. The viscountess turned in a fury, and slapped her cheek.

You clumsy slut! she cried. Will that teach you to be more careful?

The woman shrank away, one side of her face deep red, her eyes glittering. Doubtless the pain was sharp; and though the thing had happened before, it had never happened in public. But she suppressed her feelings, and answered whimpering, If your ladyship pleases, I wished to tell you that Mr. Dunborough is here.

Mr. Dunborough? Here? the viscountess stammered.

Yes, my lady, I saw him alighting as we passed the door.




CHAPTER X

MOTHER AND SON

Lady Dunborough stood, as if turned to stone by the news. In the great hall below, a throng of servants, the Pitt livery prominent among them, were hurrying to and fro, with a clatter of dishes and plates, a ceaseless calling of orders, a buzz of talk, and now and then a wrangle. But the lobby and staircase of the west wing, on the first floor of which she stood  and where the great man lay, at the end of a softly lighted passage, his door guarded by a man and a woman seated motionless in chairs beside it  were silent by comparison; the bulk of the guests were still at supper or busy in the east or inferior wing; and my lady had a moment to think, to trace the consequences of this inopportune arrival, and to curse, now more bitterly than before, the failure of her attempt to eject the girl from the house.

However, she was not a woman to lie down to her antagonists, and in the depth of her stupor she had a thought. Her brow relaxed; she clutched the maids arm. Quick, she whispered, go and fetch Mr. Thomasson  he is somewhere below. Bring him here, but do not let Mr. Dunborough see you as you pass! Quick, woman  run!

The maid flew on her errand, leaving her mistress to listen and fret on the stairs, in a state of suspense almost unbearable. She caught her sons voice in the entrance hall, from which stately arched doorways led to the side lobbies; but happily he was still at the door, engaged in railing at a servant; and so far all was well. At any moment, however, he might stride into the middle of the busy group in the hall; and then if he saw Thomasson before the tutor had had his lesson, the trick, if not the game, was lost. Her ladyship, scarcely breathing, hung over the balustrade, and at length had the satisfaction of seeing Thomasson and the woman enter the lobby at the foot of the stairs. In a trice the tutor, looking scared, and a trifle sulky  for he had been taken from his meat  stood at her side.

Lady Dunborough drew a breath of relief, and by a sign bade the maid begone. You know who is below? she whispered.

Mr. Thomasson nodded. I thought it was what you wished, he said, with something in his tone as near mutiny as he dared venture. I understood that your ladyship desired to overtake him and reason with him.

But with the girl here? she muttered. And yet it was true. Before she had seen this girl, she had fancied the task of turning her son to be well within her powers. Now she gravely doubted the issue; nay, was inclined to think all lost if the pair met. She told the tutor this, in curt phrase; and continued: So, do you go down, man, at once, and meet him at the door; and tell him that I am here  he will discover that for himself  but that the hussy is not here. Say she is at Bath or  or anywhere you please.

Mr. Thomasson hesitated. He will see her, he said.

Why should he see her? my lady retorted. The house is full. He must presently go elsewhere. Put him on a false scent, and he will go after her hot-foot, and not find her. And in a week he will be wiser.

It is dangerous, Mr. Thomasson faltered, his eyes wandering uneasily.

So am I, the viscountess answered in a passion. And mind you, Thomasson, she continued fiercely, you have got to side with me now! Cross me, and you shall have neither the living nor my good word; and without my word you may whistle for your sucking lord! But do my bidding, help me to checkmate this baggage, and Ill see you have both. Why, man, rather than let him marry her, Id pay you to marry her! Id rather pay down a couple of thousand pounds, and the living too. Dye hear me? But it wont come to that if you do my bidding.

Still Mr. Thomasson hesitated, shrinking from the task proposed, not because he must lie to execute it, but because he must lie to Dunborough, and would suffer for it, were he found out. On the other hand, the bribe was large; the red gabled house, set in its little park, and as good as a squires, the hundred-acre glebe, the fat tithes and Easter dues  to say nothing of the promised pupil and freedom from his money troubles  tempted him sorely. He paused; and while he hesitated he was lost. For Mr. Dunborough, with the landlord beside him, entered the side-hall, booted, spurred, and in his horsemans coat; and looked up and saw the pair at the head of the staircase. His face, gloomy and discontented before, grew darker. He slapped his muddy boot with his whip, and, quitting the landlord without ceremony, in three strides was up the stairs. He did not condescend to Mr. Thomasson, but turned to the viscountess.

Well, madam, he said with a sneer. Your humble servant. This is an unforeseen honour! I did not expect to meet you here.

I expected to meet you, my lady answered with meaning.

Glad to give you the pleasure, he said, sneering again. He was evidently in the worst of tempers. May I ask what has set you travelling? he continued.

Why, naught but your folly! the viscountess cried.

Thank you for nothing, my lady, he said. I suppose your spy there  and he scowled at the tutor, whose knees shook under him has set you on this. Well, there is time. Ill settle accounts with him by-and-by.

Lord, my dear sir, Mr. Thomasson cried faintly, you dont know your friends!

Dont I? I think I am beginning to find them out, Mr. Dunborough answered, slapping his boot ominously, and my enemies! At which the tutor trembled afresh.

Never mind him, quoth my lady. Attend to me, Dunborough. Is it a lie, or is it not, that you are going to disgrace yourself the way I have heard?

Disgrace myself? cried Mr. Dunborough hotly.

Ay, disgrace yourself.

Ill flay the man that says it!

You cant flay me, her ladyship retorted with corresponding spirit. You impudent, good-for-nothing fellow! Dyou hear me? You are an impudent, good-for-nothing fellow, Dunborough, for all your airs and graces! Come, you dont swagger over me, my lad! And as sure as you do this that I hear of, youll smart for it. There are Lorton and Swanton  my lord can do as he pleases with them, and theyll go from you; and your cousin Meg, ugly and long in the tooth as she is, shall have them! You may put this beggars wench in my chair, but you shall smart for it as long as you live!

Ill marry whom I like! he said.

Then youll buy her dear, cried my lady, ashake with rage.

Dear or cheap, Ill have her! he answered, inflamed by opposition and the discovery that the tutor had betrayed him. I shall go to her now! She is here.

That is a lie! cried Lady Dunborough. Lie number one.

She is in the house at this moment! he cried obstinately. And I shall go to her.

She is at Bath, said my lady, unmoved. Ask Thomasson, if you do not believe me.

She is not here, said the tutor with an effort.

Dunborough, youll outface the devil when you meet him! my lady added  for a closing shot. She knew how to carry the war into the enemys country.

He glared at her, uncertain what to believe. Ill see for myself, he said at last; but sullenly, and as if he foresaw a check.

He was in the act of turning to carry out his intention, when Lady Dunborough, with great presence of mind, called to a servant who was passing the foot of the stairs. The man came. Go and fetch this gentleman the book, she said imperiously, with the peoples names. Bring it here. I want to see it.

The man went, and in a moment returned with it. She signed to him to give it to Mr. Dunborough. See for yourself, she said contemptuously.

She calculated, and very shrewdly, that as the lawyer and his companions had given the name of Soane and taken possession of Sir Georges rooms, only the name of Soane would appear in the book. And so it turned out. Mr. Dunborough sought in vain for the name of Masterson or for a party of three, resembling the one he pursued; he found only the name of Sir George Soane entered when the rooms were ordered.

Oh! he said with an execration. He is here, is he? Wish you joy of him, my lady! Very well, I go on. Good night, madam! The viscountess knew that opposition would stiffen him. Stop! she cried.

But he was already in the hall, ordering fresh saddle-horses for himself and his man. My lady heard the order, and stood listening. Mr. Thomasson heard it, and stood quaking. At any moment the door of the room in which the girl was supping might open  it was adjacent to the hall  and she come out, and the two would meet. Nor did the suspense last a moment or two only. Fresh horses could not be ready in a minute, even in those times, when day and night post-horses stood harnessed in the stalls. Even Mr. Dunborough could not be served in a moment. So he roared for a pint of claret and a crust, sent one servant flying this way, and another that, hectored up and down the entrance, to the admiration of the peeping chambermaids; and for a while added much to the bustle. Once in those minutes the fateful door did open, but it emitted only a waiter. And in the end, Mr. Dunboroughs horses being announced, he strode out, his spurs ringing on the steps, and the viscountess heard him clatter away into the night, and drew a deep breath of relief. For a day or two, at any rate, she was saved. For the time, the machinations of the creature below stairs were baffled.




CHAPTER XI

DR. ADDINGTON

It did not occur to Lady Dunborough to ask herself seriously how a girl in the Mastersons position came to be in such quarters as the Castle Inn, and to have a middle-aged and apparently respectable attorney for a travelling companion. Or, if her ladyship did ask herself those questions, she was content with the solution, which the tutor out of his knowledge of human nature had suggested; namely, that the girl, wily as she was beautiful, knew that a retreat in good order, flanked after the fashion of her betters by duenna and man of business, doubled her virtue; and by so much improved her value, and her chance of catching Mr. Dunborough and a coronet.

There was one in the house, however, who did set himself these riddles, and was at a loss for an answer. Sir George Soane, supping with Dr. Addington, the earls physician, found his attention wander from the conversation, and more than once came near to stating the problem which troubled him. The cosy room, in which the two sat, lay at the bottom of a snug passage leading off the principal corridor of the west wing; and was as remote from the stir and bustle of the more public part of the house as the silent movements of Sir Georges servant were from the clumsy haste of the helpers whom the pressure of the moment had compelled the landlord to call in.

The physician had taken his supper earlier, but was gourmet enough to follow, now with an approving word, and now with a sigh, the different stages of Sir Georges meal. In public, a starched, dry man, the ideal of a fashionable London doctor of the severer type, he was in private a benevolent and easy friend; a judge of port, and one who commended it to others; and a man of some weight in the political world. In his early days he had been a mad doctor; and at Batsons he could still disconcert the impertinent by a shrewd glance, learned and practised among those unfortunates.

With such qualifications, Dr. Addington was not slow to perceive Sir Georges absence of mind; and presuming on old friendship  he had attended the younger man from boyhood  he began to probe for the cause. Raising his half-filled glass to the light, and rolling the last mouthful on his tongue, I am afraid, he said, that what I heard in town was true?

What was it? Soane asked, rousing himself.

I heard, Sir George, that my Lady Hazard had proved an inconstant mistress of late?

Yes. Hang the jade! And yet  we could not live without her!

They are saying that you lost three thousand to my Lord March, the night before you left town?

Halve it.

Indeed? Still  an expensive mistress?

Can you direct me to a cheap one? Sir George said rather crustily.

No. But doesnt it occur to you a wife with money  might be cheaper? the doctor asked with a twinkle in his eye.

Sir George shrugged his shoulders for answer, and turning from the table  the servant had withdrawn  brushed the crumbs from his breeches, and sat staring at the lire, his glass in his hand. I suppose  it will come to that presently, he said, sipping his wine.

Very soon, the doctor answered, drily, unless I am in error.

Sir George looked at him. Come, doctor! he said. You know something! What is it?

I know that it is town talk that you lost seven thousand last season; and God knows how many thousands in the three seasons before it!

Well, one must live, Sir George answered lightly.

But not at that rate.

In that state of life, doctor, into which God has been pleased  you know the rest.

In that state of life into which the devil! retorted the doctor with heat. If I thought that my boy would ever grow up to do nothing better than  than  but there, forgive me. I grow warm when I think of the old trees, and the old pictures, and the old Halls that you fine gentlemen at Whites squander in a night! Why, I know of a little place in Oxfordshire, which, were it mine by inheritance  as it is my brothers  I would not stake against a Canons or a Petworth!

And Stavordale would stake it against a bootjack  rather than not play at all! Sir George answered complacently.

The more fool he! snapped the doctor.

So I think.

Eh?

So I think, Sir George answered coolly. But one must be in the fashion, doctor.

One must be in the Fleet! the doctor retorted. To be in the fashion youll ruin yourself! If you have not done it already, he continued with something like a groan. There, pass the bottle. I have not patience with you. One of these fine days you will awake to find yourself in the Rules.

Doctor, Soane answered, returning to his point, you know something.

Well

You know why my lord sent for me.

And what if I do? Dr. Addington answered, looking thoughtfully through his wine. To tell the truth, I do, Sir George, I do, and I wish I did not; for the news I have is not of the best. There is a claimant to that money come forward. I do not know his name or anything about him; but his lordship thinks seriously of the matter. I am not sure, the doctor continued, with his professional air, and as if his patient in the other room were alone in his mind, that the vexation attending it has not precipitated this attack. Im not  at all  sure of it. And Lady Chatham certainly thinks so.

Sir George was some time silent. Then, with a fair show of indifference, And who is the claimant? he asked.

That I dont know, Dr. Addington answered. He purports, I suppose, to be your uncles heir. But I do know that his attorney has forwarded copies of documents to his lordship, and that Lord Chatham thinks the matter of serious import.

The worse for me, said Sir George, forcing a yawn. As you say, doctor, your news is not of the best.

Nor, I hope, of the worst, the physician answered with feeling. The estate is entailed?

Sir George shook his head. No, he said. It is mortgaged. But that is not the same thing.

The doctors face showed genuine distress. Ah, my friend, you should not have done that, he said reproachfully. A property that has been in the family  why, since

My great-grandfather the stay-makers time, Sir George answered flippantly, as he emptied his glass. You know Selwyns last upon that? It came by bones, and it is going by bones.

God forbid! said the physician, rubbing his gold-rimmed glasses with an air of kindly vexation, not unmixed with perplexity. If I thought that my boy would ever come to  to

Buzz the gold-headed cane? Sir George said gravely. Yes, doctor, what would you do?

But the physician, instead of answering, looked fixedly at him, nodded, and turned away. You would deceive some, Sir George, he said quietly, but you do not deceive me. When a man who is not jocular by nature makes two jokes in as many minutes, he is hard hit.

Insight? drawled Sir George lazily. Or instinct.

Experience among madmen  some would call it, the doctor retorted with warmth. But it is not. It is what you fine gentlemen at Whites have no part in! Good feeling.

Ah! said Soane; and then a different look came into his face. He stooped and poked the fire. Pardon me, doctor, he said soberly. You are a good fellow. It is  well, of course, its a blow. If your news be true, I stand to lose fifty thousand; and shall be worth about as much as a Nabob spends yearly on his liveries.

Dr. Addington, in evident distress, thrust back his wig. Is it as bad as that? he said. Dear, dear, I did not dream of this.

Nor I, Sir George said drily. Or I should not have betted with March.

And the old house! the doctor continued, more and more moved. I dont know one more comfortable.

You must buy it, said Soane. I have spared the timber, and there is a little of the old wine left.

Dear, dear! the doctor answered; and his sigh said more than the words. Apparently it was also more effectual in moving Sir George. He rose and began to pace the room, choosing a part where his face evaded the light of the candles that stood in heavy silver sconces on the dark mahogany. Presently he laughed, but the laugh was mirthless.

It is quite the Rakes Progress, he said, pausing before one of Hogarths prints which hung on the wall. Perhaps I have been a little less of a fool and a little more of a rogue than my prototype; but the end is the same. D  n me, I am sorry for the servants, doctor  though I dare swear that they have robbed me right and left. It is a pity that clumsy fool, Dunborough, did not get home when he had the chance the other day.

The doctor took snuff, put up his box, filled his glass and emptied it before he spoke. Then, No, no, Sir George, it has not come to that yet, he said heartily. There is only one thing for it now. They must do something for you. And he also rose to his feet, and stood with his back to the fire, looking at his companion.

Who? Soane asked, though he knew very well what the other meant.

The Government, said the doctor. The mission to Turin is likely to be vacant by-and-by. Or, if that be too much to ask, a consulship, say at Genoa or Leghorn, might be found, and serve for a stepping-stone to Florence. Sir Horace has done well there, and you

Might toady a Grand-duke and bear-lead sucking peers  as well as another! Soane answered with a gesture of disgust. Ugh, one might as well be Thomasson and ruin boys. No, doctor, that will not do. I had sooner hang myself at once, as poor Fanny Braddock did at Bath, or put a pistol to my head like Bland!

God forbid! said the doctor solemnly.

Sir George shrugged his shoulders, but little by little his face lost its hardness. Yes, God forbid, he said gently. But it is odd. There is poor Tavistock with a pretty wife and two children, and another coming; and Woburn and thirty thousand a year to inherit, broke his neck last week with the hounds; and I, who have nothing to inherit, why nothing hurts me!

Dr. Addington disregarded his words.

They must do something for you at home then, he said, firmly set on his benevolent designs. In the Mint or the Customs. There should not be the least difficulty about it. You must speak to his lordship, and it is not to be supposed that he will refuse.

Sir George grunted, and might have expressed his doubts, but at that moment the sound of voices raised in altercation penetrated the room from the passage. A second later, while the two stood listening, arrested by the noise, the door was thrown open with such violence that the candles flickered in the draught. Two persons appeared on the threshold, the one striving to make his way in, the other to resist the invasion.

The former was our friend Mr. Fishwick, who having succeeded in pushing past his antagonist, stared round the room with a mixture of astonishment and chagrin. But  this is not his lordships room! he cried. I tell you, I will see his lordship! he continued. I have business with him, and here his gaze alighted on Sir George, and he stood confounded.

Dr. Addington took advantage of the pause. Watkins, he said in an awful voice, what is the meaning of this unmannerly intrusion? And who is this person?

He persisted that he must see his lordship, the servant, a sleek, respectable man in black, answered. And rather than have words about it at his lordships door  which I would not for twice the likes of him! he added with a malevolent glance at the attorney I brought him here. I believe he is mad. I told him it was out of the question, if he was the king of England or my lord duke. But he would have it that he had an appointment.

So I have! cried Mr. Fishwick with heat and an excited gesture. I have an appointment with Lord Chatham. I should have been with his lordship at nine oclock.

An appointment? At this time of night? Dr. Addington returned with a freezing mien. With Lord Chatham? And who may you please to be, sir, who claim this privilege?

My name is Fishwick, sir, and I am an attorney, our friend replied.

A mad attorney? Dr. Addington answered, affecting to hear him amiss.

No more mad, sir, than you are! Mr. Fishwick retorted, kindling at the insinuation. Do you comprehend me, sir? I come by appointment. My lord has been so good as to send for me, and I defy any one to close his door on me!

Are you aware, sir, said the doctor, frowning under his wig with the port of an indignant Jupiter, what hour it is? It is ten oclock.

It may be ten oclock or it may be eleven oclock, the attorney answered doggedly. But his lordship has honoured me with a summons, and see him I must. I insist on seeing him.

You may insist or not as you please, said Dr. Addington contemptuously. You will not see him. Watkins, he continued, what is this cock-and-bull story of a summons? Has his lordship sent for any one?

About nine oclock he said that he would see Sir George Soane if he was in the house, Watkins answered. I did not know that Sir George was here, and I sent the message to his apartments by one of the men.

Well, said Dr. Addington in his coldest manner, what has that to do with this gentleman?

I think I can tell you, Sir George said, intervening with a smile. His party have the rooms that were reserved for me. And doubtless by an error the message which was intended for me was delivered to him.

Ah! said Dr. Addington gruffly. I understand.

Alas! poor Mr. Fishwick understood too; and his face, as the truth dawned on him, was one of the most comical sights ever seen. A nervous, sanguine man, the attorney had been immensely elated by the honour paid to him; he had thought his cause won and his fortune made. The downfall was proportionate: in a second his pomp and importance were gone, and he stood before them timidly rubbing one hand on another. Yet even in the ridiculous position in which the mistake placed him  in the wrong and with all his heroics wasted  he retained a sort of manliness. Dear me, dear me, he said, his jaw fallen, I  Your most humble servant, sir! I offer a thousand apologies for the intrusion! But having business with his lordship, and receiving the message, he continued in a tone of pathetic regret, it was natural I should think it was intended for me. I can say no more than that I humbly crave pardon for intruding on you, honourable gentlemen, over your wine.

Dr. Addington bowed stiffly; he was not the man to forgive a liberty. But Sir George had a kindly impulse. In spite of himself, he could not refrain from liking the little man who so strangely haunted his steps. There was a spare glass on the table. He pushed it and the bottle towards Mr. Fishwick.

There is no harm done, he said kindly. A glass of wine with you, sir.

Mr. Fishwick in his surprise and nervousness, dropped his hat, picked it up, and dropped it again; finally he let it lie while he filled his glass. His hand shook; he was unaccountably agitated. But he managed to acquit himself fairly, and with a Greatly honoured, Sir George. Good-night, gentlemen, he disappeared.

What is his business with Lord Chatham? Dr. Addington asked rather coldly. It was plain that he did not approve of Sir Georges condescension.

I have no notion, Soane answered, yawning. But he has got a very pretty girl with him. Whether she is laying traps for Dunborough

The viscountesss son?

Just so  I cannot say. But that is the old harridans account of it.

Is she here too?

Lord, yes; and they had no end of a quarrel downstairs. There is a story about the girl and Dunborough. Ill tell it you some time.

I began to think  he was here on your business, said the doctor.

He? Oh, no, Sir George answered without suspicion, and turned to look for his candlestick. I suppose that he is in the case I am in  wants something and comes to the fountain of honour to get it.

And bidding the other good-night, he went to bed; not to sleep, but to lie awake and reckon and calculate, and add a charge here to interest there, and set both against income, and find nothing remain.

He had sneered at the old home because it had been in his family only so many generations. But there is this of evil in an old house  it is bad to live in, but worse to part from. Sir George, straining his eyes in the darkness, saw the long avenue of elms and the rooks nests, and the startled birds circling overhead; and at the end of the vista the wide doorway, aed. temp. Jac. 1  saw it all more lucidly than he had seen it since the September morning when he traversed it, a boy of fourteen, with his first gun on his arm. Well, it was gone; but he was Sir George, macaroni and fashionable, arbiter of elections at Whites, and great at Almacks, more powerful in his sphere than a belted earl! But, then, that was gone too, with the money  and  and what was left? Sir George groaned and turned on his pillow and thought of Bland and Fanny Braddock. He wondered if any one had ever left the Castle by the suicide door, and, to escape his thoughts, lit a candle and read La Belle Héloïse, which he had in his mail.




CHAPTER XII

JULIA

It is certain that if Sir George Soane had borne any other name, the girl, after the conversation which had taken place between them on the dingy staircase at Oxford, must have hated him. There is a kind of condescension from man to woman, in which the man says, My good girl, not for me  but do take care of yourself, which a woman of the least pride finds to be of all modes of treatment the most shameful and the most humiliating. The masterful overtures of such a lover as Dunborough, who would take all by storm, are still natural, though they lack respect; a woman would be courted, and sometimes would be courted in the old rough fashion. But, for the other mode of treatment, she may be a Grizel, or as patient  a short course of that will sharpen not only her tongue, but her fingernails.

Yet this, or something like it, Julia, who was far from being the most patient woman in the world, had suffered at Sir Georges hands; believing at the time that he was some one else, or, rather, being ignorant then and for just an hour afterwards that such a person as Sir George Soane existed. Enlightened on this point and on some others connected with it (which a sagacious reader may divine for himself) the girls first feeling in face of the astonishing future opening before her had been one of spiteful exultation. She hated him, and he would suffer. She hated him with all her heart and strength, and he would suffer. There were balm and sweet satisfaction in the thought.

But presently, dwelling on the matter, she began to relent. The very completeness of the revenge which she had in prospect robbed her of her satisfaction. The man was so dependent on her, so deeply indebted to her, must suffer so much by reason of her, that the maternal instinct, which is said to be developed even in half-grown girls, took him under its protection; and when that scene occurred in the public room of the Castle Inn and he stood forward to shield her (albeit in an arrogant, careless, half-insolent way that must have wounded her in other circumstances), she was not content to forgive him only  with a smile; but long after her companion had fallen asleep, Julia sat brooding over the fire, her arms clasped about her knees; now reading the embers with parted lips and shining eyes, and now sighing gently  for la femme propose, mais Dieu dispose. And nothing is certain.

After this, it may not have been pure accident that cast her in Sir Georges way when he strolled out of the house next morning. A coach had come in, and was changing horses before the porch. The passengers were moving to and fro before the house, grooms and horse-boys were shouting and hissing, the guard was throwing out parcels. Soane passed through the bustle, and, strolling to the end of the High Street, saw the girl seated on a low parapet of the bridge that, near the end of the inn gardens, carries the Salisbury road over the Kennet. She wore a plain riding-coat, such as ladies then affected when they travelled and would avoid their hoops and patches. A little hood covered her hair, which, undressed and unpowdered, hung in a club behind; and she held up a plain fan between her complexion and the sun.

Her seat, though quiet and remote from the bustle  for the Salisbury road is the less frequented of the two roads  was in view of the gates leading to the Inn; and her extreme beauty, which was that of expression as well as feature, made her a mark for a dozen furtive eyes, of which she affected to be unconscious. But as soon as Sir Georges gaze fell on her, her look met his frankly and she smiled; and then again her eyes dropped and studied the road before her, and she blushed in a way Soane found enchanting. He had been going into the town, but he turned and went to her and sat down on the bridge beside her, almost with the air of an old acquaintance. He opened the conversation by saying that it was a prodigious fine day; she agreed. That the Downs were uncommonly healthy; she said the same. And then there was silence.

Well? he said after a while; and he looked at her.

Well? she answered in the same tone. And she looked at him over the edge of her fan, her eyes laughing.

How did you sleep, child? he asked; while he thought, Lord! How handsome she is!

Perfectly, sir, she answered, thanks to your excellencys kindness.

Her voice as well as her eyes laughed. He stared at her, wondering at the change in her. You are lively this morning, he said.

I cannot say the same of you, Sir George, she answered. When you came out, and before you saw me, your face was as long as a coach-horses.

Sir George winced. He knew where his thoughts had been. That was before I saw you, child, he said. In your company

You are scarcely more lively, she answered saucily. Do you flatter yourself that you are?

Sir George was astonished. He was aware that the girl lacked neither wit nor quickness; but hitherto he had found her passionate at one time, difficult and farouche at another, at no time playful or coquettish. Here, and this morning, she did not seem to be the same woman. She spoke with ease, laughed with the heart as well as the lips, met his eyes with freedom and without embarrassment, countered his sallies with sportiveness  in a word, carried herself towards him as though she were an equal; precisely as Lady Betty and the Honourable Fanny carried themselves. He stared at her.

And she, seeing the look, laughed in pure happiness, knowing what was in his mind, and knowing her own mind very well. I puzzle you? she said.

You do, he answered. What are you doing here? And why have you taken up with that lawyer? And why are you dressed, child

Like this? she said, rising, and sitting down again. You think it is above my station?

He shrugged his shoulders, declining to put his views into words; instead, What does it all mean? he said.

What do you suppose? she asked, averting her eyes for the first time.

Well, of course  you may be here to meet Dunborough, he answered bluntly. His mother seems to think that he is going to marry you.

And what do you think, sir?

I? said Sir George, reverting to the easy, half-insolent tone she hated. And he tapped his Paris snuff-box and spoke with tantalising slowness. Well, if that be the case, I should advise you to see that Mr. Dunboroughs surplice  covers a parson.

She sat still and silent for a full half-minute after he had spoken. Then she rose without a word, and without looking at him; and, walking away to the farther end of the bridge, sat down there with her shoulder turned to him.

Soane felt himself rebuffed, and for a moment let his anger get the better of him. D  n the girl, I only spoke for her own good! he muttered; then reflecting that if he followed her she might remove again and make him ridiculous, he rose to go into the house. But apparently that was not what she wished. He was scarcely on his legs before she turned her head, saw that he was going, and imperiously beckoned to him.

He went to her, wondering as much at her audacity as her pettishness. When he reached her, Sir George, she said, retaining her seat and looking gravely at him, while he stood before her like a boy undergoing correction, you have twice insulted me  once in Oxford when, believing Mr. Dunboroughs hurt lay at my door, I was doing what I could to repair it; and again to-day. If you wish to see more of me, you must refrain from doing so a third time. You know, a third time  you know what a third time does. And more  one moment, if you please. I must ask you to treat me differently. I make no claim to be a gentlewoman, but my condition is altered. A relation has left me a  a fortune, and when I met you here last night I was on my way to Bath to claim it.

Sir George passed from the surprise into which the first part of this speech had thrown him, to surprise still greater. At last, I am vastly glad to hear it, he said. For most of us it is easier to drop a fortune than to find one.

Is it? she said, and laughed musically, Then, moving her skirt to show him that he might sit down, Well, I suppose it is. You have no experience of that, I hope, sir?

He nodded.

The gaming-table? she said.

Not this time, he answered, wondering why he told her. I had a grandfather, who made a will. He had a fancy to wrap up a bombshell in the will. Now  the shell has burst.

I am sorry, she said; and was silent a moment. At length, Does it make  any great difference to you? she asked naïvely.

Sir George looked at her as if he were studying her appearance. Then, Yes, child, it does, he said.

She hesitated, but seemed to make up her mind. I have never asked you where you live, she said softly; have you no house in the country?

He suppressed something between an oath and a groan. Yes, he said, I have a house.

What do you call it?

Estcombe Hall. It is in Wiltshire, not far from here.

She looked at her fan, and idly flapped it open, and again closed it in the air. Is it a fine place? she said carelessly.

I suppose so, he answered, wincing.

With trees, and gardens, and woods?

Yes.

And water?

Yes. There is a river.

You used to fish in it as a boy?

Yes.

Estcombe! it is a pretty name. And shall you lose it?

But that was too much for Soanes equanimity. Oh, d  n the girl! he cried, rising abruptly, but sitting down again. Then, as she recoiled, in anger real or affected, I beg your pardon, he said formally. But  it is not the custom to ask so many questions upon private matters.

Really, Sir George? she said, receiving the information gravely, and raising her eyebrows. Then Estcombe is your Mr. Dunborough, is it?

If you will, he said, almost sullenly.

But you love it, she answered, studying her fan, and I do not love  Mr. Dunborough!

Marvelling at her coolness and the nimbleness of her wit, he turned so that he looked her full in the face. Miss Masterson, he said, you are too clever for me. Will you tell me where you learned so much? Fore Gad, you might have been at Mrs. Chapones, the way you talk.

Mrs. Chapones? she said.

A learned lady, he explained.

I was at a school, she answered simply, until I was fifteen. A godfather, whom I never knew, left money to my father to be spent on my schooling.

Lord! he said. And where were you at school?

At Worcester.

And what have you done since?  if I may ask.

I have been at home. I should have taught children, or gone into service as a waiting-woman; but my father would keep me with him. Now I am glad of it, as this money has come to me.

Lord! it is a perfect romance! he exclaimed. And on the instant he fancied that he had the key to the mystery, and her beauty. She was illegitimate  a rich mans child! Gad, Mr. Richardson should hear of it, he continued with more than his usual energy. Pamela  why you might be Pamela!

That if you please, she said quickly, for certainly I shall never be Clarissa.

Sir George laughed. With such charms it is better not to be too sure! he answered. And he looked at her furtively and looked away again. A coach bound eastwards came out of the gates; but it had little of his attention, though he seemed to be watching the bustle. He was thinking that if he sat much longer with this strange girl, he was a lost man. And then again he thought  what did it matter? If the best he had to expect was exile on a pittance, a consulship at Genoa, a governorship at Guadeloupe, where would he find a more beautiful, a wittier, a gayer companion? And for her birth  a fico! His great-grandfather had made money in stays; and the money was gone! No doubt there would be gibing at Whites, and shrugging at Almacks; but a fico, too, for that  it would not hurt him at Guadeloupe, and little at Genoa. And then on a sudden the fortune of which she had talked came into his head, and he smiled. It might be a thousand; or two, three, four, at most five thousand. A fortune! He smiled and looked at her.

He found her gazing steadily at him, her chin on her hand. Being caught, she reddened and looked, away. He took the mans privilege, and continued to gaze, and she to flush; and presently, What are you looking at? she said, moving uneasily.

A most beautiful face, he answered, with the note of sincerity in his voice which a womans ear never fails to appreciate.

She rose and curtsied low, perhaps to hide the tell-tale pleasure in her eyes. Thank you, sir, she said. And she drew back as if she intended to leave him.

But you are not  you are not offended, Julia?

Julia? she answered, smiling. No, but I think it is time I relieved your Highness from attendance. For one thing, I am not quite sure whether that pretty flattery was addressed to Clarissa  or to Pamela. And for another, she continued more coldly, seeing Sir George wince under this first stroke  he was far from having his mind made up I see Lady Dunborough watching us from the windows at the corner of the house. And I would not for worlds relieve her ladyships anxiety by seeming unfaithful to her son.

You can be spiteful, then? Soane said, laughing.

I can  and grateful, she answered. In proof of which I am going to make a strange request, Sir George. Do not misunderstand it. And yet  it is only that before you leave here  whatever be the circumstances under which you leave  you will see me for five minutes.

Sir George stared, bowed, and muttered Too happy. Then observing, or fancying he observed, that she was anxious to be rid of him, he took his leave and went into the house.

For a man who had descended the stairs an hour before, hipped to the last degree, with his mind on a pistol, it must be confessed that he went up with a light step; albeit, in a mighty obfuscation, as Dr. Johnson might have put it. A kinder smile, more honest eyes he swore he had never seen, even in a plain face. Her very blushes, of which the memory set his blasé blood dancing to a faster time, were a character in themselves. But  he wondered. She had made such advances, been so friendly, dropped such hints  he wondered. He was fresh from the masquerades, from Mrs. Cornelys assemblies, Lord Marchs converse, the Chudleighs fantasies; the girl had made an appointment  he wondered.

For all that, one thing was unmistakable. Life, as he went up the stairs, had taken on another and a brighter colour; was fuller, brisker, more generous. From a spare garret with one poor casement it had grown in an hour into a palace, vague indeed, but full of rich vistas and rosy distances and quivering delights. The corridor upstairs, which at his going out had filled him with distaste  there were boots in it, and water-cans  was now the Passage Beautiful; for he might meet her there. The day which, when he rose, had lain before him dull and monotonous  since Lord Chatham was too ill to see him, and he had no one with whom to game  was now full-furnished with interest, and hung with recollections  recollections of conscious eyes and the sweetest lips in the world. In a word, Julia had succeeded in that which she had set herself to do. Sir George might wonder. He was none the less in love.




CHAPTER XIII

A SPOILED CHILD

Julia was right in fancying that she saw Lady Dunboroughs face at one of the windows in the south-east corner of the house. Those windows commanded both the Marlborough High Street and the Salisbury road, welcomed alike the London and the Salisbury coach, overlooked the loungers at the entrance to the town, and supervised most details of the incoming and outgoing worlds. Lady Dunborough had not been up and about half-an-hour before she remarked these advantages. In an hour her ladyship was installed in that suite, which, though in the east wing, was commonly reckoned to be one of the best in the house. Heaven knows how she did it. There is a pertinacity, shameless and violent, which gains its ends, be the crowd between never so dense. It is possible that Mr. Smith would have ousted her had he dared. It is possible he had to pay forfeit to the rightful tenants, and in private cursed her for an old jade and a brimstone. But when a viscountess sits herself down in the middle of a room and declines to budge, she cannot with decency be taken up like a sack of hops and dumped in the passage.

Her ladyship, therefore, won, and had the pleasure of viewing from the coveted window the scene between Julia and Sir George; a scene which gave her the profoundest satisfaction. What she could not see  her eyes were no longer all that they had been  she imagined. In five minutes she had torn up the last rag of the girls character, and proved her as bad as the worst woman that ever rode down Cheapside in a cart. Lady Dunborough was not mealy-mouthed, nor one of those who mince matters.

What did I tell you? she cried. She will be on with that stuck-up before night, and be gone with morning. If Dunborough comes back he may whistle for her!

Mr. Thomasson did not doubt that her ladyship was right. But he spoke with indifferent spirit. He had had a bad night, had lain anywhere, and dressed nowhere, and was chilly and unkempt. Apart from the awe in which he stood of her ladyship, he would have returned to Oxford by the first coach that morning.

Dear me! Lady Dunborough announced presently. I declare he is leaving her! Lord, how the slut ogles him! She is a shameless baggage if ever there was one; and ruddled to the eyes, as I can see from here. I hope the white may kill her! Well, Ill be bound it wont be long before he is to her again! My fine gentleman is like the rest of them  a damned impudent fellow!

Mr. Thomasson turned up his eyes. There was something a little odd  does not your lady think so?  he ventured to say, in her taking possession of Sir Georges rooms as she did.

Did I not say so? Did I not say that very thing?

It seems to prove an understanding between them before they met here last night.

Ill take my oath on it! her ladyship cried with energy. Then in a tone of exultation she continued, Ah! here he is again, as I thought! And come round by the street to mask the matter! He has down beside her again. Oh, he is limed, he is limed! my lady continued, as she searched for her spying-glass, that she might miss no wit of the love-making.

The tutor was all complacence. It proves that your ladyships stratagem, he said, was to the point last night.

Oh, Dunborough will live to thank me for that! she answered. Gadzooks, he will! It is first come first served with these madams. This will open his eyes if anything will.

Still  it is to be hoped she will leave before he returns, Mr. Thomasson said, with a slight shiver of anticipation. He knew Mr. Dunboroughs temper.

Maybe, my lady answered. But even if she does not There she broke of, and stood peering through the window. And suddenly, Lords sake! she shrieked, what is this?

The fury of her tone, no less than the expletive  which we have ventured to soften  startled Mr. Thomasson to his feet. Approaching the window in trepidation  for her ladyships wrath was impartial, and as often alighted on the wrong head as the right  the tutor saw that she had dropped her quizzing-glass, and was striving with shaking hands  but without averting her eyes from the scene outside  to recover and readjust it. Curious as well as alarmed, he drew up to her, and, looking over her shoulder, discerned the seat and Julia; and, alas! seated on the bench beside Julia, not Sir George Soane, as my ladys indifferent sight, prompted by her wishes, had persuaded her, but Mr. Dunborough!

The tutor gasped. Oh, dear! he said, looking round, as if for a way of retreat. This is  this is most unfortunate.

My lady in her wrath did not heed him. Shaking her fist at her unconscious son, You rascal! she cried. You paltry, impudent fellow! You would do it before my eyes, would you? Oh, I would like to have the brooming of you! And that minx! Go down you, she continued, turning fiercely on the trembling, wretched Thomasson go down this instant, sir, and  and interrupt them! Dont stand gaping there, but down to them, booby, without the loss of a moment! And bring him up before the word is said. Bring him up, do you hear?

Bring him up? said Mr. Thomasson, his breath coming quickly. I?

Yes, you! Who else?

I  I  but, my dear lady, he is  he can be very violent, the unhappy tutor faltered, his teeth chattering, and his cheek flabby with fright. I have known him  and perhaps it would be better, considering my sacred office, to  to

To what, craven? her ladyship cried furiously.

To leave him awhile  I mean to leave him and presently

Lady Dunboroughs comment was a swinging blow, which the tutor hardly avoided by springing back. Unfortunately this placed her ladyship between him and the door; and it is not likely that he would have escaped her cane a second time, if his wits, and a slice of good fortune, had not come to his assistance. In the midst of his palpitating There, there, my lady! My dear good lady! his tune changed on a sudden to See; they are parting! They are parting already. And  and I think  I really think  indeed, my lady, I am sure that she has refused him! She has not accepted him?

Refused him! Lady Dunborough ejaculated in scorn. Nevertheless she lowered the cane and, raising her glass, addressed herself to the window. Not accepted him? Bosh, man!

But if Sir George had proposed to her before? the tutor suggested. There  oh, he is coming in! He has  he has seen us.

It was too true. Mr. Dunborough, approaching the door with a lowering face, had looked up as if to see what witnesses there were to his discomfiture. His eyes met his mothers. She shook her fist at him. Ay, he has, she said, her tone more moderate. And, Lord, it must be as you say! He is in a fine temper, if I am any judge.

I think, said Mr. Thomasson, looking round, I had better  better leave  your ladyship to see him alone.

No, said my lady firmly.

But  but Mr. Dunborough, the tutor pleaded, may like to see you alone. Yes, I am sure I had better go.

No, said my lady more decisively; and she laid her hand on the hapless tutors arm.

But  but if your ladyship is afraid of  of his violence, Mr. Thomasson stuttered, it will be better, surely, for me to call some  some of the servants.

Afraid? Lady Dunborough cried, supremely contemptuous. Do you think I am afraid of my own son? And such a son! A poor puppet, she continued, purposely raising her voice as a step sounded outside, and Mr. Dunborough, flinging open the door, appeared like an angry Jove on the threshold, who is fooled by every ruddled woman he meets! Ay, sir, I mean you! You! Oh, I am not to be browbeaten, Dunborough! she went on; and I will trouble you not to kick my furniture, you unmannerly puppy. And out or ins no matter, but shut the door after you.

Mr. Dunborough was understood to curse everybody; after which he fell into the chair that stood next the door, and, sticking his hands into his breeches-pockets, glared at my lady, his face flushed and sombre.

Hoity-toity! are these manners? said she. Do you see this reverend gentleman?

Ay, and G  d  him! cried Mr. Dunborough, with a very strong expletive; but Ill make him smart for it by-and-by. You have ruined me among you.

Saved you, you mean, said Lady Dunborough with complacency, if you are worth saving  which, mind you, I very much doubt, Dunborough.

If I had seen her last night, he answered, drawing a long breath, it would have been different. For that I have to thank you two. You sent me to lie at Bath and thought you had got rid of me. But I am back, and Ill remember it, my lady! Ill remember you too, you lying sneak!

You common, low fellow! said my lady.

Ay, talk away! said he; and then no more, but stared at the floor before him, his jaw set, and his brow as black as a thunder-cloud. He was a powerful man, and, with that face, a dangerous man. For he was honestly in love; the love was coarse, brutal, headlong, a passion to curse the woman who accepted it; but it was not the less love for that. On the contrary, it was such a fever as fills the veins with fire and drives a man to desperate things; as was proved by his next words.

You have ruined me among you, he said, his tone dull and thick, like that of a man in drink. If I had seen her last night, there is no knowing but what she would have had me. She would have jumped at it. You tell me why not! But she is different this morning. There is a change in her. Gad, my lady, with a bitter laugh, she is as good a lady as you, and better! And Id have used her gently. Now I shall carry her off. And if she crosses me I will wring her handsome neck!

It is noticeable that he did not adduce any reason why the night had changed her. Only he had got it firmly into his head that, but for the delay they had caused, all would be well. Nothing could move him from this.

Now I shall run away with her, he repeated.

She wont go with you, my lady cried with scorn.

I shant ask her, he answered. When there is no choice she will come to it. I tell you I shall carry her off. And if I am taken and hanged for it, Ill be hanged at Papworth  before your window.

You poor simpleton! she said. Go home to your father.

All right, my lady, he answered, without lifting his eyes from the carpet. Now you know. It will be your doing. I shall force her off, and if I am taken and hanged I will be hanged at Papworth. You took fine pains last night, but Ill take pains to-day. If I dont have her I shall never have a wife. But I will have her.

Fools cry for the moon, said my lady. Any way, get out of my room. You are a fine talker, but I warrant you will take care of your neck.

I shall carry her off and marry her, he repeated, his chin sunk on his breast, his hand rattling the money in his pocket.

It is a distance to Gretna, she answered. Youll be nearer it outside my door, my lad. So be stepping, will you? And if you take my advice, you will go to my lord.

All right; you know, he said sullenly. For that sneak there, if he comes in my way, Ill break every bone in his body. Good-day, my lady. When I see you again I will have Miss with me.

Like enough; but not Madam, she retorted. You are not such a fool as that comes to. And there is the Act besides!

That was her parting shot; for all the feeling she had shown, from the opening to the close of the interview, she might have been his worst enemy. Yet after a fashion, and as a part of herself, she did love him; which was proved by her first words after the door had closed upon him.

Lord! she said uneasily. I hope he will play no Ferrers tricks, and disgrace us all. He is a black desperate fellow, is Dunborough, when he is roused.

The crestfallen tutor could not in a moment recover himself; but he managed to say that he did not think Mr. Dunborough suspected Sir George; and that even if he did, the men had fought once, in which case there was less risk of a second encounter.

You dont know him, my lady answered, if you say that. But it is not that I mean. Hell do some wild thing about carrying her off. From a boy he would have his toy. Ive whipped him till the blood ran, and hes gone to it.

But without her consent, said Mr. Thomasson, it would not be possible.

I mistrust him, the viscountess answered. So do you go and find this baggage, and drop a word to her  to go in company you understand. Lord! he might marry her that way yet. For once away she would have to marry him  ay, and he to marry her to save his neck. And fine fools we should look.

Its  its a most surprising, wonderful thing she did not take him, said the tutor thoughtfully.

Its Gods mercy and her madness, quoth the viscountess piously. She may yet. And I would rather give you a bit of a living to marry her  ay, I would, Thomasson  than be saddled with such a besom!

Mr. Thomasson cast a sickly glance at her ladyship. The evening before, when the danger seemed imminent, she had named two thousand pounds and a living. Tonight, the living. To-morrow  what? For the living had been promised all along and in any case. Whereas now, a remote and impossible contingency was attached to it. Alas! the tutor saw very clearly that my ladys promises were pie-crust, made to be broken.

She caught the look, but attributed it to another cause. What do you fear, man? she said. Sho! he is out of the house by this time.

Mr. Thomasson would not have ventured far on that assurance, but he had himself seen Mr. Dunborough leave the house and pass to the stables; and anxious to escape for a time from his terrible patroness, he professed himself ready. Knowing where the rooms, which the girls party occupied, lay, in the west wing, he did not call a servant, but went through the house to them and knocked at the door.

He got no answer, so gently opened the door and peeped in. He discovered a pleasant airy apartment, looking by two windows over a little grass plot that flanked the house on that side, and lay under the shadow of the great Druid mound. The room showed signs of occupancy  a ladys cloak cast over a chair, a great litter of papers on the table. But for the moment it was empty.

He was drawing back, satisfied with his survey, when he caught the sound of a heavy tread in the corridor behind him. He turned; to his horror he discerned Mr. Dunborough striding towards him, a whip in one hand, and in the other a note; probably the note was for this very room. At the same moment Mr. Dunborough caught sight of the tutor, and bore down on him with a view halloa. Mr. Thomassons hair rose, his knees shook under him, he all but sank down where he was. Fortunately at the last moment his better angel came to his assistance. His hand was still on the latch of the door; to open it, to dart inside, and to shoot the bolt were the work of a second. Trembling he heard Mr. Dunborough come up and slash the door with his whip, and then, contented with this demonstration, pass on, after shouting through the panels that the tutor need not flatter himself  he would catch him by-and-by.

Mr. Thomasson devoutly hoped he would not; and, sweating at every pore, sat down to recover himself. Though all was quiet, he suspected the enemy of lying in wait; and rather than run into his arms was prepared to stay where he was, at any risk of discovery by the occupants. Or there might be another exit. Going to one of the windows to ascertain this, he found that there was; an outside staircase of stone affording egress to the grass plot. He might go that way; but no!  at the base of the Druid mound he perceived a group of townsfolk and rustics staring at the flank of the building  staring apparently at him. He recoiled; then he remembered that Lord Chathams rooms lay in that wing, and also looked over the gardens. Doubtless the countryfolk were watching in the hope that the great man would show himself at a window, or that, at the worst, they might see the crumbs shaken from a tablecloth he had used.

This alone would have deterred the tutor from a retreat so public: besides, he saw something which placed him at his ease. Beyond the group of watchers he espied three people strolling at their leisure, their backs towards him. His sight was better than Lady Dunboroughs; and he had no difficulty in making out the three to be Julia, her mother, and the attorney. They were moving towards the Bath road. Freed from the fear of interruption, he heaved a sigh of relief, and, choosing the most comfortable chair, sat down on it.

It chanced to stand by the table, and on the table, as has been said, lay a vast litter of papers. Mr. Thomassons elbow rested on one. He went to move it; in the act he read the heading: This is the last will and testament of me Sir Anthony Cornelius Soane, baronet, of Estcombe Hall, in the county of Wilts.

Tut-tut! said the tutor. That is not Soanes will, that is his grandfathers. And between idleness and curiosity, not unmingled with surprise, he read the will to the end. Beside it lay three or four narrow slips; he examined these, and found them to be extracts from a register. Apparently some one was trying to claim under the will; but Mr. Thomasson did not follow the steps or analyse the pedigree  his mind was engrossed by perplexity on another point. His thoughts might have been summed up in the lines  

Not that the things themselves are rich or rare,
The wonders how the devil they got there  

in a word, how came the papers to be in that room? These must be Soanes rooms, he muttered at last, looking about him. And yet  thats a womans cloak. And that old cowskin bag is not Sir Georges. It is odd. Ah! What is this?

This was a paper, written and folded brief-wise, and indorsed: Statement of the Claimants case for the worshipful consideration of the Eight Honourable the Earl of Chatham and others the trustees of the Estcombe Hall Estate. Without Prejudice.

So! said the tutor. This may be intelligible. And having assured himself by a furtive glance through the window that the owners of the room were not returning, he settled himself to peruse it. When he again looked up, which was at a point about one-third of the way through the document, his face wore a look of rapt, incredulous, fatuous astonishment.




CHAPTER XIV

A GOOD MANS DILEMMA

Ten minutes later Mr. Thomasson slid back the bolt, and opening the door, glanced furtively up and down the passage. Seeing no one, he came out, closed the door behind him, and humming an air from the Buona Figlinola, which was then the fashion, returned slowly, and with apparent deliberation, to the east wing. There he hastened to hide himself in a small closet of a chamber, which he had that morning secured on the second floor, and having bolted the door behind him, he plumped down on the scanty bed, and stared at the wall, he was the prey of a vast amazement.

Jupiter! he muttered at last, what a  a Pactolus I have missed! Three months ago, two months ago, she would have gone on her knees to marry me! And with all that money  Lord! I would have died Bishop of Oxford. It is monstrous! Positively, I am fit to kill myself when I think of it!

He paused awhile to roll the morsel on the palate of his imagination, and found that the pathos of it almost moved him to tears. But before long he fell from the clouds to more practical matters. The secret was his, but what was he going to do with it? Where make his market of it? One by one he considered all the persons concerned. To begin with, there was her ladyship. But the knowledge did not greatly affect the viscountess, and he did not trust her. He dismissed the thought of applying to her. It was the same with Dunborough; money or no money was all one to him, he would take the girl if he could get her. He was dismissed as equally hopeless. Soane came next; but Sir George either knew the secret, or must know it soon; and though his was a case the tutor pondered long, he discerned no profit he could claim from him. Moreover, he had not much stomach for driving a bargain with the baronet; so in the end Sir George too was set aside.

There remained only the Buona Figliuola  the girl herself. I might pay my court to her, the tutor thought, but she would have a spite against me for last nights work, and I doubt I could not do much. To be sure, I might put her on her guard against Dunborough, and trust to her gratitude; but it is ten to one she would not believe me. Or I could let him play his trick  if he is fool enough to put his neck in a noose  and step in and save her at the last moment. Ah! Mr. Thomasson continued, looking up to the ceiling in a flabby ecstasy of appreciation, If I had the courage! That were a game to play indeed, Frederick Thomasson!

It was, but it was hazardous; and the schemer rose and walked the floor, striving to discover a safer mode of founding his claim. He found none, however; and presently, with a wry face, he took out a letter which he had received on the eve of his departure from Oxford  a letter from a dun, threatening process and arrest. The sum was one which a years stipend of a fat living would discharge; and until the receipt of the letter the tutor, long familiar with embarrassment, had taken the matter lightly. But the letter was to the point, and meant business  a spunging house and the Fleet; and with the cold shade of the Rules in immediate prospect, Mr. Thomasson saw himself at his wits end. He thought and thought, and presently despair bred in him a bastard courage.

Buoyed up by this he tried to picture the scene; the lonely road, the carriage, the shrieking girl, the ruffians looking fearfully up and down as they strove to silence her; and himself running to the rescue; as Mr. Burchell ran with the big stick, in Mr. Goldsmiths novel, which he had read a few months before. Then the struggle. He saw himself knocked  well, pushed down; after all, with care, he might play a fine part without much risk. The men might fly either at sight of him, or when he drew nearer and added his shouts to the girls cries; or  or some one else might come up, by chance or summoned by the uproar! In a minute it would be over; in a minute  and what a rich reward he might reap.

Nevertheless he did not feel sure he would be able to do it. His heart thumped, and his smile grew sickly, and he passed his tongue again and again over his dry lips, as he thought of the venture. But do it or not when the time came, he would at least give himself the chance. He would attend the girl wherever she went, dog her, watch her, hang on her skirts; so, if the thing happened, he would be at hand, and if he had the courage, would save her.

It should  it should stand me in a thousand! he muttered, wiping his damp brow, and that would put me on my legs.

He put her gratitude at that; and it was a great sum, a rich bribe. He thought of the money lovingly, and of the feat with trembling, and took his hat and unlocked his door and went downstairs. He spied about him cautiously until he learned that Mr. Dunborough had departed; then he went boldly to the stables, and inquired and found that the gentleman had started for Bristol in a post-chaise. In a middling black temper, the ostler added, saving your reverences presence.

That ascertained, the tutor needed no more. He knew that Dunborough, on his way to foreign service, had lain ten days in Bristol, whistling for a wind; that he had landed there also on his return, and made  on his own authority  some queer friends there. Bristol, too, was the port for the plantations; a slave-mart under the rose, with the roughest of all the English seatown populations. There were houses at Bristol where crimping was the least of the crimes committed; in the docks, where the great ships, laden with sugar and tobacco, sailed in and out in their seasons, lay sloops and skippers, ready to carry all comers, criminal and victim alike, beyond the reach of the law. The very name gave Mr. Thomasson pause; he could have done with Gretna  which Lord Hardwickes Marriage Act had lately raised to importance  or Berwick, or Harwich, or Dover. But Bristol had a grisly sound. From Marlborough it lay no more than forty miles away by the Chippenham and Marshfield road; a post-chaise and four stout horses might cover the distance in four hours.

He felt, as he sneaked into the house, that the die was cast. The other intended to do it then. And that meant Oh, Lord, he muttered, wiping his brow, I shall never dare! If he is there himself, I shall never dare! As he crawled upstairs he went hot one moment and shivered the next; and did not know whether he was glad or sorry that the chance would be his to take.

Fortunately, on reaching the first floor he remembered that Lady Dunborough had requested him to convey her compliments to Dr. Addington, with an inquiry how Lord Chatham did. The tutor felt that a commonplace interview of this kind would settle his nerves; and having learned the position of Dr. Addingtons apartments, he found his way down the snug passage of which we know and knocked at the door. A voice, disagreeably raised, was speaking on the other side of the door, but paused at the sound of his knock. Some one said Come in, and he entered.

He found Dr. Addington standing on the hearth, stiff as a poker, and swelling with dignity. Facing him stood Mr. Fishwick. The attorney, flustered and excited, cast a look at Mr. Thomasson as if his entrance were an added grievance; but that done, went on with his complaint.

I tell you, sir, he said, I do not understand this. His lordship was able to travel yesterday, and last evening he was well enough to see Sir George Soane.

He did not see him, the physician answered stiffly. There is no class which extends less indulgence to another than the higher grade of professional men to the lower grade. While to Sir George Mr. Fishwick was an odd little man, comic, and not altogether inestimable, to Dr. Addington he was an anathema.

I said only, sir, that he was well enough to see him, the lawyer retorted querulously. Be that as it may, his lordship was not seriously ill yesterday. To-day I have business of the utmost importance with him, and am willing to wait upon him at any hour. Nevertheless you tell me that I cannot see him to-day, nor to-morrow

Nor in all probability the next day, the doctor answered grimly.

Mr. Fishwicks voice rose almost to a shriek. Nor the next day? he cried.

No, nor the next day, so far as I can judge.

But I must see him! I tell you, sir, I must see him, the lawyer ejaculated. I have the most important business with him!

The most important?

The most important!

My dear sir, Dr. Addington said, raising his hand and clearly near the end of his patience, my answer is that you shall see him  when he is well enough to be seen, and chooses to see you, and not before! For myself, whether you see him now or never see him, is no business of mine. But it is my business to be sure that his lordship does not risk a life which is of inestimable value to his country.

But  but yesterday he was well enough to travel! murmured the lawyer, somewhat awed. I  I do not like this!

The doctor looked at the door.

I  I believe I am being kept from his lordship! Mr. Fishwick persisted, stuttering nervously. And there are people whose interest it is to keep me from his lordship. I warn you, sir, that if anything happens in the meantime

The doctor rang the bell.

I shall hold you responsible! Mr. Fishwick cried passionately. I consider this a most mysterious illness. I repeat, I

But apparently that was the last straw. Mysterious? the doctor cried, his face purple with indignation. Leave the room, sir! You are not sane, sir! By God, you ought to be shut up, sir! You ought not to be allowed to go about. Do you think that you are the only person who wants to see His Majestys Minister? Here is a courier come to-day from His Grace the Duke of Grafton, and to-morrow there will be a score, and a kings messenger from His Majesty among them  and all this trouble is given by a miserable, little, paltry, petti  Begone, sir, before I say too much! he continued trembling with anger. And then to the servant, John, the door! the door! And see that this person does not trouble me again. Be good enough to communicate in writing, sir, if you have anything to say.

With which poor Mr. Fishwick was hustled out, protesting but not convinced. It is seldom the better side of human nature that lawyers see; nor is an attorneys office, or a barristers chamber, the soil in which a luxuriant crop of confidence is grown. In common with many persons of warm feelings, but narrow education, Mr. Fishwick was ready to believe on the smallest evidence  or on no evidence at all  that the rich and powerful were leagued against his client; that justice, if he were not very sharp, would be denied him; that the heavy purse had a knack of outweighing the righteous cause, even in England and in the eighteenth century. And the fact that all his hopes were staked on this case, that all his resources were embarked in it, that it had fallen, as it were, from heaven into his hands  wherefore the greater the pity if things went amiss  rendered him peculiarly captious and impracticable. After this every day, nay, every hour, that passed without bringing him to Lord Chathams presence augmented his suspense and doubled his anxiety. To be put off, not one day, but two days, three days  what might not happen in three days!  was a thing intolerable, insufferable; a thing to bring the heavens down in pity on his head! What wonder if he rebelled hourly; and being routed, as we have seen him routed, muttered dark hints in Julias ear, and, snubbed in that quarter also, had no resource but to shut himself up in his sleeping-place, and there brood miserably over his suspicions and surmises?

Even when the lapse of twenty-four hours brought the swarm of couriers, messengers, and expresses which Dr. Addington had foretold; when the High Street of Marlborough  a name henceforth written on the page of history  became but a slowly moving line of coaches and chariots bearing the select of the county to wait on the great Minister; when the little town itself began to throb with unusual life, and to take on airs of fashion, by reason of the crowd that lay in it; when the Duke of Grafton himself was reported to be but a stage distant, and there detained by the Earls express refusal to see him; when the very KING, it was rumoured, was coming on the same business; when, in a word, it became evident that the eyes of half England were turned to the Castle Inn at Marlborough, where Englands great statesman lay helpless, and gave no sign, though the wheels of state creaked and all but stood still  even then Mr. Fishwick refused to be satisfied, declined to be comforted. In place of viewing this stir and bustle, this coming and going as a perfect confirmation of Dr. Addingtons statement, and a proof of his integrity, he looked askance at it. He saw in it a demonstration of the powers ranked against him and the principalities he had to combat; he felt, in face of it, how weak, how poor, how insignificant he was; and at one time despaired, and at another was in a frenzy, at one time wearied Julia with prophecies of treachery, at another poured his forebodings into the more sympathetic bosom of the elder woman. The reader may laugh; but if he has ever staked his all on a cast, if he has taken up a hand of twelve trumps, only to hear the ominous word misdeal! he will find something in Mr. Fishwicks attitude neither unnatural nor blameworthy.




CHAPTER XV

AMORIS INTEGRATIO

During the early days of the Ministers illness, when, as we have seen, all the political world of England were turning their coaches and six towards the Castle Inn, it came to be the custom for Julia to go every morning to the little bridge over the Kennet, thence to watch the panorama of departures and arrivals; and for Sir George to join her there without excuse or explanation, and as if, indeed, nothing in the world were more natural. As the Earls illness continued to detain all who desired to see him  from the Duke of Graftons parliamentary secretary to the humblest aspirant to a tide-waitership  Soane was not the only one who had time on his hands and sought to while it away in the company of the fair. The shades of Preshute churchyard, which lies in the bosom of the trees, not three bowshots from the Castle Inn and hard by the Kennet, formed the chosen haunt of one couple. A second pair favoured a seat situate on the west side of the Castle Mound, and well protected by shrubs from the gaze of the vulgar. And there were others.

These Corydons, however, were at ease; they basked free from care in the smiles of their Celias. But Soane, in his philandering, had to do with black care that would be ever at his elbow; black care, that always when he was not with Julia, and sometimes while he talked to her, would jog his thoughts, and draw a veil before the future. The prospect of losing Estcombe, of seeing the family Lares broken and cast out, and the family stem, tender and young, yet not ungracious, snapped off short, wrung a heart that belied his cold exterior. Moreover, when all these had been sacrificed, he was his own judge how far he could without means pursue the life which he was living. Suspense, anxiety, sordid calculation were ever twitching his sleeve, and would have his attention. Was the claim a valid claim, and must it prevail? If it prevailed, how was he to live; and where, and on what? Would the Minister grant his suit for a place or a pension? Should he prefer that suit, or might he still by one deep night and one great hand at hazard win back the thirty thousand guineas he had lost in five years?
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HE WOULD FALL SILENT IN JULIAS COMPANY.

Such questions, troubling him whether he would or no, and forcing themselves on his attention when they were least welcome, ruffled at last the outward composure on which as a man of fashion he plumed himself. He would fall silent in Julias company, and turning his eyes from her, in unworthy forgetfulness, would trace patterns in the dust with his cane, or stare by the minute together at the quiet stream that moved sluggishly beneath them.

On these occasions she made no attempt to rouse him. But when he again awoke to the world, to the coach passing in its cloud of dust, or the gaping urchin, or the clang of the distant dinner-bell, he would find her considering him with an enigmatical smile, that lay in the region between amusement and pity; her shapely chin resting on her hand, and the lace falling from the whitest wrist in the world. One day the smile lasted so long, was so strange and dubious, and so full of a weird intelligence, that it chilled him; it crept to his bones, disconcerted him, and set him wondering. The uneasy questions that had haunted him at the first, recurred. Why was this girl so facile, who had seemed so proud, and whose full lips curved so naturally? Was she really won, or was she with some hidden motive only playing with him? The notion was not flattering to a fine gentlemans vanity; and in any other case he would have given himself credit for conquest. But he had discovered that this girl was not as other girls; and then there was that puzzling smile. He had surprised it half a dozen times before.

What is it? he said abruptly, holding her eyes with his. This time he was determined to clear up the matter.

What? she asked in apparent innocence. But she coloured, and he saw that she understood.

What does your smile mean, Pulcherrima?

Only  that I was reading your thoughts, Sir George, she answered. And they were not of me.

Impossible! he said. I vow, Julia

Dont vow, she answered quickly, or when you vow  some other time  I may not be able to believe you! You were not thinking of me, Sir George, but of your home, and the avenue of which you told me, and the elms in which the rooks lived, and the river in which you used to fish. You were wondering to whom they would go, and who would possess them, and who would be born in the room in which you were born, and who would die in the room in which your father died.

You are a witch! he said, a spasm of pain crossing his face.

Thank you, she answered, looking at him over her fan. Last time you said, D  n the girl! It is clear I am improving your manners, Sir George. You are now so polite, that presently you will consult me.

So she could read his very thoughts! Could set him on the rack! Could perceive when pain and not irritation underlay the oath or the compliment. He was always discovering something new in her; something that piqued his curiosity, and kept him amused. Suppose I consult you now? he said.

She swung her fan to and fro, playing with it childishly, looking at the light through it, and again dropping it until it hung from her wrist by a ribbon. As your highness pleases, she said at last. Only I warn you, that I am not the Bottle Conjuror.

No, for you are here, and he was not there, Sir George answered, affecting to speak in jest. But tell me; what shall I do in this case? A claim is made against me.

Its the bomb, she said, that burst, Sir George, is it not?

The same. The point is, shall I resist the claim, or shall I yield to it? What do you say, maam?

She tossed up her fan and caught it deftly, and looked to him for admiration. Then, It depends, she said. Is it a large claim?

It is a claim  for all I have, he answered slowly. It was the first time he had confessed that to any one, except to himself in the night watches.

If he thought to touch her, he succeeded. If he had fancied her unfeeling before, he did so no longer. She was red one minute and pale the next, and the tears came into her eyes. Oh, she cried, her breast heaving, you should not have told me! Oh, why did you tell me? And she rose hurriedly as if to leave him; and then sat down again, the fan quivering in her hand.

But you said you would advise me! he answered in surprise.

I! Oh, no! no! she cried.

But you must! he persisted, more deeply moved than he would show. I want your advice. I want to know how the case looks to another. It is a simple question. Shall I fight, Julia, or shall I yield to the claim?

Fight or yield? she said, her voice broken by agitation. Shall you fight or yield? You ask me?

Yes.

Then fight! Fight! she answered, with surprising emotion: and she rose again to her feet. And again sat down. Fight them to the last, Sir George! she cried breathlessly. Let the creatures have nothing! Not a penny! Not an acre!

But  if it is a righteous claim? he said, amazed at her excitement.

Righteous? she answered passionately. How can a claim be righteous that takes all that a man has?

He nodded, and studied the road awhile, thinking less of her advice than of the strange fervour with which she had given it. At the end of a minute he was surprised to hear her laugh. He felt hurt, and looked up to learn the reason; and was astounded to find her smiling at him as lightly and gaily as if nothing had occurred to interrupt her most whimsical mood; as if the question he had put to her had not been put, or were a farce, a jest, a mere pastime!

Sho, Sir George, she said, how silly you must think me to proffer you advice; and with an air as if the sky were falling? Do you forgive me?

I forgive you that, Sir George answered. But, poor fellow, he winced under her sudden change of tone.

That is well, she said confidently. And there again, do you know you are changed; you would not have said that a week ago. I have most certainly improved your manners.

Sir George made an effort to answer her in the same strain. Well, I should improve, he said. I come very regularly to school. Do you know how many days we have sat here, ma belle?

A faint colour tinged her cheek. If I do not, that dreadful Mr. Thomasson does, she answered. I believe he never lets me go out of his sight. And for what you say about days  what are days, or even weeks, when it is a question of reforming a rake, Sir George? Who was it you named to me yesterday, she continued archly, but with her eyes on the toe of her shoe which projected from her dress, who carried the gentleman into the country when he had lost I dont know how many thousand pounds? And kept him there out of harms way?

It was Lady Carlisle, Sir George answered drily; and the gentleman was her husband.

It was Julias turn to draw figures in the dust of the roadway, which she did very industriously; and the two were silent for quite a long time, while some ones heart bumped as if it would choke her. At length He was not quite ruined, was he? she said, with elaborate carelessness; her voice was a little thick  perhaps by reason of the bumping.

Lord, no! said Sir George. And I am, you see.

While I am not your wife! she answered; and flashed her eyes on him in sudden petulance; and then, Well, perhaps if my lady had her choice  to be wife to a rake can be no bed of roses, Sir George! While to be wife to a ruined rake  perhaps to be wife to a man who, if he were not ruined, would treat you as the dirt beneath his feet, beneath his notice, beneath

She did not seem to be able to finish the sentence, but rose choking, her face scarlet. He rose more slowly. Lord! he said humbly, looking at her in astonishment, what has come to you suddenly? What has made you angry with me, child?

Child? she exclaimed. Am I a child? You play with me as if I were!

Play with you? Sir George said, dumfounded; he was quite taken aback by her sudden vehemence. My dear girl, I cannot understand you. I am not playing with you. If any one is playing, it is you. Sometimes  I wonder whether you hate me or love me. Sometimes I am happy enough to think the one; sometimes  I think the other

It has never struck you, she said, speaking with her head high, and in her harshest and most scornful tone, that I may do neither the one nor the other, but be pleased to kill my time with you  since I must stay here until my lawyer has done his business?

Oh! said Soane, staring helplessly at the angry beauty, if that be all

That is all! she cried. Do you understand? That is all.

He bowed gravely. Then I am glad that I have been of use to you. That at least, he said.

Thank you, she said drily. I am going into the house now. I need not trouble you farther.

And sweeping him a curtsey that might have done honour to a duchess, she turned and sailed away, the picture of disdain. But when her face was safe from his gaze and he could no longer see them, her eyes filled with tears of shame and vexation; she had to bite her trembling lip to keep them back. Presently she slackened her speed and almost stopped  then hurried on, when she thought that she heard him following. But he did not overtake her, and Julias step grew slow again, and slower until she reached the portico.

Between love and pride, hope and shame, she had a hard fight; happily a coach was unloading, and she could stand and feign interest in the passengers. Two young fellows fresh from Bath took fire at her eyes; but one who stared too markedly she withered with a look, and, if the truth be told, her fingers tingled for his ears. Her own ears were on the alert, directed backwards like a hares. Would he never come? Was he really so simple, so abominably stupid, so little versed in womans ways? Or was he playing with her? Perhaps, he had gone into the town? Or trudged up the Salisbury road; if so, and if she did not see him now, she might not meet him until the next morning; and who could say what might happen in the interval? True, he had promised that he would not leave Marlborough without seeing her; but things had altered between them since then.

At last  at last, when she felt that her pride would allow her to stay no longer, and she was on the point of going in, the sound of his step cut short her misery. She waited, her heart beating quickly, to hear his voice at her elbow. Presently she heard it, but he was speaking to another; to a coarse rough man, half servant half loafer, who had joined him, and was in the act of giving him a note. Julia, outwardly cool, inwardly on tenterhooks, saw so much out of the corner of her eye, and that the two, while they spoke, were looking at her. Then the man fell back, and Sir George, purposely averting his gaze and walking like a man heavy in thought, went by her; he passed through the little crowd about the coach, and was on the point of disappearing through the entrance, when she hurried after him and called his name.

He turned, between the pillars, and saw her. A word with you, if you please, she said. Her tone was icy, her manner freezing.

Sir George bowed. This way, if you please, she continued imperiously; and preceded him across the hall and through the opposite door and down the steps to the gardens, that had once been Lady Hertfords delight. Nor did she pause or look at him until they were halfway across the lawn; then she turned, and with a perfect change of face and manner, smiling divinely in the sunlight,

Easy her motion seemed, serene her air,

she held out her hand.

You have come  to beg my pardon, I hope? she said.

The smile she bestowed on him was an April smile, the brighter for the tears that lurked behind it; but Soane did not know that, nor, had he known it, would it have availed him. He was utterly dazzled, conquered, subjugated by her beauty. Willingly, he said. But for what?

Oh, for  everything! she answered with supreme assurance.

I ask your divinitys pardon for everything, he said obediently.

It is granted, she answered. And  I shall see you to-morrow, Sir George?

To-morrow? he said. Alas, no; I shall be away to-morrow.

He had eyes; and the startling fashion in which the light died out of her face, and left it grey and colourless, was not lost on him. But her voice remained steady, almost indifferent. Oh! she said, you are going? And she raised her eyebrows.

Yes, he answered; I have to go to Estcombe.

She tried to force a laugh, but failed. And you do not return? We shall not see you again? she said.

It lies with you, he answered slowly. I am returning to-morrow evening by the Bath road. Will you come and meet me, Julia  say, as far as the Manton turning? Its on your favourite road. I know you stroll there every evening. I shall be there a little after five. If you come to-morrow, I shall know that, notwithstanding your hard words, you will take in hand the reforming of a rake  and a ruined rake, Julia. If you do not come

He hesitated. She had to turn away her head that he might not see the light that had returned to her eyes. Well, what then? she said softly.

I do not know.

But Lady Carlisle was his wife, she whispered, with a swift sidelong shot from eyes instantly averted. And  you remember what you said to me  at Oxford? That if I were a lady, you would make me your wife. I am not a lady, Sir George.

I did not say that, Sir George answered quickly.

No! What then?

You know very well, he retorted with malice.

All of her cheek and neck that he could see turned scarlet. Well, at any rate, she said, let us be sure now that you are talking not to Clarissa but to Pamela?

I am talking to neither, he answered manfully. And he stood erect, his hat in his hand; they were almost of a height. I am talking to the most beautiful woman in the world, he said, whom I also believe to be the most virtuous  and whom I hope to make my wife. Shall it be so, Julia?

She was trembling excessively; she used her fan that he might not see how her hand shook. I  I will tell you to-morrow, she murmured breathlessly. At Manton Corner.

Now! Now! he said.

But she cried No, to-morrow, and fled from him into the house, deaf, as she passed through the hall, to the clatter of dishes and the cries of the waiters and the rattle of orders; for she had the singing of larks in her ears, and her heart rose on the throb of the song, rose until she felt that she must either cry or die  of very happiness.




CHAPTER XVI

THE BLACK FAN

I believe that Sir George, riding soberly to Estcombe in the morning, was not guiltless of looking back in spirit. Probably there are few men who, when the binding word has been said and the final step taken, do not feel a revulsion of mind, and for a moment question the wisdom of their choice. A more beautiful wife he could not wish; she was fair of face and faultless in shape, as beautiful as a Churchill or a Gunning. And in all honesty, and in spite of the undoubted advances she had made to him, he believed her to be good and virtuous. But her birth, her quality, or rather her lack of quality, her connections, these were things to cry him pause, to bid him reflect; until the thought  mean and unworthy, but not unnatural  that he was ruined, and what did it matter whom he wedded? came to him, and he touched his horse with the spur and cantered on by upland, down and clump, by Avebury, and Yatesbury, and Compton Bassett, until he came to his home.

Returning in the afternoon, sad at starting, but less sad with every added mile that separated him from the house to which he had bidden farewell in his heart  and which, much as he prized it now, he had not visited twice a year while it was his  it was another matter. He thought little of the future; of the past not at all. The present was sufficient for him. In an hour, in half an hour, in ten minutes, he would see her, would hold her hands in his, would hear her say that she loved him, would look unreproved into the depths of her proud eyes, would see them sink before his. Not a regret now for Whites! Or the gaming table! Or Mrs. Cornelys and Bettys! Gone the blasé insouciance of St. Jamess. The whole man was set on his mistress. Ruined, he had naught but her to look forward to, and he hungered for her. He cantered through Avebury, six miles short of Marlborough, and saw not one house. Through West Kennet, where his shadow went long and thin before him; through Fyfield, where he well-nigh ran into a post-chaise, which seemed to be in as great a hurry to go west as he was to go east; under the Devils Den, and by Clatford cross-lanes, nor drew rein until  as the sun sank finally behind him, leaving the downs cold and grey  he came in sight of Manton Corner.

Then, that no look of shy happiness, no downward quiver of the maiden eyelids might be lost  for the morsel, now it was within his grasp, was one to linger over and dwell on  Sir George, his own eyes shining with eagerness, walked his horse forward, his gaze greedily seeking the flutter of her kerchief or the welcome of her hand. Would she be at the meeting of the roads  shrinking aside behind the bend, her eyes laughing to greet him? No, he saw as he drew nearer that she was not there. Then he knew where she would be; she would be waiting for him on the foot-bridge in the lane, fifty yards from the high-road, yet within sight of it. She would have her lover come so far  to win her. The subtlety was like her, and pleased him.

But she was not there, nor was she to be seen elsewhere in the lane; for this descended a gentle slope until it plunged, still under his eyes, among the thatched roofs and quaint cottages of the village, whence the smoke of the evening meal rose blue among the trees. Soanes eyes returned to the main road; he expected to hear her laugh, and see her emerge at his elbow. But the length of the highway lay empty before, and empty behind; and all was silent. He began to look blank. A solitary house, which had been an inn, but was now unoccupied, stood in the angle formed by Manton Lane and the road; he scrutinised it. The big doors leading to the stable-yard were ajar; but he looked in and she was not there, though he noted that horses had stood there lately. For the rest, the house was closed and shuttered, as he had seen it that morning, and every day for days past.

Was it possible that she had changed her mind? That she had played or was playing him false? His heart said no. Nevertheless he felt a chill and a degree of disillusion as he rode down the lane to the foot-bridge; and over it, and on as far as the first house of the village. Still he saw nothing of her; and he turned. Riding back his search was rewarded with a discovery. Beside the ditch, at the corner where the road and lane met, and lying in such a position that it was not visible from the highway, but only from the lower ground of the lane, lay a plain black fan.

Sir George sprang down, picked it up, and saw that it was Julias; and still possessed by the idea that she was playing him a trick he kissed it, and looked sharply round, hoping to detect her laughing face. Without result; then at last he began to feel misgiving. The road under the downs was growing dim and shadowy; the ten minutes he had lingered had stolen away the warmth and colour of the day. The camps and tree-clumps stood black on the hills, the blacker for the creeping mist that stole beside the river where he stood. In another ten minutes night would fall in the valley. Sir George, his heart sinking under those vague and apparently foolish alarms which are among the penalties of affection, mounted his horse, stood in his stirrups, and called her name Julia! Julia!  not loudly, but so that if she were within fifty yards of him she must hear.

He listened. His ear caught a confused babel of voices in the direction of Marlborough; but only the empty house, echoing Julia! answered him. Not that he waited long for an answer; something in the dreary aspect of the evening struck cold to his heart, and touching his horse with the spur, he dashed off at a hand-gallop. Meeting the Bristol night-wagon beyond the bend of the road he was by it in a second. Nevertheless, the bells ringing at the horses necks, the cracking whips, the tilt lurching white through the dusk somewhat reassured him. Reducing his pace, and a little ashamed of his fears, he entered the inn grounds by the stable entrance, threw his reins to a man  who seemed to have something to say, but did not say it  and walked off to the porch. He had been a fool to entertain such fears; in a minute he would see Julia.

Even as he thought these thoughts, he might have seen  had he looked that way  half a dozen men on foot and horseback, bustling out with lanterns through the great gates. Their voices reached him mellowed by distance; but immersed in thinking where he should find Julia, and what he should say to her, he crossed the roadway without heeding a commotion which in such a place was not unusual. On the contrary, the long lighted front of the house, the hum of life that rose from it, the sharp voices of a knot of men who stood a little on one side, arguing eagerly and all at once, went far to dissipate such of his fears as the pace of his horse had left. Beyond doubt Julia, finding herself in solitude, had grown alarmed and had returned, fancying him late; perhaps pouting because he had not forestalled the time!

But the moment he passed through the doorway his ear caught that buzz of excited voices, raised in all parts and in every key, that betokens disaster. And with a sudden chill at his heart, as of a cold hand gripping it, he stood, and looked down the hall. It was well perhaps that he had that moment of preparation, those few seconds in which to steady himself, before the full sense of what had happened struck him.

The lighted hall was thronged and in an uproar. A busy place, of much coming and going it ever was. Now the floor was crowded in every part with two or three score persons, all speaking, gesticulating, advising at once. Here a dozen men were proving something; there another group were controverting it; while twice as many listened, wide-eyed and open-mouthed, or in their turn dashed into the babel. That something very serious had happened Sir George could not doubt. Once he caught the name of Lord Chatham, and the statement that he was worse, and he fancied that that was it. But the next moment the speaker added loudly, Oh, he cannot be told! He is not to be told! The doctor has gone to him! I tell you, he is worse to-day! And this, giving the lie to that idea, revived his fears. His eyes passing quickly over the crowd, looked everywhere for Julia; he found her nowhere. He touched the nearest man on the arm, and asked him what had happened.

The person he addressed was about to reply when an agitated figure, wig awry, cravat loosened, eyes staring, forced itself through the crowd, and, flinging itself on Sir George, clutched him by the open breast of his green riding-coat. It was Mr. Fishwick, but Mr. Fishwick transfigured by a great fright, his face grey, his cheeks trembling. For a moment such was his excitement he could not speak. Then Where is she? he stuttered, almost shaking Sir George on his feet. What have you done with her, you  you villain? Soane, with misgivings gnawing at his heart, was in no patient mood. In a blaze of passion he flung the attorney from him. You madman! he said; what idiocy is this?

Mr. Fishwick fell heavily against a stout gentleman in splashed boots and an old-fashioned Ramillies, who fortunately for the attorney, blocked the way to the wall. Even so the shock was no light one. But, breathless and giddy as he was the lawyer returned instantly to the charge. I denounce you! he cried furiously. I denounce this man! You, and you, he continued, appealing with frantic gestures to those next him, mark what I say! She is the claimant to his estates  estates he holds on sufferance! To-morrow justice would have been done, and to-night he has kidnapped her. All he has is hers, I tell you, and he has kidnapped her. I denounce him! I

What Bedlam stuff is this? Sir George cried hoarsely; and he looked round the ring of curious starers, the sweat standing on his brow. Every eye in the hall was upon him, and there was a great silence; for the accusation to which the lawyer gave tongue had been buzzed and bruited since the first cry of alarm roused the house. What stuff is this? he repeated, his head giddy with the sense of that which Mr. Fishwick had said. Who  who is it has been kidnapped? Speak! D  n you! Will no one speak?

Your cousin, the lawyer answered. Your cousin, who claims

Softly, man  softly, said the landlord, coming forward and laying his hand on the lawyers shoulder. And we shall the sooner know what to do. Briefly, Sir George, he continued, the young lady who has been in your company the last day or two was seized and carried off in a post-chaise half an hour ago, as I am told  maybe a little more  from Manton Corner. For the rest, which this gentleman says, about who she is and her claim  which it does not seem to me can be true and your honour not know it  it is news to me. But, as I understand it, Sir George, he alleges that the young lady who has disappeared lays claim to your honours estates at Estcombe.

At Estcombe?

Yes, sir.

Sir George did not reply, but stood staring at the man, his mind divided between two thoughts. The first that this was the solution of the many things that had puzzled him in Julia; at once the explanation of her sudden amiability, her new-born forwardness, the mysterious fortune into which she had come, and of her education and her strange past. She was his cousin, the unknown claimant! She was his cousin, and  

He awoke with a start, dragged away by the second thought  hard following on the first. From Manton Corner? he cried, his voice keen, his eye terrible. Who saw it?

One of the servants, the landlord answered, who had gone to the top of the Mound to clean the mirrors in the summer-house. Here, you, he continued, beckoning to a man who limped forward reluctantly from one of the side passages in which he had been standing, show yourself, and tell this gentleman the story you told me.

If it please your honour, the fellow whimpered, it was no fault of mine. I ran down to give the alarm as soon as I saw what was doing  they were forcing her into the carriage then  but I was in such a hurry I fell and rolled to the bottom of the Mound, and was that dazed and shaken it was five minutes before I could find any one.

How many were there? Sir George asked. There was an ugly light in his eyes and his cheeks burned. But he spoke with calmness.

Two I saw, and there may have been more. The chaise had been waiting in the yard of the empty house at the corner, the old Nags Head. I saw it come out. That was the first thing I did see. And then the lady.

Did she seem to be unwilling? the man in the Ramillies asked. Did she scream?

Ay, she screamed right enough, the fellow answered lumpishly. I heard her, though the noise came faint-like. It is a good distance, your honourll mind, and some would not have seen what I saw.

And she struggled?

Ay, sir, she did. They were having a business with her when I left, I can tell you.

The picture was too much for Sir George. Gripping the landlords shoulder so fiercely that Smith winced and cried out, And you have heard this man, he said, and you chatter here? Fools! This is no matter for words, but for horses and pistols! Get me a horse and pistols  and tell my servant. Are you so many dolls? D  n you, sir  this to Mr. Fishwick stand out of my way!




CHAPTER XVII

MR. FISHWICK, THE ARBITER

Mr. Fishwick, who had stepped forward with a vague notion of detaining him, fell back. Sir Georges stern aspect, which bore witness to the passions that raged in a heart at that moment cruelly divided, did not encourage interference; and though one or two muttered, no one moved. There is little doubt that he would have passed out without delay, mounted, and gone in pursuit  with what result in the direction of altering the issue, it is impossible to state  if an obstacle had not been cast in his way by an unexpected hand.

In every crowd, the old proverb has it, there are a knave and a fool. Between Sir George bursting with passion, and the door by which he had entered and to which he turned, stood Lady Dunborough. Her ladyship had been one of the first to hear the news and to take the alarm; it is safe to say, also, that for obvious reasons  and setting aside the lawyer and Sir George  she was of all present the person most powerfully affected by the news of the outrage. But she had succeeded in concealing alike her fears and her interest; she had exclaimed with others  neither more nor less; and had hinted, in common with three-fourths of the ladies present, that the minxs cries were forced, and her bonne fortune sufficiently to her mind. In a word she had comported herself so fitly that if there was one person in the hall whose opinion was likely to carry weight, as being coolly and impartially formed, it was her ladyship.

When she stepped forward therefore, and threw herself between Sir George and the door  still more when, with an intrepid gesture, she cried Stay, sir; we have not done with you yet, there was a sensation. As the crowd pressed up to see and hear what passed, her accusing finger pointed steadily to Sir Georges breast. What is that you have there? she continued. That which peeps from your breast pocket, sir?

Sir George, who, furious as he was, could go no farther without coming in contact with her ladyship, smothered an oath. Madam, he said, let me pass.

Not until you explain how you came by that fan, she answered sturdily; and held her ground.

Fan? he cried savagely. What fan?

Unfortunately the passions that had swept through his mind during the last few minutes, the discovery he had made, and the flood of pity that would let him think of nothing but the girl  the girl carried away screaming and helpless, a prey to he knew not whom  left in his mind scant room for trifles. He had clean forgotten the fan. But the crowd gave him no credit for this; and some murmured, and some exchanged glances, when he asked What fan? Still more when my lady rejoined, The fan in your breast, and drew it out and all saw it, was there a plain and general feeling against him.

Unheeding, he stared at the fan with grief-stricken eyes. I picked it up in the road, he muttered, as much to himself as to them.

It is hers?

Yes, he said, holding it reverently. She must have dropped it  in the struggle! And then My God! he continued fiercely, the sight of the fan bringing the truth more vividly before him, Let me pass! Or I shall be doing some one a mischief! Madam, let me pass, I say!

His tone was such that an ordinary woman must have given way to him; but the viscountess had her reasons for being staunch. No, she said stoutly, not until these gentlemen have heard more. You have her fan, which she took out an hour ago. She went to meet you  that we know from this person  she indicated Mr. Fishwick; and to meet you at your request. The time, at sunset, the place, the corner of Manton Lane. And what is the upshot? At that corner, at sunset, persons and a carriage were waiting to carry her off. Who besides you knew that she would be there? Lady Dunborough continued, driving home the point with her finger. Who besides you knew the time? And that being so, as soon as they are safely away with her, you walk in here with an innocent face and her fan in your pocket, and know naught about it! For shame! for shame! Sir George! You will have us think we see the Cock Lane Ghost next. For my part, her ladyship continued ironically, I would as soon believe in the rabbit-woman.

Let me pass, madam, Sir George cried between his teeth. If you were not a woman

You would do something dreadful, Lady Dunborough answered mockingly. Nevertheless, I shall be much mistaken, sir, if some of these gentlemen have not a word to say in the matter.

Her ladyships glance fell, as she spoke, on the stout red-faced gentleman in the splashed boots and Ramillies, who had asked two questions of the servant; and who, to judge by the attention with which he followed my ladys words, was not proof against the charm which invests a viscountess. If she looked at him with intention, she reckoned well; for, as neatly as if the matter had been concerted between them, he stepped forward and took up the ball.

Sir George, he said, puffing out his cheeks, her ladyship is quite right. I  I am sorry to interfere, but you know me, and what my position is on the Rota. And I do not think I can stand by any longer  which might be adaerere culpae. This is a serious case, and I doubt I shall not be justified in allowing you to depart without some more definite explanation. Abduction, you know, is not bailable. You are a Justice yourself, Sir George, and must know that. If this person therefore  who I understand is an attorney  desires to lay a sworn information, I must take it.

In heavens name, sir, Soane cried desperately, take it! Take what you please, but let me take the road.

Ah, but that is what I doubt, sir, I cannot do, the Justice answered. Mark you, there is motive, Sir George, and praesentia in loco, he continued, swelling with his own learning. And you have a partem delicti on you. And, moreover, abduction is a special kind of case, seeing that if the participes criminis are free the femme sole, sometimes called the femina capta, is in greater danger. In fact, it is a continuing crime. An information being sworn therefore

It has not been sworn yet! Sir George retorted fiercely. And I warn you that any one who lays a hand on me shall rue it. God, man! he continued, horror in his voice, cannot you understand that while you prate here they are carrying her off, and that time is everything?

Some persons have gone in pursuit, the landlord answered with intent to soothe.

Just so; some persons have gone in pursuit, the Justice echoed with dull satisfaction. And you, if you went, could do no more than they can do. Besides, Sir George, the law must be obeyed. The sole point is  he turned to Mr. Fishwick, who through all had stood by, his face distorted by grief and perplexity do you wish, sir, to swear the information?

Mrs. Masterson had fainted at the first alarm and been carried to her room. Apart from her, it is probable that only Sir George and Mr. Fishwick really entered into the horror of the girls position, realised the possible value of minutes, or felt genuine and poignant grief at what had occurred. On the decision of one of these two the freedom of the other now depended, and the conclusion seemed foregone. Ten minutes earlier Mr. Fishwick, carried away by the first sight of Sir George, and by the rage of an honest man who saw a helpless woman ruined, had been violent enough; Soanes possession of the fan  not then known to him  was calculated to corroborate his suspicions. The Justice in appealing to him felt sure of support; and was much astonished when Mr. Fishwick, in place of assenting, passed his hand across his brow, and stared at the speaker as if he had suddenly lost the power of speech.

In truth, the lawyer, harried by the expectant gaze of the room, and the Justices impatience, was divided between a natural generosity, which was one of his oddities, and a suspicion born of his profession. He liked Sir George; his smaller manhood went out in admiration to the others splendid personality. On the other hand, he had viewed Soanes approaches to his client with misgiving. He had scented a trap here and a bait there, and a dozen times, while dwelling on Dr. Addingtons postponements and delays, he had accused the two of collusion and of some deep-laid chicanery. Between these feelings he had now to decide, and to decide in such a tumult of anxiety and dismay as almost deprived him of the power to think.

On the one hand, the evidence and inferences against Sir George pressed him strongly. On the other, he had seen enough of the futile haste of the ostlers and stable-helps, who had gone in pursuit, to hope little from them; while from Sir George, were he honest, everything was to be expected. In his final decision we may believe what he said afterwards, that he was determined by neither of these considerations, but by his old dislike of Lady Dunborough! For after a long silence, during which he seemed to be a dozen times on the point of speaking and as often disappointed his audience, he announced his determination in that sense. No, sir; I  I will not! he stammered, or rather I will not  on a condition.

Condition! the Justice growled, in disgust.

Yes, the lawyer answered staunchly; that Sir George, if he be going in pursuit of them, permit me to go with him. I  I can ride, or at least I can sit on a horse, Mr. Fishwick continued bravely; and I am ready to go.

Oh, la! said Lady Dunborough, spitting on the floor  for there were ladies who did such things in those days I think they are all in it together. And the fair cousin too! Cousin be hanged! she added with a shrill ill-natured laugh; I have heard that before.

But Sir George took no notice of her words. Come, if you choose, he cried, addressing the lawyer. But I do not wait for you. And now, madam, if your interference is at an end

And what if it is not? she cried, insolently grimacing in his face. She had gained half an hour, and it might save her son. To persist farther might betray him, yet she was loth to give way. What if it is not? she repeated.

I go out by the other door, Sir George answered promptly, and, suiting the action to the word, he turned on his heel, strode through the crowd, which subserviently made way for him, and in a twinkling he had passed through the garden door, with Mr. Fishwick, hat in hand, hurrying at his heels.

The moment they were gone, the babel, suppressed while the altercation lasted, rose again, loud as before. It is not every day that the busiest inn or the most experienced traveller has to do with an elopement, to say nothing of an abduction. While a large section of the ladies, seated together in a corner, tee-heed and tossed their heads, sneered at Miss and her screams, and warranted she knew all about it, and had her jacket and night-rail in her pocket, another party laid all to Sir George, swore by the viscountess, and quoted the masked uncle who made away with his nephew to get his estate. One or two indeed  and, if the chronicler is to be candid, one or two only, out of as many scores  proved that they possessed both imagination and charity. These sat apart, scared and affrighted by their thoughts; or stared with set eyes and flushed faces on the picture they would fain have avoided. But they were young and had seen little of the world.

On their part the men talked fast and loud, at one time laughed, and at another dropped a curse  their form of pity; quoted the route and the inns, and weighed the chances of Devizes or Bath, Bristol or Salisbury; vaguely suggested highwaymen, an old lover, Mrs. Cornelys ballet; and finally trooped out to stand in the road and listen, question the passers-by, and hear what the parish constable had to say of it. All except one very old man, who kept his seat and from time to time muttered, Lord, what a shape she had! What a shape she had! until he dissolved in maudlin tears.

Meanwhile a woman lay upstairs, tossing in passionate grief and tended by servants; who, more pitiful than their mistresses, stole to her to comfort her. And three men rode steadily along the western road.




CHAPTER XVIII

THE PURSUIT

The attorney was brave with a cowards great bravery; he was afraid, but he went on. As he climbed into his saddle in the stable-yard, the muttering ostlers standing round, and the yellow-flaring light of the lanthorns stretching fingers into the darkness, he could have wept for himself. Beyond the gates and the immediate bustle of the yard lay night, the road, and dimly-guessed violences; the meeting of man with man, the rush to grips under some dark wood, or where the moonlight fell cold on the heath. The prospect terrified; at the mere thought the lawyer dropped the reins and nervously gathered them. And he had another fear, and one more immediate. He was no horseman, and he trembled lest Sir George, the moment the gates were passed, should go off in a reckless gallop. Already he felt his horse heave and sidle under him, in a fashion that brought his heart into his mouth; and he was ready to cry for quarter. But the absurdity of the request where time was everything, the journey black earnest, and its issue life and death, struck him, and heroically he closed his mouth. Yet, at the remembrance that these things were, he fell into a fresh panic.

However, for a time there was to be no galloping. Sir George when all were up took a lanthorn from the nearest man, and bidding one of the others run at his stirrup, led the way into the road, where he fell into a sharp trot, his servant and Mr. Fishwick following. The attorney bumped in his saddle, but kept his stirrups and gradually found his hands and eyesight. The trot brought them to Manton Corner and the empty house; where Sir George pulled up and dismounted. Giving his reins to the stable-boy, he thrust open the doors of the yard and entered, holding up his lanthorn, his spurs clinking on the stones and his skirts swaying.

But she  they cannot be here? the lawyer ejaculated, his teeth chattering.

Sir George, busy stooping and peering about the yard, which was grass-grown and surrounded by walls, made no answer; and the other two, as well as Mr. Fishwick, wondered what he would be at. But in a moment they knew. He stooped and took up a small object, smelt it, and held it out to them. What is that? he asked curtly.

The stable-man who was holding his horse stared at it. Negro-head, your honour, he said. It is sailors tobacco.

Who uses it about here?

Nobody to my knowing.

They are from Bristol, then, Soane answered. And then Make way! he continued, addressing the other two who blocked the gateway; and springing into his saddle he pressed his horse between them, his stirrups dangling. He turned sharp to the left, and leaving the stable-man to stare after them, the lanthorn swaying in his hand, he led the way westward at the same steady trot.

The chase had begun. More than that, Mr. Fishwick was beginning to feel the excitement of it; the ring of the horses shoes on the hard road, the rush of the night air past his ears exhilarated him. He began to feel confidence in his leader, and confidence breeds courage. Bristol? Then Bristol let it be. And then on top of this, his spirits being more composed, came a rush of rage and indignation at thought of the girl. The lawyer clutched his whip, and, reckless of consequences, dug his heels into his horse, and for the moment, in the heat of his wrath, longed to be up with the villains, to strike a blow at them. If his courage lasted, Mr. Fishwick might show them a man yet  when the time came!

Trot-trot, trot-trot through the darkness under the stars, the trees black masses that shot up beside the road and vanished as soon as seen, the downs grey misty outlines that continually fenced them in and went with them; and always in the van Sir George, a grim silent shape with face set immovably forward. They worked up Fyfield hill, and thence, looking back, bade farewell to the faint light that hung above Marlborough. Dropping into the bottom they cluntered over the wooden bridge and by Overton steeple  a dim outline on the left  and cantering up Avebury hill eased their horses through Little Kennet. Gathering speed again they swept through Beckhampton village, where the Bath road falls off to the left, and breasting the high downs towards Yatesbury, they trotted on to Cheril.

Here on the hills the sky hung low overhead, and the wind sweeping chill and drear across the upland was full of a melancholy soughing. The world, it seemed to one of them, was uncreate, gone, and non-existent; only this remained  the shadowy downs stretching on every side to infinity, and three shadowy riders plodding across them; all shadowy, all unreal until a bell-wether got up under the horses heads, and with a confused rush and scurry of feet a hundred Southdowns scampered into the grey unknown.

Mr. Fishwick found it terrible, rugged, wild, a night foray. His heart began to sink again. He was sore too, sweating, and fit to drop from his saddle with the unwonted exertion.

And what of Sir George, hurled suddenly out of his age and world  the age des philosophes, and the smooth world of Whites and Lord March  into this quagmire of feeling, this night of struggle upon the Wiltshire downs? A few hours earlier he had ridden the same road, and the prize he now stood in danger of losing had seemed  God forgive him!  of doubtful value. Now, as he thought of her, his heart melted in a fire of love and pity: of love that conjured up a thousand pictures of her eyes, her lips, her smile, her shape  all presently dashed by night and reality; of pity that swelled his breast to bursting, set his eyes burning and his brain throbbing  a pity near akin to rage.

Even so, he would not allow himself to dwell on the worst. He had formed his opinion of the abduction; if it proved correct he believed that he should be in time to save her from that. But from the misery of suspense, of fear, of humiliation, from the touch of rough hands and the shame of coarse eyes, from these things  and alone they kindled his blood into flame  he was powerless to save her!

Lady Dunborough could no longer have accused him of airs and graces. Breeding, habit, the custom of the gaming-table, the pride of caste availed to mask his passions under a veil of reserve, but were powerless to quell them. What was more remarkable, so set was he on the one object of recovering his mistress and putting an end to the state of terror in which he pictured her  ignorant what her fate would be, and dreading the worst  he gave hardly a thought to the astounding discovery which the lawyer had made to him. He asked him no questions, turned to him for no explanations. Those might come later; for the moment he thought not of his cousin, but of his mistress. The smiles that had brightened the dull passages of the inn, the figure that had glorified the quiet streets, the eyes that had now invited and now repelled him, these were become so many sharp thorns in his heart, so many goads urging him onward.

It was nine when they saw the lights of Calne below them, and trotting and stumbling down the hill, clattered eagerly into the town. A moments delay in front of the inn, where their questions speedily gathered a crowd, and they had news of the chaise: it had passed through the town two hours before without changing horses. The canvas blinds were down or there were shutters; which, the ostler who gave them the information, could not say. But the fact that the carriage was closed had struck him, and together with the omission to take fresh horses, had awakened his suspicions.

By the time this was told a dozen were round them, listening open-mouthed; and cheered by the lights and company Mr. Fishwick grew brave again. But Sir George allowed no respite: in five minutes they were clear of the houses and riding hard for Chippenham, the next stage on the Bristol road; Sir Georges horse cantering free, the lawyers groaning as it bumped across Studley bridge and its rider caught the pale gleam of the water below. On through the village they swept, past Brumhill Lane-end, thence over the crest where the road branches south to Devizes, and down the last slope. The moon rose as they passed the fourth milestone out of Calne; another five minutes and they drew up, the horses panting and hanging their heads, in the main street of Chippenham.

A coach  one of the night coaches out of Bristol  was standing before the inn, the horses smoking, the lamps flaring cheerfully, a crowd round it; the driver had just unbuckled his reins and flung them either way. Sir George pushed his horse up to the splinter-bar and hailed him, asking whether he had met a closed chaise and four travelling Bristol way at speed.

A closed chaise and four? the man answered, looking down at the party; and then recognising Sir George, I beg your honours pardon, he said. Here, Jeremy, to the guard  while the stable-man and helpers paused to listen or stared at the heaving flanks of the riders horses did we meet a closed chaise and four to-night?

We met a chaise and four at Cold Aston, the guard answered, ruminating. But twas Squire Norriss of Sheldon, and there was no one but the Squire in it. And a chaise and four at Marshfield, but that was a burying party from Batheaston, going home very merry. No other, closed or open, that I can mind, sir, this side of Dungeon Cross, and that is but two miles out of Bristol.

They are an hour and a half in front of us! Sir George cried eagerly. Will a guinea improve your memory?

Ay, sir, but twont make it, the coachman answered, grinning. Jeremy is right. I mind no others. What will your honour want with them?

They have carried off a young lady! Mr. Fishwick cried shrilly. Sir Georges kinswoman!

To be sure? ejaculated the driver, amid a murmur of astonishment; and the crowd which had grown since their arrival pressed nearer to listen. Where from, sir, if I may make so bold?

From the Castle at Marlborough.

Dear me, dear me, there is audaciousness, if you like! And you ha followed them so far, sir?

Sir George nodded and turned to the crowd. A guinea for news! he cried. Who saw them go through Chippenham!

He had not long to wait for the answer. They never went through Chipnam! a thick voice hiccoughed from the rear of the press.

They came this way out of Calne, Sir George retorted, singling the speaker out, and signing to the people to make way that he might get at him.

Ay, but they never  came to Chipnam, the fellow answered, leering at him with drunken wisdom. Dyou see that, master?

Which way, then? Soane cried impatiently. Which way did they go?

But the man only lurched a step nearer. Thats telling! he said with a beery smile. You want to be  as wise as I be!

Jeremy, the guard, seized him by the collar and shook him. You drunken fool! he said. Dye know that this is Sir George Soane of Estcombe? Answer him, you swine, or youll be in the cage in a one, two!

You let me be, the man whined, straggling to release himself. Its no business of yours, Let me be, master!

Sir George raised his whip in his wrath, but lowered it again with a groan. Can no one make him speak? he said, looking round. The man was staggering and lurching in the guards grasp.

His wife, but she is to Marshfield, nursing her sister, answered one. But give him his guinea, Sir George. Twill save time maybe.

Soane flung it to him. There! he said. Now speak!

Thatsh better, the man muttered. Thats talking! Now Ill tell you. You go back to Devizes Corner  corner of the road to De-vizes  you understand? There was a car  car  carriage there without lights an hour back. It was waiting under the hedge. I saw it, and I  I know whats what!

Sir George flung a guinea to the guard, and wheeled his horse about. In the act of turning his eye fell on the lawyers steed, which, chosen for sobriety rather than staying powers, was on the point of foundering. Get another, he cried, and follow!

Mr. Fishwick uttered a wail of despair. To be left to follow  to follow alone, in the dark, through unknown roads, with scarce a clue and on a strange horse  the prospect might have appalled a hardier soul. He was saved from it by Sir Georges servant, a stolid silent man, who might be warranted to ride twenty miles without speaking. Here, take mine, sir, he said. I must stop to get a lanthorn; we shall need one now. Do you go with his honour.

Mr. Fishwick slid down and was hoisted into the others saddle. By the time this was done Sir George was almost lost in the gloom eat the farther end of the street. But anything rather than be left behind. The lawyer laid on his whip in a way that would have astonished him a few hours before, and overtook his leader as he emerged from the town. They rode without speaking until they had retraced their steps to the foot of the hill, and could discern a little higher on the ascent the turn for Devizes.

It is possible that Sir George hoped to find the chaise still lurking in the shelter of the hedge; for as he rode up to the corner he drew a pistol from his holster, and took his horse by the head. If so, he was disappointed. The moon had risen high and its cold light disclosed the whole width of the roadway, leaving no place in which even a dog could lie hidden. Nor as far as the eye could travel along the pale strip of road that ran southward was any movement or sign of life.

Sir George dropped from his saddle, and stooping, sought for proof of the topers story. He had no difficulty in finding it. There were the deep narrow ruts which the wheels of a chaise, long stationary, had made in the turf at the side of the road; and south of them was a plat of poached ground where the horses had stood and shifted their feet uneasily. He walked forward, and by the moonlight traced the dusty indents of the wheels until they exchanged the sward for the hard road. There they were lost in other tracks, but the inference was plain. The chaise had gone south to Devizes.

For the first time Sir George felt the full horror of uncertainty. He climbed into his saddle and sat looking across the waste with eyes of misery, asking himself whither and for what? Whither had they taken her, and why? The Bristol road once left, his theory was at fault; he had no clue, and felt, where time was life and more than life, the slough of horrible conjecture rise to his very lips.

Only one thing, one certain thing remained  the road; the pale ribbon running southward under the stars. He must cling to that. The chaise had gone that way, and though the double might be no more than a trick to throw pursuers off the trail, though the first dark lane, the first roadside tavern, the first farmhouse among the woods might have swallowed the unhappy girl and the wretches who held her in their power, what other clue had he? What other chance but to track the chaise that way, though every check, every minute of uncertainty, of thought, of hesitation  and a hundred such there must be in a tithe of the miles  racked him with fears and dreadful surmises?

There was no other. The wind sweeping across the hill on the western extremity of which he stood, looking over the lower ground about the Avon, brought the distant howl of a dog to his ears, and chilled his blood heated with riding. An owl beating the coverts for mice sailed overhead; a hare rustled through the fence. The stars above were awake; in the intense silence of the upland he could almost hear the great spheres throb as they swept through space! But the human world slept, and while it slept what work of darkness might not be doing? That scream, shrill and ear-piercing, that suddenly rent the night  thank God, it was only a rabbits death-cry, but it left the sweat on his brow! After that he could, he would, wait for nothing and no man. Lanthorn or no lanthorn, he must be moving. He raised his whip, then let it fall again as his ear caught far away the first faint hoof-beats of a horse travelling the road at headlong speed.

The sound was very distant at first, but it grew rapidly, and presently filled the night. It came from the direction of Chippenham. Mr. Fishwick, who had not dared to interrupt his companions calculations, heard the sound with relief; and looking for the first gleam of the lanthorn, wondered how the servant, riding at that pace, kept it alight, and whether the man had news that he galloped so furiously. But Sir George sat arrested in his saddle, listening, listening intently; until the rider was within a hundred yards or less. Then, as his ear told him that the horse was slackening, he seized Mr. Fishwicks rein, and backing their horses nearer the hedge, once more drew a pistol from his holster.

The startled lawyer discerned what he did, looked in his face, and saw that his eyes were glittering with excitement. But having no ear for hoof-beats Mr. Fishwick did not understand what was afoot, until the rider appeared at the road-end, and coming plump upon them, drew rein.

Then Sir Georges voice rang out, stern and ominous. Good evening, Mr. Dunborough, he said, and raised his hat. Well met! We are travelling the same road, and, if you please, will do the rest of our journey together.


CHAPTER XIX

AN UNWILLING ALLY

Under the smoothness of Sir Georges words, under the subtle mockery of his manner, throbbed a volcano of passion and vengeance. But this was for the lawyer only, even as he alone saw the moonlight gleam faintly on the pistol barrel that lurked behind his companions thigh. For Mr. Dunborough, it would be hard to imagine a man more completely taken by surprise. He swore one great oath, for he saw, at least, that the meeting boded him 110 good; then he sat motionless in his saddle, his left hand on the pommel, his right held stiffly by his side. The moon, which of the two hung a little at Sir Georges back, shone only on the lower part of Dunboroughs face, and by leaving his eyes in the shadow of his hat, gave the others to conjecture what he would do next. It is probable that Sir George, whose hand and pistol were ready, was indifferent; perhaps would have hailed with satisfaction an excuse for vengeance. But Mr. Fishwick, the pacific witness of this strange meeting, awaited the issue with staring eyes, his heart in his mouth; and was mightily relieved when the silence, which the heavy breathing of Mr. Dunboroughs horse did but intensify, was broken on the last comers side, by nothing worse than a constrained laugh.

Travel together? he said, with an awkward assumption of jauntiness, that depends on the road we are going.

Oh, we are going the same road, Sir George answered, in the mocking tone he had used before.

You are very clever, Mr. Dunborough retorted, striving to hide his uneasiness; but if you know that, sir, you have the advantage of me.

I have, said Sir George, and laughed rudely.

Dunborough stared, finding in the others manner fresh cause for misgiving. At last, As you please, he said contemptuously. I am for Calne. The road is public. You may travel by it.

We are not going to Calne, said Sir George.

Mr. Dunborough swore. You are d  d impertinent! he said, reining back his horse, and may go to the devil your own way. For me, I am going to Calne.

No, said Sir George, you are not going to Calne. She has not gone Calne way.

Mr. Dunborough drew in his breath quickly. Hitherto he had been uncertain what the other knew, and how far the meeting was accidental; now, forgetful what his words implied and anxious only to say something that might cover his embarrassment, Oh, he said, you are  you are in search of her?

Yes, said Sir George mockingly. We are in search of her. And we want to know where she is.

Where she is?

Yes, where she is. That is it; where she is. You were to meet her here, you know. You are late and she has gone. But you will know whither.

Mr. Dunborough stared; then in a tempest of wrath and chagrin, D  n you! he cried furiously. As you know so much, you can find out the rest!

I could, said Sir George slowly. But I prefer that you should help me. And you will.

Will what?

Will help me, sir, Sir George answered quickly, to find the lady we are seeking.

Ill be hanged if I will, Dunborough cried, raging and furious.

Youll be hanged if you wont, Sir George said in a changed tone; and he laughed contemptuously. Hanged by the neck until you are dead, Mr. Dunborough  if money can bring it about. You fool, he continued, with a sudden flash of the ferocity that had from the first underlain his sarcasm, we have got enough from your own lips to hang you, and if more be wanted, your people will peach on you. You have put your neck into the halter, and there is only one way, if one, in which you can take it out. Think, man; think before you speak again, he continued savagely, for my patience is nearly at an end, and I would sooner see you hang than not. And look you, leave your reins alone, for if you try to turn, by G  d, Ill shoot you like the dog you are!

Whether he thought the advice good or bad, Mr. Dunborough took it; and there was a long silence. In the distance the hoof-beats of the servants horse, approaching from the direction of Chippenham, broke the stillness of the moonlit country; but round the three men who sat motionless in their saddles, glaring at one another and awaiting the word for action, was a kind of barrier, a breathlessness born of expectation. At length Dunborough spoke.

What do you want? he said in a low tone, his voice confessing his defeat. If she is not here, I do not know where she is.

That is for you, Sir George answered with a grim coolness that astonished Mr. Fishwick. It is not I who will hang if aught happen to her.

Again there was silence. Then in a voice choked with rage Mr. Dunborough cried, But if I do not know?

The worse for you, said Sir George. He was sorely tempted to put the muzzle of a pistol to the others head and risk all. But he fancied that he knew his man, and that in this way only could he be effectually cowed; and he restrained himself.

She should be here  that is all I know. She should have been here, Mr. Dunborough continued sulkily, at eight.

Why here?

The fools would not take her through Chippenham without me. Now you know.

It is ten, now.

Well, curse you, the younger man answered, flaring up again, could I help it if my horse fell? Do you think I should be sitting here to be rough-ridden by you if it were not for this? He raised his right arm, or rather his shoulder, with a stiff movement; they saw that the arm was bound to his side. But for that she would be in Bristol by now, he continued disdainfully, and you might whistle for her. But, Lord, here is a pother about a college-wench!

College-wench, sir? the lawyer cried scarcely controlling his indignation. She is Sir George Soanes cousin. Id have you know that!

And my promised wife, Sir George said, with grim-ness.

Dunborough cried out in his astonishment. It is a lie! he said.

As you please, Sir George answered.

At that, a chill such as he had never known gripped Mr. Dunboroughs heart. He had thought himself in an unpleasant fix before; and that to escape scot free he must eat humble pie with a bad grace. But on this a secret terror, such as sometimes takes possession of a bold man who finds himself helpless and in peril seized on him. Given arms and the chance to use them, he would have led the forlornest of hopes, charged a battery, or fired a magazine. But the species of danger in which he now found himself  with a gallows and a silk rope in prospect, his fate to be determined by the very scoundrels he had hired  shook even his obstinacy. He looked about him; Sir Georges servant had come up and was waiting a little apart.

Mr. Dunborough found his lips dry, his throat husky. What do you want? he muttered, his voice changed. I have told you all I know. Likely enough they have taken her back to get themselves out of the scrape.

They have not, said the lawyer. We have come that way, and must have met them.

They may be in Chippenham?

They are not. We have inquired.

Then they must have taken this road. Curse you, dont you see that I cannot get out of my saddle to look? he continued ferociously.

They have gone this way. Have you any devils shop  any house of call down the road? Sir George asked, signing to the servant to draw nearer.

Not I.

Then we must track them. If they dared not face Chippenham, they will not venture through Devizes. It is possible that they are making for Bristol by cross-roads. There is a bridge over the Avon near Laycock Abbey, somewhere on our right, and a road that way through Pewsey Forest.

That will be it, cried Mr. Dunborough, slapping his thigh. That is their game, depend upon it.

Sir George did not answer him, but nodded to the servant. Go on with the light, he said. Try every turning for wheels, but lose no time. This gentleman will accompany us, but I will wait on him.

The man obeyed quickly, the lawyer going with him. The other two brought up the rear, and in that order they started, riding in silence. For a mile or more the servant held the road at a steady trot; then signing to those behind him to halt, he pulled up at the mouth of a by-road leading westwards from the highway. He moved the light once or twice across the ground, and cried that the wheels had gone that way; then got briskly to his saddle and swung along the lane at a trot, the others following in single file, Sir George last.

So far they had maintained a fair pace. But the party had not proceeded a quarter of a mile along the lane before the trot became a walk. Clouds had come over the face of the moon; the night had grown dark. The riders were no longer on the open downs, but in a narrow by-road, running across wastes and through thick coppices, the ground sloping sharply to the Avon. In one place the track was so closely shadowed by trees as to be as dark as a pit. In another it ran, unfenced, across a heath studded with water-pools, whence the startled moor-fowl squattered up unseen. Everywhere they stumbled: once a horse fell. Over such ground, founderous and scored knee-deep with ruts, it was plain that no wheeled carriage could move at speed; and the pursuers had this to cheer them. But the darkness of the night, the dreary glimpses of wood and water, which met the eye when the moon for a moment emerged, the solitude of this forest tract, the muffled tread of the horses feet, the very moaning of the wind among the trees, suggested ideas and misgivings which Sir George strove in vain to suppress. Why had the scoundrels gone this way? Were they really bound for Bristol? Or for some den of villainy, some thieves house in the old forest?

At times these fears stung him out of all patience, and he cried to the man with the light to go faster, faster! Again, the whole seemed unreal, and the shadowy woods and gleaming water-pools, the stumbling horses, the fear, the danger, grew to be the creatures of a disordered fancy. It was an immense joy to him when, at the end of an hour, the lawyer cried, The road! the road! and one by one the riders emerged with grunts of relief on a sound causeway. To make sure that the pursued had nowhere evaded them, the tracks of the chaise-wheels were sought and found, and forward the four went again. Presently they plunged through a brook, and this passed, were on Laycock bridge before they knew it, and across the Avon, and mounting the slope on the other side by Laycock Abbey.

There were houses abutting on the road here, black overhanging masses against a grey sky, and the riders looked, wavered, and drew rein. Before any spoke, however, an unseen shutter creaked open, and a voice from the darkness cried, Hallo!

Sir George found speech to answer. Yes, he said, what is it? The lawyer was out of breath, and clinging to the mane in sheer weariness.

Be you after a chaise driving to the devil?

Yes, yes, Sir George answered eagerly. Has it passed, my man?

Ay, sure, Corsham way, for Bath most like, I knew twould be followed. Ist a murder, gentlemen?

Yes, Sir George cried hurriedly, and worse! How far ahead are they?

About half an hour, no more, and whipping and spurring as if the old one was after them. My old womans sick, and the apothecary from

Is it straight on?

Ay, to be sure, straight on  and the apothecary from Corsham, as I was saying, he said, said he, as soon as he saw her

But his listeners were away again; the old mans words were lost in the scramble and clatter of the horses shoes as they sprang forward. In a moment the stillness and the dark shapes of the houses were exchanged for the open country, the rush of wind in the riders faces, and the pounding of hoofs on the hard road. For a brief while the sky cleared and the moon shone out, and they rode as easily as in the day. At the pace at which they were moving Sir George calculated that they must come up with the fugitives in an hour or less; but the reckoning was no sooner made than the horses, jaded by the heavy ground through which they had struggled, began to flag and droop their heads; the pace grew less and less; and though Sir George whipped and spurred, Corsham Corner was reached, and Pickwick Village on the Bath road, and still they saw no chaise ahead.

It was past midnight, and it seemed to some that they had been riding an eternity; yet even these roused at sight of the great western highway. The night coaches had long gone eastwards, and the road, so busy by day, stretched before them dim, shadowy, and empty, as solitary in the darkness as the remotest lane. But the knowledge that Bath lay at the end of it  and no more than nine miles away  and that there they could procure aid, fresh horses and willing helpers, put new life even into the most weary. Even Mr. Fishwick, now groaning with fatigue and now crying Oh dear! oh dear! as he bumped, in a way that at another time must have drawn laughter from a stone, took heart of grace; while Sir George settled down to a dogged jog that had something ferocious in its determination. If he could not trot, he would amble; if he could not amble, he would walk; if his horse could not walk, he would go on his feet. He still kept eye and ear bent forward, but in effect he had given up hope of overtaking the quarry before it reached Bath; and he was taken by surprise when the servant, who rode first and had eased his horse to a walk at the foot of Haslebury Hill, drew rein and cried to the others to listen.

For a moment the heavy breathing of the four horses covered all other sounds. Then in the darkness and the distance, on the summit of the rise before them, a wheel creaked as it grated over a stone. A few seconds and the sound was repeated; then all was silent. The chaise had passed over the crest and was descending the other side.

Oblivious of everything except that Julia was within his reach, forgetful even of Dunborough by whose side he had ridden all night  in silence but with many a look askance  Sir George drove his horse forward, scrambled and trotted desperately up the hill, and, gaining the summit a score of yards in front of his companions, crossed the brow and drew rein to listen. He had not been mistaken. He could hear the wheels creaking, and the wheelers stumbling and slipping in the darkness below him; and with a cry he launched his horse down the descent.

Whether the people with the chaise heard the cry or not, they appeared to take the alarm at that moment. He heard a whip crack, the carriage bound forward, the horses break into a reckless canter. But if they recked little he recked less; already he was plunging down the hill after them, his beast almost pitching on its head with every stride. The huntsman knows, however, that many stumbles go to a fall. The bottom was gained in safety by both, and across the flat they went, the chaise bounding and rattling behind the scared horses. Now Sir George had a glimpse of the black mass through the gloom, now it seemed to be gaining on him, now it was gone, and now again he drew up to it and the dim outline bulked bigger and plainer, and bigger and plainer, until he was close upon it, and the cracking whips and the shouts of the postboys rose above the din of hoofs and wheels. The carriage was swaying perilously, but Sir George saw that the ground was rising, and that up the hill he must win; and, taking his horse by the head, he lifted it on by sheer strength until his stirrup was abreast of the hind wheels. A moment, and he made out the bobbing figure of the leading postboy, and, drawing his pistol, cried to him to stop.
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THE ANSWER WAS A BLINDING FLASH OF LIGHT AND A SHOT.

The answer was a blinding flash of light and a shot. Sir Georges horse swerved to the right, and plunging headlong into the ditch, flung its rider six paces over its head.

The servant and Mr. Dunborough were no more than forty yards behind him when he fell; in five seconds the man had sprung from his saddle, let his horse go, and was at his masters side. There were trees there, and the darkness in the shadow, where Sir George lay across the roots of one of them, was intense. The man could not see his face, nor how he lay, nor if he was injured; and calling and getting no answer, he took fright and cried to Mr. Dunborough to get help.

But Mr. Dunborough had ridden straight on without pausing or drawing rein, and the man, finding himself deserted, wrung his hands in terror. He had only Mr. Fishwick to look to for help, and he was some way behind. Trembling, the servant knelt and groped for his masters face; to his joy, before he had found it, Sir George gasped, moved, and sat up; and, muttering an incoherent word or two, in a minute had recovered himself sufficiently to rise with help. He had fallen clear of the horse on the edge of the ditch, and the shock had taken his breath; otherwise he was rather shaken than hurt.

As soon as his wits and wind came back to him, Why  why have you not followed? he gasped.

Twill be all right, sir. All right, sir, the servant answered, thinking only of him.

But after them, man, after them. Where is Fishwick?

Coming, sir, he is coming, the man answered, to soothe him; and remained where he was. Sir George was so shaken that he could not yet stand alone, and the servant did not know what to think. Are you sure you are not hurt, sir? he continued anxiously.

No, no! And Mr. Dunborough? Is he behind?

He rode on after them, sir.

Rode on after them?

Yes, sir, he did not stop.

He has gone on  after them? Sir George cried.

But and with that it flashed on him, and on the servant, and on Mr. Fishwick, who had just jogged up and dismounted, what had happened. The carriage and Julia  Julia still in the hands of her captors  were gone. And with them was gone Mr. Dunborough! Gone far out of hearing; for as the three stood together in the blackness of the trees, unable to see one anothers faces, the night was silent round them. The rattle of wheels, the hoof-beats of horses had died away in the distance.




CHAPTER XX

THE EMPTY POST-CHAISE

It was one of those positions which try a man to the uttermost; and it was to Sir Georges credit that, duped and defeated, astonishingly tricked in the moment of success, and physically shaken by his fall, he neither broke into execrations nor shod unmanly tears. He groaned, it is true, and his arm pressed more heavily on the servants shoulder, as he listened and listened in vain for sign or so and of the runaways. But he still commanded himself, and in face of how great a misfortune! A more futile, a more wretched end to an expedition it was impossible to conceive. The villains had out-paced, out-fought, and out-manoeuvred him; and even now were rolling merrily on to Bath, while he, who a few minutes before had held the game in his hands, lay belated here without horses and without hope, in a wretched plight, his every moment embittered by the thought of his mistresss fate.

In such crises  to give the devil his due  the lessons of the gaming-table, dearly bought as they are, stand a man in stead. Sir Georges fancy pictured Julia a prisoner, trembling and dishevelled, perhaps gagged and bound by the coarse hands of the brutes who had her in their power; and the picture was one to drive a helpless man mad. Had he dwelt on it long and done nothing it must have crazed him. But in his life he had lost and won great sums at a coup, and learned to do the one and the other with the same smile  it was the point of pride, the form of his time and class. While Mr. Fishwick, therefore, wrung his hands and lamented, and the servant swore, Sir Georges heart bled indeed, but it was silently and inwardly; and meanwhile he thought, calculated the odds, and the distance to Bath and the distance to Bristol, noted the time; and finally, and with sudden energy, called on the men to be moving. We must get to Bath, he said. We will be upsides with the villains yet. But we must get to Bath. What horses have we?

Mr. Fishwick, who up to this point had played his part like a man, wailed that his horse was dead lame and could not stir a step. The lawyer was sore, stiff, and beyond belief weary; and this last mishap, this terrible buffet from the hand of Fortune, left him cowed and spiritless.

Horses or no horses, we must get to Bath, Sir George answered feverishly.

On this the servant made an attempt to drag Sir Georges mount from the ditch, but the poor beast would not budge, and in the darkness it was impossible to discover whether it was wounded or not. Mr. Fishwicks was dead lame; the mans had wandered away. It proved that there was nothing for it but to walk. Dejectedly, the three took the road and trudged wearily through the darkness. They would reach Bathford village, the man believed, in a mile and a half.

That settled, not a word was said, for who could give any comfort? Now and then, as they plodded up the hill beyond Kingsdown, the servant uttered a low curse and Sir George groaned, while Mr. Fishwick sighed in sheer exhaustion. It was a strange and dreary position for men whose ordinary lives ran through the lighted places of the world. The wind swept sadly over the dark fields. The mud clung to the squelching, dragging boots; now Mr. Fishwick was within an ace of the ditch on one side, now on the other, and now he brought up heavily against one of his companions. At length the servant gave him an arm, and thus linked together they reached the crest of the hill, and after taking a moment to breathe, began the descent.

They were within two or three hundred paces of Bathford and the bridge over the Avon when the servant cried out that some one was awake in the village, for he saw a light. A little nearer and all saw the light, which grew larger as they approached but was sometimes obscured. Finally, when they were within a hundred yards of it, they discovered that it proceeded not from a window but from a lanthorn set down in the village street, and surrounded by five or six persons whose movements to and fro caused the temporary eclipses they noticed. What the men were doing was not at once clear; but in the background rose the dark mass of a post-chaise, and seeing that  and one other thing  Sir George uttered a low exclamation and felt for his hilt.

The other thing was Mr. Dunborough, who, seated at his ease on the step of the post-chaise, appeared to be telling a story, while he nursed his injured arm. His audience, who seemed to have been lately roused from their beds  for they were half-dressed  were so deeply engrossed in what he was narrating that the approach of our party was unnoticed; and Sir George was in the middle of the circle, his hand on the speakers shoulder, and his point at his breast, before a man could move in his defence.

You villain! Soane cried, all the misery, all the labour, all the fears of the night turning his blood to fire, you shall pay me now! Let a man stir, and I will spit you like the dog you are! Where is she? Where is she? For, by Heaven, if you do not give her up, I will kill you with my own hand!

Mr. Dunborough, his eyes on the others face, laughed.

That laugh startled Sir George more than the fiercest movement, the wildest oath. His point wavered and dropped. My God! he cried, staring at Dunborough. What is it? What do you mean?

That is better, Mr. Dunborough said, nodding complacently but not moving a finger. Keep to that and we shall deal.

What is it, man? What does it mean? Sir George repeated. He was all of a tremble and could scarcely stand.

Better and better, said Mr. Dunborough, nodding his approval. Keep to that, and your mouth shut, and you shall know all that I know. It is precious little at best. I spurred and they spurred, I spurred and they spurred  there you have it. When I got up and shouted to them to stop, I suppose they took me for you and thought I should stick to them and take them in Bath. So they put on the pace a bit, and drew ahead as they came to the houses here, and then began to pull in, recognising me as I thought. But when I came up, fit and ready to curse their heads off for giving me so much trouble, the fools had cut the leaders traces and were off with them, and left me the old rattle-trap there.

Sir Georges face lightened; he took two steps forward and laid his hand on the chaise door.

Just so, said Mr. Dunborough nodding coolly. That was my idea. I did the same. But, Lord, what their game is I dont know! It was empty.

Empty! Sir George cried.

As empty as it is now, Mr. Dunborough answered, shrugging his shoulders. As empty as a bad nut! If you are not satisfied, look for yourself, he continued, rising that Sir George might come at the door.

Soane with a sharp movement plucked the door of the chaise open, and called hoarsely for a light. A big dingy man in a wrap-rascal coat, which left his brawny neck exposed and betrayed that under the coat he wore only his shirt, held up a lanthorn. Its light was scarcely needed. Sir Georges hand, not less than, his eyes, told him that the carriage, a big roomy post-chaise, well-cushioned and padded, was empty.

Aghast and incredulous, Soane turned on Mr. Dunborough. You know better, he said furiously. She was here, and you sent her on with them!

Mr. Dunborough pointed to the man in the wrap-rascal. That man was up as soon as I was, he said. Ask him if you dont believe me. He opened the chaise door.

Sir George turned to the man, who, removing the shining leather cap that marked him for a smith, slowly scratched his head. The other men pressed up behind him to hear, the group growing larger every moment as one and another, awakened by the light and hubbub, came out of his house and joined it. Even women were beginning to appear on the outskirts of the crowd, their heads muffled in hoods and mobs.

The carriage was empty, sure enough, your honour, the smith said; there is no manner of doubt about that. I heard the wheels coming, and looked out and saw it stop and the men go off. There was no woman with them.

How many were they? Soane asked sharply. The man seemed honest.

Well, there were two went off with the horses, the smith answered, and two again slipped off on foot by the lane tween the houses there. I saw no more, your honour, and there were no more.

Are you sure, Sir George asked eagerly, that no one of the four was a woman?

The smith grinned. How am I to know? he answered with a chuckle. Thats none of my business. All I can say is, they were all dressed man fashion. And they all went willing, for they went one by one, as you may say.

Two on foot?

By the lane there. I never said no otherwise. Seemingly they were the two on the carriage.

And you saw no lady? Sir George persisted, still incredulous.

There was no lady, the man answered simply. I came out, and the gentleman there was swearing and trying the door. I forced it with my chisel, and you may see the mark on the break of the lock now.

Then we have been tricked, Sir George cried furiously. We have followed the wrong carriage.

Not you, sir, the smith answered. Twas fitted up for the job, or I should not have had to force the door. If twere not got ready for a job of this kind, why a half-inch shutter inside the canvas blinds, and the bolt outside, swell as a lock? Mark that door! Dyou ever see the like of that on an honest carriage? Why, tis naught but a prison!

He held up the light inside the carriage, and Sir George, the crowd pressing forward to look over his shoulder, saw that it was as the man said. Sir George saw something more  and pounced on it greedily. At the foot of the doorway, between the floor of the carriage and the straw mat that covered it, the corner of a black silk kerchief showed. How it came to be in that position, whether it had been kicked thither by accident or thrust under the mat on purpose, it was impossible to say. But there it was, and as Sir George held it up to the lanthorn  jealously interposing himself between it and the curious eyes of the crowd  he felt something hard inside the folds and saw that the corners were knotted. He uttered an exclamation.

More room, good people, more room! he cried.

Your honour ha got something? said the smith; and then to the crowd, Here, you  keep back, will you? he continued, and give the gentleman room to breathe. Or will you ha the constable fetched?

I be here! cried a weakly voice from the skirts of the crowd.

Ay, so be Easter, the smith retorted gruffly, as a puny atomy of a man with a stick and lanthorn was pushed with difficulty to the front. But so being you are here, supposing you put Joe Hincks a foot or two back, and let the gentleman have elbow-room.

There was a laugh at this, for Joe Hincks was a giant a little taller than the smith. None the less, the hint had the desired effect. The crowd fell back a little. Meanwhile, Sir George, the general attention diverted from him, had untied the knot. When the smith turned to him again, it was to find him staring with a blank face at a plain black snuff-box, which was all he had found in the kerchief.

Sakes! cried the smith, whose is that?

I dont know, Sir George answered grimly, and shot a glance of suspicion at Mr. Dunborough, who was leaning against the fore-wheel.

But that gentleman shrugged his shoulders. You need not look at me, he said. It is not my box; I have mine here.

Whose is it?

Mr. Dunborough raised his eyebrows and did not answer.

Do you know? Sir George persisted fiercely.

No, I dont. I know no more about it than you do.

Maybe the lady took snuff? the smith said cautiously.

Many ladies did, but not this one; and Sir George sniffed his contempt. He turned the box over and over in his hand. It was a plain, black box, of smooth enamel, about two inches long.

I believe I have seen one like it, said Mr. Dunborough, yawning. But Im hanged if I can tell where.

Has your honour looked inside? the smith asked. Maybe there is a note in it.

Sir George cut him short with an exclamation, and held the box up to the light. There is something scratched on it, he said.

There was. When he held the box close to the lanthorn, words rudely scratched on the enamel, as if with the point of a pin, became visible; visible, but not immediately legible, so scratchy were the letters and imperfectly formed the strokes. It was not until the fourth or fifth time of reading that Sir George made out the following scrawl:

Take to Fishwick, Castle, Marlboro. Help! Julia.

Sir George swore. The box, with its pitiful, scarce articulate cry, brought the girls helpless position, her distress, her terror, more clearly to his mind than all that had gone before. Nor to his mind only, but to his heart; he scarcely asked himself why the appeal was made to another, or whence came this box  which was plainly a mans, and still had snuff in it  or even whither she had been so completely spirited away that there remained of her no more than this, and the black kerchief, and about the carriage a fragrance of her  perceptible only by a lovers senses. A whirl of pity and rage  pity for her, rage against her captors  swept such questions from his mind. He was shaken by gusty impulses, now to strike Mr. Dunborough across his smirking face, now to give some frenzied order, now to do some foolish act that must expose him to disgrace. He had much ado not to break into hysterical weeping, or into a torrent of frantic oaths. The exertions of the night, following on a day spent in the saddle, the tortures of fear and suspense, this last disappointment, the shock of his fall  had all told on him; and it was well that at this crisis Mr. Fishwick was at his elbow.

For the lawyer saw his face and read it aright, and interposing suggested an adjournment to the inn; adding that while they talked the matter over and refreshed themselves, a messenger could go to Bath and bring back new horses; in that way they might still be in Bristol by eight in the morning.

Bristol! Sir George muttered, passing his hand across his brow. Bristol! But  she is not with them. We dont know where she is.

Mr. Fishwick was himself sick with fatigue, but he knew what to do and did it. He passed his arm through Sir Georges, and signed to the smith to lead the way to the inn. The man did so, the crowd made way for them, Mr. Dunborough and the servant followed; in less than a minute the three gentlemen stood together in the sanded tap-room at the tavern. The landlord hurried in and hung a lamp on a hook in the whitewashed wall; its glare fell strongly on their features, and for the first time that night showed the three to one another.

Even in that poor place, the light had seldom fallen on persons in a more pitiable plight. Of the three, Sir George alone stood erect, his glittering eyes and twitching nostrils belying the deadly pallor of his face. He was splashed with mud from head to foot, his coat was plastered where he had fallen, his cravat was torn and open at the throat. He still held his naked sword in his hand; apparently he had forgotten that he held it. Mr. Dunborough was in scarce better condition. White and shaken, his hand bound to his side, he had dropped at once into a chair, and sat, his free hand plunged into his breeches pocket, his head sunk on his breast. Mr. Fishwick, a pale image of himself, his knees trembling with exhaustion, leaned against the wall. The adventures of the night had let none of the travellers escape.

The landlord and his wife could be heard in the kitchen drawing ale and clattering plates, while the voices of the constable and his gossips, drawling their wonder and surmises, filled the passage. Sir George was the first to speak.

Bristol! he said dully. Why Bristol?

Because the villains who have escaped us here, the lawyer answered, we shall find there. And they will know what has become of her.

But shall we find them?

Mr. Dunborough will find them.

Ha! said Sir George, with a sombre glance. So he will.

Mr. Dunborough spoke with sudden fury. I wish to Heaven, he said, that I had never heard the girls name. How do I know where she is!

You will have to know, Sir George muttered between his teeth.

Fine talk! Mr. Dunborough retorted, with a faint attempt at a sneer, when you know as well as I do that I have no more idea where the girl is or what has become of her than that snuff-box. And d  n me! he continued sharply, his eyes on the box, which Sir George still held in his hand, whose is the snuff-box, and how did she get it? That is what I want to know? And why did she leave it in the carriage? If we had found it dropped in the road now, and that kerchief round it, I could understand that! But in the carriage. Pho! I believe I am not the only one in this!




CHAPTER XXI

IN THE CARRIAGE

The man whose work had taken him that evening to the summit of the Druids Mound, and whose tale roused the Castle Inn ten minutes later, had seen aright. But he had not seen all. Had he waited another minute, he would have marked a fresh actor appear at Manton Corner, would have witnessed the dénouement of the scene, and had that to tell when he descended, which must have allayed in a degree, not only the general alarm, but Sir Georges private apprehensions.

It is when the mind is braced to meet a known emergency that it falls the easiest prey to the unexpected. Julia was no coward. But as she loitered along the lane beyond Préshute churchyard in the gentle hour before sunset, her whole being was set on the coming of the lover for whom she waited. As she thought over the avowal she would make to him, and conned the words she would speak to him, the girls cheeks, though she believed herself alone, burned with happy blushes; her breath came more quickly, her body swayed involuntarily in the direction whence he, who had chosen and honoured her, would come! The soft glow which overspread the heights, as the sun went down and left the vale to peace and rest, was not more real or more pure than the happiness that thrilled her. Her heart overflowed in a tender ecstasy, as she thanked God, and her lover. In the peace that lay around her, she who had flouted Sir George, not once or twice, who had mocked and tormented him, in fancy kissed his feet.

In such a mood as this she had neither eyes nor ears for aught but the coming of her lover. When she reached the corner, jealous that none but he should see the happy shining of her eyes  nor he until he stood beside her  she turned to walk back; in a luxury of anticipation. Her lot was wonderful to her. She sang in her heart that she was blessed among women.

And then, without the least warning, the grating of a stone even, or the sound of a footstep, a violent grip encircled her waist from behind; something thick, rough, suffocating, fell on her head and eyes, enveloped and blinded her. The shock of the surprise was so great that for a moment breath and even the instinct of resistance failed her; and she had been forced several steps, in what direction she had no idea, before sense and horror awoke together, and wresting herself, by the supreme effort of an active girl, from the grasp that confined her, she freed her mouth sufficiently to scream.

Twice and shrilly; then, before she could entirely rid her head of the folds that blinded her, a remorseless grip closed on her neck, and another round her waist; and choking and terrified, vainly struggling and fighting, she felt herself pushed along. Coarse voices, imprecating vengeance on her if she screamed, again, sounded in her ears: and then for a moment her course was stayed. She fancied that she heard a shout, the rush and scramble of feet in the road, new curses and imprecations. The grasp on her waist relaxed, and seizing her opportunity she strove with the strength of despair to wrest herself from the hands that still held the covering over her head. Instead, she felt herself lifted up, something struck her sharply on the knee; the next moment she fell violently and all huddled up on  it might have been the ground, for all she knew; it really was the seat of a carriage.

The shock was no slight one, but she struggled to her feet, and heard, as she tore the covering from her head, a report as of a pistol shot. The next moment she lost her footing, and fell back. She alighted on the place from which she had raised herself, and was not hurt. But the jolt, which had jerked her from her feet, and the subsequent motion, disclosed the truth. Before she had entirely released her head from the folds of the cloak, she knew that she was in a carriage, whirled along behind swift horses; and that the peril was real, and not of the moment, momentary!

This was horror enough. But it was not all. One wild look round, and her eyes began to penetrate the gloom of the closely shut carriage  and she shrank into her corner. She checked the rising sob that preluded a storm of rage and tears, stayed the frenzied impulse to shriek, to beat on the doors, to do anything that might scare the villains; she sat frozen, staring, motionless. For on the seat beside her, almost touching her, was a man.

In the dim light it was not easy to make out more than his figure. He sat huddled up in his corner, his wig awry, one hand to his face; gazing at her, she fancied, between his fingers, enjoying the play of her rage, her agitation, her disorder. He did not move or speak when she discovered him, but in the circumstances that he was a man was enough. The violence with which she had been treated, the audacity of such an outrage in daylight and on the highway, the closed and darkened carriage, the speed at which they travelled, all were grounds for alarm as serious as a woman could feel; and Julia, though she was a brave woman, felt a sudden horror come over her. None the less was her mind made up; if the man moved nearer to her, if he stretched out so much as his hand towards her, she would tear his face with her fingers. She sat with them on her lap and felt them as steel to do her bidding.

The carriage rumbled on, and still he did not move. From her corner she watched him, her eyes glittering with excitement, her breath coming quick and short. Would he never move? In truth not three minutes had elapsed since she discovered him beside her; but it seemed to her that she had sat there an age watching him; ay, three ages. The light was dim and untrustworthy, stealing in through a crack here and a crevice there. The carriage swayed and shook with the speed at which it travelled. More than once she thought that the mans hand, which rested on the seat beside him, a fat white hand, hateful, dubious, was moving, moving slowly and stealthily along the cushion towards her; and she waited shuddering, a scream on her lips. The same terror which, a while before, had frozen the cry in her throat, now tried her in another way. She longed to speak, to shriek, to stand up, to break in one way or any way the hideous silence, the spell that bound her. Every moment the strain on her nerves grew tenser, the fear lest she should swoon, more immediate, more appalling; and still the man sat in his corner, motionless, peeping at her through his fingers, leering and biding his time.

It was horrible, and it seemed endless. If she had had a weapon it would have been better. But she had only her bare hands and her despair; and she might swoon. At last the carriage swerved sharply to one side, and jolted over a stone; and the man lurched nearer to her, and  and moaned!

Julia drew a deep breath and leaned forward, scarcely able to believe her ears. But the man moaned again; and then, as if the shaking had roused him from a state of stupor, sat up slowly in his corner; she saw, peering more closely at him, that he had been strangely huddled before. At last he lowered his hand from his face and disclosed his features. It was  her astonishment was immense  it was Mr. Thomasson!

In her surprise Julia uttered a cry. The tutor opened his eyes and looked languidly at her; muttered something incoherent about his head, and shut his eyes again, letting his chin fall on his breast.

But the girl was in a mood only one degree removed from frenzy. She leaned forward and shook his arm. Mr. Thomasson! she cried. Mr. Thomasson!

Apparently the name and the touch were more effectual. He opened his eyes and sat up with a start of recognition, feigned or real. On his temple just under the edge of his wig, which was awry, was a slight cut. He felt it gingerly with his fingers, glanced at them, and finding them stained with blood, shuddered. I am afraid  I am hurt, he muttered.

His languor and her excitement went ill together. She doubted he was pretending, and had a hundred ill-defined, half-formed suspicions of him. Was it possible that he  he had dared to contrive this? Or was he employed by others  by another? Who hurt you? she cried sharply. At least she was not afraid of him.

He pointed in the direction of the horses. They did, he said stupidly. I saw it from the lane and ran to help you. The man I seized struck me  here. Then, I suppose they feared I should raise the country on them. And they forced me in  I dont well remember how.

And that is all you know? she cried imperiously.

His look convinced her. Then help me now! she replied, rising impetuously to her feet, and steadying herself by setting one hand against the back of the carriage. Shout! Scream! Threaten them! Dont you see that every yard we are carried puts us farther in their power? Shout!  do you hear?

They will murder us! he protested faintly. His cheeks were pale; his face wore a scared look, and he trembled visibly.

Let them! she answered passionately, beating on the nearest door. Better that than be in their hands. Help! Help! Help here!

Her shrieks rose above the rumble of the wheels and the steady trampling of the horses; she added to the noise by kicking and beating on the door with the fury of a mad woman. Mr. Thomasson had had enough of violence for that day; and shrank from anything that might bring on him the fresh wrath of his captors. But a moments reflection showed him that if he allowed himself to be carried on he would, sooner or later, find himself face to face with Mr. Dunborough; and, in any case, that it was now his interest to stand by his companion; and presently he too fell to shouting and drumming on the panels. There was a quaver, indeed, in his Help! Help! that a little betrayed the man; but in the determined clamour which she raised and continued to maintain, it passed well enough.

If we meet any one  they must hear us! she gasped, presently, pausing a moment to take breath. Which way are we going?

Towards Calne, I think, he answered, continuing to drum on the door in the intervals of speech. In the street we must be heard.

Help! Help! she screamed, still more recklessly. She was growing hoarse, and the prospect terrified her. Do you hear? Stop, villains! Help! Help! Help!

Murder! Mr. Thomasson shouted, seconding her with voice and fist. Murder! Murder!

But in the last word, despite his valiant determination to throw in his lot with her, was a sudden, most audible, quaver. The carriage was beginning to draw up; and that which he had imperiously demanded a moment before, he now as urgently dreaded. Not so Julia; her natural courage had returned, and the moment the vehicle came to a standstill and the door was opened, she flung herself towards it. The next instant she was pushed forcibly back by the muzzle of a huge horse-pistol which a man outside clapped to her breast; while the glare of the bulls-eye lanthorn which he thrust in her face blinded her.

The man uttered the most horrid imprecations. You noisy slut, he growled, shoving his face, hideous in its crape mask, into the coach, and speaking in a voice husky with liquor, will you stop your whining? Or must I blow you to pieces with my Toby? For you, you white-livered sneak, he continued, addressing the tutor, give me any more of your piping and Ill cut out your tongue! Who is hurting you, Id like to know! As for you, my fine lady, have a care of your skin, for if I pull you out into the road it will be the worse for you! Dye hear me? he continued, with a volley of savage oaths. A little more of your music, and Ill have you out and strip the clothes off your back! You dont hang me for nothing. D  n you, we are three miles from anywhere, and I have a mind to gag you, whether or no! And I will too, if you so much as open your squeaker again!

Let me go, she cried faintly. Let me go.

Oh, you will be let go fast enough  the other side of the water, he answered, with a villainous laugh. Im bail to that. In the meantime keep a still tongue, or it will be the worse for you! Once out of Bristol, and you may pipe as you like!

The girl fell back in her corner with a low wail of despair. The man seeing the effect he had wrought, laughed his triumph, and in sheer brutality passed his light once or twice across her face. Then he closed the door with a crash and mounted; the carriage bounded forward again, and in a trice was travelling onward as rapidly as before.

Night had set in, and darkness, a darkness that could almost be felt, reigned in the interior of the chaise. Neither of the travellers could now see the other, though they sat within arms length. The tutor, as soon as they were well started, and his nerves, shaken by the mans threats, permitted him to think of anything save his own safety, began to wonder that his companion, who had been so forward before, did not now speak; to look for her to speak, and to find the darkness and this silence, which left him to feed on his fears, strangely uncomfortable. He could almost believe that she was no longer there. At length, unable to bear it longer, he spoke.

I suppose you know, he said  he was growing vexed with the girl who had brought him into this peril who is at the bottom of this?

She did not answer, or rather she answered only by a sudden burst of weeping; not the light, facile weeping of a woman crossed or over-fretted, or frightened; but the convulsive heart-rending sobbing of utter grief and abandonment.

The tutor heard, and was at first astonished, then alarmed. My dear, good girl, dont cry like that, he said awkwardly. Dont! I  I dont understand it. You  you frighten me. You  you really should not. I only asked you if you knew whose work this was.

I know! I know only too well! she cried passionately. God help me! God help all women!

Mr. Thomasson wondered whether she referred to the future and her own fate. In that case, her complete surrender to despair seemed strange, seemed even inexplicable, in one who a few minutes before had shown a spirit above a womans. Or did she know something that he did not know? Something that caused this sudden collapse. The thought increased his uneasiness; the coward dreads everything, and his nerves were shaken. Pish! pish! he said pettishly. You should not give way like that! You should not, you must not give way!

And why not? she cried, arresting her sobs. There was a ring of expectation in her voice, a hoping against hope. He fancied that she had lowered her hands and was peering at him.

Because we  we may yet contrive something he answered lamely. We  we may be rescued. Indeed  I am sure we shall be rescued, he continued, fighting his fears as well as hers.

And what if we are? she cried with a passion that took him aback. What if we are? What better am I if we are rescued? Oh, I would have done anything for him! I would have died for him! she continued wildly. And he has done this for me. I would have given him all, all freely, for no return if he would have it so; and this is his requital! This is the way he has gone to get it. Oh, vile! vile!

Mr. Thomasson started. Metaphorically, he was no longer in the dark. She fancied that Sir George, Sir George whom she loved, was the contriver of this villainy. She thought that Sir George  Sir George, her cousin  was the abductor; that she was being carried off, not for her own sake, but as an obstacle to be removed from his path. The conception took the tutors breath away; he was even staggered for the moment, it agreed as well with one part of the facts. And when an instant later his own certain information came to his aid and showed him its unreality, and he would have blurted out the truth  he hesitated. The words were on the tip of his tongue, the sentence was arranged, but he hesitated.

Why? Simply because he was Mr. Thomasson, and it was not in his nature to do the thing that lay before him until he had considered whether it might not profit him to do something else. In this case the bare statement that Mr. Dunborough, and not Sir George, was the author of the outrage, would go for little with her. If he proceeded to his reasons he might convince her; but he would also fix himself with a fore-knowledge of the danger  a fore-knowledge which he had not imparted to her, and which must sensibly detract from the merit of the service he had already and undoubtedly performed.

This was a risk; and there was a farther consideration. Why give Mr. Dunborough new ground for complaint by discovering him? True, at Bristol she would learn the truth. But if she did not reach Bristol? If they were overtaken midway? In that case the tutor saw possibilities, if he kept his mouth shut  possibilities of profit at Mr. Dunboroughs hands.

In intervals between fits of alarm  when the carriage seemed to be about to halt  he turned these things over. He could hear the girl weeping in her corner, quietly, but in a heart-broken manner; and continually, while he thought and she wept, and an impenetrable curtain of darkness hid the one from the other, the chaise held on its course up-hill and down-hill, now bumping and rattling behind flying horses, and now rumbling and straining up Yatesbury Downs.

At last he broke the silence. What makes you think, he said, that it is Sir George has done this?

She did not answer or stop weeping for a while. Then, He was to meet me at sunset, at the Corner, she said. Who else knew that I should be there? Tell me that.

But if he is at the bottom of this, where is he? he hazarded. If he would play the villain with you

He would play the thief, she cried passionately, as he has played the hypocrite. Oh, it is vile! vile!

But  I dont understand, Mr. Thomasson stammered; he was willing to hear all he could.

His fortune, his lands, all he has in the world are mine! she cried. Mine! And he goes this way to recover them! But I could forgive him that, ah, I could forgive him that, but I cannot forgive him

What? he said.

His love! she cried fiercely. That I will never forgive him! Never!

He knew that she spoke, as she had wept, more freely for the darkness. He fancied that she was writhing on her seat, that she was tearing her handkerchief with her hands. But  it may not be he, he said after a silence broken only by the rumble of wheels and the steady trampling of the horses.

It is! she cried. It is!

It may not

I say it is! she repeated in a kind of fury of rage, shame, and impatience. Do you think that I who loved him, I whom he fooled to the top of my pride, judge him too harshly? I tell you if an angel from heaven had witnessed against him I would have laughed the tale to scorn. But I have seen  I have seen with my own eyes. The man who came to the door and threatened us had lost a joint of the forefinger. Yesterday I saw that man with him; I saw the hand that held the pistol to-day give him a note yesterday. I saw him read the note, and I saw him point me out to the man who bore it  that he might know to-day whom he was to seize! Oh shame! Shame on him! And she burst into fresh weeping.

At that moment the chaise, which had been proceeding for some time at a more sober pace, swerved sharply to one side; it appeared to sweep round a corner, jolted over a rough patch of ground, and came to a stand.




CHAPTER XXII

FACILIS DESCENSUS

Let not those who would judge her harshly forget that Julia, to an impulsive and passionate nature, added a special and notable disadvantage. She had been educated in a sphere alien from that in which she now moved. A girl, brought up as Sir Georges cousin and among her equals, would have known him to be incapable of treachery as black as this. Such a girl, certified of his love, not only by his words and looks but by her own self-respect and pride, would have shut her eyes to the most pregnant facts and the most cogent inferences; and scorned all her senses, one by one, rather than believe him guilty. She would have felt, rightly or wrongly, that the thing was impossible; and would have believed everything in the world, yes, everything, possible or impossible  yet never that he had lied when he told her that he loved her.

But Julia had been bred in a lower condition, not far removed from that of the Pamela to whose good fortune she had humbly likened her own; among people who regarded a Macaroni or a man of fashion as a wolf ever seeking to devour. To distrust a gentleman and repel his advances had been one of the first lessons instilled into her opening mind; nor had she more than emerged from childhood before she knew that a laced coat forewent destruction, and held the wearer of it a cozener, who in ninety-nine cases out of a hundred kept no faith with a woman beneath him, but lived only to break hearts and bring grey hairs to the grave.

Out of this fixed belief she had been jolted by the upheaval that placed her on a level with Sir George. Persuaded that the convention no longer applied to herself, she had given the rein to her fancy and her girlish romance, no less than to her generosity; she had indulged in delicious visions, and seen them grow real; nor probably in all St. Jamess was there a happier woman than Julia when she found herself possessed of this lover of the prohibited class; who to the charms and attractions, the nice-ness and refinement, which she had been bred to consider beyond her reach, added a devotion, the more delightful  since he believed her to be only what she seemed  as it lay in her power to reward it amply. Some women would have swooned with joy over such a conquest effected in such circumstances. What wonder that Julia was deaf to the warnings and surmises of Mr. Fishwick, whom delay and the magnitude of the stakes rendered suspicious, as well as to the misgivings of old Mrs. Masterson, slow to grasp a new order of things? It would have been strange had she listened to either, when youth, and wealth, and love all beckoned one way.

But now, now in the horror and darkness of the post-chaise, the lawyers warnings and the old womans misgivings returned on her with crushing weight; and more and heavier than these, her old belief in the heartlessness, the perfidy of the man of rank. At the statement that a man of the class with whom she had commonly mixed could so smile, while he played the villain, as to deceive not only her eyes but her heart  she would have laughed. But on the mind that lay behind the smooth and elegant mask of a gentlemans face she had no lights; or only the old lights which showed it desperately wicked. Applying these to the circumstances, what a lurid glare they shed on his behaviour! How quickly, how suspiciously quickly, had he succumbed to her charms! How abruptly had his insouciance changed to devotion, his impertinence to respect! How obtuse, how strangely dull had he been in the matter of her claims and her identity! Finally, with what a smiling visage had he lured her to her doom, showed her to his tools, settled to a nicety the least detail of the crime!

More weighty than any one fact, the thing he had said to her on the staircase at Oxford came back to her mind. If you were a lady, he had lisped in smiling insolence, I would kiss you and make you my wife. In face of those words, she had been rash enough to think that she could bend him, ignorant that she was more than she seemed, to her purpose. She had quoted those very words to him when she had had it in her mind to surrender  the sweetest surrender in the world. And all the time he had been fooling her to the top of her bent. All the time he had known who she was and been plotting against her devilishly  appointing hour and place and  and it was all over.

It was all over. The sunny visions of love and joy were done! It was all over. When the sharp, fierce pain of the knife had done its worst, the consciousness of that remained a dead weight on her brain. When the paroxysm of weeping had worn itself out, yet brought no relief to her passionate nature, a kind of apathy succeeded. She cared nothing where she was or what became of her; the worst had happened, the worst been suffered. To be betrayed, cruelly, heartlessly, without scruple or care by those we love  is there a sharper pain than this? She had suffered that, she was suffering it still. What did the rest matter?

Mr. Thomasson might have undeceived her, but the sudden stoppage of the chaise had left no place in the tutors mind for aught but terror. At any moment, now the chaise was at a stand, the door might open and he be hauled out to meet the fury of his pupils eye, and feel the smart of his brutal whip. It needed no more to sharpen Mr. Thomassons long ears  his eyes were useless; but for a time crouching in his corner and scarce daring to breathe, he heard only the confused muttering of several men talking at a distance. Presently the speakers came nearer, he caught the click of flint on steel, and a bright gleam of light entered the chaise through a crack in one of the shutters. The men had lighted a lamp.

It was only a slender shaft that entered, but it fell athwart the girls face and showed him her closed eyes. She lay back in her corner, her cheeks colourless, an expression of dull, hopeless suffering stamped on her features. She did not move or open her eyes, and the tutor dared not speak lest his words should be heard outside. But he looked, having nothing to check him, and looked; and in spite of his fears and his preoccupation, the longer he looked the deeper was the impression which her beauty made on his senses.

He could hear no more of the mens talk than muttered grumblings plentifully bestrewn with curses; and wonder what was forward and why they remained inactive grew more and more upon him. At length he rose and applied his eyes to the crack that admitted the light; but he could distinguish nothing outside, the lamp, which was close to the window, blinding him. At times he caught the clink of a bottle, and fancied that the men were supping; but he knew nothing for certain, and by-and-by the light was put out. A brief  and agonising  period of silence followed, during which he thought that he caught the distant tramp of horses; but he had heard the same sound before, it might be the beating of his heart, and before he could decide, oaths and exclamations broke the silence, and there was a sudden bustle. In less than a minute the chaise lurched forward, a whip cracked, and they took the road again.

The tutor breathed more freely, and, rid of the fear of being overheard, regained a little of his unctuousness. My dear good lady, he said, moving a trifle nearer to Julia, and even making a timid plunge for her hand, you must not give way. I protest you must not give way. Depend on me! Depend on me, and all will be well. I  oh dear, what a bump! I  this as he retreated precipitately to his corner I fear we are stopping!

They were, but only for an instant, that the lamps might be lighted. Then the chaise rolled on again, but from the way in which it jolted and bounded, shaking its passengers this way and that, it was evident that it no longer kept the main road. The moment this became clear to Mr. Thomasson his courage vanished as suddenly as it had appeared.

Where are they taking us? he cried, rising and sitting down again; and peering first this way and then the other. My G  d, we are undone! We shall be murdered  I know we shall! Oh dear! what a jolt! They are taking us to some cut-throat place! There again! Didnt you feel it? Dont you understand, woman? Oh, Lord, he continued, piteously wringing his hands, why did I mix myself up with this trouble?

She did not answer, and enraged by her silence and insensibility, the cowardly tutor could have found it in his heart to strike her. Fortunately the ray of light which now penetrated the carriage suggested an idea which he hastened to carry out. He had no paper, and, given paper, he had no ink; but falling back on what he had, he lugged out his snuff-box and pen-knife, and holding the box in the ray of light, and himself as still as the road permitted, he set to work, laboriously and with set teeth, to scrawl on the bottom of the box the message of which we know. To address it to Mr. Fishwick and sign it Julia were natural precautions, since he knew that the girl, and not he, would be the object of pursuit. When he had finished his task, which was no light one  the road growing worse and the carriage shaking more and more  he went to thrust the box under the door, which fitted ill at the bottom. But stooping to remove the straw, he reflected that probably the road they were in was a country lane, where the box would be difficult to find; and in a voice trembling with fear and impatience, he called to the girl to give him her black kerchief.

She did not ask him why or for what, but complied without opening her eyes. No words could have described her state more eloquently.

He wrapped the thing loosely in the kerchief  which he calculated would catch the passing eye more easily than the box  and knotted the ends together. But when he went to push the package under the door, it proved too bulky; and, with an exclamation of rage, he untied it, and made it up anew and more tightly. At last he thought that he had got it right, and he stooped to feel for the crack; but the carriage, which had been travelling more and more heavily and slowly, came to a sudden standstill, and in a panic he sat up, dropping the box and thrusting the straw over it with his foot.

He had scarcely done this when the door was opened, and the masked man, who had threatened them before, thrust in his head. Come out! he said curtly, addressing the tutor, who was the nearer. And be sharp about it!

But Mr. Thomassons eyes, peering through the doorway, sought in vain the least sign of house or village. Beyond the yellow glare cast by the lamp on the wet road, he saw nothing but darkness, night, and the gloomy shapes of trees; and he hung back. No, he said, his voice quavering with fear. I  my good man, if you will promise

The man swore a frightful oath. None of your tongue! he cried, but out with you unless you want your throat cut. You cursed, whining, psalm-singing sniveller, you dont know when you are well off! Out with you!

Mr. Thomasson waited for no more, but stumbled out, shaking with fright.

And you! the ruffian continued, addressing the girl, unless you want to be thrown out the same way you were thrown in! The sooner I see your back, my sulky Madam, the better I shall be pleased. No more meddling with petticoats for me! This comes of working with fine gentlemen, say I!

Julia was but half roused. Am. I  to get out? she said dully.

Ay you are! By G  d, you are a cool one! the man continued, watching her in a kind of admiration, as she rose and stepped by him like one in a dream. And a pretty one for all your temper! The master is not here, but the man is; and if

Stow it, you fool! cried a voice from the darkness, and get aboard!

Who said anything else? the ruffian retorted, but with a look that, had Julia been more sensible of it, must have chilled her blood. Who said anything else? So there you are, both of you, and none the worse, Ill take my davy! Lash away, Tim! Make the beggars fly!

As he uttered the last words he sprang on the wheel, and before the tutor could believe his good fortune, or feel assured that there was not some cruel deceit playing on him, the carriage splashed up the mud, and rattled away. In a trice the lights grew small and were gone, and the two were left standing side by side in the darkness. On one hand a mass of trees rose high above them, blotting out the grey sky; on the other the faint outline of a low wall appeared to divide the lane in which they stood  the mud rising rapidly about their shoes  from a flat aguish expanse over which the night hung low.

It was a strange position, but neither of the two felt this to the fall; Mr. Thomasson in his thankfulness that at any cost he had eluded Mr. Dunboroughs vengeance, Julia because at the moment she cared not what became of her. Naturally, however, Mr. Thomasson, whose satisfaction knew no drawback save that of their present condition, and who had to congratulate himself on a risk safely run, and a good friend gained, was the first to speak.

My dear young lady, he said, in an insinuating tone very different from that in which he had called for her kerchief, I vow I am more thankful than I can say, that I was able to come to your assistance! I shudder to think what those ruffians might not have done had you been alone, and  and unprotected! Now I trust all danger is over. We have only to find a house in which we can pass the night, and to-morrow we may laugh at our troubles!

She turned her head towards him, Laugh? she said, and a sob took her in the throat.

He felt himself set back; then remembered the delusion under which she lay, and went to dispel it  pompously. But his evil angel was at his shoulder; again at the last moment he hesitated. Something in the despondency of the girls figure, in the hopelessness of her tone, in the intensity of the grief that choked her utterance, wrought with the remembrance of her beauty and her disorder in the coach, to set his crafty mind working in a new direction. He saw that she was for the time utterly hopeless; utterly heedless what became of herself. That would not last; but his cunning told him that with returning sensibility would come pique, resentment, the desire to be avenged. In such a case one man was sometimes as good as another. It was impossible to say what she might not do or be induced to do, if full advantage were taken of a moment so exceptional. Fifty thousand pounds! And her fresh young beauty! What an opening it was! The way lay far from clear, the means were to find; but faint heart never won fair lady, and Mr. Thomasson had known strange things come to pass.

He was quick to choose his part. Come, child, he said, assuming a kind of paternal authority. At least we must find a roof. We cannot spend the night here.

No, she said dully, I suppose not.

So  shall we go this way?

As you please, she answered.

They started, but had not moved far along the miry road before she spoke again. Do you know, she asked drearily, why they set us down?

He was puzzled himself as to that, but, They may have thought that the pursuit was gaining on them, he answered, and become alarmed. Which was in part the truth; though Mr. Dunboroughs failure to appear at the rendezvous had been the main factor in determining the men.

Pursuit? she said. Who would pursue us?

Mr. Fishwick, he suggested.

Ah! she answered bitterly; he might. If I had listened to him! If I had  but it is over now.

I wish we could see a light, Mr. Thomasson said, anxiously looking into the darkness, or a house of any kind. I wonder where we are. She did not speak.

I do not know  even what time it is, he continued pettishly; and he shivered. Take care! She had stumbled and nearly fallen. Will you be pleased to take my arm, and we shall be able to proceed more quickly. I am afraid that your feet are wet.

Absorbed in her thoughts she did not answer.

However the ground is rising, he said. By-and-by it will be drier under foot.

They were an odd couple to be trudging a strange road, in an unknown country, at the dark hour of the night. The stars must have twinkled to see them. Mr. Thomasson began to own the influence of solitude, and longed to pat the hand she had passed through his arm  it was the sort of caress that came natural to him; but for the time discretion withheld him. He had another temptation: to refer to the past, to the old past at the College, to the part he had taken at the inn, to make some sort of apology; but again discretion intervened, and he went on in silence.

As he had said, the ground was rising; but the outlook was cheerless enough, until the moon on a sudden emerged from a bank of cloud and disclosed the landscape. Mr. Thomasson uttered a cry of relief. Fifty paces before them the low wall on the right of the lane was broken by a pillared gateway, whence the dark thread of an avenue trending across the moonlit flat seemed to point the way to a house.

The tutor pushed the gate open. Diana favours you, child, he said, with a smirk which was lost on Julia. It was well she emerged when she did, for now in a few minutes we shall be safe under a roof. Tis a gentlemans house too, unless I mistake.

A more timid or a more suspicious woman might have refused to leave the road, or to tempt the chances of the dark avenue, in his company. But Julia, whose thoughts were bitterly employed, complied without thought or hesitation, perhaps unconsciously. The gate swung to behind them, and they plodded a hundred yards between the trees arm in arm; then one and then a second light twinkled out in front. These as they approached were found to proceed from two windows in the ground floor of a large house. The travellers had not advanced many paces towards them before the peaks of three gables rose above them, vandyking the sky and docking the last sparse branches of the elms.

Mr. Thomassons exclamation of relief, as he surveyed the building, was cut short by the harsh rattle of a chain, followed by the roar of a watch-dog, as it bounded from the kennel; in a second a horrid raving and baying, as of a score of hounds, awoke the night. The startled tutor came near to dropping his companions hand, but fortunately the threshold, dimly pillared and doubtfully Palladian, was near, and resisting the impulse to put himself back to back with the girl  for the protection of his calves rather than her skirts  the reverend gentleman hurried to occupy it. Once in that coign of refuge, he hammered on the door with the energy of a frightened man.

When his anxiety permitted him to pause, a voice made itself heard within, cursing the dogs and roaring for Jarvey. A line of a hunting song, bawled at the top of a musical voice and ending in a shrill View Halloa! followed; then To them, beauties; to them! and the crash of an overturned chair. Again the house echoed with Jarvey, Jarvey! on top of which the door opened and an elderly man-servant, with his wig set on askew, his waistcoat unbuttoned, and his mouth twisted into a tipsy smile, confronted the wanderers.




CHAPTER XXIII

BULLY POMEROY

The man held a candle in a hand that wavered and strewed tallow broadcast; the light from this for a moment dazzled the visitors. Then the draught of air extinguished it, and looking over the servants shoulder  he was short and squat  Mr. Thomassons anxious eyes had a glimpse of a spacious old-fashioned hall, panelled and furnished in oak, with here a blazon, and there antlers or a stuffed head. At the farther end of the hall a wide easy staircase rose, to branch at the first landing into two flights, that returning formed a gallery round the apartment. Between the door and the foot of the staircase, in the warm glow of an unseen fire, stood a small heavily-carved oak table, with Jacobean legs, like stuffed trunk-hose. This was strewn with cards, liquors, glasses, and a china punch-bowl; but especially with cards, which lay everywhere, not only on the table, but in heaps and batches beneath and around it, where the careless hands of the players had flung them.

Yet, for all these cards, the players were only two. One, a man something under forty, in a peach coat and black satin breeches, sat on the edge of the table, his eyes on the door and his chair lying at his feet. It was his voice that had shouted for Jarvey and that now saluted the arrivals with a boisterous Two to one in guineas, its a catchpoll! Dye take me, my lord?  the while he drummed merrily with his heels on a leg of the table. His companion, an exhausted young man, thin and pale, remained in his chair, which he had tilted on its hinder feet; and contented himself with staring at the doorway.

The latter was our old friend, Lord Almeric Doyley; but neither he nor Mr. Thomasson knew one another, until the tutor had advanced some paces into the room. Then, as the gentleman in the peach coat cried, Curse me, if it isnt a parson! The bets off! Off! Lord Almeric dropped his hand of cards on the table, and opening his mouth gasped in a paroxysm of dismay.

Oh, Lord, he exclaimed, at last. Hold me, some one! If it isnt Tommy! Oh, I say, he continued, rising and speaking in a tone of querulous remonstrance, you have not come to tell me the old mans gone! And Id pitted him against Bedford to live to  to  but its like him! It is like him, and monstrous unfeeling. I vow and protest it is! Eh! oh, it is not that! Hal  loa!

He paused there, his astonishment greater even than that which he had felt on recognising the tutor. His eye had lighted on Julia, whose figure was now visible on the threshold.

His companion did not notice this. He was busy identifying the tutor. Gad! it is old Thomasson! he cried, for he too had been at Pembroke. And a petticoat! And a petticoat! he repeated. Well, I am spun!

The tutor raised his hands in astonishment. Lord! he said, with a fair show of enthusiasm, do I really see my old friend and pupil, Mr. Pomeroy of Bastwick?

Who put the cat in your valise? When you got to London  kittens? You do, Tommy.

I thought so! Mr. Thomasson answered effusively. I was sure of it! I never forget a face when my  my heart has once gone out to it! And you, my dear, my very dear Lord Almeric, there is no danger I shall ever

But, crib me, Tommy, Lord Almeric shrieked, cutting him short without ceremony, so great was his astonishment, its the Little Masterson!

You old fox! Mr. Pomeroy chimed in, shaking his finger at the tutor with leering solemnity; he, belonging to an older generation at the College, did not know her. Then, The Little Masterson, is it? he continued, advancing to the girl, and saluting her with mock ceremony. Among friends, I suppose? Well, my dear, for the future be pleased to count me among them. Welcome to my poor house! And heres to bettering your taste  for, fie, my love, old men are naughty. Have naught to do with them! And he laughed wickedly. He was a tall, heavy man, with a hard, bullying, sneering face; a Dunborough grown older.

Hush! my good sir. Hush! Mr. Thomasson cried anxiously, after making more than one futile effort to stop him. Between his respect for his companion, and the deference in which he held a lord, the tutor was in agony. My good sir, my dear Lord Almeric, you are in error, he continued strenuously. You mistake, I assure you, you mistake

Do we, by Gad! Mr. Pomeroy cried, winking at Julia. Well, you and I, my dear, dont, do we? We understand one another very well.

The girl only answered by a fierce look of contempt. But Mr. Thomasson was in despair. You do not, indeed! he cried, almost wringing his hands. This lady has lately come into a  a fortune, and to-night was carried off by some villains from the Castle Inn at Marlborough in a  in a post-chaise. I was fortunately on the spot to give her such protection as I could, but the villains overpowered me, and to prevent my giving the alarm, as I take it, bundled me into the chaise with her.

Oh, come, said Mr. Pomeroy, grinning. You dont expect us to swallow that?

It is true, as I live, the tutor protested. Every word of it.

Then how come you here?

Not far from your gate, for no reason that I can understand, they turned us out, and made off.

Honest Abraham? Lord Almeric asked; he had listened open-mouthed.

Every word of it, the tutor answered.

Then, my dear, if you have a fortune, sit down, cried Mr. Pomeroy; and seizing a chair he handed it with exaggerated gallantry to Julia, who still remained near the door, frowning darkly at the trio; neither ashamed nor abashed, but proudly and coldly contemptuous. Make yourself at home, my pretty, he continued familiarly, for if you have a fortune it is the only one in this house, and a monstrous uncommon thing. Is it not, my lord?

Lord! I vow it is! the other drawled; and then, taking advantage of the moment when Julias attention was engaged elsewhere  she dumbly refused to sit, Where is Dunborough? my lord muttered.

Heaven knows, Mr. Thomasson whispered, with a wink that postponed inquiry. What is more to the purpose, he continued aloud, if I may venture to make the suggestion to your lordship and Mr. Pomeroy, Miss Masterson has been much distressed and fatigued this evening. If there is a respectable elderly woman in the house, therefore, to whose care you could entrust her for the night, it were well.

There is old Mother Olney, Mr. Pomeroy answered, assenting with a readier grace than the tutor expected, who locked herself up an hour ago for fear of us young bloods. She should be old and ugly enough! Here you, Jarvey, go and kick in her outworks, and bid her come down.

Better still, if I may suggest it, said the tutor, who was above all things anxious to be rid of the girl before too much was said Might not your servant take Miss above stairs to this good woman  who will doubtless see to her comfort? Miss Masterson has gone through some surprising adventures this evening, and I think it were better if you allowed her to withdraw at once, Mr. Pomeroy.

Jarvey, take the lady, Mr. Pomeroy cried. A sweet pretty toad she is. Heres to your eyes and fortune, child! he continued with an impudent grin; and filling his glass he pledged her as she passed.

After that he stood watching while Mr. Thomasson opened the door and bowed her out; and this done and the door closed after her, Lord, what ceremony! he said, with an ugly sneer. Ist real, man, or are you bubbling her? And what is this Cock-lane story of a chaise and the rest? Out with it, unless you want to be tossed in a blanket.

True, upon my honour! Mr. Thomasson asseverated.

Oh, but Tommy, the fortune? Lord Almeric protested seriously. I vow you are sharping us.

True too, my lord, as I hope to be saved!

True? Oh, but it is too monstrous absurd, my lord wailed. The Little Masterson? As pretty a little tit as was to be found in all Oxford. The Little Masterson a fortune?

She has eyes and a shape, Mr. Pomeroy admitted generously. For the rest, what is the figure, Mr. Thomasson? he continued. There are fortunes and fortunes.

Mr. Thomasson looked at the gallery above, and thence, and slyly, to his companions and back again to the gallery; and swallowed something that rose in his throat. At length he seemed to make up his mind to speak the truth, though when he did so it was in a voice little above a whisper. Fifty thousand, he said, and looked guiltily round him.

Lord Almeric rose from his chair as if on springs. Oh, I protest! he said. You are roasting us. Fifty thousand! Its a bite?

But Mr. Thomasson nodded. Fifty thousand, he repeated softly. Fifty thousand.

Pounds? gasped my lord. The Little Masterson?

The tutor nodded again; and without asking leave, with a dogged air unlike his ordinary bearing when he was in the company of those above him, he drew a decanter towards him, and filling a glass with a shaking hand raised it to his lips and emptied it. The three were on their feet round the table, on which several candles, luridly lighting up their faces, still burned; while others had flickered down, and smoked in the guttering sockets, among the empty bottles and the litter of cards. In one corner of the table the lees of wine had run upon the oak, and dripped to the floor, and formed a pool, in which a broken glass lay in fragments beside the overturned chair. An observant eye might have found on the panels below the gallery the vacant nails and dusty lines whence Lelys and Knellers, Cuyps and Hondekoeters had looked down on two generations of Pomeroys. But in the main the disorder of the scene centred in the small table and the three men standing round it; a lighted group, islanded in the shadows of the hall.

Mr. Pomeroy waited with impatience until Mr. Thomasson lowered his glass. Then, Let us have the story, he said. A guinea to a China orange the fool is tricking us.

The tutor shook his head, and turned to Lord Almeric. You know Sir George Soane, he said. Well, my lord, she is his cousin.

Oh, tally, tally! my lord cried. You  you are romancing, Tommy!

And under the will of Sir Georges grandfather she takes fifty thousand pounds, if she make good her claim within a certain time from to-day.

Oh, I say, you are romancing! my lord repeated, more feebly. You know, you really should not! It is too uncommon absurd, Tommy.

Its true! said Mr. Thomasson.

What? That this porters wench at Pembroke has fifty thousand pounds? cried Mr. Pomeroy. She is the porters wench, isnt she? he continued. Something had sobered him. His eyes shone, and the veins stood out on his forehead. But his manner was concise and harsh, and to the point.

Mr. Thomasson. glanced at him stealthily, as one gamester scrutinises another over the cards. She is Masterson, the porters, foster-child, he said.

But is it certain that she has the money? the other cried rudely. Is it true, man? How do you know? Is it public property?

No, Mr. Thomasson answered, it is not public property. But it is certain and it is true! Then, after a moments hesitation, I saw some papers  by accident, he said, his eyes on the gallery.

Oh, d  n your accident! Mr. Pomeroy cried brutally. You are very fine to-night. You were not used to be a Methodist! Hang it, man, we know you, he continued violently, and this is not all! This does not bring you and the girl tramping the country, knocking at doors at midnight with Cock-lane stories of chaises and abductions. Come to it, man, or

Oh, I say, Lord Almeric protested weakly. Tommy is an honest man in his way, and you are too stiff with him.

D  n him! my lord; let him come to the point then, Mr. Pomeroy retorted savagely. Is she in the way to get the money?

She is, said the tutor sullenly.

Then what brings her here  with you, of all people?

I will tell you if you will give me time, Mr. Pomeroy, the tutor said plaintively. And he proceeded to describe in some detail all that had happened, from the fons et origo mali  Mr. Dunboroughs passion for the girl  to the stay at the Castle Inn, the abduction at Manton Corner, the strange night journey in the chaise, and the stranger release.

When he had done, Sir George was the girls fancy-man, then? Pomeroy said, in the harsh overbearing tone he had suddenly adopted.

The tutor nodded.

And she thinks he has tricked her?

But for that and the humour she is in, Mr. Thomasson answered, with a subtle glance at the others face, you and I might talk here till Doomsday, and be none the better, Mr. Pomeroy.

His frankness provoked Mr. Pomeroy to greater frankness. Consume your impertinence! he cried. Speak for yourself.

She is not that kind of woman, said Mr. Thomasson firmly.

Kind of woman? cried Mr. Pomeroy furiously. I am this kind of man. Oh, d  n you! If you want plain speaking you shall have it! She has fifty thousand, and she is in my house; well, I am this kind of man! Ill not let that money go out of the house without having a fling at it! It is the devils luck has sent her here, and it will be my folly will send her away  if she goes. Which she does not if I am the kind of man I think I am. So there for you! Theres plain speaking.

You dont know her, Mr. Thomasson answered doggedly. Mr. Dunborough is a gentleman of mettle, and he could not bend her.

She was not in his house! the other retorted, with a grim laugh. Then, in a lower, if not more amicable tone, Look here, man, he continued, dye mean to say that you had not something of this kind in your mind when you knocked at this door?

I! Mr. Thomasson cried, virtuously indignant.

Ay, you! Do you mean to say you did not see that here was a chance in a hundred? In a thousand? Ay, in a million? Fifty thousand pounds is not found in the road any day?

Mr. Thomasson grinned in a sickly fashion. I know that, he said.

Well, what is your idea? What do you want?

The tutor did not answer on the instant, but after stealing one or two furtive glances at Lord Almeric, looked down at the table, a nervous smile distorting his mouth. At length, I want  her, he said; and passed his tongue furtively over his lips.

The girl?

Yes.

Oh Lord! said Mr. Pomeroy, in a voice of disgust.

But the ice broken, Mr. Thomasson had more to say. Why not? he said plaintively. I brought her here  with all submission. I know her, and  and am a friend of hers. If she is fair game for any one, she is fair game for me. I have run a risk for her, he continued pathetically, and touched his brow, where the slight cut he had received in the struggle with Dunboroughs men showed below the border of his wig, and  and for that matter, Mr. Pomeroy is not the only man who has bailiffs to avoid.

Stuff me, Tommy, if I am not of your opinion! cried Lord Almeric. And he struck the table with unusual energy.

Pomeroy turned on him in surprise as great as his disgust. What? he cried. You would give the girl and her money  fifty thousand  to this old hunks!

I? Not I! I would have her myself! his lordship answered stoutly. Come, Pomeroy, you have won three hundred of me, and if I am not to take a hand at this, I shall think it low! Monstrous low I shall think it! he repeated in the tone of an injured person. You know. Pom, I want money as well as another  want it devilish bad

You have not been a Sabbatarian, as I was for two months last year, Mr. Pomeroy retorted, somewhat cooled by this wholesale rising among his allies, and walked out Sundays only for fear of the catchpolls.

No, but

But I am not now, either. Is that it? Why, dye think, because I pouched six hundred of Flitneys, and three of yours, and set the mare going again, it will last for ever?

No, but fairs fair, and if I am not in this, it is low. It is low, Pom, Lord Almeric continued, sticking to his point with abnormal spirit. And here is Tommy will tell you the same. You have had three hundred of me

At cards, dear lad; at cards, Mr. Pomeroy answered easily. But this is not cards. Besides, he continued, shrugging his shoulders and pouncing on the argument, we cannot all marry the girl!

I dont know, my lord answered, passing his fingers tenderly through his wig. I  I dont commit myself to that.

Well, at any rate, we cannot all have the money! Pomeroy replied, with sufficient impatience.

But we can all try! Cant we, Tommy?

Mr. Thomassons face, when the question was put to him in that form, was a curious study. Mr. Pomeroy had spoken aright when he called it a chance in a hundred, in a thousand, in a million. It was a chance, at any rate, that was not likely to come in Mr. Thomassons way again. True, he appreciated more correctly than the others the obstacles in the way of success  the girls strong will and wayward temper; but he knew also the humour which had now taken hold of her, and how likely it was that it might lead her to strange lengths if the right man spoke at the right moment.

The very fact that Mr. Pomeroy had seen the chance and gauged the possibilities, gave them a more solid aspect and a greater reality in the tutors mind. Each moment that passed left him less willing to resign pretensions which were no longer the shadowy creatures of the brain, but had acquired the aspect of solid claims  claims made his by skill and exertion.

But if he defied Mr. Pomeroy, how would he stand? The girls position in this solitary house, apart from her friends, was half the battle; in a sneaking way, though he shrank from facing the fact, he knew that she was at their mercy; as much at their mercy as if they had planned the abduction from the first. Without Mr. Pomeroy, therefore, the master of the house and the strongest spirit of the three  

He got no farther, for at this point Lord Almeric repeated his question; and the tutor, meeting Pomeroys bullying eye, found it necessary to say something. Certainly, he stammered at a venture, we can all try, my lord. Why not?

Ay, why not? said Lord Almeric. Why not try?

Try? But how are you going to try? Mr. Pomeroy responded with a jeering laugh. I tell you, we cannot all marry the girl.

Lord Almeric burst in a sudden fit of chuckling. I vow and protest I have it! he cried. Well play for her! Dont you see, Pom? Well cut for her! Ha! Ha! That is surprising clever of me; dont you think? Well play for her!




CHAPTER XXIV

CUTTING FOR THE QUEEN

It was a suggestion so purely in the spirit of a day when men betted on every contingency, public or private, decorous or the reverse, from the fecundity of a sister to the longevity of a sire, that it sounded less indecent in the cars of Lord Almerics companions than it does in ours. Mr. Thomasson indeed, who was only so far a gamester as every man who had pretensions to be a gentleman was one at that time, and who had seldom, since the days of Lady Harringtons faro bank, staked more than he could afford, hesitated and looked dubious. But Mr. Pomeroy, a reckless and hardened gambler, gave a boisterous assent, and in the face of that the tutors objections went for nothing. In a trice, all the cards and half the glasses were swept pell mell to the floor, a new pack was torn open, the candles were snuffed, and Mr. Pomeroy, smacking him on the back, was bidding him draw up.

Sit down, man! Sit down! cried that gentleman, who had regained his jovial humour as quickly as he had lost it, and whom the prospect of the stake appeared to intoxicate. May I burn if I ever played for a girl before! Hang it! man, look cheerful, Well toast her first  and a daintier bit never swam in a bowl  and play for her afterwards! Come, no heel-taps, my lord. Drink her! Drink her! Heres to the Mistress of Bastwick!

Lady Almeric Doyley! my lord cried, rising, and bowing with his hand to his heart, while he ogled the door through which she had disappeared. I drink you! Heres to your pretty face, my dear!

Mrs. Thomasson! cried the tutor, I drink to you. But

But what shall it be, you mean? Pomeroy cried briskly. Loo, Quinze, Faro, Lansquenet? Or cribbage, all-fours, put, Mr. Parson, if you like! Its all one to me. Name your game and I am your man!

Then let us shuffle and cut, and the highest takes, said the tutor.

Sho! man, where is the sport in that? Pomeroy cried, receiving the suggestion with disgust.

It is what Lord Almeric proposed, Mr. Thomasson answered. The two glasses of wine he had taken had given him courage. I am no player, and at games of skill I am no match for you.

A shadow crossed Mr. Pomeroys face; but he recovered himself immediately. As you please, he said, shrugging his shoulders with a show of carelessness. Ill match any man at anything. Lets to it!

But the tutor kept his hands on the cards, which lay in a heap face downwards on the table. There is a thing to be settled, he said, hesitating somewhat, before we draw. If she will not take the winner  what then?

What then?

Yes, what then?

Mr. Pomeroy grinned. Why, then number two will try his luck with her, and if he fail, number three! There, my bully boy, that is settled. It seems simple enough, dont it?

But how long is each to have? the tutor asked in a low voice. The three were bending over the cards, their faces near one another. Lord Almerics eyes turned from one to the other of the speakers.

How long? Mr. Pomeroy answered, raising his eyebrows. Ah. Well, lets say  what do you think? Two days?

And if the first fail, two days for the second?

There will be no second if I am first, Pomeroy answered grimly.

But otherwise, the tutor persisted; two days for the second?

Bully Pomeroy nodded.

But then, the question is, can we keep her here?

Four days?

Yes.

Mr. Pomeroy laughed harshly. Ay, he said, or six if needs be and I lose. You may leave that to me. Well shift her to the nursery to-morrow.

The nursery? my lord said, and stared.

The windows are barred. Now do you understand?

The tutor turned a shade paler, and his eyes sank slyly to the table. Therell  therell be no violence, of course, he said, his voice a trifle unsteady.

Violence? Oh, no, there will be no violence, Mr. Pomeroy answered with an unpleasant sneer. And they all laughed; Mr. Thomasson tremulously, Lord Almeric as if he scarcely entered into the others meaning and laughed that he might not seem outside it. Then, There is another thing that must not be, Pomeroy continued, tapping softly on the table with his forefinger, as much to command attention as to emphasise his words, and that is peaching! Peaching! Well have no Jeremy Twitcher here, if you please.

No, no! Mr. Thomasson stammered. Of course not.

No, damme! said my lord grandly. No peaching!

No, Mr. Pomeroy said, glancing keenly from one to the other, and by token I have a thought that will cure it. Dye see here, my lord! What do you say to the losers taking five thousand each out of Madams money? That should bind all together if anything will  though I say it that will have to pay it, he continued boastfully.

My lord was full of admiration. Uncommon handsome! he said. Pom, that does you credit. You have a head! I always said you had a head!

You are agreeable to that, my lord?

Burn me, if I am not.

Then shake hands upon it. And what say you, Parson?

Mr. Thomasson proffered an assent fully as enthusiastic as Lord Almerics, but for a different reason. The tutors nerves, never strong, were none the better for the rough treatment he had undergone, his long drive, and his longer fast. He had taken enough wine to obscure remoter terrors, but not the image of Mr. Dunborough  impiger, iracundus, inexorabilis, acer  Dunborough doubly and trebly offended! That image recurred when the glass was not at his lips; and behind it, sometimes the angry spectre of Sir George, sometimes the face of the girl, blazing with rage, slaying him with the lightning of her contempt.

He thought that it would not suit him ill, therefore, though it was a sacrifice, if Mr. Pomeroy took the fortune, the wife, and the risk  and five thousand only fell to him. True, the risk, apart from that of Mr. Dunboroughs vengeance, might be small; no one of the three had had act or part in the abduction of the girl. True, too, in the atmosphere of this unfamiliar house  into which he had been transported as suddenly as Bedreddin Hassan to the palace in the fairy tale  with the fumes of wine and the glamour of beauty in his head, he was in a mood to minimise even that risk. But under the jovial good-fellowship which Mr. Pomeroy affected, and strove to instil into the party, he discerned at odd moments a something sinister that turned his craven heart to water and loosened the joints of his knees.

The lights and cards and jests, the toasts and laughter were a mask that sometimes slipped and let him see the deaths head that grinned behind it. They were three men, alone with the girl in a country house, of which the reputation, Mr. Thomasson had a shrewd idea, was no better than its masters. No one outside knew that she was there; as far as her friends were concerned, she had vanished from the earth. She was a woman, and she was in their power. What was to prevent them bending her to their purpose?

It is probable that had she been of their rank from the beginning, bred and trained, as well as born, a Soane, it would not have occurred even to a broken and desperate man to frame so audacious a plan. But scruples grew weak, and virtue  the virtue of Vauxhall and the masquerades  languished where it was a question of a woman who a month before had been fair game for undergraduate gallantry, and who now carried fifty thousand pounds in her hand.

Mr. Pomeroys next words showed that this aspect of the case was in his mind. Damme, she ought to be glad to marry any one of us! he said, as he packed the cards and handed them to the others that each might shuffle them. If she is not, the worse for her! Well put her on bread and water until she sees reason!

Dyou think Dunborough knew, Tommy? said Lord Almeric, grinning at the thought of his friends disappointment. That she had the money?

Dunboroughs name turned the tutor grave. He shook his head.

Hell be monstrous mad! Monstrous! Lord Almeric said with a chuckle; the wine he had drunk was beginning to affect him. He has paid the postboys and we ride. Well, are you ready? Ready all? Hallo! Who is to draw first?

Lets draw for first, said Mr. Pomeroy. All together!

All together!

For its hey, derry down, and its over the lea.
And its out with the fox in the dawning!

sang my lord in an uncertain voice. And then, Lord! Ive a d  d deuce! Tommy has it! Tommys Pam has it! No, by Gad! Pomeroy, you have won it! Your Queen takes!

And I shall take the Queen! quoth Mr. Pomeroy. Then ceremoniously, My first draw, I think?

Yes, said Mr. Thomasson nervously.

Yes, said Lord Almeric, gloating with flushed face on the blind backs of the cards as they lay in a long row before him. Draw away!

Then heres for a wife and five thousand a year! cried Pomeroy. One, two, three  oh, hang and sink the cards! he continued with a violent execration, as he flung down the card he had drawn. Sevens the main! I have no luck! Now, Mr. Parson, get on! Can you do better?

Mr. Thomasson, a damp flush on his brow, chose his card gingerly, and turned it with trembling fingers. Mr. Pomeroy greeted it with a savage oath, Lord Almeric with a yell of tipsy laughter. It was an eight.

It is bad to be crabbed, but to be crabbed by a smug like you! Mr. Pomeroy cried churlishly. Then, Go on, man! he said to his lordship. Dont keep us all night.
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AND DRINK HER, YOU ENVIOUS BEGGARS! DRINK HER!

Lord Almeric, thus adjured, turned a card with a flourish. It was a King!

Fal-lal-lal, lal-lal-la! he sang, rising with a sweep of the arm that brought down two candlesticks. Then, seizing a glass and filling it from the punch-bowl, Heres your health once more, my lady. And drink her, you envious beggars! Drink her! You shall throw the stocking for us. Lord, well have a right royal wedding! And then

Dont you forget the five thousand, said Pomeroy sulkily. He kept his seat, his hands thrust deep into his breeches pockets; he looked the picture of disappointment.

Not I, dear lad! Not I! Lord, it is as safe as if your banker had it. Just as safe!

Umph! She has not taken you yet! Pomeroy muttered, watching him; and his face relaxed. No, hang me! she has not! he continued in a tone but half audible. And it is even betting she will not. She might take you drunk, but d  n me if she will take you sober! And, cheered by the reflection, he pulled the bowl to him, and, filling a glass, Heres to her, my lord, he said, raising it to his lips. But remember you have only two days.

Two days! my lord cried, reeling slightly; the last glass had been too much for him. Well be married in two days. See if we are not.

The Act notwithstanding? Mr. Pomeroy said, with a sneer.

Oh, sink the Act! his lordship retorted. But wheres  wheres the door? I shall go, he continued, gazing vacantly about him, go to her at once, and tell her  tell her I shall marry her! You  you fellows are hiding the door! You are  you are all jealous! Oh, yes! Such a shape and such eyes! You are jealous, hang you!

Mr. Pomeroy leaned forward and leered at the tutor. Shall we let him go? he whispered. It will mend somebodys chance. What say you, Parson? You stand next. Make it six thousand instead of five, and Ill see to it.

Let me go to her! my lord hiccoughed. He was standing, holding by the back of a chair. I tell you  I  where is she? You are jealous! Thats what you are! Jealous! She is fond of me  pretty charmer  and I shall go to her!

But Mr. Thomasson shook his head; not so much because he shrank from the outrage which the other contemplated with a grin, as because he now wished Lord Almeric to succeed. He thought it possible and even likely that the girl, dazzled by his title, would be willing to take the young sprig of nobility. And the influence of the Doyley family was great.

He shook his head therefore, and Mr. Pomeroy rebuffed, solaced himself with a couple of glasses of punch. After that, Mr. Thomasson pleaded fatigue as his reason for declining to take a hand at any game whatever, and my lord continuing to maunder and flourish and stagger, the host reluctantly suggested bed; and going to the door bawled for Jarvey and his lordships man. They came, but were found to be incapable of standing when apart. The tutor and Mr. Pomeroy, therefore, took my lord by the arms and partly shoved and partly supported him to his room.

There was a second bed in the chamber. You had better tumble in there, Parson, said Mr. Pomeroy. What say you? Willt do?

Finely, Tommy answered. I am obliged to you. And when they had jointly loosened his lordships cravat, and removed his wig and set the cool jug of small beer within his reach, Mr. Pomeroy bade the other a curt good-night, and took himself off.

Mr. Thomasson waited until his footsteps ceased to echo in the gallery, and then, he scarcely knew why, he furtively opened the door and peeped out. All was dark; and save for the regular tick of the pendulum on the stairs, the house was still. Mr. Thomasson, wondering which way Julias room lay, stood listening until a stair creaked; and then, retiring precipitately, locked his door. Lord Almeric, in the gloom of the green moreen curtains that draped his huge four-poster, had fallen into a drunken slumber. The shadow of his wig, which Pomeroy had clapped on the wig-stand by the bed, nodded on the wall, as the draught moved the tails. Mr. Thomasson shivered, and, removing the candle  as was his prudent habit of nights  to the hearth, muttered that a goose was walking over his grave, undressed quickly, and jumped into bed.




CHAPTER XXV

LORD ALMERICS SUIT

When Julia awoke in the morning, without start or shock, to the dreary consciousness of all she had lost, she was still under the influence of the despair which had settled on her spirits overnight, and had run like a dark stain through her troubled dreams. Fatigue of body and lassitude of mind, the natural consequences of the passion and excitement of her adventure, combined to deaden her faculties. She rose aching in all her limbs  yet most at heart  and wearily dressed herself; but neither saw nor heeded the objects round her. The room to which poor puzzled Mrs. Olney had hastily consigned her looked over a sunny stretch of park, sprinkled with gnarled thorn-trees that poorly filled the places of the oaks and chestnuts which the gaming-table had consumed. Still, the outlook pleased the eye, nor was the chamber itself lacking in liveliness. The panels on the walls, wherein needlework cockatoos and flamingoes, wrought under Queen Anne, strutted in the care of needlework black-boys, were faded and dull; but the pleasant white dimity with which the bed was hung relieved and lightened them.

To Julia it was all one. Wrapped in bitter thoughts and reminiscences, her bosom heaving from time to time with ill-restrained grief, she gave no thought to such things, or even to her position, until Mrs. Olney appeared and informed her that breakfast awaited her in another room.

Then, Can I not take it here? she asked, shrinking painfully from the prospect of meeting any one.

Here? Mrs. Olney repeated. The housekeeper never closed her mouth, except when she spoke; for which reason, perhaps, her face faithfully mirrored the weakness of her mind.

Yes, said Julia. Can I not take it here, if you please? I suppose  we shall have to start by-and-by? she added, shivering.

By-and-by, maam? Mrs. Olney answered. Oh, yes.

Then I can have it here.

Oh, yes, if you please to follow me, maam. And she held the door open.

Julia shrugged her shoulders, and, contesting the matter no further, followed the good woman along a corridor and through a door which shut off a second and shorter passage. From this three doors opened, apparently into as many apartments. Mrs. Olney threw one wide and ushered her into a room damp-smelling, and hung with drab, but of good size and otherwise comfortable. The windows looked over a neglected Dutch garden, which was so rankly overgrown that the box hedges scarce rose above the wilderness of parterres. Beyond this, and divided from it by a deep-sunk fence, a pool fringed with sedges and marsh-weeds carried the eye to an alder thicket that closed the prospect.

Julia, in her relief on finding that the table was laid for one only, paid no heed to the outlook or to the bars that crossed the windows, but sank into a chair and mechanically ate and drank. Apprised after a while that Mrs. Olney had returned and was watching her with fatuous good-nature, she asked her if she knew at what hour she was to leave.

To leave? said the housekeeper, whose almost invariable custom it was to repeat the last words addressed to her. Oh, yes, to leave. Of course.

But at what time? Julia asked, wondering whether the woman was as dull as she seemed.

Yes, at what time? Then after a pause and with a phenomenal effort, I will go and see  if you please.

She returned presently. There are no horses, she said. When they are ready the gentleman will let you know.

They have sent for some?

Sent for some, repeated Mrs. Olney, and nodded, but whether in assent or imbecility it was hard to say.

After that Julia troubled her no more, but rising from her meal had recourse to the window and her own thoughts. These were in unison with the neglected garden and the sullen pool, which even the sunshine failed to enliven. Her heart was torn between the sense of Sir Georges treachery  which now benumbed her brain and now awoke it to a fury of resentment  and fond memories of words and looks and gestures, that shook her very frame and left her sick  love-sick and trembling. She did not look forward or form plans; nor, in the dull lethargy in which she was for the most part sunk, was she aware of the passage of time until Mrs. Olney came in with mouth and eyes a little wider than usual, and announced that the gentleman was coming up.

Julia supposed that the woman referred to Mr. Thomasson; and, recalled to the necessity of returning to Marlborough, she gave a reluctant permission. Great was her astonishment when, a moment later, not the tutor, but Lord Almeric, fanning himself with a laced handkerchief and carrying his little French hat under his arm, appeared on the threshold, and entered simpering and bowing. He was extravagantly dressed in a mixed silk coat, pink satin waistcoat, and a mushroom stock, with breeches of silver net and white silk stockings; and had a large pearl pin thrust through his wig. Unhappily, his splendour, designed to captivate the porters daughter, only served to exhibit more plainly the nerveless hand and sickly cheeks which he owed to last nights debauch.

Apparently he was aware of this, for his first words were, Oh, Lord! What a twitter I am in! I vow and protest, maam, I dont know where you get your roses of a morning. But I wish you would give me the secret.

Sir! she said, interrupting him, surprise in her face. Or  with a momentary flush of confusion I should say, my lord, surely there must be some mistake here.

None, I dare swear, Lord Almeric answered, bowing gallantly. But I am in such a twitter  he dropped his hat and picked it up again I hardly know what I am saying. To be sure, I was devilish cut last night! I hope nothing was said to  to  oh, Lord! I mean I hope you were not much incommoded by the night air, maam.

The night air has not hurt me, I thank you, said Julia, who did not take the trouble to hide her impatience.

However, my lord, nothing daunted, expressed himself monstrously glad to hear it; monstrously glad. And after looking about him and humming and hawing, Wont you sit? he said, with a killing glance.

I am leaving immediately, Julia answered, and declined with coldness the chair which he pushed forward. At another time his foppish dress might have moved her to smiles, or his feebleness and vapid oaths to pity. This morning she needed her pity for herself, and was in no smiling mood. Her world had crashed around her; she would sit and weep among the ruins, and this butterfly insect flitted between. After a moment, as he did not speak, I will not detain your lordship, she continued, curtseying frigidly.

Cruel beauty! my lord answered, dropping his hat and clasping his hands in an attitude. And then, to her astonishment, Look, maam, he cried with animation, look, I beseech you, on the least worthy of your admirers and deign to listen to him. Listen to him while  and dont, oh, I say, dont stare at me like that, he continued hurriedly, plaintiveness suddenly taking the place of grandiloquence. I vow and protest I am in earnest.

Then you must be mad! Julia cried in great wrath. You can have no other excuse, sir, for talking to me like that!

Excuse! he cried rapturously. Your eyes are my excuse, your lips, your shape! Whom would they not madden, maam? Whom would they not charm  insanitate  intoxicate? What man of sensibility, seeing them at an immeasurable distance, would not hasten to lay his homage at the feet of so divine, so perfect a creature, whom even to see is to taste of bliss! Deign, madam, to  Oh, I say, you dont mean to say you are really of  offended? Lord Almeric stuttered in amazement, again falling lamentably from the standard of address which he had conned while his man was shaving him. You  you  look here

You must be mad! Julia cried, her eyes flashing lightning on the unhappy beau. If you do not leave me, I will call for some one to put you out! How dare you insult me? If there were a bell I could reach

Lord Almeric stared in the utmost perplexity; and fallen from his high horse, alighted on a kind of dignity. Madam, he said with a little bow and a strut, tis the first time an offer of marriage from one of my family has been called an insult! And I dont understand it. Hang me! If we have married fools, we have married high!

It was Julias turn to be overwhelmed with confusion. Having nothing less in her mind than marriage, and least of all an offer of marriage from such a person, she had set down all he had said to impudence and her unguarded situation. Apprised of his meaning, she experienced a degree of shame, and muttered that she had not understood; she craved his pardon.

Beauty asks and beauty has! Lord Almeric answered, bowing and kissing the tips of his fingers, his self-esteem perfectly restored.

Julia frowned. You cannot be in earnest, she said.

Never more in earnest in my life! he replied. Say the word  say youll have me, he continued, pressing his little hat to his breast and gazing over it with melting looks, most adorable of your sex, and Ill call up Pomeroy, Ill call up Tommy, the old woman, too, if you choose, and tell em, tell em all.

I must be dreaming, Julia murmured, gazing at him in a kind of fascination.

Then if to dream is to assent, dream on, fair love! his lordship spouted with a grand air. And then, Hang it! thats  thats rather clever of me, he continued. And I mean it too! Oh, depend upon it, theres nothing that a man wont think of when hes in love! And I am fallen confoundedly in love with  with you, maam.

But very suddenly, Julia replied. She was beginning to recover from her amazement.

You dont think that I am sincere? he protested plaintively. You doubt me! Then he advanced a pace towards her with hat and arms extended, let the eloquence of a  a feeling heart plead for me; a heart, too  yes, too sensible of your charms, and  and your many merits, maam! Yes, most adorable of your sex. But there, he added, breaking off abruptly, I said that before, didnt I? Yes. Lord! what a memory I have got! I am all of a twitter. I was so cut last night, I dont know what I am saying.

That I believe, Julia said with chilling severity.

Eh, but  but you do believe I am in earnest? he cried anxiously. Shall I kneel to you? Shall I call up the servants and tell them? Shall I swear that I mean honourably? Lord! I am no Mr. Thornhill! Ill make it as public as you like, he continued eagerly. Ill send for a bishop

Spare me the bishop, Julia rejoined with a faint smile, and any farther appeals. They come, I am convinced, my lord, rather from your head than your heart.

Oh, Lord, no! he cried.

Oh, Lord, yes, she answered with a spice of her old archness. I may have a tolerable opinion of my own attractions  women commonly have, it is said. But I am not so foolish, my lord, as to suppose that on the three or four occasions on which I have seen you I can have gained your heart. To what I am to attribute your sudden  shall I call it whim or fancy Julia continued with a faint blush, I do not know. I am willing to suppose that you do not mean to insult me.

Lord Almeric denied it with a woeful face.

Or to deceive me. I am willing to suppose, she repeated, stopping him by a gesture as he tried to speak, that you are in earnest for the time, my lord, in desiring to make me your wife, strange and sudden as the desire appears. It is a great honour, but it is one which I must as earnestly and positively decline.

Why? he cried, gaping, and then, O swounds, maam, you dont mean it? he continued piteously. Not have me? Not have me? And why?

Because, she said modestly, I do not love you, my lord.

Oh, but  but when we are married, he answered eagerly, rallying his scattered forces, when we are one, sweet maid

That time will never come, she replied cruelly. And then gloom overspreading her face, I shall never marry, my lord. If it be any consolation to you, no one shall be preferred to you.

Oh, but, damme, the desert air and all that! Lord Almeric cried, fanning himself violently with his hat. I  oh, you mustnt talk like that, you know. Lord! you might be some queer old put of a dowager! And then, with a burst of sincere feeling, for his little heart was inflamed by her beauty, and his manhood  or such of it as had survived the lessons of Vauxhall, and Mr. Thomasson  rose in arms at sight of her trouble, See here, child, he said in his natural voice, say yes, and Ill swear Ill be kind to you! Sink me if I am not! And, mind you, youll be my lady. Youll to Ranelagh and the masquerades with the best. You shall have your box at the opera and the Kings House; you shall have your frolic in the pit when you please, and your own money for loo and brag, and keep your own woman and have her as ugly as the bearded lady, for what I care  I want nobodys lips but yours, sweet, if youll be kind. And, so help me, Ill stop at one bottle, my lady, and play as small as a Churchwardens club! And, Lord, I dont see why we should not be as happy together as James and Betty!

She shook her head; but kindly, with tears in her eyes and a trembling lip. She was thinking of another who might have given her all this, or as much as was to her taste; one with whom she had looked to be as happy as any James and Betty. It is impossible, my lord, she said.

Honest Abraham? he cried, very downcast.

Oh, yes, yes!

Shelp me, you are melting!

No, no! she cried, it is not  it is not that! It is impossible, I tell you. You dont know what you ask, she continued, struggling with the emotion that almost mastered her.

But, curse me, I know what I want! he answered gloomily. You may go farther and fare worse! Lord, I swear you may. Id be kind to you, and it is not everybody would be that!

She had turned from him that he might not see her face, and she did not answer. He waited a moment, twiddling his hat; his face was overcast, his mood hung between spite and pity. At last, Well, tisnt my fault, he said; and then relenting again, But there, I know what women are  vapours one day, kissing the next. Ill try again, my lady. I am not proud.

She flung him a gesture that meant assent, dissent, dismissal, as he pleased to interpret it. He took it to mean the first, and muttering, Well, well, have it your own way. Ill go for this time. But hang all prudes, say I, he withdrew reluctantly, and slowly closed the door on her.

As soon as he was gone the tempest, which Julias pride had enabled her to stern for a time, broke forth in a passion of tears and sobs, and, throwing herself on the shabby window-seat, she gave free vent to her grief. The happy future which the little bean had dangled before her eyes, absurdly as he had fashioned and bedecked it, reminded her all too sharply of that which she had promised herself with one, in whose affections she had fancied herself secure, despite the attacks of the prettiest Abigail in the world. How fondly had her fancy depicted life with him! With what happy blushes, what joyful tremors! And now? What wonder that at the thought a fresh burst of grief convulsed her frame, or that she presently passed from the extremity of grief to the extremity of rage, and, realising anew Sir Georges heartless desertion and more cruel perfidy, rubbed her tear-stained face in the dusty chintz of the window-seat  that had known so many childish sorrows  and there choked the fierce, hysterical words that rose to her lips?

Or what wonder that her next thought was revenge? She sat up, with her back to the window and the unkempt garden, whence the light stole through the disordered masses of her hair; her face to the empty room. Revenge? Yes, she could punish him; she could take this money from him, she could pursue him with a womans unrelenting spite, she could hound him from the country, she could have all but his life. But none of these things would restore her maiden pride; would remove from her the stain of his false love, or rebut the insolent taunt of the eyes to which she had bowed herself captive. If she could so beat him with his own weapons that he should doubt his conquest, doubt her love; if she could effect that, there was no method she would not adopt, no way she would not take.

Pique in a womans mind, even in the mind of the best, finds a rival the tool readiest to hand. A wave of crimson swept across Julias pale face, and she stood up on her feet. Lady Almeric! Lady Almeric Doyley! Here was a revenge, the fittest of revenges, ready to her hand, if she could bring herself to take it. What if, in the same hour in which he heard that his plan had gone amiss, he heard that she was to marry another? and such another that marry almost whom he might she would take precedence of his wife. That last was a small thought, a petty thought, worthy of a smaller mind than Julias; but she was a woman, and passionate, and the charms of such a revenge in the general, came home to her. It would show him that others valued what he had cast away; it would convince him  she hoped, him I yet, alas! she doubted  that she had taken his suit as lightly as he had meant it. It would give her a home, a place, a settled position in the world.

She followed it no farther; perhaps because she would act on impulse rather than on reason, blindly rather than on foresight. In haste, with trembling fingers, she set a chair below the broken, frayed end of a bell-rope that hung on the wall. Reaching it, as if she feared her resolution might fail before the event, she pulled and pulled frantically, until hurrying footsteps came along the passage, and Mrs. Olney with a foolish face of alarm entered the room.

Fetch  tell the gentleman to come back, Julia cried, breathing quickly.

To come back?

Yes! The gentleman who was here now.

Oh, yes, the gentleman, Mrs. Olney murmured. Your ladyship wishes him?

Julias very brow turned crimson; but her resolution held. Yes, I wish to see him, she said imperiously. Tell him to come to me!

She stood erect, panting and defiant, her eyes on the door while the woman went to do her bidding  waited erect, refusing to think, her face set hard, until far down the outer passage  Mrs. Olney had left the door open  the sound of shuffling feet and a shrill prattle of words heralded Lord Almerics return. Presently he came tripping in with a smirk and a bow, the inevitable little hat under his arm. Before he had recovered the breath the ascent of the stairs had cost him, he was in an attitude that made the best of his white silk stockings.

See at your feet the most obedient of your slaves, maam! he cried. To hear was to obey, to obey was to fly! If its Pitts diamond you need, or Lady Marys soap-box, or a new conundrum, or  hang it all! I cannot think of anything else, but command me! Ill forth and get it, stap me if I wont!

My lord, it is nothing of that kind, Julia answered, her voice steady, though her cheeks burned.

Eh? what? Its not! he babbled. Then what is it? Command me, whatever it is.

I believe, my lord, she said, smiling faintly, that a woman is always privileged to change her mind  once.

My lord stared. Then, gathering her meaning as much from her heightened colour as from her words, What! he screamed. Eh? O Lord! Do you mean that you will have me? Eh? Have you sent for me for that? Do you really mean that? And he fumbled for his spy-glass that he might see her face more clearly.

I mean, Julia began; and then, more firmly, Yes, I do mean that, she said, if you are of the same mind, my lord, as you were half an hour ago.

Crikey, but I am! Lord Almeric cried, fairly skipping in his joy. By jingo! I am! Heres to you, my lady! Heres to you, ducky! Oh, Lord! but I was fit to kill myself five minutes ago, and those fellows would have done naught but roast me. And now I am in the seventh heaven. Ho! ho! he continued, with a comical pirouette of triumph, he laughs best who laughs last. But there, you are not afraid of me, pretty? Youll let me buss you?

But Julia, with a face grown suddenly white, shrank back and held out her hand.

Sakes! but to seal the bargain, child, he remonstrated, trying to get near her.

She forced a faint smile, and, still retreating, gave him her hand to kiss. Seal it on that, she said graciously. Then, Your lordship will pardon me, I am sure. I am not very well, and  and yesterday has shaken me. Will you be so good as to leave me now, until to-morrow?

To-morrow! he cried. To-morrow! Why, it is an age! An eternity!

But she was determined to have until to-morrow  God knows why. And, with a little firmness, she persuaded him, and he went.




CHAPTER XXVI

BOON COMPANIONS

Lord Almeric flew down the stairs on the wings of triumph, rehearsing at each corner the words in which he would announce his conquest. He found his host and the tutor sitting together in the parlour, in the middle of a game of shilling hazard; which they were playing, the former with as much enjoyment and the latter with as much good-humour as consisted with the fact that Mr. Pomeroy was losing, and Mr. Thomasson played against his will. The weather had changed for the worse since morning. The sky was leaden, the trees were dripping, the rain hung in rows of drops along the rails that flanked the avenue. Mr. Pomeroy cursed the damp hole he owned and sighed for town and the Cocoa Tree. The tutor wished he were quit of the company  and his debts. And both were so far from suspecting what had happened upstairs, though the tutor had his hopes, that Mr. Pomeroy was offering three to one against his friend, when Lord Almeric danced in upon them.

Give me joy! he cried breathless. Dyou hear, Pom? Shell take me, and I have bussed her! March could not have done it quicker! Shes mine, and the pool! She is mine! Give me joy!

Mr. Thomasson lost not a minute in rising and shaking him by the hand. My dear lord, he said, in a voice rendered unusually rich and mellow by the prospect of five thousand pounds, you make me infinitely happy. You do indeed! I give your lordship joy! I assure you that it will ever be a matter of the deepest satisfaction to me that I was the cause under Providence of her presence here! A fine woman, my lord, and a  a commensurate fortune!

A fine woman? Gad! youd say so if you had held her in your arms! cried my lord, strutting and lying.

I am sure, Mr. Thomasson hastened to say, your lordship is every way to be congratulated.

Gad! youd say so, Tommy! the other repeated with a wink. He was in the seventh heaven of delight.

So far all went swimmingly, neither of them remarking that Mr. Pomeroy kept silence. But at this point the tutor, whose temper it was to be uneasy unless all were on his side, happened to turn, saw that he kept his seat, and was struck with the blackness of his look. Anxious to smooth over any unpleasantness, and to recall him to the requirements of the occasion, Come, Mr. Pomeroy, he cried jestingly, shall we drink her ladyship, or is it too early in the day?

Bully Pomeroy thrust his hands deep into his breeches pockets and did not budge. Twill be time to drink her when the ring is on! he said, with an ugly sneer.

Oh, I vow and protest thats ungenteel, my lord complained. I vow and protest it is! he repeated querulously. See here, Pom, if you had won her Id not treat you like this!

Your lordship has not won her yet, was the churlish answer.

But she has said it, I tell you. She said shed have me.

She wont be the first woman has altered her mind, nor the last, Mr. Pomeroy retorted with an oath. You may be amazing sure of that, my lord. And muttering something about a woman and a fool being near akin, he spurned a dog out of his way, overset a chair, and strode cursing from the room.

Lord Almeric stared after him, his face a queer mixture of vanity and dismay. At last, Strikes me, Tommy, hes uncommon hard hit, he said, with a simper. He must have made surprising sure of her. Ah! he continued with a chuckle, as he passed his hand delicately over his well-curled wig, and glanced at a narrow black-framed mirror that stood between the windows. He is a bit too old for the women, is Pom. They run to something lighter in hand. Besides, theres a  a way with the pretty creatures, if you take me, and Pom has not got it. Now I flatter myself I have, Tommy, and Julia  it is a sweet name, Julia, dont you think?  Julia is of that way of thinking. Lord! I know women, his lordship continued, beaming the happier the longer he talked. It is not what a man has, or what he has done, or even his taste in a coat or a wig  though, mind you, a French friseur does a deal to help men to bonnes fortunes  but it is a sort of a way one has. The silly creatures cannot stand against it.

Mr. Thomasson hastened to agree, and to vouch her future ladyships flame in proof of my lords prowess. But the tutor was a timid man; and the more perfect the contentment with which he viewed the turn things had taken, and the more nearly within his grasp seemed his five thousand, the graver was the misgiving with which he regarded Mr. Pomeroys attitude. He had no notion what shape that gentlemans hostility might take, nor how far his truculence might aspire. But he guessed that Lord Almerics victory had convinced the elder man that his task would have been easy had the cards favoured him; and when a little later in the day he saw Pomeroy walking in the park in the drenching rain, his hands thrust deep into the pockets of his wrap-rascal and his chin bent on his breast, he trembled. He knew that when men of Mr. Pomeroys class take to thinking, some one is likely to lose.

At dinner the tutors fears were temporarily lulled. Mr. Pomeroy put in a sulky appearance, but his gloom, it was presently manifest, was due to the burden of an apology; which, being lamely offered and readily accepted, he relapsed into his ordinary brusque and reckless mood, swearing that they would have the lady down and drink her, or if that were not pleasing, Damme, well drink her any way! he continued. I was a toad this morning. No offence meant, my lord. Lovers license, you know. You can afford to be generous, having won the pool.

And the maid, my lord said with a simper. Burn me! you are a good fellow, Pom. Give me your hand. You shall see her after dinner. She said to-morrow; but, hang me! Ill to her this evening.

Mr. Pomeroy expressed himself properly gratified, adding demurely that he would play no tricks.

No, hang me! no tricks! my lord cried somewhat alarmed. Not that

Not that I am likely to displace your lordship, her affections once gained, said Mr. Pomeroy.

He lowered his face to hide a smile of bitter derision, but he might have spared his pains; for Lord Almeric, never very wise, was blinded by vanity. No, I should think not, he said, with a conceit which came near to deserving the others contempt. I should think not, Tommy. Give me twenty minutes of a start, as Jack Wilkes says, and you may follow as you please. I rather fancy I brought down the bird at the first shot?

Certainly, my lord.

I did, didnt I?

Most certainly, your lordship did, repeated the obsequious tutor; who, basking in the smiles of his hosts good-humour, began to think that things would run smoothly after all. So the lady was toasted, and toasted again. Nay, so great was Mr. Pomeroys complaisance and so easy his mood, he must needs have up three or four bottles of Brooks and Hellier that had lain in the cellar half a century  the last of a batch  and give her a third time in bumpers and no heel-taps.

But that opened Mr. Thomassons eyes. He saw that Pomeroy had reverted to his idea of the night before, and was bent on making the young fop drunk, and exposing him in that state to his mistress; perhaps had the notion of pushing him on some rudeness that, unless she proved very compliant indeed, must ruin him for ever with her. Three was their dinner hour; it was not yet four, yet already the young lord was flushed and a little flustered, talked fast, swore at Jarvey, and bragged of the girl lightly and without reserve. By six oclock, if something were not done, he would be unmanageable.

The tutor stood in no little awe of his host. He had tremors down his back when he thought of his violence; nor was this dogged persistence in a design, as cruel as it was cunning, calculated to lessen the feeling. But he had five thousand pounds at stake, a fortune on which he had been pluming himself since noon; it was no time for hesitation. They were dining in the hall at the table at which they had played cards the night before, Jarvey and Lord Almerics servant attending them. Between the table and the staircase was a screen. The next time Lord Almerics glass was filled, the tutor, in reaching something, upset the glass and its contents over his own breeches, and amid the laughter of the other two retired behind the screen to be wiped. There he slipped a crown into the servants hand, and whispered him to keep his master sober and he should have another.

Mr. Pomeroy saw nothing and heard nothing, and for a time suspected nothing. The servant was a crafty fellow, a London rascal, deft at whipping away full bottles. He was an age finding a clean glass, and slow in drawing the next cork. He filled the hosts bumper, and Mr. Thomassons, and had but half a glass for his master. The next bottle he impudently pronounced corked, and when Pomeroy cursed him for a liar, brought him some in an unwashed glass that had been used for Bordeaux. The wine was condemned, and went out; and though Pomeroy, with unflagging spirits, roared to Jarvey to open the other bottles, the butler had got the office, and was slow to bring them. The cheese came and went, and left Lord Almeric cooler than it found him. The tutor was overjoyed at the success of his tactics.

But when the board was cleared, and the bottles were set on, and the men withdrawn, Bully Pomeroy began to push what remained of the Brooks and Hellier after a fashion that boded an early defeat to the tutors precautions. It was in vain Thomasson clung to the bottle and sometimes returned it Hertfordshire fashion. The only result was that Mr. Pomeroy smelt a rat, gave Lord Almeric a back-hander, and sent the bottle on again, with a grin that told the tutor he was understood.

After that Mr. Thomasson had the choice between sitting still and taking his own part. It was neck or nothing. Lord Almeric was already hiccoughing and would soon be talking thickly. The next time the bottle came round, the tutor retained it, and when Lord Almeric reached, for it, No, my lord, he said, laughing; Venus first and Bacchus afterwards. Your lordship has to wait on the lady. When you come down, with Mr. Pomeroys leave, well crack another bottle.

My lord withdrew his hand more readily than the other had hoped. Right, Tommy, he said. Ill wait till I come down. Whats that song, Rich the treasure, sweet the pleasure, sweet is pleasure after pain? Oh, no, damme! I dont mean that, he continued. No. How does it go?

Mr. Pomeroy thrust the bottle into his hands, looking daggers the while at the tutor. Take another glass, he cried boisterously. Swounds, the girl will like you the better for it.

Dye think so, Pom? Honest?

Sure of it. Twill give you spirit, my lord.

So it will.

At her and kiss her! Are you going to be governed all your life by that whey-faced old Methodist? Or be your own man? Tell me that.

My lord, theres fifty thousand pounds upon it, Thomasson said, his face red. And he pushed back the bottle. The setting sun, peeping a moment through the rain clouds and the low-browed lattice windows, flung an angry yellow light on the board and the three flushed faces round it. Fifty thousand pounds, repeated Mr. Thomasson firmly.

Damme! so there is! my lord answered, settling his chin in his cravat and dusting the crumbs from his breeches. Ill take no more. So there!

I thought your lordship was a good-humoured man and no flincher, Mr. Pomeroy retorted with a sneer.

Oh, I vow and protest  if you put it that way, the weakling answered, once more extending his hand, the fingers of which closed lovingly round the bottle, I cannot refuse. Positively I cannot.

Fifty thousand pounds! the tutor said, shrugging his shoulders.

Lord Almeric drew back his hand.

Why, shell like you the better! Pomeroy cried fiercely, as he thrust the bottle to him again. Dyou think a woman doesnt love an easy husband? And wouldnt rather have a good fellow than a thread-paper?

Mr. Pomeroy! Mr. Pomeroy! the tutor said. Such words used of a lord shocked him.

A milksop! A thing of curds and whey!

After marriage, yes, the tutor muttered, pitching his voice cleverly in Lord Almerics ear, and winking as he leant towards him. But your lordship has a great stake int; and to abstain one night  why, sure, my lord, its a small thing to do for a fine woman and a fortune.

Hang me! so it is! Lord Almeric answered. You are a good friend to me, Tommy. And he flung his glass crashing into the fireplace. No, Pom; youd bubble me. You want the pretty charmer yourself. But Ill be hanged if you shall have her. Ill walk, my boy, Ill walk, and at six Ill go to her, and take you too. And mind you, no tricks, Pom. Lord! I know women as well as I know my own head in the glass. You dont bite me.

Pomeroy, with a face like thunder, did not answer; and Lord Almeric, walking a little unsteadily, went to the door, and a moment later became visible through one of the windows. He stood awhile, his back towards them, now sniffing the evening air, and now, with due regard to his mixed silk coat, taking a pinch of snuff.

Mr. Thomasson, his heart beating, wished he had had the courage to go with him. But this would have been to break with his host beyond mending; and it was now too late. He was still seeking a propitiatory phrase with which to break the oppressive silence, when Pomeroy anticipated him.

You think yourself vastly clever, Mr. Tutor, he growled, his voice hoarse with anger. You think a bird in the hand is worth two in the bush, I see.

Ten in the bush, Mr. Thomasson answered, affecting an easiness he did not feel. Ten fives are fifty.

Two in the bush I said, and two in the bush I mean, the other retorted, his voice still low. Take it or leave it, he continued, with a muttered oath and a swift side glance at the windows, through which Lord Almeric was still visible, walking slowly to and fro, and often standing. If you want it firm, Ill put it in black and white. Ten thousand, or security, the day after we come from church.

The tutor was silent a moment. Then, It is too far in the bush, he answered in a low voice. I am willing enough to serve you, Mr. Pomeroy. I assure you, my dear sir, I desire nothing better. But if  if his lordship were dismissed, youd be as far off as ever. And I should lose my bird in hand.

She took him. Why should she not take me?

He has  no offence  a title, Mr. Pomeroy.

And is a fool.

Mr. Thomasson raised his hands in deprecation. Such a saying, spoken of a lord, really offended him. But his words went to another point. Besides, its a marriage-brocage contract, and void, he muttered. Void in law.

You dont trust me?

Twould be of no use, Mr. Pomeroy, the tutor answered, gently shaking his head, and avoiding the issue presented to him. You could not persuade her. She was in such a humour to-day, my lord had special advantages. Break it off between them, and shell come to herself. And she is wilful  Lord! you dont know her! Petruchio could not tame her.

I know nothing about Petruchio, Mr. Pomeroy answered grimly. Nor who the gentleman was. But Ive ways of my own. You can leave that to me.

But Mr. Thomasson, who had only parleyed out of compliance, took fright at that, and rose from the table, shaking his head.

You wont do it? Mr. Pomeroy said.

The tutor shook his head again, with a sickly smile. Tis too far in the bush, he said.

Ten thousand, Mr. Pomeroy persisted, his eyes on the others face. Man, he continued forcibly, Do you think you will ever have such a chance again? Ten thousand! Why, tis eight hundred a year. Tis a gentlemans fortune.

For a moment Mr. Thomasson did waver. Then he put the temptation from him, and shook his head. You must pardon me, Mr. Pomeroy, he said. I cannot do it.

Will not! Pomeroy cried harshly. Will not! And would have said more, but at that moment Jarvey entered behind him.

Please, your honour, the man said, the lady would see my lord.

Oh! Pomeroy answered coarsely, she is impatient, is she? Devil take her for me! And him too! And he sat sulkily in his place.

But the interruption suited Mr. Thomasson perfectly. He went to the outer door, and, opening it, called Lord Almeric, who, hearing what was afoot, hurried in.

Sent for me! he cried, pressing his hat to his breast. Dear creature! and he kissed his fingers to the gallery. Positively she is the daintiest, sweetest morsel ever wore a petticoat! I vow and protest I am in love with her! It were brutal not to be, and she so fond! Ill to her at once! Tell her I fly! I stay for a dash of bergamot, and I am with her!

I thought that you were going to take us with you, said Mr. Pomeroy, watching him sourly.

I will! Pon honour, I will! replied the delighted beau. But she will soon find a way to dismiss you, the cunning baggage! and then, Sweet is pleasure after pain. Ha! Ha! I have it aright this time. Sweet is Plea  oh! the doting rascal! But let us to her! I vow, if she is not civil to you, Ill  Ill be cold to her!




CHAPTER XXVII

MR. FISHWICKS DISCOVERY

We left Sir George Soane and his companions stranded in the little alehouse at Bathford, waiting through the small hours of the night for a conveyance to carry them forward to Bristol. Soap and water, a good meal, and a brief dogs sleep, in which Soane had no share  he spent the night walking up and down  and from which Mr. Fishwick was continually starting with cries and moanings, did something to put them in better plight, if in no better temper. When the dawn came, and with it the chaise-and-four for which they had sent to Bath, they issued forth haggard and unshaven, but resolute; and long before the shops in Bristol had begun to look for custom, the three, with Sir Georges servant, descended before the old Bush Inn, near the Docks.

The attorney held strongly the opinion that they should not waste a second before seeking the persons whom Mr. Dunborough had employed; the least delay, he urged, and the men might be gone into hiding. But on this a wrangle took place, in the empty street before the half-roused inn; with a milk-girl and a couple of drunken sailors for witnesses. Mr. Dunborough, who was of the party will-he, nill-he, and asked nothing better than to take out in churlishness the pressure put upon him, stood firmly to it, he would take no more than one person to the men. He would take Sir George, if he pleased, but he would take no one else.

Ill have no lawyer to make evidence! he cried boastfully. And Ill take no one but on terms. Ill have no Jemmy Twitcher with me. Thats flat.

Mr. Fishwick in a great rage was for insisting; but Sir George stopped him. On what terms? he asked the other.

If the girl be unharmed, we go unharmed. One and all! Mr. Dunborough answered. Damme! he continued with a great show of bravado, do you think I am going to peach on em? Not I. Theres the offer, take it or leave it.

Sir George might have broken down his opposition by the same arguments addressed to his safety which had brought him so far. But time was everything, and Soane was on fire to know the best or worst. Agreed! he cried. Lead the way, sir! And do you, Mr. Fishwick, await me here.

We must have time, Mr. Dunborough grumbled, hesitating, and looking askance at the attorney  he hated him. I cant answer for an hour or two. I know a place, and I know another place, and there is another place. And they may be at one or another, or the other. Dyou see?

I see that it is your business, Sir George answered with a glance, before which the others eyes fell. Wait until noon, Mr. Fishwick. If we have not returned at that hour, be good enough to swear an information against this gentleman, and set the constables to work.

Mr. Dunborough muttered that it lay on Sir Georges head if ill came of it; but that said, swung sulkily on his heel. Mr. Fishwick, when the two were some way down the street, ran after Soane, and asked in a whisper if his pistols were primed; when he returned satisfied on that point, the servant, whom he had left at the door of the inn, had vanished. The lawyer made a shrewd guess that he would have an eye to his masters safety, and retired into the house with less misgiving.

He got his breakfast early, and afterwards dozed awhile, resting his aching bones in a corner of the coffee-room. It was nine and after, and the tide of life was roaring through the channels of the city when he roused himself, and to divert his suspense and fend off his growing stiffness went out to look about him. All was new to him, but he soon wearied of the main streets, where huge drays laden with puncheons of rum and bales of tobacco threatened to crush him, and tarry seamen, their whiskers hanging in ringlets, jostled him at every crossing. Turning aside into a quiet court he stood to stare at a humble wedding which was leaving a church. He watched the party out of sight, and then, the church-door standing open, he took the fancy to stroll into the building. He looked about him at the maze of dusty green-cushioned pews with little alleys winding hither and thither among them; at the great three-decker with its huge sounding-board; at the royal escutcheon, and the faded tables of the law, and was about to leave as aimlessly as he had entered, when he espied the open vestry door. Popping in his head, his eye fell on a folio bound in sheepskin, that lay open on a chest, a pen and ink beside it.

The attorney was in that state of fatigue of body and languor of mind in which the least trifle amuses. He tip-toed in, his hat in his hand, and licking his lips as he thought of the law-cases that lay enshrined between those covers, he perused a couple of entries with a kind of professional enthusiasm. He was beginning a third, which, being by a different hand, was a little hard to decipher, when a black gown that hung on a hook over against him swung noiselessly outward from the wall, and a little old man emerged from the doorway which it masked.

The lawyer, who was stooping over the register, raised himself guiltily. Hallo! he said, to cover his confusion.

Hallo! the old man answered with a wintry smile. A shilling, if you please. And he held out his hand.

Oh! said Mr. Fishwick, much chap-fallen, I was only just  looking out of curiosity.

It is a shilling to look, the newcomer retorted with a chuckle. Only one year, I think? Just so, anno domini seventeen hundred and sixty-seven. A shilling, if you please.

Mr. Fishwick hesitated, but in the end professional pride swayed him, he drew out the coin, and grudgingly handed it over. Well, he said, it is a shilling for nothing. But, I suppose, as you have caught me, I must pay.

Ive caught a many that way, the old fellow answered as he pouched the shilling. But there, I do a lot of work upon them. There is not a better register kept anywhere than that, nor a parish clerk that knows more about his register than I do, though I say it that should not. It is clear and clean from old Henry Eighth, with never a break except at the time of the siege, and, by the way, there is an entry about that that you could see for another shilling. No? Well, if you would like to see a year for nothing  No? Now, I know a lad, an attorneys clerk here, name of Chatterton, would give his ears for the offer. Perhaps your name is Smith? the old fellow continued, looking curiously at Mr. Fishwick. If it is, you may like to know that the name of Smith is in the register of burials just three hundred-and eighty-three times  was last Friday! Oh, it is not Smith? Well, if it is Brown, it is there two hundred and seventy times  and one over!

That is an odd thought of yours, said the lawyer, staring at the conceit.

So many have said, the old man chuckled. But it is not Brown? Jones, perhaps? That comes two hundred and  Oh, it is not Jones?

It is a name you wont be likely to have once, let alone four hundred times! the lawyer answered, with a little pride  heaven knows why.

What may it be, then? the clerk asked, fairly put on his mettle. And he drew out a pair of glasses, and settling them on his forehead looked fixedly at his companion.

Fishwick.

Fishwick! Fishwick? Well, it is not a common name, and I cannot speak to it at this moment. But if it is here, Ill wager Ill find it for you. Dyou see, I have them here in alphabet order, he continued, bustling with an important air to a cupboard in the wall, whence he produced a thick folio bound in roughened calf. Ay, heres Fishwick, in the burial book, do you see, volume two, page seventeen, anno domini 1750, seventeen years gone, that is. Will you see it? Twill be only a shilling. Theres many pays out of curiosity to see their names.

Mr. Fishwick shook his head.

Dods! man, you shall! the old clerk cried generously; and turned the pages. You shall see it for what you have paid. Here you are. Fourteenth of September, William Fishwick, aged eighty-one, barber, West Quay, died the eleventh of the month. No, man, you are looking too low. Higher on the page! Here tis, do you see? Eh  what is it? Whats the matter with you?

Nothing, Mr. Fishwick muttered. But he continued to stare at the page with a face struck suddenly sallow, while the hand that rested on the corner of the book shook as with the ague.

Nothing? the old man said, staring suspiciously at him. I do believe it is something. I do believe it is money. Well, it is five shillings to extract. So there!

That seemed to change Mr. Fishwicks view. It might be money, he confessed, still speaking thickly, and as if his tongue were too large for his mouth. It might be, he repeated. But  I am not very well this morning. Do you think you could get me a glass of water?

None of that! the old man retorted sharply, with a sudden look of alarm. I would not leave you alone with that book at this moment for all the shillings I have taken! So if you want water youve got to get it.

I am better now, Mr. Fishwick answered. But the sweat that stood on his brow went far to belie his words. I  yes, I think Ill take an extract. Sixty-one, was he?

Eighty-one, eighty-one, it says. Theres pen and ink, but youll please to give me five shillings before you write. Thank you kindly. Lord save us, but that is not the one. Youre taking out the one above it.

Ill have em all  for identification, Mr. Fishwick replied, wiping his forehead nervously.

Sho! You have no need.

I think I will.

What, all?

Well, the one before and the one after.

Dods! man, but that will be fifteen shillings! the clerk cried, aghast at such extravagance.

Youll only charge for the entry I want? the lawyer said with an effort.

Well  well say five shillings for the other two.

Mr. Fishwick closed with the offer, and with a hand which was still unsteady paid the money and extracted the entries. Then he took his hat, and hurriedly, his eyes averted, turned to go.

If its money, the old clerk said, staring at him as if he could never satisfy his inquisitiveness, youll not forget me?

If its money, Mr. Fishwick said with a ghastly smile, it shall be some in your pocket.

Thank you kindly. Thank you kindly, sir! Now who would ha thought when you stepped in here you were stepping into fortune, so to speak?

Just so, Mr. Fishwick answered, a spasm distorting his face. Whod have thought it? Good morning!

And good-luck! the clerk bawled after him. Good-luck!

Mr. Fishwick fluttered a hand backward, but made no answer. His first object was to escape from the court; this done, he plunged through a stream of traffic, and having covered his trail, went on rapidly, seeking a quiet corner. He found one in a square among some warehouses, and standing, pulled out the copy he had made from the register. It was neither on the first nor the second entry, however, that his eyes dwelled, while the hand that held the paper shook as with the ague. It was the third fascinated him:  

September 19th, it ran, at the Bee in Steep Street, Julia, daughter of Anthony and Julia Soane of Estcombe, aged three, and buried the 21st of the month.

Mr. Fishwick read it thrice, his lips quivering; then he slowly drew from a separate pocket a little sheaf of papers, frayed at the corners, and soiled with much and loving handling. He selected from these a slip; it was one of those which Mr. Thomasson had surprised on the table in the room at the Castle Inn. It was a copy of the attestation of birth of Julia, daughter of Anthony Soane, of Estcombe, England, and Julie his wife; the date, August, 1747; the place, Dunquerque.

The Attorney drew a long quivering breath, and put the papers up again, the packet in the place from which he had taken it, the extract from the Bristol register in another pocket. Then, after drawing one or two more sighs as if his heart were going out of him, he looked dismally upwards as in protest against heaven. At length he turned and went back to the thoroughfare, and there, with a strangely humble air, asked a passer-by the nearest way to Steep Street.

The man directed him; the place was near at hand. In two minutes Mr. Fishwick found himself at the door of a small but decent grocers shop, over the portal of which a gilded bee seemed to prognosticate more business than the fact performed. An elderly woman, stout and comfortable-looking, was behind the counter. Eyeing the attorney as he came forward, she asked him what she could do for him, and before he could answer reached for the snuff canister.

He took the hint, requested an ounce of the best Scotch and Havannah mixed, and while she weighed it, asked her how long she had lived there.

Twenty-six years, sir, she answered heartily, Old Style. For the New, I dont hold with it nor them that meddle with things above them. I am sure it brought me no profit, she continued, rubbing her nose. I have buried a good husband and two children since they gave it us!

Still, I suppose people died Old Style? the lawyer ventured.

Well, well, may be.

There was a death in this house seventeen years gone this September, he said, if I remember rightly.

The woman pushed away the snuff and stared at him. Two, for the matter of that, she said sharply. But should I remember you?

No.

Then, if I may make so bold, what ist to you? she retorted. Do you come from Jim Masterson?

He is dead, Mr. Fishwick answered.

She threw up her hands. Lord! And he a young man, so to speak! Poor Jim! Poor Jim! It is ten years and more  ay, more  since I heard from him. And the child? Is that dead too?

No, the child is alive, the lawyer answered, speaking at a venture, I am here on her behalf, to make some inquiries about her kinsfolk.

The womans honest red face softened and grew motherly. You may inquire, she said, youll learn no more than I can tell you. There is no one left thats kin to her. The father was a poor Frenchman, a monsieur that taught the quality about here; the mother was one of his people  she came from Canterbury, where I am told there are French and to spare. But according to her account she had no kin left. He died the year after the child was born, and she came to lodge with me, and lived by teaching, as he had; but twas a poor livelihood, you may say, and when she sickened, she died  just as a candle goes out.

When? Mr. Fishwick asked, his eyes glued to the womans face.

The week Jim Masterson came to see us bringing the child from foreign parts  that was buried with her. Twas said his child took the fever from her and got its death that way. But I dont know. I dont know. It is true they had not brought in the New Style then; but

You knew him before? Masterson, I mean?

Why, he had courted me! was the good-tempered answer. You dont know much if you dont know that. Then my good man came along and I liked him better, and Jim went into service and married Oxfordshire way. But when he came to Bristol after his journey in foreign parts, twas natural he should come to see me; and my husband, who was always easy, would keep him a day or two  mores the pity, for in twenty-four hours the child he had with him began to sicken, and died. And never was man in such a taking, though he swore the child was not his, but one he had adopted to serve a gentleman in trouble; and because his wife had none. Any way, it was buried along with my lodger, and nothing would serve but he must adopt the child she had left. It seemed ordained-like, they being of an age, and all. And I had two children to care for, and was looking for another that never came; and the mother had left no more than buried her with a little help. So he took it with him, and we heard from him once or twice, how it fared, and that his wife took to it, and the like; and then  well, writings a burden. But, with renewed interest, shes a well-grown girl by now, I guess?

Yes, the attorney answered absently, she  shes a well-grown girl.

And is poor Jims wife alive?

Yes.

Ah, the good woman answered, looking thoughtfully into the street. If she were not  Id think about taking to the girl myself. Its lonely at times without chick or child. And theres the shop to tend. She could help with that.

The attorney winced. He was looking ill; wretchedly ill. But he had his back to the light, and she remarked nothing save that he seemed to be a sombre sort of body and poor company. What was the Frenchmans name? he asked after a pause.

Parry, said she. And then, sharply, Dont they call her by it?

It has an English sound, he said doubtfully, evading her question.

That is the way he called it. But it was spelled Pare, just Pare.

Ah, said Mr. Fishwick. That explains it. He wondered miserably why he had asked what did not in the least matter; since, if she were not a Soane, it mattered not who she was. After an interval he recovered himself with a sigh. Well, thank you, he continued, I am much obliged to you. And now  for the moment  good-morning, maam. I must wish you good-morning, he repeated, hurriedly; and took up his snuff.

But that is not all? the good woman exclaimed in astonishment. At any rate youll leave your name?

Mr. Fishwick pursed up his lips and stared at her gloomily. Name? he said at last. Yes, maam, certainly. Brown. Mr. Peter Brown, the  the Poultry

The Poultry! she cried, gaping at him helplessly.

Yes, the Poultry, London. Mr. Peter Brown, the Poultry, London. And now I have other business and shall  shall return another day. I must wish you good-morning, maam, Good-morning. And thrusting his face into his hat, Mr. Fishwick bundled precipitately into the street, and with singular recklessness made haste to plunge into the thickest of the traffic, leaving the good woman in a state of amazement.

Nevertheless, he reached the inn safely. When Mr. Dunborough returned from a futile search, his failure in which condemned him to another twenty-four hours in that company, the first thing he saw was the attorneys gloomy face awaiting them in a dark corner of the coffee-room. The sight reproached him subtly, he knew not why; he was in the worst of tempers, and, for want of a better outlet, he vented his spleen on the lawyers head.

D  n you! he cried, brutally. Your hang-dog phiz is enough to spoil any sport! Hang me if I believe that there is such another mumping, whining, whimpering sneak in the varsal world! Dyou think any one will have luck with your tallow face within a mile of him? Then longing, but not daring, to turn his wrath on Sir George, What do you bring him for? he cried.

For my convenience, Sir George retorted, with a look of contempt that for the time silenced the other. And that said, Soane proceeded to explain to Mr. Fishwick, who had answered not a word, that the rogues had got into hiding; but that by means of persons known to Mr. Dunborough it was hoped that they would be heard from that evening or the next. Then, struck by the attorneys sickly face, I am afraid you are not well, Mr. Fishwick, Sir George continued, more kindly. The night has been too much for you. I would advise you to lie down for a few hours and take some rest. If anything is heard I will send word to you.

Mr. Fishwick thanked him, without meeting his eyes; and after a minute or two retired. Sir George looked after him, and pondered a little on the change in his manner. Through the stress of the night Mr. Fishwick had shown himself alert and eager, ready and not lacking in spirit; now he had depression written large on his face, and walked and bore himself like a man sinking under a load of despondency.

All that day the messenger from the slums was expected but did not come; and between the two men who sat downstairs, strange relations prevailed. Sir George did not venture to let the other out of his sight; yet there were times when they came to the verge of blows, and nothing but the knowledge of Sir Georges swordsmanship kept Mr. Dunboroughs temper within bounds. At dinner, at which Sir George insisted that the attorney should sit down with them, Dunborough drank his two bottles of wine, and in his cups fell into a strain peculiarly provoking.

Lord! you make me sick, he said. All this pother about a girl that a month ago your high mightiness would not have looked at in the street. You are vastly virtuous now, and sneer at me; but, damme! which of us loves the girl best? Take away her money, and will you marry her? Id a done it, without a rag to her back. But take away her money, and will you do the same, Mr. Virtuous?

Sir George listening darkly, and putting a great restraint on himself, did not answer. Mr. Fishwick waited a moment, then got up suddenly, and hurried from the room  with a movement so abrupt that he left his wine-glass in fragments on the floor.




CHAPTER XXVIII

A ROUGH AWAKENING

Lord Almeric continued to vapour and romance as he mounted the stairs. Mr. Pomeroy attended, sneering, at his heels. The tutor followed, and longed to separate them. He had his fears for the one and of the other, and was relieved when his lordship at the last moment hung back, and with a foolish chuckle proposed a plan that did more honour to his vanity than his taste.

Hist! he whispered. Do you two stop outside a minute, and youll hear how kind shell be to me! Ill leave the door ajar, and then in a minute do you come in and roast her! Lord, twill be as good as a play!

Mr. Pomeroy shrugged his shoulders. As you please, he growled. But I have known a man go to shear and be shorn!

Lord Almeric smiled loftily, and waiting for no more, winked to them, turned the handle of the door, and simpered in.

Had Mr. Thomasson entered with him, the tutor would have seen at a glance that he had wasted his fears; and that whatever trouble threatened brooded in a different quarter. The girl, her face a blaze of excitement and shame and eagerness, stood in the recess of the farther window seat, as far from the door as she could go; her attitude the attitude of one driven into a corner. And from that alone her lover should have taken warning. But Lord Almeric saw nothing, feared nothing. Crying Most lovely Julia! he tripped forward to embrace her, and, the wine emboldening him, was about to clasp her in his arms, when she checked him by a gesture unmistakable even by a man in his flustered state.

My lord, she said hurriedly, yet in a tone of pleading  and her head hung a little, and her cheeks began to flame. I ask your forgiveness for having sent for you. Alas, I have also to ask your forgiveness for a more serious fault. One  one which you may find it less easy to pardon, she added, her courage failing.

Try me! the little beau answered with ardour; and he struck an attitude. What would I not forgive to the loveliest of her sex? And under cover of his words he made a second attempt to come within reach of her.

She waved him back. No! she said. You do not understand me.

Understand? he cried effusively. I understand enough to  but why, my Chloe, these alarms, this bashfulness? Sure, he spouted,

How can I see you, and not love,
While you as Opening East are fair?
While cold as Northern Blasts you prove,
How can I love and not despair?

And then, in wonder at his own readiness, Shelp me! thats uncommon clever of me, he said. But when a man is in love with the most beautiful of her sex

My lord! she cried, stamping the floor in her impatience. I have something serious to say to you. Must I ask you to return to me at another time? Or will you be good enough to listen to me now?

Sho, if you wish it, child, he said lightly, taking out his snuff-box. And to be sure there is time enough. But between us two, sweet

There is nothing between us! she cried, impetuously snatching at the word. That is what I wanted to tell you. I made a mistake when I said that there should be. I was mad; I was wicked, if you like. Do you hear me, my lord? she continued passionately. It was a mistake. I did not know what I was doing. And, now I do understand, I take it back.

Lord Almeric gasped. He heard the words, but the meaning seemed incredible, inconceivable; the misfortune, if he heard aright, was too terrible; the humiliation too overwhelming! He had brought listeners  and for this! Understand? he cried, looking at her in a confused, chap-fallen way. Hang me if I do understand! You dont mean to say  Oh, it is impossible, stuff me! it is. You dont mean that  that youll not have me? After all that has come and gone, maam?

She shook her head; pitying him, blaming herself, for the plight in which she had placed him. I sent for you, my lord, she said humbly, that I might tell you at once. I could not rest until I had told you. I did what I could. And, believe me, I am very, very sorry.

But do you mean  that you  you jilt me? he cried, still fighting off the dreadful truth.

Not jilt! she said, shivering.

That you wont have me?

She nodded.

After  after saying you would? he wailed.

I cannot, she answered. Then, Cannot you understand? she cried, her face scarlet. I did not know until  until you went to kiss me.

But  oh, I say  but you love me? he protested.

No, my lord, she said firmly. No. And there, you must do me the justice to acknowledge that I never said I did.

He dashed his hat on the floor: he was almost weeping. Oh, damme! he cried, a woman should not  should not treat a man like this. Its low. Its cruel! Its

A knock on the door stopped him. Recollection of the listeners, whom he had momentarily forgotten, revived, and overwhelmed him. With an oath he sprang to shut the door, but before he could intervene Mr. Pomeroy appeared smiling on the threshold; and behind him the reluctant tutor.

Lord Almeric swore, and Julia, affronted by the presence of strangers at such a time, drew back, frowning. But Bully Pomeroy would see nothing. A thousand pardons if I intrude, he said, bowing this way and that, that he might hide a lurking grin. But his lordship was good enough to say a while ago, that he would present us to the lady who had consented to make him happy. We little thought last night, maam, that so much beauty and so much goodness were reserved for one of us.

Lord Almeric looked ready to cry. Julia, darkly red, was certain that they had overheard; she stood glaring at the intruders, her foot tapping the floor. No one answered, and Mr. Pomeroy, after looking from one to the other in assumed surprise, pretended to hit on the reason. Oh, I see; I spoil sport! he cried with coarse joviality. Curse me if I meant to! I fear we have come mal à propos, my lord, and the sooner we are gone the better.

And though she found his usage rough,
Yet in a man twas well enough!

he hummed, with his head on one side and an impudent leer. We are interrupting the turtledoves, Mr. Thomasson, and had better be gone.

Curse you! Why did you ever come? my lord cried furiously. But she wont have me. So there! Now you know.

Mr. Pomeroy struck an attitude of astonishment.

Wont have you? he cried, Oh, stap me! you are biting us.

Im not! And you know it! the poor little blood answered, tears of vexation in his eyes. You know it, and you are roasting me!

Know it? Mr. Pomeroy answered in tones of righteous indignation. I know it? So far from knowing it, my dear lord, I cannot believe it! I understood that the lady had given you her word.

So she did.

Then I cannot believe that a lady would anywhere, much less under my roof, take it back. Madam, there must be some mistake here, Mr. Pomeroy continued warmly. It is intolerable that a man of his lordships rank should be so treated. Im forsworn if he has not mistaken you.

He does not mistake me now, she answered, trembling and blushing painfully. What error there was I have explained to him.

But, damme

Sir! she said with awakening spirit, her eyes sparkling. What has happened is between his lordship and myself. Interference on the part of any one else is an intrusion, and I shall treat it as such. His lordship understood

Curse me! He does not look as if he understood, Mr. Pomeroy cried, allowing his native coarseness to peep through. Sink me, maam, there is a limit to prudishness. Fine words butter no parsnips. You plighted your troth to my guest, and Ill not see him thrown over i this fashion. These airs and graces are out of place. I suppose a man has some rights under his own roof, and when his guest is jilted before his eyes  here Mr. Pomeroy frowned like Jove it is well you should know, maam, that a woman no more than a man can play fast and loose at pleasure.

She looked at him with disdain. Then the sooner I leave your roof the better, sir, she said.

Not so fast there, either, he answered with an unpleasant smile. You came to it when you chose, and you will leave it when we choose; and that is flat, my girl. This morning, when my lord did you the honour to ask you, you gave him your word. Perhaps to-morrow morning youll be of the same mind again. Any way, you will wait until to-morrow and see.

I shall not wait on your pleasure, she cried, stung to rage.

You will wait on it, maam! Or twill be the worse for you.

Burning with indignation she turned to the other two, her breath coming quick. But Mr. Thomasson gazed gloomily at the floor, and would not meet her eyes; and Lord Almeric, who had thrown himself into a chair, was glowering sulkily at his shoes. Do you mean, she cried, that you will dare to detain me, sir?

If you put it so, Pomeroy answered, grinning, I think I dare take it on myself.

His voice full of mockery, his insolent eyes, stung her to the quick. I will see if that be so, she cried, fearlessly advancing on him. Lay a finger on me if you dare! I am going out. Make way, sir.

You are not going out! he cried between his teeth. And held his ground in front of her.

She advanced until she was within touch of him, then her courage failed her; they stood a second or two gazing at one another, the girl with heaving breast and cheeks burning with indignation, the man with cynical watchfulness. Suddenly, shrinking from actual contact with him, she sprang aside, and was at the door before he could intercept her. But with a rapid movement he turned on his heel, seized her round the waist before she could open the door, dragged her shrieking from it, and with an oath  and not without an effort  flung her panting and breathless into the window-seat. There! he cried ferociously, his blood fired by the struggle; lie there! And behave yourself, my lady, or Ill find means to quiet you. For you, he continued, turning fiercely on the tutor, whose face the sudden scuffle and the girls screams had blanched to the hue of paper, did you never hear a woman squeak before? And you, my lord? Are you so dainty? But, to be sure, tis your lordships mistress, he continued ironically. Your pardon. I forgot that. I should not have handled her so roughly. However, she is none the worse, and twill bring her to reason.

But the struggle and the girls cries had shaken my lords nerves. D  n you! he cried hysterically, and with a stamp of the foot, you should not have done that.

Pooh, pooh, Mr. Pomeroy answered lightly. Do you leave it to me, my lord. She does not know her own mind. Twill help her to find it. And now, if youll take my advice, youll leave her to a nights reflection.

But Lord Almeric only repeated, You should not have done that.

Mr. Pomeroys face showed his scorn for the man whom a cry or two and a struggling woman had frightened. Yet he affected to see art in it. I understand. And it is the right line to take, he said; and he laughed unpleasantly. No doubt it will be put to your lordships credit. But now, my lord, he continued, let us go. You will see she will have come to her senses by to-morrow.

The girl had remained passive since her defeat. But at this she rose from the window-seat where she had crouched, slaying them with furious glances. My lord, she cried passionately, if you are a man, if you are a gentleman  youll not suffer this.

But Lord Almeric, who had recovered from his temporary panic, and was as angry with her as with Pomeroy, shrugged his shoulders. Oh, I dont know, he said resentfully. It has naught to do with me, maam. I dont want you kept, but you have behaved uncommon low to me; uncommon low. And twill do you good to think on it. Stap me, it will!

And he turned on his heel and sneaked out.

Mr. Pomeroy laughed insolently. There is still Tommy, he said. Try him. See what hell say to you. It amuses me to hear you plead, my dear; you put so much spirit into it. As my lord said, before we came in, tis as good as a play.

She flung him a look of scorn, but did not answer. For Mr. Thomasson, he shuffled his feet uncomfortably. There are no horses, he faltered, cursing his indiscreet companion. Mr. Pomeroy means well, I know. And as there are no horses, even if nothing prevented you, you could not go to-night, you see.

Mr. Pomeroy burst into a shout of laughter and clapped the stammering tutor (fallen miserably between two stools) on the back. Theres a champion for you! he cried. Beauty in distress! Lord! how it fires his blood and turns his look to flame! What! going, Tommy? he continued, as Mr. Thomasson, unable to bear his raillery or the girls fiery scorn, turned and fled ignobly. Well, my pretty dear, I see we are to be left alone. And, damme! quite right too, for we are the only man and the only woman of the party, and should come to an understanding.

Julia looked at him with shuddering abhorrence. They were alone; the sound of the tutors retreating footsteps was growing faint. She pointed to the door. If you do not go, she cried, her voice shaking with rage, I will rouse the house! I will call your people! Do you hear me? I will so cry to your servants that you shall not for shame dare to keep me! I will break this window and cry for help?

And what do you think I should be doing meanwhile? he retorted with an ugly leer. I thought I had shown you that two could play at that game. But there, child, I like your spirit! I love you for it! You are a girl after my own heart, and, damme! well live to laugh at those two old women yet!

She shrank farther from him with an expression of loathing. He saw the look, and scowled, but for the moment he kept his temper. Fie! the Little Masterson playing the grand lady! he said. But there, you are too handsome to be crossed, my dear. You shall have your own way to-night, and Ill come and talk to you to-morrow, when your head is cooler and those two fools are out of the way. And if we quarrel then, my beauty, we can but kiss and make it up. Look on me as your friend, he added, with a leer from which she shrank, and I vow youll not repent it.

She did not answer, she only pointed to the door, and finding that he could draw nothing from her, he went at last. On the threshold he turned, met her eyes with a grin of meaning, and took the key from the inside of the lock. She heard him insert it on the outside, and turn it, and had to grip one hand with the other to stay the scream that arose in her throat. She was brave beyond most women; but the ease with which he had mastered her, the humiliation of contact with him, the conviction of her helplessness in his grasp lay on her still. They filled her with fear; which grew more definite as the light, already low in the corners of the room, began to fail, and the shadows thickened about the dingy furniture, and she crouched alone against the barred window, listening for the first tread of a coming foot  and dreading the night.




CHAPTER XXIX

MR. POMEROYS PLAN

Mr. Pomeroy chuckled as he went down the stairs. Things had gone so well for him, he owed it to himself to see that they went better, he had mounted with a firm determination to effect a breach even if it cost him my lords enmity. He descended, the breach made, the prize open to competition, and my lord obliged by friendly offices and unselfish service.

Mr. Pomeroy smiled. She is a saucy baggage, he muttered, but Ive tamed worse. Tis the first step is hard, and I have taken that. Now to deal with Mother Olney. If she were not such a fool, or if I could be rid of her and Jarvey, and put in the Tamplins, alls done. But shed talk! The kitchen wench need know nothing; for visitors, there are none in this damp old hole. Win over Mother Olney and the Parson  and I dont see where I can fail. The wench is here, safe and tight, and bread and water, damp and loneliness will do a great deal. She dont deserve better treatment, hang her impudence!

But when he appeared in the hall an hour later, his gloomy face told a different story. Wheres Doyley? he growled; and stumbled over a dog, kicked it howling into a corner. Has he gone to bed?

The tutor, brooding sulkily over his wine, looked up. Yes, he said, as rudely as he dared  he was sick with disappointment. He is going in the morning.

And a good riddance! Pomeroy cried with an oath. Hes off it, is he? He gives up?

The tutor nodded gloomily. His lordship is not the man, he said, with an attempt at his former manner, to  to

To win the odd trick unless he holds six trumps, Mr. Pomeroy cried. No, by God! he is not. You are right, Parson. But so much the better for you and me!

Mr. Thomasson sniffed. I dont follow you, he said stiffly.

Dont you? You werent so dull years ago, Mr. Pomeroy answered, filling a glass as he stood. He held it in his hand and looked over it at the other, who, ill at ease, fidgeted in his chair, You could put two and two together then, Parson, and you can put five and five together now. They make ten  thousand.

I dont follow you, the tutor repeated, steadfastly looking away from him.

Why? Nothing is changed since we talked  except that he is out of it! And that that is done for me for nothing, which I offered you five thousand to do. But I am generous, Tommy. I am generous.

The next chance is mine, Mr. Thomasson cried, with a glance of spite.

Mr. Pomeroy, looking down at him, laughed  a galling laugh. Lord! Tommy, that was a hundred years ago, he said contemptuously.

You said nothing was changed!

Nothing is changed in my case, Mr. Pomeroy answered confidently, except for the better. In your case everything is changed  for the worse. Did you take her part upstairs? Are your hands clean now? Does she see through you or does she not? Or, put it in another way, my friend. It is your turn; what are you going to do?

Go, the tutor answered viciously. And glad to be quit.

Mr. Pomeroy sat down opposite him. No, youll not go, he said in a low voice; and drinking off half his wine, set down the glass and regarded the other over it. Five and five are ten, Tommy. You are no fool, and I am no fool.

I am not such a fool as to put my neck in a noose, the tutor retorted. And there is no other way of coming at what you want, Mr. Pomeroy.

There are twenty, Pomeroy returned coolly. And, mark you, if I fail, you are spun, whether you help rue or no. You are blown on, or I can blow on you! Youll get nothing for your cut on the head.

And what shall I get if I stay?

I have told you.

The gallows.

No, Tommy. Eight hundred a year.

Mr. Thomasson sneered incredulously, and having made it plain that he refused to think  thought! He had risked so much in this enterprise, gone through so much; and to lose it all! He cursed the girls fickleness, her coyness, her obstinacy! He hated her. And do what he might for her now, he doubted if he could cozen her or get much from her. Yet in that lay his only chance, apart from Mr. Pomeroy. His eye was cunning and his tone sly when he spoke.

You forget one thing, he said. I have only to open my lips after I leave.

And I am nicked? Mr. Pomeroy answered. True. And you will get a hundred guineas, and have a worse than Dunborough at your heels.

The tutor wiped his brow. What do you want? he whispered.

That old hag of a housekeeper has turned rusty, Pomeroy answered. She has got it into her head something is going to be done to the girl. I sounded her and I cannot trust her. I could send her packing, but Jarvey is not much better, and talks when he is drunk. The girl must be got from here.

Mr. Thomasson raised his eyebrows scornfully.

You need not sneer, you fool! Pomeroy cried with a little spirt of rage. Tis no harder than to get her here.

Where will you take her?

To Tamplins farm by the river. There, you are no wiser, but you may trust me. I can hang the man, and the woman is no better. They have done this sort of thing before. Once get her there, and, sink me! shell be glad to see the parson!

The tutor shuddered. The water was growing very deep. Ill have no part in it! he said hoarsely. No part in it, so help me God!

Theres no part for you! Mr. Pomeroy answered with grim patience. Your part is to thwart me.

Mr. Thomasson, half risen from his chair, sat down again. What do you mean? he muttered.

You are her friend. Your part is to help her to escape. Youre to sneak to her room to-morrow, and tell her that youll steal the key when Im drunk after dinner. Youll bid her be ready at eleven, and youll let her out, and have a chaise waiting at the end of the avenue. The chaise will be there, youll put her in, youll go back to the house. I suppose you see it now?

The tutor stared in wonder. Shell get away, he said.

Half a mile, Mr. Pomeroy answered drily, as he filled his glass. Then I shall stop the chaise  with a pistol if you like, jump in  a merry surprise for the nymph; and before twelve we shall be at Tamplins. And youll be free of it.

Mr. Thomasson pondered, his face flushed, his eyes moist. I think you are the devil! he said at last.

Is it a bargain? And see here. His lordship has gone silly on the girl. You can tell him before he leaves what you are going to do. Hell leave easy, and youll have an evidence  of your good intentions! Mr. Pomeroy added with a chuckle. Is it a bargain?

Ill not do it! Mr. Thomasson cried faintly. Ill not do it!

But he sat down again, their heads came together across the table; they talked long in low voices. Presently Mr. Pomeroy fetched pen and paper from a table in one of the windows; where they lay along with one or two odd volumes of Crebillon, a tattered Hoyle on whist, and Footes jest book. A note was written and handed over, and the two rose.

Mr. Thomasson would have liked to say a word before they parted as to no violence being contemplated or used; something smug and fair-seeming that would go to show that his right hand did not understand what his left was doing. But even his impudence was unequal to the task, and with a shamefaced good-night he secured the memorandum in his pocket-book and sneaked up to bed.

He had every opportunity of carrying out Pomeroys suggestion to make Lord Almeric his confidant. For when he entered the chamber which they shared, he found his lordship awake, tossing and turning in the shade of the green moreen curtains; in a pitiable state between chagrin and rage. But the tutors nerve failed him. He had few scruples  it was not that; but he was weary and sick at heart, and for that night he felt that he had done enough. So to all my lords inquiries he answered as sleepily as consisted with respect, until the effect which he did not wish to produce was produced. The young roués suspicions were aroused, and on a sudden he sat up in bed, his nightcap quivering on his head.

Tommy! he cried feverishly. What is afoot downstairs? Now, do you tell me the truth.

Nothing, Mr. Thomasson answered soothingly.

Because  well, shes played it uncommon low on me, uncommon low shes played it, my lord complained pathetically; but fair is fair, and willings willing! And Ill not see her hurt. Poms none too nice, I know, but hes got to understand that. Im none of your Methodists, Tommy, as you are aware, no one more so! But, shelp me! no one shall lay a hand on her against her will!

My dear lord, no one is going to! the tutor answered, quaking in his bed.

That is understood, is it? Because it had better be! the little lord continued with unusual vigour. I vow I have no cause to stand up for her. Shes a d  d saucy baggage, and has treated me with  with d  d disrespect. But, oh Lord! Tommy, Id have been a good husband to her. I would indeed. And been kind to her. And now  shes made a fool of me! Shes made a fool of me!

And my lord took off his nightcap, and wiped his eyes with it.




CHAPTER XXX

A GREEK GIFT

Julia, left alone, and locked in the room, passed such a night as a girl instructed in the worlds ways might have been expected to pass in her position, and after the rough treatment of the afternoon. The room grew dark, the dismal garden and weedy pool that closed the prospect faded from sight; and still as she crouched by the barred window, or listened breathless at the door, all that part of the house lay silent. Not a sound of life came to the ear.

By turns she resented and welcomed this. At one time, pacing the floor in a fit of rage and indignation, she was ready to dash herself against the door, or scream and scream and scream until some one came to her. At another the recollection of Pomeroys sneering smile, of his insolent grasp, revived to chill and terrify her; and she hid in the darkest corner, hugged the solitude, and, scarcely daring to breathe, prayed that the silence might endure for ever.

But the hours in the dark room were long and cold; and at times the fever of rage and fear left her in the chill. Of this came another phase through which she passed, as the night wore on and nothing happened. Her thoughts reverted to him who should have been her protector, but had become her betrayer  and by his treachery had plunged her into this misery; and on a sudden a doubt of his guilt flashed into her mind and blinded her by its brilliance. Had she done him an injustice? Had the abduction been, after all, concerted not by him but by Mr. Thomasson and his confederates? The setting down near Pomeroys gate, the reception at his house, the rough, hasty suit paid to her  were these all parts of a drama cunningly arranged to mystify her? And was he innocent? Was he still her lover, true, faithful, almost her husband?

If she could think so! She rose, and softly walked the floor in the darkness, tears raining down her face. Oh, if she could be sure of it! At the thought, the thought only, she glowed from head to foot with happy shame. And fear? If this were so, if his love were still hers, and hers the only fault  of doubting him, she feared nothing! Nothing! She felt her way to a tray in the corner where her last meal remained untasted, and ate and drank humbly, and for him. She might need her strength.

She had finished, and was groping her return to the window-seat, when a faint rustle as of some one moving on the other side of the door caught her ear. She had fancied herself brave enough an instant before, but in the darkness a great horror of fear came on her. She stood rooted to the spot; and heard the noise again. It was followed by the sound of a hand passed stealthily over the panels; a hand seeking, as she thought, for the key; and she could have shrieked in her helplessness. But while she stood, her face turned to stone, came instant relief, A voice, subdued in fear, whispered, Hist, maam, hist! Are you asleep?

She could have fallen on her knees in her thankfulness. No! no! she cried eagerly. Who is it?

It is me  Olney! was the answer. Keep a heart, maam! They are gone to bed. You are quite safe.

Can you let me out? Julia cried. Oh, let me out!

Let you out?

Yes, yes! Let me out? Please let me out.

God forbid, maam! was the horrified answer. Hed kill me. And he has the key. But

Yes? yes?

Keep your heart up, maam, for Jarveyll not see you hurt; nor will I. You may sleep easy. And good-night!

She stole away before Julia could answer; but she left comfort. In a glow of thankfulness the girl pushed a chair against the door, and, wrapping herself for warmth in the folds of the shabby curtains, lay down on the window seat. She was willing to sleep now, but the agitation of her thoughts, the whirl of fear and hope that prevailed in them, as she went again and again over the old ground, kept her long awake. The moon had risen and run its course, decking the old garden with a solemn beauty as of death, and was beginning to retreat before the dawn, when Julia slept at last.

When she awoke it was broad daylight. A moment she gazed upwards, wondering where she was; the next a harsh grating sound, and the echo of a mocking laugh brought her to her feet in a panic of remembrance.

The key was still turning in the lock  she saw it move, saw it withdrawn; but the room was empty. And while she stood staring and listening heavy footsteps retired along the passage. The chair which she had set against the door had been pushed back, and milk and bread stood on the floor beside it.

She drew a deep breath; he had been there. But her worst terrors had passed with the night. The sun was shining, filling her with scorn of her gaoler. She panted to be face to face with him, that she might cover him with ridicule, overwhelm him with the shafts of her womans wit, and show him how little she feared and how greatly she despised him.

But he did not appear; the hours passed slowly, and with the afternoon came a clouded sky, and weariness and reaction of spirits; fatigue of body, and something like illness; and on that a great terror. If they drugged her in her food? The thought was like a knife in the girls heart, and while she still writhed on it, her ear caught the creak of a board in the passage, and a furtive tread that came, and softly went again, and once more returned. She stood, her heart beating; and fancied she heard the sound of breathing on the other side of the door. Then her eye alighted on a something white at the foot of the door, that had not been there a minute earlier. It was a tiny note. While she gazed at it the footsteps stole away again.

She pounced on the note and opened it, thinking it might be from Mrs. Olney. But the opening lines smacked of other modes of speech than hers; and though Julia had no experience of Mr. Thomassons epistolary style, she felt no surprise when she found the initials F.T. appended to the message.

Madam, it ran. You are in danger here, and I in no less of being held to account for acts which my heart abhors. Openly to oppose myself to Mr. P.  the course my soul dictates  were dangerous for us both, and another must be found. If he drink deep to-night, I will, heaven assisting, purloin the key, and release you at ten, or as soon after as may be. Jarvey, who is honest, and fears the turn things are taking, will have a carriage waiting in the road. Be ready, hide this, and when you are free, though I seek no return for services attended by much risk, yet if you desire to find one, an easy way may appear of requiting,

Madam, your devoted, obedient servant, F.T.

Julias face glowed. He cannot do even a kind act as it should be done, she thought. But once away it will be easy to reward him. At worst he shall tell me how I came to be set down here.

She spent the rest of the day divided between anxiety on that point  for Mr. Thomassons intervention went some way to weaken the theory she had built up with so much joy  and impatience for night to come and put an end to her suspense. She was now as much concerned to escape the ordeal of Mr. Pomeroys visit as she had been earlier in the day to see him. And she had her wish. He did not come; she fancied he might be willing to let the dullness and loneliness, the monotony and silence of her prison, work their effect on her mind.

Night, as welcome to-day as it had been yesterday unwelcome, fell at last, and hid the dingy familiar room, the worn furniture, the dusky outlook. She counted the minutes, and before it was nine by the clock was the prey of impatience, thinking the time past and gone and the tutor a poor deceiver. Ten was midnight to her; she hoped against hope, walking her narrow bounds in the darkness. Eleven found her lying on her face on the floor, heaving dry sobs of despair, her hair dishevelled. And then, on a sudden she sprang up; the key was grating in the lock! While she stared, half demented, scarcely believing her happiness, Mr. Thomasson appeared on the threshold, his head  he wore no wig  muffled in a womans shawl, a shaded lanthorn in his hand.

Come! he said. There is not a moment to be lost.

Oh! she cried hysterically, yet kept her shaking voice low; I thought you were not coming. I thought it was all over.

I am late, he answered nervously; his face was pale, his shifty eyes avoided hers. It is eleven oclock, but I could not get the key before. Follow me closely and silently, child; and in a few minutes you will be safe.

Heaven bless you! she cried, weeping. And would have taken his hand.

But at that he turned from her so abruptly that she marvelled, for she had not judged him a man averse from thanks. But setting his manner down to the danger and the need of haste, she took the hint and controlling her feelings, prepared to follow him in silence. Holding the lanthorn so that its light fell on the floor he listened an instant, then led the way on tip-toe down the dim corridor. The house was hushed round them; if a board creaked under their feet, it seemed to her scared ears a pistol shot. At the entrance to the gallery which was partly illumined by lights still burning in the hall below, the tutor paused anew an instant to listen, then turned quickly from it, and by a narrow passage on the right gained a back staircase. Descending the steep stairs he guided her by devious turnings through dingy offices and servants quarters until they stood in safety before an outer door. To withdraw the bar that secured it, while she held the lanthorn, was for the tutor the work of an instant. They passed through, and he closed the door softly behind them.

After the confinement of her prison, the night air that blew on her temples was rapture to Julia; for it breathed of freedom. She turned her face up to the dark boughs that met and interlaced above her head, and whispered her thankfulness. Then, obedient to Mr. Thomassons impatient gesture, she hastened to follow him along a dank narrow path that skirted the wall of the house for a few yards, then turned off among the trees.

They had left the wall no more than a dozen paces behind them, when Mr. Thomasson paused, as in doubt, and raised his light. They were in a little beech-coppice that grew close up to the walls of the servants offices. The light showed the dark shining trunks, running in solemn rows this way and that; and more than one path trodden smooth across the roots. The lanthorn disclosed no more, but apparently this was enough for Mr. Thomasson. He pursued the path he had chosen, and less than a minutes walking brought them to the avenue.

Julia drew a breath of relief and looked behind and before. Where is the carriage? she whispered, shivering with excitement.

The tutor before he answered raised his lanthorn thrice to the level of his head, as if to make sure of his position. Then, In the road, he answered. And the sooner you are in it the better, child, for I must return and replace the key before he sobers. Or twill, be worse for me, he added snappishly, than for you.

You are not coming with me? she exclaimed in surprise.

No, I  I cant quarrel with him, he answered hurriedly. I  I am under obligations to him. And once in the carriage youll be safe.

Then please to tell me this, Julia rejoined, her breath a little short. Mr. Thomasson, did you know anything of my being carried off before it took place?

I? he cried effusively. Did I know?

I mean  were you employed  to bring me to Mr. Pomeroys?

I employed? To bring you to Mr. Pomeroys? Good heavens! maam, what do you take me for? the tutor cried in righteous indignation. No, maam, certainly not! I am not that kind of man! And then blurting out the truth in his surprise, Why, twas Mr. Dunborough! he said. And like him too! Heaven keep us from him!

Mr. Dunborough? she exclaimed.

Yes, yes.

Oh, she said, in a helpless, foolish kind of way. It was Mr. Dunborough, was it? And she begged his pardon. And did it too so humbly, in a voice so broken by feeling and gratitude, that, bad man as he was, his soul revolted from the work he was upon; and for an instant, he stood still, the lanthorn swinging in his hand.

She misinterpreted the movement. Are we right? she said, anxiously. You dont think that we are out of the road? Though the night was dark, and it was difficult to discern, anything beyond the circle of light thrown by the lanthorn, it struck her that the avenue they were traversing was not the one by which she had approached the house two nights before. The trees seemed to stand farther from one another and to be smaller. Or was it her fancy?

But it was not that had moved him to stand; for in a moment, with a curious sound between a groan and a curse he led the way on, without answering her. Fifty paces brought them to the gate and the road. Thomasson held up his lanthorn and looked over the gate.

Where is the carriage? she whispered, startled by the darkness and silence.

It should be here, he answered, his voice betraying his perplexity. It should be here at this gate. But I  I dont see it.

Would it have lights? she asked anxiously. He had opened the gate by this time, and as she spoke they passed through, and stood together looking up and down the road. The moon was obscured, and the lanthorns rays were of little use to find a carriage which was not there.

It should be here, and it should have lights, he said in evident dismay. I dont know what to think of it. I  ha! What is that? It is coming, I think. Yes, I hear it. The coachman must have drawn off a little for some reason, and now he has seen the lanthorn.

He had only the sound of wheels to go upon, but he proved to be right; she uttered a sigh of relief as the twin lights of a carriage apparently approaching round a bend of the road broke upon them. The lights drew near and nearer, and the tutor waved his lamp. For a second the driver appeared to be going to pass them; then, as Mr. Thomasson again waved his lanthorn and shouted, he drew up.

Halloa! he said.

Mr. Thomasson did not answer, but with a trembling hand opened the door and thrust the girl in. God bless you! she murmured; and He slammed the door, cutting short the sentence.

Well? the driver said, looking down at him, his face in shadow; I am

Go on! Mr. Thomasson cried peremptorily, and waving his lanthorn again, startled the horses; which plunged away wildly, the man tugging vainly at the reins. The tutor fancied that, as it started, he caught a faint scream from the inside of the chaise, but he set it down to fright caused by the sudden jerk; and, after he had stood long enough to assure himself that the carriage was keeping the road, he turned to retrace his steps to the house.

He was feeling for the latch of the gate  his thoughts no pleasant ones, for the devil pays scant measure  when his ear was surprised by a new sound of wheels approaching from the direction whence the chaise had come. He stood to listen, thinking he heard an echo; but in a second or two he saw lights approaching through the night precisely as the other lights had approached. Once seen they came on swiftly, and he was still standing gaping in wonder when a carriage and pair, a postboy riding and a servant sitting outside, swept by, dazzling him a moment; the next it was gone, whirled away into the darkness.




CHAPTER XXXI

THE INN AT CHIPPENHAM

The road which passed before the gates at Bastwick was not a highway, and Mr. Thomasson stood a full minute, staring after the carriage, and wondering what chance brought a traveller that way at that hour. Presently it occurred to him that one of Mr. Pomeroys neighbours might have dined abroad, have sat late over the wine, and be now returning; and that so the incident might admit of the most innocent explanation. Yet it left him uneasy. Until the last hum of wheels died in the distance he stood listening and thinking. Then he turned from the gate, and with a shiver betook himself towards the house. He had done his part.

Or had he? The road was not ten paces behind him, when a cry rent the darkness, and he paused to listen. He caught the sound of hasty footsteps crossing the open ground on his right, and apparently approaching; and he raised his lanthorn in alarm. The next moment a dark form vaulted the railings that fenced the avenue on that side, sprang on the affrighted tutor, and, seizing him violently by the collar, shook him to and fro as a terrier shakes a rat.

It was Mr. Pomeroy, beside himself with rage. What have you done with her? he cried. You treacherous hound! Answer, or by heaven I shall choke you!

Done  done with whom? the tutor gasped, striving to free himself. Mr. Pomeroy, I am not  what does this  mean?

With her? With the girl?

She is  I have put her in the carriage! I swear I have! Oh! he shrieked, as Mr. Pomeroy, in a fresh access of passion, gripped his throat and squeezed it. I have put her in the carriage, I tell you! I have done everything you told me!

In the carriage? What carriage? In what carriage?

The one that was there.

At the gate?

Yes, yes.

You fool! You imbecile! Mr. Pomeroy roared, as he shook him with all his strength. The carriage is at the other gate.

Mr. Thomasson gasped, partly with surprise, partly under the influence of Pomeroys violence. At the other gate? he faltered. But  there was a carriage here. I saw it. I put her in it. Not a minute ago!

Then, by heaven, it was your carriage, and you have betrayed me, Pomeroy retorted; and shook his trembling victim until his teeth chattered and his eyes protruded. I thought I heard wheels and I came to see. If you dont tell me the truth this instant, he continued furiously, Ill have the life out of you.

It is the truth, Mr. Thomasson stammered, blubbering with fright. It was a carriage that came up  and stopped. I thought it was yours, and I put her in. And it went on.

A lie, man  a lie!

I swear it is true! I swear it is! If it were not should I be going back to the house? Should I be going to face you? Mr. Thomasson protested.

The argument impressed Pomeroy; his grasp relaxed. The devil is in it, then! he muttered. For no one else could have set a carriage at that gate at that minute! Anyway, Ill know. Come on! he continued recklessly snatching up the lanthorn, which had fallen on its side and was not extinguished. Well after her! By the Lord, well after her. They dont trick me so easily!

The tutor ventured a terrified remonstrance, but Mr. Pomeroy, deaf to his entreaties and arguments, bundled him over the fence, and, gripping his arm, hurried him as fast as his feet would carry him across the sward to the other gate. A carriage, its lamps burning brightly, stood in the road. Mr. Pomeroy exchanged a few curt words with the driver, thrust in the tutor, and followed himself. On the instant the vehicle dashed away, the coachman cracking his whip and shouting oaths at his horses.

The hedges flew by, pale glimmering walls in the lamplight; the mud flew up and splashed Mr. Pomeroys face; still he hung out of the window, his hand on the fastening of the door, and a brace of pistols on the ledge before him; while the tutor, shuddering at these preparations, hoping against hope that they would overtake no one, cowered in the farther corner. With every turn of the road or swerve of the horses Pomeroy expected to see the fugitives lights. Unaware or oblivious that the carriage he was pursuing had the start of him by so much that at top speed he could scarcely look to overtake it under the hour, his rage increased with every disappointment. Although the pace at which they travelled over a rough road was such as to fill the tutor with instant terror and urgent thoughts of death  although first one lamp was extinguished and then another, and the carriage swung so violently as from moment to moment to threaten an overturn, Mr. Pomeroy never ceased to hang out of the window, to yell at the horses and upbraid the driver.

And with all, the labour seemed to be wasted. With wrath and a volley of curses he saw the lights of Chippenham appear in front, and still no sign of the pursued. Five minutes later the carriage awoke the echoes in the main street of the sleeping town, and Mr. Thomasson drew a deep breath of relief as it came to a stand.

Not so Mr. Pomeroy. He dashed the door open and sprang out, prepared to overwhelm the driver with reproaches. The man anticipated him. They are here, he said with a sulky gesture.

Here? Where?

A man in a watchmans coat, and carrying a staff and lanthorn  of whom the driver had already asked a question  came heavily round, from the off-side of the carriage. There is a chaise and pair just come in from the Melksham Road, he said, and gone to the Angel, if that is what you want, your honour.

A lady with them?

I saw none, but there might be.

How long ago?

Ten minutes.

Were right! Mr. Pomeroy cried with a jubilant oath, and turning back to the door of the carriage, slipped the pistols into his skirt pockets. Come, he said to Thomasson. And do you, he continued, addressing his driver, who was no other than the respectable Tamplin, follow at a walking pace. Have they ordered on? he asked, slipping a crown into the night-watchmans hand.

I think not, your honour, the man answered. I believe they are staying.

With a word of satisfaction Mr. Pomeroy hurried his unwilling companion towards the inn. The streets were dark; only an oil lamp or two burned at distant points. But the darkness of the town was noon-day light in comparison of the gloom which reigned in Mr. Thomassons mind. In the grasp of this headstrong man, whose temper rendered him blind to obstacles and heedless of danger, the tutor felt himself swept along, as incapable of resistance as the leaf that is borne upon the stream. It was not until they turned into the open space before the Angel, and perceived a light in the doorway of the inn that despair gave him courage to remonstrate.

Then the risk and folly of the course they were pursuing struck him so forcibly that he grew frantic. He clutched Mr. Pomeroys sleeve, and dragging him aside out of earshot of Tamplin, who was following them, This is madness! he urged vehemently. Sheer madness! Have you considered, Mr. Pomeroy? If she is here, what claim have we to interfere with her? What authority over her? What title to force her away? If we had overtaken her on the road, in the country, it might have been one thing. But here

Here? Mr. Pomeroy retorted, his face dark, his under-jaw thrust out hard as a rock. And why not here?

Because  why, because she will appeal to the people.

What people?

The people who have brought her hither.

And what is their right to her? Mr. Pomeroy retorted, with a brutal oath.

The people at the inn, then.

Well, and what is their right? But  I see your point, parson! Damme, you are a cunning one. I had not thought of that. Shell appeal to them, will she? Then she shall be my sister, run off from her home! Ha! Ha! Or no, my lad, he continued, chuckling savagely, and slapping the tutor on the back; they know me here, and that I have no sister. She shall be your daughter! And while Mr. Thomasson stared aghast, Pomeroy laughed recklessly. She shall be your daughter, man! My guest, and run off with an Irish ensign! Oh, by Gad, well nick her! Come on!

Mr. Thomasson shuddered. It seemed to him the wildest scheme  a folly beyond speech. Resisting the hand with which Pomeroy would have impelled him towards the lighted doorway, I will have nothing to do with it! he cried, with all the firmness he could muster. Nothing! Nothing!

A minute ago you might have gone to the devil! Mr. Pomeroy answered grimly, and welcome! Now, I want you. And, by heaven, if you dont stand by me Ill break your back! Who is there here who is likely to know you? Or what have you to fear?

Shell expose us! Mr. Thomasson whimpered. Shell tell them!

Wholl believe her? the other answered with supreme contempt. Which is the more credible story  hers about a lost heir, or ours? Come on, I say!

Mr. Thomasson had been far from anticipating a risk of this kind when he entered on his career of scheming. But he stood in mortal terror of his companion, whose reckless passions were fully aroused; and after a brief resistance he succumbed. Still protesting, he allowed himself to be urged past the open doors of the inn-yard  in the black depths of which the gleam of a lanthorn, and the form of a man moving to and fro, indicated that the strangers horses were not yet bedded  and up the hospitable steps of the Angel Inn.

A solitary candle burning in a room on the right of the hall, guided their feet that way. Its light disclosed a red-curtained snuggery, well furnished with kegs and jolly-bodied jars, and rows of bottles; and in the middle of this cheerful profusion the landlord himself, stooping over a bottle of port, which he was lovingly decanting. His array, a horsemans coat worn over night-gear, with bare feet thrust into slippers, proved him newly risen from bed; but the hum of voices and clatter of plates which came from the neighbouring kitchen were signs that, late as it was, the good inn was not caught napping.

The host heard their steps behind him, but crying Coming, gentlemen, coming! finished his task before he turned. Then Lord save us! he ejaculated, staring at them  the empty bottle in one hand, the decanter in the other. Why, the roads alive to-night! I beg your honours pardon, I am sure, and yours, sir! I thought twas one of the gentlemen that arrived, awhile ago  come down to see why supper lagged. Squire Pomeroy, to be sure! What can I do for you, gentlemen? The fire is scarce out in the Hertford, and shall be rekindled at once?

Mr. Pomeroy silenced him by a gesture. No, he said; we are not staying. But you have some guests here, who arrived half an hour ago?

To be sure, your honour. The same I was naming. Is there a young lady with them?

The landlord looked hard at him. A young lady? he said.

Yes! Are you deaf, man? Pomeroy retorted wrathfully, his impatience getting the better of him. Is there a young lady with them? That is what I asked.

But the landlord still stared; and it was only after an appreciable interval that he answered cautiously: Well, to be sure, I am not  I am not certain. I saw none, sir. But I only saw the gentlemen when they had gone upstairs. William admitted them, and rang up the stables. A young lady? he continued, rubbing his head as if the question perplexed him. May I ask, ist some one your honour is seeking?

Damme, man, should I ask if it werent? Mr. Pomeroy retorted angrily. If you must know, it is this gentlemans daughter, who has run away from her friends.

Dear, dear!

And taken up with a beggarly Irishman!

The landlord stared from one to the other in great perplexity. Dear me! he said. That is sad! The gentlemans daughter! And he looked at Mr. Thomasson, whose fat sallow face was sullenness itself. Then, remembering his manners, Well, to be sure, Ill go and learn, he continued briskly. Charles! to a half-dressed waiter, who at that moment appeared at the foot of the stairs, set lights in the Yarmouth and draw these gentlemen what they require. Ill not be many minutes, Mr. Pomeroy.

He hurried up the narrow staircase, and an instant later appeared on the threshold of a room in which sat two gentlemen, facing one another in silence before a hastily-kindled fire. They had travelled together from Bristol, cheek by jowl in a post-chaise, exchanging scarce as many words as they had traversed miles. But patience, whether it be of the sullen or the dignified cast, has its limits; and these two, their tempers exasperated by a chilly journey taken fasting, had come very near to the end of sufferance. Fortunately, at the moment Mr. Dunborough  for he was the one  made the discovery that he could not endure Sir Georges impassive face for so much as the hundredth part of another minute  and in consequence was having recourse to his invention for the most brutal remark with which to provoke him  the port and the landlord arrived together; and William, who had carried up the cold beef and stewed kidneys by another staircase, was heard on the landing. The host helped to place the dishes on the table. Then he shut out his assistant.

By your leave, Sir George, he said diffidently. But the young lady you were inquiring for? Might I ask  ?

He paused as if he feared to give offence. Sir George laid down his knife and fork and looked at him. Mr. Dunborough did the same. Yes, yes, man, Soane said. Have you heard anything? Out with it!

Well, sir, it is only  I was going to ask if her father lived in these parts.

Her father?

Yes, sir.

Mr. Dunborough burst into rude laughter. Oh, Lord! he said. Are we grown so proper of a sudden? Her father, damme!

Sir George shot a glance of disdain at him. Then, My good fellow, he said to the host, her father has been dead these fifteen years.

The landlord reddened, annoyed by the way Mr. Dunborough had taken him. The gentleman mistakes me, Sir George, he said stiffly. I did not ask out of curiosity, as you, who know me, can guess; but to be plain, your honour, there are two gentlemen below stairs, just come in; and what beats me, though I did not tell them so, they are also in search of a young lady.

Indeed? Sir George answered, looking gravely at him. Probably they are from the Castle Inn at Marlborough, and are inquiring for the lady we are seeking.

So I should have thought, the landlord answered, nodding sagely; but one of the gentlemen says he is her father, and the other

Sir George stared. Yes? he said, What of the other?

Is Mr. Pomeroy of Bastwick, the host replied, lowering his voice. Doubtless your honour knows him?

By name.

He has naught to do with the young lady?

Nothing in the world.

I ask because  well, I dont like to speak ill of the quality, or of those by whom one lives, Sir George; but he has not got the best name in the county; and there have been wild doings at Bastwick of late, and writs and bailiffs and worse. So I did not up and tell him all I knew.

On a sudden Dunborough spoke. He was at College, at Pembroke, he said. Doyley knows him. Hed know Tommy too; and we know Tommy is with the girl, and that they were both dropped Laycock way. Hang me, if I dont think there is something in this! he continued, thrusting his feet into slippers: his boots were drying on the hearth. Thomasson is rogue enough for anything! See here, man, he went on, rising and flinging down his napkin; do you go down and draw them into the hall, so that I can hear their voices. And I will come to the head of the stairs. Where is Bastwick?

Between here and Melksham, but a bit off the road, sir.

It would not be far from Laycock?

No, your honour; I should think it would be within two or three miles of it. They are both on the flat the other side of the river.

Go down! go down! Mr. Dunborough answered. And pump him, man! Set him talking. I believe we have run the old fox to earth. It will be our fault if we dont find the vixen!




CHAPTER XXXII

CHANCE MEDLEY

By this time the arrival of a second pair of travellers hard on the heels of the first had roused the inn to full activity. Half-dressed servants flitted this way and that through the narrow passages, setting night-caps in the chambers, or bringing up clean snuffers and snuff trays. One was away to the buttery, to draw ale for the driver, another to the kitchen with Williams orders to the cook. Lights began to shine in the hall and behind the diamond panes of the low-browed windows; a pleasant hum, a subdued bustle, filled the hospitable house.

On entering the Yarmouth, however, the landlord was surprised to find only the clergyman awaiting him. Mr. Pomeroy, irritated by his long absence, had gone to the stables to learn what he could from the postboy. The landlord was nearer indeed than he knew to finding no one; for when he entered, Mr. Thomasson, unable to suppress his fears, was on his feet; another ten seconds, and the tutor would have fled panic-stricken from the house.

The host did not suspect this, but Mr. Thomasson thought he did; and the thought added to his confusion. I  I was coming to ask what had happened to you, he stammered. You will understand, I am very anxious to get news.

To be sure, sir, the landlord answered comfortably. Will you step this way, and I think we shall be able to ascertain something for certain?

But the tutor did not like his tone; moreover, he felt safer in the room than in the public hall. He shrank back. I  I think I will wait here until Mr. Pomeroy returns, he said.

The landlord raised his eyebrows. I thought you were anxious, sir, he retorted, to get news?

So I am, very anxious! Mr. Thomasson replied, with a touch of the stiffness that marked his manner to those below him. Still, I think I had better wait here. Or, no, no! he cried, afraid to stand out, I will come with you. But, you see, if she is not here, I am anxious to go in search of her as quickly as possible, where  wherever she is.

To be sure, that is natural, the landlord answered, holding the door open that the clergyman might pass out, seeing that you are her father, sir. I think you said you were her father? he continued, as Mr. Thomasson, with a scared look round the hall, emerged from the room.

Ye  yes, the tutor faltered; and wished himself in the street. At least  I am her step-father.

Oh, her step-father!

Yes, Mr. Thomasson answered, faintly. How he cursed the folly that had put him in this false position! How much more strongly he would have cursed it, had he known what it was cast that dark shadow, as of a lurking man, on the upper part of the stairs!

Just so, the landlord answered, as he paused at the foot of the staircase. And, if you please  what might your name be, sir?

A cold sweat rose on the tutors brow; he looked helplessly towards the door. If he gave his name and the matter were followed up, he would be traced, and it was impossible to say what might not come of it. At last, Mr. Thomas, he said, with a sneaking guilty look.

Mr. Thomas, your reverence?

Yes.

And the young ladys name would be Thomas, then?

N-no, Mr. Thomasson faltered. No. Her name  you see, he continued, with a sickly smile, she is my step-daughter.

To be sure, your reverence. So I understood. And her name?

The tutor glowered at his persecutor. I protest, you are monstrous inquisitive, he said, with a sudden sorry air of offence. But, if you must know, her name is Masterson; and she has left her friends to join  to join a  an Irish adventurer.

It was unfortunately said; the more as the tutor in order to keep his eye on the door, by which he expected Mr. Pomeroy to re-enter, had turned his back on the staircase. The lie was scarcely off his lips when a heavy hand fell on his shoulder, and, twisting him round with a jerk, brought him face to face with an old friend. The tutors eyes met those of Mr. Dunborough, he uttered one low shriek, and turned as white as paper. He knew that Nemesis had overtaken him.

But not how heavy a Nemesis! For he could not know that the landlord of the Angel owned a restive colt, and no farther back than the last fair had bought a new whip; nor that that very whip lay at this moment where the landlord had dropped it, on a chest so near to Mr. Dunboroughs hand that the tutor never knew how he became possessed of it. Only he saw it imminent, and would have fallen in sheer terror, his cowards knees giving way under him, if Mr. Dunborough had not driven him back against the wall with a violence that jarred the teeth in his head.

You liar! the infuriated listener cried; you lying toad! and shook him afresh with each sentence. She has run away from her friends, has she? With an Irish adventurer, eh? And you are her father? And your name is Thomas? Thomas, eh! Well, if you do not this instant tell me where she is, Ill Thomas you! Now, come! One! Two! Three!

In the last words seemed a faint promise of mercy; alas! it was fallacious. Mr. Thomasson, the lash impending over him, had time to utter one cry; no more. Then the landlords supple cutting-whip, wielded by a vigorous hand, wound round the tenderest part of his legs  for at the critical instant Mr. Dunborough dragged him from the wall  and with a gasping shriek of pain, pain such as he had not felt since boyhood, Mr. Thomasson leapt into the air. As soon as his breath returned, he strove frantically to throw himself down; but struggle as he might, pour forth screams, prayers, execrations, as he might, all was vain. The hour of requital had come. The cruel lash fell again and again, raising great wheals on his pampered body: now he clutched Mr. Dunboroughs arm only to be shaken off; now he grovelled on the floor; now he was plucked up again, now an ill-directed cut marked his cheek. Twice the landlord, in pity and fear for the mans life, tried to catch Mr. Dunboroughs arm and stay the punishment; once William did the same  for ten seconds of this had filled the hall with staring servants. But Mr. Dunboroughs arm and the whirling whip kept all at a distance; nor was it until a tender-hearted housemaid ran in at risk of her beauty, and clutched his wrist and hung on it, that he tossed the whip away, and allowed Mr. Thomasson to drop, a limp moaning rag on the floor.

For shame! the girl cried hysterically. You blackguard! You cruel blackguard!

Tis hes the blackguard, my dear! the honourable Mr. Dunborough answered, panting, but in the best of tempers. Bring me a tankard of something; and put that rubbish outside, landlord. He has got no more than he deserved, my dear.

Mr. Thomasson uttered a moan, and one of the waiters stooping over him asked him if he could stand. He answered only by a faint groan, and the man raising his eyebrows, looked gravely at the landlord; who, recovered from the astonishment into which the fury and suddenness of the assault had thrown him, turned his indignation on Mr. Dunborough.

I am surprised at you, sir, he cried, rubbing his hands with vexation. I did not think a gentleman in Sir Georges company would act like this! And in a respectable house! For shame, sir! For shame! Do, some of you, he continued to the servants, take this gentleman to his room and put him to bed. And softly with him, do you hear?

I think he has swooned, the man answered, who had stooped over him.

The landlord wrung his hands. Fie, sir  for shame! he said. Stay, Charles; Ill fetch some brandy.

He bustled away to do so, and to acquaint Sir George; who through all, and though from his open door he had gathered what was happening, had resolutely held aloof. The landlord, as he went out, unconsciously evaded Mr. Pomeroy who entered at the same moment from the street. Ignorant of what was forward  for his companions cries had not reached the stables  Pomeroy advanced at his ease and was surprised to find the hall, which he had left empty, occupied by a chattering crowd of half-dressed servants; some bending over the prostrate man with lights, some muttering their pity or suggesting remedies; while others again glanced askance at the victor, who, out of bravado rather than for any better reason, maintained his place at the foot of the stairs, and now and then called to them to rub him  they would not rub that off!

Mr. Pomeroy did not at first see the fallen man, so thick was the press round him. Then some one moved, and he did; and the thing that had happened bursting on him, his face, gloomy before, grew black as a thunder-cloud. He flung the nearest to either side, that he might see the better; and, as they recoiled, Who has done this? he cried in a voice low but harsh with rage. Whose work is this? And standing over the tutor he turned himself, looking from one to another.

But the servants knew his reputation, and shrank panic-stricken from his eye; and for a moment no one answered. Then Mr. Dunborough, who, whatever his faults, was not a coward, took the word. Whose work is it? he answered with assumed carelessness. It is my work. Have you any fault to find with it?

Twenty, puppy! the elder man retorted, foaming with rage. And then, Have I said enough, or do you want me to say more? he cried.

Quite enough, Mr. Dunborough answered calmly. He had wreaked the worst of his rage on the unlucky tutor. When you are sober Ill talk to you.

Mr. Pomeroy with a frightful oath cursed his impudence. I believe I have to pay you for more than this! he panted. Is it you who decoyed a girl from my house to-night?

Mr. Dunborough laughed aloud. No, but it was I sent her there, he said. He had the advantage of knowledge. And if I had brought her away again, it would have been nothing to you.

The answer staggered Bully Pomeroy in the midst of his rage.

Who are you? he cried.

Ask your friend there! Dunborough retorted with disdain. Ive written my name on him! It should be pretty plain to read; and he turned on his heel to go upstairs.

Pomeroy took two steps forward, laid his hand on the others shoulder, and, big man as he was, turned him round. Will you give me satisfaction? he cried.

Dunboroughs eyes met his. So that is your tone, is it? he said slowly; and he reached for the tankard of ale that had been brought to him, and that now stood on a chest at the foot of the stairs.

But Mr. Pomeroys hand was on the pot first; in a second its contents were in Dunboroughs face and dripping from his cravat. Now will you fight? Bully Pomeroy cried; and as if he knew his man, and that he had done enough, he turned his back on the stairs and strode first into the Yarmouth.

Two or three women screamed as they saw the liquor thrown, and a waiter ran for the landlord. A second drawer, more courageous, cried, Gentlemen, gentlemen  for Gods sake, gentlemen! and threw himself between the younger man and the door of the room. But Dunborough, his face flushed with anger, took him by the shoulder, and sent him spinning; then with an oath he followed the other into the Yarmouth, and slammed the door in the faces of the crowd. They heard the key turned.

My God! the waiter who had interfered cried, his face white, there will be murder done! And he sped away for the kitchen poker that he might break in the door. He had known such a case before. Another ran to seek the gentleman upstairs. The others drew round the door and stooped to listen; a moment, and the sound they feared reached their ears  the grinding of steel, the trampling of leaping feet, now a yell and now a taunting laugh. The sounds were too much for one of the men who heard them: he beat on the door with his fists. Gentlemen! he cried, his voice quavering, for the Lords sake dont, gentlemen! Dont! On which one of the women who had shrieked fell on the floor in wild hysterics.
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That brought to a pitch the horror without the room, where lights shone on frightened faces and huddled forms. In the height of it the landlord and Sir George appeared. The womans screams were so violent that it was rather from the attitude of the group about the door than from anything they could hear that the two took in the position. The instant they did so Sir George signed to the servants to stand aside, and drew back to hurl himself against the door. A cry that the poker was come, and that with this they could burst the lock with ease, stayed him just in time  and fortunately; for as they went to adjust the point of the tool between the lock and the jamb the nearest man cried Hush! and raised his hand, the door creaked, and in a moment opened inwards. On the threshold, supporting himself by the door, stood Mr. Dunborough, his face damp and pale, his eyes furtive and full of a strange horror. He looked at Sir George.

Hes got it! he muttered in a hoarse whisper. You had better  get a surgeon. Youll bear me out, he continued, looking round eagerly, he began it. He flung it in my face. By God  it may go near to hanging me!

Sir George and the landlord pushed by him and went in. The room was lighted by one candle, burning smokily on the high mantelshelf; the other lay overturned and extinguished in the folds of a tablecloth which had been dragged to the floor. On a wooden chair beside the bare table sat Mr. Pomeroy, huddled chin to breast, his left hand pressed to his side, his right still resting on the hilt of his small-sword. His face was the colour of chalk, and a little froth stood on his lips; but his eyes, turned slightly upwards, still followed his rival with a grim fixed stare. Sir George marked the crimson stain on his lips, and raising his hand for silence  for the servants were beginning to crowd in with exclamations of horror  knelt down beside the chair, ready to support him in case of need. They are fetching a surgeon, he said. He will be here in a minute.

Mr. Pomeroys eyes left the door, through which Dunborough had disappeared, and for a few seconds they dwelt unwinking on Sir George: but for a while he said nothing. At length, Too late, he whispered. It was my boots  I slipped, or Id have gone through him. Im done. Pay Tamplin  five pounds I owe him.

Soane saw that it was only a matter of minutes, and he signed to the landlord, who was beginning to lament, to be silent.

If you can tell me where the girl is  in two words, he said gently, will you try to do so?

The dying mans eyes roved over the ring of faces. I dont know, he whispered, so faintly that Soane had to bring his ear very near his lips. The parson  was to have got her to Tamplins  for me. He put her in the wrong carriage. Hes paid. And  Im paid.

With the last word the small-sword fell clinking to the floor. The dying man drew himself up, and seemed to press his hand more and more tightly to his side. For a brief second a look of horror  as if the consciousness of his position dawned on his brain  awoke in his eyes. Then he beat it down. Tamplins staunch, he muttered. I must stand by Tamplin. I owe  pay him five pounds for

A gush of blood stopped his utterance. He gasped and with a groan but no articulate word fell forward in Soanes arms. Bully Pomeroy had lost his last stake!

Not this time the spare thousands the old squire, good saving man, had left on bond and mortgage; not this time the copious thousands he had raised himself for spendthrift uses: nor the old oaks his great-grand-sire had planted to celebrate His Majestys glorious Restoration: nor the Lelys and Knellers that great-grand-sires son, shrewd old connoisseur, commissioned: not this time the few hundreds hardly squeezed of late from charge and jointure, or wrung from the unwilling hands of friends  but life; life, and who shall say what besides life!




CHAPTER XXXIII

IN THE CARRIAGE

Mr. Thomasson was mistaken in supposing that it was the jerk, caused by the horses start, which drew from Julia the scream he heard as the carriage bounded forward and whirled into the night. The girl, indeed, was in no mood to be lightly scared; she had gone through too much. But as, believing herself alone, she sank back on the seat  at the moment that the horses plunged forward  her hand, extended to save herself, touched another hand: and the sudden contact in the dark, conveying to her the certainty that she had a companion, with all the possibilities the fact conjured up, more than excused an involuntary cry.

The answer, as she recoiled, expecting the worst, was a sound between a sigh and a grunt; followed by silence. The coachman had got the horses in hand again, and was driving slowly; perhaps he expected to be stopped. She sat as far into her corner as she could, listening and staring, enraged rather than frightened. The lamps shed no light into the interior of the carriage, she had to trust entirely to her ears; and, gradually, while she sat shuddering, awaiting she knew not what, there stole on her senses, mingling with the roll of the wheels, a sound the least expected in the world  a snore!

Irritated, puzzled, she stretched out a hand and touched a sleeve, a mans sleeve; and at that, remembering how she had sat and wasted fears on Mr. Thomasson before she knew who he was, she gave herself entirely to anger. Who is it? she cried sharply. What are you doing here?

The snoring ceased, the man turned himself in his corner. Are we there? he murmured drowsily; and, before she could answer, was asleep again.

The absurdity of the position pricked her. Was she always to be travelling in dark carriages beside men who mocked her? In her impatience she shook the man violently. Who are you? What are you doing here? she cried again.

The unseen roused himself. Eh? he exclaimed. Who  who spoke? I  oh, dear, dear, I must have been dreaming. I thought I heard

Mr. Fishwick! she cried; her voice breaking between tears and laughter. Mr. Fishwick! And she stretched out her hands, and found his, and shook and held them in her joy.

The lawyer heard and felt; but, newly roused from sleep, unable to see her, unable to understand how she came to be by his side in the post-chaise, he shrank from her. He was dumbfounded. His mind ran on ghosts and voices; and he was not to be satisfied until he had stopped the carriage, and with trembling fingers brought a lamp, that he might see her with his eyes. That done, the little attorney fairly wept for joy.

That I should be the one to find you! he cried. That I should be the one to bring you back! Even now I can hardly believe that you are here! Where have you been, child? Lord bless us, we have seen strange things!

It was Mr. Dunborough! she cried with indignation.

I know, I know, he said. He is behind with Sir George Soane. Sir George and I followed you. We met him, and Sir George compelled him to accompany us.

Compelled him? she said.

Ay, with a pistol to his head, the lawyer answered; and chuckled and leapt in his seat  for he had re-entered the carriage  at the remembrance. Oh, Lord, I declare I have lived a year in the last two days. And to think that I should be the one to bring you back! he repeated. To bring you back! But there, what happened to you? I know that they set you down in the road. We learned that at Bristol this afternoon from the villains who carried you off.

She told him how they had found. Mr. Pomeroys house, and taken shelter there, and  

You have been there until now? he said in amazement. At a gentlemans house? But did you not think, child, that we should be anxious? Were there no horses? No servants? Didnt you think of sending word to Marlborough?

He was a villain, she answered, shuddering. Brave as she was, Mr. Pomeroy had succeeded in frightening her. He would not let me go. And if Mr. Thomasson had not stolen the key of the room and released me, and brought me to the gate to-night, and put me in with you

But how did he know that I was passing? Mr. Fishwick cried, thrusting back his wig and rubbing his head in perplexity. He could not yet believe that it was chance and only chance had brought them together.

And she was equally ignorant. I dont know, she said. He only told me  that he would have a carriage waiting at the gate.

And why did he not come with you?

He said  I think he said he was under obligations to Mr. Pomeroy.

Pomeroy? Pomeroy? the lawyer repeated slowly. But sure, my dear, if he was a villain, still, having the clergyman with you you should have been safe. This Mr. Pomeroy was not in the same case as Mr. Dunborough. He could not have been deep in love after knowing you a dozen hours.

I think, she said, but mechanically, as if her mind ran on something else, that he knew who I was, and wished to make me marry him.

Who you were! Mr. Fishwick repeated; and  and he groaned.

The sudden check was strange, and Julia should have remarked it. But she did not; and after a short silence, How could he know? Mr. Fishwick asked faintly.

I dont know, she answered, in the same absent manner. Then with an effort which was apparent in her tone, Lord Almeric Doyley was there, she said. He was there too.

Ah! the lawyer replied, accepting the fact with remarkable apathy. Perhaps his thoughts also were far away. He was there, was he?

Yes, she said. He was there, and he then, in a changed tone, Did you say that Sir George was behind us?

He should be, he answered; and, occupied as she was with her own trouble, she was struck with the gloom of the attorneys tone. We settled, he continued, as soon as we learned where the men had left you, that I should start for Calne and make inquiries there, and they should start an hour later for Chippenham and do the same there. Which reminds me that we should be nearing Calne. You would like to rest there?

I would rather go forward to Marlborough, she answered feverishly, if you could send to Chippenham to tell them I am safe? I would rather go back at once, and quietly.

To be sure, he said, patting her hand. To be sure, to be sure, he repeated, his voice shaking as if he wrestled with some emotion. Youll he glad to be with  with your mother.

Julia wondered a little at his tone, but in the main he had described her feelings. She had gone through so many things that, courageous as she was, she longed for rest and a little time to think. She assented in silence therefore, and, wonderful to relate, he fell silent too, and remained so until they reached Calne. There the inn was roused; a messenger was despatched to Chippenham; and while a relay of horses was prepared he made her enter the house and eat and drink. Had he stayed at that, and preserved when he re-entered the carriage the discreet silence he had maintained before, it is probable that she would have fallen asleep in sheer weariness, and deferred to the calmer hours of the morning the problem that occupied her. But as they settled themselves in their corners, and the carriage rolled out of the town, the attorney muttered that he did not doubt Sir George would be at Marlborough to breakfast. This set the girls mind running. She moved restlessly, and presently, When did you hear what had happened to me? she asked.

A few minutes after you were carried off, he answered; but until Sir George appeared, a quarter of an hour later, nothing was done.

And he started in pursuit? To hear it gave her a delicious thrill between pain and pleasure.

Well, at first, to confess the truth, Mr. Fishwick answered humbly, I thought it was his doing, and

You did? she cried in surprise.

Yes, I did; even I did. And until we met Mr. Dunborough, and Sir George got the truth from him  I had no certainty. More shame to me!

She bit her lips to keep back the confession that rose to them, and for a little while was silent. Then, to his astonishment, Will he ever forgive me? she cried, her voice tremulous. How shall I tell him? I was mad  I must have been mad.

My dear child, the attorney answered in alarm, compose yourself. What is it? What is the matter?

I, too thought it was he! I, even I. I thought that he wanted to rid himself of me, she cried, pouring forth her confession in shame and abasement. There! I can hardly bear to tell you in the dark, and how shall I tell him in the light?

Tut-tut! Mr. Fishwick answered. What need to tell any one? Thoughts are free.

Oh, but  she laughed hysterically I was not free, and I  what do you think I did? She was growing more and more excited.

Tut-tut! the lawyer said. What matter?

I promised  to marry some one else.

Good Lord! he said. The words were forced from him.

Some one else! she repeated. I was asked to be my lady, and it tempted me! Think! It tempted me, she continued with a second laugh, bitterly contemptuous. Oh, what a worm  what a thing I am! It tempted me. To be my lady, and to have my jewels, and to go to Ranelagh and the masquerades! To have my box at the Kings House and my frolic in the pit! And my woman as ugly as I liked  if he might have my lips! Think of it, think of it! That anyone should be so low! Or no, no, no! she cried in a different tone. Dont believe me! I am not that! I am not so vile! But I thought he had tricked me, I thought he had cheated me, I thought that this was his work, and I was mad! I think I was mad!

Dear, dear, Mr. Fishwick said rubbing his head. His tone was sympathetic; yet, strange to relate, there was no real smack of sorrow in it. Nay, an acute ear might have caught a note of relief, of hope, almost of eagerness. Dear, dear, to be sure! he continued; I suppose  it was Lord Almeric Doyley, the nobleman I saw at Oxford?

Yes!

And you dont know what to do, child?

To do? she exclaimed.

Which  I mean which you shall accept. Really, Mr. Fishwick continued, his brain succumbing to a kind of vertigo as he caught himself balancing the pretensions of Sir George and Lord Almeric, it is a very remarkable position for any young lady to enjoy, however born. Such a choice

Choice! she cried fiercely, out of the darkness. There is no choice. Dont you understand? I told him No, no, no, a thousand times No!

Mr. Fishwick sighed. But I understood you to say, he answered meekly, that you did not know what to do.

How to tell Sir George! How to tell him.

Mr. Fishwick was silent a moment. Then he said earnestly, I would not tell him. Take my advice, child. No harm has been done. You said No to the other.

I said Yes, she retorted.

But I thought

And then I said No, she cried, between tears and foolish laughter. Cannot you understand?

Mr. Fishwick could not; but, Anyway, do not tell him, he said. There is no need, and before marriage men think much of that at which they laugh afterwards.

And much of a woman of whom they think nothing afterwards, she answered.

Yet do not tell him, he pleaded. From the sound of his voice she knew that he was leaning forward. Or at least wait. Take the advice of one older than you, who knows the world, and wait.

And talk to him, listen to him, smile on his suit with a lie in my heart? Never? she cried. Then with a new strange pride, a faint touch of stateliness in her tone, You forget who I am, Mr. Fishwick, she said. I am as much a Soane as he is, and it becomes me to  to remember that. Believe me, I would far rather resign all hope of entering his house, though I love him, than enter it with a secret in my heart.

Mr. Fishwick groaned. He told himself that this would be the last straw. This would give Sir George the handle he needed. She would never enter that house.

I have not been true to him, she said. But I will be true now.

The truth is  is very costly, Mr. Fishwick murmured almost under his breath. I dont know that poor people can always afford it, child.

For shame! she cried hotly. For shame! But there, she continued, I know you do not mean it. I know that what you bid me do you would not do yourself. Would you have sold my cause, would you have hidden the truth for thousands? If Sir George had come to you to bribe you, would you have taken anything? Any sum, however large? I know you would not. My life on it, you would not. You are an honest man, she cried warmly.

The honest man was silent awhile. Presently he looked out of the carriage. The moon had risen over Savernake; by its light he saw that they were passing Manton village. In the vale on the right the tower of Preshute Church, lifting its head from a dark bower of trees, spoke a solemn language, seconding hers. God bless you! he said in a low voice. God bless you.

A minute later the horses swerved to the right, and half a dozen lights keeping vigil in the Castle Inn gleamed out along the dark front. The post-chaise rolled across the open, and drew up before the door. Julias strange journey was over. Its stages, sombre in the retrospect, rose before her as she stepped from the carriage: yet, had she known all, the memories at which she shuddered would have worn a darker hue. But it was not until a late hour of the following morning that even the lawyer heard what had happened at Chippenham.




CHAPTER XXXIV

BAD NEWS

The attorney entered the Mastersons room a little before eleven next morning; Julia was there, and Mrs. Masterson. The latter on seeing him held up her hands in dismay. Lords wakes, Mr. Fishwick! the good woman cried, why, you are the ghost of yourself! Adventuring does not suit you, thats certain. But I dont wonder. I am sure I have not slept a wink these three nights that I have not dreamt of Bessy Canning and that horrid old Squires; which, she did it without a doubt. Dont go to say youve bad news this morning.

Certain it was that Mr. Fishwick looked woefully depressed. The nights sleep, which had restored the roses to Julias cheeks and the light to her eyes, had done nothing for him; or perhaps he had not slept. His eyes avoided the girls look of inquiry. Ive no news this morning, he said awkwardly. And yet I have news.

Bad? the girl said, nodding her comprehension; and her colour slowly faded.

Bad, he said gravely, looking down at the table.

Julia took her fostermothers hand in hers, and patted it; they were sitting side by side. The elder woman, whose face was still furrowed by the tears she had shed in her bereavement, began to tremble. Tell us, the girl said bravely. What is it?

God help me, Mr. Fishwick answered, his face quivering. I dont know how I shall tell you. I dont indeed. But I must. Then, in a voice harsh with pain, Child, I have made a mistake, he cried. I am wrong, I was wrong, I have been wrong from the beginning. God help me! And God help us all!

The elder woman broke into frightened weeping. The younger grew pale and paler: grew presently white to the lips. Still her eyes met his, and did not flinch. Is it  about our case? she whispered.

Yes! Oh, my dear, will you ever forgive me?

About my birth?

He nodded.

I am not Julia Soane? Is that it?

He nodded again.

Not a Soane  at all?

No; God forgive me, no!

She continued to hold the weeping womans hand in hers, and to look at him; but for a long minute she seemed not even to breathe. Then in a voice that, notwithstanding the effort she made, sounded harsh in his ears, Tell me all, she muttered. I suppose  you have found something!

I have, he said. He looked old, and worn, and shabby; and was at once the surest and the saddest corroboration of his own tidings. Two days ago I found, by accident, in a church at Bristol, the death certificate of the  of the child.

Julia Soane?

Yes.

But then  who am I? she asked, her eyes growing wild: the world was turning, turning with her.

Her husband, he answered, nodding towards Mrs. Masterson, adopted a child in place of the dead one, and said nothing. Whether he intended to pass it off for the child entrusted to him, I dont know. He never made any attempt to do so. Perhaps, the lawyer continued drearily, he had it in his mind, and when the time came his heart failed him.

And I am that child?

Mr. Fishwick looked away guiltily, passing his tongue over his lips. He was the picture of shame and remorse.

Yes, he said. Your father and mother were French. He was a teacher of French at Bristol, his wife French from Canterbury. No relations are known.

My name? she asked, smiling piteously.

Paré, he said, spelling it. And he added, They call it Parry.

She looked round the room in a kind of terror, not unmixed with wonder. To that room they had retired to review their plans on their first arrival at the Castle Inn  when all smiled on them. Thither they had fled for refuge after the brush with Lady Dunborough and the rencontre with Sir George. To that room she had betaken herself in the first flush and triumph of Sir Georges suit; and there, surrounded by the same objects on which she now gazed, she had sat, rapt in rosy visions, through the livelong day preceding her abduction. Then she had been a gentlewoman, an heiress, the bride in prospect of a gallant gentleman. Now?

What wonder that, as she looked round in dumb misery, recognising these things, her eyes grew wild again; or that the shrinking lawyer expected an outburst. It came, but from another quarter. The old woman rose and trembling pointed a palsied finger at him. Yo eat your words! she said. Yo eat your words and seem to like them. But didnt yo tell me no farther back than this day five weeks that the law was clear? Didnt yo tell me it was certain? Yo tell me that!

I did! God forgive me, Mr. Fishwick murmured from the depths of his abasement.

Didnt yo tell me fifty times, and fifty times to that, that the case was clear? the old woman continued relentlessly. That there were thousands and thousands to be had for the asking? And her right besides, that no one could cheat her of, no more than me of the things my man left me?

I did, God forgive me! the lawyer said.

But yo did cheat me! she continued with quavering insistence, her withered face faintly pink. Where is the home yo ha broken up? Where are the things my man left me? Wheres the bit that should ha kept me from the parish? Wheres the fifty-two pounds yo sold all for and ha spent on us, living wheres no place for us, at our betters table? Yo ha broken my heart! Yo ha laid up sorrow and suffering for the girl that is dearer to me than my heart. Yo ha done all that, and yo can come to me smoothly, and tell me yo ha made a mistake. Yo are a rogue, and, what maybe is worse, I mistrust me yo are a fool!

Mother! mother! the girl cried.

He is a fool! the old woman repeated, eyeing him with a dreadful sternness. Or he would ha kept his mistake to himself. Who knows of it? Or why should he be telling them? Tis for them to find out, not for him! Yo call yourself a lawyer? Yo are a fool! And she sat down in a palsy of senile passion. Yo are a fool! And yo ha ruined us!

Mr. Fishwick groaned, but made no reply. He had not the spirit to defend himself. But Julia, as if all through which she had gone since the day of her reputed fathers death had led her to this point, only that she might show the stuff of which she was wrought, rose to the emergency.

Mother, she said firmly, her hand resting on the older womans shoulder, you are wrong  you are quite wrong. He would have ruined us indeed, he would have ruined us hopelessly and for ever, if he had kept silence! He has never been so good a friend to us as he has shown himself to-day, and I thank him for his courage. And I honour him! She held out her hand to Mr. Fishwick, who having pressed it, his face working ominously, retired to the window.

But, my deary, what will yo do? Mrs. Masterson cried peevishly. He ha ruined us!

What I should have done if we had never made this mistake, Julia answered bravely; though her lips trembled and her face was white, and in her heart she knew that hers was but a mockery of courage, that must fail her the moment she was alone. We are but fifty pounds worse than we were.

Fifty pounds! the old woman cried aghast. Yo talk easily of fifty pounds. And, Lord knows, it is soon spent here. But where will yo get another?

Well, well, the girl answered patiently, that is true. Yet we must make the best of it. Let us make the best of it, she continued, appealing to them bravely, yet with tears in her voice. We are all losers together. Let us bear it together. I have lost most, she continued, her voice trembling. Fifty pounds? Oh, God! what was fifty pounds to what she had lost. But perhaps I deserve it. I was too ready to leave you, mother. I was too ready to  to take up with new things and  and richer things, and forget those who had been kin to me and kind to me all my life. Perhaps this is my punishment. You have lost your all, but that we will get again. And our friend here  he, too, has lost.

Mr. Fishwick, standing, dogged and downcast, by the window, did not say what he had lost, but his thoughts went to his old mother at Wallingford and the empty stocking, and the weekly letters he had sent her for a month past, letters full of his golden prospects, and the great case of Soane v. Soane, and the grand things that were to come of it. What a home-coming was now in store for him, his last guinea spent, his hopes wrecked, and Wallingford to be faced!

There was a brief silence. Mrs. Masterson sobbed querulously, or now and again uttered a wailing complaint: the other two stood sank in bitter retrospect. Presently, What must we do? Julia asked in a faint voice. I mean, what step must we take? Will you let them know?

I will see them, Mr. Fishwick answered, wincing at the note of pain in her voice. I  I was sent for this morning, for twelve oclock. It is a quarter to eleven now.

She looked at him, startled, a spot of red in each cheek. We must go away, she said hurriedly, while we have money. Can we do better than return to Oxford?

The attorney felt sure that at the worst Sir George would do something for her: that Mrs. Masterson need not lament for her fifty pounds. But he had the delicacy to ignore this. I dont know, he said mournfully. I dare not advise. Youd be sorry, Miss Julia  any one would be sorry who knew what I have gone through. Ive suffered  I cant tell you what I have suffered  the last twenty-four hours! I shall never have any opinion of myself again. Never!

Julia sighed. We must cut a month out of our lives, she murmured. But it was something else she meant  a month out of her heart!




CHAPTER XXXV

DORMITAT HOMERUS

If Julias return in the middle of the night balked the curiosity of some who would fain have had her set down at the door that they might enjoy her confusion as she passed through the portico, it had the advantage, appreciated by others, of leaving room for conjecture. Before breakfast her return was known from, one end of the Castle Inn to the other; within half an hour a score had private information. Sir George had brought her back, after marrying her at Salisbury. The attorney had brought her back, and both were in custody, charged with stealing Sir Georges title-deeds. Mr. Thomasson had brought her back; he had wedded her at Calne, the reverend gentleman himself performing the ceremony with a curtain-ring at a quarter before midnight, in the presence of two chambermaids, in a room hung with drab moreen. Sir Georges servant had brought her back; he was the rogue in the play; it was Lady Harriet Wentworth and footman Sturgeon over again. She had come back in a Flemish hat and a white cloth Joseph with black facings; she had come back in her night-rail; she had come back in a tabby gauze, with a lace head and lappets. Nor were there wanting other rumours, of an after-dinner Wilkes-and-Lord-Sandwich flavour, which we refrain from detailing; but which the Castle Inn, after the mode of the eighteenth century, discussed with freedom in a mixed company.

Of all these reports and the excitement which they created in an assemblage weary of waiting on the great mans recovery and in straits for entertainment, the attorney knew nothing until he set forth to keep the appointment in Lord Chathams apartments; which, long the object of desire, now set his teeth on edge. Nor need he have learned much of them then; for he had only to cross the lobby of the east wing, and was in view of the hall barely three seconds. But, unluckily, Lady Dunborough, cackling shrewishly with a kindred dowager, caught sight of him as he passed; and in a trice her old limbs bore her in pursuit. Mr. Fishwick heard his name called, had the weakness to turn, and too late found that he had fallen into the clutches of his ancient enemy.

The absence of her sons name from the current rumours had relieved the Viscountess of her worst fears, and left her free to enjoy herself. Seeing his dismay, La, man! I am not going to eat you! she cried; for the lawyer, nervous and profoundly dispirited, really shrank before her. So you have brought back your fine madam, I hear? And made an honest woman of her!

Mr. Fishwick glared at her, but did not answer.

I knew what would come of pushing out of your place, my lad! she continued, nodding complacently. It wasnt likely shed behave herself. When the master is away the man will play, and the maid too. I mind me perfectly of the groom. A saucy fellow and a match for her; tis to be hoped hell beat some sense into her. Was she tied up at Calne?

No! Mr. Fishwick blurted, wincing under her words; which hurt him a hundred times more sharply than if the girl had been what he had thought her. Then he might have laughed at the sneer and the spite that dictated it. Now  something like this all the world would say.

The Viscountess eyed him cunningly, her head on one side. Was it at Salisbury, then? she cried. Wherever twas. I hear she had need of haste. Or was it at Bristol? Dyou hear me speak to you, man? she continued impatiently. Out with it.

At neither, he cried.

My ladys eyes sparkled with rage. Hoity-toity! she answered. Dyou say No to me in that fashion? Ill thank you to mend your manners, Fishwick, and remember to whom you are speaking. Hark ye, sirrah, is she Sir Georges cousin or is she not?

She is not, my lady, the attorney muttered miserably.

But she is married?

No, he said; and with that, unable to bear more, he turned to fly.

She caught him by the sleeve. Not married? she cried, grinning with ill-natured glee. Not married? And been of three days with a man! Lord, tis a story as bald as Granby! She ought to be whipped, the hussy! Do you hear? She ought to the Roundhouse, and you with her, sirrah, for passing her of on us!

But that was more than the attorney, his awe of the peerage notwithstanding, could put up with. God forgive you! he cried. God forgive you, maam, your hard heart!

She was astonished. You impudent fellow! she exclaimed. What do you know of God? And how dare you name Him in the same breath with me? Dyou think Hed have people of quality be Methodists and live as the like of you? God, indeed! Hang your impudence! I say, she should to the Roundhouse  and you, too, for a vagabond! And so you shall!

The lawyer shook with rage. The less your ladyship talks of the Roundhouse, he answered, his voice trembling, the better! Theres one is in it now who may go farther and fare worse  to your sorrow, my lady!

You rogue! she cried. Do you threaten me?

I threaten no one, he answered. But your son, Mr. Dunborough, killed a man last night, and lies in custody at Chippenham at this very time! I say no more, my lady!

He had said enough. My lady glared; then began to shake in her turn. Yet her spirit was not easily quelled; You lie! she cried shrilly, the stick, with which she vainly strove to steady herself, rattling on the floor. Who dares to say that my son has killed a man?

It is known, the attorney answered.

Who  who is it?

Mr. Pomeroy of Bastwick, a gentleman living near Calne.

In a duel! Twas in a duel, you lying fool! she retorted hoarsely. You are trying to scare me! Say twas in a duel and I  Ill forgive you.

They shut themselves up in a room, and there were no seconds, the lawyer answered, beginning to pity her. I believe that Mr. Pomeroy gave the provocation, and that may bring your ladyships son off. But, on the other hand

On the other hand, what? What? she muttered.

Mr. Dunborough had horsewhipped a man that was in the others company.

A man?

It was Mr. Thomasson.

Her ladyships hands went up. Perhaps she remembered that but for her the tutor would not have been there. Then Sink you! I wish he had flogged you all! she shrieked, and, turning stiffly, she went mumbling and cursing down the stairs, the lace lappets of her head trembling, and her gold-headed cane now thumping the floor, now waving uncertainly in the air.



A quarter of an hour earlier, in the apartments for which Mr. Fishwick was bound when her ladyship intercepted him, two men stood talking at a window. The room was the best in the Castle Inn  a lofty panelled chamber with a southern aspect looking upon the smooth sward and sweet-briar hedges of Lady Hertfords terrace, and commanding beyond these a distant view of the wooded slopes of Savernake. The men spoke in subdued tones, and more than once looked towards the door of an adjacent room, as if they feared to disturb some one.

My dear Sir George, the elder said, after he had listened patiently to a lengthy relation, in the course of which he took snuff a dozen times, your mind is quite made up, I suppose?

Absolutely.

Well, it is a remarkable series of events; a  most remarkable series, Dr. Addington answered with professional gravity. And certainly, if the lady is all you paint her  and she seems to set you young bloods on fire  no ending could well be more satisfactory. With the addition of a comfortable place in the Stamps or the Pipe Office, if we can take his lordship the right way  it should do. It should do handsomely. But, with a keen glance at his companion, even without that  you know that he is still far from well?

I know that all the world is of one of two opinions, Sir George answered, smiling. The first, that his lordship ails nothing save politically; the other, that he is at deaths door and will not have it known.

The physician shrugged his shoulders contemptuously. Neither is true, he said. The simple fact is, he has the gout; and the gout is an odd thing, Sir George, as youll know one of these days, with another sharp glance at his companion. It flies here and there, and everywhere.

And where is it now? Soane asked innocently.

It has gone to his head, Addington answered, in a tone so studiously jejune that Sir George glanced at him. The doctor, however, appeared unaware of the look, and merely continued: So, if he does not take things quite as you wish, Sir George, youll  but here his lordship comes!

The doctor thought that he had sufficiently prepared Soane for a change in his patrons appearance. Nevertheless, the younger man was greatly shocked when through the door, obsequiously opened  and held open while a man might count fifty, so that eye and mind grew expectant  the great statesman, the Peoples Minister at length appeared. For the stooping figure that moved to a chair only by virtue of a servants arm, and seemed the taller for its feebleness, for dragging legs and shrunken, frame and features sharpened by illness and darkened by the great peruke it was the Earls fashion to wear, he was in a degree prepared. But for the languid expression of the face that had been so eloquent, for the lacklustre eyes and the dulness of mind that noticed little and heeded less, he was not prepared; and these were so marked and so unlike the great minister  

A daring pilot in extremity
Pleased with the danger when the waves went high

 so unlike the man whose eagle gaze had fluttered Courts and imposed the law on Senates, that it was only the presence of Lady Chatham, who followed her lord, a book and cushion in her hands, that repressed the exclamation which rose to Sir Georges lips. So complete was the change indeed that, as far as the Earl was concerned, he might have uttered it! His lordship, led to the head of the table, sank without a word into the chair placed for him, and propping his elbow on the table and his head on his hand, groaned aloud.

Lady Chatham compressed her lips with evident annoyance as she took her stand behind her husbands chair; it was plain from the glance she cast at Soane that she resented the presence of a witness. Even Dr. Addington, with his professional sang-froid and his knowledge of the invalids actual state, was put out of countenance for a moment. Then he signed to Sir George to be silent, and to the servant to withdraw.

At last Lord Chatham spoke. This business? he said in a hollow voice and without uncovering his eyes, is it to be settled now?

If your lordship pleases, the doctor answered in a subdued tone.

Sir George Soane is there?

Yes.

Sir George, the Earl said with an evident effort, I am sorry I cannot receive you better.

My lord, as it is I am deeply indebted to your kindness.

Dagge finds no flaw in their case, Lord Chatham continued apathetically. Her ladyship has read his report to me. If Sir George likes to contest the claim, it is his right.

I do not propose to do so.

Sir George had not this time subdued his voice to the doctors pitch; and the Earl, whose nerves seemed alive to the slightest sound, winced visibly. That is your affair, he answered querulously. At any rate the trustees do not propose to do so.

Sir George, speaking with more caution, replied that he acquiesced; and then for a few seconds there was silence in the room, his lordship continuing to sit in the same attitude of profound melancholy, and the others to look at him with compassion, which they vainly strove to dissemble. At last, in a voice little above a whisper, the Earl asked if the man was there.

He waits your lordships pleasure, Dr. Addington answered. But before he is admitted, the physician continued diffidently and with a manifest effort, may I say a word, my lord, as to the position in which this places Sir George Soane?

I was told this morning, Lord Chatham answered, in the same muffled tone, that a match had been arranged between the parties, and that things would remain as they were. It seemed to me, sir, a prudent arrangement.

Sir George was about to answer, but Dr. Addington made a sign to him to be silent. That is so, the physician replied smoothly. But your lordship is versed in Sir George Soanes affairs, and knows that he must now go to his wife almost empty-handed. In these circumstances it has occurred rather to his friends than to himself, and indeed I speak against his will and by sufferance only, that  that, in a word, my lord

Lord Chatham lowered his hand as Dr. Addington paused. A faint flush darkened his lean aquiline features, set a moment before in the mould of hopeless depression. What? he said. And he raised himself sharply in his chair. What has occurred to his friends?

That some provision might be made for him, my lord.

From the public purse? the Earl cried in a startling tone. Is that your meaning, sir? And, with the look in his eyes which had been more dreaded by the Rigbys and Dodingtons of his party than the most scathing rebuke from the lips of another, he fixed the unlucky doctor where he stood. Is that your proposal, sir? he repeated.

The physician saw too late that he had ventured farther than his interest would support him; and he quailed. On the other hand, it is possible he had been neither so confident before, nor was so entirely crushed now, as appeared. Well, my lord, it did occur to me, he stammered, as not inconsistent with the public welfare.

The public welfare! the minister cried in biting accents. The public plunder, sir, you mean! It were not inconsistent with that to quarter on the nation as many ruined gentlemen as you please! But you mistake if you bring the business to me to do  you mistake. I have dispersed thirteen millions of His Majestys money in a year, and would have spent as much again and as much to that, had the affairs of this nation required it; but the gentleman is wrong if he thinks it has gone to my friends. My hands are clean, his lordship continued with an expressive gesture. I have said, in another place, none of it sticks to them. Virtute me involvo! And then, in a lower tone, but still with a note of austerity in his voice, M rejoice to think, he continued, that the gentleman was not himself the author of this application. I rejoice to think that it did not come from him. These things have been done freely; it concerns me not to deny it; but since I had to do with His Majestys exchequer, less freely. And that only concerns me!

Sir George Soane bit his lip. He felt keenly the humiliation of his position. But it was so evident that the Earl was not himself  so evident that the tirade to which he had just listened was one of those outbursts, noble in sentiment, but verging on the impracticable and the ostentatious, in which Lord Chatham was prone to indulge in his weaker moments, that he felt little inclination to resent it. Yet to let it pass unnoticed was impossible.

My lord, he said firmly, but with respect, it is permitted to all to make an application which the custom of the time has sanctioned. That is the extent of my action  at the highest. The propriety of granting such requests is another matter and rests with your lordship. I have nothing to do with that.

The Earl appeared to be as easily disarmed as he had been lightly aroused. Good lad! good lad! he muttered. Addington is a fool! Then drowsily, as his head sunk on his hand again, The man may enter. I will tell him!




CHAPTER XXXVI

THE ATTORNEY SPEAKS

It was into an atmosphere highly charged, therefore, in which the lightning had scarcely ceased to play, and might at any moment dart its fires anew, that Mr. Fishwick was introduced. The lawyer did not know this; yet it was to be expected that without that knowledge he would bear himself but ill in the company in which he now found himself. But the task which he had come to perform raised him above himself; moreover, there is a point of depression at which timidity ceases, and he had reached this point. Admitted by Dr. Addington, he looked round, bowed stiffly to the physician, and lowly and with humility to Lord Chatham and her ladyship; then, taking his stand at the foot of the table, he produced his papers with an air of modest self-possession.

Lord Chatham did not look up, but he saw what was passing. We have no need of documents, he said in the frigid tone which marked his dealings with all save a very few. Your clients suit is allowed, sir, so far as the trustees are concerned. That is all it boots me to say.

I humbly thank your lordship, the attorney answered, speaking with an air of propriety which surprised Sir George. Yet I have with due submission to crave your lordships leave to say somewhat.

There is no need, the Earl answered, the claim being allowed, sir.

It is on that point, my lord.

The Earl, his eyes smouldering, looked his displeasure, but controlled himself. What is it? he said irritably.

Some days ago, I made a singular discovery, my lord, the attorney answered sorrowfully. I felt it necessary to communicate it to my client, and I am directed by her to convey it to your lordship and to all others concerned. And the lawyer bowed slightly to Sir George Soane.

Lord Chatham raised his head, and for the first time since the attorneys entrance looked at him with a peevish attention. If we are to go into this, Dagge should be here, he said impatiently. Or your lawyer, Sir George. with a look as fretful in that direction. Well, man, what is it?

My lord, Mr. Fish wick answered, I desire first to impress upon your lordship and Sir George Soane that this claim was set on foot in good faith on the part of my client, and on my part; and, as far as I was concerned, with no desire to promote useless litigation. That was the position up to Tuesday last, the day on which the lady was forcibly carried off. I repeat, my lord, that on that day I had no more doubt of the justice of our claim than I have to-day that the sky is above us. But on Wednesday I happened in a strange way  at Bristol, my lord, whither but for that abduction I might never have gone in my life  on a discovery, which by my clients direction I am here to communicate.

Do you mean, sir, the Earl said with sudden acumen, a note of keen surprise in his voice, that you are here  to abandon your claim?

My clients claim, the attorney answered with a sorrowful look. Yes, my lord, I am.

For an instant there was profound silence in the room; the astonishment was as deep as it was general. At last, are the papers which were submitted to Mr. Dagge  are they forgeries then? the Earl asked.

No, my lord; the papers are genuine, the attorney answered. But my client, although the identification seemed to be complete, is not the person indicated in them. And succinctly, but with sufficient clearness, the attorney narrated his chance visit to the church, the discovery of the entry in the register, and the story told by the good woman at the Golden Bee. Your lordship will perceive, he concluded, that, apart from the exchange of the children, the claim was good. The identification of the infant whom the porter presented to his wife with the child handed to him by his late master three weeks earlier seemed to be placed beyond doubt by every argument from probability. But the child was not the child, he added with a sigh. And, forgetting for the moment the presence in which he stood, Mr. Fishwick allowed the despondency he felt to appear in his face and figure.

There was a prolonged silence. Sir! Lord Chatham said at last  Sir George Soane, with his eyes on the floor and a deep flush on his face, seemed to be thunderstruck by this sudden change of front it appears to me that you are a very honest man! Yet let me ask you. Did it never occur to you to conceal the fact?

Frankly, my lord, it did, the attorney answered gloomily, for a day. Then I remembered a thing my father used to say to us, Dont put molasses in the punch! And I was afraid.

Dont put molasses in the punch! his lordship ejaculated, with a lively expression of astonishment. Are you mad, sir?

No, my lord and gentlemen, Mr. Fishwick answered hurriedly. But it means  dont help Providence, which can very well help itself. The thing was too big for me, my lord, and my client too honest. I thought, if it came out afterwards, the last state might be worse than the first. And  I could not see my way to keep it from her; and that is the truth, he added candidly.

The statesman nodded. Then,

Dissimulare etiam sperasti, perfide tantum
Posse nefas, tacitusque meam subducere terram?

he muttered in low yet sonorous tones.

Mr. Fishwick stared. I beg your lordships pardon, he said. I do not quite understand.

There is no need. And that is the whole truth, sir, is it?

Yes, my lord, it is.

Very good. Very good, Lord Chatham replied, pushing away the papers which the attorney in the heat of his argument had thrust before him. Then there is an end of the matter as far as the trustees are concerned. Sir George, you have nothing to say, I take it?

No, I thank you, my lord  nothing here, Soane answered vaguely. His face continued to wear the dark flush which had overspread it a few minutes before. This, I need not say, is an absolute surprise to me, he added.

Just so. It is an extraordinary story. Well, good-morning, sir, his lordship continued, addressing the attorney. I believe you have done your duty. I believe you have behaved very honestly. You will hear from me.

Mr. Fishwick knew that he was dismissed, but after a glance aside, which showed him Sir George standing in a brown study, he lingered. If your lordship, he said desperately, could see your way to do anything  for my client?

For your client? Why? the Earl cried, with a sudden return of his gouty peevishness. Why, sir  why?

She has been drawn, the lawyer muttered out of the position in which she lived, by an error, not her own, my lord.

Yours!

Yes, my lord.

And why drawn? the Earl continued regarding him severely. I will tell you, sir. Because you were not content to await the result of investigation, but must needs thrust yourself in the public eye! You must needs assume a position before it was granted! No, sir, I allow you honest; I allow you to be well-meaning; but your conduct has been indiscreet, and your client must pay for it. Moreover, I am in the position of a trustee, and can do nothing. You may go, sir.

After that Mr. Fishwick had no choice but to withdraw. He did so; and a moment later Sir George, after paying his respects, followed him. Dr. Addington was clear-sighted enough to fear that his friend had gone after the lawyer, and, as soon as he decently could, he went himself in pursuit. He was relieved to find Sir George alone, pacing the floor of the room they shared.

The physician took care to hide his real motive and his distrust of Soanes discretion under a show of heartiness. My dear Sir George, I congratulate you! he cried, shaking the other effusively by the hand. Believe me, tis by far the completest way out of the difficulty; and though I am sorry for the  for the young lady, who seems to have behaved very honestly  well, time brings its repentances as well as its revenges. It is possible the match would have done tolerably well, assuming you to be equal in birth and fortune. But even then twas a risk; twas a risk, my dear sir! And now

It is not to be thought of, I suppose? Sir George said; and he looked at the other interrogatively.

Good Lord, no! the physician answered. No, no, no! he added weightily.

Sir George nodded, and, turning, looked thoughtfully through the window. His face still wore a flush. Yet something must be done for her, he said in a low voice. I cant let her here, read that.

Dr. Addington took the open letter the other handed to him, and, eyeing it with a frown while he fixed his glasses, afterwards proceeded to peruse it.

Sir, it ran  it was pitifully short when I sought you I deemed myself other than I am. Were I to seek you now I should be other than I deem myself. We met abruptly, and can part after the same fashion. This from one who claims to be no more than your well-wisher.  JULIA.

The doctor laid it down and took a pinch of snuff. Good girl! he muttered. Good girl. That  that confirms me. You must do something for her, Sir George. Has she  how did you get that, by the way?

I found it on the table. I made inquiry, and heard that she left Marlboro an hour gone.

For?

I could not learn.

Good girl! Good girl! Yes, certainly you must do something for her.

You think so? Sir George said, with a sudden queer look at the doctor, Even you?

Even I! An allowance of  I was going to suggest fifty guineas a year, Dr. Addington continued impulsively. Now, after reading that letter, I say a hundred. It is not too much, Sir George! Fore Gad, it is not too much. But

But what?

The physician paused to take an elaborate pinch of snuff. Youll forgive me, he answered. But before this about her birth came out, I fancied that you were doing, or going about to do the girl no good. Now, my dear Sir George, I am not strait-laced, the doctor continued, dusting the snuff from the lappets of his coat, and I know very well what your friend, my Lord March, would do in the circumstances. And you have lived much, with him, and think yourself, I dare swear, no better. But you are, my dear sir  you are, though you may not know it. You are wondering what I am at? Inclined to take offence, eh? Well, shes a good girl, Sir George  he tapped the letter, which lay on the table beside him too good for that! And youll not lay it on your conscience, I hope.

I will not, Sir George said quietly.

Good lad! Dr. Addington muttered, in the tone Lord Chatham had used; for it is hard to be much with the great without trying on their shoes. Good lad! Good lad!

Soane did not appear to notice the tone. You think an allowance of a hundred guineas enough? he said, and looked at the other.

I think it very handsome, the doctor answered. D  d handsome.

Good! Sir George rejoined. Then she shall have that allowance; and after staring awhile at the table he nodded assent to his thoughts and went out.




CHAPTER XXXVII

A HANDSOME ALLOWANCE

The physician might not have deemed his friend so sensible  or so insensible  had he known that the young man proposed to make the offer of that allowance in person. Nor to Sir George Soane himself, when he alighted five days later before The George Inn at Wallingford, did the offer seem the light and easy thing,

Of smiles and tears compact,

it had appeared at Marlborough. He recalled old clashes of wit, and here and there a spark struck out between them, that, alighting on the flesh, had burned him. Meanwhile the arrival of so fine a gentleman, travelling in a post-chaise and four, drew a crowd about the inn. To give the idlers time to disperse, as well as to remove the stains of the road, he entered the house, and, having bespoken dinner and the best rooms, inquired the way to Mr. Fishwick the attorneys. By this time his servant had blabbed his name; and the story of the duel at Oxford being known, with some faint savour of his fashion, the landlord was his most obedient, and would fain have guided his honour to the place cap in hand.

Rid of him, and informed that the house he sought was neighbour on the farther side, of the Three Tuns, near the bridge, Sir George strolled down the long clean street that leads past Blackstones Church, then in the building, to the river; Sinodun Hill and the Berkshire Downs, speaking evening peace, behind him. He paused before a dozen neat houses with brass knockers and painted shutters, and took each in turn for the lawyers. But when he came to the real Mr. Fishwicks, and found it a mere cottage, white and decent, but no more than a cottage, he thought that he was mistaken. Then the name of Mr. Peter Fishwick, Attorney-at-Law, not in the glory of brass, but painted in white letters on the green door, undeceived him; and, opening the wicket of the tiny garden, he knocked with the head of his cane on the door.

The appearance of a stately gentleman in a laced coat and a sword, waiting outside Fishwicks, opened half the doors in the street; but not that one at which Sir George stood. He had to knock again and again before he heard voices whispering inside. At last a step came tapping down the bricked passage, a bolt was withdrawn, and an old woman, in a coarse brown dress and a starched mob, looked out. She betrayed no surprise on seeing so grand a gentleman, but told his honour, before he could speak, that the lawyer was not at home.

It is not Mr. Fishwick I want to see, Sir George answered civilly. Through the brick passage he had a glimpse, as through a funnel, of green leaves climbing on a tiny treillage, and of a broken urn on a scrap of sward. You have a young lady staying here? he continued.

The old womans stiff grey eyebrows grew together. No! she said sharply. Nothing of the kind!

A Miss Masterson.

No she snapped, her face more and more forbidding. We have no Misses here, and no baggages for fine gentlemen! You have come to the wrong house! And she tried to shut the door in his face.

He was puzzled and a little affronted; but he set his foot between the door and the post, and balked her. One moment, my good woman, he said. This is Mr. Fishwicks, is it not?

Ay, tis, she answered, breathing hard with indignation. But if it is him your honour wants to see, you must come when he is at home. He is not at home to-day.

I dont want to see him, Sir George said. I want to speak to the young lady who is staying here.

And I tell you that there is no young lady staying here! she retorted wrathfully. There is no soul in the house but me and my serving girl, and shes at the wash-tub. It is more like the Three Tuns you want! Theres a flaunting gipsy-girl there if you like  but the less said about her the better.

Sir George stood and stared at the woman. At last, on a sudden suspicion, Is your servant from Oxford? he said.

She seemed to consider him before she answered. Well, if she is? she said grudgingly. What then?

Is her name Masterson?

Again she seemed to hesitate. At last, May be and may be not! she snapped, with a sniff of contempt.

He saw that it was, and for an instant the hesitation was on his side. Then, Let me come in! he said abruptly. You are doing your sons client little good by this! And when she had slowly and grudgingly made way for him to enter, and the door was shut behind him, Where is she? he asked almost savagely. Take me to her!

The old dame muttered something unintelligible. Then, Shes in the back part, she said, but shell not wish to see you. Dont blame me if she pins a clout to your skirts.

Yet she moved aside, and the way lay open  down the brick passage. It must be confessed that for an instant, just one instant, Sir George wavered, his face hot; for the third part of a second the dread of the ridiculous, the temptation to turn and go as he had come were on him. Nor need he, for this, forfeit our sympathies, or cease to be a hero. It was the age, be it remembered, of the artificial. Nature, swathed in perukes and ruffles, powder and patches, and stifled under a hundred studied airs and grimaces, had much ado to breathe. Yet it did breathe; and Sir George, after that brief hesitation, did go on. Three steps carried him down the passage. Another, and the broken urn and tiny treillage brought him up short, but on the greensward, in the sunlight, with the air of heaven fanning his brow. The garden was a very duodecimo; a single glance showed him its whole extent  and Julia.

She was not at the wash-tub, as the old lady had said; but on her knees, scouring a step that led to a side-door, her drugget gown pinned up about her. She raised her head as he appeared, and met his gaze defiantly, her face flushing red with shame or some kindred feeling. He was struck by a strange likeness between her hard look and the frown with which the old woman at the door had received him; and this, or something in the misfit of her gown, or the glimpse he had of a stocking grotesquely fine in comparison of the stuff from which it peeped  or perhaps the cleanliness of the step she was scouring, since he seemed to instant, just one instant, Sir George wavered, his face hot; for the third part of a second the dread of the ridiculous, the temptation to turn and go as he had come were on him. Nor need he, for this, forfeit our sympathies, or cease to be a hero. It was the age, be it remembered, of the artificial. Nature, swathed in perukes and ruffles, powder and patches, and stifled under a hundred studied airs and grimaces, had much ado to breathe. Yet it did breathe; and Sir George, after that brief hesitation, did go on. Three steps carried him down the passage. Another, and the broken urn and tiny treillage brought him up short, but on the greensward, in the sunlight, with the air of heaven fanning his brow. The garden was a very duodecimo; a single glance showed him its whole extent  and Julia.

She was not at the wash-tub, as the old lady had said; but on her knees, scouring a step that led to a side-door, her drugget gown pinned up about her. She raised her head as he appeared, and met his gaze defiantly, her face flushing red with shame or some kindred feeling. He was struck by a strange likeness between her hard look and the frown with which the old woman at the door had received him; and this, or something in the misfit of her gown, or the glimpse he had of a stocking grotesquely fine in comparison of the stuff from which it peeped  or perhaps the cleanliness of the step she was scouring, since he seemed to see everything without looking at it  put an idea into his head. He checked the exclamation that sprang to his lips; and as she rose to her feet he saluted her with an easy smile. I have found you, child, he said. Did you think you had hidden yourself?

She met his gaze sullenly. You have found me to no purpose, she said. Her tone matched her look.

The look and the words together awoke an odd pang in his heart. He had seen her arch, pitiful, wrathful, contemptuous, even kind; but never sullen. The new mood gave him the measure of her heart; but his tone lost nothing of its airiness. I hope not, he said, for we think you have behaved vastly well in the matter, child. Remarkably well! And that, let me tell you, is not only my own sentiment, but the opinion of my friends who perfectly approve of the arrangement I have come to propose. You may accept it, therefore, without the least scruple.

Arrangement? she muttered. Her cheeks, darkly red a moment before, began to fade.

Yes, he said. I hope you will think it not ungenerous. It will rid you of the need to do this  sort of thing, and put you  put you in a comfortable position. Of course, you know, he continued in a tone of patronage, under which her heart burned if her cheeks did not, that a good deal of water has run under the bridge since we talked in the garden at Marlborough? That things are changed.

Her eyelids quivered under the cruel stroke. But her only answer was, They are. Yet she wondered how and why; for if she had thought herself an heiress, he had not  then.

You admit it, I am sure? he persisted.

Yes, she answered resolutely.

And that to  to resume, in fact, the old terms would be  impossible,

Quite impossible. Her tone was as hard as his was easy.

I thought so, Sir George continued complacently. Still, I could not, of course, leave you here, child. As I have said, my friends think that something should be done for you; and I am only too happy to do it. I have consulted them, and we have talked the matter over. By the way, with a look round, perhaps your mother should be here  Mrs. Masterson, I mean? Is she in the house?

No, she answered, her face flaming scarlet; for pride had conquered pain. She hated him. Oh, how she hated him and the hideous dress which in her foolish dream  when, hearing him at the door, she had looked for something very different  she had hurriedly put on; and the loose tangle of hair which she had dragged with trembling fingers from its club so that it now hung sluttishly over her ear. She longed, as she had never longed before, to confront him in all her beauty; to be able to say to him, Choose where you will, can you buy form or face like this? Instead she stood before him, prisoned in this shapeless dress, a slattern, a drab, a thing whereat to curl the lip.

Well, I am sorry she is not here, he resumed. It would have given a  a kind of legality to the offer, he continued with an easy laugh. To tell you the truth, the amount was not fixed by me, but by my friend, Dr. Addington, who interested himself in your behalf. He thought that an allowance of a hundred guineas a year, child, properly secured, would place you in comfort, and  and obviate all this, with a negligent wave of the hand that took in the garden and the half-scoured stone, at the same time, he added, that it would not be unworthy of the donor. And he bowed, smiling.

A hundred guineas? she said slowly. A year?

Yes.

Properly secured?

To be sure, child.

On your word? with a sudden glance at him. Of course, I could not ask better security! Surely, sir, theres but one thing to be said. Tis too generous, too handsome!

Tut-tut! he answered, wondering at her way of taking it.

Far too handsome  seeing that I have no claim on you, Sir George, and have only put you to great expense.

Pooh! Pooh!

And  trouble. A vast deal of trouble, she repeated in an odd tone of raillery, while her eyes, grown hard and mocking, raked him mercilessly. So much for so little! I could not  I could not accept it. A hundred guineas a year, Sir George, from one in your position to one in mine, would only lay me open to the tongue of slander. You had better say  fifty.

Oh, no!

Or  thirty, I am sure thirty were ample! Say thirty guineas a year, dear sir; and leave me my character.

Nonsense, he answered, a trifle discomfited. Strange, she was seizing her old position. The weapon he had wrought for her punishment was being turned against himself.

Or, I dont know that thirty is not too much! she continued, her eyes unnaturally bright, her voice keen as a razor. Twould have been enough if offered through your lawyers. But at your own mouth, Sir George, ten shillings a week should do, and handsomely! Which reminds me  it was a kind thought to come yourself to see me; I wonder why you did.

Well, he said, to be frank, it was Dr. Addington

Oh, Dr. Addington  Dr. Addington suggested it! Because I fancied  it could not give you pleasure to see me like this? she continued with a flashing eye, her passion for a brief moment breaking forth. Or to go back a month or two and call me child? Or to speak to me as to your chambermaid? Or even to give me ten shillings a week?

No, he said gravely; perhaps not, my dear.

She winced and her eyes flashed; but she controlled herself. Still, I shall take your ten shillings a week, she said. And  and is that all? Or is there anything else?

Only this, he said firmly. Youll please to remember that the ten shillings a week is of your own choosing. Youll do me that justice at least. A hundred guineas a year was the allowance I proposed. And  I bet a guinea you ask for it, my dear, before the year is out!

She was like a tigress outraged; she writhed under the insult. And yet, because to give vent to her rage were also to bare her heart to his eyes, she had to restrain herself, and endure even this with a scarlet cheek. She had thought to shame him by accepting the money he offered; by accepting it in the barest form. The shame was hers; it did not seem to touch him a whit. At last, You are mistaken, she answered, in a voice she strove to render steady. I shall not! And now, if there is nothing more, sir

There is, he said. Are you sufficiently punished?

She looked at him wildly  suddenly, irresistibly compelled to do so by a new tone in his voice. Punished! she stammered, almost inaudibly. For what?

Do you not know?

No, she muttered, her heart fluttering strangely.

For this travesty, he answered; and coolly, as he stood before her, he twitched the sleeve of her shapeless gown, looking masterfully down at her the while, so that her eyes fell before his. Did you think it kind to me or fair to me, he continued, almost sternly, to make that difficult, Julia, which my honour required, and which you knew that my honour required? Which, if I had not come to do, you would have despised me in your heart, and presently with your lips? Did you think it fair to widen the distance between us by this  this piece of play-acting? Give me your hand.

She obeyed, trembling, tongue-tied. He held it an instant, looked at it, and dropped it almost contemptuously. It has not cleaned that step before, he said. Now put up your hair.

She did so with shaking fingers, her cheeks pale, tears oozing from under her lowered eyelashes. He devoured her with his gaze.

Now go to your room, he said. Take off that rag and come to me properly dressed.

How? she whispered.

As my wife.

It is impossible, she cried with a gesture of despair; It is impossible.

Is that the answer you would have given me at Manton Corner?

Oh no, no! she cried. But everything is changed.

Nothing is changed.

You said so, she retorted feverishly. You said that it was changed!

And have you, too, told the whole truth? he retorted. Go, silly child! If you are determined to play Pamela to the end, at least you shall play it in other guise than this. Tis impossible to touch you! And yet, if you stand long and tempt me, I vow, sweet, I shall fall!

To his astonishment she burst into hysterical laughter. I thought men wooed  with promises! she cried. Why dont you tell me I shall have my jewels; and my box at the Opera and the Kings House? And go to Vauxhall and the Masquerades? And have my frolic in the pit with the best? And keep my own woman as ugly as I please? He did; and I said Yes to him! Why dont you say the same?

Sir George was prepared for almost anything, but not for that. His face grew dark. He did? Who did? he asked grimly, his eyes on her face.

Lord Almeric! And I said Yes to him  for three hours.

Lord Almeric?

Yes! For three hours, she answered with a laugh, half hysterical, half despairing. If you must know, I thought you had carried me off to  to get rid of my claim  and me! I thought  I thought you had only been playing with me, she continued, involuntarily betraying by her tone how deep had been her misery. I was only Pamela, and twas cheaper, I thought, to send me to the Plantations than to marry me.

And Lord Almeric offered you marriage?

I might have been my lady, she cried in bitter abasement. Yes.

And you accepted him?

Yes! Yes, I accepted him.

And then Pon honour, maam, you are good at surprises. I fear I dont follow the course of events, Sir George said icily.

Then I changed my mind  the same day, she replied. She was shaking on her feet with emotion; but in his jealousy he had no pity on her weakness. You know, a woman may change her mind once, Sir George, she added with a feeble smile.

I find that I dont know as much about women  as I thought I did, Sir George answered grimly. You seem, maam, to be much sought after. One man can hardly hope to own you. Pray have you any other affairs to confess?

I have told you  all, she said.

His face dark, he hung a moment between love and anger; looking at her. Then, Did he kiss you? he said between his teeth. No! she cried fiercely.

You swear it?

She flashed a look at him.

But he had no mercy. Why not? he persisted, moving a step nearer her. You were betrothed to him. You engaged yourself to him, maam. Why not?

Because  I did not love him, she answered so faintly he scarcely heard.

He drew a deep breath. May I kiss you? he said.

She looked long at him, her face quivering between tears and smiles, a great joy dawning in the depths of her eyes. If my lord wills, she said at last, when I have done his bidding and  and changed  and dressed as

But he did not wait.




CHAPTER XXXVIII

THE CLERK OF THE LEASES

When Sir George left the house, an hour later, it happened that the first person he met in the street was Mr. Fishwick. For a day or two after the conference at the Castle Inn the attorney had gone about, his ears on the stretch to catch the coming footstep. The air round him quivered with expectation. Something would happen. Sir George would do something. But with each day that passed eventless, the hope and expectation grew weaker; the care with which the attorney avoided his guests eyes, more marked; until by noon of this day he had made up his mind that if Sir George came at all, it would be as the wolf and not as the sheep-dog. While Julia, proud and mute, was resolving that if her lover came she would save him from himself by showing him how far he had to stoop, the attorney in the sourness of defeat and a barren prospect  for he scarcely knew which way to turn for a guinea  was resolving that the ewe-lamb must be guarded and all precautions taken to that end.

When he saw the gentleman issue from his door therefore, still more when Sir George with a kindly smile held out his hand, a condescension which the attorney could not remember that he had ever extended to him before, Mr. Fishwicks prudence took fright. Too much honoured, Sir George, he said, bowing low. Then stiffly, and looking from his visitor to the house and back again, But, pardon me, sir, if there is any matter of business, any offer to be made to my client, it were well, I think  if it were made through me.

I thank you, Sir George answered. I do not think that there is anything more to be done. I have made my offer.

Oh! the lawyer cried.

And it has been accepted, Soane continued, smiling at his dismay. I believe that you have been a good friend to your client, Mr. Fishwick. I shall be obliged if you will allow her to remain under your roof until to-morrow, when she has consented to honour me by becoming my wife.

Your wife? Mr. Fishwick ejaculated, his face a picture of surprise. To-morrow?

I brought a licence with me, Sir George answered. I am now on my way to secure the services of a clergyman.

The tears stood in Mr. Fishwicks eyes, and his voice shook. I felicitate you, sir, he said, taking off his hat. God bless you, sir. Sir George, you are a very noble gentleman! And then, remembering himself, he hastened to beg the gentlemans pardon for the liberty he had taken.

Sir George nodded kindly. There is a letter for you in the house, Mr. Fishwick, he said, which I was asked to convey to you. For the present, good-day.

Mr. Fishwick stood and watched him go with eyes wide with astonishment; nor was it until he had passed from sight that the lawyer turned and went into his house. On a bench in the passage he found a letter. It was formally directed after the fashion of those days To Mr. Peter Fishwick, Attorney at Law, at Wallingford in Berkshire, by favour of Sir George Soane of Estcombe, Baronet.

Lord save us, tis an honour, the attorney muttered. What is it? and with shaking hands he cut the thread that confined the packet. The letter, penned by Dr. Addington, was to this effect:

Sir,  I am directed by the Right Honourable the Earl of Chatham, Lord Keeper of His Majestys Privy Seal, to convey to you his lordships approbation of the conduct displayed by you in a late transaction. His lordship, acknowledging no higher claim to employment than probity, nor any more important duty in the disposition of patronage than the reward of integrity, desires me to intimate that the office of Clerk of the Leases in the Forest of Dean, which is vacant and has been placed at his command, is open for your acceptance. He is informed that the emoluments of the office arising from fees amount in good years to five hundred pounds, and in bad years seldom fall below four hundred.

His lordship has made me the channel of this communication, that I may take the opportunity of expressing my regret that a misunderstanding at one time arose between us. Accept, sir, this friendly assurance of a change of sentiment, and allow me to

Have the honour to be, sir,
Your obedient servant,
J. Addington.

Clerk of the Leases  in the Forest of Dean  have been known in bad years  to fall to four hundred! Mr. Fishwick ejaculated, his eyes like saucers. Oh, Lord, I am dreaming! I must be dreaming! If I dont get my cravat untied, I shall have a lit! Four hundred in bad years! Its a  oh, its incredible! Theyll not believe it! I vow theyll not believe it!

But when he turned to seek them, he saw that they had stolen a march on him, that they knew it already and believed it! Between him and the tiny plot of grass, the urn, and the espalier, which, still caught the last beams of the setting sun, he surprised two happy faces spying on his joy  the one beaming through a hundred puckers with a mothers tearful pride; the other, the most beautiful in the world, and now softened and elevated by every happy emotion.



Mr. Dunborough stood his trial at the next Salisbury assizes, and, being acquitted of the murder of Mr. Pomeroy, was found guilty of manslaughter. He pleaded his clergy, went through the formality of being branded in the hand with a cold iron, and was discharged on payment of his fees. He lived to be the fifth Viscount Dunborough, a man neither much worse nor much better than his neighbours; and dying at a moderate age  in his bed, of gout in the stomach  escaped the misfortune which awaited some of his friends; who, living beyond the common span, found themselves shunned by a world which could find no worse to say of them than that they lived in their age as all men of fashion had lived in their youth.

Mr. Thomasson was less fortunate. Bully Pomeroys dying words and the evidence of the man Tamplin were not enough to bring the crime home to him. But representations were made to his college, and steps were taken to compel him to resign his Fellowship. Before these came to an issue, he was arrested for debt, and thrown into the Fleet. There he lingered for a time, sinking into a lower and lower state of degradation, and making ever more and more piteous appeals to the noble pupils who owed so much of their knowledge of the world to his guidance. Beyond this point his career is not to be traced, but it is improbable that it was either creditable to him or edifying to his friends.

To-day the old Bath road is silent, or echoes only the fierce note of the cyclists bell. The coaches and curricles, wigs and hoops, bolstered saddles and carriers waggons are gone with the beaux and fine ladies and gentlemens gentlemen whose environment they were; and the Castle Inn is no longer an inn. Under the wide eaves that sheltered the love passages of Sir George and Julia, in the panelled halls that echoed the steps of Dutch William and Duke Chandos, through the noble rooms that a Seymour built that Seymours might be born and die under their frescoed ceilings, the voices of boys and tutors now sound. The boys are divided from the men of that day by four generations, the tutors from the man we have depicted, by a moral gulf infinitely greater. Yet is the change in a sense outward only; for where the heart of youth beats, there, and not behind fans or masks, the Stand! of the highwayman, or the Charge! of the hero, lurks the high romance.

Nor on the outside is all changed at the Castle Inn. Those who in this quiet lap of the Wiltshire Downs are busy moulding the life of the future are reverent of the past. The old house stands stately, high-roofed, almost unaltered, its great pillared portico before it; hard by are the Druids Mound, and Preshute Church in the lap of trees. Much water has run under the bridge that spans the Kennet since Sir George and Julia sat on the parapet and watched the Salisbury coach come in; the bridge that was of wood is of brick  but there it is, and the Kennet still flows under it, watering the lawns and flowering shrubs that Lady Hertford loved. Still can we trace in fancy the sweet-briar hedge and the border of pinks which she planted by the trim canal; and a bowshot from the great school can lose all knowledge of the present in the crowding memories which the Duelling Green and the Bowling Alley, trodden by the men and women of a past generation, awaken in the mind.

THE END


WHEN LOVE CALLS
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I.

HER STORY

Clare, I said, I wish that we had brought some better clothes, if it were only one frock. You look the oddest figure.

And she did. She was lying head to head with me on the thick moss that clothed one part of the river-bank above Breistolen near the Sogn Fiord. We were staying at Breistolen, but there was no moss thereabouts, nor in all the Sogn district, I often thought, so deep and soft, and so dazzling orange and white and crimson as that particular patch. It lay quite high upon the hills, and there were great gray boulders peeping through the moss here and there, very fit to break your legs if you were careless. Little more than a mile higher up was the watershed, where our river, putting away with reluctance a first thought of going down the farther slope towards Bysberg, parted from its twin brother who was thither bound with scores upon scores of puny green-backed fishlets; and instead, came down our side gliding and swishing, and swirling faster and faster, and deeper and wider, every hundred yards to Breistolen, full of red-speckled yellow trout all half-a-pound apiece, and very good to eat.

But they were not so sweet or toothsome to our girlish tastes as the tawny-orange cloud-berries which Clare and I were eating as we lay. So busy was she with the luscious pile we had gathered that I had to wait for an answer. And then, Speak for yourself, she said. Im sure you look like a short-coated baby. He is somewhere up the river too. Munch, munch, munch!

Who is, you impertinent, greedy little chit?

Oh, you know, she answered. Dont you wish you had your gray plush here, Bab?

I flung a look of calm disdain at her; but whether it was the berry juice which stained our faces that took from its effect, or the free mountain air which papa says saps the foundations of despotism, that made her callous, at any rate she only laughed scornfully and got up and went off down the stream with her rod, leaving me to finish the cloud-berries, and stare lazily up at the snow patches on the hillside  which somehow put me in mind of the gray plush  and follow or not as I liked.

Clare has a wicked story of how I gave in to papa, and came to start without anything but those rough clothes. She says he said  and Jack Buchanan has told me that lawyers put no faith in anything that he says she says, or she says he says, which proves how much truth there is in this  that if Bab took none but her oldest clothes, and fished all day and had no one to run upon her errands  he meant Jack and the others, I suppose  she might possibly grow an inch in Norway. Just as if I wanted to grow an inch! An inch indeed! I am five feet one and a half high, and papa, who puts me an inch shorter, is the worst measurer in the world. As for Miss Clare, she would give all her inches for my eyes. So there!

After Clare left, it began to be dull and chilly. When I had pictured to myself how nice it would be to dress for dinner again, and chosen the frock I would wear upon the first evening, I grew tired of the snow patches, and started up stream, stumbling and falling into holes, and clambering over rocks, and only careful to save my rod and my face. It was no occasion for the gray plush, but I had made up my mind to reach a pool which lay, I knew, a little above me, having filched a yellow-bodied fly from Clares hat with a view to that particular place.

Our river did the oddest things hereabouts  pleased to be so young, I suppose. It was not a great churning stream of snow water foaming and milky, such as we had seen in some parts, streams that affected to be always in flood, and had the look of forcing the rocks asunder and clearing their path even while you watched them with your fingers in your ears. Our river was none of these: still it was swifter than English rivers are wont to be, and in parts deeper, and transparent as glass. In one place it would sweep over a ledge and fall wreathed in spray into a spreading lake of black, rock-bound water. Then it would narrow again until, where you could almost jump across, it darted smooth and unbroken down a polished shoot with a swoop like a swallows. Out of this it would hurry afresh to brawl along a gravelly bed, skipping jauntily over first one and then another ridge of stones that had silted up weir-wise and made as if they would bar the channel. Under the lee of these there were lovely pools.

To be able to throw into mine, I had to walk out along the ridge on which the water was shallow, yet sufficiently deep to cover my boots. But I was well rewarded. The forellin  the Norse name for trout, and as pretty as their girls wavy fair hair  were rising so merrily that I hooked and landed one in five minutes, the fly falling from its mouth as it touched the stones. I hate taking out hooks. I used at one time to leave the fly in the fishs mouth to be removed by papa at the weighing house; until Clare pricked her tongue at dinner with an almost new, red tackle, and was so mean as to keep it, though I remembered then what I had done with it, and was certain it was mine  which was nothing less than dishonest of her.

I had just got back to my place and made a fine cast, when there came  not the leap, and splash, and tug which announced the half-pounder  but a deep, rich gurgle as the fly was gently sucked under, and then a quiet, growing strain upon the line, which began to move away down the pool in a way that made the winch spin again and filled me with mysterious pleasure. I was not conscious of striking or of anything but that I had hooked a really good fish, and I clutched the rod with both hands and set my feet as tightly as I could upon the slippery gravel. The line moved up and down, and this way and that, now steadily and as with a purpose, and then again with an eccentric rush that made the top of the rod spring and bend so that I looked for it to snap each moment. My hands began to grow numb, and the landing-net, hitherto an ornament, fell out of my waist-belt and went I knew not whither. I suppose I must have stepped unwittingly into deeper water, for I felt that my skirts were afloat, and altogether things were going dreadfully against me, when the presence of an ally close at hand was announced by a cheery shout from the far side of the river.

Keep up your point! Keep up your point! some one cried briskly. That is better!

The unexpected sound  it was a mans voice  did something to keep my heart up. But for answer I could only shriek, I cant! It will break! watching the top of my rod as it jigged up and down, very much in the fashion of Clare performing what she calls a waltz. She dances as badly as a man.

No, it will not, he cried back, bluntly. Keep it up, and let out a little line with your fingers when he pulls hardest.

We were forced to shout and scream. The wind had risen and was adding to the noise of the water. Soon I heard him wading behind me. Wheres your landing net? he asked, with the most provoking coolness.

Oh, in the pool! Somewhere about. I am sure I dont know, I answered wildly.

What he said to this I could not catch, but it sounded rude. And then he waded off to fetch, as I guessed, his own net. By the time he reached me again I was in a sad plight, feet like ice, and hands benumbed, while the wind, and rain, and hail, which had come down upon us with a sudden violence, unknown, it is to be hoped, anywhere else, were mottling my face all sorts of unbecoming colors. But the line was taut. And wet and cold went for nothing five minutes later, when the fish lay upon the bank, its prismatic sides slowly turning pale and dull, and I knelt over it half in pity and half in triumph, but wholly forgetful of the wind and rain.

You did that very pluckily, little one, said the on-looker; but I am afraid you will suffer for it by and by. You must be chilled through.

Quickly as I looked up at him, I only met a good-humored smile. He did not mean to be rude. And, after all, when I was in such a mess it was not possible that he could see what I was like. He was wet enough himself. The rain was streaming from the brim of the soft hat which he had turned down to shelter his face, and trickling from his chin, and turning his shabby Norfolk jacket a darker shade. As for his hands, they looked red and knuckly enough, and he had been wading almost to his waist. But he looked, I dont know why, all the stronger and manlier and nicer for these things, because, perhaps, he cared for them not one whit. What I looked like myself I dared not think. My skirts were as short as short could be, and they were soaked: most of my hair was unplaited, my gloves were split, and my sodden boots were out of shape. I was forced, too, to shiver and shake from cold; which was provoking, for I knew it made me seem half as small again.

Thank you, I am a little cold, Mr.  , Mr.  , I said, grave, only my teeth would chatter so that he laughed outright as he took me up with  

Herapath. And to whom have I the honor of speaking?

I am Miss Guest, I said, miserably. It was too cold to be frigid to advantage.

Commonly called Bab, I think, the wretch answered. The walls of our hut are not soundproof, you see. But, come, the sooner you get back to dry clothes and the stove, the better, Bab. You can cross the river just below, and cut off half-a-mile that way.

I cant, I said, obstinately. Bab, indeed! How dared he?

Oh, yes, you can, with intolerable good-temper. You shall take your rod and I the prey. You cannot be wetter than you are now.

He had his way, of course, since I did not foresee that at the ford he would lift me up bodily and carry me over the deeper part without a pretence of asking leave, or a word of apology. It was done so quickly that I had no time to remonstrate. Still I was not going to let it pass, and when I had shaken myself straight again, I said, with all the haughtiness I could assume, Dont you think, Mr. Herapath, that it would have been more  more

Polite to offer to carry you over, child? No, not at all. It will be wiser and warmer for you to run down the hill. Come along!

And without more ado, while I was still choking with rage, he seized my hands and set off at a trot, lugging me through the sloppy places much as I have seen a nurse drag a fractious child down Constitution Hill. It was not wonderful that I soon lost the little breath his speech had left me, and was powerless to complain when we reached the bridge. I could only thank heaven that there was no sign of Clare. I think I should have died of mortification if she had seen us come down the hill hand-in-hand in that ridiculous fashion. But she had gone home, and at any rate I escaped that degradation.

A wet stool-car and wetter pony were dimly visible on the bridge; to which, as we came up, a damp urchin creeping from some crevice added himself. I was pushed in as if I had no will of my own, the gentleman sprang up beside me, the boy tucked himself away somewhere behind, and the little teste set off at a canter, so deceived by the drivers excellent imitation of Pss, the Norse for Tchk, that in ten minutes we were at home.

Well, I never! Clare said, surveying me from a respectful distance, when at last I was safe in our room. I would not be seen in such a state by a man for all the fish in the sea!

And she looked so tall, and trim, and neat, that it was the more provoking. At the moment I was too miserable to answer her, and had to find comfort in promising myself, that when we were back in Bolton Gardens I would see that Fräulein kept Miss Clares pretty nose to the grindstone though it were ever so much her last term, or Jack were ever so fond of her. Papa was in the plot against me, too. What right had he to thank Mr. Herapath for bringing his little girl home safe? He can be pompous enough at times. I never knew a stout Queens Counsel  and papa is stout  who was not, any more than a thin one, who did not contradict. It is in their patents, I think.

Mr. Herapath dined with us that evening  if fish and potatoes and boiled eggs, and sour bread and pancakes, and claret and coffee can be called a dinner  but nothing I could do, though I made the best of my wretched frock and was as stiff as Clare herself, could alter his first impression. It was too bad: he had no eyes! He either could not or would not see any one but the draggled Bab  fifteen at most and a very tom-boy  whom he had carried across the river. He styled Clare, who talked Baedeker to him in her primmest and most precocious way, Miss Guest, and once at least during the evening dubbed me plain Bab. I tried to freeze him with a look then, and papa gave him a taste of the pompous manner, saying coldly that I was older than I seemed. But it was not a bit of use: I could see that he set it all down to the grand airs of a spoiled child. If I had put my hair up, it might have opened his eyes, but Clare teased me about it and I was too proud for that.

When I asked him if he was fond of dancing, he said good-naturedly, I dont visit very much, Miss Bab. I am generally engaged in the evening.

Here was a chance. I was going to say that that no doubt was the reason why I had never met him, when papa ruthlessly cut me short by asking, You are not in the law?

No, he replied. I am in the London Fire Brigade.

I think that we all upon the instant saw him in a helmet sitting at the door of the fire station by St. Martins Church. Clare turned crimson and papa seemed on a sudden to call his patent to mind. The moment before I had been as angry as angry could be with our guest, but I was not going to look on and see him snubbed when he was dining with us and all. So I rushed into the gap as quickly as surprise would let me with Good gracious, how nice! Do tell me all about a fire!

It made matters  my matters  worse, for I could have cried with vexation when I read in his face next moment that he had looked for their astonishment; while the ungrateful fellow set down my eager remark to mere childish ignorance.

Some time I will, he said with a quiet smile de haut en bas; but I do not often attend one in person. I am Captain   s private secretary, aide-de-camp, and general factotum.

And it turned out that he was the son of a certain Canon Herapath, so that papa lost sight of his patent box altogether, and they set to discussing Mr. Gladstone, while I slipped off to bed feeling as small as I ever did in my life and out of temper with everybody. It was a long time since I had been used to young men talking politics to papa, when they could talk  politics  to me.

Possibly I deserved the week of vexation which followed; but it was almost more than I could bear. He  Mr. Herapath, of course  was always about fishing or lounging outside the little white posting-house, taking walks and meals with us, and seeming heartily to enjoy papas society. He came with us when we drove to the top of the pass to get a glimpse of the Sulethid peak; and it looked so brilliantly clear and softly beautiful as it seemed to float, just tinged with color, in a far-off atmosphere of its own, beyond the dark ranges of nearer hills, that I began to think at once of the drawing-room in Bolton Gardens with a cosy fire burning, and afternoon tea coming up. The tears came into my eyes, and he saw them before I could turn away from the view; and said to papa that he feared his little girl was tired as well as cold  and so spoiled all my pleasure. I looked back afterwards as papa and I drove down: he was walking by Clares carcole and they were laughing heartily.

And that was the way always. He was such an elder brother to me  a thing I never had and do not want  that a dozen times a day I set my teeth viciously together and said to myself that if ever we met in London  but what nonsense that was, because, of course, it mattered nothing to me what he was thinking, only he had no right to be so rudely familiar. That was all; but it was quite enough to make me dislike him.

However, a sunny morning in the holidays is a cheerful thing, and when I strolled down stream with my rod on the day after our expedition, I felt I could enjoy myself very nearly as much as I had before his coming spoiled our party. I dawdled along, now trying a pool, now clambering up the hillsides to pick raspberries, and now counting the magpies that flew across, feeling altogether very placid and good and contented. I had chosen the lower river because Mr. Herapath usually fished the upper part, and I would not be ruffled this nice day. So I was the more vexed to come suddenly upon him fishing; and fishing where he had no right to be. Papa had spoken to him about the danger of it, and he had as good as said he would not do it again. Yet there he was, thinking, I dare say, that we should not know. It was a spot where one bank rose into quite a cliff, frowning over a deep pool at the foot of some falls. Close to the cliff the water still ran with the speed of a mill-race, so fast as to endanger a good swimmer. But on the far side of this current there was a bit of slack water which was tempting enough to have set some ones wits to work to devise means to fish it, which from the top of the cliff was impossible. Just above the water was a ledge, a foot wide, perhaps, which might have done, only it did not reach to this end of the cliff. However, that foolhardy person had espied this, and got over the gap by bridging the latter with a bit of plank, and then had drowned himself or gone away, in either case leaving his board to tempt others to do likewise.

And there was Mr. Herapath fishing from the ledge. It made me giddy to look at him. The rock overhung the water so much that he could not stand upright; the first person who got there must surely have learned to curl himself up from much sleeping in Norwegian beds, which were short for me. I thought of this oddly enough as I watched him, and laughed, and was for going on. But when I had walked a few yards, meaning to pass round the rear of the cliff, I began to fancy all sorts of foolish things would happen. I felt sure that I should have no more peace or pleasure if I left him there. I hesitated. Yes, I would. I would go down, and ask him to leave the place; and, of course, he would do it.

I lost no time, but ran down the slope smartly and carelessly. My way lay over loose shale mingled with large stones, and it was steep. It is wonderful how quickly an accident happens; how swiftly a thing that cannot be undone is done, and we are left wishing  oh, so vainly  that we could put the world, and all things in it, back by a few seconds. I was checking myself near the bottom, when a big stone on which I stepped moved under me. The shale began to slip in a mass, and the stone to roll. It was all done in a moment. I stayed myself, that was easy enough, but the stone took two bounds, jumped sideways, struck the piece of board which was only resting lightly at either end, and before I could take it all in the little bridge plunged end first into the current, which swept it out of sight in an instant.

He threw up his hands in affright, for he had turned, and we both saw it happen. He made indeed as if he would try to save it, but that was impossible; and then, while I cowered in dismay, he waved his arm to me in the direction of home  again and again. The roar of the falls drowned what he said, but I guessed his meaning. I could not help him myself, but I could fetch help. It was three miles to Breistolen, rough, rocky ones, and I doubted whether he could keep his cramped position with that noise deafening him, and the endless whirling stream before his eyes, while I was going and coming. But there was no better way I could think of; and even as I wavered, he signalled to me again imperatively. For an instant everything seemed to go round with me, but it was not the time for that yet, and I tried to collect myself, and harden my heart. Up the bank I went steadily, and once at the top set off at a run homewards.

I cannot tell at all how I did it; how I passed over the uneven ground, or whether I went quickly or slowly save by the reckoning papa made afterwards. I can only remember one long hurrying scramble; now I panted uphill, now I ran down, now I was on my face in a hole, breathless and half-stunned, and now I was up to my knees in water. I slipped and dropped down places I should at other times have shrunk from, and hurt myself so that I bore the marks for months. But I thought nothing of these things: all my being was spent in hurrying on for his life, the clamor of every cataract I passed seeming to stop my hearts beating with very fear. So I reached Breistolen and panted over the bridge and up to the little white house lying so quiet in the afternoon sunshine, papas stool-car even then at the door ready to take him to some favorite pool. Somehow I made him understand in broken words that Herapath was in danger, drowning already, for all I knew, and then I seized a great pole which was leaning against the porch, and climbed into the car. Papa was not slow either; he snatched a coil of rope from the luggage, and away we went, a man and boy whom he had hastily called running behind us. We had lost very little time, but so much may happen in so little time.

We were forced to leave the car a quarter of a mile from that part of the river, and walk or run the rest of the way. We all ran, even papa, as I had never known him run before. My heart sank at the groan he let escape him when I pointed out the spot. We came to it one by one and we all looked. The ledge was empty. Jem Herapath was gone. I suppose it startled me. At any rate I could only look at the water in a dazed way, and cry quietly without much feeling that it was my doing; while the men, shouting to one another in strange, hushed voices, searched about for any sign of his fate Jem! Jem Herapath! So he had written his name only yesterday in the travellers book at the posting-house, and I had sullenly watched him from the window, and then had sneaked to the book and read it. That was yesterday, and now! Oh, Jem, to hear you say Bab once more!

Bab! Why, Miss Bab, what is the matter?

Safe and sound! Yes, there he was when I turned, safe, and strong, and cool, rod in hand, and a quiet smile in his eyes. Just as I had seen him yesterday, and thought never to see him again; and saying Bab exactly as of old, so that something in my throat  it may have been anger at his rudeness, but I do not think it was  prevented me saying a word until all the others came round us, and a babel of Norse and English, and something that was neither, yet both, set in.

But how is this? objected my father when he could be heard, you are quite dry, my boy?

Dry! Why not, sir? For goodness sake, what is the matter?

The matter! Didnt you fall in, or something of the kind? papa asked, bewildered by this new aspect of the case.

It does not look like it, does it? Your daughter gave me a very uncomfortable start by nearly doing so.

Every one looked at him for an explanation. How did you manage to get from the ledge? I said feebly. Where was the mistake? I had not dreamed it.

From the ledge? Why, by the other end, to be sure, so that I had to walk back round the hill. Still I did not mind, for I was thankful that it was the plank and not you that fell in.

I  I thought  you could not get from the ledge, I muttered. The possibility of getting off at the other end had never occurred to me, and so I had made such a simpleton of myself. It was too absurd, too ridiculous. It was no wonder that they all screamed with laughter at the fools errand they had come upon, and stamped about and clung to one another. But when he laughed too  and he did until the tears came into his eyes  there was not an ache or pain in my body  and I had cut my wrist to the bone against a splinter of rock  that hurt me one-half as much. Surely he might have seen another side to it. But he did not; and so I managed to hide my bandaged wrist from him, and papa drove me home. There I broke down entirely, and Clare put me to bed, and petted me, and was very good to me. And when I came down next day, with an ache in every part of me, he was gone.

He asked me to tell you, said Clare, not looking up from the fly she was tying at the window, that he thought you were the bravest girl he had ever met.

So he understood now, when others had explained it to him. No, Clare, I said coldly, he did not say that exactly; he said the bravest little girl. For indeed, lying upstairs with the window open, I had heard him set off on his long drive to Laerdalsören. As for papa, he was half-proud and half-ashamed of my foolishness, and wholly at a loss to think how I could have made the mistake.

Youve generally some common-sense, my dear, he said that day at dinner, and how in the world you could have been so ready to fancy the man was in danger, I  can  not  imagine!

Papa, put in Clare, suddenly, your elbow is upsetting the salt.

And as I had to move my seat just then to avoid the glare of the stove which was falling on my face, we never thought it out.


II

HIS STORY

I was not dining out much at that time, partly because my acquaintance in town was limited, and something too because I cared little for it. But these were pleasant people, the old gentleman witty and amusing, the children, lively girls, nice to look at and good to talk with. The party had too a holiday flavor about them wholesome to recall in Scotland Yard: and as I had thought, play-time over, I should see no more of them, I was proportionately pleased to find that Mr. Guest had not forgotten me, and pleased also  shrewdly expecting that we might kill our fish over again  to regard his invitation to dinner at a quarter-to-eight as a royal command.

But if I took it so, I was sadly wanting in the regal courtesy to match. What with one delay owing to work that would admit of none, and another caused by a cabman strange to the ways of town, it was twenty-five minutes after the hour named, when I reached Bolton Gardens. A stately man, so like the Queens Counsel, that it was plain upon whom the latter modelled himself, ushered me straight into the dining-room, where Guest greeted me very kindly, and met my excuses by apologies on his part  for preferring, I suppose, the comfort of eleven people to mine. Then he took me down the table, and said, My daughter, and Miss Guest shook hands with me and pointed to the chair at her left. I had still, as I unfolded my napkin, to say Clear, if you please, and then I was free to turn and apologize to her, being a little shy, and, as I have said, a somewhat infrequent diner out.

I think that I never saw so remarkable a likeness  to her younger sister  in my life. She might have been little Bab herself, but for her dress and some striking differences. Miss Guest could not be more than eighteen, in form almost as fairy-like as the little one, with the same child-like, innocent look on her face. She had the big, gray eyes, too, that were so charming in Bab; but in her they were more soft and tender and thoughtful, and a thousand times more charming. Her hair too was brown and wavy: only, instead of hanging loose or in a pig-tail anywhere and anyhow in a fashion I well remembered, it was coiled in a coronal on the shapely little head, that was so Greek, and in its gracious, stately, old-fashioned pose, so unlike Babs. Her dress, of some creamy, gauzy stuff, revealed the prettiest white throat in the world, and arms decked in pearls, and, so far, no more recalled my little fishing-mate than the sedate self-possession and assured dignity of this girl, as she talked to her other neighbor, suggested Bab making pancakes and chattering with the landladys children in her strangely and wonderfully acquired Norse. It was not Bab in fact: and yet it almost might have been: an etherealized, queenly, womanly Bab. Who presently turned to me  

Have you quite settled down after your holiday? she asked, staying the apologies I was for pouring into her ear.

I had until this evening, but the sight of your father is like a breath of fiord air. I hope your sisters are well.

My sisters? she murmured wonderingly, her fork half-way to her pretty mouth and her attitude one of questioning.

Yes, I said rather puzzled. You know they were with your father when I had the good fortune to meet him. Miss Clare and Bab.

Eh? dropping her fork on the plate with a great clatter.

Yes, Miss Guest, Miss Clare and Miss Bab.

I really began to feel uncomfortable. Her color rose, and she looked me in the face in a half-proud, half-fearful way as if she resented the inquiry. It was a relief to me, when, with some show of confusion, she at length stammered, Oh, yes, I beg your pardon, of course they were! How very foolish of me. They are quite well, thank you, and so was silent again. But I understood now. Mr. Guest had omitted to mention my name, and she had taken me for some one else of whose holiday she knew. I gathered from the aspect of the table and the room that the Guests saw a good deal of company, and it was a very natural mistake, though by the grave look she bent upon her plate it was clear that the young hostess was taking herself to task for it: not without, if I might judge from the lurking smile at the corners of her mouth, a humorous sense of the slip, and perhaps of the difference between myself and the gentleman whose part I had been unwittingly supporting. Meanwhile I had a chance of looking at her unchecked; and thought of Dresden china, she was so frail and pretty.

You were nearly drowned, or something of the kind, were you not? she asked, after an interval during which we had both talked to others.

Well, not precisely. Your sister fancied I was in danger, and behaved in the pluckiest manner  so bravely that I can almost feel sorry that the danger was not there to dignify her heroism.

That was like her, she answered in a tone just a little scornful. You must have thought her a terrible tomboy.

While she was speaking there came one of those dreadful lulls in the talk, and Mr. Guest overhearing, cried, Who is that you are abusing, my dear? Let us all share in the sport. If its Clare, I think I can name one who is a far worse hoyden upon occasion.

It is no one of whom you have ever heard, papa, she answered, archly. It is a person in whom Mr.  Mr. Herapath I had murmured my name as she stumbled and I are interested. Now tell me, did you not think so? she murmured, graciously leaning the slightest bit towards me, and opening her eyes as they looked into mine in a way that to a man who had spent the day in a dusty room in Great Scotland Yard was sufficiently intoxicating.

No, I said, lowering my voice in imitation of hers. No, Miss Guest, I did not think so at all. I thought your sister a brave little thing, rather careless as children are apt to be, but likely to grow into a charming girl.

I wondered, marking how she bit her lip and refrained from assent, whether, impossible as it must seem to any one looking in her face, there might not be something of the shrew about my beautiful neighbor. Her tone when she spoke of her sister seemed to impart no great goodwill.

So that is your opinion? she said, after a pause. Do you know, with a laughing glance, that some people think I am like her.

Yes? I answered, gravely. Well, I should be able to judge, who have seen you both and yet am not an old friend. And I think you are both like and unlike. Your sister has very beautiful eyes  she lowered hers swiftly and hair like yours, but her manner and style were very different. I can no more fancy Bab in your place than I can picture you, Miss Guest, as I saw her for the first time  and on many after occasions, I added, laughing as much to cover my own hardihood as at the queer little figure I had conjured up.

Thank you, Mr. Herapath, she replied, with coldness, though she had blushed darkly to her ears. That, I think, must be enough of compliments, for to-night  as you are not an old friend. And she turned away, leaving me to curse my folly in saying so much, when our acquaintance was as yet in the bud, and as susceptible to over-warmth as to a temperature below zero.

A moment later the ladies left us. The flush I had brought to her cheek still lingered there, as she swept past me with a wondrous show of dignity in one so young. Mr. Guest came down and took her place, and we talked of the land of berries, and our adventures there, while the rest  older friends  listened indulgently or struck in from time to time with their own biggest fish and deadliest flies.

I used to wonder why women like to visit dusty chambers; why they get more joy  I am fain to think they do  out of a scrambling tea up three pairs of stairs in Pump Court, than from the very same materials  and comfort withal  in their own house. I imagine it is for the same reason that the bachelor finds a singular charm in a ladys drawing-room, and there, if anywhere, sees her with a reverent mind. A charm and a subservience which I felt to the full in the Guests drawing-room  a room rich in subdued colors and a cunning blending of luxury and comfort. Yet it depressed me. I felt alone. Mr. Guest had passed on to others and I stood aside, the sense that I was not of these people troubling me in a manner as new as it was absurd: for I had been in the habit of rather despising society. Miss Guest was at the piano, the centre of a circle of soft light, which showed up also a keen-faced, dark-whiskered man leaning over her with the air of one used to the position. Every one else was so fully engaged that I may have looked, as well as felt, forlorn, and meeting her eyes could have fancied she was regarding me with amusement  almost triumph. It must have been mere fancy, bred of self-consciousness, for the next moment she beckoned me to her, and said to her cavalier:

There, Jack, Mr. Herapath is going to talk to me about Norway now, so that I dont want you any longer. Perhaps you wont mind stepping up to the schoolroom  Fräulein and Clare are there  and telling Clare, that  that  oh, anything.

There is no piece of ill-breeding so bad to my mind as for a man who is at home in a house to flaunt his favor in the face of other guests. That young lawyers manner as he left her, and the smile of perfect intelligence which passed between them, were such a breach of good manners as would have ruffled any one. They ruffled me  yes, me, although it was no concern of mine what she called him, or how he conducted himself  so that I could do nothing but stand by the piano and sulk. One bear makes another, you know.

She did not speak; and I, content to watch the slender hands stealing over the keys, would not, until my eyes fell upon her right wrist. She had put off her bracelets and so disclosed a scar upon it, something about which  not its newness  so startled me that I said abruptly: That is very strange! Pray tell me how you did it?

She looked up, saw what I meant, and stopping hastily, put on her bracelets; to all appearance so vexed by my thoughtless question, and anxious to hide the mark, that I was quick to add humbly, I asked because your sister hurt her wrist in nearly the same place on the day when she thought I was in trouble, and the coincidence struck me.

Yes, I remember, looking at me, I thought, with a certain suspicion, as though she were not sure that I was giving the right motive. I did this much in the same way. By falling, I mean. Isnt it a hateful disfigurement?

No, it was no disfigurement. Even to her, with a womans love of conquest, it must have seemed anything but a disfigurement had she known what the quiet, awkward man at her side was thinking, who stood looking shyly at it and found no words to contradict her, though she asked him twice, and thought him stupid enough. A great longing to kiss that soft, scarred wrist was on me  and Miss Guest had added another to the number of her slaves. I dont know now why that little scar should have so touched me any more than I then could guess why, being a commonplace person, I should fall in love at first sight, and feel no surprise at my condition, but only a half consciousness (seeming fully to justify it) that in some former state of being I had met my love, and read her thoughts, and learned her moods; and come to know the bright womanly spirit that looked from her frank eyes as well as if she were an old, old friend. And so vivid was this sensation, that once or twice, then and afterwards, when I would meet her glance, another name than hers trembled on my tongue and passed away before I could shape it into sound.

After an interval, Are you going to the Goldmaces dance?

No, I answered her, humbly. I go out so little.

Indeed, with an odd smile not too kindly; I wish  no I dont  that we could say the same. We are engaged, I think she paused, her attention divided between myself and Boccherinis minuet, the low strains of which she was sending through the room for every afternoon  this week  except Saturday. By the way, Mr. Herapath  do you remember what was the name  Bab told me you teased her with?

Wee bonnie Bab, I answered absently. My thoughts had gone forward to Saturday. We are always dropping to-days substance for the shadow of to-morrow; like the dog  a dog was it not?  in the fable.

Oh, yes, wee bonnie Bab, she murmured softly. Poor Bab! and suddenly cut short Boccherinis music and our chat by striking a terrific discord and laughing merrily at my start of discomfiture. Every one took it as a signal to leave. They all seemed to be going to meet her again next day, or the day after that; they engaged her for dances, and made up a party for the law courts, and tossed to and fro a score of laughing catch-words, that were beyond my comprehension. They all did this, except myself.

And yet I went away with something before me  that call upon Saturday afternoon. Quite unreasonably I fancied I should see her alone. And so when the day came and I stood outside the opening door of the drawing-room, and heard voices and laughter within, I was hurt and aggrieved beyond measure. There was quite a party, and a merry one, assembled, who were playing at some game, as it seemed to me, for I caught sight of Clare whipping off an impromptu bandage from her eyes, and striving by her stiffest air to give the lie to a pair of flushed cheeks. The black-whiskered man was there, and two men of his kind, and a German governess, and a very old lady in a wheel-chair, who was called grandmamma, and Miss Guest herself looking, in the prettiest dress of silvery plush, to the full as bright and fair and graceful as I had been picturing her each hour since we parted.

She dropped me a stately courtesy. Will you play the part of Miss Carolina Wilhelmina Amelia Skeggs, Mr. Herapath, while I act honest Burchell, and say Fudge! or will you burn nuts and play games with neighbor Flamborough? You will join us, wont you? Clare does not so misbehave every day, only it is such a wet afternoon and so cold and wretched, and we did not think there would be any more callers  and tea will be up in five minutes.

She did not think there would be any more callers! Something in her smile belied the words and taught me that she had thought  she had known  that there would be one more caller  one who would burn nuts and play games with her, though Rome itself were afire, and Tooley Street and the Mile End Road to boot.

It was a simple game enough, and not likely, one would say, to afford much risk of that burning the fingers, which gave a zest to the Vicar of Wakefields nuts. One sat in the middle blindfolded, while the rest disguised their own or assumed each others voices, and spoke one by one some gibe or quip at his expense. When he succeeded in naming the speaker, the detected satirist put on the poke, and in his turn heard things good  if he had a conceit of himself  for his souls health. Now this rôle unhappily soon fell to me, and proved a heavy one, because I was not so familiar with the others voices as were the rest; and Miss Guest  whose faintest tones I thought to have known  had a wondrous knack of cheating me, now taking off Clares voice, and now  after the door had been opened to admit the tea  her fathers. So I failed again and again to earn my release. But when a voice behind me cried with well-feigned eagerness  

How nice! Do tell me all about a fire!

Though no fresh creaking at the door had reached me, nor warning been given of an addition to the players, I had not the smallest doubt who was the speaker; but exclaimed at once, That is Bab! Now I cry you mercy. I am right this time. That was Bab!

I looked for a burst of applause and laughter, such as had before attended a good thrust home, but none came. On the contrary, with my words so odd a silence fell upon the room that it was clear that something was wrong, and I pulled off my handkerchief in haste, repeating, That was Bab, I am sure.

But if it was, I could not see her. What had come over them all? Jacks face wore a provoking smile, and his friends were clearly bent upon sniggering. Clare looked horrified, and grandmamma gently titillated, while Miss Guest, who had risen and half turned away towards the windows, seemed to be in a state of proud confusion. What was the matter?

I beg every ones pardon by anticipation, I said, looking round in a bewildered way: but have I said anything wrong?

Oh, dear no, cried the fellow they called Jack, with a familiarity that was in the worst taste  as if I had meant to apologize to him! Most natural thing in the world!

Jack, how dare you? exclaimed Miss Guest, stamping her foot.

Well it seemed all right. It sounded very natural, I am sure.

Oh, you are unbearable! Why dont you say something, Clare?

Mr. Herapath, I am sure that you did not know that my name was Barbara.

Certainly not, I cried. What a strange thing!

But it is, and that is why grandmamma is looking so shocked, and Mr. Buchanan is wearing threadbare an old friends privilege of being rude. I freely forgive you if you will make allowance for him. And you shall come off the stool of repentance and have your tea first, since you are the greatest stranger. It is a stupid game after all!

She would hear no apologies from me. And when I would have asked why her sister bore the same name, and thus excused myself, she was intent upon tea-making, and the few moments I could with decency add to my call gave me scant opportunity. I blush to think how I eked them out, by what subservience to Clare, by what a slavish anxiety to help even Jack to muffins  each piece I hoped might choke him. How slow I was to find hat and gloves, calling to mind with terrible vividness, as I turned my back upon the circle, that again and again in my experience, an acquaintance begun by a dinner had ended with the consequent call. And so I should have gone  it might have been so here  but that the door-handle was stiff, and Miss Guest came to my aid, as I fumbled with it. We are always at home on Saturdays, if you like to call, Mr. Herapath, she murmured carelessly, not lifting her eyes  and I found myself in the street.

So carelessly she said it, that with a sudden change of feeling I vowed I would not call. Why should I? Why should I worry myself with the sight of those other fellows parading their favor? With the babble of that society chit-chat, which I had so often scorned, and  and still scorned, and had no part or concern in. They were not people to suit me, or do me good. I would not go, I said, and repeated it firmly on Monday and Tuesday; on Wednesday only so far modified it that I thought at some distant time to leave a card  to avoid discourtesy;  on Friday preferred an earlier date as wiser and more polite, and on Saturday walked shame-faced down the street and knocked and rang, and went upstairs  to taste a pleasant misery. Yes, and on the next Saturday too, and the next, and the next; and that one on which we all went to the theatre, and that other one on which Mr. Guest kept me to dinner. Ay, and on other days that were not Saturdays, among which two stand high out of the waters of forgetfulness  high days indeed  days like twin pillars of Hercules, through which I thought to reach, as did the seamen of old, I knew not what treasures of unknown lands stretching away under the setting sun. First that one on which I found Barbara Guest alone and blurted out that I had the audacity to wish to make her my wife; and then heard, before I had well  or badly  told my tale, the wheels of grandmammas chair outside.

Hush! the girl said, her face turned from me. Hush, Mr. Herapath. You dont know me, indeed. You have seen so little of me. Please say nothing more about it. You are completely under a delusion.

It is no delusion that I love you, Barbara! I cried.

It is, it is, she repeated, freeing her hand. There, if you will not take an answer  come  come at three to-morrow. But mind, I promise you nothing  I promise you nothing, she added feverishly, and fled from the room, leaving me to talk to grandmamma as best, and escape as quickly as, I might.

I longed for a great fire that evening, and failing one, tired myself by tramping unknown streets of the East-end, striving to teach myself that any trouble to-morrow might bring was but a shadow, a sentiment, a thing not to be mentioned in the same breath with the want and toil of which I caught glimpses up each street and lane that opened to right and left. In the main, of course, I failed: but the effort did me good, sending me home tired out, to sleep as soundly as if I were going to be hanged next day, and not  which is a very different thing  to be put upon my trial.

I will tell Miss Guest you are here, sir, the man said. I looked at all the little things in the room which I had come to know well  her workbasket, the music upon the piano, the table-easel, her photograph  and wondered if I were to see them no more, or if they were to become a part of my every-day life. Then I heard her come in, and turned quickly, feeling that I should learn my fate from her greeting.

Bab! The word was rung from me perforce. And then we stood and looked at one another, she with a strange pride and defiance in her eyes, though her cheek was dark with blushes, and I with wonder and perplexity in mine,  wonder and perplexity that quickly grew into a conviction, a certainty that the girl standing before me in the short-skirted brown dress with tangled hair and loose neck-ribbon was the Bab I had known in Norway; and yet that the eyes  I could not mistake them now, no matter what unaccustomed look they might wear  were Barbara Guests!

Miss Guest  Barbara, I stammered, grappling with the truth, why have you played this trick upon me?

It is Miss Guest and Barbara now, she cried, with a mocking courtesy. Do you remember, Mr. Herapath, when it was Bab? When you treated me as a kind of toy, and a plaything, with which you might be as intimate as you liked; and hurt my feelings  yes, it is weak to confess it, I know  day by day, and hour by hour?

But surely, that is forgiven now? I said, dazed by an attack so sudden and so bitter. It is atonement enough that I am at your feet now, Barbara!

You are not, she retorted hotly. Dont say you have offered love to me, who am the same with the child you teased at Breistolen. You have fallen in love with my fine clothes, and my pearls and my maids work, not with me. You have fancied the girl you saw other men make much of. But you have not loved the woman who might have prized that which Miss Guest has never learned to value.

How old are you? I said, hoarsely.

Nineteen! she snapped out. And then for a moment we were both silent.

I begin to understand now, I answered slowly as soon as I could conquer something in my throat. Long ago when I hardly knew you, I hurt your womans pride; and since that you have plotted  

No, you have tricked yourself!

And schemed to bring me to your feet that you might have the pleasure of trampling on me. Miss Guest, your triumph is complete, more complete than you are able to understand. I loved you this morning above all the world  as my own life  as every hope I had. See, I tell you this that you may have a moments keener pleasure when I am gone.

Dont! Dont! she cried, throwing herself into a chair and covering her face.

You have won a mans heart and cast it aside to gratify an old pique. You may rest content now, for there is nothing wanting to your vengeance. You have given me as much pain as a woman, the vainest and the most heartless, can give a man. Good-by.

And with that I was leaving her, fighting my own pain and passion, so that the little hands she raised as though they would ward off my words were nothing to me. I felt a savage delight in seeing that I could hurt her, which deadened my own grief. The victory was not all with her lying there sobbing. Only where was my hat? Let me get my hat and go. Let me escape from this room wherein every trifle upon which my eye rested awoke some memory that was a pang. Let me get away, and have done with it all.

Where was the hat? I had brought it up. I could not go without it. It must be under her chair, by all that was unlucky, for it was nowhere else. I could not stand and wait, and so I had to go up to her, with cold words of apology upon my lips, and being close to her and seeing on her wrist, half hidden by fallen hair, the scar she had brought home from Norway, I dont know how it was that I fell on my knees by her and cried:

Oh, Bab, I loved you so! Let us part friends.

For a moment, silence. Then she whispered, her hand in mine, Why did you not say Bab to begin? I only told you that Miss Guest had not learned to value your love.

And Bab? I murmured, my brain in a whirl.

Learned long ago, poor girl!

And the fair, tear-stained face of my tyrant looked into mine for a moment, and then came quite naturally to its resting place.

Now, she said, when I was leaving, you may have your hat, sir.

I believe, I replied, that you sat upon this chair on purpose.

And Bab blushed. I believe she did.


A Strange Invitation

I have friends who tell me that they seldom walk the streets of London without wondering what is passing behind the house-fronts; without picturing a comedy here, a love-scene there, and behind the dingy cane blinds a something ill-defined, a something odd and bizarre. They experience  if you believe them  a sense of loneliness out in the street, an impatience of the sameness of all these many houses, their dull bricks and discreet windows, and a longing that some one would step out and ask them to enter and see the play.

Well, I have never felt any of these things; but as I was passing through Fitzhardinge Square about half-past ten oclock one evening in last July, after dining, if I remember rightly, in Baker Street, something happened to me which I fancy may be of interest to such people.

I was passing through the square from north to south, and to avoid a small crowd, which some reception had drawn together, I left the pavement and struck across the road to the path round the oval garden; which, by the way, contains a few of the finest trees in London. This part was in deep shadow, so that when I presently emerged from it and recrossed the road to the pavement near the top of Fitzhardinge Street, I had an advantage over any persons on the pavement. They were under the lamps, while I, coming from beneath the trees, was almost invisible.

The door of the house immediately in front of me as I crossed was open, and an elderly manservant out of livery was standing at it, looking up and down the pavement by turns. It was his air of furtive anxiety that drew my attention to him. He was not like a man looking for a cab, or waiting for his sweetheart; and I had my eye upon him as I stepped upon the pavement before him. But my surprise was great when he uttered a low exclamation of dismay at sight of me and made as if he would escape; while his face, in the full glare of the light, grew so pale and terror-stricken that he might before have been completely at his ease. I was astonished and instinctively stood still returning his gaze; for perhaps twenty seconds we remained so, he speechless, and his hands fallen by his side. Then, before I could move on, as I was in the act of doing, he cried, Oh! Mr. George! Oh! Mr. George! in a tone that rang out in the stillness rather as a wail than an ordinary cry.

My name, my surname I mean, is George. For a moment I took the address to myself, forgetting that the man was a stranger, and my heart began to beat more quickly with fear of what might have happened. What is it? I exclaimed. What is it? and I shook back from the lower part of my face the silk muffler I was wearing. The evening was close, but I had been suffering from a sore throat.

He came nearer and peered more closely at me, and I dismissed my fear; for I thought that I could see the discovery of his mistake dawning upon him. His pallid face, on which the pallor was the more noticeable as his plump features were those of a man with whom the world as a rule went well, regained some of its lost color, and a sigh of relief passed his lips. But this feeling was only momentary. The joy of escape from whatever blow he had thought imminent gave place at once to his previous state of miserable expectancy of something or other.

You took me for another person, I said, preparing to pass on. At that moment I could have sworn  I would have given one hundred to one twice over  that he was going to say Yes. To my intense astonishment, he did not. With a very visible effort he said, No!

Eh! What? I exclaimed. I had taken a step or two.

No, sir.

Then what is it? I said. What do you want, my good fellow?

Watching his shuffling, indeterminate manner, I wondered if he were sane. His next answer reassured me on that point. There was an almost desperate deliberation about its manner. My master wishes to see you, sir, if you will kindly walk in for five minutes, was what he said.

I should have replied, Who is your master? if I had been wise; or cried, Nonsense! and gone my way. But the mind when it is spurred by a sudden emergency often overruns the more obvious course to adopt a worse. It was possible that one of my intimates had taken the house, and said in his butlers presence that he wished to see me. Thinking of that I answered, Are you sure of this? Have you not made a mistake, my man?

With an obstinate sullenness that was new in him he said, No, he had not. Would I please to walk in? He stepped briskly forward as he spoke, and induced me by a kind of gentle urgency to enter the house, taking from me with the ease of a trained servant my hat, coat, and muffler. Finding himself in the course of his duties he gained more composure; while I, being thus treated, lost my sense of the strangeness of the proceeding, and only awoke to a full consciousness of my position when he had softly shut the door behind us and was in the act of putting up the chain.

Then I confess I looked round a little alarmed at my precipitancy. But I found the hall spacious, lofty, and dark-panelled, the ordinary hall of an old London house. The big fireplace was filled with plants in flower. There were rugs on the floor and a number of chairs with painted crests on the backs, and in a corner was an old sedan chair, its poles upright against the wall.

No other servants were visible, it is true. But apart from this all was in order, all was quiet, and any idea of violence was manifestly absurd.

At the same time the affair seemed of the strangest. Why should the butler in charge of a well-arranged and handsome house  the house of an ordinary wealthy gentleman  why should he loiter about the open doorway as if anxious to feel the presence of his kind? Why should he show such nervous excitement and terror as I had witnessed? Why should he introduce a stranger?

I had reached this point when he led the way upstairs. The staircase was wide, the steps were low and broad. On either side at the head of the flight stood a beautiful Venus of white Parian marble. They were not common reproductions, and I paused. I could see beyond them a Hercules and a Meleager of bronze, and delicately tinted draperies and ottomans that under the light of a silver hanging-lamp?  a gem from Malta  changed a mere lobby to a fairies nook. The sight filled me with a certain suspicion; which was dispelled, however, when my hand rested for an instant upon the reddish pedestal that supported one of the statues. The cold touch of the marble was enough for me. The pillars were not of composite; of which they certainly would have consisted in a gaming-house, or worse.

Three steps carried me across the lobby to a curtained doorway by which the servant was waiting. I saw that the shakes were upon him again. His impatience was so ill-concealed that I was not surprised  though I was taken aback  when he dropped the mask altogether, and as I passed him  it being now too late for me to retreat undiscovered, if the room were occupied  laid a trembling hand upon my arm and thrust his face close to mine. Ask how he is! Say anything, he whispered trembling, no matter what, sir! Only, for the love of heaven, stay five minutes!

He gave me a gentle push forward as he spoke  pleasant all this!  and announced in a loud, quavering voice, Mr. George!  which was true enough. I found myself walking round a screen at the same time that something in the room, a long, dimly-lighted room, fell with a brisk, rattling sound, and there was the scuffling noise of a person, still hidden from me by the screen, rising to his feet in haste.

Next moment I was face to face with two men. One, a handsome, elderly gentleman, who wore gray moustaches and would have seemed in place at a service club, was still in his chair regarding me with a perfectly calm, unmoved face, as if my entrance at that hour were the commonest incident of his life. The other had risen and stood looking at me askance. He was five-and-twenty years younger than his companion and as good-looking in a different way. But now his face was white and drawn, distorted by the same expression of terror  ay, and a darker and fiercer terror than that which I had already seen upon the servants features; it was the face of one in a desperate strait. He looked as a man looks who has put all he has in the world upon an outsider  and done it twice. In that quiet drawing-room by the side of his placid companion, with nothing whatever in their surroundings to account for his emotion, his panic-stricken face shocked me inexpressibly.

They were in evening dress; and between them was a chess-table, its men in disorder: almost touching this was another small table bearing a tray of Apollinaris water and spirits. On this the young man was resting one hand as if but for its support he would have fallen.

To add one more fact, I had never seen either of them in my life.

Or wait; could that be true? If so, it must be indeed a nightmare I was suffering. For the elder man broke the silence by addressing me in a quiet ordinary tone that exactly matched his face. Sit down, George, he said, dont stand there. I did not expect you this evening. He held out his hand, without rising from his chair, and I advanced and shook it in silence. I thought you were in Liverpool. How are you? he continued.

Very well, I thank you, I muttered mechanically.

Not very well, I should say, he retorted. You are as hoarse as a raven. You have a bad cold at best. It is nothing worse, my boy, is it? with anxiety.

No, a throat cough; nothing else, I murmured, resigning myself to this astonishing reception  this evident concern for my welfare on the part of a man whom I had never seen in my life.

That is well! he answered cheerily. Not only did my presence cause him no surprise. It gave him, without doubt, actual pleasure!

It was otherwise with his companion; grimly and painfully so indeed. He had made no advances to me, spoken no word, scarcely altered his position. His eyes he had never taken from me. Yet in him there was a change. He had discovered, exactly as had the butler before him, his mistake. The sickly terror was gone from his face, and a half-frightened malevolence not much more pleasant to witness had taken its place. Why this did not break out in any active form was part of the general mystery given to me to solve. I could only surmise from glances which he later cast from time to time towards the door, and from the occasional faint creaking of a board in that direction, that his self-restraint had to do with my friend the butler. The inconsequences of dreamland ran through it all: why the elder man remained in error; why the younger with that passion on his face was tongue-tied; why the great house was so still; why the servant should have mixed me up with this business at all  these were questions as unanswerable, one as the other.

And the fog in my mind grew denser when the old gentleman turned from me as if my presence were a usual thing, and rapped the table before him impatiently. Now, Gerald! cried he in sharp tones, have you put those pieces back? Good heavens! I am glad that I have not nerves like yours! Dont remember the squares, boy? Here, give them to me! With a hasty gesture of his hand, something like a mesmeric pass over the board, he set down the half-dozen pieces with a rapid tap! tap! tap! which made it abundantly clear that he, at any rate, had no doubt of their former positions.

You will not mind sitting by until we have finished the game? he continued, speaking to me, and in a voice I fancied more genial than that which he had used to Gerald. You are anxious to talk to me about your letter, George? he went on when I did not answer. The fact is that I have not read the inclosure. Barnes, as usual, read the outer letter to me, in which you said the matter was private and of grave importance; and I intended to go to Laura to-morrow, as you suggested, and get her to read the news to me. Now you have returned so soon, I am glad that I did not trouble her.

Just so, sir, I said, listening with all my ears; and wondering.

Well, I hope there is nothing very bad the matter, my boy? he replied. However  Gerald! it is your move!  ten minutes more of such play as your brothers, and I shall be at your service.

Gerald made a hurried move. The piece rattled upon the board as if he had been playing the castanets. His father made him take it back. I sat watching the two in wonder and silence. What did it all mean? Why should Barnes  doubtless behind the screen listening  read the outer letter? Why must Laura be employed to read the inner? Why could not this cultivated and refined gentleman before me read his  Ah! That much was disclosed to me. A mere turn of the hand did it. He had made another of those passes over the board, and I learned from it what an ordinary examination would not have detected. He, the old soldier with the placid face and light-blue eyes, was blind! Quite blind!

I began to see more clearly now, and from this moment I took up, at any rate in my own mind, a different position. Possibly the servant who had impelled me into the middle of this had had his own good reasons for doing so, as I now began to discern. But with a clue to the labyrinth in my hand I could no longer move passively at any others impulse. I must act for myself. For a while I sat still and made no sign. My suspicions were presently confirmed. The elder man more than once scolded his opponent for playing slowly; in one of these intervals he took from an inside pocket of his dress waistcoat a small packet.

You had better take your letter, George, he said. If there are, as you mentioned, originals in it, they will be more safe with you than with me. You can tell me all about it, viva voce, now you are here. Gerald will leave us alone presently.

He held the papers towards me. To take them would be to take an active part in the imposture, and I hesitated, my own hand half outstretched. But my eyes fell at the critical instant upon Master Geralds face, and my scruples took themselves off. He was eyeing the packet with an intense greed, and a trembling longing  a very itching of the fingers and toes, to fall upon the prey  that put an end to my doubts. I rose and took the papers. With a quiet, but I think significant, look in his direction, I placed them in the breast-pocket of my evening coat. I had no safer receptacle about me, or into that they would have gone.

Very well, sir, I said. There is no particular hurry. I think the matter will keep, as things now are, until to-morrow.

To be sure. You ought not to be out with such a cold at night, my boy, he answered. You will find a decanter of the Scotch whiskey you gave me last Christmas on the tray. Will you have some hot water and a lemon, George? The servants are all at the theatre  Gerald begged a holiday for them  but Barnes will get you the things in a minute.

Thank you; I wont trouble him. I will take some with cold water, I replied, thinking I should gain in this way what I wanted  time to think: five minutes to myself, while they played.

But I was out in my reckoning. I will have mine now too, he said. Will you mix it, Gerald?

Gerald jumped up to do it with tolerable alacrity. I sat still, preferring to help myself, when he should have attended to his father  if his father it was. I felt more easy now that I had those papers in my pocket. The more I thought of it, the more certain I became that they were the object aimed at by whatever devilry was on foot; and that possession of them gave me the whip-hand. My young gentleman might snarl and show his teeth, but the prize had escaped him.

Perhaps I was a little too confident: a little too contemptuous of my opponent; a little too proud of the firmness with which I had taken at one and the same time the responsibility and the post of vantage. A creak of the board behind the screen roused me from my thoughts. It fell upon my ear trumpet-tongued: a sudden note of warning. I glanced up with a start, and a conviction that I was being caught napping, and looked instinctively towards the young man. He was busy at the tray, his back to me. Relieved of my fear of I did not know what  perhaps a desperate attack upon my pocket, I was removing my eyes, when, in doing so, I caught sight of his reflection in a small mirror beyond him. Ah!

What was he busy about? Nothing. Absolutely nothing, at the moment. He was standing motionless  I could fancy him breathless also  a strange listening expression on his face; which seemed to me to have faded to a grayish tinge. His left hand was clasping a half-filled tumbler: the other was at his waistcoat pocket. So he stood during perhaps a second or two, a small lamp upon the tray before him illumining his handsome figure; and then his eyes, glancing up, met the reflection of mine in the mirror. Swiftly as the thought itself could pass from brain to limb, the hand which had been resting in the pocket flashed with a clatter among the glasses; and turning almost as quickly, he brought one of the latter to the chess-table, and set it down unsteadily.

What had I seen! Nothing; actually nothing. Just what Gerald had been doing. Yet my heart was going as many strokes to the minute as a losing crew. I rose abruptly.

Wait a moment, sir, I said, as the elder man laid his hand upon the glass, I dont think that Gerald has mixed this quite as you like it.

He had already lifted it to his lips. I looked from him to Gerald. That young gentlemans color, though he faced me hardily, shifted more than once, and he seemed to be swallowing a succession of over-sized fives-balls; but his eyes met mine in a vicious kind of smile that was not without its gleam of triumph. I was persuaded that all was right even before his father said so.

Perhaps you have mixed for me, Gerald? I suggested pleasantly.

No! he answered in sullen defiance. He filled a glass with something  perhaps it was water  and drank it, his back towards me. He had not spoken so much as a single word to me before.

The blind mans ear recognized the tone now. I wish you boys would agree better, he said wearily. Gerald, go to bed. I would as soon play chess with an idiot from Earlswood. Generally you can play the game if you are good for nothing else; but since your brother came in, you have not made a move which any one not an imbecile would make. Go to bed, boy! Go to bed!

I had stepped to the table while he was speaking. One of the glasses was full. I lifted it with seeming unconcern to my nose. There was whiskey in it as well as water. Then had Gerald mixed for me? At any rate, I put the tumbler aside, and helped myself afresh. When I set the glass down empty, my mind was made up.

Gerald does not seem inclined to move, sir, so I will, I said quietly. I will call in the morning and discuss that matter, if it will suit you. But to-night I feel inclined to get to bed early.

Quite right, my boy. I would ask you to take a bed here instead of turning out, but I suppose that Laura will be expecting you. Come in any time to-morrow morning. Shall Barnes call a cab for you?

I think I will walk, I answered, shaking the proffered hand. By the way, sir, I added, have you heard who is the new Home Secretary?

Yes, Henry Matthews, he replied. Gerald told me. He had heard it at the Club.

It is to be hoped that he will have no womanish scruples about capital punishment, I said, as if I were incidentally considering the appointment. And with that last shot at Mr. Gerald  he turned green, I thought, a color which does not go well with a black moustache  I walked out of the room, so peaceful, so cosy, so softly lighted, as it looked, I remember; and downstairs. I hoped that I had paralyzed the young fellow, and might leave the house without molestation.

But as I gained the foot of the stairs he tapped me on the shoulder. I saw then, looking at him, that I had mistaken my man. Every trace of the sullen defiance which had marked his manner throughout the interview upstairs was gone. His face was still pale, but it wore a gentle smile as we confronted one another under the hall lamp. I have not the pleasure of knowing you, but let me thank you for your help, he said, in a low voice, yet with a kind of frank spontaneity. Barness idea of bringing you in was a splendid one, and I am immensely obliged to you.

Dont mention it, I answered stiffly, proceeding with my preparations for going out, as if he were not there; although I must confess that this complete change in him exercised my mind no little.

I feel so sure that we may rely upon your discretion, he went on, ignoring my tone, that I need say nothing about that. Of course we owe you an explanation, but as your cold is really yours and not my brothers, you will not mind if I read you the riddle to-morrow instead of keeping you from your bed to-night?

It will do equally well  indeed better, I said, putting on my overcoat, and buttoning it carefully across my chest, while I affected to be looking with curiosity at the sedan chair.

He pointed lightly to the place where the packet lay. You are forgetting the papers, he reminded me. His tone almost compelled the answer, To be sure.

But I had pretty well made up my mind, and I answered instead, Not at all. They are quite safe, thank you.

But you dont  I beg your pardon he said, opening his eyes very wide, as if some new light were beginning to shine upon his mind and he could scarcely believe its revelations. You dont really mean that you are going to take those papers away with you?

Certainly.

My dear sir! he remonstrated earnestly. This is preposterous. Pray forgive me the reminder, but those papers, as my father gave you to understand, are private papers, which he supposed himself to be handing to my brother, George.

Just so! was all I said. And I took a step towards the door.

You really mean to take them? he asked seriously.

I do; unless you can satisfactorily explain the part I have played this evening. And also make it clear to me that you have a right to the possession of the papers.

Confound it! If I must do so to-night, I must! he said reluctantly. I trust to your honor, sir, to keep the explanation secret. I bowed, and he resumed. My elder brother and I are in business together. Lately we have had losses which have crippled us so severely that we decided to disclose them to Sir Charles and ask his help. George did so yesterday by letter, giving certain notes of our liabilities. You ask why he did not make such a statement by word of mouth? Because he had to go to Liverpool at a moments notice to make a last effort to arrange the matter. And as for me, with a curious grimace, my father would as soon discuss business with his dog! Sooner!

Well? I said. He had paused, and was absently flicking the blossoms off the geraniums in the fireplace with his pocket-handkerchief, looking moodily at his work the while. I cannot remember noticing the handkerchief, yet I seem to be able to see it now. It had a red border, and was heavily scented with white rose. Well?

Well, he continued, with a visible effort, my father has been ailing lately, and this morning his usual doctor made him see Bristowe. He is an authority on heart-disease, as you doubtless know; and his opinion is, he added in a lower voice and with some emotion, that even a slight shock may prove fatal.

I began to feel hot and uncomfortable. What was I to think? The packet was becoming as lead in my pocket.

Of course, he resumed more briskly, that threw our difficulties into the shade at once; and my first impulse was to get these papers from him. Dont you see that? All day I have been trying in vain to effect it. I took Barnes, who is an old servant, partially into my confidence, but we could think of no plan. My father, like many people who have lost their sight, is jealous, and I was at my wits end, when Barnes brought you up. Your likeness, he added in a parenthesis, looking at me reflectively, to George put the idea into his head, I fancy? Yes, it must have been so. When I heard you announced, for a moment I thought you were George.

And you called up a look of the warmest welcome, I put in dryly.

He colored, but answered almost immediately, I was afraid that he would assume that the governor had read his letter, and blurt out something about it. Good Lord! if you knew the funk in which I have been all the evening lest my father should ask either of us to read the letter! and he gathered up his handkerchief with a sigh of relief, and wiped his forehead.

I could see it very plainly, I answered, going slowly in my mind over what he had told me. If the truth must be confessed, I was in no slight quandary what I should do, or what I should believe. Was this really the key to it all? Dared I doubt it, or that that which I had constructed was a mares nest,  the mere framework of a mares nest. For the life of me I could not tell!

Well? he said presently, looking up with an offended air. Is there anything else I can explain? or will you have the kindness to return my property to me now?

There is one thing about which I should like to ask a question, I said.

Ask on, he replied; and I wondered whether there was not a little too much of bravado in the tone of sufferance he assumed.

Why do you carry I went on, raising my eyes to his, and pausing on the word an instant that little medicament  you know what I mean  in your waistcoat pocket, my friend?

He perceptibly flinched. I dont quite  quite understand, he began to stammer. Then he changed his tone and went on rapidly, No! I will be frank with you, Mr.  Mr.

George, I said, calmly.

Ah, indeed? a trifle surprised, Mr. George! Well, it is something Bristowe gave me this morning to be administered to my father  without his knowledge, if possible  whenever he grows excited. I did not think that you had seen it.

Nor had I. I had only inferred its presence. But having inferred rightly once, I was inclined to trust my inference farther. Moreover while he gave this explanation, his breath came and went so quickly that my former suspicions returned. I was ready for him when he said, Now I will trouble you, if you please, for those papers! and held out his hand.

I cannot give them to you, I replied, point blank.

You cannot give them to me now? he repeated.

No. Moreover the packet is sealed. I do not see, on second thoughts, what harm I can do you  now that it is out of your fathers hands  by keeping it until to-morrow, when I will return it to your brother, from whom it came.

He will not be in London, he answered doggedly. He stepped between me and the door with looks which I did not like. At the same time I felt that some allowance must be made for a man treated in this way.

I am sorry, I said, but I cannot do what you ask. I will do this, however. If you think the delay of importance, and will give me your brothers address in Liverpool, I will undertake to post the letters to him at once.

He considered the offer, eyeing me the while with the same disfavor which he had exhibited in the drawing-room. At last he said slowly, If you will do that?

I will, I repeated. I will do it immediately.

He gave me the direction George Ritherdon, at the London and North-Western Hotel, Liverpool, and in return I gave him my own name and address. Then I parted from him, with a civil good-night on either side  and little liking I fancy  the clocks striking midnight, and the servants coming in as I passed out into the cool darkness of the square.

Late as it was, I went straight to my club, determined that as I had assumed the responsibility there should be no laches on my part. There I placed the packet, together with a short note explaining how it came into my possession, in an outer envelope, and dropped the whole duly directed and stamped into the nearest pillar box. I could not register it at that hour, and rather than wait until next morning, I omitted the precaution, merely requesting Mr. Ritherdon to acknowledge its receipt.

Well, some days passed during which it may be imagined that I thought no little about my odd experience. It was the story of the Lady and the Tiger over again. I had the choice of two alternatives at least. I might either believe the young fellows story, which certainly had the merit of explaining in a fairly probable manner an occurrence of so odd a character as not to lend itself freely to explanation. Or I might disbelieve his story, plausible in its very strangeness as it was, in favor of my own vague suspicions. Which was I to do?

Well, I set out by preferring the former alternative. This notwithstanding that I had to some extent committed myself against it by withholding the papers. But with each day that passed without bringing me an answer from Liverpool, I leaned more and more to the other side. I began to pin my faith to the tiger, adding each morning a point to the odds in the animals favor. So it went on until ten days had passed.

Then a little out of curiosity, but more, I gravely declare, because I thought it the right thing to do, I resolved to seek out George Ritherdon. I had no difficulty in learning where he might be found. I turned up the firm of Ritherdon Brothers (George and Gerald), cotton-spinners and India merchants, in the first directory I consulted. And about noon the next day I called at their place of business, and sent in my card to the senior partner. I waited five minutes  curiously scanned by the porter, who no doubt saw a likeness between me and his employer  and then I was admitted to the latters room.

He was a tall man with a fair beard, not one whit like Gerald, and yet tolerably good-looking; if I say more I shall seem to be describing myself. I fancied him to be balder about the temples, however, and grayer and more careworn than the man I am in the habit of seeing in my shaving-glass. His eyes, too, had a hard look, and he seemed in ill-health. All these things I took in later. At the time I only noticed his clothes. So the old gentleman is dead, I thought, and the young ones tale is true after all! George Ritherdon was in deep mourning.

I wrote to you, I began, taking the seat to which he pointed, about a fortnight ago.

He looked at my card, which he held in his hand. I think not, he said slowly.

Yes, I repeated. You were then at the London and North-Western Hotel, at Liverpool.

He was stepping to his writing-table, but he stopped abruptly. I was in Liverpool, he answered in a different tone, but I was not at that hotel. You are thinking of my brother, are you not?

No, I said, it was your brother who told me you were there.

Perhaps you had better explain what was the subject of your letter, he suggested, speaking in the weary tone of one returning to a painful matter. I have been through a great trouble lately, and this may well have been overlooked.

I said I would, and as briefly as possible I told the main facts of my strange visit in Fitzhardinge Square. He was much moved, walking up and down the room as he listened, and giving vent to exclamations from time to time, until I came to the arrangement I had finally made with his brother. Then he raised his hand as one might do in pain.

Enough! he said abruptly. Barnes told me a rambling tale of some stranger. I understand it all now.

So do I, I think! I replied dryly. Your brother went to Liverpool, and received the papers in your name?

He murmured what I took for Yes. But he did not utter a single word of acknowledgement to me, or of reprobation of his brothers deceit. I thought some such word should have been spoken; and I let my feelings carry me away. Let me tell you, I said warmly, that your brother is a

Hush! he said, holding up his hand again. He is dead.

Dead! I repeated, shocked and amazed.

Have you not read of it in the papers? It is in all the papers, he said wearily. He committed suicide  God forgive me for it!  at Liverpool, at the hotel you have mentioned, and the day after you saw him.

And so it was. He had committed some serious forgery  he had always been wild, though his father, slow to see it, had only lately closed his purse to him  and the forged signatures had come into his brothers power. He had cheated his brother before. There had long been bad blood between them, the one being as cold, business-like, and masterful as the other was idle and jealous.

I told him, the elder said to me, shading his eyes with his hand, that I should let him be prosecuted  that I would not protect or shelter him. The threat nearly drove him mad; and while it was hanging over him, I wrote to disclose the matter to Sir Charles. Gerald thought his last chance lay in recovering this letter unread. The proofs against him destroyed, he might laugh at me. His first attempts failed; and then he planned with Barness cognizance to get possession of the packet by drugging my fathers whiskey. Barness courage deserted him; he called you in, and  and you know the rest.

But, I said softly, your brother did get the letter  at Liverpool.

George Ritherdon groaned. Yes, he said, he did. But the proofs were not enclosed. After writing the outside letter I changed my mind, and withheld them, explaining my reasons within. He found his plot laid in vain; and it was under the shock of this disappointment  the packet lay before him re-sealed and directed to me  that he  that he did it. Poor Gerald!

Poor Gerald! I said. What else remained to be said?

It may be a survival of superstition, yet when I dine in Baker Street now, I take some care to go home by any other route than that through Fitzhardinge Square.


The Invisible Portraits.

On a certain morning in last June I was stooping to fasten a shoe-lace, having taken advantage for the purpose of the step of a corner house in St. Jamess Square, when a man passing behind me stopped.

Well! said he, aloud, after a short pause during which I wondered  I could not see him  what he was doing, the meanness of these rich folk is disgusting! Not a coat of paint for a twelvemonth! I should be ashamed to own a house and leave it like that!

The man was a stranger to me, and his words seemed as uncalled for as they were ill-natured. But being thus challenged I looked at the house. It was a great stone mansion with a balustrade atop, with many windows and a long stretch of area railings. And certainly it was shabby. I turned from it to the critic. He was shabby too  a little red-nosed man wearing a bad hat. It is just possible, I suggested, that the owner may be a poor man and unable to keep it in order.

Ugh! What has that to do with it? my new friend answered contemptuously. He ought to think of the public.

And your hat? I asked with winning politeness. It strikes me, an unprejudiced observer, as a bad hat. Why do you not get a new one?

Cannot afford it! he snapped out, his dull eyes sparkling with rage.

Cannot afford it? But, my good man, you ought to think of the public.

You tom-cat! What have you to do with my hat? Smother you! was his kindly answer; and he went on his way muttering things uncomplimentary.

I was about to go mine, and was first falling back to gain a better view of the house in question, when a chuckle close to me betrayed the presence of a listener, a thin, gray-haired man, who, hidden by a pillar of the porch, must have heard our discussion. His hands were engaged with a white tablecloth, from which he had been shaking the crumbs. He had the air of an upper servant of the best class. As our eyes met he spoke.

Neatly put, sir, if I may take the liberty of saying so, he observed with a quiet dignity it was a pleasure to witness, and we are very much obliged to you. The man was a snob, sir.

I am afraid he was, I answered; and a fool too.

And a fool, sir. Answer a fool after his folly. You did that, and he was nowhere; nowhere at all, except in the swearing line. Now might I ask, he continued, if you are an American, sir?

No, I am not, I answered; but I have spent some time in the States.

I could have fancied that he sighed.

I thought  but never mind, sir, he began. I was wrong. It is curious how very much alike gentlemen, that are real gentlemen, speak. Now, I dare swear, sir, that you have a taste for pictures.

I was inclined to humor the old fellows mood.

I like a good picture, I admit, I said.

Then perhaps you would not be offended if I asked you to step inside and look at one or two, he suggested timidly. I would not take a liberty, sir, but there are some Van Dycks and a Rubens in the dining-room that cost a mint of money in their day, I have heard; and there is no one else in the house but my wife and myself.

It was a strange invitation, strangely brought about. But I saw no reason for myself why I should not accept it, and I followed him into the hall. It was spacious, but sparely furnished. The matted floor had a cold look, and so had the gaunt stand which seemed to be a fixture, and boasted but one umbrella, one sunshade, and one dog-whip. As I passed a half-open door I caught a glimpse of a small room prettily furnished, with dainty prints and water-colors on the walls. But these were of a common order. A dozen replicas of each and all might be seen in a walk through Bond Street. Even this oasis of taste and comfort told the same story as had the bare hall and dreary exterior, and laid as it were a finger on ones heart. I trod softly as I followed my guide along the strip of matting towards the rear of the house.

He opened a door at the inner end of the hall, and led me into a large and lofty room, built out from the back, as a state dining-room or ball-room. At present it rather resembled the latter, for it was without furniture. Now, said the old man, turning and respectfully touching my sleeve to gain my attention, now you will not consider your labor lost in coming to see that, sir. It is a portrait of the second Lord Wetherby by Sir Anthony Van Dyck, and is judged to be one of the finest specimens of his style in existence.

I was lost in astonishment; amazed, almost appalled. My companion stood by my side, his face wearing a placid smile of satisfaction, his hand pointing slightly upwards to the blank wall before us. The blank wall! Of any picture, there or elsewhere in the room, there was no sign. I turned to him and then from him, and I felt very sick at heart. The poor old fellow was  must be  mad. I gazed blankly at the blank wall. By Van Dyck? I repeated mechanically.

Yes, sir, by Van Dyck? he replied, in the most matter-of-fact tone imaginable. So, too, is this one; he moved as he spoke a few feet to his left. The second peers first wife in the costume of a lady-in-waiting. This portrait and the last are in as good a state of preservation as on the day they were painted.

Oh, certainly mad! And yet so graphic was his manner, so crisp and realistic were his words, that I rubbed my eyes; and looked and looked again, and almost fancied that Lord Walter and Anne, his wife, grew into shape before me on the wall. Almost, but not quite; and it was with a heart full of wondering pity that I accompanied the old man, in whose manner there was no trace of wildness or excitement, round the walls; visiting in turn the Cuyp which my lord bought in Holland, the Rubens, the four Lawrences, and the Philips  a very Barmecide feast of art. I could not doubt that the old man saw the pictures. But I saw only bare walls.

Now I think you have seen them, family portraits and all, he concluded, as we came to the doorway again; stating the fact, which was no fact, with complacent pride. They are fine pictures, sir. They, at least, are left, although the house is not what it was.

Very fine pictures, I remarked. I was minded to learn if he were sane on other points. Lord Wetherby, I said, I should suppose that he is not in London?

I do not know sir, one way or the other, the servant answered with a new air of reserve. This is not his lordships house. Mrs. Wigram, my late lords daughter-in-law, lives here.

But this is the Wetherbys town house, I persisted. I knew so much.

It was my late lords house. At his sons marriage it was settled upon Mrs. Wigram, and little enough besides, God knows! he exclaimed querulously. It was Mr. Alfreds wish that some land should be settled upon his wife, but there was none out of the entail, and my lord, who did not like the match, though he lived to be fond enough of the mistress afterwards, said, Settle the house in town! in a bitter kind of joke like. So the house was settled, and five hundred pounds a year. Mr. Alfred died abroad, as you may know, sir, and my lord was not long in following him.

He was closing the shutters of one window after another as he spoke. The room had sunk into deep gloom. I could imagine now that the pictures were really where he fancied them. And Lord Wetherby, the late peer, I asked, after a pause, did he leave his daughter-in-law nothing?

My lord died suddenly, leaving no will, he replied sadly. That is how it all is. And the present peer, who was only a second cousin  well, I say nothing about him. A reticence which was well calculated to consign his lordship to the lowest deep.

He did not help? I asked.

Devil a bit, begging your pardon, sir. But there! it is not my place to talk of these things. I doubt I have wearied you with talk about the family. It is not my way, he added, as if wondering at himself, only something in what you said seemed to touch a chord like.

By this time we were outside the room, standing at the inner end of the hall, while he fumbled with the lock of the door. Short passages ending in swing doors ran out right and left from this point, and through one of these a tidy, middle-aged woman wearing an apron suddenly emerged. At sight of me she looked greatly astonished. I have been showing the gentleman the pictures, said my guide, who was still occupied with the door.

A quick flash of pain altered and hardened the womans face. I have been very much interested, madam, I said softly.

Her gaze left me to dwell upon the old man with infinite affection. John had no right to bring you in, sir, she said primly. I have never known him do such a thing before, and  Lord a mercy! there is the mistresss knock. Go, John, and let her in; and this gentleman, with an inquisitive look at me, will not mind stepping a bit aside, while her ladyship goes upstairs.

Certainly not, I answered. I hastened to draw back into one of the side passages, into the darkest corner of it, and there stood leaning against the cool panels, my hat in my hand.

In the short pause which ensued before John opened the door she whispered to me, You have not told him, sir?

About the pictures?

Yes, sir. He is blind, you see.

Blind? I exclaimed.

Yes, sir, this year and more; and when the pictures were taken away  by the present earl  that he had known all his life, and been so proud to show to people just the same as if they had been his own, why, it seemed a shame to tell him. I have never had the heart to do it, and he thinks they are there to this day.

Blind! I had never thought of that; and while I was grasping the idea now, and fitting it to the facts, a light footstep sounded in the hall, and a womans voice on the stairs; such a voice and such a footstep that, as it seemed to me, a man, if nothing else were left to him, might find home in them alone. Your mistress, I said presently, when the sounds had died away upon the floor above, has a sweet voice; but has not something annoyed her?

Well, I never should have thought that you would have noticed that! exclaimed the housekeeper, who was, I dare say, many other things besides housekeeper. You have a sharp ear, sir; that I will say. Yes, there is a something has gone wrong; but to think that an American gentleman should have noticed it!

I am not an American, I said, perhaps testily.

Oh, indeed, sir! I beg your pardon, I am sure. It was just your way of speaking made me think it, she replied; and then there came a second louder rap at the door as John, who had gone upstairs with his mistress, came down in a leisurely fashion.

That is Lord Wetherby, drat him! he said, on his wife calling to him in a low voice. He was ignorant, I think, of my presence. He is to be shown into the library, and the mistress will see him there in five minutes; and you are to go to her room. Oh, rap away! he added, turning towards the door, and shaking his fist at it. There is many a better man than you has waited longer at that door.

Hush, John. Do you not see the gentleman? interposed his wife, with the simplicity of habit. He will show you out, she added rapidly to me, as soon as his lordship has gone in, if you do not mind waiting another minute.

Not at all, I said, drawing back into the corner as they went on their errands; but though I said, Not at all, mine was an odd position. The way in which I had come into the house, and my present situation in a kind of hiding, would have made most men only anxious to extricate themselves. But I, while listening to John parleying with some one at the door, conceived a strange desire, or a desire which would have been strange in any other man, to see this thing to the end  conceived it and acted upon it.

The library? That was the room on the right of the hall, opposite to Mrs. Wigrams sitting-room. Probably, nay I was certain, it had another door opening on the passage in which I stood. It would cost me but a step or two to confirm my opinion. When John ushered in the visitor by one door I had already, by way of the other, ensconced myself behind a screen, that I seemed to know would face it. I was going to listen. Perhaps I had my reasons. Perhaps  but there, what matter? I, as a fact, listened.

The room was spacious, but sombre, wainscoted and vaulted with oak. Its only visible occupant was a thin, dark man of middle size, with a narrow face, and a stubborn feather of black hair rising above his forehead; a man of Welsh type. He was standing with his back to the light, a roll of papers in one hand. The fingers of the other, drumming upon the table, betrayed that he was both out of temper and ill at ease. While I was still scanning him stealthily  I had never seen him before  the door was opened, and Mrs. Wigram came in. I sank back behind the screen. I think some words passed, some greeting of the most formal, but though the room was still, I failed to hear it, and when I recovered myself he was speaking.

I am here at your wish, Mrs. Wigram, and your service, too, he was saying, with an effort at gallantry which sat very ill upon him, although I think it would have been better if we had left the matter to our solicitors.

Indeed.

Yes. I fancied you were aware of my opinion.

I was; and I perfectly understand, Lord Wetherby, your preference for that course, she replied, with sarcastic coldness, which did not hide her dislike for him. You naturally shrink from telling me your terms face to face.

Now, Mrs. Wigram! Now, Mrs. Wigram! Is not this a tone to be deprecated? he answered, lifting his hands. I come to you as a man of business upon business.

Business! Does that mean wringing advantage from my weakness? she retorted.

He shrugged his shoulders. I do deprecate this tone, he repeated. I come in plain English to make you an offer; one which you can accept or refuse as you please. I offer you five hundred a year for this house. It is immensely too large for your needs, and too expensive for your income, and yet you have in strictness no power to let it. Very well, I, who can release you from that restriction, offer you five hundred a year for the house. What can be more fair?

Fair? In plain English, Lord Wetherby, you are the only possible purchaser, and you fix the price. Is that fair? The house would let easily for twelve hundred.

Possibly, he retorted, if it were in the open market. But it is not.

No, she answered rapidly. And you, having the forty thousand a year which, had my husband lived, would have been his and mine; you who, a poor man, have stepped into this inheritance  you offer me five hundred for the family house! For shame, my lord! for shame!

We are not acting a play, he said doggedly, showing that her words had stung him in some degree. The law is the law. I ask for nothing but my rights, and one of those I am willing to waive in your favor. You have my offer.

And if I refuse it? If I let the house? You will not dare to enforce the restriction.

Try me, he rejoined, again drumming with his fingers upon the table. Try me, and you will see.

If my husband had lived  

But he did not live, he broke in, losing patience, and that makes all the difference. Now, for Heavens sake, Mrs. Wigram, do not make a scene! Do you accept my offer?

For a moment she had seemed about to break down, but her pride coming to the rescue, she recovered herself with wonderful quickness.

I have no choice, she said with dignity.

I am glad you accept, he answered, so much relieved that he gave way to an absurd burst of generosity. Come! he cried, we will say guineas instead of pounds, and have done with it!

She looked at him in wonder. No, Lord Wetherby, she said, I accepted your terms. I prefer to keep to them. You said that you would bring the necessary papers with you. If you have done so I will sign them now, and my servants can witness them.

I have the draft and the lawyers clerk is no doubt in the house, he answered. I left directions for him to be here at eleven.

I do not think he is in the house, the lady answered. I should know if he were here.

Not here! he cried angrily. Why not, I wonder! But I have the skeleton lease; it is very short, and to save delay I will fill in the particulars, names, and so forth myself, if you will permit me to do so. It will not take me twenty minutes.

As you please. You will find a pen and ink on the table. If you will kindly ring the bell when you are ready, I will come and bring the servants.

Thank you. You are very good, he said smoothly; adding, when she had left the room, and the devil take your impudence, madam! As for your cursed pride  well, it has saved me twenty-five pounds a year, and so you are welcome to it. I was a fool to make the offer. And with that, now grumbling at the absence of the lawyers clerk, and now congratulating himself on the saving of a lawyers fee, my lord sat down to his task.

A hansom cab on its way to the East India Club rattled through the square, and under cover of the noise I stole out from behind the screen, and stood in the middle of the room looking down at the unconscious worker. If for a minute I felt strongly the desire to raise my hand and give my lordship such a surprise as he had never in his life experienced, any other man might have felt the same; and as it was I put it away and only looked quietly about me. Some rays of sunshine piercing the corner pane of a dulled window fell on and glorified the Wetherby coat-of-arms blazoned over the wide fireplace, and so created the one bright spot in the bare, dismantled room, which had once, unless the tiers of empty shelves and the yet lingering odor of Russia lied, been lined from floor to ceiling with books. My lord had taken the furniture; my lord had taken the books; my lord had taken  nothing but his rights.

Retreating softly to the door by which I had entered, and rattling the handle, I advanced afresh into the room. Will your lordship allow me? I said, after I had in vain coughed twice to gain his attention.

He turned hastily and looked at me with a face full of suspicion. Some surprise on finding another person in the room and close to him was natural; but possibly also there was something in the atmosphere of that house which threw his nerves off their balance. Who are you? he cried in a tone which matched his face.

You left orders, my lord, I explained, with Messrs. Duggan and Poole that a clerk should attend here at eleven. I very much regret that some delay has unavoidably been caused.

Oh, you are the clerk! he replied ungraciously. You do not look much like a lawyers clerk.

Involuntarily I glanced aside, and saw in a mirror the reflection of a tall man with a thick beard and moustaches, gray eyes, and an ugly scar seaming the face from nose to ear. Yet I hope to give you full satisfaction, my lord, I murmured, dropping my eyes. It was understood that you needed a confidential clerk.

Well, well, sir, to your work! he replied irritably. Better late than never; and after all it may be preferable for you to be here and see it duly executed. Only you will not forget, he continued hastily, with a glance at the papers, that I have myself copied four-well, three  three full folios, sir, for which an allowance must be made. But there! Get on with your work. The handwriting will speak for itself.

I obeyed, and wrote on steadily, while the earl walked up and down the room, or stood at a window. Upstairs sat Mrs. Wigram, schooling herself, I dare swear, to take this one favor that was no favor from the man who had dealt out to her such hard measure. Outside a casual passer through the square glanced up at the great house, and seeing the bent head of the secretary and the figure of his companion moving to and fro, saw, as he thought, nothing unusual; nor had any presentiment  how should he?  of the strange scene which the room with the dingy windows was about to witness.

I had been writing for perhaps five minutes when Lord Wetherby stopped in his passage behind me and looked over my shoulder. With a jerk his eye-glasses fell, touching my shoulder.

Bless my soul! he exclaimed, I have seen your handwriting somewhere; and lately too. Where could it have been?

Probably among the family papers, my lord, I answered. I have several times been engaged in the family business in the time of the late Lord Wetherby.

Indeed. There was both curiosity and suspicion in his utterance of the word. You knew him?

Yes, my lord. I have written for him in this very room, and he has walked up and down, and dictated to me, as you might be doing now, I explained.

His lordship stopped his pacing to and fro, and retreated to the window on the instant. But I could see that he was interested, and I was not surprised when he continued with transparent carelessness. A strange coincidence. And may I ask what it was upon which you were engaged?

At that time? I answered, looking him full in the face. It was a will, my lord.

He started and frowned, and abruptly resumed his walk up and down. But I saw that he had a better conscience than I had given him the credit of possessing. My shot had not struck fairly where I had looked to place it; and finding this was so, I turned the thing over afresh, while I pursued my copying. When I had finished, I asked him  I think he was busy at the time cursing the absence of tact in the lower orders  if he would go through the instrument; and he took my seat.

Where I stood behind him, I was not far from the fireplace. While he muttered to himself the legal jargon in which he was as well versed as a lawyer bred in an office, I moved to it; and, neither missed nor suspected, stood looking from his bent figure to the blazoned shield, which formed part of the mantelpiece. If I wavered, my hesitation lasted but a few seconds. Then, raising my voice, I called sharply, My lord, there used to be here

He turned swiftly, and saw where I was. What the deuce are you doing there, sir? he cried in boundless astonishment, rising to his feet and coming towards me, the pen in his hand and his face aflame with anger. You forget

A safe  a concealed safe for papers, I continued, cutting him short in my turn. I have seen the late Lord Wetherby place papers in it more than once. The spring worked from here. You touch this knob.

Leave it alone, sir! cried the peer furiously.

He spoke too late. The shield had swung gently outwards on a hinge, door-fashion, and where it had been, gaped a small open safe lined with cement. The rays of sunshine, that a few minutes before had picked out so brightly the gaudy quarterings, now fell on a large envelope which lay apart on a shelf. It was as clean as if it had been put there that morning. No doubt the safe was air-tight. I laid my hand upon it. My lord! I cried, turning to look at him with ill-concealed exultation, here is a paper  I think, a will!

A moment before the veins of his forehead had been swollen, his face dark with the rush of blood. His anger died down, at sight of the packet, with strange abruptness. He regained his self-control, and a moment saw him pale and calm, all show of resentment confined to a wicked gleam in his eye. A will! he repeated, with a certain kind of dignity, though the hand he stretched out to take the envelope shook. Indeed, then it is my place to examine it. I am the heir-at-law, and I am within my rights, sir.

I feared that he was going to put the parcel into his pocket and dismiss me, and I was considering what course I should take in that event, when instead he carried the envelope to the table by the window and tore off the cover without ceremony. It is not in your handwriting? were his first words; and he looked at me with a distrust that was almost superstitious. No doubt my sudden entrance, my ominous talk, and my discovery seemed to him to savor of the devil.

No, I replied unmoved. I told your lordship that I had written a will at the late Lord Wetherbys dictation. I did not say  for how could I know?  that it was this one.

Ah! He hastily smoothed the sheets, and ran his eyes over their contents. When he reached the last page there was a dark scowl on his face, and he stood a while staring at the signatures; not now reading, I think, but collecting his thoughts. You know the provisions of this? he presently burst forth with violence, dashing the back of his hand against the paper. I say, sir, you know the provisions of this?

I do not, my lord, I answered. Nor did I.

The unjust provisions of this will, he repeated, passing over my negative as if it had not been uttered. Fifty thousand pounds to a woman who had not a penny when she married his son! Aye, and the interest on another hundred thousand for her life! Why, it is a prodigious income, an abnormal income  for a woman! And out of whose pocket is it to come? Out of mine, every stiver of it! It is monstrous! I say it is! How am I to keep up the title on the income left to me, I should like to know?

I marvelled. I remembered how rich he was. I could not refrain from suggesting that he had still remaining all the real property. And, I added, I understood, my lord, that the testators personalty was sworn under four hundred thousand pounds.

You talk nonsense! he snarled. Look at the legacies! Five thousand here, and a thousand there, and hundreds like berries on a bush! It is a fortune, a decent fortune, clean frittered away! A barren title is all that will be left to me!

What was he going to do? His face was gloomy, his hands were twitching. Who are the witnesses, my lord? I asked in a low voice.

So low  for under certain conditions a tone conveys much, very much  that he shot a stealthy glance towards the door before he answered, John Williams.

Blind, I replied in the same low tone.

William Williams.

He is dead. He was Mr. Alfreds valet. I remember reading in the newspaper that he was with his master, and was killed by the Indians at the same time.

True. I remember that that was the case, he answered huskily. And the handwriting is Lord Wetherbys. I assented. Then for fully a minute we were silent, while he bent over the will, and I stood behind him looking down at him with thoughts in my mind which he could as little fathom as could the senseless wood upon which I leaned. Yet I too mistook him. I thought him, to be plain, a scoundrel; and  well, so he was  but a mean one. What is to be done? he muttered at length, speaking rather to himself than to me.

I answered softly, I am a poor man, my lord, while inwardly I was quoting quem Deus vult perdere.

My words startled him. He answered hurriedly, Just so! just so! So shall I be when this cursed paper takes effect. A very poor man! A hundred and fifty thousand gone at a blow! But there, she shall have it! She shall have every penny of it; only, he concluded slowly, I do not see what difference one more day will make.

I followed his downcast eyes, which moved from the will before him to the agreement for the lease of the house; and I did see what difference a day would make. I saw and understood and wondered. He had not the courage to suppress the will; but if he could gain a slight advantage by withholding it for a few hours, he had the mind to do that. Mrs. Wigram, a rich woman, would no longer let the house; she would be under no compulsion to do so; and my lord would lose a cheap residence as well as his hundred and fifty thousand pounds. To the latter loss he could resign himself with a sigh; but he could not bear to forego the petty gain for which he had schemed. I think I understand, my lord, I replied.

Of course, he resumed nervously, you must be rewarded for making this discovery. I will see that it is so. You may depend upon me. I will mention the case to Mrs. Wigram, and  and, in fact, my friend, you may depend upon me.

That will not do, I said firmly. If that be all, I had better go to Mrs. Wigram at once, and claim my reward a day earlier.

He grew very red in the face at receiving this check. You will not in that event get my good word, he said.

Which has no weight with the lady, I answered politely but plainly.

How dare you speak so to me? his lordship cried. You are an impertinent fellow! But there! How much do you want?

A hundred pounds.

A hundred pounds for a mere days delay, which will do no one any harm!

Except Mrs. Wigram, I retorted dryly. Come, Lord Wetherby, this lease is worth a thousand a year to you. Mrs. Wigram, as you well know, will not voluntarily let the house to you. If you would have Wetherby House you must pay me. That is the long and the short of it.

You are an impertinent fellow! he repeated.

So you have said before, my lord.

I expected him to burst into a furious passion, but I suppose there was a something of power in my tone, beyond the mere defiance which the words expressed; for, instead of doing so, he eyed me with a thoughtful, malevolent gaze, and paused to consider. You are at Poole and Duggans, he said slowly. How was it that they did not search this cupboard, with which you were acquainted?

I shrugged my shoulders. I have not been in the house since Lord Wetherby died, I said. My employers did not consult me when the papers he left were examined.

You are not a member of the firm?

No, I am not, I answered. I was thinking that, so far as I knew those respectable gentlemen, no one of them would have helped my lord in this for ten times a hundred pounds. My lord! Faugh!

He seemed satisfied, and taking out a note-case laid on the table a little pile of notes. There is your money, he said, counting them over with reluctant fingers. Be good enough to put the will and envelope back into the cupboard. Tomorrow you will oblige me by rediscovering it  you can manage that, no doubt  and giving information at once to Messrs. Duggan and Poole, or Mrs. Wigram, as you please. Now, he continued, when I had obeyed him, will you be good enough to ask the servants to tell Mrs. Wigram that I am waiting?

There was a slight noise behind us. I am here, said some one. I am sure that we both jumped at the sound, for though I did not look that way, I knew that the voice was Mrs. Wigrams, and that she was in the room. I have come to tell you, Lord Wetherby, she went on, that I have an engagement from home at twelve. Do I understand, however, that you are ready? If so, I will call in Mrs. Williams.

The papers are ready for signature, the peer answered, betraying some confusion, and I am ready to sign. I shall be glad to have the matter settled as agreed. Then he turned to me, where I had fallen back, as seemed becoming, to the end of the room, and said, Be good enough to ring the bell if Mrs. Wigram permit it.

As I moved to the fireplace to do so, I was conscious that the lady was regarding me with some faint surprise. But when I had regained my position and looked towards her, she was standing near the window gazing steadily out into the square, an expression of disdain rendered by face and figure. Shall I confess that it was a joy to me to see her fair head so high, and to read even in the outline of her girlish form a contempt which I, and I only, knew to be so justly based? For myself, I leant against the edge of the screen by the door, and perhaps my hundred pounds lay heavily on my heart. As for him, he fidgeted with his papers, although they were all in order, and was visibly impatient to get his bit of knavery accomplished. Oh! he was a worthy man! And Welshman!

Perhaps, he presently suggested, for the sake of saying something, while your servant is coming, you will read the agreement, Mrs. Wigram. It is very short, and, as you know, your solicitors have already seen it in the draft.

She bowed, and took the paper negligently. She read some way down the first sheet with a smile, half careless, half contemptuous. Then I saw her stop  she had turned her back to the window to obtain more light  and dwell on a particular sentence. I saw  God! I had forgotten the handwriting!  I saw her gray eyes grow large and fear leap into them as she grasped the paper with her other hand, and stepped nearer to the peers side. Who, she cried, who wrote this? Tell me! Do you hear? Tell me quickly!

He was nervous on his own account, wrapt in his own piece of scheming, and obtuse.

I wrote it, he said, with maddening complacency. He put up his glasses and glanced at the top of the page she held out to him. I wrote it myself, and I can assure you that it is quite right, and a faithful copy. You do not think

Think! Think! no, no! This, I mean! Who wrote this? she cried, awe in her face, and a suppliant tone,  strange as addressed to that man,  in her voice.

He was confounded by her vehemence, as well as hampered by his own evil conscience.

The clerk, Mrs. Wigram, the clerk, he said petulantly, still in his fog of selfishness. The clerk from Messrs. Duggan and Pooles.

Where is he? she cried out breathlessly. I think she did not believe him.

Where is he? he repeated in querulous surprise. Why here, of course. Where should he be, madam? He will witness my signature.

Would he? Signatures! It was little of signatures I recked at that moment. I was praying to Heaven that my folly might be forgiven me, and that my lightly planned vengeance might not fall on my own head. Joy does not kill, I was saying to myself, repeating it over and over again, and clinging to it desperately. Joy does not kill! But oh! was it true in the face of that white-lipped woman?

Here! She did not say more, but gazing at me with great dazed eyes, she raised her hand, and beckoned to me. And I had no choice but to obey  to go nearer to her, out into the light.

Mrs. Wigram, I said hoarsely, my voice sounding to me only as a whisper, I have news of your late  of your husband. It is good news.

Good news? Did she faintly echo my words? or, as her face from which all color had passed peered into mine, and searched it in infinite hope and infinite fear, did our two minds speak without need of physical lips? Good news?

Yes, I whispered, he is alive. The Indians did not

Alfred! Her cry rang through the room, and with it I caught her in my arms as she fell. Beard and long hair, and scar and sunburn, and strange dress  these which had deceived others  were no disguise to her  my wife. I bore her gently to the couch, and hung over her in a new paroxysm of fear. A doctor! Quick! A doctor! I cried to Mrs. Williams, who was already kneeling beside her. Do not tell me, I added piteously, that I have killed her.

No! no! no! the good woman answered, the tears running down her face. Joy does not kill!



An hour later this fear had been lifted from me, and I was walking up and down the library alone with my thankfulness; glad to be alone, yet more glad, more thankful still, when John came in with a beaming face. You have come to tell me I cried eagerly, pleased that the tidings had come by his lips to go to her? That she will see me?

Her ladyship is sitting up, he replied.

And Lord Wetherby? I asked, pausing at the door to put the question. He left the house at once?

Yes, my lord, Mr. Wigram has been gone some time.


Along the Garonne.

We ascend the valley of the Garonne on our way to Pau, which we intended to use as a base of operations against the Pyrenees. Our route, as originally mapped out, lay by sea to Bordeaux, which is three days from Liverpool; and thence by rail to our destination, a journey merely of hours. But at the last moment we determined to postpone our stay at Pau, and instead to wander along the banks of the Garonne for a time, familiarizing ourselves with the ways of the country. Then, when we had rubbed off our insular corners against the Great French Politeness, and perfected our grasp of the language in talk with the Agenois villagers, we proposed to drop gently into Pau, armed at all points, and scarcely distinguishable from Frenchmen.

So we planned: and so it came about that we were free to enjoy ourselves and look about us critically, as the smoky little tender bore us up the wide channel of the Gironde from Pauillac, where our ship bound for South America had contemptuously dropped us, to Bordeaux itself. A little below the city, the Gironde, which is really the estuary of the Garonne and Dordogne, shrinks to the Garonne pure and simple, but under either name it seems equally a waste of turbid clay-laden waters. On our left hand a bright sun  the month was November  shone warmly on a line of low hills, formed of reddish earth, and broken by great marl quarries. Woods climbed about these, and here and there a village or a little town nestled under them. On our right the bank lay low, and was fringed with willows, the country behind it being flattish, planted as it seemed to us with dead thorn-bushes, and dotted sparely with modern castellated houses. Nevertheless it was towards this modest, almost dreary landscape that we gazed; it was of it we all spoke, and to it referred, as we named names famous as Austerlitz or Waterloo, names familiar in our mouths  and our butlers  as household words. For are not more people versed in claret than in history? And this commonplace landscape, this western bank of the Gironde, a mere peninsula lying between the river and the low Atlantic coast, is called Medoc, and embraces all the best known Bordeaux vineyards in the world. It seems as if a single parish  say St. Georges, Hanover Square, for that is a big one  might hold them all. There, see, is Château Lafitte. The vineyards of St. Estéphe and St. Julien we have just passed. Léoville and Latour are not far off. And now we are passing the Château of Margaux itself, and gaining experience, are beginning to learn that all those little thorn-bushes stuck about the fallows, as though to protect the ground-game from poachers nets, are vines  vines of the premier crû! The vintage is over. The grapes, black, sour things, about the size of currants, have all been picked. Where we had looked to see the endless interlacings of greenery, and swelling clusters dropping fatness on a carpet of turf, we find only reddish fallows, and rows of dead gooseberry bushes.

But never mind, even though this be but the first of many disillusions, and though the sunny south become hourly a more humorous catchword. To-day the sun is warm, the breeze is soft, the custom-house officers are civil. We air  but with the caution due to convalescents, or those of tender years  our shaky, tottering French, and get English answers. So we stride across the broad quays of Bordeaux, our hearts before us, our luggage behind, and ourselves in the best of spirits and tempers.

Bordeaux, as we saw it, was a cheerful, busy city, full of wide streets and open spaces and handsome buildings; a bright clean, airy, city with little smoke, an immense water frontage, and one very fine bridge: a pleasant etherealized Liverpool, in fact. The white blouses and blue trousers of the workmen, the soldiers uniforms, the bare heads of some women and the gay kerchiefs, worn chignon-wise, of others, gave picturesqueness to the crowds circling about the kiosques, and reminded us, from time to time, that we were in a southern city. Not unnecessarily; for the thermometer fell on the day after our arrival to fifty degrees; and rain fell too, and we were quick to discover the true cause of French vivacity. The French have no fires at home. Consequently, when it is cold  and it often is very cold, even as far South as Bordeaux  their only resource is to go out, and jump about in such faint sunshine as they can find, and so make believe to be warm. Every one in Bordeaux seemed to be doing this that day.

We saw a number of churches, but I have jumbled them together in my mind, and dare not distinguish between the beauties of St. Seurin and St. Croix, St. Michel or the Cathedral. Only I attended a service on Sunday morning, and, having heard that no Frenchmen now went to church, noted with interest that of a large congregation one in every four was a man. But then Bordeaux is perhaps the most orthodox city in France, and primitive ideas, good and bad, still prevail in this southwestern province, peopled by descendants of the Huguenots and Albigenses, by devout Basques and simple Navarrese. And two things also in Bordeaux I remember  the semi-circular remains of a Roman amphitheatre, which no one visiting Bordeaux should omit to see; and, secondly, a lofty, detached spire of singular lightness and grace. It is called the Peyberland, and was built by Pierre Berland, who must have been an English subject.

His name strikes the vein of thought which was uppermost in my mind at Bordeaux. I found it impossible to forget that it had been for three centuries a half English city, and the capital of a half English province, ruled by an English king; or that up the wide Gironde, between the marly banks, Edward the Black Prince must many a time have sailed in state. Sir John Chandos and Sir Walter Manny, and many another English worthy, knew these streets as well as they knew Eastcheap or Aldgate. John of Gaunt and Talbot of Shrewsbury dwelt here, as much at home and at their ease as in York or Leicester. It is impossible not to wonder at those old Englishmen; not to think of them with pride, as we remember how firmly, the roving blood of Dane and Norman young in their veins, they grasped this prize; how long they clung to it, how boldly they flaunted the French lilies in the eyes of France; how cheerfully they crowded year by year to cross the bay in open boats! And then what cosmopolitans they were, with their manors in Devon and Aquitane, their houses in London and Bordeaux; with perhaps a snug little box at Calais, and a farm or two in Maine. How trippingly French and Provençal, and the rougher English, passed over their tongues. They founded no empire  on the contrary they lost one. But they were the immediate ancestors of Elizabeths sea-dogs, for all that. In holding Guienne through those three centuries their strength was wasted. When they lost it (1451), they turned upon one another, and the Wars of the Roses took up half a century. After that they needed half-a-centurys holiday to recruit themselves; and then out flashed the Vikings spirit again  this time to better purpose  and under Drake and Grenville and Hawkins, they, the men of Poitiers and Sluys, made the greater England.

Even in Bordeaux they have left some traces of their work. They built this cathedral which stands here, in the third city of France. Their leopards are not yet effaced from the walls of yonder castle. Their dogs  les dogues des Anglais, our waiter dubbed them, on seeing us fondle them  play about the streets, and sniff with a special friendliness at English calves. Indeed, I never saw such a place for bull-dogs  chiefly brindled ones  as Bordeaux. We drank a toast after dinner the evening before we left. It was, Les dogues des Anglais!

Bordeaux, being like London too high on the river to get the sea-breeze, has its Brighton at Arcachon. To reach the latter from the city, a railway passes some thirty miles westward across a tract of light, sandy soil, thinly clothed with woods. As you glide through these, now in sunshine, now in shade, you catch a glimpse here and there of clearings and wooden shanties, and groups of peasants leaning on axes. Then, scarcely descending, you find yourself on the seashore, with the Bay of Biscay before you. Nearer, a basin of deepest blue, almost cut off from the outer sea by a reef of the dunes, forms a glorified harbor. Along this basin runs a broad beach, backed by a row of magnificent hotels with spacious terraces; and behind these lie two or three streets of rather paltry shops and restaurants. Having seen all this  the plage, the hotels, the terraces, the streets  you fancy you have seen Arcachon, and are inclined to be disappointed. But this is not Arcachon proper, which lies at the back of all this, and at the back even of that fairy-like Casino that rises on the abrupt slope of the sand-dunes behind us, and seemed the rear of all things. For on the land-side of the Casino is a forest of pines and larches, wild, far stretching, and apparently illimitable: a forest that is perpetually running up one sand-hill and down another, as if it were trying to get a view of the sea, and were not easily satisfied. And amid the vivid greens and dull blues of the foliage, glitter here and there and everywhere the daintiest of Swiss chalets or Indian bungalows, bright boxes of wood and stucco, colored and painted, and fretted and carved so delicately that one would infer that rain never fell here; or else that these were not intended for out-of-door wear. Mere toys they seem, set in smooth lawns. Flowers glow about them, and the scent of the pines is everywhere, and everywhere are shady aisles of trees hung with white mosses, and leading into the gloom of the forest. Nature and luxury have come together here; the result is that soft, languid, southern beauty, Mademoiselle Arcachon  of the Théâtre des Folies Bordelaises. Yet is her constitution tolerably strong  thanks to the Atlantic breezes, though the sun was bright on the day we visited her, the wind was cold and the thermometer scarcely above forty degrees. This in early November.

The next evening saw us enter a very different place in a different way. For leaving Bordeaux we reached La Réole on foot and at dusk, welcomed only by the fantastic rays of a few swinging oil lamps. La Réole is the antipodes to Arcachon. It is a small, ancient town, which, small as it is, has a great place in Froissart and Davila, and still frowns bravely down upon the rich plain of the Garonne. It stands on a steep, cloven hill that rises sheer from the wide, yellow, rush-bordered river about forty miles above Bordeaux. On the crest above the Garonne stands a castle once English, and in size and position not unlike that at Chepstow. Beside it are a church, a modern château, and a place of modern houses. Upon the second crest, and in the cleft between the two, are huddled together the steep alleys and crazy tottering houses, all corners and gables, of the old town. A stream on which are several mills pours through the ravine, being overhung by tall, delapidated houses of three stories, with as many sets of wooden balconies and outside stairs. One might almost step across the water from one balcony to another, so much do the houses bulge. We took infinite delight in the old-world quaintness of this scene, in the air of decay that hung about all things, in the crumbling coats of arms, the wavy, tiled roofs, the sinking houses, the swinging lanterns; above all in the gray walls of the castle, brightened here and there by the pure discs of a rose bush, or the green of ivy.

Froissart has a very pretty story  and a strange story too  to tell of La Réole. He says that Sir Walter Manny being with the English besieging it, was reminded of his father; that he had heard in his infancy that he had been buried there, or in that neighborhood. (Is there not a pleasant smack about that was reminded of, and that dubious he had heard in his infancy?) The elder Manny, the chronicler explains, had unluckily wounded to death in a tournament at Cambray a Gascon knight; and by way of penance had agreed to go on a pilgrimage to the shrine of St. James of Compostella, at Santiago in Spain. On his return he passed near La Réole, and hearing that the brother of the King of France was besieging it, stayed to visit him; and going home one night from the royal hotel to his lodgings, was waylaid and murdered. The Gascons kinsmen were strongly suspected of the foul deed; but they were powerful, and none took the part of the Lord of Manny. So he was buried in a small chapel outside La Réole; and was almost forgotten when his son, being in the neighborhood, raked up the old story, and offered a reward of a hundred crowns to any one who could show him the grave. This an old man volunteered to do, and took Sir Walter to a tomb which was further identified by a Latin inscription. Thereupon, the son, as pious as brave  a subject of Queen Philippa of Hainault, I fear, and not a trueborn Englishman, though he died in London, was buried in the Charter House, and left his lands on either side of the sea to the Earl of Pembroke  had the remains conveyed to Valenciennes in Hainault, and buried there.

And so the story ends. But is it not a quaint and pretty story, and does it not smack of the times when the knight errant was one day tourneying at Cambray, and the next kneeling at Santiago, and on the third was waylaid at La Réole? And does it not plaintively suggest how, after long days of waiting, the news, still dim and uncertain, came through to the quiet castle in Hainault, news so dim, so uncertain, that the good son, when chance brought him to the scene of his fathers death, could but faintly remember that it had happened there or thereabouts?

We seemed to be for a few days in a world of dying things. If La Réole was old and decadent, and showed few signs of former strength, the next place to which we came was still farther gone in decay. Port St. Marie is a straggling town lying low in a bend of the river. Most of its houses  they are large, with heavy doorways  are built in frameworks of wood after the style of our black and white houses, and have the spaces between the beams filled with bricks; long, thin bricks of close texture and the old Roman shape, set sometimes on end, sometimes lengthwise, more often aslant; any way so that they may fill the interstices. A large number of these houses are of three stories; and each upper story projecting two or three feet beyond the one below it, the buildings seem really nodding to their fall. Many were empty, with unglazed windows, and flapping shutters, and sinking corners; and yet the stout timbers, seasoned perhaps when Simon de Montfort was governor of Guienne and had his court in Bordeaux, held together, and bound up the crumbling clay. Above one door ran the legend Le Couronné dut devoir, a sufficiently chivalrous motto. Above others were battered stone shields. On all was the stamp of assured ruin. Neglect and poverty were written large everywhere. Time had touched the place with no caressing hand, such as

Makes old bareness picturesque,
And tufts with grass a feudal tower,

but with mean and sordid fingers; and the result was pitifully dreary. It made our hearts ache. The very people we saw in the streets looked pallid and hopeless, like people going down the hill. Such a town, so desolate, so moribund, does not exist, thank heaven, in our more populous England. Yet in our way we enjoyed it. We gloated with something of the zest of ghouls over its decay, until having cloyed our souls with sadness, we got hurriedly away into the sunshine and the fields, where the patient, fawn-colored oxen were dragging the plough, and the countryman stood leaning on his goad to see us pass between the rows of poplars. No doubt he thought us mad to be toiling out of St. Marie with our faces set countrywards, when no great distance off lay the railway, which would take us in a few hours to Bordeaux, to the delights of café and boulevard. Oh! but they are droll, these English!

Any one leaving St. Marie must remark a singular, conical hill which rises abruptly from the plain before him. It is topped by a wooden steeple, while the dark outlines of walls and towers form a crown about its summit, and a row of cypresses rising solemnly above the lower buildings impart something of mystery to the place. It seemed to me like nothing so much as Mont St. Michel. In vain we ransacked our guide books. We could find no word of this fortress town which looked down on road and river; only in our map we discovered that its name was Clermont Dessus. Nothing daunted, however, we discovered a field path, and, climbing the hill, passed through a ruined gateway into the silence of the place. On three sides the walls were yet fairly perfect, and within them stood some fifty houses, many in ruins, more empty, a few inhabited. The floor of one was on a level with the roof of another, and the only means of access was by steep, tortuous alleys. The church had been partially restored, but was old and still bore marks of violent usage. The graveyard on a terrace displayed twenty-four cypresses, and an ancient stone cross. Above all this rose the ruins of a castle, smaller than that at La Réole and with traces of more recent occupation. Woodwork and iron still remained adhering to the walls. What, we wondered, had been its history. A few women and children were the only human creatures it held, and we could gather nothing from them save that it belonged, or had belonged, to the Seigneur. For our climb, however, we felt amply rewarded by the view over the valley of the Garonne, and so ran quickly down the hill and stepped out stubbornly for Agen, which we reached after twice losing our way through a too ardent desire to cling to a pleasant green path by the river.

It was dark when, footsore and tired, we gained the principal street; and we failed to discover our hotel. Would you direct us to the Hôtel de St. Jean? I asked a decent-looking man who was passing.

How, monsieur? he replied, after so long a pause that I feared he did not understand me; the Hôtel de St. Jean no longer exists. It has been closed a year and more.

We looked at each other in silent disgust; and he looked at us. We were fairly tired out. Would you have the kindness, then, to tell us which is the best hotel? I said with resignation.

I will conduct you to the Hôtel de St.  , he answered, quickly. It is an hotel of the first class.

But when I saw the Hôtel de St.  , we knew him for a swindler. It was a miserable place, and we would have none of it. We courteously said that we did not like it. He insisted. We broke away from him, and in a few minutes came upon the Hôtel de St. Jean, its doors open to welcome us, and the light pouring ruddily from its windows. The story is trivial: I tell it because it was my ill-luck more than once to fall into the hands of this kind of tout, and be deceived by the tale that the house to which I had been advised to go was shut. On one occasion, at Guelmah, in Algeria, I was lured while inquiring for the Hôtel dOrient into the Hôtel Auriol, a miserable place. In the morning I looked out of my window, and to my astonishment saw the name of the hotel in which I believed myself to be staring me in the face, painted up in large letters over the door of a house on the farther side of the square. I rubbed my eyes and wondered, and it was not until I stood in the open, and read the name of one and the other, that I recognized with a hearty laugh how I had been taken in.

From Agen, on a fine, sunny morning, we went by rail to Moissac. Here, attached to the church, is the most delightful cloister in the world, a cloister rich in arches and capitals of delicate tracery poised on slender shafts, and half hidden by luxuriant creepers, through which the light falls soft and green-tinged, as in some sea-grotto. It is a place for rest and reflection, perfectly adapted to a hot climate; whereas, he who has only seen the dull, dank portico enclosing danker grave-stones, the play-ground of cats  which in England we call a cloister  does not know what the thing is. This church boasted also a quaint doorway enriched with the more or less coarse designs in which the monks of yore took pleasure: a doorway reputed to be one of the most curious in France.

From Moissac we went on foot to Castel Sarrasin, sometimes by the Tarn, but for the most part by the side of the great canal; and always, whether by the latter or the river, moving in a soft symphony of various greens, green streams, green poplars  and oh! such vistas of them!  green willows, green banks  all mingled together and fading into one another, and harmoniously blending as the evening fell with the pale pea-green of the eastern sky. It was a peaceful and silent walk through a world of restful hues.

From Castel Sarrasin, once no doubt a stronghold of the Moors, to Montauban we went by train. Montauban, on the Tarn, is a busy place, but a picturesque one also. Standing on a rough, steep hill, the town is seamed and cleft by strange, deep valleys with precipitous sides. Crazy houses with roofs of tiles, so time-stained that they have the precise appearance of strips of bark, fill these ravines and lean against their walls. Gardens cling to the ledges of the rocks. Shrubs and flowers clothe the crannies. Wooden balconies hang everywhere  and clothes-lines. We were there on market-day, and watched with amusement the teams of oxen  all fawn-colored  coming in for sale, or dragging into town the lumbering carts (much like timber-wagons, with boxes about the middle) in which Madame sat with her produce about her. Monsieur walked before the oxen, his goad on his shoulder, and a white nightcap on his head. Oxen push, they do not pull. They shove inwards against one another, the near legs of the near ox and the off legs of the off ox being protruded at a considerable angle to get a good purchase. Very frequently only the feet so used are shod. The driver always goes before them, and as they follow with lowered heads, they are perfect images of patient resignation.

An old farmer, stout and jolly-looking, presently met us loitering on the bridge, and after a long period of staring, spoke to us. Are you Germans? he asked.

No, I replied with courteous determination, we are English. He still eyed us with some suspicion, and after a pause fell to questioning us about our country. Had we bread, and what kind of bread? had we any railways?

Yes, I answered proudly to this last, we have trains that travel at the rate of a hundred kilomètres an hour! A trifling exaggeration it may be, but human and pardonable.

He gravely nodded his head, however, as if he believed it, and meant to pose his wife and neighbors with it when he reached home. You have grapes and wine? he continued.

We grow grapes under glass, I explained, in glass houses. In the open air it is generally too cold for them.

What! he exclaimed, his jovial face clouding over as it occurred to him that I was not in earnest. Will you kindly say that again?

I did as he wished. But when I had made the matter as clear as I could, he answered stoutly, No! It is impossible! Either I do not understand you, or you do not understand me! And he went on his way in a passion. He could believe in the Irish Mail; but the cultivation of vines under glass was a thing outside his ideas of the worlds economy.

From the place at Montauban, an open space pleasantly laid out on the brow of the hill, it is said that the Pyrenees can be seen on a fine day. We had a fine day, but we saw no sign of the mountains  our land at Beulah  though we looked long and lingeringly.

Attracted by a name which seemed familiar to us, and had a ring about it as of feudal and knightly times, we made a diversion from here to Cahors on the Lot, an old city standing in a fertile basin, among bare, brown hills. We were disappointed in the first appearance of the town. The river still runs round three sides of it, but the ramparts have been turned into gardens where they have not been levelled; only one tower of the castle survives; and though there are some picturesque houses, the town is for the most part modern, and devoted to Gambetta who was born in it. The cathedral, surmounted by one heavy tower, backed by three domes in a row, is imposing in its bulky ugliness. Its floor is much lower than the marketplace without: so that on entering through the west door you find a flight of steps before you, and the congregation at your feet immersed in candlelit gloom. These steps at the Sunday morning service were crowded by kneeling hucksters and market-women with their baskets, who had quietly entered as a matter of course from the market, which was in full swing without, and were devoutly telling their beads, or listening to a sermon preached by a bishop  a Count-Bishop, too, whose pastoral ring was still a prominent feature in the scene, so skilfully did he wave and display it. At Cahors we were much pleased with one of the bridges, from which rise three Flemish-looking towers. They form as many gateways, and from every point of view are singularly picturesque. This bridge may have stood there in its present state when Henry of Navarre did at Cahors his most famous deed. A strong garrison was at the time holding the city for the Catholic party, but Henry, smarting under the loss of La Réole, which had been betrayed by its governor, determined to seize Cahors. Accordingly he came to it with fourteen hundred men, and leaving one half of this force outside to cover his night attack, blew in a gate with a petard and entered with the rest, being himself the seventh to pass in. A furious battle in the streets ensued, but when day broke, the Huguenots had mastered a small part of the city only, and reinforcements for the enemy arriving, Henrys followers begged him to retire. No! he answered, fighting on with his back to a shop, I will not retire! My only retreat from this town shall be the retreat of my soul from my body! He kept his word. Street by street and house by house, he reduced the town, neither side asking or giving quarter. But it was not until the fifth night after his entrance that he completely mastered the place, a feat which is generally allowed to stand highest among his warlike exploits.

At Cahors it was that we first came under the influence of his name; but thereafter it grew and grew, a bigger factor in the past, a more prominent object in our thoughts in the present, the farther south we travelled; until at Pau, his birthplace and capital, the son of Jeanne dAlbret, the Béarnais, the Navarrese, the Protector of the Religion, Henri Quatre, Henry the Great, seemed to fill all past history, and dwarf all other figures. We have in English story no royal personage, no prominent life even, at once so picturesque, so rich in surprises, so lovable, and so blameworthy. Hot-blooded and cool-headed, daring to rashness, astute to meanness, a professor and a profligate, merciful, affectionate, yet letting nothing intervene between him and his aims  who that is man shall judge him? Surely the wine which Henrys father raised to his new-born lips, the cold water which was dashed in his hour-old face, the national song his mother sang at his birth, did really reproduce themselves in his life.

Leaving Cahors in the evening, we slept at a small village called Lelbenque, and were on foot before eight next day, and on our way across the hills to Caylus. The country through which we passed in the fresh morning air, a range of bleak lime-stone heights sparsely covered with oak trees, seemed thinly peopled, and little tilled. Here and there in the wooded depths of a valley, we came upon a sparkling brook and a few comfortable farm-houses nestling among fruit trees, and protected by abrupt limestone walls from the cold winds which swept across the uplands. The distance to Caylus was sixteen miles. There were no inns, and as we had breakfasted rather meagrely on coffee and bread, we were driven to beg something at one of the farm-houses. There were only women at home, and these were with reason astonished to see foreign tramps in that out-of-the-way district. They seemed even a little afraid of us, but we got what we wanted notwithstanding the growling of the dogs; and our offer of payment was declined with suspicious abruptness. I fancy that they suspected us of wanting change.

About mid-day we passed over the last ridge of the uplands, and saw below us a narrow fertile valley squeezed in between mountain-walls. Halfway through this gorge and in the middle of it, a hill or rock rose abruptly almost to the height of a thousand feet. On this, lording it over the road, stood Caylus, its houses and gardens descending terrace by terrace from the castle-nucleus on the crest almost to the road. Very old was the church, about the porch of which are carved green animals in the act of nibbling one anothers tails under the superintendence of St. Michael. We took it for St. Michael. Old, too, seemed the great stone house opposite, known as the Maison du Loup, and bearing uncouth masks and figures of wolves in high relief on its front. Older still we judged the market-place to be, which built of wood rests on stone pillars; and the heavy Arcade or Row which stands in the same tiny square with it, and the beetle-browed wynds that lead to it  all old, gray, heavy, time-stained, but still solid. In the market hall we noticed three ancient corn-measures; hollows scooped out in stones that formed part of the fabric of the hall, with to each a horizontal outlet or spout at the side, through which the grain when measured might escape into bag or basket. Even while we were examining these we remarked women sitting outside the doors about us, removing the grain from stalks of maize, and plaiting various articles with the straw.

The weather-beaten castle belongs to Madame St. Cyr, but was occupied when we visited it by Mr. Wilton, an Englishman, who was not at home. His housekeeper, however, kindly allowed us to go over the building, and we found the view from the leads of the keep  used, I suspect, as a smoking-room  very charming. Caylus, to sum up, is difficult of access and is not even named in Murray, but I can highly recommend it as a quaint example of a mediæval town, such as cannot now be found in England without much searching.

From it we passed by means of a top-heavy, jingling country coach to St. Anthonin, and so by rail to Albi on the Tarn, Albi of the Albigenses, the unhappy sect whose fate confutes the saying that the blood of martyrs is the seed of the church. About Albi, from which place they took their name, they grew and flourished in the latter half of the twelfth century. But seventy years later, notwithstanding the attempt which their feudal lord, Raymond of Toulouse, made to protect them, they were virtually extinct. Save that they dissented from the Romish Church, their very doctrines are now unknown or to be found only in the writings of their enemies, and their story and fortunes are too often confounded with those of the Waldenses. Simon de Montfort, the father of our Simon de Montfort, took a conspicuous part in the cruel deeds which attended their suppression. At the fall of Beziers, heretic and churchman were put to the sword together. Slay all  God will know His own, said the gentle Abbot Arnold. And in a sense wisely: for it is only the man of half measures who fails as a persecutor. To be perfectly ruthless, perfectly thorough in the work, is to be successful also. At any rate at Albi, which, like Cahors, stands among hills, there are no traces of the Albigenses left; not even such a story as rings about the name of Beziers with fire. Rather the great cathedral proclaims Romes victory. Built externally of bricks, it is a huge blind oblong with an apsidal end. A swelling base and rounded buttresses add to its heavy appearance. Yet it is very lofty. The monstrous red tower hung about with giddy balconies rises nearly to the height of three hundred feet, while the church itself, the lower part of which has no openings or windows, seems half that height. In a word, the whole is as much a fortress as a cathedral. Lofty flights of steps lead to a raised porch, formed by three arches decorated with carvings lately and successfully restored. Entering the church through this we find the interior a striking sight. In shape it is a vast hall surrounded by chapels in two stories, and with a choir screened off at one end. The interior still remains in the state to which our Puritans objected, the state probably characterized more churches than we now imagine. It is covered from ceiling to floor with frescoes and paintings and scrollwork, some gaudy, some subdued, some good, some bad. The very statues are painted and gilded, and although here and there the effect is garish and unpleasing, I do not agree that the appearance of the whole, as the vast mass of color presents itself to the eyes, broken by the exquisite carvings of the stone screen or a bevy of tinted marbles, is absolutely unharmonious. I found it more pleasing than I expected. And then what would have been the effect of these plain walls in their naked monotony?

The paintings are mainly of the date of Francis I., say about 1520. Two frescoes of Hell and the Passions, done by Italian artists, cover the west end  cover acres of it as it seems; and in a chapel, among other anachronisms is a notable picture of Christ, in which He is figured in a hat and feather and the dress of a courtier of the time in the midst of Roman soldiers who are kicking Him along. A great store of information as to the dresses and customs of the early part of the sixteenth century is laid up here, to be ransacked by any one who will take the trouble to closely inspect this huge interior. The groups painted upon the walls, groups of people fighting, tourneying, feasting, dancing, dying  ay, and doing many things scarcely adapted to church decoration  are to be counted by thousands; as are the gold stars that stud the bright blue ceiling. There is something suggestive in the portrayal of these things in this place; they seem to tell of a faith which, with all its scandals, abuses, and laxity, was bound up intimately with the life of the people, with their joys as well as their griefs; and so smacked of One who did not consider the price of sparrows as beneath knowledge.

At any rate we were pleased with these things. The interior of Albi Cathedral may not be in the best taste. It may be meretricious, it may be gilt rather than of gold. But it is curious; it is almost unique; it is a museum in itself; and to an Englishman accustomed to the cold if correct lines of a Gothic church, its warmth and color afford a not unwelcome change.

At Auch we arrived at night, and found it to be an old-fashioned archiepiscopal city on the summit and southern slope of a precipitous hill. Here we came upon the first traces  a Spanish pedler, a Navarrese bonnet  of that strange borderland between Spain and Western France in which three languages and a dozen patois, French, Spanish, Basque, the Langue dOc, the Langue dOr, and Gascon and Provençal and the tongue of Andorra, and I know not what others, are fighting for the mastery: where two great nations now peaceably march, dividing between them the wild country where the kingdom of Navarre once sat enthroned on hills with the free Basque communities about her. It is a country rich in memories of independence, of strife; of brigandage, of romance; of the free life of the hunter; a land of snow-clad peaks and deep valleys, and rolling, wooded hills full of creatures elsewhere extinct, bears, and izards, and, shall I add, Basques. Here are Roncesvalles and the Bidassoa, Fontarabia and Orthez, San Sebastian and the Isle of Peacocks. Moor and Paladin, Scot and Spaniard, Charlemagne and Wellington, have all passed this way and left deep foot-prints.

And Auch stands on the verge of this strange country; an old city, but full of energy and with no trace of decay. From the river, flights of wide steps with spacious landings, gay with flowers and fountains, climb the southern face of the hill, which the best road-maker would find impracticable. At the head of these steps and commanding extensive prospects stands the cathedral, a beacon to all the country between it and the skirts of the mountains. The building is fine, but its pride lies in the wood carvings of the unrivalled choir. My guide, an ex-soldier, also pointed out with pride some cymbals presented to the cathedral by the first Napoleon: trophies, so he told me, of the Egyptian campaign.

We wandered out in the afternoon to the brow of a ridge of hills lying on the far side of the river, and throwing ourselves down upon some heather and bracken  it was a warm and sunny but not very clear day  began to cast speculative glances towards Spain. But while we thought that we were looking southwards our eyes were really turned too much to the east. And presently we discovered this in a strange way. For glancing by chance towards the skyline on our right, we saw, first, a brown autumnal landscape of woods and hills, and beyond this a long, gray cloud, the horizon, as we thought; and above that  ah! what was it we saw above that? A line of silvery peaks, gleaming in a gray, sheeny atmosphere of their own, so pure, so soft, so far above this world of ours, that as the words The Pyrenees! broke the first moments of astonished silence, we felt that for once the thing long looked for had passed our expectations! Our hearts fastened upon the distance. The pleasant landscape spread out before us lost its charms. It was homely, it was flat, it was commonplace, it was of the earth earthy, beside the serene beauty of the snowy crests and untrodden wastes that shone and sparkled in that far distance, and anon grew cold and dim as the veil of cloud was drawn before them even while we watched.

When they were gone, we felt that nothing save the mountains would now satisfy us. We had a craving for them, such as I have sometimes felt for the sea. A sudden conviction that we were wasting our time in a world of small things, while the wonders of the hills lay close at hand, overwhelmed us. We hurried homewards, talking of peaks, and glaciers, and passes, of Cauteret and Gavarnie, Mont Perdu and the Pic du Midi; and packed in the same state of pleasant excitement. The next morning saw us passing through the same country, rich in autumn tints, in leafy bottoms, and rippling streams, which we had seen stretched out before us. And the evening saw us stand on the famous Place Royale, hard by the castle where Henry of Navarre was born, feasting our eyes on the cold, bright tints of the great mountains, seen sharp and clear above the Jurance hills, and listening to the rushing waters of the Gave. Our Garonne pilgrimage was over.


SOPHIA
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ONE MINUTE! SHE CRIED.


TO

THE GRACIOUS MEMORY

OF

JAMES PAYN


CHAPTER I

A LITTLE TOAD

In the dining-room of a small house on the east side of Arlington Street, which at that period  1742  was the Ministerial street, Mr. and Mrs. Northey sat awaiting Sophia. The thin face of the honourable member for Aldbury wore the same look of severity which it had worn a few weeks earlier on the eventful night when he had found himself called upon to break the ties of years and vote in the final division against Sir Robert; his figure, as he sat stiffly expecting his sister-in-law, reflected the attitudes of the four crude portraits of dead Northeys that darkened the walls of the dull little room. Mrs. Northey on the other hand sprawled in her chair with the carelessness of the fine lady fatigued; she yawned, inspected the lace of her negligée, and now held a loose end to the light, and now pondered the number of a lottery ticket. At length, out of patience, she called fretfully to Mr. Northey to ring the bell. Fortunately, Sophia entered at that moment.

In time, and no more, miss, madam cried with temper. Then as the girl came forward timidly, Ill tell you what it is, Mrs. Northey continued, youll wear red before youre twenty! You have no more colour than a china figure this morning! Whats amiss with you?

Sophia, flushing under her brother-in-laws eyes, pleaded a headache.

Her sister sniffed. Eighteen, and the vapours! she cried scornfully. Lord, it is very evident raking dont suit you! But do you sit down now, and answer me, child. What did you say to Sir Hervey last night?

Nothing, Sophia faltered, her eyes on the floor.

Oh, nothing! Mrs. Northey repeated, mimicking her. Nothing! And pray, Miss Modesty, what did he say to you?

Nothing; or  or at least, nothing of moment, Sophia stammered.

Of moment! Oh, you know whats of moment, do you? And whose fault was that, Id like to know? Tell me that, miss!

Sophia, seated stiffly on the chair, her sandalled feet drawn under her, looked downcast and a trifle sullen, but did not answer.

I ask, whose fault was that? Mrs. Northey continued impatiently. Do you think to sit still all your life, looking at your toes, and waiting for the man to fall into your lap? Hang you for a natural, if you do! It is not that way husbands are got, miss!

I dont want a husband, maam! Sophia cried, stung at length into speech by her sisters coarseness.

Oh, dont you? Mrs. Northey retorted. Dont you, Miss Innocence? Let me tell you, I know what you want. You want to make a fool of yourself with that beggarly, grinning, broad-shouldered oaf of an Irishman, thats always at your skirts! Thats what you want. And he wants your six thousand pounds. Oh, you dont throw dust into my eyes! Mrs. Northey continued viciously, Ive seen you puling and pining and making Wortley eyes at him these three weeks. Ay, and half the town laughing at you. But Id have you to know, miss, once for all, we are not going to suffer it!

My life, I thought we agreed that I should explain matters, Mr. Northey said gently.

Oh, go on then! madam cried, and threw herself back in her seat.

Only because I think you go a little too far, my dear, Mr. Northey said, with a cough of warning; I am sure that we can count on Sophias prudence. You are aware, child, he continued, directly addressing himself to her, that your fathers death has imposed on us the  the charge of your person, and the care of your interests. The house at Cuckfield being closed, and your brother wanting three years of full age, your home must necessarily be with us for a time, and we have a right to expect that you will be guided by us in such plans as are broached for your settlement. Now I think I am right in saying, Mr. Northey continued, in his best House of Commons manner, that your sister has communicated to you the very advantageous proposal with which my good friend and colleague at Aldbury, Sir Hervey Coke, has honoured us? Ahem! Sophia, that is so, is it not? Be good enough to answer me.

Yes, sir, Sophia murmured, her eyes glued to the carpet.

Very good. In that case I am sure that she has not failed to point out to you also that Sir Hervey is a baronet of an old and respectable family, and possessed of a competent estate. That, in a word, the alliance is everything for which we could look on your behalf.

Yes, sir, Sophia whispered.

Then, may I ask, Mr. Northey continued, setting a hand on each knee, and regarding her majestically, in what respect you find the match not to your taste? If that be so?

The young girl slid her foot to and fro, and for a moment did not answer. Then, I  I do not wish to marry him, she said, in a low voice.

You do not wish? Mrs. Northey cried, unable to contain herself longer. You do not wish? And why, pray?

Hes  hes as old as Methuselah! the girl answered with a sudden spirit of resentment; and she moved her foot more quickly to and fro.

As old as Methuselah? Mr. Northey answered, staring at her in unfeigned astonishment; and then, in a tone of triumphant refutation, he continued, Why, child, what are you dreaming of? He is only thirty-four! and I am thirty-six.

Well, at any rate, he is old enough  he is nearly old enough to be my father! Sophia muttered rebelliously.

Mrs. Northey could no longer sit by and hear herself flouted. She knew very well what was intended. She was twenty-nine, Sophias senior by eleven years, and she felt the imputation that bounded harmlessly off her husbands unconsciousness. You little toad! she cried. Do you think I do not know what you mean? I tell you, miss, you would smart for it, if I were your mother! Thirty-four, indeed; and you call him as old as Methuselah! Oh, thank you for nothing, maam! I understand you.

Hes twice as old as I am! Sophia whimpered, bending before the storm. And in truth to eighteen thirty-four seems elderly; if not old.

You! Youre a baby! Mrs. Northey retorted, her face red with passion. How any man of sense can look at you or want you passes me! But he does, and if you think we are going to sit by and see our plans thwarted by a chit of a girl of your years, you are mistaken, miss. Sir Herveys vote, joined to the two county votes which my lord commands, and to Mr. Northeys seat, will gain my lord a step in the peerage; and when Coke is married to you, his vote will be ours. As for you, you white-faced puling thing, I should like to know who you are that you should not be glad of a good match when it is offered you? It is a very small thing to do for your family.

For your family! Sophia involuntarily exclaimed; the next moment she could have bitten off her tongue.

Fortunately a glance from Mr. Northey, who prided himself on his diplomacy, stayed the outburst that was on his wifes lips. Allow me, my dear, he said. And do you listen to me, Sophia. Apart from his age, a ridiculous objection which could only come into the mind of a schoolgirl, is there anything else you have to urge against Sir Hervey?

Hes as  as grave as death! Sophia murmured tearfully.

Mr. Northey shrugged his shoulders. Is that all? he said.

Yes, but  but  

But what? But what, Sophia? Mr. Northey repeated, with a fine show of fairness. I suppose you allow him to be in other respects a suitable match?

Yes, but  I do not wish to marry him, sir. That is all.

In that, Mr. Northey said firmly, you must be guided by us. We have your interests at heart, your best interests. And  and that should be enough for you.

Sophia did not answer, but the manner in which she closed her lips, and kept her gaze fixed steadfastly on the floor, was far from boding acquiescence. Every feature indeed of her pale face  which only a mass of dark brown hair and a pair of the most brilliant and eloquent eyes redeemed from the commonplace  expressed a settled determination. Mrs. Northey, who knew something of her sisters disposition, which was also that of the family in general, discerned this, and could restrain herself no longer.

You naughty girl! she cried, with something approaching fury. Do you think that I dont know what is at the bottom of this? Do you think I dont know that you are pining and sulking for that hulking Irish rogue thats the laughing-stock of every company his great feet enter? Lord, miss, by your leave Id have you to know we are neither fools nor blind. Ive seen your sighings and oglings, your pinings and sinkings. And so has the town. Ay, you may blush  in truth, Sophias cheeks were dyed scarlet my naughty madam! Blush you should, that can fancy a raw-boned, uncouth Teague a fine woman would be ashamed to have for a footman. But you shant have him. You may trust me for that, as long as there are bars and bolts in this house, miss.

Sophia, Mr. Northey said in his coldest manner, I trust that there is nothing in this? I trust that your sister is misinformed?

The girl, under the lash of her sisters tongue, had risen from her chair; she tried in vain to recover her composure.

There was nothing, sir, she cried hysterically. But after this  after the words which my sister has used to me, she has only herself to thank if  if I please myself, and take the gentleman she has named  or any other gentleman.

Ay, but softly, Mr. Northey rejoined, with a certain unpleasant chill in his tone. Softly, Sophia, if you please. Are you aware that if your brother marries under age and without his guardians consent, he forfeits ten thousand pounds in your favour? And as much more to your sister? If not, let me tell you that it is so.

Sophia stared at him, but did not answer.

It is true, Mr. Northey continued, that your fathers will contains no provision for your punishment in the like case. But this clause proves that he expected his children to be guided by the advice of their natural guardians; and for my part, Sophia, I expect you to be so guided. In the meantime, and that there may be no mistake in the matter, understand, if you please, that I forbid you to hold from this moment any communication with the person who has been named. If I cannot prescribe a match for you, I can at least see that you do not disgrace your family.
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SIR! SOPHIA CRIED, HER CHEEKS BURNING

Sir! Sophia cried, her cheeks burning.

But Mr. Northey, a man of slow pulse and the least possible imagination, returned her fiery look unmoved. I repeat it, he said coldly. For that and nothing else an alliance with this  this person would entail. Let there be no misunderstanding on that point. You are innocent of the world, Sophia, and do not understand these distinctions. But I am within the truth when I say that Mr. Hawkesworth is known to be a broken adventurer, moving upon sufferance among persons of condition, and owning a character and antecedents that would not for a moment sustain inquiry.

How can that be? Sophia cried passionately. It is not known who he is.

He is not one of us, Mr. Northey answered with dignity. For the rest, you are right in saying that it is not known who he is. I am told that even the name he bears is not his own.

No, it is not! Sophia retorted; and then stood blushing and convicted, albeit with an exultant light in her eyes. No, his name was not his own! She knew that from his own lips; and knew, too, from his own lips, in what a world of romance he moved, what a future he was preparing, what a triumph might be, nay, would be, his by-and-by  and might be hers! But her mouth was sealed; already, indeed, she had said more than she had the right to say. When Mr. Northey, surprised by her acquiescence, asked with acerbity how she knew that Hawkesworth was not the mans name, and what the mans name was, she stood mute. Wild horses should not draw that from her.

But it was natural that her brother-in-law should draw his conclusions, and his brow grew darker. It is plain, at least, that you have admitted him to a degree of intimacy extremely improper, he said, with more heat than he had yet exhibited. I fear, Sophia, that you are not so good a girl as I believed. However, from this moment you will see that you treat him as a stranger. Do you hear me?

Yes, sir. Then  then I am not to go with you this evening?

This evening! You mean to Vauxhall? And why not, pray?

Because  because, if I go I must see him. And if I see him I  I must speak to him, Sophia cried, her breast heaving with generous resentment. I will not pass him by, and let him think me  everything that is base!

For a moment Mr. Northey looked a little nonplussed. Then, Well, you can  you can bow to him, he said, pluming himself on his discretion in leaving the rein a trifle slack to begin. If he force himself upon you, you will rid yourself of him with as little delay as possible. The mode I leave to you, Sophia; but speech with him I absolutely forbid. You will obey in that on pain of my most serious displeasure.

On pain of bread and water, miss! her sister cried venomously. That will have more effect, I fancy. Lord, for my part, I should die of shame if I thought that I had encouraged a nameless Irish rogue not good enough to ride behind my coach. And all the town to know it.

Rage dried the tears that hung on Sophias lids. Is that all? she asked, her head high. I should like to go if that is all you have to say to me?

I think that is all, Mr. Northey answered.

Then  I may go?

He appeared to hesitate. For the first time his manner betrayed doubt; he looked at his wife and opened his mouth, then closed it. At length, Yes, I think so, he said pompously. And I trust you will regain our approbation by doing as we wish, Sophia. I am sorry to say that your brothers conduct at Cambridge has not been all that we could desire. I hope that you will see to it, and show yourself more circumspect. I truly hope that you will not disappoint us. Yes, you may go.

Sophia waited for no second permission. Her heart bursting, her cheeks burning, she hurried from the room, and flew up the stairs to shut herself in her chamber. Here, on the second floor, in a room consecrated to thoughts of him and dreams of him, where in a secret nook behind the bow-fronted drawer of her toilet table lay the withered flower he had given her the day he stole her glove, she felt the full wretchedness of her lot. She would see him no more! Her tears gushed forth, her bosom heaved at the thought. She would see him no more! Or worse, she would see him only in public, at a distance; whence his eyes would stab her for a jilt, a flirt, a cold, heartless, worldly creature, unworthy to live in the same world, unworthy to breathe the same air with Constancy.

And he had been so good to her! He had been so watchful, so assiduous, so delicate, she had fondly, foolishly deemed his court a secret from all.

The way to her heart had not been difficult. Her fathers death had cast her, a timid country girl, into the vortex of the town, where for a time she had shrunk from the whirl of routs and masquerades, the smirking beaux and loud-voiced misses, among whom she found herself. She had sat mum and abashed in companies where her coarser sister ruled and ranted; where one had shunned and another had flouted the silent, pale-faced girl, whose eyes and hair and tall slender shape just redeemed her from insignificance. Only Mr. Hawkesworth, the Irishman, had discerned in her charms that in a remarkably short time won his regards and fixed his attentions. Only he, with the sensibility of an unspoiled Irish heart, had penetrated the secret of her loneliness; and in company had murmured sympathy in her ear, and at the opera, where he had not the entrée to her sisters box, had hung on her looks from afar, speaking more sweetly with his fine eyes than Monticelli or Amorevoli sang on the stage.

For Sir Hervey, his would-be rival, the taciturn, middle-aged man, who was Hervey to half the men about town, and Coke to three-fourths of the women; who gamed with the same nonchalance with which he made his court  he might be the pink of fashion in his dull mooning way, but he had nothing that caught her eighteen-year-old fancy. On the contrary he had a habit of watching her, when Hawkesworth was present, at the mere remembrance of which her cheek flamed. For that alone, and in any event, she hated him; and would never, never marry him. They might rob her of her dear Irishman; they might break her heart  so her thoughts ran to the tremolo of a passionate sob; they might throw her into a decline; but they should never, never compel her to take him! She would live on bread and water for a year first. She was fixed, fixed, fixed on that, and would ever remain so.

Meanwhile downstairs the two who remained in the room she had left kept silence until her footsteps ceased to sound on the stairs. Then Mr. Northey permitted his discontent to appear. I wish, after all, I had told her, he said, moving restlessly in his chair. Hang it, maam, do you hear? he continued, looking irritably at his wife, I wish I had taken my own line, and that is a fact.

Then you wish you had been a fool, Mr. Northey! the lady answered with fine contempt. Do you think that this silly girl would rest content, or let us rest, until you had followed her dear brother Tom, and brought him back from his charmer? Not she! And for him, if you are thinking of him, he was always a rude cub, and bound for the dogs one day or other. What does it matter whether he is ruined before he is of age or after? Eh, Mr. Northey?

It matters to us, Mr. Northey answered.

It may matter ten thousand to us, if we mind our own business, his wife answered coolly. So do you let him be for a day or two.

It matters as much to Sophia, he said, trying to find excuses for himself and his inaction.

And why not? There will be so much the more to bind Coke to us.

He has plenty now.

Much wants more, Mr. Northey.

Of course the thing may be done already, he argued, striving to convince himself. For all we know, the match is made, and tis too late to interfere. Your brother was always wilful; and it is not likely the woman would let him go for a word. On the other hand  

There is no other hand! she cried, out of patience with his weakness. I tell you, let be. Let the boy marry whom he pleases, and when he pleases. Tis no matter of ours.

Still I wish this tutor had not written to us.

If the knot was not tied yesterday, there are persons enough will tie it to-day for half a guinea! she said. It is not as if you were his only guardian. His father chose another elsewhere. Let him look to it. The girl is charge enough for us; and, for her, she benefits as much as we do if hes foolish. I wish that were the worst of it. But I scent danger, Mr. Northey. I am afraid of this great Teague of hers. Hes no Irishman if he doesnt scent a fortune a mile off. And once let him learn that she is worth sixteen thousand pounds instead of six thousand, and hell off with her from under our very noses.

Its that Irish Register has done the mischief! Mr. Northey cried, jumping up with an oath. Shes in there, in print!

Under her own name?

To be sure, as a fortune. And her address.

Do you mean it, Mr. Northey? Printed in the book, is it?

It is; as I say.

Hang their impudence! his wife cried in astonishment. They ought to be pilloried! But there is just this, we can show the entry to the girl. And if it dont open her eyes, nothing will. Do you get a copy of the book, Mr. Northey, and well show it to her to-morrow, and put her on the notion every Irishman has it by heart. And as soon as we can we must get her married to Coke. Therell be no certainty till shes wedded. Twould have been done this fortnight if he were not just such a mumchance fool as the girl herself. He may look very wise, and the town may think him so. But theres more than looking wanted with a woman, Mr. Northey; and for what I see hes as big a fool as many that never saw Pall Mall.

I have never found him that, Mr. Northey answered with a dry cough. He spoke with reason, for he had more than once, as heir to a peerage, taken on himself to set Sir Hervey right; with so conspicuous a lack of success that he had begun to suspect that his brother members silence was not dulness; nay, that he himself came late into that secret. Or why was Coke so well with that great wit and fashionable, Hanbury Williams? With Henry Fox, and my lord Chesterfield? With young Lord Lincoln, the wary quarry of match-making mothers, no less than with Tom Hervey, against whom no young virgin, embarking on life, failed of a warning? Mr. Northey knew that in the company of these, and their like, he was no favourite, whilst Coke was at home; and he hid with difficulty a sneaking fear of his colleague.

What a man so highly regarded and so well received saw in a girl who, in Mr. Northeys eyes, appeared every way inferior to her loud, easy, fashionable sister, it passed the honourable member to conceive. But the thing was so. Sir Hervey had spoken the three or four words beyond which he seldom went  the venture had been made; and now if there was one thing upon which Mr. Northeys dogged mind was firmly fixed, it was that an alliance so advantageous should not be lost to the family.

But Sophia is prudent, he said, combating his own fears. She has always been obedient and  and well-behaved. I am sure shes  shes a good girl, and will see what is right when it is explained to her.

If she does not, she will see sorrow! his wife answered truculently. She had neither forgotten nor forgiven the sneer about Methuselah. Ill tell you what it is, Mr. Northey, madam continued, she takes you in with her pale, peaky face and her round eyes. But if ever there was a nasty, obstinate little toad, she is one. And youll find it out by-and-by. And so will Coke to his cost some day.

Still you think  we can bend her this time?

Oh, shell marry him! Mrs. Northey retorted confidently. Ill answer for that. But I would not be Coke afterwards.


CHAPTER II

AT VAUXHALL

In a year when all the world was flocking to the new Rotunda in Ranelagh Gardens, Mrs. Northey would be particular, and have her evening party to Vauxhall. Open air was the fashion of the time, and it was from her seat at the open window in Arlington Street that she welcomed her guests. Thence, as each new-comer appeared she shouted her greeting, often in terms that convulsed the chairmen at the corner; or now and again, hanging far out, she turned her attention and wit to the carpenters working late on Sir Roberts house next door, and stated in good round phrases her opinion of the noise they made. When nearly all her company were assembled, and the room was full of women languishing and swimming, and of men mincing and prattling, and tapping their snuff-boxes, Sophia stole in, and, creeping into a corner, hid herself behind two jolly nymphs, who, with hoops six feet wide and cheeks as handsome as crimson could make them, were bandying jokes and horse-play with a tall admirer. In this retreat Sophia fancied that she might hide her sad looks until the party set out; and great was her dismay, when, venturing at last to raise her eyes, she discovered that she had placed herself beside, nay, almost touching the man whom of all others she wished to avoid, the detested Coke; who, singularly enough, had sought the same retirement a few moments earlier.

In the confusion of the moment she recoiled a step; the events of the day had shaken her nerves. Then, I beg your pardon, sir, I did not see that you were there, she stammered.

No, he said with a smile, I know you did not, child. Or you would have gone to the other end of the room. Now, confess. Is it not so?

She shrugged her shoulders. As you please, sir, she said, I would not venture to contradict you, and curtseying satirically she turned away her face. At any rate he should lie in no doubt of her feelings.

He did not answer. And, welcome as his silence was, something like contempt of a suitor who aspired to have without daring to speak took possession of her. Under the influence of this feeling, embittered by the rating she had received that morning, she fell to considering him out of the tail of her eye, but, in spite of herself, she could not deny that he was personable; that his features, if a trifle set and lacking vivacity, were good, and his bearing that of a gentleman at ease in his company. Before she had well weighed him, however, or done more than compare him with the fop who stood before her, and whose muff and quilted coat, long queue and black leather stock were in the extreme of the fashion, Sir Hervey spoke again.

Why does it not please you? he asked, almost listlessly.

To do what, sir?

To be beside me.

I did not say it did not, she answered, looking stiffly the other way.

But it does not, he persisted. I suppose, child, your sister has told you what my views are?

Yes, sir.

And what do you say? he murmured. That  that I am much obliged to you, but they are not mine! Sophia answered, with a rush of words and colour; and, punished as she had been that morning, it must be confessed, she cruelly enjoyed the stroke.

For a moment only. Then to her astonishment and dismay Sir Hervey laughed. That is what you say now, he answered lightly. What will you say if, by-and-by, when we know one another better, we get on as well together as  as Lady Sophia there, and  

And Lord Lincoln? she cried, seeing that he hesitated. Never!

Indeed! he retorted. But, pray, what do you know about Lord Lincoln?

I suppose you think I know no scandal? she cried.

I would prefer you to know as little as possible, he answered coolly; in the tone she fancied which he would have used had she been already his property. And there is another thing I would also prefer you did not know, he continued.

Pray, what is that? she cried, openly scornful; and she flirted her fan a little faster.

Mr. Hawkesworth.

The blood rushed to her cheeks. This was too much. Are you jealous? or only impertinent? she asked, her voice not less furious because it was low and guarded. How noble, how chivalrous, to say behind a gentlemans back what you would not dare to say to his face!

Sir Hervey shrugged his shoulders. He is not a gentleman, he said. He is not one of us, and he is not fit company for you. I do not know what story he has told you, nor what cards he has played, but I know that what I say is true. Be advised, child, he continued earnestly, and look on him coldly when you see him next. Be sure if you do not  

You will speak to my sister? she cried. If you have not done it already? Lord, sir, I congratulate you. Im sure you have discovered quite a new style of wooing. Next, I suppose, you will have me sent to my room, and put on bread and water for a week? Or buried in a parsonage in the country with Tillotsons Sermons and the Holy Living?

I spoke to you as I should speak to my sister, Sir Hervey said, with something akin to apology in his tone.

Say, rather, as you would speak to your daughter! she replied, quick as lightning; and, trembling with rage, she drove home the shaft with a low curtsey. To be sure, sir, now I think of it, the distance between us justifies you in giving me what advice you please.

He winced at last, and was even a trifle out of countenance. But he did not answer, and she, furiously angry, turned her back on him, and looked the other way. Young as she was, all the woman in her rose in revolt against the humiliation of being advised in such a matter by a man. She could have struck him. She hated him. And they were all in the same story. They were all against her and her dear Irishman, who alone understood her. Tears rose in Sophias eyes as she pictured her present loneliness and her happiness in the past; as she recalled the old home looking down the long avenue of chestnut trees, the dogs, the horses, the boisterous twin brother, and the father who by turns had coarsely chidden and fondly indulged her. In her loss of all this, in a change of life as complete as it was sudden, she had found one only to comfort her, one only who had not thought the whirl of strange pleasures a sufficient compensation for a home and a father. One only who had read her silence, and pitied her inexperience. And him they would snatch from her! Him they would  

But at this point her thoughts were interrupted by a general movement towards the door. Bent on an evenings frolic the party issued into Arlington Street with loud laughter and louder voices, and in a moment were gaily descending St. Jamess Street. One or two of the elder ladies took chairs, but the greater part walked, the gentlemen with hats under their arms and canes dangling from their wrists, the more foppish with muffs. Passing down St. Jamess, where Betty, the fruit woman, with a couple of baskets of fruit, was added to the company, they crossed the end of Pall Mall, now inviting a recruit, after the easy fashion of the day, and now hailing a friend on the farther side of the street. Thence, by the Mall and the Horse Guards, and so to the Whitehall Stairs, where boats were waiting for them on the grey evening surface of the broad river.

Sophia found herself compelled to go in the same boat with Sir Hervey, but she took good heed to ensconce herself at a distance from him; and, successful in this, sat at her end, moody, and careless of appearances. There was singing and a little romping in the stern of the boat, where the ladies principally sat, and where their hoops called for some arrangement. Presently a pert girl, Lady Betty Cochrane, out at sixteen, and bent on a husband before she was seventeen, marked Sophias silence, nudged those about her, and took on herself to rally the girl.

La, miss, you must have been at a Quakers meeting! she cried, simpering. It is easy to see where your thoughts are.

Where? Sophia murmured, abashed by this public notice.

I believe there is very good acting in  Doblin! the provoking creature answered, with her head on one side, and a sentimental air; and the ladies tittered and the gentlemen smiled. Have you ever been to  Doblin, miss? she continued, with a look that winged the innuendo.

Sophia, her face on fire, did not answer.

Oh, la, miss, you are not offended, I hope! the tormentor cried politely. Sure, I thought the gentleman had spoken, and all was arranged. To be sure  

ORourkes noble fare

Will neer be forgot

By those who were there,

And those who were not!

And those who were not! she hummed again, with a wink that drove the ladies to hide their mirth in their handkerchiefs. A fine man, ORourke, and I have heard that he was an actor in  Doblin! the little tease continued.

Sophia, choking with rage, and no match for her town-bred antagonist, could find not a word to answer; and worse still, she knew not where to look. Another moment and she might even have burst into tears, a mishap which would have disgraced her for ever in that company. But at the critical instant a quiet voice at the stern was heard, quoting  

Whom Simplicetta loves the town would know,
Mark well her knots, and name the happy beau!

On which it was seen that it is one thing to tease and another to be teased. Lady Betty swung round in a rage, and without a word attacked Sir Hervey with her fan with a violence that came very near to upsetting the boat. How dare you, you horrid man? she cried, when she thought she had beaten him enough. I wish there were no men in the world, I declare I do! Its a great story, you ugly thing! If Mr. Hesketh says I gave him a knot, he is just a  

A shout of laughter cut her short. Too late she saw that she had betrayed herself, and she stamped furiously on the bottom of the boat. He cut it off! she shrieked, raising her voice above the laughter. He cut it off! He would cut it off! Tis a shame you will not believe me. I say  

A fresh peal of laughter drowned her voice, and brought the boat to the landing-place.

All the same, Lady Betty, the nearest girl said as they prepared to step out, youd better not let your mother hear, or youll go milk cows, my dear, in the country! Lord, you little fool, the boys not worth a groat, and should be at school by rights!

Miss Betty did not answer, but cocking her chin with disdain, which made her look prettier than ever, stepped out, sulking. Sophia followed, her cheeks a trifle cooler than they had been; and the party, once more united, proceeded on foot from the river to the much-praised groves of Pleasure; where ten thousand lamps twinkled and glanced among the trees, or outlined the narrowing avenue that led to the glittering pavilion. In the wide and open space before this Palace of Aladdin a hundred gay and lively groups were moving to and fro to the strains of the band, or were standing to gaze at the occupants of the boxes; who, sheltered from the elements, and divided from the humbler visitors by little gardens, supped al fresco, their ears charmed by music, and their eyes entertained by the ever-changing crowd that moved below them.

Two of the best boxes had been retained for Mrs. Northeys party, but before they proceeded to them her company chose to stroll up and down a time or two, diverting themselves with the humours of the place and the evening. More than once Sophias heart stood still as they walked. She fancied that she saw Hawkesworth approaching, that she distinguished his form, his height, his face amid the crowd; and conscious of the observant eyes around her, as well as of her sisters displeasure, she knew not where to look for embarrassment. On each occasion it turned out that she was mistaken, and to delicious tremors succeeded the chill of a disappointment almost worse to bear. After all, she reflected, if she must dismiss him, here were a hundred opportunities of doing so in greater freedom than she could command elsewhere. The turmoil of the press through which they moved, now in light and now in shadow, now on the skirts of the romantic, twilit grove, and now under the blaze of the pavilion lamps, favoured the stolen word, the kind glance, the quick-breathed sigh. But though he knew that she was to be there, though of late he had seldom failed her in such public resorts as this, he did not appear; and by-and-by her company left the parade, and, entering the boxes, fell to mincing chickens in china bowls, and cooking them with butter and water over a lamp, all with much romping and scolding, and some kissing and snatching of white fingers, and such a fire of jests and laughter as soon drew a crowd to the front of the box, and filled the little gardens on either side of them with staring groups.

Gayest, pertest, most reckless of all, Lady Betty was in her glory. Never was such a rattle as she showed herself. Her childish treble and shrill laugh, her pretty flushed face and tumbled hair were everywhere. Apparently bent on punishing Coke for his interference she never let him rest, with the result that Sophia, whose resentment still smouldered, was free to withdraw to the back of the box, and witness rather than share the sport that went forward. To this a new zest was given when Lord P  , who had been dining at a tavern on the river, arrived very drunk, and proceeded to harangue the crowd from the front of the box.

Sophias seat at the back was beside the head of the half-dozen stairs that descended to the gardens. The door at her elbow was open. On a sudden, while the hubbub was at its height, and a good half of the party were on their feet before her  some encouraging his lordship to fresh vagaries, and others striving to soothe him  she heard a stealthy hist! hist! in the doorway beside her, as if some one sought to gain her attention. With Hawkesworth in her mind she peered that way in trembling apprehension; immediately a little white note dropped lightly at her feet, and she had a glimpse of a head and shoulders, withdrawn as soon as seen.

With a tumultuous feeling between shame and joy, Sophia, who, up to this moment, had had nothing clandestine on her conscience, slipped her foot over the note? and glanced round to see if any one had seen her. That moment an eager childish voice cried in her ear, Give me that! Give it me! And then, more urgently, Do you hear? It is mine! Please give it me!

The voice was Lady Bettys; and her flushed pleading face backed the appeal. At which, and all it meant, it is not to be denied that a little malice stirred in Sophias breast. The chit had so tormented her an hour earlier, had so held her up to ridicule, so shamed her. It was no wonder she was inclined to punish her now. Yours, child, she said, looking coldly at her. Impossible.

Yes, miss. Please  please give it me  at once, please, before it is too late.

I do not know that I shall, Sophia answered virtuously, from the height of her eighteen years. Children have no right to receive notes. I ought to give it to your mother. Then, with an unexpected movement, she stooped and possessed herself of the folded scrap of paper. I am not sure that I shall not, she continued.

Lady Bettys face was piteous. If you do, I  I shall be sent into the country, she panted. I  I dont know what theyll do to me. Oh, please, please, will you give it me!

Sophia had a kindly nature, and the girls distress appealed to her. But it appealed in two ways.

No, I shall not give it you, she answered firmly. But I shall not tell your mother, either. I shall tear it up. You are too young, you little baby, to do this! And suiting the action to the word, she tore the note into a dozen pieces and dropped them.

Lady Betty glared at her between relief and rage. At last Cat! Cat! she whispered with childish spite. Thank you for nothing, maam. Ill pay you by-and-by, see if I dont! And with a spring, she was back at the front of the box, her laugh the loudest, her voice the freshest, her wit the boldest and most impertinent of all. Sophia, who fancied that she had made an enemy, did not notice that more than once this madcap looked her way; nor that in the midst of the wildest outbursts she had an eye for what happened in her direction.

Sophia, indeed, had food for thought more important than Lady Betty, for the girl had scarcely left her side when Mrs. Northey came to her, shook her roughly by the shoulder  they had direct ways in those days  and asked her in a fierce whisper if she were going to sulk there all the evening. Thus adjured, Sophia moved reluctantly to a front seat at the right-hand corner of the box. Lord P  had been suppressed, but broken knots of people still lingered before the garden of the box expecting a new escapade. To the right, in the open, fireworks were being let off, and the grounds in that direction were as light as in the day. Suddenly, Sophias eyes, roving moodily hither and thither, became fixed. She rose to her feet with a cry of surprise, which must have been heard by her companions had they not been taken up at that moment with the arrest of a cutpurse by two thief-takers, a drama which was going forward on the left.

Theres  theres Tom! she cried, her astonishment extreme, since Tom should have been at Cambridge. And raising her voice she shouted Tom! Tom!

Her brother did not hear. He was moving across the open lighted space, some fifteen paces from the box; a handsome boy, foppishly dressed, moving with the affected indifference of a very young dandy. Sophia glanced round in an agony of impatience, and found that no one was paying any attention to her; there was no one she could send to call him. She saw that in a twinkling he would be lost in the crowd, and, acting on the impulse of the moment, she darted to the stairs, which were only two paces from her, and flew down them to overtake him. Unfortunately, she tripped at the bottom and almost fell, lost a precious instant, and lost Tom. When she reached the spot where she had last seen him, and looked round, her brother was not to be seen.

Or yes, there he was, in the act of vanishing down one of the dim alleys that led into the grove. Half laughing, half crying, innocently anticipating his surprise when he should see her, Sophia sped after him. He turned a corner  the place was a maze and dimly lighted  she followed him; she thought he met some one, she hurried on, and the next moment was all but in the arms of Hawkesworth.

Sophia! the Irishman cried, pressing his hat to his heart as he bowed before her. Oh, my angel, that I should be so blest! This is indeed a happy meeting.

But she was far at the moment from thinking of him. Her brother occupied her whole mind. Where is he, she cried, looking every way. Where is Tom? Mr. Hawkesworth, you must have seen him. He must have passed you.

Seen whom, maam? her admirer asked with eager devotion. He was tall, with a certain florid grace of carriage; and ready, for his hand was on his heart, and his eyes expressed the joy he felt, almost before she knew who stood before her. If it is any one I know, make me happy by commanding me. If he be at the ends of the earth, I will bring him back.

It is my brother!

Your brother?

Yes  but you would not know him, she cried, stamping her foot with impatience. How annoying!

Not know him? he answered gallantly. Oh, maam, how little you know me! And Hawkesworth extended his arm with a gesture half despairing, half reproachful. How little you enter into my feelings if you think that I should not know your brother! My tongue I know is clumsy, and says little, but my eyes  and certainly they dwelt boldly enough on her blushing face, my eyes must inform you more correctly of my feelings.

Please, please do not talk like that! she cried in a low voice, and she wrung her hands in distress. I saw my brother, and I came down to overtake him, and  and somehow I have missed him.

But I thought that he was at Cambridge? he said.

He should be, she replied. But it was he. It was he indeed. I ran to catch him, and I have missed him, and I must go back at once. If you please, I must go back at once.

In one moment you shall! he cried, barring the road, but with so eloquent a look and a tone so full of admiration that she could not resent the movement. In one moment you shall. But, my angel, heaven has sent you to my side, heaven has taken pity on my passion, and given me this moment of delight  will you be more cruel and snatch it from me? Nay, but, sweet, he continued with ardour, making as if he would kneel, and take possession of her hand, sweetest one, say that you, too, are glad! Say  

Mr. Hawkesworth, I am glad, she murmured, trembling; while her face burned with blushes. For it gives me an opportunity I might otherwise have lacked of  of  oh, I dont know how I can say it!

Say what, madam?

How I can take  take leave of you, she murmured, turning away her head.

Take leave of me? he cried. Take leave of me?

Yes, oh, yes! Believe me, Mr. Hawkesworth, Sophia continued, beginning to stammer in her confusion, I am not ungrateful for your attentions, I am not, indeed, ungrateful, but we  we must part.

Never! he cried, rising and looking down at her. Never! It is not your heart that speaks now, or it speaks but a lesson it has learned.

Sophia was silent.

It is your friends who would part us, he continued, with stern and bitter emphasis. It is your cold-blooded, politic brother-in-law; it is your proud sister  

Stay, sir, Sophia said unsteadily. She is my sister.

She is; but she would part us! he retorted. Do you think that I do not understand that? Do you think that I do not know why, too? They see in me only a poor gentleman. I cannot go to them, and tell them what I have told you! I cannot, he continued, with a gesture that in the daylight might have seemed a little theatrical, but in the dusk of the alley and to a girls romantic perceptions commended itself gallantly enough, put my life in their hands as I have put it in yours! I cannot tell them that the day will come when Plomer Hawkesworth will stand on the steps of a throne and enjoy all that a kings gratitude can confer. When he who now runs daily, nightly, hourly the risk of Layers fate, whose head may any morning rot on Temple Bar and his limbs on York Gates  

Sophia interrupted him; she could bear no more. Oh, no, no! she cried, shuddering and covering her eyes. God forbid! God forbid, sir! Rather  

Rather what, sweet? he cried, and he caught her hand in rapture.

Rather give up this  this dangerous life, she sobbed, overcome by the horror of the things his words had conjured up. Let others tread such dangerous ways and run such risks. Give up the Jacobite cause, Mr. Hawkesworth, if you love me as you say you do, and I  

Yes? Yes? he cried; and across his handsome face, momentarily turned from her as if he would resist her pleading, there crept a look half of derision, half of triumph. What of you, sweet?

But her reply was never spoken, for as he uttered the word the fireworks died down with startling abruptness, plunging the alley in which they stood into gloom. The change recalled the girl to a full and sudden sense of her position; to its risks and to its consequences, should her absence, even for a moment, be discovered. Wringing her hands in distress, in place of the words that had been on her lips, Oh, I must go! she cried. I must get back at once! And she looked for help to her lover.

He did not answer her, and she turned from him, fearing he might try to detain her. But she had not taken three steps before she paused in agitation, uncertain in the darkness which way she had come. A giggling, squealing girl ran by her into the grove, followed by a man; at the same moment a distant fanfare of French horns, with the confused noise of a multitude of feet trampling the earth at once, announced that the entertainment was over, and that the assembly was beginning to leave the gardens.

Sophias heart stood still. What if she were missed? Worse still, what if she were left behind? Oh, she cried, turning again to him, her hands outstretched, which is the way? Mr. Hawkesworth, please, please show me the way! Please take me to them!

But the Irishman did not move.


CHAPTER III

THE CLOCK-MAKER

It even seemed to Sophia that his face, as he stood watching her, took on a smirk of satisfaction, faint, but odious; and in that moment, and for the moment, she came near to hating him. She knew that in the set in which she moved much might be overlooked, and daily and hourly was overlooked, in the right people. But to be lost at Vauxhall at midnight, in the company of an unauthorised lover  this had a horribly clandestine sound; this should be sufficient to blacken the fame of a poor maid  or her country education was at fault. And knowing this, and hearing the confused sounds of departure rise each moment louder and more importunate, the girl grew frantic with impatience.

Which way? Which way? she cried. Do you hear me? Which way are the boxes, Mr. Hawkesworth? You know which way I came. Am I to think you a dolt, sir, or  or what?

Or what? he repeated, grinning feebly. To be candid, the occasion had not been foreseen, and the Irishman, though of readiest wit, could not on the instant make up his mind how he would act.

Or a villain? she cried, with a furious glance. And in the effort to control herself, the ivory fan-sticks snapped in her small fingers as if they had been of glass. Take me back this instant, sir, she continued, her head high, or never presume to speak to me again!

What he would have said to this is uncertain, for the good reason that before he answered, two men appeared at the end of the alley. Catching the sheen of Sophias hoop skirt, where it glimmered light against the dark of the trees, they espied the pair, took them for a pair of lovers, and with a whoop of drunken laughter came towards them. One was Lord P  , no soberer than before; the other a brother buck flushed with wine to the same pitch of insolence, and ready for any folly or mischief. Crying So ho! A petticoat! A petticoat! the two Mohocks joined hands, and with a tipsy view-halloa! swept down the green walk, expecting to carry all before them.

But it was in such an emergency as this that the Irishman was at his best. Throwing himself between the shrinking, frightened girl and the onset of the drunken rakes, he raised his cane with an air so determined that the assailants thought better of their plan, and, pausing with a volley of drunken threats, parted hands and changed their scheme of attack. While one prepared to rush in and overturn the man, the other made a feint aside, and, thrusting himself through the shrubs, sprang on the girl. Sophia screamed, and tried to free herself; but scream and effort were alike premature. With a rapid twirl Hawkesworth avoided my lords rush, caught him by the waist as he blundered by, and, swinging him off his legs, flung him crashing among the undergrowth. Then, whipping out his sword, he pricked the other who had seized Sophia, in the fleshy part of the shoulder, and forced him to release her; after which, plying his point before the bullys eyes, he drove him slowly back and back. Now the man shrieked and flinched as the glittering steel menaced his face; now he poured forth a volley of threats and curses, as it was for a moment withdrawn. But Hawkesworth was unmoved by either, and at length the fellow, seeing that he was not to be intimidated either by his lordships name or his own menaces, thought better of it  as these gentlemen commonly did when they were resisted; and springing back with a parting oath, he took to his heels, and saved himself down a bypath.

The Irishman, a little breathed by his victory, wasted no time in vaunting it. The girl had witnessed it with worshipping eyes; he could trust her to make the most of it. Quick, he cried, or we shall be in trouble! And sheathing his sword, he caught the trembling Sophia by the hand, and ran with her down the path. They turned a corner; a little way before her she saw lights, and the open space near the booths which she had seen her brother cross. But now Hawkesworth halted; his purpose was still fluid and uncertain. But the next moment a shrill childish voice cried Here she is; Ive found her! and Lady Betty Cochrane flew towards them. A little behind her, approaching at a more leisurely pace, was Sir Hervey Coke.

Lady Betty stared at Hawkesworth with all her eyes, and giggled. Oh, lord, a man! she cried, and veiled her face, pretending to be overcome.

I saw my brother, Sophia faltered, covered with confusion, and ran down  ran down to  to meet him.

Just so! But see here, brother! Lady Betty answered with a wink. Gos the word, now, if you are not a fool.

Hawkesworth hesitated an instant, looking from Sophia to Sir Hervey Coke; but he saw that nothing more could be done on the occasion, and muttering Another time, he turned away, and in a moment was lost in the grove.

She was with her brother, Lady Betty cried, turning, and breathlessly explaining the matter to Coke, who had seen all. Think of that! She saw him, and followed him. Thats all. Lord, I wonder, she continued, with a loud giggle, if they would make such a fuss if I were missing. I declare to goodness Ill try. And, leaving Sophia to follow with Sir Hervey, she danced on in front until they met Mrs. Northey, who, with her husband and several of her party, was following in search of the culprit. Seeing she was found, the gentlemen winked at one another behind backs, while the ladies drew down the corners of their mouths. One of the latter laughed, maliciously expecting the scene that would follow.

But Lady Betty had the first word, and kept it. Lord, maam, what ninnies we are! she cried. She was with her brother. Thats all!

Hee, hee! the lady tittered who had laughed before. Thats good! Her brother!

Yes, she was! Betty cried, turning on her, a very spitfire. I suppose seeings believing, maam, though one is only fifteen, and not forty. She saw her brother going by the  the corner there, and ran after him while we were watching  watching the  But oh, I beg your pardon, maam, you were otherwise engaged, I think! with a derisive curtsey.

Unfortunately the lady who had laughed had a weakness for one of the gentlemen in company; which was so notorious that on this even her friends sniggered. With Mrs. Northey, however, Lady Bettys advocacy was less effective. That pattern sister, from the moment she discovered Sophias absence, and divined the cause of it, had been fit to burst with spleen. Fortunately, the coarse rating which she had prepared, and from which neither policy nor mercy could have persuaded her to refrain, died on her shrewish lips at the word brother.

Her brother? she repeated mechanically, as she glowered at Lady Betty. Her brother here? What do you mean?

To be sure, maam, what I say. She saw him.

But how did she know  that he was in London? Mrs. Northey stammered, forgetting herself for the moment.

She didnt know! Thats the strange part of it! Lady Betty replied volubly. She saw him, maam, and ran after him.

Well, anyway, you have given us enough trouble! Mrs. Northey retorted, addressing her sister; who stood before them trembling with excitement, and overcome by the varied emotions of the scene through which she had passed in the alley. Thank you for nothing, and Master Tom, too! Perhaps if you have quite done youll come home. Sir Hervey, Ill trust her to you, if youll be troubled with her. Now, if your ladyship will lead the way? I declare its wondrous dark of a sudden.

The party, taking the hint, turned, and quickly made its way along the deserted paths towards the entrance. As they trooped by twos and threes down the Avenue of Delight many of the lamps had flickered out, and others were guttering in the sockets, fit images of wit and merriment that had lost their sparkle, and fell dull on jaded ears. Coke walked in silence beside his companion until a little interval separated them from the others. Then, Child, he said in a tone grave and almost severe, are you fixed to take no warning? Are you determined to throw away your life?

It was his misfortune  and hers  that he chose his seasons ill. At that moment her heart was filled to overflowing with her lover, and her danger; his prowess, and his brave defence of her. Her eyes were hot with joyful, happy tears hardly pent back. Her limbs trembled with a delicious agitation; all within her was a tumult of warm feelings, of throbbing sensibilities.

For Sir Hervey to oppose himself to her in that mood was to court defeat; it was to associate himself with the worldliness that to her in her rapture was the most hateful thing on earth; and he had his reward. Throw away my life, she cried, curtly and contemptuously, tis just that, sir, I am determined not to do!

You are going the way to do it, he retorted.

I should be going the way  were I to entertain the suit of a spy! she cried, her voice trembling as she hurled the insult at him. Were I to become the wife of a man who, even before he has a claim on me, dogs my footsteps, watches my actions, defames my friends! Believe me, sir, I thank you for nothing so much as for opening my eyes to your merits.

Oh, Lord! he exclaimed in despair almost comic.

Thank you, she said. I see your conduct is of a piece, sir. From the first you treated me as a child; a chattel to be conveyed to you by my friends, with the least trouble to yourself. You scarcely stooped to speak to me until you found another in the field, and then twas only to backbite a gentleman whom you dared not accuse to his face?

As she grew hotter he grew cool. Well, well, he said, tapping his snuff-box, be easy; I shant carry you off against your will.

No, you will not! she cried. You will not! Dont think, if you please, that I am afraid of you. I am afraid of no one!

And in the fervour of her love she felt that she spoke the truth. At that moment she was afraid of no one.

Tis a happy state; I hope it may continue, Coke answered placidly. You never had cause to fear me. After this you shall have no cause to reproach me. I ask only one thing in return.

You will have nothing, she said rudely.

You will grant me this, whether you will or no!

Never!

Yes, he said, for it is but this, and you cannot help yourself. When you have been married to that man a month think of this moment and of me, and remember that I warned you.

He spoke soberly, but he might have spoken to the winds for all the good he did. She was in air, picturing her lovers strength and prowess, his devotion, his gallantry. Once again she saw the drunken lord lifted and flung among the shrubs, and Hawkesworths figure as he stood like Hector above his fallen foe. Again she saw the other bully flinching before his steel, cursing, reviling and hiccoughing by turns, and Hawkesworth silent, inexorable, pressing on him. She forgot the preceding moment of dismay when she had turned to her lover for help, and read something less than respect in his eyes; that short moment during which he had hung in the wind uncertain what course he would take with her. She forgot this, for she was only eighteen, and the scene in which he had championed her had cast its glamour over her, distorting all that had gone before. He had defended her; he was her hero, she was his chosen. What girl of sensibility could doubt it?

Coke, who left them at the door of the house in Arlington Street, finished the evening at Whites, where, playing deep for him, he won three hundred at hazard without speaking three unnecessary words. Returning home with the milk in the morning, he rubbed his eyes, surprised to find himself following Hawkesworth along Piccadilly. The Irishman had a companion, a young lad who reeled and hiccoughed in the cool morning air; who sung snatches of tipsy songs, and at the corner of Berkeley Street would have fought with a night chairman if the elder man had not dragged him on by force. The two turned up Dover Street and Sir Hervey, after following them with his eyes, lost sight of them, and went on, wondering why a drunken boys voice, heard at haphazard in the street, reminded him of Sophia.

He would have wondered less and known more had he followed them farther. At the bottom of Hay Hill the lad freed himself from his companions arm, propped his shoulders against the wall of Berkeley Gardens, and with drunken solemnity proceeded to argue a point. I dont understand, he said. Why shouldnt I speak to Sphia, if I please. Eh? Sphias devilish good girl, why do you go and drag her off? Thats what I want to know.

My dear lad, Hawkesworth answered with patience, if she saw you shed blow the whole thing.

Not she! the lad hiccoughed obstinately. Shes a good little girl. Shes my twin, I tell you.

But the others were with her.

What others?

Northey.

I shall kick Northey, when I am married, the lad proclaimed with drunken solemnity. Thats all.

Well, youll be married to-morrow.

Why not to-day? Thats what I want to know. Eh? Why not to-day?

Because the fair Oriana is at Ipswich, and you are here, the Irishman answered with a trace of impatience in his tone. Then under his breath he added, D  n the jade! This is one of her tricks. Shes never where she is wanted.

In the meantime the lad had been set in motion again, and the two had reached the end of Davies Street at the north-west corner of the square. Here, perceiving the other mutter, Tom  for Sophias brother, Tom, it was  stopped anew. Eh? Whats that? he said. Whats that you are saying, old tulip?

I was saying you were a monstrous clever fellow to win her  to-day or to-morrow, Hawkesworth answered coolly. And I am hanged if I know how you did it. I can tell you a hundred gay fellows in the town are dying to marry her. And no flinchers, either.

Pon honour?

Ay, and a hundred more would give their ears for a kiss. But lord, out of all she must needs choose you! I vow, lad, Hawkesworth continued with enthusiasm, it is the most extraordinary thing that ever was. The finest shape this side of Paris, eyes that would melt a stone, ankles like a gossamer, a toast wherever she goes, and the prettiest wit in the world; sink me, lad, she might have had the richest buck in town, and she chooses you.

Might she really? Honest now, might she?

That she might!

Tom was so moved by this picture of his mistresss devotion and his own bliss that he found it necessary to weep a little, supporting himself by the huge link-extinguisher at the corner of Davies Street. His wig awry, and his hat clapped on the back of it, he looked as abandoned a young rake as the five oclock sun ever shone upon; and yet under his maudlin tears lay a real if passing passion. Shes an angel! he sobbed presently. I shall never forget it! Never! And to think that but for you, if your chaise had not broken down at my elbow, just when you had picked her up after the accident at Trumpington, I should never have known her! And  and I might have been smugging at Cambridge now, instead of waiting to be made the happiest of men. Oriana, he continued, clinging to the railings in a tipsy rhapsody, most beautiful of your sex, I vow  

A couple of chairmen and a milk-girl were looking on grinning. There, beds the word now! Hawkesworth cried, seizing him and dragging him on. Beds the word! I said we would make a night of it, and we have. Whats more, my lad, he continued in a tone too low for Toms ear, if youre not so cut to-morrow, youre glad to keep the house  Im a Dutchman!

This time his efforts were successful. His lodging, taken a week before in the name of Plomer, was only a few doors distant. In two minutes he had got Tom thither; in three, the lad, divested of his coat, boots and neckcloth, was snoring heavily on the bed; while the Irishman, from an armchair on the hearth, kept dark watch over him. At length he too fell asleep, and slumbered as soundly as an innocent child, until a muffled hammering in the parlour roused him, and he stood up yawning and looked about him. The room, stiflingly close, lay in semi-darkness; on the bed sprawled the young runagate, dead asleep, his arms tossed wide. Hawkesworth stared awhile, still half asleep; at last, thirsting for small beer, he opened the door and went into the parlour. Here the windows were open: it was high noon. The noise the Irishman had heard was made by a man whose head and, shoulders were plunged in a tall clock that stood in one corner. The man was kneeling at his task mending something in the works of the clock. The Irishman touched him roughly with his foot.

Sink that coffin-making! he cried coarsely. Do you hear? Get up!

The clock-maker withdrew his head, looked up meekly to see who disturbed him, and  and swore. Simultaneously Hawkesworth drew back with a cry, and the two glared at one another. Then the man on the floor  he wore a paper cap, and below it his fat elderly face shone with sweat  rose quickly to his feet. You villain! he cried, in a voice tremulous and scarcely articulate, so great was his passion. I have found you at last, have I? Wheres my daughter? and he stretched out his open hands, crook-fingered, and shook them in the younger mans face. Where is my daughter?

Lord, man, how do I know? Hawkesworth answered. He tried to speak lightly, but with all his impudence he was taken aback, and showed it.

How do you know? the clock-maker retorted, again shaking his hands in his face. If you dont know, who should? Who should? By heaven, if you dont tell me, and truly, Ill rouse the house on you. Do you hear! Ill make you known here, you scoundrel, for what you are. This is a respectable house, and theyll have none of you. Ill so cry you, you shall trick no man of his daughter again. No, for Ill set the crowd on you, and mark you.

Hush, man, hush! Hawkesworth answered, with an anxious glance at the door of the chamber he had left. You do yourself no good by this.

No; but by heaven I can do you harm! the other replied, and nimbly stepping to the door that led to the stairs, he opened it, and held it ajar. I can do you harm! A silver tankard and twenty-seven guineas she took with her, and Ill swear them to you. By God, I will!

Hawkesworths face turned a dull white. Unwelcome as the meeting and the recognition were, he had not realised his danger until now. The awkward circumstances connected with the tankard and the guineas had escaped his memory. Now it was clear he must temporise. You need not threaten, he said doggedly. Ill tell you all I know. Shes  shes not with me; she is on the stage. Shes not in London.

Shes not with you?

No.

Youre a liar! the clock-maker cried, brutally.

I swear it is true! Hawkesworth protested.

She is not living with you?

No.

Did you marry her?

Ye  ye  No! Hawkesworth answered, uncertain for a moment which reply would be the better taken. No; I  she left me, I tell you, he continued hurriedly, and went on the stage against my will.

The clock-maker laughed cunningly, and his face was not pleasant to see. Shes not with you, he said, shes not married to you, and shes not in London? You deceived her, my fine fellow, and left her. Thats the story, is it? Thats the story Ive waited two years to hear.

She left me, Hawkesworth answered. Against my will, I tell you.

Anyway shes gone, and twill make no difference to her what happens to you. So Ill hang you, you devil, the old man continued, with a cold chuckling determination, that chilled Hawkesworths blood. No, you dont, he continued, withdrawing one half of his body through the doorway, as Hawkesworth took a step towards him. You dont pinch me that way! Another step, and I give the alarm.

Hawkesworth recalled the opinion he had held of this grasping old curmudgeon, his former landlord  who had loved his gay, flirty daughter a little, and his paltry savings more; and his heart misgave him. The alarm once given, the neighbourhood roused, at the best, and if no worse thing befel him, he would be arrested. Arrest meant the ruin of his present schemes. Oh, come, Mr. Grocott, he faltered. You will not do it. Youll not be so foolish.

Why not? the other snarled, in cruel enjoyment of his fears. Eh! Tell me that. Why not?

But even as he spoke Hawkesworth saw the way out of his dilemma. Because youll not do a thing you will repent all your life, he said, his brazen assurance returning as quickly as it had departed. Because youll not ruin your daughter. Have done, hold your hand, man, and in two days Ill make her a grand lady.

Youll marry her, I suppose, old Grocott answered with a savage sneer.

Yes, to a man of title and property.

Youre a great liar.

Hawkesworth spread out his hands in remonstrance. Judge for yourself, he said. Have a little patience. Listen to me two minutes, my good fellow; and then say if youll stand in your daughters light.

Hang the drab! Shes no daughter of mine, the old man cried fiercely. Nevertheless he listened, and Hawkesworth, sinking his voice, proceeded to tell in tones, always earnest, and at times appealing, a story that little by little won the hearers attention. First Grocott, albeit he listened with the same apparent incredulity, closed the door. Later, his interest growing, he advanced into the room. Then he began to breathe more quickly; at length, with an oath, he struck his hand on the table beside him.

And you say the lad is here? he cried.

He is here.

Where?

In that room.

By gole, let me see him!

If he is asleep, Hawkesworth answered, assenting with reluctance. He crossed the room and cautiously opened the door of the chamber in which Tom lay snoring. Beckoning the old man to be wary, he allowed him to peer in. Grocott looked and listened, stole forward, and, like some pale-faced ghoul, leant over the flushed features of the unconscious lad. Then he stealthily returned to the parlour, and the door between the two rooms was shut.

Well, the Irishman asked, are you satisfied?

What do you say his name is?

Maitland  Sir Thomas Maitland of Cuckfield.

Shell be Lady Maitland?

To be sure.

And what do you call  her now? the clock-maker asked. He seemed to find a difficulty in pronouncing the last words.

Clark  Mistress Oriana Clark, Hawkesworth answered. Shes at Ipswich, or was, and should be here to-morrow.

Grocotts nose curled at the name. And what are you going to get out of this? he continued, eyeing the other with intense suspicion.

The Irishman hesitated, but in the end determined to tell the truth, and trust to the others self-interest. A wife, and a plum, he said jauntily. Theres a girl, his sister, Im going to marry; she takes ten thousand out of his share if he marries without his guardians consent. Thats it.
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Lord, youre a rascal! Grocott ejaculated, and stared in admiration of the others roguery. To take ten thousand of my son-in-laws money, and tell me of it to my face. By gole, youre a cool one!

You can choose between that and nothing, Hawkesworth answered, confident in his recovered mastery. You can do nothing without me, you see. No more can Oriana.

The old man winced. Somehow the name  her name had been Sarah  hurt him. Whats the name of  of the other one? he said. His sister  that youre going to marry?

Sophia, the Irishman answered.


CHAPTER IV

A DISCOVERY

The scene in the gardens had moved Sophias feelings so deeply that, notwithstanding the glamour Hawkesworths exploit had cast over her, a word of kindness addressed to her on her arrival in Arlington Street might have had far-reaching results. Unfortunately her sisters temper and Mr. Northeys dulness gave sweet reasonableness small place. Scarcely had the chairmen been dismissed, the chairs carried out, and the door closed on them before Mr. Northeys indignation found vent. Sophia, I am astonished! he said in portentous tones; and, dull as he was, he was astonished. I could not have believed you would behave in this way!

The more fool you! Mrs. Northey snapped; while the girl, white and red by turns, too proud to fly, yet dreading what was to come, hung irresolute at the foot of the stairs, apparently fumbling with her hood, and really growing harder and harder with each reproach that was levelled at her.

After all I said to you this morning! Mr. Northey continued, glaring at her as if he found disobedience to orders such as his a thing beyond belief. When I had prohibited in the most particular manner all communications with that person, to go and  and meet him in a place of all places the most scandalous in which to be alone with a man.

La, Northey, it was that made her do it! his wife rejoined sourly. Go to bed, miss, and we will talk to you to-morrow. I suppose you thought we were taken in with your fine tale of your brother?

I never said it was my brother! Sophia cried, hotly.

Go to bed. Do you hear? I suppose you have sense enough to do that when you are told, her sister rejoined. We will talk to you to-morrow.

Sophia choked, but thought better of it, and turning away, crept upstairs. After all, she whispered, as her hands squeezed convulsively the poor hood that had not offended her, it mattered little. If he were good to her what recked it of others, their words, or their opinion? What had they ever done for her that she should be guided by them, or what, that she should resign the happiness of her life at their bidding? They had no real care for her. Here was no question of father or mother, or the respect due to their wishes; of kindness, love, or gratitude. Of her brother-in-law, who bullied her in his dull, frigid fashion, she knew little more than she knew of a man in the street; and her sister spared her at the best a cold selfish affection, the affection of the workman for the tools by which he hopes he may some day profit.

Naturally, her thoughts reverted to the lover who that evening had shown himself in his true colours, a hero worthy of any poor girls affection. Sophias eyes filled with tears, and her bosom rose and fell with soft emotion as she thought of him and pictured him; as she flushed anew beneath his ardent glances, as she recalled the past and painted a future in which she would lie safe in the haven of his love, secured from peril by the strength of his arm. What puny figures the beaux and bloods of town looked beside him! With what grace he moved among them, elbowing one and supplanting another. It was no wonder they gazed after him enviously, or behind his back vented their petty spite in sneers and innuendos, called him Teague, and muttered of Murphies and the bog of Arran. The time would come  and oh, how she prayed it might come quickly  when the world would discover the part he had played; when, in a Stuart England, he would stand forward the friend of Cecil, the agent of Ormonde, and the town would recognise in the obscurity in which he now draped himself and at which they scoffed, the cloak of the most daring and loyal conspirator that ever wrought for the rightful king!

For this was the secret he had whispered in Sophias ear; this was the explanation he had given of the cold looks men cast on him in public. Nor was it too incredible for the belief of a romantic girl. In that year, 1742, the air in London was full of such rumours, and London, rumour said, was full of such men. The close of Sir Robert Walpoles long and peaceful administration, and the imminence of war with France, had raised the hopes of the Jacobites to the highest pitch. Though the storm did not break in open war until three years later, it already darkened the sky, and filled the capital with its rumblings. Alike in the Cabinet, where changes were frequent and great men few, and in the country where people looked for something, they hardly knew what, unrest and uneasiness prevailed. Many a sturdy squire in Lancashire and Shropshire, many a member at Westminster, from Shippon and Sir Watkyn downwards, passed his glass over the water-jug as he drank the King; and if Sophia, as she drew her withered flower from its hiding-place, that it might lie beneath her pillow through the night, prayed for King James and his cause, she did only what many a pretty Jacobite, and some who passed for Whigs, were doing at the same hour.

In the meantime, and pending the triumph for which she longed so passionately, her dear heros pretensions helped her not a whit; on the contrary, were they known, or suspected, they would sink him lower than ever in the estimation of her family. This thought it was that, as she lay revolving matters, raised in her mind an increasing barrier between her and her sister. The Northeys were firm Whigs, pledged not less by interest than by tradition to the White Horse of Hanover. They had deserted Sir Robert at his utmost need, but merely to serve their own turn; because his faction was drooping, and another, equally Whiggish, was in the ascendant, certainly with no view to a Stuart Restoration. Her Hawkesworths success, therefore, meant their defeat and downfall; his triumph must cost them dear. To abide by them, and abide by him, were as inconsistent as to serve God and Mammon.

Sophia, drawn to her lover by the strength of maiden fancy, saw this; she felt the interval between her and her family increase the longer she dwelt on the course to which her mind was being slowly moved. The consciousness that no compromise was possible had its effect upon her. When she was summoned to the parlour next day, a change had come over her; she went not shyly and shamefacedly, open to cajolery and kindness, as she had gone the previous day, when her opinion of her lovers merit had fallen short of the wrapt assurance that this morning uplifted her. On the contrary, she went armed with determination as solemn in her own sight as it was provoking in the eyes of older and more sagacious persons.

Mrs. Northey discerned the change the moment Sophia entered the room; and she was proportionately exasperated. Oh, miss, so youll follow Miss Howe, will you? she sneered, alluding to a tale of scandal that still furnished the text for many a sermon to the young and flighty. Youll take no advice!

I hope I shall know how to conduct myself better, maam, Sophia said proudly.

Mr. Northey was less clear-sighted than his wife. He saw no change; he thought in all innocence that the matter was where he had left it. After clearing his throat, therefore, Sophia, he said with much majesty, I hope you have recovered your senses, and that conduct such as that of which you were guilty last night will not be repeated while you are in our charge. Understand me; it must not be repeated. You are country bred, and do not understand that what you did is a very serious matter, and quite enough to compromise a young girl.

Sophia, disdaining to answer, spent her gaze on the picture above his head. The withered flower was in her bosom; the heart that beat against it was full of wondering pity for her sister, who had been compelled to marry this man  this man, ugly, cold, stiff, with no romance in his life, no secret  this man, at the touch of whose hand she, Sophia, shuddered.

I consider it so  so serious a transgression, Mr. Northey resumed pompously  little did he dream what she was thinking of him that the only condition on which I can consent to overlook it is that you at once, Sophia, do your duty by accepting the husband on whom we have fixed for you.

No, Sophia said, in a low but determined tone, I cannot do that!

Mr. Northey fancied that he had not heard aright. Eh, he said, you  

I cannot do that, sir; my mind is quite made up, she repeated.

From her chair Mrs. Northey laughed scornfully at her husbands consternation. Are you blind? she said. Cannot you see that the Irishman has turned the girls head?

Impossible! Mr. Northey said.

Dont you hear her say that her mind is made up? Mrs. Northey continued contemptuously. You may talk till you are hoarse, Northey, youll get nothing; I know that. Shes a pig when she likes.

Mr. Northey glowered at the girl as if she had already broken all bounds. But does she understand, he said, breathing hard, that marriage with a person of  of that class, is impossible? And surely no modest girl would continue to encourage a person whom she cannot marry?

Still Sophia remained silent, her eyes steadily fixed on the picture above his head.

Speak, Sophia! he cried imperatively. This is impertinence.

If I cannot marry him, she said in a low voice, I shall marry no one!

If you cannot marry that  that Irish footman? he gasped, bursting into rage. A penniless adventurer, who has not even asked you.

He has asked me, she retorted.

Oh, by Gad, maam, Ive done with you, Mr. Northey cried, striking his fist on the table; and he added an expletive or two. I hand you over to madam, there. Perhaps she can bring you to your senses. I might have known it, he continued bitterly, addressing his wife. Like and like, madam! Its bred in the bone, I see!

I dont know what you mean, Northey, his wife answered with a sneer of easy contempt. If you had left the matter to me from the beginning, twould have been done by now. Listen to me, Miss Obstinate. Is that the last word youll give us?

Yes, Sophia said, pluming herself a little on her victory.

Then youll go into the country to-morrow! Thats all! was Mrs. Northeys reply. Well see how you like that!

The blow was unexpected. The girls lips parted, and she looked wildly at her sister. Into the country? she stammered.

Ay, sure.

To  to Cuckfield? she asked desperately. After all, were she sent to her old home all was not lost. He had heard her speak of it; he knew where it was; he could easily trace her thither.

No, miss, not to Cuckfield, her sister replied, triumphing cruelly, for she read the girls thoughts. Youll go to Aunt Leah at Chalkhill, and I wish you joy of her tantrums and her scraping. Youll go early to-morrow; Mr. Northey will take you; and until you are away from here Ill answer there shall be no note-palming. When you are in a better mind, and your Teagues in Bridewell, you may come back. I fancy youll be tamed by that time. It will need mighty little persuasion, Im thinking, to bring you to marry Sir Hervey when youve been at Aunt Leahs for three months.

Sophias lip began to tremble; her eyes roved piteously. Well might the prospect terrify her, for it meant not only exile from her lover, but an exile which she saw might be permanent. For how was he to find her? To Cuckfield, the family seat, he might trace her easily; but in the poor hamlet on the Sussex coast, where her aunt, who had tripped in her time and paid the penalty, dragged on a penurious existence as the widow of a hedge-parson, not so easily. There a poor girl might eat out her heart, even as her aunt had eaten out hers, and no redress and no chance of rescue. Even had she the opportunity of writing to her lover she did not  unhappy thought  know where he lived.

Mrs. Northey read her dismay, saw the colour fade in her cheek, and the tears gather in her eyes, and with remorseless determination, with cruel enjoyment, drove the nail home.

Therell be no Vauxhall there, she sneered, and mighty few drums or routs, my dear! Its likely your first masquerade will be your last; and for the wine-merchant actor that you were to see at Goodmans Fields tomorrow, you may whistle for him; and for your dear Amorevoli. Its to be hoped, Miss Lucy, youll find your Thomas worth it, she continued, alluding to the farce that held the town, when you get him. And then, changing her ground, with no little skill, See here, child, she said, in the tone of one willing to argue, are you going on with this silliness? Think, my dear, think, while it is time, for twill be too late at Chalkhill. You dont want to go and be buried in that hole till your brother comes of age?

Sophia, resentful but terrified, subdued both by the prospect and by the appeal to her reasonableness, had hard work to refrain from tears as she uttered her negative. No, I  I dont want to go, she stammered.

I thought not; then you shall have one more chance, Mrs. Northey answered, with a fair show of good nature. If youll give me your word not to write to him, you shall have a week to think of it before you go. But youll keep your room  on that I must insist; there youll have time to think, and I hope by the end of the week youll have come to your senses, my dear. If not, youll go to Aunt Leah.

The mixture of severity and kindness was clever, and it had its effect upon poor Sophia, who stood weighing the alternatives with a rueful face. While she remained in town, if she might not see him, she was still near him, and he near her. She would not be lost to him nor he to her; and then, what might not happen in a week? I will promise, she murmured, in a low uncertain tone.

Good, Mrs. Northey answered; then you may go to your room.

And to her room Sophia would have gone, in a mood fairly open to the influence of reason and solitude. But in an evil moment for himself Mr. Northey, smarting under a defeat which his wifes victory rendered the more humiliating, thought he espied an opportunity of restoring his dignity.

Yes, you may go, he said sourly; but take this with you. You will see there, he continued, fussily selecting a letter from a pile on the table, and handing it to her, what are the terms in which a gentleman seeks an alliance with a lady. It is from Sir Hervey, and I shall be much surprised if it does not produce a very different impression on you from that which that person has made.

I do not want it, Sophia answered; and held out the letter between her finger and thumb, as if it had an evil odour.

But I insist on your taking it, Mr. Northey replied with temper; and in spite of the warnings which his wifes contemptuous shrugs should have conveyed to him, he repeated the command.

Then I will read it now, the girl answered, standing very upright, if you order me to do so.

I do order you, he said; and still holding the folded sheet a little from her, she opened it, and with a curling lip and half averted eye, began to read the contents. Suddenly Mrs. Northey took fright; Mr. Northey even was surprised by the change. For the girls face grew red and redder; she stared at the letter, her lips parting widely, as in astonishment. At last, What? What is this? she cried, Tom? Then it was  it was Tom I saw last night.

Tom! Mr. Northey exclaimed.

Yes, it was Tom! Sophia cried; and  oh, but this is dreadful! This must be  must be stopped at once! she continued, looking from the paper to them and back again with distended eyes. He is mad to think of such a thing at his age; he is only a boy; he does not know what he is doing. Her voice shook with agitation.

What the deuce do you mean, miss? her brother-in-law thundered, rising furious from his chair. Have you taken leave of your senses? What do you mean by this  this nonsense.
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Mean? his wife answered with bitter emphasis. She means that, instead of giving her Cokes letter, you have given her the Cambridge letter; the letter from Toms tutor. You have done it, like the fool you always are, Northey.

Mr. Northey swore violently. Give it me! he cried harshly. Do you hear, girl? Give it me! And he stretched out his hand to recover the letter.

But something in the excess of his chagrin, or in the words of the reproach Mrs. Northey had flung at him roused suspicion in the girls mind. She recoiled, holding the paper from him. It is five days old! she gasped; you have had it four days  three at least; and you have said nothing about it. You have not told me! And you have done nothing! she continued, her mind jumping instinctively to the truth, at which Mr. Northeys guilty face hinted not obscurely. He is on the brink of ruining himself with this woman, and you stand by though you are told what she is, and were told three days ago. Why? Why? Sophia cried, as Mr. Northey, with an oath, snatched the letter from her. What does it mean?

Mean? Why, that one unruly child is enough to manage at a time! Mrs. Northey answered, rising to the occasion. She spoke with venom, and no wonder; her hands tingled for her husbands ears. He had improved matters with a vengeance. Its fine talking, you little toad, she continued, with a show of reason; but if you dont listen to sense who are here, how are we to persuade him, and he not here? Tell me that, miss. A nice pattern of discretion and prudence you are to talk. Hang your impudence!

But you have done nothing, Sophia wailed, her affection for her brother keeping her to the point. And I saw him last night; it was he whom I saw at Vauxhall. I could have spoken to him, and I am sure he would have listened to me.

Listened to his grandmother! Mrs. Northey retorted, with acrid contempt. We have done what we think right, and that is enough for you, you baby. A nasty disobedient little toad, running into the very same folly yourself, and then prating of us, and what we should do! Hang your fine talking; Ive no patience with you, and so I tell you, miss.

But, Sophia said slowly, her voice grown timid, I dont understand  

Who cares whether you understand!

Why  why you make so much of marrying me the way you wish, and yet let him go his way? If he does this, youll get some of his money I know, but it cannot be that. It couldnt be that. And yet  and yet she cried, with a sudden flush of generous indignation, as conviction was borne in upon her by Mr. Northeys hang-dog face yes, it is that! Oh, for shame! for shame! Are you his sister, and will ruin him? Will ruin him for the sake of  of money!

Silence, you minx! Mrs. Northey cried; and she rose, her face white with rage, and seizing her sisters arm, she shook her violently. How dare you say such things? Do you hear? Be silent!

But Sophia was beside herself with passion, she would not be silent. Neither the dead Northeys on the walls, nor the living sister should stifle the expression of her feelings.

I take back my promise, she cried, panting with excitement; her words were scarcely coherent. Do you hear? Do you understand? I promise nothing after this. You may beat me if you like; you may lock me up, it will be all the same. Ill go into the country to-morrow, but Ill make no promise. I shall see Hawkesworth if I can! I shall run away to him if I can! Id rather do anything  anything in the world after this, than go on living with you.

Youll not go on living with me! Mrs. Northey answered through pinched lips, and her eyes glittered after an ugly fashion. Ill see to that, you little scald-tongue! Youll go to Aunt Leah and feed pigs, and do plain-stitch; I hope it may agree with those dainty hands of yours. And youll run away from there if you can. Shell see to that. Ill be bound shell break some of that pretty spirit of yours, grand as you think yourself. So because your precious Tom chooses to take up with some drab or other, you put it on us, do you? Go, you little vixen, Mrs. Northey continued harshly, go to your room before I do you a mischief! Youll not promise, but the key shall. Up, miss, up, we will have no more of your tantrums!

Reduced to tears, and broken down by the violence of her emotions, Sophia asked nothing better than to escape, and be alone with her misery. She turned, and as quickly as she could she hurried from the room. Fast as she went, however, Mrs. Northey pushed after her, treading on her heels, and forcing her on. What passed between them Mr. Northey could not hear, but in no long time Mrs. Northey was down again, and flung a key on the table. There, she cried, her nose twitching with the constraint she put upon her rage. And what do you think of your management now, Mr. Imbecile?

I always said, he answered sullenly, that we ought to tell her.

You always said.

Yes, I did.

You always said! his wife cried, her eyes flashing with the scorn she made no attempt to hide. And was not that a very good reason for doing the other thing? Wasnt it, Mr. Northey? Wasnt it? Oh, Lord! why did God give me a fool for a husband?


CHAPTER V

THE WORLD WELL LOST

Mrs. Northey was no novice. She knew something of intrigue, something of her sex. Her first step was to discharge Sophias woman, a village maid, who had come with her young mistress from the country. The key of the offenders chamber was then intrusted to madams own woman, Mrs. Martha, a sour spinster, matured not by years only, but by an unfortunate experience of the other sex, which secured her from the danger of erring on the side of leniency where they were concerned. Mr. Northey could not immediately leave London, therefore it was necessary that arrangements for the culprits transport to the surer custody of Aunt Leah at Chalkhill should be postponed, but all that Mrs. Northey could do short of this she did. And these dispositions made, she prepared to await events with a mind tolerably at ease.

In every net, however, there are meshes, and small is the mesh through which a large fish cannot escape. It is probable that poor blubbering Dolly, the dismissed maid, innocent as she declared herself, was in somebodys pay, and knew where information could be sold. For before Sophia had been confined to her room for four hours, before the first passionate tears were dried on her cheeks, a clock-maker, who had come in to regulate the tall clock on the stairs, made the odd mistake of mounting, when no one was looking, to the second floor. A moment later a fingernail scraped Sophias door, a note was thrust under it, and deftly as he had come, the workman, a pale, fat, elderly man, crept down again. He made little noise, for, to save his honours drugget, he had left his boots in the hall.

Sophia, recovering from a momentary astonishment, pounced on the note, opened it and read it; and, alas for her discretion, her eyes sparkled through her tears as she did so. Thus it ran:  



Sweetest and Best Beloved of your Sex,  

The raptures of my heart when my eyes dwell on yours cannot be hidden, and must have convinced you that on you depends the life or death, happiness or misery, of your Hector. If you will, you can plunge me into an abyss of hopelessness, in which I must spend the rest of my existence; or if you will, you can make me in possessing you the happiest, as I am already in aspiring to you the boldest, of mankind. Oh, my Sophia, dare I call you that? Can such bliss be reserved for me? Can it be my lot to spend existence in the worship of those charms, for which the adoration of the longest life passed in thinking of you and serving you were an inadequate price! May I dream that I shall one day be the most enviable of men? If so, there is but one course to be taken. Fly, dearest, fly, your cruel relatives, who have already immured you, and will presently sacrifice you, innocent and spotless, on the vile altar of their ambition. Hold a white handkerchief against your window at six this evening, and the rest is easy. At dusk the day after to-morrow  so much time I need  I will find means to remove you. A few minutes later, Dr. Keith, of Mayfair Chapel, a reverend divine, who will be in waiting at my lodging, will unite you in indissoluble bonds to one whose every thought thenceforth  not given to his King  will be consecrated to the happiness of his Sophia.

Already my heart beats with rapture; I swoon at the thought. The pen falls from the hand of your humble, adoring lover,

HECTOR (Count Plomer).



Need we wonder that Sophia held the letter from her and held it to her, scanned it this way, and scanned it that way, kissed it, and kissed it again; finally, with a glance at the door, hid it jealously within her dress? She would have done these things had she been as much in the dark about Tom, and the machinations formed to rob him, as she had been when she rose that morning. But she would have halted there. She would have pardoned her lover his boldness, perhaps have liked him the better for it; but she would not have granted his prayer. Now, her one aspiration was for the moment when she might take the leap. Her one feeling was impatience for the hour when she might give the signal of surrender. The pillars of her house were shaken; her faith in her sister, in her friends, in her home was gone. Only her lover remained, and if he were not to be trusted she had no one. She did not tell herself that girls had done this thing before, maiden modesty notwithstanding, and had found no cause to repent their confidence; for her determination needed no buttressing. Her cheek flamed, and she thrilled and trembled from head to foot as she pictured the life to which she was flying; but the cheek flamed as hotly when she painted the past and the intolerable craft and coldness of the world on which she turned her back.

The window of her room looked into Arlington Street. She stood at it gazing down on the stand of chairmen and sedans that stretched up to Portugal Street, a thoroughfare now part of Piccadilly. The end of the scaffolding outside Sir Robert Walpoles new house  the house next door  came within a few feet of the sill on which she leaned; the hoarse, beery voices of the workmen, and the clangour of the hammers, were destined to recall that day to her as long as she lived. Yet for the time she was scarcely conscious of the noise, so close was the attention with which she surveyed the street. Below, as on other days, beaux sauntered round the corner of Bennet Street on their way to Whites, or stood to speak to a pretty woman in a chair. Country folk paused to look at Sir Bluestrings new house; a lad went up and down crying the Evening Post, and at the corner at the lower end of Arlington Street, then open at the south, a group of boys sat gambling for half-pence.

Sophia saw all this, but she saw no sign of him she sought, though St. Jamess clock tolled the three quarters after five. Eagerly she looked everywhere, her heart beating quickly. Surely Hawkesworth would be there to see the signal, and to learn his happiness with his own eyes? She leaned forward, then on a sudden she recoiled; Sir Hervey Coke, passing on the other side, had looked up; he knew, then, that she was a prisoner! Her womans pride rebelled at the thought, and hot with anger she stood awhile in the middle of the room. Whereon St. Jamess clock struck six; it was the hour appointed. Without hesitation, without the loss of a moment, Sophia sprang to the window, and with a steady hand pressed her handkerchief to the pane. The die was cast.

She thought that on that something would happen; she felt sure that she would see him, would catch his eye, would receive some mark of his gratitude. But she was disappointed; and in a minute or two, after gazing with a bold bashfulness this way and that, she went back into the room, her spirits feeling the reaction. For eight and forty hours from this she had naught to do but wait; for all that time she was doomed to inaction. It seemed scarcely possible that she could wait so long; scarcely possible that she could possess herself in patience. The first hour indeed tried her so sharply that when Mrs. Martha brought her supper she was ready to be humble even to her, for the sake of five minutes intercourse.

But Mrs. Marthas conversation was as meagre as the meal she brought, and the girl had to pass the night as best she could. Next morning, however, when the woman  after jealously unlocking the door and securing it behind her after a fashion that shook the girl with rage  set down her breakfast, the crabbed old maid was more communicative.

Thank the Lord, it is amost the last time I shall have to climb those stairs, she grumbled. Aye, you may look, miss  for Sophia was gazing at her resentfully enough and think yourself mighty clever! Its little you think of the trouble your fancies give such as me. There! putting down the tray. You may take your fill of that and not burst, either. Maybe taint delicate enough for your stomach, but twas none of my putting.

Sophia was hungry and the meal was scanty, but pride made her avert her eyes. Why is it almost the last time? she asked sharply. If they think they can break my spirit by starving me  

Hoity toity! the woman said, with more than a smack of insolence. Id keep my breath to cool my porridge if I were you! Lord, I wouldnt have your hot temper, miss, for something. But twont help you much with your Aunt Leah, from all I hear. They say she was just such a one as you once, and wilful is no word for her.

Sophias heart began to beat. Am I to go to her? she asked.

Aye, that you are, and the sooner the better for my legs, miss!

When? Sophias voice was low.

To-morrow, no later. The chaise is ordered for six. His honour will take you himself, and I doubt youll wish youd brought your pigs to another market before youve been there many days. Leastways, from what I hear. Tis no place for a decent Christian, Im told, the woman continued, spitefully enjoying the dismay which Sophia could not conceal. Just thatch and hogs and mud to your knees, and never a wheeled thing, John says, in the place, nor a road, nor a mug of beer to be called beer. All poor as rats, and no one better than the other, as how should they be and six miles of a pack-road to the nearest highway? Youll whistle for your lover there, miss.

Sophia swallowed her rage. Go down! she said.


OH, LA! I DONT WANT TO STAY! MRS. MARTHA CRIED

Oh, la! I dont want to stay! Mrs. Martha cried, tossing her head. Its not for my own amusement Ive stayed so long. And no thanks for my kindness, either! Ive my own good dinner downstairs, and the longer Im here the cooler itll be. Which some people like their dinner hot and behave themselves accordingly. But I know my duty, and by your leave, miss, I shall do it.

She bounced out of the room with that and turned the key on the outside with a noisy care that hurt the ear if it did not wound the spirit. Nasty proud-stomached thing! she muttered as she descended the stairs. I hope Madam Leah will teach her whats what! And for all shes monstrous high now, I warrant shell come to eating breast of veal as well as another. And glad to get it. What Sir Ervey can see in her passes me, but men and fools are all one, and it takes mighty little to tickle them if it be red and white. For my part Im glad to be rid of her. Ones tantrums is as much as I can put up with, duty or no duty.

Mrs. Martha might have taken the matter more easily had she known what was passing in the locked room she had left. Sophias indifference was gone; she paced the floor in a fever of uncertainty. How was she to communicate with her lover? How tell him that his plans were forestalled, and that on the morrow, hours before his arrangements were mature, she would be whisked away and buried in the depths of the country, in a spot the most remote from the world? True, at the foot of his letter was the address of his lodging  at Mr. Wollenhopes in Davies Street, near Berkeley Square. And Dolly  though Sophia had never yet stooped to use her  might this evening have got a letter to him. But Dolly was gone; Dolly and all her friends were far away, and Mrs. Martha was stone. Sophia wrung her hands as she walked feverishly from door to window.

She knew nothing of the hundred channels through which a man of the world could trace her. To her eyes the door of Chalkhill bore the legend Dante had made famous. To her mind, to go to Aunt Leah was to be lost to her lover, to be lost to the world. And yet what chance of escape remained? Vainly thinking, vainly groping, she hung at the window tearing a handkerchief to pieces, while her eyes raked the street below for the least sign of him she sought. There were the same beaux strutting round the same corner, hanging on the same arms, bowing to the same chairs, ogled from the shelter of the same fans. The same hackney-coachmen quarrelled, the same boys gambled at the corner. Even Sir Hervey paused at the same hour of the afternoon, looked up as he had looked up yesterday, seemed to hesitate, finally went on. But Hawkesworth  Hawkesworth was nowhere.

Her eyes aching with long watching, the choke of coming tears in her throat, Sophia drew back at last, and was in the act of casting herself on her bed in a paroxysm of despair, when a shrill voice speaking outside her door reached her ears. The next moment she heard her name.

She sprang to the door, the weight lifted from her heart. Any happening was better than none. Here! she cried. Here! And she struck the panels with her hands.

Where? Oh, I see, the voice answered. Then Thank you, my good woman, it went on, Ill trouble you no farther. I can open for myself. I see the key is in the lock.

But on that Mrs. Marthas voice was raised, loudly remonstrant. My lady, she cried, you dont understand! Ive the strictest orders  

To keep her in? Just so, you foolish thing. And so you shall. But not to keep me out. Still  just to be sure Ill take the key in with me! On which Sophia heard the key turn sharply in the lock, the door flew open, and in bounced Lady Betty. To insert the key on the inside and secure the door behind her was the work of a moment. Then she dropped the astonished Sophia an exaggerated curtsey.

La, miss, I crave your pardon, Im sure, she said, for calling your name so loud on the stairs, but that silly thing would do nothing but her orders. So as she would not show me the way, I ran up myself.

Youre very kind! Sophia said. And she stood, trembling, and feeling sudden shame of her position.

Lady Betty seemed to see this. La! is it true they wont let you out? she said.

Sophia muttered that it was.

The visitors eyes roved from the meagre remains of the midday meal to the torn shreds of handkerchief that strewed the floor. Then its a shame! Its a black monstrous shame! she cried, stamping on the floor. I know what I should do if they did it to me! I should break, I should burn, I should tear! I should tear that old frights wig off to begin! But I suppose its your sister?

Yes.

Lady Betty made a face. Horrid thing! she exclaimed. I never did like her! Is it because you wont  is it because you have a lover, miss?

Sophia hesitated. La, dont mind me. I have five! the child cried naïvely. Ill tell you their names if you like. They are nothing to me, the foolish things, but I should die if I hadnt as many as other girls. To see them glare at one another is the finest sport in the world.

But you love one of them? Sophia said shyly.

La, no, its for them to love me! Lady Betty cried, tossing her head. I should be a fool if I loved them!

But the letter  that I tore up? Sophia ventured.

The child blushed, and with a queer laugh flung herself on the others neck and kissed her. That was from a  a lover I ought not to have, she said. If it had been found, I should have had my ears boxed, and been sent into the country. You saved me, you duck, and Ill never forget it!

Sophia bent on the most serious imprudence could be wise for another. From a lover whom you ought not to have? she said gravely. Youll not do it again, will you? Youll not receive a second?

La, no, I promise you, Lady Betty cried, volubly insistent. Hes  well, hes a nobody, but he writes such dear, darling, charming notes! There, now you know. Oh, yes, it was horrid of me. But I hate him. So thats enough.

You promise? Sophia said, almost severely.

I vow I do, Lady Betty cried, hugging her. The creatures a wretch. Now tell me, you poor thing, all about him. Ive told you my affair.

Here was indeed a blind leader of the blind, but after a little hesitation Sophia told her story. She was too proud to plead the justification her sisters treatment of Tom supplied; nor was there need of this. Even in the bud, Lady Betty found the story beautiful; and when Sophia went on to her lovers letter, and blushing and faltering owned that he had pressed her to elope, the listener could contain herself no longer. Elope! she cried, springing up with sparkling eyes. Oh, the dear bold man! Oh, how I envy you!

Envy me?

Yes! To be locked in your room and starved  I hope they starve you  and scolded and threatened and perhaps carried into the country. And all the time to be begged and prayed and entreated to elope, and the dear creature wailing and sighing and consuming below. Oh, you lucky, lucky, lucky, girl! And Lady Betty flung herself on Sophias neck and embraced her again and again. You lucky thing! And then perhaps to be forced to escape down a ladder  

Escape? Sophia said, shaking her head piteously. And she explained how far she was from escaping. By this time to-morrow, she continued, choked by the bitter feelings the thought of to-morrow begot, I shall be at Chalkhill!

No, you will not! Lady Betty cried, her eyes sparkling. You will not! she repeated. By good luck tis between lights. Put on your hoop and sacque. Take my hat and laced jacket. Bend your knees as you go down the stairs, you gawk, and no one will be a bit the wiser.

Sophia stared at her. What do you mean? she said.

Northeys at the House, your sisters at Lady Pagets, the girl explained breathlessly. There is only the old fright outside, and shes had a taste of my tongue and wont want another. You may walk straight out before they bring candles. I shall wait ten minutes until you are clear, and then, though theyll know its a bite, they wont dare to stop my ladyship, and  oh, you darling, it will be the purest, purest fun. It will be all over the town to-morrow, and I shall be part of it!

Sophia shuddered. Fun? she said. Do you call it fun?

Why, of course it will be the purest, purest fun! the other cried. The prettiest trick that ever was played! You darling, we shall be the talk of the town! And in the gaiety of her heart, Lady Betty lifted her sacque, and danced two or three steps of a minuet. We shall  but how you look, miss! You are not going to disappoint me?

Sophia stood silent. I am afraid, she muttered.

Afraid? Afraid of what?

I am afraid.

But you were going to him to-morrow?

Sophia blushed deeply. He was coming for me, she murmured.

Well, and what is the difference?

The elder girl did not answer, but her cheeks grew hotter and hotter. There is a difference, she said.

Then youll go to Chalkhill! Lady Betty cried in derision, her voice betraying her chagrin. La, miss, I vow I thought youd more spirit! or I would not have troubled you!

Sophia did not retort; indeed, she did not hear. In her heart was passing a struggle, the issue of which must decide her lot. And she knew this. She was young, but she knew that as her lover showed himself worthy or unworthy of her trust so must her fate be happy or most miserable, if she went to him. And she trembled under the knowledge. Chalkhill, even Chalkhill and Aunt Leahs stinging tongue and meagre commons seemed preferable to a risk so great. But then she thought of Tom, and of the home that had grown cold; of the compensations for home in which others seemed to find pleasure, the flippant existence of drums and routs, the card-table and the masquerade. And in dread, not of Chalkhill, but of a loveless life, in hope, not of her lover, but of love, she wrung her hands. I dont know! she cried, the burden of decision forcing the words from her as from one in pain. I dont know!

What?

Whether I dare go!

Why, Lady Betty asked eagerly, there is no risk.

Child! child, you dont understand, poor Sophia wailed. Oh, what, oh, what am I to do? If I go it is for life. Dont you understand? she added feverishly. Cannot you see that? It is for life!

Lady Betty, startled by the others passion, could only answer, But you were going to-morrow, miss? If you were not afraid to go to-morrow  

Why to-day? Sophia asked bitterly. If I could trust him to-morrow, why not to-day? Because  because  oh, I cannot tell you! And she covered her face with her hands.

The other saw that she was shaking from head to foot, and reluctantly accepted a situation she only partly understood. Then you wont go? she said.

The word No trembled on Sophias lips. But then she saw as in a glass the life to which she condemned herself if she pronounced it; the coldness, the worldliness, the lovelessness, the solitude in a crowd, all depicted, not with the compensating lights and shadows which experience finds in them, but in crude lines such as they wear in a young girls fancy. In the past was nothing to retain her; in the future her lover beckoned; only maiden modesty and dread of she knew not what withstood a natural impulse. She would and she would not. Painfully she twisted and untwisted her fingers, while Lady Betty waited and looked.

On a sudden in Arlington Street a small-coalman raised his shrill cry; she had heard it a score of times in the last two days; now she felt that she could not bear to hear it again. It was a small thing, but her gorge rose against it. I will go! she cried hoarsely. Give me the clothes.

Lady Betty clapped her hands like a child at play. You will? Oh, brave! she cried. Then theres not a minute to be lost, miss. Take my laced jacket and hat. But stay  you must put on your sacque and hoop. Where are they? Let me help you. And wont you want to take some  la, youll have nothing but what you stand up in!

Sophia winced, but pursued her preparations as if she had not heard. In feverish haste she dragged out what she wanted, and in five minutes stood in the middle of the room, arrayed in Lady Bettys jacket and hat, which, notwithstanding the difference in height, gave her such a passing resemblance to the younger girl as might deceive a person in a half light.

Youll do! Lady Betty cried; all to her was sport. And youll just take my chair: its a hack, but they know me. Mutter home, and stop em where you like  and take another! Dyou see?

The two girls  their united ages barely made up thirty-four  flung themselves into one anothers arms. Held thus, the younger felt the wild beating of Sophias heart, and put her from her and looked at her with a sudden qualm of doubt and fear and perception.

Oh, she cried, if he is not good to you! If he  dont! dont! she continued, trembling herself in every limb. Let me take off your things. Let me! Dont go!

But Sophias mind was now made up. No, she said firmly; and then, looking into the others eyes, Only speak of me kindly, child, if  if they say things.

And before Lady Betty, left standing in the middle of the darkening room  where the reflection of the oil lamps in the street below was beginning to dance and flicker on the ceiling  had found words to answer, Sophia was half-way down the stairs. The staircase was darker than the room, and detection, as Lady Betty had foreseen, was almost impossible. Mrs. Martha, waiting spitefully outside her mistresss door on the first floor landing, saw as she thought, that little baggage of a ladyship go down; and she followed her muttering, but with no intention of intercepting her. John in the hall, too, saw her coming, and threw wide the door, then flew to open the waiting chair. Home, my lady? he asked obsequiously, and passed the word; finally, when the chair moved off, he looked up and down, and came in slowly, whistling. Another second, and the door of the house in Arlington Street slammed on Sophia.

And a good riddance! muttered Mrs. Martha, looking over the balusters. I never could abear her!


CHAPTER VI

A CHAIR AND A COACH

The glasses of the chair, which had been standing some time at the door, were dimmed by moisture, and in the dusk of the evening its trembling occupant had no cause to fear recognition. But as the men lifted and bore her from the door, every blurred light that peeped in on her, and in an instant was gone, every smoking shop-lamp that glimmered a moment through the mist, and betrayed the moving forms that walked the sideway, was, to Sophia, an eye noting and condemning her. As the chairmen swung into Portugal Street, and, turning eastwards, skirted the long stand of coaches and the group of link-men that waited before Burlington House, she felt that all eyes were upon her, and she shrank farther and farther into the recesses of the chair.

A bare-footed orange girl, who ran beside the window waving ballads or bills of the play, a coach rattling up behind and bespattering the glass as it passed, a link-boy peering in and whining to be hired, caused her a succession of panics. On top of these, the fluttering alarms of the moment, pressed the consciousness of a step taken that could never be retraced; nor was it until the chairmen, leaving Piccadilly behind them, had entered the comparative quiet of Air Street, and a real difficulty rose before her, that she rallied her faculties.

The men were making for Soho, and if left to take their course, would, in a quarter of an hour set her down at the door of Lady Bettys home in Kings Square. That would not do. But to stay them, and to vary the order from Home to Mr. Wollenhopes house in Davies Street, where her lover lodged, did not now seem the simple and easy step it had appeared a few minutes earlier, when the immediate difficulty was to escape from the house. Lady Betty had said that the men knew her. In that case, as soon as Sophia spoke to them they would scent something wrong, and, apprised of the change of fares, might wish to know more. They might even decline to take her whither she bade them!

The difficulty was real, but for that very reason Sophias courage rose to meet it. At present she knew where she was; a minute or two later she might not know. The sooner she took the route into her own hands, therefore, the better it would be; and as the men turned from the narrow street of Air into Brewer Street and swung to the right towards Soho, she tapped the glass. The chair moved on. With impatience, natural in the circumstances, Sophia tapped again and more sharply. This time the front bearer heard, and gave the word. The chair was set down, and the man, wiping his brow, raised the lid.

What is it, my lady? he said, with a rich Irish accent. Shure, and isnt it right ye are? If we went by Windmill Street, which some would be for going, theres a sight of coaches that way.

I dont want to go to Kings Square, Sophia answered firmly.

Eh, my lady, no? But you said Home.

I want to go to the West End again, Sophia said.

Ive remembered something; I want to go to Davies Street.

Faith, but its a fine trate your ladyships had, the Irishman cried good-humouredly, and finely I should be scolded if his noble lordship your father knew twas with us you went; but its home now you must go; youve played truant long enough, my lady! And  holy Mother!  with a sudden exclamationTis not your ladyship! Oh, the saints, Micky, shes changed!

The second chairman came round the chair, stared, and rubbed his head; and the two gazed in perplexity at poor Sophia, whose face alone appeared above the side of the conveyance. Take me to Davies Street by Berkeley Square, she commanded, tapping the front impatiently. To Mr. Wollenhopes house. What does it matter to you where I go?

To Davies Street?

Yes; cannot you hear?

Faith, and I hear, the Irishman answered, staring. But then, the saints help us, tis not yourself. Twas her ladyship hired me to go to Arlington Street, and to take her home, and its not leaving her Ill be!

But her ladyship lent me the chair! Sophia cried desperately. Shell take another. Cannot you understand? She knows all about it. Now take me to Davies Street.

Her voice trembled with anxiety, for at any moment she might be seen and recognised. A lamp in an oilmans window, one of the few lights that at long intervals broke the dull gloom of Brewer Street, shone on the group. Already a couple of chairs had swung by, the carriers casting, as they passed, a curious look at the stationary chair; and now a coach, approaching from the Soho direction, was near at hand. Every second she delayed there was a second on the rack. What would Sir Hervey or Lord Lincoln, what would any of the hundred acquaintances she had made since she came to town say of a girl found unprotected, after nightfall, astray in the public streets?

Alas, the men still hesitated, and while they stood staring the coach came up. Before Sophia could add reproaches to her commands, it was checked opposite the group. The coachman leant down, and in a tone of disappointment  as if it were only then he saw that the chair was occupied Youve a fare, have you? he said. You cant take a lady to Crown Court, King Street?

Before the Irishman could answer, Here my man, a womans voice cried from the coach, I want to go to Crown Court, St. Jamess, and the coach cant enter. Double fare if you are quick! Here, let me out!

But, faith, maam, Ive a fare, Mick cried.

Theyve a fare, the coachman explained, leaning down anew.

The fare can take my coach, the voice answered imperiously; and in a twinkling, a smartly dressed woman, wearing red and white and plenty of both, yet handsome after a fashion, had pushed, first her hoop and then herself out of the coach. See here, maam, she cried, seeing Sophias scared face, the coach is paid, and will take you anywhere in reason. Twill make no difference to you and all to me, and a mite of good nature is never thrown away! Ive to go where a coach cannot go. Up a court, you understand.

Sophia hesitated. Why did not the lady, whose bold eyes did not much commend her, pursue her way to Portugal Street, and descend there, where chairs might be had in plenty? Or why, again, was she in such a clamorous hurry and so importunate? On the other hand, if all were right, nothing could have fallen out more happily for herself; it was no wonder that, after a momentary hesitation, she gave a grudging assent. One of the chairmen, who seemed willing enough to make the change, opened the door; she stepped out and mechanically climbed into the coach. To Davies Street, Mayfair, she said, sinking back. To Mr. Wollenhopes, if you please.

Quickly as she took her part, the strange lady was quicker; in a second she was in the chair and the chair was gone. It seemed to vanish. A moment and the coach also started, and lumbered westwards along Brewer Street. Now at last Sophia was at liberty to consider  with no obstacle short of Mr. Wollenhopes door  how she should present herself to her lover, and how it behoved him to receive her.

She found it more easy to answer the second question than the first. Well indeed she knew how it became him to receive her. If in men survived any delicacy, any reverence, any gratitude, these were her due who came to him thus; these must appear in his greeting, or the worst guided, the most hapless of maids, was happy beside her. He must show himself lover, brother, parent, friend, in his one person; for he was her all. The tenderest homage, the most delicate respect, a tact that foreran offence, a punctilio that saw it everywhere, the devotion of a Craven, the gratitude of a Peterborough, were her right who came to him thus, a maiden trusting in his honour. She was clear on this; and not once or twice, but many times, many times as she pressed one hand on the other and swallowed the tell-tale lump that rose and rose in her throat, she swore that if she did not meet with these, if he did not greet her with them, plain in eye and lip  aye, and with a thousand dainty flowers of love, a thousand tender thoughts and imaginings, not of her, but for her  she had better have been the mud through which the wheels of her coach rolled!

It was natural enough that, so near, so very near the crisis, she should feel misgiving. The halt in the dark street, the chill of the night air, had left her shivering; had left her with an overwhelming sense of loneliness and homelessness. The question was no longer how to escape from a prison, but how, having escaped, she would be received by him, who must be her all. The dice were on the table, the throw had been made, and made for life; it remained only to lift the box. For a little, a very little while, since a matter of minutes only divided her from Davies Street, she hung between the old life and the new, her heart panting vaguely for the sympathy that had been lacking in the old life, for the love that the new life had in store. Would she find them? Child as she was, she trembled now that she stood on the brink. A few minutes and she would know. A few minutes, and  

The coach stopped suddenly, with a jerk that flung her forward. She looked out, her heart beating. She was ready to descend. But surely this was not Davies Street? The road was very dark. On the left, the side on which the door opened, a dead wall, overhung by high trees, confronted her.

Where am I? she cried, her hand on the fastening of the door, her voice quivering with sudden fright. We are not there?

You are as far as youll go, mistress, a rough voice answered from the darkness. Sorry to alter your plans. A fine long chase youve given us. And from the gloom at the horses heads, two men advanced to the door of the coach.

She took them for footpads. The dead wall had much the appearance of the wall of Burlington Gardens, where it bounds Glasshouse Street; at that spot, she remembered, a coach had been robbed the week before. She prepared to give up her money, and was groping with a trembling hand for a little knitted purse, when the men, still grumbling, opened the door.

I suppose you know whats what, the foremost said. At suit of Margotts of Pauls Churchyard. Youll go to my house, I take it? Youll be more genteel there.

I dont understand, Sophia muttered, her heart sinking.

Oh, dont come the innocent over us! the man answered coarsely. Heres the capias. Forty-eight, seven, six, debt and costs. Its my house or the Marshalsea. One or the other, and be quick about it. If youve the cash youd better come to me.

Theres some mistake, Sophia gasped, involuntarily retreating into the furthest corner of the coach. You take me for some one else.

The bailiffs  for such they were  laughed at the joke. I take you for Mrs. Clark, alias Grocott, alias anything else you please, the spokesman answered. Come, no nonsense, mistress; its not the first time youve been behind bars. I warrant with that face youll soon find some one to open the door for you.

But Im not Mrs. Clark, Sophia protested. Im not indeed.

Pooh, pooh!

I tell you I am not Mrs. Clark! she cried. Indeed, indeed, I am not! It has nothing to do with me, she continued desperately. Please let me go on. And in great distress she tried to close the door on them.

The bailiff prevented her. Come, no nonsense, mistress, he repeated. These tricks wont serve you. We were waiting for you at the Ipswich stage; you got the start there, and very cleverly, I will allow. But my mate got the number of the coach, and if we had not overtaken you here wed have nabbed you in Davies Street. You see we know all about you, and where you were bound. Now wheres it to be?

Sophia, at the mention of Davies Street, began to doubt her own identity; but still repeated, with the fierceness of despair, that she was not the person they sought. I am not Mrs. Clark! she cried. I only took this coach in Brewer Street. You can ask the coachman.

Ah, I might, but I shouldnt get the truth!

But it is the truth! Sophia cried piteously; truly punishment had fallen on her quickly! It is the truth! It is indeed!

The bailiff seemed to be a little shaken by her earnestness. He exchanged a few words with his fellow. Then, Well take the risk, he said. Will you come out, maam, or shall I come in?

Sophia trembled. Where are you going to take me? she faltered.

To my house, where its ten shillings a day and as genteel company as youd find in St. Jamess! the fellow answered. Shelp me, youll be at home in an hour! Ive known many go in all of a shake, that with a glass of mulled wine and cheerful company were as jolly by nightfall as Miss at a fair! And without waiting for more, the man climbed into the coach and plumped down beside her.

Sophia recoiled with a cry of alarm. La! he said, with clumsy good nature, you need not be afraid. Im a married man. You sit in your corner, maam, and Ill sit in mine. Bless you, Im sworn to do my duty. Up you get, Trigg!

The second bailiff mounted beside the coachman, the coach was turned, and in a trice Sophia was once more trundling eastwards through the streets. But in what a condition!

In the power of a vulgar catchpoll, on her way to a low sponging house, she saw herself borne helpless past the house that, until to-day, she had called her home! True, she had only to prove who she was in order to be released. She had only to bid them turn aside and stop at Mr. Northeys mansion, and a single question and answer would set her free. But at what a cost! Overwhelmed and terrified, at her wits end how to bear herself, she yet shrank from such a return as that!

Gladly would she have covered her face with her hands and wept tears of bitter mortification. But the crisis was too sharp, the difficulty too urgent for tears. What was she to do? Allow herself to be carried to her destination, and there incarcerated with vile persons in a prison which her ignorance painted in the darkest colours? Or avow the truth, bid them take her to her brother-in-laws, and there drain the cup of ignominy to the dregs? In either case decision must be speedy. Already Arlington Street lay behind them; they were approaching St. Jamess Church. They were passing it. Another minute and they would reach the end of the Haymarket.

Suddenly she clapped her hands. Stop! she cried. Tell them to stop! Theres Lanes. They know me there. Theyll tell you that I am not the person you think. Please stop!

The bailiff nodded, put out his head, and gave the order. Then, as the coach drew up to the shop, he opened the door, Now, no tricks! maam, he said. If you go a yard from me I nab you. Smooths my name when Im well treated; but if Mr. Lane knows you Ill take his word, and ask your pardon. Im not unreasonable.

Sophia did not pause to reply, but descended, and with hot cheeks hurried across the roadway into the well-known silk-mercers. Fortunately, the shop, at certain times of the day the resort of Piccadilly bloods, was deserted at this late hour. All the lamps but one were extinguished, and by the light of this one, Mr. Lane and two apprentices were stowing goods under the counter. A third young man stood looking on and idly swinging a cane; but to Sophias relief he retired through the open door at the back, which revealed the cosy lights of a comfortable parlour.

The tradesman advanced, bowing and rubbing his hands. Dear me, he said, you are rather late, maam, but anything we can do  William, relight the lamps.

No, Sophia cried. I do not want anything. I only  Mr. Lane, she continued, blushing deeply, will you be good enough to tell this person who I am.

Dear, dear, my lady, Mr. Lane exclaimed, becoming in a moment a very Hector, you dont mean that  what is this, my man, what does it mean? Let me tell you Ive several stout fellows on the premises, and  

No need, the bailiff answered gruffly. I only want to know who the  who the lady is. He looked crestfallen already. He saw by the lamp-light that his prisoner was too young; a mere girl in her teens. And his heart misgave him.

This is Miss Maitland, sister-in-law to the honourable Mr. Northey, of Arlington Street, and the House, the tradesman answered majestically. Now, my man, what is it?

You are sure that she is not a  a Mrs. Oriana Clark? the bailiff asked, consulting his writ for the name.

No more than I am! Mr. Lane retorted, sniffing contemptuously. What do you mean by such nonsense?

Nothing now, the discomfited bailiff answered; and muttering I am sure I beg her ladyships pardon! Beg her pardon! No offence! he bent his head with ready presence of mind and hurried out of the shop; his retreat facilitated by the fact that Sophia, overcome by her sudden release, was seized with a fit of giddiness, which compelled her to cling to the shop-board.

In a moment the good Lane was all solicitude. He placed a chair for her, called for volatile salts, and bade them close the door into the street. Sending the staring apprentices about their business, he hustled out to procure some water; but in this he was anticipated by the young man whom she had seen in the shop when she entered. Too faint at the moment to remark from what hand she took it, Sophia drank, and returned the glass. Then, a little revived by the draught, and sensible of the absurdity of the position, she tried to rise, with a smile at her weakness. But the young man who had brought the water, and who had something of the air of a gentleman, foppishly and effeminately dressed, implored her to sit awhile.

Sure, maam, you cant be rested yet! he cried, hanging over her with a solicitude that seemed a little excessive. Such an outrage on divine beauty merits  stap me! the severest punishment. I shall not fail, maam, to seek out the low beast and chastise him as he deserves.

There is no need, Sophia answered, looking at the spark with mild surprise: she was still too faint to resent his manner. I am better now, I thank you, sir. I will be going.

Stap me, not yet! he cried effusively. A little air, maam? and he fell to fanning her with his hat, while his black eyes languished on hers. Twill bring back the colour, maam. Has your ladyship ever tried Florence water in these attacks? It is a monstrous fine specific, I am told.

I am not subject to them, Sophia answered, forced to avert her eyes. This movement, as it happened, brought her gaze to the open door of the parlour; where, to her astonishment, she espied Mr. Lane, standing, as it were, in ambush, dwelling on the scene in the shop with a face of childish pleasure. Now he softly rubbed his hands; now he nodded his head in an ecstasy. A moment Sophia watched him, her own face in shadow; then she rose a little displeased, and more puzzled.

I must go now, she said, bowing stiffly. Be good enough to see if my coach is there.

The beau, taken aback by her manner, turned to the silk mercer, who came slowly forward. Is her ladyships coach there? the young gentleman cried with great stateliness.

Mr. Lane hurried obsequiously to the door, looked out, and returned. Dear, dear, maam, he said, I fear those wretches took it. But I can send for a chair.

Call one, call one! the gentleman commanded. I shall see the lady to her door.

Oh, no, no! Sophia answered quickly. It is not necessary.

It is very necessary at this hour, Mr. Lane interposed; and then apologised for his intervention by rubbing his hands. I could not think of  of letting you go from here, maam, without an escort! he continued, with another low bow. And this gentleman, Mr.  

Fanshaw, man, Fanshaw, the young spark said, stroking his cravat and turning his head with an absurd air of importance. Your humble servant to command, maam. Richard Fanshaw, Esquire, of Warwickshire. Tis certain I must attend you so far; and  and oh, hang this! he continued, breaking off in a sudden fit of rage. For in the act of bowing to her, he had entangled his sword in a roll of Lyons that stood behind him. Fellow, what the deuce do you mean by leaving rubbish in a gentlemans way? and he struggled furiously with it.

Sophia could scarcely forbear a smile as Mr. Lane ran to the rescue. Yet with all his efforts

The bold knight was red
And the good stuff was shred

before the little beau was freed. He cursed all tailors, and, to hide his confusion, hastened rather clumsily to hand her to the chair.

She was now in a new difficulty. Lane would give the order Arlington Street; Mr. Fanshaw, smirking and tip-tapping at the side, would insist on seeing her home. And she herself for an instant, as the cold night air met her on the threshold of the oil-lit street, and she shivered under its touch, hesitated. For an instant her fears pleaded with her, bade her take warning from the thing that had already befallen her, whispered Home! At that hour the future, mirrored on the gloomy surface of the night-street, on the brink of which she stood, seemed dark, forlorn, uncertain.

But her pride was not yet conquered; and without a vast sacrifice of pride she could not return. Her escapade would be remembered against her; she would be condemned for the attempt, and despised for its failure. Home, in her case, meant no loving mother longing to forgive, no fond tears, no kisses mingled with reproaches; but sneers and stinging words, disgrace and exile, a childs punishment. Little wonder that she grew hard again, since, on the other side, a girls first fancy beckoned roseate; or that, when she announced with an easy air that she had to go to Davies Street, Mr. Lane detected nothing suspicious in her tone.

Dear, dear, maam, its rather late, he said. And the streets not too secure. But Rich  Mr. Fanshaw will see you safe. Much honoured. Oh, much honoured, I am sure, maam. Delighted to be of service. My humble obedience to your sister and Mr. Northey.

A last backward glance as she was lifted and borne from the door showed her Mr. Lane standing in his shop-entrance. He was looking after her with the same face of foolish admiration which she had before surprised; and she wondered afresh what it meant. Soon, however, her thoughts passed from him to the over-dressed little fop who had added himself to her train, and whose absurd attempts to communicate with her as he strutted beside the glass, his sword under his arm and his laced hat cocked, were almost as amusing as the air of superb protection which he assumed when he caught her eye. Really, he was too ridiculous. Moreover, she did not want him. His presence was uncalled for now; and when she reached Davies Street, might involve her in new embarrassment. She would have dismissed him, but she doubted if he would go; and to open the glass and make the attempt might only incite him to greater freedoms. Sophia bit her lip to repress a smile; the little beau took the smile for encouragement, and kissed his hand through the glass.


CHAPTER VII

IN DAVIES STREET

The chairmen pushed on briskly through Piccadilly and Portugal Street until they reached the turnpike on the skirts of the town. There, turning to the right by Berkeley Row, they reached Berkeley Square, at that time a wide, implanted space, surrounded on three sides by new mansions, and on the fourth by the dead wall of Berkeley House. For lack of lighting, or perhaps by reason of the convenience the building operations afforded, it was a favourite haunt of footpads. Sophia was a prey to anxieties that left no room in her mind for terrors of this class; and neither the dark lane, shadowed by the dead wall of Berkeley Gardens nor the gloomy waste of the square, held any tremors for her; but the chairmen hastened over this part of their journey, and for a time her attendant squire was so little in evidence that in the agitation into which the prospect of arrival at her lovers threw her, she forgot his presence. She strained her eyes through the darkness to distinguish the opening of Davies Street, and at once longed and feared to see it. When at last the chair halted, and, pressing her hand to her heart to still the tumult that almost stifled her, she prepared to descend, it was with a kind of shock that she discovered the little dandy mincing and bowing on the pavement, his hand extended to aid her in stepping from the chair.

The vexation she had suppressed before broke out at the sight. She bowed slightly, and avoided his hand. I am obliged to you, sir, she said ungraciously; I wont trouble you farther. Good night, sir.

But  I shall see you back to Arlington Street, maam? he lisped. Surely at this hour an escort is more than ever necessary. I declare it is past eight, maam.

It was; but the fact put in words stung her like a whip. She winced under all that the lateness of the hour implied. It seemed intolerable that in a crisis in which her whole life lay in the balance, in which her being was on the rack until she found the reception that should right her, converting her boldness into constancy, her forwardness into courage  when she trembled on the verge of the moment in which her lovers eyes should tell her all  it was intolerable that she should be harassed by this prating dandy. I shall find an escort here, she cried harshly. I need you no longer, sir. Good night.

Oh, but maam, he protested, bowing like a Chinese mandarin, it is impossible I should leave you so. Surely, there is something I can do for your ladyship.

You can pay the chairmen! she cried contemptuously; and turning from him to the door before which the chair had halted, she found it half open. In the doorway a woman, her back to the light, stood blocking the passage. Doubtless, she had heard what had passed.

Sophias temper died down on the instant. Is this Mr. Wollenhopes? she faltered.

Yes, maam.

An hour before it had seemed simple to ask for her lover. Now the moment was come she could not do it. May I come in? she muttered, to gain time.

You wish to see me?

Yes.

Is the chair to wait, maam?

Sophia trembled. It was a moment before she could find her voice. Then, No, she answered faintly.

The woman looked hard at her, and having the light at her back, had the advantage. Oh! she said at last, addressing the men, I think you had better wait a minute. And grudgingly making way for Sophia to enter, she closed the door. Now, maam, what is it? she said, standing four-square to the visitor. She was a stout, elderly woman, with a bluff but not unkindly face.

Mr. Hawkesworth lodges here?

He does, maam.

Is he at home? Sophia faltered. Under this womans gaze she felt a sudden overpowering shame. She was pale and red by turns. Her eyes dropped, her confusion was not to be overlooked.

He is not at home, the woman said shortly. And her look, hostile before, grew harder.

Sophia caught her breath. She had not thought of this, and for a moment she was so overpowered by the intelligence, that she had to support herself against the wall. When will he return, if you please? she asked at length, her lip quivering.

Im sure I couldnt say. I couldnt say at all, Mrs. Wollenhope answered curtly. All I know is he went out with the young gentleman at five, and as like as not he wont be home till morning.

Sophia had much ado not to burst into tears. Apparently the woman perceived this, and felt a touch of pity for her, for, in an altered tone, Is it possible, she asked, youre the young lady hes to marry to-morrow?

The words were balm to the girls heart. Here was sure footing at last; here was something to go upon. Yes, she said, more boldly. I am.

Oh! Mrs. Wollenhope ejaculated. Oh! After which she stared at the girl, as if she found a difficulty in fitting her in with notions previously formed. At last, Well, miss, she said, I think if you could call tomorrow? with a dry cough. If you are to be married to-morrow  it seems to me it might be better.

Sophia shivered. I cannot wait, she said desperately. I must see him. Something has happened which he does not know, and I must see him, I must indeed. Can I wait here? I have no where to go.

Well, you can wait here till nine oclock, Mrs. Wollenhope answered less dryly. We shut up at nine. Then, after glancing behind her, she laid her hand on Sophias sleeve. My dear, she said, lowering her voice, begging pardon for the liberty, for I see you are a lady, which I did not expect  if youll take my advice youll go back. You will indeed. I am sure your father and mother  

I have neither! Sophia said.

Oh, dear, dear! Still, I can see youve friends, and if youll take my advice  

She was cut short. There you are again, Eliza! cried a loud voice, apparently from an inner room. Always your advice! Always your advice! Have done meddling, will you, and show the lady upstairs.

Mrs. Wollenhope shrugged her shoulders as if the interruption were no uncommon occurrence. Very well, she said curtly; and turning, led the way along the passage. Sophia followed, uncertain whether to be glad or sorry that the good womans warning had been cut short. As she passed the open door of a room at the foot of the stairs she had a glimpse of a cheery sea-coal fire, and a bald-headed man in his shirt sleeves, who was sitting on a settle beside it, a glass of punch in his hand. He rose and muttered, Your servant, maam! as she passed; and she went on and saw him no more. But the vision of the snug back-parlour, with its fire and lights, and a red curtain hanging before the window, remained with her, a picture of comfort and quiet, as far as possible removed from the suspense and agitation in which she had passed the last two hours.

And in which she still found herself, for as she mounted the stairs her knees quaked under her. She was ashamed, she was frightened. At the head of the flight, when the woman opened the door of the room and by a gesture bade her enter, she paused and felt she could sink into the ground. For the veriest trifle she would have gone down again. But behind her  behind her, lay nothing that had power to draw her; to return was to meet abuse and ridicule and shame, and that not in Arlington Street only, for the story would be over the town: Lane the mercer, whose shop was a hotbed of gossip, the little dandy who had thrust himself into her company, and tracked her hither, the coachman who had witnessed the arrest, even her own friend Lady Betty  all would publish the tale. Girls whom she knew, and from whose plain-spoken gossip she had turned a prudish ear, would sneer in her face. Men like Lord Lincoln would treat her with the easy familiarity she had seen them extend to Lady Vane, or Miss Edwards. Women she respected, Lady Pomfret, the duchess, would freeze her with a look. Girls, good girls like Lady Sophia, or little Miss Hamilton  no longer would these be her company.

No, she had gone too far; it was too late to turn back; yet she felt, as she crossed the threshold, it was the one thing she longed to do. Though Mrs. Wollenhope hastened to light two candles that stood on a table, the parlour and the shapes of the furniture swam before Sophias eyes. The two candles seemed to be four, six, eight; nay, the room was all candles, dancing before her. She had to lean on a chair to steady herself.

By-and-by Mrs. Wollenhopes voice, for a time heard droning dully, became clear. He was up above, the good woman was saying. But hes not here much. He lives at the taverns of the quality, mostly. Twas but yesterday he told me, maam, he was going to be married. You can wait here till nine, and Ill come and fetch you then, if he has not come in. But youd best be thinking, if youll take my advice, what youll do.

Now, Eliza! Mr. Wollenhope roared from below; to judge from the sound of his voice he had come to the foot of the stairs. Advising again, Im bound. Always advising! Some day your tongue will get you into trouble, my woman. You come down and leave the young lady to herself.

Oh, very well, Mrs. Wollenhope muttered, tossing her head impatiently. Im coming. Coming! And shielding her light with her hand, she went out and left Sophia alone.

The girl remained where she had paused on entering, a little within the door, her hand resting on a chair. And presently, as she looked about her, the colour began to creep into her face. This was his home, and at the thought she forgot the past; she dreamed of the future. His home! Here he had sat thinking of her. Here he had written the letter! Here, perhaps in that cupboard set low in the wainscot beside the fire, lay the secret papers of which he had told her, the Jacobite lists that held a life in every signature, the Ormonde letters, the plans for the Scotch Rising, the cipher promises from France! Here, surrounded by perils, he wrote and studied far into the night, the pistol beside the pen, the door locked, the keyhole stopped. Here he had lain safe and busy, while the hated Whig approvers drew their nets elsewhere. Sophia breathed more quickly as she pictured these things; as she told herself the story Othello told the Venetian maid. The attraction of the man, the magic of the lover, dormant during the stress she had suffered since she left Arlington Street, revived; the girls eyes grew soft, blushes mantled over her cheeks. She looked round timidly, almost reverently, not daring to advance, not daring to touch anything.

The room, which was not large, was wainscotted from ceiling to floor with spacious panels, divided one from the other by fluted pillars in shallow relief, after the fashion of that day. The two windows were high, narrow, and roundheaded, deeply sunk in the panelling. The fireplace, in which a few embers smouldered, was of Dutch tiles. On the square oak table in the middle of the floor, a pack of cards lay beside the snuffer tray, between the tall pewter candlesticks.

She noted these things greedily, and then, alas, she fell from the clouds. Mrs. Wollenhope had said that he had lived in the rooms above until lately! Still, he had sat here, and these were his belongings, which she saw strewn here and there. The book laid open on the high-backed settle that flanked one side of the hearth, and masked the door of an inner room, had been laid there by his hand. The cloak that hung across the back of one of the heavy Cromwell chairs was his. The papers and inkhorn, pushed carelessly aside on one of the plain wooden window-seats, had been placed there by him. His were the black riding-wig, the whip, and spurs, and tasselled cane, that hung on a hook in a corner, and the wig-case that stood on a table against the wall, alongside a crumpled cravat, and a jug and two mugs. All these  doubtless all these were his. Sophia, flustered and softened, her heart beating quick with a delicious emotion, half hope, half fear, sat down on the chair by the door and gazed at them.

He was more to her now, while she sat in his room and looked at these things, than he had ever been; and though the moment was at hand when his reception of her must tell her all, her distrust of him had never been less. If he did not love her with the love she pictured, why had he chosen her? He whose career promised so much, who under the cloak of frivolity pursued aims so high, amid perils so real. He must love her! He must love her! She thought this almost aloud, and seeing the wicks of the candles growing long, rose and snuffed them; and in the performance of this simple act of ownership, experienced a strange thrill of pleasure.

After that she waited awhile on her feet, looking about her shyly, and listening. Presently, hearing no sound, she stepped timidly and on tip-toe to the side table, and lifting the crumpled cravat, smoothed it, then, with caressing fingers, folded it neatly and laid it back. Again she listened, wondering how long she had waited. No, that was not a step on the stairs; and thereat her heart began to sink. The reaction of hope deferred began to be felt. What if he did not come? What if she waited, and nine found her still waiting  waiting vainly in this quiet room where the lights twinkled in the polished panels, and now and again the ash of the coal fell softly to the hearth? It might  it might be almost nine already!

She began to succumb to a new fever of suspense, and looked about for something to divert her thoughts. Her eyes fell on the book that lay open on the seat of the settle. Thinking, He has read this to-day  his was the last hand that touched it  on this page his eyes rested, Sophia stooped for it, and holding it carefully that she might keep the place for him, reverently, for it was his, she carried it to the light. The title at the head of the page was The Irish Register. The name smacked so little of diversion, she thought it a political tract  for the book was thin, no more than fifty pages or so; and she was setting it back on the table when her eye, in the very act of leaving the page, caught the glint, as it were, of a name. Beside the name, on the margin, were a few pencilled words and figures; but these, faintly scrawled, she did not heed at the moment.

Cochrane, the Lady Elizabeth? she muttered, repeating the name that had caught her eye, How strange! What can the book have to do with Lady Betty? It must be some kind of peerage. But she is not Irish!

To settle the question, she raised the book anew to the light, and saw that it consisted of a list of persons names arranged in order of rank. Only  which seemed odd  all the names were ladies names. Above Cochrane, the Lady Elizabeth, appeared Cochrane, the Lady Anne; below came Coke, the Lady Catherine, and after each name the address of the lady followed if she were a widow, of her parents or guardians if she were unmarried.

Sophia wondered idly what it meant, and with half her mind bent on the matter, the other half intent on the coming of a footstep, she turned back to the title-page of the book. She found that the fuller description there printed ran The Irish Register, or a list of the Duchess Dowagers, Countesses, Widow Ladies, Maiden Ladies, Widows, and Misses of Great Fortunes in England, as registered by the Dublin Society.

Even then she was very, very far from understanding. But the baldness of the description sent a chill through her. Misses of large fortunes in England! As fortunes went, she was a miss of large fortune. Perhaps that was why the words grated upon her; why her heart sank, and the room seemed to grow darker. Turning to look at the cover of the book, she saw a slip of paper inserted towards the end to keep a place. It projected only an eighth of an inch, but she marked it, and turned to it; something or other  it may have been only the position of the paper in that part of the book, it may have been the presence of the book in her lovers room  forewarning her; for in the act of turning the leaves, and before she came to the marker, she knew what she would find.

And she found it. First, her name, Maitland, Miss Sophia, at the Hon. Mr. Northeys in Arlington Street. Then  yes, then, for that was not all or the worst  down the narrow margin, starting at her name, ran a note, written faintly, in a hand she knew; the same hand that had penned her one love letter, the hand from which the quill had fallen in the rapture of anticipation, the hand of her humble, adoring lover, Hector, Count Plomer!

She knew that the note would tell her all, and for a moment her courage failed her; she dared not read it. Her averted eyes sought instead the cupboard in the lower wainscot, which she had fancied the hiding place of the Jacobite cipher, the muniment chest where lay, intrusted to his honour, the lives and fortunes of the Beauforts and Ormondes, the Wynns and Cottons and Cecils. Was the cupboard that indeed? Or  what was it? The light reflected from the surface of the panels told her nothing, and she lowered the book and stood pondering. If the note proved to be that which she still shrank from believing it, what had she done? Or rather, what had she not done? What warnings had she not despised, what knowledge had she not slighted, what experience had she not overridden? How madly, how viciously, in the face of advice, in the face of remonstrance, in modestys own despite, had she wrought her confusion, had she flung herself into the arms of this man! This man who  but that was the question!

She asked herself trembling, was he what this book seemed to indicate, or was he what she had thought him? Was he villain, or hero? Fortune-hunter, or her true lover? The meanest of tricksters, or the high-spirited, chivalrous gentleman, laughing at danger and smiling at death, in whom great names and a great cause were content to place their trust?

At last she nerved herself to learn the answer to the question. The wicks of the candles were burning long; she snuffed them anew, and holding the book close to the light, read the words that were delicately traced beside her name.

Has 6000 guineas charged on T. M.s estate. If T. M. marries without consent of guardians has £10,000 more. Mrs. N. the same. T. is at Cambridge, aged eighteen. To make all sure, T. must be married first  query Oriana, if she can be found? Or Lucy Slee  but boys like riper women. Not clinch with S. M. until T. is mated, nor at all if the little Cochrane romp (page 7) can be brought to hand. But I doubt it, but S. M. is an easy miss, and swallows all. A perfect goose.

Sophia sat awhile in a chair and shivered, her face white, her head burning. The words were so clear that, the initials notwithstanding, it was not possible to misinterpret them; or to set on them any construction save one. They cut her as the lash of a whip cuts the bare flesh. It was for this  thing that she had laid aside her maiden pride, had risked her good name, had scorned her nearest, had thrown away all in life that was worth keeping! It was for this creature, this thing in the shape of man, that she had over-leapt the bounds, had left her home, had risked the perils of the streets, and the greater perils of his company. For this  but she had not words adequate to the loathing of her soul. Outraged womanhood, wounded pride, contemned affection  which she had fancied love  seared her very soul. She could have seen him killed, she could have killed him with her own hand  or she thought she could; so completely in a moment was her liking changed to hatred, so completely destroyed on the instant was the trust she had placed in him.

And S. M. is an easy miss, and swallows all. A perfect goose! Those words cut more deeply than all into her vanity. She winced, nay, she writhed under them. Nor was that all. They had a clever, dreadful smartness that told her they were no mere memorandum, but had served in a letter, and tickled at once a mans conceit and a womans ears. Her own ears burned at the thought. S. M. is an easy miss, and swallows all. A perfect goose! Oh, she would never recover it! She would never regain her self-respect!

The last embers had grown grey behind the bars; the last ash had fallen from the grate while she sat. The room was silent save for her breathing, that now came in quick spasms as she thought of the false lover, and now was slow and deep as she sat sunk in a shamed reverie. On a sudden the cooling fireplace cracked. The sound roused her. She sprang up and gazed about her in affright, remembering that she had no longer any business there, nay, that in no room in the world had she less business.

In the terror of the moment she flew to the door; she must go, but whither? More than ever, now that she recognised her folly, she shrank from her sisters scornful eyes, from Mr. Northeys disapproving stare, from the grins of the servants, the witticisms of her friends. The part she had played, seen as she now saw it, would make her the laughing-stock of the town. It was the silliest, the most romantic; a school-girl would cry fie on it. Sophias cheek burned at the thought of facing a single person who had ever known her; much more at the thought of meeting her sister or Mrs. Martha, or the laced bumpkins past whom she had flitted in that ill-omened hour. She could not go back to Arlington Street. But then  whither could she go?

Whither indeed? It was nine oclock; night had fallen. At such an hour the streets were unsafe for a woman without escort, much more for a girl of gentility. Drunken roysterers on their way from tavern to tavern, ripe for any frolic, formed a peril worse than footpads; and she had neither chair nor link-boys, servants nor coach, without one or other of which she had never passed through the streets in her life. Yet she could not stay where she was; rather would she lie without covering in the wildest corner of the adjacent parks, or on the lonely edge of Rosamonds pond! The mere thought that she lingered there was enough; she shuddered with loathing, grew hot with rage. And the impulse that had hastened her to the door returning, she hurried out and was half-way down the stairs, when the sound of a mans voice, uplifted in the passage below, brought her up short where she stood.

An instant only she heard it clearly. Then the tramp of feet along the passage, masked the voice. But she had heard enough  it was Hawkesworths  and her eyes grew wide with terror. She should die of shame if he found her there! If he learned, not by hearsay, but eye to eye, that she had come of her own motion, poor, silly dupe of his blandishments, to throw herself into his arms! That were too much; she turned to fly.

Her first thought was to take refuge on the upper floor until he had gone into his room and closed the door; two bounds carried her to the landing she had left. But here she found an unexpected obstacle in a wicket, set at the foot of the upper flight of stairs; one of those wickets that are still to be seen in old houses, in the neighbourhood of the nursery. By the light that issued from the half-open doorway of the room, Sophia tugged at it furiously, but seeking the latch at the end of the gate where the hinges were, she lost a precious moment. When she found the fastening, the steps of the man she had fancied she loved, and now knew she hated, were on the stairs. And the gate would not yield! Penned on the narrow landing, with discovery tapping her on the shoulder, she fumbled desperately with the latch, even, in despair, flung her weight against the wicket. It held; in another second, if she persisted, she would be seen.

With a moan of anguish she turned and darted into Hawkesworths room, and sprang to the table where the candles stood. Her thought was to blow them out, then to take her chance of passing the man before they were relighted. But as she gained the table and stooped to extinguish them, she heard his step so near the door that she knew the sudden extinction of the light must be seen; and her eyes at the same moment alighting on the high-backed settle, in an instant she was behind it.

It was a step she would not have taken had she acted on anything but the blind, unthinking impulse to hide herself. For here retreat was cut off; she was now between her enemy and the inner room. She dared not move, and in a few minutes at most must be discovered. But the thing was done; there was no time to alter it. As her hoop slipped from sight behind the wooden seat, the Irishman entered, and with a laugh flung his hat and cane on the table. A second person appeared to cross the threshold after him; and crouching lower, her heart beating as if it would choke her, Sophia heard the door flung to behind them.


CHAPTER VIII

UNMASKED

There are men who find as much pleasure in the intrigue as in the fruits of the intrigue; who take huge credit for their own finesse and others folly, and find a chief part of their good in watching, as from a raised seat, the movements of their dupes, astray in a maze of their planting. The more ingenious the machination they have contrived, the nicer the calculations and the more narrow the point on which success turns, the sweeter is the sop to their vanity. To receive Lisette and Fifine in the same apartment within the hour; to divide the rebel and the minister by a door; to turn the scruple of one person to the hurt of another, and know both to be ignorant  these are feats on which they hug themselves as fondly as on the substantial rewards which crown their manœuvres.

Hawkesworth was of this class; and it was with feelings such as these that he saw his nicely jointed plans revolving to the end he desired. To mould the fate of Tom Maitland at Cambridge, and of Sophia in town, and both to his own profit, fulfilled his sense of power. To time the weddings as nearly as possible, to match the one at noon and to marry the other at night, gratified his vanity at the same time that it tickled his humour. But the more delicate the machinery, the smaller is the atom, and the slighter the jar that suffices to throw all out of gear. For a time, Orianas absence, at a moment when every instant was of price, and the interference of Toms friends was hourly possible, threatened to ruin all. It was in the enjoyment of the relief, which the news of her arrival afforded, that he returned to his lodging this evening. He was in his most rollicking humour, and overflowed with spirits; Toms innocence and his own sagacity providing him with ever fresh and more lively cause for merriment.

Nor was the lads presence any check on his mood. Hawkesworths joviality, darkling and satirical as it was, passed with Tom for lightness of heart. What he did not understand, he set down for Irish, and dubbed his companion the prince of good fellows. As they climbed the stairs, he was trying with after-supper effusiveness to impress this on his host. I swear you are the best friend man ever had, he cried, his voice full of gratitude. I vow you are.

Hawkesworth laughed, as he threw his hat and cane on the table, and proceeded to take off his sword that he might be more at ease. His laughter was a little louder than the others statement seemed to justify; but Tom was in no critical mood, and Hawkesworths easy answer Youll say so when you know all, my lad, satisfied the boy.

I do say it, he repeated earnestly, as he threw himself on the settle, and, taking the poker, stirred the embers to see if a spark survived. I do say it.

And I say, well you may, Hawkesworth retorted, with a sneer from which he could not refrain. What do you think, dear lad, would have happened, if Id tried for the prize myself? he continued. If Id struck in for your pretty bit of red and white on my own account? Do you remember Trumpington, and our first meeting? Id the start of you then, though you are going to be her husband.

Twenty minutes start, Tom answered.

Hawkesworth averted his face to hide a grin. Twenty minutes? he said. Lord, so it was! Twenty minutes! The boy reddened. Why do you laugh? he asked.

Why? Why, because twenty minutes is a long time  sometimes, Hawkesworth answered. But there, be easy, lad, he continued, seeing that he was going too far, be easy  no need to be jealous of me  and Ill brew you some punch. There is one thing certain, he continued, producing a squat Dutch bottle and some glasses from a cupboard by the door. You have me to thank for her! There is no doubt about that.

Its what Ive always said, Tom answered. He was easily appeased. If youd not asked my help when your chaise broke down at Trumpington  youd just picked her up, you remember?  I should never have known her! Think of that! he continued, his eyes shining with a lovers enthusiasm; and he rose and trod the floor this way and that. Never to have known her, Hawkesworth!

Whom, to know was to love, the Irishman murmured, with thinly veiled irony.

Right! Right, indeed!

And to love was to know  eh?

Right! Right, again! poor Tom cried, striking the table.

For a moment Hawkesworth contemplated him with amusement. Then Well, heres to her! he cried, raising his glass. The finest woman in the world!

And the best! And the best! Tom answered.

And the best! The toast is worthy the best of liquor, Hawkesworth continued, pushing over the others glass; but youll have to drink it cold, for the fire is out.

The finest woman in the world, and the best! the lad cried; his eyes glowed as he stood up reverently, his glass in his hand. She is that, isnt she, Hawkesworth?

She is all that, Ill answer for it! the Irishman replied, with a stifled laugh. Lord! what fools there were in the world! By this time to-morrow shell be yours! Think of it, lad! he continued, with an ugly-sounding, ugly-meaning laugh; at which one of his listeners shuddered.

But Tom, in the lovers seventh heaven, was not that one. His Oriana, who to others was a handsome woman, bold-eyed and free-tongued, was a goddess to him. He saw her through that glamour of first love that blesses no man twice. He felt no doubt, harboured no suspicion, knew no fear; he gave scarce one thought to her past. He was content to take for gospel all she told him, and to seek no more. That he  he should have gained the heart of this queen among women seemed so wonderful, so amazing, that nothing else seemed wonderful at all.

You think shell not fail? he cried, presently, as he set down his glass. Its a week since I saw her, and  and you dont think shell have changed her mind, do you?

Not she! Hawkesworth answered.

Shell come, you are certain.

As certain, Hawkesworth cried gaily, as that Dr. Keith will be ready at the chapel at twelve to the minute, dear lad. And, by the way, heres his health! Dr. Keith, and long may he live to bless the single and crown the virtuous! To give to him that hath not, and from her that hath to take away! To be the plague of all sour guardians, lockers-up of maidens, and such as would cheat Cupid; and the guardian-angel of all Nugents, Husseys, and bold fellows! Heres to the pride of Mayfair, the curse of Chancery, and the god-father of many a pretty couple  Dr. Keith!

Heres to him! Tom cried, with ready enthusiasm. And then more quietly as he set down his glass, Theres one thing Id like, to be perfectly happy, Hawkesworth, only one. I wish it were possible, but I suppose it isnt.

What is it, lad?

If Sophia, my sister, could be there. Theyll be sisters, you see, and  and, of course, Sophias a girl, but there are only the two of us, for Madam Northey doesnt count. But I suppose it is not possible she should be told?

Quite impossible! Hawkesworth answered with decision; and he stooped to hide a smile. The humour of the situation suited him. Quite impossible! Ten to one shed peach! No, no, we must not initiate her too soon, my boy; though it is likely enough shell have her own business with Dr. Keith one of these days!

The boy stared at him. My sister? he said slowly, his face growing red. With Dr. Keith? What business could she have with him?

With Dr. Keith? Hawkesworth asked lightly. Why not the same as yours, dear boy?

The same as mine?

Yes, to be sure. Why not? Eh, why not?

Why not? Because shes a Maitland! the lad answered, and his eyes flashed. Our women dont marry that way, Id have you to know! Why, Id  Id rather see her buried.

But youre going to marry that way yourself! Hawkesworth reasoned. The boys innocence surprised him a little and amused him more.

I? But Im a man, Tom answered with dignity. Im different. And  and Oriana, he continued, plunging on a sudden into dreadful confusion and redness of face, is  is different of course, because  well, because if we are not married in this way, my brother Northey would interfere, and we could not be married at all. Oriana is an angel, and  and because she loves me, is willing to be married in this way. Thats all, you see.

I see. But you would not like your sister to be married on the quiet?

Tom glared at him. No, he said curtly. And for the why, it is my business.

To be sure it is! Of course it is. And yet, Sir Tom, Hawkesworth continued, his tone provoking, I would not mind wagering you a hundred it is the way she will be married, when her time comes.

My sister?

Yes.

Done with you! the lad cried.

Nay, I dont mind going farther, Hawkesworth continued. Ill wager you the same sum that she does it within the year.

This year?

A year from to-day.

Tom jumped up in heat. What the devil do you mean? he cried. Then he sat down again. But what matter! he said, Ill take you.

Hawkesworth as he pulled out his betting book turned his head aside to hide a smile. I note it, he said. P. H. bets Sir Thomas Maitland a hundred that Miss Sophia Maitland is married at Dr. Keiths chapel; and another hundred that the marriage is within the year.

Right! Tom said, glowering at him. His boyish estimate of the importance of his family, and of the sacredness of his womankind, sucked the flavour from the bet; ordinarily the young scapegrace loved a wager.

Hawkesworth put up his book again. Good, he said. Youll see that that will be two hundred in my pocket some day.

Not it! Tom answered, rudely. My sister is not that sort! And perhaps the sooner you know it, the better, he added, aggressively.

Why, lad, what do you mean?

Just what I said! Tom answered shortly. It was English. When my sister is to be married, we shall make a marriage for her. Shes not  but the less said the better, he continued, breaking off with a frown.

Hawkesworth knew that it would be prudent to quit the subject, but his love of teasing, or his sense of the humour of the situation, would not let him be silent. Shes not for such as me, you mean? he said, with a mocking laugh.

You can put it that way if you choose!

And yet, I think  if I were to try?

What?

I say, if I were to try?

Sir Tom scowled across the table. Look here! he said, striking it heavily with his hand, I dont like this sort of talk. I dont suppose you wish to be offensive; and well end it, if you please.

Hawkesworth shrugged his shoulders. Oh, by all means, if you feel that way, he said. Only it looks a little as if you feared for your charming sister. After all, women are women. Even Miss Sophia Maitland is a woman, and no exception to the rule, I presume?

Oh, hang you! the boy cried, in a fury; and again struck his hand on the table. Will you leave my sisters name alone? Cannot you understand  what a gentleman feels about it?
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HE CANNOT!

He cannot!

The words came from behind Sir Tom, who forthwith sprang a yard from the settle, and stood gaping; while Hawkesworth, his glass going to shivers on the floor, clutched the table as he rose. Both stood staring, both stood amazed, and scarce believed their eyes, when Sophia, stepping from the shelter of the settle, stood before them.

He cannot! she repeated, with a gesture, a look, an accent that should have withered the man. He cannot! For he does not know what a gentleman feels about anything. He does not know what a gentleman is. Look at him! Look at him! she continued, her face white with scorn; and she fixed the astonished Irishman with an outstretched finger that could scarce have confounded him more had it been a loaded pistol set to his head. A gentleman! she went on passionately. That a gentleman? Why, the air he breathes pollutes us! To be in one room with him disgraces us! That such an one should have tricked us will shame us all our lives!

Hawkesworth tried to speak, tried to carry off the surprise; but a feeble smile was all he could compass. Even Irish wit, even native impudence were unequal to this emergency. The blow was so sudden, so unexpected, he could not in a moment arrange his thoughts, or discern his position. He saw that for some reason or other she had come to him before the time; but he could not on the instant remember how far he had disclosed his hand before her, or what she had learned from him while she lay hidden.

Naturally Tom was the quicker to recover himself. His first thought on seeing his sister was that she had got wind of his plans, and was here to prevent his marriage. And it was in this sense that he interpreted her opening words. But before she had ceased to speak, the passion which she threw into her denunciation of Hawkesworth, turned his thoughts into a new and a fiercer channel. With an oath, Never mind him! he cried, and stepping forward gripped her, almost brutally, by the wrist. Ill talk with him afterwards. First, miss, what the devil are you doing here?

Ask him, she answered; and again pointed her finger at Hawkesworth. Or no, I will tell you, Tom. That man, the man who calls himself your friend, and called himself my lover, has plotted to ruin us. He has schemed to get us into his net. To-morrow he would have married you to  to, I know not, whom. And when he had seen you married, and knew you had forfeited a fortune to me, then  then I should have been a fit match for him! I! I! And in the evening he would have married me! Oh, shame, shame on us, Tom, that we should have let ourselves be so deluded!

He would have married you! Tom cried, dropping her hand in sheer astonishment.

The same day!

Hawkesworth? This man here? He would have married you?

You may well say, he! she answered, a wave of crimson flooding her cheeks and throat. The thought kills me.

Tom looked from one to the other. But I cant understand, he said. I didnt know  that he knew you, even.

And I didnt know that he knew you! she answered bitterly. He is a villain, and that was his plan. We were not to know.

Tom turned to the Irishman; and the latters deprecatory shrug was vain. What have you to say? Tom cried in a voice almost terrible.

But Hawkesworth, who did not lack courage, was himself again, easy, alert, plausible. Much, he said coolly. Much, dear lad. The whole thing is a mistake. I loved your sister  he bowed gravely in her direction, and stole a glance as he did so, to learn how she took it, and how far he still had a chance with her. I loved her, I say, I still love her, though she has shown that she puts as little faith in me, as she can ever have entertained affection for me. But I knew her as Miss Maitland, I did not know that she was your sister. Once I think she mentioned a brother; but no more, no name. For the rest, I had as little reason to expect to find her here as you had. That I swear!

The last words hit Tom uncomfortably; her presence in this mans room was a fact hard to swallow. The brother turned on the sister. Is this true? he hissed.

Sophia winced. It is true, she faltered.

Then what brought you here? Tom cried, with brutal frankness.

The girl shivered; she never forgot the pain of that moment, never forgot the man who had caused her that humiliation. Ask him! she panted. Or no, I will tell you, Tom. He swore that he loved me. He made me, poor silly fool that I was, believe him. He said that if I would elope with him to-morrow, he would marry me at Dr. Keiths chapel; and fearing they  my sister  would marry me against my will to  to another man, I consented. Then  they were going to send me away in the morning, and it would have been too late. I came away this afternoon to tell him, and  and  

There you have the explanation, Sir Thomas, Hawkesworth interposed, with an air of candid good nature. And in all youll say, I think, that there is nothing of which I need be ashamed. I loved your sister, she was good enough to fancy that she was not indifferent to me. My intentions were honourable, but her friends were opposed to my suit. I had her consent to elope, and if she had not on a sudden discovered, as she apparently has discovered, that her heart is not mine, we should have been married within a few days.

To-morrow, sir, to-morrow! Sophia cried. And would have confronted him with his letter; but it was in the folds of her dress, and she would not let him see where she kept it.

To-morrow, certainly, if it had been your pleasure, Hawkesworth answered smoothly. The sole, the only point it concerns me to show, is, Sir Tom, that I did not know my Miss Maitland to be your sister. I give you my word, Sir Tom, I did not!

Liar! she cried, unable to contain herself.

He shrugged his shoulders, and smiled. There is but one Sir Thomas Maitland, he said, but there are many Maitlands. Miss Maitland may hold what opinion she pleases, and express what view of my character commends itself to her, without fear that I shall call her natural guardians to account. But I cannot allow a gentleman to doubt my word. I repeat, Sir Tom, that I did not know that this lady was your sister.

The boy listened, scowling and thinking. He had no lack of courage, and was as ready to fly at a mans throat as not. But he was young; he was summoned, suddenly and in conditions most perplexing, to protect the family honour; it was no wonder that he hesitated. At this, however, Then why the deuce were you so ready to bet, he blurted out, that she would be married at Keiths?

Before Hawkesworth could frame the answer, That is not all! Sophia cried; and with a rapid movement she snatched from the table the book that had first opened her eyes. Here, here, she cried, tapping it passionately. In his own handwriting is the plot! The plot against us both! Tom, look; find it! You will find it under my name. And then he cannot deny it.

She held out the book to Tom; he went to take it. But Hawkesworth, who knew the importance of the evidence, was too quick for them. With an oath he sprang forward, held Tom back with one hand, and with the other seized the volume, and tried to get possession of it. But Sophia clung to it, screaming; and before he could wrest it from her hold, Tom, maddened by the insult and her cries, was at his breast like a wild cat.

The fury of the assault took the Irishman by surprise. He staggered against the wall, and alarmed by the girls shrieks, let the book go. By that time, however, Sophia had had enough of the struggle. The sight of the two locked in furious conflict horrified her, her grasp relaxed, she let the book fall; and as Hawkesworth, recovering from his surprise, gripped her brothers throat and by main force bent him backwards  the lad never ceasing to rain blows on the taller mans face and shoulders  she fled to the door, opened it, and screamed for help.

Fortunately it was already on the road. Mr. Wollenhope, crying, Lord, what is it? What is it? was halfway up the stairs when she appeared, and close on his heels followed his wife, with a scared face. Sophia beckoned them to hasten, and wringing her hands, flew back. They followed.

They found Hawkesworth dragging the boy about, and striving savagely to force him to the floor. As soon as he saw Wollenhope, he cried with fury, Will some one take this mad dog off me? He has tried his best to murder me. If I had not been the stronger, he would have done it!

Wollenhope, panting with the haste he had made, seized Tom from behind and held him, while Hawkesworth disengaged himself. Youll  youll give me satisfaction for this! the lad cried, gasping, and almost blubbering with rage. His wig was gone, so was his cravat; the ruffle of his shirt was torn from top to bottom.

The other was busy readjusting his dress, and staunching the blood that flowed from a cut lip. Satisfaction, you young booby? he answered, with savage contempt. Send you back to school and whip you! Turn em out, Wollenhope! Turn them both out! That devils cub sprang on me and tried to strangle me. Its lucky for you, sir, I dont send you to Hickss Hall!

Oh, Lord, lets have none of that! Wollenhope interposed hastily. Mines a respectable house, and theres been noise enough already. A little more and I shall be indicted. March, young sir, if you please. And you too, miss.

Tom swelled with fresh rage. Do you know who I am, fellow? he cried. Id have you to know  

I dont want to know! Wollenhope rejoined, cutting him short. I wont know! Its march  thats all I know. And quick, if you please, he continued, trying to edge the lad out of the room.

But, William, his wife protested, and timidly touched his arm, its possible that they may not be in fault. Im sure the young lady was very well spoken when she came.

None of your advice! her husband retorted.

But, William  

None of your advice, I say! Do you hear? Do you understand? This gentleman is our lodger. Who the others are, I dont know, nor care. And I dont want to know, thats more.

Youll smart for this! Tom cried, getting in a word at last. He was almost bursting with chagrin and indignation. Id have you know, my fine fellow, I am Sir  

I dont want to know, Wollenhope retorted, stubbornly. I dont care who you are; and for smarting, perhaps I may. When you are sober, sir, well talk about it. In the meantime, this is my house, and youll go, unless you want me to fetch the constable. And that maynt be best for the young lady, who seems a young lady. I dont suppose shell like to be taken to the Round house, nor run the risk of it. Take my advice, young sir, take my advice; and go quietly while you can.

Tom, half-choked with rage, was for retorting, but Sophia, who had quite broken down and was weeping hysterically, clutched his arm. Oh, come, she cried piteously, please come! And she tried to draw him towards the door.

But the lad resisted. Youll answer to me for this, he said, scowling at Hawkesworth, who remained in an attitude, eyeing the two with a smile of disdain. You know where to find me, and I shall be at your service until to-morrow at noon.

Ill find you when you are grown up, the Irishman answered, with a mocking laugh. Back to your books, boy, and be whipped for playing truant!

The taunt stung Tom to fresh fury. With a scream of rage he sprang forward, and, shaking off Wollenhopes grasp, tried to close with his enemy. But Sophia hung on him bravely, imploring him to be calm; and Wollenhope seized him again and held him back, while Mrs. Wollenhope supplied, for assistance, a chorus of shrieks. Between the three he was partly led and partly dragged to the door, and got outside. From the landing he hurled a last threat at the smiling Hawkesworth, now left master of the field; and then, with a little rough persuasion, he was induced to descend.

In the passage he had a fresh fit of stubbornness, and wished to state his wrongs and who he was. But Sophias heart was pitifully set on escaping from the house  to her a house of bitter shame and humiliation  and the landlords desire was to see the last of them; and in a moment the two were outside. Wollenhope lost not a moment, but slammed the door on them; they heard the chain put up, and, an instant later, the mans retreating footsteps as he went back to his lodger.


CHAPTER IX

IN CLARGES BOW

If Tom had been alone when he was thus ejected, it is probable that his first impulse would have been either to press his forehead against the wall and weep with rage, or to break the offenders windows  eighteen being an age at which the emotions are masters of the man. But the noise of the fracas within, though dulled by the walls, had reached the street. A window here and a window there stood open, and curious eyes, peering through the darkness, were on the two who had been put out. Tom was too angry to heed these on his own account, or care who was witness of his violence; but for Sophias sake, whose state as she clung to his arm began to appeal to his manhood, he was willing to be gone without more.

After shaking his fist at the door, therefore, and uttering a furious word or two, he pressed the weeping girls hand to his side. All right, he said, well go. Itll not be long before Im back again, and theyll be sorry! A houseful of cheats and bullies! There, there, child, Ill come. Dont cry, he continued, patting her hand with an air that, after the reverse he had suffered, was not without its grandeur. Ill take care of you, never fear. Ive rooms a little way round the corner, taken to-day, and you shall have my bed. Its too late to go to Arlington Street to-night.

Sophia, sobbing and frightened, hung down her head, and did not answer; and Tom, forgetting in his wrath against Hawkesworth the cause he had to be angry with her, said nothing to increase her misery or aggravate her sense of the folly she had committed. His lodgings were in Clarges Row, a little north of Shepherds Market, and almost within a stones throw of Mayfair Chapel. Four minutes walking brought the two to the house, where Tom rapped in a peculiar manner at the window-shutter; when this had been twice repeated, the door was opened grudgingly by a pale-faced, elderly man, bearing a lighted candle-end in his fingers.

He muttered his surprise on seeing Tom, but made way for him, grumbling something about the late hour. When he saw the girl about to follow, however, he started, and seemed to be going to refuse her entrance. But Tom was of those who carry off by sheer force of arrogance a difficult situation. My sister, Miss Maitland, is with me, he said. Shell have my room to-night. Dont stare, fellow, but hold a light for the lady to go up.

The mans reluctance was evident; but he let them enter, and barred the door after them. Then snuffing his candle with his fingers, he held it up and surveyed them. By gole, he said, chuckling, you dont look much like bride and bridegroom!

Tom stormed at him, but he only continued to grin. Youve been fighting! he said.

Well whats that to you, you rogue! the lad answered sharply. Light the lady up, do you hear?

To be sure! To be sure! But youll be wanting a light in each room, he continued with a cunning look, as he halted at the head of a narrow boarded staircase, up which he had preceded them. Thats over and above, youll remember. Candles here and candles there, a mans soon ruined!

Tom bade him keep a civil tongue, and himself led the way into a quaint little three-cornered parlour, boarded like the staircase; beyond it was a bedroom of the same shape and size. The rooms had a small window apiece looking on the Row, and wore an air of snugness that would have appealed to Sophia had her eyes been open to anything but her troubles. Against the longer wall of the little parlour stood a couple of tall clocks; a third eked out the scanty furniture of the bedroom, and others, ticking with stealthy industry in the lower part of the house, whispered that it was a clock-makers shop.

Sophia cared not. She felt no curiosity. She put no questions, but accepted in silence the dispositions her brother made for her comfort. Bruised and broken, fatigued in body, with a sorely aching heart she took the room he gave her, sleep offering all she could now hope for or look for, sleep bounding all her ambitions. In sleep  and at that moment the girl would fain have lain down not to rise again  she hoped to find a refuge from trouble, a shelter from thought, a haven where shame could not enter. To one in suspense, in doubt, in expectation, bed is a rack, a place of torture; but when the blow has fallen, the lot been drawn, the dulled sensibilities sink to rest in it as naturally as a bird in the nest  and as quickly find repose.

She slept as one stunned, but weak is the anodyne of a single night. She awoke in the morning, cured indeed of love by a radical operation, but still bleeding; still in fancy under the cruel knife, still writhing in remembered torture. To look forward, to avert her eyes from the past, was her sole hope; and speedily her mind grew clear; the future began to take shape. She would make use of Toms good offices, and through him she would negotiate terms with her sister. She would not, could not, go back to Arlington Street! But any penance, short of that, she would undergo. If it pleased them she would go to Chalkhill; or in any other way that seemed good to them, she would expiate the foolish, and worse than foolish escapade of which she had been guilty. Life henceforth could be but a grey and joyless thing; provided she escaped the sneers and gibes of Arlington Street, she cared little where it was spent.

She was anxious to broach the subject at breakfast; but, through a natural reluctance to open it, she postponed the discussion as long as she dared. It was not like Tom to be over careful of her feelings; but he, too, appeared to be equally unwilling to revert to past unpleasantness. He fidgeted and seemed preoccupied; he rose frequently and sat down again; more than once he went to the window and looked out. At last he rose impulsively and disappeared in the bedroom.

By-and-by he returned. He was still in his morning cap and loose wrapper, but he carried a shirt over each arm. Which ruffles do you like the better, Sophy? he asked; and he displayed one after the other before her eyes. Of course Id like to look my best to-day, he added, shamefacedly.

She stared at him, in perplexity at first, not understanding him; then in horror, as she discerned on a sudden what he meant. To-day? she faltered. Why to-day, Tom, more than on other days?

His face fell. Ist odd, he said, to want to look ones best to be married? At any rate, I never thought so. Until yesterday, he added with a glance at her dress.

She was sitting on the narrow window-seat; she stood up, her back to the window. To be married? she exclaimed. Oh, Tom! It is impossible  impossible you intend to go on with it, after all you have heard!

His face grew darker and more sullen. At any rate I am not going to marry Hawkesworth! he sneered. And then as she winced under the cruel stroke he repented of it. I only mean, he said hurriedly, that  that I dont see what he and his villainy have to do with my marriage.

But, oh, Tom, it is all one! Sophia cried, clasping her hands nervously. He was with  with her, when you met her. I heard you say so last night. I heard you say that if it had not been for him you would never have seen her, or known her.

Weil! Tom answered. And what of that? If her chaise had not broken down, I should never have seen her, or known her. That is true, too. But what has that to do with it, Id like to know?

He planned it!

He could not plan my falling in love, Tom answered, stroking his chin fatuously.

But if you had seen the book, Sophia retorted, the book he snatched from me, you would have seen it written there! His plan was to procure you to be married first. You know you forfeit ten thousand pounds to me, Tom, and ten to Anne, if you marry without your guardians consent?

Hang them and the ten thousand! Tom cried grandly. Lord, miss, Ive plenty left! You are welcome to it, and so is sister. As for their consent, theyd not give it till I was Methuselah!

But surely youre not that yet! she pleaded. Nor near! You are only eighteen.

Well, and what are you? he retorted. And you were for being married yesterday!

I was! she cried, wringing her hands. And to what a fate! I am unhappy to-day, unhappy, indeed; but I shall be thankful all my life that I escaped that! Oh, Tom, for my sake take care! Dont do it! Dont do it! Wait, at least, until  

Till I am Methuselah? he cried. Its likely!

No, but until you have taken advice! she answered. Till you know more about her. Tom, dont be angry, Sophia pleaded, as he turned away with an impatient gesture. Or if you will not be guided, tell me, at least, who she is. I am your sister, surely I have the right to know who is to be your wife?

I am sure I dont mind your knowing!

I have only your interests at heart, she cried.

I have no reason to be ashamed of her, I am sure, he answered, colouring. Though I dont know that she is altogether one of your sort. She is the most beautiful woman in the world that I know! And so you will say when you see her! he added, his eyes sparkling. She has as much wit in her little finger as I have in my head. And youll find that out, too. She dont look at most people, but she took to me at once. It seems wonderful to me now, he continued rapturously. Wonderful! But you should see her! You must see her! You cant fancy what she is until you see her!

It was on the tip of Sophias tongue to ask, But is she good? Like a wise girl, however, she refrained; or rather she put the question in another form. Her name, she said timidly; is it by any chance  Oriana?

Tom was pacing the room, his back to her, his thoughts occupied with his mistresss charms. He whirled about so rapidly that the tassels of his morning wrapper  at that period the only wear of a gentleman until he dressed for the day  flew out level with the horizon. How did you know? he cried, his face flushed, his eyes reading her suspiciously. Who told you?

Because I read that name in the book, Sophia answered, her worst fears confirmed. Because  

Did you see Oriana only, or her full name?

What is her full name?

You dont know? Then you cannot have seen it in the book! Tom retorted triumphantly. But I am not ashamed of it. Her name is Clark.

Clark? Oriana Clark? Sophia repeated. And she wondered where she had heard the name. Why did it seem familiar to her?

What does her name matter? Tom answered irritably. It will be Lady Maitland by night.

Shes a widow? Sophia asked. She did not know how she knew.

Tom scowled. Well, and what if she is? he cried. What was her husband, Tom? I suppose she had a husband?

Look here, take care what you are saying! Tom returned, with an ugly look. Dont be too free with your tongue, miss. Her husband, if you must know, was a  a Captain Clark of  of Sabines foot, I think it was. He was a man of the first fashion, so thats all you know about it! But he treated her badly, spent all her money, you know, and  and when he died, Tom added vaguely, she had to look out for herself, you understand.

But she must be years and years older than you! Sophia answered, opening her eyes. And a widow! Oh, Tom, think of it! Think of it again! And be guided! Wait at least until you know more about it, she pleaded earnestly, and have learned what life she has led, and  

But Tom would hear no more. Wait? he cried rudely. Youre a nice person to give that advice! You were for waiting, of course, and doing what you were told. And what life she has led? I tell you what it is, miss; I kept my mouth shut last night, but I might have said a good deal! Who got us into the trouble? What were you doing in his room? The less you say and the quieter you keep, the better for all, I think! A mans one thing but a girls another, and she should do what shes bid and take care of herself, and not run the risk of shaming her family!

Oh, Tom!

Oh, ifs every word true! the lad answered cruelly. And less than you deserve, maam! Wait till sister sees you, and youll hear more. Now, cry, cry, thats like a girl! he continued contemptuously. All the same a little plain truth will do you good, miss, and teach you not to meddle. But I suppose women will scratch women as long as the world lasts!

Oh, Tom, it is not that! Sophia cried between her sobs. Ive behaved badly, if you please. As badly as you please! But take me for a warning. I thought  I thought him all you think her!

Oh, d  n! Tom cried, and flung away in a rage, went into the bedroom and slammed the door. Sophia heard him turn the key, and a minute later, when she had a little recovered herself, she heard him moving to and fro in the room. He was dressing. He had not, then, changed his mind.

She waited awhile, trying to believe that her words might still produce some effect. But he made no sign, he did not emerge. Presently she caught the rustle of his garments as he changed his clothes; and in a fever of anxiety she began to pace the room. Nature has provided no cure for trouble more wholesome or more powerful than a generous interest in anothers fate. Gone was the apathy, gone were the dulness of soul and the greyness of outlook with which Sophia had risen from her bed. Convinced of the villainy of the man who had nearly snared her, she foresaw nothing but ruin in an alliance between her brother and a person who was connected, ever so remotely, with him. Nor did the case rest on this only; or on Toms youth; or on the secrecy of the marriage. Oriana was the name she had spelt in the book, the name of one of the women suggested in Hawkesworths sordid calculations. No wonder Sophia shrank from thinking what manner of woman she was, or what her qualifications for a part in the play. It was enough that she knew Hawkesworth, and was known by him.

The cruel lesson which she had learned in her own person, the glimpse she had had of the abyss into which her levity had all but cast her, even the gratitude in which she held the brother who had protected her, rendered her feelings trebly poignant now; her view of the case trebly serious. To see the one relation she loved falling into the pit which she had escaped, and to be unable to save him; to know him committed to this fatal step, and to foresee that his whole life would be blasted by it, these prospects awoke no less pity in her breast, because her eyes were open to-day to her madness of yesterday. Something, something must be done for him; something, but what?

Often through the gloom of reflections, alien from them, shoot strange flashes of memory. Oriana? Oriana Clark? Sophia muttered, and she stood still, remembered. Oriana Clark! Surely that was the name of the woman in whose stead she had been arrested, the woman whose name the bailiff had read from the writ in Lanes shop. Sophia had only heard the name once, and the press of after events and crowding emotions had driven it for the time into a side cell of the brain, whence it now as suddenly emerged. Her eyes sparkled with hope. Here, at last, was a fact, here was something on which she could go. She stepped to Toms door, and rapped sharply on it.

Well? he called sourly. What is it?

Please, come out! she cried eagerly. I have something to tell you. I have, indeed!

Cant come now, he answered. Im in a hurry.

It seemed he was; or he wished to avoid further discussion, for when he appeared a few minutes later  long minutes to Sophia, waiting and listening in the outer room  he snatched up his hat and malacca and made for the door. I cant stop now, he cried, and he waived her off as he raised the latch. I shall be back in an hour  in an hour, and if you like to behave yourself, you  you may be at it. Though you re not very fine, Im bound to say! he concluded with a grudging glance. Doubtless he was comparing her draggled sacque and unpowdered hair with the anticipated splendours of his bride. He was so fine himself, he seemed to fill the little room with light.

Oh, but, Tom, one minute! she cried, following him and seizing his arm. Have a little patience, I only want to tell you one thing.

Well, be quick about it, he answered, ungraciously, his hand still on the latch. And whatever you do, miss, keep your tongue off her, or it will be the worse for you. Ill not have my wife miscalled, he continued, looking grand, and a trifle sulky, as youll have to learn, my lady.

But she is not your wife yet, Sophia protested earnestly. And, Tom, she only wants you to pay her debts. She only wants a husband to pay her debts. She was arrested yesterday.

Arrested! he exclaimed.

Yes, Sophia answered; and then, beginning to flounder, at least, I mean, she stammered, I was arrested  in her place. That is to say, on a writ against her.

You were arrested on a writ against her! Tom cried again. On a writ against Oriana? You must be mad! Mad, girl! Why, youve never seen her in your life. You did not know her name! He had not heard, it will be remembered, a word of her adventures on the way to Davies Street, and the statement she had just made seemed to him the wanton falsehood of a foolish girl bent on mischief. Oh, this is too bad! he continued, shaking her off in a rage. How dare you, you little vixen? You cowardly little liar! he added, pale with anger. And he raised his hand as if he would strike her.

She recoiled. Dont hurt me, Tom, she cried.

Ill not! but  but you deserve it, you little snake! he retorted. You are bad! You are bad right through! he continued from a height of righteous indignation. What you did yesterday was nothing in comparison to this! You let me hear another word against her, make up another of your lies, and you are no sister of mine! Thats all! So now you know, and if you are wise you will not try it again!

As he uttered the last word Tom jerked up the latch, and strode out; but only to come into violent collision, at the head of the stairs, with his landlord; who appeared to be getting up from his knees. Hang you, Grocott, what the deuce are you doing here? the lad cried, backing from him in a rage.

Cleaning the stairs, your honour, the man pleaded.

You rascal, I believe you were listening! Tom retorted. Is the room below stairs ready? We go at noon, mark me, and shall be back to dine at one.

To be sure, sir, all will be ready. Does the lady come here first?

Yes. Have the cold meats come from the White Horse?

Yes, sir.

And the Burgundy from Pontacks?

Yes, your honour.

Tom nodded his satisfaction, and, his temper a little improved, stalked down the stairs. Sophia, who had heard every word, ran to the window and saw him cross Clarges Row in the direction of Shepherds Market. Probably he was gone to assure himself that the clergyman was at home, and ready to perform the ceremony.

The girl watched him out of sight; then she dried her tears. I mustnt cry! she murmured. I must do something! I must do something!

But there was only one thing she could do, and that was a thing that would cost her dear. Only by returning to Arlington Street, at once, that moment, and giving information, could she prevent the marriage. Mr. Northey was Toms guardian; he had the power, and though he had shirked his duty while the thing was in nubibus, he would not dare to stand by when time and place, the house and the hour were pointed out to him. In less than ten minutes she could be with him; in half as many the facts could be made known. Long before the hour elapsed Mr. Northey might be in Clarges Row, or, if he preferred it, at Dr. Keiths chapel, ready to forbid the marriage.

The thing was possible, nay it was easy; and it would withhold Tom from a step which he must repent all his life. But it entailed the one penance from which she was anxious to be saved, the one penalty from which her wounded pride shrank, as the bleeding stump shrinks from the cautery. To execute it she must return to Arlington Street; she must return into her sisters power, to the domination of Mrs. Martha, and the daily endurance, not only of many an ignoble slight, but of coarse jests and gibes and worse insinuations. An hour earlier she had conceived the hope of escaping this, either through Toms mediation, or by a voluntary retreat to Chalkhill. Now she had to choose this or his ruin.

She did not hesitate. Even in her folly of the previous day, even in her reckless self-abandonment to a silly passion, Sophia had not lacked the qualities that make for sacrifice  courage, generosity, staunchness. Here was room for their display in a better cause, and without a moments delay, undeterred by the reflection that far from earning Toms gratitude, she would alienate her only friend, she hurried into the bedroom and donned Lady Bettys laced jacket and Tuscan. With a moan on her own account, a pitiful smile on his, she put them on; and then paused, remembering with horror that she must pass through the streets in that guise. It had done well enough at night, but in the day the misfit was frightful. Not even for Tom could she walk through Berkeley Square and Portugal Street, the figure it made her. She must have a chair.

She opened the door and was overjoyed to find that the landlord was still on the stairs. Will you please to get me a chair, she said eagerly. At once, without the loss of a minute.

The man looked at her stupidly, his heavy lower lip dropped and flaccid; his fat, whitish face evinced a sort of consternation. A chair? he repeated slowly. Certainly. But if your ladyship is going any distance, would not a coach be better?

No, I am only going as far as Arlington Street, Sophia answered, off her guard for the moment. Still, a coach will do if you cannot get a chair. I have not a moment to lose.

To be sure, maam, to be sure, he answered, staring at her heavily. A chair youll have then?

Yes, and at once! At once, you understand.

If you are in a hurry, maybe there is one below, he said, making as if he would enter the room and look from the windows. Sometimes there is.

If there were, she retorted, irritated by his slowness, I should not have asked you to get one. I suppose you know what a chair is? she continued. For the man stood looking at her so dully and strangely that she began to think he was a natural.

Oh, yes, he answered, his eyes twinkling with sudden intelligence, as if at the notion. I know a chair, and Id have had one for you by now. But, by gole, Ive no one to leave with the child, in case it awakes.

The child? Sophia cried, quite startled. The presence of a child in a house is no secret as a rule.

Tis here, he said, indicating a door that stood ajar at his elbow. On the bed in the inner room, maam. Im doing the stairs to be near it.

Is it a baby? Sophia cried. To be sure. What else?

Ill stay with it, then, she said. May I look at it? And will you get the chair for me, while I watch it?

To be sure, maam! Tis here, he continued, as he pushed the door open, and led the way through a tiny room; the outer of two that, looking to the back, corresponded with Toms apartments at the front. He pushed open the door of the inner room, the floor of which was a step higher. If youll see to it while I am away, maam, and not be out of hearing?

I will, Sophia said softly. Is it yours?

No, my daughters.

Sophia tip-toed across the floor to the bed side. The room was poorly lighted by a window, which was partially blocked by a water-cistern; the bed stood in the dark corner beside the window; Sophia, turning up her nose at the close air of the room, hesitated for an instant to touch the dirty, tumbled bed-clothes. She could not see the child. Where is it? she asked, stooping to look more closely.

The answer was the dull jar of the door as it closed behind her; a sound that was followed by the click of a bolt driven home in the socket. She turned swiftly, her heart standing still, her brain already apprised of treachery. The man was gone.

Sophia made but one bound to the threshold, lifted the latch, and threw her weight against the door. It was fastened.

Open! she cried, enraged at the trick which had been played her. Do you hear me? Open the door this minute! she repeated, striking it furiously with her hands. What do you mean? How dare you shut me in?

This time the only response was the low chuckling laugh of the clock-maker as he turned away. She heard the stealthy fall of his footsteps as he went through the outer room; then the grating of the key, as he locked the farther door behind him. Then  silence.

Tom! Sophia shrieked, kicking the door, and pounding it with her little fists. Tom, help! help, Tom! And then, as she realised how she had been trapped, Oh, poor Tom! she sobbed. Poor Tom! I can do nothing now!

While Grocott, listening on the stairs, chuckled grimly. You thought you were going to stop my girls marriage, did you? he muttered, shaking his fist in the direction of the sounds. You thought youd stop her being my lady, did you? Stop her now if you can, my little madam. I have you like a mouse in a trap; and when you are cooler, my Lady Maitland shall let you out. My lady, ha! ha! What a sound it has. My Lady Maitland!

Then reflecting that Hawkesworth, whom he hated, and had cause to hate, had placed this triumph in his grasp  and would now, as things had turned out, get nothing by it  he shook with savage laughter. Lady Maitland! he chuckled. Ho! ho! And he gets  the shells! The shells, ho! ho!


CHAPTER X

SIR HERVEY TAKES THE FIELD

In his rooms at the corner house between Portugal Street and Bolton Street, so placed that by glancing a trifle on one side of the oval mirror before him he could see the Queens Walk and the sloping pastures of the Green Park, Sir Hervey Coke was being shaved. A pile of loose gold which lay on the dressing-table indicated that the evening at Whites had not been unpropitious. An empty chocolate cup and half-eaten roll stood beside the money, and, with Sir Herveys turban-cap and embroidered gown, indicated that the baronet, who in the country broke his fast on beef and small beer, and began the day booted, followed, in town, town fashions. To-day, however, early as it was  barely ten  his wig hung freshly curled on the stand, and a snuff-coloured coat and long-flapped waistcoat, plainly laced, were airing at the fire; signs that he intended to be abroad betimes, and on business.

Perhaps the business had to do with an open letter in his lap, at which the man who was shaving him cocked his eye inquisitively between strokes. Or perhaps not, for Sir Hervey did not seem to heed this curiosity; but the valet had before had reason  and was presently to have fresh reason  to know that his taciturn master saw more than he had the air of seeing.

Suddenly Sir Hervey raised his hand. Watkyns, the valet, stood back. Bring it me! Coke said.

The man had heard without hearing, as he now understood without explanation. He went softly to the door, received a note, and brought it to his master.

An answer?

No, sir.

Then finish.

The valet did so. When he had removed the napkin, Sir Hervey broke the seal, and, after reading three or four lines of the letter, raised his eyes to the mirror. He met the servants prying gaze, and abruptly crumpled the paper in his hand. Then, Watkyns, he said, in his quietest tone.

Sir?

[image: img98.png]
ABOUT THE TWO GUINEAS  YOU STOLE THIS MORNING ...

About the two guineas you  stole this morning. For this time you may keep them; but in the future kindly remember two things.

The razor the man was cleaning fell to the floor. His face was a sickly white; his knees shook under him. He tried to frame words, to deny, to say something, but in vain. He was speechless.

Firstly, Coke continued blandly, that I count the money I bring home  at irregular intervals. Secondly, that two guineas is a larger sum than forty shillings. Another time, Watkyns, I would take less than forty shillings. You will understand why. That is all.

The man, still pale and trembling, found his tongue. Oh, sir! he cried, I swear, if youll  if youll forgive me  

Coke stopped him. That is all, he said, that is all. The matter is at an end. Pick that up, go downstairs, and return in five minutes.

When the man was gone, Sir Hervey smoothed the paper, and, with a face that grew darker and darker as he proceeded, read the contents of the letter from beginning to end. They were these:  



Dear Sir,

The honour you intended my family by an alliance with a person so nearly related to us as Miss Maitland renders it incumbent on me to inform you with the least possible delay of the unfortunate event which has happened in our household, an event which, I need not say, I regret on no account more than because it must deprive us of the advantage we rightly looked to derive from that connection. At a late hour last evening the misguided (and I fear I must call her the unfortunate) girl, whom you distinguished by so particular a mark of your esteem, left the shelter of her home, it is now certain, to seek the protection of a lover.

While the least doubt on this point remained, I believed myself justified in keeping the matter even from you, but I have this morning learned from a sure source  Lane, the mercer, in Piccadilly  that she was set down about nine oclock last night at a house in Davies Street, kept by a man of the name of Wollenhope, and the residence  alas, that I should have to say it!  of the infamous Irishman whose attentions to her at one time attracted your notice.

You will readily understand that from the moment we were certified of this we ceased to regard her as a part of our family; a choice so ill-regulated can proceed only from a mind naturally inclined to vice. Resentment on your account no less than a proper care of our household, dictates this course, nor will any repentance on her part, nor any of those misfortunes to which as I apprehend her misconduct will surely expose her, prevail on us to depart from it.

Forgive me, dear sir, if, under the crushing weight of this deplorable matter, I confine myself to the bare fact and its consequence, adding only the expression of our profound regret and consideration.

I have the honour to remain,

Dear sir,

Your most obedient, humble servant,

J. NORTHEY.



A d  d cold-blooded fish! Sir Hervey muttered when he had finished, and he cast the letter on the table with a gesture of disgust. Then he sat motionless for several minutes, gazing at nothing, with a strange expression of pain in his eyes. Perhaps he was thinking of the old mansion in Sussex, standing silent and lonely in its widespread park, awaiting  still awaiting, a mistress. Perhaps of plans late made, soon wrecked, yet no less cherished. Perhaps of a pale young face wide-browed and wilful, with eyes more swift to blame than praise; eyes which he had seen seeking  seeking pathetically they knew not what. Or perhaps he was thinking of the notorious Lady Vane  of what she had been once, of what Sophia might be some day. For he swore softly, and the look of pain deepened in his eyes. And then Watkyns returned.

Sir Hervey stood up. Youll go to Wollenhopes, he said without preface. Wollenhopes, in Davies Street, and learn  youll know how  whether the young lady who alighted there last night from a chair or coach is still there. And whether a person of the name of Hawkesworth is there. And whether he is at home. You will not tell my name. You understand?

Yes, sir.

Youve half an hour.

The man slid out of the room, his face wearing a look of relief, almost of elation. It was true then. He was forgiven!

After that Coke walked up and down, his watch in his hand, until the valet returned. In the interval he spoke once only. She is but a child! he muttered, shes but a child! and he followed it with a second oath. When his man returned, Well? he said, without looking round.

The young lady is not there, sir, Watkyns replied. She arrived at eight last evening in a chair, and left a little after nine with a young gentleman.

The person Hawkesworth?

No, sir.

No? Sir Hervey turned as he spoke, and looked at him.

No, sir. Who it was the landlord of the house did not know or would not tell me. He was not in the best of tempers, and I could get no more from him. He told me that the young gentleman came in with his lodger about a quarter to nine.

With Hawkesworth?

Yes, sir, and found the young lady waiting for them. That the two gentlemen quarrelled almost immediately, and that the young lady went off with the young gentleman. Who was very young, sir, not much more than a boy.

What address?

I could not learn, sir.

Watkyns!

Yes, sir.

You may take two guineas.

The man hesitated, his face scarlet. If you please, sir, he muttered, Ill consider I have them.

Very good. I understand you. Now dress me.

It took about five minutes, as London then lay, to walk from Bolton Street to Davies Street, by way of Bolton Bow and Berkeley Square. At that hour, it was too early for fine gentlemen of Sir Herveys stamp to be abroad, and fine ladies were still abed, so that he fell in with no acquaintances. He had ascertained from Watkyns in what part of the street Wollenhopes house was situate, and, well within the prescribed space of time, he found himself knocking at the door. It was opened pretty promptly by Mrs. Wollenhope.

Does Mr. Hawkesworth lodge here? Sir Hervey asked, without preamble.

Yes, sir, he does, the good woman answered, curtseying low at the sight of his feathered hat and laced waistcoat; and instinctively she looked up and down the street in search of his chair or coach. But he is out at present, she continued, her eyes returning to him. He left the house about half an hour ago, your honour.

Can you tell me where he may be found?

No, sir, I have no notion, Mrs. Wollenhope answered, wiping her hands on her apron.

Still, Sir Hervey rejoined, you can, perhaps, tell me the name of the young gentleman who was here last evening and took a lady away.

Mrs. Wollenhope raised her hands. There! she exclaimed. I said we should hear of it again! Not that we are to blame, no, sir, no! Except in the way of saving bloodshed! And as for the name, I dont know it. But the address now, dropping her voice and looking nervously behind her, the young gentleman did give an address, and   with a sudden change of manner. Are these with you, sir?

Coke, following the direction of her gaze, turned about, and found two rough-looking men standing at his elbow. No, he said, they are not. What do you want, my men?

Lord, your honour, no hurry, we can wait till youve done, the foremost answered, tugging obsequiously at the uncocked flap of his hat; while his companion sucked his stick and stared. Or after all, whats the odds? Times money, and theres many go in front of us would rather see our backs! Is the lady that came last night in the house, mistress?

Sir Hervey stared, while Mrs. Wollenhope eyed the speaker with great disfavour. No, she said, if thats what you want, she is not!

The man slowly expectorated on the ground. Oh, he said, that being the case, when did she leave? No harm in telling that, mistress!

She left within the hour, Mrs. Wollenhope snapped. And thats all Ill tell you about her, so there! And take yourself off, please!

If the matter of half a crown, now  ?

Mrs. Wollenhope shook her head vigorously. No! she cried. No! I dont sell my lodgers. I know your trade, my man, and youll get nothing from me.

The bailiff grinned and nodded. All right, he said. No need to grow warm! Easy does it. She gave us the slip yesterday, but were bound to nab her by-and-by. We knew she was coming here, and if wed waited here yesterday instead of at the coach office, wed have took her. Come, Trigg, well to the Blue Posts; if shes had a coach or a chair well hear of it there! And with a No offence, your honour! and a clumsy salute, the two catchpolls lounged away, the one a pace behind the other, his knobby stick still in his mouth, and his sharp eyes everywhere.

Coke watched them go, and a more talkative man would have expressed his astonishment. He fancied that he knew all that was to be known of Sophias mode of life. She might have spent a little more than her allowance at Margams or Lanes, might have been tempted by lace at Doileys, or ribbons at the New Exchange. But a writ and bailiffs? The thing was absurd, and for a good reason. Mr. Northey was rich, yet not so rich as he was penurious; the tradesman did not exist, who would not trust, to the extent of his purse, any member of that family. Coke was certain of this; and that there was something here which he did not understand. But all he said was They are bailiffs, are they?

For sure, sir, Mrs. Wollenhope answered. Ive a neighbour knows one by sight. All day yesterday they were hanging about the door, probing if the young lady was come. Twas on that account she surprised me, for Id been led to look for a fine spendthrift madam, and when she came  Lord ha mercy, my husbands coming down! If you want the address, she continued in a lower tone, as Wollenhope appeared at the foot of the stairs, twas in Clarges Row, at Grocotts.

Thank you, Coke said.

Grocotts, she repeated in a whisper. Then in a louder tone, No, sir, I cant say when he will be at home.

Thank you, Sir Hervey said; and having got what he wanted he did not stay to waste time with the man, but made the best of his way to Charles Street, into which the north end of Clarges Row, now Clarges Street, opened at that date. Deeply engaged with the paramount question in his mind, the identity of the young man in whose company Sophia had left Hawkesworths lodgings, he forgot the bailiffs; and it was with some annoyance that, on reaching the Row, he espied one of them lurking in a doorway in Charles Street. It was so plain that they were watching him that Sir Hervey lost patience, turned, and made towards the man to question him. But the fellow also turned on his heel, and retreating with an eye over his shoulder, disappeared in the square. To follow was to be led from the scent; Coke wheeled again, therefore, and meeting a potboy who knew the street, he was directed to Grocotts. The house the lad pointed out was one of the oldest in the Row; a small house of brick, the last on the east side going north. Sir Hervey scanned the five windows that faced the street, but they told him nothing. He knocked  and waited. And presently, getting no answer, he knocked again. And again  the pot-boy looking on from a little distance.

After that Coke stood back, saw that the windows were still without sign of life, and would have gone away  thinking to return in an hour or two  but a woman came to the door of the next house, and told him, the old man is at home, your honour; it is not ten minutes since he was at the door. On which he knocked again more loudly and insistently. Suspicions were taking shape in his mind. The house seemed too quiet to be innocent.

He had his hand raised to repeat the summons once more, when he heard a dragging, pottering step moving along the passage towards him. A chain was put up, a key turned, the door was opened a little, a very little way. A pale, fat face, with small, cunning eyes, peered out at him. Unless he was mistaken, it was the face of a frightened man.

I want to see Miss Maitland, Sir Hervey said.

To be sure, sir, the man answered, while his small eyes scanned the visitor sharply. Is it about a clock?

No, Coke answered. Are you deaf, man? I wish to see the young lady who is here; who came last night.

Youre very welcome, I am sure, but there is no young lady here, your honour.

Sir Hervey did not believe it. The mans sly face, masking fear under a smirk, inspired no confidence; this talking over a chain, at that hour, in the daylight, of itself imported something strange. Apparently Grocott  for he it was  read the last thought in his visitors eyes, for he dropped the chain and opened the door. Was it about a clock, he asked, the hand that held the door trembling visibly, that the lady came?

No, Sir Hervey answered curtly; he was not deceived by this apparent obtuseness. I wish, I tell you, to see the young lady who came here with a gentleman last night. She came here from Davies Street.

There is a lady here, the clock-maker answered, slowly. But I dont know that she will see any one.

She will see me, Coke replied with decision. You dont want me to summon her friends, and cause a scandal, I suppose?

Well, sir, for her friends, Grocott answered, smiling unpleasantly, I know nothing about them, begging your honours pardon. And, it is all one to me whom she sees. If youll give me your name, sir, Ill take it to her.

Sir Hervey Coke.

Dear, dear, I beg your honours pardon, I am sure, Grocott exclaimed, bowing and wriggling obsequiously. Its not to be thought that shell not see a gentleman of your honours condition. But Ill take her pleasure if youll be so good as to wait a minute.

He left Coke standing on the threshold, and retreated up the passage to the door of a room on the left. Here he went in, closing the door after him. Sir Hervey waited until he was out of sight, then in three strides he reached the same door, lifted the latch, and entered.

Twill take him finely, Sal!

The words were in the air  they were all he caught, then silence; and he stood staring. Abrupt as had been his entrance, he was the most completely surprised of the three. For the third in the room, the lady to whom Grocotts words were addressed, was not Sophia, but a stranger; a tall, handsome woman, with big black eyes, fashionably dressed and fashionably painted. The surprise drew from her a hasty exclamation; she rose, her eyes sparkling with anger. Then, as Sir Hervey, recovering from his astonishment, bowed politely, she sat down again with an assumption of fineness and languor. And, taking a fan, she began to fan herself.

A thousand pardons, madam, Coke said. I owe you every apology. I came in under a misapprehension. I expected to find a friend here.

Thats very evident, I think, sir! madam replied, tossing her head. And one you were in a hurry to see, I should fancy.

Yes, Sir Hervey answered. He noted that the table, laid with more elegance than was to be expected from Grocotts appearance, displayed a couple of chickens, pigeons, and a galantine, besides a pretty supply of bottles and flasks. I trust you will pardon my mistake. I was informed that a young lady came here last evening with a gentleman.

Madam flamed up. And what, sir, is it to you if I did! she cried. And she rose sharply.

Your pardon! I did not mean  

I say, sir, what is it to you if I did? she repeated in a tone of the utmost resentment. If I did come from Davies Street, and come here? I dont remember to have met you before, and I fail to see what ground you had for following me or for watching my movements. I am sure I never gave you any, and I am not used to impertinence. For the rest, I am expecting some friends  Grocott?

Yes, maam.

Show this gentleman out. Or  or perhaps I am hasty, she continued, in a lower tone and with an abrupt return of good nature. The last thing I should wish to be to any gentleman, with a glance from a pair of handsome eyes. If I have met you at any time  at my Lady Bellamys perhaps, sir?

No, maam, I think not.

Or at that good-natured creature, Conyers  dear delightful woman; you know her, I am sure?

No, Coke said, bluntly, I have not the honour of her ladyships acquaintance; and I dont think I need trouble you farther. If there is no one else in the house, it is evident I have made a mistake. I offer my apologies, maam, regretting extremely that I trespassed on you.

I occupy the only rooms, she answered drily. And  Grocott, if the gentleman is quite satisfied  the door please! And send my woman to me.

Sir Hervey bowed, muttered a last word of apology, and with a look round the room, which brought to light nothing new except a handsome mail that stood packed and strapped in a corner, he passed out. After all, his discovery explained the appearance of the bailiffs outside Wollenhopes. The over-dressed air and easy manners of the lady he had seen were those of one not given to economy, nor, probably, too particular as to ways and means. It accounted, also, for the ladys departure from Davies Street immediately after her arrival. Clearly Lane had misinformed the Northeys. It was not Sophia who had gone to the house in Davies Street; nor Sophia who had left that house in a gentlemans company. Then where was she?

As he paused in the passage revolving the question and seeking half a crown to give to the man whom he had suspected without reason, a dull sound as of a muffled hammer beating wood caught his ear. He had heard it indistinctly in the parlour  it appeared to come from the upper floor; but he had given no heed to it. Whats that? he asked, idly, as he drew out a coin.

That noise, your honour?

Yes.

My journeyman. Perhaps youd like to see him, Grocott continued with a malicious grin. May be hes the young lady youre looking for. Oh, make yourself at home, sir, he added bitterly. A poor man mustnt grumble if his house isnt his own and his lodgers are insulted.

Here, Coke said, and dropping the half-crown into the dirty hand extended for it, he passed out. Instantly the door clanged behind him, the chain was put up, a bolt was shot; but although Sir Hervey stood a moment uncertain which way he should go, or what he should do next, he did not notice these extreme precautions, nor the pale, ugly face of triumph that watched him from the window as he turned south to go to Arlington Street.


CHAPTER XI

THE TUG OF WAR

At the corner of Bolton Row Sir Hervey paused. He felt, to be candid, a trifle awkward in the rôle of knight-errant, a part reserved in those days for Lord Peterborough. The Northeys heartless cynicism, and their instant and cruel desertion of the girl, had stirred the chivalry that underlay his cold exterior. But from the first he had been aware that his status in the matter was ill-defined; he now began to see it in a worse, an absurd light. He had taken the field in the belief that Sophia had not stayed in Davies Street; that Hawkesworth, therefore, was beside the question; and that whatever folly she had committed, she had not altogether compromised herself; he now found the data on which he had acted painfully erroneous. She had not stayed in Davies Street, because she had not gone to Davies Street. But she might have joined Hawkesworth elsewhere; she might by this time be his wife; she might be gone with him never to return!

In that event Coke began to see that his part in the matter would prove to be worse than ridiculous; and he paused at the corner of Bolton Row, uncertain whether he should not go home and erase with a sore heart a foolish childs face from his memory. His was a day of coarse things; of duchesses who talked as fishwives talk now, of madcap maids of honour, such as she  

Who, as down the stairs she jumps,

Sings over the hills and far away,

Despising doleful dumps!

of bishops seen at strange levées, of clergy bribed with livings to take strange wives; of hoyden lady Kitties, whose talk was a jumble of homely saws and taproom mock-modesties; of old men still swearing as they had sworn in Flanders in their youth. At the best it was not an age of ideals; but neither was it an age of hypocrisy, and women were plentiful. Why, then, all this trouble for one? And for one who had showed him plainly what she thought of him.

For a moment, at the corner of Bolton Row, Sophias fate hung in the balance. Hung so nicely, that if Coke had not paused there, but had proceeded straight through Bolton Street, to Piccadilly, and so to Arlington Street, her lot would have been very different. But the debate kept him standing long enough to bring to a point  not many yards from the corner  two figures, which had just detached themselves from the crowd about Shepherds Market. In the act of stepping across the gutter, he saw them, glanced carelessly at them, and stood. As the two, one behind the other, came up, almost brushing him, and turned to enter Clarges Row, he reached out his cane and touched the foremost.

Why, Tom! he cried. Is it you, lad? Well met!
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HE STOOD, GRINNING IN HIS FINERY, UNABLE TO SAY A WORD

Tom  for it was he  turned at the sound of his name, and seeing who it was recoiled, as if the cane that touched him had been red hot. The colour mounted to his wig; he stood, grinning in his finery, unable to say a word. Why, Tom! Sir Hervey repeated, as he held out his hand, What is it, lad? Have you bad news? You are on the same business as I am, I take it?

Tom blushed redder and redder, and shifted his feet uneasily. I dont know, Sir Hervey, he stammered. I dont know what your business is, you see.

Well, you can easily guess, Coke answered, never doubting that Tom had heard what was forward, and had posted from Cambridge in pursuit of his sister. Have you news? Thats the point.

Tom had only his own affair in his mind. He wondered how much the other knew, and more than half suspected that he was being roasted. So News? he faltered. What sort of news, sir? He had known Sir Hervey all his life, and still felt for him the respect which a lad feels for the man of experience and fashion.

Coke stared at him. What sort of news? he exclaimed. It isnt possible you dont know what has happened, boy? Then, seeing that the person who had come up with Tom was at his elbow, listening, Is this fellow with you? he cried angrily. If so, bid him stand back a little.

Yes, hes with me, Tom answered, sheepishly; and turning to the lad, who was laden with a great nosegay of flowers as well as a paper parcel from which some white Spitalfields ribbons protruded, he bade him go on. Go on, he said, Ill follow you. The last house on the right.

Sir Hervey heard, and stared afresh. What? he cried. Grocotts?

Tom winced, and changed his feet uneasily, cursing his folly in letting out so much. Its only something that  that hes taking there, he muttered.

But you know about your sister?

Sophia? Tom blurted out. Oh, shes all right. Shes all right, I tell you. You need not trouble about her.

Indeed? Then where is she? Where is she, man? Out with it.

Shes with me.

With you? Sir Hervey cried, his cynicism quite gone. With you?

Yes.

Was it you who  who took her from Davies Street, then?

To be sure, Tom said. In his preoccupation with his own affairs his sisters position had been forgotten. Now he began to recover himself; he began, too, to see that he had done rather a clever thing. Yes, I was there when she met that fellow, he continued. Hawkesworth, you know, and I brought her away. I tell you what, Sir Hervey, that fellows low. He should be in the Clink. She found him out sharp, before he had time to sit down, and its lucky I was there to bring her away, or Lord knows what would have happened. For hes a monstrous rascal, and the people of the house are none too good!

Last night was it?

Yes.

And you took her to Grocotts? Sir Hervey could not make the tales agree.

Ye  es, Tom faltered; but the word died on his lips, and he grew hot again. He saw too late that he had put his foot in a hobble from which he would find it hard to extricate himself, with all his skill. For it wanted only a few minutes of noon, and at Grocotts, a hundred paces away, his bride was expecting him. Presently Keith, the Mayfair parson, from whom he had just come after making the last arrangements, would be expecting both! Even now he ought to be at Grocotts; even now he ought to be on his way to the chapel in Curzon Street. And Grocotts was in sight; from where he stood he could see the boy with the flowers and wedding favours waiting at the door. But Coke  Coke the inopportune  had hold of his elbow, and if he went to Grocotts, would wish to go with him  would wish to see his sister, and from her would hear all about the marriage. Aye, and hearing, would interfere!

The cup of Tantalus was a little thing beside this, and Toms cheeks burned; the wildest projects flashed through his brain. Should he take Sir Hervey to Grocotts, inveigle him into a bedroom and lock him up till the wedding was over? Or should he turn that instant, and take to his heels like any common pickpocket, without word or explanation, and so lead him from the place? He might do that, and return by coach himself, and  

Coke broke the tangled thread of thought. There is something amiss, here, he said with decision. She is not at Grocotts. Or they lied to me.

Shes not? Tom cried, with a sigh of relief. Youve been there? Then you may be sure she has gone to Arlington Street. That is it, you may be sure!

Aye, but they said at Grocotts that she had not been there, Coke retorted, looking more closely at Tom, and beginning to discern something odd in his manner. If shes been there at all, how do you explain that, my boy?

Shes been there all right, Tom answered eagerly. Im bail she has! I tell you it is so! And you may be sure she has gone to Arlington Street. Go there and youll find her.

I dont know about that. You dont think that when your back was turned  

What?

She went off again!

With Hawkesworth? Tom cried impatiently. I tell you shes found him out! Hes poison to her! Shes there I tell you. Or she was.

But Grocott denied her!

Oh, nonsense! Tom said  he was as red as fire with asking himself whom Sir Hervey had seen. Oh, nonsense, he repeated, hurriedly; he felt he could bear it no longer. She was there, and she has gone to Arlington Street.

Very good, Sir Hervey replied. Then well ask again. The man at the house lied to me, and Ill have an explanation, or Ill lay my cane across his shoulders, old as he is! There was some one I did see  But come along! Come along. Well look into this, Tom.

It was in vain Tom hung back, feebly protesting that she had gone  there was no doubt that she had gone to Arlington Street. Will-he, nill-he, he was dragged along. A moment and the two, Coke swinging his cane ominously, were half-way up the Row. In the midst of his agony Tom got a notion that his companion was taking sidelong looks at his clothes; and he grew hot and hotter, fearing what was to come. When they were within a few yards of the door, a hackney coach passed them, and, turning, came to a stand before the house.

There! What did I say? Sir Hervey muttered. I take it, we are only just in time.

Perhaps its the coach that took her away, Tom suggested, trying to restrain his companion. Shall I go in  I know the people  and  and inquire? Yes, youd better let me do that, he continued eagerly, buttonholing Sir Hervey, perhaps they did not know you. I really think you had better leave it to me, Sir Hervey. I  

No, thank you, Coke answered drily. Theres a shorter way. Are you here to take up, my man?

To be sure, your honour, the coachman answered readily. And long life to her!

Eh?

Long life to the bride, your honour!

Ah! Sir Hervey said, his face growing dark. I thought so. I think, my lad, he continued to Tom, as he knocked at the door, she and somebody have made a fool of you!

No, no, Tom said, distractedly. Its  its not for her.

We shall soon learn! Coke answered. And he rapped again imperatively.

Tom tried to tell him the facts; but his throat was dry, his head whirled, he could not get out a word. And by-and-by Grocotts dragging steps were heard in the passage, the latch was raised, and the door opened.

Now, sir! Coke cried, addressing him sharply. What did you mean by lying to me just now? Here is the gentleman who brought Miss Maitland to your house. And if you dont tell me, and tell me quickly, where she is, Ill  Ill send for the constable!

Grocott was pale, but his face did not lose its sneering expression. Shes gone, he said.

You said she had not been here.

Well, it was her order. I suppose, with a touch of insolence, a lady can be private, sir, if she chooses.

What time did she go?

Ten minutes gone.

Tom heaved a sigh of relief. I told you so, he muttered. Shes gone to Arlington Street. Its what I told you.

I dont believe it, Coke answered. This coach is for her. It is here to take her to the rascal we know of; and Ill not leave till Ive seen her. Why, man, he continued, incensed as well as perplexed by Toms easiness, have you no blood in your body that youre ready to stand by while your sisters fooled by a scoundrel?

Tom smiled pitifully, and passed his tongue over his lips; he looked guiltily at Grocott, and Grocott at him. The lads face was on fire, the sweat stood in beads on Grocotts forehead. Neither knew with precision the others position nor how much he had told. And while the two stood thus, Sir Hervey looking suspiciously from one to the other, the same dull sound Coke had heard before  a sound as of the drumming of heels on the floor  continued in the upper part of the house. The hackney coachman, an interested spectator of the scene, heard it, and looked at the higher windows in annoyance. The sound drowned the speakers words.

Are you going to let me search? Coke said at last.

Grocott shook his head. He could not speak. He was wondering what they would call the offence at the Old Bailey or Hickss Hall. He saw himself in the dock, with the tall spikes and bunches of herbs before him, and the gross crimson face of the Red Judge glowering at him through horn-rimmed spectacles  glowering death. Should he confess and bring her down, and with that put an end to his daughters hopes? Or should he stand it out, defy them all, gain time, perhaps go scot free at last?

Well? Coke repeated sternly; have you made up your mind? Am I to send for the constable?

Still Grocott found no answer. His wits were so jumbled by fear and the predicament in which he found himself, that he could not decide what to do. And while he hesitated, gaping, the matter was taken out of his hands. The door behind him opened, and the lady whom Sir Hervey had seen before came out of the room.

She looked at the group with a mixture of weariness and impatience. Is the gentleman not satisfied yet? she said. What is all this?

I am satisfied, madam, Sir Hervey retorted, that I did not hear the truth before.

Well, you are too late now, she answered, for shes gone. She didnt wish to see you, and theres an end.

I shall not believe, maam  

Not believe? she cried, opening her eyes with sudden fire. I thought you were a gentleman, sir. I suppose you will take a ladys word?

If the lady will tell me for whom the coach at the door is waiting, Sir Hervey answered quietly; and as he spoke he made good his footing by crossing the threshold. He could not see the hot, foolish face that followed him in to the passage, or he might have been enlightened sooner.

The coach? she said. It is for me.

It is for a bride.

I am the bride.

And the bridegroom?

Her eyes sparkled. Come! she cried. How is that your affair? We poor women have impertinences enough to suffer on these occasions; but it is new to me that the questions of chance visitors are part of them! Rooms more than company, sometimes, she added, tossing her head, her accent not quite so genteel as it had been, when she was less moved. And Ill be glad to see your back.

I beg your pardon a thousand times, maam, Coke replied unmoved. But I see no impertinence in my question  unless, indeed, you are ashamed of your bridegroom.

That Im not! she cried. That Im not! And  snapping her fingers in his face that for you. You are impertinent! Ashamed? No, sir, I am not!

And God forbid I should be ashamed of my bride! cried a husky voice behind Sir Hervey; who turned as if he had been pinched. No, Ill be silent no longer, Tom continued, his face the colour of a beet, albeit his eyes overflowed with honest devotion. Ive played coward too long! he went on, stretching out his arms as if he were throwing off a weight. Let go, man  this to Grocott, as the latter stealthily plucked his sleeve. Sir Hervey, I didnt tell you before, but it wasnt because I was ashamed of my bride. Not I! poor Tom cried bravely. It was because I  I thought you might do something to thwart me. This lady has done me the honour of entrusting her happiness to me, and before one oclock we shall be married. Now you know.

Indeed! Sir Hervey said. And great as was his amazement, he managed to cloak it after a fashion. In the first burst of Toms confession he had glanced from him to the lady, and had surprised a black  a very black look. That same look he caught on Grocotts face; and in a wonderfully short space of time he had drawn his conclusions. Indeed! he repeated. And whom have I  perhaps we might step into this room, we shall be more of a family party, eh?  whom have I to felicitate on the possession of Sir Thomas Maitlands heart?

He bowed so low before madam that she was almost deceived; but not quite. She did not answer.

Oriana, tell him, Tom cried humbly. He was deceived. His eyes were shining with honest pride.

Coke caught at the name. Oriana! he repeated, bowing still lower. Mistress Oriana  

Clark, she said drily. And then, You are not much wiser now.

My loss, maam, Sir Hervey answered politely. One of Sir Robert Clark of Snailwells charming daughters, perhaps? Until now I had only the pleasure of knowing the elder, but  

You know no more now, she retorted, with an air of low breeding that must have opened any eyes but a lovers. I dont know your Sir Robert.

Indeed! Sir Hervey said. One of the Leicestershire Clarks, of Lawnd Abbey, perhaps?

No, madam answered sullenly, hating him more and more, yet not daring to show it. How she cursed her booby for his indiscretion!

Surely not a daughter of my old friend, Dean Clark of Salisbury? You dont say so?

She bit her lip with mortification. No, she said, I dont say so. I aint that either.

Tom intervened hurriedly. You are under a misapprehension, Sir Hervey, he said. Clark was Orianas  her husbands name. Captain Clark, of Sabines Foot. He did not treat her well, poor Tom continued, leaning forward, his hands resting on the table  they were all in the room now. But I hope to make the rest of her life more happy than the early part.

Oh, I beg pardon, Sir Hervey said, a trifle drily. A widow! Your humble servant, maam, to command. You will excuse me, I am sure. You are waiting for Mrs. Northey, I suppose? he continued, looking from one to the other in seeming innocence.

Toms face flamed. It was in vain Grocott from the doorway made signs to him to be silent. They dont know, he blurted out.

Sir Hervey looked grave. I am sorry for that, he said. I am sure this lady would not wish you, Sir Tom, to do anything  anything underhand. You have your guardians consent, of course?

No, Tom said flatly; and I am not going to ask for it.

Outwardly, Sir Hervey raised his eyebrows in protest; inwardly, he saw that argument would be thrown away, and wondered what on earth he should do. He had no authority over the boy, and it was not likely that Dr. Keith, an irregular parson, would pay heed to him.

Madam Oriana, scared for a moment, discerned that he was at a loss, and smiled in triumph.

Well, sir, have you anything more to say? she cried.

Not to Tom, Sir Hervey answered.

And to me?

Only, maam, that a marriage is not valid if a false name be used.

The shot was not fired quite at large, for he had surprised Grocott calling her not Oriana, but Sallie. And, fired at large or not, her face showed that it reached the mark. Whether Captain Clark of Sabines Foot still lived, or there had never been a Clark; whether she had foreseen the difficulty and made up her mind to run the risk, or had not thought of it at all, her scowling, beautiful face betrayed dismay as well as rage.

What have you to do with my name? she hissed.

Nothing, he said politely. But my friend here, much. I hope he knows it, and knows it correctly. That is all.

But Tom was at the end of his patience.

I do, he cried hotly, I do know it! And Ill trouble you, Sir Hervey, to let it alone. Oriana, dont think that anything he can say can move me. I see, Sir Hervey, that you are no true friend to us. I might have known it, he continued bitterly. You have lived all your life where  where marriage is a bargain, and women are sold, and  you dont believe in anything else. You cant; you cant believe in anything else. But I am only sorry for you! Only  only youll please to remember that this lady is as good as my wife, and I expect her to be treated as such. Shell not need a defender as long as I live, poor Tom continued, gallantly, though his voice shook. Come, Oriana, the coach is waiting. In a few minutes I shall have a better right to protect you; and then let any one say a word!

Tom, Sir Hervey said gravely, dont do this.

Madam marked his altered tone, and laughed derisively. Now hes in his true colours! she cried. What will you do, Sir Thomas? La! they shall never say that I dragged a man to church against his will. Ive more pride than that, though I may not be a deans daughter.

Tom raised her hand and kissed it, his boyish face aglow with love. Come, dear, he said. What is his opinion to us? A little room, if you please, Sir Hervey. We are going.

No, Coke answered. You are not going! Ill not have this on my head. Hear sense, boy. If this lady be one whom you may honestly make your wife, you cannot lose, and she must gain, by waiting to be married in a proper fashion.

And at a nice expense, too! she cried, with a sneer.

She is right, Tom said manfully. Im not going to waste my life waiting on the pleasure of a set of old fogies. Make way, Sir Hervey.

I shall not, Coke returned, maintaining his position between the two and the door. And if you come near me, boy  

Dont push me too far, Tom cried. From no one else in the world would he have endured so much. Sir Hervey, make way!

If he does not, we will have him put out! madam cried, pale with rage. This is my room, sir! and I order you to leave it. If you are a gentleman you will go.

I shall not, Coke said. He was really at his wits end to know what to do. And if the boy comes near me, he continued, I will knock him down and hold him. Hes only fit for Bedlam!

Tom would have flown at his throat, but madam restrained him. Grocott, she cried, call in a couple of chairmen, and put this person out. Give them a guinea apiece, and let them throw him into the street.

Grocott hung a moment in the doorway, pale, perspiring, irresolute. He could not see the end of this.

Do you hear, man? madam repeated, and stamped her foot on the floor. Call in two men. A guinea apiece if they turn him out. Go at once. Ill know whether the room is mine or his, she continued, in a fury.

Yours, maam, Sir Hervey answered coolly, as Grocott shambled out. I ask nothing better than to leave it, if Sir Thomas Maitland goes with me.

Youll leave it without him! she retorted contemptuously. And, as Tom made a forward movement, Sir Thomas, youll not interfere in this. Ive had to do with nasty rogues like him before, she continued, with growing excitement and freedom, and know the way. Youre mighty fine, sir, and think to tread on me. Oh, for all your bowing, I saw you look at me when you came in as if I was so much dirt! But Ill not be put upon, and Ill let you know it. You are a jackanapes and a finicky fool, thats what you are! Aye, you are! But here they come. Now well see. Grocott!

They are coming, the clock-maker muttered, cringing in the doorway. The fine of action adopted was too violent for his taste. But I hope the gentleman will go out quietly, he rejoined. He must see he has no right here.

It was no question of courage; Sir Hervey had plenty of that. But he had no stomach for a low brawl; and at this moment he wished very heartily that he had let the young scapegrace go his own way. He had put his foot down, however, wisely or unwisely; and he could not now retreat.

I shall not go, he said firmly. And as heavy, lumbering footsteps were heard coming along the passage, he turned to face the door.

Well see about that, Mrs. Clark cried spitefully. Come in, men; come in! This is your gentleman.


CHAPTER XII

DON QUIXOTE

Coke had spent a dozen seasons in London; and naturally to those who lived about town his figure was almost as familiar as that of Sir Hanbury Williams, the beau of the last generation, or that of Lord Lincoln, the pride and hope of the golden youth of 42. The chairman who had never left the rank in St. Jamess Street in obedience to his nod was as likely as not to ask the way to Mrs. Cornelys rooms; the hackney-coachman who did not know his face and liveries was a stranger also to the front of Whites, and to the cry of Who goes home? that on foggy evenings drew a hundred link-boys to New Palace Yard. In his present difficulty his principal, and almost his only hope of escaping from a degrading scuffle lay in this notoriety.

It bade fair to be justified. The two men who slouched into the room in obedience to Mrs. Clarks excited cry had scarcely crossed the threshold when they turned to him and grinned, and the foremost made him a sort of bow. Sir Hervey stared, and wondered where he had seen the men before; but in a twinkling his doubt, as well as the half-smothered cry that at the same instant burst from madams lips, were explained.

Mrs. Oriana Clark, otherwise Grocott? the elder man muttered, and, stepping forward briskly, he laid a slip of paper on the table before her. At suit of Margams, of Pauls Churchyard, for forty-seven, six, eight, debt and costs. Heres the capias. And theres a detainer lodged. So much said, he seemed to feel the official part of his duty accomplished, and he turned with a wink to Grocott. Much obliged to the old gentleman for letting us in. As pretty a capture as I ever made! Trigg, mind the door.

The miser who sees his hoarded all sink beneath the waves; the leader who, in the flush of victory, falls into the deadly ambush and knows all lost; the bride widowed on her wedding morn  these may in some degree serve to image madam at that moment. White to the lips, her eyes staring, she plucked at the front of her dress with one hand, and, leaning with the other against the wall, seemed to struggle for speech.

It was Tom who stepped forward, Tom who instinctively, like the brave soul he was, screened her from their eyes. What is it? he said hoarsely. Have a care, man, whom you speak to! What do you mean, and who are you?

Easy asked and soon answered, the fellow replied, civilly enough. Im a sworn bailiff, its a capias forty-seven, six, eight, debt and costs  thats what it is. And theres a detainer lodged, so its no use to pay till you know where you are. The lady is here, and I am bound to take her.

Its a mistake, Tom muttered, his voice indistinct. Theres some mistake, man. What is the name?

Well, its Clark, alias Grocott on the writ; and its Clark, alias Hawkesworth  

Hawkesworth?

Yes, Hawkesworth, on the detainer, the bailiff answered, smiling. I dont take on myself to say which is right, but the old gentleman here should know.

At that word the unhappy woman, thwarted in the moment of success, roused herself from the first stunning effects of the blow. With a cry she tore her handkerchief into two or three pieces, and, thrusting one end into her mouth, bit on it. Then, Silence! she shrieked. Silence, you dirty dog! she continued coarsely. How dare you lay your tongue to me? Do you hear me?

But Tom interfered. No, one moment, he said grimly. That word, Hawkesworth, had chilled his blood. Let us hear what he has to say. Listen to me, man. Why should the old gentleman know?

The man hesitated, looking from one to the other. Well, they say hes her father, he answered at last. At any rate he brought her up; that is, until  well, I suppose you know.

She shrieked out a denial; but Tom, without taking his eyes from the bailiffs face, put out his hand, and, gripping her arm, held her back. Yes, man, until what? he said hoarsely. Speak out. Until what?

Well, until she went to live with Hawkesworth, your honour.

Ah! Tom said, his face white; only that word. But, dropping his hand from her arm, he stood back.

She should have known that all was lost then; that the game was played out. But, womanlike, she could not accept defeat. Its a lie! she shrieked. A dirty, cowardly lie! Its not true! I swear it is not true! Its not true! And breathless, panting, furious, she turned first to one and then to another, stretching out her hands, heaping senseless denial on denial. At last, when she read no relenting in the boys face, but only the quivering of pain as he winced under the lash of her loosened tongue, she cast the mask  that had already slipped  completely away, and, turning on the old man, You fool! oh, you fool! she cried. Have you nothing to say now that you have ruined me? Pay the beast, do you hear? Pay him, or Ill ruin you!

But the clock-maker, terrified as he was, clung sullenly to his money. Theres a detainer, he muttered. Its no good, Bess. If s no good, I tell you!

Well, pay the detainer! Pay that, too! she retorted. Pay it, you old skinflint, or Ill swear to you for gold clipping! and youll hang at Tyburn, as your friend Jonathan Thomas did! Have a care, will you, or Ill do it, so help me!

The old man screamed a palsied curse at her. Sir Hervey touched the lads arm. Come, he said sternly. And he turned to the door.

Tom shuddered, but followed at his heels as a beaten hound follows. The woman saw her last chance passing from her, sprang forward, and tried to seize his arm; tried to detain him, tried to gain his ear for a final appeal. But the bailiff interfered. Softly, mistress, softly, he said. You know the rules. Get the old un to pay, and you may do as you please.

He held her while Tom was got out, dizzy and shaking, his eyes opened to the abyss from which he had been plucked back. But, though Coke closed the door behind them, the womans voice still followed them, and shocked and horrified them with its shrill clamour. Tom shuddered at the dreadful sound; yet lingered.

I must get something, he muttered, avoiding his companions eyes. It is upstairs.

What is it? Coke answered impatiently. And, anxious to get the lad out of hearing, he took his arm, and urged him towards the street. Whatever it is, Ill send my man for it.

But Tom hung back. No, he said. Its money. I must get it.

For goodness sake dont stay now, Sir Hervey protested.

But Tom, instead of complying, averted his face. I want to pay this, he muttered. I shall never see her again. But I would rather she  she were not taken now. Thats all.

Coke stared. Oh Lord! he said; and he wondered. But he let Tom go upstairs; and he waited himself in the passage to cover his retreat. He heard the lad go up and push open the door of the little three-cornered room, which had been his abode for a week; the little room where he had tasted to the full of anticipation, and whence he had gone aglow with fire and joy an hour before. Coke heard him no farther, but continued to listen, and What is that? he muttered presently. A moment, and he followed his companion up the stairs; at the head of the flight he caught again the sound he had heard below; the sound of a muffled cry deadened by distance and obstacles, but still almost articulate. He looked after Tom; but the door of the room in which he had disappeared was half open. The sound did not issue thence. Then he thought it came from the room below; and he was on the point of turning when he saw a door close beside him in the angle of the stairs, and he listened at that. For the moment all was silent, yet Sir Hervey had his doubts. The key was in the lock, he turned it softly, and stepped into an untidy little bedroom, sordid and dull; the same, in fact, through which Sophia had been decoyed. He noticed the door at the farther end, and was crossing the floor towards it, with an unpleasant light in his eyes  for he began to guess what he should find  when the door of the room below opened, and a man came out, and came heavily up the stairs. Sir Hervey paused and looked back; another moment and Grocott reaching the open door stood glaring in.

Sir Hervey spoke only one word. Open! he said; and he pointed with his cane to the door of the inner room. The key was not in the lock.

The clock-maker, cringing almost to the boards, crept across the floor, and producing the key from his pocket, set it in the lock. As he did so Coke gripped him on a sudden by the nape of the neck, and irresistibly but silently forced him to his knees. And that was what Sophia saw when the door opened. Grocott kneeling, his dirty, flabby face quivering with fear, and Sir Hervey standing over him.

Oh! she exclaimed, and stepped back in amazement; but, so much thought given to herself, her next was for Tom. She had been a prisoner nearly two hours, in fear as well as in suspense, assailed at one time by the fancy that those who had snared her had left her to starve, at another by the dread of ill-treatment if they returned. But the affection for her brother, which had roused her from her own troubles, was still strong, and her second thought was of Tom.

She seized Sir Herveys arm, Thank Heaven you have come! she cried. Did he send you? Where is he?

Tom? Coke answered cheerily. He is all right. He is here.

Here? And he is not married?

No, he is not married, Sir Hervey answered; nor is he going to be yet awhile.

Thank God! she exclaimed. And then, as their eyes met, she remembered herself, and quailed, the blushes burning in her cheeks. She had not seen him since the evening at Vauxhall, when he had laboured to open her eyes to Hawkesworths true character. The things that had happened, the things she had done since that evening crowded into her mind; she could have sunk into the floor for very shame. She did not know how much he knew or how much worse than she was he might be thinking her; and in an agony of recollection she covered her face and shrank from him.

Come, child, come, you are safe now, he said hurriedly; he understood her feelings. I suppose they locked you here that you might not interfere? Eh, was that it? he continued, seizing Grocotts ear and twisting it until the old rogue grovelled on the floor. Eh, was that it?

Oh, yes, yes, the clock-maker cried. That was it! Ill beg the ladys pardon. Ill do anything! Ill  

Youll hang  some day! Sir Hervey answered, releasing him with a final twist. Begone for this time, and thank your stars I dont haul you to the nearest justice! And do you, child, come to your brother. He is in the next room.

But when Sophia had so far conquered her agitation as to be able to comply, they found no Tom there; only a scrap of paper, bearing a line or two of writing, lay on the table.

Im gone to enlist, or something, I dont care what. It doesnt matter, it ran. Dont come after me, for I shant come back. Let Sophy have my setter pup, its at the hall. I see it now; it was a trap. If I meet H. I shall kill him.  T. M.

He has found her out, then? Sophia said tearfully.

Yes, Sir Hervey answered, standing at the table and drumming on it with his fingers, while he looked at her and wondered what was to be done next. He has found her out. In a year he will be none the worse and a little wiser.

But if he enlists? she murmured.

We shall hear of it, Coke answered, and can buy him out. And then there was silence again. And he wondered again what was to be done next.

Below, the house was quiet. Either the bailiffs had removed their prisoner, or she had been released, and she and they had gone their ways. Even Grocott, it would seem, terrified by the position in which he found himself, had taken himself off for a while, for not a sound save the measured ticking of clocks broke the silence of the house, above stairs or below. After a time, as Sophia said nothing, Sir Hervey moved to the window and looked into the Row. The coach that had waited so long was gone. A thin rain was beginning to fall, and through it a pastrycooks boy with a tray on his head was approaching the next house. Otherwise the street was empty.

Did  did my sister send you? she faltered at last.

No.

How did you find me?

I heard from your brother-in-law, he answered, his face still averted.

What?

That you had gone to Davies Street.

He knew? she muttered.

Yes.

She caught her breath. Is it public? she whispered. I suppose everybody  knows.

Well, some do, Ive no doubt, he answered bluntly. Women will worry something, and, of course, there is a  sort of a bone in it.

She shivered, humiliated by the necessity that lay upon her. She must clear herself. It had come to this, she had brought it to this, that she must clear herself even in his eyes. My brother was there, she said indistinctly, her face covered from his gaze.

I know, he answered.

Do they know?

He understood that she meant the Northeys. No, he answered. Not yet.

She was silent a moment. Then What am I to do? she asked faintly.

She had gone through so many strange things in the last twenty-four hours that this which should have seemed the strangest of all  that she should consult him  passed with her for ordinary. But not with Coke. It showed him more clearly than before her friendlessness, her isolation, her forlornness, and these things moved him. He knew what the world would think of her escapade, what sharp-tongued gossips like Lady Harrington would make of it, what easy dames like Lady Walpole and Lady Townshend would proclaim her; and his heart was full of pity for her. He knew her innocent; he had the word of that other innocent, Tom, for it; but who would believe it? The Northeys had cast her off; perhaps when they knew all they would still cast her off. Her brother, her only witness, had taken himself away, and was a boy at most. Had he been older, he might have given the gossips the lie and forced the world to believe him, at the point of the small sword. As it was she had no one. Her aunts misfortune was being repeated in a later generation. The penalty must be the same.

Must it? In the silence Sir Hervey heard her sigh, and his heart beat quickly. Was there no way to save her? Yes, there was one. He saw it, and with the coolness of the old gamester he took it.

What are you to do? he repeated thoughtfully; and turning, he sat down, and looked at her across the table, his face, voice, manner all business-like. Well, it depends, child. I suppose you have no feeling left for  for that person?

She shook her head, her face hidden.

None at all? he persisted, toying with his snuff-box, while he looked at her keenly. Pardon me, I wish to have this clear because  because its important.

I would rather die, she cried passionately, than be his wife.

He nodded. Good, he said. It was to be expected. Well, we must make that clear, quite clear, and  and I can hardly think your sister will still refuse to receive you.

Sophia started; her face flamed. Has she said anything? she muttered.

Nothing, Coke answered. But you left her yesterday  to join him; and you return to-day. Still  still, child, I think if we make all clear to her, quite clear, and to your brother Northey, they will be willing to overlook the matter and find you a home.

She shuddered. You speak very plainly, she murmured faintly.

I fear, he said, you will hear plainer things from her. But, he continued, speaking slowly now, and in a different tone, there is another way, child, if you are willing to take it. One other way. That way you need not see her unless you choose, you need see none of them, you need hear no plain truths. That way you may laugh at them, and what they say will be no concern of yours, nor need trouble you. But tisnt to be supposed that with all this you will take it.

You mean I may go to Chalkhill? she cried, rising impetuously. I will, I will go gladly, I will go thankfully! I will indeed!

No, he said, rising also, so that only the table stood between them. I did not mean that. There is still another way. But you are young, child, and it isnt to be supposed that you will take it.

Young! she exclaimed in bitter self-contempt. And then, What way is it? she asked. And why should I not take it, take it gladly if I can escape  all that?

Because  I am not very young, he said grimly.

You? she exclaimed in astonishment. And then, as her eyes met his across the table, the colour rose in her cheeks. She began to understand; and she began to tremble.

Yes, he said bluntly, I. It shocks you, does it? But, courage, child; you understand a little, you do not understand all. Suppose for a moment that you return to Arlington Street to-day as Lady Coke; the demands of the most exacting will be satisfied. Lady Harrington herself will have nothing to say. You left yesterday, you return to-day  my wife. Those who have borne my mothers name have been wont to meet with respect; and, I doubt not, will continue to meet with it.

And you  would do that? she cried aghast

I would.

You would marry me?

I would.

After all that has passed? Here? To-day?

Here, to-day.

For a moment she was silent. Then, And you imagine I could consent? she cried. You imagine I could do that? Never! Never! I think you good, I think you noble, I thank you for your offer, Sir Hervey; I believe it to be one the world would deem you mad to make, and me mad to refuse! But, and suddenly she covered her face with her hands, as if his eyes burned her, from what a height you must look down on me.

I look down? he said lamely. Not at all. I dont understand you.

You do not understand? she cried, dropping her hands and meeting his eyes as suddenly as she had avoided them. You think it possible, then, that I, who yesterday left my home, poor fool that I was, to marry one man, can give myself a few hours later to another man? You think I hold love so light a thing I can take it and give it again as I take or give a kerchief or a riband? You think I put so small a price on myself  and on you? Oh, no, no, I do not. I see, if you do not, or will not, that your offer, noble, generous, magnanimous as it is, is the sharpest taunt of all that you have it in your power to fling at me.

That, Sir Hervey said, placidly, is because you dont understand.

It is impossible! she repeated. It is impossible!

What you have in your mind may be impossible, he retorted; but not what I have in mine. I should have thought, child, that on your side, also, you had had enough of romance.

She looked at him in astonishment.

While I, he continued, raising his eyebrows, have outgrown it. There is no question, at least, in my offer there was no question, of love. For one thing it is out of fashion, my dear; for another, at the age I have reached, not quite the age of Methuselah, perhaps, with a smile, but an age, as you once reminded me, at which I might be your father, I need only a lady to sit at the head of my table, to see that the maids dont rob me, or burn the Hall, and to show a pretty face to my guests when they come from town. My wife will have her own wing of the house, I mine; we need meet only at meals. To the world we shall be husband and wife; to one another, I hope, good friends. Of course, Sir Hervey continued, with a slight yawn, there was a time when I should not have thought this an ideal marriage; when I might have looked for more. Nor should I then have  you might almost call it  insulted you, ma chère, by proposing it. But I am old enough to be content with it; and you are in an awkward position from which my name may extricate you; while you have probably had enough of what children call love. So, in fine, what do you say?

After a long pause, Do you mean, she asked in a low voice, that we should be only  friends?

Precisely, he said. That is just what I do mean. And nothing more.

But have you considered, she asked, her tone still low, her voice trembling with agitation. Have you thought of  of yourself? Why should you be sacrificed to save me from the punishment of my folly? Why should you do out of pity what you may repent all your life? Oh, it cannot, it cannot be! she continued more rapidly and with growing excitement. I thank you, I thank you from my heart, Sir Hervey, I believe you mean it generously, nobly, but  

Let us consider the question  without fudge! he retorted, stolidly forestalling her. Pity has little to do with it. Your folly, child, has much; because apart from that I should not have made the suggestion. For the rest, put me out of the question. The point is, will it suit you? Of course you might wish to marry some one else. You might wish to marry in fact and not in name  

Oh, no, no! she cried, shuddering; and, shaken by the cruel awakening through which she had gone, she fancied that she spoke the truth.

You are sure?

Quite, quite sure.

Then I think it lies between Chalkhill and Coke Hall, he said, cheerfully. Read that, child. And drawing from his pocket the letter in which Mr. Northey had announced her flight, he laid it before her. If I thought you were returning to your sister I would not show it to you, he continued, watching her as she read. And then, after an interval, Well, shall it be Coke Hall? he asked.

Yes, she said, shivering under the cruel, heartless phrases of the letter as under a douche of cold water. If you really are in earnest, if you mean what you say?

I do.

And you will be satisfied with  that? she murmured, averting her eyes. With my friendship?

I will, he answered. You have my word for it.

Then, I thank you, she muttered faintly.

And that was all, absolutely all. He opened the door, and in her sacque and Lady Bettys Tuscan, as she stood  for she had no change to make  she passed down the stairs before him, and walked beside him through the rain across a corner of Shepherds Market. Thence they passed along Curzon Street in the direction of the little chapel with the country church porch  over against Mayfair Chapel, and conveniently near the Hercules Pillars  in which the Rev. Alexander Keith held himself ready to marry all comers, at all hours, without notice or licence.

It was the common dinner time, and the streets were quiet; they met no one whom they knew. Sophia, dazed and shaken, had scarcely power to think; she walked beside him mechanically, as in a dream, and could never remember in after days the way she went to be married, or whether she travelled the route on foot or in a chair. The famous Dr. Keith, baulked of one couple and one guinea  for that was his fee, and it included the clerk and a stamped certificate  welcomed the pair with effusion. Accustomed to unite at one hour a peer of the realm to a reigning toast, at another an apprentice to his masters daughter, he betrayed no surprise even when he recognised Sir Hervey Coke; but at once he led the way to the chapel, set the kneelers, called the witnesses, and did his part. He wondered a little, it is true, when he noticed Sophias pallor and strange dress; but the reasons people had for marrying were nothing to him; the fee was everything, and in ten minutes the tie was tied.

Then only, as they stood waiting in the parlour while the certificate was being written, fear seized her, and a great horror, and she knew what she had done. She turned to Sir Hervey and held out her shaking hands to him, her face white and piteous. You will be good to me? she cried. You will be good to me? You will keep your word?

While I live, he said quietly. Why not, child?

But, calmly as he spoke, his face, as they went out together, wore the look it wore at Whites when he played deep; when, round the shaded candles, oaks, noted in Domesday, crashed down, and long-descended halls shook, and the honour of great names hung on the turn of a die. For, deep as he had played, much as he had risked, even to his home, even to his line, he had made to-day the maddest bet of all. And he knew it.


CHAPTER XIII

THE WELCOME HOME

Your Grace is very good to call, Mrs. Northey said, working her fan with a violence that betrayed something of the restraint which she was putting on her feelings. But, of course, the mischief is done now, the girl is gone, and  

I know, my dear, I know, the duchess answered soothingly. Believe me, I am almost as sorry as if she were one of my own daughters.

La, for the matter of that, it may be yet! Mrs. Northey answered, unable to behave herself longer. Begging your Graces pardon. Of course, I hope not, she continued sourly, but, indeed, and in truth, young ladies who show the road are very apt to follow it themselves.

Indeed, I fear that is so; too often, her Grace answered patiently. Too often! She had come prepared to eat humble pie, and was not going to refuse the dish.

I hope, at any rate, that the young lady will take the lesson to heart! Mrs. Northey continued, with a venomous glance at Lady Betty; who, much subdued, sat half-sullen and half-frightened on a stool beside and a little behind her mother. I hope so for her own sake.

It is for that reason I brought her, the duchess said with dignity. She has behaved naughtily, very naughtily. His Grace is so angry that he will not see her. To-morrow she goes into the country, where she will return to the schoolroom until we leave town. I hope that that and the scandal she has brought upon us may teach her to be more discreet in future.

And more steady! I trust it may, Mrs. Northey said, biting her lip and looking daggers at the culprit. I am sure she has done mischief enough. But it is easier to do than to undo, as she would find to her sorrow if it were her own case.

Very true! Very true, indeed! Do you hear, miss? the duchess asked, turning and sharply addressing her daughter.

Yes, maam, Lady Betty whispered meekly. Quick of fence as she was with men, or with girls of her own age, she knew better than to contradict her mother.

Go, and sit in the window, then. No, miss, with your back to it. And now, the duchess continued, when Lady Betty had withdrawn out of earshot, tell me what you wish to be known, my dear. Anything I can do for the foolish child  she is very young, you know  I will do. And, if I make the best of it, I have friends, and they will also make the best of it.

But Mrs. Northeys face was hard as stone. There is no best to it, she said.

Oh, but surely in your sisters interest? the duchess expostulated.

Your Grace was misinformed. I have no sister, Mrs. Northey replied, her voice a trifle high, and her thin nostrils more pinched than usual. From the moment Miss Maitland left this house in such a way as to bring scandal on my husbands name, she ceased to be my sister. Lord Northey has claims upon us. We acknowledge them.

The duchess stared, but did not answer.

My husband has claims upon me, I acknowledge them, Mrs. Northey continued with majesty.

The duchess still stared; her manner betrayed that she was startled.

Well, of course, she said at last, that is what we all wish other people to do in these cases; for the sake of example, you know, and to warn the  the young. But, dear me, rubbing her nose reflectively with the corner of her snuff-box, its very sad! I dont know, I really dont know that I should have the courage to do it  in Bettys case now. His Grace would  would expect it, of course. But really I dont know!

Your Grace is the best judge in your own case, Mrs. Northey said, her breath coming a little quickly. For our part, she added, looking upward with an air of self-denial, Mr. Northey and I have determined to give no sanction to a connection so discreditable!

The duchess had a vision of her own spoiled daughter laid ill in a six-shilling lodging, of a mother stealing to her under cover of darkness, and in his Graces teeth; of a tiny baby the image of Betty at that age. And she clutched her snuff-box tightly, I suppose the man is  is impossible? she said impulsively.

He is quite impossible.

Mr. Northey has not seen him?

Certainly not, Mrs. Northey exclaimed, with a virtuous shudder.

But if she  if she were brought to see what she has done in its true light? the duchess asked weakly; her motherly instinct still impelling her to fight the young things battle.

Not even then, Mrs. Northey replied with Roman firmness. Under no circumstances, no circumstances whatever, could Mr. Northey and I countenance conduct such as hers.

You are sure that theres  theres no mistake, my dear?

Not a shadow of a mistake! madam answered with acrimony. We have traced her to the mans lodging. She reached it after dark, and under  under the most disgraceful circumstances.

Mrs. Northey referred to the arrest by bailiffs, the news of which had reached Arlington Street through Lane the mercer. But the duchess took her to mean something quite different; and her Grace was shocked.

Dear, dear, she said in a tone of horror; and looking instinctively at her daughter, she wished that Lady Betty had not seen so much of the girl, wished still more fervently that she had not mixed herself up with her flight. I am infinitely sorry to hear it, she said. Infinitely sorry! I confess I did not think her that kind of girl. My dear, you have indeed my sympathy.

Mrs. Northey, though she knew quite well what the duchess was thinking, shook her head as if she could add much more, but would not; and the duchess, her apologies made, rose to take leave; resolved to give her daughter such a wigging by the way as that young lady had never experienced. But while they stood in the act of making their adieux, Mr. Northey entered; and his dolorous head shaking, which would have done credit to a fathers funeral, detained her so long, that she was still where he found her, when an exclamation from Lady Betty, who had profited by her mothers engrossment to look out of the window, startled the party.

Oh, la, maam, here she is! the girl cried. I vow and declare she is!

Betty! her Grace cried sharply. Remember yourself. What do you mean? Come, we must be going.

But, maam, shes at the door, Lady Betty replied with a giggle. And turning and thrusting her muff into her mouth  as one well understanding the crisis  she looked over it at the party, her eyes bright with mischief.

Mrs. Northeys face turned quite white. If this  if your daughter means that the misguided girl is returning here, she cried, I will not have it.

It is not to be thought of! Mr. Northey chimed in. She would not have the audacity, he added more pompously, after her behaviour. And he was moving to the window  while the kind-hearted duchess wished herself anywhere else  when the door opened, and the servant announced, Sir Hervey Coke!

The duchess gave vent to a sigh of relief, while the Northeys looked daggers at Lady Betty, the author of the false alarm. Meantime Coke advanced, his hat under his arm. I am really no more than an ambassador, he said gaily. My principal is downstairs waiting leave to ascend. Duchess, your humble servant! Lady Betty, yours  you grow prettier every day. Mrs. Northey, I have good news for you. You will be glad to hear that you were misinformed as to the object of your sisters departure from the house  about which you wrote to me.

Misinformed! Mrs. Northey exclaimed with a freezing look. I was misinformed, sir?

Completely, at the time you wrote to me, Sir Hervey answered, smiling on the party. As you will acknowledge in one moment.

On whose authority, pray? with a sniff.

On mine, Coke replied. Twas an odd coincidence that you wrote to me, of all people.

Why, sir, pray?

Because   he began; and there he broke off and turned to the duchess, who had made a movement as if she would withdraw. No, he said, I hope your Grace will not go. The matter is not private.

Private? Mrs. Northey cried shrilly  she could control her feelings no longer. The hussy has taken good care it shall not be that! Private, indeed? It is not her fault if there is a man in the town who is ignorant of her disgrace!

Nay, maam, softly, if you please, Sir Hervey interposed, with the least touch of sternness in his tone. You go too far.

Mrs. Northey glared at him; she was pale with anger. What? she cried. Hoity-toity! do you think I shall not say what I like about my own sister?

But not about my wife! he answered firmly.

She stepped back as if he had aimed a blow at her, so great was her surprise. What? she shrieked. Your wife? While the others looked at him, thunderstruck; and Lady Betty, who, on the fringe of the group, was taking in all with childish dilated eyes, uttered a scream of delight.

Your wife? Mr. Northey gasped.

Precisely, Coke answered. My wife.

But Mrs. Northey could not, would not, believe it. She thought that he was lending himself to some cunning scheme; some plan for bringing about a reconciliation. Your wife? she repeated. Do you mean that Sophia, my sister  

Preferred a quiet wedding à deux, he answered, helping himself to a pinch of snuff, and smiling slightly, as at the recollection. Your Grace will understand, he continued, turning with easy politeness to the duchess, how it amused me to read Mrs. Northeys letter under such circumstances.

But Mrs. Northey was furious. If this be true, she said hoarsely, but I do not believe it is, why did you do it? Tell me that? Until I know that I shall not believe it!

Sir Hervey shrugged his shoulders. Mr. Northey will believe it, I am sure, he said, with a look in that gentlemans direction. For the rest, maam, it was rather Lady Cokes doing than mine. She heard that her brother was about to make a ruinous marriage, and discovered that he was actually in the company and under the influence of the Irishman, Hawkesworth, whom you know. There were those who should more properly have made the effort to save him, but these failed him; and the result of it was, thanks to her, he was saved. Thanks to her, and to her only, Sir Hervey repeated with a look, beneath which Mr. Northey quailed, and his wife turned green with rage, since, as I said, those who should have interfered did not. But this effected, and Keith, who should have married her brother, being in attendance  well, we thought it better to avail ourselves of his services. Twould have been a pity, your Grace, to lose a guinea, Coke added, his eyes twinkling, as he turned to the duchess. It was the best instance Ive ever known of a guinea in time saves ninety!

The duchess laughed heartily. Twas cheap at any rate, Sir Hervey, she said. I am sure for my part I congratulate you.

I dont! Mrs. Northey cried, before he could answer. She has behaved abominably! Abominably! she repeated, her voice quivering with spite. For, strange human nature! here was the match made, on making which she had set her heart; yet so far was she from being pleased, or even satisfied, she could have cried with mortification. She has behaved infamously!

Tut, tut! Sir Hervey cried.

But the angry woman was not to be silenced. I shall say it! she persisted. I think it, and I shall say it.

Of Miss Maitland, as often as you please, he retorted, bowing. Of Lady Coke only at your husbands peril. Of course, if you do not wish to receive her, maam, that is another matter.

But on this Mr. Northey interposed. No, no, he cried, fussily. Mrs. Northey is vexed, if I may say so, not unnaturally vexed by the lack of confidence in her, which Sophia has shown. But that  that is quite another thing from  from disowning her. No, no, let me be the first to wish you happiness, Coke! And with an awkward essay at heartiness, and an automaton-like grin, he shook Sir Hervey by the hand. Ill fetch her up, he continued, Ill fetch her up! My dear, ahem! Congratulate Sir Hervey. It is what we wanted from the first, and though it has not come about quite as we expected, nothing could give us greater pleasure. Its an alliance welcome in every respect. Yes, yes, Ill bring her up.

He hurried away, while the duchess hastened to add a few words of further congratulation, and Mrs. Northey stood silent and waiting, her face now red, now pale. She had every reason to be satisfied, for except in the matter of Tom  and there Sophia had thwarted her selfish plans  all had turned out as she wished. But not through her, there was the rub! On the contrary, she had been duped, she felt it. She had been tricked into betraying how little heart she had, how little affection for her sister; and bitterly she resented the exposure.

But even her face cleared in a degree when Sophia appeared. As the girl moved forward on Sir Herveys arm  who went gallantly to the door to meet her  so far from exhibiting the blushing pride of a woman vain of her conquest, glorying in the trick she had played the world, she showed but the timid, frightened face of a shrinking child. Her eyes sought the floor, nervously; her bearing was the farthest removed from exultation it was possible to conceive. So different, indeed, was she from all they had looked to see in the new Lady Coke, the heroine of this odd romance, that even Mrs. Northey found the cold reconciliation on which her husband was bent more feasible, the frigid kiss more possible than she had thought; while to the duchess the brides aspect seemed so unnatural, that she drew Sir Hervey aside and questioned him keenly.

What have you done to her? she said. That a runaway bride? Why, if she had been dragged to the altar and sold to a Jew broker she could hardly look worse, or more down-hearted! Sho, man, what is it?

Shes troubled about her brother, Coke explained elaborately. Shes saved him from a wretched match, but hes taken himself off, and we dont know where to look for him.

The good-natured duchess struck him on the shoulder with her fan. Fudge! she cried. Her brother? I dont believe it.

My dear duchess, Coke remonstrated. Half a dozen witnesses are prepared to swear to it.

I dont believe it any the more for that!

You think shes unhappy?

I am sure of it.

Well, Sir Hervey answered, and for a moment a gleam which the duchess could not interpret, shone in his eyes, wait six months! If she is not happy then  I mean, he added, hastily correcting himself, if she does not look happy then, I have made a mistake.

The duchess stared. Or she?

No, I, he answered, almost in a whisper. I only, duchess.

She nodded, understanding somewhat; not all. Oh! she said; and looked him over, considering what kind of a lover she would have thought him in the old days when all men presented themselves in that capacity, and were measured by maiden eyes. She found him satisfactory. What are your plans? she said.

I am going to Coke Hall to-night, to give the necessary orders. There are changes to be made.

Quick work! she said smiling. Leaving her?

Yes.

You are not killing her with kindness then, my friend?

She will follow in two or three days.

In the meantime  does she stay here? she asked; with a glance round the room that said much.

Well, no, Sir Hervey answered slowly, his face growing hard. I dont quite know  it has all been very sudden, you know.

Ill take her if you like, the duchess said impulsively.

Sir Herveys face grew pink. You dear, good, great lady! he said. Will you do that?

For you, I will, she said, if it will help you?

Will it not, he cried; and, stooping over her hand, he kissed it after the fashion of the day; but a little more warmly  we were going to say, a little more warmly than the duke would have approved.

While they talked, Mrs. Northey had left the room, to take order for my ladys packing; and Mr. Northey, who was dying for a word with her on the astonishing event, had followed, after murmuring an apology and an indistinct word about a carriage. Sophia was thus left tête-à-tête with the one person in the room who had not approached her, or offered felicitation or compliment; but who now, after assuring herself by a hurried glance that the duchess was out of hearing, hastened to deliver her mind.

Wait till you want to elope again, miss, Lady Betty hissed, in a fierce whisper. And see if Ill help you! Oh, you deceitful cat, you! To trick me with a long story of your lover and your wrongs, and your dear, dear Irishman! And then to come back my lady, and were all to bow down to you. Oh, you false, humdrum creature!

Sophia, in spite of her depression, could not refrain from a smile. My dear Lady Betty, she whispered gratefully. I shall ever remember your kindness.

Dont Lady Betty me, miss! the girl retorted, thrusting her pretty, eager face close to the others. Do you know that I am to go into the country, maam? and be put to school again, and the blackboard; and lose the Ridotto on the 17th, and the frolic at the Kings House Miss Ham had arranged  and all for helping you? All for helping you, maam! See if I ever do a good-natured thing again, as long as I live!

My poor Lady Betty! I am so sorry!

But thats not all, the angry little beauty cried. Didnt you lead me to think, maam  oh yes, madam, you are now, with a swift little curtsey to think that twas all for love and the world lost! That twas a dear delicious elopement, almost as good as running away myself! And that all the town would be wild to hear of it, and every girl envy me for being in it! Romance? And the world well lost! Oh, you deceitful madam! But see if I ever speak to you again! Thats all, my lady!

Sophia, with a smile that trembled on the brink of tears, was about to crave her pardon, when the approach of the duchess and Sir Hervey closed her mouth. Your sister has gone upstairs? her Grace said.

Only to take order for my packing, Sophia answered.

I have just been talking to your husband, the duchess continued, and smiled faintly at the hot blush that at the word rose to Sophias brow. If you are willing, my dear, you shall keep Lady Betty company until he returns.

Returns? Sophia exclaimed.

From Coke Hall, Sir Hervey interposed glibly. Whither I must go to-night, sweet, to give orders for our reception. In the meantime the duchess has most kindly offered to take care of you, and has also promised that when you go into the country Lady Betty shall go with you and keep you company until the duke leaves town.

The tears rose in Sophias eyes at this double, this wonderful proof of his thought for her; and through her tears her eyes thanked him though it was only by a swift glance, averted as soon as perceived. In a tremulous voice she made her acknowledgments to the duchess. It was most kind of her Grace. And any  any arrangement that Sir Hervey thought fit to make for her  would be to her liking.

Dear me, the duchess said laughing, a most obedient wife. My dear, how long do you think you will play the patient Grizel?

Poor Sophia drooped, blushing under the question, but was quickly relieved by Lady Betty. Oh la! the young lady cried, am I really, really, to go with her? When maam? When?

When I choose, the duchess answered sharply. Thats enough for you. Thank your stars, and Sir Hervey, miss, that its not back to the schoolroom, as it was to be.

Yes, maam, Lady Betty murmured obediently.

But a little later, when they were alone together in her room, she fell upon Sophia, and pinched and tweaked her in a way that implied a full pardon. Oh, you double-faced madam! she cried. You sly thing! But Ill be even with you! Ill make love to him before your eyes, see if I dont! After all I like him better than ORourke! You remember:

ORourkes noble fare

Will neer be forgot,

By those who were there

And those who were not!

For Coke, hes as grave as grave! But hes a dear for all that!

A dear! Sophia repeated, opening her eyes.

Yes, a dear! Not that you need be proud, my lady! Ill soon have his heart from you, see if I dont. Whatll you say to that?

But Lady Coke, from whom Sir Hervey had parted gravely a few minutes before, did not answer. She sat silent, conjuring up his face  in a new light. She did not acknowledge that he was a dear. She felt the same shrinking from him, the same fear of him, that had depressed her from the moment she knew the knot tied, the thing done. But she began to see him in a new light. The duchess liked him, and Lady Betty thought him a dear? Would Lady Betty  even Lady Betty have taken him?

* * * * *

At that moment, in the little house at the end of Clarges Row, three persons sat vowing vengeance over Toms wedding feast. One with the rage of a gamester baffled by an abnormal run of the cards, beaten by the devils own luck, breathed naught but flames and fury, pistols, and nose-slitting. The second, who stormed and wept by turns, broke things with her hands and gnawed them, in futile passion, with her strong white teeth, could have kissed him for that last word. The third, mulcted in purse, and uncertain on whom to turn, chattered impotent, senile curses. I shall die a beggar! he cried; and cursed his companions. I shall die in a ditch! But Ill not die alone, Ill not be the only one to suffer!

By G  d, Ill show you better than that! the Irishman answered between oaths. They are three and we are three. Wait! Ill have them watched every minute of the day, and by-and-by itll be our turn. A little money  

Money! old Grocott shrieked, clawing the air. And he got up hurriedly, and sat down again. Always money! More money! But youll have none of mine! Not a farthing! Not a farthing more!

Why not, fool, if it will bring in a thousand per cent., Hawkesworth growled. The thin veneer of fashion that had duped poor Sophia was gone. With the loss of the venture, on which he had staked his all, the man stood forth a plain unmitigated ruffian. Why not? he continued, bending his brows. Dyou think anything is to be done without money? And I shall risk more than money, old skinflint!

The woman looked at the man, her eyes gleaming; her face, under the red that splashed it, was livid. Whatll you do? she muttered, whatll you do? She had been  almost a lady. The chance would never, never, never recur! When she thought of what she had lost, and how nearly she had won it, she was frantic. Whatll you do? she repeated.

Hark, I hear the sound of coaches
The hour of attack approaches,
And turns our lead to gold!

Hawkesworth hummed for answer. Gold is good, but Ill wait my opportunity, and Ill have gold and  a pound of flesh!

Ah! she said thirstily. And then to her father: Do you hear, old man? Youll give him what he wants.

Ill not! he screamed. I shall die a beggar! I shall die in a ditch! I tell you I   his voice suddenly quavered off as he met his daughters eyes. He was silent.

I think you will, she said.

I think so, the Irishman murmured grimly.


CHAPTER XIV

THE FIRST STAGE

A week later the sun of a bright May morning shone on Kings Square, once known as Monmouth, now as Soho, Square. Before the dukes town house on the east side of the Square  on the left of the Kings Statue which then, and for many years to come, faced Monmouth House  a travelling carriage waited, attended by a pair of mounted grooms, and watched at a respectful distance by a half-circle of idle loungers. It was in readiness to convey Lady Coke and Lady Betty Cochrane into Sussex. On the steps of the house lounged no less a person than the duke himself; who, unlike his proud Grace of Petworth, was at no pains to play a part. On the contrary, he sunned himself where he pleased, nor thought it beneath him to display the anxiety on his daughters account which would have become a meaner man. He knew, too, what he was about in the present matter; neither the four sturdy big-boned horses, tossing their tasselled heads, nor the pair of armed outriders, nor Watkyns, Sir Herveys valet, waiting hat in hand at the door of the chariot, escaped his scrutiny. He had the tongue of a buckle secured here, and a horses hoof lifted there  and his Grace was right, there was a stone in it. He inquired if the relay at Croydon was ordered, he demanded whether it was certain that Sir Herveys horses would meet them at Lewes. Finally  for he knew that part of the country  he asked what was the state of the roads beyond Grinstead, and whether the Ouse was out.

Not to hurt, your Grace, Watkyns who had come up with the carriage answered. The roads will be good if no more rain falls, if your Grace pleases.

You will make East Grinstead about five, my man?

Tween four and five, your Grace, we should.

And Lewes  by two to-morrow?

The servant was about to answer when the duchess and the two young ladies, followed by Lady Bettys woman, appeared at the dukes elbow. The duchess, holding a fan between her eyes and the sun, looked anxiously at the horses. I dont like them to be on the road alone, she said. Coke should have come for them. My dear, she continued, turning to Sophia, your husband should have come for you instead of sending. I dont understand such manners, and a week married.

Sophia, blushing deeply, did not answer. She knew quite well why Sir Hervey had not come, and she was thankful when Lady Betty took the word.

Oh maam, the child cried, I am sure we shall do well enough; tis the charmingest thing in the world to be going a journey, and this morning the most delicious of all mornings. We are going to drive all day, and at night lie at an inn, and tell one another a world of secrets. I declare I could jump out of my skin! I never was so happy in my life!

And leaving us! her Grace said in a tone of reproach.

Lady Betty looked a trifle dashed at that, but her father pinched her ear. Leaving town, too, Bet, he said good-naturedly. Thats more serious, isnt it?

I am sure, sir, I  if my mother wishes me to stay!

No, go, child, and enjoy yourself, the duchess answered kindly. And I hope Lady Coke may put some sense into that feather brain of yours. My dear, she continued, embracing Sophia, youll take care of her?

I will, I will indeed! Sophia cried, clinging to her. And thank you a thousand times, maam, for your kindness to me.

Pooh, pooh, tis nothing, her Grace said. But all the same, she added, her anxiety returning, I wish Sir Hervey were with you, or you had not those jewels.

Coke should have thought of it, the duke answered. But there, kiss Bet, my love, and tell her to be a good puss. The sooner they are gone, the sooner they will be there.

You have your cordial, Betty? the duchess asked anxiously.

Yes, maam.

And the saffron drops, and your Holy Living? Pettitt, to the woman; youll see her Ladyship uses the face wash every morning, and wears her warm night-rail. And see that the flowered chintz is aired before she puts it on.

Yes, sure, your Grace.

And I hope youll come back safe, and wont be robbed!

Pooh, pooh! the duke said. Since Cook was hanged last year  and he was ten times out of eleven at Mimms and Finchley  there has been nothing done on the Lewes Road. And they are too strong to be stopped by one man. You have been reading Johnsons Lives, and are frightening yourself for nothing, my dear. There, let them go, and theyll be in Lewes two hours before nightfall. A good journey, my lady, and my service to Sir Hervey.

I should not mind if it were not for the childs jewels, her Grace muttered in a low tone.

Pooh, the carriage might be robbed twenty times, the duke answered, and they would not be found  where they are. Good-bye, Bet. Good-bye! Be a good girl, and say your prayers!

And mind you use the almond wash, her Grace cried.

Lady Betty cried yes, to everything, and, amid a fire of similar advices, the two were shut into the chariot. From the window Lady Betty continued to wave her handkerchief, until, Watkyns and the woman having taken their seats outside, the postboys cracked their whips and the heavy vehicle moved forward. A moment, and the house and the kind wistful faces on the steps disappeared, the travellers swung right-handed into Sutton Street, and, rolling briskly through St. Giless and Holborn, were presently on London Bridge, at that time the only link connecting London and Southwark.

Lady Betty was in a humour that matched the sparkle of the bright May morning. She was leaving the delights of town, but she had a journey before her, a thing exhilarating in youth; and at the end of that she had a vision of lordlings, knights, and country squires, waiting in troops to be reduced to despair by her charms. The dazzling surface of the stream, as the tide running up from the pool sparkled and glittered in the sun, was not brighter than her eyes  that now were here, now there, now everywhere. Now she stuck her head out of one window, now out of the other; now she flashed a smile at a passing apprentice, and left him gasping, now she cast a flower at an astonished teamster, or tilted her pretty nose at the odours that pervaded the Borough. The grooms rode more briskly for her presence, the postboys looked grinning over their shoulders; even the gibbet that marked the turn to Tooting failed to depress her airy spirits.

And Sophia? Sophia sat fighting for contentment. By turns the better and the worse mood possessed her. In the better, she thought with gratitude of her lot  a lot happy in comparison of the fate which she had so narrowly escaped; happy, even in comparison of that fate which would have been hers, if, after escaping from Hawkesworth, she had been forced to return to her sisters house. If it was good-bye to love, if the glow of passion could never be hers, she was not alone. She had a friend from whose kindness she had all to expect that any save a lover could give; a firm and true friend whose generosity and thoughtfulness touched her every hour, and must have touched her more deeply, but for that other mood which in its turn possessed her.

In that mood she lived the past again, she thirsted for that which had not been hers. She regretted, not her dear Irishman  for he had never existed save in her fancy, and she knew it now  but the delicious thrill, the warm emotion which the thought of him, the sight of him, the sound even of his voice, had been wont to arouse. In this mood she could not patiently give up love; she could not willingly resign the womans dream. In this mood she cried out on the prudence that, to save her from the talk of a week, had deprived her of love for a life. She saw in her husbands kindness, calculation; in his thoughtfulness, the wisdom of the serpent. She shook with resentment, and burnt with shame.

And then, even while she thought of him most harshly, her conscience pricked her, and in a moment she was in the melting temper; while Lady Betty chattered by her side, and town changed to country, and, leaving Brixton Causey, they rattled by the busy inns of Streatham, with the church on their right and the hills rolling upward leftwise to the blue.

Four and a half miles to Croydon and then dinner. Now let me see them, Lady Betty urged. Do, thats a dear creature! Here we are quite safe!

Sophia pleaded that it was too near town. Wait until we are through Croydon, she said. They say, you know, the nearer town, the greater the danger!

Then, as soon as we are out of Croydon? Lady Betty cried, hugging her. You promise?

Yes, I promise.

Oh, I know if they were mine I should be looking at them all day! Lady Betty rejoined; and then shrieked and threw herself back in the carriage as they passed Croydon gibbet that stood at the ninth milestone, opposite the turn to Wellington. The empty irons swaying in the wind provided her with shudders until the carriage drew up in Croydon Street, where with recovered cheerfulness, the ladies alighted and dined at the Crown, under the eye and protection of Watkyns. After a stay of an hour, they took the road again up Banstead Downs, where they walked a little at the steeper part of the way, but presently outstripping the carriage above the turn to Reigate, grew frightened in that solitude, and were glad to step in again. So down and up, and down again through the woods about Coulsdon, where the rabbits peered at them through the bracken, and raising their white scuts, loped away at leisure to their burrows.

Now! Lady Betty cried, when they were again in the full glare of the afternoon sun. Now is the time! There is no one within a mile of us. The grooms, she continued, after putting out her head and looking back, are half a mile behind.

Sophia nodded reluctantly. You must get up, then, she said.

Lady Betty did so, and Sophia, to whom the secret had been committed the day before, lifted the leather valance that hung before the seat. Touching a spring she drew from the apparently solid woodwork of the seat  which was no more than three inches thick, so that a mail could be placed beneath it  a shallow covered drawer about twenty inches wide. She held this until Lady Betty had dropped the valance, and the two could take their seats again. Then she inserted a tiny key which she took from her bodice, into a keyhole cunningly placed at the side of the drawer  so that when the latter was in its place the keyhole was invisible. She turned the key, but before she raised the lid, bade Lady Betty look out of the window again, and assure herself that the grooms were at a distance.

You provoking creature! Lady Betty cried. They are where they were  a good half-mile behind. And  yes, one of them has dismounted, and is doing something to his saddle. Oh! let me look, I am dying to see them!

Sophia raised the lid, and her companion gasped, then screamed with delight. Over the white Genoa of the jewel case shone, and rippled, and sparkled in rills of liquid fire, a necklace, tiara, and bracelet of perfect stones, perfectly matched. Lady Betty had expected much; her mother had told her that, at the coronation of 27, Lady Cokes jewels had taken the world by storm; and that no one under the rank of a peeress had worn any like them. But reality exceeded imagination; she could not control her delight, admiration, envy. She hung over the tray, her eyes bright as the stones they reflected, her cheeks catching the soft lustre of the jewels.

Oh, maam, now I know you are married! she cried. Things like these are not for poor lambkins! I vow I grow afraid of you. My Lady Brook will have nothing like them, and couldnt carry them if she had! Shed sink under them, the wee thing! And my Lady Carteret wont do better, though she is naught but airs and graces, and hes fifty-five if hes a day! When you go to the Drawing-Room, theyll die of envy. And to think the dear things lie under that dingy valance! I declare, I wonder they dont shine through!

Sir Herveys father planned the drawer, Sophia explained, for the carriage he built for his wifes foreign tour. And when Sir Hervey had a new carriage about six years ago, the drawer was repeated as a matter of course. Once his mother was stopped and robbed when she had the diamonds with her, but they were not found.

And had you never seen them until yesterday?

Never.

And hed never told you about them until they sent them from the bank, with that note?

Sophia sighed as she glanced at the jewels. He had not mentioned them, she said.

Lady Betty hugged her ecstatically: The dear devoted man! she cried. I vow you are the luckiest woman in the world! Theres not a girl in town would not give her two eyes for them! And mighty few would not be ready to sell themselves body and soul for them! And he sends them to you with scarce a word, but Lady Coke from her husband!  and where they are to be hidden to travel. I vow, Lady Betty continued gaily, if I were in your shoes, my dear, I should jump out of my skin with joy! I  why whats the matter, are you ill?

For Sophia had suddenly burst into violent weeping; and now, with the diamonds lying in her lap, was sobbing on the others shoulder as if her heart would break. If you knew! was all she could say: If you knew!

The young girl, amazed and frightened, patted her shoulder, tried to soothe her, asked her again and again: What? If she only knew what?

The sight of them kills me! Sophia cried, struggling in vain with her emotion. They are not mine! I have no  no right to them!

Lady Betty raised her pretty eyebrows in despair. But they are yours, she said. Your husband has given them to you.

I would rather he killed me! Sophia cried; her feelings, overwrought for a week past, finding sudden vent.

Lady Betty gasped. Oh! she said. I dont understand, I am afraid. Doesnt he  in an awestruck tone doesnt he love you, then?

He? Sophia cried bitterly. Oh yes, I suppose he does. He pities me at any rate. Its I  

You dont love him?

Sophia shook her head.

The younger girl shivered. That must be  horrible, she whispered.

Her tone was so grave that Sophia raised her head, and smiled drearily through her tears. You dont understand yet, she said. Its only a form, our marriage. He offered to marry me to save me from scandal. And I agreed. But since he gave me the jewels that were his mothers, I  I am frightened, child. I know now that I have done wrong. I should not have let him persuade me.

Why did you? Lady Betty asked softly.

Sophia told her, with all the circumstances of Hawkesworths villainy, Toms infatuation, her own dilemma, Sir Herveys offer, and the terms of it.

After a brief silence, It was generous, Lady Betty said, her eyes shining. I think I should  I think I could love him, my Lady Coke. And since that, you have only seen him one day?

That is all.

And he kept his word? I mean  he wasnt silly?

No.

He has been kind too. There is no denying that?

It is that which is killing me! Sophia cried with returning excitement. It is his kindness kills me, girl! Cannot you understand that?

Lady Betty declined to say she could. And for quite a long time she was silent. She sat gazing from the carriage, her eyes busied, to all appearance, with the distant view of Godstone Church; but a person watching her closely might have detected a gleam of mischief, a sudden flash of amusement that leapt into them as she looked; and that could scarcely have had to do with this church. She seemed at a loss, however, for matter of comfort; or she was singularly unfortunate in the choice of it. For when she spoke again she could hit on no better topic to compose Sophias mind than a long story, which the naughty girl had no right to know, of Sir Herveys dealings with his old flames. It is true, nods and winks formed so large a part of the tale, and the rest was so involved, that Sophia could not even arrive at the ladies names. But, as Lady Betty concluded mysteriously, it may serve to ease your mind, my dear. You may be sure he wont trouble you long. La! child, the things Ive heard of him  but there, I mustnt tell you.

No, Sophia answered primly. Certainly not, if you please.

Of course not. But you may take it from me, the first pretty face he sees  why, Sophy! what is it! What is it?

No wonder she screamed. Sophia had gripped her arm with one hand; with the other she was striving to cover the treasure that lay forgotten on her lap. What is it? Betty repeated frantically. There is nothing more terrifying than a silent alarm ill-understood.

The next moment she saw  and understood. Beside Sophias window, riding abreast of the carriage, in such a position that only his horses head, by forging an instant to the front, had betrayed his presence, was a cloaked stranger. Lady Betty caught no more than a glimpse of him, but that was enough. Apart from the doubt how long he had ridden there, inspecting the jewels at his leisure, his appearance was calculated to scare less nervous travellers. Though the day was mild, he wore a heavy riding cloak, the collar of which rose to the height of his cheek bone, where it very nearly met the uncocked leaf of his hat. Between the two, an eye bright and threatening gleamed forth. The rest of his features were lost in the depths of a fierce black riding wig; but his great holsters, and long swinging sword, seemed to show that his errand was anything but peaceful.

The moment his one eye met Lady Bettys gaze, he fell back; and that instant Sophia used to close the jewel case, and turn the key. To lower the drawer to the floor of the carriage, and cover it with her skirts was the work of a second, then still trembling, she put out her head, and looked back along the road. The man had pulled his horse into a walk, and was now a hundred paces behind them. Even at that distance, his cloaked figure as he lounged along the turf beside the track, loomed a dark blot on the road.

Sophia drew in her head. Quick! she cried. Do you stand up and watch him, Betty, while I put the case away. Tell me in a moment if he comes on or is likely to overtake us.

Lady Betty complied. He is walking still, she said, her head out on one side. Now the grooms  lazy beasts, they should have been here  are passing him, La, what a turn it gave me. He had an eye  I hope to goodness we shall never meet the wretch again.

I hope we may never meet him after nightfall, Sophia answered with a shudder. And she clicked the drawer home, dropped the valance in front of the seat, and rose from her knees.

I noticed one thing, the left hand corner of his cloak was patched, Lady Betty said, as she drew in her head. And I should know his horse among a hundred: chestnut, with white forelegs and a scarred knee.

He saw them, he must have seen them! Sophia cried in great distress. Oh, why did I take them out!

But if he meant mischief he would have stopped us then, Lady Betty replied. The grooms were half a mile behind, and Ill be bound Watkyns was asleep.

He dared not here, because of these houses, Sophia moaned, as they rolled by a small inn, the outpost of the little hamlet of New Chapel Green, between Lingfield and Turners Heath. He will wait until we are in some lonely spot, in a wood, or crossing a common, or  

Sho! Lady Betty cried contemptuously  the jewels were not hers, and weighed less heavily on her mind. We are only five miles from Grinstead, see, there is the milestone, and it is early in the afternoon. Hell not rob us here if he be Turpin himself.

All the same, Sophia cried, I wish the diamonds were safe at Lewes.

Why, child, they are your own! Lady Betty answered. If you lose them, whose is the loss?

But Sophia, whether she agreed or had her own views of the fact, appeared to draw little comfort from it. As the horses slowly climbed the hill and again descended the slope to Felbridge, her head was more often out of the window than in the carriage. She beckoned to the grooms to come on; she prayed Watkyns, who, sure enough, was asleep, to be on the alert; she bade the post-boys whip on. Nor did she show herself at ease, or heave a sigh of relief, until the gibbet at the twenty-ninth milestone was safely passed, and the carriage rattled over the pavement of East Grinstead.


CHAPTER XV

A SQUIRE OF DAMES

To one of the travellers the bustle of the town was more than welcome. It was Thursday, market day at East Grinstead, and the post-boys pushed their way with difficulty through streets teeming with chapmen and butter women, and here bleating with home-going sheep, there alive with the squeaking of pigs. Outside the White Lion a jovial half-dozen of graziers were starting home in company; for the roads were less safe on market evenings than on other days. In front of the Dorset Arms, where our party was to lie, a clumsy carriers wain, drawn by oxen, stood waiting. The horse-block was beset by country bucks mounting after the ordinary; and in the yard a post-chaise was being wheeled into place for the night by the united efforts of two or three stable-boys. Apparently it had just arrived, for the horses, still smoking, were being led to the stable, through the press of beasts and helpers.

Sophia heaved a sigh of relief as the stir of the crowd sank into her mind. When Lady Betty, after they had washed and refreshed themselves, suggested that, until the disorder in the house abated, they would be as well strolling through the town, she made no demur; and, followed at a distance by one of the grooms, they sallied forth. The first thing they visited was the half-ruined church. After this they sat awhile in the churchyard, and then from the Sackville Almshouses watched the sun go down behind the heights of Worth Forest. They were both pleased with the novel scene, and Lady Betty, darting her arch glances hither and thither, and counting a score of conquests, drew more than one smile from her grave companion. True, these were but interludes, and poor Sophia, brooding on the future, looked sad twice for once she looked merry; but their fright in the carriage had no part in her depression. She had forgotten it in the sights of this strange place, when, almost at the inn door, it was forced on her attention.

She happened to look back to see if the groom was following, and to her horror caught sight, not of the groom, but of the cloaked stranger. It was evident he was dogging them, for the moment his eyes met hers he vanished from sight. There were still many abroad, belated riders exchanging last words before they parted, or topers cracking jokes through open windows; and the man was lost among these before Lady Betty had even seen him.

But Sophia had seen him; and she felt all her terrors return upon her. Trembling at every shadow  and the shadows were thickening, the streets were growing dark  she hurried her companion into the inn, nor rested until she had assured herself that the carriage was under lock and key in the chaise-house. Even then she was in two minds; apprehending everything, seeing danger in either course. Should she withdraw the diamonds from their hiding-place and conceal them about her person, or in the chamber which she shared with Lady Betty? Or should she leave them where they were in accordance with Sir Herveys directions?

She decided on the last course in the end, but with misgivings. The fate of the jewels had come in her mind to be one with her fate. To lose them while they were in her care seemed to her one with appropriating them; and from that she shrank with an instinctive, overmastering delicacy, that spoke more strongly than any words of the mistake she had made in her marriage. They were his family jewels, his mothers jewels, the jewels of the women of his house; and she panted to restore them to his hands. She felt that only by restoring them to him safe, unaccepted, unworn, could she retain her self-respect, or her independence.

Naturally, Lady Betty found her anxiety excessive; and at supper, seeing her start at every sound, rallied her on her timidity. Their bedroom was at the back of the house, and looked through one window on the inn-yard and the door of the chaise-house. I see clearly you would have been happier supping upstairs, Lady Betty whispered, taking advantage of an instant when the servants were out of earshot. You do nothing but listen. Shall I go up, as if for my handkerchief, and see that all is right?

Oh, no, no! Sophia cried.

Oh, yes, yes, is what you mean, the other retorted good-naturedly; and was half-way across the room before Sophia could protest. I am going upstairs for something Ive forgotten, Watkyns, Lady Betty cried, as she passed the servant.

Sophia, listening and balancing her spoon in her hands, awaited her return; and the moments passed, and passed, and still Lady Betty did not come back. Sophia grew nervous and more nervous; rose at last to follow her, and sat down again, ashamed of the impulse. At length, when the waiter had gone out to hasten the second course, and Watkyns back was turned, she could bear it no longer. She jumped up and slipped out of the room, passed two gaping servants at the foot of the stairs, and in a moment had darted up. Without waiting for a light, she groped her way along the narrow passage that led to the room she shared with Lady Betty. A window on the left looked into the inn-yard and admitted a glimmer of reflected light; but it was not this, it was something she heard as she passed it, that brought her to a sudden stand beside the casement. From the room she was seeking came the sound of a low voice and a stifled laugh. An instant Sophia fancied that Lady Betty was lingering there talking to her woman; and she felt a spark of annoyance. Then  what she thought she could never remember. For her eyes, looking mechanically through the panes beside her, saw, a little short of the fatal chaise-house, a patch of bright light, proceeding doubtless from the unshuttered window of the bedroom, and erect in the full of it the cloaked figure of the strange rider  of the man who had dogged them!

He was looking upwards at the illumined window, his hat raised a little from his head, the arm that held it interposed between Sophias eyes and his face. Still she knew him. She had not a doubt of his identity. The candle rays fell brightly on the thick black wig, on the patched corner of the cloak, raised by the pose of his arm; and in a whirl of confused thoughts and fears, Sophia felt her knees shake under her.

A fresh whisper in the room was the signal for a low giggle. The man bowed and moved a step nearer, still bowing; which brought his knees against the sloping shaft of a cart that was set conveniently beneath the window. Sophia  a shiver running down her back as she saw how easily he could ascend  began to understand. The villain was tampering with Lady Bettys maid! Probably he was already in league with the woman; certainly, to judge by the sounds that reached the listeners ear  for again she caught a suppressed titter  he was on terms with her.

Sophia felt all a womans rage against a woman, and wasted no further time on thought. She had courage and to spare, her fears for the jewels notwithstanding. In a twinkling she was at the door, had flung it open, and, burning with indignation, had bounced into the middle of the room, prepared to annihilate the offender. Yet not prepared for what she saw. In the room was only Lady Betty; who, as she entered, sprang from the window and stood confronting her with crimson cheeks.

Betty! Sophia gasped. Betty? And stood as if turned to stone; her face growing harder and harder, and harder. At last Lady Betty, what does this mean? she asked in icy accents.

The girl giggled and shook her hair over her flushed face and wilful eyes; but did not answer.

What does it mean? Sophia repeated. I insist on an answer.

Lady Betty pouted and half turned her back. Oh, la! she cried, at last, pettishly shrugging her shoulders, Dont talk like that! You frighten me out of my wits! Instead of talking, wed better close the window, unless you want him to be as wise as we are.

Him! Sophia cried, out of patience with the girls audacity. Him? Am I to understand, then, that you have been talking through the window? You a young lady in my company, to a man whom you never saw until to-day? A strange man met on the road, and of whose designs you have been warned? I cannot, I cannot believe it! I cannot believe my eyes, Lady Betty! she continued warmly. You, at this window, at this hour, talking to a common stranger? A stranger of whose designs I have warned you? Why, if your woman, miss, if your woman were to be guilty of such conduct, I could hardly believe it! I could hardly believe that I saw aright!

And honestly Sophia was horrified; shocked, as well as puzzled. So that it seemed to her no more than fitting, no more than a late awakening to decency when the culprit, who had accomplished  but with trembling fingers  the closing of the window, pressed her handkerchief to her eyes, and flung herself on the bed. Sophia saw her shoulders heave with emotion, and hoped that at last she understood what she had done; that at last she appreciated what others would think of such reckless, such inexplicable conduct. And my lady prepared to drive home the lesson. Judge of her surprise, when Lady Betty cut her first word short by springing up as hastily as she had thrown herself down, and disclosed a face convulsed not with sorrow, but with laughter.

Oh, you silly, silly thing! she cried; and before Sophia could prevent her, she had cast her arms round her neck, and was hugging her in a paroxysm of mirth: Oh, you dear, silly old thing! And its only a week since you eloped yourself!

I! Sophia cried, enraged by the ungenerous taunt. And she tried fiercely but vainly to extricate herself.

Yes, you! You! And were married at Dr. Keiths chapel! And now how you talk! Mercy, maam, butter wont melt in your mouth now!

Lady Betty! Sophia cried, in a cold rage, let me go! Do you hear? Let me go! How dare you talk to me like that? How dare you? she continued, trembling with indignation. What has my conduct to do with yours? Or how can you presume to mention it in the same breath? I may have been foolish, I may have been indiscreet, but I never, never, stooped to  

Call it the highway at once, said the unrepentant one, for I know that is what you have in your mind.

Sophia gasped. If you can put it so clearly, she said, I hope you have more sense than appears from the  the  

Lightness of my conduct! Lady Betty cried, with a fresh peal of laughter. Oh, you dear, silly old thing, I would not be your daughter for something!

Lady Betty?

You dear, dont you Lady Betty me! A highwayman? Oh, it is too delicious! Too diverting! Are you sure it isnt Turpin come to life again? Or Cook of Barnet? Or the gallant Macheath from the Opera? Why, you old dear, the man is nothing better nor worse than a  lover!

A lover? Sophia cried.

Well, yes  a lover, Lady Betty repeated, lightly enough; but to her credit be it said, she did blush at last  a little, and folded her handkerchief into a hard square and looked at it with an air of  of comparative bashfulness. Dear me, yes  a lover. He followed us from London; and, to make the deeper impression, I suppose, made a Guy Fawkes of himself! Thats all!

All? Sophia said in amazement.

Yes, all, all, all! Lady Betty retorted, ridding herself in an instant of her penitent air. All! And arent you glad, my dear, to find that you were frightening yourself for nothing!

But who is he  the gentleman? Sophia asked faintly.

Oh, he is not a gentleman, the little flirt answered, tossing her head with pretty but cruel contempt. Hes  with a giggle at least he calls himself  Mr. Fanshaw.

Mr. Fanshaw? Sophia repeated; and first wondered and then remembered where she had heard the name. Can it be the same? she exclaimed, reddening in spite of herself as she met Lady Bettys eye. Is he a small, foppish man, full of monstrous airs and graces, and  and rather underbred?

Lady Betty clapped her hands. Yes, she cried. Drawn to the life! Where did you see him? But Ill tell you if you like. Twas at Lanes, maam!

Yes, it was, Sophia answered a trifle sternly. But how do you know, miss?

Well, I do know, Lady Betty answered. And again she had the grace to blush and look down. At least  I thought it likely. Because, you old dear, dont you remember a note you picked up at Vauxhall gardens, that was meant for me? Yes, I vow you do. Well, twas from him.

But that doesnt explain, Sophia said keenly, why you guessed that I saw him at Lanes shop?

Oh, Lady Betty answered, wincing a little. To be sure, no, it doesnt. But hes  hes just Lanes son. There, now you know it!

Mr. Fanshaw?

Lady Betty nodded, a little shamefacedly. Tis so, she said. For the name, its his vanity. Hes the vainest creature, he thinks every lady is in love with him. Never was such sport as to lead him on. I am sure I thought I should have died of laughing before you came in and frightened me out of my wits!

Sophia looked at her gravely. I am sure of something else, she said.

Now you are going to preach! Lady Betty cried; and tried to stop her mouth.

No, I am not, but you gave me a promise, in my room in Arlington Street, Betty. That you would have nothing more to do with the writer of that note.

Lady Betty sat down on the bed and looked piteously at her companion. Oh, I didnt, did I? she said; and at last she seemed to be really troubled. I didnt, did I? Twas only that I would not correspond with him. I protest it was only that. And I have not. Ive not, indeed, she protested. But when I found him under the window, and heard that he was Mohocking about the country in that monstrous cloak and hat, for all the world like the Beggars Opera on horseback, and all for the love of me, it was not in flesh and blood not to divert oneself with him! Hes such a creature! Youve no notion what a creature it is!

Ive this notion, Sophia answered seriously. If you did not promise, you will promise. What is more, I shall send for him, and I shall tell him, in your presence, that this ridiculous pursuit must cease.

But if he will not? Lady Betty asked, with an arch look. I am supposed  to have charms, you know?

I shall tell your father.

La, maam, the child retorted, with a curtsey, you are married! There is no doubt about that!

Sophia reddened, but did not answer; and for a moment Betty sat on the bed, picking the coverlet with her fingers and looking sulky. On a sudden she leapt up and threw her arms round Sophias neck. Well, do as you like! she cried effusively. After all, twill be a charming scene, and do him good, the fright! Dont think, the little minx continued, tossing her head disdainfully, that I ever wish to see him again, or would let him touch me with his little finger! Not I! But  one does not like to  

Well have no but, if you please, Sophia said gently, but firmly. She had grown wondrous wise in the space of a short month. Whatever he is, he is no fit mate for Lady Betty Cochrane, and shall not get her into trouble! Ill call your woman, and bid her go find him.

Fortunately the maid knocked at the door at that moment. She came, anxious to learn if anything ailed them, and why they did not return to finish their supper. They declined to do so, bade her have it removed, and a pot of tea brought; then Sophia told her what she wanted, and having instructed her, despatched her on her errand.

An assignation, through her woman, was the guise in which the affair appeared to Mr. Fanshaws eyes when he got the message. And great was his joy nor less his triumph. Was ever lover, he asked himself, more completely or more quickly favoured? Could Rochester or Bellamour, Tom Hervey or my Lord Lincoln have made a speedier conquest? No wonder his thoughts, always on the sanguine side, ran riot as he mounted the stairs; or that his pulses beat to the tune of  

But he so teased me,
And he so pleased me,
What I did, you must have done!

as he followed the maid along the passage.

The only sour in his cup, indeed, arose from his costume. That he knew to be better fitted for the road than for a ladys chamber; to be calculated rather to strike the youthful eye and captivate the romantic imagination at a distance than to become a somewhat puny person at short range. As he passed an old Dutch mirror, that stood in an angle of the stairs, he made a desperate attempt to reduce the wig, and control the cloak; but in vain, it was only to accentuate the boots. Worse, his guide looked to see why he lingered, caught him in the act, and tittered; after which he was forced to affect a haughty contempt and follow. But what would he not have given at that moment for his olive and silver, a copy of Mr. Walpoles birth-night suit? Or for his French grey and Mechlin, and the new tie-wig that had cost his foolish father seven guineas at Protin, the French perruquiers? Much, yet what mattered it, since he had conquered? Since even while he thought of these drawbacks, he paused on the threshold of his ladys chamber, and saw before him his divinity  pouting, mutinous, charming. She was standing by the table waiting for him with down cast eyes, and the most ravishing air in the world.

Strange to say he felt no doubt. It was his firm belief, born of Wycherley and fostered on Crébillon that all women were alike, and from the three beauty Fitzroys to Oxford Kate, were wax in the hands of a pretty fellow. It was this belief that had spurred him to great enterprises, if not as yet, to great conquests; and yet so powerfully does virtue impress even the sceptics, that he faltered as he entered the room. Besides that ladyship of hers dashed him! He could not deny that his heart bounced painfully. But courage! As he recalled the invitation he had received, he recovered himself. He advanced, simpering; he was ready, at a word, to fall at her feet. Oh, maam, tis a happiness beyond my desert, he babbled  in his heart damning his boots, and trying to remember M. Siras first position. Only to be allowed to wait on your ladyship places me in the seventh heaven! Only to be allowed to worship at the shrine of beauty is  is a great privilege, maam. But to be permitted to hope  that I am not altogether  I mean, my lady, he amended, growing a little flustered, that I am not entirely  

What? Lady Betty asked, eyeing him archly, her finger in her mouth, her head on one side.

Indifferent to your ladyship! Oh, I assure your ladyship never in all my life have I felt so profound a  

Really?

A  an admiration of any one, never have I  

Said so much to a lady! That, sir, I can believe!

This time the voice was not Bettys, and he started as if he had been pricked. He spun round, and saw Sophia standing beside the fire, a little behind the door through which he had entered. He had thought himself alone with his inamorata; and his face of dismay was ludicrous. Oh! he faltered, bowing hurriedly, I beg your pardon, maam, I  I did not see you.

So I suppose, she answered, coldly, or you would not have presumed to say such words to a lady.

He cringed. I am sure, he stammered, if I have been wanting in respect, I beg her ladyships pardon! I am sure, I know  

Are you sure  you know who you are? Sophia asked with directness.

He was all colours at once, but strove to mask the wound under a pretty sentence. I trust a gentleman may aspire to  to all that beauty has to give, he simpered. I may not, maam, be of her ladyships rank.

No, it is clear that you are not! Sophia answered.

But I am a gentleman.

The question is, are you? she retorted. There are gentlemen and gentlemen. What is your claim to that name, sir?

Shelp me, maam! he exclaimed, affecting the utmost surprise and indignation. The Fanshaws of Warwickshire have been commonly taken for such.

The Fanshaws of Warwickshire?

Yes, my lady.

Perhaps so. It may be so. I do not know them. But the Fanshaws of nowhere in particular? Or shall I say the Lanes of Piccadilly?

His face flamed scarlet below the black wig. His tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth. His eyes flickered as if she had threatened to strike him. For a moment he was a pitiable sight. Then with a prodigious effort, I  I dont know what you are talking about, he muttered hoarsely. I dont understand you, maam. But his smile was sickly, and his eye betrayed his misery.

Dont lie, sir, Sophia said sternly; and, poor little wretch, found out and exposed, he writhed under her look of scorn. We know who you are, a tradesmans son, parading in borrowed plumes. What we do not know, what we cannot understand, she continued with ineffable disdain, is how you can think to find favour in a ladys eyes. In a ladys eyes  you! An under-bred, over-dressed apprentice, who have never done anything to raise yourself from the rank in which you were born! Do you know, have you an idea, sir, what you are in our eyes? Do you know that a lady would rather marry her footman; for, at least, he is a man. If you do not, you must be taught, sir, as the puppy is taught with the whip. Do you understand me?

In his deserved degradation, his eyes sought Lady Bettys face. She was looking at him gravely; he read no hope in her eyes. What the other woman told him then was true; and, ah, how he hated her! Ah, how he hated her! He did not know that she scourged in him anothers offence. He did not know that of her scorn a measure fell on her own shoulders; that she had been deluded by such an one as he was himself. Above all, he did not know that she was resolved that the child with her should not suffer as she had suffered!

He thought that she was moved by sheer wanton brutality; and cringing, smarting under the lash of her tongue, seeing himself for the moment as others saw him  a mean little jackanapes mimicking his betters  he could have strangled her. But he was dumb.

You had the audacity, Sophia continued, gravely, to attend me once, I remember, and ply me with your foolish compliments! And you have written to this lady, you, a shopman  

I am not a  a shopman! he stuttered, writhing.

In grade you are; it were more honour to you were you one in reality! she retorted. But I repeat it, you have written to this lady, who, the better to teach you a lesson, did not at once betray what she thought you. For the future, however, understand, sir. If you pester her with attentions, or even cross her path, I will find those who will cane you into behaviour. And in such a way that you will not forget it! For the rest, let me advise you to get rid of those preposterous clothes, change that sword for an ell-wand, and go back to your counter. You may retire now. Or no! Pettitt! Sophia continued, as she opened the door, Pettitt! to Lady Bettys woman, show this person downstairs.

He sneaked out, dumb. For what was he to say? They were great ladies, and he a person, fit company for the stewards room, a little above the servants hall. He bent his head under the maids scornful eye, hurried, stumbling in his boots, down the narrow stairs, nor did he breathe until he reached the dark street, where his little chest beginning to heave, he burst into scalding tears of rage.

He suffered horribly in his tenderest part  his conceit. He burned miserably, impotently, poor weakling, to be revenged. If he could bring those proud women to their knees! If he could see them humbled, as they had humbled him! If he could show them that he was not the poor creature they deemed him! If he could sear their insolent faces  the smallpox seize them! If he could  aye, the smallpox seize them!

Presently he slunk back to the White Lion, where he had his bed; and, finding a fire still burning in the empty taproom  for the evening was chilly  he took refuge there, and, laying his head on the beer-stained table, wept anew. The next time he looked up he found that a man and woman had entered the room, and were standing on the hearth, gazing curiously at him.


CHAPTER XVI

THE PAVED FORD

If Lady Bettys sprightliness ever deserted her, it returned with the morning as regularly as the light. But by Sophia the depressing influence of a strange place, viewed through sheets of rain, was felt to the full next day. The mind must be strong that does not tinge the future with the colours which the eye presents at the moment; and hers was nowise superior to the temptation. Her spirits, as she rose amid the discomforts of a Sussex inn  and Sussex inns and Sussex roads were then reputed among the worst in England  and prepared to continue the journey, were at their lowest ebb. She dreaded the meeting, now so imminent, with Sir Hervey. She shrank as the bather on the verge of the stream shrinks, from the new sphere, the new home, the new duties on which the day must see her enter; and enter unsupported by love. She was cold, she shook, her knees quaked under her; she had golden visions of what might have been, and her heart sobbed as she plucked herself from them. To Lady Bettys eye, and in the phrase of the day, she had the vapours; alas, she suffered with better reason that the fine ladies who had lately made them the fashion.

When they had once set forth, however, the motion and the change of outlook, even though it was but a change from dripping eaves to woods thrashing in the wet wind, gave something of a fillip to her spirits. Moreover, the nearer we come to a dreaded event, the more important loom the brief stages that divide us from it. We count by months, then by days; at length, when hours only remain, the last meal is an epoch on the hither side of which we sit almost content. It was so with Sophia when she had once started. They were to dine at Lewes; until Lewes was reached she put away the future, and strove to enjoy the hours that intervened.

The weather was so foul that at starting they took Lady Bettys maid into the carriage, and pitied Watkyns, who had no choice but to sit outside, with his hat pulled down to his collar, and the rain running out of his pockets. The wild hilly road through Ashdown Forest, that on a fine day charms the modern eye, presented to them only dreary misty tops and deep sloughy bottoms; the latter so delaying them  for twice in the first six miles they stuck fast  that it was noon when they reached Sheffield Green. Dane Hill was slowly climbed, the horses straining and the wheels creaking; but, this difficulty surmounted, they had a view of flatter country ahead, though spread out under heavy rains; and they became more hopeful. We cannot be far from Lewes, now, Lady Betty said cheerfully. I wonder what Watkyns thinks. Pettitt, put your head out and ask him.

Pettitt did so, not very willingly, and after exchanging a few words with the man drew in a scared face. He says, my lady, we shant be there till half after two at the best, she announced. Nor then if the water is out. He says if it goes on raining another hour, he does not know if we shall ever reach it. It will be noticed that Watkyns, with the rain running down his back, was a pessimist.

Ever reach it? Lady Betty retorted. What rubbish! But, la, suppose we are stopped, and have to lie in the fields? Pettitt, did you ever sleep in a field?

Pettitt fairly jumped with indignation. Me, my lady! she cried. I should think I knew better! And was brought up better. Not I, indeed!

Well, Betty answered mischievously, if we have to sleep in the carriage, I give you notice, Pettitt, therell not be room for you! But I daresay youll be dry enough  underneath, if we choose a nice place.

Pettitts eyes were wide with horror. Underneath? she gasped.

To be sure! Or we might find a haystack, Lady Betty continued, with a face of the greatest seriousness. The men could lie on one side and you on the other  

Me, my lady! A haystack? Never!

Oh, it is no use to say never, Lady Betty answered; these things often happen when one travels. And after all, you would have the one side to yourself, and it would be quite nice and proper. And if there were no mice or rats in the stack  

The maid shrieked feebly.

As there often are in haystacks, I am sure you would do as well as we should in the carriage. And  oh, la! in a different tone, who is that? How he scared me!

A horseman going the same way had come up with the carriage; as she spoke, he passed it at a rapid trot. The two ladies poked their heads forward, and followed him with their eyes. Its Mr. Fanshaw, Sophia muttered in great surprise.

Fanshaw? Lady Betty cried, springing up in excitement, and as quickly sitting down again. La, so it is! You dont think the stupid is going to follow us after what you said? If he does  with a giggle I dont know what theyll say at Coke Hall. How he does bump, to be sure! And how hot he is!

He ought to have returned to London!

Well, Im sure I thought youd frightened him! Lady Betty answered demurely.

Sophia said nothing, but thought the more. What did the man mean? He had collapsed so easily the night before, he had been so completely prostrated by her hard words, she had taken it for certain he would abandon the pursuit. Yet here he was, still with his back to London, still in attendance on them. Was it possible that he had some hold over Lady Betty? She asked Pettitt, whose face, as she sat clutching a basket and looking nervously out of the window, was a picture of misery, where he had lain at East Grinstead.

At the other inn, Pettitt answered tearfully. I saw him in the street this morning, my lady, talking to two men. Im sure I little thought then that I might have to lie in  oh, Lord ha mercy, were over!

She squealed, the ladies clutched one another, the carriage lurched heavily. It jolted forward a yard or two at a dangerous slant, and came to a sudden stand. The road undermined by the heavy rain had given way; and the near wheels had sunk into the hole, while those on the other side stood on solid ground. A little more and the carriage must have turned over. While Watkyns climbed down in haste, and the grooms dismounted, the three inside skipped out, to find themselves standing in the rain, in a little valley between two softly-rounded hills, that sloped upwards until they were lost in the fog. There was nothing else for it; they had to wait with what patience they might, until the three servants with a couple of bars, which travellers in those days carried for the purpose, had lifted the vehicle by sheer strength from the pit into which it had settled. Then word was passed to the horses, the postboys cracked their whips, and, with a bound, the carriage stood again on firm ground.

So far good; but in surmounting the difficulty, half an hour had been wasted. It was nearly two oclock; they were barely half way to Lewes. The patient Watkyns, holding the door for them to enter, advised that they could not now be in before four. If then, he added ominously. I fear, my lady, the ford on this side of Chayley is like to be deep. I dont know how twill be, my lady, but well do our best.

You must not drown us! Lady Betty cried gaily; but had better have held her tongue, for her woman, between damp and fright, began to cry, and was hardly scolded into silence.

So, half-past two, which should have seen them at Lewes, found them ploughing through heavy mud at a foots pace behind sobbing horses; the rain, the roads, and the desolate landscape, all bearing out the evil repute of Sussex highways. Abreast of the windmill at Plumpton by-road they found dry going, which lasted for half a mile, and the increase of speed cheered even the despairing Pettitt. But at the foot of the descent they stuck fast once more, in a hole ill-mended with faggots; and for a fair hundred yards the men had to push and pull. They lost another half-hour here, so that it wanted little of half-past three when they came, weary and despondent, to the ford below Chayley, about six miles short of Lewes. The grooms were mired to the knees, Watkyns was little better, all were in a poor humour. Lady Bettys woman clung and screeched on the least alarm; and on all the steady drizzle and the heavy road had wrought depressingly.

Shall we have difficulty in crossing? Sophia asked nervously, as they drew towards the ford, and saw a brown line of water swirling athwart the road. A horseman and two or three country folk were on the bank, gauging the stream with their eyes.

Watkyns shook his head. I doubt its not to be done at all, my lady, he said. Heres one stopped already, unless I am mistaken.

But we cant stay here, Sophia protested, looking with longing at the roofs and spire that rose above the trees beyond the stream. On the bank on which they stood was a single hovel of mud, fast melting under the steady downpour.

Ill see what they say, my lady, Watkyns answered, and leaving the carriage thirty paces from the water, he went forward and joined the little group that conferred on the brink. The grooms moved on also, while the leading postboy, standing up in his stirrups, scanned the current with evident misgiving.

Tis Fanshaw on the horse, Sophia said in a low tone.

So it is! Lady Betty answered. Hes afraid to cross, it is clear! You dont think we shall have to spend the night here?

The horses hanging their heads in the rain, the dripping postboys, the splashed carriage, the three faces peering anxiously at the flood, through which they must pass to gain shelter  a more desolate group it were hard to conceive; unless it was that which talked and argued on the bank, and from which Watkyns presently detached himself. He came back to the carriage.

Its not to be done, my lady, he said, his face troubled. Theres but one opinion of that. Its a mud bottom, they tell me, and if the horses dragged the carriage in, they could never pull it through. Most likely they wouldnt face the water. It must fall a foot they say, before itll be safe to try it.

The maid shrieked. Even Sophia looked scared. But what are we to do? she said. We cannot spend the night here.

Well, my lady, the gentleman says if we keep down the water this side, theres a paved ford a mile lower that should be passable. Its not far from Fletching, and we could very likely cross there or get shelter in Fletching, if your ladyship should not choose to risk it.

But how does the gentleman know? Sophia asked sharply.

Hes of this country, Watkyns answered. Leastwise bred here, my lady, this side of Lewes, and says he knows the roads. Its what hes going to do himself. And I dont know what else we can do, if your ladyship pleases.

Well, Sophia said doubtfully, if you think so?

Oh, yes, Lady Betty cried impulsively. Let us go! We cant sit here all night. It must be nearly four now.

Its all that, my lady.

And we shall have it dark, if we stay here. And shall really have to lie under a haystack. Besides, you may be sure hell not lead us into much danger! she continued, with a contemptuous look at Mr. Fanshaw. If we take care to go only where he goes we shall not run much risk.

As if he heard what she was saying, Mr. Fanshaw at that moment turned his horse, and passed the carriage; he was on his way to take the lane that ran down stream. A countryman plodded at his stirrup, and Sir Herveys grooms followed. After them came a second countryman with a sack drawn over his shoulders. As this man passed the carriage Sophia leaned from the window and called to him.

Does this lane lead to a better ford, my man? she asked.

The fellow stared at Lady Bettys pretty face and eager eyes. Aye, theres a ford, he answered, the rain dripping off his nose.

A better ford than this?

Ay, tis paved.

And how far from here is it?

A mile, or may be a mile and a bit.

Sophia gave him a shilling. She nodded to Watkyns. I think we had better go, she said. But I hope it may not be a long round, she continued with a sort of foreboding. I shall be glad when we are in the main road again.

The horses heads once turned, however, things seemed to go better. The sky grew lighter, the rain ceased, the lane, willow-lined, and in places invaded by the swollen stream that ran beside it, proved to be passable. Even the mile and a bit turned out to be no more than two miles, and in half an hour, the cavalcade, to which Mr. Fanshaw, moving in front, had the air of belonging, reached the ford.

The stream was wide here, but so full that the brown water swept swiftly and silently over the shallows. Nevertheless it was evident that Lane knew his ground, for, to Lady Bettys astonishment, he rode in gallantly, and spurred his horse to the other side, the water barely reaching its knees. Encouraged, the postboys cracked their whips and followed, the carriage swayed, Pettitt screamed; for a moment the water seemed rising all round them, the next they were across and jolting up the farther bank.

There! Lady Betty cried with a laugh of triumph. Id have bet that would be all right! When I saw him go through I knew that there was not much danger. Six miles more and we shall be in Lewes.

Suddenly, on the bank they had left, a man appeared, waving his arms to them. The carriage had turned to the left after crossing, and the movement brought the man full into view from the window. What is it? Sophia asked anxiously. What is he shouting? And she called to Watkyns to learn what it was.

I think he wants help to come over, my lady, Watkyns answered. But Ill ask, if your ladyship pleases. And he went back and exchanged shouts with the stranger, while the carriage plodded up the ascent. By-and-by Watkyns overtook them. It was only to tell me, my lady, that there was a second ford we should have to pass, he explained.

A second ford?

Yes, but the gentleman in front had told me so already, and that it was no worse than this, or not much; and a farm close to it, with men and a team of oxen, if we had need. I told the man that, my lady, and all he answered was, that they had only one small ox at the farm, and he kept shouting that, and nothing else. But I could not make much of him. And any way we must go on now, Watkyns continued, with just so much sullenness as showed he had his doubts. We came through that grandly; and with luck, my lady, we should be in Lewes before dark.

At any rate let us go as fast as we can, Sophia answered. This late mention of a second ford disturbed her, and she looked ahead with increasing anxiety.

It was soon plain that to travel quickly in the country in which they now found themselves, was impossible. The road followed a shallow valley which wound among low hills, crowned with trees. Now the carriage climbed slowly over a shoulder, now plunged into a roughly-wooded bottom, now dragged painfully up the other side, the ladies walking. In places the road was so narrow that the wheels barely passed. It was in vain Sophia fretted, in vain Lady Betty ceased to jest, that Pettitt cast eyes to heaven in token of speechless misery, Watkyns swore and sweated to think what Sir Hervey would say of it. There was no place where the carriage could be turned; and if there had been, to go back seemed as bad as to go forward.

By way of compensation the sky had grown clear; a flood of pale evening sunshine gilded the western slopes of the hills. The clumps that here and there crowned the summits rose black against an evening sky, calm and serene. But far as the eye could reach not a sign of man appeared; the country seemed without population. Once indeed through an opening on the left, they made out a village spire peeping above a distant shoulder; but it was two miles away, and far from their direction. The road, at the moment the sun set, wound round a hill and began to descend following the bottom of a valley. By-and-by they saw before them a row of trees running athwart the way, and marking water. Here, then, was the second ford.

The two grooms had ridden for a time with Lane  to give Fanshaw his proper name  a couple of hundred yards ahead of the carriage. The countrymen had dropped off by tracks invisible to the strange eye, and gone to homes as invisible. Watkyns alone was beside the carriage, which was still a hundred yards short of the crossing, when one of the grooms was seen riding back to it.

He waved his hand in the air as he reined up. It wont do! he cried loudly. We can never get over. You can see for yourself, Mr. Watkyns.

I can see a fool for myself! the valet answered sharply. What do you mean by frightening the ladies?

The groom  Sophia noticed that his face was flushed  fell sullenly behind the carriage without saying more; but the mischief was done. Pettitt was in tears, even Sophia and Lady Betty were shaken. They insisted on alighting, and joined Lane and the other groom who stood silenced by the prospect.

The stream that barred the way was a dozen yards wide from bank to bank, the water running strong and turbid with ugly eddies, and a greedy swirl. Nor was this the worst. The road on the side on which they stood sloped gently into the stream. But on the farther side, the bank was high and precipitous, and the road rose so steeply out of the water that the little hamlet which crowned the ridge beyond hung high above their heads. It needed no experience to see that tired horses, fagged by a journey and by the labour of wading through the deep ford, would never drag the carriage up so steep a pitch.

Sophia took it all in. She took in also the late evening light, and the desolate valley, strewn with sparse thorn trees, down which they had come  and from which this was their exit; and her eyes flashed with anger. Hitherto, in her desire to have no dealings with Lane, but to ignore, if she must bear, his company, she had refrained from questioning him; though with each mile of the lengthening distance the temptation had grown. Now she turned to him.

What do you mean, sir, she cried harshly, by bringing us to such a place as this? Is this your good ford?

He did not look at her, but continued to stare at the water. Its generally low enough, he muttered sulkily.

Did you expect to find it low to-day? After the rain?

He did not answer, and Watkyns took the word. If we had oxen and some ropes, or even half a dozen men, he said, we could get the carriage across.

Then where is his farm? And the team of oxen of which you told us? Sophia continued, addressing Lane again. Explain, sir, explain! Why have you brought us to this place? You must have had some motive.

The farm is there, he answered sulkily, pointing to the buildings on the ridge across the water. And it would be all right, but  but it has changed hands since I was here. And the people are  they tell, me that the place has a bad name.

She fancied that he exchanged a look with the groom who stood nearest; at any rate the man hastened to corroborate him. Thats true enough! he cried with a hiccough. Its dangerous, my lady, so they tell me.

Sophia stared. The servants manner was odd and free. And how did he know? Who told you? she asked sharply.

The men who came part of the way with us, my lady.

Sophia turned to Watkyns. Its a pity you did not learn this before, she said severely. You should not have allowed this person to decoy us from the road. For you, sir, she continued, addressing Lane, I cannot conceive why you have done this, or why you have brought us here, but of one thing you may be sure. If there be roguery in this you will pay a sharp reckoning for it.

He stood by his horses head, looking doggedly at the stream, and avoiding their eyes. In the silence Lady Bettys woman began to sob, until her mistress bade her be quiet for a fool. Yet there was excuse for her. With the fading of the light the valley behind them had taken on a sinister look. The gnarled thorn trees of the upper part, the coarse marsh-grass of the lower, through which a small stream trickled, forming sullen pools among stunted alders, spoke of desolation and the coming of night. On the steep slopes above them no life moved; from the silent hamlet beyond the water came no sound or shout of challenge.

Suddenly one of the postboys found a voice. We could get two of the horses through, he said, and fetch help from Lewes. It cannot be more than four or five miles from here, and we could get a fresh team there, and with ropes and half a dozen men we could cross well enough!

Sophia turned to him. You are a man, she said. A guinea apiece, my lads, if you are back with fresh horses in two hours.

Well do our best, my lady, the lad answered, touching his cap. Twill be no fault of ours, if we are not back. Well try the house first. Were six men, he continued, looking round, and need not be afraid of one or two, if they bent of the best.

But as he turned the nearest groom whispered something in his ear, and his face fell. His eyes travelled to the little cluster of buildings that crowned the opposite ridge. On the left of the steep road stood two cottages; on the right the gable end of a larger house rose heavily from the hillside, and from the sparse gorse bushes that bestrewed it.

None of the chimneys emitted smoke; but Sophia, following the mans eyes, saw that, early as it was, and barely inclining to dusk, a small window in the gable end showed a light. Why, she exclaimed, they have a light! Let us all shout, and they must hear. Why should we be afraid? Shout! she continued, turning to Watkyns. Do you hear, man? What are you afraid of?

Nothing, my lady, Watkyns stammered; and he hastened to shout Halloa! Halloa there! House! But his pale face, and the quaver in his voice, betrayed that, in spite of his boast, he was afraid; while the faces of the other men, as they stood waiting for an answer, their eyes riveted on the house, seemed to show that they shared the feeling.

Sophia noticed this, and was puzzled. But the next moment the postboys began to free the leaders from the harness, and to mount and ride them into the water; and in the excitement of the scene, she forgot her suspicions. One of the horses refused to cross, and, wheeling round in the stream, came near to unseating its rider. But the postboy persisted gamely, the beast was driven in again, and, after hesitating awhile, snorting in the shallows, it went through with a rush, and plunged up the bank amid an avalanche of mud and stones. The summit of the ridge gained, the postboys rose in their stirrups and looked back, waving a farewell. The next moment they passed between the cottages and the house, and disappeared.

The group, left below, strained their eyes after them. But nothing rewarded expectation. No cry came back, no hurrying band appeared, laden with help, and shouting encouragement. From the buildings, that each moment loomed darker and darker, came no sign of life. Only, as the dusk grew, and minute by minute night fell in the valley, the light in the window of the gable end waxed brighter and brighter, until it shone a single mysterious spark in a wall of blackness.


CHAPTER XVII

IN THE VALLEY

When Sophia at last lowered her eyes, and with a sigh of disappointment turned to her companions  when she awoke, as it were, and saw how fast the dusk had gathered round them, and what strides towards shutting them in night had made in those few minutes, she had much ado to maintain her composure. Lady Betty, little more than a child, and but one remove from a childs fear of the dark, clung to her; the girl, though a natural high spirit forbade her to expose her fears, was fairly daunted by the gloom and eeriness of the scene. Pettitt seated on a step of the carriage, weeping at a word and shrieking on the least alarm, was worse than useless; while the men, now reduced to four, had withdrawn to a distance, whence their voices, subdued in earnest colloquy, came at intervals to her ears.

What was to be done? Surely something? Surely they were not going to sit there, perhaps through the whole night, doing nothing to help themselves, wholly depending on the success of the postboys? That could not be; and impatiently Sophia summoned Watkyns. Are we going to do nothing, she asked sharply, until they come back? Cannot one of the grooms return the way we came? There was the man at the mill  who warned us? He may know what to do. Send one of the servants to him.

I did ask the gentleman to go, Watkyns answered with a sniff of contempt, or else to ride on with the postboys and guide them. Hes got us into this scrape, begging your ladyships pardon, and he ought to get us out! But hes all for not separating; says that it isnt safe, and he wont leave the ladies. Hell do nothing. Hes turned kind of stupid like, the valet added with a snort of temper.

Sophias lip curled. Then let one of the grooms go, she said, if hes afraid.

Watkyns hesitated. Well, the truth is, my lady, he said, speaking low, and looking warily behind him, they are fuddled with drink, and thats all about it. Where they got the stuff I dont know, but Ive suspicions.

Sophia stared.

I think I can guess what is in the gentlemans holsters, Watkyns continued, nodding mysteriously. And Ive a notion they had a share of it, when my back was turned. But why I cannot say. Only they are not to be trusted. Id go back myself, for it is well to have two strings; and I could take one of their horses. But I dont like to leave you with him, my lady.

With the gentleman?

Yes, my lady. Seeing he has given the men drink.

Sophia laughed in scorn. You need not trouble yourself about him, she said. We are not afraid of him. Besides it is not as if I were alone. There are three of us. As to the house opposite, however, thats another matter.

He was off his guard. Oh, theres no fear of that! he said.

No? But I thought you said there was.

This side of the water, my lady  I mean, he answered hurriedly. There are stepping-stones you see a little above here; but they are covered now, and the people cant come over.

You are sure of that?

Quite sure, my lady.

Then you had better go, Sophia said with decision. Weve had nothing to eat since midday, and we are half famished. We cannot stay here all night.

Watkyns hesitated. Your ladyship is right, he said, it is not as if you were alone. And the moon will be up in an hour. Still, my lady, I dont know as Sir Hervey would like me to leave you?

But in the end he gave way and went; and was scarcely out of hearing before she was sorry that she had sent him, and would fain, had it been possible, have recalled him.

Still the darkness was not yet Egyptian; night had not yet completely fallen. She could see the figures of Lane and the two servants, seated a score of paces away on a fallen thorn tree, to which they had tethered their horses. She could dimly make out Lady Bettys face, as the girl sat beside her in the carriage, getting what comfort she could from squeezing her hand; and Pettitts, who sat with them, for it would have been cruel to exclude her in her state of terror. But the knowledge that by-and-by she would lose all this, the knowledge that by-and-by they must sit in that gloomy hollow, ignorant of what was passing near them, and at the mercy of the first comer, began to fill even Sophia with dread. She began to fear even Lane. She remembered that he had cause to dislike her; that he might harbour thoughts of revenge. If it were true that he had made the men drunk  

Its absurd, Lady Betty whispered, pressing her hand. He would not dare! Hes just a clothes peg! Youre not afraid of him?

No, Sophia answered bravely, I dont know that I am afraid of any one. Only  

Only you wish you had not let Watkyns go?

Yes.

So do I! Lady Betty whispered eagerly. But I did not like to say so. I was afraid you would think me afraid. What I cant make out is, why some of the men dont go over and get help where the light is, instead of riding miles and miles for it.

They seem to think that the people are not to be trusted.

But why? What do they think that they are? Lady Betty asked nervously.

I dont know! Watkyns said something of smugglers from Goudhurst.

And how does he know?

From Lane, I suppose.

Who brought us here, the little wretch! There! Betty exclaimed, clutching her companion, what is that? Oh, they have got a candle.

Lane had produced one from his holsters; the men had lighted it. By-and-by, he brought it to the carriage, shading it with his hat; with a sheepish air he prayed the ladies to make use of it. Sophia added distrust to her former contempt of him, and would have declined the gift; but Lady Bettys trembling hand prayed mutely for the indulgence, and she let him place it in the lanthorn in the carriage. It conferred a kind of protection; at least they could now see one anothers faces.

She soon regretted her easiness, however, for instead of withdrawing when he had performed the office, Lane lingered beside the door. He asked Lady Betty the time, he went away a little, returned, a flitting shadow on the fringe of light; finally he stood irresolute watching them, at a distance of a couple of yards. Sophia bore this as long as she could; at last, out of patience, she asked him coldly if he had not another candle. It was now quite dark.

No, my lady, he said humbly, Ive no other.

She wished that she had bitten her tongue off before she put the question, for now it appeared barbarous to send him into the darkness. He seemed, too, to see the advantage he had gained, and by-and-by he ventured to take his seat on a log beside the carriage. He cast a timid look at Lady Betty, and heaved an audible sigh.

If he hoped to move that hard little heart by sighing, however, he was much mistaken. Cheered by the light, Lady Betty was herself again. Sophia felt her begin to shake, and knew that in a moment the laugh, half hysterical, half mirthful, would break all bounds; and she sought to save the situation. Where are the men? she said hurriedly. Will you be good enough to ask one of them to come to me?

Lane rose, and went reluctantly; soon he came stumbling back into the circle of light.

I cannot find them, he stammered, standing by the carriage.

Not find them? Sophia answered, staring at him. Are they not there?

No, my lady, he returned, glancing nervously over his shoulder and back again. At least I  I cant find them, maam. It is very dark. You dont think, he continued  and for the first time she discerned by the poor light of the candle that he was trembling, that  that they can have fallen into the river?

His tone alarmed her, even while she thought his fears preposterous. Fallen into the river? she exclaimed contemptuously. Nonsense, sir! Are you trying to frighten us? And without waiting for an answer, she raised her voice and called George! George!

No answer. She stepped quickly from the carriage. Take me, she said imperiously, to where you left them.

Lady Betty protested; Pettitt clutched at her habit, begged her to stay. But Sophia persisted, and groped her way after Lane until he came to a stand, his hand on the bark of the fallen blackthorn, beside which she had last seen the men. They were here, he said, in the tone of one half dazed. They were. They were just here.

Yes, I remember, she answered. And undeterred by Pettitts frantic appeals to her to return, she called the man again and again; still she got no answer.

At length, fear of she knew not what came on her, and shaken by the silence of the valley through which her voice rang mournfully, she hurried back to the carriage, and sprang into it in a panic; the man Lane following close at her elbow. It was only when she had taken her seat, and found him clutching the door of the carriage and pressing as near as he could come, that she saw he was ashake with fear; that his eyes were staring, his hair almost on end.

Theyve fallen into the river, he cried wildly, his teeth chattering. I never thought of that! They have fallen in, and are drowned!

Dont be a fool, man! Sophia answered sharply. She was striving to keep fear at bay, while Lady Betty awestricken, clung to her arm. We should have heard a cry or something.

They were drunk, he whispered. They were drunk! And now they are dead! They are dead! Dead!

Pettitt shrieked at the word; and Sophia, between fear and rage, uncertain whether he was frightened or was trying to frighten them, bade him be silent. If you can do nothing, at least be still, she cried wrathfully. You are worse than a woman. And do you, Pettitt, behave yourself. You should be taking care of your mistress, instead of scaring her.

The man so far obeyed that he sank on the step of the carriage, and was silent. But she heard him moan; and despite her courage she shuddered. Fear is infectious; it was in vain she strove against the uneasy feelings communicated by his alarm. She caught herself looking over her shoulder, starting at a sound; trembling when the candle flickered in the lanthorn or the feeble ring of light in which they sat, in that hollow of blackness, wavered or varied. By-and-by the candle would go out; there was but an inch of it now. Then they would be in the dark; three women and this craven, with the hidden river running silent, bankful beside them, and she knew not what, prowling, hovering, groping at their backs.

On a sudden Lane sprang up. What is that? he cried, cowering against the door, and clutching it as if he would drag it open and force himself in among them. See, what is it? What is it?

But it was only the first shaft of light, shot by the rising moon through a notch in the hills, that had scared him. It struck the thorn tree where the men had sat, and slowly the slender ray widened and grew until all the upper valley through which they had come lay bathed in solemn radiance. Gradually it flooded the bottom, and dimmed the yellow, ineffectual light of their taper; at length only the ridge beyond the water remained dark, pierced by the one brooding spark that seemed to keep grave vigil in the hill of shadow.

The women breathed more freely; even Pettitt ceased to bewail herself. They will be back soon, with the horses, Sophia said, gazing with hopeful eyes into the darkness beyond the ford. They must have left us an hour and more.

An hour? Lady Betty answered with a shiver. Three, I vow! But what is the man doing? she continued, directing Sophias attention to Lane. I declare hes a greater coward than any of us!

He was, if the fact that the light which had relieved their fears had not removed his stood for anything. He seemed afraid to move a yard from them; yet he seldom looked at them, save when a gust of terror shook him, and he turned as if to grip their garments. His hand on the door of the carriage, he gazed now along the valley down which they had come, now towards the solitary light beyond the stream; and it was impossible to say which prospect alarmed him the more. Sophia, whom his restlessness filled with apprehension, noticed that he listened; and that more than once, when Lady Betty spoke or Pettitt complained, he raised his hand, as if he took the interruption ill. And the longer she watched him, the more she was infected with his uneasiness.

On a sudden he turned to her. Do you hear anything? he asked.

She listened. No, she answered, I hear nothing but the wind passing through the trees.

Not horses?

She listened again, inclining her head to catch any sound that might come from the other side of the stream. No, she replied, I dont.

He touched her shoulder. Not that way! he exclaimed. Not that way! Behind us!

Suddenly Lady Betty spoke. I do! she said. But they are a long way off. Its Watkyns coming back. He must have found horses, for I hear more than one!

Its not Watkyns! Lane answered and he took two steps from the carriage, then came back. Get out! he cried hoarsely. Do you hear? Get out! Or dont say I didnt warn you. Do you hear? he repeated, when no one stirred; for Sophia, her worst suspicions confirmed, was speechless with surprise, and the others cowered in their places, thinking him gone mad. Get out, get out, and hide if you can. They are coming! he continued wildly. I tell you they are coming. And it is off my shoulders. In ten minutes theyll be here, and if youre not hidden, itll be the worse for you. Ive told you!

Who are coming! Sophia said, her lips forming the words with difficulty.

Hawkesworth! he answered. Hawkesworth! He and two more, as big devils as himself. If you dont want to be robbed and worse, hide, hide! Do you hear me? he continued, pulling frantically at Sophias habit. Ive told you! Ive done all I can! Its not on my head!

For an instant she sat, turned to stone; deaf to the cries, to the prayers, to the lamentations of the others. Hawkesworth? The mere name of him, with whom she had once fancied herself in love, whom now she feared and loathed, as she feared and loathed no other man, stopped the current of her blood. Hawkesworth, she whispered, Hawkesworth? Here? Following us? Do you mean it?

Havent I told you? Lane answered with angry energy. He was at Grinstead, at the White Lion, last night. I saw him, and  and the woman. Youd made me mad, you know, and  and they tempted me! They tempted me! he whined. And theyre coming. Cant you hear them now? They are coming!

Yes, she could hear them now. In the far distance up the valley the steady fall of horses hoofs broke the night silence. Steadily, steadily, the hoof-beats drew nearer and nearer. Now they were hushed; the riders were crossing a spongy bit, where a spring soaked the road  Sophia could remember the very place. Now the sound rose louder, nearer, more fateful. Trot-trot, trot-trot, trot-trot! Yes, they were coming. They were coming! In five minutes, in ten minutes at most they would be here!

It was a crisis to try the bravest. Round them the moonlight flooded the low wide mouth of the valley. As far as the eye reached, all was bare and shelterless. A few scattered thorn trees, standing singly and apart, mocked the eye with a promise of safety, which a second glance showed to be futile. The only salient object was the carriage stranded beside the ford, a huge dark blot, betraying their presence to eyes a furlong away. Yet if they left its shelter, whither were they to turn, where to hide themselves? Sophia, her heart beating as if it would suffocate her, tried to think, tried to remember; while Lady Betty clung to her convulsively, asking what they were to do, and Pettitt, utterly overcome, sobbed at the bottom of the carriage, as if she were safer there.

And all the time the tramp of the approaching horses, borne on the night breeze, came clearer and sharper, clearer and sharper to the ear; until she could distinguish the ring of bit and bridle as the men descended the valley. She looked at Lane. The craven was panic-stricken, caught hither and thither, by gusts of cowardice; there was no help there. Her eye passed to the river, and her heart leapt, for in the shadowed bank on the other side she read hope and a chance. There in the darkness they could hide; there  if only they could find the stepping-stones which Watkyns had said were upstream.

Quick as thought she had Lady Betty out, and seizing her woman by the shoulder, shook her impatiently. Come, she cried, come, we must run. We must run! Come, or we shall leave you.

But Pettitt only grovelled lower on the floor, deaf to prayers, orders, threats. At last, We must leave her, Sophia cried, when she had wasted a precious minute in vain appeals. Come! We must find the stepping-stones. It is the only chance.

But is the danger  so great? the child panted.

Its  oh, come! Come! Sophia groaned. You dont understand. And seizing Lady Betty by the hand she ran with her to the waters edge, and in breathless haste turned up the stream. They had gone twenty yards along the bank, the elders eyes searching the dark full current, when Sophia stopped as if she had been shot. The jewels! she gasped.

The jewels?

Yes, Ive left them.

Oh, never mind them now! Betty wailed, never mind them now! and she caught at her to stay her, but in vain. Already Sophia was half-way back to the carriage. She vanished inside it; in an incredibly short space  though it seemed long to Betty, trembling with impatience and searching the valley with eyes of dread  she was out again with the jewel-case in her hand, and flying back to her companion. They are his! she muttered, as she urged her on again. I couldnt leave them. Now, the stones! The stepping-stones! Oh, child, use your eyes! Find them, or we are lost!

The fear of Hawkesworth lay heavy on her; she felt that she should die if his hand touched her. It was unfortunate that all the bank on which they stood was light; it was in their favour that the moon had now risen high enough to shine on the stream. They ran fifty yards without seeing a sign of what they sought. Then  at the very moment when the pursuers voices broke on their ears, and they realised that in a minute or two they must be espied  they came to a couple of thorn trees, standing not far apart, that afforded a momentary shelter. A yard farther, and Lady Betty stumbled over something that lay in the shadow of the trees. She recoiled with a cry. Its a man! she murmured.

The grooms! Sophia answered, her wits sharpened by necessity; and she felt for and shook one of the sleepers, tugged at his clothes, even buffeted him in a frenzy of impatience. George! George! she muttered; and again she shook him. But in vain; and as quickly as she had knelt she was on foot again, and had drawn the child on. Drugged! she muttered. They are drugged! We must cross! We must cross! Its our one chance!

She hurried her on, bending low; for beyond the two thorn trees all lay bare and open. Suddenly a cry rent the night; an oath, and a womans scream followed and told them that their flight was known. Their hands clasped, their knees shaking under them, they pressed on, reckless now, expecting every moment to hear footsteps behind them. And joy! Sophia nearly swooned, as she saw not five yards ahead of them a ripple of broken water that ran slantwise across the silver; and in a line with it a foot above the surface, a rope stretched taut from bank to bank.

The stones were covered, all save one; but the rope promised a passage, more easy than she had dared to expect. Will you go first, or shall I? was on the tip of her tongue; but Lady Betty wasted no time on words. She was already in the water, and wading across, her hands sliding along the rope, her petticoats floating out on the surface of the current. The water was cold, and though it rose no higher than her knees, ran with a force that but for the rope must have swept her off her feet. She reached the middle in safety, however, and Sophia who dared not throw the weight of two on the rope, was tingling to follow, when the dreaded sound of feet on the bank warned her of danger. She turned her head sharply. A man stood within five paces of her.

A pace nearer, and Sophia would have flung herself into the stream! heedless of the rope, heedless of all but the necessity of escape. In the nick of time, however, she saw that it was not Hawkesworth who had found her, but Lane the poor rogue who had ruined them. In a low harsh voice, she bade him keep his distance.

I dont know what to do! he faltered, wringing his hands and looking back in terror. Theyll murder me! I know they will! But theres smallpox the other side! Youre going into it! There are three dead in the house, and everybodys fled. I dont know what to do, he whined.
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LADY BETTY WASTED NO TIME ON WORDS. SHE WAS ALREADY IN THE WATER AND WADING ACROSS

Sophia answered nothing, but slid into the stream and waded across. As she drew her wet skirts out of the water, and, helped by Lady Betty, climbed the bank, she heard the chase come down the side she had left; and thankful for the deep shadow in which they stood, she pressed the girls hand to enjoin silence, as step by step they groped their way from the place. To go as far as possible from the crossing was her object; her fear that a stumble or a rolling stone  for the side of the ridge below the houses was steep and rough  would discover their position. Fortunately the darkness which lay there was deepened by contrast with the moonlit country on the farther side; and they crept some forty yards along the hill before they were brought up short by a wattled fence. They would have climbed this, but as they laid hands on it they heard men shouting, and saw two figures hurry along the opposite bank, and come to a stand, at the point where they had crossed. A moment Sophia hung in suspense; then Hawkesworths voice thrilled her with terror. Over! he cried. Over, fool, and watch the top! And she heard the splashing of a horse as it crossed the ford, and the thud of its hoofs as it dashed up the road.

The two fugitives had turned instinctively down stream, in the direction of the road and the houses. The riders movement up the road therefore tended to cut off their farther retreat; while the distance they had been able to put between themselves and the stepping-stones was so short that they dared not move again, much less make the attempt to repass their landing-place, and go up stream. For the moment, close as they were to their enemies, the darkness shielded them; but Sophias heart beat thickly, and she crouched lower against the wattle as she heard Hawkesworth step into the stream and splash his way across, swearing at the coldness of the water.


CHAPTER XVIII

KING SMALLPOX

He drew himself out on their side and shook himself; then for a time it seemed that the earth had swallowed him, so still was he. But Sophia knew that he was listening, standing in the dark a few paces from them, in the hope of hearing the rustle of their skirts or their footsteps as they stole away. Disappointed in this he began to move to and fro, beating the bushes this way and that; now loudly threatening them with horrid penalties if they did not show themselves, now asserting that he saw them, and now calling to his fellow who kept guard on the farther bank to know if he heard them. It was clear that he knew, probably from Pettitt, that they had not had time to go far from the carriage.

Fortunately the trend of his search was from them, and as he receded up stream they breathed more freely. But when the sound of his movements was beginning to grow faint, and Sophia to think of continuing their flight, he turned, and she heard him come back on his tracks. This time, if the ear could be trusted, he was making directly for the place where they cowered beside the wattle fence.

Yes, he was drawing nearer  and nearer; now a stick snapped under his foot, now he stumbled and swore, as he recovered himself. Sophia felt the younger girl shake under her hand, and instinctively drew the childs face against her shoulder that she might not see. Presently she could make out his head and shoulders dark against the sky; and still she watched him, fascinated. Three more steps and he would be on them! Two more  the impulse to shriek, to spring up and fly at all risks was scarcely to be controlled. One more  there was a sudden rustle, a fathom below them, he sprang that way, something whisked from a gorse-bush, and he stood.

What was it? cried the man on the other side.

A rabbit! he answered with an oath. So theyre not this way. I dont believe they crossed. Are you sure theyre not in that thorn tree behind you? One of them might hide in it.

Apparently the man went to see, for half a minute later, a shriek, followed by a thud, as of a heavy body brought hurriedly to earth, proved the success of his search. Hawkesworth sprang towards the stepping-stones.

Which is it? he cried.

Neither, the fellow answered. Its the whippersnapper you sent for a decoy.

D  n it! Hawkesworth exclaimed, and he came to a stand. But if youve got him, they are not far off. Well wring his neck if he does not say where they are! Prick him, man, prick him with your knife.

But the poor fops squeals showed that little cruelty would be needed to draw from him all he knew. Dont! Dont! he screamed. Theyre on the other side! I swear they are!

None of your lies now, or Ill slit your throat! the ruffian growled. He appeared to be kneeling on Lanes breast.

Its the truth! I swear it is! They were just across when you came! Lane cried. They cant be fifty yards from the bank! If theyd moved I should have seen them. Let me up, and Ill help you to find them.

Tie him up, Hawkesworth cried. Tie him up. And if hes lied to us, we shall soon know. If we dont find them, well drop him in the water. Tell him that, and ask him again.

Theyre by yon! Lane cried. I swear they are!

Sophia felt, she could not see, that Hawkesworth was peering round him. Even now he was not more than ten or twelve paces from them; but the gorse-bush, from which the rabbit had darted, formed a black blurr against the fence, and deepened the obscurity in which they lay. Unless he came on them they were safe; but at any moment he might discover the fence, and guess it had brought them up, and beat along it. And  and while she thought of this she heard him chuckle.

Be still, man, he cried to the other, and keep your ears open. The moon will be over the hill in five minutes, and well have them safe, if they are here. Meantime, stand and listen, will you? or they may creep off.

Sophia swallowed a sob. It seemed so hard  so hard after all they had done to escape  that nature itself should turn against them. Yet, it was so; the man was right. Already the moonlight touched the crest of a gorse-bush that grew a little higher than its neighbours; and overhead the sky was growing bright where the ridge line cut it. In five minutes the disc of the moon, sailing high, would rise above that spot, and all the hill side, that now lay veiled in shadow, would be flooded with light. Then  

She shuddered, watching paralysed the oncoming of this new and inexorable foe. Slowly the light was creeping down the gorse-bush. Minute by minute, sure as the tide that surges to the lips of the stranded mariner, the pale rays silvered this spray and that spray, dark before; touched the fence, and now lay a narrow streak along the nearer margin of the stream. And the streak widened; not slowly now but quickly. Even while she watched it, from the shelter of the fence, feeling her heart beat sickening bumps against her side, the light crept nearer and nearer. In three or four minutes it would be upon them.

Sophia was brave, but there was something in the sure and stealthy approach of this danger that sapped her will, and robbed her limbs of strength. Unable to think, unable to act, she crouched panic-stricken where she was; as the hare surprised in her form awaits the hunters hand. Until only a minute remained; then with a groan she shook off the spell. To run, even to be caught running, was better than to be taken so. But whither could they run with the least chance of escape? She turned her head to see, and her eyes, despairing, climbed the slope behind her until they rested on the faint yellow spark that, solemn and unchanged, shone from the window of the dark house on the crest.

That way lay some chance, a desperate chance. She warned Lady Betty by a touch. We must run! she breathed in the girls ear. Look at the fence, and when I tap your shoulder, climb over, and run to the house!

Lady Betty disengaged herself softly and nodded. Then, as if she was granted some new insight into the character of the woman whose arms were round her, as if she saw more clearly than before the others courage, and understood the self-denial that gave her the first and better chance, she drew Sophias face to her, and clinging to her, kissed it. Then she crouched, waiting, waiting, her eyes on the fence.

Very, very gently Sophia lifted her head, saw that Hawkesworth was looking the other way, and gave the signal. Betty, nimble and active, was over in a moment unseen, unheard. Sophia followed, but the fence creaked under her, and Hawkesworth heard it and turned. He saw her poised on the fence, in the full moonlight, so that not a line of her figure escaped him; with a yell of triumph he darted towards her. But directly in his path lay a low gorse-bush, still in shadow. He did not see it, tripped over it, and fell all his length on the grass. By the time he was up again, the two were dim flying shadows, all but lost in the darkness that lay beyond the fence.

All but lost; not quite. In three seconds he was at the fence, he was over it, he was beginning to gain on them. They strained every nerve, but they had to breast the steep side of the hill, and though fear and the horror of his hand upon their shoulders gave them wings, breath was lacking. Then Betty fell, and lost a precious yard; and though she was up again, and panting onwards gallantly, for a few seconds he thought that he would catch them with ease. Then the ascent began to tell on him also. The fall had shaken him. He began to pant and labour; he saw that he was not gaining on them, but rather losing ground, and he slackened his pace, and shouted to the man on guard in the road above, bidding him stop them.

The man with an answering shout reined back his horse to the narrow pass where the road ran between the house and the cottages. There, peering forward, he made ready to intercept them. Fortunately, the moon, above and a little behind him, showed his figure in silhouette in the gap; and Sophia clutching Bettys hand, dragged her back at the moment she was stepping into the moonlit road. An instant the two listened, trembling, palpitating, staring, like game driven into the middle of the field. But behind them Hawkesworths scrambling footsteps and heavy breathing still came on; they could not wait. A moments sickening doubt, and Sophia pressed Bettys hand, and the two darted together across the road, and took cover in a space still dark, between the two cottages that flanked it on the farther side.

The man in the gap gave the alarm, shouting that they had crossed the road; and Hawkesworth, coming up out of breath, asked with a volley of curses why he had not stopped them.

Because they did not come my way! the fellow answered bluntly. Why didnt you catch em, captain?

Where are they? Hawkesworth panted fiercely.

Straight over they went. No! Between the hovels here!

But Hawkesworth had a little recovered his breath, and with it his cunning. Instead of following his prey into the dark space between the buildings, he darted round the other side of the lower cottage, and in a twinkling was on the open slope beyond. Here the moonlight fell evenly, the hillside was clear of gorse, he could see a hundred yards. But he caught no glimpse of fleeing figures, he heard no sound of retiring footsteps; and quick as thought he turned up the hill, and learned the reason.

A high wall ran from cottage to cottage, rendering exit that way impossible. Sophia had trapped herself and her companion; they were in a cul de sac! With a cry of triumph he turned to go back; as he ran he heard the horseman he had left call to him. Opportunely, as he gained the road, he was joined by the third of the band, the rogue he had left at the stepping stones.

Have you nabbed them? the fellow panted.

Theyre here! Hawkesworth answered. I think hes got them.

And the sparklers?

Hawkesworth nodded; but the next instant swore and stood. The man on the horse, who should have been guarding the mouth of the dark entry, where the girls lay trapped, was a dozen yards farther up the road, his back to the cottages, and his face to the house with the gable end.

What the devil are you doing? Hawkesworth roared. They are here, man!

They have bolted! the fellow answered sullenly. Or one of them has. She shook a shawl in this brutes face, and he reared. Before I could get him round  

She got off? the Irishman shrieked.

No! Shes here, in the house! Burn her, when I get hold of her Ill make her smart for it!

She? Then wheres the other?

Shes where she was, for all I know, the man answered. Ive seen nothing of her.

But he lied in that. While he had been marking down the woman who had frightened his horse with her shawl  and who then had glided coolly into the house, the door of which stood ajar  he had seen with the tail of his eye a flying skirt vanish down the road behind him. He had a notion that one had got clear, but he was not sure; and if he said anything he would be blamed. So he stood while Hawkesworth and the other searched the dark space between the cottages.

A few seconds sufficed to show that there was no one there, and Hawkesworth turned and swore at him.

Well, theres one left! the offender answered sulkily. Weve got her in the house, and theres no back door. Take your change out of her.

Aye, but whos going in to fetch her? Hawkesworth snarled. Ive not had the smallpox. Perhaps you have. In that case, in you go, man. You run no risk, or but little.

The rogues face fell. Oh Lord! he said. Id not thought of that! What a vixen it is!

In you go, man, and have her out!

Im hanged if I do! was the answer; and the fellow reined back his horse in a hurry. Faugh! I can smell the vinegar from here! he cried. And he spat on the ground.

Will you go, Clipper? Come, man, youre not afraid?

But Clipper, the third of the band, so called because he had once lain in the condemned hold for the offence of reducing His Majestys gold coin, declined in terms not doubtful; and for a few seconds the three glared at one another, rage in the greater villains eyes, a dogged resolution, not unmingled with shame, in his hirelings. To be baffled, and by a girl! To have her at bay, and fear the encounter! To be outwitted, outdared, and by a woman! The moonlight that lay on the lonely country side, the night wind that stirred the willows by the stream, the height of blue above them with its myriad watching eyes, these things had no awe for them, touched no chord in their dulled consciences; but the smoky yellow gleam that shone from the window of the dark gable, and was visible where two of them stood  that and the dread terror that lay behind it scared even these hardened men.

Will you let all go? Hawkesworth cried in rage. We have the girl, and not a soul within four miles to interfere! Weve jewels to the tune of thousands! And youll let them go when its only to pick them up!

Aye, and the smallpox with them! Clipper retorted grimly. Ive seen a man that died of that, with a shudder, and I dont want to see another. Go yourself, captain, he sneered, its your business.

The thrust went home. So I will, by  ! the Irishman cried passionately. Ill have her out, and the stuff! But Ill think twice before I pay you, you lily-livers! You chicken hearts. Give me a light!

Theres light enough upstairs! the Clipper answered mockingly. But the other man, more amenable, produced a flint and steel and a candle end, and lighting the one from the other handed it to Hawkesworth. Likely enough youll find her behind the door, captain, he said civilly. Twont be much risk after all.

Then go yourself, you cur, Hawkesworth answered brutally. He was torn this way and that; between fear and rage, cupidity and cowardice. The ardour of the chase grew cool in this atmosphere of disease; the courage of the man failed before this house given up to the fell plague, that in those days took pitiless toll of rich and poor, of old and young, of withered cheeks and bright eyes, of kings and joiners daughters. His gorge rose at the sharp scent of vinegar, at the duller odour of burnt rags with which the air was laden; they were the rough disinfectants of the time, used before the panic-stricken survivors fled the place. In face of the danger he had to confront, women have ever been bolder than men, though they have more to lose. He was no exception.

Yet he would go. To flinch was to be lessened for ever in the eyes of the meaner villains, his hirelings; to dare was to confirm the evil pre-eminence he claimed. Bitter black rage in his heart  rage in especial against the woman who laid this necessity upon him  he thrust the door wide open, and shielding the candle, of which the light but feebly irradiated the black cavern before him, he crossed the threshold.

The place he entered seemed all dark to eyes fresh from the moonbeams; but some light there was beside that which he carried. From the open door of a narrow staircase that led to the upper rooms a faint reflection of the candles that burned above issued; by aid of which he saw that he stood in the great kitchen of the farm. But the black pot that tenanted the vast gloomy recess of the fireplace, hung over dead, white ashes  cold relics of the cheer that had once reigned there. The cradle in the corner was still and shrouded. In the middle of the stone floor a bench, a mere slab on four-straddling legs, lay overturned, upset by the panic-stricken survivors in their hurried flight; and beside it, stiff and grinning, sprawled the body of a black cat, killed in some frenzy of fear or superstition ere the living left the house to the care of the dead. A brooding odour of disease filled the gaunt, wide-raftered room, infected the shadowy hanging flitches, and grew stronger and more sickly towards the staircase at the farther end.

Yet it was there he saw her, as he paused uncertain, his heart like water. She was standing on the lowest step of the stairs as if she had retreated thither on his entrance. Her one hand held her skirt a little from the floor, and close to her; the other hung by her side. Her eyes shone large in her white face; and in her look and in her attitude was something solemn and unearthly, that for a moment awed him.

He stared spell-bound. She was the first to speak. What do you want? she whispered  as if the dead in the room above could hear her.

The jewels! he muttered, his voice subdued to the pitch of hers. The jewels! Give me the jewels, and I will go!

They are not here, she said. They are far away. Here is only death. Death is here, death is above, she continued solemnly. The air is full of death. If you would not die, go! Go before it be too late.

He battled with the dark fear which her words fluttered before him; the fear that was in the air of the room, the fear that made his light burn more dimly than was natural. He battled with it, and hated her for it, and for his cowardice. You she-devil! he cried, where are the jewels?

Gone, she answered solemnly.

Where?

Where you will never find them.

And you think to get off with that? he hissed; and advanced a step towards her. You lie! he cried furiously. You have them. And if you do not give them up  

I have them not! she answered firmly; and little did he suspect how wildly her heart was leaping behind the bold front she showed him. Little did he suspect, the deadly terror she had had to surmount before she penetrated so far into this loathsome house. I have them not, she repeated. Nor have I any fear of you. There is that here that is your master and mine. Come up, come up, she continued, a touch of wildness in her manner, and she mounted a step or two of the narrow staircase, and beckoned him to follow her. Come up and you will see him.

You drab! he cried, do you come down, or it will be the worse for you! Do you hear me? Come down, you slut, or when I fetch you I will have no mercy. You dont know what I shall do to you; I do, and  

He stood, he was silent, he choked with rage; for as if he had not spoken, her figure first and then her feet, mounting without pause or hesitation, vanished from sight. He was left, scared and baffled, alone in the great desolate kitchen where his light shone a mere spark, making visible the darkness that canopied him. A rat moving in the dim fringe between light and shadow startled him. A rope of onions swayed by the draught of air that blew through the open door, brought the sweat to his brow. He took two steps forward and one backward; the shroud on the cradle fluttered, and but for the men waiting outside, he would have fled at once and given up woman and booty. But fear of ridicule still conquered fear of death; conquered even the superstition that lay dormant in his Irish blood; he forced himself onward. His eyes fixed balefully, his hands withheld from contact with the wall  as if he had been a woman with skirts  he crept upwards till his gaze rose above the level of the upper floor; then for a moment the light of two thick candles, half-burned, gave him back his courage. His brow relaxed, he sprang with a cry up the upper stairs, set his foot in the room and stood!

On the huge low wooden bed from which the coarse blue and white bedding protruded, two bodies lay sheeted. At their feet the candles burned dull before the window that should have been open, but was shut; as the thick noisome air of the room, that turned him sick and faint, told him. Near the bed, on the farther side, stood that he sought; Sophia, her eyes burning, her face like paper. His prey then was there, there, within his reach; but she had not spoken without reason. Death, death in its most loathsome aspect lay between them; and the mans heart was as water, his feet like lead.

If you come near me, she whispered, if you come a step nearer, I will snatch this sheet from them, and I will wrap you in it! And you will die! In eight days you will be dead! Will you see them? Will you see what you will be? And she lowered her hand to raise the sheet.

He stepped back a pace, livid and shaking. You she-devil! he muttered. You witch!

Go! she answered, in the same low tone. Go! Or I will bring your death to you! And you will die! As you have lived, foul, noisome, corrupt, you will die! In eight days you will die  if you come one step nearer!

She took a step forward herself. The man turned and fled.


CHAPTER XIX

LADY BETTYS FATE

Lady Betty had left the house on the hill a mile behind, her breath came in heavy gasps, her heart seemed to be bursting through her bodice; still she panted bravely along the road that stretched before her, white under the moonbeams. Sophia had bidden her run, the moment the mans back was turned. Give the alarm, get help, she had whispered as she thrust the diamonds into the childs hand; and acting on that instinct of obedience, prompt and unquestioning, which the imminence of peril teaches, Betty had fled on the word. She had slipped behind the mans back, passed between the houses, and escaped into the open, unseen, as she fancied.

For a time she had sped along the road, looking this way and that, expecting at each turn to discover a house, a light, the help she sought. At length, coming on none of these, she began to suspect the truth, and that Sophia had saved her at her own cost; and she paused and turned, and even in her distraction made as if she would go back. But in the end, with a sob of grief, she hurried on, seeing in this their only chance.

At length her strength began to fail. Presently she could go no farther, and with a cry of anguish came to a stand in a dark part of the road. She was alone, in an unknown country, with the night before her, with the sounds of the night round her; and commonly she was afraid of the night. But now all the childs thought was for Sophia; her heart was breaking for her friend. And by-and-by she pressed on again, her breath fluttering between sobs and exhaustion. She turned a corner  and oh, sweet, she saw a light before her!

She struggled towards it. The spark grew larger and larger; finally it became the open doorway of an alehouse, from which the company were departing. The goodman and two or three topers were on their feet having a last crack, the goodwife from her bed above was demanding lustily why they lingered, when the girl, breathless and dishevelled, her hair hanging about her face, appeared on the threshold. For a moment she could not speak; her face was white, her eyes stared wildly. The men fell back from her, as a flock of sheep crowd away from the dog.

What beest ee? the landlord bleated faintly. Lord save us and help us! Be ee mortal?

Help! she muttered, as she leaned almost swooning, against the doorpost. Help! Come quickly! Theyll  theyll murder her  if you dont! And she stretched out her hands to them.

But the men only shuddered. Lord save us! one of them stammered. Its mostly for murder they come.

She saw that no one moved, and she could have screamed with impatience. Dont you hear me? she cried hoarsely. Come, or theyll kill her! Theyll kill her! Ive left her with them. Come, if you are men!

They began to see that the girl was flesh and blood; but their minds were rustic, and none of the quickest, and they might have continued to gape at her for some time longer, if the goodwife, who had heard every word, had not looked through the trap in the ceiling. She saw the girl. Lord sake! she cried, struck with amazement. What is it?

Help! Betty answered, clasping her hands, and turning her eyes in that direction. For pitys sake send them with me! Theres murder being done on the road! Tell them to come with me.

What is it? Footpads? the woman asked sharply.

Yes, oh yes! They have stopped Lady Cokes carriage

The woman waited to hear no more. Quick, you fools! she cried. Get sticks, and go! Lady Cokes carriage, eh? Youll be her woman, I expect. Theyll come, theyll come. But where ist? Speak up, and dont be afraid!

At a house on a hill, Lady Betty answered rapidly. Shes there, hiding from them. And oh, be quick! be quick, if you please!

But at that word the goodman, who had snatched up a thatching stake, paused on the threshold. A house on a hill? he said. Do you mean Beamonds farm?

I dont know, she answered. Its on a hill about a mile or more  oh, more from here  on the way I came! You must know it!

This side of a ford?

Yes, yes.

Theyve the smallpox there?

Yes, I think so!

The man flung down the stake. No, he said. Its no! I dont go there. Devil take me if I do. And she dont come here. If you are of my mind, he continued, looking darkly at his fellows, youll leave this alone!

The men were evidently of that mind; they threw down their weapons, some with a curse, some with a shiver. Betty saw, and frantic, could not believe her eyes. Cowards! she cried. You cowards!

The woman alone looked at her uncertainly. Ive children, you see, she said. Ive to think of them. But theres Crabbe could go. Hes neither chick nor child.

But the lout she named backed into a corner, sullen and resolute; as if he feared they would force him to go. Not I, he said. I dont go near it, neither. Theres three there dead and stiff, and threes enough.

You cowards! Betty repeated, sobbing with passion.

The woman, too, looked at them with no great favour. Will none of you go? she said. Mind you, if you go Ill be bound youll be paid! Or perhaps the young sir there will go!

She turned as she spoke, and Betty, looking in the same direction, saw a young man seated on the side of a box bed in the darkest part of the kitchen. Apparently her entrance had roused him from sleep, for his hair was rough, and he was in his shirt and breeches. His boots, clay-stained to the knees, stood beside the bed; his coat and cravat, which were drying in the chimney corner, showed that he had been out in bad weather. The clothes he retained bore traces of wear and usage; but, though plain, they seemed to denote a higher station than that of the rustics in his company. As his eyes met Lady Bettys, Ill come, he said gruffly. And he reached for his boots and began to put them on; but with a yawn.

Still she was thankful. Oh, will you! she cried. Youre a man. And the only one here!

He wont be one long! the nearest boor cried spitefully.

But the lad, dropping for a moment his listless manner, took a step in the speakers direction; and the clown recoiled. The young fellow laughed, and, snatching up a stout stick that rested against his truckle bed, said he was ready. You know the way? he said; and then, as he read exhaustion written on her face, Quick, mother, he cried in an altered tone, have you naught you can give her? She will drop before she has gone a mile!

The woman hurried up the ladder and fetched a little spirit in a mug. She handed it to the girl at arms length, telling her to drink it, it would do her good. Then, cutting a slice from a loaf of coarse bread that lay on the table, she pushed it over to her. Take that in your hand, she said, and God keep you.

Betty did as she was bidden, though she was nearly sick with suspense. Then she thanked the woman, turned, and, deaf to the boors gibes, passed into the road with her new protector. She showed him the way she had come, and the two set off walking at the top of her pace.

She swallowed a morsel of bread, then ran a little, the tears rising in her eyes as she thought of Sophia. A moment of this feverish haste, and the lad bade her walk. If weve a mile to go, he said wisely, you cannot run all the way. Slow and steady kills the hare, my dear. How many are there of these gentry?

Three, she answered; and as she pictured Sophia and those three a lump rose in her throat.

Any servants? I mean had your mistress any men with her?

Betty told him, but incoherently. The postboys, the grooms, Watkyns, Pettitt, all were mixed up in her narrative. He tried to follow it, then gave up the attempt. Anyway, they have all fled, he said. It comes to that.

She admitted with a sob that it was so; that Sophia was alone.

The moonlight lay on the road; as she tripped by his side, he turned and scanned her. He took her for my ladys woman, as the mistress at the alehouse had taken her. He had caught the name of Coke, but he knew no Lady Coke; he had not heard of Sir Herveys marriage, and, to be truthful, his mind was more concerned for the maid than the mistress. Through the disorder of Bettys hair and dress, her youth and something of her beauty peeped out; it struck him how brave she had been to come for help, through the night, alone; how much more brave she was to be willing to return, seeing that he was but one to three, and there was smallpox to face. As he considered this he felt a warmth at his heart which he had not felt for days. And he sighed.

Presently her steps began to lag; she stood. Where are we? she cried, fear in her voice. We should be there!

Weve come about a mile, he said, peering forward through the moonlight. Is it on a hill, did you say?

Yes, and I see no hill.

No, he answered, but perhaps the fall this way is gentle.

She muttered a word of relief. That is so, she said. Its above the water, on the farther side, that it is steep. Come on, please come on! I think I see a house.

But the house she saw proved to be only a deserted barn, at the junction of two roads; and they stood dismayed. Did you pass this? he asked.

I dont know, she cried. Yes, I think so.

On your right or your left?

She wrung her hands. I think it was on my right, she said.

He took the right-hand turn without more ado, and they hurried along the road for some minutes. At length her steps began to flag. I must be wrong, she faltered. I must be wrong! Oh, why, she cried, why did I leave her? And she stood.

Courage! he answered. I see a rising ground on the left. And theres a house on it. We ought to have taken the other turning. Now we are here we had better cross the open. Shall I lift you over the ditch, child? Or shall I leave you and go on?

But she scrambled into the ditch and out again; on the other side the two set off running with one accord, across an open field, dim and shadowy, that stretched away to the foot of the ascent. Soon he outpaced her, and she fell to walking. Go on! she panted bravely. On, on, I will follow!

He nodded, and clutching his stick by the middle, he lengthened his stride. She saw him come to a blurred line at the foot of the hill, and heard him break through the fence. Then the darkness that lay on the hither slope of the hill  for the moon was beginning to decline  swallowed him, and she walked on more slowly. Each moment she expected to hear a cry, an oath, the sudden clash of arms would break the silence of the night.

But the silence held; and still silence. And now the fence brought her up also; and she stood waiting, trembling, listening, in a prolongation of suspense almost intolerable. At length, unable to bear it longer, she pushed her way into the hedge, and struggled, panting through it; and was starting to clamber up the ascent on the other side when a dark form loomed beside her.

It was her companion. What had happened?

We are wrong, he muttered. Its a clump of trees, not a house. And there are clouds coming up to cover the moon. Let us return to the road while we can, my girl.

But this was too much. At this, the last of many disappointments, the girls courage snapped, as a rush snaps. With a wild outburst of weeping, she flung herself down on the sloping ground, and rubbed her face in the grass, and tore the soil with her fingers in an agony of abandonment. Oh, I left her! I left her! she wailed, when sobs allowed words to pass. I left her, and saved myself. And shes dead! Oh, why didnt I stay with her? Why didnt I stay with her?

The young man listened awhile, awkward, perturbed; when he spoke his voice was husky. Tis no use, he said peevishly. No use, child! Dont  dont go on like this! See here, youll have a fever, if you lie there. You will, I know, he repeated.

I wish I had! she cried with passion, and beat her hands on the ground. Oh why did I leave her?

He cleared his throat. Its folly this! he urged. Its  its of no use to any one. No good! And there, now its dark. I told you so  and we shall have fine work getting to the road again!

She did not answer, but little by little his meaning reached her brain, and after a minute or two she sat up, her crying less violent. Thats better, he said. But you are too tired to go farther. Let me help you to climb the fence. Theres a log the other side  I stumbled over it. You can sit on it until you are rested.

She did not assent, but she suffered him to help her through the hedge and seat her on the fallen tree. The tide of grief had ebbed; she was regaining her self-control, though now and again a sob shook her. But he saw that an interval must pass before she could travel, and he stood, shy and silent, seeing her dimly by the light which the moon still shed through a flying wrack of clouds. Round and below them lay the country, still, shadowy, mysterious; stretching away into unknown infinities, framing them in a solitude perfect and complete. They might have been the only persons in the world.

By-and-by, whether he was tired, or really had a desire to comfort her at closer quarters, he sat down on the tree; and by chance his hand touched her hand. She sprang a foot away, and uttered a cry. He laughed softly.

You need not be afraid, he said. Ive seen enough of women to last me my life. If you were the only woman in the world, and the most beautiful, you would be safe enough for me. You may be quite easy, my dear.

She ceased to sob, but her voice was a little broken and husky when she spoke. Im very sorry, she said humbly. I am afraid I have given you a vast deal of trouble, sir.

Not so much as a woman has given me before this, he answered.

She looked at him furtively out of the tail of her eye, as a woman at that would be likely to look. And if the truth be told she felt, amid all her grief, an inclination to laugh. But with feminine tact she suppressed this. And yet  and yet you came to help me? she muttered.

He shrugged his shoulders. One has to do certain things, he said.

I am afraid somebody has  has behaved badly to you, she murmured; and she sighed.

Somehow the sigh flattered him. As women generally behave, he replied with a sneer. She lied to me, she cheated me, she robbed me, and she would have ruined me.

And men dont do those things, she answered meekly, to women. And she sighed again.

He started. It could not be that she was laughing at him. Anyway, I have done with women, he said brusquely.

And youll never marry, sir?

Marry? Oh, I say nothing as to that, he answered contemptuously. Marry I may, but it wont be for love. And twill be a lady anyway; Ill see to that. Ill know her father and her mother, and her grandfather and her grandmother, Tom continued. For poor Tom it was, much battered and weathered by a week spent on the verge of listing. Ill have her pedigree by heart, and she shall bring her old nurse with her to speak for her, if marry I must. But no more ladies in distress for me. No more ladies picked up off the road, I thank you. Thats all.

You are frank, sir, at any rate, she said; and she laughed in a sort of wonder, taking it to herself.

At the sound, Tom, who had meant nothing personal, felt ashamed of himself. I beg your pardon, my dear, he answered. But  but I wished to put you at your ease. I wished to show you, you were safe with me; as your mistress would be.

Oh, thank you, Betty answered. For the matter of that, sir, Ive had a lover myself, and said no to him, as well as my betters. But it wasnt before he asked me, she continued ironically. And she tossed her head again.

I didnt mean  I mean I thought you were afraid of me, Tom stammered, wondering she took it so ill.

No more than my mistress would be, she retorted sharply. And Im just as particular as she is  in one thing.

Whats that? he asked.

I dont take gentlemen off the road, either.

He laughed, seeing himself hit; and as if that recalled her to herself, she sprang up with a sob of remorse. Oh, she said, wringing her hands, we sit here and play, while she suffers! We dont think of her! Do something! do something if you are a man!

But we dont know where we are, or where she is.

Then let us find her, she cried; let us find her!

We can do nothing in the dark, he urged. It is dark as the pit now. If we can find our way to the road again, it will be as much as we can do.

Let us try! let us try! she answered, growing frantic. I shall go mad if I stay here.

He gave way at that, and consented to try. But they had not gone fifty yards before she tripped and fell, and he heard her gasp for breath.

Are you hurt? he asked, stooping anxiously over her.

No, she said. But she rose with difficulty, and he knew by her voice that she was shaken.

Its of no use to go on, he said. I told you so. We must stay here. It is after midnight now. In an hour, or a little more, dawn will appear. If we find the road now we can do no good.

She shivered. Take me back, she said miserably. I  I dont know where we are.

He took her hand, and with a little judgment found the tree again. If you could sleep awhile, he said, the time would pass.

I cannot, she cried, I cannot. And then, Oh Sophy! Sophy! she wailed, why did I leave you? Why did I leave you?

He let her weep a minute or two, and then as much to distract her as for any other reason, he asked her if she had been brought up with her mistress.

She ceased to sob. Why? she asked, startled.

Because  you called her by her name, he said. I noticed because Ive a sister of that name.

Sophia?

Yes. If I had listened to her  but there, what is the use of talking? And he broke off brusquely.

Lady Betty was silent awhile, only betraying her impatience by sighing or beating the trunk with her heels. By-and-by, the hour before the dawn came, and it grew cold. He heard her teeth chatter, and after fumbling with his coat, he took it off, and, in spite of her remonstrances, wrapped her in it.

Dont! she said, feebly struggling with him. Dont! Youre a gentleman, and I am only  

Youre a woman as much as your mistress, he answered roughly.

But  you hate women! she cried.

You dont belong to me, he answered with disdain, and youll not die on my hands! Do as you are bidden, child!

After that he walked up and down before the tree; until at last the day broke, and the grey light, spreading and growing stronger, showed them a sea of mist, covering the whole world  save the little eminence on which they sat  and flowing to their very feet. It showed them also two haggard faces  his weary, hers beautiful in spite of its pallor and her long vigil. For in some mysterious way she had knotted up her hair and tied her kerchief. As she gave him back his coat, and their eyes met, he started and grew red.

Good heavens, child! he cried, you are too handsome to be wandering the country alone; and too young.

She had nothing to say to that, but her cheeks flamed, and she begged him to come quickly  quickly; and together they went down into the mist. At that hour the birds sing in chorus as they never sing in the day; and, by the time the two reached the road the sun was up and the world round them was joyous with warmth and light and beauty. The dew besprinkled every bush with jewels as bright as those which Betty carried in her bosom  for she had thrown away the case  and from the pines on the hill came the perfume of a hundred Arabys. Tom wondered why his heart beat so lightly, why he felt an exhilaration to which he had been long a stranger. Heartbroken, a woman-hater, a cynic, it could not be because a pair of beautiful eyes had looked kindly into his? because a waiting-maid had for a moment smiled on him? That was absurd.

For her, left to herself, she would have pursued the old plan, and gone wildly, frantically up and down, seeking at random the place where she had left Sophia. But he would not suffer it. He led her to the nearest cottage, and learning from the staring inhabitants the exact position of Beamonds Farm, got his companion milk and bread, and saw her eat it. Then he announced his purpose.

I shall leave you here, he said. In two hours at the most I shall be back with news.

And you think Ill stay? she cried.

I think you will, for I shall not take you, he answered coolly. Do you want the smallpox, silly child? Do you think your ladies will be as ready to hire you when you have lost your looks? Stay here, and in two hours I shall be back.

She cried that she would not stay; she would not stay! I shall not! she cried a third time. Do you hear me? I shall go with you!

You will not! Tom said. And for a good reason, my girl. You heard that woman ask us whether we came from Beamonds, and you saw the way she looked at us. If its known weve been there, theres not a house within ten miles will take us in, nor a coach will give us a lift. You have had one night out, youll not bear another. Now, with me it is different.

It is not, she cried. I shall go.

You will not, he said; and their eyes met. And presently hers dropped. You will not, he repeated masterfully; because I am the stronger, and I will tie you to a gate before you shall go. And you, little fool, will be thankful to me to-morrow. Its for your own good.

She gave way at that, crying feebly, for the night had shaken her. Sit here in sight of the cottage, he continued, thrusting aside the brambles and making a place for her beside a tree, and if you can sleep a little, so much the better. In two hours at the farthest I will be back.

She obeyed, watched him go, and saw his figure grow smaller and smaller, until it vanished at a turn of the road. She watched the woman of the cottage pass in and out with pail and pattens, and by-and-by she had to parry her questions. She saw the sun climb higher and higher in the sky, and heard the hum of the bees grow loud and louder, and felt the heat of the day take hold; and yet he did not return. And while she watched for him most keenly, as she imagined, she fell asleep.

When she awoke he was standing over her, and his face told her all. She sprang up. Youve not found her! she cried, clasping her hands, and holding them out to him.

No, he said. Theres no one in the house. No one but the dead.


CHAPTER XX

A FRIEND IN NEED

Sophias knees shook under her, her flesh shuddered in revolt, but she held her ground until Hawkesworths footsteps and the murmur of his companions jeering voices sank and died in the distance. Then, with eyes averted from the bed, she crept to the head of the stairs and descended, her skirts gathered jealously about her. She reached the kitchen. Here, in the twilight that veiled the shrouded cradle, and mercifully hid worse things, she listened awhile; peering with scared eyes into the corners, and prepared to flee at the least alarm. Satisfied at last that those she feared had really withdrawn, she passed out into the open, and under the night sky, with the fresh breeze cooling her fevered face, she drank in with ecstasy a first deep breath of relief. Oh, the pureness of that draught! Oh, the freedom and the immensity of the vault above her  after that charnel-house!

She felt sure that the men had retired the way they had come, and after a moments hesitation she turned in the other direction, and venturing into the moonlight, took the road that Betty had taken. Now she paused to listen, now on some alarm effaced herself in the shadow cast by a tree. By-and-by, when she had left the plague-stricken house two or three hundred paces behind her, her ear caught the pleasant ripple of water. Her throat was parched, and she stopped, and traced the sound to a spring that, bubbling from a rock, filled a mossy caldron sunk in the earth, then ran to waste in a tiny rill beside the road. The hint was enough; in a second she had dragged off her outer garment, a green riding-coat, and shuddering, flung it from her; in another she had thrown off her shoes and loosened her hair. A moment she listened; then, having assured herself that she was not pursued, she plunged head and hair and hands in the fountain, let the cool water run over her fevered arms and neck, revelled in the purifying touch that promised to remove from her the loathsome infection of the house. She was a woman, she had not only death, but disfigurement to fear. One of the happy few who, under the early Georges, when even inoculation was in its infancy, had escaped the disease, she clung to her immunity with a nervous dread.

When she had done all she could, she rose to her feet and knotted up her hair. She had Betty on her mind; she must follow the girl. But midnight was some time past, the moon was declining, and her strength, sapped by the intense excitement under which she had laboured, was nearly spent. The chances that she would alight on Betty were slight, while it was certain that the girl would eventually return, or would send to the place where they had parted company. Sophia determined to remain where she was; and with the music of the rill for company, and a large stone that stood beside it for a seat, hard but dry, the worst discomfort which she had to fear was cold; and this, in her fervent gratitude for rescue from greater perils, she bore without complaint.

The solemnity of the night, as it wore slowly to morning, the depth of silence  as of death  that preceded the dawn, the stir of thanksgiving that greeted the birth of another day, these working on a nature stirred by strange experiences and now subject to a strange solitude, awoke in her thoughts deeper than ordinary. She saw in Bettys recklessness the mirror of her own; she shuddered at Hawkesworth, disclosed to her in his true colours; and considered Sir Herveys patience with new wonder. Near neighbour to death, she viewed life as a thing detached and whole; with its end as well as its beginning. And she formed resolutions, humble at the least.

By-and-by she had to rise and be walking to keep herself warm; for she would not resume her riding-coat, and her arms were bare. A little later, however, the sun rose high enough to reach her. In the great oak that overhung the spring, the birds began to flit like moving shadows; a squirrel ran down the bark and looked at her. And in her veins a strange exhilaration began to stir. She was alive! She was safe! And then, on a sudden, she heard a footstep close at hand.

She cowered low, seized with terror. It might be Hawkesworth! The villain might have repented of his fears, have gathered courage with the light, have returned more ruthless than he had gone. Fortunately, the panic which the thought bred in her was short-lived. An asthmatic cough, followed by the noise of heavy breathing, put an end to her suspense. Next moment an elderly man wearing a rusty gown and a shabby hat decked with a rosette, came in sight. He leant on a stout stick, and carried a cloak on his arm. He had white hair and a benevolent aspect, with features that seemed formed by nature for mirth, and compelled by circumstance to soberer uses.

Aware of the oddity of her appearance  bare-armed and in her stocking feet  Sophia hung back, hesitating to address him; he was quite close to her when he lifted his eyes and saw her. The good mans surprise could scarcely have been greater had he come upon the nymph of the spring. He started, dropped his stick and cloak, and stared, his jaw fallen; it even seemed to her that a little of the colour left his face.

At last, My child, he cried, what are you doing here, of all places? Dyou come from the house above?

I have been there, she answered.

He stared. But they have the smallpox! he exclaimed. Did you know it?

I went there to avoid worse things, she cried; and fell to trembling. Do you live here, sir?

Here? No; but I live in the valley below, he answered, still contemplating her with astonishment. I am only here, he continued, with a touch of sternness which she did not understand, because my duty leads me here. I am told  God grant it be not true  that there are three dead at the farm, and that the living are fled.

It is true, she answered briefly. And against the verdure, framed in the beauty of this morning world, with its freshness, its dancing sunlight, and its flitting birds, she saw the death-room, the fœtid mist about the smoking guttering candles, the sheeted form. She shuddered.

You are sure? he said.

I have seen them, she answered.

Then I need go no farther now, he replied in a tone of relief. I can do no good. I must return and get help to bury them. It will be no easy task; my parishioners are stricken with panic, they think only of their wives and families. Even in my own household  but I am forgetting, child. You are a stranger here? And, Lord bless me, what has become of your gown?

She pointed to the place where it lay a little apart, in a heap on the ground. Ive taken it off, she explained, colouring slightly. I fear it carries the infection. I was attacked in my carriage on the other side of the ford. And robbed. And to avoid worse things I took refuge in the house above.

Lord save us! he cried, lifting his hands in astonishment. I never heard of such a thing! Never! We have had no such doings in these parts these twenty years!

Perhaps you could lend me your cloak, sir? she said. Until I can get something.

He handed it to her. To be sure, to be sure, he answered. And then, In your carriage? he continued. Dear, dear, and had you any one with you, maam?

My friend escaped, she explained, with  with some jewels I had. The postboys had been sent ahead to Lewes to get fresh horses. Watkyns, one of the servants, had returned towards Fletching, to see if he could get help in that quarter. My woman was so frightened that she was useless, and the two grooms had been made drunk on the road, and were useless also!

She did not notice, that with each item in her catalogue, the old clergymans eyes grew wider and wider; nor that towards the end surprise began to give place to incredulity. This talk of horses, and grooms, and servants, and maids, and postboys in the mouth of a girl found hatless and shoeless by the roadside  a creature with tumbled hair, without a gown, and in petticoats soaked with water, and stained with dust and dirt, over-stepped the bounds of reason. Unfortunately, a little before this a young woman had appeared in a town not far off, in the guise of a countess; and with all the apparatus of the rank had taken in no less worshipful a body than the mayor and corporation of the place, who in the issue had been left to bewail their credulity. The tale was rife along the country-side; the old clergyman knew it, and being by nature a simple soul  as his wife often told him  had the cunning of simplicity. He bade himself be cautious  be cautious; and as he listened bethought him of a test. Your carriage should be there, then? he said. Where you left it, maam?

I have not dared to return and see, she answered. We might do so now, if you will be kind enough to accompany me.

To be sure, to be sure. Let us go, child.

But when they had crossed the ridge  keeping as far as they could from the door of the plague-stricken house  he was no whit surprised to find no carriage, no servants, no maid. From the brow of the hill they could trace with their eyes the desolate valley and the road by which she had come; but nowhere on the road, or beside it, was any sign of life. Sophia had been so much shaken by the events of the night that she had forgotten the possibility of rescue at the hands of her own people. Now that the notion was suggested to her, she found the absence of the carriage, of Watkyns, of the grooms, inexplicable. And she said so; but the very expression of her astonishment, following abruptly on his suggestion that the carriage should be there, did but deepen the good parsons doubts. She had spun her tale, he thought, without providing for this point, and now sought to cover the blot by exclamations of surprise.

He had not the heart, however, good honest soul as he was, to unmask her; on the contrary, he suffered as great embarrassment as if the deceit had been his own. He found himself constrained to ask in what way he could help her; and when she suggested that she should rest at his house, he assented. But with little spirit.

If it be not too far? she said; struck by his tone, and with a thought also for her unshod feet.

Its  its about a mile, he answered.

Well, I must walk it.

You dont think  I could send, he suggested weakly, and  and make inquiries  for your people, maam?

If you please, when I am there, she said; and that left him no resource but to start with her. But as they went, amid all the care she was forced to give to her steps, she noticed that he regarded her oddly; that he looked askance at her when he thought her eyes elsewhere, and looked away guiltily when she caught him in the act.

They plodded some half-mile, then turned to the right, and a trifle farther came in sight of a little hamlet that nestled among chestnut trees in a dimple of the hill-face. As they approached this, his uneasiness became more marked; nor was Sophia left in ignorance of its cause. The first house to which they came was a neat thatched cottage beside the church. A low wicket-gate gave access to the garden, and over this appeared for a moment an angry womans face, turned in the direction whence they came. It was gone as soon as seen; but Sophia, from a faltered word which dropped from her companion, learned to whom it belonged; and when he tried the wicket-gate she was not surprised to see it was fastened. He tried it nervously, his face grown red; then he raised his voice. My love, he cried, I have come back. I think you did not see us. Will you please to open the gate?

An ominous silence was the only answer. He tried the gate a second time, in a shamefaced way. My dear, he cried aloud, a quaver in his patient tone, I have come back.

And more shame to you, a shrill voice answered, the speaker remaining unseen. Do you hear me, Michieson? More shame to you, you unnatural father! Didnt you hear me say I would not have you going to that place? And didnt I tell you if you went you would not come here again! You thought yourself mighty clever, Ill be bound, the termagant continued, to go off while I was asleep, my man! But now youll sleep in the garden house, for in here you dont come! Whos that with you?

A  a young lady in trouble, he stammered.

Where did you find her?

On the road, my love! In great trouble.

Then on the road you may leave her, the shrew retorted. No, my man, you dont come over me that way. You brought the hussy from that house. Tell me shes not been in it, if you dare? And youd bring her in among your innocent, lawful children, would you, and give em their deaths! Fie, with rising indignation, you silly old fool! If you werent a natural, in place of such rubbish, youd have been over to Sir Herveys and complimented madam this fine morning, and been pointed chaplain. But tis like you. Instead of providing for your wife and children, as a man should, youre trying to give em their deaths, among a lot of dead people thatll never find you in a bit of bread to put in their bellies, or a bit of stuff to put on their backs! I tell you, Michieson, Ive no patience with you.

But, my dear  

Now send her packing. Do you hear me, Michieson?

He was going to remonstrate, but Sophia intervened. Spent with fatigue, her feet sore and blistered, she felt that she could not go a yard further. Moreover, to eyes dazed by the horrors of the night, the thatched house among the rose-briars, with its hum of bees and scent of woodbine and honey-suckle, seemed a haven of peace. She raised her voice. Mrs. Michieson, she said, your husband need not go to Sir Herveys. I am Lady Coke.

With a cry of amazement a thin, red-faced woman, scantily dressed in an old soiled wrapper that had known a richer wearer  for Mrs. Michieson had been a ladys maid  pushed through the bushes. She stared a moment with all her eyes; then she burst into a rude laugh. You mean her woman, I should think, she said. Why, you saucy piece, you must think us fine simpletons to try for to come over us with that story. Lady Coke in her stockinged feet, indeed!

I have been robbed, Sophia faltered, trying not to break down. You are a woman. Surely you have some pity for another woman in trouble?

Aye, you are like enough to have been in trouble! That I can see! the parsons lady answered with a sneer. But Ill trouble you not to call me a woman! she continued, tossing her head. Woman, indeed! A pretty piece you are to call names, trapesing the country like a guy, and  why, whose cloak have you there? Michieson! in a voice like vinegar. What does this mean?

My dear, he said humbly  Sophia, on the verge of tears, could say no more lest she should break down, the  the lady was robbed on the road. She was travelling in her carriage  

In her carriage?

And her servants ran away  as I understand, he explained, rubbing his hands, and smiling in a sickly way, and the postboys did not return, and  and her woman  

Her woman!

Well, yes, my dear, so she tells me, was so frightened she stayed with the carriage. And her friend, a  another lady, escaped in the dark with some jewels  and  

Michieson! madam cried, in her most awful voice, did you believe this  this cock and bull story that you dare to repeat to me?

He glanced from one to the other. Well, my dear, he answered in confusion, I  at least, the lady told me  

Did you believe it? Yes or no! Did you believe it?

Well, I  

Did you go to look for the carriage?

Yes, my dear, I did.

And did you find it?

Well, no, the clergyman confessed. I did not.

Nor the servants?

No, but  

She did not let him explain. Now, she cried, with shrill triumph, you see what a fool you are! And where youd be if it were not for me. Did she say a word about being Lady Coke until she heard her name from me? Eh? Answer me that, did she?

Very miserable, he glanced at Sophia. Well, no, my dear, I dont think she did! he admitted.

So I thought! madam cried. And then with a cruel gesture, off with it, you baggage! Off with it! she continued. Do you think I dont know that the moment my back is turned youll be gone, and a good cloak with you! No, off with it, my ragged madam, and thank your stars I dont send you to the stocks!

But her husband plucked up spirit at that.

No, he said firmly. No, she shall keep the cloak till she can get a covering. For shame, wife, for shame, he continued with a smack of dignity. Do you never think that a daughter of yours may some day stand in her shoes?

You fool, she has got none! his wife snarled. And youll give her that cloak, at your peril.

She shall keep it, till she gets a covering, he answered.

Then shell keep it somewhere else, not here! the termagant answered in a fury. Do you call yourself a parson and go trapesing the country with a slut like that! And your lawful wife left at home?

Sophia, white with exhaustion, could scarcely keep her feet, but at that she plucked up spirit. The cloak I shall keep, for it is your husbands, she said. For yourself, maam, you will bitterly repent before the day is out that you have treated me in this way.

Hoity-toity! youd threaten me, would you? the other cried viciously. Here, Tom, Bill! Ha you no stones. Heres a besom ill-speaking your mother. Ah, I thought youd be going, maam, she continued, leaning over the gate, with a grin of satisfaction. Itll be in the stocks youll sit before the day is out, Im thinking.

But Sophia was out of hearing; rage and indignation gave her strength. But not for long. The reception with which she had met, in a place where, of all places, peace and charity and a seat for the wretched should have been found, broke down the last remains of endurance. As soon as the turn in the road hid her from the other womans eyes, she sank on a bank, unable to go farther. She must eat and drink and rest, or she must die.

Fortunately, the poor vicar, worthy of a better mate, had not quite abandoned her cause. After standing a moment divided between indignation and fear, he allowed the more generous impulse to have way; he followed and found her. Shocked to read exhaustion plainly written on her face, horrified by the thought that she might die at his door, that door which day and night should have been open to the distressed, he half led and half carried her to the little garden house to which his wife had exiled him; and which by good fortune stood in an orchard, beyond, but close to the curtilage of the house. Here he left her a moment, and procuring the drudge of a servant to hand him a little bread and milk over the fence, he fed her with his own hands, and waited patiently beside her until the colour returned to her face.

Relieved by the sight, and satisfied that she was no longer in danger, he began to be troubled; glancing furtively at her and away again, and often moving to the door of the shed, which looked out on a pleasant plot of grass dappled with sunlight, and overhung by drooping boughs on which the late blossom lingered. Finally, seeing her remain languid and spiritless, he blurted out what was in his mind. I darent keep you here, he muttered, with a flush of shame. If my wife discovers you, she may do you a mischief. And the fear of the smallpox is such, theyd stone you out of the parish if they knew you had been at Beamonds  God forgive them!

Sophia looked at him in astonishment. But I have told you who I am, she said. I am Lady Coke. Surely you believe me.

Child! he said in a tone of gentle reproof. Let be. You dont know what you say. Theres not an acre in this parish is not Sir Herveys, nor a house, nor a barn. Is it likely his honours lady would be wandering shoeless in the road?

She laughed hysterically. Tragedy and comedy were strangely mingled this morning. Yet it is so, she said. It is so.

He shook his head in reproof, but did not answer.

You dont believe me? she cried. How far is it to Coke Hall?

About three miles, he answered unwillingly.

Then the doubt is solved. Go thither! Go thither at once! she continued, the power to think returning, and with it the remembrance of Lady Bettys danger. At once! she repeated, rising in her impatience, while a flood of colour swept over her face. You must see Sir Hervey, and tell him that Lady Coke is here, and that Lady Betty Cochrane is missing; that we have been robbed, and he must instantly, instantly before he comes here, make search for her.

The old parson stared. For whom? he stammered.

For Lady Betty Cochrane, who was with me.

He continued to stare; with the beginnings of doubt in his eyes. Child, he said, are you sure you are not bubbling me? Twill be a poor victory over a simple old man.

I am not! I am not! she cried. And suddenly bethinking her of the pocket that commonly hung between the gown and petticoat, she felt for it. She had placed her rings as well as her purse in it. Alas, it was gone! The strings had yielded to rough usage.

None the less, the action went some way with him. He saw her countenance fall, he read the disappointment it expressed, he told himself that if she acted, she was the best actress in the world. Enough, he said, almost persuaded of the truth of her story. I will go, maam. If tis a cheat, I forgive you beforehand. And if it is the cloak you want, take it honestly. I give it you.

But she looked at him so wrathfully at that, that he said no more, but went. He took up his stick, and as he passed out of sight among the trees he waved his hand in token of forgiveness  if after all she was fooling him.


CHAPTER XXI

THE STROLLING PLATERS

He pushed on sturdily until he came to the high road, and the turn that led to Beamonds farm. There his heart began to misgive him. The impression which Sophias manner had made on his mind was growing weak; the improbability of her story rose more clearly before him. That a woman tramping the roads in her petticoats could be Lady Coke, the young bride of the owner of all the country side, seemed, now that he weighed it in cold blood, impossible. And from misgiving he was not slow in passing to repentance. How much better it would have been, he thought, had he pursued his duty to the dead and the parish with a single eye, instead of starting on this wild-goose chase. How much better  and even now it was not too late. He paused; he as good as turned. But in the end he remembered that he had given the girl his word, and, turning his back on Beamonds farm, he walked in the opposite direction.

He had not gone far when he saw a young man of a strange raffish appearance coming along the road to meet him. The man swung a stick as he walked, and looked about him with a devil-may-care air which on the instant led the good parson to set him down for a strolling player. As such he was for passing him with a good day, and no more. But the other, who had also marked him from a distance, stopped when they came to close quarters.

Well met, Master Parson! he cried. And how far may you have come?

A mile or a little less, the vicar answered mildly. And seeing, now that they were face to face, that the stranger was little more than a lad, he went on to ask him if he could be of service to him.

Have you seen a lady on the road?

The clergyman started. Dear, dear! he said. Tis well met, indeed, sir, and a mercy you stayed me. To be sure I have! She is no farther away than my house at this moment!

The devil she is! the young man answered heartily. Thats to the purpose then. I was beginning to think  but never mind! Come on, and tell her woman where she is.

Certainly I will. Is she here?

Shes sitting in the hedge at the next corner. Its on your way. Lord! with a sigh of relief, not unmixed with pride, what a night I have had of it!

Indeed, sir, his reverence said with sympathy; and as they turned to proceed side by side, he eyed his neighbour curiously.

Aye, indeed, and indeed! Tom answered. Youd say so if youd been called out of bed the moment you were in it, and after a long days tramp too! And been dragged up and down the country the whole live-long night, my friend.

Dear me; is it so, sir? And you were in her ladyships company when she was stopped, I suppose, sir?

I? Not at all, or it would not have happened. Ive never set eyes on her.

Her servants fetched you then?

Her woman did! Ive seen no more of them.

The vicar pricked up his ears. Nor the carriage? he ventured.

Not I. Hasnt she got the carriage with her?

Mr. Michieson rubbed his head. No, he said slowly; no, she has not. Do I understand then, sir, that  that you are yourself a complete stranger to the parties?

I? Totally. But heres her woman. She can tell you about it. Oh, you need not look at me, Tom continued with a grin, as the vicar, startled by the sight of the handsome gipsy-like girl, looked at him dubiously. Shes a pretty piece, I know, to be straying the country, but Im not in fault. I never set eyes on the little witch until last night. And then, Here, child, he cried, waving his hat to her, Ive news! Your lady is at the parsons, and alls well! Now you can thank me that I did not let you go into the smallpox.

Lady Betty clasped her hands. Her face was radiant. Are you sure? Are you quite sure? she cried, her voice trembling. Are you sure she is safe?

She is quite safe, Mr. Michieson answered slowly; and he looked in wonder from one to the other. There was something suspiciously alike in their tumbled finery, their dishevelled appearance. I was even now on my way, he continued, to Coke Hall to convey the news to Sir Hervey.

It was Toms turn to utter a cry of astonishment. To Sir Hervey? he said. To Sir Hervey Coke, do you mean?

To be sure, sir.

But  why, to be sure, I might have known, Tom cried. Was she going there?

She is his wife, sir.

Tom laughed with a knowing air. Oh, but thats a flam at any rate! he said. Sir Herveys not married. I saw him myself, ten days ago.

The girl stood up. Where? she said.

Where?

Aye, where, sir, where, since you are so free with his name?

In Clarges Row, in London, if you must know, Tom answered, his face reddening at the reminiscence. And if hed been married, or had thoughts of being married then, hed have told me.

Lady Betty stared at him, her breath coming quickly; something began to dawn in her eyes. Told you, would he? she said slowly. Hed have told you? And who may you be, if you please?

Well, Tom answered a trifle sharply, my name is Maitland, and for the matter of that, my girl, you need not judge me by my clothes. I know Sir Hervey, and  

He did not finish. To his indignation, to the clergymans astonishment, the girl went into a fit of laughter; laughing till she cried, and drying her eyes only that she might laugh again. Sir Tom stared and fumed and swore; while the vicar looked from one to the other, and asked himself  not for the first time  whether they were acting together, or the man was as innocent as he appeared to be.

One thing he could make clear, and he hastened to do it. I dont know why you laugh, child, he said patiently. At the same time, the gentleman is certainly wrong in the fact. Sir Hervey Coke is married, for I had it from the steward some days ago, and I am to go with the tenants to the Hall to see her ladyship.

Tom stared. Sir Hervey Coke married! he cried in amazement, and forgot the girls rudeness. Since I saw him? Married? Impossible! Whom do you say he has married?

The vicar coughed. Well, tis odd, sir, but its a lady of the same name  as yourself.

Maitland?

Yes, sir! A Miss Maitland, a sister of Sir Thomas Maitland, of Cuckfield.

Sir Toms eyes grew wide. Good Lord! he cried; Sophia!

A relation, sir? Do I understand you that shes of your family?

My sister, sir; my sister.

The clergyman stared a moment, and then without comment he walked aside and looked over the hedge. He smiled feebly at the well-known prospect. Was it possible, he asked himself, that they thought he could swallow this? That they deemed him so simple, so rustic, that such a piece of play-acting as this could impose upon him? Beyond a doubt they were in league together; with their fine story and their apt surprise, and my lady in his garden. The only point on which he felt doubt was the advantage they looked to draw from it, since the moment he reached the Hall the bubble must burst.

He turned by-and-by, thinking in his honest cunning to resolve that doubt. He found Tom in a sort of maze staring at the ground, and the girl watching him with a strange smile. For the first time the good vicar had recourse to the wisdom of the serpent. Had I not better go to the Hall at once, he said blandly, and send a carriage for my lady?

Go to the Hall without seeing her? Tom cried, awakening from his reverie. Not I! I go to her straight. Sophia? Sophia? Good Lord!

And so do I, sir, by your leave, the girl cried pertly. And at once. I know my duty.

And youre the man to show us the way, Tom continued heartily, slapping his reverence on the back. No more going up and down at random for me! Lets to her at once! We can find a messenger to go to the Hall, when we have seen her. But Lord! I cant get over it! When was she married, my girl?

Well, Betty answered demurely, twas the same day, I believe, as your honour was to have been married.

Tom winced and looked at her askance. You know that, you baggage, do you? he cried.

So it went in the stewards room, sir!

But the vicar, his suspicions confirmed by their decision not to go to the Hall, hung back. I think I had better go on, he said. I think Sir Hervey should be warned.

Oh, hang Sir Hervey! Tom answered handsomely. Why is he not looking after his wife? Lead on! Lead on, do you hear, man? How far is it?

About a mile, the vicar faltered; I should say a  a long mile, he added, as he reluctantly obeyed the pressure of Toms hand.

Well, I am glad its no further! the young man answered. For Im so sharp set I could eat my sister. Youve parsons fare, I suppose? Bacon and eggs and small beer? he continued, clapping the unfortunate clergyman on the back with the utmost good humour. Well, sir, you shall entertain us! And while we are dining, the messenger can be going to the Hall. Soap and a jack-towel will serve my turn, but the girl  whats your name, child?

Betty, sir.

Will be the better for the loan of your wifes shoes and a cap! And Sophy is married? Where was it, my girl?

At Dr. Keiths, sir.

The deuce it was! Tom cried ruefully. Then thats two hundred out of my pocket! Were you with her, child?

No, sir, her ladyship hired me after she was married.

Tom looked at her. But  but I thought, he said, that you told me last night that you had been brought up with your mistress?

Betty bit her lip, unable to remember if she had told him so. Oh, yes, sir, she said hastily, but that was another mistress.

Also of the name of Sophia?

Yes, sir.

And for which Sophia  were you weeping last night? Tom asked with irony.

Bettys face flamed; her fingers tingled also, though the slip was her own. It would have been the easiest thing in the world to throw off the mask, and tell the young man who she was. But for a reason, Betty did not choose to adopt this course. Instead, she stooped, pretending that her shoe-buckle was unfastened; when she rose there were tears in her eyes.

You are very unkind, sir, she said in a low voice. I took a  a liberty with my mistress in calling her by her name, and I  I had to account for it, and didnt tell quite the truth.

Tom was melted, yet his eye twinkled. Last night or to-day? he said.

Both, sir, she whispered demurely. And Im afraid, sir, I took a liberty with you, too, talking nonsense and such like. But Im sure, sir  I am very sorry, and I hope you wont tell my mistress.

The girl looked so pretty, so absurdly pretty in her penitence, and there was something so captivating in her manner, that Tom was seized with an inordinate desire to reassure her. Tell, child? Not I! he cried generously. But Ill have a kiss for a forfeit. You owe me that, he continued, with one eye on the vicar, who had gone on while she tied her shoe. Will you pay it now, my dear, or to-morrow with interest?

A kiss? Oh, fie, sir!

Why, what is the harm in a kiss? Tom asked; and the rogue drew a little nearer.

Oh, fie, sir! Betty retorted, tossing her head, and moving farther from him. What harm indeed? And you told me last night I should be as safe with you as my mistress need be!

Well? Tom exclaimed triumphantly. And shouldnt I kiss your mistress? Isnt she my sister? And  pooh, child, dont be silly. Was ever waiting-maid afraid of a kiss? And in daylight?

But Betty continued to give him a wide berth. No, sir, Ill not suffer it! she cried tartly. Its you who are taking the liberty now! And you told me last night you had seen enough of women to last you your life!

That was before I saw you, my dear! Tom answered with impudence. But he desisted from the pursuit, and resuming a sober course along the middle of the road, became thoughtful almost to moodiness; as if he were not quite so sure of some things as he had been. At intervals he glanced at Betty; who walked by his side primly conscious of his regards, and now blushing a little, and now pouting, and now when he was not looking, with a laughing imp dancing in her eyes that must have effected his downfall in a moment, if he had met her gaze. As it was he lost himself in thinking how pretty she was, and how fresh; how sweet her voice, and how dainty her walk; how trim her figure, and  

And then he groaned; calling himself a fool, a double, treble, deepest-dyed fool! After the lesson he had learned, after the experience through which he had passed, was he really, really going to fall in love again? And with his sisters maid? With a girl picked up  his vows, his oaths, his resolutions notwithstanding  in the road! It was too much!

And Lady Betty walking beside him, knowing all and telling nothing, Betty the flirt? He put his coat on me; I have worn his coat. He said he would tie me to the gate, and he would have tied me, with a furtive look at him out of the tail of her eye  that was the air that ran in her mind as she walked in the sunshine. A kiss? Well, perhaps; sometime. Who knew? And Lady Betty blushed at her thoughts. And they came to a corner where the garden house lay off the road. The vicarage was not yet in sight.

At the gate of the orchard the poor parson waited for them, smiling feebly, but not meeting their eyes. He was in a state of piteous embarrassment. Persuaded that they were cheats and adventurers, hedge-players, if nothing worse, he knew that another man in his place would have told them as much, and sent them about their business. But in the kindness of his heart he could no more do this than he could fly. On the other hand, his hair rose on end when he pictured his wife, and what she would say when he presented them to her. What she would do were he to demand the good fare they expected, he failed to conceive; but at the thought, the dense holly hedge that screened the house seemed all too thin. Alas, the thickest hedge is pervious to a womans tongue!

In the others ease and unconsciousness he found something pitiful; or he would have done so, if their doom had not involved his own punishment. She is here, is she? Tom said, his hand on the gate.

The vicar nodded, speechless; he pointed in the direction of the garden house.

Betty slipped through deftly. Then, if you please, sir, Ill go first, she said. Her ladyship may need something before she sees you  by your leave, sir? And dropping a smiling curtsey, she coolly closed the gate on them, and flew down the path in the direction the vicar had indicated.

Well, theres impudence! Tom exclaimed. Hang me if I know why she should go first! And then, as a joyful cry rang through the trees, he looked at the vicar.

But Michieson looked elsewhere. He was listening, he was shivering with anticipation. If that cry reached her! Tom, however, failed to notice this; innocent and unconscious, he opened the gate and passed through; and, thinking of his sister and his last parting from her, went slowly across the sunlit grass until the low-hanging boughs of the apple-trees hid him.

The parson looked up and down the road with a hunted eye. The position was terrible. Should he go to his wife, confess and prepare her? Or should he wait until his unwelcome guests returned to share the brunt. Or  or should he go? Go about his business  was there not sad, pressing business at Beamonds farm?  until the storm was overpast.

He was a good man, but he was weak. A few seconds of hesitation, and he skulked down the road, his head bent, his eyes glancing backwards. He fancied that he heard his wifes voice, and hurried faster and faster from the dreaded sound. At length he reached the main road and stood, his face hot with shame. He considered what he should do.

Beamonds? Yes, he must go about that. He must, to save his self-respect, go about business of some kind. At a large farm two miles away his churchwarden lived; there he could get help. The farmer and his wife had had the disease, and were in less terror of it than some. At any rate he could consult them: in a Christian parish people could not lie unburied. In vital matters he was no coward, and he knew that if no one would help him  which was possible, so great was the panic  he would do all himself, if his strength held out.

In turning this over he tried to forget the foolish imbroglio of the morning; yet now and again he winced, pricked in his conscience and his manhood. After all, they had come to him for help, for food and shelter; and who so proper to afford these as Gods minister in that place. At worst he should have sent them to one of the farms, and allowed it out of the tithe, and taken the chance when Easter came, and Peg discovered it. Passing the branch-road on his left, which Tom and Betty had taken in the night, he had a distant view of a horseman riding that way at speed: and he wondered a little, the sight being unusual. Three minutes later he came to the roadside ale-house which Betty had visited. The goodwife was at the door, and watched him come up. As he passed she cried out, to learn if his reverence had news.

None thats good, Nanny, he answered; never doubting but she had the illness at Beamonds on her mind. And declining her offer of a mug of ale he went on, and half a mile farther turned off the road by a lane that led to the churchwardens farm. He crossed the farmyard, and found Mrs. Benacre sitting within the kitchen door, picking over gooseberries. He begged her not to move, and asked if the goodman was at home.

No, your reverence, hes at the Hall, she answered. He was leaving hay in the Furlongs, and was fetched all in a minute this hour past, and took the team with him. The little lad came home and told me.

The vicar started, and looked a little odd. I wanted to see him about poor Beamond, he said.

Tis true, then, your reverence?

Too true. Theres nothing like it happened in the parish in my time.

Dear, dear, it gives one the creeps! After all, when youve got a good husband, whats a little marking, and be safe? There should be something done, your reverence. Tis these gipsies bring it about.

The vicar set back the fine gooseberry he had selected. What time did her ladyship arrive yesterday? he asked.

Mrs. Benacre lifted up her hands in astonishment. La, didnt you hear? she cried. But to be sure, youre off the road a good bit, and all your people so taken up with they poor Beamonds too? No time at all, your reverence! She didnt come. I take it, its about that, Sir Hervey has sent for Benacre. He thinks a deal of him, as his father before him did of the old gaffer! I remember a cocking was at the Hall, Mrs. Benacre continued, when I was a girl twas a match between the gentlemen of Sussex and the gentlemen of Essex  and the old squire would have Benacres father to dine with them, and made so much of him as never was!

The vicar had listened without hearing. She stopped the night in Lewes, I suppose? he said, his eyes on the gooseberries, his heart bumping.

Twasnt known, the squire being at Lewes to meet her. And to-day Ive had more to do than to go fetching and carrying, and never a soul to speak to but they two hussies and the lad, since Benacre went on the land. There, your reverence, theres a berry should take a prize so far away as Croydon.

Very fine, the parson muttered. But I think Ill walk to the Hall and inquire.

Twould be very becoming, Mrs. Benacre allowed; and made him promise he would bring back the news.

As he went down the lane, he saw two horsemen pass the end of it at a quick trot. When he reached the road, the riders were out of sight; but his heart misgave him at this sign of unusual bustle. A quarter of an hours walking along a hot road brought him to the park gate; it was open, and in the road was the lodge-keepers wife, a child clinging to her skirts. Before he could speak, Has your reverence any news? she cried.

He shook his head.

Well, was ever such a thing? she exclaimed, lifting up her hands. Theyre gone to be sure, as if the ground had swallowed them. Its that, or the rogues ha drowned them in the Ouse!

He felt himself shrinking in his clothes. How  how did it happen? he muttered faintly. What had he done? What had he done?

The postboys left them in the carriage the other side of Beamonds, the woman answered, delighted to gain a listener. And went back with fresh horses, I suppose it would be about seven this morning; they could not get them in the night. They found the carriage gone, and tracked it back so far almost as Chayley, and there found it, and the woman and the two grooms with it; but not one of them could give any account, except that their ladyships had been carried off by a gang of men, and they three had harnessed up and escaped. The postboys came back with the news, and about the same time Mr. Watkyns came by the main road through Lewes, and knew naught till he was here! He was fit to kill himself when he found her ladyship was gone, the woman continued with zest; and Sir Hervey was lit to kill em all, and serve em right; and now they are searching the country, and a score with them; but its tolerable sure the villains ha got away with my lady, some think by Newhaven and foreign parts! What? Isnt your reverence going to the house?

No, his reverence muttered, with a sickly smile. No. And he turned from the cool shadows of the chestnut avenue, that led to the Hall, and setting his face the way he had come, hastened through the heat. He might still prevent the worst! He might still  but he must get home. He must get home. He had walked three miles in forty minutes in old days; he must do it now. True, the sun was midsummer high, the time an hour after noon, the road straight and hot, and unshaded, his throat was parched, and he was fasting. But he must press on. He must press on, though his legs began to tremble under him  and he was not so young as he had been. There was the end of Benacres Lane! He had done a mile; but his knees were shaky, he must sit a moment on the bank. He did so, and found the trees begin to dance before his eyes, his thoughts to grow confused; frightened he tried to rise, but instead he sank in a swoon, and lay inert at the foot of the bank.


CHAPTER XXII

TIS GO OR SWIM

It was a strange meeting between brother and sister. Tom, mindful how they had parted in Clarges Row, and with what loyalty she had striven to save him from himself  at a time when he stood in the utmost need of such efforts  was softened and touched beyond the ordinary. While Sophia, laughing and crying at once in the joy of a meeting as unexpected as it was welcome, experienced as she held Tom in her arms something nearer akin to happiness than had been hers since her marriage. The gratitude she owed to Providence for preservation amid the dangers of the night strengthened this feeling; the sunshine that flooded the orchard, the verdure under foot, the laden sprays of blossom overhead, the songs of the birds, the very strangeness of the retreat in which they met, all spoke to a heart peculiarly open at that moment to receive impressions. Tom recovered, Tom kind, formed part of the world which welcomed her back, and shamed her repining; while her brother, sheepish and affectionate, marvelled to see the little sister whom he had patronised all his life, suddenly and wonderfully transmogrified into Lady Coke.

He asked how she came to be so oddly dressed, learned that she also had fallen in with the vicar; and, when he had heard: Well, he exclaimed, tis the luckiest thing your woman met me I ever knew!

You might have been in any part of England! she answered, smiling through her tears. Where were you going, Tom?

Why, to Cokes to be sure, he replied; and wanted only two or three miles of it!

Not  not knowing? she asked. And she blushed.

Not the least in life! I was on the point of enlisting, he explained, colouring in his turn, at Reading, in Tattons foot, when a man he had sent in search of me, found me and gave me a note.

From Sir Hervey?

Of course, Tom answered, telling me I could stay at the Hall until things blew over. And  and not to make a fool of myself, he added ingenuously. Twas like him and I knew it was best to come, but when I was nearly there  that was last night, you know  I thought I would wait until morning and hear who were in the house before I showed myself. That is why Mistress Betty found me where she did.

Sophia could not hide her feelings on learning what Sir Hervey had done for Tom and for her; what he had done silently, without boasting, without telling her. Tom saw her tremble, saw that for some reason she was on the verge of tears, and he wondered.

Why, he said, what is the matter, Sophy? What is it now?

Its nothing, nothing, she answered hurriedly.

I know what it is! he replied. Youve been up all night, and had nothing to eat. You will be all right when you have had a meal. The old parson said hed give us bacon and eggs. It should be ready by this time.

Sophia laughed hysterically. I fear it doesnt lie with him, she said. His wife would not let me into the house. Shes afraid of the smallpox.

Pooh! Tom said contemptuously. When she knows who we are shell sing another tune.

She wont believe, Sophia answered.

Shell believe me, Tom said. So let us go.

Do you go first, sir, if you please, Lady Betty cried pertly, intervening for the first time. She had stood a little apart to allow the brother and sister to be private. Im sure her ladyships not fit to be seen. And Im not much better, she added; and then, a sudden bubble of laughter rising to the surface, she buried her face in Sophias skirts, and affected to be engaged in repairing the disorder. Tom saw his sisters face relax in a smile, and he eyed the maid suspiciously; but before he could speak, Sophia also begged him to go, and see what reception the old clergyman had secured for them. He turned and went.

At the gate he looked back, but a wealth of apple blossom intervened; he did not see that the girls had flown into one anothers arms, nor did he hear them laughing, crying, asking, answering, all at once, and out of the fulness of thankful hearts. Toms wholesome appetite began to cry cupboard. He turned briskly up the road, discovered the wicket-gate of the parsonage, and marching to it, found to his surprise that it was locked. The obstacle was not formidable to youth, but the welcome was cold at best; and where was his friend the parson? In wonder he rattled the gate, thinking some one would come; but no one came, and out of patience he vaulted over the post, and passing round a mass of rose bushes that grew in a tangle about the pot-herb garden, he saw the door of the house standing ajar before him.

One moment; the next and before he could reach it, a boy about twelve years old, with a shock of hair and sullen eyes, looked out, saw him, and hastened to slam the door in his face. The action was unmistakable, the meaning plain; Sir Tom stood, stared, and after a moment swore. Then in a rage he advanced and kicked the door. What do you mean? he cried. Open, sirrah, do you hear? Are these your manners?

For a few seconds there was silence in the sunny herb garden with its laden air and perfumed hedges. Then a casement above creaked open, and two heads peered cautiously over the window-ledge. Do you hear? Tom cried, quickly espying them. Come down and open the door, or youll get a whipping.

But the boys, the one he had seen at the door, and another, a year or two older, preserved a sulky silence; eyeing him with evident dread and at the same time with a kind of morbid curiosity. Tom threatened, stormed, even took up a stone; they answered nothing and it was only when he had begun to retreat, fuming, towards the gate that one of them found his voice.

Youd better be gone! he cried shrilly. They are coming for you.

Sir Tom turned at the sound, and went back at a white heat. What do you mean, you young cubs? he cried, looking up. Who are coming for me?

But they were dumb again, staring at him over the ledge with sombre interest. Tom repeated his question, scolded, even raised his stone, but without effect. At last he turned his back on them, and in a rage flung out of the garden.

He went out as he had entered, by vaulting the gate. As he did so, he heard a womans shrill voice raised in anger; and he looked in the direction whence it came. He saw a knot of people coming down the road. It consisted of three or four women, and a rough-looking labourer; but while he stood eyeing them a second party, largely made up of men and boys, came in sight, following the other; and tailing behind these again came a couple of women and last of all two or three lads. The women speaking loudly, with excited gestures, appeared to be scolding the men; those on the outside of each rank hurrying a step in advance of the others, and addressing them with turned heads. Tom watched them a moment, thinking that they might be a search party sent by Coke; then he reflected that the noise would alarm his sister, and turning in at the gate he crossed the orchard.

Sophia came to meet him. What is it? she asked anxiously. What is the matter, Tom? The clamour of strident voices, the scolding of the women had preceded him. Have you seen the clergyman? Why, they are coming here!

The deuce they are! Tom answered. He looked back, and seeing through the trees that the man with the first gang had opened the gate of the orchard, he went to meet him.

What is it? he asked. What are you doing here? Has Sir Hervey sent you?

We want no sending! one of the women cried sharply. Tis enough to send us of ourselves.

Aye, so it is! a second chimed in with violence. And do you keep your distance if you be one of them! Lets have no nonsense, master, for we wont stand it!

No, no nonsense! cried another, as the larger party arrived and raised the number to something like a score. Shes got to go, and you with her if you be one of her company! Aint that so? the speaker continued, turning to her backers.

Aye, she must go! cried one. Well ha no smallpox here! cried another. Shell go or swim! Out of the parish, I say! shrieked a third.

Tom looked along the line of excited faces, faces stupid or cruel; at the best of a low type, and now brutalised by selfish panic. And his heart sank. But for the present he neither blenched nor lost his temper.

Why, you fools, he said, thinking to reason with them, dont you know who the lady is?

No, nor care! was the shrill retort. Nor care, do you understand that?

And then a man stepped forward. Shes got to go, he said, whoever she be. Thats all.

I tell you, you dont know who she is, Tom answered stubbornly. Whose tenant are you, my man?

Sir Herveys, to be sure, the fellow answered, surprised at the question.

Well, shes his wife, Tom answered. Do you hear? Do you understand? he repeated, with growing indignation. She is Lady Coke, Sir Herveys wife. Lady Coke, Sir Herveys wife! Get that into your heads, will you! His wife, I tell you. And if you raise a finger or wag a tongue against her, youll repent it all your lives.

The man stared, doubting, hesitating, in part daunted. But a woman behind him  a lean vixen, her shoulders barely covered by a meagre kerchief, pushed herself to the front, and snapped her fingers in Toms face. That, my lady? she cried. That for the lie. You be a liar, my lad, thats what you be! A liar, and ought to swim with her. Neighbours, the shrew continued volubly, she be no more my lady than I be. Madam told me she faked for to be it, but was a gipsy wench as had laid the night at Beamonds, and now was for fecting us.

Anyway she dont go another step into this parish, pronounced an elderly man, something better off than the others. We dont want to swim her, and we dont want to stone her, but she must go, or worse come of it. And you, my lad, if you be with her, and the other. For Lady Betty had crept timidly out of the garden-shed and joined the pair.

Tom was bursting with passion. I! he cried. You clod, do you know who I am? I am Sir Thomas Maitland, of Cuckfield.

Sir, or no sir, youll ha to go, the man retorted stubbornly. He was a dull fellow, and an unknown Sir Thomas was no more to him than plain Tom or Dick. And tis best, with no more words, he continued heavily.

Tom, enraged, was for answering in the same strain, but Sophia plucked his sleeve, and took the word herself. I am quite willing to go, she said, holding her head up bravely. If you let me pass safely to the Hall, that is all I ask.

To the Hall?

Yes, to my husband.

To the Hall indeed! No! No! Thats likely, cried the crowd; and were not to be silenced till the elderly farmer who had spoken before raised his hand for a hearing.

Tis no wonder they shout, he said, with a smile half-cunning, half-stupid. The Hall? No, no. Back by Beamonds and over the water, my girl, youll go, same as Beamonds folk did. Theres few live the other side, and so the fewer to take it, dye see. Besides, tis every one for himself.

Aye! aye! the crowd cried. Hes right; that way, no other! Hall indeed? And at the back they began to jeer.

Youve no law for this? Tom cried, furious and panting.

Then well make a law, they answered, and jeered again, with some words that were not very fit for the ladies to hear.

Tom, at that, would have sprung at the nearest and punished him; but Sophia held him back. No, no, she said in a low tone. We had better go. Sir Hervey is surely searching for us. We may meet him, and they will learn their mistake. Please let us go. Let us go quickly, or they may  I do not know what they may do.

Tom suffered himself to be convinced; but he made the mistake of doing with a bad grace that which he had to do whether he would or no.

Out of the way, you clods! he cried, advancing on them with his stick raised. Youll sing another tune before night! Do you hear, I say? Out of the way!

Moving sullenly, they left his front open; and he marched proudly through the gate of the orchard, Sophia and Betty beside him. But his challenge had raised the devil that lies dormant in the most peaceful crowd. He had no sooner passed than the women closed in upon his rear, and followed him with taunts and laughter. And presently a boy threw a stone.

It fell short of the mark; but another stone followed, and another; and the third struck Tom on the leg. He wheeled round in a towering passion, caught sight of the offender, and made for him. The boy tripped in trying to escape, and fell, shrieking. Tom got home two cuts; then a virago, her tongue spitting venom, her nails in the air, confronted him over the body of the fallen, and he returned sullenly to his charges, and resumed his retreat.

But the boys screams had exasperated the rabble. Groans took the place of laughter, curses succeeded jeers. The bolder threw dirt, the more timid hooted and booed, while all pressed more and more closely on his heels, threatening every moment to jostle him. Tom had to turn and brandish his stick to drive them back, and finding that even so he could scarcely secure the briefest respite, he began to grow hot and confused, and looked about for a way of escape in something between rage and terror.

To run, he knew, would only precipitate the disaster. To defend himself was scarcely possible, for Sophia, fearing he would attempt reprisals, hampered him on one side, while Betty, in pure fear, clung to him on the other. Both were sinking with apprehension, while his ears tingled under the coarse jeers and coarser epithets that were hurled at them. Yet he dared not suffer them to move a pace from him. Cries of Roll them! Duck them! To the pond! began to be heard; and once he barely checked an ugly rush by facing about at the last moment. At last he espied a little before him the turning into the main road, and whispering to the women to keep up their courage, he pressed sullenly towards it.

He had as good as reached it, when a stone more weighty and better aimed than those which had preceded it, struck Lady Betty fairly between the shoulders. The girl stumbled forward with a gasp, and Sophia, horror-stricken and uncertain how much she was hurt, sprang to her side to hold her up. The movement freed Toms arm; his sisters furious cry, You cowards! Oh, you cowards! burned up the last shred of his self-control.

In a tempest of rage he rushed on the nearest hobbledehoy, and felling him with his stick, rained blows upon him. In an instant he was engaged, hand to hand, with half a dozen combatants.

Unfortunately the charge had carried him a dozen yards from his companions; the more timid of the rascals, who were not eager to encounter him or his stick, saw their opportunity. In a twinkling they cut off the two girls, and hemmed them in. Beginning with pushing and jostling them they would soon have gone on to further insults if Sophia had not flown at them in her turn, and repelled them with a rage that for a few seconds daunted them. Tom, too, heard the girls cries, and turned to relieve them; but as he sprang forward a boy tripped him up, and he fell prone on the road.

That gave the last impulse to the evil instincts of the crowd. The louts darted on him with a savage yell, and began to pommel him; and ill it must have gone with Tom as well as with his womenfolk if the crowd had had their way with them for many seconds.

But at that critical instant, without warning, or any at least that the victors regarded, the long lash of a hunting-whip flickered in the air, and fell as by magic between the girls and their assailants; it seared, as with a red-hot iron, the hand which a sturdy young clown, half-boy, half-man, was brandishing under Sophias nose; it stung with the sharpness of a dozen wasps the mocking face that menaced Betty on the other side. The lads who had flung themselves on Tom, awoke with yells of pain to find the same whip curling about their shoulders, and to see behind it, set in grim rage, the face of their landlord.

That instant, the harpies, who had been hounding them on, vanished as by magic, scuttling all ways like frightened hens. And Sir Hervey let them go  for the time; but behind the lads and louts, fleeing and panting and racing and sweating down the road, and aiming fruitlessly at gates and gaps, the lash fell ever and mercilessly on sturdy backs and fleshy legs. The horse he rode was an old hunter, known in the district, quick and cunning, broken to all turns of the hare; and that day it carried fate, and punishment with no halting foot followed hard upon the sin!

Sobbing with exhaustion, with labouring chests that at intervals shot forth cries of pain, as the flickering thong licked their hams, and they bounded like deer under the sting, the bullies came at last to the vicarage gate. There Sir Hervey left them, free at last to rub their weals and curse their folly; sorer, but it is to be hoped wiser men.

Sophia, supporting herself by a gate, and now laughing hysterically, now repressing with difficulty the inclination to weep, watched him return. She saw him through a mist of smiles and tears. For the moment she forgot that he was her husband, forgot that this was the meeting so long and greatly dreaded.

He sprang from his horse.

Youre not hurt? he cried. Child   and then, with astonishment she saw that he was speechless.

Her own words came easily; even her manner was eager and unembarrassed. No, she cried, nor Lady Betty! You came just in time, Sir Hervey.

Thank God, I did, he answered; thank God! And you are sure, child, you are none the worse? You are not hurt?

No, she answered, laughing, as people laugh in moments of agitation. Not a bit! You are looking at my dress? Oh, we have had adventures, a vast lot of adventures, Sir Hervey! It would take a day to tell them, wouldnt it, Betty? Bettys my maid, Sir Hervey. She was above herself. She spoke gaily and archly, as Betty might have spoken.

Lady Betty your maid? he exclaimed, turning to Betty, who blushed and laughed. What do you mean?

Mean? Why only  hush, where is Tom? Oh, repairing himself! Why, only a frolic, Sir Hervey! Tom took her for my woman, and we want to keep him in it! So not a word, if you please. This is Betty the maid, youll remember?

I obey, Sir Hervey answered. But to tell the truth, he continued soberly, my head turns. Where did you meet Tom, my dear? What has happened to you? And why are you wearing  that queer cloak? And where are your shoes?

Its not very becoming, is it? she cried, and she looked at him. Never before in her life had she played the coquette, never; now in this moment of unrestrained feeling, her eyes, provocative as Lady Bettys, challenged the compliment. And she wondered at herself.

You are always  the same to me, he said simply. And then: You are really all of you unhurt? Well, thank God for it! And, Tom, my lad, you know, I suppose, how you came to be in this? I am sure I dont; but I thought it was you when I came up.

I hope you flayed them! Tom growled, as they gripped hands. See, shes barefoot! They hunted us half a mile, I should think.

Sir Hervey looked and grew red. I did! he answered. I think they have learned a lesson. And they have not heard the last of it! Then the post-chaise, which he had escorted to Beamonds Farm on a fruitless search, came up, and behind it a couple of mounted servants, whose training scarce enabled them to conceal their surprise, when they saw the condition of their new mistress.

Sir Hervey postponed further inquiry. He hurried the two ladies into the carriage, set Tom on a servants horse, and gave the word. A moment later the party were travelling rapidly in the direction of the Hall. Coke rode on the side next his wife, Tom by Lady Betty. But the noise of the wheels made conversation difficult, and no one spoke.

Presently Sophia stole a glance at Sir Hervey; and whether his country costume and the flush of colour which exercise had brought to his cheek became him, or he had a better air, as some men have, on horseback, it is certain that she wondered she had ever thought him old. The moment in which he had appeared, towering on his horse above the snarling, spitting rabble, and driven them along the road as a man drives sheep, remained in her memory. He had wielded, and grimly and ably wielded, the whip of authority. He had ridden as if horse and man were one; he had disdained weapons, and had flogged the hounds into submission and flight. Now in repose his strong figure in its plain dress wore in her eyes a new air of distinction.

She looked away and looked again, wondering if it really was so. And slowly a vivid blush spread over her pale face. The man who rode beside the wheel, the man whose figure she was appraising was  her husband. At the thought she turned with a guilty start to Lady Betty; but the poor girl, worn out by excitement and the nights vigil, had fallen asleep. Sophias eyes went slowly back to her husband, and the carriage, leaving the road, swept through the gates into the park.


CHAPTER XXIII

TWO PORTRAITS

Tom rubbed his hands in cruel anticipation. They are coming to the Hall at four oclock, he said. And I wouldnt be in their shoes for a mug and a crust. Coke will swinge them, he continued with zest. He must swinge them, like it or not! Itll be go, bag and baggage, for most of them, and some, Im told, have been on the land time out of mind!

He had seated himself on the broad balustrade of the terrace, with his back to the park, and his eyes on the windows of the house. Sophia, on a stone bench not far from him, gazed thoughtfully over the park as if she found refreshment merely in contemplating the far stretch of fern and sward, that, set with huge oak trees, fell away into half-seen dells of bracken and fox-gloves. Recreated by a long nights rest, her youth set off, and her freshness heightened by the dainty Tuscan and chintz sacque she had put on that morning, she was not to be known for the draggled miss who had arrived in so grievous a plight the day before. From time to time she recalled her gaze to fix it dreamily on her left hand; now reviewing the fingers, bent or straight, now laying them palm downwards on the moss-stained coping. She was so employed when the meaning of her brothers last words came tardily home to her and roused her from her reverie.

Do you mean, she cried, that he will put them out of their farms?

I should rather think he would! said Tom. Wouldnt you? And serve them right, the brutes!

But what will they do?

Starve for all I care! Tom answered callously; and he flipped a pebble from the balustrade with his forefinger. He was not at his best a soft-hearted young gentleman. And teach them to know better! he added presently.

Sophias face betrayed her trouble. I dont think he would do that, she said, slowly.

Coke? Tom answered. He wont have much choice, my dear. For the sake of your beaux yeux he will have to swinge them, and lustily. To let them off lightly would be to slight you; and twouldnt look very well, and a fortnight married. No, no, my girl. And that reminds me. Where is he? And where has he been since yesterday?

Sophia reddened. He has some business, she said, which took him away at once.

I dont think you know.

Sophia blushed more warmly, but added nothing; and fortunately Tom caught sight of a certain petticoat disappearing down the steps at the end of the terrace. It is not impossible that he had been expecting it, for he rose on the instant, muttered an unintelligible word, and went in pursuit.

Sophia sat awhile, pondering on what he had said. It was right that the offenders of yesterday should be punished; their conduct had been cruel, inhuman, barbarous. But that her home-coming should mean to any man the loss of home, shocked her. Yet she thought it possible that her brother was right; that pride, if not love, the wish to do his duty by her, if not the desire to commend himself to her, would move Sir Hervey to especial severity. What bridegroom indeed, what lover could afford to neglect so obvious a flattery? And if in her case Coke counted neither for lover nor bridegroom, what husband?

She rose. She must go at once and seek him, intercede with him, convince him that it would not please her. But two steps taken she paused, her pride in arms. After she had changed her dress and repaired her disorder the day before, she had waited, expecting that he would come to her. But he had not done so, he had not come near her; at length she had asked for him. Then she had learned with astonishment, with humiliation, that immediately after her arrival he had left the house on business.

If he could slight her in that fashion, was there any danger that out of regard to her he would do injustice to others? She laughed at the thought  yet believed all the same that there was, for men were inconsistent. But the position made intercession difficult, and instead of calling a servant and asking if he had returned she wandered into the house. She remembered that the housekeeper had begged to know when her ladyship would see the drawing-rooms; and she sent for Mrs. Stokes.

That good lady found her young mistress waiting for her in the larger of the two rooms. It was scantily furnished after the fashion of the early part of the century, with heavy chairs and a table, set at wide intervals on a parquet floor, with a couple of box-like settees, and as many buhl tables, the latter bought by Sir Herveys mother on her wedding tour, and preserved as the apple of her eye. On either side of the open blue-tiled fire-place a roundheaded alcove exhibited shelves of Oriental china, and on the walls were half a dozen copies of Titians and Raphaels, large pictures at large intervals. All was stately, proper, a little out of fashion, but decently so. Sophia admired, yawned, said a pleasant word to Mrs. Stokes and passed into the smaller room.

There she stood, suddenly engrossed. On each side of the fireplace hung a full-length portrait. The one on the right hand, immediately before her, represented a girl in the first bloom of youth, lovely as a rose-bud, graceful as a spray of jessamine, with eyes that charmed and chained the spectator by their pure maidenliness. A great painter in his happiest vein had caught the beauty and innocence of a chosen model; as she smiled from the canvas, the dull room  for the windows were curtained  grew brighter and lighter. The visitor, as he entered, saw only that sweet face, and saw it ever more clearly; as the play-goer sees only the limited space above the footlights, and sees that grow larger the longer he looks.

It was with an effort and a sigh Sophia turned to the other picture; she looked at it and stood surprised, uncertain, faintly embarrassed. She turned to the housekeeper, It is Sir Hervey, is it not? she said.

Yes, my lady, the woman answered. At the age of twenty-one. But he is not much changed to my eyes, she added jealously.

Of course, I did not know him then, Sophia murmured apologetically; and after a long thoughtful look she went back to the other picture. What a very, very lovely face! she said. I did not know that Sir Hervey had ever had a sister. She is dead, I suppose?

Yes, my lady, she is dead.

It is his sister? with a look at the other.

The housekeeper gave back the look uncomfortably. No, my lady, she said at last.

No! Sophia exclaimed, raising her eyebrows. Then who is it, pray?

Well, my lady, it  it should have been removed, Mrs. Stokes explained, her embarrassment evident. At one time it was to go to Sir Herveys library, but twas thought it might be particular there. And so nothing was done about it. Sir Hervey wouldnt let it go anywhere else. But I was afraid that your ladyship might not be pleased.

Sophia stared coldly at her. I dont understand, she said stiffly. You have not told me who it is.

Its Lady Anne, my lady.

What Lady Anne?

Lady Anne Thoresby. I thought, the housekeeper added in a faltering tone, your ladyship would have heard of her.

Sophia looked at the lovely young face, looked at the other portrait  of Sir Hervey in his gallant hunting-dress, gay, laughing, debonair  and she understood. She was to have married Sir Hervey? she said.

Yes, my lady.

And she died?

Yes, my lady, two days before their wedding-day, Mrs. Stokes answered, her garrulity beginning to get the better of her fears. Sir Hervey was never the same again  that is to say, in old days, my lady, she added hurriedly. He grew that silent it was wonderful, and no gentleman more pleasant before. He went abroad, and tis said he lost twenty thousand pounds in one night in Paris. And before that he had played no more than a gentleman should.

Sophias eyes were full of tears.

How did she die? she whispered.

Of the smallpox, my lady. And that is why Sir Hervey is so particular about it.

How do you mean? Is he afraid of it?

Oh, no, my lady, far from it! He had it years ago himself. But wherever it is, hes for giving help. Thats why we kept it from him that twas at Beamonds Farm, thinking that as your ladyship was coming, he would not wish to be in the way of it. But he was wonderful angry when he learned about it, and went off as soon as news came from his reverence; who would have sent sooner, but he was took ill yesterday. I can pretty well guess what Sir Herveys gone about, she added sagaciously.

What? Sophia asked.

Mrs. Stokes hesitated, but decided to speak.

Well, it happened once before, my lady, she said, that they could get no one to help bury; and Sir Hervey went and set the example. You may be sure there were plenty then, as had had it, and had no cause to fear, ready to come forward to do the work. And Ive not much doubt, my lady, its for that hes gone this time. Hed stay away a night at the keepers cottage, I expect, Mrs. Stokes continued, nodding her head sagely, just to see to his clothes being destroyed and the like. For theres no one more careful to carry no risks, I will say that for his honour.

Sophia stared.

But do you mean, she cried, her heart beating strangely, that Sir Hervey would do the work with his own hands?

Well, its what he did once, I know, my lady, the housekeeper answered apologetically. It was not very becoming, to be sure, but he was not the less thought of about here, I assure your ladyship. You see, my lady, tis in the depth of the country, and the land is his own, and its not as if it was in London. Where I know things are very different, Mrs. Stokes continued with pride, for I have been there myself with the family. But about here Im sure he was not the less considered, begging your ladyships pardon.

I can believe it, Sophia said, in a voice suspiciously quiet and even. And then, Thank you, Mrs. Stokes, you can leave me now, she continued. I shall sit here a little.

But when Mrs. Stokes, feeling herself a trifle snubbed, had withdrawn and closed the door of the outer room upon her, Sophias eyes grew moist with tears, and the nosegay that filled the open bodice of her sacque rose and fell strangely. In that age philanthropy was not a fashion. Pope indeed had painted the Man of Ross, and there was a Charitable Corporation, lately in difficulties, and there was a Society of the Sons of the Clergy, and there were other societies of a like kind; and in the country infirmaries were beginning to be founded on the patterns of Winchester and Shrewsbury, and to subscribe to such objects after dining well and drinking deeply, was already, under the Walpoles and the Pelhams, a part of a fine gentlemans life. But for a man of condition to play the Borromeo  to stoop to give practical help and run risks among the vulgar, was still enough to earn for him a character as eccentric as that of the famous nobleman who had seen more kings and more postilions than any of his contemporaries.

In the eyes of the world, but not in Sophias, or why this dimness of vision, as she gazed at Sir Herveys picture? Why the unrest of the bodice that threatened to find vent in sobs? Why the sudden rush of self-reproach? More sharply than any kindness shown to her in the long consistent course of his dealings with her, more keenly than his forethought for her brother, this stabbed her. This was the man she had flouted, the man whose generous, whose unselfish offer she had accepted to save her reputation; but whose love she had deemed a floor-clout, not worthy the picking up! Was it wonderful that cynical, taciturn, almost dull as the world thought him, he was not the less considered here?

At twenty-one he had been handsome, with wit and laughter and the gay insouciance of youth written on his face. Time, the lapse of thirteen years, had robbed his features of their bloom, his lips of their easy curve, his eyes of their sparkle. But something, surely, time had given in return. Something, Sophia could not say what. She could not remember; she could only recall a smile, kindly, long-suffering, a little quizzical, with which he had sometimes met her eyes. That she could recall; and as she did so, before his portrait in the stillness of this long-abandoned room, with the dead air of old pot-pourris in her nostrils, she grew frightened. What was it she had thrown away? And how would it fare with her if she could not recover it?

Twisting one hand in the other, she turned to the second portrait, and looked, and looked. At length she glanced round with a guilty air, perceived a tall, narrow mirror that stood framed between the windows, and went towards it. Furtively assuring herself that she was not watched from the terrace, she viewed herself in it.

She saw a pale grave face, barely redeemed from plainness by eloquent eyes and a wealth of hair; a face that looked sombrely into hers, and grew graver and more sombre as she looked. He is more like his old self than I am like her, she thought. Why did he choose me! Why did he not choose Lady Betty? She is such another now as Lady Anne was then!

She was still peering at herself when she heard his voice in the hall, and started guiltily. She would not for the world he caught her in that room, and she darted to the door, dragged it open, and was half-way across the long drawing-room when he entered. She felt that her face was on fire, but he did not seem to notice it.

A thousand pardons that I was not with you before, he cried pleasantly. Id business, and  no I must not touch you, my dear. I have been nearer than was pleasant to one of your friends with the smallpox.

You have run  no risk, I hope? she asked faintly.

Not a whit! he answered, striking his boot with his whip and looking round the room as if he seldom entered it. Ive had it, you know. Ive also had the whole story of your adventures from Betty, whom I met as I was going to my room.

She was agitated; he was at his ease. I am sorry that we managed so clumsily, she murmured.

So bravely, I think, he answered lightly; and then, looking round, This is your part of the house, you know, Sophia. You must make what changes you please here.

Thank you, she said. You are very good.

These rooms have been little used since my mothers death, he continued, again surveying them. So I have no doubt they want refurnishing. You must talk it over with Lady Betty. And that reminds me, I saw your brother slipping away a few minutes ago, and he had something  the air of following her. And Sir Hervey laughed and sat down on one of the stiff-backed chairs. For my part, I think he ought to be told, he continued, tapping the toe of his boot with his whip.

Sophia smiled faintly. You think he is taken with her?

Who would not be? Sir Hervey answered bluntly. Maid or mistress, hell be head over ears in love with her before twenty-four hours are out!

Sophia sat down. Its her fancy that he should not know, she said languidly. Of course, if you wish it I will tell him.

No, no, child, have it your own way, he answered with good humour. I suppose she is prepared to pay for her frolic.

Well  I think she likes him.

And twould do very well on both sides  in a year or two!

I suppose so.

Sir Hervey rose. Then let be, he said. And he wandered across the room, taking up things and setting them down again as if he did not think it quite polite to leave her, yet had nothing more to say. Sophia watched him with growing soreness. Was it fancy, or was it the fact that she had never seen him so cold, so indifferent, so little concerned for her, so well satisfied with himself as now? A change, so subtle she could not define it, had come over him. Or was it that a change had come over her?

She wondered, and at length plunged desperately into speech. Is it true, she asked, that the people who treated us so ill yesterday are coming to see you to-day?

Those of them who are householders are coming, he answered soberly. At four oclock. But I do not wish you to see them.

You will not be  too severe with them?

I shall not be more severe, I hope, than the occasion requires, he answered.

But his tone was hard, and she felt that what she had heard was true. Will you grant me a favour? she blurted out, her voice trembling a little.

I would like to grant you many, he answered, smiling at her.

Its only that you will not send them away, she said.

Send them away?

I mean, send them off their farms, she explained hurriedly. I was told  Tom told me that you were going to do so; and that some had held the land for generations, and would be heartbroken as well as ruined.

He did not answer at once, and his silence confirmed her in her fears. I dont say that they have not deserved to be punished, she urged. But  but I should not like my coming here to be remembered by this. And it seems out of proportion to the crime, since they did me no harm.

Whatever they intended?

Yes.

He looked at her gravely. What led you to think, he said, that I had it in my mind to punish them in that way?

Well, Tom told me, she explained in growing confusion, that you might do it to  that you might think it would please me. He said that any one in your place  I mean  

Any one newly married?

Sophias face flamed. I suppose so, she murmured  would do it.

To please his bride? And you agreed with him, Sophia? You thought it was probable?

I thought it was possible, she said.

He walked across the room, came back, and stood before her. He looked down at her. My dear, he said soberly  but she winced under the altered tone of his voice you will learn to know me better in a little while. Let me tell you at once that the purpose you have mentioned never entered my head, and that I am, I hope, incapable of it. There are people who might entertain it, and might carry it out to please a mistress or gratify a whim. There are, I know. But I am not one of that kind. I am too old to misuse power to please a woman, even the woman I have chosen. Nor, he continued, stopping her as she tried to speak, is that all. In the management of an estate we do not act so hurriedly as you appear to think, my dear. Old tenants, like old wine, are the best, and, where it is possible, we keep them. I have sent, it is true, for those who were guilty yesterday, and I shall see that they are made to smart for it. But not to the extent of loss of home and livelihood.

I am sorry, she muttered.

There is no need, child, he answered. And while we are on this, I may as well deal with another matter. I found your note and the jewel case on my table, and as you wish, so it shall be. I might prefer  indeed, I should prefer, he continued prosaically, to see my wife properly equipped when she goes into the world. But thats a small matter. Lady Coke will always be Lady Coke, and if you will feel more free and more happy without them  

I shall, she muttered hurriedly, if you please.

So be it. They shall be returned to my goldsmiths as soon as a safe conveyance can be found. I wish, my dear, he added good-naturedly, I could rid you of all troubles as easily.

I am much obliged to you, she muttered, and could have shrunk into the floor with shame. For on a sudden she saw herself a horrid creature, imposing all, taking nothing, casting all the burden and all the stress, and all the inconvenience of their strange relations on him. In town and on the road she had fancied that there was something fine, something of the nature of abnegation and dignity in the return of the jewels, and in her determination that she would not go decked in them. But the simplicity with which he had accepted her whim and waived his own wishes, tore away the veil of self-deception, and showed Sophia the childishness of her conduct. She would not wear his jewels; but his name and his title, his freedom and his home she had not scrupled to take from him with scarce a word of gratitude, with scarce one thought for him!

The very distress she was feeling gave her, she knew, a sullen air, and must set her in a worse light than ever. Yet she was tongue-tied. He yielded freely, handsomely, generously; and that bare, that cold I am much obliged to you was all she could force her tongue to utter. She was beginning to feel that she was growing afraid of him; and then he spoke.

There is one other matter, he said, I wish to name. It touches Mrs. Stokes. She has been here a number of years, and I dare say like this room, smacks a little of good Queen Anne. If you think it necessary to discharge her  

Sophia started.

I? she said.
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WHY, BETTY, SOPHIA CRIED IN ASTONISHMENT,
WHAT IS IT?

To be sure. I should at the worse pension her. But she has served us faithfully, I believe  beginning, I think, Sir Hervey continued with a slight touch of constraint, by whipping me when I needed it; and she would be distressed, I fear, if she had to go. If you could contrive to do with her for a while, therefore, I should be much obliged to you.

Sophia had risen and moved a little way from him.

Did you think I should discharge her? she said, without turning her head.

Well, he answered, I did not know, my dear. Young housekeepers  

Why did you think I should discharge her? she cried, interrupting him sharply; and then, Pray forgive me, she continued hurriedly, yet stiffly, I  you hurt me a little in what you said of  the tenants. I only ask you to believe that I am as incapable of dismissing an old servant for a trifle as you are of behaving unjustly to your tenants!

He did not appear to notice her emotion.

Thank you, he said. Then we understand one another. Of course, I dont wish you to feel this an obligation. Mrs. Stokes is growing old  

It is no obligation, she said coldly. And then, I think it will be more pleasant on the terrace, she continued; and she moved towards the door.

He held it open that she might pass through; and he followed her into the hall. He little dreamt that, as she walked before him, she was wondering, almost with terror, whether he would go out with her or leave her; whether this was all she was to see of him, day by day. The doubt was not solved; for they were interrupted. As they entered the shady hall by one door Lady Betty darted into it from the terrace, her face scarlet, her hat crushed, her eyes sparkling with rage. They were so near her she could not escape them; nor could she hide her disorder. Why, Betty, Sophia cried in astonishment, what is it? What in the world is the matter?

Dont ask me, Betty cried, almost weeping. You ought to be ashamed of yourself. You  your brother has insulted me! He has held me and kissed me against my will! And he laughed at me! He laughed at me! Oh, I could kill him!


CHAPTER XXIV

WHO PLAYS, PAYS

It must be confessed that the flicker of skirts with which Lady Betty ran down the steps when she started for her airing, still more a certain toss of the head that was its perfect complement, gave her mischievous soul huge delight; for she had watched a French maid, and knew them to be pure nature, and the very quintessence of the singing chambermaids art. It was not impossible that as she executed them she had a person in her eye and meant him to profit by them; for by-and-by she repeated the performance at a point where two paths diverged, and where it put the fitting close to a very pretty pause of indecision. Tom was so hard on her heels that ordinary ears must have detected his tread; but that my lady heard nothing was proved by the fact that she chose the more retired track and tripped along it, humming and darting from flower to flower like some dainty insect let loose among the bracken.

She plucked at will, and buried her shapely little nose in the blossoms; she went on, she stopped, she went on again, and Tom let her go; until the path, after winding round a low spreading oak that closed the view from the house, began to descend into a sunny dell where it ran, a green ribbon of sward, through waist-high fern, leapt the brook by a single plank, and scaled the steeper side by tiny zig-zags.

On the hither side of this summer hollow, sleepy with the warm hum of bees and scent of thyme, Tom overtook her, and never sure was any one so surprised and overwhelmed as this poor maid.

La, sir, I declare you frightened my heart into my mouth, she cried, pressing a white hand to her bodice and looking timidly at him from the shelter of her straw hat. Im sure I beg your pardon, sir, with a curtsey. I would not have come here, if Id known, for the world.

No, child?

No, sir, indeed I would not!

And why not? Tom asked pertinently. Why should you not come here?

Why? she retorted, properly scandalised. What! Come where the family walk? I should hope I know my place better than that, sir. And to behave myself in it.

Very prettily, I am sure, Tom declared, with a bold stare of admiration.

As becomes me, sir, I hope, Betty answered demurely, and to show that the stare had no effect upon her, primly turned her head away.

Though you were brought up with your mistress? Or was it with your late mistress? Tom asked slily. Or have you forgotten which it was, Betty?

I hope Ive never forgotten any one who was kind to me, she whispered, her head drooping so that he could not see her face. Theres not many think of a poor girl in service; though I come of some that ha seen better days.

Indeed, Betty. Is that so?

So Ive heard, sir.

Well, will you count me among your friends, Betty?

La, no, sir! with vivacity, and she shot him with an arch glance. I should think not indeed! I should like to know why, sir? and she tossed her head disdainfully. But there, Ive talked too long. Im sure her ladyship would not like it, and asking your pardon, sir, Ill go on.

But Im coming your way.

No, sir.

But I am, Tom persisted. Why shouldnt I? You are not afraid of me, child? You were not afraid of me in the dark on the hill, when we sat on the tree together, and you wore my coat.

Betty sighed. Twas different then, sir, she murmured, hanging her head, and tracing a pattern on the sward with the point of her toe.

Why?

Id no choice, sir.

Then you would choose to leave me, would you?

And I didnt know that you belonged to the family, she continued, evading the question, or I should not have made so free, sir. And besides, asking your pardon, you told me that you had seen enough of women to last you your life, sir. You know you did.

Oh, d  n! Tom cried. The reminder was not welcome.

Betty recoiled virtuously. There, sir, she cried, now I know what you think of me! If I were a lady, youd not have said that to me, Ill be bound. Swearing, indeed? For shame, sir! But Im for home, and none too soon!

No, no! Tom cried. Dont be silly!

Its yes, yes, sir, by your leave, she retorted. Im none such a fool as youd make me. That shows me what you think of me.

And turning with an offended air, she began to retrace her steps. Tom called to her, but fruitlessly. She did not answer nor pause. He had to follow her, feeling small and smaller. A little farther, and they would be again within sight of the house.

The track was narrow, the fern on each side grew waist high; he could not intercept her without actual violence. At length, See here, child, he said humbly, if youll turn and chat a bit, Ill persuade you it was not meant. Ill treat you every bit as if you were a lady. I swear I will!

I dont know, she cried. I dont know that I can trust you. But she went more slowly.

Pon honour I will, he protested. I swear I will!

She stopped at that, and turned to him. You will? she said doubtfully. You really will? Then will you please   with a charming shyness, pick me a nosegay to put in my tucker, as my ladys beaux used to do? I should like to feel like a lady for once, she continued eagerly. Twould be such a frolic as you gentlefolk have, sir, when you pretend to be poor milk-maids and make syllabub, and will not have a bandbox or a hoop-petticoat near you!

Your ladyship shall have a nosegay, Tom answered gaily. But I must first see the colour of your eyes that I may match them.

She clapped her hands in a rapture. Oh, how you act, to be sure! she cried. Tis too charming. And for my eyes, sir, its no more than matching wools. And she looked at him shyly, dropping a curtsey the while.

Oh, isnt it? he retorted. Matching wools indeed. Wool does not change, nor shift its hues. Nor glance, nor sparkle, nor ripple like water running now on the deeps, now on the shallows. Nor mirror the clouds, nor dance like wheat in the sunshine. Nor melt like summer, he continued rapidly, nor freeze like the Arctic. Nor say a thousand things in a thousand seconds.

La! And do my eyes do all that? Betty cried, opening them very wide in her innocent astonishment. What a thing it is, to be sure, to be a lady. I declare, sir, you are quite out of breath with the fine things youve said. All the same they are blue in the main, and Ill have forget-me-nots, if you please, sir. Theres plenty in the brook, and while your honour fetches them Ill sit here and do nothing, like the gentlefolks.

The brook ran a hundred paces below them, and the sun was hot in the dell, but Tom had no fair excuse. He ran down with a good grace, and in five minutes was back again, his hands full of tiny blossoms.

Theyre like a bit of the sky, said Betty, as he pinned them in her bodice.

Then they are like your eyes, sweet, he answered, and he stooped to pay himself for the compliment with a kiss.

But Betty slipped from him without betraying, save by a sudden blush, that she understood.
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DO YOU SIT, AND ILL MAKE YOU A POSY

Now, its my turn, she cried gaily. Do you sit, and Ill make you a posy! And humming an air she floated through the fern to a tree of wild cherry that hung low boughs to meet the fern and fox-gloves. She began to pluck the blossom while Tom watched her and told himself that never was sweeter idyll than this, nor a maid more entrancingly fair, nor eyes more blue, nor lips more inviting, nor manners more daintily sweet and naïve. He sighed prodigiously, for he swore that not for the world would he hurt her, though it was pretty plain how it would go if he chose, and he knew that

Pride lures the little warbler from the skies!
The light-enamoured bird eluded dies.

And  and then, while his thoughts were full of this, he saw her coming back, her arms full of blossom.

Lord, child! he cried, youve plucked enough for a Jack o the Green.

She shot an arch glance at him. It is for my Jack o the Green, she murmured.

He ogled her and she blushed. But he had his misgivings when he saw that she was making a nosegay as big as his head. Present it was done, and she found a pin and advanced upon him.

But youre not going to put that on me! he cried. He had a boys horror of the ridiculous.

She stopped, offended. Oh, she said, if you dont wish it? and with lips pouting and tears ill-repressed, she turned away.

He sprang up. My dear child, I do wish it! he cried. Pon honour I do! But its  its immense.

She did not answer. Already she was some way up the slope. He ran after her, and told her he would wear it, begged her to pin it for him.

She stood looking at him languidly.

Are you sure? she said.

He vowed he was by all his gods, and still pouting she pinned the flowers to the breast of his coat. Now, if ever, he thought was his opportunity. Alas, the nosegay was so large, the cherry twigs of which it was composed were so stiff and sharp, he might as well have kissed her over a hedge! It was provoking in the last degree, and so were her smiling lips. And yet  he could not be angry with her. The very artlessness with which she had made up this huge cabbage and fixed it on him was one charm the more.

There, she said, stepping back and viewing him with innocent satisfaction, Im sure a real lady could not have managed that better. It does not prick your chin, does it?

No, child.

And it isnt in your way? Of course, if it is in your way, sir?

No, no!

Thats well. Im so glad. And with a final nod of approval  with that, and no more  Betty turned, actually turned, and began to walk back towards the Hall.

Tom stood, looking after her in astonishment. But you are not going? he cried.

To be sure, sir, she answered, looking back and smiling, my ladyll be waiting for me.

What? This minute?

Indeed, sir, and indeed, sir, yes, it is late already, she said. But you can come with me a little way, if you like, she added modestly. And she looked back at him.

He was angry. He had even a suspicion, a small, but growing suspicion, that she was amusing herself with him! But he could not withstand her glance; and as she turned for the last time, he made after her. He overtook her in a few strides, and fell in beside her. But he sulked. His vanity was touched, and willing to show her that he was offended, he maintained a cold silence.

On a sudden he caught the tail of her eye fixed on him, saw that she was shaking with secret laughter; and felt his cheeks begin to burn. The conviction that the little hussy was making fun of him, that she had dared to put this great cabbage upon him for a purpose, burst on him in a flash. It pricked his vanity to the very quick. His heart burned as well as his face; but if she thought to have all the laughing on her side he would teach her better! He lagged a step or two behind, and stealthily tore off the hateful nosegay. The next moment his hot breath was on her neck, his arm was round her; and despite her scream of rage, despite her frantic, furious attempt to push him away, he held her to him while he kissed her twice.

There, my girl, he cried, as he released her with a laugh of triumph. Thats for making fun of me.

For answer she struck him a sounding slap on the cheek; and as he recoiled, surprised by her rage, she dealt him another on his ear.

Toms head rung. You cat! he cried. Ive a good mind to take another! And I will if you dont behave yourself!

But the little madcaps face of scarlet fury, her eyes blazing with passion, daunted him. How dare you? she hissed. How dare you touch me? You creature! You   And then, even in the same breath and while he stared, she turned and was gone, leaving the sentence unfinished; and he watched her flee across the sward, a tumultuous raging little figure, with hanging hat, and hair half down, and ribbons that flew out and spoke her passion.

Tom was so taken by surprise he did not attempt to follow, much less to detain her. His sisters maid to take a kiss so? A waiting-woman? A chit of a servant? And after she had played for it, as it seemed to him, aye, and earned it and over-earned it by her impudent trick and her confounded laughter. He had never been so astonished in his life. The world was near its end, indeed, if there was to be this bother about a kiss. Why, his head hummed, and his cheek would show the mark for an hour to come. Nor was that the worst. If she went to the house in that state and published the thing, he would have an awkward five minutes with his sister. Hang the prude! And yet what a charming little vixen it was.

He stood awhile in the sunshine, boring the turf with his heel, uncertain what to do. At length, feeling that anything was better than sneaking there, like a boy who had played truant and feared to go home, he started for the Hall. He would not allow that he was afraid, but as he approached the terrace he had an uneasy feeling; first of the houses many windows, and then of an unnatural silence that prevailed about it, as if something had happened or was preparing. To prove his independence he whistled, but he whistled flat, and stopped.

Outside he met no one, and he plucked up a spirit. After all the girl would not be such a fool as to tell. And what was there to tell? A kiss? What was a kiss? But the moment he was out of the glare and over the threshold of the Hall, he knew that she had told. For there in the cool shadow stood Sophia waiting for him, and behind her Sir Hervey, seated on a corner of the great oak table and whistling softly.

Sophias tone was grave, her face severe. Tom, she said, what have you been doing?

I? he cried.

Yes, you, young man, his brother-in-law answered sharply. I see no one else.

Why, whats the bother? Tom asked sulkily. If you mean about the girl, I kissed her, and whats the harm? Im not the first thats stolen a kiss.

Oh, Tom!

And I shant be the last.

Nor the last thatll get his face smacked! Sir Hervey retorted grimly.

Tom winced. She has told you that, has she? he muttered.

No, Sir Hervey answered. Your cheek told me.

Tom winced again. Well, were quits then, he said sullenly. She neednt have come Polly Peachuming here!

Sophia could contain herself no longer. Oh, Tom, you dont know what you have done, she cried impetuously. You dont indeed. You thought she was my maid. You took her for my woman that night we were out, you know  and she let you think it.

Well?

But she is not.

Then, Tom cried in a rage, who the devil is she?

Shes Lady Betty Cochrane, the dukes daughter.

And the apple of his eye, Sir Hervey added with a nod. I tell you what, my lad, I would not be in your shoes for something.

Tom stared, gasped, seemed for a moment unable to take it in. But the next, a wicked gleam shone in his eyes, and he smacked his lips.

Well, Lady Betty or no, Ive kissed her, he cried. Ive kissed her, and she cant wipe it off!

You wicked boy! Sophia cried, with indignation. Do you consider that she was my guest, under my care, and you have insulted her? Grossly and outrageously insulted her, sir! She leaves to-morrow in consequence, and what am I to say to her people? What am I to tell them? Oh, Tom, it was cruel! it was cruel of you!

Im afraid, Sir Hervey said, with a touch of sternness, you were rough with her.

Toms momentary jubilation died away. His face was gloomy.

Ill say anything you like, he muttered doggedly, except that Im sorry, for Im not. But Ill beg her pardon humbly. Of course, I should not have done it if Id known who she was.

She wont see you, Sophia answered.

You might try her again, Sir Hervey suggested, beginning to take the culprits part. Why not? She need not see Tom or speak to him unless she wishes.

Ill try, Sophia answered; and she went and presently came back. Lady Betty would stay, and, of course, she couldnt forbid Sir Thomas Maitland his sisters house. But she desired that all intercourse between them should be restricted to the barest formalities.

Tom looked glum. Look here, he said, if shell see me alone Ill beg her pardon, and let us have done with it!

She wont see you alone! It is particularly that she wishes to avoid.

All right, Tom answered sulkily. But he made up his mind that before many hours elapsed he would catch my lady and make her come to terms with him.

He was mistaken, however; as he was also in his expectation that when they met she would be covered with shame and confusion of face. When the time came it was he who was embarrassed. The young lady appeared, and was an icicle; stiff, pale and reserved, she made it clear that she did not desire to speak to him, did not wish to look at him, and much preferred to take things at table from any hand but his. Beyond this she did not avoid his eyes, and in hers was no shadow of consciousness. Toms face grew hot where she had slapped it, he chafed, fretted, raged, but he got no word with her. He was shut out, he was not of the party, she made him feel that; and at the end of twenty-four hours he was her serf, her slave, watching her eye, consumed with a desire to throw himself at her feet, ready to anticipate her wishes, as a dog those of his master, anxious to abase himself no matter how low, if she would give him a word or a look.

Even Sir Hervey marvelled at her coldness and perfect self-control. I suppose she likes him, he said, as he and Sophia walked on the terrace that evening.

She did, I fancy, Sophia answered, before this happened.

And now?

She does not like him. Im sure of that.

But she may love him, you mean? Sir Hervey said, interpreting her tone rather than her words.

Yes, or hate him, she answered. It is the one or the other.

Since he kissed her?

Yes, I think so, and then on a sudden Sophia faltered. She felt the blood begin to rise to her cheeks in one of those blushes, the most trying of all, that commence uncertainly, mount slowly, but persist, and at length deepen into pain. She remembered that the man walking beside her, talking of these others love affairs, had never kissed her! He must think, he could not but think, of their own case. He might even fancy that she meant her words for a hint.

He saw her distress, understood it, and took pity on her. But the abruptness with which he changed the conversation, and by-and-by withdrew, persuaded her that he had read her thoughts, and long after he had left her, her face burned.

The whole matter, Toms misbehaviour and the rest, had upset her; she told herself that this was what ailed her and made her restless. Nor was she quick to regain her balance. She found the house, new as all things in it were to her, dull and over-quiet; she found Lady Betty, once so lively, no company; she found Tom snappish and ill-tempered. And she blamed Tom for all; or told herself that town and the opera and the masquerade had spoiled her for a country life. She did not lay the blame elsewhere. Even to herself she did not admit that Sir Hervey, polite and considerate as he was, to the point of leaving her much to herself, would have pleased her better had he left her less. But she did think  and with soreness  that he would have been wiser had he given her more frequent opportunities of learning to be at ease with him.

She did not go further than this even in her thoughts until three days after Toms escapade. Then, feeling dull herself, she came on Tom moping on the terrace, and undertook to rally him on his humour. If you would really be in her good graces again, tis not the way to do it, Tom; I can tell you that, she said. Laugh and talk, and shell wish you. Pluck up a spirit, and twill win more on her than a million sighs.

Whats the good? he muttered sourly.

Well, at any rate, you do no good by moping.

Tom sat silent awhile, his head buried between his hands, his elbows resting on the balustrade. I dont see that anythings any good, he muttered at last. Were both in one case, I think. You know your own business, I suppose. You know, I take it, what you were doing when you married in such a hurry; but Im d  d, with sudden violence, if I understand it. Three weeks married, and put on one side for another!

Tom!

Oh, you may Tom me, you dont alter it, he answered roughly. I am hanged if I understand or know whats a-foot. Here are you and I sitting at home like sick cats, and my lord and my lady up and down and in and out, as thick as thieves. That is what it comes to. Tis vastly pretty, isnt it? Tom continued with a cynical laugh. I think you said she was under your protection. Oh, Lord.

Hitherto, astonishment had robbed Sophia of speech. But with Toms last word her sense of her duty to herself and to her husband awoke, and found her words.

You wicked boy! she cried with indignation. You wicked, miserable boy! How dare you even think such things, much more say them, and say them to me! Never hint at such things again if you wish to  to keep your sister. Sir Hervey and I understand one another, you may be sure of that.

Well, I am glad you do, Tom muttered. For I dont! But he spoke shamefacedly, and only to cover his discomfiture.

We understand one another perfectly, Sophia replied with pride, and drew herself to her full height. For my friend, she is above your suspicions, as far above them as, I thank God, is my husband. No, not another word, I have heard too much already. I dont wish to speak to you again until you are in a better mind, sir.

She turned from him, crossed the terrace with her proudest step, and entered the house. But underneath she was panting with excitement, her head was in a whirl. She dared not think; and to avoid thought  thought that might lower her in her own eyes, thought that might wrong her husband  she hastened through the hall to the still-room; and finding that the ash-keys which she had ordered to be done with green whey had been boiled with white, was sharp with the maid, and tart with Mrs. Stokes. Thence she flew in a bustle up the wide staircase, and along the corridor under portraits of dead Cokes, to her room; but there, thought seemed inevitable, it was in vain she paced the floor. And feverishly tying the strings of her hat she hurried down again, her face burning. She would walk.

At the outer door she paused. She saw that Tom was still there, and she was unwilling to pass him, lest he read in this sudden activity the sign of disturbance. The pause was fatal. A moment she stood irresolute, fighting with herself and her cowardly impulses. Then she opened the door of the grand drawing-room, and gliding like a culprit down its shadowy length, opened the door of the smaller room, and closed that too behind her. This inner room was little used in the daytime, and though the windows were open the curtains were drawn across them. Stealthily, fearing to be observed, she raised the corner of the nearest curtain and turned to look at Lady Annes picture; the lodestone that had drawn her hither as the candle draws the moth. But she never looked; for as she turned she met her own face, pale, anxious, plain  yes plain  staring from the mirror at her shoulder, and what use to look after that? To look would not make Lady Anne less comely or herself more fair. She let the curtain fall.

But she stood. Some one was passing the open window. A voice she knew spoke, a second voice answered. And from where she stood Sophia heard their words as if they had spoken in the room.


CHAPTER XXV

REPENTANCE AT LEISURE

The first speaker was Lady Betty, and her first remark seemed to be an answer to a question. Well, tis as you like, she said. But if youll be guided by me youll not tell her. Then, when you go, it will put the finishing touch to our  friendship  with a sly laugh if that be your wish, sir. On the other hand, if you tell madam, who is beginning to be jealous, take my word for it, theres an end of that! And theres this besides. If you tell her, its not to be said what she will do, I warn you.

She might insist on going? Sir Herveys voice answered. Thats what you mean?

If she knew she would go! I think she would, at any rate. At the best theres danger. On the other hand, say nothing to her, and heres the opportunity you said you desired. Of course, if you are weakening, Lady Betty continued in the tone of one ready to take offence, and dont desire it any longer, thats another matter, sir.

My dear girl, Sir Hervey cried eagerly, have I not done everything to show her that she is indifferent to me? Do you want any other proof? Have I omitted anything? Have not I  and then his voice died abruptly. The two speakers had turned the corner of the house, and Sophia heard no more. But she had heard enough. She had heard too much!

It is sadly trite that that we cannot have we want. It is an old tale that it is for the sour grapes the mouth waters, and not for the bunch within reach. A thousand kindnesses, the hand ever waiting, the smile ever ready, gain no response; until a thousand rebuffs have earned their due, and the smile and the hand are anothers. Then, on a sudden, the heart learns its own bitterness. Then we would give the world for the look we once flouted, for the kind word from lips grown silent. And it is too late. Too late!

In the gloom of the inner drawing-room, where she sat with fingers feverishly interlaced, Sophia remembered his longsuffering with her, his thoughtfulness for her, his watchfulness over her, proved by a hundred acts of kindness and consideration. By a word at a drum when she was strange to town, and knew few. By countenance and a jest when Madam Harrington snubbed her. By the recovery of a muff  of value and her sisters  before it was known that she had lost it. By the gift of a birthnight fan which she had never carried; and the arrangement of a party to which she had not gone. By a word of caution when her infatuation for the Irishman began to be noticed; by a second word and a third. Through all he had been patience, she had been scorn. Now, on a sudden, she was in the dust before him. The smile that had never failed her in a difficulty, nor been wanting in a strait, had its value at last; and she felt that to read it once more in those eyes she would give the world, herself, all!

But too late. She had lost his love as she deserved to lose it. It was her doing. She had but herself to thank that this was the end. Only, she whispered, if he had had a little, a very little more patience! A day even! If he had given her one day more. That, or left her to her fate!

Fearful at last of being found in that room, seated before his picture, she crept out into the hall, and stood, marking the silence that prevailed in the house; listening to the dull tick of the clock that stood in the corner; watching the motes that danced in the dusty bars of sunshine before the door. With pathetic self-pity she found in these things  and in the faint taste of dry rot that told of the generations that had walked the old floor  the echo of her thoughts. Such, so quiet, so still, so regular, so far removed from the joy of the world was her life to be henceforth. And I am young! I am young! she whispered.

If he had only, when he met her in Clarges Row, left her to her fate! Nothing worse could have happened to her than this which had happened; and he might have wedded Lady Betty in innocence and honour. The fault was hers, and yet it was his too. A wild infatuation had brought her to the brink of ruin; an impulse of chivalry, scarcely less foolish, had led him to save her. The end for both must be misery. For him God knew what! For her, loneliness and this silent, empty, ordered house with its faint dead perfume, its aroma of long-stored linen, its savour of the dead and the by-gone.

As she stood in the middle of the floor, thinking these thoughts, the shadow of a bird flitted across the patch of sunshine that lay within the doorway. It startled her, and she looked up, just as Lady Betty, swinging her hat by its strings, and humming a gay air, appeared on the threshold. The girl hung an instant as in doubt, and then, whether she espied Sophia standing in the shadow and did not want to meet her, or she changed her mind for another reason, she turned and left the doorway empty.

The sight was too much for Sophias composure. That airy, laughing figure  youthful, almost infantine  poised in sunshine  that and her own brooding face, seen lately in the glass, suggested a comparison that filled her heart to bursting. She crept to the oak side table that stood in the bayed recess behind the door, and leaning her arms upon it, hid her face in them. She did not weep, but from time to time she shivered, as if the June air chilled her.

She had sat in this position some minutes when a faint sound roused her. Ashamed of being found in that posture, she looked up, and saw Lady Betty in the act of crossing the hall on tip-toe. Apparently the girl had just entered from the terrace and thought herself alone; for when she reached the middle of the floor, she stood weighing a letter in her hand, as if she doubted what to do with it. Her eyes travelled slowly from the long oak table to an almoner; and thence to a chest that stood beside the inner door. In the end she chose the chest, and, gliding to the door, placed the letter on it, arranging its position with peculiar care. Then she turned to go out again by the terrace door, but had not taken two steps before her eyes met Sophias. She uttered a low cry, and stood, arrested.

Sophia did not speak, but she rose, crossed the hall, and as the other, with a rapid movement, recovered the letter from the chest, she extended her hand for it.

Give it to me, she said.

For a moment Lady Betty confronted her, holding the letter hidden. Then, whether Sophias pale set face cowed her, or she really had no choice, she held out the letter. It is for you, she faltered. But  

But, Sophia answered, taking her up with quiet scorn, I was not to know the bearer! I am obliged to you.

Again for a moment the two women looked at one another. And Lady Bettys face grew slowly scarlet. You have his confidence, Sophia continued in the same tone. Its fitting you wait, miss, and take the answer.

But hes gone, Betty stammered.

Then I do not think you will take the answer! Sophia retorted. But you will wait, nevertheless! You will wait my pleasure. She broke the seal as she spoke, and began to read the contents of the note. They were short. A moment and she crumpled the paper in her hand and dropped it on the floor. A very proper letter, she said with a sneer. Theres no fault to be found with it, I am sure. He is my affectionate husband, I can be no less than his dutiful wife. Tis no part of a dutiful wife to find fault with her husbands letter, I suppose.

I dont know what you would be at, Lady Betty muttered, looking more and more frightened.

No? Thats what Im going to explain  if youll sit, miss? Sit, girl!

Lady Betty shrugged her shoulders, but obeyed, an uneasy look in her eyes. Sophia sat also, on the farther side of the small oak table; but for a full minute she did not speak. When she did her voice had lost its bitterness, and was low and absent and passionless. There are two things to be talked about  you and I, she said, drumming slowly on the table with her fingers. And by your leave Ill speak of myself first. If I could set him free I would! Dyou hear me? Dyou understand? If the worst that could have befallen me in Clarges Row, the worst that he had in his mind when he married me, were the price to be paid, I would pay it to-day. He should be free to marry whom he would; and if by raising my hand I could come between him and her I would not! Nay, if by raising my hand I could bring them together I would! And that though when he married me, he did me as great a wrong as a man can do a woman!

Suddenly, without warning, Lady Betty burst into irrepressible sobbing. Oh, she cried, do you hate him so!

Hate him? Sophia answered. Hate him? No, fool, I love him so! And then in a strain of bitterness, the more intense as she spoke in a tone little above a whisper. You start, miss? You think me a fool, I know, to tell you that! But see how proud I am! I will not keep from the woman he loves the least bit of her triumph! Let her enjoy it  though tis an empty one  for I cannot free him, do what I will! Let her know, for her pleasure, that she is fairer than I, as I know it! Let her know that she has won the heart that should be mine, and  which will be sweetest of all to her  that I would fain have won it myself and could not! Let her but you are crying, miss? And Id forgotten. Whats all this to you? with a change to quiet irony. You are too young to understand such things! And, of course, twas not of this that I wished to speak to you; but of yourself, and of  Tom. Of course  Tom, with a faint laugh. Im sorry that he misbehaved to you in the park. Ive had it on my mind ever since. Theres but one thing to be done, I am sure, and that is what your own judgment, Lady Betty  

Sophy!

But Sophia continued without heeding the remonstrance pointed out to you! I mean, to return to your mother without loss of time. It is best for you, and best for  Tom, with a crooked smile. Best, indeed, for all of us.

Lady Betty, her face held aloof, was busy drying her tears; her position such that it was not possible to say what her sentiments were, nor whether her emotion was real or assumed. But at that she looked up, startled; she met the others eyes. Do you mean, she muttered, that I am to go home?

To be sure, Sophia answered coldly. Tis only what you wished yourself, three days ago.

But  but Sir Tom hasnt  hasnt troubled me again, Betty faltered.

Tom? Sophia answered, in a peculiar tone. Ah, no. But  I doubt if hes to be trusted. Meanwhile, I gather from the letter you gave me that Sir Hervey will not return until to-morrow noon. We must act then without him. You will start at daybreak to-morrow. I shall accompany you as far as Lewes. Thence Mrs. Stokes, who has been in London, and Watkyns, with sufficient attendance, will see you safe to her Graces house. You are in my care  

And you send me home in disgrace!

Not at all! my lady answered, with coldness. The fault is Toms.

And I suffer! Do you mean, do you really mean   Betty protested, in a tone of astonishment, that I am to go back to-morrow  at daybreak  by myself?

I do.

Before Sir Hervey returns?

To be sure.

But it is monstrous! Betty cried, grown indignant; and in her excitement she rose and stood opposite Sophia. It is absurd! Why should I go? In this haste, and like a thing disgraced? Ive done nothing! I dont understand.

Sophia rose also; her face still pale, a fire smouldering in her eyes. Dont you? she said. Dont you understand?

No.

Think again, girl. Think again!

N-no, Betty repeated; but this time her voice quavered. Her eyes sank before Sophias, and a fresh wave of colour swept over her face. There is an innocent shame as well as a guilty shame; a shame caused by that which others think us, as well as by that which we are. Betty sank under this, yet made a fight. Why should I go? she repeated weakly.

Not for my sake, Sophia answered gravely. For your own. Because I have more thought for you, more mercy for you, more compassion for you than you have for yourself. You say you go in disgrace? It is not true; but were you to stay, you would stay in disgrace! From that I shall save you whether you will or no. Only   and suddenly stretching out her hand she seized Bettys shoulder and swayed the slighter girl to and fro by it only, she cried, with sudden vehemence, dont think I do it to rid myself of you! To keep him, or to hold him, or to glean after you! If I could give him the woman he loves I would give her to him, though you were that woman! If I could set her in my place, I would set her there, though her foot were on my breast! But I cannot. I cannot, girl. And you must go.

She let her hand fall with the last word; but not so quickly that Betty had not time to snatch it to her lips and kiss it  kiss it with an odd strangled cry. The next instant the girl flung herself on the bench beside the table, and hiding her head on her arms  as Sophia had hidden hers a while before  she gave herself up to unrestrained weeping. For a few seconds Sophia stood watching her with a cold, grave face; then she shivered, and turning in silence, left the hall.

Strange to say, the door had barely fallen to behind her when a change came over Lady Betty. She raised her head and looked round, her eyes shining through her tears. As soon as she was certain that she was alone, she sprang to her feet, and waving her hat by its ribands round her head, spun round the table in a frantic dance of triumph, her hoop sweeping the hall from end to end, yet finding it too small for the exuberance of her joy. Pausing at last, breathless and dishevelled, Oh, you dear! Oh, you angel! she cried. Youd give him the woman he loves, would you, maam  if you could! Youd set her foot on your breast, if twould make him happy? Oh, it was better than the best play that ever was, it was better than Goodmans Fields, or Mr. Quinn, to hear her stab herself, and stab herself, and stab herself! If he doesnt kiss her shoes, if he does not kneel in the dust to her, Ill never believe in man again! Ill die a maid at forty and content! Ill  but oh, la! And Lady Betty broke off suddenly with a look of consternation, Id forgotten! What am I to do? Shes a dragon. Shell not let me stay till he returns, no, not if I go on my knees to her! And if I go, I lose all! Oh, la, sweet, what am I to do?

She thought awhile with a face full of mischief. Coke might meet us in Lewes, she muttered, and cut the knot, but thats a chance. Or I might tell her  and thats to spoil sport. I must get a note to him to-night. But shell be giving her orders now, I expect; and its odds the men wont carry it. Theres only Tom, and thats putting my hand in very far!

She thought awhile, then rubbed her lips with her handkerchief, and laughing and blushing looked at it. Well it leaves no mark, she muttered with a grimace. And if hes rude I can pay him as I paid him before.

Apparently she would face the risk, for she set herself busily to search among the dog-leashes and powder-horns, holsters, and tattered volumes of farriery, that encumbered the great table. Presently she unearthed a pewter ink-pot and an old swan-quill; and bearing these, and a flyleaf ruthlessly torn from a number of the Gentlemans Magazine, to a table in the bay window, she sat down and scrawled a few lines. She folded the note into the shape of a cocked hat, bound it deftly about with a floss of silk torn from her ribands; and having succeeded so far, lacked only a postman. She had a good idea where he was to be found, and having donned her hat and tied the strings more nicely than usual, went on the terrace. There she was not long in discovering him. He was kicking his heels on the horseblock under the oak, between the terrace and the stables.

No one knew better than her ladyship how to play the innocent; but on this occasion she had neither time nor mind to be taken by surprise. She tripped down the steps, crossed the intervening turf, and pausing before him opened her fire.

Do you wish to earn your pardon, sir? she asked. Her manner was as cold and formal as it had been for the last three days.

Tom rose sheepishly, his mind in a whirl. For days she had avoided him. She had drawn in her skirts if he passed near her; she had ignored his hand at table; she had looked through him when he spoke. Until she paused, until her voice sounded in his ears, he had thought she would go by him; and for a moment he could not find his tongue to answer her. Then I dont understand, he muttered sullenly.

I spoke plainly, Lady Betty answered, in a voice clear as a bell. But I will say it again. Do you wish, sir, to earn your pardon?

Toms face flamed. Unfortunately, his ill-conditioned side was uppermost. I dont want another slap in the face, he grumbled.

And I do not want what I have found, Lady Betty retorted with dignity, though the rebuff, which she had not expected, stung her. I came in search of a gentleman willing to do a lady a service, and I have not found one. After this our acquaintance is at an end, sir. You will oblige me by not speaking to me. Good evening. And she swept away her head in the air.

Tom was not of the softest material, but at that, brute and boor were the best names he gave himself. The love that resentment had held at bay, returned in a flood and overwhelmed him. Sinking under remorse, feeling that he would now die for a glance from her eyes whom he had again and hopelessly offended, he rushed after her. Overtaking her at the foot of the steps, he implored her, with humble, incoherent prayers, to forgive him  to forgive him once more, only once more, and he would be her slave for ever!

Its only one chance I ask, he panted. Give me one more chance of  of showing that I am not the brute you think me. Oh, Lady Betty, forgive me, and  and forget what I said. Youve cut me to the heart every hour for days past; you havent looked at me; youve treated me as if I were something lower than a thief-taker. And  and when I was smarting under this, because Id rather have a word from your lips than a kiss from another, you came to me, and I  Ive misbehaved myself worse than before.

No, not worse, Lady Betty said, in her cold, clear voice. That was impossible.

But as bad as I could, Tom confessed, not over-comforted. Oh why, oh why, he continued, piteously, am I always at my worst with you? For I think more of you than of any one. Im always thinking of you. I cant sleep for thinking  what you are thinking of me, Lady Betty. Id lie down in the dust, and let you walk over me if it would give you any pleasure. If it werent for those d  d windows Id kneel down now and ask your pardon.

I dont see what difference the windows make, Lady Betty said, in her coldest tone. They dont make your offence any less.

Tom might have answered that they made his punishment the greater; but, instead, he plumped down on the lowest step, careless who saw him if only Betty forgave him. Oh, Lady Betty, he cried, forgive me!

That is better, she said, judiciously.

Oh, Lady Betty, he cried, I humbly ask you to forgive me.

Lady Betty looked at him quietly from an upper step.

You may get up, she said. But I warn you, sir, you have yet to earn your pardon. You have promised much, I want but a little. Will you take a note from me to Lewes to-night?

If I live! he cried, his eyes sparkling. But thats a small thing.

I trust in small things first, she answered.

And great afterwards!

She had much ado not to laugh, he looked at her so piteously, his hands clasped. Perhaps, she said. At any rate the future will show. Here is the note. She passed it to him quickly, with one eye on the windows. You will tell no one, you will mention it to no one; but you will see that it reaches his hands to-night.

It shall if I live, Tom answered fervently. To whom am I to deliver it?

To Sir Hervey.

Tom swore outright, and turned crimson. They looked at one another, the man and the maid.

When Betty spoke again  after a long, strange pause, during which he stood holding the note loosely in his fingers as if he would drop it  it was in a tone of passion which she had not used before. Listen! she said. Listen, sir, and understand if you can  for it behoves you! There is an offence that passes forgiveness. I believe that a moment ago you were on the point of committing it. If so, and if you have not yet repented, think, think before you do commit it. For there will be no place for repentance afterwards. It is not for me to defend my conduct, nor for you to suspect it, the young girl continued proudly. That is my fathers right, and my husbands when I have one. It imports no one else. But I will stoop to tell you this, sir. If you had said the words that were on your lips a moment ago, as surely as you stand there to-day, you would have come to me to-morrow to crave my pardon, and to crave it in shame, in comparison of which anything you have felt to-day is nothing. And you would have craved it in vain! she continued vehemently. I would rather the lowest servant here  soiled my lips  than you!

Her passion had so much the better of her, when she came to the last words, that she could scarcely utter them. But she recovered herself with marvellous rapidity. Do you take the note, sir, she said coldly, or do you leave it?

I will take it, if it be to the devil! he cried.

No, she answered quickly; and she stayed him by a haughty gesture. That will not do! Do you take it, thinking no evil? Do you take it, thinking me a good woman? Or do you take it thinking me something lower, infinitely lower, than the creatures you make your sport and pastime?

I do, I do believe! Tom cried; and, dropping on his knees, he hid his face against her hoop-skirt, and pressed his lips to the stuff. And strange to say when he had risen and gone  without another word  there were tears in the girls eyes. Tom had touched her.


CHAPTER XXVI

A DRAGON DISARMED

It was five oclock in the morning. The low sun shone athwart the cool, green sward of the park, leaving the dells and leafy retreats of the deer in shadow. In the window recess of the hall, whence the eye had that view, and could drink in the freshness of the early morning, the small oak table was laid for breakfast. Old plate that had escaped the melting-pot and the direful year of the new coinage, dragon china imported when Queen Anne was young, linen, white as sun and dew or DOyley could make it, gave back the pure light of early morning, and bade welcome a guest as dainty as themselves. Yet Lady Betty, for whom the table was prepared, and who stood beside it in an attitude of expectation, tapped the floor with her foot and looked but half pleased. Is Lady Coke not coming? she asked at last.

No, my lady, Mrs. Stokes answered. Her ladyship is taking her meal in her room.

Oh! Lady Betty rejoined drily. Shes not ailing, I hope?

No, my lady. She bade me say that the chariot would be at the door at half after five.

Betty grimaced, but took her seat in silence, and kept one eye on the clock. Had her messenger played her false? Or was Coke incredulous? Or what kept him? Even if he did not come before they set out, he might meet them on the hither side of Lewes; but that was a slender thread to which to trust, and Lady Betty had no mind to be packed home in error. As the finger of the clock in the corner moved slowly downwards, as the sun drank up the dew on leaf and bracken, and the day hardened, she listened, and more intently listened for the foot that was overdue. It wanted but five minutes of the half hour now! Now it wanted but three minutes! Two minutes! Now the rustle of my ladys skirts was on the stairs, the door was opened for her to enter and  and then at last, Betty caught the ring of spurred heels on the pavement of the terrace.

Hes come! she cried, springing from her seat, and forgetting everything else in her relief. Hes come!

Sophia from the inner threshold stared coldly. Who? she asked. It was the first time the two had met in the morning and had not kissed; but there are bounds to the generosity of woman, and Sophia could not stoop to kiss her rival. Who? she repeated, standing stiffly aloof, near the door by which she had entered.

You will see! Betty cried, with a bubble of laughter. You will see.

The next moment Sir Herveys figure darkened the open doorway, and Sophia saw him and understood. For an instant surprise drove the blood from her cheeks; then, as astonishment gave place to indignation, and to all the feelings which a wife  though a wife in name only  might be expected to experience in such a position, the tide returned in double volume. She, did not speak, she did not move; but she saw that they understood one another, she felt that this sudden return was concerted between them; and her eyes sparkled, her bosom rose. If she had never been beautiful before, Sophia was beautiful at that moment.

Sir Hervey smiled, as he looked at her. Good morning, my dear, he said cheerily. Im of the earliest, or thought I was. But you had nearly stolen a march on me.

She did not answer him. Lady Betty, she said, without turning her head or looking at the girl, you had better leave us.

Yes, Betty, away with you! he cried, good humouredly. Youll find Tom outside. And as Betty whisked away through the open door, Youll pardon me, my dear, he continued quietly, but with dignity, I have countermanded the carriage. When you have heard what I have to say you will agree with me, I am sure, that there is no necessity for our guest to leave us to-day. He laid his whip aside, as he spoke, and turned to the table from which Lady Betty had lately risen. I have not broken my fast, he said. Give me some tea, child.

A wild look, as of a creature caged and beating vain wings against bars, darkened Sophias eyes. She was trembling with agitation, panting to resist, outraged in her pride if not in her love; and he asked for tea! Yet words did not come at once, his easy manner had its effect; as if she acknowledged that he had still a right to her service, she sat down at the little table in the window bay. He passed his legs over the bench on the other side, and sat waiting, the width of the table only  and it was narrow  between them. As she washed Bettys cup in the basin the china tinkled, and betrayed her agitation; but she managed to make his tea and pass it to him.

Thank you, he said quietly. And now for what I was saying. Lady Betty sent me a note last night, stating that she was to go to-day, unless I interceded for her. It was that brought me back this morning.

Sophias eyes burned, but she forced herself to speak with calmness. Did she tell you, she asked, why she was to go?

Sir Hervey shrugged his shoulders. Well, he said, with a smile, she hinted at the reason.

Did she tell you what I had said to her?

I am afraid not, he said politely. Probably space  

Or shame! Sophia cried; and the next moment could have bitten her tongue. Pardon me, she said in an altered tone, I had no right to say that. But if she has not told you, tis I must tell you, myself. And it is more fitting. I am aware that you have discovered  all too soon, Sir Hervey  that our marriage, if it could be called a marriage, was a mistake. I cannot  I cannot, Sophia continued, trembling from head to foot, take all the blame of that to myself, though I know that the first cause was my fault, and that it was I led you to commit the error. But I cannot take all the blame, she repeated, I cannot! For you knew the world, you should have known yourself, and what was likely, what was certain to come of it! What has come of it!

Sir Hervey drummed on the table with his fingers, and when he spoke, it was in a tone of apology. The future is hard to read, he said. It is easy, child, to be wise after the event.

Her next words seemed strangely ill-directed to the issue. You never told me that you had been betrothed before, she said, and that she died. If you had told me, and if I had seen her face  I should have been wiser. I should have foreseen what would happen. I do not wonder that such a face seen again has  she paused, stammering and pale, has recalled old times and your youth. I have no right to blame you. I do not blame you. At least, I  I try not to blame you, she repeated, her voice sinking lower and lower. I have told her, and it is true, that if I could bear all the consequences of our error I would bear them. That if I could release you and set you free to marry the  the woman you have learned to love  I would, sir, willingly. That, at any rate, I would not raise a finger to prevent such a marriage.

And did you  mean that, he asked in a low voice, his face averted.

As God sees me, I did.

You are in earnest, Sophia? For an instant he turned his head and looked at her.

I am.

Yet  you were for sending her away, he said. This morning? Before I could return? That I might not see her again.

She looked at him with astonishment, with indignation. Cannot you understand, she cried, that that was not on my account, but on hers?

It seems to have been rather on my account, he muttered doggedly, his fingers toying with the teaspoon, his eyes on the table. He seemed strangely changed. He did not seem to be himself.

She shuddered. At any rate, it was not on my account, she said.

And you are still fixed that she must go?

Yes.

Then Ill tell you what it is, he answered with sudden determination, Ill take you at your word! He raised his cup, which was half full, and held it in front of his lips, looking at her across it as he spoke. You said just now that if there was a way to  to give me the woman I loved  you would take it.

She started. For a moment she did not answer.

He waited. At last: You didnt mean it? he said, his tone cold.

The room, the high window with its stained escutcheons, the dark oak walls, the dark oak table, the leafage reflected cool and green in the tall mirror opposite the door, went round with her; she swallowed something that rose in her throat, and set her teeth hard, and at length she found her voice. Yes, she said, I meant it.

Well, there is a way, he answered; and he rose from the table, and, moving to the door which led to the main hall and the staircase, he closed it. There is a way of doing it. But it is not quite easy to explain it to you in a moment. Twas a hurried marriage, as you know, and informal, and a marriage only in name. And something has happened since then.

He paused there; she asked in a low tone, What?

Well, it is what took me to Lewes yesterday, he answered. I should have told you of it then, but I was in doubt how you would take it. And Betty persuaded me not to tell it. The man Hawkesworth  

He paused, as she rose stiffly from the table. Have they taken him? she exclaimed.

Yes, he said gently. They took him in hiding near Chichester. But he was ill, dying, it was thought, when they surprised him.

She had a strange prevision. Of the smallpox? she asked.

Yes, he answered. And then, He died last night, he continued softly. My dear, let me get you a little cordial.

No, no! Did you see him?

I did. And I did what I could for him. I was with him when he died.

She sat down at the table, hiding her face in her hands. Presently she shuddered. Heaven forgive him! she whispered. Heaven forgive him, as I do! And again she was silent for some minutes, while he stood watching her. At last, Was it about him, she asked in a low voice, that Lady Betty was talking to you on the terrace yesterday?

Yes. I asked her advice. I did not know what you might do, if you knew. And I did not wish you to see him.

But she had another reason, Sophia murmured, behind her hands. There was another motive, which she urged for keeping it from me. What was it?

He did not answer.

What was it? she repeated, and lowered her hands and looked at him, her lips parted.

He walked up the hall and back again under her eyes. Well, he said, in a tone elaborately easy, she is but a child, you know, and does not understand things. She knew a little of the circumstances of our marriage, and she thought she knew more. She fancied that a little jealousy might foster love; and so it may, perhaps, where a spark exists. But not otherwise. That was her mistake.

But  but I do not understand! Sophia cried, her hands shaking, her face bewildered. You said  you told her that you were perfectly indifferent to me.

Oh, pardon me, Sir Hervey answered lightly. Never, I am sure. I said, perhaps, that I had done everything to show that I was indifferent to you. That was part of her foolish plan. But there is a distinction, you see?

Yes, Sophia faltered, her face growing slowly scarlet. There is a distinction, I see.

She wanted to cry, and she wanted to think; and she wanted to hide her face from his eyes, but had not the will to do it while he looked at her. Her head was going round. If she had misinterpreted Bettys words on the terrace, and it seemed certain now that she had, what had she done? Or, rather, what had she not done? She had fallen into Bettys trap; she had proclaimed her own folly; she had misjudged her  and him! She had done them foul, dreadful wrong; she had insulted them horribly, horribly insulted them by her suspicions! She had proved the meanness and lowness of her mind! While he had been thinking of her, and for her, still shielding her, as he had shielded her from the beginning  she had been slandering him, accusing him, wronging him, and along with him this young girl, her guest, her friend, living under her roof! It was infamous! Infamous! What had so warped her?

And then, as she sat overwhelmed by shame, a ray of light pierced the darkness. She looked at him, feeling on a sudden cold and weak. But you  you have not yet explained! she muttered.

What?

How I can help you to  to   Her voice failed her.

She could not finish.

To Betty, he said, seeing her stuck in a quagmire of perplexities. I do not want Betty.

Then what did you mean? she stammered.

I never said I wanted Betty, he answered, smiling.

But you said  

I said that there was a way by which you could help me to the woman I loved. And there is a way. Betty, in her note to me, will have it that you can do it at slight cost to yourself. That is for you to decide. Only remember, Sophia, Sir Hervey continued gravely, you are free, free as air. I have kept my word to the letter. I shall continue to keep it. If there is to be a change, if we are to come nearer to one another, it must come from you, not from me.

She turned to the window; and waiting for her answer  which did not come quickly  he saw that she was shaking. You dont help me, she whispered at last.

What, child?

You dont help me. You dont make it easy for me. And then she turned abruptly to him and he saw that the tears were running down her face. Dont you know what you ought to do? she cried, holding out her hands and lifting her face to him. You ought to beat me, you ought to shake me, you ought to lock me in a dark room! You ought to tell me every hour of the day how mean, how ungrateful, how poor and despicable a thing I am  to take all and give nothing!

And that would help you? he said. Tis a new way of making love, sweet.

Tis an old one, she cried impetuously. You are too good to me. But if you will take me, such as I am  and  and I suppose you have not much choice, she continued, with an odd, shy laugh, I shall be very much obliged to you, sir. And  and I shall thank you all my life.

He would have taken her in his arms, but she dropped, as she spoke, on the bench beside the table, and hiding her face in her hands, began to weep softly  in the same posture, and in the same place, in which she had sat the day before, but with feelings how different! Ah, how different!

Sir Hervey stood over her a moment, watching her. Her riding-cap had fallen off and lay on the table beside her. Her hair, clubbed for the journey, hung undressed and without powder on her neck. He touched it gently, almost reverently with his hand. It was the first caress he had ever given her.
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Child, he whispered, you are not unhappy?

Oh, no, no, she cried. I am thankful, I am so thankful!

* * * * *

I said I would let you kiss me? Lady Betty exclaimed with indignation. And her eyes scorched poor Tom. Its quite sure, sir, I said nothing of the kind.

But you said, Tom stammered, that if I didnt do what you wanted, you wouldnt! And that meant that if I did, you would. Now, didnt it?

Lady Betty shrugged her shoulders in utter disdain of such reasoning. Oh, la, sir, you are too clever for me! she cried. I wasnt at college. And she turned from him contemptuously.

They were at the horseblock under the oak, whither Tom had followed her, with thoughts bent on bold emprise. And at the first he had put a good face on it; but the lesson of the day before, and of the day before that, had not been lost. The spirit had gone out of him. The pout of her lips silenced him, a glance from her eyes  if they were cold or distant, harsh or contemptuous  sent his heart into his boots. He grovelled before her; it may be that he was of a nature to benefit by the experience.

Having snubbed him, she was silent awhile, that the iron might enter into his soul. Then she looked to see if he was sullen; she found that he was not. He was only heartbroken, and her majesty relented. I said, it is true, she continued, that  that you might earn your pardon. Well, you are pardoned, sir; and we are where we were.

May I call you Betty, then?

Lady Bettys eyes fell modestly on her fan. Well, you may, she said. I think that is part of your pardon, if it gives you any pleasure to call me by my name. It seems vastly foolish to me.

He was foolish. Betty! he cried softly. Betty! Betty! Itll be the only name for me as long as I live. Betty! Betty! Betty!

What nonsense! Lady Betty answered; but her gaze fell before his.

Do you remember, he ventured, what it was I said of your eyes?

Of my eyes? she cried, recovering herself. No; of the maids eyes, if you please. There was some nonsense said of them, I remember.

It was all true of your eyes! Tom said, gathering courage and fluency. Its true of them now! And all I said to the maid, I say to you. And I wish, oh, I wish you were the maid again!

That you might be rude to me, I suppose? she answered, tracing a figure with her fan on the horseblock.

No, Tom cried. That I might show you how much I love you. That I might get nothing by you but yourself. Oh, Betty, give me a little hope! Say that  that some day I shall  I shall kiss you again.

Betty, blushing and but half disdainful, studied the ground with a gravity that was not natural to her.

Well, perhaps  in a year, she faltered. Always supposing that you kiss no one in the meantime, sir.

A year, a whole year, Betty! Tom protested.

Yes, a year, not a day less, she answered firmly. You are only a boy. You dont know your own mind. I dont know yet whether you would treat me well. And for waiting, Ill have no one kiss me, Betty continued, steadfastly, that cannot wait and wait, and doesnt think me worth the waiting. So, sir, if you wish to show that you are a man, you must show it by waiting.

A year! Tom moaned. Its an age!

So it is to a boy, she retorted. To a man its a year. And as you dont wish to wait  

I will wait! I will indeed! Tom cried.

Remember you must kiss no one in the meantime, Betty continued, drawing patterns on the block, nor write, nor speak, nor look a word of love. You will be on your honour, and  and you will wait till this day twelvemonth, sir.

I will, Tom cried. I will, and thankfully, if you on your side, Betty  

She sprang up. What? she cried, on fire in an instant. You would make terms with me, would you?

Tom, the bold, the bully, cringed. No, he said. No, of course not. I beg your pardon, Betty.

She was silent for a full half minute, and he thought her hopelessly offended. But when she spoke again it was hurriedly, and in a tone of strange, new shyness. Still, I  I dont ask what I wont give, she said. Youve kissed me, and you are not the same to me as  as others. I dont mind telling you that. And  and what is law for you shall be law for me. I suppose you understand, she added, her face naming more and more. And in her growing bashfulness she glanced at him angrily. I never  I never have flirted, of course, she continued, despairing of making him understand; but I  I wont flirt this year if you are in earnest.

Somehow Tom had got her hand, and was kissing it. And the two formed a pretty picture. But the time allowed them was short. Toms ecstasy was interrupted by the sound of approaching footsteps. Sir Hervey and Sophia had descended the steps of the terrace followed by the old vicar, who looked little the worse for his fainting-fit. He bore on his arm a new gown, the gift of his patron, and the token of his own favour, if not of his wifes forgiveness. The three were so closely engaged in talk that until they came face to face with the other pair they were not conscious of their presence. Then for a moment Sophia faltered and hung back, shamed and conscience-stricken, reminded of the things she had said, and the worse things she had thought, of her friend. But in a breath the two girls were in one anothers arms.

Tom looked and groaned. Oh, Lord! he said. A year! A whole year!


COUNT HANNIBAL
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CHAPTER I. CRIMSON FAVOURS.

M. de Tavannes smiled. Mademoiselle averted her eyes, and shivered; as if the air, even of that close summer night, entering by the door at her elbow, chilled her. And then came a welcome interruption.

Tavannes!

Sire!

Count Hannibal rose slowly. The King had called, and he had no choice but to obey and go. Yet he hung a last moment over his companion, his hateful breath stirring her hair.

Our pleasure is cut short too soon, Mademoiselle, he said, in the tone, and with the look, she loathed. But for a few hours only. We shall meet to-morrow. Or, it may be  earlier.

She did not answer, and Tavannes! the King repeated with violence. Tavannes! Mordieu! his Majesty continued, looking round furiously. Will no one fetch him? Sacré nom, am I King, or a dog of a

I come, sire! the Count cried hastily. For Charles, King of France, Ninth of the name, was none of the most patient; and scarce another in the Court would have ventured to keep him waiting so long. I come, sire; I come! Tavannes repeated, as he moved from Mademoiselles side.

He shouldered his way through the circle of courtiers, who barred the road to the presence, and in part hid her from observation. He pushed past the table at which Charles and the Comte de Rochefoucauld had been playing primero, and at which the latter still sat, trifling idly with the cards. Three more paces, and he reached the King, who stood in the ruelle with Rambouillet and the Italian Marshal. It was the latter who, a moment before, had summoned his Majesty from his game.

Mademoiselle, watching him go, saw so much; so much, and the Kings roving eyes and haggard face, and the four figures, posed apart in the fuller light of the upper half of the Chamber. Then the circle of courtiers came together before her, and she sat back on her stool. A fluttering, long-drawn sigh escaped her. Now, if she could slip out and make her escape! Now  she looked round. She was not far from the door; to withdraw seemed easy. But a staring, whispering knot of gentlemen and pages blocked the way; and the girl, ignorant of the etiquette of the Court, and with no more than a weeks experience of Paris, had not the courage to rise and pass alone through the group.

She had come to the Louvre this Saturday evening under the wing of Madame dYverne, her fiancés cousin. By ill-hap Madame had been summoned to the Princess Dowagers closet, and perforce had left her. Still, Mademoiselle had her betrothed, and in his charge had sat herself down to wait, nothing loth, in the great gallery, where all was bustle and gaiety and entertainment. For this, the seventh day of the fêtes, held to celebrate the marriage of the King of Navarre and Charless sister  a marriage which was to reconcile the two factions of the Huguenots and the Catholics, so long at war  saw the Louvre as gay, as full, and as lively as the first of the fête days had found it; and in the humours of the throng, in the ceaseless passage of masks and maids of honour, guards and bishops, Swiss in the black, white, and green of Anjou, and Huguenot nobles in more sombre habits, the country-bred girl had found recreation and to spare. Until gradually the evening had worn away and she had begun to feel nervous; and M. de Tignonville, her betrothed, placing her in the embrasure of a window, had gone to seek Madame.

She had waited for a time without much misgiving; expecting each moment to see him return. He would be back before she could count a hundred; he would be back before she could number the leagues that separated her from her beloved province, and the home by the Biscay Sea, to which even in that brilliant scene her thoughts turned fondly. But the minutes had passed, and passed, and he had not returned. Worse, in his place Tavannes  not the Marshal, but his brother, Count Hannibal  had found her; he, whose odious court, at once a menace and an insult, had subtly enveloped her for a week past. He had sat down beside her, he had taken possession of her, and, profiting by her inexperience, had played on her fears and smiled at her dislike. Finally, whether she would or no, he had swept her with him into the Chamber. The rest had been an obsession, a nightmare, from which only the Kings voice summoning Tavannes to his side had relieved her.

Her aim now was to escape before he returned, and before another, seeing her alone, adopted his rôle and was rude to her. Already the courtiers about her were beginning to stare, the pages to turn and titter and whisper. Direct her gaze as she might, she met some eye watching her, some couple enjoying her confusion. To make matters worse, she presently discovered that she was the only woman in the Chamber; and she conceived the notion that she had no right to be there at that hour. At the thought her cheeks burned, her eyes dropped; the room seemed to buzz with her name, with gross words and jests, and gibes at her expense.

At last, when the situation had grown nearly unbearable, the group before the door parted, and Tignonville appeared. The girl rose with a cry of relief, and he came to her. The courtiers glanced at the two and smiled.

He did not conceal his astonishment at finding her there. But, Mademoiselle, how is this? he asked, in a low voice. He was as conscious of the attention they attracted as she was, and as uncertain on the point of her right to be there. I left you in the gallery. I came back, missed you, and

She stopped him by a gesture. Not here! she muttered, with suppressed impatience. I will tell you outside. Take me  take me out, if you please, Monsieur, at once!

He was as glad to be gone as she was to go. The group by the doorway parted; she passed through it, he followed. In a moment the two stood in the great gallery, above the Salle des Caryatides. The crowd which had paraded here an hour before was gone, and the vast echoing apartment, used at that date as a guard-room, was well-nigh empty. Only at rare intervals, in the embrasure of a window or the recess of a door, a couple talked softly. At the farther end, near the head of the staircase which led to the hall below, and the courtyard, a group of armed Swiss lounged on guard. Mademoiselle shot a keen glance up and down, then she turned to her lover, her face hot with indignation.

Why did you leave me? she asked. Why did you leave me, if you could not come back at once? Do you understand, sir, she continued, that it was at your instance I came to Paris, that I came to this Court, and that I look to you for protection?

Surely, he said. And

And do you think Carlat and his wife fit guardians for me? Should I have come or thought of coming to this wedding, but for your promise, and Madame your cousins? If I had not deemed myself almost your wife, she continued warmly, and secure of your protection, should I have come within a hundred miles of this dreadful city? To which, had I my will, none of our people should have come.

Dreadful? Pardieu, not so dreadful, he answered, smiling, and striving to give the dispute a playful turn. You have seen more in a week than you would have seen at Vrillac in a lifetime, Mademoiselle.

And I choke! she retorted; I choke! Do you not see how they look at us, at us Huguenots, in the street? How they, who live here, point at us and curse us? How the very dogs scent us out and snarl at our heels, and the babes cross themselves when we go by? Can you see the Place des Gastines and not think what stood there? Can you pass the Grève at night and not fill the air above the river with screams and wailings and horrible cries  the cries of our people murdered on that spot? She paused for breath, recovered herself a little, and in a lower tone, For me, she said, I think of Philippa de Luns by day and by night! The eaves are a threat to me; the tiles would fall on us had they their will; the houses nod to  to

To what, Mademoiselle? he asked, shrugging his shoulders and assuming a tone of cynicism.

To crush us! Yes, Monsieur, to crush us!

And all this because I left you for a moment?

For an hour  or well-nigh an hour, she answered more soberly.

But if I could not help it?

You should have thought of that  before you brought me to Paris, Monsieur. In these troublous times.

He coloured warmly. You are unjust, Mademoiselle, he said. There are things you forget; in a Court one is not always master of ones self.

I know it, she answered dryly, thinking of that through which she had gone.

But you do not know what happened! he returned with impatience. You do not understand that I am not to blame. Madame dYverne, when I reached the Princess Dowagers closet, had left to go to the Queen of Navarre. I hurried after her, and found a score of gentlemen in the King of Navarres chamber. They were holding a council, and they begged, nay, they compelled me to remain.

And it was that which detained you so long?

To be sure, Mademoiselle.

And not  Madame St. Lo?

M. de Tignonvilles face turned scarlet. The thrust in tierce was unexpected. This, then, was the key to Mademoiselles spirt of temper.

I do not understand you, he stammered.

How long were you in the King of Navarres chamber, and how long with Madame St. Lo? she asked with fine irony. Or no, I will not tempt you, she went on quickly, seeing him hesitate. I heard you talking to Madame St. Lo in the gallery while I sat within. And I know how long you were with her.

I met Madame as I returned, he stammered, his face still hot, and I asked her where you were. I did not know, Mademoiselle, that I was not to speak to ladies of my acquaintance.

I was alone, and I was waiting.

I could not know that  for certain, he answered, making the best of it. You were not where I left you. I thought, I confess  that you had gone. That you had gone home.

With whom? With whom? she repeated pitilessly. Was it likely? With whom was I to go? And yet it is true, I might have gone home had I pleased  with M. de Tavannes! Yes, she continued, in a tone of keen reproach, and with the blood mounting to her forehead, it is to that, Monsieur, you expose me! To be pursued, molested, harassed by a man whose look terrifies me, and whose touch I  I detest! To be addressed wherever I go by a man whose every word proves that he thinks me game for the hunter, and you a thing he may neglect. You are a man and you do not know, you cannot know what I suffer! What I have suffered this week past whenever you have left my side!

Tignonville looked gloomy. What has he said to you? he asked, between his teeth.

Nothing I can tell you, she answered, with a shudder. It was he who took me into the Chamber.

Why did you go?

Wait until he bids you do something, she answered. His manner, his smile, his tone, all frighten me. And to-night, in all these there was a something worse, a hundred times worse than when I saw him last  on Thursday! He seemed to  to gloat on me, the girl stammered, with a flush of shame, as if I were his! Oh, Monsieur, I wish we had not left our Poitou! Shall we ever see Vrillac again, and the fishers huts about the port, and the sea beating blue against the long brown causeway?

He had listened darkly, almost sullenly; but at this, seeing the tears gather in her eyes, he forced a laugh.

Why, you are as bad as M. de Rosny and the Vidame! he said. And they are as full of fears as an egg is of meat! Since the Admiral was wounded by that scoundrel on Friday, they think all Paris is in a league against us.

And why not? she asked, her cheek grown pale, her eyes reading his eyes.

Why not? Why, because it is a monstrous thing even to think of! Tignonville answered, with the confidence of one who did not use the argument for the first time. Could they insult the King more deeply than by such a suspicion? A Borgia may kill his guests, but it was never a practice of the Kings of France! Pardieu, I have no patience with them! They may lodge where they please, across the river, or without the walls if they choose, the Rue de lArbre Sec is good enough for me, and the Kings name sufficient surety!

I know you are not apt to be fearful, she answered, smiling; and she looked at him with a womans pride in her lover. All the same, you will not desert me again, sir, will you?

He vowed he would not, kissed her hand, looked into her eyes; then melting to her, stammering, blundering, he named Madame St. Lo. She stopped him.

There is no need, she said, answering his look with kind eyes, and refusing to hear his protestations. In a fortnight will you not be my husband? How should I distrust you? It was only that while she talked, I waited  I waited; and  and that Madame St. Lo is Count Hannibals cousin. For a moment I was mad enough to dream that she held you on purpose. You do not think it was so?

She! he cried sharply; and he winced, as if the thought hurt him. Absurd! The truth is, Mademoiselle, he continued with a little heat, you are like so many of our people! You think a Catholic capable of the worst.

We have long thought so at Vrillac, she answered gravely.

Thats over now, if people would only understand. This wedding has put an end to all that. But Im harking back, he continued awkwardly; and he stopped. Instead, let me take you home.

If you please. Carlat and the servants should be below.

He took her left hand in his right after the wont of the day, and with his other hand touching his sword-hilt, he led her down the staircase, that by a single turn reached the courtyard of the palace. Here a mob of armed servants, of lacqueys, and footboys, some bearing torches, and some carrying their masters cloaks and galoshes, loitered to and fro. Had M. de Tignonville been a little more observant, or a trifle less occupied with his own importance, he might have noted more than one face which looked darkly on him; he might have caught more than one overt sneer at his expense. But in the business of summoning Carlat  Mademoiselle de Vrillacs steward and major-domo  he lost the contemptuous Christaudins! that hissed from a footboys lips, and the Southern dogs! that died in the moustachios of a bully in the livery of the Kings brother. He was engaged in finding the steward, and in aiding him to cloak his mistress; then with a ruffling air, a new acquirement, which he had picked up since he came to Paris, he made a way for her through the crowd. A moment, and the three, followed by half a dozen armed servants, bearing pikes and torches, detached themselves from the throng, and crossing the courtyard, with its rows of lighted windows, passed out by the gate between the Tennis Courts, and so into the Rue des Fosses de St. Germain.

Before them, against a sky in which the last faint glow of evening still contended with the stars, the spire and pointed arches of the church of St. Germain rose darkly graceful. It was something after nine: the heat of the August day brooded over the crowded city, and dulled the faint distant ring of arms and armour that yet would make itself heard above the hush; a hush which was not silence so much as a subdued hum. As Mademoiselle passed the closed house beside the Cloister of St. Germain, where only the day before Admiral Coligny, the leader of the Huguenots, had been wounded, she pressed her escorts hand, and involuntarily drew nearer to him. But he laughed at her.

It was a private blow, he said, answering her unspoken thought. It is like enough the Guises sped it. But they know now what is the Kings will, and they have taken the hint and withdrawn themselves. It will not happen again, Mademoiselle. For proof, see the guards  they were passing the end of the Rue Bethizy, in the corner house of which, abutting on the Rue de lArbre Sec, Coligny had his lodgings whom the King has placed for his security. Fifty pikes under Cosseins.

Cosseins? she repeated. But I thought Cosseins

Was not wont to love us! Tignonville answered, with a confident chuckle. He was not. But the dogs lick where the master wills, Mademoiselle. He was not, but he does. This marriage has altered all.

I hope it may not prove an unlucky one! she murmured. She felt impelled to say it.

Not it! he answered confidently. Why should it?

They stopped, as he spoke, before the last house, at the corner of the Rue St. Honoré opposite the Croix du Tiroir; which rose shadowy in the middle of the four ways. He hammered on the door.

But, she said softly, looking in his face, the change is sudden, is it not? The King was not wont to be so good to us!

The King was not King until now, he answered warmly. That is what I am trying to persuade our people. Believe me, Mademoiselle, you may sleep without fear; and early in the morning I will be with you. Carlat, have a care of your mistress until morning, and let Madame lie in her chamber. She is nervous to-night. There, sweet, until morning! God keep you, and pleasant dreams!

He uncovered, and bowing over her hand, kissed it; and the door being open he would have turned away. But she lingered as if unwilling to enter.

There is  do you hear it  a stir in that quarter? she said, pointing across the Rue St. Honoré. What lies there?

Northward? The markets, he answered. Tis nothing. They say, you know, that Paris never sleeps. Good night, sweet, and a fair awakening!

She shivered as she had shivered under Tavannes eye. And still she lingered, keeping him.

Are you going to your lodging at once? she asked  for the sake, it seemed, of saying something.

I? he answered a little hurriedly. No, I was thinking of paying Rochefoucauld the compliment of seeing him home. He has taken a new lodging to be near the Admiral; a horrid bare place in the Rue Bethizy, without furniture, but he would go into it to-day. And he has a sort of claim on my family, you know.

Yes, she said simply. Of course. Then I must not detain you. God keep you safe, she continued, with a faint quiver in her tone; and her lip trembled. Good night, and fair dreams, Monsieur.

He echoed the words gallantly. Of you, sweet! he cried; and turning away with a gesture of farewell, he set off on his return.

He walked briskly, nor did he look back, though she stood awhile gazing after him. She was not aware that she gave thought to this; nor that it hurt her. Yet when bolt and bar had shot behind her, and she had mounted the cold, bare staircase of that day  when she had heard the dull echoing footsteps of her attendants as they withdrew to their lairs and sleeping-places, and still more when she had crossed the threshold of her chamber, and signed to Madame Carlat and her woman to listen  it is certain she felt a lack of something.

Perhaps the chill that possessed her came of that lack, which she neither defined nor acknowledged. Or possibly it came of the night air, August though it was; or of sheer nervousness, or of the remembrance of Count Hannibals smile. Whatever its origin, she took it to bed with her and long after the house slept round her, long after the crowded quarter of the Halles had begun to heave and the Sorbonne to vomit a black-frocked band, long after the tall houses in the gabled streets, from St. Antoine to Montmartre and from St. Denis on the north to St. Jacques on the south, had burst into rows of twinkling lights  nay, long after the Quarter of the Louvre alone remained dark, girdled by this strange midnight brightness  she lay awake. At length she too slept, and dreamed of home and the wide skies of Poitou, and her castle of Vrillac washed day and night by the Biscay tides.


CHAPTER II. HANNIBAL DE SAULX, COMTE DE TAVANNES.

Tavannes!

Sire.

Tavannes, we know, had been slow to obey the summons. Emerging from the crowd, he found that the King, with Retz and Rambouillet, his Marshal des Logis, had retired to the farther end of the Chamber; apparently Charles had forgotten that he had called. His head a little bent  he was tall and had a natural stoop  the King seemed to be listening to a low but continuous murmur of voices which proceeded from the door of his closet. One voice frequently raised was beyond doubt a womans; a foreign accent, smooth and silky, marked another; a third, that from time to time broke in, wilful and impetuous, was the voice of Monsieur, the Kings brother, Catherine de Médicis favourite son. Tavannes, waiting respectfully two paces behind the King, could catch little that was said; but Charles, something more, it seemed, for on a sudden he laughed, a violent, mirthless laugh. And he clapped Rambouillet on the shoulder.

There! he said, with one of his horrible oaths, tis settled! Tis settled! Go, man, and take your orders! And you, M. de Retz, he continued, in a tone of savage mockery, go, my lord, and give them!

I, sire? the Italian Marshal answered, in accents of deprecation. There were times when the young King would show his impatience of the Italian ring, the Retzs and Biragues, the Strozzis and Gondys, with whom his mother surrounded him.

Yes, you! Charles answered. You and my lady mother! And in Gods name answer for it at the day! he continued vehemently. You will have it! You will not let me rest till you have it! Then have it, only see to it, it be done thoroughly! There shall not be one left to cast it in the Kings teeth and cry, Et tu, Carole! Swim, swim in blood if you will, he continued, with growing wildness. Oh, twill be a merry night! And its true so far, you may kill fleas all day, but burn the coat, and theres an end. So burn it, burn it, and He broke off with a start as he discovered Tavannes at his elbow. Gods death, man! he cried roughly, who sent for you?

Your Majesty called me, Tavannes answered; while, partly urged by the Kings hand, and partly anxious to escape, the others slipped into the closet and left them together.

I sent for you? I called your brother, the Marshal!

He is within, sire, Tavannes answered, indicating the closet. A moment ago I heard his voice.

Charles passed his shaking hand across his eyes. Is he? he muttered. So he is! I heard it too. And  and a man cannot be in two places at once! Then, while his haggard gaze, passing by Tavannes, roved round the Chamber, he laid his hand on Count Hannibals breast. They give me no peace, Madame and the Guises, he whispered, his face hectic with excitement. They will have it. They say that Coligny  they say that he beards me in my own palace. And  and, mordieu, with sudden violence, its true. Its true enough! It was but to-day he was for making terms with me! With me, the King! Making terms! So it shall be, by God and Devil, it shall! But not six or seven! No, no. All! All! There shall not be one left to say to me, You did it!

Softly, sire, Tavannes answered; for Charles had gradually raised his voice. You will be observed.

For the first time the young King  he was but twenty-two years old, God pity him!  looked at his companion.

To be sure, he whispered; and his eyes grew cunning. Besides, and after all, theres another way, if I choose. Oh, Ive thought and thought, Id have you know. And shrugging his shoulders, almost to his ears, he raised and lowered his open hands alternately, while his back hid the movement from the Chamber. See-saw! See-saw! he muttered. And the King between the two, you see. Thats Madames king-craft. Shes shown me that a hundred times. But look you, it is as easy to lower the one as the other, with a cunning glance at Tavannes face, or to cut off the right as the left. And  and the Admirals an old man and will pass; and for the matter of that I like to hear him talk. He talks well. While the others, Guise and his kind, are young, and Ive thought, oh, yes, Ive thought  but there, with a sudden harsh laugh, my lady mother will have it her own way. And for this time she shall, but, All! All! Even Foucauld, there! Do you mark him. Hes sorting the cards. Do you see him  as he will be to-morrow, with the slit in his throat and his teeth showing? Why, God! his voice rising almost to a scream, the candles by him are burning blue! And with a shaking hand, his face convulsed, the young King clutched his companions arm, and pinched it.

Count Hannibal shrugged his shoulders, but answered nothing.

Dyou think we shall see them afterwards? Charles resumed, in a sharp, eager whisper. In our dreams, man? Or when the watchman cries, and we awake, and the monks are singing lauds at St. Germain, and  and the taper is low?

Tavannes lip curled. I dont dream, sire, he answered coldly, and I seldom wake. For the rest, I fear my enemies neither alive nor dead.

Dont you? By G-d, I wish I didnt, the young man exclaimed. His brow was wet with sweat. I wish I didnt. But there, its settled. Theyve settled it, and I would it were done! What do you think of  of it, man? What do you think of it, yourself?

Count Hannibals face was inscrutable. I think nothing, sire, he said dryly. It is for your Majesty and your council to think. It is enough for me that it is the Kings will.

But youll not flinch? Charles muttered, with a quick look of suspicion. But there, with a monstrous oath, I know youll not! I believe youd as soon kill a monk  though, thank God, and he crossed himself devoutly, there is no question of that  as a man. And sooner than a maiden.

Much sooner, sire, Tavannes answered grimly. If you have any orders in the monkish direction  no? Then your Majesty must not talk to me longer. M. de Rochefoucauld is beginning to wonder what is keeping your Majesty from your game. And others are marking you, sire.

By the Lord! Charles exclaimed, a ring of wonder mingled with horror in his tone, if they knew what was in our minds theyd mark us more! Yet, see Nançay there beside the door? He is unmoved. He looks to-day as he looked yesterday. Yet he has charge of the work in the palace

For the first time Tavannes allowed a movement of surprise to escape him.

In the palace? he muttered. Is it to be done here, too, sire?

Would you let some escape, to return by-and-by and cut our throats? the King retorted, with a strange spirt of fury; an incapacity to maintain the same attitude of mind for two minutes together was the most fatal weakness of his ill-balanced nature. No. All! All! he repeated with vehemence. Didnt Noah people the earth with eight? But Ill not leave eight! My cousins, for they are blood-royal, shall live if they will recant. And my old nurse, whether or no. And Paré, for no one else understands my complexion. And

And Rochefoucauld, doubtless, sire?

The King, whose eye had sought his favourite companion, withdrew it. He darted a glance at Tavannes.

Foucauld? Who said so? he muttered jealously. Not I! But we shall see. We shall see! And do you see that you spare no one, M. le Comte, without an order. That is your business.

I understand, sire, Tavannes answered coolly. And after a moments silence, seeing that the King had done with him, he bowed low and withdrew; watched by the circle, as all about a King were watched in the days when a Kings breath meant life or death, and his smile made the fortunes of men. As he passed Rochefoucauld, the latter looked up and nodded.

What keeps brother Charles? he muttered. Hes madder than ever to-night. Is it a masque or a murder he is planning?

The vapours, Tavannes answered, with a sneer. Old tales his old nurse has stuffed him withal. Hell come by-and-by, and twill be well if you can divert him.

I will, if he come, Rochefoucauld answered, shuffling the cards. If not tis Chicots business, and he should attend to it. Im tired, and shall to bed.

He will come, Tavannes answered, and moved, as if to go on. Then he paused for a last word. He will come, he muttered, stooping and speaking under his breath, his eyes on the others face. But play him lightly. He is in an ugly mood. Please him, if you can, and it may serve.

The eyes of the two met an instant, and those of Foucauld  so the King called his Huguenot favourite  betrayed some surprise; for Count Hannibal and he were not intimate. But seeing that the other was in earnest, he raised his brows in acknowledgment. Tavannes nodded carelessly in return, looked an instant at the cards on the table, and passed on, pushed his way through the circle, and reached the door. He was lifting the curtain to go out, when Nançay, the Captain of the Guard, plucked his sleeve.

What have you been saying to Foucauld, M. de Tavannes? he muttered.

I?

Yes, with a jealous glance, you, M. le Comte.

Count Hannibal looked at him with the sudden ferocity that made the man a proverb at Court.

What I chose, M. le Capitaine des Suisses! he hissed. And his hand closed like a vice on the others wrist. What I chose, look you! And remember, another time, that I am not a Huguenot, and say what I please.

But there is great need of care, Nançay protested, stammering and flinching. And  and I have orders, M. le Comte.

Your orders are not for me, Tavannes answered, releasing his arm with a contemptuous gesture. And look you, man, do not cross my path to-night. You know our motto? Who touches my brother, touches Tavannes! Be warned by it.

Nançay scowled. But the priests say, If your hand offend you, cut it off! he muttered.

Tavannes laughed, a sinister laugh. If you offend me Ill cut your throat, he said; and with no ceremony he went out, and dropped the curtain behind him.

Nançay looked after him, his face pale with rage. Curse him! he whispered, rubbing his wrist. If he were any one else I would teach him! But he would as soon run you through in the presence as in the Pré aux Clercs! And his brother, the Marshal, has the Kings ear! And Madame Catherines too, which is worse!

He was still fuming, when an officer in the colours of Monsieur, the Kings brother, entered hurriedly, and keeping his hand on the curtain, looked anxiously round the Chamber. As soon as his eye found Nançay, his face cleared.

Have you the reckoning? he muttered.

There are seventeen Huguenots in the palace besides their Highnesses, Nançay replied, in the same cautious tone. Not counting two or three who are neither the one thing nor the other. In addition, there are the two Montmorencies; but they are to go safe for fear of their brother, who is not in the trap. He is too like his father, the old Bench-burner, to be lightly wronged! And, besides, there is Paré, who is to go to his Majestys closet as soon as the gates are shut. If the King decides to save any one else, he will send him to his closet. So tis all clear and arranged here. If you are forward outside, it will be well! Who deals with the gentleman with the tooth-pick?

The Admiral? Monsieur, Guise, and the Grand Prior; Cosseins and Besme have charge. Tis to be done first. Then the Provost will raise the town. He will have a body of stout fellows ready at three or four rendezvous, so that the fire may blaze up everywhere at once. Marcel, the ex-provost, has the same commission south of the river. Orders to light the town as for a frolic have been given, and the Halles will be ready.

Nançay nodded, reflected a moment, and then with an involuntary shudder  

God! he exclaimed, it will shake the world!

You think so?

Ay, will it not! His next words showed that he bore Tavannes warning in mind. For me, my friend, I go in mail to-night, he said. There will be many a score paid before morning, besides his Majestys. And many a left-handed blow will be struck in the mêlée!

The other crossed himself. Grant none light here! he said devoutly. And with a last look he nodded and went out.

In the doorway he jostled a person who was in the act of entering. It was M. de Tignonville, who, seeing Nançay at his elbow, saluted him, and stood looking round. The young mans face was flushed, his eyes were bright with unwonted excitement.

M. de Rochefoucauld? he asked eagerly. He has not left yet?

Nançay caught the thrill in his voice, and marked the young mans flushed face and altered bearing. He noted, too, the crumpled paper he carried half-hidden in his hand; and the Captains countenance grew dark. He drew a step nearer, and his hand reached softly for his dagger. But his voice, when he spoke, was smooth as the surface of the pleasure-loving Court, smooth as the externals of all things in Paris that summer evening.

He is here still, he said. Have you news, M. de Tignonville?

News?

For M. de Rochefoucauld?

Tignonville laughed. No, he said. I am here to see him to his lodging, that is all. News, Captain? What made you think so?

That which you have in your hand, Nançay answered, his fears relieved.

The young man blushed to the roots of his hair. It is not for him, he said.

I can see that, Monsieur, Nançay answered politely. He has his successes, but all the billets-doux do not go one way.

The young man laughed, a conscious, flattered laugh. He was handsome, with such a face as women love, but there was a lack of ease in the way he wore his Court suit. It was a trifle finer, too, than accorded with Huguenot taste; or it looked the finer for the way he wore it, even as Telignys and Foucaulds velvet capes and stiff brocades lost their richness and became but the adjuncts, fitting and graceful, of the men. Odder still, as Tignonville laughed, half hiding and half revealing the dainty scented paper in his hand, his clothes seemed smarter and he more awkward than usual.

It is from a lady, he admitted. But a bit of badinage, I assure you, nothing more!

Understood! M. de Nançay murmured politely. I congratulate you.

But

I say I congratulate you!

But it is nothing.

Oh, I understand. And see, the King is about to rise. Go forward, Monsieur, he continued benevolently. A young man should show himself. Besides, his Majesty likes you well, he added, with a leer. He had an unpleasant sense of humour, had his Majestys Captain of the Guard; and this evening somewhat more than ordinary on which to exercise it.

Tignonville held too good an opinion of himself to suspect the other of badinage; and thus encouraged, he pushed his way to the front of the circle. During his absence with his betrothed, the crowd in the Chamber had grown thin, the candles had burned an inch shorter in the sconces. But though many who had been there had left, the more select remained, and the Kings return to his seat had given the company a fillip. An air of feverish gaiety, common in the unhealthy life of the Court, prevailed. At a table abreast of the King, Montpensier and Marshal Cossé were dicing and disputing, with now a yell of glee, and now an oath, that betrayed which way fortune inclined. At the back of the Kings chair, Chicot, his gentleman-jester, hung over Charless shoulder, now scanning his cards, and now making hideous faces that threw the on-lookers into fits of laughter. Farther up the Chamber, at the end of the alcove, Marshal Tavannes  our Hannibals brother  occupied a low stool, which was set opposite the open door of the closet. Through this doorway a slender foot, silk-clad, shot now and again into sight; it came, it vanished, it came again, the gallant Marshal striving at each appearance to rob it of its slipper, a dainty jewelled thing of crimson velvet. He failed thrice, a peal of laughter greeting each failure. At the fourth essay, he upset his stool and fell to the floor, but held the slipper. And not the slipper only, but the foot. Amid a flutter of silken skirts and dainty laces  while the hidden beauty shrilly protested  he dragged first the ankle, and then a shapely leg into sight. The circle applauded; the lady, feeling herself still drawn on, screamed loudly and more loudly. All save the King and his opponent turned to look. And then the sport came to a sudden end. A sinewy hand appeared, interposed, released; for an instant the dark, handsome face of Guise looked through the doorway. It was gone as soon as seen; it was there a second only. But more than one recognised it, and wondered. For was not the young Duke in evil odour with the King by reason of the attack on the Admiral? And had he not been chased from Paris only that morning and forbidden to return?

They were still wondering, still gazing, when abruptly  as he did all things  Charles thrust back his chair.

Foucauld, you owe me ten pieces! he cried with glee, and he slapped the table. Pay, my friend; pay!

To-morrow, little master; to-morrow! Rochefoucauld answered in the same tone. And he rose to his feet.

To-morrow! Charles repeated. To-morrow? And on the word his jaw fell. He looked wildly round. His face was ghastly.

Well, sire, and why not? Rochefoucauld answered in astonishment. And in his turn he looked round, wondering; and a chill fell on him. Why not? he repeated.

For a moment no one answered him: the silence in the Chamber was intense. Where he looked, wherever he looked, he met solemn, wondering eyes, such eyes as gaze on men in their coffins.

What has come to you all? he cried, with an effort. What is the jest, for faith, sire, I dont see it?

The King seemed incapable of speech, and it was Chicot who filled the gap.

It is pretty apparent, he said, with a rude laugh. The cock will lay and Foucauld will pay  to-morrow!

The young noblemans colour rose; between him and the Gascon gentleman was no love lost.

There are some debts I pay to-day, he cried haughtily. For the rest, farewell my little master! When one does not understand the jest it is time to be gone.

He was halfway to the door, watched by all, when the King spoke.

Foucauld! he cried, in an odd, strangled voice. Foucauld! And the Huguenot favourite turned back, wondering. One minute! the King continued, in the same forced voice. Stay till morning  in my closet. It is late now. Well play away the rest of the night!

Your Majesty must excuse me, Rochefoucauld answered frankly. I am dead asleep.

You can sleep in the Garde-Robe, the King persisted.

Thank you for nothing, sire! was the gay answer. I know that bed! I shall sleep longer and better in my own.

The King shuddered, but strove to hide the movement under a shrug of his shoulders. He turned away.

It is Gods will! he muttered. He was white to the lips.

Rochefoucauld did not catch the words. Good night, sire, he cried. Farewell, little master. And with a nod here and there, he passed to the door, followed by Mergey and Chamont, two gentlemen of his suite.

Nançay raised the curtain with an obsequious gesture. Pardon me, M. le Comte, he said, do you go to his Highnesss?

For a few minutes, Nançay.

Permit me to go with you. The guards may be set.

Do so, my friend, Rochefoucauld answered. Ah, Tignonville, is it you?

I am come to attend you to your lodging, the young man said. And he ranged up beside the other, as, the curtain fallen behind them, they walked along the gallery.

Rochefoucauld stopped and laid his hand on Tignonvilles sleeve.

Thanks, dear lad, he said, but I am going to the Princess Dowagers. Afterwards to his Highnesss. I may be detained an hour or more. You will not like to wait so long.

M. de Tignonvilles face fell ludicrously. Well, no, he said. I  I dont think I could wait so long  to-night.

Then come to-morrow night, Rochefoucauld answered, with good nature.

With pleasure, the other cried heartily, his relief evident. Certainly. With pleasure. And, nodding good night, they parted.

While Rochefoucauld, with Nançay at his side and his gentlemen attending him, passed along the echoing and now empty gallery, the younger man bounded down the stairs to the great hall of the Caryatides, his face radiant. He for one was not sleepy.


CHAPTER III. THE HOUSE NEXT THE GOLDEN MAID.

We have it on record that before the Comte de la Rochefoucauld left the Louvre that night he received the strongest hints of the peril which threatened him; and at least one written warning was handed to him by a stranger in black, and by him in turn was communicated to the King of Navarre. We are told further that when he took his final leave, about the hour of eleven, he found the courtyard brilliantly lighted, and the three companies of guards  Swiss, Scotch, and French  drawn up in ranked array from the door of the great hall to the gate which opened on the street. But, the chronicler adds, neither this precaution, sinister as it appeared to some of his suite, nor the grave farewell which Rambouillet, from his post at the gate, took of one of his gentlemen, shook that chivalrous soul or sapped its generous confidence.

M. de Tignonville was young and less versed in danger than the Governor of Rochelle; with him, had he seen so much, it might have been different. But he left the Louvre an hour earlier  at a time when the precincts of the palace, gloomy-seeming to us in the light cast by coming events, wore their wonted aspect. His thoughts, moreover, as he crossed the courtyard, were otherwise employed. So much so, indeed, that though he signed to his two servants to follow him, he seemed barely conscious what he was doing; nor did he shake off his reverie until he reached the corner of the Rue Baillet. Here the voices of the Swiss who stood on guard opposite Colignys lodgings, at the end of the Rue Bethizy, could be plainly heard. They had kindled a fire in an iron basket set in the middle of the road, and knots of them were visible in the distance, moving to and fro about their piled arms.

Tignonville paused before he came within the radius of the firelight, and, turning, bade his servants take their way home. I shall follow, but I have business first, he added curtly.

The elder of the two demurred. The streets are not too safe, he said. In two hours or less, my lord, it will be midnight. And then

Go, booby; do you think I am a child? his master retorted angrily. Ive my sword and can use it. I shall not be long. And do you hear, men, keep a still tongue, will you?

The men, country fellows, obeyed reluctantly, and with a full intention of sneaking after him the moment he had turned his back. But he suspected them of this, and stood where he was until they had passed the fire, and could no longer detect his movements. Then he plunged quickly into the Rue Baillet, gained through it the Rue du Roule, and traversing that also, turned to the right into the Rue Ferronerie, the main thoroughfare, east and west, of Paris. Here he halted in front of the long, dark outer wall of the Cemetery of the Innocents, in which, across the tombstones and among the sepulchres of dead Paris, the living Paris of that day, bought and sold, walked, gossiped, and made love.

About him things were to be seen that would have seemed stranger to him had he been less strange to the city. From the quarter of the markets north of him, a quarter which fenced in the cemetery on two sides, the same dull murmur proceeded, which Mademoiselle de Vrillac had remarked an hour earlier. The sky above the cemetery glowed with reflected light, the cause of which was not far to seek, for every window of the tall houses that overlooked it, and the huddle of booths about it, contributed a share of the illumination. At an hour late even for Paris, an hour when honest men should have been sunk in slumber, this strange brilliance did for a moment perplex him; but the past week had been so full of fêtes, of masques and frolics, often devised on the moment and dependent on the Kings whim, that he set this also down to such a cause, and wondered no more.

The lights in the houses did not serve the purpose he had in his mind, but beside the closed gate of the cemetery, and between two stalls, was a votive lamp burning before an image of the Mother and Child. He crossed to this, and assuring himself by a glance to right and left that he stood in no danger from prowlers, he drew a note from his breast. It had been slipped into his hand in the gallery before he saw Mademoiselle to her lodging; it had been in his possession barely an hour. But brief as its contents were, and easily committed to memory, he had perused it thrice already.

At the house next the Golden Maid, Rue Cinq Diamants, an hour before midnight, you may find the door open should you desire to talk farther with C. St. L.

As he read it for the fourth time the light of the lamp fell athwart his face; and even as his fine clothes had never seemed to fit him worse than when he faintly denied the imputations of gallantry launched at him by Nançay, so his features had never looked less handsome than they did now. The glow of vanity which warmed his cheek as he read the message, the smile of conceit which wreathed his lips, bespoke a nature not of the most noble; or the lamp did him less than justice. Presently he kissed the note, and hid it. He waited until the clock of St. Jacques struck the hour before midnight; and then moving forward, he turned to the right by way of the narrow neck leading to the Rue Lombard. He walked in the kennel here, his sword in his hand and his eyes looking to right and left; for the place was notorious for robberies. But though he saw more than one figure lurking in a doorway or under the arch that led to a passage, it vanished on his nearer approach. In less than a minute he reached the southern end of the street that bore the odd title of the Five Diamonds.

Situate in the crowded quarter of the butchers, and almost in the shadow of their famous church, this street  which farther north was continued in the Rue Quimcampoix  presented in those days a not uncommon mingling of poverty and wealth. On one side of the street a row of lofty gabled houses, built under Francis the First, sheltered persons of good condition; on the other, divided from these by the width of the road and a reeking kennel, a row of peat-houses, the hovels of cobblers and sausage-makers, leaned against shapeless timber houses which tottered upwards in a medley of sagging roofs and bulging gutters. Tignonville was strange to the place, and nine nights out of ten he would have been at a disadvantage. But, thanks to the tapers that to-night shone in many windows, he made out enough to see that he need search only the one side; and with a beating heart he passed along the row of newer houses, looking eagerly for the sign of the Golden Maid.

He found it at last; and then for a moment he stood puzzled. The note said, next door to the Golden Maid, but it did not say on which side. He scrutinised the nearer house, but he saw nothing to determine him; and he was proceeding to the farther, when he caught sight of two men, who, ambushed behind a horse-block on the opposite side of the roadway, seemed to be watching his movements. Their presence flurried him; but much to his relief his next glance at the houses showed him that the door of the farther one was unlatched. It stood slightly ajar, permitting a beam of light to escape into the street.

He stepped quickly to it  the sooner he was within the house the better  pushed the door open and entered. As soon as he was inside he tried to close the entrance behind him, but he found he could not; the door would not shut. After a brief trial he abandoned the attempt and passed quickly on, through a bare lighted passage which led to the foot of a staircase, equally bare. He stood at this point an instant and listened, in the hope that Madames maid would come to him. At first he heard nothing save his own breathing; then a gruff voice from above startled him.

This way, Monsieur, it said. You are early, but not too soon!

So Madame trusted her footman! M. de Tignonville shrugged his shoulders; but after all, it was no affair of his, and he went up. Halfway to the top, however, he stood, an oath on his lips. Two men had entered by the open door below  even as he had entered! And as quietly!

The imprudence of it! The imprudence of leaving the door so that it could not be closed! He turned, and descended to meet them, his teeth set, his hand on his sword, one conjecture after another whirling in his brain. Was he beset? Was it a trap? Was it a rival? Was it chance? Two steps he descended; and then the voice he had heard before cried again, but more imperatively  

No, Monsieur, this way! Did you not hear me? This way, and be quick, if you please. By-and-by there will be a crowd, and then the more we have dealt with the better!

He knew now that he had made a mistake, that he had entered the wrong house; and naturally his impulse was to continue his descent and secure his retreat. But the pause had brought the two men who had entered face to face with him, and they showed no signs of giving way. On the contrary.

The room is above, Monsieur, the foremost said, in a matter-of-fact tone, and with a slight salutation. After you, if you please, and he signed to him to return.

He was a burly man, grim and truculent in appearance, and his follower was like him. Tignonville hesitated, then turned and ascended. But as soon as he had reached the landing where they could pass him, he turned again.

I have made a mistake, I think, he said. I have entered the wrong house.

Are you for the house next the Golden Maid, Monsieur?

Yes.

Rue Cinq Diamants, Quarter of the Boucherie?

Yes.

No mistake, then, the stout man replied firmly. You are early, that is all. You have arms, I see. Maillard!  to the person whose voice Tignonville had heard at the head of the stairs A white sleeve, and a cross for Monsieurs hat, and his name on the register. Come, make a beginning! Make a beginning, man.

To be sure, Monsieur. All is ready.

Then lose no time, I say. Here are others, also early in the good cause. Gentlemen, welcome! Welcome all who are for the true faith! Death to the heretics! Kill, and no quarter! is the word to-night!

Death to the heretics! the last comers cried in chorus. Kill and no quarter! At what hour, M. le Prévot?

At daybreak, the Provost answered importantly. But have no fear, the tocsin will sound. The King and our good man M. de Guise have all in hand. A white sleeve, a white cross, and a sharp knife shall rid Paris of the vermin! Gentlemen of the quarter, the word of the night is Kill, and no quarter! Death to the Huguenots!

Death! Death to the Huguenots! Kill, and no quarter! A dozen  the room was beginning to fill  waved their weapons and echoed the cry.

Tignonville had been fortunate enough to apprehend the position  and the peril in which he stood  before Maillard advanced to him bearing a white linen sleeve. In the instant of discovery his heart had stood a moment, the blood had left his cheeks; but with some faults, he was no coward, and he managed to hide his emotion. He held out his left arm, and suffered the beadle to pass the sleeve over it and to secure the white linen above the elbow. Then at a gesture he gave up his velvet cap, and saw it decorated with a white cross of the same material.

Now the register, Monsieur, Maillard continued briskly; and waving him in the direction of a clerk, who sat at the end of the long table, having a book and a ink-horn before him, he turned to the next comer.

Tignonville would fain have avoided the ordeal of the register, but the clerks eye was on him. He had been fortunate so far, but he knew that the least breath of suspicion would destroy him, and summoning his wits together he gave his name in a steady voice. Anne Desmartins. It was his mothers maiden name, and the first that came into his mind.

Of Paris?

Recently; by birth, of the Limousin.

Good, Monsieur, the clerk answered, writing in the name. And he turned to the next. And you, my friend?


CHAPTER IV. THE EVE OF THE FEAST.

It was Tignonvilles salvation that the men who crowded the long white-walled room, and exchanged vile boasts under the naked flaring lights, were of all classes. There were butchers, natives of the surrounding quarter whom the scent of blood had drawn from their lairs; and there were priests with hatchet faces, who whispered in the butchers ears. There were gentlemen of the robe, and plain mechanics, rich merchants in their gowns, and bare-armed ragpickers, sleek choristers, and shabby led-captains; but differ as they might in other points, in one thing all were alike. From all, gentle or simple, rose the same cry for blood, the same aspiration to be first equipped for the fray. In one corner a man of rank stood silent and apart, his hand on his sword, the working of his face alone betraying the storm that reigned within. In another, a Norman horse-dealer talked in low whispers with two thieves. In a third, a gold-wire drawer addressed an admiring group from the Sorbonne; and meantime the middle of the floor grew into a seething mass of muttering, scowling men, through whom the last comers, thrust as they might, had much ado to force their way.

And from all under the low ceiling rose a ceaseless hum, though none spoke loud. Kill! kill! kill! was the burden; the accompaniment such profanities and blasphemies as had long disgraced the Paris pulpits, and day by day had fanned the bigotry  already at a white heat  of the Parisian populace. Tignonville turned sick as he listened, and would fain have closed his ears. But for his life he dared not. And presently a cripple in a beggars garb, a dwarfish, filthy creature with matted hair, twitched his sleeve, and offered him a whetstone.

Are you sharp, noble sir? he asked, with a leer. Are you sharp? Its surprising how the edge goes on the bone. A cut and thrust? Well, every man to his taste. But give me a broad butchers knife and Ill ask no help, be it man, woman, or child!

A bystander, a lean man in rusty black, chuckled as he listened.

But the woman or the child for choice, eh, Jehan? he said. And he looked to Tignonville to join in the jest.

Ay, give me a white throat for choice! the cripple answered, with horrible zest. And therell be delicate necks to prick to-night! Lord, I think I hear them squeal! You dont need it, sir? he continued, again proffering the whetstone. No? Then Ill give my blade another whet, in the name of our Lady, the Saints, and good Father Pezelay!

Ay, and give me a turn! the lean man cried, proffering his weapon. May I die if I do not kill one of the accursed for every finger of my hands!

And toe of my feet! the cripple answered, not to be outdone. And toe of my feet! A full score!

Tis according to your sins! the other, who had something of the air of a Churchman, answered. The more heretics killed, the more sins forgiven. Remember that, brother, and spare not if your soul be burdened! They blaspheme God and call Him paste! In the paste of their own blood, he continued ferociously, I will knead them and roll them out, saith the good Father Pezelay, my master!

The cripple crossed himself. Whom God keep, he said. He is a good man. But you are looking ill, noble sir? he continued, peering curiously at the young Huguenot.

Tis the heat, Tignonville muttered. The night is stifling, and the lights make it worse. I will go nearer the door.

He hoped to escape them; he had some hope even of escaping from the room and giving the alarm. But when he had forced his way to the threshold, he found it guarded by two pikemen; and glancing back to see if his movements were observed  for he knew that his agitation might have awakened suspicion  he found that the taller of the two whom he had left, the black-garbed man with the hungry face, was watching him a-tiptoe, over the shoulders of the crowd.

With that, and the sense of his impotence, the lights began to swim before his eyes. The catastrophe that overhung his party, the fate so treacherously prepared for all whom he loved and all with whom his fortunes were bound up, confused his brain almost to delirium. He strove to think, to calculate chances, to imagine some way in which he might escape from the room, or from a window might cry the alarm. But he could not bring his mind to a point. Instead, in lightning flashes he foresaw what must happen: his betrothed in the hands of the murderers; the fair face that had smiled on him frozen with terror; brave men, the fighters of Montauban, the defenders of Angely, strewn dead through the dark lanes of the city. And now a gust of passion, and now a shudder of fear, seized him; and in any other assembly his agitation must have led to detection. But in that room were many twitching faces and trembling hands. Murder, cruel, midnight, and most foul, wrung even from the murderers her toll of horror. While some, to hide the nervousness they felt, babbled of what they would do, others betrayed by the intentness with which they awaited the signal, the dreadful anticipations that possessed their souls.

Before he had formed any plan, a movement took place near the door. The stairs shook beneath the sudden trampling of feet, a voice cried De par le Roi! De par le Roi! and the babel of the room died down. The throng swayed and fell back on either hand, and Marshal Tavannes entered, wearing half armour, with a white sash; he was followed by six or eight gentlemen in like guise. Amid cries of Jarnac! Jarnac!  for to him the credit of that famous fight, nominally won by the Kings brother, was popularly given  he advanced up the room, met the Provost of the merchants, and began to confer with him. Apparently he asked the latter to select some men who could be trusted on a special mission, for the Provost looked round and beckoned to his side one or two of higher rank than the herd, and then one or two of the most truculent aspect.

Tignonville trembled lest he should be singled out. He had hidden himself as well as he could at the rear of the crowd by the door; but his dress, so much above the common, rendered him conspicuous. He fancied that the Provosts eye ranged the crowd for him; and to avoid it and efface himself he moved a pace to his left.

The step was fatal. It saved him from the Provost, but it brought him face to face and eye to eye with Count Hannibal, who stood in the first rank at his brothers elbow. Tavannes stared an instant as if he doubted his eyesight. Then, as doubt gave slow place to certainty, and surprise to amazement, he smiled. And after a moment he looked another way.

Tignonvilles heart gave a great bump and seemed to stand still. The lights whirled before his eyes, there was a roaring in his ears. He waited for the word that should denounce him. It did not come. And still it did not come; and Marshal Tavannes was turning. Yes, turning, and going; the Provost, bowing low, was attending him to the door; his suite were opening on either side to let him pass. And Count Hannibal? Count Hannibal was following also, as if nothing had occurred. As if he had seen nothing!

The young man caught his breath. Was it possible that he had imagined the start of recognition, the steady scrutiny, the sinister smile? No; for as Tavannes followed the others, he hung an instant on his heel, their eyes met again, and once more he smiled. In the next breath he was gone through the doorway, his spurs rang on the stairs; and the babel of the crowd, checked by the great mans presence, broke out anew, and louder.

Tignonville shuddered. He was saved as by a miracle; saved, he did not know how. But the respite, though its strangeness diverted his thoughts for a while, brought short relief. The horrors which impended over others surged afresh into his mind, and filled him with a maddening sense of impotence. To be one hour, only one short half-hour without! To run through the sleeping streets, and scream in the dull ears which a Kings flatteries had stopped as with wool! To go up and down and shake into life the guests whose royal lodgings daybreak would turn to a shambles reeking with their blood! They slept, the gentle Teligny, the brave Pardaillan, the gallant Rochefoucauld, Piles the hero of St. Jean, while the cruel city stirred rustling about them, and doom crept whispering to the door. They slept, they and a thousand others, gentle and simple, young and old; while the half-mad Valois shifted between two opinions, and the Italian woman, accursed daughter of an accursed race, cried, Hark! at her window, and looked eastwards for the dawn.

And the women? The woman he was to marry? And the others? In an access of passion he thrust aside those who stood between, he pushed his way, disregarding complaints, disregarding opposition, to the door. But the pikes lay across it, and he could not utter a syllable to save his life. He would have flung himself on the doorkeepers, for he was losing control of himself; but as he drew back for the spring, a hand clutched his sleeve, and a voice he loathed hummed in his ear.

No, fair play, noble sir; fair play! the cripple Jehan muttered, forcibly drawing him aside. All start together, and its no mans loss. But if there is any little business, he continued, lowering his tone and peering with a cunning look into the others face, of your own, noble sir, or your friends, anything or anybody you want despatched, count on me. It were better, perhaps, you didnt appear in it yourself, and a man you can trust

What do you mean? the young man cried, recoiling from him.

No need to look surprised, noble sir, the lean man, who had joined them, answered in a soothing tone. Who kills to-night does God service, and who serves God much may serve himself a little. Thou shalt not muzzle the ox that treadeth out the corn, says good Father Pezelay.

Hear, hear! the cripple chimed in eagerly, his impatience such that he danced on his toes. He preaches as well as the good father his master! So frankly, noble sir, what is it? What is it? A woman grown ugly? A rich man grown old, with perchance a will in his chest? Or a young heir that stands in my lords way? Whichever it be, or whatever it be, trust me and our friend here, and my butchers gully shall cut the knot.

Tignonville shook his head.

But something there is, the lean man persisted obstinately; and he cast a suspicious glance at Tignonvilles clothes. It was evident that the two had discussed him, and the motives of his presence there. Have the dice proved fickle, my lord, and are you for the jewellers shops on the bridge to fill your purse again? If so, take my word, it were better to go three than one, and well enlist.

Ay, we know shops on the bridge where you can plunge your arm elbow-deep in gold, the cripple muttered, his eyes sparkling greedily. Theres Baillets, noble sir! Theres a shop for you! And theres the mans shop who works for the King. Hes lame like me. And I know the way to all. Oh, it will be a merry night if they ring before the dawn. It must be near daybreak now. And whats that?

Ay, what was it? A score of voices called for silence; a breathless hush fell on the crowd. A moment the fiercest listened, with parted lips and starting eyes. Then, It was the bell! cried one, let us out! It was not! cried another. It was a pistol shot! Anyhow let us out! the crowd roared in chorus; let us out! And they pressed in a furious mass towards the door, as if they would force it, signal or no signal.

But the pikemen stood fast, and the throng, checked in their first rush, turned on one another, and broke into wrangling and disputing; boasting, and calling Heaven and the saints to witness how thoroughly, how pitilessly, how remorselessly they would purge Paris of this leprosy when the signal did sound. Until again above the babel a man cried Silence! and again they listened. And this time, dulled by walls and distance, but unmistakable by the ears of fear or hate, the heavy note of a bell came to them on the hot night air. It was the boom, sullen and menacing, of the death signal.

The doorkeepers lowered their pikes, and with a wild rush, as of wolves swarming on their prey, the band stormed the door, and thrust and struggled and battled a way down the narrow staircase, and along the narrow passage. A bas les Huguenots! Mort aux Huguenots! they shouted; and shrieking, sweating, spurning with vile hands, viler faces, they poured pell-mell into the street, and added their clamour to the boom of the tocsin that, as by magic and in a moment, turned the streets of Paris into a hell of blood and cruelty. For as it was here, so it was in a dozen other quarters.

Quickly as they streamed out  and to have issued more quickly would have been impossible  fiercely as they pushed and fought and clove their way, Tignonville was of the foremost. And for a moment, seeing the street clear before him and almost empty, the Huguenot thought that he might do something. He might outstrip the stream of rapine, he might carry the alarm; at worst he might reach his betrothed before harm befell her. But when he had sped fifty yards, his heart sank. True, none passed him; but under the spell of the alarm-bell the stones themselves seemed to turn to men. Houses, courts, alleys, the very churches vomited men. In a twinkling the street was alive with men, roared with them as with a rushing tide, gleamed with their lights and weapons, thundered with the volume of their thousand voices. He was no longer ahead, men were running before him, behind him, on his right hand and on his left. In every side-street, every passage, men were running; and not men only, but women, children, furious creatures without age or sex. And all the time the bell tolled overhead, tolled faster and faster, and louder and louder; and shots and screams, and the clash of arms, and the fall of strong doors began to swell the maelstrom of sound.

He was in the Rue St. Honoré now, and speeding westward. But the flood still rose with him, and roared abreast of him. Nay, it outstripped him. When he came, panting, within sight of his goal, and lacked but a hundred paces of it, he found his passage barred by a dense mass of people moving slowly to meet him. In the heart of the press the light of a dozen torches shone on half as many riders mailed and armed; whose eyes, as they moved on, and the furious gleaming eyes of the rabble about them, never left the gabled roofs on their right. On these from time to time a white-clad figure showed itself, and passed from chimney-stack to chimney-stack, or, stooping low, ran along the parapet. Every time that this happened, the men on horseback pointed upwards and the mob foamed with rage.

Tignonville groaned, but he could not help. Unable to go forward, he turned, and with others hurrying, shouting, and brandishing weapons, he pressed into the Rue du Roule, passed through it, and gained the Bethizy. But here, as he might have foreseen, all passage was barred at the Hôtel Ponthieu by a horde of savages, who danced and yelled and sang songs round the Admirals body, which lay in the middle of the way; while to right and left men were bursting into houses and forcing new victims into the street. The worst had happened there, and he turned panting, regained the Rue St. Honoré, and, crossing it and turning left-handed, darted through side streets until he came again into the main thoroughfare a little beyond the Croix du Tiroir, that marked the corner of Mademoiselles house.

Here his last hope left him. The street swarmed with bands of men hurrying to and fro as in a sacked city. The scum of the Halles, the rabble of the quarter poured this way and that, here at random, there swayed and directed by a few knots of men-at-arms, whose corselets reflected the glare of a hundred torches. At one time and within sight, three or four houses were being stormed. On every side rose heart-rending cries, mingled with brutal laughter, with savage jests, with cries of To the river! The most cruel of cities had burst its bounds and was not to be stayed; nor would be stayed until the Seine ran red to the sea, and leagues below, in pleasant Normandy hamlets, men, for fear of the pestilence, pushed the corpses from the bridges with poles and boat-hooks.

All this Tignonville saw, though his eyes, leaping the turmoil, looked only to the door at which he had left Mademoiselle a few hours earlier. There a crowd of men pressed and struggled; but from the spot where he stood he could see no more. That was enough, however. Rage nerved him, and despair; his world was dying round him. If he could not save her he would avenge her. Recklessly he plunged into the tumult; blade in hand, with vigorous blows he thrust his way through, his white sleeve and the white cross in his hat gaining him passage until he reached the fringe of the band who beset the door. Here his first attempt to pass failed; and he might have remained hampered by the crowd, if a squad of archers had not ridden up. As they spurred to the spot, heedless over whom they rode, he clutched a stirrup, and was borne with them into the heart of the crowd. In a twinkling he stood on the threshold of the house, face to face and foot to foot with Count Hannibal, who stood also on the threshold, but with his back to the door, which, unbarred and unbolted, gaped open behind him.


CHAPTER V. ROUGH WOOING.

The young man had caught the delirium that was abroad that night. The rage of the trapped beast was in his heart, his hand held a sword. To strike blindly, to strike without question the first who withstood him was the wild-beast instinct; and if Count Hannibal had not spoken on the instant, the Marshals brother had said his last word in the world.

Yet as he stood there, a head above the crowd, he seemed unconscious alike of Tignonville and the point that all but pricked his breast. Swart and grim-visaged, his harsh features distorted by the glare which shone upon him, he looked beyond the Huguenot to the sea of tossing arms and raging faces that surged about the saddles of the horsemen. It was to these he spoke.

Begone, dogs! he cried, in a voice that startled the nearest, or I will whip you away with my stirrup-leathers! Do you hear? Begone! This house is not for you! Burn, kill, plunder where you will, but go hence!

But tis on the list! one of the wretches yelled. Tis on the list! And he pushed forward until he stood at Tignonvilles elbow.

And has no cross! shrieked another, thrusting himself forward in his turn. See you, let us by, whoever you are! In the Kings name, kill! It has no cross!

Then, Tavannes thundered, will I nail you for a cross to the front of it! No cross, say you? I will make one of you, foul crow!

And as he spoke, his arm shot out; the man recoiled, his fellow likewise. But one of the mounted archers took up the matter.

Nay, but, my lord, he said  he knew Tavannes it is the Kings will there be no favour shown to-night to any, small or great. And this house is registered, and is full of heretics.

And has no cross! the rabble urged in chorus. And they leapt up and down in their impatience, and to see the better. And has no cross! they persisted. They could understand that. Of what use crosses, if they were not to kill where there was no cross? Daylight was not plainer. Tavannes face grew dark, and he shook his finger at the archer who had spoken.

Rogue, he cried, does the Kings will run here only? Are there no other houses to sack or men to kill, that you must beard me? And favour? You will have little of mine, if you do not budge and take your vile tail with you! Off! Or must I cry Tavannes! and bid my people sweep you from the streets?

The foremost rank hesitated, awed by his manner and his name; while the rearmost, attracted by the prospect of easier pillage, had gone off already. The rest wavered; and another and another broke away. The archer who had put himself forward saw which way the wind was blowing, and he shrugged his shoulders.

Well, my lord, as you will, he said sullenly. All the same I would advise you to close the door and bolt and bar. We shall not be the last to call to-day. And he turned his horse in ill-humour, and forced it, snorting and plunging, through the crowd.

Bolt and bar? Tavannes cried after him in fury. See you my answer to that! And turning on the threshold, Within there! he cried. Open the shutters and set lights, and the table! Light, I say; light! And lay on quickly, if you value your lives! And throw open, for I sup with your mistress to-night, if it rain blood without! Do you hear me, rogues? Set on!

He flung the last word at the quaking servants; then he turned again to the street. He saw that the crowd was melting, and, looking in Tignonvilles face, he laughed aloud.

Does Monsieur sup with us? he said. To complete the party? Or will he choose to sup with our friends yonder? It is for him to say. I confess, for my part, with an awful smile, their hospitality seems a trifle crude, and boisterous.

Tignonville looked behind him and shuddered. The same horde which had so lately pressed about the door had found a victim lower down the street, and, as Tavannes spoke, came driving back along the roadway, a mass of tossing lights and leaping, running figures, from the heart of which rose the screams of a creature in torture. So terrible were the sounds that Tignonville leant half swooning against the door-post; and even the iron heart of Tavannes seemed moved for a moment.

For a moment only: then he looked at his companion, and his lip curled.

Youll join us, I think? he said, with an undisguised sneer. Then, after you, Monsieur. They are opening the shutters. Doubtless the table is laid, and Mademoiselle is expecting us. After you, Monsieur, if you please. A few hours ago I should have gone first, for you, in this house  with a sinister smile were at home! Now, we have changed places.

Whatever he meant by the gibe  and some smack of an evil jest lurked in his tone  he played the host so far as to urge his bewildered companion along the passage and into the living-chamber on the left, where he had seen from without that his orders to light and lay were being executed. A dozen candles shone on the board, and lit up the apartment. What the house contained of food and wine had been got together and set on the table; from the low, wide window, beetle-browed and diamond-paned, which extended the whole length of the room and looked on the street at the height of a mans head above the roadway, the shutters had been removed  doubtless by trembling and reluctant fingers. To such eyes of passers-by as looked in, from the inferno of driving crowds and gleaming weapons which prevailed outside  and not outside only, but throughout Paris  the brilliant room and the laid table must have seemed strange indeed!

To Tignonville, all that had happened, all that was happening, seemed a dream: a dream his entrance under the gentle impulsion of this man who dominated him; a dream Mademoiselle standing behind the table with blanched face and stony eyes; a dream the cowering servants huddled in a corner beyond her; a dream his silence, her silence, the moment of waiting before Count Hannibal spoke.

When he did speak it was to count the servants. One, two, three, four, five, he said. And two of them women. Mademoiselle is but poorly attended. Are there not  and he turned to her some lacking?

The girl opened her lips twice, but no sound issued. The third time  

Two went out, she muttered in a hoarse, strangled voice, and have not returned.

And have not returned? he answered, raising his eyebrows. Then I fear we must not wait for them. We might wait long! And turning sharply to the panic-stricken servants, Go you to your places! Do you not see that Mademoiselle waits to be served?

The girl shuddered and spoke.

Do you wish me, she muttered, in the same strangled tone, to play this farce  to the end?

The end may be better, Mademoiselle, than you think, he answered, bowing. And then to the miserable servants, who hung back afraid to leave the shelter of their mistresss skirts, To your places! he cried. Set Mademoiselles chair. Are you so remiss on other days? If so, with a look of terrible meaning, you will be the less loss! Now, Mademoiselle, may I have the honour? And when we are at table we can talk.

He extended his hand, and, obedient to his gesture, she moved to the place at the head of the table, but without letting her fingers come into contact with his. He gave no sign that he noticed this, but he strode to the place on her right, and signed to Tignonville to take that on her left.

Will you not be seated? he continued. For she kept her feet.

She turned her head stiffly, until for the first time her eyes looked into his. A shudder more violent than the last shook her.

Had you not better  kill us at once? she whispered. The blood had forsaken even her lips. Her face was the face of a statue  white, beautiful, lifeless.

I think not, he said gravely. Be seated, and let us hope for the best. And you, sir, he continued, turning to Carlat, serve your mistress with wine. She needs it.

The steward filled for her, and then for each of the men, his shaking hand spilling as much as it poured. Nor was this strange. Above the din and uproar of the street, above the crash of distant doors, above the tocsin that still rang from the reeling steeple of St. Germains, the great bell of the Palais on the island had just begun to hurl its note of doom upon the town. A woman crouching at the end of the chamber burst into hysterical weeping, but, at a glance from Tavannes terrible eye, was mute again.

Tignonville found voice at last. Have they  killed the Admiral? he muttered, his eyes on the table.

M. Coligny? An hour ago.

And Teligny?

Him also.

M. de Rochefoucauld?

They are dealing with M. le Comte now, I believe, Tavannes answered. He had his chance and cast it away. And he began to eat.

The man at the table shuddered. The woman continued to look before her, but her lips moved as if she prayed. Suddenly a rush of feet, a roar of voices surged past the window; for a moment the glare of the torches, which danced ruddily on the walls of the room, showed a severed head borne above the multitude on a pike. Mademoiselle, with a low cry, made an effort to rise, but Count Hannibal grasped her wrist, and she sank back half fainting. Then the nearer clamour sank a little, and the bells, unchallenged, flung their iron tongues above the maddened city. In the east the dawn was growing; soon its grey light would fall on cold hearths, on battered doors and shattered weapons, on hordes of wretches drunk with greed and hate.

When he could be heard, What are you going to do with us? the man asked hoarsely.

That depends, Count Hannibal replied, after a moments thought.

On what?

On Mademoiselle de Vrillac.

The others eyes gleamed with passion. He leaned forward.

What has she to do with it? he cried. And he stood up and sat down again in a breath.

Tavannes raised his eyebrows with a blandness that seemed at odds with his harsh visage.

I will answer that question by another question, he replied. How many are there in the house, my friend?

You can count.

Tavannes counted again. Seven? he said. Tignonville nodded impatiently.

Seven lives?

Well?

Well, Monsieur, you know the Kings will?

I can guess it, the other replied furiously. And he cursed the King, and the Kings mother, calling her Jezebel.

You can guess it? Tavannes answered; and then with sudden heat, as if that which he had to say could not be said even by him in cold blood, Nay, you know it! You heard it from the archer at the door. You heard him say, No favour, no quarter for man, for woman, or for child. So says the King. You heard it, but you fence with me. Foucauld, with whom his Majesty played to-night, hand to hand and face to face  Foucauld is dead! And you think to live? You? he continued, lashing himself into passion. I know not by what chance you came where I saw you an hour gone, nor by what chance you came by that and that  pointing with accusing finger to the badges the Huguenot wore. But this I know! I have but to cry your name from yonder casement, nay, Monsieur, I have but to stand aside when the mob go their rounds from house to house, as they will go presently, and you will perish as certainly as you have hitherto escaped!

For the second time Mademoiselle turned and looked at him.

Then, she whispered, with white lips, to what end this  mockery?

To the end that seven lives may be saved, Mademoiselle, he answered, bowing.

At a price? she muttered.

At a price, he answered. A price which women do not find it hard to pay  at Court. Tis paid every day for pleasure or a whim, for rank or the entrée, for robes and gewgaws. Few, Mademoiselle, are privileged to buy a life; still fewer, seven!

She began to tremble. I would rather die  seven times! she cried, her voice quivering. And she tried to rise, but sat down again.

And these? he said, indicating the servants.

Far, far rather! she repeated passionately.

And Monsieur? And Monsieur? he urged with stern persistence, while his eyes passed lightly from her to Tignonville and back to her again, their depths inscrutable. If you love Monsieur, Mademoiselle, and I believe you do

I can die with him! she cried.

And he with you?

She writhed in her chair.

And he with you? Count Hannibal repeated, with emphasis; and he thrust forward his head. For that is the question. Think, think, Mademoiselle. It is in my power to save from death him whom you love; to save you; to save this canaille, if it so please you. It is in my power to save him, to save you, to save all; and I will save all  at a price! If, on the other hand, you deny me that price, I will as certainly leave all to perish, as perish they will, before the sun that is now rising sets to-night!

Mademoiselle looked straight before her, the flicker of a dreadful prescience in her eyes.

And the price? she muttered. The price?

You, Mademoiselle.

I?

Yes, you! Nay, why fence with me? he continued gently. You knew it, you have said it. You have read it in my eyes these seven days.

She did not speak, or move, or seem to breathe. As he said, she had foreseen, she had known the answer. But Tignonville, it seemed, had not. He sprang to his feet.

M. de Tavannes, he cried, you are a villain!

Monsieur?

You are a villain! But you shall pay for this! the young man continued vehemently. You shall not leave this room alive! You shall pay for this insult!

Insult? Tavannes answered in apparent surprise; and then, as if comprehension broke upon him, Ah! Monsieur mistakes me, he said, with a broad sweep of the hand. And Mademoiselle also, perhaps? Oh! be content, she shall have bell, book, and candle; she shall be tied as tight as Holy Church can tie her! Or, if she please, and one survive, she shall have a priest of her own church  you call it a church? She shall have whichever of the two will serve her better. Tis one to me! But for paying me, Monsieur, he continued, with irony in voice and manner; when, I pray you? In Eternity? For if you refuse my offer, you have done with time. Now? I have but to sound this whistle  he touched a silver whistle which hung at his breast and there are those within hearing will do your business before you make two passes. Dismiss the notion, sir, and understand. You are in my power. Paris runs with blood, as noble as yours, as innocent as hers. If you would not perish with the rest, decide! And quickly! For what you have seen are but the forerunners, what you have heard are but the gentle whispers that predict the gale. Do not parley too long; so long that even I may no longer save you.

I would rather die! Mademoiselle moaned, her face covered. I would rather die!

And see him die? he answered quietly. And see these die? Think, think, child!

You will not do it! she gasped. She shook from head to foot.

I shall do nothing, he answered firmly. I shall but leave you to your fate, and these to theirs. In the Kings teeth I dare save my wife and her people; but no others. You must choose  and quickly.

One of the frightened women  it was Mademoiselles tiring-maid, a girl called Javette  made a movement, as if to throw herself at her mistresss feet. Tignonville drove her to her place with a word. He turned to Count Hannibal.

But, M. le Comte, he said, you must be mad! Mad, to wish to marry her in this way! You do not love her. You do not want her. What is she to you more than other women?

What is she to you more than other women? Tavannes retorted, in a tone so sharp and incisive that Tignonville started, and a faint touch of colour crept into the wan cheek of the girl, who sat between them, the prize of the contest. What is she more to you than other women? Is she more? And yet  you want her!

She is more to me, Tignonville answered.

Is she? the other retorted, with a ring of keen meaning. Is she? But we bandy words and the storm is rising, as I warned you it would rise. Enough for you that I do want her. Enough for you that I will have her. She shall be the wife, the willing wife, of Hannibal de Tavannes  or I leave her to her fate, and you to yours!

Ah, God! she moaned. The willing wife!

Ay, Mademoiselle, the willing wife, he answered sternly. Or no mans wife!


CHAPTER VI. WHO TOUCHES TAVANNES?

In saying that the storm was rising Count Hannibal had said no more than the truth. A new mob had a minute before burst from the eastward into the Rue St. Honoré; and the roar of its thousand voices swelled louder than the importunate clangour of the bells. Behind its moving masses the dawn of a new day  Sunday, the 24th of August, the feast of St. Bartholomew  was breaking over the Bastille, as if to aid the crowd in its cruel work. The gabled streets, the lanes, and gothic courts, the stifling wynds, where the work awaited the workers, still lay in twilight; still the gleam of the torches, falling on the house-fronts, heralded the coming of the crowd. But the dawn was growing, the sun was about to rise. Soon the day would be here, giving up the lurking fugitive whom darkness, more pitiful, had spared, and stamping with legality the horrors that night had striven to hide.

And with day, with the full light, killing would grow more easy, escape more hard. Already they were killing on the bridge where the rich goldsmiths lived, on the wharves, on the river. They were killing at the Louvre, in the courtyard under the Kings eyes, and below the windows of the Médicis. They were killing in St. Martin and St. Denis and St. Antoine; wherever hate, or bigotry, or private malice impelled the hand. From the whole city went up a din of lamentation, and wrath, and foreboding. From the Cour des Miracles, from the markets, from the Boucherie, from every haunt of crime and misery, hordes of wretched creatures poured forth; some to rob on their own account, and where they listed, none gainsaying; more to join themselves to one of the armed bands whose business it was to go from street to street, and house to house, quelling resistance, and executing through Paris the high justice of the King.

It was one of these swollen bands which had entered the street while Tavannes spoke; nor could he have called to his aid a more powerful advocate. As the deep A bas! A bas! rolled like thunder along the fronts of the houses, as the more strident Tuez! Tuez! drew nearer and nearer, and the lights of the oncoming multitude began to flicker on the shuttered gables, the fortitude of the servants gave way. Madame Carlat, shivering in every limb, burst into moaning; the tiring-maid, Javette, flung herself in terror at Mademoiselles knees, and, writhing herself about them, shrieked to her to save her, only to save her! One of the men moved forward on impulse, as if he would close the shutters; and only old Carlat remained silent, praying mutely with moving lips and a stern, set face.

And Count Hannibal? As the glare of the links in the street grew brighter, and ousted the sickly daylight, his form seemed to dilate. He stilled the shrieking woman by a glance.

Choose! Mademoiselle, and quickly! he said. For I can only save my wife and her people! Quick, for the pinch is coming, and twill be no boys play.

A shot, a scream from the street, a rush of racing feet before the window seconded his words.

Quick, Mademoiselle! he cried. And his breath came a little faster. Quick, before it be too late! Will you save life, or will you kill?

She looked at her lover with eyes of agony, dumbly questioning him. But he made no sign, and only Tavannes marked the look.

Monsieur has done what he can to save himself, he said, with a sneer. He has donned the livery of the Kings servants; he has said, Whoever perishes, I will live! But

Curse you! the young man cried, and, stung to madness, he tore the cross from his cap and flung it on the ground. He seized his white sleeve and ripped it from shoulder to elbow. Then, when it hung by the string only, he held his hand.

Curse you! he cried furiously. I will not at your bidding! I may save her yet! I will save her!

Fool! Tavannes answered  but his words were barely audible above the deafening uproar. Can you fight a thousand? Look! Look! and seizing the others wrist he pointed to the window.

The street glowed like a furnace in the red light of torches, raised on poles above a sea of heads; an endless sea of heads, and gaping faces, and tossing arms which swept on and on, and on and by. For a while it seemed that the torrent would flow past them and would leave them safe. Then came a check, a confused outcry, a surging this way and that; the torches reeled to and fro, and finally, with a dull roar of Open! Open! the mob faced about to the house and the lighted window.

For a second it seemed that even Count Hannibals iron nerves shook a little. He stood between the sullen group that surrounded the disordered table and the maddened rabble, that gloated on the victims before they tore them to pieces. Open! Open! the mob howled: and a man dashed in the window with his pike.

In that crisis Mademoiselles eyes met Tavannes for the fraction of a second. She did not speak; nor, had she retained the power to frame the words, would they have been audible. But something she must have looked, and something of import, though no other than he marked or understood it. For in a flash he was at the window and his hand was raised for silence.

Back! he thundered. Back, knaves! And he whistled shrilly. Do what you will, he went on in the same tone, but not here! Pass on! Pass on!  do you hear?

But the crowd were not to be lightly diverted. With a persistence brutal and unquestioning they continued to howl, Open! Open! while the man who had broken the window the moment before, Jehan, the cripple with the hideous face, seized the lead-work, and tore away a great piece of it. Then, laying hold of a bar, he tried to drag it out, setting one foot against the wall below. Tavannes saw what he did, and his frame seemed to dilate with the fury and violence of his character.

Dogs! he shouted, must I call out my riders and scatter you? Must I flog you through the streets with stirrup-leathers? I am Tavannes; beware of me! I have claws and teeth and I bite! he continued, the scorn in his words exceeding even the rage of the crowd, at which he flung them. Kill where you please, rob where you please, but not where I am! Or I will hang you by the heels on Montfaucon, man by man! I will flay your backs. Go! Go! I am Tavannes!

But the mob, cowed for a moment by the thunder of his voice, by his arrogance and recklessness, showed at this that their patience was exhausted. With a yell which drowned his tones they swayed forward; a dozen thundered on the door, crying, In the Kings name! As many more tore out the remainder of the casement, seized the bars of the window, and strove to pull them out or to climb between them. Jehan, the cripple, with whom Tignonville had rubbed elbows at the rendezvous, led the way.

Count Hannibal watched them a moment, his harsh face bent down to them, his features plain in the glare of the torches. But when the cripple, raised on the others shoulders, and emboldened by his adversarys inactivity, began to squeeze himself through the bars, Tavannes raised a pistol, which he had held unseen behind him, cocked it at leisure, and levelled it at the foul face which leered close to his. The dwarf saw the weapon and tried to retreat; but it was too late. A flash, a scream, and the wretch, shot through the throat, flung up his hands, and fell back into the arms of a lean man in black who had lent him his shoulder to ascend.

For a few seconds the smoke of the pistol filled the window and the room. There was a cry that the Huguenots were escaping, that the Huguenots were resisting, that it was a plot; and some shouted to guard the back and some to watch the roof, and some to be gone. But when the fumes cleared away, the mob saw, with stupor, that all was as it had been. Count Hannibal stood where he had stood before, a grim smile on his lips.

Who comes next? he cried in a tone of mockery. I have more pistols! And then with a sudden change to ferocity, You dogs! he went on. You scum of a filthy city, sweepings of the Halles! Do you think to beard me? Do you think to frighten me or murder me? I am Tavannes, and this is my house, and were there a score of Huguenots in it, you should not touch one, nor harm a hair of his head! Begone, I say again, while you may! Seek women and children, and kill them. But not here!

For an instant the mingled scorn and brutality of his words silenced them. Then from the rear of the crowd came an answer  the roar of an arquebuse. The ball whizzed past Count Hannibals head, and, splashing the plaster from the wall within a pace of Tignonville, dropped to the ground.

Tavannes laughed. Bungler! he cried. Were you in my troop I would dip your trigger-finger in boiling oil to teach you to shoot! But you weary me, dogs. I must teach you a lesson, must I? And he lifted a pistol and levelled it. The crowd did not know whether it was the one he had discharged or another, but they gave back with a sharp gasp. I must teach you, must I? he continued with scorn. Here, Bigot, Badelon, drive me these blusterers! Rid the street of them! A Tavannes! A Tavannes!

Not by word or look had he before this betrayed that he had supports. But as he cried the name, a dozen men armed to the teeth, who had stood motionless under the Croix du Tiroir, fell in a line on the right flank of the crowd. The surprise for those nearest them was complete. With the flash of the pikes before their eyes, with the cold steel in fancy between their ribs, they fled every way, uncertain how many pursued, or if any pursuit there was. For a moment the mob, which a few minutes before had seemed so formidable that a regiment might have quailed before it, bade fair to be routed by a dozen pikes.

And so, had all in the crowd been what he termed them, the rabble and sweepings of the streets, it would have been. But in the heart of it, and felt rather than seen, were a handful of another kidney; Sorbonne students and fierce-eyed priests, with three or four mounted archers, the nucleus that, moving through the streets, had drawn together this concourse. And these with threats and curse and gleaming eyes stood fast, even Tavannes dare-devils recoiling before the tonsure. The check thus caused allowed those who had budged a breathing space. They rallied behind the black robes, and began to stone the pikes; who in their turn withdrew until they formed two groups, standing on their defence, the one before the window, the other before the door.

Count Hannibal had watched the attack and the check, as a man watches a play; with smiling interest. In the panic, the torches had been dropped or extinguished, and now between the house and the sullen crowd which hung back, yet grew moment by moment more dangerous, the daylight fell cold on the littered street and the cripples huddled form prone in the gutter. A priest raised on the shoulders of the lean man in black began to harangue the mob, and the dull roar of assent, the brandished arms which greeted his appeal, had their effect on Tavannes men. They looked to the window, and muttered among themselves. It was plain that they had no stomach for a fight with the Church, and were anxious for the order to withdraw.

But Count Hannibal gave no order, and, much as his people feared the cowls, they feared him more. Meanwhile the speakers eloquence rose higher; he pointed with frenzied gestures to the house. The mob groaned, and suddenly a volley of stones fell among the pikemen, whose corselets rattled under the shower. The priest seized that moment. He sprang to the ground, and to the front. He caught up his robe and waved his hand, and the rabble, as if impelled by a single will, rolled forward in a huge one-fronted thundering wave, before which the two handfuls of pikemen  afraid to strike, yet afraid to fly  were swept away like straws upon the tide.

But against the solid walls and oak-barred door of the house the wave beat, only to fall back again, a broken, seething mass of brandished arms and ravening faces. One point alone was vulnerable, the window, and there in the gap stood Tavannes. Quick as thought he fired two pistols into the crowd; then, while the smoke for a moment hid all, he whistled.

Whether the signal was a summons to his men to fight their way back  as they were doing to the best of their power  or he had resources still unseen, was not to be known. For as the smoke began to rise, and while the rabble before the window, cowed by the fall of two of their number, were still pushing backward instead of forward, there rose behind them strange sounds  yells, and the clatter of hoofs, mingled with screams of alarm. A second, and into the loose skirts of the crowd came charging helter-skelter, pell-mell, a score of galloping, shrieking, cursing horsemen, attended by twice as many footmen, who clung to their stirrups or to the tails of the horses, and yelled and whooped, and struck in unison with the maddened riders.

On! on! the foremost shrieked, rolling in his saddle, and foaming at the mouth. Bleed in August, bleed in May! Kill! And he fired a pistol among the rabble, who fled every way to escape his rearing, plunging charger.

Kill! Kill! cried his followers, cutting the air with their swords, and rolling to and fro on their horses in drunken emulation. Bleed in August, bleed in May!

On! On! cried the leader, as the crowd which beset the house fled every way before his reckless onset. Bleed in August, bleed in May!

The rabble fled, but not so quickly but that one or two were ridden down, and this for an instant checked the riders. Before they could pass on  

Ohé! cried Count Hannibal from his window. Ohé! with a shout of laughter, ride over them, dear brother! Make me a clean street for my wedding!

Marshal Tavannes  for he, the hero of Jarnac, was the leader of this wild orgy  turned that way, and strove to rein in his horse.

What ails them? he cried, as the maddened animal reared upright, its iron hoofs striking fire from the slippery pavement.

They are rearing like thy Bayard! Count Hannibal answered. Whip them, whip them for me! Tavannes! Tavannes!

What? This canaille?

Ay, that canaille!

Who touches my brother, touches Tavannes! the Marshal replied, and spurred his horse among the rabble, who had fled to the sides of the street and now strove hard to efface themselves against the walls. Begone, dogs; begone! he cried, still hunting them. And then, You would bite, would you? And snatching another pistol from his boot, he fired it among them, careless whom he hit. Ha! ha! That stirs you, does it! he continued, as the wretches fled headlong. Who touches my brother, touches Tavannes! On! On!

Suddenly, from a doorway near at hand, a sombre figure darted into the roadway, caught the Marshals rein, and for a second checked his course. The priest  for a priest it was, Father Pezelay, the same who had addressed the mob  held up a warning hand.

Halt! he cried, with burning eyes. Halt, my lord! It is written, thou shalt not spare the Canaanitish woman. Tis not to spare the King has given command and a sword, but to kill! Tis not to harbour, but to smite! To smite!

Then smite I will! the Marshal retorted, and with the butt of his pistol struck the zealot down. Then, with as much indifference as he would have treated a Huguenot, he spurred his horse over him, with a mad laugh at his jest. Who touches my brother, touches Tavannes! he yelled. Touches Tavannes! On! On! Bleed in August, bleed in May!

On! shouted his followers, striking about them in the same desperate fashion. They were young nobles who had spent the night feasting at the Palace, and, drunk with wine and mad with excitement, had left the Louvre at daybreak to rouse the city. A Jarnac! A Jarnac! they cried, and some saluted Count Hannibal as they passed. And so, shouting and spurring and following their leader, they swept away down the now empty street, carrying terror and a flame wherever their horses bore them that morning.

Tavannes, his hands on the ledge of the shattered window, leaned out laughing, and followed them with his eyes. A moment, and the mob was gone, the street was empty; and one by one, with sheepish faces, his pikemen emerged from the doorways and alleys in which they had taken refuge. They gathered about the three huddled forms which lay prone and still in the gutter: or, not three  two. For even as they approached them, one, the priest, rose slowly and giddily to his feet. He turned a face bleeding, lean, and relentless towards the window at which Tavannes stood. Solemnly, with the sign of the cross, and with uplifted hands, he cursed him in bed and at board, by day and by night, in walking, in riding, in standing, in the day of battle, and at the hour of death. The pikemen fell back appalled, and hid their eyes; and those who were of the north crossed themselves, and those who came from the south bent two fingers horse-shoe fashion. But Hannibal de Tavannes laughed; laughed in his moustache, his teeth showing, and bade them move that carrion to a distance, for it would smell when the sun was high. Then he turned his back on the street, and looked into the room.


CHAPTER VII. IN THE AMPHITHEATRE.

The movements of the women had overturned two of the candles; a third had guttered out. The three which still burned, contending pallidly with the daylight that each moment grew stronger, imparted to the scene the air of a debauch too long sustained. The disordered board, the wan faces of the servants cowering in their corner, Mademoiselles frozen look of misery, all increased the likeness; which a common exhaustion so far strengthened that when Tavannes turned from the window, and, flushed with his triumph, met the others eyes, his seemed the only vigour, and he the only man in the company. True, beneath the exhaustion, beneath the collapse of his victims, there burned passions, hatreds, repulsions, as fierce as the hidden fires of the volcano; but for the time they smouldered ash-choked and inert.

He flung the discharged pistols on the table. If yonder raven speak truth, he said, I am like to pay dearly for my wife, and have short time to call her wife. The more need, Mademoiselle, for speed, therefore. You know the old saying, Short signing, long seisin? Shall it be my priest, or your minister?

M. de Tignonville started forward. She promised nothing! he cried. And he struck his hand on the table.

Count Hannibal smiled, his lip curling. That, he replied, is for Mademoiselle to say.

But if she says it? If she says it, Monsieur? What then?

Tavannes drew forth a comfit-box, such as it was the fashion of the day to carry, as men of a later time carried a snuff-box. He slowly chose a prune.

If she says it? he answered. Then M. de Tignonville has regained his sweetheart. And M. de Tavannes has lost his bride.

You say so?

Yes. But

But what?

But she will not say it, Tavannes replied coolly.

Why not?

Why not?

Yes, Monsieur, why not? the younger man repeated, trembling.

Because, M. de Tignonville, it is not true.

But she did not speak! Tignonville retorted, with passion  the futile passion of the bird which beats its wings against a cage. She did not speak. She could not promise, therefore.

Tavannes ate the prune slowly, seemed to give a little thought to its flavour, approved it a true Agen plum, and at last spoke.

It is not for you to say whether she promised, he returned dryly, nor for me. It is for Mademoiselle.

You leave it to her?

I leave it to her to say whether she promised.

Then she must say No! Tignonville cried in a tone of triumph and relief. For she did not speak. Mademoiselle, listen! he continued, turning with outstretched hands and appealing to her with passion. Do you hear? Do you understand? You have but to speak to be free! You have but to say the word, and Monsieur lets you go! In Gods name, speak! Speak then, Clotilde! Oh! with a gesture of despair, as she did not answer, but continued to sit stony and hopeless, looking straight before her, her hands picking convulsively at the fringe of her girdle. She does not understand! Fright has stunned her! Be merciful, Monsieur. Give her time to recover, to know what she does. Fright has turned her brain.

Count Hannibal smiled. I knew her father and her uncle, he said, and in their time the Vrillacs were not wont to be cowards. Monsieur forgets, too, he continued with fine irony, that he speaks of my betrothed.

It is a lie!

Tavannes raised his eyebrows. You are in my power, he said. For the rest, if it be a lie, Mademoiselle has but to say so.

You hear him? Tignonville cried. Then speak, Mademoiselle! Clotilde, speak! Say you never spoke, you never promised him!

The young mans voice quivered with indignation, with rage, with pain; but most, if the truth be told, with shame  the shame of a position strange and unparalleled. For in proportion as the fear of death instant and violent was lifted from him, reflection awoke, and the situation in which he stood took uglier shape. It was not so much love that cried to her, love that suffered, anguished by the prospect of love lost; as in the highest natures it might have been. Rather it was the mans pride which suffered: the pride of a high spirit which found itself helpless between the hammer and the anvil, in a position so false that hereafter men might say of the unfortunate that he had bartered his mistress for his life. He had not! But he had perforce to stand by; he had to be passive under stress of circumstances, and by the sacrifice, if she consummated it, he would in fact be saved.

There was the pinch. No wonder that he cried to her in a voice which roused even the servants from their lethargy of fear.

Say it! he cried. Say it, before it be too late. Say, you did not promise!

Slowly she turned her face to him. I cannot, she whispered; I cannot. Go, she continued, a spasm distorting her features. Go, Monsieur. Leave me. It is over.

What? he exclaimed. You promised him?

She bowed her head.

Then, the young man cried, in a transport of resentment, I will be no part of the price. See! There! And there! He tore the white sleeve wholly from his arm, and, rending it in twain, flung it on the floor and trampled on it. It shall never be said that I stood by and let you buy my life! I go into the street and I take my chance. And he turned to the door.

But Tavannes was before him. No! he said; you will stay here, M. de Tignonville! And he set his back against the door.

The young man looked at him, his face convulsed with passion.

I shall stay here? he cried. And why, Monsieur? What is it to you if I choose to perish?

Only this, Tavannes retorted. I am answerable to Mademoiselle now, in an hour I shall be answerable to my wife  for your life. Live, then, Monsieur; you have no choice. In a month you will thank me  and her.

I am your prisoner?

Precisely.

And I must stay here  to be tortured? Tignonville cried.

Count Hannibals eyes sparkled. Sudden stormy changes, from indifference to ferocity, from irony to invective, were characteristic of the man.

Tortured! he repeated grimly. You talk of torture while Piles and Pardaillan, Teligny and Rochefoucauld lie dead in the street! While your cause sinks withered in a night, like a gourd! While your servants fall butchered, and France rises round you in a tide of blood! Bah!  with a gesture of disdain you make me also talk, and I have no love for talk, and small time. Mademoiselle, you at least act and do not talk. By your leave I return in an hour, and I bring with me  shall it be my priest, or your minister?

She looked at him with the face of one who awakes slowly to the full horror, the full dread, of her position. For a moment she did not answer. Then  

A minister, she muttered, her voice scarcely audible.

He nodded. A minister, he said lightly. Very well, if I can find one. And walking to the shattered, gaping casement  through which the cool morning air blew into the room and gently stirred the hair of the unhappy girl  he said some words to the man on guard outside. Then he turned to the door, but on the threshold he paused, looked with a strange expression at the pair, and signed to Carlat and the servants to go out before him.

Up, and lie close above! he growled. Open a window or look out, and you will pay dearly for it! Do you hear? Up! Up! You, too, old crop-ears. What! would you?  with a sudden glare as Carlat hesitated that is better! Mademoiselle, until my return.

He saw them all out, followed them, and closed the door on the two; who, left together, alone with the gaping window and the disordered feast, maintained a strange silence. The girl, gripping one hand in the other as if to quell her rising horror, sat looking before her, and seemed barely to breathe. The man, leaning against the wall at a little distance, bent his eyes, not on her, but on the floor, his face gloomy and distorted.

His first thought should have been of her and for her; his first impulse to console, if he could not save her. His it should have been to soften, were that possible, the fate before her; to prove to her by words of farewell, the purest and most sacred, that the sacrifice she was making, not to save her own life but the lives of others, was appreciated by him who paid with her the price.

And all these things, and more, may have been in M. de Tignonvilles mind; they may even have been uppermost in it, but they found no expression. The man remained sunk in a sombre reverie. He had the appearance of thinking of himself, not of her; of his own position, not of hers. Otherwise he must have looked at her, he must have turned to her; he must have owned the subtle attraction of her unspoken appeal when she drew a deep breath and slowly turned her eyes on him, mute, asking, waiting what he should offer.

Surely he should have! Yet it was long before he responded. He sat buried in thought of himself, and his position, the vile, the unworthy position in which her act had placed him. At length the constraint of her gaze wrought on him, or his thoughts became unbearable; and he looked up and met her eyes, and with an oath he sprang to his feet.

It shall not be! he cried, in a tone low, but full of fury. You shall not do it! I will kill him first! I will kill him with this hand! Or a step took him to the window, a step brought him back  ay, brought him back exultant, and with a changed face. Or better, we will thwart him yet. See, Mademoiselle, do you see? Heaven is merciful! For a moment the cage is open! His eye shone with excitement, the sweat of sudden hope stood on his brow as he pointed to the unguarded casement. Come! it is our one chance! And he caught her by her arm and strove to draw her to the window.

But she hung back, staring at him. Oh no, no! she cried.

Yes, yes! I say! he responded. You do not understand. The way is open! We can escape, Clotilde, we can escape!

I cannot! I cannot! she wailed, still resisting him.

You are afraid?

Afraid? she repeated the word in a tone of wonder. No, but I cannot. I promised him. I cannot. And, O God! she continued, in a sudden outburst of grief, as the sense of general loss, of the great common tragedy broke on her and whelmed for the moment her private misery. Why should we think of ourselves? They are dead, they are dying, who were ours, whom we loved! Why should we think to live? What does it matter how it fares with us? We cannot be happy. Happy? she continued wildly. Are any happy now? Or is the world all changed in a night? No, we could not be happy. And at least you will live, Tignonville. I have that to console me.

Live! he responded vehemently. I live? I would rather die a thousand times. A thousand times rather than live shamed! Than see you sacrificed to that devil! Than go out with a brand on my brow, for every man to point at me! I would rather die a thousand times!

And do you think that I would not? she answered, shivering. Better, far better die than  than live with him!

Then why not die?

She stared at him, wide-eyed, and a sudden stillness possessed her. How? she whispered. What do you mean?

That! he said. As he spoke, he raised his hand and signed to her to listen. A sullen murmur, distant as yet, but borne to the ear on the fresh morning air, foretold the rising of another storm. The sound grew in intensity, even while she listened; and yet for a moment she misunderstood him. O God! she cried, out of the agony of nerves overwrought, will that bell never stop? Will it never stop? Will no one stop it?

Tis not the bell! he cried, seizing her hand as if to focus her attention. It is the mob you hear. They are returning. We have but to stand a moment at this open window, we have but to show ourselves to them, and we need live no longer! Mademoiselle! Clotilde!  if you mean what you say, if you are in earnest, the way is open!

And we shall die  together!

Yes, together. But have you the courage?

The courage? she cried, a brave smile lighting the whiteness of her face. The courage were needed to live. The courage were needed to do that. I am ready, quite ready. It can be no sin! To live with that in front of me were the sin! Come! For the moment she had forgotten her people, her promise, all! It seemed to her that death would absolve her from all. Come!

He moved with her under the impulse of her hand until they stood at the gaping window. The murmur, which he had heard indistinctly a moment before, had grown to a roar of voices. The mob, on its return eastward along the Rue St. Honoré, was nearing the house. He stood, his arm supporting her, and they waited, a little within the window. Suddenly he stooped, his face hardly less white than hers: their eyes met; he would have kissed her.

She did not withdraw from his arm, but she drew back her face, her eyes half shut.

No! she murmured. No! While I live I am his. But we die together, Tignonville! We die together. It will not last long, will it? And afterwards

She did not finish the sentence, but her lips moved in prayer, and over her features came a far-away look; such a look as that which on the face of another Huguenot lady, Philippa de Luns  vilely done to death in the Place Maubert fourteen years before  silenced the ribald jests of the lowest rabble in the world. An hour or two earlier, awed by the abruptness of the outburst, Mademoiselle had shrunk from her fate; she had known fear. Now that she stood out voluntarily to meet it, she, like many a woman before and since, feared no longer. She was lifted out of and above herself.

But death was long in coming. Some cause beyond their knowledge stayed the onrush of the mob along the street. The din, indeed, persisted, deafened, shook them; but the crowd seemed to be at a stand a few doors down the Rue St. Honoré. For a half-minute, a long half-minute, which appeared an age, it drew no nearer. Would it draw nearer? Would it come on? Or would it turn again?

The doubt, so much worse than despair, began to sap that courage of the man which is always better fitted to do than to suffer. The sweat rose on Tignonvilles brow as he stood listening, his arm round the girl  as he stood listening and waiting. It is possible that when he had said a minute or two earlier that he would rather die a thousand times than live thus shamed, he had spoken beyond the mark. Or it is possible that he had meant his words to the full. But in this case he had not pictured what was to come, he had not gauged correctly his power of passive endurance. He was as brave as the ordinary man, as the ordinary soldier; but martyrdom, the apotheosis of resignation, comes more naturally to women than to men, more hardly to men than to women. Yet had the crisis come quickly he might have met it. But he had to wait, and to wait with that howling of wild beasts in his ears; and for this he was not prepared. A woman might be content to die after this fashion; but a man? His colour went and came, his eyes began to rove hither and thither. Was it even now too late to escape? Too late to avoid the consequences of the girls silly persistence? Too late to  ? Her eyes were closed, she hung half lifeless on his arm. She would not know, she need not know until afterwards. And afterwards she would thank him! Afterwards  meantime the window was open, the street was empty, and still the crowd hung back and did not come.

He remembered that two doors away was a narrow passage, which leaving the Rue St. Honoré turned at right angles under a beetling archway, to emerge in the Rue du Roule. If he could gain that passage unseen by the mob! He would gain it. With a swift movement, his mind made up, he took a step forward. He tightened his grasp of the girls waist, and, seizing with his left hand the end of the bar which the assailants had torn from its setting in the window jamb, he turned to lower himself. One long step would land him in the street.

At that moment she awoke from the stupor of exaltation. She opened her eyes with a startled movement; and her eyes met his.

He was in the act of stepping backwards and downwards, dragging her after him. But it was not this betrayed him. It was his face, which in an instant told her all, and that he sought not death, but life! She struggled upright and strove to free herself. But he had the purchase of the bar, and by this time he was furious as well as determined. Whether she would or no, he would save her, he would drag her out. Then, as consciousness fully returned, she, too, took fire.

No! she cried, I will not! and she struggled more violently.

You shall! he retorted between his teeth. You shall not perish here.

But she had her hands free, and as he spoke she thrust him from her passionately, desperately, with all her strength. He had his one foot in the air at the moment, and in a flash it was done. With a cry of rage he lost his balance, and, still holding the bar, reeled backwards through the window; while Mademoiselle, panting and half fainting, recoiled  recoiled into the arms of Hannibal de Tavannes, who, unseen by either, had entered the room a long minute before. From the threshold, and with a smile, all his own, he had watched the contest and the result.


CHAPTER VIII. TWO HENS AND AN EGG.

M. de Tignonville was shaken by the fall, and in the usual course of things he would have lain where he was, and groaned. But when a man has once turned his back on death he is apt to fancy it at his shoulder. He has small stomach for surprises, and is in haste to set as great a distance as possible between the ugly thing and himself. So it was with the Huguenot. Shot suddenly into the full publicity of the street, he knew that at any instant danger might take him by the nape; and he was on his legs and glancing up and down before the clatter of his fall had travelled the length of three houses.

The rabble were still a hundred paces away, piled up and pressed about a house where men were being hunted as men hunt rats. He saw that he was unnoted, and apprehension gave place to rage. His thoughts turned back hissing hot to the thing that had happened, and in a paroxysm of shame he shook his fist at the gaping casement and the sneering face of his rival, dimly seen in the background. If a look would have killed Tavannes  and her  it had not been wanting.

For it was not only the man M. de Tignonville hated at this moment; he hated Mademoiselle also, the unwitting agent of the others triumph. She had thrust him from her; she had refused to be guided by him; she had resisted, thwarted, shamed him. Then let her take the consequences. She willed to perish: let her perish!

He did not acknowledge even to himself the real cause of offence, the proof to which she had put his courage, and the failure of that courage to stand the test. Yet it was this, though he had himself provoked the trial, which burned up his chivalry, as the smugglers fire burns up the dwarf heath upon the Landes. It was the discovery that in an heroic hour he was no hero that gave force to his passionate gesture, and next moment sent him storming down the beetling passage to the Rue du Roule, his heart a maelstrom of fierce vows and fiercer menaces.

He had reached the further end of the alley and was on the point of entering the street before he remembered that he had nowhere to go. His lodgings were no longer his, since his landlord knew him to be a Huguenot, and would doubtless betray him. To approach those of his faith whom he had frequented was to expose them to danger; and, beyond the religion, he had few acquaintances and those of the newest. Yet the streets were impossible. He walked them on the utmost edge of peril; he lurked in them under the blade of an impending axe. And, whether he walked or lurked, he went at the mercy of the first comers bold enough to take his life.

The sweat stood on his brow as he paused under the low arch of the alley-end, tasting the bitter forlornness of the dog banned and set for death in that sunlit city. In every window of the gable end which faced his hiding-place he fancied an eye watching his movements; in every distant step he heard the footfall of doom coming that way to his discovery. And while he trembled, he had to reflect, to think, to form some plan.

In the town was no place for him, and short of the open country no safety. And how could he gain the open country? If he succeeded in reaching one of the gates  St. Antoine, or St. Denis, in itself a task of difficulty  it would only be to find the gate closed, and the guard on the alert. At last it flashed on him that he might cross the river; and at the notion hope awoke. It was possible that the massacre had not extended to the southern suburb; possible, that if it had, the Huguenots who lay there  Frontenay, and Montgomery, and Chartres, with the men of the North  might be strong enough to check it, and even to turn the tables on the Parisians.

His colour returned. He was no coward, as soldiers go; if it came to fighting he had courage enough. He could not hope to cross the river by the bridge, for there, where the goldsmiths lived, the mob were like to be most busy. But if he could reach the bank he might procure a boat at some deserted point, or, at the worst, he might swim across.

From the Louvre at his back came the sound of gunshots; from every quarter the murmur of distant crowds, or the faint lamentable cries of victims. But the empty street before him promised an easy passage, and he ventured into it and passed quickly through it. He met no one, and no one molested him; but as he went he had glimpses of pale faces that from behind the casements watched him come and turned to watch him go; and so heavy on his nerves was the pressure of this silent ominous attention, that he blundered at the end of the street. He should have taken the southerly turning; instead he held on, found himself in the Rue Ferronerie, and a moment later was all but in the arms of a band of city guards, who were making a house-to-house visitation.

He owed his safety rather to the condition of the street than to his presence of mind. The Rue Ferronerie, narrow in itself, was so choked at this date by stalls and bulkheads, that an edict directing the removal of those which abutted on the cemetery had been issued a little before. Nothing had been done on it, however, and this neck of Paris, this main thoroughfare between the east and the west, between the fashionable quarter of the Marais and the fashionable quarter of the Louvre, was still a devious huddle of sheds and pent-houses. Tignonville slid behind one of these, found that it masked the mouth of an alley, and, heedless whither the passage led, ran hurriedly along it. Every instant he expected to hear the hue and cry behind him, and he did not halt or draw breath until he had left the soldiers far in the rear, and found himself astray at the junction of four noisome lanes, over two of which the projecting gables fairly met. Above the two others a scrap of sky appeared, but this was too small to indicate in which direction the river lay.

Tignonville hesitated, but not for long; a burst of voices heralded a new danger, and he shrank into a doorway. Along one of the lanes a troop of children, the biggest not twelve years old, came dancing and leaping round something which they dragged by a string. Now one of the hindmost would burl it onward with a kick, now another, amid screams of childish laughter, tripped headlong over the cord; now at the crossways they stopped to wrangle and question which way they should go, or whose turn it was to pull and whose to follow. At last they started afresh with a whoop, the leader singing and all plucking the string to the cadence of the air. Their plaything leapt and dropped, sprang forward, and lingered like a thing of life. But it was no thing of life, as Tignonville saw with a shudder when they passed him. The object of their sport was the naked body of a child, an infant!

His gorge rose at the sight. Fear such as he had not before experienced chilled his marrow. This was hate indeed, a hate before which the strong man quailed; the hate of which Mademoiselle had spoken when she said that the babes crossed themselves at her passing, and the houses tottered to fall upon her!

He paused a minute to recover himself, so deeply had the sight moved him; and as he stood, he wondered if that hate already had its cold eye fixed on him. Instinctively his gaze searched the opposite wall, but save for two small double-grated windows it was blind; time-stained and stone-built, dark with the ordure of the city lane, it seemed but the back of a house, which looked another way. The outer gates of an arched doorway were open, and a loaded haycart, touching either side and brushing the arch above, blocked the passage. His gaze, leaving the windows, dropped to this  he scanned it a moment; and on a sudden he stiffened. Between the hay and the arch a hand flickered an instant, then vanished.

Tignonville stared. At first he thought his eyes had tricked him. Then the hand appeared again, and this time it conveyed an unmistakable invitation. It is not from the unknown or the hidden that the fugitive has aught to fear, and Tignonville, after casting a glance down the lane  which revealed a single man standing with his face the other way  slipped across and pushed between the hay and the wall. He coughed.

A voice whispered to him to climb up; a friendly hand clutched him in the act, and aided him. In a second he was lying on his face, tight squeezed between the hay and the roof of the arch. Beside him lay a man whose features his eyes, unaccustomed to the gloom, could not discern. But the man knew him and whispered his name.

You know me? Tignonville muttered in astonishment.

I marked you, M. de Tignonville, at the preaching last Sunday, the stranger answered placidly.

You were there?

I preached.

Then you are M. la Tribe!

I am, the clergyman answered quietly. They seized me on my threshold, but I left my cloak in their hands and fled. One tore my stocking with his point, another my doublet, but not a hair of my head was injured. They hunted me to the end of the next street, but I lived and still live, and shall live to lift up my voice against this wicked city.

The sympathy between the Huguenot by faith and the Huguenot by politics was imperfect. Tignonville, like most men of rank of the younger generation, was a Huguenot by politics; and he was in a bitter humour. He felt, perhaps, that it was men such as this who had driven the other side to excesses such as these; and he hardly repressed a sneer.

I wish I felt as sure! he muttered bluntly. You know that all our people are dead?

He can save by few or by many, the preacher answered devoutly. We are of the few, blessed be God, and shall see Israel victorious, and our people as a flock of sheep!

I see small chance of it, Tignonville answered contemptuously.

I know it as certainly as I knew before you came, M. de Tignonville, that you would come!

That I should come?

That some one would come, La Tribe answered, correcting himself. I knew not who it would be until you appeared and placed yourself in the doorway over against me, even as Obadiah in the Holy Book passed before the hiding-place of Elijah.

The two lay on their faces side by side, the rafters of the archway low on their heads. Tignonville lifted himself a little, and peered anew at the other. He fancied that La Tribes mind, shaken by the horrors of the morning and his narrow escape, had given way.

You rave, man, he said. This is no time for visions.

I said naught of visions, the other answered.

Then why so sure that we shall escape?

I am certified of it, La Tribe replied. And more than that, I know that we shall lie here some days. The time has not been revealed to me, but it will be days and a day. Then we shall leave this place unharmed, as we entered it, and, whatever betide others, we shall live.

Tignonville shrugged his shoulders. I tell you, you rave, M. la Tribe, he said petulantly. At any moment we may be discovered. Even now I hear footsteps.

They tracked me well-nigh to this place, the minister answered placidly.

The deuce they did! Tignonville muttered, with irritation. He dared not raise his voice. I would you had told me that before I joined you, Monsieur, and I had found some safer hiding-place! When we are discovered

Then, the other continued calmly, you will see.

In any case we shall be better farther back, Tignonville retorted. Here, we are within an ace of being seen from the lane. And he began to wriggle himself backwards.

The minister laid his hand on him. Have a care! he muttered. And do not move, but listen. And you will understand. When I reached this place  it would be about five oclock this morning  breathless, and expecting each minute to be dragged forth to make my confession before men, I despaired as you despair now. Like Elijah under the juniper tree, I said, It is enough, O Lord! Take my soul also, for I am no better than my fellows! All the sky was black before my eyes, and my ears were filled with the wailings of the little ones and the lamentations of women. O Lord, it is enough, I prayed. Take my soul, or, if it be Thy will, then, as the angel was sent to take the cakes to Elijah, give me also a sign that I shall live.

For a moment he paused, struggling with overpowering emotion. Even his impatient listener, hitherto incredulous, caught the infection, and in a tone of awe murmured  

Yes? And then, M. la Tribe!

The sign was given me. The words were scarcely out of my mouth when a hen flew up, and, scratching a nest in the hay at my feet, presently laid an egg.

Tignonville stared. It was timely, I admit, he said. But it is no uncommon thing. Probably it has its nest here and lays daily.

Young man, this is new-mown hay, the minister answered solemnly. This cart was brought here no further back than yesterday. It smells of the meadow, and the flowers hold their colour. No, the fowl was sent. To-morrow it will return, and the next, and the next, until the plague be stayed and I go hence. But that is not all. A while later a second hen appeared, and I thought it would lay in the same nest. But it made a new one, on the side on which you lie and not far from your foot. Then I knew that I was to have a companion, and that God had laid also for him a table in the wilderness.

It did lay, then?

It is still on the nest, beside your foot.

Tignonville was about to reply when the preacher grasped his arm and by a sign enjoined silence. He did so not a moment too soon. Preoccupied by the story, narrator and listener had paid no heed to what was passing in the lane, and the voices of men speaking close at hand took them by surprise. From the first words which reached them, it was clear that the speakers were the same who had chased La Tribe as far as the meeting of the four ways, and, losing him there, had spent the morning in other business. Now they had returned to hunt him down; and but for a wrangle which arose among them and detained them, they had stolen on their quarry before their coming was suspected.

Twas this way he ran! No, twas the other! they contended; and their words, winged with vile threats and oaths, grew noisy and hot. The two listeners dared scarcely to breathe. The danger was so near, it was so certain that if the men came three paces farther, they would observe and search the haycart, that Tignonville fancied the steel already at his throat. He felt the hay rustle under his slightest movement, and gripped one hand with the other to restrain the tremor of overpowering excitement. Yet when he glanced at the minister he found him unmoved, a smile on his face. And M. de Tignonville could have cursed him for his folly.

For the men were coming on! An instant, and they perceived the cart, and the ruffian who had advised this route pounced on it in triumph.

There! Did I not say so? he cried. He is curled up in that hay, for the Satans grub he is! That is where he is, see you!

Maybe, another answered grudgingly, as they gathered before it. And maybe not, Simon!

To hell with your maybe not! the first replied. And he drove his pike deep into the hay and turned it viciously.

The two on the top controlled themselves. Tignonvilles face was livid; of himself he would have slid down amongst them and taken his chance, preferring to die fighting, to die in the open, rather than to perish like a rat in a stack. But La Tribe had gripped his arm and held him fast.

The man whom the others called Simon thrust again, but too low and without result. He was for trying a third time, when one of his comrades who had gone to the other side of the lane announced that the men were on the top of the hay.

Can you see them?

No, but theres room and to spare.

Oh, a curse on your room! Simon retorted. Well, you can look.

If thats all, Ill soon look! was the answer. And the rogue, forcing himself between the hay and the side of the gateway, found the wheel of the cart, and began to raise himself on it.

Tignonville, who lay on that hand, heard, though he could not see his movements. He knew what they meant, he knew that in a twinkling he must be discovered; and with a last prayer he gathered himself for a spring.

It seemed an age before the intruders head appeared on a level with the hay; and then the alarm came from another quarter. The hen which had made its nest at Tignonvilles feet, disturbed by the movement or by the newcomers hand, flew out with a rush and flutter as of a great firework. Upsetting the startled Simon, who slipped swearing to the ground, it swooped scolding and clucking over the heads of the other men, and reaching the street in safety, scuttled off at speed, its outspread wings sweeping the earth in its rage.

They laughed uproariously as Simon emerged, rubbing his elbow.

Theres for you! Theres your preacher! his opponent jeered.

D  n her! she gives tongue as fast as any of them! gibed a second. Will you try again, Simon? You may find another love-letter there!

Have done! a third cried impatiently. Hell not be where the hen is! Lets back! Lets back! I said before that it wasnt this way he turned! Hes made for the river.

The plague in his vitals! Simon replied furiously. Wherever he is, Ill find him! And, reluctant to confess himself wrong, he lingered, casting vengeful glances at the hay.

But one of the other men cursed him for a fool; and presently, forced to accept his defeat or be left alone, he rejoined his fellows. Slowly the footsteps and voices receded along the lane; slowly, until silence swallowed them, and on the quivering strained senses of the two who remained behind, descended the gentle influence of twilight and the sweet scent of the new-mown hay on which they lay.

La Tribe turned to his companion, his eyes shining. Our soul is escaped, he murmured, even as a bird out of the snare of the fowler. The snare is broken and we are delivered! His voice shook as he whispered the ancient words of triumph.

But when they came to look in the nest at Tignonvilles feet there was no egg!


CHAPTER IX. UNSTABLE.

And that troubled M. la Tribe no little, although he did not impart his thoughts to his companion. Instead they talked in whispers of the things which had happened; of the Admiral, of Teligny, whom all loved, of Rochefoucauld the accomplished, the Kings friend; of the princes in the Louvre whom they gave up for lost, and of the Huguenot nobles on the farther side of the river, of whose safety there seemed some hope. Tignonville  he best knew why  said nothing of the fate of his betrothed, or of his own adventures in that connection. But each told the other how the alarm had reached him, and painted in broken words his reluctance to believe in treachery so black. Thence they passed to the future of the cause, and of that took views as opposite as light and darkness, as Papegot and Huguenot. The one was confident, the other in despair. And some time in the afternoon, worn out by the awful experiences of the last twelve hours, they fell asleep, their heads on their arms, the hay tickling their faces; and, with death stalking the lane beside them, slept soundly until after sundown.

When they awoke hunger awoke with them, and urged on La Tribes mind the question of the missing egg. It was not altogether the prick of appetite which troubled him, but regarding the hiding-place in which they lay as an ark of refuge providentially supplied, protected and victualled, he could not refrain from asking reverently what the deficiency meant. It was not as if one hen only had appeared; as if no farther prospect had been extended. But up to a certain point the message was clear. Then when the Hand of Providence had shown itself most plainly, and in a manner to melt the heart with awe and thankfulness, the message had been blurred. Seriously the Huguenot asked himself what it portended.

To Tignonville, if he thought of it at all, the matter was the matter of an egg, and stopped there. An egg might alleviate the growing pangs of hunger; its non-appearance was a disappointment, but he traced the matter no farther. It must be confessed, too, that the haycart was to him only a haycart  and not an ark; and the sooner he was safely away from it the better he would be pleased. While La Tribe, lying snug and warm beside him, thanked God for a lot so different from that of such of his fellows as had escaped  whom he pictured crouching in dank cellars, or on roof-trees exposed to the heat by day and the dews by night  the young man grew more and more restive.

Hunger pricked him, and the meanness of the part he had played moved him to action. About midnight, resisting the dissuasions of his companion, he would have sallied out in search of food if the passage of a turbulent crowd had not warned him that the work of murder was still proceeding. He curbed himself after that and lay until daylight. But, ill content with his own conduct, on fire when he thought of his betrothed, he was in no temper to bear hardship cheerfully or long; and gradually there rose before his mind the picture of Madame St. Los smiling face, and the fair hair which curled low on the white of her neck.

He would, and he would not. Death that had stalked so near him preached its solemn sermon. But death and pleasure are never far apart; and at no time and nowhere have they jostled one another more familiarly than in that age, wherever the influence of Italy and Italian art and Italian hopelessness extended. Again, on the one side, La Tribes example went for something with his comrade in misfortune; but in the other scale hung relief from discomfort, with the prospect of a womans smiles and a womans flatteries, of dainty dishes, luxury, and passion. If he went now, he went to her from the jaws of death, with the glamour of adventure and peril about him; and the very going into her presence was a lure. Moreover, if he had been willing while his betrothed was still his, why not now when he had lost her?

It was this last reflection  and one other thing which came on a sudden into his mind  which turned the scale. About noon he sat up in the hay, and, abruptly and sullenly, Ill lie here no longer, he said; and he dropped his legs over the side. I shall go.

The movement was so unexpected that La Tribe stared at him in silence. Then, You will run a great risk, M. de Tignonville, he said gravely, if you do. You may go as far under cover of night as the river, or you may reach one of the gates. But as to crossing the one or passing the other, I reckon it a thing impossible.

I shall not wait until night, Tignonville answered curtly, a ring of defiance in his tone. I shall go now! Ill lie here no longer!

Now?

Yes, now.

You will be mad if you do, the other replied. He thought it the petulant outcry of youth tired of inaction; a protest, and nothing more.

He was speedily undeceived. Mad or not, I am going! Tignonville retorted. And he slid to the ground, and from the covert of the hanging fringe of hay looked warily up and down the lane. It is clear, I think, he said. Good-bye. And with no more, without one upward glance or a gesture of the hand, with no further adieu or word of gratitude, he walked out into the lane, turned briskly to the left, and vanished.

The minister uttered a cry of surprise, and made as if he would descend also.

Come back, sir! he called, as loudly as he dared. M. de Tignonville, come back! This is folly or worse!

But M. de Tignonville was gone.

La Tribe listened a while, unable to believe it, and still expecting his return. At last, hearing nothing, he slid, greatly excited, to the ground and looked out. It was not until he had peered up and down the lane and made sure that it was empty that he could persuade himself that the other had gone for good. Then he climbed slowly and seriously to his place again, and sighed as he settled himself.

Unstable as water thou shalt not excel! he muttered. Now I know why there was only one egg.

Meanwhile Tignonville, after putting a hundred yards between himself and his bedfellow, plunged into the first dark entry which presented itself. Hurriedly, and with a frowning face, he cut off his left sleeve from shoulder to wrist; and this act, by disclosing his linen, put him in possession of the white sleeve which he had once involuntarily donned, and once discarded. The white cross on the cap he could not assume, for he was bareheaded. But he had little doubt that the sleeve would suffice, and with a bold demeanour he made his way northward until he reached again the Rue Ferronerie.

Excited groups were wandering up and down the street, and, fearing to traverse its crowded narrows, he went by lanes parallel with it as far as the Rue St. Denis, which he crossed. Everywhere he saw houses gutted and doors burst in, and traces of a cruelty and a fanaticism almost incredible. Near the Rue des Lombards he saw a dead child, stripped stark and hanged on the hook of a cobblers shutter. A little farther on in the same street he stepped over the body of a handsome young woman, distinguished by the length and beauty of her hair. To obtain her bracelets, her captors had cut off her hands; afterwards  but God knows how long afterwards  a passer-by, more pitiful than his fellows, had put her out of her misery with a spit, which still remained plunged in her body.

M. de Tignonville shuddered at the sight, and at others like it. He loathed the symbol he wore, and himself for wearing it; and more than once his better nature bade him return and play the nobler part. Once he did turn with that intention. But he had set his mind on comfort and pleasure, and the value of these things is raised, not lowered, by danger and uncertainty. Quickly his stoicism oozed away; he turned again. Barely avoiding the rush of a crowd of wretches who were bearing a swooning victim to the river, he hurried through the Rue des Lombards, and reached in safety the house beside the Golden Maid.

He had no doubt now on which side of the Maid Madame St. Lo lived; the house was plain before him. He had only to knock. But in proportion as he approached his haven, his anxiety grew. To lose all, with all in his grasp, to fail upon the threshold, was a thing which bore no looking at; and it was with a nervous hand and eyes cast fearfully behind him that he plied the heavy iron knocker which adorned the door.

He could not turn his gaze from a knot of ruffians, who were gathered under one of the tottering gables on the farther side of the street. They seemed to be watching him, and he fancied  though the distance rendered this impossible  that he could see suspicion growing in their eyes. At any moment they might cross the roadway, they might approach, they might challenge him. And at the thought he knocked and knocked again. Why did not the porter come?

Ay, why? For now a score of contingencies came into the young mans mind and tortured him. Had Madame St. Lo withdrawn to safer quarters and closed the house? Or, good Catholic as she was, had she given way to panic, and determined to open to no one? Or was she ill? Or had she perished in the general disorder? Or  

And then, even as the men began to slink towards him, his heart leapt. He heard a footstep heavy and slow move through the house. It came nearer and nearer. A moment, and an iron-grated Judas-hole in the door slid open, and a servant, an elderly man, sleek and respectable, looked out at him.

Tignonville could scarcely speak for excitement. Madame St. Lo? he muttered tremulously. I come to her from her cousin the Comte de Tavannes. Quick! quick! if you please. Open to me!

Monsieur is alone?

Yes! Yes!

The man nodded gravely and slid back the bolts. He allowed M. de Tignonville to enter, then with care he secured the door, and led the way across a small square court, paved with red tiles and enclosed by the house, but open above to the sunshine and the blue sky. A gallery which ran round the upper floor looked on this court, in which a great quiet reigned, broken only by the music of a fountain. A vine climbed on the wooden pillars which supported the gallery, and, aspiring higher, embraced the wide carved eaves, and even tapestried with green the three gables that on each side of the court broke the skyline. The grapes hung nearly ripe, and amid their clusters and the green lattice of their foliage Tignonvilles gaze sought eagerly but in vain the laughing eyes and piquant face of his new mistress. For with the closing of the door, and the passing from him of the horrors of the streets, he had entered, as by magic, a new and smiling world; a world of tennis and roses, of tinkling voices and womens wiles, a world which smacked of Florence and the South, and love and life; a world which his late experiences had set so far away from him, his memory of it seemed a dream. Now, as he drank in its stillness and its fragrance, as he felt its safety and its luxury lap him round once more, he sighed. And with that breath he rid himself of much.

The servant led him to a parlour, a cool shady room on the farther side of the tiny quadrangle, and, muttering something inaudible, withdrew. A moment later a frolicsome laugh, and the light flutter of a womans skirt as she tripped across the court, brought the blood to his cheeks. He went a step nearer to the door, and his eyes grew bright.


CHAPTER X. MADAME ST. LO.

So far excitement had supported Tignonville in his escape. It was only when he knew himself safe, when he heard Madame St. Los footstep in the courtyard and knew that in a moment he would see her, that he knew also that he was failing for want of food. The room seemed to go round with him; the window to shift, the light to flicker. And then again, with equal abruptness, he grew strong and steady and perfectly master of himself. Nay, never had he felt a confidence in himself so overwhelming or a capacity so complete. The triumph of that which he had done, the knowledge that of so many he, almost alone, had escaped, filled his brain with a delicious and intoxicating vanity. When the door opened, and Madame St. Lo appeared on the threshold, he advanced holding out his arms. He expected that she would fall into them.

But Madame only backed and curtseyed, a mischievous light in her eyes.

A thousand thanks, Monsieur! she said, but you are more ready than I! And she remained by the door.

I have come to you through all! he cried, speaking loudly because of a humming in his ears. They are lying in the streets! They are dying, are dead, are hunted, are pursued, are perishing! But I have come through all to you!

She curtseyed anew. So I see, Monsieur! she answered. I am flattered! But she did not advance, and gradually, light-headed as he was, he began to see that she looked at him with an odd closeness. And he took offence.

I say, Madame, I have come to you! he repeated. And you do not seem pleased!

She came forward a step and looked at him still more oddly.

Oh yes, she said. I am pleased, M. de Tignonville. It is what I intended. But tell me how you have fared. You are not hurt?

Not a hair! he cried boastfully. And he told her in a dozen windy sentences of the adventure of the haycart and his narrow escape. He wound up with a foolish meaningless laugh.

Then you have not eaten for thirty-six hours? she said. And when he did not answer, I understand, she continued, nodding and speaking as to a child. And she rang a silver handbell and gave an order.

She addressed the servant in her usual tone, but to Tignonvilles ear her voice seemed to fall to a whisper. Her figure  she was small and fairy-like  began to sway before him; and then in a moment, as it seemed to him, she was gone, and he was seated at a table, his trembling fingers grasping a cup of wine which the elderly servant who had admitted him was holding to his lips. On the table before him were a spit of partridges and a cake of white bread. When he had swallowed a second mouthful of wine  which cleared his eyes as by magic  the man urged him to eat. And he fell to with an appetite that grew as he ate.

By-and-by, feeling himself again, he became aware that two of Madames women were peering at him through the open doorway. He looked that way and they fled giggling into the court; but in a moment they were back again, and the sound of their tittering drew his eyes anew to the door. It was the custom of the day for ladies of rank to wait on their favourites at table; and he wondered if Madame were with them, and why she did not come and serve him herself.

But for a while longer the savour of the roasted game took up the major part of his thoughts; and when prudence warned him to desist, and he sat back, satisfied after his long fast, he was in no mood to be critical. Perhaps  for somewhere in the house he heard a lute  Madame was entertaining those whom she could not leave? Or deluding some who might betray him if they discovered him?

From that his mind turned back to the streets and the horrors through which he had passed; but for a moment and no more. A shudder, an emotion of prayerful pity, and he recalled his thoughts. In the quiet of the cool room, looking on the sunny, vine-clad court, with the tinkle of the lute and the murmurous sound of womens voices in his ears, it was hard to believe that the things from which he had emerged were real. It was still more unpleasant, and as futile, to dwell on them. A day of reckoning would come, and, if La Tribe were right, the cause would rally, bristling with pikes and snorting with war-horses, and the blood spilled in this wicked city would cry aloud for vengeance. But the hour was not yet. He had lost his mistress, and for that atonement must be exacted. But in the present another mistress awaited him, and as a man could only die once, and might die at any minute, so he could only live once, and in the present. Then vogue la galère!

As he roused himself from this brief reverie and fell to wondering how long he was to be left to himself, a rosebud tossed by an unseen hand struck him on the breast and dropped to his knees. To seize it and kiss it gallantly, to spring to his feet and look about him were instinctive movements. But he could see no one; and, in the hope of surprising the giver, he stole to the window. The sound of the lute and the distant tinkle of laughter persisted. The court, save for a page, who lay asleep on a bench in the gallery, was empty. Tignonville scanned the boy suspiciously; a male disguise was often adopted by the court ladies, and if Madame would play a prank on him, this was a thing to be reckoned with. But a boy it seemed to be, and after a while the young man went back to his seat.

Even as he sat down, a second flower struck him more sharply in the face, and this time he darted not to the window but to the door. He opened it quickly and looked out, but again he was too late.

I shall catch you presently, ma reine! he murmured tenderly, with intent to be heard. And he closed the door. But, wiser this time, he waited with his hand on the latch until he heard the rustling of a skirt, and saw the line of light at the foot of the door darkened by a shadow. That moment he flung the door wide, and, clasping the wearer of the skirt in his arms, kissed her lips before she had time to resist.

Then he fell back as if he had been shot! For the wearer of the skirt, she whom he had kissed, was Madame St. Los woman, and behind her stood Madame herself, laughing, laughing, laughing with all the gay abandonment of her light little heart.

Oh, the gallant gentleman! she cried, and clapped her hands effusively. Was ever recovery so rapid? Or triumph so speedy? Suzanne, my child; you surpass Venus. Your charms conquer before they are seen!

M. de Tignonville had put poor Suzanne from him as if she burned; and hot and embarrassed, cursing his haste, he stood looking awkwardly at them.

Madame, he stammered at last, you know quite well that

Seeing is believing!

That I thought it was you!

Oh, what I have lost! she replied. And she looked archly at Suzanne, who giggled and tossed her head.

He was growing angry. But, Madame, he protested, you know

I know what I know, and I have seen what I have seen! Madame answered merrily. And she hummed,

Ce fut le plus grand jour desté
Que membrassa la belle Suzanne!

Oh yes, I know what I know! she repeated. And she fell again to laughing immoderately; while the pretty piece of mischief beside her hung her head, and, putting a finger in her mouth, mocked him with an affectation of modesty.

The young man glowered at them between rage and embarrassment. This was not the reception, nor this the heros return to which he had looked forward. And a doubt began to take form in his mind. The mistress he had pictured would not laugh at kisses given to another; nor forget in a twinkling the straits through which he had come to her, the hell from which he had plucked himself! Possibly the court ladies held love as cheap as this, and lovers but as playthings, butts for their wit, and pegs on which to hang their laughter. But  but he began to doubt, and, perplexed and irritated, he showed his feelings.

Madame, he said stiffly, a jest is an excellent thing. But pardon me if I say that it is ill played on a fasting man.

Madame desisted from laughter that she might speak. A fasting man? she cried. And he has eaten two partridges!

Fasting from love, Madame.

Madame St. Lo held up her hands. And its not two minutes since he took a kiss!

He winced, was silent a moment, and then seeing that he got nothing by the tone he had adopted he cried for quarter.

A little mercy, Madame, as you are beautiful, he said, wooing her with his eyes. Do not plague me beyond what a man can bear. Dismiss, I pray you, this good creature  whose charms do but set off yours as the star leads the eye to the moon  and make me the happiest man in the world by so much of your company as you will vouchsafe to give me.

That may be but a very little, she answered, letting her eyes fall coyly, and affecting to handle the tucker of her low ruff. But he saw that her lip twitched; and he could have sworn that she mocked him to Suzanne, for the girl giggled.

Still by an effort he controlled his feelings. Why so cruel? he murmured, in a tone meant for her alone, and with a look to match. You were not so hard when I spoke with you in the gallery, two evenings ago, Madame.

Was I not? she asked. Did I look like this? And this? And, languishing, she looked at him very sweetly after two fashions.

Something.

Oh, then I meant nothing! she retorted with sudden vivacity. And she made a face at him, laughing under his nose. I do that when I mean nothing, Monsieur! Do you see? But you are Gascon, and given, I fear, to flatter yourself.

Then he saw clearly that she played with him: and resentment, chagrin, pique got the better of his courtesy.

I flatter myself? he cried, his voice choked with rage. It may be I do now, Madame, but did I flatter myself when you wrote me this note? And he drew it out and flourished it in her face. Did I imagine when I read this? Or is it not in your hand? It is a forgery, perhaps, he continued bitterly. Or it means nothing? Nothing, this note bidding me be at Madame St. Los at an hour before midnight  it means nothing? At an hour before midnight, Madame!

On Saturday night? The night before last night?

On Saturday night, the night before last night! But Madame knows nothing of it? Nothing, I suppose?

She shrugged her shoulders and smiled cheerfully on him. Oh yes, I wrote it, she said. But what of that, M. de Tignonville?

What of that?

Yes, Monsieur, what of that? Did you think it was written out of love for you?

He was staggered for the moment by her coolness. Out of what, then? he cried hoarsely. Out of what, then, if not out of love?

Why, out of pity, my little gentleman! she answered sharply. And trouble thrown away, it seems. Love! And she laughed so merrily and spontaneously it cut him to the heart. No; but you said a dainty thing or two, and smiled a smile; and like a fool, and like a woman, I was sorry for the innocent calf that bleated so prettily on its way to the butchers! And I would lock you up, and save your life, I thought, until the blood-letting was over. Now you have it, M. de Tignonville, and I hope you like it.

Like it, when every word she uttered stripped him of the selfish illusions in which he had wrapped himself against the blasts of ill-fortune? Like it, when the prospect of her charms had bribed him from the path of fortitude, when for her sake he had been false to his mistress, to his friends, to his faith, to his cause? Like it, when he knew as he listened that all was lost, and nothing gained, not even this poor, unworthy, shameful compensation? Like it? No wonder that words failed him, and he glared at her in rage, in misery, in shame.

Oh, if you dont like it, she continued, tossing her head after a momentary pause, then you should not have come! It is of no profit to glower at me, Monsieur. You do not frighten me.

I would  I would to God I had not come! he groaned.

And, I dare say, that you had never seen me  since you cannot win me!

That too, he exclaimed.

She was of an extraordinary levity, and at that, after staring at him a moment, she broke into shrill laughter.

A little more, and Ill send you to my cousin Hannibal! she said. You do not know how anxious he is to see you. Have you a mind, with a waggish look, to play brides man, M. de Tignonville? Or will you give away the bride? It is not too late, though soon it will be!

He winced, and from red grew pale. What do you mean? he stammered; and, averting his eyes in shame, seeing now all the littleness, all the baseness of his position, Has he  married her? he continued.

Ho, ho! she cried in triumph. Ive hit you now, have I, Monsieur? Ive hit you! And mocking him, Has he  married her? she lisped. No; but he will marry her, have no fear of that! He will marry her. He waits but to get a priest. Would you like to see what he says? she continued, playing with him as a cat plays with a mouse. I had a note from him yesterday. Would you like to see how welcome youll be at the wedding? And she flaunted a piece of paper before his eyes.

Give it me, he said.

She let him seize it the while she shrugged her shoulders. Its your affair, not mine, she said. See it if you like, and keep it if you like. Cousin Hannibal wastes few words.

That was true, for the paper contained but a dozen or fifteen words, and an initial by way of signature.

I may need your shaveling to-morrow afternoon. Send him, and Tignonville in safeguard if he come.  H.

I can guess what use he has for a priest, she said. It is not to confess him, I warrant. Its long, I fear, since Hannibal told his beads.

M. de Tignonville swore. I would I had the confessing of him! he said between his teeth.

She clapped her hands in glee. Why should you not? she cried. Why should you not? Tis time yet, since I am to send to-day and have not sent. Will you be the shaveling to go confess or marry him? And she laughed recklessly. Will you, M. de Tignonville? The cowl will mask you as well as another, and pass you through the streets better than a cut sleeve. He will have both his wishes, lover and clerk in one then. And it will be pull monk, pull Hannibal with a vengeance.

Tignonville gazed at her, and as he gazed courage and hope awoke in his eyes. What if, after all, he could undo the past? What if, after all, he could retrace the false step he had taken, and place himself again where he had been  by her side?

If you meant it! he exclaimed, his breath coming fast. If you only meant what you say, Madame.

If? she answered, opening her eyes. And why should I not mean it?

Because, he replied slowly, cowl or no cowl, when I meet your cousin

Twill go hard with him? she cried, with a mocking laugh. And you think I fear for him. That is it, is it?

He nodded.

I fear just so much for him! she retorted with contempt. Just so much! And coming a step nearer to Tignonville she snapped her small white fingers under his nose. Do you see? No, M. de Tignonville, she continued, you do not know Count Hannibal if you think that he fears, or that any fear for him. If you will beard the lion in his den, the risk will be yours, not his!

The young mans face glowed. I take the risk! he cried. And I thank you for the chance; that, Madame, whatever betide. But

But what? she asked, seeing that he hesitated and that his face fell.

If he afterwards learn that you have played him a trick, he said, will he not punish you?

Punish me?

He nodded.

Madame laughed her high disdain. You do not yet know Hannibal de Tavannes, she said. He does not war with women.


CHAPTER XI. A BARGAIN.

It is the wont of the sex to snatch at an ell where an inch is offered, and to press an advantage in circumstances in which a man, acknowledging the claims of generosity, scruples to ask for more. The habit, now ingrained, may have sprung from long dependence on the male, and is one which a hundred instances, from the time of Judith downwards, prove to be at its strongest where the need is greatest.

When Mademoiselle de Vrillac came out of the hour-long swoon into which her lovers defection had cast her, the expectation of the worst was so strong upon her that she could not at once credit the respite which Madame Carlat hastened to announce. She could not believe that she still lay safe, in her own room above stairs; that she was in the care of her own servants, and that the chamber held no presence more hateful than that of the good woman who sat weeping beside her.

As was to be expected, she came to herself sighing and shuddering, trembling with nervous exhaustion. She looked for him, as soon as she looked for any; and even when she had seen the door locked and double-locked, she doubted  doubted, and shook and hid herself in the hangings of the bed. The noise of the riot and rapine which prevailed in the city, and which reached the ear even in that locked room  and although the window, of paper, with an upper pane of glass, looked into a courtyard  was enough to drive the blood from a womans cheeks. But it was fear of the house, not of the street, fear from within, not from without, which impelled the girl into the darkest corner and shook her wits. She could not believe that even this short respite was hers, until she had repeatedly heard the fact confirmed at Madame Carlats mouth.

You are deceiving me! she cried more than once. And each time she started up in fresh terror. He never said that he would not return until to-morrow!

He did, my lamb, he did! the old woman answered with tears. Would I deceive you?

He said he would not return?

He said he would not return until to-morrow. You had until to-morrow, he said.

And then?

He would come and bring the priest with him, Madame Carlat replied sorrowfully.

The priest? To-morrow! Mademoiselle cried. The priest! and she crouched anew with hot eyes behind the hangings of the bed, and, shivering, hid her face.

But this for a time only. As soon as she had made certain of the respite, and that she had until the morrow, her courage rose, and with it the instinct of which mention has been made. Count Hannibal had granted a respite; short as it was, and no more than the barest humanity required, to grant one at all was not the act of the mere butcher who holds the trembling lamb, unresisting, in his hands. It was an act  no more, again be it said, than humanity required  and yet an act which bespoke an expectation of some return, of some correlative advantage. It was not in the part of the mere brigand. Something had been granted. Something short of the utmost in the captors power had been exacted. He had shown that there were things he would not do.

Then might not something more be won from him? A further delay, another point; something, no matter what, which could be turned to advantage? With the brigand it is not possible to bargain. But who gives a little may give more; who gives a day may give a week; who gives a week may give a month. And a month? Her heart leapt up. A month seemed a lifetime, an eternity, to her who had but until to-morrow!

Yet there was one consideration which might have daunted a spirit less brave. To obtain aught from Tavannes it was needful to ask him, and to ask him it was needful to see him; and to see him before that to-morrow which meant so much to her. It was necessary, in a word, to run some risk; but without risk the card could not be played, and she did not hesitate. It might turn out that she was wrong, that the man was not only pitiless and without bowels of mercy, but lacked also the shred of decency for which she gave him credit, and on which she counted. In that case, if she sent for him  but she would not consider that case.

The position of the window, while it increased the womens safety, debarred them from all knowledge of what was going forward, except that which their ears afforded them. They had no means of judging whether Tavannes remained in the house or had sallied forth to play his part in the work of murder. Madame Carlat, indeed, had no desire to know anything. In that room above stairs, with the door double-locked, lay a hope of safety in the present, and of ultimate deliverance; there she had a respite from terror, as long as she kept the world outside. To her, therefore, the notion of sending for Tavannes, or communicating with him, came as a thunderbolt. Was her mistress mad? Did she wish to court her fate? To reach Tavannes they must apply to his riders, for Carlat and the men-servants were confined above. Those riders were grim, brutal men, who might resort to rudeness on their own account. And Madame, clinging in a paroxysm of terror to her mistress, suggested all manner of horrors, one on top of the other, until she increased her own terror tenfold. And yet, to do her justice, nothing that even her frenzied imagination suggested exceeded the things which the streets of Paris, fruitful mother of horrors, were witnessing at that very hour. As we now know.

For it was noon  or a little more  of Sunday, August the twenty-fourth, a holiday, and therefore the people could more conveniently find leisure to kill and plunder. From the bridges, and particularly from the stone bridge of Notre Dame  while they lay safe in that locked room, and Tignonville crouched in his haymow  Huguenots less fortunate were being cast, bound hand and foot, into the Seine. On the river bank Spire Niquet, the bookman, was being burnt over a slow fire, fed with his own books. In their houses, Ramus the scholar and Goujon the sculptor  than whom Paris has neither seen nor deserved a greater  were being butchered like sheep; and in the Valley of Misery, now the Quai de la Megisserie, seven hundred persons who had sought refuge in the prisons were being beaten to death with bludgeons. Nay, at this hour  a little sooner or a little later, what matters it?  M. de Tignonvilles own cousin, Madame dYverne, the darling of the Louvre the day before, perished in the hands of the mob; and the sister of M. de Taverny, equally ill-fated, died in the same fashion, after being dragged through the streets.

Madame Carlat, then, went not a whit beyond the mark in her argument. But Mademoiselle had made up her mind, and was not to be dissuaded.

If I am to be Monsieurs wife, she said with quivering nostrils, shall I fear his servants?

And opening the door herself, for the others would not, she called. The man who answered was a Norman; and short of stature, and wrinkled and low-browed of feature, with a thatch of hair and a full beard, he seemed the embodiment of the womens apprehensions. Moreover, his patois of the cider-land was little better than German to them; their southern, softer tongue was sheer Italian to him. But he seemed not ill-disposed, or Mademoiselles air overawed him; and presently she made him understand, and with a nod he descended to carry her message.

Then Mademoiselles heart began to beat; and beat more quickly when she heard his step  alas! she knew it already, knew it from all others  on the stairs. The table was set, the card must be played, to win or lose. It might be that with the low opinion he held of women he would think her reconciled to her lot; he would think this an overture, a step towards kinder treatment, one more proof of the inconstancy of the lower and the weaker sex, made to be mens playthings. And at that thought her eyes grew hot with rage. But if it were so, she must still put up with it. She must still put up with it! She had sent for him, and he was coming  he was at the door!

He entered, and she breathed more freely. For once his face lacked the sneer, the look of smiling possession, which she had come to know and hate. It was grave, expectant, even suspicious; still harsh and dark, akin, as she now observed, to the low-browed, furrowed face of the rider who had summoned him. But the offensive look was gone, and she could breathe.

He closed the door behind him, but he did not advance into the room.

At your pleasure, Mademoiselle? he said simply. You sent for me, I think.

She was on her feet, standing before him with something of the submissiveness of Roxana before her conqueror.

I did, she said; and stopped at that, her hand to her side as if she could not continue. But presently in a low voice, I have heard, she went on, what you said, Monsieur, after I lost consciousness.

Yes? he said; and was silent. Nor did he lose his watchful look.

I am obliged to you for your thought of me, she continued in a faint voice, and I shall be still further obliged  I speak to you thus quickly and thus early  if you will grant me a somewhat longer time.

Do you mean  if I will postpone our marriage?

Yes, Monsieur.

It is impossible!

Do not say that, she cried, raising her voice impulsively. I appeal to your generosity. And for a short, a very short, time only.

It is impossible, he answered quietly. And for reasons, Mademoiselle. In the first place, I can more easily protect my wife. In the second, I am even now summoned to the Louvre, and should be on my way thither. By to-morrow evening, unless I am mistaken in the business on which I am required, I shall be on my way to a distant province with royal letters. It is essential that our marriage take place before I go.

Why? she asked stubbornly.

He shrugged his shoulders. Why? he repeated. Can you ask, Mademoiselle, after the events of last night? Because, if you please, I do not wish to share the fate of M. de Tignonville. Because in these days life is uncertain, and death too certain. Because it was our turn last night, and it may be the turn of your friends  to-morrow night!

Then some have escaped? she cried.

He smiled. I am glad to find you so shrewd, he replied. In an honest wife it is an excellent quality. Yes, Mademoiselle; one or two.

Who? Who? I pray you tell me.

M. de Montgomery, who slept beyond the river, for one; and the Vidame, and some with him. M. de Biron, whom I count a Huguenot, and who holds the Arsenal in the Kings teeth, for another. And a few more. Enough, in a word, Mademoiselle, to keep us wakeful. It is impossible, therefore, for me to postpone the fulfilment of your promise.

A promise on conditions! she retorted, in rage that she could win no more. And every line of her splendid figure, every tone of her voice flamed sudden, hot rebellion. I do not go for nothing! You gave me the lives of all in the house, Monsieur! Of all! she repeated with passion. And all are not here! Before I marry you, you must show me M. de Tignonville alive and safe!

He shrugged his shoulders. He has taken himself off, he said. It is naught to me what happens to him now.

It is all to me! she retorted.

At that he glared at her, the veins of his forehead swelling suddenly. But after a seeming struggle with himself he put the insult by, perhaps for future reckoning and account.

I did what I could, he said sullenly. Had I willed it he had died there and then in the room below. I gave him his life. If he has risked it anew and lost it, it is naught to me.

It was his life you gave me, she repeated stubbornly. His life  and the others. But that is not all, she continued; you promised me a minister.

He nodded, smiling sourly to himself, as if this confirmed a suspicion he had entertained.

Or a priest, he said.

No, a minister.

If one could be obtained. If not, a priest.

No, it was to be at my will; and I will a minister! I will a minister! she cried passionately. Show me M. de Tignonville alive, and bring me a minister of my faith, and I will keep my promise, M. de Tavannes. Have no fear of that. But otherwise, I will not.

You will not? he cried. You will not?

No!

You will not marry me?

No!

The moment she had said it fear seized her, and she could have fled from him, screaming. The flash of his eyes, the sudden passion of his face, burned themselves into her memory. She thought for a second that he would spring on her and strike her down. Yet though the women behind her held their breath, she faced him, and did not quail; and to that, she fancied, she owed it that he controlled himself.

You will not? he repeated, as if he could not understand such resistance to his will  as if he could not credit his ears. You will not? But after that, when he had said it three times, he laughed; a laugh, however, with a snarl in it that chilled her blood.

You bargain, do you? he said. You will have the last tittle of the price, will you? And have thought of this and that to put me off, and to gain time until your lover, who is all to you, comes to save you? Oh, clever girl! clever! But have you thought where you stand  woman? Do you know that if I gave the word to my people they would treat you as the commonest baggage that tramps the Froidmantel? Do you know that it rests with me to save you, or to throw you to the wolves whose ravening you hear? And he pointed to the window. Minister? Priest? he continued grimly. Mon Dieu, Mademoiselle, I stand astonished at my moderation. You chatter to me of ministers and priests, and the one or the other, when it might be neither! When you are as much and as hopelessly in my power to-day as the wench in my kitchen! You! You flout me, and make terms with me! You!

And he came so near her with his dark harsh face, his tone rose so menacing on the last word, that her nerves, shattered before, gave way, and, unable to control herself, she flinched with a low cry, thinking he would strike her.

He did not follow, nor move to follow; but he laughed a low laugh of content. And his eyes devoured her.

Ho! ho! he said. We are not so brave as we pretend to be, it seems. And yet you dared to chaffer with me? You thought to thwart me  Tavannes! Mon Dieu, Mademoiselle, to what did you trust? To what did you trust? Ay, and to what do you trust?

She knew that by the movement which fear had forced from her she had jeopardized everything. That she stood to lose all and more than all which she had thought to win by a bold front. A woman less brave, of a spirit less firm, would have given up the contest, and have been glad to escape so. But this woman, though her bloodless face showed that she knew what cause she had for fear, and though her heart was indeed sick with terror, held her ground at the point to which she had retreated. She played her last card.

To what do I trust? she muttered with trembling lips.

Yes, Mademoiselle, he answered between his teeth. To what do you trust  that you play with Tavannes?

To his honour, Monsieur, she answered faintly. And to your promise.

He looked at her with his mocking smile. And yet, he sneered, you thought a moment ago that I should strike you. You thought that I should beat you! And now it is my honour and my promise! Oh, clever, clever, Mademoiselle! Tis so that women make fools of men. I knew that something of this kind was on foot when you sent for me, for I know women and their ways. But, let me tell you, it is an ill time to speak of honour when the streets are red! And of promises when the Kings word is No faith with a heretic!

Yet you will keep yours, she said bravely.

He did not answer at once, and hope which was almost dead in her breast began to recover; nay, presently sprang up erect. For the man hesitated, it was evident; he brooded with a puckered brow and gloomy eyes; an observer might have fancied that he traced pain as well as doubt in his face. At last  

There is a thing, he said slowly and with a sort of glare at her, which, it may be, you have not reckoned. You press me now, and will stand on your terms and your conditions, your ifs and your unlesses! You will have the most from me, and the bargain and a little beside the bargain! But I would have you think if you are wise. Bethink you how it will be between us when you are my wife  if you press me so now, Mademoiselle. How will it sweeten things then? How will it soften them? And to what, I pray you, will you trust for fair treatment then, if you will be so against me now?

She shuddered. To the mercy of my husband, she said in a low voice. And her chin sank on her breast.

You will be content to trust to that? he answered grimly. And his tone and the lifting of his brow promised little clemency. Bethink you! Tis your rights now, and your terms, Mademoiselle! And then it will be only my mercy  Madame.

I am content, she muttered faintly.

And the Lord have mercy on my soul, is what you would add, he retorted, so much trust have you in my mercy! And you are right! You are right, since you have played this trick on me. But as you will. If you will have it so, have it so! You shall stand on your conditions now; you shall have your pennyweight and full advantage, and the rigour of the pact. But afterwards  afterwards, Madame de Tavannes

He did not finish his sentence, for at the first word which granted her petition, Mademoiselle had sunk down on the low wooden window-seat beside which she stood, and, cowering into its farthest corner, her face hidden on her arms, had burst into violent weeping. Her hair, hastily knotted up in the hurry of the previous night, hung in a thick plait to the curve of her waist; the nape of her neck showed beside it milk-white. The man stood awhile contemplating her in silence, his gloomy eyes watching the pitiful movement of her shoulders, the convulsive heaving of her figure. But he did not offer to touch her, and at length he turned about. First one and then the other of her women quailed and shrank under his gaze; he seemed about to add something. But he did not speak. The sentence he had left unfinished, the long look he bent on the weeping girl as he turned from her, spoke more eloquently of the future than a score of orations.

Afterwards, Madame de Tavannes!


CHAPTER XII. IN THE HALL OF THE LOUVRE.

It is a strange thing that love  or passion, if the sudden fancy for Mademoiselle which had seized Count Hannibal be deemed unworthy of the higher name  should so entirely possess the souls of those who harbour it that the greatest events and the most astounding catastrophes, even measures which set their mark for all time on a nation, are to them of importance only so far as they affect the pursuit of the fair one.

As Tavannes, after leaving Mademoiselle, rode through the paved lanes, beneath the gabled houses, and under the shadow of the Gothic spires of his day, he saw a score of sights, moving to pity, or wrath, or wonder. He saw Paris as a city sacked; a slaughter-house, where for a week a masque had moved to stately music; blood on the nailed doors and the close-set window bars; and at the corners of the ways strewn garments, broken weapons, the livid dead in heaps. But he saw all with eyes which in all and everywhere, among living and dead, sought only Tignonville; Tignonville first, and next a heretic minister, with enough of life in him to do his office.

Probably it was to this that one man hunted through Paris owed his escape that day. He sprang from a narrow passage full in Tavannes view, and, hair on end, his eyes starting from his head, ran blindly  as a hare will run when chased  along the street to meet Count Hannibals company. The mans face was wet with the dews of death, his lungs seemed cracking, his breath hissed from him as he ran. His pursuers were hard on him, and, seeing him headed by Count Hannibals party, yelled in triumph, holding him for dead. And dead he would have been within thirty seconds had Tavannes played his part. But his thoughts were elsewhere. Either he took the poor wretch for Tignonville, or for the minister on whom his mind was running; anyway he suffered him to slip under the belly of his horse; then, to make matters worse, he wheeled to follow him in so untimely and clumsy a fashion that his horse blocked the way and stopped the pursuers in their tracks. The quarry slipped into an alley and vanished. The hunters stood and blasphemed, and even for a moment seemed inclined to resent the mistake. But Tavannes smiled; a broader smile lightened the faces of the six iron-clad men behind him; and for some reason the gang of ruffians thought better of it and slunk aside.

There are hard men, who feel scorn of the things which in the breasts of others excite pity. Tavannes lip curled as he rode on through the streets, looking this way and that, and seeing what a King twenty-two years old had made of his capital. His lip curled most of all when he came, passing between the two tennis-courts, to the east gate of the Louvre, and found the entrance locked and guarded, and all communication between city and palace cut off. Such a proof of unkingly panic, in a crisis wrought by the King himself, astonished him less a few minutes later, when, the keys having been brought and the door opened, he entered the courtyard of the fortress.

Within and about the door of the gatehouse some three-score archers and arquebusiers stood to their arms; not in array, but in disorderly groups, from which the babble of voices, of feverish laughter, and strained jests rose without ceasing. The weltering sun, of which the beams just topped the farther side of the quadrangle, fell slantwise on their armour, and heightened their exaggerated and restless movements. To a calm eye they seemed like men acting in a nightmare. Their fitful talk and disjointed gestures, their sweating brows and damp hair, no less than the sullen, brooding silence of one here and there, bespoke the abnormal and the terrible. There were livid faces among them, and twitching cheeks, and some who swallowed much; and some again who bared their crimson arms and bragged insanely of the part they had played. But perhaps the most striking thing was the thirst, the desire, the demand for news, and for fresh excitement. In the space of time it took him to pass through them, Count Hannibal heard a dozen rumours of what was passing in the city; that Montgomery and the gentlemen who had slept beyond the river had escaped on horseback in their shirts; that Guise had been shot in the pursuit; that he had captured the Vidame de Chartres and all the fugitives; that he had never left the city; that he was even then entering by the Porte de Bucy. Again that Biron had surrendered the Arsenal, that he had threatened to fire on the city, that he was dead, that with the Huguenots who had escaped he was marching on the Louvre, that  

And then Tavannes passed out of the blinding sunshine, and out of earshot of their babble, and had plain in his sight across the quadrangle, the new façade, Italian, graceful, of the Renaissance; which rose in smiling contrast with the three dark Gothic sides that now, the central tower removed, frowned unimpeded at one another. But what was this which lay along the foot of the new Italian wall? This, round which some stood, gazing curiously, while others strewed fresh sand about it, or after long downward-looking glanced up to answer the question of a person at a window?

Death; and over death  death in its most cruel aspect  a cloud of buzzing, whirling flies, and the smell, never to be forgotten, of much spilled blood. From a doorway hard by came shrill bursts of hysterical laughter; and with the laughter plumped out, even as Tavannes crossed the court, a young girl, thrust forth it seemed by her fellows, for she turned about and struggled as she came. Once outside she hung back, giggling and protesting, half willing, half unwilling; and meeting Tavannes eye thrust her way in again with a whirl of her petticoats, and a shriek. But before he had taken four paces she was out again.

He paused to see who she was, and his thoughts involuntarily went back to the woman he had left weeping in the upper room. Then he turned about again and stood to count the dead. He identified Piles, identified Pardaillan, identified Soubise  whose corpse the murderers had robbed of the last rag  and Touchet and St. Galais. He made his reckoning with an unmoved face, and with the same face stopped and stared, and moved from one to another; had he not seen the slaughter about le petit homme at Jarnac, and the dead of three pitched fields? But when a bystander, smirking obsequiously, passed him a jest on Soubise, and with his finger pointed the jest, he had the same hard unmoved face for the gibe as for the dead. And the jester shrank away, abashed and perplexed by his stare and his reticence.

Halfway up the staircase to the great gallery or guard-room above, Count Hannibal found his brother, the Marshal, huddled together in drunken slumber on a seat in a recess. In the gallery to which he passed on without awakening him, a crowd of courtiers and ladies, with arquebusiers and captains of the quarters, walked to and fro, talking in whispers; or peeped over shoulders towards the inner end of the hall, where the querulous voice of the King rose now and again above the hum. As Tavannes moved that way, Nançay, in the act of passing out, booted and armed for the road, met him and almost jostled him.

Ah, well met, M. le Comte, he sneered, with as much hostility as he dared betray. The King has asked for you twice.

I am going to him. And you? Whither in such a hurry, M. Nançay?

To Chatillon.

On pleasant business?

Enough that it is on the Kings! Nançay replied, with unexpected temper. I hope that you may find yours as pleasant! he added with a grin. And he went on.

The gleam of malice in the mans eye warned Tavannes to pause. He looked round for some one who might be in the secret, saw the Provost of the Merchants, and approached him.

Whats amiss, M. le Charron? he asked. Is not the affair going as it should?

Tis about the Arsenal, M. le Comte, the Provost answered busily. M. de Biron is harbouring the vermin there. He has lowered the portcullis and pointed his culverins over the gate and will not yield it or listen to reason. The King would bring him to terms, but no one will venture himself inside with the message. Rats in a trap, you know, bite hard, and care little whom they bite.

I begin to understand.

Precisely, M. le Comte. His Majesty would have sent M. de Nançay. But he elected to go to Chatillon, to seize the young brood there. The Admirals children, you comprehend.

Whose teeth are not yet grown! He was wise.

To be sure, M. de Tavannes, to be sure. But the King was annoyed, and on top of that came a priest with complaints, and if I may make so bold as to advise you, you will not

But Tavannes fancied that he had caught the gist of the difficulty, and with a nod he moved on; and so he missed the warning which the other had it in his mind to give. A moment and he reached the inner circle, and there halted, disconcerted, nay taken aback. For as soon as he showed his face, the King, who was pacing to and fro like a caged beast, before a table at which three clerks knelt on cushions, espied him, and stood still. With a glare of something like madness in his eyes, Charles raised his hand, and with a shaking finger singled him out.

So, by G-d, you are there! he cried, with a volley of blasphemy. And he signed to those about Count Hannibal to stand away from him. You are there, are you? And you are not afraid to show your face? I tell you, its you and such as you bring us into contempt! so that it is said everywhere Guise does all and serves God, and we follow because we must! Its you, and such as you, are stumbling-blocks to our good folk of Paris! Are you traitor, sirrah? he continued with passion, or are you of our brother Alençons opinions, that you traverse our orders to the damnation of your soul and our discredit? Are you traitor? Or are you heretic? Or what are you? God in heaven, will you answer me, man, or shall I send you where you will find your tongue?

I know not of what your Majesty accuses me, Count Hannibal answered, with a scarcely perceptible shrug of the shoulders.

I? Tis not I, the King retorted. His hair hung damp on his brow, and he dried his hands continually; while his gestures had the ill-measured and eccentric violence of an epileptic. Here, you! Speak, father, and confound him!

Then Tavannes discovered on the farther side of the circle the priest whom his brother had ridden down that morning. Father Pezelays pale hatchet-face gleamed paler than ordinary; and a great bandage hid one temple and part of his face. But below the bandage the flame of his eyes was not lessened, nor the venom of his tongue. To the King he had come  for no other would deal with his violent opponent; to the Kings presence! and, as he prepared to blast his adversary, now his chance was come, his long lean frame, in its narrow black cassock, seemed to grow longer, leaner, more baleful, more snake-like. He stood there a fitting representative of the dark fanaticism of Paris, which Charles and his successor  the last of a doomed line  alternately used as tool or feared as master; and to which the most debased and the most immoral of courts paid, in its sober hours, a vile and slavish homage. Even in the midst of the drunken, shameless courtiers  who stood, if they stood for anything, for that other influence of the day, the Renaissance  he was to be reckoned with; and Count Hannibal knew it. He knew that in the eyes not of Charles only, but of nine out of ten who listened to him, a priest was more sacred than a virgin, and a tonsure than all the virtues of spotless innocence.

Shall the King give with one hand and withdraw with the other? the priest began, in a voice hoarse yet strident, a voice borne high above the crowd on the wings of passion. Shall he spare of the best of the men and the maidens whom God hath doomed, whom the Church hath devoted, whom the King hath given? Is the Kings hand shortened or his word annulled that a man does as he forbiddeth and leaves undone what he commandeth? Is God mocked? Woe, woe unto you, he continued, turning swiftly, arms uplifted, towards Tavannes, who please yourself with the red and white of their maidens and take of the best of the spoil, sparing where the Kings word is Spare not! Who strike at Holy Church with the sword! Who

Answer, sirrah! Charles cried, spurning the floor in his fury. He could not listen long to any man. Is it so? Is it so? Do you do these things?

Count Hannibal shrugged his shoulders and was about to answer, when a thick, drunken voice rose from the crowd behind him.

Is it what? Eh! Is it what? it droned. And a figure with bloodshot eyes, disordered beard, and rich clothes awry, forced its way through the obsequious circle. It was Marshal Tavannes. Eh, what? Youd beard the King, would you? he hiccoughed truculently, his eyes on Father Pezelay, his hand on his sword. Were you a priest ten times

Silence! Charles cried, almost foaming with rage at this fresh interruption. Its not he, fool! Tis your pestilent brother.

Who touches my brother touches Tavannes! the Marshal answered with a menacing gesture. He was sober enough, it appeared, to hear what was said, but not to comprehend its drift; and this caused a titter, which immediately excited his rage. He turned and seized the nearest laugher by the ear. Insolent! he cried. I will teach you to laugh when the King speaks! Puppy! Who laughs at his Majesty or touches my brother has to do with Tavannes!

The King, in a rage that almost deprived him of speech, stamped the floor twice.

Idiot! he cried. Imbecile! Let the man go! Tis not he! Tis your heretic brother, I tell you! By all the Saints! By the body of and he poured forth a flood of oaths. Will you listen to me and be silent! Will you  your brother

If he be not your Majestys servant, I will kill him with this sword! the irrepressible Marshal struck in. As I have killed ten to-day! Ten! And, staggering back, he only saved himself from falling by clutching Chicot about the neck.

Steady, my pretty Maréchale! the jester cried, chucking him under the chin with one hand, while with some difficulty he supported him with the other  for he, too, was far from sober  

Pretty Margot, toy with me,
Maiden bashful

Silence! Charles cried, darting forth his long arms in a fury of impatience. God, have I killed every man of sense? Are you all gone mad? Silence! Do you hear? Silence! And let me hear what he has to say, with a movement towards Count Hannibal. And look you, sirrah, he continued with a curse, see that it be to the purpose!

If it be a question of your Majestys service, Tavannes answered, and obedience to your Majestys orders, I am deeper in it than he who stands there! with a sign towards the priest. I give my word for that. And I will prove it.

How, sir? Charles cried. How, how, how? How will you prove it?

By doing for you, sire, what he will not do! Tavannes answered scornfully. Let him stand out, and if he will serve his Church as I will serve my King

Blaspheme not! cried the priest.

Chatter not! Tavannes retorted hardily, but do! Better is he, he continued, who takes a city than he who slays women! Nay, sire, he went on hurriedly, seeing the King start, be not angry, but hear me! You would send to Biron, to the Arsenal? You seek a messenger, sire? Then let the good father be the man. Let him take your Majestys will to Biron, and let him see the Grand Master face to face, and bring him to reason. Or, if he will not, I will! Let that be the test!

Ay, ay! cried Marshal de Tavannes, you say well, brother! Let him!

And if he will not, I will! Tavannes repeated. Let that be the test, sire.

The King wheeled suddenly to Father Pezelay. You hear, father? he said. What say you?

The priests face grew sallow, and more sallow. He knew that the walls of the Arsenal sheltered men whose hands no convention and no order of Birons would keep from his throat, were the grim gate and frowning culverins once passed; men who had seen their women and children, their wives and sisters immolated at his word, and now asked naught but to stand face to face and eye to eye with him and tear him limb from limb before they died! The challenge, therefore, was one-sided and unfair; but for that very reason it shook him. The astuteness of the man who, taken by surprise, had conceived this snare filled him with dread. He dared not accept, and he scarcely dared to refuse the offer. And meantime the eyes of the courtiers, who grinned in their beards, were on him. At length he spoke, but it was in a voice which had lost its boldness and assurance.

It is not for me to clear myself, he cried, shrill and violent, but for those who are accused, for those who have belied the Kings word, and set at nought his Christian orders. For you, Count Hannibal, heretic, or no better than heretic, it is easy to say I go. For you go but to your own, and your own will receive you!

Then you will not go? with a jeer.

At your command? No! the priest shrieked with passion. His Majesty knows whether I serve him.

I know, Charles cried, stamping his foot in a fury, that you all serve me when it pleases you! That you are all sticks of the same faggot, wood of the same bundle, hell-babes in your own business, and sluggards in mine! You kill to-day and youll lay it to me to-morrow! Ay, you will! you will! he repeated frantically, and drove home the asseveration with a fearful oath. The dead are as good servants as you! Foucauld was better! Foucauld? Foucauld? Ah, my God!

And abruptly in presence of them all, with the sacred name, which he so often defiled, on his lips, Charles turned, and covering his face burst into childish weeping; while a great silence fell on all  on Bussy with the blood of his cousin Resnel on his point, on Fervacques, the betrayer of his friend, on Chicot, the slayer of his rival, on Cocconnas the cruel  on men with hands unwashed from the slaughter, and on the shameless women who lined the walls; on all who used this sobbing man for their stepping-stone, and, to attain their ends and gain their purposes, trampled his dull soul in blood and mire.

One looked at another in consternation. Fear grew in eyes that a moment before were bold; cheeks turned pale that a moment before were hectic. If he changed as rapidly as this, if so little dependence could be placed on his moods or his resolutions, who was safe? Whose turn might it not be to-morrow? Or who might not be held accountable for the deeds done this day? Many, from whom remorse had seemed far distant a while before, shuddered and glanced behind them. It was as if the dead who lay stark without the doors, ay, and the countless dead of Paris, with whose shrieks the air was laden, had flocked in shadowy shape into the hall; and there, standing beside their murderers, had whispered with their cold breath in the living ears, A reckoning! A reckoning! As I am, thou shalt be!

It was Count Hannibal who broke the spell and the silence, and with his hand on his brothers shoulder stood forward.

Nay, sire, he cried, in a voice which rang defiant in the roof, and seemed to challenge alike the living and the dead, if all deny the deed, yet will not I! What we have done we have done! So be it! The dead are dead! So be it! For the rest, your Majesty has still one servant who will do your will, one soldier whose life is at your disposition! I have said I will go, and I go, sire. And you, churchman, he continued, turning in bitter scorn to the priest, do you go too  to church! To church, shaveling! Go, watch and pray for us! Fast and flog for us! Whip those shoulders, whip them till the blood runs down! For it is all, it seems, you will do for your King!

Charles turned. Silence, railer! he said in a broken voice. Sow no more troubles! Already, a shudder shook his tall ungainly form, I see blood, blood, blood everywhere! Blood? Ah, God, shall I from this time see anything else? But there is no turning back. There is no undoing. So, do you go to Biron. And do you, he went on, sullenly addressing Marshal Tavannes, take him and tell him what it is needful he should know.

Tis done, sire! the Marshal cried, with a hiccough. Come, brother!

But when the two, the courtiers making quick way for them, had passed down the hall to the door, the Marshal tapped Hannibals sleeve.

It was touch and go, he muttered; it was plain he had been more sober than he seemed. Mind you, it does not do to thwart our little master in his fits! Remember that another time, or worse will come of it, brother. As it is, you came out of it finely and tripped that black devils heels to a marvel! But you wont be so mad as to go to Biron?

Yes, Count Hannibal answered coldly. I shall go.

Better not! Better not! the Marshal answered. Twill be easier to go in than to come out  with a whole throat! Have you taken wild cats in the hollow of a tree? The young first, and then the she-cat? Well, it will be that! Take my advice, brother. Have after Montgomery, if you please, ride with Nançay to Chatillon  he is mounting now  go where you please out of Paris, but dont go there! Biron hates us, hates me. And for the King, if he do not see you for a few days, twill blow over in a week.

Count Hannibal shrugged his shoulders. No, he said, I shall go.

The Marshal stared a moment. Morbleu! he said, why? Tis not to please the King, I know. What do you think to find there, brother?

A minister, Hannibal answered gently. I want one with life in him, and they are scarce in the open. So I must to covert after him. And, twitching his sword-belt a little nearer to his hand, he passed across the court to the gate, and to his horses.

The Marshal went back laughing, and, slapping his thigh as he entered the hall, jostled by accident a gentleman who was passing out.

What is it? the Gascon cried hotly; for it was Chicot he had jostled.

Who touches my brother touches Tavannes! the Marshal hiccoughed. And, smiting his thigh anew, he went off into another fit of laughter.


CHAPTER XIII. DIPLOMACY.

Where the old wall of Paris, of which no vestige remains, ran down on the east to the north bank of the river, the space in the angle between the Seine and the ramparts beyond the Rue St. Pol wore at this date an aspect typical of the troubles of the time. Along the waterside the gloomy old Palace of St. Pol, once the residence of the mad King Charles the Sixth  and his wife, the abandoned Isabeau de Bavière  sprawled its maze of mouldering courts and ruined galleries; a dreary monument of the Gothic days which were passing from France. Its spacious curtilage and dark pleasaunces covered all the ground between the river and the Rue St. Antoine; and north of this, under the shadow of the eight great towers of the Bastille, which looked, four outward to check the stranger, four inward to bridle the town, a second palace, beginning where St. Pol ended, carried the realm of decay to the city wall.

This second palace was the Hôtel des Tournelles, a fantastic medley of turrets, spires, and gables, that equally with its neighbour recalled the days of the English domination; it had been the abode of the Regent Bedford. From his time it had remained for a hundred years the town residence of the kings of France; but the death of Henry II., slain in its lists by the lance of the same Montgomery who was this day fleeing for his life before Guise, had given his widow a distaste for it. Catherine de Médicis, her sons, and the Court had abandoned it; already its gardens lay a tangled wilderness, its roofs let in the rain, rats played where kings had slept; and in our palace of the Tournelles reigned only silence and decay. Unless, indeed, as was whispered abroad, the grim shade of the eleventh Louis sometimes walked in its desolate precincts.

In the innermost angle between the ramparts and the river, shut off from the rest of Paris by the decaying courts and enceintes of these forsaken palaces, stood the Arsenal. Destroyed in great part by the explosion of a powder-mill a few years earlier, it was in the main new; and by reason of its river frontage, which terminated at the ruined tower of Billy, and its proximity to the Bastille, it was esteemed one of the keys of Paris. It was the appanage of the Master of the Ordnance, and within its walls M. de Biron, a Huguenot in politics, if not in creed, who held the office at this time, had secured himself on the first alarm. During the day he had admitted a number of refugees, whose courage or good luck had led them to his gate; and as night fell  on such a carnage as the hapless city had not beheld since the great slaughter of the Armagnacs, one hundred and fifty-four years earlier  the glow of his matches through the dusk, and the sullen tramp of his watchmen as they paced the walls, indicated that there was still one place in Paris where the Kings will did not run.

In comparison of the disorder which prevailed in the city, a deadly quiet reigned here; a stillness so chill that a timid man must have stood and hesitated to approach. But a stranger who about nightfall rode down the street towards the entrance, a single footman running at his stirrup, only nodded a stern approval of the preparations. As he drew nearer he cast an attentive eye this way and that; nor stayed until a hoarse challenge brought him up when he had come within six horses lengths of the Arsenal gate. He reined up then, and raising his voice, asked in clear tones for M. de Biron.

Go, he continued boldly, tell the Grand Master that one from the King is here, and would speak with him.

From the King of France? the officer on the gate asked.

Surely! Is there more than one king in France?

A curse and a bitter cry of King? King Herod! were followed by a muttered discussion that, in the ears of one of the two who waited in the gloom below, boded little good. The two could descry figures moving to and fro before the faint red light of the smouldering matches; and presently a man on the gate kindled a torch, and held it so as to fling its light downward. The strangers attendant cowered behind the horse.

Have a care, my lord! he whispered. They are aiming at us!

If so the riders bold front and unmoved demeanour gave them pause. Presently, I will send for the Grand Master the man who had spoken before announced. In whose name, monsieur?

No matter, the stranger answered. Say, one from the King.

You are alone?

I shall enter alone.

The assurance seemed to be satisfactory, for the man answered Good! and after a brief delay a wicket in the gate was opened, the portcullis creaked upward, and a plank was thrust across the ditch. The horseman waited until the preparations were complete; then he slid to the ground, threw his rein to the servant, and boldly walked across. In an instant he left behind him the dark street, the river, and the sounds of outrage, which the night breeze bore from the farther bank, and found himself within the vaulted gateway, in a bright glare of light, the centre of a ring of gleaming eyes and angry faces.

The light blinded him for a few seconds; but the guards, on their side, were in no better case. For the stranger was masked; and in their ignorance who it was looked at them through the slits in the black velvet they stared, disconcerted, and at a loss. There were some there with naked weapons in their hands who would have struck him through had they known who he was; and more who would have stood aside while the deed was done. But the uncertainty  that and the masked mans tone paralyzed them. For they reflected that he might be anyone. Condé, indeed, stood too small, but Navarre, if he lived, might fill that cloak; or Guise, or Anjou, or the King himself. And while some would not have scrupled to strike the blood royal, more would have been quick to protect and avenge it. And so before the dark uncertainty of the mask, before the riddle of the smiling eyes which glittered through the slits, they stared irresolute; until a hand, the hand of one bolder than his fellows, was raised to pluck away the screen.

The unknown dealt the fellow a buffet with his fist. Down, rascal! he said hoarsely. And you  to the officer show me instantly to M. de Biron!

But the lieutenant, who stood in fear of his men, looked at him doubtfully.

Nay, he said, not so fast! And one of the others, taking the lead, cried, No! We may have no need of M. de Biron. Your name, monsieur, first.

With a quick movement the stranger gripped the officers wrist.

Tell your master, he said, that he who clasped his wrist thus on the night of Pentecost is here, and would speak with him! And say, mark you, that I will come to him, not he to me!

The sign and the tone imposed upon the boldest. Two-thirds of the watch were Huguenots, who burned to avenge the blood of their fellows; and these, overriding their officer, had agreed to deal with the intruder, if a Papegot, without recourse to the Grand Master, whose moderation they dreaded. A knife-thrust in the ribs, and another body in the ditch  why not, when such things were done outside? But even these doubted now; and M. Peridol, the lieutenant, reading in the eyes of his men the suspicions which he had himself conceived, was only anxious to obey, if they would let him. So gravely was he impressed, indeed, by the bearing of the unknown that he turned when he had withdrawn, and came back to assure himself that the men meditated no harm in his absence; nor until he had exchanged a whisper with one of them would he leave them and go.

While he was gone on his errand the envoy leaned against the wall of the gateway, and, with his chin sunk on his breast and his mind fallen into reverie, seemed unconscious of the dark glances of which he was the target. He remained in this position until the officer came back, followed by a man with a lanthorn. Their coming roused the unknown, who, invited to follow Peridol, traversed two courts without remark, and in the same silence entered a building in the extreme eastern corner of the enceinte abutting on the ruined Tour de Billy. Here, in an upper floor, the Governor of the Arsenal had established his temporary lodging.

The chamber into which the stranger was introduced betrayed the haste in which it had been prepared for its occupant. Two silver lamps which hung from the beams of the unceiled roof shed light on a medley of arms and inlaid armour, of parchments, books and steel caskets, which encumbered not the tables only, but the stools and chests that, after the fashion of that day, stood formally along the arras. In the midst of the disorder, on the bare floor, walked the man who, more than any other, had been instrumental in drawing the Huguenots to Paris  and to their doom. It was no marvel that the events of the day, the surprise and horror, still rode his mind; nor wonderful that even he, who passed for a model of stiffness and reticence, betrayed for once the indignation which filled his breast. Until the officer had withdrawn and closed the door he did, indeed, keep silence; standing beside the table and eyeing his visitor with a lofty porte and a stern glance. But the moment he was assured that they were alone he spoke.

Your Highness may unmask now, he said, making no effort to hide his contempt. Yet were you well advised to take the precaution, since you had hardly come at me in safety without it. Had those who keep the gate seen you, I would not have answered for your Highnesss life. The more shame, he continued vehemently, on the deeds of this day which have compelled the brother of a king of France to hide his face in his own capital and in his own fortress. For I dare to say, Monsieur, what no other will say, now the Admiral is dead. You have brought back the days of the Armagnacs. You have brought bloody days and an evil name on France, and I pray God that you may not pay in your turn what you have exacted. But if you continue to be advised by M. de Guise, this I will say, Monsieur  and his voice fell low and stern. Burgundy slew Orleans, indeed; but he came in his turn to the Bridge of Montereau.

You take me for Monsieur? the unknown asked. And it was plain that he smiled under his mask.

Birons face altered. I take you, he answered sharply, for him whose sign you sent me.

The wisest are sometimes astray, the other answered with a low laugh. And he took off his mask.

The Grand Master started back, his eyes sparkling with anger.

M. de Tavannes? he cried, and for a moment he was silent in sheer astonishment. Then, striking his hand on the table, What means this trickery? he asked.

It is of the simplest, Tavannes answered coolly. And yet, as you just now said, I had hardly come at you without it. And I had to come at you. No, M. de Biron, he added quickly, as Biron in a rage laid his hand on a bell which stood beside him on the table, you cannot that way undo what is done.

I can at least deliver you, the Grand Master answered, in heat, to those who will deal with you as you have dealt with us and ours.

It will avail you nothing, Count Hannibal replied soberly. For see here, Grand Master, I come from the King. If you are at war with him, and hold his fortress in his teeth, I am his ambassador and sacrosanct. If you are at peace with him and hold it at his will, I am his servant, and safe also.

At peace and safe? Biron cried, his voice trembling with indignation. And are those safe or at peace who came here trusting to his word, who lay in his palace and slept in his beds? Where are they, and how have they fared, that you dare appeal to the law of nations, or he to the loyalty of Biron? And for you to beard me, whose brother to-day hounded the dogs of this vile city on the noblest in France, who have leagued yourself with a crew of foreigners to do a deed which will make our country stink in the nostrils of the world when we are dust! You, to come here and talk of peace and safety! M. de Tavannes  and he struck his hand on the table you are a bold man. I know why the King had a will to send you, but I know not why you had the will to come.

That I will tell you later, Count Hannibal answered coolly. For the King, first. My message is brief, M. de Biron. Have you a mind to hold the scales in France?

Between? Biron asked contemptuously.

Between the Lorrainers and the Huguenots.

The Grand Master scowled fiercely. I have played the go-between once too often, he growled.

It is no question of going between, it is a question of holding between, Tavannes answered coolly. It is a question  but, in a word, have you a mind, M. de Biron, to be Governor of Rochelle? The King, having dealt the blow that has been struck to-day, looks to follow up severity, as a wise ruler should, with indulgence. And to quiet the minds of the Rochellois he would set over them a ruler at once acceptable to them  or war must come of it  and faithful to his Majesty. Such a man, M. de Biron, will in such a post be Master of the Kingdom; for he will hold the doors of Janus, and as he bridles his sea-dogs, or unchains them, there will be peace or war in France.

Is all that from the Kings mouth? Biron asked with sarcasm. But his passion had died down. He was grown thoughtful, suspicious; he eyed the other intently as if he would read his heart.

The offer is his, and the reflections are mine, Tavannes answered dryly. Let me add one more. The Admiral is dead. The King of Navarre and the Prince of Condé are prisoners. Who is now to balance the Italians and the Guises? The Grand Master  if he be wise and content to give the law to France from the citadel of Rochelle.

Biron stared at the speaker in astonishment at his frankness.

You are a bold man, he cried at last. But timeo Danaos et dona ferentes, he continued bitterly. You offer, sir, too much.

The offer is the Kings.

And the conditions? The price?

That you remain quiet, M. de Biron.

In the Arsenal?

In the Arsenal. And do not too openly counteract the Kings will. That is all.

The Grand Master looked puzzled. I will give up no one, he said. No one! Let that be understood.

The King requires no one.

A pause. Then, Does M. de Guise know of the offer? Biron inquired; and his eye grew bright. He hated the Guises and was hated by them. It was there he was a Huguenot.

He has gone far to-day, Count Hannibal answered dryly. And if no worse come of it should be content. Madame Catherine knows of it.

The Grand Master was aware that Marshal Tavannes depended on the Queen-mother; and he shrugged his shoulders.

Ay, tis like her policy, he muttered. Tis like her! And pointing his guest to a cushioned chest which stood against the wall, he sat down in a chair beside the table and thought awhile, his brow wrinkled, his eyes dreaming. By-and-by he laughed sourly. You have lighted the fire, he said, and would fain I put it out.

We would have you hinder it spreading.

You have done the deed and are loth to pay the blood-money. That is it, is it?

We prefer to pay it to M. de Biron, Count Hannibal answered civilly.

Again the Grand Master was silent awhile. At length he looked up and fixed Tavannes with eyes keen as steel.

What is behind? he growled. Say, man, what is it? What is behind?

If there be aught behind, I do not know it, Tavannes answered steadfastly.

M. de Biron relaxed the fixity of his gaze. But you said that you had an object? he returned.

I had  in being the bearer of the message.

What was it?

My object? To learn two things.

The first, if it please you? The Grand Masters chin stuck out a little, as he spoke.

Have you in the Arsenal a M. de Tignonville, a gentleman of Poitou?

I have not, Biron answered curtly. The second?

Have you here a Huguenot minister?

I have not. And if I had I should not give him up, he added firmly.

Tavannes shrugged his shoulders. I have a use for one, he said carelessly. But it need not harm him.

For what, then, do you need him?

To marry me.

The other stared. But you are a Catholic, he said.

But she is a Huguenot, Tavannes answered.

The Grand Master did not attempt to hide his astonishment.

And she sticks on that? he exclaimed. To-day?

She sticks on that. To-day.

To-day? Nom de Dieu! To-day! Well, brushing the matter aside after a pause of bewilderment, any way, I cannot help her. I have no minister here. If there be aught else I can do for her

Nothing, I thank you, Tavannes answered. Then it only remains for me to take your answer to the King? And he rose politely, and taking his mask from the table prepared to assume it.

M. de Biron gazed at him a moment without speaking, as if he pondered on the answer he should give. At length he nodded, and rang the bell which stood beside him.

The mask! he muttered in a low voice as footsteps sounded without. And, obedient to the hint, Tavannes disguised himself. A second later the officer who had introduced him opened the door and entered.

Peridol, M. de Biron said  he had risen to his feet I have received a message which needs confirmation; and to obtain this I must leave the Arsenal. I am going to the house  you will remember this  of Marshal Tavannes, who will be responsible for my person; in the mean time this gentleman will remain under strict guard in the south chamber upstairs. You will treat him as a hostage, with all respect, and will allow him to preserve his incognito. But if I do not return by noon to-morrow, you will deliver him to the men below, who will know how to deal with him.

Count Hannibal made no attempt to interrupt him, nor did he betray the discomfiture which he undoubtedly felt. But as the Grand Master paused  

M. de Biron, he said, in a voice harsh and low, you will answer to me for this! And his eyes glittered through the slits in the mask.

Possibly, but not to-day or to-morrow! Biron replied, shrugging his shoulders contemptuously. Peridol! see the gentleman bestowed as I have ordered, and then return to me. Monsieur, with a bow, half courteous, half ironical, let me commend to you the advantages of silence and your mask. And he waved his hand in the direction of the door.

A moment Count Hannibal hesitated. He was in the heart of a hostile fortress where the resistance of a single man armed to the teeth must have been futile; and he was unarmed, save for a poniard. Nevertheless, for a moment the impulse to spring on Biron, and with the dagger at his throat to make his life the price of a safe passage, was strong. Then  for with the warp of a harsh and passionate character were interwrought an odd shrewdness and some things little suspected  he resigned himself. Bowing gravely, he turned with dignity, and in silence followed the officer from the room.

Peridol had two men in waiting at the door. From one of these the lieutenant took a lanthorn, and, with an air at once sullen and deferential, led the way up the stone staircase to the floor over that in which M. de Biron had his lodging. Tavannes followed; the two guards came last, carrying a second lanthorn. At the head of the staircase, whence a bare passage ran, north and south, the procession turned right-handed, and, passing two doors, halted before the third and last, which faced them at the end of the passage. The lieutenant unlocked it with a key which he took from a hook beside the doorpost. Then, holding up his light, he invited his charge to enter.

The room was not small, but it was low in the roof, and prison-like, it had bare walls and smoke-marks on the ceiling. The window, set in a deep recess, the floor of which rose a foot above that of the room, was unglazed; and through the gloomy orifice the night wind blew in, laden even on that August evening with the dank mist of the river flats. A table, two stools, and a truckle bed without straw or covering made up the furniture; but Peridol, after glancing round, ordered one of the men to fetch a truss of straw and the other to bring up a pitcher of wine. While they were gone Tavannes and he stood silently waiting, until, observing that the captives eyes sought the window, the lieutenant laughed.

No bars? he said. No, Monsieur, and no need of them. You will not go by that road, bars or no bars.

What is below? Count Hannibal asked carelessly. The river?

Yes, Monsieur, with a grin; but not water. Mud, and six feet of it, soft as Christmas porridge, but not so sweet. Ive known two puppies thrown in under this window that did not weigh more than a fat pullet apiece. One was gone before you could count fifty, and the other did not live thrice as long  nor would have lasted that time, but that it fell on the first and clung to it.

Tavannes dismissed the matter with a shrug, and, drawing his cloak about him, set a stool against the wall and sat down. The men who brought in the wine and the bundle of straw were inquisitive, and would have loitered, scanning him stealthily; but Peridol hurried them away. The lieutenant himself stayed only to cast a glance round the room, and to mutter that he would return when his lord returned; then, with a Good night which said more for his manners than his good will, he followed them out. A moment later the grating of the key in the lock and the sound of the bolts as they sped home told Tavannes that he was a prisoner.


CHAPTER XIV. TOO SHORT A SPOON.

Count Hannibal remained seated, his chin sunk on his breast, until his ear assured him that the three men had descended the stairs to the floor below. Then he rose, and, taking the lanthorn from the table, on which Peridol had placed it, he went softly to the door, which, like the window, stood in a recess  in this case the prolongation of the passage. A brief scrutiny satisfied him that escape that way was impossible, and he turned, after a cursory glance at the floor and ceiling, to the dark, windy aperture which yawned at the end of the apartment. Placing the lanthorn on the table, and covering it with his cloak, he mounted the window recess, and, stepping to the unguarded edge, looked out.

He knew, rather than saw, that Peridol had told the truth. The smell of the aguish flats which fringed that part of Paris rose strong in his nostrils. He guessed that the sluggish arm of the Seine which divided the Arsenal from the Île des Louviers crawled below; but the night was dark, and it was impossible to discern land from water. He fancied that he could trace the outline of the island  an uninhabited place, given up to wood piles; but the lights of the college quarter beyond it, which rose feebly twinkling to the crown of St. Genevieve, confused his sight and rendered the nearer gloom more opaque. From that direction and from the Cité to his right came sounds which told of a city still heaving in its blood-stained sleep, and even in its dreams planning further excesses. Now a distant shot, and now a faint murmur on one of the bridges, or a far-off cry, raucous, sudden, curdled the blood. But even of what was passing under cover of the darkness, he could learn little; and after standing awhile with a hand on either side of the window he found the night air chill. He stepped back, and, descending to the floor, uncovered the lanthorn and set it on the table. His thoughts travelled back to the preparations he had made the night before with a view to securing Mademoiselles person, and he considered, with a grim smile, how little he had foreseen that within twenty-four hours he would himself be a prisoner. Presently, finding his mask oppressive, he removed it, and, laying it on the table before him, sat scowling at the light.

Biron had jockeyed him cleverly. Well, the worse for Armand de Gontaut de Biron if after this adventure the luck went against him! But in the mean time? In the mean time his fate was sealed if harm befell Biron. And what the Kings real mind in Birons case was, and what the Queen-Mothers, he could not say; just as it was impossible to predict how far, when they had the Grand Master at their mercy, they would resist the temptation to add him to the victims. If Biron placed himself at once in Marshal Tavannes hands, all might be well. But if he ventured within the long arm of the Guises, or went directly to the Louvre, the fact that with the Grand Masters fate Count Hannibals was bound up, would not weigh a straw. In such crises the great sacrificed the less great, the less great the small, without a scruple. And the Guises did not love Count Hannibal; he was not loved by many. Even the strength of his brother the Marshal stood rather in the favour of the Kings heir, for whom he had won the battle of Jarnac, than intrinsically; and, durable in ordinary times, might snap in the clash of forces and interests which the desperate madness of this day had let loose on Paris.

It was not the peril in which he stood, however  though, with the cold clear eye of the man who had often faced peril, he appreciated it to a nicety  that Count Hannibal found least bearable, but his enforced inactivity. He had thought to ride the whirlwind and direct the storm, and out of the danger of others to compact his own success. Instead he lay here, not only powerless to guide his destiny, which hung on the discretion of another, but unable to stretch forth a finger to further his plans.

As he sat looking darkly at the lanthorn, his mind followed Biron and his riders through the midnight streets along St. Antoine and La Verrerie, through the gloomy narrows of the Rue la Ferronerie, and so past the house in the Rue St. Honoré where Mademoiselle sat awaiting the morrow  sat awaiting Tignonville, the minister, the marriage! Doubtless there were still bands of plunderers roaming to and fro; at the barriers troops of archers stopping the suspected; at the windows pale faces gazing down; at the gates of the Temple, and of the walled enclosures which largely made up the city, strong guards set to prevent invasion. Biron would go with sufficient to secure himself; and unless he encountered the bodyguard of Guise his passage would quiet the town. But was it so certain that she was safe? He knew his men, and while he had been free he had not hesitated to leave her in their care. But now that he could not go, now that he could not raise a hand to help, the confidence which had not failed him in straits more dangerous grew weak. He pictured the things which might happen, at which, in his normal frame of mind, he would have laughed. Now they troubled him so that he started at a shadow, so that he quailed at a thought. He, who last night, when free to act, had timed his coming and her rescue to a minute! Who had rejoiced in the peril, since with the glamour of such things foolish women were taken! Who had not flinched when the crowd roared most fiercely for her blood!

Why had he suffered himself to be trapped? Why indeed? And thrice in passion he paced the room. Long ago the famous Nostradamus had told him that he would live to be a king, but of the smallest kingdom in the world. Every man is a king in his coffin, he had answered. The grave is cold and your kingdom shall be warm, the wizard had rejoined. On which the courtiers had laughed, promising him a Moorish island and a black queen. And he had gibed with the rest, but secretly had taken note of the sovereign counties of France, their rulers and their heirs. Now he held the thought in horror, foreseeing no county, but the cage under the stifling tiles at Loches, in which Cardinal Balue and many another had worn out their hearts.

He came to that thought not by way of his own peril, but of Mademoiselles; which affected him in so novel a fashion that he wondered at his folly. At last, tired of watching the shadows which the draught set dancing on the wall, he drew his cloak about him and lay down on the straw. He had kept vigil the previous night, and in a few minutes, with a campaigners ease, he was asleep.

Midnight had struck. About two the light in the lanthorn burned low in the socket, and with a soft sputtering went out. For an hour after that the room lay still, silent, dark; then slowly the grey dawn, the greyer for the river mist which wrapped the neighbourhood in a clammy shroud, began to creep into the room and discover the vague shapes of things. Again an hour passed, and the sun was rising above Montreuil, and here and there the river began to shimmer through the fog. But in the room it was barely daylight when the sleeper awoke, and sat up, his face expectant. Something had roused him. He listened.

His ear, and the habit of vigilance which a life of danger instils, had not deceived him. There were men moving in the passage; men who shuffled their feet impatiently. Had Biron returned? Or had aught happened to him, and were these men come to avenge him? Count Hannibal rose and stole across the boards to the door, and, setting his ear to it, listened.

He listened while a man might count a hundred and fifty, counting slowly. Then, for the third part of a second, he turned his head, and his eyes travelled the room. He stooped again and listened more closely, scarcely breathing. There were voices as well as feet to be heard now; one voice  he thought it was Peridols  which held on long, now low, now rising into violence. Others were audible at intervals, but only in a growl or a bitter exclamation, that told of minds made up and hands which would not be restrained. He caught his own name, Tavannes  the mask was useless, then! And once a noisy movement which came to nothing, foiled, he fancied, by Peridol.

He knew enough. He rose to his full height, and his eyes seemed a little closer together; an ugly smile curved his lips. His gaze travelled over the objects in the room, the bare stools and table, the lanthorn, the wine-pitcher; beyond these, in a corner, the cloak and straw on the low bed. The light, cold and grey, fell cheerlessly on the dull chamber, and showed it in harmony with the ominous whisper which grew in the gallery; with the stern-faced listener who stood, his one hand on the door. He looked, but he found nothing to his purpose, nothing to serve his end, whatever his end was; and with a quick light step he left the door, mounted the window recess, and, poised on the very edge, looked down.

If he thought to escape that way his hope was desperate. The depth to the water-level was not, he judged, twelve feet. But Peridol had told the truth. Below lay not water, but a smooth surface of viscid slime, here luminous with the florescence of rottenness, there furrowed by a tiny runnel of moisture which sluggishly crept across it to the slow stream beyond. This quicksand, vile and treacherous, lapped the wall below the window, and more than accounted for the absence of bars or fastenings. But, leaning far out, he saw that it ended at the angle of the building, at a point twenty feet or so to the right of his position.

He sprang to the floor again, and listened an instant; then, with guarded movements  for there was fear in the air, fear in the silent room, and at any moment the rush might be made, the door burst in  he set the lanthorn and wine-pitcher on the floor, and took up the table in his arms. He began to carry it to the window, but, halfway thither, his eye told him that it would not pass through the opening, and he set it down again and glided to the bed. Again he was thwarted; the bed was screwed to the floor. Another might have despaired at that, but he rose with no sign of dismay, and listening, always listening, he spread his cloak on the floor, and deftly, with as little noise and rustling as might be, be piled the straw in it, compressed the bundle, and, cutting the bed-cords with his dagger, bound all together with them. In three steps he was in the embrasure of the window, and, even as the men in the passage thrust the lieutenant aside and with a sudden uproar came down to the door, he flung the bundle lightly and carefully to the right  so lightly and carefully, and with so nice and deliberate a calculation, that it seemed odd it fell beyond the reach of an ordinary leap.

An instant and he was on the floor again. The men had to unlock, to draw back the bolts, to draw back the door which opened outwards; their numbers, as well as their savage haste, impeded them. When they burst in at last, with a roar of To the river! To the river!  burst in a rush of struggling shoulders and lowered pikes, they found him standing, a solitary figure, on the further side of the table, his arms folded. And the sight of the passive figure for a moment stayed them.

Say your prayers, child of Satan! cried the leader, waving his weapon. We give you one minute!

Ay, one minute! his followers chimed in. Be ready!

You would murder me? he said with dignity. And when they shouted assent, Good! he answered. It is between you and M. de Biron, whose guest I am. But  with a glance which passed round the ring of glaring eyes and working features I would leave a last word for some one. Is there any one here who values a safe-conduct from the King? Tis for two men coming and going for a fortnight. And he held up a slip of paper.

The leader cried, To hell with his safe-conduct! Say your prayers!

But all were not of his mind. On one or two of the savage faces  the faces, for the most part, of honest men maddened by their wrongs  flashed an avaricious gleam. A safe-conduct? To avenge, to slay, to kill  and to go safe! For some minds such a thing has an invincible fascination. A man thrust himself forward.

Ay, Ill have it! he cried. Give it here!

It is yours, Count Hannibal answered, if you will carry ten words to Marshal Tavannes  when I am gone.

The mans neighbour laid a restraining hand on his shoulder.

And Marshal Tavannes will pay you finely, he said.

But Maudron, the man who had offered, shook off the hand.

If I take the message! he muttered in a grim aside. Do you think me mad? And then aloud he cried, Ay, Ill take your message! Give me the paper.

You swear you will take it?

The man had no intention of taking it, but he perjured himself and went forward. The others would have pressed round too, half in envy, half in scorn; but Tavannes by a gesture stayed them.

Gentlemen, I ask a minute only, he said. A minute for a dying man is not much. Your friends had as much.

And the fellows, acknowledging the claim and assured that their victim could not escape, let Maudron go round the table to him.

The man was in haste and ill at ease, conscious of his evil intentions and the fraud he was practising; and at once greedy to have, yet ashamed of the bargain he was making. His attention was divided between the slip of paper, on which his eyes fixed themselves, and the attitude of his comrades; he paid little heed to Count Hannibal, whom he knew to be unarmed. Only when Tavannes seemed to ponder on his message, and to be fain to delay, Go on, he muttered with brutal frankness; your time is up!

Tavannes started, the paper slipped from his fingers. Maudron saw a chance of getting it without committing himself, and quick as the thought leapt up in his mind he stooped, and grasped the paper, and would have leapt back with it! But quick as he, and quicker, Tavannes too stooped, gripped him by the waist, and with a prodigious effort, and a yell in which all the mans stormy nature, restrained to a part during the last few minutes, broke forth, he flung the ill-fated wretch head first through the window.

The movement carried Tavannes himself  even while his victims scream rang through the chamber  into the embrasure. An instant he hung on the verge; then, as the men, a moment thunderstruck, sprang forward to avenge their comrade, he leapt out, jumping for the struggling body that had struck the mud, and now lay in it face downwards.

He alighted on it, and drove it deep into the quaking slime; but he himself bounded off right-handed. The peril was appalling, the possibility untried, the chance one which only a doomed man would have taken. But he reached the straw-bale, and it gave him a momentary, a precarious footing. He could not regain his balance, he could not even for an instant stand upright on it. But from its support he leapt on convulsively, and, as a pike, flung from above, wounded him in the shoulder, he fell his length in the slough  but forward, with his outstretched hands resting on soil of a harder nature. They sank, it is true, to the elbow, but he dragged his body forward on them, and forward, and freeing one by a last effort of strength  he could not free both, and, as it was, half his face was submerged  he reached out another yard, and gripped a balk of wood, which projected from the corner of the building for the purpose of fending off the stream in flood-time.

The men at the window shrieked with rage as he slowly drew himself from the slough, and stood from head to foot a pillar of mud. Shout as they might, they had no firearms, and, crowded together in the narrow embrasure, they could take no aim with their pikes. They could only look on in furious impotence, flinging curses at him until he passed from their view, behind the angle of the building.

Here for a score of yards a strip of hard foreshore ran between mud and wall. He struggled along it until he reached the end of the wall; then with a shuddering glance at the black heaving pit from which he had escaped, and which yet gurgled above the body of the hapless Maudron  a tribute to horror which even his fierce nature could not withhold  he turned and painfully climbed the river-bank. The pike-wound in his shoulder was slight, but the effort had been supreme; the sweat poured from his brow, his visage was grey and drawn. Nevertheless, when he had put fifty paces between himself and the buildings of the Arsenal he paused, and turned. He saw that the men had run to other windows which looked that way; and his face lightened and his form dilated with triumph.

He shook his fist at them. Ho, fools! he cried, you kill not Tavannes so! Till our next meeting at Montfaucon, fare you well!


CHAPTER XV. THE BROTHER OF ST. MAGLOIRE.

As the exertion of power is for the most part pleasing, so the exercise of that which a woman possesses over a man is especially pleasant. When in addition a risk of no ordinary kind has been run, and the happy issue has been barely expected  above all when the momentary gain seems an augury of final victory  it is impossible that a feeling akin to exultation should not arise in the mind, however black the horizon, and however distant the fair haven.

The situation in which Count Hannibal left Mademoiselle de Vrillac will be remembered. She had prevailed over him; but in return he had bowed her to the earth, partly by subtle threats, and partly by sheer savagery. He had left her weeping, with the words Madame de Tavannes ringing doom in her ears, and the dark phantom of his will pointing onward to an inevitable future. Had she abandoned hope, it would have been natural.

But the girl was of a spirit not long nor easily cowed; and Tavannes had not left her half an hour before the reflection, that so far the honours of the day were hers, rose up to console her. In spite of his power and her impotence, she had imposed her will upon his; she had established an influence over him, she had discovered a scruple which stayed him, and a limit beyond which he would not pass. In the result she might escape; for the conditions which he had accepted with an ill grace might prove beyond his fulfilling. She might escape! True, many in her place would have feared a worse fate and harsher handling. But there lay half the merit of her victory. It had left her not only in a better position, but with a new confidence in her power over her adversary. He would insist on the bargain struck between them; within its four corners she could look for no indulgence. But if the conditions proved to be beyond his power, she believed that he would spare her: with an ill grace, indeed, with such ferocity and coarse reviling as her womans pride might scarcely support. But he would spare her.

And if the worst befell her? She would still have the consolation of knowing that from the cataclysm which had overwhelmed her friends she had ransomed those most dear to her. Owing to the position of her chamber, she saw nothing of the excesses to which Paris gave itself up during the remainder of that day, and to which it returned with unabated zest on the following morning. But the Carlats and her women learned from the guards below what was passing; and quaking and cowering in their corners fixed frightened eyes on her, who was their stay and hope. How could she prove false to them? How doom them to perish, had there been no question of her lover?

Of him she sat thinking by the hour together. She recalled with solemn tenderness the moment in which he had devoted himself to the death which came but halfway to seize them; nor was she slow to forgive his subsequent withdrawal, and his attempt to rescue her in spite of herself. She found the impulse to die glorious; the withdrawal  for the actor was her lover  a thing done for her, which he would not have done for himself, and which she quickly forgave him. The revulsion of feeling which had conquered her at the time, and led her to tear herself from him, no longer moved her much while all in his action that might have seemed in other eyes less than heroic, all in his conduct  in a crisis demanding the highest  that smacked of common or mean, vanished, for she still clung to him. Clung to him, not so much with the passion of the mature woman, as with the maiden and sentimental affection of one who has now no hope of possessing, and for whom love no longer spells life, but sacrifice.

She had leisure for these musings, for she was left to herself all that day, and until late on the following day. Her own servants waited on her, and it was known that below stairs Count Hannibals riders kept sullen ward behind barred doors and shuttered windows, refusing admission to all who came. Now and again echoes of the riot which filled the streets with bloodshed reached her ears: or word of the more striking occurrences was brought to her by Madame Carlat. And early on this second day, Monday, it was whispered that M. de Tavannes had not returned, and that the men below were growing uneasy.

At last, when the suspense below and above was growing tense, it was broken. Footsteps and voices were heard ascending the stairs, the trampling and hubbub were followed by a heavy knock; perforce the door was opened. While Mademoiselle, who had risen, awaited with a beating heart she knew not what, a cowled father, in the dress of the monks of St. Magloire, stood on the threshold, and, crossing himself, muttered the words of benediction. He entered slowly.

No sight could have been more dreadful to Mademoiselle; for it set at naught the conditions which she had so hardly exacted. What if Count Hannibal were behind, were even now mounting the stairs, prepared to force her to a marriage before this shaveling? Or ready to proceed, if she refused, to the last extremity? Sudden terror taking her by the throat choked her; her colour fled, her hand flew to her breast. Yet, before the door had closed on Bigot, she had recovered herself.

This intrusion is not by M. de Tavannes orders! she cried, stepping forward haughtily. This person has no business here. How dare you admit him?

The Norman showed his bearded visage a moment at the door.

My lords orders, he muttered sullenly. And he closed the door on them.

She had a Huguenots hatred of a cowl; and, in this crisis, her reasons for fearing it. Her eyes blazed with indignation.

Enough! she cried, pointing, with a gesture of dismissal, to the door. Go back to him who sent you! If he will insult me, let him do it to my face! If he will perjure himself, let him forswear himself in person. Or, if you come on your own account, she continued, flinging prudence to the winds, as your brethren came to Philippa de Luns, to offer me the choice you offered her, I give you her answer! If I had thought of myself only, I had not lived so long! And rather than bear your presence or hear your arguments

She came to a sudden, odd, quavering pause on the word; her lips remained parted, she swayed an instant on her feet. The next moment Madame Carlat, to whom the visitor had turned his shoulder, doubted her eyes, for Mademoiselle was in the monks arms!

Clotilde! Clotilde! he cried, and held her to him.

For the monk was M. de Tignonville! Under the cowl was the lover with whom Mademoiselles thoughts had been engaged. In this disguise, and armed with Tavannes note to Madame St. Lo  which the guards below knew for Count Hannibals hand, though they were unable to decipher the contents  he had found no difficulty in making his way to her.

He had learned before he entered that Tavannes was abroad, and was aware, therefore, that he ran little risk. But his betrothed, who knew nothing of his adventures in the interval, saw in him one who came to her at the greatest risk, across unnumbered perils, through streets swimming with blood. And though she had never embraced him save in the crisis of the massacre, though she had never called him by his Christian name, in the joy of this meeting she abandoned herself to him, she clung to him weeping, she forgot for the time his defection, and thought only of him who had returned to her so gallantly, who brought into the room a breath of Poitou, and the sea, and the old days, and the old life; and at the sight of whom the horrors of the last two days fell from her  for the moment.

And Madame Carlat wept also, and in the room was a sound of weeping. The least moved was, for a certainty, M. de Tignonville himself, who, as we know, had gone through much that day. But even his heart swelled, partly with pride, partly with thankfulness that he had returned to one who loved him so well. Fate had been kinder to him than he deserved; but he need not confess that now. When he had brought off the coup which he had in his mind, he would hasten to forget that he had entertained other ideas.

Mademoiselle had been the first to be carried away; she was also the first to recover herself.

I had forgotten, she cried suddenly, I had forgotten, and she wrested herself from his embrace with violence, and stood panting, her face white, her eyes affrighted. I must not! And you  I had forgotten that too! To be here, Monsieur, is the worst office you can do me. You must go! Go, Monsieur, in mercy I beg of you, while it is possible. Every moment you are here, every moment you spend in this house, I shudder.

You need not fear for me, he said, in a tone of bravado. He did not understand.

I fear for myself! she answered. And then, wringing her hands, divided between her love for him and her fear for herself, Oh, forgive me! she said. You do not know that he has promised to spare me, if he cannot produce you, and  and  a minister? He has granted me that; but I thought when you entered that he had gone back on his word, and sent a priest, and it maddened me! I could not bear to think that I had gained nothing. Now you understand, and you will pardon me, Monsieur? If he cannot produce you I am saved. Go then, leave me, I beg, without a moments delay.

He laughed derisively as he turned back his cowl and squared his shoulders.

All that is over! he said, over and done with, sweet! M. de Tavannes is at this moment a prisoner in the Arsenal. On my way hither I fell in with M. de Biron, and he told me. The Grand Master, who would have had me join his company, had been all night at Marshal Tavannes hotel, where he had been detained longer than he expected. He stood pledged to release Count Hannibal on his return, but at my request he consented to hold him one hour, and to do also a little thing for me.

The glow of hope which had transfigured her face faded slowly.

It will not help, she said, if he find you here.

He will not! Nor you!

How, Monsieur?

In a few minutes, he explained  he could not hide his exultation, a message will come from the Arsenal in the name of Tavannes, bidding the monk he sent to you bring you to him. A spoken message, corroborated by my presence, should suffice: Bid the monk who is now with Mademoiselle, it will run, bring her to me at the Arsenal, and let four pikes guard them hither. When I begged M. de Biron to do this, he laughed. I can do better, he said. They shall bring one of Count Hannibals gloves, which he left on my table. Always supposing my rascals have done him no harm, which God forbid, for I am answerable.

Tignonville, delighted with the stratagem which the meeting with Biron had suggested, could see no flaw in it. She could, and though she heard him to the end, no second glow of hope softened the lines of her features. With a gesture full of dignity, which took in not only Madame Carlat and the waiting-woman who stood at the door, but the absent servants  

And what of these? she said. What of these? You forget them, Monsieur. You do not think, you cannot have thought, that I would abandon them? That I would leave them to such mercy as he, defeated, might extend to them? No, you forgot them.

He did not know what to answer, for the jealous eyes of the frightened waiting-woman, fierce with the fierceness of a hunted animal, were on him. The Carlat and she had heard, could hear. At last  

Better one than none! he muttered, in a voice so low that if the servants caught his meaning it was but indistinctly. I have to think of you.

And I of them, she answered firmly. Nor is that all. Were they not here, it could not be. My word is passed  though a moment ago, Monsieur, in the joy of seeing you I forgot it. And how, she continued, if I keep not my word, can I expect him to keep his? Or how, if I am ready to break the bond, on this happening which I never expected, can I hold him to conditions which he loves as little  as little as I love him?

Her voice dropped piteously on the last words; her eyes, craving her lovers pardon, sought his. But rage, not pity or admiration, was the feeling roused in Tignonvilles breast. He stood staring at her, struck dumb by folly so immense. At last  

You cannot mean this, he blurted out. You cannot mean, Mademoiselle, that you intend to stand on that! To keep a promise wrung from you by force, by treachery, in the midst of such horrors as he and his have brought upon us! It is inconceivable!

She shook her head. I promised, she said.

You were forced to it.

But the promise saved our lives.

From murderers! From assassins! he protested.

She shook her head. I cannot go back, she said firmly; I cannot.

Then you are willing to marry him, he cried in ignoble anger. That is it! Nay, you must wish to marry him! For, as for his conditions, Mademoiselle, the young man continued, with an insulting laugh, you cannot think seriously of them. He keep conditions and you in his power! He, Count Hannibal! But for the matter of that, and were he in the mind to keep them, what are they? There are plenty of ministers. I left one only this morning. I could lay my hand on one in five minutes. He has only to find one, therefore  and to find me!

Yes, Monsieur, she cried, trembling with wounded pride, it is for that reason I implore you to go. The sooner you leave me, the sooner you place yourself in a position of security, the happier for me! Every moment that you spend here, you endanger both yourself and me!

If you will not be persuaded

I shall not be persuaded, she answered firmly, and you do but  alas! her pride began to break down, her voice to quiver, she looked piteously at him by staying here make it harder for me to  to

Hush! cried Madame Carlat. Hush! And as they started and turned towards her  she was at the end of the chamber by the door, almost out of earshot  she raised a warning hand. Listen! she muttered, some one has entered the house.

Tis my messenger from Biron, Tignonville answered sullenly. And he drew his cowl over his face, and, hiding his hands in his sleeves, moved towards the door. But on the threshold he turned and held out his arms. He could not go thus. Mademoiselle! Clotilde! he cried with passion, for the last time, listen to me, come with me. Be persuaded!

Hush! Madame Carlat interposed again, and turned a scared face on them. It is no messenger! It is Tavannes himself: I know his voice. And she wrung her hands. Oh, mon Dieu, mon Dieu, what are we to do? she continued, panic-stricken. And she looked all ways about the room.


CHAPTER XVI. AT CLOSE QUARTERS.

Fear leapt into Mademoiselles eyes, but she commanded herself. She signed to Madame Carlat to be silent, and they listened, gazing at one another, hoping against hope that the woman was mistaken. A long moment they waited, and some were beginning to breathe again, when the strident tones of Count Hannibals voice rolled up the staircase, and put an end to doubt. Mademoiselle grasped the table and stood supporting herself by it.

What are we to do? she muttered. What are we to do? and she turned distractedly towards the women. The courage which had supported her in her lovers absence had abandoned her now. If he finds him here I am lost! I am lost!

He will not know me, Tignonville muttered. But he spoke uncertainly; and his gaze, shifting hither and thither, belied the boldness of his words.

Madame Carlats eyes flew round the room; on her for once the burden seemed to rest. Alas! the room had no second door, and the windows looked on a courtyard guarded by Tavannes people. And even now Count Hannibals step rang on the stair! his hand was almost on the latch. The woman wrung her hands; then, a thought striking her, she darted to a corner where Mademoiselles robes hung on pegs against the wall.

Here! she cried, raising them. Behind these! He may not be seen here! Quick, Monsieur, quick! Hide yourself!

It was a forlorn hope  the suggestion of one who had not thought out the position; and, whatever its promise, Mademoiselles pride revolted against it.

No, she cried. Not there! while Tignonville, who knew that the step was useless, since Count Hannibal must have learned that a monk had entered, held his ground.

You could not deny yourself? he muttered hurriedly.

And a priest with me? she answered; and she shook her head.

There was no time for more, and even as Mademoiselle spoke Count Hannibals knuckles tapped the door. She cast a last look at her lover. He had turned his back on the window; the light no longer fell on his face. It was possible that he might pass unrecognized, if Tavannes stay was brief; at any rate, the risk must be run. In a half stifled voice she bade her woman, Javette, open the door. Count Hannibal bowed low as he entered; and he deceived the others. But he did not deceive her. He had not crossed the threshold before she repented that she had not acted on Tignonvilles suggestion, and denied herself. For what could escape those hard keen eyes, which swept the room, saw all, and seemed to see nothing  those eyes in which there dwelt even now a glint of cruel humour? He might deceive others, but she who panted within his grasp, as the wild bird palpitates in the hand of the fowler, was not deceived! He saw, he knew! although, as he bowed, and smiling, stood upright, he looked only at her.

I expected to be with you before this, he said courteously, but I have been detained. First, Mademoiselle, by some of your friends, who were reluctant to part with me; then by some of your enemies, who, finding me in no handsome case, took me for a Huguenot escaped from the river, and drove me to shifts to get clear of them. However, now I am come, I have news.

News? she muttered with dry lips. It could hardly be good news.

Yes, Mademoiselle, of M. de Tignonville, he answered. I have little doubt that I shall be able to produce him this evening, and so to satisfy one of your scruples. And as I trust that this good father, he went on, turning to the ecclesiastic, and speaking with the sneer from which he seldom refrained, Catholic as he was, when he mentioned a priest, has by this time succeeded in removing the other, and persuading you to accept his ministrations

No! she cried impulsively.

No? with a dubious smile, and a glance from one to the other. Oh, I had hoped better things. But he still may? He still may. I am sure he may. In which case, Mademoiselle, your modesty must pardon me if I plead urgency, and fix the hour after supper this evening for the fulfilment of your promise.

She turned white to the lips. After supper? she gasped.

Yes, Mademoiselle, this evening. Shall I say  at eight oclock?

In horror of the thing which menaced her, of the thing from which only two hours separated her, she could find no words but those which she had already used. The worst was upon her; worse than the worst could not befall her.

But he has not persuaded me! she cried, clenching her hands in passion. He has not persuaded me!

Still he may, Mademoiselle.

He will not! she cried wildly. He will not!

The room was going round with her. The precipice yawned at her feet; its naked terrors turned her brain. She had been pushed nearer, and nearer, and nearer; struggle as she might, she was on the verge. A mist rose before her eyes, and though they thought she listened she understood nothing of what was passing. When she came to herself, after the lapse of a minute, Count Hannibal was speaking.

Permit him another trial, he was saying in a tone of bland irony. A short time longer, Mademoiselle! One more assault, father! The weapons of the Church could not be better directed or to a more worthy object; and, successful, shall not fail of due recognition and an earthly reward.

And while she listened, half fainting, with a humming in her ears, he was gone. The door closed on him, and the three  Mademoiselles woman had withdrawn when she opened to him  looked at one another. The girl parted her lips to speak, but she only smiled piteously; and it was M. de Tignonville who broke the silence, in a tone which betrayed rather relief than any other feeling.

Come, all is not lost yet, he said briskly. If I can escape from the house

He knows you, she answered.

What?

He knows you, Mademoiselle repeated in a tone almost apathetic. I read it in his eyes. He knew you at once: and knew, too, she added bitterly, that he had here under his hand one of the two things he required.

Then why did he hide his knowledge? the young man retorted sharply.

Why? she answered. To induce me to waive the other condition in the hope of saving you. Oh! she continued in a tone of bitter raillery, he has the cunning of hell, of the priests! You are no match for him, Monsieur. Nor I; nor any of us. And  with a gesture of despair he will be my master! He will break me to his will and to his hand! I shall be his! His, body and soul, body and soul! she continued drearily, as she sank into a chair and, rocking herself to and fro, covered her face. I shall be his! His till I die!

The mans eyes burned, and the pulse in his temples beat wildly.

But you shall not! he exclaimed. I may be no match for him in cunning, you say well. But I can kill him. And I will! He paced up and down. I will!

You should have done it when he was here, she answered, half in scorn, half in earnest.

It is not too late, he cried; and then he stopped, silenced by the opening door. It was Javette who entered. They looked at her, and before she spoke were on their feet. Her face, white and eager, marking something besides fear, announced that she brought news. She closed the door behind her, and in a moment it was told.

Monsieur can escape, if he is quick, she cried in a low tone; and they saw that she trembled with excitement. They are at supper. But he must be quick! He must be quick!

Is not the door guarded?

It is, but

And he knows! Your mistress says that he knows that I am here.

For a moment Javette looked startled. It is possible, she muttered. But he has gone out.

Madame Carlat clapped her hands. I heard the door close, she said, three minutes ago.

And if Monsieur can reach the room in which he supped last night, the window that was broken is only blocked  she swallowed once or twice in her excitement with something he can move. And then Monsieur is in the street, where his cowl will protect him.

But Count Hannibals men? he asked eagerly.

They are eating in the lodge by the door.

Ha! And they cannot see the other room from there?

Javette nodded. Her tale told, she seemed to be unable to add a word. Mademoiselle, who knew her for a craven, wondered that she had found courage either to note what she had or to bring the news. But as Providence had been so good to them as to put it into this womans head to act as she had, it behoved them to use the opportunity  the last, the very last opportunity they might have.

She turned to Tignonville. Oh, go! she cried feverishly. Go, I beg! Go now, Monsieur! The greatest kindness you can do me is to place yourself as quickly as possible beyond his reach. A faint colour, the flush of hope, had returned to her cheeks. Her eyes glittered.

Right, Mademoiselle! he cried, obedient for once, I go! And do you be of good courage.

He held her hand: an instant, then, moving to the door, he opened it and listened. They all pressed behind him to hear. A murmur of voices, low and distant, mounted the staircase and bore out the girls tale; apart from this the house was silent. Tignonville cast a last look at Mademoiselle, and, with a gesture of farewell, glided a-tiptoe to the stairs and began to descend, his face hidden in his cowl. They watched him reach the angle of the staircase, they watched him vanish beyond it; and still they listened, looking at one another when a board creaked or the voices below were hushed for a moment.


CHAPTER XVII. THE DUEL.

At the foot of the staircase Tignonville paused. The droning Norman voices of the men on guard issued from an open door a few paces before him on the left. He caught a jest, the coarse chuckling laughter which attended it, and the gurgle of applause which followed; and he knew that at any moment one of the men might step out and discover him. Fortunately the door of the room with the shattered window was almost within reach of his hand on the right side of the passage, and he stepped softly to it. He stood an instant hesitating, his hand on the latch; then, alarmed by a movement in the guard-room, as if some were rising, he pushed the door in a panic, slid into the room, and shut the door behind him. He was safe, and he had made no noise; but at the table, at supper, with his back to him and his face to the partly closed window, sat Count Hannibal!

The young mans heart stood still. For a long minute he gazed at the Counts back, spellbound and unable to stir. Then, as Tavannes ate on without looking round, he began to take courage. Possibly he had entered so quietly that he had not been heard, or possibly his entrance was taken for that of a servant. In either case, there was a chance that he might retire after the same fashion; and he had actually raised the latch, and was drawing the door to him with infinite precaution, when Tavannes voice struck him, as it were, in the face.

Pray do not admit the draught, M. de Tignonville, he said, without looking round. In your cowl you do not feel it, but it is otherwise with me.

The unfortunate Tignonville stood transfixed, glaring at the back of the others head. For an instant he could not find his voice. At last  

Curse you! he hissed in a transport of rage. Curse you! You did know, then? And she was right.

If you mean that I expected you, to be sure, Monsieur, Count Hannibal answered. See, your place is laid. You will not feel the air from without there. The very becoming dress which you have adopted secures you from cold. But  do you not find it somewhat oppressive this summer weather?

Curse you! the young man cried, trembling.

Tavannes turned and looked at him with a dark smile. The curse may fall, he said, but I fancy it will not be in consequence of your petitions, Monsieur. And now, were it not better you played the man?

If I were armed, the other cried passionately, you would not insult me!

Sit down, sir, sit down, Count Hannibal answered sternly. We will talk of that presently. In the mean time I have something to say to you. Will you not eat?

But Tignonville would not.

Very well, Count Hannibal answered; and he went on with his supper. I am indifferent whether you eat or not. It is enough for me that you are one of the two things I lacked an hour ago; and that I have you, M. de Tignonville. And through you I look to obtain the other.

What other? Tignonville cried.

A minister, Tavannes answered, smiling. A minister. There are not many left in Paris  of your faith. But you met one this morning, I know.

I? I met one?

Yes, Monsieur, you! And can lay your hand on him in five minutes, you know.

M. de Tignonville gasped. His face turned a shade paler.

You have a spy, he cried. You have a spy upstairs!

Tavannes raised his cup to his lips, and drank. When he had set it down  

It may be, he said, and he shrugged his shoulders. I know, it boots not how I know. It is my business to make the most of my knowledge  and of yours!

M. de Tignonville laughed rudely. Make the most of your own, he said; you will have none of mine.

That remains to be seen, Count Hannibal answered. Carry your mind back two days, M. de Tignonville. Had I gone to Mademoiselle de Vrillac last Saturday and said to her Marry me, or promise to marry me, what answer would she have given?

She would have called you an insolent! the young man replied hotly. And I

No matter what you would have done! Tavannes said. Suffice it that she would have answered as you suggest. Yet to-day she has given me her promise.

Yes, the young man retorted, in circumstances in which no man of honour

Let us say in peculiar circumstances.

Well?

Which still exist! Mark me, M. de Tignonville, Count Hannibal continued, leaning forward and eyeing the young man with meaning, which still exist! And may have the same effect on anothers will as on hers! Listen! Do you hear? And rising from his seat with a darkening face, he pointed to the partly shuttered window, through which the measured tramp of a body of men came heavily to the ear. Do you hear, Monsieur? Do you understand? As it was yesterday it is to-day! They killed the President La Place this morning! And they are searching! They are still searching! The river is not yet full, nor the gibbet glutted! I have but to open that window and denounce you, and your life would hang by no stronger thread than the life of a mad dog which they chase through the streets!

The younger man had risen also. He stood confronting Tavannes, the cowl fallen back from his face, his eyes dilated.

You think to frighten me! he cried. You think that I am craven enough to sacrifice her to save myself. You

You were craven enough to draw back yesterday, when you stood at this window and waited for death! Count Hannibal answered brutally. You flinched then, and may flinch again!

Try me! Tignonville retorted, trembling with passion. Try me! And then, as the other stared at him and made no movement, But you dare not! he cried. You dare not!

No?

No! For if I die you lose her! Tignonville replied in a voice of triumph. Ha, ha! I touch you there! he continued. You dare not, for my safety is part of the price, and is more to you than it is to myself! You may threaten, M. de Tavannes, you may bluster, and shout and point to the window  and he mocked, with a disdainful mimicry, the others gesture but my safety is more to you than to me! And twill end there!

You believe that?

I know it!

In two strides Count Hannibal was at the window. He seized a great piece of the boarding which closed one-half of the opening; he wrenched it away. A flood of evening light burst in through the aperture, and fell on and heightened the flushed passion of his features, as he turned again to his opponent.

Then if you know it, he cried vehemently, in Gods name act upon it! And he pointed to the window.

Act upon it?

Ay, act upon it! Tavannes repeated, with a glance of flame. The road is open! If you would save your mistress, behold the way! If you would save her from the embrace she abhors, from the eyes under which she trembles, from the hand of a master, there lies the way! And it is not her glove only you will save, but herself, her soul, her body! So, he continued, with a certain wildness, and in a tone wherein contempt and bitterness were mingled, to the lions, brave lover! Will you your life for her honour? Will you death that she may live a maid? Will you your head to save her finger? Then, leap down! leap down! The lists are open, the sand is strewed! Out of your own mouth I have it that if you perish she is saved! Then out, Monsieur! Cry I am a Huguenot! And Gods will be done!

Tignonville was livid. Rather, your will! he panted. Your will, you devil! Nevertheless

You will go! Ha! ha! You will go!

For an instant it seemed that he would go. Stung by the challenge, wrought on by the contempt in which Tavannes held him, he shot a look of hate at the tempter; he caught his breath, and laid his hand on the edge of the shuttering as if he would leap out.

But it goes hard with him who has once turned back from the foe. The evening light, glancing cold on the burnished pike-points of a group of archers who stood near, caught his eye and went chill to his heart. Death, not in the arena, not in the sight of shouting thousands, but in this darkening street, with an enemy laughing from the window, death with no revenge to follow, with no certainty that after all she would be safe, such a death could be compassed only by pure love  the love of a child for a parent, of a parent for a child, of a man for the one woman in the world!

He recoiled. You would not spare her! he cried, his face damp with sweat  for he knew now that he would not go. You want to be rid of me! You would fool me, and then

Out of your own mouth you are convict! Count Hannibal retorted gravely. It was you who said it! But still I swear it! Shall I swear it to you?

But Tignonville recoiled another step and was silent.

No? O preux chevalier, O gallant knight! I knew it! Do you think that I did not know with whom I had to deal? And Count Hannibal burst into harsh laughter, turning his back on the other, as if he no longer counted. You will neither die with her nor for her! You were better in her petticoats and she in your breeches! Or no, you are best as you are, good father! Take my advice, M. de Tignonville, have done with arms; and with a string of beads, and soft words, and talk of Holy Mother Church, you will fool the women as surely as the best of them! They are not all like my cousin, a flouting, gibing, jeering woman  you had poor fortune there, I fear?

If I had a sword! Tignonville hissed, his face livid with rage. You call me coward, because I will not die to please you. But give me a sword, and I will show you if I am a coward!

Tavannes stood still. You are there, are you? he said in an altered tone. I

Give me a sword, Tignonville repeated, holding out his open trembling hands. A sword! A sword! Tis easy taunting an unarmed man, but

You wish to fight?

I ask no more! No more! Give me a sword, he urged, his voice quivering with eagerness. It is you who are the coward!

Count Hannibal stared at him. And what am I to get by fighting you? he reasoned slowly. You are in my power. I can do with you as I please. I can call from this window and denounce you, or I can summon my men

Coward! Coward!

Ay? Well, I will tell you what I will do, with a subtle smile. I will give you a sword, M. de Tignonville, and I will meet you foot to foot here, in this room, on a condition.

What is it? What is it? the young man cried with incredible eagerness. Name your condition!

That if I get the better of you, you find me a minister.

I find you a

A minister. Yes, that is it. Or tell me where I can find one.

The young man recoiled. Never! he said.

You know where to find one.

Never! Never!

You can lay your hand on one in five minutes, you know.

I will not.

Then I shall not fight you! Count Hannibal answered coolly; and he turned from him, and back again. You will pardon me if I say, M. de Tignonville, that you are in as many minds about fighting as about dying! I do not think that you would have made your fortune at Court. Moreover, there is a thing which I fancy you have not considered. If we fight you may kill me, in which case the condition will not help me much. Or I  which is more likely he added, with a harsh smile, may kill you, and again I am no better placed.

The young mans pallid features betrayed the conflict in his breast. To do him justice, his hand itched for the sword-hilt  he was brave enough for that; he hated, and only so could he avenge himself. But the penalty if he had the worse! And yet what of it? He was in hell now, in a hell of humiliation, shame, defeat, tormented by this fiend! Twas only to risk a lower hell.

At last, I will do it! he cried hoarsely. Give me a sword and look to yourself.

You promise?

Yes, yes, I promise!

Good, Count Hannibal answered suavely, but we cannot fight so, we must have more light.

And striding to the door he opened it, and calling the Norman bade him move the table and bring candles  a dozen candles; for in the narrow streets the light was waning, and in the half-shuttered room it was growing dusk. Tignonville, listening with a throbbing brain, wondered that the attendant expressed no surprise and said no word  until Tavannes added to his orders one for a pair of swords.

Then, Monsieurs sword is here, Bigot answered in his half-intelligible patois. He left it here yester morning.

You are a good fellow, Bigot, Tavannes answered, with a gaiety and good-humour which astonished Tignonville. And one of these days you shall marry Suzanne.

The Norman smiled sourly and went in search of the weapon.

You have a poniard? Count Hannibal continued in the same tone of unusual good temper, which had already struck Tignonville. Excellent! Will you strip, then, or  as we are? Very good, Monsieur; in the unlikely event of fortune declaring for you, you will be in a better condition to take care of yourself. A man running through the streets in his shirt is exposed to inconveniences! And he laughed gaily.

While he laughed the other listened; and his rage began to give place to wonder. A man who regarded as a pastime a sword and dagger conflict between four walls, who, having his adversary in his power, was ready to discard the advantage, to descend into the lists, and to risk life for a whim, a fancy  such a man was outside his experience, though in Poitou in those days of war were men reckoned brave. For what, he asked himself as he waited, had Tavannes to gain by fighting? The possession of Mademoiselle? But Mademoiselle, if his passion for her overwhelmed him, was in his power; and if his promise were a barrier  which seemed inconceivable in the light of his reputation  he had only to wait, and to-morrow, or the next day, or the next, a minister would be found, and without risk he could gain that for which he was now risking all.

Tignonville did not know that it was in the others nature to find pleasure in such utmost ventures. Nevertheless the recklessness to which Tavannes action bore witness had its effect upon him. By the time the young mans sword arrived something of his passion for the conflict had evaporated; and though the touch of the hilt restored his determination, the locked door, the confined space, and the unaccustomed light went a certain distance towards substituting despair for courage.

The use of the dagger in the duels of that day, however, rendered despair itself formidable. And Tignonville, when he took his place, appeared anything but a mean antagonist. He had removed his robe and cowl, and lithe and active as a cat he stood as it were on springs, throwing his weight now on this foot and now on that, and was continually in motion. The table bearing the candles had been pushed against the window, the boarding of which had been replaced by Bigot before he left the room. Tignonville had this, and consequently the lights, on his dagger hand; and he plumed himself on the advantage, considering his point the more difficult to follow.

Count Hannibal did not seem to notice this, however. Are you ready? he asked. And then  

On guard! he cried, and he stamped the echo to the word. But, that done, instead of bearing the other down with a headlong rush characteristic of the man  as Tignonville feared  he held off warily, stooping low; and when his slow opening was met by one as cautious, he began to taunt his antagonist.

Come! he cried, and feinted half-heartedly. Come, Monsieur, are we going to fight, or play at fighting?

Fight yourself, then! Tignonville answered, his breath quickened by excitement and growing hope. Tis not I hold back! And he lunged, but was put aside.

Ça! ça! Tavannes retorted; and he lunged and parried in his turn, but loosely and at a distance.

After which the two moved nearer the door, their eyes glittering as they watched one another, their knees bent, the sinews of their backs straining for the leap. Suddenly Tavannes thrust, and leapt away, and as his antagonist thrust in return the Count swept the blade aside with a strong parry, and for a moment seemed to be on the point of falling on Tignonville with the poniard. But Tignonville retired his right foot nimbly, which brought them front to front again. And the younger man laughed.

Try again, M. le Comte! he said. And, with the word, he dashed in himself quick as light; for a second the blades ground on one another, the daggers hovered, the two suffused faces glared into one another; then the pair disengaged again.

The blood trickled from a scratch on Count Hannibals neck; half an inch to the right and the point had found his throat. And Tignonville, elated, laughed anew, and swaying from side to side on his hips, watched with growing confidence for a second chance. Lithe as one of the leopards Charles kept at the Louvre, he stooped lower and lower, and more and more with each moment took the attitude of the assailant, watching for an opening; while Count Hannibal, his face dark and his eyes vigilant, stood increasingly on the defence. The light was waning a little, the wicks of the candles were burning long; but neither noticed it or dared to remove his eyes from the others. Their laboured breathing found an echo on the farther side of the door, but this again neither observed.

Well? Count Hannibal said at last. Are you coming?

When I please, Tignonville answered; and he feinted but drew back.

The other did the same, and again they watched one another, their eyes seeming to grow smaller and smaller. Gradually a smile had birth on Tignonvilles lips. He thrust! It was parried! He thrust again  parried! Tavannes, grown still more cautious, gave a yard. Tignonville pushed on, but did not allow confidence to master caution. He began, indeed, to taunt his adversary; to flout and jeer him. But it was with a motive.

For suddenly, in the middle of a sentence, he repeated the peculiar thrust which had been successful before. This time, however, Tavannes was ready. He put aside the blade with a quick parade, and instead of making a riposte sprang within the others guard. The two came face to face and breast to shoulder, and struck furiously with their daggers. Count Hannibal was outside his opponents sword and had the advantage. Tignonvilles dagger fell, but glanced off the metalwork of the others hilt; Tavannes fell swift and hard between the young mans eyes. The Huguenot flung up his hands and staggered back, falling his length on the floor.

In an instant Count Hannibal was on his breast, and had knocked away his dagger. Then  

You own yourself vanquished? he cried.

The young man, blinded by the blood which trickled down his face, made a sign with his hands. Count Hannibal rose to his feet again, and stood a moment looking at his foe without speaking. Presently he seemed to be satisfied. He nodded, and going to the table dipped a napkin in water. He brought it, and carefully supporting Tignonvilles head, laved his brow.

It is as I thought, he said, when he had stanched the blood. You are not hurt, man. You are stunned. It is no more than a bruise.

The young man was coming to himself. But I thought he muttered, and broke off to pass his hand over his face. Then he got up slowly, reeling a little, I thought it was the point, he muttered.

No, it was the pommel, Tavannes answered dryly. It would not have served me to kill you. I could have done that ten times.

Tignonville groaned, and, sitting down at the table, held the napkin to his aching head. One of the candles had been overturned in the struggle and lay on the floor, flaring in a little pool of grease. Tavannes set his heel upon it; then, striding to the farther end of the room, he picked up Tignonvilles dagger and placed it beside his sword on the table. He looked about to see if aught else remained to do, and, finding nothing, he returned to Tignonvilles side.

Now, Monsieur, he said in a voice hard and constrained, I must ask you to perform your part of the bargain.

A groan of anguish broke from the unhappy man. And yet he had set his life on the cast; what more could he have done?

You will not harm him? he muttered.

He shall go safe, Count Hannibal replied gravely.

And he fought a moment with his pride, then blurted out the words, you will not tell her  that it was through me  you found him?

I will not, Tavannes answered in the same tone. He stooped and picked up the others robe and cowl, which had fallen from a chair  so that as he spoke his eyes were averted. She shall never know through me, he said.

And Tignonville, his face hidden in his hands, told him.


CHAPTER XVIII. ANDROMEDA, PERSEUS BEING ABSENT.

Little by little  while they fought below  the gloom had thickened, and night had fallen in the room above. But Mademoiselle would not have candles brought. Seated in the darkness, on the uppermost step of the stairs, her hands clasped about her knees, she listened and listened, as if by that action she could avert misfortune; or as if, by going so far forward to meet it, she could turn aside the worst. The women shivering in the darkness about her would fain have struck a light and drawn her back into the room, for they felt safer there. But she was not to be moved. The laughter and chatter of the men in the guard-room, the coming and going of Bigot as he passed, below but out of sight, had no terrors for her; nay, she breathed more freely on the bare open landing of the staircase than in the close confines of a room which her fears made hateful to her. Here at least she could listen, her face unseen; and listening she bore the suspense more easily.

A turn in the staircase, with the noise which proceeded from the guard-room, rendered it difficult to hear what happened in the closed room below. But she thought that if an alarm were raised there she must hear it; and as the moments passed and nothing happened, she began to feel confident that her lover had made good his escape by the window.

Presently she got a fright. Three or four men came from the guard-room and went, as it seemed to her, to the door of the room with the shattered casement. She told herself that she had rejoiced too soon, and her heart stood still. She waited for a rush of feet, a cry, a struggle. But except an uncertain muffled sound which lasted for some minutes, and was followed by a dull shock, she heard nothing more. And presently the men went back whispering, the noise in the guard-room which had been partially hushed broke forth anew, and perplexed but relieved she breathed again. Surely he had escaped by this time. Surely by this time he was far away, in the Arsenal, or in some place of refuge! And she might take courage, and feel that for this day the peril was overpast.

Mademoiselle will have the lights now? one of the women ventured.

No! no! she answered feverishly, and she continued to crouch where she was on the stairs, bathing herself and her burning face in the darkness and coolness of the stairway. The air entered freely through a window at her elbow, and the place was fresher, were that all, than the room she had left. Javette began to whimper, but she paid no heed to her; a man came and went along the passage below, and she heard the outer door unbarred, and the jarring tread of three or four men who passed through it. But all without disturbance; and afterwards the house was quiet again. And as on this Monday evening the prime virulence of the massacre had begun to abate  though it held after a fashion to the end of the week  Paris without was quiet also. The sounds which had chilled her heart at intervals during two days were no longer heard. A feeling almost of peace, almost of comfort  a drowsy feeling, that was three parts a reaction from excitement  took possession of her. In the darkness her head sank lower and lower on her knees. And half an hour passed, while Javette whimpered, and Madame Carlat slumbered, her broad back propped against the wall.

Suddenly Mademoiselle opened her eyes, and saw, three steps below her, a strange man whose upward way she barred. Behind him came Carlat, and behind him Bigot, lighting both; and in the confusion of her thoughts as she rose to her feet the three, all staring at her in a common amazement, seemed a company. The air entering through the open window beside her blew the flame of the candle this way and that, and added to the nightmare character of the scene; for by the shifting light the men seemed to laugh one moment and scowl the next, and their shadows were now high and now low on the wall. In truth, they were as much amazed at coming on her in that place as she at their appearance; but they were awake, and she newly roused from sleep; and the advantage was with them.

What is it? she cried in a panic. What is it?

If Mademoiselle will return to her room? one of the men said courteously.

But  what is it? She was frightened.

If Mademoiselle

Then she turned without more and went back into the room, and the three followed, and her woman and Madame Carlat. She stood resting one hand on the table while Javette with shaking fingers lighted the candles. Then  

Now, Monsieur, she said in a hard voice, if you will tell me your business?

You do not know me? The strangers eyes dwelt kindly and pitifully on her.

She looked at him steadily, crushing down the fears which knocked at her heart.

No, she said. And yet I think I have seen you.

You saw me a week last Sunday, the stranger answered sorrowfully. My name is La Tribe. I preached that day, Mademoiselle, before the King of Navarre. I believe that you were there.

For a moment she stared at him in silence, her lips parted. Then she laughed, a laugh which set the teeth on edge.

Oh, he is clever! she cried. He has the wit of the priests! Or the devil! But you come too late, Monsieur! You come too late! The bird has flown.

Mademoiselle

I tell you the bird has flown! she repeated vehemently. And her laugh of joyless triumph rang through the room. He is clever, but I have outwitted him! I have

She paused and stared about her wildly, struck by the silence; struck too by something solemn, something pitiful in the faces that were turned on her. And her lip began to quiver.

What? she muttered. Why do you look at me so? He has not  she turned from one to another he has not been taken?

M. Tignonville?

She nodded.

He is below.

Ah! she said.

They expected to see her break down, perhaps to see her fall. But she only groped blindly for a chair and sat. And for a moment there was silence in the room. It was the Huguenot minister who broke it in a tone formal and solemn.

Listen, all present! he said slowly. The ways of God are past finding out. For two days in the midst of great perils I have been preserved by His hand and fed by His bounty, and I am told that I shall live if, in this matter, I do the will of those who hold me in their power. But be assured  and hearken all, he continued, lowering his voice to a sterner note. Rather than marry this woman to this man against her will  if indeed in His sight such marriage can be  rather than save my life by such base compliance, I will die not once but ten times! See. I am ready! I will make no defence! And he opened his arms as if to welcome the stroke. If there be trickery here, if there has been practising below, where they told me this and that, it shall not avail! Until I hear from Mademoiselles own lips that she is willing, I will not say over her so much as Yea, yea, or Nay, nay!

She is willing!

La Tribe turned sharply, and beheld the speaker. It was Count Hannibal, who had entered a few seconds earlier, and had taken his stand within the door.

She is willing! Tavannes repeated quietly. And if, in this moment of the fruition of his schemes, he felt his triumph, he masked it under a face of sombre purpose. Do you doubt me, man?

From her own lips! the other replied, undaunted  and few could say as much  by that harsh presence. From no others!

Sirrah, you

I can die. And you can no more, my lord! the minister answered bravely. You have no threat can move me.

I am not sure of that, Tavannes answered, more blandly. But had you listened to me and been less anxious to be brave, M. La Tribe, where no danger is, you had learned that here is no call for heroics! Mademoiselle is willing, and will tell you so.

With her own lips?

Count Hannibal raised his eyebrows. With her own lips, if you will, he said. And then, advancing a step and addressing her, with unusual gravity, Mademoiselle de Vrillac, he said, you hear what this gentleman requires. Will you be pleased to confirm what I have said?

She did not answer, and in the intense silence which held the room in its freezing grasp a woman choked, another broke into weeping. The colour ebbed from the cheeks of more than one; the men fidgeted on their feet.

Count Hannibal looked round, his head high. There is no call for tears, he said; and whether he spoke in irony or in a strange obtuseness was known only to himself. Mademoiselle is in no hurry  and rightly  to answer a question so momentous. Under the pressure of utmost peril, she passed her word; the more reason that, now the time has come to redeem it, she should do so at leisure and after thought. Since she gave her promise, Monsieur, she has had more than one opportunity of evading its fulfilment. But she is a Vrillac, and I know that nothing is farther from her thoughts.

He was silent a moment; and then, Mademoiselle, he said, I would not hurry you.

Her eyes were closed, but at that her lips moved. I am  willing, she whispered. And a fluttering sigh, of relief, of pity, of God knows what, filled the room.

You are satisfied, M. La Tribe?

I do not

Man! With a growl as of a tiger, Count Hannibal dropped the mask. In two strides he was at the ministers side, his hand gripped his shoulder; his face, flushed with passion, glared into his. Will you play with lives? he hissed. If you do not value your own, have you no thought of others? Of these? Look and count! Have you no bowels? If she will save them, will not you?

My own I do not value.

Curse your own! Tavannes cried in furious scorn. And he shook the other to and fro. Who thought of your life? Will you doom these? Will you give them to the butcher?

My lord, La Tribe answered, shaken in spite of himself, if she be willing

She is willing.

I have nought to say. But I caught her words indistinctly. And without her consent

She shall speak more plainly. Mademoiselle

She anticipated him. She had risen, and stood looking straight before her, seeing nothing.

I am willing, she muttered with a strange gesture, if it must be.

He did not answer.

If it must be, she repeated slowly, and with a heavy sigh. And her chin dropped on her breast. Then, abruptly, suddenly  it was a strange thing to see  she looked up. A change as complete as the change which had come over Count Hannibal a minute before came over her. She sprang to his side; she clutched his arm and devoured his face with her eyes. You are not deceiving me? she cried. You have Tignonville below? You  oh, no, no! And she fell back from him, her eyes distended, her voice grown suddenly shrill and defiant, You have not! You are deceiving me! He has escaped, and you have lied to me!

I?

Yes, you have lied to me! It was the last fierce flicker of hope when hope seemed dead: the last clutch of the drowning at the straw that floated before the eyes.

He laughed harshly. You will be my wife in five minutes, he said, and you give me the lie? A week, and you will know me better! A month, and  but we will talk of that another time. For the present, he continued, turning to La Tribe, do you, sir, tell her that the gentleman is below. Perhaps she will believe you. For you know him.

La Tribe looked at her sorrowfully; his heart bled for her. I have seen M. de Tignonville, he said. And M. le Comte says truly. He is in the same case with ourselves, a prisoner.

You have seen him? she wailed.

I left him in the room below, when I mounted the stairs.

Count Hannibal laughed, the grim mocking laugh which seemed to revel in the pain it inflicted.

Will you have him for a witness? he cried. There could not be a better, for he will not forget. Shall I fetch him?

She bowed her head, shivering. Spare me that, she said. And she pressed her hands to her eyes while an uncontrollable shudder passed over her frame. Then she stepped forward: I am ready, she whispered. Do with me as you will!

* * * * *

When they had all gone out and closed the door behind them, and the two whom the minister had joined were left together, Count Hannibal continued for a time to pace the room, his hands clasped at his back, and his head sunk somewhat on his chest. His thoughts appeared to run in a new channel, and one, strange to say, widely diverted from his bride and from that which he had just done. For he did not look her way, or, for a time, speak to her. He stood once to snuff a candle, doing it with an absent face: and once to look, but still absently, and as if he read no word of it, at the marriage writing which lay, the ink still wet, upon the table. After each of these interruptions he resumed his steady pacing to and fro, to and fro, nor did his eye wander once in the direction of her chair.

And she waited. The conflict of emotions, the strife between hope and fear, the final defeat had stunned her; had left her exhausted, almost apathetic. Yet not quite, nor wholly. For when in his walk he came a little nearer to her, a chill perspiration broke out on her brow, and shudderings crept over her; and when he passed farther from her  and then only, it seemed  she breathed again. But the change lay beneath the surface, and cheated the eye. Into her attitude, as she sat, her hands clasped on her lap, her eyes fixed, came no apparent change or shadow of movement.

Suddenly, with a dull shock, she became aware that he was speaking.

There was need of haste, he said, his tone strangely low and free from emotion, for I am under bond to leave Paris to-morrow for Angers, whither I bear letters from the King. And as matters stood, there was no one with whom I could leave you. I trust Bigot; he is faithful, and you may trust him, Madame, fair or foul! But he is not quick-witted. Badelon, also, you may trust. Bear it in mind. Your woman Javette is not faithful; but as her life is guaranteed she must stay with us until she can be securely placed. Indeed, I must take all with me  with one exception  for the priests and monks rule Paris, and they do not love me, nor would spare aught at my word.

He was silent a few moments. Then he resumed in the same tone, You ought to know how we, Tavannes, stand. It is by Monsieur and the Queen-Mother; and contra the Guises. We have all been in this matter; but the latter push and we are pushed, and the old crack will reopen. As it is, I cannot answer for much beyond the reach of my arm. Therefore, we take all with us except M. de Tignonville, who desires to be conducted to the Arsenal.

She had begun to listen with averted eyes. But as he continued to speak surprise awoke in her, and something stronger than surprise  amazement, stupefaction. Slowly her eyes came to him, and when he ceased to speak  

Why do you tell me these things? she muttered, her dry lips framing the words with difficulty.

Because it behoves you to know them, he answered, thoughtfully tapping the table. I have no one, save my brother, whom I can trust.

She would not ask him why he trusted her, nor why he thought he could trust her. For a moment or two she watched him, while he, with his eyes lowered, stood in deep thought. At last he looked up and his eyes met hers.

Come! he said abruptly, and in a different tone, we must end this! Is it to be a kiss or a blow between us?

She rose, though her knees shook under her; and they stood face to face, her face white as paper.

What  do you mean? she whispered.

Is it to be a kiss or a blow? he repeated. A husband must be a lover, Madame, or a master, or both! I am content to be the one or the other, or both, as it shall please you. But the one I will be.

Then, a thousand times, a blow, she cried, her eyes flaming, from you!

He wondered at her courage, but he hid his wonder. So be it! he answered. And before she knew what he would be at, he struck her sharply across the cheek with the glove which he held in his hand. She recoiled with a low cry, and her cheek blazed scarlet where he had struck it.

So be it! he continued sombrely. The choice shall be yours, but you will come to me daily for the one or the other. If I cannot be lover, Madame, I will be master. And by this sign I will have you know it, daily, and daily remember it.

She stared at him, her bosom rising and falling, in an astonishment too deep for words. But he did not heed her. He did not look at her again. He had already turned to the door, and while she looked he passed through it, he closed it behind him. And she was alone.


CHAPTER XIX. IN THE ORLÉANNAIS.

But you fear him?

Fear him? Madame St. Lo answered; and, to the surprise of the Countess, she made a little face of contempt. No; why should I fear him? I fear him no more than the puppy leaping at old Sanchos bridle fears his tall playfellow! Or than the cloud you see above us fears the wind before which it flies! She pointed to a white patch, the size of a mans hand, which hung above the hill on their left hand and formed the only speck in the blue summer sky. Fear him? Not I! And, laughing gaily, she put her horse at a narrow rivulet which crossed the grassy track on which they rode.

But he is hard? the Countess murmured in a low voice, as she regained her companions side.

Hard? Madame St. Lo rejoined with a gesture of pride. Ay, hard as the stones in my jewelled ring! Hard as flint, or the nether millstone  to his enemies! But to women? Bah! Who ever heard that he hurt a woman?

Why, then, is he so feared? the Countess asked, her eyes on the subject of their discussion  a solitary figure riding some fifty paces in front of them.

Because he counts no cost! her companion answered. Because he killed Savillon in the court of the Louvre, though he knew his life the forfeit. He would have paid the forfeit too, or lost his right hand, if Monsieur, for his brother the Marshals sake, had not intervened. But Savillon had whipped his dog, you see. Then he killed the Chevalier de Millaud, but twas in fair fight, in the snow, in their shirts. For that, Millauds son lay in wait for him with two, in the passage under the Châtelet; but Hannibal wounded one, and the others saved themselves. Undoubtedly he is feared! she added with the same note of pride in her voice.

The two who talked, rode at the rear of the little company which had left Paris at daybreak two days before, by the Porte St. Jacques. Moving steadily south-westward by the lesser roads and bridle-tracks  for Count Hannibal seemed averse from the great road  they had lain the second night in a village three leagues from Bonneval. A journey of two days on fresh horses is apt to change scenery and eye alike; but seldom has an alteration  in themselves and all about them  as great as that which blessed this little company, been wrought in so short a time. From the stifling wynds and evil-smelling lanes of Paris, they had passed to the green uplands, the breezy woods and babbling streams of the upper Orléannais; from sights and sounds the most appalling, to the solitude of the sandy heath, haunt of the great bustard, or the sunshine of the hillside, vibrating with the songs of larks; from an atmosphere of terror and gloom to the freedom of Gods earth and sky. Numerous enough  they numbered a score of armed men  to defy the lawless bands which had their lairs in the huge forest of Orleans, they halted where they pleased: at mid-day under a grove of chestnut-trees, or among the willows beside a brook; at night, if they willed it, under Gods heaven. Far, not only from Paris, but from the great road, with its gibbets and pillories  the great road which at that date ran through a waste, no peasant living willingly within sight of it  they rode in the morning and in the evening, resting in the heat of the day. And though they had left Paris with much talk of haste, they rode more at leisure with every league.

For whatever Tavannes motive, it was plain that he was in no hurry to reach his destination. Nor for that matter were any of his company. Madame St. Lo, who had seized the opportunity of escaping from the capital under her cousins escort, was in an ill-humour with cities, and declaimed much on the joys of a cell in the woods. For the time the coarsest nature and the dullest rider had had enough of alarums and conflicts.

The whole company, indeed, though it moved in some fashion of array with an avant and a rear-guard, the ladies riding together, and Count Hannibal proceeding solitary in the midst, formed as peaceful a band, and one as innocently diverted, as if no man of them had ever grasped pike or blown a match. There was an old rider among them who had seen the sack of Rome, and the dead face of the great Constable the idol of the Free Companies. But he had a taste for simples and much skill in them; and when Madame had once seen Badelon on his knees in the grass searching for plants, she lost her fear of him. Bigot, with his low brow and matted hair, was the abject slave of Suzanne, Madame St. Los woman, who twitted him mercilessly on his Norman patois, and poured the vials of her scorn on him a dozen times a day. In all, with La Tribe and the Carlats, Madame St. Los servants, and the Countesss following, they numbered not far short of two score; and when they halted at noon, and under the shadow of some leafy tree, ate their mid-day meal, or drowsed to the tinkle of Madame St. Los lute, it was difficult to believe that Paris existed, or that these same people had so lately left its blood-stained pavements.

They halted this morning a little earlier than usual. Madame St. Lo had barely answered her companions question before the subject of their discussion swung himself from old Sanchos back, and stood waiting to assist them to dismount. Behind him, where the green valley through which the road passed narrowed to a rocky gate, an old mill stood among willows at the foot of a mound. On the mound behind it a ruined castle which had stood siege in the Hundred Years War raised its grey walls; and beyond this the stream which turned the mill poured over rocks with a cool rushing sound that proved irresistible. The men, their horses watered and hobbled, went off, shouting like boys, to bathe below the falls; and after a moments hesitation Count Hannibal rose from the grass on which he had flung himself.

Guard that for me, Madame, he said. And he dropped a packet, bravely sealed and tied with a silk thread, into the Countesss lap. Twill be safer than leaving it in my clothes. Ohé! And he turned to Madame St. Lo. Would you fancy a life that was all gipsying, cousin? And if there was irony in his voice, there was desire in his eyes.

There is only one happy man in the world, she answered, with conviction.

By name?

The hermit of Compiégne.

And in a week you would be wild for a masque! he said cynically. And turning on his heel he followed the men.

Madame St. Lo sighed complacently. Heigho! she said. Hes right! We are never content, ma mie! When I am trifling in the Gallery my heart is in the greenwood. And when I have eaten black bread and drank spring water for a fortnight I do nothing but dream of Zamets, and white mulberry tarts! And you are in the same case. You have saved your round white neck, or it has been saved for you, by not so much as the thickness of Zamets pie-crust  I declare my mouth is beginning to water for it!  and instead of being thankful and making the best of things, you are thinking of poor Madame dYverne, or dreaming of your calf-love!

The girls face  for a girl she was, though they called her Madame  began to work. She struggled a moment with her emotion, and then broke down, and fell to weeping silently. For two days she had sat in public and not given way. But the reference to her lover was too much for her strength.

Madame St. Lo looked at her with eyes which were not unkindly.

Sits the wind in that quarter? she murmured. I thought so! But there, my dear, if you dont put that packet in your gown youll wash out the address! Moreover, if you ask me, I dont think the young man is worth it. It is only that what we have not got  we want!

But the young Countess had borne to the limit of her powers. With an incoherent word she rose to her feet, and walked hurriedly away. The thought of what was and of what might have been, the thought of the lover who still  though he no longer seemed, even to her, the perfect hero  held a place in her heart, filled her breast to overflowing. She longed for some spot where she could weep unseen; where the sunshine and the blue sky would not mock her grief; and seeing in front of her a little clump of alders, which grew beside the stream, in a bend that in winter was marshy, she hastened towards it.

Madame St. Lo saw her figure blend with the shadow of the trees.

Quite à la Ronsard, I give my word! she murmured. And now she is out of sight! La, la! I could play at the game myself, and carve sweet sorrow on the barks of trees, if it were not so lonesome! And if I had a man!

And gazing pensively at the stream and the willows, my lady tried to work herself into a proper frame of mind; now murmuring the name of one gallant, and now, finding it unsuited, the name of another. But the soft inflection would break into a giggle, and finally into a yawn; and, tired of the attempt, she began to pluck grass and throw it from her. By-and-by she discovered that Madame Carlat and the women, who had their place a little apart, had disappeared; and affrighted by the solitude and silence  for neither of which she was made  she sprang up and stared about her, hoping to discern them. Right and left, however, the sweep of hillside curved upward to the skyline, lonely and untenanted; behind her the castled rock frowned down on the rugged gorge and filled it with dispiriting shadow. Madame St. Lo stamped her foot on the turf.

The little fool! she murmured pettishly. Does she think that I am to be murdered that she may fatten on sighs? Oh, come up, Madame, you must be dragged out of this! And she started briskly towards the alders, intent on gaining company as quickly as possible.

She had gone about fifty yards, and had as many more to traverse when she halted. A man, bent double, was moving stealthily along the farther side of the brook, a little in front of her. Now she saw him, now she lost him; now she caught a glimpse of him again, through a screen of willow branches. He moved with the utmost caution, as a man moves who is pursued or in danger; and for a moment she deemed him a peasant whom the bathers had disturbed and who was bent on escaping. But when he came opposite to the alder-bed she saw that that was his point, for he crouched down, sheltered by a willow, and gazed eagerly among the trees, always with his back to her; and then he waved his hand to some one in the wood.

Madame St. Lo drew in her breath. As if he had heard the sound  which was impossible  the man dropped down where he stood, crawled a yard or two on his face, and disappeared.

Madame stared a moment, expecting to see him or hear him. Then, as nothing happened, she screamed. She was a woman of quick impulses, essentially feminine; and she screamed three or four times, standing where she was, her eyes on the edge of the wood. If that does not bring her out, nothing will! she thought.

It brought her. An instant, and the Countess appeared, and hurried in dismay to her side.

What is it? the younger woman asked, glancing over her shoulder; for all the valley, all the hills were peaceful, and behind Madame St. Lo  but the lady had not discovered it  the servants who had returned were laying the meal. What is it? she repeated anxiously.

Who was it? Madame St. Lo asked curtly. She was quite calm now.

Who was  who?

The man in the wood?

The Countess stared a moment, then laughed. Only the old soldier they call Badelon, gathering simples. Did you think that he would harm me?

It was not old Badelon whom I saw! Madame St. Lo retorted. It was a younger man, who crept along the other side of the brook, keeping under cover. When I first saw him he was there, she continued, pointing to the place. And he crept on and on until he came opposite to you. Then he waved his hand.

To me?

Madame nodded.

But if you saw him, who was he? the Countess asked.

I did not see his face, Madame St. Lo answered. But he waved to you. That I saw.

The Countess had a thought which slowly flooded her face with crimson. Madame St. Lo saw the change, saw the tender light which on a sudden softened the others eyes; and the same thought occurred to her. And having a mind to punish her companion for her reticence  for she did not doubt that the girl knew more than she acknowledged  she proposed that they should return and find Badelon, and learn if he had seen the man.

Why? Madame Tavannes asked. And she stood stubbornly, her head high. Why should we?

To clear it up, the elder woman answered mischievously. But perhaps, it were better to tell your husband and let his men search the coppice.

The colour left the Countesss face as quickly as it had come. For a moment she was tongue-tied. Then  

Have we not had enough of seeking and being sought? she cried, more bitterly than befitted the occasion. Why should we hunt him? I am not timid, and he did me no harm. I beg, Madame, that you will do me the favour of being silent on the matter.

Oh, if you insist? But what a pother

I did not see him, and he did not see me, Madame de Tavannes answered vehemently. I fail, therefore, to understand why we should harass him, whoever he be. Besides, M. de Tavannes is waiting for us.

And M. de Tignonville  is following us! Madame St. Lo muttered under her breath. And she made a face at the others back.

She was silent, however. They returned to the others and nothing of import, it would seem, had happened. The soft summer air played on the meal laid under the willows as it had played on the meal of yesterday laid under the chestnut-trees. The horses grazed within sight, moving now and again, with a jingle of trappings or a jealous neigh: the womens chatter vied with the unceasing sound of the mill-stream. After dinner, Madame St. Lo touched the lute, and Badelon  Badelon who had seen the sack of the Colonnas Palace, and been served by cardinals on the knee  fed a water-rat, which had its home in one of the willow-stumps, with carrot-parings. One by one the men laid themselves to sleep with their faces on their arms; and to the eyes all was as all had been yesterday in this camp of armed men living peacefully.

But not to the Countess! She had accepted her life, she had resigned herself, she had marvelled that it was no worse. After the horrors of Paris the calm of the last two days had fallen on her as balm on a wound. Worn out in body and mind, she had rested, and only rested; without thought, almost without emotion, save for the feeling, half fear, half curiosity, which stirred her in regard to the strange man, her husband. Who on his side left her alone.

But the last hour had wrought a change. Her eyes were grown restless, her colour came and went. The past stirred in its shallow  ah, so shallow  grave; and dead hopes and dead forebodings, strive as she might, thrust out hands to plague and torment her. If the man who sought to speak with her by stealth, who dogged her footsteps and hung on the skirts of her party, were Tignonville  her lover, who at his own request had been escorted to the Arsenal before their departure from Paris  then her plight was a sorry one. For what woman, wedded as she had been wedded, could think otherwise than indulgently of his persistence? And yet, lover and husband! What peril, what shame the words had often spelled! At the thought only she trembled and her colour ebbed. She saw, as one who stands on the brink of a precipice, the depth which yawned before her. She asked herself, shivering, if she would ever sink to that.

All the loyalty of a strong nature, all the virtue of a good woman, revolted against the thought. True, her husband  husband she must call him  had not deserved her love; but his bizarre magnanimity, the gloomy, disdainful kindness with which he had crowned possession, even the unity of their interests, which he had impressed upon her in so strange a fashion, claimed a return in honour.

To be paid  how? how? That was the crux which perplexed, which frightened, which harassed her. For, if she told her suspicions, she exposed her lover to capture by one who had no longer a reason to be merciful. And if she sought occasion to see Tignonville and so to dissuade him, she did it at deadly risk to herself. Yet what other course lay open to her if she would not stand by? If she would not play the traitor? If she  

Madame,  it was her husband, and he spoke to her suddenly, are you not well? And, looking up guiltily, she found his eyes fixed curiously on hers.

Her face turned red and white and red again, and she faltered something and looked from him, but only to meet Madame St. Los eyes. My lady laughed softly in sheer mischief.

What is it? Count Hannibal asked sharply.

But Madame St. Los answer was a line of Ronsard.


CHAPTER XX. ON THE CASTLE HILL.

Thrice she hummed it, bland and smiling. Then from the neighbouring group came an interruption. The wine he had drunk had put it into Bigots head to snatch a kiss from Suzanne; and Suzannes modesty, which was very nice in company, obliged her to squeal. The uproar which ensued, the men backing the man and the women the woman, brought Tavannes to his feet. He did not speak, but a glance from his eyes was enough. There was not one who failed to see that something was amiss with him, and a sudden silence fell on the party.

He turned to the Countess. You wished to see the castle? he said. You had better go now, but not alone. He cast his eyes over the company, and summoned La Tribe, who was seated with the Carlats. Go with Madame, he said curtly. She has a mind to climb the hill. Bear in mind, we start at three, and do not venture out of hearing.

I understand, M. le Comte, the minister answered. He spoke quietly, but there was a strange light in his face as he turned to go with her.

None the less he was silent until Madames lagging feet  for all her interest in the expedition was gone  had borne her a hundred paces from the company. Then  

Who knoweth our thoughts and forerunneth all our desires, he murmured. And when she turned to him, astonished, Madame, he continued, I have prayed, ah, how I have prayed, for this opportunity of speaking to you! And it has come. I would it had come this morning, but it has come. Do not start or look round; many eyes are on us, and, alas! I have that to say to you which it will move you to hear, and that to ask of you which it must task your courage to perform.

She began to tremble, and stood looking up the green slope to the broken grey wall which crowned its summit.

What is it? she whispered, commanding herself with an effort. What is it? If it have aught to do with M. Tignonville

It has not!

In her surprise  for although she had put the question she had felt no doubt of the answer  she started and turned to him.

It has not? she exclaimed almost incredulously.

No.

Then what is it, Monsieur? she replied, a little haughtily. What can there be that should move me so?

Life or death, Madame, he answered solemnly. Nay, more; for since Providence has given me this chance of speaking to you, a thing of which I despaired, I know that the burden is laid on us, and that it is guilt or it is innocence, according as we refuse the burden or bear it.

What is it, then? she cried impatiently. What is it?

I tried to speak to you this morning.

Was it you, then, whom Madame St. Lo saw stalking me before dinner?

It was.

She clasped her hands and heaved a sigh of relief. Thank God, Monsieur! she replied. You have lifted a weight from me. I fear nothing in comparison of that. Nothing!

Alas! he answered sombrely, there is much to fear, for others if not for ourselves! Do you know what that is which M. de Tavannes bears always in his belt? What it is he carries with such care? What it was he handed to you to keep while he bathed to-day?

Letters from the King.

Yes, but the import of those letters?

No.

And yet, should they be written in letters of blood! the minister exclaimed, his face kindling. They should scorch the hands that hold them and blister the eyes that read them. They are the fire and the sword! They are the Kings order to do at Angers as they have done in Paris. To slay all of the religion who are found there  and they are many! To spare none, to have mercy neither on the old man nor the unborn child! See yonder hawk! he continued, pointing with a shaking hand to a falcon which hung light and graceful above the valley, the movement of its wings invisible. How it disports itself in the face of the sun! How easy its way, how smooth its flight! But see, it drops upon its prey in the rushes beside the brook, and the end of its beauty is slaughter! So is it with yonder company! His finger sank until it indicated the little camp seated toy-like in the green meadow four hundred feet below them, with every man and horse, and the very camp-kettle, clear-cut and visible, though diminished by distance to fairy-like proportions. So it is with yonder company! he repeated sternly. They play and are merry, and one fishes and another sleeps! But at the end of the journey is death. Death for their victims, and for them the judgment!

She stood, as he spoke, in the ruined gateway, a walled grass-plot behind her, and at her feet the stream, the smiling valley, the alders, and the little camp. The sky was cloudless, the scene drowsy with the stillness of an August afternoon. But his words went home so truly that the sunlit landscape before the eyes added one more horror to the picture he called up before the mind.

The Countess turned white and sick. Are you sure? she whispered at last.

Quite sure.

Ah, God! she cried, are we never to have peace? And turning from the valley, she walked some distance into the grass court, and stood. After a time, she turned to him; he had followed her doggedly, pace for pace. What do you want me to do? she cried, despair in her voice. What can I do?

Were the letters he bears destroyed

The letters?

Yes, were the letters destroyed, La Tribe answered relentlessly, he could do nothing! Nothing! Without that authority the magistrates of Angers would not move. He could do nothing. And men and women and children  men and women and children whose blood will otherwise cry for vengeance, perhaps for vengeance on us who might have saved them  will live! Will live! he repeated, with a softening eye. And with an all-embracing gesture he seemed to call to witness the open heavens, the sunshine and the summer breeze which wrapped them round. Will live!

She drew a deep breath. And you have brought me here, she said, to ask me to do this?

I was sent here to ask you to do this.

Why me? Why me? she wailed, and she held out her open hands to him, her face wan and colourless. You come to me, a woman! Why to me?

You are his wife!

And he is my husband!

Therefore he trusts you, was the unyielding, the pitiless answer. You, and you alone, have the opportunity of doing this.

She gazed at him in astonishment. And it is you who say that? she faltered, after a pause. You who made us one, who now bid me betray him, whom I have sworn to love? To ruin him whom I have sworn to honour?

I do! he answered solemnly. On my head be the guilt, and on yours the merit.

Nay, but she cried quickly, and her eyes glittered with passion do you take both guilt and merit! You are a man, she continued, her words coming quickly in her excitement, he is but a man! Why do you not call him aside, trick him apart on some pretence or other, and when there are but you two, man to man, wrench the warrant from him? Staking your life against his, with all those lives for prize? And save them or perish? Why I, even I, a woman, could find it in my heart to do that, were he not my husband! Surely you, you who are a man, and young

Am no match for him in strength or arms, the minister answered sadly. Else would I do it! Else would I stake my life, Heaven knows, as gladly to save their lives as I sit down to meat! But I should fail, and if I failed all were lost. Moreover, he continued solemnly, I am certified that this task has been set for you. It was not for nothing, Madame, nor to save one poor household that you were joined to this man; but to ransom all these lives and this great city. To be the Judith of our faith, the saviour of Angers, the

Fool! Fool! she cried. Will you be silent? And she stamped the turf passionately, while her eyes blazed in her white face. I am no Judith, and no madwoman as you are fain to make me. Mad? she continued, overwhelmed with agitation, My God, I would I were, and I should be free from this! And, turning, she walked a little way from him with the gesture of one under a crushing burden.

He waited a minute, two minutes, three minutes, and still she did not return. At length she came back, her bearing more composed; she looked at him, and her eyes seized his and seemed as if they would read his soul.

Are you sure, she said, of what you have told me? Will you swear that the contents of these letters are as you say?

As I live, he answered gravely. As God lives.

And you know  of no other way, Monsieur? Of no other way? she repeated slowly and piteously.

Of none, Madame, of none, I swear.

She sighed deeply, and stood sunk in thought. Then, When do we reach Angers? she asked heavily.

The day after to-morrow.

I have  until the day after to-morrow?

Yes. To-night we lie near Vendôme.

And to-morrow night?

Near a place called La Flèche. It is possible, he went on with hesitation  for he did not understand her that he may bathe to-morrow, and may hand the packet to you, as he did to-day when I vainly sought speech with you. If he does that

Yes? she said, her eyes on his face.

The taking will be easy. But when he finds you have it not  he faltered anew it may go hard with you.

She did not speak.

And there, I think, I can help you. If you will stray from the party, I will meet you and destroy the letter. That done  and would God it were done already  I will take to flight as best I can, and you will raise the alarm and say that I robbed you of it! And if you tear your dress

No, she said.

He looked a question.

No! she repeated in a low voice. If I betray him I will not lie to him! And no other shall pay the price! If I ruin him it shall be between him and me, and no other shall have part in it!

He shook his head. I do not know, he murmured, what he may do to you!

Nor I, she said proudly. That will be for him.

* * * * *

Curious eyes had watched the two as they climbed the hill. For the path ran up the slope to the gap which served for gate, much as the path leads up to the Castle Beautiful in old prints of the Pilgrims journey, and Madame St. Lo had marked the first halt and the second, and, noting every gesture, had lost nothing of the interview save the words. But until the two, after pausing a moment, passed out of sight she made no sign. Then she laughed. And as Count Hannibal, at whom the laugh was aimed, did not heed her, she laughed again. And she hummed the line of Ronsard.

Still he would not be roused, and, piqued, she had recourse to words.

I wonder what you would do, she said, if the old lover followed us, and she went off with him!

She would not go, he answered coldly, and without looking up.

But if he rode off with her?

She would come back on her feet!

Madame St. Los prudence was not proof against that. She had the womans inclination to hide a womans secret; and she had not intended, when she laughed, to do more than play with the formidable man with whom so few dared to play. Now, stung by his tone and his assurance, she must needs show him that his trustfulness had no base. And, as so often happens in the circumstances, she went a little farther than the facts bore her.

Any way, he has followed us so far! she cried viciously.

M. de Tignonville?

Yes. I saw him this morning while you were bathing. She left me and went into the little coppice. He came down the other side of the brook, stooping and running, and went to join her.

How did he cross the brook?

Madame St. Lo blushed. Old Badelon was there, gathering simples, she said. He scared him. And he crawled away.

Then he did not cross?

No. I did not say he did!

Nor speak to her?

No. But if you think it will pass so next time  you do not know much of women!

Of women generally, not much, he answered, grimly polite. Of this woman a great deal!

You looked in her big eyes, I suppose! Madame St. Lo cried with heat. And straightway fell down and worshipped her! She liked rather than disliked the Countess; but she was of the lightest, and the least opposition drove her out of her course. And you think you know her! And she, if she could save you from death by opening an eye, would go with a patch on it till her dying day! Take my word for it, Monsieur, between her and her lover you will come to harm.

Count Hannibals swarthy face darkened a tone, and his eyes grew a very little smaller.

I fancy that he runs the greater risk, he muttered.

You may deal with him, but, for her

I can deal with her. You deal with some women with a whip

You would whip me, I suppose?

Yes, he said quietly. It would do you good, Madame. And with other women otherwise. There are women who, if they are well frightened, will not deceive you. And there are others who will not deceive you though they are frightened. Madame de Tavannes is of the latter kind.

Wait! Wait and see! Madame cried in scorn.

I am waiting.

Yes! And whereas if you had come to me I could have told her that about M. de Tignonville which would have surprised her, you will go on waiting and waiting and waiting until one fine day youll wake up and find Madame gone, and

Then Ill take a wife I can whip! he answered, with a look which apprised her how far she had carried it. But it will not be you, sweet cousin. For I have no whip heavy enough for your case.


CHAPTER XXI. SHE WOULD, AND WOULD NOT.

We noted some way back the ease with which women use one concession as a stepping-stone to a second; and the lack of magnanimity, amounting almost to unscrupulousness, which the best display in their dealings with a retiring foe. But there are concessions which touch even a good womans conscience; and Madame de Tavannes, free by the tenure of a blow, and with that exception treated from hour to hour with rugged courtesy, shrank appalled before the task which confronted her.

To ignore what La Tribe had told her, to remain passive when a movement on her part might save men, women, and children from death, and a whole city from massacre  this was a line of conduct so craven, so selfish, that from the first she knew herself incapable of it. But to take the only other course open to her, to betray her husband and rob him of that, the loss of which might ruin him, this needed not courage only, not devotion only, but a hardness proof against reproaches as well as against punishment. And the Countess was no fanatic. No haze of bigotry glorified the thing she contemplated, or dressed it in colours other than its own. Even while she acknowledged the necessity of the act and its ultimate righteousness, even while she owned the obligation which lay upon her to perform it, she saw it as he would see it, and saw herself as he would see her.

True, he had done her a great wrong; and this in the eyes of some might pass for punishment. But he had saved her life where many had perished; and, the wrong done, he had behaved to her with fantastic generosity. In return for which she was to ruin him? It was not hard to imagine what he would say of her, and of the reward with which she had requited him.

She pondered over it as they rode that evening, with the weltering sun in their eyes and the lengthening shadows of the oaks falling athwart the bracken which fringed the track. Across breezy heaths and over downs, through green bottoms and by hamlets, from which every human creature fled at their approach, they ambled on by twos and threes; riding in a world of their own, so remote, so different from the real world  from which they came and to which they must return  that she could have wept in anguish, cursing God for the wickedness of man which lay so heavy on creation. The gaunt troopers riding at ease with swinging legs and swaying stirrups  and singing now a refrain from Ronsard, and now one of those verses of Marots psalms which all the world had sung three decades before  wore their most lamb-like aspect. Behind them Madame St. Lo chattered to Suzanne of a riding mask which had not been brought, or planned expedients, if nothing sufficiently in the mode could be found at Angers. And the other women talked and giggled, screamed when they came to fords, and made much of steep places, where the men must help them. In time of war deaths shadow covers but a day, and sorrow out of sight is out of mind. Of all the troop whom the sinking sun left within sight of the lofty towers and vine-clad hills of Vendôme, three only wore faces attuned to the cruel August week just ending; three only, like dark beads strung far apart on a gay nuns rosary, rode, brooding and silent, in their places. The Countess was one  the others were the two men whose thoughts she filled, and whose eyes now and again sought her, La Tribes with sombre fire in their depths, Count Hannibals fraught with a gloomy speculation, which belied his brave words to Madame St. Lo.

He, moreover, as he rode, had other thoughts; dark ones, which did not touch her. And she, too, had other thoughts at times, dreams of her young lover, spasms of regret, a wild revolt of heart, a cry out of the darkness which had suddenly whelmed her. So that of the three only La Tribe was single-minded.

This day they rode a long league after sunset, through a scattered oak-wood, where the rabbits sprang up under their horses heads and the squirrels made angry faces at them from the lower branches. Night was hard upon them when they reached the southern edge of the forest, and looked across the dusky open slopes to a distant light or two which marked where Vendôme stood.

Another league, Count Hannibal muttered; and he bade the men light fires where they were, and unload the packhorses. Tis pure and dry here, he said. Set a watch, Bigot, and let two men go down for water. I hear frogs below. You do not fear to be moonstruck, Madame?

I prefer this, she answered in a low voice.

Houses are for monks and nuns! he rejoined heartily. Give me Gods heaven.

The earth is His, but we deface it, she murmured, reverting to her thoughts, and unconscious that it was to him she spoke.

He looked at her sharply, but the fire was not yet kindled; and in the gloaming her face was a pale blot undecipherable. He stood a moment, but she did not speak again; and Madame St. Lo bustling up, he moved away to give an order. By-and-by the fires burned up, and showed the pillared aisle in which they sat, small groups dotted here and there on the floor of Natures cathedral. Through the shadowy Gothic vaulting, the groining of many boughs which met overhead, a rare star twinkled, as through some clerestory window; and from the dell below rose in the night, now the monotonous chanting of the frogs, and now, as some great bull-frog took the note, a diapason worthy of a Brescian organ. The darkness walled all in; the night was still; a falling caterpillar sounded. Even the rude men at the farthest fire stilled their voices at times; awed, they knew not why, by the silence and vastness of the night.

The Countess long remembered that vigil  for she lay late awake; the cool gloom, the faint wood-rustlings, the distant cry of fox or wolf, the soft glow of the expiring fires that at last left the world to darkness and the stars; above all, the silent wheeling of the planets, which spoke indeed of a supreme Ruler, but crushed the heart under a sense of its insignificance, and of the insignificance of all human revolutions.

Yet, I believe! she cried, wrestling upwards, wrestling with herself. Though I have seen what I have seen, yet I believe!

And though she had to bear what she had to bear, and do that from which her soul shrank! The woman, indeed, within her continued to cry out against this tragedy ever renewed in her path, against this necessity for choosing evil, or good, ease for herself or life for others. But the moving heavens, pointing onward to a time when good and evil alike should be past, strengthened a nature essentially noble; and before she slept no shame and no suffering seemed  for the moment at least  too great a price to pay for the lives of little children. Love had been taken from her life; the pride which would fain answer generosity with generosity  that must go, too!

She felt no otherwise when the day came, and the bustle of the start and the common round of the journey put to flight the ideals of the night. But things fell out in a manner she had not pictured. They halted before noon on the north bank of the Loir, in a level meadow with lines of poplars running this way and that, and filling all the place with the soft shimmer of leaves. Blue succory, tiny mirrors of the summer sky, flecked the long grass, and the women picked bunches of them, or, Italian fashion, twined the blossoms in their hair. A road ran across the meadow to a ferry, but the ferryman, alarmed by the aspect of the party, had conveyed his boat to the other side and hidden himself.

Presently Madame St. Lo espied the boat, clapped her hands and must have it. The poplars threw no shade, the flies teased her, the life of a hermit  in a meadow  was no longer to her taste.

Let us go on the water! she cried. Presently you will go to bathe, Monsieur, and leave us to grill!

Two livres to the man who will fetch the boat! Count Hannibal cried.

In less than half a minute three men had thrown off their boots, and were swimming across, amid the laughter and shouts of their fellows. In five minutes the boat was brought.

It was not large and would hold no more than four. Tavannes eye fell on Carlat.

You understand a boat, he said. Go with Madame St. Lo. And you, M. La Tribe.

But you are coming? Madame St. Lo cried, turning to the Countess. Oh, Madame, with a curtsey, you are not? You

Yes, I will come, the Countess answered.

I shall bathe a short distance up the stream, Count Hannibal said. He took from his belt the packet of letters, and as Carlat held the boat for Madame St. Lo to enter, he gave it to the Countess, as he had given it to her yesterday. Have a care of it, Madame, he said in a low voice, and do not let it pass out of your hands. To lose it may be to lose my head.

The colour ebbed from her cheeks. In spite of herself her shaking hand put back the packet. Had you not better then  give it to Bigot? she faltered.

He is bathing.

Let him bathe afterwards.

No, he answered almost harshly; he found a species of pleasure in showing her that, strange as their relations were, he trusted her. No; take it, Madame. Only have a care of it.

She took it then, hid it in her dress, and he turned away; and she turned towards the boat. La Tribe stood beside the stern, holding it for her to enter, and as her fingers rested an instant on his arm their eyes met. His were alight, his arm even quivered; and she shuddered.

She avoided looking at him a second time, and this was easy, since he took his seat in the bows beyond Carlat, who handled the oars. Silently the boat glided out on the surface of the stream, and floated downwards, Carlat now and again touching an oar, and Madame St. Lo chattering gaily in a voice which carried far on the water. Now it was a flowering rush she must have, now a green bough to shield her face from the suns reflection; and now they must lie in some cool, shadowy pool under fern-clad banks, where the fish rose heavily, and the trickle of a rivulet fell down over stones.

It was idyllic. But not to the Countess. Her face burned, her temples throbbed, her fingers gripped the side of the boat in the vain attempt to steady her pulses. The packet within her dress scorched her. The great city and its danger, Tavannes and his faith in her, the need of action, the irrevocableness of action hurried through her brain. The knowledge that she must act now  or never  pressed upon her with distracting force. Her hand felt the packet, and fell again nerveless.

The sun has caught you, ma mie, Madame St. Lo said. You should ride in a mask as I do.

I have not one with me, she muttered, her eyes on the water.

And I but an old one. But at Angers

The Countess heard no more; on that word she caught La Tribes eye. He was beckoning to her behind Carlats back, pointing imperiously to the water, making signs to her to drop the packet over the side. When she did not obey  she felt sick and faint  she saw through a mist his brow grow dark. He menaced her secretly. And still the packet scorched her; and twice her hand went to it, and dropped again empty.

On a sudden Madame St. Lo cried out. The bank on one side of the stream was beginning to rise more boldly above the water, and at the head of the steep thus formed she had espied a late rosebush in bloom; nothing would now serve but she must land at once and plunder it. The boat was put in therefore, she jumped ashore, and began to scale the bank.

Go with Madame! La Tribe cried, roughly nudging Carlat in the back. Do you not see that she cannot climb the bank? Up, man, up!

The Countess opened her mouth to cry No! but the word died half-born on her lips; and when the steward looked at her, uncertain what she had said, she nodded.

Yes, go! she muttered. She was pale.

Yes, man, go! cried the minister, his eyes burning. And he almost pushed the other out of the boat.

The next second the craft floated from the bank, and began to drift downwards. La Tribe waited until a tree interposed and hid them from the two whom they had left; then he leaned forward.

Now, Madame! he cried imperiously. In Gods name, now!

Oh! she cried. Wait! Wait! I want to think.

To think?

He trusted me! she wailed. He trusted me! How can I do it? Nevertheless, and even while she spoke, she drew forth the packet.

Heaven has given you the opportunity!

If I could have stolen it! she answered.

Fool! he returned, rocking himself to and fro, and fairly beside himself with impatience. Why steal it? It is in your hands! You have it! It is Heavens own opportunity, it is Gods opportunity given to you!

For he could not read her mind nor comprehend the scruple which held her hand. He was single-minded. He had but one aim, one object. He saw the haggard faces of brave men hopeless; he heard the dying cries of women and children. Such an opportunity of saving Gods elect, of redeeming the innocent, was in his eyes a gift from Heaven. And having these thoughts and seeing her hesitate  hesitate when every movement caused him agony, so imperative was haste, so precious the opportunity  he could bear the suspense no longer. When she did not answer he stooped forward, until his knees touched the thwart on which Carlat had sat; then, without a word, he flung himself forward, and, with one hand far extended, grasped the packet.

Had he not moved, she would have done his will; almost certainly she would have done it. But, thus attacked, she resisted instinctively; she clung to the letters.

No! she cried. No! Let go, Monsieur! And she tried to drag the packet from him.

Give it me!

Let go, Monsieur! Do you hear? she repeated. And, with a vigorous jerk, she forced it from him  he had caught it by the edge only  and held it behind her. Go back, and

Give it me! he panted.

I will not!

Then throw it overboard!

I will not! she cried again, though his face, dark with passion, glared into hers, and it was clear that the man, possessed by one idea only, was no longer master of himself. Go back to your place!

Give it me, he gasped, or I will upset the boat! And, seizing her by the shoulder, he reached over her, striving to take hold of the packet which she held behind her. The boat rocked; and, as much in rage as fear, she screamed.

A cry uttered wholly in rage answered hers; it came from Carlat. La Tribe, however, whose whole mind was fixed on the packet, did not heed, nor would have heeded, the steward. But the next moment a second cry, fierce as that of a wild beast, clove the air from the lower and farther bank; and the Huguenot, recognizing Count Hannibals voice, involuntarily desisted and stood erect. A moment the boat rocked perilously under him; then  for unheeded it had been drifting that way  it softly touched the bank on which Carlat stood staring and aghast.

La Tribes chance was gone; he saw that the steward must reach him before he could succeed in a second attempt. On the other hand, the undergrowth on the bank was thick, he could touch it with his hand, and if he fled at once he might escape.

He hung an instant irresolute; then, with a look which went to the Countesss heart, he sprang ashore, plunged among the alders, and in a moment was gone.

After him! After him! thundered Count Hannibal. After him, man! and Carlat, stumbling down the steep slope and through the rough briars, did his best to obey. But in vain. Before he reached the waters edge, the noise of the fugitives retreat had grown faint. A few seconds and it died away.


CHAPTER XXII. PLAYING WITH FIRE.

The impulse of La Tribes foot as he landed had driven the boat into the stream. It drifted slowly downward, and if naught intervened, would take the ground on Count Hannibals side, a hundred and fifty yards below him. He saw this, and walked along the bank, keeping pace with it, while the Countess sat motionless, crouching in the stern of the craft, her fingers strained about the fatal packet. The slow glide of the boat, as almost imperceptibly it approached the low bank; the stillness of the mirror-like surface on which it moved, leaving only the faintest ripple behind it; the silence  for under the influence of emotion Count Hannibal too was mute  all were in tremendous contrast with the storm which raged in her breast.

Should she  should she even now, with his eyes on her, drop the letters over the side? It needed but a movement. She had only to extend her hand, to relax the tension of her fingers, and the deed was done. It needed only that; but the golden sands of opportunity were running out  were running out fast. Slowly and more slowly, silently and more silently, the boat slid in towards the bank on which he stood, and still she hesitated. The stillness, and the waiting figure, and the watching eyes now but a few feet distant, weighed on her and seemed to paralyze her will. A foot, another foot! A moment and it would be too late, the last of the sands would have run out. The bow of the boat rustled softly through the rushes; it kissed the bank. And her hand still held the letters.

You are not hurt? he asked curtly. The scoundrel might have drowned you. Was he mad?

She was silent. He held out his hand, and she gave him the packet.

I owe you much, he said, a ring of gaiety, almost of triumph, in his tone. More than you guess, Madame. God made you for a soldiers wife, and a mother of soldiers. What? You are not well, I am afraid?

If I could sit down a minute, she faltered. She was swaying on her feet.

He supported her across the belt of meadow which fringed the bank, and made her recline against a tree. Then as his men began to come up  for the alarm had reached them  he would have sent two of them in the boat to fetch Madame St. Lo to her. But she would not let him.

Your maid, then? he said.

No, Monsieur, I need only to be alone a little! Only to be alone, she repeated, her face averted; and believing this he sent the men away, and, taking the boat himself, he crossed over, took in Madame St. Lo and Carlat, and rowed them to the ferry. Here the wildest rumours were current. One held that the Huguenot had gone out of his senses; another, that he had watched for this opportunity of avenging his brethren; a third, that his intention had been to carry off the Countess and hold her to ransom. Only Tavannes himself, from his position on the farther bank, had seen the packet of letters, and the hand which withheld them; and he said nothing. Nay, when some of the men would have crossed to search for the fugitive, he forbade them, he scarcely knew why, save that it might please her; and when the women would have hurried to join her and hear the tale from her lips he forbade them also.

She wishes to be alone, he said curtly.

Alone? Madame St. Lo cried, in a fever of curiosity. Youll find her dead, or worse! What? Leave a woman alone after such a fright as that!

She wishes it.

Madame laughed cynically; and the laugh brought a tinge of colour to his brow.

Oh, does she? she sneered. Then I understand! Have a care, have a care, or one of these days, Monsieur, when you leave her alone, youll find them together!

Be silent!

With pleasure, she returned. Only when it happens dont say that you were not warned. You think that she does not hear from him

How can she hear? The words were wrung from him.

Madame St. Los contempt passed all limits. How can she! she retorted. You trail a woman across France, and let her sit by herself, and lie by herself, and all but drown by herself, and you ask how she hears from her lover? You leave her old servants about her, and you ask how she communicates with him?

You know nothing! he snarled.

I know this, she retorted. I saw her sitting this morning, and smiling and weeping at the same time! Was she thinking of you, Monsieur? Or of him? She was looking at the hills through tears; a blue mist hung over them, and Ill wager she saw some ones eyes gazing and some ones hand beckoning out of the blue!

Curse you! he cried, tormented in spite of himself. You love to make mischief!

No! she answered swiftly. For twas not I made the match. But go your way, go your way, Monsieur, and see what kind of a welcome youll get!

I will, Count Hannibal growled. And he started along the bank to rejoin his wife.

The light in his eyes had died down. Yet would they have been more sombre, and his face more harsh, had he known the mind of the woman to whom he was hastening. The Countess had begged to be left alone; alone, she found the solitude she had craved a cruel gift. She had saved the packet. She had fulfilled her trust. But only to experience, the moment the deed was done, the full poignancy of remorse. Before the act, while the choice had lain with her, the betrayal of her husband had loomed large; now she saw that to treat him as she had treated him was the true betrayal, and that even for his own sake, and to save him from a fearful sin, it had become her to destroy the letters.

Now, it was no longer her duty to him which loomed large, but her duty to the innocent, to the victims of the massacre which she might have stayed, to the people of her faith whom she had abandoned, to the women and children whose death-warrant she had preserved. Now, she perceived that a part more divine had never fallen to woman, nor a responsibility so heavy been laid upon woman. Nor guilt more dread!

She writhed in misery, thinking of it. What had she done? She could hear afar off the sounds of the camp; an occasional outcry, a snatch of laughter. And the cry and the laughter rang in her ears, a bitter mockery. This summer camp, to what was it the prelude? This forbearance on her husbands part, in what would it end? Were not the one and the other cruel make-believes? Two days, and the men who laughed beside the water would slay and torture with equal zest. A little, and the husband who now chose to be generous would show himself in his true colours. And it was for the sake of such as these that she had played the coward. That she had laid up for herself endless remorse. That henceforth the cries of the innocent would haunt her dreams.

Racked by such thoughts she did not hear his step, and it was his shadow falling across her feet which first warned her of his presence. She looked up, saw him, and involuntarily recoiled. Then, seeing the change in his face  

Oh! Monsieur, she stammered, affrighted, her hand pressed to her side, I ask your pardon! You startled me!

So it seems, he answered. And he stood over her regarding her dryly.

I am not quite  myself yet, she murmured. His look told her that her start had betrayed her feelings.

Alas! the plan of taking a woman by force has drawbacks, and among others this one: that he must be a sanguine husband who deems her heart his, and a husband without jealousy, whose suspicions are not aroused by the faintest flush or the lightest word. He knows that she is his unwillingly, a victim, not a mistress; and behind every bush beside the road and behind every mask in the crowd he espies a rival.

Moreover, where women are in question, who is always strong? Or who can say how long he will pursue this plan or that? A man of sternest temper, Count Hannibal had set out on a path of conduct carefully and deliberately chosen; knowing  and he still knew  that if he abandoned it he had little to hope, if the less to fear. But the proof of fidelity which the Countess had just given him had blown to a white heat the smouldering flame in his heart, and Madame St. Los gibes, which should have fallen as cold water alike on his hopes and his passion, had but fed the desire to know the best. For all that, he might not have spoken now, if he had not caught her look of affright; strange as it sounds, that look, which of all things should have silenced him and warned him that the time was not yet, stung him out of patience. Suddenly the man in him carried him away.

You still fear me, then? he said, in a voice hoarse and unnatural. Is it for what I do or for what I leave undone that you hate me, Madame? Tell me, I beg, for

For neither! she said, trembling. His eyes, hot and passionate, were on her, and the blood had mounted to his brow. For neither! I do not hate you, Monsieur!

You fear me then? I am right in that.

I fear  that which you carry with you, she stammered, speaking on impulse and scarcely knowing what she said.

He started, and his expression changed. So? he exclaimed. So? You know what I carry, do you? And from whom? From whom, he continued in a tone of menace, if you please, did you get that knowledge?

From M. La Tribe, she muttered. She had not meant to tell him. Why had she told him?

He nodded. I might have known it, he said. I more than suspected it. Therefore I should be the more beholden to you for saving the letters. But  he paused and laughed harshly it was out of no love for me you saved them. That too I know.

She did not answer or protest; and when he had waited a moment in vain expectation of her protest, a cruel look crept into his eyes.

Madame, he said slowly, do you never reflect that you may push the part you play too far? That the patience, even of the worst of men, does not endure for ever?

I have your word! she answered.

And you do not fear?

I have your word, she repeated. And now she looked him bravely in the face, her eyes full of the courage of her race.

The lines of his mouth hardened as he met her look. And what have I of yours? he said in a low voice. What have I of yours?

Her face began to burn at that, her eyes fell and she faltered.

My gratitude, she murmured, with an upward look that prayed for pity. God knows, Monsieur, you have that!

God knows I do not want it! he answered. And he laughed derisively. Your gratitude! And he mocked her tone rudely and coarsely. Your gratitude! Then for a minute  for so long a time that she began to wonder and to quake  he was silent. At last, A fig for your gratitude, he said. I want your love! I suppose  cold as you are, and a Huguenot  you can love like other women!

It was the first, the very first time he had used the word to her; and though it fell from his lips like a threat, though he used it as a man presents a pistol, she flushed anew from throat to brow. But she did not quail.

It is not mine to give, she said.

It is his?

Yes, Monsieur, she answered, wondering at her courage, at her audacity, her madness. It is his.

And it cannot be mine  at any time?

She shook her head, trembling.

Never? And, suddenly reaching forward, he gripped her wrist in an iron grasp. There was passion in his tone. His eyes burned her.

Whether it was that set her on another track, or pure despair, or the cry in her ears of little children and of helpless women, something in a moment inspired her, flashed in her eyes and altered her voice. She raised her head and looked him firmly in the face.

What, she said, do you mean by love?

You! he answered brutally.

Then  it may be, Monsieur, she returned. There is a way if you will.

A way!

If you will!

As she spoke she rose slowly to her feet; for in his surprise he had released her wrist. He rose with her, and they stood confronting one another on the strip of grass between the river and the poplars.

If I will? His form seemed to dilate, his eyes devoured her. If I will?

Yes, she replied. If you will give me the letters that are in your belt, the packet which I saved to-day  that I may destroy them  I will be yours freely and willingly.

He drew a deep breath, still devouring her with his eyes.

You mean it? he said at last.

I do. She looked him in the face as she spoke, and her cheeks were white, not red. Only  the letters! Give me the letters.

And for them you will give me your love?

Her eyes flickered, and involuntarily she shivered. A faint blush rose and dyed her cheeks.

Only God can give love, she said, her tone low.

And yours is given?

Yes.

To another?

I have said it.

It is his. And yet for these letters

For these lives! she cried proudly.

You will give yourself?

I swear it, she answered, if you will give them to me! If you will give them to me, she repeated. And she held out her hands; her face, full of passion, was bright with a strange light. A close observer might have thought her distraught; still excited by the struggle in the boat, and barely mistress of herself.

But the man whom she tempted, the man who held her price at his belt, after one searching look at her turned from her; perhaps because he could not trust himself to gaze on her. Count Hannibal walked a dozen paces from her and returned, and again a dozen paces and returned; and again a third time, with something fierce and passionate in his gait. At last he stopped before her.

You have nothing to offer for them, he said, in a cold, hard tone. Nothing that is not mine already, nothing that is not my right, nothing that I cannot take at my will. My word? he continued, seeing her about to interrupt him. True, Madame, you have it, you had it. But why need I keep my word to you, who tempt me to break my word to the King?

She made a weak gesture with her hands. Her head had sunk on her breast  she seemed dazed by the shock of his contempt, dazed by his reception of her offer.

You saved the letters? he continued, interpreting her action. True, but the letters are mine, and that which you offer for them is mine also. You have nothing to offer. For the rest, Madame, he went on, eyeing her cynically, you surprise me! You, whose modesty and virtue are so great, would corrupt your husband, would sell yourself, would dishonour the love of which you boast so loudly, the love that only God gives! He laughed derisively as he quoted her words. Ay, and, after showing at how low a price you hold yourself, you still look, I doubt not, to me to respect you, and to keep my word. Madame! in a terrible voice, do not play with fire! You saved my letters, it is true! And for that, for this time, you shall go free, if God will help me to let you go! But tempt me not! Tempt me not! he repeated, turning from her and turning back again with a gesture of despair, as if he mistrusted the strength of the restraint which he put upon himself. I am no more than other men! Perhaps I am less. And you  you who prate of love, and know not what love is  could love! could love!

He stopped on that word as if the word choked him  stopped, struggling with his passion. At last, with a half-stifled oath, he flung away from her, halted and hung a moment, then, with a swing of rage, went off again violently. His feet as he strode along the river-bank trampled the flowers, and slew the pale water forget-me-not, which grew among the grasses.


CHAPTER XXIII. A MIND, AND NOT A MIND.

La Tribe tore through the thicket, imagining Carlat and Count Hannibal hot on his heels. He dared not pause even to listen. The underwood tripped him, the lissom branches of the alders whipped his face and blinded him; once he fell headlong over a moss-grown stone, and picked himself up groaning. But the hare hard-pushed takes no account of the briars, nor does the fox heed the mud through which it draws itself into covert. And for the time he was naught but a hunted beast. With elbows pinned to his sides, or with hands extended to ward off the boughs, with bursting lungs and crimson face, he plunged through the tangle, now slipping downwards, now leaping upwards, now all but prostrate, now breasting a mass of thorns. On and on he ran, until he came to the verge of the wood, saw before him an open meadow devoid of shelter or hiding-place, and with a groan of despair cast himself flat. He listened. How far were they behind him?

He heard nothing  nothing, save the common noises of the wood, the angry chatter of a disturbed blackbird as it flew low into hiding, or the harsh notes of a flock of starlings as they rose from the meadow. The hum of bees filled the air, and the August flies buzzed about his sweating brow, for he had lost his cap. But behind him  nothing. Already the stillness of the wood had closed upon his track.

He was not the less panic-stricken. He supposed that Tavannes people were getting to horse, and calculated that, if they surrounded and beat the wood, he must be taken. At the thought, though he had barely got his breath, he rose, and keeping within the coppice crawled down the slope towards the river. Gently, when he reached it, he slipped into the water, and stooping below the level of the bank, his head and shoulders hidden by the bushes, he waded down stream until he had put another hundred and fifty yards between himself and pursuit. Then he paused and listened. Still he heard nothing, and he waded on again, until the water grew deep. At this point he marked a little below him a clump of trees on the farther side; and reflecting that that side  if he could reach it unseen  would be less suspect, he swam across, aiming for a thorn bush which grew low to the water. Under its shelter he crawled out, and, worming himself like a snake across the few yards of grass which intervened, he stood at length within the shadow of the trees. A moment he paused to shake himself, and then, remembering that he was still within a mile of the camp, he set off, now walking, and now running in the direction of the hills which his party had crossed that morning.

For a time he hurried on, thinking only of escape. But when he had covered a mile or two, and escape seemed probable, there began to mingle with his thankfulness a bitter  a something which grew more bitter with each moment. Why had he fled and left the work undone? Why had he given way to unworthy fear, when the letters were within his grasp? True, if he had lingered a few seconds longer, he would have failed to make good his escape; but what of that if in those seconds he had destroyed the letters, he had saved Angers, he had saved his brethren? Alas! he had played the coward. The terror of Tavannes voice had unmanned him. He had saved himself and left the flock to perish; he, whom God had set apart by many and great signs for this work!

He had commonly courage enough. He could have died at the stake for his convictions. But he had not the presence of mind which is proof against a shock, nor the cool judgment which, in the face of death, sees to the end of two roads. He was no coward, but now he deemed himself one, and in an agony of remorse he flung himself on his face in the long grass. He had known trials and temptations, but hitherto he had held himself erect; now, like Peter, he had betrayed his Lord.

He lay an hour groaning in the misery of his heart, and then he fell on the text Thou art Peter, and on this rock and he sat up. Peter had betrayed his trust through cowardice  as he had. But Peter had not been held unworthy. Might it not be so with him? He rose to his feet, a new light in his eyes. He would return! He would return, and at all costs, even at the cost of surrendering himself, he would obtain access to the letters. And then  not the fear of Count Hannibal, not the fear of instant death, should turn him from his duty.

He had cast himself down in a woodland glade which lay near the path along which he had ridden that morning. But the mental conflict from which he rose had shaken him so violently that he could not recall the side on which he had entered the clearing, and he turned himself about, endeavouring to remember. At that moment the light jingle of a bridle struck his ear; he caught through the green bushes the flash and sparkle of harness. They had tracked him then, they were here! So had he clear proof that this second chance was to be his. In a happy fervour he stood forward where the pursuers could not fail to see him.

Or so he thought. Yet the first horseman, riding carelessly with his face averted and his feet dangling, would have gone by and seen nothing if his horse, more watchful, had not shied. The man turned then; and for a moment the two stared at one another between the pricked ears of the horse. At last  

M. de Tignonville! the minister ejaculated.

La Tribe!

It is truly you?

Well  I think so, the young man answered.

The minister lifted up his eyes and seemed to call the trees and the clouds and the birds to witness.

Now, he cried, I know that I am chosen! And that we were instruments to do this thing from the day when the hen saved us in the haycart in Paris! Now I know that all is forgiven and all is ordained, and that the faithful of Angers shall to-morrow live and not die! And with a face radiant, yet solemn, he walked to the young mans stirrup.

An instant Tignonville looked sharply before him. How far ahead are they? he asked. His tone, hard and matter-of-fact, was little in harmony with the others enthusiasm.

They are resting a league before you, at the ferry. You are in pursuit of them?

Yes.

Not alone?

No. The young mans look as he spoke was grim. I have five behind me  of your kidney, M. la Tribe. They are from the Arsenal. They have lost one his wife, and one his son. The three others

Yes?

Sweethearts, Tignonville answered dryly. And he cast a singular look at the minister.

But La Tribes mind was so full of one matter, he could think only of that.

How did you hear of the letters? he asked.

The letters?

Yes.

I do not know what you mean.

La Tribe stared. Then why are you following him? he asked.

Why? Tignonville echoed, a look of hate darkening his face. Do you ask why we follow But on the name he seemed to choke and was silent.

By this time his men had come up, and one answered for him.

Why are we following Hannibal de Tavannes? he said sternly. To do to him as he has done to us! To rob him as he has robbed us  of more than gold! To kill him as he has killed ours, foully and by surprise! In his bed if we can! In the arms of his wife if God wills it!

The speakers face was haggard from brooding and lack of sleep, but his eyes glowed and burned, as his fellows growled assent.

Tis simple why we follow, a second put in. Is there a man of our faith who will not, when he hears the tale, rise up and stab the nearest of this black brood  though it be his brother? If so, Gods curse on him!

Amen! Amen!

So, and so only, cried the first, shall there be faith in our land! And our children, our little maids, shall lie safe in their beds!

Amen! Amen!

The speakers chin sank on his breast, and with his last word the light died out of his eyes. La Tribe looked at him curiously, then at the others. Last of all at Tignonville, on whose face he fancied that he surprised a faint smile. Yet Tignonvilles tone when he spoke was grave enough.

You have heard, he said. Do you blame us?

I cannot, the minister answered, shivering. I cannot. He had been for a while beyond the range of these feelings; and in the greenwood, under Gods heaven, with the sunshine about him, they jarred on him. Yet he could not blame men who had suffered as these had suffered; who were maddened, as these were maddened, by the gravest wrongs which it is possible for one man to inflict on another. I dare not, he continued sorrowfully. But in Gods name I offer you a higher and a nobler errand.

We need none, Tignonville muttered impatiently.

Yet many others need you, La Tribe answered in a tone of rebuke. You are not aware that the man you follow bears a packet from the King for the hands of the magistrates of Angers?

Ha! Does he?

Bidding them do at Angers as his Majesty has done in Paris?

The men broke into cries of execration. But he shall not see Angers! they swore. The blood that he has shed shall choke him by the way! And as he would do to others it shall be done to him.

La Tribe shuddered as he listened, as he looked. Try as he would, the thirst of these men for vengeance appalled him.

How? he said. He has a score and more with him and you are only six.

Seven now, Tignonville answered with a smile.

True, but

And he lies to-night at La Flèche? That is so?

It was his intention this morning.

At the old Kings Inn at the meeting of the great roads?

It was mentioned, La Tribe admitted, with a reluctance he did not comprehend. But if the night be fair he is as like as not to lie in the fields.

One of the men pointed to the sky. A dark bank of cloud fresh risen from the ocean, and big with tempest, hung low in the west.

See! God will deliver him into our hands! he cried.

Tignonville nodded. If he lie there, he said, He will. And then to one of his followers, as he dismounted, Do you ride on, he said, and stand guard that we be not surprised. And do you, Perrot, tell Monsieur. Perrot here, as God wills it, he added, with the faint smile which did not escape the ministers eye, married his wife from the great inn at La Flèche, and he knows the place.

None better, the man growled. He was a sullen, brooding knave, whose eyes when he looked up surprised by their savage fire.

La Tribe shook his head. I know it, too, he said. Tis strong as a fortress, with a walled court, and all the windows look inwards. The gates are closed an hour after sunset, no matter who is without. If you think, M. de Tignonville, to take him there

Patience, Monsieur, you have not heard me, Perrot interposed. I know it after another fashion. Do you remember a rill of water which runs through the great yard and the stables?

La Tribe nodded.

Grated with iron at either end and no passage for so much as a dog? You do? Well, Monsieur, I have hunted rats there, and where the water passes under the wall is a culvert, a mans height in length. In it is a stone, one of those which frame the grating at the entrance, which a strong man can remove  and the man is in!

Ay, in! But where? La Tribe asked, his eyebrows drawn together.

Well said, Monsieur, where? Perrot rejoined in a tone of triumph. There lies the point. In the stables, where will be sleeping men, and a snorer on every truss? No, but in a fairway between two stables where the water at its entrance runs clear in a stone channel; a channel deepened in one place that they may draw for the chambers above with a rope and a bucket. The rooms above are the best in the house, four in one row, opening all on the gallery; which was uncovered, in the common fashion until Queen-Mother Jezebel, passing that way to Nantes, two years back, found the chambers draughty; and that end of the gallery was closed in against her return. Now, Monsieur, he and his Madame will lie there; and he will feel safe, for there is but one way to those four rooms  through the door which shuts off the covered gallery from the open part. But he glanced up an instant and La Tribe caught the smouldering fire in his eyes we shall not go in by the door.

The bucket rises through a trap?

In the gallery? To be sure, monsieur. In the corner beyond the fourth door. There shall he fall into the pit which he dug for others, and the evil that he planned rebound on his own head!

La Tribe was silent.

What think you of it? Tignonville asked.

That it is cleverly planned, the minister answered.

No more than that?

No more until I have eaten.

Get him something! Tignonville replied in a surly tone. And we may as well eat, ourselves. Lead the horses into the wood. And do you, Perrot, call Tuez-les-Moines, who is forward. Two hours riding should bring us to La Flèche. We need not leave here, therefore, until the sun is low. To dinner! To dinner!

Probably he did not feel the indifference he affected, for his face as he ate grew darker, and from time to time he shot a glance, barbed with suspicion, at the minister. La Tribe on his side remained silent, although the men ate apart. He was in doubt, indeed, as to his own feelings. His instinct and his reason were at odds. Through all, however, a single purpose, the rescue of Angers, held good, and gradually other things fell into their places. When the meal was at an end, and Tignonville challenged him, he was ready.

Your enthusiasm seems to have waned, the younger man said with a sneer, since we met, monsieur! May I ask now if you find any fault with the plan?

With the plan, none.

If it was Providence brought us together, was it not Providence furnished me with Perrot who knows La Flèche? If it was Providence brought the danger of the faithful in Angers to your knowledge, was it not Providence set us on the road  without whom you had been powerless?

I believe it!

Then, in His name, what is the matter? Tignonville rejoined with a passion of which the others manner seemed an inadequate cause. What will you! What is it?

I would take your place, La Tribe answered quietly.

My place?

Yes.

What, are we too many?

We are enough without you, M. Tignonville, the minister answered. These men, who have wrongs to avenge, God will justify them.

Tignonvilles eyes sparkled with anger. And have I no wrongs to avenge? he cried. Is it nothing to lose my mistress, to be robbed of my wife, to see the woman I love dragged off to be a slave and a toy? Are these no wrongs?

He spared your life, if he did not save it, the minister said solemnly. And hers. And her servants.

To suit himself.

La Tribe spread out his hands.

To suit himself! And for that you wish him to go free? Tignonville cried in a voice half-choked with rage. Do you know that this man, and this man alone, stood forth in the great Hall of the Louvre, and when even the King flinched, justified the murder of our people? After that is he to go free?

At your hands, La Tribe answered quietly. You alone of our people must not pursue him. He would have added more, but Tignonville would not listen.

Brooding on his wrongs behind the wall of the Arsenal, he had let hatred eat away his more generous instincts. Vain and conceited, he fancied that the world laughed at the poor figure he had cut; and the wound in his vanity festered until nothing would serve but to see the downfall of his enemy. Instant pursuit, instant vengeance  only these, he fancied, could restore him in his fellows eyes.

In his heart he knew what would become him better. But vanity is a potent motive: and his conscience, even when supported by La Tribe, struggled but weakly. From neither would he hear more.

You have travelled with him, until you side with him! he cried violently. Have a care, monsieur, have a care, lest we think you papist! And walking over to the men, he bade them saddle; adding a sour word which turned their eyes, in no friendly gaze, on the minister.

After that La Tribe said no more. Of what use would it have been?

But as darkness came on and cloaked the little troop, and the storm which the men had foreseen began to rumble in the west, his distaste for the business waxed. The summer lightning which presently began to play across the sky revealed not only the broad gleaming stream, between which and a wooded hill their road ran, but the faces of his companions; and these, in their turn, shed a grisly light on the bloody enterprise towards which they were set. Nervous and ill at ease, the ministers mind dwelt on the stages of that enterprise: the stealthy entrance through the waterway, the ascent through the trap, the surprise, the slaughter in the sleeping-chamber. And either because he had lived for days in the victims company, or was swayed by the arguments he had addressed to another, the prospect shook his soul.

In vain he told himself that this was the oppressor; he saw only the man, fresh roused from sleep, with the horror of impending dissolution in his eyes. And when the rider, behind whom he sat, pointed to a faint spark of light, at no great distance before them, and whispered that it was St. Agness Chapel, hard by the inn, he could have cried with the best Catholic of them all, Inter pontem et fontem, Domine! Nay, some such words did pass his lips.

For the man before him turned halfway in his saddle. What? he asked.

But the Huguenot did not explain.


CHAPTER XXIV. AT THE KINGS INN.

The Countess sat up in the darkness of the chamber. She had writhed since noon under the stings of remorse; she could bear them no longer. The slow declension of the day, the evening light, the signs of coming tempest which had driven her company to the shelter of the inn at the crossroads, all had racked her, by reminding her that the hours were flying, and that soon the fault she had committed would be irreparable. One impulsive attempt to redeem it she had made; but it had failed, and, by rendering her suspect, had made reparation more difficult. Still, by daylight it had seemed possible to rest content with the trial made; not so now, when night had fallen, and the cries of little children and the haggard eyes of mothers peopled the darkness of her chamber. She sat up, and listened with throbbing temples.

To shut out the lightning which played at intervals across the heavens, Madame St. Lo, who shared the room, had covered the window with a cloak; and the place was dark. To exclude the dull roll of the thunder was less easy, for the night was oppressively hot, and behind the cloak the casement was open. Gradually, too, another sound, the hissing fall of heavy rain, began to make itself heard, and to mingle with the regular breathing which proved that Madame St. Lo slept.

Assured of this fact, the Countess presently heaved a sigh, and slipped from the bed. She groped in the darkness for her cloak, found it, and donned it over her night gear. Then, taking her bearings by her bed, which stood with its head to the window and its foot to the entrance, she felt her way across the floor to the door, and after passing her hands a dozen times over every part of it, she found the latch, and raised it. The door creaked, as she pulled it open, and she stood arrested; but the sound went no farther, for the roofed gallery outside, which looked by two windows on the courtyard, was full of outdoor noises, the rushing of rain and the running of spouts and eaves. One of the windows stood wide, admitting the rain and wind, and as she paused, holding the door open, the draught blew the cloak from her. She stepped out quickly and shut the door behind her. On her left was the blind end of the passage; she turned to the right. She took one step into the darkness and stood motionless. Beside her, within a few feet of her, some one had moved, with a dull sound as of a boot on wood; a sound so near her that she held her breath, and pressed herself against the wall.

She listened. Perhaps some of the servants  it was a common usage  had made their beds on the floor. Perhaps one of the women had stirred in the room against the wall of which she crouched. Perhaps  but, even while she reassured herself, the sound rose anew at her feet.

Fortunately at the same instant the glare of the lightning flooded all, and showed the passage, and showed it empty. It lit up the row of doors on her right and the small windows on her left, and discovered facing her the door which shut off the rest of the house. She could have thanked  nay, she did thank God for that light. If the sound she had heard recurred she did not hear it; for, as the thunder which followed hard on the flash crashed overhead and rolled heavily eastwards, she felt her way boldly along the passage, touching first one door, and then a second, and then a third.

She groped for the latch of the last, and found it, but, with her hand on it, paused. In order to summon up her courage, she strove to hear again the cries of misery and to see again the haggard eyes which had driven her hither. And if she did not wholly succeed, other reflections came to her aid. This storm, which covered all smaller noises, and opened, now and again, Gods lantern for her use, did it not prove that He was on her side, and that she might count on His protection? The thought at least was timely, and with a better heart she gathered her wits. Waiting until the thunder burst over her head, she opened the door, slid within it, and closed it. She would fain have left it ajar, that in case of need she might escape the more easily. But the wind, which beat into the passage through the open window, rendered the precaution too perilous.

She went forward two paces into the room, and as the roll of the thunder died away she stooped forward and listened with painful intensity for the sound of Count Hannibals breathing. But the window was open, and the hiss of the rain persisted; she could hear nothing through it, and fearfully she took another step forward. The window should be before her; the bed in the corner to the left. But nothing of either could she make out. She must wait for the lightning.

It came, and for a second or more the room shone. The window, the low truckle-bed, the sleeper, she saw all with dazzling clearness, and before the flash had well passed she was crouching low, with the hood of her cloak dragged about her face. For the glare had revealed Count Hannibal; but not asleep! He lay on his side, his face towards her; lay with open eyes, staring at her.

Or had the light tricked her? The light must have tricked her, for in the interval between the flash and the thunder, while she crouched quaking, he did not move or call. The light must have deceived her. She felt so certain of it that she found courage to remain where she was until another flash came and showed him sleeping with closed eyes.

She drew a breath of relief at that, and rose slowly to her feet. But she dared not go forward until a third flash had confirmed the second. Then, while the thunder burst overhead and rolled away, she crept on until she stood beside the pillow, and, stooping, could hear the sleepers breathing.

Alas! the worst remained to be done. The packet, she was sure of it, lay under his pillow. How was she to find it, how remove it without rousing him? A touch might awaken him. And yet, if she would not return empty-handed, if she would not go back to the harrowing thoughts which had tortured her through the long hours of the day, it must be done, and done now.

She knew this, yet she hung irresolute a while, blenching before the manual act, listening to the persistent rush and downpour of the rain. Then a second time she drew courage from the storm. How timely had it broken. How signally had it aided her! How slight had been her chance without it! And so at last, resolutely but with a deft touch, she slid her fingers between the pillow and the bed, slightly pressing down the latter with her other hand. For an instant she fancied that the sleepers breathing stopped, and her heart gave a great bound. But the breathing went on the next instant  if it had stopped  and dreading the return of the lightning, shrinking from being revealed so near him, and in that act  for which the darkness seemed more fitting  she groped farther, and touched something. Then, as her fingers closed upon it and grasped it, and his breath rose hot to her burning cheek, she knew that the real danger lay in the withdrawal.

At the first attempt he uttered a kind of grunt and moved, throwing out his hand. She thought that he was going to awake, and had hard work to keep herself where she was; but he did not move, and she began again with so infinite a precaution that the perspiration ran down her face and her hair within the hood hung dank on her neck. Slowly, oh so slowly, she drew back the hand, and with it the packet; so slowly, and yet so resolutely, being put to it, that when the dreaded flash surprised her, and she saw his harsh swarthy face, steeped in the mysterious aloofness of sleep, within a hands breadth of hers, not a muscle of her arm moved, nor did her hand quiver.

It was done  at last! With a burst of gratitude, of triumph, of exultation, she stood erect. She realized that it was done, and that here in her hand she held the packet. A deep gasp of relief, of joy, of thankfulness, and she glided towards the door.

She groped for the latch, and in the act fancied his breathing was changed. She paused, and bent her head to listen. But the patter of the rain, drowning all sounds save those of the nearest origin, persuaded her that she was mistaken, and, finding the latch, she raised it, slipped like a shadow into the passage, and closed the door behind her.

That done she stood arrested, all the blood in her body running to her heart. She must be dreaming! The passage in which she stood  the passage which she had left in black darkness  was alight; was so far lighted, at least, that to eyes fresh from the night, the figures of three men, grouped at the farther end, stood out against the glow of the lanthorn which they appeared to be trimming  for the two nearest were stooping over it. These two had their backs to her, the third his face; and it was the sight of this third man which had driven the blood to her heart. He ended at the waist! It was only after a few seconds, it was only when she had gazed at him awhile in speechless horror, that he rose another foot from the floor, and she saw that he had paused in the act of ascending through a trapdoor. What the scene meant, who these men were, or what their entrance portended, with these questions her brain refused at the moment to grapple. It was much that  still remembering who might hear her, and what she held  she did not shriek aloud.

Instead, she stood in the gloom at her end of the passage, gazing with all her eyes until she had seen the third man step clear of the trap. She could see him; but the light intervened and blurred his view of her. He stooped, almost as soon as he had cleared himself, to help up a fourth man, who rose with a naked knife between his teeth. She saw then that all were armed, and something stealthy in their bearing, something cruel in their eyes as the light of the lanthorn fell now on one dark face and now on another, went to her heart and chilled it. Who were they, and why were they here? What was their purpose? As her reason awoke, as she asked herself these questions, the fourth man stooped in his turn, and gave his hand to a fifth. And on that she lost her self-control, and cried out. For the last man to ascend was La Tribe  La Tribe, from whom she had parted that morning.

The sound she uttered was low, but it reached the mens ears, and the two whose backs were towards her turned as if they had been pricked. He who held the lanthorn raised it, and the five glared at her and she at them. Then a second cry, louder and more full of surprise, burst from her lips. The nearest man, he who held the lanthorn high that he might view her, was Tignonville, was her lover!

Mon Dieu! she whispered. What is it? What is it?

Then, not till then, did he know her. Until then the light of the lanthorn had revealed only a cloaked and cowled figure, a gloomy phantom which shook the heart of more than one with superstitious terror. But they knew her now  two of them; and slowly, as in a dream, Tignonville came forward.

The mind has its moments of crisis, in which it acts upon instinct rather than upon reason. The girl never knew why she acted as she did; why she asked no questions, why she uttered no exclamations, no remonstrances; why, with a finger on her lips and her eyes on his, she put the packet into his hands.

He took it from her, too, as mechanically as she gave it  with the hand which held his bare blade. That done, silent as she, with his eyes set hard, he would have gone by her. The sight of her there, guarding the door of him who had stolen her from him, exasperated his worst passions. But she moved to hinder him, and barred the way. With her hand raised she pointed to the trapdoor.

Go! she whispered, her tone stern and low, you have what you want! Go!

No! And he tried to pass her.

Go! she repeated in the same tone. You have what you need. And still she held her hand extended; still without faltering she faced the five men, while the thunder, growing more distant, rolled sullenly eastward, and the midnight rain, pouring from every spout and dripping eave about the house, wrapped the passage in its sibilant hush. Gradually her eyes dominated his, gradually her nobler nature and nobler aim subdued his weaker parts. For she understood now; and he saw that she did, and had he been alone he would have slunk away, and said no word in his defence.

But one of the men, savage and out of patience, thrust himself between them.

Where is he? he muttered. What is the use of this? Where is he? And his bloodshot eyes  it was Tuez-les-Moines  questioned the doors, while his hand, trembling and shaking on the haft of his knife, bespoke his eagerness. Where is he? Where is he, woman? Quick, or

I shall not tell you, she answered.

You lie, he cried, grinning like a dog. You will tell us! Or we will kill you too! Where is he? Where is he?

I shall not tell you, she repeated, standing before him in the fearlessness of scorn. Another step and I rouse the house! M. de Tignonville, to you who know me, I swear that if this man does not retire

He is in one of these rooms? was Tignonvilles answer. In which? In which?

Search them! she answered, her voice low, but biting in its contempt. Try them. Rouse my women, alarm the house! And when you have his people at your throats  five as they will be to one of you  thank your own mad folly!

Tuez-les-Moines eyes glittered. You will not tell us? he cried.

No!

Then

But as the fanatic sprang on her, La Tribe flung his arms round him and dragged him back.

It would be madness, he cried. Are you mad, fool? Have done! he panted, struggling with him. If Madame gives the alarm  and he may be in any one of these four rooms, you cannot be sure which  we are undone. He looked for support to Tignonville, whose movement to protect the girl he had anticipated, and who had since listened sullenly. We have obtained what we need. Will you requite Madame, who has gained it for us at her own risk

It is Monsieur I would requite, Tignonville muttered grimly.

By using violence to her? the minister retorted passionately. He and Tuez were still gripping one another. I tell you, to go on is to risk what we have got! And I for one

Am chicken-hearted! the young man sneered. Madame He seemed to choke on the word. Will you swear that he is not here?

I swear that if you do not go I will raise the alarm! she hissed  all their words were sunk to that stealthy note. Go! if you have not stayed too long already. Go! Or see! And she pointed to the trapdoor, from which the face and arms of a sixth man had that moment risen  the face dark with perturbation, so that her womans wit told her at once that something was amiss. See what has come of your delay already!

The water is rising, the man muttered earnestly. In Gods name come, whether you have done it or not, or we cannot pass out again. It is within a foot of the crown of the culvert now, and it is rising.

Curse on the water! Tuez-les-Moines answered in a frenzied whisper. And on this Jezebel. Let us kill her and him! What matter afterwards? And he tried to shake off La Tribes grasp.

But the minister held him desperately. Are you mad? Are you mad? he answered. What can we do against thirty? Let us be gone while we can. Let us be gone! Come.

Ay, come, Perrot cried, assenting reluctantly. He had taken no side hitherto. The luck is against us! Tis no use to-night, man! And he turned with an air of sullen resignation. Letting his legs drop through the trap, he followed the bearer of the tidings out of sight. Another made up his mind to go, and went. Then only Tignonville, holding the lanthorn, and La Tribe, who feared to release Tuez-les-Moines, remained with the fanatic.

The Countesss eyes met her old lovers, and whether old memories overcame her, or, now that the danger was nearly past, she began to give way, she swayed a little on her feet. But he did not notice it. He was sunk in black rage  rage against her, rage against himself.

Take the light, she muttered unsteadily. And  and he must follow!

And you?

But she could bear it no longer. Oh, go, she wailed. Go! Will you never go? If you love me, if you ever loved me, I implore you to go.

He had betrayed little of a lovers feeling. But he could not resist that appeal, and he turned silently. Seizing Tuez-les-Moines by the other arm, he drew him by force to the trap.

Quiet, fool, he muttered savagely when the man would have resisted, and go down! If we stay to kill him, we shall have no way of escape, and his life will be dearly bought. Down, man, down! And between them, in a struggling silence, with now and then an audible rap, or a ring of metal, the two forced the desperado to descend.

La Tribe followed hastily. Tignonville was the last to go. In the act of disappearing he raised his lanthorn for a last glimpse of the Countess. To his astonishment the passage was empty; she was gone. Hard by him a door stood an inch or two ajar, and he guessed that it was hers, and swore under his breath, hating her at that moment. But he did not guess how nicely she had calculated her strength; how nearly exhaustion had overcome her; or that, even while he paused  a fatal pause had he known it  eyeing the dark opening of the door, she lay as one dead, on the bed within. She had fallen in a swoon, from which she did not recover until the sun had risen, and marched across one quarter of the heavens.

Nor did he see another thing, or he might have hastened his steps. Before the yellow light of his lanthorn faded from the ceiling of the passage, the door of the room farthest from the trap slid open. A man, whose eyes, until darkness swallowed him, shone strangely in a face extraordinarily softened, came out on tip-toe. This man stood awhile, listening. At length, hearing those below utter a cry of dismay, he awoke to sudden activity. He opened with a turn of the key the door which stood at his elbow, the door which led to the other part of the house. He vanished through it. A second later a sharp whistle pierced the darkness of the courtyard, and brought a dozen sleepers to their senses and their feet. A moment, and the courtyard hummed with voices, above which one voice rang clear and insistent. With a startled cry the inn awoke.


CHAPTER XXV. THE COMPANY OF THE BLEEDING HEART.

But why, Madame St. Lo asked, sticking her arms akimbo, why stay in this forsaken place a day and a night, when six hours in the saddle would set us in Angers?

Because, Tavannes replied coldly  he and his cousin were walking before the gateway of the inn the Countess is not well, and will be the better, I think, for staying a day.

She slept soundly enough! Ill answer for that!

He shrugged his shoulders.

She never raised her head this morning, though my women were shrieking Murder! next door, and  Name of Heaven! Madame resumed, after breaking off abruptly, and shading her eyes with her hand, what comes here? Is it a funeral? Or a pilgrimage? If all the priests about here are as black, no wonder M. Rabelais fell out with them!

The inn stood without the walls for the convenience of those who wished to take the road early: a little also, perhaps, because food and forage were cheaper, and the wine paid no town-dues. Four great roads met before the house, along the most easterly of which the sombre company which had caught Madame St. Los attention could be seen approaching. At first Count Hannibal supposed with his companion that the travellers were conveying to the grave the corpse of some person of distinction; for the cortége consisted mainly of priests and the like mounted on mules, and clothed for the most part in black. Black also was the small banner which waved above them, and bore in place of arms the emblem of the Bleeding Heart. But a second glance failed to discover either litter or bier; and a nearer approach showed that the travellers, whether they wore the tonsure or not, bore weapons of one kind or another.

Suddenly Madame St. Lo clapped her hands, and proclaimed in great astonishment that she knew them.

Why, there is Father Boucher, the Curé of St. Benoist! she said, and Father Pezelay of St. Magloire. And there is another I know, though I cannot remember his name! They are preachers from Paris! That is who they are! But what can they be doing here? Is it a pilgrimage, think you?

Ay, a pilgrimage of Blood! Count Hannibal answered between his teeth. And, turning to him to learn what moved him, she saw the look in his eyes which portended a storm. Before she could ask a question, however, the gloomy company, which had first appeared in the distance, moving, an inky blot, through the hot sunshine of the summer morning, had drawn near, and was almost abreast of them. Stepping from her side, he raised his hand and arrested the march.

Who is master here? he asked haughtily.

I am the leader, answered a stout pompous Churchman, whose small malevolent eyes belied the sallow fatuity of his face. I, M. de Tavannes, by your leave.

And you, by your leave, Tavannes sneered, are

Archdeacon and Vicar of the Bishop of Angers and Prior of the Lesser Brethren of St. Germain, M. le Comte. Visitor also of the Diocese of Angers, the dignitary continued, puffing out his cheeks, and Chaplain to the Lieutenant-Governor of Saumur, whose unworthy brother I am.

A handsome glove, and well embroidered! Tavannes retorted in a tone of disdain. The hand I see yonder! He pointed to the lean parchment mask of Father Pezelay, who coloured ever so faintly, but held his peace under the sneer. You are bound for Angers? Count Hannibal continued. For what purpose, Sir Prior?

His Grace the Bishop is absent, and in his absence

You go to fill his city with strife! I know you! Not you! he continued, contemptuously turning from the Prior, and regarding the third of the principal figures of the party. But you! You were the Curé who got the mob together last All Souls.

I speak the words of Him Who sent me! answered the third Churchman, whose brooding face and dull curtained eyes gave no promise of the fits of frenzied eloquence which had made his pulpit famous in Paris.

Then Kill and Burn are His alphabet! Tavannes retorted, and heedless of the start of horror which a saying so near blasphemy excited among the Churchmen, he turned to Father Pezelay. And you! You, too, I know! he continued. And you know me! And take this from me. Turn, father! Turn! Or worse than a broken head  you bear the scar, I see  will befall you. These good persons, whom you have moved, unless I am in error, to take this journey, may not know me; but you do, and can tell them. If they will to Angers, they must to Angers. But if I find trouble in Angers when I come, I will hang some one high. Dont scowl at me, man!  in truth, the look of hate in Father Pezelays eyes was enough to provoke the exclamation. Some one, and it shall not be a bare patch on the crown will save his windpipe from squeezing!

A murmur of indignation broke from the preachers attendants; one or two made a show of drawing their weapons. But Count Hannibal paid no heed to them, and had already turned on his heel when Father Pezelay spurred his mule a pace or two forward. Snatching a heavy brass cross from one of the acolytes, he raised it aloft, and in the voice which had often thrilled the heated congregation of St. Magloire, he called on Tavannes to pause.

Stand, my lord! he cried. And take warning! Stand, reckless and profane, whose face is set hard as a stone, and his heart as a flint, against High Heaven and Holy Church! Stand and hear! Behold the word of the Lord is gone out against this city, even against Angers, for the unbelief thereof! Her place shall be left unto her desolate, and her children shall be dashed against the stones! Woe unto you, therefore, if you gainsay it, or fall short of that which is commanded! You shall perish as Achan, the son of Charmi, and as Saul! The curse that has gone out against you shall not tarry, nor your days continue! For the Canaanitish woman that is in your house, and for the thought that is in your heart, the place that was yours is given to another! Yea, the sword is even now drawn that shall pierce your side!

You are more like to split my ears! Count Hannibal answered sternly. And now mark me! Preach as you please here. But a word in Angers, and though you be shaven twice over, I will have you silenced after a fashion which will not please you! If you value your tongue therefore, father  Oh, you shake off the dust, do you? Well, pass on! Tis wise, perhaps.

And undismayed by the scowling brows, and the cross ostentatiously lifted to heaven, he gazed after the procession as it moved on under its swaying banner, now one and now another of the acolytes looking back and raising his hands to invoke the bolt of Heaven on the blasphemer. As the cortége passed the huge watering-troughs, and the open gateway of the inn, the knot of persons congregated there fell on their knees. In answer the Churchmen raised their banner higher, and began to sing the Eripe me, Domine! and to its strains, now vengeful, now despairing, now rising on a wave of menace, they passed slowly into the distance, slowly towards Angers and the Loire.

Suddenly Madame St. Lo twitched his sleeve. Enough for me! she cried passionately. I go no farther with you!

Ah?

No farther! she repeated. She was pale, she shivered. Many thanks, my cousin, but we part company here. I do not go to Angers. I have seen horrors enough. I will take my people, and go to my aunt by Tours and the east road. For you, I foresee what will happen. You will perish between the hammer and the anvil.

Ah?

You play too fine a game, she continued, her face quivering. Give over the girl to her lover, and send away her people with her. And wash your hands of her and hers. Or you will see her fall, and fall beside her! Give her to him, I say  give her to him!

My wife?

Wife? she echoed, for, fickle, and at all times swept away by the emotions of the moment, she was in earnest now. Is there a tie, and she pointed after the vanishing procession, that they cannot unloose? That they will not unloose? Is there a life which escapes if they doom it? Did the Admiral escape? Or Rochefoucauld? Or Madame de Luns in old days? I tell you they go to rouse Angers against you, and I see beforehand what will happen. She will perish, and you with her. Wife? A pretty wife, at whose door you took her lover last night.

And at your door! he answered quietly, unmoved by the gibe.

But she did not heed. I warned you of that! she cried. And you would not believe me. I told you he was following. And I warn you of this. You are between the hammer and the anvil, M. le Comte! If Tignonville does not murder you in your bed

I hold him in my power.

Then Holy Church will fall on you and crush you. For me, I have seen enough and more than enough. I go to Tours by the east road.

He shrugged his shoulders. As you please, he said.

She flung away in disgust with him. She could not understand a man who played fast and loose at such a time. The game was too fine for her, its danger too apparent, the gain too small. She had, too, a womans dread of the Church, a womans belief in the power of the dead hand to punish. And in half an hour her orders were given. In two hours her people were gathered, and she departed by the eastward road, three of Tavannes riders reinforcing her servants for a part of the way. Count Hannibal stood to watch them start, and noticed Bigot riding by the side of Suzannes mule. He smiled; and presently, as he turned away, he did a thing rare with him  he laughed outright.

A laugh which reflected a mood rare as itself. Few had seen Count Hannibals eye sparkle as it sparkled now; few had seen him laugh as he laughed, walking to and fro in the sunshine before the inn. His men watched him, and wondered, and liked it little, for one or two who had overheard his altercation with the Churchmen had reported it, and there was shaking of heads over it. The man who had singed the Popes beard and chucked cardinals under the chin was growing old, and the most daring of the others had no mind to fight with foes whose weapons were not of this world.

Count Hannibals gaiety, however, was well grounded, had they known it. He was gay, not because he foresaw peril, and it was his nature to love peril; not  in the main, though a little, perhaps  because he knew that the woman whose heart he desired to win had that night stood between him and death; not, though again a little, perhaps, because she had confirmed his choice by conduct which a small man might have deprecated, but which a great man loved; but chiefly, because the events of the night had placed in his grasp two weapons by the aid of which he looked to recover all the ground he had lost  lost by his impulsive departure from the pall of conduct on which he had started.

Those weapons were Tignonville, taken like a rat in a trap by the rising of the water; and the knowledge that the Countess had stolen the precious packet from his pillow. The knowledge  for he had lain and felt her breath upon his cheek, he had lain and felt her hand beneath his pillow, he had lain while the impulse to fling his arms about her had been almost more than he could tame! He had lain and suffered her to go, to pass out safely as she had passed in. And then he had received his reward in the knowledge that, if she robbed him, she robbed him not for herself; and that where it was a question of his life she did not fear to risk her own.

When he came, indeed, to that point, he trembled. How narrowly had he been saved from misjudging her! Had he not lain and waited, had he not possessed himself in patience, he might have thought her in collusion with the old lover whom he found at her door, and with those who came to slay him. Either he might have perished unwarned; or escaping that danger, he might have detected her with Tignonville and lost for all time the ideal of a noble woman.

He had escaped that peril. More, he had gained the weapons we have indicated; and the sense of power, in regard to her, almost intoxicated him. Surely if he wielded those weapons to the best advantage, if he strained generosity to the uttermost, the citadel of her heart must yield at last!

He had the defect of his courage and his nature, a tendency to do things after a flamboyant fashion. He knew that her act would plunge him in perils which she had not foreseen. If the preachers roused the Papists of Angers, if he arrived to find mens swords whetted for the massacre and the men themselves awaiting the signal, then if he did not give that signal there would be trouble. There would be trouble of the kind in which the soul of Hannibal de Tavannes revelled, trouble about the ancient cathedral and under the black walls of the Angevin castle; trouble amid which the hearts of common men would be as water.

Then, when things seemed at their worst, he would reveal his knowledge. Then, when forgiveness must seem impossible, he would forgive. With the flood of peril which she had unloosed rising round them, he would say, Go! to the man who had aimed at his life; he would say to her, I know, and I forgive! That, that only, would fitly crown the policy on which he had decided from the first, though he had not hoped to conduct it on lines so splendid as those which now dazzled him.


CHAPTER XXVI. TEMPER.

It was his gaiety, that strange unusual gaiety, still continuing, which on the following day began by perplexing and ended by terrifying the Countess. She could not doubt that he had missed the packet on which so much hung and of which he had indicated the importance. But if he had missed it, why, she asked herself, did he not speak? Why did he not cry the alarm, search and question and pursue? Why did he not give her that opening to tell the truth, without which even her courage failed, her resolution died within her?

Above all, what was the secret of his strange merriment? Of the snatches of song which broke from him, only to be hushed by her look of astonishment? Of the parades which his horse, catching the infection, made under him, as he tossed his riding-cane high in the air and caught it?

Ay, what? Why, when he had suffered so great a loss, when he had been robbed of that of which he must give account  why did he cast off his melancholy and ride like the youngest? She wondered what the men thought, and looking, saw them stare, saw that they watched him stealthily, saw that they laid their heads together. What were they thinking of it? She could not tell; and slowly a terror, more insistent than any to which the extremity of violence would have reduced her, began to grip her heart.

Twenty hours of rest had lifted her from the state of collapse into which the events of the night had cast her; still her limbs at starting had shaken under her. But the cool freshness of the early summer morning, and the sight of the green landscape and the winding Loir, beside which their road ran, had not failed to revive her spirits; and if he had shown himself merely gloomy, merely sunk in revengeful thoughts, or darting hither and thither the glance of suspicion, she felt that she could have faced him, and on the first opportunity could have told him the truth.

But his new mood veiled she knew not what. It seemed, if she comprehended it at all, the herald of some bizarre, some dreadful vengeance, in harmony with his fierce and mocking spirit. Before it her heart became as water. Even her colour little by little left her cheeks. She knew that he had only to look at her now to read the truth; that it was written in her face, in her shrinking figure, in the eyes which now guiltily sought and now avoided his. And feeling sure that he did read it and know it, she fancied that he licked his lips, as the cat which plays with the mouse; she fancied that he gloated on her terror and her perplexity.

This, though the day and the road were warrants for all cheerful thoughts. On one side vineyards clothed the warm red slopes, and rose in steps from the valley to the white buildings of a convent. On the other the stream wound through green flats where the black cattle stood knee-deep in grass, watched by wild-eyed and half-naked youths. Again the travellers lost sight of the Loir, and crossing a shoulder, rode through the dim aisles of a beech-forest, through deep rustling drifts of last years leaves. And out again and down again they passed, and turning aside from the gateway, trailed along beneath the brown machicolated wall of an old town, from the crumbling battlements of which faces half-sleepy, half-suspicious, watched them as they moved below through the glare and heat. Down to the river-level again, where a squalid anchorite, seated at the mouth of a cave dug in the bank, begged of them, and the bell of a monastery on the farther bank tolled slumberously the hour of Nones.

And still he said nothing, and she, cowed by his mysterious gaiety, yet spurning herself for her cowardice, was silent also. He hoped to arrive at Angers before nightfall. What, she wondered, shivering, would happen there? What was he planning to do to her? How would he punish her? Brave as she was, she was a woman, with a womans nerves; and fear and anticipation got upon them; and his silence  his silence which must mean a thing worse than words!

And then on a sudden, piercing all, a new thought. Was it possible that he had other letters? If his bearing were consistent with anything, it was consistent with that. Had he other genuine letters, or had he duplicate letters, so that he had lost nothing, but instead had gained the right to rack and torture her, to taunt and despise her?

That thought stung her into sudden self-betrayal. They were riding along a broad dusty track which bordered a stone causey raised above the level of winter floods. Impulsively she turned to him.

You have other letters! she cried. You have other letters! And freed for the moment from her terror, she fixed her eyes on his and strove to read his face.

He looked at her, his mouth grown hard. What do you mean, Madame? he asked,

You have other letters?

For whom?

From the King, for Angers!

He saw that she was going to confess, that she was going to derange his cherished plan; and unreasonable anger awoke in the man who had been more than willing to forgive a real injury.

Will you explain? he said between his teeth. And his eyes glittered unpleasantly. What do you mean?

You have other letters, she cried, besides those which I stole.

Which you stole? He repeated the words without passion. Enraged by this unexpected turn, he hardly knew how to take it.

Yes, I! she cried. I! I took them from under your pillow!

He was silent a minute. Then he laughed and shook his head.

It will not do, Madame, he said, his lip curling. You are clever, but you do not deceive me.

Deceive you?

Yes.

You do not believe that I took the letters? she cried in great amazement.

No, he answered, and for a good reason. He had hardened his heart now. He had chosen his line, and he would not spare her.

Why, then? she cried. Why?

For the best of all reasons, he answered. Because the person who stole the letters was seized in the act of making his escape, and is now in my power.

The person  who stole the letters? she faltered.

Yes, Madame.

Do you mean M. de Tignonville?

You have said it.

She turned white to the lips, and trembling, could with difficulty sit her horse. With an effort she pulled it up, and he stopped also. Their attendants were some way ahead.

And you have the letters? she whispered, her eyes meeting his. You have the letters?

No, but I have the thief! Count Hannibal answered with sinister meaning. As I think you knew, Madame, he continued ironically, a while back before you spoke.

I? Oh no, no! and she swayed in her saddle. What  what are you  going to do? she muttered after a moments stricken silence.

To him?

Yes.

The magistrates will decide, at Angers.

But he did not do it! I swear he did not.

Count Hannibal shook his head coldly.

I swear, Monsieur, I took the letters! she repeated piteously. Punish me! Her figure, bowed like an old womans over the neck of her horse, seemed to crave his mercy.

Count Hannibal smiled.

You do not believe me?

No, he said. And then, in a tone which chilled her, If I did believe you, he continued, I should still punish him! She was broken; but he would see if he could not break her further. He would try if there were no weak spot in her armour. He would rack her now, since in the end she must go free. Understand, Madame, he continued in his harshest tone, I have had enough of your lover. He has crossed my path too often. You are my wife, I am your husband. In a day or two there shall be an end of this farce and of him.

He did not take them! she wailed, her face sinking lower on her breast. He did not take them! Have mercy!

Any way, Madame, they are gone! Tavannes answered. You have taken them between you; and as I do not choose that you should pay, he will pay the price.

If the discovery that Tignonville had fallen into her husbands hands had not sufficed to crush her, Count Hannibals tone must have done so. The shoot of new life which had raised its head after those dreadful days in Paris, and  for she was young  had supported her under the weight which the peril of Angers had cast on her shoulders, died, withered under the heel of his brutality. The pride which had supported her, which had won Tavannes admiration and exacted his respect, sank, as she sank herself, bowed to her horses neck, weeping bitter tears before him. She abandoned herself to her misery, as she had once abandoned herself in the upper room in Paris.

And he looked at her. He had willed to crush her; he had his will, and he was not satisfied. He had bowed her so low that his magnanimity would now have its full effect, would shine as the sun into a dark world; and yet he was not happy. He could look forward to the morrow, and say, She will understand me, she will know me! and, lo, the thought that she wept for her lover stabbed him, and stabbed him anew; and he thought, Rather would she death from him, than life from me! Though I give her creation, it will not alter her! Though I strike the stars with my head, it is he who fills her world.

The thought spurred him to further cruelty, impelled him to try if, prostrate as she was, he could not draw a prayer from her.

You dont ask after him? he scoffed. He may be before or behind? Or wounded or well? Would you not know, Madame? And what message he sent you? And what he fears, and what hope he has? And his last wishes? And  for while there is life there is hope  would you not learn where the key of his prison lies to-night? How much for the key to-night, Madame?

Each question fell on her like the lash of a whip; but as one who has been flogged into insensibility, she did not wince. That drove him on: he felt a mad desire to hear her prayers, to force her lower, to bring her to her knees. And he sought about for a keener taunt. Their attendants were almost out of sight before them; the sun, declining apace, was in their eyes.

In two hours we shall be in Angers, he said. Mon Dieu, Madame, it was a pity, when you two were taking letters, you did not go a step farther. You were surprised, or I doubt if I should be alive to-day!

Then she did look up. She raised her head and met his gaze with such wonder in her eyes, such reproach in her tear-stained face, that his voice sank on the last word.

You mean  that I would have murdered you? she said. I would have cut off my hand first. What I did  and now her voice was as firm as it was low what I did, I did to save my people. And if it were to be done again, I would do it again!

You dare to tell me that to my face? he cried, hiding feelings which almost choked him. You would do it again, would you? Mon Dieu, Madame, you need to be taught a lesson!

And by chance, meaning only to make the horses move on again, he raised his whip. She thought that he was going to strike her, and she flinched at last. The whip fell smartly on her horses quarters, and it sprang forward. Count Hannibal swore between his teeth.

He had turned pale, she red as fire. Get on! Get on! he cried harshly. We are falling behind! And riding at her heels, flipping her horse now and then, he forced her to trot on until they overtook the servants.


CHAPTER XXVII. THE BLACK TOWN.

It was late evening when, riding wearily on jaded horses, they came to the outskirts of Angers, and saw before them the term of their journey. The glow of sunset had faded, but the sky was still warm with the last hues of day; and against its opal light the huge mass of the Angevin castle, which even in sunshine rises dark and forbidding above the Mayenne, stood up black and sharply defined. Below it, on both banks of the river, the towers and spires of the city soared up from a sombre huddle of ridge-roofs, broken here by a round-headed gateway, crumbling and pigeon-haunted, that dated from St. Louis, and there by the gaunt arms of a windmill.

The city lay dark under a light sky, keeping well its secrets. Thousands were out of doors enjoying the evening coolness in alley and court, yet it betrayed the life which pulsed in its arteries only by the low murmur which rose from it. Nevertheless, the Countess at sight of its roofs tasted the first moment of happiness which had been hers that day. She might suffer, but she had saved. Those roofs would thank her! In that murmur were the voices of women and children she had redeemed! At the sight and at the thought a wave of love and tenderness swept all bitterness from her breast. A profound humility, a boundless thankfulness took possession of her. Her head sank lower above her horses mane; but this time it sank in reverence, not in shame.

Could she have known what was passing beneath those roofs which night was blending in a common gloom  could she have read the thoughts which at that moment paled the cheeks of many a stout burgher, whose gabled house looked on the great square, she had been still more thankful. For in attics and back rooms women were on their knees at that hour, praying with feverish eyes; and in the streets men  on whom their fellows, seeing the winding-sheet already at the chin, gazed askance  smiled, and showed brave looks abroad, while their hearts were sick with fear.

For darkly, no man knew how, the news had come to Angers. It had been known, more or less, for three days. Men had read it in other mens eyes. The tongue of a scold, the sneer of an injured woman had spread it, the birds of the air had carried it. From garret window to garret window across the narrow lanes of the old town it had been whispered at dead of night; at convent grilles, and in the timber-yards beside the river. Ten thousand, fifty thousand, a hundred thousand, it was rumoured, had perished in Paris. In Orleans, all. In Tours this mans sister; at Saumur that mans son. Through France the word had gone forth that the Huguenots must die; and in the busy town the same roof-tree sheltered fear and hate, rage and cupidity. On one side of the party-wall murder lurked fierce-eyed; on the other, the victim lay watching the latch, and shaking at a step. Strong men tasted the bitterness of death, and women clasping their babes to their breasts smiled sickly into childrens eyes.

The signal only was lacking. It would come, said some, from Saumur, where Montsoreau, the Duke of Anjous Lieutenant-Governor and a Papist, had his quarters. From Paris, said others, directly from the King. It might come at any hour now, in the day or in the night; the magistrates, it was whispered, were in continuous session, awaiting its coming. No wonder that from lofty gable windows, and from dormers set high above the tiles, haggard faces looked northward and eastward, and ears sharpened by fear imagined above the noises of the city the ring of the iron shoes that carried doom.

Doubtless the majority desired  as the majority in France have always desired  peace. But in the purlieus about the cathedral and in the lanes where the sacristans lived, in convent parlours and college courts, among all whose livelihood the new faith threatened, was a stir as of a hive deranged. Here was grumbling against the magistrates  why wait? There, stealthy plannings and arrangements; everywhere a grinding of weapons and casting of slugs. Old grudges, new rivalries, a scholars venom, a priests dislike, here was final vent for all. None need leave this feast unsated!

It was a man of this class, sent out for the purpose, who first espied Count Hannibals company approaching. He bore the news into the town, and by the time the travellers reached the city gate, the dusky street within, on which lights were beginning to twinkle from booths and casements, was alive with figures running to meet them and crying the news as they ran. The travellers, weary and road-stained, had no sooner passed under the arch than they found themselves the core of a great crowd which moved with them and pressed about them; now unbonneting, and now calling out questions, and now shouting, Vive le Roi! Vive le Roi! Above the press, windows burst into light; and over all, the quaint leaning gables of the old timbered houses looked down on the hurry and tumult.

They passed along a narrow street in which the rabble, hurrying at Count Hannibals bridle, and often looking back to read his face, had much ado to escape harm; along this street and before the yawning doors of a great church whence a breath heavy with incense and burning wax issued to meet them. A portion of the congregation had heard the tumult and struggled out, and now stood close-packed on the steps under the double vault of the portal. Among them the Countesss eyes, as she rode by, a sturdy man-at-arms on either hand, caught and held one face. It was the face of a tall, lean man in dusty black; and though she did not know him she seemed to have an equal attraction for him; for as their eyes met he seized the shoulder of the man next him and pointed her out. And something in the energy of the gesture, or in the thin lips and malevolent eyes of the man who pointed, chilled the Countesss blood and shook her, she knew not why.

Until then, she had known no fear save of her husband. But at that a sense of the force and pressure of the crowd  as well as of the fierce passions, straining about her, which a word might unloose  broke upon her; and looking to the stern men on either side she fancied that she read anxiety in their faces.

She glanced behind. Boot to boot, the Counts men came on, pressing round her women and shielding them from the exuberance of the throng. In their faces too she thought that she traced uneasiness. What wonder if the scenes through which she had passed in Paris began to recur to her mind, and shook nerves already overwrought?

She began to tremble. Is there  danger? she muttered, speaking in a low voice to Bigot, who rode on her right hand. Will they do anything?

The Norman snorted. Not while he is in the saddle, he said, nodding towards his master, who rode a pace in front of them, his reins loose. There be some here know him! Bigot continued, in his drawling tone. And more will know him if they break line. Have no fear, Madame, he will bring you safe to the inn. Down with the Huguenots? he continued, turning from her and addressing a rogue who, holding his stirrup, was shouting the cry till he was crimson. Then why not away, and

The King! The Kings word and leave! the man answered.

Ay, tell us! shrieked another, looking upward, while he waved his cap; have we the Kings leave?

Youll bide his leave! the Norman retorted, indicating the Count with his thumb. Or twill be up with you  on the three-legged horse!

But he comes from the King! the man panted.

To be sure. To be sure!

Then

Youll bide his time! Thats all! Bigot answered, rather it seemed for his own satisfaction than the others enlightenment. Youll all bide it, you dogs! he continued in his beard, as he cast his eye over the weltering crowd. Ha! so we are here, are we? And not too soon, either.

He fell silent as they entered an open space, overlooked on one side by the dark façade of the cathedral, on the other three sides by houses more or less illumined. The rabble swept into this open space with them and before them, filled much of it in an instant, and for a while eddied and swirled this way and that, thrust onward by the worshippers who had issued from the church and backwards by those who had been first in the square, and had no mind to be hustled out of hearing. A stranger, confused by the sea of excited faces, and deafened by the clamour of Vive le Roi! Vive Anjou! mingled with cries against the Huguenots, might have fancied that the whole city was arrayed before him. But he would have been wide of the mark. The scum, indeed  and a dangerous scum  frothed and foamed and spat under Tavannes bridle-hand; and here and there among them, but not of them, the dark-robed figure of a priest moved to and fro; or a Benedictine, or some smooth-faced acolyte egged on to the work he dared not do. But the decent burghers were not there. They lay bolted in their houses; while the magistrates, with little heart to do aught except bow to the mob  or other their masters for the time being  shook in their council chamber.

There is not a city of France which has not seen it; which has not known the moment when the mass impended, and it lay with one man to start it or stay its course. Angers within its houses heard the clamour, and from the child, clinging to its mothers skirt, and wondering why she wept, to the Provost, trembled, believing that the hour had come. The Countess heard it too, and understood it. She caught the savage note in the voice of the mob  that note which means danger  and, her heart beating wildly, she looked to her husband. Then, fortunately for her, fortunately for Angers, it was given to all to see that in Count Hannibals saddle sat a man.

He raised his hand for silence, and in a minute or two  not at once, for the square was dusky  it was obtained. He rose in his stirrups, and bared his head.

I am from the King! he cried, throwing his voice to all parts of the crowd. And this is his Majestys pleasure and good will! That every man hold his hand until to-morrow on pain of death, or worse! And at noon his further pleasure will be known! Vive le Roi!

And he covered his head again.

Vive le Roi! cried a number of the foremost. But their shouts were feeble and half-hearted, and were quickly drowned in a rising murmur of discontent and ill-humour, which, mingled with cries of Is that all? Is there no more? Down with the Huguenots! rose from all parts. Presently these cries became merged in a persistent call, which had its origin, as far as could be discovered, in the darkest corner of the square. A call for Montsoreau! Montsoreau! Give us Montsoreau!

With another man, or had Tavannes turned or withdrawn, or betrayed the least anxiety, words had become actions, disorder a riot; and that in the twinkling of an eye. But Count Hannibal, sitting his horse, with his handful of riders behind him, watched the crowd, as little moved by it as the Armed Knight of Notre Dame. Only once did he say a word. Then, raising his hand as before to gain a hearing  

You ask for Montsoreau? he thundered. You will have Montfaucon if you do not quickly go to your homes!

At which, and at the glare of his eye, the more timid took fright. Feeling his gaze upon them, seeing that he had no intention of withdrawing, they began to sneak away by ones and twos. Soon others missed them and took the alarm, and followed. A moment and scores were streaming away through lanes and alleys and along the main street. At last the bolder and more turbulent found themselves a remnant. They glanced uneasily at one another and at Tavannes, took fright in their turn, and plunging into the current hastened away, raising now and then as they passed through the streets a cry of Vive Montsoreau! Montsoreau!  which was not without its menace for the morrow.

Count Hannibal waited motionless until no more than half a dozen groups remained in the open. Then he gave the word to dismount; for, so far, even the Countess and her women had kept their saddles, lest the movement which their retreat into the inn must have caused should be misread by the mob. Last of all he dismounted himself, and with lights going before him and behind, and preceded by Bigot, bearing his cloak and pistols, he escorted the Countess into the house. Not many minutes had elapsed since he had called for silence; but long before he reached the chamber looking over the square from the first floor, in which supper was being set for them, the news had flown through the length and breadth of Angers that for this night the danger was past. The hawk had come to Angers, and lo! it was a dove.

Count Hannibal strode to one of the open windows and looked out. In the room, which was well lighted, were people of the house, going to and fro, setting out the table; to Madame, standing beside the hearth  which held its summer dressing of green boughs  while her woman held water for her to wash, the scene recalled with painful vividness the meal at which she had been present on the morning of the St. Bartholomew  the meal which had ushered in her troubles. Naturally her eyes went to her husband, her mind to the horror in which she had held him then; and with a kind of shock  perhaps because the last few minutes had shown him in a new light  she compared her old opinion of him with that which, much as she feared him, she now entertained.

This afternoon, if ever, within the last few hours, if at all, he had acted in a way to justify that horror and that opinion. He had treated her  brutally; he had insulted and threatened her, had almost struck her. And yet  and yet Madame felt that she had moved so far from the point which she had once occupied that the old attitude was hard to understand. Hardly could she believe that it was on this man, much as she still dreaded him, that she had looked with those feelings of repulsion.

She was still gazing at him with eyes which strove to see two men in one, when he turned from the window. Absorbed in thought, she had forgotten her occupation, and stood, the towel suspended in her half-dried hands. Before she knew what he was doing he was at her side; he bade the woman hold the bowl, and he rinsed his hands. Then he turned, and without looking at the Countess, he dried his hands on the farther end of the towel which she was still using.

She blushed faintly. A something in the act, more intimate and more familiar than had ever marked their intercourse, set her blood running strangely. When he turned away and bade Bigot unbuckle his spur-leathers, she stepped forward.

I will do it! she murmured, acting on a sudden and unaccountable impulse. And as she knelt, she shook her hair about her face to hide its colour.

Nay, Madame, but you will soil your fingers! he said coldly.

Permit me, she muttered half coherently. And though her fingers shook, she pursued and performed her task.

When she rose he thanked her; and then the devil in the man, or the Nemesis he had provoked when he took her by force from another  the Nemesis of jealousy, drove him to spoil all.

And for whose sake, Madame? he added, with a jeer; mine or M. de Tignonvilles? And with a glance between jest and earnest, he tried to read her thoughts.

She winced as if he had indeed struck her, and the hot colour fled her cheeks.

For his sake! she said, with a shiver of pain. That his life may be spared! And she stood back humbly, like a beaten dog. Though, indeed, it was for the sake of Angers, in thankfulness for the past rather than in any desperate hope of propitiating her husband, that she had done it!

Perhaps he would have withdrawn his words. But before he could answer, the host, bowing to the floor, came to announce that all was ready, and that the Provost of the City, for whom M. le Comte had sent, was in waiting below.

Let him come up! Tavannes answered, grave and frowning. And see you, close the room, sirrah! My people will wait on us. Ah! as the Provost, a burly man, with a face framed for jollity, but now pale and long, entered and approached him with many salutations. How comes it, M. le Prévôt  you are the Prévôt, are you not?

Yes, M. le Comte.

How comes it that so great a crowd is permitted to meet in the streets? And that at my entrance, though I come unannounced, I find half of the city gathered together?

The Provost stared. Respect, M. le Comte, he said, for His Majestys letters, of which you are the bearer, no doubt induced some to come together.

Who said I brought letters?

Who  ?

Who said I brought letters? Count Hannibal repeated in a strenuous voice. And he ground his chair half about and faced the astonished magistrate. Who said I brought letters?

Why, my lord, the Provost stammered, it was everywhere yesterday

Yesterday?

Last night, at latest  that letters were coming from the King.

By my hand?

By your lordships hand  whose name is so well known here, the magistrate added, in the hope of clearing the great mans brow.

Count Hannibal laughed darkly. My hand will be better known by-and-by, he said. See you, sirrah, there is some practice here. What is this cry of Montsoreau that I hear?

Your lordship knows that he is His Graces lieutenant-governor in Saumur.

I know that, man. But is he here?

He was at Saumur yesterday, and twas rumoured three days back that he was coming here to extirpate the Huguenots. Then word came of your lordship and of His Majestys letters, and twas thought that M. de Montsoreau would not come, his authority being superseded.

I see. And now your rabble think that they would prefer M. Montsoreau. That is it, is it?

The magistrate shrugged his shoulders and opened his hands.

Pigs! he said. And having spat on the floor, he looked apologetically at the lady. True pigs!

What connections has he here? Tavannes asked.

He is a brother of my lord the Bishops vicar, who arrived yesterday.

With a rout of shaven heads who have been preaching and stirring up the town! Count Hannibal cried, his face growing red. Speak, man; is it so? But Ill be sworn it is!

There has been preaching, the Provost answered reluctantly.

Montsoreau may count his brother, then, for one. He is a fool, but with a knave behind him, and a knave who has no cause to love us! And the Castle? Tis held by one of M. de Montsoreaus creatures, I take it?

Yes, my lord.

With what force?

The magistrate shrugged his shoulders, and looked doubtfully at Badelon, who was keeping the door. Tavannes followed the glance with his usual impatience. Mon Dieu, you need not look at him! he cried. He has sacked St. Peters and singed the Popes beard with a holy candle! He has been served on the knee by Cardinals; and is Turk or Jew, or monk or Huguenot as I please. And Madame  for the Provosts astonished eyes, after resting awhile on the old soldiers iron visage, had passed to her is Huguenot, so you need have no fear of her! There, speak, man, with impatience, and cease to think of your own skin!

The Provost drew a deep breath, and fixed his small eyes on Count Hannibal.

If I knew, my lord, what you  why, my own sisters son  he paused, his face began to work, his voice shook is a Huguenot! Ay, my lord, a Huguenot! And they know it! he continued, a flush of rage augmenting the emotion which his countenance betrayed. Ay, they know it! And they push me on at the Council, and grin behind my back; Lescot, who was Provost two years back, and would match his son with my daughter; and Thuriot, who prints for the University! They nudge one another, and egg me on, till half the city thinks it is I who would kill the Huguenots! I! Again his voice broke. And my own sisters son a Huguenot! And my girl at home white-faced for  for his sake.

Tavannes scanned the man shrewdly. Perhaps she is of the same way of thinking? he said.

The Provost started, and lost one half of his colour. God forbid! he cried, saving Madames presence! Who says so, my lord, lies!

Ay, lies not far from the truth.

My lord!

Pish, man, Lescot has said it, and will act on it. And Thuriot, who prints for the University! Would you scape them? You would? Then listen to me. I want but two things. First, how many men has Montsoreaus fellow in the Castle? Few, I know, for he is a niggard, and if he spends, he spends the Dukes pay.

Twelve. But five can hold it.

Ay, but twelve dare not leave it! Let them stew in their own broth! And now for the other matter. See, man, that before daybreak three gibbets, with a ladder and two ropes apiece, are set up in the square. And let one be before this door. You understand? Then let it be done! The rest, he added with a ferocious smile, you may leave to me.

The magistrate nodded rather feebly. Doubtless, he said, his eye wandering here and there, there are rogues in Angers. And for rogues the gibbet! But saving your presence, my lord, it is a question whether

But M. de Tavannes patience was exhausted. Will you do it? he roared. That is the question. And the only question.

The Provost jumped, he was so startled. Certainly, my lord, certainly! he muttered humbly. Certainly, I will! And bowing frequently, but saying no more, he backed himself out of the room.

Count Hannibal laughed grimly after his fashion, and doubtless thought that he had seen the last of the magistrate for that night. Great was his wrath, therefore, when, less than a minute later  and before Bigot had carved for him  the door opened, and the Provost appeared again. He slid in, and without giving the courage he had gained on the stairs time to cool, plunged into his trouble.

It stands this way, M. le Comte, he bleated. If I put up the gibbets and a man is hanged, and you have letters from the King, tis a rogue the less, and no harm done. But if you have no letters from His Majesty, then it is on my shoulders they will put it, and twill be odd if they do not find a way to hang me to right him.

Count Hannibal smiled grimly. And your sisters son? he sneered. And your girl who is white-faced for his sake, and may burn on the same bonfire with him? And

Mercy! Mercy! the wretched Provost cried. And he wrung his hands. Lescot and Thuriot

Perhaps we may hang Lescot and Thuriot

But I see no way out, the Provost babbled. No way! No way!

I am going to show you one, Tavannes retorted. If the gibbets are not in place by sunrise, I shall hang you from this window. That is one way out; and youll be wise to take the other! For the rest and for your comfort, if I have no letters, it is not always to paper that the King commits his inmost heart.

The magistrate bowed. He quaked, he doubted, but he had no choice.

My lord, he said, I put myself in your hands. It shall be done, certainly it shall be done. But, but and shaking his head in foreboding, he turned to the door. At the last moment, when he was within a pace of it, the Countess rose impulsively to her feet. She called to him.

M. le Prévôt, a minute, if you please, she said. There may be trouble to-morrow; your daughter may be in some peril. You will do well to send her to me. My lord  and on the word her voice, uncertain before, grew full and steady will see that I am safe. And she will be safe with me.

The Provost saw before him only a gracious lady, moved by a thoughtfulness unusual in persons of her rank. He was at no pains to explain the flame in her cheek, or the soft light which glowed in her eyes, as she looked at him across her formidable husband. He was only profoundly grateful  moved even to tears. Humbly thanking her, he accepted her offer for his child, and withdrew wiping his eyes. When he was gone, and the door had closed behind him, Tavannes turned to the Countess, who still kept her feet.

You are very confident this evening, he sneered. Gibbets do not frighten you, it seems, madame. Perhaps if you knew for whom the one before the door is intended?

She met his look with a searching gaze, and spoke with a ring of defiance in her tone. I do not believe it! she said. I do not believe it! You who save Angers will not destroy him! And then her womans mood changing, with courage and colour ebbing together, Oh no, you will not! You will not! she wailed. And she dropped on her knees before him, and holding up her clasped hands, God will put it in your heart to spare him  and me!

He rose with a stifled oath, took two steps from her, and in a tone hoarse and constrained, Go! he said. Go, or sit! Do you hear, Madame? You try my patience too far!

But when she had gone his face was radiant. He had brought her, he had brought all, to the point at which he aimed. To-morrow his triumph awaited him. To-morrow he who had cast her down would raise her up.

He did not foresee what a day would bring forth.


CHAPTER XXVIII. IN THE LITTLE CHAPTER-HOUSE.

The sun was an hour high, and in Angers the shops and booths, after the early fashion of the day, were open or opening. Through all the gates country folk were pressing into the gloomy streets of the Black Town with milk and fruit; and at doors and windows housewives cheapened fish, or chaffered over the fowl for the pot. For men must eat, though there be gibbets in the Place Ste.-Croix: gaunt gibbets, high and black and twofold, each, with its dangling ropes, like a double note of interrogation.

But gibbets must eat also; and between ground and noose was so small a space in those days that a man dangled almost before he knew it. The sooner, then, the paniers were empty, and the clown, who pays for all, was beyond the gates, the better he, for one, would be pleased. In the market, therefore, was hurrying. Men cried their wares in lowered voices, and tarried but a little for the oldest customer. The bargain struck, the more timid among the buyers hastened to shut themselves into their houses again; the bolder, who ventured to the Place to confirm the rumour with their eyes, talked in corners and in lanes, avoided the open, and eyed the sinister preparations from afar. The shadow of the things which stood before the cathedral affronting the sunlight with their gaunt black shapes lay across the length and breadth of Angers. Even in the corners where men whispered, even in the cloisters where men bit their nails in impotent anger, the stillness of fear ruled all. Whatever Count Hannibal had it in his mind to tell the city, it seemed unlikely  and hour by hour it seemed less likely  that any would contradict him.

He knew this as he walked in the sunlight before the inn, his spurs ringing on the stones as he made each turn, his movements watched by a hundred peering eyes. After all, it was not hard to rule, nor to have ones way in this world. But then, he went on to remember, not every one had his self-control, or that contempt for the weak and unsuccessful which lightly took the form of mercy. He held Angers safe, curbed by his gibbets. With M. de Montsoreau he might have trouble; but the trouble would be slight, for he knew Montsoreau, and what it was the Lieutenant-Governor valued above profitless bloodshed.

He might have felt less confident had he known what was passing at that moment in a room off the small cloister of the Abbey of St. Aubin, a room known at Angers as the Little Chapter-house. It was a long chamber with a groined roof and stone walls, panelled as high as a tall man might reach with dark chestnut wood. Gloomily lighted by three grated windows, which looked on a small inner green, the last resting-place of the Benedictines, the room itself seemed at first sight no more than the last resting-place of worn-out odds and ends. Piles of thin sheepskin folios, dogs-eared and dirty, the rejected of the choir, stood against the walls; here and there among them lay a large brass-bound tome on which the chains that had fettered it to desk or lectern still rusted. A broken altar cumbered one corner: a stand bearing a curious  and rotting  map filled another. In the other two corners a medley of faded scutcheons and banners, which had seen their last Toussaint procession, mouldered slowly into dust  into much dust. The air of the room was full of it.

In spite of which the long oak table that filled the middle of the chamber shone with use: so did the great metal standish which it bore. And though the seven men who sat about the table seemed, at a first glance and in that gloomy light, as rusty and faded as the rubbish behind them, it needed but a second look at their lean jaws and hungry eyes to be sure of their vitality.

He who sat in the great chair at the end of the table was indeed rather plump than thin. His white hands, gay with rings, were well cared for; his peevish chin rested on a falling-collar of lace worthy of a Cardinal. But though the Bishops Vicar was heard with deference, it was noticeable that when he had ceased to speak his hearers looked to the priest on his left, to Father Pezelay, and waited to hear his opinion before they gave their own. The Fathers energy, indeed, had dominated the Angerins, clerks and townsfolk alike, as it had dominated the Parisian dévotes who knew him well. The vigour which hate inspires passes often for solid strength; and he who had seen with his own eyes the things done in Paris spoke with an authority to which the more timid quickly and easily succumbed.

Yet gibbets are ugly things; and Thuriot, the printer, whose pride had been tickled by a summons to the conclave, began to wonder if he had done wisely in coming. Lescot, too, who presently ventured a word.

But if M. de Tavannes order be to do nothing, he began doubtfully, you would not, reverend Father, have us resist his Majestys will?

God forbid, my friend! Father Pezelay answered with unction. But his Majestys will is to do  to do for the glory of God and the saints and His Holy Church! How? Is that which was lawful at Saumur unlawful here? Is that which was lawful at Tours unlawful here? Is that which the King did in Paris  to the utter extermination of the unbelieving and the purging of that Sacred City  against his will here? Nay, his will is to do  to do as they have done in Paris and in Tours and in Saumur! But his Minister is unfaithful! The woman whom he has taken to his bosom has bewildered him with her charms and her sorceries, and put it in his mind to deny the mission he bears.

You are sure, beyond chance of error, that he bears letters to that effect, good Father? the printer ventured.

Ask my lords Vicar! He knows the letters and the import of them!

They are to that effect, the Archdeacon answered, drumming on the table with his fingers and speaking somewhat sullenly. I was in the Chancellery, and I saw them. They are duplicates of those sent to Bordeaux.

Then the preparations he has made must be against the Huguenots, Lescot, the ex-Provost, said with a sigh of relief. And Thuriots face lightened also. He must intend to hang one or two of the ringleaders, before he deals with the herd.

Think it not! Father Pezelay cried in his high shrill voice. I tell you the woman has bewitched him, and he will deny his letters!

For a moment there was silence. Then, But dare he do that, reverend Father? Lescot asked slowly and incredulously. What? Suppress the Kings letters?

There is nothing he will not dare! There is nothing he has not dared! the priest answered vehemently, the recollection of the scene in the great guard-room of the Louvre, when Tavannes had so skilfully turned the tables on him, instilling venom into his tone. She who lives with him is the devils. She has bewitched him with her spells and her Sabbaths! She bears the mark of the Beast on her bosom, and for her the fire is even now kindling!

The laymen who were present shuddered. The two canons who faced them crossed themselves, muttering, Avaunt, Satan!

It is for you to decide, the priest continued, gazing on them passionately, whether you will side with him or with the Angel of God! For I tell you it was none other executed the Divine judgments at Paris! It was none other but the Angel of God held the sword at Tours! It is none other holds the sword here! Are you for him or against him? Are you for him, or for the woman with the mark of the Beast? Are you for God or against God? For the hour draws near! The time is at hand! You must choose! You must choose! And, striking the table with his hand, he leaned forward, and with glittering eyes fixed each of them in turn, as he cried, You must choose! You must choose! He came to the Archdeacon last.

The Bishops Vicar fidgeted in his chair, his face a shade more shallow, his cheeks hanging a trifle more loosely, than ordinary.

If my brother were here! he muttered. If M. de Montsoreau had arrived!

But Father Pezelay knew whose will would prevail if Montsoreau met Tavannes at his leisure. To force Montsoreaus hand, therefore, to surround him on his first entrance with a howling mob already committed to violence, to set him at their head and pledge him before he knew with whom he had to do  this had been, this still was, the priests design.

But how was he to pursue it while those gibbets stood? While their shadows lay even on the chapter table, and darkened the faces of his most forward associates? That for a moment staggered the priest; and had not private hatred, ever renewed by the touch of the scar on his brow, fed the fire of bigotry he had yielded, as the rabble of Angers were yielding, reluctant and scowling, to the hand which held the city in its grip. But to have come so far on the wings of hate, and to do nothing! To have come avowedly to preach a crusade, and to sneak away cowed! To have dragged the Bishops Vicar hither, and fawned and cajoled and threatened by turns  and for nothing! These things were passing bitter  passing bitter, when the morsel of vengeance he had foreseen smacked so sweet on the tongue.

For it was no common vengeance, no laymans vengeance, coarse and clumsy, which the priest had imagined in the dark hours of the night, when his feverish brain kept him wakeful. To see Count Hannibal roll in the dust had gone but a little way towards satisfying him. No! But to drag from his arms the woman for whom he had sinned, to subject her to shame and torture in the depths of some convent, and finally to burn her as a witch  it was that which had seemed to the priest in the night hours a vengeance sweet in the mouth.

But the thing seemed unattainable in the circumstances. The city was cowed; the priest knew that no dependence was to be placed on Montsoreau, whose vice was avarice and whose object was plunder. To the Archdeacons feeble words, therefore, We must look, the priest retorted sternly, not to M. de Montsoreau, reverend Father, but to the pious of Angers! We must cry in the streets, They do violence to God! They wound God and His Mother! And so, and so only, shall the unholy thing be rooted out!

Amen! the Curé of St.-Benoist muttered, lifting his head; and his dull eyes glowed awhile. Amen! Amen! Then his chin sank again upon his breast.

But the Canons of Angers looked doubtfully at one another, and timidly at the speakers; the meat was too strong for them. And Lescot and Thuriot shuffled in their seats. At length, I do not know, Lescot muttered timidly.

You do not know?

What can be done!

The people will know! Father Pezelay retorted Trust them!

But the people will not rise without a leader.

Then will I lead them!

Even so, reverend Father  I doubt, Lescot faltered. And Thuriot nodded assent. Gibbets were erected in those days rather for laymen than for the Church.

You doubt! the priest cried. You doubt! His baleful eyes passed from one to the other; from them to the rest of the company. He saw that with the exception of the Curé of St.-Benoist all were of a mind. You doubt! Nay, but I see what it is! It is this, he continued slowly and in a different tone, the Kings will goes for nothing in Angers! His writ runs not here. And Holy Church cries in vain for help against the oppressor. I tell you, the sorceress who has bewitched him has bewitched you also. Beware! beware, therefore, lest it be with you as with him! And the fire that shall consume her, spare not your houses!

The two citizens crossed themselves, grew pale and shuddered. The fear of witchcraft was great in Angers, the peril, if accused of it, enormous. Even the Canons looked startled.

If  if my brother were here, the Archdeacon repeated feebly, something might be done!

Vain is the help of man! the priest retorted sternly, and with a gesture of sublime dismissal. I turn from you to a mightier than you! And, leaning his head on his hands, he covered his face.

The Archdeacon and the churchmen looked at him, and from him their scared eyes passed to one another. Their one desire now was to be quit of the matter, to have done with it, to escape; and one by one with the air of whipped curs they rose to their feet, and in a hurry to be gone muttered a word of excuse shamefacedly and got themselves out of the room. Lescot and the printer were not slow to follow, and in less than a minute the two strange preachers, the men from Paris, remained the only occupants of the chamber; save, to be precise, a lean official in rusty black, who throughout the conference had sat by the door.

Until the last shuffling footstep had ceased to sound in the still cloister no one spoke. Then Father Pezelay looked up, and the eyes of the two priests met in a long gaze.

What think you? Pezelay muttered at last.

Wet hay, the other answered dreamily, is slow to kindle, yet burns if the fire be big enough. At what hour does he state his will?

At noon.

In the Council Chamber?

It is so given out.

It is three hundred yards from the Place Ste.-Croix and he must go guarded, the Curé of St.-Benoist continued in the same dull fashion. He cannot leave many in the house with the woman. If it were attacked in his absence

He would return, and Father Pezelay shook his head, his cheek turned a shade paler. Clearly, he saw with his minds eye more than he expressed.

Hoc est corpus, the other muttered, his dreamy gaze on the table. If he met us then, on his way to the house and we had bell, book, and candle, would he stop?

He would not stop! Father Pezelay rejoined.

He would not?

I know the man!

Then but the rest St. Benoist whispered, his head drooping forward; whispered so low that even the lean man behind him, listening with greedy ears, failed to follow the meaning of his superiors words. But that he spoke plainly enough for his hearer Father Pezelays face was witness. Astonishment, fear, hope, triumph, the lean pale face reflected all in turn; and, underlying all, a subtle malignant mischief, as if a devils eyes peeped through the holes in an opera mask.

When the other was at last silent, Pezelay drew a deep breath.

Tis bold! Bold! Bold! he muttered. But have you thought? He who bears the

Brunt? the other whispered, with a chuckle. He may suffer? Yes, but it will not be you or I! No, he who was last here shall be first there! The Archdeacon-Vicar  if we can persuade him  who knows but that even for him the crown of martyrdom is reserved? The dull eyes flickered with unholy amusement.

And the alarm that brings him from the Council Chamber?

Need not of necessity be real. The pinch will be to make use of it. Make use of it  and the hay will burn!

You think it will?

What can one man do against a thousand? His own people dare not support him.

Father Pezelay turned to the lean man who kept the door, and, beckoning to him, conferred a while with him in a low voice.

A score or so I might get, the man answered presently, after some debate. And well posted, something might be done. But we are not in Paris, good father, where the Quarter of the Butchers is to be counted on, and men know that to kill Huguenots is to do God service! Here  he shrugged his shoulders contemptuously they are sheep.

It is the Kings will, the priest answered, frowning on him darkly.

Ay, but it is not Tavannes, the man in black answered with a grimace. And he rules here to-day.

Fool! Pezelay retorted. He has not twenty with him. Do you do as I say, and leave the rest to Heaven!

And to you, good master? the other answered. For it is not all you are going to do, he continued, with a grin, that you have told me. Well, so be it! Ill do my part, but I wish we were in Paris. St. Genevieve is ever kind to her servants.


CHAPTER XXIX. THE ESCAPE.

In a small back room on the second floor of the inn at Angers, a mean, dingy room which looked into a narrow lane, and commanded no prospect more informing than a blind wall, two men sat, fretting; or, rather, one man sat, his chin resting on his hand, while his companion, less patient or more sanguine, strode ceaselessly to and fro. In the first despair of capture  for they were prisoners  they had made up their minds to the worst, and the slow hours of two days had passed over their heads without kindling more than a faint spark of hope in their breasts. But when they had been taken out and forced to mount and ride  at first with feet tied to the horses girths  they had let the change, the movement, and the open air fan the flame. They had muttered a word to one another, they had wondered, they had reasoned. And though the silence of their guards  from whose sour vigilance the keenest question drew no response  seemed of ill-omen, and, taken with their knowledge of the man into whose hands they had fallen, should have quenched the spark, these two, having special reasons, the one the buoyancy of youth, the other the faith of an enthusiast, cherished the flame. In the breast of one indeed it had blazed into a confidence so arrogant that he now took all for granted, and was not content.

It is easy for you to say Patience! he cried, as he walked the floor in a fever. You stand to lose no more than your life, and if you escape go free at all points! But he has robbed me of more than life! Of my love, and my self-respect, curse him! He has worsted me not once, but twice and thrice! And if he lets me go now, dismissing me with my life, I shall  I shall kill him! he concluded, through his teeth.

You are hard to please!

I shall kill him!

That were to fall still lower! the minister answered, gravely regarding him. I would, M. de Tignonville, you remembered that you are not yet out of jeopardy. Such a frame of mind as yours is no good preparation for death, let me tell you!

He will not kill us! Tignonville cried. He knows better than most men how to avenge himself!

Then he is above most! La Tribe retorted. For my part I wish I were sure of the fact, and I should sit here more at ease.

If we could escape, now, of ourselves! Tignonville cried. Then we should save not only life, but honour! Man, think of it! If we could escape, not by his leave, but against it! Are you sure that this is Angers?

As sure as a man can be who has only seen the Black Town once or twice! La Tribe answered, moving to the casement  which was not glazed  and peering through the rough wooden lattice. But if we could escape we are strangers here. We know not which way to go, nor where to find shelter. And for the matter of that, he continued, turning from the window with a shrug of resignation, tis no use to talk of it while yonder foot goes up and down the passage, and its owner bears the key in his pocket.

If we could get out of his power as we came into it! Tignonville cried.

Ay, if! But it is not every floor has a trap!

We could take up a board.

The minister raised his eyebrows.

We could take up a board! the younger man repeated; and he stepped the mean chamber from end to end, his eyes on the floor. Or  yes, mon Dieu! with a change of attitude, we might break through the roof? And, throwing back his head, he scanned the cobwebbed surface of laths which rested on the unceiled joists.

Umph!

Well, why not, Monsieur? Why not break through the ceiling? Tignonville repeated, and in a fit of energy he seized his companions shoulder and shook him. Stand on the bed, and you can reach it.

And the floor which rests on it!

Par Dieu, there is no floor! Tis a cockloft above us! See there! And there! And the young man sprang on the bed, and thrust the rowel of a spur through the laths. La Tribes expression changed. He rose slowly to his feet.

Try again! he said.

Tignonville, his face red, drove the spur again between the laths, and worked it to and fro until he could pass his fingers into the hole he had made. Then he gripped and bent down a length of one of the laths, and, passing his arm as far as the elbow through the hole, moved it this way and that. His eyes, as he looked down at his companion through the falling rubbish, gleamed with triumph.

Where is your floor now? he asked.

You can touch nothing?

Nothing. Its open. A little more and I might touch the tiles. And he strove to reach higher.

For answer La Tribe gripped him. Down! Down, Monsieur, he muttered. They are bringing our dinner.

Tignonville thrust back the lath as well as he could, and slipped to the floor; and hastily the two swept the rubbish from the bed. When Badelon, attended by two men, came in with the meal he found La Tribe at the window blocking much of the light, and Tignonville laid sullenly on the bed. Even a suspicious eye must have failed to detect what had been done; the three who looked in suspected nothing and saw nothing. They went out, the key was turned again on the prisoners, and the footsteps of two of the men were heard descending the stairs.

We have an hour, now! Tignonville cried; and leaping, with flaming eyes, on the bed, he fell to hacking and jabbing and tearing at the laths amid a rain of dust and rubbish. Fortunately the stuff, falling on the bed, made little noise; and in five minutes, working half-choked and in a frenzy of impatience, he had made a hole through which he could thrust his arms, a hole which extended almost from one joist to its neighbour. By this time the air was thick with floating lime; the two could scarcely breathe, yet they dared not pause. Mounting on La Tribes shoulders  who took his stand on the bed  the young man thrust his head and arms through the hole, and, resting his elbows on the joists, dragged himself up, and with a final effort of strength landed nose and knees on the timbers, which formed his supports. A moment to take breath, and press his torn and bleeding fingers to his lips; then, reaching down, he gave a hand to his companion and dragged him to the same place of vantage.

They found themselves in a long narrow cockloft, not more than six feet high at the highest, and insufferably hot. Between the tiles, which sloped steeply on either hand, a faint light filtered in, disclosing the giant rooftree running the length of the house, and at the farther end of the loft the main tie-beam, from which a network of knees and struts rose to the rooftree.

Tignonville, who seemed possessed by unnatural energy, stayed only to put off his boots. Then Courage! he panted, all goes well! and, carrying his boots in his hands, he led the way, stepping gingerly from joist to joist until he reached the tie-beam. He climbed on it, and, squeezing himself between the struts, entered a second loft, similar to the first. At the farther end of this a rough wall of bricks in a timber-frame lowered his hopes; but as he approached it, joy! Low down in the corner where the roof descended, a small door, square, and not more than two feet high, disclosed itself.

The two crept to it on hands and knees and listened. It will lead to the leads, I doubt? La Tribe whispered. They dared not raise their voices.

As well that way as another! Tignonville answered recklessly. He was the more eager, for there is a fear which transcends the fear of death. His eyes shone through the mask of dust, the sweat ran down to his chin, his breath came and went noisily. Naught matters if we can escape him! he panted. And he pushed the door recklessly. It flew open; the two drew back their faces with a cry of alarm.

They were looking, not into the sunlight, but into a grey dingy garret open to the roof, and occupying the upper part of a gable-end somewhat higher than the wing in which they had been confined. Filthy truckle-beds and ragged pallets covered the floor, and, eked out by old saddles and threadbare horserugs, marked the sleeping quarters either of the servants or of travellers of the meaner sort. But the dinginess was naught to the two who knelt looking into it, afraid to move. Was the place empty? That was the point; the question which had first stayed, and then set their pulses at the gallop.

Painfully their eyes searched each huddle of clothing, scanned each dubious shape. And slowly, as the silence persisted, their heads came forward until the whole floor lay within the field of sight. And still no sound! At last Tignonville stirred, crept through the doorway, and rose up, peering round him. He nodded, and, satisfied that all was safe, the minister followed him.

They found themselves a pace or so from the head of a narrow staircase, leading downwards. Without moving, they could see the door which closed it below. Tignonville signed to La Tribe to wait, and himself crept down the stairs. He reached the door, and, stooping, set his eye to the hole through which the string of the latch passed. A moment he looked, and then, turning on tiptoe, he stole up again, his face fallen.

You may throw the handle after the hatchet! he muttered. The man on guard is within four yards of the door. And in the rage of disappointment he struck the air with his hand.

Is he looking this way?

No. He is looking down the passage towards our room. But it is impossible to pass him.

La Tribe nodded, and moved softly to one of the lattices which lighted the room. It might be possible to escape that way, by the parapet and the tiles. But he found that the casement was set high in the roof, which sloped steeply from its sill to the eaves. He passed to the other window, in which a little wicket in the lattice stood open. He looked through it. In the giddy void white pigeons were wheeling in the dazzling sunshine, and, gazing down, he saw far below him, in the hot square, a row of booths, and troops of people moving to and fro like pigmies; and  and a strange thing, in the middle of all! Involuntarily, as if the persons below could have seen his face at the tiny dormer, he drew back.

He beckoned to M. Tignonville to come to him; and when the young man complied, he bade him in a whisper look down. See! he muttered. There!

The younger man saw and drew in his breath. Even under the coating of dust his face turned a shade greyer.

You had no need to fear that he would let us go! the minister muttered, with half-conscious irony.

No.

Nor I! There are two ropes. And La Tribe breathed a few words of prayer. The object which had fixed his gaze was a gibbet: the only one of the three which could be seen from their eyrie.

Tignonville, on the other hand, turned sharply away, and with haggard eyes stared about the room. We might defend the staircase, he muttered. Two men might hold it for a time.

We have no food.

No. Suddenly he gripped La Tribes arm. I have it! he cried. And it may do! It must do! he continued, his face working. See! And lifting from the floor one of the ragged pallets, from which the straw protruded in a dozen places, he set it flat on his head.

It drooped at each corner  it had seen much wear  and, while it almost hid his face, it revealed his grimy chin and mortar-stained shoulders. He turned to his companion.

La Tribes face glowed as he looked. It may do! he cried. Its a chance! But you are right! It may do!

Tignonville dropped the ragged mattress, and tore off his coat; then he rent his breeches at the knee, so that they hung loose about his calves.

Do you the same! he cried. And quick, man, quick! Leave your boots! Once outside we must pass through the streets under these  he took up his burden again and set it on his head until we reach a quiet part, and there we

Can hide! Or swim the river! the minister said. He had followed his companions example, and now stood under a similar burden. With breeches rent and whitened, and his upper garments in no better case, he looked a sorry figure.

Tignonville eyed him with satisfaction, and turned to the staircase.

Come, he cried, there is not a moment to be lost. At any minute they may enter our room and find it empty! You are ready? Then, not too softly, or it may rouse suspicion! And mumble something at the door.

He began himself to scold, and, muttering incoherently, stumbled down the staircase, the pallet on his head rustling against the wall on each side. Arrived at the door, he fumbled clumsily with the latch, and, when the door gave way, plumped out with an oath  as if the awkward burden he bore were the only thing on his mind. Badelon  he was on duty  stared at the apparition; but the next moment he sniffed the pallet, which was none of the freshest, and, turning up his nose, he retreated a pace. He had no suspicion; the men did not come from the part of the house where the prisoners lay, and he stood aside to let them pass. In a moment, staggering, and going a little unsteadily, as if they scarcely saw their way, they had passed by him, and were descending the staircase.

So far well! Unfortunately, when they reached the foot of that flight they came on the main passage of the first-floor. It ran right and left, and Tignonville did not know which way he must turn to reach the lower staircase. Yet he dared not hesitate; in the passage, waiting about the doors, were four or five servants, and in the distance he caught sight of three men belonging to Tavannes company. At any moment, too, an upper servant might meet them, ask what they were doing, and detect the fraud. He turned at random, therefore  to the left as it chanced  and marched along bravely, until the very thing happened which he had feared. A man came from a room plump upon them, saw them, and held up his hands in horror.

What are you doing? he cried in a rage and with an oath. Who set you on this?

Tignonvilles tongue clave to the roof of his mouth. La Tribe from behind muttered something about the stable.

And time too! the man said. Faugh! But how come you this way? Are you drunk? Here! He opened the door of a musty closet beside him, Pitch them in here, do you hear? And take them down when it is dark. Faugh. I wonder you did not carry the things though her ladyships room at once! If my lord had been in and met you! Now then, do as I tell you! Are you drunk?

With a sullen air Tignonville threw in his mattress. La Tribe did the same. Fortunately the passage was ill-lighted, and there were many helpers and strange servants in the inn. The butler only thought them ill-looking fellows who knew no better.

Now be off! he continued irascibly. This is no place for your sort. Be off! And, as they moved, Coming! Coming! he cried in answer to a distant summons; and he hurried away on the errand which their appearance had interrupted.

Tignonville would have gone to work to recover the pallets, for the man had left the key in the door. But as he went to do so the butler looked back, and the two were obliged to make a pretence of following him. A moment, however, and he was gone; and Tignonville turned anew to regain them. A second time fortune was adverse; a door within a pace of him opened, a woman came out. She recoiled from the strange figure; her eyes met his. Unluckily the light from the room behind her fell on his face, and with a shrill cry she named him.

One second and all had been lost, for the crowd of idlers at the other end of the passage had caught her cry, and were looking that way. With presence of mind Tignonville clapped his hand on her mouth, and, huddling her by force into the room, followed her, with La Tribe at his heels.

It was a large room, in which seven or eight people, who had been at prayers when the cry startled them, were rising from their knees. The first thing they saw was Javette on the threshold, struggling in the grasp of a wild man, ragged and begrimed; they deemed the city risen and the massacre upon them. Carlat threw himself before his mistress, the Countess in her turn sheltered a young girl, who stood beside her and from whose face the last trace of colour had fled. Madame Carlat and a waiting-woman ran shrieking to the window; another instant and the alarm would have gone abroad.

Tignonvilles voice stopped it. Dont you know me? he cried, Madame! you at least! Carlat! Are you all mad?

The words stayed them where they stood in an astonishment scarce less than their alarm. The Countess tried twice to speak; the third time  

Have you escaped? she muttered.

Tignonville nodded, his eyes bright with triumph. So far, he said. But they may be on our heels at any moment! Where can we hide?

The Countess, her hand pressed to her side, looked at Javette.

The door, girl! she whispered. Lock it!

Ay, lock it! And they can go by the back-stairs, Madame Carlat answered, awaking suddenly to the situation. Through my closet! Once in the yard they may pass out through the stables.

Which way? Tignonville asked impatiently. Dont stand looking at me, but

Through this door! Madame Carlat answered, hurrying to it.

He was following when the Countess stepped forward and interposed between him and the door.

Stay! she cried; and there was not one who did not notice a new decision in her voice, a new dignity in her bearing. Stay, Monsieur, we may be going too fast. To go out now and in that guise  may it not be to incur greater peril than you incur here? I feel sure that you are in no danger of your life at present. Therefore, why run the risk

In no danger, Madame! he cried, interrupting her in astonishment. Have you seen the gibbet in the Square? Do you call that no danger?

It is not erected for you.

No?

No, Monsieur, she answered firmly, I swear it is not. And I know of reasons, urgent reasons, why you should not go. M. de Tavannes  she named her husband nervously, as conscious of the weak spot before he rode abroad laid strict orders on all to keep within, since the smallest matter might kindle the city. Therefore, M. de Tignonville, I request, nay I entreat, she continued with greater urgency, as she saw his gesture of denial, you to stay here until he returns.

And you, Madame, will answer for my life?

She faltered. For a moment, a moment only, her colour ebbed. What if she deceived herself? What if she surrendered her old lover to death? What if  but the doubt was of a moment only. Her duty was plain.

I will answer for it, she said, with pale lips, if you remain here. And I beg, I implore you  by the love you once had for me, M. de Tignonville, she added desperately, seeing that he was about to refuse, to remain here.

Once! he retorted, lashing himself into ignoble rage. By the love I once had! Say, rather, the love I have, Madame  for I am no woman-weathercock to wed the winner, and hold or not hold, stay or go, as he commands! You, it seems, he continued with a sneer, have learned the wifes lesson well! You would practise on me now, as you practised on me the other night when you stood between him and me! I yielded then, I spared him. And what did I get by it? Bonds and a prison! And what shall I get now? The same! No, Madame, he continued bitterly, addressing himself as much to the Carlats and the others as to his old mistress. I do not change! I loved! I love! I was going and I go! If death lay beyond that door  and he pointed to it and life at his will were certain here, I would pass the threshold rather than take my life of him! And, dragging La Tribe with him, with a passionate gesture he rushed by her, opened the door, and disappeared in the next room.

The Countess took one pace forward, as if she would have followed him, as if she would have tried further persuasion. But as she moved a cry rooted her to the spot. A rush of feet and the babel of many voices filled the passage with a tide of sound, which drew rapidly nearer. The escape was known! Would the fugitives have time to slip out below?

Some one knocked at the door, tried it, pushed and beat on it. But the Countess and all in the room had run to the windows and were looking out.

If the two had not yet made their escape they must be taken. Yet no; as the Countess leaned from the window, first one dusty figure and then a second darted from a door below, and made for the nearest turning, out of the Place Ste.-Croix. Before they gained it, four men, of whom, Badelon, his grey locks flying, was first, dashed out in pursuit, and the street rang with cries of Stop him! Seize him! Seize him! Some one  one of the pursuers or another  to add to the alarm let off a musket, and in a moment, as if the report had been a signal, the Place was in a hubbub, people flocked into it with mysterious quickness, and from a neighbouring roof  whence, precisely, it was impossible to say  the crackling fire of a dozen arquebuses alarmed the city far and wide.

Unfortunately, the fugitives had been baulked at the first turning. Making for a second, they found it choked, and, swerving, darted across the Place towards St.-Maurice, seeking to lose themselves in the gathering crowd. But the pursuers clung desperately to their skirts, overturning here a man and there a child; and then in a twinkling, Tignonville, as he ran round a booth, tripped over a peg and fell, and La Tribe stumbled over him and fell also. The four riders flung themselves fiercely on their prey, secured them, and began to drag them with oaths and curses towards the door of the inn.

The Countess had seen all from her window; had held her breath while they ran, had drawn it sharply when they fell. Now, They have them! she muttered, a sob choking her, they have them! And she clasped her hands. If he had followed her advice! If he had only followed her advice!

But the issue proved less certain than she deemed it. The crowd, which grew each moment, knew nothing of pursuers or pursued. On the contrary, a cry went up that the riders were Huguenots, and that the Huguenots were rising and slaying the Catholics; and as no story was too improbable for those days, and this was one constantly set about, first one stone flew, and then another, and another. A man with a staff darted forward and struck Badelon on the shoulder, two or three others pressed in and jostled the riders; and if three of Tavannes following had not run out on the instant and faced the mob with their pikes, and for a moment forced them to give back, the prisoners would have been rescued at the very door of the inn. As it was they were dragged in, and the gates were flung to and barred in the nick of time. Another moment, almost another second, and the mob had seized them. As it was, a hail of stones poured on the front of the inn, and amid the rising yells of the rabble there presently floated heavy and slow over the city the tolling of the great bell of St.-Maurice.


CHAPTER XXX. SACRILEGE!

M. de Montsoreau, Lieutenant-Governor of Saumur almost rose from his seat in his astonishment.

What! No letters? he cried, a hand on either arm of the chair.

The Magistrates stared, one and all. No letters? they muttered.

And No letters? the Provost chimed in more faintly.

Count Hannibal looked smiling round the Council table. He alone was unmoved.

No, he said. I bear none.

M. de Montsoreau, who, travel-stained and in his corselet, had the second place of honour at the foot of the table, frowned.

But, M. le Comte, he said, my instructions from Monsieur were to proceed to carry out his Majestys will in co-operation with you, who, I understood, would bring letters de par le Roi.

I had letters, Count Hannibal answered negligently. But on the way I mislaid them.

Mislaid them? Montsoreau cried, unable to believe his ears; while the smaller dignitaries of the city, the magistrates and churchmen who sat on either side of the table, gaped open-mouthed. It was incredible! It was unbelievable! Mislay the Kings letters! Who had ever heard of such a thing?

Yes, I mislaid them. Lost them, if you like it better.

But you jest! the Lieutenant-Governor retorted, moving uneasily in his chair. He was a man more highly named for address than courage; and, like most men skilled in finesse, he was prone to suspect a trap. You jest, surely, Monsieur! Men do not lose his Majestys letters, by the way.

When they contain his Majestys will, no, Tavannes answered, with a peculiar smile.

You imply, then?

Count Hannibal shrugged his shoulders, but had not answered when Bigot entered and handed him his sweetmeat box; he paused to open it and select a prune. He was long in selecting; but no change of countenance led any of those at the table to suspect that inside the lid of the box was a message  a scrap of paper informing him that Montsoreau had left fifty spears in the suburb without the Saumur gate, besides those whom he had brought openly into the town. Tavannes read the note slowly while he seemed to be choosing his fruit. And then  

Imply? he answered. I imply nothing, M. de Montsoreau.

But

But that sometimes his Majesty finds it prudent to give orders which he does not mean to be carried out. There are things which start up before the eye, Tavannes continued, negligently tapping the box on the table, and there are things which do not; sometimes the latter are the more important. You, better than I, M. de Montsoreau, know that the King in the Gallery at the Louvre is one, and in his closet is another.

Yes.

And that being so

You do not mean to carry the letters into effect?

Had I the letters, certainly, my friend. I should be bound by them. But I took good care to lose them, Tavannes added naïvely. I am no fool.

Umph!

However, Count Hannibal continued, with an airy gesture, that is my affair. If you, M. de Montsoreau, feel inclined, in spite of the absence of my letters, to carry yours into effect, by all means do so  after midnight of to-day.

M. de Montsoreau breathed hard. And why, he asked, half sulkily and half ponderously, after midnight only, M. le Comte?

Merely that I may be clear of all suspicion of having lot or part in the matter, Count Hannibal answered pleasantly. After midnight of to-night by all means do as you please. Until midnight, by your leave, we will be quiet.

The Lieutenant-Governor moved doubtfully in his chair, the fear  which Tavannes had shrewdly instilled into his mind  that he might be disowned if he carried out his instructions, struggling with his avarice and his self-importance. He was rather crafty than bold; and such things had been, he knew. Little by little, and while he sat gloomily debating, the notion of dealing with one or two and holding the body of the Huguenots to ransom  a notion which, in spite of everything, was to bear good fruit for Angers  began to form in his mind. The plan suited him: it left him free to face either way, and it would fill his pockets more genteelly than would open robbery. On the other hand, he would offend his brother and the fanatical party, with whom he commonly acted. They were looking to see him assert himself. They were looking to hear him declare himself. And  

Harshly Count Hannibals voice broke in on his thoughts; harshly, a something sinister in its tone.

Where is your brother? he said. And it was evident that he had not noted his absence until then. My lords Vicar of all people should be here! he continued, leaning forward and looking round the table. His brow was stormy.

Lescot squirmed under his eye; Thuriot turned pale and trembled. It was one of the canons of St.-Maurice, who at length took on himself to answer.

His lordship requested, M. le Comte, he ventured, that you would excuse him. His duties

Is he ill?

He

Is he ill, sirrah? Tavannes roared. And while all bowed before the lightning of his eye, no man at the table knew what had roused the sudden tempest. But Bigot knew, who stood by the door, and whose ear, keen as his masters, had caught the distant report of a musket shot. If he be not ill, Tavannes continued, rising and looking round the table in search of signs of guilt, and there be foul play here, and he the player, the Bishops own hand shall not save him! By Heaven it shall not! Nor yours! he continued, looking fiercely at Montsoreau. Nor your masters!

The Lieutenant-Governor sprang to his feet. M. le Comte, he stammered, I do not understand this language! Nor this heat, which may be real or not! All I say is, if there be foul play here

If! Tavannes retorted. At least, if there be, there be gibbets too! And I see necks! he added, leaning forward. Necks! And then, with a look of flame, Let no man leave this table until I return, he cried, or he will have to deal with me. Nay, he continued, changing his tone abruptly, as the prudence, which never entirely left him  and perhaps the remembrance of the others fifty spearmen  sobered him in the midst of his rage, I am hasty. I mean not you, M. de Montsoreau! Ride where you will; ride with me, if you will, and I will thank you. Only remember, until midnight Angers is mine!

He was still speaking when he moved from the table, and, leaving all staring after him, strode down the room. An instant he paused on the threshold and looked back; then he passed out, and clattered down the stone stairs. His horse and riders were waiting, but, his foot in the stirrup, he stayed for a word with Bigot.

Is it so? he growled.

The Norman did not speak, but pointed towards the Place Ste.-Croix, whence an occasional shot made answer for him.

In those days the streets of the Black City were narrow and crooked, overhung by timber houses, and hampered by booths; nor could Tavannes from the old Town Hall  now abandoned  see the Place Ste.-Croix. But that he could cure. He struck spurs to his horse, and, followed by his ten horsemen, he clattered noisily down the paved street. A dozen groups hurrying the same way sprang panic-stricken to the walls, or saved themselves in doorways. He was up with them, he was beyond them! Another hundred yards, and he would see the Place.

And then, with a cry of rage, he drew rein a little, discovering what was before him. In the narrow gut of the way a great black banner, borne on two poles, was lurching towards him. It was moving in the van of a dark procession of priests, who, with their attendants and a crowd of devout, filled the street from wall to wall. They were chanting one of the penitential psalms, but not so loudly as to drown the uproar in the Place beyond them.

They made no way, and Count Hannibal swore furiously, suspecting treachery. But he was no madman, and at the moment the least reflection would have sent him about to seek another road. Unfortunately, as he hesitated a man sprang with a gesture of warning to his horses head and seized it; and Tavannes, mistaking the motive of the act, lost his self-control. He struck the fellow down, and, with a reckless word, rode headlong into the procession, shouting to the black robes to make way, make way! A cry, nay, a shriek of horror, answered him and rent the air. And in a minute the thing was done. Too late, as the Bishops Vicar, struck by his horse, fell screaming under its hoofs  too late, as the consecrated vessels which he had been bearing rolled in the mud, Tavannes saw that they bore the canopy and the Host!

He knew what he had done, then. Before his horses iron shoes struck the ground again, his face  even his face  had lost its colour. But he knew also that to hesitate now, to pause now, was to be torn in pieces; for his riders, seeing that which the banner had veiled from him, had not followed him, and he was alone, in the middle of brandished fists and weapons. He hesitated not a moment. Drawing a pistol, he spurred onwards, his horse plunging wildly among the shrieking priests; and though a hundred hands, hands of acolytes, hands of shaven monks, clutched at his bridle or gripped his boot, he got clear of them. Clear, carrying with him the memory of one face seen an instant amid the crowd, one face seen, to be ever remembered  the face of Father Pezelay, white, evil, scarred, distorted by wicked triumph.

Behind him, the thunder of Sacrilege! Sacrilege! rose to Heaven, and men were gathering. In front the crowd which skirmished about the inn was less dense, and, ignorant of the thing that had happened in the narrow street, made ready way for him, the boldest recoiling before the look on his face. Some who stood nearest to the inn, and had begun to hurl stones at the window and to beat on the doors  which had only the minute before closed on Badelon and his prisoners  supposed that he had his riders behind him; and these fled apace. But he knew better even than they the value of time; he pushed his horse up to the gates, and hammered them with his boot while be kept his pistol-hand towards the Place and the cathedral, watching for the transformation which he knew would come!

And come it did; on a sudden, in a twinkling! A white-faced monk, frenzy in his eyes, appeared in the midst of the crowd. He stood and tore his garments before the people, and, stooping, threw dust on his head. A second and a third followed his example; then from a thousand throats the cry of Sacrilege! Sacrilege! rolled up, while clerks flew wildly hither and thither shrieking the tale, and priests denied the Sacraments to Angers until it should purge itself of the evil thing.

By that time Count Hannibal had saved himself behind the great gates, by the skin of his teeth. The gates had opened to him in time. But none knew better than he that Angers had no gates thick enough, nor walls of a height, to save him for many hours from the storm he had let loose!


CHAPTER XXXI. THE FLIGHT FROM ANGERS.

But that only the more roused the devil in the man; that, and the knowledge that he had his own headstrong act to thank for the position. He looked on the panic-stricken people who, scared by the turmoil without, had come together in the courtyard, wringing their hands and chattering; and his face was so dark and forbidding that fear of him took the place of all other fear, and the nearest shrank from contact with him. On any other entering as he had entered, they would have hailed questions; they would have asked what was amiss, and if the city were rising, and where were Bigot and his men. But Count Hannibals eye struck curiosity dumb. When he cried from his saddle, Bring me the landlord! the trembling man was found, and brought, and thrust forward almost without a word.

You have a back gate? Tavannes said, while the crowd leaned forward to catch his words.

Yes, my lord, the man faltered.

Into the street which leads to the ramparts?

Ye-yes, my lord.

Then  to Badelon saddle! You have five minutes. Saddle as you never saddled before, he continued in a low tone, or His tongue did not finish the threat, but his hand waved the man away. For you  he held Tignonville an instant with his lowering eye and the preaching fool with you, get arms and mount! You have never played aught but the woman yet; but play me false now, or look aside but a foot from the path I bid you take, and you thwart me no more, Monsieur! And you, Madame, he continued, turning to the Countess, who stood bewildered at one of the doors, the Provosts daughter clinging and weeping about her, you have three minutes to get your women to horse! See you, if you please, that they take no longer!

She found her voice with difficulty. And this child? she said. She is in my care.

Bring her, he muttered with a scowl of impatience. And then, raising his voice as he turned on the terrified gang of hostlers and inn servants who stood gaping round him, Go help! he thundered. Go help! And quickly! he added, his face growing a shade darker as a second bell began to toll from a neighbouring tower, and the confused babel in the Place Ste.-Croix settled into a dull roar of Sacrilège! sacrilège. Hasten!

Fortunately it had been his first intention to go to the Council attended by the whole of his troop; and eight horses stood saddled in the stalls. Others were hastily pulled out and bridled, and the women were mounted. La Tribe, at a look from Tavannes, took behind him the Provosts daughter, who was helpless with terror. Between the suddenness of the alarm, the uproar without, and the panic within, none but a man whose people served him at a nod and dreaded his very gesture could have got his party mounted in time. Javette would fain have swooned, but she dared not. Tignonville would fain have questioned, but he shrank from the venture. The Countess would fain have said something, but she forced herself to obey and no more. Even so the confusion in the courtyard, the mingling of horses and men and trappings and saddle-bags, would have made another despair; but wherever Count Hannibal, seated in his saddle in the middle, turned his face, chaos settled into a degree of order, servants, ceasing to listen to the yells and cries outside, ran to fetch, women dropped cloaks from the gallery, and men loaded muskets and strapped on bandoliers.

Until at last  but none knew what those minutes of suspense cost him  he saw all mounted, and, pistol in hand, shepherded them to the back gates. As he did so he stooped for a few scowling words with Badelon, whom he sent to the van of the party: then he gave the word to open. It was done; and even as Montsoreaus horsemen, borne on the bosom of a second and more formidable throng, swept raging into the already crowded square, and the cry went up for a ram! a ram! to batter in the gates, Tavannes, hurling his little party before him, dashed out at the back, and putting to flight a handful of rascals who had wandered to that side, cantered unmolested down the lane to the ramparts. Turning eastward at the foot of the frowning Castle, he followed the inner side of the wall in the direction of the gate by which he had entered the preceding evening.

To gain this his party had to pass the end of the Rue Toussaint, which issues from the Place Ste.-Croix and runs so straight that the mob seething in front of the inn had only to turn their heads to see them. The danger incurred at this point was great; for a party as small as Tavannes and encumbered with women would have had no chance if attacked within the walls.

Count Hannibal knew it. But he knew also that the act which he had committed rendered the north bank of the Loire impossible for him. Neither King nor Marshal, neither Charles of Valois nor Gaspard of Tavannes, would dare to shield him from an infuriated Church, a Church too wise to forgive certain offences. His one chance lay in reaching the southern bank of the Loire  roughly speaking, the Huguenot bank  and taking refuge in some town, Rochelle or St. Jean dAngely, where the Huguenots were strong, and whence he might take steps to set himself right with his own side.

But to cross the great river which divides France into two lands widely differing he must leave the city by the east gate; for the only bridge over the Loire within forty miles of Angers lay eastward from the town, at Ponts de Cé, four miles away. To this gate, therefore, past the Rue Toussaint, he whirled his party daringly; and though the women grew pale as the sounds of riot broke louder on the ear, and they discovered that they were approaching instead of leaving the danger  and though Tignonville for an instant thought him mad, and snatched at the Countesss rein  his men-at-arms, who knew him, galloped stolidly on, passed like clockwork the end of the street, and, reckless of the stream of persons hurrying in the direction of the alarm, heedless of the fright and anger their passage excited, pressed steadily on. A moment and the gate through which they had entered the previous evening appeared before them. And  a sight welcome to one of them  it was open.

They were fortunate indeed, for a few seconds later they had been too late. The alarm had preceded them. As they dashed up, a man ran to the chains of the portcullis and tried to lower it. He failed to do so at the first touch, and, quailing, fled from Badelons levelled pistol. A watchman on one of the bastions of the wall shouted to them to halt or he would fire: but the riders yelled in derision, and thundering through the echoing archway, emerged into the open, and saw, extended before them, in place of the gloomy vistas of the Black Town, the glory of the open country and the vine-clad hills, and the fields about the Loire yellow with late harvest.

The women gasped their relief, and one or two who were most out of breath would have pulled up their horses and let them trot, thinking the danger at an end. But a curt savage word from the rear set them flying again, and down and up and on again they galloped, driven forward by the iron hand which never relaxed its grip of them. Silent and pitiless he whirled them before him until they were within a mile of the long Ponts de Cé  a series of bridges rather than one bridge  and the broad shallow Loire lay plain before them, its sandbanks grilling in the sun, and grey lines of willows marking its eyots. By this time some of the women, white with fatigue, could only cling to their saddles with their hands; while others were red-hot, their hair unrolled, and the perspiration mingled with the dust on their faces. But he who drove them had no pity for weakness in an emergency. He looked back and saw, a half-mile behind them, the glitter of steel following hard on their heels: and Faster! faster! he cried, regardless of their prayers: and he beat the rearmost of the horses with his scabbard. A waiting-woman shrieked that she should fall, but he answered ruthlessly, Fall then, fool! and the instinct of self-preservation coming to her aid, she clung and bumped and toiled on with the rest until they reached the first houses of the town about the bridges, and Badelon raised his hand as a signal that they might slacken speed.

The bewilderment of the start had been so great that it was then only, when they found their feet on the first link of the bridge, that two of the party, the Countess and Tignonville, awoke to the fact that their faces were set southwards. To cross the Loire in those days meant much to all: to a Huguenot, very much. It chanced that these two rode on to the bridge side by side, and the memory of their last crossing  the remembrance that, on their journey north a month before, they had crossed it hand-in-hand with the prospect of passing their lives together, and with no faintest thought of the events which were to ensue, flashed into the mind of each of them. It deepened the flush which exertion had brought to the womans cheek, then left it paler than before. A minute earlier she had been wroth with her old lover; she had held him accountable for the outbreak in the town and this hasty retreat; now her anger died as she looked and she remembered. In the man, shallower of feeling and more alive to present contingencies, the uppermost emotion as he trod the bridge was one of surprise and congratulation.

He could not at first believe in their good fortune. Mon Dieu! he cried, we are crossing! And then again in a lower tone, We are crossing! We are crossing! And he looked at her.

It was impossible that she should not look back; that she who had ceased to be angry should not feel and remember; impossible that her answering glance should not speak to his heart. Below them, as on that day a month earlier, when they had crossed the bridges going northward, the broad shallow river ran its course in the sunshine, its turbid currents gleaming and flashing about the sandbanks and osier-beds. To the eye, the landscape, save that the vintage was farther advanced and the harvest in part gathered in, was the same. But how changed were their relations, their prospects, their hopes, who had then crossed the river hand-in-hand, planning a life to be passed together.

The young mans rage boiled up at the thought. Too vividly, too sharply it showed him the wrongs which he had suffered at the hands of the man who rode behind him, the man who even now drove him on and ordered him and insulted him. He forgot that he might have perished in the general massacre if Count Hannibal had not intervened. He forgot that Count Hannibal had spared him once and twice. He laid on his enemys shoulders the guilt of all, the blood of all: and, as quick on the thought of his wrongs and his fellows wrongs followed the reflection that with every league they rode southwards the chance of requital grew, he cried again, and this time joyously  

We are crossing! A little, and we shall be in our own land!

The tears filled the Countesss eyes as she looked westwards and southwards.

Vrillac is there! she cried; and she pointed. I smell the sea!

Ay! he answered, almost under his breath. It lies there! And no more than thirty leagues from us! With fresh horses we might see it in two days!

Badelons voice broke in on them. Forward! he cried, as the party reached the southern bank. En avant! And, obedient to the word, the little company, refreshed by the short respite, took the road out of Ponts de Cé at a steady trot. Nor was the Countess the only one whose face glowed, being set southwards, or whose heart pulsed to the rhythm of the horses hoofs that beat out Home! Carlats and Madame Carlats also. Javette even, hearing from her neighbour that they were over the Loire, plucked up courage; while La Tribe, gazing before him with moistened eyes, cried Comfort to the scared and weeping girl who clung to his belt. It was singular to see how all sniffed the air as if already it smacked of the sea and of the south; and how they of Poitou sat their horses as if they asked nothing better than to ride on and on and on until the scenes of home arose about them. For them the sky had already a deeper blue, the air a softer fragrance, the sunshine a purity long unknown.

Was it wonderful, when they had suffered so much on that northern bank? When their experience during the month had been comparable only with the direst nightmare? Yet one among them, after the first impulse of relief and satisfaction, felt differently. Tignonvilles gorge rose against the sense of compulsion, of inferiority. To be driven forward after this fashion, whether he would or no, to be placed at the back of every base-born man-at-arms, to have no clearer knowledge of what had happened or of what was passing, or of the peril from which they fled, than the women among whom he rode  these things kindled anew the sullen fire of hate. North of the Loire there had been some excuse for his inaction under insult; he had been in the mans country and power. But south of the Loire, within forty leagues of Huguenot Niort, must he still suffer, still be supine?

His rage was inflamed by a disappointment he presently underwent. Looking back as they rode clear of the wooden houses of Ponts de Cé, he missed Tavannes and several of his men; and he wondered if Count Hannibal had remained on his own side of the river. It seemed possible; and in that event La Tribe and he and Carlat might deal with Badelon and the four who still escorted them. But when he looked back a minute later, Tavannes was within sight, following the party with a stern face; and not Tavannes only. Bigot, with two of the ten men who hitherto had been missing, was with him.

It was clear, however, that they brought no good news, for they had scarcely ridden up before Count Hannibal cried, Faster! faster! in his harshest voice, and Bigot urged the horses to a quicker trot. Their course lay almost parallel with the Loire in the direction of Beaupréau; and Tignonville began to fear that Count Hannibal intended to recross the river at Nantes, where the only bridge below Angers spanned the stream. With this in view it was easy to comprehend his wish to distance his pursuers before he recrossed.

The Countess had no such thought. They must be close upon us! she murmured, as she urged her horse in obedience to the order.

Whoever they are! Tignonville muttered bitterly. If we knew what had happened, or who followed, we should know more about it, Madame. For that matter, I know what I wish he would do. And our heads are set for it.

What?

Make for Vrillac! he answered, a savage gleam in his eyes.

For Vrillac?

Yes.

Ah, if he would! she cried, her face turning pale. If he would. He would be safe there!

Ay, quite safe! he answered with a peculiar intonation. And he looked at her askance.

He fancied that his thought, the thought which had just flashed into his brain, was her thought; that she had the same notion in reserve, and that they were in sympathy. And Tavannes, seeing them talking together, and noting her look and the fervour of her gesture, formed the same opinion, and retired more darkly into himself. The downfall of his plan for dazzling her by a magnanimity unparalleled and beyond compare, a plan dependent on the submission of Angers  his disappointment in this might have roused the worst passions of a better man. But there was in this man a pride on a level at least with his other passions: and to bear himself in this hour of defeat and flight so that if she could not love him she must admire him, checked in a strange degree the current of his rage.

When Tignonville presently looked back he found that Count Hannibal and six of his riders had pulled up and were walking their horses far in the rear. On which he would have done the same himself; but Badelon called over his shoulder the eternal Forward, Monsieur, en avant! and sullenly, hating the man and his master more deeply every hour, Tignonville was forced to push on, with thoughts of vengeance in his heart.

Trot, trot! Trot, trot! Through a country which had lost its smiling wooded character and grew more sombre and less fertile the farther they left the Loire behind them. Trot, trot! Trot, trot!  for ever, it seemed to some. Javette wept with fatigue, and the other women were little better. The Countess herself spoke seldom except to cheer the Provosts daughter; who, poor girl, flung suddenly out of the round of her life and cast among strangers, showed a better spirit than might have been expected. At length, on the slopes of some low hills, which they had long seen before them, a cluster of houses and a church appeared; and Badelon, drawing rein, cried  

Beaupréau, Madame! We stay an hour!

It was six oclock. They had ridden some hours without a break. With sighs and cries of pain the women dropped from their clumsy saddles, while the men laid out such food  it was little  as had been brought, and hobbled the horses that they might feed. The hour passed rapidly, and when it had passed Badelon was inexorable. There was wailing when he gave the word to mount again; and Tignonville, fiercely resenting this dumb, reasonless flight, was at heart one of the mutineers. But Badelon said grimly that they might go on and live, or stay and die, as it pleased them; and once more they climbed painfully to their saddles, and jogged steadily on through the sunset, through the gloaming, through the darkness, across a weird, mysterious country of low hills and narrow plains which grew more wild and less cultivated as they advanced. Fortunately the horses had been well saved during the long leisurely journey to Angers, and now went well and strongly. When they at last unsaddled for the night in a little dismal wood within a mile of Clisson, they had placed some forty miles between themselves and Angers.


CHAPTER XXXII. THE ORDEAL BY STEEL.

The women for the most part fell like sacks and slept where they alighted, dead weary. The men, when they had cared for the horses, followed the example; for Badelon would suffer no fire. In less than half an hour, a sentry who stood on guard at the edge of the wood, and Tignonville and La Tribe, who talked in low voices with their backs against a tree, were the only persons who remained awake, with the exception of the Countess. Carlat had made a couch for her, and screened it with cloaks from the wind and the eye; for the moon had risen and where the trees stood sparsest its light flooded the soil with pools of white. But Madame had not yet retired to her bed. The two men, whose voices reached her, saw her from time to time moving restlessly to and fro between the road and the little encampment. Presently she came and stood over them.

He led His people out of the wilderness, La Tribe was saying; out of the trouble of Paris, out of the trouble of Angers, and always, always southward. If you do not in this, Monsieur, see His finger

And Angers? Tignonville struck in, with a faint sneer. Has He led that out of trouble? A day or two ago you would risk all to save it, my friend. Now, with your back safely turned on it, you think all for the best.

We did our best, the minister answered humbly. From the day we met in Paris we have been but instruments.

To save Angers?

To save a remnant.

On a sudden the Countess raised her hand. Do you not hear horses, Monsieur? she cried. She had been listening to the noises of the night, and had paid little heed to what the two were saying.

One of ours moved, Tignonville answered listlessly. Why do you not lie down, Madame?

Instead of answering, Whither is he going? she asked. Do you know?

I wish I did know, the young man answered peevishly. To Niort, it may be. Or presently he will double back and recross the Loire.

He would have gone by Cholet to Niort, La Tribe said. The direction is rather that of Rochelle. God grant we be bound thither!

Or to Vrillac, the Countess cried, clasping her hands in the darkness. Can it be to Vrillac he is going?

The minister shook his head.

Ah, let it be to Vrillac! she cried, a thrill in her voice. We should be safe there. And he would be safe.

Safe? echoed a fourth and deeper voice. And out of the darkness beside them loomed a tall figure.

The minister looked and leapt to his feet. Tignonville rose more slowly.

The voice was Tavannes. And where am I to be safe? he repeated slowly, a faint ring of saturnine amusement in his tone.

At Vrillac! she cried. In my house, Monsieur!

He was silent a moment. Then, Your house, Madame? In which direction is it, from here?

Westwards, she answered impulsively, her voice quivering with eagerness and emotion and hope. Westwards, Monsieur  on the sea. The causeway from the land is long, and ten can hold it against ten hundred.

Westwards? And how far westwards?

Tignonville answered for her; in his tone throbbed the same eagerness, the same anxiety, which spoke in hers. Nor was Count Hannibals ear deaf to it.

Through Challans, he said, thirteen leagues.

From Clisson?

Yes, Monsieur le Comte.

And by Commequiers less, the Countess cried.

No, it is a worse road, Tignonville answered quickly; and longer in time.

But we came

At our leisure, Madame. The road is by Challans, if we wish to be there quickly.

Ah! Count Hannibal said. In the darkness it was impossible to see his face or mark how he took it. But being there, I have few men.

I have forty will come at call, she cried with pride. A word to them, and in four hours or a little more

They would outnumber mine by four to one, Count Hannibal answered coldly, dryly, in a voice like ice-water flung in their faces. Thank you, Madame; I understand. To Vrillac is no long ride; but we will not ride it at present. And he turned sharply on his heel and strode from them.

He had not covered thirty paces before she overtook him in the middle of a broad patch of moonlight, and touched his arm. He wheeled swiftly, his hand halfway to his hilt. Then he saw who it was.

Ah, he said, I had forgotten, Madame. You have come

No! she cried passionately; and standing before him she shook back the hood of her cloak that he might look into her eyes. You owe me no blow to-day. You have paid me, Monsieur. You have struck me already, and foully, like a coward. Do you remember, she continued rapidly, the hour after our marriage, and what you said to me? Do you remember what you told me? And whom to trust and whom to suspect, where lay our interest and where our foes? You trusted me then! What have I done that you now dare  ay, dare, Monsieur, she repeated fearlessly, her face pale and her eyes glittering with excitement, to insult me? That you treat me as  Javette? That you deem me capable of that? Of luring you into a trap, and in my own house, or the house that was mine, of

Treating me as I have treated others.

You have said it! she cried. She could not herself understand why his distrust had wounded her so sharply, so home, that all fear of him was gone. You have said it, and put that between us which will not be removed. I could have forgiven blows, she continued, breathless in her excitement, so you had thought me what I am. But now you will do well to watch me! You will do well to leave Vrillac on one side. For were you there, and raised your hand against me  not that that touches me, but it will do  and there are those, I tell you, would fling you from the tower at my word.

Indeed?

Ay, indeed! And indeed, Monsieur!

Her face was in moonlight, his was in shadow.

And this is your new tone, Madame, is it? he said, slowly and after a pregnant pause. The crossing of a river has wrought so great a change in you?

No! she cried.

Yes, he said. And, despite herself, she flinched before the grimness of his tone. You have yet to learn one thing, however: that I do not change. That, north or south, I am the same to those who are the same to me. That what I have won on the one bank I will hold on the other, in the teeth of all, and though Gods Church be thundering on my heels! I go to Vrillac

You  go? she cried. You go?

I go, he repeated, to-morrow. And among your own people I will see what language you will hold. While you were in my power I spared you. Now that you are in your own land, now that you lift your hand against me, I will show you of what make I am. If blows will not tame you, I will try that will suit you less. Ay, you wince, Madame! You had done well had you thought twice before you threatened, and thrice before you took in hand to scare Tavannes with a parcel of clowns and fisherfolk. To-morrow, to Vrillac and your duty! And one word more, Madame, he continued, turning back to her truculently when he had gone some paces from her. If I find you plotting with your lover by the way I will hang not you, but him. I have spared him a score of times; but I know him, and I do not trust him.

Nor me, she said, and with a white, set face she looked at him in the moonlight. Had you not better hang me now?

Why?

Lest I do you an injury! she cried with passion; and she raised her hand and pointed northward. Lest I kill you some night, Monsieur! I tell you, a thousand men on your heels are less dangerous than the woman at your side  if she hate you.

Is it so? he cried. His hand flew to his hilt; his dagger flashed out. But she did not move, did not flinch, only she set her teeth; and her eyes, fascinated by the steel, grew wider.

His hand sank slowly. He held the weapon to her, hilt foremost; she took it mechanically.

You think yourself brave enough to kill me, do you? he sneered. Then take this, and strike, if you dare. Take it  strike, Madame! It is sharp, and my arms are open. And he flung them wide, standing within a pace of her. Here, above the collar-bone, is the surest for a weak hand. What, afraid? he continued, as, stiffly clutching the weapon which he had put into her hand, she glared at him, trembling and astonished. Afraid, and a Vrillac! Afraid, and tis but one blow! See, my arms are open. One blow home, and you will never lie in them. Think of that. One blow home, and you may lie in his. Think of that! Strike, then, Madame, he went on, piling taunt on taunt, if you dare, and if you hate me. What, still afraid! How shall I give you heart? Shall I strike you? It will not be the first time by ten. I keep count, you see, he continued mockingly. Or shall I kiss you? Ay, that may do. And it will not be against your will, either, for you have that in your hand will save you in an instant. Even  he drew a foot nearer now! Even And he stooped until his lips almost touched hers.

She sprang back. Oh, do not! she cried. Oh, do not! And, dropping the dagger, she covered her face with her hands, and burst into weeping.

He stooped coolly, and, after groping some time for the poniard, drew it from the leaves among which it had fallen. He put it into the sheath, and not until he had done that did he speak. Then it was with a sneer.

I have no need to fear overmuch, he said. You are a poor hater, Madame. And poor haters make poor lovers. Tis his loss! If you will not strike a blow for him, there is but one thing left. Go, dream of him!

And, shrugging his shoulders contemptuously, he turned on his heel.


CHAPTER XXXIII. THE AMBUSH.

The start they made at daybreak was gloomy and ill-omened, through one of those white mists which are blown from the Atlantic over the flat lands of Western Poitou. The horses, looming gigantic through the fog, winced as the cold harness was girded on them. The men hurried to and fro with saddles on their heads, and stumbled over other saddles, and swore savagely. The women turned mutinous and would not rise; or, being dragged up by force, shrieked wild, unfitting words, as they were driven to the horses. The Countess looked on and listened, and shuddered, waiting for Carlat to set her on her horse. She had gone during the last three weeks through much that was dreary, much that was hopeless; but the chill discomfort of this forced start, with tired horses and wailing women, would have darkened the prospect of home had there been no fear or threat to cloud it.

He whose will compelled all stood a little apart and watched all, silent and gloomy. When Badelon, after taking his orders and distributing some slices of black bread to be eaten in the saddle, moved off at the head of his troop, Count Hannibal remained behind, attended by Bigot and the eight riders who had formed the rearguard so far. He had not approached the Countess since rising, and she had been thankful for it. But now, as she moved away, she looked back and saw him still standing; she marked that he wore his corselet, and in one of those revulsions of feeling  which outrun mans reason  she who had tossed on her couch through half the night, in passionate revolt against the fate before her, took fire at his neglect and his silence; she resented on a sudden the distance he kept, and his scorn of her. Her breast heaved, her colour came, involuntarily she checked her horse, as if she would return to him, and speak to him. Then the Carlats and the others closed up behind her, Badelons monotonous Forward, Madame, en avant! proclaimed the days journey begun, and she saw him no more.

Nevertheless, the motionless figure, looming Homeric through the fog, with gleams of wet light reflected from the steel about it, dwelt long in her mind. The road which Badelon followed, slowly at first, and with greater speed as the horses warmed to their work, and the women, sore and battered resigned themselves to suffering, wound across a flat expanse broken by a few hills. These were little more than mounds, and for the most part were veiled from sight by the low-lying sea-mist, through which gnarled and stunted oaks rose mysterious, to fade as strangely. Weird trees they were, with branches unlike those of this worlds trees, rising in a grey land without horizon or limit, through which our travellers moved, weary phantoms in a clinging nightmare. At a walk, at a trot, more often at a jaded amble, they pushed on behind Badelons humped shoulders. Sometimes the fog hung so thick about them that they saw only those who rose and fell in the saddles immediately before them; sometimes the air cleared a little, the curtain rolled up a space, and for a minute or two they discerned stretches of unfertile fields, half-tilled and stony, or long tracts of gorse and broom, with here and there a thicket of dwarf shrubs or a wood of wind-swept pines. Some looked and saw these things; more rode on sulky and unseeing, supporting impatiently the toils of a flight from they knew not what.

To do Tignonville justice, he was not of these. On the contrary, he seemed to be in a better temper on this day and, where so many took things unheroically, he showed to advantage. Avoiding the Countess and riding with Carlat, he talked and laughed with marked cheerfulness; nor did he ever fail, when the mist rose, to note this or that landmark, and confirm Badelon in the way he was going.

We shall be at Lége by noon! he cried more than once, and if M. le Comte persists in his plan, may reach Vrillac by late sunset. By way of Challans!

And always Carlat answered, Ay, by Challans, Monsieur, so be it!

He proved, too, so far right in his prediction that noon saw them drag, a weary train, into the hamlet of Lége, where the road from Nantes to Olonne runs southward over the level of Poitou. An hour later Count Hannibal rode in with six of his eight men, and, after a few minutes parley with Badelon, who was scanning the horses, he called Carlat to him. The old man came.

Can we reach Vrillac to-night? Count Hannibal asked curtly.

By Challans, my lord, the steward answered, I think we can. We call it seven hours riding from here.

And that route is the shortest?

In time, M. le Comte, the road being better.

Count Hannibal bent his brows. And the other way? he said.

Is by Commequiers, my lord. It is shorter in distance.

By how much?

Two leagues. But there are fordings and a salt marsh; and with Madame and the women

It would be longer?

The steward hesitated. I think so, he said slowly, his eyes wandering to the grey misty landscape, against which the poor hovels of the village stood out naked and comfortless. A low thicket of oaks sheltered the place from south-westerly gales. On the other three sides it lay open.

Very good, Tavannes said curtly. Be ready to start in ten minutes. You will guide us.

But when the ten minutes had elapsed and the party were ready to start, to the astonishment of all the steward was not to be found. To peremptory calls for him no answer came; and a hurried search through the hamlet proved equally fruitless. The only person who had seen him since his interview with Tavannes turned out to be M. de Tignonville; and he had seen him mount his horse five minutes before, and move off  as he believed  by the Challans road.

Ahead of us?

Yes, M. le Comte, Tignonville answered, shading his eyes and gazing in the direction of the fringe of trees. I did not see him take the road, but he was beside the north end of the wood when I saw him last. Thereabouts! and he pointed to a place where the Challans road wound round the flank of the wood. When we are beyond that point, I think we shall see him.

Count Hannibal growled a word in his beard, and, turning in his saddle, looked back the way he had come. Half a mile away, two or three dots could be seen approaching across the plain. He turned again.

You know the road? he said, curtly addressing the young man.

Perfectly. As well as Carlat.

Then lead the way, Monsieur, with Badelon. And spare neither whip nor spur. There will be need of both, if we would lie warm to-night.

Tignonville nodded assent and, wheeling his horse, rode to the head of the party, a faint smile playing about his mouth. A moment, and the main body moved off behind him, leaving Count Hannibal and six men to cover the rear. The mist, which at noon had risen for an hour or two, was closing down again, and they had no sooner passed clear of the wood than the trees faded out of sight behind them. It was not wonderful that they could not see Carlat. Objects a hundred paces from them were completely hidden.

Trot, trot! Trot, trot! through a grey world so featureless, so unreal that the riders, now dozing in the saddle, and now awaking, seemed to themselves to stand still, as in a nightmare. A trot and then a walk, and then a trot again; and all a dozen times repeated, while the women bumped along in their wretched saddles, and the horses stumbled, and the men swore at them.

Ha! La Garnache at last, and a sharp turn southward to Challans. The Countess raised her head, and began to look about her. There, should be a church, she knew; and there, the old ruined tower built by wizards, or the Carthaginians, so old tradition ran; and there, to the westward, the great salt marshes towards Noirmoutier. The mist hid all, but the knowledge that they were there set her heart beating, brought tears to her eyes, and lightened the long road to Challans.

At Challans they halted half an hour, and washed out the horses mouths with water and a little guignolet  the spirit of the country. A dose of the cordial was administered to the women; and a little after seven they began the last stage of the journey, through a landscape which even the mist could not veil from the eyes of love. There rose the windmill of Soullans! There the old dolmen, beneath which the grey wolf that ate the two children of Tornic had its lair. For a mile back they had been treading my ladys land; they had only two more leagues to ride, and one of those was crumbling under each dogged footfall. The salt flavour, which is new life to the shore-born, was in the fleecy reek which floated by them, now thinner, now more opaque; and almost they could hear the dull thunder of the Biscay waves falling on the rocks.

Tignonville looked back at her and smiled. She caught the look; she fancied that she understood it and his thoughts. But her own eyes were moist at the moment with tears, and what his said, and what there was of strangeness in his glance, half-warning, half-exultant, escaped her. For there, not a mile before them, where the low hills about the fishing village began to rise from the dull inland level  hills green on the land side, bare and scarped towards the sea and the island  she espied the wayside chapel at which the nurse of her early childhood had told her beads. Where it stood, the road from Commequiers and the road she travelled became one: a short mile thence, after winding among the hillocks, it ran down to the beach and the causeway  and to her home.

At the sight she bethought herself of Carlat, and calling to M. de Tignonville, she asked him what he thought of the stewards continued absence.

He must have outpaced us! he answered, with an odd laugh.

But he must have ridden hard to do that.

He reined back to her. Say nothing! he muttered under his breath. But look ahead, Madame, and see if we are expected!

Expected? How can we be expected? she cried. The colour rushed into her face.

He put his finger to his lip, and looked warningly at Badelons humped shoulders, jogging up and down in front of them. Then, stooping towards her, in a lower tone, If Carlat has arrived before us, he will have told them, he said.

Have told them?

He came by the other road, and it is quicker.

She gazed at him in astonishment, her lips parted; and slowly she understood, and her eyes grew hard.

Then why, she said, did you say it was longer. Had we been overtaken, Monsieur, we had had you to thank for it, it seems!

He bit his lip. But we have not been overtaken, he rejoined. On the contrary, you have me to thank for something quite different.

As unwelcome, perhaps! she retorted. For what?

Softly, Madame.

For what? she repeated, refusing to lower her voice. Speak, Monsieur, if you please. He had never seen her look at him in that way.

For the fact, he answered, stung by her look and tone, that when you arrive you will find yourself mistress in your own house! Is that nothing?

You have called in my people?

Carlat has done so, or should have, he answered. Henceforth, he continued, a ring of exultation in his voice, it will go hard with M. le Comte, if he does not treat you better than he has treated you hitherto. That is all!

You mean that it will go hard with him in any case? she cried, her bosom rising and falling.

I mean, Madame  But there they are! Good Carlat! Brave Carlat! He has done well!

Carlat?

Ay, there they are! And you are mistress in your own land! At last you are mistress, and you have me to thank for it! See! And heedless in his exultation whether Badelon understood or not, he pointed to a place before them where the road wound between two low hills. Over the green shoulder of one of these, a dozen bright points caught and reflected the last evening light; while as he spoke a man rose to his feet on the hillside above, and began to make signs to persons below. A pennon, too, showed an instant over the shoulder, fluttered, and was gone.

Badelon looked as they looked. The next instant he uttered a low oath, and dragged his horse across the front of the party.

Pierre! he cried to the man on his left, ride for your life! To my lord, and tell him we are ambushed! And as the trained soldier wheeled about and spurred away, the sacker of Rome turned a dark scowling face on Tignonville. If this be your work, he hissed, we shall thank you for it in hell! For it is where most of us will lie to-night! They are Montsoreaus spears, and they have those with them are worse to deal with than themselves! Then in a different tone, and throwing off all disguise, Men to the front! he shouted. And you, Madame, to the rear quickly, and the women with you! Now, men, forward, and draw! Steady! Steady! They are coming!

There was an instant of confusion, disorder, panic; horses jostling one another, women screaming and clutching at men, men shaking them off and forcing their way to the van. Fortunately the enemy did not fall on at once, as Badelon expected, but after showing themselves in the mouth of the valley, at a distance of three hundred paces, hung for some reason irresolute. This gave Badelon time to array his seven swords in front; but real resistance was out of the question, as he knew. And to none seemed less in question than to Tignonville.

When the truth, and what he had done, broke on the young man, he sat a moment motionless with horror. It was only when Badelon had twice summoned him with opprobrious words that he awoke to the relief of action. Even after that he hung an instant trying to meet the Countesss eyes, despair in his own; but it was not to be. She had turned her head, and was looking back, as if thence only and not from him could help come. It was not to him she turned; and he saw it, and the justice of it. And silent, grim, more formidable even than old Badelon, the veteran fighter, who knew all the tricks and shifts of the mêlée, he spurred to the flank of the line.

Now, steady! Badelon cried again, seeing that the enemy were beginning to move. Steady! Ha! Thank God, my lord! My lord is coming! Stand! Stand! The distant sound of galloping hoofs had reached his ear in the nick of time. He stood in his stirrups and looked back. Yes, Count Hannibal was coming, riding a dozen paces in front of his men. The odds were still desperate  for he brought but six  the enemy were still three to one. But the thunder of his hoofs as he came up checked for a moment the enemys onset; and before Montsoreaus people got started again Count Hannibal had ridden up abreast of the women, and the Countess, looking at him, knew that, desperate as was their strait, she had not looked behind in vain. The glow of battle, the stress of the moment, had displaced the cloud from his face; the joy of the born fighter lightened in his eye. His voice rang clear and loud above the press.

Badelon! wait you and two with Madame! he cried. Follow at fifty paces distance, and, when we have broken them, ride through! The others with me! Now forward, men, and show your teeth! A Tavannes! A Tavannes! A Tavannes! We carry it yet!

And he dashed forward, leading them on, leaving the women behind; and down the sward to meet him, thundering in double line, came Montsoreaus men-at-arms, and with the men-at-arms, a dozen pale, fierce-eyed men in the Churchs black, yelling the Churchs curses. Madames heart grew sick as she heard, as she waited, as she judged him by the fast-failing light a horses length before his men  with only Tignonville beside him.

She held her breath  would the shock never come? If Badelon had not seized her rein and forced her forward, she would not have moved. And then, even as she moved, they met! With yells and wild cries and a mares savage scream, the two bands crashed together in a huddle of fallen or rearing horses, of flickering weapons, of thrusting men, of grapples hand-to-hand. What happened, what was happening to any one, who it was fell, stabbed through and through by four, or who were those who still fought single combats, twisting round one anothers horses, those on her right and on her left, she could not tell. For Badelon dragged her on with whip and spur, and two horsemen  who obscured her view  galloped in front of her, and rode down bodily the only man who undertook to bar her passage. She had a glimpse of that mans face, as his horse, struck in the act of turning, fell sideways on him; and she knew it, in its agony of terror, though she had seen it but once. It was the face of the man whose eyes had sought hers from the steps of the church in Angers; the lean man in black, who had turned soldier of the Church  to his misfortune.

Through? Yes, through, the way was clear before them! The fight with its screams and curses died away behind them. The horses swayed and all but sank under them. But Badelon knew it no time for mercy; iron-shod hoofs rang on the road behind, and at any moment the pursuers might be on their heels. He flogged on until the cots of the hamlet appeared on either side of the way; on, until the road forked and the Countess with strange readiness cried The left!  on, until the beach appeared below them at the foot of a sharp pitch, and beyond the beach the slow heaving grey of the ocean.

The tide was high. The causeway ran through it, a mere thread lipped by the darkling waves, and at the sight a grunt of relief broke from Badelon. For at the end of the causeway, black against the western sky, rose the gateway and towers of Vrillac; and he saw that, as the Countess had said, it was a place ten men could hold against ten hundred!

They stumbled down the beach, reached the causeway and trotted along it; more slowly now, and looking back. The other women had followed by hook or by crook, some crying hysterically, yet clinging to their horses and even urging them; and in a medley, the causeway clear behind them and no one following, they reached the drawbridge, and passed under the arch of the gate beyond.

There friendly hands, Carlats foremost, welcomed them and aided them to alight, and the Countess saw, as in a dream, the familiar scene, all unfamiliar: the gate, where she had played, a child, aglow with lantern-light and arms. Men, whose rugged faces she had known in infancy, stood at the drawbridge chains and at the winches. Others blew matches and handled primers, while old servants crowded round her, and women looked at her, scared and weeping. She saw it all at a glance  the lights, the black shadows, the sudden glow of a match on the groining of the arch above. She saw it, and turning swiftly, looked back the way she had come; along the dusky causeway to the low, dark shore, which night was stealing quickly from their eyes. She clasped her hands.

Where is Badelon? she cried. Where is he? Where is he?

One of the men who had ridden before her answered that he had turned back.

Turned back! she repeated. And then, shading her eyes, Who is coming? she asked, her voice insistent. There is some one coming. Who is it? Who is it?

Two were coming out of the gloom, travelling slowly and painfully along the causeway. One was La Tribe, limping; the other a rider, slashed across the forehead, and sobbing curses.

No more! she muttered. Are there no more?

The minister shook his head. The rider wiped the blood from his eyes, and turned up his face that he might see the better. But he seemed to be dazed, and only babbled strange words in a strange patois.

She stamped her foot in passion. More lights! she cried. Lights! How can they find their way? And let six men go down the digue, and meet them. Will you let them be butchered between the shore and this?

But Carlat, who had not been able to collect more than a dozen men, shook his head; and before she could repeat the order, sounds of battle, shrill, faint, like cries of hungry seagulls, pierced the darkness which shrouded the farther end of the causeway. The women shrank inward over the threshold, while Carlat cried to the men at the chains to be ready, and to some who stood at loopholes above, to blow up their matches and let fly at his word. And then they all waited, the Countess foremost, peering eagerly into the growing darkness. They could see nothing.

A distant scuffle, an oath, a cry, silence! The same, a little nearer, a little louder, followed this time, not by silence, but by the slow tread of a limping horse. Again a rush of feet, the clash of steel, a scream, a laugh, all weird and unreal, issuing from the night; then out of the darkness into the light, stepping slowly with hanging head, moved a horse, bearing on its back a man  or was it a man?  bending low in the saddle, his feet swinging loose. For an instant the horse and the man seemed to be alone, a ghostly pair; then at their heels came into view two figures, skirmishing this way and that; and now coming nearer, and now darting back into the gloom. One, a squat figure, stooping low, wielded a sword with two hands; the other covered him with a half-pike. And then beyond these  abruptly as it seemed  the night gave up to sight a swarm of dark figures pressing on them and after them, driving them before them.

Carlat had an inspiration. Fire! he cried; and four arquebuses poured a score of slugs into the knot of pursuers. A man fell, another shrieked and stumbled, the rest gave back. Only the horse came on spectrally, with hanging head and shining eyeballs, until a man ran out and seized its head, and dragged it, more by his strength than its own, over the drawbridge. After it Badelon, with a gaping wound in his knee, and Bigot, bleeding from a dozen hurts, walked over the bridge, and stood on either side of the saddle, smiling foolishly at the man on the horse.

Leave me! he muttered. Leave me! He made a feeble movement with his hand, as if it held a weapon; then his head sank lower. It was Count Hannibal. His thigh was broken, and there was a lance-head in his arm. The Countess looked at him, then beyond him, past him into the darkness.

Are there no more? she whispered tremulously. No more? Tignonville  my

Badelon shook his head. The Countess covered her face and wept.


CHAPTER XXXIV. WHICH WILL YOU, MADAME?

It was in the grey dawning of the next day, at the hour before the sun rose, that word of M. de Tignonvilles fate came to them in the castle. The fog which had masked the van and coming of night hung thick on its retreating skirts, and only reluctantly and little by little gave up to sight and daylight a certain thing which night had left at the end of the causeway. The first man to see it was Carlat, from the roof of the gateway; and he rubbed eyes weary with watching, and peered anew at it through the mist, fancying himself back in the Place Ste.-Croix at Angers, supposing for a wild moment the journey a dream, and the return a nightmare. But rub as he might, and stare as he might, the ugly outlines of the thing he had seen persisted  nay, grew sharper as the haze began to lift from the grey, slow-heaving floor of sea. He called another man and bade him look.

What is it? he said. Dyou see, there? Below the village?

Tis a gibbet, the man answered, with a foolish laugh; they had watched all night. God keep us from it.

A gibbet?

Ay!

But what is it for? What is it doing there?

It is there to hang those they have taken, very like, the man answered, stupidly practical. And then other men came up, and stared at it and growled in their beards. Presently there were eight or ten on the roof of the gateway looking towards the land and discussing the thing; and by-and-by a man was descried approaching along the causeway with a white flag in his hand.

At that Carlat bade one fetch the minister. He understands things, he muttered, and I misdoubt this. And see, he cried after the messenger, that no word of it come to Mademoiselle! Instinctively in the maiden home he reverted to the maiden title.

The messenger went, and came again bringing La Tribe, whose head rose above the staircase at the moment the envoy below came to a halt before the gate. Carlat signed to the minister to come forward; and La Tribe, after sniffing the salt air, and glancing at the long, low, misty shore and the stiff ugly shape which stood at the end of the causeway, looked down and met the envoys eyes. For a moment no one spoke. Only the men who had remained on the gateway, and had watched the strangers coming, breathed hard.

At last, I bear a message, the man announced loudly and clearly, for the lady of Vrillac. Is she present?

Give your message! La Tribe replied.

It is for her ears only.

Do you want to enter?

No! The man answered so hurriedly that more than one smiled. He had the bearing of a lay clerk of some precinct, a verger or sacristan; and after a fashion the dress of one also, for he was in dusty black and wore no sword, though he was girded with a belt. No! he repeated, but if Madame will come to the gate, and speak to me

Madame has other fish to fry, Carlat blurted out. Do you think that she has naught to do but listen to messages from a gang of bandits?

If she does not listen she will repent it all her life! the fellow answered hardily. That is part of my message.

There was a pause while La Tribe considered the matter. In the end, From whom do you come? he asked.

From His Excellency the Lieutenant-Governor of Saumur, the envoy answered glibly, and from my Lord Bishop of Angers, him assisting by his Vicar; and from others gathered lawfully, who will as lawfully depart if their terms are accepted. Also from M. de Tignonville, a gentleman, I am told, of these parts, now in their hands and adjudged to die at sunset this day if the terms I bring be not accepted.

There was a long silence on the gate. The men looked down fixedly; not a feature of one of them moved, for no one was surprised. Wherefore is he to die? La Tribe asked at last.

For good cause shown.

Wherefore?

He is a Huguenot.

The minister nodded. And the terms? Carlat muttered.

Ay, the terms! La Tribe repeated, nodding afresh. What are they?

They are for Madames ear only, the messenger made answer.

Then they will not reach it! Carlat broke forth in wrath. So much for that! And for yourself, see you go quickly before we make a target of you!

Very well, I go, the envoy answered sullenly. But

But what? La Tribe cried, gripping Carlats shoulder to quiet him. But what? Say what you have to say, man! Speak out, and have done with it!

I will say it to her and to no other.

Then you will not say it! Carlat cried again. For you will not see her. So you may go. And the black fever in your vitals.

Ay, go! La Tribe added more quietly.

The man turned away with a shrug of the shoulders, and moved off a dozen paces, watched by all on the gate with the same fixed attention. But presently he paused; he returned.

Very well, he said, looking up with an ill grace. I will do my office here, if I cannot come to her. But I hold also a letter from M. de Tignonville, and that I can deliver to no other hands than hers! He held it up as he spoke, a thin scrap of greyish paper, the fly-leaf of a missal perhaps. See! he continued, and take notice! If she does not get this, and learns when it is too late that it was offered

The terms, Carlat growled impatiently. The terms! Come to them!

You will have them? the man answered, nervously passing his tongue over his lips. You will not let me see her, or speak to her privately?

No.

Then hear them. His Excellency is informed that one Hannibal de Tavannes, guilty of the detestable crime of sacrilege and of other gross crimes, has taken refuge here. He requires that the said Hannibal de Tavannes be handed to him for punishment, and, this being done before sunset this evening, he will yield to you free and uninjured the said M. de Tignonville, and will retire from the lands of Vrillac. But if you refuse  the man passed his eye along the line of attentive faces which fringed the battlement he will at sunset hang the said Tignonville on the gallows raised for Tavannes, and will harry the demesne of Vrillac to its farthest border!

There was a long silence on the gate. Some, their gaze still fixed on him, moved their lips as if they chewed. Others looked aside, met their fellows eyes in a pregnant glance, and slowly returned to him. But no one spoke. At his back the flush of dawn was flooding the east, and spreading and waxing brighter. The air was growing warm; the shore below, from grey, was turning green.

In a minute or two the sun, whose glowing marge already peeped above the low hills of France, would top the horizon.

The man, getting no answer, shifted his feet uneasily. Well, he cried, what answer am I to take?

Still no one moved.

Ive done my part. Will no one give her the letter? he cried. And he held it up. Give me my answer, for I am going.

Take the letter! The words came from the rear of the group in a voice that startled all. They turned, as though some one had struck them, and saw the Countess standing beside the hood which covered the stairs. They guessed that she had heard all or nearly all; but the glory of the sunrise, shining full on her at that moment, lent a false warmth to her face, and life to eyes woefully and tragically set. It was not easy to say whether she had heard or not. Take the letter, she repeated.

Carlat looked helplessly over the parapet.

Go down!

He cast a glance at La Tribe, but he got none in return, and he was preparing to do her bidding when a cry of dismay broke from those who still had their eyes bent downwards. The messenger, waving the letter in a last appeal, had held it too loosely; a light air, as treacherous, as unexpected, had snatched it from his hand, and bore it  even as the Countess, drawn by the cry, sprang to the parapet  fifty paces from him. A moment it floated in the air, eddying, rising, falling; then, light as thistledown, it touched the water and began to sink.

The messenger uttered frantic lamentations, and stamped the causeway in his rage. The Countess only looked, and looked, until the rippling crest of a baby wave broke over the tiny venture, and with its freight of tidings it sank from sight.

The man, silent now, stared a moment, then shrugged his shoulders.

Well, tis fortunate it was his, he cried brutally, and not His Excellencys, or my back had suffered! And now, he added impatiently, by your leave, what answer?

What answer? Ah, God, what answer? The men who leant on the parapet, rude and coarse as they were, felt the tragedy of the question and the dilemma, guessed what they meant to her, and looked everywhere save at her.

What answer? Which of the two was to live? Which die  shamefully? Which? Which?

Tell him  to come back  an hour before sunset, she muttered.

They told him and he went; and one by one the men began to go too, and stole from the roof, leaving her standing alone, her face to the shore, her hands resting on the parapet. The light breeze which blew off the land stirred loose ringlets of her hair, and flattened the thin robe against her sunlit figure. So had she stood a thousand times in old days, in her youth, in her maidenhood. So in her fathers time had she stood to see her lover come riding along the sands to woo her! So had she stood to welcome him on the eve of that fatal journey to Paris! Thence had others watched her go with him. The men remembered  remembered all; and one by one they stole shamefacedly away, fearing lest she should speak or turn tragic eyes on them.

True, in their pity for her was no doubt of the end, or thought of the victim who must suffer  of Tavannes. They, of Poitou, who had not been with him, knew nothing of him; they cared as little. He was a northern man, a stranger, a man of the sword, who had seized her  so they heard  by the sword. But they saw that the burden of choice was laid on her; there, in her sight and in theirs, rose the gibbet; and, clowns as they were, they discerned the tragedy of her rôle, play it as she might, and though her act gave life to her lover.

When all had retired save three or four, she turned and saw these gathered at the head of the stairs in a ring about Carlat, who was addressing them in a low eager voice. She could not catch a syllable, but a look hard and almost cruel flashed into her eyes as she gazed; and raising her voice she called the steward to her.

The bridge is up, she said, her tone hard, but the gates? Are they locked?

Yes, Madame.

The wicket?

No, not the wicket. And Carlat looked another way.

Then go, lock it, and bring the keys to me! she replied. Or stay! Her voice grew harder, her eyes spiteful as a cats. Stay, and be warned that you play me no tricks! Do you hear? Do you understand? Or old as you are, and long as you have served us, I will have you thrown from this tower, with as little pity as Isabeau flung her gallants to the fishes. I am still mistress here, never more mistress than this day. Woe to you if you forget it.

He blenched and cringed before her, muttering incoherently.

I know, she said, I read you! And now the keys. Go, bring them to me! And if by chance I find the wicket unlocked when I come down, pray, Carlat, pray! For you will have need of prayers.

He slunk away, the men with him; and she fell to pacing the roof feverishly. Now and then she extended her arms, and low cries broke from her, as from a dumb creature in pain. Wherever she looked, old memories rose up to torment her and redouble her misery. A thing she could have borne in the outer world, a thing which might have seemed tolerable in the reeking air of Paris or in the gloomy streets of Angers wore here its most appalling aspect. Henceforth, whatever choice she made, this home, where even in those troublous times she had known naught but peace, must bear a damning stain! Henceforth this day and this hour must come between her and happiness, must brand her brow, and fix her with a deed of which men and women would tell while she lived! Oh, God  pray? Who said, pray?

I! And La Tribe with tears in his eyes held out the keys to her. I, Madame, he continued solemnly, his voice broken with emotion. For in man is no help. The strongest man, he who rode yesterday a master of men, a very man of war in his pride and his valour  see him, now, and

Dont! she cried, sharp pain in her voice. Dont! And she stopped him with her hand, her face averted. After an interval, You come from him? she muttered faintly.

Yes.

Is he  hurt to death, think you? She spoke low, and kept her face hidden from him.

Alas, no! he answered, speaking the thought in his heart. The men who are with him seem confident of his recovery.

Do they know?

Badelon has had experience.

No, no. Do they know of this? she cried. Of this! And she pointed with a gesture of loathing to the black gibbet on the farther strand.

He shook his head. I think not, he muttered. And after a moment, God help you! he added fervently. God help and guide you, Madame!

She turned on him suddenly, fiercely. Is that all you can do? she cried. Is that all the help you can give? You are a man. Go down, lead them out; drive off these cowards who drain our lifes blood, who trade on a womans heart! On them! Do something, anything, rather than lie in safety here  here!

The minister shook his head sadly. Alas, Madame! he said, to sally were to waste life. They outnumber us three to one. If Count Hannibal could do no more than break through last night, with scarce a man unwounded

He had the women!

And we have not him!

He would not have left us! she cried hysterically.

I believe it.

Had they taken me, do you think he would have lain behind walls? Or skulked in safety here, while  while Her voice failed her.

He shook his head despondently.

And that is all you can do? she cried, and turned from him, and to him again, extending her arms, in bitter scorn. All you will do? Do you forget that twice he spared your life? That in Paris once, and once in Angers, he held his hand? That always, whether he stood or whether he fled, he held himself between us and harm? Ay, always? And who will now raise a hand for him? Who?

Madame!

Who? Who? Had he died in the field, she continued, her voice shaking with grief, her hands beating the parapet  for she had turned from him had he fallen where he rode last night, in the front, with his face to the foe, I had viewed him tearless, I had deemed him happy! I had prayed dry-eyed for him who  who spared me all these days and weeks! Whom I robbed and he forgave me! Whom I tempted, and he forbore me! Ay, and who spared not once or twice him for whom he must now  he must now And unable to finish the sentence she beat her hands again and passionately on the stones.

Heaven knows, Madame, the minister cried vehemently, Heaven knows, I would advise you if I could.

Why did he wear his corselet? she wailed, as if she had not heard him. Was there no spear could reach his breast, that he must come to this? No foe so gentle he would spare him this? Or why did he not die with me in Paris when we waited? In another minute death might have come and saved us this.

With the tears running down his face he tried to comfort her.

Man that is a shadow, he said, passeth away  what matter how? A little while, a very little while, and we shall pass!

With his curse upon us! she cried. And, shuddering, she pressed her hands to her eyes to shut out the sight her fancy pictured.

He left her for a while, hoping that in solitude she might regain control of herself. When he returned he found her seated, and outwardly more composed; her arms resting on the parapet-wall, her eyes bent steadily on the long stretch of hard sand which ran northward from the village. By that route her lover had many a time come to her; there she had ridden with him in the early days; and that way they had started for Paris on such a morning and at such an hour as this, with sunshine about them, and larks singing hope above the sand-dunes, and with wavelets creaming to the horses hoofs!

Of all which La Tribe, a stranger, knew nothing. The rapt gaze, the unchanging attitude only confirmed his opinion of the course she would adopt. He was thankful to find her more composed; and in fear of such a scene as had already passed between them, he stole away again. He returned by-and-by, but with the greatest reluctance, and only because Carlats urgency would take no refusal.

He came this time to crave the key of the wicket, explaining that  rather to satisfy his own conscience and the men than with any hope of success  he proposed to go halfway along the causeway, and thence by signs invite a conference.

It is just possible, he added, hesitating  he feared nothing so much as to raise hopes in her that by the offer of a money ransom, Madame

Go, she said, without turning her head. Offer what you please. But  bitterly have a care of them! Montsoreau is very like Montereau! Beware of the bridge!

He went and came again in half an hour. Then, indeed, though she had spoken as if hope was dead in her, she was on her feet at the first sound of his tread on the stairs; her parted lips and her white face questioned him. He shook his head.

There is a priest, he said in broken tones, with them, whom God will judge. It is his plan, and he is without mercy or pity.

You bring nothing from  him?

They will not suffer him to write again.

You did not see him?

No.


CHAPTER XXXV. AGAINST THE WALL.

In a room beside the gateway, into which, as the nearest and most convenient place, Count Hannibal had been carried from his saddle, a man sat sideways in the narrow embrasure of a loophole, to which his eyes seemed glued. The room, which formed part of the oldest block of the château, and was ordinarily the quarters of the Carlats, possessed two other windows, deep-set indeed, yet superior to that through which Bigot  for he it was  peered so persistently. But the larger windows looked southwards, across the bay  at this moment the noon-high sun was pouring his radiance through them; while the object which held Bigots gaze and fixed him to his irksome seat, lay elsewhere. The loophole commanded the causeway leading shorewards; through it the Norman could see who came and went, and even the cross-beam of the ugly object which rose where the causeway touched the land.

On a flat truckle-bed behind the door lay Count Hannibal, his injured leg protected from the coverlid by a kind of cage. His eyes were bright with fever, and his untended beard and straggling hair heightened the wildness of his aspect. But he was in possession of his senses; and as his gaze passed from Bigot at the window to the old Free Companion, who sat on a stool beside him, engaged in shaping a piece of wood into a splint, an expression almost soft crept into his harsh face.

Old fool! he said. And his voice, though changed, had not lost all its strength and harshness. Did the Constable need a splint when you laid him under the tower at Gaeta?

The old man lifted his eyes from his task, and glanced through the nearest window.

It is long from noon to night, he said quietly, and far from cup to lip, my lord!

It would be if I had two legs, Tavannes answered, with a grimace, half-snarl, half-smile. As it is  where is that dagger? It leaves me every minute.

It had slipped from the coverlid to the ground. Badelon took it up, and set it on the bed within reach of his masters hand.

Bigot swore fiercely. It would be farther still, he growled, if you would be guided by me, my lord. Give me leave to bar the door, and twill be long before these fisher clowns force it. Badelon and I

Being in your full strength, Count Hannibal murmured cynically.

Could hold it. We have strength enough for that, the Norman boasted, though his livid face and his bandages gave the lie to his words. He could not move without pain; and for Badelon, his knee was as big as two with plaisters of his own placing.

Count Hannibal stared at the ceiling. You could not strike two blows! he said. Dont lie to me! And Badelon cannot walk two yards! Fine fighters! he continued with bitterness, not all bitter. Fine bars twixt a man and death! No, it is time to turn the face to the wall. And, since go I must, it shall not be said Count Hannibal dared not go alone! Besides

Bigot stopped him with an oath that was in part a cry of pain.

D  n her! he exclaimed in fury, tis she is that besides! I know it. Tis she has been our ruin from the day we saw her first, ay, to this day! Tis she has bewitched you until your blood, my lord, has turned to water. Or you would never, to save the hand that betrayed us, never to save a man

Silence! Count Hannibal cried, in a terrible voice. And rising on his elbow, he poised the dagger as if he would hurl it. Silence, or I will spit you like the vermin you are! Silence, and listen! And you, old ban-dog, listen too, for I know you obstinate! It is not to save him. It is because I will die as I have lived, fearing nothing and asking nothing! It were easy to bar the door as you would have me, and die in the corner here like a wolf at bay, biting to the last. That were easy, old wolf-hound! Pleasant and good sport!

Ay! That were a death! the veteran cried, his eyes brightening. So I would fain die!

And I! Count Hannibal returned, showing his teeth in a grim smile. I too! Yet I will not! I will not! Because so to die were to die unwillingly, and give them triumph. Be dragged to death? No, old dog, if die we must, we will go to death! We will die grandly, highly, as becomes Tavannes! That when we are gone they may say, There died a man!

She may say! Bigot muttered, scowling.

Count Hannibal heard and glared at him, but presently thought better of it, and after a pause  

Ay, she too! he said. Why not? As we have played the game  for her  so, though we lose, we will play it to the end; nor because we lose throw down the cards! Besides, man, die in the corner, die biting, and he dies too!

And why not? Bigot asked, rising in a fury. Why not? Whose work is it we lie here, snared by these clowns of fisherfolk? Who led us wrong and betrayed us? He die? Would the devil had taken him a year ago! Would he were within my reach now! I would kill him with my bare fingers! He die? And why not?

Why, because, fool, his death would not save me! Count Hannibal answered coolly. If it would, he would die! But it will not; and we must even do again as we have done. I have spared him  hes a white-livered hound!  both once and twice, and we must go to the end with it since no better can be! I have thought it out, and it must be. Only see you, old dog, that I have the dagger hid in the splint where I can reach it. And then, when the exchange has been made, and my lady has her silk glove again  to put in her bosom!  with a grimace and a sudden reddening of his harsh features if master priest come within reach of my arm, Ill send him before me, where I go.

Ay, ay! said Badelon. And if you fail of your stroke I will not fail of mine! I shall be there, and I will see to it he goes! I shall be there!

You?

Ay, why not? the old man answered quietly. I may halt on this leg for aught I know, and come to starve on crutches like old Claude Boiteux who was at the taking of Milan and now begs in the passage under the Châtelet.

Bah, man, you will get a new lord!

Badelon nodded. Ay, a new lord with new ways! he answered slowly and thoughtfully. And I am tired. They are of another sort, lords now, than they were when I was young. It was a word and a blow then. Now I am old, with most it is Old hog, your distance! You scent my lady! Then they rode, and hunted, and tilted year in and year out, and summer or winter heard the lark sing. Now they are curled, and paint themselves, and lie in silk and toy with ladies  who shamed to be seen at Court or board when I was a boy  and love better to hear the mouse squeak than the lark sing.

Still, if I give you my gold chain, Count Hannibal answered quietly, twill keep you from that.

Give it to Bigot, the old man answered. The splint he was fashioning had fallen on his knees, and his eyes were fixed on the distance of his youth. For me, my lord, I am tired, and I go with you. I go with you. It is a good death to die biting before the strength be quite gone. Have the dagger too, if you please, and Ill fit it within the splint right neatly. But I shall be there

And youll strike home? Tavannes cried eagerly. He raised himself on his elbow, a gleam of joy in his gloomy eyes.

Have no fear, my lord. See, does it tremble? He held out his hand. And when you are sped, I will try the Spanish stroke  upwards with a turn ere you withdraw, that I learned from Ruiz  on the shaven pate. I see them about me now! the old man continued, his face flushing, his form dilating. It will be odd if I cannot snatch a sword and hew down three to go with Tavannes! And Bigot, he will see my lord the Marshal by-and-by; and as I do to the priest, the Marshal will do to Montsoreau. Ho! ho! He will teach him the coup de Jarnac, never fear! And the old mans moustaches curled up ferociously.

Count Hannibals eyes sparkled with joy. Old dog! he cried  and he held his hand to the veteran, who brushed it reverently with his lips we will go together then! Who touches my brother, touches Tavannes!

Touches Tavannes! Badelon cried, the glow of battle lighting his bloodshot eyes. He rose to his feet. Touches Tavannes! You mind at Jarnac

Ah! At Jarnac!

When we charged their horse, was my boot a foot from yours, my lord?

Not a foot!

And at Dreux, the old man continued with a proud, elated gesture, when we rode down the German pikemen  they were grass before us, leaves on the wind, thistledown  was it not I who covered your bridle hand, and swerved not in the mêlée?

It was! It was!

And at St. Quentin, when we fled before the Spaniard  it was his day, you remember, and cost us dear

Ay, I was young then, Tavannes cried in turn, his eyes glistening. St. Quentin! It was the tenth of August. And you were new with me, and seized my rein

And we rode off together, my lord  of the last, of the last, as God sees me! And striking as we went, so that they left us for easier game.

It was so, good sword! I remember it as if it had been yesterday!

And at Cerisoles, the Battle of the Plain, in the old Spanish wars, that was most like a joust of all the pitched fields I ever saw  at Cerisoles, where I caught your horse? You mind me? It was in the shock when we broke Guastos line

At Cerisoles? Count Hannibal muttered slowly. Why, man, I

I caught your horse, and mounted you afresh? You remember, my lord? And at Landriano, where Leyva turned the tables on us again.

Count Hannibal stared. Landriano? he muttered bluntly. Twas in 29, forty years ago and more! My father, indeed

And at Rome  at Rome, my lord? Mon Dieu! in the old days at Rome! When the Spanish company scaled the wall  Ruiz was first, I next  was it not my foot you held? And was it not I who dragged you up, while the devils of Swiss pressed us hard? Ah, those were days, my lord! I was young then, and you, my lord, young too, and handsome as the morning

You rave! Tavannes cried, finding his tongue at last. Rome? You rave, old man! Why, I was not born in those days. My father even was a boy! It was in 27 you sacked it  five-and-forty years ago!

The old man passed his hands over his heated face, and, as a man roused suddenly from sleep looks, he looked round the room. The light died out of his eyes  as a light blown out in a room; his form seemed to shrink, even while the others gazed at him, and he sat down.

No, I remember, he muttered slowly. It was Prince Philibert of Chalons, my lord of Orange.

Dead these forty years!

Ay, dead these forty years! All dead! the old man whispered, gazing at his gnarled hand, and opening and shutting it by turns. And I grow childish! Tis time, high time, I followed them! It trembles now; but have no fear, my lord, this hand will not tremble then. All dead! Ay, all dead!

He sank into a mournful silence; and Tavannes, after gazing at him awhile in rough pity, fell to his own meditations, which were gloomy enough. The day was beginning to wane, and with the downward turn, though the sun still shone brightly through the southern windows, a shadow seemed to fall across his thoughts. They no longer rioted in a turmoil of defiance as in the forenoon. In its turn, sober reflection marshalled the past before his eyes. The hopes of a life, the ambitions of a life, moved in sombre procession, and things done and things left undone, the sovereignty which Nostradamus had promised, the faces of men he had spared and of men he had not spared  and the face of one woman.

She would not now be his. He had played highly, and he would lose highly, playing the game to the end, that to-morrow she might think of him highly. Had she begun to think of him at all? In the chamber of the inn at Angers he had fancied a change in her, an awakening to life and warmth, a shadow of turning to him. It had pleased him to think so, at any rate. It pleased him still to imagine  of this he was more confident  that in the time to come, when she was Tignonvilles, she would think of him secretly and kindly. She would remember him, and in her thoughts and in her memory he would grow to the heroic, even as the man she had chosen would shrink as she learned to know him.

It pleased him, that. It was almost all that was left to please him  that, and to die proudly as he had lived. But as the day wore on, and the room grew hot and close, and the pain in his thigh became more grievous, the frame of his mind altered. A sombre rage was born and grew in him, and a passion fierce and ill-suppressed. To end thus, with nothing done, nothing accomplished of all his hopes and ambitions! To die thus, crushed in a corner by a mean priest and a rabble of spearmen, he who had seen Dreux and Jarnac, had defied the King, and dared to turn the St. Bartholomew to his ends! To die thus, and leave her to that puppet! Strong man as he was, of a strength of will surpassed by few, it taxed him to the utmost to lie and make no sign. Once, indeed, he raised himself on his elbow with something between an oath and a snarl, and he seemed about to speak. So that Bigot came hurriedly to him.

My lord?

Water! he said. Water, fool! And, having drunk, he turned his face to the wall, lest he should name her or ask for her.

For the desire to see her before he died, to look into her eyes, to touch her hand once, only once, assailed his mind and all but whelmed his will. She had been with him, he knew it, in the night; she had left him only at daybreak. But then, in his state of collapse, he had been hardly conscious of her presence. Now to ask for her or to see her would stamp him coward, say what he might to her. The proverb, that the Kings face gives grace, applied to her; and an overture on his side could mean but one thing, that he sought her grace. And that he would not do though the cold waters of death covered him more and more, and the coming of the end  in that quiet chamber, while the September sun sank to the appointed place  awoke wild longings and a wild rebellion in his breast. His thoughts were very bitter, as he lay, his loneliness of the uttermost. He turned his face to the wall.

In that posture he slept after a time, watched over by Bigot with looks of rage and pity. And on the room fell a long silence. The sun had lacked three hours of setting when he fell asleep. When he re-opened his eyes, and, after lying for a few minutes between sleep and waking, became conscious of his position, of the day, of the things which had happened, and his helplessness  an awakening which wrung from him an involuntary groan  the light in the room was still strong, and even bright. He fancied for a moment that he had merely dozed off and awaked again; and he continued to lie with his face to the wall, courting a return of slumber.

But sleep did not come, and little by little, as he lay listening and thinking and growing more restless, he got the fancy that he was alone. The light fell brightly on the wall to which his face was turned; how could that be if Bigots broad shoulders still blocked the loophole? Presently, to assure himself, he called the man by name.

He got no answer.

Badelon! he muttered. Badelon!

Had he gone, too, the old and faithful? It seemed so, for again no answer came.

He had been accustomed all his life to instant service; to see the act follow the word ere the word ceased to sound. And nothing which had gone before, nothing which he had suffered since his defeat at Angers, had brought him to feel his impotence and his position  and that the end of his power was indeed come  as sharply as this. The blood rushed to his head; almost the tears to eyes which had not shed them since boyhood, and would not shed them now, weak as he was! He rose on his elbow and looked with a full heart; it was as he had fancied. Badelons stool was empty; the embrasure  that was empty too. Through its narrow outlet he had a tiny view of the shore and the low rocky hill, of which the summit shone warm in the last rays of the setting sun.

The setting sun! Ay, for the lower part of the hill was growing cold; the shore at its foot was grey. Then he had slept long, and the time was come. He drew a deep breath and listened. But on all within and without lay silence, a silence marked, rather than broken, by the dull fall of a wave on the causeway. The day had been calm, but with the sunset a light breeze was rising.

He set his teeth hard, and continued to listen. An hour before sunset was the time they had named for the exchange. What did it mean? In five minutes the sun would be below the horizon; already the zone of warmth on the hillside was moving and retreating upwards. And Bigot and old Badelon? Why had they left him while he slept? An hour before sunset! Why, the room was growing grey, grey and dark in the corners, and  what was that?

He started, so violently that he jarred his leg, and the pain wrung a groan from him. At the foot of the bed, overlooked until then, a woman lay prone on the floor, her face resting on her outstretched arms. She lay without motion, her head and her clasped hands towards the loophole, her thick, clubbed hair hiding her neck. A woman! Count Hannibal stared, and, fancying he dreamed, closed his eyes, then looked again. It was no phantasm. It was the Countess; it was his wife!

He drew a deep breath, but he did not speak, though the colour rose slowly to his cheek. And slowly his eyes devoured her from head to foot, from the hands lying white in the light below the window to the shod feet; unchecked he took his fill of that which he had so much desired  the seeing her! A woman prone, with all of her hidden but her hands: a hundred acquainted with her would not have known her. But he knew her, and would have known her from a hundred, nay from a thousand, by her hands alone.

What was she doing here, and in this guise? He pondered; then he looked from her for an instant, and saw that while he had gazed at her the sun had set, the light had passed from the top of the hill; the world without and the room within were growing cold. Was that the cause she no longer lay quiet? He saw a shudder run through her, and a second; then it seemed to him  or was he going mad?  that she moaned, and prayed in half-heard words, and, wrestling with herself, beat her forehead on her arms, and then was still again, as still as death. By the time the paroxysm had passed, the last flush of sunset had faded from the sky, and the hills were growing dark.


CHAPTER XXXVI. HIS KINGDOM.

Count Hannibal could not have said why he did not speak to her at once. Warned by an instinct vague and ill-understood, he remained silent, his eyes riveted on her, until she rose from the floor. A moment later she met his gaze, and he looked to see her start. Instead, she stood quiet and thoughtful, regarding him with a kind of sad solemnity, as if she saw not him only, but the dead; while first one tremor and then a second shook her frame.

At length It is over! she whispered. Patience, Monsieur; have no fear, I will be brave. But I must give a little to him.

To him! Count Hannibal muttered, his face extraordinarily, pale.

She smiled with an odd passionateness. Who was my lover! she cried, her voice a-thrill. Who will ever be my lover, though I have denied him, though I have left him to die! It was just. He who has so tried me knows it was just! He whom I have sacrificed  he knows it too, now! But it is hard to be  just, with a quavering smile. You who take all may give him a little, may pardon me a little, may have  patience!

Count Hannibal uttered a strangled cry, between a moan and a roar. A moment he beat the coverlid with his hands in impotence. Then he sank back on the bed.

Water! he muttered. Water!

She fetched it hurriedly, and, raising his head on her arm, held it to his lips. He drank, and lay back again with closed eyes. He lay so still and so long that she thought that he had fainted; but after a pause he spoke.

You have done that? he whispered; you have done that?

Yes, she answered, shuddering. God forgive me! I have done that! I had to do that, or

And is it too late  to undo it?

It is too late. A sob choked her voice.

Tears  tears incredible, unnatural  welled from under Count Hannibals closed eyelids, and rolled sluggishly down his harsh cheek to the edge of his beard.

I would have gone, he muttered. If you had spoken, I would have spared you this.

I know, she answered unsteadily; the men told me.

And yet

It was just. And you are my husband, she replied. More, I am the captive of your sword, and as you spared me in your strength, my lord, I spared you in your weakness.

Mon Dieu! Mon Dieu, Madame! he cried, at what a cost!

And that arrested, that touched her in the depths of her grief and her horror; even while the gibbet on the causeway, which had burned itself into her eyeballs, hung before her. For she knew that it was the cost to her he was counting. She knew that for himself he had ever held life cheap, that he could have seen Tignonville suffer without a qualm. And the thoughtfulness for her, the value he placed on a thing  even on a rivals life  because its was dear to her, touched her home, moved her as few things could have moved her at that moment. She saw it of a piece with all that had gone before, with all that had passed between them, since that fatal Sunday in Paris. But she made no sign. More than she had said she would not say; words of love, even of reconciliation, had no place on her lips while he whom she had sacrificed awaited his burial.

And meantime the man beside her lay and found it incredible. It was just, she had said. And he knew it; Tignonvilles folly  that and that only had led them into the snare and caused his own capture. But what had justice to do with the things of this world? In his experience, the strong hand  that was justice, in France; and possession  that was law. By the strong hand he had taken her, and by the strong hand she might have freed herself.

And she had not. There was the incredible thing. She had chosen instead to do justice! It passed belief. Opening his eyes on a silence which had lasted some minutes, a silence rendered more solemn by the lapping water without, Tavannes saw her kneeling in the dusk of the chamber, her head bowed over his couch, her face hidden in her hands. He knew that she prayed, and feebly he deemed the whole a dream. No scene akin to it had had place in his life; and, weakened and in pain, he prayed that the vision might last for ever, that he might never awake.

But by-and-by, wrestling with the dread thought of what she had done, and the horror which would return upon her by fits and spasms, she flung out a hand, and it fell on him. He started, and the movement, jarring the broken limb, wrung from him a cry of pain. She looked up and was going to speak, when a scuffling of feet under the gateway arch, and a confused sound of several voices raised at once, arrested the words on her lips. She rose to her feet and listened. Dimly he could see her face through the dusk. Her eyes were on the door, and she breathed quickly.

A moment or two passed in this way, and then from the hurly-burly in the gateway the footsteps of two men  one limped  detached themselves and came nearer and nearer. They stopped without. A gleam of light shone under the door, and some one knocked.

She went to the door, and, withdrawing the bar, stepped quickly back to the bedside, where for an instant the light borne by those who entered blinded her. Then, above the lanthorn, the faces of La Tribe and Bigot broke upon her, and their shining eyes told her that they bore good news. It was well, for the men seemed tongue-tied. The ministers fluency was gone; he was very pale, and it was Bigot who in the end spoke for both. He stepped forward, and, kneeling, kissed her cold hand.

My lady, he said, you have gained all, and lost nothing. Blessed be God!

Blessed be God! the minister wept. And from the passage without came the sound of laughter and weeping and many voices, with a flutter of lights and flying skirts, and womens feet.

She stared at him wildly, doubtfully, her hand at her throat.

What? she said, he is not dead  M. de Tignonville?

No, he is alive, La Tribe answered, he is alive. And he lifted up his hands as if he gave thanks.

Alive? she cried. Alive! Oh, Heaven is merciful. You are sure? You are sure?

Sure, Madame, sure. He was not in their hands. He was dismounted in the first shock, it seems, and, coming to himself after a time, crept away and reached St. Gilles, and came hither in a boat. But the enemy learned that he had not entered with us, and of this the priest wove his snare. Blessed be God, who put it into your heart to escape it!

The Countess stood motionless, and with closed eyes pressed her hands to her temples. Once she swayed as if she would fall her length, and Bigot sprang forward to support and save her. But she opened her eyes at that, sighed very deeply, and seemed to recover herself.

You are sure? she said faintly. It is no trick?

No, Madame, it is no trick, La Tribe answered. M. de Tignonville is alive, and here.

Here! She started at the word. The colour fluttered in her cheek. But the keys, she murmured. And she passed her hand across her brow. I thought  that I had them.

He has not entered, the minister answered, for that reason. He is waiting at the postern, where he landed. He came, hoping to be of use to you.

She paused a moment, and when she spoke again her aspect had undergone a subtle change. Her head was high, a flush had risen to her cheeks, her eyes were bright.

Then, she said, addressing La Tribe, do you, Monsieur, go to him, and pray him in my name to retire to St. Gilles, if he can do so without peril. He has no place here  now; and if he can go safely to his home it will be well that he do so. Add, if you please, that Madame de Tavannes thanks him for his offer of aid, but in her husbands house she needs no other protection.

Bigots eyes sparkled with joy.

The minister hesitated. No more, Madame? he faltered. He was tender-hearted, and Tignonville was of his people.

No more, she said gravely, bowing her head. It is not M. de Tignonville I have to thank, but Heavens mercy, that I do not stand here at this moment unhappy as I entered  a woman accursed, to be pointed at while I live. And the dead  she pointed solemnly through the dark casement to the shore the dead lie there.

La Tribe went.

She stood a moment in thought, and then took the keys from the rough stone window-ledge on which she had laid them when she entered. As the cold iron touched her fingers she shuddered. The contact awoke again the horror and misery in which she had groped, a lost thing, when she last felt that chill.

Take them, she said; and she gave them to Bigot. Until my lord can leave his couch they will remain in your charge, and you will answer for all to him. Go, now, take the light; and in half an hour send Madame Carlat to me.

A wave broke heavily on the causeway and ran down seething to the sea; and another and another, filling the room with rhythmical thunders. But the voice of the sea was no longer the same in the darkness, where the Countess knelt in silence beside the bed  knelt, her head bowed on her clasped hands, as she had knelt before, but with a mind how different, with what different thoughts! Count Hannibal could see her head but dimly, for the light shed upwards by the spume of the sea fell only on the rafters. But he knew she was there, and he would fain, for his heart was full, have laid his hand on her hair.

And yet he would not. He would not, out of pride. Instead he bit on his harsh beard, and lay looking upward to the rafters, waiting what would come. He who had held her at his will now lay at hers, and waited. He who had spared her life at a price now took his own a gift at her hands, and bore it.

Afterwards, Madame de Tavannes

His mind went back by some chance to those words  the words he had neither meant nor fulfilled. It passed from them to the marriage and the blow; to the scene in the meadow beside the river; to the last ride between La Flèche and Angers  the ride during which he had played with her fears and hugged himself on the figure he would make on the morrow. The figure? Alas! of all his plans for dazzling her had come  this! Angers had defeated him, a priest had worsted him. In place of releasing Tignonville after the fashion of Bayard and the Paladins, and in the teeth of snarling thousands, he had come near to releasing him after another fashion and at his own expense. Instead of dazzling her by his mastery and winning her by his magnanimity, he lay here, owing her his life, and so weak, so broken, that the tears of childhood welled up in his eyes.

Out of the darkness a hand, cool and firm, slid into his, clasped it tightly, drew it to warm lips, carried it to a womans bosom.

My lord, she murmured, I was the captive of your sword, and you spared me. Him I loved you took and spared him too  not once or twice. Angers, also, and my people you would have saved for my sake. And you thought I could do this! Oh! shame, shame! But her hand held his always.

You loved him, he muttered.

Yes, I loved him, she answered slowly and thoughtfully. I loved him. And she fell silent a minute. Then, And I feared you, she added, her voice low. Oh, how I feared you  and hated you!

And now?

I do not fear him, she answered, smiling in the darkness. Nor hate him. And for you, my lord, I am your wife and must do your bidding, whether I will or no. I have no choice.

He was silent.

Is that not so? she asked.

He tried weakly to withdraw his hand.

But she clung to it. I must bear your blows or your kisses. I must be as you will and do as you will, and go happy or sad, lonely or with you, as you will! As you will, my lord! For I am your chattel, your property, your own. Have you not told me so?

But your heart, he cried fiercely, is his! Your heart, which you told me in the meadow could never be mine!

I lied, she murmured, laughing tearfully, and her hands hovered over him. It has come back! And it is on my lips.

And she leant over and kissed him. And Count Hannibal knew that he had entered into his kingdom, the sovereignty of a womans heart.

* * * * *

An hour later there was a stir in the village on the mainland. Lanthorns began to flit to and fro. Sulkily men were saddling and preparing for the road. It was far to Challans, farther to Lège  more than one day, and many a weary league to Ponts de Cé and the Loire. The men who had ridden gaily southwards on the scent of spoil and revenge turned their backs on the castle with many a sullen oath and word. They burned a hovel or two, and stripped such as they spared, after the fashion of the day; and it had gone ill with the peasant woman who fell into their hands. Fortunately, under cover of the previous night every soul had escaped from the village, some to sea, and the rest to take shelter among the sand-dunes; and as the troopers rode up the path from the beach, and through the green valley, where their horses shied from the bodies of the men they had slain, there was not an eye to see them go.

Or to mark the man who rode last, the man of the white face  scarred on the temple  and the burning eyes, who paused on the brow of the hill, and, before he passed beyond, cursed with quivering lips the foe who had escaped him. The words were lost, as soon as spoken, in the murmur of the sea on the causeway; the sea, fit emblem of the Eternal, which rolled its tide regardless of blessing or cursing, good or ill will, nor spared one jot of ebb or flow because a puny creature had spoken to the night.


THE LONG NIGHT
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CHAPTER I.

A STUDENT OF THEOLOGY.

They were about to shut the Porte St. Gervais, the north gate of Geneva. The sergeant of the gate had given his men the word to close; but at the last moment, shading his eyes from the low light of the sun, he happened to look along the dusty road which led to the Pays de Gex, and he bade the men wait. Afar off a traveller could be seen hurrying two donkeys towards the gate, with now a blow on this side, and now on that, and now a shrill cry. The sergeant knew him for Jehan Brosse, the bandy-legged tailor of the passage off the Corraterie, a sound burgher and a good man whom it were a shame to exclude. Jehan had gone out that morning to fetch his grapes from Möens; and the sergeant had pity on him.

He waited, therefore; and presently he was sorry that he had waited. Behind Jehan, a long way behind him, appeared a second wayfarer; a young man covered with dust who approached rapidly on long legs, a bundle jumping and bumping at his shoulders as he ran. The favour of the gate was not for such as he  a stranger; and the sergeant anxious to bar, yet unwilling to shut out Jehan, watched his progress with disgust. As he feared, too, it turned out. Young legs caught up old ones: the stranger overtook Jehan, overtook the donkeys. A moment, and he passed under the arch abreast of them, a broad smile of acknowledgment on his heated face. He appeared to think that the gate had been kept open out of kindness to him.

And to be grateful. The war with Savoy  Italian Savoy which, like an octopus, wreathed clutching arms about the free city of Geneva  had come to an end some months before. But a State so small that the frontier of its inveterate enemy lies but two short leagues from its gates, has need of watch and ward, and curfews and the like, so that he was fortunate who found the gates of Geneva open after sunset in that year, 1602; and the stranger seemed to know this.

As the great doors clanged together and two of the watch wound up the creaking drawbridge, he turned to the sergeant, the smile still on his face. I feared that you would shut me out! he panted, still holding his sides. I would not have given much for my chance of a bed a minute ago.

The sergeant answered only by a grunt.

If this good fellow had not been in front  

This time the sergeant cut him short with an imperious gesture, and the young man seeing that the guard also had fallen stiffly into rank, turned to the tailor. He was overflowing with good nature: he must speak to some one. If you had not been in front, he began, I  

But the tailor also cut him short  frowning and laying his finger to his lip and pointing mysteriously to the ground. The stranger stooped to look more closely, but saw nothing: and it was only when the others dropped on their knees that he understood the hint and hastened to follow the example. The soldiers bent their heads while the sergeant recited a prayer for the safety of the city. He did this reverently, while the evening light  which fell grey between walls and sobered those who had that moment left the open sky and the open country  cast its solemn mantle about the party.

Such was the pious usage observed in that age at the opening and the closing of the gates of Geneva: nor had it yet sunk to a form. The nearness of the frontier and the shadow of those clutching arms, ever extended to smother the free State, gave a reality to the faith of those who opened and shut, and with arms in their hands looked back on ten years of constant warfare. Many a night during those ten years had Geneva gazed from her watch-towers on burning farms and smouldering homesteads; many a day seen the smoke of Chablais hamlets float a dark trail across her lake. What wonder if, when none knew what a night might bring forth, and the fury of Antwerp was still a new tale in mens ears, the Genevese held Providence higher and His workings more near than men are prone to hold them in happier times?

Whether the strangers reverent bearing during the prayer gained the sergeants favour, or the sword tied to his bundle and the bulging corners of squat books which stuffed out the cloak gave a new notion of his condition, it is certain that the officer eyed him more kindly when all rose from their knees. You can pass in now, young sir, he said nodding. But another time remember, if you please, the earlier here the warmer welcome!

I will bear it in mind, the young traveller answered, smiling. Perhaps you can tell me where I can get a nights lodging?

You come to study, perhaps? The sergeant puffed himself out as he spoke, for the fame of Genevas college and its great professor, Theodore Beza, was a source of glory to all within the city walls. Learning, too, was a thing in high repute in that day. The learned tongues still lived and were passports opening all countries to scholars. The names of Erasmus and Scaliger were still in the mouths of men.

Yes, the youth answered, and I have the name of a lodging in which I hope to place myself. But for to-night it is late, and an inn were more convenient.

Go then to the Bible and Hand, the sergeant answered. It is a decent house, as are all in Geneva. If you think to find here a roistering, drinking, swearing tavern, such as youd find in Dijon  

I come to study, not to drink, the young man answered eagerly.

Well, the Bible and Hand, then! It will answer your purpose well. Cross the bridge and go straight on. It is in the Bourg du Four.

The youth thanked him with a pleased air, and turning his back on the gate proceeded briskly towards the heart of the city. Though it was not Sunday the inhabitants were pouring out from the evening preaching as plentifully as if it had been the first day of the week; and as he scanned their grave and thoughtful faces  faces not seldom touched with sternness or the scars of war  as he passed between the gabled steep-roofed houses and marked their order and cleanliness, as he saw above him and above them the two great towers of the cathedral, he felt a youthful fervour and an enthusiasm not to be comprehended in our age.

To many of us the name and memory of Geneva stand for anything but freedom. But to the Huguenot of that generation and day, the name of Geneva stood for freedom; for a fighting aggressive freedom, a full freedom in the State, a sober measured freedom in the Church. The city was the outpost, southwards, of the Reformed religion and the Reformed learning; it sowed its ministers over half Europe, and where they went, they spread abroad not only its doctrines but its praise and its honour. If, even to the men of that day there appeared at times a something too stiff in its attitude, a something too near the Papal in its decrees, they knew with what foes and against what odds it fought, and how little consistent with the ferocity of that struggle were the compromises of life or the courtesies of the lists.

At any rate, in some such colours as these, framed in such a halo, Claude Mercier saw the Free City as he walked its narrow streets that evening, seeking the Bible and Hand. In some such colours had his father, bred under Calvin to the ministry, depicted it: and the young man, half French, half Vaudois, sought nothing better, set nothing higher, than to form a part of its life, and eventually to contribute to its fame. Good intentions and honest hopes tumbled over one another in his brain as he walked. The ardour of a new life, to be begun this day, possessed him. He saw all things through the pure atmosphere of his own happy nature: and if it remained to him to discover how Geneva would stand the test of a closer intimacy, at this moment, the youth took the city to his heart with no jot of misgiving. To follow in the steps of Theodore Beza, a Frenchman like himself and gently bred, to devote himself, in these surroundings to the Bible and the Sword, and find in them salvation for himself and help for others  this seemed an end simple and sufficing: the end too, which all men in Geneva appeared to him to be pursuing that summer evening.

By-and-by a grave citizen, a psalm-book in his hand, directed him to the inn in the Bourg du Four; a tall house turning the carved ends of two steep gables to the street. On either side of the porch a long low casement suggested the comfort that was to be found within; nor was the pledge unfulfilled. In a trice the student found himself seated at a shining table before a simple meal and a flagon of cool white wine with a sprig of green floating on the surface. His companions were two merchants of Lyons, a vintner of Dijon, and a taciturn, soberly clad professor. The four elders talked gravely of the late war, of the prevalence of drunkenness in Zurich, of a sad case of witchcraft at Basle, and of the state of trade in Lausanne and the Pays de Vaud; while the student, listening with respect, contrasted the quietude of this house, looking on the grey evening street, with the bustle and chatter and buffoonery of the inns at which he had lain on his way from Chatillon. He was in a mood to appraise at the highest all about him, from the demure maid who served them to the cloaked burghers who from time to time passed the window wrapped in meditation. From a house hard by the sound of the evening psalms came to his ears. There are moods and places in which to be good seems of the easiest; to err, a thing well-nigh impossible.

The professor was the first to rise and retire; on which the two merchants drew up their seats to the table with an air of relief. The vintner looked after the retreating figure. Of Lausanne, I should judge? he said, with a jerk of the elbow.

Probably, one of the others answered.

Is he not of Geneva, then? our student asked. He had listened with interest to the professors talk and between whiles had wondered if it would be his lot to sit under him.

No, or he would not be here! one of the merchants replied, shrugging his shoulders.

Why not, sir?

Why not? The merchant fixed the questioner with eyes of surprise. Dont you know, young man, that those who live in Geneva may not frequent Geneva taverns?

Indeed? Mercier answered, somewhat startled. Is that so?

It is very much so, the other returned with something of a sneer.

And they do not! quoth the vintner with a faint smile.

Well, professors do not! the merchant answered with a grimace. I say nothing of others. Let the Venerable Company of Pastors see to it. It is their business.

At this point the host brought in lights. After closing the shutters he was in the act of retiring when a door near at hand  on the farther side of the passage if the sound could be trusted  flew open with a clatter. Its opening let out a burst of laughter, nor was that the worst: alas, above the laughter rang an oath  the ribald word of some one who had caught his foot in the step.

The landlord uttered an exclamation and went out hurriedly, closing the door behind him. A moment and his voice could be heard, scolding and persuading in the passage.

Umph! the vintner muttered, looking from one to the other with a humorous eye. It seems to me that the Venerable Company of Pastors have not yet expelled the old Adam.

Open flew the door and cut short the word. But it had been heard, Pastors? a raucous voice cried. Passers and Flinchers is what I call them! And a stout heavy man, whose small pointed grey beard did but emphasise the coarse virility of the face above it, appeared on the threshold, glaring at the four. Pastors? he repeated defiantly. Passers and Flinchers, I say!

In Heavens name, Messer Grio! the landlord protested, hovering at his shoulder, these are strangers  

Strangers? Ay, and flinchers, they too! the intruder retorted, heedless of the remonstrance. And he lurched into the room, a bulky, reeling figure in stained green and tarnished lace. Four flinchers! But Ill make them drink a cup with me or Ill prick their hides! Do you think we shed blood for you and are to be stinted of our liquor!

Messer Grio! Messer Grio! the landlord cried, wringing his hands. You will be my ruin!

No fear!

But I do fear! the host retorted sharply, going so far as to lay a hand on his shoulder. I do fear. Behind the man in green his boon-fellows, flushed with drink, had gathered, and were staring half curious, half in alarm into the room. The landlord turned and appealed to them. For Heavens sake get him away quietly! he muttered. I shall lose my living if this be known. And you will suffer too! Gentlemen, he turned to the party at the table, this is a quiet house, a quiet house in general, but  

Tut-tut! said the vintner good-naturedly. Well drink a cup with the gentleman if he wishes it!

Youll drink or be pricked! quoth Messer Grio; he was one of those who grow offensive in their cups. And while his friends laughed, he swished out a sword of huge length, and flourished it. Ça! Ça! Now let me see any man refuse his liquor!

The landlord groaned, but thinking apparently that soonest broken was soonest mended, he vanished, to return in a marvellously short space of time with four tall glasses and a flask of Neuchatel. Tis good wine, he muttered anxiously. Good wine, gentlemen, I warrant you. And Messer Grio here has served the State, so that some little indulgence  

What art muttering? cried the bully, who spoke French with an accent new and strange in the students ears. Let be! Let be, I say! Let them drink, or be pricked!

The merchants and the vintner took their glasses without demur: and, perhaps, though they shrugged their shoulders, were as willing as they looked. The young man hesitated, took with a curling lip the glass which was presented to him, and then, a blush rising to his eyes, pushed it from him.

Tis good wine, the landlord repeated. And no charge. Drink, young sir, and  

I drink not on compulsion! the student answered.

Messer Grio stared. What? he roared. You  

I drink not on compulsion, the young man repeated, and this time he spoke clearly and firmly. Had the gentleman asked me courteously to drink with him, that were another matter. But  

Sho! the vintner muttered, nudging him in pure kindness. Drink, man, and a fico for his courtesy so the wine be old! When the drink is in, the sense is out, and, lowering his voice, hell let you blood to a certainty, if you will not humour him.

But the grinning faces in the doorway hardened the student in his resolution. I drink not on compulsion, he repeated stubbornly. And he rose from his seat.

You drink not? Grio exclaimed. You drink not? Then by the living  

For Heavens sake! the landlord cried, and threw himself between them. Messer Grio! Gentlemen!

But the bully, drunk and wilful, twitched him aside. Under compulsion, eh! he sneered. You drink not under compulsion, dont you, my lad? Let me tell you, he continued with ferocity, you will drink when I please, and where I please, and as often as I please, and as much as I please, you meal-worm! You half-weaned puppy! Take that glass, dyou hear, and say after me, Devil take  

Messer Grio! cried the horrified landlord.

Devil take  for a moment a hiccough gave him pause all flinchers! Take the glass, young man. That is well! I see you will come to it! Now say after me, Devil take  

That! the student retorted, and flung the wine in the bullys face.

The landlord shrieked; the other guests rose hurriedly from their seats, and got aside. Fortunately the wine blinded the man for a moment, and he recoiled, spitting curses and darting his sword hither and thither in impotent rage. By the time he had cleared his eyes the youth had got to his bundle, and, freeing his blade, placed himself in a posture of defence. His face was pale, but with the pallor of excitement rather than of fear; and the firm set of his mouth and the smouldering fire in his eyes as he confronted the drunken bravo, no less than the manner in which he handled his weapon, showed him as ready to pursue as he had been hardy to undertake the quarrel.

He gave proof of forethought, too. Witness all, he drew first! he cried; and his glance quitting Grio for the briefest instant sought to meet the merchants eyes. I am on my defence. I call all here to witness that he has thrust this quarrel upon me!

The landlord wrung his hands. Oh dear! oh dear! he cried. In Heavens name, gentlemen, put up! put up! Stop them! Will no one stop them! And in despair, seeing no one move to arrest them, he made as if he would stand between them.

But the bully flourished his blade about his ears, and with a cry the goodman saved himself Out, skinker! Grio cried grimly. And you, say your prayers, puppy. Before you are five minutes older I will spit you like a partridge though I cross the frontier for it. You have basted me with wine! I will baste you after another fashion! On guard! On guard, and  

What is this?

The voice stayed Grios tongue and checked his foot in the very instant of assault. The student, watching his blade and awaiting the attack, was surprised to see his point waver and drop. Was it a trick, he wondered? A stratagem? No, for a silence fell on the room, while those who held the floor hastened to efface themselves against the wall, as if they at any rate had nothing to do with the fracas. And next moment Grio shrugged his shoulders, and with a half-stifled curse stood back.

What is this?

The same question in the same tone. This time the student saw whose voice it was had stayed Grios arm. Within the door a pace in front of two or three attendants, who had displaced the roisterers on the threshold, appeared a spare dry-looking man of middle height, wearing his hat, and displaying a gold chain of office across the breast of his black velvet cloak. In age about sixty, he had nothing that at a first glance seemed to call for a second: his small pinched features, and the downward curl of the lip, which his moustache and clipped beard failed to hide, indicated a nature peevish and severe rather than powerful. On nearer observation the restless eyes, keen and piercing, asserted themselves and redeemed the face from insignificance. When, as on this occasion, their glances were supported by the terrors of the State, it was not difficult to understand why Messer Blondel, the Syndic, though no great man to look upon, had both weight with the masses, and a hold not to be denied over his colleagues in the Council.

No one took on himself to answer the question he had put, and in a voice thin and querulous, but with a lurking venom in its tone, What is this? the great man repeated, looking from one to another. Are we in Geneva, or in Venice? Under the skirts of the scarlet woman, or where the magistrates bear not the sword in vain? Good Mr. Landlord, are these your professions? Your bailmen should sleep ill to-night, for they are likely to answer roundly for this! And whom have we sparking it here? Brawling and swearing and turning into a profligates tavern a place that should be for the sober entertainment of travellers? Whom have we here  eh! Let me see them! Ah!

He paused rather suddenly, as his eyes met Grios: and a little of his dignity fell from him with the pause. His manner underwent a subtle change from the judicial to the paternal. When he resumed, he wagged his head tolerantly, and a modicum of sorrow mingled with his anger. Ah, Messer Grio! Messer Grio! he said, it is you, is it? For shame! For shame! This is sad, this is lamentable! Some indulgence, it is true  he coughed may be due after late events, and to certain who have borne part in them. But this goes too far! Too far by a long way!

It was not I began it! the bully muttered sullenly, a mixture of bravado and apology in his bearing. He sheathed his blade, and thrust the long scabbard behind him. He threw a glass of wine in my face, Syndic  that is the truth. Is an old soldier who has shed blood for Geneva to swallow that, and give God thanks?

The Syndic turned to the student, and licked his lips, his features more pinched than usual. Are these your manners? he said. If so, they are not the manners of Geneva! Your name, young man, and your dwelling place?

My name is Claude Mercier, last from Chatillon in Burgundy, the young man answered firmly. For the rest, I did no otherwise than you, sir, must have done in my case!

The magistrate snorted. I!

Being treated as I was! the young man protested. He would have me drink whether I would or no! And in terms no man of honour could bear.

Honour? the Syndic retorted, and on the word exploded in great wrath. Honour, say you? Then I know who is in fault. When men of your race talk of honour tis easy to saddle the horse. I will teach you that we know naught of honour in Geneva, but only of service! And naught of punctilios but much of modest behaviour! It is such hot blood as yours that is at the root of brawlings and disorders and such-like, to the scandal of the community: and to cool it I will commit you to the town jail until to-morrow! Convey him thither, he continued, turning sharply to his followers, and see him safely bestowed in the stocks. To-morrow I will hear if he be penitent, and perhaps, if he be in a cooler temper  

But the young man, aghast at this sudden disgrace, could be silent no longer. But, sir, he broke in passionately, I had no choice. It was no quarrel of my beginning. I did but refuse to drink, and when he  

Silence, sirrah! the Syndic cried, and cut him short. You will do well to be quiet! And he was turning to bid his people bear their prisoner out without more ado when one of the merchants ventured to put in a word.

May I say, he interposed timidly, that until this happened, Messer Blondel, the young mans conduct was all that could be desired?

Are you of his company?

No, sir.

Then best keep out of it! the magistrate retorted sharply.

And you, to his followers, did you hear me? Away with him!

But as the men advanced to execute the order, the young man stepped forward. One moment! he said. A moment only, sir. I caught the name of Blondel. Am I speaking to Messer Philibert Blondel?

The Syndic nodded ungraciously. Yes, he said, I am he. What of it?

Only this, that I have a letter for him, the student answered, groping with trembling fingers in his pouch. From my uncle, the Sieur de Beauvais of Nocle, by Dijon.

The Sieur de Beauvais?

Yes.

He is your uncle?

Yes.

So! Well, I remember now, Blondel continued, nodding. His name was Mercier. Certainly, it was. Well, give me the letter. His tone was still harsh, but it was not the same; and when he had broken the seal and read the letter  with a look half contemptuous, half uneasy  his brow cleared a little. It were well young people knew better what became them, he cried, peevishly shrugging his shoulders. It would save us all a great deal. However, for this time as you are a stranger and well credited, I find, you may go. But let it be a lesson to you, do you hear? Let it be a lesson to you, young man. Geneva, pompously, is no place for brawling, and if you come hither for that, you will quickly find yourself behind bars. See that you go to a fit lodging to-morrow, and do you, Mr. Landlord, have a care that he leaves you.

The young mans heart was full, but he had the wisdom to keep his temper and to say no more. The Syndic on his part was glad, on second thoughts, to be free of the matter. He was turning to go when it seemed to strike him that he owed something more to the bearer of the letter. He turned back. Yes, he said, I had forgotten. This week I am busy. But next week, on some convenient day, come to me, young sir, and I may be able to give you a word of advice. In the forenoon will be best. Until then  see to your behaviour!

The young man bowed and waited, standing where he was, until the bustle attending the Syndics departure had quite died away. Then he turned. Now, Messer Grio, he said briskly, for my part I am ready.

But Messer Grio had slipped away some minutes before.


CHAPTER II.

THE HOUSE ON THE RAMPARTS.

The affair at the inn which had threatened to turn out so unpleasantly for our hero, should have gone some way towards destroying the illusions with which he had entered Geneva. But faith is strong in the young, and hope stronger. The traditions of his boyhood and his fireside, and the stories, animate with affection for the cradle of the faith, to which he had listened at his fathers knee, were not to be over-ridden by the shadow of an injustice, which in the end had not fallen. When the young man went abroad next morning and viewed the tall towers of St. Peter, of which his father had spoken  when, from those walls which had defied through so many months the daily and nightly threats of an ever-present enemy, he looked on the sites of conflicts still famous and on farmsteads but half risen from their ruins  when, above all, he remembered for what those walls stood, and that here, on the borders of the blue lake, and within sight of the glittering peaks which charmed his eyes  if in any one place in Europe  the battle of knowledge and freedom had been fought, and the rule of the monk and the Inquisitor cast down, his old enthusiasm revived. He thirsted for fresh conflicts, for new occasions: and it is to be feared dreamt more of the Sword than of the sacred Book, which he had come to study, and which, in Geneva, went hand in hand with it.

In the fervour of such thoughts and in the multitude of new interests which opened before him, he had well-nigh forgotten the Syndics tyranny before he had walked a mile: nor might he have given a second thought to it but for the need which lay upon him of finding a new lodging before night. In pursuit of this he presently took his way to the Corraterie, a row of gabled houses, at the western end of the High Town, built within the ramparts, and enjoying over them a view of the open country, and the Jura. The houses ran for some distance parallel with the rampart, then retired inwards, and again came down to it; in this way enclosing a triangular open space or terrace. They formed of themselves an inner line of defence, pierced at the point farthest from the rampart by the Porte Tertasse: a gate it is true, which was often open even at night, for the wall in front of the Corraterie, though low on the town side, looked down from a great height on the ditch and the low meadows that fringed the Rhone. Trees planted along the rampart shaded the triangular space, and made it a favourite lounge from which the inhabitants of that quarter of the town could view the mountains and the sunset while tasting the freshness of the evening air.

A score of times had Claude Mercier listened to a description of this row of lofty houses dominating the ramparts. Now he saw it, and, charmed by the position and the aspect, he trembled lest he should fail to secure a lodging in the house which had sheltered his fathers youth. Heedless of the suspicious glances shot at him by the watch at the Porte Tertasse, he consulted the rough plan which his father had made for him  consulted it rather to assure himself against error than because he felt doubt. The precaution taken, he made for a house a little to the right of the Tertasse gate as one looks to the country. He mounted by four steep steps to the door and knocked on it.

It was opened so quickly as to disconcert him. A lanky youth about his own age bounced out and confronted him. The lad wore a cap and carried two or three books under his arm as if he had been starting forth when the summons came. The two gazed at one another a moment: then, Does Madame Royaume live here? Claude asked.

The other, who had light hair and light eyes, said curtly that she did.

Do you know if she has a vacant room? Mercier asked timidly.

She will have one to-night! the youth answered with temper in his tone: and he dashed down the steps and went off along the street without ceremony or explanation. Viewed from behind he had a thin neck which agreed well with a small retreating chin.

The door remained open, and after hesitating a moment Claude tapped once and again with his foot. Receiving no answer he ventured over the threshold, and found himself in the living-room of the house. It was cool, spacious and well-ordered. On the left of the entrance a wooden settle flanked a wide fireplace, in front of which stood a small heavy table. Another table a little bigger occupied the middle of the room; in one corner the boarded-up stairs leading to the higher floors bulked largely. Two or three dark prints  one a portrait of Calvin  with a framed copy of the Geneva catechism, and a small shelf of books, took something from the plainness and added something to the comfort of the apartment, which boasted besides a couple of old oaken dressers, highly polished and gleaming, with long rows of pewter ware. Two doors stood opposite the entrance and appeared to lead  for one of them stood open  to a couple of closets: bedrooms they could hardly be called, yet in one of them Claude knew that his father had slept. And his heart warmed to it.

The house was still; the room was somewhat dark, for the windows were low and long, strongly barred, and shaded by the trees, through the cool greenery of which the light filtered in. The young man stood a moment, and hearing no footstep or movement wondered what he should do. At length he ventured to the door of the staircase and, opening it, coughed. Still no one answered or came, and unwilling to intrude farther he turned about and waited on the hearth. In a corner behind the settle he noticed two half pikes and a long-handled sword; on the seat of the settle itself lay a thin folio bound in stained sheepskin. A log smouldered on the hearth, and below the great black pot which hung over it two or three pans and pipkins sat deep among the white ashes. Save for these there was no sign in the room of a womans hand or use. And he wondered. Certainly the young man who had departed so hurriedly had said it was Madame Royaumes. There could be no mistake.

Well, he would go and come again. But even as he formed the resolution, and turned towards the outer door  which he had left open  he heard a faint sound above, a step light but slow. It seemed to start from the uppermost floor of all, so long was it in descending; so long was it before, waiting on the hearth cap in hand, he saw a shadow darken the line below the staircase door. A second later the door opened and a young girl entered and closed it behind her. She did not see him; unconscious of his presence she crossed the floor and shut the outer door.

There was a something in her bearing which went to the heart of the young man who stood and saw her for the first time; a depression, a dejection, an I know not what, so much at odds with her youth and her slender grace, that it scarcely needed the sigh with which she turned to draw him a pace nearer. As he moved their eyes met. She, who had not known of his presence, recoiled with a low cry and stared wide-eyed: he began hurriedly to speak.

I am the son of M. Gaston Mercier, of Chatillon, he said, who lodged here formerly. At least, he stammered, beginning to doubt, if this be the house of Madame Royaume, he lodged here. A young man who met me at the door said that Madame lived here, and had a room.

He admitted you? The young man who went out?

Yes.

She gazed hard at him a moment, as if she doubted or suspected him. Then, We have no room, she said.

But you will have one to-night, he answered

I do not know.

But  but from what he said, Claude persisted doggedly, he meant that his own room would be vacant, I think.

It may be, she answered dully, the heaviness which surprise had lifted for a moment settling on her afresh. But we shall take no new lodgers. Presently you would go, with a cold smile, as he goes to-day.

My father lodged here three years, Claude answered, raising his head with pride. He did not go until he returned to France. I ask nothing better than to lodge where my father lodged. Madame Royaume will know my name. When she hears that I am the son of M. Gaston Mercier, who often speaks of her  

He fell sick here, I think? the girl said. She scanned him anew with the first show of interest that had escaped her. Yet reluctantly, it seemed; with a kind of ungraciousness hard to explain.

He had the plague in the year M. Chausse, the pastor of St. Gervais, died of it, Claude answered eagerly. When it was so bad. And Madame nursed him and saved his life. He often speaks of it and of Madame with gratitude. If Madame Royaume would see me?

It is useless, she answered with an impatient shrug. Quite useless, sir. I tell you we have no room. And  I wish you good-morning. On the word she turned from him with a curt gesture of dismissal, and kneeling beside the embers began to occupy herself with the cooking pots; stirring one and tasting another, and raising a third a little aslant at the level of her eyes that she might peer into it the better. He lingered, watching her, expecting her to turn. But when she had skimmed the last jar and set it back, and screwed it down among the embers, she remained on her knees, staring absently at a thin flame which had sprung up under the black pot. She had forgotten his presence, forgotten him utterly; forgotten him, he judged, in thoughts as deep and gloomy as the wide dark cavern of chimney which yawned above her head and dwarfed the slight figure kneeling Cinderella-like among the ashes.

Claude Mercier looked and looked, and wondered, and at last longed: longed to comfort, to cherish, to draw to himself and shelter the budding womanhood before him, so fragile now, so full of promise for the future. And quick as the flame had sprung up under her breath, a magic flame awoke in his heart, and burned high and hot. If he did not lodge here,

The sky might fall, fish fly, and sheep pursue The tawny monarch of the Libyan strand!

But he would lodge here. He coughed.

She started and turned, and seeing him, seeing that he had not gone, she rose with a frown. What is it? she said. For what are you waiting, sir?

I have something in charge for Madame Royaume, he answered.

I will give it her, she returned sharply. Why did you not say so at once? And she held out her hand.

No, he said hardily. I have it in charge for her hand only.

I am her daughter.

He shook his head stubbornly.

What she would have done on that  her face was hard and promised nothing  is uncertain. Fortunately for the young mans hopes, a dull report as of a stick striking the floor in some room above reached their ears; he saw her eyes flicker, alter, grow soft. Wait! she said imperiously; and stooping to take one of the pipkins from the fire, she poured its contents into a wooden bowl which stood beside her on the table. She added a horn-spoon and a pinch of salt, fetched a slice of coarse bread from a cupboard in one of the dressers, and taking all in skilled steady hands, hands childishly small, though brown as nuts, she disappeared through the door of the staircase.

He waited, looking about the room, and at this, and at that, with a new interest. He took up the book which lay on the settle: it was a learned volume, part of the works of Paracelsus, with strange figures and diagrams interwoven with the crabbed Latin text. A passage which he deciphered, abashed him by its profundity, and he laid the book down, and went from one to another of the black-framed engravings; from these to an oval piece in coarse Limoges enamel, which hung over the little shelf of books. At length he heard a step descending from the upper floors, and presently she appeared in the doorway.

My mother will see you, she said, her tone as ungracious as her look. But you will say nothing of lodging here, if it please you. Do you hear? she added, her voice rising to a more imperious note.

He nodded.

She turned on the lowest step. She is bed-ridden, she muttered, as if she felt the need of explanation. She is not to be disturbed with house matters, or who comes or goes. You understand that, do you?

He nodded, with a mental reservation, and followed her up the confined staircase. Turning sharply at the head of the first flight he saw before him a long narrow passage, lighted by a window that looked to the back. On the left of the passage which led to a second set of stairs, were two doors, one near the head of the lower flight, the other at the foot of the second. She led him past both  they were closed  and up the second stairs and into a room under the tiles, a room of good size but with a roof which sloped in unexpected places.

A woman lay there, not uncomely; rather comely with the beauty of advancing years, though weak and frail if not ill. It was the woman of whom he had so often heard his father speak with gratitude and respect. It was neither of his father, however, nor of her, that Claude Mercier thought as he stood holding Madame Royaumes hand and looking down at her. For the girl who had gone before him into the room had passed to the other side of the bed, and the glance which she and her mother exchanged as the daughter leant over the couch, the message of love and protection on one side, of love and confidence on the other  that message and the tone, wondrous gentle, in which the girl, so curt and abrupt below, named him  these revealed a bond and an affection for which the life of his own family furnished him with no precedent.

For his mother had many children, and his father still lived. But these two, his heart told him as he held Madame Royaumes shrivelled hand in his, were alone. They had each but the other, and lived each in the other, in this room under the tiles with the deep-set dormer windows that looked across the Pays de Gex to the Jura. For how much that prospect of vale and mountain stood in their lives, how often they rose to it from the same bed, how often looked at it in sunshine and shadow with the house still and quiet below them, he seemed to know  to guess. He had a swift mental vision of their lives, and then Madame Royaumes voice recalled him to himself.

You are newly come to Geneva? she said, gazing at him.

I arrived yesterday.

Yes, yes, of course, she answered. She spoke quickly and nervously. Yes, you told me so. And she turned to her daughter and laid her hand on hers as if she talked more easily so. Your father, Monsieur Mercier, with an obvious effort, is well, I hope?

Perfectly, and he begged me to convey his grateful remembrances. Those of my mother also, the young man added warmly.

Yes, he was a good man! I remember when, when he was ill, and M. Chausse  the pastor, you know  the reminiscence appeared to agitate her was ill also  

The girl leant over her quickly. Monsieur Mercier has brought something for you, mother, she said.

Ah?

His grateful remembrances and this letter, Claude murmured with a blush. He knew that the letter contained no more than he had already said; compliments, and the hope that Madame Royaume might be able to receive the son as she had received the father.

Ah! Madame Royaume repeated, taking the letter with fingers that shook a little.

You shall read it when Monsieur Mercier is gone, her daughter said. With that she looked across at the young man. Her eyes commanded him to take his leave.

But he was resolute. My father expresses the hope, he said, that you will grant me the same privilege of living under your roof, Madame, which was so highly prized by him.

Of course, of course, she answered eagerly, her eyes lighting up. I am not myself, sir, able to overlook the house  but, Anne, you will see to  to this being done?

My dear mother, we have no room! the girl replied; and stooping, hid her face while she whispered in her mothers ear. Then aloud, We are so full, so  it goes so well, she continued gaily. We never have any room. I am sure, sir,  again she faced him across the bed it is a disappointment to my mother, but it cannot be helped.

Dear, dear, it is unfortunate! Madame Royaume exclaimed; and then with a fond look at her daughter, Anne manages so well!

Yet if there be a room at any time vacant?

You shall assuredly have it.

But, mother dear, the girl cried, M. Grio and M. Basterga are permanent on the floor below. And Esau and Louis are now with us, and have but just entered on their course at college. And you know, she continued softly, no one ever leaves your house before they are obliged to leave it, mother dear!

The mother patted the daughters hand. No, she said proudly. It is true. And we cannot turn any one away. And yet, looking up at Anne, the son of Messer Mercier? You do not think  do you think that we could put him  

A closet however small! Claude cried.

Unfortunately the room beyond this can only be entered through this one.

It is out of the question! the girl responded quickly; and for the first time her tone rang a little hard. The next instant she seemed to repent of her petulance; she stooped and kissed the thin face sunk in the pillows softness. Then, rising, I am sorry, she continued stiffly and decidedly. But it is impossible!

Still  if a vacancy should occur? he pleaded.

Her eyes met his defiantly. We will inform you, she said.

Thank you, he answered humbly. Perhaps I am fatiguing your mother?

I think you are a little tired, dear, the girl said, stooping over her. A little fatigues you.

Madames cheeks were flushed; her eyes shone brightly, even feverishly. Claude saw this, and having pushed his plea and his suit as far as he dared, he hastened to take his leave. His thoughts had been busy with his chances all the time, his eyes with the womans face; yet he bore away with him a curiously vivid picture of the room, of the bow-pot blooming in the farther dormer, of the brass skillet beside the green boughs which filled the hearth, of the spinning wheel in the middle of the floor, and the great Bible on the linen chest beside the bed, of the sloping roof, and a queer triangular cupboard which filled one corner.

At the time, as he followed the girl downstairs, he thought of none of these things. He only asked himself what mystery lay in the bosom of this quiet house, and what he should say when he stood in the room below at bay before her. Of one thing he was still sure  sure, ay and surer, since he had seen her with her mother,

The sky might fall, fish fly, and sheep pursue The tawny monarch of the Libyan strand! 

but he lodged here. The mention of his adversary of last night, which had not escaped his ear, had only hardened him in his resolution. The room of Esau  or was it Louis room  must be his! He must be Jacob the Supplanter.

She did not speak as she preceded him down the stairs, and before they emerged one after the other into the living-room, which was still unoccupied, he had formed his plan. When she moved towards the outer door to open it he refused to follow: he stood still. Pardon me, he said, would you mind giving me the name of the young man who admitted me?

I do not see  

I only want his name.

Esau Tissot.

And his room? Which was it?

Grudgingly she pointed to the nearer of the two closets, that of which the door stood open.

That one?

Yes.

He stepped quickly into it, and surveyed it carefully. Then he laid his cap on the low truckle-bed. Very good, he said, raising his voice and speaking through the open door, I will take it. And he came out again.

The girls eyes sparkled. If you think, she cried, her temper showing in her face, that that will do you any good  

I dont think, he said, cutting her short, I take it. Your mother undertook that I should have the first vacant room. Tissot resigned this room this morning. I take it. I consider myself fortunate  most fortunate.

Her colour came and went. If you were a boor, she cried, you could not behave worse!

Then I am a boor!

But you will find, she continued, that you cannot force your way into a house like this. You will find that such things are not done in Geneva. I will have you put out!

Why? he asked, craftily resorting to argument. When I ask only to remain and be quiet? Why, when you have, or to-night will have, an empty room? Why, when you lodged Tissot, will you not lodge me? In what am I worse than Tissot or Grio, he continued, or  I forget the others name? Have I the plague, or the falling sickness? Am I Papist or Arian? What have I done that I may not lie in Geneva, may not lie in your house? Tell me, give me a reason, show me the cause, and I will go.

Her anger had died down while he spoke and while she listened. Instead, the lowness of heart to which she had yielded when she thought herself alone before the hearth showed in every line of her figure. You do not know what you are doing, she said sadly. And she turned and looked through the casement. You do not know what you are asking, or to what you are coming.

Did Tissot know when he came?

You are not Tissot, she answered in a low tone, and may fare worse.

Or better, he answered gaily. And at worst  

Worse or better you will repent it, she retorted. You will repent it bitterly!

I may, he answered. But at least you never shall.

She turned and looked at him at that; looked at him as if the curtain of apathy fell from her eyes and she saw him for the first time as he was, a young man, upright and not uncomely. She looked at him with her mind as well as her eyes, and seeing felt curiosity about him, pity for him, felt her own pulses stirred by his presence and his aspect. A faint colour, softer than the storm-flag which had fluttered there a minute before, rose to her cheeks; her lips began to tremble. He feared that she was going to weep, and That is settled! he said cheerfully. Good! and he went into the little room and brought out his cap. I lay last night at the Bible and Hand, and I must fetch my cloak and pack.

She stayed him by a gesture. One moment, she said. You are determined to  to do this? To lodge here?

Firmly, he answered, smiling.

Then wait. She passed by him and, moving to the fireplace, raised the lid of the great black pot. The broth inside was boiling and bubbling to within an inch of the lip, the steam rose from it in a fragrant cloud. She took an iron spoon and looked at him, a strange look in her eyes. Stand where you are, she said, and I will try you, if you are fit to come to us or no. Stand, do you hear, she repeated, a note of excitation, almost of mockery, in her voice, where you are whatever happens! You understand?

Yes, I am to stand here, whatever happens, he answered, wondering. What was she going to do?

She was going to do a thing outside the limits of his imagination. She dipped the iron spoon in the pot and, extending her left arm, deliberately allowed some drops of the scalding liquor to fall on the bare flesh. He saw the arm wince, saw red blisters spring out on the white skin, he caught the sharp indraw of her breath, but he did not move. Again she dipped the spoon, looking at him with defiant eyes, and with the same deliberation she let the stuff fall on the living flesh. This time the perspiration sprang out on her brow, her face burned suddenly hot, her whole frame shrank under the torture.

Dont! he cried hoarsely. I will not bear it! Dont! And he uttered a cry half-articulate, like a beasts.

Stand there! she said. And still he stood: stood, his hands clenched and his lips drawn back from his teeth, while she dipped the spoon again, and  though her arm shook now like an aspen and there were tears of pain in her eyes  let the dreadful stuff fall a third time.

She was white when she turned to him. If you do it again, he cried furiously, I will upset  the cursed pot.

I have done, she said, smiling faintly. I am not very brave  after all! And going to the dresser, her knees trembling under her, she poured out some water and drank it greedily. Then she turned to him, Do you understand? she said with a long tense look. Are you prepared? If you come here, you will see me suffer worse things, things a hundred times, a thousand times worse than that. You will see me suffer, and you will have to stand and see it. You will have to stand and suffer it. You will have to stand! If you cannot, do not come.

I stood it, he answered doggedly. But there are things flesh and blood cannot stand. There is a limit  

The limit I shall fix, she said proudly. Not you.

But you will fix it?

Perhaps. At any rate, that is the bargain. You may accept or refuse. You do not know where I stand, and I do. You must see and be blind, feel and be dumb, hear and make no answer, unless I speak  if you are to come here.

But you will speak  sometime?

I do not know, she answered wearily, and her whole form wilting she looked away from him. I do not know. Go now, if you please  and remember!


CHAPTER III.

THE QUINTESSENTIAL STONE.

The old town of Geneva, pent in the angle between lake and river, and cramped for many generations by the narrow corselet of its walls, was not large; it was still high noon when Mercier, after paying his reckoning at the Bible and Hand, and collecting his possessions, found himself again in the Corraterie. A pleasant breeze stirred the leafy branches which shaded the ramparts, and he stood a moment beside one of the small steep-roofed watch-towers, and resting his burden on the breast-high wall, gazed across the hazy landscape to the mountains, beyond which lay Chatillon and his home.

Yet it was not of his home he was thinking as he gazed; nor was it his mothers or his fathers face that the dancing heat of mid-day mirrored for him as he dreamed. Oh, happy days of youth when an hour and a face change all, and a glance from shy eyes, or the pout of strange lips blinds to the world and the worlds ambitions! Happy youth! But alas for the studies this youth had come so far to pursue, for the theology he had crossed those mountains to imbibe  at the pure source and fount of evangelical doctrine! Alas for the venerable Beza, pillar and pattern of the faith, whom he had thirsted to see, and the grave of Calvin, aim and end of his pilgrimage! All Geneva held but one face for him now, one presence, one gracious personality. A scarlet blister on a round white arm, the quiver of a girls lip a-tremble on the verge of tears  these and no longing for home, these and no memory of father or mother or the days of childhood, filled his heart to overflowing. He dreamed with his eyes on the hills, but it was not

Of Providence, foreknowledge, will and fate, Fixed fate, free will, foreknowledge absolute,

the things he had come to study; but of a womans trouble and the secret life of the house behind him, of which he was about to form part.

At length the call of a sentry at the Porte Tertasse startled him from his thoughts. He roused himself, and uncertain how long he had lingered he took up his cloak and bag and, turning, hastened across the street to the door at the head of the four steps. He found it on the latch, and with a confident air, which belied his real feelings, he pushed it open and presented himself.

For a moment he fancied that the room held only one person. This was a young man who sat at the table in the middle of the room and, surprised by the appearance of a stranger, suspended his spoon in the air that he might the better gaze at him. But when Claude had set down his bag behind the door, and turned to salute the other, he discovered his error; and despite himself he paused in the act of advancing, unable to hide his concern. At the table on the hearth, staring at him in silence, sat two other men. And one of the two was Grio.

Mercier paused we have said; he expected an outburst of anger if not an assault. But a second glance at the old ruffians face relieved him: a stare of vacant wonder made it plain that Grio sober retained little of the doings of Grio drunk. Nevertheless, the silent gaze of the three  for no one greeted him  took Claude aback; and it was but awkwardly and with embarrassment that he approached the table, and prepared to add himself to the party. Something in their looks as well as their silence whispered him unwelcome. He blushed, and addressing the young man at the larger table  

I have taken Tissots room, he said shyly. This is his seat, I suppose. May I take it? And indicating an empty bowl and spoon on the nearer side of the table, he made as if he would sit down before them.

In place of answering, the young man looked from him to the two on the hearth, and laughed  a foolish, frightened laugh. The sound led Merciers eyes in the same direction, and he appreciated for the first time the aspect of the man who sat with Grio; a man of great height and vast bulk, with a large plump face and small grey eyes. It struck Mercier as he met the fixed stare of those eyes, that he had entered with less ceremony than was becoming, and that he ought to make amends for it; and, in the act of sitting down in the vacant seat, he turned and bowed politely to the two at the other table.

Tissotius timuit, jam peregrinus adest! the big man murmured in a voice at once silky and sonorous. Then ignoring Mercier, but looking blandly at the young man who sat facing him at the table, What is this of Tissot? he continued. Can it be, with a side-glance at the newcomer, that we have lost our  I may not call him our quintessence or alcahest  rather shall I say our baser ore, that at the virgin touch of our philosophical stone blushed into ruddy gold? And burned ever brighter and hotter in her presence! Tissot gone, and with him all those fair experiments! Is it possible?

The young mans grin showed that he savoured a jest. But, I know nothing, he muttered sheepishly. Tis new to me.

Tissot gone! the big man repeated in a tone humorously melancholy. No more shall we

Upon his viler metal test our purest pure, And see him transmutations three endure!

Tissot gone! And you, sir, come in his place. What change is here! A stranger, I believe?

In Geneva, yes, Claude answered, wondering and a little abashed. The man spoke with an air of power and weight.

And a student, doubtless in our Academia? Like our Tissot? Yes. It may be, he continued in the same smooth tones wherein ridicule and politeness appeared to be so nicely mingled that it was difficult to judge if he spoke in jest or earnest, like him in other things! It may be that we have gained and not lost. And that qualities finer and more susceptible underlie an exterior more polished and an ease more complete, he bowed, than our poor Tissot could boast! But here is

Our stone angelical whereby All secret potencies to light are brought!

Doubtless  with a wave of the hand he indicated the girl who had that moment entered you have met before?

I could not otherwise, Claude answered coldly  he began to resent both the man and his manner have engaged the lodging. And he rose to take from the girls hand the broth she was bringing him. She, on her side, made no sign that she noticed a change, or that it was no longer Tissot she served. She gave him what he needed, mechanically and without meeting his eyes. Then turning to the others, she waited on them after the same fashion. For a minute or two there was silence in the room.

A strange silence, Claude thought, listening and wondering: as strange and embarrassing as the talk of the man who shared with Grio the table by the fireplace: as strange as the atmosphere about them, which hung heavy, to his fancy, and oppressive, fraught with unintelligible railleries, with subtle jests and sneers. The girl went to and fro, from one to another, her face pale, her manner quiet. And had he not seen her earlier with another look in her eyes, had he not detected a sinister something underlying the big mans good humour, he would have learned nothing from her; he would have fancied that all was as it should be in the house and in the company.

As it was he understood nothing. But he felt that a something was wrong, that a something overhung the party. Seated as he was he could not without turning see the faces of the two at the other table, nor watch the girl when she waited on them. But the suspicion of a smile which hovered on the lips of the young man who sat opposite him  whom he could see  kept him on his guard. Was a trick in preparation? Were they about to make him pay his footing? No, for they had no notice of his coming. They could not have laid the mine. Then why that smile? And why this silence?

On a sudden he caught the sound of a movement behind him, the swirl of a petticoat, and the clang of a pewter plate as it fell noisily to the floor. His companion looked up swiftly, the smile on his face broadening to a snigger. Claude turned too as quickly as he could and looked, his face hot, his mind suspecting some prank to be played on him; to his astonishment he discovered nothing to account for the laugh. The girl appeared to be bending over the embers on the hearth, the men to be engaged with their meal; and baffled and perplexed he turned again and, his ears burning, bent over his plate. He was glad when the stout man broke the silence for the second time.

Agrippa, he said, has this of amalgams. That whereas gold, silver, tin are valuable in themselves, they attain when mixed with mercury to a certain light and sparkling character, as who should say the bubbles on wine, or the light resistance of beauty, which in the one case and the other add to the charm. Such to our simple pleasures  he continued with a rumble of deep laughter our simple pleasures, which I must now also call our pleasures of the past, was our Tissot! Who, running fluid hither and thither, where resistance might be least of use, was as it were the ultimate sting of enjoyment. Is it possible that we have in our friend a new Tissot?

The young man at the table giggled. I did not know Tissot! Claude replied sharply and with a burning face  they were certainly laughing at him. And therefore I cannot say.

Mercury, which completes the amalgam, the stout man muttered absently and as if to himself, when heated sublimes over! Then turning after a moments silence to the girl, What says our Quintessential Stone to this? he continued. Her Tissot gone will she still work her wonders? Still of base Grios and the weak alloys red bridegrooms make? Still  kind Anne, your hand!

Silence! Silence again. What were they doing? Claude, full of suspicion, turned to see what it meant; turned to learn what it was on which the greedy eyes of his table-fellow were fixed so intently. And now he saw, more or less. The stout man and Grio had their heads together and their faces bent over the girls hand, which the former held. On them, however, Claude scarcely bestowed a glance. It was the girls face which caught and held his eyes, nay, made them burn. Had it blushed, had it showed white, he had borne the thing more lightly, he had understood it better. But her face showed dull and apathetic; as she stood looking down at the men, suffering them to do what they would with her hand, a strange passivity was its sole expression. When the big man (whose name Claude learned later was Basterga), after inspecting the palm, kissed it with mock passion, and so surrendered it to Grio, who also pressed his coarse lips to it, while the young man beside Claude laughed, no change came over her. Released, she turned again to the hearth, impassive. And Claude, his heart beating, recognised that this was the hundredth performance; that so far from being a new thing it was a thing so old as to be stale to her, moving her less, though there were insult and derision in every glance of the mens eyes, than it moved him.

And noting this he began in a dim way to understand. This was the thing which Tissot had not been able to bear; which in the end had driven the young man with the small chin from the house. This was the pleasantry to which his feeble resistance, his outbursts of anger, of jealousy, or of protest had but added piquancy, the ultimate sting of pleasure to the jaded palate of the performers. This was the obsession under which she lay, the trial and persecution which she had warned him he would find it hard to witness.

Hard? He believed her, trifling as was the thing he had seen. For behind it he had a glimpse of other and worse things, and behind all of some shadowy brooding mystery which compelled her to suffer them and forbade her to complain. What that was he could not conceive, what it could be he could not conceive: nor had he long to consider the question. He found the shifty eyes of his table-fellow fixed upon him, and, though the moment his own eyes met them they were averted, he fancied that they sped a glance of intelligence to the table behind him, and he hastened to curb, if not his feelings, at least the show of them. He had his warning. It was not as Tissot he must act if he would help her, but more warily, more patiently, biding her time, and letting the blow, when the time came, precede the word. Unwarned, he had acted it is probable as Tissot had acted, weakly and stormily: warned, he had no excuse if he failed her. Young as he was he saw this. The fault lay with him if he made the position worse instead of better.

Whether, do what he would, his feelings made themselves known  for the shoulders can speak, and eloquently, on occasion  or the reverse was the case, and his failure to rise to the bait disappointed the tormentor, the big man, Basterga, presently resumed the attack.

Tissotius pereat, Tissotianus adest! he muttered with a sneer. But perhaps, young sir, Latinity is not one of your subjects. The tongue of the immortal Cicero  

I speak it a little, Claude answered quietly. It were foolish to approach the door of learning without the key.

Oh, you are a wit, young sir! Well, with your wit and your Latinity can you construe this:  

Stultitiam expellas, furca tamen usque recurret Tissotius periit terque quaterque redit!

I think so, Claude replied gravely.

Good, if it please you! And the meaning?

Tissot was a fool, and you are another! the young man returned. Will you now solve me one, reverend sir, with all submission?

Said and done! the big man answered disdainfully.

Nec volucres plumæ faciunt nec cuspis Achillem! Construe me that then if you will!

Basterga shrugged his shoulders. Fine feathers do not make fine birds! he said. If you apply it to me, he continued with a contemptuous face, I  

Oh, no, to your company, Claude answered. Self-control comes hardly to the young, and he had already forgotten his rôle. Ask him what happened last night at the Bible and Hand, he continued, pointing to Grio, and how he stands now with his friend the Syndic!

The Syndic?

The Syndic Blondel!

The moment the words had passed his lips, Claude repented. He saw that he had struck a note more serious than he intended. The big man did not move, but over his fat face crept a watching expression; he was plainly startled. His eyes, reduced almost to pin-points, seemed for an instant the eyes of a cat about to spring. The effect was so evident indeed that it bewildered Claude and so completely diverted his attention from Grio, the real target, that when the bully, who had listened stupidly to the exchange of wit, proved by a brutal oath his comprehension of the reference to himself, the young man scarcely heard him.

The Syndic Blondel? Basterga muttered after a pregnant pause. What know you of him, pray?

Before the young man could answer, Grio broke in. So you have followed me here, have you? he cried, striking his jug on the table and glaring across the board at the offender. You werent content to escape last night it seems. Now  

Enough! Basterga muttered, the keen expression of his face unchanged. Softly! Softly! Where are we? I dont understand. What is this? Last night  

I want not to rake up bygones if you will let them be, Claude answered with a sulky air, half assumed. It was you who attacked me.

You puppy! Grio roared. Do you think  

Enough! Basterga said again: and his eyes leaving the young man fixed themselves on his companion. I begin to understand, he murmured, his voice low, but not the less menacing for that, or for the cat-like purr in it. I begin to comprehend. This is one of your tricks, Messer Grio. One of the clever tricks you play in your cups! Some day youll do that in them will  No! repressing the bully as he attempted to rise. Have done now and let us understand. The Bible and Hand, eh? Twas there, I suppose, you and this youth met, and  

Quarrelled, said Claude sullenly. Thats all.

And you followed him hither?

No, I did not.

No? Then how come you here? Basterga asked, his eyes still watchful. In this house, I mean? Tis not easy to find.

My father lodged here, Claude vouchsafed. And he shrugged his shoulders, thinking that with that the matter was clear.

But Basterga continued to eye him with something that was not far removed from suspicion. Oh, he said. That is it, is it? Your father lodged here. And the Syndic  Blondel, was it you said? How comes he into it? Grio was prating of him, I suppose? For an instant, while he waited the answer to the question, his eyes shrank again to pin-points.

He came in and found us at sword-play, Claude answered. Or just falling to it. And though the fault was not mine, he would have sent me to prison if I had not had a letter for him.

Oh! And returning with a manifest effort to the tone and manner of a few minutes before:  

Impiger, Iracundus, Inexorabilis, acer Jura neget sibi nata, nihil non arroget armis,

he hummed. I doubt if such manners will be appreciated in Geneva, young man, and furtively he wiped his brow. To old stagers like my friend here who has given his proofs of fidelity to the State, some indulgence is granted  

I see that, Claude answered with sarcasm.

I am saying it. But you, if you will not be warned, will soon find or make the town too hot for you.

He will find this house too hot for him! growled his companion, who had made more than one vain attempt to assert himself. And that to-day! To-day! Perdition, I know him now, he continued, fixing his bloodshot eyes on the young man, and if he crows here as he crowed last night, his comb must be cut! As well soon as late, for there will be no living with him! There, dont hold me, man! Let me at him! And he tried to rise.

Fool, have done! Basterga replied, still restraining him, but only by the exertion of considerable force. And then in a lower tone but one partially audible, Do you want to draw the eyes of all Geneva this way? he continued. Do you want the house marked and watched and every gossips tongue wagging about it? You did harm enough last night, Ill answer, and well if no worse comes of it! Have done, I say, or I shall speak, you know to whom!

Why does he come here? Why does he follow me? the sot complained.

Cannot you hear that his father lodged here?

A lie! Grio cried vehemently. He is spying on us! First at the Bible and Hand last night, and then here! It is you who are the fool, man. Let me go! Let me at him, I say!

I shall not! the big man answered firmly. And he whispered in the others ear something which Claude could not catch. Whatever it was it cooled Grios rage. He ceased to struggle, nodded sulkily and sat back. He stretched out his hand, took a long draught, and having emptied his jug, Heres Geneva! he said, wiping his lips with the air of a man who had given a toast. Only dont let him cross me! That is all. Where is the wench?

She has gone upstairs, Basterga answered with one eye on Claude. He seemed to be unable to shake off a secret doubt of him.

Then let her come down, Grio answered with a grin, half drunken, half brutal, and make her show sport. Here, you there, to the young man who shared Claudes table, call her down and  

Sit still! Basterga growled, and he trod  Claude was almost sure of it  on the bullys foot. It is late, and these young gentlemen should be at their themes. Theology, young sir, he turned to Claude with the slightest shade of over-civility in his pompous tone, like the pursuit of the Alcahest, which some call the Quintessence of the Elements, allows no rival near its throne!

I attend my first lecture to-morrow, Claude answered drily. And he kept his seat. His face was red and his hand trembled. They would call her down for their sport, would they! Not in his presence, nor again in his absence, if he could avoid it.

Grio struck the table. Call her down! he ordered in a tone which betrayed the influence of his last draught. Do you hear! And he looked fiercely at Louis Gentilis, the young man who sat opposite Claude.

But Louis only looked at Basterga and grinned.

And Basterga it was plain was not in the mood to amuse himself. Whatever the reason, the big man was no longer at his ease in Merciers company. Some unpleasant thought, some suspicion, born of the incident at the Bible and Hand, seemed to rankle in his mind, and, strive as he would, betrayed its presence in the tone of his voice and the glance of his eye. He was uneasy, nor could he hide his uneasiness. To the look which Gentilis shot at him he replied by one which imperatively bade the young man keep his seat. Enough fooling for to-day, he said, and stealthily he repressed Grios resistance. Enough! Enough! I see that the young gentleman does not altogether understand our humours. He will come to them in time, in time, his voice almost fawning, and see we mean no harm. Did I understand, he continued, addressing Claude directly, that your father knew Messer Blondel?

Who is now Syndic? My uncle did, Claude answered rather curtly. He was more and more puzzled by the change in Bastergas manner. Was the big man a poltroon whom the bold front shown to Grio brought to heel? Or was there something behind, some secret upon which his words had unwittingly touched?

He is a good man, Basterga said. And of the first in Geneva. His brother too, who is Procureur-General. Their father died for the State, and the sons, the Syndic in particular, served with high honour in the war. Savoy has no stouter foe than Philibert Blondel, nor Geneva a more devoted son. And he drank as if he drank a toast to them.

Claude nodded.

A man of great parts too. Probably you will wait on him?

Next week. I was near waiting on him after another fashion, Claude continued rather grimly. Between him and your friend there, with a glance at Grio, who had relapsed into a moody glaring silence, I was like to get more gyves than justice.

The big man laughed. Our friend here has served the State, he remarked, and does what another may not. Come, Messer Grio, he continued, clapping him on the shoulder, as he rose from his seat. We have sat long enough. If the young ones will not stir, it becomes the old ones to set an example. Will you to my room and view the precipitation of which I told you?

Grio gave a snarling assent, and got to his feet; and the party broke up with no more words. Claude took his cap and prepared to withdraw, well content with himself and the line he had taken. But he did not leave the house until his ears assured him that the two who had ascended the stairs together had actually repaired to Bastergas room on the first floor, and there shut themselves up.


CHAPTER IV.

CÆSAR BASTERGA.

Had it been Merciers eye in place of his ear which attended the two men to the upper room, he would have remarked  perhaps with surprise, since he had gained some knowledge of Grios temper  that in proportion as they mounted the staircase, the topers crest drooped, and his arrogance ebbed away; until at the door of Bastergas chamber, it was but a sneaking and awkward man who crossed the threshold.

Nor was the reason far to seek. Whatever the standpoint of the two men in public, their relations to one another in private were delivered up, stamped and sealed in that moment of entrance. While Basterga, leaving the other to close the door, strode across the room to the window and stood gazing out, his very back stern and contemptuous, Grio fidgeted and frowned, waiting with ill-concealed penitence, until the other chose to address him. At length Basterga turned, and his gleaming eyes, his moon-face pale with anger, withered his companion.

Again! Again! he growled  it seemed he dare not lift his voice. Will you never be satisfied until we are broken on the wheel? You dog, you! The sooner you are broken the better, were that all! Ay, and were that all, I could watch the bar fall with pleasure! But do you think I will see the fruit of years of planning, do you think that I will see the reward of this brain  this! this, you brainless idiot, who know not what a brain is  and he tapped his brow repeatedly with an earnestness almost grotesque do you think that I will see this cast away, because you swill, swine that you are! Swill and prate in your cups!

Fore God, I said nothing! Grio whined. I said nothing! It was only that he would not drink and I  

Made him?

No, he would not, I say, and we were coming to blows. And then  

He gave back, did he?

No, Messer Blondel came in.

Cæsar Basterga stretched out his huge arms. Fool! Fool! Fool! he hissed, with a gesture of despair. There it is! And Blondel, who should have sent you to the whipping-post, or out of Geneva, has to cloak you! And men ask why, and what there is between our most upright Syndic and a drunken, bragging  

Softly, Grio muttered, with a flash of sullen resentment. Softly, Messer Basterga! I  

A drunken, swilling, prating pig! the other persisted. A broken soldier living on an hour of chance service? Pooh, man, with contempt, do not threaten me! Do you think that I do not know you more than half craven? The lad below there would cut your comb yet, did I suffer it. But that is not the point. The point is that you must needs advertise the world that you and the Syndic, who has charge of the walls, are hail-fellows, and the world will ask why! Or he must deal with you as you deserve and out you go from Geneva!

Per Bacco! I am not the only soldier, Grio muttered, who ruffles it here!

No! And is not that half our battle? Basterga rejoined, gazing on him with massive scorn. To make use of them and their grumbling, and their distaste for the Venerable Company of Pastors who rule us! Such men are our tools; but tools only, and senseless tools, for Geneva won for the Grand Duke, and what will they be the better, save in the way of a little more licence and a little more drink? But for you I had something better! Is the little farm in Piedmont not worth a months abstinence? Is drink-money for your old age, when else you must starve or stab in the purlieus of Genoa, not worth one months sobriety? But you must needs for the sake of a single nights debauch ruin me and get yourself broken on the wheel!

Grio shrank under his eye. There is no harm done, he muttered at last. Nobody suspects what is between us.

How do you know that? came the retort. What? You think it is natural Blondel should favour such as you?

It will not be the first time Geneva cloak has covered Genoa velvet!

Velvet! Basterga repeated with a sneer. Rags rather! And then more quickly, But that is not all, nor the half. Do you think Blondel, who is on the point, Blondel, who will and will not and on whom all must turn, Blondel the upright, the impeccable, the patriotic, without whom we can do nothing, and who, I tell you, hangs in the balance  do you think he likes it, blockhead? Or is the more inclined to trust his life with us when he sees us brawlers, toss-pots, common swillers? Do you think he on whom I am bringing to bear all the resources of this brain  this!  and again the big man tapped his forehead with tragic earnestness and whom you could as much move to side with us as you could move yonder peak of the Jura from its base  do you think he will deem better of our part for this?

Well, no.

No! No, a thousand times!

But I count drunk the same as sober for that! Grio cried, plucking up spirit and speaking with a gleam of defiance in his eye. For it is my opinion that you have no more chance of moving him than I have! And so to be plain you have it, Messer Basterga. For how are you going to move him? With what? Tell me that!

Ah!

With money? Grio continued with a fluency which showed he spoke on a subject to which he had given much thought. He is rich and ten thousand crowns would not buy him. And the Grand Duke, much as he craves Geneva, will not spend over boldly.

No, I shall not move him with money.

With power and rank, then? Will the Grand Duke make him Governor of Geneva? No, for he dare not trust him. And less than that, what is it to Syndic Blondel, whose word to-day is all but law in Geneva?

No, nor with power, Basterga answered quietly.

Is it with revenge, then? There are men I know who love revenge. But he is not of the south, and at such a risk revenge were dearly bought.

No, nor with revenge, Basterga replied.

A woman, then? For that is all that is left, Grio rejoined in triumph. Once he had spoken out, he had put himself on a level with his master; he had worsted him, or he was much mistaken. Perhaps, from the way you have played with the little prude below, it is a woman. But they are plenty, even in Geneva, and he is rich and old.

No, nor with a woman.

Then with what?

With this! Basterga replied. And for the third time, drawing himself up to his full height, he tapped his brow. Do you doubt its power?

For answer Grio shrugged his shoulders, his manner sullen and contemptuous.

You do?

I dont see how it works, Messer Basterga, the veteran muttered. I say not you have not good wits. You have, I grant it. But the best of wits must have their means and method. It is not by wishing and willing  

How know you that?

Eh?

How know you that? Basterga repeated with sudden energy, and he shook a massive finger before the others eyes. But how know you anything, he continued with disdain, as he dropped the hand again, and turned on his heel, dolt, imbecile, rudiment that you are? Ay, and blind to boot, for it was but the other day I worked a miracle before you, and you learned nothing from it.

It is no question of miracles, the other muttered doggedly. But of how you will persuade the Syndic Blondel to betray Geneva to Savoy!

Is it so? Then tell me this: the girl below who smacked your face a month back because you laid a hand upon her wrist, and who would have had you put to the door the same day  how did I tame her? Can you answer me that?

Grios face fell remarkably. No, master, he said, nodding thoughtfully. I grant it. I cannot. A wilder filly was never handled.

So! And yet I tamed her. And she suffers you! Shes sport for us within bounds. Yet do you think she likes it when you paw her hand or lay your dirty arm about her waist, or steal a kiss? Think you the blood mounts and ebbs for nothing? Or the tears rise and the lip trembles and the limbs shake for sheer pleasure. I tell you, if eyes could slay, you had breathed your last some weeks ago.

I know, Grio answered, nodding thoughtfully. I have wondered and wondered, ay, many a time, how you did it.

Yet I did it? You grant that?

Yes.

And you do not understand  with what?

Grio shook his head.

Then why mistrust me now, blockhead, the other retorted, when I say that as I charmed her, I can charm Blondel? Ay, and more easily. You know not how I did the one, nor how I shall do the other, the big man continued. But what of that? And in a louder voice, and with a gusto which showed how genuine was his delight in the metre,

Pauci quos æquus amavit Jupiter aut ardens evexit ad æthera virtus Dis geniti potuere,

he mouthed. But that, he added, looking scornfully at his confederate, is Greek to you!

Grios altered aspect, his crestfallen air owned the virtue of the argument if not of the citation; which he did not understand. He drew a deep breath. Per Bacco, he said, if you succeed in doing it, Messer Basterga  

I shall do it, Basterga retorted, if you do not spoil all with your drunken tricks!

Grio was silent a moment, sunk plainly in reflection. Presently his bloodshot eyes began to travel respectfully and even timidly over the objects about him. In truth the room in which he found himself was worthy of inspection, for it was no common room, either in aspect or furnishing. It boasted, it is true, none of the weird properties, the skulls and corpse-lights, dead hands, and waxen masks with which the necromancer of that day sought to impress the vulgar mind. But in place of these a multitude of objects, quaint, curious, or valuable, filled that half of the room which was farther from the fire-hearth. On the wall, flanked by a lute and some odd-looking rubrical calendars, were three or four silver discs, engraved with the signs of the Zodiac; these were hung in such a position as to catch the light which entered through the heavily leaded casement. On the window-seat below them, a pile of Plantins and Elzevirs threatened to bury a steel casket. On the table, several rolls of vellum and papyrus, peeping from metal cylinders, leant against a row of brass-bound folios. A handsome fur covering masked the truckle-bed, but this, too, bore its share of books, as did two or three long trunks covered with stamped and gilded leather which stood against the wall and were so long that the ladies of the day had the credit of hiding their gallants in them. On stools lay more books, and yet more books, with a medley of other things: a silver flagon, and some weapons, a chess-board, an enamelled triptych and the like.

In a word, this half of the room wore the aspect of a library, low-roofed, dark and richly furnished. The other half, partly divided from it by a curtain, struck the eye differently. A stove of peculiar fashion, equipped with a powerful bellows, cumbered the hearth; before this on a long table were ranged a profusion of phials and retorts, glass vessels of odd shapes, and earthen pots. Crucibles and alembics stood in the ashes before the stove, and on a sideboard placed under the window were scattered a set of silver scales, a chemists mask, and a number of similar objects. Cards bearing abstruse calculations hung everywhere on the walls; and over the fireplace, inscribed in gold and black letters, the Greek word EUREKA was conspicuous.

The existence of such a room in the quiet house in the Corraterie was little suspected by the neighbours, and if known would have struck them with amazement. To Grio its aspect was familiar: but in this case familiarity had not removed his awe of the unknown and the magical. He looked about him now, and after a pause:  

I suppose you do it  with these, he murmured, and with an almost imperceptible shiver he pointed to the crucibles.

With those? Basterga exclaimed, and had the other ascribed supernatural virtues to the cinders or the bellows he could not have thrown greater scorn into his words. Do you think I ply this base mechanic art for aught but to profit by the ignorance of the vulgar? Or think by pots and pans and mixing vile substances to make this, which by nature is this, into that which by nature it is not! I, a scholar? A scholar? No, I tell you, there was never alchemist yet could transmute but one thing  poor into rich, rich into poor!

But, Grio murmured with a look and in a voice of disappointment, is not that the true transmutation which a thousand have died seeking, and one here and there, it is rumoured, has found? From lead to gold, Messer Basterga?

Ay, but the lead is the poor alchemist, who gets gold from his patron by his trick. And the gold is the poor fool who finds him in his living, and being sucked, turns to lead! There you have your transmutation.

Yet  

There is no yet!

But Agrippa, Grio persisted, Cornelius Agrippa, who sojourned here in Geneva and of whom, master, you speak daily  was he not a learned man?

Ay, even as I am! Cæsar Basterga answered, swelling visibly with pride. But constrained, even as I am, to ply the baser trade and stoop to that we see and touch and smell! Faugh! What lot more cursed than to quit the pure ether of Latinity for the lower region of matter? And in place of cultivating the literæ humaniores, which is the true cultivation of the mind, and sets a man, mark you, on a level with princes, to stoop to handle virgin milk and dragons blood, as they style their vile mixtures; or else grope in dead mens bodies for the thing which killed them. Which is a pure handicraft and cheirergon, unworthy a scholar, who stoops of right to naught but the goose-quill!

And yet, master, by these same things  

Men grow rich, Basterga continued with a sneer, and get power? Ay, and the bastard sits in the chair of the legitimate; and pure learning goes bare while the seekers after the Stone and the Elixir (who, in these days are descending to invent even lesser things and smaller advantages that in the learned tongues have not so much as names) grow in princes favour and draw on their treasuries! But what says Seneca? It is not the office of Philosophy to teach men to use their hands. The object of her lessons is to form the soul and the taste. And Aldus Manucius, vir doctissimus, magister noster, here he raised his hand to his head as if he would uncover, says also the same, but in a Latinity more pure and translucent, as is his custom.

Grio scratched his head. The others vehemence, whether he sneered or praised, flew high above his dull understanding. He had his share of the reverence for learning which marked the ignorant of that age: but to what better end, he pondered stupidly, could learning be directed than to the discovery of that which must make its owner the most enviable of mortals, the master of wealth and youth and pleasure! It was not to this, however, that he directed his objection: the argumentum ad hominem came more easily to him. But you do this? he said, pointing to the paraphernalia about the stove.

Ay, Basterga rejoined with vehemence. And why, my friend? Because the noble rewards and the consideration which former times bestowed on learning are to-day diverted to baser pursuits! Erasmus was the friend of princes, and the correspondent of kings. Della Scala was the companion of an emperor; Morus, the Englishman, was the right arm of a king. And I, Cæsar Basterga of Padua, bred in the pure Latinity of our Master Manucius, yield to none of these. Yet am I, if I would live, forced to stoop ad vulgus captandum! I must kneel that I may rise! I must wade through the mire of this base pursuit that I may reach the firm ground of wealth and learned ease. But think you that I am the dupe of the art wherewith I dupe others? Or, that once I have my foot on firm ground I will stoop again to the things of matter and sense? No, by Hercules! the big man continued, his eye kindling, his form dilating. This scheme once successful, this feat that should supply me for life, once performed, Cæsar Basterga of Padua will know how to add, to those laurels which he has already gained,

The bays of Scala and the wreath of More, Erasmus palm and that which Lipsius wore.

And in a kind of frenzy of enthusiasm the scholar fell to pacing the floor, now mouthing hexameters, now spurning with his foot a pot or an alembic which had the ill-luck to lie in his path. Grio watched him, and watching him, grew only more puzzled  and more puzzled. He could have understood a moral shrinking from the enterprise on which they were both embarked  the betrayal of the city that gave them shelter. He could have understood  he had superstition enough  a moral distaste for alchemy and those practices of the black art which his mind connected with it. But this superiority of the scholar, this aloofness, not from the treachery, but from the handicraft, was beyond him. For that reason it imposed on him the more.

Not the less, however, was he importunate to know wherein Basterga trusted. To rave of Scholarship and Scaliger was one thing, to bring Blondel into the plot which was to transfer Geneva to Savoy and strike the heaviest blow at the Reformed that had been struck in that generation, was another thing and one remote. The Syndic was a trifle discontented and inclined to intrigue; that was true, Grio knew it. But to parley with the Grand Dukes emissaries, and strive to get and give not, that was one thing; while to betray the town and deliver it tied and bound into the hands of its arch-enemy, was another and a far more weighty matter. One, too, to which in Grios judgment  and in the dark lanes of life he had seen and weighed many men  the magistrate would never be brought.

Shall you need my aid with him? he asked after a while, seeing the scholar still wrapt in thought. The question was not lacking in craft.

Your aid? With whom?

With Messer Blondel.

Pshaw, man, Basterga answered, rousing himself from his reverie. I had forgotten him and was thinking of that villain Scioppius and his tract against Joseph Justus. Do you know, he continued with a snort of indignation, that in his Hyperbolimæus, not content with the statement that Joseph Justus left his laundresss bill at Louvain unpaid, he alleges that I  I, Cæsar Basterga of Padua  was broken on the wheel at Munster a year ago for the murder of a gentleman!

Grio turned a shade paler. If this business miscarry, he said, the statement may prove within a year of the mark. Or nearer, at any rate, than may please us.

Basterga smiled disdainfully. Think it not! he answered, extending his arms and yawning with unaffected sincerity. There was never scholar yet died on the wheel.

No?

No, friend, no. Nor will, unless it be Scioppius, and he is unworthy of the name of scholar. No, we have our disease, and die of it, but it is not that. Nevertheless, he continued with magnanimity, I will not deny that when Master Pert-Tongue downstairs put our names together so pat, it scared me. It scared me. For how many chances were there against such an accident? Or what room to think it an accident, when he spoke clearly with the animus pugnandi? No, Ill not deny he touched me home.

Grio nodded grimly. I would we were rid of him! he growled. The young viper! I foresee danger from him.

Possibly, Basterga replied. Possibly. In that case measures must be taken. But I hope there may be no necessity. And now, I expect Messer Blondel in an hour, and have need, my friend, of thought and solitude before he comes. Knock at my door at eight this evening and I may have news for you.

You dont think to resolve him to-night? Grio muttered with a look of incredulity.

It may be. I do not know. In the meantime silence, and keep sober!

Ay, ay!

But it is more than ay, ay! Basterga retorted with irritation; with something of the temper, indeed, which he had betrayed at the beginning of the interview. Scholars die otherwise, but many a broken soldier has come to the wheel! So do you have a care of it! If you do not  

I have said I will! Grio cried sharply. Enough scolding, master. Ive a notion youll find your own task a little beyond your hand. See if I am not right! he added. And with this show of temper on his side, he went out and shut the door loudly behind him.

Basterga stood a few moments in thought. At length,

Dimidium facti, qui bene cœpit, habet!

he muttered. And shrugging his shoulders he looked about him, judging with an artistic eye the effect which the room would have on a stranger. Apparently he was not perfectly content with it, for, stepping to one of the long trunks, he drew from it a gold chain, some medals and a jewelled dagger, and flung these carelessly on a box in a corner. He set up the alembics and pipkins which he had overturned, and here and there he opened a black-lettered folio, discovered an inch or two of crabbed Hebrew, or the corner of an illuminated script. A cameo dropped in one place, a clay figure of Minerva set up in another, completed the picture.

His next proceeding was less intelligible. He unearthed from the pile of duo-decimos on the window-seat the steel casket which has been mentioned. It was about twelve inches long and as many wide; and as deep as it was broad. Wrought in high relief on the front appeared an elaborate representation of Christ healing the sick; on each end, below a massive ring, appeared a similar design. The box had an appearance of strength out of proportion to its size; and was furnished with two locks, protected and partly hidden by tiny shields.

Basterga handling it gently polished it awhile with a cloth, then bearing it to the inner end of the room he set it on a bracket beside the hearth. This place was evidently made for it, for on either side of the bracket hung a steel chain and padlock; with which, and the rings, the scholar proceeded to secure the casket to the wall. This done, he stepped back and contemplated the arrangement with a smile of contemptuous amusement.

It is neither so large as the Horse of Troy, he murmured complacently, nor so small as the Wafer that purchased Paris. It is neither so deep as hell, nor so high as heaven, nor so craftily fastened a wise man may not open it, nor so strong a fool may not smash it. But it may suffice. Messer Blondel is no Solomon, and may swallow this as well as another thing. In which event, Ave atque vale, Geneva! But here he comes. And now to cast the bait!


CHAPTER V.

THE ELIXIR VITÆ.

As the Syndic crossed the threshold of the scholars room, he uncovered with an air of condescension that, do what he would, was not free from uneasiness. He had persuaded himself  he had been all the morning persuading himself  that any man might pay a visit to a learned scholar  why not? Moreover, that a magistrate in paying such a visit was but in the performance of his duty, and might plume himself accordingly on the act.

Yet two things like worms in the bud would gnaw at his peace. The first was conscience: if the Syndic did not know he had reason to suspect that Basterga bore the Grand Dukes commission, and was in Geneva to further his masters ends. The second source of his uneasiness he did not acknowledge even to himself, and yet it was the more powerful: it was a suspicion  a strong suspicion, though he had met Basterga but twice  that in parleying with the scholar he was dealing with a man for whom he was no match, puff himself out as he might; and who secretly despised him.

Perhaps the fact that the latter feeling ceased to vex him before he had been a minute in the room, was the best testimony to Bastergas tact we could desire. Not that the scholar was either effusive or abject. It was rather by a frank address which took equality for granted, and by an easy assumption that the visit had no importance, that he calmed Messer Blondels nerves and soothed his pride.

Presently, If I do not the honour of my poor apartment so pressingly as some, he said, it is out of no lack of respect, Messer Syndic. But because, having had much experience of visitors, I know that nothing fits them so well as to be left at liberty, nothing irks them so much as to be over-pressed. Here now I have some things that are thought to be curious, even in Padua, but I do not know whether they will interest you.

Manuscripts?

Yes, manuscripts and the like. This, Basterga lifted one from the table and placed it in his visitors hands, is a facsimile, prepared with the utmost care, of the Codex Vaticanus, the most ancient manuscript of the New Testament. Of interest in Geneva, where by the hands of your great printer, Stephens, M. de Beza has done so much to advance the knowledge of the sacred text. But you are looking at that chart?

Yes. What is it, if it please you?

It is a plan of the ancient city of Aurelia, Basterga replied, which Cæsar, in the first book of his Commentaries places in Switzerland, but which, some say, should be rather in Savoy.

Indeed, Aurelia? the Syndic muttered, turning it about. It was a plan beautifully and elaborately finished, but, like most of the plans of that day, it was without names. Aurelia?

Yes, Aurelia.

But I seem to  is this water?

Yes, a lake, Basterga replied, stooping with a faint smile to the plan.

And this a river?

Yes.

Aurelia? But  I seem to know the line of this wall, and these bastions. Why, it is  Messer Basterga, in a tone of surprise, not unmingled with anger you play with me! it is Geneva!

Basterga permitted his smile to become more apparent. Oh no, Aurelia, he said lightly and almost jocosely. Aurelia in Savoy, I assure you. Whatever it is, however, we have no need to take it to heart, Messer Blondel. Believe me, it comes from, and is not on its way to, the Grand Dukes library at Turin.

The Syndic showed his displeasure by putting the map from him.

Your taste is rather for other things, Basterga continued, affecting to misunderstand the act. This illuminated manuscript, now, may interest you? It is in characters which are probably strange to you?

Is it Hebrew? the Syndic muttered stiffly, his temper still asserting itself.

No, it is in the ancient Arabic character; that into which the works of Aristotle were translated as far back as the ninth century of our era. It is a curious treatise by the Arabic sage, Ibn Jasher, who was the teacher of Ibn Zohr, who was the teacher of Averroes. It was carried from Spain to Rome about the year 1000 by the learned Pope Sylvester the Second, who spoke Arabic and of whose library it formed part.

Indeed! Blondel responded, staring at it. It must be of great value. How came it into your possession, Messer Basterga?

Basterga opened his mouth and shut it again. I do not think I can tell you that, he said.

It contains, I suppose, many curious things?

Curious? Basterga replied impulsively, I should say so! Why, it was in that volume I found   And there in apparent confusion he broke off. He laughed awkwardly, and then, Well, you know, he resumed, we students find many things interest us which would fail to touch the man of affairs. As if he wished to change the subject, he took the manuscript from the Syndics hand and threw it carelessly on the table.

Messer Blondel thought the carelessness overdone, and, his interest aroused, he followed the manuscript, he scarcely knew why, with his eyes. I think I have heard the name of Averroes? he said. Was he not a physician?

He was many things, Basterga answered negligently. As a physician he was, I believe, rather visionary than practical. I have his Colliget, his most famous work in that line, but for my part, in the case of an ordinary disease, I would rather trust myself, with a shrug of contempt, to the Grand Dukes physician.

But in the case of an extraordinary disease? the Syndic asked shrewdly.

Basterga frowned. I meant in any disease, he said. Did I say extraordinary?

Yes, Messer Blondel answered stoutly. The frown had not escaped him. But I take it, you are something of a physician yourself?

I have studied in the school of Fallopius, the chirurgeon of Padua, the scholar answered coldly. But I am a scholar, Messer Blondel, not a physician, much less a practitioner of the ancillary art, which I take to be but a base and mechanical handicraft.

Yet, chemistry  you pursue that? the other rejoined with a glance at the farther table and its load of strange-looking phials and retorts.

As an amusement, Basterga replied with a gesture of haughty deprecation. A parergon, if you please. I take it, a man may dip into the mystical writings of Paracelsus without prejudice to his Latinity; and into the cabalistic lore of the school of Cordova without losing his taste for the pure oratory of the immortal Cicero. Virgil himself, if we may believe Helinandus, gave the weight of his great name to such sports. And Cornelius Agrippa, my learned forerunner in Geneva  

Went something farther than that! the Syndic struck in with a meaning nod, twice repeated. It was whispered, and more than whispered  I had it from my father  that he raised the devil here, Messer Blondel; the very same that at Louvain strangled one of Agrippas scholars who broke in on him before he could sink through the floor.

Bastergas face took on an expression of supreme scorn. Idle tales! he said. Fit only for women! Surely you do not believe them, Messer Blondel?

I?

Yes, you, Messer Syndic.

But this, at any rate, youll not deny, Blondel retorted eagerly, that he discovered the Philosophers Stone?

And lived poor, and died no richer? Basterga rejoined in a tone of increasing scorn.

Well, for the matter of that, the Syndic answered more slowly, that may be explained.

How?

They say, and you must have heard it, that the gold he made in that way turned in three days to egg-shells and parings of horn.

Yet having it three days, Basterga asked with a sneer, might he not buy all he wanted?

Well, I can only say that my father, who saw him more than once in the street, always told me  and I do not know any one who should have known better  

Pshaw, Messer Blondel, you amaze me! the scholar struck in, rising from his seat and adopting a tone at once contemptuous and dictatorial. Do you not know, he continued, that the Philosophers Stone was and is but a figure of speech, which stands as some say for the perfect element in nature, or as others say for the vital principle  that vivifying power which evades and ever must evade the search of men? Do you not know that the sages whose speculations took that direction were endangered by accusations of witchcraft; and that it was to evade these and to give their researches such an aspect as would command the confidence of the vulgar, that they gave out that they were seeking either the Philosophers Stone, which would make all men rich, or the Elixir Vitæ, which would confer immortality. Believe me, they were themselves no slaves to these expressions; nor were the initiated among their followers. But as time went on, tyros, tempted by sounds, and caught by theories of transmutation, began to interpret them literally, and, straying aside, spent their lives in the vain pursuit of wealth or youth. Poor fools!

Messer Blondel stared. Had Basterga, assailing him from a different side, broached the precise story to which, in the case of Agrippa or Albertus Magnus, the Syndic was prepared to give credence, he had certainly received the overture with suspicion if not with contempt. He had certainly been very far from staking good florins upon it. But when the experimenter in the midst of the apparatus of science, and surrounded by things which imposed on the vulgar, denied their value, and laughed at the legends of wealth and strength obtained by their means  this fact of itself went very far towards convincing him that Basterga had made a discovery and was keeping it back.

The vital principle, the essential element, the final good, these were fine phrases, though they had a pagan ring. But men, the Syndic argued, did not spend money, and read much and live laborious days, merely to coin phrases. Men did not surround themselves with costly apparatus only to prove a theory that had no practical value. He has discovered something, Blondel concluded in his mind, if it be not the Philosophers Stone or the Elixir of Life. I am sure he has discovered something. And with eyes grown sharp and greedy, the magistrate raked the room.

The scholar stood thoughtful where he had paused, and did not seem to notice him.

Then do you mean, Blondel resumed after a while, that all your work there  he indicated by a nod the chemical half of the room has been thrown away?

Well  

Not quite, I think? the Syndic said, his small eyes twinkling. Eh, Messer Basterga, not quite? Now be candid.

Well, I would not say, Basterga answered coldly, and as it seemed unwillingly, that I have not derived something from the researches with which I have amused my leisure. But nothing of value to the general.

Yet something of value to yourself, Blondel said, his head on one side.

Basterga frowned, then shrugged his shoulders. Well, yes, he said at length, as it happens, I have. But a thing of no use to any one else, for the simple reason  

That you have only enough for yourself!

The scholar looked astonished and a little offended.

I do not know how you learned that, he said curtly, but you are right. I had no intention of telling you as much, but, as you have guessed that, I do not mind adding that it is a remedy for a disease which the most learned physicians do not pretend to cure.

A remedy?

Yes, vital and certain.

And you discovered it?

No, I did not discover it, Basterga replied modestly. But the story is so long that I will ask you to excuse me.

I shall not excuse you if you do not favour me with it, the Syndic answered eagerly. As he leaned forward there was a light in his eyes that had not been in them a few minutes before. His hand, too, shook as he moved it from the arm of his chair to his knee. Nay, but, I pray you, indulge me, he continued, in a tone anxious and almost submissive. I shall not betray your secrets. I am no philosopher, and no physician, and, had I the will, I could make no use of your confidence.

That is true, Basterga replied. And, after all, the matter is simple. I do not know why I should refuse to oblige you. I have said that I did not discover this remedy. That is so. But it happened that in trying, by way of amusement, certain precipitations, I obtained not that which I sought  nor had I expected, he continued, smiling, to obtain that, for it was the Elixir of Life, which, as I have told you, does not exist  but a substance new in my experience, and which seemed to me to possess some peculiar properties. I tested it in all the ways known to me, but without benefit or enlightenment; and in the end I was about to cast it aside, when I chanced on a passage in the manuscript of Ibn Jasher  the same, in fact, that I showed you a few minutes ago.

And you found? The Syndics attitude as he leaned forward, with parted lips and a hand on each knee, betrayed an interest so abnormal that it was odd that Basterga did not notice it.

Instead, I found that he had made, the scholar replied quietly, as far back as the tenth century the same experiment which I had just completed. And with the same result.

He obtained the substance?

Basterga nodded.

And discovered? What? Blondel asked eagerly. Its use?

A certain use, the other replied cautiously. Or, rather, it was not he, but an associate, called by him the Physician of Aleppo, who discovered it. This man was the pupil of the learned Rhazes, and the tutor of the equally learned Avicenna, the link, in fact, between them; but his name, for some reason, perhaps because he mixed with his practice a greater degree of mysticism than was approved by the Arabian schools of the next generation, has not come down to us. This man identified the product which had defied Ibn Jashers tests with a substance even then considered by most to be fabulous, or to be extracted only from the horn of the unicorn if that animal existed. That it had some of the properties of the fabled substance, he proceeded to prove to the satisfaction of Ibn Jasher by curing of a certain incurable disease five persons.

No more than five?

No.

Why?

The substance was exhausted.

Blondel gasped. Why did he not make more? he cried. His voice was querulous, almost savage.

The experiment, Basterga answered, of which it was the product was costly.

Blondels face turned purple. Costly? he cried. Costly? When the lives of men hung in the balance.

True, Basterga replied with a smile; but I was about to say that, costly as it was, it was not its price which hindered the production of a further supply. The reason was more simple. He could not extract it.

Could not? But he had made it once?

Precisely.

Then why could he not make it again? the Syndic asked. He was genuinely, honestly angry. It was strange how much he took the matter to heart.

He could not, Basterga answered. He repeated the process again and again, but the peculiar product, which at the first trial had resulted from the precipitation, was not obtained.

There was something lacking!

There was something lacking, Basterga answered. But what that was which was lacking, or how it had entered into the alembic in the first instance, could not be discovered. The sage tried the experiment under all known conditions, and particularly when the moon was in the same quarter and when the sun was in the same house. He tried it, indeed, thrice on the corresponding day of the year, but  the product did not issue.

How do you account for that?

Probably, in the first instance, an impurity in one of the drugs introduced a foreign substance into the alembic. That chance never occurred again, as far as I can learn, until, amusing myself with the same precipitation, I  I, Cæsar Basterga of Padua, the scholar continued, not boastfully but in a tone thoughtful and almost absent, in the last year of the last century, hit at length upon the same result.

The Syndic leaned forward; his hands gripped his knees more tightly. And you, he said, can repeat it?

Basterga shook his head sorrowfully. No, he said, I cannot. Not that I have myself essayed the experiment more than thrice. I could not afford it. But a correspondent, M. de Laurens, of Paris, physician to the King, has, at the expense of a wealthy patient, spent more than fifteen thousand florins in essays. Alas, without result.

The big man spoke with his eyes on the floor. Had he turned them on the Syndic he must have seen that he was greatly agitated. Beads of moisture stood on his brow, his face was red, he swallowed often and with difficulty. At length, with an effort at composure, Possibly your product  is not, after all, the same as Ibn Jashers? he said.

I tested it in the same way, Basterga answered quietly.

What? By curing persons of that disease?

Yes, Basterga rejoined. And I would to Heaven, he continued, with the first spirt of feeling which he had allowed to escape him, that I had held my hand after the first proof. Instead, I must needs try it again and again, and again.

For nothing?

Basterga shrugged his shoulders. No, he said, not for nothing. By a gesture he indicated the objects about him. I am not a poor man now, Messer Blondel. Not for nothing, but too cheaply. And so often that I have now remaining but one portion of that substance which all the science of Padua cannot renew. One portion, only, alas! he repeated with regret.

Enough to cure one person? the Syndic exclaimed.

Yes.

And the disease? Blondel rose as he spoke. The disease? he repeated. He extended his trembling arms to the other. No longer, even if he wished it, could Basterga feign himself blind to the agitation which shook, which almost convulsed, the Syndics meagre frame. The disease? Is it not that which men call the Scholars? Is it not that? But I know it is.

Basterga with something of astonishment in his face inclined his head.

And I have that disease! I! the Syndic cried, standing before him a piteous figure. He raised his hands above his head in a gesture which challenged the compassion of gods and men. I! In two years   His voice failed, he could not go on.

Believe me, Messer Blondel, Basterga answered after a long and sorrowful pause, I am grieved. Deeply grieved, he continued in a tone of feeling, to hear this. Do the physicians give no hope?

Sons of the Horse-Leech! the Syndic cried, a new passion shaking him in its turn. They give me two years! Two years! And it may be less. Less! he cried, raising his voice. I, who go to and fro here and there, like other men with no mark upon me! I, who walk the streets in sunshine and rain like other men! Yet, for them the sky is bright, and they have years to live. For me, one more summer, and  night! Two more years at the most  and night! And I, but fifty-eight!

The big man looked at him with eyes of compassion. It may be, he said, after a pause, that the physicians are wrong, Messer Blondel. I have known such a case.

They are, they shall be wrong! Blondel replied. For you will give me your remedy! It was God led me here to-day, it was God put it in your heart to tell me this. You will give me your remedy and I shall live! You will, will you not? Man, you can pity! And joining his hands he made as if he would kneel at the others feet. You can pity, and you will?

Alas, alas, Basterga replied, much and strongly moved. I cannot.

Cannot?

Cannot.

The Syndic glared at him. Why? he cried, Why not? If I give you  

If you were to give me the half of your fortune, Basterga answered solemnly, it were useless! I myself have the first symptoms of the disease.

You?

Yes, I.

The Syndic fell back in his chair. A groan broke from him that bore witness at once to the bitterness of his soul and the finality of the argument. He seemed in a moment shrunk to half his size. In a moment disease and the shadow of death clouded his features; his cheeks were leaden; his eyes, without light or understanding, conveyed no meaning to his brain. You, too! he muttered mechanically. You, too!

Yes, Basterga replied in a sorrowful voice. I, too. No wonder I feel for you. I have not known it long, nor has it proceeded far in my case. I have even hopes, at least there are times when I have hopes, that the physicians may be mistaken.

Blondels small eyes bulged suddenly larger. In that event? he cried hoarsely. In that event surely  

Even in that event I cannot aid you, the big man answered, spreading out his hands. I am pledged by the most solemn oath to retain the one portion I have for the use of the Grand Duke, my patron. And apart from that oath, the benefits I have received at his hand are such as to give him a claim second only to my necessity. A claim, Messer Blondel, which  I say it sorrowfully  I dare not set aside for any private feeling or private gain.

Blondel rose violently, his hands clawing the air. And I must die? he cried, his voice thick with rage. I must die because he may be ill? Because  because   He stopped, struggling with himself, unable, it seemed, to articulate. By-and-by it became apparent that the pause had another origin, for when he spoke he had conquered his passion. Pardon me, he said, still hoarsely, but in a different tone  the tone of one who saw that violence could not help him. I was forgetting myself. Life  life is sweet to all, Messer Basterga, and we cannot lightly see it pass from us. To have life within sight, to know it within this room, perhaps within reach  

Not quite that, Basterga murmured, his eyes wandering to the steel casket, chained to the wall beside the hearth. Still, I understand; and, believe me, he added in a tone of sympathy, I feel for you, Messer Blondel. I feel deeply for you.

Feel? the Syndic muttered. For an instant his eyes gleamed savagely, the veins of his temples swelled. Feel!

But what can I do?

Blondel could have answered, but to what advantage? What could words profit him, seeing that it was a life for a life, and that, as all that a man hath he will give for his life, so there is nothing another hath that he will take for it. Argument was useless; prayer, in view of the others confession, beside the mark. The magistrate saw this, and made an effort to resume his dignity. We will talk another day, he murmured, pressing his hand to his brow, another day! And he turned to the door. You will not mention what I have said to you, Messer Basterga?

Not a syllable, his host answered, as he followed him out. The abruptness of the departure did not surprise him. Believe me, I feel for you, Messer Blondel.

The Syndic acknowledged the phrase by a gesture not without pathos, and, passing out, stumbled blindly down the narrow stairs. Basterga attended him with respect to the outer door, and there they parted in silence. The magistrate, his shoulders bowed, walked slowly to the left, where, turning into the town through the inner gate, the Porte Tertasse, he disappeared. The big man waited a while, sunning himself on the steps, his face towards the ramparts.

He will come back, oh, yes, he will come back, he purred, smiling all over his large face. For I, Cæsar Basterga, have a brain. And tis better a brain than thews and sinews, gold or lands, seeing that it has all these at command when I need them. The fish is hooked. It will be strange if I do not land him before the year is out. But the bribe to his physician  it was a happy thought: a happy thought of this brain of Cæsar Basterga, graduate of Padua, viri valde periti, doctissimique!


CHAPTER VI.

TO TAKE OR LEAVE.

The house in the Corraterie, near the Porte Tertasse, differed in no outward respect from its neighbours. The same row of chestnut trees darkened its lower windows, the same breezy view of the Rhone meadows, the sloping vineyards and the far-off Jura lightened its upper rooms. A kindred life, a life apparently as quiet and demure, moved within its walls. Yet was the house a house apart. Silently and secretly, it had absorbed and sucked and drawn into itself the hearts and souls and minds of two men. It held for the one that which the old prize above all things in the world  life; and for the other, that which the young set above life  love.

Life? The Syndic did not doubt; the bait had been dangled before his eyes with too much cunning, too much skill. In a casket, in a room in that house in the Corraterie, his life lay hidden; his life, and he could not come at it! His life? Was it a marvel that waking or sleeping he saw only that house, and that room, and that casket chained to the wall; that he saw at one time the four steps rising to the door, and the placid front with its three tiers of windows; at another time, the room itself with its litter of scripts and dark-bound books, and rich furnishings, and phials and jars and strangely shaped alembics? Was it a marvel that in the dreams of the night the sick man toiled up and up and up the narrow staircase, of which every point remained fixed in his mind; or that waking, whatever his task, or wherever he might be, alone or in company, in his parlour or in the Town House, he still fell a-dreaming of the room and the box  the room and the box that held his life?

Had this been the worst! But it was not. There were times, bitter times, dark hours, when the pains were upon him, and he saw his fate clear before him; for he had known men die of the disease which held him in its clutches, and he knew how they had died. And then he must needs lock himself into his room that other eyes might not witness the passionate fits of revolt, of rage and horror, and weak weeping, into which the knowledge cast him. And out of which he presently came back to  the house. His life lay there, in that room, in that house, and he could not come at it! He could not come at it! But he would! He would!

It issued in that always; in some plan or scheme for gaining possession of the philtre. Some of the plans that occurred to him were wild and desperate; dangerous and hopeless on the face of them. Others were merely violent; others again, of which craft was the mainspring, held out a prospect of success. For a whole day the notion of arresting Basterga on a charge of treason, and seizing the steel casket together with his papers, was uppermost. It seemed feasible, and was feasible; nay, it was more than feasible, it was easy; for already there were rumours of the man abroad, and his name had been mentioned at the council table. The Syndic had only to give the word, and the arrest would be made, the search instituted, the papers and casket seized. Nay, if he did not give the word, it was possible that others might.

But when he thought of that step, that irrevocable step, he knew that he would not have the courage to take it. For if Basterga had so much as two minutes notice, if his ear so much as caught the tread of those who came to take him, he might, in pure malignity, pour the medicine on the floor, or he might so hide it as to defy search. And at the thought  at the thought of the destruction of that wherein lay his only chance of life, his only hope of seeing the sun and feeling again the balmy breath of spring, the Syndic trembled and shook and sweated with rage and fear. No, he would not have the courage. He would not dare. For a week and more after the thought occurred to him, he dared not approach the scholars lodging, or be seen in the neighbourhood, so great was his fear of arousing Bastergas suspicions and setting him on his guard.

At the end of a fortnight or so, the choice of ways was presented to him in a concrete form; and with an abruptness which placed him on the edge of perplexity. It was at a morning meeting of the smaller council. The day was dull, the chamber warm, the business to be transacted monotonous; and Blondel, far from well and interested in one thing only  beside which the most important affairs of Geneva seemed small as the doings of an ant-hill viewed through a glass  had fallen asleep, or nearly asleep. Naturally a restless and wakeful man, of thin habit and nervous temperament, he had never done such a thing before: and it was unfortunate that he succumbed on this occasion, for while he drowsed the current of business changed. The debate grew serious, even vital. Finally he awoke to the knowledge of place and time with a name ringing in his ears; a name so fixed in his waking thoughts that, before he knew where he was or what he was doing, he repeated it in a tone that drew all eyes upon him.

Basterga!

Some knew he had slept and smiled; more had not noticed it, and turned, struck by the strange tone in which he echoed the name. Fabri, the First Syndic, who sat two places from him, and had just taken a letter from the secretary, leaned forward so as to view him. Ay, Basterga, he said, an Italian, I take it. Do you know him, Messer Blondel?

He was awake now, but, confused and startled, inclined to believe that he was on his trial; and that the faint parleyings with treason, small things hard to define, to which he had stooped, were known. Mechanically, to gain time, he repeated the name: Basterga?

Yes, Fabri repeated. Do you know him?

Cæsar Basterga, is it?

That is his name.

He was himself now, though his nerves still shook; himself so far as he could be, while ignorant of what had passed, and how he came to be challenged. Yes, I know him, he said slowly, if you mean a Paduan, a scholar of some note, I believe. Who applied to me  I dare say it would be six weeks back  for a licence to stay a while in the town.

Which you granted?

In the usual course. He had letters from  Blondel shrugged his shoulders I forget from whom. What of him? with a steady look at Baudichon the councillor, his life-long rival, and the quarter whence if trouble were brewing it was to be expected. What of him? he repeated, throwing himself back in his chair, and tapping the table with his fingers.

This, Fabri answered, waving the letter which he had in his hands.

But I do not know what that is, Blondel replied coolly. I am afraid  he looked at his neighbour on either side was I asleep?

I fear so, said one, while the other smiled. They were his very good friends and allies.

Well, it is not like me. I can say that I am not often, with a keen look at Baudichon, caught napping! And now, M. Fabri, he continued with his usual practical air, I have delayed the business long enough. What is it? And what is that? He pointed to the letter in the First Syndics hands.

Well, it is really your affair in the main, Fabri answered, since as Fourth Syndic you are responsible for the guard and the citys safety; and ours afterwards. It is a warning, he continued, his eyes reverting to the page before him, from our secret agent in Turin, whose name I need not mention  Blondel nodded informing us of a fresh attempt to be made on the city before Christmas; by means of rafts formed of hurdles and capable of transporting whole companies of soldiers. These he has seen tried in the River Po, and they performed the work. Having reached the walls by their means the assailants are to mount by ladders which are being made to fit into one another. They are covered with black cloth, and can be laid against the wall without noise. It sounds  circumstantial? Fabri commented, breaking off and looking at Blondel.

The Syndic nodded thoughtfully. Yes, he said, I think so. I think also, he continued, that with the aid of my friend, Captain Blandano, I shall be able to give a good account of the rafts and the ladders.

Baudichon the councillor interposed. But that is not all, he muttered, rolling ponderously in his chair as he spoke. He was a stout man with a double chin and a weighty manner; honest, but slow, and the spokesman of the more wealthy burghers. His neighbour Petitot, a man of singular appearance, lean, with a long thin drooping nose, commonly supported him. Petitot, who bore the nickname of the Inquisitor, represented the Venerable Company of Pastors, and was viewed with especial distaste by the turbulent spirits whom the war had left in the city, as well as by the lower ranks, who upheld Blondel. In sense and vigour the Fourth Syndic was more than a match for the two precisians: but honesty of purpose has a weight of its own that slowly makes itself felt. That is not all, Baudichon repeated after a glance at his neighbour and ally Petitot, I want to know  

One moment, M. Baudichon, if you please, Fabri said, cutting him short, amid a partial titter; the phrase I want to know was so often on the councillors lips that it had become ridiculous. One moment; as you say, that is not all. The writer proceeds to warn us that the Grand Dukes lieutenant, M. dAlbigny, has taken a house on the Italian side of the frontier, and is there constructing a huge petard on wheels which is to be dragged up to the gate  

With the ladders and rafts?

They seem to belong to another scheme, Fabri said, as he turned back and conned the letter afresh.

With M. dAlbigny at the bottom of both?

Yes.

Well, if he be not more successful with this, Blondel answered contemptuously, than he was with the attempt to mine the Arsenal  which ended in supplying us with two or three casks of powder  I think Captain Blandano and I may deal with him.

A murmur of assent approved the boast; but it did not proceed from all. There were men at the table who had children, who had wives, who had daughters, whose faces were grave. Just thirty years had passed over the world since the horrors of the massacre of St. Bartholomew  to be speedily followed by the sack of Antwerp  had paled the cheek of Europe. Just thirty years were to elapse and the sack of Magdeburg was to prove a match and more than a match for both in horror and cruelty. That the Papists, if they entered, would deal more gently with Geneva, the head and front of offence, or extend to the Mother of Heretics mercy which they had refused to her children, these men did not believe. The presence of an enemy ever lurking within a league of their gates, ever threatening them by night and by day, had shaken their nerves. They feared everything, they feared always. In fitful sleep, in the small hours, they heard their doors smashed in; their dreams were disturbed by cries and shrieks, by the din of bells, and the clash of weapons.

To these men Blondel seemed over confident. But no one took on himself to gainsay him in his particular province, the superintendence of the guard; and though Baudichon sighed and Petitot shook his head, the word was left with him. Is that all, Messer Fabri? he asked.

Yes, if we lay it to heart.

But I want to know, Baudichon struck in, puffing pompously, what is to be done about  Basterga.

Basterga? To be sure I was forgetting him, Fabri answered. What is to be done? What do you say, Messer Blondel? What are we to do about him?

I will tell you if you will tell me what the point is that touches him. You forget, Messer Syndic  with a somewhat sickly smile that I was asleep.

The letter, Fabri replied, returning to it, touches him seriously. It asserts that a person of that name is here in the Grand Dukes interest, that he is in the secret of these plots, and that we should do well to expel him, if we do not seize and imprison him.

And you want to know  

I want to know, Baudichon answered, rolling in his chair as was his habit when delivering himself, what you know of him, Messer Blondel.

Blondel turned rudely on him, perhaps to hide a slight ebb of colour from his cheeks. What I know? he said.

Ay, ay.

No more than you know!

But, Petitot retorted in his dry, thin voice, it was you, Messer Blondel, not Messer Baudichon, who gave him permission to reside in the town.

And I want to know, Baudichon chimed in remorselessly, what credentials he had. That is what I want to know!

Credentials? Oh, something formal! I dont know what, Blondel replied rudely. He looked to the secretary who sat at the foot of the table. Do you know? he asked.

No, Messer Syndic, the man replied. I remember that a licence was granted to him in the name of Cæsar Basterga, graduate of Padua; and doubtless  for licences to reside are not granted without such  he had letters, but I do not recall from whom. They would be returned to him with the licence.

And that is all, Petitot said, his long nose drooping, his inquisitive eyes looking over his glasses, that you know about him, Messer Blondel?

Did they know anything, and, if so, what did they know? Blondel hesitated. This persistence, this continual harping on one point, began to alarm him. But he carried it bravely. Do you mean as to his convictions? he asked with a sneer.

No, I mean at all!

I want to know, Baudichon added  the parrot phrase began to carry to Blondels ears the note of fate what you know about him.

This time a pause betrayed Blondels hesitation. Should he admit that he had been to Bastergas lodging; or dared he deny a fact that might imply an intimacy greater than he had acknowledged? A faint perspiration rose on his brow as he decided that he dare not. I know that he lives in a house in the Corraterie, he answered, a house beside the Porte Tertasse, and that he is a scholar  I believe of some repute. I know so much, he continued boldly, because he wrote to thank me for the licence, and, by way of acknowledgment, invited me to visit his lodging to view a rare manuscript of the Scriptures. I did so, and remained a few minutes with him. That is all I know of him. I suppose, with a grim look at Baudichon and the Inquisitor, who had exchanged meaning glances, it is not alleged that I am in the plot with him? Or that he has confided to me the Grand Dukes plans?

Fabri laughed heartily at the notion, and the laugh, which was echoed by four-fifths of those at the table, cleared the air. Petitot, it is true, limited himself to a smile, and Baudichon shrugged his shoulders. But for the moment the challenge silenced them. The game passed to Blondels hands, and his spirits rose. If M. Baudichon wants to know more about him, he said contemptuously, I dare say that the information can be obtained.

The point is, Fabri answered, what are we to do?

As to  what?

As to expelling him or seizing him.

Oh! The exclamation fell from Blondels lips before he could stay it. He saw what was coming, and the dilemma in which he was to be placed.

We have the letter before us, the First Syndic continued, and apart from it, we know nothing for this person or against him. He looked round the table and met assenting glances. I think, therefore, that it will be well, to leave it to Messer Blondel. He is responsible for the safety of the city, and it should be for him to say what is to be done.

Yes, yes, several voices agreed. Leave it to Messer Blondel.

You assent to that, Messer Baudichon?

I suppose so, the councillor muttered reluctantly.

Very good, said Fabri. Then, Messer Blondel, it remains with you to say what is to be done.

The Fourth Syndic hesitated, and with reason; had Baudichon, had the Inquisitor known the whole, they could hardly have placed him in a more awkward dilemma. If he took the course that prudence in his own interests dictated, and shielded Basterga, his action might lay him open to future criticism. If, on the other hand, he gave the word to expel or seize him, he broke at once and for ever with the man who held his last chance of life in the hollow of his hand.

And yet, if he dared adopt the latter course, if he dared give the word to seize, there was a chance, and a good chance, that he would find the remedium in the casket; for with a little arrangement Basterga might be arrested out of doors, or be allured to a particular place and there be set upon. But in that way lay risk; a risk that chilled the current of the Syndics blood. There was the chance that the attempt might fail; the chance that Basterga might escape; the chance that he might have the remedium about him  and destroy it; the chance that he might have hidden it. There were so many chances, in a word, that the Syndics heart stood still as he enumerated them, and pictured the crash of his last hope of life.

He could not face the risk. He could not. Though duty, though courage dictated the venture, craven fear  fear for the loss of the new-born hope that for a week had buoyed him up  carried it. Hurriedly at last, as if he feared that he might change his mind, he pronounced his decision.

I doubt the wisdom of touching him, he said. To seize him if he be guilty proclaims our knowledge of the plot; it will be laid aside, and another, of which we may not be informed, will be hatched. But let him be watched, and it will be hard if with the knowledge we have we cannot do something more than frustrate his scheme.

After an interval of silence, Well, Fabri said, drawing a deep breath and looking round, I believe you are right. What do you say, Messer Baudichon?

Messer Blondel knows the man, Baudichon answered drily. He is, therefore, the best judge.

Blondel reddened. I see you are determined to lay the responsibility on me, he cried.

The responsibility is on you already! Petitot retorted. You have decided. I trust it may turn out as you expect.

And as you do not expect!

No; but you see  and again the Inquisitor looked over his glasses you know the man, have been to his lodging, have conversed with him, and are the best judge what he is! I have had naught to do with him. By the way, he turned to Fabri, he is at Mère Royaumes, is he not? Is there not a Spaniard of the name of Grio lodging there?

Blondel did not answer and the secretary looked up from his register. An old soldier, Messer Petitot? he said. Yes, there is.

Perhaps you know him also, Messer Blondel?

Yes, I know him. He served the State, Blondel answered quietly. He had winked at more than one irregularity on the part of Grio, and at the sound of the name anger gave place to caution. I have also, he continued, my eye upon him, as I shall have it upon Basterga. Will that satisfy you, Messer Petitot?

The councillor leaned forward. Fac salvam Genevam! he replied in a voice low and not quite steady. Do that, keep Geneva safe  guard well our faith, our wives and little ones  and I care not what you do! And he rose from his seat.

The Fourth Syndic did not answer. Those few words that in a moment raised the discussion from the low level of detail on which the Inquisitor commonly wasted himself, and set it on the true plane of patriotism  for with all his faults Petitot was a patriot  silenced Blondel while they irritated and puzzled him. Why did the man assume such airs? Why talk as if he and he alone cared for Geneva? Why bear himself as if he and he alone had shed and was prepared to shed his blood for the State? Why, indeed? Blondel snarled his indignation, but made no other answer.

A few minutes later, as he descended the stairs, he laughed at the momentary annoyance which he had felt. What did it matter to him, a dying man, who had the better or who the worse, who posed, or who believed in the pose? It was of moment indeed that his enemies had contrived to fix him with the responsibility of arresting Basterga, or of leaving him at large: that they had contrived to connect him with the Paduan, and made him accountable to an extent which did not please him for the mans future behaviour. But yet again what did that matter  after all? Of what moment was it  after all? He was a dying man. Was anything of moment to him except the one thing which Basterga had it in his power to grant or to withhold, to give or to deny?

Nothing! Nothing!

He pondered on what had passed, and wondered if he had not done foolishly. Certainly he had let slip a grand, a unique opportunity of seizing the man and of snatching the remedium. He had put the chance from him at the risk of future blame. Now he was of two minds about it. Of two minds: but of one mind only about another thing. As he veered this way and that in his mind, now cursing his cowardice, and now thanking God that he had not taken the irrevocable step,

Opportunity That workst our thoughts into desires, desires To resolutions,

kindled in him a burning impatience to act. If he did not act, if he were not going to act, if he were not going to take some surer and safer step, he had been foolish and trebly foolish to let slip the opportunity that had been his.

But he would act. For a fortnight he had abstained from visiting Basterga, and had even absented himself from the neighbourhood of the house lest the scholars suspicions should be wakened. But to what purpose if he were not going to act? If he were not going to build on the ground so carefully prepared, to what end this wariness and this abstention?

Within an hour the Syndic, long so wary, had worked himself into a fever and, rather than remain inactive, was ripe for any step, however venturesome, provided it led to the remedium. He had still the prudence to postpone action until night; but when darkness had fairly set in and the bell of St. Peter, inviting the townsfolk to the evening preaching, had ceased to sound  an indication that he would meet few in the streets  he cloaked himself, and, issuing forth, bent his steps across the Bourg du Four in the direction of the Corraterie.

Even now he had no plan in his mind. But amid the medley of schemes that for a week had been hatching in his brain, he hoped to be guided by circumstances to that one which gave surest promise of success. Nor was his courage as deeply rooted as he fancied: the day had told on his nerves; he shivered in the breeze and started at a sound. Yet as often as he paused or hesitated, the words A dying man! A dying man! rang in his ears and urged him on.


CHAPTER VII.

A SECOND TISSOT.

Messer Blondels sagacity in forbearing completely and for so long a period the neighbourhood of Basterga proved an unpleasant surprise to one man; and that was the man most concerned. For a day or two the scholar lived in a fools paradise, and hugging himself on certain success, anticipated with confidence the entertainment which he would derive from the antics of the fish as it played about the bait, now advancing and now retreating. He had formed a low opinion of the magistrates astuteness, and forgetting that there is a cunning which is rudimentary and of the primitives, he entertained for some time no misgiving. But when day after day passed by and still, though more than a week had elapsed, Blondel did not appear, nor make any overture, when, watch he never so carefully in the dusk of the evening or at the quiet hours of the day, he caught no glimpse of the Syndics lurking figure, he began to doubt. He began to fear. He began to wait about the door himself in the hope of detecting the other: and a dozen times between dawn and dark he was on his feet at the upper window, looking warily down, on the chance of seeing him in the Corraterie.

At last, slowly and against his will, the fear that the fish would not bite began to take hold of him. Either the Syndic was honest, or he was patient as well as cunning. In no other way could Basterga explain his dupes inaction. And presently, when he had almost brought himself to accept the former conclusion, on an evening something more than a week later, a thing happened that added sharpness to his anxiety. He was crossing the bridge from the Quarter of St. Gervais, when a man cloaked to the eyes slipped from the shadow of the mills, a little before him, and with a slight but unmistakable gesture of invitation proceeded in front of him without turning his head.

There was mist on the face of the river that rushed in a cataract below; a steady rain was falling, and darkness itself was not far off. There were few abroad, and those were going their ways without looking behind them. A better time for a secret rendezvous could not be, and Messer Bastergas heart leapt up and his spirits rose as he followed the cloaked figure. At the end of the bridge the man turned leftwards on to a deserted wharf between two mills; Basterga followed. Near the waters edge the projecting upper floor of a granary promised shelter from the rain; under this the stranger halted, and turning, lowered with a brusque gesture his cloak from his face. Alas, the eager Why, Messer Blondel   that leapt to Bastergas lips died on them. He stood speechless with disappointment, choking with chagrin. The stranger noted it and laughed.

Well, he said in French, his tone dry and sarcastic, you do not seem overpleased to see me, Monsieur Basterga! Nor am I surprised. Large promises have ever small fulfilments!

His Highness has discovered that? Basterga replied, in a tone no less sarcastic. For his temper was roused.

The strangers eyes flickered, as if the others words touched a sore. His Highness is growing impatient! he returned, his tone somewhat warmer. That is what he has sent me to say. He has waited long, and he bids me convey to you that if he is to wait longer he must have some security that you are likely to succeed in your design.

Or he will employ other means?

Precisely. Had he followed my advice, the stranger continued with an air of lofty arrogance, he would have done so long ago.

M. dAlbigny, Basterga answered, spreading out his hands with an ironical gesture, would prefer to dig mines under the Tour du Pin near the College, and under the Porte Neuve! To smuggle fireworks into the Arsenal and the Town House; and then, on the eve of execution, to fail as utterly as he failed last time! More utterly than my plan can fail, for I shall not put Geneva on its guard  as he did! Nor set every enemy of the Grand Duke talking  as he did!

M. dAlbigny  for he it was  let drop an oath. Are you doing anything at all? he asked savagely, dropping the thin veil of irony that shrouded his temper. That is the question. Are you moving?

That will appear.

When? When, man? That is what his Highness wants to know. At present there is no appearance of anything.

No, Basterga replied with fine irony. There is not. I know it. It is only when the fireworks are discovered and the mines opened and the engineers are flying for their lives  that there is really an appearance of something.

And that is the answer I am to carry to the Grand Duke? dAlbigny retorted in a tone which betrayed how deeply he resented such taunts at the lips of his inferior. That is all you have to tell him?

Basterga was silent awhile. When he spoke again, it was in a lower and more cautious tone. No; you may tell his Highness this, he said, after glancing warily behind him. You may tell him this. The longest night in the year is approaching. Not many weeks divide us from it. Let him give me until that night. Then let him bring his troops and ladders and the rest of it  the care whereof is your lordships, not mine  to a part of the walls which I will indicate, and he shall find the guards withdrawn, and Geneva at his feet.

The longest night? But that is some weeks distant, dAlbigny answered in a grumbling tone. Still it was evident that he was impressed by the precision of the others promise.

Was Rome built in a day? Or can Geneva be destroyed in a day? Basterga retorted.

If I had my hand on it! dAlbigny answered truculently, the task would not take more than a day! He was a Southern Frenchman and an ardent Catholic; an officer of high rank in the employ of Savoy; for the rest, proud, brave, and difficult.

Ay, but you have not your hand on it, M. dAlbigny! Basterga retorted coolly. Nor will you ever have your hand on it, without help from me.

And that is all you have to say?

At present.

Very good, dAlbigny replied, nodding contemptuously. If his Highness be wise  

He is wise. At least, Basterga continued drily, he is wiser than M. dAlbigny. He knows that it is better to wait and win, than leap and lose.

But what of the discontented you were to bring to a head? dAlbigny retorted, remembering with relief another head of complaint, on which he had been charged to deliver himself. The old soldiers and rufflers whom the peace has left unemployed, and with whom the man Grio was to aid you? Surely waiting will not help you with them! There should be some in Geneva who like not the rule of the Pastors and the drone of psalms and hymns! Men who, if I know them, must be on fire for a change! Come, Monsieur Basterga, is no use to be made of them?

Ay, Basterga answered, after stepping back a pace to assure himself by a careful look that no one was remarking a colloquy which the time and the weather rendered suspicious. Use them if you please. Let them drink and swear and raise petty riots, and keep the Syndics on their guard! It is all they are good for, M. dAlbigny; and I cannot say that aught keeps back the cause so much as Grios friends and their line of conduct!

So! that is your opinion, is it, Monsieur Basterga? dAlbigny answered. And with it I must go as I came! I am of no use here, it seems?

Of great use presently, of none now, Basterga replied with greater respect than he had hitherto exhibited. Frankly, M. dAlbigny, they fear you and suspect you. But if President Rochette of Chambery, who has the confidence of the Pastors, were to visit us on some pretext or other, say to settle such small matters as the peace has left in doubt, it might soothe their spirits and allay their suspicions. He, rather than M. dAlbigny, is the helper I need at present.

DAlbigny grunted, but it was evident that the others boldness impressed him. You think, then, that they suspect us? he said.

How should they not? Tell me that. How should they not? Rochettes task must be to lull those suspicions to sleep. In the meantime I  

Yes?

Will be at work, Basterga replied. He laughed drily as if it pleased him to baulk the others curiosity. Softly he added under his breath,

Captique dolis, lacrimisque coactis, Quos neque Tydides, nec Larrissæus Achilles Non anni domuere decem, non mille carinæ!

DAlbigny nodded. Well, I trust you are really counting on something solid, he answered. For you are taking a great deal upon yourself, Monsieur Basterga. I hope you understand that, he added with a searching look.

I take all on myself, the big man answered.

The Frenchman was far from content, but he argued no more. He reflected a moment, considering whether he had forgotten anything: then, muttering that he would convey Bastergas views to the Grand Duke, he pulled his cloak more closely about his face, and with a curt nod of farewell, he turned on his heel and was gone. A moment, and he was lost to sight between the wooden mills and sheds which flanked the bridge on either side, and rendered it at once as narrow and as picturesque as were most of the bridges of the day. Basterga, left solitary, waited a while before he left his shelter. Satisfied at length that the coast was clear, he continued his way into the town, and thinking deeply as he went came presently to the Corraterie. It cannot be said that his meditations were of the most pleasant; and perhaps for this reason he walked slowly. When he entered the house, shaking the moisture from his cloak and cap, he found the others seated at table and well advanced in their meal. He was twenty minutes late.

He was a clever man. But at times, in moments of irritation, the sense of his cleverness and of his superiority to the mass of men led him to do the thing which he had better have left undone. It was so this evening. Face to face with dAlbigny, he had put a bold face on the difficulties which surrounded him: he had let no sign of doubt or uncertainty, no word of fear respecting the outcome escape him. But the moment he found himself at liberty, the critical situation of his affairs, if the Syndic refused to take the bait, recurred to his mind, and harassed him. He had no confidante, no one to whom he could breathe his fears, no one to whom he could explain the situation, or with whom he could take credit for his coolness: and the curb of silence, while it exasperated his temper, augmented a hundredfold the contempt in which he held the unconscious companions among whom chance and his mission had thrown him. A spiteful desire to show that contempt sparkled in his eyes as he took his seat at the table this evening; but for a minute or two after he had begun his meal he kept silence.

On a mind such as his, outward things have small effect; otherwise the cheerful homeliness of the scene must have soothed him. The lamp, telling of present autumn and approaching winter, had been lit: a wood-fire crackled pleasantly in the great fireplace and was reflected in rows of pewter plates on either dresser: a fragrant stew scented the air; all that a philosopher of the true type could have asked was at his service. But Basterga belonged rather to the fifteenth century, the century of the south, which was expiring, than to the century of the north which was opening. Splendour rather than comfort, the gorgeousness of Venice, of red-haired dames, stiff-clad in Titian velvets, of tables gleaming with silk and gold and ruby glass, rather than the plain homeliness which Geneva shared with the Dutch cities, held his mind. To-night in particular his lip curled as he looked round. To-night in particular ill-pleased and ill-content he found the place and the company well matched, the one and the other mean and contemptible!

One there  Gentilis  marked the great mans mood, and, cringing, after his kind, kept his eyes low on his platter. Grio, too, knew enough to seek refuge in sullen silence. Claude alone, impatient of the constraint which descended on the party at the great mans coming, continued to talk in a raised voice. Good soup to-night, Anne, he said cheerfully. For days past he had been using himself to speak to her easily and lightly, as if she were no more to him than to the others.

She did not answer  she seldom did. But Good? Basterga sneered in his most cutting tone. Ay, for schoolboys! And such as have no palate save for pap!

Claude being young took the thrust a little to heart. He returned it with a boys impertinence. We none of us grow thin on it, he said with a glance at the others bulk.

Bastergas eyes gleamed. Grease and dish-washings, he exclaimed. And then, as if he knew where he could most easily wound his antagonist, he turned to the girl.

If Hebe had brought such liquor to Jupiter, he sneered, do you think he had given her Hercules for a husband, as I shall presently give you Grio? Ha! You flush at the prospect, do you? You colour and tremble, he continued mockingly, as if it were the wedding-day. Youll sleep little to-night, I see, for thinking of your Hercules! With grim irony he pointed to his loutish companion, whose gross purple face seemed the coarser for the small peaked beard that, after the fashion of the day, adorned his lower lip. Hercules, do I call him? Adonis rather.

Why not Bacchus? Claude muttered, his eyes on his plate. In spite of the strongest resolutions, he could not keep silence.

Bacchus? And why, boy? frowning darkly.

He were better bestowed on a tun of wine, the youth retorted, without looking up.

That you might take his place, I suppose? Basterga retorted swiftly. What say you, girl? Will you have him? And when she did not answer, Bread, do you hear? he cried harshly and imperiously. Bread, I say! And having forced her to come within reach to serve him, What do you say to it? he continued, his hand on the trencher, his eyes on her face. Answer me, girl, will you have him?

She did not answer, but that which he had quite falsely attributed to her before, a blush, slowly and painfully darkened her cheeks and neck. He seized her brutally by the chin, and forced her to raise her face. Blushing, I see? he continued. Blushing, blushing, eh? So it is for him you thrill, and lie awake, and dream of kisses, is it? For this new youth and not for Grio? Nay, struggle not! Wrest not yourself away! Let Grio, too, see you!

Claude, his back to the scene, drove his nails into the palms of his hands. He would not turn. He would not, he dared not see what was passing, or how they were handling her, lest the fury in his breast sweep all away, and he rise up and disobey her! When a movement told him that Basterga had released her  with a last ugly taunt aimed as much at him as at her  he still sat bearing it, curbing, drilling, compelling himself to be silent. Ay, and still to be silent, though the voice that so cruelly wounded her was scarcely mute before it began again.

Tissot, indeed! Basterga cried in the same tone of bitter jeering. A fig for Tissot! No more shall we

Upon his viler metal test our purest pure, And see him transmutations three endure! 

And why? Because a mightier than Tissot is here! Because, with a coarse laugh,

Our stone angelical whereby All secret potencies to light are brought

has itself suffered a transmutation! A transmutation do I say! Rather an eclipse, a darkening! He, whom matrons for their maidens fear, has come, has seen, has conquered! And we poor mortals bow before him.

Still Claude, his face burning, his ears tingling, put force upon himself and sat mute, his eyes on the board. He would not look round, he would not acknowledge what was passing. Bastergas tone conveyed a meaning coarser and more offensive than the words he spoke; and Claude knew it, and knew that the girl, at whom he dared not look knew it, as she stood helpless, a butt, a target for their gloating eyes. He would not look for he remembered. He saw the scalding liquid blister the skin, saw the rounded arm quiver with pain; and remembering and seeing, he was resolved that the lesson should not be lost on him. If it was only by suffering he could serve her, he would serve her.

He dared not look even at Gentilis, who sat opposite him; and who was staring in gross rapture at the girls confusion, and the burning blushes, so long banished from her pale features. For to look at that mean mask of a man was the same thing as to strike! Unfortunately, as it happened, his silence and lack of spirit had a result which he had not foreseen. It encouraged the others to carry their brutality to greater and even greater lengths. Grio flung a gross jest in the girls face: Basterga asked her mockingly how long she had loved. They got no answer; on which the big man asked his question again, his voice grown menacing; and still she would not answer. She had taken refuge from Grios coarseness in the farthest corner of the hearth: where stooping over a pot, she hid her burning face. Had they gone too far at last? So far, that in despair she had made up her mind to resist? Claude wondered. He hoped that they had.

Basterga, too, thought it possible; but he smiled wickedly, in the pride of his resources. He struck the table sharply with his knife-haft. What? he cried. You dont answer me, girl? You withstand me, do you? To heel! To heel! Stand out in front of me, you jade, and answer me at once. There! Stand there! Do you hear? With a mocking eye he indicated with his knife the spot that took his fancy.

She hesitated a moment, scarlet revolt in her face; she hesitated for a long moment; and the lad thought that surely the time had come. But then she obeyed. She obeyed! And at that Claude at last looked up; he could look up safely now for something, even as she obeyed, had put a bridle on his rage and given him control over it. That something was doubt. Why did she comply? Why obey, endure, suffer at this mans hands that which it was a shame a woman should suffer at any mans? What was his hold over her? What was his power? Was it possible, ah, was it possible that she had done anything to give him power? Was it possible  

Stand there! Basterga repeated, licking his lips. He was in a cruel temper: harassed himself, he would make some one suffer. Remember who you are, wench, and where you are! And answer me! How long have you loved him?

The face no longer burned: her blushes had sunk behind the mask of apathy, the pallid mask, hiding terror and the shame of her sex, which her face had worn before, which had become habitual to her. I have not loved him, she answered in a low voice.

Louder!

I have not loved him.

You do not love him?

No. She did not look at Claude, but dully, mechanically, she stared straight before her.

Grio laughed boisterously. A dose for young Hopeful! he cried. Ho! Ho! How do you feel now, Master Jackanapes?

The big man smiled.

Galle, quid insanis? inquit, Tua cura Lycoris Perque nives alium perque horrida castra secuta est!

he murmured. He bowed ironically in Claudes direction. The gentleman passes beyond the jurisdiction of the court, he said. She will have none of him, it seems; nor we either! He is dismissed.

Claude, his eyes burning, shrugged his shoulders and did not budge. If they thought to rid themselves of him by this fooling they would learn their mistake. They wished him to go: the greater reason he should stay. A little thing  the sight of a small brown hand twitching painfully, while her face and all the rest of her was still and impassive, had expelled his doubts for the time  had driven all but love and pity and burning indignation from his breast. All but these, and the memory of her lesson and her will. He had promised and he must suffer.

Whether Basterga was deceived by his inaction, or of set purpose was minded to try how far they could go with him, the big man turned again to his victim. With you, my girl, he said, it is otherwise. The soup was bad, and you are mutinous. Two faults that must be paid for. There was something of this, I remember, when Tissot  our good Tissot, who amused us so much  first came. And we tamed you then. You paid forfeit, I think. You kissed Tissot, I think; or Tissot kissed you.

No, it was I kissed her, Gentilis said with a smirk. She chose me.

Under compulsion, Basterga retorted drily. Will you ransom her again?

Willingly! But it should be two this time, Gentilis said grinning. Being for the second offence, a double  

Pain, quoth Basterga. Very good. Do you hear, my girl? Go to Gentilis, and see you let him kiss you twice! And see we see and hear it. And have a care! Have a care! Or next time your modesty may not escape so easily! To him at once, and  

No! The cry came from Claude. He was on his feet, his face on fire. No! he repeated passionately.

No?

Not while I am here! Not under compulsion, the young man cried. Shame on you! He turned to the others, generous wrath in his face. Shame on you to torture a woman so  a woman alone! And you three to one!

Bastergas face grew dark. You are right! We are three, he muttered, his hand slowly seeking a weapon in the corner behind him. You speak truth there, we are three  to one! And  

You maybe twenty, I will not suffer it! the lad cried gallantly. You may be a hundred  

But on that word, in the full tide of speech he stopped. His voice died as suddenly as it had been raised, he stammered, his whole bearing changed. He had met her eyes: he had read in them reproach, warning, rebuke. Too late he had remembered his promise.

The big man leaned forward. What may we be? he asked. You were going, I think, to say that we might be  that we might be  

But Claude did not answer. He was passing through a moment of such misery as he had never experienced. To give way to them now, to lower his flag before them after he had challenged them! To abandon her to them, to see her  oh, it was more than he could do, more than he could suffer! It was  

Pray go on, Basterga sneered, if you have not said your say. Do not think of us!

Oh, bitter! But he remembered how the scalding liquor had fallen on the tender skin. I have said it, he muttered hoarsely. I have said it, and by a movement of his hand, pathetic enough had any understood it, he seemed to withdraw himself and his opposition.

But when, obedient to Bastergas eye, the girl moved to Gentilis side and bent her cheek  which flamed, not by reason of Gentilis or the coming kisses, but of Claudes presence and his cry for her  he could not bear it. He could not stay and see it, though to go was to abandon her perhaps to worse treatment. He rose with a cry and snatched his cap, and tore open the door. With rage in his heart and their laughter, their mocking, triumphant laughter, in his ears, he sprang down the steps.

A coward! That was what he must seem to them. A cowards part, that was the part they had seen him play. Into the darkness, into the night, what mattered whither, when such fierce anger boiled within him? Such self-contempt. What mattered whither when he knew how he had failed! Ay, failed and played the Tissot! The Tissot and the weakling!


CHAPTER VIII.

ON THE THRESHOLD.

He hurried along the ramparts in a rage with those whom he had left, in a still greater rage with himself. He had played the Tissot with a vengeance. He had flown at them in weak passion, he had recoiled as weakly, he had left them to call him coward. Now, even now, he was fleeing from them, and they were jeering at him. Ay, jeering at him; their laughter followed him, and burned his ears.

The rain that beat on his fevered face, the moist wind from the Rhone Valley below, could not wipe out that  the defeat and the shame. The darkness through which he hurried could not hide it from his eyes. Thus had Tissot begun, flying out at them, fleeing from them, a thing of mingled fury and weakness. He knew how they had regarded Tissot. So they now regarded him.

And the girl? What shame lay on his manhood who had abandoned her, who had left her to be their sport! His rage boiled over as he thought of her, and with the rain-laden wind buffeting his brow he halted and made as if he would return. But to what end if she would not have his aid, to what end if she would not suffer him? With a furious gesture, he hurried on afresh, only to be arrested, by-and-by, at the corner of the ramparts near the Bourg du Four, by a dreadful thought. What if he had deceived himself? What if he had given back before them, not because she had willed it, not because she had looked at him, not in compliance with her wishes; but in face of the odds against him, and by virtue of some streak of cowardice latent in his nature? The more he thought of it, the more he doubted if she had looked at him; the more likely it seemed that the look had been a straw, at which his craven soul had grasped!

The thought maddened him. But it was too late to return, too late to undo his act. He must have left them a full half-hour. The town was growing quiet, the sound of the evening psalms was ceasing. The rustle of the wind among the branches covered the tread of the sentries as they walked the wall between the Porte Neuve and the Mint tower; only their harsh voices as they met midway and challenged came at intervals to his ears. It must be hard on ten oclock. Or, no, there was the bell of St. Peters proclaiming the half-hour after nine.

He was ashamed to return to the house, yet he must return; and by-and-by, reluctantly and doggedly, he set his face that way. The wind and rain had cooled his brow, but not his brain, and he was still in a fever of resentment and shame when his lagging feet brought him to the house. He passed it irresolutely once, unable to make up his mind to enter and face them. Then, cursing himself for a poltroon, he turned again and made for the door.

He was within half a dozen strides of it when a dark figure detached itself from the doorway, and stumbled down the steps. Its aim seemed to be to escape, and leaping to the conclusion that it was Gentilis, and that some trick was being prepared for him, Claude sprang forward. His hand shot out, he grasped the others neck. His wrath blazed up.

You rogue! he said. Ill teach you to lie in wait for me! And shifting his grasp from the mans neck to his shoulder, he turned him round regardless of his struggles. As he did so the mans hat fell off. With amazement Claude recognised the features of the Syndic Blondel.

The young mans arm fell, and he stared, open-mouthed and aghast, the passion with which he had seized the stranger whelmed in astonishment.

The Syndic, on the other hand, behaved with a strange composure. Breathing rather quickly, but vouchsafing no word of explanation, he straightened the crumpled linen about his neck, and set right his coat. He was proceeding, still in silence, to pick up his hat, when Claude, anticipating the action, secured the hat and restored it to him.

Thank you, he said. And then, stiffly, Come with me, he continued.

He turned as he spoke and led the way to a spot at some distance from the house, yet within sight of the door; there he wheeled about. I was coming to see you, he said, steadfastly confronting Claude. Why have you not called upon me, young man, in accordance with the invitation I gave you?

Claude stared. The Syndics matter-of-factness and the ease with which he ignored what had just passed staggered him. Perhaps after all Blondel had come for this, and had been startled while waiting at the door by the quickness of his approach. I  I had overlooked it, he murmured, trying to accept the situation.

Then, the Syndic answered shrewdly, I can see that you have not wanted anything.

No.

You lodge there? Blondel continued, pointing to the house. But I know you do. And keep late hours, I fear. You are not alone in the house, I think?

No, Claude replied; and on a sudden, as his mind went back to the house and those in it, there leapt into it the temptation to tell all to this man, a magistrate, and appeal to him in the girls behalf. He could not speak to a more proper person, if he sought the city through; and here was the opportunity, brought unsought, to his door. But then he had not the girls leave to speak; could he speak without her leave? He shifted his feet, and to gain time, No, he said slowly, there are two or three who lodge in the house.

Is not the person with whom you quarrelled at the inn one of them? the Syndic asked. Eh? Is not he one?

Yes, Claude answered; and the recollection of the scene and of the support which the Syndic had given to Grio checked the impulse to speak. Perhaps after all the girl knew best.

And a person of the name of Basterga, I think?

Claude nodded. He dared not trust himself to speak now. Could it be that a whisper of what was passing in the house had reached the magistrates?

The Syndic coughed. He glanced from the distant door, now a mere blur in the obscurity, to his companions face and back again to the door  of which he seemed reluctant to lose sight. For a moment he seemed at a loss how to proceed. When he did speak, after a long pause, it was in a dry curt tone. It is about him I wish to hear something, he said. I look to you as a good citizen to afford such information as the State requires. The matter is more important than you think. I ask you what you know of that man.

Messer Basterga!

Yes.

Claude stared. I know no good, he answered, more and more surprised. I do not like him, Messer Syndic.

But he is a learned man, I believe. He passes for such, does he not?

Yes.

Yet you do not like him. Why?

Claudes face burned. He puts his learning to no good use, he blurted out. He uses it to  to torture women. If I could tell you all  all, Messer Blondel, the young man continued, in growing excitement, you would understand me better! He gains power over people, a strange power, and abuses it.

Power? What do you mean? What kind of power?

God knows.

The Syndic stared a moment, his face expressive of contempt. This was not the line he had meant his questions to take. What did it matter to him how the man treated women? Pshaw! Then suddenly a light  as of satisfaction, or discovery  gleamed in his eyes. Do you mean, he muttered, lowering his voice, by sorcery?

God knows.

By evil arts?

The young man shook his head. I do not know, he answered, almost pettishly. How should I? But he has a power. A secret power! I do not understand him or it!

The Syndic looked at him darkly thoughtful. You did not know that that was said of him? he asked.

That he  

Has magical arts?

Claude shook his head.

Nor that he has a laboratory upstairs? Blondel continued, fixing the young man gravely with his eyes. A laboratory in which he reads much in unknown tongues? And speaks much when no one is present? And tries experiments with strange substances?

Claude shook his head. No! he said. Never! I never heard it.

He never had; but in his eyes dawned none the less a look of horror. No man in those days doubted the existence of the devilish arts at which Blondel hinted  arts by the use of which one being could make himself master of the will and person of another. No man doubted their existence: and that they were rare, were difficult, were seldom brought within a mans experience, made them only the more hateful without making them seem to the men of that day the less probable. That they were often exercised at the cost of the innocent and pure, who in this way were added to the accursed brood  few doubted this too; but the full horror of it could be known only to the man who loved, and who reverenced where he loved. Fortunately, men who never doubted the reality of witchcraft, seldom conceived of it as touching those about them; and it was only slowly that Claude took in the meaning of the Syndics suggestion, or discerned how perfectly it accounted for a thing otherwise unaccountable  the mysterious sway which the scholar held over the young girl.

But he reached, he came to that point at last; and his silence and agitation were more eloquent than words. The Syndic, who had not shot his bolt wholly at a venture  for to accuse Basterga of the black art had passed through his mind before  saw that he had hit the mark; and he pushed his advantage. Have you noted aught, he asked, to bear out the idea that he is given to such practices?

Claude was silent in sheer horror: horror of the thing suggested to him, horror of the punishment in which he might involve the innocent.

I dont know! he stammered at last, and almost incoherently. I know nothing! Dont ask me! God grant it be not so! And he covered his face.

Amen! Amen, indeed, Blondel answered gravely. But now for the woman, over whom you said he had power?

I said?

Aye, you, a minute ago! Who is she? Is she one of the household? Come, young man, you must answer me, the Syndic continued with severity proportioned to the others hesitation. I know much, and a little more light may enable us to act and to bring the guilty to punishment. Does she live in the house?

Only the darkness hid Claudes pallor. There is a woman, he muttered reluctantly, who lives in the house. But I know nothing! I have no proof! Nothing, nothing!

But you suspect! You suspect, young man, the Syndic continued, eyeing him sternly, and suspecting you would leave her in the clutches of the devil whose she must become, body and soul! For shame!

But I do not believe it! Claude cried fiercely. I do not believe it!

Of her?

Of her? No! Mon dieu! No! She is a child! She is innocent! Innocent as  

The day! you would say? the Syndic struck in, almost solemnly. The likelier prey? The choicest are ever the devils morsels.

And you think that she  

God help her, if she be in his power! This man, the Syndic continued, laying his hand on the others arm, has ruined hundreds by his secret arts, by his foul practices, by his sorceries. He has made Venice too hot for him. In Padua they will have him no more. Genoa has driven him forth. If you doubt this character of him there is an easy proof; for it is whispered, nay, it is almost certain, in what his power lies. Do you know his room?

No.

No? in a tone of dismay. But is it not on a level with yours?

No, Claude answered, shivering; it is over mine.

No matter, there is an easy mode of proving him, the Syndic replied; and despite himself his tone was eager. If he be the man they say he is, there is in his room a box of steel chained to the wall. It contains the spell he uses. By means of it he can enter where he pleases, he can enslave women to his will, he  

And you do not seize it? Claude cried in a tone of horror.

He has the Grand Dukes protection, the Syndic answered smoothly, and to touch him without clear proof might cause much trouble to the State.

And for that you suffer him, Claude exclaimed, his voice trembling. You suffer him to work his will? You suffer him  

I must follow the law, Blondel answered, shaking his head. He looked warily round; the dark ramparts were quiet. I act but as a magistrate. Were I a mere man and knew him, as I know him now, for what he is  a foul magician weaving his spells about the young, ensnaring, with his sorceries, the souls of innocent women, corrupting  but what is it, young man?

He is within?

No; he left the house a minute or so before you arrived. But what is it? Seizing the young mans arm he restrained him. Where are you going?

To his room! Claude answered between his set teeth. Be he man or devil  to his room!

You dare?

I dare and I will! Resisting the Syndics feigned efforts to hold him back, he strode towards the door. That spell shall not be his another hour.

But Blondel terrified by his sudden success, and loth, now the time was come, to put all on a cast, kept his hand on him. Stay! Stay! he babbled, dragging him back. Do not be rash!

Stay, and leave him to ruin her!

Still, listen! Whatever you do, listen! the Syndic answered; and insisted, clinging to him. His agitation was such, that had Claude retained his powers of observation, he must have found something strange in this anxiety. Listen! If you find the casket, on your life touch nothing in it! On your life! Blondel repeated, his hands clinging more tightly to the others arm. Bring it entire  touch nothing! If you do not promise me I will raise the alarm here and now! To open it, I warn you, is to risk all!

I will bring it! Claude answered, his foot on the steps, his hand on the latch. I will bring it!

Ay, but you do not know what hangs on it! You will bring it as you find it?

His persistence was so strange, he clung to the young mans arm with so complete an abandonment of his ordinary manner, that, with the latch half raised, Claude looked at him in wonder. Very well, I will bring it as I find it! he muttered. Then, notwithstanding a movement which the Syndic made to restrain him, he pushed the door.

It was not locked, and, in a moment, he stood in the living-room which he had left little more than an hour before. It was untenanted, but not in darkness; a rushlight, set in an earthen vessel on the hearth, flung long shadows on the walls and ceiling, and gave to the room, so homely in its every-day aspect, a sinister look. The door of Gentilis room was shut; probably he was asleep. That at the foot of the staircase was also shut. Claude stood a moment, frowning; then he crossed the floor towards the staircase door. But though his mind was fixed, the spell of the others excitement told on him: the flicker of the rushlight made him start; and half-way across the room a sound at his elbow brought him up as if he had been stabbed. He turned his head, expecting to find the big mans eyes bent on him from some corner. He found instead the Syndic, who had stolen in after him, and with a dark anxious face was standing like a shadow of guilt between him and the door.

The young man resented the alarm which the other had caused him. If you are going, go, he muttered. And if you will do it yourself, Messer Syndic, so much the better. He pointed to the door of the staircase.

The Syndic recoiled, his beard wagging senilely. No, no, he babbled. No, I will go back.

It was no longer the formal magistrate, but a frightened man who stood at Claudes elbow. And this was so clear that superstition, which is of all things the most infectious, began to shake the young mans resolution. Desperately he threw it off, and went to open the door. Then he reflected that it would be dark upstairs, he must have a light; and re-crossing the floor he brought the rushlight from the hearth. Holding it aloft he opened the creaking door and began to ascend the stairs.

With every step the awe of the other world grew on him; while the shadow, which he had found at his elbow below, followed him upwards. When he paused at the head of the flight the Syndics face was on a level with his knee, the Syndics eyes were fixed on his.

Claude did not understand this; but the mans company was welcome now; and the sight of Bastergas door, not three paces from the place where he stood, diverted his thoughts. He had not been above stairs since the day of his arrival, but he knew that Bastergas room was the nearest to the stairs. That was the door then; behind that door the Italian wrought his devilish spells!

His light, smoky and wavering, cast black shadows on the walls of the passage as he moved. The air seemed heavy, laden with some strange drug; the house was still, with the stillness which precedes horror. Not many men of his time, suspecting what he suspected, would have opened that door, or at that hour of the night would have entered that room. But Claude, though he feared, though he shuddered, though unearthly terrors pressed upon him, possessed a charm that supported his courage: the memory of the scene in the room below, of the scalding drops falling on the white skin, of the girl looking at him with that face of pain. The devil was strong, but there was a stronger; and in the strength of love the young man approached the door and tried it. It was locked.

Somehow the fact augmented his courage. Where the devil is, is no need of locks, he muttered, and he felt above the door, then, stooping, groped under it. In the latter place he found the key, thrust out of sight between door and floor, where doubtless it was Bastergas custom to hide it. He drew it out, and with a grim face set it in the lock.

Quick! muttered a voice in his ear, and turning he saw that the Syndic was trembling with eagerness. Quick, quick! Or he may return!

Claude smiled. If he did not fear the devil he certainly did not fear Basterga. He was about to turn the key in the lock when a sound stayed his hand, ay, and rooted him to the spot. Yet it was only a laugh  but a laugh such as his ears had never caught before, a laugh full of ghastly, shrill, unearthly mirth. It rang through the passage, through the house, through the night; but whence it proceeded, whether from some being at his elbow, or from above stairs, or below, it was impossible to say; and the blood gone from his face, Claude stood, peering over his shoulder into the dark corners of the passage. Again that laugh rose, shrill, mocking, unearthly; and this time his hand fell from the lock.

The Syndic, utterly unmanned, leant sweating against the wall. He called upon the name of his Maker. My God! he muttered. My God!

There is no God!

The words, each syllable of them clear, though spoken in a voice shrill and cracked and strange, and such as neither of them had ever heard before, were beyond doubt. Close on them followed a shriek of weird laughter, and then the blasphemy repeated in the same tone of mockery. The hair crept on Claudes head, the blood withdrew to his heart. The key which he had drawn out of the lock fell from the hand it seemed to freeze.

With distended eyes he glared down the passage. The words were still in the air, the laughter echoed in his brain, the shadows cast by the shaking rushlight danced and took weird shapes. A rustling as of black wings gathered about him, unseen shapes hovered closer and closer  was it his fancy or did he hear them?

He tried to disbelieve, he strove to withstand his terror; and a moment his fortitude held. Then, as the Syndic, shaking as with the palsy, tottered, with a hand on either wall down the stairs, and moaning aloud in his terror, felt his way across the room below, Claudes courage, too, gave way; not in face of that he saw, but of that which he fancied. He turned too, and with a greater show of composure, and still carrying the light, he stumbled down the stairs and into the room below.

There, for an instant sense and nerve returned, and he stood. He turned even, and made as if he would re-ascend the staircase. But he had no sooner thrust his head into it, and paused an instant to listen ere he ventured, than a faint echo of the same mirthless laughter reached him, and he turned shuddering, and fled  fled out of the room, out of the house, out of the light, to the same spot under the trees whence he had started with so bold a heart a few minutes earlier.

The Syndic was there before him  or no, not the Syndic, but a stricken man, clinging to a tree; seized now and again with a fresh fit of trembling. Take me home, he babbled. There is no hope! There is no hope. Take me home!

His house was not far off, and Claude, when he had a little recovered himself, assented, gave the tottering man his arm and supported him  he needed support  until they reached the dwelling in the Bourg du Four. Still a wreck Blondel was by this time a little more coherent. He foresaw solitude, and dreaded it; and would have had the other enter and pass the night with him. But the young man, already ashamed of his weakness, already doubting and questioning, refused, and would say no more than that he would return on the morrow. With an aspect apparently composed, he insisted on taking his leave, turned from the door and retraced his steps to the Corraterie. But when he came to the house, he lacked, brave as he was, the heart to enter; and passing it, he spent the time until daybreak, in walking up and down the rampart within hearing of the sentries.

His mind grown somewhat calmer, he set himself to recall, precisely and exactly, the thing that had happened. But recall it as he might, he could not account for it. The words of blasphemy that had scorched his ears as the key entered the lock, had been uttered, he was sure, in no voice known to him; nay more, in no voice of human intonation. How could he explain them? How account for them save in one way? How defend his cowardice save on one ground? He shuddered, gazing at the house, and murmuring now a prayer, and now a word of exorcism. But the day had come, the sky was red, and the sun was near its rising before he took courage and dared to cross the threshold.


CHAPTER IX.

MELUSINA.

Even then, with the daylight about him, he crept into the house under a weight of awe and dread. He left the door ajar that the daylight might enter with him and dispel the shadows: and when he had crossed the threshold it was with a pale and frowning face that he advanced to the middle of the floor, and stood peering round the deserted living-room. No one was stirring above or below, the house and all within it slept: the rushlight stand, its wick long extinguished, remained where he had set it down in the panic of his flight.

With that exception  he eyed it darkly  no trace of the mysterious event of the night was visible. The room wore, or minute by minute assumed, its daylight aspect. Nor had he stood long gazing upon it before he breathed more freely and felt his heart lightened. What was to be thought, what could be thought in the circumstances, he was not prepared to say. But the panic of the night was gone with the darkness; and with it all thought  if in the depths he had really sunk so low  of relinquishing the woman he loved to the powers of evil.

To the powers of evil! To a fate as much worse than death as the soul and the mind are higher than the body! Was he really face to face with that? Was this house, so quiet, so peaceful, so commonplace, in reality the theatre of one of those manifestations of Satans power which were the horror of the age? His senses affirmed it, and yet he doubted. Such things were, he did not deny it. Few men of the time denied it. But presented to him, brought within his experience, they shocked him to the point of disbelief. He found that from the thing which he was prepared to admit in the general, he dissented fiercely and instinctively in the particular.

What, the woman he loved! Was he to believe her delivered, soul and body, to the power of Satan? Never! All that was sane and wholesome and courageous in the man rebelled against the thought. He would not believe it. The pots and pans on the hearth, the simple implements of work and life, on which his eyes alighted wherever he turned them, and to none of which her hand was stranger, his memory of the love that was between her and her mother, his picture of the sacred life led by those two above stairs, all gave the lie to it! Her subjection to Basterga, her submission to contumely and to insult  there must be a reason for these, a natural and innocent reason could he hit on it. The strange occurrences of the night, the blasphemous words, the mocking laughter, at the worst they might not import a mastery over her. He shuddered as he recalled them, they rang in his ears and brain, the vividness of his memory of them was remarkable. But they might not have relation to her.

He stood long in moody thought, but his ears never for an instant relaxed their vigil, their hearkening for he knew not what. At length he passed into his bedcloset, and cooled his hot face with water and repaired his dress. Coming out again, he found the house still quiet, the door as he had left it, the daylight pouring in through the aperture. No one was moving, he was still safe from interruption; and a curiosity to visit the passage above and learn if aught abnormal was to be seen, took possession of him. It was just possible that Basterga had not returned; that the key still lay where he had dropped it!

He opened the door of the staircase and listened. He heard nothing, and he stole half-way up the flight and again stood. Still all was silent. He mounted more boldly then, and he was within four steps of the top  whence, turning his head a little, he could command the passage  when a sound arrested him. It was a sound easily explicable though it startled him; for a moment later Anne Royaume appeared at the foot of the upper flight of stairs, and moved along the passage towards him.

She did not see him, and he could have escaped unnoticed, had he retired at once. But he stood fixed to the spot by something in her appearance; a something that, as she moved slowly towards him, fancying herself alone, filled him with dread, and with something worse than dread  suspicion.

For if ever woman looked as if she had come from a witchs Sabbath, if ever girl, scarce more than child, walked as if she had plucked the fruit of the Tree and savoured it bitter, it was the girl before him. Despair  it seemed to him  rode her like a hag. Dejection, fear, misery, were in her whole bearing. Her eyes looked out from black hollows, her cheeks were pallid, her mouth was nerveless. Three sleepless nights, he thought, could not have changed a woman thus  no, nor thrice three; and he who had seen her last night and saw her now, gazed fascinated and bewildered, asking himself what had happened, what it meant.

Alas, for answer there rose the spectre which he had been striving to lay; the spectre that had for the men of that day so appalling, so shocking a reality. Witchcraft! The word rang in his brain. Witchcraft would account for this, ay, for all; for her long submission to vile behests and viler men; for that which he had heard in this house at midnight; for that which the Syndic had whispered of Basterga; for that which he noted in her now! Would account for it; ay, but by fixing her with a guilt, not of this world, terrible, abnormal: by fixing her with a love of things vile, unspeakable, monstrous, a love that must deprive her life of all joy, all sweetness, all truth, all purity! A guilt and a love that showed her thus!

But thus, for a moment only. The next she espied his face above the landing-edge, perceived that he watched her, detected, perhaps, something of his feeling. With startling abruptness her features underwent a change. Her cheeks flamed high, her eyes sparkled with resentment. You! she cried  and her causeless anger, her impatience of his presence, confirmed the dreadful idea he had conceived. You! she repeated. How dare you come here? How dare you? What are you doing here? Your room is below. Go down, sir!

He did not move, but he met her eyes; he tried to read her soul, his own quaking. And his look, sombre and stern  for he saw a gulf opening at his feet  should have given her pause. Instead, her anger faced him down and mastered him. Do you hear me? she flung at him. Do you hear me? If you have aught to say, if you are not as those others, go down! Go down, and I will hear you there!

He went down then, giving way to her, and she followed him. She closed the staircase door behind them; and that done, in the living-room with her he would have spoken. But with a glance at Gentilis door, she silenced him, and led the way through the outer door to the open air. The hour was still early, the sun was barely risen. Save for a sentry sleeping at his post on the ramparts, there was no one within sight, and she crossed the open space to the low wall that looked down upon the Rhone. There, in a spot where the partly stripped branches which shaded the rampart hid them from the windows, she turned to him. Now, she said  there was a smouldering fire in her eyes if you have aught to say to me, say it. Say it now!

He hesitated. He had had time to think, and he found the burden laid upon him heavy. I do not know, he answered, that I have any right to speak to you.

Right! she cried; and let her bitterness have way in that word. Right! Does any stay for that where I am concerned? Or ask my leave, or crave my will, sir? Right? You have the same right to flout and jeer and scorn me, the same right to watch and play the spy on me, to hearken at my door, and follow me, that they have! Ay, and the same right to bid me come and go, and answer at your will, that others have! Do you scruple a little at beginning? she continued mockingly. It will wear off. It will come easy by-and-by! For you are like the others!

No!

You are as the others! You begin as they began! she repeated, giving the reins to her indignation. The day you came, last night even, I thought you different. I deemed you  she pressed her hand to her bosom as if she stilled a pain other than you are! I confess it. But you are their fellow. You begin as they began, by listening on stairs and at doors, by dogging me and playing eavesdropper, by hearkening to what I say and do. Right? she repeated the word bitterly, mockingly, with fierce unhappiness. You have the right that they have! The same right!

Have I? he asked slowly. His face was sombre and strangely old.

Yes!

Then how did I gain it? he retorted with a dark look. How  his tone was as gloomy as his face did they gain it? Or  he?

He? The flame was gone from her face. She trembled a little.

Yes, he  Basterga, he replied, his eyes losing no whit of the change in her. How did he gain the right which he has handed on to others, the right to shame you, to lay hand on you, to treat you as he does? This is a free city. Women are no slaves here. What then is the secret between you and him? Claude continued grimly. What is your secret?

My secret! Her passion dwindled under his eyes, under his words.

Ay, Claude answered, and his! His secret and yours. What is the thing between you and him? he continued, his eyes fixed on her, so dark, so weighty, so dangerous, you must needs for it suffer his touch, bear his look, be smooth to him though you loathe him? What is it?

Perhaps  love, she muttered, with a forced smile. But it did not deceive him.

You loathe him! he said.

I may have loved him  once, she faltered.

You never loved him, he retorted. All the shyness of youth, all the bashfulness of man with maiden were gone. Under the weight of that thought, that dreadful thought, he had grown old in a few minutes. His tone was hard, his manner pitiless. You never loved him! he repeated, the very immodesty of her excuse confirming his fears. And I ask you, what is it? What is it that is between you and him? What is it that gives him this power over you?

Nothing, she stammered, pale to the lips.

Nothing! And was it for nothing that you were startled when you found me upstairs? When you found me watching you five minutes ago, was it for nothing that you flamed with rage  

You had no right to be there.

No? Yet it was an innocent thing enough  to be there, he answered. To be there, this morning. And then, giving the words all the meaning of which his voice was capable, To have been there last night, he continued, were a different thing perhaps.

Were you there? Her voice was barely audible.

I was.

It was dreadful to see how she sank under that, how she cringed before him, her anger gone, her colour gone, the light fled from her eyes  eyes grown suddenly secretive. It was a minute, it seemed a minute at least, before she could frame a word, a single word. Then, What do you know? she whispered. But for the wall against which she leant, she must have fallen.

What do I know?

She nodded, unable to repeat the words.

I was at the door of Bastergas room last night.

Last night!

Yes. I had the key of his room in my hand. I was putting it into the lock when I heard  

Hush! She stepped forward, she would have put her hand over his mouth. Hush! Hush!

The terror of her eyes, the glance she cast behind her, echoed the word more clearly than her lips. Hush! Hush!

He could not bear to look at her. Her voice, her terror, the very defence she had striven to make confirmed him in his worst suspicions. The thing was too certain, too apparent; in mercy to himself as well as to her, he averted his eyes.

They fell on the hills on which he had gazed that morning barely a fortnight earlier, when the autumn haze had mirrored her face; and all his thoughts, his heart, his fancy had been hers, her prize, her easy capture. And now he dared not look on her face. He could not bear to see it distorted by the terrors of an evil conscience. Even her words when she spoke again jarred on him.

You knew the voice? she whispered.

I did not know it, he answered brokenly. I knew  whose it was.

Mine?

Yes. He scarcely breathed the word.

She did not cry Hush! this time, but she caught her breath; and after a moments pause, Still  you did not recognise it? she murmured. You did not know that it was my voice? Could it be that after all she hoped to blind him?

I did not.

Thank God!

Thank God? He stared at her, echoing the words in his astonishment. How dared she name the sacred name?

She read his thoughts. Yes, she said hardily, why not?

He turned on her. Why not? he cried. Why not? You dare to thank Him, who last night denied Him? You dare to name His name in the light, who in the darkness  You! And you are not afraid?

Afraid? she repeated. There was a strange light, almost a smile he would have deemed it had he thought that possible, in her face, Nay, perhaps; perhaps. For even the devils, we are told, believe and tremble.

His jaw fell; for a moment he gazed at her in sheer bewilderment. Then, as the full import of her words and her look overwhelmed him, he turned to the wall and bowed his face on his arms. His whole being shook, his soul was sick. What was he to say to her? What was he to do? Flee from her presence as from the presence of Antichrist? Avoid her henceforth as he valued his soul? Pluck even the memory of her from his mind? Or wrestle with her, argue with her, snatch her from the foul spells and enchantments that now held her, the tool and chosen instrument of the evil one, in their fiendish grip?

He felt a Churchmans horror  Protestant as he was  at the thought of a woman possessed. But for that reason, and because he was in the way of becoming a minister, was it not his duty to measure his strength with the Adversary? Alas! he could conceive of no words, no thoughts, no arguments adequate to that strife. Had he been a Papist he might have turned with hope, even with pious confidence, to the Holy Stoup, the Bell and Book and Candle, to the Relics, and hundred Exorcisms of his Church. But the colder and more abstract faith of Calvin, while it admitted the possibility of such possessions, supplied no weapons of a material kind.

He groaned in his impotence, stifled by the unwholesome atmosphere of his thoughts. He dared not even ponder too long on what she was who stood beside him; nor peer too closely through the murky veil that hid her being. To do so might be to risk his soul, to become a partner in her guilt. He might conjecture what dark thoughts and dreadful aptitudes lurked behind the girls gentle mask, he might strive to learn by what black arts she had been seduced, what power over visible things had been the price of her apostasy, what Sabbath-mark, seal and pledge of that apostasy she bore  but at what peril! At what risk of soul and body! His brain reeled, his blood raced at the thought.

Such things had lately been, he knew. Had there not been a dreadful outbreak in Alsace  Alsace, the neighbour almost of Geneva  within the last few years. In Thann and Turckheim, places within a couple of days journey of Geneva, scores had suffered for such practices; and some of these not old and ugly, but young and handsome, girls and pages of the Court and young wives! Had not the most unlikely persons confessed to practices the most dreadful? The most innocent in appearance to things unspeakable!

But  with a sudden revulsion of feeling  that was in Alsace, he told himself. That was in Alsace! Such things did not happen here at mens elbows! He must have been mad to think it or dream it. And, lifting his head, he looked about him. The sun had risen higher, the rich vale of the Rhone, extended at his feet, lay bathed in air and light and brightness. The burnished hills, the brown, tilled slopes, the gleaming river, the fairness of that rare landscape clad in morning freshness, gave the lie to the suspicions he had been indulging, gave the lie, there and then, to possibilities he dared not have denied in school or pulpit. Nature spoke to his heart, and with smiling face denied the unnatural. In Bamberg and Wurzburg and Alsace, but not here! In Magdeburg, but not here! In Edinburgh, but not here! The world of beauty and light and growth on which he looked would have none of the dark devils world of which he had been dreaming: the dark devils world which the sophists and churchmen and the weak-witted of twoscore generations had built up!

He turned and looked at her, the scales fallen from his eyes. Though she was still pale, she had recovered her composure and she met his gaze without blenching. But now, behind the passive defiance, grave rather than sullen, which she presented to his attack, the weakness, the helplessness, the heart pain of the woman were plain.

He discerned them, and while he hungered for a more explicit denial, for a cry of indignant protest, for a passionate repudiation, he found some comfort in that look. And his heart spoke. I do not believe it! he cried impetuously, in perfect forgetfulness of the fact that he had not put his charge into words. I do not  I will not! Only say that it is false! And I will say no more.

Her answer was as cold water thrown upon him. I will tell you nothing, she answered.

Why not? Why not? he cried.

You ask why not, she answered slowly. Are you so short of memory? Is it so long since, against my will and prayers, you came into yonder house  that you forget what I said and what I did? And what you promised?

My God! he cried in excitement. You do not know where you stand! You do not know what perils threaten you. This is no time, he continued, holding out his hands to her in growing agitation, for sticking on scruples or raising trifles. Tell me all!

I will tell you nothing! she replied with the same quiet firmness. I have suffered. I suffer. Can you not suffer a little?

Not blasphemy! he said. Not that! Tell me  his voice, his face grew suppliant tell me only that it was not your voice, Anne. Tell me that it was not you who spoke! Tell me  but that.

I will tell you nothing! she answered in the same tone.

You do not know  

I know what it is you have in your mind! she replied. What it is you are thinking of me. That they will burn me in the Bourg du Four presently, as they burned the girl in Aix last year! As they burned the woman in Besançon not many months since; I have seen those who saw it. As they did to two women in Zurich  my mother was there! As they did to five hundred people in Geneva in my grandfathers time. It is that, she continued, a strange wild light in her eyes, that you think they will do to me?

God forbid! he cried.

Nay, you may do it, too, if you choose, she answered, gravely regarding him. But I do not think you will, for you are young, almost as young as I am, and, having done it, you would have many years to live and think. You would remember in those years that it was my mother who nursed your father, that it was you who came to us not we to you, that it was you who promised to aid us, not I who sought your aid! You would remember all these things of a morning when you awoke early: and this  that in the end you gave me up to the law and burned me.

God forbid! he cried, and hid his face with his hands. The very quietness of her speech set an edge on horror. God forbid!

Ay, but men allow! she answered drearily. What if I was mad last night, and in my madness denied my Maker? I am sane to-day, but I must burn, if it be known! I must burn!

Not by my mouth! he cried, his brow damp with sweat. Never, I swear it! If there be guilt, on my head be the guilt!

You mean it? You mean that? she said.

I do.

You will be silent?

I will.

Her lips parted, hope in her eyes shone  hope which showed how deep her despair had been. And you will ask no questions? she whispered.

I will ask no questions, he answered. He stifled a sigh.

She drew a deep breath of relief, but she did not thank him. It was a thing for which no thanks could be given. She stood a while, sad and thoughtful, reflecting, it seemed, on what had passed; then she turned slowly and left him, crossed the open space, and entered the house, walking as one under a heavy burden.

And he? He remained, troubled at one time by the yearning to follow and comfort and cherish her; cast at another into a cold sweat by the recollection of that voice in the night, and the strange ties which bound her to Basterga. Innocent, it seemed to him, that connection could not be. Based on aught but evil it could hardly be. Yet he must endure, witness, cloak it. He must wait, helpless and inactive, the issue of it. He must lie on the rack, drawn one way by love of her, drawn the other by daily and hourly suspicions, suspicions so strong and so terrible that even love could hardly cast them out.

For the voice he had heard at midnight, and the horrid laughter, which greeted the words of sacrilege  were facts. And her subjection to Basterga, the man of evil past the evil name, was a fact. And her terror and her avowal were facts. He could not doubt, he could not deny them. Only  he loved her. He loved her even while he doubted her, even while he admitted that women as young and as innocent had been guilty of the blackest practices and the most evil arts. He loved her and he suffered: doubting, though he could not abandon her. The air was fresh about him, the world lay sunlit under his eyes. But the beauty of the world had not saved young and tender women, who on such mornings had walked barefoot, none comforting them, to the fiery expiation of their crimes. Perhaps  perhaps among the thousands who had witnessed their last agony, one man hidden in the crowd, had vainly closed ears and eyes, one man had died a hundred deaths in one.


CHAPTER X.

AUCTIO FIT: VENIT VITA.

In his spacious chestnut-panelled parlour, in a high-backed oaken chair that had throned for centuries the Abbots of Bellerive, Messer Blondel sat brooding with his chin upon his breast. The chestnut-panelled parlour was new. The shields of the Cantons which formed a frieze above the panels shone brightly, the or and azure, gules and argent of their quarterings, undimmed by time or wood-smoke. The innumerable panes of the long heavily leaded windows which looked out on the Bourg du Four were still rain-proof; the light which they admitted still found something garish in the portrait of the Syndic  by Schouten  that formed the central panel of the mantelpiece. New and stately, the room had not its pair in Geneva; and dear to its owners heart had it been a short, a very short time before. He had anticipated no more lasting pleasure, looked forward to no safer gratification for his declining years, than to sit, as he now sat, surrounded by its grandeur. In due time  not at once, lest the people take alarm or his enemies occasion  he had determined to rebuild the whole house after the same fashion. The plans of the oaken gallery, the staircase and dining-chamber, prepared by a trusty craftsman of Basle, lay at this moment in the drawer of the bureau beside his chair.

Now all was changed. A fiat had gone forth, which placed him alike beyond the envy of his friends, and the hatred of his foes. He must die. He must die, and leave these pleasant things, this goodly room, that future of which he had dreamed. Another man would lie warm in the chamber he had prepared; another would be Syndic and bear his wand. The years of stately plenty which he had foreseen, were already as last years harvest. No wonder that the sheen of portrait and panel, the pride of echoing oak, were fled; or that the eyes with which he gazed on the things about him were dull and lifeless.

Dull and lifeless at one moment, and clouded by the apathy of despair; at another bright with the fierce fever of revolt. In the one phase or the other he had passed many hours of late, some of them amid the dead-sea grandeur of this room. And he had had his hours of hope also. A fortnight back a ray of hope, bright as the goblin light which shines the more brilliantly the darker be the night, had shone on him and amused and enchanted him. And then, in one moment, God and man  or if not God, the devil  had joined to quench the hope; and this morning he sat sunk in deepest despair, all in and around him dark. Hitherto he had regarded appearances. He had hidden alike his malady and his fears, his apathy and his mad revolt; he had lived as usual. But this morning he was beyond that. He could not rouse himself, he could not be doing. His servants, wondering why he did not go abroad or betake himself to some task, came and peeped at him, and went away whispering and pointing and nudging one another. And he knew it. But he paid no heed to them or to anything, until it happened that his eyes, resting dully on the street, marked a man who paused before the door and looked at the house, in doubt it seemed, whether he should seek to enter or should pass on.

For an appreciable time the Syndic watched the loiterer without seeing him. What did it matter to a dying man  a man whom heaven, impassive, abandoned to the evil powers  who came or who went? But by-and-by his eyes conveyed the identity of the man to his brain; and he rose to his feet, laying his hands on a bell which stood on the table beside him. In the act of ringing he changed his mind, and laying the bell down, he strode himself to the outer door, the house door, and opened it. The man was still in the street. Scarcely showing himself, Blondel caught his eye, signed to him to enter, and held the door while he did so.

Claude Mercier  for he it was  entered awkwardly. He followed the Syndic into the parlour, and standing with his cap in his hand, began shamefacedly to explain that he had come to learn how the Syndic was, after  after that which had happened  He did not finish the sentence.

For that matter, Blondel did not allow him to finish. He had passed at sight of the youth into the other of the two conditions between which his days were divided. His eyes glittered, his hands trembled. Have you done anything? he asked eagerly; and the voice in which he said it surprised the young man. Have you done anything?

As to Basterga, do you mean, Messer Syndic?

As to what else? What else?

No, Messer Blondel, I have not.

Nor learned anything?

No, nothing.

But you dont mean  to leave it there? Blondel cried, his voice rising high. And he sat down and rose up again. You have done nothing, but you are going to do something? What will it be? What? And then as he discerned the others surprise, and read suspicion in his eyes, he curbed himself, lowered his tone, and with an effort was himself. Young man, he said, wiping his brow, I am still ridden  by what happened last night. I have lain, since we parted, under an overwhelming sense of the presence of evil. Of evil, he repeated, still speaking a little wildly, such as this God-fearing town should not know even by repute! You think me over-anxious? But I have felt the hot blast of the furnace on my cheek, my head bears even now the smell of the burning. Hell gapes near us! He was beginning to tremble afresh, partly with impatience of this parleying, partly with anxiety to pluck from the other his answer. The glitter was returning to his eyes. Hell gapes near us, he repeated. And I ask you, young man, what are you going to do?

I?

Yes, you!

Claude stared. What would you have me do? he asked.

What would you have done last night? the Syndic retorted. Did you ask me then? Did you wait for my permission? Did you wait even for my presence?

No, but  

But what?

Things are changed.

Changed? How? Blondels tone sank to one of unnatural calm; but his frame shook and his face was purple with the pressure he put upon himself. What is changed? Who has changed it? he continued; to see his chance of life hang on the will of this imbecile was almost more than he could bear. Speak out! Let me know what has happened.

You know what happened as well as I do, Claude answered slowly. He had given his word to the girl that he would not interfere, but he began to see difficulties of which he had not thought. It was enough for me! He may be all you said he was, Messer Syndic, but  

But you no longer burn to break the spell? Blondel cried. You no longer desire to snatch from him the woman you love? You will stand by and see her perish body and soul in this web of iniquity? You are frightened, and will leave her to the law! He thrust out his thin flushed face, his pointed beard wagging malignantly. For that is what will come of it! To the law, you understand! I warn you, the magistrates in Geneva bear not the sword in vain.

The young mans brow grew damp. The crisis was nearer than he had feared. But  she has done nothing! he faltered.

The tool with the hand that uses it! The idol and him who made it! the Syndic cried, swaying himself to and fro.

Claude stared. But you know nothing! he made shift to say after a pause. You have nothing against her, Messer Blondel. He may be all you say, but she  

I have ears!

The tone said more than the words, and Claude trembled. He knew the width of the net where witchcraft or blasphemy was in question. He knew that, were Basterga seized, all in the house would be taken with him, and though men often escaped for the fright, it was seldom that women went free so cheaply. The knowledge of this tied his tongue; and urgent as he felt the need to be, he could only glare helplessly at the magistrate.

Blondel, on his part, saw the effect of his words, and desperately resolved to force the young man to his will, he followed up the blow. If you would see her burn, well and good! he cried. It is for you to choose. Either break the spell, bring me the box, and set her free; or see the law take its course! Last night  

Last night, Claude replied, hurt to the quick, you were not so bold, Messer Blondel!

The Syndic winced, but merged his wrath in an anxiety a thousand times deeper. Last night is not to-day, he answered. Midnight is not daylight! I have told you where the spell is, where, at least, it is reputed to be, what it does, and under what sway it lays her; you who love her  and I see you do  you who have access to the house at all hours, who can watch him out  

We watched him out last night! Claude muttered.

Ay, but day is day! In the daylight  

But it is not laid on me to do this! I am not the only one  

You love her!

Who has access to the house.

Are you a coward?

Claude breathed hard. He was driven to the wall. Between his promise to her, and the Syndics demand, he found himself helpless. And the demand was not so unreasonable. For it was true that he loved her, and that he had access to the house; and if the plan suggested seemed unusual, if it was not the course most obvious or most natural, it was hardly for him to cavil at a scheme which promised to save her, not only from the evil influence which mysteriously swayed her, but from the law, and the danger of an accusation of witchcraft. Apart from his promise he would have chosen this course; as it had been his first impulse to pursue it the evening before. But now he had given his word to her that he would not interfere, and he was conscious that he understood but in part how she stood. That being so  

A coward! the Syndic repeated, savagely and coarsely. He had waited in intolerable suspense for the others answer. That is what you are, with all your boasting!  A coward! Afraid of  why, man, of what are you afraid? Basterga?

It may be, Claude answered sullenly.

Basterga? Why   But on the word Blondel stopped; and over his face came a startling change. The rage died out of it and the flush; and fear, and a cringing embarrassment, took the place of them. In the same instant the change was made, and Claude saw that which caused it. Basterga himself stood in the half-open doorway, looking towards them.

For a few seconds no one spoke. The magistrates tongue clave to the roof of his mouth, as the scholar advanced, cap in hand, and bowed to one and the other. The florid politeness of his bearing thinly veiling the sarcasm of his address when he spoke.

O mire conjunctio! he said. Happy is Geneva where age thinks no shame of consorting with youth! And youth, thrice happy, imbibes wisdom at the feet of age! Messer Blondel, he continued, looking to him, and dropping in a degree the irony of his tone, I have not seen you for so long, I feared that something was amiss, and I come to inquire. It is not so, I hope?

The Syndic, unable to mask his confusion, forced a sickly phrase of denial. He had dreaded nothing so much as to be surprised by Basterga in the young mans company: for his conscience warned him that to find him with Mercier and to read his plan, would be one and the same thing to the scholars astuteness. And here was the discovery made, and made so abruptly and at so unfortunate a moment that to carry it off was out of his power, though he knew that every halting word and guilty look bore witness against him.

No? that is well, Basterga answered, smiling broadly as he glanced from one face to the other. That is well! He had the air of a good-natured pedagogue who espies his boys in a venial offence, and will not notice it save by a sly word. Very well! And you, my friend, he continued, addressing Claude, is it not true what I said,

Terque Quaterque redit!

You fled in haste last night, but we meet again! Your method in affairs is the reverse, I fear, of that which your friend here would advise: namely, that to carry out a plan one should begin slowly, and end quickly; thereby putting on the true helmet of Plato, as it has been called by a learned Englishman of our time.

Claude glowered at him, almost as much at a loss as the Syndic, but for another reason. To exchange commonplaces with the man who held the woman he loved by an evil hold, who owned a power so baneful, so foul  to bandy words with such an one was beyond him. He could only glare at him in speechless indignation.

You bear malice, I fear, the big man said. There was no doubt that he was master of the situation. Do you know that in the words of the same learned person whom I have cited  a marvellous exemplar amid that fog-headed people  vindictive persons live the life of witches, who as they are mischievous, so end they unfortunate.

The blood left Claudes face. What do you mean? he muttered, finding his voice at last.

Who hates, burns. Who loves, burns also. But that is by the way.

Burns?

Ay, with a grin, burns! It seems to come home to you. Burns! Fie, young man; you hate, I fear, beyond measure, or love beyond measure, if you so fear the fire. What, you must leave us? It is not very mannerly, with sarcasm, to go while I speak!

But Claude could bear no more. He snatched his cap from the table, and with an incoherent word, aimed at the Syndic and meant for leave-taking, he made for the door, plucked it open and disappeared.

The scholar smiled as he looked after him. A foolish young man, he said, who will assuredly, if he be not stayed, end unfortunate. It is the way of Frenchmen, Messer Blondel. They act without method and strike without intention, bear into age the follies of youth, and wear the gravity neither of the north nor of the south. But that reminds me, he continued, speaking low and bending towards the other with a look of sympathy you are better, I hope?

The words were harmless, but they conveyed more than their surface meaning, and they touched the Syndic to the quick. He had begun to compose himself; now he had much ado not to gnash his teeth in the scholars face. Better? he ejaculated bitterly. What chance have I of being better? Better? Are you? He began to tremble, his hands on the arms of his chair. Otherwise, if you are not, you will soon have cause to know what I feel.

I am better, Basterga answered with fervour. I thank Heaven for it.

Blondel rose to his feet, his hands still clutching the chair. What! he cried. You  you have not tried the  

The remedium? The scholar shook his head. No, on the contrary, I am relieved from my fears. The alarm was baseless. I have it not, I thank Heaven. I have not the disease. Nor, if there be any certainty in medicine, shall have it.

The Syndic, alas for human nature, could have struck him in the face!

You have it not? he snarled. You have it not? And then regaining control of himself, I suppose I ought, with a forced and ghastly smile, to felicitate you on your escape.

Rather to felicitate yourself, Basterga answered. Or so I had hoped two days ago.

Myself?

Yes, Basterga replied lightly. For as soon as I found that I had no need of the remedium, I thought of you. That was natural. And it occurred to me  nay, calm yourself!

Quick! Quick!

Nay, calm yourself, my dear Messer Blondel, Basterga repeated with outward solicitude and inward amusement. Be calm, or you will do yourself an injury; you will indeed! In your state you should be prudent; you should govern yourself  one never knows. And besides, the thought, to which I refer  I see you recognise what it was  

Yes! yes! Go on! Go on!

Proved futile.

Futile?

Yes, I am sorry to say it. Futile.

Futile! The wretched mans voice rose almost to a scream as he repeated the word. He rose and sat down again. Then how did you  why did you   He stopped, fighting for words, and, unable to frame them, clutched the air with his hands. A moment he mouthed dumbly, then Tell me! he gasped. Speak, man, speak! How was it? Cannot you see  that you are killing me?

Basterga saw indeed that he had gone nearer to it than he had intended: for a moment the starting eyes and purple face alarmed him. In all haste, he gave up playing with the others fears. It occurred to me, he said, that as I no longer needed the medicine myself, there was only the Grand Duke to be considered, I thought that he might be willing to waive his claim, since he is as yet free from the disease. And four days ago I despatched a messenger whom I could trust to him at Turin. I had hopes of a favourable reply, and in that event, I should not have lost a minute in waiting upon you. For I am bound to say, Messer Blondel  the big man rubbed his chin and eyed the other benevolently your case appealed to me in an especial manner. I felt myself moved, I scarcely know why, to do all I could on your behalf. Alas, the answer dashed my hopes.

What was it? Blondels voice sounded hollow and unnatural. Sunk in the high-backed chair, his chin fallen on his breast, it was in his eyes alone, peering from below bent brows, that he seemed to live.

He would not waive his claim, Basterga answered gently, save on a  but in substance that was all.

Blondel raised himself slowly and stiffly in the chair. His lips parted. In substance? he muttered hoarsely, There was more then?

Basterga shrugged his shoulders. There was. Save, the Grand Duke added, on the condition  but the condition which followed was inadmissible.

Blondel gave vent to a cackling laugh. Inadmissible? he muttered. Inadmissible. And then, You are not a dying man, Messer Basterga, or you would think  few things inadmissible.

Impossible, then.

What was it? What was it?  with a gesture eloquent of the impatience that was choking him.

He asked, Basterga replied reluctantly, a price.

A price?

The big man nodded.

The Syndic rose up and sat down again. Why did you not say so? Why did you not say so at once? he cried fiercely. Is it about that you have been fencing all this time? Is that what you were seeking? And I fancied  A price, eh? I suppose  in a lower tone, and with a gleam of cunning in his eyes he does not really want  the impossible? I am not a very rich man, Messer Basterga  you know that; and I am sure you would tell him. You would tell him that men do not count wealth here as they do in Genoa or Venice, or even in Florence. I am sure you would put him right on that, with a faint whine in his tone. He would not strip a man to the last rag. He would not ask  thousands for it.

No, Basterga answered, with something of asperity and even contempt in his tone. He does not ask thousands for it, Messer Blondel. But he asks, none the less, something you cannot give.

Money?

No.

Then  what is it? Blondel leant forward in growing fury. Why do you fence with me? What is it, man?

Basterga did not answer for a moment. At length, shrugging his shoulders, and speaking between jest and earnest, The town of Geneva, he said. No more, no less.

The Syndic started violently, then was still. But the hand which in the first instant of surprise he had raised to shield his eyes, trembled; and behind it great drops of sweat rose on his brow, and bore witness to the conflict in his breast.

You are jesting, he said presently, without removing his hand.

It is no jest, Basterga answered soberly. You know the Grand Dukes keen desire. We have talked of it before. And were it only a matter, he shrugged his shoulders, of the how  of ways and means in fact  there need be no impossibility, your position being what it is. But I know the feeling you entertain on the subject, Messer Blondel; and though I do not agree with you, for we look at the thing from different sides, I had no hope that you would come to it.

Never!

No. So much so, that I had it in my mind to keep the condition to myself. But  

Why did you not, then?

Hope against hope, the big man answered, with a shrug and a laugh. After all, a live dog is better than a dead lion  only you will not see it. We are ruled, the most of us, by our feelings, and die for our side without asking ourselves whether a single person would be a ducat the worse if the other side won. It is not philosophical, with another shrug. That is all.

Apparently Blondel was not listening, for The Duke must be mad! he ejaculated, as the other uttered his last word.

Oh no.

Mad! the Syndic repeated harshly, his eyes still shaded by his hand. Does he think, with bitterness, that I am the man to run through the streets crying Viva Savoia! To raise a hopeless émeute at the head of the drunken ruffians who, since the war, have been the curse of the place! And be thrown into the common jail, and hurried thence to the scaffold! If he looks for that  

He does not.

He is mad.

He does not, Basterga repeated, unmoved. The Grand Duke is as sane as I am.

Then what does he expect?

But the big man laughed. No, no, Messer Blondel, he said. You push me too far. You mean nothing, and meaning nothing, alls said and done. I wish, he continued, rising to his feet, and reverting to the tone of sympathy which he had for the moment laid aside, I wish I might endeavour to show you the thing as I see it, in a word, as a philosopher sees it, and as men of culture in all ages, rising above the prejudices of the vulgar, have seen it. For after all, as Persius says,

Live while thou livst! for death will make us all, A name, a nothing, but an old wifes tale.

But I must not, reluctantly. I know that.

The Syndic had lowered his hand; but he still sat with his eyes averted, gazing sullenly at the corner of the floor.

I knew it when I came, Basterga resumed after a pause, and therefore I was loth to speak to you.

Yes.

You understand, I am sure?

The Syndic moved in his chair, but did not speak, and Basterga took up his cap with a sigh. I would I had brought you better news, Messer Blondel, he said, as he rose and turned to go. But Cor ne edito! I am the happier for speaking, though I have done no good! And with a gesture of farewell, not without its dignity, he bowed, opened the door, and went out, leaving the Syndic to his reflections.


CHAPTER XI.

BY THIS OR THAT.

Long after Basterga, with an exultant smile and the words I have limed him! on his lips, had passed into the Bourg du Four and gone to his lodging, the Syndic sat frowning in his chair. From time to time a sigh deep and heart-rending, a sigh that must have melted even Petitot, even Baudichon, swelled his breast; and more than once he raised his eyes to his painted effigy over the mantel, and cast on it a look that claimed the pity of men and Heaven.

Nevertheless with each sigh and glance, though sigh and glance lost no whit of their fervour, it might have been observed that his face grew brighter; and that little by little, as he reflected on what had passed, he sat more firmly and strongly in his chair.

Not that he purposed buying his life at the price which Basterga had put on it. Never! But when a ship is on the lee-shore it is pleasant to know that if one anchor fails to hold there is a second, albeit a borrowed one. The knowledge steadies the nerves and enables the mind to deal more firmly with the crisis. Or  to put the image in a shape nearer to the fact  though the power to escape by a shameful surrender may sap the courage of the garrison, it may also enable it to array its defences without panic. The Syndic, for the present at least, entertained no thought of saving himself by a shameful compliance; it was indeed because the compliance was so shameful, and the impossibility of stooping to it so complete, that he sighed thus deeply, and raised eyes so piteous to his own portrait. He who stood almost in the position of Pater Patriæ to Geneva, to betray Geneva! He the father of his country to betray his country! Perish the thought! But, alas, he too must perish, unless he could hit on some other way of winning the remedium.

Still, it is not to be gainsaid that the Syndic went about the search for this other way in a more cheerful spirit; and revolved this plan and that plan in a mind more at ease. The ominous shadow of the night, the sequent gloom of the morning were gone; in their place rode an almost giddy hopefulness to which no scheme seemed too fanciful, no plan without its promise. Betray his country! Never, never! Though, be it noted, there was small scope in the Republic for such a man as himself, and he had received and could receive but a tithe of the honour he deserved! While other men, Baudichon and Petitot for instance, to say nothing of Fabri and Du Pin, reaped where they had not sown.

That, by the way; for it had naught to do with the matter in hand  the discovery of a scheme which would place the remedium within his grasp. He thought awhile of the young student. He might make a second attempt to coerce him. But Claudes flat refusal to go farther with the matter, a refusal on which, up to the time of Bastergas abrupt entrance, the Syndic had made no impression, was a factor; and reluctantly, after some thought, Blondel put him out of his mind.

To do the thing himself was his next idea. But the scare of the night before had given him a distaste for the house; and he shrank from the attempt with a timidity he did not understand. He held the room in abhorrence, the house in dread; and though he told himself that in the last resort  perhaps he meant the last but one  he should venture, while there was any other way he put that plan aside.

And there was another way: there were others through whom the thing could be done. Grio, indeed, who had access to the room and the box, was Bastergas creature; and the Syndic dared not tamper with him. But there was a third lodger, a young fellow, of whom the inquiries he had made respecting the house had apprised him. Blondel had met Gentilis more than once, and marked him; and the lads weak chin and shifty eyes, no less than the servility with which he saluted the magistrate had not been lost on the observer. The youth, granted he was not under Bastergas thumb, was unlikely to refuse a request backed by authority.

As he reflected, the very person who was in his thoughts passed the window, moving with the shuffling gait and sidelong look which betrayed his character. The Syndic took his presence for an omen: tempted by it, he rose precipitately, seized his head-gear and cane, and hurried into the street. He glanced up and down, and saw Louis in the distance moving in the direction of the College. He followed. Three or four youths, bearing books, were hastening in the same direction through the narrow street of the Coppersmiths, and the Syndic fell in behind them. He dared not hasten over-much, for a dozen curious eyes watched him from the noisy beetle-browed stalls on either side; and presently, finding that he did not gain, he was making up his mind to await a better occasion, when Louis, abandoning a companion who had just joined him, dived into one of the brassfounders shops.

The Syndic walked on slowly, returning here and there a reverential salute. He was nearly at the gate of the College, when Louis, late and in haste, overtook him, and hurried by him. Blondel doubted an instant what he should do; doubted now the moment for action was come the wisdom of the step he had in his mind. But a feverish desire to act had seized upon him, and after a moments hesitation he raised his voice. Young man, he said, a moment! Here!

Louis, not quite out of earshot, turned, found the magistrates eye upon him, wavered, and at last came to him. He cringed low, wondering what he had done amiss.

I know your face, Blondel said, fixing him with a penetrating look. Do you not lodge, my lad, in a house in the Corraterie? Near the Porte Tertasse?

Yes, Messer Syndic, Louis answered, overpowered by the honour of the great mans address, and still wondering what evil was in store for him.

The Mère Royaumes?

Yes, Messer Syndic.

Then you can do me  or rather  with an expression of growing severity you can do the State a service. Step this way, and listen to me, young man! And his asperity increased by the fear that he was taking an unwise step, he told the youth, in curt stiff sentences, such facts as he thought necessary.

The young student listened thunderstruck, his mouth open, and an expression of fatuous alarm on his face. Letters? he muttered, when the Syndic had come to a certain point in the story he had decided to tell.

Yes, papers of importance to the State, the Syndic replied weightily, of which it is necessary that possession should be taken as quietly as possible.

And they are  

They are in the steel box chained to the wall of his apartment. Be it your task, young man, to bring the box and the letters unread and untouched to me. Opportunities of securing them in Messer Bastergas absence cannot but occur, he continued more benignly. Choose one wisely, use it boldly, and the care of your fortunes will be in better hands than yours! A word to Basterga, on the other hand, Blondel continued slowly, and with a deadly look  he had not failed to notice that Louis winced at the name of Basterga and you will find yourself in the prison of the Two Hundred, destined to share the fate of the conspirators.

The young man began to shake. Conspirators? he cried faintly. The word brought vividly before him the horrors of the scaffold and the wheel. Oh, Lord! Oh, Lord! Why did I go to that house to lodge?

Do your duty, the Syndic said, and you need fear nothing.

But if I cannot  do it? the youth stammered, his teeth chattering. He to penetrate to Bastergas room unbidden! He to rob the formidable man and perhaps be caught in the act! He to deceive him and meet his eye at meals! Impossible! But if I cannot  do it? he repeated, cowering.

The State knows no such word! the Syndic returned grimly. Cannot, he continued slowly, means will not. Do your duty and fear nothing. Do it not, pause, hesitate, breathe but a syllable of that which I have told you, and you will have all to fear. All!

He saw too late that it was he himself who had all to fear; that in taking the lad before him into his confidence, he had placed himself in the hands of a craven. But he had done it. He had gone too far, moved by the foolish impulse of the moment, to retreat. His sole chance lay in showing the lad on which side danger pressed him most closely; on frightening him completely. And when Louis did not reply:  

You do not answer me? Blondel said in his sternest tones. You do not reply? Am I to understand that you decline? That you refuse to perform the task which the State assigns to you? In that case be sure you will perish with those whom the Two Hundred know to be the enemies of Geneva, and for whom the rack and the wheel are at this moment prepared.

No! Louis cried passionately; he almost fell on his knees in the open street. No, no! I will go anywhere, do anything, Messer Syndic! I swear I will; I am no enemy! No conspirator!

You may be no enemy. But you must show yourself a friend!

I will! I will indeed.

And no syllable of this will pass your lips?

As I live, Messer Syndic! Nothing! Nothing!

When he had repeated this several times with the earnestness of extreme terror, and appeared to have laid to heart such particulars as Blondel thought he should know, the Syndic dismissed him, letting him go with a last injunction to be silent and a last threat.

By mere force of habit the lad would have gone forward and entered the College; but on the threshold he felt how unfit he was to meet his fellows eyes, and he turned and hastened as fast as his trembling limbs would carry him towards his home. The streets, to his excited imagination, were full of spies; he fancied his every movement watched, his footsteps counted. If he lingered they might suppose him lukewarm, if he paused they might think him ill-affected. His speed must show his zeal. His poor little heart beat in his breast as if it would spring from it, but he did not stay nor look aside until the door of the house in the Corraterie closed behind him.

Then within the house there fell upon him  alas! what a thing it is to be a coward  a new fear. The fear was not the fear of Basterga, the bully and cynic, whom he had known and fawned on and flattered; but of Basterga the dark and dangerous conspirator, of whom he now heard, ready to repay with the dagger the least attempt to penetrate his secrets! On his entrance he had flung himself face downward on his pallet in the little closet in which he slept; but at that thought he sprang up, suffocated by it; already he fancied himself in the hands of the desperadoes whom he had betrayed, already he pictured slow and lingering deaths. But again, at the remembrance of the task laid upon him, he flung himself prostrate, writhing, and cursing his fate, and shedding tears of panic. He to beard Basterga! He to betray him! Impossible! Yet if he failed, the rack and the wheel awaited him. Either way lay danger, on either side yawned torture and death. And he was a coward. He wept and shuddered, abandoning himself to a very paroxysm of terror.

When his door was pushed open a minute later, he did not hear the movement; with his head buried in the pillow he did not see the face of wonder, mingled with alarm, which viewed him from the doorway. He had forgotten that it was Anne Royaumes custom to attend to the young mens rooms during their absence at the afternoon lecture; and when her voice, asking in startled accents what was amiss and if he were ill, reached his ears, he sought, with a smothered shriek, to cover his head with the bedclothes. He fancied that Basterga was upon him!

What is the matter? she repeated, advancing slowly to the side of the bed. Then, getting no answer, she dragged the coverlet off him. What is it? Dont you know me?

He sat up then, saw who it was and came gradually to himself, but with many sighs and tears. She stood, looking down on him with contempt. Has some one been beating you? she asked, and searched with hard eyes  he had been no friend to her  for signs of ill-treatment.

He shook his head. Worse, he sobbed. Far worse! Oh, what will become of me? What will become of me? Lord, have mercy upon me! Lord, have mercy upon me!

Her lip curled. Perhaps she was comparing him with another youth who had spoken to her that morning in a different strain.

I dont think it matters much, she said scornfully, what becomes of you.

Matters? he exclaimed.

If you are such a coward as this! Tell me what it is. What has happened? If it is not that some one has beaten you, I dont know what it is  unless you have been doing something wrong, and they have put you out of the University? Is it that?

No! he cried fretfully. Worse, worse! And do you leave me! You can do nothing! No one can do anything!

She had her own troubles, and to-day was almost sinking under them. But this was not her way of bearing them. She shrugged her shoulders contemptuously. Very well, she said, I will go if I can do nothing.

Do? he cried vehemently. What can you do? And then, in the act of turning from him, she stood; so startling was the change, so marvellous the transformation which she saw come over his face. Do, he repeated, trembling violently, and speaking in a tone as much altered as his expression. He rose to his feet. Do? Perhaps you  you can do something  still. Wait. Please wait a minute! I  I was not quite myself. He passed his hand across his brow. She did not know that behind his face of frightened stupor his mind was working cunningly, following up the idea that had occurred to him.

She began to think him mad. But though she held him in distaste, she had no fear of him; and even when he closed the door with a cringing air, and a look that implored indulgence, she held her ground. Only, you need not close the door, she said coldly. There is no one in the house except my mother.

Messer Basterga?

He has gone out. Is it of him, in sudden enlightenment, that you are afraid?

He nodded sullenly. Yes, he said; and then he paused, eyeing her in doubt if he could trust her. At last, It is, but, if you dared do it, I know how I could draw his teeth! How I could  with the cruel grin of the coward squeeze him! squeeze him! and he went through the act with his nervous, shaking fingers. I could hold him like that! I could hold him powerless as the dog that would bite and dare not!

She stared at him. You? she said; it was hard to say whether incredulity or scorn were written more plainly on her face. You?

I! I! he replied, with the same gesture of holding something. And I know how to put him in your power also!

In my power!

Ay.

Her face grew hard as if she too held her enemy passive in her grip. Then her lip curled, and she laughed in scorn. Ay! And what must I do to bring that about? Something, I suppose, you dare not, Louis?

Something you can do more easily than I, he answered doggedly. A small thing, too, he continued, clasping his hands in his eagerness and looking at her with imploring eyes. A nothing, a mere nothing!

And yet it will do so much?

I swear it will.

Then, she retorted, eyeing him shrewdly, if it is so easy to do why were you undone a minute ago? And puling like a child in arms?

Because, he said, flushing under her eyes, it  it is not easy for me to do. And I did not see my way.

It looked like it.

But I see it now if you will help me. You have only to take a packet of letters from his room  and you go there when you please  and he is yours! While you have the letters he dare not stir hand or foot, lest you bring him to the scaffold!

Bring him to the scaffold?

Get the letters, give them to me, and I will answer for the rest. Louis voice was low, but he shook with excitement. See! he continued, his eyes at all times prominent, almost starting from his head, it might be done this minute. This minute!

It might, the girl replied, watching him coldly. But it will not be done either this minute or at all unless you tell me what is in the letters, and how you come to know about them.

Should he tell her? He fancied that he had no choice. Messer Blondel the Syndic wants the letters, he answered sullenly. And, urged farther by her expression of disbelief, he told the astonished girl the story which Blondel had told him. The fact that he believed it went far with her; why, for the rest, doubt a story so extraordinary that it seemed to bear the stamp of truth?

And that is all? she said when he came to the end.

Is it not enough?

It may be enough, she replied, her resolute manner in strange contrast with his cowardly haste. Only there is a thing not clear. If the Syndic knows what is in the letters, why does he not seize them and Basterga with them  the traitor with the proof of his treason?

Because he is afraid of the Grand Duke, Louis cried. If he seize Basterga and miss the proof of his treason, what then?

Then he is not sure that the letters are there? Anne replied keenly.

He is not sure that they would be there when he came to seize them, Louis answered. Basterga might have a dozen confederates in the house ready at a sign to destroy the letters.

She nodded.

And that is what they will make us out to be, he continued, his voice sinking as his fears returned upon him. The Syndic threatened as much; and such things have happened a hundred times. I tell you, if we do not do something, we shall suffer with him. But do it, and he is in your power! And if he has any hold on you, it is gone!

The blood surged to her face. Hold upon her? Ah! Rage  or was it hope?  lightened in her eyes and transformed her face. She was thinking, he guessed, of the hundred insults she had undergone at Bastergas hands, of the shame-compelling taunts to which she had been forced to listen, of the loathed touch she had been forced to bear. If there was aught in her mind beyond this, any motive deeper or more divine, he did not perceive it; enough, that he saw that she wavered, and he pressed her.

You will be free, he cried passionately. Freed from him! Freed from fear of him! Say you will do it! Say that you will do it, he continued fervently, and he made as if he would kneel before her. Do it, and I swear that never shall a word to displease you pass my lips.

With a glance of scorn that pierced even his selfishness, Swear only, she said, that you have told me the truth! I ask no more.

I swear it on my salvation!

She drew a deep breath.

I will do it, she said. The steel box which is chained to the wall?

Yes, yes, he panted, you cannot mistake it. The key  

I know where he keeps it.

She said no more, but turned, and regarding his thanks as little as if they had been the wind passing by her, she opened the door, crossed the living-room, and vanished up the staircase. He followed her as far as the foot of the stairs, and there stood listening and shifting his feet and biting his nails in an agony of suspense. She had not deigned to bid him watch for Bastergas coming, but he did so; his eyes on the outer door, through which the scholar must enter, and his tongue and feet in readiness to warn her or save himself, according as the pressure of danger directed the one or the other step.

Meanwhile his ears were on the stretch to catch what she did. He heard her try the door of the room. It was locked. He heard her shake it. Then he guessed that she fetched a key, for after an interval, which seemed an age, he caught the grating of the wards in the lock. After that, she was quiet so long, that but for the apprehensions of Bastergas coming, which weighed on his coward soul, he must have gone up in sheer jealousy so see what she was doing.

Not that he distrusted her. Even while he waited, and while the thing hung in the balance, he smiled to think how cleverly he had contrived it. On the side of the authorities he would gain favour by delivering the letters: on the other side, if Basterga retained power to harm, it was not he who had taken the letters, nor he who would be exposed to the first blast of vengeance  but the girl. The blame for her, the credit for him! From the nettle danger his wits had plucked the flower safety. But for his fears he could have chuckled; and then he heard her leave the room, and relock the door. With a gasp of relief, he retired a pace or two, and waited, his eyes fixed on the doorway through which she must enter.

She was long in coming, and when she came his hand, extended to receive the letters, fell by his side, the whispered question died on his lips. Her face told him that she had failed. It might have told him also that she had built far more on the attempt than she had let him perceive. But what was that to him? It was enough for him that she had not the letters. He could have torn her with his hands. Where are they? Where are they? he cried, advancing upon her. You have not got them?

Got them? And then she straightened herself, and with a passionate glance at the door, No! And he has not come in time to take me in the act, it seems. As I have no doubt you planned, you villain! That I might be more and deeper in his power!

No! No! he cried, recoiling. I never thought of it!

Yes, yes! she retorted.

He wrung his hands. How was he to make her understand? I swear, he cried, and he fell on his knees with uplifted hands. I swear on my knees I thought of no such thing. The tale I told you was true! True, every word of it! And the letters  

There are no letters! she said.

In the box?

None.

He sprang to his feet. He shook his fist at her in low ignoble rage. You lie! he cried. You have not looked. You have played with me. You have gone into the room and come out again, but you have not looked, you have not dared to look.

I have looked, she answered quietly. In the box that is chained to the wall. There are no papers in it. There is nothing in it except a small phial.

A phial?

Of some golden liquid.

That is all?

All!

Louis Gentilis stared at her, open-mouthed. Had the Syndic deceived him? Or had some one deceived the Syndic?


CHAPTER XII.

THE CUP AND THE LIP.

Blondel could not hide the agitation he felt as he listened to his unexpected visitors, and saw whither their errand tended. Fabri, who was leader of the deputation of three who had come upon him without warning, discerned this; much more Baudichon and Petitot, whose eyes were on the watch for the least sign of weakness. And Blondel was conscious that they saw it, and on that account strove the more to mask his feelings under a show of decision. I have little doubt that I shall have news within the hour, he said. Before night, I must have news. And nodding with the air of a man who knew much which he could not impart, he leant back in the old abbots chair.

But Fabri had not come for that, nor was he to be satisfied with that; and, after a pause, Yes, he replied, I know. That may be so. But you see, Messer Blondel, this affair is not quite where it was yesterday, or we should not have come to you to-day. The King of France  I am sure we are much indebted to him  does not write on light occasions, and his warning is explicit. From Paris, then, we get the same story as from Turin. And this being so, and the Kings tale agreeing with our agents  

He does not mention Basterga! Blondel objected. He repented the moment he had said it.

By name, no. But he says  

Enough for any one with eyes! Petitot exclaimed.

He says, Fabri repeated, requesting the other by a gesture to be silent, that the Grand Dukes emissary is a Paduan expelled from Venice or from Genoa. That is near enough. And I confess, were I in your place, Messer Blondel  

With your responsibilities, Petitot muttered through closed teeth.

I should want to know  more about him. This from Baudichon.

Fabri nodded assent. I think so, he said. I really think so. In fact, I may go farther and say that were I in your place, Messer Blondel, I should seize him to-day.

Ay, within the hour!

This minute! said Baudichon, last of the three. And all three, their ultimatum delivered, looked at Blondel, a challenge in their eyes. If he stood out longer, if he still declined to take the step which prudence demanded, the step on which they were all agreed, they would know that there was something behind, something of which he had not told them.

Blondel read the look, and it perturbed him. But not to the point of sapping the resolution which he had formed at the Council Table, and to which, once formed, he clung with the obstinacy of an obstinate man. The remedium first; afterwards what they would, but the remedium first. He was not going to risk life, warm life, the vista of sunny unending to-morrows, of springs and summers and the melting of snows, for a craze, a scare, an imaginary danger! Why at that very minute the lad whom he had commissioned to seize the thing might be on the way with it. At any minute a step might sound on the threshold, and herald the promise of life. And then  then they might deal with Basterga as they pleased. Then they might hang the Paduan high as Haman, if they pleased. But until then  his mind was made up.

I do not agree with you, he said, his underlip thrust out, his head trembling a little.

You will not arrest him?

No, I shall not arrest him, he replied, hardening himself to meet their protestant and indignant eyes. Nor would you, he continued with bravado, in my place. If you knew as much as I do.

But if you know, Baudichon said, I would like to know also.

The responsibility is mine. Blondel swayed himself from side to side in his chair as he said it. The responsibility is mine, and I am willing to bear it. It is the old difference of policy between us, he continued, addressing Petitot. You are willing to grasp at every petty advantage, I am willing  

To risk much to gain much, Petitot exclaimed.

To take some risk to gain a real advantage, Blondel retorted, correcting him with an eye to Fabri; whom alone, as the one impartial hearer, he feared. For to what does the course which you are so eager to take amount? You seize Basterga: later, you will release him at the Grand Dukes request. What are we the better? What is gained?

Safety.

No, on the other hand, danger. Danger! For, warned that we have detected their plot, they will hatch another plot, and instead of working as at present under our eyes, they will work below the surface with augmented care and secrecy: and will, perhaps, deceive us. No, my friends  throwing himself back in his chair with an air of patronage, almost of contempt  for by dint of repeating his argument he had come to believe it, and to plume himself upon it I look farther ahead than you do, and for the sake of future gain am willing to take  present responsibility.

They were silent awhile: his old mastery was beginning to assert itself. Then Petitot spoke. You take a heavy responsibility, he said, a heavy charge, Messer Blondel. What if harm come of it?

Blondel shrugged his shoulders.

You have no wife, Messer Blondel.

The Fourth Syndic stared. What did the man mean?

You have no daughters, Petitot continued, a slight quaver in his tone. You have no little children, you sleep well of nights, the fall of wood-ash does not rouse you, you do not listen when you awake. You do not   he paused, the last barrier of reserve broken down, the tears standing openly in his eyes it is foolish perhaps  you do not yearn, Messer Blondel, to take all you love in your arms, and shelter them and cover them from the horrors that threaten us, the horrors that may fall on us  any night! You do not  he looked at Baudichon and the stout mans face grew pale, he averted his eyes you do not dream of these things, Messer Blondel, nor awake to fancy them, but we do. We do! he repeated in accents which went to the hearts of all, day and night, rising and lying down, waking and sleeping. And we  dare run no risks.

In the silence which followed Blondels fingers tapped restlessly on the table. He cleared his throat and voice.

But there, I tell you there are no risks, he said. He was moved nevertheless.

Petitot bowed, humbly for him. Very good, he said. I do not say that you are not right. But  

And moment by moment I expect news. It might come at this minute, it might come at any minute, the Syndic continued. With a glance at the window he moved his chair, as if to shake off the spell that Petitot had cast over him. Besides  you do not expect the town to be taken in an hour from now?

No.

In broad daylight?

Petitot shook his head, God knows what I expect! he murmured despondently.

When the information we have points to a night attack?

Fabri nodded. That is true, he said.

And the walls are well guarded at night.

Fabri nodded again. Yes, he said, it is true. I think, Messer Petitot, he went on, turning to him, we are a little over-fearful.

The two others were silent, and Blondel eyed them harshly, aware that he had mastered them, yet hating them. Petitots appeal to his feelings  which had touched and moved Blondel even while he resented it as something cruel and unfair  had lacked but a little of success. But missing, failing by ever so little, it left the three ill-equipped to continue the struggle on lower grounds. They sat silent, Fabri almost convinced, the others dejected: and Blondel sat silent also, hardened by his victory, and hating them for the manner of it. Was not his life as dear to him as their wives and children were to them? And was it not at stake? Yet he did not whine and pule to them. God! they whine, they complain, who had long years to live and rose of mornings without counting the days, and, at the worst and were Geneva taken, had but the common risks to run and many a chance of escape! While he  yet he did not pule to them! He did not stab them unfairly, cruelly, striving to reach their tender spots, to take advantage of their kindness of heart. He had no thought, no notion of betraying them; but, had he such, it would serve them right! It would repay them selfishness for selfishness, greed for greed! In his place they would not hesitate. He could see at what a price they set their petty lives, and how little they would scruple to buy them in the dearest market. Well was it for Geneva that it was he and not they whom God saw fit to try. And he glowered at them. Wives and daughters! What were wives and daughters beside life, warm life, life stretching forward pleasantly, indefinitely, morning after morning, day after day  life and a continuance of good things?

Immersed as he was in this train of thought, it was none the less he who first caught the sound of a foot on the threshold, and a summons at the door. He rose to his feet. Already in his minds eye he saw Basterga cast to the lions: and why not? The sooner the better if the remedium were really at the door. There may be news even now, he said, striving to master his emotion, and to speak with the superiority of a few minutes before. One moment, by your leave! I will see and let you know if it be so, Messer Fabri.

Do by all means, Fabri answered earnestly. You will greatly relieve me.

Ay, indeed, I hope it is so, Petitot murmured.

I will see, and  and return, Blondel repeated, beginning to stammer. I  I shall not be a minute. The struggle for composure was vain; his head was on fire, his limbs twitched. Had it come?

Yet when he reached the door he paused, afraid to open. What if it were not the remedium, what if it were some trifle? What if  but as he hesitated, his hand, half eager, half reluctant, rested on the latch, the door slid ajar, and his eyes met the complacent smirking face of his messenger. He fancied that he read success in Gentilis looks, and his heart leapt up. I shall be back in a moment, he babbled, speaking over his shoulder to those whom he left. In a moment, gentlemen, one moment! And going out he closed the door behind him  closed it jealously, that they might not hear.

I hope he has news will decide him, Petitot muttered lowering his voice involuntarily. Messer Blondel is over-courageous for me! He shook his head dismally.

He is very courageous, Fabri assented in the same undertone. Perhaps even  a little rash.

Baudichon grunted. Rash! he repeated. I would like to know what he expects? I would like to know  

A cry as of a wild beast cut short the word: a blow, a shriek of pain followed, the door flew open; as they rose to their feet in wonder, into the room fell a lad  it was Louis  a red weal across his face, his arm raised to protect his head. Close on him, his eyes flaming, his cane quivering in the air, pressed Messer Blondel. In their presence he aimed another blow at the lad: but the blow fell short, and before he could raise his stick a third time the astonished looks of the three in the room reminded him where he was, and in a measure sobered him. But he was still unable to articulate: and the poor smarting wretch cowering behind the magistrates was not more deeply or more visibly moved.

Steady, steady, Messer Blondel! Fabri said. I fear something untoward has happened. What is it? And he put himself more decidedly between them.

He has ruined us!

Not that, I hope?

Ruined us! Ruined us! Blondel panted, his rage almost choking him. He had it in his hands and let it go. He let it go!

That which you  

That which I  a pause commissioned him to get.

But you did not! Oh, worshipful gentlemen, Gentilis wailed, turning to them, indeed, he did not tell me to bring aught but papers! I swear he did not.

Whatever was there, I said! Whatever was there! the Syndic screamed.

No, worshipful sir! amid a storm of sobs. No, no! Indeed no! And how was I to know? There was naught but that in the box, and who would think treason lay in a  

Mischief lay in it!

In a bottle!

And treason, Blondel thundered, drowning his last word, for aught you knew! Who are you to judge where treason lies, or may lie? Oh, pig, dog, fool, he continued, carried away by a fresh paroxysm of rage, at the thought that he had had it in his grasp and let it go! If I could score your back! And he brandished his cane.

You have scored his face pretty fairly, Baudichon muttered. To score his back too  

Were nothing for the offence! Nothing! As you would say if you knew it, Blondel panted.

Indeed?

Ay.

Then I would like to know it. What is it he has done?

He has left undone that which he was ordered to do, Blondel answered more soberly than he had yet spoken. He had recovered something of his power to reason. That is what he has done. But for his default we should at this moment be in a position to seize Basterga.

Ay?

Ay, and to seize him with proof of his guilt! Proof and to spare.

But I could not know, Louis whimpered. Worshipful gentlemen, I could not know. I could not know what it was you wanted.

I told you to bring the contents of the box.

Letters, ay! Letters, worthy sir, but not  

Silence, and go into that room! Blondel pointed with a shaking finger to a small inner serving-room at the end of the parlour. Go! he repeated peremptorily, and stay there until I come to you.

Then, but not until the lad had taken his tear-bedabbled face into the closet and had closed the door behind him, the Syndic turned to the three. I ask your pardon, he said, making no attempt to disguise the agitation which still moved him. But it was enough, it was more than enough, to try me. He paused and wiped his brow, on which the sweat stood in beads. He had under his hand the papers, looking at them a little askance as if he doubted whether the explanation would pass, that we need! The papers that would convict Basterga. And because they did not wear the appearance he expected  because they were disguised, you understand  they were in a bottle in fact  and were not precisely what he expected  

He left them?

He left them. There was something like a tear, a leaden drop, in the corner of the Fourth Syndics eye.

Still if he had access to them once, Petitot suggested briskly, what has been done once may be done twice. He may gain access to them again. Why not?

He may, but he may not. Still, I should have thought of that and  and made allowance, Blondel answered with a fair show of candour. But too often an occasion let slip does not return, as you well know. The least disorder in the box he searched may put Basterga on the alert, and wreck my plans.

They did not answer. They felt one and all, Petitot and Baudichon no less than Fabri, that they had done this man an injustice. His passion, his chagrin, his singleness of aim, the depth of his disappointment, disarmed even those who were in the daily habit of differing from him. Was this  this the man whom they had secretly accused of lukewarmness? And to whom they had hesitated to entrust the safety of the city? They had done him wrong. They had not credited him with a tithe of the feeling, the single-mindedness, the patriotism which it was plain he possessed.

They stood silent, while Blondel, aware of the precipice, to the verge of which his improvident passion had drawn him, watched them out of the corner of his eye, uncertain how far their comprehension of the scene had gone. He trembled to think how nearly he had betrayed his secret; and took the more shame to himself, inasmuch as in cooler blood he saw the lads error to be far from irremediable. As Petitot said, that which could be done so easily and quickly could be done a second time. If only he had not struck the lad! If only he had commanded himself, and spoken him fairly and sent him back! Almost by this time the remedium might be here. Ay, here, in the palm of his hand! The reflection stabbed Blondel so poignantly, the sense of his folly went so deep, he groaned aloud.

That groan fairly won over Baudichon, who was by nature of a kind heart. Tut, tut, he said; you must not take it to heart, Messer Blondel. Try again.

Unless, indeed, Petitot murmured, but with respect, Messer Blondel knows the mistake to be fraught with consequences more grave than we suppose.

The Fourth Syndic smiled awry: that was precisely what he did know. But No, he said, the thing can be cured. I am sorry I lost my temper. Not a moment must be wasted, however. I will see this young man: if he raises any difficulty, I have still another agent whom I can employ. And by to-morrow at latest  

You may still have the thing in your hands.

I think so. I certainly think so.

Good. Then till to-morrow, Fabri answered, as he took his cap from the table and with the others turned towards the door. Good luck, Messer Blondel. We are reassured. We feel that our interests are in good hands.

Yes, said Petitot almost warmly. Still, caution, caution! Messer Blondel. One bad man within the gates  

May be hung! Blondel cried gaily.

Ay, may be! But unhung is a graver foe than five hundred men without! It is that I would have you bear in mind.

I will bear it in mind, the Fourth Syndic answered. And when I can hang him, with a vindictive look, be sure I will  and high as Haman!

He attended them with solicitude to the door, being set by what had happened a little more upon his behaviour. That done and the outer door closed upon them, he returned to the parlour, but did not at once seek the young man, upon whom he had taken the precaution of turning the key.

Instead he stood a while, pondering with a pale face; a haggard, paler replica he seemed of the stiff, hard portrait on the panel over the mantel. He was wondering why he had let himself go so foolishly; he was recognising with a sinking heart that it was to his illness he owed it that he had so frequently of late lost control of himself.

For a man to discover that the power of self-mastery is passing from him is only a degree less appalling than the consciousness of insanity itself; and Blondel cowered, trembling under the thought. If aught could strengthen his purpose it was the suspicion that the insidious disease from which he suffered was already sapping the outworks of that mind on whose clever combinations he depended for his one chance of cure.

Yet while the thought strengthened, it terrified him. I must make no second mistake  no second mistake! he muttered, his eyes on the door of the serving-room. No second mistake! And he waited a while considering the matter in all its aspects. Should he tell Louis more than he had told him already? It seemed needless. To send the lad with curt, stern words to fetch that which he had omitted to bring  this seemed the more straight-forward way: and the more certain, too, since the lad had now seen the other magistrates, and could have no doubt of their concurrence or of the importance of the task entrusted to him. Blondel decided on that course, and advancing to the door he opened it and called to his prisoner to come out.

To his credit be it said the sight of the lads wealed face gave the Syndic something of a shock. He was soon to be more gravely shaken. Instigated partly by curiosity, partly by the desire to fix Louis scared faculties, he began by asking what was the aspect of the phial which the lad had omitted to bring. What was its colour and size, and how full was it? he proceeded, striving to speak gently and to make allowance for the cowering weakness of the youth before him. Do you hear? he urged. Of what shape was it? You can tell that at least. You handled it, I suppose? You took it out of the metal box?

Louis burst into tears.

Blondel had much ado  for it was true, he had small command of himself  not to strike the lad again. Instead, Fool, he said, what do your tears help you or advance me? Speak, I tell you, and answer my question! What was the appearance of this flask or bottle, or what it was  that you left there?

The lad sank to his knees. Fear and pain had robbed him of the petty cunning he possessed. He no longer knew what to tell nor what to withhold. And in a breath the truth was out. Dont strike me! he wailed, guarding his smarting face with his arm. And Ill tell you all! I will indeed!

The Syndic knew then that there was more to learn. All? he repeated, aghast.

Ay, the truth. All the truth, Louis moaned. I didnt see it. I did not go to it! I dared not! I swear I dared not.

You did not see it? the Syndic said slowly. The phial? You did not see the phial?

No.

This time Messer Blondel did not strike. He leant heavily upon the table; his face, which a moment before had been swollen with impatience, turned a sickly white. You  you didnt see it? he muttered  his tone had sunk to a whisper. You didnt see it? Then all you told me was a lie? There was nothing  no bottle in the box? But how, then, did you know anything of a bottle? Did he  with a sharp spasm of pain send you here to tell me this?

No, no! She told me. She looked  for me in the box.

Who?

Anne. Anne Royaume! I was afraid, the lad continued, speaking with a little more confidence, as he saw that the Syndic made no movement to strike him, and she said that she would look for me. She could go to his room, and run little risk. But if he had caught me there he would have killed me! Indeed he would! Louis repeated desperately, as he read the storm-signs that began to darken the Syndics face.

You told her then?

I could not do it myself! I could not indeed.

He cowered lower; but he fared better than he expected. The Syndic drew a long fluttering breath, a breath of returning life, of returning hope. The colour, too, began to come back to his cheeks. After all, it might have been worse. He had thought it worse. He had thought himself discovered, tricked, discomfited by the man against whom he had pitted his wits, with his life for stake. Whereas  it seemed a small thing in comparison  this meant only the inclusion of one more in the secret, the running of one more risk, the hazarding another tongue. And the lad had not been so unwise. She had easier access to the room than he, and ran less risk of suspicion or detection. Why not employ her in place of the lad?

The youth grovelling before him wondered to see him calm, and plucking up spirit stood upright. You must go back to her, and ask her to get it for you, Blondel said firmly. You can be back within the half-hour, bringing it.

Louis began to shrink. His eyes sank. She will not give it me, he muttered.

No? Blondel, as he repeated the word, wondered at his own moderation. But the shock had been heavy; he felt the effect of it. He was languid, almost half-hearted. Moreover, a new idea had taken root in his mind. You can try her, he said.

I can try her, but she will not give it me, Louis repeated with a new obstinacy. As the Syndic grew mild he grew sullen. The change was in the other, not in himself. Subtly he knew that the Syndic was no longer in the mood to strike.

Blondel ruminated. It might be better, it might even be safer, if he saw the girl himself. The story  of treason and a bottle  which had imposed on his colleagues might not move her much. It might be wiser to attack her on other grounds, grounds on which women lay more open. And self-pity whispered with a tear that the truth, than which he could conceive nothing more moving, nothing more sublimely sad, might go farther with a woman than bribes or threats or the most skilful inventions. He made up his mind. He would tell the truth, or something like it, something as like it as he dared tell her.

Very well, he said, you can go! But be silent! A word to him  I shall learn it sooner or later  and you perish on the wheel! You can go now. I shall put the matter in other hands.


CHAPTER XIII.

A MYSTERY SOLVED.

Whether Basterga, seeing that Claude was less pliant than he had looked to find him, shunned occasion of collision with him, or the Paduan being in better spirits was less prone to fall foul of his companions, certain it is that life for a time after the outbreak at supper ran more quietly in the house in the Corraterie. Claudes gloomy face  he had not forgiven  bade beware of him; and little save on the subject of Louis disfigured cheek  of which the most pointed questions could extract no explanation  passed among them at table. But outward peace was preserved and a show of ease. Grios brutal nature broke out once or twice when he had had wine; but discouraged by Basterga, he subsided quickly. And Louis, starting at a voice and trembling at a knock, with the fear of the Syndic always upon him, showed a nervousness which more than once drew the Italians eye to him. But on the whole a calm prevailed; a stranger entering at noon or during the evening meal might have deemed the party ill-assorted and silent, but lacking neither in amity nor ease.

Meantime, under cover of this calm, destined to be short-lived and holding in suspense the makings of a storm of no mean violence, two persons were drawing nearer to one another. A confidence, even a confidence not perfect, is a tie above most. Nor does love play at any time a higher part than when it repeats I do not understand  I trust. By the common light of day, which showed Anne moving to and fro about her household tasks, at once the minister and the providence of the home, the dark suspicion that had for a moment  a moment only!  mastered Claudes judgment, lost shape and reality. It was impossible to see her bending over the hearth, or arranging her mothers simple meal, it was impossible to witness her patience, her industry, her deftness, to behold her, ever gentle yet supporting with a mans fortitude the trials of her position, trials of the bitterness of which she had given him proof  it was impossible, in a word, to watch her in her daily life, without perceiving the wickedness as well as the folly of the thought which had possessed him.

True, the more he saw of her the graver seemed the mystery; and the more deeply he wondered. But he no longer dreaded the answer to the riddle; nor did he fear to meet at some turn or corner a Megæra head that should freeze his soul. Wickedness there might be, cruelty there might be, and shame; but the blood ran too briskly in his veins and he had looked too often into the girls candid eyes  reading something there which had not been there formerly  to fear to find either at her door.

He had taken to coming to the living-room a little before nightfall; there he would seat himself beside the hearth while she prepared the evening meal. The glow of the wood-fire, reflected in rows of burnished pewters, or given back by the night-backed casements, the savour of the coming meal, the bubbling of the black pot between which and the table her nimble feet carried her a dozen times in as many minutes, the pleasant, homely room with its touches of refinement and its winter comfort, these were excuses enough had he not brought the book which lay unheeded on his knee.

But in truth he offered her no excuse. With scarce a word an understanding had grown up between them that not a million words could have made more clear. Each played the appropriated part. He looked and she bore the look, and if she blushed the fire was warrant, and if he stared it was the blind mans hour between day and night, and why should he not sit idle as well as another? Soon there was not a turn of her head or a line of her figure that he did not know; not a trick of her walk, not a pose of her hand as she waited for a pot to boil that he could not see in the dark; not a gleam from her hair as she stooped to the blaze, nor a turn of her wrist as she shielded her face that was not as familiar to him as if he had known her from childhood.

In these hours she let the mask fall. The apathy, which had been the least natural as it had been the most common garb of her young face, and which had grown to be the cover and veil of her feelings, dropped from her. Seated in the shadow, while she moved, now in the glow of the burning embers, now obscured, he read her mind without disguise  save in one dark nook  watched unrebuked the eye fall and the lip tremble, or in rarer moments saw the shy smile dimple the corner of her cheek. Not seldom she stood before him sad: sad without disguise, her bowed head and drooping shoulders the proof of gloomy thoughts, that strayed, he fancied, far from her work or her companion. And sometimes a tear fell and she wiped it away, making no attempt to hide it; and sometimes she would shiver and sigh as if in pain or fear.

At these times he longed for Bastergas throat; and the blood of old Enguerrande de Beauvais, his ancestor, dust these four hundred years at Damietta of the South, raced in him, and he choked with rage and grief, and for the time could scarcely see. Yet with this pulse of wrath were mingled delicious thrills. The tear which she did not hide from him was his gage of love. The brooding eye, the infrequent smile, the start, the reverie were for him only, and for no other. They were the gift to him of her secret life, her inmost heart.

It was an odd love-making, and bizarre. To Grio, even to men more delicate and more finely wrought, it might have seemed no love-making at all. But the wood-smoke that perfumed the air, sweetened it, the firelight wrapped it about, the pots and pans and simple things of life, amid which it passed, hallowed it. His eyes attending her hither and thither without reserve, without concealment, unabashed, laid his heart at her feet, not once, but a hundred times in the evening; and as often, her endurance of the look, more rarely her sudden blush or smile, accepted the offering.

And scarce a word said: for though they had the room to themselves, they knew that they were never alone or unheeded. Basterga, indeed, sat above stairs and only descended to his meals; and Grio also was above when he was not at the tavern. But Louis sulked in his closet beside them, divided from them only by a door, whence he might emerge at any minute. As a fact he would have emerged many times, but for two things. The first was his marked face, which he was chary of showing; the second, the notion which he had got that the balance of things in the house was changing, and the reign of petty bullying, in which he had so much delighted, approaching its end. With Basterga exposed to arrest, and the girls help become of value to the authorities, it needed little acumen to discern this. He still feared Basterga; nay, he lived in such terror, lest the part he had played should come to the scholars ears, that he prayed for his arrest night and morning, and whenever during the day an especial fit of dread seized him. But he feared Anne also, for she might betray him to Basterga; and of young Merciers quality  that he was no Tissot to be brow-beaten, or thrust aside  he had had proof on the night of the fracas at supper. Essentially a coward, Louis aim was to be on the stronger side; and once persuaded that this was the side on which they stood, he let them be.

On several consecutive evenings the two passed an hour or more in this silent communion. On the last the door of Louis room stood open, the young man had not come in, and for the first time they were really alone. But the fact did not at once loosen Claudes tongue; and if the girl noticed it, or expected aught to come of it, more than had come of their companionship on other evenings, she hid her feelings with a womans ease. He remarked, however, that she was more thoughtful and downcast than usual, and several times he saw her break off in the middle of a task and listen nervously as for something she expected. Presently:  

Are you listening for Louis? he asked.

She turned on him, her eyes less kind than usual. No, she said, almost defiantly. Was I listening?

I thought so, he said.

She turned away again, and went on with her work. But by-and-by as she stooped over the fire a tear fell and pattered audibly in the wood-ash on the hearth; and another. With an impatient gesture she wiped away a third. He saw all  she made no attempt to hide them  and he bit his lip and drove his finger-ends into his palms in the effort to be silent. Presently he had his reward.

I am sorry, she said in a low tone. I was listening, and I knew I was. I do not know why I deceived you.

Why will you not tell me all? he cried.

I cannot! she answered, her breast heaving passionately. I cannot! For the first time in his knowledge of her, she broke down completely, and sinking on a bench with her back to the table she sobbed bitterly, her face in her hands. For some minutes she rocked herself to and fro in a paroxysm of trouble.

He had risen and stood watching her awkwardly, longing to comfort her, but ignorant how to go about it, and feeling acutely his helplessness and his gaucherie. Sad she had always been, and at her best despondent, with gleams of cheerfulness as fitful as brief. But this evening her abandonment to her grief convinced him that something more than ordinary was amiss, that some danger more serious than ordinary threatened. He felt no surprise therefore when, a little later, she arrested her sobbing, raised her head, and with suspended breath and tear-stained face listened with that scared intentness which had impressed him before.

She feared! He could not be mistaken. Fear looked out of her strained eyes, fear hung breathless on her parted lips. He was sure of it. And Is it Basterga? he cried. Is it of him that you are afraid? If you are  

Hush! she cried, raising her hand in warning. Hush! And then, You did not  hear anything? she asked. For an instant her eyes met his.

No. He met her look, puzzled; and, obeying her gesture, he listened afresh. No, I heard nothing. But  

He heard nothing even now, nothing; but whatever it was sharpened her hearing to an abnormal pitch, it was clear that she did. She was on her feet; with a startled cry she was round the table and half-way across the room, while he stared, the word suspended on his lips. A second, and her hand was on the latch of the staircase door. Then as she opened it, he sprang forward to accompany her, to help her, to protect her if necessary. Let me come! he said. Let me help you. Whatever it is, I can do something.

She turned on him fiercely. Go back! she said. All the confidence, the gentleness, the docility of the last three days were gone; and in their place suspicion glared at him from eyes grown spiteful as a cats. Go back! she repeated. I do not want you! I do not want any one, or any help! Or any protection! Go, do you hear, and let me be!

As she ceased to speak, a sound from above stairs  a sound which this time, the door being open, did reach his ears, froze the words on his lips. It was the sound of a voice, yet no common voice, Heaven be thanked! A moment she continued to confront him, her face one mute, despairing denial! Then she slammed the door in his teeth, and he heard her panting breath and fleeing footsteps speed up the stairs and along the passage, and  more faintly now  he heard her ascend the upper flight. Then  silence.

Silence! But he had heard enough. He paused a moment irresolute, uncertain, his hand raised to the latch. Then the hand fell to his side, he turned, and went softly  very softly back to the hearth. The firelight playing on his face showed it much moved; moved and softened almost to the semblance of a womans. For there were tears in his eyes  eyes singularly bright; and his features worked, as if he had some ado to repress a sob. In truth he had. In a breath, in the time it takes to utter a single sound, he had hit on the secret, he had come to the bottom of the mystery, he had learnt that which Basterga, favoured by the position of his room on the upper floor, had learned two months before, that which Grio might have learned, had he been anything but the dull gross toper he was! He had learned, or in a moment of intuition guessed  all. The power of Basterga, that power over the girl which had so much puzzled and perplexed him, was his also now, to use or misuse, hold or resign.

Yet his first feeling was not one of joy; nor for that matter his second. The impression went deeper, went to the heart of the man. An infinite tenderness, a tenderness which swelled his breast to bursting, a yearning that, man as he was, stopped little short of tears, these were his, these it was thrilled his soul to the point of pain. The room in which he stood, homely as it showed, plain as it was, seemed glorified, the hearth transfigured. He could have knelt and kissed the floor which the girl had trodden, coming and going, serving and making ready  under that burden; the burden that dignified and hallowed the bearer. What had it not cost her  that burden? What had it not meant to her, what suspense by day, what terror of nights, what haggard awakenings  such as that of which he had been the ignorant witness  what watches above, what slights and insults below! Was it a marvel that the cheeks had lost their colour, the eyes their light, the whole face its life and meaning? Nay, the wonder was that she had borne the weight so long, always expecting, always dreading, stabbed in the tenderest affection; with for confidant an enemy and for stay an ignorant! Viewed through the medium of the mans love, which can so easily idealise where it rests, the love of the daughter for the mother, that must have touched and softened the hardest  or so, but for the case of Basterga, one would have judged  seemed so holy, so beautiful, so pure a thing that the young man felt that, having known it, he must be the better for it all his life.

And then his mind turned to another point in the story, and he recalled what had passed above stairs on that day when he had entered a stranger, and gone up. With what a smiling face of love had she leant over her mothers bed. With what cheerfulness had she lied of that which passed below, what a countenance had she put on all  no house more prosperous, no life more gay  how bravely had she carried it! The peace and neatness and comfort of the room with its windows looking over the Rhone valley, and its spinning-wheel and linen chest and blooming bow-pot, all came back to him; so that he understood many things which had passed before him then, and then had roused but a passing and a trifling wonder.

Her anxiety lest he should take lodging there and add one more to the chances of espial, one more to the witnesses of her misery; her secret nods and looks, and that gently checked outburst of excitement on Madame Royaumes part, which even at the time had seemed odd  all were plain now. Ay, plain; but suffused with a light so beautiful, set in an atmosphere so pure and high, that no view of Gods earth, even from the eyrie of those lofty windows, and though dawn or sunset flung its fairest glamour over the scene, could so fill the heart of man with gratitude and admiration!

Up and down in the days gone by, his thoughts followed her through the house. Now he saw her ascend and enter, and finding all well, mask  but at what a cost  her aching heart under smiles and cheerful looks and soft laughter. He heard the voice that was so seldom heard downstairs murmur loving words, and little jests, and dear foolish trifles; heard it for the hundredth time reiterate the false assurances that affection hallowed. He was witness to the patient tendance, the pious offices, the tireless service of hand and eye, that went on in that room under the tiles; witness to the long communion hand in hand, with the world shut out; to the anxious scrutiny, to the daily departure. A sad departure, though daily and more than daily taken; for she who descended carried a weight of fear and anxiety. As she came down the weary stairs, stage by stage, he saw the brightness die from eye and lip, and pale fear or dull despair seize on its place. He saw  and his heart was full  the slender figure, the pallid face enter the room in which he stood  it might be at the dawning when the cold shadow of the night still lay on all, from the dead ashes on the hearth to the fallen pot and displaced bench; or it might be at mid-day, to meet sneers and taunts and ignoble looks; and his heart was full. His face burned, his eyes filled, he could have kissed the floor she had walked over, the wooden spoon her hand had touched, the trencher-edge  done any foolish thing to prove his love.

Love? It was a deeper thing than love, a holier, purer thing  that which he felt. Such a feeling as the rough spearsmen of the Orléannais had for Joan the maid; or the great Florentine for the girl whom he saw for the first time at the banquet in the house of the Portinari; or as that man, who carried to his grave the Queens glove, yet had never touched it with his bare hand.

Alas, that such feelings cannot last, nor such moments endure; that in the footsteps of the priest, be he never so holy, treads ever the grinning acolyte with his mind on sweet things. They pass, these feelings, and too quickly. But once to have had them, once to have lived such moments, once to have known a woman and loved her in such wise leaves no man as he was before; leaves him at the least with a memory of a higher life.

That the acolyte in Claudes case took the form of Louis Gentilis made him no more welcome. Claude was still dreaming on his feet, still viewing in a kind of happy amaze the simple things about him, things that for him wore

The light that never was on land or sea,

and that this world puts on but once for each of us, when Gentilis opened the door and entered, bringing with him a rush of rain, and a gust of night air. He breathed quickly as if he had been running, yet having closed the door, he paused before he advanced into the room; and he seemed surprised, and at a nonplus. After a moment, Supper is not ready? he said.

It is not time, Claude answered curtly. The vision of an angel does not necessarily purify at all points, and he had small stomach for Master Louis at any time.

The youth winced under the tone, but stood his ground.

Where is Anne? he asked, something sullenly.

Upstairs. Why do you ask?

Messer Basterga is not coming to supper. Nor Grio. They bade me tell her. And that they would be late.

Very well, I will tell her.

But it was evident that that was not all Louis had in his mind. He remained fidgeting by the door, his cap in his hand; and his face, had Claude marked it  but he had already turned a contemptuous shoulder on him  was a picture of doubt and indecision. At length, Ive a message for you, he muttered nervously. From Messer Blondel the Syndic. He wants to see you  now.

Claude turned, and if he had not looked at the other before, he made up for it now. Oh! he said at last, after a stare that bespoke both surprise and suspicion. He does, does he? And who made you his messenger?

He met me in the street  just now.

He knows you, then?

He knows I live here, Louis muttered.

He pays us a vast amount of attention, Claude replied with polite irony. Nevertheless  he turned again to the fire I cannot pleasure him, he continued curtly, this time.

But he wants to see you, Gentilis persisted desperately. It was plain that he was on pins and needles. At his house. Cannot you believe me? in a querulous tone. It is all fair and above board. I swear it is.

Is it?

It is  I swear it is. He sent me. Do you doubt me? he added with undisguised eagerness.

Claude was about to say, with no politeness at all, that he did, and to repeat his refusal in stronger terms, when his ear caught the same sound which had revealed so much to him a few minutes earlier at the foot of the stairs. It came more faintly this time, deadened by the closed door of the staircase, but to his enlightened senses it proclaimed so clearly what it was  the echo of a cracked, shrill voice, of a laugh insane, uncanny, elfish  that he trembled lest Louis should hear it also and gain the clue. That was a thing to be avoided at all costs; and even as this occurred to him he saw the way to avoid it. Basterga and Grio were absent: if this fool could be removed, even for an hour or two, Anne would have the house to herself, and by midnight the crisis might be overpast.

I will come with you, he said.

Louis uttered a sigh of relief. He had expected  and he had very nearly received  another answer. Good, he said. But he does not want me.

Both or neither, Claude replied coolly. For all I know tis an ambush.

No, no!

In which event I shall see that you share it. Or it may be a scheme to draw me from here, and then if harm be done while I am away  

Harm? What harm? Louis muttered.

Any harm! If harm be done, I say, I shall then have you at hand to pay me for it. So  both or neither!

For a moment Louis hang-dog face  none the handsomer for the mark of the Syndics cane  spelt refusal. Then he changed his mind. He nodded sulkily. Very well, he said. But it is raining, and I have no great wish to  Hush! What is that? He raised his hand in the attitude of one listening and his eyes sought his companions. What is that? Did you not hear something  like a scream upstairs?

I hear something like a fool downstairs! Claude retorted gruffly.

But it was  I certainly heard something! Louis persisted, raising his hand again. It sounded  

If we are to go, let us go! Claude cried with temper. Come, if you want me to go! It is not my expedition, he continued, moving noisily hither and thither in search of his staff and cloak. It is your affair, and  where is my cap?

I should think it is in your room, Louis answered meekly. It was only that I thought it might be Anne. That there might be  

Two fools in the house instead of one! Claude broke in, emerging noisily, and slamming the door of his closet behind him. There, come, and we may hope to be back to supper some time to-night! Do you hear? And jealously shepherding the other out of the house, he withdrew the key when both had passed the threshold. Locking the door on the outside, he thrust the key under it. There! he said, smiling at his cleverness, now, who enters  knocks!


CHAPTER XIV.

AND ONLY ONE DOSE IN ALL THE WORLD!

In his picture of the life led by the two women on the upper floor of the house in the Corraterie, that picture which by a singular intuition he had conceived on the day of his arrival, Claude had not gone far astray. In all respects but one the picture was truly drawn. Than the love between mother and daughter, no tie could be imagined at once more simple and more holy; no union more real and pure than that which bound together these two women, left lonely in days of war and trouble in the midst of a city permanently besieged and menaced by an enduring peril. Almost forgotten by the world below, which had its own cares, its alarums and excursions, its strivings and aims, they lived for one another. The weak health of the one and the brave spirit of the other had gradually inverted their positions; and the younger was mother, the elder, daughter. Yet each retained, in addition, the pious instincts of the original relation. To each the welfare of the other was the prime thought. To give the other the better portion, be it of food or wine, of freedom from care, or ease of mind, and to take the worse, was to each the ground plan of life, as it was its chiefest joy.

In their eyrie above the anxious city they led an existence all their own. Between them were a hundred jests, Greek to others; and whimsical ways, and fond sayings and old smiles a thousand times repeated. And things that must be done after one fashion or the sky would fall; and others that must be done after another fashion or the world would end. When the house was empty of boarders, or nearly empty  though at such times the cupboard also was apt to be bare  there were long hours spent upstairs and surveys of household gear, carried up with difficulty, and reviews of linen and much talk of it, and small meals, taken at the open windows that looked over the Rhone valley and commanded the sunset view. Such times were times of gaiety though not of prosperity, and far from the worst hours of life  had they but persisted.

But in the March of 1601 a great calamity fell on these two. A fire, which consumed several houses near the Corraterie, and flung wide through the streets the rumour that the enemy had entered, struck the bedridden woman  aroused at midnight by shouts and the glare of flames  with so dire a terror, not on her own account but on her daughters, that she was never the same again. For weeks at a time she appeared to be as of old, save for some increase of weakness and tremulousness. But below the surface the brain was out of poise, and under the least pressure of excitement she betrayed the change in a manner so appalling  by the loud negation of those beliefs which in saner moments were most dear to her, and especially by a denial of the Providence and goodness of God  that even her child, even the being who knew her and loved her best, shuddered lest Satan, visible and triumphant, should rise to confront her.

Fortunately the fits of this mysterious malady were short as they were appalling, and to the minds of that day, suspicious. And in the beginning Anne had the support of an old physician, well-nigh their only intimate. True, even he was scared by a form of disease, new and beyond his science; but he prescribed a sedative and he kept counsel. He went further: for sufficiently enlightened himself to believe in the innocence of these attacks, he none the less explained to the daughter the peril to which her mothers aberrations must expose her were they known to the vulgar; and he bade her hide them with all the care imaginable.

Anne, on this would fain have adopted the safest course and kept the house empty; to the end that to the horror of her mothers fits of delirium might not be added the chance of eavesdropping. But to do this was to starve, as well as to reveal to Madame Royaume the fact of those seizures of which no one in the world was more ignorant than the good woman who suffered under them. It followed that to Annes burden of dread by reason of the outer world, whom she must at all costs deceive, was added the weight of concealment from the one from whom she had never kept anything in her life. A thing which augmented immeasurably the loneliness of her position and the weight of her load.

Presently the drama, always pitiful, increased in intensity. The old leech who had been her stay and helper died, and left her to face the danger alone. A month later Basterga discovered the secret and henceforth held it over her. From this time she led a life of which Claude, in his dreams upon the hearth, exaggerated neither the tragedy nor the beauty. The load had been heavy before. Now to fear was added contumely, and to vague apprehensions the immediate prospect of discovery and peril. The grip of the big scholar, subtle, cruel, tightening day by day and hour by hour, was on her youth; slowly it paralysed in her all joy, all spirit, all the impulses of life and hope, that were natural to her age.

That through all she showed an indomitable spirit, we know. We have seen how she bore herself when threatened from an unexpected quarter on the morning when Claude Mercier, after overhearing her mothers ravings, had his doubts confirmed by the sight of her depression on the stairs. How boldly she met his attack, unforeseen as it was, how bravely she shielded her other and dearer self, how deftly she made use of the chance which the young mans soberer sense afforded her, will be remembered. But not even in that pinch, no, nor in that worse hour when Basterga, having discovered his knowledge to her, gave her  as a cat plays with a mouse which it is presently to tear to pieces  a little law and a little space, did she come so near to despair as on this evening when the echo of her mothers insane laughter drew her from the living-room at an hour without precedent.

For hitherto Madame Royaumes attacks had come on in the night only. With a regularity not unknown in the morbid world they occurred about midnight, an hour when her daughter could attend to her and when the house below lay wrapped in sleep. A change in this respect doubled the danger, therefore. It did more: the prospect of being summoned at any hour shook, if it did not break, the last remains of Annes strength. To be liable at all times to such interruptions, to tremble while serving a meal or making a bed lest the dreadful sound arise and reveal all, to listen below and above and never to feel safe for a minute, never! never!  who could face, who could endure, who could lie down and rise up under this burden?

It could not be. As Anne ascended the stairs she felt that the end was coming, was come. Strive as she might, war as she might, with all the instinct, all the ferocity, of a mother defending her young, the end was come. The secret could not be kept long. Even while she administered the medicine with shaking hands, while with tears in her voice she strove to still the patient and silence her wild words, even while she restrained by force the feeble strength that would and could not, while in a word she omitted no precaution, relaxed no effort, her heart told her with every pulsation that the end was come.

And presently, when Madame was quiet and slept, the girl bowed her head over the unconscious object of her love and wept, bitterly, passionately, wetting with her tears the long grey hair that strewed the pillow, as she recalled with pitiful clearness all the stages of concealment, all the things which she had done to avert this end. Vainly, futilely, for it was come. The dark mornings of winter recurred to her mind, those mornings when she had risen and dressed herself by rushlight, with this fear redoubling the chill gloom of the cold house; the nights, too, when all had been well, and in the last hour before sleep, finding her mother sane and cheerful, she had nursed the hope that the latest attack might be the last. The evenings brightened by that hope, the mornings darkened by its extinction, the rare hours of brooding, the days and weeks of brave struggle, of tendance never failing, of smiles veiling a sick heart  she lived all these again, looking pitifully back, straining tenderly in her arms the dear being she loved.

And then, stabbing her back to life in the midst of her exhaustion, the thought pierced her that even now she was hastening the end by her absence. They would be asking for her below; they must be asking for her already. The supper-time was come, was past, perhaps; and she was not there! She tried to picture what would happen, what already must be happening; and rising and dashing the tears from her face she stood listening. Perhaps Claude would make some excuse to the others; or, perhaps  how much had he guessed?

Her mother was passive now, sunk in the torpor which followed the attack and from which the poor woman would awake in happy unconsciousness of the whole. Anne saw that her charge might be left, and hastily smoothing the tangle of luxuriant hair which had fallen about her face, she opened the door. Another might have stayed to allay the fever of her cheeks, to remove the traces of her tears, to stay the quivering of her hands; but such small cares were not for her, nor for the occasion. She could form no idea of the length of time she had spent upstairs, a half-hour, or an hour and a half; and without more ado she raised the latch, slipped out, and turning the key on her patient ran down the upper flight of stairs.

She anticipated many things, but not that which she encountered  silence on the upper landing, and below when she had descended and opened the staircase door  an empty room. The place was vacant; the tables were as she had left them, half laid; the pot was gently simmering over the fire.

What had happened? The supper-hour was past, yet none of the four who should have sat down to the meal were here. Had they overheard her mothers terrible cry  those words which voiced the womans despair on finding, as she fancied, the city betrayed? And were they gone to denounce her? The thought was discarded as soon as formed; and before she could hit on a second explanation a hasty knocking on the door turned her eyes that way.

The four who lodged in the house were not in the habit of knocking, for the door was only locked at night when the last retired. She approached it then, wondering, hesitated an instant, and at last, collecting her courage, raised the latch. The door resisted her impulse. It was locked.

She tried it twice, and it was only as she drew back the second time that she saw the key lying at the foot of the door. That deepened the mystery. Why had they locked her in? Why, when they had done so, had they thrust the key under the door and so placed it in her power? Had Claude Mercier done it that the others might not enter to hear what he had heard and discover what he had discovered? Possibly. In which case the knocker  who at that instant made a second and more earnest attack upon the door  must be one of the others, and the sooner she opened the door the less would be the suspicion created.

With an apology trembling on her lips she hastened to open. Then she stood bewildered; she saw before her, not one of the lodgers, but Messer Blondel. I wish to speak to you, the magistrate said with firmness. Before she knew what was happening he had motioned to her to go before him into the house, and following had locked the door behind them.

She knew him by sight, as did all Geneva; and the blood, which surprise at the sight of a stranger had brought to her cheeks, fled as she recognised the Syndic. Had they betrayed her, then, while she lingered upstairs? Had they locked her in while they summoned the magistrate? And was he here to make inquiries about  something he had heard?

His voice cut short her thoughts without allaying her fears. I wish to speak to you alone, he said. Are you alone, girl? His manner was quiet, but masked excitement. His eyes scrutinised her and searched the room by turns.

She nodded, unable to speak.

There is no one in the house with you?

Only my mother, she murmured.

She is bedridden, is she not? She cannot hear us? he added, frowning.

No, but I am expecting the others to return.

Messer Basterga?

Yes.

He will not return before morning, the Syndic replied with decision, nor his companion. The two young men are safe also. If you are alone, therefore, I wish to speak to you.

She bowed her head, trembling and wondering, fearing what the next moment might disclose.

The young man who lodges here  of the name of Gentilis  he came to you some time ago and told you that the State needed certain letters which the man Basterga kept in a steel box upstairs? That is so, is it not?

Yes, Messer Syndic.

And you looked for them?

Yes, I  I was told that you desired them.

You found a phial? You found a phial? the Syndic repeated, passing his tongue over his lips. His face was flushed; his eyes shone with a peculiar brightness.

I found a small bottle, she answered slowly. There was nothing else.

He raised his hand. If she had known how the delay of a second tortured him! Describe it to me! he said. What was it like?

Wondering, the girl tried to describe it. It was small and of a strange shape, of thin glass, Messer Syndic, she said. Shot with gold, or there was gold afloat in the liquid inside. I do not know which.

It was not empty?

No, it was three parts full.

His hand went to his mouth, to hide the working of his lips. And there was with it  a paper, I think?

No.

A scrap of parchment then? Some words, some figures? His voice rose as he read a negative in her face. There was something, surely?

There was nothing, she said. Had there been a scrap even of writing  

Yes, yes? He could not control his impatience.

I should have sent it to you. I should have thought, she continued earnestly, that it was that you needed, Messer Syndic; that it was that the State needed. But there was nothing.

Well, be there papers with it or be there not, I must have that phial!

Anne stared. But I do not think  she ventured with hesitation  and then as she gained courage, she went on more firmly that I can take it! I dare not, Messer Syndic.

Why not?

Papers for the State  were one thing, she stammered in confusion; but to take this  a bottle  would be stealing!

The Syndics eyes sparkled. His passion overcame him. Girl, dont play with me! he cried. Dont dare to play with me! And then as she shrank back alarmed by his tone, and shocked by this sudden peeping forth of the tragic and the real, lo, in a twinkling he was another man, trembling, and holding out shaking hands to her. Get it for me! he said. Get it for me, girl! I will tell you what it is! If I had told you before, I had had it now, and I should be whole and well! whole and well. You have a heart and can pity! Women can pity. Then pity me! I am rich, but I am dying! I am a dying man, rising up and lying down, counting the days as I walk the streets, and seeing the shroud rise higher and higher upon my breast!

He paused for breath, endeavouring to gain some command of himself; while she, carried off her feet by this rush of words, stared at him in stupefaction. Before he came he had made up his mind to tell her the truth  or something like the truth. But he had not intended to tell the truth in this way until, face to face with her and met by her scruples, he let the impulse to tell the whole carry him away.

He steadied his lips with a shaking hand. You know now why I want it, he resumed, speaking huskily and with restrained emotion. Tis life! Life, girl! In that  he fought with himself before he could bring out the word in that phial is my life! Is life for whoever takes it! It is the remedium, it is strength, life, youth, and but one  but one dose in all the world! Do you wonder  I am dying!  that I want it? Do you wonder  I am dying!  that I will have it? But  with a strange grimace intended to reassure her I frighten you, I frighten you.

No! she said, though in truth she had unconsciously retreated almost to the door of the staircase before his extended hands. But I  I scarcely understand, Messer Blondel. If you will please to tell me  

Yes, yes!

What Messer Basterga  how he comes to have this? She must parley with him until she could collect her thoughts; until she could make up her mind whether he was sane or mad and what it behoved her to do.

Comes to have it! he cried vehemently. God knows! And what matter? Tis the remedium, I tell you, whoever has it! It is life, strength, youth! he repeated, his eyes glittering, his face working, and the impulse to tell her not the truth only, but more even than the truth, if he might thereby dazzle her, carrying him away. It is health of body, though you be dying, as I am! And health of mind though you be possessed of devils! It is a cure for all ills, for all weaknesses, all diseases, even, with a queer grimace, for the Scholars evil! Think you, if it were not rare, if it were not something above the common, if it were not what leeches seek in vain, I should be here! I should have more than enough to buy it, I, Messer Blondel of Geneva! He ceased, lacking breath.

But, she said timidly, will not Messer Basterga give it to you? Or sell it to you?

Give it to me? Sell it to me? He? Blondels hands flew out and clawed the air as if he had the Paduan before him, and would tear it from him. He give it me? No, he will not. Nor sell it! He is keeping it for the Grand Duke! The Grand Duke? Curse him; why should he escape more than another?

Anne stared. Was she dreaming or had her brain given way? Or was this really Messer Blondel the austere Syndic, this man standing before her, shaking in his limbs as he poured forth this strange farrago of remedia and scholars and princes and the rest? Or if she were not mad was he mad? Or could there be truth, any truth, any fact in the medley? His clammy face, his trembling hands, answered for his belief in it. But could there be such a thing in nature as this of which he spoke? She had heard of panaceas, things which cured all ills alike; but hitherto they had found no place in her simple creed. Yet that he believed she could not doubt; and how much more he knew than she did! Such things might be; in the cabinets of princes, perhaps, purchasable by a huge fortune and by the labour, the engrossment, the devotion of a life. She did not know; and for him his acts spoke.

It was this that Louis Gentilis was seeking? she murmured.

What else? he retorted, opening and shutting his hands. Had I told him the truth, as I have told you, the thing had been in my grasp now!

But are you sure, she ventured to ask with respect, that it will do these things, Messer Blondel?

He flung up his hands in a gesture of impatience. And more! And more! he cried. It is life and strength, I tell you! Health and youth! For body or mind, for the old or the young! But enough! Enough, girl! he resumed in an altered tone, a tone grown peremptory and urgent. Get it me! Do you hear? Stand no longer talking! At any moment they may return, and  and it may be too late.

Too late! It was too late already. The door shook even as he spoke under an angry summons. As he stiffened where he stood, his eyes fixed upon it, his hand still pointing her to his bidding, a face showed white at the window and vanished again. An instant he imagined it Bastergas; and hand, voice, eyes, all hung frozen. Then he saw his mistake  to whomsoever the face belonged, it was not Bastergas; and finding voice and breath again, Quick! he muttered fiercely, do you hear, girl? Get it! Get it before they enter!

Her hand was on the latch of the inner door. Another second and, swayed by his will, she would have gone up and got the thing he needed, and the stout door would have shielded them, and within the staircase he might have taken it from her and no one been the wiser. But as she turned, there came a second attack on the door, so loud, so persistent, so furious, that she faltered, remembering that the duplicate key of Bastergas chamber was in her mothers room, and that she must mount to the top of the house for it.

He saw her hesitation, and, shaken by the face which had looked in out of the night, and which still might be watching his movements, his resolution gave way. The habit of a life of formalism prevailed. The thing was as good as his, she would get it presently. Why, then, cause talk and scandal by keeping these persons  whoever they were  outside, when the thing might be had without talk?

To-night! he cried rapidly. Get it to-night, then! Do you hear, girl? You will be sure to get it? His eyes flitted from her to the door and back again. Basterga will not return until to-morrow. You will get it to-night!

She murmured some form of assent.

Then open the door! open the door! he urged impatiently. And with a stifled oath, A little more and they will rouse the town!

She ran to obey, the door flew open, and into the room bundled first Louis without his cap; and then on his heels and gripping him by the nape, Claude Mercier. Nor did the latter seem in the least degree abashed by the presence in which he found himself. On the contrary, he looked at the Syndic, his head high; as if he, and not the magistrate, had the right to an explanation.

But Blondel had recovered himself. Come, come! he said sternly. What is this, young man? Are you drunk?

Why was the door locked?

That you might not interrupt me, Blondel replied severely, while I asked some questions. I have it in my mind to ask you some also. You took him to my house? he continued, addressing Louis.

Louis whined that he had.

You were late then? His cold eye returned to Claude. You were late, I warrant. Attend me to-morrow at nine, young man. Do you hear? Do you understand?

Yes.

Then have a care you are there, or the officers will fetch you. And you, he continued, turning more graciously to Anne, see, young woman, you keep counsel. A still tongue buys friends, and is a service to the State. With that  good-night.

He looked from one to the other with a sour smile, nodded, and passed out.

He left Claude staring, and something bewildered in the middle of the room. The love, the pity, the admiration of which the lads heart had been full an hour before, still hungered for expression; but it was not easy to vent such feelings before Louis, nor at a moment when the Syndics cold eye and the puzzle of his presence there chilled for the time the atmosphere of the room.

Claude, indeed, was utterly perplexed by what he had seen; and before he could decide what he would do, Anne, ignoring the need of explanation, had taken the matter into her own hands. She had begun to set out the meal; and Louis, smiling maliciously, had seated himself in his place. To speak with any effect then, or to find words adequate to the feelings that had moved him a while before, was impossible. A moment later, the opportunity was gone.

You must please to wait on yourselves, the girl said wearily. My mother is not well, and I may not come down again this evening. As she spoke, she lifted from the table the little tray which she had prepared.

He was in time to open the door for her; and even then, had she glanced at him, his eyes must have told her much, perhaps enough. But she did not look at him. She was preoccupied with her own thoughts; pressing thoughts they must have been. She passed him as if he had been a stranger, her eyes on the tray. Worshipping, he stood, and saw her turn the corner at the head of the flight; then with a full heart he went back to his place. His time would come.

And she? At the door of Bastergas room she paused and stood long in thought, gazing at the rushlight she carried on the tray  yet seeing nothing. A sentence, one sentence of all those which Blondel had poured forth  not Blondel the austere Syndic, who had set the lads aside as if they had been schoolboys, but Blondel the man, trembling, holding out suppliant hands  rang again and again in her ears.

It is health of body, though you be dying as I am, and health of mind, though you be possessed of devils! Health of body! Health of mind! Health of body! Health of mind! The words wrote themselves before her eyes in letters of fire. Health of Body! Health of Mind!

And only one dose in all the world. Only one dose in all the world! She recalled that too.


CHAPTER XV.

ON THE BRIDGE.

To say that the Syndic, as soon as he had withdrawn, repented of his weakness and wished with all his heart that he had not opened until the remedium was in his hand, is only to say that he was human. He did more than this, indeed. When he had advanced some paces in the direction of the Porte Tertasse he returned, and for a full minute he stood before the Royaumes door irresolute; half-minded to knock and, casting the fear of publicity to the winds, to say that he must have at once that for which he had come. He would get it, if he did, he was certain of that. And for the rest, what the young men said or thought, or what others who heard their story might say or think, mattered not a straw now that he came to consider it; since he could have Basterga seized on the morrow, and all would pass for a part of his affair.

Yet he did not knock. A downward step on the slope of indecision is hard to retrace. He reflected that he would get the remedium in the morning. He would certainly get it. The girl was won over, Basterga was away. Practically, he had no one to fear. And to make a stir when the matter could be arranged without a stir was not the part of a wise man in the position of a magistrate. Slowly he turned and walked away.

But, as if his good angel touched him on the shoulder, under the Porte Tertasse he had qualms; and again he stood. And when, after a shorter interval and with less indecision, he resumed his course, it was by no means with the air of a victor. He would receive what he needed in the morning: he dared not admit a doubt of that. And yet  was it a vague presentiment that weighed on him as he walked, or only the wintry night wind that caused the blood to run more slowly and more tamely in his veins? He had not fared ill in his venture, he had made success certain. And yet he was unreasonably, he was unaccountably, he was undefinably depressed.

He grew more cheerful when he had had his supper and seated before a half-flagon of wine gave the reins to his imagination. For the space of a golden hour he held the remedium in his grasp, he felt its life-giving influence course through his frame, he tasted again of health and strength and manhood, he saw before him years of success and power and triumph! In comparison to it the bath of Pelias, though endowed with the virtues which lying Medea attributed to it, had not seemed more desirable, nor the elixir of life, nor the herb of Anticyra. Nor was it until he had taken the magic draught once and twice and thrice in fancy, and as often hugged himself on health renewed and life restored that a thought, which had visited him at an earlier period of the evening, recurred and little by little sobered him.

This was the reflection that he knew nothing of the quantity of the potion which he must take, nothing of the time or of the manner of taking it. Was it to be taken all at once, or in doses? Pure, or diluted with wine, or with water, or with aqua vitæ? At any hour, or at midnight, or at a particular epoch of the moons age, or when this or that star was in the ascendant?

The question bulked larger as he considered it; for in life no trouble is surmounted but another appears to confront us; nor is the most perfect success of an imperfect world without its drawback. Now that he held the elixir his, now that in fancy he had it in his grasp, the problem of the mode and the quantity which had seemed trivial and negligible a few days or hours before, grew to formidable dimensions; nor could he of himself discover any solution of it. He had counted on finding with the potion some scrap of writing, some memorandum, some hieroglyphics at least, that, interpreted by such skill as he could command, would give him the clue he sought. But if there was nothing, as the girl asserted, not a line nor a sign, the matter could be resolved in one way only. He must resort to pressure. With the potion and the man in his possession, he must force the secret from Basterga; force it by threats or promises or aught that would weigh with a man who lay helpless and in a dungeon. It would not be difficult to get the truth in that way: not at all difficult. It seemed, indeed, as if Providence  and Fabri and Petitot and Baudichon  had arranged to put the man in his power ad hoc.

He hugged this thought to him, and grew so enamoured of it that he wondered that he had not had the courage to seize Basterga in the beginning. He had allowed himself to be disturbed by phantoms; there lay the truth. He should have seen that the scholar dared not for his own sake destroy a thing so precious, a thing by which he might, at the worst, ransom his life. The Syndic wondered that he had not discerned that point before: and still in sanguine humour he retired to bed, and slept better than he had slept for weeks, ay, for months. The elixir was his, as good as his; if he did not presently have Messer Basterga by the nape he was much mistaken.

He had had the scholar watched and knew whither he was gone and that he would not return before noon. At nine oclock, therefore, the hour at which he had directed Claude to come to him at his house, he approached the Royaumes door. Pluming himself on the stratagem by which twice in the twenty-four hours he had rid himself of an inconvenient witness, he opened the door boldly and entered.

On the hearth, cap in hand, stood not Claude, but Louis. The lad wore the sneaking air as of one surprised in a shameful action, which such characters wear even when innocently employed. But his actions proved that he was not surprised. With finger on his lip, and eyes enjoining caution, he signed to the Syndic to be silent, and with head aside set the example of listening.

The Syndic was not the man to suffer fools gladly, and he opened his mouth. He closed it  all but too late. All but too late, if  the thought sent cold shivers down his back  if Basterga had returned. With an air almost as furtive as that of the lad before him, he signed to him to approach.

Louis crossed the room with a show of caution the more strange as the early December sun was shining and all without was cheerful. Has he come back? Blondel whispered.

Claude?

Fool! Low as the Syndic pitched his tone it expressed a world of contempt. No, Basterga?

The youth shook his head, and again laying his finger to his lips listened.

What! He has not? Blondels colour returned, his eyes bulged out with passion. What did the imbecile mean? Because he knew certain things did he think himself privileged to play the fool? The Syndics fingers tingled. Another second and he had broken the silence with a vengeance, when  

You are  too late! Louis muttered. Too late! he repeated with protruded lips.

Blondel glared at him as if he would annihilate him. Too late? What did this creature know? Or how could it be too late, if Basterga had not returned? Yet the Syndic was shaken. His fingers no longer tingled for the others cheek; he no longer panted to break the silence in a way that should startle him. On the contrary, he listened; while his eyes passed swiftly round the room, to gather what was amiss. But all seemed in order. The lads bowls and spoons stood on the table, the great roll of brown bread lay beside them, and a book, probably Claudes, lay face downwards on the board. The door of one of the bedrooms stood open. The Syndics suspicious gaze halted at the closed door. He pointed to it.

Louis shook his head; then, seeing that this was not enough, There is no one there, he whispered. But I cannot tell you here. I will follow you, honoured sir, to  

The Porte Tertasse.

Mercier would meet us, by your leave, Louis rejoined with a faint grin.

The magistrate glared at the tool who on a sudden was turned adviser. Still, for the time he must humour him. The mills, then, on the bridge, he muttered. And he opened the door with care and went out. With a dreadful sense of coming evil he went along the Corraterie and took his way down the steep to the bridge which, far below, curbed the blue rushing waters of the Rhone. The roar of the icy torrent and of the busy mills, stupendous as it was, was not loud enough to deaden the two words that clung to his ears, Too late! Too late! Nor did the frosty sunshine, gloriously reflected from the line of snowy peaks to eastward, avail to pierce the gloom in which he walked. For Louis Gentilis, if it should turn out that he had inflicted this penance for naught, there was preparing an evil hour.

The magistrate turned aside on a part of the bridge between two mills. With his back to the wind-swept lake and its wide expanse of ruffled waves, he stood a little apart from the current of crossers, on a space kept clear of loiterers by the keen breeze. He seemed, if any curious eye fell on him, to be engaged in watching the swirling torrent pour from the narrow channel beneath him, as in warmer weather many a one stood to watch it. Here two minutes later Louis found him; and if Blondel still cherished hope, if he still fought against fear, or maintained courage, the lads smirking face was enough to end all.

For a moment, such was the effect on him, Blondel could not speak. At last, with an effort, What is it? he said. What has happened?

Much, Louis replied glibly. Last night, after you had gone, honoured sir, I judged by this and that, that there was something afoot. And being devoted to your interests, and seeking only to serve you  

The point! The point! the Syndic ejaculated. What has happened?

Treachery, the young man answered, mouthing his words with enjoyment; it was for him a happy moment. Black, wicked treachery! with a glance behind him. The worst, sir, the worst, if I rightly apprehend the matter.

Curse you, Blondel cried, contrary to his custom, for he was no swearer, you will kill me, if you do not speak.

But  

What has happened. What has happened, man!

I was going to tell you, honoured sir, that I watched her  

Anne? The girl?

Yes, and an hour before midnight she took that which you wished me to get  the bottle. She went to Bastergas room, and  

Took it! Well? Well? The Syndics face, grey a moment before, was dangerously suffused with blood. The cane that had inflicted the bruise Louis still wore across his visage, quivered ominously. Public as the bridge was, open to obloquy and remark as an assault must lay him, Blondel was within an inch of striking the lad again. Well? Well? he repeated. Is that all you have to tell me?

Would it were! Louis replied, raising his open hands with sanctimonious fervour. Alas, sir!

You watched her?

I watched her back to her room.

Upstairs?

Yes, the room which she occupies with her mother. And kneeling and listening, and seeing what I could for your sake, the knave continued, not a feature evincing the shame he should have felt, I saw her handle the phial at a little table opposite the door, but hidden by a curtain from the bed.

The Syndics eyes conveyed the question his lips refused to frame. No man, submitted to the torture, has ever suffered more than he was suffering.

But Louis had as much mind to avenge himself as the bravest, if he could do so safely; and he would not be hurried. She held it to the light, he said, dwelling on every syllable, and turned it this way and that, and I could see bubbles as of gold  

Ah!

Whirling and leaping up and down in it as if they lived  God guard us from the evil one! Then she knelt  

The Syndic uttered an involuntary cry.

And prayed, Louis continued, confirming his astonishing statement by a nod. But whether to it twas on the table before her  or to the devil, or otherwise, I know not. Only  with damnatory candour it had a strange aspect. Certainly she knelt, and it was on the table in front of her, and her forehead rested on her hands, and  

What then? What then? By Heaven, the point! gasped Blondel, writhing in torture. What then? blind worm that you are, can you not see that you are killing me? What did she do with it? Tell me!

She poured it into a glass, and  

She drank it?

No, she carried it to her mother, Louis replied as slowly as he dared. Fawning on the hand that had struck him, he would fain bite it if he could do so safely. I did not see what followed, he went on, they were behind the screen. But I heard her say that it was Madames medicine. And I made out enough  

Ah!

To be sure that her mother drank it.

Blondel stared at him a moment, wide-eyed; then, with a cry of despair, bitter, final, indescribable, the Syndic turned and hurried away. He did not hear the timid remonstrances which Louis, who followed a few paces behind, ventured to utter. He did not heed the wondering looks of those whom he jostled as he plunged into the current of passers and thrust his way across the bridge in the direction whence he had come. The one impulse in his blind brain was to get home, that he might be alone, to think and moan and bewail himself unwatched; even as the first instinct of the wounded beast is to seek its lair and lie hidden, there to await with piteous eyes and the divine patience of animals the coming of death.

But this man had the instinct only, not the patience. In his case would come with thought wild rages, gnawings of regret, tears of blood. That he might have, and had not, that he had failed by so little, that he had been worsted by his own tools  these things and the bitter irony of lifes chances would madden and torment him. In an hour he would live a lifetime of remorse; yet find in his worst moments no thought more poignant than the reflection that had he played the game with courage, had he grasped the nettle boldly, had he seized Basterga while it was yet time, he might have lived! He might have lived! Ah, God!

Meanwhile Louis, though consumed with desire to see what would happen, remained on the bridge. He had tasted a fearful joy and would fain savour more of it if he could do so with a whole skin. But to follow seemed perilous; he held the Syndics mood in too great awe for that. He did the next best thing. He hastened to a projecting part of the bridge a few paces from the spot where they had conferred; there he raised himself on the parapet that he might see which way Blondel turned at the end of the bridge. If he entered the town no more could be made of it: but if he turned right-handed and by the rampart to the Corraterie, Louis mind was made up to risk something. He would follow to the Royaumes house. The magistrate could hardly blame him for going to his own lodging!

It was a busy hour, and, cold as it was, a fair number of people were passing between the island and the upper town. For a moment, look as he might, he could not discern the Syndics spare figure; and he was beginning to think that he had missed him when he saw something that in a twinkling turned his thoughts. On the bank a little beside the end of the bridge stood Claude Mercier. He carried a heavy stick in his hand, and he was waiting: waiting, with his eyes fixed on our friend, and a look in those eyes that even at that distance raised a gentle sweat on Louis brow.

It required little imagination to follow Claudes past movements. He had gone to the Syndics house at nine, and finding himself tricked a second time had returned hot-foot to the Corraterie. Thence he had tracked the two to this place. But how long had he been waiting, Louis wondered; and how much had he seen? Something for certain. His face announced that; and Louis, hot all over, despite the keen wind and frosty air, augured the worst. Cowards however have always one course open. The way was clear behind him. He could cross the island to the St. Gervais bank, and if he were nimble he might give his pursuer the slip in the maze of small streets beside the water. It was odd if the lapse of a few hours did not cool young Merciers wrath, and restore him to a frame of mind in which he might be brought to hear reason.

No sooner planned than done. Or rather it would have been done if turning to see that the way was clear behind him, Louis had not discovered a second watcher, who from a spot on the edge of the island was marking his movements with grim attention. This watcher was Basterga. Moreover the glance which apprised Louis of this showed him that the scholars face was as black as thunder.

Then, if the gods looked down that day upon any mortal with pity, they must have looked down on this young man; who was a coward. At the one end of the bridge, Claude, with an ugly weapon and a face to match! At the other, Basterga, with a black brow and Heaven alone could say how much knowledge of his treachery! The scholar could not know of the loss of the phial, indeed, for it was clear that he had just returned to the city by the St. Gervais gate. But that he soon would know of it, that he knew something already, that he had been a witness to the colloquy with the Syndic  this was certain.

At any rate Louis thought so, and his knees trembled under him. He had no longer a way of retreat, and out of the corner of his eye he saw Claude beginning to advance. What was he to do? The perspiration burst out on him. He turned this way and that, now casting wild eyes at the whirling current below, now piteous eyes  the eyes of a calf on its way to the shambles, and as little regarded  on the thin stream of passers. How could they go on their way and leave him to the mercies of this madman?

He smothered a shriek as Claude, now less than twenty paces away, sped a look at him. Claude, indeed, was thinking of Anne and her wrongs; and of a certain kiss. His face told this so plainly, and that passion was his master, that Louis cheek grew white. What if the ruffian threw him into the river? What if  and then like every coward, he chose the remoter danger. With Claude at hand, he turned and fled, dashed blindly through the passers on the bridge, flung himself on Basterga, and, seizing the big scholar by the arm, strove to shelter himself behind him.

He is mad! he gasped. Mad! Save me! He is going to throw me over!

Steady! Basterga answered; and he opposed his huge form to Claudes rush. What is this, young man? Coming to blows in the street? For shame! For shame! He moved again so as still to confront him.

Give him up! Claude panted, scarcely preventing himself from attacking both. Give him up, I say, and  

Not till I have heard what he has done! Steady, young man, keep your distance!

I will tell you everything! Everything! Louis whined, clinging to his arm.

Do you hear what he says? Basterga replied. In the meantime, I tell you to keep your distance, young man. I am not used to be jostled!

Claude hesitated a moment, scowling. Then, Very well! he said, drawing off with a gesture of menace. It is only put off: I shall pay him another time. It is waiting for you, sneak, bear that in mind! And shrugging his shoulders he turned with as much dignity as he could and moved off.

Basterga wheeled from him to the other. So! he said. You have something to tell me, it seems? And taking the trembling Louis by the arm, he drew him aside, a few paces from the approach of the bridge. In doing this he hung a moment searching the bridge and the farther bank with a keen gaze. He knew, and for some hours had known, on what a narrow edge of peril he stood, and that only Blondels influence protected him from arrest. Yet he had returned: he had not hesitated to put his head again into the lions mouth. Still if Louis words meant that certain arrest awaited him, he was not too proud to save himself.

He could discern no officers on the bridge, and satisfied on the point of immediate danger, he turned to his shivering ally. Well, what is it? he said. Speak!

Ill tell you the truth, Louis gabbled.

You had better! Basterga replied, in a tone that meant much more than he said. Or you will find me worse to deal with than yonder hot-head! I will answer for that.

Messer Blondel has been at the house, Louis murmured glibly, his mind centred on the question how much he should tell. Last night and again this morning. He has been closeted with Anne and Mercier. And there has been some talk  of a box or a bottle.

Were they in my room? Basterga asked, his brow contracting.

No, downstairs.

Did they get  the box or the bottle? There was a dangerous note in Bastergas voice; and a look in his eyes that scared the lad.

Louis, as his instinct was, lied again, fleeing the more pressing peril. Not to my knowledge, he said.

And you? The scholar eyed him with bland suavity. You had nothing to do  with all this, I suppose?

I listened. I was in my room, but they thought I was out. When I went, the liar continued, they discovered me; and Messer Blondel followed me and overtook me on the bridge and threatened  that he would have me arrested if I were not silent.

You refused to be silent, of course?

But Louis was too acute to be caught in a trap so patent. He knew that Basterga would not believe in his courage, if he swore to it. No, I said I would be silent, he answered. And I should have been, he continued with candour, if I had not run into your arms.

But if you assented to his wish, Basterga retorted, eyeing him keenly, why did he depart after that fashion?

Something happened to him, Louis said. I do not know what. He seemed to be in distress, or to be ill.

I could see that, the scholar answered dryly. But Master Claude? What of him? And why was he so enamoured of you that he could not be parted from you?

It was to punish me for listening. They followed me different ways.

I see. And that is the truth, is it?

I swear it is!

The scholar saw no reason why it should not be the truth. Louis, a facile tool, had always been of his, the stronger, party. If Blondel tampered with any one, he would naturally, if he knew aught of the house, suborn Claude or Anne. And Louis, spying and fleeing, and when overtaken, promising silence, was quite in the picture. The only thing, indeed, which stood out awkwardly, and refused to fall into place, was the fashion in which the Syndic had turned and gone off the bridge. And for that there might be reasons. He might have been seized with a sudden attack of his illness, or he might have perceived Basterga watching him from the farther bank.

On the whole, the scholar, forgetting that cowards are ever liars, saw no reason to doubt Louis story. It did but add one more to the motives he had for action: immediate, decisive, striking action, if he would save his neck, if he would succeed in his plans. That the Syndic alone stood between him and arrest, that by the Syndic alone he lived, he had learned at a meeting at which he had been present the previous night at the Grand Dukes country house four leagues distant. DAlbigny had been there, and Brunaulieu, Captain of the Grand Dukes Guards, and Father Alexander, who dreamed of the Episcopate of Geneva, and others  the chiefs of the plot, his patrons. To his mortification they had been able to tell him things he had not learned, though he was within the city, and they without. Among others, that the Council had certain knowledge of him and his plans, and but for the urgency of Blondel would have arrested him a fortnight before.

His companions at the midnight supper had detected his dismay, and had derided him, thinking that with that there was an end of the mysterious scheme which he had refused to impart. They fancied that he would not return to the city, or venture his head a second time within the lions jaws. But they reckoned without their man, Basterga with all his faults was brave; and he had failed in too many schemes to resign this one lightly.

Si fractus illabatur orbis Impavidum ferient ruinæ,

he murmured; and he had ventured, he had passed the gates, he was here. Here, with his eyes open to the peril, and open to the necessity of immediate action if the slender thread by which all hung were not to snap untimely.

Blondel! He lived by Blondel. And Blondel  why had he left the bridge in that strange fashion? Abruptly, desperately, as if something had befallen him. Why? He must learn, and that quickly.


CHAPTER XVI.

A GLOVE AND WHAT CAME OF IT.

Meanwhile, Claude, robbed of his prey, had gone into the town in great disgust. As he passed from the bridge, and paused before he entered the huddle of narrow streets that climbed the hill, he had on his left the glittering heights of snow, rising ridge above ridge to the blue; and most distant among them Mont Blanc itself, etherealised by the frosty sunshine and clear air of a December morning. But Mont Blanc might have been a marsh, the Rhone, pouring its icy volume from the lake, might have been a brook, for him. Aware, at length, of the peril in which Anne stood, and not doubting that these colloquies of Messers Blondel and Louis, these manœuvrings to be rid of his presence, were part of a conspiracy against her, he burned with the desire to thwart it. They had made a puppet of him; they had sent him to and fro at their will and pleasure; and they had done this, no doubt, in order that in his absence they might work  Heaven knew what vile and miserable work! But he would know, too! He was going to know! He would not be so tricked thrice.

His indignation went beyond the Syndic. The smug-faced towns-folk whom he met and jostled in the narrow ways, and whose grave starched looks he countered with hot defiant glances  he included them in his anathema. He extended to them the contempt in which he held Blondel and Louis and the rest. They were all of a breed, a bigoted breed; all dull, blind worms, insensible to the beauty of self-sacrifice, or the purity of affection. All, self-sufficient dolts, as far removed, as immeasurably divided from her whom he loved, as the gloomy lanes of this close city lay below the clear loveliness of the snow-peaks! For, after all, he had lifted his eyes to the mountains.

One thing only perplexed him. He understood the attitude of Basterga and Grio and Louis towards the girl. He discerned the sword of Damocles that they held over her, the fear of a charge of witchcraft, or of some vile heresy, in which they kept her. But how came Blondel in the plot? What was his part, what his object? If he had been sincere in that attempt on Bastergas secrets, which Madames delirious words had frustrated, was he sincere now? Was his object now as then  the suppression of the devilish practices of which he had warned Claude, and in the punishment of which he had threatened to include the girl with her tempter? Presumably it was, and he was still trying to reach the goal by other ways, using Louis as he had used Claude, or tried to use him.

And yet Claude doubted. He began to suspect  for love is jealous  that Blondel had behind this a more secret, a more personal, a more selfish aim. Had the young girl, still in her teens, caught the fancy of the man of sixty? There was nothing unnatural in the idea; such things were, even in Geneva; and Louis was a go-between, not above the task. In that case she who had showed a brave front to Basterga all these months, who had not blenched before the daily and hourly persecution to which she had been exposed in her home, was not likely to succumb to the senile advances of a man who might be her grandfather!

If he did not hold her secret. But if he did hold it? If he did hold it, and the cruel power it gave? If he held it, he who had only to lift his hand to consign her to duress on a charge so dark and dangerous that innocence itself was no protection against it? So plausible that even her lover had for a short time held it true? What then?

Claude, who had by this time reached the Tertasse gate and passed through it from the town side, paused on the ramparts and bared his head. What then?

He had his answer. Framed in the immensity of sky and earth that lay before him, he saw his loneliness and hers, his insignificance and hers, his helplessness and hers; he, a foreigner, young, without name or reputation, or aught but a strong right hand; she, almost a child, alone or worse than alone, in this great city  one of the weak things which the worlds car daily and hourly crushes into the mud, their very cries unheard and unheeded. Of no more account than the straw which the turbid Rhone, bore one moment on its swirling tide, and the next swallowed from sight beneath its current!

They were two  and a mad woman! And against them were Blondel and Basterga and Grio and Louis, and presently all the town of Geneva! All these gloomy, narrow, righteous men, and shrieking, frightened women  frightened lest any drop of the pitch fall on them and destroy them! Love is a marvellous educator. Almost as clearly as we of a later day, he saw how outbreaks of superstition, such as that which he dreaded, began, and came to a head, and ended. A chance word at a door, a spiteful rumour or a sick child, the charge, the torture, the widening net of accusation, the fire in the market-place. So it had been in Bamberg and Wurzburg, in Geneva two generations back, in Alsace scarce as many years back: at Edinburgh in Scotland where thirty persons had suffered in one day  ten years ago that; in the district of Como, where a round thousand had suffered!

Nobility had not availed to save some, nor court-favour others; nor wealth, nor youth, nor beauty. And what had he or she to urge, what had they to put forward that would in the smallest degree avail them? That could even for a moment stem or avert the current of popular madness which power itself had striven in vain to dam. Nothing!

And yet he did not blench, nor would he; being half French and of good blood, at a time when good French blood ran the more generously for a half century of war. He would not have blenched, even if he had not, from the sunlit view of Gods earth and heaven which lay before his eyes, drawn other thoughts than that one of his own littleness and insignificance. As this view of vale and mountain had once before lifted his judgment above the miasma of a cruel superstition, so it raised him now above creeping fears and filled him with confidence in something more stable than magistrates or mobs. Love, like the sunlight, shone aslant the dark places of the prospect and filled them with warmth. Sacrifice for her he loved took on the beauty of the peaks, cold but lovely; and hope and courage, like the clear blue of the vault above, looked smiling down on the brief dangers and the brief troubles of mans making.

The clock of St. Gervais was striking eleven as, still in exalted mood, he turned his back on the view and entered the house in the Corraterie. He had entered on his return from his fruitless visit to Blondel, and had satisfied himself that Anne was safe. Doubtless she was still safe, for the house was quiet.

In his new mood he was almost inclined to quarrel with this. In the ardour of his passion he would gladly have seen the danger immediate, the peril present, that he might prove to her how much he loved her, how deeply he felt for her, what he would dare for her. To die on the hearth of the living-room, at her feet and saving her, seemed for a moment the thing most desirable  the purest happiness!

That was denied him. The house was quiet, as in a morning it commonly was. So quiet that he recalled without effort the dreams which he had dreamed on that spot, and the thoughts which had filled his heart to bursting a few hours before. The great pot was there, simmering on its hook; and on the small table beside it, the table that Basterga and Grio occupied, stood a platter with a few dried herbs and a knife fresh from her hand. Claude made sure that he was unobserved, and raising the knife to his lips, kissed the haft gently and reverently, thinking what she had suffered many a day while using it! What fear, and grief and humiliation, and  

He stood erect, his face red: he listened intently. Upstairs, breaking the long silence of the house, opening as it were a window to admit the sun, a voice had uplifted itself in song. The voice had some of the tones of Annes voice, and something that reminded him of her voice. But when had he heard her sing? When had aught so clear, so mirthful, or so young fallen from her as this; this melody, laden with life and youth and abundance, that rose and fell and floated to his ears through the half-open door of the staircase?

He crept to the staircase door and listened; yes, it was her voice, but not such as he had ever heard it. It was her voice as he could fancy it in another life, a life in which she was as other girls, darkened by no fear, pinched by no anxiety, crushed by no contumely; such as her voice might have been, uplifted in the garden of his old home on the French border, amid bees and flowers and fresh-scented herbs. Her voice, doubtless, it was; but it sorted so ill with the thoughts he had been thinking, that with his astonishment was mingled something of shock and of loss. He had dreamed of dying for her or with her, and she sang! He was prepared for peril, and her voice vied with the larks in joyous trills.

Leaning forward to hear more clearly, he touched the door. It was ajar, and before he could hinder it, it closed with a sharp sound. The singing ceased with an abruptness that told, or he was much mistaken, of self-remembrance. And presently, after an interval of no more than a few seconds, during which he pictured the singer listening, he heard her begin to descend.

Two men may do the same thing from motives as far apart as the poles. Claude did what Louis would have done. As the foot drew near the staircase door, treading, less willingly, less lightly, more like that of Anne with every step, he slid into his closet, and stood. Through the crack between the hinges of the open door, he would be able to view her face when she appeared.

A second later she came, and he saw. The light of the song was still in her eyes, but mingled, as she looked round the room to learn who was there, with something of exaltation and defiance. Christian maidens might have worn some such aspect, he thought  but he was in love  as they passed to the lions. Or Esther, when she went unbidden into the inner court of the Kings House, and before the golden sceptre moved. Something had happened to her. But what?

She did not see him, and after standing a moment to assure herself that she was alone, she passed to the hearth. She lifted the lid of the pot, bent over it, and slowly stirred the broth; then, having covered it again, she began to chop the dried herbs on the platter. Even in her manner of doing this, he fancied a change; a something unlike the Anne he had known, the Anne he had come to love. The face was more animated, the action quicker, the step lighter, the carriage more free. She began to sing, and stopped; fell into a reverie, with the knife in her hand, and the herb half cut; again roused herself to finish her task; finally having slid the herbs from the platter to the pot, she stood in a second reverie, with her eyes fixed on the window.

He began to feel the falseness of his position. It was too late to show himself, and if she discovered him what would she think of him? Would she believe that in spying upon her he had some evil purpose, some low motive, such as Louis might have had? His cheek grew hot. And then  he forgot himself.

Her eyes had left the window and fallen to the window-seat. It was the thing she did then which drew him out of himself. Moving to the window  he had to stoop forward to keep her within the range of his sight  she took from it a glove, held it a moment, regarding it; then with a tender, yet whimsical laugh, a laugh half happiness, half ridicule of herself, she kissed it.

It was Claudes glove. And if, with that before his eyes he could have restrained himself, the option was not his. She turned in the act, and saw him; with a startled cry she put  none too soon  the table between them.

They faced one another across it, he flushed, eager, with love in his eyes, and on his lips; she blushing but not ashamed, her new-found joy in her eyes, and in the pose of her head.

Anne! he cried. I know now! I know! I have seen and you cannot deceive me!

In what? she said, a smile trembling on her lips. And of what, Messer Claude, are you so certain, if you please?

That you love me! he replied. But not a hundredth part  he stretched his arms across the table towards her as much as I love you and have loved you for weeks! As I loved you even before I learned last night  

What? Into her face  that had not found one hard look to rebuke his boldness  came something of her old silent, watchful self. What did you learn last night?

Your secret!

I have none! Quick as thought the words came from her lips. I have none! God is merciful, with a gesture of her open arms, as if she put something from her, and it is gone! If you know, if you guess aught of what it was  her eyes questioned his and read in them if not that which he knew, that which he thought of her.

I ask you to be silent.

I will, after I have  

Now! Always!

Not till I have spoken once! he cried. Not till I have told you once what I think of you! Last night I heard. And I understood. I saw what you had gone through, what you had feared, what had been your life all these weeks, rising and lying down! I saw what you meant when you bade me go anywhere but here, and why you suffered what you did at their hands, and why they dared to treat you  so! And had they been here I would have killed them! he added, his eyes sparkling. And had you been here  

Yes? she did not seek to check him now. Her bearing was changed, her eyes, soft and tender, met his as no eyes had ever met his.

I should have worshipped you! I should have knelt as I kneel now! he cried. And sinking on his knees he extended his arms across the table and took her unresisting hands. If you no longer have a secret, you had one, and I bless God for it! For without it I might not have known you, Anne! I might not have  

Perhaps you do not know me now, she said; but she did not withdraw her hands or her eyes. Only into the latter grew a shade of trouble. I have done  you do not know what I have done. I am a thief.

Pah!

It is true. I am a thief.

What is it to me? He laughed a laugh as tender as her eyes. You are a thief, for you have stolen my heart. For the rest, do you think that I do not know you now? That I can be twice deceived? Twice take gold for dross, and my own for another thing? I know you!

But you do not know, she said tremulously, what I have done  what I did last night  or what may come of it.

I know that what comes of it will happen, not to one but to two, he replied bravely. And that is all I ask to know. That, and that you are content it shall be so?

Content?

Yes.

Content!

There are things, other than wine, that bring truth to the surface. That which had happened to the girl in the last few hours, that which had melted her into unwonted song, was of these things; and the tone of her voice as she repeated the word Content! the surrender of her eyes that placed her heart in his keeping, as frankly as she left her hands in his, proclaimed it. The reserves of her sex, the tricks of coyness and reticence men look for in maids, were shaken from her; and as man to man her eyes told him the truth, told him that if she had ever doubted she no longer doubted that she loved him. In the heart which a single passion, the purest of which men and women are capable, had engrossed so long, Nature, who, expel her as you will, will still return, had won her right and carved her kingdom.

And she knew that it was well with her  whatever the upshot of last night. To be lonely no more; to be no longer the protector, but the protected; to know the comfort of the strong arm as well as of the following eye, the joy of receiving as well as of giving; to know that, however dark the future might lower, she had no longer to face it alone, no longer to plan and hope and fear and suffer alone, but with him  the sense of these things so mingled with her gratitude on her mothers account that the new affection, instead of weakening the old became as it were part of it; while the old stretched onwards its pious hand to bless the new.

If Claude did not read all this in her eyes, and in that one word Content? he read so much that never devotee before relic rose more gently or more reverently to his feet. Because all was his he would take nothing. As I stand by you, may God stand by me, he said, still holding her hands in his, and with the table between them.

I have no fear, she replied in a low voice. Yet  if you fail, may He forgive you as fully as I must forgive you. What shall I say to you on my part, Messer Claude?

That you love me.

I love you, she murmured with an intonation which ravished the young mans heart and brought the blood to his cheeks. I love you. What more?

There is no more, he cried. There can be no more. If that be true, nothing matters.

No! she said, beginning to tremble under a weight of emotion too heavy for her, following as it did the excitement of the night. No! she continued, raising her eyes which had fallen before the ardour of his gaze. But there must be something you wish to ask me. You must wish to know  

I have heard what I wished to know.

But  

Tell me what you please.

She stood in thought an instant: then, with a sigh, He came to me last evening, she said, when you were at his house.

Messer Blondel?

Yes. He wished me to procure for him a certain drug that Messer Basterga kept in his room.

Claude stared. In a steel casket chained to the wall? he asked.

Yes, she whispered with some surprise. You knew of it, then? He had tried to procure it through Louis, and on the pretence that the box contained papers needed by the State. Failing in that he came last evening to me, and told me the truth.

The truth? Claude asked, wondering. But was it the truth?

It was. Her eyes, like stars on a rainy night, shone softly. I have proved it. Again, with a ring of exultation in her voice, I have proved it! she cried.

How?

There was in the box a drug, he told me, possessed of an almost miraculous power over disease of body and mind; so rare and so wonderful that none could buy it, and he knew of but this one dose, of which Messer Basterga had possessed himself. He begged me to take it and to give it to him. He had on him, he said, a fatal illness, and if he did not get this  he must die. Her voice shook. He must die! Now God help him!

You took it.

I took it. Her face, as her eyes dropped before his, betrayed trouble and doubt. I took it, she continued, trembling. If I have done wrong, God forgive me. For I stole it.

His face betrayed his amazement, but he did not release her hands. Why? he said.

To give it to her, she answered. To my mother. I thought then that it was right  it was a chance. I thought  now I dont know, I dont know! she repeated. The shade on her face grew deeper. I thought I was right then. Now  I  I am frightened. She looked at him with eyes in which her doubts were mirrored. She shivered, she who had been so joyous a moment before, and her hands, which hitherto had lain passive in his, returned his pressure feverishly. I fear now! she exclaimed. I fear! What is it? What has happened  in the last minute?

He would have drawn her to him, seeing that her nerves were shaken; but the table was between them, and before he could pass round it, a sound caught his ear, a shadow fell between them, and looking up he discovered Bastergas face peering through the nearer casement. It was pressed against the small leaded panes, and possibly it was this which by flattening the huge features imparted to them a look of malignity. Or the look  which startled Claude, albeit he was no coward  might have been only the natural expression of one, who suspected what was afoot between them and came to mar it. Whatever it meant, the girls cry of dismay found an echo on Claudes lips. Involuntarily he dropped her hands; but  and the action was symbolical of the change in her life  he stepped at the same moment between her and the door. Whatever she had done, right or wrong, was his concern now.


CHAPTER XVII.

THE REMEDIUM.

We have seen that for Claude, as he hurried from the bridge, the faces he met in the narrow streets of the old town were altered by the medium through which he viewed them; and appeared gloomy, sordid and fanatical. In the eyes of Blondel, who had passed that way before him, the same faces wore a look of selfishness, stupendously and heartlessly cruel. And not the faces only; the very houses and ways, the blue sky overhead, and the snow-peaks  when for an instant he caught sight of them  bore the same aspect. All wore their every-day air, and mocked the despair in his heart. All flung in his teeth the fact, the incredible fact, that whether he died or lived, stayed or went, the world would proceed; that the eternal hills, ay, and the insensate bricks and mortar, that had seen his father pass, would see him pass, and would be standing when he was gone into the darkness.

There are few things that to the mind of man in his despondent moods are more strange, or more shocking, than the permanence of trifles. The small things to which his brain and his hand have given shape, which he can, if he will, crush out of form, and resolve into their primitive atoms, outlive him! They lie on the table when he is gone, are unchanged by his removal, serve another master as they have served him, preach to another generation the same lesson. The face is dust, but the canvas smiles from the wall. The hand is withered, but the pencil is still in the tray and is used by another. There are times when the irony of this thought bites deep into the mind, and goads the mortal to revolt. Had Blondel, as he climbed the hill, possessed the power of Orimanes to blast at will, few of those whom he met, few on whom he turned the gloomy fire of his eyes, would have reached their houses that day or seen another sun.

He was within a hundred paces of his home, when a big man, passing along the Bourg du Four, but on the other side of the way, saw him and came across the road to intercept him. It was Baudichon, his double chin more pendulent, his massive face more dully wistful than ordinary; for the times had got upon the Councillors nerves, and day by day he grew more anxious, slept worse of nights, and listened much before he went to bed.

Messer Blondel, he called out, in a voice more peremptory than was often addressed to the Fourth Syndics ear. Messer Syndic! One moment, if you please!

Blondel stopped and turned to him. Outwardly the Syndic was cool, inwardly he was at a white heat that at any moment might impel him to the wildest action. Well? he said. What is it, M. Baudichon?

I want to know  

Of course! The sneer was savage and undisguised. What, this time, if I may be so bold?

Baudichon breathed quickly, partly with the haste he had made across the road, partly in irritation at the gibe. This only, he said. How far you purpose to try our patience? A week ago you were for delaying the arrest you know of  for a day. It was a matter of hours then.

It was.

But days have passed, and are passing! and we have no explanation; nothing is done. And every night we run a fresh risk, and every morning  so far  we thank God that our throats are still whole; and every day we strive to see you, and you are out, or engaged, or about to do it, or awaiting news! But this cannot go on for ever! Nor, puffing out his cheeks, shall we always bear it!

Messer Baudichon! Blondel retorted, the passion he had so far restrained gleaming in his eyes, and imparting a tremor to his voice, are you Fourth Syndic or am I?

You! You, certainly. Who denies it? the stout man said. But  

But what? But what?

We would know what you think we are, that we can bear this suspense.

I will tell you what I think you are!

By your leave?

A fat hog! the Syndic shrieked. And as brainless as a hog fit for the butcher! That for you! and your like!

And before the astounded Baudichon, whose brain was slow to take in new facts, had grasped the full enormity of the insult flung at him, the Syndic was a dozen paces distant. He had eased his mind, and that for the moment was much; though he still ground his teeth, and, had Baudichon followed him, would have struck the Councillor without thought or hesitation. The pigs! The hogs! To press him with their wretched affairs: to press him at this moment when the grave yawned at his feet, and the coffin opened for him!

To be sure he might now do with Basterga as he pleased without thought or drawback; but for their benefit  never! He paused at his door, and cast a haggard glance up and down; at the irregular line of gables which he had known from childhood, the steep, red roofs, the cobble pavement, the bakers signs that hung here and there and with the wide eaves darkened the way; and he cursed all he saw in the frenzy of his rage. Let Basterga, Savoy, dAlbigny do their worst! What was it to him? Why should he move? He went into his house despairing.

Unto this last hour a little hope had shone through the darkness. At times the odds had seemed to be against him, at one time Heaven itself had seemed to declare itself his foe. But the remedium had existed, the thing was still possible, the light burned, though distant, feeble, flickering. He had told himself that he despaired; but he had not known what real despair was until this moment, until he sat, as he saw now, among the Dead Sea splendours of his parlour, the fingers of his right hand drumming on the arm of the abbots chair, his shaggy eyelids drooping over his brooding eyes.

Ah, God! If he had stayed to take the stuff when it lay in his power! If he had refused to open until he held it in his hand! If, even after that act of folly, he had refused to go until she gave it him! How inconceivable his madness seemed now, his fear of scandal, his thought of others! Others? There was one of whom he dared not think; for when he did his head began to tremble on his shoulders; and he had to clutch the arms of the chair to stay the palsy that shook him. If she, the girl who had destroyed him, thought it was all one to him whom the drug advantaged, or who lived or who died, he would teach her  before he died! He would teach her! There was no extremity of pain or shame she should not taste, accursed witch, accursed thief, as she was! But he must not think of that, or of her, now; or he would die before his time. He had a little time yet, if he were careful, if he were cool, if he were left a brief space to recover himself. A little, a very little time!

Whose were that foot and that voice? Bastergas? The Syndics eyes gleamed, he raised his head. There was another score he had to pay! His own score, not Baudichons. Fool, to have left his treasure unguarded for every thieving wench to take! Fool, thrice and again, for putting his neck back into the lions mouth. Stealthily Blondel pulled the handbell nearer to him and covered it with his cloak. He would have added a weapon, but there was no arm within reach, and while he hesitated between his chair and the door of the small inner room, the outer door opened, and Basterga appeared and advanced, smiling, towards him.

Your servant, Messer Syndic, he said. I heard that you had been inquiring for me in my absence, and I am here to place myself at your disposition. You are not looking   he stopped short, in feigned surprise. There is nothing wrong, I hope?

Had the scholar been such a man as Baudichon, Blondels answer would have been one frenzied shriek of insults and reproaches. But face to face with Bastergas massive quietude, with his giant bulk, with that air, at once masterful and cynical, which proclaimed to those with whom he talked that he gave them but half his mind while reading theirs, the wrath of the smaller man cooled. A moment his lips writhed, without sound; then, Wrong? he cried, his voice harsh and broken. Wrong? All is wrong!

You are not well? Basterga said, eyeing him with concern.

Well? I shall never be better! Never! Blondel shrieked. And after a pause, Curse you! he added. It is your doing!

Basterga stared. He was in the dark as to what had happened, though the Syndics manner on leaving the bridge had prepared him for something. My doing, Messer Blondel? he said. Why? What have I done?

Done?

Ay, done! It was not my fault, the scholar continued, with a touch of sternness, that I could not offer you the remedium on easy terms. Nor mine, that hard as the terms were, you did not accept them. Besides, he continued, slowly and with meaning,

Terque quaterque redit!

You remember the Sibylline books? How often they were offered, and the terms? It is not too late, Messer Blondel  even now. While there is life there is hope, there is more than hope. There is certainty.

Is there? Blondel cried; he extended a lean hand, shaking with vindictive passion. Is there? Go and look in your casket, fool! Go and look in your steel box! he hissed. Go! And see if it be not too late!

For a moment Basterga peered at him, his brow contracted, his eyes screwed up. The blow was unexpected. Then, Have you taken the stuff? he muttered.

I? No! But she has! And on that, seeing the change in the others face  for, for once, the scholars mask slipped and suffered his consternation to appear  Blondel laughed triumphantly: in torture himself, he revelled in a disaster that touched another. She has! She has!

She? Who?

The girl of the house! Anne you call her! Curse her! child of perdition, as she is! She! And he clawed the air.

She has taken it? Basterga spoke incredulously, but his brow was damp, his cheeks were a shade more sallow than usual; he did not deceive the others penetration. Impossible! he continued, striving to rally his forces. Why should she take it? She has no illness, no disease! Try  he swallowed something to be clear, man. Try to be clear. Who has told you this cock-and-bull story?

It is the truth.

She has taken it?

To give to her mother  yes.

And she?

Has taken it? Yes.

The scholar, ordinarily so cool and self-contained, could not withhold an execration. His small eyes glittered, his face swelled with rage; for a moment he was within a little of an explosion. Of what mad, what insensate folly, unworthy of a schoolboy, worthy only of a sot, an imbecile, a Grio, had he been guilty! To leave the potion, that if it had not the virtues which he ascribed to it, had virtue  or it had not served his purpose of deceiving the Syndic during some days or hours  to leave the potion unprotected, at the mercy of a chance hand, of a treacherous girl! Safeguarded, in appearance only, and to blind his dupe! It seemed incredible that he could have been so careless!

True, he might replace the stuff at some expense; but not in a day or an hour. And how  with one dose in all the world!  keep up the farce? The dose consumed, the play was at an end. An end  or, no, was he losing his wits, his courage? On the instant, in the twinkling of an eye, he shaped a fresh course.

He cursed the girl anew, and apparently with the same fervour. A months work it cost me! he cried. A months work! and ten gold pieces!

The Syndic, pale, and almost in a state of collapse  for the bitter satisfaction of imparting the news no longer supported him  stared. A months work? he muttered. A month? Years you told me! And a fortune!

I told you? Never! Basterga opened his eyes in seeming amazement. Never, good sir, in all my life! he repeated emphatically. But  returning grimly to his former point ten gold pieces, or a fortune  no matter which, she shall pay dearly for it, the thieving jade!

The Syndic sat heavily in his seat, and, with a hand on either arm of the abbots chair, stared dully at the other. A fortune, you told me, he said, in a voice little above a whisper. And years. Was it a fiction, all a fiction? About Ibn Jasher, and the Physician of Aleppo, and M. Laurens of Paris, and  and the rest?

Basterga deliberately took a turn to the window, came back, and stood looking down at him. Mon Dieu! he muttered. Is it possible?

Eh?

I can scarcely believe it! The scholar spoke with a calmness half cynical, half compassionate. But I suppose you really think that of me, though it seems incredible! You are under the impression that the drug this jade stole was the remedium of Ibn Jasher, the one incomparable and sovereign result of long years of study and research? You believe that I kept this in a mere locked box, the key accessible by all who knew my habits, and the treasure at the mercy of the first thief! Mon Dieu! Mon Dieu! If I said it a thousand times I could not express my astonishment. I might be the vine grower of the proverb,

Cui saepe viator Cessisset magna compellans voce cucullum!

The Syndic heard him without changing the attitude of weakness and exhaustion into which he had fallen on sitting down. But midway in the others harangue, his lips parted, he held his breath, and in his eyes grew a faint light of dawning hope. But if it be not so? he muttered feebly. If this be not so, why  

Mon Dieu! Mon Dieu!

Why did you look so startled a moment ago?

Why, man? Because ten pieces of gold are ten pieces! To me at least! And the potion, which was made after a recipe of that same Messer Laurens of Paris, cost no less. It is a love-philtre, beneficent to the young, but if taken by the old so noxious, that had you swallowed it, with a grin, you had not been long Syndic, Messer Blondel!

Blondel shook his head. You do not deceive me, he muttered. For though he was anxious to believe, as yet he could not. He could not; he had seen the others face. It is the remedium she has taken! I feel it.

And given to her mother?

Blondel inclined his head.

The scholar laughed contemptuously. Then is the test easy, he said. If it be the remedium you will find her mother, who has not left her bed for three years, grown strong and well and vigorous, and like to him who lifted up his bed and walked. But if it be the love-philtre, you have but to come with me, and you will find her   He did not finish the sentence, but a shrug of his shoulders and a mysterious smile filled the gap.

Imperceptibly Blondel had raised himself in his chair. The gleam of hope, once lighted in his eyes, was growing bright. How? he asked. How shall we find her? If it be the philtre only that she has taken  as you say?

If it be the philtre? The mother, you mean?

Yes.

Mad! Mad! Basterga repeated with decision, and beside herself. As you had been, he continued grimly, had you by any chance taken the aqua Medeæ.

That you kept in the steel box?

Ay.

You are sure it was not the remedium? Blondel leaned forward. If only he could believe it, if only it were the truth, how great the difference! No wonder that the muscles of his lean throat swelled, and his hands closed convulsively on the arms of his great chair, as he strove to read the others mind.

He had as soon read a printed page without light. The scholar saw that it needed but a little to convince him, and took his line with confidence; nor without some pride in the wits that had saved him. The remedium? he repeated with impatient wonder. Do you know that the remedium is unique? That it is a mans life? That in the worlds history it scarce appears once in five hundred years? That all the wealth of kings cannot produce it, nor the Spanish Indies furnish it? Do you remember these things, Messer Blondel, and do you ask if I keep it like a common philtre in a box in my lodgings? He snorted in contempt, and going disdainfully to the hearth spat in the fire as if he could not brook the idea. Then returning to the Syndics side, he took up his story in a different tone. The remedium, he said, my good friend, is in the Grand Dukes Treasury at Turin. It is in a steel box, it is true, but in one with three locks and three keys, sealed with the Grand Dukes private signet and with mine; and laid where the Treasurer himself cannot meddle with it.

The Syndic sat up straight, and with his eyes fixed sullenly on the floor fingered his beard. He was almost persuaded, but not quite. Could it be, could it really be that the thing still existed? That it was still to be obtained, that life by its means was still possible?

Well? Basterga said, when the silence had lasted some time.

The proof! Blondel retorted, excitement once more over-mastering him. Let me have the proof! Let me see, man, if the woman be mad.

But the scholar, leaning Atlas-like, against the wall beside the long low window, with his arms crossed, and his great head sunk on his breast, did not move. He saw that this was his hour and he must use it. To what purpose? he answered slowly: and he shrugged his shoulders. Why go to the trouble? The remedium is in Turin. And if it be not, it is the Grand Dukes affair only, and mine, since you will not come to his terms. I would, I confess, he continued, in a more kindly tone, that it were your affair also, Messer Blondel. I would I could have made you see things as they are and as I see them. As, believe me, Messer Petitot would see them were he in your place; as Messer Fabri and Messer Baudichon  I warrant it  do see them; as  pardon me  all who rank themselves among the wise and the illuminate, see them. For all such, believe me, these are times of enlightening, when the words which past generations have woven into shackles for mens minds fall from them, and are seen to be but the straw they are; when men move, like children awaking from foolish dreams, and life  

The Syndics eyes glowed dully.

Life, Basterga continued sonorously, is seen to be that which it is, the one thing needful which makes all other things of use, and without which all other things are superfluities! Bethink you a minute, Messer Blondel! Would Petitot give his life to save yours?

The Syndic smiled after a sickly fashion. Petitot? The stickling pedant! The thin, niggling whipster!

Or Messer Fabri?

Blondel shook his head.

Or Messer Baudichon?

I called him but now  a fat hog!

It was Bastergas turn to shake his head. He is not one to forget, he said gravely. I fear you will hear of that again, Messer Blondel. I fear it will make trouble for you. But if these will not, is there any man in Geneva, any man you can name, who would give his life for you?

Do men give life so easily? Blondel answered, moving painfully in his chair.

Yet you will give yours for them! You will give yours! And who will be a ducat the better?

I shall at least die for freedom, the Syndic muttered, gnawing his moustache.

A word!

For the religion, then.

It is that which men make it! the scholar retorted. There have been good men of all religions, though we dare not say as much in public, or in Geneva. Tis not the religion. Tis the way men live it! Was John Bernardino of Assisi, whom some call St. Francis, a worse man than Arnold of Brescia, the Reformer? Or is your Beza a better man than Messer Francis of Sales? Or would the heavens fall if Geneva embraced the faith of the good Archbishop of Milan? Words, Messer Blondel, believe me, words!

Yet men die for them!

Not wise men. And when you have died for them, who will thank you? The Syndic groaned. Who will know, or style you martyr? Basterga continued forcibly. Baudichon, whom you have called a fat hog? He will sit in your seat. Petitot  he said but a little while ago that he would buy this house if he lived long enough.

He did? The Syndic came to his feet as if a spring had raised him.

Certainly. And he is a rich man, you know.

May the Bise search his bones! Blondel cried, trembling with fury. For this was the realisation of his worst fears. Petitot to live in his house, lie warm in his bed, sneer at his memory across the table that had been his, rule in the Council where he had been first! Petitot, that miserable crawler who had clogged his efforts for years, who had shared, without deserving, his honours, who had spied on him and carped at him day by day and hour by hour! Petitot to succeed him! To be all and own all, and sun himself in the popular eye, and say Geneva, it is I! While he, Blondel, lay rotting and forgotten, stark, beneath snow and rain, winter wind and summer drought!

Perish Geneva first! Perish friend and foe alike!

The Syndic wavered. His hand shook, his thin dry cheek burned with fever, his lips moved unceasingly. Why should he die? They would not die for him. Nay, they would not thank him, they would not praise him. A traitor? To live he must turn traitor? Ay, but try Petitot, and see if he would not do the same! Or Baudichon, who could not sleep of nights for fear  how would he act with death staring him in the face? The bravest soldiers when disarmed, or called upon to surrender or die, capitulate without blame. And that was his position.

Life, too; dear, warm life! Life that might hold much for him still. Hitherto these men and their fellows had hampered and thwarted him, marred his plans and balked his efforts. Freed from them and supported by an enlightened and ambitious prince, he might rise to heights hitherto invisible. He might lift up and cast down at will, might rule the Council as his creatures, might live to see Berne and the Cantons at his feet, might leave Geneva the capital of a great and wealthy country.

All this, at his will; or he might die! Die and rot and be forgotten like a dog that is cast out.

He did not believe in his heart that faith and honour were words; fetters woven by wise men to hamper fools. He did not believe that all religions were alike, and good or bad as men made them. But on the one side was life, and on the other death. And he longed to live.

I would that I could make you see things as I see them, Basterga resumed, in a gentle tone. Patiently waiting the others pleasure he had not missed an expression of his countenance, and, thinking the moment ripe, he used his last argument. Believe me, I have the will, all the will, to help you. And the terms are not mine. Only I would have you remember this, Messer Blondel: that others may do what you will not, so that after all you may find that you have cast life away, and no one the better. Baudichon, for instance, plays the Brutus in public. But he is a fearful man, and a timid; and to save himself and his family  he thinks much of his family  he would do what you will not.

He would do it! the Syndic cried passionately. And he struck the table. He would, curse him!

And he would not forget, Basterga continued, with a meaning nod, that you had miscalled him!

No! But I will be before him! The Syndic was on his feet again, shaking like a leaf.

Ay? Basterga blew his nose to hide the flash of triumph that shone in his eyes. You will be wise in time? Well, I am not surprised. I thought that you would not be so mad  that no man could be so mad as to throw away life for a shadow!

But mind you, Blondel snarled, the proof. I must have the proof, he repeated. He was anxious to persuade himself that his surrender depended on a condition; he would fain hide his shame under a show of bargaining. The proof, man, or I will not take a step.

You shall have it.

To-day?

Within the hour.

And if she be not mad  I believe you are deceiving me, and it was the remedium the girl took  if she be not mad   The Syndic, stammering and repeating himself, broke off there. He could not meet the others eyes; between a shame new to him and the overpowering sense of what he had done, he was in a pitiable state. Curse you, with violence, I believe you have laid a trap for me! he cried. I say if she be not mad, I have done.

Let it stand so, Basterga answered placidly. Trust me, if she has taken the philtre she will be mad enough. Which reminds me that I also have a crow to pick with Mistress Anne.

Curse her!

We will do more than that, Basterga murmured. If she be not very good we will burn her, my friend.

Uritur infelix Dido, totaque videtur Urbe furens!

His eyes were cruel, and he licked his lips as he applied the quotation.


CHAPTER XVIII.

THE BARGAIN STRUCK.

Claude, at the first sign of peril, had put himself between Anne and the door; and, had not the fear which seized the girl at the sight of Basterga robbed her of the power to think, she must have thrilled with a new and delicious sensation. She, who had not for years known what it was to be sheltered behind another, was now to know the bliss of being protected. Nor did her lover remain on the defensive. It was he who challenged the intruders.

What is it? he asked, as the Syndic crossed the threshold; which was darkened a moment later by the scholars huge form. What is your business here, Messer Syndic, if it please you?

With you, none! Blondel answered; and pausing a little within the door, he cast a look, cold and searching, round the apartment. His outward composure hid a tumult of warring passions; shame and rage were at odds within him, and rising above both was a venomous desire to exact retribution from some one. Nothing with you! he repeated. You may stand aside, young man, or, better, go to your classes. What do you here at this hour, and idle, were the fitting question; and not, what is my business! Do you hear, sirrah? with a rap of his staff of office on the floor. Begone to your work!

But Claude, who had been thirsting this hour past for realms to conquer and dragons to subdue, and who, with his mistress beside him, felt himself a match for any ten, was not to be put aside. His manhood rebelled against the notion of leaving Anne with men whose looks boded the worst. I am at home, he replied, breathing a little more quickly, and aware that in defying the Syndic he was casting away the scabbard. I am at home in this house. I have done no wrong. I am in no inn now, and I know of no right which you have to expel me without cause from my own lodging.

Blondels lean face grew darker. You beard me? he cried.

I beard no one, Claude answered hardily. I am at home here, that is all. If you have lawful business here, do it. I am no hindrance to you. If you have no lawful business  and as to that, he continued, recalling with indignation the tricks which had been employed to remove him, I have my opinion  I have as much right to be here as you! The more, as it is not very long, he went on, with a glance of defiance, directed at Basterga, since you gave the man who now accompanies you the foulest of characters! Since you would have me rob him! Since you called him reprobate of the reprobate! Is he reprobate now?

Silence!

A corrupter of women, as you called him?

Liar! the Syndic cried, trembling with passion. Be silent! The blow found him unprepared. He lies! he stammered, turning to his ally.

Basterga laughed softly. He had guessed as much: none the less he thought it time to interfere, lest his tool be put too much out of countenance. Gently, young man, he said, or perhaps you may go too far. I know you.

He is a liar! Blondel repeated.

Probably, Basterga said, but it matters not. It is enough that our business here lies not with him, but with this young woman. You seem to have taken her under your protection, he continued, addressing Claude, and may choose, if you please, whether you will see her haled through the streets, or will suffer her to answer our questions here. As you please.

Your questions? Claude cried, recalling with rage the occasions on which he had heard this man insult her. Hear me one moment, and I will very quickly prove  

He was silent with the word on his lips. Her hand on his sleeve recalled the necessity of prudence. He bit his lip and stood glowering at them. It was she who spoke.

What do you wish? she asked in a low voice.

Naturally courageous as she was, she could not have spoken but for the support of her lover. For the unexpected conjunction of these two, and their entrance together, smote her with fear. What is your desire? she repeated.

To see your mother, Basterga answered. We have no business with you  at present, he added, after a perceptible pause, and with a slight emphasis.

She caught her breath. You want to see my mother? she faltered.

I spoke plainly, Basterga replied with sternness. That was what I said.

What do you want with her?

That is our affair.

Pale to the lips, she hesitated. Yet, after all, why should they not go up and see her mother? Things were not to-day as they had been yesterday: or she had done in vain that which she had done, had sinned in vain if she had sinned. And that was a thing not to be considered. If they found her mother as she had left her, if they found the promise of the morning fulfilled, even their unexpected entrance would do no harm. Her mother was sane to-day: sane and well as other people, thank God! It was on that account she had let her heart rise like a birds to her lips.

Yet, when she opened her mouth to assent, she found the words with difficulty. I do not know what you want, she said faintly. Still if you wish to see her you can go up.

Good! Basterga replied, and advancing, he opened the staircase door, then stood aside for the Syndic to ascend first. Good! The uppermost floor, Messer Blondel, he continued, holding the door wide. The stairs are narrow, but I think I can promise you that at the top you will find what you want.

He could not divest his tone of the triumph he felt. Slight as the warning was, it sufficed; while the last word was still on his lips, she snatched the door from his grasp, closed it and stood panting before it. What inward monition had spoken to her, what she had seen, what she had heard, besides that note of triumph in Bastergas voice, matters not. Her mind was changed.

No! she cried. You do not go up! No!

You will not let us see her? Basterga exclaimed.

No! Her breast heaving, she confronted them without fear.

In his surprise at her action the scholar had recoiled a step: he was fiercely angry. Come, girl, no nonsense, he said roughly and brutally. Make way! Or we shall have a little to say to you of what you did in my room last night! Do you mark me? he continued. I might have you punished for it, wench! I might have you whipped and branded for it! Do you mind me? You robbed me, and that which you took  

I took at his instigation! she retorted, pointing an accusing finger at Blondel, who stood gnawing his beard, hating the part he was playing, and hating still more this white-faced girl who had come so near to ruining, if she had not ruined, his last chance of life. Hate her? The Syndic hated her for the hour of anguish through which he had just passed, hated her for the price  he shuddered to think of it  which he must now pay for his life. He hated her for his present humiliation, he hated her for his future shame. She seemed to blame for all.

You took it, Basterga answered, acknowledging her words only by a disdainful shrug, and gave it to your mother. Why, I care not. Now that you see we know so much, will you let us go up!

No! She faced him bravely and steadfastly. No. If you know so much, you know also why I took it, and why I gave it to her. And then, the radiance of unselfish love illuminating her pallid face, I would do it again were it to do, she said. And again, and yet again! For you, I have done you wrong; I have robbed you, and you may punish me. I must bear it. But as to him, pointing to Messer Blondel, I am innocent! Innocent, she repeated firmly. For he would have done it himself and for himself; it was he who would have me do it. And if I have done it, I have done it for another. I have robbed you, if need be I must pay the price; but that man has naught against me in this! And for the rest, my mother is well.

Ah?

Ay, well! well! she repeated, the light of joy softening her eyes as she repeated the word. Well! and I fear nothing.

Basterga laughed cruelly. Well? he said. Well, is she? Then let us go up and see her. If she be well, why not?

No!

Why not?

She did not answer, but she did not make way.

Why not? I will tell you, if you please, he said. And it will make you pipe to another tune. You have given her, young woman, that which will make her worse, and not better!

She is better!

For an hour, or for twelve hours! he retorted. That certainly. Then worse.

No!

No? But I see what it is, he continued  and, alas, his voice strengthened the fear that like a dead hand was closing on her heart and staying it; deepened the terror that like a veil was falling before her eyes and darkening the room; so that she had much ado, gripping finger-nails into palms, to keep her feet and let herself from fainting. I see what it is. You would fain play Providence, he continued that is it, is it? You would play Providence? Then come! Come then, and see what kind of Providence it is you have played. We will see if you are right or I am right! And if she be well, or if she be ill! And again he moved towards the staircase.

But she stood obstinately between him and the door. No, she said. You do not go up! She was resolute. The fear that as she listened to his gibing tones had driven the colour from her face, had hardened it too. For, if he were right? If for that fear there were foundation? If that which the Syndic had led her to give and that which she had given, proved  though for a few hours it had seemed to impart marvellous vigour  useless or worse than useless? Then the need to keep these men from her mother was the greater, the more desperate. How they could be kept, for how long it was possible to keep them, she did not pause to consider, any more than the she-wolf that crouches, snarling, between her whelps and the hunt, counts odds. It was enough for her that if they were right the worst had come, and naught lay between her mothers weakness and their cruel eyes and judgments but her own feeble strength.

Or no! she was wrong in that; she had forgotten! As she spoke, and as Basterga with a scowl repeated the order to stand aside, Claude put her gently but irresistibly by, and took her place. The young mans eyes were bright, his colour high. You will not go up! he said, a mocking note of challenge, replying to Bastergas tone, in his voice. You will not go up.

Fool! Will you prevent us?

You will not go up! No!

In the very act of falling on the lad, Basterga recoiled. Claude had not been idle while the others disputed. He had gone to the corner for his sword, and it was the glittering point, suddenly whipped out and flickered before his eyes that gave the scholar pause, and made him leap back. Pollux! he cried, are you mad? Put down! Put down! Do you see the Syndic? Do you know, he continued, stamping his foot, that it is penal to draw in Geneva?

I know that you are not going upstairs! Claude answered gently. He was radiant. He would not have exchanged his position for a crown. She was looking, and he was going to fight.

You fool, Basterga returned, we have but to call the watch from the Tertasse and you will be haled to the lock-up, and jailed and whipped, if not worse! And that jade with you! Stultus es? Do you hear? Messer Syndic, will you be thwarted in this fashion? Call these lawbreakers to order and bid them have done!

Put up! the Syndic cried, hoarse with rage. He was beside himself, when he thought of the position in which he had placed himself. He looked at the two as if he would fain have slain them where they stood. Or I call the watch, and it will be the worse for you, he continued. Do you hear me? Put up?

He shall not go upstairs! Claude answered, breathing quickly. He was pale, but utterly and fixedly resolved. If Basterga made a movement to attack him, he would run him through whatever the consequences.

Then, fool, I will call the watch! Blondel babbled, fairly beside himself.

Claude had no answer to that; only they should not go up. It was the girls readier wit furnished the answer.

Call them! she cried, in a clear voice. Call the watch, Messer Syndic, and I will tell them the whole story. What Messer Blondel would have had me do, and get, and give.

It was for the State! the Syndic hissed.

And is it for the State that you come to-day with that man? she retorted, and with her outstretched finger she accused Basterga of unspoken things. That man! Last night you would have had me rob him. The day before he was a traitor. To-day he and you are one. Are one! What are you plotting together?

The Syndic shrank from the others side under the stab of her words  words that, uttered at random, flew, straight as the arrow that slew Ahab, to the joint of his armour. To-day you and that man are one, she repeated. One! What are you plotting together?

She knew as much as that, did she? She knew that they were one, and that they were plotting together; while in the Council men were clamouring for the Paduans arrest, and were growing suspicious because he was not arrested  Baudichon, whom he had called a fat hog, and Petitot, that slow, plodding sleuth-hound of a patriot. What if light fell on the true state of things  and less than the girl had said might cast that light? Then the warrant might go, not for the Paduan only, but for himself. Ay, for him! For with an enemy ever lying within a league of the gates warrants flew quickly in Geneva. Men who sleep ill of nights, and take the cock-crow for wars alarum, are suspicious, and, once roused, without ruth or mercy.

There was the joint in his harness. Once let his name be published with Bastergas,  as must happen if the watch were summoned and the girl spoke out  and no one could say where the matter might end, or what suspicions might not be awakened. Nay, the matter was worse, more perilous and more lightly balanced; for, setting himself aside, none the less was a brawl that brought up Bastergas name, a thing to be shunned. The least thing might precipitate the scholars arrest; his arrest must lead to the loss of the remedium, if it existed; and the loss of the remedium to the loss of that which Messer Blondel had come to value the more dearly the more he sacrificed to keep it  the Syndics life.

He dared not call the watch, and he dared not use violence. As he awoke to those two facts, he stood blinking in dismayed silence, swallowing his rage, and hating the girl and hating the man with a dumb hatred. Though the reasons which weighed with him were unknown to the two, they could not be blind to his fear and his baffled mien; and had he been alone they might have taken victory for certain. But Basterga was not one to be so lightly thwarted. His intellect, his wit, his very mass intimidated. Therefore it was with as much relief as surprise that Anne read in his face the reflection of the others doubts, and saw that he, too, gave back.

You are two fools! he said. Two great, big fools! There was resignation, there was something that was almost approval in his tones. You do not know what you are doing! Is there no way of making you hear reason?

You cannot go up, Anne said. She had won, it seemed, without knowing how she had won.

Basterga grunted; and then, Ah, well, he said, addressing Claude, if I had you in the fields, my lad, it would not be that bit of metal would save you! And he spouted with appropriate gesture  

  Illum fidi aequales, genua aegra trahentem Jactantemque utroque caput, crassumque cruorem Ore ejectantem mixtosque in sanguine dentes Ducunt ad navis!

Half an hour in my company, and you would not be so bold.

Claude smiled with pardonable contempt, but made no reply, nor did he change his attitude.

Come! Blondel muttered, addressing his ally with his eyes averted. I have reasons at present for letting them be! They were strange reasons, to judge by the hang-dog look of the proud magistrate. But I shall know how to deal with them by-and-by. Come, man, come! he repeated impatiently. And he turned towards the door and unlocked it.

Basterga moved reluctantly after him. Ay, we go now, he said, with a look full of menace. But wait a while! Cæsar Basterga does not forget, and his turn will come! Where is my cap?

He had let it fall on the floor, and he turned to pick it up, stooping slowly and with difficulty as stout men do. As he raised himself, his head still low, he butted it suddenly and with an activity for which no one would have given him credit full into Claudes chest. The unlucky young man, who had lowered his weapon the instant before, fell back with a sough against the wall, and leant there, pale and breathless. Anne uttered one scream, then the scholars huge arm enfolded her neck and drew her backwards against his breast.

Up! up! Messer Blondel! he cried. Now is your chance! Up and surprise her! And with his disengaged hand he gripped Claude, for further safety, by the collar. Up; I will keep them quiet!

The Syndic wasted a moment in astonishment, then he took in the situation and the others cleverness. Before Basterga had ceased to speak, he was at the door of the staircase, and had dragged it open. But as he set his foot on the lowest stair, Anne, held as she was against Bastergas breast, and almost stifled by the arm which covered her mouth, managed to clutch the Syndic by his skirts, and, once having taken hold, held him with the strength of despair. In vain he struggled and strove and wrestled to jerk himself free; in vain Basterga, hampered by Claude, tried to drag the girl away  Blondel came away with her! She clung to him, and even, freeing her mouth for a moment, succeeded in uttering a scream.

Curse her! Basterga foamed: and had he had a hand to spare, he would have struck her down. Pull, man, have you no strength! Let go, you vixen! Let go, or  

He tried to press her throat, but in changing his hold allowed her to utter a second scream, louder, more shrill, more full of passion than the other. At the same instant a chair, knocked down by Blondel in his efforts, fell with a crash, throwing down a pewter platter; and Claude, white and breathless as he was, began to struggle, seeing his mistress so handled. The four swayed to and fro. Another moment, and either the Syndic must have jerked himself free, or the contest must have attained to dimensions that could not escape the notice of the neighbours, when a sound  a sound from within, from upstairs  stayed the tumult as by magic.

Blondel ceased to struggle, and stood aghast. Basterga relaxed his hold upon his prisoners and listened. Claude leant back against the wall. The girl alone  she alone moved. Without speaking, without looking, as a bird flies to its young, she sprang to the stairs and fled up them.

The maniacal laugh, the crazy words  a moment only, they heard them: and then the door above, which the poor woman, so long bedridden, had contrived in her frenzy of fear to open, closed on the sounds and stifled them. But enough had been heard: enough to convince Blondel, enough to justify Basterga, enough to change the fortunes of more than one in the room. The scholars eyes met the Syndics.

Are you satisfied? he asked, in a low voice.

Blondel, breathing hard, nodded.

You heard?

He nodded a second time. He looked scared.

Then you have enough to burn the old witch and the young one with her! Basterga replied. He turned his small eyes, sparkling with malignity, on the young man, who stood against the wall, pale, and but half recovered from the blow he had sustained. You thought to thwart me, did you, Messer Claude? You thought yourself clever enough to play with Cæsar Basterga, did you? To hold at bay  oh, clever fellow  a magistrate and a scholar! And defy us both! Now I will tell you what will come of it! He shook his great finger in front of the young man. Your pretty bit of pink and white will burn! Burn, see you! A show for the little boys, a holiday for the young men and the young women, a treat for the old men, who will see her white limbs writhe in the smoke! Ha! as Claude, with a face of horror, would have waved him away, that touches you, does it? You had not thought of that? Nay, you had not thought of other things. I tell you, before the sun sets this evening, this house shall be anathema! Before night what we have heard will be known abroad, and there will be much added to it. There was a child died in the fourth house from this on Sunday! It will be odd if she did not overlook it. And the young wife of the Lieutenant at the Porte Tertasse, who has ailed since her marriage  a pale thing; who knows but he looked this way once and Mistress Anne thought ill of his defection? Ha! Ha! You would cross Cæsar Basterga, would you? No, Messer Claude, he set his huge foot on the fallen sword which Claude had made a movement to recover. I fight with other weapons than that! And if you lay a finger on me  he extended his arms to their widest extent I will crush the life out of you. That is better, as Claude stood glaring helplessly at him I teach you prudence, at any rate. And as, with a sneer, you are so apt at learning, I will do you, if you choose, a greater kindness that man ever did you, or woman either!

The young man, breathing quickly, did not speak. Perhaps his eyes were watching for an opening; at the least appearance of one he would have flung himself upon his enemy.

You do not choose. And yet, I will do it. In one word  Go!

Teque his, puer, eripe flammis!

He pointed to the door with a gesture tragic enough. Go and live, for if you stay you die! Wait not until the chain is drawn before the door, until boards darken the windows, and men cross the street when they would pass! Until women hide their heads as they go by, and the market will not sell, nor the water run for you! For then, as surely as she will perish, you will perish with her!

So be it! Claude cried. And in his turn he pointed, not without dignity, to the door. Go you, and our blood be upon your head!

Basterga shrugged his shoulders, and in one moment put the thing and his grand manner away from him. Enough! we will go, he said. You are satisfied, Messer Syndic? Yes. Farewell, young sir, you have my last word. And while the young man stood glowering at him, he opened the street door, and the two passed out.

You will not go on with this? Blondel muttered with a backward gesture, as the two paused.

Nothing, Basterga answered in a low voice, will suit our purpose better. It will amuse Geneva and fill mens mouths till the time come. For you too, Messer Blondel, he continued, with a piercing look, will live and not die, I take it?

The other knew then that the hour had come to set his seal to the bargain: and equally, that if at this eleventh hour he would return, the path was open. But facilis  known is the rest, and the grip which a strong nature gains on a weaker, and how hardly fear, once admitted, is cast out. Within the Syndics sight rose one of the gates, almost within touch rose the rampart of the city, long his own, which he was asked to betray. The mountains of his native land, pure, cold and sunlit, stood up against the blue depth of winter sky, eloquent of the permanence of things, and the insignificance of men. The contemplation of them turned his cheek a shade paler and struck terror to his heart; but did not stay him. His eyes avoiding the others gaze, his face shrinking and pitiable, shame already his portion, he nodded.

Precisely, Basterga said. Then nothing can better serve our purpose than this. Let your officers know what you have heard, and know that you would hear more  of this house. That, and a hint of evil practices and witchs spells dropped here and there, will give your townsfolk something to talk of and stare at and swallow  till our time come.

But if I bid them watch this house, Blondel muttered weakly  how fast, how fast the thing was passing out of his hands! attention will be called to you, and then, Messer Basterga  

My work is done here, Basterga replied calmly. I have crossed that threshold for the last time. When I leave you  and it is time we parted  I go out of the gates, not again to return until  until things have been brought to the point at which we would have them, Messer Blondel.

And that, the Syndic said with a shudder, will be?

Towards the longest night. Say, in a week or so from now. The precise moment  that and other things, I will let you know by a safe mouth.

But the remedium? That first! the Syndic muttered, a scowl, for a second, darkening his face.

Basterga smiled. Have no fear, he replied. That first, by all means. And afterwards  Geneva.


CHAPTER XIX.

THE DEPARTURE OF THE RATS.

The wood-ash on the hearth had sunk lower and grown whiter. The last flame that had licked the black sides of the great pot had died down among the expiring embers. Only under the largest log glowed a tiny cavern, carbuncle-hued; and still Claude walked restlessly from the window to the door, or listened with a frowning face at the foot of the stairs. One hour, two hours had passed since the Syndics departure with Basterga; and still Anne remained with her mother and made no sign. Once, spurred by anxiety and the thought that he might be of use, Claude had determined to mount and seek her; but half-way up the stairs his courage had failed he had recoiled from a scene so tender, and so sacred. He had descended and fallen again to moving to and fro, and listening, and staring remorsefully at the weapon  it lay where he had dropped it on the floor  that had failed him in his need.

He had their threats in his ears, and by-and-by the horror of inaction, the horror of sitting still and awaiting the worst with folded hands, overcame him; and in a panic planning flight for them all, flight, however hopeless, however desperate, he hurried into his bed-closet, and began to pack his possessions. He packed impulsively until even the fat text-books bulked in his bundle, and the folly of flying for life with a Cæsar and Melancthon on his back struck him. Then he turned all out on the floor in a fury of haste lest she should surprise him, and think that he had had it in his mind to desert her.

Back he went on that to the living-room with its dying fire and lengthening shadows; and there he resumed his solitary pacing. The room lay silent, the house lay silent; even the rampart without, which the biting wind kept clear of passers. He tried to reason on the position, to settle what would happen, what steps Basterga and Blondel would take, how the blow they threatened would fall. Would the officers of the Syndic enter and seize the two helpless women and drag them to the guard-house? In that case, what should he do, what could he do, since it was most unlikely that he would be allowed to go with them or see them? For a time the desperate notion of bolting and barring the house and holding it against the law possessed his mind; but only to be quickly dismissed. He was not yet mad enough for that. In the meantime was there any one to whom he could appeal? Any course he could adopt?

The sound of the latch rising in its socket drew his eyes to the outer door. It opened, and he saw Louis Gentilis on the threshold. Holding the door ajar, the young man peered in. Meeting Claudes eyes, he looked to the stairs, as if to seek the protection of Annes presence; failing to find her, he made for an instant as if he would shut the door again, and go. But apparently he saw that Claude, thoroughly dispirited, was making no motion to carry out his threats of vengeance; and he thought better of it. He came in slowly, and closed the door after him. Turning his cap in his hand, and with his eyes slyly fixed on Claude, he made without a word for his bed-closet, entered it, and closed the door behind him.

His silence was strange, and his furtive manner impressed Claude unpleasantly. They seemed to imply a knowledge that boded ill; nor was the impression they made weakened when, two minutes later, the closet door opened again, and he came out.

What is it? Claude asked, speaking sharply. He was not going to put up with mystery of this sort.

For answer Louis eyes met his a moment; then the young man, without speaking, slid across the room to a chair on which lay a book. He took up the volume; it was his. Next he discovered another possession  or so it seemed  approached it and took seisin of it in the same dumb way; and so with another and another. Finally, blinking and looking askance, he passed his eyes from side to side to learn if he had overlooked anything.

But Claudes patience, though prolonged by curiosity, was at an end. He took a step forward, and had the satisfaction of seeing Louis drop his air of mystery, and recoil two paces. If you dont speak, Claude cried, I will break every bone in your body! Do you hear, you sneaking rogue? Do you forget that you are in my debt already? Tell me in two words what this dumb show means, or I will have payment for all!

Master Louis cringed, divided between the desire to flee and the fear of losing his property. You will be foolish if you make any fuss here, he muttered, his arm raised to ward off a blow. Besides, Im going, he continued, swallowing nervously as he spoke. Let me go.

Going?

Yes.

Do you mean, Claude exclaimed in astonishment, that you are going for good?

Yes, and if you will take my advice  with a look of sinister meaning you will go too. That is all.

Why? Why? Claude repeated.

Louis only answer was a shudder, which told Claude that if the other did not know all, he knew much. Dismayed and confounded, Mercier stepped back, and, with a secret grin of satisfaction, Louis turned again to his task of searching the room. He found presently that for which he had been looking  his cloak. He disentangled it, with a peculiar look, from a womans hood, contact with which he avoided with care. That done, he cast it over his arm, and got back into his closet. Claude heard him moving there, and presently he emerged a second time.

Precisely as he did so Claude caught the sound of a light footstep on the stairs, the stair door opened, and Anne, her face weary, but composed, came in. Her first glance fell on Louis, who, with his sack and cloak on his arm, was in the act of closing the closet door. Habit carried her second look to the hearth.

You have let the fire go out, she said. Then, turning to Louis, in a voice cold and free from emotion, Are you going? she asked.

He muttered that he was, his face a medley of fear and spite and shame.

She nodded, but to Claudes astonishment expressed no surprise. Meanwhile Louis, after dropping first his cloak and then his sack, in his haste to be gone, shuffled his way to the door. The two looked on, without moving or speaking, while he opened it, carried out his bag, and, turning about, closed the door upon himself. They heard his footsteps move away.

At length Claude spoke. The rats, I see, are leaving, he muttered.

Yes, the rats! she echoed, and carried for a moment her eyes to his. Then she knelt on the hearth, and uncovering the under side of the log, where a little fire still smouldered, she fed it with two or three fir-cones, and, stooping low, blew steadily on them until they caught fire and blazed. He stood looking down at her, and marvelled at the strength of mind that allowed her to stoop to trifles, or to think of fires at such a time as this. He forgot that habit is of all stays the strongest, and that to women a thousand trifles make up  God reward them for it  the work of life: a work which instinct moves them to pursue, though the heavens fall.

Several hours had elapsed since he had entered hotfoot to see her; and the day was beginning to wane. The flame of the blazing fir-cones, a hundred times reflected in the rows of pewter plates and the surface of the old oaken dressers, left the corners of the room in shadow. Immediately within the windows, indeed, the daylight held its own; but when she rose and turned to him her back was towards the casement, and the firelight which lit up her face flickered uncertainly, and left him in doubt whether she were moved or not.

You have eaten nothing! she said, while he stood pondering what she would say. And it is four oclock! I am sorry! Her tone, which took shame to herself, gave him a new surprise.

He stopped her as she turned to the dresser. Your mother is better? he said gently.

She is herself now, she replied, with a slight quaver, and without looking at him. And she went about her work.

Did she know? Did she understand? In his world was only one fact, in his mind only one tremendous thought: the fact of their position, the thought of their isolation and peril. In her treatment of Louis she had seemed to show knowledge and a comprehension as wide as his own. But if she knew all, could she be as calm as she was? Could she go about her daily tasks? Could she cut and lay and fetch with busy fingers, and all in silence?

He thought not; and though he longed to consult her, to assure her and comfort her, to tell her that the very isolation, the very peril in which they stood were a happiness and a joy to him, whatever the issue, because he shared them with her, he would not, by reason of that doubt. He did not yet know the courage which underlies the gentlest natures: nor did he guess that even as it was a joy to him to stand beside her in peril, so it was a joy to her, even in that hour, to come and go for him, to cut his bread and lay for him, to draw his wine from the great cask under the stairs, and pour for him in the tall horn mug.

And little said. By him, because he shrank from opening her eyes to the danger of their position; by her, because her mind was full and she could not trust herself to speak calmly. But he knew that she, too, had fasted since morning, and he made her eat with him: and it was in the thoughts of each that they had never eaten together before. For commonly Anne took her meal with her mother, or ate as the women of her time often ate, standing, alone, when others had finished. There are moments when the simplest things put on the beauty and significance of rites, and this first eating together at the small table on the fire-lit hearth was one of such moments. He saw that she did eat; and this care for her, and the reverence of his manner, so moved her, that at last tears rose and choked her, and to give her time and to hide his own feelings, he stood up and affected to get something from the fireside.

Before he turned again, the latch rattled and the door flew open. The freezing draught that entered, arrested him between the table and the fire. The intruder was Grio. He stood an instant scowling on them, then he entered and closed the door. He eyed the two with a sneering laugh, and, turning, flung his cloak on a chair. It was ill-aimed and fell to the ground.

Why the devil dont you light? he cried violently. Eh? He added something in which the words Old hags devilry! were alone audible. Do you hear? he continued, more coherently. Why dont you light? What black games are you playing, Id like to know? I want my things!

Claudes fingers tingled, but danger and responsibility are sure teachers, and he restrained himself. Neither of them answered, but Anne fetched the lamp, and kindling a splinter of wood lighted it, and placed it on the table. Then bringing the Spaniards rushlight from the three or four that stood on the dresser, she lighted it and held it out to him.

Set it down! he said, with tipsy insolence. He was not quite sober. Set it down! I am not going to  hic!  risk my salvation! Avaunt, Satan! It is possible to palm the evil one, like a card I am told, and  hic!  soul out, devil in, all lost as easy as candle goes out!

He had taken his candle with an unsteady hand, and unconsciously had blown it out himself. She restrained Claude by a look, and patiently taking the rushlight from Grio, she re-lit it and set it on the table for him to take.

As a candle goes out! he repeated, eyeing it with drunken wisdom. Candle out, devil in, soul lost, there you have it in three words  clever as any of your long-winded preachers! But I want my things. I am going before it is too late. Advise you to go too, young man, he hiccoughed, before you are overlooked. She is a witch! Shes the devils mark on her, I tell you! Id like to have the finding it! And with an ugly leer he advanced a step as if he would lay hands on her.

She shrank back, and Claudes eyes blazed. Fortunately, the bullys mind passed to the first object of his coming; or it may be that he was sober enough to read a warning in the younger mans face.

Oh! time enough, he said. You are not so nice always, Ill be bound. And things come  hic!  to those who wait! I dont belong to your Sabbaths, I suppose, or youd be freer! But I want my things, and I am going to have them! I defy thee, Satan! And all thy works!

Still growling under his breath he burst open the staircase door, and stumbled noisily upwards, the light wavering in his hand. Annes eyes followed him; she had advanced to the foot of the stairs, and Claude understood the apprehension that held her. But the sounds did not penetrate to the room on the upper floor, or Madame Royaume did not take the alarm; perhaps she slept. And after assuring herself that Grio had entered his room the girl returned to the table.

The Spaniard had spoken with brutal plainness; it was no longer possible to ignore what he had said, or to lie under any illusion as to the girls knowledge of her peril. Claudes eyes met hers: and for a moment the anguished human soul peered through the mask of constancy, for a moment the woman in her, shrinking from the ordeal and the fire, from shame and death, thrust aside the veil, and held out quivering, piteous hands to him. But it was for a moment only. Before he could speak she was brave as before, quiet as he had ever seen her, patient, mistress of herself. It is as you said, she muttered, smiling wanly, the rats are leaving us.

Vermin! he whispered. He could not trust himself to say more. His voice shook, his eyes were full.

They have not lost time, she continued in a low tone. She did not cease to listen, nor did her eyes leave the staircase door. Louis first, and now Grio. How has it reached them so quickly, do you think?

Louis is hand in glove with the Syndic, he murmured.

And Grio?

With Basterga.

She nodded. What do you think they will do  first? she whispered. And again  it went to his heart  the womans face, fear-drawn, showed as it were beneath the mask with which love and faith and a noble resignation had armed her. Do you think they will denounce us at once?

He shook his head in sheer inability to foresee; and then, seeing that she continued to look anxiously for his answer, that answer which he knew to be of no value, for minute by minute the sense of his helplessness was weighing upon him, It may be, he muttered. God knows. When Grio is gone we will talk about it.

She began, but always with a listening ear and an eye to the open door, to remove from the table the remains of their meal. Midway in her task, she glanced askance at the window, under the impression that some one was looking through it; and in any case now the lamp was lit it exposed them to the curiosity of the rampart. She was going to close the shutters when Claude interposed, raised the heavy shutters and bolted and barred them. He was turning from them when Grios step was heard descending.

Strange to say the Spaniards first glance was at the windows, and he looked genuinely taken aback when he saw that they were closed. Why the devil did you shut? he exclaimed, in a rage; and passing Anne with a sidelong movement, he flung a heavy bundle on the floor by the door. As he turned to ascend again he met her eyes, and backing from her he made with two of his fingers the ancient sign which southern people still use to ward off the evil eye. Then, half shamefacedly, half recklessly, he blundered upstairs again. A moment, and he came stumbling down; but this time he was careful to keep the great bundle he bore between himself and her eyes, until he had got the door open.

That precaution taken, as if he thought the free cold air which entered would protect him from spells, he showed himself at his ease, threw down his bundle and faced her with an air of bravado.

I need not have feared, he said with a tipsy grin, but I had forgotten what I carry. I have a hocus-pocus here   he touched his breast written by a wise man in Ravenna, and sealed with a dead Goths hand, that is proof against devil or dam! And I defy thee, mistress.

Why? she cried. Why? And the note of indignation in her voice, the passionate challenge of her eyes, enforced the question. In the human mind is a desire for justice that will not be denied; and even from this drunken ruffian a sudden impulse bade her demand it. Why should you defy me or fear me? What have I done to you, what have I done to any one, she continued, with noble resentment, that you should spread this of me? You have eaten and drunk at my hand a hundred times; have I poisoned or injured you? I have looked at you a hundred times; have I overlooked you? You have lain down under this roof by night a hundred times; have I harmed you sleeping or waking, full moon or no moon?

For answer he leered at her slyly. Not a whit, he said. No.

No? Her colour rose.

No; but you see  with a grin it never leaves me, my girl. He touched his breast. While I wear that I am safe.

She gasped. Do you mean that I  

I do not know what you would have done  but for that! he retorted. Maimed me or wizened me, perhaps! Or, may be, made me waste away as you did the child that died three doors away last Sunday!

Her face changed slowly. Prepared as she had been for the worst by many an hour of vigil beside her mothers bed, the horror of this precise accusation  and such an accusation  overcame her. What? she cried. You dare to say that I  that I   She could not finish.

But her eyes lightened, her form dilated with passion; and tipsy, ignorant, brutish as he was, the Spaniard could not be blind to the indignation, the resentment, the very wonder which stopped her breath and choked her utterance. At the sight some touch of shame, some touch of pity, made itself felt in the dull recesses even of that brain. I dont say it, he muttered awkwardly. It is what they are saying in the street.

In the street?

Ay, where else? He knew who said it, for he knew whence his orders came: but he was not going to tell her. Yet the spark of kindliness which she had kindled still lived  how could it be otherwise in presence of her youth and gentleness? If youll take my advice, he continued roughly, youll not show yourself in the streets unless you wish to be mishandled, my girl. It will be time enough when the time comes. Even now, if you were to leave your old witch of a mother and get good protection, there is no knowing but you might be got clear! You are a fair bit of red and white, with a grin. And it is not far to Savoy! Will you come if I risk it?

A gesture, half refusal, half loathing, answered him.

Oh, very well! he said. The short-lived fit of pity passed from him; he scowled. Youll think differently when they have the handling of you. Im glad to be going, for where theres one fire there are apt to be more; and I am a Christian, no matter whos not! Let who will burn, Ill not!

He picked up one bundle and, carrying it out, raised his voice. A man, who had shrunk, it seemed, from entering the house, showed his face in the light which streamed from the door. To this fellow he gave the bundle, and shouldering the other, he went heavily out, leaving the door wide open behind him.

Claude strode to it and closed it; but not so quickly that he had not a glimpse of three or four pairs of eyes staring in out of the darkness; eyes so curious, so fearful, so quickly and noiselessly withdrawn  for even while he looked, they were gone  that he went back to the hearth with a shiver of apprehension.

Fortunately, she had not seen them. She stood where he had left her, in the same attitude of amazement into which Grios accusation had cast her. As she met his gaze  then, at last, she melted. The lamplight showed her eyes brimming over with tears; her lips quivered, her breast heaved under the storm of resentment.

How dare they say it? she cried. How dare they? That I would harm a child? A child? And, unable to go on, she held out protesting hands to him. And my mother? My mother, who never injured any one or harmed a hair of any ones head! That she  that they should say that of her! That they should set that to her! But I will go this instant, impetuously, to the childs mother. She will hear me. She will know and believe me. A mother? Yes, I will go to her!

Not now, he said. Not now, Anne!

Yes, now, she persisted, deaf to his voice. She snatched up her hood from the ground on which it had fallen, and began to put it on.

He seized her arm. No, not now, he said firmly. You shall not go now. Wait until daylight. She will listen to you more coolly then.

She resisted him. Why? she said. Why?

People fancy things at night, he urged. I know it is so. If she saw you enter out of the darkness  the girl with her burning eyes, her wet cheeks, her disordered hair looked wild enough she might refuse to believe you. Besides  

What?

I will not have you go now, he said firmly. That instant it had flashed upon him that one of the faces he had seen outside was the face of the dead childs mother. I will not let you go, he repeated. Go in the daylight. Go to-morrow morning. Go then, if you will! He did not choose to tell her that he feared for her instant safety if she went now; that, if he had his will, the streets would see her no more for many a day.

She gave way. She took off her hood, and laid it on the table. But for several minutes she stood, brooding darkly and stormily, her hands fingering the strings. To foresee is not always to be forearmed. She had lived for months in daily and hourly expectation of the blow which had fallen; but not the more easily for that could she brook the concrete charge. Her heart burned, her soul was on fire. Justice, give us justice though the heavens fall, is an instinct planted deep in mans nature! Of the Mysterious Passion of our Lord our finite minds find no part worse than the anguish of innocence condemned. A child? She to hurt a child? And her mother? Her mother, so harmless, so ignorant, so tormented! She to hurt a child?

After a time, nevertheless, the storm began to subside. But with it died the hope which is inherent in revolt; in proportion as she grew more calm the forlornness of her situation rose more clearly before her. At last that had happened which she had so long expected to happen. The thing was known. Soon the full consequences would be upon her, the consequences on which she dared not dwell. Shudderingly she tried to close her eyes to the things that might lie before her, to the things at which Grio had hinted, the things of which she had lain thinking  even while they were distant and uncertain  through many a night of bitter fear and fevered anticipation.

They were at hand now, and though she averted her thoughts, she knew it. But the wind is tempered to the shorn. Even as the prospect of future ill can dominate the present, embitter the sweetest cup, and render thorny the softest bed, so, sometimes, present good has the power to obscure the future evil. As Anne sank back on the settle, her trembling limbs almost declining to bear her, her eyes fell on her companion. Failing to rouse her, he had seated himself on the other side of the hearth, his elbows on his knees, his chin on his hands, in an attitude of deep thought. And little by little, as she looked at him, her cheeks grew, if not red, less pale, her eyes lost their tense and hopeless gaze. She heaved a quivering sigh, and slowly carried her look round the room.

Its homely comfort, augmented by the hour and the firelight, seemed to lap them round. The door was locked, the shutters were closed, the lamp burned cheerfully. And he sat opposite  sat as if they had been long married. The colour grew deeper in her face as she gazed; she breathed more quickly; her eyes shone. What evil cannot be softened, what misfortune cannot be lightened to a woman by the knowledge that she is loved by the man she loves? That where all have fled, he remains, and that neither fear of death nor word of man can keep him from her side?

He looked up in the end, and caught the look on her face, the look that a woman bestows on one man only in her life. In a moment he was on his knees beside her, holding her hands, covering them with kisses, vowing to save her, to save her  or to die with her!


CHAPTER XX.

IN THE DARKENED ROOM.

Claude flung the cloak from his head and shoulders, and sat up. It was morning  morning, after that long, dear sitting together  and he stared confusedly about him. He had been dreaming; all night he had slept uneasily. But the cry that had roused him, the cry that had started that quick beating of the heart, the cry that still rang in his waking ears and frightened him, was no dream.

As he rose to his feet, his senses began to take in the scene; he remembered what had happened and where he was. The shutters were lowered and open. The cold grey light of the early morning at this deadest season of the year fell cheerlessly on the living-room; in which for the greater safety of the house he had insisted on passing the night. Anne, whose daily task it was to open the shutters, had been down then: she must have been down, or whence the pile of fresh cones and splinters that crackled, and spirted flame about the turned log. Perhaps it was her mothers cry that had roused him; and she had re-ascended to her room.

He strode to the staircase door, opened it softly and listened. No, all was silent above; and then a new notion struck him, and he glanced round. Her hood was gone. It was not on the table on which he had seen it last night.

It was so unlikely, however, that she had gone out without telling him, that he dismissed the notion; and, something recovered from the strange agitation into which the cry had cast him, he yawned. He returned to the hearth and knelt and re-arranged the sticks so that the air might have freer access to the fire. Presently he would draw the water for her, and fill the great kettle, and sweep the floor. The future might be gloomy, the prospect might lower, but the present was not without its pleasures.

All his life his slowness to guess the truth on this occasion was a puzzle to him. For the materials were his. Slowly, gradually, as he crouched sleepily before the fire, it grew upon him that there was a noise in the air; a confused sound, not of one cry, but of many, that came from the street, from the rampart. A noise, now swelling a little, now sinking a little, that seemed as he listened not so distant as it had sounded a while ago. Not distant at all, indeed; quite close  now! A sound of rushing water, rather soothing; or, as it swelled, a sound of a crowd, a gibing, mocking crowd. Yes, a crowd. And then in one instant the change was wrought.

He was on his feet; he was at the door. He, who a moment before had nodded over the fire, watching the flames grow, was transformed in five seconds into a furious man, tugging at the door, wrestling madly with the unyielding oak. Wrestling, and still the noise rose! And still he strained in vain, back and sinew, strained until with a cry of despair he found that he could not win. The door was locked, the key was gone! He was a prisoner!

And still the noise that maddened him, rose. He sprang to the right-hand window, the window nearest the commotion. He tore open a panel of the small leaded panes, and thrust his head between the bars. He saw a crowd; for an instant, in the heart of the crowd and raised above it, he saw an uplifted arm and a white womans face from which blood was flowing. He drew in his head, and laid his hands to one of the bars and flung his weight this way and that, flung it desperately, heedless of injury. But in vain. The lead that soldered the bar into the strong stone mullion held, and would have held against the strength of four. With heaving breast, and hands from which the blood was starting, he stood back, glared round him, then with a cry flung himself upon the other window, tore it open and seized a bar  the middle one of the three. It was loose he remembered. God! why had he not thought of it before? Why had he wasted time?

He wasted no more, with those shouts of cruel glee in his ears. The bar came out in his hands. He thrust himself feet first through the aperture. Slight as he was, it was small for him, and he stuck fast at the hips, and had to turn on his side. The rough edges of the bars scraped the skin, but he was through, and had dropped to his feet, the bar which he had plucked out still in his hands. For a fraction of a second, as he alighted, his eyes took in the crowd, and the girl at bay against the wall. She was raised a little above her tormentors by the steps on which she had taken refuge.

On one side her hair hung loose, and the cheek beneath it was cut and bleeding, giving her a piteous and tragic aspect. Four out of five of her assailants were women; one of these had torn her face with her nails. Streaks of mud were mingled with the blood which ran down her neck; and even as Claude recovered himself after the drop from the window, a missile, eluding the bent arm with which she strove to shield her face, struck and bespattered her throat where the collar of her frock had been torn open  perhaps by the same rough clutch which had dragged down her hair. The ring about her  like all crowds in the beginning  were strangely silent; but a yell of derision greeted this success, and a stone flew, narrowly missing her, and another, and another. A woman, holding a heavy Bible after the fashion of a shield, was stooping and striking at her knees with a stick, striving to bring her to the ground; and with the cruel laughter that hailed the hags ungainly efforts were mingled other and more ugly sounds, low curses, execrations, and always one fatal word, Witch! Witch!  fatal word spat at her by writhing mouths, hissed at her by pale lips, tossed broadcast on the cold morning wind, to breed wherever it flew fear and hate and suspicion. For, even while they mocked her they feared her, and shielded themselves against her power with signs and crossings and the Holy Book.

To all, curse and blow and threat, she had only one word. Striving patiently to shield her face, Let me go! she wailed pitifully. Let me go! Let me go! Strange to say, she cried even that but softly; as who should say, If you will not, kill me quietly, kill me without noise! Ay, even then, with the blood running down her face, and with those eyes more cruel than mens eyes hemming her in, she was thinking of the mother whom she had sheltered so long.

Let me go! Let me go! she repeated.

Witch, you shall go! they answered ruthlessly. To hell!

Ay, with her dam! To the water with her! To the water!

Look for the devils mark! Search her! Again, Martha! Bring her down! Bring her down, and well soon see whether  

Then he reached them. The man, one of the few present, who had bidden them search her fell headlong on his face in the gutter, struck behind as by a thunder-bolt. The great Bible flew one way, the hags stick flew another  and in its flight felled a second woman. In a twinkling Claude was on the steps, and in the heart of the crowd stood two people, not one; in a twinkling his arm was round the girl, his pale, furious face confronted her tormentors, his blazing eyes beat down theirs! More than all, his iron bar, brandished recklessly this way and that, threatened the brains of the man or the woman who was bold enough to withstand him.

For he was beside himself with rage. He learned in that moment that he was of those who fight with joy and rejoicing, and laugh where others shake. The sight of that white, bleeding face, of that hanging hair, of that suppliant arm, above all, the sound of that patient Let me go! Let me go! that expected nothing and hoped nothing, had turned his blood to fire. The more numerous his opponents  if they were men  the better he would be pleased; and if they were women, such women, unsexed by hate and superstition, as he saw before him, women looking a millionfold more like witches than the girl they accused, the worse for them! His arm would not falter!

It seemed of steel indeed. The bar quivered like a reed in his grasp, his eyes darted hither and thither, he stood an inch taller than at other times. He was like the war-horse that sniffs the battle.

And yet he was cool after a fashion. He must get her home, and to do so he must not lose a moment. The vantage of the steps on which they stood, raised a hands breath above their assailants, was a thing to be weighed; but it would not serve them if these cursed women mustered, and the cowardly crew before him throve to a mob. He must home with her. But the door was locked, and she could only go in as he had come out. Still, she must go.

He thought all this between one stride and another  and other thoughts thick as leaves falling in a wind. Then, Fools! he thundered, and had her down the steps, and was dragging her towards her door before they awoke from their surprise, or thought of attacking him. The woman with the big Bible had had her fill  though he had not struck her but her stick  and sat where she had fallen in the mud. The other woman hugged herself in pain. The man was in no hurry to be up, having once felt Claudes knee in the small of his back. For a few seconds no one moved; and when they recovered themselves he was half-way to the Royaumes door.

They snatched up mud, then, and flung it after the pair with shrill execrations. And the woman who had picked up the stick hurled it in a frenzy after them, but wide of the mark. A dozen stones fell round them, and the cry of The Witch! The Witch!  cry so ominous, so cruel, cry fraught with death for so many poor creatures  followed hard on them. But they were within five paces of the door now, and if he could lift her to the window  

The key, she murmured in his ear. The key is in the lock!

She had her wits, too, then, and her courage! He felt a glow of pride, his arm pressed her more closely to him. Unlock it! he answered, and leaving her to it, having now no fear that she would faint or fall, he turned on the rabble with his bar.

But they were for words, not blows, a rabble of cowards and women. They turned tail with screams and fled to a distance, more than one falling in the sudden volte-face. He made no attempt to pursue them along the rampart, but looked behind him, and found that she had opened the door. She had taken out the key, and was waiting for him to enter.

He went up the steps, entered, and she closed the door quickly. It shut out in a moment the hootings of the returning women. While she locked it on the inside, he raised the bars and slid them into their places. Then, not till then, he turned to her.

Her face averted, she was staunching the blood which trickled from her cheek. It was the childs mother! she faltered, a sob in her voice. I went to her. I thought  that she would believe. Get me some water, please! I must go upstairs. My mother will be frightened.

He was astonished: on fire himself, with every pulse beating madly, he was prepared for her to faint, to fall, to fling herself into his arms in gratitude; prepared for everything but this self-forgetfulness. Water? he said doubtfully, but had you not better  take some wine, Anne?

To wash! To wash! she replied sharply, almost angrily. How can I go to her in this state? And do you shut the shutters.

A stone had that moment passed through a pane of one of the windows. The rout of women were gathering before the house; the step she advised was plainly necessary. Fortunately the Royaumes house, like all in the Corraterie  which formed an inner line of defence pierced by the Tertasse gate  had outside shutters of massive thickness, capable of being lowered from within. He closed these in haste and found, when he turned from the task and looked for her  a small round hole in each shutter made things dimly visible  that she was gone to soothe her mother.

He could not but love her the more for it. He could not but respect her the more for her courage, for her thoughtfulness, her self-denial. But when the heart is full and would unburden itself, when the brain teems with pent-up thoughts, when the excitement of action and of peril wanes and the mind would fain tell and hear and compare and remember  then to be alone, to be solitary, is to sink below ones self.

For a time, while his pulses still beat high, while the heat of battle still wrought in him, and the noise without continued, and there seemed a prospect of things to be done, he stood up against this. Thump! Thump! They were stoning the shutters. Let them! He placed the settle across the hearth, and in this way cut off the firelight that might have betrayed those in the room to eyes peeping through the holes. By-and-by the shrill vixenish cries rose louder, he caught the sound of voices in altercation, and of hoarse orders: and slowly and reluctantly the babel seemed to pass away. An anxious moment followed: fearfully he listened for the knock of the law, the official summons which must make all his efforts useless. But it did not come.

It was when the silence which ensued had lasted some minutes that the strangeness and aloofness of his position in this darkened room began to weigh on his spirits. His eyes had adapted themselves to the gloom, and he could make out the shapes of the furniture. But it was morning! It was day! Outside, the city was beginning to go about its ordinary work, its ordinary life. The streets were filling, the classes were mustering. And he sat here in the dark! The longer he stared into the strange, depressing gloom, the farther he seemed from life; the more solitary, the more hopeless, the more ominous seemed the position.

Alone with two women whom the worst of fates threatened! Whose pains and ultimate lot the brawl in which he had taken part foreshadowed too clearly. For thus and with as little cause perished in those days thousands of the helpless and the friendless. Alone with these two, under the roof from which all others had fled, barred with them behind the gloomy shutters until the hour came, and their fellows, shuddering, cast them out  what chance had he of escaping their lot?

Or what desire to escape it? None, he told himself. None! But he who fights best when blows are to be struck and things can be done finds it hard to sit still where it is the inevitable that must be faced. And while Claude told himself that he had no desire to escape, since escape for her was impossible, his mind sought desperately the means of saving all. The frontier lay but a league away. Conceivably they might lower themselves from the wall by night; conceivably his strength might avail to carry her mother to the frontier. But, alas! the crime of witchcraft knew no frontier; the reputation of a witch once thrown abroad, flew fast as the swiftest horse. Before they had been three days in Savoy, the women would be reported, seized and examined; and their fate at Faucigny or Bonneville would be no less tragic than in the Bourg du Four of Geneva.

Yet, something must be done, something could surely be done. But what? The bravest caught in a net struggles the most desperately, and involves himself the most hopelessly. And Claude felt himself caught in a net. He felt the deadly meshes cling about his limbs, the ropes fetter and benumb him. From the sunshine of youth, from freedom, from a life without care, he had passed in a few days into the grip of this αναγκη, this dire necessity, this dark ante-chamber of death. Was it wonderful that for a moment, recognising the sacrifice he was called upon to make and its inefficacy to save, he rebelled against the love that had drawn him to this fate, that had led him to this, that in others eyes had ruined him? Ay, but for a moment only. Then with a heart bursting with pity for her, with love for her, he was himself. If it must be, it must be. The prospect was dark as the room in which he stood, confined and stifling, sordid and shameful; the end one which would make his name a marvel and an astonishment. But the prospect and the end were hers too; they would face them together. Haply he might spare her some one pang, haply he might give her some one moment of happiness, the support of one at least who knew her pure and spotless. And while he thought of it  surprise of surprises  he bowed his head on his folded arms and wept.

Not in pity for himself, but for her. It was the thought of her gentleness, her loving nature, her harmlessness  and the end this, the reward this  which overcame him; which swelled his breast until only tears could relieve it. He saw her as a dove struggling in cruel hands; and the pity which, had there been chance or hope, or any to smite, would have been rage, could find no other outlet. He wept like a woman; but it was for her.

And she, who had descended unheard, and stood even now at the door, with a something almost divine in her face  a something that was neither love nor compassion, maids fancy nor mothers care, but a mingling of all these, saw. And her heart bled for him; her arms in fancy went round him, in fancy his head was on her breast, she comforted him. She, who a moment before had almost sunk down on the stairs, worn out by her sufferings and the strain of hiding them from her mothers eyes, forgot her weakness in thought for him.

She had no contempt for his tears. She had seen him stand between herself and her tormentors, she had seen the flash of his eye, heard his voice, knew him brave. But the fate, for which long thought and hours on her knees had prepared her  so that it seemed but a black and bitter passage with peace beyond  appalled her for him; and might well appal him. The courage of men is active, of women passive; with a womans instinct she knew this, allowed for it, and allowed, too, for another thing  that he was fasting.

When he looked up, startled by the tinkle of pewter and the rustle of her skirt, she was kneeling between the settle and the fire, preparing food. He flattered himself that in the dark she had not seen him, and when he had regained his self-control he stepped to the settle-back and looked over it.

You did not see me? he said.

She did not answer at once, but finished what she was doing. Then she stood up and handed him a bowl. The bread is on the table, she said, indicating it. She was a woman, and, dark as it was, she kept the disfigured cheek turned from him.

He would have replied, but she made a sign to him to eat, and, seating herself on a stool in the corner with her plate on her lap, she set him an example. Apart from her weary attitude, and the droop of her head, he might have deemed the scene in which they had taken part a figment of his brain. But round them was the gloom of the closed room!

You did not see me? he repeated presently.

She stood up. I would I had never seen you! she cried; and her anguished tone bore witness to the truth of her words. It is the worst, it is the bitterest thing of all! of all! she repeated. The settle was between them, and she rested her hands on the back of it. He stooped, and, in the darkness, covered them with kisses, while his breast heaved with the swell of the storm which her entrance had cut short. For all but that I was prepared, she continued; I was ready. I have seen for weeks the hopelessness of it, the certain end, the fate before us. I have counted the cost, and I have learned to look beyond for  for all we desire. It is a sharp passage, and peace. But you  her voice rested on the same tragic note of monotony are outside the sum, and spoil all. A little suffering will kill my mother, a little, a very little fear. I doubt if she will live to be taken hence. And I  I can suffer. I have known all, I have foreseen all  long! I have learned to think of it, and I can learn by Gods help to bear it! And in a little while, a very little while, it will be over, and I shall be at rest. But you  you, my love  

Her voice broke, her head sunk forward. His lips met hers in a first kiss; a kiss, salted by the tears that ran unchecked down his face. For a long minute there was silence in the room, a silence broken only by the low, inarticulate murmur of his love  love whispered brokenly on her tear-wet lips, on her cold, closed eyelids. She made no attempt to withdraw her face, and presently the murmur grew to words of defiance, of love that mocked at peril, mocked at shame, mocked at death, having assurance of its own, having assurance of her.

They fell on her ears as warm thaw-rain on frozen sward; and slowly into the pallor of her face, the whiteness of her closed eyelids, crept a tender blush. Strange that for a few brief moments they were happy; strange, proof marvellous of the dominance of the inner life over the outer, of love over death.

My love, my love!

Again!  he murmured.

My love, my love!

But at length she came to herself, she remembered. You will go? she said. She put him from her and held him fondly at arms length, her hands on his shoulders. You will go? It is all you can do for me. You will go and live?

Without you?

Yes. Better, a hundred times better so  for me.

And for me? Why may I not save you and her?

It is impossible!

Nothing is impossible to love, he answered. The nights are long, the wall is not too high! No wall is too high for love! It is but a league to the frontier, and I am strong.

Who would receive us? she asked sadly. Who would shelter us? In Savoy, if we were not held for sorcery, we should be delivered to the Inquisition.

We might gain friends?

With what? No, she continued, her hands cleaving more tightly to him; you must go, dear love! Dear love! You must go! It is all you can do for me, and it is much! Oh, indeed, it is much! It is very much!

He drew her to him as near as the settle would permit, until she was kneeling on it, and in spite of her faint resistance he could look into her eyes. Were you in my place, would you leave me? he asked.

Yes, she lied bravely, I would.

But the flash of resentment in her eyes gave her voice the lie, and he laughed joyfully. You would not! he said. You would not leave me on this side of death!

She tried to protest.

Nor will I you, he continued, stopping her mouth with fresh kisses. Nor will I you till death! Did you think me a coward? He held her from him and looked into her reproachful eyes. Or a Tissot? Tissot left you. Or Louis Gentilis?

But she made him know that he was none of these in a way that satisfied him; and a moment later her mothers voice called her from the room. He thought, having no experience of a womans will, that he had done with that; and in her absence he betook himself to examining the defences of the house. He replaced the bar which he had wrested from the window; wedging it into its socket with a morsel or two of molten lead. The windows of the bedrooms, his own and Louis, looked into a narrow lane, the Rue de la Cité, that ran at the back of the Corraterie in a line with the ramparts; but not only were they almost too small to permit the passage of a full-grown man, they were strongly barred. Against such a rabble, as had assaulted Anne, or even a more formidable mob, the house was secure. But if the law intervened neither bar nor bolt could save them.

He fell to thinking of this, and stood, arrested in the middle of the darkened room that, as the hours went by, was beginning to take on a familiar look. The day was passing, all without remained quiet, nothing had happened. Was it possible that nothing would happen? Was it possible that the girl through long brooding exaggerated the peril? And that the worst to be feared was such an outbreak as had occurred that morning? Such an outbreak as might not take place again, since mobs were fickle things.

He dwelt a while on this more hopeful view of things. Then he recalled Bastergas threats, the Syndics face, the departure of Louis and Grio; and his heart sank as lead sinks. The rumour so quickly spread  by what hints, what innuendoes, what cunning inquiries, what references to the old, invisible, bedridden woman, he could but guess  that rumour bore witness to a malice and a thirst for revenge which were not likely to stop at words. And Louis flight? And Grios? And Bastergas?  for he did not return. To believe that all these, taken together, these and the outrage of the morning, portended anything but danger, anything but the worst, demanded a hopefulness that even his youth and his love could not compass.

Yet when she descended he met her with brave looks.


CHAPTER XXI.

THE REMEDIUM.

Blondels thin lips were warrant  to such of the world as had eyes to see  that in the ordinary things of life he would have been one of the last to put faith in a man of Bastergas stamp: and one of the first, had the case been other than his own, to laugh at the credulity he was displaying. He would have seen  no one more clearly  that, in making the bargain he had made, he was in the position of a drowning man who clutches at a straw; not because he believes that the straw will support him, but because he has no other hope, and is loth to sink.

He would have seen, too, another thing, which indeed he did see dimly. This was that, talk as he might, make terms as he might, repeat as firmly as he pleased, The remedium first and then Geneva, he would be forced when the time came to take the word for the deed. If he dared not trust Basterga, neither dared the scholar trust him. Once safe, once snatched from the dark fate that scared him, he would laugh at the notion of betraying the city. He would snap his fingers in the Paduans face; and Basterga knew it. The scholar, therefore, dared not trust him; and either there was an end of the matter or he must trust Basterga, must eat his own words, and, content with the possession of something, must wait for proof of its efficacy until the die was cast!

In his heart he knew this. He knew that on the brink of the extremity to which circumstances and Basterga were slowly pushing him it might not be in his power to check himself: that he must trust, whether he would or no, and where instinct bade him place no trust. And this doubt, this suspicion that when all was done he might find himself tricked, and learn that for nothing he had given all, added immeasurably to the torment of his mind; to the misery of his reflections when he awoke in the small hours and saw things coldly and clearly, and to the fever and suspense in which he passed his days.

He clung to one thought and got what consolation he could from it; a bitter and saturnine comfort it was. The thought was this: if it turned out that, after all, he had been tricked, he could but die; and die he must if he made no bargain. And to a dead man what matter was it what price he had paid that he might live! What matter who won or who lost Geneva, who lived, who died, who were slaves, who free!

And again, the very easiness of the thing he was asked to do tempted him. It was a thing that to one in his position presented no difficulty and scarcely any danger. He had but to withdraw the guards, or the greater part of them, from a portion of the wall, and to stop on one pretext or another  the bitter cold of the wintry weather would avail  the rounds that at stated intervals visited the various posts. That was all; as a man of tried loyalty, intrusted with the safeguarding of the city, and to whom the officer of the watch was answerable, he might make the necessary arrangements without incurring, even after the catastrophe, more than a passing odium, a breath of suspicion.

And Baudichon and Petitot? He tasted, when he thought of them, the only moments of comfort, of pleasure, of ease, that fell to his lot throughout these days. They would thwart him no more. Petty worms, whose vision went no farther than the walls of the city, he would have done with them when the flag of Savoy fluttered above St. Pierre; and when for the confines of a petty canton was substituted, for those who had eyes to see and courage to adapt themselves, the wide horizon of the Italian Kingdom. When he thought of them  and then only  he warmed to the task before him; then only he could think of it without a shiver and without distaste. And not the less because on that side, in their suspicion, in their grudging jealousy, in their unwinking integrity, lay the one difficulty.

A difficulty exasperated by the insult that, in a moment of bitter disappointment, he had flung in Baudichons face. That hasty word had revealed to the speaker a lack of self-control that terrified him, even as it had revealed to Baudichon a glimpse of something underneath the Fourth Syndics dry exterior that might well set a man thinking as well as talking. This matter Blondel saw plainly he must deal with at once, or it might do harm. To absent himself from the next days council might rouse a storm beyond his power to weather, or short of that might give rise at a later period to a dangerous amount of gossip and conjecture.

He was early at the meeting, therefore, but to his surprise found it in session before the hour. This, and the fact that the hubbub of voices and discussion died down at his entrance  died down and was succeeded by a chilling silence  put him on his guard. He had not come unprepared for opposition; to meet it he had wound himself to a pitch, telling himself that after this all would be easy; that he had this one peril to face, this one obstacle to surmount, and having succeeded might rest. Nevertheless, as he passed up the Great Council Chamber amid that silence, and met strange looks on faces which were wont to smile, his courage for one moment, even in that familiar scene  conscience makes cowards of all  wavered. His smile grew sickly, his nerves seemed suddenly unstrung, his knees shook under him. It was a dreadful instant of physical weakness, of mental terror, under the eyes of all. To himself, he seemed to stand still; to be self-betrayed, self-convicted!

Then  and so brief was the moment of weakness no eye detected it  he moved on to his place, and with his usual coolness took his seat. He looked round.

You are early, he said, ignoring the glances, hostile or doubtful, that met his gaze. The hour has barely struck, I believe?

We were of opinion, Fabri answered, with a dry cough, that minutes were of value.

Ah!

That not even one must be lost, Messer Blondel!

In doing? Blondel asked in a negligent tone, well calculated to annoy those who were eager in the matter. In doing what, if I may ask?

In doing, Messer Syndic, Petitot answered sharply, that which should have been done a week ago; and better still a fortnight ago. In issuing a warrant for the arrest of the person whose name has been several times in question here.

Messer Basterga?

The same.

You may save yourselves the trouble, the Syndic replied, with a little contempt. The warrant has been issued. It was issued yesterday, and would have been executed in the afternoon, if he had not got wind of it, and left the town. And on this let me say one more word, Blondel continued, leaning forward and speaking in sudden heat, before any one could take up the question. That word is this. If it had not been for the importunity of some who are here, the warrant had not been issued, the man had still been within the walls, and we had been able still to trace his plans! We had not been as we now are, and as I foretold we should be, in the dark, ignorant from which quarter the blow may fall, and not a whit the wiser for the hint given us.

You have let him escape! The words were Petitots.

I? No! I have not let him escape, but those who forced my hand! Blondel retorted in passion, so real, or so well simulated, that it swept away the majority of his listeners. They have let him escape! Those who had no patience or craft! Those whose only notion of statesmanship, whose only method of making use of the document we had under our hand was to tear it up. Only yesterday morning I was with him  

Ay? Baudichon cried, his eyes glowing with dull passion. You were with him! And he went in the afternoon! Mark that! He turned quickly to his fellows. He went in the afternoon! Now, I would like to know  

Blondel stood up. Whether I am a traitor? he said, in a tone of fury; and he extended his arms in protest. Whether I am in league with this Italian, I, Philibert Blondel of Geneva? That is what you ask, what you wish to know! Whether I sought him yesterday in the hope of worming his secrets from him, and doing what I could for the benefit of the State in a matter too delicate to be left to underlings? Or went there, one with him, to betray my country? To sell the Free City? That  that is what you ask?

His passion was full, overpowering, convincing; so convincing  it almost stopped his speech  that he believed in it himself, so convincing that it swept away all but his steady and professed opponents. No, no! cried a dozen voices, in tones that reflected his indignation. No, no! Shame!

No? Blondel took up the word, his eyes sparkling, his adust complexion heated and full of fire. But it is  yes, they say! Yes, they say whom you have to thank if we have lost our clue, they who met me going to him but yesterday and threatened me! Threatened me! he repeated, in a voice of astonishment. Me, who desired only, sought only, was going only to do my duty! I used, I admit the fault, he allowed his voice to drop to a tone more like his own, words on that occasion that I now regret. But is blood water? Does no man besides Councillor Baudichon love his country? Is the suspicion, the open suspicion of such an one, no insult, that he must cavil if he be repaid in insult? I have given my proofs. If any man can be trusted to sound the enemy, it is I! But I have done! Had Messer Baudichon not pressed me to issue the warrant, not driven me beyond my patience, it had not been issued yesterday. It had been in the office, and the man within the walls! Ay, and not only within the walls, but fresh from a conference with the Sieur dAlbigny, primed with all we need to know, and in doubt by which side he could most profit!

It was about that you saw him? Petitot said slowly, his eyes fixed like gimlets to the others face.

It was about that I saw him, Blondel answered. And I think in a few hours more I had won him. But in the street he had some secret word or warning; for when I handed the warrant  against my better sense  to the officers, they, who had never lost sight of him between gate and gate, answered that he had crossed the bridge and left the town an hour before. Mon Dieu!  he struck his two hands together and snapped his teeth when I think how foolish I was to be over-ridden, I could  I could say more, Messer Baudichon  with a saturnine look than I said yesterday!

At any rate the bird is flown! Baudichon replied, with sullen temper. That is certain! And it was you who were set to catch him!

But it was not I who scared him, Blondel rejoined.

I dont know what you would have had of him!

Oh, I see that plainly enough, said Fabri. He was an honest man, without prejudice, and long the peace-maker between the two parties.

I thank you, Blondel replied dryly. But, by your leave, I will make it clear to Messer Baudichon also, who will doubtless like to know. I would have had of him the time and place and circumstance of the attack, if such be in preparation. And then, when I knew all, I would have made dispositions, not only to safeguard the city, but to give the enemy such a reception that Italy should ring with it! Ay, and such as should put an end for the rest of our lives to these treacherous attacks!

The picture which he drew thus briefly of a millennium of safety, charmed not only his own adherents, but all who were neutral, all who wavered. They saw how easily the thing might have been done, how completely the treacherous blow might have been parried and returned. Veering about they eyed Baudichon, on whom the odium of the lost opportunity seemed to rest, with resentment  as an honest man, but a simpleton, a dullard, a block! And when Blondel added, after a pause, But there, I have done! The office of Fourth Syndic I leave to you to fill, they barely allowed him to finish.

No! No! came from almost all mouths, and from every part of the council table.

No, Fabri said, when silence was made. There is no provision for a change, unless a definite accusation be laid.

But Messer Baudichon may have one to make, Blondel said proudly. In that case, let him speak.

Baudichon breathed hard, and seemed to be on the point of pouring forth a torrent of words. But he said nothing. Instinct told him that his enemy was not to be trusted, but he had the wit to discern that Blondel had forestalled him, and had drawn the sting from his charges. He could have wept in dull, honest indignation; but for accusations, he saw that the other held the game, and he was silent. Fat hog! the man had called him. Fat hog! A tear gathered slowly in his eye as he recalled it.

Fabri gave him time to speak; and then with evident relief, He has none to make, I am sure, he said.

Let him understand, then, Blondel replied firmly, let all understand, that while I will do my duty I am no longer in the position to guard against sudden strokes, in which I should have been, had I been allowed to go my own way. If a misfortune happen, it is not on me the blame must rest. He spoke solemnly, laughing in his sleeve at the cleverness with which he was turning his enemys petard against him. All that man can do in the dark shall be done, he continued. And I do not  I am free to confess that  anticipate anything while the negotiations with the President Rochette are in progress.

No, it is when they are broken off, they will fall back on the other plan, one of the councillors said with an air of much wisdom.

I think that is so. Nor do I think that anything will be done during the present severe weather.

They like it no better than we do!

But the roads are good in this frost, Fabri said. If it be a question of moving guns or wagons  

But it is not, by your leave, Messer Fabri, as I am informed, the man who had spoken before objected; supporting his opinion simply because he had voiced it, a thing seen every day in such assemblies. Fabri replied on him in the other sense: and presently Blondel had the satisfaction of listening to a discussion in which the one party said a dozen things that he saw would be of use to him  some day.

One only said not a word, and that was Petitot. He listened to all with a puzzled look. He resented the insult which Blondel had flung at his friend Baudichon, but he saw all going against them, and no chance of redress; nay, capital was being made out of that which should have been a disadvantage. Worst of all, he was uneasy, fancying  he was very shrewd  that he caught a glimpse, under the Fourth Syndics manner, of another man: that he detected signs of emotion, a feverishness and imperiousness not quite explained by the circumstances.

He got the notion from this that the Fourth Syndic had learned more from Basterga than he had disclosed. His notion, even so, went no further than the suspicion that Blondel was hiding knowledge out of a desire to reap all the glory. But he did not like it. He was always for risking, for risking! he thought. This is another case of it. God grant it go well! His wife, his children, his daughters, rose in a picture before him, and he hated Blondel, who had none of these. He would have put him to death for running the tithe of a risk.

When the council broke up, Fabri drew Blondel aside. The bird is flown, but what of the nest? he asked. Has he left nothing?

Between you and me, Blondel replied under his breath, as his eyes sought the others, I hope to make him speak yet. But not a word!

Ah!

Not a word! But there is just a chance. And it will be everything to us if I can induce him to speak.

I see that. But the house? Could you not search it?

That would be to scare him finally.

You have made no perquisition there?

None. I have heard, Blondel continued, hesitating as if he had not quite made up his mind to speak, some things  strange things in respect to the house. But I will tell you more of that when I know more.

He was too clever to state that he held the house in suspicion for sorcery and kindred things. Charges such as that spread, he knew, upwards from the lower classes, not downwards to them. The poison, disseminated as he had known how to disseminate it, by hints and innuendoes dropped among his officers and ushers, was already in the air, and would do its work. Fabri, a man of sense, might laugh to-day, and to-morrow; but the third day, when the report came to him from a dozen quarters, mainly by womens mouths, he would not laugh. And presently he would shrug his shoulders and stand aside, and leave the matter in more earnest hands.

Blondel dropped no more than that hint, therefore, and as he passed homeward applauded his discretion. He was proud of the turn things had taken at the Council; elated by the part he had played, and the proof he had given of his mastery, he felt able to carry anything through. His mind, leaping over the immediate future, pictured a wider theatre, in which his powers would have full scope, and a larger stage on which he might aspire to play the first part. He saw himself not only wealthy, but ennobled, the fount of honour, the favourite, and, in time, the master of princes. Such as he was to-day the Medicis had been, and many another whom the world held noble. He had but to live and to dare; only to live and to dare! Only in order to do the one he must  it was no choice of his  do the other!

Before he was five minutes older he was reminded of the necessity. At the door of his house the pains of the disease from which he suffered  aggravated, perhaps, by the excitement through which he had just passed, or by the cold of the weather  seized him with unusual violence. He leant, pale and almost fainting, against the door-jamb, unable at the moment to do so much as raise the latch. The golden dreams in which he had lost himself by the way, the visions of power and fame, vanished as he had so many times seen the after-glow vanish from the snow-peaks; leaving only cold images of death and desolation. Presently, with an effort, he staggered within doors, poured out such medicine as he had, and, bent double and almost without breath, swallowed it; and so, by-and-by, a wan and wild-eyed image of himself came out of the fit.

He told himself in after days that it was that decided him; that but for that sharp fit of pain and the prospect of others like it, he would not have yielded to the temptation, no, not to be the Grand Dukes favourite, not to be Minister of Savoy! He ignored, in his looking backward, the visions of glory and ambition in which he had revelled. He saw himself on the rack, with life and immunity from pain drawing him one way, the prospect of a miserable death the other; and he pleaded that no man would have decided otherwise. After that experience the straw did not float, so thin that he was not ready to grasp it rather than die, rather than suffer again. Nor did the fact that the straw at that moment lay on the table beside him go for much.

It did lie there. When he felt a little stronger and began to look about him, he found a note at his elbow. It was a small, common-looking letter, sealed with a B, that might signify Blondel or Basterga, or, for the matter of that, Baudichon. He did not know the handwriting, and he opened it idly, in the scorn of small things that pain induced.

He had not read a line of the contents, before his countenance changed. The letter was from Basterga, and cunningly contrived. It gave him the directions he needed, yet it was so worded that even after the event it might pass for a trifling communication from a physician. The place and the hour were specified  the latter so near that for a moment his cheek grew pale. On that ensued the part which interested him most; but as the whole was brief, the whole may be given.

Sir (here followed a cabalistic sign such as physicians were in the habit of using to impose on the vulgar). After paying a visit in the Corraterie, where I have an appointment on Saturday evening next between late and early, I will be with you. But the mixture with the necessary directions shall be sent to you twelve hours in advance, so that before my visit you may experience its good effects. As surely as the wrong potion in the case you wot of deprived of reason, so surely (as I hope for salvation) will this potion have the desired effect.

The Physician of Aleppo.

Saturday next, between late and early! Blondel muttered, gazing at the words with fascinated eyes. It is for the day after to-morrow! The day after to-morrow! And in his thoughts he passed again over the road he had travelled since his first visit to Bastergas room, since the hour when the scholar had unrolled before him the map of the town he called Aurelia, and had told him the story of Ibn Jasher and the Physician of Aleppo.





No, I am not well, he answered. He sat, warmly wrapped up, in the high chair in his parlour, his face so drawn with want of sleep that Captain Blandano of the city guard, who had come to take his orders, had no difficulty in believing him. I am not well, he repeated peevishly. It is the weather. He had some soup before him. Beside it stood a tiny phial of medicine; a phial strangely shaped and strange looking, containing something not unlike the green cordial of the Carthusians.

It troubles me a good deal, too, Blandano said. There are seven men absent in the fourth ward. And two men, whose wives are urgent with me that they should have leave.

Leave? the Syndic cried. Do they think naught  leaning forward in a passion of the safety of the city? If I were not ill, I would take service on the wall myself to set an example!

There is no need of that, the Captain answered respectfully, if I might have permission to withdraw a few men from the west side so as to fill the places on the east  

Ay, ay!

From the Rhone side of the town  

From the Corraterie? That is least open to assault.

Yes, from that part perhaps would be best, Blandano assented, nodding. Yes, I think so. If I might do that, I think I could manage.

Well, then do it, Blondel answered. And make a note that I assented to your suggestion to take them from the Corraterie and put them on the lower part of the wall. After all, the nights are very bitter now, and there are limits. Do the men grumble much?

It is as much as I can do to make them go the rounds, Blandano answered. Some plead the weather; and some argue that, with President Rochette, whose word is as good as his bond, on the point of coming to an agreement with us, the rounds are a farce!

The Syndic shrugged his shoulders. Well! he muttered, rubbing his chin and looking thoughtfully before him, we must not wear the men out. There is no moon now, is there?

No.

And the enemy can attempt nothing without light, Blondel continued, thinking aloud. See here, Blandano, we must not put too heavy a burden on our people. I see that. As it is so cold, I think you may pass the word to pretermit the rounds to-night  save two. At what hours would you suggest?

Blandano considered his own comfort  as the other expected he would  and answered, Early and late, say an hour before midnight and an hour before dawn.

Then let be it as you suggest. But see  with returning asperity that those rounds go, and at their hours. Let there be no remissness. I will make a note, he continued, of the hours fixed. An hour before midnight and an hour before dawn.

He extended his arm and drew the ink-horn towards him. Midway in the act, whether it was that his hand shook by reason of his illness, or that he was in a hurry to close an interview which tried him more severely than appeared, his sleeve caught the little phial of green water that stood beside the soup on the table. It reeled an instant on its edge, toppled on its side, and rolling, in one-tenth of the time it takes to tell the tale, to the verge of the table  fell over.

Messer Blondel made a strange noise in his throat.

But the Captain had seen what was happening. Dexterously he caught the bottle in his huge palm, and with an air of modest achievement was going to set it on the table, when he saw that the Syndic had fallen back in his chair, his face ghastly. Blandano was more used to death in the field than in the house; and in a panic he took two steps towards the door to call for help. Before he could take a third, Blondel gasped, and made an uncertain movement with his hand, as if he would reassure him.

Blandano returned and leant over him. You are ill, Messer Syndic, he said anxiously. Let me call some one.

The Syndic could not speak, but he pointed to the table. And when Blandano, unable to make out what he wanted, and suspecting a stroke of a mortal disease, turned again to the door, persisting in his intention of getting aid, the Syndic found strength to seize his sleeve, and almost instantly regained his speech. There! he gasped, there! The phial! Put it down!

Captain Blandano placed it on the table, wondering much. I was afraid you were ill, Messer Blondel, he said.

I was ill, the Syndic answered; and he pushed his chair back so that no part of him was in contact with the table. He looked at the little bottle with fascinated eyes, and slowly, as he looked, the colour returned to his face. I  was ill, he repeated, with a sigh that seemed to relieve his breast. I had a fright!

You thought it was broken? Blandano said, wondering much, and looking in his turn at the phial.

Yes, I thought that it was broken. I am much obliged to you. Much, very much obliged to you, the Syndic repeated, with a deep sigh, his hands still moving nervously about his dress. Then, after a moments pause, Will you ring the bell? he said.

The Captain, marvelling much, rang the hand-bell which lay on a neighbouring table. He marvelled still more when he heard Messer Blondel order the servant to place six bottles of his best wine in a basket and take them to the Captains lodging.

Blandano stared. He knew the wine to be choice and valuable; and he eyed the tiny phial respectfully. It is something rare, I expect? he said.

The Syndic nodded.

And costly too, I doubt not? with an admiring glance.

Costly? Messer Blondel repeated the word, and when he had done so turned on the other a look that led the Captain to think that he was going to be ill again. Then, It cost me  it will cost me  again a spasm contorted the Syndics face I dont know what it will not have cost me before it is paid for, Messer Blandano!


CHAPTER XXII.

TWO NAILS IN THE WALL.

The long day during which the lovers had drained a cup at once so sweet and so bitter, and one of the two had felt alike the throb of pain and the thrill of kisses, came to an end at last; and without further incident. Encouraged by the respite  for who that is mortal does not hope against hope  they ventured on the following morning to lower the shutters, and this to a great extent restored the house to its normal aspect. Anne would have gone so far as to attend the morning preaching at St. Pierre, for it was Friday; but her mother awoke low and nervous, the girl dared not quit her side, and Claude had no field for the urgent dissuasions which he had prepared himself to use.

The greater part of the day she remained above stairs, busied in the petty offices, and moving to and fro  he could hear her tread  upon the errands of love, to see her in the midst of which might well have confuted the slanders that crept abroad. But there were times in the day when Madame Royaume slept; and then, who can blame Anne, if she stole down and sat hand in hand with Claude on the settle, whispering sometimes of those things of which lovers whisper, and will whisper to the worlds end; but more often of the direr things before these two lovers, and so of faith and hope and the love that does not die. For the most part it was she who talked. She had so much to tell him of the long nightmare, the nightmare of months, that had oppressed her; of her prayers, and fears and fits of terror; of Bastergas discovery of the secret and the cruel use he had made of it; of the slow-growing resignation, the steadfast resolve, the onward look to something, beyond that which the world could do to her, that had come to be hers. With her face hidden on his breast she told him of her thoughts upon her knees, of the pain and obloquy through which, if the worst came, she knew she must pass, and of her trust that she would be able to bear them; speaking in such terms, so simply, so bravely, and with so lofty a contemplation, that he who listened, and had been but a week before a young man as other young men, grew as he listened to another stature, and thought for himself thoughts that no man can have and remain as he was, before the tongues of fire touched his heart.

And then again, once  but that was in the darkening of the Friday evening when the wound in her cheek burned and smarted and recalled the wretched moment of infliction  she showed him another side; as if she would have him know that she was not all heroic. Without warning, she broke down; overcome by the prospect of death, she clung to him, weeping and shuddering, and begging him and imploring him to save her. To save her! Only to save her! At that sight and at those sounds, under the despairing grasp of her arms about his neck, the young mans heart was red-hot; his eyes burned. Vainly he held her closer and closer to him; vainly he tried to comfort her. Vainly he shed tears of blood. He felt her writhe and shudder in his arms.

And what could he do? He strove to argue with her. He strove to show her that accusation of her mother, condemnation of her mother, dreadful as they must be to her, so dreadful that he scarcely dared speak of them, need not involve her own condemnation. She was young, of blameless life, and without enemies. What could any cast up against her, what adduce in proof of a charge so dark, so improbable, so abnormal?

For answer she touched the pulsing wound in her cheek.

And this? she said. And the child that I killed?  with a bitter laugh unlike her own. If they say so much already, if they say that to-day, what will they say to-morrow? What will they say when they have heard her ravings? Will it not be, the old and the young, the witch and her brood  to the fire? To the fire?

The spasm that shook her as she spoke defied his efforts to soothe her. And how could he comfort her? He knew the thing to be too likely, the argument too reasonable, as men reasoned then; strange and foolish as their reasoning seems to us now. But what could he do. What? He who sat there alone with her, a prisoner with her, witness to her agony, scalded by her tears, tortured by her anguish, burning with pity, sorrow, indignation  what could he do to help her or save her?

He had wild thoughts, but none of them effectual; the old thoughts of defending the house, or of escaping by night over the town wall; and some new ones. He weighed the possibility of Madame Royaumes death before the arrest; surely, then, he could save the girl, and they two, young, active and of ordinary aspect, might escape some whither? Again, he thought of appealing to Beza, the aged divine, whom Geneva revered and Calvinism placed second only to Calvin. He was a Frenchman, a man of culture and of noble birth; he might stand above the common superstition, he might listen, discern, defend. But, alas, he was so old as to be bed-ridden and almost childish. It was improbable, nay, it was most unlikely, that he could be induced to interfere.

All these thoughts Anne drove out of his head by begging him, in moving terms of self-reproach, to forgive her her weakness. She had regained her composure as abruptly, if not as completely, as she had lost it; and would have had him believe that the passion he had witnessed was less deep than it seemed, and rather a womanish need of tears than a proof of suffering. A minute later she was quietly preparing the evening meal, while he, with a sick heart, raised the shutters and lighted the lamp. As he looked up from the latter task, he found her eyes fixed upon him, with a peculiar intentness: and for a while afterwards he remarked that she wore an absent air. But she said nothing, and by-and-by, promising to return before bed-time, she went upstairs to her mother.

The nights were at their longest, and the two had closed and lighted before five. Outside the cold stillness of a winter night and a freezing sky settled down on Geneva; within, Claude sat with sad eyes fixed on the smouldering fire. What could he do? What could he do? Wait and see her innocence outraged, her tenderness racked, her gentle body given up to unspeakable torments? The collapse which he had witnessed gave him as it were a foretaste, a bitter savour of the trials to come. It did not seem to him that he could bear even the anticipation of them. He rose, he sat down, he rose again, unable to endure the intolerable thought. He flung out his arms; his eyes, cast upwards, called God to witness that it was too much! It was too much!

Some way of escape there must be. Heaven could not look down on, could not suffer such deeds in a Christian land. But men and women, girls and young children had suffered these things; had appealed and called Heaven to witness, and gone to death, and Heaven had not moved, nor the angels descended! But it could not be in her case. Some way of escape there must be. There must be.

Why should she not leave her mother to her fate? A fate that could not be evaded? Why need she, whose capacity for suffering was so great, who had so much of life and love and all good things before her, remain to share the pains of one whose span in any case was nearing its end? Of one who had no longer power  or so it seemed  to meet the smallest shock, and must succumb before she knew more of suffering than the name. One whom a rude word might almost extinguish, and a rough push thrust out of life? Why remain, when to remain was to sacrifice two lives in lieu of one, to give and get nothing, to die for a prejudice? Why remain, when by remaining she could not save her mother, but, on the contrary, must inflict the sharpest pang of all, since she destroyed the being who was dearest to her mother, the being whom her mother would die to save?

He grew heated as he dwelt on it. Of what use to any, the feeble flickering light upstairs, that must go out were it left for a moment untended? The light that would have gone out this long time back had she not fostered it and cherished it and sheltered it in her bosom? Of what avail that weak existence? Or, if it were of avail, why, for its sake, waste this other and more precious life that still could not redeem it?

Why?

He must speak to her. He must persuade her, press her, convince her; carry her off by force were it necessary. It was his duty, his clear call. He rose and walked the room in excitement, as he thought of it. He had pity for the old, abandoned and left to suffer alone; and an enlightening glimpse of the weight that the girl must carry through life by reason of this desertion. But no doubt, no hesitation  he told himself  no scruple. To die that her mother might live was one thing. To die  and so to die  merely that her mothers last hours might be sheltered and comforted, was another, and a thing unreasonable.

He must speak to her. He would not hesitate to tell her what he thought.

But he did hesitate. When she descended half an hour later, and paused at the foot of the stairs to assure herself that her passage downstairs had not roused her mother from sleep, the light fell on her listening face and tender eyes; and he read that in them which checked the words on his lips; that which, whether it were folly or wisdom  a wisdom higher than the serpents, more perfect than the most accurate calculation of values and chances  drove for ever from his mind the thought that she would desert her charge. He said not a word of what he had thought; the indignant reasoning, the hot, conclusive arguments fell from him and left him bare. With her hands in his, seeking no more to move her or convince her, he sat silent; and by mute looks and dumb love  more potent than eloquence or oratory  strove to support and console her.

She, too, was silent. Stillness had fallen on both of them. But her hands clung to his, and now and again pressed them convulsively; and now and again, too, she would lift her eyes to his, and gaze at him with a pathetic intentness, as if she would stamp his likeness on her brain. But when he returned the look, and tried to read her meaning in her eyes, she smiled. You are afraid of me? she whispered. No, I shall not be weak again.

But even as she reassured him he detected a flicker of pain in her eyes, he felt that her hands were cold; and but that he feared to shake her composure he would not have rested content with her answer.

This sudden silence, this new way of looking at him, were the only things that perplexed him. In all else, silent as they sat, their communion was perfect. It was in the mind of each that the women might be arrested on the morrow; in the mind of each that this was their last evening together, the last of few, yet not so few that they did not seem to the man and the girl to bulk large in their lives. On that hearth they had met, there she had proved to him what she was, there he had spoken, there spent the clouded never-to-be-forgotten days of their troubled courtship. No wonder that as they sat hand in hand, their hair almost mingling, their eyes on the red glow of the smouldering log, and, not daring to look forward, looked back  no wonder that their love grew to be something other than the common love of man and maid, something higher and more beautiful, touched  as the hills are touched at sunset  by the evening glow of parting and self-sacrifice.

Silent amid the silence of the house; living moments never to be forgotten; welcoming together the twin companions, love and death.

But from the darkest outlook of the mind, as of the eye, morning dispels some shadows; into the most depressing atmosphere daylight brings hope, brings actuality, brings at least the need to be doing. Claudes heart, as he slipped from his couch on the settle next morning, and admitted the light and turned the log and stirred the embers, was sad and full of foreboding. But as the room, its disorder abated, took on a more pleasant aspect, as the fire crackled and blazed on the hearth, and the flush of sunrise spread over the east, he grew  he could not but grow, for he was young  more cheerful also. He swept the floor and filled the kettle and let in the air; and had done almost all he knew how to do, before he heard Annes foot upon the stairs.

She had slept little and looked pale and haggard; almost more pale and wan than he had ever seen her look. And this must have sunk his heart to zero, if a certain item in her aspect had not at the same time diverted his attention. You are not going out? he cried in astonishment. She wore her hood.

I am not going to defend myself again, she answered, smiling sadly. Have no fear. I shall not repeat that mistake. I am only going  

You are not going anywhere! he answered firmly.

She shook her head with the same wan smile. We must live, she said.

Well?

And to live must have water.

I have filled the kettle.

And emptied the water-pot, she retorted.

True, he said. But surely it will be time to refill it when we want it.

I shall attract less attention now, she answered quietly, than later in the day. There are few abroad. I will draw my hood about my face, and no one will heed me.

He laughed in tender derision. You will not go! he said. Did you think that I would let you run a risk rather than fetch the water from the conduit.

You will go?

Where is the pot?

He fetched the jar from its place under the stairs, snatched up his cap, and turning the key in the lock was in the act of passing out when she seized his arm. Kiss me, she murmured. She lifted her face to his, her eyes half closed.

He drew her to him, but her lips were cold; and as he released her she sank passively from his embrace, and was near falling. He hesitated. You are not afraid to be left? he said. You are sure?

I am afraid of nothing if I know you safe, she answered faintly. Go! go quickly, and God be with you!

Tut! I run no danger, he rejoined. I have a strong arm and they will leave me alone. He thought that she was overwrought, that the strain was telling on her; his thoughts did not go beyond that. I shall be back in five minutes, he continued cheerfully. And he went, bidding her lock the door behind him and open only at his knock.

He made the more haste for her fears, passed into the town through the Porte Tertasse, and hastened to the conduit. The open space in front of the fountain, which a little later in the day would be the favourite resort of gossips and idlers, was a desert; the bitter morning wind saw to that. But about the fountain itself three or four women closely muffled were waiting their turns to draw. One looked up, and, as he fancied, recognised him, for she nudged her neighbour. And then first the one woman and then the other, looking askance, muttered something; it might have been a prayer, or a charm, or a mere word of gossip. But he liked neither the glance nor the action, nor the furtive, curious looks of the women; and as quickly as he could he filled his pot and carried it away.

He had splashed his fingers, and the cold wind quickly numbed them. At the Tertasse Gate, where the view commanding the river valley opened before him, he was glad to set down the vessel and change hands. On his left, the watch at the Porte Neuve, the gate in the ramparts which admitted from the country to the Corraterie  as the Tertasse admitted from the Corraterie to the town proper  was being changed, and he paused an instant, gazing on the scene. Then remembering himself, and the need of haste, he snatched up his jar and, turning to the right, hurried to the steps before the Royaumes door, swung up them and, with his eyes on the windows, set down his burden.

He knocked gently, sure that she would not keep him waiting. But she did not come at once; and by-and-by, seeing that a woman at an open door a little farther down the Corraterie was watching him with scowling eyes  and that strange look, half fear, half loathing, which he was growing to know  he knocked more loudly, and stamped to warm his feet.

Still, to his astonishment, she did not come; he waited, and waited, and she did not come. He would have begun to feel alarmed for her, but, what with the cold and the early hour, the place was deserted; no idle gazers such as a commotion leaves behind it were to be seen. The wind, however, began to pierce his clothes; he had not brought his cloak, and he shivered. He knocked more loudly.

Perhaps she had been called to her mother? That must be it. She had gone upstairs and could not on the instant leave her charge. He clothed himself in reproaches; but they did not warm him, and he was beginning to stamp his feet again when, happening to look down, he saw beside the water-can and partly hidden by its bulge, a packet about the size of a letter, but a little thicker. If he had not mounted the steps with his eyes on the windows, searching for her face, he would have seen it at once, and spared himself these minutes of waiting. He took it up in bewilderment, and turned it in his numbed hands; it was heavy, and from it, leaving only a piece of paper in his grasp, his purse fell to the ground. More and more astonished, he picked up the purse, and put it in his pocket. He looked at the window, but no one showed; then at the paper in his hand. Inside the letter were three lines of writing.

His face fell as he read them. I shall not admit you, they ran. If you try to enter, you will attract notice and destroy me. Go, and God bless and reward you. You cannot save me, and to see you perish were a worse pang than the worst.

The words swam before his eyes. I will beat down the door, he muttered, tears in his voice, tears welling up in his heart and choking him. And he raised his hand. I will  

But he did nothing. You will attract notice and destroy me. Ah, she had thought it out too well. Too well, out of the wisdom of great love, she had known how to bridle him. He dared not do anything that would direct notice to the house.

But desert her? Never; and after a moments thought he drew off, his plans formed. As he retired, when he had gone some yards from the door, he heard the window closed sharply behind him. He looked back and saw his cloak lying on the ground. Tears rose again to his eyes, as he returned, took it up, donned it, and with a last lingering look at the window, turned away. She would think that he had taken her at her word; but no matter!

He walked along the Corraterie, and passing the four square watch-towers with pointed roofs that stood at intervals along the wall, he came to the two projecting demilunes, or bastions, that marked the angle where the ramparts met the Rhone; a point from which the wall descended to the bridge. In one of these bastions he ensconced himself; and selecting a place whence he could, without being seen, command the length of the Corraterie, he set himself to watch the Royaumes house. By-and-by he would go into the town and procure food, and, returning, keep guard until nightfall. After dark, if the day passed without event, he would find his way into the house by force or fraud. In a rapture of anticipation he pictured his entrance, her reluctant joy, her tears and smiles, and fond reproaches. As he loved her, as he must love her the more for the trick she had played him, she must love him the more for his return in her teeth. And the next day was Sunday, when it was unlikely that any steps would be taken. That whole day he would have with her, through it he would sit with her! A whole day without fear? It seemed an age. He did not, he would not look beyond it!

He had not broken his fast, and hunger presently drove him into the town. But within half an hour he was at his post again. A glance at the Royaumes house showed him that nothing had happened, and, resuming his seat in the deserted bastion, he began a watch that as long as he lived stood clear in his memory of the past. The day was cold and bright, and frosty with a nipping wind. Mont Blanc and the long range of snow-clad summits that flanked it rose dazzlingly bright against the blue sky. The most distant object seemed near; the wavelets on the unfrozen water of the lake gave to the surface, usually so blue, a rough, grey aspect. The breeze which produced this appearance kept the ramparts clear of loiterers; and even those who were abroad preferred the more sheltered streets, or went hurriedly about their business. The guards were content to shiver in the guardrooms of the gate-towers, and if Claude blessed once the kind afterthought which had dropped his cloak from the window, he blessed it a dozen times. Wrapt in its thick folds, it was all he could do to hold his ground against the cold. Without it he must have withdrawn or succumbed.

Through the morning he watched the house jealously, trembling at every movement which took place at the Tertasse Gate; lest it herald the approach of the officers to arrest the women. But nothing happened, and as the day wore on he grew more hopeful. He might, indeed, have begun to think Anne over-timid and his fears unwarranted, if he had not seen, a little before sunset, a thing which opened his eyes.

Two women and some children came out of a house not far from the bastion. They passed towards the Tertasse Gate, and he watched them. Before they came to the Royaumes house, the children paused, flung their cloaks over their heads, and, thus protected, ran past the house. The women followed, more slowly, but gave the house a wide berth, and each passed with a flap of her hood held between her face and the windows; when they had gone by they exchanged signals of abhorrence. The sight was no more than of a piece with the outrage on Anne; but, coming when it did, coming when he was beginning to think that he had been mistaken, when he was beginning to hope, it depressed Claude dismally.

For comfort he looked forward to the hour when it would be dark. By hook or by crook, he muttered, I shall enter then.

He had barely finished the sentence, when he observed moving along the ramparts towards him a figure he knew. It was Grio. There was nothing strange in the mans presence in that place, for he was an idler and a sot; but Claude did not wish to meet him, and debated in his mind whether he should retreat before the other came up. Pride said one thing, discretion another. He wanted no fracas, and he was still hanging doubtful, measuring the distance between them, when  away went his thoughts. What was Grio doing?

The Spaniard had come to a stand, and was leaning on the wall, looking idly into the fosse. The posture would have been the most natural in the world on a warm day. On that day it caught Claudes attention; and  was he mistaken, or were the hands that, under cover of Grios cloak, rested on the wall busy about something?

In any case he must make up his mind whether he moved or stayed. For Grio was coming on again. Claude hesitated a moment. Then he determined to stay. The next he was glad he had so determined, for Grio after strolling on in seeming carelessness to a point not twenty yards from him, and well commanded from his seat, leant again on the wall, and seemed to be enjoying the view. This time Claude was sure, from the movement of his shoulders, that his hands were employed.

In what? The young man asked himself the question; and noted that beside Grios left heel lay a piece of broken tile of a peculiar colour. The next moment he had an inspiration. He drew up his feet on the seat, drew his cloak over his head and affected to be asleep. What Grio, when he came upon him, thought of a man who chose to sleep in the open in such weather he did not learn, for after standing a while  as Claudes ears told him  opposite the sleeper, the Spaniard turned and walked back the way he had come. This time, and though he now had the wind at his back, he walked briskly; as a man would walk in such weather, or as a man might walk who had done his business.

Claude waited until his coarse, heavy figure had disappeared through the Porte Tertasse; nay, he waited until the light began to fail. Then, while he could still pick out the red potsherd, he approached the wall, leant over it, and, failing to detect anything with his eyes, passed his fingers down the stones.

They alighted on a nail; a nail thrust lightly into the mortar below the coping stone. For what purpose? His blood beginning to move more quickly Claude asked himself the question. To support a rope? And so to enable some one to leave the town? The nail, barely pushed into the mortar, would hardly support the weight of a dozen yards of twine.

Perhaps the nail was there by chance, and Grio had naught to do with it. He could settle that doubt. In a few moments he had settled it. Under cover of the growing darkness, he walked to the place at which he had seen Grio pause for the first time. A short search discovered a second nail as lightly secured as the other. Had he not been careful it would have fallen beneath his touch.

What did the nails there? Claude was not stupid, yet he was long in hitting on an explanation. It was a fanciful, extravagant notion when he got it, but one that set his chilled blood running, and his hands tingling, one that might mean much to himself and to others. It was unlikely, it was improbable, it was out of the common; but it was an explanation. It was a mighty thing to hang upon two weak nails; but such as it was  and he turned it over and over in his mind before he dared entertain it  he could find no other. And presently, his eyes alight, his pulses riotous, his foot dancing, he walked down the Corraterie  with scarce a look at the house which had held his thoughts all day  and passed into the town. As he passed through the gateway he hung an instant and cast an inquisitive eye into the guard-room of the Tertasse. It was nearly empty. Two men sat drowsing before the fire, their boot-heels among the embers, a black jack between them.

The fact weighed something in the balance of probabilities: and in growing excitement, Claude hurried on, sought the cookshop at which he had broken his fast  a humble place, licensed for the scholars  and ate his supper, not knowing what he ate, nor with whom he ate it. It was only by chance that his ear caught, at a certain moment, a new tone in the goodwifes voice; and that he looked up, and saw her greet her husband.

Ay! the man said, putting off his bandoleer, and answering the exclamation of surprise which his entrance had evoked. Its bed for me to-night. Its so cold they will send but half the rounds.

Whose order is that? asked a scholar at Claudes table.

Messer Blondels.

Shows his sense! the goodwife cried roundly. A good man, and knows when to watch and when to ha done!

Claude said nothing, but he rose with burning cheeks, paid his share  it was seven oclock  and, passing out, made his way back. It should be said that in addition to the Tertasse Gate, two lesser gates, the Treille on the one hand and the Monnaye on the other, led from the town proper to the Corraterie; and this time he chose to go out by the Treille. Having ascertained that the guard-room there also was almost denuded of men, he passed along the Corraterie to his bastion, hugging the houses on his right, and giving the wall a wide berth. Although the cold wind blew in his face he paused several times to listen, nor did he enter his bastion until he had patiently made certain that it was untenanted.

The night was very dark: it was the night of December the 12th, old style, the longest and deadest of the year. Far below him in the black abyss on which the wall looked down, a few oil lamps marked the island and the town beyond the Rhone. Behind him, on his left, a glimmer escaping here and there from the upper windows marked the line of the Corraterie, of which the width is greatest at the end farthest from the river. Near the far extremity of the rampart a bright light marked the Porte Neuve, distant about two hundred yards from his post, and about seventy or eighty from the Porte Tertasse, the inner gate which corresponded with it. Straight from him to the Porte Neuve ran the rampart a few feet high on the inner side, some thirty feet high on the outer, but shrouded for the present in a black gloom that defied his keenest vision.

He waited more than an hour, his ears on the alert. At the end of that time, he drew a deep breath of relief. A step that might have been the step of a sentry pacing the rampart, and now pausing, now moving on, began to approach him. It came on, paused, came on, paused  this time close at hand. Two or three dull sounds followed, then the sharper noise of a falling stone. Immediately the foot of the sentry, if sentry it was, began to retreat.

Claude drove his nails into the palms of his hands and waited, waited through an eternity, waited until the retreating foot had almost reached, as he judged, the Porte Tertasse. Then he stole out, groped his way to the wall, and passed his hand along the outer side until he came to the nail. He found it. It had been made secure, and from it depended a thin string.

He set to work at once to draw up the string. There was a small weight attached to it, which rose slowly until it reached his hand. It was a stone about as large as the fist, and of a whitish colour.


CHAPTER XXIII.

IN TWO CHARACTERS.

After the wave, the trough of the wave; after action, passion. Not to sink a little after rising to the pitch of self-sacrifice, not to shed, when the deed is done, some bitter tears of regret and self-pity, were to be cast in a mould above the human.

When the cloak  dear garment!  had slipped from her hands and the head bent that its owner might raise the cloak had passed from sight  when Anne had fled to the farther side of the room, to the farther side of the settle, and had heard his step die away, she would have given the world to see him again, to feel his arm about her, to hear the sound of his voice. The tears streamed down her face; in vain she tried to stay them with her hands, in vain she chid herself for her weakness. It is for him! for him! she moaned, and hid her face in her hands. But words stay no tears; and on the hearth which his coming had changed for her, standing where she had first seen him, where she had heard his first words of love, where she had tried him, she wept bitter tears for him.

The storm died away at last  for after every storm falls a calm  but it left the empty house, the empty heart, silence. Her mother? She had still her mother, and with lagging footsteps she went upstairs to her. But she found her in a deep sleep, and she descended again, and going to his room began to put together his few belongings, the clothes he had worn, the books he had read; that if the house were entered they might not be lost to him. She buried her face in his garments and kissed them, fondly, tenderly, passionately, lingering over the task, and at last putting the things from her with reluctance. A knot of ribbon which she had seen him wear in the neck of his shirt on holidays she took and hid in her bosom, and fetching a length of her own ribbon she put it in place of the other. This she thought she could do without fear of bringing suspicion on him, for he alone would discern the exchange. Would he notice it? Would he weep when he found the ribbon as she wept now? And fondle it tenderly? At the thought her tears gushed forth.

The day wore on. Supported by the knowledge that even a slight shock might cast her mother into one of her fits, Anne hid her fears from her, though the effort was as the lifting of a great weight. On the pretext that the light hurt the invalids sight, she shaded the window, and so hid the hollows under her eyes and the wan looks that must have betrayed the forced nature of her cheerfulness. As a rule Madame Royaumes eyes, quickened by love, were keen; but this day she slept much, and the night was fairly advanced when Anne, in the act of preparing to lie down, turned and saw her mother sitting erect in the bed.

The old womans eyes were strangely bright. Her face wore an intent expression which arrested her daughter where she stood.

Mother, what is it? she cried.

Listen! Madame Royaume answered. What is that?

I hear nothing, Anne said, hoping to soothe her. And she approached the bed.

I hear much, her mother retorted. Go! Go and see, child, what it is! She pointed to the door, but, before Anne could reach it, she raised her hand for silence. They are crossing the ditch, she muttered, her eyes dilated. One, two, many, many of them! Many of them! They are throwing down hurdles, and wattles, and crossing on them! And there is a priest with them  

Mother!

A priest! Her voice dropped a little. The ladders are black, she whispered. Black ladders! Ay, swathed in black cloth; and now they set them against the wall. The priest absolves them, and they begin to mount. They are mounting! They are mounting now.

Mother! There was sharp pain in Annes voice. Who does not know the heartache with which it is seen that the mind of a loved one is wandering from us? And yet she was puzzled. She dreaded one of those scenes in which her young strength was barely sufficient to control and soothe the frail form before her. But they did not begin as a rule in this fashion; here, though the mind wandered, was an absence of the wildness to which she had become inured. Here  and yet as she listened, as she looked, now at her mother, now into the dimly lighted corners of the room, where those dilated eyes seemed to see things unseen by her, black things, she found this phase no less disquieting than the other.

Hush! Madame Royaume continued, heeding her daughters interruption no farther than by that word and an impatient movement of the hand. A stone has fallen and struck one down. They raise him, he is lifeless! No, he moves, he rises. They set other ladders against the wall. They mount now by tens and twenties  and  it is growing dark  dark, child. Dark! She seemed to try to put away a curtain with her hands.

Mother! Anne cried, bending over the bed and taking her mothers hand. Dont, dear! Dont! You frighten me.

The old woman raised her hand for silence, and continued to gaze before her. Annes arm was round her; the girl marked with astonishment, almost with awe, how strongly and stiffly she sat up. She marvelled still more when her mother murmured in the same tone, I can see no more, sighed, and sank gently back. Anne bent over her. I can  see no more, Madame Royaume repeated; I can   She was asleep!

Anne bent over her, and after listening a while to her easy breathing, heaved a deep sigh of relief. Her mother had been talking in her sleep; and she, Anne had alarmed herself for nothing. Nevertheless, as she turned from the bed she looked nervously over her shoulder. The others wandering or dream, or what it was, had left a vague disquiet in her mind, and presently she took the lamp and, opening the door, passed out, and, with her hands still on the latch, listened.

Suddenly her heart bounded, her startled eyes leapt upward to the ceiling. Close to her, above her, she heard a sound.

It came from a trap-door that led to the tiles; a trap that even as her eyes reached it, lifted itself with a rending sound. Save for the bedridden woman, Anne was alone in the house; and for one instant it was a question whether she held her ground or fled shrieking into the room she had left. For an instant; then the instinct to shield her mother won the day, and with fascinated eyes she watched the legs of a man drop through the aperture, watched a body follow, and  and at last a face!

Claudes face! But changed. Even while she sank gasping against the wall  for the surprise was too much for her  even while he took the lamp from her shaking hand and supported her, and relief and joy began to run like wine through her veins, she knew it. The forceful look, the tightened lips, the eyes gleaming with determination  all were new to her. They gave him an aspect so old, so strange, that when he had kissed her once she put him from her.

What is it? she said. Oh, Claude! What is it? What has happened?

Letting a smile appear  but such a smile as did not reassure her  he signed to her to go before him downstairs. She complied; but at the foot of the first flight she stopped, unable to bear the suspense longer. She turned to him again. What is it? she cried. Something has happened?

Something is happening, he answered. His eyes shone, exultant. But it is a matter for others! We may be easy!

What is it?

The Savoyards are in Geneva.

She started incredulously. In Geneva? Here? she exclaimed. The enemy?

He nodded.

Here? In Geneva? she repeated. She could not have heard aright.

Yes.

But she still looked at him; she could not reconcile his words with his manner. This, the greatest calamity that could happen, this which she had been brought up to fear as the worst and most awful of catastrophes  could he talk of it, could he announce it after this fashion? With a smile, in a tone of pleasantry? He must be playing with her. She passed her hand over her eyes, and tried to be calm. But all is quiet? she said.

All is quiet now, he answered. After midnight the trouble will begin.

Still she could not understand him. His face said one thing, his voice another. Besides, the town was quiet: no sound of riot or disturbance, no clash of steel, no tramp of feet penetrated the walls. And the house stood on the ramparts where the first alarm must be given. Do you mean, she asked at last, her eyes fixed steadfastly on him, that they are going to attack the town after midnight?

They are here now, he replied, shrugging his shoulders. They scaled the wall after the guard had gone round at eleven, and they are lying by tens and twenties along the outer side of the Corraterie, waiting for the hour and the signal.

She passed her hand across her closed eyes, and looked again, perplexedly. And you, she said, you? I do not understand. If this be so, what are you doing here?

Here?

Ay, here! Why have you not given the alarm in the town?

Why should I give the alarm? he retorted coolly. To save those who hounded you through the streets two days ago? To save those who to-morrow may put you to the torture and burn you like the vilest of creatures? Save them? with a grim smile. No, let them save themselves!

But  

I would save you! not them! I would save your mother! not them! And it is done. Let the Grand Duke triumph to-night, let Savoy take Geneva, and our good townsfolk will have other matters to occupy their thoughts to-morrow! Ay, and through many and many a morrow to come! Save them? with a grim note in his voice; no, I save you. Let them save themselves! It is Gods mercy on us, and His judgment on them! Or why happens it to-night? To-night of all nights in the year?

She was very pale, and for a moment remained silent: whether she felt the temptation to which he had succumbed, or was seeking what she should say to move him, is uncertain. At last, It is impossible, she murmured, in a low voice. You have not thought of the women and children, of the fathers and mothers who will suffer.

And your mother!

Is one. God forbid that I should save her at the expense of all! God forbid! she wailed, as if she feared her own strength, as if the temptation almost overcame her. And then laying her hand on his arm and looking up to him  his face was set so hard You will not do this! she said. You will not do this! Could we be happy after? Could we be happy with blood on our heads, and on our hands, and on our hearts! Happy, oh no! Claude, dear heart, dear husband, we cannot buy happiness so, or life so, or love so! We cannot save ourselves  so! We cannot play Gods part  so!

It is not we who do it, he answered stubbornly.

It is we who may prevent it! she answered, leaning more heavily on his arm, looking up to him more earnestly; with pleading eyes which it was hard to refuse. Would you, to save us, have betrayed Geneva?

He groaned  she had moved him. God knows! he answered. To save you  I think I would!

You would not! You would not! she repeated. Neither must you do this! Honour, faith, duty, all forbid it!

And love? he cried.

And love! she answered. For who would love dishonoured? Who would love in shame? No; go as you have come, and give the alarm! And do, and help! Go, as you have come! But how  with a startled look as she thought of the trap-door did you come?

By the Tertasse Gate, he explained. There were but two men on guard, and they were asleep. I passed them unseen, climbed the stairs to the leads  I have been up twice before  and crossed the roofs. I knew I could come this way unseen, and if I had come by the door  

She understood and cut him short. Then go as you came and rouse the watch in the gate! she cried feverishly. Rouse them and all, and Heaven grant you be not too late! Go, Claude, for the love of me, for the love of God, go quickly! Her hands on his arm shook with eagerness. So that, if there be treachery here  

There is treachery! he said darkly. Grio  

We at least shall have no part in it! You will go? You will go? she repeated, clinging to his arm, trembling against him, looking up to him with eyes which he could not resist. Love wrestled here, on the higher, the nobler, the unselfish side, and came the stronger out of the contest. There were tears in his eyes as he answered.

I will go. You are right, Anne. But you will be alone.

I run no greater risk than others, she answered. He held her to him, and their lips met once. And in that instant, her heart beating against his, she comprehended to what she was sending him, into what peril of life, into what a dark hell of force and fire and blood; and her arms clung to him as if she could not let him go. Then, Go, and God keep you! she murmured in a choked voice. And she thrust him from her.

A moment later he was on the roof, and she was kneeling where he had left her, bowed down, with her face on the bare stairs in an agony of prayer for him. But not for long; she had her part to do. She hurried down to the living-room and made sure that the strong shutters were secured; then up to Bastergas room and to Grios, and as far as her strength went she piled the furniture against the iron-barred casements that looked on to the ramparts. While she worked her ears listened for the alarm, but, until she had finished and was ascending with the light to her mothers room she heard nothing. Then a distant cry, a faint challenge, the drum-drum of running feet, a second cry  and silence. It might be his death-cry she had heard; and she stood with a white face, shivering, waiting, bearing the womans burden of suspense. To lie down by her mother was impossible; rapine, murder, fire, all the horrors, all the perils of a city taken by surprise, crowded into her mind. Yet they moved her not so much as the dangers he ran, whom she had sent forth to confront them, whom she had plucked from her own breast that he might face them!

Meanwhile, Claude, after gaining the tiles, paused a moment to consider his next step. Far below him, on the narrow, black triangle of the Corraterie, lay the Savoyards, some three hundred in number, who had scaled the wall. Out of the darkness of the plain, beyond and below them, rose the faint, distant quacking of alarmed ducks, proving that others of the enemy moved there. Even as he listened, the whirr of a wild goose winging its flight over the city came to his ear. On his left, with a dim oil lamp marking, here or there, the meeting of four ways, the town slept unsuspicious, recking nothing of the fate prepared for it.

It was a solemn moment, and Claude on the roof under the night sky, felt it to be so. Restored to his higher self, he breathed a prayer for guidance and for her, and was as eager now as he had before been cold. But not the less for that did he ply the wits that, working freely in this hour of peril, proved him one of those whom battle owns for master. He had gathered enough, lying on his face in the bastion, to feel sure that the forlorn hope which had gained a footing on the wall would not move until the arrival of the main body whom it was its plan to admit by the Porte Neuve. To carry the alarm to the Porte Neuve, therefore, and secure that gate, seemed to be the first and most urgent step; since to secure the Tertasse and the other inner gates would be of little avail, if the main body of the enemy were once in possession of the ramparts. The course that at first sight seemed the most obvious  to enter the town, give the alarm at the town hall, and set the tocsin ringing  he rejected; for while the town was arming, the three hundred who had entered might seize the Porte Neuve, and so secure the entrance of the main body.

These calculations occupied no more than a few seconds: then, his mind made up to the course he must pursue, he crawled as quickly, but also as quietly, as he could along the dark parapets until he gained the leads of the Tertasse. Safe so far, he proceeded, with equal or greater caution, to descend the narrow cork-screw staircase, that led to the guard-room on the ground floor.

He forgot that it is more easy to ascend without noise than to descend. With all his care he stumbled when he was within three steps of the bottom. He tried to save himself, but fell against the half-open door, flung it wide, and, barely keeping his feet, found himself face to face with the two watchmen, who, startled by the noise, had sprung to their feet, thinking the devil was upon them. One, with an oath upon his lips, reached for his half-pike; his fellow, less sober, steadied himself by resting a hand on the table.

If they gave the alarm, his plan was gone. The enemy, finding themselves discovered, would seize the Porte Neuve. One minute! he cried breathlessly. Let me explain!

You! the more sober retorted, glaring fiercely at him. Who the devil are you? And where have you been?

Quiet, man, quiet!

What is it?

Treason! Claude answered, imploring silence by a gesture. Treason! That is what it is! But for Gods sake, no noise! No noise, man, or our throats are as good as cut! Savoy has the wall!

The man stared, and no wonder. You are mad, he said, or drunk! Savoy  

Fool, it is so! Claude cried, beside himself with impatience.

Savoy?

They are under the trees on the ramparts within a few yards of us now! Three hundred of them! A word and you will feel their pikes in your breast! Listen to me!

But with a laugh of derision the drunken man cut him short. Savoy here  on the wall! he hiccoughed. And we on guard!

It is so! Claude urged. Believe me, it is so! And we must be wary.

You lie, young man! And Ill  hic  Ill prove it! See here! Savoy on the wall, indeed! Savoy? And we on guard?

He lurched in two strides to the outer door, seized it, and supported himself by it. Claude leant forward to stop him, but could not reach, being on the other side of the table. He called to the other to do so. Stop him! he said. Stop him!

The man might have done so, but he did not stir; and Stop him? the sot answered, his hand on the door. Not  two of you  will stop him! Now, then! Savoy, indeed! On the wall? Ill show you!

He let the door go, and reeled three paces into the darkness outside, waving his hands as if he drove chickens. Savoy! Savoy! he cried; but whether in drunken bravado, in derision, or in pure disbelief, God only knows! For the word had barely passed his lips the second time before a gurgling scream followed, freezing the hearts of the two listeners; and, before the second guard could close the door or move from his place on the hearth, four men sprang in out of the darkness, and bore him back. Before he had struck a blow they had pinned him against the wall.

Claude owed his escape to his position behind the door. They did not see him as they sprang in, intent on the one they did see. He knew resistance to be futile, and a bound carried him into the darkness of the cork-screw staircase. Once there, he dared not move. Thence he saw and heard what followed.

The man pinned against the wall, with the point of a knife flickering before his eyes, begged piteously for his life.

Then silence! Basterga answered  for the foremost who had entered was he. A word and you die!

Better let me finish him at once! Grio growled. The prisoners face was ashen, his eyes were starting from his head. Dead men give no alarms.

Mercy! Mercy! the man gasped.

Ay, ay, let him live, Basterga said good-naturedly. But he must be gagged. Turn your face to the wall, my man!

The poor wretch complied with gratitude. In a twinkling the Paduans huge fingers closed round his neck, and over his wind-pipe. Now strike, the big man hissed. He will make no noise!

With a sickening thud Grios knife sank between the shoulders, a moment the body writhed in Bastergas herculean grip, then it sank lifeless to the floor. Had you struck him, fool, Basterga muttered wrathfully, wiping a little blood from his sleeve, as you wanted to strike him, he had squealed like a pig! Now tis the same, and no noise. Ha! Seize him!

He spoke too late. Claude had seen his opportunity, and as the treacherous blow was struck had crept forth. At the moment the other saw him he bounded over the threshold. Even as his feet touched the ground a man who stood outside lunged at him with a pike but missed him  a chance, for Claude had not seen the striker. The next moment the young man had launched himself into the darkness and was running for his life across the Corraterie in the direction of the Porte Neuve.

He knew that his foes were lying on every side of him, and the cry of Seize him! Seize him! went with him, making every step a separate peril. He could not see a yard, but he was young and fleet and active; and the darkness covering him, the men were confused. Over more than one black object he bounded like a deer. Once a man rising in front of him brought him heavily to the ground, but by good fortune it was his foot struck the man, and on the head, and the fellow lay still and let him rise. A moment later another gripped him, but Claude and he fell together, and the younger man, rolling nimbly sideways, got clear and to his feet again, made for the wall on his right, turned left again, and already thought himself over the threshold of the Porte Neuve. The cry Aux Armes! Aux Armes! was already on his lips, he thought he had succeeded, when between his eyes and the faintly lighted gateway a dozen forms rose as by magic and poured in before him  so near to him that, unable to check himself, he jostled the hindmost.

He might have entered with them, so near was he. But he saw that he was too late; he guessed that the outcry behind him had precipitated the attack, and, arresting himself outside the ring of light, but within a few paces of the gateway, he threw himself on the ground and awaited the event. It was not long in declaring itself. For a few seconds a dull roar of shots and shouts and curses filled the gate. Then out again, helter-skelter, with a flash of exploding powder and a whirl of steel and blows, came defenders and assailants in a crowd, the former bent on escaping, the latter on cutting them off from the Porte Tertasse and the town. For an instant after they had poured out the gate seemed quiet, and with his eyes upon it, Claude rose, first to his knees and then to his feet, paused a moment in doubt, then darted in and entered the guard-room.

The firelight  the other lights in the small, dingy chamber had been trampled under foot  showed him two wounded men groaning on the floor, and the body of a third who lay apparently dead. Claude bent over one, found what he wanted  a half-pike  and glided to the door of the stairs that led to the roof. It was in the same position as in the Tertasse. He opened it, passed through it, mounted two steps, and in the darkness came plump against some one who seized him by the throat.

The man had no weapon  at any rate he did not strike; and Claude, taken by surprise, could not level his pike in the narrow stairway. For a moment they wrestled, Claude striving to bring his weapon to bear on his foe, the latter trying to strangle him. But the advantage of the stairs lay with the first comer, who was the uppermost, and gradually he bore Claude back and back. The young man, however, would not let go such hold as he had, and both were on the point of falling out on the floor of the guard-room when the light disclosed Claudes face.

You are of us! his opponent panted. And abruptly he released his grip.

Geneva!

I know you! The man was one of the guard who, in the alarm, had escaped into the stairway. I know you! You live in the Corraterie!

Claude wasted not a second. Up! he cried. We can hold the roof! Up, man, for your life! For your life! It is our only chance!

With the fear of death upon him, the other needed no second telling. He turned, and groped upwards in haste; and Claude followed, treading on his heels; nor a moment too soon. While they were still within the staircase, which their elbows rubbed on either side, they heard the enemy swarm into the room below. Cries of triumph, of Savoy! Savoy! of Ville gagnée! gagnée! hummed dully up to them, and proclaimed the narrowness of their escape. Then the night air met their faces, they bent their heads and passed out upon the leads; they had above them the stars, and below them all the world of night, with its tramp of hidden feet, its swaying lights so tiny and distant, and here and there its cry of Savoy! Savoy! that showed that the enemy, relying on their capture of the Porte Neuve, were casting off disguise.

Claude heard and saw all, but lost not a moment. He had not made this haste for his life only: before he had risen to his knees or set foot in the gate, he had formed his plan. The Portcullis! he cried. The Portcullis! Where are the chains? On this side? Less than a week before he had stood and watched the guard as they released it and raised it again for practice.

The soldier, familiar with the tower, should have been able to go to the chains at once. But though he had struggled for his life and was ready to struggle for it again, he had not recovered his nerve, and he shrank from leaving the stairs, in holding which their one chance consisted. He muttered, however, that the winch was on such and such a side, and, with his head in the stairway, indicated the direction with his hand. Claude groped his way to the spot, his breath coming fast; fortunately he laid his hand almost at once on the chains and felt for the spike, which he knew he must draw or knock out. That done, the winch would fly round, and the huge machine fall by its own weight.

On a sudden, They are coming! the soldier cried in a terrified whisper. My God, they are coming! Come back! Come back! For Claude had their only weapon, and the guard was defenceless. Defenceless by the side of the stairs up which the foe was climbing!

The hair rose on Claudes head, but he set his teeth; though the man died, though he died, the portcullis must fall! More than his own life, more than the lives of both of them, more than lives a hundred or a thousand hung on that bolt; the fate of millions yet unborn, the freedom and the future of a country hung on that bolt which would not give way  though now he had found it and was hammering it. Grinding his teeth, the sweat on his brow, he beat on it with the pike, struck the iron with the strength of despair, stooped to see what was amiss  still with the frenzied prayers of the other in his ears  saw it, and struck again and again  and again!

Whirr! The winch flew round, barely missing his head. With a harsh, grinding sound that rose with incredible swiftness to a scream, piercing the night, the ponderous grating slid down, crashed home and barred all entrance  closed the Porte Neuve. It did more, though Claude did not know it. It cut off the engineer from the outer gate, of which the keys were at the Town Hall, and against which in another minute, another sixty seconds, he had set his petard. That set and exploded, Geneva had lain open to its enemies. As it was, so small was the margin, so fatally accurate the closing, that when the day rose, it disclosed a portent. When the victors came to examine the spot they found beneath the portcullis the mangled form of one of the engineers, and beside him lay his petard.


CHAPTER XXIV.

ARMES! ARMES!

Claude did not know all that he had done, or the narrow margin of time by which he had succeeded. But he did know that he had saved the gate; that gate on the outer side of which four thousand of the picked troops of Savoy were waiting the word to enter. He knew that he had done it with death at his elbow and with the cries of his panic-stricken comrade in his ears. And in the moment of success he rose above the common level. He felt himself master of fear, lord of death; in the exultation of his triumph he thought nothing too hard or too dangerous for him.

It was well perhaps that he had this feeling, for he had not a moment to waste if he would save himself. As the portcullis struck the ground with a thunderous crash and rebounded, and he turned from the winch to the stairhead, a last warning, cut short in the utterance, reached him, and he saw through the gloom that his companion was already in the grip of a figure which had succeeded in passing out of the staircase. Claude did not hesitate. With a roar of rage he ran like a bull at the enemy, struck him full under the arm with his pike, and drove him doubled up into the stairhead, with such force that the Genevese had much ado to free himself.

The man was struck helpless  dead for aught that appeared at the moment. But the pike coming in contact with the edge of his corselet had not penetrated, and Claude recovered it quickly, and levelled it in waiting for the next comer. At the same time he adjured his comrade to secure the fallen mans weapon. The guard seized it, and the two waited, with suspended breath, for the sally which they were sure must come.

But the stairs were narrow, the fallen body blocked the outlet, and possibly the assailants had expected no resistance. Finding it, they thought better of it. A moment and they could be heard beating a retreat.

Pardieu! they are going! the guard exclaimed; and he began to shake.

Ay, but they will return! Claude answered grimly. Have no fear of that! The portcullis is down, and the only way to raise it, is up these stairs. But it will be hard if, armed as we are now, we cannot baffle them! Has he no pistol?

Marcadel  that was the soldiers name  felt about the prostrate man, but found none; and bidding him listen and not move for his life  but there was little need of the injunction  Claude passed over to the inner edge of the roof, facing the Corraterie. Here he raised his voice and shouted the alarm with all the force of his lungs, hoping thus to supplement the cries which here and there had been raised by the Savoyards.

Aux Armes! Armes! he cried. The enemy is at the gate! To arms! To arms!

A man ran out of the gateway at the sound of his shouting, levelled a musket and fired at him. The slugs flew wide, and Claude, lifted above himself, yelled defiance, knowing that the more shots were fired the more quickly and widely would the alarm be spread.

That it was spreading, that it was being taken up, his position on the gateway enabled him to discern, distant as the Porte Neuve lay from the heart of the town. A flare of light at the rear of the Tertasse, and a confused hub-bub in that quarter, seemed to show that, though the Savoyards had seized the gate, they had not penetrated beyond it. Away on his extreme left, where the Porte de la Monnaye, hard by his old bastion, overlooked the Rhone and the island, were lights again, and a sound of a commotion as though there too the enemy held the gate, but found farther progress closed against them. On the Treille to his right, the most westerly of the three inner gates, and the nearest to the Town Hall, the enemy seemed to be preparing an attack, for as he ceased to shout, muskets exploded in that direction; and as far as he could judge the shots were aimed outwards.

With such alarms at three inner points  to say nothing of the noise at the more distant Porte Neuve  it seemed impossible that any part of the city could remain in ignorance of the attack. In truth, as he stood peering down into the dark Corraterie, and listening to the heavy tramp of unseen feet, now here, now there, and the orders that rose from unseen throats  even as he prepared to turn, summoned by a warning cry from Marcadel, the first note of the alarm-bell smote his ear.

One moment and the air hummed with its heavy challenge, and all of Geneva that still slept awoke and stood upright. Men ran half naked from their houses. Boys in their teens snatched arms and sallied forth. White faces looked into the night from barred windows or lofty dormers; and across narrow wynds and under dark Gothic entries men dragged huge chains and hooked them, and hurried on to where the alarm seemed loudest and the risk most pressing. In an instant in pitch-dark alleys lights gleamed and steel jarred on stone; out of the darkness deep voices shouted questions, or answered or gave orders, and from a thousand houses, alike in the wealthy Bourg du Four with its three-storied piles and in the sordid lanes about the water and the bridges, went up one wail of horror and despair. Men who had dreamed of this night for years, and feared it as they feared Gods day, awoke to find their dream a fact, and never while they lived forgot that awakening. While women left alone in their homes bolted and barred and fell to prayers; or clasped to their breasts babes who prattled, not understanding the turmoil, or why their mothers looked strangely on them.

Something of this, something of the horror of that sudden awakening, and of the confusion in the narrow streets, where voices cried that the enemy were here or there or in a third place, and the bravest knew not which way to turn, penetrated to Claude on the roof of the tower; and at the thought of Anne and the perils that encircled her  for about the house in the Corraterie the uproar rose loudest  his heart melted. But he had not long to dwell on her peril; not long to dwell on anything. Before the great bell had hurled its warning abroad three times he had to go. Marcadels voice, urgent, insistent, summoned him to the stairhead.

They are mustering at the bottom! the man whispered over his shoulder. He was on his knees, his head in the hood of the staircase. The wounded man, breathing stertorously, still cumbered the upper steps. Marcadel rested one hand on him.

Claude thrust in his head and listened. He could hear, above the thick breathing of the Savoyard, the stir of men muttering and moving in the darkness below; and now the stealthy shuffle of feet, and again the faint clang of a weapon against the wall. Doubtless it had dawned on some one in command below, that here on this tower lay the keys of Geneva: that by themselves three hundred men could not take, nor hold if they took, a town manned by five or six thousand; consequently that if Savoy would succeed in the enterprise so boldly begun, she must by hook or crook raise this portcullis and open this gate. As a fact, Brunaulieu, the captain of the forlorn hope, had passed the word that the tower must be taken at any cost; and had come himself from the Porte Tertasse, where a brisk conflict was beginning, to see the thing done.

Claude did not know this, but had he known it, it would not have reduced his courage.

Yes, I hear them, he whispered in answer to the soldiers words. But they have not mounted far yet. And when they come, if two pikes cannot hold this doorway which they can pass but one at a time, there is no truth in Thermopylæ!

I know naught of that, the other answered, rising nervously to his feet. I dont favour heights. Give me the lee of a wall and fair odds  

Odds? Claude echoed vain-gloriously  but only the stars attended to him I would not have another man!

Marcadel seized him by the sleeve. His voice rose almost to a scream. But, by Heaven, there is another man! he cried. There! He pointed with a shaking hand to the outer corner of the leads, in the neighbourhood of the place where the winch of the portcullis stood. We are betrayed! We are dead men! he babbled.

Claude made out a dim figure, crouching against the battlement; and the thought, which was also in Marcadels mind, that the enemy had set a ladder against the wall and outflanked them, rendered him desperate. At any rate there was but one on the roof as yet: and quick as thought the young man lowered his pike and charged the figure.

With a shrill scream the man fell on his knees before him. Mercy! cried a voice he knew. Mercy! Dont kill me! Dont kill me!

It was Louis Gentilis. Claude halted, looked at him in amazement, spurned him with his foot. Up, coward, and fight for your life then! he said. Or others will kill you. How come you here?

The lad still grovelled. I was in the guard-room, he whimpered. I had come with a message  from the Syndic.

The Syndic Blondel?

Yes! To remind the Captain that he was to go the rounds at eleven exactly. It was late when I got there and they  oh, this dreadful night  they broke in, and I, hid on the stairs.

Well, you can hide no longer. You have got to fight now! Claude answered grimly, There are no more stairs for any of us except to heaven! I advise you to find something, and do your worst. Take the winch-bar if you can find nothing else! And  

He broke off. Marcadel, who had remained at the stairhead, was calling to him in a voice that could no longer be resisted  a voice of despair. Claude ran to him. He found him with his head in the stairway, but with his pike shortened to strike. They are coming! he muttered over his shoulder. They are more than half-way up now. Be ready and keep your eyes open. Be ready! he continued after a pause. They are nearly  here now! His breath began to come quickly; at last stepping back a pace and bringing his point to the charge. They are here! he shouted. On guard!

Claude stooped an inch lower, and with gleaming eyes, and feet set warily apart, waited the onset; waited with suspended breath for the charge that must come. He could hear the gasps of the wounded man who lay on the uppermost step; and once close to him he caught a sound of shuffling, moving feet, that sent his heart into his mouth. But seconds passed, and more seconds, and glare as he might into the black mouth of the staircase, from which the hood averted even the light of the stars, he could make out nothing, no movement, no sign of life!

The suspense was growing intolerable. And all the time behind him the alarm-bell was flinging Doom! Doom! down on the city, and a thousand sounds of fear and strife clutched at his mind and strove to draw it from the dark gap at which he waited, as a dog waits for a rat at the mouth of its hole. His breath began to come quickly, his knees shook. He heard his companion gasp  human nerves could stand it no longer. And then, just as he felt that, come what might, he must plunge his pike into the darkness, and settle the question, the shuffling sound came anew and steadied him, and he set his teeth and waited  waited still.

But nothing happened, nothing moved. Again the seconds, almost the minutes passed, and the deep note of the alarm-bell swelled louder and heavier, filling all the air, all the night, all the world, with its iron tongue  setting the tower reeling, the head swimming. In spite of himself, in spite of the fact that he knew his life hung on his vigilance, his thoughts wandered; wandered to Anne, alone and defenceless in that hell below him, from which such wild sounds were beginning to rise; to his own fate if he and Marcadel got the worst; to the advantage a light properly shaded would have given them, had they had it. But, alas, they had no light.

And then, while he thought of that, the world was all light. A sheet of flame burst from the hood, dazzled, blinded, scorched him; a crashing report filled his ears; he recoiled. The ball had missed him, had gone between him and Marcadel and struck neither. But for a moment in pure amazement, he stood gaping.

That moment had been his last had the defence lain with him only, or even with him and Marcadel. It was the senseless form that cumbered the uppermost step which saved them. The man who had fired tripped over it as he sprang out. He fell his length on the roof. The next man, less hasty or less brave, sank down on the obstacle, and blocked the way for others.

Before either could rise all was over. Claude brought down his pike on the head of the first to issue, and laid him lifeless on the leads. The guard, who was a better man at a pinch than in the anticipation of it, drove the other back  as he tried to rise  with a wound in the face. Then with a yell, assured that in the narrow stairhead the enemy could not use their weapons, the two charged their pikes into the obscurity, and thrust and thrust, and thrust again, in the cruelty of rage and fear.

What they struck, or where they struck, they could not see; but their ears told them that they did not strike in vain. A shrill scream and the gurgling cry of a dying man proved it, and the wild struggle that ensued on the stairs; where the uppermost, weighed down by the fallen men, turned in a panic on those below and fought with them to force them to descend.

Claude shuddered as he listened, as he waited, his pike still levelled; shuddered at the pitiful groaning that issued from the blackness, shuddered at the blows he had struck, and the scream that still echoed in his ears. He had not trembled when he fought, but he trembled at the thought of it.

They are beaten, he muttered huskily.

Ay, they are beaten! Marcadel  he who had trembled before the fight  answered with exultation. You were right. We wanted no more men! But it was near. If this rogue had not tripped our throats would have suffered.

He was a brave man, Claude answered, leaning heavily on his pike. He needed its support.

Marcadel knelt down and felt the man over. Ay, he said, he was, to give the devil his due! And that reminds me. Weve a skulker here who has escaped so far. He shall play his part now. We must have their arms, but it is dirty work groping in the dark for them; and maybe life enough in one of them to drive a dagger between ones ribs. He shall do it. Where is he?

Claude was feeling the reaction which ensues upon intense excitement. He did not answer. Nor did he interfere when Marcadel, pouncing on Louis, where he crouched in the darkest corner, forced him forward to the head of the staircase. There the lad fell on his knees weeping futilely, wailing prayers. But the guard kicked him forward.

In! he said. You know what you have to do! In, and strip them! Do you hear? And if you leave as much as a knife  

I wont! I darent! Louis screamed. And grovelling on his face on the leads he clung to whatever offered itself.

But men who have just passed through a life and death struggle, are hard. You wont? Marcadel answered, applying his boot brutally, but without effect. You will! Or you will feel my pike between your ribs! In! In, my lad!

A scream answered each repetition of the word, and proved that the threat was no empty one. Claude might have intervened, but he remembered Anne and the humiliations she had suffered in this cravens presence.

In! Marcadel repeated a third time. And if you leave so much as a knife upon them I will throw you off the tower. You understand, do you? Then in, and strip them!

And driven by sheer torture  for the pike had thrice drawn blood from his writhing body  Louis crept, weeping and quaking, into the staircase; and on one of her tormentors Anne was avenged. But Claude was thinking more of her present peril than of this; he had moved from the stairhead. A swell in the volume of sound which rose from the Corraterie had drawn him to that side of the tower, where shaking off the exhaustion which for a time had overcome him, he was straining his eyes to learn what was passing in the babel below.

The sight was a singular one. The Monnaye Gate far to the left, the Tertasse immediately before him, and the Treille on his right, were the centres of separate conflagrations. In one place a house, fired by the petard employed to force the door, was actually alight. In other places so great was the conflux of torches, the flash and gleam of weapons, and the babel of sounds that it wrought on the mind the impression of a fire blazing up in the night. Behind the Porte Tertasse, in the narrow streets of the Tertasse and the Cité  immediately, therefore, behind the Royaumes house  the conflict seemed to rage most hotly, the shots to be most frequent, the uproar greatest, even the light strongest; for the reflection of the combat below bathed the Tertasse tower in a lurid glow. Claude could distinguish the roof of the Royaumes house; and to see so much yet to be cut off as completely as if he stood a hundred miles away, to be so near yet so hopelessly divided, stung him to a new impatience and a greater daring.

He returned to Marcadel. Are we going to stay on this tower? he cried. Shut up here, while this goes forward and we may be of use?

I think we have done our part, the other answered soberly. If any man has saved Geneva, it is you! There, man, I give you the credit, he continued, in a burst of generosity, and it is no small thing! For it might make my fortune. But I have done some little too!

Ay! But cannot we  

What would you have us do more? the man continued, and with reason. Leave the roof to them? Tis all they want! Leave them to raise the old iron grate, and let in  what I hear yonder? He indicated the darker outer plain below the wall, whence rose the murmur of halted battalions, waiting baffled, and uncertain, the opening of the gate.

Ay, but if we descend?

May we not win the gate from a score? Marcadel answered, between contempt and admiration. Is that what you mean? And when we have won it, hold it? No, not if each of us were Gaston of Foix, Bayard, and M. de Crillon rolled into one! But what is this? We are winning or we are losing! Which is it?

From the Treille Gate had burst a rabble of men; a struggling crowd illumined by the glare of three or four lights. Pikes and halberds flashed in the heart of the mob as it swirled and struggled down the Corraterie in the direction of the gate from which the two men viewed it. Half-way thither, in the open, its progress seemed to be checked; it hung and paused, swaying this way and that; it recoiled. But at length, with a roar of triumph, it rolled on anew over half a dozen prostrate forms, and in a trice burst about the base of the Porte Neuve, swept, as it seemed to those above, into the gateway, and  in a twinkling broke back, repelled by a crashing volley that shook the tower.

They are our people! cried Claude.

Ay!

And now is our time! The lad waved his weapon. A diversion in the rear  and tis done!

In Heavens name stop! cried Marcadel, and he gripped Claudes sleeve. A diversion, ay! he continued. But a moment too soon or a moment too late  and where will we be?

He spoke in vain. His words were wasted on the air. Claude, not to be restrained, had entered the staircase. Pike in hand he felt his way over the bodies that choked it; by this time he was half-way down the stairs. Marcadel hesitated, waited a moment, listened; then, partly because success begets success, and courage courage, partly because he would not have the triumph taken from him, he too risked all. He snatched from Gentilis feeble hands a long pistol, part of the spoils of the staircase; and, staying only to assure himself that a portion of the priming still lay in the pan, he hurried after his leader.

By this time Claude was within four stairs of the guard-room. The low door that admitted to it stood open; and towards it a man, hearing the hasty tread of feet, had that moment turned a startled face. There was no room for anything but audacity, and Claude did not flinch. In two bounds, he hurled himself through the door on to the man, missed him with his pike  but was himself missed. In a flash the two were rolling together on the floor.

In their fall they brought down a third man, who, swearing horribly, made repeated stabs at Claude with a dagger. But the only light in the room came from the fire, the three were interlaced, and Claude was young and agile as an eel: he evaded the first thrust, and the second. The third went home in his shoulder, but desperate with pain he seized the hand that held the poniard, and clung to it; and before the man who had been the first to fall could regain his pike, or a third man who was present, but who was wounded, could drag himself, swearing horribly, to the spot, Marcadel fired from the stairs, and killed the wounded man. The next instant with a yell of Geneva! he sprang on the others under cover of the smoke that filled the room.

The combat was still but of two to two; and without the guard-room but almost within arms length, were a dozen Savoyards, headed by Picot the engineer; any one of whom might, by entering, turn the scale. But the pistol-shot had come to the ears of the attacking party: that instant, guessing that they had allies within, they rallied and with loud cries returned to the attack. Even while Marcadel having disposed of one more, stood over the struggling pair on the floor, doubting where to strike, the burghers burst a second time into the gateway  on which the guard-room opened  struck down Picot, and, hacking and hewing, with cries of Porte Gagnée! Porte Gagnée! bore the Savoyards back.

For the half of a minute the low-groined archway was a whirl of arms and steel and flame. Half a dozen single combats were in progress at once; amid yells and groans, and the jar and clash of a score of weapons. But the burghers, fighting bareheaded for their wives and hearths, were not to be denied; by-and-by the Savoyards gave back, broke, and saved themselves. One fierce group cut its way out and fled into the darkness of the Corraterie. Of the others four men remained on the ground, while two turned and tried to retreat into the guard-room.

But on the threshold they met Claude, vicious and wounded, his eyes in a flame; and he struck and killed the foremost. The other fell under the blows of the pursuing burghers, and across the two bodies Claude and Marcadel met their allies, the leaders of the assault. Strange to say, the foremost and the midmost of these was a bandy-legged tailor, with a great two-handed sword, red to the hilt; to such a place can valour on such a night raise a man. On his right stood Blandano, Captain of the Guard, bareheaded and black with powder; on his left Baudichon the councillor, panting, breathless, his fat face running with sweat and blood  for he bore an ugly wound  but with unquenchable courage in his eyes. A man may be fat and yet a lion.

It was a moment in the lives of the five men who thus met which none of them ever forgot. Was it one of you two who lowered the portcullis? Blandano gasped, as he leaned an instant on his sword.

He did, Marcadel answered, laying his hand on Claudes shoulder. And I helped him.

Then he has saved Geneva, and you have helped him! Blandano rejoined bluntly. Your name, young man.

Claude told him.

Good! Blandano answered. If I live to see the morning light, it shall not be forgotten!

Baudichon leant across the dead, and shook Claudes hand. For the women and children! he said, his fat face shaking like a jelly; though no man had fought that night with a more desperate valour. If I live to see the morning inquire for Baudichon of the council.

Jehan Brosse, the bandy-legged tailor with the huge sword  he was but five feet high and no one up to that night had known him for a hero  squared his shoulders and looked at Claude, as one who takes another under his protection. Baudichon the councillor, whom all men know in Geneva, he said with an affectionate look at the great man  he was proud of the company to which his prowess had raised him. You will not forget the name! no fear of that! And now on!

Ay, on! Blandano answered, looking round on his panting followers, of whom some were staunching their wounds and some, with dark faces and gleaming eyeballs, were loading and priming their arms. But I think the worst is over and we shall win through now. We have this gate safe, and it is the key, as I told you. If all be well elsewhere, and the main guards be held  

Ay, but are they? Baudichon muttered nervously: he reeled a little, for the loss of blood was beginning to tell upon him. That is the question!


CHAPTER XXV.

BASTERGA AT ARGOS.

The fear that Blandano might postpone the night-round, to a time which would involve discovery, haunted Blondel; and late on this eventful evening he despatched Louis, as we have seen, to the Porte Neuve to remind the Captain of his orders. That done  it was all he could do  the Syndic sat down in his great chair, and prepared himself to wait. He knew that he had before him some hours of uncertainty almost intolerable; and a peril, a hundred times more hard to face, because in the pinch of it he must play two parts; he must run with the hare and hunt with the hounds, and, a traitor standing forward for the city he had betrayed, he must have an eye to his reputation as well as his life.

He had no doubt of the success of Savoy, the walls once passed. Moreover, the genius of Basterga had imposed itself upon him as that of a man unlikely to fail. But some resistance there must be, some bloodshed  for the town held many devoted men; one hour at least of butchery, and that followed, he shuddered to think it, by more than one hour of excess, of cruelty, of rapine. From such things the captured cities of that day rarely escaped. In all that happened, the resistance and the peril, he must, he knew, show himself; he must take his part and run his risk if he would not be known for what he was, if he would not leave a name that men would spit on!

Strangely enough it was the moment of discovery and his conduct in that moment  it was the anticipation of this, that weighed most heavily on his guilty mind as he sat in his parlour, his hour of retiring long past, his household in bed. The city slept round him; how long would it sleep? And when it awoke, how long dared he, how long would it be natural for him to ignore the first murmur, the succeeding outcry, the rising alarm? It was not his cue to do overmuch, to precipitate discovery, or to assume at once the truth to be the truth. But on the other hand he must not be too backward.

Try as he would he could not divert his thoughts from this. He saw himself skulking in his house, listening with a white face to the rush of armed men along the street. He heard the tumult rising on all sides, and saw himself stand, guilty and irresolute, between hearth and door, uncertain if the time had come to go forth. Finally, and before he had made up his mind to go out, he fancied himself confronted by an entering face, and in an instant detected. And this it was, this initial difficulty, oddly enough  and not the subsequent hours of horror, confusion and danger, of dying men and wailing women  that rode his mind, dwelt on him and shook his nerves as the crisis approached.

One consolation he had, and one only; but a measureless one. Basterga had kept his word. He was cured. Six hours earlier he had taken the remedium according to the directions, and with every hour that had elapsed since he had felt new life course through his veins. He had had no return of pain, no paroxysm; but a singular lightness of body, eloquent of the change wrought in him and the youth and strength that were to come, had done what could be done to combat the terrors of the soul, natural in his situation. Pale he was, despite the potion; in spite of it he trembled and sweated. But he knew himself changed, and sick at heart as he was, he could only guess at the depths of nervous despair to which he must have fallen had he not taken the wondrous draught.

There was that to the good. That to the good. He would live. And life was the great thing after all; life and health, and strength. If he had sold his soul, his country, his friends, at least he would live  if naught happened to him to-night. If naught  but ah, the thought pierced him to the heart. He who had proved himself in old days no mean soldier in the field, who had won honour in more than one fight, felt his brow grow damp, his knees grow flaccid, knew himself a coward. For the life which he must risk was not the old life, but the new one which he had bought so dearly; the new one for which he had given his soul, his country, and his friends. And he dared not risk that! He dared not let the winds of heaven blow too roughly on that! If aught befel him this night, the irony of it! The mockery of it! The deadly, deadly folly of it!

He sweated at the thought. He cursed, cursed frantically his folly in omitting to give himself out for worse than he was; in omitting to take to his bed early in the day! Then he might have kept it through the night, through the fight; then he might have avoided risks. Now he felt that every ball discharged at a venture must strike him; that if he showed so much as his face at a window death must find its opportunity. He would not have dared to pass through a street on a windy day now  for if a tile fell it must fall on him. And he must fight! He must fight!

His manhood shrivelled within him at the thought. He shuddered. He was still shuddering, when on the shutter which masked the casement came a knock, thrice repeated. A cautious knock of which the mere sound implied an understanding.

The Syndic remained motionless, glaring at the window. Everything on a night like this, and to an uneasy conscience, menaced danger. At length it occurred to him that the applicant might be Louis, whom he had sent with the message to the Porte Neuve: and he took the lamp and went to admit him, albeit reluctantly, for what did the booby mean by returning? It was late, and only to open at this hour might, in the light cast by after events, raise suspicions.

But it was not Louis. The lamp flickering in the draught of the doorway disclosed a huge dusky form, glimmering metallic here and there, that in a trice pushed him back, passed by him, entered. It was Basterga. The Syndic shut the door, and staggered rather than walked after him to the parlour. There the Syndic set down the lamp, and turned to the scholar, his face a picture of guilty terror. What is it? he muttered. What has happened? Is  the thing put off?

The others aspect answered his question. A black corselet with shoulder pieces, and a feathered steel cap raised Bastergas huge stature almost to the gigantic. Nor did it need this to render him singular; to draw the eye to him a second time and a third. The man himself in this hour of his success, this moment of conscious daring, of reliance on his star and his strength, towered in the room like a demi-god. No, he answered, with a ponderous, exultant smile, slow to come, slow to go. No, Messer Blondel. Far from it. It has not been put off.

Something has been discovered?

No. We are here. That is all.

The Syndic supported himself by a hand pressed hard against the table behind him. Here? he gasped. You are here? You have the town already? It is impossible.

We have three hundred men in the Corraterie, Basterga answered. We hold the Tertasse Gate, and the Monnaye. The Porte Neuve is cut off, and at our mercy; it will be taken when we give the signal. Beyond it four thousand men are waiting to enter. We hold Geneva in our grip at last  at last! And in an accent half tragic, half ironic, he declaimed:  

Venit summa dies et ineluctabile tempus Dardaniae! Fuimus Troes, fuit Ilium et ingens Gloria Teucrorum! Ferus omnia Jupiter Argos Transtulit!

And then more lightly, If you doubt me, how am I here? he asked. And he extended his huge arms in the pride of his strength. Exercise your warrant now  if you can, Messer Syndic. Syndic, he continued in a tone of mockery, where is your warrant now? I have but this moment, he pointed to wet stains on his corselet, slain one of your guards. Do justice, Syndic! I have seized one of your gates by force. Avenge it, Syndic! Syndic? ha! ha! Here is an end of Syndics.

The Syndic gasped. He was a hard man, not to say an arrogant one, little used to opposition; one who, times and again, had ridden rough-shod over the views of his fellows. To be jeered at, after this fashion, to be scorned and mocked by this man who in the beginning had talked so silkily, moved so humbly, evinced so much respect, played the poor scholar so well, was a bitter pill. He asked himself if it was for this he had betrayed his city; if it was for this he had sold his friends. And then  then he remembered that it was not for this  not for this, but for life, dear life, warm life, that he had done this thing. And, swallowing the rage that was rising within him, he calmed himself.

It is better to cease to be Syndic than cease to live, he said coldly.

But the other had no mind to return to their former relations. True, O sage! he answered contemptuously. But why not both? Because  shall I tell you?

I hear  

Yes, and I hear too! The city is rising! Basterga listened a moment. Presently they will ring the alarm-bell, and  

If you stay here some one may find you!

And find me with you? Basterga rejoined. He knew that he ought to go, for his own sake as well as the Syndics. He knew that nothing was to be made and much might be lost by the disclosure that was on his tongue. But he was intoxicated with the success which he had gained; with the clang of arms, and the glitter of his armed presence. The true spirit of the man, as happens in intoxication of another kind, rose to the surface, cruel, waggish, insolent  of an insolence long restrained, the insolence of the scholar, who always in secret, now in the light, panted to repay the slights he had suffered, the patronage of leaders, the scoffs of power. Ay, he continued, they may find me with you! But if you do not mind, I need not. And I was just asking you  why not both? Life and power, my friend?

You know, Blondel answered, breathing quickly. How he hated the man! How gladly would he have laid him dead at his feet! For if the fool stayed here prating, if he were found here by those who within a few moments would come with the alarm, he was himself a lost man. All would be known.

That was the fear in Blondels mind; the alarm was growing louder each moment, and drawing nearer. And then in a twinkling, in two or three sentences, Basterga put that fear into the second place, and set in its seat emotions that brooked no rival.

Why not both? he said, jeering. Live and be Syndic, both? Because you had the scholars ill, eh, Messer Blondel? Or because your physician said you had it  to whom I paid a good price  for the advice? The devil seemed to look out of the mans eyes, as he spoke in short sentences, each pointed, each conveying a heart-stab to its hearer.

To whom  you gave? Blondel muttered, his eyes dilated.

A good price  for the advice! A good price to tell you, you had it.

The magistrates face swelled till it was almost purple, his hands gripped the front of his coat, and pressed hard against his breast. But  the pains? he muttered. Did you  but no, with a frightful grimace, you lie! you lie!

Did I bribe him  to give you those too? the other answered, with a ruthless laugh. You have alighted on it, most grave and reverend sage. You have alighted on the exact fact, so clever are you! That was precisely what I did some months back, after I heard that you, being fearful as rich men are, had been to him for some fancied ill. You had two medicines? You remember? The one gave, the other soothed your trouble. And now that you understand, now that your mind is free from care, and you can sleep without fear of the scholars ill  will you not thank me for your cure, Messer Blondel?

Thank you? the magistrate panted. Thank you? He stepped back two paces, groping with his hands, as if he sought to support himself by the table from which he had advanced.

Ay, thank me!

No, but I will pay you! and with the word Blondel snatched from the table a pistol which he had laid within his reach an hour earlier. Before the giant, confident in his size, discovered his danger, the muzzle was at his breast. It was too late to move then  three paces divided the men; but, in his haste to raise the pistol, Blondel had not shaken from it the handkerchief under which he had hidden it, and the lock fell on a morsel of the stuff. The next moment Bastergas huge hand struck aside the useless weapon, and flung Blondel gasping against the wall.

Fool! the scholar cried, towering above the baffled, shrinking man whose attempt had placed him at his mercy. Think you that Cæsar Basterga was born to perish by your hand? That the gods made me what I am, I who carry to-night the fortunes of a nation and the fate of a king, that I might fall by so pitiful a creature as you! Ay, tis the alarm-bell, you are right. And by-and-by your friends will be here. It is a wonder, he continued, with a cruel look, that they are not here already; but perhaps they have enough to fill their hands! And come or stay  if they be like you, poor fool, weak in body as in wit  I care not! I, Cæsar Basterga, this night lord of Geneva, and in the time to come, and thanks to you  

Curse you! Blondel gasped.

That which I dare be sworn you have dreamt of being!  the scholar continued with a subtle smile. The Grand Dukes alter ego, Mayor of the Palace, Adviser to his Highness! Yes, I hit you there? I touch you there! Oh, vanity of little men, I thought so! He broke off and listened, as sharp on one another two gun-shots rang out at no great distance from the house. A third followed as he hearkened: and on it a swelling wave of sound that rose with each second louder and nearer. Ay, tis known now! Basterga resumed, in a tone more quiet, but not less confident. And I must go, my dear friend  who thought a minute ago to speed me for ever. Know that it lies not in hands mean as yours to harm Cæsar Basterga of Padua! And that to-night, of all nights, I bear a charmed life! I carry, Syndic, a kingdom and its fortunes!

He seemed to swell with the thought, and in comparison of the sickly man scowling darkly on him from the wall, he did indeed look a king, as he turned to the door, flung it wide and passed into the passage. With only the street door between him and the hub-bub that was beginning to fill the night, he could measure the situation. He had stayed late. The beat of many feet hastening one way  towards the Porte Tertasse  the clatter of weapons as here and there a man trailed his pike on the stones, the roar of rising voices, the rattle of metal as some one hauled a chain across the end of the Bourg du Four and hooked it  sounds such as these might have alarmed an ordinary man who knew himself cut off from his party, and isolated among foes.

But Basterga did not quail. His belief in his star was genuine; he was intoxicated with the success which he fancied lay within his grasp. He carried Cæsar and his fortunes! was it in mean men to harm him? Nay, so confident was he, that when he had opened the door he stood an instant on the threshold viewing the strange scene, and quoted with an appreciation as strange  

At domus interior gemitu miseroque tumultu Miscetur, penitusque cavae plangoribus aedes Femineis ululant; ferit aurea sidera clamor  

from his favourite poet. After which without hesitation but also without hurry he turned and plunged into the stream of passers that was hurrying towards the Porte Tertasse.

He had been right not to quail. In the medley of light and shadow which filled the Bourg du Four and the streets about the Town Hall, in the confusion, in the rush of all in one direction and with one intent, no one paid heed to him, or supposed him to belong to the enemy. Some cried To the Treille! They are there! To the Treille! And these wheeled that way. But more, guided by the sounds of conflict, held on to the point where the short, narrow street of the Tertasse turned left-handed out of the equally narrow Rue de la Cité  the latter leading onwards to the Porte de la Monnaye, and the bridges. Here, at the meeting of the two confined lanes, overhung by timbered houses, and old gables of strange shapes, a desperate conflict was being fought. The Savoyards, masters of the gate, had undertaken to push their way into the town by the Rue Tertasse; not doubting that they would be supported by-and-by, upon the entrance of their main body through the Porte Neuve. They had proceeded no farther, however, than the junction with the Rue de la Cité  a point where darkness was made visible by two dim oil lamps  before, the alarm being given, they found themselves confronted by a dozen half-clad townsfolk, fresh from their beds; of whom five or six were at once laid low. The survivors, however, fought with desperation, giving back, foot by foot; and as the alarm flew abroad and the city rose, every moment brought the defenders a reinforcement  some father just roused from sleep, armed with the chance weapon that came to hand, or some youth panting for his first fight. The assailants, therefore, found themselves stayed; slowly they were driven back into the narrow gullet of the Tertasse. Even there they were put to it to hold their ground against an ever-increasing swarm of citizens, whom despair and the knowledge that they were fighting on their hearths, for their wives, and for their children, brought up in renewed strength.

In the Tertasse, however, where it was not possible to outflank them, and no dark side-alley, vomiting now and again a desperate man, gave one to death, a score could hold out against a hundred. Here then, with the gateway at their backs  whence three or four could fire over their heads  the Savoyards stood stubbornly at bay, awaiting the reinforcements which they were sure would come from the Porte Neuve. They were picked troops not easily discouraged; and they had no fear that aught serious had happened. But they asked impatiently why DAlbigny with the main body did not come; why Brunaulieu with the Monnaye in his hands did not see that the time was opportune. They chafed at the delay. Give the city time to array itself, let it recover from its first surprise, and all their forces might scarcely avail to crush opposition.

It was at this moment, when the burghers had drawn back a little that they might deliver a decisive attack, that Basterga came up. Fabri the Syndic had taken the command, and had shouted to all who had windows looking on the lane to light them. He had arrayed his men in some sort of order and was on the point of giving the word to charge, when he heard the steps of Basterga and some others coming up; he waited to allow them to join him. The instant they arrived he gave the word, and followed by some thirty burghers armed with half-pikes, halberds, anything the men had been able to snatch up, he charged the Savoyards bravely.

In the narrow lane but four or five could fight abreast, and the Grand Dukes men were clad in steel and well armed. Nevertheless Fabri bore back the first line, pressed on them stoutly, and amid a wild mêlée of struggling men and waving weapons, began to drive the troop, in spite of a fierce resistance, into the gate. If he could do this and enter with them, even though he lost half his men, he might save the city.

But the Savoyards, though they gave back, gave back slowly. Within twenty paces of the gate the advance wavered, stopped, hung an instant. Of that instant Basterga took advantage. He had moved on undetected, with the rearmost burghers: now he saw his opportunity and seized it. He flung to either side the man to right and left of him. He struck down, almost with the same movement, the man in front. He rushed on Fabri, who in the middle of the first line was supporting, though far from young, a single combat with one of the Savoyard leaders. On him Bastergas coward weapon alighted without warning, and laid him low. To strike down another, and turning, range himself in the van of the foreigners with a mighty Savoy! Savoy! was Bastergas next action; and it sufficed. The panic-stricken burghers, apprised of treason in their ranks, gave back every way. The Savoyards saw their advantage, rallied, and pressed them. Speedily the Italians regained the ground they had lost, and with the tall form of their champion fighting in the van, began to sweep the towns-folk back into the Rue de la Cité.

But arrived at the meeting of the ways, Bastergas followers paused, hesitating to expose their flank by entering this second street. The Genevese saw this, rallied in their turn, and for a moment seemed to be holding their own. But three or four of their doughtiest fighters lay stark in the kennel, they had no longer a leader, they were poorly armed and hastily collected; and devoted as they were, it needed little to renew the panic and start them in utter rout. Basterga saw this, and when his men still hung back, neglecting the golden opportunity, he rushed forward, almost alone, until he stood conspicuous between the two bands  the one hesitating to come on, the other hesitating to fly.

Savoy! he thundered, Ville gagnée! The city is ours! Cowards, come on! And waving his halberd above his head, he beckoned to his followers to advance.

Had they done so, had they charged on the instant, they had changed all for him, and perhaps all for Geneva. But they hung a moment, and the next, as in shame they drew themselves together for the charge, their champion stooped forward with a shrill scream. The next instant he received full on his nape a heavy iron pot, that descending with tremendous force from a window above him, rolled from him broken into three pieces.

He went down under the blow as if a sledge-hammer had struck him; and so sudden, so dramatic was the fall  his armour clanging about him  that for an instant the two bands held their hands and stood staring, as indifferent crowds stand and gaze in the street. A dozen on the patriots side knew the house from which the marmite fell, and marked it; and half as many saw at the small window whence it came the grey locks and stern wrinkled face of an aged woman. The effect on the burghers was magical. As if the act symbolised not only the loved ones for whom they fought, but the dire distress to which they were come, they rushed on the foreign men-at-arms with a spirit and a fury hitherto unknown. With a ringing shout of Mère Royaume! Mère Royaume!  raised by those who knew the old woman, and taken up by many who did not  they swept the foe, shaken by the fall of their leader, along the narrow Tertasse, pressed on them, and, still shouting the new war-cry, entered the gateway along with them.

Mère Royaume! Mère Royaume! The name rang savagely in the groining of the arch, echoed dully in the obscurity in which the fierce struggle went on. And men struck to its rhythm, and men died to it. And men who heard it thus and lived never forgot it, nor ever went back in their minds to that night without recalling it.

To one man, flurried already, and a coward at heart, the name carried a paralysing assurance of doom. He had seen Basterga fall  by this womans hand of all hands in the world  and he had been the first to flee. But in the lane he tripped over Fabri, he fell headlong, and only raised himself in time to gain the gateway a few feet in front of the avenging pikes. Still, he might escape, he hoped to escape, through the gate and into the open Corraterie. But the first to reach the gates had taken in hand to shut them, and so to prevent the townsfolk reaching the Corraterie. One of the great doors, half-closed, blocked his way, and instinctively  ignorant how far behind him the pike-points were  he sprang aside into the guard-room.

His one chance now  for he was cut off, and knew it  lay in reaching the staircase and mounting to the roof. A bound carried him to the door, he grasped the handle. But a fugitive who had only a second before saved himself that way, took him for a pursuer, dragged the door close and held it  held it in spite of his efforts and his imprecations.

Five seconds, ten, perhaps, Grio  for he it was  wasted in struggling vainly with the door. The man on the other side clung to it with a despair equal to his own. Five seconds, ten, perhaps; but in that space of time, short as it was, the man paid smartly for the sins of his life. When the time of grace had elapsed, with a pike-point a few inches from his back and the gleaming eyes of an avenging burgher behind it, he fled shrieking round the table. He might even yet have escaped by a chance; for all was confusion, and though there was a glare there was no light. But he stumbled over the body of the man whom he had slain without pity a few hours before. He fell writhing, and died on the floor, under a dozen blows, as beasts die in the shambles.

Mère Royaume! Mère Royaume! The cry  the last cry he heard  swelled louder and louder. It swept through the gate, it passed through to the open, and bore far along the Corraterie, far along the ramparts, ay, to the open country, the earnest of victory, the earnest of vengeance.

Geneva was saved. He who would have betrayed it, slain like Pyrrhus the Epirote by a womans hand, lay dead in the dark lane behind the house in which he had lived.


CHAPTER XXVI.

THE DAWN.

Anne was but one of some thousands of women who passed through the trial of that night; who heard the vague sounds of disquiet that roused them at midnight grow to sharp alarms, and these again  to the dull, pulsing music of the tocsin  swell to the uproar of a deadly conflict waged by desperate men in narrow streets. She was but one of thousands who that night heard fate knocking at their hearts; who praying, sick with fear, for the return of their men, showed white faces at barred windows, and by every tossing light that passed along the lane viewed long years of loneliness or widowhood.

But Anne had this burden also; that she had of herself sent her man into danger; her man, who, but for her pleading, but for her bidding, might not have gone. And that thought, though she had done her duty, laid a cold grip upon her heart. Her work it was if he lay at this moment stark in some dark alley, the first victim of the assault; or, sorely wounded, cried for water; or waited in pain where none but the stricken heard him. The thought bowed her to the ground, sent her to her prayers, took from her alike all memory of the danger that had menaced her this morning, and all consciousness of that which now threatened her, a helpless woman, if the town were taken.

The house, having its back on the Rue de la Cité, at the point where that street joined the Tertasse, stood in the heart of the conflict; and almost from the moment of the first attack on the Porte Neuve, which Claude was in time to witness, was a centre of fierce and deadly fighting. Anne dared not leave her mother, who, strange to say, slept through the early alarms; and it was bowed on the edge of her mothers bed  that bed beside which she had tasted so much of happiness and so much of grief  that she passed, not knowing what the turning page might show, the first hour of anxiety and suspense.

The report of a shot shook her frame. A scream stabbed her like a knife. Lower and lower she thrust her face amid the bed-clothes, striving to shut out sound and knowledge; or, woman-like, she raised her pale, beseeching face that she might listen, that she might hope. If he fell would they tell her? And how he fell, and where? Or would they hold her strange to him? Would she never hear?

Suddenly her mother opened her eyes, lay a while listening, then slowly sat up and looked at her. Anne saw the awakening alarm in the dear face, that in some mysterious way recalled its youth; and she fancied that to her other troubles, the misery of one of the old paroxysms was going to be added. At such an hour, with such sounds of terror filling the night, with such a glare dancing on the ceiling the first attack had come on, years before. Then the alarm had been fictitious; to-night the calamity which the poor woman had imagined, was happening with every circumstance of peril and alarm.

But Madame Royaumes face, though anxious and serious, retained to an astonishing extent its sanity. Whether the strange dream which she had had earlier in the night had prepared her for the state of things to which she awoke, or the weeks and months which had elapsed since that old alarm of fire dropped in some inexplicable way from her  and as one shock had upset, another restored the balance of her mind  certain it is that Anne, watching her with a painful interest, found her sane. Nor did Madame Royaumes first words dispel the impression.

They hold out? she asked, grasping her daughters hand and pressing it. They hold out?

Yes, yes, they hold out, Anne answered, hoping to soothe her. And she patted the hand that clasped hers. Have no fear, dear, all will go well.

If they have faith and hold out, the aged woman replied, listening to the strange medley of sounds that rose to them.

They will, they will, Anne faltered.

But there is need of every one!

They are gone, dear, the girl answered, repressing a sob with difficulty. We are alone in the house.

So it should be, Madame Royaume replied, with sternness. The man to the wall, the maid to the pall! It was ever so!

A low cry burst from Annes lips. God forbid! she wailed. God forbid! God have mercy!

The next moment she could have bitten out her tongue; she knew that such words and such a cry were of all others the most likely to excite her patient. But after some obscure fashion their positions seemed this night to be reversed. It was the mother who in her turn patted her daughters hand and sought to soothe her.

Ay, God forbid, she said softly. But man must do his part. I mind when   She paused. Her eyes travelling round the room, fixed their gaze on the fireplace. She seemed to be perplexed by something she saw there, and Anne, still fearing a recurrence of her illness, asked her hurriedly what it was. What is it; mother? she said, leaning over her, and following the direction of her eyes. Is it the great pot you are looking at?

Ay, Madame Royaume answered slowly. How comes it here?

There was no one below, Anne explained. I brought it up this morning. Dont you remember? There is no fire below.

No?

That is all, mother. You saw me bring it up.

Ay? And then after a pause: Let it down a hook.

But  

Let it down, child! And when Anne, to soothe her, had obeyed and let the great pot down until the fire licked its sides, Is it full? Madame asked.

Half-full, mother.

It will do. And for a time the woman in the bed was silent.

Outside there was noise enough. The windows in the room looked into the Corraterie, from which side no more than passing sounds of conflict rose to them; the pounding of running feet, sharp orders, a shot, and then another. But the landing without the bedroom door looked down by a high-set window into the narrow Tertasse; and from this, though the door was shut, rose an inferno of noise, the clash of steel, the cries of the wounded, the shouts of the fighters. The townsfolk, rallying from their first alarm, were driving the enemy out of the Rue de la Cité, penning him into the Tertasse, and preparing to carry that street.

On a sudden there came, not a cessation of the uproar, but a change in its character. It was as if the current of a river were momentarily stayed and pent up; and then with a mighty crashing of timbers and shifting of pebbles, and a din as of the worlds end, began to run the other way. Annes face turned a shade paler; so appalling was the noise, she would fain have stopped her ears. But her mother sat up.

What is it? she asked eagerly. What is it?

Dear mother, do not fret! It must be  

Go and see, child! Go to the window in the passage, and see! Madame Royaume persisted.

Anne had no wish to go, no wish to see. She pictured her lover in the mêlée whence rose those appalling cries; and gladly would she have hidden her head in the bedclothes and poured out her heart in prayer for him. But Madame persisted, and she yielded, went into the passage and opened the small window. With the cold air entered a fresh volume of sound. On the walls and timbered gables opposite her  and so near that she could well-nigh touch them with her extended arm  strange lights played luridly; and here and there, at dormers on a level with her, pale faces showed and vanished by turns.

She looked down. For a moment, in the confusion, in the medley of moving forms, she could discern little or nothing. Then, as her eyes became more accustomed to the sight, she made out that the tide of conflict was running inward into the town, a sign that the invaders were gaining the mastery.

Well? Madame Royaume asked, her voice querulous.

Anne strove to say something that would soothe her mother. But a sob choked her, and when she regained her speech she felt herself impelled, she knew not why, to tell the truth. I fear our people are falling back, she murmured, trembling so violently that she could barely stand.

How far? Where are they, child? Her mothers voice was eager. Where are they?

They are almost under the window! And then withdrawing her head with a shudder, while she clung for support to the frame of the window: They are fighting underneath me now, she said. God pity them!

And who is  are we still getting the worst of it?

Forced by a kind of fascination, Anne looked out again. Yes, there is one man, a big man, leads them on, she said, in the voice of one who, painfully absorbed in a sight, reports it involuntarily. He is driving our people before him. Ah! he has struck one down this moment. He is almost underneath us now. But his people will not follow him! They are standing. He  he waves them on!

He is beneath us? Madames voice sounded strangely near, strangely insistent. But Anne, wrapt in what she saw, did not heed it.

Yes! He is a dozen paces in front of his men. He is underneath us now. He urges them to follow him! He towers above them! He is  

She broke off; close to her sounded a heavy breathing, that even above the babel of the street caught her ear. She drew in her head, looked, and, overwrought by that which she had been witnessing, she shrieked aloud.

Beside her, bending under the weight of the great steaming pot, stood her mother! Her mother, who had scarcely left her bedroom twice in a twelvemonth, nor crossed it as many times in a week. But it was her mother; endowed at this pass, and for the instant, with supernatural strength. For even as Anne recoiled thunderstruck, the old woman lifted the huge marmite, half-full and steaming as it was, to the ledge of the window, steadied it there an instant, and then, with the gleaming eyes and set pale face of an avenging prophetess, thrust it forth.

A second they gazed at one another with suspended breath. Then from the street below rose a wild shriek, a crash, and lo, the huge pot lay shattered in the kennel beside the man whom, Heaven directed, it had slain. As if the shock of its fall stayed for an instant even the movement of the world, a silence fell on all: then, as the roar of conflict rose again, louder, more vengeful, with a new note in it, she caught her mother in her arms.

Mother! Mother! she cried. Mother!

The elder woman was white to the lips. Get me to bed! she muttered. Get me to bed! She had lost the power even to stand. That she had ever borne, even for a yard, the great pot which it taxed Annes utmost strength to carry upstairs was a miracle. But a miracle were all the circumstances connected with the act.

Anne carried her back and laid her on the bed, greatly fearing for her. And thenceforth for a while the girls horizon, so wide and stormy an instant before, was narrowed to the bed beside which she stood, narrowed to the dear face on which the lamplight fell, disclosing its death-like pallor. For the time Anne forgot even her lover, was deaf to the struggle outside, was unmindful of the flight of the hours. For her, Geneva might have lain at peace, the night been as other nights, the house below been heavy with the breathing of tired sleepers. She looked neither to the right nor the left, until under her loving hands Madame Royaume revived, opened her eyes and smiled  the smile she had for one face only in the world.

By that time Anne had lost count of the time. It might be hard on morning, it might be a little after midnight. One thing only was clear, the lamp required oil, and to get it she must descend to the ground floor. She opened the door and listened, wondering dully how the conflict had gone. She had lost count of that also.

The small window at the head of the stairs remained open as they had left it; and through it a ceaseless hum, as of a hive of bees swarming, poured in from the night, and told of multitudes astir. The alarm-bell had ceased to ring, the wilder sounds of conflict had died down; in the parts about the Tertasse the combat appeared to be at an end. But this might be either because resistance had ceased, or because the battle had rolled away to other quarters, or  which she scarcely dared to hope  because the foe had been driven out.

As she stood listening, she shivered in the cold air that came from the window. She felt as if she had been beaten, and knew that this came of the shocks she had suffered and the long strain. She feared for her nerves, and hated to go down into the dark parts of the house as if some danger lurked there. She longed for morning, for the light; and thought of Claude and his fate, and wondered why the thought of his danger did not move her to weeping, as it had moved her a few hours earlier.

In truth she was worn out. The effort to revive her mother had cost her the last remains of strength. Her feet as she descended the stairs were of lead, the brazen notes of the alarm-bell hummed in her ears. When she reached the living-room she set the lamp on one of the tables and sat down wearily, with her eyes on the cold, empty hearth and on the settle where she had sat with his arms about her. And now, if ever, she must weep; but she could not.

The lamp burned low, and cast smoky shadows on the ceiling and the walls. The shuttered windows showed their dead faces. The cheerful soul of the room had passed from it with the fire, leaving the shell gloomy, lifeless, repellent. Anne drowsed a moment in sheer exhaustion, and would have slept, if the lamp on the point of expiring had not emitted a sound and roused her. She rose reluctantly, dragged herself to the great cupboard under the stairs, and, having lighted a rushlight at the dying flame, put out the lamp and refilled it.

She was about to re-light it, and had taken the rushlight in her hand for the purpose, when she heard through the shuttered windows and the barred door a growing clamour; the tramp of heavy feet, the hum of many voices, the buzz of a crowd that, almost as soon as she awoke to its near presence, came to a stand before the house. The tumult of voices raised all at once in different keys did not entirely drown the clash of arms; and while she stood, sullenly regarding the door, and resigned to the inevitable, whatever it might be, thin shafts of light pierced the shutters and stabbed the gloom about her.

With that a hail-storm of knocks fell on the door and on the shutters. A dozen voices cried, Open! Open! The jangle of a halberd as its bearer let the butt drop heavily on the stone steps added force to the summons.

Annes first impulse was to retreat upstairs, and leave them to do their worst. Her next  she was in a state of collapse in which resistance seemed useless  was to open. She moved to the door, and with cold hands removed the huge bars and let down the chain. It was only when she had done so much, when it remained only to unlock, that she wavered; that she trembled to think on what the crowd might be bent, and what might be her fate at their hands. She paused then, with her fingers on the key; but not for long. She remembered that, before she descended, she had heard neither shot nor cry. Resistance therefore had ceased, and that of a single house, held by two helpless women, could avail nothing, could but excite to fury and reprisals.

She turned the key and opened. The lights dazzled her. The doorway, as she stood faltering, almost fainting, before it, seemed to be full of grotesque dancing faces, some swathed in bandages, others powder-blackened, some hot with excitement, others pallid with fatigue. They were such faces, piled one above the other, as are seen in bad dreams.

On the intruders side, those who pressed in first saw a girl strangely quiet, who held the door wide for them. My mother is ill, she said in a voice that strove for composure; if they were the enemy, her only hope, her only safety, lay in courage. And she is old, she continued. Do not harm her.

We come to do harm neither to you nor to her, a voice replied. And the foremost of the troop, a thick dwarfish man with a huge two-handed sword, stood aside. Messer Baudichon, he said to one behind him, this is the daughter.

She knew the fat, sturdy councillor  who in Geneva did not?  and through her stupor she recognised him, although a great bandage swathed half his head, and he was pale. And, beginning to have an inkling that things were well, she began also to tremble. By his side stood Messer Petitot  she knew him, too, he had been Syndic the year before  and a man in hacked and blood-stained armour with his arm in a sling and his face black with powder. These three, and behind them a dozen others  men whom she had seen on high days robed in velvet, but who now wore, one and all, the ugly marks of that nights work  looked on her with a strange benevolence. And Baudichon took her hand.

We do not come to harm you, he said. On the contrary we come to thank you and yours. In the name of the city of Geneva, and of all those here with me  

Ay! Ay! shouted Jehan Brosse, the tailor. And he rang his sword on the doorstep. Ay! Ay!

We come to thank you for the blow struck this night from this house! That it rid us of one of our worst foes was a small thing, girl. But that it put heart into our burghers and strength into their arms at a critical moment was another and a greater thing. Which shall not, if Geneva stand  as stand by Gods pleasure she shall, the stronger for this nights work  be forgotten! The name of Mère Royaume will at the next meeting of the Greater Council be inscribed among the names of those whom the Free City thanks for their services this night!

A murmur of stern approval that began with those in the house rolled through the doorway and was echoed by the waiting throng that filled the street.

She was weeping. All it meant, all it might mean, what warranty of powerful friends, what fame beyond the reach of dark stories, or a womans spite, she could not yet understand, she could not yet appreciate. But something, the citys safety, the citys gratitude, the countenance of these men who came to her door blood-stained, dark with smoke, reeling with fatigue  came that they might thank her mother and do her honour  something of this she did grasp as she wept before them.

She had but one thing to ask, to desire; and in a moment it was given her.

Nor is that all! The voice that broke in was harsher and blunter than Baudichons. If it be true, as I am told, that a young man of the name of Mercier lives here? He does, does he? Ay, he lives, my girl. He is safe, have no fear. For the matter of that he has nine lives, and  Captain Blandano continued with an oath he has had need of all this night, God forgive me for the word! But, as I said, that is not all. For if there is any one man who has saved Geneva, it is he, the man who let down the portcullis. And if the city does not dower you, my girl  

The city shall dower her! The speakers voice came from somewhere in the neighbourhood of the doorway, and was something tremulous and uncertain. But what it lacked in strength it made up in haste and eagerness. The city shall dower her! If not, I will!

Good, Messer Blondel, and spoken like you! Blandano answered heartily. And though one or two of the foremost, on hearing Blondels voice, looked askance at one another, and here and there a whisper passed of The Syndic of the guard? How came   the majority drowned such murmurings under a chorus of applause.

We are of one mind, I think! Baudichon said. And with that he turned to the door. Now, good friends, he continued, it wants but little of daylight, and some of us were best in our beds. Let us go. That we lie down in peace and honour  he went on, solemnly raising his hand over the happy weeping girl beside him, as if he blessed her that our wives and children lie safe within our walls is due, under God, to this roof. And I call all here to witness that while I live the city of Geneva shall never forget the debt that is due to this house and to the name of Royaume!

Ay, ay! cried the bandy-legged tailor. I too! The small with the great, the rich with the poor, as we have fought this night!

Ay! Ay!

Some shook her by the hand, and some called Heaven to bless her, and some with tears running down their faces  for no man there was his common everyday self  did naught but look on her with kindness. And so, each having done after his fashion, they trooped out again into the street. A moment later, as the winter sun began to colour the distant snows, and the second Sunday in December of the year 1602 broke on Geneva, the voices of the multitude rose in the one hundred and twenty-fourth psalm; to the solemn thunder of which, poured from thankful hearts, the assembly accompanied Baudichon to his home a little farther down the Corraterie.

Anne was about to close the door and secure it after them  with feelings how different from those with which she had opened that door!  when it resisted her shaking hands. She did not on the instant understand the reason or what was the matter. She pushed more strongly, still it came back on her, it opened widely and more widely. And then one who had heard all, yet had not shown himself, one who had entered with Baudichons company, but had held himself hidden in the background, pushed in, uninvited.

Uninvited? The rushlight still burned low and smokily, and she had not relighted the lamp. The corners were dark with shadows, the hearth was cold and empty and ugly, the shutters still blinded the windows. But the coming of this uninvited one  love comes ever unexpected and uninvited  how strangely, how marvellously, how beautifully did it change all for her, light all, fill all.

As she felt his arms about her, as she clung to him, and sobbed on his shoulder, as she strove for words and could not utter them for the happiness of her heart, as she felt his kisses rain on her face in joy and safety, who had not left her in sorrow, no, nor in the shadow of death, nor for any fears of what man could do to him  let it be said that her reward was as her trial.



Madame Royaume lived four years after that famous attack on the Free City of Geneva which is called the Escalade; and during that time she experienced no return of the mysterious malady that came with one shock, and passed from her with another. Nor, so far as can be ascertained at the distant time at which I write, did the suspicions which the night of the Escalade found in the bud survive it. Probably the Corraterie and the neighbouring quarter, ay, and the whole city of Geneva, had for many a week to come matter for gossip and to spare. It is certain, at any rate, that whatever whispers were current in this house or that, no tongue wagged openly against the favourites of the council, who were also the favourites of the crowd. For Mère Royaumes act hit marvellously the public fancy, and, passing from mouth to mouth, and from generation to generation, is still the first, the best loved, and the most picturesque of the legends of Geneva.

And Messer Blondel? Did he evade the penalty of his act? Ask any man in the streets of Geneva, even to-day, and he will tell you the fate of Philibert Blondel, Fourth Syndic. He will tell you how the magistrate triumphed for a time, as he had triumphed in the council before, how he closed the mouths of his accusers, how not once, but twice and thrice, by the sheer force and skill of a man working in a medium which he understood, he won his acquittal from his compeers. But though punishment be slow to overtake, it does overtake at last; nor has the world witnessed many instances more pertinent or more famous than that of Messer Blondel. Strive as he might, tongues would wag within the council, and without. Silence as he might Baudichon and Petitot, smaller men would talk; and their talk persisted and grew, and was vigorous when months and even years had passed. What the great did not know the small knew or guessed, and fixed greedy eyes on the head of the man who had dared to sell Geneva. The end came four years after the Escalade. To conceal the old negotiation he committed a further crime, and being betrayed by the tool he employed was seized and convicted. On the 1st September, 1606, he lost his head on a scaffold erected before his own house in the Bourg du Four.

The Merciers had at least one son  probably he was the eldest, for he bore his fathers name  who lived into middle life, and proved himself their worthy descendant. For precisely fifty years after the date of these events a poor woman of the name of Michée Chauderon was put to death in Geneva, on a charge of sorcery; and among those  and they were not few  who strove most manfully and most obstinately to save her, we find the name of a physician of great note in the Canton at that time  one Claude Mercier. He did not prevail, though he struggled bravely; the long night of superstition, though nearing its close, still reigned; that woman suffered. But he carried it so far and so boldly that from that day to this  and the city may be proud of the fact  no person has suffered death in Geneva on that dreadful charge.

THE END


THE ABBESS OF VLAYE
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HUGH STOWELL SCOTT,
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THIS STORY IS

AFFECTIONATELY DEDICATED BY HIS FRIEND.


A KING IN COUNCIL.

Monsieur des Ageaux was a man of whom his best friends could not say that he shone, or tried to shine, in the pursuit of the fair sex. He was of an age, something over thirty, when experience renders more formidable the remaining charms of youth; and former conquests whet the sword for new emprises. And the time in which he lived and governed the province of Périgord for the King was a time in which the favour of ladies, and the good things to be gained thereby, stood for much, and morality for little. So that for the ambitious the path of dalliance presented almost as many chances of advancement as the more strenuous road of war.

Yet des Ageaux, though he was an ambitious man and one whose appetite success  and in his degree he had been very successful  had but sharpened, showed no inclination to take that path, or to rise by trifling. Nay, he turned from it; he shunned if he did not dislike the other sex. Whether he doubted his powers  he was a taciturn, grave man  or he had energy only for the one pursuit he loved, the government of men, the thing was certain. Yet he was not unpopular even at Court, the lax Court of Henry the Fourth. But he was known for a thoughtful, dry man, older than his years and no favourite with great ladies; of whom some dubbed him shy, and some a clown, and all  a piece of furniture.

None the less, where men were concerned, he passed for a man more useful than most; or, for certain, seeing that he boasted no great claims, and belonged to no great family, he had not been Governor of a province. Governors of provinces in those days were of the highest; cousins of the King, when these could be trusted, which was rare; peers and Marshals of France, great Dukes with vast hereditary possessions, old landed Vicomtes, and the like. Only at the tail of the list came some half-dozen men whom discretion and service, or the playfulness of fortune had  mirabile dictum  raised to office. And at the tail of all came des Ageaux; for Périgord, his province, land of the pie and the goose liver, was part of the Kings demesne, the King was his own Governor in it, and des Ageaux bore only the title of Lieutenant for the King in the country of Périgord.

Yet was it a wonderful post for such a man, and many a personage, many a lord well seen at Court, coveted it. All the same the burden was heavy; a thing not to be dismissed in a moment. The King found him no money, or little; no men, or few. Where greater Governors used their own resources he had to use  economy. And to make matters worse the man was just; it was part of his nature, it was part of his passion, to be just. So where they taxed not legally only, but illegally, he scrupled, he held his hand. And, therefore, though his dignity was almost as high as office could make it, and his power in his own country not small, no man who ever came to Court went with less splendour in the streets of Paris, or with a smaller following. Doubtless, as a result of this, a few despised him; a few even, making common cause with the Court ladies, and being themselves semi-royal, and above retort, flouted him as a thing negligible.

But, on the whole, he passed, though dry and grave, for a man to be envied, the ladies notwithstanding. And he held his own tolerably, and his post handsomely until a certain day in the summer of 1595, when word came to the young Governor to cross half France to meet the King at Lyons; where, in the early part of that year, Henry the Fourth lay, and was ill-content with a world which, on the surface, seemed to be treating him well.

But on the surface only. The long wars of religion, midway in which the Massacre of Bartholomew stands up, like some drear gibbet landmark in a waste, were, indeed, virtually over. Not only had Henry come to the throne, but Paris, his capital, was his at last; had he not bought it eighteen months before by that mass, that abjuration of Protestant errors, of which the world has heard so much? And not Paris only. Orleans and Bourges, and this good city of Lyons, and Rouen, all were his now, and in their Notre-Dames or St.-Etiennes had sung their Te Deums, and more or less heartily cried God save the King! At last, after six years of fighting, of wild horse forays, that flamed across the Northern corn-lands, after a thousand sleepless nights and as many days of buying and bartering  at last the lover of Gabrielle, who was also the most patient and astute of men, was King of France and of Navarre, lord of all this pleasant realm.

Or, not lord; only over-lord, as six times a day they made him know. Nor even that, of all. For in Brittany a great noble still went his own way. And in Provence a great city refused to surrender. And north-eastwards Spain still clung to his border. Nevertheless it was none of these things filled Henry, the King, with discontent. It was at none of these things that he swore in his beard as he sulked at the end of the long Council Table this June morning; while des Ageaux, from his seat near the bottom of the board, watched his face.

In truth Henry was discovering, that, having bought, he must pay; that so great was the mortgage he had put on his kingdom, the profits belonged to others. Overlord he was  lord, no; except perhaps in Lyons where he lay, and where for that reason the Governor had to mind his manners. But in smiling Provence to south of him? Not a whit. The Duke of Epernon ruled the land of Roses, and would rule until the young Duke of Guise, to whom His Majesty had given commission, put him out; and then Guise would rule. In Dauphiny the same. In Languedoc, the great middle province of the south, Montmorency, son to the old Constable, was King in fact; in Guienne old Marshal Matignon. In Angoumois  here Epernon again; so firmly fixed that he deigned only to rule by quarterly letters from his distant home. True in Poitou was an obedient Governor, but the house of Trémouille from their red castle of Thouars outweighed his governorship. And in rocky Limousin the Governor could keep neither the Kings peace nor his own.

So it was everywhere through the wide provinces of France; and Henry, who loved his people, knew it, and sulkily fingered the papers that told of it. Not that he had need of the papers. He knew before he cast eye on them in what a welter of lawlessness and disorder, of private feud and public poverty, thirty years of civil war had left his kingdom. One province was in arms, torn asunder by a feud between two great houses. Another laboured in the throes of a peasant rising, its hills alight night after night with the flames of burning farmsteads. A third was helpless in the grip of a gang of brigands, who held the roads. A fourth was beset by disbanded soldiers. The long wars of religion had dissolved all ties. Everywhere monks who had left their abbeys and nuns who had left their convents swarmed on the roads, with sturdy beggars, homeless peasants, broken gentry. Everywhere, beyond the walls of the great cities, the law was paralysed, the great committed outrage, the poor suffered wrong, the excesses of war enured, and, in this time of fancied peace, took grimmer shape.

He whom God had set over France, to rule it, knew these things and sat hopeless, brooding over the papers; hampered on the one side by lack of money, on the other by the grants of power that in evil days had bought a nominal allegiance. He began to see that he had won only the first bout of a match which must last him his life. Nor would it have consoled him much to know that in the college of Navarre that day played a little lad, just ten years old, whose frail white hand would one day right these things with a vengeance.

His people cried to him, and he longed to help them and could not. From a thousand market-places, splayed wooden shelters, covering each its quarter-acre of ground, their cry came up to him: Give us peace, give us law! and he could not. No wonder that he brooded over the papers, while the clerks looked askance at him, and the great lords who had won what he had lost whispered or played tric-trac at the board. Those who sat lower, and among these M. des Ageaux, were less at their ease. They wondered where the storm would break, and feared each for his own head.

Presently M. de Joyeuse, one of the great nobles, precipitated the outburst. You have heard, said he, twiddling a pen between his delicate fingers, what they call these peasants who are ravaging Poitou, sire?

Before the King could answer the Governor of Poitou protested from his place lower down the table. They are none of mine, he said. It is in the Limousin next door to me that they are at work. I wash my hands of them!

They are as bad on your side as on mine! he of the barren Limousin retorted.

They started with you! Poitou rejoined. Who kindles a fire should put it out.

The King raised his hand for silence. No matter who is responsible, the fact remains! he said.

But you have not heard the jest, sire, Joyeuse struck in. His thin handsome face, pale with excess, belied eyes thoughtful and dreamy, eyes that saw visions. He had been a Kings favourite, he had spent years in a convent, he had come forth again, now he was head of the great Joyeuse house, lord of a third of Languedoc. By turns Father Angel  for he had been a noted preacher  and Monseigneur, there were those who predicted that he would some day return to the cloister and die in his hood. They call them the Tards-Avisés, he continued, because they were foolish enough to rise when the war was over.

God pity them! the King said.

Morbleu! Your Majesty is pitiful of a sudden! The speaker was the Constable de Montmorency. He was a stout, gruff, choleric man, born, as the Montmorencys were, a generation too late.

I pity them! the King answered a trifle sharply. But you  he spoke to the table neither pity them nor put them down.

You are speaking, sire, one asked, of the Crocans? It was so; from the name of a village in their midst, they called these revolted peasants of the Limousin of whom more will be said.

Yes.

They are not in my government, the speaker replied. Nor in mine!

Nor mine! And so all, except the Governor of the Limousin and the Governor of Poitou, who sat sulkily silent.

Another of the great ones, Marshal Matignon, nodded approval. Let every man shoe his own ass, he said, pursing up his lips. He was a white-haired, red-faced, apoplectic man of sixty, who thought that in persuading the Estates of Bordeaux to acknowledge Henry he had earned the right to go his own way. Otherwise we shall jostle one another, he continued, and be at blows before we know it, sire! They are in the Limousin; let the Governor put them down. It is his business and no others.

Except mine, the King replied, with a frown of displeasure. And if he cannot, what then?

Let him make way, sire, for one who can, the Constable answered readily. Your Majesty will not have far to look for him, he continued in a playful tone. My nephew, for instance, would like a government.

A truce to jesting, Henry said. The trouble began, it is true, in the Limousin, but it has spread into Poitou and into the Angoumois  he looked at Epernons agent, for the Duke of Epernon was so great a man he had not come himself. Gentlemen, the King continued, sitting back in his great chair, can you not come to some agreement? Can you not mass what force you have, and deal with them shortly but mercifully? The longer the fire burns, the more trouble will it be to extinguish it, and the greater the suffering.

Why not let it burn out, sire? Epernons agent muttered with thinly veiled impudence. It will then burn the more rubbish, with your Majestys leave!

But, the words said, he quailed. For, under his aquiline nose, the Kings mustaches curled with rage. There were some with whom he must bear, lords who had brought him rich cities, wide provinces; and others whose deeds won them licence. But this man? There spoke the hireling! he cried. And the stroke went home, for the man was the only one at the table who had no government of his own. I will spare your attendance, sir, the King continued, with a scornful gesture. M. de Guise will answer such questions as arise on your masters late government  of Provence. And for his other government  

I represent him there also, the man muttered sulkily.

Then you can represent his absence, Henry retorted with quick wit, since he is never there! I need you not. Go, sir, and see that within three hours you are without the walls of Lyons!

The man rose, divided between fear of the King and fear of the master to whom he must return. He paused an instant, then went down the room slowly, and went out.

Now, gentlemen, Henry continued, with hard looks, understand. You may shoe each his own ass, but you must shoe mine also. There must be an end put to this peasant rising. Who will undertake it?

The man who should undertake it, Matignon answered, for the ass is of his providing, is the gentleman who has gone out.

He is naught!

He is for much in this.

How? Sometimes, the King continued irritably, I think the men are shod, and the asses come to my Council Table!

This was a stroke of wit on a level with the Constables discernment; he laughed loudly. Nevertheless, he said, Matignons right, sire. That mans master is for a good deal in this. If he had kept order his neighbours house would not be on fire.

For the first time M. des Ageaux ventured a word from the lower end of the table. Vlaye! he muttered.

The Constable leaned forward to see who spoke. Ay, youve hit on it, my lad, whoever you are. Vlaye it is! And he looked at Matignon, who nodded his adhesion.

Henry frowned. I am coming to the matter of Vlaye, he said.

It is all one, sire, Matignon replied, his eyes half shut. He wheezed a little in his speech.

How?

The Constable explained. He leant forward and prodded the table with a short, stout finger  not overclean according to the ideas of a later time. Angoumois is there, he said. See, your Majesty. And Poitou is here  with a second prod an inch from the first. And the Limousin is here! And Périgord is there! And see, your Majesty, where their skirts all meet in this corner  or as good as meet  is Vlaye! Name of God, a strong place, that! He turned for assent to old Matignon, who nodded silently.

And you mean to say that Vlaye  

Has been over heavy handed, your Majesty. And the clowns, beginning to find the thing beyond a joke, began by hanging three poor devils of toll gatherers, and the thing started. And what is on everybodys frontier is nobodys business.

Except mine, the King muttered drily. And Vlaye is Epernons man?

That is it, sire, the Constable answered. Epernon put him in the castle six years back for standing by him when the Angoulême people rose on him. But the man is no Vlaye, you understand. M. de Vlaye was in that business and died of his wounds. He had no near heirs, and the man whom Epernon put in took the lordship as well as the castle, the name and all belonging to it. They call him the Captain of Vlaye in those parts.

The King looked his astonishment.

Oh, I could give you twenty cases! the Constable continued, shrugging his shoulders. What do you expect, sire, in such times as these?

Ventre St. Gris! Henry swore. And not content with what he has got, he robs the poor?

And the rich, too, Joyeuse murmured with a grin, when he gets them into his net!

Henry looked sternly from one to another. But what do you while this goes on? he said. For shame! You, Constable? You, Matignon? He turned from one to the other.

Matignon laughed wheezily. Make me Governor in Epernons place, sire, he said, and I will account for him. But double work and single pay? No, no!

The Constable laughed as at a great joke. I say the same, sire, he said. While Epernon has the Angoumois it is his affair.

The King looked stormily at the Governor of Poitou. But Poitou shook his head. It is not in my government, he said moodily. I cannot afford, sire, to get a hornets nest about my ears for nothing.

He of the Limousin fidgeted. I say the same, sire, he muttered. Vlaye has three hundred spears. It would need an army to reduce him. And I have neither men nor money for the task.

There you have, sire, the delicate-faced Joyeuse cried gaily, three hundred and one good reasons why the Limousin leaves the man alone. For the matter of that  he tried to spin his pen like a top there is a government as deeply concerned in this as any that has been named.

Which? Henry asked. He was losing patience. That which was so much to him was nothing to these.

Périgord, Joyeuse answered with a bow. And at that several laughed softly  but not the King. He was himself, as has been said, Governor of Périgord.

Here at last, however, was one on whom he could vent his displeasure; and he would vent it! Stand up, des Ageaux! he cried harshly. And he scowled as des Ageaux, who was somewhat like him in feature, rose from his seat. What have you to say, man? Henry cried. For yourself and for me! Speak, sir! But before des Ageaux could answer, the King broke out anew  with abuse, with reproaches, giving his passion rein; while the great Governors listened and licked their lips, or winked at one another, when the King hit them a side blow. Presently, when des Ageaux would have defended himself, alleging that he was no deeper in fault than others,

Ventre St. Gris! No words, sir! Henry retorted. I find kings enough here, I want not you in the number! I made not you that I might have your nobility cast in my teeth! You are not of the blood royal, nor even, leaning a little on the word, Joyeuse or Epernon! Man, I made you! And not for show, I have enough of that  but to be of use and service, for common needs and not for parade  like the gentleman, bitterly, who deigns to represent me in the Limousin, or he who is so good as to sign papers for me in Poitou! Man alive, it might be thought you were peer and marshal, from your way of idling here, while robbers ride your marches, and my peasants are driven to revolt. Go to, do you think you are one of these? He indicated by a gesture the great lords who sat nearest him. Do you think that because I made you, I cannot unmake you?

The man on whom the storm had fallen bore it not ignobly. It has been said that he featured Henry himself, being prominent of nose, with a grave face, a brown beard, close-cropped, and a forehead high and severe. Only in his eyes shone, and that rarely, a gleam of humour. Now the sweat stood on his brow as he listened  they were cruel blows, the position a cruel one. Nevertheless, when the King paused, and he had room to answer, his voice was steady.

I claim, sire, he said, no immunity. Neither that, nor aught but the right of a soldier, who has fought for France  

And gallantly! struck in one, who had not yet spoken  Lesdiguières, the Huguenot, the famous Governor of Dauphiny. He turned to the King. I vouch for it, sire, he continued. And M. de Joyeuse, who has the better right, will vouch for it, too.

But Joyeuse, who was sulkily prodding the table with his spoiled pen, neither lifted his eyes nor gave heed. He was bitterly offended by the junction of his name with that of Epernon, who, great and powerful as he was, had had a notary for his father. He was silent.

Des Ageaux, who had looked at him as hoping something, lifted his eyes. Your Majesty will do me the justice to remember, he said, that I had your order to have a special care of my province; and to mass what force I could in Périgueux. Few men as I have  

You build them up within walls! Henry retorted.

But if I lost Périgueux  

The King snarled.

Or aught happened there?

You would lose your head! Henry returned. He was thoroughly out of temper. By the Lord, he continued, have I no man in my service? Must I take this fellow of Vlaye into hire because I have no honest man with the courage of a mouse! You call yourself Lieutenant of Périgord, and this happens on your border. I have a mind to break you, sir!

Henry seldom let his anger have vent; and the man who stood before him knew his danger. From a poor gentleman of Brittany with something of pedigree but little of estate, he had risen to this post which eight out of ten at that table grudged him. He saw it slipping away; nay, falling from him  falling! A moment might decide his fate.

In the pinch his eyes sought Joyeuse, and the appeal in them was not to be mistaken. But the elegant sulked, and would not see. It was clear that, for him, des Ageaux might sink. For himself, the Lieutenant doubted if words would help him, and they might aggravate the Kings temper. He was bravely silent.

It was Lesdiguières, the Huguenot, who came to the rescue. Your Majesty is a little hard on M. des Ageaux, he said. And the Kings lieutenant in Périgord knew why men loved the Kings Governor in Dauphiny.

In his place, Henry answered wrathfully, I would pull down Vlaye if I did it with my teeth. It is easy for you, my friend, to talk, he continued, addressing the Huguenot leader. They are not your peasants whom this rogue of a Vlaye presses, nor your hamlets he burns. I have it all here  here! he repeated, his eyes kindling as he slapped with his open hand one of the papers before him, and the things he has done make my blood boil! I swear if I were not King I would turn Crocan myself! But these things are little thought of by others. M. dEpernon supports this man, and  with a sudden glance at Matignon the Governor of Guienne makes use of his horses when he travels to see the King.

Matignon laughed something shamefacedly. Well, sire, the horses have done no harm, he said. Nor he in my government. He knows better. And things are upside down thereabouts.

It is for us to right them! Henry retorted. And then to des Ageaux, but with less temper. Now, sir, I lay my order on you! I give you six weeks to rid me of this man, Vlaye. Fail, and I put in your place a man who will do it. You understand, Lieutenant? Then do not fail. By the Lord, I know not where I shall be bearded next!

He turned then, but still muttering angrily, to other business. Matignon and the Constable were not concerned in this; and as soon as the Kings shoulder was towards them they winked at one another. Your nephew will not have long to wait, Matignon whispered, if a lieutenancy will suit him.

Twould be a fair start, the Constable answered. But a watched pot  you know the saying.

This pot will boil at the end of six weeks, Matignon rejoined with a fat chuckle. Chut, man, with his wage a year in arrear, and naught behind his wage, where is he to find another fifty men, let alone three or four hundred? He will need five and twenty score for this, and he dare not move a man!

He might squeeze his country? the Constable objected.

Pooh! He is a fool of the new school! He will go back to his cabbages before he will do that! I tell you, he continued, laying his hand on the others knee, he has got Périgord, the main part of it, into order! Ay, into order! And if he dont go, we shall have to mend our manners, with a grin, and get our governments into order, too!

By the Lord, there is no finger wags in my country unless I will it! the Constable rejoined with some tartness. Since he  he indicated Joyeuse came over to us, at any rate! Dont think it! But there it is. If there were no whifflesnaffles here and there, and no blood-letting, it would not suit us very well, would it? You dont want to go to cabbage planting, Marshal, more than I do?

The Marshal smiled.

* * * * *

Late that night the young Duke of Joyeuse, leaving his people at the end of the street, went by himself to the house in which des Ageaux lodged in Lyons. A woman answered his summons, and not knowing the young grandee  for he was cloaked to the nose  fetched the Bat, an old, lean, lank-visaged captain who played squire of the body to des Ageaux. The Bat knew the Duke in spite of his cloak; perhaps he had him for a certain reason in his mind. And he bowed his long, stiff back before him, and would have fetched lights; yet with a glum face. But the Duke answered him shortly that he wanted no more than a word with his master, and would say it there.

On which, You are too late, my lord, the Bat rejoined; and Joyeuse saw that with all his politeness he was as gloomy as his name. He left Lyons this afternoon.

With what attendance? the Duke asked in great surprise. For he had not heard of it.

Alone, my lord Duke.

Does he return to-morrow?

I know not.

But you know something! the young noble retorted with more of vexation than the circumstances seemed to justify.

My lord, nothing, the Bat answered, save that we are ordered to follow him to-morrow by way of Clermont.

To his province?

Even so, my lord.

Joyeuse struck his booted foot against the pavement, and the sombre Bat, whose ears  some said he got his name from them  were almost as long as his legs, caught the genial chink of gold crowns. It was such music as he seldom heard, for he had a vision of a heavy bag of them; and his eyes glistened.

But the chink was all he had of them. Joyeuse turned away, and with a stifled sigh and a shrug went back to the play-table at the Archbishops palace. Sinning and repenting were the two occupations in which he had spent one half of his short life; and if there was a thing which he did with greater ardour than the first  it was the second.


CHAPTER I.

VILLENEUVE-LABBESSE.

The horse looked piteously at the man. Blood oozed from its broken knees and its legs quivered under it. The man holding his scratched and abraded hand to his mouth returned the beasts look, at first with promise of punishment, but by and by less unkindly. He was a just man, and he saw that the fault was his; since it was he who, after crossing the ridge, had urged the horse out of the path that he might be spared some part of the weary descent. Out of the path, and cunningly hidden by a tuft of rough grass, a rabbit-hole had lain in wait.

He contented himself with a word of disgust, therefore, chucked the rein impatiently  since justice has its limits  and began to lead the horse down the descent, which a short sward rendered slippery. But he had not gone many paces before he halted. The horses painful limp and the sweat that broke out on its shoulders indicated that two broken knees were not the worst of the damage. The man let the rein go, resigned himself to the position, and, shrugging his shoulders, scanned the scene before him.

The accident had happened on the south side of the long swell of chalk hills which the traveller had been mounting for an hour past; and scarcely a stones-throw below the ruined wind-mill that had been his landmark for leagues. To right and left of him, under a pale-blue sky, the breezy, open down, carpeted with wild thyme and vetches, and alive with the hum of bees, stretched in long soft undulations, marred by no sign of man save a second and a third wind-mill ranged in line on the highest breasts. Below him the slope of sward and fern, broken here by a solitary blackthorn, there by a clump of whin and briars, swept gently down to a shallow wide valley  almost a plain  green and thickly wooded, beyond which the landscape rose again slowly and imperceptibly into uplands. Through this wide valley flowed from left to right a silvery river, its meandering course marked by the lighter foliage of willows and poplars; and immediately below the traveller a cluster of roofless hovels on the bank seemed to mark a ford.

On all the hill about him, on the slopes of thyme, and heather, and yellow gorse, the low sun was shining  from his right, and from a little behind him, so that his shadow stretched far across the sward. But in the valley about the river and the ford evening was beginning to fall, grey, peaceful, silent. For a time his eyes roved hither and thither, seeking a halting-place of more promise than the ruined cots; and at length they found what they sought. He marked, rising from a mass of trees a little beyond the ford, a thin curl of smoke, so light, so grey, as to be undiscoverable by any but the sharpest eyes  but his were of the sharpest. The outline of the woods at the same point indicated a clearing within a wide loop of the river; and putting the one with the other, des Ageaux  for it was he  came to a fair certainty that a house of some magnitude lay hidden there.

At any rate he saw no better chance of shelter. It was that of the ruined hovels and the roadside, and taking the rein once more, he led the horse down the hill, and in the first dusk of the evening crossed the pale clear water on stepping-stones. He suffered the horse to stand awhile in the stream and drink and cool its legs amid the dark, waving masses of weed. Then he urged it up the bank, and led it along the track, that was fast growing dim, and grey, and lonesome.

The horse moved painfully, knuckling over at every step. Yet night had not quite fallen when the traveller, plodding along beside it, saw two stone pillars standing gaunt and phantom-like on the left of the path. Each bore aloft a carved escutcheon, and in that weird half-light and with a backing of dark forest trees the two might have been taken for ghosts. Their purpose, however, was plain, for they flanked the opening, at right angles to his path, of a rough road, at the end of which, at a distance of some ten score paces from the pillars, appeared an open gateway framed in a dim wall. No more than that, for above was the pale sky, and on either hand the black line of trees hedged the narrow picture.

The traveller peered awhile at the escutcheons. But gathering darkness and the lichens which covered the stone foiled him, and he was little the wiser when he turned down the avenue. When he had traversed a half of its length the trees fell back on either hand, and revealed the sullen length of a courtyard wall, and rising within it, a little on his right, a dark mass of building, compact in the main of two round towers, of the date of Philip Augustus, with some additions of more modern times. The effect of the pile, viewed in that half-light, was gloomy if not forbidding; but the open gateway, the sled-marks that led to it, and the wisps of hay which strewed the road, no less than the broken yoke that hung in the old elm beside the entrance  all these, which the Lieutenants eyes were quick to discern, seemed to offer a more homely and more simple welcome.

A silent welcome, nevertheless, borne on the scent of new-mown, half-gathered hay; a scent which des Ageaux was destined to associate ever after with this beginning of an episode, and with his entrance in the gloaming, amid quiet things. Slowly he passed under the gateway, leading the halting horse. Fallen hay, swept from the cart by the brow of the arch, deadened his footfalls, and before he was discovered he was able to appreciate the enclosure, half courtyard, half fold-yard, sloping downward from the house and shut in on the other sides by a tile-roofed wall. At the lower end on his left were stalls, and sheds, and stables, and a vague, mysterious huddle of ploughs and gear, and feeding beasts, and farm refuse. Between this mass  to which the night began to lend strange forms  and the great, towered house which loomed black against the sky, lay the slope of the court, broken midway by the walled marge of a swell something Italian in fashion, and speaking of more prosperous days. On this there sat, as the traveller saw, two figures.

And then one only. For as he looked, uncertain whether to betake himself first to the stables of the house, one of the two figures sprang from the wall-edge, and came bounding to him with hands upraised, flying skirts, a sharp cry of warning.

Oh, take care, Charles! it cried. Go back before M. le Vicomte comes!

Then, at six paces from him, she knew him for a stranger, and the last word fell scarcely breathed from her lips; while he, knowing her for a girl, and young by her voice, uncovered. I seek only a nights shelter, he said stiffly. Pardon me, mademoiselle, the alarm I fear I have caused you. My horse slipped on the hill, and is unable to travel farther.

She stood staring at him in astonishment, and until her companion at the well came forward made no reply. Something in the movements of this second figure as it crossed the court struck the eye as abnormal, but it was only when it came quite close that the stranger discovered that the lad before him was slightly hump-backed.

You have met with a mischance, the youth said with awkward diffidence.

Yes.

Whatever the cause, you are welcome. Go, Bonne, the young man continued, addressing the girl, it is better you went  and tell my father that a gentleman is here craving shelter. When I have stabled his horse I will bring him in. This way, if you please! the lad continued, turning to lead the way to the stables, but casting from moment to moment timid looks at his guest. The place is rough, but such as it is, it is at your service. Have you ridden far to-day, if it please you?

From Rochechouart.

It is well we had not closed the gates, the youth answered shyly; we close them an hour after sunset by rule. But to-day the men have been making hay, and we sup late.

The stranger expressed his obligation, and, following his guide, led his horse through one of the doors of a long range of stabling built against the western wall of the courtyard. Within all was dark, and he waited while his companion fetched a lanthorn. The light, when it came, disclosed a sad show of empty mangers, broken racks, and roof beams hung with cobwebs. Rain and sunshine, it was evident, entered through more holes than one, and round the mens heads a couple of bats, startled by the lanthorn-light, flitted noiselessly to and fro.

At the farther end of the place, the roof above three or four stalls showed signs of recent repair; and here the young man invited his guest to place his beast.

But I shall be turning out your horses, the stranger objected.

The youth laughed a little awry. Theres but my fathers gelding, he said, and old Panza the pony. And they are in the ox-stable where they have company. This, he added, pointing to the roof, was made good for my sister the Abbesss horses.

The guest nodded, and, after examining his beasts injuries, bathed its knees with fresh water; then producing a bandage from his saddle-bag he soaked it in the water and skilfully wound it round the strained fetlock. The lad held the lanthorn, envy, mingled with admiration, growing in his eyes as he watched the others skilled hands and method.

You are well used to horses? he said.

Tolerably, des Ageaux answered, looking up. Are not you? For in those days it was an essential part of a gentlemans education.

The lad sighed. Not to horses of this sort, he said, shrugging his shoulders. And des Ageaux took note of the sigh and the words, but said nothing. Instead he removed his sword and pistols from his saddle, and would have taken up his bags also, but the young man interposed and took possession of them. A moment and the two were crossing the darkened courtyard. The light of the lanthorn made it difficult to see aught beyond the circle of its rays, but the stranger noticed that the château consisted half of a steep-roofed house, and half of the two round towers he had seen; house and towers standing in one long line. Two rickety wooden bridges led across a moat to two doors, the one set in the inner of the two towers  probably this was the ancient entrance  the other in the more modern part.

On the bridge leading to the latter two serving-men with lights were awaiting them. The nearer domestic advanced, bowing. M. le Vicomte will descend if  and then, after a pause, speaking more stiffly, M. le Vicomte has not yet heard whom he has the honour of entertaining.

I have no pretensions to put him to the trouble of descending, the traveller answered politely. Say if you please that a gentleman of Brittany seeks shelter for the night, and would fain pay his respects to M. le Vicomte at his convenience.

The servant bowed, and turning with ceremony, led the way into a bare, dimly-lit hall open to its steep oaken roof, and not measurably more comfortable or less draughty than the stable. Here and there dusty blazonings looked down out of the darkness, or rusty weapons left solitary in racks too large for them gave back gleams of light. In the middle of the stone floor a trestle table such as might have borne the weight of huge sirloins and great bustards, and feasted two score men-at-arms in the days of the great Francis, supported a litter of shabby odds and ends; old black-jacks jostling riding-spurs, and a leaping-pole lying hard by a drenching-horn. An open door on the tower side of the hall presented the one point of warmth in the apartment, for through it entered a stream of ruddy light and an odour that announced where the kitchen lay.

But if this were the dining-hall? If the guest felt alarm on this point he was soon reassured. The servant conducted him up a short flight of six steps which rose in one corner. The hall, in truth, huge as it seemed in its dreary emptiness, was but one half of the original hall. The leftward half had been partitioned off and converted into two storeys  the lower story raised a little from the ground for the sake of dryness  of more modern chambers. More modern; but if that into which the guest was ushered, a square room not unhandsome in its proportions, stood for sample, scarcely more cheerful. The hangings on the walls were of old Sarazinois, but worn and faded to the colour of dust. Carpets of leather covered the floor, but they were in holes and of a like hue; while the square stools clad in velvet and gilt-nailed, which stood against the walls, were threadbare of stuff and tarnished of nails. In winter, warmed by the ruddy blaze of a generous fire, and well sconced, and filled with pleasant company seated about a well-spread board, the room might have passed muster and even conduced to ease. But as the dusky frame of a table, lighted by four poor candles  that strove in vain with the vast obscurity  and set with no great, store of provision, it wore an air of meagreness not a whit removed from poverty.

The man who stood beside the table in the light of the candles, and formed the life of the picture, blended well with the furnishings. He was tall and thin, with stooping shoulders and a high-nosed face, that in youth had been masterful and now was peevish and weary. He wore a sword and much faded lace, and on the appearance of his guest moved forward a pace and halted, with the precision and stiffness of clockwork. I have the honour, he began, to welcome, I believe  

A gentleman of Brittany, des Ageaux answered, bowing low. It by no means suited his plans to be recognised. And one, M. le Vicomte, who respectfully craves a nights hospitality.

Which the château of Villeneuve-lAbbesse, the Vicomte replied with grandeur, has often granted to the greatest, nor  he waved his hand with formal grace ever refused to the meanest. They have attended, I trust, he continued with the air of one who, at the head of a great household, knows, none the less, how to think for his guests, to your people, sir?

Alas, M. le Vicomte, des Ageaux answered, a faint twinkle in his eyes belying the humility of his tone, I have none; I am travelling alone.

Alone? The Vicomte repeated the word in a tone of wonder. You have no servants with you  at all?

Alas  no.

Is it possible?

Des Ageaux shrugged his shoulders, and spread out his hands. In these days, M. le Vicomte, yes.

The Vicomte seemed by the droop of his shoulders to admit the plea; perhaps because the others eyes strayed involuntarily to the shabby furniture. He shook his head gloomily. Since Coutras   he began, and then, considering that he was unbending too soon, he broke off. You met with some accident, I believe, sir? he said. But first, I did not catch your name?

Des Voeux, the Lieutenant answered, adopting on the spur of the moment one somewhat like his own. My horse fell and cut its knees on the hill about a mile beyond the ford. I much fear it has also strained a fetlock.

It will not be fit to travel to-morrow, I doubt?

The guest spread out his hands, intimating that time and the morrow must take care of themselves; or that it was no use to fight against fate.

I must lend you something from the stables, then, the Vicomte answered; as if at least a score of horses stood at rack and manger in his stalls. But I am forgetting your own needs, sir. Circumstances have thrown my household out of gear, and we sup late tonight. But we shall not need to wait long.

He had barely spoken when the two serving-men who had met the Lieutenant on the bridge entered, one behind the other, bearing with some pomp of circumstance a couple of dishes. They set these on the board, and withdrawing  not without leaving behind them a pleasant scent of new-mown hay  returned quickly bearing two more. Then falling back they announced by the mouth of the least meagre that my lord was served.

The meal which they announced, though home-grown and of the plainest, was sufficient, and des Ageaux, on the Vicomtes invitation, took his seat upon a stool at a nicely regulated distance below his host. As he did so the girl he had seen in the courtyard glided in by a side door and silently took her seat on the farther side of the table. Apparently the Vicomte thought his guest below the honour of an introduction, for he said nothing. And the girl only acknowledged the Lieutenants respectful salutation by a bow.

The four candles shed a feeble light on the table, and left the greater part of the room in darkness. Des Ageaux could not see the girl well, and he got little more than an impression of a figure moderately tall and somewhat plump, and of a gentle, downcast face. Form and face owned, certainly, the charm of youth and freshness. But to eyes versed in the brilliance of a Court and the magnificence of grandes dames they lacked the more striking characteristics of beauty.

He gave her a thought, however, pondering while he gave ear to the Vicomtes querulous condescensions how so gentle a creature  for her gentleness and placidity struck him  came of so stiff and peevish a father. But that was all. Or it might have been all if as the thought passed through his mind his host had not abruptly changed the conversation and disclosed another side of his character.

Where is Roger? he asked, addressing the girl with sharpness.

I do not know, sir, she murmured.

A retort seemed hovering on the Vicomtes lips, when the youth who had taken the guest to the stable, and had stayed without, perhaps to make some change in his rustic clothes, entered and slid timidly into his place beside his sister. He hoped, probably, to pass unseen, but the Vicomte, his great high nose twitching, fixed him with his eyes and pointed inexorably at him, with a spoon held delicately between thumb and finger. You would not think, he said with grim abruptness, that that  that, M. des Voeux, was son of mine?

Des Ageaux started. I fear, he said hastily, that it was I, sir, who made him late. He was good enough to receive me.

I can only assure you, the Vicomte replied with cruel wit, that whoever made him late, it was not I who made him  as he is! The Villeneuves, till his day, Id have you know, sir, have been straight and tall, and men of their hands, as ready with a blow as a word! Men to make their way in the world. But you see him! You see him! Can you, he continued, his eyes half-closed, dwelling on the lad, whose suffering was evident, at Court? Or courting? Or stepping a pavanne? Or  

Father!

The word burst from the girls lips, drawn from her by sheer pain. The Vicomte turned to her with icy courtesy. You spoke, I think? he said in a tone which rebuked her for the freedom on which she had ventured. Just so. I was forgetting. We live so quietly here, we use so little ceremony with one another, that even I forget at times that family matters are not interesting to a stranger. Were my elder daughter here, M. des  ah, des Voeux, yes  my daughter the Abbess, who knows the world, and has some tincture of manners, and is not taken commonly for a waiting-woman, she would be able to entertain you better. But you see what we are. For, with a smirk, it were rude not to include myself with my family.

No wonder, the guest thought, as he listened, full of pity  no wonder the lad had spoken timidly and shyly, if this were the daily treatment he received! If poverty, working on pride, had brought the last of a great family to this  to repaying on the innocents who shared his decay the slings and arrows of unkind fortune! The girls exclamation, wrung from her by her brothers suffering, had gone to the Lieutenants heart, though that heart was not of the softest. He would have given something to silence the bitter old tyrant. But experience told him that he might make matters worse. He was no knight-errant, no rescuer of dames; and, after all, the Vicomte was their father. So while he hesitated, seeking in vain a safe subject, the sharp tongue was at work again.

I would like you to see my elder daughter, the Vicomte resumed with treacherous blandness. She has neither a ploughboys figure, nor, slowly, a dairymaids speech. Her manners are quite like those of the world. She might go anywhere, even to Court, where she has been, without rendering herself the subject of ridicule and contempt. It is truly unfortunate for us  with a bow that you cannot see her.

She is not at home? the Lieutenant said for the sake of saying something. He was full of pity for the girl whose face, now red, now pale, betrayed how she suffered under the discipline.

She does not live at home, the Vicomte answered. And then  with curious inconsistency he now hid and now declared his poverty We have not much left of which we can be proud, he continued, since the battle of Coutras seven years back took from the late Kings friends all they had. But the Abbey of Vlaye is still our appanage. My elder daughter is the Abbess.

It lies, I think, near Vlaye?

Yes, some half-league from Vlaye and three leagues from here. You have heard of Vlaye, then, Monsieur  Monsieur des Voeux?

Without doubt, M. le Vicomte.

Indeed! In what way, may I ask? There was a faint tinge of suspicion in his tone.

At Rochechouart I was told that the roads in that direction were not over safe.

The Vicomte laughed in his sardonic fashion. They begin to cry out, do they? he said. The fat burgesses who fleece us? Not very safe, ha, ha! The roads! Not so safe as their back-shops where they lend to us at cent per cent!  with bitterness. It is well that there is some one to fleece them in their turn!

They told me as much as that, des Ageaux replied with gravity. So much, indeed, that I was surprised to find your gates still open! They gave me to understand that no man slept without a guard within four leagues of Vlaye.

They told you that, did they? the Vicomte answered. And he chuckled, well satisfied. It pleased him to think that if he and his could no longer keep Jacques Bonhomme in order, there were others who could. They told you not far from the truth. A little later, and you had been barred out even here. Not that I fear the Captain of Vlaye. Hawks pike not out hawks eyes, with a lifting of the head, and an odd show of arrogance. We are good friends, M. de Vlaye and I.

Still you bar your gates, soon or late? the Lieutenant replied with a smile.

A shadow fell across the Vicomtes face. Not against him, he said shortly.

No, of course not, des Voeux replied. I had forgotten. You have the Crocans also at no great distance. I was forgetting them.

The sudden rigidity of his younger listeners, and the silence which fell on all, warned him, as soon as he had spoken, that he had said something amiss. Nor was the silence all. When his host next spoke  after an interval  it was with a passion as far removed from the cynical rudeness to which he had treated his children as are the poles apart. That name is not named in this house! he cried, his voice thin and tremulous. By no one! he struck the table with a shaking hand. Understand me, sir, by no one! Gods curse on them! Ay, and on all who  

No, sir, no! The cry came from the girl. Do not curse him!

She was on her feet. For an instant the Lieutenant, seeing her fathers distorted face, feared that he would strike her. But the result was different. The opposition that might have maddened the angry man, had the effect of sobering him. Sit down! he muttered, passing his napkin over his face. Sit down, fool! Sit down! And you  he paused a moment, striving to regain the gibing tone that was habitual to him you, sir, may now see how it is. I told you we had no manners. You have now the proof of it. I doubt I must keep you, until the Abbess, my daughter, pays her next visit, that you may see at least one Villeneuve who is neither clown nor dotard!

Man of the world as he was, the Kings Lieutenant knew not what to say to this outburst. He murmured a vague apology, and thought how different all was from the anticipations which the scent of hay and the farmyard peace had raised in him on his arrival. This old man, rotting in the husk of his former greatness, girding at his helpless children, gnawing, in the decay of his familys grandeur, on his heart and theirs, returning scorn for scorn, and spite for spite, but on those who were innocent of either, ignorant of either  this was a picture to the painting of which the most fanciful must have brought some imagination. Under the surface lay something more; something that had to do with the Crocans. He fancied that he could make a guess at the secret; and that it had to do with the girls lover. But the meal was closing, the Vicomtes rising interrupted his thoughts, and whatever interest the question had for him, he was forced to put it away for the time.

The Vicomte bowed a stiff good-night. Boor as he is, I fear that you must now put up with my son, he said, smiling awry. He has the Tower Room, where, in my time, I have known the best company in the province lie, when good company was; it has been scarce, he continued bitterly, since Coutras. He will find you a lodging there, and if the accommodation be rough, and your room-fellow what you see him, shrugging his shoulders, at least you will have space enough and follow good gentry. I have known the Governor of Poitou and the Lieutenant of Périgord, with two of the Vicomtes of the Limousin, lie there  and fourteen truckle-beds about them. In those days was little need to bar our gates at night. Solomon! The lanthorn, fool! I bid you good-night, sir!

Des Ageaux bowed his acknowledgements, and following in the train of an older serving-man than he had yet seen; who, bearing a lanthorn, led him up a small staircase. Roger the hapless followed. On the first floor the guest noted the doors of four rooms, two on either side of a middle passage, that got its light from a window at the end of the house. Such rooms  or rooms opening one through the other  were at that date reserved for the master and mistress of the château, and their daughters, maiden or married. For something of the old system which secluded women, and a century before had forbidden their appearance at Court, still prevailed; nor was the Lieutenant at all surprised when his guide, turning from these privileged apartments, led him up a flight of four or five steps at the hither end of the passage. And so through a low doorway.

He passed the door, and was surprised to find himself in the open air on the roof of the hall, the stars above him, and the night breeze cooling his brow. The steeply-pitched lead ended in a broad, flat gutter, fenced by a rail fixed in the parapet. The servant led him along the path which this gutter provided to a door in the wall of the great round tower that rose twenty feet above the house. This gave entrance to a small chamber  one of those commonly found between the two skins of such old buildings  which served both for landing and ante-room. From it the dark opening of a winding staircase led upwards on one hand; on the other a low-browed door masked the course of the downward flight.

Across this closet  bare as bare walls could make it  the grey-bearded servant led him in two strides, and opening a farther door introduced him into the chamber which had seen so much good company. It was a gloomy, octagonal room of great size, lighted in the daytime by four deep-sunk windows, and occupying  save for such narrow closets as that through which they entered  a whole storey of the tower. The lanthorn did but make darkness visible, but Solomon proceeded to light two rushlights that stood in iron sconces on the wall, and by their light the Lieutenant discerned three truckle-beds laid between two of the windows. He could well believe, so vast was the apartment, that fourteen had not cumbered its bareness. At this date a couple of chests, as many stools, a bundle of old spears and a heavy three-legged table made up, with some dingy, tattered hangings, the whole furniture of the chamber.

The old serving-man set down the lanthorn and looked about him sorrowfully.

Thirty-four Ive seen sleep here, he said. The Governor of Poitou, and the Governor of Périgord, and the four Vicomtes of the Limousin, and twenty-eight gentles in truckles.

Twenty-eight? the Lieutenant questioned, measuring in some astonishment the space with his eye. But your master said  

Twenty-eight, by your leave, the man answered obstinately. And every man his dog! A gentleman was a gentleman then, and a Vicomte a Vicomte. But since that cursed battle at Coutras set us down and put these Huguenots up, there is an end of gentry almost. Ay, thirty  was it thirty, I said?

Four, you said. Thirty-four, des Ageaux answered, smiling. Good-night.

The man shook his head sombrely, bade them goodnight, and closed the door on them.

An instant later he could be heard groping his way back through the closet and over the roof. The Lieutenant, as soon as the sound ceased, looked round and thought that he had seldom lain in a gloomier place. The windows were but wooden lattices innocent of glass, and through the slats of the nearest a strong shoot of ivy grew into the room. The night air entered with it and stirred the ragged hangings that covered a part of the walls; hangings that to add to the general melancholy had once been black, a remnant, it is possible, of the funeral trappings of some dead Vicomte. Frogs croaked in a puddle without; one of the lattices creaked open at intervals, only to close again with a hollow report; the rushlights flared sideways in the draught. Des Ageaux had read of such a room in the old romances, in Bevis of Hampton, or the History of Armida; a room of shadows and gloom, owl-flittings and dead furnishings. But he smiled at the thoughts it called up. He had often lain in his cloak under the sky amid dead men. Nevertheless, Do you sleep here alone? he asked, turning to his companion, who had seated himself despondently on one of the beds.

The lad, oppressed by what had gone forward downstairs, barely looked up. Yes, he began, since  and then, breaking off, he added sullenly, Yes, I do.

Then you dont lack courage! des Ageaux replied.

People sleep well when they are tired, the youth returned, as I am to-night.

The Lieutenant accepted the hint, and postponed until the morrow the questions he had it in his mind to ask. Nodding a good-humoured assent he proceeded to his simple arrangements for the night, placed his sword and pistols beside the truckle-bed, and in a few minutes was sleeping as soundly on his thin palliasse as if he had been in truth the poverty-stricken gentleman of Brittany he once had been and still might be again.


CHAPTER II.

THE TOWER CHAMBER.

An hour or two later the Lieutenant awoke suddenly. He rose on his elbow, and listened. Inured to a life of change which had cast him many times into strange beds and the company of stranger bed-fellows, he had not to ask himself where he was, or how he came to be there. He knew these things with a soldiers instinct, before his eyes were open. That which he did ask himself was, what had roused him.

For it was still the dead of night, and all in the château, and all without, save the hoarse voices of the frogs, seemed quiet. Through the lattice that faced him the moonbeams fell on the floor in white, criss-cross patterns; which the pointed shape of the windows made to resemble chequered shields  the black and white escutcheons of his native province. These patches of light diffused about them a faint radiance, sufficient, but no more than sufficient, to reveal the outlines of the furniture, the darker masses of the beds, and even the vague limits of the chamber. He marked nothing amiss, however, except that which had probably roused him. The nearest lattice, that one through which he had noted the ivy growing, stood wide open. Doubtless the breeze, light as it was, had swung the casement inwards, and the creak of the hinge, or the coolness of the unbroken stream of air which blew across his bed, had disturbed him.

Satisfied with the explanation, he lay down with a sigh of content, and was about to sink into sleep when a low, sibilant sound caught his ear, fretted him awhile, finally dragged him up, broadly awake. What was it? What caused it? The gentle motion of the loosened ivy on the sill? Or the wind toying with the leaves outside? Or the stir of the ragged hangings that moved weirdly on the wall? Or was some one whispering?

The last was the fact, and, assured of it, des Ageaux peered through the gloom at the nearer pallet, and discovered that it was empty. Then he reflected. The ivy, which grew through the window, must have held the lattice firm against a much stronger breeze than was blowing. It followed that the casement had been opened by some one; probably by some one who had entered the room that way.

It might be no affair of his, but on the other hand it might be very much his affair. He looked about the room, making no sound, but keeping a hand raised to seize his weapons on the least alarm.

He could discover neither figure nor any sign of movement in the room. Yet the whispering persisted. More puzzled, he raised himself higher, and then a streak of light which the low, lumpy mass of one of the truckle-beds had hidden, broke on him. It shone under the door by which he had entered, and proceeded, beyond doubt, from a lanthorn or rushlight in the antechamber.

What was afoot? It is not as a rule for good that men whisper at dead of night, nor to say their prayers that they steal from their beds in the small hours. Des Ageaux was far from a timid man  or he had not been Lieutenant-Governor of Périgord  but he knew himself alone in a strange house, and a remote corner of that house; and though he believed that he held the map of the country he might be deceiving himself. Possibly, though he had seen no sign of it, he was known. His host styled himself the Captain of Vlayes friend; he might think to do Vlaye a kindness at his guests expense. Nor was that all. Lonely travellers ran risks in those days; it was not only from inns that they vanished and left no sign. He bore, it was true, not much of price about him, and riding without attendance might be thought to have less. But, all said and done, the house was remote, the Vicomte poor and a stranger. It might be as well to see what was passing.

He rose noiselessly to his feet, and, taking his sword, crept across the floor. He had lain down in the greater part of his clothes, and whatever awaited him, he was ready. As he drew near the door, the whispering on the farther side persisted. But it was low, the sound lacked menace, and before he laid his ear to the oak some shame of the proceeding seized him.

His scruples were wasted. He could not, even when close, distinguish a word; so wary were the speakers, so low their voices. Then the absurdity of his position, if he were detected and the matter had naught to do with him, took him by the throat. The chamber, with its patches of moonlight and its dim spaces, was all quiet about him, and either he must rest content with that, or he must open and satisfy himself. He took his resolution, found the latch, and opened the door.

He was more or less prepared for what he saw. Not so the three whom he surprised in their midnight conference. The girl whom he had seen at supper sprang with a cry of alarm from the step on which she had her seat, and retreating upwards as quickly as the cloak in which she was muffled would let her, made as if she would escape by the tower stairs. The two men  Roger, the son of the house, and another, a taller youth, who leant against the wall beside him  straightened themselves with a jerk; while the stranger, who had the air of being two or three years older than Roger, laid his hand on his weapon. A lanthorn which stood on the stone floor between the three, and was the only other object in the closet, cast its light upwards; which had the effect of distorting the mens features, and exaggerating looks already disordered.

The Lieutenant, we have said, was not wholly surprised. None the less the elder of the two young men was the first to find his tongue. What do you here? he cried, his eyes gleaming with resentment. We came to be private here. What do you wish, sir?

Des Ageaux took one step over the threshold and bowed low. To offer my apologies, he replied, with a tinge of humour in his tone, and then to withdraw. To be plain, sir, I heard whispering, and, half-roused, I fancied that it might concern me. Forgive me, mademoiselle, he continued, directing an easy and not ungraceful gesture to the shrinking girl, who cowered on the dark stairs as if she wished they might swallow her. Your pardon also, Monsieur Charles.

You know my name? the stranger exclaimed, with a swift, perturbed glance at the others.

Your name and no more, des Ageaux answered, smiling and not a whit disturbed. His manner was perfectly easy. I heard it as I opened. But be at rest, that which is not meant for me I do not keep. You will understand that the hour was late, I found the window open, I heard voices  some suspicion was not unnatural. Have no fear, however. To-morrow I shall only have had one dream the more.

But dream or no dream, the person he had addressed as Charles blurted out, if you mention it  

I shall not mention it.

To the Vicomte even?

Not even to him! The presence of mademoiselles brother, des Ageaux continued, with a keen glance at Roger, were warrant for silence, had I the right to speak.

The girl started and the hood of her cloak fell back. With loosened hair and parted lips she looked so pretty that he was sorry he had struck at her ever so slightly. You think, sir, she exclaimed in a tone half-indignant, half-awestruck, that this is my lover?

His eyes passed from her to the taller young man. He bowed low. I did, he said, the courtesy of his manner redoubled. Now I see that he is your brother. Forgive me, mademoiselle, I am unlucky this evening. Lest I offend again  and my presence alone must be an offence  I take my leave.

Charles stepped forward. Not, he said somewhat peremptorily, before you have assured us again of your silence! Understand me, sir, this is no childs play! Were my father to hear of my presence, he would make my sister suffer for it. Were he to discover me here  you do not know him yet  it might cost a life!

What can I say more, des Ageaux replied with a little stiffness, than I have said? Why should I betray you?

Enough, sir, if you understand.

I understand enough! And then, If I can do no more than be silent  

You can do no more.

I take my leave. And, bowing, with an air of aloofness he stepped back and closed the door on them.

When he had done so the three looked eagerly at one another. But they did not speak until his footsteps on the chamber floor had ceased to sound. Then, What is this? the elder brother muttered, frowning slightly at the younger. There is something here I do not understand. Who is he? What is he? You told me that he was some poor gentleman adventuring alone, and without servants, and staying here for the night with a lame horse and an empty purse. But  

He was not like this at supper, Roger replied, excusing himself.

But he has nothing of the tone of the man you described.

Not now, Bonne said. But at supper he was different in some way. And recalling how he had looked at her when he thought that Charles was her lover, she blushed.

He is no poor man, Charles muttered. Did you mark his ring?

No.

May-be at supper it was turned inward, but as he stood there with his hand on the door post, the light fell on it. Three leopards passant or on a field vert! I have seen that coat, and more than once!

But why should not the poor gentleman wear his coat? Bonne urged. Perhaps it is all that is left of his grandeur.

In gold on green enamel? Charles asked, raising his eyebrows. Certainly his sword was of the plainest. But I dont like it! Why is he here? What is he doing? Can he be friend to Vlaye, and on his way to help him?

Abruptly the girl stepped forward, and flinging an arm round her brothers neck, pressed herself against him. Give it up! Give it up! she murmured. Charles! Dear brother, listen to me. Give it up!

It were better you gave me up, he replied in a tone between humour and pathos, as he stroked her hair. But you are Villeneuve at heart, Bonne  

Bonne by nature, Bonne by name! Roger muttered, caressing her with his eyes.

And stand by those you love, whatever come of it! Charles continued. Would you then have me leave those  with a grimace which she, having her face on his shoulder, could not see whom, if I do not love, I have chosen! Leave them because danger threatens? Because Vlaye gives the word?

But what can you do against him? she answered in a tearful tone. You say yourself that they are but a rabble, your Crocans! Broken men, beggars and what not, peasants and ploughboys, ill-armed and ill-fed! What can they do against men-at-arms? Against Vlaye? I thought when I got word to you to come, in order that I might tell you what he was planning  I thought that you would listen to me!

And am I not listening, little one? he replied, fondling her hair.

But you will not be guided?

That is another thing, he replied more soberly. Had I known, it is true, what I know now, had I known of what sort they were to whom I was joining myself, I might not have done it. I might have borne a little longer  his tone grew bitter the life we lead here! I might have borne a little longer to rust and grow boorish, and to stand for clown and rustic in M. de Vlayes eyes when he deigns to visit us! I might have put up a little longer with the answer I got when I craved leave to see the wars and the world  that as my fathers had made my bed I must lie on it. Ay, and more! If he  I will not call him father  had spared me his sneers only a little, if he had let a day go by without casting in my face the lack that was no fault of mine, I would have still tried to bear it. But not a day did he spare me! Not one day, as God is my witness!

Her sorrowful silence acknowledged the truth of his words. At length, But if these folk, she said timidly, are of so wretched a sort, Charles?

Wretched they are, he answered, but their cause is good. Better fall with them than rise by such deeds as have driven them to arms. I tell you that the things I have heard, as I sat over their fires by night in the caves about Bourdeilles where they lie, would arm not mens hands only, but womens! Would spoil your sleep of nights, and strong mens sleep! Poor cottars killed and hamlets burned, in pure sport! Children flung out and women torn from homes, and through a whole country-side corn trampled wantonly, and oxen killed to make a meal for four! But I cannot tell you what they have suffered, for you are a woman and you could not bear it!

Bonne forgot her fears for him. She leant forward  she had gone back to her seat on the stairs  and clenched her small hands. And M. de Vlaye it is, she cried, he who has done more than any other to madden them, who now proposes to rise upon their fall? Monsieur de Vlaye it is who, having driven them to this, will now crush them and say he does the King service, and so win pardon for a thousand crimes?

But the light had gone out in Charless eyes. Ay, and win it he will. So it will go, he said moodily. So it will happen! He has seen afar the chance of securing himself, and he will seize it, by doing what, for the time, no other has means to do.

He who kindled the fire will be rewarded for putting it out?

Just so!

But can you do nothing against him? Roger muttered.

We may hold our own for a time, in the caves and hills about Brantôme perhaps, the elder brother answered. But after a while he will starve us out. And in the open such folks as we have, ill-armed, ill-found, with scarce a leader older than myself, will melt before his pikes like smoke before the wind!

Rogers eyes glistened. Not if I were with you, he muttered. There should be one blow struck before he rode over us! But  he let his chin sink on his breast what am I?

Brave enough, I know, Charles answered, putting his hand affectionately on the lads shoulder. Braver than I am, perhaps. But it is not the end, be the end what it may, good lad, that weighs me down and makes me coward. It is the misery of seeing all go wrong hour by hour and day by day! Of seeing the cause with which I must now sink or swim mishandled! Of striving to put sense and discipline into the folk who are either clowns, unteachable by aught but force, or a rabble of worthless vagrants drawn to us as to any other cause that promises safety from the gallows. And yet, if I were older and had seen war and handled men, I feel that even of this stuff I could make a thing should frighten Vlaye. Ay, and for a time I thought I could, he continued gloomily. But they would not be driven, and short of hanging half a dozen, which I dare not attempt, I must be naught!

Do you think, Roger muttered, that if you had me beside you  I have strong arms  

God forbid! Charles answered, looking sadly at him. Dear lad, one is enough! What would Bonne do without you? It is not your place to go forth.

If I were straight!

The girl leaned forward and took his hand. You are straight for me, she said softly. Straight for me! More precious than the straightest thing in the world!

He sighed and Bonne echoed the sigh. It was the first time the three had met since Charless flight; since, fretted by inaction and stung beyond patience by the gibes of the father  who, while he withheld the means of making a figure in the world, did not cease to sneer at supineness  he had taken a step which had seemed desperate, and now seemed fatal. For if this Crocan rising were not a Jacquerie in name, if it were not stained as yet by the excesses which made that word a terror, it was still a peasant-rising. It was still a revolt of the canaille, of the mob; and more indulgent fathers than the Vicomte would have disowned the son who, by joining it, ranged himself against his caste.

The younger man had known that when he took the step; yet he had been content to take it. The farther it set him from the Vicomte the better! But he had not known nor had Bonne guessed how hopeless was the cause he was embracing, how blind its leaders, how shiftless its followers, how certain and disastrous its end! But he knew now. He knew that, to the attack which M. de Vlaye meditated, the mob of clods and vagrants must fall an easy prey.

Young and high-spirited, moved a little by the peasants wrongs, and more by his own, he had done this thing. He had rushed on ruin, made good his fathers gibes, played into M. de Vlayes hands  the hands of the man who had patronised him a hundred times, and with a sneer made sport of his rusticity. The contempt of the man of the world for the raw boy had sunk into the lads soul, and he hated Vlaye. To drag Vlaye down had been one of Charless day-dreams. He had pined for the hour when, at the head of the peasants who were to hail him as their leader, he should tread the hated scutcheon under foot.

Now he saw that all the triumph would be M. de Vlayes, and that by his bold venture he had but added a feather to the hated plume. And Bonne and Roger, mute because their love taught them when to speak and when to refrain, gazed sadly at the lanthorn. The silence lasted a long minute, and was broken in the end, not by their voices, but by the distant creak of a door.

Bonne sprang to her feet, the colour gone from her face. Hush! she cried. What was that? Listen.

They listened, their hearts beating. Presently Roger, his face almost as bloodless as Bonnes, snatched up the lanthorn. It is the Vicomte! he gasped. He is coming! Quick, Charles! You must go the way you came!

But Bonne? his brother muttered, hanging back. What is she to do?

Roger, his hand on the door of the Tower Chamber, stood aghast. Charles might escape unseen, there was still time. But Bonne? If her father found the girl there? And the stranger was in the Tower Room, she could not retreat thither. What was she to do?

The girls wits found the answer. She pointed to the stairs. I will hide above, she whispered. Do you go! It was still of Charles she thought. Do you go! But the terror in her eyes  she feared her father as she feared no one else in the world  wrung the brothers hearts.

Charles hesitated. The door at the top? he babbled. It is locked, I fear!

He will not go up! she whispered. And while he is in the Tower Room I can escape.

She vanished as she spoke, in the darkness of the narrow winding shaft  and it was time she did. The Vicomte was scarce three paces from the outer door when the two who were left sprang into the Tower Chamber.

The Lieutenant was on his feet by the side of his bed. He had not gone to sleep, and he caught their alarm, he had heard the last hurried whispers, he had guessed their danger. He was not surprised when Charles, without a word, crossed the floor in a couple of bounds, flung himself recklessly over the sill of the window, clung an instant by one hand, then disappeared. A moment the shoot of ivy that grew into the chamber jerked violently, the next the door was flung wide open, and the Vicomte, a gaunt figure bearing a sword in one hand, a lanthorn in the other, stood on the threshold. The light of the lanthorn which he held above his head that he might detect what was before him, obscured his face. But the weapon and the tone of his voice proclaimed the fury of his suspicions. Who is here? he cried. Who is here? And again, as if in his rage he could frame no other words, Who is here, I say? Speak!

Roger, on his feet, the tell-tale lanthorn in his hand, could not force a word. He stood speechless, motionless, self-convicted; and had all lain with him, all had been known. Fortunately des Ageaux took on himself to answer.

Who is here, sir? he said in a voice a tone louder and a shade easier than was natural. The devil, I think! For I swear no one else could climb this wall!

What do you mean?

And climb it, des Ageaux persisted, disregarding the question, very nearly to this sill! I heard him below five minutes ago. And if I had not been fool enough to rouse your son and bid him light we had had him safe by now on this floor!

The Vicomte glared. The story was glib, well told, animated; but he doubted it. He knew what he had expected to find. You lit the lanthorn? he snarled. When?

Two minutes back  it might be more, des Ageaux replied. Now he is clean gone. Clean gone, I fear, he added as he stepped into the embrasure of the window and leant forward cautiously, is if he thought a shot from below a thing not impossible. I hear nothing, at any rate.

The Vicomte, struggling with senile rage, stared about him. But I saw a light! he cried. In the outer room!

The outer room!

Under the door.

Shone under both doors, I suppose, des Ageaux replied, still intent to all appearance on the dark void outside. Ill answer for it, he added carelessly as he turned, that he did not go out by the door.

He will not go out now, the Vicomte retorted with grim suspicion, for I have locked the outer door. He showed the key hung on a finger of the hand which held the lanthorn.

The sight was too much for Roger; he understood at once that it cut off his sisters retreat. A sound between a groan and an exclamation broke from him.

The Vicomte lifted the lanthorn to his face. What now, booby? he said. Who has hurt you? And, seeing what he saw, he cursed the lad for a coward.

I did not feel over brave myself five minutes ago, the Lieutenant remarked.

The Vicomte turned on him as if he would curse him also. But, meeting his eyes, he thought better of it, and swallowed the rage he longed to vent. He stared about him a minute or more, stalking here and there offensively, and trying to detect something on which to fasten. But he found nothing, and, having flung the light of his lanthorn once more around the room, he stood an instant, then, turning, went sharply  as if his suspicions had now a new direction  towards the door.

Good-night! he muttered churlishly.

Good-night! the Lieutenant answered, but in the act of speaking he met the look of horror in Rogers eyes, remembered and understood. She is still there, the lads white lips spelled out, as they listened to the grating noise of the key in the lock. She could not escape. And he suspects. He is going to her room.

Des Ageaux stared a moment nonplussed. The matter was nothing to him, nothing, yet his face faintly mirrored the youths consternation. Then, in a stride, he was at his bedside. He seized one of the horse-pistols which lay beside his pillow, and, before the lad understood his purpose, he levelled it at the open window and fired into the night.

The echoes of the report had not ceased to roll hollowly through the Tower before the door flew wide again, and the Vicomte reappeared, his eyes glittering, his weapon shaking in his excitement. What is it? he cried, for at first he could not see, the smoke obscured the room. What is it? What is it?

A miss, I fear, des Ageaux answered coolly. He stood with his eyes fixed on the window, the smoking weapon in his hand. I fear, a miss  I had a notion all the time that he was in the ivy outside, and when he poked up his head  

His head? the Vicomte exclaimed. He was shaking from head to foot.

Well, it looked like his head, des Ageaux replied more doubtfully. He moved a step nearer to the window. But I could not swear to it. It might have been an owl!

An owl? the Vicomte answered in an unsteady tone. You fired at an owl?

Whatever it was I missed it, des Ageaux answered with decision, and in a somewhat louder tone. If you will step up here  but I fear you are not well, M. le Vicomte?

He spoke truly, the Vicomte was not well. He had had a shock. Cast off his son as he might, hate him as he might  and hate him he did, as one who had turned against him and brought dishonour on his house  that shot in the night had shaken him. He leant against the wall, his lips white, his breath coming quickly. And a minute or more elapsed before he recovered himself and stood upright.

He kept his eyes averted from des Ageaux. He turned instead to Roger. Whether he feared for himself and would not be alone, or he suspected some complicity between the two, he signed to the lad to take up the lanthorn and go before him. And, moving stiffly and unsteadily across the floor, he got himself in silence to the door. With something between a bow and a glance  it was clear that he could not trust his tongue  he was out of the room.

The Lieutenant sat on his bed for some time, expecting Roger to return. But the lad did not appear, and after an interval des Ageaux took on himself to search the staircase. It was untenanted. The girl, using the chance he had afforded her, had escaped.


CHAPTER III.

STILL WATERS TROUBLED.

Had Bonne de Villeneuve, a day earlier, paid a visit much in fashion at that time, and consulted the dark man who, in an upper room on the wall of Angoulême, followed the stars and cast horoscopes, and was reputed to have foretold the death of the first Duke of Joyeuse as that nobleman passed southwards to the field of Coutras, she might have put faith in such of the events of the night as the magic crystal showed her; until it came to mirror, faint as an evening mist beside the river, her thoughts after the event. Then, had it foretold that, as she lay quaking in her bed, she would be thinking neither of the brother, whose desperate venture wrung her heart, nor of Roger, her dearer self, but of a stranger  a stranger, whose name she had not known six hours, and of whose past she knew nothing, she would have paused, refusing credence. She would have smiled at the phantasm of the impossible.

Yet so it was. Into the quiet pool of her maiden heart had fallen in an hour the stone that sooner or later troubles the sweet waters. As she lay thinking with wide-open eyes, her mind, which should have been employed with her brothers peril, or her own escape, or her fathers rage, was busy with the stranger who had dropped so suddenly into her life, and had begun on the instant to play a sovereign part. She recalled his aspect as he looked in on them, cool and confident, at their midnight conference. She heard his tone as he baffled her fathers questions with cunning answers. She marvelled at the wit that in the last pinch had saved her from discovery. He seemed to her a man of the world such as had not hitherto come within the range of her experience. Was he also the perfect knight of whom she had not been woman if she had not dreamed?

What, she wondered, must his life have been, who, cast among strange surroundings, bore himself so masterfully, and so shrewdly took his part! What chances he must have seen, what dangers run, how many men, how many cities visited! He might have known the Court, that strange mêlange of splendour and wickedness, and mystery and valour. He might have seen the King, shrewdest of captains, bravest of princes; he might have encountered eye to eye men whose names were history. He came out of the great outer world of which she had visions, and already she was prepared to invest him with wonderful qualities. Her curiosity once engaged, she constructed for him first one life and then another, and then yet another  all on the same foundation, the one fact which he had told them, that he was a poor gentleman of Brittany. She considered his ring, and the shape of his clothes, and his manner of eating, which she found more delicate than her brothers; and she fancied, but she told herself that she was foolish to think it, that she detected under his frigid bearing a habit of command that duller eyes failed to discern.

She was ashamed at last of the persistence with which her thoughts ran on him, and she tried to think of other things, and so thought of him again, and, awaking to the fact, smiled. But without blushing; partly because, whatever he was, he stood a great way from her, and partly because it was only her fancy that was touched, and not her heart; and partly again because she knew that he would be gone by mid-day, and could by no possibility form part of her life. Nevertheless, it was not until her time for rising came that anxiety as to her brothers safety and her fathers anger eclipsed him. Then, uncertain how much the Vicomte knew, how near the truth he guessed, she forgot her hero, and thought exclusively of her fathers resentment.

She might have spared her fears. The Vicomte was a sour and embittered man, but neither by nature nor habit a violent one. Rage had for an hour rendered him capable of the worst, capable of the murder of his son if, having an arm in his hand, he had met him, capable of the expulsion of his daughter from his house. But the fit was not natural to him; it was not so that he avenged the wrongs which the world had heaped upon him  since Coutras. He fell back easily and at once into the black cynical mood that was his own. He was too old and weak, he had too long brooded in inaction, he had too long wreaked his vengeance on the feeble to take strong measures now, whatever happened to him.

But some hours elapsed before Bonne knew this, or how things would be. It was not her fathers custom to descend before noon, for with his straitened means and shrunken establishment he went little abroad; and he would have died rather than stoop to the rustic tasks which Roger pursued, and of which Bonnes small brown hands were not ignorant. She had not seen him when, an hour before noon, she repaired to a seat in the most remote corner of the garden, taking with her some household work on which she was engaged.

The garden of the château of Villeneuve  the garden proper that is, for the dry moat which divided the house from the courtyard was planted with pot-herbs and cabbages  formed a square, having for its one side the length of the house. It lay along the face of the building remote from the courtyard, and was only accessible through it. Its level, raised by art or nature, stood more than a mans height above the surrounding country; of which, for this reason, it afforded a pleasant and airy prospect. The wall which surrounded and buttressed it stood on the inner side no more than three feet high, but rose on the outer from a moat, the continuation of that which has just been mentioned.

The pleasaunce thus secured on all sides from intrusion consisted first of a paved walk which ran under the windows of the château, and was boarded by a row of ancient mulberry-trees; secondly, beyond this, of a strip of garden ground planted with gooseberry-bushes and fruit-trees, and bisected by a narrow walk which led from the house to a second terrace formed on the outer wall. This latter terrace lay open towards the country and at either end, but was hidden from the prying eyes of the house by a line of elms, poled and cut espalier fashion. It offered at either extremity the accommodation of a lichen-covered stone bench which tempted the old to repose and the young to reverie. The east bench enabled a person seated sideways on it  and so many had thus sat that the wall was hollowed by their elbows  to look over the willow-edged river and the tract of lush meadows which its loop enclosed. The western seat had not this poetic advantage, but by way of compensation afforded to sharp eyes a glimpse of the track  road it could not be called  which after passing the château wound through the forest on its course to Vlaye and the south.

From childhood the seat facing the river had been Bonnes favourite refuge. Before she could walk she had played games in the dust beneath it. She had carried to it her small sorrows and her small joys, her fits of nursery passion, her moods as she grew older. She had nursed dolls on it, and fancies, dreamed dreams and built castles; and in a not unhappy, thought neglected girlhood, it had stood for that sweet and secret retreat, the bower of the budding life, which remains holy in the memory of worn men and women. The other bench, which commanded a peep of the road, had been more to her elder sisters taste; nor was the choice without a certain bearing on the character of each.

This morning, she had not been five minutes at work before she heard footsteps on the garden path. The sun, near its highest, had driven her to the inner end of the seat, where the elm in summer leaf straggled widely over it, growing low, as elms will. She knew that whoever came she would see before she was seen.

It turned out as she expected. M. des Ageaux lounged onto the terrace, and shading his eyes from the suns rays, gazed on the prospect. She judged that he thought himself alone, for he took a short turn this way and that. Then, after a casual glance at the empty seats  empty as he doubtless judged, though she from her arbour of leaves could watch his every movement  he wheeled about, and, facing the château, seemed to satisfy himself that the wall of pollard elms sheltered him from sight.

His next proceeding was mysterious. He drew from his breast a packet, of parchment or paper, unfolded it, and laid it flat on the wall before him. Then he stooped and after poring over it, glanced at the view, referred again to the paper, then again to the lie of the country, and the course of the river which flowed on his left. Finally he measured off a distance on the map. For a map it was, beyond doubt.

A shadow fell on her as she watched him. Nor did his next movement dispel the feeling. Folding up the map he replaced it in his breast, and leaning over the wall he scrutinised the outer surface of the brickwork. Apparently he did not discover what he sought, for he raised himself again, and with eyes bent on the tangle of nettles and rough herbage that clothed the bottom of the moat, he moved slowly along the terrace towards her. He reached, without seeing her, the seat on which she sat, knelt on it with one knee, and leaning far over the moat, allowed a low laugh to escape him.

She fought the faint suspicion that, unwelcome, asserted itself. He had behaved so honourably, so reticently, in all that had happened that she was determined not to believe aught to his discredit. But her folly, if foolish she was, must not imperil another. She made a mental note that there was one thing she must not tell him. Very quickly that reflection passed through her brain. And then  

Why do you laugh? she said.

He wheeled about so sharply that in another mood she must have laughed, so much she had the advantage of him. For an instant he was so taken aback that he did not speak. Then, Why did you startle me? he asked, his eyes smiling.

Because  yes, my brother came in that way.

I know it, he answered; but not why you startled me, mademoiselle, a minute ago.

Nor I, she retorted, smiling faintly, why you were so inquisitive, M. des Voeux?

I am going to tell you that, he said. He seated himself on the bench so as to face her, and doffing his hat, held it between his face and the sun. He was not, we know, very amenable to the charms of women, and he saw in her no more than a girl of rustic breeding, comely and gentle, and something commonplace, but a good sister whose aid with her brother he needed. I am going to tell you, he said; because I am anxious to meet your brother again and to talk with him.

She continued to meet his eyes, but her own were clouded. On what subject, she asked, if I am not too curious?

The Crocans.

On her guard as she was, the word put her out of countenance. She could not hide, and after one half-hearted attempt did not try to hide, her dismay. The Crocans? she said. But why do you come to me? her colour coming and going. What have we to do with them, if you please? Or my brother?

He has been banished from his home for some offence, the Lieutenant answered quietly. Your father forbids the mention of the name Crocans. It is reasonable to infer that the offence is connected with them, and, in a word, that your brother has done what any young man with generous instincts and a love of adventure might do. He has joined them. I do not blame him.

You do not blame him? she murmured. Never had she heard such words of the Crocans  except from her brother. You mean that?

I say it and mean it, the Lieutenant replied. But he spoke without emotion, emotion was not his forte. Nor am I alone, he went on, in holding such opinions. But the point, mademoiselle, is this. I wish to find a means of communicating with them, and he can and probably will be willing to aid me. For certain, if the worst comes to the worst, I can aid him.

Bonnes heart beat rapidly. She did not  she told herself that she did not distrust him. Had it been her own secret he was seeking she would have delivered it to him freely. But the manner in which he had borne himself while he thought himself alone, the possession of the map, and the shrewdness with which he had traced her brothers movement and surprised a secret that was still a secret from the household, frightened her. And her very inexperience made her pause.

But first, I take it, you need his aid? she murmured.

I wish to speak with him.

Have you seen my father?

He opened his eyes and bent a little nearer. Do you mean, mademoiselle  

I mean only, she said gently, that if you express to him the views on the Crocans which you have just expressed to me, your opportunities of seeing my brother will be scant.

He laughed. I have not opened them to him, he said. I have seen him, and whether he thinks that he was a little more exigent last night than the danger required, or he desires to prove to me that midnight alarms are not the rule at Villeneuve, he has not given me notice to go. His invitation to remain is not, perhaps, he smiled slightly, of the warmest. But if you, mademoiselle, will second it  

She muttered  not without a blush  that it would give her pleasure. And he proceeded, Then no difficulty on that point will arise.

She stooped lower over her work. What was she to do? He wanted that which she had decided she must not give him. Just that! What was she to do?

She was so long in answering, that he dubbed her awkward and mannerless. And thought it a pity, too; for she was a staunch sister, and had shown herself resourceful; and in repose her face, though brown and sunburnt, was not without grace. He came to the point. May I count on you for this? he asked bluntly.

For  what?

That as soon as you can you will bring me face to face with your brother?

She looked up and met his gaze. As soon as I think it safe to do so, she said, I will. You may depend on me.

He had not divined her doubt, nor did he discern her quibble. Still, Could I not go to him to-day? he said. If he is still in the neighbourhood?

She shook her head. I do not know where he is, she answered, glad that she could say so much with truth. But if he show himself, and it be safe, I will let you know. Roger  

Ha! To be sure, Roger may know?

She smiled. Roger and I are one, she said. You must not expect to get from him what I do not give. She said it naïvely, with just so much of a smile as showed her at her best, and he hastened to say that he left himself in her hands. She blushed through her sunburn at that, but clung to her quibble, telling herself that this was a stranger, the other a brother, and that if she destroyed Charles she could never forgive herself.

He saw that she was disturbed, and he changed the subject. You have always lived here? he asked.

Yes, she answered, but I can remember when things were different with us. We were not always so broken. Before Coutras  but, with a faint smile, you have heard my father on that, and will not wish to hear me.

The Vicomte was present at the battle?

Yes, he was in the centre of the Catholic army with the Duke of Joyeuse. He escaped with his life. But we lay in the path of the pursuit after the flight, and they sacked the house, and burned the hamlet by the ford  the one you passed  and the two farms in the bend of the river  the two behind you. They swept off every four-legged thing, every horse, and cow, and sheep, and left us bare. One of the servants who resisted was killed, and  and my mother died of the shock.

She broke off with an uncontrollable shiver. She was silent. After a pause, Perhaps you were at Coutras, M. des Voeux? she said, looking up.

I was not of the party who sacked your house, he answered gravely.

She knew then that he had fought on the other side; and she admired him for the tact with which he made it known to her. He was a soldier then. She wondered, as she bent over her work, if he had fought elsewhere, and under whom, and with what success. Had he prospered or sunk? He called himself a poor gentleman of Brittany, but that might have been his origin only, he might be something more now.

In the earnestness of her thoughts she turned her eyes on his ring, and she blushed brightly when with a quick, almost rude movement he hid his hand. I beg your pardon! she murmured. I was not thinking.

It is I should beg yours, he said quietly. It is only that I do not want you to come to a false conclusion. This ring  in a word I wear it, but the arms are not mine. That is all.

Does that apply also, she asked, looking at him ingenuously, to the pistols you carry, M. des Voeux? Or should I address you  for I saw last evening that they bore a dukes coronet  as your Grace?

He laughed gaily. They are mine, but I am not a duke, he said.

Nor are you M. des Voeux?

Her acuteness surprised him. I am afraid, mademoiselle, he said, that you have a mind to exalt me into a hero of romance  whether I will or no.

She bent over her work to hide her face. A duke gave them to you, I suppose? she said.

That is so, he replied sedately.

Did you save his life?

I did not.

I have heard, she returned, looking up thoughtfully, that at Coutras a gentleman on the other side strove hard to save the Duke of Joyeuses life, and did not desist until he was struck down by his own men.

He looked to make his account by him, no doubt, the Lieutenant answered coldly. Perhaps, with a scarcely perceptible bitterness, the Duke, had he lived, would have given him  a pair of pistols!

That were a small return, she said indignantly, for such a service!

He shrugged his shoulders. And to change the subject  

What are the grey ruins, he asked, on the edge of the wood?

They are part of the old Abbey, she answered without looking up, afterwards removed to Vlaye, of which my sister is Abbess. There was a time, I believe, when the convent stood so close to the house that it was well-nigh one with it. There was some disorder, I believe, and the Diocesan obtained leave to have it moved, and it was planted on lands that belonged to us at that time.

Near Vlaye?

Within half a league of it.

Your sister, then, is acquainted with the Captain of Vlaye?

She did not look up. Yes, she said.

But you and your brothers?

We know him and hate him  only less than we fear him! She regretted her vehemence the moment she had spoken.

But he merely nodded. So do the Crocans, I fancy, he said. It is rumoured that he is preparing something against them.

You know that? she exclaimed in surprise.

Without being omniscient, he answered smiling. I heard it in Barbesieux. It was that, perhaps, he continued shrewdly, which you wished to tell your brother yesterday.

On that she was near confessing all to him and telling him, in spite of her resolutions, where on the next day he could find her brother. But she clung to her decision, and a minute later he rose and moved away in the direction of the house.

When they met at table the mystery of the Vicomtes sudden impulse to hospitality, which was something of a puzzle to her, began to clear.

It had its origin in nothing more substantial than his vanity; which was tickled by the opportunity of talking to a man who, with some pretensions to gentility, could be patronised. A little, too, he thought of the figure he had made the night before. It was possible that the stranger had been unfavourably impressed. That impression the Vicomte thought he must remove, and to that end he laboured, after his manner, to be courteous to his guest. But as his talk consisted, and had long consisted, of little but sneers and gibes at the companions of his fallen fortunes, his civility found its only vent in this direction.

Des Ageaux indeed would gladly have had less of his civility. More than once  though he was not fastidious  his cheek coloured with shame, and willingly would he, had that been all, have told the Vicomte what he thought of his witticisms. But he had his cards sorted, his course arranged. Circumstances had played for him in the dangerous game on which he was embarked, and he would have been unworldly indeed had he been willing to cast away, for a point of feeling  he who was no knight-errant  the advantages he had gained.

Not that he did not feel strongly for the two whose affection for one another touched him. Rogers deformity appealed to him, for he fancied that he detected in the lad a spirit which those who knew him better, but knew only his gentler side, did not suspect. And the girl who had grown from child to woman in the rustic stillness of this moated house  that once had rung with the tread of armed heels and been gay with festive robes and tourneys, but now was sinking fast into a lonely farmstead  she too awakened some interest in the man of the world, who smiled to find himself embedded for the time in a life so alien from his every-day experiences. Concern he felt for the one and the other; but such concern as weighed light in the balance against the interests he held in his hands, or even against his own selfish interest.

It soon appeared that the Vicomte had another motive for hospitality, in the desire to dazzle the stranger by the splendours of his eldest daughter, on whom he continued to harp. There is still one of us, he said with senile vanity I doubt if, from the specimens you have seen, you will believe it  who is not entirely as God made her! Thank the Lord for that! Who is neither clod nor clout, sir, but has as much fashion as goes to the making of a modest gentlewoman.

His guest looked gravely at him. I look forward much to seeing her, M. le Vicomte! he said for the tenth time.

Ay, you may say so! the Vicomte answered. For in her you will see a Villeneuve, and the last of the line! with a scowl at Roger. Neither a lout with his boots full of hay-seeds  pah! nor a sulky girl with as much manner as God gave her, and not a jot to it! Nice company I have, M. des Voeux, he continued bitterly. Did you say des Voeux  I never heard the name?

Yes, M. le Vicomte.

Nice company, I say, for a Villeneuve in his old age! What think you of it? Before Coutras, where was an end of the good old days, and the good old gentrice  

You were at Coutras?

Ay, to my cost, a curse on it! But before Coutras, I say, I had at least their mother, who was a Monclar from Rouergue. She had at any rate a tongue and could speak. And my daughter the Abbess takes after her, though may-be more after me, as you will think when you see her. She will be here, she says, to-morrow, for a night or two. This he told for the fifth time that evening.

I am looking forward to seeing her! the guest repeated gravely  also for the fifth time.

But the Vicomte could not have enough of boasting, which was doubly sweet to him; first because it exalted the absent, and secondly because it humiliated those who were present. Thank God, she at least is not as God made her! he said again, pleased with the phrase. At Court last year the King noticed her, and swore she was a true Villeneuve, and a most perfect lady without fault or blemish!

His Majesty is certainly a judge, the listener responded, the twinkle in his eye more apparent than usual.

To be sure! the old man returned. Who better? But, for the matter of that, I am a judge myself. My daughter  for there is only one worthy of the name  with a withering glance at poor Bonne is not hand in glove with every base-born wench about the place, trapesing to a christening in a stable as readily as if the child were a kings son! Ay, and as I am a Catholic, praying beside old hags beds till the lazy priest at the chapel has nought left to do for his months meal! Pah!

Ranks are no doubt of Gods invention, des Voeux said with his eyes on the table.

The Vicomte struck the board angrily. Who doubts it? he exclaimed. Of Gods invention, sir? Of course they are!

But I take it that they exist, in part at least, des Ageaux answered, as a provision for the exercise of charity; and of   he hesitated, unwilling  he read the gathering storm on the Vicomtes brow  to give offence; and, by a coincidence, he was saved from the necessity. As he paused the door flew open, and a serving-man, not one of the two who had waited on the table, but an uncouth creature, shaggy and field-stained, appeared gesticulating on the threshold. He was out of breath, apparently he could not speak; while the gust of wind which entered with him, by blowing sideways the long, straggling flames of the candles, and deepening the gloom of the ill-lit room, made it impossible to discern his face.

The Vicomte rose. They all rose. What does this mean? he cried in a rage. What is it?

Theres a party ringing at the gate, my lord, and  and wont take no! the man gasped. A half-dozen of spears, and others on foot and horse. A body of them. Solomon sent me to ask whats to do, and if he shall open.

Theres a petticoat with them, a second voice answered. The speaker showed his face over the others shoulder.

Imbeciles! the Vicomte retorted, fired with rage. It is your lady the Abbess come a day before her time! It is my daughter and you stay her at the door!

It is not my lady, the second man answered timidly. It might be some of her company, my lord, but tis not her. And Solomon  

Well? Well?

Says that they are not her people, my lord.

The Vicomte groaned. If I had a son worthy the name! he said, and then he broke off, looking foolish. For Roger had left the room and des Ageaux also. They had slipped by the men while the Vicomte questioned them, and run out through the hall and to the gate  not unarmed. The Vicomte, seeing this, bade the men follow them; and when these too had vanished, and only four or five frightened women who had crowded into the room at the first alarm remained, he began to fumble with his sword, and to add to the confusion by calling fussily for this and that, and to bring him his arquebus, and not to open  not to open till he came! In truth years had worked imperceptibly on him. His nerves, like many things about him, were not what they had been  before Coutras. And he was still giving contrary directions, and scolding the women, and bidding them make way for him  since it seemed there was not a man to go to the gate but himself  when approaching voices broke on his ear and silenced him. An instant later one or two men appeared among the women in the doorway, and the little crowd fell back in wonder, to make room for a low dark man, bareheaded and breathing hard, with disordered hair and glittering eyes, who, thrusting the women to either side, cried  not once, but again, and yet again:  

Room! Room for the Countess of Rochechouart! Way for the Countess!

At the third repetition of this  which he seemed to say mechanically  his eyes took in the scene, the table, the room, and the waiting figure of the scandalized Vicomte, and his voice broke. Saved! he cried, flinging up his arms, and reeling slightly as if he would fall. My lady is saved! Saved!

And then, behind the low, dark man, who, it was plain, was almost beside himself, the Vicomte saw the white face and shrinking form of a small, slight girl little more than a child, whose eyes were like no eyes but a haunted hares, so large and bright and affrighted were they.


CHAPTER IV.

THE DILEMMA.

Sheer amazement held the Vicomte silent. The Countess of Rochechouart, of the proud house of Longueville, that in those days yielded place to scarce a house in France  the Countess of Rochechouart to be seeking admittance at his door! And at this hour of the night! She, who was of the greatest heiresses of France, whose hand was weighted with a hundred manors, and of whose acquaintance the Abbess had lately boasted as a thing of which even a Villeneuve might be proud, she to be knocking at his gate in the dark hours! And seeking help! The Countess  his head went round. He was still gazing speechless with surprise when the short dark man who had entered with her fell on his knees before the girl, and seizing her hand mumbled upon it, wept on it, babbled over it, heedless alike of the crowd of gazers who pressed upon him, and of the master of the house, who stared aghast.

The Vicomtes amazement began at that to give place to perplexity. The Abbess, had she been here, would have known how to entertain such a guest. But Bonne and Roger  they were naught. Yet he must do something. He found his voice. If I have, indeed, he said, for he was still suspicious of a trick, so forlorn and childish seemed the figure before him if I have indeed the honour, he repeated stiffly, to address the Countess of Rochechouart, I  I bid her welcome to my poor house.

I am Mademoiselle de Rochechouart, the girl murmured, speaking faintly. I thank you.

It was apparent that she could say no more. Her face was scratched and bleeding, her hair was loose, her riding-dress, stained to the throat with dirt, was torn in more places than one. There were other signs that, frail as she was, she had ridden hard and desperately; ridden to the end of her strength.

But the Vicomte thought, not of her, but of himself, as was his custom; not of her plight, but of the figure he was making before his people, who stared open-mouthed at the unwonted scene. Time was, mademoiselle, he replied, drawing himself up, before Coutras, when I could have offered you  with a bow a more fitting hospitality. Time was when the house of Villeneuve, which has entertained four kings, could have afforded a more fitting reception to  hem  to beauty in distress. But that was before Coutras. Since Coutras, destined to be the grave of the nobility of France  I  What is it?

I think she is faint, sir, Bonne murmured timidly. She, with a womans eye, saw that the Countess was swaying, and she sprang forward to support her. She is ill, sir, she continued hurriedly and with greater boldness. Permit me, I beg you, sir, to take her to my room. She will be better there  until we can arrange a chamber. Already the child, half-fainting, was clinging to her, and but for her must have fallen.

The Vicomte, taken aback by his daughters presumption, could only stare. If this be so, he said grudgingly, certainly! But I dont understand. How comes all this about? Eh? How   But he found that the girl did not heed him, and he turned and addressed the attendant. How, you, sir, comes your mistress here? And in this plight?

But the dark man, as deaf as his mistress to the question, had turned to follow her. He seemed indeed to have no more notion of being parted from her than a dog which finds itself alone with its master among strangers. Bonne at the door discovered his presence at her elbow, and paused in some embarrassment. The Vicomte saw the pause, and glad to do something  he had just ordered off the women with fleas in their ears  he called loudly to the man to stand back. Stand back, fellow, he repeated. The Countess will be well tended. Let two of the women be sent to her to do what is needful  as is becoming.

But the Countess, faint as she was, heard and spoke. He is my foster-father, she murmured without turning her head. If he may lie at my door he will heed no one.

Bonne, whose arm was round her, nodded a cheerful assent, and, followed by two of the women, the three disappeared in the direction of the girls chamber. The Vicomte, left to digest the matter, sniffed once or twice with a face of amazement, and then awoke to the fact that Roger and his guest were still absent. Fortunately, before he had done more than give vent to peevish complaints, they entered.

He waited, with his eyes on the door. To his surprise no one followed them  no steward, no attendant. Well? he cried, withering them with his glance. What does this mean? Where are the others? Is there no one in the Countesss train of a condition to be presented to me? Or how comes it that you have not brought him, booby,  this to Roger to give me some account of these strange proceedings? Am I the last to be told who come into my house? But God knows, since Coutras  

There is no one, M. le Vicomte, the Lieutenant answered.

The Vicomte glared at him. How? No one? he retorted pompously. Impossible! Do you suppose that the Countess of Rochechouart travels with no larger attendance than a poor gentleman of Brittany? You mean, sir, I take it, that there is no one of condition, though that is so contrary to rule that I can hardly believe it. A countess of Rochechouart and no gentlemen in her train! She should travel with four at the least!

I only know that there is no one, sir.

I do not understand!

Neither do we, the Lieutenant of Périgord returned, somewhat out of patience. The matter is as dark to us as it is to you, sir. It is plain that the Countess has experienced a serious adventure, but beyond that we know nothing, since neither she nor her attendant has spoken. He seems beside himself with joy and she with fatigue.

But the spears? his host retorted sharply. The men on horse and foot who alarmed the porter?

They vanished as soon as we opened. One I did delay a moment, and learned  though he was in haste to be gone  that they fell in with the lady a half mile from here. She was then in the plight in which you have seen her, and it was at her attendants prayer, who informed them of her quality, that they escorted her to this house. They learned no more from him than that the ladys train had been attacked in the woods between this and Vlaye, and that the man got his mistress away and hid with her, and was making for this house when the horsemen met them.

Incredible! the Vicomte exclaimed, stalking across the hearth and returning in excitement. Since Coutras I have heard no such thing! A Countess of Rochechouart attacked on the road and put to it like a common herdgirl. It must be the work of those cursed  peasants! It must be so! But, then, the men who brought her to the door and vanished again, who are they? Travellers are not so common in these parts. You might journey three days before you fell in with a body of men-at-arms to protect you on your way.

True, des Ageaux answered. But I learned no more from them.

And you, Master Booby? the Vicomte said, addressing Roger with his usual sarcasm. You asked nothing, I suppose?

I was busied about the Countess, the lad muttered. It was dark, and I heard no more than their voices.

Then it was only you who saw them? the Vicomte exclaimed, turning again to des Ageaux. Did you not notice what manner of men they were, sir, how many, and of what class? Strange that they should leave a warm house-door at this hour! Did you form no opinion of them? Were they  he brought out the word with an effort Crocans, think you?

The Lieutenant replied that he took them for the armed attendants of a gentleman passing that way, and the Vicomte, though ill-content with the answer, was obliged to put up with it. Yet it seems passing strange to me, he retorted, that you did not think their drawing off a little beside the ordinary. And who travels at this hour of the night, I would like to know?

The Lieutenant made no answer, and the Vicomte too fell silent. From time to time serving-women had passed through the room  for, after the awkward fashion of those days, the passage to the inner apartments was through the dining-hall  some with lights, and some with fire in pans. The draught from the closing doors had more than once threatened to extinguish the flickering candles. Such flittings produced an air of bustle and a hum of preparation long unknown in that house; but they were certainly more to the taste of the menials than the master. At each interruption the Vicomte pished and pshawed, glaring as if he would slay the offender. But the women, emboldened by the event and the presence of strangers, did not heed him, and after some minutes of silent sufferance his patience came to an end.

Go you, he cried to Roger, and bid the girl come to me.

The Countess, sir? the lad exclaimed in astonishment.

The Vicomte swore. No, fool! he replied. Your sister! Is she master of the house, or am I? Bid her descend this instant and tell me what is forward and what she has learned.

Roger, with secret reluctance, obeyed, and his father, sorely fretting, awaited his return. Two minutes elapsed, and three. Seldom stirring abroad, the Vicomte had, in spite of all his talk about Coutras, an overweening sense of his own importance, and he was about to break out in fury when Bonne at length entered. She was followed by Roger.

It was clear at a glance that the girl was frightened; less clear that mixed with her fear was another emotion. Well, the Vicomte cried, throwing himself back in his great chair and fixing her with his angry eyes. What is it? Am I to know nothing  in my own house?

Bonne controlled herself by an effort. On the contrary, sir, there is that which I think you should know, she murmured. The Countess has told me the story. She was attacked on the road, some of her people she fears were killed, and all were scattered. She herself escaped barely with her life.

The Vicomte stared. Where? he said. Where was it?

An hour from here, sir.

Towards Vlaye?

Yes, sir.

And she barely escaped?

You saw her, sir.

And who  who does she say dared to commit this outrage?

Bonne did not answer. Her eyes sought her brothers and sank again. She trembled.

The Vicomte, though not the keenest of observers, detected her embarrassment. He fancied that he knew its origin, and the cause of her hesitation. In a voice of triumph, Ay, who? he replied. You dont wish to say. But I can tell you. I read it in your face. I can tell you, disobedient wench, who alone would be guilty of such an outrage. Those gutter-sweepings  his face swelled with rage made up of broken lacqueys and ploughboys, whom they call Crocans! Eh, girl, is it not so? he continued savagely. Am I not right?

No, sir, she murmured without daring to look up.

His face fell. No? he repeated. No? But I dont believe you! Who then? Dont lie to me! Who then? He rapped the table before him.

The Captain of Vlaye, she whispered.

The Vicomte sank back in his chair. Impossible! he cried. Then in a much lower tone: Impossible! he repeated. You dream, girl. M. de Vlaye has done some things not quite  not regular. But  but in cases perfectly different. To people of  of no consequence! This cannot be!

I fear it is so, sir, she whispered, without raising her eyes. Nor is that  the worst.

The Vicomte clenched his fingers about the arms of his chair and nodded the question he could not frame.

It was with the Abbess, sir  with my sister, Bonne continued in a low tone, that the Countess was to stay the night. I fear that it was from her that he learned where and how to beset her.

The Vicomte looked as if he was about to have a fit.

What? he cried. Do you dare, unnatural girl, to assert that your sister was privy to this outrage?

Heaven forbid, sir! Bonne answered fervently. She knew naught of it. But  

Then why  

But it was from her, I fear, that he learned where the child  she is little more  could be surprised.

The Vicomte glared at her without speaking. The Lieutenant, who had listened, not without admiration of the girls sense and firmness, seized the opening to intervene. Were it not well, sir, he said, his matter-of-fact tone calming the Vicomtes temper, if mademoiselle told us as nearly as possible what she has heard? And, as she has been somewhat shaken, perhaps you will permit her to sit down! She will then, I think, be able to tell us more quickly what we want.

The Vicomte gave a surly assent, and the Lieutenant himself placed a stool for the girl where she could lean upon the table. Her father opened his eyes at the attention, but something in des Ageauxs face silenced the sneer on his lips, and he waited until Bonne began.

The Countess lay at Pons last night, sir, she said in a low tone. There the lady who was formerly her gouvernante, and still rules her household, fell ill. The plague is in Western Poitou, and though the Countess would have stayed, her physician insisted that she should proceed. Accordingly she left the invalid in his charge and that of some of her people, while she herself pursued her way through Jonsac and Barbesieux with a train reduced to fourteen persons, of whom eight were well armed.

This is what comes of travelling in such a fashion, the Vicomte said contemptuously. I remember when I never passed the gates without  but go on!

She now thinks that the gouvernantes food was tampered with. Be that as it may, her company passed our ford in the afternoon, and an hour later reached the ascent a league this side of Vlaye. They were midway on the ascent, when half a dozen shots were fired. Several of their horses were struck, and the rest seized by a number of men who sprang from the undergrowth. In the panic those who were at the rear attempted to turn, but found their retreat cut off. The Countess alone, who rode in the middle with her steward, escaped through the devotion of a servant, who thrust his horse before the leader of the bandits and brought him down. Fulbert, her steward, saw the opportunity, seized her rein, and, plunging into the undergrowth, reached by good luck the bottom of the hill, and, hidden by the wood, gained a start. He knew, however, that her strength would not hold out, and at the first sound of pursuit he alighted in a coppice, drove on the horses, and crept away with her through the underwood. He hoped to take shelter here, but passed the entrance in the darkness and walked into the midst of a party of men encamped at the ford. Then he thought all lost, deeming them the band that had waylaid the Countess  

And who were they, if they were not? the Vicomte asked, unable to restrain his curiosity. Eh? They were camping at the ford?

Some riders belonging to the household of the Lieutenant of Périgord, sir, on their way to join him in his government. They were so honest as to guard the Countess hither  

And go again? The good Lord! the Vicomte cried irritably. Why?

I do not know, sir.

Go on, then. Why do you break off? But  enough! The Vicomte looked at the other listeners with an air of triumph. Where is Vlaye in this? Because it was within a league of his castle, you put it on him, you baggage?

No, sir, indeed! Bonne cried anxiously. But Fulbert the steward knows M. de Vlaye well, and recognised him. He wore a mask, it seems, but when his horse fell, the mask slipped, and Fulbert saw his face and knew him. Moreover  

Well?

One of the band rode a bald-faced black horse, which the steward saw in M. de Vlayes troop at Angoulême two months back, and to which he says he could swear among ten thousand.

The Vicomte swore as one among a large number. But at length, And what is this to do with me? he fumed. What is this to me? Time was, before Coutras, when I might have been expected to  to keep the roads, and stay such things! But now  body of Satan, what is it to me?

No one spoke, and he looked about him angrily, resenting their silence. What is it? he snarled. What are you keeping back?

Nothing, sir, Bonne answered.

Then what would you?

If, Bonne ventured desperately, M. de Vlaye come to-morrow with my sister  with the Abbess, sir, as is not unlikely  and find the Countess here, will she be safe?

The Vicomtes mouth opened, and slowly consternation settled upon his features. Mon Dieu! he muttered. I had not thought of that. But here  no, no, he would not dare! He would not dare!

He went very far to-day, sir, Bonne objected, gaining courage from his face. So far that he must go farther to ensure himself from the consequences.

The Vicomte was silent.

The Lieutenant coughed. If his object, he said, be to force a marriage with the Countess  

The Vicomte, with an oath, cut him short. A marriage? he said. A marriage? When he and my daughter the Abbess are  but who said aught of the kind? Who said aught of a marriage?

The Lieutenant did not answer, and the Vicomte, after growling in his beard, turned to him. Why, he demanded in a tone that, though ungracious, was no longer violent, why do you say that that was his object?

Because, the Lieutenant answered, I happen to know that M. de Longueville, who is her guardian, has his hands full. His wife and children are prisoners with the Spaniards, and he is moving heaven and earth and the court to procure their release. He has no thought to spare for the Countess, his cousin; and were she once married, however violently, I doubt if he or any would venture to dispute her possessions with a Vlaye, whose resources her wealth would treble. Such knights-errant, he continued drily, are not very common, M. le Vicomte. Set M. de Vlayes strength at three hundred men-at-arms  

Four! the Vicomte muttered, despite himself.

Then double the four  as such a marriage, however effected, would double them  and I doubt, with a courteous bow, if even a Villeneuve would find it easy to avenge a wrong!

The Vicomte fidgeted in his seat. You seem to know a vast deal about it, sir, he said, with ill-feigned contempt.

I should feel it an honour, the Lieutenant answered politely, to be permitted to join in the defence.

Defence! the Vicomte exclaimed, staring at him in astonishment. You go fast, sir! Defence? What do you mean?

If M. de Vlaye learn that the Countess has taken refuge here  I fear it will come to that.

Pooh! Impossible! Defence, indeed! What are you dreaming of?

But the guest continued to look grave, and the Vicomte, after muttering incoherently, and drumming on the table with his fingers, condescended to ask with a sneer what he would do  in the circumstances.

I should keep her presence from him, des Ageaux answered. I have no right, I know, he continued, in a more conciliatory tone, to give counsel to one of your experience, M. le Vicomte. But I see no choice save to do what I suggest, or to pull up the drawbridge.

The Vicomte sat up straight. Pull up the drawbridge? Was he dreaming  he who had sat down to sup without a thought of misfortune? He with four hundred yards of wall to guard, and some seven pikes to hold it  to defy Vlaye and his four hundred ruffians? Body of Satan, he was not mad! Defy Vlaye, whom he feared even while he sneered at him as an adventurer? Vlaye, in whose star he believed even while he sneered. Or would he have dreamed of giving him his daughter? Pull up the drawbridge? Never!

I am not mad, he said coldly. But his hands trembled.

Then, M. le Vicomte, it remains to keep it from him.

How? You talk at random, the exasperated man answered. Can I close the mouth of every gossip in the house? Can I cut out every womans tongue, beginning with that girls? How can I keep out his men, or stop their ears over the wine-pot?

Could you not admit him only?

And proclaim from the housetop, the Vicomte retorted with contempt, that I have something to hide?

The Lieutenant did not reply at once, and it was plain that he was puzzled by this view of the position. Certainly that has to be borne in mind, he said. You are quite right.

To be sure it has! the Vicomte answered brusquely, glad to have the opportunity of putting this overzealous adviser in his right place. But the satisfaction of triumph faded quickly, and left him face to face with the situation. He cursed Vlaye for placing him in the dilemma. He cursed the Countess  why could she not have taken refuge elsewhere? Last of all, he cursed his guest, who, after showing himself offensively able to teach him his duty, failed the moment it came to finding an expedient.

The solution of the riddle came from a quarter whence  at any rate by the Vicomte  it was least expected. May I say something? Roger ventured timidly.

His father glared at him. You? he exclaimed. And then ungraciously, Say on! he growled.

We have cut half the grass in the long meadow, the lad answered. And to-morrow we ought to be both cutting and making, while it is fine. Last year, as we were short-handed, the women helped. If you were to order all but Solomon to the hay-field to-morrow  it is the farthest from here, beside the river  there would be no one to talk or tell, sir.

Des Ageaux struck his leg in approbation. The lad has it! he said. With your permission, M. le Vicomte, what could be better?

Better? the Vicomte retorted, throwing himself back in his chair. What? I am to open my gate with my own hands?

Solomon would open. And he can be trusted.

Receive my daughter without man or maid? the Vicomte cried. Show myself to strangers without my people? Appear like one of the base-born beggarly ploughmen with mud in their veins, with whom you love to mix? What mean you, sirrah, by such a suggestion? Shame on you, unnatural fool!

But, M. le Vicomte, the Lieutenant remonstrated, if you will not do that  

Never! Never!

Then, des Ageaux answered, more stiffly, it remains only to pull up the drawbridge. Since, I presume, he continued, his tone taking insensibly a note of disdain, you do not propose to give up the young lady, or to turn her from your door.

Turn her from my door?

That being at once to help M. de Vlaye to this marriage, and to drag the name of Villeneuve in the mud! But  breaking off with a bow I am sure that the honour of the family is safe in your hands, M. le Vicomte.

It is well you said that! the Vicomte cried, his face purple, his hands palsied with rage. It is well you broke off, sir, or I would have proved to you that my honour is safe with me. Body of Satan, am I to be preached to by everybody  every brainless lad, he continued, prudently diverting his tirade to the head of the unlucky Roger, who chooses to prate before his elders! Mon Dieu! There was a time when children sat mute instead of preaching. But that was before Coutras!  bitterly when most things came to an end.

This time des Ageaux had the shrewdness to be silent, and he garnered the reward of his reticence. The Vicomte, rant as wildly as he might, was no fool, though vanity was hourly putting foolish things into his mouth. He was not blind  had he not since Coutras always on his lips?  to the changes which time had wrought in the world, and he knew that face to face with his formidable neighbour he was helpless. Nor was he in the dark on Vlayes character. So far the adventurer had respected him, and in presence, and at a distance, had maintained an observance and a regard that was flattering to the decayed gentleman. But the Vicomte had seen the fate of others who crossed the Captain of Vlaye. He knew how impotent the law had proved to save them, how slack their friends  in a word, how quickly the waters had rolled over them. And he was astute enough to see, with all his conceit, that as it had been with them, it might be with him, if he stood in M. de Vlayes way.

On the other hand, had he been mean enough to deliver up the Countess, he dared not. In the first place, to do so would, at the best, be hazardous; she had powerful friends, and whether she escaped or married her captor she might not forgive him. In the second place, he did not lightly resign the plan, which he had conceived, of uniting his favourite daughter to the rising adventurer. True, M. de Vlayes position was anomalous, was precarious. But a day, a bribe, a turn of the cards might legalise it and place him high in Court favour. And then  

The Vicomtes train of thought ran no farther in silence. With an oath and an ill grace he bade them do as they would. Things, he cried, are come to a pass indeed when guests  

A thousand pardons, M. le Vicomte!

And children dictate what is to be done and what to be left undone! He looked older as he spoke; more broken and more peevish. But since Coutras the devil has all, I think.


CHAPTER V.

THE CAPTAIN OF VLAYE.

Danger, that by night sends forth a vanguard of fears, and quells the spirits before it delivers the attack, pursues a different course by day, seeking to surprise rather than to intimidate. Seldom had June sun shone on a fairer scene than that which the lifting of the river mists delivered to the eyes of the dwellers in the château on the following morning, or on one more fit to raise the despondent courage. The tract of meadow land that, enfolded by the river, formed the only clear ground about the house lay in breezy sunshine, which patches of shadow, flung on the sward by such of the surrounding trees as rose a little higher than the ordinary, did but heighten. The woods which enclosed this meadow land, here with a long straight wall of oaks, there with broken clumps of trees that left to view distant glades and alleys, sparkled, where the sun lighted their recesses, with unnumbered dew-drops, or with floating gossamers, harbingers of a fair day. The occasional caw of a rook flying fieldward over the open, or the low, steady coo of the pigeons in the great stone cote beside the gate, added the last touch of peace to the scene; a scene so innocent that it forbade the notion of danger and rendered it hard to believe that amid surroundings like these, and under the same sky of blue, mans passions were, in parts not distant, turning an earthly heaven to a hell.

Access to these meadows was by a sled-road, which, starting from the great gate, wound round the wall of the courtyard, and then, turning its back on the house, passed by a small stone bridge over the brook which had once supplied the moat. From the bridge the track ran across the meadows to the abandoned farms which stood on the river bank half a mile from the château. The only building among these which retained a roof was a long wooden barn, still used to contain waste fodder and the like.

It was from this bridge, a narrow span of stone, that Bonne, the following morning, gazed on the scene, her hand raised to shade her eyes from the sun. The whole of the Vicomtes household, with the exception of a deaf cook and of Solomon, who could be trusted, were gone to the hay-field; some with delight, as welcoming any change, and some with whispers and surmises. Thence their shrill voices and laughter were borne by the light breeze to the girls ears.

Nothing had been heard of the Countesss train, and her concealment during the hours of danger had perplexed both the Vicomte and his advisers. His pride would not permit him to make her privy to the coming visit, or the precautions which it rendered needful. Yet without acknowledging his inability to protect her, it was not easy to confine her to one room. For, with the elasticity of youth, she had risen little the worse for her adventures.

The council sat long, and in the end the better course seemed to be to invite her to the hay-field. As it fell out, a small matter gave a natural turn to the proposal. Her riding-dress  and more of her dress than that  was so stained and torn as to be unwearable. And Bonne could not help her, for the child, though perfectly formed, and of a soft prettiness, was cast in a smaller mould. Here, then, was a Countess without so much as a stocking, had not Bonne thought of a little waiting-girl of about the same shape and size. This girls holiday attire was borrowed, and found to be a charming fit  at least in the eyes of Roger. For the lad, because the Countess was shy, had become, after a sort, her protector.

The childs timidity was at standing odds with her rank, and on first descending in this dress she had been on the point of tears, as infants cry when they think themselves the objects of ridicule. A very little and she had fled. But a moment later, whether she read something that was not ridicule in the lads eyes, as she walked up and down the terrace, or youth stirred in her and raised a childish pleasure in the masquerade, she preened herself, blushing, and presently she was showing herself off. So that at the first word she fell in with the notion of completing her make-believe by spending the day in the hay.

Fortunately, Fulbert, the steward, who attended her like a dog, and like a dog glared suspicion on all who approached her, raised no objection. And about three hours before noon the move was made. Bonne had gone with Mademoiselle as far as this bridge, where she now stood, and thence had sent her forward with Roger and Fulbert on the plea that she must herself attend to household cares. Nevertheless, as the three receded in the suns eye, she lingered awhile looking thoughtfully after them.

The dainty creature, tripping in her queer travesty between her foster-father and Rogers misshapen form, showed like a fairy between two gnomes. Bonne watched and smiled, and presently the smile became a tear, for Rogers sake. She had other and more pressing cares, other and heavier burdens this morning; but her heart was warm for him. She had been mother as well as sister to him, and the reflection that his deformity  once she had heard a peasant call him goblin  would probably for ever set him apart and deprive him of the joys of manhood touched her with grief as she stood.

The tear was still on her lid when she heard a step behind her, turned and saw des Ageaux  to her des Voeux. He read trouble in her clear, youthful face, fancied she was in fear, and paused to reassure her. Why so sad, mademoiselle, he asked, when she  with a good-humoured nod in the direction of the Countess who has so much more to fear, trips along gaily? She is another being to-day.

I have others to fear for, she replied.

Your brother?

She fancied that he was about to press her to bring him to Charles, and to change the subject she avowed her trouble. Why, heaven knows; for though her presence of mind the previous evening had won a meed of admiration from him, he had made no sign.

I was not thinking of him, she confessed. I was thinking of Roger. I was thinking how sad it is  for him.

He understood her. You make too much of it, he said lightly. He has health and strength, and a good spirit when your father is not present. His arm is long, and will always keep his head. Have you never heard what M. de Gourdon, Governor of the March, who is  who is like your brother, you know  once said of himself? My back? quoth he to one who mentioned it. My friends mind it not, and my enemies have never seen it!

She flushed and a light came into her eyes. Oh, brave! she cried. Brave! And you think that Roger  

I think that Roger may some day make himself feared. And he who is feared, the Lieutenant continued, with a half cynical, half whimsical smile, has ever love on his other hand  as surely as dog follows the hand that feeds it.

The words had barely left his lips when a wolf-hound, whose approach they had not noticed, darted upon them, and, leaping up at the Lieutenants face, nearly overthrew him. Bonne recoiled, and with a cry looked round for help. Then she perceived that it was with joy, not with rage, that the dog was beside himself; for again and again, with sharp shrill cries of pleasure, it leapt on the Lieutenant, striving to lick his hands, his face, his hair. In vain he bade it Down! Down, dog! In vain he struck at it. It set its paws against his breast, and though often repulsed, as often with slobbering mouth and hanging tongue sought his face.

When he had a little calmed its transports and got it to heel, he turned to her, and for once showed an embarrassed countenance. It is a dog, he said, a dog of mine that has followed me.

I see that, she replied, smiling with something of mischief in her looks.

It must have followed me  

A full mile this morning, she said, stooping and patting the hound, which, with a dubious condescension, permitted the greeting. It is both fed and dry. And its name is  

He looked at her, but did not answer.

Does this often happen to you? she continued, feeling on a sudden a strange freedom with him. To talk of dogs and they appear? Have you the habit when your horse falls lame of tying your dog to a tree, and placing a sufficiency of food and water by it to last it two days? And then, when he did not answer her, Who are you, M. des Voeux? she said in a different tone. Whence do you come, and what is your business?

Have I not told you, he answered, that I wish to communicate through your brother with the Crocans? That is my business.

But you did not know when you came to us that I had a brother, she replied, or that he had joined the Crocans, or that we were like to be in these straits. So that you did not come for that. Why did you come? confronting him with clear eyes. Are we to count you friend or enemy? Be frank with me and I will be frank with you.

He looked at her with the first gleam of admiration in his eyes. But he hesitated. In the candour of a young girl who, laying aside coquetry and advantage, speaks to a man as to a comrade there lies a charm new to him who has not known a sister; more new to him, more surprising to him whose wont has lain among the women of a court  women whose light lives and fickle ambitions mark them of those who are but just freed from the seraglio. He smiled at her, openly acknowledging by his silence and his air that he had a secret; acknowledging also, and in the same way, that he held her equal. But he shook his head. In a little time I will be frank with you, mademoiselle, he said. It is true I have a secret, and at this moment I cannot tell it safely.

You do not trust me?

I trust no one at this moment, he answered steadily.

It was not the answer she expected. She had thought he would quibble. She was impressed by his firmness, but she did not betray the feeling. Good! she said, with the least possible lifting of her head. Then you must not expect to be trusted, or that I shall bring you to my brother.

But you promised, mademoiselle.

That I would do so when I could do so  safely, she retorted with mischievous emphasis. It is your own word, sir, and I shall not feel that I can do so  safely  until I learn who you are. I suppose if my brother were here you would tell him?

Possibly.

Her colour rose. You would tell him, and you will not tell me! she cried indignantly.

Now you are angry, he replied smiling. How can I appease you?

She was not really angry. But she turned on her heel, willing to let him think it. By hiding yourself until this is over, she answered. And leaving him standing on the bridge, where he had found her, she made her way back to the house, where the only man left was Solomon in his hutch beside the gate. He was an old servant, a garrulous veteran of high renown for the enormous fables he had ever on his lips  particularly when the Vicomte reverted to the greatness of the house before Coutras. Mademoiselle as she entered paused to speak to him. Have you seen a strange dog, Solomon? she asked.

This morning, my lady? he exclaimed in his shrill voice. Strange dog? No, not I! Has one frightened you? Dog? Few dogs I see these sad days, he continued, with a gesture scornful of the present. Dogs, indeed? Times were when we had packs for everything, for boars, and wolves, and deer, and hares, and vermin, and  pausing in sheer inability to think of any other possible pack ay, each a pack, and more to them than I could ever count, or the huntsman either!

Yes, I know, Solomon. I have heard you say so at least. But you have not seen a strange dog this morning?

The morn! No, no, my lady! But last night I mind one  wast a deer-hound?

Yes, a deer-hound.

Well, then, I can tell you, with a mysterious nod, and no one else. It was with the riders who brought the young lady. But Im mum, winking. Not a word will they get out of me. Secrets? Ay, Im the man can keep a secret. Why, I remember, talking of secrets and lives  and often they are all one  

But what became of the deer-hound? she asked, ruthlessly cutting him short.

Became of the dog?  more shrilly than usual  he was a little hurt. Is that all you want? It went with them as brought it, I do suppose. It didnt stop, anywise. But as I was saying about secrets  the secrets I have kept in old days  when there was no family had so many as ours  

But she was gone. She had discovered what she wanted. And she was midway across the courtyard when the shrill sound of a hawk-whistle caught her ear. Turning she went through the gate again, and listened  not without a nervous feeling. Presently she could distinguish the dull tramp of a number of horses moving on the sward, the gay jingle of bit and spur, and mingled with these sounds the voices of a number of persons talking at their ease.

Warmly as the sun shone, she was aware of a shiver; of a presentiment that gripped and chilled her. Whatever it portended, however, whatever misfortune was in the air, the risk could not now be evaded. Already bright patches of moving colour glanced among the trees at the end of the approach, and steel points glittered amid the foliage, and feathers waved gaily above the undergrowth. She had barely time to tell Solomon to run and apprise her father of the arrival, when the head of the cavalcade wheeled, talking and laughing, into the avenue, and her sister, who rode in the van by the side of M. de Vlaye, espied her standing before the gate and waved a greeting.

Behind the Abbess rode a couple of women, one in the lay costume, liberally interpreted, of her order, the other of the world confessed; following close on their heels half a dozen horsemen completed the first party. The young Abbess bore a hooded hawk on her wrist, and the tinkle of its light silver bells mingled with the ripple of her voice as she approached, while two or three pairs of coupled hounds ran at her horses heels. A little behind, separated from this select company by an interval of two score yards, followed the main body, a troop of some forty horse, in steel caps and corslets, with long swords swinging, and pistols in their holsters.

A more picturesque or more gallant company, as they swept by threes and fours into sight between the two grey pillars and rode towards the house under sun and shade, or a band that moved with a lordlier air, it had been hard to find, even in those days of show and pageantry, when men wore their fortunes on their backs. The Captain of Vlaye, stooping his sinewy figure to his companion, well became a horse that moved as he moved, and caracoled because he allowed it. His dark, keen face would have been as handsome as his form but for a blemish. In some skirmish of his youth he had lost the sight of an eye, and the blind orb gave his face a hard look which, so his enemies said, brought it into consonance with his character. He wore upturned moustaches without a beard, therein departing from the mode of the day. But his hunting-dress of white doeskin, with a fawn hat and belt, was in the fashion, and his horses trappings shone almost as fine as the riding-dress of green and silver which set off his companions tall figure and haughty face. In first youth a nose, too like her fathers, and something over large in Odette de Villeneuves frame, had foreshadowed charms not of the most feminine or the first order. But three years had supplied the carriage and the ripened and fuller contours that made her what she now was. To-day, if it pleased her to have at her beck one whose will was law, and whose stern manners invited few to intimacy  and in truth her infatuation for the successful adventurer knew no limits  he on his side found his account in parading, where he went, a woman whose beauty exceeded even her birth, and fell little short of her pride.

And she was content; she at least aimed at no more than setting on a safer basis the power she looked to share. It was she who, ignorant that her brother had joined them, had mentioned to her sister Vlayes plan of suppressing the Crocans. That he had any other plan, that his views rose higher than a union with herself, that he hoped by a bold and secret stroke not only to secure what he had gained but to treble his resources  that his ambition, passing by a Villeneuve, dared to dream of an alliance with the ducal house of Longueville  of these things she had, as yet, no inkling. Not a jot, not a tittle. Nor was she likely to believe in their existence, save on evidence the clearest and most overwhelming.

Bonne knew more. She knew these things; and, as she went forward to meet the party, and after greeting her sister turned to her cavalier, the word Welcome stuck in her throat. She was conscious that her cheek grew a shade paler as she forced the word, that her knees shook. Her fear was that he would read the signs.

Ordinarily he would not have remarked them; partly because he was inured to meeting cowed looks, and partly because a careless scorn  masked where the Vicomte was concerned by a veneer of respect  was all to which he ever treated the Abbesss impoverished family. Crook-backed brother, tongue-tied sister, and the other fool, whose restive dislike had sometimes amused him  he held them all in equal and supreme contempt. But to-day he had his reasons for noting the girl more particularly; and the shadow of ill-temper that darkened his face lifted as her timid eye and fluttering colour confirmed his surmises.

I thank you, I will not alight, he replied. Your father is coming to the gate? M. le Vicomte is too kind, mademoiselle. But that being so, I will await him here.

The Abbess, with an air of patronage, touched Bonnes hair with the tip of her riding-switch. Child, did you sleep in your clothes last night? she said. Or are you making hay with the kitchen-maids? See her blush, M. de Vlaye! What would you give me if I could blush as naïvely? And her eyes rallied him, seeking a compliment in his. But Abbesses who have been to Court  

Carry a court wherever they go, he replied. But his look did not leave Bonnes face. The Abbesss women and the rest of the company had drawn rein out of earshot, their horses making long necks that they might reach the grass, or poking their heads to crop a tender shoot. I cannot alight, he continued, for we are on an adventure, mademoiselle. I might almost say a pursuit.

Do you know, child, her sister chimed in, that Mademoiselle de Rochechouart never came to me last night? But you know nothing here  even, I daresay, that I expected her. How should you? You might as well live in a hole in the ground.

She never came? Bonne faltered, for the sake of saying something. The blush had subsided, leaving her paler than before.

No, did I not say so? And she has not arrived today, the Abbess continued, flicking her horses mane with her jewelled switch. But some of her people were in by daylight this morning  from Heaven knows where  some hiding-place in the woods, I believe  making such a to-do as you would not credit. If they are to be believed, they were attacked near nightfall by the Crocans  

By the Crocans, M. de Vlaye repeated, nodding darkly at Bonne. He knew more than the Abbess knew of Charless desperate venture.

And M. de Vlaye, the Abbess continued, speaking in the negligent fashion, a trifle distant, in which she always addressed her family in his presence, has most kindly sent out parties in search of her. Moreover, as I came this way on the same errand, he fell in with me, and came on  more, I believe, for her sake than mine  with a look that called for contradiction to make inquiries in this direction. But on the way  but here is my father. Good morning, sir. M. de Vlaye  

Has been waiting some time, I fear, the Vicomte said hurriedly. He, too, was not free from embarrassment, but he hid it with fair success. Why do you not alight and enter, my dear?

Because we have business, by your leave, sir, Vlaye answered, his politeness scarcely covering an undertone of meaning. And he told in a few words  while Bonne stood listening in an agony of suspense  what the Abbess had told her. Fortunately, after I fell in with your daughter this morning, he proceeded, I had news of the Countess. And where do you think, M. le Vicomte, we are told that she is? he continued.

Fortunately the Vicomte, whose hands were beginning to tremble, and whose colour was mounting to his wrinkled cheek, could not immediately find his voice. It was his elder daughter who took on herself to answer. Where do you think, sir? she cried gaily. In your hay-meadows  so M. de Vlaye says.

Mademoiselle de Rochechouart? In my hay-meadows? the Vicomte faltered.

Yes.

In my hay-meadows? It cannot be.

It is so  or so we are told.


CHAPTER VI.

IN THE HAY-FIELD.

The Vicomte gasped; it was evident, it was certain, that M. de Vlaye knew all. What was he to say, what to do? While Bonne, though her ear hung upon his reply, was conscious only of a desperate search, a wild groping, after some method of giving the alarm to those whom it concerned  to Charles lurking in the barn beside the water, to the Countess making hay for sport and thinking no evil. She had heard of a woman who in such a strait sent a feather which put quick wits on the alert. But she had no feather, she had nothing, and if she had, at her first word of withdrawing M. de Vlaye, she knew, would interpose. At last  

It must be! the Vicomte exclaimed, taking anew line with some presence of mind. But I would not believe it!

It must be? what must be, sir? his daughter Odette rejoined.

It must be the Countess! the Vicomte repeated in a tone of surprise and conviction, not ill feigned. He saw that to persist in denying the truth  with the hayfield in sight  would not serve, and in the end must cover him with confusion. Dressed in that fashion, he continued, and with no attendant save one rough clown, I  I could not credit her story. The Countess of Rochechouart! It seems incredible even now!

Yes, the Countess of Rochechouart, M. de Vlaye replied in a tone which proved that the Vicomtes sudden frankness did not deceive him. With your permission we will wait on her, M. le Vicomte, he continued in the same tone, and as soon as horses can be provided, I will escort her to a place of safety.

The Vicomtes face was a study of perplexity. If you will alight, he said, slowly, I will send and announce to the Countess  if Countess she really be  that you are here.

For an instant Bonnes heart stood still. If M. de Vlaye dismounted and entered, all things were possible. But the hope was dashed to the ground forthwith. I thank you, Vlaye answered somewhat grimly, but with your permission, M. le Vicomte, to business first. We will go to the meadows at once. It is not fitting that the Countess should be left for a minute longer than is necessary in a place so ill guarded. And, for the matter of that, things lost once are sometimes lost twice.

The Vicomtes nose twitched with rage; he was not a meek man. He understood M. de Vlayes insinuation, he knew that M. de Vlaye knew; but he was helpless. On the threshold of his own house, on the spot where his ancestors word had been law for generations  or a blow had followed the word  he stood impotent before this clever, upstart soldier who held him at mercy. And this the Abbess, had her affection for him been warm or her nature delicate, must have felt. Without a word spoken or a syllable of explanation, she must have perceived that she was witnessing her familys shame, and that her part in the scene was not with them.

But she, of them all, was the most in the dark, and her thoughts were otherwise bent. You are very fearful for the young lady, M. de Vlaye, she said, turning to him, and speaking in a tone of mock offence. I do not remember that you have ever been so over careful for me.

He bent his head and muttered something of which her sister caught not a word. Then, But we must not waste time, he continued briskly. Let us  with the Vicomtes permission  to the field! To the field! And he turned his horse as he spoke into the sled-road that led around the courtyard wall; and by a gesture he bade his men follow. It was evident to Bonne, evident to her father, that he had had a spy on the house, and knew where his quarry harboured.

The girl wondered whether by flying through the house and dropping from the corner of the garden wall she could even now give the alarm. Then M. le Vicomte spoke. I will come with you, he said in a surly tone that betrayed his sense of his position. The times are indeed out of joint, and persons out of their places, but  Solomon, my staff! Daughter, to the Abbess, a hold of your stirrup-leather! It is but a step, and I can still walk so far. If the field be unsafe for the guest,  he added grimly it is fit the host should share the danger.

Bonne could have blessed him for the thought, for his offer bound the party to a walking pace, and something might happen. Vlaye, beyond doubt, had the same thought. But without breaking openly with the Vicomte  which for various reasons he was loth to do  he could not reject his company nor outpace him.

He raised no objection, therefore, and in displeased silence the Vicomte walked beside his daughters horse, Bonne accompanying him on the other hand. She knew more than he, and had reason to fear more; she was almost sick with anxiety. But he, perhaps, suffered more. Forced on his own ground to do that which he did not wish to do, forced to play a sorry farce, he felt, as he trudged in the van of the party, that he walked the captive in a Roman triumph. And he could have smitten the Captain of Vlaye across the face.

They passed only too quickly from the shelter of the house to the open meadows and the hot sunshine, and so over the stone bridge. Bonne knew that at this point they must become visible to the workers in the hay-field, and she counted on an interval of a few minutes during which the fugitives might take steps to hide themselves, or even to get over the river and bury themselves in the woods. She could have cried, therefore, when, without apparent order, a party from the rear cantered past the leaders and, putting their horses into a sharp hand-gallop, preceded them in their advance upon the panic-stricken haymakers, in the midst of whom they drew rein in something less than a minute.

The Vicomte halted as the meaning of the manœuvre broke upon him, and, striking his staff into the ground, he followed them with his eyes. You seem fearful indeed, he growled, his high nose wrinkled with anger.

Things happen very quickly at times, Vlaye answered, ignoring the tone.

Take care, sir, take care! the Abbess of Vlaye cried, addressing her lover. She little thought in her easy insouciance how near the truth she was treading. If you show yourself so very anxious for the Countesss safety, I warn you I shall grow jealous.

You have seen her, M. de Vlaye answered in a low tone, meant only for her ear; and he hung slightly towards her. You know how little cause you have to fear.

Fear? the Abbess retorted rather sharply. Know, sir, with a quick defiant glance, that I fear no one!

Apparently the handful of riders who had preceded the main body had no order but to stand guard over the workers. For having halted in the midst of the startled servants, who gazed on them in stupefaction, they remained motionless in their saddles. Meanwhile the Vicomte, with a surly face, was drawing slowly up to them. When no more than thirty or forty paces divided the two parties, the leader of the van wheeled about, and trotting to M. de Vlayes side, saluted him.

I do not see them, my lord, he muttered in a low tone.

The captain of Vlaye reined in his horse, and sitting at ease, cast an eagle glance over the terrified haymakers, who had instinctively fallen into three or four groups. In one part of the field the hay had been got into heaps, but these were of small size, and barely adequate to the hiding of a child. Nevertheless, look where he would  and his lowering brow bespoke his disappointment  he could detect no one at all resembling a Countess. A moment, and his glance passed from the open meadow to the ruined buildings, which stood on the brink of the stream. It remained fixed on them.

Search that! he said in a low tone. And raising his hand he pointed to the old barn. They must be there! Go about it carefully, Ampoule.

The man he addressed turned, and summoning his party, cantered across the sward  never so green as after mowing  towards the building. As the riders drew near the river, Bonne could command herself no longer. She uttered a low groan. Her face bespoke her anguish.

M. de Vlaye did not see her face  it was turned from him  but he caught the sound and understood it. The sun is hot, he said in a tone of polite irony. You find it so, mademoiselle? Doubtless the Countess has sought protection from it  in the barn. She will be there, take my word for it!

Bonne made no reply. She could not have spoken for her life; and he and they watched, shading their eyes from the sun, she, poor girl, with a hand which shook. The horsemen were by this time near the end of the building, and all but one proceeded to alight. The rest were in the act of delivering up their reins, and one had already vanished within the building, when in full view of the company, who were watching from the middle of the field, a man sprang from an opening at the other end of the barn, reached in three bounds the brink of the stream, and even as Vlayes shout of warning startled the field, plunged from the bank, and was lost to sight.

Holà! Holà! M. de Vlaye cried in stentorian tones, and, with his rowels in his horses flanks, he was away racing to the spot before his followers had taken the alarm. The next moment they were thundering emulously at his heels, their charge shaking the earth. Even the men who had alighted beside the barn, and as yet knew nothing of the evasion, saw that something was wrong, took the alarm, and hurried round the building to the river.

He is there! cried one, as they pulled up along the bank of the stream. And the speaker, in his desire to show his zeal, wheeled his horse about so suddenly that he well-nigh knocked down his neighbour.

No, there! There! cried another. And There! cried a third, as the fugitive dived, otter fashion, the willows of the stream affording him some protection.

Suddenly M. de Vlayes voice rang above all. After him! he cried. After him, fools, and seize him on the other side!

In a twinkling three or four of the more courageous forced their horses into the stream, and began to swim across. Sixty yards below the spot where he had entered the water, the swimmers head could be seen. He was being borne on a current towards a willow-bed which projected from the opposite bank, and offered a hiding-place. With wild cries those who had not entered the stream followed him along the bank, jostling and crossing one another, and marked him here and marked him there, while the baying of the excited hounds, restrained by their couples, filled the woods beyond the river with the fierce music of the chase.

Meantime the Vicomte and his younger daughter remained alone in the middle of the meadow; for the Abbesss horse had carried her after the others, whether she would or no, with her hawk clinging and screaming on her sleeve. Of the two who remained, the Vicomte was in a high rage. To be used after this fashion by his guests! To see strangers taking the law into their own hands on his land! To be afoot while hireling troopers spurned his own clods in his face, and all without leave or license, all where he and his forebears had exercised the low justice and the high for centuries! It was too much!

What is it? Who is it? he cried, adding in his passion oaths and execrations then too common. That is not the Countess! Are they mad?

It is Charles, she answered, weeping bitterly. He was hiding there. And he thought that they were in search of him. Oh, they will kill him! They will kill him!

Charles? the Vicomte exclaimed, and stood turned to stone. Charles?

Yes! she panted. And, oh, sir, a word! He is your son, and a word may save him! He has done nothing  nothing that they should hunt him like a rat!

But the Vicomte was another man now, moved, wrought on by Heaven knows what devils of pride and shame. My son! he cried, his rage diverted. That my son? You lie, girl! coarsely. He is no son of mine. You wander. It is some skulking Crocan they have unharboured. Son of mine? Hiding on my land? No! You rave, girl!

Oh, sir! she panted.

Not a word! He gripped her wrist fiercely and forced her to silence. Do you hear me? Not a word. He is no son of mine!

She clung to him, still imploring him, still trying to soften him. But he shook her off, roughly, brutally, raising his stick to her; and, blinded by her tears, unable to do more, she sank to the ground and buried her face, that she might not see, in a mass of hay. He, without a word, turned his back on her, on the crowd beside the river, on the groups of frightened haymakers  turned his back on all and strode away in the direction of the château, with those devils of shame and pride, which he had pampered so long, riding him hard. He had drained at last the cup of humiliation to the dregs. He had seen his son hunted like a beast of vermin on his own land in his presence. And his one desire was to be gone. Rage with the cause of this last and worst disgrace dried up all natural feeling, all thought for his flesh and blood, all pity. He cared not whether his son lived or died. His only longing was to escape in his own person; to be gone from the place and scene of degradation, to set himself once more in a position, to  to be himself!

There are tones of the voice that in the lowest depth inspire something of confidence. Bonne, as she lay crushed under the weight of her misery, with the merciless sun beating down upon her neck, heard such a tone whispering low in her ear.

Lie still, mademoiselle, it murmured. Lie still! Where you are, you are unseen, and I must speak to you. The man, whoever he is, is taken. They have seized him.

She tried to rise. He laid his hand on her shoulder and held her down.

I must go! she gasped, still struggling to rise. I must go! It is my brother!

The Lieutenant  for he it was  muttered, it is to be feared, an oath. Your brother! he said. It is your brother, is it? Ah, if you had trusted me! But all is not lost! Listen! he continued urgently. M. de Vlaye has bidden the men who have taken him  on the farther side of the river  to convey him along that bank to the ford, and so by the road to Vlaye. And  will you trust me now, mademoiselle?

I will, I will! she sobbed. She showed him for one moment her tear-stained, impassioned face. If you will help me! If you will help my brother!

I will! he said, and then, and abruptly, he laid his hand on her and violently pressed her down. Be still! he muttered in a tone of sharp warning. I have no more wish to be seen by Vlaye than your brother had! Lying beside her, he peeped warily over the hay by which he was partly hidden; a slight hollow in which that particular cock rested served to shelter them somewhat, but the screen was slight. I fear they are coming this way, he continued, his voice not quite steady. I would I had my horse here, and sound, and I would trouble them little. But all is not lost, all is not lost, he repeated slowly, till their hands are on us! Nor, may-be, even then!

She understood, and lay trembling and hiding her face, unable to face this new terror. The thunder of hoofs, coming nearer and nearer, once more shook the earth. The horsemen were returning from the river.

Lie low! he repeated, more coolly. They have spied the Countess. I feared they would. And they are hot foot after her  so ho! And we are saved! Yes, he continued, peeping again and more boldly, we are saved, I think. They have stopped her, just as Roger and her man  clever Roger, he will make a general yet  were about to pass her over the bridge. Another minute and they had got her to cover in the house, and it had been my fate to be taken.

She did not answer, her agitation was too great. And after a brief silence during which the Lieutenant watched what went forward at the end of the meadow: Now, mademoiselle, he said in a more gentle tone, it is for the Countess I want your help. I will answer for your brother. If no accident befall him he shall be free before many hours are over his head. Remember that! But with Mademoiselle de Rochechouart  if she be once removed to Vlaye, and cast into this mans power, it will go hard. She is a child, little able to resist. Do you go to her, support her, speak for her, fight for her even  only gain time. Gain time! He will not resort to violence at once, or I am mistaken. He will not drag her away by force until he has exhausted all other means. He will suffer her to stay awhile if you play your part well. And you must play it well!

I will! Bonne cried, all her forces rallied by hope. I do not know who you are, but save my brother  

I will save him!

And I will bless you!

Do you save the Countess, and she will bless you! he answered cheerfully. Now to her, mademoiselle, and do not leave her. Go! Show yourself as brave there as here, and  

He did not finish the sentence, but as she rose his hand, through some accident, or some impulse that surprised him  for such weaknesses were not in his nature  met hers through the hay and clasped it. The girl reddened to the brow, sprang up, and in a trice was hastening across the field towards the crowd that in a confused medley of horse and foot, peasants and troopers, was gathered about the stone bridge which spanned the brook. The sun beat hotly down on the little mob, but in the interest of the scene which was passing in their midst no one thought twice of the heat.

Bonnes spirits were in a tumult. She hardly knew what she thought or how she felt, or what she was going to do.

But one thing she knew. On one thing she set her foot with every step, and that was fear. A new courage, and a new feeling, filled the girl with an excitement half-painful, half-delightful. Whence this was she did not ask herself, nor why she rested so confidently on the guarantee of her brothers safety, which an untried stranger had given her. It was enough that he had given it. She did not go beyond that.

When she came, hot and panting, to the skirts of the crowd, she found that she must push her way between the horses of the troopers if she would see anything of what was passing. In the act she noticed that half the men were grinning, the others exchanging sly looks and winks. But she was through at last. Now she could see what was afoot.

On the bridge, three paces before her, stood M. de Vlaye with his back to her. He had dismounted, and had his hat in his hand. Beyond him, standing at bay, as it seemed, against the low side wall of the bridge, was the Countess, her small face white, and puckered, and sullen, and behind her again stood Roger, and Fulbert, the steward, with a wild-beast glare in his eyes.

Surely, mademoiselle, Bonne heard M. de Vlaye say in honeyed accents, as she emerged from the crowd, surely it were better you mounted here  

No!

And rode to the château. And then at your leisure  

No, I thank you. I will walk.

But, Countess, you are not safe, he persisted, on foot and in the open, after what has passed.

Then I will go to the château, she replied, but I can walk, I thank you. It was strange to see the firmness, ay, and dignity, that awoke in her in this extremity.

That, of course, M, de Vlaye replied lightly. Of course. But seeing the Abbess on horseback, I thought that you might prefer to ride with her  

It is but a step.

And I am walking, Bonne struck in, pushing to the front. I will go with the Countess to the house. She spoke with a firmness which surprised herself, and certainly surprised M. de Vlaye, who had not seen her at his elbow. He hesitated, and partly in view of the Countesss attitude, partly of the fact that he had not precisely defined his next step if he got her mounted  he gave way.

By all means, he said. And we will form your guard.

Bonne passed her arm round the young Countess. Come, she said. I see my sister has preceded us to the house. The sun is hot, and the sooner we are under cover the better.

It was not the heat of the sun, however, that had driven the Abbess from the scene, but a spirit of temper. She had no suspicion of the truth  as yet. But the fuss which M. de Vlaye seemed bent on making about the little countess piqued her, and after looking on a minute or two, and finding herself still left in the background, she had let her jealousy have vent, had struck spur to her horse and ridden back to the house in a rage. This was the last thing she would have done had her eyes been open. Had she guessed how welcome to her admirer her retreat at that moment was, she would have risked a hundred sunstrokes before she went!

She had no notion of the real situation, however, and Bonne, who had, and with a womans wit saw in her a potent ally, was too late to call her back, though she longed to do it. Between the bridge and the house-gate lay three hundred yards, every yard, it seemed to Bonne, a yard of peril to her charge; and the girl nerved herself accordingly. For Vlayes darkening face sufficiently declared his perplexity. At any instant, at any point, he might throw off the mask of courtesy, use force, and ride off with his prey. And what could she do?

Only with a brave face walk slowly, slowly, talking as she went! Talking and making believe to be at ease; repressing both the treacherous flutter of her own heart and the little Countesss tendency to start at every movement M. de Vlaye made  as the lamb starts when the wolf bares its teeth! Bonne felt that to let him see that they expected violence was to invite it; and though, if he made a movement to seize her companion, she was prepared to cling and scream and fight with her very nails  she knew that such methods were the last desperate resource, to resort to which portended defeat.

He walked abreast of them, his rein on his arm, his haughty head bent. A little behind them on the left side walked Roger and the Countesss steward. Behind these again, at a short distance, followed the mob of troopers, grinning and nudging one another, and scarce deigning to hide their amusement.

Bonne guessed all, yet she talked bravely. It is quite an adventure! she said brightly. We did but half believe it, M. de Vlaye! Until you told us, we thought mademoiselle must be romancing. That she could not be  oh, no, it seemed impossible that she could be the real Countess!

Indeed? M. de Vlaye answered, measuring with his keen eye the distance to the corner of the courtyard. The girls chatter embarrassed him. He could not weigh quite coolly the chances and the risks.

It was after nine oclock  yes, it must have been nearer midnight! Bonne continued, with that womans power of dissembling which puts mens acting to shame. It was quite an alarm when she came! We thought we were to be robbed.

It is for that reason, Vlaye said smoothly, I wish the Countess to be placed in safety.

Or that it was the Crocans  

Precisely  it might have been. And therefore I wish her to place herself without delay  

In proper clothes! Bonne exclaimed cheerfully. Of course! So she must, M. de Vlaye, and this minute! To think of the Countess of Rochechouart  she laughed, and affectionately drew the girl nearer to her making hay in a waiting-womans clothes! No wonder that she did not wish to be seen!

M. de Vlaye looked at the chatterer askance, and mechanically gnawed his moustache. He believed, nay, he was almost sure that she knew all and was playing with him. If so she was playing so successfully that here they were at the corner of the courtyard and he no nearer a decision. They had but to pass along one wall, turn, and in forty paces they would be at the gate. He must make up his mind promptly, then! And, curse her! she talked so fast that he could not bring his mind to it, or weigh the emergencies. If he seized the girl here  

Roger should not have let her try to cross the brook, M. de Vlaye, should he? Bonne babbled. He should have known better. Now she has wet her feet and must change her shoes! Yes, playfully, you must, mademoiselle.

I will, the Countess muttered with shaking lips.

One of the troopers who had been of the expedition the day before, and whom the situation tickled, laughed on a sudden outright. M. de Vlaye half halted, turned and looked back in wrath. Was he going to give the signal? Bonnes arm shook. But no, he turned again. And they were almost at the second corner; now they turned it, and her eyes sought the gate greedily, to learn who awaited them there. If the Vicomte was there, and her sister, it was so much in her favour. He would hardly dare to carry the girl off by force under their eyes.

But they were not there. Even Solomon was invisible; probably he had taken the Abbesss horse to the stable. Bonne was left to her own resources, therefore, to her own wits; and at the gate, at the moment of interest, at the last moment, the pinch would come.

And still, but with a dry throat, she talked. To leave the sun for the shade! she cried with a prodigious sigh as the western wall of the courtyard intervened and protected them from the suns heat. Is it not delightful! It was almost worth while to be so hot, to feel so cool! Are you cool, M. de Vlaye?

Yes, he replied grimly, but  

Sommes-nous au milieu du bois?

she sang, cutting him short  they were within seven or eight paces of the gateway, and she fancied that his face was growing hard, that she detected the movements of a man preparing to make his leap  

Sommes-nous à la rive?

Sommes-nous au milieu du bois?

Sommes-nous à la rive?

A la rive? A la rive! she chanted, her arm closing more tightly about the Countess. A la rive!

With the last word  Pouf!  she thrust the child towards the open gateway, and by the same movement dropped on her knees in front of M. de Vlaye, completely thwarting his first instinctive impulse, which was to snatch at the Countess. It is my pin! she cried, rising as quickly as she had knelt  the whole seemed but one movement. Pardon, M. de Vlaye, she continued, but by that time the Countess was twenty paces away, and half-way across the court. Did I interrupt you? How lucky to find it! I must have lost it yesterday!

He did not speak, but his eyes betrayed his rage  rage not the less that his men had witnessed and understood the manœuvre; nay, dared by a titter to betray their amusement. For an instant he was tempted to seize her and crush the cursed pride out of her  he to be outwitted before his people by a woman! Or why should he not take her a hostage in the others room?

Then he remembered that he needed no hostage; he had one already. In a voice that drove the blood from her cheeks, Take care! Take care, mademoiselle! he muttered. Sometimes one pays too much for such a trifle as a pin. You might have hurt yourself, stooping so suddenly! Or hurt  your brother!

Roger could no longer keep silence. I can take care of myself, M. de Vlaye, he said, and of my sister also, I would have you know.

But M. de Vlaye had himself in hand again. It was not to you I referred, he said coldly and contemptuously. Take me to your father.

They found the Vicomte awaiting them on the drawbridge at the farther side of the court. But the Countess had vanished; she had not lost a moment in hiding herself in the recesses of her room. For the first time in their intercourse M. de Vlaye approached his host without ceremony or greeting.

The Countess must come with me, he said roughly and roundly. She cannot stay here. This place, with a look of naked scorn, is no place for her. Give orders, if you please, that she prepare to accompany me.

The Vicomte, shaken by the events of the morning, stood thunderstruck. His hand trembled on his staff, and for a moment he could not speak. At last  

The Countess is in my care, and under my protection, he said, in a voice shrill with emotion.

Neither of which would avail her in the least, M. de Vlaye answered brutally, in the event of danger! But it is not to enter into an argument that I am here. I care nothing for the number of your household, or the strength of your house, M. le Vicomte, or, with a sneer, what was the condition of either  before Coutras. The point is, this is no place for one in the Countess of Rochechouarts position. It is my duty to see her placed in a position of greater safety, and I intend to perform that duty!

The Vicomte, powerless as he was, shook with passion. Since when, he exclaimed, has that duty been laid upon you?

It is laid on me, the Captain of Vlaye answered contemptuously, by the fact that there is no one else in the district who can perform it.

You will perform it at your peril, the Vicomte said.

I shall perform it.

But if the Countess prefers to stay here? Roger cried, interfering hotly.

It is a question of her safety, and not of her preference, Vlaye retorted, standing grim and cold before them. She must come.

A dozen of his troopers had ridden into the courtyard, and from their saddles were watching the group on the drawbridge. The group consisted, besides the Vicomte, of Roger and his sister, old Solomon the porter, and the wild-looking steward. Roger, his heart bursting with indignation, measured with his eye the distance across the courtyard, and had thoughts of flinging himself upon Vlaye, bearing him to the ground, and making his life the price of his mens withdrawal. But he had no weapon, Solomon and Fulbert were in the like case, and the Captain of Vlaye, a man in the prime of life, and armed, was likely to prove a match for all three.

If the Vicomtes ancestors in the pride of their day and power had been deaf to the poor mans cry, if the justice-elm without the castle gates had received in the centuries past the last sighs of the innocent, if the towers of the old house had been built in groaning and cemented with blood, some part of the debt was paid this day on the drawbridge. To see the sacred rights of hospitality deforced, to stand by while the guest whom he could not protect  and that guest a woman of his rank and kind  was torn from his hearth, to be set for a laughing-stock to this canaille of troopers  such a humiliation should have slain the last of the Villeneuves where he stood.

Yet the Vicomte lived  lived, it is true, with twitching lips and shaking hands  but lived, and, after a few seconds of moody silence, stooped to parry the blow which he could not return.

To-morrow  if you will wait until to-morrow, he muttered, she may be better prepared to  take the journey.

To-morrow?

Yes, if you will give us till to-morrow  reluctantly we may persuade her.

M. de Vlayes answer was as unexpected as it was decisive. Be it so! he said. She shall have till to-morrow. He spoke more graciously, more courteously, than he had yet spoken. I have been  it is possible that in my anxiety for her safety, M. le Vicomte, I have been hasty. Once a soldier, always a soldier! Forgive me, and you, mademoiselle, the same; and I, on my side, will say to-morrow. There, I am not unreasonable, with a poor attempt at joviality. Only I must leave with you ten or a dozen troopers for her safe keeping. And beyond to-morrow, in the present state of the country, I cannot spare them.

At the mention of the troopers the Vicomtes jaw fell. He stared.

Will not that suit you? M. de Vlaye said gaily. He had recovered his usual spirits. He spoke in his old tone.

It must, the Vicomte answered sullenly. But I could answer for her without your troopers.

M. de Vlaye shook his head. Ah, no, he said. I can say no better than that. With the Crocans so near, and growing in boldness every day, I am bound to be careful. I am told, with a peculiar smile, that some neer-do-wells of birth have joined them in these parts. The worse for them!

Well, be it so, the Vicomte said with a ghastly smile. Be it so! Be it so!

Good, Vlaye answered cheerfully  he grew more at his ease with every word. Some might have thought that he had gained all he wanted or saw a new and easy way to it. Good, and as I must be returning, I will give the necessary orders at once.

He turned as he spoke, and crossing the courtyard, conferred awhile with Ampoule, his second in command. Hurriedly men were told off to this hand and that, some trotting briskly under the archway  where the hay of more peaceful days deadened the sound of hoofs, and the cobwebs almost swept their heads  and others entering by the same road. Presently M. de Vlaye, whose horse had been brought to him, got to his saddle, rode a few paces nearer the drawbridge, and raised his hat.

I have done as you wish, he said. Until tomorrow, M. le Vicomte! Mademoiselle, I kiss your hands! And wilfully blind to the coldness of the salutation made in return, he wheeled his horse gracefully, called a man to his side, and rode out of the court.

The Vicomte let his chin fall upon his breast, and beyond a doubt his reflections were of the bitterest. But soon he remembered that there were strange eyes upon him, and he turned and went heavily into his house, the house that others now had in keeping. Old Solomon followed him with an anxious face, and Fulbert, ever desirous to be with his mistress, vanished in their train. The troopers, after one or two glances at the two who remained on the drawbridge, and a jest at which some laughed outright and some made covert gestures of derision, began to lead their horses into the long stable.

Rogers eye met Bonnes in a glance of flame. Do you see? he said. He was to leave twelve  at the most. He has left eighteen. Do you understand?

She shook her head.

I do! he said. I do! We may go to our prayers!


CHAPTER VII.

A SOLDIERS FROLIC.

A few hours later the château of Villeneuve, buried in the lonely woods, wore a strange and unusual aspect.

To all things there comes an end, even to long silences and the march of uneventful years. Summer evening after summer evening had looked its last through darkening tree-tops on the house of Villeneuve, and marked but a spare taper burning here and there in its recesses. Winter evening after winter evening had fallen on the dripping woods and listened in vain for the sounds of revelry that had once beaconed the lost wayfarer, and held wolves doubting on the extremest edge of pasture. Night after night for well-nigh a generation  with the one exception of the historic night of Coutras, when the pursuers feasted in its hall  the house had stood shadowy and silent in the dim spaces of its clearing, and prowling beasts had haunted without fear its threshold. A rotten branch, falling in the depth of the forest, now scared more than its loudest orgy; nay, the dead lords, at rest in the decaying graveyard where the Abbey had stood, made as much impression on the night  for often the will o the wisp burned there  as their fallen descendants in his darkling house.

Until this night, when the wild things of the wood saw with wonder the glow in the tree-tops and cowered in their lairs, and the owl mousing in the uplands beyond the river shrank from the light in the meadows, and flew to shelter. Beside the well in the courtyard blazed such a bonfire as frightened the sparrows from the ivy; and the wolf had been brave indeed that ventured within half a mile of the singers, whose voices woke the echoes of the ancient towers.

Les femmes ne portent pas moustache,

Mordieu, Marion!

Les femmes ne portent pas moustache!



Cétait des mûres quell mangeait

Mon dieu, mon ami!

Cétait des mûres quell mangeait!

As the troopers, seated, some on the well-curb, and some on logs and buckets, beat out the chorus, or broke off to quarrel across the flames, a chance passer might have thought the night of the great battle come again. Old Solomon, listening to the roar of the wood, and watching the train of sparks fly upwards, trembled for his haystacks; nor would the man of peace have been a coward who, looking in at the open gate, preferred a bed in the greenwood to the peril of entrance. The more timid of the serving-men had hidden themselves with sunset; the dogs had fled to kennel with drooping tails. The noise was such that but for one thing a stranger must have supposed that a mutiny was on the point of breaking out. This was the cool demeanour of Ampoule, M. de Vlayes lieutenant; who with a couple of confidants sat drinking in the outer hall, where the flames of an unwonted fire shone on torn pennons and dusty head-pieces. When asked by Roger to reduce the men to order, as the women could not sleep, he had shown himself offhand to the point of insolence, curt to the point of brutality. Have a care of yourselves, and Ill have a care of my men! he said. You go to your own! And he would hear no more.

The Vicomte for a while noticed none of these things. The events of the morning had aged and shaken him, and for hours he sat speechless, with dull eyes, thinking of God knows what  perhaps of the son he had cast off, or of his own fallen estate, or of the peril of his guest. In vain did Roger and his younger daughter try to rouse him from his reverie  try to gain some counsel, some comfort from him. They could not. But that which their timid efforts failed to effect, the rising tempest of joviality at last and suddenly wrought.

Where is Solomon? he cried, lifting his head as one awakened from sleep. And he looked about him in great wrath. Where is Solomon? Why does he not put a stop to this babel? Sdeath, man, am I to put up with this? Do you hear me? looking round. Do you want them to bring the Abbess downstairs?

Bonne and Roger, who were crouching with the little Countess in one of the two window-recesses that overlooked the courtyard, rose to go to him. But Solomon, who had been hiding in the shadows about the door, was before them. To be sure, my lord, to be sure! the old servant said gallantly, though his troubled face and twitching beard bespoke his knowledge of the real position. To be sure, my lord, it is not the first time by a many hundred the knaves have forgot themselves, and Ive had to go with a stirrup-leather and bring them to their senses! The liquor that has run in this house  he lifted his hands in admirationtis no wonder, my lord, it goes sometimes to the head!

Go out, man! Go out and put a stop to it! the Vicomte retorted passionately. Your chattering does but add to it!

To be sure, my lord, I am going, Solomon answered bravely. But his eyes asked Roger a question. To be sure it is like old days, my lord, and I thought that may-be you would like them to have their way a while.

I should like it, fool?

You might think it better  

Begone!

Nay, Roger said, approaching the Vicomte. Nay, if any one goes, sir, I must. Solomon is old, and they may mishandle him.

Mishandle him? the Vicomte said, opening his eyes in astonishment. Mishandle my steward? My   He broke off, his hands feeling tremulously for the arms of his chair; he found them and sank back in it. I  I had forgotten! he muttered, his head sinking on his breast. I had forgotten. I dreamt, and now I am awake. I dreamt, he continued, speaking with increasing bitterness, that I was Seigneur and Vicomte of Villeneuve, and Baron of Vlaye! With swords at my will, and steeds in stall, and a lusty son to take him by the beard who crossed me! And I am a beggar! A beggar, with no son to call a son, with no sword but that old fools blade! Mishandle him? gloomily. Ay, they may mishandle him! he continued feebly, his head sinking yet lower on his breast. But there. It is over. Let them do what they will!

He continued to mutter, but incoherently, and Roger, signing to Solomon to go to his place again, slunk back to the window recess. The lad had no hope of effecting more with Ampoule, a brutal man where rein was given him; and he crouched once more where he could see the dark figures carousing in the glare that reached to the range of stables. In order that those in the room might see without being seen, Solomon had lighted no more than two candles, and these were not behind the window, where Roger and the two girls sat in the shadow. They could therefore look out unchecked.

The day had been  and not many hours past  when the lads cheek would have burned under the sneer just flung at him. Now, though a stranger and a girl had heard it, he was unmoved. For petty feelings of that kind his mind had no longer space. The conduct of the man whom Vlaye had left on guard, the increasing disorder and babel of the half-drunken troopers, awoke in him neither indignation nor anger, nor astonishment, but only fear. Not a fear that unmanned him, though he faced his first real peril, nor a fear that disarmed him, but one that braced him to do his best, that enabled him to think, and plan, and determine  crook-shouldered as he was  with a coolness which some day, as des Ageaux had said, might make of him a commander of men.

He was convinced that the mens unruliness was a thing planned and arranged. The Captain of Vlaye had conceived the wickedness of doing by others what he dared not do himself. The men, unless Roger was mistaken, would pass still more out of hand; the officer would profess himself impotent. Then, it might not be this evening, but to-morrow, or to-morrow evening at latest, the men would burst all bounds, cast aside respect, seize the young Countess, and bear her off. At the ford, or where you will, Vlaye would encounter them, rescue her, and while he gained a hold on her gratitude, would effect that which he had shrunk from doing openly.

It was a wicked, nay, a devilish plan, because in the course of its execution there must come a moment when all in the house  and not the young girl only at whom the plan was aimed  would lie at the mens mercy. For a time the men, half-drunk, must be masters. A moment there must be of extreme danger, threatening all, embracing all; and he, a lad, stood alone to meet it. Alone, save for one old man; for the Vicomte was past such work, and the servants had fled. And though Bonne, to whom as well as to the young Countess he had disclosed his fears, persisted in the hope of rescue, and based that hope on their strange guests promise, he had little or no hope.

As he crouched with the two girls in the dark window recess, he faced the danger coolly, though the scene was one to depress an older heart. The scanty rays of the two candles which lighted a small part of the chamber fell full on the Vicomte, where he sat sunk low in his chair, a shiver passing now and again over his inert and feeble limbs. The only figure visible against the gloomy, dust-coloured hangings, he seemed the type of a race fallen hopelessly; his features, once imperious, hung flaccid, his hands clung weakly to the arms of his chair. He was capable still of one brief, foolish outburst, one passionate stroke; but no help or wise counsel could be expected from him. He was astonishingly aged in one day; even his power to wound the mind seemed near its end.

In contrast with that drooping figure, seated amid the shadows of the room in which generations of Villeneuves had lorded it royally, the scene without struck with an appalling sense of virility. The lusty troopers lolling in the hot blaze of the bonfire, on which one or another constantly flung fresh wood, and now roaring out some gutter-stave, now flinging coarse badinage hither and thither, were such as years of license and cruel campaigning had made them; men such as it took a Vlaye or a Montluc to curb. And had the lad who watched them with burning eyes and a beating heart lacked one jot of the perfect courage, he had as soon thought of pitting himself against them as of raising dead bones to life.

But he had that thought, and even planned and plotted as he watched them. Where is Odette? he asked in a whisper. He had Bonnes hand in his, her other arm held the Countess to her. They may be afraid of her. If she spoke to the officer, he might listen to her.

She will not believe there is danger, Bonne answered with something like a sob. She will not hear a word. I began to explain about the Countess and she flew into a passion. She has shut herself up and says that we are all mad, stark mad from living alone, and afraid of our shadows. And she and her women have shut themselves up in her chamber. I have been to the door twice, but she will hear nothing.

She will hear too much by and by! Roger muttered.

Then a thing happened. The light cast by the bonfire embraced, it has been said, the whole of the courtyard. The men, confident in their strength, had left the gate open. As Roger ceased to speak, a single horseman emerged, silent as a spectre, from the low gateway, and advancing at a foot-pace three or four steps, drew rein, and gazed in astonishment at the scene of hilarity presented to him.

The three at the window were the first to see him. Rogers hand closed on his sisters; hers, so cold a moment before, grew on a sudden hot. Who is it? Roger muttered. Who is it? The court, which sloped a little from the house, was wide, but it might have been narrow and still he had asked, for the stranger wore  it was no uncommon fashion in those days  a mask. It was a slender thing, hiding only the upper part of the face, but it sufficed. Who is it? Roger repeated.

M. des Voeux! Bonne answered involuntarily. In their excitement the three rose to their feet.

Whether it were M. des Voeux or not, the masked man seemed in two minds about advancing. He had even turned his horse as if he would go out again, when some of the revellers espied him, and on the instant a silence, broken only by the crackling of the logs, and as striking as the previous din, proclaimed the fact.

The change seemed to encourage the stranger to advance. As he wheeled again and paced nearer, the men who sat on the farther side of the fire from him, and for that reason could not see him, rose and stood gaping at him through the smoke. He moved nearer to the outer ring.

Who lives here, my good people? he asked in a voice peculiarly sweet and clear; his tone smacked even a little womanish.

One of the men stifled a drunken laugh. Another turned, and after winking at his neighbours  who passed the joke round  advanced a pace or two, uncovered elaborately and bowed with ceremony to match. M. le Vicomte de Villeneuve, if it please you, my lord  I should say your excellency! with another low bow.

Curse on it! the stranger exclaimed.

The mens spokesman stared an instant, taken aback by the unexpected rejoinder. Then, aware that his reputation among his fellows was at stake, he recovered himself. Did your excellency, my lord duke  another delighted chuckle among the men please to speak?

Go and tell him I am here, the masked man answered, disregarding their horse-play; and he released his feet from the stirrups. The window of the dining-hall was open, and the three at it could mark him well, and hear every word of the dialogue.

If your excellency  would enter? the man rejoined with the same travesty of politeness. The Vicomte would not wish you, I am sure, to await his coming.

Very good. And do you, fellow, tell him that I crave the favour of a nights lodging. That I am alone, and my  but the rest I will tell him myself!

The troopers nudged one another. Go, Jasper, said the spokesman aloud, and carry his excellencys commands to M. le Vicomte. Your horse, my lord duke, shall be taken care of! This way, if it please you my lord duke! And do some of you, turning, and making, unseen by the stranger, the motion of turning a key bring lights! Lights to the west tower, do you hear?

The faces of the three within the window were pressed against the panes. Who can he be? Bonne muttered. They call him  

They are fooling him! Roger replied In wrath. They know no more who he is than we do! He is not des Voeux. He has not his height, and not half his width. But what, angrily, are they doing now? Where are they taking the man? Why are they taking him to the old tower?

Why indeed?

Instead of conducting the guest over the bridge which led to the inhabited part of the house, the trooper, attended by four or five of his half-drunken comrades, was ushering him with ceremony to the lesser bridge which led to the western tower; the ground floor of which, a cold damp dungeon-like place, was used as a wood store. It had been opened a few hours before, that fagots might be taken from it, and this circumstance had perhaps suggested the joke to the prime conspirator.

Lights are coming, my lord duke! he said, taking a flaring brand from one of his comrades and holding it aloft. He was chuckling inwardly at the folly of the stranger in swallowing his egregious titles without demur. The Vicomte shall be told. Beware of the step, my lord! lowering his light that the other might see it. They were on the threshold now, and he pushed open the door that already stood ajar. The step is somewhat awkward, your excellency! We have to go through the  it is somewhat old-fashioned, but craving your excellencys pardon for bringing you this way  Yah!

With the word a sudden push thrust the unsuspecting stranger forward. Involuntarily he stumbled, tripped and with a cry of rage found himself on his hands and knees among the fagots. Before he could rise the door clanged horridly on him, the key grated in the lock, he was in darkness, a prisoner!

The men, reckless and half-drunk, roared with delight at the jest. Welcome, my lord duke! the ringleader cried, holding aloft his light, and bowing to the ground before the thick oaken door. Welcome to Villeneuve!

Welcome! cried the others, waving their lights, and clutching one another in fits of laughter. Welcome to Villeneuve! A good night to you! An appetite to your supper, my lord duke!

So they gibed awhile. Then, beginning to weary of it, they turned and, still shaking with laughter, discovered an addition to their party: Roger stood before them, his eyes glittering with excitement. The lad had not been able to look on and see the trick played on a guest; the more as that guest represented his one solitary, feeble hope of help. The men might still be sober enough to listen; at any rate he would try. Much against their wills he had broken away from the girls. He was here.

Open that door! he said.

The man to whom he spoke, the ringleader, looked almost as much astonished as he was. The others ceased to laugh, and waited to see what would happen.

That door? the man concerned answered slowly as soon as he could bring his thoughts to bear on the emergency.

Yes, that door! Roger cried imperiously, all the Villeneuve in him rising to the surface. And instantly, fellow!

So be it, if you will have it so, the man replied, shrugging his shoulders. But it was only a jest, and  

There is enough of the jest, and too much! Roger retorted. He spoke so bravely that not a man remembered his crooked shoulders. Open, I say!

The man shook his head. Best not, he said.

It shall be done!

Well, you can open, if you please, the man replied. But I am M. de Vlayes man and take orders nowhere else! And with an insolent gesture he flung the key on the ground.

To punish him for his insolence, when they were a score to one, was impossible. Roger took up the key, set it in the lock, turned, opened, and, tricked in his turn, plunged head first into the darkness, impelled by a treacherous thrust from behind. Crash! The door was shut on him.

But he knew naught of that. As he fell forward a savage blow from the front, from the darkness, hurled him breathless against a pile of fagots. At the same moment a voice cried in his ear, There is one is spent, Deo Laus! A hand groped for him, a foot was set hard against him, and something wrenched at his clothes.

Why, quoth the same voice a second later  the darkness was almost perfect did I not run the rascal through?

No! Roger said, and as the strangers sword, which had only passed through his clothes, was dragged clear, he nimbly shifted his place. And I beg you will not, he continued hurriedly. I was coming to your aid, and those treacherous dogs played the same trick on me! Then who are you?

I am Roger de Villeneuve, my fathers son.

Then it is Villeneuve, this place? They did not lie in that?

No, it is Villeneuve, but these scoundrels are Vlayes people, Roger answered. He was in the depths of despair, for the girls were alone now and unprotected. They are in possession here, he continued, almost weeping. M. de Vlaye  

The Captain of Vlaye, do you mean?

Yes. He tried to seize the Countess of Rochechouart as she passed this way yesterday. She took refuge here and he did not dare to drag her away. So he left these men to guard her, as he said; but really to carry her off as soon as they should be drunk enough to venture on it. Poor Rogers voice shook. He was lamenting his folly, his dreadful folly, in leaving the women.

The stranger took the news, as was natural, after a different fashion, and one strange enough. First he swore with a deliberate fluency that shocked the country lad; and then he laughed with a light-hearted joyousness that was still more alien from the circumstances. Well, it is an adventure! he cried. It is an adventure! And for what did I come? To the fool his folly! And one fool makes many! But do you think, my friend, he continued, speaking in a different strain, that they will carry off the Countess while we lie here?

Roger, raging in the dark, had no other thought. Why not? he cried. Why not? And there are other women in the house. He groaned.

Young?

Yes, yes.

And one of them  lovely? There was amusement in the strangers tone.

One of them is my sister, Roger retorted fiercely. And for an instant the other was silent.

Then, With what attendance? he asked. Whom have they with them that you can trust?

The Countesss steward and one old man. And my father, but he is old also.

Pheugh! the stranger whistled. An adventure indeed! From the sound of the fagots it seemed that he was moving. We must out of this, he said, and to the rescue! But how? There is no other door than the one by which we entered?

There is one, but the key is lost, and it has not been opened for years.

Then we must go out as we came in, the stranger answered gaily. But how? But how? Let me think! Let me think, lad!

The smell of damp earth mingled with rotting wood pervaded the darkness in which they stood. They could not see one another, but at a certain height from the ground a shaft of reddish light pierced the gloom and disclosed about a foot of the cobweb vault above them. This light entered through an arrow-slit which looked toward the bonfire, and apparently it suggested a plan, for presently the stranger could be heard stumbling and groping towards it.

You cannot go out that way! Roger said.

No, but I can get them in! the other answered drily, and from certain noises which came to his ear Roger judged that the man was piling wood under the opening that he might climb to it. He succeeded by-and-by; his head and shoulders became darkly visible at the window  if window that could be called which was but a span wide.

There is some one in command? he asked. Who is it? His name, my friend? And when Roger, who fortunately remembered Ampoules name, had told him: Do you pile, he said, some wood behind the door, so that it cannot be opened to the full or too quickly. It is only to give us time to transact the punctilios.

Roger complied. He hoped  but with doubt  that the man was not mad. He supposed that out in the world men were of these odd and surprising kinds. The Lieutenant had impressed him. This strange man, who after coming within an ace of killing him jested, who laughed and blasphemed in a breath, and who was no sooner down than he was up, impressed him more vividly, though differently. And was to impress him still more. For when he had set the wood behind the door, the unknown, raised on his pile of fagots, thrust his face into the opening of the arrow-slit, and in a shrill voice of surprising timbre began to pour on the ill-starred Ampoule a stream of the grossest and most injurious abuse. Amid stinging gibes and scalding epithets, and words that blistered, the name rang out at intervals only to sink again under the torrent of vile charges and outrageous insinuations. The lads ears burned as he listened; burned still more hotly as he reflected that the girls might be within hearing. As for the men at the fire, twenty seconds saw them silent with amazement. Their very laughter died out under that steady stream of epithets, for any one of which a man of honour must have cut his fellows throat. A moment or two passed in this stark surprise; still the voice, ever attaining lower depths of abuse, went on.

At length, whether some one told him or he heard it himself, the lieutenant came out, and, flushed with drink, listened for a while incredulous. But when he caught his name, undoubtedly his name, Ampoule! Ampoule! again and again, and the tale was told him, and he began to comprehend that in the tower was a man who dared to say of him, Vlayes right hand in many a dark adventure, of him who had cut many a young cocks comb  to say of him the things he heard  he stood an instant in the blaze of the fire and bellowed like a bull.

His own sister, fifteen years old, the pitiless voice repeated. Sold her to a Spanish Jew and divided the money with his mother!

Ampoules mouth opened wide, but this time breath failed him. He gasped.

And being charged with it at Fontarabie, continued the voice, as he returned, showed the white feather before four men at the inn, who took him and dipped him in a dye vat.

Son of a dog! Ampoule shrieked, getting his voice at last. This is too much! This is  

Why, he never bullies when he is unsupported! his tormentor went on. But a craven he has always been when put to it! If he be not, let him say it now, and face me in a ring!

The exasperated man ground his teeth and flung out his arms. Face you! he roared. You! You! Face me, and I will cut out your heart!

Fine talk! Fine talk! came the answer. So you have said many a time and run! Meet me in a ring, foot to foot and fairly, in your shirt!

Ill meet you! the lieutenant answered passionately. Ill meet you, fool of the world. Little you know whom you have bearded. You must be mad; but mad or not, say your prayer, for twill be the last time!

There was a momentary pause. Then Promise me a ring and fair-play! cried the high, delicate voice, and a clear way of escape if I kill you!

Ay, ay! That will I! All that! And much good may it do you!

Nay, but swear it, the stranger persisted, by  by our Lady of Rocamadour!

I swear it! I swear it!

Then, the stranger replied with a sneer, it is for you to open. Ive no key! And he leapt lightly from his pile of fagots to the floor.


CHAPTER VIII.

FATHER ANGEL.

As he groped his way towards the door, he came into contact with Roger, who was also making for it. Roger gripped him and tried to hold him. Is there no other way? the lad muttered. The situation appalled him. No other way? You are no match for him!

That we shall see! the stranger retorted curtly.

Then I shall help you! the lad declared.

Would you take on another of them? the stranger answered eagerly. But no, you are over young for it! You are over young by your voice. Then, as the key grated in the lock, Stand at my back if you will, he continued, and if they  would play me foul, it may serve. But I shall give him brief occasion! You will see a pretty thing, my lad.

Crash! The door was forced open, letting a flood of smoky light into the dark place. He who had opened the door, Ampoule himself, strode back, when he had done it, across the wooden bridge, and flinging a hoarse taunt, a Come if you dare! over his shoulder, swaggered to the farther end of the hollow space which the men had formed by ranging themselves in three lines; the bridge and moat forming the fourth. One in every three or four held up a blazing firebrand, plucked from the flames; the light of which, falling on the intervening space, rendered it as clear as in the day.

The stranger, a little to Rogers surprise, but less to the surprise of Ampoules comrades, did not obey the summons with much alacrity. He waited in the doorway, accustoming his eyes to the light, and the lad, whose heart overflowed with pity and apprehension  for he could not think his ally a match for Ampoules skill and strength  had time to mark the weird mingling of glare and shadow, and to wonder if this lurid space encircled by unreal buildings were indeed the peaceful courtyard which he had known from childhood. Meanwhile Ampoule waited disdainfully at the other end of the lists, and as one who scarcely expected his adversary to appear made his blade whistle in the air. Or, in turn, to show how lightly he held the situation, he aimed playful thrusts at the legs of the man who stood nearest, and who skipped to escape them.

Must we fetch you out, dirty rogue? he cried, after a minute of this. Or  

Oh, tace! tace! the stranger answered in a peevish tone. He showed himself on the drawbridge, and with an air of great caution began to cross it. He still wore his mask. You are more anxious than most to reach the end of your life, he continued in the same querulous tone. You are ready?

Ready, when you please! Ampoule retorted fuming. It is not I  

Who hang back? the stranger answered. As he spoke he stepped from the end of the bridge like a man stepping into cold water. He even seemed to hold himself ready to flee if attacked too suddenly. But you are sure you are ready now? he queried. Quite ready? Do not let me  with a backward glance take you by surprise!

Ampoule began to think that it would not be without trouble he would draw his adversary within reach. The duels of those days, be it remembered, were not formal. Often men fought without seconds; sometimes in full armour, sometimes in their shirts. Advantages that would now be deemed dishonourable were taken by the most punctilious. So, to lure on his man and show his own contempt for the affair, Ampoule tossed up his sword, and caught it again by the hilt. Im ready! he said. He came forward three paces, and again tossing up his sword, recovered it.

But the masked man seemed to be unwilling to quit the shelter of the drawbridge; so unwilling that Roger, who had taken up his position on the bridge behind him, felt his cheek grow hot. His ally had proved himself such a master of tongue fence as he had never imagined. Was he, ready as he had been to provoke the quarrel, of those who blench when the time comes to make good the taunt?

It seemed so. For the stranger still hung undecided, a foot as it were either way. You are sure that I should not now take you by surprise? he babbled, venturing at length a couple of paces in the direction of the foe  but glancing behind between his steps.

I am quite sure, Ampoule answered scornfully, that I see before me a poltroon and a coward!

The word was still on his lips, when like a tiger-cat, like that which in all the world is most swift to move, like, if you will, the wild boar that will charge an army, the mask darted rather than ran upon his opponent. But at the same time with an incredible lightness. Before Ampoule could place himself in the best posture, before he could bring his sword-point to the level, or deal one of those famous estramaçons which he had been wasting on the empty air, the other was within his guard, they were at close quarters, the advantage of the bigger mans length of arm was gone. How it went after that, who struck, who parried, not the most experienced eye could see. So quick on one another, so furious, so passionate were the half-dozen blows the masked man dealt, that the clearest vision failed to follow them. It was as if a wild cat, having itself nine lives, had launched itself at Ampoules throat, and gripped, and stabbed, and struck, and in ten seconds borne him to the ground, falling itself with him. But whereas in one second the masked man was up again and on his guard, Ampoule rose not. A few twitches of the limbs, a stifled groan, an arm flung wide, a gasp, and as he had seen many another pass, through the gate by which he had sent not a few, Ampoule passed himself. Of so thin a texture is the web of life, and so slight the thing that suffices to tear it. Had the masked stranger ridden another road that night, had he been a little later, had he been a little sooner; had the trooper refrained from his jest or the men from the wine-pot, had Roger kept his distance, or the arrow-slit looked another way  had any one of these chance occasions fallen other than it fell, Ampoule had lived, and others perchance had died by his hand!

All passed, it has been said, with incredible swiftness; the attack so furious, the end a lightning-stroke. Roger on the bridge awoke from a doubt of his allys courage to see a whirl, a blow, a fall; and then on the ground ill-lighted and indistinct  for half the men had dropped their lights in their excitement  he saw a grim picture, a man dying, and another crouching a pace from him, watching with shortened point and bent knees for a possible uprising.

But none came; Ampoule had lived. And presently, still watching cautiously, the mask raised himself and dropped his point. A shiver, a groan passed round the square. A single man swore aloud. Finally three or four, shaking off the stupor of amazement, moved forwards, and with their eyes assured themselves that their officer was dead.

At that Roger, still looking on as one fascinated, shook himself awake, in fear for his principal. He expected that an attack would be made on the masked man. None was made, however, no one raised hand or voice. But as he moved towards him, to support him were it needful, the unexpected happened. The unknown tottered a pace or two, leant a moment on his sword-point, swayed, and slowly sank down on the ground.

With a cry of despair Roger sprang to him, and by the gloomy light of the three brands which still remained ablaze, he saw that blood was welling fast from a wound in the masked mans shoulder. Ampoule had passed, but not without his toll.

Roger forgot the danger. Kneeling, following his instinct, he took the fainting mans head on his shoulder. But he was helpless in his ignorance; he knew not how to aid him. And it was one of the troopers, late his enemies, who, kneeling beside him, quickly and deftly cut away the breast of the injured mans shirt, and with a piece of linen, doubled and redoubled, staunched the flow of blood. The others stood round the while, one or two lending a light, their fellows looking on in silence. Roger, even in his distress, wondered at their attitude. It would not have surprised him if the men had fallen on the stranger and killed him out of hand. Instead they bent over the wounded man with looks of curiosity; with looks gloomy indeed, but in which awe and admiration had their part. Presently at his back a man muttered.

The devil, or a Joyeuse! he said. No other, Ill be sworn!

No one answered, but the man who was dressing the wound lifted the unknowns hand and silently showed a ring set with stones that even by that flickering and doubtful light dazzled the eye. They were stones such as Roger had never seen, and he fancied that they must be of inestimable value.

Ay, ay! the man who had spoken muttered. I thought it was so when I saw him join! I mind his brother, the day he died, taking two of his own men so, and  pouf! I saw him drown an hour after, and he took the water just so, cursing and swearing; but the Tarn was too strong for him.

That was Duke Antony? a second whispered.

Antony Scipio.

I never saw him, the second speaker answered softly. Duke Anne at Coutras  I saw him die; and des Ageaux, that is now Governor of Périgord, got just such a wound as that in trying to save him.

Pouf! All the world knew him! he who had first spoken rejoined with the scorn of superior knowledge. But  to the man who was binding up the hurt, and who had all but finished his task you had better look and make sure that we shall not have our trouble for nothing.

The trooper nodded and began to feel for the fastening of the mask, which was of strong silk on a stiff frame. Roger raised his hand to prevent him, but as quickly repressed the impulse. The men were saving the mans life, and had a right to learn who he was. Besides, sooner or later, the thing must come off.

Its removal was not easy. But at length the man found the catch, it gave way, and the morsel of black fell and disclosed the pale, handsome face of an effeminate, fair-haired man of about thirty. Ay, it is he! It is he, sure enough! went around the circle, with here and there an oath of astonishment.

Has any one a mouthful of Armagnac? the impromptu surgeon asked. No, not wine. There now, gently between his lips. When he has swallowed a little we must lift him into the house. He will do well, I think.

But, Roger asked, after in vain interrogating their faces with his eyes, who is it? Who it is, if you please? You know him?

Ay, we know him, the trooper answered sententiously. And, rising to his feet, he looked about him. Best close that gate, he said, raising his voice. If his people be on his track, as is likely, and come on us before we can make it clear, it may be awkward! See to it, some of you. And do you, Jasper, take horse and tell the Captain, and get his orders.

Two or three of the men, whom the event had most sobered, strode across the court to do his bidding. Roger looked from one to another of those who remained. But who is he? he asked. His curiosity was piqued, the more sharply as it was evident that the presence of this man who lay before him, wounded and unconscious, altered, in some fashion, the whole position.

Who is he? the former spokesman answered roughly. Father Angel, to be sure! You have heard of him, I suppose, young sir?

Father Angel? Roger repeated incredulously. A priest? Impossible!

Well, a monk.

A monk?

Ay, and a marshal for the matter of that! the trooper rejoined impatiently. Here, lift him, you! Gently, gently! Man, it is the Duke of Joyeuse, he continued, addressing Roger. You have heard of him, I take it? Now, step together, men, and you wont shake him! We must lay him in the dining-hall. He will do well there. And again to Roger, who walked with him behind the bearers, If you dont believe me, see here, he said. Tis plain enough still! And taking a burning splinter of wood from one of the others he held it so that the light fell on the crown of the wounded mans head. There discernible amid the long fair hair was the pale shadow of a tonsure.

Father Angel? Roger repeated in wonder, as the men bearing their burden stepped slowly and warily on to the bridge.

Ay, no other! And riding on what mad errand God knows! It was an unlucky one for Ampoule. But they are all mad in that house! Coutras saw the end of one brother, Villemar of another; there are but this one and the Cardinal left! Look your fill, he continued, as the men under his direction carried their burden up the three or four steps that led from the outer hall  where the fire Ampoule had knocked together still burned on the dogs  to the dining-hall. Monk and Marshal, Duke and Capuchin, angel and devil, youll never see the like again!

Probably his words were not far from the mark. Anne, the eldest of the four brothers, by whom and by whose interest with King Henry the Third the house had risen from mediocrity to greatness, from respectability to fame, had fallen at Coutras encircled by the old nobility whom he had led to defeat. His brother, Antony Scipio, young as he was, had taken charge for the League in Languedoc, had pitted himself against the experience of Montmorency, and for a time had carried it. But his minor successes had ended in a crushing defeat at Villemar on the Tarn, and he had drowned his chagrin in its icy waters, cursing and swearing, says the old chronicler, to the last. The event had drawn from his monastery the singular man on whom Roger now looked, Henry, third of the brothers, third Duke of the name, the fame of whose piety within the cloister was only surpassed by that of his excesses in the world; who added to an emotional temperament and its sister gift of eloquence the feverish energy and headlong courage of his race. Snatching the sword fallen from his brothers hands, in five and twenty months he had used it with such effect as to win from the King the baton of a marshal as the price of his obedience.

M. de Joyeuse! Roger muttered, as he watched them lay the unconscious man on an improvised couch in the corner. M. de Joyeuse? It seems incredible!

There is nothing credible about them, the man answered darkly. The old fool who keeps the gate here would try the belief of most with his fables. But hell never put the handle to their hatchet, with a nod of meaning. Yet to listen to him, Charlemagne and the twelve were not on a level with his master  once! But where are you going, young sir? in an altered tone.

To tell the Vicomte what has occurred, Roger answered, his hand on the latch of the inner door  the door that led to the stairs and the upper rooms.

By your leave!

I dont understand.

By your leave, I say! the trooper answered more sharply, and in a twinkling he had intervened, turned the key in the lock and withdrawn it. I am sorry, young sir, he continued, coolly facing about again, but until we know what is to do, and what the Captains orders are  he has a trump card in his hand now, or I am mistaken  I must keep you here, by your leave.

Against my leave!

As you please for that.

I should have though that you had had enough of keeping people! Roger retorted angrily.

May-be Ampoule has, the man answered with a faint sneer. Ill see if I have not better luck. Come, young sir, he continued with good-humour, you cannot say that I have been aught but gentle so far. Youve fared better with me, ay, a mort better, than youd have fared if the Captain had been here. But I dont want to have to hurt you if it comes to blows upstairs. You are safer here looking after the Duke. And trust me, youll thank me, some day.

Roger glared at him in resentment. He felt that he who lay helpless in the corner would have known how to deal with the man and the situation; but, for himself, he did not. To attempt force was out of the question, and the trooper had withdrawn and closed the door, leaving Roger alone with the patient, before the idea of bribery occurred to the lad. It was as well perhaps; for what was there at Villeneuve, what had they in that poverty-stricken home of such a value as to outweigh the wrath of Vlaye? Or to corrupt men who had seen, without daring to touch, a ring worth a Kings ransom?

Nothing, for certain, which it was in Rogers power to give. Moreover, the situation, though full of peril, seemed less desperate. The Dukes act, if it had wrought no more, had sobered the men, and his presence, wounded as he was, was a factor Roger could not estimate. The respect with which the men treated him when he lay at their mercy, and their care to do the best for him, to say nothing of the feelings of awe and admiration in which they held him  these things promised well. The question was, how would his presence affect M. de Vlaye? And his pursuit of the Countess?

Roger had no notion. The possession of the person of a prince who ruled a great part of Languedoc might touch the Captain of Vlaye  a minnow by comparison, but in his own water  in a number of ways. It might strengthen him in his present design, or it might turn him from it by opening some new prospect to his ambition. Again, M. de Vlaye might treat the Duke in one of several modes; as an enemy, as a friend, as a hostage. He might use the occasion well or ill. He might work on fears or gratitude. All to Roger was dark and uncertain; as dark as the courtyard, where the flames of the huge fire had sunk low, and men by the dull glow of the red embers were removing in a cloak the body of the unfortunate Ampoule. Ay, and as uncertain as the breathing of the wounded man in the corner, which now seemed to stop, and now hurried weakly on.

Roger paced the room. He did not know for certain what had become of the Countess, or of his sister, or of his father. He took it for granted that they had sought the greater safety of the upper rooms. He had himself, earlier in the evening, suggested that if the worst threatened they might retreat to the tower chamber, and there defend themselves; but the Vicomte had pooh-poohed the suggestion, and though Bonne, who persisted in expecting help from outside, had supported it, the plan had been given up. Still they were gone, and they could have retired no other way. He listened at the locked door, hoping to hear feet on the stairs; for they must be anxious about him. But all was still. His sister, the Countess, the Vicomte, might have melted into the air  as far as he was concerned.

And this, anxious as he was for them, vexed him. He had failed! The long silence that had brooded over the decaying house, the dull life against which he and his brother had fretted, were come to an end with a vengeance. But what use had he made of the opportunity? When he should have been playing the hero upstairs, when he should have been the head and front of the defence, directing all, inspiring all, he lay here in a locked room like a naughty child who must be shielded from harm.

A movement on the part of the sick man cut short his thoughts. The Duke was making futile attempts to raise himself on his elbow. Ageaux! Des Ageaux! he muttered. You are satisfied now! I struck him fairly.

Roger hurried to him and leant over him. Lie still and do not speak, he said, hoping to soothe him.

We are quits now, the Duke whispered. We are quits now. Say so, man! he continued querulously. I tell you Vlaye will trouble you no more. I struck him fairly in the throat.

Yes, yes, Roger replied. It was evident that the Duke was rambling in his mind, and took him for some one else. We are quits now.

Quits, the wounded man muttered, as if he found some magic in the words. And he drowsed off again into the half-sleep, half-swoon of exhaustion.

Roger could make nothing of it, except that the Duke had Vlaye in his mind, and fancied that it was he whom he had killed. But des Ageaux, whom he fancied he was addressing? Roger knew him by name and that he was Governor of Périgord, a man of name and position beyond his rank. But how came he in this galley? Oh, yes. He remembered now. His name had been mentioned in connection with the death of the eldest Joyeuse at Coutras.

Roger snuffed the candles, and mixing a little wine with water, put it by the Dukes side. Then he wandered to the locked door, and again listened fruitlessly. Thence, for he could not rest, he went to the window, where he pressed his forehead against the cool glass. The fire had sunk lower; it was now no more than an angry eye glowing in the darkness. He could discern little by its light. No one moved, the courtyard seemed as vacant and deserted as the house. Or no. In the direction of the gate he caught the glint of a lanthorn and the movement of several figures, revealed for an instant and as suddenly obscured. He continued to watch the place where the light had vanished, and presently out of the obscurity grew a black mass that slowly took the form of a number of men crossing the court in a silent body, five or six abreast. The tramp of their feet, inaudible on the soil, rumbled hollowly as they mounted the bridge, which creaked beneath them. He caught the gleam of weapons, heard a low order given, fell back from the window. He had little doubt what they were about to do.

He was right. The heavy, noisy entry into the outer hall had scarcely prepared him before the door was thrown open and they filed into the room in which he stood.

What could he do? Resistance was out of the question. What is it? he asked, making a show of confronting them.

No matter, young sir, the man who had before taken charge answered gruffly. Stand you on one side and no harm will happen to you.

But  

Stand back! Stand back! the man answered sternly. We are on no boys errand! Then to his party, Bring the lights, he continued, and advancing to the inner door he unlocked it. Who has the hammer? Good, do you come first with me. And let the last two stand here and keep the door.

He went through without more words, and disappeared up the staircase, followed by his men in single file. The two last remained on guard at the door, and they and Roger waited in the semi-darkness listening to the lumbering tread of the troopers as they stumbled on the wooden stairs, or their weapons clanged against the wall. Roger clenched his hands hard, vowing vengeance; but what could he do? And he had one consolation. Ampoules death had sobered the men. They would execute their orders, but the fear of outrage and excess which had dwelt on his mind earlier in the evening no longer seemed serious.

The sound of the mens feet on the stairs had ceased; he guessed that they were searching the rooms overhead. A moment later their movements made this clear. He heard their returning footsteps and their raised voices in the upper passage. They seemed to confer, and to halt for a minute undecided. Then a door, doubtless the one which led to the roof, was tried, and tried again. But in vain, for the next moment a voice cried harshly, Open! Open! and after an interval a crash, twice repeated, proclaimed that the hammer was being brought into use. A scrambling of hasty feet followed, and then silence  doubtless they were crossing the roof  and then a pistol shot! One pistol shot!

Roger glared at the men who had been left with him. They opened the door more widely, and stepping through seemed to listen. For a moment the wild notion of locking the door on them, of locking the door on all, occurred to Roger. But he discarded it.


CHAPTER IX.

SPEEDY JUSTICE.

The elder of the Villeneuve brothers was less happy than Roger, in that the Vicomte had passed to him a portion of his crabbed nature. Something of the bitterness, something of the hardness of the father lurked in the son; who in the like unfortunate circumstances might have grown to be such another as his sire, but with more happy surroundings and a better fate still had it in him to become a generous and kindly gentleman.

It was this latent crabbedness that had kept the injustice of his lot ever before his gaze. Roger bore lightly with his heavier burden, and only the patient sweetness of his eyes told tales. Bonne was almost content; if she fretted it was for others, and if she dreamed of the ancient glories of the house, it was not for the stiff brocades and jewelled stomacher of her grandame that she pined.

But with Charles it was otherwise. The honour of the family was more to him, for he was the heir. Its dignity and welfare were his in a particular sense; and had he been of the most easy disposition, he must still have found it hard to see all passing; to see the end, and to stand by with folded arms. But when to the misery of inaction and the hopelessness of the outlook were added the Vicomtes daily and hourly taunts, and all fell on a nature that had in it the seeds of unhappiness, what wonder if the young man broke away and sought in action, however desperate, a remedy for his pains?

A step which he would now have given the world to undo. As he rode a prisoner along the familiar track, which he had trodden a thousand times in freedom and safety, the iron entered into his soul. The sun shone, the glades were green, in a hundred brakes the birds sang, in shady dells and under oaks the dew sparkled; but he rode, his feet fastened under his horses belly, his face set towards Vlaye. In an hour the dungeon door would close on him. He would have given the world, had it been his, to undo the step.

Not that he feared the dungeon so much, or even death; though the thought of death, amid the woodland beauty of this June day, carried a chill all its own, and death comes cold to him who awaits it with tied hands. But he could have faced death cheerfully  or he thought so  had he fallen into a strangers power; had the victory not been so immediately, so easily, so completely with Vlaye  whom he hated. To be dragged thus before his foe, to read in that sneering face the contempt which events had justified, to lie at his mercy who had treated him as a silly clownish lad, to be subjected, may-be, to some contemptuous degrading punishment  this was a prospect worse than death, a prospect maddening, insupportable! Therefore he looked on the woodland with eyes of despair, and now and again, in fits of revolt, had much ado not to fight with his bonds, or hurl unmanly insults at his captors.

They, for their part, took little heed of him. They had not bound his hands, but had tied the reins of his horse to one of their saddles, and, satisfied with this precaution, they left him to his reflections. By-and-by those reflections turned, as the thoughts of all captives turn, to the chance of escape; and he marked that the men  they numbered five  seemed to be occupied with something which interested them more than their prisoner. What it was, of what nature or kind, he had no notion; but he observed that as surely as they recalled their duty and drew round him, so surely did the lapse of two or three minutes find them dispersed again in pairs  it might be behind, it might be before him.

When this happened they talked low, but with an absorption so entire that once he saw a man jam his knee against a sapling which he failed to see, though it stood in his path; and once a mans hat was struck from his head by a bough which he might have avoided by stooping.

Naturally the trooper to whose saddle he was attached had no part in these conferences. And by-and-by this man, a grizzled, thick-set fellow with small eyes, grew impatient, and even, it seemed, suspicious. For a time he vented his dissatisfaction in grunts and looks, but at last, when the four others had got together and were colloguing with heads so close that a saddle-cloth would have covered them, he could bear it no longer.

Come, enough of that! he cried surlily. One of you take him, and let me hear what you have settled. Id like my say as well as another.

Ay, ay, Baptist, one of the four answered. In a minute, my lad.

Baptist swore under his breath. Still he waited, and by-and-by one of the men came grudgingly back, took over the prisoner, and suffered Baptist to join the council. But Villeneuve, whose attention was now roused, noted that this man also, after an interval, became restless. He watched his comrades with jealous eyes, and from time to time he pressed nearer, as if he would fain surprise their talk. Things were in this position when the party arrived at a brook, bordered on either side by willow beds and rushes, and passable at a tiny ford. Beyond the brook the hill rose suddenly and steeply. Charles knew the place as he knew his hand, and that from the brook the track wound up through the brushwood to a nick in the summit of the hill, whence Vlaye could be seen a league below.

The four troopers paused at the ford, and letting their horses drink, permitted the prisoner and his guard to come up. The man they called Baptist approached the latter. If you will wait here, he said, with a look of meaning, well look to the  you know what.

I? No, cursed if I do! the man answered plumply, his swarthy face growing dark. Im not a fool!

Then how in the devils name are we to do it? Baptist retorted with irritation.

Stay yourself and take care of him!

And let you find the stuff! with an ugly look. A nice reckoning I should get afterwards.

Well, I wont stay, thats flat!

The men looked at one another, and their lowering glances disclosed their embarrassment. The prisoner could make no guess at the subject of discussion, but he saw that they were verging on a quarrel, and his heart beat fast. Given the slightest chance he was resolved to take it. But, that his thoughts might not be read, he kept his eyes on the ground, and feigned a sullenness which he no longer felt.

Suddenly, Tie him to a tree! muttered one of the men with a sidelong look at him.

And leave him?

Ay, why not?

Why not? Baptist, the eldest of the men, rejoined with an oath. Because if harm happen to him, it will be I will pay for it, and not you! That is why not!

Tie him well and what can happen? the other retorted. And then, Must risk something, Baptist, he added with a grin, which showed that he saw his advantage, since you are in charge.

The secret was simple. The men had got wind that morning of a saddle and saddle-bags  and a dead horse, but that counted for nothing  that in the search after the attack on the Countesss party had been overlooked in the scrub. Detached to guard the prisoner to Vlaye they had grinned at the chance of forestalling their comrades and gaining what there was to gain; which fancy, ever sanguine, painted in the richest colours. But the five could neither trust one another nor their prisoner; for Charles might inform Vlaye, and in that case they would not only lose the spoil but taste the strapado  the Captain of Vlaye permitting but one robber in his band. Hence they stood in the position of the ass between two bundles of hay, and dared not leave their prisoner, nor would leave the spoil.

At length, after some debate, made up in the main of oaths, Draw lots who stays! one suggested.

We have no cards.

There are other ways.

Well, said he who had charge of the prisoner, whose horse stops drinking first  let him stay!

Oh, yes! retorted Baptist. And we have watered our horses and you have not!

The man grinned feebly; the others laughed. Well, he said, do you hit on something then! You think yourself clever.

Villeneuve bethought him of the prince who set, his guards to race, and, when their horses were spent, galloped away laughing. But he dared not suggest that, though he tingled with anxiety. Who sees a heron first, said one.

But Pooh! with a grin, we are all liars! put an end to that.

Well, said Baptist sulkily, if we stay here a while longer we shall all lie for nothing, for we shall have the Captain upon us.

Thus spurred a man had an idea that seemed fair. Weve no two horses alike, he said. Let us pluck a hair from the tail of each. He  pointing to Charles shall draw one with his eyes shut, and whoever is drawn shall stay on guard.

They agreed to this, and Charles, being applied to, consented with a sulky air to play his part. The hairs were plucked, a grey, a chestnut, a bay, a black, and a sorrel; and the prisoner, foreseeing that he would be left with a single trooper, and determined in that case to essay escape, shut his eyes and felt for the five hairs, and selected one. The man drawn was the man who had last had him in charge, and to whose saddle his reins were still attached.

The man cursed his ill-fortune; the others laughed. All the same, he cried, if you play me false youll laugh on the other side of your faces!

Tut, tut, Martin! they jeered in answer. Have no fear! And they scarce made a secret of their intention to cheat him.

The four turned, laughing, and plunged into the undergrowth which clothed the hill. Still their course could be traced by the snapping of dry sticks, the scramble of a horse on a steep place, or the scared notes of blackbirds, fleeing low among the bushes. Slowly Martins eyes followed their progress along the hill, and as his eyes moved, he moved also, foot by foot, through the brook, glaring, listening, and now and then muttering threats in his beard.

Had he glanced round once, however impatiently, and seen the pale face and feverish eyes at his elbow, he had taken the alarm. Charles knew that the thing must be done now or not at all; and that there must be one critical moment. If nerve failed him then, or the man turned, or aught happened to thwart his purpose midway, he had far better have left the thing untried.

Now or not at all! He glanced over his shoulder and saw the sun shining on the flat rushy plat beyond the ford, which the horses feet had fouled while their riders debated. He saw no sign of Vlaye coming up, nor anything to alarm him. The road was clear were he once free. Martins horse had stepped from the water, his own was in act to follow, his guard sat, therefore, a little higher than himself; in a flash he stooped, seized the others boot, and with a desperate heave flung him over on the off side.

He clutched, as the man fell, at his reins; they were life or death to him. But though the fellow let them slip, the frightened horse sprang aside, and swung them out of reach. There remained but one thing he could do; he struck his own horse in the hope it would run away and drag the other with it.

But the other, rearing and plunging, backed from him, and the two, pulling in different directions, held their ground until the trooper had risen, run to his horses head and caught the reins. Body of Satan! he panted with a pale scowl; the fall had shaken him. Ill have your blood for this! Quiet, beast! Quiet!

In his passion he struck the horse on the head; an act which carried its punishment. The beast backed from him and dragged him, still clinging to the reins, into the brook. In a moment the two horses were plunging about in the water, and he following them was knee deep. Unfortunately Villeneuve was helpless. All he could do was to strike his horse and excite it further. But the man would not let go, and the horses, fastened together, circled round one another until the trooper, notwithstanding their movements, managed to shorten the reins, and at last got his horse by the bit.

Curse you! he said again. Now Ive got you! And in a minute, my lad, Ill make you pay for this!

But Villeneuve, seeing defeat stare him in the face, had made use of the last few seconds. He had loosened the stirrup-leather from the troopers saddle, and as the fellow, thinking the struggle over, grinned at him, he swung the heavy iron in the air, and brought it down on the beasts withers. It leapt forward, maddened by pain, dashed the man to the ground, and dragging Villeneuves horse with it, whether it would or no, in a moment both were clear of the brook and plunging along the bank.

Villeneuve struck the horses again to urge them forward; but only to learn that which he should have recognised before; that to escape on a horse, fastened to a second, over difficult ground and through a wood, was not possible. Half-maddened, half-bewildered, they bore him into a mass of thorns and bushes. It was all he could do to guard his eyes and head, more than they could do to keep their feet. A moment and a tough sapling intervened, the rein which joined them snapped, and his horse, giving to the tug at its mouth, fell on its near shoulder.

Bound to his saddle, he could not save himself, but fortunately the soil was soft, the leg that was under the horse was not broken, and for a moment the animal made no effort to rise. Villeneuve, despair in his heart, and the sweat running down his face, had no power to rise. Nor would the power have availed him, for before he could have gone a dozen paces through the tangle of thorns, the troopers, some on horseback, and some on foot, were on him.

The man from whom he had escaped was a couple of paces in front of the others. He had snatched up a stick, and black with rage, raised it to strike the prostrate horse. Had the blow fallen and the horse struggled to his feet, Villeneuve must have been trampled. Fortunately Baptist was in time to catch the mans arm and stay the blow. Fool! he said. Do you want to kill the man?

Ay, by Heaven! the fellow shrieked. He nearly killed me!

Well, youll not do it! Baptist retorted, and he pushed him back. Do you hear? I have no mind to account for his loss to the Captain, if you have.

Do you think that I am going to be pitched on my head by a Jack-a-dandy like that, the fellow snarled, and do naught? And where is my share?

The grizzled man stooped, and, while one of his comrades held down the horses head, untied Villeneuves feet, and drew him from under the beast. Share? he answered with a sneer as he rose. What time had we to find the thing?

You have not found it?

No  thanks to you! What kind of a guard do you call yourself? Baptist continued ferociously. By this time, had you done your part, we had done ours! If there is to be any accounting, youll account to us!

Ay, the others cried, Baptist is right, my lad!

The man, seeing himself outnumbered, cast a devilish look at them. He turned on his heel. When he was gone a couple of paces, Very good, he said over his shoulder, but when I get you alone  

You! Baptist roared, and took three strides towards him. You, when you get me alone! Stand to me now, then, and let them see what you will do!

But the malcontent, with the same look of hate, continued to retreat. Baptist jeered. That is better! he said. But we knew what you were before! Now, lads, to horse, weve lost time enough!

Flinging a mocking laugh after the craven the troopers turned. But to meet with a surprise. By their horses heads stood a strange man smiling at them. I arrest all here! he said quietly. He had nothing but a riding switch in his hand, and Villeneuves eyes opened wide as he recognised in him the guest of the Tower Chamber. In the Kings name, lay down your arms!

They stared at him as if he had fallen from the skies. Even Baptist lost the golden moment, and, in place of flinging himself upon the stranger, repeated, Lay down our arms? Who, in the name of thunder, are you?

No matter! the other answered. You are surrounded, my man. See! And see! He pointed in two directions with his switch.

Baptist glared through the bushes, and saw eight or ten horsemen posted along the hill-side above him. He looked across the brook, and there also were two or three stalwart figures, seated motionless in their saddles.

The others looked helplessly to Baptist. Understand, he said, with uneasy defiance. You will answer for this. We are the Captain of Vlayes men!

I know naught of the Captain of Vlaye, was the stern reply. Surrender, and your lives shall be spared. Resist, and your blood be on your own heads!

Baptist counted heads rapidly, and saw that he was outnumbered. He gave the word, and after one fashion or another, some recklessly, some stolidly, the men threw down their arms. Only  you will answer for this! Baptist repeated.

I shall answer for it, des Ageaux replied gravely. In the meantime I desire a word with your prisoner. M. de Villeneuve, this way if you please.

He was proceeding to lead Charles a little apart. But his back had not been turned three seconds when a thing happened. The man who had slunk away before Baptists challenge had got to horse unnoticed. At a little distance from the others, he had not surrendered his arms. Whether he could not from where he was see the horsemen who guarded the further side of the brook, and so thought escape in that direction open, or he could not resist the temptation to wreak his spite on Baptist at all risks, he chose this moment to ride up behind him, draw a pistol from the holster, and fire it into the unfortunate mans back. Then with a yell that echoed his victims death-cry he crashed through the undergrowth in the direction of the brook.

But already, Seize him! Seize him! rose above the wood in a dozen voices. On your life, seize him!

The order was executed almost as soon as uttered. As the horse leaping the water alighted on the lower bank, it swerved to avoid a trooper who barred the way. The turn surprised the rider; he lost his balance. Before he could get back into his seat, a trooper knocked him from the saddle with the flat of his sword. In a trice he was seized, disarmed, and dragged across the brook.

But by that time Baptist, with three slugs under his shoulder-blade, lay still among the moss and briars, the hand that had beaten time to a thousand camp-ditties in a thousand quarters from Fontarabie to Flanders flung nerveless beside a wood-wrens nest. As they gathered round him Charles, who had never seen a violent death, gazed on the limp form with a pale face, questioning, with that wonder which the thoughtful of all times have felt, whither the mind that a minute before looked from those sightless eyes had taken its flight.

He was roused by the Lieutenants voice, speaking in tones measured and stern as fate. Let him have five minutes, he said, and then  that tree will be best!

They began to drag the wretch, now pale as ashes, in the direction indicated. Half way to the tree the man began to struggle, breaking into piercing shrieks that he was Vlayes man, that they had no right  

Stay, right he shall have! des Ageaux cried solemnly. He is judged and doomed by me, Governor of Périgord, for murder in Curia. In the Kings name! Now take him!

The wretch was dragged off, his judge to all appearance deaf to his cries. But Charles could close neither his ears nor his heart. The man had earned his doom richly. But to stand by while a fellow-creature, vainly shrieking for mercy, mercy, was strangled within his hearing, turned him sick and faint.

Des Ageaux read his thoughts. To spare here were to kill there, he said coldly. Learn, my friend, that to rule men is no work for a soft heart or a gentle hand. But you are shaken. Come this way, he continued in a different tone; you will be the better for some wine. He took out a flask and gave it to Charles, who, excessively thirsty now he thought of it, drank greedily. That is better, des Ageaux went on, seeing the colour return to his cheeks. Now I wish for information. Where are the nearest Crocans?

The young mans face fell. The nearest Crocans? he muttered mechanically.

Yes.

I  

Are there any within three hours ride of us?

But Charles had by this time pulled himself together. He held out his wrists. I am your prisoner, he said. Call up your men and bind me. You can do with me as you please. But I am a Villeneuve, and I do not betray.

Not even  

You saw me turn pale? the young man continued. Believe me, I can bear to go to the tree better than to see another dragged there!

Des Ageaux smiled. Nay, but you mistake me, M. de Villenueve, he said. I ask you to betray no one. It is I who wish to enlist with you.

With us? Charles exclaimed. And he stared in bewilderment.

With you. In fact you see before you, des Ageaux continued, his eyes twinkling, his hand stroking his short beard, a Crocan. Frankly, and to be quite plain, I want their help; a little later my help may save them. They fear an attack by the Captain of Vlaye? I am prepared to aid them against him. Afterwards  

Ay, afterwards.

If they will hear reason, what can be done in their behalf I will do! But there must be no Jacquerie, no burning, and no plundering. In a word, with a flitting smile, it is now for the Crocans to say whether the Captain of Vlaye shall earn the Kings pardon by quelling them  or they by quelling him.

But you are the Governor of Périgord? Charles exclaimed.

I am the Kings Lieutenant in Périgord, which is the same thing.

And in this business?

I am in the position of the finger which is set between the door and the jamb! But no matter for that, you will not understand. Only do you tell me where these Crocans lie, and we will visit them if it can be done before night. To-night I must be back  with a peculiar look for I have other business.

Charles told him, and with joy. Ay, with joy. As a sail to the raft-borne seaman awash in the Biscayan Gulf, or a fountain to the parched wanderer in La Mancha, this and more to him was the prospect suddenly opened before his eyes. To be snatched at a word from the false position in which he had placed himself, and from which naught short of a miracle could save him! To find for ally, instead of the broken farmers and ruined clowns, the governor of a great province! To be free to carve his fortune with his right hand where he would! These, indeed, were blessings that a minute before had seemed as far from him as home from the seaman who feels his craft settling down in a shoreless water.


CHAPTER X.

MIDNIGHT ALARMS.

Bonnes first thought when her brother darted to the strangers rescue was to seek aid from Ampoule, who, it will be remembered, sat drinking beside the fire in the outer hall. But the mans coarse address, and the nature of his employment at the moment, checked the impulse; and the girl returned to the window, and, flattening her face against the panes, sought to learn what fortune her brother had. The fire, still burning high, cast its light as far as the gateway. But the tower to which Roger had hastened, being in a line with the window, was not visible, and though Bonne pressed her face as closely as possible against the panes, she could discover nothing. Yet her brother did not come back. The murmur of jeers and laughter persisted, but he did not appear.

She turned at last, impelled to seek aid from some one. But at sight of the room, womanish panic took her by the throat, and the hysterical fit almost overcame her. For what help, what hope of help, lay in any of those whom she saw round her? The Countess indeed had crept to her side, and cast her arm about her, but she was a child, and ashake already. For the others, the Vicomte sat sunk in lethargy, heeding no one, ignorant apparently that his son had left the room; and Fulbert, whose wits had exhausted themselves in the effort that had saved his mistress, stood faithful indeed, but brainless, dull, dumb. Only Solomon, who leant against the wall beside the door, his old face gloomy, his eyebrows knit, only to him could she look for a spark of comfort or suggestion. He, it was clear, appreciated the crisis, for he was listening intently, his head inclined, his hand on a weapon. But he was old, and there was not a man of Vlayes troopers who was not more than a match for him foot to foot.

Still, he was her only hope, if her brother did not return. And she turned again to the casement, and, scarcely breathing, listened with a keenness of anxiety almost indescribable. If only Roger would return! Roger, who had seemed so weak a prop a few minutes before, and who, now that she had lost him, seemed everything! But the voices of Ampoule and his companion disputing in the outer hall rose louder, drowning more distant sounds; and the minutes were passing. And still Roger did not return.

Then a thought came to her; or rather two thoughts. The first was that all now hung on her  and that steadied her. The second, that he whose grasp had brought the blood to her cheeks that morning had bidden her hold out to the last, fight to the last, play the man to the last; and this moved her to action. Better do anything than succumb like her father. She flew to Solomon, dragging the Countess with her.

We are not safe here, she said. These men are drinking. They have kept Roger, and that bodes us no good. Were it not better to go upstairs to the Tower Room?

It were the best course, the old man answered slowly, with his eyes on the Vicomte. Out and away the best course, mademoiselle. Fulbert and I could guard the stairs awhile at any rate.

Then let us go!

But he looked at the Vicomte. If my lord says so, he answered. All his life the Vicomtes word had been his law.

In a moment she was at her fathers side. The Countess will be safer upstairs, sir, she said, speaking with a boldness that surprised herself  but who could long remain in fear of the failing old man whose leaden eyes met hers with scarce a gleam of meaning? The Countess is frightened here, sir, she continued. If you would guard us upstairs  

Have done! he struck at her with feeble passion, and waved her off. Let me alone.

But  

Peace, girl, I say! he repeated irascibly. Who are you to fix comings and goings? Get to your stool and your needle. God knows, in a burst of childish petulance, what the world is coming to  when children order their elders! But since  there, begone! Begone!

She wrung her hands in despair. Outside, fuel was beginning to fail, the fire was burning low, the court growing dark. Within, the two guttering candles showed only the Vicomtes figure sunk low in his chair, and here and there a pale face projected from the shadow. But the noise of riot and disorder did not slacken, rather it grew more menacing; and what was she to do? Desperate, she returned to the attack.

Sir, she said, there is no one to escort the Countess of Rochechouart to her room. She wishes to retire, and it is late.

He got abruptly to his feet, and looked about him with something of his ordinary air. Where is the Countess? he asked peevishly. And then addressing Solomon, Take candles! Take candles! he continued. And you, sirrah, light the way! Dont you know your duty? The Countess to her room! Mordieu, girl, we are fallen low indeed if we dont know how to behave to our guests. Madame  or, to be sure, Mademoiselle la Comtesse, with a puzzled look at the shrinking child, let me have the honour. Things are out of gear to-night, and we must do the best we can. But to-morrow  to-morrow all shall be in order.

He marshalled Solomon out and followed, bowing the young Countess before him. Bonne overjoyed went next; Fulbert, like a patient dog, brought up the rear. All was not done yet, however, as Bonne knew; and she nerved herself for the effort. On the landing her father would have stopped, but she passed him lightly and opened the door that led by way of the roof, to the Tower Chamber. This way! she muttered to Solomon, as he hesitated. The Countess is timid to-night, sir, she continued aloud, and craves leave to lie in the Tower as the room is empty.

He frowned. Still this silliness! he exclaimed, and then passing his hand over his brow, There was something said about it, I remember. But I thought I  

Gave permission, sir? Yes! Bonne murmured, pushing the girl steadily forward. Solomon, do you hear? Light along the leads!

Great as was his fear of the Vicomte, the old porter succumbed to her will, and all were on the point of following, when a door on the landing opened, and the Abbess appeared on the threshold of her room. She held a light above her head, and with a sneer on her handsome face, contemplated the group.

What is this? she asked. And then, gathering their intention from their looks  possibly she had had some inkling of it, You do not mean to tell me, she continued, partly in temper, and partly in feigned surprise, that a half-dozen of roystering troopers, sir, are driving the Vicomte de Villeneuve from his own chamber? To take refuge among the owls and bats? For shame, sir, for shame!

Bonne tried to stay her by a gesture.

In vain. A fine tale they will have to tell to-morrow! the elder sister continued in tones of savage raillery. M. de Villeneuve afraid of a handful of rascals, whom their master keeps within bounds with a stick! The Lord of Villeneuve bearded in his own house by a scum of riders!

Peace, daughter! the Vicomte cried; he even raised his hand in anger. You lie! It is not I  his head trembling I indeed, but the Countess! You dont see her. The Countess of Rochechouart  

Oh! said the Abbess. And, the light she held shining on her arrogant beauty, she swept a great curtsy, as if she had not seen her intended guest before; as if her scornful eyes had not from the first descried the girl; as if the small beginnings of hate, hate that scarcely knew itself, were not already in her breast. Oh, she said again, it is the Countess of Rochechouart, is it, who is afraid?

And with reason, Bonne answered, intervening hurriedly, but in a low voice. The men are drinking and growing violent. Roger went to them some time ago, and has not come back.

Roger! the Abbess ejaculated, shrugging her shoulders. Did you think that he could do anything?

But she who of all those present seemed least likely to interfere spoke up at that. Whether the young Countess resented  Heaven knows why she should  the sneer at Rogers expense, or only the contempt of herself which the Abbesss manner expressed, she plucked up a spirit. After all she was not only a Rochechouart, but she was a woman; and there is in all women, even the meekest, a spark of temper that, being fanned by one of their own sex, blazes up. It is true, she replied coldly, her face faintly pink. It is I who am afraid, mademoiselle. But it is not of the men downstairs. It is their master whom I fear.

You fear M. de Vlaye? the Abbess repeated. And she laughed aloud, a little over merrily, at the absurdity of the notion. You  fear M. de Vlaye? Why? If I may venture to ask?

Why? the Countess replied. She had learned somewhat during the day, and was too young to hide her knowledge, being provoked. Do you ask why, mademoiselle? Because, to be plain, I fear that which it may be you do not fear.

The Abbess flushed crimson to her very throat. And what, to be plain, do you mean by that? she retorted in a tone that shook with passion. If you think that this story is true that they tell  

That M. de Vlaye waylaid and would have seized me? the little Countess retorted undismayed. It is quite true.

You say that! The young Abbess was pale and red by turns. How do you know? What do you know?

I know the Captain of Vlaye, the girl answered firmly. I have seen him more than once at Angoulême, His mask fell yesterday, and I could not be mistaken. It was he!

The Abbess bit her lip until the blood came in the vain attempt to mask feelings which her temper rendered her impotent to control. She no longer doubted the story. She saw that it was true; and jealousy, rage, and amazement  amazement at Vlayes treachery, amazement at the discovery of a rival in one so insignificant in all save rank  deprived her of the power of speech. Fortunately at this moment the clash of steel reached Solomons ears, and, startled, the porter gave the alarm.

My lord, they are fighting! he cried. And then emboldened by the emergency, Were it not well, he continued, to put the ladies in a place of safety?

The Vicomte, urged up the steps by the women, leant over the parapet, and learned the truth for himself. Bonne, the Countess, the Abbess and her women, all followed, and in a twinkling were standing on the roof in the dark night, the round tower rising beside them, and the croaking of the frogs coming up to them from below.

But the brief clash of weapons was over, and they could make out no more than a group of figures gathered about two prostrate men. The movement of the lights, now here now there, augmented the difficulty of seeing, and for a while Bonnes heart stood still. She made no lamentations, for she came of the old blood, but she thought Roger dead. And then a man raised a light, and she distinguished his figure leaning over one of the injured men.

Thank God! she murmured. There is Roger. He is not hurt!

Who are they? Who are they? the Vicomte babbled, clinging to the parapet. Eh? Who are they? Cannot any one see?

But no one could see, and the Abbesss women began to cry. She paid no heed to them. She leant with the others over the parapet, and she listened with them to the shuffling feet of the men below, as slowly in a double line they bore the cloaked form towards the house. But whether their thoughts were her thoughts, their anxiety her anxiety, whether she was wrapt, as they were, in the scene that passed below, or chewed instead the cud of other and more bitter reflections, was known only to herself. Her proud spirit, whose worst failings hitherto had not gone beyond selfishness and vanity, hung, it may be, during those moments between good and evil, the better and the worse; took, perhaps, the turn that must decide its life; flung from it, perhaps, in passionate abandonment the last heart-strings that bound it to the purer and more generous affections.

Perhaps; but none of those who stood beside her had an inkling of her mood. For the troopers had passed with their mysterious burden into the house, and no sooner were they gone than one of the Abbesss women cried in a panic that they would be murdered, and in a trice all, succumbing to the impulse, made for the Tower Chamber, and herded into it pell-mell, some shrugging their shoulders and showing that they gave way to the more timid, and the men not knowing from whom to take orders. In the chamber were already two or three of the house-women, who had sought that refuge earlier in the evening, and these, seeing the Vicomte, looked for nothing but slaughter, and by their shrill lamentations added to the confusion.

The security of all depended entirely on their holding the way across the leads, and here the men should have remained; but the women would not part with them and all entered together. Some one locked the outer door, and there they were, in all eleven or twelve persons, in the great, dreary chamber, where a few feeble candles that served to make darkness visible disclosed their blanched faces. At the slightest sound the women shrieked or clung to one another, and with every second the boldest expected to hear the tramp of feet without, and the clatter of weapons on the oak.

There was something ridiculous in this noisy panic; yet something terrifying also to those who, like Bonne, kept their heads. She strove in vain to make herself heard; her voice was drowned; the disorder overwhelmed her as a flood overwhelms a strong swimmer. She seized a girl by the arm to silence her: the wench took it for a fresh alarm and squalled the louder. She flew to her father and begged him to interpose; flurried, he fell into a rage with her, and stormed at her as if it were she who caused the confusion. For the others the young Countess, though quiet, was scared; and Odette, seated at a distance, noticed her companions only at intervals in the dark current of her thoughts  and then with a look of disdain.

At length Bonne betook herself to Solomon. Some one should hold the roof! she said.

He shrugged his shoulders. Ay, ay, mademoiselle, he said, but we have no orders and the door is locked, and he has the key.

You could do something there?

Ay, if we had orders.

She flew to the Vicomte at that. Some one should be holding the roof, sir, she said. Solomon and Fulbert could maintain it awhile. Could you not give them orders?

He swore at her. We are mad to be here, he exclaimed, veering about on an instant. This comes of letting women have a voice! Silence, you hell-babes! he continued, turning with his staff raised upon two of the women, who had chosen that moment to raise a new outcry. We are all mad! Mad, I say!

I will silence them, sir, she answered. And stepping on a bed, Listen! Listen to me! she cried stoutly. We are in little danger here if we are quiet. Therefore let us make no noise. They will not then know where to find us. And let the men go to the door, and the maids to the other end of the room. And  

Shrieks stopped her. The two whom the Vicomte had upbraided flung themselves screaming on Solomon. The window! The window! they cried, glaring over their shoulders. And before the astonished old man could free himself, or the Vicomte give vent to his passion, The window! They are coming in! they shrieked.

The words were the signal for a wild rush towards the door. Two or three of the candles were knocked down, the Vicomte was well-nigh carried off his legs, the Abbess, who tried to rise, was pinned where she was by her women; who flung themselves on their knees before her and hid their faces in her robe. Only Bonne, interrupted in the midst of her appeal, retained both her presence of mind and her freedom of action. After obeying the generous instinct which bade her thrust the young Countess behind her, she remained motionless, staring intently at the window  staring in a mixture of hope and fear.

The hope was justified. They were the faces of friends that showed in the dark opening of the window. They were friends who entered  Charles first, that the alarm might be the sooner quelled, des Ageaux second; if first and second they could be called, when the feet of the two touched the floor almost at the same instant. But Charles wore a new and radiant face, and des Ageaux a look of command, that to Bonne after what she had gone through was as wine to a fainting man. There were some whom that look did not reach, but even these  women with their faces hidden  stilled their cries, and raised their heads when he spoke. For a trumpet could not have rung more firm in that panic-laden air.

We are friends! he said. And we are in time! M. le Vicomte, we must act and ask your leave afterwards. Turning again to the window he spoke to the night.

Not in vain. At the word troopers came tumbling in man after man; the foremost, a lean, lank-visaged veteran, who looked neither to right nor left, but in three strides, and with one salute in the Vicomtes direction, put himself at the door and on guard. He had a long, odd-looking sword with a steel basket hilt, with which he signed to the men to stand here or there.

For they continued to come in, until the Vicomte, stunned by the sight of his son, awoke to fresh wonder; and, speechless, counted a round dozen and three to boot, besides his guest and Charles. Moreover they were men of a certain stamp, quiet but grim, who, being bidden, did and asked no questions.

When they had all filed through the group of staring women now fallen silent, and had ranged themselves beside the Bat  for he it was  at the door, des Ageaux spoke.

Do you hear them?

No, my lord.

Unlock softly, then, but do not open! And wait the word! M. le Vicomte  he turned courteously to the old man the occasion presses, or I would ask your pardon. Mademoiselle  but as he turned to Bonne he lowered his voice, and what he said escaped other ears. Not her ears, for from brow to neck, though he had but praised her courage and firmness, she blushed vividly.

I did only what I could, she replied, lifting her eyes once to his and as quickly dropping them. Roger  

Ha! What of Roger?

She told him as concisely as she could.

He knit his brows. That was not of my contrivance, he said. And then with a gleam of humour in his eyes, Masked was he? Another knight-errant, it seems, and less fortunate than the first! You do not lack supporters in your misfortunes, mademoiselle. But  what is it?

They come, my lord, the Bat answered, raising his hand to gain attention.

All, at the word, listened with quickened pulses, and in the silence the harsh rending of wood came to the ear, a little dulled by distance. Then a murmur of voices, then another crash! The men about the door poised themselves, each with a foot advanced, and his weapon ready; their strained muscles and gleaming eyes told of their excitement. A moment and they would be let loose! A moment  and then, too late, Bonne saw Charles beside the Bat.

Too late; but it mattered nothing. She might have spoken, but he, panting for the fight, exulting in the occasion, would not have heeded if an angel had spoken. And before she could find words, the thing was done. The Bat flung the door open, and with a roar of defiance the mob of men charged out and across the roof, Charles among the foremost.

A shot, a scream, a tumult of cries, the jarring of steel on steel, and the fight rolled down through the house in a whirl of strident voices. The candles, long-wicked and guttering, flamed wildly in the wind; the room was half in shadow, half in light. The Vicomte, who had seen all in a maze of stupefaction, stiffened himself  as the old war-horse that scents the battle. Bonne hid her face and prayed.

Not so the Abbess. She sat unmoved, a sneer on her face, a dark look in her eyes. And so Bonne, glancing up, saw her; and a strange pang shot through the younger girls breast. If he had praised her courage  and that with a look and in a tone that had brought the blood to her cheeks  what would he think of her handsome sister? How could he fail to admire her, not for her beauty only, but for her stately pride, for the composure that not even this could alter, for the challenge that shone in her haughty eyes?

The next moment Bonne reproached herself for entertaining such a thought, while Charless life and perhaps Rogers hung in the balance, and the cries of men in direst straits still rung in her ears. What a worm she was, what a crawling thing! God pardon her! God protect them!

The Abbesss voice  she had risen at last and moved  cut short her supplications. Who is he? Odette de Villeneuve muttered in a fierce whisper. Who is he, girl? She pointed to des Ageaux, who kept his station on the threshold, his ear following the course of the fight. Who is that man? They call him my lord! Who is he?

I do not know, Bonne said.

You do not know?

No.

The candles flared higher. The Lieutenant turned and saw the two sisters standing together looking at him.

He crossed the room to them, halting midway to listen, his attention divided between them and the conflict below. His eyes dwelt awhile on the Abbess, but settled, as he drew nearer, on Bonne. He desired to reassure her. Have no fear, mademoiselle, he said quietly. Your brother runs little risk. They were taken by surprise. By this time it is over.

The Vicomte heard and his lips trembled, but no words came. It was the Abbess who spoke for him. And what next? she asked harshly.

Des Ageaux, still lending an ear to the sounds below, looked at her with attention, but did not answer.

What next? she repeated. You have entered forcibly. By what right?

The right, mademoiselle, he replied, that every man has to resist a wrong. The right that every man has to protect women, and to save his friends. If you desire more than this, he continued, with a change of tone that answered the challenge of her eyes, in the Kings name, mademoiselle, and my own!

And you are?

His Majestys Lieutenant in Périgord, he answered, bowing. His attention was fixed on her, yet he was vividly conscious of the colour that mounted suddenly to Bonnes cheeks, dyed her brows, shone in her eyes.

Of Périgord? the Abbess repeated in astonishment.

Of Périgord, he replied, bowing again. It is true, he continued, shrugging his shoulders, that I am a league or two beyond my border, but great wrongs beget little ones, mademoiselle.

She hated him. As he stood there successful, she hated him. But she had not found an answer, nor had Bonne stilled the fluttering, half painful, half pleasant, of her heart, when the tread of returning feet heralded news. The Bat and two others entered, bearing a lanthorn that lit up their damp swarthy faces. The first was Roger.

He was wildly excited. Great news! he cried, waving his hand. Great news! I have downstairs  

One look from des Ageauxs eyes silenced him. Des Ageaux looked from him to the Bat. What have you done? he asked curtly.

Taken two unwounded, three wounded, the tall man answered as briefly. The others escaped.

Their horses?

We have their horses.

Des Ageaux paused an instant. Then, You have closed the gates?

And set a guard, my lord! the Bat answered. We have no wounded, but  

The Duke of Joyeuse lies below, and is wounded! Roger cried in a breath. He could restrain himself no longer.

If his object was to shatter des Ageauxs indifference, he succeeded to a marvel. The Duke of Joyeuse? the Lieutenant exclaimed in stupefaction. Impossible!

But no! Roger retorted. He is lying below  wounded. It is not impossible!

But he was not  of those? des Ageaux returned, indicating by a gesture the men whom they had just expelled. For an instant the notion that he had attacked and routed friends instead of foes darkened his face.

No! Roger explained fluently  excitement had rid him of his diffidence. No! He was the man who rode into the courtyard  but you have not heard? They were going to maltreat him, and he killed their leader, Ampoule  that was before you came! Rogers eyes shone; it was evident that he had transferred his allegiance.

Des Ageauxs look sought the Bat and asked a question. There is a dead man below, the Bat answered. He had it through the throat.

And the Duke of Joyeuse?

He is there  alone apparently.

Alone?

The Bats eyes sought the wall and gazed on it stonily. There are more fools than one in the world, he said gruffly.

Des Ageaux pondered an instant. Then, I will see him, he said. But first, he turned courteously to the Vicomte, I have to provide for your safety, M. le Vicomte, and that of your family. I can only ensure it, I fear, by removing you from here. I have not sufficient force to hold the château, and short of that I see no way of protecting you from the Captain of Vlayes resentment.

The Vicomte, who had aged years in the last few days, as the old sometimes do, sat down weakly on a bed. Go  from here? he muttered, his hands moving nervously on his knees. From my house?

It is necessary.

Why? A younger and stronger voice flung the question at des Ageaux. The Abbess stood forward beside her father. Why? she repeated imperiously. Why should we go from here  from our own house? Or why should we fear M. de Vlaye?

To the latter question  because he does not lightly forgive, mademoiselle, des Ageaux replied drily. To the former because I have neither men nor means to defend this house. To both, because you have with you  he pointed to the Countess this lady, whom it is not consonant with the Vicomtes honour either to abandon or to surrender. To be plain, M. de Vlayes plans have been thwarted and his men routed, and to-morrows sun will not be an hour high before he takes the road. To remain here were to abide the utmost of his power; which, he added drily, is at present of importance, however it may stand in a weeks time.

She looked at him darkly beautiful, temper and high disdain in her face. And as she looked there began to take shape in her mind the wish to destroy him; a wish that even as she looked, in a space of time too short to be measured by our clumsy methods, became a fixed thought. Why had he intervened? Who had invited him to intervene? With a womans inconsistency she left out of sight the wrong M. de Vlaye would have done her, she forgot the child-Countess, she overlooked all except that this man was the enemy of the man she loved. She felt that but for him all would have been well! But for him  for even that she laid at his door  and his hostility the Captain of Vlaye had never been driven to think of that other way of securing his fortunes.

These thoughts passed through her mind in a pause so short that the listeners scarcely marked it for a pause. Then, And if we will not go? she cried.

All in the house will go, he replied.

Whither?

I shall decide that, he answered coldly. And he turned from her. Before she could retort he was giving orders, and men were coming and going and calling to one another, and lights were flitting in all directions through the house, and all about her was hubbub and stir and confusion. She saw that resistance was vain. Her father was passive, her brothers were des Ageauxs most eager ministrants. The servants were awed into silence, or, like old Solomon, who for once was mute on the glories of the race, were anxious to escape for their own sakes.

Then into her hatred of him entered a little of that leaven of fear which makes hatred active. For amid the confusion he was cool. His voice was firm, his eye commanded on this side, his hand beckoned on that, men ran for him. She knew the dread in which M. de Vlaye was held. But this she saw was not the awe in which men hold him whose caprice it may be to punish, but the awe in which men stand of him who is just; whose nature it is out of chaos to create order, and who to that end will spend himself and all. A man cold of face and something passionless; even hard, we have seen, when a rope, a bough, and a villain forced themselves on his attention.

She would not have known him had she seen him leaning over Joyeuse a few minutes later, while his lean subaltern held a shaded taper on the other side of the makeshift pallet. The door was locked on them, they had the room to themselves, and between them the Duke lay in the dead sleep of exhaustion. I do not think that we can move him, des Ageaux muttered, his brow clouded by care.

The Bat, with the light touch of one who had handled many a dying man, felt the Dukes pulse, without rousing him. He will bear it, he said, in a litter.

Over that road? Think what a road it is!

Needs must!

He brought the money, found me gone, and followed, des Ageaux murmured in a voice softening by feeling. You think we dare take him?

To leave him to the Captain of Vlaye were worse.

Worse for us, des Ageaux muttered doubtfully. That is true.

Worse for all, the Bat grunted. He took liberties in private that for all the world he would not have had suspected.

Still his master, who had been so firm above-stairs, hung undecided over the sick mans couch. M. de Vlaye would not be so foolish as to harm him, he said.

He would only pluck him! the Bat retorted. And wing us with the first feather, the Lady Countess with the second, the Crocans with the third, and the King with the fourth. He stopped. It was a long speech for him.

Des Ageaux assented. Yes, he is the master-card, he said slowly. I suppose we must take him. But Heavens knows how we shall get him there.

Leave that to me! said the Bat, undertaking more than he knew. Nor did he guess with whose assistance he was to perform the task.


CHAPTER XI.

THE CHAPEL BY THE FORD.

It was after midnight, and the young moon had set when they came, a long procession of riders, to the ford in which des Ageaux had laved his horses legs on the evening of his arrival. But the night was starlight, and behind them the bonfire, which the men had rekindled that its blaze might aid their preparations, was reflected in a faint glow above the trees. As they splashed through the shallows the frogs fell silent, scared by the invasion, but an owl that was mousing on the slope of the downs between them and the dim lifted horizon continued its melancholy hooting. The women shivered as the cool air embraced them, and one here and there, as her horse, deceived by the waving weeds, set a foot wrong, shrieked low.

But no one hesitated, for the Bat had put fear into them.

He had told them in the fewest possible words that in ninety minutes M. de Vlaye would be knocking at the gate they left! And how long the pursuit would tarry after that he left to their imaginations. The result justified his course; the ford, that in daylight was a terror to the timid, was passed without demur. One by one their horses stepped from its dark smooth-sliding water, turned right-handed, and falling into line set their heads up-stream towards the broken hills and obscure winding valleys whence the river flowed.

Hampered by the wounded mans litter and the night, they could not hope to make more than a league in the hour, and with the first morning light might expect to be overtaken. But des Ageaux considered that the Captain of Vlaye, ignorant of his force, would not dare to follow at speed. And in the beginning all went well.

Over smooth turf, they made for half a league good progress, the long bulk of the chalk hill accompanying them on the left, while on the right the vague gloom of the wooded valley, teeming with mysterious rustlings and shrill night cries, drew many a womans eyes over her shoulder. But, as the bearers of the litter could only proceed at a walking pace, the long line of shadowy riders had not progressed far before a gap appeared in its ranks and insensibly grew wider. Presently the two bodies were moving a hundred yards apart, and henceforward the rugged surface of the road, which was such as to hamper the litter without delaying the riders, quickly augmented the interval.

The Vicomte was mounted on his own grizzled pony, and with his two daughters and Roger rode at the head of the first party. They had not proceeded far before Bonne remarked that her sister was missing. She was sure that the Abbess had been at her side when she crossed the ford, and for a short time afterwards. Why had she left them? And where was she?

Not in front, for only the Bat and Charles, who had attached himself to the veteran, and was drinking in gruff tales of leaguer at his lips, were in front. Behind, then?

Bonne turned her head and strove to learn. But the light of the stars and the night  June nights are at no hour quite dark  allowed her to see only the persons who rode immediately behind her. They were Roger and the Countess. On their heels came two more  men for certain. The rest were shadows, bobbing vaguely along, dim one moment, lost the next.

Presently Charles, also, missed the Abbess, and asked where she was.

Roger could only answer: To the rear somewhere.

Learn where she is, Charles returned. Pass the word back, lad. Ask who is with her.

Presently, She is not with us, Roger passed back word. She is with the litter, they say. And it has fallen behind. But the Lieutenant is with it, so that she is safe there.

She were better here, Charles answered shortly. She is not wanted there, Ill be sworn!

Wanted or not, the Abbess had not put herself where she was without design. Her passage of arms with des Ageaux had not tended to soften her feelings. She was now bent on his punishment. The end she knew; the means were to seek. But with the confidence of a woman who knew herself beautiful, she doubted not that she would find or create them. Bitterly, bitterly should he rue the day when he had forced her to take part against the man she loved. And if she could involve in his fall this child, this puling girl on whom the Captain of Vlaye had stooped an eye, not in love or adoration, but solely to escape the toils in which they were seeking to destroy him  so much the better! The two were linked inseparably in her mind. The guilt was theirs, the cunning was theirs, the bait was theirs; and M. de Vlayes the misfortune only. So women reason when they love.

If she could effect the ruin of these two, and at the same time save the man she adored, her triumph would be complete. If  but, alas, in that word lay the difficulty; nor as she rode with a dark face of offence had she a notion how to set about her task. But womens wits are better than their logic. Men spoke in her hearing of the litter and of the delay it caused, and in a flash the Abbess saw the means she lacked, and the man she must win. In the litter lay the one and the other.

For the motives that led des Ageaux to bear it with him at the cost of trouble, of delay, of danger, were no secret to a quick mind. The man who lay in it was the key to the situation. She came near to divining the very phrase  a master-card  which des Ageaux had used to the Bat in the security of the locked room. A master-card he was; a card that at all costs must be kept in the Lieutenants hands, and out of Vlayes power.

Therefore, even in this midnight flight they must burden themselves with his litter. A Duke, a Marshal of France, in favour at Court, and lord of a fourth of Languedoc, he had but to say the word, and Vlaye was saved  for this time at any rate. The Duke need but give some orders, speak to some in power, call on some of those to whom his will was law, and his protégé would not fall for lack of means. Up to this point indeed, after a fashion which the Abbess did not understand  for the man had fallen from the clouds  he was ranged against her friend. But if he could be put into Vlayes hands, or fairly or foully led to take Vlayes side, then the Captain of Vlaye would be saved. And if she could effect this, would be saved by her. By her!

The sweetness of such a revenge only a woman can understand. Her lover had fancied the Rochechouarts influence necessary to his safety, and to gain that influence he had been ready to repudiate his love. What a sweet savour of triumph if she  she whom he was ready to abandon  could save him by this greater influence, and in the act show him that a mightier than he was at her feet!

She had heard stories of the Dukes character, which promised well for her schemes. At the time of her short sojourn at Court, he had but lately left his cloister, drawn forth by the tragical death of his brother. He was then entering upon that career of extravagance, eccentricity, and vice which, along with his reputation for eloquence and for strange fits of repentance, astonished even the dissolute circles of the Court. His name and his fame were in all mouths; a man quick to love, quick to hate, report had it; a man in whom remorse followed sharp on sin, and sin on remorse. A man easy to win, she supposed, if a woman were beautiful and knew how to go about it.

Ay, if she knew; but there was the difficulty. For he was no common man, no man of narrow experience, and the ordinary bait of beauty might not by itself avail. The Abbess, high as her opinion of her charm stood, perceived this. She recognised that in the circle; in which he had moved of late beauty was plentiful, and she bent her wits to the point. After that she might have been riding in daylight, for all she saw of her surroundings. She passed through the ford and in her deep thinking saw it not. The long, dark hill on her left, and the low woods on her right with their strange night noises, and their teeming evidences of that tragedy of death which fills the world, did not exist for her. The gleam of the star-lit river caught her eye, but failed to reach her brain. And if she fell back slowly and gradually until she found herself but a few paces before the litter and its convoy, it was not by design only, but in obedience to a subtle attraction at work within her.

When her women presently roused her by their complaints that she was being left behind with the litter, she took it for an omen, and smiled in the darkness. They, on the contrary, were frightened, nor without reason. The road they pursued followed the bank of the river; but the wide vale had been left behind. They had passed into a valley more strait and gloomy; a winding trough, close pressed by long, hog-shaped hills, between which the travellers became every moment more deeply engaged. The stars were fading from the sky, the darkness which comes before the dawn was on them, and with the darkness a chill.

This change alarmed the women. But it did not terrify them one half as much as the marked anxiety of the litter-party. More than once des Ageaux voice could be heard adjuring the bearers to move faster. More than once a rider passed between them and the main body, and on each of these occasions men fell back and took the places of the old carriers. But still the cry was Faster! Faster!

In truth the day was on the point of breaking, and the fugitives were still little more than two leagues from Villeneuve. At any moment they might be overtaken, when the danger of an attack would be great, since the light must reveal the paucity of their numbers. In this pinch even the Lieutenants stoicism failed him, and moment by moment he trembled lest the sound of galloping horses reach his ear. Less than an hours riding at speed would place his charges in safety; yet for the sake of a wounded man he must risk all. No wonder that he cried again, Faster, men, faster! and pressed the porters to their utmost speed.

Soon out of the darkness ahead loomed the Bat. This will never do, my lord, he said, reining in his horse beside his leader. He spoke in a low voice, but the Abbess, a dozen paces ahead, could hear his words, and even the heavy breathing of the carriers. To go on at this pace is to hazard all.

You must go forward with the main body! des Ageaux replied shortly. Let the women who are with us ride on and join the others, and do you  but, no, that will not do.

For certain it will not do! the Bat answered. It is I must stay, for the fault is mine. But for me you would have left him, my lord.

Do you think we could support him on a horse?

It would kill him! the Bat rejoined. But it is not two hundred paces to the chapel by the ford that you remarked this morning. If we leave him there, and M. de Vlaye finds him, he will be as anxious to keep life in him as we are. If, on the other hand, M. de Vlaye overlooks him, we can bring him in to-morrow.

If it must be, des Ageaux answered reluctantly, we must leave him. But we cannot leave him without some assistance. Who will stay with him?

Diable! the Bat muttered.

I will not leave him without some one, des Ageaux repeated firmly. Some one must stay.

Out of the darkness came the answer. I, the Abbess said, will stay with him!

You, mademoiselle? in a tone of astonishment.

I, she repeated, and my women. I, she continued haughtily, have nothing to fear from the Captain of Vlaye or his men.

And mademoiselles robe, the Bat muttered with the faintest suspicion of irony in his tone, protects her.

Charles, who had joined them with the Bat, thoughtlessly assented. To be sure! he cried. Let my sister stay! She can stay without danger.

Alone of the three des Ageaux remained silent  pondering. He had seen enough of the Abbess to suspect that it was not humanity alone which dictated her offer. Probably she desired to rejoin her admirer. In that case, did she know enough of the fugitives plans and strength to render her defection formidable?

He thought not. At any rate it seemed well to take the chance. He was taking, he was beginning to see that he was taking a good many chances. It seems a good plan, if mademoiselle be indeed willing, he said. He wished that he could see her face.

I have said, she replied coldly, that I am willing.

But her women showed forthwith that they were not. What? Remain in this wilderness in the dark with a dying man? They would be eaten by wolves, they would be strangled by witches, they would be ravished by thieves! Never! And in a trice one was in hysterics, deaf to her mistresss threats and to the Bats grim hints. The other, after a conflict, allowed herself to be browbeaten, and sullenly, and with tears, yielded. But not until the water of the ford rippled about their horses hoofs, and the tiny spark of light that through the open door beaconed the shallows shone in their eyes.

Had it been day they would have had before them a scene at once wild and peaceful. On their right, below the ford  which was formed by the passage of the stream from one side of the narrow valley to the other  a lofty bluff overhung a black pool. Above the ford, on the level meadow, and a stones-throw from the track  if track that could be called which was not used by a hundred persons in a year  stood a tiny chapel and cell, which some hermit in past ages had built with his own hands. The approach of the Crocans had driven his latest successor from his post; but des Ageaux, passing that way in the day, had noted the chapel, and with the forethought of the soldier who expected to return in the dark he had seen the earthen lamp relit. Its light, he knew, would, in case of need, direct him to the ford.

At present that lamp, a tiny spark in the blackness, was all they saw. They made for it through the shallows and over a bed of shingle across which the horses clattered noisily. In haste they reached the door of the chapel, and there in a trice  for if the thing was to be done it must be done quickly  they aided the Abbess and the lay sister to alight, bore in the litter with the wounded man, and closed the door on all; this last, that the light might no longer be visible from the ford. Then they, the men, got themselves to horse again, and away at a round trot.

Not without repugnance on the part of several; not without regret and misgiving. Des Ageauxs heart smote him as his horses feet carried him farther and farther away; it seemed so cowardly a thing to leave women to bear in that wild and lonely place the brunt of whatever might befall. And Charles, ready as he had been to acclaim the notion, wondered if he had erred in leaving his sister thus lightly. But in truth they were embarked in an enterprise whose full perils it lay with time to disclose. And other and more pressing anxieties soon had possession of their minds.

They had been less troubled had they been able to witness the Abbesss demeanour in her solitude. While her companion, overcome by her fears, sank down in a fit of hysterical weeping, Odette de Villeneuve remained standing within the low doorway, and with head erect listened frowning until the last sound of the horses hoofs died to the ear. Then she drew a deep breath, and, turning slowly, she allowed her eyes to take stock of the place in which she so strangely found herself.

It was a tiny building of rough-hewn stones, with an altar and crucifix, also of stone, erected at the end remote from the door. Along either wall ran a stone bench, on one or other of which the good fathers must have spent many a summer day watching the ford; for at a certain point the stone was polished and worn by friction. The litter and the wounded man filled half the open space, leaving visible only a floor of trodden earth foul with the droppings of birds and sheep, and betraying in other respects the results of neglect. Here and there on some stone larger than its fellows, and particularly on the lintel, a prentice hand had carved symbols; but, this notwithstanding, the whole wore by the light of the smoky lamp an aspect far from sacred.

Yet the prospect of spending several hours in so poor a place did not appear to depress the Abbess. Her inspection finished, she nodded an answer to her thoughts, and sitting down on the bench beside the litter, rested her elbow on her knee and her chin on her hand, and fixing her large dark eyes on the wounded man, gave herself up, as completely as if she had been in her own chamber, to her thoughts.

Her woman, whose complaining, half fractious, half fearful, had sunk to an occasional sob, presently looked at her, and fascinated by that gloomy absorption  which might have dealt with the mysteries of the faith, but turned in fact on the faithlessness of man  she could not look away. And moments passed; the first pale glimmer of dawn appeared, and still the two women faced one another across the insensible man whose heavy breathing, broken from time to time by some obstruction, was the one sound that vied with the low murmur of the stream.

Suddenly the Abbess lifted her head. Mingled with the waters chatter was a harsher sound  a sound of rattling stones, of jingling steel and, a second later, of mens voices. She rose slowly to her feet, and as the other woman, alarmed by the expression of her features, would have screamed, she silenced her by a fierce gesture. Then she stood, her hand resting against the wall beside her, and listened.

She had no doubt that it was he. Her parted lips her eyes, half fierce, half tender, told as much. It was he, and she had but to open the door, she had but to show herself in the lighted doorway, and he would come to her! As the voices of the riders grew, and the rattle of hoofs among the pebbles ceased, she pictured him abreast of the hermitage; she fancied, but it must have been fancy, that she could distinguish his voice. Or no, he would not be speaking. He would be riding, silent, alone, his hand on his hip, the grey light of morning falling on his stern face. And at that, at that picture of him, his deeds and his career, his greatness who had made himself, his firmness whom no obstacle stayed, rose before her embodied in the solitary figure riding foremost through the dawn. Her breast rose and fell tumultuously. The hand that rested on the wall shook. She had only to open the door, she had only to cry his name aloud, only to show herself, and he would be at her side! And she would be no longer against him but with him, no longer would be ranked with his foes  who were so many  but for him against the world!

The temptation was so strong that her form seemed to droop and sway as if a physical charm drew her in the direction of the man she loved, the man to whom, in spite of his faults, or by reason of them, she clung in the face of defection. But powerful as was the spell laid upon her, pride  pride and her will proved stronger. She stiffened herself; for an instant she did not seem to breathe. Nor was it until the last faint clink of iron died away that she turned feverish eyes in search of some crevice, some loophole, some fissure, through which she might yet see him; yet see, if it were but the waving of his plume.

She found none. The only windows, two tiny arrow-slits that had never known glass, were in the wall remote from the track. On that she set her teeth to control the moan of disappointment that rose from her heart; and slowly she sank into her old seat.

But not into her old reverie. The eyes which she bent on the sick man were no longer dreamy. On the contrary, they were fixed in a gaze of eager scrutiny that sought to drag from the Dukes pallid features the secret of his weakness and waywardness, of his strange nature and bizarre fame. And unconsciously as she gazed, she bent nearer and nearer to him; her look grew sharper and more imperious. All hung on him now  all! Her mind was made up. Fortune had not cast him so timely in her path, fate had not afforded her the opportunity of which she had dreamed, without intending her to profit by it, without proposing to crown the scheme with success. The spell of her lovers presence, the spell that had obsessed her so short a time before that the interval could be reckoned by seconds, was broken! Never should it be hers to play that creeping part, to regain him that way, to return to him tamely, empty-handed, a suppliant for his love! No, not while it might be hers to return a conqueror, an equal, with a greater than the Captain of Vlaye in her toils!

She rose to her feet, and tasting triumph in advance, she smiled. With a firm hand, disregarding her womans remonstrance, she extinguished the lamp. The pale light of early morning stole in through the narrow slits, and then for a brief instant the Abbess held her breath; for the light falling on the Dukes face so sharpened his thin temples and nervous features, showed him so livid and wan and death-like, that she thought him gone. He was not gone, but she acted upon the hint. If he died, where were her schemes and the clever combinations she had been forming? Quickly she drew from the litter a flagon of broth that had been mixed with a cunning cordial; and first moistening his lips with the liquor, by-and-by she contrived to make him swallow some. In the act he opened his eyes, and they were clear and sensible; but it was only to close them again with a sigh, half of satisfaction, half of weakness. Nevertheless, from this time his state was rather one of sleep, the sleep craved by exhausted nature, than of insensibility or fever, and with every hour the forces of his youth and constitution wrought at the task of restoration.

Odette, brooding over him, watched with satisfaction the return of a more healthy colour to his cheeks. Time passed, and presently, while the light was still cold and young, there came an interruption. A murmur of voices, and the jingle of spur and bit, warned her that M. de Vlaye, baffled in his attempt to cut off the fugitives before they found refuge, was returning through the valley. This time, how different were her sensations. She started to her feet and listened, and her face grew hard, but under pressure of suspense, not of desire. Suspense  for if they turned aside, if they entered the deserted chapel and discovered her, her plan  and her very soul was now set on its success  perished still-born.

It was a trying moment, but it passed. Probably Vlaye knew the chapel of old, and knew that the good father had fled from it. At any rate he passed by it, and rode on his way. She heard the trampling of the horses break the singing of the ford; and then she heard only the murmur of the water and the morning hymn of a lark that, startled by the passage of the riders, soared above the glen, and with the sunshine on its throbbing breast, hailed the warm rising of another day.

Whether the larks song appealed to the softer strain in her, or she began to hate the sordid interior with its grey half-light, the moment she was sure that the riders had gone on their way she opened the door and went out. The sun was peeping into the valley and all nature was astir. The laughing waters of the ford, the steep bluff, darksome by night, now clad in waving tree-tops, the floor of meadow emerald-green, all reflected the brightness of a sky in which not one but half a dozen songsters trilled forth the joy of life. After the gloom, the vigil, the danger of the night, the scene appealed to her strongly; and for a brief time, while she stood gazing on the vale unmarred by human works or human presence, she felt a compunction; such a feeling as in a similar scene invades the breast of the veteran hunter, and whispers to him that to carry death into the haunts of nature is but a sorry task.

A feeling as quickly suppressed in the one case as in the other. A few minutes later the Abbess appeared in the doorway, and beckoned to the woman to join her outside.

Give me your hood and veil, she said in a tone that forestalled demur. And I need your outer robe! Dont stare, woman! she continued fiercely. Is there any one to see you? Can the hills hurt you? Obey. It is my pleasure to wear the dress of the order, and I have it not with me!

But, madam  

Obey, woman, and take my cloak! the Abbess retorted. Wrap yourself in that! And when the change was made, and she had assumed over her dress the loose black and white robe of the order, Now wait for me here, she said. And if he call, as is possible, do not go to him, but fetch me!

She departed towards the pool below the ford, and, disappearing behind a clump of low willows, made, using the still water for a mirror, some further changes in her toilet.

Not fruitlessly, for when she returned to the door of the chapel, the woman who awaited her stared, thinking that she had never seen her mistress show fairer in her silks than in this black and white, which she so seldom favoured. And soon there was another who thought  if not that thought, a similar one. The Duke, opening on the glory of sunshine and summer warmth, the eyes that had so nearly closed for good, saw at the foot of his litter a wondrous figure kneeling before the altar.

The face of the figure was turned from him, and for a time, between sleeping and waking, he considered her idly, supposing her now an angel interceding for him in the other life on which he had entered, now a nun praying beside his bier; for he took it for certain he was dead. By-and-by he passed over to the theory of the angel, for the figure moved, and the sunlight passing in through a tiny window-slit formed a nimbus about her head. And then again, moving afresh, as in an ecstacy of devotion, she lifted her eyes to the crucifix, and the hood falling back with the movement revealed a profile of a beauty and purity almost unearthly.

The Duke sighed. He had sighed before, but apparently, for the sigh had not changed her rapt expression, she had not heard. Now she did hear. She rose, and with a deep genuflection turned from the altar, and glided with downcast eyes to his side. Eyes softened to the meekness of a doves looked into his, and found that he was awake. Then, angel or saint, or whatever she was, she made a sign to him not to speak; and producing, by magic as it seemed, ambrosial food, she fed him, and with a finger on his lip bade him in gentle accents, Sleep!

Sleep? To think he could sleep when an angel  and while he laughed in ridicule of the notion he slept, that heavenly face framed in its nuns hood, that drooping form with the hands crossed upon the breast moving before him into the land of visions. He was back again in those earliest days of his cloistered existence, when to live in an atmosphere, pure and apart, innocent of the passions and desires of the world, had been his dream. He had learned  only too soon  that that atmosphere and that innocence were not to be maintained, though the walls of a monastery be ten feet through. For the nature which the thought of such a life had charmed was of all natures the one most open to worldly fascinations. He had fallen; and he had presently replaced the vision of being good by the enthusiasm of doing good. He had lifted his voice, and the preaching of Père Ange had moved half Paris to a twenty-four hours repentance. His own had lasted a little longer.

Now, weak and unnerved, he reverted at sight of this beautiful nuns face to his old visions of a saintly life; and in innocent adoration he dreamt of naught but her countenance. When he awoke again and found her still at her devotions, though the sun was high, still at his service when she found him waking, still moving dovelike and silent about her ministrations  he watched her everywhere. Several times he wished to speak, but she laid a finger on her lips, and covering her hands with her sleeves, sat on the bench beside him, reading her book of hours. And so during the hazy period of his return to consciousness he saw her. Awake or drowsing, stung to life by the smart of his hurt or lulled to sleep by the music of the stream, he had her face always before him.

At length there came a time, a little before high noon, when he awoke with a clearer eye and a mind capable of feeling surprise at his position. He saw her sitting beside him, but he saw also the rough grey walls, the altar, the crucifix; and to wonder succeeded curiosity. What had happened, and how came he there? His eyes sought her face and remained riveted to it.

Where am I? he whispered.

She marked that his eyes were clear and his strength greater, and, You are in the chapel in the upper valley of the Dronne, she answered.

But I   He stopped and closed his eyes, brought up by some confusion in his thoughts. At last, I fancied I fought with some one, he whispered. It was in a courtyard  at night? And there were lights? It was one of Vlayes men, and the place was   He broke off in the painful effort to remember. His lips moved without sound.

Villeneuve, she said.

Villeneuve, he whispered gratefully. But this is not Villeneuve?

We are two leagues from Villeneuve.

How come I here?

She told him, preserving the gentle placidity which, not without thought, she had adopted for her rôle. The repulse of Vlayes men and the Lieutenants decision to quit the château, that and the night retreat up to the arrival of the party at the ford  all were told. Then she broke off.

But des Ageaux? he murmured. Where is he? And again, that he might look round him, he tried to rise. Where are they all? he continued in wonder. They have not left me? with a querulous note in his voice.

They are not here, she answered. And gently she induced him to lie back again. Be still, I pray, she said. Be still. You do yourself no good by moving.

He sighed. Where are they? he persisted.

We were hard pressed at the ford, she answered with feigned reluctance. And your litter delayed them. It was necessary to leave you or all had been lost.

He lay in silence awhile with closed eyes, considering what she had told him. At last, And you stayed? he murmured in so low a voice that the words were barely audible. You stayed!

It was necessary, she answered.

And you have been beside me all night?

She bowed her head.

His eyes filled with tears, and his lips trembled, for he was very weak. He groped for her hand, and would have carried it to his lips, but as men kiss relics or the hands of saints  if she had not withheld it from him. Settling the thin coverings more comfortably round him, she gave him to drink again, softly chiding him and bidding him be silent  be silent and sleep.

But, You have been beside me all night! he repeated. All night, alone here, and a woman! A woman!

She did not tell him that she was not alone; that her woman was even then sitting outside, under strict orders not to show herself. For now she was assured that she was in the right path. She had had opportunities of studying his countenance while he slept, and she had traced in it those qualities of enthusiasm and weakness, of the libertine and the ascetic, which his career so remarkably displayed. The beauty which in ordinary circumstances his jaded eye, versed in womans wiles, might neglect, would appeal with irresistible force in a garb of saintliness. Nay, more; as he recovered his strength and returned to his common feelings, it would prove, she felt sure, more provocative than the most worldly lures. Her resolve to carry the matter through was now fixed and immutable: and with her eye on the goal, she neglected no precaution that occurred to her mind.


CHAPTER XII.

THE PEASANTS CAMP.

Something after high noon des Ageaux appeared and, whatever the Abbesss feelings, he was overjoyed to find the three undisturbed. He despatched a flying party down the valley that he might have notice if the enemy approached, and then he bent himself to remove the Duke in safety to his camp. In this the Abbess had her own line to take, and took it with decision. She represented the patient as worse than he was, described the fever as still lingering upon him, and using the authority which her devotion of the night gave her, she insisted that the Duke should see no one. A kind of shelter from the sun was woven of boughs, and placed over the litter. He was then lifted and borne out with care, the Abbess walking on one side, and her woman on the other. In the open air des Ageaux would have approached and spoken to him, for between gratitude and remorse the Lieutenant was much touched. But the authority of the sick-nurse was great then as it is now. The Abbess repelled him firmly, and, refusing the horse which had been brought for her, she persisted in walking the whole distance to the camp  a full league  by the side of the litter. In this way she fenced others off, and the Duke had her always before him. Always the opening at the side of the litter framed her face.

She gave her mind so completely to him that she took no note of their route, save that they kept the valley, which preserving its flat bottom now ran between hills of a wilder aspect. It was only when the troopers, at a word from the Lieutenant, closed in about the litter, that she observed  though it had been some time in sight  the object which caused the movement. This was a small hill-town, girt by a ruinous wall, and buckled with crazy towers, which topped an acclivity on the right of the valley, and commanded the road. The suspicion with which her escort regarded the place did not surprise her when she remarked the filthy forms and wild and savage faces which swarmed upon the wall. There were women and children as well as men in the place, and all, ragged and half naked, mopped and mowed at the passers, or, leaping to their feet, defied them with unspeakable words and gestures.

The Abbess looked at them with daunted eyes. There was something inhuman in their squalor and wildness. Who are they? she asked.

Crocans, the nearest rider answered.

But we are not going to them? she returned in astonishment. She had heard that they were bound for the peasants camp, and her lip had curled at the information. But if these were Crocans  horror!

The man spat on the ground. That is one band, and ours is another, he replied. All canaille, but  not all like that, or we had some strange bed-fellows indeed!

He would have said more, but he caught the Lieutenants eye, and was silent and five minutes later the Abbess saw a strange sight. The riders before her wheeled to the left, and, bending low in their saddles, vanished bodily in the rock that walled the road on that side.

A moment later she probed the mystery. In the rock wall which fenced the track on the left, as the river fenced it on the right, was an arched opening, resembling the mouth of a cave  of one of those caves so common in the Limousin. Within was no cave, however, but a spacious circus of smooth green turf open to the heaven, though walled on every side by grassy slopes which ran steeply to a height of a hundred feet. There was no entrance to the basin, but neither its defensible strength, nor the wisdom of the Crocans in choosing it, was apparent until the green rampart cast about it by nature was examined and found to be so scarped on the outer side as to form here a sheer precipice, there a descent trying to the most active foot.

A spring near the inner margin of this natural amphitheatre fed a rivulet which, after passing across it, and dividing it into two unequal parts, escaped to the river through the rocky gateway.

The smaller portion of the sward thus divided, a portion raised very slightly above the rest, had something of the aspect of a stage on a great scale. About its middle a flat-topped rock rising to a mans height from the ground had the air of an altar, and this was shaded by the only tree in the enclosure, a single plane-tree of vast size, which darkened with its ancient smooth-barked limbs a half-acre of ground. Probably this rock and this tree had witnessed the meetings of some primitive people, had borne part in their human sacrifices, and echoed the cries with which they acclaimed the moment of the summer solstice.

To-day this basin, long abandoned to the solitude of the hills, presented once more a scene of turmoil, such as for strangeness might rival the gatherings of that remote age. Nor, save for a circumstance presently to be named, could even the Abbesss sullen curiosity have withheld a meed of admiration as the panorama unfolded itself before her.

Round the edge of the larger half of the amphitheatre ran a long line  in parts double and treble, of booths open at the front, and formed, some of branches of trees, some of plaited rushes or osier. Under these, swarms of men, women, and children lounged in every posture, while others strolled about the ground before the sheds, which, crowded with sheep, oxen and horses, wore the aspect of a rustic fair. The turf that had been so fair a fortnight before was trodden bare in places, and in others poached and stained by the crowds that moved on it. Only the immediate bank of the rivulet had been kept clear.

The smaller portion of the sward had been given up to des Ageaux and his band of troopers and refugees. A dozen horses tethered in an orderly row at the rear of the plane-tree, with a pile of gear at the head of each, spoke of military order, as did the three or four booths which had been erected for the accommodation of the Vicomtes party. But as in such a place and under such circumstances it was impossible to enforce strict discipline, the curious among the peasants, and not men only, but women and children, roved in small parties on this side also, staring and questioning; some with furtive eyes as expecting a trap and treachery, others watching in clownish amazement the evolutions of a picked band of three score peasants whom the Bat was beginning to instruct in the use of their weapons and in the simplest movements of the field. Here and there on the steep slopes about the saucer were groups of peasants; and on the top of the ridge, which was forbidden to the crowd, were five sentinels, stationed beside as many cairns of stones piled for the purpose at fixed distances from one another. These were of the Lieutenants institution, for though the safety of the camp hung wholly on the command of its natural battlement, which captured would convert the basin into a death-trap, the Crocans had kept no regular guard on it. He on his arrival had entrusted its oversight to the two young Villeneuves, and one or the other was ever patrolling the length of the vallum, or from the highest point searching the chaos of uninhabited hills and glens that stretched on every side.

This hasty sketch of the scene leaves to be fancied those worst traits of the camp, of its wildness and savagery, that could not fail to disquiet the mind even of a bold woman. Many of the peasants were half naked, others were clad in cow-skins, in motley armour, in sordid, blood-stained finery. All went unshaven, and many had long, filthy elf-locks hanging about their faces, and ragged beards reaching to their girdles. Some had squalid bandages on head or limb, and all were armed grotesquely with bill-hooks or scythes, or with stakes pointed and hardened in the fire, or with knotty clubs. M. de Vlaye and his kind would have seen in them only a horde to be exterminated without pity or remorse. Nor could their looks have failed to startle the Abbess, high as was her natural courage  if a thing had not at the very entrance engaged her attention.

For there, under the archway, a group of six men sat on their hams, their backs against the rock. And these were so foul in garb, and repulsive in aspect, that the common peasants of the camp seemed by comparison civilised. The Abbess shuddered at the mere look of them, and would have averted her eyes if they had not, as des Ageaux entered, risen and barred the way. The foremost, a tall, meagre figure with a long white beard, and the gleam of madness in his eyes, seized the Lieutenants bridle and raising his other hand seemed to forbid his entrance. Give us, he cried in a strange patois, our man! Our man!

The Abbess expected des Ageaux to strike him from his path, or bid his men ride him down. But the Lieutenant considered with patience the strange figure clad much as John the Baptist is portrayed in pictures, and when he answered he spoke calmly. You are from the town on the hill? he said.

Ay, and we claim our man!

The man, you mean, whom we took from your hands last night?

Ay, that man!

For what?

That we may burn him, the savage answered, his face lit up by a gleam of frightful cruelty. That we may do to him as he has done to us and our little ones. That we may burn him as he and his have burned us, from father to son, father to son, by the light of our own thatch. They have smoked us in our holes, he continued with ferocity, as they smoke foxes; and we will smoke him. He has done to us that! And that! He turned, and at a sign two of his five fellows stepped forward and held aloft the maimed and ghastly stumps of their arms. And that! And that! Again two stepped forward and pointed to their eyeless sockets. And what he has done to us we will do to him!

The Abbess turned sick at the sight. But des Ageaux answered with quietness. Yet what has he done to you, old man, he asked, that you stand foremost?

He has blinded me there! the madman answered, and with a strangely dramatic gesture pointed to his brow. I am dark at times, and boys mock me! But to-day I am whole and well!

I will not give him up to you! the Lieutenant replied with calm decision. But if he has done the things of which you tell me, I will judge him myself and punish him. Nay  staying them sternly as they began to cry out upon him, listen to me now! I have listened to you. For all who come in to me, and cease from pillage, and burning, and murder. I give my warrant that the past shall be overlooked. They shall be free to go back to their villages, or if they dare not go back they shall be settled elsewhere, with pardon for life and limb. But for those who do not come in, the burden of all will fall upon them! The law will pass upon them without mercy, and their gibbets will be on every road!

Not so! the other cried, raising himself to his full height and flinging his lean arms to heaven. Not so, lord, for the time is full! Hear me, too, man of blood. We know you. You speak softly because the time is full, and you would fain cast in your lot with us and escape. But you are of those who ride in blood, and who trust in the strength of your armour, and who eat of the fat and drink of the strong, while the poor man perishes under the feet of your horses, while the earth groans under the load of your wickedness, and God is mocked. But the time is full, and there comes an end of your gyves and your gibbets, your wheels and your molten lead! The fire is kindled that shall burn you. Is there one of you for ten of us? Can your horses bear you through the sea when the fire fills all the land? Nay, three months have we burned all ways, and no man has been able to withstand our fire! For it grows! It grows!

The fierce murmurings of the madmans fellows almost drowned des Ageaux voice when he went to answer. Your blood be on your own heads! he said solemnly. I have spoken you fairly, I have given you the choice of good and of evil.

Nought but evil, the other cried, can proceed out of your mouth! Now give us our man!

Never!

Then will we burn you for him, the madman shrieked, in sudden frenzy, when you fall into our hands. You and these  women with breasts of flint and hearts of the rock-core, who bathe in the blood of our infants, and make a holiday of our torments! Beware, for when next we meet, you die!

Be it so! des Ageaux replied, sternly restraining his men, who would have fallen on the hideous group. But begone!

They turned away, mopping and mowing  one was a leper  and lifting hands of imprecation. And the Abbess, while the litter was being lifted, was left for a moment with des Ageaux. She hated him, but she did not understand him; and it was the desire to understand him that led her to speak.

Why did you not seize the wretches, she asked, and punish them?

Their turn will come, he replied coldly. I would have saved them if I could.

Saved them? she exclaimed. Why?

Who knows what they have suffered to bring them to this?

She laughed in scorn of his weakness  who fancied himself a match for the Captain of Vlaye! His cold words, his even manner, had somewhat deceived her. But now she saw that he was a fool, a fool. She saw that if she detached Joyeuse there was nothing in this man M. de Vlaye need fear.

She left him then. She had had no sleep the previous night, and loth as she was to lose sight of the Duke or to give another the chance of supplanting her, she knew that she must rest. So weary was she after she had eaten that the rough couch in the hut set apart for her  her women after the mode of the day slept across the door or where they could  might have been a chamber in the heart of some guarded palace instead of a nook sheltered from curious eyes only by a wall of boughs. She had that healthiness which makes nerves and even conscience superfluous, and could not anywhere have slept better or been less aware of the wild life about her. The slow tramp of armed men, the voices of the watch upon the earth-wall, that to waking ears told of danger and suspicion  these were no more to her in her fatigue than the silent march of the summer stars across the sky.

When she awoke on the following morning, refreshed and full of energy, the sun was an hour high, and the peasants camp was astir. In one place the Bat was drilling his three score men as if he had never ceased; in another food was being apportioned, and forage assigned. Neither des Ageaux nor her brothers were visible, but hard by her door the Vicomte, attended by Bonne and Solomon, sat with a hand on either knee, and gazed piteously on the abnormal scene.

The uppermost feeling in the old mans mind was a querulous wonder; first that he had allowed himself to be dragged from his house, secondly that, even since Coutras, things were suffered to come to this pass. How things had come to this, why his life and home had been broken up, why he had had no voice in the matter, and why his sons, even crooked-back Roger, went, and came, and ordered, without so much as a by your leave or an if you please  these were points that by turns puzzled and enraged him, and in the consideration of which he found no comfort so great as that which Solomon assiduously administered.

Ah! the old servant remarked more than once, as he surveyed with a jaundiced eye the crowded camp beyond the rivulet, they are full of themselves! But I mind the day  it was when you entertained the Governors, my lord  when theyd have looked a few beside the servants we had to supper in the courtyard! A few theyd look. Id sixty-two men, all men of their hands, and not naked gipsies like these, to my own table!

Which was true; but Solomon forgot to add that it was the only table.

Ay! the Vicomte said, pleased, though he knew that Solomon was lying. Times are changed.

Since Coutras  devil take them! Solomon rejoined, wagging his beard. There were men then. Twas a word and a blow, and if we didnt run fast enough it was to the bilboes with us, and we smarted. Your lordship remembers. But now, Heaven help us, he continued with growing despondency as his eye alighted on des Ageaux, who had just appeared in the distance, the men might be women! Might be women, and mealy-mouthed at that!

The Vicomte laughed an elderly cackling laugh. You didnt think, man, that the Villeneuves would come to this? he said.

Never! And would no wise ha believed it!

Who were once masters of all from Barbesieux to Vlaye!

And many a mile further! Solomon cried, leaping on the proffered hobby. There were the twenty manors of Passirac  he began to count on his hands. And the farms of Perneuil, more than I have fingers and toes. And the twenty manors of Corde, and the great mill there  the five wind-mills of Passirac I dont think worth mentioning, though they would make many a younger son a portion. Then the Abbey lands of Vlaye, and the great mill there that took in toll as much as would keep a vicomte of these times, saving your lordships presence. And then at Brenan  

Bonne, listening idly, heard so much. Then the Abbess, who, unnoticed, had joined the group, touched her elbow, and muttered in her ear: Do you see?

What? Bonne asked innocently.

The Abbess raised her hand. Why he has dragged us all here, she said.

Bonne followed the direction of her sisters hand, and slowly the colour mounted to her cheeks. But, Why? she asked, I dont understand.

You dont understand, Odette answered, dont you? It is plain enough  for the blind. And she pointed again to the Lieutenant, who was standing at same distance from the group in close talk with the Countess. The Lieutenant of Périgord is a great man while the King pleases, and when the King no longer pleases is an adventurer like another! A broken officer living at ordinaries, with a sneer, at other mens charges. Such another as the creature they call the Bat! No better and no worse! But the Lieutenant of Périgord with the lands and lordships of Rochechouart were another and a different person. And none sees that more clearly than the Lieutenant of Périgord. He has made his opportunity, and he is not going to waste it. He has brought her here, and not for nothing.

Bonne had an easy retort. At least he is not the first to see his interest there! lay ready to her tongue. But she did not utter it. She was silent. Her colour fluttered, as the tender, weakling hope that she had been harbouring, for a few hours, died within her. Of course she should have known it! The prize that had attracted the Captain of Vlaye, the charm that had ousted her handsome sister from his heart  was it likely that M. des Ageaux would be proof against these  proof against them when she herself had no prior claim nor such counter-claims as beauty and brilliance? When she was but plain, homely, and country-bred, as her father often told her? She had been foolish; foolish in harbouring the unmaidenly hope, the forward thought; foolish now in feeling so sharp and numbing a pain.

But perhaps most foolish in her inability to await his coming. For he and the little Countess were approaching the group, at a slow pace; the girl talking with an animation that showed she had quite forgotten her shyness. Bonne marked the manner, the smile, the confiding upward look, the lifted hand; and she muttered something, and escaped before the two came within earshot.

She wanted to be alone, quite alone, to have this out with herself; and she made for a tiny cup in the hillside, hidden from the camp by the thick branches of the plane-tree. She had discovered it the day before, but when she gained it now, there in the hollow sat Roger, looking down on the scene below.

He nodded as if he were not in the best of tempers; which was strange, for he had been in high spirits an hour before. She sat down beside him, having no choice, but some minutes elapsed before he opened his mouth. Then, Lord, he exclaimed, with something between a groan and a laugh, what a fool a man can be!

She did not answer; perhaps for the word man she was substituting the word woman. He moved irritably in his seat. Hang it! he exclaimed. Say something, Bonne! Of course it seems funny to you that because she thanked me prettily the day I tried to cover her retreat to the house and  and because she talked to me the night before last as we rode  as if she liked it, I mean  I should forget who she is!

Who she is, Bonne repeated quietly, thinking of some one else who had forgotten.

And who I am! he answered. As if the Vicomte had not ground it into me enough! If I were Charles, she would still be  who she is, and meat for my master. But as I am what I am, he laughed ruefully, would you have thought I could be such a fool, Bonne?

Poor Roger, she said gently.

She clung to me that day, when I ran with her. But, dash it  rubbing his head I must not think of it. I suppose she would have clung to old Solomon just the same!

I am afraid so! Bonne said, smiling faintly. It was certain that she had not clung to any one. Yet there were analogies.

I suppose you  you saw them just now?

Yes, I saw them.

She never talked to me like that! Why should she  a thing like me. Poor Roger! I knew the moment I cast eyes on them. You did, too, I suppose?

Yes, she answered.

Perhaps Roger had hoped in his heart for a different reply, for he stared gloomily at the swarming huts visible above the tree. And finally, There is Charles, he said, walking the ridge  against the sky-line there! Why cannot I be like him, as happy as a king, with my head full of battles and sieges, and the Bat more to me than any woman in the world! Why cannot I? With such a pair of shoulders as I have

Dear lad!

I should be in his shoes and he in mine! Lord, what a fool! with gloomy unction. What a fool! I must needs think of her when a peasant girl would not look at me. I must needs think of the Countess of Rochechouart! Oh, Lord, as if I had anything to give her! Or aught I could do for her!

Bonne did not reply on the instant, But presently, There is something you can do for her, she ventured. It is not much, but  

What? he said. I know nothing.

You can help him.

I?

The mouse helped the lion. You can help him and be at his side, and guard him in danger  for her sake. Just as, Bonne continued, her voice sinking a little, if you were a girl, and  and felt for him as you feel for her, you could watch over her and protect her and keep her safe  for his sake. Though it would be harder for a woman, because women are jealous, Bonne added thoughtfully.

And men too! Roger rejoined from the depths of his small experience. All the same I will do it. And I am glad it is he. He wont beat her, or shut her up and leave her in some lonely house as Court people do. I believe, he continued gloomily, Id as soon it was he as any one.

Bonne nodded. That is agreed then, she said softly, though a moment before she had sighed.

Agreed? rather grumpily. Well, if one person can agree, it is! And then, thinking he had spoken thanklessly to the sister who had been his friend and consoler in many a dark hour when the shadow of his deformity had hidden the sun, he laid his hand on hers and pressed it. Well, agreed it is! he said more brightly. They came from their outside world to our poor little life, and we must help them back again, I suppose. I would not wish them ill, if  if it would make me straight again.

That is a big bribe, she said, smiling. But neither would I  if it would make me as handsome as Odette!

No!

They sat silent then. Far away on their left, where lay the entrance to the camp from the river gorge, men were piling stones under the archway, so as to leave but a narrow passage. Below them on the right the Bat was drilling his pikemen, and alternately launching his lank form this way and that in a fever of impatience. On the sky-line men were pacing to and fro, searching with keen eyes the misty distance of glen and hill; and ever and anon the squeal of a war-horse rang above the multitudinous sounds of the camp. On every side, wherever the eye rested, it discovered signs of strife and turmoil, harbingers of pain and death.

But though the two who looked down on the scene neither knew it nor thought of it, with them in their little hollow was a power mightier than any, the power that in its highest form does indeed make the world go round; the one power in the world that is above fortune, above death, above the creeds  or, shall we say, behind them. For with them was love in its highest form, the love that gives and does not ask, and being denied  loves. In their clear moments men know that this love is the only real thing in the world; and a thousand times more substantial, more existent, than the objects we grasp and see.


CHAPTER XIII.

HOSTAGES.

There is born of the enthusiasm of self-denial a happiness that while the fervour lasts seems all-sufficing. The skirmish that has routed the van of jealousy stands for the battle; nor does the victor foresee that with the fall of night the enemy will flock again to the attack, and by many an insidious onset strive to change the fortune of the day.

Still once to have felt the generous impulse, once to have trodden self underfoot and risen god-like above the baser thoughts, is something. And if Bonne and her brother were destined to find the victory less complete than they thought, if they were to know moments when the worst in them raised its head, they were but as the best of us. And again  a reflection somewhat more humorous  had these two been able to read the mind of the man of whom each was thinking, they had met with so curious an enlightenment that they had hardly been able to look at one another. To say that des Ageaux entertained no tender feeling for any one were to say more than the truth; for during the last few days a weakness had crept unwelcome and unbidden into his heart. But he kept it sternly in the background  he who had naught to do with such things  and it did not tend in the direction of the Countess. In point of fact the Lieutenant had other and more serious food for thought; other and more pressing anxieties than love. Forty-eight hours had disclosed the weakness of the position in which he had chosen to place himself. He foresaw, if not the certainty, the probability of defeat. And defeat in the situation he had taken up might be attended by hideous consequences.

These were not slow to cast their shadows. The two on the hill had not sat long in silent companionship before the sounds which rose from the camp began to take a sterner note. Roger was the first to mark the change. Rousing himself and shaking off his lugubrious mood, What is that? the lad asked. Do you hear, Bonne? It sounds like trouble somewhere.

Trouble? she repeated, still half in dreams.

Yes, by Jove, but  listen! And what has become  he was on his feet by this time of the Bats ragged regiment? They have vanished.

They must be behind the tree, Bonne answered. And moved by the same impulse they walked a little aside along the slope until they could see the section of the camp immediately below them, which had been hidden hitherto by the branches of the great plane-tree.

The little group which Bonne had left when her feelings compelled her to flight remained in the same place. But all who formed it, the Vicomte and his eldest daughter as well as des Ageaux and the Countess, were now on their feet. The Vicomte and the ladies stood together in the background, while des Ageaux, who had placed himself before them, confronted an excited body of men, some hundred in number, and composed in part at least of those whom the Bat had been lately drilling. Whether these had broken from his control and gathered their fellows as they moved, or the impulse had come from outside and they were but recruits, their presence rendered the movement more formidable. They were not indeed of so low and savage a type as the creatures who had met des Ageaux in the gate the previous day, but viewed in this serried mass, their lowering brutish faces and clenched hands called up a vivid sense of danger. They must have made some outcry as they approached, or Roger had not noticed their assemblage. But now they were fallen silent. A grim mass of scowling, hard-breathing men, then small suspicious eyes glaring through tangled locks irresistibly reminded the observer of that quarry the most dangerous of all the beasts of chase, the wild boar.

Bonnes colour faded as her eyes took in the meaning of the scene. She grew still paler as her brain pictured for the first time the things that might happen in this camp of clowns of whose real sentiments the intruders had so little knowledge, at whose possible treachery it was so easy to guess. Time has not wiped, time never will wipe from the French memory the fear of a Jacquerie. The horrors of that hideous revolt, of its rise and its suppression are stamped on the minds of the unborn. What is it? she repeated more than once, her heart fluttering. How very, very near he stood  on whom all depended  to the line of scowling men!

A mutiny, I fear! Roger answered hastily. Come! And, with face slightly flushed, he hurried, running and sliding down the slope.

She was not three paces behind him when he reached the foot. Here they lost sight of the scene, but quickly passed between two huts and reached the Vicomtes side. Des Ageaux was speaking.

I cannot give you the man, he was saying, but I can give you justice.

Justice? the spokesman of the peasants retorted bitterly  he wore the dress of a smith, and belonged to that craft. Who ever heard but of one sort of justice for the poor man? Justice, Sir Governor, is the poor mans right to be hung! The poor mans right to be scourged! The poor mans right to be broken on the wheel! To see his hut burned and his wife borne off! That is the justice  rudely the poor man gets  be it high or low, kings or lords!

Ay, ay! the stern chorus rose from a hundred throats behind him, that is the poor mans justice!

It is to put an end to such things I am here! des Ageaux replied, marking with a watchful eye the faces before him. He was far from easy, but he had handled men of their kind before, and thought that he knew them.

There was never a beginning of such things, and there will never be an end! the smith returned, the hopelessness of a thousand years of wrong in his words. Never! But give us this man  he has done all these things, he and his master, and we will believe you.

I cannot give him to you, des Ageaux answered. The same prisoner, one of Vlayes followers, was in question whom the Old Crocans had yesterday required to be given up to them. But I have told you and I tell you again, the Lieutenant continued, reading mischief in the mens faces, that you shall have justice. If this man has wronged you and you can prove it  

If! the peasant cried, and baring his right arm he raised his clenched fist to heaven.

But the Lieutenant went on as if the man had not spoken. If you can prove these things upon him by witnesses here present  

You will give him to us?

No, I will not do that!

You will give him to us! the smith repeated, refusing to hear the denial. And all along the line of scowling faces  the line that wavered ominously at moments of emotion as if it would break about the little group  ran a swift gleam of white teeth.

But des Ageaux did not blench. He raised his hand for silence, and his voice was steady as a rock as he made answer. No, he said, I will not give him to you. He belongs neither to me nor to you, but to God and the King, whose is justice.

To God! the other snarled, whose is justice! Rather, whose servants hold the lamb that the devils may flay it! And for the King, Sir Governor, a fig for him! Our own hands are worth a dozen kings!

Stay! The line was swaying; in the nick of time des Ageaux voice, and perhaps something in his eye, stayed it. Listen to me one moment, he continued. To-morrow morning  for I have not time to-day  the man you accuse shall be tried. If he be guilty, before noon he shall die. If he be not guilty, he shall go!

A murmur of protest.

But des Ageaux raised his head higher and spoke more sternly. He shall go! he repeated  and for the moment he mastered them. If he be innocent he shall go! What more do you claim? To what beyond have you a right? And now, he continued, as he saw them pause angry but undecided, for yourselves! I have told you, I tell you again that this is your last chance. That I and the offer I make you are your last hope! There is a man there  with his forefinger he singled out a tall youth with a long, narrow face and light blue eyes who promises that when you are attacked he will wave his arm, and Vlaye and his riders will fall on their faces as fell the walls of Jericho! Do you believe him? Will you trust your wives and children to him? And another  again he singled out a man, a beetle-browed dwarf, hideous of aspect, survivor of some ancient race who promises victory if you will sacrifice your captives on yonder stone! Do you believe him? And if you do not trust these, in what do you trust? Can naked men stand before mailed horses? Can you take castles with your bare hands? You have left your villages, you have slain your oxen, you have burned your tools, you have slain your lords men, you have taken the field. Have peasants ever done these things  and not perished sooner or later on gibbets and in dungeons? And such will be your fate, and the fate of your women and your children, if you will go your way and will not listen!

What do you promise us? The question in various forms broke from a dozen throats.

First, justice on the chief of your oppressors.

The Captain of Vlaye?

The same.

Ay, ay! Their harsh cries marked approval. Some with dark looks spat on their hands and worked their right arms to and fro.

Next, des Ageaux continued, that which never peasant who took the field had yet  pardon for the past. To those who fear not to go back, leave to return to their homes. To those who have broken their lords laws a settlement elsewhere with their wives and children. To every man of his hands, when he leaves, ten deniers out of the spoils of Vlaye to carry him to his home.

Nine out of ten marked their approval by a shout; and des Ageaux heaved a sigh of relief, thinking all well. But the smith turned and exchanged some words with the men nearest him, chiding them and reminding them of something. Then he turned again.

Fine words! But for all this what pledge, Sir Governor? he asked with a sneer. What warranty that when we have done our part we shall not to gibbet or gallows like our fellows?

The Kings word!

Ay? And hostages? What hostages?

Hostages? The Lieutenants voice rang sharp with anger.

Ay, hostages! the man answered sturdily, informed by the murmurs of his fellows that he had got them back into the road from which des Ageaux arguments had led them. We must have hostages.

Clearly they had made up their minds to this, they had determined on it beforehand. For with one voice, We must have hostages! they thundered.

Des Ageaux paused before he answered  paused in dismay. It looked as if  already he feared it  he had put out his hand too far. As if he had trusted too implicitly to his management of men, and risked not himself only, but women; women of the class to which these human beasts set down their wrongs, women on whom the least accident or provocation might lead them to wreak their vengeance! If it were so! But he dared not follow up the thought, lest the coolness on which all depended should leave him. Instead, We are all your hostages, he said.

And what of those? And those? the smith answered. With a cunning look he pointed to the two knots of troopers whom des Ageaux had brought with him. And by-and-by there will be more. Madame  he pointed to the little Countess who had shrunk to Bonnes side, and stood with the elder girls arm about her Madame has sent for fifty riders from her lands in the north  on, we know! And the Duke who is ill, for another hundred and fifty from Bergerac! When they come  with a leer where will be our hostages? No, it is now we must talk, Sir Governor, or not at all.

Des Ageaux, his cheek flushed, reflected amid an uneasy silence. He knew that two of his riders were away bearing letters, and that four more were patrolling the valley; that two with Charles de Villeneuve were isolated on the ridge, unable to help; in a word, that no more than twelve or thirteen were within call, who, separated from their horses, were no match for a mob of men outnumbering them by five or six to one, and whom the first blow would recruit from every quarter of the seething camp. He had miscalculated, and saw it. He had miscalculated, and the consequences he dare not weigh. The men in whose power he had placed himself  and so much more than himself  were not the dull clods he had deemed them, but alike ferocious and suspicious, ready on the first hint of treachery to exact a fearful vengeance. No man had ever kept faith with them; why should they believe that he would keep faith? He shut his teeth hard. I will consider the matter, he said, and let you know my answer to-morrow at noon. He spoke as ending the conference, and he made as if he would turn on his heel.

Ay, when madames fifty spears are come? the smith cried. That will not do! If you mean us well give us hostages. If you mean us ill, taking one step forward with an insolent gesture  

Fool, I mean you no ill! the Lieutenant answered sternly. If I meant you ill, why should I be here?

But Hostages! Hostages! the crowd answered, raising weapons and fists.

Their cries drowned his words. A score of hands threatened him. Without looking, he felt that the Bat and his troopers, a little clump apart, were preparing to intervene, and he knew that on his next movement all depended. The pale faces behind him he could not see, for he was aware that if his eye left his opponents, they would fall upon him. At any second a hurried gesture, or the least sign of fear might unloose the torrent, and well was it for all that in many a like scene his nerve had been tempered to hardness. He shrugged his shoulders.

Well, he said, you shall have your hostages.

Ay, ay! A sudden relaxation, a falling back into quietude of the seething mass approved the consent.

You shall have my lieutenant, he continued, and  

And I will be the other, cried Roger manfully. He stepped forward. I am the son of M. le Vicomte there! I will be your hostage, he repeated.

But the smith, turning to his followers, grinned. Wed be little the better for them, he said. Eh? No, Sir Governor! We must have our choice!

Your choice, rogues?

Ay, well have the pick! the crowd shouted. The best of the basket! Amid ferocious laughter.

Des Ageaux had suspected for some hours past that he had done a foolish, a fatally foolish thing in trusting these men, whom no man had ever trusted. He saw now that only two courses stood open to him. He might strike the smith down at his feet, and risk all on the effect which the act might have on his followers; or he might yield what they asked, allow them to choose their hostages, and trust to time and skill for the rest. His instincts were all for the bolder course, but he had women behind him, and their chance in a conflict so unequal must be desperate. With a quietness and firmness characteristic of the man he accepted his defeat.

Very well, he said. It matters nothing. Whom will you have?

Well have you, the smith replied grinning, and her! With a grimy hand he pointed to the little Countess who with Bonnes arm about her and Fulbert at her elbow was staring fascinated at the line of savage faces.

You cannot have a lady! the Lieutenant answered with a chill at his heart.

Ay, but it is she who has the riders who are coming! the smith retorted shrewdly. It is her we want and it is her well have! Well do her no harm, and she may have her own hut on our side, and her woman with her, and a man if she pleases. And you may have a hut beside hers, if one, with a wink, wont do for the two.

But, man, des Ageaux cried, his brow dark, how can I take Vlaye and his castle while I lie a hostage?

Oh, you shall go to and fro, to and fro, Sir Governor! the smith answered lightly. Well not be too strict if you are there of nights. And we will know ourselves safe. And as we live by bread, he continued stoutly, well do her no harm if faith be kept with us!

Des Ageaux endeavoured to hide his emotion, but the sweat stood on his brow. Defeat is bitter to all. To the man who has long been successful most bitter.

Suddenly, I will go! said the Countess bravely. And she stepped forward by the Lieutenants side, a little figure, shrinking, yet resolute. I will go, she repeated, trembling with excitement, yet facing the men.

No! Roger cried  and then was silent. It was not for him to speak. What could he do?

We will all go! Bonne said.

Nay, but that will not do, the smith replied, with a sly grimace. For then they  he pointed to the little knot of troopers who waited with sullen faces a short arrow-shot away would be coming as well. The lady may bring a woman if she pleases, and her man there, as I said. He nodded towards Fulbert. But no more, or we are no gainers!

To the Lieutenant that moment was one of the bitterest of his life. He, the Kings Governor, who had acted as master, who had forced the Vicomte and his party to come into his plans, whether they would or no, stood out-generalled by a mob of peasants, whom he had thought to use as tools! And not only that, but the young Countess, whose safety he had made the pretext for the abandonment of the château, must surrender herself to a risk more serious  ay, far more serious, than that from which he had made this ado to save her!

Humiliation could scarcely go farther. It was to his credit, it was perhaps some proof of his capacity for government that, seeing the thing inevitable, he refrained from useless words or protest, and sternly agreed. He and the Countess would remove to the farther side of the camp in the course of the day.

With a man and a maid only? the smith persisted, knitting his brows. Having got what he had asked he doubted.

The Countess of Rochechouart will be so attended, the Lieutenant answered sternly. And you, Sir Governor?

I am a soldier, he retorted, so curtly that they were abashed. With some muttering they began to melt away. Awhile they stood in groups, discussing the matter. Then gradually they retired across the rivulet to their quarters.

The Lieutenant had been almost happy had that ended it. But he had to face those whom he had led into this trap, those whom he had forced to trust him, those whom he had carried from their home. He was not long in learning their views.

A soldier! the Vicomte repeated, taking up his last word in a voice shaking with passion. You call yourself a soldier and you bring us to this! To this! With loathing he described the outline of the camp with his staff. You a soldier, and cast women to these devils! Pah! Since Coutras there may be such soldiers! But in my time, no!

He did not reply: and the Abbess took up the tale. Excellent! she said, with bitterest irony. We are all now assured of your prudence and sagacity, sir! The safety and freedom which we enjoy here, the ease of mind which the Countess will doubtless enjoy tonight  

Do not frighten her, mademoiselle! he said, repressing himself. Then, as if an impulse moved him, he turned slowly to Bonne. Have you nothing to add, mademoiselle? he asked, in a peculiar tone.

Nothing! she answered bravely. And then  it needed some courage to speak before her father and sister, Were I in the Countesss place I should not fear. I am sure she will be safe with you.

Safe! Odette cried, her eyes flashing. In the excitement of the moment the plans she had so recently made were forgotten. Ay, as safe as a lamb among wolves! As safe as a nun among robbers! So safe that I for one am for leaving this moment. Ay, for leaving, and now! she continued, stamping her foot on the sward What is it to us if this gentleman, who calls himself the Governor of Périgord  and may be such, I care not whether he is or not  has a quarrel with M. de Vlaye and would fain use us in it as he uses these brute beasts? What, I say, is it to us? Or why do we take part? M. le Vicomte  she turned to her father if you are still master of Villeneuve, you will order our horses and take us thither. We have naught to fear, I say it again, we have naught to fear at M. de Vlayes hands; and if we fall into them between this and Villeneuve, so much the better! But if we stay here we have all to fear. In truth she was honestly frightened. She thought the case desperate.

Mademoiselle  

No, sir! she retorted, turning from him. I did not speak to you; but to you, M. le Vicomte! Sir, you hear me? Is it not your will that we order the horses and go from here?

If we can go safely  

You cannot go safely! des Ageaux said, with returning decision. If you have nothing to fear from the Captain of Vlaye, the Countess has. Nor is that all. These men  he pointed in the direction of the peasants, who were buzzing about their huts like a swarm of bees have forced my hand, but through fear and distrust, not in malice. They mean us no harm if we mean them none. But the Old Crocans, as they call themselves, in the town on the hill  if you fall into their hands, M. le Vicomte  and beyond the lines of this camp no one is safe from their prowling bands  then indeed God help you!

God help us whether or no! the Vicomte answered in senile anger. I wash my hands of it all, of it all! I am nothing here, and have been nothing! Let who will do! The world is mad!

Certainly we were mad when we trusted you! the Abbess cried, addressing des Ageaux. Never so mad! But if I mistake not, here is another with good news! Oh! to the Bat, who, with a shamefaced air, was hovering on the skirts of the group, as if he were not sure of his reception, speak, sir, without reserve! We all know  in a tone of mockery how fair and safely we stand!

Des Ageaux turned to his follower. What is it? he asked.

The prisoner is missing, my lord. The Abbess laughed bitterly. The others looked at the Bat with faces of dismay. Missing? The man we have promised to hold for them. How? des Ageaux exclaimed sternly. This was a fresh blow and a serious one.

When I saw, my lord, that we were like to be in trouble here, I drew off the two men who were guarding him. He was bound, and  we had too few as it was.

But he cannot have passed the ramparts.

Anyway we cannot find him, the Bat answered, looking ashamed and uncomfortable. Ive searched the huts, and  

Is it known?

No, my lord.

Then set the guards as before over the hut in which you had him, and see that the matter does not leak out to-night.

But if, the Bat objected, they discover that he is gone while you are with them to-night, my lord, they are in an ugly mood, and  

They must not discover it! des Ageaux answered firmly. Go, see to it yourself. And let two men whom you can trust continue the search, but as if they had lost something of their own.

The Bat went on his errand; and the Abbess, with this fresh weapon in her quiver, prepared to resume the debate. But the Lieutenant would not have it. Mademoiselle, he said, with a look which silenced her, if you say more to alarm the Countess, whose courage  he bowed in the direction of the pale frightened girl is an example to us all, she will not dare to go this evening. And if she does not go, the lives of all will be in danger. An end of this, if you please!

And he turned on his heel, and left them.


CHAPTER XIV.

SAINT AND SINNER.

An hour later the Lieutenant was with the Duke in his quarters, and had imparted to him what he knew of the position. The Duke listened, not much affected; nay, with something approaching indifference.

It is a question of four days then? he rejoined, as he painfully moved himself on his litter. They had made him as comfortable as they could, screening the head of his couch, which was towards the hut door, with a screen of wattle. Against one wall, if wall that could be called which was of like make with the screen, ran a low bench of green turves, and on this des Ageaux was seated.

Of four days  and nights, the Lieutenant made answer, masking a slight shiver. He was not thinking of his own position, but of the young Countess; neither her fears nor the courage with which she controlled them were a secret from him. To-day is Saturday. The Countesss men should be here by Monday, your men, M. de Joyeuse, by Wednesday. All will be well then; and I doubt not with such support we can handle the Captain of Vlaye. But until then we run a double risk.

Of Vlaye, of course.

And of our own people if anything occur to exasperate them.

Joyeuse laughed recklessly. Vogue la galère! he cried. The plot grows thicker. I came for adventure, and I have it. Ah, man, if you had lived within the four walls of a convent!

Des Ageaux shook his head. He knew the wanton courage of the man, who, sick and helpless, found joy in the peril that surrounded them. But he was very far from sharing the feeling. The dangers that threatened the party lay heavy on the man who was responsible for all. The tremors of the young girl who must share his risk that evening, the bitter reproaches of the Abbess and her father, even the confidence that Bonnes eyes rather than her lips avowed, all tormented him; so that to see this man revelling in that which troubled him so sorely, insulted his reason.

I fancy, my lord, he said, a faint note of resentment in his tone, if you had had to face these rogues this morning you had been less confident this evening.

Were they so spiteful? The Duke raised himself on his elbow. Well, I say again, you made a mistake. You should have run the spokesman through the throat! Ca! Sa! He made a pass through the air. And trust me, the rest of the knaves  

Might have left none of us alive to tell the tale! the Lieutenant retorted.

I dont know that!

But I suspect it! des Ageaux replied warmly. And I do beg you, my lord, to be guided in this. I am more than grateful for the impulse which led you to come to my assistance. But honestly I had been more glad if you had brought a couple of hundred spears with you. As it is, the least imprudence may cost us more than our own lives! And it behoves us all to remember that!

The least imprudence!

Certainly.

The Duke laughed softly  at nothing that appeared. So! he said. The least imprudence may destroy us, may it? The least imprudence! And then, suddenly sobered, he fixed his eyes on the Lieutenant. But what of letting your prisoner go, eh? What of that? Was not that an imprudence, most wise Solomon?

A very great one! des Ageaux replied with a sigh.

What shall you do when, to-morrow morning, they claim his trial?

What I can, the Lieutenant answered, frowning and sitting more erect. See that the Countess returns early to this side; where the Bat must make the best dispositions he can for your safety. Meanwhile, I shall tell them and make them see reason if I can!

Lord! the Duke said with genuine gusto, I wish I were in your place!

I wish you were, des Ageaux replied. And still more that I had the rogue by the leg again.

Do you?

Do I? the Lieutenant repeated in astonishment. I do indeed. The odds are they will maintain that we released him on purpose, and dearly we may pay for it!

For a moment the Duke, flat on his back, looked thoughtful. Then, Umph! he said, you think so? But you were always a croaker, des Ageaux, and you are making the worst of it! Still  you would like to lay your hand on him, would you?

I would indeed!

The Duke rose on his elbow. Would you mind giving me  I am a little cold  that cloak? he said. No, as des Ageaux moved to do it, not that one under your hand  the small one! Thank you. I  

He could not finish. He was shaking with laughter  which he vainly tried to repress. Des Ageaux stared. And then, What have I done to amuse you so much, my lord? he asked coldly, as he rose.

Much and little, the Duke answered, still shaking.

Much or little, des Ageaux retorted, you will do yourself no good by laughing so violently. If your wound, my lord, sets to bleeding again  

Pray for the soul of Henry, Duke of Joyeuse, Count of Bouchage! the Duke replied lightly. Yet on the instant, and by a transition so abrupt as to sound incredible to men of these days, he composed his face, groped for his rosary, and began to say his offices. The suddenness of the change, the fervour of his manner, the earnestness of his voice astonished the Lieutenant, intimately as he knew this strange man. Awhile he waited, then he rose and made for the door.

But Joyeuse  not the Duke of three minutes before, but Frère Ange of the Capuchin convent  stopped him with a movement of his eyes. And why not, said he, to-day as well as to-morrow? No man need be afraid to die who prepares himself. The soldier above all, Lieutenant, for the true secret of courage is to repent. Ay, to repent, he continued in a voice, sweet and thrilling, and with a look in his eyes strangely gentle and compelling. Friend, are you prepared? Have you confessed lately? If not, kneel down! Kneel, man, and let us say a dozen aves, and a couple of Paternosters! It will be no time wasted, he continued anxiously. No man has sinned more than I have. No man, no man! Yet I face death like one in a thousand! And why? Why, man? Because it is not I, but  

But there are things too high for the level of such narrations as this, and too grave for such treatment as is here essayed. The character of this man was so abnormal, he played with so much enthusiasm his alternate rôles, that without this passing glimpse of his rarer side  that side which in the intervals of wild revelry led him to dying beds and sick mens couches  but one-half of him could be understood. Not that he was quite alone in the possession of this trait. It was a characteristic of the age to combine the most flagrant sins with the strictest observances; and a few like M. de Joyeuse added to both a real, if intermittent and hysterical, repentance.

On this occasion it was not long before he showed his other face. The Abbess, after waiting without and fretting much  for she had returned to the purpose momentarily abandoned, and the length of the interview alarmed her  won entrance at last. She exchanged a cold greeting with the departing Lieutenant, then took his place, book in hand, on the green bench. For a while there was silence. She had so far played her part with success. The Duke knew not whether to call her saint or woman; and that he might remain in that doubt she now left it to him to speak. At the same time she left him at liberty to look: for she knew that bending thus at her devotions she must appear more striking to his jaded senses. And he, for a time, was mute also, and thoughtful; so much he gave to the scene just ended.

It is possible that the silence was prolonged by the chance of considering her at leisure which she was careful to afford him. He was still weak, the better side of him was still uppermost; and handsome as she was, he saw her through a medium of his own, in a halo of meekness and goodness and purity. Thus viewed she fell in with his higher mood, she was a part of it, she prolonged it. A time would come, would most certainly come, when one of the wildest libertines of his day would see her otherwise, and in the woman forget the saint. But it had not yet come. And the Abbess, with her pure, cold profile, bent over her book, and, with her thoughts apparently in heaven, knew also that her time had not yet come.

Though her face betrayed nothing, she was in an angry mood. She had gained little by the altercation with des Ageaux; and though the simplicity which he had betrayed in his dealings with the peasants excited her boundless contempt  he, to pit himself against M. de Vlaye!  the peril which it brought upon all heightened that contempt to anger. If the peril had been his only, or included the Countess only, if it had threatened those only whom she could so well spare, and towards whose undoing her brain was busily working, she could have borne it bravely and gaily.

But the case was far other; and something she regretted that she had not bowed to her first impulse in the chapel and called to M. de Vlaye, and gone to him  ay, gone to him empty-handed as she was, without the triumph of which she had dreamed. For the jeopardy in which she and all her family now stood put her in a dilemma. If the Lieutenant kept faith with the peasants and all went well, it would go ill with her lover. If, on the contrary, M. des Ageaux failed to restrain the peasants, it might go ill with herself.

It came always to this: she must win over the Duke. Of the allies against Vlaye, he, with his hundred and fifty horse, due to arrive on the Wednesday, with the larger support which he could summon if it were necessary, and with his favour at Court, was by far the most formidable. Detach him, and the Lieutenant with his handful of riders, backed though he might be by the Countesss men, and the peasant rout would be very likely to fail. It came back then always to this: she must win the Duke. As she pondered, with her eyes on her book, as she considered again and anew this resolution, the noises of the camp, the Bats sharp word of command  for he had fallen imperturbably to drilling as if that were the one thing necessary  the Vicomtes querulous voice, and the more distant babel of the peasants quarter, all added weight to her thoughts. And then on a sudden an alien sound broke the current. The man lying beside her laughed.

She glanced at him, startled for the moment out of her rôle. The Duke was shaking with merriment. Confused, not understanding, she rose. My lord, she said, half offended, what is it? What moves you?

A rare joke, he answered. I was loth to interrupt your thoughts, fair sister, but twas too much for me. He fell to laughing again.

You will injure yourself, my lord, she said, chiding him gently, if you laugh so violently.

Oh, but   The litter shook under him.

At least, she said, with a look more tender and less saintly than she had yet permitted herself, you will tell me what it is! What  

Raise that  the cloak! he said. He pointed with his hand. Remove it, I mean, and you will see what  what you will see!

She obeyed and immediately recoiled with a low cry, the cloak in her hand. Mon Dieu! she whispered, with the colour gone from her cheeks. Who  who is he? Who is he? She shuddered.

The man her act had revealed rose from his hiding-place, his face whiter than hers, his haggard, shifty eyes betraying his terror.

My lord! he cried, you will not betray me? My lord, you passed your word!

Pah, coward, be silent! the Duke answered. He turned to the Abbess, his eyes dancing. Do you know him? he asked.

He is M. de Vlayes man, she said. The prisoner! She was pale and she frowned, her hands pressed to her breast.

Whom they are so anxious to hang! the Duke replied, chuckling. And whom des Ageaux is so anxious to have under his hand! Ha! ha! Those were his words! Under his hand! When he touched the cloak I thought I should have died. And you, rascal, what did you think? You thought you were going to die, Ill be sworn!

My lord  my lord! the man faltered the words, holding out imploring hands.

Ay, Ill wager you did! Joyeuse replied. Wished you had let me confess you then, Ill be sworn! Hed not have it, good sister, when I offered it, because it was too like the end  the rope and the tree!

My lord! My lord! Fear had driven all but those two words from the mans mouth.

And certainly if man had ever ground for fear, he had. In that hut of wattle, open to the sky, open in a dozen places to the curious eye, he had heard the voices, the cries, the threats of his pursuers. The first that entered must see him, even if this mad lord who played with his life as lightly as he had in the beginning shielded it did not summon them to take him.

Verily, as he stood, the cloak plucked from him, with every opening in the huts walls an eye, he tasted the bitterness of death. And in the amused face of his protector, in the girls cold frowning gaze, what of sympathy, of feeling, of pity? Not a jot. Not a sign. To the one a jest, to the other a peril, he was to neither akin.

As it seemed. But a few seconds saw a change. The Abbess, in the first flush of amazement, had come near to forgetting her part. Under other circumstances the trembling wretch before her might have claimed and gained her sympathy, for he was one of Vlayes men. At any rate, his punishment by des Ageaux would have added one more to the list of the Lieutenants offences. But as it was she saw in him only a root, so long as he lay hidden, of utmost peril to all her party; a thing to be cast to the wolves, if she and those who rode in the chariot with her were to escape. Her first feeling, therefore  and her face must have betrayed it had the Duke looked at her at the first  had been one of fierce repulsion. Her natural impulse had been the impulse to call for help and give the man up!

But in time, with a kind of shock of the mind that turned her hot, she remembered. The Duke was not one to see his will or his whim thwarted lightly. And she, the saint, whose book of offices still lay where it had fallen at her feet, she to lend herself to harshness! She to show herself void of pity! Hurriedly she forced words to her lips, and did what she could to match her face to their meaning.

My lord, blessed are the merciful, she murmured with a slight but irrepressible shudder. You who  her words stuck a little have been spared so lately should be mercy itself.

My sister, the Duke said slowly, you are more than mercy! And he looked at her, his lips still smiling, but his eyes grave. He knew  was ever Frenchman who did not know  the value of his own courage. He knew that to act as a mere whim led him to act was not in many, where life was in question; and to see a woman rise thus to his level, ay, and rise in a moment and unasked, touched him with a new and ardent admiration. His eyes, as he looked, grew tender.

You, too, will protect him? he said.

Who am I that I should do otherwise? she answered. She spoke the words so well she seemed to him an angel. And to the man  

The man fell at her feet, seized the hem of her robe, kissed it, clung to it, sobbed broken words of thanks over it, gave way to transports of gratitude. To him, too, she was an angel. And while she reflected, I can still give him up if I think better of it, the Duke watched her with moist eyes, finding that holy in her case which in his own had been but a jest, the freak of a man in love with danger, and proud of seeking it by every road.

Presently Now, man, to your cloak! he said. And you, sister, he continued, willing to hear the words again, you are sure that you are not afraid?

I am no more afraid, she replied, with downcast eyes and hands crossed upon her breast, than I was when I stayed alone with you by the river, my lord. There was no other who could stay.

Say instead, who dared to stay.

There is no other now who can shelter him!

Mon Dieu! he whispered.

He followed her with his eyes after that, all his impressions confirmed; and as it was rare in those days to find the good also the beautiful, the imprint made on him was deep. She thrilled him as no woman had thrilled him since the days of his boyhood and his first gallantries. His feeling for her elevated him, purified him. As he watched her moving to and fro in his service, a great content stole over him. Once, when she bent to his couch to do him some office, he contrived to touch her hand with his. So might an anchorite have touched the wood of the true Cross  so reverent, so humble, so full of adoration and worship was the touch.

But it was the first step  that touch  and she knew it. She went back to her bench, and veiling her eyes with her long lashes that he might not read the triumph which shone in them, she fell again to her devotions  but with content in her breast. A little more, a little while, and she would have him at her beck, she would have him on his knees; and then it should not be long before his alliance with des Ageaux was broken, and his lances sent home. Not long! But meanwhile time pressed. There was the trouble; time pressed, yet she dared not be hasty. He was no simple boy, and one false move might open his eyes. He might see that she was no angel, but of the same clay as those of whom he had made toys all his life!

As she pondered, the near prospect of success set the possibility of failure, through some accident, through some mischance, in a more terrible aspect. She hated the trembling fugitive cowering in his hiding-place behind the Dukes bed; she wished to heaven he were in des Ageaux hands again. The danger of a mutiny on his account, a danger that despite her courage chilled her, would then be at an end. True, such a mutiny menaced the Lieutenant in the first place and the Countess in the second; and she could spare them. But she could not be sure that it would go no farther. She could not be sure that its burning breath would not lap all in the camp. Had she been sure  that had been another matter. And behold, as she thought of it, from some cell of the brain leapt full-grown a plan; a plan wicked enough, cruel enough, terrible enough, to shock even her, but a clever plan if it could be executed!

She had little doubt that the Lieutenant would overcome the difficulty of the morning and succeed in persuading the peasants that he was guiltless of the escape of the prisoner. Suppose he succeeded, what would happen if it leaked out later that the prisoner had been hidden all the time in the Lieutenants huts? Particularly if it leaked out at a time when the Lieutenant and the Countess lay in the peasants power in the peasants camp? And for choice after the arrival of the first batch of spears had secured the rest of the party from danger? What would happen to des Ageaux and the Countess in that event?

It was a black thought. The beautiful face bent over the book of offices grew perceptibly harder. But what better fate did they deserve who took on themselves to mar and meddle? They who incited her very brothers, clownish hobbledehoys, and her mawkish sister to rise up against her and against him? If fault there was, the fault lay with those who threw down the glove. The Lieutenant was come for naught else but her lovers destruction: and if he fell into the pit that he digged for another he could blame himself only. As for the girl, the white-faced puling child whose help M. de Vlayes enemies were driving him to seek, if she, with her castles and her wealth, her lands and horse and foot, could not protect herself, the issue was her affair! Of a surety it was not her rivals!

Odette de Villeneuves breath came a little quickly, a fine dew stood on her white forehead. Meantime the Duke watched her and wondered in an enthusiasm of piety what prayer it was that so stirred that angelic breast, what aspirations for the good of her sinning and suffering sisters swelled that saintly bosom! A vision of an ascetic life spent by her side, of Fathers read page by page in her company, of the good and the noble pursued with her under cloistered yews, of an Order such as the modern Church had never seen  such a vision wrapt him for a few blissful minutes from the cold, lower world of sense.


CHAPTER XV.

FEARS.

The Abbess was not present that evening when the hostages transferred themselves to the peasants side of the camp. Had she witnessed the scene she had found, it is possible, matter for reflection. Hard as he had struggled against the surrender, the Lieutenant struggled almost as hard, now it was inevitable, to put a good face on it. But his easy word and laugh fell flat in face of a crowd so watchful and so ominously silent that it was useless to pretend that the step was no more than a change from a hut in this part to a hut in that. He who knew that he must, in the morning, face the men and deny them their prisoner  knew this too well. But, in truth, the downcast faces of his troopers and the furtive glances of the Vicomtes party were evidence that the matter meant much, and that these, also, recognised it; nor did the peasants, who fell in beside the two when they started, and accompanied them in an ever growing mob, seem unaware of the fact. The movement was their triumph; a sign of victory to the dullest as he ran and stared, and ran again. A section indeed there were who stood aloof and eyed the thing askance: but two of the Vicomtes party, who recognised among these the men whom the Lieutenant had denounced in the morning  the tall, light-eyed fanatic and the dwarf  held it the worst sign of all; and had it lain in their power they would even at that late hour have called back their friends.

Those two were Roger and his younger sister. With what feelings they saw des Ageaux and the Countess ride away to share a solitude full alike of danger and of alarm may be more easily imagined than described. But this is certain; whatever pangs of jealousy gnawed at Bonnes heart or reddened her brothers cheek, neither forgot the bargain they had made on the hill-side, or wished their rival aught but a safe deliverance.

As it was, could the one or the other, by the lifting of a finger, have injured the person who stood in the way, they had not lifted it or desired to lift it. But  to be in her place! To be in his place! To share that solitude and that peril! To know that round them lay half a thousand savages, ready at the first sign of treachery to take their lives, and yet to know that to the other it was bliss to be there  this, to the two who remained in the Vicomtes huts and gave their fancy rein, seemed happiness. Yet were they sorely anxious; anxious in view of the abiding risk of such a situation, more anxious in view of the crisis that must come when the peasants learned that the prisoner had escaped. Nevertheless, they did not talk of this, even to one another.

If Roger kept vigil that night his sister did not know it. And if Bonne, whose secret was her own, started and trembled at every sound  and such a camp as that bred many a sound and some alarming ones  she told no one. But when the first grey light fell thin on the basin in the hills, disclosing here the shapeless mass of a hut, and there only the dark background of the encircling ridge, her pale face, as she peered from her lodging, confronted Rogers as he paced the turf outside. The same thought, the same fear was in the mind of brother and sister, and had been since earliest cock-crow; and for Rogers part he was not slow to confess it. Presently they found that there was another whom care kept waking. A moment and the Bats lank form loomed through the mist. He found the two standing side by side; and the old soldiers heart warmed to them. He nodded his comprehension.

The trouble will not be yet awhile, he said. He will send the lady back before he tells them. I doubt  he shrugged his shoulders with a glance at Bonne if she has had a bed of roses this night.

Bonne sighed involuntarily. At what hour do you think she will be back? Roger asked.

My orders are to send six riders for her half an hour after sunrise.

A little earlier were no worse, Roger returned, his face flushing slightly as he made the suggestion.

Nor better, the Bat replied drily. Orders are given to be obeyed, young sir.

And the rest of your men? Bonne asked timidly. They will go to support M. des Ageaux as soon as she arrives, I suppose?

The Bat read amiss the motive that underlay her words. Have no fear, mademoiselle, he said, we shall see to your safety. You know the Lieutenant little if you think he will look to his own before he has ensured that of others. My lady the Countess once back with us, not a man is to stir from here. And, with warning, and the bank behind us, it will be hard if with a score of pikes we cannot push back the attack of such a crew as this!

But you do not mean, Bonne cried, her eyes alight, that you are going to leave M. des Ageaux alone  to face those savages?

Those are my orders, the Bat replied gently; for the girls face, scarlet with protest, negatived the idea of fear. And orders where the Lieutenant commands, mademoiselle, are made to be obeyed; and are obeyed. Moreover, he continued seriously, in this case they are common sense, since with a score of pikes something may be done, but with half a score here, and half a score there  shrugging his shoulders nothing! Which no one knows better than my lord!

But  

The Lieutenant allows no buts, the old soldier answered, smiling at her eagerness. Were you with him, mademoiselle  were you under his orders, I mean  it would not be long before you learned that!

Poor Bonne was silenced. With a quivering lip she averted her face: and for a few moments no one spoke. Then, I wish M. de Joyeuse were on his feet, the Bat said thoughtfully. He is worth a dozen men in such a pinch as this!

The sun is up! This from Roger.

Ah!

How will you know when half an hour is past?

The Bat raised his eyebrows. I can guess it within two or three minutes, he said. There is no hurry for a minute or two!

No hurry? Roger retorted. But the Countess  wont she be in peril?

The Bat looked curiously at him. For the matter of that, he said, we are all in peril. And may-be we shall be in greater before the day is out. We must take the rough with the smooth, young sir. However  perhaps you would like to make one to fetch her?

Roger blushed. I will go, he said.

Very good, the old soldier answered. I dont know that it is against orders. For you, mademoiselle, I fear that I cannot satisfy you so easily. Were I to send you, he continued with a sly smile, to escort my lord back  

Could you not go yourself? Bonne interrupted, her face reflecting the brightest colours of Rogers blush.

I, indeed? No, mademoiselle. Orders! Orders!

They did not reply. By this time the dense grey mist, forerunner of heat, had risen and discovered the camp, which here and there stirred and awoke. The open ground about the rivulet, which formed a neutral space between the peasants hovels and the quarters assigned to the Vicomte, still showed untenanted, though marred and poached by the trampling of a thousand feet. But about the fringe of the huts that, low and mean as the shops of some Oriental bazaar, clustered along the foot of the bank, figures yawned and stretched, gazed up at the morning, or passed bending under infants, to fetch water. Everywhere a rising hum told of renewed life. And behind the Vicomtes quarters the brisk jingle of bits and stirrups announced that the troopers were saddling.

In those days of filthy streets, and founderous sloughy roads, the great went ever on horseback, if it were but to a house two doors distant. To ride was a sign of rank, no matter how short the journey. Across the street, across the camp it was the same; and Bonne, as she watched Roger and the five troopers proceeding with three led horses across the open, saw nothing strange in the arrangement.

But when some minutes had passed, and the little troop did not emerge again from the ruck of hovels which had swallowed them, Bonne began to quake. Before her fears had time to take shape, however, the riders appeared; and the anxiety she still felt  for she knew that des Ageaux was not with them  gave way for a moment to a natural if jealous curiosity. How would she look, how would she carry herself, who had but this moment parted from him, who had shared through the night his solitude and his risk, his thoughts, perhaps, and his ambitions? Would happiness or anxiety or triumph be uppermost in her face?

She looked; she saw. Her gaze left no shade of colour, no tremor of eye or lip unnoticed. And certainly for happiness or triumph she failed to find a trace of either in the Countesss face. The young girl, pale and depressed, drooped in her saddle, drooped still more when she stood on her feet. No blush, no smile betrayed remembered words or looks, caresses or promises; and if it was anxiety that clouded her, she showed it strangely. For when she had alighted from her horse she did not wait. Although, as her feet touched the ground, a murmur rose from the distant huts, she did not heed it; but looking neither to right nor left, she hastened to hide herself in her quarters.

She seemed to be in trouble, and Bonne, melted, would have gone to her. But a sound stayed the elder girl at the door. The murmur in the peasants quarter had risen to a louder note; and borne on this  as treble on base  came to the ear the shrill screech that tells of fanaticism. Such a sound has terrors for the boldest; for, irrational itself, it deprives others of reason. It gathers up all that is weak, all that is nighty, all that is cruel, even all that is cowardly, and hurls the whole, imbued with its own qualities, against whatever excites its rage. Bonne, who had never heard that note before, but knew by intuition its danger, stood transfixed, staring with terrified eyes at the distant huts. She was picturing what one instant of time, one savage blow, one shot at hazard, might work under that bright morning sky! She saw des Ageaux alone, hemmed in, surrounded by the ignorant crowd which the enthusiast was stirring to madness! She saw their lowering brows, their cruel countenances, their small, fierce eyes under matted locks; and she looked trembling to the Bat, who, stationed a few paces from her, was also listening to the shrill voice.

Had he sworn she had borne it better. But his compressed lips told of a more tense emotion; of fidelity strained to the utmost. Even this iron man shook, then! Even he to whom his masters orders were heavens first law felt anxiety! She could bear no more in silence.

Go! she murmured. Oh, go! Surely twenty men might ride through them!

He did not look at her. Orders! he muttered hoarsely. Orders! But the perspiration stood on his brow.

She saw that, and that his sinewy hands gripped nail to palm; and as the distant roar gathered volume, and the note of peril in it grew more acute, Oh, go! she cried, holding out her hands to him. Go, Roger! Some one! wildly. Will you let them tear him limb from limb!

Still Orders! Orders! the Bat muttered. And though his eyes flickered an instant in the direction of the waiting troopers, he set his teeth. And then in a flash, in a second, the roar died down and was followed by silence.

Silence; no one moved, no one spoke. As if fascinated every eye remained glued to the low, irregular line of huts that hid from sight the inner part of the peasants camp. What had happened, what was passing there? On the earthen ramparts high overhead were men, Charles among them, who could see, and must know; but so taken up were the group below, from Bonne to the troopers, in looking for what was to come, that no one diverted eye or thought to these men who knew. And though either the abrupt cessation of sound, or the subtle excitement in the air, drew the Abbess at this moment from the Dukes hut, no one noted her appearance, or the Dukes pale eager face peering over her shoulder. What had happened? What had happened behind the line of hovels, under the morning sunshine that filled the camp and rendered only more grim the fear, the suspense, the tragedy that darkened all?

Something more than a minute they spent in that absorbed gazing. Then a deep blush dyed Bonnes cheeks. The Bat, who had not sworn, swore. The Duke laughed softly. The troopers, if their officer had not raised his hand to check them, would have cheered. Des Ageaux had shown himself in one of the openings that pierced the peasants town. He was on horseback, giving directions, with gestures on this side and that. A score of naked urchins ran before him, gazing up at him; and a couple of men at his bridle were taking orders from him.

He was safe, he had conquered. And Bonne, uncertain what she had said in her anxiety, but certain that she had said too much, cast a shamed look at the Bat. Fortunately his eye was on the troopers; and it was not his look but her sisters smile which drove the girl from the scene. She remembered the Countess: she bethought her that, in the solitude of her hut, the child might be suffering. Bonne hastened to her, with the less scruple as the two shared a hut.

The impulse that moved her was wholly generous. Yet when her hasty entrance surprised the young girl in the act of rising from her knees, there entered into the embarrassment which checked her one gleam of triumph. While the other had prayed for her lover, she had acted. She had acted!

The next moment she quelled the mean thought. The girl before her looked so wan, so miserable, so forlorn, that it was impossible to think of her hardly, or judge her strictly. I am afraid that I scared you, Bonne said, and stooped and kissed her. But all is well, I bring you good news. He is safe! You can see him if you look from the door of the hut.

She thought that the child would spring to the door and feast her eyes on the happy assurance of his safety. But the young Countess did not move. She stared at Bonne as if she had a difficulty in taking in the meaning of her words. Safe? she stammered. Who is safe?

Who? Bonne ejaculated.

The young girl passed her hand over her brow. I am very sorry, she replied humbly. I did not understand. You said that some one was safe?

M. des Ageaux, of course!

Of course! I am very glad.

Glad? Bonne repeated, with indignation she could not control. Glad? Only that?

The girl, her lip trembling, her face working, cast a frightened look at her, and then with a piteous gesture, as if she could no longer control herself, she turned from her and burst into tears.

Bonne stared. What did this mean? Relief? Joy? The relaxation of nerves too tightly strained? No. She should have thought of it before. It was not likely, it was not possible that this child had already conceived for des Ageaux such an affection as casts out fear. It was not she, but he, who had to gain by the marriage; and prepared as the Countess might be to look favourably on his suit, ready as she might be to give her heart, she had not yet given it.

You are overwrought! Bonne said, to soothe her. You have been frightened.

Frightened! the girl replied through her sobs. I shall die  if I have to go through it again! And I have to go through it, I must go through it. And I shall die! Oh, the night I have spent listening and waiting and  she cowered away, with a stifled scream. What was that? She stared at the door, her eyes wild with terror. What was that? she repeated, seizing Bonne, and clinging to her.

Nothing! Nothing! Bonne answered gently, seeing that the girl was thoroughly shaken and unnerved. It was only a horse neighing.

The Countess controlled her sobs, but her scared eyes and white face revealed the impression which the suspense of the night had made on one not bold by nature, and only supported by the pride of rank. A horse neighing? she repeated. Was it only that? I thought  oh! if you knew what it was to hear them creeping and crawling, and rustling and whispering every hour of the night! To fancy them coming, and to sit up gasping! And then to lie down again and wait and wait, expecting to feel their hands on your throat! Ah, I tell you  she hid her face on Bonnes shoulder and clasped her to her passionately every minute was an hour, and every hour a day!

Bonne held her to her full of pity. And presently, But he was near you? she ventured. Did not his  his neighbourhood  

The Lieutenants?

Yes. Did not that  Bonne spoke with averted eyes: she would know for certain now if the child loved him! did not that make you feel safer?

One man! the Countesss voice rang querulous. What could one man do? What could he have done if they had come? Besides they would have killed him first. I did not think of him. I thought of myself. Of my throat! She clasped it with a sudden movement of her two hands  it was white and very slender. I thought of that, and the knife, and how it would feel  all night! All night, do you understand? And I could have screamed! I could have screamed every minute. I wonder I did not.

Bonne saw that the child had gone to the ordeal, and passed through it, in the face of a terror that would have turned brave men. And she felt no contempt for her. She saw indeed that the child did not love; for love, as Bonnes maiden fancy painted it, was an all-powerful impervious armour. She was sure that in the others place she would have known fear, but it would have been fear on his account, not on her own. She might have shuddered as she thought of the steel, but it would have been of the steel at his breast. Whereas the Countess  no, the Countess did not love.

And I must go again! I must go again! the child wailed, in the same abandonment of terror. Oh, how shall I do it? How shall I do it?

The cry went to Bonnes heart. You shall not do it, she said. If you feel about it like this, you shall not do it. It is not right nor fit.

But I cannot refuse! the Countess shook violently as she said it. I dare not refuse. Afraid and a Rochechouart! A Rochechouart and a coward! No, I must go. I must die of fear there; or of shame here.

Perhaps it may not be necessary, Bonne murmured.

No? Why, even if my men come I must go! If they come to-day I must still go to-night. And lie trembling, and starting, and dying a death at every sound!

But perhaps  

Dont  dont! the Countess cried, moving feverishly in her arms. And, ah, God, I was cold a moment ago, and now I am hot! Oh, I am so hot! So hot! Let me go. Her parched lips and bright eyes told of the fever of fear that ran through her veins.

But Bonne still held her.

It may not be necessary, she murmured. Tell me, did you see M. des Ageaux  after you went from here last night?

See him? querulously. No! He has his hut and I mine. I see no one! No one!

And he does not come and talk to you?

Talk? No. Talk? You do not know what it is like. I am alone, I tell you, alone!

Then if I were to take your place he would not find it out?

The Countess started violently  and then was still. Take my place? she echoed in a different tone. In their camp, do you mean?

Yes.

But you would not, the other retorted. You would not. Then before Bonne could answer, What do you mean? Do you mean anything? she cried. Do you mean you would go?

Yes.

In my place?

If you will let me, Bonne replied. She flushed a little, conscience telling her that it was not entirely, not quite entirely for the others sake that she was willing to do this. If you will let me I will go, she continued. I am bigger than you, but I can stoop, and in a riding-cloak and hood I think I can pass for you. And it will be dusk too. I am sure I can pass for you.

The Countess shivered. The boon was so great, the gift so tremendous, if she could accept it! But she was Rochechouart. What would men say if they discovered that she had not gone, that she had let another take her place and run her risk? She pondered with parted lips. If it might be!

You are not fit to go, Bonne continued. You will faint or fall. You are ill now.

But they will find out! the Countess wailed, hiding her face on Bonnes shoulder. They will find out!

They will not find out, Bonne replied firmly. And I  why should I not go? You have done one night. I will do one.

Oh, if you would! But will you  not be afraid? The Countesss eyes were full of longing. If only she could accept with honour!

I shall not be afraid, Bonne answered confidently. And no one need know, no one shall know. M. des Ageaux does not talk to you?

No. But if it be found out, everybody  ah, I shall die of shame! Your brother, Roger, too  and everybody!

No one shall know, Bonne answered stoutly. No one. Besides, you have been once. It is not as if you had not been!

And the child, with the memory of the night pressing upon her, jumped at that. Then I shall go to-morrow night, she said. I shall go to-morrow night.

Bonne was clear that she was not fit to go again. But she let that be for the moment. That shall be as you wish, she answered comfortably. We will talk about that to-morrow. For to-night it is settled. And now you must try if you cannot go to sleep. If you do not sleep you will be ill.


CHAPTER XVI.

TO DO OR NOT TO DO?

To do or not to do? How many a one has turned the question in his mind; this one in the solitude of his locked room, seated with frowning face and eyes fixed on nothingness; that one amid the babble of voices and laughter, masking anxious thought under set smiles. How many a one has viewed the act she meditated this way and that, askance and across, in the hope of making the worse appear the better, and so of doing her pleasure with a light heart. Others again, trampling the scruple under foot, have none the less hesitated, counting the cost and striving to view dispassionately  with eyes that, the thing done, will never see it in that light again  how it will be with them afterwards, how much better outwardly, how much worse inwardly, and so to strike a balance for or against  to do or not to do. And some with burning eyes, and minds unswervingly bent on the thing they desire have yet felt hands pluck at them, and something  be it God or the last instinct of good  whispering them to pause  to pause, and not to do!

The Abbess pondered, while the Duke, reclining in the opening of his hut, from which the screen had been drawn back that he might enjoy the air, had no more accurate notion of her thoughts than had the Lieutenants dog sleeping a few paces away. The missal had fallen from her hands and lay in her lap. Her eyes fixed on the green slope before her betrayed naught that was not dove-like; while the profound stillness of her form which permitted the Duke to gaze at will breathed only the peace of the cloister and the altar, the peace that no change of outward things can long disturb. Or so the Duke fancied; and eyeing her with secret rapture, felt himself uplifted in her presence. He felt that here was a being congenial with his better self, and a beauty as far above the beauty to which he had been a slave all his life as his higher moods rose above his worst excesses.

He had gained strength in the three days which had elapsed since his arrival in the camp. He could now sit up for a short time and even stand, though giddily and with precaution. Nor were these the only changes which the short interval had produced. The Countesss spears, to the number of thirty, were here, and their presence augmented the safety of the Vicomtes party. But indirectly, in so far as it fed the peasants suspicions, it had a contrary effect. The Crocans submitted indeed to be drilled, sometimes by the Bat, sometimes by his master; and reasonable orders were not openly disobeyed. But the fear of treachery which a life-time of ill-usage had instilled was deepened by the presence of the Countesss men. The slightest movements on des Ageaux part were scanned with jealousy. If he conferred too long with the Villeneuves or the Countess men exchanged black looks, or muttered in their beards. If he strayed a hundred paces down the valley a score were at his heels. Nor were there wanting those who, moving secretly between the camp and the savage horde upon the hill  the Old Crocans, as they were called  kept these apprised of their doubts and fears.

To eyes that could see, the position was critical, even dangerous. Nor was it rendered more easy by a feat of M. de Vlayes men, who, reconnoitring up to the gates one evening, cut off a dozen peasants. The morning light discovered the bodies of six of these hanged on a tree below the Old Crocans station, and well within view from the ridge about the camp. That the disaster might not have occurred had des Ageaux been in his quarters, instead of being a virtual prisoner, went for nothing. He bore the blame, some even thought him privy to the matter. From that hour the gloom grew deeper. Everywhere, and at all times, the more fanatical or the more suspicious drew together in corners, and while simpler clowns cursed low or muttered of treachery, darker spirits whispered devilish plans. Those who had their eyes open noted the more frequent presence of the Old Crocans, who wandered by twos and threes through the camp; and though these, when des Ageaux eye fell on them, fawned and cringed, or hastened to withdraw themselves, they spat when his back was turned, and with stealthy gestures they gave him to hideous deaths.

In a word, fear like a dark presence lay upon the camp; and to add to the prevailing irritation, the heat was great. The giant earth-wall which permitted the Lieutenant to mature his plans and await his reinforcements shut out the evening breezes. Noon grilled his men as in a frying-pan; all night the air was hot and heavy. The peasants sighed for the cool streams of Brantôme and the voices of the frogs. The troopers, accustomed to lord it and impatient of discomfort, were quick with word and hand, and prone to strike, when a blow was as dangerous as a light behind a powder screen. Without was Vlaye, within was fear; while, like ravens waiting for the carnage, the horde of Old Crocans on the hill looked down from their filthy eyrie.

No one knew better than the Abbess that the least thing might serve for a spark. And she pondered. Not for an hour since its birth had the plan she had imagined been out of her mind; and still  there was so much good in her, so much truth  she recoiled. The two whom she doomed, if she acted, were her enemies; and yet she hesitated. Her own safety, her fathers, her sisters, the safety of all, those two excepted, was secured by the Rochechouart reinforcement. Only her enemies would perish, and perhaps the poor fool whose presence she must disclose. And yet she could not make up her mind. To do or not to do?

It might suffice to detach Joyeuse. But the time was short, and the Dukes opinion of her high; and she shrank from risking it by a premature move. He had placed her on a pinnacle and worshipped her: if she descended from the pinnacle he might worship no longer. Meantime, if she waited until his troopers rode in, and on their heels a second levy from Rochechouart, it might be too late to act, too late to detach him, too late to save Vlaye. To do or not to do?

A dozen paces from her, old Solomon was pouring garrulous inventions into the ear of the Countesss steward; who, dull, faithful man, took all for granted, and gaped more widely at every lie. Insensibly her mind began to follow and take in the sense of their words.

Six on one tree! Solomon was saying, in the contemptuous tone of one to whom Montfaucon was an every-day affair. Tis nothing. You never saw the like at Rochechouart, say you? Perhaps not. Your lady is merciful.

Three I have!

And who were they? Solomon asked, with a sniff of contempt.

Cattle-stealers. At least so it was said. But the wife of one came down next day and put it on another, and it was complained that they had suffered wrongfully. But three they were.

Three? Solomons nose rose in scorn. If you had seen the elm at Villeneuve in my lords fathers time! They were as acorns on an oak. Ay, they were! Fifteen in one forenoon.

God ha mercy on us!

And ten more when he had dined!

God ha mercy on us! Fulbert replied, staring in stricken surprise. And what had they done?

Done? Solomon answered, shrugging his shoulders after a careless fashion. Just displeased him. And why should he not? he continued, bristling up. What worse could they do? Was he not lord of Villeneuve?

And she was making a scruple of two lives. Of two lives that stood in her path! Still  life was life. But what was that they were saying now? Hang Vlaye? Hang  the Captain of Vlaye?

It was Solomon had the word; and this time the astonishment was on his side. What is that you say? he repeated. Hang M. de Vlaye?

And why for not? the steward replied doggedly, his face red with passion, his dull intelligence sharpened by his ladys wrongs. And why for not?

Solomon was scandalised by the mere mention of it. Hang like any clod or clown a man who had been a constant visitor at his masters house! Oh, but he  you dont hang such as he! he retorted. The Captain of Vlaye? Tut, tut! You are a fool!

A fool? Not I! They will hang him!

Tut, tut!

Wait until he speaks! Fulbert replied, nodding mysteriously in the direction of the Lieutenant, who, at no great distance from the group, was watching a band of peasants at their drill. When he speaks tis the King speaks. And when the King speaks, it is hang a man must, whoever he be!

Tut, tut!

Whoever he be! Fulbert repeated with stolid obstinacy. And then, It is not for nothing, he added with a menacing gesture, that a man stops the Countess of Rochechouart on the Kings road! No, no!

Not for nothing? No, and it is not for nothing, the Abbess cried in her heart, that you threaten the man I love with the death of a dog! Dogs yourselves! Dogs!

It was well that the Duke was not looking at her at that moment, for her heaving bosom, her glowing eyes, the rush of colour to her face all betrayed the force of her passion. Hang him? Hang her lover? So that was what they were saying, thinking, planning behind her back, was it! That was the camp talk! That!

She could have borne it better had the Lieutenant proclaimed his aim aloud. It was the sedateness of his preparations, the slow stealth of his sap, the unswerving calmness of his approaches at which her soul revolted. The ceaseless drilling, the arming, the watch by day and night, all the life about her, every act, every thought had her lovers ruin for their aim, his death for their end! A loathing, a horror seized her. She felt a net closing about her, a net that enmeshed her and fettered her, and threatened to hold her motionless and powerless, while they worked their will on him before her eyes!

But she could still break the net. She could still act. Two lives? What were two lives, lives of his enemies, in comparison of his life? At the thought a spring of savage passion welled up in her heart, and clouded her eyes. The die was cast. It remained only to do. To do!

But softly  softly. As she rose, having as yet no formed plan, a last doubt stayed her. It was not a doubt of his enemies intentions, but of their power. He whose words had opened her eyes to their grim purpose was a dullard, almost an imbecile. He could be no judge of the means they possessed, or of their chances of success. The swarm of unkempt, ill-armed peasants, who disgusted her eyes, the troop of spears, who even now barely sufficed to secure the safety of her party, what chance had they against M. de Vlaye and the four or five hundred men-at-arms who for years had lorded it over the marches of the province, and made themselves the terror of a country-side? Surely a small chance if it deserved the name. Surely she was permitting a shadow to frighten her.

Something, the Duke murmured near her ear, has interrupted the even current of your thoughts, mademoiselle. What is it, I pray?

I feel the heat, she answered, holding her hand to her brow, that behind its shelter she might recover her composure. Do not you?

It is like an oven, he answered, within these earth-walls.

How I hate them! she cried, unable to repress the spirit of irritation.

Do you? Well, so do I, he replied. But within them  it is nowhere cooler than here.

I will put that to the proof, my lord, she returned with a smile. And, gliding from him, in spite of the effort he made to detain her, she crossed the grass to her father. Sinking on the sward beside his stool, she began to fan herself.

The Vicomte was in an ill-humour of some days standing; nor without reason. Dragged, will he nill he, from the house in which his whim had been law, he found himself not only without his comforts, but a cipher in the camp. Not once, but three or four times he had let his judgment be known, and he had looked to see it followed. He might have spoken to the winds. No one, not even his sons, though they listened respectfully, took heed of it. It followed that he saw himself exposed to dangers against which he was not allowed to guard himself, and to a catastrophe which he must await in inaction; while all he possessed stood risked on a venture that for him had neither interest nor motive.

In such a position a man of easier temper and less vanity might be pardoned if he complained. For the Vicomte, fits of senile rage shook him two or three times a day. He learned what it was to be thwarted: and if he hated any one or anything more than the filthy peasants on whom his breeding taught him to look with loathing, it was the man with whose success his safety was bound up, the man who had forced him into this ignominious position.

Of him he could believe no good. When the Abbess, after fanning herself in silence, mentioned the arrival of the Countesss troopers, and asked him if he thought that the Lieutenant was now strong enough to attack, he derided the notion.

M. de Vlaye will blow this rabble to the winds, he said, with a contemptuous gesture. We may grill here as long as we please, but the moment we show ourselves outside, pouf! It will be over! What can a handful of riders do against five hundred men as good as themselves?

But the peasants? she suggested, willing to know the worst. There are some hundreds of them.

Food for steel! he answered, with the same contemptuous pantomime.

Then you think  we were wrong to come here?

I think, girl, that we were mad to come here. But not so mad, he continued spitefully, as those who brought us!

Yet Charles thinks that the Governor of Périgord will prevail.

Charles had his own neck in the noose, the Vicomte growled, and was glad of company. Since Coutras it is the young lead the old, and the issue you will see. Lieutenant of Périgord? What has the Lieutenant of Périgord or any other governor to do with canaille such as this?

Odette heaved a sigh of relief and her face lightened. It will be better so, she said softly. M. de Vlaye knows, sir, that we had no desire to hurt him, and he will not reckon it against us.

The Vicomte fidgeted in his stool. I wish I could think so, he answered with a groan. Curse him! Who is more to blame? If he had left the Countess alone, this would not have happened. They are no better one than the other! But what is this? Faugh! And he spat on the ground.

There was excuse for his disgust. Across the open ground a group of men were making their way in the direction of the Lieutenants quarters. They were the same men who had met him at the entrance on his return with the Abbess and Joyeuse: nor had the lapse of four or five days lessened the foulness of their aspect, or robbed them of the slinking yet savage bearing  as of beasts of prey half tamed  which bade beware of them. They shambled forward until they neared des Ageaux, who was writing at an improvised table not far from the Vicomte; then cringing they saluted him. Their eyes squinting this way and that from under matted locks  as if at a gesture they were ready to leap back  added to their beast-like appearance.

The Lieutenants voice, as he asked the men with asperity what they needed, came clearly to the ears of the group about the Vicomte. But the Old Crocans answer, expressed at length in a patois of the country, was not audible.

Foul carrion! the Vicomte muttered. What do they here? while the Abbess and Bonne, who had joined her, contemplated them with eyes of shuddering dislike.

What, indeed? Bonne muttered, her cheek pale. She seemed to be unable to take her eyes from them. They frighten me! Oh, I hope they will not be suffered to remain in the camp!

Is it that they wish? the Vicomte asked.

Yes, my lord, Solomon answered: he had gone forward, listened awhile and returned. They say that eleven more of their people were surprised by Vlayes men three hours ago, and cut to pieces. This is the second time it has happened. They think that they are no longer safe on the hill, and wish to join us.

God forbid! Bonne cried, with a strange insistence.

The Abbess looked at her. Why so frightened? she said contemptuously. One might suppose you were in greater danger than others, girl!

Bonne did not answer, but her distended eyes betrayed the impression which the wretches appearance made on her. Nor when Charles  who was seldom off the ridge which was his special charge  remarked that after all a man was a man, and they had not too many, could she refrain from a word. But not those! she murmured. Not those!

Charles, who in these days saw more of the Bat than of any one else, shrugged his shoulders. I shall be surprised if he does not receive them, he answered. They are vermin and may give us trouble. But we must run the risk. If we are to succeed we must run some risks.

Not that risk, however, it appeared. For he had scarcely uttered the words when des Ageaux was seen to raise his hand, and point with stern meaning to the entrance. No, he said, his voice high and clear. Begone to your own and look to yourselves! You chose to go your own way and a bloody one! Now your blood be on your own heads! Here is no place for you, nor will I cover you!

My lord! one cried in protest. My lord, hear us!

No! the Lieutenant replied harshly. You had your warning and did not heed it! M. de Villeneuve, when he came to you, warned you, and I warned you. It was your own will to withdraw yourselves. You would have naught but blood. You would burn and kill! Now, on your own heads, he concluded with severity, be your blood!

They would have protested anew, but he dismissed them with a gesture which permitted no denial. And sullenly, with stealthy gestures of menace, they retreated towards the entrance; and gabbling more loudly as they approached it, seemed to be imprecating vengeance on those who cast them out. In the gate they lingered awhile, turning about and scolding the man on guard. Then they passed out of sight, and were gone.

As the last of them disappeared des Ageaux, who had kept a vigilant eye on their retreat, approached the group about the Vicomte. The old man, though he approved the action, could not refrain from giving his temper vent.

You are sure that you can do without them, he said, with a sneer. His shaking hand betrayed his dislike of the man to whom he spoke.

I believe I can, the Lieutenant answered. He spoke with unusual gravity, but the next moment a smile  smiles had been rare with him of late  curved the corners of his mouth. His eyes travelled from one to another, and in a low voice, but one that betrayed his relief, I will tell you why, if you wish to know, M. le Vicomte.

Why?

Des Ageaux smile grew broader, but his tone remained low. Because I have news, he returned. And it is good news. I have had word within the last hour that I may expect M. de Joyeuses levies about nightfall to-morrow, and a day or two later a reinforcement beyond my hope  fifty men-at-arms whom the Governor of Agen has lent me, and fifty from my garrison of Périgueux. With those we should have enough  though not too many.

They received the news with words of congratulation or with grunts of disdain, according as each felt about it. And all began to discuss the tidings, though still in the tone of caution which the Lieutenants look enjoined. One only was silent, and with averted face saw the cup of respite dashed from her lips. A hundred men beyond those looked for! Such an accession must change hope to certainty, hazard to surety. A few days would enable the Lieutenant to match rider for rider with Vlaye, and still boast a reserve of four or five hundred undisciplined allies. While jubilant voices hummed in her ears, and those whom she was ready to kill because they hated him rejoiced, the Abbess rose slowly and, detaching herself from the group, walked away.

No one followed her even with the eye; for the Duke, fatigued, and a little hurt that she did not return, had retired into his quarters. Nor would the most watchful have learned much from her movements, or, unless jealous beyond the ordinary, have found aught to suspect in what she did.

She strolled very slowly along the foot of the slope, as if in pure idleness or to stretch limbs cramped by over-long sitting. Presently she came to some tethered horses, and stood and patted them, and looked them over; nor could any but the horses tell  and they could not speak  that while her hand was on them her eyes were roving the camp. Perhaps she found what she sought; perhaps it was chance only that guided her steps in the direction of the tall young man with pale eyes, whose violence had raised him to a certain leadership among the peasants.

It must have been chance, for when she reached his neighbourhood she did not address him. She stooped and  what could be more womanly or more natural?  she spoke to a naked child that rolled on the trampled turf within arms length of him. What she said  in French or patois, or that infant language of which no womans tongue is ignorant  the baby could not say, for, like the horses, it could not speak. Yet it must have found something unusual in her face, for it cowered from her, as in terror. And what she said could have no interest for the man who lounged near, though he seemed disturbed by it.

She toyed with the shrinking child a moment, then turned and walked slowly back to the Vicomtes quarters. Her manner was careless, but her face was pale. No wonder. For she had taken a step  and she knew it  which she could never retrace. She had done that which she could not undo. Between her and Bonne and Roger and Charles was a gulf henceforth, though they might not know it. And the Duke? She winced a little, recognising more plainly than before how far she stood below the notion he had of her.

Yet she felt no remorse. On the contrary, the uppermost feeling in her mind  and it ran riot there  was a stormy exultation. They who had dragged her at their chariot wheels would learn that in forcing her to take part against her lover they had made the most fatal of mistakes. They triumphed now. They counted on sure success now. They thought to hang him, as they would hang any low-bred thief! Very good! Let them wait until morning, and talk then of hanging!

Once or twice, indeed, in the afternoon she was visited by misgivings. The man she had seen was a mere savage; he might not have understood. Or he might betray her, though that could hurt her little since no one would believe him. Or the peasants, though wrought to fury, might recoil at the last like the cowards they were!

But these and the like doubts arose not from compunction, but from mistrust. Compunction was to come later, when evening fell and from the door of the Dukes quarters she viewed the scene, now familiar, of the hostages departure in the dusk  saw the horses drawn up and the two whom she was dooming in act to mount. It was then that a sudden horror of what she was about seized her  she was young, a mere girl  and she rose with a stifled cry from her stool. It was not yet too late. A cry, a word would save them. Would save them still! Impulsively she moved a pace towards them, intending  ay, for a moment, intending to say that word.

But she stopped. A word would save them, but  she was forgetting  it would doom her lover! And on that thought, and to reinforce it, there rose before her minds eye the pale puling features of the Countess  her rival! Was she to be put aside for a thing like that? Was it to such a half-formed child as that she must surrender her lover? She pressed her hands together, and, returning to her seat, she turned it about that her eyes might not see them as they went through the dusk.


CHAPTER XVII.

THE HEART OF CAIN.

Seven hours had passed.

The moon had just dropped below the narrow horizon of the camp, but to eyes which looked up from the blackness of the hollow the form of the nearest sentinel, erect on the edge of the cup, showed plain against the paler background of sky. The hour was the deadest of the night; but, as the stillest night has its noises, the camp was not without noises. The dull sound of horses browsing, the breath of a thousand sleepers, the low whinny of a mare, or the muttered word of one who dreamed heavily and spoke in his dream, these and the like sounds fed a murmurous silence that was one with the brooding heaviness of a June night.

Odette de Villeneuve  the ears that drank in the voices of the slumbering host were hers  stood half-hidden in the doorway of her quarters and listened. The inner darkness had become intolerable to her. The wattled walls, though they were ventilated by a hundred crevices, stifled her. Pent behind them she fancied a hundred things; she saw on the curtain of blackness drawn faces and staring eyes; she made of the faintest murmur that entered now a roar of voices, and now the hoarse beginnings of a scream. Outside, with the cooler air fanning her burning face, she could at least lay hold on reality. She was no longer the sport and plaything of her own strained senses. She could at least be sure that nothing was happening, that nothing had happened  yet. And though she still breathed quickly and crouched like a fearful thing in the doorway, here she could call hate to her support, she could reckon her wrongs and think of her lover, and persuade herself that this was but a nightmare from which she would awake to find all well with herself and with him.

If only the thing were over and done! Ah, if only it were done! That was her feeling. If only the thing were done! She bent her ear to listen; but nothing stirred, no alarm clove the night; and it could want little of morning. She fancied that the air struck colder, laden with that chill which comes before the dawn: and eastwards she thought that she discerned the first faint lightening of the sky. The day was at hand and nothing had happened.

She could not say on the instant whether she was sorry or glad. But she was sure that she would be sorry when the sun rose high and shone on her enemys triumph, and Charles and Roger and Bonne, whom she had taught herself to despise, saw their choice justified, and the side they had supported victorious. The triumph of those beneath us is hard to bear; and at that picture the Abbesss face grew hard, though there was no one to see it. The blood throbbed in her head as she thought of it; throbbed so loudly that she questioned the reality of a sound that a moment later forced itself upon her senses. It was a sound not unlike the pulsing of the blood; not terrible nor loud, but rhythmical, such as the tide makes when it rises slowly but irresistibly to fill some channel left bare at the ebb.

What was it? She stood arrested. Was it only the blood surging in her ears? Or was it the silent uprising of a multitude of men, each from the place where he lay? Or was it, could it be the stealthy march of countless feet across the camp?

It might be that. She listened more intently, staying with one hand the beating of her heart. She decided that it was that.

Thereon it was all she could do to resist the impulse to give the alarm. She had no means of knowing in which direction the unseen band was moving. She could guess, but she might be wrong; and in that case, at any moment the night might hurl upon her a hundred brutes whose first victim as they charged through the encampment she must be. She fancied that the darkness wavered; and here and there bred shifting forms. She fancied that the dull sound was drawing nearer and growing louder. And  a scream rose in her throat.

She choked it down. An instant later she had her reward, if that was a reward which left her white and shuddering  a coward clinging for support to the frail wall beside her.

It was a shrill scream rending the night; such an one as had distended her own throat an instant before  but stifled in mid-utterance in a fashion horrible and suggestive. Upon it followed a fierce outcry in several voices, cut short two seconds later with the same abruptness, and followed by  silence. Then, while she clung cold, shivering, half fainting to the wattle, the darkness gave forth again that dull shuffling, moving sound, a little quickened perhaps, and a little more apparent.

This time it caused an alarm. Sharp and clear came a voice from the ridge, What goes there? Answer!

No answer was given, and Who goes there? cried a voice from a different point, and then To arms! cried a third. To arms! To arms! And on a rising wave of hoarse cries the camp awoke.

The tall form of the Bat seemed to start up within a yard of the Abbess. He seized a stick that hung beside a drum on a post, and in a twinkling the hurried notes of the Alert pulsed through the camp. On the instant men rose from the earth about him; while frightened faces, seen by the rays of a passing light, looked from hut-doors, and the cries of a waiting-maid struggling in hysterics mingled with the words of command that brought the troopers into line and manned the ground in front of the Vicomtes quarters. A trooper flew up the sloping rampart to learn from the sentry what he had seen, and was back as quickly with the news that the guards knew no more than was known below. They had only heard a suspicious outcry, and following on it sounds which suggested the movement of a body of men.

The Bat, bringing order out of confusion  and in that well aided by Roger, though the lads heart was bursting with fears for his mistress  could do naught at the first blush but secure his position. But when he had got his men placed, and lanthorns so disposed as to advantage them and hamper an attack, he turned sharply on the man. Did they hear my lords voice? he asked.

It was their fancy. Certainly the outcry came from that part of the camp.

Then out on them! Roger exclaimed, unable to control himself. Out on them. To saddle and let us charge, and woe betide them if they stand!

Softly, softly, the Bat said. Orders, young sir! Mine are to stand firm, whatever betides, and guard the women! And that I shall do until daylight.

Daylight? Roger cried.

Which is not half an hour off!

Half an hour! The lads tone rang with indignation. Are you a man and will you leave a woman at their mercy? He was white with rage and shaking. Then I will go alone. I will go to their quarters  I, alone! As he thought of the girl he loved and her terrors his heart was too big for his breast.

And throw away another life? the Bat replied sternly. For shame!

For shame, I?

Ay, you! To call yourself a soldier and cry fie on orders!

He would have added more, but he was forestalled by the Vicomte. In his high petulant tone he bade his son stand for a fool. There are women here, he continued, sensibly enough, and we are none too many to guard them, as we are.

Ay, but she Roger retorted, trembling, is alone there.

A truce to this! the Bat struck in, with heat. To your post, sir, and do your duty, or we are all lost together. Steady, men, steady! as a slight movement of the troopers at the breastwork made itself felt rather than seen. Pikes low! Pikes low! What is it?

He saw then. The commotion was caused by the approach of a group of men, three or four in number, whose neighbourhood one of the lights had just betrayed. Who comes there? cried the leader of the Countesss troopers, who was in charge of that end of the line. Are you friends?

Ay, ay! Friends!

If so, they were timorous friends. For when they were bidden to advance to the spot where the Bat with the Vicomte and Roger awaited them, their alarm was plain. The foremost was the man who had spoken for the peasants at the debate some days before. But the smiths boldness and independence were gone; he was ashake with fear. I have bad news, he stammered. Bad news, my lords!

The worse for some one! the Bat answered with a grim undernote that should have satisfied even Roger. As he spoke he raised one of the lights from the ground, and held it so that its rays fell on the peasants faces. Has harm happened to the hostages?

God avert it! But they have been carried off, the man faltered through his ragged beard. It was evident that he was thoroughly frightened.

Carried off?

Ay, carried off!

By whom? By whom, rascal? The Bats eyes glared dangerously. By Heaven, if you have had hand or finger in it   he added.

Should I be here if I had? the man answered, piteously extending his open hands.

I know not. But now you are here, you will stay here! Surround them! And when the order had been carried out, Now speak, or your skin will pay for it, the Bat continued. What has happened, spawn of the dung-heap?

Some of our folk  God knows without our knowledge  the smith whined brought in a party of the men on the hill  

The Old Crocans from the town?

Ay! And they seized the  my lord and the lady  and got off with them! As God sees me, they were gone before we were awake! he protested, seeing the threatening blade with which Roger was advancing upon him.

The Lieutenant held the lad back. Very good, he said. We shall follow with the first light. If a hair of their heads be injured, I shall hang you first, and the rest of you by batches as the trees will bear! And with a black and terrible look the Bat swore an oath to chill the blood. The leader of the Countesss men repeated it after him, word for word; and Roger, silent but with rage in his eyes, stood shaking between them, his blade in his hand.

The Vicomte, his fears for the safety of his own party allayed, turned to see who were present. He discovered his eldest daughter, leaning as if not far from fainting, against the doorway of the Dukes quarters. Courage, girl, he said, in a tone of rebuke. We are in no peril ourselves, and should set an example. Where is your sister?

I do not know, the Abbess replied shakily. It was being borne in on her that not two lives, but the lives of many, of scores and of hundreds, might pay for what she had done. And she was new to the work. I have not seen her, she repeated with greater firmness, as she summoned hate to her support, and called up before her fancy the Countesss childish attractions. She must be sleeping.

Sleeping? the Vicomte echoed in astonishment. He was going to add more when another took the words out of his mouth.

What is that? It was Rogers voice fiercely raised. By Heaven! It is Fulbert.

It was Fulbert. As the men, of whom some were saddling  for the light was beginning to appear  pressed forward to look, the steward crawled out of the gloom about the brook, and, raising himself on one hand, made painful efforts to speak. He looked like a dead man risen; nor did the uncertain light of the lanthorns take from the horror of his appearance. Probably he had been left for dead, for the smashing blow of some blunt weapon had beaten in one temple and flooded his face and beard with blood. The Abbess, faint and sick, appalled by this first sign of her handiwork, hid her eyes.

Follow! Follow! the poor creature muttered, swaying as he strove to rise to his feet. A rescue!

With the first light, the Bat answered him. With the first light! How many are they?

But he only muttered, Follow! A rescue! A rescue! and repeated those words in such a tone that it was plain that he no longer understood them, but said them mechanically. Perhaps they had been the last he had uttered before he was struck down.

The Bat saw how it was with him; he had seen men in that state before. With the first light! he said, to soothe him. With the first light we follow! Then turning to his men he bade them carry the poor fellow in and see to his hurts.

Roger sprang forward, eager to help. And they were bearing the man to the rear, and the Abbess had taken heart to uncover her eyes, while still averting them, when a strange sound broke from her lips  lips blanched in an instant to the colour of paper. It caught the ear of the Bat, who stood nearest to her. He turned. The Abbess, with arm outstretched, was pointing to the door of the Countesss hut. There, visible, though she seemed to shrink from sight, and even raised her hand in deprecation, stood the Countess herself.

By Heaven! the Bat cried. And he stood. While Roger, in place of advancing, gazed on her as on a ghost.

She tried to speak, but no sound came. And for the Abbess she had as easily spoken as the dead. Her senses tottered, the slim figure danced before her eyes, the voices of those who spoke came from a great way off.

It was the Vicomte who, being the least concerned, was first to find his voice. Is it you, Countess? he quavered.

The Countess nodded. She could not speak.

But how  how have you escaped?

Ay, how? the Bat chimed in more soberly. He saw that it was no phantom, though the mystery seemed none the less for that. How come you here, Countess? How  am I mad, or did you not go to their quarters at sundown?

No, she whispered. I did not go. She framed the words with difficulty. Between shame and excitement she seemed ready to sink into the earth.

No? You did not? Then who  who did go? Some one went.

She made a vain attempt to speak. Then commanding herself  

Bonne went  in my place, she cried. And clapping her hands to her face in a paroxysm of grief, she leant, weeping, against the post of the door.

They looked at one another and began to understand, and to see. And one had opened his mouth to speak, when a strangled cry drew all eyes to the Abbess. She seemed to be striving to put something from her. Her staring eyes, her round mouth of horror, her waving fingers made up a picture of terror comparable only to one of those masks which the Greeks used in their tragedies of fate. A moment she showed thus, and none of those who turned eye on her doubted that they were looking on a stress of passion beside which the Countesss grief was but a puny thing. The next moment she fell her length in a swoon.

* * * * *

When she came to herself an hour later she lay for a time with eyes open but vacant, eyes which saw but conveyed no image to the ailing brain. The sun was still low. Its shafts darting through the interstices in the wall of the hut were laden with a million dancing motes, which formed a shifting veil of light between her eyes and the roof. She seemed to have been gazing at this a whole æon when the first conscious thought pierced her mind, and she asked herself where she was.

Where? Not in her own lodging, nor alone. This was borne in on her. For on one side of her couch crouched one of her women; on the other knelt the Countess, her face hidden. In the doorway behind the head of the bed, and so beyond the range of her vision, were others; the low drone of voices, her fathers, the Dukes, penetrated one by one to her senses still dulled by the shock she had suffered. Something had happened then; something serious to her, or she would not lie thus surrounded with watchers on all sides of her bed. Had she been ill?

She considered this silently, and little by little began to remember: the flight to the camp, the camp life, the Dukes hut in which she had passed most of her time in the camp. Yes, she was in the Dukes hut, and that was his voice. She was lying on his couch. They had been besieged, she remembered. Had she been wounded? From under half-closed lids she scrutinised the two women beside her. The one she knew. The other must be her sister. Yes, her sister would be the first to come, the first to aid her. But it was not her sister. It was  

She knew.

She called on God and lay white and mute, shaking violently, but with closed eyes. The women rose and looked at her, and suggested remedies, and implored her to speak. But she lay cold and dumb, and only from time to time by violent fits of trembling showed that she was alive. What had she done? What had she done?

The women could make nothing of her. Nor when they had tried their utmost could her father, though he came and chid her querulously; his tone the sharper for the remorse he was feeling. He had had an hour to think; and during that hour the obedience which his less cherished daughter had ever paid him, her cheerful care of him, her patience with him, had risen before him; and, alas, with these thoughts, the memory of many an unkind word and act, many a taunt flung at her as lightly as at the dog that cumbered the hearth. To balance the account, and a little perhaps because the way in which Odette took it was an added reproach to him, he spoke harshly to the Abbess  such is human nature! But, for all the effect his words had on her, he might have addressed a stone. That which she had done thundered too loudly in her ears for anothers voice to enter.

She had not loved her sister over dearly, and into such love as she had given contempt had entered largely. But she was her sister. She was her sister! Memories of childish days in the garden at Villeneuve, when Bonne had clung to her hand and run beside her, and prattled, and played, and quarrelled, and yielded to her  being always the gentler  rose in her mind; and memories of little words and acts, and of Bonnes face on this occasion and on that! And dry-eyed she shook with horror of the thing she had done. Her sister! She had done her sister to death more cruelly, more foully, more barbarously, than if she had struck her lifeless at her feet.

An age, it seemed to her, she lay in this state, cold, paralysed, without hope. Then a word caught her ear and fixed her attention.

They have been away two hours, Joyeuse muttered, speaking low to the Vicomte. They should be back.

What could they do? the Vicomte answered in a tone of despair.

Forty swords can do much, Joyeuse answered hardily. Were I sound I should know what to do. And that right well!

They started too late.

The greater reason they should be back! Were all over they would be back.

I have no hope.

I have. Had they desired to kill them only, the Duke continued with reason, the brutes had done it here, in a moment! If they did not hope to use them why carry them off?

But the Vicomte with a quivering lip shook his head. He was still thinking  with marvellous unselfishness for him  of the daughter who had borne with him so long and so patiently. For des Ageaux there might be hope and a chance. But a woman in the hands of savages such as those he had seen in the town on the hill! He shuddered as he thought of it. Better death, better death a hundred times than that. He did not wish to see her again.

But in one heart the mention of hope had awakened hope. The Abbess raised herself on her elbow. Who have gone? she asked in a voice so hollow and changed they started as at the voice of a stranger. Who are gone? she repeated.

All but eight spears! the Duke answered.

Why not all? she cried feverishly. Why not all?

Some it was necessary to keep, Joyeuse replied gently. Not one has been kept that could go. If your sister can be saved, she will be saved.

Too late! the Vicomte muttered. And he shook his head.

The Abbess sank back with a groan. But a moment later she broke into a passion of weeping. The cord that had bound her heart had snapped. The first horror of the thing which she had done was passing. The first excuse, the first suggestion that for that which she had not intended she was not answerable, was whispering at the threshold of her ear. As she wept in passionate, in unrestrained abandonment, regarding none of those about her, wonder, an almost resentful wonder, grew in the Vicomtes heart. He had not given her credit for a tithe, for a hundredth part of the affection she felt for her sister! For the Duke, he, who had seen her consistently placid, garbed in gentle dignity, and as unemotional as she was beautiful, marvelled for a different reason. He hailed the human in her with delight; he could have blessed the weeping girl for every tear that proclaimed her woman. By the depth of her love for her sister he plumbed her capacity for a more earthly passion. He rejoiced, therefore, as much as he marvelled.

There was one other upon whom Odettes sudden breakdown wrought even more powerfully; and that was the Countess. While the sister remained stunned by the dreadful news and deaf to consolation, the poor child, who took all to herself and mingled shame with her grief, had not dared to speak; she had not found the heart or the courage to speak. Awed by the immensity of the catastrophe, and the Abbesss stricken face, she had cowered on her knees beside the bed with her face hidden; and weeping silently and piteously, had not presumed to trouble the other with her remorse or her useless regret. But the tears of a woman appeal to another woman after a fashion all their own. They soften, they invite. No sooner, then, had Odette proclaimed herself human by the abandonment of her grief than the Countess felt the impulse to throw herself into her arms and implore her forgiveness. She knew, none better, that Bonne had suffered in her place; that in her place and because of her fears  proved only too real  she had gone to death or worse than death; that the fault lay with herself. And that she took it to herself, that her heart was full of remorse and love and contrition  all this she longed to say to the sister. Before Odette knew what to expect or to fear, the younger woman was in her arms.

One moment. The next Odette struck her  struck her with furious, frantic rage, and flung her from her. It is you! You have done this! You! she cried, panting, and with blazing eyes. You have killed her! You!

The young girl staggered back with the mark of the Abbesss fingers crimson on her cheek. She stood an instant breathing hard, the combative instinct awakened by the blow showing in her eyes and her small bared teeth. Then she flung her hands to her face. It is true! It is true! she sobbed. But I did not know!

Know? the Abbess cried back relentlessly; and she was going to add other and madder and more insulting words, when her fathers face of amazement checked her. She fell back sullenly, and with a gesture of despair turned her face to the wall.

The Vicomte was on his feet, shocked by what had passed. He began to babble words of apology, of excuse; while Joyeuse, ravished, strange to say, by the spirit of the woman he had deemed above anger and above passion, smiled exultant, wondering what new, what marvellous, what incomparable side of herself this wonderful woman would next exhibit. He who had exhausted all common types, all common moods, saw that he had here the quintessence both of heaven and earth. Her beauty, her meekness, her indignation, her sorrow  what an amalgam was here! And how all qualities became her!

Had Roger been there he had taken, it is possible, another view. But he was not; and presently into the halting flow of the Vicomtes words crept a murmur, a tramp of feet, a sound indescribable, but proclaiming news. He broke off. What is it? he said. What is it?

News! Ay, news, for a hundred crowns! the Duke answered. He moved to the door.

The Countess, her face bedabbled with tears, tears of outraged pride as well as grief, stayed her sobs and looked in the same direction. Even the Abbess caught the infection, and raising her head from the pillow listened with parted lips and staring eyes. News! There was news. But what was it? Good or bad? The Abbess, her heart standing still, bit her lip till the blood came.

The murmur of voices drew nearer.


CHAPTER XVIII.

TWO IN THE MILL.

It is possible that Bonne did not herself know in what proportions pity and a warmer sentiment entered into her motives when she undertook to pass for the Countess and assume the girls risks. Certainly her first thought was for the Countess; and, for the rest, she felt herself cleared from the reproach of unmaidenliness by the danger of the step which she was taking. Even so, as she rode across the camp in the dusk of the first evening, into the half pain, half pleasure that burned her cheeks under the disguising hood entered some heat of shame.

Not that it formed a part of her plan that des Ageaux should discover her. To be near him unknown, to share his peril whom she loved, while he remained unwitting, to give and take nothing  this was the essence of the mystery that charmed her fancy, this was the heart of the adventure on which her affection had settled. He, by whose side she rode, and near whom she must pass the dark hours in a solitude which only love could rob of its terrors, must never know what she had done for love of him; or know it only from her lips in a delicious future on which reason forbade her to count.

In supporting her disguise she was perfectly successful. No suspicion that the girl riding beside him in depressed silence was other than the Countess, the unwilling sharer of his exile, crossed his mind. Bonne, hooded to the eyes and muffled in her cloak, sat low-hunched on her horse. Fulbert, who was in the secret, and to whom nothing which any one could do for his adored mistress seemed odd or extraordinary, helped her to mount and dismount, and nightly lay grim and stark across the door of her hut repelling inquiry. Add the fact that the Lieutenant on his side had his delicacy. Fortune compelled the Countess into his company, forced her on his protection. It behoved him to take no advantage, and, short of an indifference that might appear brutal, to leave her as much as possible to herself.

Bonne therefore had her wish. He had no slightest suspicion who was with him. She had, too, if she needed it, proof of his honour; proof certain that if he loved the great lady, he respected her to the same extent. Love her he might, see in her a grand alliance he might; but had he been the adventurer the Abbess styled him, he had surely made more of this opportunity, more of her helplessness and her dependence. The Countesss fortune, the wide lands that had tempted Vlaye, what a chance of making them sure was his! No great lady was here, but a young girl helpless, terrified, hedged in by perils. Such an one would be ready at the first word, at a sign, to fling herself into the arms of her only friend, her only protector, and promise him all and everything if he would but save her scatheless.

Bonne had imagination enough, and perhaps jealousy enough, to picture the temptation. And finding him superior to it  so that in the sweetness of her secret nearness to him was mingled no gall  she whispered to herself that if he loved he did not love overmuch. Was it possible that he did not love  in that direction? Was it possible that he had no more feeling for the Countess than she had for him?

Perhaps for an hour Bonne was happy  happy in these thoughts. Happy while the tones of his even and courteous voice, telling her that she need fear nothing, dwelt in her ears. For that period the pleasures of fancy overcame the tremors of the real. Then  for sleep was in no haste to visit her  a chance rustle, caused by something moving in her neighbourhood, the passage it might be of a prowling dog, made her prick her ears, forced her against her will to listen, sent a creepy chill down her back. After that she was lost. She did not wish to think of such things, it was foolish to think of such things; but how flimsy were the walls of her hut! How defenceless she lay, in the midst of the savage, grisly horde, whose looks even in the daylight had paled her cheeks. How useless must two swords prove against a multitude!

She must divert her thoughts. Alas, when she tried to do so, she found it impossible. It was in vain that she chid herself, in vain that she asked herself what she was doing there, if des Ageaux presence were no charm against fear, if with him at hand she was a coward! Always some sound, something that seemed the shuffle of feet or the whisper of murder, brought her to earth with quivering nerves; and as by the Lieutenants desire she burned no light, she could not interpret the most innocent alarm or learn its origin. She was no coward. But to lie in the dark, expecting and trembling, and thrice in the hour to sit up bathed in perspiration  a short experience of this left her no right to despise the younger girl whose place she had taken. When at last the longed-for light pierced the thin walls, and she knew that the night was past, she knew also that she looked forward to a second with dread. And she hated herself for it.

Not that to escape a hundred such nights would she withdraw. If she suffered, what must the child have suffered? She was clear that the Countess must not go again. But during the day she was more grave than usual; more tender with her father, more affectionate to her sister. And when she rode across the camp in the evening, exciting as little suspicion as before, she carried with her, hidden in her dress, a thing that she touched now and again to assure herself of its safety. She took it with her to the rough pallet on which she lay in her clothes; and her hand clasped it under the pillow. Something of a link it seemed between her and des Ageaux, so near yet so unwitting; for as she held it her mind ran on him. It kept at bay, albeit it was a strange amulet for a womans hand, the thought that had troubled her the previous night; and though more than once she raised herself on her elbow, fancying that she heard some one moving outside, the panic-terror that had bedewed her brow was absent. She lay down again on these occasions with her fingers on her treasure. And towards morning she slept  slept so soundly that when the light touched her eyelids and woke her, she sprang up in pleased confusion. They were calling her, the horses were waiting at the door. And in haste she wrapped herself in her travesty.

I give you joy of your courage, Countess! the Lieutenant said, as he came forward to assist her to mount. Fortunately Fulbert, with apparent clumsiness, interposed and did her the office. You have slept? des Ageaux continued, as he swung himself into his saddle and took his place by her side. Thats good, accepting her inarticulate murmur for assent. Well, one more night will end it, I fancy. I greatly, very greatly regret, he continued, speaking with more warmth than usual, that it has been necessary to expose you to this strain, Countess.

Again she muttered something through her closely drawn hood. Fortunately a chill, grey mist, through which the huts loomed gigantic, swathed the camp, and he thought that it was to guard herself from this that she kept her mouth covered. He suspected nothing, though, at dismounting, Fulbert interposed again. In two minutes from starting she was safe within the shelter of the Countesss hut, with the Countesss arms about her, and the childs grateful kisses warm on her cheek.

He had praised her courage! That was something; nay, it was much if he learned the truth. But he should never learn it from her, she was resolved. She had the loyalty which, if it gives, gives nobly; nor by telling robs the gift of half its virtue. She had saved the younger woman some hours of fear and misery, but at a price too high were she ever to speak and betray her confidence. No one saw that more clearly than Bonne, or was more firmly resolved to hide her share in the matter.

The third night she set out, not with indifference, since she rode by his side whose presence could never be indifferent to her, but with a heart comparatively light. If she took with her the charm which had served her so well, if it attended her to her couch and lay beneath her pillow, it was no longer the same thing to her; she smiled as she placed it there. And if her fingers closed on it in silence and darkness and she derived some comfort from it, she fell asleep with scarce a thought of the things its presence imported. For two nights she had slept little; now, worn-out, she was proof against all ordinary sounds, the rustle of a dog prowling in search of food, or the restless movements of a horse tethered near. Ay, and against other sounds as stealthy as these and more dangerous, that by-and-by crept rustling and whispering through the camp; sounds caused by a cloud of low stooping figures that moved and halted, lurked behind huts, and anon swept forward across an open space, and again lurking showed like some dark shadow of the night.

A shadow fraught, when it bared its face, with horror! For what was that cry, sharp, wild, stopped in mid-utterance?

Even as Bonne sprang up palpitating, and glared at the open doorway, the cry rose again  close by her; and the doorway melted into a press of dark forms that hurled themselves on her as soon as they were seen. She was borne back, choked, stifled; and desperately writhing, vainly striving to shriek, or to free mouth or hands from the folds of the coverlets that blinded her, she felt herself lifted up in a grasp against which it was vain to struggle. A moment, and with a shock that took away what breath was left in her, she was flung head and heels across something  across a horse; for the moment the thing felt her weight it moved under her.

Whoever rode it held her pitilessly, cruelly heedless of the pain her position caused her. She could hardly breathe, she could not see, the movement was torture; for her arms, pinned above her head, were caught in the folds of the thing that swathed her, and she could not use them to support herself. Her one thought, her only thought was to keep her senses; her one instinct to maintain her grip on the long sharp knife which had lain under her pillow; and which had become more valuable to her than the wealth of the world. The hand that had rested on it in her sleep had tightened on it in the moment of surprise. She had it, she felt it, her fingers, even while she groaned in pain, stiffened about its haft.

It was useless to struggle, but by a movement she managed at last to relieve the pressure on her side. The blood ceased to run so tumultuously to her head. And by-and-by, under the mufflings, she freed her hands, and by holding apart the edges of the stuff was able to breathe more easily, and even to learn something of what was happening about her. Abreast of her horse moved another horse, and on either side of the two ran and trotted a score of pattering naked feet, feet of the unkempt filthy Crocans from the hill-town, or of the more desperate spirits in the camp  feet of men from whom no ruth or mercy was to be expected.

Were they clear of the camp? Yes, for to one side the water of the stream glimmered between the pattering feet. As she made the discovery the other horse sidled against the one that bore her, and all but crushed her head and shoulders between their bodies. She only saved herself by lifting herself convulsively; on which the man who held her thrust her down brutally with an oath as savage as the action. She uttered a moan of pain, but it was wrung from her against her will. She would have suffered twice as much and gladly to learn what she knew now.

The horse beside her also carried double; and the after rider was a prisoner, a man with his hands bound behind him, and his feet roped under the horses body. A prisoner? If so it could be no other than des Ageaux. As she swung, painfully, to the movement of the horse across whose withers she lay, her pendant hands lacked little of touching, under cover of the stuff, his bound wrists.

Little? Nay, nothing. For suddenly the footmen, for a reason which she did not immediately divine, fell away leftwards, and the horse that bore the other prisoner strove to turn with them. Being spurred it sidled once more against hers, and though she raised herself, her head rubbed the riders leg. The man noticed it, patted her head, and made a jest upon it. She wants to come to me, he said. My burden for yours, Matthias!

Wait until we are through the ford and Ill talk, her captor answered. What will you offer for her? But it is so cursed dark here  with an oath I can see nothing! We had better have crossed with them at the stepping-stones and led over. As he spoke he turned his horse to the ford.

She knew then that the footmen had crossed by the stepping-stones, a hundred yards short of the ford. And she felt that Heaven itself had given her, weak as she was, this one opportunity. As the men urged their horses warily into the stream she stretched herself out stiffly, and gripping the bound hands that hung within her reach, she cut recklessly, heeding little whether she cut to the bone if she could only cut the cords. The man who held her felt her body writhing under his hand; for she knew that any instant the other horse might move out of reach. But he was thinking most of his steeds footing, he had no fear that she could wrest herself from him, and he contented himself for the moment with a curse and a threat.

Burn the wench, he cried, she wont be still!

Dont let her go! the other answered.

No fear! And when we have her on the hill she shall pay for this! When  

It was his last word. The keen long knife had passed from her hands to des Ageaux, from her weak fingers to his practised grip. As the man who held her paused to peer before him  for the ford, shadowed by spreading trees, was dark as pitch  des Ageaux drove the point straight and sure into the throat above the collar-bone. The action was so sudden, so unexpected, that the man he struck had no time to cry out, but with a low gurgling moan fell forward on his burden.

His comrade who rode before the Lieutenant knew little more. Before he could turn, almost before he could give the alarm, the weapon was driven in between his shoulders, and the Lieutenant, availing himself of the purchase which his bound feet gave him, hurled him over the horses head. Unfortunately the man had time to utter one shriek, and the cry with the splash, and the plunging of the terrified horse, bore the alarm to his comrades on the bank.

What is it? What is the matter? a voice asked. And a score of feet could be heard pounding hurriedly along the bank.

The Lieutenant had one moment only in which to make his choice. If he remained on the horse, which he could not restrain, for the reins had fallen, he might escape, but the girl must perish. He did not hesitate. As the frightened horse reared he cut his feet loose, and slid from it. He made one clutch at the floating reins but missed them. Before he could make a second the terrified animal was on the bank.

There remained the girls horse. But Bonne, drenched by the dying mans blood, had flung herself off  somehow, anyhow, in irrepressible horror. As des Ageaux turned she rose, dripping and panting beside him, her nerve quite gone. Oh, oh! she cried. Save me! Save me! and she clung to him.

Alas, while she clung to him her horse floundered out of the stream, and trotted after its fellow.

The pursuers were no more than thirty yards away, and but for the deep shadow which lay on the ford must have seen them. The Lieutenant had no time to think. He caught the girl up, and as quickly as he could he waded with her to the bank from which they had entered the water. Once on dry land he set her on her feet, seized her wrist and gripped it firmly.

Courage! he said. We must run! Run for your life, and if we can reach the wind-mill we may escape!

He spoke harshly, but his words had the effect he intended. She straightened herself, caught up her wet skirt and set off with him across the road and up the bare hill-side. He knew that not far above them stood a wind-mill with a narrow doorway in which one man might make some defence against numbers. The chance was slight, the hope desperate; but he could see no other. Already the pursuers were splashing through the ford and scattering on the trail, some running up the stream, some down, some stooping cunningly to listen. To remain beside the water was to be hunted as otters are hunted.

His plan answered well at first. For a few precious instants their line of retreat escaped detection. They even increased their start, and had put fifty or sixty yards of slippery hill-side between themselves and danger before a man of sharper ears than his fellows caught the sound of a stone rolling down the slope, and drew the hue and cry in the right direction. By that time the dark form of the wind-mill was faintly visible sixty or eighty yards above the fugitives. And the race was not ill set.

But Bonnes skirt hung heavy, her knees shook; and nearer and nearer she heard the pursuers feet. She could do no more! She must fall, her lungs were bursting! But des Ageaux dragged her on ruthlessly, and on; and now the wind-mill was not ten paces before them.

In! he cried. In! And loosing her hand, he turned, quick as a hare, the knife gleaming in his hand.

But the nearest man  the Lieutenants ear had told him that only one was quite near  saw the action and the knife, and as quickly sheered off, to wait for his companions. The Lieutenant turned again, and in half a dozen bounds was through the low narrow doorway and in the mill tower.

He had no sword, he had only the knife, still reeking. But he made no complaint. Instead, There were sheep penned here yesterday, he panted. There are some bars somewhere. Grope for them and find them.

Yes! she said. And she groped bravely in the darkness, though her breath came in sobs. She found the bars. Before the half-dozen men who led the chase had squeezed their courage to the attacking point, the bars that meant so much to the fugitives were in their places. Then des Ageaux bade her keep on one side, while he crouched with his knife beside the opening.

The men outside were chattering and scolding furiously. At length they scattered, and instead of charging the doorway, fired a couple of shots into it and held off, waiting for reinforcements. Courage, we have a fair chance now, the Lieutenant muttered. And then in a different tone, Thanks to you! Thanks to you! with deep emotion. Never woman did braver thing!

Then do you one thing for me! she answered, her voice shaking. Promise that I shall not fall into their hands! Promise, sir, promise, she continued hysterically, that you will kill me yourself! I have given you my knife. I have given you all I had. If you will not promise you must give it back to me.

God forbid! he said. And then, Dear Lord, am I mad? Who was it I picked up at the ford? Am I mad or dreaming? You are not the Countess?

I took her place, she panted. I am Bonne de Villeneuve. The place was so dark that neither could see the others face, nor so much as the outline of the figure.

I might have known it, he cried impulsively. And even in that moment of danger, of discomfort, of uncertainty, the girls heart swelled at the inference she drew from his words. I might have known it! he repeated with emotion. No other woman would have done it, sweet, would have done it But how  I am as far from understanding as ever  how come you to be here? And not the Countess?

I took her place, Bonne repeated  the truth must out now. She is very young and it was hurting her. She was ill.

You took her place? To-night?

This is  the third night.

And I  in a tone of wonder that a second time brought the blood to her cheeks I never discovered you! You rode beside me all those nights  all those nights and I never knew you! Is it possible?

She did not answer.

He was silent a moment. Then, By Heaven, it was well for me that you did! he murmured. Very well! Very well! Without you where should I be now? His eyes strove to pierce the darkness in which she crouched on the farther side of the opening, scarce out of reach of his hand. Where should I be now? A handsome situation, he continued bitterly, for the Governor of Périgord to be seized and hurried to a dogs death by a band of brigands! And to be rescued by a woman!

Is it so dreadful to you, she murmured, to owe your life to a woman?

Is it so dreadful to me, he repeated in an altered tone, to owe my life to you, do you mean? I am willing to owe all to you. You are the only woman  

But there, even as her heart began to flutter, he stopped. He stopped and she fell to earth. They are coming! he muttered. Keep yourself close! For Gods sake, keep yourself close!

And you too! she cried impulsively. Your life is mine.

He did not answer: perhaps he did not hear. The Crocans who had spent some minutes in consultation had brought a beam up the hill. They were about to drive it against the stout wooden bars, of which they must have guessed the presence, since they could not see them. The plan was not unwise; and as they fell into a ragged line on either side of the ram, while three skirmished forward, with a view to leaping into the opening before the defenders could recover from the shock, the Lieutenants heart sank. The form of attack was less simple than he had hoped. He had exulted too soon.

Whether Bonne knew this or not, she acted as if she knew it. As the leader of the assault shouted to his men to be ready, and the men lifted the beam hip high, she flitted across the opening, and des Ageaux felt her fingers close upon his arm.

He did not misunderstand her: he knew that she meant only to remind him of his promise. But at the touch a wave of feeling, as unexpected as it was irresistible, filled the breast of the case-hardened soldier; who, something cold by nature, had hitherto found in his career all that he craved. At that touch the admiration and interest which had been working within him since his talk with Bonne in the old garden at Villeneuve blossomed into a feeling infinitely more tender, infinitely stronger  into a love that craved return. The girl who had saved him, who had proved herself so brave, so true, so gentle, what a wife would she be! What a mother of brave and loyal and gentle children, meet sons and daughters of a loyal sire! And even as he thought that thought and was conscious of the love that pervaded his being, he felt her shiver against him, and before he knew it his arm was round her, he was clasping her to him, giving her assurance that until the end  until the end he would not let her go! He would never let her go.

And the end was not yet. For his lips in that moment which he thought might be their last found hers in the darkness, and she knew seconds of a great joy that seemed to her long as hours as she crouched against him unresisting; while the last orders of the men who sought their lives found strange echo in his words of love.

Crash! The splinters flew to right and left, the two upper bars were gone, dully the beam struck the back of the mill. But he had drawn her behind him, and was waiting with the tight-grasped knife for the man bold enough to leap through the opening. Woe betide the first, though he must keep his second blow for her. After that  if he had to strike her  there would be one moment of joy, while he fought them.

But the stormers, poor-hearted, deemed the breach insufficient. They drew back the beam, intending to break the lowest bar, which still held place. Once more they cried, One! Two! But not Three! In place of the word a yell of pain rang loud, down crashed the battering-ram, and high rose  as all fled headlong  a clamour of shrieks and curses. A moment and the thunder of hoofs followed, and mail-clad men, riding recklessly along the steep hill-side, fell on the poor naked creatures, and driving them pell-mell before them amid stern cries of vengeance, cut and hacked them without mercy.

Trembling violently, Bonne clung to her lover. Oh, what is it? What is it? she cried. What is it? Her spirits could endure no more.

Safety! he replied, the harder nature of the man asserting itself. Safety, sweetheart! Hold up your head, brave! What, swooning now when all is well!

Ay, swooning now. The word safety sufficed. She fell against him, her head dropped back.

As soon as he was assured of it, he lifted her in his arms with a new feeling of ownership. And climbing, not without difficulty, over the bar that remained, he emerged into something that, in comparison of the darkness within the mill, was light  for the day was coming. Before the door two horsemen, still in their saddles, awaited him. One was tall, the other stout and much shorter.

Is that you, Roger? he asked. It was not light enough to discern faces.

The shorter figure to which he addressed himself did not answer. The other, advancing a pace and reining up, spoke.

No, he said, in a tone that at once veiled and exposed his triumph, I am the Captain of Vlaye. And you are my prisoner.


CHAPTER XIX.

THE CAPTAIN OF VLAYEs CONDITION.

The four who looked to the door of the Dukes hut, and waited for the news, were not relieved as quickly as they expected. When men return with no news they are apt to forget that others are less wise than themselves; and where, with something to impart, they had flown to relieve the anxious, they are prone to forget that the negative has its value for those who are in suspense.

Hence some minutes elapsed before Roger presented himself. And when he came and they cried breathlessly, Well, what news? his answer was a look of reproach.

Should I not have come at once if there had been any? he said. Alas, there is none.

But you must have some! they cried.

Nothing, he answered, almost sullenly. All we know is that they quarrelled over their prisoners. The hill above the ford is a shambles.

The Vicomte repressed the first movement of horror. Above the ford? he said. How came they there?

Roger shrugged his shoulders. We dont know, he said. And then reading a dreadful question in his sisters eyes, No, there is no sign of them, he continued. We crossed to the old town on the hill, but found it locked and barred. The brutes mopped and mowed at us from the wall, but we could get no word of Christian speech from them. They seemed to be in terror of us  which looks ill. But we had no ladders and no force sufficient to storm it, and the Bat sent me back with ten spears to make you safe here while he rode on with Charles towards Villeneuve.

Villeneuve? the Vicomte asked, raising his eyebrows. Why?

There were tracks of a large body of horsemen moving in that direction. The Bat hopes that some of the wretches quarrelled with the others, and carried off the prisoners, and are holding them safe  with an eye to their own necks.

God grant it! Odette muttered in a low tone, and with so much feeling that all looked at her in wonder. Nor had the prayer passed her lips many seconds before it was answered. The sound of voices drew their looks to the door, a shadow fell across the threshold, the substance followed. As the little Countess sprang forward with a shriek of joy and the Abbess dropped back in speechless emotion, Bonne stood before them.

He has granted her prayer, the Duke muttered in astonishment. Laus Deo! While Roger, scarcely less surprised than if a ghost had appeared before them, stared at his sister with all his eyes.

She barely looked at them. I am tired, she said. Bear with me a moment. Let me sit down. Then, as if she were not content with the surprise which her words caused, Dont touch me! she continued, recoiling before the Countesss approach. Wait until you have heard all. You have little cause for joy. Wait!

The Vicomte thought his worst fears justified. But, my child, he faltered, is that all you have to say to us? And to the others, in a lower voice, She is distraught! She is beside herself. Can those wretches  

I escaped them, she replied, in the same dull tones. They have done me no harm. Let me rest a minute before I tell you.

Roger stayed the inquiry after the Lieutenant which was on his lips. It was evident to him and to all that something serious had happened: that the girl before them was not the girl who had ridden away yesterday with so brave a heart. But, freed from that fear of the worst which the Vicomte had entertained, they knew not what to think. Some signs of shock, some evidences of such an experience as she had passed through, were natural; but the reaction should have cast her into their arms, not withheld her  should have flung her weeping on her sisters shoulder, not frozen her in this strange apathy.

The Abbess, indeed, who had recovered from the paroxysm of gratitude into which Bonnes return had cast her, eyed her sister with the shadow of a terror. Conscience, which makes cowards of us all, suggested to her an explanation of her sisters condition, adequate and more than adequate. A secret alarm kept her silent therefore: while the young Countess, painfully aware that she had escaped all that Bonne had suffered, sank under new remorse. For the others, they did not know what to think: and stealthily reading one anothers eyes, felt doubts that they dared not acknowledge. Was it possible, notwithstanding her denial, that she had suffered ill-treatment?

Perhaps it were better, the Duke muttered, if we left mademoiselle in the care of her sister?

But low as he spoke, Bonne heard. She raised her head wearily. This does not lie with her, she said.

The Abbess breathed more freely. The colour came back to her cheeks. She sat upright, relieved from the secret fear that had oppressed her. With whom, then, child? she asked in her natural voice. And why this mystery? But we  have forgotten  her voice faltered, we have forgotten, she repeated hardily, M. des Ageaux. Is he safe?

It is of him I am going to speak, Bonne replied heavily.

He has not  he has not fallen.

He is alive.

Thank Heaven for that! Roger cried with heartiness, his eyes sparkling. Has he gone on with Charles and the Bat?

No.

Then where is he? She did not answer, and, startled, Roger looked at her, the others looked at her. All waited for the reply.

He is in the Captain of Vlayes hands, she said slowly. And a gentle spasm, the beginning of weeping which did not follow, convulsed her features. He saved me, she continued in trembling tones, from the peasants, only to fall into M. de Vlayes hands.

Well, that was better! Roger answered.

Her lips quivered, but she did not reply. Perhaps she was afraid of losing that control over herself which it had cost her much to compass.

But the Vicomtes patience, never great, was at an end. He saw that this was going to prove a troublesome matter. Hence his sudden querulousness. Come, come, girl, he said petulantly. Tell us what has happened, and no nonsense! Come, an end, I say! Tell us what has happened from the beginning, and let us have no mysteries!

She began. In a low voice, and with the same tokens of repressed feeling, she detailed what had happened from the moment of the invasion of her hut by the peasants to the release of des Ageaux and the struggle in the river-bed.

He owes us a life there, the Vicomte exclaimed, while Rogers eyes beamed with pride.

She paid no heed to her fathers interjection, but continued the story of the succeeding events  the assault on the mill, and the arrival of Vlaye and his men.

Who in truth and fact saved your lives then, Roger said. I forgive him much for that! It is the best thing I have heard of him.

He saved my life, Bonne replied, with a faint but perceptible shudder. She kept her eyes down as if she dared not meet their looks.

But the Lieutenants too, the Vicomte objected. You told us that he was alive.

He is alive, she murmured. And the trembling began to overpower her. Still alive.

Then  

But to-morrow at sunrise her voice shook with the pent-up misery, the long-repressed pain of her three hours ride from Vlaye to-morrow at sunrise, he  he must die!

What?

The word came from one who so far had been silent. And the Duke rising from his place by the door stood upright, supporting his weakened form against the wall of the hut. What? he repeated in a voice that in spite of his weakness rang clear and loud with anger. He will not dare!

M. de Vlaye? the Vicomte muttered in a discomfited tone, I am sure  I am sure he will not  dream of such a thing. Certainly not!

M. de Vlaye says that if  if   Bonne paused as if she could not force her pallid lips to utter the words he says that at sunrise to-morrow he will hang him as the Lieutenant last week hung one of his men.

For murder! Clear proved murder! Roger cried in an agitated voice. Before witnesses!

Then by my salvation I will hang him! Joyeuse retorted in a voice which shook with rage; and one of those frantic, blasphemous passions to which all of his race were subject overcame him. I will hang him high as Haman, and like a dog as he is! He snatched a glove from a peg on the wall beside him, and flung it down with violence. Give him that, the miserable upstart! he shrieked, and tell him that as surely as he keeps his word, I, Henry of Joyeuse, who for every spear he boasts can set down ten to that, will hang him though God and all His saints stand between! Give it him! Give it him! On foot or on horse, in mail or in shirt, alone or by fours, I am his and will drag his filthy life from him! Go! he continued, turning, his eyes suffused with rage, on Roger. Or bid them bring me my horse and arms! I will to him now, now, and pluck his beard! I  

My lord, my lord, Roger remonstrated. You are not fit.

Joyeuse sank back exhausted on his stool. For him and such as he more than fit, he muttered. More than fit  coward as he is! But his tone and evident weakness gave him the lie. He looked feebly at his hand, opening and closing it under his eyes. Well, let him wait, he said. Let him wait awhile. But if he does this, I will kill him as surely as I sit here!

Ay, to be sure! the Vicomte chimed in. But unless I mistake, my lord, we are on a false scent. There was something of a condition unless I am in error. This silly girl, who is more moved than is needful, said  if, if  that M. de Vlaye would hang him, unless  What was it, child, you meant?

She did not answer.

It was Roger whose wits saved her the necessity. His eyes were sharpened by affection; he knew what had gone before. He guessed that which held her tongue.

We must give up the Countess! he cried in generous scorn. That is his condition. I guess it!

Bonne bowed her head. She had felt that to state the condition to the helpless, terrified girl at whose expense it must be performed was a shame to her; that to state it as if she craved its performance, expected its performance, looked for its performance, was a thing still baser, a thing dishonouring to her family, not worthy a Villeneuve  a thing that must smirch them all and rob them of the only thing left to them, their good name.

Yet if she did not speak, if she did not make it known? If she did not do this for him who loved her and whom she loved? If he perished because she was too proud to crave his life, because she feared lest her cloak be stained ever so little? That, too, was  she could not face that.

She was between the hammer and the anvil. The question, what she should do, had bowed her to the ground. She had seen as she rode that she must choose between honour and life; her lovers life, her own honour!

Meanwhile, Give up the Countess? the Vicomte muttered, staring at his son in dull perplexity. Give up the Countess? Why?

Unless she is surrendered, Roger explained in a low voice, he will carry out his threat. He goes back, sir, to his old plan of strengthening himself. It is very clear. He thinks that with the Countess in his power he can make use of her resources, and by their means defy us.

He is a villain! the Vicomte cried, touched in his tenderest point.

Villain or no villain, I will cut his throat! Joyeuse exclaimed, his rage flaming up anew. If he touch but a hair of des Ageaux head  who was wounded striving to save my brothers life at Coutras, as all the world knows  I will never leave him nor forsake him till I have his life!

I fear that will not avail the Lieutenant, Roger muttered despondently.

No. No, it may not, the Vicomte agreed, but we cannot help that. He, in truth, was able to contemplate the Lieutenants fate without too much vexation, or any overweening temptation to abandon the Countess. We cannot help it, and that is all that remains to be said. If he will do this he must do it. And when his own time comes his blood be upon his own head!

But the girl who shared with Bonne the tragedy of the moment had something to say. Slowly the Countess stood up. Timid she was, but she had the full pride of her race, and shame had been her portion since the discovery of the thing Bonne had done to save her. The smart of the Abbesss fingers still burned her cheek and seared her pride. Here, Heaven-sent, as it seemed, was the opportunity of redressing the wrong which she had done to Bonne and of setting herself right with the woman who had outraged her.

The price which she must pay, the costliness of the sacrifice did not weigh with her at this moment, as it would weigh with her when her blood was cool. To save Bonnes lover stood for something; to assert herself in the eyes of those who had seen her insulted and scorned stood for much.

No, she said with simple dignity. There is something more to be said, M. le Vicomte. If it be a question of M. des Ageaux life, I will go to the Captain of Vlaye.

You will go? the Vicomte cried, astounded. You, mademoiselle?

Yes, she replied slowly, and with a little hardening of her childish features. I will go. Not willingly, God knows! But rather than M. des Ageaux should die, I will go.

They cried out upon her, those most loudly who were least interested in her decision. But the one for whose protest she listened  Roger  was silent. She marked that; for she was a woman, and Rogers timid attentions had not passed unnoticed, nor, it may be, unappreciated. And the Abbess was silent. She, whose heart this latest proof of her lovers infidelity served but to harden, she whose soul revolted from the possibility that the deed which she had done to separate Vlaye from the Countess might cast the girl into his arms, was silent in sheer rage. Into far different arms had she thought to cast the Countess! Now, if this were to be the end of her scheme, the devil had indeed mocked her!

Nor did Bonne speak, though her heart was full. For her feelings dragged her two ways, and she would not, nay, she could not speak. That much she owed to her lover. Yet the idea of sacrificing a woman to save a man shocked her deeply, shocked alike her womanliness and her courage; and not by a word, not by so much as the raising of a finger would she press the girl, whose very rank and power left her friendless among them, and made her for the time their sport. But neither  though her heart was racked with pity and shame  would she dissuade her. In any other circumstances which she could conceive, she had cast her arms about the child and withheld her by force. But her lover  her lover was at stake. How could she sacrifice him? How prefer another to him? And after all  she, too, acknowledged, she, too, felt the force of the argument  after all, the Countess would be only where she would have been but for her. But for her the young girl would be already in Vlayes power; or worse, in the peasants hands. If she went now she did but assume her own perils, take her own part, stand on her own feet.

I shall go the rather, the Countess continued coldly, using that very argument, since I should be already in his power had I gone myself to the peasants camp!

You shall not go! You cannot go! the Vicomte repeated with stupid iteration.

M. le Vicomte, she answered, I am the Countess of Rochechouart. And the little figure, the infantine face, assumed a sudden dignity.

It is unbecoming!

It becomes me less to let a gallant gentleman die.

But you will be in Vlayes power.

God willing, she replied, her spirit still sustaining her. Was not the Abbess, whom she was beginning to hate, looking at her?

Ay, looking at her with such eyes, with such thought, as would have overwhelmed her could she have read them. Bitter indeed, were Odettes reflections at this moment  bitter! She had stained her hands and the end was this. She had stooped to a vile plot, to an act that might have cost her sister her life, and with this for reward. The triumph was her rivals. Before her eyes and by her act this silly chit, with heroics on her lips, was being forced into his arms! And she, Odette, stood powerless to check the issue of her deed, impotent to interfere, unable even to vent the words of hatred that trembled on her lips.

For the Duke was listening, and she had still enough prudence, enough self-control, to remember that she must not expose her feelings in his presence. On him depended what remained: the possibility of vengeance, the chances of ambition. She knew that she could not speak without destroying the image of herself which she had wrought so patiently to form. And even when he added his remonstrances to her fathers, and hot words imputing immodesty rose to the Abbesss lips  words that must have brought the blood to the Countesss cheeks and might have stung her to the renunciation of her project, she dared not utter them. She swallowed her passion, and showed only a cold mask of surprise.

Not that the Duke said much. For after a while, Well, perhaps it is best, he said. What if she pass into his power! It is better a woman marry than a man die. We can make the one a widow; whereas to bring the other to life would puzzle the best swordsman in France!

The Vicomte persisted. But there is no burden laid on the Countess to do this, he said. And I for one will be no party to it! What? Have it said that I surrendered the Countess of Rochechouart who sought my protection?

Sir, the girl replied, trembling slightly, no one surrenders the Countess save the Countess. But that the less may be said to your injury, my own people shall attend me thither, and  

They will avail you nothing! the Vicomte replied with a frankness that verged on brutality. You do not understand, mademoiselle. You are scarcely more than a child, and do not know to what you are going. You have been wont to be safe in your own resources, and now, were a fortnight given you to gather your power, you could perhaps make M. de Vlaye tremble. But you go from here, in three hours you will be there, and then you will be as much in his power, despite your thirty or forty spears, as my daughter was this morning!

I count on nothing else, she said. But her face burned. And Bonne, who suffered with her, Bonne who was dragged this way and that, and would and would not, in whom love struggled with pity and shame with joy, into her face, too, crept a faint colour. How cowardly, oh, how cowardly seemed her conduct! How base in her to buy her happiness at the price of this childs misery! To ransom her lover at a womans cost! It was a bargain that in anothers case she had repudiated with scorn, with pride, almost with loathing. But she loved, she loved. And who that loved could hesitate? One here and there perhaps, some woman of a rare and noble nature, cast in a higher mould than herself. But not Bonne de Villeneuve.

Yet the word she would not utter trembled on her tongue. And once, twice the thought of Roger shook her. He, too, loved, yet he bore in silence to see his mistress delivered, tied and bound, to his rival!

How, she asked herself, how could he do it, how could he suffer it? How could he stand by and see this innocent depart to such a fate, to such a lot!

That puzzled her. She could understand the acquiescence of the others; of her sister, whom M. de Vlayes inconstancy must have alienated, of Joyeuse, who was under an obligation to des Ageaux, of the Vicomte, who, affecting to take the Countesss part, thought in truth only of himself. But Roger? In his place she felt that she must have spoken whatever came of it, that she must have acted whatever the issue.

Yet Roger, noble, generous Roger  for even while she blamed him with one half of her mind, she blessed him with the other  stood silent.

Silent, even when the Countess with a quivering lip and a fleeting glance in his direction  perhaps she, too, had looked for something else at his hands  went out, her surrender a settled thing; and it became necessary to give orders to her servants, to communicate with the Bat, and to make such preparations as the withdrawal of her men made necessary. The Dukes spears were expected that day or the next, but it needed no sharp eye to discern that Vlayes capture of the Lieutenant had taken much of the spirit out of the attack. The Countesss men must now be counted on the Captain of Vlayes side; while the peasants, weakened by the slaughter which Vlaye had inflicted on them at the mill, and by the distrust which their treachery must cause, no longer stood for much in the reckoning. It was possible that the Lieutenants release might reanimate the forces of the law, that a second attempt to use the peasants might fare better than the first, that Joyeuses aid might in time place des Ageaux in a position to cope with his opponent. But these were possibilities only, and the Vicomte for one put no faith in them.

He was utterly disgusted, indeed, with the turn which things were taking. Nor was his disgust at any time greater than when he stood an hour later and viewed the Countess and her escort marching out of the camp. If his life since Coutras had been obscure and ignoble, at least it had been safe. While his neighbours had suffered at the Captain of Vlayes hands, he had been favoured. He had sunk something of his pride, and counted in return on an alliance for his daughter, solid if not splendid. Now, by the act of this meddling Lieutenant  for he ignored Vlayes treatment both of his daughter and the Countess  all was changed. He had naught to expect now but Vlayes enmity; Villeneuve would no longer be safe for him. He must go or he must humble himself to the ground. He had taken, he had been forced by his children to take, the wrong side in the struggle. And the time was fast approaching when he must pay for it, and smartly.


CHAPTER XX.

THE ABBESS MOVES.

That Bonne failed to read the dark scroll of her sisters thoughts need not surprise us; since apart from the tie of blood the two women had nothing in common. But that she failed also to interpret Rogers inaction; that, blaming herself for an acquiescence which love made inevitable, she did not spare him, whom love should have moved in the opposite direction  this was more remarkable. For a closer bond never united brother and sister. But misery is a grand engrosser. She had her lover in her thoughts, the poor girl whom she sacrificed on her mind; and she left the Dukes quarters without that last look at her brother which might have enlightened her.

Had she questioned him he had discovered his mind. She did not, and she had barely passed from sight before he was outside and had got a fresh horse saddled. One thing only it was prevented his leaving the camp in advance of the Countess, whose people were not ready. His foot was raised to the stirrup when he bethought him of this thing. He left the horse in charge of a trooper and hurried back to the Dukes quarters, found him alone and put his question.

You made a man fight the other night against his will, he said, his head high. Tell me, my lord, how I can do the same thing.

The Duke stared, then laughed. Is it that you want? he answered. Tell me first whom it is you would fight, my lad?

The Captain of Vlaye.

Ah?

You said a while ago, Roger continued, his eyes sparkling, that you would presently make her a widow. Better a widow before she is wed, I say!

The Duke smiled whimsically. Sits the wind in that quarter? he answered. You have no mind to see her wed at all, my lad? That is it, is it? I had some notion of it.

Tell me how I can make him fight, Roger replied, sticking to his question and refusing even to blush.

Tell me how I can get the moon! Joyeuse answered, but not unkindly. Why should he risk his life to rid himself of you, who are no drawback to him? Tell me that! Or why should he surrender the advantage of his strong place and his four hundred spears to enter the lists with a man who is naught to him?

Because if he does not I will kill him where I find him! Roger replied with passion. And the mode of the day, which was not nice in the punctilios of the duel, and forgave the most irregular assault if it were successful, which cast small blame on Guise for the murder of St. Pol, or on Montsoreau for the murder of Bussy, justified the threat. I will kill him! he repeated. Fair or foul, light or dark  

He shall not wed her! the Duke cried in a mocking tone and with an extravagant gesture. But in truth the raillery was on the surface only. The lads spirit touched the corresponding note in his own nature. None the less he shook his head. Brave words, brave words, young man, he continued; but you are not Vitaux, who counted his life for nothing, and whose sword was a terror to all.

But if I count my life for nothing?

Ay, if! If!

And why should I not? Roger retorted, his soul rising to his lips. Tell me, my lord, why should I count it for more? What am I, the son of a poor gentleman, misshapen, rough, untutored, that I should hold my life dear? That I should spare it, and save it, as a thing so valuable? What have I in prospect of all the things other men look to? Glory? See me! Fine I should be, with a bitter laugh covering tears, in a triumph, or marching up the aisle to a Te Deum! Court favour? Ay, I might be the dwarf in a masque or the fool in motley! Naught besides! Naught besides, my lord! And for love? He laughed still more bitterly. I tell you my own father winces when he sees me! My own sister and my own brother  well, they are blind perhaps. They, they only, and old Solomon, and the woman who nursed me and dropped me  see in me a man like other men. Leave them out, and, as I live, until this man came  

Des Ageaux?

Des Ageaux  until he came and spoke gently to me and said, do this, and do that, and you shall be as Gourdon or as Guesclin!  even he could not promise me love  as I live, till then no man pitied me or gave me hope! And shall I let him die to save my stunted life?

But it is not the saving him that is in question, the Duke replied gently, and with respect in his tone. He was honestly moved by this unveiling of poor Rogers thoughts. She saved him.

And Ill save her, Roger replied with fervour. I will save her though I die a hundred deaths. For she, too  

He paused. The Duke looked at him, a spice of humour mingling with his sympathy. She, too, sees in you a man like other men, he said, I suppose?

She pitied me, Roger answered. No more; she pitied me, my lord! What more could she do, being what she is? And I being what I am? His chin sank on his breast.

The Duke nodded kindly. May-be, he said. Less likely things have happened. And then, But what will you do? he asked.

Go with her and see him, take him aside, and if he will fight me, well! And if he will not, I will strike him down where he stands!

But that will not save des Ageaux.

No?

No! On the contrary, it will be he, Joyeuse retorted somewhat grimly, who will pay for it. Do you not see that?

Then I will wait, Roger replied, until he is released.

And then, the Duke asked, still opposing, though the man and the plan were alike after his own heart, what of the Countess? M. de Vlaye dead, who will protect her? His men  

They would not dare! Roger cried, trembling. They would not dare!

Well, perhaps not, the Duke answered, after a moments thought. Perhaps not. Probably his lieutenant would protect her, for his own sake. And des Ageaux free would be worth two hundred men to us. Not that, if I were well, he would be in question. But I am but half a man, and we need him!

You shall have him, Roger answered, his eyes glittering. Have no doubt of it! But advise me, my lord. Were it better I escorted her to the gate and sought entrance later, after he had released des Ageaux? Or that I kept myself close until the time came?

The time? For what?

The speaker was the Abbess. Unseen by the two men, she had that moment glided across the threshold. The pallor of her features and the brightness of her eyes were such as to strike both; but differently. To the Duke these results of a night passed in vivid emotions, and of a morning that had crowned her schemes with mockery, only brought her into nearer keeping with the dress she wore  only enhanced her charms. To her brother, on the other hand, who now hated Vlaye with a tenfold hatred, they were grounds for suspicion  he knew not why. But not even he came nearer to guessing the truth. Not even he dreamt that behind that mask were passions at work which, had they discovered them, would have cast the Duke into a stupor deeper than any into which his own mad freaks had ever flung a wondering world. As it was, the Dukes eyes saw only the perfection of womankind; the lily of the garden, drooping, pale, under the woes of her frailer sisters. Of the jealousy with which she contemplated the surrender of her rival to her lovers power, much less of the step which that surrender was pressing upon her, he caught no glimpse.

The time for what? the Duke repeated, with looks courteous to the point of reverence. Ah  pardon, my sister, but we cannot take you into our counsel. Men must sometimes do things it is not for saints to know or women to witness.

Saints! The involuntary irony of her tone must have penetrated ears less dulled by prejudgment. Saints! and then, I am no saint, my lord, she said modestly.

Still, he answered, it were better you did not know, mademoiselle. It is but a plan by which we think it possible that we may yet get the better of M. de Vlaye and save the child before  before, in fact  

Ay? the Abbess said, a flicker of pain in her eyes. Before  I understand.

Before it be too late.

Yes. And how?

The Duke shook his head with a smile meant to propitiate. How? he repeated. That  pardon me  that is the point upon which  we would fain be silent.

Yet you must not be silent, she replied. You must tell me. And pale, almost stern, she looked from one to the other, dominating them. You must tell me, she repeated. Or perhaps, fixing Roger with a glance keen as steel, I know already. You would save her by killing him. It is of that you are thinking. It is for that your horse is waiting saddled by the gate. You would ride after her, and gain access to him  and  

She has not started? Roger exclaimed.

She started ten minutes ago, the Abbess answered coldly. Nay, stay! For Roger was making for the door. Stay, boy! Do you hear?

I cannot stay!

If you do not stay you will repent it all your life! the Abbess made answer in a voice that shook even his resolution. And she all hers! Ha! that stays you? with a gleam of passion she could not restrain. I thought it would. Now, if you will listen, I have something to say that will put another complexion on this.

They gazed expectant, but she did not at once continue. She stood reflecting deeply; while each of her listeners regarded her after his knowledge of her; Roger sullenly and with suspicion, doubting what she would be at, the Duke in admiration, expecting that with which gentle wisdom might inspire her.

Secretly she was heart-sick, and the sigh which she could not restrain declared it. But at last, There is no need of violence, she said wearily. No, addressing Roger, who had raised his hand in remonstrance, hear me out before you interrupt me. How will the loss of a minute harm you? Or of five or ten? I repeat, there is no need of violence. Heaven knows there has been enough! We must go another way to work to release her. It is my turn now.

I would rather trust myself, Roger muttered; but so low that the words, frank to rudeness, did not reach Joyeuses ears.

Yet you must trust me, she answered. Do so, trust me, and follow my directions, and I will take on myself to say that before nightfall she shall be free.

What are we to do? the Duke asked.

You? Nothing. I, all. I must take her place, as she has taken M. des Ageaux.

For an instant they were silent in sheer astonishment. Then, But M. de Vlaye may have something to say to that! Roger ejaculated before the Duke could find words. The lad spoke on impulse. He knew a little and suspected more of the lengths to which Vlayes courtship of his sister had gone.

If she had not put force on herself, she had flung him a retort that must have opened the Dukes eyes. Instead, I shall not consult M. de Vlaye, she replied coldly. I have visited him on various occasions, and we are on terms. My appearance in Vlaye, seeing that the Abbey of Vlaye is but a half-league from the town, will cause no surprise. Once in the town, if I can enter the castle and gain speech of the Countess, she may escape in my habit.

I hate this shifting and changing! Roger grumbled.

But if it will save her?

Ay, but will it? Roger returned, shrugging his shoulders. He suspected that her aim was to save M. de Vlaye rather than the Countess. Will it? Can you, in the first place, get speech of her?

I think I can, the Abbess answered quietly. Many of the men know me. And I will take with me Father Benet, who is at the Captain of Vlayes beck and call. He will serve me within limits, if a friend be needed. I shall wear my robes, and though she is shorter and smaller I see no reason why she should not pass out in them in the twilight or after dark.

But what of you? the Duke asked, staring much.

I shall remain in her place.

Remain in her place? Joyeuse said slowly, in the voice he would have used had Our Lady appeared before him. You will dare that for her?

A faint colour stole into the Abbesss cheeks. It is my expiation, she murmured modestly. I struck her  God forgive me!

But  

And I run no risk. M. de Vlaye knows me, and this  with a gesture which drew attention to her conventual garb will protect me.

The Duke gazed at the object of his adoration in a kind of rapture, seeing already the wings on her shoulders, the aureole about her head. Mademoiselle, you will do that? he cried. Then you are no woman! You are an angel! In his enthusiasm he knelt  not without difficulty, for he was still weak  and kissed her hand. To him the thing seemed an act of pure heroism, pure self-denial, pure good-doing.

But Roger, who knew more of his sisters nature and past history, and whose knowledge left less room for fancys gilding, stood lost in gloomy thought. What did she mean? Was she going as friend or enemy? Influence with Vlaye she had, or lately had; but, the Countess released, in what a position would she, his sister, stand? Could he, could her father, could her friends let her do this thing?

Yet the chance  to a lover  was too good to reject; the position, moreover, was too desperate for niceties. The thought that she was going, not for the sake of the Countess, but of the Captain of Vlaye, the suspicion that she was not unwilling to take the Countesss place and the Countesss risks, occurred to him. But he thrust, he strove to thrust the suspicion and the thought from him. Her motive and her meaning, even though that motive and meaning were to save the Captain of Vlaye, were small things beside the Countesss safety.

At any rate I shall go with you, he said at length, and with more of suspicion than of gratitude in his tone. When will you be ready?

I think it likely that he will have bidden Father Benet to be with him at sunset, she answered. If we are at the priests, therefore, an hour earlier, it should do.

And for safe-conduct?

I will answer for that, she replied with boldness, so far as M. de Vlayes men are concerned.

The answer chafed Roger anew. Her reliance on her influence with Vlaye and Vlayes people  he hated it; and for an instant he hesitated. But in the end he swallowed his vexation: had he not made up his mind to shut his eyes? And the three separated after a few more words relating to the arrangements to be made. The Duke, standing with a full heart in the doorway, watched her to her quarters, marked the grace of her movements, and in his mind doomed the Captain of Vlaye to unspeakable deaths if he harmed her; while she, as she passed away, thought  but we need not enter into her thoughts. She was doing this, lest a worse thing happen; doing it in a passion of jealousy, in a frenzy of disgust. But she had one consolation. She would see the Captain of Vlaye! She would see the man she loved. Through the dark stuff of her thoughts that prospect ran like a golden thread.

Roger, on the other hand, should have been content. He should have been more than satisfied, as an hour later he rode beside her down the river valley to the chapel beside the ford, and thence to the open country about Villeneuve. For if things were still dark, there was a prospect of light. A few hours earlier he had despaired; he had seen no means of saving the woman he adored, save at the expense of his own life. Now he had hope and a chance, now he had prospects, now he might look, if fortune favoured him, to be her escort into safety before the sun rose again.

Surely, then, he should have been content; yet he was not. Not even when after a journey of four hours the two, having passed Villeneuve, gained without misadventure the summit of that hill on the scarped side of which the Countess had met with her first misfortune. From that point, they and the two armed servants who followed them could look down upon the wide green valley that framed the town of Vlaye, and that, somewhat lower, opened into the wide plain of the Dronne. They could discern the bridge over the river; they could almost count the red roofs of the small town that crept up from the water to the coronet of grey walls and towers that crowned all. Those walls and towers basking in the sunshine were the eyrie that lorded it over leagues of country seen and unseen  the hawks nest, the plebis flagellum, as the old chronicler has it. They might, in sight of those towers, count the preliminaries over and all but the supreme risk run.

For quite easily they might have fallen in with Vlayes people on the road and been taken; or with M. de Vlaye himself, and with that there had been an end of the plan. But they had escaped these dangers. And yet Roger was not content; still he rode with a gloomy brow and pinched lips. The longer he thought of his sisters plan, the more he suspected and the less he liked it. There was in it a little which he did not understand, and more which he understood too well. His sister and M. de Vlaye! He hated the collocation; he hated to think that she must be left, willingly and by her own act, in the adventurers power; and this at a moment when disappointment would aggravate a temper tried by the attack on him and by the part which the Vicomte had played in it. On what did she depend for her safety, for her honour, for all that she put wantonly at stake? On his respect? His friendship? Or his love?

I will take her place, she had said. Could it be that she was willing, that she desired, to take it altogether? Was she, after the rebuffs, after the scornful and contumelious slight which M. de Vlaye had put upon her, willing still to seek him, willing still to be in his power?

It seemed so. Certainly it could not be denied that she was seeking him, and that he, her brother, was escorting her. In that light people would look upon his action.

The thought stung him, and he halted midway on the woodland track that descended the farther side of the hill. His face wore a mixture of shame and appeal  with ill-humour underlying both. See here, Odette, he said abruptly, I do not see the end of this.

Though she raised her eyebrows contemptuously, a faint tinge of colour crept into her face.

I thought, she replied, that the end was to save this little fool who is too weak to save herself!

But you?

Oh, for me? contemptuously. Take no heed of me. I am of other stuff, and can manage my own affairs.

You think so, he retorted. But the Captain of Vlaye, he, too, is of other stuff.

Do you fancy I am afraid of M. de Vlaye? she answered. And her eyes flashed scorn on him. You may be! You should be! with a glance which marked his deformity and stabbed the sense of it deep into his heart. How should you be otherwise, seeing that in no circumstances could you be a match for him! But I? I say again that I am of other stuff.

All the same, he muttered darkly, I would not go on  

Would not go on? she retorted in mockery. Not with your sweet Countess in danger? Not with the dear light of your eyes in Vlayes arms? Not go on? Oh, brave lover! Oh, brave man! Not go on, and your Countess, your pretty Countess  

Be silent! he cried. She stung him to rage.

Ah! We go back then?

But he could not face that, he could not say yes to that; and, defeated, he turned in dumb sullen anger and resumed the road.

Necessarily the danger of arrest increased as they approached the town. The last mile, which brought them to the bridge over the river, was traversed under the eyes of the castle; it would not have surprised Roger had they been met and stopped long before they came to the town gate. But the Captain of Vlaye, it seemed, held the danger still remote, and troubled his followers with few precautions. The place lay drowsing in the late heat of the summer afternoon. It was still as the dead, and though their approach was doubtless seen and noted, no one issued forth or challenged them. Even the men who lounged in the shade of the low-browed archway  that still bore the scutcheon of its ancient lords  contented themselves with a long stare and a sulky salute. The bridge passed, a narrow street paved and steep, and overhung by ancient houses of brick and timber, opened before them. It led upwards in the direction of the castle, but after pursuing it in single file some fifty paces, the Abbess turned from it into a narrow lane that brought them in a bow-shot  for the town was very small  to the wall again. This was their present destination. For crowded into an angle of the wall under the shadow of one of the old brick watch-towers stood the chapel and cell that owned the lax rule of M. de Vlayes chaplain, Father Benet.


CHAPTER XXI.

THE CASTLE OF VLAYE.

Roger had little faith in the priests power, and less in his willingness to aid them. But at worst he was not to be kept in suspense. By good luck, Father Benet was walking at the moment of their arrival in his potherb garden. As they dismounted, they espied the Father peeping at them between the tall sunflowers and budding hollyhocks; his ruddy face something dismayed and fallen, and his mien that of a portly man caught in the act of wrong-doing. Finding himself detected, he came forward with an awkward show of joviality.

Welcome, sister, he said. There is naught the matter at the Abbey, I trust, that I see you thus late in the day?

No, the matter is here, the Abbess replied, with a look in her eyes that told him she knew all. And we are here to see about it. Let us in, Father. The time is short, for at any moment your master  she indicated the castle by a gesture may hear of our arrival and send for us.

I am sure, the priest answered glibly, that anything that I can do for you, sister  

She cut him short. No words, no words, but let us in! she said sharply. And when with pursed lips and a shrug of resignation he had complied, and they stood in the cool stone-floored room  communicating by an open door with the chapel  in which he received his visitors, she came with the same abruptness to the point.

At what hour are you going up to the castle? she asked.

He tried to avoid her eyes. To the castle? he repeated.

Ay, she said, watching him keenly. To the castle. Are there more castles than one? Or first, when were you there last, Father?

His look wandered, full of calculation. Last? he said. When was I at the castle last?

The truth! The truth! she cried impatiently.

He chid her, but with a propitiatory smile akin to those which the augurs exchanged. Sister! Sister! he said. Nil nisi verum clericus! I was there no more than an hour back.

And got your orders? And got your orders, I suppose? she repeated with rude insistence. Out with it, Father. I see that you are no more easy than I am!

He flung out his hands in sudden abandonment. God knows I am not! he said. God knows I am not! And that is the truth, and I am not hiding it. God knows I am not! But what am I to do? He is a violent man  you know him!  and I am a man of peace. I must do his will or go. And I am better than nothing! I may  there was a whine in his voice I may do some good still. You know that, sister. I may do some good. I baptise. I bury. But if I go, there is no one.

And if you go, you are no one, she answered keenly. For your suffragan has you in no good favour, I am told. So that if you go you happen on but a sackcloth welcome. So it is said, Father. I know not if it be said truly.

Untruly! Untruly! he protested earnestly. He has never found fault with me, sister, on good occasion. But I have enemies, all men have enemies  

You are like to make more, Roger struck in, with a dark look.

The priest wrung his hands. I know! I know! he said. He carries it too highly. Too highly! They say that he has caught the Kings governor now, and has him in keeping there.

It is true.

Well, I have warned him; he cannot say I have not!

And what said he to your warning? the Abbess asked with a sneer.

He threatened me with the stirrup leathers.

And you are now to marry him?

He turned a shade paler. You know it? he gasped.

I know it, but not the time, she answered. And as he hesitated, silent and appalled, Come, she continued, the truth, Father. And then I will tell you what I am going to do.

At sunset, he muttered, I am to be there.

Good, she said. Now we know. Then you will go up an hour earlier. And I shall go with you.

He protested feebly. He knew something of that which had gone before, something of her history, something of her passion for the Captain of Vlaye; and he was sure that she was not bent on good. I dare not! he said, I dare not, sister! You ask too much.

Dare not what? the Abbess retorted, bending her handsome brows in wrath. Dare not go one hour earlier?

But you  you want to go?

If I go with you, what is that to you?

But  

But what, Father, but what?

You want something of me? he faltered. He was not to be deceived. Something dangerous, I know it!

I want your company to the door of the room where she lies, the Abbess replied. That is all. You have leave to visit her? Do not  overwhelming him with swift fierce words deny it. Do not tell me that you have not! Think you I do not know you, Father? Think you I do not know how well you are with him, how late you sit with him, how deep you drink with him, when he lacks better company? And that this  though you are frightened now, and would fain be clear of it, knowing who she is  is the thing which you have vowed to do for him a hundred times and a hundred times to that, if it would help him!

Never! Never! he protested, paler than before.

Father, she retorted, stooping forward and speaking low, be warned. Be warned! Get you a foot in the other camp while you may! You are over-well fed for the dry crust and the sack bed of the bishops prison! You drink too much red wine to take kindly to the moat puddle! And that not for months, but for years and years! Have you not heard of men who lay forgotten, ay, forgotten even by their gaoler at last, until they starved in the bishops prison? The bishops prison, Father! she continued cruelly. Who comes out thence, but the rats, and they fat? Who comes out thence  

Dont! Dont! the priest cried, his complexion mottled, his flabby cheeks trembling with fear of the thing which her words called up, with fear of the thing that had often kept him quaking in the night hours. You will not do it?

I? she answered drily. No, not I perhaps. But is a Countess of Rochechouart to be abducted so lightly, or so easily? Has she so few friends? So poor a kindred? A cousin there is, I think  my lord Bishop of Comminges  who has one of those very prisons. And, if I mistake not, she has another cousin, who is in Flanders now, but will know well how to avenge her when he returns.

What is it you want me to do? he faltered.

Go with me to her door  that I may gain admission. Then, whether you go to him or not, your silence, for one half-hour.

You will not do her any harm? he muttered.

Fool, it is to do her good I am here.

And that is all? You swear it?

That is all.

He heaved a deep sigh. I will do it, he said. He wiped his brow with the sleeve of his cassock. I will do it.

You are wise, she replied, and wise in time, Father, for it is time we went. The sun is within an hour of setting. Then, turning to Roger, who had never ceased to watch the priest as a cat watches a mouse, The horses may wait in the lane or where you please, she said. They are hidden from the castle where they stand, and perhaps they are best there. In any case  with a meaning glance I return to this spot. Expect me in half an hour. After that, the rest is for you to contrive. I wash my hands of it.

The words in which he would have assented stuck in the lads throat. He could not speak. She turned again to the priest. One moment and I am ready, she said. Have you a mirror?

A mirror? he exclaimed in astonishment.

But of course you have not, she replied. She looked about her an instant, then with a quick step she passed through the doorway into the chapel. There her eye had caught a polished sheet of brass, recording in monkish Latin the virtues of that member of the old family who had founded this Capella extra muros, as ancient deeds style it. She placed herself before the tablet, and paying as little heed to her brother or the priest  though they were within sight  as to the sacred emblems about her, or the scene in which she stood, she cast back her hood, and drew from her robes a small ivory case. From this she took a morsel of sponge, and a tiny comb, also of ivory; and with water taken from the stoup beside the door, she refreshed her face, and carefully recurled the short ringlets upon her forehead. With a pencil drawn from the same case, she retouched her eyelashes and the corners of her eyes, and with deft fingers she straightened and smoothed the small ruff about her neck. Finally, with no less care, she drew the hood of her habit close round her face, and after turning herself about a time or two before the mirror went back to the others. They had not taken their eyes off her.

Come, she said. And she led the way out without a second word, passed by the waiting horses and the servants, and, attended by the reluctant Father, walked at a gentle pace along the lane towards the main street.

The priest went in fear, his stout legs trembling under him. But until the two reached a triangular open space, graced by an Italian fountain, and used, though it sloped steeply, for a market site, the street they pursued was not exposed to view from the castle. Above the marketplace, however, the road turned abruptly to the left, and, emerging from the houses, ascended between twin mounds, of which the nearer bore the castle, and the other, used on occasion as a tilt-yard, was bare. The road ascended the gorge between the two, then wound about, this time to the right, and gained the summit of the unoccupied breast; whence, leaping its own course by a drawbridge, it entered the grey stronghold that on every other side looked down from the brow of a precipice  here on the clustering roofs of the town, and there, and there again, on the wide green vale and silvery meanders of the Dronne.

Looking to the south, where the valley opened into a plain, the eye might almost discern Coutras  that famous battlefield that lies on the Dronne bank. Northward it encountered the wooded hills beyond which lay Villeneuve, and the town of Barbesieux on the great north road, and the plain towards Angoulême. Fairer eyrie, or stronger, is scarce to be found in the width of three provinces.

Until they came to the market-place the Abbess and her unwilling companion had little to fear unless they met M. de Vlaye himself. As far as others were concerned, Father Benets coarse, plump face, albeit less ruddy than ordinary, was warrant enough to avert both suspicion and inquiry. But thence onwards they walked in full view not only of the lounge upon the ramparts which the Captain of Vlaye most affected at the cool hour, but of a dozen lofty casements from any one of which an officious sentry or a servant might mark their approach and pass word of it. Father Benet pursued this path as one under fire. The sun was low, but at its midday height it had not burned the stout priest more than the fancied fury of those eyes. The sweat poured down his face as he climbed and panted and crossed himself in a breath.

Believe me, you are better here than in the bishops prison, his companion said, to cheer him.

But he will see us from the ramparts, he groaned, not daring to look up and disprove the fact. He will see us! He will meet us at the gate.

Then it will be my affair, the Abbess answered.

We are mad  stark, staring mad! he protested.

You were madder to go back, she said.

He looked at her viciously, as if he wished her dead. Fortunately they had reached the narrow defile under the bridge, and a feverish longing to come to an end of the venture took place of all other feelings in the priests breast. Doggedly he panted up the Tilt Mound, as it was called, and passed three or four groups of troopers, who were taking the air on their backs or playing at games of chance. Thence they crossed the drawbridge. The iron-studded doors, with their clumsy grilles, above which the arms of the old family still showed their quarterings, stood open; but in the depths of the low-browed archway, where the shadows were beginning to gather, lounged a dozen rogues whose insolent eyes the Abbess must confront.

But she judged, and rightly, that the priests company would make that easy which she could not have compassed so well alone, though she might have won entrance. The men, indeed, were surprised to see her, and stared; some recognised her with respect, others with grins half-knowing, half-insolent. But no one stepped forward or volunteered to challenge her entrance. And although a wit, as soon as her back was turned, hummed

Je suis amoureuse,
Malheureuse,
Jai perdu mon galant!

and another muttered, Oh, la, la, the bridesmaid! with a wink at his fellows, they were soon clear of the gate and the starers, and crossing the wide paved court, that, bathed in quiet light, was pervaded none the less by an air of subdued expectation. Here a man cleaned a horse or his harness, there a group chatted on the curb of the well; here a white-capped cook showed himself, and there, beside the entrance, a couple teased the brown bear that inhabited the stone kennel, and on high days made sport for the Captain of Vlayes dogs.

Vlayes quarters and those of his household and officers lay in the wing on the left, which overlooked the town; his men were barracked and the horses stabled in the opposite wing. The fourth side, facing the entrance, was open, but was occupied by a garden raised two steps above the court and separated from it, first by a tall railing of curiously wrought iron, and secondly by a row of clipped limes, whose level wall of foliage hid the pleasaunce from the come-and-go of the vulgar.

The Abbess knew the place intimately, and she felt no surprise when the Father, in place of making for the common doorway on the left, which led into M. de Vlayes wing, bore across the open to the floriated iron gates of the garden. He passed through these and turned to the left along the cool green lime walk, which was still musical with the hum of belated bees.

She is in the demoiselles wing then? the Abbess murmured. She had occupied those rooms herself on more than one occasion. They opened by a door on the garden and enjoyed a fair and airy outlook over the Dronne. As she recalled them and the memories they summoned up her features worked.

Where else should she be  short of this evening? Father Benet answered, with full knowledge of the sting he inflicted. Her secret was no secret from him. But I need come no farther, he added, pausing awkwardly.

To the door, she answered firmly. To the door! That is the bargain.

Well, we are there, he said, halting when he had taken another dozen paces, which brought them to the door in the garden end of the left wing. Now, I will retire by your leave, sister.

Knock!

He complied with a faltering hand, and the moment he had done so he turned to flee, as if the sound terrified him. But with an unexpected movement she seized his wrist in her strong grasp, and though he stammered a remonstrance, and even resisted her weakly, she held him until the opening door surprised them.

A grim-faced woman looked out at them. To see the Countess, the Abbess muttered. Then to the priest, as she released him, I shall not be more than ten minutes, Father, she continued. You will wait for me, perhaps. Until then!

She nodded to him after a careless, easy fashion, and the door closed on her. In the half-light of the passage within, which faded tapestry and a stand of arms relieved from utter bareness, the woman who had admitted her faced her sourly. You have my lords leave? she asked suspiciously.

Should I be here without it? the Abbess retorted in her proudest manner. Be speedy, and let me to her. My lord will not be best pleased if the priest be kept waiting.

No great matter that, the woman muttered rebelliously. But having said it she led the visitor up the stairs and ushered her into the well-remembered room. It was a spacious, pleasant chamber, with a view of the garden, and beyond the garden of the widening valley spread far beneath. Nothing of the prison-house hung about it, nor was it bare or coldly furnished.

The woman did not enter with her, but the gain was not much. For the Abbess had no sooner crossed the threshold than she discovered a second gaoler. This was a young waiting-woman, who, perched on a stool within the door, sat eyeing her prisoner with something of pity and more of ill-humour. The little Countess, indeed, was a pitiful sight. She lay, half-crouching, half-huddled together, in the recess of the farther window, on the seat of which she hid her face in the abandonment of despair. Her loosened hair flowed dishevelled upon her neck and shoulders; and from minute to minute a dry, painful sob  for she was not weeping  shook the poor child from head to foot.

The Abbess, after one keen glance, which took in every particular, from the waiting-womans expression to the attitude of the captive, nodded to the attendant. Then for a moment she did not speak. At last, She takes it ill? she muttered under her breath.

The other slightly shrugged her shoulders. She has been like that since he left her, she whispered. Whether the words and the movement expressed more pity, or more contempt, or more envy, it was hard to determine; for all seemed to meet in them. She could not take it worse.

I am here to mend that, the Abbess rejoined. And she moved a short way into the room. But there she came to a stand. Her eyes had fallen on a pile of laces and dainty fabrics arranged upon one of the seats of the nearer window. Her face underwent a sudden change; she seemed about to speak, but the words stuck in her throat. At last Those are for her? she said.

Ay, but God knows how I am to get them on, the girl answered in a low tone. She is such a baby! But there it is! Whatever she is now, shell be mistress to-morrow, and I  I am loath to use force.

I will contrive it, the Abbess replied, a light in her averted eyes. Do you leave us. Come back in a quarter of an hour, and if I have succeeded take no notice. Take no heed, do you hear, she continued, turning to the girl, if you find her dressed. Say nothing to her, but let her be until she is sent for.

I am only too glad to let her be.

That is enough, the Abbess rejoined sternly. You can go now. Already the time is short for what I have to do.

You will find it too short, my lady, unless I am mistaken, the waiting-woman answered under her breath. But she went. She was glad to escape; glad to get rid of the difficulty. And she went without suspicion. How the other came to be there, or how her interest lay in arraying this child for a marriage with her lover  these were questions which the girl proposed to put to her gossips at a proper opportunity; for they were puzzling questions. But that the Abbess was there without leave  the Abbess who not a month before had been frequently in Vlayes company, hawking and hunting, and even supping  to the scandal of the convent, albeit no strait-laced one nor unwont to make allowance for its noble mistresses  that the Abbess was there without the knowledge of her master she never suspected. It never for an instant entered the womans mind.

Meanwhile Odette, the moment the door closed on the other, took action. Before the latch ceased to rattle her hand was on the Countesss shoulder, her voice was in her ear. Up, girl, if you wish to be saved! she hissed. Up, and not a word!

The Countess sprang up  startled simultaneously by hand and voice. But once on her feet she recoiled. She stood breathing hard, her hands raised to ward the other off. You? she cried. You here? And shaking her head as if she thought she dreamed, she retreated another step. Her distrust of the Abbess was apparent in every line of her figure.

Yes, it is I, Odette answered roughly. It is I.

But why? Why are you here? Why you?

To save you, girl, the Abbess answered. To save you  do you hear? But every moment is of value. Hold your tongue, ask no questions, do as I tell you, and all may be well. Hesitate, and it will be too late. See, the sun still shines on the head of that tall tree! Before it leaves that tree you must be away from here. Is it true that he weds you to-night?

The other uttered a cry of despair. And for naught! she said. Do you understand, for naught! He has not let him go! He lied to us! He has not released him! He holds me, but he will not release him.

And he will not! the Abbess replied, with something like a jeer. So, if you would not give all for naught, listen to me! Put some wrapping about your shoulders, and a kerchief on your head to heighten you, and over these my robes and hood. And be speedy! On your feet these  with a rapid movement she drew from some hiding-place in her garments a pair of thick-soled shoes. Hold yourself up, be bold, and you may pass out in my place.

In your place? the girl stammered, staring in astonishment.

The Abbess had scant patience with her rivals obtuseness. That is what I said, she replied, with a look that was not pleasant in her eyes.

The Countess saw the look, and, fearful and doubting, hung back. She could not yet grasp the position. But you! she murmured. What of you?

What is that to you?

But  

Fear nothing for me! the Abbess cried vehemently. Think only of yourself! Think only of your own safety. I  with scorn am no weak thing to suffer and make no cry. I can take care of myself. But, there  impatiently we have lost five minutes! Are you going to do this or not? Are you going to stay here, or are you going to escape?

Oh, escape! Escape, if it be possible! the Countess answered, shuddering. Anywhere, from him!

You are certain?

Oh, yes, yes! But it is not possible! He is too clever.

We will see if that be so, the Abbess answered, smiling grimly. And taking the matter into her own hands, she began to strip off her robe and hood.

That decided the girl. Gladly would she have learned how the other came to be there, and why and to what she trusted. Gladly would she have asked other things. But the prospect of escape  of escape from a fate which she dreaded the more the nearer she saw it  took reality in view of the Abbesss actions. And she, too, began. Escape? Was it possible? Was it possible to escape? With shaking fingers she snatched up a short cloak, and wrapped it about her shoulders and figure, tying it this way and that. She made in the same way a turban of a kerchief, and stood ready to clothe herself. By this time the Abbesss outer garments lay on the floor, and in three or four minutes the travesty, as far as the younger woman was concerned, was effected.

Meantime, while they both wrought, and especially while the Countess, stooping, stuffed the large shoes and fitted them and buckled them on, the Abbess never ceased explaining the remainder of the plan.

Go down the stairs, she said, and if you have to speak mutter but a word. Outside the door, turn to the right until you come to the gate in the iron railing. Pass through it, cross the court, and go out through the great gate, speaking to no one. Then follow the road, which makes a loop to the left and passes under itself. Descend by it to the market-place, and then to the right until you see the town gate fifty paces before you. At that point take the lane on the left, and a score of yards will show you the horses waiting for you, and with them a friend. You understand? Then I will repeat it.

And she did so from point to point in such a way and so clearly that the other, distracted as she was, could not but learn the lesson.

And now, the Abbess said, when all was told, give me something to put on. Her beautiful arms and shoulders were bare. Something  anything, she continued, looking about her impatiently. Only be quick! Be quick, girl!

There is only this, the Countess answered, producing her heavy riding-cloak. Unless  doubtfully you will put on those. She indicated the little pile of wedding-clothes, of dainty silk and lace and lawn, that lay upon the window-seat.

Those! the Abbess exclaimed. And she looked at the pile as at a snake. No, not those! Not those! Why do you want me to put on those? Why should I? with a suspicious look at the others face.

If you will not  

Will not?  violently. No, I will not. And why do you ask me? But I prate as badly as you, and we lose time. Are you ready now? Let me look at you. And feverishly, while she kicked off her own shoes and donned the riding-cloak and drew its hood over her head, she turned the Countess about to assure herself that the disguise was tolerable  in a bad light.

Then, You will do, she said roughly, and she pushed the girl from her. Go now. You know what you have to do.

But you? the little Countess ventured. Words of gratitude were trembling on her lips; there were tears in her eyes. You  what will you do?

You need not trouble about me, the Abbess retorted. Play your part well; that is all I ask.

At least, the Countess faltered, let me thank you. She would have flung her arms round the others neck.

But the Abbess backed from her. Go, silly fool! she cried savagely, unless, after all, you repent and want to keep him.

The insult gave the needed fillip to the others courage. She turned on her heel, opened the door with a firm hand, and, closing it behind her, descended the stairs. The waiting-maid and the grim-faced woman were talking in the passage, but they ceased their gossip on her appearance, and turned their eyes on her. Fortunately the place was ill-lit and full of shadows, and the Countess had the presence of mind to go steadily down to them without word or sign.

I hope mademoiselle has succeeded, the waiting-woman murmured respectfully. It is not a business I favour, I am sure.

The Countess shrugged her shoulders  despair giving her courage  and the grim-faced woman moved to the door, unlocked it, and held it wide. The escaping one acknowledged the act by a slight nod, and, passing out, she turned to the right. She walked, giddily and uncertainly, to the open gate in the railing, and then, with some difficulty  for the shoes were too large for her  she descended the two steps to the court. She began to cross the open, and a man here and there, raising his head from his occupation, turned to watch her.


CHAPTER XXII.

A NIGHT BY THE RIVER.

The Countess knew that her knees were shaking under her. The gaze, too, of the men who watched was dreadful to her. She felt her feet slipping from the shoes; she felt the kerchief, that, twined in her hair, gave her height, shift with the movement; she felt her limbs yielding. And she despaired. She was certain that she could not pass; she must faint, she must fall. Then the scornful words of the woman she had left recurred to her, stung her, whipped her courage once more; and, before she was aware of it, she had reached the gateway. She was conscious of a crowd of men about her, of all eyes fixed on her, of a jeering voice that hummed:

Amoureuse,
Malheureuse,
Jai perdu mon gallant!

and  and then she was beyond the gate! The cool air blowing in the gorge between the two breasts fanned her burning cheeks  never breeze more blessed!  and with hope, courage, confidence all in a moment revived and active, she began to descend the winding road that led to the town.

There were men lounging on the road, singly or in groups, who stared at her as she passed; some with thinly-veiled insolence, others in pure curiosity. But they did not dare to address her; though they thought, looking after her, that she bore herself oddly. And she came unmolested to the spot where the road passed under the drawbridge. Here for an instant sick fear shook her anew. Some of the men in the gateway had come out to watch her pass below; she thought that they came to call her back. But save for a muttered jeer and the voice of the jester repeating slyly:

Malheureuse,
Amoureuse,
A perdu son gallant!

no one spoke; and as pace by pace her feet carried her from them, carried her farther and farther, her courage returned, she breathed again. She came at the foot of the descent, to the carved stone fountain and the sloping market-place. She took, as ordered, the road that fell away to the right, and in a twinkling she was hidden by the turn from the purview of the castle.

She ventured then  the town seemed to stifle her  to move more quickly; as quickly as her clumsy shoes would let her move on stones sloping and greasy. Here and there a person, struck by something in her walk, turned to take a second glance at her; or a woman in a low doorway bent curious eyes on her as she came and went. She could not tell whether she bred suspicion in them or not, or whether she seemed the same woman  but a trifle downcast  who had passed that way before. For she dared not look back nor return their gaze. Her heart beat quickly, and more quickly as the end drew near. Success that seemed within her grasp impelled her at last almost to a run. And then  she was round the corner in the side lane that had been indicated to her, and she saw before her the horses and the men gathered before the chapel gate. And Roger  yes, Roger himself, with a face that worked strangely and words that joy stifled in his throat, was leading her to a horse and lending his knee to mount her. And they were turning, and moving back again into the street.

There is only the gate now, he muttered, only the gate! Courage, mademoiselle! Be steady!

And the gate proved no hindrance. Though not one moment of all she had passed was more poignant, more full of choking fear, than that which saw them move slowly through, under the gaze of the men on guard, who seemed for just one second to be rising to question them. Then  the open country! The open country with its air, its cool breezes, its spacious evening light and its promise of safety. And quick on this followed the delicious moment when they began to trot, slowly at first and carelessly, that suspicion might not be awakened; and then more swiftly, and more swiftly, urging the horses with sly kicks and disguised spurrings until the first wood that hid them saw them pounding forward at a gallop, with the Countesss robe flapping in the wind, her kerchief fallen, her hair loosened. Two miles, three miles flew by them; they topped the wooded hill that looked down on Villeneuve. Then, midway in the descent on the farther side, they left the path at a word from Roger, plunged into the scrub and rode at risk  for it was dark  along a deer-trail with which he was familiar. This brought them presently, by many windings and through thick brush, to a spot where the brook was fordable. Thence, in silence, they plodded and waded and jogged along damp woodland ways and through watery lanes that attended the brook to its junction with the river.

Here, at length, in the lowest bottom of the Villeneuve valley, they halted. For the time they deemed themselves safe; since night had fallen and hidden their tracks, and Vlaye, if he followed, would take the ordinary road. It had grown so dark indeed, that until the moon rose farther retreat was impossible; and though the river beside which they stood was fordable at the cost of a wetting, Roger thought it better to put off the attempt. One of the servants, the man at the Countesss bridle, would have had him try now, and rest in the increased security of the farther bank. But Roger demurred, for a reason which he did not explain; and the party dismounted where they were, in a darkness which scarcely permitted the hand to be seen before the face.

The moon will be up in three hours, Roger said. If we cannot flee they cannot pursue. Mademoiselle, he continued, in a voice into which he strove to throw a certain aloofness, if you will give me your hand, he felt for it, there is a dry spot here. I will break down these saplings and put a cloak over them, and you may get some sleep. You will need it, for the moment the moon is up we must ride on.

The snapping of alder boughs announced that he was preparing her resting-place. She felt for the spot, but timidly, and he had to take her hand again and place her in it.

I fear it is rough, he said, but it is the best we can do. For food, alas, we have none.

I want none, she answered. And then hurriedly, You are not going?

Only a few yards.

Stay, if you please. I am frightened.

Be sure I will, he answered. But we are in little danger here.

He made a seat for himself not far from her, and he sat down. And if she was frightened he was happy, though he could not see her. He was in that stage of love when no familiarity has brought the idol too near, no mark of favour has declared her human, no sign of preference has fostered hope. He had done her, he was doing her a service; and all his life it would be his to recall her as he had seen her during their flight  battered, blown about, with streaming hair and draggled clothes, the branches whipping colour into her cheeks, her small brown hand struggling with her tangled locks. In such a stage of love to be near is enough, and Roger asked no more. He forgot his sisters position, he forgot des Ageaux danger. Listening in the warm summer night to the croaking of the frogs, he gazed unrebuked into the darkness that held her, and he was content.

Not that he had hope of her, or even in fancy thought of her as his. But this moment was his, and while he lived he would possess the recollection of it. All his life he would think of her, as the monk in the cloister bears with him the image of her he loved in the world; or as the maid remembers blamelessly the lover who died between betrothal and wedding, and before one wry word or one divided thought had risen to dim the fair mirror of her future.

Alas, of all the dainty things in the world, too delicate in their nature to be twice tasted, none is more evanescent than this first worship; this reverence of the lover for her who seems rather angel than woman, framed of a clay too heavenly for the coarse touch of passion.

Once before, in the hay-field, he had tried to save her, and he had failed. This time  oh, he was happy when he thought of it  he would save her. And he fell into a dream of a life  impossible in those days, however it might have been in the times of Amadis of Gaul, or Palmerin of England  devoted secretly to her service and her happiness; a beautiful, melancholy dream of unrequited devotion, attuned to the solemnity of the woodland night with its vast spaces, its mysterious rustlings and gurgling waters. Those who knew Roger best, and best appreciated his loyal nature, would have deemed him sleepless for the Lieutenants sake  whose life hung in the balance; or tormented by thoughts of the Abbesss position. But love is of all things the most selfish; and though Roger ground his teeth once and again as Vlayes breach of faith occurred to him, his thoughts were quickly plunged anew in a sweet reverie, in which she had part. The wind blew from her to him, and he fancied that some faint scent from her loosened hair, some perfume of her clothing came to him.

It was her voice that at last and abruptly dragged him from his dream. Are you not ashamed of me? she whispered.

Ashamed? he cried, leaping in his seat.

Once  twice, I have failed, she went on, her voice trembling a little. Always some one must take my place. Bonne first, and now your other sister! I am a coward, Monsieur Roger. A coward!

No! he said firmly. No!

Yes, a coward. But you do not know, she continued in the tone of one who pleaded, how lonely I have been, and what I have suffered. I have been tossed from hand to hand all my life, and mocked with great names and great titles, and been with them all a puppet, a thing my family valued because they could barter it away when the price was good  just as they could a farm or a manor! I give orders, and sometimes they are carried out, and sometimes not  as it suits, bitterly. I am shown on high days as Madonnas are shown, carried shoulder high through the streets. And I am as far from everybody, as lonely, as friendless, her voice broke a little, as they! What wonder if I am a coward?

You are tired, Roger answered, striving to control his voice, striving also to control a mad desire to throw himself at her feet and comfort her. You will feel differently to-morrow. You have had no food, mademoiselle.

You too? in a voice of reproach.

He did not understand her, and though he trembled he was silent.

You too treat me as a child, she continued. You talk as if food made up for friends and no one was lonely save when alone! Think what it must be to be always alone, in a crowd! Bargained for by one, snatched at by another, fawned on by a third, a prize for the boldest! And not one  not one thinking of me! pathetically. And then, as he rose, What is it?

I think I hear some one moving, Roger faltered. I will tell the men! And without waiting for her answer, he stumbled away. For, in truth, he could listen no longer. If he listened longer, if he stayed, he must speak! And she was a child, she did not know. She did not know that she was tempting him, trying him, putting him to a test beyond his strength. He stumbled away into the darkness, and steering for the place where the horses were tethered he called the men by name.

One answered sleepily that all was well. The other, who was resting, snored. Roger, his face on fire, hesitated, not knowing what to do. To bid the man who watched come nearer and keep the lady company would be absurd, would be out of reason; and so it would be to bid him stand guard over them while they talked. The man would think him mad. The only alternative, if he would remove himself from temptation, was to remain at a distance from her. And this he must do.

He found, therefore, a seat a score of paces away, and he sat down, his head between his hands. But his heart cried  cried pitifully that he was losing moments that would never recur  moments on which he would look back all his life with regret. And besides his heart, other things spoke to him; the warm stillness of the summer night, the low murmur of the water at his feet, the whispering breeze, the wood-nymphs  ay, and the old song that recurred to his memory and mocked him  

Je ris de moi, je ris de toi,
Je ris de ta sottise!

Here, indeed, was his opportunity, here was such a chance as few men had, and no man would let slip. But he was not as other men  there it was. He was crook-backed, poor, unknown! And so thinking, so telling himself, he fixed himself in his resolve, he strove to harden his heart, he covered his ears with his hands. For she was a child, a child! She did not understand!

He would have played the hero perfectly but for one fatal thought that presently came to him  a thought fatal to his rectitude. She would take fright! Left alone, ignorant of the feeling that drove him from her  what if she moved from the place where he had left her, and lost herself in the wood, or fell into the river, or  and just then she called him.

Monsieur Roger! Where are you?

He went back to her slowly, almost sullenly; partly in surrender to his own impulse, partly in response to her call. But he did not again sit down beside her. Yes, he said. You are quite safe, mademoiselle. I shall not be out of earshot. You are quite safe.

Why did you go away?

Away? he faltered.

Are you afraid of me? gently.

Afraid of you? He tried to speak gaily.

Pray, she said in a queer, stiff tone, do not repeat all my words. I asked if you were afraid of me, Monsieur Roger?

No, he faltered, but  but I thought that you would rather be alone.

I? in a tone that went to poor Rogers heart. I, who have told you that I am always alone? Who have told you that I have not  her voice shook a friend  one real friend in the world!

You are tired now, Roger faltered, finding no other words than those he had used before.

Not one real friend! she repeated piteously. Not one!

He was not proof against that. He bent towards her in the darkness  almost in spite of himself. Yes, one, he said, in a voice as unsteady as hers. One you have, mademoiselle, who would die for you and ask not a look in return! Who would set, and will ever set, your honour and your happiness above the prizes of the world! Who asks only to serve you at a distance, by day and dark, now and always! If it be a comfort for you to know that you have a friend, know it! Know  

I do not know, she struck in, in a voice both incredulous and ironical, where I am to find such an one save in books! In the Seven Champions or in Amadis of Gaul  perhaps. But in the world  where?

He was silent. He had said too much already. Too much, too much!

Where? she repeated.

Still he did not answer.

Then, Do you mean yourself, Monsieur Roger?

She spoke with a certain keenness of tone that was near to, ay, that threatened offence.

He stood, his hands hanging by his side. Yes, he faltered. But no one knows better than myself that I cannot help you, mademoiselle. That I can be no honour to you. For the Countess of Rochechouart to have a crook-backed knight at the tail of her train  it may make some laugh. It may make women laugh. Yet   he paused on the word.

Yet what, sir?

While he rides there, poor Roger whispered, no man shall laugh.

She was silent quite a long time, as if she had not heard him. Then,

Do you not know, she said, that the Countess of Rochechouart can have but one friend  her husband?

He winced. She was right; but if that was her feeling, why had she complained of the lack of friends?

Only one friend, her husband, the Countess continued softly. If you would be that friend  but perhaps you would not, Roger? Still, if you would, I say, you must be kind to her ever and gentle to her. You must not leave her alone in woods on dark nights. You must not slight her. You must not,  she was half laughing, half crying, and hanging towards him in the darkness, her childish hands held out in a gesture of appeal, irresistible had he seen it  but it was dark, or she had not dared you must not make anything too hard for her!

He stepped one pace from her, shaking.

I dare not! I dare not! he said.

Not if I dare? she retorted gently. Not if I dare, who am a coward? Are you a coward, too, that when you have said so much and I have said so much you will still leave me alone and unprotected, and  and friendless? Or is it that you do not love me?

Not love you? Roger cried, in a tone that betrayed more than a volume of words had told. And beaten out of his last defence by that shrewd dilemma, he threw his pride to the winds; he sank down beside her, and seized her hands and carried them to his lips  lips that were hot with the fever of sudden passion. Not love you, mademoiselle? Not love you?

So eloquent! she murmured, with a last flicker of irony. He does not even now say that he loves me. It is still his friendship, I suppose, that he offers me.

Mademoiselle!

Or is it that you think me a nun because I wear this dress?

He convinced her by means more eloquent than all the words lovers lips have framed that he did not so think her; that she was the heart of his heart, the desire of his desire. Not that she needed to be convinced. For when the delirium of his joy began to subside he ventured to put a certain question to her  that question which happy lovers never fail to put.

Do you think women are blind? she answered. Did you think I did not see your big eyes following me in and out and up and down? That I did not see your blush when I spoke to you and your black brow when I walked with M. des Ageaux? Dear Roger, women are not so blind! I was not so blind that I did not know as much before you spoke as I know now.

And in the dark of the wood they talked, while the water glinted slowly by them and the frogs croaked among the waving weeds, and in the stillness under the trees the warmth of the summer night and of love wrapped them round. It was an hour between danger and danger, made more precious by uncertainty. For the moment the world held for each of them but one other person. The Lieutenants peril, Bonnes suspense, the Abbess  all were forgotten until the moon rose above the trees and flung a chequered light on the dark moss and harts-tongue and harebells about the lovers feet. And with a shock of self-reproach the two rose to their feet.

They gave to inaction not a moment after that. With difficulty and some danger the river was forded by the pale light, and they resumed their journey by devious ways until, mounting from the lower ground that fringed the water, they gained the flank of the hills. Thence, crossing one shoulder after another by paths known to Roger, they reached the hill at the rear of the Old Crocans town. In passing by this and traversing the immediate neighbourhood of the peasants camp lay their greatest danger. But the dawn was now at hand, the moon was fading; and in the cold, grey interval between dawn and daylight they slipped by within sight of the squalid walls, and with the fear of surprise on them approached the gate of the camp. Nor, though all went well with them, did they breathe freely until the challenge of the guard at the gate rang in their ears.

After that there came with safety the sense of their selfishness. They thought of poor Bonne, who, somewhere in the mist-wrapped basin before them, lay waiting and listening and praying. How were they to face her? with what heart tell her that her lover, that des Ageaux, still lay in his enemys power. True, Vlaye had gone back on his word, and, in face of the Countesss surrender, had refused to release him; so that they were not to blame. But would Bonne believe this? Would she not rather set down the failure to the Countesss faint heart, to the Countesss withdrawal?

I should not have come! the girl cried, turning to Roger in great distress. I should not have come! Her new happiness fell from her like a garment, and, shivering, she hung back in the entrance and wrung her hands. I dare not face her! she said. I dare not, indeed! And, Wait! to the men who wished to hurry off and proclaim their return. Wait! she said imperatively.

The grey fog of the early morning, which had sheltered their approach and still veiled the lower parts of the camp, seemed to add to the hopelessness of the news they bore. Roger himself was silent, looking at the waiting men, and wondering what must be done. Poor Bonne! He had scarcely thought of her  yet what must she be feeling? What had he himself felt a few hours before?

Some one must tell her, he said presently. If you will not  

I will! I will! she answered, her lip beginning to tremble.

Roger hesitated. Perhaps she is sleeping, he said; and then it were a pity to rouse her.

But the Countess shook her head in scorn of his ignorance. Bonne would not be sleeping. Sleeping, when her lover had not returned! Sleeping, at this hour of all hours, the hour M. de Vlaye had fixed for  for the end! Sleeping, when at any moment news, the best or the worst, might come!

And Bonne was not sleeping. The words had scarcely passed Rogers lips when she appeared, gliding out of the mist towards them, the Bats lank form at her elbow. Their appearance in company was, in truth, no work of chance. Six or seven times already, braving the dark camp and its possible dangers, she had gone to the entrance to inquire; and on each occasion  so strong is a common affection  the Bat had appeared as it were from the ground, and gone silently with her, learned in silence that there was no news, and seen her in silence to her quarters again. The previous afternoon she had got some rest. She had lain some hours in the deep sleep of exhaustion; and longer in a heavy doze, conscious of the dead weight of anxiety, yet resting in body.

Save for this she had not had strength both to bear and watch. As it was, deep shadows under her eyes told of the strain she was enduring; and her face, though it had not lost its girlish contours, was white and woeful. When she saw them standing together in the entrance a glance told her that they bore ill news. Yet, to Rogers great astonishment, she was quite calm.

He has not released him? she said, a flicker of pain distorting her face.

The Countess clasped her hand in both her own, and with tears running down her face shook her head.

He is not dead?

No, no!

Tell me.

And they told her. When I said You will release him? the Countess explained, speaking with difficulty, he  he  laughed. I did not promise to release him, he answered. I said if you did not accept my hospitality, I should hang him! That was all.

And now? Bonne murmured. A pang once more flickered in her eyes. What of him now?

I think, Roger said, there is a hope. I do indeed.

Bonne stood a moment silent. Then, in a voice so steady that it surprised even the Bat, who had experience of her courage, There is a hope, she said, if it be not too late. M. de Joyeuse, whose fathers life he would have saved  I will go to him! I will kneel to him! He must save him. There must still be ways of saving him, and the Dukes power is great. She turned to the Bat. Take me to him, she said.

He stooped his rugged beard to her hand, and kissed it with reverence. Then, while the others stood astonished at her firmness, he passed with her into the mist in the direction of the Dukes hut.


CHAPTER XXIII

THE BRIDES DOT.

The Abbess left alone in the garden-chamber listened intently; looking now on the door which had closed on her rival, now on the windows, whence it was just possible that she might catch the flutter of the girls flying skirts. But she did not move to the windows, nor make any attempt to look down. She knew that her ears were her best sentinels; and motionless, scarcely breathing, in the middle of the floor, she strained them to the utmost to catch the first sounds of discovery and alarm.

None reached her, and after the lapse of a minute she breathed more freely. On the other hand, the waiting-maid  glad to prolong her freedom  did not return. The Abbess, still listening, still intent, fell to considering, without moving from the spot, other things. The light was beginning to wane in the room  the room she remembered so well  the corners were growing shadowy. All things promised to favour and prolong her disguise. Between the inset windows lay a block of deep gloom; she had only to fling herself down in that place and hide her face on her arms, as the Countess, in her abandonment, had hidden hers, and the woman would discover nothing when she entered  nothing until she took courage to disturb the bride  and would dress her.

The bride? Even in the last minute the room had grown darker  dark and vague as her sombre thoughts. But it happened that amid its shadows one object still gleamed white  a tiny oasis of brightness in a desert of gloom. The pile of dainty bride-clothes, lawn and lace, that lay on the window-seat caught and gave back what light there was. It seemed to concentrate on itself all that remained of the day. Presently she could not take her eyes from the things. They had at first repelled her. Now, and more powerfully, they fascinated her. She dreamed, with her gaze fixed on them; and slowly the colour mounted to her brow, her face softened, her breast heaved. She took a step towards the bride-clothes and the window, paused, hesitated; and, flushed and frowning, looked at the door.

But no one moved outside, no footstep threatened entrance; and her eyes returned to the lace and lawn, emblems of a thing that from Eves day to ours has stirred womens hearts. She was not over-superstitious. But it could not be for nothing, a voice whispered her it could not be for nothing that the things lay there and, while night swallowed all besides, still shone resplendent in the gloaming. Were they not only an emblem, but a token? A sign to her, a finger pointing through the vagueness of her future to the clear path of safety?

The Abbess had thought of that path, that way out of her difficulties, not once only, nor twice. It had lain too open, too plain to be missed. But she had marked it only to shrink from it as too dangerous, too bold even for her. Were she to take it she must come into fatal collision, into irremediable relations with the man whom she loved; but whom others feared, and of whom his little world stood in an awe so dire and so significant.

Yet still the things beckoned her; and omens in those days went for more than in these. Things still done in sport or out of a sentimental affection for the past  on All-hallows Een or at the new moon  were then done seriously, their lessons taken to heart, their dictates followed. The Abbess felt her heart beat high. She trembled and shook on the verge of a great resolve.

Had she time? The cloak slipped a little lower, discovering her bare shoulders. She looked at the door and listened, looked again at the pale bride-clothes. The stillness encouraged her, urged her. And, for the rest, had she not boasted a few minutes before that, whoever feared him, she did not; that, whoever drifted helpless on the tide of fate, she could direct her life, she could be strong?

She had the chance now if she dared to take it! If she dared? Already she had thwarted him in a thing dear to him. She had released his prisoner, conveyed away his bride, wrecked his plans. Dared she thwart him in this last, this greatest thing? Dared she engage herself and him in a bond from which no power could free them, a bond that, the deed done, must subject her to his will and pleasure  and his wrath  till death?

She did fear him, she owned it. And she had not dared the venture had she not loved him more. But love kicked the beam. Love won  as love ever wins in such contests. Swiftly her mind reviewed the position: so much loss, so much gain. If he would stand worse here he would stand better there. And then she did not come empty-handed. Fain would she have come to him openly and proudly, with her dower in her hands, as she had dreamed that she would come. But that was not possible. Or, if it were possible, the prospect was distant, the time remote; while, this way, love, warm, palpitating, present love, held out arms to her.

The end was certain. For all things, the time, the gathering darkness, her gaolers absence, seconded the temptation. Had she resisted longer she had been more than woman. As it was, she had time for all she must do. When the waiting-maid returned, and glanced around the darkened room, she was not surprised to find her crouching on the floor in the posture in which she had left her, with head bowed on the window-seat. But she was surprised to see that she had donned the bride-clothes set for her. True, the shimmer of white that veiled the head and shoulders agreed ill with the despondency of the figure; but that was to be expected. And at least  the woman recognised with relief  there would be no need of force, no scene of violence, no cries to Heaven. She uttered a word of thanksgiving for that; and then, thinking that light would complete the improvement and put a more cheerful face on the matter, she asked if she should fetch candles.

For I think the priest is below, my lady, she continued doubtfully; she had no mind to quarrel with her future mistress if it could be avoided. And my lord may be looked for at any moment.

The crouching figure stirred a foot fretfully, but did not answer.

If I might fetch them  

No! sharply.

But, if it please you, it is nearly dark. And  

Am I not shamed enough already? The bride as she spoke  in a tone half ruffled, half hysterical  raised her arms with a passionate gesture. If I must be married against my will, I will be married thus! Thus! And without more light to shame me!

Still it grows  so dark, my lady! the maid ventured again, though timidly.

I tell you I will have it dark! And  with another movement as of a trapped animal if they must come, bid them come! Then, in a choking voice, God help me! she murmured, as she let her head fall again on her arms.

The woman wondered, but felt no suspicion; there was something of reason in the demand. She went and told the elder woman who waited below. She left the room door ajar, and the Abbess, raising her pale, frowning face from the window-seat, could hear the priests voice mingling in the whispered talk. Light steps passed hurriedly away through the garden, and after an interval came again; and by-and-by she heard more steps, and voices under the window  and a smothered laugh, and then a heavier, firmer tread, and  his voice  his! She pictured them making way for the master to pass through and enter.

She had need of courage now, need of the half-breathed prayer; for there is no cause so bad men will not pray in it. Need of self-control, too, lest she give way and fall in terror at his feet. Yet less need of this last; for fear was in her part, and natural to the right playing of it. So that it was not weakness or modest tremors or prostration would betray her.

She clutched this thought to her, and had it for comfort. And when the door opened to its full width, and they appeared on the threshold and entered, the priest first, the lord of Vlayes tall presence next, and after these three or four witnesses, with the two women behind all, those less concerned found nothing to marvel at in the sight; nor in the dim crouching figure, lonely in the dark room, that rose unsteadily and stood cowering against the wall, shrinking as if in fear of a blow. It was what they had looked to see, what they had expected; and they eyed it, one coveting, another in pity, seeing by the half-light which was reflected from the pale evening sky little more than is here set down. For the priest, appearances might have been trebly suspicious, and he had suspected nothing; for he was terribly afraid himself. And M. de Vlaye, ignorant of the Abbesss visit and exulting in the success of his plan, a success won in the teeth of his enemy, had no grounds for suspicion. Even the marriage in the gloaming seemed only natural; for modesty in a woman seems natural to a man. He was more than content if the little fool would raise no disturbance, voice no cries, but let herself be married without the need of open force.

With something of kindness in his tone, The Countess prefers it thus, does she? he said, raising his head, as he took in the scene. Then thus let it be! Her will is mine, and shall be mine. Still it is dark! You do, in fact, Countess, he continued smoothly, prefer it so? I gathered your meaning rightly  from those you sent?

With averted face she made a shamed gesture with her hand.

You do not  

If it must be  let it be so! she whispered. And now! And suddenly she covered her face  they could picture it working pitifully  with her hands.

M. de Vlaye turned to his witnesses. You hear all present, he said, that it is with the Countess of Rochechouarts consent that I wed her. For me it is my part now and will be my part always to do her pleasure. Then turning his face again to the shrinking figure, that uttered no protest or word of complaint, Father, you hear? he continued, a note of triumph in his voice. Do your office on us I pray, and quickly. And he advanced a step towards his bride.

The Romish sacrament of marriage is short, and reduced to its essentials is of the simplest. Father Benet had his orders, and thankful to be so cheaply quit of his task  for she might have appealed to him, might have shrieked and struggled, might have made of his work a public crime  he hastened to bind the two together. For one second, at the most critical part of the rite  if that could be said to have parts which was done within the minute  the bride hung, wavered, hesitated  seemed about to protest or faint. The next, as by a supreme effort, she tottered a step nearer to the bridegroom, and placed her hand, burning with fever, in his. In a few seconds the words that made them man and wife, the irrevocable Conjungo vos, were spoken.

Then followed a single moment of awkwardness. The Captain of Vlayes heart was high and uplifted. All had gone well, all had gone better than his hopes. Yet he was prudent as he was bold. He would fain have raised her veil before them all and kissed her, and proved beyond cavil her willingness. But he doubted the wisdom of the act. He reflected that women were strange beings and capricious. She might be foolish enough to shriek  more, to faint, to resist, to speak; she might realise, now that it was too late, the thing which she had done. And a dozen curious eyes were on them, were watching them, were judging them. He contented himself with bowing over her hand.

Would you be alone, madame? he said gently. If so, say so, sweet. And you shall be alone, while you please.

The answer, low and half-stifled as it was, astonished him. With you, she murmured, with face half-averted. And as the others, smiling and with raised eyebrows, looked at one another, and then at a glance from him turned to withdraw, And a light, she added, in the same subdued tone, if you please.

Bring a light, he said to the waiting-woman. And, mark you, see that when your lady wants supper it be ready for her.

She had still, before they withdrew, a surprise for him. I would have a draught of wine  now, she murmured.

He passed the order to them with a gay air, thinking the while of the queer nature of women. And he stood waiting by the door until the order was carried out. The footsteps of the witnesses and their laughter rose from the garden below as the maid brought in lights and wine and set them on the table beside him. You can go, he said; and after a fleeting glance, half of envy, half of wonder at her new mistress  who had sunk into a sitting posture on the window-seat  the woman went out.

May I serve you? he murmured gallantly. And he poured for her.

With her face turned from him she lifted the gauzy veil with one hand and with the other  it trembled violently  she raised the wine to her lips. Still with her shoulder to him  but he set this down to modesty  she gave him back the empty cup, and he went and set it down on the table beside the door. When he turned again to her she had raised her veil and risen to her feet, and stood facing him with shining eyes.

By Heaven! he cried. And he recoiled a pace, his swarthy face gone sallow. Was he mad? Was he dreaming? The priest had been silent on the Abbesss visit. He believed her leagues distant. He had no reason to think otherwise. And he had not been more astonished if the one woman had turned into the other before his eyes. By Heaven! he repeated. For the moment sheer astonishment, the stupor of bewilderment, held him dumb.

She did not speak, but neither did she quail. She stood confronting him, erect and stately, her beauty never more remarkable than now, her breast heaving slightly under the lace.

Am I mad? he muttered again. And he closed his eyes and opened them. Or dreaming?

Neither! she replied.

Then who in Gods name are you? he retorted, in something approaching his natural voice; though the awe of the unnatural still held his mind.

Your wife, she answered.

My wife! With the words the full shock of that which had happened struck him.

Your wife, she rejoined unblenching, though her heart beat wildly, furiously, in her bosom, and she feared, ah, how she feared! Your wife! And which of us two  she continued proudly has a better right to be your wife? I,  and with the word she flung the lace superbly from her head and shoulders, and stood before him in the full splendour of her beauty or that child? That puny weakling? That doll? I, with increasing firmness  he had not struck her yet! who have your vows, sir, your promises, your sacred oath  and all my due, as God knows and you know  or that puppet? I, who dare, and for your sake have dared  you know it only too well!  or that craven, puling and weeping and waiting for the first chance to flee you or betray you? What I have done for you  and proudly she held out her hands to him you know, sir. What she would have done you know not.

I know that you have ruined me, he said, looking darkly at her.

And in return for  what? she answered, with a look as dark.

His nostrils quivered, a pulse beat hard in his cheek. Only the sheer boldness of that which she had done, only the appeal of the lioness in her to the lion in him  and her beauty  held his hand; held his hand from striking her down, woman though she was, at his feet. Had she faltered, had she turned pale or trembled, had she uttered but one word of supplication, or done aught but defy him, he had flung her brutally to the floor and trampled upon her.

For the Captain of Vlaye was no knight of romance. And no scruple on his part, no helplessness on hers would have restrained his hand. But he loved her after his fashion. He loved her beauty, which had never been more brilliant or alluring; he loved the spirit that proved her fit helpmeet for such as he. And thwarted, tricked, baffled, hanging still on the verge of violence over which the least recoil on her part would push him, he still owned reason in her claim. She was the more worthy  of the two; such beauty, such spirit, such courage would go far. And not many weeks back he had looked no higher, aimed no farther, but had deemed her birth fit dower. But love sits lightly on the ambitious, and driven by a new danger to a new shift, forced to look abroad for aid, he had put her aside at the first temptation  not without a secret thought that she might be still what she had been to him.

Her eyes, her words told a different story, and in his secret heart he gave her credit for her act; and he held his hand. But his looks were dark and bitter and passionate, as he told her again that she had ruined him, and flung it coarsely in her face that she brought herself, and naught besides to the bargain.

It is but a little since you thought that enough! she replied, with flashing eyes.

You are bold to speak to me thus! he said between his teeth. What? You that call yourself my wife, to beard me!

That am your wife! she answered, though sick fear rapped at her heart.

Then for that the greater need to heed what you say! he replied. Wives that come empty-handed to husbands that ask them not had best be silent and be patient! Or in a very little time they creep as low as before they went high! You beautiful fool! he continued, in a tone of mingled rage and admiration, to do this in haste and forget I could punish at leisure! To do me ill, ay, to ruin me, and forget that henceforth my pleasure must be yours, my will your rule! My wife, say you? with increasing bitterness. Ay! And therefore my creature, helpless as the scullion I send to the scourge, or the trooper I hang up by the heels for sleeping! You  you   and with a movement as fierce as it was sudden he grasped her wrist and twisted her round forcibly so that her eyes at close quarters looked into his. Do you not yet repent? Do you not begin to see that in tricking the Captain of Vlaye you have made your master?

She could have screamed with pain, for the bones of her slender wrist seemed to be cracking in his cruel grip  but she knew that in her courage, and in that only, lay her one hope. I know this, she replied hardily, forcing herself to meet his eyes without flinching, that you mistake! I do not come empty  or I had not come, with pride. I bring you that will save you  if you treat me well. But if you hold me so  

What will you do? savagely.

Release me and I will tell you, she answered. I shall not fly. And if I say nothing to the purpose, I shall still be in your power.

He yielded, moved in secret by her spirit. Well, he said, speak! But let it be to the purpose, madam, that is all.

Said I not it should be to the purpose? she answered, her eyes bright. And I keep my word, if you do not. Tell me, sir, frankly, what had that child, that doll  bitterly to put in the scales against me? Beauty?

Nay!

A skin as white as mine or arms as round? She held them out to him. Or brighter eyes? You have looked in mine often enough and sworn you loved me, sworn that you would do me no wrong! You should know them  and hers!

It was none of these.

Her birth? Nay, but she is no better born than I am! A Rochechouart is what a Villeneuve was. Her rank? No. Then what was it?

No one thing, he answered drily. But five hundred things.

Spears?

You are quick-witted. Spears.

And her manors also, I suppose? with contempt. Her lordships here and there! Her farms and castles in Poitou and the Limousin and Beauce and the Dordogne! Her mills in the Bourbonnais and her fishings in Sologne!

Not one of these!

No?

The spears only, as God sees me! he answered firmly. For without these I could enjoy not the smallest of those. Without these, of which you, beautiful fool, have robbed me  robbing me therewith of my last chance  I take no farm nor smallest mill, nor hold one groat of that I have won! Do you think, my girl, he continued grimly, that I was not pressed when I gave up your lips and your kisses for that childs company? Do you think it was for a whim, a fancy, a light thing that I turned my back on you and your smiles, and at risk sought a puling girl, when I could have had you without risk? Bah! I tell you it was not to gain, but to hold  because he had no other choice and no other way  it was not for love but for life, that the King went to his Mass! And I to mine!

All this I thought, she said quietly. She was no longer afraid of him.

You thought it?

I knew it.

You knew it? You knew, madam, he repeated, his face darkening, on what a narrow edge I stood, and you dashed away my one holdfast?

To replace it by another, she replied, her figure welling with confidence. I tell you, sir, I come not to you empty-handed, if I come unasked. I bring my dowry.

He eyed her gloomily. It should be a large one, he muttered, if it is to take the place of that I have lost.

It is a large one, she answered. But, with a change to gentleness, do me credit. I have not puled nor wept. I have uttered no cry, I have made no complaint. But I have righted myself, doing what not one woman in a hundred would have dared to do! I have wit that has tricked you, and courage that has not quailed before you. And henceforward I claim to be no puppet for your play, no doll for your dull hours! But your equal, my lord, and your mate; deepest in your counsels, the heart of your plans, your other brain, your other soul! Make me this, hold me thus  close to you, and  

Is that the thing you bring me? he said, with sarcasm. Yet she had moved him.

No! She fell a little from her height, she looked appeal. My dowry is different. But say first, sir, I shall be this!

Bring me the spears, he answered, his eyes gleaming, and you shall be that and more. Bring me the spears, and   He made as if he would take her forcibly in his arms.

She recoiled, but her eyes shone. I am yours, she said, when you will! Do you not know it? But, for the present, listen. I have a husband, but I have also a lover. A lover of whom  she continued more slowly, marking with joy how he started at the word my lord and master has no need to be jealous. He has not touched of me more than the tips of my fingers; yet if I raise but those fingers he has spears and to spare  five hundred and five hundred to that!  and I have but to play the laggard a little, and dangle a hope, and they dance to my piping.

He understood. A deep flush tinged the brown of his lean face. You have brought, he said, the Duke to parley.

To parley! She pointed superbly to the floor. Nay, but to my feet! What will you of him? Spears, his good word, his intercession with the King, a post? Name what you will, and it shall be yours.

He looked at her shrewdly, with a new admiration, a new and stronger esteem. Already she filled the place which she had claimed, already she was to him what she had prayed to be. You are sure? he said.

In a week, had I not loved you, I had had him and his Duchy, and all those spears! And mills and manors and lordships and governments, all had been mine, sir! Mine, had I wished this man; mine, had I been willing to take him! But I  letting her arms fall by her sides and standing submissive before him am more faithful than my master!

He stood staring at her. But if this be so, he said at last, his brows coming together, what of it? How does it help us? You are now my wife?

He need not know that yet.

No?

He need not know it, she continued firmly, until he has played his part, and wrung your pardon from the King! Or at the least  for that may take time  until he has drawn off his power and left you to face those whom you can easily match!

He would have wedded you? he asked, eyeing her in wonder.

For certain.

But, sweet  

I am sweet now! she said, with tender raillery.

To do this you must go to him?

He shall touch of me no more than the tips of my fingers, she answered smiling. Nor  and at the word a blush stole upward from her neck to her brow, need I go on the instant, if your men can be trusted not to talk, my lord.

He is soon without a tongue, he replied grimly, who talks too fast here! You should know that of old.

She lowered her eyes, the colour mounting anew to her brow. Yes, she murmured. I know that your people can be silent. But the Lieutenant of Périgord is here. You have not  with a quick, frightened look injured him?

Have no fear.

For that were fatal, she continued anxiously. Fatal! If things go wrong, he may prove our safety.

Pooh, I know it well, Vlaye replied, with a nod of intelligence. None better, my girl. But have no fear, he will hear naught of our doings. Not, I suppose  with a searching look, half humorous, half suspicious that he is also a captive of your bow and spear.

I hate him, she answered.

Her tone, vehement, yet low, struck the corresponding chord in his nature. He took her into his arms with a reckless laugh. You were right and I was wrong! he cried, as he fondled her. You will bring me more than a clump of spears, my beauty! More than that foolish child! God! In a month I had strangled her! But you and I  you and I, sweet, will go far together! And now, to supper! To supper! And the devil take to-morrow and our cares!


CHAPTER XXIV.

FORS LAMOUR.

Though it was not des Ageaux fate to lie in one of those underground dungeons, noisome and dark, which the lords of an earlier century had provided in the foundations of the castle, he was not greatly the better for the immunity. The humiliations of the mind are sometimes sharper than the pains of the body; and the Lieutenant of Périgord, defeated and a prisoner, was little the happier though a dry strong-room looking on a tiny inner court held him, and though he suffered nothing from cold or the slimy companionship of the newt and frog. On the ambitious man defeat sits more heavily than chains; into the nature that would fain be at work inaction gnaws deeper than a shackle-bolt. Never while he lived would des Ageaux forget the long hours which he spent, gazing drearily on the blank wall that faced his window, while his mind measured a hundred times over the depth and the completeness of his fall.

He feared little for his life if he deigned to fear at all. He knew that he was a prize too valuable to be wasted. In the last resort, indeed, when all hopes had failed the Captain of Vlaye, and ruin stared him in the face, he might wreak his vengeance on the Kings governor. But short of that moment  and it depended upon many things  the Lieutenant accounted himself safe. Safe as to life, but a beaten man, a prisoner, a failure; a blot, every moment he lay there, on the Kings dignity, whose deputy he was; an unfortunate, whose ill hap would never be forgiven by the powers he had represented so ill.

The misfortune was great, and, to a proud man, well-nigh intolerable. Moreover, this man was so formed that he loved the order which it was his mission to extend, and the good government which it was his to impose. To make straight the crooked  gently, if it might be, but by the strong hand if it must be  was his part in life, and one which he pursued with the utmost zest. Every breach of order, therefore, every trespass in his province, every outrage wounded him. But the breach and the trespass which abased in his person the Kings name  he writhed, he groaned as he thought of this! Even the blow to his career, fatal as it promised to be, scarce hurt him worse or cut him so deeply.

The more as that career which had been all in all to him yesterday was not quite all in all to him to-day. Bonnes voice, the touch of her hands as she appealed to him, the contact of her figure with his as he carried her, these haunted him, and moved him, in his solitude and his humiliation. Her courage, her constancy, her appeal to him, when all seemed lost, he could not think of them  he who had thought of naught but himself for years  without a softening of his features, without a flood of colour invading the darkness of his face. Strong, he had estranged himself from the tender emotions, only to own their sway now. With half his mind he dwelt upon his mishap; the other half, the better half, found consolation in the prospect of her sympathy, of her fidelity, of her gentle eyes and quivering lips  who loved him. He found it strange to remember that he filled all a womans thoughts; that, as he sat there brooding in his prison, she was thinking of him and dreaming of him, and perhaps praying for him!

It is not gladly, it is never without a pang that the man of affairs sees the world pass from him. And if there be nothing left, it is bad for him. Des Ageaux acknowledged that he had something left. A hand he could trust would lie in his, and one brave heart, when all others forsook him would accompany him whither he went. He might no longer aspire to government and the rule of men, the work of his life was over; but Bonne would hold to him none the less, would love him none the less, would believe in him truly. The cares of power would no longer trouble his head, or keep it sleepless; but her gentle breast would pillow it, her smiles would comfort him, her company replace the knot of followers to whom he had become accustomed. He told himself that he was content. He more than half believed it.

In the present, however, he had not her company; and the present was very miserable. He did not fear for his life, but he lay in ignorance of all that had happened since his capture, of all that went forward; and the tedium of imprisonment tried him. He knew that he might lie there weeks and months and come forth at last  for the world moved quickly in this period of transition  to find himself forgotten. Seventy years earlier, a king, misnamed the Great, standing where he stood, had said that all was lost but honour  and had hastened to throw that also away. For him all was lost but love. All!

He had passed four days  they seemed to him a fortnight  in this weary inaction, and on the last evening of the four he was expecting his supper with impatience, when it occurred to him that the place was more noisy than ordinary. For some time sounds had reached him without making any definite impression on his mind; now they resolved themselves into echoes of distant merry-making. Little spirts of laughter, the catch of a drinking-song, the shrill squeal of a maid pinched or kissed, the lilt of a hautboy  he began with quickened ears to make these out. And straightway that notion which is never out of a prisoners mind and which the least departure from routine fosters raised its head. Escape! Ah, if he could escape! Freedom would set him where he had been, freedom would undo the worst of his mishap. It might even give him the victory he had counted lost.

But the grated window or the barred door, the paved floor or the oaken roof  one of these must be pierced; or the gaoler, who never visited him without precautions and company, must be overcome and robbed of his keys. And even then, with that done which was well-nigh impossible, he would be little nearer to freedom than before. He would be still in the heart of his enemys fortress, with no knowledge of the passages or the turnings, no clue to the stone labyrinth about him, no accomplice.

Yet, beyond doubt, there was merry-making afoot  such merry-making as accounted for the tarrying of his supper. Probably the man had forgotten him. By-and-by the notes of the hautboy rose louder and fuller, and on the wave of sound bursts of applause and laughter came to him. He made up his mind that some were dancing and others were looking on and encouraging them. Could it be that the Captain of Vlaye had surprised the peasants camp? and that this was his way of celebrating his success? Or was it merely some common-place orgie, held, it might be, in the Captains absence? Or  But while he turned this and that in his thoughts the footsteps he had been expecting sounded at the end of the stone passage and approached. A light shone under the door, a key turned in the lock, and the man who brought him his meals appeared on the threshold. He entered, his hands full, while his comrade, who had opened for him, remained in the passage.

You are gay this evening? the Lieutenant said as the man set down his light.

The fellow grinned. Ay, my lord, he replied good-humouredly, you may say it. Wedding-bells and the rest of it! He was not drunk, but he was flushed with wine. That is the way the world goes  and comes.

A wedding? des Ageaux exclaimed. The news was strange.

To be sure, my lord.

En revenant des noces,
Barabim!

he hummed.

And whose, my man?

The fellow, in the act of putting a bowl of soup on the table, held his hand. He looked at the Lieutenant with a grin. Ay, whose? he said. But that would be talking. And we have orders not to talk, see you, my lord. Still, it is not many youll have the chance of telling. And, if I tell you it is the Captain himself, what matter? Should we be footing it and drinking it and the rest for another?

M. de Vlaye married? des Ageaux exclaimed in astonishment. To-day?

Married for sure, and as tight as Father Benet could marry him! But to-day  with his head on one side that is another matter.

And the bride?

Ay, that is another matter, tool with a wink. Not that you can let it out to many either! So, if you must know  

Best not, intervened his comrade in the passage, speaking for the first time.

Perhaps you do not know yourself? the Lieutenant said shrewdly. He saw that the man was sufficiently in drink to be imprudent. With a little provocation he would tell.

Not know?  with indignation. Didnt I  

Know or not, dont tell! growled the other.

Of course, said des Ageaux, if you dont know you cannot tell.

Oh! the fool rejoined. Cannot I? Well, I can tell you it is Mademoiselle de Villeneuve. So theres for knowing!

Des Ageaux sprang to his feet, his face transformed. What! he cried. Say that again!

But his excitement overreached itself. His movement warned the other that he had spoken too freely. With an uneasy look  what had he done?  he refused to say more, and backed to the door. I have said too much already, he muttered sullenly.

But  

Dont answer him! commanded the man in the passage. And hurry! You have stayed too long as it is! I would not be in your shoes for something if the Captain comes to know.

Des Ageaux stepped forward, pressing him again to speak. But the man, sobered and frightened, was obdurate. Ive said too much already, he answered with a resentful scowl. What is it to you, my lord? And he slipped out hurriedly, and secured the door behind him.

Des Ageaux remained glaring at the closed door. Bonne de Villeneuve had been taken with him. Bonne de Villeneuve also was a prisoner. Was it possible that she had become by force or willingly Vlayes bride? Possible? Ah, God, it must be so! And, if so, by force surely! Surely, by force; his faith in her told him that! But if by force, what consolation could he draw from that? For that, if he loved her, were worst of all, most cruel of all! That were a thing intolerable by God or man!

So it seemed to this man, who only a few days before had not known what love was. But who now, stung with sudden passion, flung himself from wall to wall of his narrow prison. Now, when he saw it snatched from him, now, when he saw himself denuded of that solace at which he had grasped, but for which he had not been sufficiently thankful, now he learned what love was, its pains as well as its promise, its burning fevers, its heart-stabbing pity! He lost himself in rage. He who for years had practised himself in calmness, who had made it his aim to hide his heart, forgot his lesson, flung to the night his habit. He seized the iron bars of his window and shook them in a paroxysm of fury, as if only by violence he could retain his sanity. When the bars, which would have resisted the strength of ten, declined to leave the stone, he flung himself on the door, and beat on it and shouted, maddened by the thought that she was under the same roof, that she was within call, yet he could not help her! He called Vlaye by dreadful names, challenging him, and defying him, and promising him terrible deaths. And only when echo and silence answered all and the iron sense of his helplessness settled down slowly upon him and numbed his faculties did he, too, fall silent and, covering his face with his hands, stagger to a seat and sit in a stupor of despair.

He had put love aside, he had despised it through years  for this! He had held it cheap when it promised to be his  for this! He had accepted it grudgingly, and when all else was like to fail him  for this! He was punished, and sorely. She was near him. He pictured her in the mans power, in the mans hands, in the mans arms! And he could not help her.

Had his impotent cries and threats been heard they had only covered him with humiliation. Fortunately they were not heard: the merry-making was at its height, and no one came near him. The Captain of Vlaye, aware that his marriage could not be hidden from his own men  for he had made no secret of it beforehand  had not ventured to forbid some indulgence. He could make it known that the man who named his bride outside the gate would lose his tongue; but, that arranged, he must wink  for every despotism is tempered by something  at a few hours of riot, and affect not to see things that at another time had called for swift retribution.

The men had used his permission to the full. They had brought in some gipsies to make sport for them, a treble allowance of wine was on draught, and the hour that saw des Ageaux beating in impotent fury on his door saw the license and uproar of which he had marked the beginning grown to a head. In the great hall the higher officers, their banquet finished, were deep in their cups. In the cavernous kitchens drunken cooks probed cauldrons for the stray capon that still floated amid the spume; or half-naked scullions thrust a forgotten duck or widgeon on the spit at the request of a hungry friend. About the fires in the courtyard were dancing and singing and some romping; for there were women within the walls, and others had come in with the gipsies. Here a crowd surrounded the bear, and laid furious bets for or against; while yelps and growls and fierce barkings deafened all within hearing. There a girl, the centre of a leering ring, danced to the music of her tambour; and there again a lad tumbled, and climbed a pole at risk of his limbs. Everywhere, save in the dark garden under the demoiselles windows, where a sentry walked, and at the great gates, where were some sober men picked for the purpose, wantonness and jollity held reign, and the noise of brawling and riot cast fear on the town that listened and quaked below.

A stranger entering the castle would have judged the reins quite fallen, all discipline fled, all control lost. But he had been wrong. Not only did a sentry walk the garden path  and soberly and shrewdly too  but no man in his wildest and tipsiest moment ventured a foot within the railing that fenced the lime avenue, or even approached the gates that led to it without lowering his voice and returning to something like his normal state. For in the rooms looking over the garden M. de Vlaye entertained his bride of two days  and he had relaxed, not loosed, the reins.

They sat supping in the room in which they had been wedded, and, unmoved by the sounds of uproar that came fitfully to their ears, discussed their plans; she, glowing and handsome, animated by present love and future hope; he, content, if not enraptured, conquered by her wit, and almost persuaded that all was for the best  that her charms and beauty would secure him more than the dowry of her rival. Their brief honeymoon over, they were to part on the morrow; she to pursue her plans for the Dukes detachment, he to take the field and strike such a blow as should scatter the peasants and dissipate what strength remained in them. They were to part; and some shadow of the coming separation had been natural. But her nerves as well as his were strong, and the gloom of parting had not yet fallen on them. The lights that filled the room were not brighter than her eyes; the snowy linen that covered the round table at which they sat was not whiter than her uncovered shoulders. He had given her jewels, the spoils of many an enterprise; and they glittered on her queenly neck and in her ears, gleamed through the thin lace of her dress, and on her round and beautiful arms. He called her his Abbess and his nun in fond derision; and she, in answering badinage, rallied him on his passion for the Countess and his skill in abduction. So cleverly had she wrought on him, so well managed him, that she dared even that.

The room had been hung for her with tapestries brought from another part of the house; the windows more richly curtained; and a door, long closed, had been opened, through which and an ante-room the chambers connected with M. de Vlayes apartments. Where the wedding robes had lain on the window-seat a ribboned lute and a gay music-book lay on rich draperies, and elbowed a gilded head-piece of Milanese work surmounted by M. de Vlayes crest, which had been brought in for his ladys approval. A mighty jar of Provence roses scented the apartment; and intoxicated by their perfume or their meaning, she presently seized the lute, and gaily, between jest and earnest, broke into the old Angoumois song:  

Si je suis renfermée.
Ah, cest bien sans raison;
Ma plus belle journée,
Se passra-z-en prison.
Mais mon amant sans peine
Pourra my venir voir,
Son cœur sait bien quil maime,
Il viendra-z-au parloir!

And he answered her  

Oh, Madame lAbbesse,
Quon tire les verrous,
Quon sorte ma maîtresse
Le plus beau des bijoux;
Car je suis capitaine,
Je suis son cher amant,
Jenfoncerai sans peine
Les portes du couvent!

As he finished, disturbed by some noise, he turned his head. I told your wench to go, he said, rising. I suppose she took herself off? With a frown, he strode to the screen that masked the door, and made sure by looking behind it that they had no listeners.

She smiled as she laid aside the lute. I thought that your people obeyed at a word? she said.

They do, or they suffer, he answered.

And is that to apply to me? with a mocking grimace.

When we come to have two wills, sweet, yes! he retorted. It will not be yet awhile. In the meantime I would this enterprise of yours were over. I doubt your success, though all looks well.

If I had been half as sure of you two days ago as I am of him to-morrow! she retorted.

Yet you must not go too far with him.

She waved her finger-tips across the table. So far, and no farther, she said lightly. Have I not promised you? For the rest  what I have done I can do. Am I not armed? And she rose from her seat, and stood before him in all the seduction of her charms. Count it done, my master. Set Joyeuse aside. He is captive of my bow and spear. The question is, can you deal with the rest?

The peasants?

And what remains of des Ageaux power? And the Countesss levies?

For certain, if the Duke be out of the reckoning, he answered. He is a man. Remove him and des Ageaux  and the latter I have already  and there is no one. Your brothers  

Bah! She dismissed them with a contemptuous gesture.

Just so. And the Countesss people have no leader. The Vicomte is old. There is no one. Detach the Duke, and there will be a speedy end of them. And before a new governor can set to work to make head against me, many things may happen, my girl!

Many things will happen, she answered with confidence. If I can win one man, why not another? If a Duke, why not  she made an extraordinary face at him, half-sportive, half-serious why not a greater? Eh, my lord?

He stared. No! he answered, striking the table with sudden violence. No! He knew well what she meant and whom she meant. Not that! Even to make all good, not that! Yet his eyes glittered as he looked at her; and it was plain that his thoughts travelled far and fast on the wings of her words. While she, in the pride of her mastery, returned his look fondly.

No, not that  never that! she replied in a voice that more than reassured him. It is for you and only for you that I do this. I am yours, all and always  always! But, short of that, something may be done. And, with friends at Court, from Captain of Vlaye to Governor of Périgord is but a step!

He nodded. And a step that might save his Majesty much trouble, he said with a smile. Do that  But I doubt your power, my girl.

I have done that already should persuade you.

You have tricked me, he said, smiling. That is true. And it is no mean thing, I grant.

More than that! she retorted. The wine she had drunk had flushed her cheek and perhaps loosed her tongue. More than that I have done! Who took the first step for you? Who put the Lieutenant in your hands  and my sister? And so, in place of my sister, the Countess?

He looked at her in astonishment. Who? he rejoined. Why, who but I myself? Did I not take them with my own hands  at the old windmill on the hill? What had you to do with that?

And who sent them to the windmill?

Why, the rabble to be sure, who seized them, took them as far as the ford.

And who set the rabble on them? As she asked the question she rose from her seat. In the excitement of her triumph, in the intoxication of her desire to please him she forgot the despair into which the act which she boasted had cast her but a week before. She forgot all except that she had done it for him whom she loved, for him who now was hers, and whose she was! Who, she repeated, set the rabble upon them?

You? he murmured. Not you?

I! she said, I!  and held out her hands to him. It was I who told the brute beasts that he  des Ageaux  had your man in hiding! It was I who wrought them to the attempt and listened while they did it! I thought, indeed, that it was your Countess who was with him. And I hated her! I was jealous of her! But, Countess or no Countess, twas done by me!  by me! And now do you think that there is anything I will not do for you? That there is anything I cannot do for you?

He was not shocked; it took much to shock the Captain of Vlaye. But he was so much astonished, he marvelled so much that he was silent. And she, reading the astonishment in his face, and seeing it grow, felt a qualm  now she had spoken  and lost colour, and faltered. Had she been foolish to tell it? Perhaps. Had she passed some boundary, sacred to him, unknown to her? It must be so. For as she gazed, no word spoken, there came into his face a change, a strange hardening. He rose.

My lord! she cried, clapping her hands to her head, what have I done? She recoiled a pace, affrighted. I did it for you!

Some one has heard you, he answered between his teeth. And then she saw that he was looking not at her, but beyond her  beyond her. There is some one behind that screen.

She faced about, affrighted, and instinctively seized his arm and hung on it, her eyes on the screen. Her attitude as she listened, and her pallor, were in strange contrast with the gay glitter of the table, the lights, the luxury, the fairness of her dress.

Yes, listening, he said grimly. Some one has been listening. The worse for them! For they will never tell what they have heard!

And bounding forward without warning, he dashed the screen down and aside  and recoiled. Face to face with him, cowering against the doorpost, and pale as ashes, was the very man she had mentioned a minute before  that very man of his whose hidden presence in the camp she had betrayed to the malcontents. Vlaye glared at him. You! he cried. You!

My lord!

And listening!

But  

But! But die, fool! the Captain retorted savagely. Die! And, swift as speech, the dagger he had stealthily drawn gleamed above his shoulder and sank in the poor wretchs throat.

The mans hands groped in the air, his eyes opened wide; but he attempted no return-stroke. Choked by the life-stream that gushed from his mouth, he sank back inert like a bundle of clothes, while the Abbesss low shriek of terror mingled with his stifled cry.

And, with a sterner sound, another sound. For as the man collapsed, and fell in on himself, a figure hitherto hidden in the doorway sprang over his falling body, a long blade flashed in the candle-light, and the Captain of Vlaye staggered back, one hand pressed to his breast. He made a futile attempt to ward with his poniard, but it fell from his grasp. And the pitiless steel found his heart again. Silent, grim, with unquenchable hate in his eyes, he reeled against the table. And then from the table, dragging with him all  silver and glass and fruit  in one common crash, he rolled to the floor  dying.

Ay, in five seconds, dead! And she saw it with her eyes! Saw it! And frozen, stiff, clinging to the bare edge of the table, she stood looking at him, her brain numbed by the horror, by the suddenness, the hopelessness of the catastrophe. In a twinkling, in a time measured by seconds, it was done. The olives that fell from the dish had not ceased to roll, the wine still crept upon the floor, the man who had struck the blow still panted, his point delivered  but he was dead whom she had loved. Dead!


CHAPTER XXV.

HIS LAST RIDE.

The man who had struck the blow, and whose eyes still sparkled with fury, turned them upon her. He took note of her stupor, frowned, and with a swift, cruel glance searched the room. The lights were in sconces on the walls, and had not suffered. The rest was wreck  a splendid wreck, mingled terror and luxury, with the womans Medusa-like face gazing on it. The Duke  for he it was  still breathing quickly, still with malevolence in his eyes, listened and looked; but the alarm had not been taken. The lilt of a song and faint distant laughter, borne on the night air, alone broke the night silence. He passed to a window, and putting aside a curtain, peered into the darkness of the garden. Then he went to the door, and listened. Still all was quiet without and within. But to the scene in the room his gliding figure, his bent, listening head gave the last touch of tragedy.

Presently  before, it would appear, he had made up his mind how to act  he saw a change come over the woman. Her breathing, which had been no more apparent for a time than the breath of the dead at her feet, became evident, her figure relaxed. Her attitude lost its stoniness; yet she did not stir to the eye. Only her eyes moved; and then at last her foot. Stealthily her foot  the man listening at the door marked it  slid from her robe, and unshod in its thin silken stocking  so thin of web that the skin showed through it  covered the poniard, still wet with blood, that had fallen from her husbands hand. Slowly she drew it nearer and nearer to her.

He at the door made as if he did not heed. But when she had drawn the weapon within reach, and furtive and silent as a cat, stooped to grasp it, he was before her  so far before her, at least, that, though she gained it, he clutched her wrist as she rose. No, madam! he cried fiercely. No! Enough! And he tried to force it from her hand.

No words came from her lips, but an animal cry of unutterable fury. She seized on his wrist with her left hand  she tried to seize it with her teeth; she fought to free herself, clinging to the knife and wrestling with him in the midst of the trampled fruit, the shivered glass, the mingled wine and blood that made the floor slippery.

Let it fall! he repeated, hard put to it and panting. Enough, I say, enough! If he had loved her once he showed scant tenderness now.

And she  her lips writhed, her hair uncoiled and fell about her. He began to wish that he had not dropped his sword when he sprang upon her. For he was still weak; and if she persevered she was more than a match for him. In her normal condition she had been more than a match for him; but the shock had left its secret sap. Suddenly, without cry or warning, her grasp relaxed, her head fell back, and she sank  all her length, but sideways  amid the ruin.

He nursed his wrist a moment, looking askance at her, and thinking deeply and darkly. Assured at length that the swoon was no feint to take him unawares, he went to the door by which he had entered, passed through the empty ante-room, and thence into the Captain of Vlayes apartments. In the passage outside the farther door of these a sleepy valet was on guard. He was not surprised by the Dukes appearance, for half an hour before  only half an hour!  he had allowed him and his guide to enter.

M. de Vlaye wishes to see the Captain of the gate, the Duke said curtly. Bid him come, and quickly. And to show that he looked for no answer he turned his back on the man, and, without looking behind him, passed through the rooms again to the one he had left.

Here he did a strange thing. On a side table which had escaped the general disaster stood some dishes removed from the chief table, a plate or two, a bread trencher, and a silver decanter of wine. After a moments thought he drew a chair to this table, laid his sword on it beside the dishes, and, helping himself to food, began to eat and drink, with his eyes on the door. After the lapse of two or three minutes, during which he more than once scanned the room with a strange and inexplicable satisfaction, a knock was heard at the door.

Enter! said the Duke, his mouth half-full.

The door opened, and a grizzled man with a square-cut beard stepped in. He wore a breastpiece over a leather coat, and held his steel cap in his hand.

Shut the door! the Duke said sharply.

The man did so mechanically, and turned again, and  his mouth opened. After a few seconds of silence Mon Dieu! he whispered. Mon Dieu!

He is quite dead, the Duke said, raising his glass to his lips. But you had better satisfy yourself. When you have done so, listen to me.

Had the Duke been in any other attitude it is probable that the man had turned in a panic, flung the door wide, and yelled for help. But, seeing a stranger calmly eating and drinking and addressing him with a morsel on the point of his knife, the man stared helplessly, and then did mechanically as he was told  stooped, listened, felt for the life that had for ever departed. When he rose again Now, listen to me, said the other. I am the Duke of Joyeuse  you know my name? You know me? Yes, I did it. That is not your affair  but I did it. Your affair is with the thing we have next to do. No  she is not dead.

Mon Dieu! the man whispered. Old war-dog as he was, his cheeks were sallow, his hand trembled. A hundred dead, in the open, on the rampart, under Gods sky, had not scared him as this lighted room with its medley of horror and wealth, its curtained windows and its suffocating tapestry, scared him.

Your affair, the Duke repeated, is with what is to follow. He raised his glass, and held it between his eye and the light. Do you take my side or his? He is dead  you see him. I am alive  you know me. Now hear my terms. But first, my man, what do you number?

The man made an effort, vain for the most part, to collect himself. But he managed to whisper, after a moments hesitation, that they mustered four hundred and thirty, all told.

Fighting-men?

The man moved his lips without sound, but the other understood that he assented.

Very well, the Duke said. All that is here I give you. Understand, all. Divide, sack, spoil; make your bundles. He is dead, with a glance at Vlayes body, hell not say you nay. And a free pardon for all; and for as many as please  my service. All that I give, on condition that you open your gates to me and render the place three hours after sunrise to-morrow.

The man gaped. The position was new, but he began to see his way. I can do nothing by myself, he muttered.

You can have first search, Joyeuse retorted brutally. There he lies, and his buttons are jewelled. And ten gold crowns I will give you for yourself when the place is mine. You know me, and I keep my word. I told your friend there, who got me entrance  he pointed to the man Vlaye had stabbed that if his master laid a finger on him I would kill his master with these hands. I did it. And theres an end.

The grizzled mans face was changed. It had grown cunning. His eyes shone with cupidity. His cheekbones were flushed. And if they will not come into your terms, my lord? he asked, his head on one side, his fingers in his beard, what must I say you will do?

Hang while rope lasts, the Duke answered. But, name of God, man!  staring beyond the spoils of the place what do you want? He is dead, you have no leader. What matter is it of yours or of theirs who leads?

The old soldier nodded. That is true, he said: we follow our wages.

One thing more  nay, three things, Joyeuse continued, pushing his cup and plate aside and rising to his feet. The lady there  I trust her to you. Lock her up where she will be safe, and at daybreak see that she is sent to the convent. M. des Ageaux, whom you have below  not a hair of his head must be injured. Lastly, you must do no harm in the town.

I will remember, my lord, and tell them.

And now see me through the gates.

The man grinned cunningly; but as one who wished to prove his astuteness, not as one who intended to refuse. That is number four, my lord, he said, and the chiefest of all.

Not so, the Duke answered. It was on that condition I spared your life, fool, when you came in.

Then you knew  

I knew that his buttons were jewelled.

My lord, the man said with admiration, I vow youd face the devil.

You will do that whether you will or no, the Duke replied drily, some day. But that reminds me. He turned from his companion. He looked on the bloodshed about him, and gradually his face showed the first signs of compunction that had escaped him. Something of disgust, almost of distress, appeared in his manner. He glanced from one prostrate form to another as if he scarce knew what to do and presently he crossed himself. Lift her to the couch there, he said. And when it was done, My friend, he continued, in a lower tone, wait without the door one minute. But do not go beyond call.

The old soldier raised his eyebrows, but he, thoroughly won over, obeyed. Once outside, however, he pondered cunningly. Why had he been sent out? And thoughts of his jewelled buttons overcame him. After a moments hesitation  for Joyeuse had put fear into him  he dropped softly to his knee and set his eye to a crack in the door.

M. de Joyeuse was kneeling between the dead, his palms joined before his breast, his rosary between them. The lights of the feast, that shone ghastly on the grim faces and on the blood-pool about them, shone also on his uplifted face, from which the last trace of the tremendous rages to which he was prone had fled, leaving it pale indeed and worn  for the marks of his illness were still upon it  but calm and sublime. His eyes were upward bent. Those eyes that a few minutes earlier had burned with a hatred almost sub-human now shone with a light soft and ecstatic, such as shines in the eyes of those who see visions and hear voices. His lips moved without sound. The beads dropped one by one through his fingers.

* * * * *

The hewers of wood and feeders of oxen who herded together in the town under the castle walls were timidly aware of the festivities above their heads. The sounds of brawling and dancing, of the tambour and glee, descended to them and kept them waiting far into the night. On occasions, rare, it is true, the war-lords above had broken loose from their bonds, and, mad with drink and frenzied with excitement, had harried their own town. Once, to teach a lesson, the thing had been done  but more completely and cruelly  by Vlayes express order. The memory of these occasions remained, burned shamefully into the towns-folks mind; and many a cotter looked up this night in trembling from his humble window, many a woman with her hood about her head stood in the alley whispering to her neighbour and quaked as she listened. Something beyond the ordinary was passing above, in the stronghold that at once protected and plundered them; something that a sad experience told them boded no good. Two or three young women of the better class went so far as to seek a sanctuary in Father Benets chapel; while their fathers hid their little hoards, and their mothers took heed to quench the fires, and some threw water on the thatch  sad precautions which necessity had made second nature in many a hamlet and many a market-town of France.

Had they known, these poor folk who paid for all, that their lord lay dead in the lighted room above, had they guessed that the hand which had held those turbulent troopers in order was nerveless at last, never again to instil fear or strike a blow, not even these precautions had contented them. They would have risen and fled, and in the marshes by the river or in remote meadows would have hidden themselves from the first violence of the troopers outbreak. But they did not know, and they remained. And though those who were most fearful or least sleepy, women or men, noted that the lights above burned all night and that the tumult, albeit its note changed, held till dawn, they slept or kept vigil in security. The Dukes command availed. And no man, until the day was broad, left the castle.

Then the gates were opened, and a procession numbering four score troopers  those who had the most to fear from justice or the least bent towards honest service  issued from them, and rode two abreast down the hill and through the town, They were in strange guise. Every man had a great bundle on his crupper, and some a woman; and every man rode gorgeous in silk or Genoa, or rich furs, with feathers and such like gewgaws. One had a headpiece damascened beyond price swinging at his shoulders, another flaunted trappings of silver, a third had a jewelled hilt, a fourth a bunch of clinking cups or a swollen belt. Behind them came a dozen spare horses, roped head and tail and high laden with casks and skins of wine; while hunting-dogs ran at the stirrups, and two or three monkeys and thrice as many chained hawks balanced themselves on the swaying casks. The men rode jauntily, with high looks and defiant voices, jesting and singing as they passed; and now and again a one aimed a blow at a clown, or, with rude laughter, flung a handful of coppers to the townsfolk, who shrank into their doorways to see them pass. But no man vouchsafed a word of explanation; only the last rider as he passed under the arch of the town gate turned, and, with his hands joined, flung behind him a derisive gesture of farewell.

The townsfolk wondered, for the men were rich laden. Many a one carried a years pay on his shoulders; and what they hid in their bundles might amount to many times as much. Moreover, they swaggered as men who mind no master. What then had happened? Nay, what was still happening? For it was plain that something was amiss above. From the castle proceeded a strange and continuous hum; a dull noise, as of bees swarming; a murmur compound of many sounds, and full of menace.

But no man who was not in the secret guessed the truth or even came near it. And the sun had travelled far and the lads had driven the cows to pasture before the green valley of the Dronne, that had lain so long under the spell of fear, awoke to find its burden gone and to learn that a better time, bringing law, order, and justice, was at hand. About seven a body of horsemen were seen crossing the narrow plain which divided the place from the northern heights; and as these approached the bridge a lad, one of those who had first espied them, was sent to carry the alarm to the castle. The townsfolk looked to see a rush of armed men to the outer gate; or, if not that, something akin. But nothing of the kind followed, and while they stood gaping, uncertain whether to stand their ground or flee to hiding, the advancing horsemen, who numbered about two hundred, marched across the bridge with every sign of confidence.

The Duke was not among them. Fatigue and the weakness caused by his wound had stood in the way of his return, and at this hour he lay in utter collapse in his quarters in the peasants camp. His place was occupied by the Bat, who rode in the van with Charles de Villeneuve on his right and Roger on his left. The young mens minds were clouded by thoughts of their sister and her plight; but, in spite of this, it was a day of pride to them, a day of triumph and revenge  and they rode in that spirit. The Bat, to whom Hecuba was naught  it was long since a woman had troubled his peace  wore none the less a grave face. For time had pressed, the Dukes explanation had been brief though fervid, and the men had saddled and started within an hour of his return. Consequently all might be well, or it might be ill. The Captain of Vlayes troops might surrender the place without a blow, or they might not. For his part, the Bat would not have risked his purse on their promise.

But to risk his life and his men was in the way of war. And he moved steadily up the street, and gave no sign of doubt. Nevertheless it was his ear that, as they debouched into the market-place, caught the tread of a galloping horse on the flat beyond the river; and it was his hand that halted the men  apparently that the stragglers might move up and take their places.

A minute or two later the galloping horse pounded under the gateway and clattered recklessly up the paved street. The sound of those hurrying hoofs told of news; and the men turned in their saddles and looked to learn who followed. The rider appeared in the open. It was Bonne de Villeneuve.

Charles wheeled his horse, and rode down the column to meet his sister. You have not come alone? he said in astonishment, mingled with anger.

She nodded, breathing quickly; and, supporting herself by one hand on the sweating horse, she pulled up. She was unable to speak for a moment. Then I must go first! she gasped. I must go first.

But  

I must! I must! she replied. Her distress was painful.

Her brother frowned. The Bat eyed her, in doubt and perplexity. But Roger spoke. Let her go, he said in a low voice. I understand. She is right.

And though no one else understood, the Bat let her pass the head of the file of horsemen and ride alone up the way that led to the castle. The men, with wondering faces, watched her figure and her horse until the turn in the road hid her, and watched again until she was seen crossing the bridge which spanned the road. Immediately she vanished without let or hindrance.

The gates are open, some one muttered in a tone of relief. And the mens faces lost their gravity. They fell into postures of ease, and began to talk and exchange jests. Some gazed up at the castle windows or at that rampart walk, high above the town, which had been the Captain of Vlayes favourite lounge of evenings. Only the foremost ranks, who could see the road before them and the bridge that crossed it, continued to look to the front with curiosity.

It was one of these whose exclamation presently stilled all tongues and recalled all thoughts to the work in hand. An instant later the Bats face turned a dull red colour. Roger laughed nervously. Some of the men swayed, and seemed inclined to cheer; others raised their hands, but thought better of it. The rear ranks rose in their stirrups. A moment and all could see des Ageaux coming down the road on foot. The Bat and the two Villeneuves went forward to meet him.

He nodded to them without speaking. Then, Why are you waiting? he asked in a low voice. Is it not all arranged?

But mademoiselle, the Bat answered, staring. Have you not seen her?

No.

But I thought  she asked us to wait.

The Lieutenant of Périgord looked along the line of horsemen, whose bronzed faces and smiling eyes  all striving at once to catch his  gave him welcome. I dont understand, he said. I know nothing of this.

I do, Roger muttered. I think Charles and I should go forward, and  

He did not continue. The Bat, by a movement which silenced him, called his attention to the bridge. On it a number of persons had that moment appeared, issuing from the castle gates, and directing their course to the tilt-yard crest. Their progress was slow, yet the gazers below could not, from the place where they stood, discern why; or precisely who they were. But presently, after an interval of suspense and waiting, the little company reappeared in the road below and began to descend the slope towards them. Then here and there a man caught his breath, and, as by one consent, all edged their horses to the side. M. des Ageaux bared his head, and the troopers, from front to rear, followed his example.

It was a brief and mournful procession. In the van, riding where he had ridden so often, to foray and skirmish, the Captain of Vlaye rode his last ride, with a man at either rein and either stirrup, his war-cloak about him, and his steel headpiece nodding above his clay-cold face. His lance, with its drooping pennon, rose upright from his stirrup, and the faithful four who brought him forth had so fixed it that he seemed to grasp its shaft rather than to be supported by it. The sun twinkled on his steel, the light breeze caught and lifted the ends of his sash. As the old war-horse paced slowly and quietly along, conscious of its burden and of death, it was hard to say at a glance that the Lord of all the Valley was not passing forth as of old to battle; that, instead, he was moving to his last rest in the cloister which rose among the trees a half-league from the walls.

A few paces behind him, in a mule-litter, was borne a woman swathed in black cloth from head to foot, so that not so much as her eyes appeared. On one side of the litter walked Bonne, her chin on her breast, and her hand resting on the litters edge. On the other side walked a frightened waiting-woman.

M. de Vlaye passed, the litter passed, all passed. But until the procession disappeared in the narrow street that led to the town gate no man covered himself or moved. Then, at a low word of command, the line of troopers rode on with a sudden merry jingle of bits and spurs, and, winding up the little gorge between the crests, marched over the bridge and through the open gates.

The Lieutenants first act was to go to a low rampart on the west side of the courtyard, whence it was possible to trace with the eye the road to the Abbey. Bonne had not looked at him as she passed, nor so much as raised her eyes. But he knew by some subtle sense that she had been aware of his presence and that he had her promise that she would return.

Doubtless he looked forward to the moment of meeting; doubtless he looked forward to other things. But it was characteristic of the man that as soon as he had assured himself of her safe passage he turned without more ado to the work of restoring order, of raising the Kings standard, and enforcing the Kings peace.

THE END
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CHAPTER I

ACROSS THE QUICKSANDS

A head appeared at either window of the postchaise. Henrietta looked forward. Her lover looked back.

The postchaise had nearly cleared the sands. Behind it the low line of Lancashire coast was fading from sight. Before it the long green hill of Cartmel had risen so high and drawn so near as to hide the Furness fells. On the left, seaward, a waste of sullen shallows and quaking sands still stretched to infinity  a thing to shudder at. But the savage head of Warton Crag, that for a full hour had guarded the travellers right, had given place to the gentler outlines of Armside Knot. The dreaded Lancashire Channels had been passed in safety, and the mounted guide, whose task it was to lead wayfarers over these syrtes, and who enjoyed as guerdon the life-rent of a snug farm under Cark, no longer eyed the west with anxiety, but plashed in stolid silence towards his evening meal.

And all was well. But the margin of safety had not been large  the postboys boots still dripped, and the floor of the carriage was damp. Seaward the pale line of the tide, which would presently sweep in one foaming wave across the flat, and in an instant cover it half a foot deep, was fretting abreast the point. Ten minutes later had been too late; and the face of Henriettas lover, whom a few hours and a Scotch minister were to make her husband, betrayed his knowledge of the fact. He looked backward and westward over the dreary flat; and fascinated, seized, possessed by the scene, he shuddered  perhaps at his own thoughts. He would fain have bidden the postboys hasten, but he was ashamed to give the order before her. Halfway across he had set down the uneasiness he could not hide to the fear of pursuit, to the fear of separation. But he could no longer do this; for it was plain to a child that neither horse nor man would cross Cartmel sands until the tide that was beginning to run had ebbed again.

And Henrietta looked forward. The dull grey line of coast, quickly passing into the invisible, on which she turned her back, stood for her past; the sun-kissed peaks and blue distances of Furness, which her fancy still mirrored, though the Cartmel shore now hid them, stood for the future. To those heights, beautified by haze and distance, her heart went out, finding in them the true image of the coming life, the true foretype of those joys, tender and mysterious, to which she was hastening. The past, which she was abandoning, she knew: a cold home in the house of an unfeeling sister-in-law and a brother who when he was not hunting was tipsy  that, and the prospect of an unlovely marriage with a man who  horror!  had had one wife already, stood for the past. The future she did not know; but hope painted it from her brightest palette, and the girls eyes filled, her lips quivered, her heart strained towards the sympathy and love that were henceforth to be hers  towards the happiness which she had set out to seek, and that now for certain could not escape her. As the postchaise lumbered heavily up the rough-paved groyne that led from the sands she shook from head to foot. At last her feet were set upon the land beautiful. And save for the compact which her self-respect had imposed upon her companion, she must have given way, she must have opened all her heart, thrown herself upon his breast and wept tears of tender anticipation.

She controlled herself. As it happened, they drew in their heads at the same time, and his eyes  they were handsome eyes  met hers.

Dearest! he said.

We are safe now?

Safe from pursuit. But I am not safe.

Not safe?

From your cruelty.

His voice was velvet; and he sought to take her hand.

But she withheld it.

No, sir, she said, though her look was tender. Remember our compact. You are quite sure that they will pursue us along the great road?

Yes, as far as Kendal. There they will learn that we are not before them  that we have somewhere turned aside. And they will turn back.

But suppose that they drive on to Carlisle  where we rejoin the north road.

They will not, he replied confidently. He had regained the plausible air which he had lost while the terror of the sands was upon him. And if you fear that, he continued, there is the other plan, and I think the better one. To-morrow at noon the packet leaves Whitehaven for Scotland, The wind is fair, and by six in the afternoon we may be ashore, and an hour later you will be mine! And again he sought to draw her into his arms.

But she repelled him.

In either case, she said, her brow slightly puckered, we must halt to-night at the inn of which you spoke.

The inn on Windermere  yes. And we can decide there, sweet, whether we go by land or sea; whether we will rejoin the north road at Carlisle or cross from Whitehaven to  he hesitated an instant to Dumfries.

She was romantic to the pitch of a day which valued sensibility more highly than sense, and which had begun to read the poetry of Byron without ceasing to read the Mysteries of Udolpho; and she was courageous to the point of folly. Even now laughter gleamed under her long lashes, and the bubblings of irresponsible youth were never very far from her lips. Still, with much folly, with vast recklessness and an infinitude of ignorance, she was yet no fool  though a hundred times a day she said foolish things. In the present circumstances respect for herself rather than distrust of her lover taught her that she stood on slippery ways and instilled a measure of sobriety.

At the inn, she said, you will put me in charge of the landlady. And looking through the window, she carolled a verse of a song as irrelevant as snow in summer.

But   he paused.

There is a landlady, I suppose?

Yes, but  

You will do what I say to-day, she replied firmly  and now the fine curves of her lips were pressed together, and she hummed no more if you wish me to obey you to-morrow.

Dearest, you know  

But she cut him short. Please to say that it shall be so, she said.

He swore that he would obey her then and always. And bursting again into song as the carriage climbed the hill, she flung from her the mood that had for a moment possessed her, and was a child again. She made gay faces at him, each more tantalising than the other; gave him look for look, each more tender than the other; and with the tips of her dainty fingers blew him kisses in exchange for his. Her helmet-shaped bonnet, with its huge plume of feathers, lay in her lap. The heavy coils of her fair, almost flaxen, hair were given to view, and under the fire of his flatteries the delicacy of colouring  for pallor it could scarcely be called  which so often accompanies very light hair, and was the sole defect of her beauty, gave place to blushes that fired his blood.

But he knew something of her spirit. He knew that she had it in her to turn back even now. He knew that he might cajole, but could never browbeat her. And he restrained himself the more easily, as, in spite of the passion and eloquence  some called it vapouring  which made him a hero where thousands listened, he gave her credit for the stronger nature. He held her childishness, her frivolity, her naïveté, in contempt. Yet he could not shake off his fear of what she might do  when she knew.
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They paid off the guide under the walls of the old priory church at Cartmel, with the children of the village crowding about the doors of the chaise; then with a fresh team they started up the valley that leads to the foot of Windermere lake. But now the November day was beginning to draw in. The fell on their right took gloomier shape; on their left a brook sopped its way through low marsh-covered fields; and here and there the leafless limbs of trees pointed to the grey. And first one and then the other, with the shrill cries of moor-birds in their ears, and the fading landscape before their eyes, fell silent. Then, had they been as other lovers, had she stood more safely, or he been single-hearted, he had taken her in his arms and held her close, and comforted her, and the dusk within had been but the frame and set-off to their love.

But as it was he feared to make overtures, and they sat each in a corner until, in sheer dread of the effect which reflection might have on her, he asked her if she feared pursuit; adding, Depend upon it, darling, you need not; Sir Charles will not give a thought to this road.

She drummed thoughtfully with her fingers on the pane.

I am not afraid of my brother, she said.

Then of whom?

Of Anthony, she answered, and corrected herself hurriedly of Captain Clyne, I mean. He will think of this road.

But he will not have had the news before noon, Stewart answered. It is eighteen miles from your brothers to the Old Hall. And besides, I thought that he did not love you.

He does not, she rejoined, but he loves himself. He loves his pride. And this will hit both  hard! I am not quite sure, she continued very slowly and thoughtfully, that I am not a little sorry for him. He made so certain, you see. He thought all arranged. A week to-day was the day fixed, and  yes, impetuously, I am sorry for him, though I hated him yesterday.

Stewart was silent a moment.

I hate him to-day, he said.

Why?

His eyes sparkled.

I hate all his kind, he said. They are hard as stones, stiff as oaks, cruel as  as their own laws! A man is no man to them, unless he is of  he paused almost imperceptibly our class! A law is no law to them unless they administer it! They see men die of starvation at their gates, but all is right, all is just, all is for the best, as long as they govern!

I dont think you know him, she said, somewhat stiffly.

Oh, I know him!

But  

Oh, I know him! he repeated, the faint note of protest in her voice serving to excite him. He was at Manchester. There were a hundred thousand men out of work  starving, seeing their wives starve, seeing their children starve. And they came to Manchester and met. And he was there, and he was one of those who signed the order for the soldiers to ride them down  men, women, and children, without arms, and packed so closely that they could not flee!

Well, she said pertly, you would not have us all murdered in our beds?

He opened his mouth, and he shut it again. He knew that he had been a fool. He knew that he had gone near to betraying himself. She was nineteen, and thoughtless; she had been bred in the class he hated; she had never heard any political doctrines save those which that class, the governing class, held; and though twice or thrice he had essayed faintly to imbue her with his notions of liberty and equality and fraternity, and had pictured her with the red cap of freedom perched on her flaxen head, the only liberty in which he had been able to interest her had been her own!

By-and-by, in different conditions, she might be more amenable, should he then think it worth while to convert her. For the present his eloquence was stayed in midstream. Yet he could not be altogether silent, for he was a man to whom words were very dear.

Well, he said in a lower tone, there is something in that, sweet. But I know worse of him than that. You may think it right to transport a man for seven years for poaching a hare  

They should not poach, she said lightly, and they would not be transported!

But you will think differently of flogging a man to death!

Her face flushed.

I dont believe it! she cried.

On his ship in Plymouth Harbour they will tell you differently.

I dont believe it! she replied, with passion. And then, How horrid you are! she continued. And it is nearly dark! Why do you talk of such things? You are jealous of him  that is what you are!

He saw the wisdom of sliding back into their old relations, and he seized the opportunity her words offered.

Yes, he murmured, I am jealous of him. And why not? I am jealous of the wind that caresses your cheek, of the carpet that feels your tread, of the star that peeps in at your window! I am jealous of all who come near you, or speak to you, or look at you!

Are you really?  in a tone of childish delight. As jealous as that?

He swore it with many phrases.

And you will be so always? she sighed softly, leaning towards him. Always  Alan?

To eternity! he answered. And emboldened by her melting mood, he would have taken her hand, and perhaps more than her hand, but at that moment the lights of the inn at Newby Bridge flashed on them suddenly, the roar of the water as it rushed over the weirs surprised their ears, the postboys cracked their whips, and the carriage bounded and rattled over the steep pitch of the narrow bridge. A second or two later it came to a stand before the inn amid a crowd of helpers and stable lads, whose lanthorns dazzled the travellers eyes.

They stayed only to change horses, then were away again. But the halt sufficed to cool his courage; and as they pounded on monotonously through the night, the darkness and the dim distances of river and lake  for they were approaching the shores of Windermere  produced their natural effect on Henriettas feelings. She had been travelling since early morning cooped and cramped within the narrow chaise; she had spent the previous night in a fever of suspense and restlessness. Now, though slowly, the gloom, the dark outlines of the woods, and that sense of loneliness which seizes upon all who are flung for the first time among strange surroundings, began to tell upon the spirits even of nineteen. She did not admit the fact to herself  she would have died before she confessed it to another; but disillusion had begun its subtle task.

Here were all the things for which she had panted  the dear, delightful things of which she had dreamed: the whirl of the postchaise through the night, the crack of the whips, the cries of the postboys, the lighted inns, the dripping woods, the fear of pursuit, the presence of her lover! And already they were growing flat. Already the savour was escaping from them. There were tears in her heart, tears very near her eyes.

He could have taken her hand then, and more than her hand. For suddenly she recognised, with a feeling nearer terror than her flighty nature had ever experienced before, her complete dependence on him. Henceforth love, comfort, kindness, companionship  all must come from him. She had flung from her every stay but his, every hand but his. He was become her all, her world. And could she trust him? Not only with her honour  she never dreamed of doubting that  but could she trust him afterwards? To be kind to her, to be good to her, to be generous to her? Thoughtless, inexperienced, giddy as she was, Henrietta trembled. A pitiful sob rose in her throat. It needed but little, very little, and she had cast herself in abandonment on her lovers breast and there wept out her fears and her doubts.

But he had also his anxieties, and he let the moment pass by him unmarked. He had reasons, other and more urgent than those he had given her, for taking this road and for staying the night in a place whence Whitehaven and Carlisle were equally accessible; and those reasons had seemed good enough in the day when the fear of pursuit had swayed him. They seemed less pertinent now. He began to wish that he had taken another road, pursued another course. And he was deep in a brown study, in which love had no part, when an exclamation, at once of surprise and admiration, recalled him to the present.

They had topped a bare shoulder and come suddenly in sight of Lake Windermere. The moon had not long risen above the hills on their right, the water lay on their left; below them stretched a long pale mirror, whose borrowed light, passing over the dark woods which framed it, faintly lit and explored the stupendous fells and mountains that rose beyond. To Stewart it was no unfamiliar or noteworthy sight; and his eyes, after a passing glance of approval, turned to the road below them and marked with secret anxiety the spot where two or three lights indicated their halting-place.

But to Henrietta the sight, as unexpected as it was beautiful, appealed in a manner never to be forgotten. She held her breath, and slowly her eyes filled. Half subdued by fatigue and darkness, half awake to the dangers and possibilities of her situation, she was in the mood most fit to be moved by the tender melancholy of the scene. She was feeling a craving for something  for something to comfort her, for something to reassure her, for something on which to lean in the absence of all the common things of life: and there broke on her the mystic beauty of this moonlit lake, and it melted her. Her heart, hitherto untouched, awoke. The compact which she had made with her lover stood for naught. The tears running down her face, she turned to him, she held out her hands to him.

Kiss me! she murmured. And say  say you will be good to me! I have only you now!  only you!  only you!

He caught her in his arms and kissed her rapturously; and the embrace was ardent enough to send the scarlet surging to her temples, to set her heart throbbing. But the chaise was in the very act of drawing up at the door of the inn; and it may be doubted if he tasted the full sweetness of the occasion. A face looked in at the carriage window, on the side farther from the lake appeared a bowing landlord, a voice inquired, Horses on? The postchaise stopped.


CHAPTER II

A RED WAISTCOAT

Cheerful lights shining from the open doorway and the red-curtained windows of the inn, illumined the road immediately before it; and if these and the change in all the surroundings did not at once dispel the loneliness at Henriettas heart, at least they drove the tears from her eyes and the blushes from her cheeks. The cold moonlight, the unchanging face of nature, had sobered and frightened her; the warmth of fire and candle, the sound of voices, and the low, homely front of the house, with its two projecting gables, reassured her. The forlorn child who had flung herself into her lovers arms not forty seconds before was not to be recognised in the girl who alighted slowly and with gay self-possession, took in the scene at a glance, and won the hearts of ostler and stableboy by her ease and her fresh young beauty. She was bare-headed, and her high-dressed hair, a little disordered by the journey, gleamed in the lanthorn-light. Her eyes were like stars. The landlord of the inn  known for twenty miles round as Long Tom Gilson  saw at a glance that the missuss tongue would run on her. He wished that he might not be credited with his hundred-and-thirty-first conquest!

The thought, however, did not stand between him and his duty. Sharp, Sam, he cried briskly. Fire in Mr. Rogerss room. Then to his guests: Late? No, sir, not at all. This way, maam. All will be ready in a twinkling.

But Henrietta stood smiling.

Thank you, she answered pleasantly, her clear young voice slightly raised. But I wished to be placed in the landladys charge. Is she here?

Gilson turned toward the doorway, which his wifes portly form fitted pretty tightly.

Here, missus, he cried, the young lady wants you.

But Mrs. Gilson was a woman who was not wont to be hurried and before she reached the side of the carriage Stewart interposed; more roughly and more hurriedly than seemed discreet in the circumstances.

Let us go in, and settle that afterwards, he said.

No.

Yes, he retorted. And he grasped the girls arm tightly. His voice was low, but insistent. Let us go in.

But the girl only vouchsafed him a look, half wondering, half indignant. She turned to the landlady.

I am tired, and need no supper, she said. Will you take me into a room, if you please, where I can rest at once, as we go on early to-morrow.

Certainly, the landlady answered. She was a burly, red-faced, heavy-browed woman. But you have come some way, maam. Will you not take supper with the gentleman?

No.

He interposed.

At least let us go in! he repeated pettishly. And there was an agitation in his tone and manner not easy to explain, except on the supposition that in some way she had thwarted him. We do not want to spend the night on the road, I suppose?

She did not reply. But none the less, as she followed Mrs. Gilson to the door, was she wondering what ailed him. She was unsuspicious by nature, and she would not entertain the thought that he wished her to act otherwise than she was acting. What was it then? Save for a burly man in a red waistcoat who stood in a lighted doorway farther along the front of the inn, and seemed to be watching their movements with lazy interest, there were only the people of the inn present. And the red-waistcoated man could hardly be in pursuit of them, for, for certain, he was a stranger. Then what was it?

She might have turned and asked her lover; but she was offended and she would not stoop. And before she thought better of it  or worse  she had crossed the threshold. A warmer air, an odour of spices and lemons and old rum, met her. On the left of the low-browed passage a half-open door offered a glimpse of shining glass and ruddy firelight; there was Mrs. Gilsons snuggery, sometimes called the coach office. On the right a room with a long table spoke of coaching meals and a groaning board. From beyond these, from the penetralia of kitchen and pantry, came faint indications of plenty and the spit.

A chambermaid was waiting at the foot of the narrow staircase to go before them with lights; but the landlady took the candles herself, and dismissed the woman with a single turn of the eye. A habit of obedience to Mrs. Gilson was the one habit of the inn, the one common ground on which all, from Tom Gilson to the smallest strapper in the stable, came together.

The landlady went ponderously up before her guest and opened the door of a dimity-hung chamber. It was small and simple, but of the cleanest. Hid in it were rosemary and lavender; and the leafless branches of a rose-tree whipped the diamond panes of the low, broad window. Mrs. Gilson lighted the two wax candles waxes in those days formed part of every bill but the bagmans. Then she turned and looked at the girl with deliberate disapproval.

You will take nothing, maam, to eat? she said.

No, thank you, Henrietta answered. And then, resenting the womans look, I may as well tell you, she continued, holding her head high, that we have eloped, and are going to be married to-morrow. That is why I wished to be put in your charge.

The landlady, with her great face frowning, continued to look at the girl, and for a moment did not answer.

At length, Youve run away, she said, from your friends?

Henrietta nodded loftily.

From a distance, I take it?

Yes.

Well, Mrs. Gilson rejoined, her face continuing to express growing disapproval, theres a stock of fools near and far. And if I did my duty, young lady, thered be one who would likely be thankful all her life. She took the snuffers and slowly and carefully snuffed the two candles. If I did my duty, Id lock you up and keep you safe till your friends came for you.

You are insolent, the girl cried, flaming up.

That depends, Mrs. Gilson retorted, with the utmost coolness. Fine feathers make fine birds. You may be my lady, or my ladys maid. Men are such fools  alls of the best thats red and white. But Im not so easy.

Henrietta raised her chin a little higher.

Be good enough to leave the room! she said.

But the stout woman held her ground.

Not before Ive said what I have to say, she answered. It is one thing, and one thing only, hinders me doing what I ought to do, and what if you were my girl Id wish another to do. And that is  your friends may not want you back. And then, to be married tomorrow is like enough the best you can do for yourself! And the sooner the better!

Henriettas face turned scarlet, and she stamped on the floor.

You are a wicked, insolent woman! she said. You do not know your place, nor mine. How dare you say such things to me? How dare you? Did you hear me bid you leave the room?

Hoity-toity!

Yes, at once!

Very good, Mrs. Gilson replied ponderously very good! But you may find worse friends than me. And maybe one of them is downstairs now.

You hateful woman! the girl cried; and had a glimpse of the landladys red, frowning face as the woman turned for a last look in the doorway. Then the door closed, and she was left alone  alone with her thoughts.

Her face burned, her neck tingled. She was very, very angry, and a little frightened. This was a scene in her elopement which anticipation had not pictured. It humiliated her  and scared her. To-morrow, no doubt, all would be well; all would be cheerfulness, tenderness, sunshine; all would be on the right basis. But in the meantime the sense of forlornness which had attacked her in the chaise returned on her as her anger cooled, and with renewed strength. Her world, the world of her whole life up to daybreak of this day, was gone forever. In its place she had only this bare room with its small-paned casement and its dimity hangings and its clean scent. Of course he was below, and he was the world to her, and would make up a hundredfold what she had resigned for him. But he was below, he was absent; and meantime her ear and her heart ached for a tender word, a kind voice, a look of love. At least, she thought, he might have come under her window, and whistled the air that had been the dear signal for their meetings. Or he might have stood a while and chatted with her, and shown her that he was not offended. The severest prude, even that dreadful woman who had insulted her, could not object to that!

But he did not come. Of course he was supping  what things men were! And then, out of sheer loneliness, her eyes filled, and her thoughts of him grew tender and more humble. She dwelt on him no longer as her conquest, her admirer, the prize of her bow and spear, subject to her lightest whim and her most foolish caprice; but as her all, the one to whom she must cling and on whom she must depend. She thought of him as for a brief while she had thought of him in the chaise. And she wondered with a chill of fear if she would be left after marriage as she was left now. She had heard of such things, but in the pride of her beauty, and his subjection, she had not thought that they could happen to her. Now  But instead of dwelling on a possibility which frightened her, she vowed to be very good to him  good and tender and loyal, and a true wife. They were resolutions that a trifling temptation, an hours neglect or a cross word, might have overcome. But they were honest, they were sincere, they were made in the soberest moment that her young life had ever known; and they marked a step in development, a point in that progress from girlhood to womanhood which so few hours might see complete.

Meanwhile Mrs. Gilson had returned to her snuggery, wearing a face that, had the lemons and other comforts about her included cream, must have turned it sour. That snuggery, it may be, still exists in the older part of the Low Wood Inn. In that event it should have a value. For to it Mr. Samuel Rogers, the rich London banker, would sometimes condescend from his apartments in the south gable; and with him Mr. Kirkpatrick Sharp, a particular gentleman who sniffed a little at the rum; or Sir James Mackintosh, who, rumour had it, enjoyed some reputation in London as a writer. At times, too, Mr. Southey, Poet Laureate elsewhere, but here Squire of Greta Hall, would stop on his way to visit his neighbour at Storrs  no such shorthorns in the world as Mr. Boltons at Storrs; and not seldom he brought with him a London gentleman, Mr. Brougham, whose vanity in opposing the Lowther interest at the late election had almost petrified Mrs. Gilson. Mr. Brougham called himself a Whig, but Mrs. Gilson held him little better than a Radical  a kind of cattle seldom seen in those days outside the dock of an assize court. Or sometimes the visitor was that queer, half-moithered Mr. Wordsworth at Rydal; or Mr. Wilson of Elleray with his great voice and his homespun jacket. He had a sort of name too; but if he did anything better than he fished, the head ostler was a Dutchman!

The visits of these great people, however  not that Mrs. Gilson blenched before them, she blenched before nobody short of Lord Lonsdale  had place in the summer. To-night the landladys sanctum, instead of its complement of favourite guests gathered to stare at Mr. Southeys last order for Horses on! boasted but a single tenant. Even he sat where the landlady did not at once see him; and it was not until she had cast a log on the dogs with a violence which betrayed her feelings that he announced his presence by a cough.

Theres the sign of a good house, he said with approval. Never unprepared!  never unprepared! Come late, come early  coach, chaise, or gig  it is all one to a good house.

Umph!

It is a pleasure to sit by  he waved his pipe with unction and to see a thing done properly!

Ay, its a pleasure to many to sit by, the landlady answered with withering sarcasm. Its an easy way of making a living  especially if you are waiting for what doesnt come. Put a red waistcoat on old Sam the postboy, and hed sit by and see as well as another!

The man in the red waistcoat chuckled.

Im glad they dont take you into council at Bow Street, maam! he said.

They might do worse.

They might do better, he rejoined. They might take you into the force! I warrant  with a look of respectful admiration if they did theres little would escape you. Now that young lady? He indicated the upper regions with his pipe. Postboys say she came from Lancaster. But from where before that?

Wherever shes from, she did not tell me! Mrs. Gilson snapped.

Ah!

And what is more, if she had, I shouldnt tell you.

Oh, come, come, maam! Mr. Bishop was mildly shocked. Oh, come, maam! That is not like you. Think of the King and his royal prerogative!

Fiddlesticks!

Mr. Bishop looked quite staggered.

You dont mean it, he said you dont indeed. You would not have the Radicals and Jacobins ramping over the country, shooting honest men in their shops and burning and ravaging, and  and generally playing the devil?

I suppose you think it is you that stops them?

No, maam, no, with a modest smile. I dont stop them. I leave that to the yeomanry  old Englands bulwark and their countrys pride! But when the yeomanry ve done their part, I take them, and the law passes upon them. And when they have been hung or transported and an example made, then you sleep comfortably in your beds. That is what I do. And I think I may say that next to Mr. Nadin of Manchester, who is the greatest man in our line out of London, I have done as much in that way as another.

Mrs. Gilson sniffed contemptuously.

Well, she said, if you have never done more than youve done since youve been here, its a wonder the roofs on! Though what you expected to do, except keep a whole skin, passes me! Theres the Chronicle in today, and such talks of riots at Glasgow and Paisley, and such meetings here and alarms there, it is a wonder to me  with sarcasm they can do without you! To judge by what I hear, Lancashire way is just a kettle of troubles and boiling over, and bread that price everybody is wanting to take the old Kings crown off his head.

And his head off his body, maam! Mr. Bishop added solemnly.

So that its little good you and your yeomanry seem to have done at Manchester, except get yourselves abused!

Maam, the Kings crown is on his head, Mr. Bishop retorted, and his head is on his body!

Well? Not that his head is much good to him, poor mad gentleman!

And King Louis, maam, years ago  what of him? The King of France, maam? Crown gone, head gone  all gone! And why? Because there was not a good blow struck in time, maam! Because, poor, foolish foreigner, he had no yeomanry and no Bow Street, maam! But the Government, the British Government, is wiser. They are brave men  brave noblemen, I should say, Mr. Bishop amended with respect, but with treason and misprision of treason stalking the land, with the lower orders, that should behave themselves lowly and reverently to all their betters, turned to ramping, roaring Jacobins seeking whom they may devour, and whose machine they may break, my lords would not sleep in their beds  no, not they, brave men as they are  if it were not for the yeomanry and the runners. He had to pause for breath.

Mrs. Gilson coughed dryly.

Leathers a fine thing, she said, if you believe the cobbler.

Well, Mr. Bishop answered, nodding his head confidently, its so far true youd do ill without it.

But Mrs. Gilson was equal to the situation.

Ay, underfoot, she said. But everything in its place. My man, he be mad upon tod-hunting; but I never knew him go to Manchester Change to seek one.

No? Mr. Bishop held his pipe at arms length, and smiled at it mysteriously. Yet Ive seen one there, he continued, or in such another place.

Where?

Common Garden, London.

It was in a box, then.

It was, maam, Mr. Bishop replied, with smiling emphasis. It was in a box safe bind, safe find, maam. Thats the motto of my line, and that was it precisely! More by token its not outside the bounds of possibility you may see  he glanced towards the door as he knocked his pipe against his top-boot one of my tods in a box before morning.

Mrs. Gilson shot out her underlip and looked at him darkly. She never stooped to express surprise; but she was surprised. There was no mistaking the ring of triumph in the runners tone; yet of all the unlikely things within the landladys range none seemed more unlikely than that he should flush his game there. She had asked herself more than once why he was there; and why no coach stopped, no chaise changed horses, no rider passed or bagman halted, without running the gauntlet of his eye. For in that country of lake and mountain were neither riots nor meetings; and though Lancashire lay near, the echoes of strife sounded but weakly and fitfully across Cartmel Sands. Mills might be burning in Cheadle and Preston, men might be drilling in Bolland and Whitewell, sedition might be preaching in Manchester, all England might be in a flame with dear bread and no work, Corbetts Twopenny Register and Orator Hunts declamations  but neither the glare nor the noise had much effect on Windermere. Mr. Bishops presence there seemed superfluous therefore; seemed  But before she could come to the end of her logic, her staid waiting-maid appeared, demanding four pennyworth of old Geneva for the gentleman in Mr. Rogerss room; and when she was serving, Mrs. Gilson took refuge in incredulity.

A man must talk if he cant do, she said if hes to live.

Mr. Bishop smiled, and patted his buckskin breeches with confidence.

Youll believe maam, he said, when you see him walk into the coach with the handcuffs on his wrists.

Ay, I shall!

The innuendo in the landladys tone was so plain that her husband, who had entered while she was rinsing the noggin in which she had measured the gin, chuckled audibly. She turned an awful stare on him, and he collapsed. The Bow Street runner was less amenable to discipline.

You sent the lad, Tom? he asked.

The landlord nodded, with an apprehensive eye on his wife.

He should be back  Mr. Bishop consulted a huge silver watch by eleven.

Ay, sure.

Where has he gone? Mrs. Gilson asked, with an ominous face.

She seldom interfered in stable matters; but if she chose, it was understood that no department was outside her survey.

Only to Kendal with a message for me, Bishop answered.

At this time of the night?

Maam  Mr. Bishop rose and tapped his red waistcoat with meaning, almost with dignity the King has need of him. The King  God bless and restore him to health  will pay, and handsomely. For the why and the wherefore he has gone, his majestys gracious prerogative is to say nothing  with a smile. That is the rule in Bow Street, and for this time well make it the rule under Bow Fell, if you please. Moreover, what he took I wrote, maam, and as he cannot read and I sent it to one who will give it to another, his majesty will enjoy his prerogative as he should!

There was a spark in Mrs. Gilsons eye. Fortunately the runner saw it, and before she could retort he slipped out, leaving the storm to break about her husbands head. Some who had known Mr. Gilson in old days wondered how he bore his life, and why he did not hang himself  Mrs. Gilsons tongue was so famous. And more said he had reason to hang himself. Only a few, and they the wisest, noted that he who had once been Long Tom Gilson grew fat and rosy; and these quoted a proverb about the wind and the shorn lamb. One  it was Bishop himself, but he had known them no more than three weeks  said nothing when the question was raised, but tapped his nose and winked, and looked at Long Tom as if he did not pity him overmuch.


CHAPTER III

A WEDDING MORNING

In one particular at least the Bow Street runner was right. The Government which ruled England in that year, 1819, was made up of brave men; whether they were wise men or great men, or far-seeing men, is another question. The peace which followed Waterloo had been welcomed with enthusiasm. Men supposed that it would put an end to the enormous taxation and the strain which the nation had borne so gallantly during twenty years of war. The goddess of prosperity, with her wings of silver and her feathers of gold, was to bless a people which had long known only paper money. In a twinkling every trade was to flourish, every class to be more comfortable, every man to have work and wage, plenty and no taxes.

Instead, there ensued a period of want and misery almost without a parallel. During the war the country had been self-supporting, wheat had risen, land suitable and unsuitable had been enclosed and tilled. Bread had been dear but work had been plentiful. Now, at the prospect of open ports, wheat fell, land was left derelict, farmers were ruined, labourers in thousands went on the rates. Nor among the whirling looms of Lancashire or the furnaces of Staffordshire were things better. Government orders ceased with the war, while the exhausted Continent was too poor to buy. Here also thousands were cast out of work.

The cause of the countrys misfortunes might be this or that. Whatever it was, the working classes suffered greater hardships than at any time during the war; and finding no anxiety to sympathise in a Parliament which represented their betters, began to form  ominous sign  clubs, and clubs within clubs, and to seek redress by unlawful means. An open rising broke out in the Fen country, and there was fighting at Littleport and Ely. There were riots at Spa Fields in London, where murder was committed; and there were riots again, which almost amounted to a rebellion, in Derbyshire. At Stock-port and in Birmingham immense mob meetings took place. In the northern counties the sky was reddened night after night by incendiary fires. In the Midlands looms were broken and furnaces extinguished. In Lancashire and Yorkshire the air was sullen with strikes and secret plottings, and spies, and cold and famine.

In the year 1819 things came to a kind of head. There was a meeting at Manchester in August. It was such a meeting as had never been seen in England. There were sixty thousand at it, there were eighty thousand, there were ninety thousand  some said one, some said the other. It was so large, at any rate, that it was difficult to say that it was not dangerous; and beyond doubt many there would have snatched at the least chance of rapine. Be that as it may, the magistrates, in the face of so great a concourse, lost their heads. They ordered a small force of yeomanry to disperse the gathering. The yeomanry became entangled  a second charge was needful: the multitude fled every way. In ten minutes the ground was clear; but six lives were lost and seventy persons were injured.

At once all England was cleft into parties  that which upheld the charge, and that which condemned it. Feelings which had been confined to the lower orders spread to the upper; and while from this date the section which was to pass the Reform Bill took new shape, underground more desperate enterprises were breeding. Undismayed the people met at Paisley and at Glasgow, and at each place there were collisions with, the soldiery.

Mr. Bishop had grounds, therefore, for his opinion of the Government of which he shared the favour with the yeomanry  their countrys bulwark and its pride. But it is a far cry to Windermere, and no offset from the storm which was convulsing Lancashire stirred the face of the lake when Henrietta opened her window next morning and looked out on the day which was to change all for her. The air was still, the water grey and smooth, no gleam of sun showed. Yet the general aspect was mild; and would have been cheerful, if the more distant prospect which for the first time broke upon Henriettas eyes had not raised it and her thoughts to the sublime. Beyond the water, above the green slopes and wooded knobs which fringed the lake, rose, ridge behind ridge, a wall of mountains. It stretched from the Peak of Coniston on the left, by the long snow-flecked screes of Bow Fell, to the icy points of the Langdales on the right  a new world, remote, clear, beautiful, and still: so still, so remote, that it seemed to preach a sermon  to calm the hurry of her morning thoughts, and the tumult of youth within her. She stood awhile in awe. But her hair was about her shoulders, she was only half-dressed; and by-and-by, when her first surprise waned, she bethought herself that he might be below, and she drew back from the window with a blush. What more likely, what more loverlike, than that he should be below? Waiting  on this morning which was to crown his hopes  for the first sight of her face, the first opening of her lattice, the gleam of her white arm on the sill? Had it been summer, and had the rose-tree which framed the window been in bloom, what joy to drop with trembling fingers a bud to him, and to know that he would treasure it all his life  her last maiden gift! And he? Surely he would have sent her an armful to await her rising, that as she dressed she might plunge her face into their perfume, and silently plighting her troth to him, renew the pure resolves which she had made in the night hours!

But when she peeped out shyly, telling herself that she was foolish to blush, and that the time for blushing was past, she failed to discover him. There was a girl  handsome after a dark fashion  seated on a low wall on the farther side of the road; and a group of four or five men were standing in front of the inn door, talking in excited tones. Conceivably he might be one of the men, for she could hear them better than she could see them  the door being a good deal to one side. But when she had cautiously opened her window and put out her head  her hair by this time being dressed  he was not among them.

She was drawing in her head, uncertain whether to pout or not, when her eyes met those of the young woman on the wall; and the latter smiled. Possibly she had noted the direction of Henriettas glance, and drawn her inference. At any rate, her smile was so marked and so malicious that Henrietta felt her cheek grow hot, and lost no time in drawing back and closing the window.

What a horrid girl! she exclaimed.

Still, after the first flush of annoyance, she would have thought no more of it  would indeed have laughed at herself for her fancy  if Mrs. Gilsons strident voice had not at that moment brought the girl to her feet.

Bess! Bess Hinkson! the landlady cried, apparently from the doorway. Hast come with the milk? Then come right in and let me have it? What are you gaping at there, you gaby? What hast to do with thee? I do think  with venom the world is full of fools!

The girl with a sullen air took up a milk-pail that stood beside her; she wore the short linsey petticoat of the rustic of that day, and a homespun bodice. Her hair, brilliantly black, and as thick as a horses mane, was covered only by a handkerchief knotted under her chin.

Bess Hinkson? What a horrid name! Henrietta muttered as she watched her cross the road. She did not dream that she would ever see the girl again: the more as the mens voices  she was nearly ready to descend  fixed her attention next. She caught a word, then listened.

The devils in it if hes not gone Whitehaven way! one said. Thats how hes gone! Through Carlisle, say you? Not he!

But without a horse? Hed no horse.

And what if hed not? the first speaker retorted, with the impatience of superior intellect. Its Tuesday, the day of the Man packet-boat, and hed be away in her.

But the packet dont leave Whitehaven till noon, a third struck in. And theyll be there and nab him before that. Shelp me, he has not gone Whitehaven way!

Maybe hed take a boat?

Hed lack the time  with scorn.

Hes took a boat here, another maintained. Thats what he has done. Hes took a boat here and gone down in the dark to Newby Bridge.

But theres not a boat gone! another speaker retorted in triumph. What do you say to that?

So far Henriettas ear followed the argument; but her mind lagged at the point where the matter touched her.

The Man packet-boat? she thought, as she tied the last ribbon at her neck and looked sideways at her appearance in the squat, filmy mirror. That must be the boat to the Isle of Man. It leaves Whitehaven the same day as the Scotch boat, then. Perhaps there is but one, and it goes on to the Isle of Man. And I shall go by it. And then  and then  

A knock at the door severed the thread, and drove the unwonted languor from her eyes. She cast a last look at her reflection in the glass, and turned herself about that she might review her back-hair. Then she swept the table with her eye, and began to stuff this and that into her bandbox. The knock was repeated.

I am coming, she cried. She cast one very last look round the room, and, certain that she had left nothing, took up her bonnet and a shawl which she had used for a wrap over her riding-dress. She crossed the room towards the door. As she raised her hand to the latch, a smile lurked in the dimples of her cheeks. There was a gleam of fun in her eyes; the lighter side of her was uppermost again.

It was not her lover, however, who stood waiting outside, but Modest Ann  she went commonly by that name  the waiting-maid of the inn, who was said to mould herself on her mistress and to be only a trifle less formidable when roused. The two were something alike, for the maid was buxom and florid; and fame told of battles between them whence no ordinary woman, no ordinary tongue, no mortal save Mrs. Gilson, could have issued victorious. Fame had it also that Modest Ann remained after her defeat only by reason of an attachment, held by most to be hopeless, to the head ostler. And for certain, severe as she was, she permitted some liberty of speech on the subject.

Henrietta, however, did not know that here was another slave of love; and her face fell.

Is Mr. Stewart waiting? she asked.

No, miss, the woman answered, civilly enough, but staring as if she could never see enough of her. But Mrs. Gilson will be glad if youll speak to her.

Henrietta raised her eyebrows. It was on the tip of her tongue to answer, Then let her come to me! But she remembered that these people did not know who she was  knew indeed nothing of her. And she answered instead: I will come. Where is she?

This way, miss. Ill show you the way.

Henrietta wondered, as the woman conducted her along several low-ceiled passages, and up and down odd stairs, and past windows which disclosed the hill rising immediately at the back of the house, what the landlady wanted.

She is an odious woman! she thought, with impatience. How horrid she was to me last night! If ever there was a bully, she is one! And this creature looks not much better!

Modest Ann, turning her head at the moment, belied the ill opinion by pointing out a step in a dark corner.

There is a stair here, miss, she said. Take care.

Thank you, Henrietta answered in her clear, girlish voice. Is Mr. Stewart with Mrs.  Whats her name?

Mrs. Gilson? No, miss.

And pausing, the woman opened a door, and made way for Henrietta to enter.

At that instant  and strange to say, not before  a dreadful suspicion leapt up in the girls brain. What if her brother had followed her, and was there? Or worse still, Captain Clyne? What if she were summoned to be confronted with them and to be taken home in shameful durance, after the fashion of a naughty child that had behaved badly and was in disgrace? The fire sprang to her eyes, her cheeks burnt. It was too late to retreat; but her pretty head went up in the air, and her look as she entered spoke flat rebellion. She swept the room with a glance of flame.

However, there was no one to be burned up: no brother, no slighted, abandoned suitor. In the room, a good-sized, pleasant room, looking on the lake, were only Mrs. Gilson, who stood beside the table, which was laid for breakfast, and a strange man. The man was gazing from the window, but he turned abruptly, disclosing a red waistcoat, as her eye fell on him. She looked from one to the other in great surprise, in growing surprise. What did the man there?

Where is Mr. Stewart? she asked, her frigid tone expressing her feelings. Is he not here?

Mrs. Gilson seemed about to answer, but the man forestalled her.

No, miss, he said, he is not.

Where is he?

She asked the question with undisguised sharpness.

Mr. Bishop nodded like a man well pleased.

That is the point, miss, he answered precisely. Where is he?


CHAPTER IV

TWO TO ONE

Henrietta, high-spirited and thoughtless, was more prone to anger than to fear, to resentment than to patience. But all find something formidable in the unknown; and the presence of this man who spoke with so much aplomb, and referred to her lover as if he had some concern in him, was enough to inspire her with fear and set her on her guard. Nevertheless, she could not quite check the first impulse to resentment; the mans very presence was a liberty, and her tone when she spoke betrayed her sense of this.

I have no doubt, she said, that Mr. Stewart can be found if you wish to see him. She turned to Mrs. Gilson. Be good enough, she said, to send some one in search of him.

I have done that already, the man Bishop answered.

The landlady, who did not move, seemed tongue-tied. But she did not take her eyes off the girl.

Henrietta frowned. She threw her bonnet and shawl on a side-table.

Be good enough to send again, then, she said, turning and speaking in the indifferent tone of one who was wont to have her orders obeyed. He is probably within call. The chaise is ordered for ten.

Bishop advanced a step and tapped the palm of one hand with the fingers of the other.

That is the point, miss! he said impressively. Youve hit it. The chaise is ordered for ten. It is nine now, within a minute  and the gentleman cannot be found.

Cannot be found? she echoed, in astonishment at his familiarity. Cannot be found? She turned imperiously to Mrs. Gilson. What does this person mean? she said. And her tone was brave. But the colour came and went in her cheeks, and the first flutter of alarm darkened her eyes.

The landlady found her voice.

He means, she said bluntly, that he did not sleep in his bed last night.

Mr. Stewart?

The gentleman who came with you.

Oh, but, Henrietta cried, you must be jesting? She would not, she could not, give way to the doubt that assailed her.

It is no jest, Bishop answered gravely, and with something like pity in his voice. For the girl looked very fair and very young, and wore her dignity prettily. It is no jest, miss, believe me. But perhaps we could read the riddle  we should know more, at any rate  if you were to tell us from what part you came yesterday.

But she had her wits about her, and she was not going to tell them that! No, no! Moreover, on the instant she had a thought  that this was no jest, but a trick, a cruel, cowardly trick, to draw from her the knowledge which they wanted, and which she must not give! Beyond doubt that was it; she snatched thankfully at the notion. This odious woman, taking advantage of Stewarts momentary absence, had called in the man, and thought to bully her, a young girl in a strange place, out of the information which she had wished to get the night before.

The impertinents! But she would be a match for them.

That is my affair, she said.

But  

And will remain so! she continued warmly. For the rest, I am inclined to think that this is a trap of some sort! If so, you may be sure that Mr. Stewart will know how to resent it, and any impertinence offered to me. You  she turned suddenly upon Mrs. Gilson you ought to be ashamed of yourself!

Mrs. Gilson nodded oracularly.

I am ashamed of somebody, she said.

The girl thought that she was gaining the advantage.

Then at once, she said, let Mr. Stewart know that I am waiting for him. Do you hear, madam? she stamped the floor with her foot, and looked the pretty fury to the life. And see that this person leaves the room. Good-morning, sir. You will hear from Mr. Stewart what I think of your intrusion.

Bishop opened his mouth to reply. But he caught Mrs. Gilsons eye; and by a look, such a look as appalled even the Bow Street runners stout heart, she indicated the door. After a second of hesitation he passed out meekly.

When he was gone, Very good, miss, the landlady said in the tone of one who restrained her temper with difficulty very good. But if youre to be ready youd best eat your breakfast  if, that is, it is good enough for you! she added. And with a very grim face she swept from the room and left Henrietta in possession of the field.

The girl sprang to the window and looked up and down the road. She had the same view of the mild autumn morning, of the grey lake and distant range of hills which had calmed her thoughts an hour earlier. But the beauty of the scene availed nothing now. She was flushed with vexation  impatient, resentful. Where was he? He was not in sight. Then where could he be? And why did he leave her? Did he think that he need no longer press his suit, that the need for pettis soins and attentions was over? Oh, but she would show him! And in a moment all the feelings of the petted, spoiled girl were up in arms.

They are horrid! she cried, angry tears in her eyes. Its an outrage  a perfect outrage! And he is no better. How dare he leave me, this morning of all mornings?

On which there might have stolen into her mind  so monstrous did his neglect seem  a doubt, a suspicion; the doubt and the suspicion which she repelled a few minutes earlier. But, as she turned, her eyes fell on the breakfast-table; and vexation was not proof against a healthy appetite.

I will show him, she thought resentfully, that I am not so dependent on him as he thinks. I shall not wait  I shall take my breakfast. That odious woman was right for once.

And she sat down in the seat placed for her. But as quickly she was up again, and at the oval glass over the mantel  where Samuel Rogers had often viewed his cadaverous face  to inspect herself and be sure that she was looking her best, so that his despair, when he came and found her cold and distant, would be the deeper. Soon satisfied, she returned, smiling dangerously, to her seat; and this time she fell-to upon the eggs and girdle-cakes, and the home-cured ham, and the tea at ten shillings a pound. The room had a window to the lake and a second window which looked to the south and was not far from the first. Though low-ceiled, it was of a fair size, with a sunk cupboard, with glazed upper doors, on each side of the fireplace, and cushioned seats in the window-places. In a recess near the door  the room was full of corners  were book-shelves; and on the other side of the door stood a tall clock with a very pale face. The furniture was covered with some warm red stuff, well worn; and an air of that snug comfort which was valued by Englishmen of the day pervaded all, and went well with the scent of the China tea.

But neither tea nor comfort, nor the cheerful blaze on the hearth, could long hold Henriettas thoughts; nor resentment repress her anxiety. Presently she began to listen after every mouthful: her fork was as often suspended as at work. Her pretty face grew troubled and her brow more deeply puckered, until her wandering eye fell on the clock, and she saw that the slowly jerking hand was on the verge of the half-hour.

Then she sprang up, honestly frightened. She flew to the window that looked on the lake and peered out anxiously; thence to the side window, but she got no glimpse of him. She came back distracted to the table and stood pressing her hands to her eyes. What if they were right, and he had not slept in his bed? What if something had happened to him? But that was impossible! Impossible! Things did not happen on such mornings as this! On wedding mornings! Yet if that were the case, and they had sent for her that they might break it to her  and then their hearts, even that womans heart, had failed them? What  what then?

She was trying to repel the thought when she fancied that she heard a sound at the door, and with a gasp of relief she looked up. If he had entered at that moment, she would have flung herself into his arms and forgiven all and forgotten all. But he did not enter, and her heart sank again, and lower. She went slowly to the door and listened, and found that the sound which she had heard was caused by the whispering of persons outside.

She summoned her pride to her aid then. She opened the door to its full extent and walked back to the table, and turning, waited haughtily for them to enter. But to speak, to command her voice, was harder, and it was all she could do to murmur,

Something has happened to him  her lip fluttered ominously and you have come to tell me?

Nothing that I know of, Bishop answered cheerfully. He and the landlady had walked in and closed the door behind them. Nothing at all.

No? She could hardly believe him.

Not the least thing in life, miss, he repeated. Hes alive and well for what I know  alive and well!

She sat down on a chair that stood beside her, and the colour flowed back to her cheeks. She laughed weakly.

I was afraid that something had happened, she murmured.

No, Mr. Bishop answered, more seriously, its not that. Its not that, miss. But all the same its trouble. Now if you were to tell me, he continued, leaning forward persuasively, where you come from, I need have hardly a word with you. I can see youre a lady; your friends will come; and, shelp me, in six months youll have your matie again, and not know it happened!

I shall not tell you, she said.

The officer shook his head, surprised by her firmness.

Come now, miss  be advised, he urged. Be reasonable. Just think for once that others may know better than you, and save me the trouble  thats a good young lady.

But the wheedling appeal, the familiar tone, grated on her. Her fingers, tapping on the table, betrayed impatience as well as alarm.

I do not understand you, she said, with some return of her former distance. If nothing has happened to Mr. Stewart, I do not understand what you can have to say to me, nor why you are here.

He shrugged his shoulders.

Well, miss, he said, if you must have it, you must. Im bound to say you are not a young lady to take a hint.

That frightened her.

If nothing has happened to him   she murmured, and looked from one to the other; from Mr. Bishops smug face to the landladys stolid visage.

Its not what has happened to him, the runner answered bluntly. It is what is likely to happen to him.

He drew from his pocket as he spoke a large leather case, unstrapped it, and put the strap, which would have handily spliced a cart-trace of these days, between his teeth. Then he carefully selected from the mass of papers which the case contained a single letter. It was written, as the letters of that day were written, on three sides of a square sheet of coarsish paper. The fourth side served for envelope  that is, it bore the address and seal. But Bishop was careful to fold the letter in such a way that these and the greater part of the writing were hidden. He proffered the paper, so arranged, to Henrietta.

Dyou know the handwriting, he asked, of that letter, miss?

She had watched his actions with fascinated eyes, and could not think, could not imagine, whither they tended. She was really frightened now. But her mettle was high; she had the nerves of youth, and she hid her dismay. The hand with which she took the letter was steady as a rock, the manner with which she looked at it composed; but no sooner had her eyes fallen on the writing than she uttered an exclamation, and the colour rose to her cheeks.

How did you get this? she cried.

No, miss, no, the runner answered. One at a time. The question is, Do you know the fist? The handwriting, I mean. But I see you do.

It is Mr. Stewarts, she answered.

He glanced at Mrs. Gilson as if to bespeak her attention.

Just so, he said. It is Mr. Stewarts. And I warrant you have others like it, and could prove the fact if it were needed. No  dont read it, miss, if you please, he continued. You can tell me without that whether the gentleman has any friends in these parts.

None.

That you know of?

I never heard of any, she answered. Her astonishment was so great that she did not now think of refusing to answer. And besides, here was his handwriting. And why did he not come? The clock was on the point of striking; at this hour, at this minute, they should have been leaving the door of the inn.

No, miss, Bishop answered, exchanging a look with the landlady. Just so, youve never heard of any. Then one more question, if you please. You are going north, to Scotland, to be married to-day? Now which way, I wonder?

She frowned at him in silence. She began to see his drift.

By Keswick and Carlisle? he continued, watching her face. Or by Kendal and Penrith? Or by Cockermouth and Whitehaven? But no. Theres only the Isle of Man packet out of Whitehaven.

It goes on to Dumfries, she said. The words escaped her in spite of herself.

He smiled as he shook his head.

No, he said; itd be a very long way round if it did. But Mr. Stewart told you that, did he? I see he did. Well, youve had an escape, miss. Thats all I can say.

The colour rose to her very brow, but her eyes met his boldly.

How? she said. What do you mean?

How? he repeated. If you knew, miss, who the man was  your Mr. Stewart  youd know how  and what you have escaped!

Who he was? she muttered.

Ay, who he was! he retorted. I can tell you this at least, young lady, he added bluntly, hes the man thats very badly wanted  uncommonly badly wanted!  with a grin in more places than one, but nowhere more than where he came from.

Wanted? she said, the colour fading in her cheek. For what? What do you mean?

For what?

That is what I asked.

His face was a picture of importance and solemnity. He looked at the landlady as much as to say, See how I will prostrate her! But nothing indicated his sense of the avowal he was going to make so much as the fact that instead of raising his voice he lowered it.

You shall have the answer, miss, though I thought to spare you, he said. Hes wanted for being an uncommon desperate villain, I am sorry to say. For treason, and misprision of treason, and conspiracy. Ay, but thats the man youve come away with, shaking his head solemnly. Hes wanted for bloody conspiracy  ay, it is so indeed  equal to any Guy Fawkes, against my lord the King, his crown and dignity! Seven indictments  and not mere counts, miss  have been found against him, and those who were with him, and him the worst! And when hes taken, as hes sure to be taken by-and-by, hell suffer! And Mr. Bishop nodded portentously.

Her face was quite white now.

Mr. Stewart? she gasped.

You call him Stewart, the runner replied coolly. I call him Walterson  Walterson the younger. But he has passed by a capful of names. Anyway, hes wanted for the business in Spa Fields in 16, and half a dozen things besides!

The colour returned to Henriettas cheeks with a rush. Her fine eyes glowed, her lips parted.

A conspirator! she murmured. A conspirator! She fondled the word as if it had been love or kisses. I suppose, then, she continued, with a sidelong look at Bishop, if he were taken he would lose his life?

Sure as eggs!

Henrietta drew a deep breath; and with the same sidelong look:

He would be beheaded  in the Tower?

The runner laughed with much enjoyment.

Lord save your innocent heart, miss, he said no! He would just hang outside Newgate.

She shuddered violently at that. The glow of eye and cheek faded, and tears rose instead. She walked to a window, and with her back to them dabbed her eyes with her handkerchief. Then she turned.

Is that all? she said.

Good God! Bishop cried. He stared, nonplussed. Is that all? he said. Would you have more?

Neither more nor less, she answered  between tears and smiles, if his astonished eyes did not deceive him. For now I know  I know why he left me, why he is not here.

Good lord!

If you thought, sir, she continued, drawing herself up and speaking with indignation, that because he was in danger, because he was proscribed, because a price was set on his head, I should desert him, and betray him, and sell his secrets to you  I, his wife  you were indeed mistaken!

But damme! Mr. Bishop cried in amazement almost too great for words, you are not his wife!

In the sight of Heaven, she answered firmly, I am! She was shaking with excitement. In the sight of Heaven I am! she repeated solemnly. And so real was the feeling that she forgot for the moment the situation in which her lovers flight had left her. She forgot herself, forgot all but the danger that menaced him, and the resolution that never, never, never should it part her from him.

Mr. Bishop would fain have answered fittingly, and to that end sought words. But he found none strong enough.

Well, I am dashed! was all he could find to say. I am dashed! Then  the thing was too much for one  he sought support in Mrs. Gilsons eye. There, maam, he said vehemently, extending one hand, I ask you! You are a woman of sense! I ask you! Did you ever? Did you ever, out of London or in London?

The landladys answer was as downright as it was unwelcome.

I never see such a fool! she said, if thats what you mean. And you  with scorn to call yourself a Bow Street man! Bow Street? Bah!

Mr. Bishop opened his mouth.

A parish constables a Solomon to you! she continued, before he could speak.

His face was purple, his surprise ludicrous.

To me? he ejaculated incredulously. Shelp me, maam, you are mad, or I am! What have I done?

Its not what youve done! Mrs. Gilson answered grimly. Its what youve left undone! Oh, you gaby! she continued, with unction. You poor creature! You bag of goose-feathers! Dyou know no more of women than that? Why, Ive kept my mouth shut the last ten blessed minutes for nothing else but to see what a fool youd make of yourself! And for certain it was not for nothing!

Henrietta tapped the table.

Perhaps when youve done, she said, with tragic dignity, you will both be good enough to leave the room. I desire to be alone.

Her eyes were like stars. In her voice was an odd mixture of elation and alarm.

Mrs. Gilson turned on the instant and engaged her.

Dont talk nonsense! she said. Desire to be alone indeed! You deserve to be alone, miss, with bread and water, and the lock on the door! Oh, you may stare! But do you do now what he should have made you do a half-hour ago! And then youll feel a little less like a play actress! Alone indeed! Read that letter and tell me then what you think of yourself!

Henriettas eyes sparkled with anger, but she fought hard for her dignity.

I am not used to impertinence, she said. You forget yourself!

Bead, Mrs. Gilson retorted, and say what you like then. Youll have little stomach for saying anything, she added in an undertone, or Im a Dutchman!

Henrietta saw nothing for it but to read under protest, and she did so with a smile of contempt. In the circumstances it seemed the easier course. But alas! as she read, her pretty, angry face changed. She had that extreme delicacy of complexion which betrays the least ebb and flow of feeling: and in turn perplexity, wonder, resentment, all were painted there, and vividly. She looked up.

To whom was this written? she asked, her voice unsteady.

Mrs. Gilson was pitiless.

Look at the beginning! she answered.

The girl turned back mechanically, and read that which she had read before. But then with surprise; now with dread.

Who is  Sally? she muttered.

Despite herself, her voice seemed to fail her on the word. And she dared not meet their eyes.

Whos Sally? Mrs. Gilson repeated briskly. Why, his wife, to be sure! Who should she be?


CHAPTER V

A JEZEBEL

There was a loud drumming in Henriettas ears, and a dimness before her eyes. In the midst of this a voice, which she would not have known for her own, cried loudly and clearly, No! And again, more violently, No!

But it is Yes! the landlady answered coolly. Why not? Dyou think  with rough contempt hes the first man thats lied to a woman? or youre the first woman thats believed a rascal? Shes his wife right enough, my girl  comfortably. Dont he ask after his children? If youll turn to the bottom of the second page youll see for yourself! Oh, quite the family man, he is!

The girls hand shook like ash-leaves in a light breeze; the paper rustled in her grasp. But she had regained command of herself  she came of a stiff, proud stock, and the very brusqueness of the landlady helped her; and she read word after word and line after line of the letter. She passed from the bottom of the second sheet to the head of the third, and so to the end. But so slowly, so laboriously that it was plain that her mind was busy reading between the lines  was busy comparing, sifting, remembering.

To Bishops credit be it said, he kept his eyes off the girl. But at last he spoke.

Id that letter from his wifes hand, he said. They are married right enough  in Hounslow Church, miss. She lives there, two doors from the George posting-house, where folks change horses between London and Windsor. She was a waiting-maid in the coffee-room, and twas a rise for her. But shes not seen him for three years  reason, hes been in hiding  nor had a penny from him. Now shes got it hes taken up with some woman hereabouts, and she put me on the scent. Hes a fine gift of the gab, but for all that his fathers naught but a little apothecary, and as smooth a rogue and as big a Radical, one as the other! I wish to goodness, the runner continued, suddenly reminded of his loss, Id took him last night when he came in! But  

Thatll do! Mrs. Gilson said, cutting him short, as if he were a tap she had turned on for her own purposes. You can go now!

But  

Did you hear me, man? Go! the landlady thundered. And a glance of her eye was sufficient to bring the runner to heel like a scolded hound. Go, and shut the door after you, she continued, with sharpness. Ill have no eavesdropping in my house, prerogative or no prerogative!

When he was gone she showed a single spark of mercy. She went to the fire and proceeded to mend it noisily, as if it were the one thing in the world to be attended to. She put on wood, and swept the hearth, and made a to-do with it. True, the respite was short; a minute or two at most. But when the landlady had done, and turned her attention to the girl, Henrietta had moved to the window, so that only her back was visible. Even then, for quite a long minute Mrs. Gilson stood, with arms akimbo and pursed lips, reading the lines of the girls figure and considering her, as if even her rugged bosom knew pity. And in the end it was Henrietta who spoke  humbly, alas! now, and in a voice almost inaudible.

Will you leave me, please? she said.

I will, Mrs. Gilson answered gruffly. But on one understanding, miss  and Ill have it plain. It must be all over. If you are satisfied he is a rascal  he has four children  well and good. But Ill have no goings on with such in my house, and no making two bites of a cherry! Heres a bit of paper Ill put on the table.

I am satisfied, Henrietta whispered.

Under the womans blunt words she shook as under blows.

But Mrs. Gilson seemed to pay little heed to her feelings.

Very good, very good! she answered. But Ill leave the paper all the same. Its but a bit of a handbill that fool of a runner brought with him, but twill show you what kind of a poor thing your Joe was. Just a spouter, that got drunk on his own words and shot a poor inoffensive gentleman in a shop! Shame on him for a little dirty murder, if ever there was one.

Oh, please go! please go! Henrietta wailed.

Very well. But theres the paper. And do you begin to think  removing with housewifely hand a half-eaten dish of eggs from the table, and deftly poising on the same arm a large ham do you begin to think like a grown, sensible woman what youd best do. The shortest follys soonest over! Thats my opinion.

And with that she opened the door, and, heavily laden, made her way downstairs.

The girl turned and stood looking at the room, and her face was wofully changed. It was white and pinched, and full of strained wonder, as if she asked herself if she were indeed herself, and if it could really be to her that this thing had happened. She looked older by years, she looked almost plain. But in her eyes was a latent fierceness. An observer might have guessed that her pride suffered more sharply than her heart. Possibly she had never loved the man with half the fervour with which she now hated him.

And that was true, though the change was sudden; ay, and though Henrietta did not know it, nor would have admitted it. She suffered notwithstanding, and horribly. For, besides pride, there were other things that lay wounded and bleeding: her happy-go-lucky nature that had trusted lightly, and would be slow to trust again; her girlish hopes and dreams; and the foolish fancy that had passed for love, and in a single day, an hour, a minute, might have become love. And one other thing  the bloom of her innocence. For though she had escaped, she had come too near the fire not to fear it henceforth, and bear with her the smell of singeing.

As she thought of that, of her peril and her narrow escape, and reflected how near she had come to utter shipwreck, her face lost its piteous look, and grew harder, and sharper, and sterner; so that the wealth of bright hair, that was her glory, crowned it only too brilliantly, only too youthfully. She saw how he had fooled her to the top of her bent; how he had played on her romantic tastes and her silly desire for secrecy. A low-born creature, an agitator, hiding from the consequences of a cowardly crime, he had happened upon her in his twilight walks, desired her  for an amusement, turned her head with inflated phrases, dazzled her inexperience with hints of the world and his greatness in it. And she  she had thought herself wiser than all about her, as she had thought him preferable to the legitimate lover assigned to her by her family. And she had brought herself to this! This was the end!

Or no, not the end. The game, for what it was worth, was over. But the candle-money remained to be paid. Goldsmiths stanzas had still their vogue; mothers quoted them to their daughters. Henrietta knew that when lovely woman stoops to folly, even to folly of a lighter dye  when she learns, though not too late, that men betray, there is a penalty to be paid. The world is censorious, was censorious then, and apt to draw from very small evidence a very dark inference. Henriettas face, flaming suddenly from brow to neck, proved her vivid remembrance of this. Had she not called herself  the words burned her his wife in the sight of Heaven? And now she must go back  if they would receive her  go back and face those whom she had left so lightly, face the lover whom she had flouted and betrayed, meet the smirks of the men and the sneers of the women, and the thoughts of both! Go back to blush before the servants, and hear from the lips of that grim prude, her sister-in-law, many things, both true and untrue!

The loss of the tender future, of the rosy anticipations in which she had lived for weeks as in a fairy palace  she could bear this! And the rough awakening from the maiden dream which she had taken for love  she must bear that too, though it left her world cold as the sheet of grey water before her, and repellent as the bald, rugged screes that frowned above it. She would bear the heartsickness, the loneliness, the pain that treachery inflicts on innocence; but the shame of the home-coming  if they would receive her, which she doubted  the coarse taunts and stinging innuendoes, the nods, the shrugs, the winks  these she could not face. Anything, anything were better, if anything she could find  deserted, flung aside, homeless as she was.

* * * * *

Meanwhile Mrs. Gilson, descending with a sour face, had come upon a couple of maids listening at the foot of the stairs. She had made sharp work of them, sending them packing with fleas in their ears. But they proved to be only the avant-couriers of scandal. Below were the Troutbeck apothecary and a dozen gossips, whom the news had brought over the hill; and hangers-on without number. All, however, had no better fate with Mrs. Gilson; not the parish constable of Bowness, whose staff went for little, nor even Mr. Bishop, that great man out of doors, at whose slightest nod ostlers ran and helpers bowed; he smiled superior, indeed, but he had the wisdom to withdraw. In two minutes, in truth, there remained of the buzzing crowd only the old curate of Troutbeck supping small beer with a toast in it. And he, it was said, knew better than any the length of the landladys foot.

But this was merely to move the centre of ferment to the inn-yard. Here the news that the house had sheltered a man for whose capture the Government offered six hundred guineas, bred wild excitement. He had vanished, it was true, like a child of the mist. But he might be found again. Meantime the rustics gaped on the runner with saucer eyes, or flew hither and thither at his beck. And Radicals being at a discount in the Lowther country, and six hundred guineas a sum for which old Hinkson the miser would have bartered his soul, some spat on their hands and swore what they would do if they met the devil; while others, who were not apt at thinking, retired into corners and with knitted brows and hands plunged into breeches pockets conjured up a map of the world about Windermere.

It should be borne in mind that at this time police were unknown  outside London. There were parish constables; but where these were not cobblers, which was strangely often the case, they were men past work, appointed to save the rates. If a mans pocket were picked, therefore, or his stack fired, his daughter abducted, or his mare stolen, he had only himself and his friends to look to. He must follow the offender, confront him, seize him, carry him to the gaol. He must do all himself. Naturally, if he were a timid man or unpopular, the rogue went free; and sometimes went free again and again until he became the terror of the country-side. A fact which enables us to understand the terrors of lonely houses in those days, and explains the repugnance to life in solitary places which is traditional in some parts of England.

On the other hand, where the crime was known and outrageous, it became every mans business. It was every mans duty to join the hue and cry: if he did not take part in it he was a bad neighbour. Mr. Bishop, therefore, did not lack helpers. On the first discovery of Waltersons flight, which the officer had made a little after daybreak, he had sent horsemen to Whitehaven, Keswick, and Kendal, and a boat to Newby Bridge. The nearer shore and the woods on the point below the bishops house  some called it Landoff House  were well beaten, and the alarm was given in Bowness on the one hand and in Ambleside on the other. The general voice had it that the man had got away early in the night to Whitehaven. But some stated that a pedlar had met him, on foot and alone, crossing the Kirkstone Pass at daybreak; and others, that he had been viewed skulking under a haystack near Troutbeck Bridge. That a beautiful girl, his companion, had been seized, and was under lock and key in the house, was whispered by some, but denied by more. Nevertheless, the report won its way, so that there were few moments when the chatterers who buzzed about the runner had not an eye on the upper windows and a voice ready to proclaim their discoveries.

Even those who believed the story, however, were far from having a true picture of poor Henrietta. With some she passed for a London Jezebel; locked up, it was whispered, with a bottle of gin to keep her quiet until the chaise was ready to take her to gaol. Others pictured her as the frenzied leader of one of the womens clubs which had lately sprung up in Lancashire, and of which the principal aim, according to the Tories, was to copy the French fish-fags and march one day to Windsor to drag the old king, blind and mad as he was, to the scaffold. Others spoke of a casual light-o-love picked up at Lancaster, but a rare piece of goods for looks; which seemed a pity, and one of those tragedies of the law that were beginning to prick mens consciences  since there was little doubt that the baggage, poor lass, would hang with her tempter.

A word or two of these whisperings reached Mrs. Gilsons ears. But she only sniffed her contempt, or, showing herself for a moment at the door, chilled by the coldness of her eye the general enthusiasm. Then, woe betide the servant whom she chanced to espy among the idlers. If a man, he was glad to hide himself in the stable; if a woman, she was very likely to go back to her work with a smarting cheek. Even the Troutbeck apothecary, a roistering blade who was making a day of it, kept a wary eye on the door, and, if he could, slipped round the corner when she appeared.

But Juno herself had her moments of failure, and no mortals are exempt from them. About four in the afternoon Mrs. Gilson got a shock. Modest Ann, her face redder than usual, came to her and whispered in her ear. In five seconds the landladys face was also redder than usual, and her frown was something to see. She rose.

I dont believe it! she answered. You are daft, woman, to think of such a thing!

Its true, missus, as I stand here! Ann declared.

To Kendal gaol? To-night!

That very thing! And her  with angry fervour scarce more than a child, as you may say!

Old enough to make a fool of herself! Mrs. Gilson retorted spitefully. But I dont believe it! she added. Youve heard amiss, my girl!

Well, youll see, the woman answered. Twill be soon settled. The justice is crossing the road now, and that Bishop with him; and that little wizened chap of a clerk that makes up the Salutation books. And the man that keeps the gaol at Appleby: theyve been waiting for him  hes to take her. And theres a chaise ordered to be ready if its wanted. Its true, as I stand here!

Mrs. Gilsons form swelled until it was a wonder the whalebone stood. But in those days things were of good British make.

A chaise? she said.

Yes.

Theres no chaise, the landlady answered firmly, goes from here on that errand!

Modest Ann knew that when her mistress spoke in that tone the thing was as good as done. But the waiting-maid, whose heart, for all her temper, was softer than her features, at which Jim the ostler was supposed to boggle, was not greatly comforted.

Theyll only send to the Salutation, she said despondently.

Let them send! the landlady replied. And taking off her apron, she prepared to face the enemy. Theyll talk to me before they do!

But Ann, great as was her belief in her mistress, shook her head.

What can you do against the law? she muttered. I wish that Bishop may never eat another morsel of hot victuals as long as he lives! Gravy with the joint? Never while I am serving!


CHAPTER VI

THE INQUIRY

Who is there?

Henrietta lifted her tear-stained face from the pillow and awaited the answer. Three hours earlier, her head aching, her heart full, uncertain what to do or what would follow, she had fled from the commotion below, and, locking herself in her bedroom, had lain down with her misery. It was something to find in the apathy of prostration a brief respite; it was something to close her eyes and lie quite still. For a while she might keep her door locked, might nurse her wretchedness, might evade rude looks and curious questions, might postpone decision.

For the pride that had sustained her in the morning had failed, as the day wore on. Solitude and the lack of food  she had refused to eat at midday  had worn down her spirit. At last tears had come, and plentifully  and repentance. She did not say that the fault was her own, but she knew it, she admitted it. The man had behaved to her wickedly, treacherously, horribly; but she had brought it on herself. He had laid the snare in vain had she not stooped to deceit  had she not consented to mislead her friends, to meet him secretly, to listen to him with as little heed of propriety as if she had been Sue at the forge, or Bess in the still-room. Her own vanity, her own folly, had brought her to the very verge of ruin; and with shame she owned that there was more in the old saws with which her sister-in-law had deafened her than her inexperience had imagined. But the discovery came late. She was smirched. And what  what was she to do? Where could she go to avoid the full penalty  the taunts, the shame, the disgrace that awaited her in the old home?  even if the old home were still open to her.

Meanwhile she got no answer. And Who is there? she repeated wearily.

The reply came muffled through the door.

You are wanted downstairs, lady.

She rose languidly. Perhaps the time was come. Perhaps her brother was here, had followed, traced, and found her. For the moment she was all but indifferent. To-morrow she would suffer, and sorely; but to-day she had fallen too low. She went slowly to the door and opened it.

Ann stood in the passage.

They want you downstairs, miss, she said.

The girl saw that the woman looked queerly at her, but she was prepared for such looks. Unconsciously she had steeled herself to bear them. Very well, she returned, and did not ask who wanted her. But she went back to her table, dabbed her eyes with cold water, and smoothed her hair and her neck-ribbon  she had pride enough for that. Then she went to the door. The woman was still outside, still staring.

I did not know that you were waiting, Henrietta said, faintly surprised. I know my way down.

I was to come with you, miss.

Where are they, then?

They are where you were this morning, the woman answered. This way, if you please.

Henrietta followed listlessly, and fancied in the sullenness of her apathy that she was proof against aught that could happen. But when she had descended the stairs and neared the door of Mr. Rogerss room  which was in a dusky passage  she found herself, to her astonishment, brushing past a row of people, who flattened themselves against the wall to let her pass. Their eyes and their hard breathing  perhaps because she was amongst them before she saw them  impressed her so disagreeably that her heart fluttered, and she paused. For an imperceptible instant she was on the point of turning and going back. But, fortunately, at that moment the door opened wide, Ann stood aside, and Mrs. Gilson showed herself. She beckoned to the girl to enter.

Come in, miss, she said gruffly, as Henrietta complied. Heres some gentlemen want to ask you a question or two.

Henrietta saw two persons with their faces turned towards her seated behind a table, which bore ink and paper and one or two calf-bound books. Behind these were three or four other persons standing; and beside the door close to her were as many more, also on their feet. But nowhere could she see the dreaded face of her brother, or, indeed, any face that she knew. And after advancing firmly enough into the room, she stopped, and, turning, looked uncertainly at Mrs. Gilson.

There must be some mistake, she murmured. I have come into the  

Wrong room, miss?  the speaker was Bishop, who was one of the three or four who stood behind the two at the table. No, theres no mistake, miss, he continued, with exaggerated cheerfulness. Its just a formality. Only just a formality. These gentlemen wish to ask you one or two questions.

The colour rose to her cheeks.

To ask me? she repeated, with a slight ring of hauteur in her voice.

Just so, Bishop answered. It will be all right, I am sure. But attend to this gentleman, if you please, and answer his questions.

He indicated with his finger the one seated before him.

The girl, half angry, half frightened, lowered her eyes and met those of the person at the table. Apparently her aspect had checked the exordium he had prepared; for instead of addressing her in the tones which were wont to fill the justice-room at Ambleside, Mr. Hornyold, rector and magistrate, sat back in his chair, and stared at her in silence. It was evident that his astonishment was great. He was a portly man, and tall, about forty years old, and, after his fashion, handsome. He had well-formed features and a mobile smile; but his face was masterful  overmasterful, some thought; and his eyes were hard, when a sly look did not soften, without much improving, their expression. The girl before him was young, adorably fresh, above all, beautiful; and the smile of the man peeped from under the mask of the justice. He stared at her, and she at him, and perhaps of the two he was the more taken aback. At any rate, it was Henrietta who broke the silence.

I do not understand, she said, with ill-suppressed indignation, why I am here. Are you sure that there is no mistake?

He found his voice then.

Quite sure, he said drily. And he laid down the pen with which he had been toying while he stared at her. He sat a little more erect in his chair. There is no mistake, he continued, though for your sake, young woman, I wish I could think there was. I wish I could think there was, he repeated in a more indulgent tone, since you seem, at any rate, a more respectable person than I expected to see.

Sir!

The girls eyes opened wide. Her face was scarlet.

He leaned forward.

Come, my girl, he said  and his familiar tone struck her, as it were, in the face,  never had such a tone been used to her before! Let us have no nonsense. You will not improve your case that way. Let me tell you, we are accustomed to all sorts here. You must speak when you are told to speak, and be silent when you are bid, and in the meantime listen to me! Listen to me, I say! staying by an imperious nod the angry remonstrance that was on her lips. And remember where you are, if you wish to be well treated. If you are sensible and tell the truth, some other course will be found than that which, it is to be feared, must end this business.

But by what right, Henrietta cried, striving to command both her rage and her fear by what right  

Am I about to question you?  with a smirk of humour and a glance at the audience. By the right of the law, young woman, which I would have you know is of some account here, however it may stand in Lancashire.

The law? she stammered. And she looked round terrified. Why? Why? What have I done? she cried pathetically.

For a moment all was dark before her.

He laughed slyly.

Thats to be seen, he said. No hanging matter, he continued humorously, I hope. And as its good law that everybodys innocent  thats so, Mr. Dobbie, is it not?  he addressed the clerk until hes found to be guilty, let somebody set the young woman a chair.

I can stand! she cried.

Nay, you sit down! muttered a gruff voice in her ear. And a hand  it was Mrs. Gilsons  pressed her down in the chair. And you answer straight out, the woman continued coolly, in defiance of the scandalised look which Mr. Dobbie, the clerk, cast upon her, and theres not one of em can do you any harm.

The magistrate nodded.

Thats true, he said tolerantly, always supposing that youve done no wrong, my girl  no wrong beyond getting into bad company, as I trust will turn out to be the case. Now, Mr. Dobbie, take down her answers. Whats your name, my girl, first?

Henrietta looked at him steadily; she was trying to place herself in these new conditions. Something like composure was coming back to her flushed and frightened face. She reflected; and having reflected, she was silent.

He fancied that she had not heard, or did not understand.

Your name, young woman, he repeated, and your last place of abode? Speak up! And dont be afraid.

But she did not answer.

He frowned.

Come, come, he said. Did you hear me? Where is your home, and what do you call yourself? You are not the mans wife, I know. We know as much as that, you see, so you may as well be frank.

What is the charge against me? She spoke slowly, and her face was now set and stubborn. Of what am I accused?

Mr. Hornyolds face turned a brick red. He did not rule three parishes through three curates, reserving to himself only the disciplinary powers he was now exercising, to be thwarted by a run-the-country girl; who, in spite of her looks, was, ten to one, no better than the imprudent wenches the overseers were continually bringing before him. He knew at least the company she kept. He raised his voice.

I am not here to answer your questions! he said, bending his brows. But you mine! You mine! he repeated, rapping the table sharply. Do you hear? Now, you will at once tell me  

He broke off. The clerk had touched his sleeve and was whispering in his ear. He frowned impatiently, but listened. And after a moment he shrugged his shoulders.

Very well, he said. Tell her!

The clerk, a shabby man with a scratch wig and a little glass ink-bottle at his buttonhole, raised his eyes, and looking at her over his glasses, spoke:

You are not yet charged, he said; but if you cannot give a satisfactory account of yourself you will be charged with receiving, harbouring, and assisting one William Walterson the younger, otherwise Stewart, otherwise Malins, against whom indictments for various felonies and treason felonies have been found. And with aiding and abetting the escape of the said William Walterson, in whose company you have been found. And with being accessory after the fact to various felonies  

To murder! said Mr. Hornyold, cutting him short emphatically. To murder! amongst other things. That is the charge, if you must know it. So now  he rapped the table sharply answer at once, and the truth. What is your name? And where was your last place of abode?

But Henrietta, if she were willing to answer, could not. At the sound of that dreadful word murder!  they hanged lightly, so lightly in those days!  the colour had fled from her face. The darkness that had confused her a while before hid all. She kept her seat, she even retained her erect posture; but the hands which she raised before her as if to ward off something groped idly in the air.

Murder! No wonder that she lost consciousness for a moment, or that Hornyold, secretly relishing her beauty, thought that he had found the weapon that would soon bring her to her knees! or that the little audience by the door, listening awestruck, held their breath. The wonder was that only one of them judged from the girls gesture that she was fainting. Only one acted. Mrs. Gilson stepped forward and shook her roughly by the shoulder.

Words break no bones! the landlady said without ceremony  and not without an angry look at the clerk, who raised his pen as if he would interpose. Dont you make a fool of yourself. But do you tell them what they want to know. And your friends will settle with them. Murder, indeed! Pack of boddles!

Very good advice, said the magistrate, smiling indulgently. But  

But you must not interfere! snapped the clerk  who kept the books of the Salutation in Ambleside and not of the Low Wood Inn.

Havent you sense to see the girl is fainting? the landlady replied wrathfully.

Oh, well  

I am better now, Henrietta said bravely. And she drew a deep breath. A little colour  induced perhaps by Hornyolds unsparing gaze  was coming back to her cheeks. Would you  can I have a glass of water? she murmured.

Mrs. Gilson was bustling to the door to give the order when it opened, and Mr. Bishop, who had gone to it a moment before, took in a glass of wine, and, secretly pleased that he had anticipated the need, handed it to her. Mrs. Gilson took it with a grunt of distrust, and made the girl swallow it; while the magistrate waited and watched, and thought that he had never seen a young woman who was so handsome, pale or red, fainting or fierce. And so fresh! so admirably, astonishingly fresh for the companion of such a man. A good many thoughts of various kinds flitted through his mind as he watched her, marking now the luxuriance of her fair hair, now the white chin, small but firm, and now the faint, faint freckles that, like clots in cream, only added to the delicacy of her complexion. He waited without impatience until the girl had drunk the wine, and when he spoke it was in a tone approaching the paternal.

Now, my dear, he said, you are going to be a good girl and sensible, I am sure. We dont want to send you to prison to herd with people with whom, to judge from your appearance, you have not been wont to mix. And therefore we give you this opportunity  theres no need we should, you know  of telling us who you are, and whence you come, and what you know; that if it appears that you have fallen into this mans company in ignorance, and not knowing what manner of man he was, we may prevent this charge appearing, and instead of committing you to Appleby, place you here or elsewhere under bond to appear. Which, in a case so serious as this, is not a course we could adopt were you not so very young, and, with a humorous look at the group by the door, so very good-looking! So now be a good girl and dont be afraid, but tell me at once who you are, and where you joined this man.

If I do not, Henrietta said, looking at him with clear eyes, must I go to prison?

Appleby gaol, said the clerk, glancing over his glasses.

Then you must send me there, she replied, a little faintly. For I cannot tell you.

Dont be a fool! growled Mrs. Gilson in her ear.

I cannot tell you, Henrietta repeated more firmly.

Mr. Hornyold stared. He was growing angry, for he was not accustomed to be set at naught. After their fashion they all stared.

Come, come, my dear, the runner remonstrated smoothly. If you dont tell us, we shall think theres more behind.

She did not answer.

And that being so, its only a matter of time to learn what it is, the runner continued cunningly. Tell us now and save time, because we are sure to get to know. Young women as pretty as you are not hard to trace.

But she shook her head. And the face Bishop called pretty was stubborn. The group by the door, marking for future gossip every particular of her appearance, the stuff of her riding-habit, the fineness of her linen, the set of her head, made certain that she was no common trollope. They wondered what would happen to her, and hoped, the more tender-hearted, that there would be no scene, and no hysterics to end it.

The clerk raised his pen in the air. Understand, he said, you will be remanded to Appleby gaol  its no very comfortable place, I can tell you  and later, you will be brought up again and committed, Ive very little doubt, to take your trial on these charges. If the principal offender be taken, as he is likely to be taken before the day is out, youll be tried with him. But it is not necessary. Now do you understand? he continued, speaking slowly. And are you still determined to give no evidence  showing how you came to be with this man?

Henriettas eyes were full of trouble. She shivered.

Where shall I be tried? she muttered in an unsteady voice.

Appleby, the clerk said curtly. Or in His Majestys Bench at Westminster! Now think, before it is too late.

It is too late, she answered in a low tone, I cannot help it now.

The magistrate leant forward. What a fool the girl was! If she went to Appleby he would see no more of her, save for an hour or two when she was brought up again before being committed. Whereas, if she spoke and they made her a witness, she might be lodged somewhere in the neighbourhood under surveillance. And she was so handsome and so young  the little fool!  he would not be sorry to see more of her.
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I give you a last chance, he said.

I give you a last chance, he said.

She shook her head.

The magistrate shrugged his shoulders.

Then make the committal out! he said. Theres enough to justify it. It was some satisfaction to think that locked up with half a dozen sluts at Appleby she would soon be sorry for herself. Make it out! he repeated.

If the hysterics did not come now he was very much mistaken if they did not come later, when the gaol doors were shut on her. She was evidently of respectable condition; a curates daughter, perhaps, figged out by the man who had deceived her, or a ladys lady, spoiled by. her mistress, and taught ideas above her station. On such, the gaol, with its company and its hardships, fell severely. It would soon, he fancied, bring her to her senses.

The clerk dipped his pen in the ink, and after casting a last glance at the girl to see if she would still yield, began to write. She watched him with fascinated eyes, watched him in a kind of stupor. The thought throbbed loudly and more loudly in her head, What will become of me? What will become of me? Meanwhile the silence was broken only by the squeaking of the pen and a single angry Lords sakes! which fell from the landlady. The others awaited the end with whatever of pity, or interest, or greedy excitement came natural to them. They were within, and others were without; and they had a delicious sense of privilege. They would have much to tell: For one does not every day see a pretty girl, young, and tenderly nurtured, as this girl seemed to be, and a lady to the eye, committed to the common gaol on a charge of murder  murder, and treason felony, was it, they called it? Treason felony! That meant hanging, drawing, and quartering. Lords sakes, indeed; poor thing, how would she bear it? And though it is likely that some among them  Mrs. Gilson for one  didnt think it would come to this, there was a frown on the landladys brow that would have done honour to the Lord Chancellor Eldon himself.


CHAPTER VII

CAPTAIN ANTHONY CLYNE

Mr. Bishop of Bow Street alone watched the clerks pen with a look of doubt. He had his own views about the girl. But he did not interfere, and his discontent with the posture of affairs was only made clear when a knock came at the door. Then he was at the door, and had raised the latch before those who were nearest could open.

Have you got him? he asked eagerly. And he thrust his head into the passage.

Even Henrietta turned to catch the answer, her lips parting. Her breath seemed to stop. The clerk held his pen. The magistrate by a gesture exacted silence.

No, but  

No? the runner cried in chagrin.

No! The voice sounded something peremptory. Certainly not. But I want to see  ahem!  yes, Mr. Hornyold. At once!

Henrietta, at the first word of the answer, had turned again. She had turned so far that she now had her back full to the door, and her face to the farthest corner. But it was not the same Henrietta, nor the same face. She sat rigid, stiff, turned to stone; she was scarlet from hair to neck-ribbon. Her very eyes burned, her shoulders burned. And her eyes were wild with insupportable shame. To be found thus! To be found thus, and by him! Better, far better the gaol, and all it meant!

Meanwhile the magistrate, after a brief demur and a little whispering and the appearance of a paper with a name on it, rose. He went out. A moment later his clerk was summoned, and he went out. Bishop had gone out first of all. Those who were left and who had nothing better to do than to stare at the girls back, whispered together, or bade one another listen and hear what was afoot outside. Presently these were joined by one or two of the boldest in the passage, who muttered hurriedly what they knew, or sought information, or stared with double power at the girls back. But Henrietta sat motionless, with the same hot blush on her cheeks and the same misery in her eyes.

Presently Mrs. Gilson was summoned, and she went out. The others, freed from the constraint of her presence, talked a little louder and a little more freely. And wonder grew. The two village constables, who remained and who felt themselves responsible, looked important, and one cried Silence a time or two, as if the court were sitting. The other explained the law, of which he knew as much as a Swedish turnip, on the subject of treason felony. But mixing it up with the Habeas Corpus which was then suspended, he was tripped up by a neighbour before he could reach the minutiæ of the punishment. Which otherwise must have had much interest for the prisoner.

At length the door opened, the other constable cried, Silence! Silence in the court! And there entered  the landlady.

The surprise of the little knot of people at the back of the room was great but short-lived.

Mrs. Gilson turned about and surveyed them with her arms akimbo and her lower lip thrust out. You can all just go! she said. And the sooner the better! And if ever I catch you  to the more successful of the constables, on whose feet her eye had that moment alighted up my stairs with those dirty clogs, Peter Harrison, Ill clout you! Now, off you go! Do you think I keep carpets for loons like you?

But  the prisoner? gasped Peter, clutching at his fast-departing glory. The prisoner, missus?

The goose! the landlady retorted with indescribable scorn. Go you down and see what the other ganders think of it. And leave me to mind my business! Ill see to the prisoner. And she saw them all out and closed the door.

When the room was clear she tapped Henrietta on the shoulder. Theres no gaol for you, she said bluntly. Though it is not yourself youve got to thank for it. Theyve put you in my charge and youre to stay here, and Im to answer for you. So youll just say straight out if youll stay, or if youll run.

Had the girl burst into tears the landlady had found it reasonable. Instead, Where is he? Henrietta whispered. She did not even turn her head.

Didnt you hear, Mrs. Gilson retorted, that he had not been taken?

I mean  I mean  

Ah! Mrs. Gilson exclaimed, a little enlightened. You mean the gentleman that was here, and spoke for you? Yes, you are right, its him youve to thank. Well, hes gone to Whitehaven, but hell see you tomorrow.

Henrietta sighed.

In the meantime, Mrs. Gilson continued, youll give me your word youll not run. Gilson is bound for you in fifty pounds to show you when youre wanted. And as fifty pounds is fifty pounds, and a mint of money, Id as soon turn the key on you as not. Girls that run once, run easy, the landlady added severely.

I will not run away, Henrietta said meekly  more meekly perhaps than she had ever spoken in her life. And  and I am much obliged to you, and thankful to you, in a very small voice. Will you please to let me go to my room, and you can lock me in?

She had risen from her seat, and though she did not turn to the landlady, she stole, shamed and askance, a look at her. Her lip trembled, her head hung. And Mrs. Gilson, on her side, seemed for a moment on the verge of some unwonted demonstration; she stood awkward and large, and perhaps from sheer clumsiness avoided even while she appeared to invite the others look. But nothing happened until the two passed out, Henrietta first, like a prisoner, and Mrs. Gilson stiffly following.

Then there were half a dozen persons waiting to stare in the passage, and the way Mrs. Gilsons tongue fell loose was a warning. In two seconds, only one held her ground: the same dark girl with the gipsy-like features whose mocking smile had annoyed Henrietta as she dressed that morning. Ah, me! what ages ago that morning seemed!

To judge from Mrs. Gilsons indignation, this girl was the last who should have stood.

Dont you black-look me! the landlady cried. But pack! Dyou hear, impudence, pack! Or not one drop of milk do I take from your old skinflint of a father! And hell drub you finely, if hes not too old and silly  till you smile on the other side of your face! Id like to know whats taken you to-day to push yourself among your betters!

No harm, the girl muttered. She had retreated, scowling, half-way down the stairs.

And no good, either! the landlady retorted. Get you gone, or Ill make your ears ring after another fashion!

Henrietta heard no more. She had shrunk from the uproar and fled quickly to her room. With a bursting heart and a new humility she drew the key from the wards of the lock and set it on the outside, hoping  though the hope was slender  to avoid further words with the landlady. The hope came nearer fulfilment, however, than she expected; for Mrs. Gilson, after panting upstairs, only cried through the door that she would send her up supper, and then went down again  perhaps with a view to catching Bess Hinkson in a fresh trespass.

Bess was gone, however. But adventures are for the brave, and not ten minutes passed before the landlady was at issue with a fresh adversary. She found the coach-office full, so full that it overflowed into the hall. Modest Ann, called this way and that, had need of four hands to meet the demands made upon her; so furious were the calls for the lemons and rum and Old Geneva, the grateful perfume of which greeted Mrs. Gilson as she descended. Alas, something else greeted her: and that was a voice, never a favourite with her, but now raised in accents particularly distasteful. Tyson, the Troutbeck apothecary  a flashy, hard-faced young man in pepper-and-salt, and Bedford cords  had seized the command and the ear of the company in the coach-office, and was roasting Long Tom Gilson upon his own hearth.

Not know who she is? he was saying in the bullying tone which made him hated of the pauper class. You dont ask me to believe that, Tom? Come! Come!

Its what I say, Gilson answered.

He sat opposite the other, his hands on his knees, his face red and sulky. He did not like to be baited.

And you go bail for her? Tyson cried. You have gone bail for her?

Well?

And dont know her name?

Well  no.

The doctor sat back in his chair, his glass in his hand, and looked round for approbation.

Well, gentlemen, he said, what do you think of that for a dalesman?

Well, it wasnt long-headed, Tom, said one unwillingly. Not to call long-headed, so to speak, with north-country caution. Id not go bail myself, not for nobody Id not know.

No, several agreed. No, no!

No, but  

But what, Tom, what? the doctor asked, waiting in his positive fashion for the other to plunge deeper into the mire.

Captain Clyne, that I do know, Gilson continued, it was he said Do it! And he said something to the Rector, I dont doubt, for he was agreeable.

But he did not go bail for her? the apothecary suggested maliciously.

No, Tom answered, breathing hard. But for reason she was not there, but here. Anyway, he continued, somewhat anxious to shift the subject, he said it and I done it, and Id do it again for Captain Clyne. I tell you hes not a man as its easy to say No to, Mr. Tyson. As these Radicals i Lancashire ha found out, od rot em! Hes that active among em, hes never a letter, Im told, but has a coffin drawn on it, and yeomanry in his house down beyond both day and night, I hear!

I heard, said one, in Cartmel market, he was to be married next week.

Ay, said the doctor jocosely, but not to the young lady as Tom is bail for! I tell you, Tom, hes been making a fool of you just to keep this bit of evidence against the Radicals in his hands.

Why not send her to Appleby gaol, then? Tom retorted, with a fair show of sense.

Because he knows youll cosset her here, and he thinks to loose her tongue that way! They can gaol her after, if this dont answer.

Oh, indeed!

Ay, while you run the risk! If its not that, whats he doing here?

Why should he not be here? Gilson asked slowly. Hasnt he the old house in Furness, not two miles from Newby Bridge! And his mother a Furness woman. I do hear that the boys to be brought there for safety till the shires are quieter. And maybe its that brings Captain Anthony here.

But what has that to do with the young woman youre going bail for? the doctor retorted. Go bail, Tom, for a wench you dont know, and thatll jump the moon one of these fine nights! I tell you, man, I never heard the like! Never! Go bail for a girl you dont know!

And I tell you, cried a voice that made the glasses ring, I have heard the like! And Ill give you the man, my lad! And Mrs. Gilson, putting aside the two who blocked the doorway, confronted the offending Tyson with a look comparable only to that of Dr. Keats of Eaton when he rolled up his sleeves. Ill give you the name, my lad! she repeated.

Well, the doctor answered, though he was manifestly taken aback, you must confess, Mrs. Gilson  

Nay, Ill confess nothing! the landlady retorted. What need, when youre the man? Not give bail for a woman you dont know? Much you knew of Madge Peters when you made her your wife! And wasnt that going bail for her? Ay, and bail that youll find it hard to get out of, my man, though you may wish to! For the matter of that, its small blame to her, whatever comes of it! Mrs. Gilson continued, setting her arms akimbo. If all I hear of your goings-on is true! What do you think shes doing, ill and sick at home, while youre hanging about old Hinksons? Ay, you may look black, but tell me what Bess Hinksons doing about my place all this day? I never saw her here twice in a day in all my life before, and  

What do you mean? Tyson cried violently. To hear a thing which he thought no one suspected brought up thus before a roomful of men! He looked black as thunder at his accuser.

I mean no harm of your wife, the terrible landlady answered; something  perhaps this roasting of her husband on his own hearth  had roused her beyond the ordinary. None, my gentleman, and I know none. But if you want no harm said of her, show yourself a bit less at Hinksons. And a bit less in my house. And a bit more in your own! And the harm will be less likely to happen!

Ill never cross your doorstep again! Tyson roared.
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He neither cared nor saw who it was whom he had jostled

And stumbling to his feet he cast off one or two who in their well meaning would have stayed him. He made for the door. But he was not to escape without further collision. On the threshold he ran plump against a person who was entering, cursed the newcomer heartily, and without a look pushed violently by him and was gone.

He neither cared nor saw who it was whom he had jostled. But the company saw, and some rose to their feet in consternation, while others, carried their hands to their heads. There was an involuntary movement of respect which the new comer acknowledged by touching his hat. He had the air of one who knew how to behave to his inferiors; but the air, also, of one who never forgot that they were his inferiors.

Your friend seems in a hurry, he said. His face was not a face that easily betrayed emotion, but he looked tired.

Beg your honours pardon, I am sure, Gilson answered. Somethings put him out, and he did not see you, sir.

Mrs. Gilson muttered that a pig could have seen. But her words were lost in the respectful murmur which made the company sharers in the landlords apology.

Not that for the most part they knew the strange gentleman. But there is a habit of authority which once gained becomes a part of the man. And Anthony Clyne had this. He retained wherever he went some shadow of the quarter-deck manner. He had served under Nelson, and under Exmouth; but he had resisted, as a glance at his neat, trim figure proved, that coarsening influence which spoiled for Pall Mall too many of the sea-dogs of the great war. Like his famous leader, he had left an arm in the cockpit; and the empty sleeve which he wore pinned to the lappel of his coat added, if possible, to the dignity of the upright carriage and the lean, shaven face. The death of his elder brother had given him the family place, a seat in the House, a chair at Whites, and an income handsome for his day. And he looked all this and more; so that such a company as now eyed him with respect judged him a very perfect gentleman, if a little distant.

But from Clyne Old Hall, where he lived, he could see on the horizon the smoke of toiling cities; and in those cities there were hundreds who hated his cold proud face, and thousands who cursed his name. Not that he was a bad man or a tyrant, or himself ground the faces of the poor. But discipline was his watchword, and reform his bugbear. To palter with reform, to listen to a word about the rights of the masses, was to his mind to parley with anarchy. That governors and governed could be the same appeared to his mind as absurd as that His Majestys ships could be commanded from the forecastle. All for the people and nothing by the people was his political maxim, and one amply meeting, as he believed, all eventualities. Lately he had had it carved on a mantel-piece, and the prattle of his only child, as the club-footed boy spelled it out syllable by syllable, was music to his ears.

Whoever wavered, therefore, whoever gave to the violence of those times, he stood firm. And he made others stand. It was his honest belief that a little timely severity  in other words, a whiff of grape-shot  would have nipped the French Revolution in the bud; and while he owned that the lower orders were suffering and times were bad, that bread was dear and work wanting, he was for quelling the least disorder with the utmost rigour of the law.

Such was the man who accepted with a curt nod Tom Gilsons apology. Then Have you a room ready? he asked.

The fire is still burning in Mr. Rogerss room, Mrs. Gilson answered, smoothing at once her apron and her brow. And itll not be used again to-night. But I thought that you had gone on, sir, to Whitehaven.

I shall go on to-morrow, he answered, frowning slightly.

Ill show your honour the way, Tom Gilson said.

Very good, he answered. And dinner, maam, as soon as possible.

To be sure, sir. And This way, your honour. And taking two candles Gilson went out before Captain Clyne, and with greater ceremony than would be used in these days, lighted him along the passage and up the stairs to Mr. Rogerss room in the south wing.

The fire had sunk somewhat low, but the room which had witnessed so many emotions in the last twenty-four hours made no sign. The table had been cleared. The glass fronts of the cupboards shone dully; only a chair or two stood here or there out of place. That was all. But had Henrietta, when she descended to breakfast that morning, foreseen who would fill her chair before night, who would dine at her table and brood with stern unseeing eyes on the black-framed prints, for whom the pale-faced clock would tick off depressing seconds, what  what would she have thought? And how would she have faced her future?


CHAPTER VIII

STARVECROW FARM

The company at Mrs. Gilsons, impressed by the appearance of a gentleman of Captain Clynes position, scarce gave a second thought to the doctors retreat. But to Tyson, striding homewards through the mud and darkness, the insult he had suffered and the feeble part he had played filled the world. For him the inn-parlour still cackled at his expense. He saw himself the butt of the evening, the butt of many evenings. He was a vain, ill-conditioned man, who among choice spirits would have boasted of his philandering. But not the less he hated to be brought to book before those whom he deemed his inferiors. He could not deny that the landlady had trounced him, and black bile whelmed all his better feelings as he climbed the steep track behind the inn. D  d shrew! he growled, D  d shrew! and breathing hard, as much in rage as with exertion, he stood an instant to look back and shake his fist before he plunged into the darkness of the wooded dell through which the path ascended.

Two or three faint lights marked the position of the inn a couple of fields below him. Beyond it the pale surface of the lake reflected a dim radiance, bestowed on it through some rift in the clouds invisible from where he stood. A far-away dog barked, a curlew screamed on the hill above him, the steady fall of a pair of oars in the rowlocks rose from the lake. The immensity of the night closed all in; and on the thoughtful might have laid a burden of melancholy.

But Tyson thought of his wrongs, not of the night, and with a curse he turned and plunged into the wood, following a path impossible for a stranger. As it was he stumbled over roots, the saplings whipped him smartly, a low bough struck off his hat, and when he came to the stream which whirled through the bottom of the dingle he had much ado to find the plank bridge. But at length he emerged from the wood, gained the road, and mounted the steep shoulder that divided the Low Wood hamlet from the vale of Troutbeck.

Where his road topped the ridge the gaunt outline of a tall, narrow building rose in the gloom. It resembled a sentry-box commanding either valley. It was set back some twenty paces from the road with half a dozen ragged fir trees intervening; and on its lower side  but the night hid them  some mean farm-buildings clung to the steep. With the wind soughing among the firs and rustling through the scanty grass, the place on that bleak shoulder seemed lonely even at night. But in the day its ugliness and barrenness were a proverb. They called it Starvecrow Farm.

Nevertheless, Tyson paused at the gate, and with an irresolute oath looked over it.

Cursed shrew! he said, for the third time. What business is it of hers if I choose to amuse myself?

And with his heart hardened, he flung the gate wide, and entered. He had not gone two paces before he leapt back, startled by the fierce snarl of a dog, that, unseen, flung itself to the end of its chain. Disappointed in its spring, it began to bay.

The doctors fright was only momentary.

What, Turk! he cried. What are you doing here? What the blazes are you doing here? Down, you brute, down!

The dog knew his voice, ceased to bark, and began to whimper. Tyson entered, and assured that the watchdog knew him, kicked it brutally from his path. Then he groped his way between the trees, stumbled down three broken steps at the corner of the house, and passing round the building reached the door which was on the further side from the road. He tried it, but it was fastened. He knocked on it.

A slip-shod foot dragged across a stone floor. A high cracked voice asked, Whos there?

I! Tyson! the doctor answered impatiently. Who should it be at this hour?

Ist you, doctor?

Yes, yes!

Whos wi ye?

No one, you old fool! Who should there be?

A key creaked in the lock, and the great bar was withdrawn; but slowly, as it seemed to the apothecary, and reluctantly. He entered and the door was barred behind him.

Wheres Bess? he asked.

The bent creeping figure that had admitted him replied that she was somewheres about, somewheres about. After which, strangely clad in a kind of bedgown and nightcap, it trailed back to the settle beside the turf and wood fire, which furnished both light and warmth. The fire, indeed, was the one generous thing the room contained. All else was sordid and pinched and mean. The once-whitened walls were stained, the rafters were smoked in a dozen places, the long dresser  for the room was large, though low  was cracked and ill-furnished, a brick supported one leg of the table. Even in the deep hearth-place, where was such comfort as the place could boast, a couple of logs served for stools and a frowsy blanket gave a squalid look to the settle.

Tyson stood on the hearth with his back to the fire, and eyed the room with a scowl of disgust. The old man, bent double over a stick which he was notching, breathed loudly and laboriously.

What folly is this about the dog? Tyson asked contemptuously.

The old man looked up, cunning in his eyes.

Ask her, he said.

Eh?

The miser bending over his task seemed to be taken with a fit of silent laughter.

Its the still sow sups the brose, he said. And Im still! Im still.

What are you doing? Tyson growled.

Nothing much! Nothing much! Youve not, looking up with greed in his eyes, an old letter-back to spare?

Tyson seldom came to the house unfurnished with one. He had long known that Hinkson belonged to the class of misers who, if they can get a thing for nothing, are as well pleased with a scrap of paper, a length of string, or a mouldy crust, as with a crown-piece. The poor land about the house, which with difficulty supported three or four cows, on the produce of which the Hinksons lived, might have been made profitable at the cost of some labour and a little money. But labour and money were withheld. And Tyson often doubted if the misers store were as large as rumour had it, or even if there were a store at all.

Not that, he would add, large or small, some one wont cut his throat for it one day!

He produced the old letter, and after showing it, held it behind him.

What of the dog now? he said.

Na, na, Ill not speak for that!

Then you wont have it!

But the old fellow only cackled superior.

Whats  whats  a pound-note a week? Ist four pound a month?

Ay! the doctor answered. It is. Thats money, my lad!

Ay!

The old man hugged himself, and rocked to and fro in an ecstasy.

Thats money! And four pound a month, he consulted the stick he was notching, is forty-eight pound a year?

And four to it, Tyson answered. Whos paying you that?

Na, na!

And whats it to do with the dog?

Hinkson looked knavish but frightened.

Hist! he said. Heres Bess. Id use to wallop her, but now  

She wallops you, the visitor muttered. Thats the ticket, I expect.

The girl entered by the mean staircase door and nodded to him coolly.

I supposed it was you, she said slightingly.

And for the hundredth or two-hundredth time he felt with rage that he was in the presence of a stronger nature than his own. He could treat the old man, whose greed had survived his other passions, and almost his faculties, pretty much as he pleased. But though he had sauntered through the gate a score of times with the intention of treating Bess as he had treated more than one village girl who pleased him, he had never re-crossed the threshold without a sense not only of defeat, but of inferiority. He came to strut, he remained to kneel.

He fought against that feeling now, calling his temper to his aid.

What folly is this about the dog? he asked.

Father thinks, she replied demurely, that if thieves come it can be heard better at the gate.

Heard? I should think it could be heard in Bowness!

Just so.

But your father  

Father! sharply, go to bed! And then to the visitor, Give him a hapenny, she muttered. He wont go without!

But I dont care  

I dont care either  which of you goes! she retorted. But one of you goes.

Sullenly he produced a copper and put it in the old mans quivering hand  not for the first time by several. Hinkson gripped it, and closing his hand upon it as if he feared it would be taken from him, he hobbled away, and disappeared behind the dingy hangings of the box-bed.

And now whats the mystery? Tyson asked, seating himself on one of the stools.

There is none, she answered, standing before him where the firelight fell on her dark face and gipsy beauty. Call it a whim if you like. Perhaps I dont want my lads to come in till Ive raddled my cheeks! Or perhaps  flippantly Oh, any perhaps you like!

I know no lad you have but me, he said.

I dont know one, she answered, seating herself on the settle, and bending forward with her elbows on her knees and her face between her hands. It was a common pose with her. When Ive a lad I want a man! she continued a man!

Dont you call me a man? he answered, his eyes taking their fill of her face.

Of a sort. she rejoined disdainfully. Of a sort. Good enough for here. But I shant live all my life here! Dyou ever think what a God-forsaken corner this is, Tyson? Why, man, we are like mice in a dark cupboard, and know as much of the world!

Whats the world to us? he asked. Her words and her ways were often a little beyond him.

Thats it! she answered, in a tone of contemptuous raillery. Whats the world to us? We are here and not there. We must curtsey to parson and bob to curate, and mind our manners with the overseers! We must be proud if Madam inquires after our conduct, but we must not fancy that we are the same flesh and blood as she is! Ah, when I meet her, with sudden passion, and she looks at me to see if I am clean, I  do you know what I think of? Do you know what I dream of? Do you know what I hope  she snapped her strong white teeth together ay, hope to see?

What?

What they saw twenty years ago in France  her white neck under the knife! That was what happened to her and her like there, I am told, and I wish it could happen here! And Id knit, as girls knitted there, and counted the heads that fell into the baskets! When that time comes Madam wont look to see if I am clean!

He looked at her uncomfortably. He did not understand her.

How the devil do you come to know these things? he exclaimed. It was not the first time she had opened to him in this strain  not the first by several. And the sharp edge was gone from his astonishment. But she was not the less a riddle to him and a perplexity  a Sphinx, at once alluring and terrifying. Who told you of them? What makes you think of them? he repeated.

Do you never think of them? she retorted, leaning forward and fixing her eyes on his. Do you never wonder why all the good things are for a few, and for the rest  a crust? Why the rector dines at the squires table and you dine in the stewards room? Why the parson gives you a finger and thinks he stoops, and his ladies treat you as if you were dirt  only the apothecary? Why you are in one class and they in another till the end of time?

D  n them! he muttered, his face a dull red. She knew how to touch him on the raw.

Do you never think of those things? she asked.

Well, he said, taking her up sullenly, if I do?

She rocked herself back on the settle and looked across at him out of half-closed eyes.

Then  if you do think, she answered slowly, it is to be seen if you are a man.

A man?

Ay, a man! A man! For if you think of these things, if you stand face to face with them, and do nothing, you are no man! And no lad for me! lightly. You are well matched as it is then. Just a match and no more for your white-faced, helpless dumpling of a wife!

It is all very well, he muttered, to talk!

Ay, but presently we shall do as well as talk! Out in the world they are doing now! They are beginning to do. But here  what do you know in this cupboard? No more than the mice.

Fine talk! he retorted, stung by her contempt. But you talk without knowing. There have been parsons and squires from the beginning, and there will be parsons and squires to the end. You may talk until you are black in the face, Bess, but you wont alter that!

Ay, talk! she retorted drily. You may talk. But if you do  as they did in France twenty years gone. Where are their squires and parsons now? The end came quick enough there, when it came.

I dont know much about that, he growled.

Ay, but I do.

But how the devil do you? he answered, in some irritation, but more wonder. How do you? And he looked round the bare, sordid kitchen. The fire, shooting warm tongues up the black cavernous chimney, made the one spot of comfort that was visible.

Never you mind! she answered, with a mysterious and tantalising smile. I do. And by-and-by, if weve the spirit of a mouse, things will happen here! Down yonder  I see it all  there are thousands and tens of thousands starving. And stacks burning. And mobs marching, and men drilling, and more things happening than you dream of! And all that means that by-and-by I shall be knitting while Madam and Miss and that proud-faced, slim-necked chit at the inn, who faced us all down to-day  

Why, he struck in, in fresh surprise, what has she done to you now?

Thats my business, never you mind! Only, by-and-by, they will all smile on the wrong side of their face!

He stared morosely into the fire. And she watched him, her long lashes veiling a sly and impish amusement. If he dreamed that she loved him, if he fancied her a victim of his bow and spear, he strangely, most strangely, misread her. And a sudden turn, a single quick glance should have informed him. For as the flames by turns lit her face and left it to darkness, they wrought it to many expressions; but never to kindness.

Theres many Id like to see brought down a piece, he muttered at last. Many, many. And Im as fond of my share of good things as most. But its all talk, theres nought to be done! Nor ever will be! There have been parsons and squires from the beginning.

Would you do it, she asked softly, if there were anything to be done?

Try me.

I doubt it. And thats why you are no lad for me.

He rose to his feet in a temper at that. He turned his back on the fire.

Whats the use of getting on this every time! he cried. And he took up his hat. Im weary of it. Im off. I dont know that I shall come back again. Whats the use? with a side-long glance at her dark, handsome face and curving figure which the firelight threw into prominence.

If there were anything to do, she asked, as if he had never spoken, never answered the question, would you do it? And she smiled at him, her head thrown back, her red lips parted, her eyes tempting.

You know I would if   He paused.

There were some one to be won by it?

He nodded, his eyes kindling.

Well  

No more. For as she spoke the word, and he bent forward, something heavy fell on the floor overhead; and she sat up straight. Her eyes, grown suddenly hard and small  perhaps with fright  held Tysons eyes.

Whats that? he cried, frowning suspiciously. Theres nobody upstairs?

Fathers in bed, she said. She held up a finger for silence.

And theres nobody else in the house?

She shrugged her shoulders.

Who should there be? she said. Its the cat, I suppose.

Youd better let me see, he rejoined. And he took a step towards the staircase door.

No need, she answered listlessly, after listening anew. Im not afraid. The cat is not here; it must have been the cat. Ill go up when you are gone, and see.

Its not safe, he grumbled, still inclined to go. You two alone here, and the old man said to be as rich as a lord!

Ay, said to be, she answered, smiling As you said you were going ten minutes ago, and you are not gone yet. But   she rose with a yawn, partly real and partly forced, you must go now, my lad.

But why? he answered. When we were just beginning to understand one another.

Why? she answered pertly. Because father wants to sleep. Because your wife will scratch my eyes out if you dont. Because I am not going to say another word to-night  whatever I may say to-morrow. And because  its my will, my lad. Thats all.

He muttered his discontent, swinging his hat in his hand, and making eyes at her. But she kept him at arms length, and after a moments argument she drove him to the door.

All the same, he said, when he stood outside, you had better let me look upstairs.

But she laughed.

I dare say youd like it! she said; and she shut the door in his face and he heard the great bar that secured it shot into its socket in the thickness of the wall. In a temper not much better than that in which he had left the inn, he groped his way round the house, and up the three steps at the corner of the building. He swore at the dog that it might know who came, and so he passed into the road. Once he looked back at the house, but all was dark. The windows looked the other way.


CHAPTER IX

PUNISHMENT

Anthony Clyne came to a stand before her, and lifted his hat.

I understand, he said, without letting his eyes meet hers  he was stiffness itself, but perhaps he too had his emotions that you preferred to see me here rather than indoors?

Yes, Henrietta answered. And the girl thanked heaven that though the beating of her heart had nearly choked her a moment before, her tone was as hard and uncompromising as his. He could not guess, he never should guess, what strain she put on nerve and will that she might not quail before him; nor how often, with her quivering face hidden in the pillow, she had told herself, before rising, that it was for once only, once only, and that then she need never see again the man she had wronged.

I do not know, he continued slowly, whether you have anything to say?

Nothing, she answered. They were standing on the Ambleside road, a short furlong from the inn. Leafless trees climbed the hill-side above them; and a rough slope, unfenced and strewn with boulders and dying bracken, ran down from their feet to the lake.

Then, he rejoined, with a scarcely perceptible hardening of the mouth, I had best say as briefly as possible what I am come to say.

If you please, she said. Hitherto she had faced him regally. Now she averted her eyes ever so slightly, and placed herself so that she looked across the water that gleamed pale under the morning mist.

Yet, even with her eyes turned from him, he did not find it easy to say what he must say. And for a few seconds he was silent. At last I do not wish to upbraid you, he began in a voice somewhat lower in tone. You have done a very foolish and a very wicked, wicked thing, and one which cannot be undone in the eyes of the world. That is for all to see. You have left your home and your friends and your family under circumstances  

She turned her full face to him suddenly.

Have they, she said, empowered you to speak to me?

Yes.

They do not wish to see me themselves?

No.

Nor perhaps  wish me to return to them?

No.

She nodded as she looked away again; in sheer defiance, he supposed. He did not guess that she did it to mask the irrepressible shiver which the news caused her.

He thought her, on the contrary, utterly unrepentant, and it hardened him to speak more austerely, to give his feelings freer vent.

Had you done this thing with a gentleman, he said, there had been, however heartless and foolish the act, some hope that the matter might be set straight. And some excuse for yourself; since a man of our class might have dazzled you by the possession of qualities which the person you chose could not have. But an elopement with a needy adventurer, without breeding, parts, or honesty  a criminal, and wedded already  

If he were not wedded already, she said, I had been with him now!

His face grew a shade more severe, but otherwise he did not heed the taunt.

Such an  an act, he said, unfits you in your brothers eyes to return to his home. He paused an instant. Or to the family you have disgraced. I am bound  I have no option, to tell you this.

You say it as from them?

I do. I have said indeed less than they bade me say. And not more, I believe on my honour, than the occasion requires. A young gentlewoman, he continued bitterly, brought up in the country with every care, sheltered from every temptation, with friends, with home, with every comfort and luxury, and about to be married to a gentleman in her own rank in life, meets secretly, clandestinely, shamefully a man, the lowest of the low, on a par in refinement with her own servants, but less worthy! She deceives with him her friends, her family, her relatives! If  with some emotion I have overstated one of these things, God forgive me!

Pray go on! she said, with her face averted. And thinking that she was utterly hardened, utterly without heart, thinking that her outward calm spelled callousness, and that she felt nothing, he did continue.

Can she, he said, who has been so deceitful herself, complain if the man deceives her? She has chosen a worthless creature before her family and her friends? Is she not richly served if he treats her after his own nature and her example? If, after stooping to the lawless level of such a poor thing, she finds herself involved in his penalties, and her name a scandal and a shame to her family!

Is that all? she asked. But not a quiver of the voice, not a tremour of the shoulders, betrayed what she was feeling, what she suffered, how fiercely the brand was burning into her soul.

That is all they bade me say, he replied in a calmer and more gentle tone. And that they would make arrangements  such arrangements as may be possible for your future. But they would not take you back.

And now  what on your own account? she asked, almost flippantly. Something, I suppose?

Yes, he said, answering her slowly, and with a steady look of condemnation. For in all honesty the girls attitude shocked and astonished him. I have something to say on my own account. Something. But it is difficult to say it.

She turned to him and raised her eyebrows.

Really! she said. You seem to speak so easily.

He did not remark how white, even against the pale shimmer of the lake, was the face that mocked him; and her heartlessness seemed dreadful to him.

I wish, he said, to say only one thing on my own account.

There is only one thing you must not say, she retorted, turning on him without warning and speaking with concentrated passion. I have been, it may be, as foolish as you say. I am only nineteen. I may have been, I dont know about that, very wicked  as wicked as you say. And what I have done in my folly and in my  you call it wickedness  may be a disgrace to my family. But I have done nothing, nothing, sir,  she raised her head proudly to disgrace myself personally. Do you believe that?

And then he did notice how white she was.

If you tell me that, I do believe it, he said gravely.

You must believe it, she rejoined with sudden vehemence. Or you wrong me more cruelly than I have wronged you!

I do believe it, he said, conquered for the time by a new emotion.

Then now I will hear you, she answered, her tone sinking again. I will hear what you wish to say. Not that it will bend me. I have injured you. I own it, and am sorry for it on your account. On my own I am unhappy, but I had been more unhappy had I married you. You have been frank, let me be frank, she continued, her eyes alight, her tone almost imperious. You sought not a wife, but a mother for your child! A woman, a little better bred than a nurse, to whom you could entrust the one being, the only being, you love, with less chance of its contamination, she laughed icily, by the lower orders! If you had any other motive in choosing me it was that I was your second cousin, of your own respectable family, and you did not derogate. But you forgot that I was young and a woman, as you were a man. You said no word of love to me, you begged for no favour; when you entered a room, you sought my eye no more than anothers, you had no more softness for me than for another! If you courted me at all it was before others, and if you talked to me at all it was from the height of wise dullness, and about things I did not understand and things I hated! Until, she continued viciously, at last I hated you! What could be more natural? What did you expect?

A little colour had stolen into his face under the lash of her reproaches. He tried to seem indifferent, but he could not. His tone was forced and constrained when he answered.

You have strange ideas, he said.

And you have but two! she riposted. Politics and your boy! I cared, with concentrated bitterness, for neither!

That stung him to anger and retort.

I can imagine it, he said. Your likings appear to be on a different plane.

They are at least not confined to fifty families! she rejoined. I do not think myself divine, she continued with feverish irony, and all below me clay! I do not think because I and all about me are dull and stupid that all the world is dull and stupid, talking eternally about  and she deliberately mocked his tonethe licence of the press! and the imminence of anarchy! To talk, with supreme scorn, of the licence of the press and the imminence of anarchy to a girl of nineteen! It was at least to make the way very smooth for another!

He looked at her in silence, frowning. Her frankness was an outrage on his dignity  and he, of all men, loved his dignity. But it surprised him at least as much as it shocked him. He remembered the girl sometimes silly, sometimes demure, to whom he had cast the handkerchief; and he had not been more astonished if a sheep had stood up and barked at him. He was here, prepared to meet a frightened, weeping, shamefaced child, imploring pardon, imploring mediation; and he found this! He was here to upbraid, and she scolded him. She marked with unerring eye the joints in his armour, and with her venomous womans tongue she planted darts that he knew would rankle  rankle long after she was gone and he was alone. And a faint glimpse of the truth broke on him. Was it possible that he had misread the girl; whom he had deemed characterless, when she was not shy? Was it possible that he had under-valued her and slighted her? Was it possible that, while he had been judging her and talking down to her, she had been judging him and laughing in her sleeve?

The thought was not pleasant to a proud nature. And there was another thing he had to weigh. If she were so different in fact from the conception he had formed of her, the course which had occurred to him as the best, and which he was going to propose for her, might not be the best.

But he put that from him. A name for firmness at times compels a man to obstinacy. It was so now. He set his jaw more stiffly, and  

Will you hear me now? he asked.

If there is anything more to be said, she replied. She spoke wearily over her shoulder.

I think there is, he rejoined stubbornly, one thing. It will not keep you long. It refers to your future. There is a course which I think may be taken and may be advantageous to you.

If, she cried impetuously, it is to take me back to those  

On the contrary, he replied. He was not unwilling to wound one who had shown herself so unexpectedly capable of offence. That is quite past, he continued. There is no longer any question of that. And even the course I suggest is not without its disadvantages. It may not, at first sight, be more acceptable to you than returning to your home. But I trust you have learnt a lesson, and will now be guided. After saying which he coughed and hesitated, and at length, after twice pulling up his cravat, I think, he said the matter is somewhat delicate  that I had better write what I have in my mind.

Under the dead weight of depression which had succeeded to passion, curiosity stirred faintly in her. But  

As you please, she said.

The more, he continued stiffly, as in the immediate present there is nothing to be done. And therefore there is no haste. Until this  he made a wry face, the thing was so hateful to him this inquiry is at an end, and you are free to leave, nothing but preliminaries can be dealt with; those settled, however, I think there should be no delay. But you shall hear from me within the week.

Very well. And after a slight pause, That is all?

That is all, I think.

Yet he did not go. And she continued to stand with her shoulder turned towards him. He was a man of strong prejudices, and the habit of command had rendered him in some degree callous. But he was neither unkind by nature, nor, in spite of the story Walterson had told of him, inhuman in practice. To leave a young girl thus, to leave her without a word of leave-taking or regret, seemed even to him, now it came to the point, barbarous. The road stretched lonely on either side of them, the woods were brown and sad and almost leafless, the lake below them mirrored the unchanging grey above, or lost itself in dreary mist. And he remembered her in surroundings so different! He remembered how she had been reared, by whom encircled, amid what plenitude! And though he did not guess that the slender figure standing thus mute and forlorn would haunt him by night and by day for weeks to come, and harry and torment him with dumb reproaches  he still had not the heart to go without one gentler word.

And so No, there is one thing, he said, his voice shaking very slightly, I would like to add  I would like you to know. It is that after next week I shall be at Rysby in Cartmel  Rysby Hall  for about a month. It is not more than two miles from the foot of the lake, and if you are still here and need advice  

Thank you.

  or help, I would like you to know that I am there.

That I may apply to you? she said without turning her head.

He could not tell whether at last there were tears in her voice, or whether she were merely drawing him on to flout him.

I meant that, he said coldly.

Thank you.

Certainly there was a queer sound in her voice.

He paused awkwardly.

There is nothing more, I think? he said.

Nothing, thank you.

Very well, he returned. Then you will hear from me upon the matter I mentioned  in a day or two. Good-bye.

He went then  awkwardly, slowly. He felt himself, in spite of his arguments, in spite of his anger, in spite of the wrong which she had done him, and the disgrace which she brought on his name,  he felt himself something of a cur. She was little more than a child, little more than a child; and he had not understood her! Even now he had no notion how often that plea would ring in his ears, and harass him and keep him wakeful. And Henrietta? She had told herself before the interview that with it the worst would be over. But as she heard his firm tread pass slowly away, down the road, and grow fainter and fainter, the pride that had supported her under his eyes sank low. A sense of her loneliness, so cruel that it wrung her heart, so cruel that she could have run after him and begged him to punish her, to punish her as he pleased, if he would not leave her deserted, gripped her throat and brought salt tears to her eyes. The excitement was over, the flatness remained; the failure, and the grey skies and leaden water and dying bracken. And she was alone; alone for always. She had defied him, she had defied them all, she had told him that whatever happened she would not go back, she would not be taken back. But she knew now that she had lied. And she crossed the road, her step unsteady, and stumbled blindly up the woodland path above the road, until she came to a place where she knew that she was hidden. There she flung herself down on her face and cried passionately, stifling her sobs in the green damp moss. She had done wrong. She had done cruel wrong to him. But she was only nineteen, and she was being punished! She was being punished!


CHAPTER X

HENRIETTA IN NAXOS

Youth feels, let the adult say what he pleases, more deeply than middle age. It suffers and enjoys with a poignancy unknown in later life. But in revenge it is cast down more lightly, and uplifted with less reason. The mature have seen so many sunny mornings grow to tearful noons, so many days of stress close in peace, that their moods are not to the same degree at the mercy of passing accidents. It is with the young, on the other hand, as with the tender shoots; they raise their heads to meet the April sun, as naturally they droop in the harsh east wind. And Henrietta had been more than girl, certainly more than nineteen, if she had not owned the influence of the scene and the morning that lapped her about when she next set foot beyond the threshold of the inn.

She had spent in the meantime three days at which memory shuddered. Alone in her room, shrinking from every eye, turning her back on the woman who waited on her, she had found her pride insufficient to support her. Solitude is a medium which exaggerates all objects, and the longer Henrietta brooded over her past folly and her present disgrace, the more intolerable these grew to the vision.

Fortunately, if Modest Anns heart bled for her, Mrs. Gilson viewed her misfortunes with a saner and less sensitive eye. She saw that if the girl were left longer to herself her health would fail. Already, she remarked, the child looked two years older  looked a woman. So on the fourth morning Mrs. Gilson burst in on her, found her moping at the window with her eyes on the lake, and forthwith, after her fashion, she treated her to a piece of her mind.

See here, young miss, she said bluntly, Ill have nobody ill in my house! Much more making themselves ill! In three days Bishops to be back, and theyll want you, like enough. And a pale, peaking face wont help you, but rather the other way with men, such fools as they be! You get your gear and go out.

Henrietta said meekly that she would do so.

Theres a basket I want to send to Tysons, the landlady went on. Shes ailing. Its a fleas load, but I suppose, sticking her arms akimbo and looking straight at the girl, youre too much of a lady to carry it.

Ill take it very willingly, Henrietta said. And she rose with a spark of something approaching interest in her eyes.

Well, Ive nobody else, said cunning Mrs. Gilson. And I dont suppose youll run from me, twixt here and there. And shes a poor thing. Shes going to have a babby, and couldnt be more lonely if she was in Patterdale. And she described the way, adding that if Henrietta kept the road no one would meddle with her at that hour of the morning.

The girl found her head-covering, and, submitting with a good grace to the basket, she set forth. As she emerged from the inn  for three days she had not been out  she cast a half-shamed, half-defiant look this way and that. But only Modest Ann was watching her from a window; and if ever St. Martin procured for the faithful a summer day, intempestive as the chroniclers have it, this was that day. A warm sun glowed in the brown hollows of the wood, and turned the dying fern to flame, and spread the sheen of velvet over green hill-side and grey crag. A mild west wind enlivened the surface of the lake with the sparkle of innumerable wavelets, and all that had for days been lead seemed turned to silver. The air was brisk and clear; in a heaven of their own, very far off, the great peaks glittered and shone. The higher Henrietta climbed above the inn-roofs, and the cares that centred there, the lighter, in spite of herself  how could it be otherwise with that scene of beauty stretched before her?  rose her heart.

Half a dozen times as she mounted the hill she paused to view the scene through the tender mist of her own unhappiness. But every time she stood, the rare fleck of cloud gliding across the blue, or the dancing ripple of the water below, appealed to her, and caused her thoughts to wander; and youth and hope spoke more loudly. She was young. Surely at her age an error was not irreparable. Surely things would take a turn. For even now she was less unhappy, less ashamed.

When she came to the summit of the shoulder, the bare gauntness of Hinksons farm, which resisted even the beauty of sunshine, caused her a momentary chill. The dog raved at her from the wind-swept litter of the yard. The blind gable-end scowled through the firs. Behind lay the squalid out-buildings, roofless and empty. She hurried by  not without a backward glance. She crossed the ridge, and almost immediately saw in a cup of the hills below her  so directly below her that roofs and yards and pig-styes lay mapped out under her eye  another farm. On three sides the smooth hill-turf sloped steeply to the walls. On the fourth, where a stream, which had its source beside the farm, found vent, a wood choked the descending gorge and hid the vale and the lake below.

Deep-seated in its green bowl, the house was as lonely in position as the house on the shoulder, but after a warmer and more sheltered fashion. Conceivably peace and plenty, comfort and happiness might nestle in it. Yet the nearer Henrietta descended to it, leaving the world of space and view, the more a sense of stillness and isolation and almost of danger, pressed upon her. No sound of farm life, no cheery clank of horse-gear, no human voice broke the silence of the hills. Only a few hens scratched in the fold-yard.

She struck on the half-open door, and a pair of pattens clanked across the kitchen flags. A clownish, dull-faced woman with drugget petticoats showed herself.

Ive come to see Mrs. Tyson, Henrietta said. Shes in the house?

Oh, ay.

Can I see her?

Oh, ay.

Then  

Shes on the settle. As she spoke the woman stood aside, but continued to stare as if her curiosity grudged the loss of a moment.

The kitchen, or house place  in those days the rough work of a farmhouse was done in the scullery  was spacious and clean, though sparsely and massively furnished. The flag floor was outlined in white squares, and the space about the fire was made more private by a tall settle which flanked the chimney corner and averted the draught. These appearances foretold a red-armed bustling house-wife. But they were belied by the pale plump face framed in untidy hair, which half in fright and half in bewilderment peered at her over the arm of the settle. It was a face that had been pretty after a feeble fashion no more than twelve months back: now it bore the mark of strain and trouble. And when it was not peevish it was frightened. Certainly it was no longer pretty.

The owner of the face got slowly to her feet Is it me you want? she said, her tone spiritless.

If you are Mrs. Tyson, Henrietta answered gently.

Yes, I am.

I have brought you some things Mrs. Gilson of the inn wished to send you.

I am obliged to you, with stiff shyness.

And if you do not mind, Henrietta continued frankly, I will rest a little. If I do not trouble you.

No, Im mostly alone, the young woman answered, slowly and apathetically. And she bade the servant set a chair for the visitor. That done, she despatched the woman with the basket to the larder.

Then Im mostly alone, she repeated. And this time her voice quivered, and her eyes met the other womans eyes.

But, Henrietta said, smiling, you have your husband.

Hes often away, wearily. Hes often away; by day and night. Hes a doctor.

But your servant? You have her?

She goes home, nights. And then   with a spasm of the querulous face that had been pretty no more than a year before, the hours are long when you are alone. You dont know, timidly reaching out a hand as if she would touch Henriettas frock  but withdrawing it quickly, what it is to be alone, miss, all night in such a house as this.

No, and no one should be! Henrietta answered.

She glanced round the great silent kitchen and tried to fancy what the house would be like of nights; when darkness settled down on the hollow in the hills, and the wood cut it off from the world below; and when, whatever threatened, whatever came, whatever face of terror peered through the dark-paned window, whatever sound, weird or startling, rent the silence of the distant rooms, this helpless woman must face it alone!

She shuddered.

But you are not alone all night? she said.

No, but   in a whisper, often until after midnight, miss. And once  all night.

Henrietta restrained the words that rose to her lips.

Ah, well, she said, youll have your baby by-and-by.

Ay, if it lives, the other woman answered moodily if it lives. And, she continued in a whisper, with her scared eyes on Henriettas face, and her hand on her wrist, if I live, miss.

Oh, but you must not think of that! the girl protested cheerfully. Of course you will live.

Ive mostly nought to do but think, Tysons wife answered. And I think queer things  I think queer things. Sometimes  tightening her hold on Henriettas arm to stay her shocked remonstrance that he does not wish me to live. Hes at the house on the shoulder  Hinksons, the one you passed  most nights. Theres a girl there. And yesterday he said if I was lonely she should come and bide here while I laid up, and shed be company for me. But  in a wavering tone that was almost a wail Im afraid!  Im afraid.

Afraid? Henrietta repeated, trembling a little in sympathy, and drawing a little nearer the other. Of what?

Of her! the woman muttered, averting her eyes that she might watch the door. Of Bess. Shes gypsy blood, and its blood that sticks at nothing. And shed be glad I was gone. Shed have him then. I know! She made a sign at me one day when my back was turned, but I saw it. And it was not for good. Besides  

Oh, but indeed, Henrietta protested, indeed, you must not think of these things. You are not well, and you have fancies.

Mrs. Tyson shook her head.

Youd have fancies, in a gloomy tone, if you lived in this house.

It is only because you are so much alone in it, the girl protested.

Thats not all, with a shudder. The woman leant forward and spoke low with her eyes glued to the door. Thats not all. You dont know, nobody knows. Nobody knows  thats alive! But once, after I came to live here, when I complained that he was out so much and was not treating me well, he took and showed me  he took and showed me  

What? Henrietta spoke as lightly as she could. What did he show you? For the woman had broken off, and with her eyes closed seemed to be on the point of fainting.

Nothing  nothing, Mrs. Tyson said, recovering herself with a sudden gasp. And heres the basket, miss. Meg lives down below. Shall she carry the basket to Mrs. Gilsons? It is not fitting a young lady like you should carry it.

Oh, no; I will take it, Henrietta answered, with as careless an air as she could muster.

And after a moments awkward hesitation, under the eyes of the dull serving-maid, she rose. She would gladly have stayed and heard more; for her pity and curiosity were alike vividly roused. But it was plain that for the present she could neither act upon the one nor assuage the other. She read a plea for silence in the eyes of the weak, frightened woman; and having said that probably Mrs. Gilson would be sending her that way again before long, she took her leave.

Wondering much. For the low-ceiled kitchen, with its shadowy chimney-corner and its low-browed windows, had another look for her now; and the stillness of the house another meaning. All might be the fancy of a nervous, brooding woman. And yet there was something. And, something or nothing, there were unhappiness and fear and cruelty in this quiet work. As she climbed the track that led again to the lip of the basin, and to sunshine and brisk air and freedom, she had less pity for herself, she thought less of herself. She might have lain at the mercy of a careless, faithless husband, who played on her fears and mocked her appeals. She, when in her early unbroken days she complained, might have been taken and scared by  heaven knew what!

She was still thinking with indignation of the womans plight when she gained the road. A hundred paces brought her to Hinksons. And there, standing under the firs at the corner of the house, and looking over her shoulder as if she had turned, in the act of entering, to see who passed, was the dark girl; the same whose insolent smile had annoyed her on the morning of her arrival, before she knew what was in store for her.

Their eyes met. Again Henriettas face, to her intense vexation, flamed. Then the dog sprang up and raved at her, and she passed on down the road. But she was troubled. She was vexed with herself for losing countenance, and still more angry with the girl whose mocking smile had so strange a power to wound her.

That must be the creature we have been discussing, she thought. Odd that I should meet her, and still more odd that I should have seen her before! I dont wonder that the woman fears her! But why does she look at me, of all people, after that fashion?

She told herself that it was her fancy, and trying to forget the matter, she tripped on down the road. Presently, before her cheeks or her temper were quite cool, she saw that she was going to meet some one  a man who was slowly mounting the hill on horseback. A moment later she made out that the rider who was approaching was Mr. Hornyold, and her face grew hot again. The meeting was humiliating. She wished herself anywhere else. But at the worst she could bow coldly and pass by.

She reckoned without the justice, who was wont to say that when he wore a cassock he was a parson, and when he wore his top-boots he was a gentleman. He recognised her with a subdued View halloa! and pulled up as she drew near. He slid from his saddle  with an agility his bulk did not promise  and barred the way.

With a grin and an over-gallant salute, Dear, dear, dear, he said. Isnt this out of bounds, young lady? Outside the rules of the bench, eh? Whatd Mother Gilson be saying if she saw you here?

I have been on an errand for her, Henrietta replied, in her coldest tone.

But she had to stop. The road was narrow, and he had, as by accident, put his horse across it.

An errand? he said, smiling more broadly, as far as this? She is very trusting! More trusting than I should be with a young lady of your appearance, who twist all the men round your finger.

Henriettas eyes sparkled.

I am returning to her, she said, and I am late. Please to let me pass.

To be sure I will, he said. But instead of moving aside he drew a pace nearer; so that between himself, the horse, and the bank, she was hemmed in. To be sure, young lady! he continued. But that is not quite the tone to take with the powers that be! We are gentle as sucking doves  to pretty young women  while we are pleased; and ready to stretch a point, as we did the other day, for our friend Clyne, who was so deuced mysterious about the matter. But we must have our quid pro quo, eh? Come, a kiss! Just one. There are only the birds to see and the hedges to tell, and Ill warrant  the leer more plain in his eyes you are not always so particular.

Henrietta was not frightened, but she was angry and savage.

Do you know who I am? she cried, for the moment forgetting herself in her passion.

No! he answered, before she could say more. That is just what I dont know, my girl. I have taken you on trust and you are pretty enough! But I know Clyne, and he is interested in you. And his taste is good enough for me!

Let me pass! she cried.

He tried to seize her, but she evaded his grasp, slipped fearlessly behind the horses heels and stood free. Hornyold wheeled about, and with an oath:

You sly baggage! he cried. You are not going to escape so easily! You  

There he stopped. Not twenty yards from him and less than that distance beyond her, was a stranger. The sight was so little to be expected in that solitary place, he had been so sure that they were alone and the girl at the mercy of his rudeness, that he broke off, staring. The stranger came slowly on, and when almost abreast of Henrietta raised his hat and paused, dividing his regards between the scowling magistrate and the indignant girl.

Good morning, he said, addressing her. If I am not inopportune, I have a letter for you from Captain Clyne.

Then be good enough, she answered, first to take me out of the company of this person. And she turned her shoulder on the justice, and taking the stranger with her  almost in his own despite  she sailed off; and, a very picture of outraged dignity, swept down the road.

Mr. Hornyold glared after her, his bridle on his arm. And his face was red with fury. Seldom had he been so served.

A parson, by heaven! he said. A regular Methody, too, by his niminy-piminy get-up! Who is he, I wonder, and what in the name of mischief brought him here just at that moment? Ten to one she was looking to meet him, and that was why she played the prude, the little cat! To be sure. But Ill be even with her  in Appleby gaol or out! As for him, Ive never set eyes on him. And Ive a good notion to have him taken up and lodged in the lock-up. Any way, Ill set the runners on him. Not much spirit in him by the look of him! But shes a spit-fire!

Mr. Hornyold had been so long accustomed to consider the girls of the village fair sport, that he was considerably put out. True, Henrietta was not a village girl. She was something more, and a mystery; nor least a mystery in her relations with Captain Clyne, a man whom the justice admitted to be more important than himself. But she was in trouble, she was under a cloud, she was smirched with suspicion; she was certainly no better than she should be. And not experience only, but all the coarser instincts of the man forbade him to believe in such a womans No.


CHAPTER XI

CAPTAIN CLYNES PLAN

For a full hundred yards Henrietta walked on with her head in the air, too angry to accost or even to look at her companion; who, on his part, tripped meekly beside her. Then a sense of the absurdity of the position  of his position rather than her own, for she had whirled him off whether he would or no  overcame her. And she laughed.

Was ever anything so ridiculous? she cried. And she looked at him askance and something ashamed. The quick movement which had enabled her to escape had loosened the thick mass of her fair hair, and this, with her flushed cheeks and kindled eyes, showed her so handsome that it was well the impetuous justice was no longer with her.

The stranger was apparently less impressionable.

I am glad, he said primly, that my coming was so opportune.

Oh! I was not afraid of him, Henrietta answered, tossing her head.

No? he rejoined. Indeed. Still, I am glad that I came so opportunely.

He was a neat, trim man in black, of a pale complexion, and with the small features and the sharp nose that indicate at once timidity and obstinacy; the nose that in the case of the late Right Honourable William Pitt, whom he was proud to resemble, meant something more. But for a pair of bright eyes he had been wholly mean, and wholly insignificant; and Henrietta saw nothing in him either formidable or attractive. She had a notion that she had seen him somewhere; but it was a vague notion, and how he came to be here or commissioned to her she could no more conjecture than if he had risen from the ground.

You are a stranger here? she said at last, after more than one side-long glance.

Yes, I descended from the coach an hour ago.

And came in search of me?

Precisely, he replied. Being empowered to do so, he continued, with a slight but formal bow, by Captain Anthony Clyne, to whom I have the honour  my name is Sutton  of being related in the capacity of chaplain.

She coloured more violently with shame than before with anger: and all her troubles came back to her. Probably this man knew all; knew what she had done and what had happened to her. It was cruel  oh, it was cruel to send him! For a moment she could not collect her thoughts or master her voice. But at last,

Oh! she said confusedly. I see. A lovely view from here, is it not?

Yes, to be sure, he replied, with the same precision with which he had spoken before. I ought to have noticed it.

And you bring me a letter?

It was Captain Clynes wish that I   he hesitated, and was plainly embarrassed that I should, in fact, offer my company for a day or two. While you are under the care of the good woman at the inn.

She turned her face towards him, and regarded him with a mixture of surprise and distaste. Then,

Indeed? she said coldly. In what capacity, if you please?

But the words said, she felt her cheeks grow hot. They thought so ill of her, she had so misbehaved herself, that a duenna was not enough; a clergyman must be sent to lecture her. By-and-by he would talk goody-goody to her, such as they talked to Lucy in The Fairchild Family! Save that she was grown up and Lucy was not!

But it does not matter, she continued hurriedly, and before he could answer, I am obliged to you, but Mrs. Gilson is quite able to take care of me.

And yet I came very opportunely  just now, he said. I am glad I came so opportunely.

Reminded of the insolence to which her loneliness had exposed her, Henrietta felt her cheek grow hot again.

Oh, she said, I did not need you! But I thought you said you brought a letter?

I have a letter. But I beg leave  to postpone its delivery for a day or two.

How? in astonishment. If it is for me?

By Captain Clynes directions, he answered.

She stopped short and faced him, rebellion in her eyes.

Then why, she said proudly, seek me out now if this letter is not to be delivered at once?

That, too, is by his order, Mr. Sutton explained in the same tone. And pardon me for saying, he continued, with a meaning cough, that I have seen enough to be assured of Captain Clynes forethought. Apart from which, in Lancashire, at any rate, the times are so troubled, the roads so unsafe, the common people so outrageous, that for a young lady to walk out alone is not safe.

He should have sent a servant, then! she answered sharply.

A faint colour rose to the chaplains cheeks.

He thought me more trustworthy, perhaps, he said meekly. And it is possible he was under the impression that my company might be more acceptable.

If I may be plain, she answered tartly, I am in no mood for a strangers company.

And yet, he said, with a gleam of appeal in his eyes, I would fain hope to make myself acceptable.

She gave him no direct answer; only,

I cannot understand, I really cannot understand, she said, of what he was thinking. You had better give me the letter now, sir. I may find something in that which may explain.

But he only cast down his eyes.

I am afraid, he said, that I must not disobey the directions which Captain Clyne laid upon me.

Very good, she retorted; that is as you please. Only  our paths separate here. The road we are on will take you to the inn  you cannot miss it. My path lies this way.

And with a stiff little bow she laid her hand on the gate which gave entrance to the field-path; the same path that led down through the coppice to the back of the Low Wood inn. She passed through.

He hesitated an instant, then he also turned in at the gate. And as she halted, eyeing him in displeasure  

I really cannot let you stray from the high-road alone, he said. You will pardon me, I am sure, if I seem intrusive. But it is not safe. I have seen enough, with a smirk, to know that  that beauty unattended goes in danger amid these lovely  he waved his hand in kindly patronage of the lake these lovely, but wild surroundings.

You mean, she answered, with a dangerous light in her eyes, that you will force your company on me, sir? Whether I will or no?

Not force, no! No! No! But I must, I can only do as I am ordered. I should not presume of myself, he continued, with a touch of real humility even to offer my company. I should not look so high. I should think such an honour above me. But I was led to believe  

By Captain Clyne?

Yes, that  that, in fact, you were willing to make what amends you could for the injury done to him. And that, if only for that reason, I might expect a more favourable reception at your hands.

But why, sir?  why? she cried, cut to the quick. To suffer this man, this stranger, to talk to her of making amends! What good will it do to Captain Clyne if I receive you ever so favourably?

He looked at her humbly, with appeal in his eyes.

If you would deign to wait, he said, and he wiped his forehead, I think I could make that more clear to you afterwards.

But very naturally his persistence offended her. That word amends, too, stuck in her throat. Her pride, made restive by her encounter with Hornyold, was up in arms.

I shall not wait a moment, she said. Not a moment! Understand, sir, that if you accompany me against my will, my first act on reaching the inn will be to complain to the landlady, and seek her protection.

Surely not against Captain Clynes pleni  plenipotentiary? he murmured abjectly. Surely not!

I do not know what a pleni-plenipotentiary is, she retorted. But if you follow me, you follow at your peril!

And she turned her back on him, and plunged downwards through the wood. She did not deign to look behind; but her ears told her that he was not following. For the rest, all the beauty of the wood, shot through with golden lights, all the cool loveliness of the dell, with its emerald mosses and flash of jewelled wings, were lost upon her now, so sore was she and so profoundly humiliated. Twice in one morning she had been insulted. Twice in one hour had a man shown her that he held her fair game. Were they right, then, who preached that outside the sanctum of home no girl was safe? Or was it her story, her conduct, her disgrace, known to all for miles round, that robbed her of the right to respect?

Either way she was unhappy, frightened, nay, shocked; and she longed to be within doors, where she need not restrain herself. Too proud to confide in Mrs. Gilson, she longed none the less for some one to whom she could unburden herself. Was she to go through the world exposed to such scenes? Must she be daily and hourly on her guard against rude insult, or more odious gallantries? And if these things befell her in this quiet spot, what must she expect in the world, deserted as she was by all those who would once have protected her?

She looked to gain her room without further unpleasantness; for the path she followed led her to the back door, and she could enter that way. But she was not to be so fortunate. In the yard, awaiting her with his hat in his hand and the flush of haste on his pallid face, was Mr. Sutton.

Poor Henrietta! she ground her small teeth together in her rage, and her face was scarlet. But her mind was made up. If Mr. Sutton counted on her being worse than her word she would show him his mistake.

I shall send for the landlady, she said; and beckoning to a stable-help who was crossing the yard with a bucket, Fetch Mrs. Gilson, she said. Tell her  

One moment! Mr. Sutton interposed with meek firmness. I am going to give you the letter. It will explain all, and I hope justify my conduct, which I cannot believe to have been offensive.

That is a matter of opinion, Henrietta said loftily. She held out her hand. The letter, sir, if you please.

One favour, I beg, he said, with a gesture that deprecated her impatience. He waved the groom out of hearing. This is not a fit place for you or  with a return of dignity for the business on which I am here. Do me the favour of seeing me within or of walking a few yards with me. There is a seat by the lake, if you will not admit me to your apartments.

She frowned at him. But she saw the wisdom of concluding the matter, and she led the way into the road and turned to the right. Immediately, however, she remembered that the Ambleside road would lead her to the spot where Captain Clyne had taken leave of her, and she turned and walked the other way until she came to the place where the Troutbeck lane diverged. There she stood.

The letter, if you please, she said. She spoke with the contemptuous hardness which youth, seldom considerate of others feelings, is prone to display.

He held it an instant in his hand as if he could not bear to part with it. But at last, with a dismal look and an abject sentence or two, he gave it up.

I beg you, I implore you, he muttered as she took it, to announce no hasty decision. To believe that I am something more and better than you think me now. And that ill as I have set myself before you, I would fain labour to show myself more  more worthy!

The words were so strange, his manner was so puzzling, that they pierced the armour of her dislike. She paused, staring at him.

Worthy! she exclaimed. Worthy of what?

The letter  

Yes, the letter will tell me.

And with a haughty air she broke the seal. As she read she turned herself from him, so that he saw little more of her face than her firmly moulded chin. But when she had carried her eyes some way down the sheet he noticed that her hands began to shake.



Henrietta, so Captain Clyne began, for to add any term of endearment were either too little or too much  I have thought long and painfully, as becomes one who expected to be by this time your husband, on the situation in which you have placed yourself by an escapade, the consequences of which, whatever action be taken, must be permanently detrimental. Of these, as they touch myself, I say nothing, the object of these lines being to indicate a way by which I trust your honour and character may be redeemed. The bearer, whom I know for a man of merit and respectability, saw you by chance on the occasion of your visit to my house, and, as I learned by a word indiscreetly dropped, admired you. He has been admitted to the secret of your adventure, and is willing, without more and upon my representation of the facts of the case, to make you his wife and to give you the shelter of his name. After long thought I can devise no better course, whereby, innocent of aught but folly, as I believe you to be, the honour of the family can be preserved. Still, I would not suggest or advise the step were I not sure that Mr. Sutton, though beneath us by extraction, is a person of parts and worth in whose hands your future will be safe, while his material prosperity shall be my care. I have advised him to take such opportunities as offer of commending himself to you before delivering this note. Gladly would I counsel you to take the advice of your brother and his wife were I not aware how bitter is their resentment and how complete their estrangement. I, on the other hand, whose right to advise you may question  But it were idle to say more than that I forgive you, as I hope to be forgiven. Nor will your interests ever be indifferent to

Your kinsman,

Anthony Clyne.



Mr. Sutton noted the growing tremour of the hands which held the paper  he could hear it rustle. And his face, usually so pallid, flushed. Into the greyness of a life that had been happier if the chaplain had possessed less of those parts for which Captain Clyne commended him, had burst this vision of a bride, young, beautiful, and brilliant; a daughter of that world which thought him honoured by the temporary possession of a single finger, or the gift of a careless nod. Who could blame him if he succumbed? Aladdin, on the point of marriage with the daughter of the Sultan, bent to no greater temptation; nor any barber or calendar of them all, when on the verge of a like match. He had seen Henrietta once only, he had viewed her then as a thing of grace and refinement meet only for his master. At the prospect of possessing her, such scruples as rose in his mind faded quickly. He told himself that he would be foolish indeed if he did not carry the matter through with a bold face; or if for fear of a few hard words, or a pouting beauty, he yielded up the opportunity of a life.

On the hill he had proved himself equal to the call. Not so now. He had pictured the girl taking the news in many ways, in scorn, in anger, with shallow coquetry, or in dull resignation. But he had never anticipated the way in which she did take it. When she had read the letter to the end she turned her back on him and bent her head.

Oh! she cried; and broke into weeping  not passionate nor bitter, he was prepared for that  but the soft and helpless weeping of a broken thing.

That they, that Anthony Clyne, above all, should do this to her! That he should think of her as a chattel to be handed from one to another, a girl so light that all men were the same to her, if they were men! That they, that he should hold her so cheap, deem her so smirched by what had passed, misread her so vilely as to think that she had fallen to this! That with indifference she would give herself to any man, no matter to whom, if she could that way keep her name and hold up her head!

It hurt her horribly. Nay, for the time it broke her down. The mid-day coach swept by to the inn door, and the parson, standing beside her, ashamed of himself and conscious of the passengers curious glances, wished himself anywhere else. But she was wounded too sorely to care who saw or who heard; and she wept openly though quietly until the first sharpness of the pain was blunted. Then he thought, as her sobbing grew less vehement, that his time was come, that he might yet be heard. And he murmured that he was grieved, he was sorely grieved.

So am I! she said, dabbing her eyes with her wet handkerchief. She sobbed out the words so humbly, so weakly, that he was encouraged.

Then may I  may I return presently? he murmured, with a nervous cough. You must stand in need of advice? And  and by some one near you? When you are more composed perhaps? Yes. Not that there is any hurry, he added quickly, frightened by a movement of her shoulders. Not at all. Ill not say another word now! By-and-by, by-and-by, dear young lady, you will be more composed. To-morrow, if you prefer it, or even the next day. I shall wait, and I shall be here.

She gave her eyes a last dab and turned.

I do not blame you, she said, her voice broken by a sob. You did not know me. But you must go back  you must go back to him at once and tell him that I  that he has punished me as sharply as he could wish. She dabbed her face again. I do not know what I shall think of him presently, but I  Oh, oh! with a fresh burst of tears, that he should do this to me!  that he should do this!

He did not know her, as she said; and, small blame to him, he misread her. Because she neither stormed nor sneered, but only wept in this heart-broken fashion, like a child cowed by a beating, he fancied that the task before him was not above his powers. He thought her plastic, a creature easily moulded; and that already she was bending herself to the fate proposed for her. And in soothing tones, for he was genuinely sorry for her, There, there, my dear young lady, he said, I know it is something hard. It is hard. But in a little while, a very little while, I trust, it will seem less hard. And there is time before us. Time to become acquainted, time to gain knowledge of one another. Plenty of time! There is no hurry.

She lowered her handkerchief from her eyes and looked at him, over it, as if, without understanding, she thanked him for his sympathy. With her tear-washed eyelashes and rumpled hair and neck-ribbon she looked more childish, she seemed to him less formidable. He took heart of grace to go on.

Captain Clyne shall be told what you feel about it, he said, thinking to soothe and humour her. He shall be told all in good time. And everything I can say and anything I can do to lighten the burden and meet your wishes  

You?

  I shall do, be sure!

He was beginning to feel his feet, and he spoke earnestly. He spoke, to do him justice, with feeling.

Your happiness, he said, will be the one, at any rate the first, and main object of my life. As time goes on I hope and believe that you will find a recompense in the service and devotion of a life, although a humble life; and always I will be patient. I will wait, my dear young lady, in good hope.

Of what?

The tone of the two words shook Mr. Sutton unpleasantly. He reddened. But with an effort,

In what hope? he answered, embarrassed by the sudden rigidity of her face. In the hope, with a feeble smile, that in no long time  I am presumptuous, I know  you will see some merit in me, my dear young lady. And will assent to my wishes, my humble, ardent wishes, and those of my too-generous patron.

There were no tears in her eyes now. She seemed to tower above him in her indignation.

Your wishes, you miserable little man? she cried, with a look which pierced his vanity to the quick. They are nothing to me! Go back to your master!

And before he could rally his forces or speak, she was gone from him into the house. He heard a snigger behind the hedge, but by the time he had climbed the bank  with a crimson face  there was no one to be seen.

He stood an instant, brooding, with his eyes on the road.

A common man would give up, he muttered. But I shall not! I am no common man. I shall not give up.


CHAPTER XII

THE OLD LOVE

Mr. Sutton was a vain man and sensitive, and though he clung to hope, Henriettas words hurt him to the quick. The name of Chaplain was growing obsolete at this time; it was beginning to import unpleasant things. With this chaplain in particular his dependence on a patron was a sore point; for with some capacity, he lacked, and knew that he lacked, that strength of mind which enables a man to hold his own, be his position what it may. For an hour, writhing under the reflection that even the yokels about him were aware of his discomfiture, he was cast down to the very ground. He was inclined to withdraw his hand and let the dazzling vision pass.

Then he rallied his forces. He bethought him how abnormal was the chance, how celestial the dream, how sweet the rapture of possessing the charms that now flouted him. And he took heart of grace. He raised his head, he enlisted in the cause all the doggedness of his nature. He recalled stories, inaccurately remembered, of Swift and Voltaire and Rousseau, all dependants who had loved, and all men of no greater capacity, it was possible, than himself. What slights had they not encountered, what scornful looks, and biting gibes! But they had persisted, having less in their favour than he had; and he would persist. And he would triumph as they had triumphed. What matter a trifling loss of countenance as he passed by the coach-office, or a burning sensation down the spine when those whom he had left tittered behind him? He laughed best who laughed last.

For such a chance would never, could never fall to him again. The Caliph of Bagdad was dead, and princesses wedded no longer with calendars. Was he to toss away the one ticket which the lottery of life had dropped in his lap? Surely not. And for scruples  he felt them no longer. The girls stinging words, her scornful taunt, had silenced the small voice that on his way hither had pleaded for her; urging him to spare her loneliness, to take no advantage of her defenceless position. Bah! If that were all, she could defend herself well.

So Henrietta, when she came downstairs, a little paler and a little prouder, and with the devil, that is in all proud women, a little nearer to urging her on something, no matter what, that might close a humiliating scene, was not long in discovering a humble black presence that by turns followed and evaded her. Mr. Sutton did not venture to address her directly. To put himself forward was not his rôle. But he sought to commend himself by self-effacement; or at the most by such meek services as opening the door for her without lifting his eyes above the hem of her skirt, or placing a thing within reach before she learned her need of it. Nevertheless, whenever she left her room she caught sight of him; and the consciousness that he was watching her, that his eyes were on her back, that if her gown caught in a nail of the floor he would be at hand to release it, wore on her nerves. She tried to disregard him, she tried to be indifferent to him. But there he always was, pale, obstinate, cringing, and waiting. And so great is the power of persistence, that she began to fear him.

Between his insidious court and the dread of Mr. Hornyolds gallantries she was uncomfortable as well as wretchedly unhappy. The position shamed her. She felt that it was her own conduct which she had to thank for their pursuit; and for Anthony Clynes more cruel insult, which she swore she would never forgive. She knew that in the old life, within the fence where she had been reared, no one had ever dared to take a liberty with her or dreamed of venturing on a freedom. Now it was so different. So different! And she was so lonely! She stood fair game for all. Presently even the village louts would nudge one another when she passed, or follow her in the hope of they knew not what.

Already, indeed, if she passed the threshold she had a third follower; whose motives were scarcely less offensive than the motives of the other two. Mr. Bishop had been away for nearly a week scouring the roads between Cockermouth and Whitehaven, and Maryport and Carlisle. He had drawn, as he hoped, a net round the quarry  if it had not already escaped. In particular, he had made sure that trusty men  and by trusty men Mr. Bishop meant men who would not refuse to share the reward with their superiors  watched the most likely places. These arrangements had taken his brown tops and sturdy figure far afield: so that scarce a pot-house in all that country was now ignorant of the face of John Bishop of Bow Street, scarce a saddle-horse was unversed in his weight. Finally he had returned to the centre of his spiders web, and rather than be idle he was giving himself up to stealthy observation of Henrietta.

For he had one point in common with Mr. Sutton. While the Low Wood folk exhausted themselves in surmises and believed in a day a dozen stories of the girl who had dropped so strangely among them, the runner knew who she was. Perforce he had been taken into confidence. But thereupon his experience of the criminal kind led him astray. He remembered how stubbornly she had refused to give her name, to give information, to give anything; and he suspected that she knew where Walterson lay hid. He thought it more than likely that she was still in relations with him. A girl of her breeding, the runner argued, does not give up all for a romantic stranger unless she loves him: and once in love, such an one sticks at nothing. So he too haunted her footsteps, vanished when she came, and appeared when she retreated; and all with an air of respect which maddened the victim and puzzled the onlookers.

But for this she had been able to spend these days of loneliness and incertitude in wandering among the hills. She was young enough to feel confinement irksome, and she yearned for the open and the unexplored. She fancied that she would find relief in plunging into the depths of woods where, on a still day, the leaves floated singly down to mingle with the dying ferns. She thought that in long roaming, with loosened hair and wind-swept cheeks, over Wansfell Pike, or to the upper world of the Kirkstone or the Hog-back beyond Troutbeck, she might forget, in the wilds of nature, her own small woes and private griefs. At least on the sheep-trodden heights there would be no one to reproach her, no one to fling scorn at her.

And two mornings later she felt that she must go; she must escape from the eyes that everywhere beset her. She marked down Mr. Bishop in the road before the house, and, safe from him, she slipped out at the back, and, almost running, climbed the path that led to the hills. She passed through the wood and emerged on the shoulder; and drew a deep breath, rejoicing in her freedom. One glance at the lake spread out below her  and something still and sullen under a grey sky  and she passed on. She had a crust in her pocket, and she would remain abroad all day  for it was mild. With the evening she would return footsore and utterly weary. And she would sleep.

She was within a few yards of the gate of Hinksons farm when she saw coming towards her the last man whom she wished to meet  Mr. Hornyold. He was walking beside his nag, with the rein on his arm and his eyes on the road. His hands were plunged far into the fobs of his breeches, and he was studying something so deeply that he did not perceive her.

The memory of their last meeting  on that very spot  was unpleasantly fresh in Henriettas mind, and the impulse to escape was strong. Hinksons gate was within reach of her arm, the dog was asleep in the kennel; in a twinkling she was within and making for the house. Any pretence would do, she thought. She might ask for a cup of water, drink it, and return to the road. By that time he would have gone on his way.

She knew that the moment she had passed the corner of the house she was safe from observation. And seeing the front so grim, so slatternly, so uninviting, she paused. Why go on? Why knock? After giving Hornyold time to pass she might slip back to the road without challenging notice.

She would have done this, if her eyes, as she hesitated, had not met those of a grimy, frowsy scarecrow who seemed to be playing hide-and-seek with her from the shelter of the decaying bushes that stood for a garden. She saw herself discovered, and not liking the creatures looks, she returned to her first plan. She knocked on the half-open door, and receiving no answer, pushed it open and stepped in  as she had stepped into cottages in her own village scores of times.

For an instant the aspect of the interior gave her pause; so bare, with the northern bareness, so squalid with the wretchedness of poverty, was the great dark kitchen. Then, telling herself that it was only the sudden transition from the open air and the wide view that gave a sinister look to the place, she rapped on the table.

Some one moved overhead, crossed the floor slowly, and began to descend the stairs. The door at the foot of the staircase was ajar, and Henrietta waited with her eyes fixed on it. She wondered if the step belonged to the girl whose bold look had so displeased her; or to a man  the tread seemed too heavy for a woman. Then the door was pushed open a few inches only, a foot at most. And out of the grey gloom of the stairway a face looked at her, and eyes met her eyes.

The face was Stewarts! Waltersons!

She did not cry out. She stood petrified, silent, staring. And after a whispered oath wrung from him by astonishment, he was mute. He stood, peering at her through the half-open door; the dangerous instinct which bade him spring upon her and secure her curbed for the moment by his ignorance of the conditions. She might have others with her. There might be men within hearing. How came she there? And above all, what cursed folly had led him to show himself? What madness had drawn him forth before he knew who it was, before he had made certain that it was Besss summons?
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The face was Stewarts

It was she who broke the spell. She turned, and with no uncertainty or backward glance she went out slowly and softly, like a blind person, passed round the house, and gained the road. Hornyold had gone by and was out of sight; but she did not give a thought to him.

The shock was great. She was white to the lips. By instinct she turned homewards  wandering abroad on open hills was far from her thoughts now. But even so, when she had gone a little way she had to stand and steady herself by a gate-post  her knees trembled so violently under her. For by intuition she knew that she had escaped a great danger. The wretched creature cowering in the gloom of the stairway had not moved hand or foot after his eyes met hers; but something in those eyes, a gleam wild and murderous, recurred to her memory. And she shuddered.

Presently the first effects of the shock abated and left her free to think. She knew then that a grievous thing had happened, and a thing which must add much to the weight of unhappiness she had thought intolerable an hour before. To begin, the near presence of the man revolted her. The last shred of the romance in which she had garbed him, the last hue of glamour, were gone; and in the creature whom she had espied cowering on the stairs, with the danger-signal lurking in his eyes, she saw her old lover as others would see him. How she could have been so blind as to invest such a man with virtue, how she could have been so foolish as to fancy she loved that, passed her understanding now! Ay, and filled her with a trembling disgust of herself.

Meantime, that was the beginning. Beyond that she foresaw trouble and embarrassment without end. If he were taken, he would be tried, and she would be called to the witness box, and the story of her infatuation would be told. Nay, she would have to tell it herself in face of a smiling crowd; and her folly would be in all the journals. True, she had had this in prospect from the beginning, and, thinking of it, had suffered in the dark hours. But his capture had then been vague and doubtful and the full misery of her exposure had not struck her as it struck her now, with the picture of that man on the stairs fresh in her mind. To have disgraced herself for that!  for that!

She was thinking of this and was still much agitated when she came to the spot where the path through the wood diverged from the road. There with his hand on the wicket-gate, unseen until she was close upon him, stood Mr. Bishop.

He raised his hat and stepped aside, as if the meeting took him by surprise, as if he had not been watching her face through a screen of briars for the last thirty seconds. But that due paid to politeness, the runners sharp eyes remained glued to her face.

Dear me, miss, he said, in apparent innocence, nothing has happened, I hope! You dont look yourself! I hope, respectfully, that nobody has been rude to you.

It is nothing, she made shift to murmur. She turned her face aside. And she tried to go by him.

He let her go through the gate, but he kept at her side and scrutinised her face with side-long glances. He coughed.

I am afraid you have heard bad news, miss? he said.

No!

Oh, perhaps  seen some one who has startled you?

I have told you it is nothing, she answered curtly. Be good enough to leave me.

But he merely paused an instant in obedience to the gesture of her hand, then he resumed his place beside her. In the tone of one who had made up his mind to be frank  

Look here, miss, he said, it is better to come to an understanding here, where there is nobody to listen. If it is not that somebody has been rude to you, Im clear that you have heard news, or you have seen somebody. And it is my business to know the one or the other.

She stopped.

I have nothing to do with your business! she cried.

He made a wry face, and spread out his hands in appeal.

Wont you be frank? he replied. Come, miss? What is the use of fencing with me? Be frank! I want to make things easy for all. Lord, miss, you are not the sort, and we two know it, that suffers in these things. Youll come out all right if youll be frank. Its that Im working towards; to put an end to it, and the sooner the better. You cant  a wife and four children, miss, and a radical to boot  you cant think much of him! So why not help instead of hindering?

You are impudent! Henrietta said, with a fine colour in her cheeks. Be good enough to let me pass.

If I knew where he was  with his eyes on her face I could make all easy. All done, and nothing said, my lady; just from communications received, no names given, not a word of what has happened up here! Lord bless you, what do they care in London  and it is in London hell be tried  what happens here!

Let me pass! she answered breathlessly.

He was so warm upon the scent he terrified her.

But he did not give way.

Think, miss, he said more gravely. Think! A wife and six children! Or was it four? Much he cared for any but himself! Im sure Im shocked when I think of it!

Be silent! she cried.

Much he cared what became of you! While Captain Clyne, if you were to consult his wishes, miss, Im sure hed say  

I do not care what he would say! she retorted passionately, stung at last beyond reticence or endurance. I never wish to hear Captain Clynes name again: I hate him; do you hear? I hate him! Let me pass!

Then, whether he would or no, she broke from him. She hurried, panting, and with burning cheeks, down the steep path; the briars clutching unheeded at her skirts, and stones rolling under her feet. He followed at her heels, admiring her spirit; he even tried to engage her again, begging her to stop and hear him. But she only pushed on the faster, and presently he thought it better to desist, and he let her go.

He stood and wiped his brow, looking after her.

Lord, what a spirit she has! he muttered. A fine swelling figure, too, and a sway with her head that makes you feel small! And feet that nimble! But all the same, Im glad shes not Mrs. Bishop! Take my word for it, shell be another Mother Gilson  some day.

While Henrietta hurried on at her best pace, resentment giving way to fear and doubt and a hundred perplexities. Betray the man she could not, though he deserved nothing at her hands. She was no informer, nor would become one. The very idea was repulsive to her. And she had woven about this man the fine tissue of a girls first fancy; she had looked to be his, she had let him kiss her. After that, vile as he was, vilely as he had meant by her, it did not lie with her to betray him to death.

But his presence near her was hateful to her, was frightful, was almost intolerable. Not a day, not an hour, but she must expect to hear of his capture, and know it for the first of a series of ordeals, painful and humiliating. She would be confronted with him, she would be asked if she knew him, she would be asked this and that; and she would have to speak, would have to confess  to those clandestine meetings, to that kiss  while he listened, while all listened. The tale that was known as yet to few would be published abroad. Her folly would be in every mouth, in every journal. The wife and the four children, and she, the silly, silly fool whom this mean thing had captivated, taking her as easily as any doe in her brothers park  the world would ring with them!


CHAPTER XIII.

A JEALOUS WOMAN

Meanwhile the man whom she had left in the gloom of the staircase waited. The sound of the girls tread died away and silence followed. But she might be taking the news, she might be gone back to those who had sent her. He knew that at any moment the party charged with his arrest might appear, and that in a few seconds all would be over. And the suspense was intolerable. After enduring it a while he pushed the door open, and he crept across the floor of the living-room. He brought his haggard face near the casement and peeped cautiously through a lower corner. He saw nothing to the purpose. Nothing moved without, except the old man, whose rags fluttered an instant among the bushes and vanished again. Probably he was dragging up some treasured scrap and hiding it anew with as little sane purpose and as much instinct as the dog that buries a bone.

The man with the price on his head stole back to the foot of the stairs, reassured for the moment; but with his heart still fluttering, his cheeks still bloodless. He had had a great fright. He could not yet tell what would come of it. But he knew that in the form of the girl whom he had tricked and sought to ruin he had seen the gallows very near.

He had not quite regained the staircase when the sound of a foot approaching the door drove him to shelter in a panic. Bess Hinkson had to call twice before he dared to descend or to run the risk of a second mistake.

The moment she saw his face she knew that something was wrong.

What is it? she asked quickly. What is the matter, lad?

Ive seen some one, he answered. Some one who knew me! He tried to smile, but the smile was a spasm; and suddenly his teeth clicked together. Knew me by G  d! he said.

Bishop?

No, but  some one.

Her face cleared.

Whats took you? she said. There is no one else here who knows you.

The girl.

She stared at him. The girl? she repeated  and the master-note in her voice was no longer fear, but suspicion. The girl! How came she here? And how, with sudden ferocity, came she to see you, my lad?

I heard her below and thought that it was you.

But how came she here?

I dont know, he answered sullenly, unless she was sent.

I dont believe you, Bess answered coarsely. And the jealousy of her gipsy blood sparkled in her dark eyes. She was not sent! But maybe she was sent for! Maybe she was sent for!

Who was there I could send for her? he said.

I dont know.

Nor I! he answered. He shrugged his shoulders in disgust at her folly. To him, in his selfish fear, it seemed incredible folly.

But you talked with her?

Not a word.

I say, Bess repeated with a furious look, you did! You talked with her! I know you did!

Have your own way, then, he answered despairingly, though may heaven strike me dead if there was a word! But shell he talking soon  and theyll be here. And she  with a quavering, passionate rise in his voice shell hang me!

Shed best not! the girl replied, with a gleam of sharp teeth. I hate her as it is. I hate her now! Id like to kill her! But then  

Then? he retorted, his anger rising as hers sank. What is the use of then? Its now is the point! Curse You! while you are talking about hating her, and what youll do, Ill be taken! Theyll be here and Ill hang!

Steady, steady, lad, she said. The fear had flown from his face to hers. Perhaps shell not tell.

Why not? Whyll she not tell?

She did not reply that love might close the girls mouth. But she knew that it was possible. Instead:

Maybe shell not, she repeated. If she did not come on purpose  and then theyd be here by now  it will take her half an hour to go back to the inn, and shell have to find Bishop, and hell have to get a few together. Weve an hour good, and if it were night, you might be clear of this and safe at Tysons in ten minutes.

But now? he cried, with a gesture of wrathful impatience. Its daylight, and maybe the house is watched. What am I to do now?

I dont know, she said. And it was noticeable that she was cool, while he was excited to the verge of tears, and was not a mile from hysterics. It was for this Ive been fooling Tyson  to get a safe hiding-place. But if you could get there, I doubt if he is quite ripe. Id like to commit him a bit more before we trust him.

Then why play the fool with him? he answered savagely.

Because a day or two more and his hiding-hole may be the saving of you, she retorted. Sho! shrugging her shoulders in her turn, the game is not played to an end yet! Shell not tell! She is proud as horses, and if she gives you up shell have to swear against you. And shell not stomach that, the little pink and white fool. Shell keep mum, my lad!

The hand with which he wiped the beads of sweat from his brow shook.

But it she does tell? he muttered. If she does tell?

She did not answer as she might have answered. She did not remind him of those stories of hair-breadth escapes and of coolness in the shadow of the gallows, which, as much as his plausible enthusiasm, had won her wild heart. She did not hint that his present carriage was hardly at one with them. For when women love, their eyes are slow to open, and this man had revealed to Bess a new world  a world of rarest possibilities, a world in which she and her like were to have justice, if not vengeance  a world in which the mighty were to fall from their seats, and the poor to be no more flouted by squires wives and parsons daughters! If she did not still think him all golden, if the feet and even the legs of clay were beginning to be visible, there was glamour about him still. The splendid plans, the world-embracing schemes with which he had dazzled her, had shrunk indeed into a hole-and-corner effort to save his own skin. But his life was as dear to her as to himself; and doubtless, by-and-by, when this troublesome crisis was past, the vista would widen. She was content. She was glad to put full knowledge from her, glad of any pretext to divert her own mind and his.

Lord, I had forgotten! she cried, after a gloomy pause, Ive a letter! There was one at last! She searched in her clothes for it.

A letter? he cried, and stretched out a shaking hand. Good lord, girl, why did you not say so before? This may change all. Thistlewood may know a way to get me off. Once in Lancashire, in the crowd, let me have a hiding-place and Im safe! And Thistlewood  he is no cur! He sticks at nothing! He is a good man! I was sure he would do something if I could get a word to him! Lord, I shall cheat them yet! He was jubilant.

He ripped the letter open. His eyes raced along the lines. The girl, who could scarcely read, watched him with admiration, yet with a sinking heart. The letter might save him, but it would take him from her.

Something between a groan and an oath broke from him. He struck the paper with his hand.

The fool! he cried. The fools! They are coming here!

They? she answered, staring in astonishment.

Thistlewood, Lunt  oh! with a violent execration God knows who! Instead of getting me off they are bringing the hunt on me! Lancashire is too hot for them, so they are coming here to ruin me. And Im to send a boat for them to-morrow night to Newby Bridge. But, Ill not! Ill not! passionately. You shall not go!

The girl looked at him dubiously.

After all, she said presently, if Thistlewood is what you say he is  

Hes a selfish fool! Thinking only of himself!

Still, if he and the rest are men  itll not be one man, nor two, nor five will take you  with them to help you!

But the thought gave him no comfort.

Much good that will do! he answered. And passionately flinging down the paper, Ill not have them! They must fend for themselves.

Do they say why they are coming? she asked after a pause.

Didnt I tell you? he replied querulously, because its too hot for them there! One of the justices, Clyne, if you must know  

Clyne! she ejaculated in astonishment. Clyne again?

Ay!

The man  you took the girl from? she asked in a queer voice.

The same. Hes the deuce down there. Hell get his house burnt over his head one of these nights! He has sworn an information against them, and they swear theyll have their revenge. But in the meantime they must needs come here and blow the gaff on me. Fine revenge! with scorn.

And they want you to send a boat for them to Newby Bridge?

Ay, curse them! I told them I had a boat I could take quietly, and come down the lake in the dark. And they say the boat can just as well fetch them.

To-morrow night?

Ay.

Well, it can be done, she said coolly, if the wind across the lake holds. I can steal a boat as I planned for you, and nobody will be the wiser. Theres no moon, and the nights are dark; and whos to trace them from Newby Bridge? After all, its not from them the danger will come, but from the girl.

He groaned.

I thought you were sure she wouldnt tell, he sneered.

Well, she has not told yet, or they had been here, Bess answered. But she may speak  by-and-by.

Curse her!

And that is why I am not so sorry your folks are coming, she continued, with a queer look at him. If theyll help us, well stop her mouth. And shell not speak now, nor by-and-by.

He looked up, startled.

You dont mean  no! he cried sharply, Ill not have it.

Bless her pretty, white fingers! she murmured.

Ill not have her hurt! he repeated, with vehemence. Ive done her harm enough.

Not so much harm as you would have done her, if youd had your way! she replied. And her face grew hard. But now shes to be sacred, is she? Her ladyships pretty, white fingers are not to be pinched  if you swing for it! Very well! Its your neck will be pulled, not mine.

He fidgeted on his stool, but he did not answer. His eyes roved round the bare miserable room, with its low ceiling, its deep shadows, and its squalor. At last:

What do you mean? he asked querulously. Why cant you speak plain?

I thought I had spoken plain enough, she replied. But if shes not to be touched, theres an end of it.

What would you do?

What I said  shut her mouth.

He shuddered and his face, already sallow from long confinement, grew greyer.

No, he said, Ill not do it.

She laughed in scorn of him.

I dont mean that, she said. I would get her into our hands, hold her fast, stow her somewhere where shell not speak! Maybe in Tysons hiding-hole. Shell catch a cold, but what of that? Twill be no worse for her than for you, if youve to go there. And the men may be a bit rough with her, Bess continued, with a malignant smile, while her eyes scrutinized his face, Ill not forbid them, for I dont love her, and Id like well to see her brought down a bit! But well not squeeze her pretty throat, if that is what you had in your mind.

He shivered.

I wouldnt trust you! he muttered.

She laughed as if he paid her a compliment.

Wouldnt you, lad? she said. Well, perhaps not. Id not be sorry to spoil her beauty. But the men  men are such fools ll be rather for kissing than killing!

All the same, I dont like it, he muttered.

Youll like hanging less! she retorted.

He felt, he knew that he played a sorry part. But it was not he who had brought Henrietta to the house, it was fate. It was not his fault that she had seen him; it was his misfortune. Could he be expected to surrender his life to spare her a little fright, a trifling inconvenience, an inconsiderable risk? Why should he? Would she do it for him? On the contrary, he recalled the look of horror which she had bent on him; she who had so lately laid her head on his shoulder, had listened to his blandishments, had thought him perfect. He was vain, and that hardened him.

I dont see how youll do it, he said slowly.

Leave that to me, Bess answered. Or rather, do what I tell you  and the bird will come to the whistle, my lad!

Whatll you do?

She told him, and when she had told him she put before him pen and ink and paper; the pen and ink and paper which had been obtained that he might write to Thistlewood. But when it came to details and he knew what he was to write and what lure to throw out, he flung the pen from him. He told her angrily that he would not do it. After all, Henrietta had believed in him, had trusted him, had given up all for him.

Ill not do it, he repeated. Ill not do it! You want to do the girl a mischief!

She flared up at that.

Then youll hang! she cried brutally, hurling the words at him. And, thank God, it will be she will hang you! Why, you fool, she continued vehemently, you were for doing her a worse turn, just to please yourself! And not a scruple!

No matter, he answered, thrusting his hands in his pockets and looking sullenly before him. Ill not do it!

Her face was dark with anger, and cruel. What is more cruel than jealousy?

And that is your last word? she cried.

He scowled at the table, aware in his heart that he would yield. For he knew  and he resented the knowledge  that he and Bess were changing places; that the upper hand which knowledge and experience and a fluent tongue had given him was passing to her for whom Nature intended it. The weak will was yielding, the strong will was asserting itself. And she knew it also; and in her jealousy she was no longer for humouring him. Brusquely she pushed together the pen and ink and paper.

Very good, she said. If that is your last word, be it so; Ive done!

But Wait! he protested feebly. You are so hasty.

Wait? she retorted. What for? What is the use? Are you going to do it?

He fidgeted on his stool.

I suppose so, he muttered at last. Curse you, you wont listen to what a man says.

You are going to do it?

He nodded.

Then why not say so at once? she answered. There, my lad, she continued, thrusting the writing things before him, short and sweet, as nobody knows better how to do it than yourself! Half a dozen lines will do the trick as well as twenty.

To his credit be it said, he threw down the pen more than once, sickened by the task which she set him. But she chid, she cajoled, she coaxed him; and grimly added the pains she was at to the account of her rival. In the end, after a debate upon time and place, in which he was all for procrastination  feeling as if in some way that salved his conscience  the letter was written and placed in her hands.

Then What sort is this Thistlewood? she asked. A gentleman?

You wouldnt know, one way or the other, he answered, with ill-humour.

Maybe not, she replied; but would you call him one?

Hes been an officer, and hes been to America, and hes been to France. I dont suppose, looking round him with currish scorn, that hes ever been in such a hole as this!

But hes in hiding. Is he married?

Yes.

She frowned as if the news were unwelcome.

Ah! she muttered. And then, What of the others?

Giles and Lunt  

Ay.

Theres not much theyd stick at, he replied. They are low brutes; but they are useful. Weve to do with all sorts in this business.

And why not?

Why not?

Ay! Didnt you tell me the other day, there was no one so mean, if we succeed, he may not rise to the top? nor any one so great he may not fall to the bottom?

Well?

Thats what I like about it.

Well, its true, anyway; Henriot  he was on a favourite topic and thought to reinstate himself by long words Henriot, who was but a poor pike-keeper, came to be general of the National Guard and Master of Paris. Tallien, the son of a footman, ruled a province. Ney  youve heard of Ney?  who began as a cooper, was shot as a Marshal with a score of orders on his breast and as much thought of as a king! Thats what happens if we succeed.

And some came down? she said, smacking her lips.

Plenty.

And women too?

Yes.

Ah, she said slowly, I wish I had been there.

Not then, but later, when the letter had passed into her hands, he fancied that he saw the drift of her questions. And he had qualms, for he was not wholly bad. He was not cruel, and the thought of Henriettas fate if she fell into the snare terrified him. True, Thistlewood, dark and saturnine, a man capable of heroism as well as of crime, was something of a gentleman. He might decline to go far. He might elect to take the girls part. But Giles and Lunt were men of a low type, coarse and brutish, apt for any villainy; men who, drawn from the slums of Spitalfields, had tried many things before they took up with conspiracy, or dubbed themselves patriots. To such, the life of a spy was no more than the life of a dog: and the girls sex, in place of protecting her, might the more expose her to their ruthlessness. If she fell into their hands, and Bess, with her infernal jealousy and her furious hatred of the class above her, egged them on, swearing that if Henrietta had not already informed, she might inform  he shuddered to think of the issue. He shuddered to think of what they might be capable. He remembered the things that had been done by such men in France: things remembered then, forgotten now. And he shuddered anew, knowing himself to be a poor weak thing, of no account against odds.


CHAPTER XIV

THE LETTER

We left Mr. Bishop standing in the middle of the woodland track and following Henrietta with his eyes. He had suspected the girl before; his suspicions were now grown to certainties. Her agitation, her alarm on meeting him, her refusal to parley, her anxiety to be gone, all  and his keen eyes had missed no item of her disorder  all pointed to one thing, to her knowledge of her lovers hiding-place. Doubtless she had been to visit him. Probably she had just left him.

But shes game, shes very game, the runner muttered sagely. Its breed does it. And plucking a scrap of green stuff from a briar he chewed it thoughtfully, with his eyes on the spot where he had lost the last wave of her skirt.

Presently he faced about. Now where is he? he asked himself. He scanned the path by which she had descended, the briars, the thorns, the under-growth. Theres hiding here, he thought; but the nights are cold, and itd kill him in the open. And shed been on the hill. In a shepherds hut? Possibly; and its a pity I was not after her sooner. But we searched the huts. Then theres Troutbeck? And the farms? But howd he know any one here? Still, Ill walk up and look about me. Strikes me weve been looking wide and hes under our noses  many a hare escapes the hounds that way.

He retraced his steps to the road, and strolled up the hill. His air was careless, but his eye took note of everything; and when he came to the gate of Starvecrow Farm he stood and looked over it. The bare and gloomy aspect of the house and the wide view it commanded impressed him. I dont wonder they keep a dog, he thought. A lonely place as ever I saw. Sort of house the pedlars murdered in! Regular Red Barn! But that black-eyed wench the doctor is gallivanting after comes from here. And if alls true hes in and out night and day. So the other is not like to be here.

Still, when he had walked a few yards farther he halted. He took another look over the fence. He noted the few sombre pines that masked the gaunt gable-end, and from them his eye travelled to the ragged garden. A while he gazed placidly, the bit of green stuff in his mouth. Then he stiffened, pointing like a game dog. Slowly, almost imperceptibly, his hand went to the pocket in his skirts, where he carried the barker without which he never stirred.

On the other side of the breast-high wall, not six paces from him, a man was crouching low, trying to hide behind a bush.

Mr. Bishop had a stout heart. He had taken many a man in the midst of his cronies in the dark courts about St. Giless; and with six hundred guineas in view it was not a small danger that would turn him. Yet he was alone, and his heart beat a little quicker as he proceeded, with his eyes glued to the bush, to climb the wall. The man he was going to take had the rope about his neck  he would reck little of taking another life. And he might have backers. Possibly, too, there was something in the silence of this hill-side  so different from the crowded alleys in which he commonly worked  that intimidated the officer.

Yet he did not flinch. He was of the true bull-dog breed. He, no more than my Lord Liverpool and my Lord Castlereagh, was to be scared by uncertain dangers, or by the fear of those over whom he was set. He advanced slowly, and was not more than four yards from the bush, he was even poising himself to leap on his quarry, when the man who was hiding rose to his feet.

Bishop swore. And some one behind him chuckled. He turned as if he had been pricked. And his face was red.

Going to take old Hinkson? laughed Tyson, who had come up unseen, and been watching his movements.

I wanted a word with him, the runner muttered. He tried to speak as if he were not embarrassed.

So I see, Tyson answered, and pointing with his finger to the pistol, he laughed.

Mr. Bishop, with his face a fine port-wine colour, lowered the weapon out of sight. Then he laughed, but feebly.

Has he any sense? he asked, looking with disgust at the frowsy old creature, who mopping and mowing at him was holding out a crooked claw.

Sense enough to beg for a penny, Tyson answered.

He knows enough for that?

Hed sell his soul for a shilling.

The runner hooked out a half-penny  a good fat copper coin, to the starveling bronze of these days as Daniel Lambert to a dandy. He put it in the old scarecrows hand.

Heres for trespass, he said, and turning his back on him he recrossed the wall.

Thatll stop his mouth, Tyson grinned. But what are you going to give me to stop mine?

Bishop laughed on the wrong side of his face.

A bone and a jorum whenever youll come and take it, he said.

Done with you, the doctor replied. Some day, when that old beldame, mother Gilson, is out, Ill claim it. But if you think, he continued, that your man is this side of the hill you are mistaken, Mr. Bishop. Im up and down this road day and night, and hed be very clever if he kept out of my sight.

Ay?

You may take my word for that. Ill lay you a dozen wherever he is, hes not this side.

The runner nodded. At this moment he was a little out of conceit with himself, and he thought that the other might be right. Besides, he might spend a week going from farm to farm, and shed to shed and be no wiser at the end of it. Yet, the girl knew, he was convinced; and after all, that was his way to it. She knew, and hed to her again and have it out of her one way or another. And if she would not speak, he would shadow her; he would follow her hour by hour and minute by minute. Sooner or later she would be sure to try to see her man, and he would nab them both. There were no two ways about it. There was only one way. An old hand should have known better than to go wasting time in random searchings.

He returned to the inn, more fixed than ever in his notion. With an impassive face he told Mrs. Gilson that he must see the young lady.

Shes come in, I suppose? he added.

Ay, shes come in.

Well, youll please to tell her I must see her.

I fancy must will be your master, Mrs. Gilson replied, with her usual point. But Ill tell her. And she went upstairs.

Henrietta was seated at the window with her back to the door. She did not turn.

Heres the Bow-Street man, Mrs. Gilson said, without ceremony. Wants to know if he can see you. Shall I tell him yes, or no, young lady?

No, if you please, Henrietta answered, with a shiver.

Mrs. Gilson went down.

She says No, on no account, she announced, unless youve got a warrant. Her rooms her room, she says, and shell none of you.

Hoity-toity!

Thats what she said, Mrs. Gilson repeated without a blush. And for my part I dont see why shes to be persecuted. What with you and that sneaking parson, whos for ever at her skirts, and another that shall be nameless  

Just so! said Bishop, nodding.

But whereas he meant Walterson, the good woman meant Mr. Hornyold.

  her lifes not her own! the landlady ended.

Well, shes to be brought up next Thursday, the runner replied in dudgeon. And shell have to see me then. And he took a seat near the foot of the stairs, more firmly determined than ever that the girl should not give him the slip again a second time. Hes here, he thought. Hes not a mile from me, Ill stake my soul on it! And before Thursday its odds shell need to see him, and Ill nab them! And he began to think out various ways of giving her something which she would wish to communicate.

Meanwhile Henrietta, seated at her window in the south gable, gazed dolefully out; on the grey expanse of water, which she was beginning to hate, on the lofty serrated ridge, which must ever recall humiliating memories, on the snow-clad peaks that symbolised the loneliness of her life. She would not weep, but her lip quivered. And oh, she thought, it was a cruel punishment for that which she had done. In the present she was utterly alone: in the future it would be no better. And yet if that were all, if loneliness were all, she could bear it. She could make up her mind to it. But if not today, to-morrow, and if not to-morrow, the day after, the man would be taken. And then she would have to stand forth and tell her shameful tale, and all the world, her world, would learn with derision what a fool she had been, for what a creature she had been ready to give up all, what dross that was which she had taken for gold! And that which had been romantic would be ridiculous.

Beside this aching dread the insult which Captain Clyne had put upon her lost some of its sting. Yet it smarted at times and rankled, driving her into passing rages. She had wronged him, yet, strange to say, she hated to think that she had lost his esteem. And perhaps for this reason, perhaps because he had shown himself less inhuman at the outset than her family, his treatment hurt her to a point she had not anticipated, nor could understand.

The one drop of comfort in her cup sprang from a source as unlikely as the rock which Moses struck. It came from the flinty bosom of Mrs. Gilson. Not that the landlady was outwardly kind; but she was brusquely and gruffly inattentive, trusting the girl and leaving her to herself. And in secret Henrietta appreciated this. She began to feel a dependence on the woman whom she had once dubbed an odious and a hateful thing. She read kindness between the lines of her harsh visage, and solicitude in the eye that scorned to notice her. She ceased to tremble when the voice which flung panic through the Low Wood came girding up the stairs. And though no word of acknowledgement passed her lips, she was conscious that in other and smoother hands she might have fared worse.

The open sympathy of Modest Ann was less welcome. It was even a terrible plague at times. For the waiting-maid never came into the girls presence without full eyes and a sigh, never looked at her save as the kind-hearted look at lambs that are faring to the butcher, never left her without a gesture that challenged Heavens pity. Ann, indeed, saw in the young lady the martyr of love. She viewed her as a sharer in her own misfortunes; and though she was forty and the girl nineteen, she found in her echoes of her own heart-throbs. There was humour in this, and, for some, a touch of the pathetic; but not for Henrietta, who had a strong sense of the ridiculous and no liking for pity. In her ordinary spirits she would have either laughed at the woman or rated her. Depressed as she was, she bore with her none too well.

Yet Ann was honestly devoted to her heroine, and continually dreamed of some romantic service  such as the waiting-maid in a chap-book performs for her mistress. Given the occasion, she would have risen to it, and would have cut off her hand before she betrayed the girls secrets. But her buxom form and square, stolid face did not commend her; they were at odds with romance. And Henrietta did not more than suffer her, until the afternoon of this day, when it seemed to the girl that she could suffer her no longer.

For Ann, coming in with wood for the fire, lingered behind her in a way to try a saint. Her sighs filled the air, they were like a furnace; until Henrietta turned her head and asked impatiently if she wanted something.

Nothing, miss, nothing, the woman answered. But she gave the lie to her words by laying her finger on her lip and winking. At the same time she sought for something in an under-pocket.

Henrietta rose to her feet.

Nothing! she repeated. Then what do you  

Nothing, miss, Ann rejoined loudly. Im to make up the fire. But she still sought and still made eyes, and at last, with an exaggeration of mystery, found what she wanted. She slipped a letter into Henriettas hand. Not a word, miss, she breathed, with a face of rapturous enjoyment. Take it, miss! Lor! she continued in the same tone of subdued enthusiasm, Id die for you, let alone do this! Even missus should not wring it from me with wild horses!

Henrietta hesitated.

Who gave it you? she whispered. I dont wish  she drew back I dont wish to receive anything unless I know who sends it.

You read it, Ann answered in an ecstasy of benevolence. Its all right, trust me for that! Bless your heart, it comes from the right place. As you will see when you open it! And with absurd precaution she tip-toed to the fire-place, took up her wood-basket, banged a log on the dogs, and went out.

Henrietta waited with the letter hidden in her hand until the door closed. Then she looked at the paper and grew pale, and was on the verge of tears. Alas! she knew the handwriting. She knew, whether there was a right place or not, that this came from the wrong.

Shall I open it? she asked herself. Shall I open it?

A fortnight before she had opened it without a thought of prudence, without a glance at the consequences. But a fortnight, and such a fortnight, had taught her much. And to-day she paused. She eyed the coarse paper askance  with repugnance, with loathing. True, it could no longer harm her. She had seen the man as he was, stripped of his disguises. She had read in his face his meanness, his falseness, his cowardice. And henceforth his charms and cajoleries, his sweet words and lying looks were not for her. But she had to think what might be in this letter, and what might come of it, and what she should do. She might burn it unread  and perhaps that were the safer course. Or she might hand it to the Bow Street runner, or she might open it and read it.

Which should she do?

One course she rejected without much thought. To hand the letter to Bishop might be to betray the man to Bishop. And she had made up her mind not to betray the man.

Should she burn it?

Her reason whispered that that was the right, that that was the wise course. But then she would never know what was in the letter; and she was a woman and curious. And reason, quickly veering, suggested that to burn it was to incur unknown risks and contingencies. It might be equivalent to giving the man up. It might  in a word, it opened a world of possibilities.

And after all she could still burn the letter when she had read it. She would know then what she was doing. And what danger could she incur, seeing that she was proof against the mans lying tongue, and shuddered at the thought of contact with him?

She made up her mind. And roughly, hating the task after a fashion, she tore the letter open. With hot cheeks  it could not be otherwise, since the writing was his, and brought back such memories  she read the contents. There was no opening  she was glad of that  and no signature. Thus it ran:  



I have treated you ill, but men are not as women, and I was tempted, God knows. I do not ask you to forgive me, but I ask you to save me. I am in your hands. If you have the heart to leave me to a violent death, all is said. If you have mercy, meet my messenger at ten to-morrow evening, where the Troutbeck lane comes down to the lake. As I hope to live you run no risk and can suffer no harm. If you are merciful  and oh, for Gods sake spare me  put a stone before noon to-morrow on the post of the second gate towards Ambleside.


CHAPTER XV

THE ANSWER

When Henrietta had read this letter twice, shivering and drawing in her breath as often as she came to the passionate cry for mercy that broke its current, she sat gazing at the paper. And her face was rigid. Had he made appeal to her affection, to the past, to that which had been between them, still more had he assumed that the spell was unbroken and her heart was his, her pride had revolted and revolted passionately. She had spurned the letter and the writer. And perhaps, when it was too late, she had repented.

But that cry, wrung, it seemed, from the mans heart in his own despite, pierced her heart. How could she refuse, if his life hung on her act, if by lifting her finger, she could save him without risk to herself? The thought of him was repugnant to her, shamed her, filled her with contempt of herself. But she had loved him once, or had fancied in her folly that she loved him; and he asked for his life. He, a man, lay at the mercy of a woman, a girl; how could she refuse? If her heart were obdurate, her sex spoke for him.

And oh! for Gods sake spare me!

She read the words again and again, and shuddered. If she refused, and afterwards when it was too late, when nothing could be done, she repented? If when judgment had passed upon him, and the day was come and the hour and the minute  and in her brain, though she were one hundred miles away, St. Sepulchres bell tolled  if she repented then how would she bear it?

She would not be able to bear it.

And then other considerations not less powerful, and all pointing in the same direction, arose in her mind. If she did this thing, whatever it was, the man would escape. He would vanish from the country and from her knowledge and ken. There would be an end of him, and the relief would be great. Freed from the shameful incubus of his presence she would breathe again. She might make a new start then, she might frame some plan for her life. She was too young to suppose that she could ever be happy after this, or that she would live to smile at these troubles. But at least she would not be harassed by continual fears, she would not be kept in a panic by the thought of that which every hour might bring forth. She would be spared the public trial, the ordeal of the witness-box, the shame of open confession. Should she do, then, that which he wished? Ay, a thousand times, ay. Her heart cried, ay, her mind was made up. And rising, she walked the room in excitement. Her pulse beat high, her head was hot, she was in a fever to begin, to be doing, to come to an end of the thing and be safe.

But the thing? Her heart sank a little when she turned to that, and conned the note again and marked the hour. Ten? The evenings were long and dark, and the house was abed by ten. How was she to pass out? Nor was that all. What of her position when she had passed out? She shrank from the thought of going alone to meet she knew not who in the darkness by the lonely edge of the water. There would be no help within call at that hour; nor any, if she disappeared, to say which way she had gone or how she had met her fate. If aught happened to her she would vanish and leave no trace. And they would think perhaps that she had fled to him!

The prospect was terrifying. And nine girls out of ten, though of ordinary courage, would have shrunk hack. But Henrietta had a spirit  too high a spirit or she had not been here!  and she fancied that if ever it behoved her to run a risk, it behove her to run one now. And that not for the mans sake only, but for her own. She rose above her momentary alarm, therefore, and she asked herself what she had to fear. True, when she had met him that morning she had imagined in the gloom of the kitchen that she read murder in his eyes. But for an instant only; now she laughed at the notion. Safe in her chamber she found it absurd: the bizarre creation of her fancy or her timidity, aided by some shadow cast athwart his face. And for the matter of that, why should he harm her? Her presence at the trysting-place would be his surety that she had no mind to betray him; but that on the contrary she was willing to help him.

I will go, I must go, she thought. I must go.

Yet vague alarms troubled her; and she hesitated. If there had been no menace in his eyes that morning  the eyes that had so often looked into hers and languished on her with a lovers fondness  why had she fled so precipitately? And why had her knees shaken under her? Pshaw, she had been taken by surprise. It was repugnance rather than fear which she had felt. And because she had been foolish once, and imagined things, because she was afraid, like a child, of the dark, because she shrank from meeting a stranger after nightfall, surely, surely she was not going to let a man perish whom she could save with one of her fingers!

And still, prudence whispered her, asking why he fixed so late an hour. Why had he not fixed five or six, if it were only out of respect for her? At five it was already dark, yet the world was awake and astir, respectable folk were abroad, and help was within call. She would have met him without hesitation at five or at six. But there, how stupid she was! It was the very fact that the world was astir and awake that made an early hour impossible. If she went at five or at six she would be followed, her movements would be watched, her companion would be noted. The very air would be full of eavesdroppers. She knew that, for the fact irritated her hourly and daily. And doubtless he too, hedged about by fears and suspicions, knew it.

The lateness of the hour was natural, therefore. Still, it rendered her task more difficult. She dared not interfere with the heavy bars that secured the two doors which looked on the lake. She would be heard, even if the task were not beyond her strength. And to gain the back entrance she must thread a labyrinth of passages guarded by wakeful dogs and sleeping servants; for servants in those days slept on the stairs or in any odd place. She would be detected before she had undone a single bolt.

Then what was she to do? Her bedroom was on the second floor, and exit by the window was not possible. On which, some, surveying the situation, would have sat still, and thought themselves justified. But Henrietta was of firmer stuff; and for such where there is a will there is a way. Mr. Rogerss room, of which she had still the use, was on the first floor of the south wing and somewhat remote from the main part of the house. Outside the door was a sash window which gave light to the passage; and owing to the rise of the hill on every side of the house save the front, the sill of this window was not more than six feet above the garden. She could drop from it with safety. Return was less easy, but with the help of a chair, which she could lower before she descended, she might manage to climb in again. The feat seemed easy and she did not feel afraid. Whether she would feel afraid when the time came was another matter.

In the meantime she had to wait, and sleeping ill that night, she had many uneasy dreams, and waking before daybreak thought herself into a fever. All the dreadful things that might befall her rose before her in the liveliest shapes; and long before the house awoke  there is no fear like five-oclock-in-the-morning fear  she had given up the notion. But when the dull November day peered in at the bedroom window, and she had risen, she was herself again. She chid herself for the childish terrors in which she had indulged, and lest she should give way to them again she determined to take a decisive step. Long before noon she slipped out of the house and turned towards Ambleside.

Unfortunately it was a wet morning, and she feared that her promenade in such weather must excite suspicion. Eyes, she was sure, were on her before she had gone a dozen paces. To throw watchers off the scent and to prove herself careless of espial she would not look back; but when she reached the first corner she picked up a stone, and threw it at an imaginary object on the edge of the lake. She stood an instant with her wet-weather hood drawn about her face as if to mark the effect of her shot. Then she picked up another stone and poised it, but did not throw it. Instead, she walked on with the stone in her hand. All without looking back.

She came to the second gate on the Ambleside road. It was out of sight of the inn, and it seemed an easy and an innocent thing to lay the stone on the head of the pillar  gate-posts in that country are of stone  and to go on her way. But she heard a footstep behind her and panic seized her. She felt that nothing in the world would be so suspicious, so damning as such an act. She hesitated, and was lost. She walked on slowly with the stone in her hand, and the fine rain beating in her face.

Her follower, a country clown, passed her. She loitered until he was out of sight; then she turned and retraced her steps. A half-minutes walking brought her again to the gate. There was no one in sight and in a fever lest at the last some one should take her in the act she set the stone on the top of the post, and passed on.

Half-way back to the inn she stopped. What if the stone had not kept its place? She had merely thrust out her hand as she passed, and deposited the stone without looking. Now she was sure that her ear had caught the faint sound which the stone made in striking the sodden turf. She turned and walked back.

When she reached the gate she was thankful that she had had that thought. The stone had fallen. Fortunately there was no one in sight, and it was easy to pick up the first stone that came to hand and replace the signal. Then she walked back to the inn, inclined to laugh at the proportions to which her simple task had attained in her mind.

She would have laughed after another fashion had she known that her movements from beginning to end had been watched by Mr. Sutton. The chaplain, ashamed yet pursuing, had sneaked after her when she left the inn, hoping that if she went far he might find in some lonely place, where she could not escape, an opportunity of pleading his cause. He fancied that the lapse of three days, and his patient, mournful conduct, might have softened her; to say nothing of the probable effect on a young girl of such a life as she was leading  of its solitude, its dullness, its weariness.

On seeing her turn, however, he had had no mind to be detected, and he had slipped into the wood. From his retreat he had seen her deposit the stone: he had seen also her guilty face  it was he, indeed, who had removed the stone. He had done so, expecting to find a note under it, and he was all but surprised in the act. When she placed the second, he was within three paces of her, crouching with a burning face behind the wall. The thought of her contempt if she discovered him so appalled him that, cold as it was, he sweated with shame; nor was it until she had gone some distance that he dared to lift his eyes above the wall. Then he saw that she had put another stone on the gate-post.

He took it in his hand and compared it with the one which he still held. They were as common stones as any that lay in the road. And there was no letter. The conclusion was clear. The stone was a signal. Nor could he doubt for whom it was intended. The London officer was right. Walterson was in the neighbourhood and she was in communication with him. The girls infatuation still ruled her.

That hardened him a little in his course of action. But he was not at ease, and when some one coughed  slightly but with meaning  while he gazed at the stone, he jumped a yard. He stood, with all the blood in his body flown to his face. The cough had come from the wood behind him; and ten paces from him, peeping over the bush, was Mr. Bishop.

The runner chuckled. Very well done, reverend sir, he said. Very well done. Youve the makings of a very tidy officer about you. I could not have done it much neater myself. But now, suppose you leave the coast clear, or maybe youll be scaring the other party.

Mr. Sutton, with his face the colour of beetroot  for he was heartily ashamed of the part he had been playing  began to stammer an explanation.

I saw the young lady, and didnt  I couldnt understand  

What the lay was, Mr. Bishop answered, grinning at the others discomfiture. Just so. Same with me. But suppose in the meantime, reverend sir, with unction, you leave the ground clear for the other party? We can talk as well elsewhere as here, and without queering the pitch.

The chaplain swallowed his vexation as well as he could and complied  but stiffly. The two made their way back in silence to the gap in the wall by which the chaplain had entered. There, having first ascertained that the road was clear, they stepped out. By that time Mr. Sutton was feeling better. After all, he had been right to follow the girl. Left to herself, and a slave to the villain who had fascinated her, she might suffer worse things than a friendly espionage. He determined to take the bull by the horns. What do you make of it? he asked, still blushing.

Queer lay, Bishop answered drily.

You understand it, then?

Middling well. Gipsy patter that. He pointed to the stone.

You think the young lady is communicating

With another party? I do. Leastways I know it. And the party  

Is Walterson?

Just so, the runner answered. Why not? Young ladies are but women, after all, reverend sir, and much like other women, only sometimes more so. I began, I confess, by being of your way of thinking. The lady is so precious snowy and so precious stiff you would not believe ice would melt in her mouth. But when I came to think it all over, and remembered how she stood by it at first, and would not give her name, nor any clue by which we could trace where she came from  so that till Captain Clyne turned up I was altogether at a loss  and how she made light of what Walterson had done, when it was first told her, and a lot of little things like that, I began to see how the land lay, innocent as she looks. And after all, come to think of it, if she liked the man well enough to go off with him  why should she cut him adrift? When she had, so to speak, paid the price for him, your reverence? How does that strike you?

But Captain Clyne, Sutton answered slowly, who knew her well, and knows her well  

I know.

He does not share your opinion. He is under the belief, the chaplain continued, that her eyes are open. And that she hates the very thought of the man, and of the mistake she made. His view is that she is only anxious to behave herself.

Bishop winked. Ay, but Captain Clyne, he said, is in love with her, you see.

Mr. Sutton stared. The colour rose slowly to his cheeks.

I dont think so, he said. In fact, I may say I know that it is not so. He has long given up the remotest idea of the  of the match that was projected.

May be, may be, the runner answered lightly. I dont say that that is not so. But it is just when a man has given up all thought of a thing that he thinks of it the most, Mr. Sutton. Anyway, there is the stone, and there is the post, and Ill ask you plain for whom it is meant, if it is not meant for Walterson?

Mr. Sutton nodded. But his thoughts were still engaged with Captain Clynes feelings. The more he considered the point the more inclined he was to think that the runner was right. Clynes insistence on the girls innocence, the extreme bitterness that had once or twice broken through his reticence, and an unusual restlessness of manner when he had made the remarkable proposal that Mr. Sutton should take his place, all pointed that way. And this being so, it was strange how the suspicion sharpened the chaplains keenness to win the prize. If she had still so great a value in the eyes of his patron, how enviable would he be if by hook or crook he could gain her! How very enviable! And was it not for her own good that he should gain her; even if he compassed his end by a little manœuvring, by stooping a little, by spying a little? Ay, even, it might be, by frightening her a little. In love, as in war, all was fair, and if he did not love her he desired her. She was so desirable, so very desirable, he might be forgiven somewhat if he stooped to conquer: seeing that if he failed this dangerous man held her in his power.

So when Bishop asked for the second time, Will you help me to keep an eye on her? You can do it more easily than I can, he was ready with his answer, though he blushed a little.

I will stay here and note who passes, he replied. Yes, I will do that.

You can do it with less risk of notice than I can, the officer answered. And I must get back and keep her in view. It is just possible that this is a ruse, and that the man we want is the other way.

I will remain, said Mr. Sutton curtly. And he stayed. But he was so taken up with this new view of his patrons feelings that though Bess Hinkson rowed along the shore before his eyes, and looked hard at him, he never saw her.


CHAPTER XVI

A NIGHT ADVENTURE

Henrietta sat and listened to the various sounds which told of a household on its way to bed; and she held her courage with both hands. Slip-shod feet moved along the passages, sleepy voices bade good-night, distant doors closed sharply. And still, when she thought all had retired, the clatter of pot or pan in the far-off offices proclaimed a belated worker. And she had to wait and listen and count the pulsations of her heart.

The two wax candles, snuff them as she might, cast but a dull and melancholy light. The clock ticked in the silence of the room with appalling clearness. Her own movements, when she crept to the door to listen, scared her by their stealthiness. It seemed to her that the least of the sounds she made must proclaim her vigil. One moment she trembled lest the late burning of her light arouse suspicion; the next lest the cloak which she had brought in and cast across a chair should have put some one on the alert. Or she tormented herself with the fancy that the snow with which the evening sky had been heavy would fall before she started and betray her footsteps.

Of one thing she tried not to think. She would not dwell on what might happen at the meeting-place. She felt that if she let her thoughts run on that, she would turn coward, she would not go. And one thing at a time, she told herself. There lay her cloak, the window was not three paces from her, the chair which she meant to use stood by the door. In three minutes she could be outside, in half an hour she might be back. But in the meantime, the room was lonesome and creepy, the creak of a board made her start, the fall of the wood-ash stopped her breath. Like many engaged in secret deeds she made her own mystery and trembled at it.

At length all seemed abed.

She extinguished one of the candles and took up her cloak. As she put it on before the pale mirror she saw that her white face and high-piled hair showed by the light of the remaining candle like the face of a ghost; and she shivered. But that was the last tribute to weakness. Her nature, bold to recklessness, asserted itself now the moment for action was come. She set the candle on the floor and shaded it so that its light might not be seen. Then, taking the chair in her hands she stepped into the dark passage, and closed the door behind her. The close, heavy smell of the house assailed her as she listened; but all was still, and she raised the sash of the window. She passed the chair through the aperture and leaning far out that it might not strike the wall lowered it gently. She felt it touch the ground and settle on its legs. Then she climbed over the sill and let herself down until her feet rested on the chair. She made certain that she could draw herself in again, then she sprang lightly to the ground.

The chair cracked as her weight left it, and for a moment she crouched motionless against the wall. But she had little to fear. Snow had not yet fallen, but it was in the air and the night was as dark as pitch. She could not see a yard and when she moved, she had not gone two steps from the wall before it vanished, and all that remained to her was some notion of its position. Above, below, around was a darkness that could be felt. Still, she found the garden-gate with a little difficulty, and she passed into the road, and turned to the left. She knew that if she walked in that direction she must come to the place  a furlong away  where the Troutbeck lane ran up from the lake-side.

But the blackness was such that lake and hill were all one, and she had to go warily, now feeling for the bank on her left, now for the ditch on her right. Not a star showed, and only in one place a patch of lighter sky broke the darkness and enabled her to discern the shapes of the trees as she passed under them. It was a night when any deed might be done, any mischief executed beside that lonely water; and no eye see it. But she tried not to think of this. She tried not to think of the tracts of lonely hill that stretched their long arms on her left, or of the deep, black water that lurked on her right. And she had compassed more than a hundred yards when a faint sound, as of following feet, caught her ear.

She halted, and shook the hood back from her ears. She listened. She fancied that she heard the pattering cease, and she peered into the darkness, striving to embody the thing that followed. But she could see nothing, she could now hear nothing. She had her handkerchief in her hand, and as she stood, peering and listening, she wiped the wind-borne moisture from her face.

Still she heard nothing, and she turned and set off again. But her thoughts were with her follower, and she had not taken three steps before she ran against the bank, and hardly saved herself from a fall.

She felt that with a little more she would lose her head, and, astray in the boundless night, not know which direction to take. She must pull herself together. She must go on. And she went on. But twice she had the sickening assurance that something was moving at her heels. Nor, but for the thought which by-and-by occurred to her, that her follower might be the person she came to meet, could she have kept to her purpose.

She came at length, trembling and clutching her hood about her, to the foot of the lane. She knew the place by the colder, moister air that swept her face, as well as by the lapping of the water on the strand. For the road ran very near the lake at this point. It was a mooring-place for two or three boats, belonging for the most part to Troutbeck; and she could hear a loose oar in one of the unseen craft roll over with a hollow sound. But no one moved in the darkness, or spoke, or came to her; and with parted lips, striving to control herself, she halted, leaning with one hand against the angle of the bank. Then  she could not be mistaken  she heard her follower halt.

Thirty seconds  it seemed an age  she was silent, and forced herself to listen, straining her ears. Then she could control herself no longer.

Is it you? she whispered, her voice strained and uncertain, I am here.

No one answered. And when she had waited awhile glaring into the night where she had last heard the footsteps she shuddered violently. For a space she could not speak, she leant against the bank.

Then, Is it you? she whispered desperately, turning her face this way and that. Speak if it is! Speak! For Gods sake, speak to me!

No one answered, but out of the gloom came the low creep of the wind among the reeds, and the melancholy lapping of the water on the stones. Once more the oar in the boat rolled over with a hollow coffin-like echo. And from a distance another sound, the flap and beat of a sail as the rudder was put over, came off the surface of the lake. But she did not heed this. It was with the darkness about her, it was with the skulking thing a pace or two from her, it was with the arms stretched out to clutch her, it was with the fear that was beginning to stifle her as the thick night stifled her, that she was concerned.

Once more, striving fiercely to combat her fear, to steady her voice, she spoke.

If you do not answer, she cried unsteadily, I shall go back! You hear? I shall go back!

Still no answer. And on that, because a frightened woman is capable of anything, and especially of the thing which is the least to be expected, she flung herself forward with her hands outstretched and tried to grapple with the thing that terrified her. She caught nothing: all that she felt was a warm breath on her cheek. She recoiled then as quickly as she had advanced. Unfortunately her skirt brushed something as she fell back and the contact, slight as it was, drew a low shriek from her. She leant panting against the bank, crouching like a thing at bay. The beating of her heart seemed to choke her, the gloom to stretch out arms about her. The touch of a moth on her cheek would have drawn a shriek. And on the lake  but near the shore now, a bowshot from where she crouched, the sail of the unseen boat flapped against the mast and began to descend. The light of a shaded lanthorn beamed for an instant on the dark surface of the water, then vanished.

She did not see the lanthorn, she did not see the boat, for she was glaring in the other direction, the direction in which she had heard the footsteps. All her senses were concentrated on the thing close to her. But some reflection of the light, glancing off the water, did reveal a thing  a dim uncertain something  man or woman, dead or alive, standing close to her, beside her: and with a shriek she sprang from the thing, whatever it was, gave way to blind panic, and fled. For some thirty yards she kept the road. Then she struck the bank and fell, violently bruising herself. But she felt nothing. In a moment she was on her feet again and running on, running on blindly, madly. She fancied feet behind her, and a hand stretched out to seize her hair; and in terror, that terror which she had kept at bay so long and so bravely, she ran on at random, until she found herself, she knew not how, clinging with both hands to the wicket-gate of the garden. A faint light in one of the windows of the inn had directed her to it.

She stood then, still trembling in every limb, but drawing courage from the neighbourhood of living things. And as well as her laboured breathing would let her, she listened. But presently she caught the stealthy trip-trip of feet along the road, and in a quick return of terror she opened the gate and slipped into the garden. She had the presence of mind to close the gate after and without noise. But that done, womans nerves could bear no more. Her knees were shaking under her, as she groped her way to her window, and felt for the chair which she had left beneath it.

The chair was gone. Impossible! She could not have found the right window; that was it. She felt with her hands along the wall, felt farther. But there was no chair  anywhere. She had made no mistake. Some one had removed the chair.

Strange to say, the moment she was sure of that, the fear which had driven her in headlong panic from the water-side left her. She thought no more of her stealthy attendant. Her one care now was to get in  to get in and still to keep secret the fact that she had been out! She had trembled like a leaf a few moments before, in fear of the shapeless thing that crouched beside her in the night. Now, with no more than the garden-fence between her and it, she feared it no more than a feather. She regained her ordinary plane, and foresaw all the suspicion, all the inconvenience, to which her position, if she could not re-enter, must subject her. And the smaller, the immediate fear expelled the greater and more remote.

She leant against the wall and tried to think. Who had, who could have removed the chair? She could not guess. And thinking only increased her eagerness, her anxiety to enter and be safe. She must get in somehow, even at a little risk.

She tried to take hold of the sill above her, and so to raise herself to the window by sheer strength. But she could not grasp the sill, though she could touch it. Still, if she had something in place of the chair, if she had something a foot high on which to raise herself she could succeed. But what? And how was she to find anything in the dark? She peered round, compelling herself to think. Surely she might find something. With a single foot of height she was saved. Without that foot of height she must rouse the house; and that meant disgrace and contumely, and degrading suspicion. Her cheeks burned at the prospect. For no story, no explanation would account satisfactorily for her absence from the house at such an hour.

She was about to grope her way round the house to the yard at the back  where with luck she might find a chicken coop or a stable bucket  when five paces from her the latch of the wicket clicked sharply. By instinct she flattened herself against the wall; but she had scarcely time to feel the sudden leap of her heart before a mild voice spoke out of the gloom.

Im afraid I have taken your chair, it murmured, pray forgive me. I am Mr. Sutton, and I  I am very sorry!

You followed me!

I  

You followed me! Her voice rang imperative with anger. You followed me! You have been spying on me! You!

No! No! he muttered. I meant only  

How dare you! How dare you! she cried in low fierce tones. You have been spying on me, sir! And you removed the chair that  that I might not enter without your help.

He was silent a moment, standing, though she could not see him, with his chin on his breast. Then:

I confess, he said in a low tone. I confess it was so. I spied on you.

And followed me!

Yes, he admitted it, his hands extended in unseen deprecation, I did.

Why? she cried. Why, sir?

Because  

But I do not want to know, she retorted, cutting him short as she remembered the time, and place, I want to know nothing, to hear nothing from you! The chair, sir! The chair, if you do not wish to add further outrage to your unmanly conduct. Set me the chair and go!

But hear at least, he pleaded, why I followed you, Miss Damer. Why  

She stamped her foot on the ground.

The chair! she repeated.

He was most anxious to tell her that though other motives had led him to spy on her and watch her window, he had followed her out of a pure desire to protect her. But her insistence overrode him, silenced him. He set the chair under the passage window and murmured submissively that it was there.

That was enough for her. She felt for it, found it, and without thought of him or word to him, she climbed nimbly in. That done she stooped and drew the chair up, and closed the window down upon him and secured it. Next, feeling for the door of Mr. Rogerss room she got rid of the chair, and seized her hidden candle and crept out and up the stairs. Apparently all the house, save the man who had detected her, slept. But she did not dare to pause or prove the fact. She had had her lesson and a severe one; and she did not breathe freely until the door of her chamber was locked behind her, and she knew herself once more within the bounds of the usual and the proper.

Then for a brief while, as she tore off her damp clothes, her thoughts ran stormily on Mr. Sutton: nor did she dream, or he, from what things he had saved her. The man was a wretch, a spy, a sneak trying to worm himself into her confidence. She would box his ears if he threatened her or referred to the matter again. And if he told others  she did not know what she would not do! For the rest, she had let herself be scared by a nothing, by a step, by a sound; and she despised herself for her cowardice. But  she had that consolation  she had played her part, she had gone to the rendezvous, she had not failed. The fault lay with him who should have met her there, and who had not met her.

And so, shivering and chilled  for bedroom fires were not yet, and she was worn out with fright and exposure  she hid herself under the heavy patchwork quilt and sought comfort in the sleep of exhaustion. It was not long in coming, for she suspected no more than she knew. Like the purblind insect that creeps upon the crowded pavement and is missed by a hundred feet, she discerned neither the dangers which she had so narrowly escaped, nor those into which her late action was fated to hurry her.


CHAPTER XVII

THE EDGE OF THE STORM

It was daylight when she awoke; but it had not been daylight long. Yet some one was knocking; and knocking loudly at the door of her bedroom. She rose on her elbow, and looking at the half-curtained window decided that it was eight oclock, perhaps a little later. But not so much later that they need raise the house in waking her.

Thank you, she cried petulantly. That will do! That will do! I am awake. And she laid her head on the pillow again, and closing her eyes, sighed deeply. The events of the night were coming back to her  and with them her troubles.

But, Please to open the door, miss! came the answer in gruff accents. I want to speak to you, by your leave.

Henrietta sat up, her hair straggling from under the nightcap that framed her pretty features. The voice that demanded entrance was Mrs. Gilsons: and even over Henrietta that voice had power. She parleyed no longer. She threw a wrap about her, and hastily opened the door.

What is it? she asked. Mrs. Gilson, is it you?

Be good enough, the landlady answered, to let me come in a minute, miss.

Her peremptory tone astonished Henrietta, who said neither Yes nor No, but stood staring. The landlady with little ceremony took leave for granted. She entered, went by the girl to the window, and dragging the curtains aside, let in the full light. The adventures of the night had left Henrietta pale. But at this her colour rose.

What is it? she repeated.

You know best, Mrs. Gilson answered with more than her usual curtness. Deal of dirt and little profit, Im afraid, like Brough March fair! Its not enough to be a fool once, it seems! Though Id have thought youd paid pretty smartly for it. Smart enough to know better now, my lass!

I dont know what you mean, Henrietta faltered.

You dont? Mrs. Gilson rejoined, and with her arms set akimbo she stared severely at the girl, who, in her night-clothes with her cloak thrown about her and her colour coming and going, looked both guilty and frightened. I fancy your face knows, if you dont. Where were you last night? Ay, after dark last night, madam? Where were you, I say?

After dark? Henrietta stammered.

Ay, after dark! the landlady retorted. Thats English, isnt it? But never mind. Least said is soonest mended. Where are your shoes?

My shoes?

Mrs. Gilson lost patience, or appeared to lose it.

That is what I said, she replied. You give them to me, and then Ill tell you why I want them. Ah! catching sight of them and bending her stout form to lift them from the floor. Now, if you want to know what is the matter, though I think you know as well as the miller knows who beats the meal sack  you come with me! There is no one on this landing. Come you, as you are, to the window at the other end. And youll know fast enough, and why they want your shoes.

They? Henrietta murmured, hanging back and growing more alarmed. It was a pity that there was no man there to see how pretty she looked in her disorder.

Ay, they! the landlady answered. And a keen ear might have detected sorrow as well as displeasure in her tone. Theres many will be poking their noses into your affairs now youll find  when its too late to prevent them. But do you come, young woman! She led the way along the landing to a window which looked down on the side-garden. After a brief hesitation Henrietta followed, her face grown sullen. Alas! when she reached the window it needed but a look to enlighten her.

One of the things, which she had feared the previous day, had come to pass! A little snow had fallen while she was absent from the house; so very little that she had not noticed it. But it had lain, and on its white surface was published this morning in damning characters the story of her flittings to and fro. And worse, early as it was, the story had readers! Leaning on the garden wicket were two or three men discussing the appearances, and pointing and arguing; and forty or fifty yards along the road towards Bowness, a man, bent double, was tracing the prints of her feet, as if he followed a scent.

It was for that, then, that they wanted her shoes. She understood, and her first impulse was to indignation. It was an outrage! An insult!

What is it to them? she cried. How dare they!

Mrs. Gilson looked keenly at her under her vast bushy eyebrows.

Im afraid, she said, that youll find theyll dare a mort more than that before theyve done, my girl. And what they want to know theyll learn. These, coolly lifting the shoes to sight, are to help them.

But why should they  what is it to them if I   she stopped, unwilling to commit herself.

You listen to me a minute, the landlady said. Youve brought your pigs to a poor market, thats plain: and there is but one thing can help you now, and that is a clean breast. Now you make up your mind to it! Theres nought else can help you, I say again, and that I tell you! Its no childs play, this! The truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, as they say at the assizes, is the only thing for you, if you dont want to be sorry for it all the rest of your life.

She spoke so seriously that Henrietta when she answered took a lower tone; though she still protested.

What is it to any one, she asked, if I was out of the house last night?

Its little to me, Mrs. Gilson answered drily. But it will be much to you if you dont tell the truth. Your own conscience, my girl, should speak loud enough.

My conscience is clear! Henrietta cried. But her tone, a little too heroic, fitted ill with her appearance.

At any rate Mrs. Gilson, who did not like heroics, thought so. Then the best thing you can do, she replied tartly, is to go and dress yourself! A clear conscience! Umph! Give me clean hands! And if I were you Id be quite sure about that conscience before I came down to answer questions.

I shall not come down.

Then theyll come up, the landlady retorted. And twont be more pleasant. Youd best think twice about that.

Henrietta was thinking. Behind the sullen, pretty face she was thinking that if she made a clean breast of it, she must betray the man. She must say where she had seen him, and why she had gone to meet him. And that was the thing which she had resolved not to do  the thing which she was still determined not to do. There is a spice of obstinacy in all women: an inclination to abide by a line once taken, or an opinion once formed. And Henrietta, who was naturally head-strong, and who had run some risk the previous night and gone to some trouble that the man might escape, was not going to give him up to-day. They had found her out, they had driven her to bay. But nothing which they could do would wound her half as much as that public ordeal, that confrontation with the man, that exhibition of his unworthiness and her folly, which must follow his capture. For the man himself, she was so far from loving him, that she loathed him, she was ashamed of him. But she was not going to betray him. She was not going to turn informer  a name more hateful then, when blood-money was common, than now! She who had been kissed by him was not going to have his blood on her hands!

Such were her thoughts; to which Mrs. Gilson had no clue. But the landlady read recalcitrancy in the girls face, and knowing some things which Henrietta did not know, and being at no time one to brook opposition, she took the girl the wrong way. If she had appealed to her better feelings, if she had used that influence with her which rough but real kindness had won, it is possible that she might have brought Henrietta to reason. But the sight of that sullen, pretty face provoked the landlady. She had proof of gross indiscretion, she suspected worse things, she thought the girl unworthy. And she spoke more harshly to her than she had ever spoken before.

If you were my girl, she said grimly, Id know what to do with you! Id shake the humours out of you, if I had to shake you from now till next week! Ay, I would! And youd pretty soon come to your senses and find your tongue, I warrant! Didnt you pretend to me and maintain to me a week ago and more that youd done with the scamp?

I have done with him! Henrietta cried, red and angry.

Ay, as the foot has done with the shoe  till next time! Mrs. Gilson retorted, drawing her simile from the articles in her hand. For shame. For shame, young woman! severely. When it was trusting to that I kept you here and kept you out of gaol!

Henrietta had not thought of that side of the case; and the reminder, finding a joint in her armour, stung her.

You dont know to whom you are talking! she cried.

I know that I am talking to a fool! the landlady retorted. But there, she continued irefully, you may talk to a fool till you are dead and twill still be a fool! So its only one bit of advice Ill give you. You dress and come down or youll be dragged down! And I suppose, though you are not too proud to trapse the roads to meet your Joe  ay, raising her voice as Henrietta turned in a rage, and fled, you may slam the door, you little vixen, for a vixen you are! But youve heard some of my opinion of you, and youll hear more! Im not sure that youre not a thorough bad un! Mrs. Gilson continued, lowering her voice again and speaking to herself  though her words were still audible. That Im not! But any way therell be one here by-and-by youll have to listen to! And hell make your ears burn, my lady, or Im mistaken!

It was bad enough to hear through the ill-fitting door such words as these. It was worse to know that plainer words might be used downstairs in the hearing of man and maid. But Henrietta had the sense to know that her position would be made worse by avoiding the issue, and pride enough to urge her to face it. She hastened to dress herself, though her fingers shook with indignation as well as with cold.

It was only when she was nearly ready to descend that she noticed how large was the crowd collected before the inn. She could hardly believe that her escapade  much as it might interest the police officer  was the cause of this. And a chill of apprehension, a thrill of anticipation of she knew not what, kept her for a moment standing before the window. She had done, she told herself, no harm. She had no real reason to fear. And yet she was beginning to fear. Anger was beginning to give place to dismay. For it was clear that something out of the common had happened; besides the group in the road, three or four persons were inspecting the boats drawn up on the foreshore. And on the lake was a stir unusual at this season. Half a mile from the shore a boat under sail was approaching the landing-place from the direction of Wray Woods. It was running fast before the bitter lash of the November wind that here and there flecked the grey and melancholy expanse with breakers. And round the point from the direction of Ambleside a second boat was reaching, with the wind on her quarter. She fancied that the men in these boats made signs to those on the shore; and that the excitement grew with their report. While she gazed two or three of the people in the road walked down to the water. And with a puckered brow, and a face a shade paler than usual, she hesitated; wishing that she knew what had happened and was sure that the stir had not to do with her.

She would have preferred to wait upstairs until the boats arrived. But she remembered Mrs. Gilsons warning. Moreover, she was beginning to comprehend  as men do, and women seldom do  that there is a force which it is futile to resist  that of the law. Sooner or later she must go down. So taking her courage in both hands she opened her door, and striving to maintain a dignified air she descended the stairs, and made her way past the passage window to Mr. Rogerss room.

It was empty, and first appearances were reassuring. Her breakfast was laid and waiting, the fire was cheerful, the room tended to encouragement. But the murmur of excited voices still rose from the highway below, and kept her uneasy: and when she went to the side-window to view the scene of last nights evasion, she stamped her foot with vexation. For where the tracks of feet were clearest they had been covered with old boxes to protect them from the frosty sunshine which the day promised; and the precaution smacked so strongly of the law and its methods that it had an ill look. Not Robinson Crusoe on his desert island had made a more ridiculous fuss about a foot-print or two!

She was still knitting her brows over the device when there came a knock at the door. She turned and confronted Bishop. The mans manner as he entered was respectful enough, but he had not waited for leave to come in. And she had a sickening feeling that he was taking possession of her, that he would not leave her again, that from this time she was not her own. The gravity of the bluff red face did not lessen this feeling. And though she would fain have asked him his business and challenged his intrusion she could not find a word.

I take it, youd as soon see me alone, miss, he said. And he closed the door behind him, and stood with his hat in his hand. Youd best go on with your breakfast, for you look a bit peaky  youre a bit shaken, I expect, by what has happened. But dont you be afraid, with something like a wink, theres no harm will happen to you if you are sensible. Meanwhile Ill talk to you, by your leave, while you eat. It will save time, and times much. I suppose, he continued, as she forced herself to take her seat and pour out her tea, theres no need to tell you, miss, what has happened?

She would have given much to prevent her hand shaking, and something to be able to look him in the face. She did succeed in maintaining outward composure; for agitation is more clearly felt than perceived. But she could not force the colour to her cheeks, nor compel her tongue to utterance. And he let her swallow some tea before he repeated his question.

I suppose there is no need, miss, to tell you what has happened?

I do not know  she murmured to what you refer. You must speak more plainly.

Its a serious matter, he said. He appeared to be looking into his hat, but he was really watching her over its edge, A serious matter, miss, and I hope youll take it as it should be taken. For if it goes beyond a point the Lord only can stop it. So if you know, miss, and have no need to be told, its best for you to be frank. We know a good deal.

The warm tea had given her command of herself.

If you mean, she said, that I was out last night, I was.

We know that, of course.

You have my shoes, with a little shrug of contempt.

Yes, miss, and your footprints! he answered. The point on which we want information  and the sooner we have it the better  is, where did you leave him?

Where did I leave  whom? sharply.

The person you met.

I met no one.

The runner shook his head gently. And his face grew longer.

For Gods sake, miss, he said earnestly, dont fence with me. Dont take that line! Believe me, if you do youll be sorry. Times the thing. Tell us now and it may avail. Tell us to-morrow and it may be of no use. The harm may be done.

She stared at him. But I met no one, she said.

There are the footprints, coming and going, he answered with severity. It is no use to deny them.

A mans  with mine?

For certain.

She looked at him with a startled expression. But gradually her face cleared, she smiled.

Ah, she said. Just so. You have the mans tracks coming and going? And mine?

He nodded.

But are not his tracks as well as mine more faint as they go from the house? More clear as they come back to the house? Because snow was falling while I was out as well as before I started. So that he as well as I went from the house and returned to the house!

He frowned. I noticed that, he said.

Then, with a faint ring of amusement in her tone, you had better search the house for him.

The difficulty had occurred to Mr. Bishop before he entered. But it did not fall in with his theory, and like many modern discoverers he had set it on one side as a detail which events would explain. Put to him crudely it vexed him.

See here, miss, youre playing with us, he said. And it wont do. Tell us frankly  

I will tell you frankly, she answered, cutting him short with spirit, whose tracks they are. They are Mr. Suttons. Now you know. And Mr. Sutton is the only person I saw last night. Now you know that too. And perhaps you will leave me. She rose as she finished.

Mr. Sutton was with you?

I have said so. You have my shoes. Get his. What I say is easily tested and easily proved.

She had the pleasure of a little triumph. The runner looked taken aback and ashamed of himself. But after the first flush of astonishment he did not waste a minute. He turned, opened the door, and disappeared.

Henrietta listened to his departing steps, then with a sigh of relief she returned to her breakfast. Her spirits rose. She felt that she had exaggerated her troubles; that she had allowed herself to be alarmed without cause. The landladys rudeness, rather than any real perplexity or peril, had imposed on her. Another time she would not be so lightly frightened. For, after all, she had done nothing of which even Mr. Sutton, if he told the truth, could make much. They might suspect that she had stolen out to meet Walterson; but as she had not met him, they could prove nothing. They might conclude from it, that he was in the neighbourhood; but as Bishop already held that belief, things were left where they were before. Except, to be sure, that for some reason she had lost the landladys favour.

The girl had arrived at this comfortable stage in her reasoning when the shuffling of feet along the passage informed her that Bishop was returning. Nor Bishop only. He brought with him others, it was clear, and among them one heavy man in boots  she caught the harsh ring of a spur. Who were they? Why were they coming? Involuntarily she rose to her feet, and waited with a quickened heart for their appearance.

The sounds that reached her were not encouraging. One of the men stumbled, and growled an oath; and one laughed a vulgar common laugh as at some jest in doubtful taste. Then the door opened wide, and with little ceremony they followed one another into the room, one, two, three.
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... he touched his brow with his whip handle

Bishop first, with his bluff, square face. Then a stranger, a tall bulky man, heavy-visaged and bull-dog jawed, with harsh, over-bearing eyes. He wore an open horsemans coat, and under it a broad leather belt with pistols; and he touched his brow with his whip-handle in a half familiar, half insolent way. After him came the pale, peaky face of Mr. Sutton, who looked chap-fallen and ashamed of himself.

The moment all had entered,

Mr. Chaplain, close the door, said the stranger in a broad Lancashire accent, and with an air of authority. Now, Bishop, suppose you tell the young lady  damme, whats that? turning sharply, Who is it?


CHAPTER XVIII

MR. JOSEPH NADIN

The words were addressed to Mr. Sutton, who did not seem able to shut the door. But the answer came from the other side of the door.

By your leave,  the voice, a little breathless, was Mrs. Gilsons Im coming in too. And she came in at that, and brusquely. I think you are over many men for one woman, she continued, setting her cap straight, and otherwise not a whit discomposed by the mens attitude. Youll want me before you are done, youll see.

Want you? the strange man answered with sarcasm. Then when we want you well send for you.

No youll not, Joe Nadin, she retorted, coolly, as she closed the door behind her. For Ill be here. What you will be wanting, with a toss of her double chin, will be wit. But thats not to be had for the sending.

Nadin  he was the deputy-constable of Manchester, and the most famous police officer of that day, a man as warmly commended by the Tory party as he was fiercely hated by the Radicals  would have given an angry answer. But Bishop was before him.

Let her be, he said  with friendly deference. We may want her, as she says. And the young lady is waiting. Now, miss, he continued, addressing Henrietta, who stood at the table trying to hide the perturbation which these preliminaries caused her, Ive brought Mr. Sutton to tell us in your presence what he knows. I doubt it wont go far. So that when we have heard him we shall want a good deal from you.

Ay, from you, young lady, the Manchester man struck in, taking the word out of the others mouth. It will be your turn then. And what we want we must have, or  

Or what? she asked, with an air of dignity that sat strangely on one so young. They did not guess how her heart was beating!

Or twill be Appleby gaol! he answered. Thats the long and the short of it. Theres an end of shilly-shallying! Youve to make your choice, and times precious. But the reverend gentleman has first say. Speak up, Mr. Chaplain! You followed this young lady last night about ten oclock? Very good. Now what did you see and hear?

Mr. Sutton looked miserably downcast. But he was on the horns of a dilemma, and while he knew that by speaking he forfeited all chance of Henriettas favour, he knew that he must speak: that he had no choice. Obstinate as he could be upon occasion, in the grasp of such a man as Nadin he succumbed. He owned that not the circumstances only but the man were too strong for him. Yet he made one effort to stand on his own legs. I think Miss Damer would prefer to tell the tale herself, he said, with a spark of dignity. In that case I have nothing to say.

I do not know what you mean, Henrietta answered, her lip curling. And she looked at him as she would have looked at Judas.

Still, he murmured, with a side-glance at Nadin, if you would be advised by me  

I have nothing to say, she said curtly.

Mind you, Ive told her nothing. Mrs. Gilson said, intervening in time to prevent an outburst on Nadins part. I was bid to get her shoes, and I got her shoes. I held my tongue.

Then she knows nothing! the chaplain exclaimed.

Oh, she knows enough, Nadin struck in, his harsh, dogmatic nature getting the better of him. If she did not know we should not come to her. We know our business. Now, wheres the man hiding? For there the boy will be. Where did you leave him, my lass?

Mr. Sutton, whom circumstances had forced into a part so distasteful, saw a chance of helping the girl; and even of reinstating himself in some degree in her eyes.

I can answer that, he said. She did not meet him. The young lady went to the bottom of Troutbeck Lane, where, I understand, the boat came to land. But there was no one there to meet her. And she came back without seeing any one. I can vouch for that. And that, the chaplain continued, throwing out his chest, and speaking with dignity, is all that Miss Damer did, and I can speak to it.

Nadin exploded.

Dont tell me that she went to the place for nothing, man!

I tell you only what happened, the chaplain answered, sticking to his point. She saw no one, and spoke to no one.

Hang me if I dont think you are in with her! Nadin replied in an insulting tone. And then turning to Henrietta, Now then, out with it! Where is he?

But Henrietta, battered by the mans coarse voice and manner, still held her ground.

If I knew I should not tell you, she said.

Then youll go to Appleby gaol!

And still I shall not tell you.

Understand! Understand! Nadin replied. Ive a warrant here granted in Lancashire and backed here and in order! A warrant to take him. You can see it if you like. Dont say I took advantage of you. Im rough, but Im square, he continued, his broad dialect such that a Southerner would not have understood him. The lads know me, and youll know me before weve done!

Then it wont be for your wisdom! Mrs. Gilson muttered. And then more loudly, Why dont you tell her whats been done? Happen she knows, and happen she doesnt. If she does tis all one. If she doesnt youre talking to deaf ears.

Nadin shrugged his shoulders and struck his boot with his whip.

Well, he said, an old lass with a long tongue will have her way i Lancashire or where it be! Tell her yourself. But she knows, I warrant!

Mrs. Gilson also thought so, but she was not sure.

See here, miss, she said, you know Captain Clynes son?

Henriettas colour rose at the name.

Of course you do, the landlady continued, for if alls true you are some sort of connection. Then you know, Miss, that hes the apple of his fathers eye, and the more for being a lameter?

Henrietta could not hear Anthony Clynes name without agitation; without vague apprehensions and a sense of coming evil. Why did they bring in the name? And what were they going to tell her about the boy  of whom in the old days she had been contemptuously jealous? She felt her face burn under the gaze of all those eyes fixed on it. And her own eyes sank.

Well, she muttered indistinctly, what of him? What has he to do with this?

He is missing. He has been stolen.

Stolen?

Her tone was one of sharp surprise.

He was carried off last night by two men, Bishop struck in. His nurse was returning to the house near Newby Bridge  hard on nightfall, when she met two men on the road. They asked the name of the place, heard what it was, and asked who the child was. She told them, and they went one way and she another, but before she reached home they overtook her, seized her and bound her, and disappeared with the boy. It was dusk and she might have lain in the ditch and died. But the servants in the house went out when she did not return and found her. He looked at Nadin. Thats so, isnt it?

Ay, thats it, the other answered, nodding. Youve got it pat.

When she could speak, the alarm was given, they raised the country, the men were traced to Newby Bridge. There we know a boat met them and took them off. And the point, miss, is not so much where they landed, for that we know twas at the bottom of Troutbeck Lane!  as where they are now.

She had turned pale and red and pale again, while she listened. Astonishment had given place to horror, and resentment to pity. In women, even the youngest, there is a secret tenderness for children; and the thought of this child, cast lame and helpless into the hands of strangers, and exposed, in place of the care to which he had been accustomed all his life, to brutality and hardships, pierced the crust of jealousy and melted the womans heart. Her eyes filled with tears, and through the tears indignation burned. For a moment even the insult which Anthony Clyne had put upon her was forgotten. She thought only of the fathers misery, his suspense, his grief. She yearned to him.

Oh! she cried, the wretches! And her voice rang bravely. But  but why are you here? Why do you not follow them?

Nadins eyes met Bishops. He raised his eyebrows.

Because, miss, he said, we think theres a shorter way to them. Because we think you can tell us where they are if you choose.

I can tell you where they are? she repeated.

Yes, miss. We believe that you can  if you choose. And you must choose.

The girl stared. Then slowly she comprehended. She grasped the fact that they addressed the question to her, that they believed that she was at one with the men who had done this. And a change as characteristic of her nature as it was unexpected by those who watched her, swept over her face. Her features quivered, and, even as when Anthony Clynes proposal wounded her pride to the quick, she turned from them, and bowing her head on her hands broke into weeping.

They were all taken aback. They had looked some for one thing, some for another; some for rage and scorn, some for sullen denial. No one had foreseen this breakdown. Nor was it welcome. Nadin found himself checked on the threshold of success, and swore under his breath. Bishop, who had broken a lance with her before, and was more or less tender-hearted, looked vexed. Mr. Sutton showed open distress  her weeping hurt him, and at every quiver of her slight, girlish figure he winced. While Mrs. Gilson frowned; perhaps at the clumsiness and witlessness of men-folk. But she did not interfere, and the chaplain dared not interfere: and Nadin was left to deal with the girl as he pleased.

There, miss, he said, speaking a little less harshly, tears mend no bones. And theres one thing clear in this and not to be denied  the men who have taken the lad are friends of your friend. And not a doubt hes in it. Weve traced them to a place not three hundred yards from here. Theyve vanished where he vanished, and theres no need of magic to tell that the same hole hides all. I was on the track of the men with a warrant  for they are d  d Radicals as ever were!  when they slipped off and played this pretty trick by the way. Whether they have kidnapped the lad out of revenge, or for a hostage, Im in the dark. But put-up job or not, you are not the young lady to back up such doings. I see that with half an eye, he added cunningly, and therefore  

Have you got it from her?

Nadin turned with a frown  the interruption came from Mr. Hornyold. The justice had just entered, and stood booted, spurred, and pompous on the threshold. He carried his heavy riding-whip, and was in all points ready for the road.

No, not yet, Nadin answered curtly, but  

Youd better; let me try her, then, the magistrate rejoined, all fussiness and importance. Theres no time to be lost. Were getting together. Ive a dozen mounted men in the yard, and they are coming in from Rydal side. We shall have two score in an hour. Well have the hills scoured before nightfall, and long before Captain Clyne is here.

Quite so, squire, Nadin replied drily. But if the young lady will tell us where the scoundrel lies well be spared the trouble. Now, miss, he continued, forgetting, under the impetus of Hornyolds manner, the more diplomatic line he had been following, weve a d  d clear case against you, and thats flat. We can trace you to where they landed last night, and we know that you were there within a few minutes of the time; for weve their footsteps from the boat to the wood above the road, and your footsteps from the boat to the inn. There is as much evidence of aiding and abetting as would transport a dozen men! So do you be wise, and tell us straight off what we want.

But two words had caught her ear.

Aiding and abetting? she muttered. And she turned her eyes, still bright with tears, upon him. Her flushed face and ruffled hair gave her a strangely childish appearance. Aiding and abetting? Do you mean that you think that I  that I had anything to do with taking the child?

No, no, Bishop murmured hurriedly, and cast a warning look at his colleague. No, no, not knowingly.

Nay, but that depends, Nadin persisted obstinately. His fibre was coarser, and his perceptions were less acute. It was his habit to gain his ends by fear, and he was unwilling to lose the hold he had over her. That depends, he repeated doggedly. If you speak and tell us all you know, of course not. But if you do not speak, we shall take it against you.

You will take it, she cried, that I  I helped to steal the child?

Just so, if you dont speak, Nadin repeated, disregarding his fellows signals. Firmness, he was sure, was all that was needed. Just firmness.

She was silent in great agitation. They suspected her! Oh, it was wicked, it was vile of them! She would not have touched a hair of the childs head. And they suspected Walterson; but it might be as falsely, it must be as falsely. Yet if she gave him up, even if he were innocent he would suffer. He would suffer on other charges, and she would have his blood on her hands though she had so often, so often, resolved that she would not be driven to that!

They asked too much of her. They asked her to betray the man to death on the chance  and she did not believe in the chance  that it would restore the child to its father. She shuddered as she thought of the child, as she thought of Anthony Clynes grief; she would willingly have done much to help the one and the other. But they asked too much. If it were anything short of the mans life that they asked, she would be guided, she would do as they bade her. But this step was irrevocable: and she was asked to take it on a chance. Possibly they did not themselves believe in the chance. Possibly they made the charge for their own purposes, their aim to get the man into their power, the blood-money into their purse. She shuddered at that and found the dilemma cruel. But she had no doubt which course she must follow. No longer did any thought of herself or of the annoyances of his arrest weigh with her: thought of the child had outweighed all that. But she would not without proof, without clear proof, have the mans blood on her hands.

And regarding them with a pale set face,

If you have proof, she said, that he  Walterson she pronounced the name with an effort was concerned in carrying off the child, I will speak.

Proof? Nadin barked.

Yes, she said. If you can satisfy me that he was privy to this  I will tell you all I know.

Nadin exploded.

Proof? he cried with violence. Why, by G  d, was he not at the place where we know the men landed? And didnt you expect to meet him there? And at the very hour?

He was not there, she cried.

But  

And I was there, she continued, yet I know nothing. I am innocent.

Umph! I dont know! Nadin growled.

But I do, she replied. If your proof comes only to that

But the men who took the child are old mates of his!

How do you know? she returned. You did not see them. They may not be the men you wished to arrest. But, scornfully, I see what kind of proof you have, and I shall not tell you.

Come, miss, Bishop said, staying with difficulty Nadins furious answer. Come, miss, think! Think again. Think of the child!

Oh, sink the child, the Manchester officer struck in. He had seldom been so handled. Think of yourself!

You will send me to prison? she said.

By heaven we will! he answered. And Mr. Hornyold nodded.

It must be so, then, she replied with dignity. I shall not speak. I have no right to speak.

They all cried out on her, Bishop and Mr. Sutton appealing to her, Nadin growling oaths, Mr. Hornyold threatening that he would make out the warrant that minute. Only the landlady, with her apron rolled round her arms, stood grim and silent; a looker-on whose taciturnity presently irritated Nadin beyond bearing. I suppose you think, he said, turning to her, that you could have handled her better?

I couldnt ha handled her worse! the landlady replied.

You think yourself a Solomon! he sneered.

A girl of tens a Solomon to you! the landlady retorted keenly. It canna be for this, it surely canna be for this, Joe Nadin, that they pay you money at Manchester, and that tis said you go in risk of your life! Why, that Bishop, London chap as he is, is a greybeard beside you. He does know that Bluster is a good dog but Softly is better!

Well, as I live by bread Ill have her in the Stone Jug! he retorted. And then well see!

Theres another will see before you! Mrs. Gilson answered drily. And it strikes me hes not far off. If youd left her alone for just an hour and seen what his honour Captain Clyne could do with her, youd have shown your sense! shrugging her shoulders. Now, I fear youve spoiled his market, my lad!


CHAPTER XIX

AT THE FARM

It was night, and the fire, the one generous thing in the house-place at Starvecrow Farm, blazed fitfully; casting its light now on Waltersons brooding face as he stooped over the heat, now on the huddled shrunken form that filled the farther side of the hearth. As the flames rose and fell, the shadows of the two men danced whimsically behind them. At one moment they sprang up, darkening the whole smoke-grimed ceiling and seeming to menace the persons who gave them birth, at another they sank into mere hop-o-my-thumbs, lurking in ambush behind the furniture. There was no other light in the room; it was rarely the old skinflint suffered another. And to-night the shutters were closed and barred that even the reflection of the blaze might not be seen without and breed suspicion.

The younger mans face, when the firelight rested on it, betrayed not only his present anxiety, but the deep lines of past fear and brooding. He was no longer spruce and neat and close-shaven; he was no longer the dandy who had turned a feather-head  for there was little in this place to encourage cleanliness. Confinement and suspense had sharpened his features; his eyes were harder and brighter than of old, and the shallow tenderness which had fooled Henrietta no longer floated on their depths. A nervous impatience, a peevish irritability showed in his every movement; whether he raised his hand to silence the old mans crooning, or fell again to biting his nails in moody depression. It was bad enough to be confined in this squalid hole with an imbecile driveller, and to spend long hours without other company. It was worse to know that beyond its threshold the noose dangled, and the peril which he had so long and so cleverly evaded yawned for him.

To do Walterson justice, it was not entirely for his own safety that he was concerned as he sat over the fire and listened  starting at the squeak of a mouse and finding in every sough of the wind the step of a friend or foe. He was a heartless man. He would not have scrupled to ruin the innocent girl who trusted him: nay, in thought and intention he had ruined her as he had ruined others. But he could not face without a shudder what might be happening at this moment by the waterside. He could not picture without shame what, if the girl escaped there, would happen here; when they dragged her through the doorway, bound and gagged and at the mercy of the jealous vixen who dominated him. Secretly he was base enough to hope that what they did they would do in the darkness, and not terrify him with the sight of it. For if they brought her here, if they confronted him with her, how loathly a figure he must cut even in his own eyes! How poor and dastardly a thing he must seem in the eyes of the woman whose will he did and to whose vengeance he consented.

The sweat rose on his brow as he pondered this; as he looked with terrified eyes at the door and fancied that the scene was already playing, that he saw her dragged into that vile place, that he met her look. Passionately he wished  as we all wish in like but smaller cases  that he had never seen either of the women, that he had never played the fool, or that if he must play the fool he had chosen some other direction in which to escape with Henrietta. But wishing was useless. Wishing would not remove him into safety or comfort, would not relieve him from the consequences of his misdeeds, would not convert the skulking imbecile who faced him into decent company. And even while he indulged his regret, he heard the tread of men outside, and he stood up. A moment later the signal, three knocks on the shutter, informed him that the crisis which he had been expecting and dreading, was come  was come!

Delay would not help him; the old man, mowing and chattering, was already on his feet. He went to the door and with a hang-dog face opened it. The long bar which ran all its length into the wall was scarcely clear, when a woman, swaddled to her eyes in a thick drugget shawl, pushed in. It was Bess. After her came a tall man cloaked and booted, followed by two others of lower stature and meaner appearance. The last who entered bore something in his arms, a pack, a bundle  Walterson, shuddering, could not see which. For as Bess with the same show of haste with which she had entered, began to secure the door against the cold blast, that blew the sparks in clouds up the chimney, the cloaked man addressed him.

Youre Walterson? Ah, to be sure, weve met  once, I think. Well, he spoke in a harsh, peremptory tone youll be good enough to note, he turned and pointed to the other men, that I have naught to do with this! Ive neither hand nor part in it! And Ill ask you to remember that.

Walterson, with a pallid face and shrinking eyes, looked at the man with the bundle.

What is it? he muttered hoarsely. I dont understand.

Oh, stow this! Bess cried, turning brusquely from the door which she had secured. The gentleman is very grand and mighty, shrugging her shoulders, but the thing is done now. And Ill warrant if good comes of it hell not be too proud to take his share.

Not I, girl! the tall man answered. Not I!

He took off as he spoke his cloak and hat, and showed a tall, angular figure borne with military stiffness. His face was sallow and long, and his mouth wide; but the plainness or ugliness of his features was redeemed by their power, and by the light of enthusiasm which was never long absent from his sombre eyes. A kind of aloofness in speech and manner showed that he was in the habit of living among inferiors. And not only the men who came with him, but Walterson himself seemed in his presence of a meaner mould and smaller sort.

His two companions were stout, short-built men of a coarse type. But Walterson after a single glance, paid no heed to them. His eyes, his thoughts, his attention were all on the bundle. Yet, it was not possible, it could not be what he dreaded. It was too small, too small! And yet he shuddered.

What is it? he asked in uncertain accents.

The worth of a mans neck, may be, one of the two men grunted.

Oh, curse your may-bes! the other who carried the child struck in. Its a smart bit of justice, master, with no may-be about it! And came in our way just when we were ready for it. Lets look at the kid.

The kid?

Walterson repeated the words, and opened his mouth dumb-founded. He looked at Thistlewood.

The tall man, who was warming his back at the fire, shrugged his square shoulders.

Ive naught to do with it! he said. Ask them!

Dont you know what a kid is? Giles, one of the two others, retorted, with a glance of contempt. A kinchin! a yelper! Its Squire Clynes, if you must know. Hell learn now what it is to see your children trodden under foot and your women-kind slashed and cut with sabres! Hes ground the faces of the poor long enough! D  n him, hes as bad as Castlereagh, the devil! But, hallo! breaking off. If I dont think, mate, youve squeezed his throat a bit too tight!

He had unwound the wrappings and disclosed the still and inanimate form of a boy about six years old, but small for his age. The thin bloodless hands were clenched, the head hung back, the eyes were half-closed; and the tiny face showed so deathly white  among those tanned faces and in that grimy place  that it was not wonderful that the man fancied for a moment that the child was dead.

But, Not I! the one who had carried it answered contemptuously. Its swooned, like enough. And Id to stop it shrieking, hadnt I? Let the lass look to it.

Bess took it but reluctantly  with an ill grace and no look of tenderness or pity. She was of those women who love no children but their own, and sometimes do not love their own. While she sprinkled water on the poor little face and rubbed the small hands, Walterson found his voice.

What folly  what cursed folly is this? he cried, his words vibrating with rage. What have we to do with the child or your vengeance, or this d  d folly  that you should bring the hunt upon us? We were snug here.

And aint we snug now? Lunt, the man who had carried the child, asked.

Snug? Well be snug behind bars in twenty-four hours! Walterson rejoined, his voice rising almost to a scream, if that child is Squire Clynes child!

Oh, hes that right enough, master, Giles, the other man, struck in. A kind of ferocious irony was natural to him.

Then youll have the whole country on us before noon to-morrow! Walterson retorted. I tell you hell follow you and track you and find you, if he follows you to hells gate! I know the man.

So do I, said Thistlewood coolly. And I say the same.

Yet, Giles retorted impudently, youve got a neck as well as another.

You can leave my neck out of the question, Thistlewood replied. And me! And he turned his back on them contemptuously.

Well, youve got a neck, Giles answered, addressing Walterson, who was almost hysterical with rage. And I suppose you have some care for it, if he has none! with a gesture of the thumb in Thistlewoods direction. Youd as soon as not, keep your neck unstretched, I suppose?

Sooner, Bess said, flinging a glance of contempt at her lover. Here, let me teach him, she continued bluntly; the child had begun to murmur in a low, painful note. They came on the kid by chance and snatched it, and weve put ten miles of water between the place and us.

And snow on the ground! Walterson retorted, pointing to the thin powder that still lay white in the folds of her shawl.

We came up through the wood, she answered. Trust us for that! But thats not the point. The point is, that your pink-and-white fancy-girl never came. Shed more sense than I thought she had. But you were willing to snatch her, my lad. And why is the risk greater with the child?

But  

Its less, the girl continued, before he could put his objection into words. Its less, I tell you, for the childs more easily tucked away. Ive a place we can put it, where theyll not find it if they search for a twelvemonth!

Theyll soon search here, he said sullenly. Theres not a house theyll not search if they trace the boat. Nor a bothy on the hills.

May be, she answered confidently. But when they search youll not be here, nor the kid. Nor in a bothy!

If you are going to trust Tyson  

You leave that to me, she replied, bending her brows.

But he was not to be silenced.

Hell sell you! he cried. Hell sell you! Hell give you fair words and you think you can fool him. But when he comes to know theres a reward out, and what hell suffer if he is found hiding us, and when he knows that all the country is up  and for this child theyd hang us on the nearest tree  hell give us up and you too. Though you do think you have bewitched him. And so I tell all here! he added passionately.

With a dark look, Stow it, my lad, she said, as he paused for want of breath. And leave Tyson to me.

But the men who had listened to the debate looked something startled. They glanced at one another, and at last Thistlewood spoke.

Is this Tyson, he asked, the man at whose house you said we should be better than here, my girl?

Thats him, Bess answered curtly.

Well, it seems to me that you ought to tell us a bit more. I dont want to be sold.

I am of that way of thinking myself, captain, Lunt growled. If the man has no finger between the jamb and the door, you cant be sure that he wont shut it. No, curse me, you cant! Theres other Olivers besides him who has sold a round dozen of us to Government. Ill slit the throat of the first police spy that comes in my way!

And yet you trust me! the girl flung at him, her eyes scornful. To her they all, all seemed cowards.

Ay, but you are a woman, Giles answered. And though Im not saying theres no Polly Peachums, Ive not come across them. Treat a maid fair and shell treat you fair, thats the common way of it. Shell not stretch you, for anything short of another wench. But a man! Hes here and there and nowhere.

Thats just where this man is, she answered curtly.

Where?

Nowhere.

What do you mean?

Hes cut his lucky. Hes gone to Carlisle to see his brother and keep his skin safe  for a week. Hes like a good many more I know, with a glance which embraced every man in the room: willing to eat but afraid to bite.

But he has left his house?

Thats it.

And whos in it?

His wife, no one else. And shes bedridden with a babby, seven days old.

What! And no woman with her?

There was, Bess answered, but there isnt. I quarrelled with the serving-lass this afternoon, and at sunset to-day she was to go. If she comes back to-morrow Ill send her packing with a flea in her ear!

But who  

Gave me leave to send her? defiantly. He did.

Thistlewood smiled.

And the wife? he asked. Whatll she say?

Say? Shed not say boh to a goose if it hissed at her! Bess answered contemptuously. Shes a pale, fat caterpillar, afraid of her own shadow! Shell whine a bit, for she dont love me  thinks Ill poison her some fine day for the sake of her man. But shes upstairs and theres no one, but nor ben, to hear her whine; and at daybreak Ill be there, tending her. Isnt it the natural thing, and she smiled darkly, with this the nearest house?

Curse me, but youre a clever lass! Giles cried. And even Thistlewood seemed to feel no pity for the poor woman, left helpless with her babe. I dont know, the ruffian continued, that Im not almost afraid of you myself!

And you think that house will not be searched?

Why should it be searched? Bess answered. Tysons well known. And if they do search it, she continued confidently, theres a place  its not of the brightest, but itll do, and you must lie there days  that theyll not find if they search till Doomsday!

Walterson alone eyed her gloomily.

And what is the child in this? he said.

The kid, my lad? Why, everything. You fine gentlemen cant stay here for ever, and when you go north or south or east or west, the kidll stay here until youre safe. And if you dont come safe, hes a card youll be glad to have the use of to clear your necks, my lads!

Thistlewood turned on his heel again.

Ill none of it, he said, dark and haughty. Its no gentlemans game, this!

Gentleman be hanged! cried Giles, and Lunt echoed him. Do you call  with temper what you were for this morning a gentlemans game? Do you call killing a dozen unarmed men round a dinner-table a gentlemans game?

Its our lives against theirs! Thistlewood answered with a sombre glance. And the odds with them, and a rope if we fail! Wrong breeds wrong, he continued, his voice rising  as if already he spoke in his defence. Did they wait until we were armed before they rode us down at Manchester? or at Paisley? or at Glasgow? No! And, I say, they must be removed, no matter how. They must be removed! They are the head and front of offence, the head and front of this damnable system under which no man thats worth ten pounds does wrong, and no poor man does right! From King to tradesman they stand together. But kill a dozen at the top, and you stop the machine! You terrify the traders that find the money! You bring over to our side all that is timid and fearful and fond of ease  and thats nine parts of the country! For myself, extending his arms in a gesture of menace, Id as soon cut the throats of Castlereagh and Liverpool and Harrowby as Id cut the throats of so many calves! And sooner, by G  d! Sooner! But for messing with children Ill none of it! Ive said my say. And he turned again to the fire.

The girl, as he stirred the logs with his boot-heel, eyed him strangely; and in her heart she approved not his arguments, but his courage. Here was what she had sighed for  a man! Here was what she thought that she had found in Walterson  a man! And Walterson himself approved in his heart; and envied the strong man who dared to speak out where he with his life at stake dared not. The thing was cruel, was dastardly. But then  it might save his neck! For the others, they were too low, too brutish to be much moved by Thistlewoods words.

Ah, but weve got necks as well as you! Giles muttered. And if we risk em to please you, well save em the way we please!

Then, Look at the kid! Lunt muttered. Hes hearing too much, and picking it up. Stow it for now!

The girl turned to the child which she had laid on the bed. Thistlewood had knocked the fire together, and the blaze, passing by him, fell upon the wide-open eyes that from the bed regarded the scene with a look of silent terror, a look that seemed uncanny to more than one. Had the boy wept or screamed, or cried for help, had it given way to childish panic and tried to flee, they had thought nothing of it. They had twitched it back, hushed it by blow or threat, and cursed it for a nuisance. But this passive terror, this self-restraint at so tender an age, struck the men as unnatural, and taken with its small elfish features awoke qualms in the more superstitious.

Curse the child! said one, staring at it. I think its bewitched!

See if it will eat, said another. Bewitched children never eat.

Some bread was fetched and milk put to it  though Bess set nothing by such notions  and, You eat that, do you hear! the girl said. Or well give you to that old man there, pointing with an undutiful finger to the squalid figure of the old miser. And hell take you to his bogey-hole!

The child shook pitifully, and the fear in its eyes deepened as it regarded the loathsome old man. With a sigh that seemed to rend the little heart, it took the iron spoon, and strove to swallow. The spoon tinkled violently against the bowl.

Ill manage him, Bess said with a look of triumph. You will see, Ill have him so in two days that hell not dare to say who he is, if they do find him! You leave him to me, and Ill sort the little imp!

Perhaps the child knew that he had fallen among his fathers enemies. Perhaps he knew only that in a second his world was overset and he cast on the mercy of the ogres he saw about him. As he looked fearfully round the gloomy, fire-lit room with its lights and black shadows, a single large tear rolled from each eye and fell into the coarse earthen-ware bowl. And for an instant he seemed about to choke. Then he went on eating.


CHAPTER XX

PROOF POSITIVE

Anthony Clyne had made no moan, but, both in his pride and his better feelings, he had suffered more than the world thought through Henriettas elopement. He was not in love with the girl whom he had chosen for his second wife and the mother of his motherless child. But no man likes to be jilted. No man, even the man least in love, can bear with indifference or without mortification the slur which the womans desertion casts on him. At best there are invitations to be cancelled, and servants to be informed, and plans to be altered; the condolences of some and the smiles of others are to be faced. And many troubles and much bitterness. The very boy, the apple of his eye and the core of his heart, had to be told  something.

And Anthony Clyne was proud. No man in Lancashire set more by his birth and station, or had a stronger sense of his personal dignity; so that in doing all these things he suffered. He suffered much. Nor did it end with that. His own world knew him, and took care not to provoke him by a tactless word or an inquisitive question. But the operatives in his neighbourhood, who hated him and feared him, and thanked God for aught that hurt him, gibed him openly. Taunts and jests were flung after him in the streets of Manchester; and men whose sweethearts had been flung down or roughly used on the day of Peterloo inquired after his sweetheart as he passed before the mills.

But he made no sign. And no one dreamed that the suffering went farther than the mans pride, or touched his heart. Yet it did. Not that he loved the girl; but because she was of his race, and because her own branch of the family cast her off, and because the man with whom she had fled could do nothing to protect her from the consequences of her folly. For these reasons  and a little because of a secret nobility in his own character  he suffered vicariously; he felt himself responsible for her. And the responsibility seemed more heavy after he had seen her; after he had borne away from Windermere the picture of the girl left pale and proud and lonely by the lake side.

For her figure haunted him. It rose before him in the most troublesome fashion and at the most improper times; at sessions when he sat among his peers, or at his dinner-table in the middle of a tirade against the radicals and Cobbett. It touched him in the least expected and most tender points; awaking the strongest doubts of himself, and his conduct, and his wisdom that he had ever entertained. It barbed the dart of It might have been with the rankling suspicion that he had himself to thank for failure. And where at first he had said in his haste that she deserved two dozen, he now remembered her defence, and added gloomily, Or I! Or I! The thought of her fate  as of a thing for which he was responsible  thrust itself upon him in season and out of season. He could not put her out of his mind, he could not refrain from dwelling on her. And thinking in this way he grew every day less content with the scheme of life which he had framed for her in his first contempt for her. The notion of her union with Mr. Sutton, good, worthy man as he deemed the chaplain, now jarred on him unpleasantly. And more and more the scheme showed itself in another light than that in which he had first viewed it.

Such was his state of mind, unsettled if not unhappy, and harassed if not remorseful, when a second thunderclap burst above his head, and in a moment destroyed even the memory of these minor troubles. He loved his child with the love of the proud and lonely man who loves more jealously where others pity, and clings more closely where others look askance. A fig for their pity! he cried in his heart. He would so rear his child, he would so cherish him, he would so foster his mind, that in spite of bodily defect this latest of the Clynes should be also the greatest. And while he foresaw this future in the child and loved him for the hope, he loved him immeasurably more for his weakness, his helplessness, his frailty in the present. All that was strong in the man of firm will and stiff prejudice went out to the child in a passionate yearning to protect it; to shield it from unfriendly looks, even from pity; to cover it from the storms of the world and of life.

Personally a brave man Clyne feared nothing for himself. The hatred in which he was held by a certain class came to his ears from time to time in threatening murmurs, but though those who knew best were loudest in warning, he paid no heed. He continued to do what he held to be his duty. Yet if anything had had power to turn him from his path it had been fear on his sons account; it had been the very, very small share which the boy must take in his peril. And so, at the first hint he had removed the child from the zone of trouble, and sent him to a place which he fancied safe; a place which the boy loved, and in the quiet of which health as well as safety might be gained. If the name of Clyne was hated where spindles whirled and shuttles flew, and men lived their lives under a pall of black smoke, it was loved in Cartmel by farmer and shepherd alike; and not less by the rude charcoal-burners who plied their craft in the depths of the woods about Staveley and Broughton in Furness.

On that side he thought himself secure. And so the blow fell with all the force of the unexpected. The summons of the panic-stricken servants found him in his bed; and it was a man who hardly contained himself, who hardly contained his fury and his threats, who without breaking his fast rode north. It was a hard-faced, stern man who crossed the sands at Cartmel at great risk  but he had known them all his life  and won at Carters Green the first spark of comfort and hope which he had had since rising. Nadin was before him. Nadin was in pursuit,  Nadin, by whom all that was Tory in Lancashire swore. Surely an accident so opportune, a stroke of mercy and providence so unlikely  for the odds against the officers presence were immense  could not be unmeant, could not be for nothing! It seemed, it must be of good augury! But when Clyne reached his house in Cartmel, and the terrified nurse who knew the depth of his love for the boy grovelled before him, the household had no added hope to give him, no news or clue. And he could but go forward. His horse was spent, but they brought him a tenants colt, and after eating a few mouthfuls he pressed on up the lake side towards Bowness, attended by a handful of farmers sons who had not followed on the first alarm.

Even now, hours after the awakening, and when any moment might end his suspense, any turn in the road bring him face to face with the issue  good or bad, joy or sorrow  he dared not think of the child. He dared not let his mind run on its fear or its suffering, its terrors in the villains hands, or the hardships which its helplessness might bring upon it. To do so were to try his self-control too far. And so he thought the more of the men, the more of vengeance, the more of the hour which would see him face to face with them, and see them face to face with punishment. He rejoiced to think that abduction was one of the two hundred crimes which were punishable with death: and he swore that if he devoted his life to the capture of these wretches they should be taken. And when taken, when they had been dealt with by judge and jury, they should be hanged without benefit of clergy. There should be no talk of respite. His services to the party had earned so much as that  even in these days when radicals were listened to over much, and fanatics like Wolseley and Burdett flung their wealth into the wrong scale.

At Bowness there was no news except a word from Nadin bidding him ride on. And without alighting he pressed on, sternly silent, but with eyes that tirelessly searched the bleak, bare fells for some movement, some hint of flight or chase. He topped the hill beyond Bowness, and drew rein an instant to scan the islets set here and there on the sullen water. Then, after marking carefully the three or four boats which were afloat, he trotted down through Calgarth woods. And on turning the corner that revealed the long gabled house at the Low Wood landing he had a gleam of hope. Here at last was something, some stir, some adequate movement. In the road were a number of men, twenty or thirty, on foot or horseback. A few were standing, others were moving to and fro. Half of them carried Brown Besses, blunderbusses, or old horse-pistols, and three or four were girt with ancient swords lugged for the purpose from bacon-rack or oak chest. The horses of the men matched as ill as their arms, being of all heights and all degrees of shagginess, and some riders had one spur, and some none. But the troop meant business, it was clear, and Anthony Clynes heart went out to them in gratitude. Hitherto he had ridden through a country-side heedless or ignorant of his loss, and of what was afoot; and the tardy intelligence, the slow answer, had tried him sorely. Here at last was an end of that. As the honest dalesmen, gathered before the inn, hauled their hard-mouthed beasts to the edge of the road to make way for him, and doffed their hats in silent sympathy, he thanked them with his eyes.

In spite of his empty sleeve he was off his horse in a moment.

Have they learned anything? he asked, his voice harsh with suppressed emotion.

The nearest man began to explain in the slow northern fashion. No, not as yet, your honour. But we shall, no doubt, i good time. We know that they landed here in a boat.

Ay, your honour, have no fear! cried a second. Well get him back!

And then Nadin came out.

This way, if you please, Squire, he said, touching his arm and leading him aside. We are just starting to scour the hills, but   he broke off and did not say any more until he had drawn Clyne out of earshot.

Then, Its certain that they landed here, he said, turning and facing him. We know that, Squire. And I fancy that they are not far away. The holt is somewhere near, for it is here we lost the other fox. Im pretty sure that if we search the hills for a few hours well light on them. But thats the long way. And damme! vehemently, theres a short way if we are men and not mice.

Clynes eyes gleamed.

A short way? he muttered. In spite of Nadins zeal the Manchester officers manner had more than once disgusted his patron. It had far from that effect now. The man might swear and welcome, be familiar, he what he pleased, if he would also act! If he would recover the child from the cruel hands that held it! His very bluntness and burliness and sufficiency gave hope. A short way? Clyne repeated.

Nadin struck his great fist into the other palm.

Ay, a short way! he answered. Theres a witness here can tell us all we want if she will but speak. I am just from her. A woman who knows and can set us on the track if she chooses! And well have but to ride to covert and take the fox.

Clyne laid his hand on the others arm.

Do you mean, he asked huskily, struggling to keep hope within bounds, that there is some one here  who knows where they are?

I do! Nadin answered with an oath. And knows where the child is. But shell not speak.

Not speak?

No, shell not tell. Its the young lady you were here about before, Squire, to be frank with you.

Miss Damer? in a tone of astonishment.

Ay, Squire, she! Nadin replied. She! And the young madam knows, d  n her! Its all one business, you may take it from me! Its all one gang! She was at the place where they landed after dark last night.

Impossible! Clyne cried. Impossible! I cannot believe you.

Ay, but she was. She let herself down from a window when the house had gone to bed that she might get there. Ay, Squire, you may look, but she did. She did not meet them; she was too soon or too late, we dont know which. But she was there, as sure as I am here! And I suspect  though Bishop, who is a bit of a softy, like most of those London men, doesnt agree  that she was in the thing from the beginning, Squire! And planned it, may be, but youd be the best judge of that. Any way, we are agreed that she knows now. That is clear as daylight!

Knows, and will not tell? Clyne cried. Such conduct seemed too monstrous, too wicked to the man who had strained every nerve to reach his child, who had ridden in terror for hours, trembling at the passage of every minute, grudging the loss of every second. Knows, and will not tell! he repeated. Impossible!

Its not impossible, Squire, Nadin answered. Were clear on it. Were all clear on it.

That she knows where the child is? incredulously. Where they are keeping it?

Thats it.

And will not say?

Nadin grinned.

Not for us, he said, shrugging his shoulders. She may for you. But she is stubborn as a mule. I cant say worse than that. Stubborn as a mule, Squire!

Clyne raised his hand to hide the twitching nostril, the quivering lip that betrayed his agitation. But the hand shook. He could not yet believe that she was privy to this wickedness. But  but if she only knew it now and kept her knowledge to herself  she was, he dared not think what she was. A gust of passion took him at the thought, and whitened his face to the very lips. He had to turn away that the coarse-grained, underbred man beside him might not see too much. And a few seconds went by before he could command his voice sufficiently to ask Nadin what evidence he had of this  this monstrous charge. How do you know  I want to be clear  how do you know, he asked, sternly meeting his eyes, that she left the house last night to meet them? That she was there to meet them? Have you evidence? He could not believe that a woman of his class, of his race, would do this thing.

Evidence? Nadin answered coolly. Plenty! And he told the story of the foot-prints, and of Mr. Suttons experiences in the night; and added that one of the childs woollen mits had been found between the bottom-boards of a boat beached at that spot  a boat which bore signs of recent use. If you are not satisfied and would like to see his reverence, he continued, and question him before you see her  shall I send him to you?

Ay, send him, Clyne said with an effort. He had been incredulous, but the evidence seemed overwhelming. Yet he struggled, he tried to disbelieve. Not because his thoughts still held any tenderness for the girl, or he retained any remnant of the troublesome feeling that had haunted him; for the shock of the childs abduction had driven such small emotions from his mind. But with the country rising about him, amid this gathering of men upon whom he had no claim, but who asked nothing better than to be brought face to face with the authors of the outrage  with these proofs of public sympathy before his eyes it seemed impossible that a woman, a girl, should wantonly set herself on the other side, and shield the criminals. It seemed impossible. But then, when the first news of her elopement with an unknown stranger had reached him, he had thought that impossible! Yet it had turned out to be true, and less than the fact; since the man was not only beneath her, but a radical and a villain!

But I will see Sutton, he muttered, striving to hold his rage in check. I will see Sutton. Perhaps he may be able to explain. Perhaps he may be able to put another face on the matter.

The chaplain would fain have done so; more out of a generous pity for the unfortunate girl than out of any lingering hope of ingratiating himself with her. But he did not know what to say, except that though she had gone to the rendezvous she had not seen nor met any one. He laid stress on that, for he had nothing else to plead. But he had to allow that her purpose had been to meet some one; and at the weak attempt to excuse her Clynes rage broke forth.

She is shameless! he cried. Shameless! Can you say after this that she has given up all dealings with her lover? Though she passed her word and knows him for a married man?

The chaplain shook his head.

I cannot, he said sorrowfully. I cannot say that. But  

She gave her word! Tome. To others.

I allow it. But  

But what? What? with hardly restrained rage. Will you still, sir, take her side against the innocent? Against the child, whom she has conspired to entrap, to carry off, perhaps to murder?

Oh, no, no! Mr. Sutton cried in unfeigned horror. That I do not believe! I do not believe that for an instant! I allow, I admit, he continued eagerly, that she has been weak, and that she has madly, foolishly permitted this wretch to retain a hold over her.

At any rate, Clyne retorted, his rage at a white heat, she has lied to me!

I admit it.

And to others!

The chaplain could only hold out his hands in deprecation.

You will admit that she has continued to communicate with a man she should loathe? A man whom, if she were a modest girl, she would loathe? That she has stolen to midnight interviews with him, leaving this house as a thief leaves it? That she has cast all modesty from her?

Do not, do not be too hard on her! Sutton cried, his face flushing hotly. Captain Clyne, I beg  I beg you to be merciful.

It is she who is hard on herself! But have no fear, Clyne continued, in a voice cold as the winter fells and as pitiless. I shall give her fifteen minutes to come to her senses and behave herself  not as a decent woman, I no longer ask that, but as a woman, any woman, the lowest, would behave herself, to save a childs life. And if she behaves herself  well. And if not, sir, it is not I who will punish her, but the law!

She will speak, the chaplain said. I think she will speak  for you.

He was deeply and honestly concerned for the girl: and full of pity for her, though he did not understand her.

But  suppose I saw her first? he suggested. Just for a few minutes? I could explain.

Nothing that I cannot, Captain Clyne answered grimly. And for a few minutes! Do you not consider, with a look of suspicion, that there has been delay enough already? And too much! Fifteen minutes, with a recurrence of the bitter laugh, she shall have, and not one minute more, if she were my sister!

Mr. Suttons face turned red again.

Remember, sir, he said bravely, that she was going to be your wife.

I do remember it! Clyne retorted with a withering glance. And thank God for His mercy.


CHAPTER XXI

COUSIN MEETS COUSIN

Nadin and the others had not left her more than ten minutes when Henrietta heard his voice under the window. She was still flushed and heated, sore with the things which they had said to her, bruised and battered by their vulgarity and bluster. Indignation still burned in her; and astonishment that they could not see the case as she saw it. The argument in her own mind was clear. They must prove that Walterson had committed this new crime, they must prove that if she betrayed the man she would save the child  and she would speak. Or she would speak if they would undertake to release the man were he not guilty. But short of that, no. She would not turn informer against him, whom she had chosen in her folly  except to save life. What could be more clear, what more fair, what more logical? And was it not monstrous to ask anything beyond this?

She had wrought herself in truth to an almost hysterical stubbornness on the point. The romantic bent that had led her to the verge of ruin still inclined her feelings. Yet when she heard the fathers step approaching along the passage, she trembled. She gazed in terror at the door. The prospect of the fathers tears, the fathers supplication, shook her. She had to say to herself, I must not tell, I must not! I must not! as if the repetition of the words would strengthen her under the torture of his appeal. And when he entered, in the fear of what he might say she was before him. She did not look at him, or heed what message his face conveyed  or she had been frozen into silence. But in a panic she rushed on the subject.

I am sorry, oh, I am so sorry! she cried, tears in her voice. I would do it, if I could, I would indeed. But I cannot, distressfully, I must not! And I beg you to spare me your reproaches.

I have none to make to you, he said.

It was his tone, rather than his words, which cut her like a whip.

None! she cried. Ah, but you blame me? I am sure you do.

I do not blame you, he replied in the same cold tone. My business here has nothing to do with reproaches or with blame. I give you fifteen minutes to tell me what you know, and all you know, of the man Waltersons whereabouts. That told, I have no more to say to you.

She looked at him as one thunderstruck.

And if I do not do that, she murmured, within fifteen minutes? If I do not tell you?

You will go to Appleby gaol, he said, in the same passionless tone. To herd with your like, with such women as may be there. He laid his watch on the table, beside his whip and glove; and he looked not at her, but at it.

And you? You will send me? she answered.

I? he replied slowly. No, I shall merely undo what I did before. My coming last time saved you from the fate which your taste for low company had earned. This time I stand aside and the result will be the same as if I had never come. There is, let me remind you, a minute gone.

She looked at him, her face colourless, but her eyes undaunted. But the look was wasted, for he looked only at his watch.

You are come, then, she said, her voice shaking a little, not to reproach me, but to insult me! To outrage me!

I have no thought of you, he answered.

The words, the tone, lashed her in the face. Her nostrils quivered.

You think only of your child! she cried.

That is all, he answered. And then in the same passionless tone, Do not waste time.

Do not  

Do not waste time! he repeated. That is all I have to say to you.

She stood as one stunned; dazed by his treatment of her; shaken to the soul by his relentless, pitiless tone, by his thinly veiled hatred.

He who had before been cold, precise and just was become inhuman, implacable, a stone. Presently, Three minutes are gone, he said.

And if I tell you? she answered in a voice which, though low, vibrated with resentment and indignation, if I tell you what you wish to know, what then?

I shall save the child  I trust. Certainly I shall save him from further suffering.

And what of me?

You will escape for this time.

Her breast heaved with the passion she restrained. Her foot tapped the floor. Her fingers drummed on the table. Such treatment was not fit treatment for a dog, much less for a woman, a gentlewoman! And his injustice! How dared he! How dared he! What had she done to deserve it? Nothing! No, nothing to deserve this.

Meanwhile he seemed to have eyes only for his watch, laid open on the table before him. But he noted the signs, and he fancied that she was about to break down, that she was yielding, that in a moment she would fall to weeping, perhaps would fall on her knees  and tell him all. A faint surprise, therefore, pierced his pitiless composure when, after the lapse of a long minute, she spoke in a tone that was comparatively calm and decided.

You have forgotten, she said slowly, that I am of your blood! That I was to be your wife!

It was you who forgot that! he replied.

She had her riposte ready.

And wisely! she answered, and wisely! How wisely you have proved to me to-day  you,  with scorn equal to his own who are willing to sacrifice me, a helpless woman, on the mere chance of saving your child! Who are willing to send me, a woman of your blood, to prison and to shame, to herd  you have said it yourself  with such vile women as prisons hold! And that on the mere chance of saving your son! For shame, Captain Clyne, for shame!

You are wasting time, he answered. You have eight minutes.

You are determined that I shall go?

Or speak.

Will you not hear, she asked slowly, what I have to say on my side? What reason I have for not speaking? What excuse? What extenuation of my conduct?

No, he replied. Your reasons for speaking or not speaking, your conduct or misconduct, are nothing to me. I am thinking of my child.

And not at all of me?

No.

Yet listen, she said, with something approaching menace in her tone, for you will think of me! You will think of me  presently! When it is too late, Captain Clyne, you will remember that I stood before you, that I was alone and helpless, and you would not hear my reasons nor my excuses. You will remember that I was a girl, abandoned by all, left alone among strangers and spies, without friend or adviser.

I, he said, coldly interrupting her, was willing to advise you. But you took your own path. You know that.

I know, she retorted with sudden passion, that you were willing to insult me! That you were willing to set me, because I had committed an act of folly, as low as the lowest! So low that all men were the same to me! So low that I might be handed like a carters daughter who had misbehaved herself, to the first man who was willing to cover her disgrace. That! that was your way of helping me and advising me!

In two minutes, he said in measured accents, the time will be up!

He appeared to be quite unmoved by her reproaches. His manner was as cold, as repellant, as harsh as ever. But he was not so entirely untouched by her appeal as he wished her to think. For the time, indeed, his heart was numbed by anxiety, his breast was rendered insensible by the grip of suspense. But the barbed arrows of her reproaches stuck and remained. And presently the wounds would smart and rankle, troubling his conscience, if not his heart. It is possible that he had already a suspicion of this. If so, it only deepened his rage and his hostility.

With the same pitiless composure, he repeated:

In two minutes. There is still time, but no more than time.

You have told me that you do not wish to hear my reasons?

For silence? I do not.

They will not turn you, her voice shook under the maddening sense of his injustice, whatever they are?

No, he answered, they will not. And having said that I have said all that I propose to say.

You condemn me unheard?

I condemn you? No, the law will condemn you, if you are condemned.

Then I, too, she answered, with a beating heart  for indignation almost choked her have said all that I propose to say. All!

Think! Think, girl! he cried.

She was silent.

He closed his watch with a sharp, clicking sound, and put it in his fob.

You will not speak? he said.

No!

Then passion, long restrained, long kept under, swept him away. He took a stride forward, and before she guessed what he would be at, he had seized her wrist, gripping it cruelly.

But you shall!  you shall! he cried. His face full of passion was close to hers, he pressed her a pace backwards. You vixen! Speak now! he cried. Speak!

Let me go! she cried.

Speak or I will force it from you. Where is he?

I will never speak! she panted, struggling with him, and trying to snatch her arm from him. I will never speak! You coward! Let me go!

Speak or I will break your wrist, he hissed.

He was hurting her horribly.

But, Never! Never! Never! She shrieked the word at him, her face white with rage and pain, her eyes blazing. Never, you coward. You coward! Let me go!

He let her go then  too late remembering himself. He stepped back. Breathing hard, she leant against the table, and nursed her bruised wrist in the other hand. Her face, an instant before white, now flamed with anger. Never, never since she was a little child had she been so treated, so handled! Every fibre in her was in revolt. But she did not speak. She only, rocking herself slightly to and fro, scathed him with her eyes. The coward! The coward!

And he was as yet too angry  though he had remembered himself and released her  to feel much shame for what he had done. He was too wrapt in the boy and his object to think soberly of anything else. He went, his hand shaking a little, his face disordered by the outbreak, to the bell and rang it. As he turned again,

Your ruin be on your own head! he cried.

And he looked at her, hating her, hating her rebellious bearing.

He saw in her, with her glowing cheeks and eyes bright with fury, the murderess of his boy. What else, since, if it was not her plan, she covered it? Since, if it was not her deed, she would not stay it? She must be one of those feminine monsters, those Brinvilliers, blonde and innocent to the eye, whom passion degraded to the lowest! Whom a cursed infatuation made suddenly most base, driving them to excesses and crimes.

While she, her breast boiling with indignation, her heart bursting with the sense of bodily outrage, of bodily pain, forgot the anguish he was suffering. She forgot the provocation that had exasperated him to madness, that had driven him to violence. She saw in him a cowardly bully, a man cruel, without shame or feeling. She fully believed now that he had flogged a seaman to death. Why not, since he had so treated her? Why not, since it was clear that there was no torture to which he would not resort, if he dared, to wring from her the secret he desired?

And a torrent of words, a flood of scathing reproaches and fierce home-truths, rose to her lips. But she repressed them. To complain was to add to her humiliation, to augment her shame. To protest was to stoop lower. And strung to the highest pitch of animosity they remained confronting one another in silence, until the door opened and Justice Hornyold entered, followed by his clerk. After these Nadin, Bishop, Mr. Sutton, and two or three more trooped in until the room was half full of people.

It was clear that they had had their orders below, and knew what to expect; for all looked grave, and some nervous. Even Hornyold betrayed by his air, half sheepish and half pompous, that he was not quite comfortable.

The young lady has not spoken? he said.

No, Clyne answered, breathing quickly. He could not in a moment return to his ordinary self. She refuses to speak.

You have laid before her reasons?

He averted his eyes.

I have said all I can, he muttered sullenly. I have assured myself that she is privy to this matter, and I withdraw the informal undertaking which I gave a fortnight ago that she should be forthcoming if wanted. Unless, therefore, you are satisfied with the landlords bail  but that is for you.

Mr. Hornyold shook his head.

With this new charge advanced? he said. No, I am afraid not. Certainly not. But perhaps, looking at her, the young lady will still change her mind. To change the mind  with a feeble grin is a ladys privilege.

I shall not tell you anything, Henrietta said with a catch in her breath. She hid her smarting, tingling wrist behind her. She might have complained; but not for the world would she have let them know what he had done to her, what she had suffered.

Mr. Sutton, who was standing in the background, stepped forward.

Miss Damer, he said earnestly, I beg you, I implore you to think.

I have thought, she answered with stubborn anger. And if I could help him, she pointed to Clyne, if I could help him by lifting my finger  

Oh, dear, dear! the chaplain cried, appalled by her vehemence. Dont say that! Dont say that!

What shall I say, then? she answered  still she remembered herself. I have told you that I know nothing of the abduction of his child. That is all I have to say.

Hornyold shook his sleek head again.

I am afraid that wont do, he said. What  consulting Nadin with his eye what do the officers say?

Nadin laughed curtly.

Not by no means, it wont do! he said. What she says is slap up against the evidence, sir, and evidence strong enough to hang a man. The truth is, your reverence, the young lady has had every chance, and all said and done we are losing time. And time is more than money! The sooner she is under lock and key the better.

You apply that she be committed? Hornyold asked slowly.

I do, sir.

The Justice looked at Bishop.

Do you join in the application? he asked.

The officer nodded, but with evident reluctance.

The clerk, who had taken his seat at the corner of the table and laid some papers before him, dipped his pen in the inkhorn, which he carried at his button-hole. He prepared to write. On the charge of being accessory? he said in a low voice. Before or after, Mr. Nadin?

Both, said Nadin.

After, said Bishop.

The clerk looked from one to the other, and then began to write; but slowly, and as if he wished to leave as long as possible a locus penitentiæ. It was a feeling shared by all except Captain Clyne. Even the Manchester man, hardened as he was by a rude life in the roughest of towns, had had jobs more to his taste  and wished it done; while the feeling of the greater part was one of pity. The girl was so young, her breeding and refinement were so manifest, her courage so high, she confronted them so bravely, that they were sensible of something cruel in their attitude to her; gathered as they were many to one  and that one a woman with no one of her sex beside her. They recoiled from the idea of using force to her. And now it was really come to the point of imprisoning her, those who had a notion what a prison was disliked it most; fearing not only that she might resist removal and cause a heart-rending scene, but still more that she had unknown sufferings before her.

For the prisons of that day were not the prisons of to-day. There was no separation of one class of offenders from another. There were no separate cells, there were rarely even separate beds. Girls awaiting trial were liable to be locked up with the worst women-felons. Nay, the very warders were often old offenders, who had earned their places by favour. In small country prisons, conditions were better, but air, light, space, and cleanliness were woefully lacking. Something might be done, no doubt, to soften the lot of a prisoner of Henriettas class; but indulgence depended on the whim of the jailor  who at Appleby was a blacksmith!  and could be withdrawn as easily as it was granted.

Suddenly the clerk looked up over his glasses. The full name, he said, if you please.

Henrietta Mary Damer. It was Clyne who spoke.

The clerk added the name, and rising from his seat offered the pen to the magistrate. But Hornyold hesitated. He looked flurried, and something startled.

But should not   he murmured, ought we not to communicate with her brother  with  Sir Charles? He must be her guardian!

Sir Charles, Clyne answered, has repudiated all responsibility. It would be useless to apply to him. I have seen him. And the matter is a criminal matter.

The girl said nothing, but her colour faded suddenly. And in the eyes of one or two she seemed a more pitiful figure, standing alone and mute, than before. But for the awe in which they held Clyne, and their knowledge of his reason for severity, the chaplain and Long Tom Gilson, who was one of those by the door, would have intervened. As it was, Hornyold stooped to the table and signed the form  or was signing it when the clerk spoke.

One moment, your reverence, he said in a low voice. The debtors quarters at Appleby, where theyd be sure to put the young lady, are as good as under water at this time of the year. Kendals nearer, shed be better there. And youve power to say which it shall be.

Kendal, then, Hornyold assented. The name was altered and he signed the committal.

As he rose from the table, constraint fell on one and all. They wondered nervously what was to come next; and it was left to Nadin to put an end to the scene. Landlord! he said, turning to the door, a chaise for Kendal in ten minutes. And send your servant to go with the young lady to her room, and get together what shell want. Youd best take her, Bishop.

Bishop assented in a low tone, and Gilson went out to give the order. Hornyold said something to Clyne and they talked together in low tones and with averted faces. Then, still talking, they moved to the door and went out without looking towards her. The clerk gathered up his papers, handed one to Bishop, and fastened the others together with a piece of red tape. That done, he, too, rose and followed the magistrate, making her an awkward bow as he passed. Mr. Sutton alone remained, and, pale and excited, fidgeted to and fro; he could not bear to stay, and he could not bear to leave the girl alone with the officers. Possibly  but to do him justice this went for little  he might by staying commend himself to her, he might wipe out the awkward impression made by the nights adventure. But Clyne put in his head and called him in a peremptory tone; and he had to go with a feeble apologetic glance at her. She was left standing by the table, alone with the officers.

For an instant she looked wildly at the door. Then, May I go to my room now? she asked in a low tone.

Not alone, Nadin answered  but civilly, for him. In a moment the woman will be here, and you can go with her. Its not quite regular, but well stretch a point. But you must not be long, miss! Youll have no need, with a faint grin, of many frocks, or furbelows, where youre going.


CHAPTER XXII

MR. SUTTONS NEW RÔLE

When the chaise which carried the prisoner to Kendal had left the inn, and the search parties had gone their way under leaders who knew the country, and the long tail of the last shaggy pony had whisked itself out of sight, a dullness exceeding that of November settled down on the inn by the lake. The road in front ran, a dull, unbroken ribbon, along the water-side; and alone and melancholy the chaplain walked up and down, up and down, the last man left. Occasionally Mrs. Gilson appeared at the door and looked this way and that; but her eye was sombre and her manner did not invite approach or confidence. Occasionally, too, Modest Anns face was pressed against the window of the coffee-room, where she was setting out the long table against evening; but she was disguised in tears and temper, and before Mr. Sutton could identify the phenomenon, or grasp its meaning, she was gone. The frosty promise of the morning had vanished, and in its place leaden clouds dulled sky and lake, and hung heavy and black on the scarred forehead of Bow Fell. Mr. Sutton looked above and below, and this way and that, and, too restless to go in, found no comfort without. He wished that he had gone with the searchers, though he knew not a step of the country. He wished that he had said more for the girl, and stood up for her more firmly, though to do so had been to quarrel with his patron. Above all, he wished that he had never seen her, never given way to the temptation to aspire to her, never started in pursuit of her  last of all, that he had never stooped to spy on her. He was ill content with himself and his work; ill content with the world, his patron, everybody, everything. No man was ever worse content.

For Nemesis in an unexpected form was overtaking, nay even as he walked the road, had overtaken the chaplain. He had come to marry, he remained to love; he had come to enjoy, he remained to suffer. He had come, dazzled by the girls rank and fortune, that rank and that fortune which he had thought so much above himself, and to which her beauty added so piquant and delicate a charm. And, lo, it was neither her rank, nor her fortune, nor her beauty that, as he walked, beat at his heart and would be heard, would have entrance; but the girls lonely plight and her disgrace and her trouble. On a sudden, as he went helplessly and aimlessly and unhappily up and down the road, he recognised the truth; he knew what was the matter with him. His eyes filled, his feelings overcame him  and no man was ever more surprised. He had to walk a little way down the road before, out of ken of the horse, he dared to wipe the tears from his cheeks. Nor even then could he refrain from one or two foolish, unmanly gasps.

I did not think that I was  such a fool! he muttered. Such a fool! I didnt think it!

When he regained command of himself he found that his feet had borne him to the gate-pillar where so much had happened the previous day. To the very place where he had surprised Henrietta as she arranged her signal, and where she had so nearly surprised him in the act of watching her! In his new-born repentance, in his newborn honesty he hated the place; he hated it only less than he hated the conduct of which it reminded him. And partly out of sentiment, partly out of some unowned notion of doing penance, he turned and slowly retraced her course to the inn, treading as far as possible where she had trodden. When he reached the door he did not go in, but, unwilling to face any one, he went on as far as a seat on the foreshore, where he had seen her sit. And the sentiment of her presence still forming the attraction, he wondered if she had paused there on that morning, or if she had gone indoors at once.

He was so unhappy that he did not feel the cold. The thought of her warmed him, and he sat for a minute or two, with his eyes on the gloomy face of the lake that, towards the farther shore, frowned more darkly under the shadow of the woods. He wished that he understood her conduct better, that he had the clue to it. He wished that he understood her refusal to speak. But right or wrong, she was in trouble and he loved her. Ay, right or wrong! For good or ill! Still he sighed, for all was very dark. And presently he went to rise.

His eyes in the act fell on a few scraps of paper which lay at his feet and showed the whiter for the general gloom. Letters were not so common then as now. It was much if one person in five could write. The postage on a note sent from the south of England to the north was a shilling; the pages were crossed and recrossed, were often read and cherished long. Paper, therefore, did not lie abroad, as it lies abroad now; and Mr. Sutton  hardly knowing what he did  bent his eyes on the scraps. He was long-sighted, and on one morsel a little larger than its neighbours, he read the word gate.

In other circumstances he would not ten seconds later have known what words he had read. But at the moment he had the incident of the gate-post in his head  and Henrietta; and he apprehended as in a flash that this might be the summons which had called her forth the previous night  to her great damage. He conceived that after answering it by setting the signal on the gate-post she might have come to this place, and before going into the house might have torn up the letter and scattered the pieces abroad. If so the secret lay at his feet; and if he stooped and took it up, he might help her.

He hung in doubt a few seconds. For he was grown strangely scrupulous. But he reflected that he could destroy the evidence if it bore against her  he would destroy it! And he gave way. Furtively, but with an eager hand, he collected the scraps of paper. There were about a score, the size of dice, and discoloured by moisture, strewn here and there round the seat. Behind, among the prickly shoots and brown roots of a gorse-bush were as many more, as if she had dropped a handful there. Another dozen he tracked down, one here, one there, in spots to which the wind had carried them. It was unlikely that he had got all, even then. But though he searched as narrowly as he dared  even going on his knees beside the bush  he could find no more. Doubtless the wind had taken toll; and at length, carrying what he had found hidden in his hand, he went into the house and sought refuge in his bedroom.

Eagerly, though he had little hope of finding the result to his mind, he began to arrange the morsels. He found the task less hard than he had anticipated. Guided by the straight edges of the paper, he contrived in eight or nine minutes to piece the letter together; to such an extent, at any rate, as enabled him to gather its drift. About a fifth of the words were missing; and among these missing words were the opening phrase, the last two words, and about a score in the body of the note. But the gist of the message was clear, its tone and feeling survived; and they not only negatived the notion that Henrietta was in league with Walterson, but presented in all its strength the appeal which his prayer must needs have made to the heart of a romantic girl.



... ed you ill, but men are not as women and I was tempted ... I do not ask ... forgive ... I ask you to save me. I am in your hands. If you ... the heart to leave me to a ... lent death, all is said. If you have mercy meet my ... ger at ten to-mor ... ning ... Troutbeck lane comes down to the lake. As I hope to live you run no risk and can suffer no harm. If you are merci ... spare me ... put a ... stone, before noon to-morrow, on the post of the ... gate....



Strange to say, Mr. Suttons first feeling, when he had assured himself of the truth, was an excessive, furious indignation against his patron. He forgot, in his pity for the girl, the provocation which Captain Clyne had suffered. He forgot the childs peril and the pressure which this had laid on the fathers feelings. He forgot the light in which the girls stubborn silence had placed her in the eyes of one who believed that she could save by a word that which he held more precious than his life. The chaplain was a narrow, and in secret a conceited man; he had been guilty of some things that ill became his cloth. But he had under his cloth a heart that once roused was capable of generous passion. And as he stalked up and down the room in a frenzy of love and pity and indignation, he longed for the moment which should see him face to face with Captain Clyne. The letter once shown, he did not conceive that there would be the least difficulty in freeing the girl; and he yearned for the return of the search parties. It was past four already; in the valley it was growing dusk. Yet if Clyne returned soon the girl might be released before night. She might be spared the humiliation, it might well be the misery, of a night in prison.

His room looked to the back of the inn; and here where all the afternoon had been plucking of ducks and fowls, and slicing of flitches  for some of the searchers would need to be fed  lights were beginning to shine and a cheerful stir and a warm promise of comfort to prevail. From the kitchen, where the jacks were turning, firelight streamed across the yard, and pattens clicked, and dogs occasionally yelped; and now and again Mrs. Gilsons voice clacked strenuously. In the heat of his feelings Mr. Sutton compared this outlook with the cold quarters that held his Henrietta; and tears rose anew as he pictured the dank prison yard and the bare stone rooms, and the squalor and the company. After that he could not sit still. He could not wait. He must be acting. He must tell his discovery to some one, no matter to whom. He arranged the letter between the pages of a book and, having arranged it, took the book under his arm and ran downstairs. At the door of her snuggery he came upon Mrs. Gilson, who had just had words with Modest Ann. She eyed him sourly.

I want to show you something! he said impetuously, forgetting his fear of her. I have discovered something, maam! A thing of the utmost importance.

She grunted.

If it has to do with the child, she said grudgingly, Ill hear it, and thank you.

It has naught to do with the child, he answered bluntly. It has to do with Miss Damer.

Then Ill have naught to do with it! the landlady retorted with equal bluntness, pursing up her lips and speaking as drily as a file. Ive washed my hands of her.

But listen to me! he replied. Listen to me, Mrs. Gilson! Heres a young lady  

Thats behaved bad from the beginning  bad! the landlady answered, cutting him short. As bad as woman could! A woman, indeed, would have had some heart, and not have left an innocent child in the hands of a parcel of murderous villains! No, no, my gentleman, youll not persuade me. An egg is good or bad, as you find it, and tis no good saying that the yolk is good when the white is tainted?

But see here, maam  he was bursting with indignation you are entirely wrong! Entirely wrong!

Then your reverence had best speak to Captain Clyne, for its not my business! Mrs. Gilson retorted crushingly. Im no scholar and dont meddle with writings. And she turned her broad back upon him and the book which he proffered her.

Mr. Sutton stood a moment in anger equal to his discomfiture. Then he went back slowly to his pacing in the road. After all the woman could do nothing, she was nothing. And the search parties would be returning soon. For night was falling. The last pale daylight was dying on the high fells towards Patterdale; the outlines of the low lands about the lake were fading into the blur of night. Here and there a tiny rushlight shone out, high up, and marked a hill-farm. Possibly the searchers had found the child. In that case, Mr. Suttons heart, which should have leapt at the thought, only mildly rejoiced; and that, rather on account of the favourable turn the discovery might give to Henriettas affairs, than for his patrons sake. Not that he was not sorry for the child, and sorry for the father; he tried, indeed, to feel more sorry. But he was not a man of warm feelings, and his sensibilities were selfish. He could not be expected to blossom out in a moment in more directions than one. It was something if he had learned in the few days he had spent by the lake to think of any other than himself.

Had he been more anxious, had it been not he, but the father, who paced there in suspense, dwelling on what a moment might bring forth, he had been keener to notice things. He had traced, down the shoulder of Wansfell, the slow march of a dancing light that marked the descent of one of the parties. He had heard afar off the voices of the men, who announced from Calgarth that Mrs. Watsons servants had searched the woods as far as Elleray, but without success  these, indeed, were the first to come in. Hard on them arrived a band, under Mr. Curwens bailiff, which had made the tour of the islands  Belle Isle, Lady Holm, Thompsons Holm, and the rest  with the same result; and almost at the same moment rode in, with jaded horses, the troop of yeomen who had undertaken to traverse the broken country at the head of the lake, between the Brathay and the Rotha. Two parties, the Troutbeck contingent with which was Captain Clyne, and the riders who had chosen Stock Ghyll valley and the Kirkstone, were still out at seven; and as the others had met with no success, their return was eagerly awaited. For the road between the inn and the lake was astir with life. Ostlers lanthorns twinkled hither and thither, and the place was like a fair. A crowd of men, muffled in homespun plaids, blocked the doorway, and gabbling over their ale, stared now in one direction, now in the other; while the more highly favoured flocked into the snuggery and coffee-room and there discussed the chances in stentorian tones. The chaplain, with his feelings engaged elsewhere, wondered at the fury of some, and the heat of all; and was shocked by their oaths and threats of vengeance.

Clyne and his party came in about half-past seven; and as it chanced that the Stock Ghyll troop arrived at the same minute, the whole house turned out to meet the two, and learn their news. Alas, the downcast faces of the riders told it sufficiently; and every head was uncovered as Clyne, with stern and moody eyes, rode to the door and dismounted. He turned to the throng of faces, and the lanthorn-light falling on his features showed them pale and disturbed.

My friends, he said, I thank you. I shall not forget this day. I shall never forget this day. I   and then, though he was a practised speaker, he could not say more or go on. He made a gesture, at once pathetic and dignified, with his single arm, and turning from them went slowly up the stairs with his chin on his breast.
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... every head was uncovered as Clyne ... rode to the door

The farmers were Tories to a man. Even Broughams silver tongue had failed (in the election of the year before) to turn them against the Lowthers. They were of the class from whom the yeomanry were drawn, and they had scant sympathy with the radical weavers of Rochdale and Bury, Bolton and Manchester. Had they caught the villains at this moment, they had made short work of them. They watched the slight figure with its empty sleeve as it passed into the house, and their looks of compassion were exceeded only by their curses loud and deep. And pitiful indeed was the tale which those, who were forced to leave, carried home to their wives and daughters on the fells.

The chaplain, hovering on the edge of the chattering groups, could not come at once at his patron, who had no sooner reached the head of the stairs than he was beset by Nadin and others with reports and arrangements. But as soon as Clyne had gone wearily to his room to take some food before starting afresh  for it was determined to continue the search as soon as the moon rose  the chaplain went to him with his book under his arm.

He found Clyne seated before the fire, with his chin on his hand and his attitude one of the deepest despondency. He had borne up with difficulty under the public gaze; he gave way, martinet as he was, the moment he was alone. The reflection that the child might have been within reach of his voice, yet beyond his help, that it might be crying to him even now, and crying in vain, that each hour which exposed it to hardship endangered its life  such thoughts harrowed the fathers feelings almost beyond endurance. Sutton suspected from his attitude that he was praying; and for a moment the chaplain, touched and affected, was in two minds about disturbing him. But he, too, had his harassing thoughts. His heart, too, burned with pity. And to turn back now was to abandon hope  grown forlorn already  of freeing Henrietta that evening. He went forward therefore with boldness. He laid his book on the table, and finding himself unheeded, cleared his throat.

I have something here, he said  and his voice despite himself was needlessly stiff and distant which I think it my duty, Captain Clyne, to show you without delay.

Clyne turned slowly and rose as he turned.

To show me? he muttered.

Yes.

What is it? You have not  raising his eyes with a sudden intake of breath discovered anything? A clue?

I have discovered something, the chaplain answered slowly. It is a clue of a kind.

A rush of blood darkened Clynes face. He held out a shaking hand.

To where the lad is? he ejaculated, taking a step forward. To where they have taken him? If it be so, God bless you, Sutton! God bless you! God bless you! Ill never  

The clergyman cut him short. He was shocked by the others intense excitement and frightened by the swelling of his features. He stayed him by a gesture.

Nay, nay, he cried. I did not mean, sir, to awaken false hopes. Pray pardon me. Pray pardon me. It is a clue, but to Miss Damers conduct this morning! To her conduct throughout. To her reasons for silence. Which were not, I am now able to show you, connected with any feeling of hostility to you, Captain Clyne, but rather imposed upon her  

But Clynes face had settled into a mask of stone. Only he knew what the disappointment was! And at that word, I care not what they were! he said in a voice incredibly harsh, or how imposed! If that be all  if that is all you are here to tell me  

But if it be all, it is all to her! Sutton retorted, stung in his turn. And most urgent, sir.

As to her?

As to her. It places her conduct in an entirely different light, Captain Clyne, and one which it is your duty to recognise.

Have I not said, Clyne answered with bitter vehemence, that I wish to hear naught of her conduct? Do you know, sir, in what light I regard her?

I hope in none that  that  

As a murderess, Clyne answered in the same tone of restrained fury. She has conspired against a child! A boy who never harmed her, and now never could have harmed her! She is not worthy of the name of woman! I thank God that He has helped me to keep her out of my mind as I rode to-day. And you  you must needs bring her up again! Know that I loathe and detest her, sir, and pray that I may never see her, never hear her name again!

Mr. Sutton raised his hands in horror.

You are unjust! he cried. Indeed, indeed, you are unjust!

What is that to you? And who are you to talk to me? Is it your child who is missing? Your child who is being tortured, perhaps out of life? Who, a cripple, is being dragged at these mens heels? You? You? What have you to do with this?

The tone was crushing. But the chaplain, too, had his stubborn side, and resentment flamed within him as he thought of the girl and her lot. Do I understand then, he said  he was very pale that you refuse to hear what I have by chance discovered  in Miss Damers favour?

I do.

That you will not, Captain Clyne, even look at this letter  this letter which I have found and which exonerates her?

Never! Clyne replied harshly. Never! And, now you know my mind, go, sir, and do not return to this subject! This is no time for trifling, nor am I in the mood.

But the chaplain held his ground, though he was very nervous. And a resolution, great and heroic, took shape within him, growing in a moment to full size  he knew not how. He raised his meagre figure to its full height, and his pale peaky face assumed a dignity which the pulpit had never known. I, too, am in no mood for trifling, Captain Clyne, he said. But I do not hold this matter trifling. On the contrary, I wish you to understand that I think it so important that I consider it my duty to press it upon you by every means in my power!

Clyne looked at him wrathfully, astonished at his presumption. The girl has turned your head, he said.

The chaplain waived the words aside. And therefore, he continued, if you decline, Captain Clyne, to read this letter, or to consider the evidence it contains  

That I do absolutely! Absolutely!

I beg to resign my office, Mr. Sutton responded, trembling violently. I will no longer  I will no longer serve one, however much I respect him, or whatever my obligations to him, who refuses to do justice to his own kith and kin, who refuses to stand between a helpless girl and wrong! Vile wrong! And he made a gesture with his hands as if he laid something on the table.

If his object was to gain possession of Captain Clynes attention he succeeded. Clyne looked at him with as much surprise as anger.

She has certainly turned your head, he said in a lower tone, if you are not playing a sorry jest, that is. What is it to you, man, if I follow my own judgment? What is Miss Damer to you?

You offered her to me, with a trembling approach to sarcasm, for my wife. She is so much to me.

But I understood that she would not take you, Clyne retorted; and now he spoke wearily. The surprise of the others defiance was beginning to wear off. But, there, perhaps I was mistaken, and then your anxiety for her interests is explained.

Explain it as you please, Mr. Sutton answered with fire, if you will read this letter and weigh it.

I will not, Clyne returned, his anger rising anew. Once for all, I will not!

Then I resign the chaplaincy I hold, sir.

Resign and be d  d! the naval captain answered. The day had cruelly tried his temper.

Your words to me, Mr. Sutton retorted furiously, and your conduct to her are of a piece! And white with passion, his limbs trembling with excitement, he strode to the door. He halted on the threshold, bowed low, and went out.


CHAPTER XXIII

IN KENDAL GAOL

Bishop, in his corner of the chaise, made his burly person as small as he could. He tried his best to hide his brown tops and square-toed boots. In her corner Henrietta sat upright, staring rigidly before her. For just one moment, as she passed from the house to the carriage, under a score of staring eyes, a scarlet flush had risen to her very hair, and she had shrunk back. But the colour had faded as quickly as it had risen; she had restrained herself, and taken her seat. And now the screes of Bow Fell, flecked with snow, were not more cold and hard than her face as she gazed at the postilions moving back and saw it not. She knew that she was down now without hope of rising; that, the prison doors once closed on her, their shadow would rest on her always. And her heart was numbed by despair. The burning sense of injustice, of unfairness, which sears and hardens the human heart more quickly and more completely than any other emotion, would awaken presently. But for the time she sat stunned and hopeless; dazed and confounded by the astonishing thing which had happened to her. To be sent to prison! To be sent to herd  she remembered his very words  with such vile creatures as prisons hold! To be at the beck and call of such a man as this who sat beside her. To have to obey; and to belong no longer to herself, but to others! As she thought of all this, and of the ordeal before her, fraught with humiliations yet unknown, a hunted look grew in her eyes, and for a few minutes she glanced wildly first out of this window, then out of that. To prison! She was going to prison!

Fortunately her native courage came to her aid in her extremity. And Bishop, who was not blind to her emotion, spoke.

Dont you be over-frightened, miss, he said soothingly. Theres naught to be scared about. Ill speak to them, and theyll treat you well. Not that a gaol is a comfortable place, he continued, remembering his duty to his employer; and if you could see your way to speaking  even now, miss  Id take it on me to turn the horses.

I have nothing to say, she answered, with a shudder and an effort  for her throat was dry. But the mere act of speaking broke the spell and relieved her of some of her fears.

Its the little boy Im thinking of, Bishop continued in a tone of apology. Captain Clyne thinks the world of him. The world of him! But, lord, miss! abruptly changing his tone, as his eyes alighted on her wrist, what have you done to your arm?

She hid her wrist quickly, and with her face averted said that it was nothing, nothing.

Bishop shook his head sagely.

I doubt you bruised it getting out of the window, he said. Well, well, miss; live and learn. Another time youll be wiser, I hope; and not do such things.

She did not answer, and the chaise passing by Plumgarth began to descend into the wide stony valley. Below them the white-washed walls and slated roofs and mills of Kendal could be seen clustering about the Castle Bow and the old grey ruin that rises above the Ken river. On either hand bleak hills, seamed with grey walls, made up a landscape that rose without beauty to a lowering sky. There were few trees, no hedges; and somewhere the cracked bell of a drugget factory or a dye-works was clanging out a monotonous summons. To Henriettas eye  fresh from the lake-side verdure  and still more to her heart, the northern landscape struck cold and cheerless. It had given her but a sorry welcome had she been on her way to seek the hospitality of the inn. How much poorer was its welcome when she had no prospect before her but the scant comfort and unknown hardships of a gaol!

The chaise did not enter the town, but a furlong short of it turned aside and made for a group of windowless buildings, which crowned a small eminence a bow-shot from the houses. As the horses drew the chaise up the ascent to a heavy stone doorway, Henrietta had time to see that the entrance was mean, if strong, and the place as unpretending as it was dull. Nevertheless, her heart beat almost to suffocation, as she stepped out at a word from Bishop, who had alighted at once and knocked at the iron-studded door. With small delay a grating was opened, a pale face, marked by high, hollow temples, looked out; and some three or four sentences were exchanged. Then the door was unlocked and thrown open. Bishop signed to her to enter first and she did so  after an imperceptible pause. She found herself in a small well-like yard, with the door and window of the prison-lodge on her left and dead walls on the other sides.

Two children were playing on the steps of the lodge, and some linen, dubiously drying in the cold winter air, hung on a line stretched from the window to a holdfast in the opposite wall. Unfortunately, the yard had been recently washed, and still ran with water; so that these homely uses, and even the bench and pump which stood in a corner, failed to impart much cheerfulness to its aspect. Had Henriettas heart been capable of sinking lower it had certainly done so.

The children stared open-mouthed at her: but not with half as much astonishment as the man in shirt sleeves who had admitted her. Eh, sir, but youve brought the cage a fine bird, he said at last. Your servant, miss. Well, well, well! with surprise. And he scratched his head and grinned openly. Debtors side, I suppose?

Remand, Bishop answered with a wink and a meaning shake of the head. Heres the warrant. Alls right. And then to Henrietta If youll sit down on that bench, miss, Ill fix things up for you.

The girl, her face a little paler than usual, sat down as she was bidden, and looked about her. This was not her notion of a prison; for here were neither gyves nor dungeons, but just a slatternly, damp yard  as like as could be to some small backyard in the out-offices of her brothers house. Nevertheless, the gyves might be waiting for her out of sight; and with or without them, the place was horribly depressing that winter afternoon. The sky was grey above, the walls were grey, the pavement grey. She was almost glad when Bishop and the man in shirt-sleeves emerged from the lodge followed by a tall, hard-featured woman in a dirty mob-cap. The womans arms were bare to the elbow, and she carried a jingling bunch of keys. She eyed Henrietta with dull dislike.

That is settled, then, Bishop said, a little overdoing the cheerfulness at which he aimed. Mother Weighton will see to you, and twill be all right. There are four on the debtors side, and youll be best in the women-felons, she thinks, since its empty, and youll have it all to yourself.

Henrietta heaved a deep sigh of relief. I shall be alone, then? she said. Oh, thank you.

Ay, youll be alone, the woman answered, staring at her. Very much alone! But Im not sure youll thank me, by-and-by. You madams are pretty loud for company, Ive always found, when youve had your own a bit. Then, You dont mind being locked up in a yard by yourself? she continued, with a close look at the girls face and long grey riding-dress.

Oh no, I shall be grateful to you, Henrietta said eagerly, if you will let me be alone.

Ah, well, well see how you like it, the woman retorted. Here, Ben, to her husband, I suppose she is too much of a fine lady to carry her band-box  yet awhile. Do you bring it.

I am sure, Bishop said, the young lady will be grateful for any kindness, Mrs. Weighton. I will wait till youve lodged her comfortably. God bless my soul, he continued, screwing up his features, as he affected to look about him, I dont know that ones not as well in as out!

Well, theres no writs nor burglars! the jailor answered with a grin. And the young folks, male nor female, dont get into trouble through staying out o nights. Now, then, missis, to his wife, no need to be all day over it.

The woman unlocked a low door in the wall opposite the lodge, but at the inner end of the yard; and she signed to Henrietta to enter before her. The girl did so, and found herself in a flagged yard about thirty feet square. On her right were four mean-looking doors having above each a grated aperture. Henrietta eyed these and her heart sank. They were only too like the dungeons she had foreseen! But the jailors wife turned to the opposite side of the yard where were two doors with small glazed windows over them. The two sides that remained consisted of high walls, surmounted by iron spikes.

Well put you in a day-room as theyre all empty, the woman grumbled. She meant not ill, but she had the unfortunate knack of making all her concessions with a bad grace.

Thereupon she unlocked one of the doors, and disclosed a small whitewashed room, cold, but passably clean. A rough bench and table occupied the middle of the floor, and in a corner stood a clumsy spinning-wheel. The floor was of stone, but there was a makeshift fireplace, dulled by rust and dirt.

Get in a bedstead, Ben, she continued. I suppose, looking abruptly at Henrietta, you are not used to chaff, young woman?

The girl stared.

I dont understand, I am afraid, she faltered.

You are used to feathers, I dare say? with a sneer.

Oh, for a bed?

What else? impatiently. Good lord, havent you your senses? You can have your choice. Its eight-pence for chaff, and a shilling for feathers.

I dont mind paying while Ive money, Henrietta said humbly. If youll please to charge me what is right.

Well, its cheap enough, lord knows; for since the changes theres no garnish this side. And for the third of the earnings thats left to us, Id not give fippence a week for all!

The man had dragged in, while she talked, a kind of wooden trough for the bed, and set it in a corner. He had then departed for firing, and returned with a shovelful of burning coals, for the room was as cold as the grave.

Theres a pump in the yard, the woman said, and a can and basin, but you must serve yourself. And theres a pitcher for drinking. And you can have from the cook-shop what you like to order in. Youll have to keep your place clean; but as long as you behave yourself, well treat you according. Only let us have no scratching and screaming! she continued. Tempers dont pay here, Ill warn you. And for swoonings we just turn the tap on! So do you take notice. And with a satisfied look round, For the rest, theres many a young woman thats not gone wrong thats not so comfortable as you, my girl. And Id have you know it.

Henrietta coloured painfully.

I shall do very well, she said meekly. But Ive not done anything wrong.

Ay, ay, the woman answered unconcernedly, they all say that! Thats of course. But I cant stay talking here. Whatd you like for your supper? A pint of stout, and a plate of a-la-mode? Or a chop?

Henrietta reduced the order to tea and a white loaf and butter  if it could be got  and asked meekly if she might have something to read.

The Kendal Chronicle was promised. Youll have your meal at five, Mother Weighton continued. And your light must be out at eight, and youll have to tend service in chapel on Sunday. By rule your door should be locked at five; but as youre alone, and the locks on the yard, Ill say naught about that. You can have the run of the yard as a favour and till another comes in.

Then with a final look round she went out, her pattens clinked across the court, and Henrietta heard the key turned in the outer door.

She stood a moment pressing her hands to her eyes, and trying to control herself. At length she uncovered her eyes, and she looked again round the whitewashed cell. Yes, it was real. The flagged floor, the bench, the table, the odd-looking bed in its wooden trough  all were real, hard, bare. And the solitude and the dreary silence, and the light that was beginning to fade! The place was far from her crude notion of a prison; but in its cold, naked severity it was as far outside her previous experience. She was in prison, and this was her cell, that was her prison-yard. And she was alone, quite, quite alone.

A sob rose in her throat, and then she laughed a little hysterically, as she remembered their way with those who fainted. And sitting limply down, she warmed herself at the fire, and dried two or three tears. She looked about her again, eyed again the whitewashed walls, and listened. The silence was complete; it almost frightened her. And her door had no fastening on the inside. That fact moved her in the end to rise, and go out and explore the yard, that she might make sure before the light failed that no one was locked in with her, that no one lurked behind the closed cell doors.

The task was not long. She tried the five doors, and found them all locked; she knocked softly on them, and got no answer. The pump, the iron basin, a well scrubbed bench, a couple of besoms, and a bucket, she had soon reviewed all that the yard held. There was a trap or Judas-hole in the outer door, and another, which troubled her, in the door of her cell. But on the whole the survey left her reassured and more at ease; the place, though cold, bare, and silent, was her own. And when her tea and a dip-candle appeared at five she was able to show the jailors wife a cheerful face.

The woman had heard more of her story by this time, and eyed her with greater interest, and less rudely.

Youll not be afraid to be alone? she said. Youve no need to be. Youre safe enough here.

Im not afraid, Henrietta answered meekly. But  couldnt I have a fastening on my door, please?

On the inside? Lord, no! But I can lock you in if you like, with a grin.

Oh no! I did not mean that!

Well, then you must just push the table against the door. Its against rules, with a wink, but I shant be here to see. And pulling her woollen shawl more closely about her, she continued to stare at the girl. Presently, Lords sakes! she said, its a queer world! I suppose you never was in a jail before? Never saw the inside of one, perhaps?

No.

Its something political, Im told, snuffing the candle with her fingers, and resuming her inquisitive stare.

Henrietta nodded.

With a man in it, of course! Drat the men! They do a plaguey deal of mischief! Manys the decent lass thats been transported because of them!

Henriettas smile faded suddenly.

I hope its not as bad as that, she said.

Well, I dont know, scrutinising the girls face. Its for you to say. The officer that brought you  quite the gentleman too  told us it was something to do with a murder. But you know best.

I hope not!

Well, I hope not too! For if it be, itll be mighty unpleasant for you. Its not three years since a lad I knew myself was sent across seas for just being out at night with a rabbit-net. So its easy done and soon over! And too late crying when the milks spilt. And once more snuffing the candle and telling Henrietta to leave her door open until she had crossed the yard, she took herself off. Once more, but now with a sick qualm, the girl heard the key turned on her.

Transportation! She did not know precisely what it meant; but she knew that it meant something very dreadful. Transportation! Oh, it is impossible! she murmured, impossible! I have done nothing!

Yet the word frightened her, the shadow of the thing haunted her. These locks and bars, this solitude, this cold routine, was it possible that once in their clutch the victim slid on, helpless and numbed  to something worse? To-day, deaf to her protests, they had sent her here  sent her by a force which seemed outside themselves. And no one had intervened in her favour. No one had stepped forward to save her or speak for her. Would the same thing befall her again? Would they try her in the same impersonal fashion  as if she were a thing, a chattel,  and find her guilty, condemn her, and hand her over to brutal officials, and  she rose from her bench, shuddering, unable to bear the prospect. She had begun the descent, must she sink to the bottom? Was it inevitable? Could she no longer help herself? Sick, shivering with sudden fear she walked the floor.

Oh, it is impossible! she cried, battling against her terror, and trying to reassure herself. It is impossible! And for the time she succeeded by a great effort in throwing off the nightmare.

No one came near her again that evening. And quite early the dip burned low, and worn out and tired she went to bed, only partially undressing herself. The bedding, though rough and horribly coarse, was clean, and, little as she expected it, she fell asleep quickly in the strange stillness of the prison.

She slept until an hour or two before dawn. Then she awoke and sat up with a childs cry in her ears. The impression was so real, so vivid that the bare walls of the cell seemed to ring with the plaintive voice. Quaking and perspiring she listened. She was sure that it was no dream; the voice had been too real, too clear; and she wondered in a panic what it could be. It was only slowly that she remembered where she was and recognised that no childs cry could reach her there. Nor was it until after a long interval that she lay down again.

Even then she was not alone. The image of a little child, lonely, friendless, and terrified, stayed with her, crouched by her pillow, sat weeping in the dark corners of the cell, haunted her. She tried to shake off the delusion, but the attempt was in vain. Conscience, that in the dark hours before the dawn subjects all to his sceptre, began to torment her. Had she acted rightly? Ought she to have put the child first and her romantic notions second? And if any ill happened to it  and it was a delicate, puny thing  would it lie at her door?

Remorse began to rack her. She wondered that she had not thought more of the child, been wrung with pity for it, sympathised more deeply with its fears and its misery. What, beside its plight, was hers? What, beside its terrors, were her fears? Thus tormenting herself she lay for some time, and was glad when the light stole in and she could rise, cold as it was, and set her bed and her cell in order. By the time this was done, and she had paced for half an hour up and down to warm herself, a girl of eight, the jailors child, came with a shovel of embers and helped her to light the fire  staring much at her the while.

Mother said I could help you make your bed, she began.

Henrietta, with a smile said that she had made it already.

Mother thought youd be too fine to make it, still staring.

Well, you see I am not.

I am glad of that, the child answered candidly. For mother said youd have to come to it and to worse, if you were transported, miss.

Henrietta winced afresh, and looked at the imp less kindly.

But Im not going to be transported, she said positively. Youre talking nonsense.

Theres never been any one transported from here.

No? with relief. Then why should I be?

But there was a man hanged three years ago. It was for stealing a lamb. They didnt let me see it.

And very right, too.

But mothers promised  with triumph that if youre transported I shall see it! After which there was silence while the child stared. At last, Are you ready for your breakfast now?

Yes, said poor Henrietta. But I am not very hungry  you can tell your mother.


CHAPTER XXIV

THE RÔLE CONTINUED

Mr. Sutton slept as ill on the night of his resignation as he had ever slept in his life. And many times as he tossed and turned on his bed he repented at leisure the step which he had taken in haste. Acting upon no previous determination, he had sacrificed in the heat of temper his whole professional future. He had staked his all; and he had done no good even to the cause he had at heart. The act would not bear thinking upon; certainly it would not bear the cold light of early reflection. And many, many times as he sighed upon his uneasy pillow did he wish, as so many have wished before and since, that he could put back the clock. Had he left the room five minutes earlier, had he held his tongue, however ungraciously, had he thought before he spoke, he had done as much for Henrietta and he had done no harm to himself. And he had been as free as he was now, to seek his end by other means.

For he had naught to do now but seek that end. He had not Mr. Pitts nose in vain: he was nothing if he was not stubborn. And while Henrietta might easily have had a more discreet, she could hardly have had a more persevering, friend. Amid the wreck of his own fortunes, with his professional future laid in ruins about him, he clung steadfastly to the notion of righting her, and found in that and in the letter in his book, his only stay. At as early an hour as he considered decent, he would apply to Mr. Hornyold, lay the evidence before the Justice, and press for the girls release.

Unfortunately, he lay so long revolving the matter that at daybreak he fell asleep. The house was busy and no one gave a thought to him, and ten had struck before he came down and shamefacedly asked for his breakfast. Mrs. Gilson put it before him, but with a word of girding at his laziness; which the good woman could not stomach, when half the countryside were on foot searching for the boy, and when the unhappy father, after a night in the saddle, had left in a postchaise to follow up a clue at Keswick. Blameworthy or not, Mr. Sutton found the delay fatal. When he called on Mr. Hornyold, the Justice was not at home. He had left the house and would not return until the following day.

Sutton might have anticipated this check, but he had not; and he walked back to the inn, plunged to the very lips in despondency. The activity of the people about him, their eagerness in the search, their enthusiasm, all reflected on him and sank him in his own esteem. Yet if he would, he could not share in these things or in these feelings. He stood outside them; his sympathies were fixed, obstinately fixed, elsewhere. And, alas, in the only direction in which he desired to proceed, and in which he discerned a possible issue, he was brought to a full stop.

He was in the mood to feel small troubles sorely, and as he neared the inn he saw that Mrs. Gilson was standing at the door. It vexed him, for he felt that he cut a poor figure in the landladys eyes. He knew that he seemed to her a sorry thing, slinking idly about the house, while others wrought and did. He feared her sharp tongue and vulgar tropes, and he made up his mind to pass by the house as if he did not see her. He was in the act of doing this, awkwardly and consciously, with his eyes averted  when she called to him.

If youre looking for Squire Clyne, she said, in very much the tone he expected, hes gone these three hours past and some to that!

I was not, he said.

Oh! she answered with sarcasm, I suppose you are looking for the boy. You will not find him, Im afraid, on the Kings highroad!

I was not looking for him, he answered churlishly.

More shame to you! Mrs. Gilson cried, with a spark in her eye. More shame to you! For you should be!

He flamed up at that, after the passionate manner of such men when roused. He stopped and faced her, trembling a little.

And to whom is it a shame, he cried, that wicked, foul injustice is done? To whom is it a shame that the innocent are sent to herd with the guilty? To whom is it a shame  woman!  that when there is good, clear evidence put before their eyes, it is not read? Nor used? The boy? vehemently, the boy? Is he the only one to be considered, and sought and saved? Is his case worse than hers? I too say shame!

Mrs. Gilson stared. Lord save the man! she cried, as much astonished as if a sheep had turned on her, with his shames and his whoms! Hes as full of words as a Wensleydale of mites! I dont know what you are in the pulpit, your reverence, but on foot and in the road, Mr. Brougham was naught to you!

Hed not the reason, the chaplain answered bitterly. And brought down by her remark  for his passion was of the shortest  he turned, and was moving away, morose and despondent, when the landlady called after him a second time, but in a more friendly tone. Perhaps curiosity, perhaps some new perception of the man moved her.

See here, your reverence, she said. If youve a mind to show me this fine evidence of yours, Im not for saying Ill not read it. Lord knows its ill work going about like a hen with an egg she cant lay. So if youve a mind to get it off your mind, Ill send for my glasses, and be done with it.

Will you? he replied, his face flushing with the hope of making a convert. Will you? Then there, maam, there it is! Its the letter that villain sent to her to draw her to meet him that night. If you cant see from that what terms they were on, and that she had no choice but to meet him, I  but read it! Read it!

She called for her glasses and having placed them on her nose, set the nose at such an angle that she could look down it at the page. This was Mrs. Gilsons habit when about to read. But when all was arranged her face fell. Oh dear! she said, its all bits and scraps, like a broken curd! Lord save the man, I cant read this. I canna make top nor tail of it! Here, let me take it inside. Truth is, Im no scholar in the open air.

The chaplain, trembling with eagerness, set straight three or four bits of paper which he had deranged in opening the book. Then, not trusting it out of his own hands, he bore the book reverently into the landladys snuggery, and set it on the table. Mrs. Gilson rearranged her nose and glasses, and after gazing helplessly for a few moments at the broken screed, caught some thread of sense, clung to it desperately, and presently began to murmur disjointed sentences in the tone of one who thought aloud.

Um  um  um  um!

Had the chaplain been told a fortnight before that he would wait with bated breath for an old womans opinion of a document, he would have laughed at the notion. But so it was; and when a ray of comprehension broke the frowning perplexity of Mrs. Gilsons face, and she muttered, Lord ha mercy! The villain! still more when an April cloud of mingled anger and pity softened her massive features  the chaplains relief was itself a picture.

A plague on the rascal! the good woman cried. Hes put it so as to melt a stone, let alone a silly child like that! I dont know that if hed put it so to me, when I was a lass, Id have told on him. I dont think I would!

Its plain that shed no understanding with him! Mr. Sutton cried eagerly. You can see that, maam!

Well, I think I can. The villain!

Its quite clear that she had broken with him!

It does look so, poor lamb!

Poor lamb indeed! Mr. Sutton replied with feeling. Poor lamb indeed!

Yet youll remember, Mrs. Gilson answered  she was nothing if not level-headed hed the lad to think of! Hed his boy to think of! I am sure my heart bled for him when he went out this morning. I doubt hed not slept a wink, and  

Do you think she slept either? the chaplain asked, something bitterly; and his eyes glowed in his pale face. Do you consider how young she is and gently bred, maam? And where theyve sent her, and to what?

Umph! the landlady replied, and she rubbed her ponderous cheek with the bowl of a punch-ladle, and looked, frowning, at the letter. The operation, it was plain, clarified her thoughts; and Mr. Suttons instinct told him to be mute. For a long minute the distant clatter of Modest Anns tongue, and the clink of pattens in the yard, were the only sounds that broke the lemon-laden silence of the room. Perhaps it was the glint of the fire on the rows of polished glass, perhaps the sight of her own well-cushioned chair, perhaps only a memory of Henriettas fair young face and piled-up hair that wrought upon the landlady. But whatever the cause she groaned. And then, He ought to see this! she said. He surely ought! And dang me, he shall, if he leaves the house to-night! After all, two wrongs dont make a right. Hes to Keswick this morning, but an hour after noon hell be back to learn if theres news. Its only here he can get news, and if he has not found the lad hell be back! And Ill put it on his plate  

God bless you! cried Mr. Sutton.

Ay, but Im not saying hell do anything, the landlady answered tartly. If alls true the young madam has not behaved so well that shell be the worse for smarting a bit!

Shell be much obliged to you, said the chaplain humbly.

No, shell not! Mrs. Gilson retorted. Nor to you, dont you think it! Shes a Tartar or Im mistaken. Youll be obliged, you mean! And she looked at the parson over her glasses as if she were appraising him in a new character.

Ive been to Mr. Hornyold, he said, but he was out and will not be back until to-morrow.

Ay, hes more in his boots than on his knees most days, the landlady answered. But what Ive said, Ill do, thats flat. And heres the coach, so its twelve noon.

She tugged at the cord of the yard bell, and its loud jangle in a twinkling roused the house to activity and the stables to frenzy. The fresh team were led jingling and prancing out of the yard, the ostlers running beside them. Modest Ann and her underling hastened to show themselves on the steps of the inn, and Mrs. Gilson herself passed into the passage ready to welcome any visitor of consequence.

Mr. Bishop and two Lancashire officers who had been pushing the quest in the Furness district descended from the outside of the coach. But they brought no news; and Sutton, as soon as he learned this, did not linger with them. The landladys offer could not have any immediate result, since Clyne was not expected to return before two; and the chaplain, to kill time, went out at the back, and climbed the hill. He walked until he was tired, and then he turned, and at two made his way back to the inn, only to learn that Clyne had not yet arrived. None the less, the short day already showed signs of drawing in. There was snow in the sky. It hung heavy above Langdale Pikes and over the long ragged screes of Bow Fell. White cushions of cloud were piled one on the other to the northward, and earth and sky were alike depressing. Weary and despondent, Sutton wandered into the house, and sitting down before the first fire he found, he fell fast asleep.

He awoke with a confused murmur of voices in his ears. The room was dark save for the firelight; and for a few seconds he fancied that he was still alone. The men whose talk he heard were in another part of the house, and soothed by their babble and barely conscious where he was, he was sinking away again when a harsh word and a touch on his sleeve awoke him. He sprang up, startled and surprised, and saw that Captain Clyne, his face fitfully revealed by the flame, was standing on the other side of the hearth. He was in his riding boots and was splashed to the waist.

His face was paler than usual, and his pose told of fatigue.

Awake, man, awake! he repeated. Didnt you hear me?

No, I  I was dozing, the chaplain faltered, as he put back his chair.

Just so, Clyne answered drily. I wish I could sleep. Well, listen now. I have been back an hour, and I have read this. He laid his hand on an object on the table, and Sutton with joy saw that the object was the book which he had left with Mrs. Gilson. I am sorry, Clyne continued in a constrained tone, that I did not read it last evening. I was wrong. But  God help me, I think I am almost mad! Anyway I have read it now, and I credit it, and I think that  she has been harshly treated. And I am here to tell you, a little more distinctly, that you can arrange the matter to your satisfaction, sir.

Sutton stared. Do you mean, he said, that I may arrange for her release?

I have settled that, Clyne answered. Mr. Hornyold is not at home, but I have seen Mr. Le Fleming, and have given bail for her appearance when required; and here is Le Flemings order for her release. I have ordered a postchaise to be ready and it will be at the door in ten minutes.

But then  all is done? the chaplain said.

Except fetching her back, Clyne answered. She must come here. There is nowhere else for her to go. But I leave that to you, since her release is due to you. I have done her an injustice, and done you one too. But God knows, he continued bitterly, not without provocation. Nor willingly, nor knowingly.

I am sure of that, the chaplain answered meekly.

Yes. Of course, Clyne continued, awkwardly, I shall not consider what you said to me as said at all. On the contrary, I am obliged to you for doing your duty, Mr. Sutton, whatever the motive.

The motive  

I do not say, stiffly, that the motive was an improper one. Not at all. I cannot blame you for following up my own plan.

I followed my feelings, Mr. Sutton replied, with a fresh stirring of resentment.

Exactly. And therefore it seems to me that as she owes her release to your exertions, it is right that you should be the one to communicate the fact to her, and the one to bring her away.

The chaplain saw that his patron, persuaded that there was more between them than he had supposed, fell back on the old plan; that he was willing to give him the opportunity of pushing his suit. And the blood rushed to his face. If she could be brought  if she could be brought to look favourably on him! Ah, then indeed he was a happy man, and the dark night of despondency would be followed by a morn of joy. But with the quickness of light his thoughts passed over the various occasions  they were very few  on which he had addressed her. And  and an odd thing happened. It happened, perhaps, because with the chaplain the matter was no longer a question of ambition, but of love. You have no news? he said.

None. And Nadin, with bitterness, seems to be at the end of his resources.

Then, Captain Clyne, Sutton replied impulsively, there is but one way! There is but one thing to be done. It is not I, but you, who must bring Miss Damer back. She may still speak, but not for me!

And certainly not for me! Clyne answered, his face flushing at the recollection of his violence.

For you rather than for any one!

No, no!

Yes, the chaplain rejoined firmly. I do not know how I know it, he continued with dignity, but I know it. For one thing, I am not blind. Miss Damer has never given me a word or a look of encouragement. If she thanks me, he spoke with something like a tear in his eye, it will be much  the kind of thanks you, Captain Clyne, give the servant that lacquers your boots, or the dog that fetches your stick. But you  with you it will be different.

She has no reason to thank me, Clyne declared.

Yet she will.

No.

She will! Sutton answered fervently  he was determined to carry out his impulsive act of unselfishness. And, thank you or not thank you, she may speak. She will speak, when released, if ever! She is one who will do nothing under compulsion, nothing under durance. But she will do much  for love.

Clyne looked with astonishment at the chaplain. He, like Mrs. Gilson, was appraising him afresh, was finding something new in him, something unexpected. How do you know? he asked, his cheeks reddening.

There were for certain tears in Mr. Suttons eyes now.

I dont know how I know, he said, but I do. I know! Go and fetch her; and I think, I think she will speak.

Clyne thought otherwise, and had good reason to think otherwise; a reason which he was ashamed to tell his chaplain. But in the face of his own view he was impressed by Suttons belief. The suggestion was at least a straw to which he could cling. Failing other means  and the ardour of his assistants in the search was beginning to flag  why should he not try this? Why should he not, threats failing, throw himself at the girls feet, abase himself, humble himself, try at least if he could not win by prayer and humility what she had refused to force.

It was a plan little to the mans taste; grievous to his pride. But for his sons sake, for the innocent boys sake, he was willing to do even this. Moreover, with all his coldness, he had sufficient nobility to feel that he owed the girl the fullest amends in his power. He had laid hands on her. He had treated her  no matter what the provocation  cruelly, improperly, in a manner degrading to her and disgraceful to himself. His face flushed as he recalled the scene and his violence. Now it was hers to triumph, hers to blame: nor his to withhold the opportunity.

I will go, he said, after a brief perturbed silence. I am obliged to you for your advice. You think that there is a chance she will speak?

I do, Sutton answered manfully. I do. And he said more to the same purpose.

But later, when the hot fit ebbed, he wondered at himself. What had come over him? Why had he, who had so little while his patron had so much, given up his ewe lamb, his one chance? Reason answered, because he had no chance and it was wise to make a virtue of necessity. But he knew that, a day or two before, he would have snapped his fingers at reason, he would have clung to his forlorn hope, he would have made for his own advantage by the nearest road. What then had changed him? What had caused him to set the girls happiness before his own, and whispered to him that there was only one way by which, smirched and discredited as she was, she whom he loved could reach her happiness? He did not answer the question, perhaps he did not know the answer. But wandering in the darkness by the lake-side, with the first snowflakes falling on his shoulders, he cried again and again, God bless her! God bless her! with tears running down his pale, insignificant face.


CHAPTER XXV

PRISON EXPERIENCES

When Henrietta rose on the second morning of her imprisonment, and opened her door and looked out, she met with an unpleasant surprise. Snow had fallen in the night, and lay almost an inch deep in the yard. The sheet of dazzling white cast the dingy spiked wall and the mean cell-doors into grey relief. But it was not this contrast, nor the memory of childish winters with their pleasures  though that memory took her by the throat and promised to choke her  that filled her with immediate dismay. It was the difficulty of performing the prison duties, of going beyond her door, and refilling her water-pitcher at the pump. To cross the yard in sandaled shoes  such as she and the girls of that day wore  was to spoil her shoes and wet her feet. Yet she could not live without water; the more as she had an instinctive fear of losing, under the pressure of hardship, those refinements in which she had been bred. At length she was about to venture out at no matter what cost, when the door of the yard opened, and the jailors wife came stumbling through the snow on a pair of pattens. She carried a second pair in her hand, and she seemed to be in anything but a pleasant humour.

Heres a mess! she said, throwing down the pattens and looking about her with disgust. By rights, you should set to work to clear this away, before its running all of a thaw into your room. But I dare say it will wait till midday  it dont get much sun here  and my good man will come and do it. Anyways, there are some pattens, so that you can get about  theres as good as you have gone on pattens before now! Ay, and mopped the floor in them! And by-and-by my girl will bring you some fire gainst youre ready for your breakfast.

Im ready whenever the breakfast is ready, Henrietta answered, as cheerfully as she could. She was shivering with cold.

Ah, well, ah, well, my lass! the woman answered snappishly, theres worse troubles in the world than waiting for your breakfast. For the Lords sake, dont you get complaining.

I wasnt complaining, indeed! Henrietta said.

Think of the doing weve had this night!

I heard, the girl answered. And an involuntary shudder escaped her. It was dreadful! dreadful!

Youd ha thought so, ungraciously, if you had had to deal with the lad yourself! Never was such a Jack o Bedlam! I wonder all our heads arent broke.

Is he often like that? Henrietta asked.

For she had lain awake many hours of the night, trembling and trying to close her ears against the ravings of a madman; who was confined in the next yard, and who had suffered an access of mania during the night. The prisons of that day served also for madhouses.

No, but once in the month or so, the jailors wife answered. And often enough, drat him! Doctor says hell go off in one of these Bedlam fits, and the sooner the better, I say! But Im wasting my time and catching my death, gossipping with you! Anyway, dont you complain, young woman, severely. Theres worse off than you! And she clattered abruptly away, and Henrietta was left to patten her road to the pump and back, and afterwards to finish her toilette in what shivering comfort she might.

For a prisoner, she might not have much of which to complain. But though that was not the day of bedroom fires, or rubber water-bottles, and luxury stopped at the warming-pan, or the heated brick, there are degrees of misery, and this degree was new to her.

However, the woman was better than her word, for in a short time her child appeared, painfully bearing at arms length a shovelful of live embers. And the fire put a new face on things. Breakfast sent in from outside followed, and was drawn out to the utmost for the sake of the employment which it afforded. For time hung heavy on the girls hands. She had long exhausted the Kendal Chronicle; and a volume of Sermons for Persons under Sentence of Death  the property of the gaol  she had steadfastly refused. Other reading there was none, and she was rather gratified than troubled when she espied a thin trickle of water stealing under the door. The snow in the yard was melting; and it was soon made plain to her that if she did not wish to be flooded she must act for herself.

The task was not very congenial to a girl gently bred, and who had all her life associated such work with Doll and a mop. But on her first entrance into the gaol she had resolved to do, as the lesser of two evils, whatever she should be told to do. And the thing might have been worse, for there was no one to see her at work. She kilted up her skirt and donned the pattens, put on her hood, and taking a broom from the corner of the yard began to sweep vigorously, first removing the snow from the flags before her door, and then, as the space she had cleared grew wider, gathering the snow into a heap at the lower end of the yard.

She was soon warm and in the full enjoyment of action. But in no long time, as was natural, she tired, and paused to rest and look about her, supporting herself by the broom-handle. A robin alighted on a spike on the top of the wall, and flirting its tail, eyed her in a friendly way, with its head on one side. Then it flew away  it could fly away! And at the thought,

What, she wondered, would come of it all? What would be the end for her? And had they found the boy?

Already it seemed to her that she had lain a week, a month in the gaol. The people outside must have forgotten her. Would she be forgotten? Would they leave her there?

But she would not give way to such thoughts, and she set to work again with new energy. Swish! swish! Her hands were growing sore, but she had nearly finished the task. She looked complacently at the wide space she had cleared, and stooped to pin up one side of her gown which had slipped down. Then, swish! swish! with renewed vigour, unconscious that the noise of her sweeping drowned the grating of the key in the lock. So that she was not aware until a voice struck her ear, that she was no longer alone.

Then she wheeled about so sharply that, unused to pattens, she stumbled and all but fell. The accident added to her vexation. Her face turned red as a beet. For inside the door of the yard, contemplating her with a smile at once familiar and unpleasant, stood Mr. Hornyold.

Dear, dear, he said, as she glowered at him resentfully, ashamed at once of her short skirts and the task that compelled them. They shouldnt have put you to this! Though Im sure a prettier sight youd go far to see! But your hands are infinitely too white and soft, my dear  much too white and pretty to be spoiled by broom-handles! I must speak to Mother Weighton about it.

Perhaps if you would kindly go out a moment, she said with spirit, it were better. I could then put myself in order.

Not for the world! Mr. Hornyold retorted, with something between a leer and a wink. Youre very well as you are! with a look at her ankles. Theres nothing to be ashamed of, Im sure, but the contrary. Im told that Lady Jersey at Almacks shows more, and with a hundred to see! So you need not mind. And you could not look nicer if youd done it on purpose.

With a jerk she disengaged her shoes from the pattens, dropped the broom, and made for the door of her room, with such dignity as her kilted skirt left her. But before she reached it:

Steady, my lady, said Mr. Hornyold in a tone no longer wheedling, but harsh and peremptory, youre forgetting! You are in gaol, and youll be pleased to stop when youre told, and do as youre told! Dont you be in such a hurry, my dear. I am here to learn if you have any complaints.

Only of your presence! she cried, her face burning. If you have come here only to insult me, I have heard enough.

And having gained her cell in spite of him, she tried to slam the door in his face.

But he had had time to approach, and he set the handle of his whip between door and jamb, and stopped her.

Im not come for that, I tell you, you pretty spitfire, he said; Ive come to hear if you have any complaints of your treatment here.

I have not! she cried.

Come, come, he rejoined, checking her with a grin, you must not answer the Visiting Justice in that tone. Say, I have none, sir, I thank you kindly,  thats the proper form, my dear. Youll know better another time. Or  smiling more broadly as he read the angry refusal in her eyes we shall have to put you to beat hemp. And that were a pity. Those pretty hands would soon lose their softness, and those dainty wrists that are not much bigger than my thumbs would be sadly spoiled. But we wont do that, indulgently. We are never hard on pretty girls as long as they behave themselves.

She looked round wildly, but there was no escape. She could retreat no farther. The man filled the doorway; the room lay open to his insolent eyes, and he did not spare to look.

Neat as a pin! he said complacently. Just as it should be. A place for everything, and everything in its place. Ive nothing but praise for it. I never thought that it would ever be my lot to commend Miss Damer for the neatness of her chamber! But  good Lord! with surprise, whats the matter with your wrist, my girl?

Nothing, she said, the angry scarlet of her cheek turning a shade deeper.

Nothing? Oh, but there is! he returned peremptorily.

Nothing! she repeated fiercely. Nothing! Its nothing that matters!

Oh, how she hated the man! How she loathed his red, insolent grin! Would he never leave her? Was she to be exposed, day by day, and hour by hour, to this horror?

He eyed her shrewdly.

You havent been turning stubborn? he said, have you? And theyve had to handle you already? And bring you to your senses? And so they have set you to brooming? But Bishop, with a frown, gave me no notion of that. He said you came like a lamb.

Its not that! she cried. Its nothing. It was not only that she was ashamed of the mark on her arm, and shrank from showing it. But his leering, insolent face terrified her. Though he was not tipsy, he had spent the small hours at a club; and the old port still hummed in his brain. Its not that, she repeated firmly, and more quietly, hoping to get rid of him.

Here, he answered, let me look at it.

No!

Pooh, nonsense! he replied, pressing his advantage, and entering the cell. Nonsense, girl, let me look at it. He stepped nearer, and peremptorily held out his hand. He could touch her. She could feel his hot breath on her cheek. Theres no room here for airs and tempers, he continued. How, if I dont see it, am I to know that they have not been ill-treating you? Show me your wrist, girl.

But she recoiled from him into the farthest corner, holding her arms behind her. Her face was a picture of passionate defiance.

Dont touch me! she cried. Dont come near me!

Youve no right to touch me. They have not hurt my wrist. I tell you it is nothing. And if you lay a finger on me I will scream!

Then, he said coolly, theyll put you in a strait waistcoat, my lass, like the madman next door. Thats all! Youre mighty particular, but you forget where you are.

You forget that I am a gentlewoman! she cried. She could not retreat farther, but she looked at him as if she could have killed him. Stand back, sir, I say! she continued fiercely. If you do not  

What will you do? he asked. He enjoyed the situation, but he was not sure how far it would be prudent to push it. If he could contrive to surprise her wrist it would be odd if he could not snatch a kiss; and it was his experience  in his parish  that once fairly kissed, young women came off the high horse, and proved amenable. Whatll you do, he continued facetiously, you silly little prude?

Do? she panted.

Ay, Miss Dainty Damer, whatll you do? with a feigned movement as if to seize her. Youre not on the highway now, you know! Nor free on bail! Nor is there a parson here!

There he stopped  a faint, faint sound had fallen on his ear. He looked behind him, and stepped back as if a string drew him. And his face changed marvellously. In the doorway stood, hat in hand, the last person in the world he wished to see there  Captain Clyne.

Clyne did not utter a syllable, but he beckoned to the other to come out to him. And, with a chap-fallen look and a brick-red face, Hornyold complied, and went out. Clyne closed the door on the girl  that she might not hear. And the two men alone in the yard confronted one another, Clynes face was dark.

I overheard your last words, Mr. Hornyold, he said in a voice low but stern. And you are mistaken. There is a parson here  who has forgotten that he is a gentleman. It is well for him, very well, that having forgotten that fact he remains a parson.

Hornyold tried to bluster, tried to face the other down and save the situation. I dont understand you! he said. What does this mean? He was the taller man and the bigger, but Clynes air of contemptuous mastery made him appear the smaller. I dont understand you, he repeated. The young lady  I merely came to visit her.

The less, Clyne retorted, cutting him short, said about her the better! I understand perfectly, sir, with severity, if you do not! Perfectly. And I desire you to understand that it is your cloth only that protects you from the punishment you deserve!

Thats easy said! Hornyold answered with a poor attempt at defiance. Easy! What! Are we to have all this fuss about a chit that  

Silence, sir! And Clynes voice rang so loud that the other not only obeyed but stepped back, as if he feared a blow. Silence, sir! I know you well enough, and your past, to know that you cannot afford a scandal. And you know me! I advise you, therefore, when you have passed that door  he pointed to the door leading to the prison lodge, to keep a still tongue, and to treat this ladys name with respect. If not for the sake of your own character, for the sake, at any rate, of your ill-earned stipends.

Fine words! Hornyold muttered, with a sneer of bravado.

I will make them good, Clyne answered. And the look and the tone were such that the other, high as he wished to carry it, thought discretion the better part. He turned, still sneering, on his heel, and cutting the air with his whip made his way with what dignity he might to the door. He hesitated an instant and then disappeared, raging inwardly.

The moment he was gone Clynes face relaxed. He passed his hand over his brow as if to recall his thoughts, and he sighed deeply. Then turning he went slowly to Henriettas door and tapped on it. The girl opened. May I speak to you? he said.

She did not answer, but she stepped out. She had recovered her self-control  quickly and completely, as women do; and her face told nothing. Whatever she thought of his intervention and of the manner in which he had routed Hornyold, she made no sign. She waited for him to speak. Yet she was aware not only of his downcast carriage, but of the change which sleepless nights and days of unutterable suspense had wrought in his face. His features were thinner and sharper, his temples more hollow: and there was a listening, hungry look in his eyes which did not quit them even when he dealt with other things than his loss.

I have brought an order for your release, he said without an attempt at preface. I have given bail for your appearance when needed. You are free to go. You have not to thank me, however, but Mr. Sutton, who discovered the letter that was written to you  

She interrupted him by an exclamation.

The letter, he continued mechanically, that was written to you making an appointment.

Impossible! she cried. I destroyed it.

He put it together again, he answered in the same tone. I  we are all indebted to him. Deeply indebted to him! I dont know that there is anything more to be said, he continued dully, except that I have come to take you back. I was coming last evening, but the snow prevented me.

And that is all  you have to say?

He raised his eyes to hers with so much sadness in their depths, with such utter dejection in his looks, that in spite of all her efforts to keep it alive, her anger drooped. Except that I am sorry, he said. I am sorry. We have treated you  badly amongst us.

You! she said vindictively.

I, if you like. Yes, I. It is true.

She called up the remembrance of the severity with which he had judged her and the violence of which her wrist still wore the traces. She pictured the disgrace of the prison and her fears, the nights of apprehension and the days of loneliness, ay, and the insolence of the wretch who had just left her  she owed all to him! All! And yet she could not keep her anger hot. She tried. She tried to show him something of what she felt. You! she repeated. And now you think, bitterly, that I shall bear to go back to the place from which you sent me? Sent me in open disgrace  in that mans charge  with no woman with me?

God help me! he said. I know not what to think or do! I thought that if I took you back myself, that would perhaps be best for all.

She was silent a moment, and then, I have been very, very unhappy, she said in a different tone. And even while she said it she wondered why she complained to him, instead of accusing him, and blaming him.

I believe it, he said slowly. We have wronged one another. Let it stand at that.

You believe, you do believe now, she said, that I had no hand in stealing him?

I do.

And knew naught of it, she insisted earnestly, before or after?

I do.

I would have cut off my hand first! she said.

I believe it, he answered sorrowfully.

Then they were both silent. And she wondered at herself. Why did she not hate him? Why did she not pour out on him the vials of her indignation? He had treated her badly, always badly. The wrong which she had done him in the first place, he had avenged by a gross insult to her womanhood. Then not satisfied with that, he had been quick to believe the worst of her. He had been violent to her, he had bullied her: and when he found that she was not to be wrung to compliance with his orders, he had degraded her to a public prison as if she had been the worst of her sex  instead of his kith and kin. Even now when his eyes were open to his injustice, even now when he acknowledged that he owed amends, he came to her with a few poor words, meagre, scanty words, a miserable I am sorry, you are free. And that was all. That was all!

And yet her rage drooped cold, her spirit seemed dead. The scathing reproaches, the fierce truths which had bubbled to her lips as she lay feverish on her prison-bed, the hot tears which had scalded her eyes, now that she might give them vent, now that he might be wounded by them and made to see his miserableness  were not! She stood mute and pale, wondering at the change, wondering at her mildness. And when he said meekly, The chaise is ready, will you make your preparations? she went to do his bidding as if she had done nothing but obey him all her life.


CHAPTER XXVI

A RECONCILIATION

When she had filled her band-box, and with a tearful laugh looked her last on the cell, she emerged from the yard. She found Captain Clyne awaiting her with his hand on the key of the prison gate. He saw her look doubtfully at the closed lodge-door; and he misread the look.

I thought, he said, that you would wish to be spared seeing more of them. I have, with a faint smile, authority to open.

Oh! she answered, wrinkling her pretty brow in perplexity. But I must see them, please. They have not been unkind to me, and I should not like to go without thanking them.

And before he could remonstrate, she had pushed open the lodge door and gone within.

Now, Mrs. Weighton, he heard her cry, youll give me a character, wont you? Ive behaved well now, havent I?

Yes, miss, Ill say that, the woman answered stolidly.

I havent scratched nor screamed, and Ive done as Ive been bid? And youve had no use for the pump water?

I wish you hadnt swept out the yard, grudgingly; twas no order of mine, youll remember. And dont you go and say that Ive treated you ill!

Ill not! Indeed, Ill not! Henrietta cried in a different tone. Ill say you treated me very well. And that is for your little girl to make up for her disappointment. Shell be sorry Im not going to be transported, with a hint of laughter in her voice. And, Mrs. Weighton, Im going to ask you something.

Well, miss? If it is to oblige you?

Then, will you, in a tone touched by feeling, if you have some day another like me, will you be as good to her? And remember that she may not have done anything wrong after all? Will you promise me?

I will, miss, Mrs. Weighton answered  very graciously for her. But there, it isnt all has your sense! They takes and runs their heads against a brick wall! Either they scratches and screams, or they sulks and starves. And then weve to manage them, and we get the blame. I see you looked white and shivering when you come in, and I thought wed have trouble with you. But there, you kept yourself in hand, and showed your sense  its breeding does it  and youve naught to complain of in consequence. Wishing you well and kindly, miss!

I shall come to you for a character! Henrietta replied with a laugh.

And she came out quickly and joined Captain Clyne, who, waiting with his hand on the lock, had heard all. He saw that though she laughed there was a tear in her eye; and the mingling of gaiety and sensibility in her conduct and her words was not lost upon him. She seemed to be bent on putting him in the wrong; on proving to him that she was not the silly-pated child he had deemed her! Even the praise of this jailors wife, a coarse, cross-grained woman, sounded reproachfully in his ears. She was a better judge, it seemed, than he.

He put Henrietta into the chaise  the brisk, cold air of the winter morning was welcome to her; and they set off. Gnawed as he was by unhappy thoughts, wretchedly anxious as he was, he was silent for a time. He knew what he wanted, but he was ashamed to clutch at that advantage for the sake of which Sutton had resigned to him the mission. And for a long time he sat mute and brooding in his corner, the bright reflection of the snow adding pallor to his face. Yet he had eyes for her: he watched her without knowing it. And at the third milestone from Kendal, a little beyond Barnside, he saw her shiver.

I am afraid you are cold? he said, and wondering at the rôle he played, he drew the wraps closer about her  with care, however, that his fingers should not touch her.

No, she answered frankly. I am not cold. But I remember passing that mile-stone. I was almost sick with fright when I passed it. So that it was all I could do not to try to get out and escape.

This was a revelation to him; and not a pleasant one. He winced.

I am sorry, he said. I am very sorry.

Oh, I felt better when I was once in the prison, she answered lightly. And with Mrs. Weighton. Before that I was afraid that there might be only men.

He suffered, in the hearing, something of the humiliation which she had undergone; was she not of his blood and his class  and a woman? But he could only say again that he was sorry. He was sorry.

A little later he forgot her in his own trouble: in thoughts of his child, thoughts which tortured him unceasingly, and became more active as his return to the Low Wood suggested the possibility of news. At one moment he saw the lad stretched on a pallet, ill and neglected, with no eye to pity, no hand to soothe; at another he pictured him in some dark hiding-place with fear for his sole companion. Or again he saw him beaten and ill-treated, shrieking for the father who had been always to him as heaven, omniscient and omnipotent  but shrieking in vain. And then the thought that to one so weak and young a little added hardship, another day of fear, an insignificant delay, might prove fatal  it was this thought that wrung the heart most powerfully, and went far towards maddening the man.

As he sat watching the snow-covered fell slide by the chaise window, he was unconscious how clearly his misery was stamped on his features; or how pitiful was the hunger that lurked in the hollows under his eyes. But when the pace slackened, and the carriage began to crawl up the long hill beyond Broadgate, a faint sound caught his ear, and he remembered where he was, and turned. He saw that she was crying.

The same words came to his lips.

I am sorry. I am very sorry, he said. But it is over now.

Its not that, she sobbed. I am sorry for you! And for him! The poor boy! The poor boy! Last night  no, it was the night before  I thought that he called to me. I thought that he was there in the room with me!

Dont! he faltered. I cannot bear it! Dont!

But she did not heed.

Yes, she repeated. And ever since, ever since Ive been thinking of him! Ive wondered, Ive wondered if I did right!

He was silent, striving to regain control of himself. But at last,

Eight in saying nothing? he asked.

His voice shook a little, and he kept his eyes averted.

Yes. I didnt know  a little wildly I didnt know what to do. And then you threatened me, and I  it seemed unreasonable. For I wanted to help you, I did, I did indeed. But I dared not, I dared not give him up! I could not have his blood on my hands after  you know.

But you no longer  care for him?

I loathe him! she answered with a shudder. But you see how it is. He trusted me, and I  how can I betray him? How can I? How can I?

It was his business to prove to her that she could, that she ought, that she must; he was here to press her to it, to persuade her, to cajole her to it, if necessary. He had come for that. But the words it behoved him to use stuck in his throat. And the chaise rolled on, and rolled on. And still, but with the sweat standing on his brow, he sat silent, looking out on the barren landscape, as the stone fences slid quickly by, or open moorland took their place. In ten minutes they would be at the Low Wood. Already through her window she could see the long stretch of sparkling water, and the wooded isles, and the distant smoke of Ambleside.

Their silence was a tragedy. She could save him by a word, and she could not say the word. She dared not say it. And he  the pleas he should have used died on his lips. It behoved him to cast himself on her mercy; he was here for that purpose. It behoved him to work on her feelings, to plead with her, to weep, to pray. And he did not, he could not. And the minutes passed; the wheels rolled and rolled. Soon they would be at the end of their journey. He was like a famishing man who sees a meal within reach, but cannot touch it; or like one oppressed by a terrible nightmare, who knows that he has but to say a word, and he is freed from the incubus  yet his tongue refuses its office. And now the carriage, having climbed the rise, began to roll more quickly down the hill. In a very few minutes they would be at the end of their journey.

Suddenly What can we do? she cried, piteously. What can we do? Can we do nothing? Nothing?

And neither of the two thought the union of interests strange; any more than in their absorption they noted the strangeness of this drive in company  over some of the very road which she had traversed when she eloped with another to avoid a marriage with him.

He shook his head in dumb misery. Three days of suspense, and as many sleepless nights, the wear and tear of many journeys, had told upon him. He had had but little rest, and that induced by sheer exhaustion. He had taken his meals standing, he had passed many hours of each day in the saddle. He could no longer command the full resources of his mind, and though he still held despair at arms length, though he still by force of habit commanded himself, and was stern and reticent, despondency gained ground upon him. It was she who almost at the last moment suggested a plan that if not obvious, was simple, and to the purpose.

Listen, she said. Listen, sir! Why should not I do this? Go myself to  to him, to Walterson?

You? he answered, with undisguised repugnance.

Yes, I! I! Why not? she asked. And learn if he has the child, or knows where it is. Then if he be innocent of this last wickedness, as I believe him to be innocent, we shall learn the fact without harming him; always supposing that I go to him, undetected. And I can do that  with your help! That must be your care.

He pondered.

But if, he said slowly, you do this and he have the child? What then? Have you thought of the consequences to yourself? If he be privy to a crime which none but desperate men could commit, what of you? He will be capable of harming you. Or if he scruple, there will be others, the men who took my child, who will stick at nothing to keep their necks out of the noose, and to remove a witness who else might hang them.

I am not afraid, she said firmly.

God bless you! he said. God bless you! But I am.

What? she cried, and she turned to him, honestly astonished. You? You dissuade me when it is your child that is in peril?

Be silent! he said harshly. Be silent! For your own sake, if not for mine! Why do you tempt me? Why do you torture me? Do you think, Henrietta, that I have not enough to tempt me without your help? No, no, more quietly, I have done you wrong already! I know not how I can make amends. But at least I will not add to the wrong.

I only ask you to leave me to myself, she said hardily. The rest I will do, if I am not watched.

The rest! he said with a groan. But what a rest it is! Why should these men spare you if you go to them? They did not spare my boy!

They took the boy, she answered, to punish you. They will not have the same motive for harming me. I mean  they will not harm me with the idea of hurting you.

Ay, but  

They will know that it will not affect you.

He did not deny the statement, but for some time he drummed on the window with his fingers.

That may be, he said at length. Yet Ill not do it! And Ill not let you do it. Instead, do you tell me where the man is and I will go to him myself. And I will tell no tales.

You will keep his secret?

I will.

But I will not do that! she answered. And she laughed gaily in the reaction of her spirits. She knew in some subtle way that she was reinstated; that he would never think very badly of her again. And the knowledge that he trusted her was joy; she scarcely knew why. But, I shall not do that! she repeated. Have you thought what will be the consequence to you if he be guilty? They will be three to one, and they will murder you.

And you think that I can let you run the risk?

There will be no risk for me. I am different.

I cant believe it, he said. I wish  despairingly I wish to God I could believe it!

Then do believe it, she said.

I cannot! I cannot!

You have his letter, she replied. And she was going to say more, she was going to prove that she could undertake the matter with safety, when the chaise began to slacken speed, and she cut her reasoning short. You will let me do it? she said, laying her hand on his sleeve.

No, no!

You have only to draw them off.

I shall not! he cried, almost savagely. I shall not! Do you think I am a villain? Do you think I care nothing what happens  

The jerk caused by the chaise coming to a stand before the inn cut his words short. Clyne thrust out his head.

Any news? he asked eagerly. Has anything been heard?

Mr. Sutton, who had been on the watch for their arrival, came forward to the chaise door. He answered Clyne, but his eyes, looking beyond his patron, sought Henriettas in modest deprecation; much as the dog which is not assured of its reception seeks, yet deprecates its masters glance.

No, he said, none. I am sorry for it. Nadin has not yet returned, nor Bishop, though we are expecting both.

Wheres Bishop?

He has gone with a party to Lady Holm. Theres an idea that the isles were not thoroughly searched in the first place. But he should be back immediately.

A slight hardening of the lines of the mouth was Clynes only answer. He helped Henrietta to alight, and was turning with her to enter the house, when he remembered himself. He laid his hand on the chaplains arm.

This is the gentleman, he said, whom you have to thank for your release, Henrietta.

I am sure, she said, that I am greatly obliged to him. But her tone was cold.

He did everything, Clyne said. He left no stone unturned. Let me do him the justice of saying that we two must share the blame of what has happened, while the whole credit is his.

I am very much obliged to him, she said again. And she bowed.

And that was all. That, and a look which told him that she resented his interference, that she hated to be beholden to him, that she held him linked for ever with her humiliation. He, and he alone, had stood by her two days before, when all had been against her, and Captain Clyne had been as flint to her. He, and he alone, had wrought out her deliverance and reinstated her. And her thanks were a haughty movement of the head, two sentences as cold as the wintry day, a smile as hard as the icicles that still depended in the shade of the eaves. And when she had spoken, she walked to the door without another glance  and every step was on the poor mans heart.

Mrs. Gilson had come down two steps to meet her. She had seen all.

Well, youre soon back, miss? she said. Some have the luck all one way.

That cannot be said of me! Henrietta retorted, smiling.

But her colour was high. She remembered how she had descended those steps.

No? Mrs. Gilson responded. When you bring the bad on yourself and the good is just a gift?

A gift?

Ay! And one for which youre not over grateful! with all her wonted grimness. But thats the way of the world! Grind as you will, miss, its the lower mill-stone suffers, and the upper that cries out! Still  

Mr. Sutton heard no more; for Henrietta had passed with the landlady into the house; and he turned himself about with a full heart and walked away. He had done so much for her! He had risked his livelihood, his patron, his position, to save her! He had paced this strand with every fibre in him tingling with pity for her! Ay, and when all others had put her out of their thoughts! And for return, she went laughing into the house and paid no heed to him  to the poor parson.

True, he had expected little. But he had expected more than this. He had not hoped for much; or it is possible that he had not resigned the opportunity of bringing her back. But he had hoped for more than this  for the tearful thanks of a pair of bright eyes, for the clasp of a grateful hand, for a word or two that might remain in his memory always.

And bitterness welled up in his heart, and at the first gate, at which he could stand unseen, he let his face fall on his hands. He cursed the barriers of caste, the cold pride of these aristocrats, even his own pallid insignificance  since he had as hungry a heart as panted in the breast of the handsomest dandy. He could not hate her; she was young and thoughtless, and in spite of himself his heart made excuses for her. But he hated the world, and the system, and the miserable conventions that shackled him; ay, hated them as bitterly for the time as the dark-faced gipsy girl whose eyes he found upon him, when at last a step caused him to look up.

She grinned at him slyly, and he gave back the look with resentment. He had met her once or twice in the lanes and about the inn, and marked her for a rustic beauty of a savage type. Now he waited frowning for her to pass. But she only smiled more insolently, and lifting her voice, sang:

But still she replied, sir,

I pray let me be!

If ever I love a man,

The master for me!

A dull flush overspread his face. Go your way! he said.

Ay, Ill go! Bess replied. And so will she!

In pin, out trout!
Threes a meal and ones nought!

Ones nought! Ones nought! she continued to carol.

And laughing ironically, she went up the road  not without looking back once or twice to enjoy a surprise which was only exceeded by the chaplains wrath. What did the girl know? And what was it to her? A common gipsy drab such as she, how did she come to guess these things? And where the joint lay at which to aim the keen shafts of her wit?


CHAPTER XXVII

BISHOP CAUGHT NAPPING

I will not do it! I will not do it! Those had been Clynes last words on the subject; uttered and repeated with a heat which proved that, in coming to this decision, he fought against his own heart as much as against her arguments. I will not do it! But do you, with something of his former violence, tell me where he is! Tell me at once, and I will go and question him.

And I, she had answered with spirit, will not tell you.

At that he had looked at her with the old sternness, but her eyes had no longer fallen before his. And then he had been called away to follow one of the hasty clues, the wild-goose scents which were reported from hour to hour  by pedlars coming in from the dales, or by hazy parish constables who took every stranger for a rogue. Twice he had turned in his saddle, twice reined in his horse, before he passed out of sight; and she had known that he wrestled with himself, that he was near, very near, to giving way, and sacrificing her upon the altar of his child. But he had gone on, and not returned. And though it had grieved her to see how drawn and haggard was his face, how near to failing the wiry strength of his frame, she had rejoiced on her own account. He might say what he liked, forbid as he chose, it would go hard with her if she could not find the opportunity she needed, if she, who had suffered all along and in the esteem of all, did not make use of the means of clearing herself that remained to her.

Courage at least should not be wanting; and she would be cunning, too. Already she dreamed of a happy return with the child; and her cheeks grew warm and her eyes soft as she conjured up the scene, and imagined herself leading the boy to his father and receiving his thanks. Then he would confess  more fully than he had yet confessed  how he had wronged her, how far from her thoughts had been harm to the boy. And she  ah, but she must first do her part. She must first do that which she had to do.

So she went craftily about her task, counting up those whom she had to fear and ticking them off. Before Clyne had left the house a mile behind him she had learned where Nadin was, and a second officer whom she suspected of watching her movements. They were abroad and she had naught to fear from them. There remained Mr. Sutton and Bishop. For the former, Horrid man! she thought in her ingratitude, I suppose he will look to be thanked every time I see him! And she was confirmed in this, when she marked him down. He was walking to and fro before the door.

I must go out at the back! she concluded.

But there still remained the bluff but civil Bishop. She had little doubt that he was the Cerberus left to guard her. And no doubt at all when she learned from Modest Ann that he was taking his early dinner in the coffee-room with the door wide open.

Waiting to see if I go out, she said.

Well, miss, Ann answered, I shouldnt wonder if he was!

Henrietta looked at her very kindly.

Dont you think, she asked slowly, that you could somehow get rid of him, Ann?

The woman looked as much troubled as one of her hard features could look.

No, miss, I dont think I could, she said.

You are afraid? gently.

Im not afraid of him, with some asperity. Bless the man, no! Im not afraid of no man nowhere! But I am afraid of the missus?

Ah! And you dont think that you could tell him that I wish to see him upstairs? And then when he comes up and finds the room empty  that I shall be down from my bedroom in five minutes?

It wouldnt be true.

No, softly. Perhaps not.

Modest Ann looked dreadfully perplexed.

Youll get me into trouble, miss, she said. I know you will.

Then Ill get you out again, the fair tempter retorted. I will indeed, Ann.

But if you get into trouble yourself, miss? What then?

Henrietta turned with the air of a martyr to the window and looked out.

I thought you liked me a little, she murmured presently, and dried a tear that was not there. I thought you would do a small thing for me.

The woman took her hand and kissed it softly.

I will, miss, drat me if I dont! she said. Ill do what you wish, come what may of it! So there.

Henrietta turned to her, her face in a glow. You dear, kind thing! she cried, Ill never forget it. You are the only one who is not against me.

Ann shook her head.

I hope Ill not be the one to repent it! she muttered, with a last spark of doubt.

Indeed, indeed you wont! But now  naively shall I lock him in or not?

In the room?

Yes.

Here, miss? Why, miss, hed rouse the house!

Not if we tied up the bell-pull first! she suggested.

But Modest Ann was aghast at the thought. Lord, miss, hed only have to open the window and shout! And theres the parson walking up and down the road, and the fatd be in the fire in two twos!

So it would, Henrietta admitted reluctantly. I see. So you must just entice him here, and say Ill be down from my bedroom in three minutes. And I hope hell be patient. As for you, youll know no more than that I asked you to fetch him, and said I should be with him at once.

Well, they cant touch me for that, Modest Ann said; and she agreed, but with hesitation. I dont think hell be so simple, she said. Thats a fact. Hell not come up.

But he did. He walked straight into the trap, and Henrietta, who was waiting in ambush in the dark passage while he passed, sped downstairs, and would have escaped by the back door without meeting a soul, if Mrs. Gilson had not by bad luck been crossing the yard. The landlady caught sight of the girl, and raising her voice cried to her to stop. For an instant Henrietta hesitated. Then she thought it prudent to comply. She returned slowly.

Come, come, miss, this wont do! the landlady said tartly. Youre not going off like that all of a hurry! You bide a bit and consider whos bail for you.

Not you! Henrietta retorted mutinously. And as this was true, for the Gilsons bail had been discharged, the first hit was hers.

Oh, so youre saucy now, miss! the landlady retorted. Brags the dog, is it?

No, but  

Its so, it seems! Any way, youll please to tell me, young lady, where you are going in such a hurry.

But Henrietta was at bay. She knew that if she were delayed even two minutes her chance was gone; for Bishop would be on her heels. So, Thats my business! she answered. And determined to escape, even by force, she turned about, light as a roe, tossed her head defiantly, and was off through the gate in a twinkling.

Mrs. Gilson was left gaping. She was not of a figure to take up the chase, for like many good housewives of her time, she seldom left her own premises except to go to church. But she was none the less certain that Henrietta ought to be followed. Theres a fine trollop! she cried. It wont be long before she runs her head into harm! Wheres that blockhead, Bishop? And she bundled away to the coffee-room to tell him that the girl was gone.

She arrived scant of breath  and he was not there. The coffee-room was empty, and the landlady, knowing that he had stayed in the house on purpose to keep an eye on Henriettas movements, swept out again, fuming. In the passage she caught sight of Modest Ann and called her. Wheres that man, Bishop? she asked.

Ann stared as if she had never heard the name.

Bishop? she repeated stolidly.

What else did I say?

Hes with the young lady.

Hes nothing of the kind! Mrs. Gilson retorted, her temper rising.

Well, he went to her, Ann returned. He went  

But Mrs. Gilson did not stay to hear. She had caught sight of Mr. Sutton walking past the open door, and aware that a second now was worth a minute by and by, she hurried out to him. Your reverence! Here! she cried. And when he turned surprised by the address, The young ladys gone! she continued. Slipped out at the back, and shell be God knows where in two minutes! Do you follow, sir, and keep her in sight or theres no knowing what may happen! And she pointed through the house to indicate the nearest way.

Mr. Suttons face turned a dull red. But he did not move, nor make any show of acting on the suggestion. Instead, Miss Damer has gone out? he said slowly.

To be sure! the landlady cried, in a fume at the delay. And if she is not followed at once  

Wheres the officer? he asked, interrupting her.

Heaven knows, or I should not come to you! Mrs. Gilson retorted. Do you go after her before shes beyond catching!

But Mr. Sutton shook his head with an obstinate look. No, he said. Its not my business, maam. Id like to oblige you after your kindness yesterday, but Ive made up my mind not to interfere with the young lady. I followed her once, he continued, in a lower tone and with a conscious air and Ive repented it!

Youll repent it a deal more if you dont follow her now! the landlady retorted. She was in a towering passion by this time. Youll repent it finely if anything happens to her. That you will, my man! Dont you know that Captain Clyne left word that she wasnt to be let go out alone? Then go, man, after her, before it is too late. And dont be a sawny!

I shall not, he answered firmly.

She saw then that he was not to be moved; and with a half-smothered word, not of the politest, she turned short about to find Bishop; though she was well aware that so much time had been wasted that the thing was now desperate. Again she asked Ann, who had been listening to the colloquy, where Bishop was.

He went up to the young lady, Ann answered.

He did not, I tell you. For she is not up but out!

Perhaps he has followed her.

Perhaps youre a liar! Mrs. Gilson cried. And advancing on Ann with a threatening gesture, If you dont tell me where he is, Ill shake you, woman! Do you hear?

Ann hesitated; when who should appear at the foot of the stairs but Bishop himself, looking foolish.

Wheres the young lady? he asked. Wheres your wits? Mrs. Gilson retorted. Shes out by the back-door this five minutes. If you want to catch her youd best be quick! And as with a face of consternation he hurried through the house, She didnt turn Ambleside way! she called after him. Thats all I know!

This was something, but it left, as Bishop knew, two roads open. For, besides the field-path which led up the hill and through the wood, and so over the shoulder to Troutbeck, a farm lane turned short to the right behind the out-buildings, and ran into the lower road towards Calgarth and Bowness. Which had the girl taken? Bishop paused in doubt, and gazed either way. She was not to be seen on the slope leading up to the wood; but then, she was not to be seen on the other path. Still, he espied something there which gave him hope. On the hillside the snow had melted, but here and there on the north side of a wall, or in a sheltered spot, it lay; and a little way along the farm-road was such a patch extending across its width. Bishop hastened to the place, and a glance told him that the girl had not gone that way. With rising hopes he set off up the hill.

He was stout and short-winded, more at home in Cornhill than on real hills, and he did not expect to gain upon her. But he felt sure that he should find her track: and its direction where the fells were so sparsely peopled must tell him much. He remembered that it was at the upper end of the wood that he had surprised her on the occasion when her agitation had led him to question her. He resolved to make as quickly as possible for that point.

True enough, where the path entered the wood he came upon her footsteps imprinted in the snow; and he pushed on, through the covert to the upper end. Here, just within the wicket which opened on the road, lay some drifted snow; and as much to recover his breath, as because he thought it needful, he stopped to note the direction of her footprints. Alas, the snow bore no trace of feet! No one, it was clear, had passed through the gate that day.

This was a check, and he turned his back on the road, and mopped his forehead with a handkerchief which he took from his hat. He gazed, nonplussed, into the recesses of the wood through which he had passed. The undergrowth, which was of oak  with here and there a clump of hollies  still carried a screen of brown leaves, doomed to fall with the spring, but sufficient in the present to mask a fugitive. Moreover, in the damp bottom, where the bridge spanned the rivulet, a company might have lain hidden; and above him, where the wood climbed the shoulder, there were knolls and dells, and unprobed depths of yellow bracken, that defied the eye. Between him and this background the brown trunks stood at intervals, shot with the gold of the declining sun, or backed by a cold patch of snow: and the scene had been beautiful, in its russet livery of autumn blended with winter, if he had had eyes for it, or for aught but the lurking figure he hoped to detect.

That figure, however, he could not see. And again he stooped, and inspected the snow beside the gate. No, she had not passed, that was certain; and baffled, and in a most unhappy mood, he raised himself and listened. Above him a squirrel, scared by his approach, was angrily clawing a branch; a robin, drawn by the presence of a man, alighted near him, and hopped nearer. But no rustle of flying skirts, no sound of snapping twigs or falling stones came to him. And, a city man by training, and much at a loss here, he mopped his brow and swore. Every second was precious, and he was losing minutes. He was losing minutes, and learning nothing!

Was she hiding in the wood pending his departure? Or had she doubled back the way she had come, and so escaped, laughing and contemptuous? Or had she passed out by some gate unknown to him? Or climbed the fence? Or was she even now meeting her man in some hiding-place among the hollies, or in some fern-clad retreat out of sight and hearing?

Bishop could not tell. He was wholly at a loss. For a few seconds he entertained the wild notion of beating, the wood for her; but he had not taken a dozen steps before he set it aside, and went back to the gate. Henrietta on the occasion when her bearing had confirmed his suspicions had descended the road to the wood. He would go up the road. And even as he thought of this, and laid his hand on the gate to open it, he heard a footstep coming heavily down the road.

He went to meet the man; a tall, grinning rustic, who bore a sheep on his shoulders with its fore and hind feet in either hand, so that it looked like a gigantic ruff. At a sign from the officer he stopped, but did not lower his burden.

Meet anybody as you came down the road, my lad? Bishop asked.

Noa, the man drawled.

Where have you come from? Troutbeck?

Ay.

You havent met a young lady?

Noa! Met no soul, master! the man answered, in the accent not only of Westmoreland, but of truth.

Not even a pretty girl?

The man grinned more widely.

Noa, not nobody, he said.

And he went on down the road, but twice looked back, turning sheep and all, to see what the stranger would be at.

Bishop stood for a few moments pondering the question, and then he followed the man.

If she is not up the road, he argued, it is ten to one that she started up the hill to throw us off the scent. And shes slipped down herself towards Calgarth. Its that way, too, she went to meet him at night.

And gradually quickening his steps as the case seemed clearer and his hopes grew stronger he was soon out of sight.


CHAPTER XXVIII

THE GOLDEN SHIP

Two minutes after Bishop had passed from sight, Henrietta rose from a dip in the fern; in which she had lain all the time, as snugly hidden, though within eyeshot of him, as a hare in its form. She cast a wary glance round. Then she hastened to the gate, but did not pass through it. She knew too much. She chose a weak place in the fence, scaled it with care, and sprang lightly into the road. She glanced up and down, but no one was in sight, and pleased with her cleverness, she set off at a quick pace up the hill.

The sun lacked an hour of setting. She might count on two hours of daylight, and her spirits rose. As the emerald green of the lower hills shone the brighter for the patches of snow, harbingers of winter, which flecked them, so her spirits rose the higher for troubles overpast or to come. She felt no fear, no despondency, none of the tremours with which she had entered on her night adventure. A gaiety of which she did not ask herself the cause, a heart as light as her feet and as blithe as the black-birds note, carried her on. She who had awakened that morning in a prison could have sung and caroled as she walked. The beauty of the hills about her, of the lake below her, blue here, there black, filled her with happiness.

And the cause? She did not seek for the cause. Certainly she did not find it. It was enough for the moment that she had been prisoned and was free; and that in an hour, or two hours at most, she would return with the child or with news. And then, the sweet vengeance of laying it in its fathers arms! She whom he had insulted, whom he had mishandled, whom he had treated so remorselessly  it would be from her hand that he would receive his treasure, the child whom he had told her that she hated. He would have some cause then to talk of making amends! And need to go about and about before he found a way to be quits with her!

She did not analyse beyond that point the feeling of gaiety and joyous anticipation which possessed her. She would put him in the wrong. She would heap coals of fire on his head. That sufficed. If there welled up within her heart another thought, if since morning she had a feeling and a hope that thrilled her and lent to all the world this smiling guise, she was conscious of the effect, unconscious of the cause. The wrist which Clyne had twisted was still black and blue and tender to the touch. She blushed lest any eye fall on it, or any guess how he had treated her. But  she blushed also, when she was alone, and her own eyes dwelt on it. And dwell on it sometimes they would; for, strange to say, the feeling of shame, if it was shame, was not unpleasant.

She met no one. She reached the gate of Starvecrow Farm, unseen as she believed. But heedful of the old saying, that fields have eyes and woods have ears, she looked carefully round her before she laid her hand on the gate. Then, in a twinkling, she was round the house like a lapwing and tapping at the door.

To her first summons she got no answer. And effacing herself as much as possible, she cast a wary eye over the place. The garden was as ragged and desolate, the house as bald and forbidding, the firs about it as gloomy, as when she had last seen them. But the view over sloping field and green meadow, wooded knoll and shining lake, made up for all. And her only feeling as she tapped again and more loudly was one of impatience. Even the memory of the squalid old man whom she had once seen there did not avail to alarm her in her buoyant mood.

This was well, perhaps. For when she knocked a third time, in alarm lest the person she sought should be gone, and her golden ship with him, it was that very old man who opened the door. And, not unnaturally, it seemed to Henrietta that with its opening a shadow fell across the landscape and blurred the sunshine of the day. The ape-like creature who gaped at her, the cavern-like room behind him, the breath of the close air that came from him, inspired disgust, if not alarm, and checked the girl in the full current of content.

He did not speak. But he moved his toothless gums unpleasantly, and danced up and down in an odd fashion from his knees, without moving his feet. Meanwhile his reddened eyes thrust near to hers gleamed with suspicion. On her side Henrietta was taken aback by his appearance, and for some moments she stared at him in consternation. What could she expect from such a creature?

At length, I wish to see Walterson, she said; in a low tone  there might be listeners in the house. Do you understand? Do you understand? she repeated more loudly.

He set his head, which was bald in patches, on one side; as if to indicate that he was deaf. And with his eyes on hers, he dropped his lower jaw and waited for her to repeat what she had said.

She saw nothing else for it, and she crushed down her repugnance.

Let me come in, she said. Do you hear? I want to talk to you. Let me come in.

To remain where she was, talking secrets to a deaf man, was to invite discovery.

He understood her this time, and grudgingly he opened the door a little wider. He stood aside and Henrietta entered. In the act she cast a backward look over her shoulder, and caught through the doorway a last prospect of the hills and the mid-lake and the green islets off Bowness  set like jewels on its gleaming breast  all clear-cut in the brisk winter air. She felt the beauty of the scene, but she did not guess what things were to happen to her before she looked again upon its fellow.

Not that when the door was shut upon her, the room in which she found herself did not something appal her. The fire had been allowed to sink low, and the squalor and the chill, vapid air of the place wrapped her about. But she was naturally fearless, and she cheered herself with the thought that she was stronger than the grinning old man who stood before her. She was sure that if he resorted to violence she could master him. Still, she was in haste. She was anxious to do what she had to do, and escape.

And: I must see Walterson! she told him loudly, looking down on him, and instinctively keeping her skirts clear of the unswept floor. He was here, I know, some days ago, she continued sharply. Dont say you dont understand, because you do! But fetch him, or tell me where he is. Do you hear?

The old man moved his jaw to and fro. He grinned senilely.

He was here, eh? he drawled.

Yes, he was here, Henrietta returned, taking a tone of authority with him. And I must see him.

Ay?

It is to do no harm to him, she explained. Tell him Miss Damer is here. Miss Damer, do you hear? He will see me, I am sure.

Ay? he said again in the same half-vacant tone. Ay?

But he did not go beyond that; nor did he make any movement to comply. And she was beginning to think him wholly imbecile when his eyes left hers and fixed themselves on the front of her riding-coat. Then, after a moments silence, during which she patted the floor with her foot in fierce impatience, he raised his claw-like hand and stretched it slowly towards her throat.

She stepped back, but as much in anger as in fear. Was the man imbecile, or very wicked?

What do you want? she asked sharply. Dont you understand what I have said to you?

For the moment he seemed to be disconcerted by her movement. He stood in the same place, slowly blinking his weak eyes at her. Then he turned and moved in a slip-shod fashion to the hearth and threw on two or three morsels of touch-wood, causing the fire to leap up and shoot a flickering light into the darker corners of the room. The gleam discovered his dingy bed and dingier curtains, and the shadowy entrance to the staircase in which Henrietta had once seen Walterson. And it showed Henrietta herself, and awakened a spark in her angry eyes.

The old man, still stooping, looked round at her, his chin on his shoulder. And slowly, with an odd crab-like movement, he edged his way back to her. She watched his approach with a growing fear of the gloomy house and the silence and the dark staircase. She began to think he was imbecile, or worse, and that nothing could be got from him. And she was in two minds about retreating  so powerfully do silence and mystery tell on the nerves  when he paused in his advance, and, raising his lean, twitching hand, pointed to her neck.

Give it me, he whimpered. Give it me  and Ill see, maybe, where he is.

She frowned.

What? she asked. What do you want?

The gold! he croaked. The gold! At your neck, lass! That sparkles! Give it me! opening and shutting his lean fingers. And Ill  Ill see what I can do.

She carried her fingers to the neck of her gown and touched the tiny gold medal struck to celebrate the birth of the Princess Charlotte, which she wore as a clasp at her throat. And relieved to find that he meant no worse, she smiled. The scarecrow before her was less of an innocent than she had judged him. It was so much the better for her purpose.

I cannot give you this, she said. But Ill give you its value, if you will bring me to Walterson.

No, no, give it me, he whimpered, grimacing at her and making feeble clutches in the air. Give it me!

I cannot, I say, she repeated. It was my mothers, and I cannot part with it. But if, she continued patiently, you will do what I ask I will give you its value, old man, another day.

Give now! he retorted. Give now! And leering with childish cunning, Trust the day and greet the morrow! Groats in pouch neer yet brought sorrow! Na, na, Hinkson, old Hinkson trusts nobody. Give it me now, lass! And I  I know what I know. And in a cracked and quavering voice, swaying himself to the measure,

It is an old saying

That few words are best,

And he that says little

Shall live most at rest.

And I by my gossips

Do find it right so,

Therefore Ill spare speech,

But  I know what I know.

I know what I know! he repeated, blinking with doting astuteness,

Therefore Ill spare speech,
But  I know what I know!

Henrietta stared. She would have given him the money, any money in her power. But imprudently prudent, she had brought none with her.

I cant give it you now, she said. But I will give it you to-morrow if you will do what I ask. Otherwise I shall go and you will get nothing.

He did not reply, but he began to mumble with his jaws and dance himself up and down from his knees, as at her first entrance; with his monstrous head on one side and his red-lidded eyes peering at her. In the open, in the sunshine, she would not have feared him; she would have thought him only grotesque in his anger. But shut up in this hideous den with him, in this atmosphere of dimly perceived danger, she felt her flesh creep. What if he struck her treacherously, or took her by surprise? She had read of houses where the floors sank under doomed strangers, or the testers of beds came down on them in their sleep. He was capable, she was sure, of anything; even of murdering her for the sake of the two or three guineas worth of gold which she wore at her neck. Yet she held her ground.

Do you hear? she said with spirit. If you do not tell me, I shall go. And you will get nothing!

He nodded cunningly.

Bide a bit! he said in a different tone. Sit ye down, lass, sit ye down! Bide a bit, and Ill see.

He slippered his way across the floor to get a stool for her. But when he had lifted the stool from the floor in his shaking hands, she marked with a quick leap of the heart that he had put himself between her and the door, and that, with the possession of the stool, his looks were altered. The heavy block wavered in his grasp and he seemed to pant and stagger under its weight. But there was an ugly light in his eyes as he sidled nearer and nearer to her; a light that meant murder. She was sure that he was going to leap upon her. And she remembered that no one, no one knew where she was, no one had seen her enter the house. She had only her own strength to look to, only her own courage and coolness, if she would escape this creature.

Put down that stool! she said.

Eh?

Put down that stool! she repeated, firmly. And she kept her eyes on him, resisting the fatal temptation to glance at door or window. Do you hear me? Put down that stool!

He hesitated, but her glance never wavered. And slowly and unwillingly he obeyed. Shaking as with the palsy, and with his mouth fallen open  so that he looked more imbecile and less human than ever  he relinquished the stool.

She drew a deep breath.

Now, she said bravely, though she was conscious that the perspiration had broken out on her brow, tell me at once where he is?

But the old miser, though his will had yielded to hers, did not answer. He seemed to be shaken by his defeat, and to be at once feeble and furious. Glaring askance at her, he tottered to the settle on the hearth and sat down on it, breathing heavily.

Curse her! Curse her! Curse her! he gibbered low, but audibly. And he licked his lips and gnashed his toothless gums at her in impotent rage. Curse her! Curse her! The firelight, now rising, now falling, showed him sitting there, mopping and mowing, like some unclean Eastern idol; or, again, masked his revolting ugliness.

The girl thought him horrible, thought it all horrible. She felt for an instant as if she were going to faint. But she had gained the victory, she had mastered him, and she would make one last attempt to attain her object.

You wicked old man, she said, you would have hurt me! You wicked monster! But I am stronger, much stronger than you, and I do not fear you. Now I am going unless you tell me at once.

He ceased to gibber to her. He beckoned to her to approach him. But she shook her head. He no longer had the stool, but he might have some weapon hidden under the seat of the settle. She distrusted him.

No, she said, I am not coming near you. You are a villainous old man, and I dont trust you.

Have you no  no money? he whimpered. Nothing to give old Hinkson? Poor old Hinkson? with a feeble movement of his fingers on his knees, as if he drew bed-clothes about him.

Where is Walterson? she repeated. Tell me at once.

How do I know? he whined. I dont know.

He was here. You do know. Tell me.

He averted his eyes and held out a palsied hand.

Give! he answered. Give!

But she was relentless.

Tell me, she rejoined, or I go, and you get nothing. She was in earnest now, for she began to despair of drawing anything from him, and she saw nothing for it but to go and return another time. Do you hear? she continued. If you do not speak for me, I  I shall go to those who will know how to make you speak.

It was an idle threat; and one which she had no intention of executing. But the rage into which it flung him  no rage is so fierce as that which is mingled with fear  fairly appalled her. Eh? Eh? he cried, his voice rising to an inarticulate scream. Eh? You will, will you? And he rose to his feet and clawed the air as if, were she within reach, he would have torn her to pieces. You devil, you witch, you besom! Go! he cried. Ill sort you! Ill sort you! Ill fetch one as shall  as shall dumb you!

There was something so demoniacal in the old dotards passion, in its very futility, in its very violence, that the girl shrank like Frankenstein before the monster she had aroused. She turned to save herself, for, weak as he was, he seemed to be about to fling himself upon her; and she had no stomach for the contact. But as she turned  with a backward glance at him, and an arm stretched toward the door to make sure of the latch  a shadow cast by a figure passing before the lattice flitted across the floor between them, and a hand rested on the latch.


CHAPTER XXIX

THE DARK MAID

The substance followed the shadow so quickly that Henrietta had not time to consider her position before the latch rose. The door opened, and a girl entered hurriedly. The surprise was common to both, for the newcomer had closed the door behind her before she discerned Henrietta, and then her action was eloquent. She turned the key in the lock, and stood frowning, with her back to the door, and one shoulder advanced as if to defend herself. The other hand remained on the fastening.

You here? she muttered.

Yes, Henrietta replied, returning her look, and speaking with a touch of pride. For the feeling of dislike was instinctive; if Besss insolent smile had not stamped itself on her memory  on that first morning at the Low Wood, which seemed so very, very long ago  Henrietta had still known that she was in the presence of an enemy. Are you  his daughter? she continued.

Yes, Bess answered. She did not move from the door, and she maintained her attitude, as if the surprise that had arrested her still kept her hand on the key. Yes, she repeated, I am. You dont  with a glance from one to the other like him, I see!

That is no matter, Henrietta answered with dignity. I am not here for him, nor to see him; I wish to see  

Your lover?

Henrietta winced, and her face turned scarlet. And now there was no question of the hostility between them. Besss dark, smiling face was insolence itself.

What? Wasnt he that? the gipsy girl continued. If he was not  with a coarse look what do you want with him?

Silenced for the moment by the others taunt, Henrietta now found her voice.

I wish to see him, she said. That is enough for you.

Oh, is it? Bess replied. She had taken her hand from the key and moved a pace or two into the room, so as to confront her rival at close quarters. Thats my affair! I fancy you will have to tell me a good deal more before you do see him.

Why?

Oh, why? mimicking her rudely. Why? Because  

What are you to him?

What you were! Bess answered.

Henriettas face flamed anew. But the insult no longer found her unprepared. She saw that she was in the presence of a woman dangerous and reckless; and one who considered her a rival. On the hearth crouched and gibbered that fearful old man. The door was locked  the action had not been lost on her; and no living being, no one outside that door, knew that she was here.

You are insolent! was all she answered.

But it is true! Bess said. Or, if it is not true  

It is not true! with a glance of scorn. She knew even in her innocence that this girl had been more to him.

Then why do you ask for him? with derision. What do you want with him? What right have you to ask for him?

I wish to see him, Henrietta answered. She would not, if she could avoid it, let her fears appear. After all, it was daylight, and she was strong and young; a match, she thought, for the other if the old man had not been there. I wish to see him, that is all, and that is enough, she repeated, firmly.

Bess did not answer at once. Indeed, at this point there came over her a change, as if either the others courage impressed her, or cooler thoughts suggested a different course of action. Her eyes still brooded malevolently on the others face, as if she would gladly have spoiled her beauty, and her sharp, white teeth gleamed. But to Henriettas last words she did not answer. She seemed to be wavering, to be uncertain. And at last,

Do you mean him fair? she asked. That is the question.

I mean no harm to him.

Upon your honour?

Upon my honour.

Id tear you limb from limb if you did! Bess cried in the old tone of violence. And the look which accompanied the words matched them. But the next moment, If I could believe you, she said more quietly, it would be well and good. But  

You may believe me. Why should I do him harm?

Bess bit her nails in doubt; and for the first time since her entrance she turned her eyes from her rival. Perhaps for this reason Henriettas courage rose. She told herself that she had been foolish to feel fear a few minutes before: that she had allowed herself to be scared by a few rude words, such as women of this class used on the least provocation. And the temptation to drop the matter if she could escape uninjured gave way to a brave determination to do all that was possible. She resolved to be firm, yet prudent; and to persevere. And when the dialogue was resumed the tone on each side was more moderate.

Well, Bess said, with a grudging air, perhaps you may not wish to do him harm. I dont know, my lass. But you may do it, all the same.

How?

If you think he is here you are mistaken.

Henrietta had already come to this conclusion.

Still, she said, I can go to him.

I dont see how you are to go to him.

I will go anywhere.

Ay, with contempt. And so will a many more at your heels.

No one saw me come here, Henrietta said.

No. But it will be odd if no one sees you leave here. I met Bishop as I came, and another with him, hot-foot after you, both, and raising the country as fast as they could.

Henrietta frowned. She gazed through the window. Then she looked again at Bess.

Is he far from here? she asked.

Thats telling, and Im not going to tell. Far or near, I dont see how you are to go to him, unless   She broke off, paused a moment, and then, as if she put away a thought that had occurred to her, No, she said with decision, I see no way. There is no way.

To Henrietta, the girl, the situation, the surroundings, and not least her own rôle, were odious. Merely to negotiate with such an one as this was a humiliation; but to endure her open scorn, to feel her cheeks burn under the fire of her taunts, was hateful. Yet failure in the enterprise from which she had let herself expect so much was still worse  still worse; and the prospect of it overcame her pride. She could not accept the defeat of all her hopes and expectations. She could not.

You said unless, she retorted.

Bess laughed.

Ay, but its an unless, she answered contemptuously, that you are not the one to fill up.

What do you mean?

What I say, Bess answered impudently. And vaulting sideways on the table, she sat swinging her feet, and eyeing the other with a triumphant smile.

Unless what?

Unless you like to stay here until it is dark,  ay, dark, my pretty peacock; and that wont be for an hour or more. Then you may go to him safely. Not before! But you fine ladies, with a look that took in Henrietta, from her high-piled hair and flushed face to the hem of her skirt, are afraid of your shadows, Im told.

I am not afraid of my shadow, Henrietta answered.

Youre afraid of the dark, or why didnt you come when he asked you? And when you could have helped him? Why did you not come then and say what you chose to him?

I did come, Henrietta answered coldly. It was he who failed to meet me.

Thats a nice flim-flam! Bess rejoined, with incredulity. Youre not one to venture yourself out after moonrise, Ill be bound. And so I told him! But any way, sliding to her feet, and speaking with decision, hes not here, and you cant see him! And to tell the truth, Id as lief have your room as your company, that being so.

She turned to the door as if to open it. But Henrietta did not move. She was deep in thought. The sneering words, the dark handsome face, filled her with distrust; and with something like loathing of herself when she reflected that the man she sought had been this girls lover. But they also aroused her spirit. They spurred her to the step which the other dared her to take. Was she to show herself as a timid thing, as poor a creature as this gipsy girl deemed her? She had come hither with her heart set upon a prize; was she to relinquish that prize because its pursuit demanded an ordinary amount of courage  such courage as this village girl possessed and made naught of?

And yet  and yet she hesitated. She was not afraid of the girl; she was not afraid  she told herself  of the man who had once professed to be her lover: but there might be others, and it would be dark. If the boy were there, there would be others. And she was not sure that she was  not afraid. For the old man by the fireside, with his squalid clothes and his horrible greediness, made her flesh creep. She hesitated, until Bess, with a sneer, bade her to go if she was going.

Id as soon see your back, she continued, and ha done with it. I know your sort! All fine feathers and as much spunk as a mouse!

Henrietta made up her mind. She sat down on the nearest stool.

I shall remain, she said, and go with you to see him.

Not you! So whats the use of talking?

I shall go, Henrietta replied firmly. It will be dark in an hour. I will remain and go with you.

Bess shrugged her shoulders and answered nothing. But had Henrietta caught sight of her smile, she had certainly changed her mind.

Even without that, and unwarned, the girl found, as they sat there in silence, and the minutes passed and the light faded, much ground for hesitation. The words which Clyne had used when he forbade her to risk herself, the terms in which he had described the desperate plight of the men whom she must beard, the fears that had assailed her when she had gone after dark to meet a peril less serious  all these things recurred to her memory, and scared her. By pressing her lips together she maintained a show of unconcern; but only because the dusk hid her loss of colour. She repented  gravely; but she had not the courage to draw back. She shrank from meeting  as she must meet, if she rose to go  the others smile of triumph; she shrank from the sense of humiliation under which she would smart after she had escaped. She had cast the die and must dare. She must see the enterprise through. And she sat on. But she was sure that she could hardly suffer anything worse than she suffered during those minutes, while her fate still lay in her hands, while the power to withdraw was still hers, and indecision plucked at her. The man who fights with his back to the wall suffers less than when, before he drew his blade, imagination dealt him a score of deaths.

The old man continued to grumble over the fire; and seldom, but sometimes, he laid his chin on his shoulder and looked back at her. Bess, on the contrary, gazed at her as the cat at the mouse; but with her back to the light and her own face in shadow, so that whatever thoughts or passions clouded her dark eyes, they passed unseen. Presently, as the light failed, Besss head became no more than a dark knob breaking the lower line of dusty panes; while through the upper a patch of pale green sky, promising frost, held Henriettas eyes and raised a still but solemn voice amid the tumult of her thoughts. That morsel of sky was the only clean, pure thing within sight, and it faded quickly, and became first grey and then a blur of darkness. By that time the room, with its close, fetid odours and its hints at gruesome secrets, had sunk into the blackness of night.

The fire gave out a dull glow, but it went no farther than the hearth. Yet presently it was the cause of an illusion, if illusion it was, which gave Henrietta a shock. Turning her eyes from the window  it seemed to her that longer waiting would break her down  she saw the outline of the old misers figure, but erect and much closer to her than before  and, unless she was mistaken, with hands outstretched as if to clutch her neck. She uttered a low cry, and rose, and stepped back. On the instant he vanished. But whether he sank down, or retreated, or had never stirred, she could not be sure; while her cry found an echo in Besss mischievous laughter.

Ha! ha! Youre not quite so bold! Bess cried, with enjoyment, as you were an hour ago, I reckon!

The jeer gave a fillip to Henriettas pride.

I am ready, she said, though her voice shook a little.

And youll go?

Yes, coldly; I shall go.

Did you think he was going to twist your pretty neck? Bess rejoined. Was that it? But come, in a more sober tone, well go. Good-night, old man! And moving to the door with the ease of one who knew every foot of the room, she unlocked it. A breath of fresh, cold air, blowing on her cheek, informed Henrietta that the door was open. She groped her way to it.

Do you wait here, Bess whispered, while I see if the coast is clear. Youll hear an owl hoot; then come.

But Henrietta was not going to be left with that old man. She crept outside the door and, holding it behind her, waited. The night was dark as well as cold, for the moon would not rise for some hours; and Henrietta wondered, as she drew her hood about her neck, how they were to go anywhere. Presently the owl hooted low, and she released the door, and groped her way round the house and between the fir trunks to the gate. A hand, rough but small, clutched her wrist and turned her about; a voice whispered, Come! and the two, Bess acting as guide, set off in silence along the road in the direction of Troutbeck.

How far is it? Henrietta muttered, when they had gone a distance, that in the night seemed a good half mile.

Thats telling, Bess answered. Taint far. Turn here! Right! right! pushing her. Now wait while I  

What are you doing?

Bess did not explain that she was opening a gate. Instead, she impelled the other forward and squeezed her arm to impress on her the need of silence. Henrietta felt that the ground over which they were passing was at once softer and more uneven, and she guessed that they had left the road. A moment later the air met her cheek more coldly, and the gloom seemed less opaque. She conjectured that she stood on the brow of a hill  or a precipice  and involuntarily she recoiled. But Bess dragged her on, down a slope so steep that, although the girl trod with caution, she was scarcely able to keep her feet.

Feeling her still hang hack, the gipsy girl plucked at her.

Hurry! she whispered. Hurry, cant you? We are nearly there.

Where?

Why, there!

But the cold and the darkness and the others hostile tone had shaken Henriettas nerves. She jerked herself free.

Where? she repeated firmly. Where are we going? I shall not go farther unless you tell me.

Nonsense!

I shall not.

Let be! Let be!

Tell me this minute!

To Tyson the doctors, if you must know, Bess replied grudgingly.

Oh!

She knew now. She stood half way down the smooth side of the hollow in which Tysons farm nestled. She remembered the large kitchen, with the shining oaken table and the woman with the pale plump face who had crouched on the settle and gone in fear of nights. And though the place still stood a trifle uncanny in her memory, and the uncomfortable impression which the womans complaints had made on her, had not quite passed from her, the knowledge relieved her.

She knew at least where she was, and that the place lay barely a furlong from the road. She might count, too, on the aid of the doctors wife, who was jealous of this very girl. And after all, in comparison with the misers wretched abode, Tysons house, though lonely, seemed an everyday dwelling, and safe.

The news reassured her. When Bess, in a tone of scorn that thinly masked disappointment, flung at her the words, Then you are not coming? she was ready.

Yes, I am coming, she said. And she yielded herself again to Besss guidance. In less than a minute they were at the bottom of the hollow. They skirted the fold-yard and the long, silent buildings that bulked somewhat blacker than the night. They turned a corner, and a dog not far from them stirred its chain and growled. But Bess stilled it by a word, and the two halted in the gloom, where a thin line of light escaped beneath a door,


CHAPTER XXX

BESSS TRIUMPH

Bess knocked twice, and, stooping to the keyhole, repeated the owls hoot. Presently a bar was drawn back, and after a brief interval, which those within appeared to devote to listening, the key was turned, and the door was opened far enough to admit one person at a time. The two slid in, Bess pushing Henrietta before her.

The moment she had passed the threshold Henrietta stood, dazzled by the light and bewildered by what she saw. Nor was it her eyes only that were unpleasantly affected. A voice, loud and blustering, hailed her appearance with a curse, fired from the heart of a cloud of tobacco smoke. And the air was heavy with the reek of spirits.

By G  d! the voice which had affrighted her repeated. Whos this? Are you mad, girl? And the speaker sprang to his feet. He was one of two thickset, unshaven men who were engaged in playing cards on a corner of the table. His comrade kept his place, but stared, a jug half lifted to his lips; while a third man, the only other present, a loose-limbed, good-looking gipsy lad, who had opened the door, grinned at the unexpected vision  as if his stake in the matter was less, and his interest in feminine charms greater. But nowhere, though the kitchen was wastefully lighted, and her frightened eyes flew to every part of it, was the man to be seen whom she came to meet.

She turned quickly upon Bess, as if she thought she might still escape. But the door was already closed behind them, the key turned. And before she could speak:

Have done a minute! Bess muttered, pushing her aside. And let me deal with them. Then, advancing into the room  but not before she had seen the great bar drawn across the locked door Shut your trap! she cried to the man who had spoken. And listen!

Whos this?

Whats that to you?

Who is it, I say? the man cried, even more violently. And what the blazes have you brought her here for? And he poured out a string of oaths that drove the blood from Henriettas cheeks. Who is it? Who is it? he continued. Dyou think, you vixen, that because my neck is in a noose, I want some one to pull the rope tight?

What a fool you are to talk before her! Bess answered, with quiet scorn. If any one pulls the hemp its you.

Lord help you, Ill do more than talk! the man rejoined. And he snatched up a heavy pistol that lay on the table beside the cards. Quick, will you? Speak! Who is it, and why do you bring her?

Ill speak quick enough, but not here! Bess answered, contemptuously. If you must jaw, come into the dairy! Come, dont think that Im afraid of you! And she turned to Henrietta, who, stricken dumb by the scene, recognised too late the trap into which she had fallen. Do you stay here, she said, unless you want his hand on you. Sit there! pointing abruptly to the settle, and keep mum until I come back.

But Henriettas terror at the prospect of being abandoned by the girl, though that girl had betrayed her, was such that she seized Bess by the sleeve and held her back.

Dont leave me! she said. And again, with a shadow of the old imperiousness, You are not to leave me! Do you hear? I will come with you. I  

Youll do what youre bid! Bess answered. Go and sit down! And the savage glint in her eyes put a new fear into Henrietta.

She went to the settle, her limbs unsteady under her, her eyes glancing round for a chance of escape. Where was the woman of the house? Where was Tyson? Chiefest of all, where was Walterson? She saw no sign of any of them. And terrified to the heart, she sat shivering where the other had ordered her to sit.

Bess opened a side door which led to the dairy, a cold, flagged room, lower by a couple of steps than the kitchen. She took up a candle, one of five or six which were flaring on the table, and she beckoned to the two men to follow her. When they had done so, the one who had taken up the pistol still muttering and casting suspicious glances over his shoulder, she slammed to the door. But, either by accident, or with a view to intimidate her prisoner, she let it leap ajar again; so that much of the talk which followed reached Henriettas ears. It soon banished from the unhappy girls cheeks the blood which the gipsy lads stare of admiration had brought to them.

Lunts first word was an oath. You know well enough, he cried, that we want no praters here! Why have you brought this fool here to peach on us?

Why?

Ay, why? Lunt repeated. In two days more we had all got clear, and nothing better managed!

And thanks to whom? the girl retorted with energy. Who has hidden you? Who has kept you? Who has done all for you? But there it is! Now my lads gone, and Thistlewoods gone, you think alls yours! And as much of yourselves as masterless dogs!

Stow it!

But Ill not! she retorted. Whose house is this?

Well, my lass, not yours! Giles, the less violent of the two, answered.

Nor yours either! And, any way, its due to me that you are in it, and not outside, with irons on you.

But cannot you see, lass, Giles answered, in a more moderate tone, that youve upset all by bringing the wench here? Youll hear the morrow, or the morrow of that, that your lads got clear to Leith, and Thistlewood with him! And then we go our way, and yon gipsy will carry off the brat in his long pack, and drop him the devil cares where  and nobodyll be the wiser, and his fatherll have a lesson that will do him good! But, now youve let the girl in, whatll you do with her when we get clear? You cannot stow her in the long pack, and the moment you let her go her tongue will clack!

How do you know it will clack? Bess asked, in a tone that froze the listening girls blood. How do you know it will clack? she repeated. The lakes deep enough to hold both.

But whats the game, lass? Giles asked. Show a glim. Lets see it. If you are so fond of us, in a tone of unpleasant meaning, that youve brought her  just to amuse us in our leisure, say it out! Though even then Im not for saying that the game is worth the candle, my lass! Since coves in our very particular case has to be careful, and the prettiest bit of red and white may hang a man as quick as her mother! But I dont think you had that in your mind, Bess.

Well?

And that being so, and hemp so cheap, out with it! Show a glim, and youll not find us nasty.

The things pretty plain, isnt it? Bess answered, coolly. Youve had your fun. Why shouldnt I have mine? Youd a grudge, and youve paid it. Why am I not to pay mine?

What has the wench done to you?

Whats that to you? viciously. Stolen my lad, if you like. Any Away, its my business. If I choose to treat her as you have treated the brat, what is it to you? If Ive a mind to give her a taste of the smugglers oven, whats that to you? Or if I choose to spoil her looks, or break her pride  shes one of those that teach us to behave ourselves lowly and reverently to all our betters  and if I choose to give her a lesson, is it any business but mine? Shes crossed me! Shes a peacock! And if I choose to have some fun with her and hold her nose to the grindstone, whats that to you?

But afterwards? Giles persisted. Afterwards, my lass? What then?

Ask me no questions, and Ill tell you no lies, Bess answered. For the matter of that, if my old dad once gets his fingers round her throat shell not squeak! You may swear to that.

They dropped their voices then, or they moved farther from the door. So that the remainder of the debate escaped Henrietta, though she strained her ears to the utmost.

She had heard enough, however; enough to know where she stood, and to feel the cold grip of despair close upon her. Fortunately she had had such preparation as the scene and the change in Besss demeanor afforded; and while her heart thumped to choke her, and she could not restrain the glances that like a hunted hare she cast about her, she neither fainted nor raised an outcry. The gipsy lad, who lolled beside the door and never took his bold eyes from her, detected the sudden stillness of her pose and her changed aspect. But, though his gaze dwelt as freely as he pleased on her, on the turn of her pale cheek, and the curve of her figure, he was deceived into thinking that she did not catch the drift that was so clear to him.

Shes frightened! he thought, smacking his lips. Shes frightened! But shed be more frightened if she heard what they are saying. A devil, Bess is, a devil if there ever was one! And he wondered whether, if he told the girl, she would cling to him, and pray to him, and kneel to him  to save her! He would like that, for she was a pretty prey; and the prettier in his eyes, because she was not dark-skinned and black-eyed, like his own women, but a thing of creamy fairness.

Henrietta heard all, however, and understood. And for a few moments she was near to swooning. Then the very peril in which she found herself steadied her, and gave her power to think. Was there any quarter to which she could look for help  outside or in? Outside the house, alas, none; for she had taken care, fatal care, to blind her trail, and to leave no trace by which her friends could find her! And inside, the hope was as slight. Walterson, to whose pity she might have appealed  with success, if all chivalry were not dead in him  was gone, it seemed. There remained only  a feeble straw indeed to which to cling  the woman of the house; the white-faced woman who had gone in fear, and thought this very girl Bess had designs on her life!

But was the woman here? She had been very near her time, yet no cry, no whimper bore witness to the presence of child life in the house. And the room in its wild and wasteful disorder gave the lie to the presence of any housewife, however careless. The flagged floor, long uncleaned and unwhitened, was strewn with broken pipe-stems, half-burned pipe-lights, gnawed bones and dirty platters. The bright oaken table, the pride of generations of thrifty wives, was a litter of dogs-eared cards and over-set bottles, broken loaves, and pewter dishes. One of the oat-cake springs hung loose, tearing the ceiling; in one corner a bacon chest gaped open and empty. In another corner a pile of dubious bedding lay as its occupant had left it. The chimney corner was cumbered with logs of wood. Greasy frying-pans and half-cleaned pots lay everywhere; and on the whole, and on a medley of tattered things too repulsive to mention, a show of candles, that would have scared the least frugal dame, cast a useless glare.

In a word, everything within sight proved that the house was at the mercy of the gang who surrounded her. And if that were so? If no help were possible? For an instant panic gripped her. The room swam round, and she had to grasp the settle with her hands to maintain her composure. What was she to do? What could she do, thus trapped? What? What?

She must think  for her own sake, for the childs sake, who, it was clear, was also in their power. But it was hard, very hard, to think with that mans eyes gloating on her; and when with every second the door of the dairy, where they were conferring, might open, and  she knew not what horror might befall her. And  and then again there was the child!

For she spared it a thought of pity, grudgingly taken from her own need. And then the door opened. And Bess, carrying the light above her head, came up the steps, followed by the two men.

Well let her down soft! she said, as she appeared. Well make her drudge first and smart afterwards! And shell come to it the quicker.

Nay, Bess, one of the men answered with a grin, but youll not spoil her pretty fingers.

Oh, wont we? Bess answered. And turning to Henrietta, and throwing off the mask, Now, peacock! she said, Ive got you here and you cant escape. I am going to put your nose to the grindstone. Im going to see if you are of the same stuff as other people! Can you cook?

Henrietta did not know what to answer; nor whether she dared assert herself. She tried to frame the words, Where is Walterson? Where is Walterson? If he is not here, let me go! But she knew that they would not let her go. And, unable to speak, she stood dumb before them.

Ah, well, well see if you can, Bess said, scoffingly. I see you know whats what, and where you are. Come, slice that bacon! And fry it! Theres the knife, and theres the flitch, and lets have none of your airs, or  youll have the knife across your knuckles. Do you hear, cat? Do you understand? Youll do as you are bid here. Well see how you like to be undermost.

The men laughed.

Thats the way, Bess, one said. Break her in, and shell soon come to it!

Anyways, shell not take my lad again! Bess said, as Henrietta, bending her head, took the knife with a shaking hand. Well give her something to do, and shell sleep the sounder for it when she goes to bed.

Ay, said Giles, with a smile. Hope shell like her room!

Shell lump it or like it! said Bess. Shes one of them that grinds our faces. Well see how she likes to be ground!

Involuntarily Henrietta, stooping with a white face to her work, shuddered. But she had no choice. To beg for mercy, it was clear, was useless; to resist was to precipitate matters, while every postponement of the crisis offered a chance of rescue. As long as insult was confined to words she must put up with it  how foolish, how foolish she had been to come! She must smile  though it were awry  and play the sullen or the cheerful, as promised best. The door was locked on her. She had no friends within reach. Help there was none. She was wholly at the mercy of these wretches, and her only hope was that, if she did their bidding, she might awaken a spark of pity in the breast of one or other of them.

Still, she did not quite lose her presence of mind. As she bent over her task, and with shaking fingers hacked at the tough rind of the bacon, the while Bess rained on her a shower of gibes and the men grinned at the joke, her senses were on the alert. Once she fancied a movement and a smothered cry in the room above; and she had work to keep her eyes lowered when Bess immediately went out. She might have thought more of the matter; but left alone with the three men she had her terrors. She dared not let her mind or her eyes wander. To go on with the task, and give the men not so much as a look, seemed the only course.

For the present the three limited their coarse gallantries to words. Nay, when the gipsy lad would have crept nearer to her, the others bade him have done; adding, that kissing the cook-maid never cleaned a dish.

Then Bess came back and forced her to hold the pan on the fire, though the heat scorched her cheeks.

Weve to do it! See how you like it! the girl cried, standing over her vindictively. And see you dont drop it, my lass, or Ill lay the pan to your cheek. Youre proud of your pink and white  thrusting her almost into the fire see how it will stand a bit of cook-maids work!

Pride helped Henrietta to restrain the rising sob, the complaint. And luckily it needed but another minute to complete the cooking. Bess and the three men sat down to the table, and Besss first humour was to make her wait on them. But a moment later she changed her mind, forced the girl to sit down, and, will she, nill she, Henrietta had to swallow, though every morsel seemed to choke her, the portion set for her.

Down with it! Bess cried, spitefully. Whats good enough for us is good enough for you! And when suppers done Ill see you to your bedroom. Youre a mile too dainty, like all your sort! Ah, youd like to kill me this minute, wouldnt you? Thats what I like! Ive often thought I should like to have one of you peacocks  who look at me as if I were dirt  and put my foot upon her face! And now Ive got you  who stole my lad! And youll see what Ill do to you!


CHAPTER XXXI

A STRANGE BEDROOM

The men followed Besss lead, and as they supped never ceased to make Henrietta the butt of odious jests and more odious gallantries; until, now pale, now red, the girl was eager to welcome any issue from a position so hateful. Once, stung beyond reason, she sprang up and would have fled from them, with burning ears. But Bess seized her by the shoulders and thrust her back violently into her seat; and, sobered by the force used to her, and terrified lest the men should lay hands on her, she resigned herself.

Strangely, the one of the four who said nothing, was the one whom she feared the most. The gipsy lad did not speak. But his eyes never left her, and something in their insolent freedom caused her more misery than the others coarsest jests. He marked her blushes and pallor, and her one uncontrollable revolt; and like the bird that flutters under the spell of the serpent that hopes to devour it, she was conscious of this watching. She was conscious of it to such an extent, that when Bess cried, Now its time you had your bedroom candlestick, peacock! she did not hear, but sat on as one deaf and blind; as the hare sits fascinated by the snakes eye.

The gipsy smiled. He understood. But Bess did not, and she tugged the girls hair with sufficient roughness to break the spell.

Up! she cried. Up when I speak! Dont dream youre a fine lady any longer! Wait till I get your bed candlestick  eh, lads?  and youll be wiser to-morrow, and tamer, too. See, my lass, thats for you! And she held up a small dark-lanthorn, and opening it, kindled the wick from one of the candles. Now come! And do you  no, not you! to the gipsy, who had stepped forward you! to Giles, come with me and see her safely into her bedroom!

Lunt growled a word or two.

Stow it! Bess answered, as she darkened the lanthorn. Its to be as I say. Here, give me your wrist, girl.

But at that, fear gripped Henrietta. She hung back with a white face.

What are you going to do with me? she cried. What are you  

In two minutes youll see! Bess retorted. And with a quick movement she grasped the girls arm. And be as wise as I am. Lay hold of her other arm, she continued to Giles. Its no use to struggle, my lady!  and if she cries out down her at once. You hear, do you? she continued, addressing Henrietta, who with terror found herself as helpless as a doe in the hounds fangs. Then mum, and itll be the better for you. Here, do you take the lanthorn, she went on, handing it to Giles, and Ill carry the victuals. You can hold her?

Ill break her wrist if she budges, the man replied. But, after all, isnt she as well here?

No, shes not! Bess answered, with decision. Do you  to Lunt open the yard door for us, and stand by till we come in again. No, not you, to the gipsy, who had again stepped forward. Youre too ready, my lad, and I dont trust you.

Fortunately for Henrietta, the sight of the plate of food relieved her of her worst fears. She was not to be done to death, but in all probability to be consigned to the hiding place which held the boy. And though the prospect was not cheerful, and Besss manner was cruel and menacing, Henrietta felt that if this were the worst she could face it. She could bear even what the child bore, and by sharing its hardships she might do something to comfort it. Always, too, there was the chance of escape; and from the place, be it out-house or stable, in which they held the boy confined, escape must be more feasible than from the house, with its bolts and bars.

She had time to make these calculations between the kitchen and the yard door; through which they half-led, half-pushed her into the night. With all a womans natural timidity on finding herself held and helpless in the dark, she had to put restraint upon herself not to try to break loose, not to scream. But she conquered herself and let them lead her, unresisting and as one blindfold, where they pleased.

It was clear that they knew the place well. For, though the darkness in the depths of this bowl in the hills was absolute, they did not unmask the lanthorn; but moved confidently for a distance of some fifty yards. The dog, kenneled near, had given tongue as they left the house. But once only. And when they paused, all was so still in the frosty mist that wrapped them about and clutched the throat, that Henriettas ear caught the trickle of water near at hand.

Where are we? she muttered. Where are we? She hung back in sudden, uncontrollable alarm.

Mum, fool! Bess hissed in her ear. Be still, or it will be the worse with you. Have you, she continued, in the same low tone, undone the door, lad?

For answer a wooden door groaned on its hinges.

Right! Bess murmured. Bend your head, girl!

Henrietta obeyed, and pushed forward by an unseen hand, she advanced three paces, and felt a warmer air salute her cheek. The door groaned again; she heard a wooden bolt thrust home. Bess let her hand go and unmasked the lanthorn.

Henrietta shivered. She was in a covered well-head, whence the water, after filling a sunken caldron, about which the moss hung in dark, snaky wreaths, escaped under the wooden door. Some yeoman of bygone days had come to the help of nature, and after enlarging a natural cavity had enclosed it, to protect the water from pollution. The place was so small that it no more than held the three who stood in it, nor all of them dry-shod. And Henriettas heart sank indeed before the possibility of being left to pass the night in this dank cave.

Besss next movement freed her from this fear. The girl turned the light on the rough wall, and seizing an innocent-looking wooden peg, which projected from it, pushed the implement upwards. A piece of the wall, of the shape and size of a large oven door, fell downwards and outwards, as the tail of a cart falls. It revealed a second cavity of which the floor stood a couple of feet higher than the ground on which they were. It was very like a spacious bread-oven, though something higher and longer; apparently it had been made in the likeness of one.

But Henrietta did not think of this, or of its shape or its purpose. For the same light, a dim, smoky lamp burning at the far end of the place, which revealed its general aspect, disclosed a bundle of straw and a forlorn little form.

She gasped. For that any human creature, much more a child, should be confined in such a place, buried in the bowels of the earth, seemed so monstrous, so shocking, that she could not believe it!

Oh! she cried, forgetting for the moment her own position and her own fate, forgetting everything in her horror and pity. You have not left the child here! And alone! For shame! For shame! she continued, turning on them in the heat of her indignation and fearing them no more than a hunter fears a harmless snake  which excites disgust, but not terror. What do you think will happen to you?

For a moment, strange to say, her indignation cowed them. For a moment they saw the thing as she saw it; they were daunted. Then Bess sneered:

You dont like the place?

For that child?

For yourself?

She was burning with indignation, and for answer she climbed into the place, and went on her hands and knees to the childs side. She bent over it, and listened to its breathing.

Ist asleep? Bess asked. There was a ring of anxiety in her tone. And when Henrietta did not answer, Its not dead? she muttered.

Dead? No, Henrietta replied, with a shudder. But its  its  

What?

It breathes, but  but   She drew its head on to her shoulder and peered more closely into the small white face. It breathes, but  but what is the matter with it? What have you done to it?  glancing at them suspiciously. For the boy, after returning her look with lack-lustre eyes, had averted his face from the light and from hers.

Its had a dose, Bess answered roughly  she had had her moment of alarm. In an hour or two it will awake. Then you can feed it. Heres the porridge. And theres milk. It was fresh this morning and must be fresh enough now. Hang the brat, Im sure it has been trouble enough. Now you can nurse it, my lass, and I wish you joy of it, and a gay good-night! And before morning youll know what it costs to rob Bess Hinkson of her lad!

But the child will die! Henrietta cried, rising to her feet  she could stand in the place, but not quite erect. Stay! Stay! At least take  

What?

Take the child in! And warm and feed it! Oh, I beg you take it! Henrietta pleaded. It will die here! It is cold now! I believe it is dying now!

Dying, your grand-dam! the girl retorted, scornfully. But if we take it, will you stay?

I will! Henrietta answered. I will!

So you will! And the child, too! Bess retorted. And she slammed-to the door. But again, while Henrietta, appalled by her position, still stared at the place, the shutter fell, and Bess thrust in her dark, handsome face. See here! she said. If you begin to scream and shout, it will be the worse for you, and do you remember that! I shall not come, but I shall send Saul. Hes took a fancy to you, and will find a way of silencing you, Ill bet! with an unpleasant smile. So now you know! And if you want his company youll shout!

She slammed the shutter to again with that, and Henrietta heard the bolt fall into its place.

The girl stood for a moment, staring and benumbed. But presently her eyes, which at first travelled wildly round, grew more sober. They fell on her tiny fellow-prisoner, and, resting on that white, unconscious cheek, on those baby hands clenched in some bygone paroxysm, they filled slowly with tears.

I will think of the child! I will think of the child! she murmured. And, crouching down, she hugged it to her with a sensation of relief, almost of happiness. I thank God I came! I thank God I am here to protect it!

And resolutely averting her eyes from the low roof and oven-like walls, that, when she dwelt too long on them, seemed, like the famous dungeon of Poe, to contract about her and choke her, she devoted herself to the child; and as she grew scared by its prolonged torpor, she strove to rouse it. At first her efforts were vain. But she persisted in them. For the vision which she had had in the cell at Kendal  of the child holding out pleading hands to her  rose to her memory. She was certain that at that moment the child had been crying for aid. And surely not for nothing, not without purpose, had the cry come to her ears who now by so strange a fate was brought to the boys side.

At intervals she felt almost happy in this assurance; as she pressed the child to her, and watched by the dim, yellow light its slow recovery from the drug. Her present danger, her present straits, her position in this underground place, which would have sent some mad, were forgotten. And the past and the future filled her thoughts; and Anthony Clyne. Phrases of condemnation and contempt which he had used to her recurred, as she nursed his child; and she rejoiced to think that he must unsay them! The bruises which he had inflicted still discoloured her wrist, and moved strange feelings in her, when her eyes fell upon them. But he would repent of his violence soon! Very soon, very soon, and how completely! The thought was sweet to her!

She was in peril, and a week before she had been free as air. But then she had been without any prospect of reinstatement, any hope of regaining the worlds respect, any chance of wiping out the consequences of her mad and foolish act. Now, if she lived, and escaped from this strait, he at least must thank her, he at least must respect her. And she was sure, yes, she dared to tell herself, blushing, that if he respected her, he would know how to make the world also respect her.

But then again she trembled. For there was a darker side. She was in the power of these wretches; and the worst  the thought paled her cheek  might happen! She held the child more closely to her, and rocked it to and fro in earnest prayer. The worst! Yes, the worst might happen. But then again she fell back on the reflection that he was searching for them, and if any could find them he would. He was searching for them, she was sure, as strenuously, and perhaps with more vengeful purpose than when he had sought the child alone! By this time, doubtless, she was missed, and he had raised the country, flung wide the alarm, set a score moving, fired the dalesmen from Bowness to Ambleside. Yes, for certain they were searching for her. And they must know, careful as she had been to hide her trail, that she could not have travelled far; and the scope of the search, therefore, would be narrow, and the scrutiny close. They could hardly fail, she thought, to visit the farm in the hollow; its sequestered and lonely position must invite inquiry. And if they entered, a single glance at the disordered kitchen would inform the searchers that something was amiss.

So far Henriettas thoughts, as she clasped the boy to her and strove to warm him to life against her own body, ran in a current chequered but more or less hopeful. But again the supposition would force itself upon her  the men were desperate, and the woman was moved by a strange hatred of her. What if they fled, and left no sign? What if they escaped, and left no word of her? The thought was torture! She could not endure it. She put the child down, and rising to her knees, she covered her eyes with her hands. To be buried here underground! To die of hunger and thirst in this bricked vault, as far from hope and help, from the voices and eyes of men and the blessed light of the sun, as if they had laid her alive in her coffin!

Oh, it was horrible! She could not bear it; she could not bear to think of it. She sprang, forgetting herself, to her feet, and the blow which the roof dealt her, though her thick hair saved her from injury, intensified the feeling. She was buried! Yes, she was buried alive! The roof seemed to be sinking upon her. These brick walls so cunningly arched, and narrowing a t either end, as the ends of a coffin narrow, were the walls of her tomb! Those faint lines of mortar which seclusion from the elements had preserved in their freshness, presently she would attack them with her nails in the frenzy of her despair. She glared about her. The weight, the mass of the hill above, seemed to press upon her. The air seemed to fail her. Was there no way, no way of escape from this living tomb  this grave under the tons and tons and tons of rock and earth?

And then the child  perhaps she had put him from her roughly, and the movement had roused him  whimpered. And she shook herself free  thank God  free from the hideous dream that had obsessed her. She remembered that the men were not yet fled, nor was she abandoned. She was leaping, thank Heaven, far above the facts. In a passion of relief she knelt beside the child, and rained kisses on him, and swore to him, as he panted with terror in her arms, that he need not fear, that he was safe now, and she was beside him to take care of him! And that all would be well if he would not cry. All would be well. For she bethought herself that the child must not know how things stood. Fear and suffering he might know if the worst came; but not the fear, not the mental torture which she had known for a few moments, and which in so short a time had driven her almost beside herself.

The boys faculties were still benumbed by the hardships which he had undergone; perhaps a little by the narcotic he had taken. And though he had seen Henrietta at least a dozen times in the old life, he could not remember her. Nevertheless she contrived to satisfy him that she was a friend, that she meant him well, that she would protect him. And little by little, in spite of the surroundings which drew the childs eyes again and again in terror to the dimly-lit vaulting, on which the shadow of the girls figure bulked large, his alarm subsided. His heart beat less painfully, and his eyes lost in a degree the strained and pitiful look which had become habitual. But his little limbs still started if the light flickered, or the oil sputtered; and it was long before, partly by gentle suasion, partly by caresses, she succeeded in inducing the child  nauseated as he was by the drug  to take food. That done, though she still believed him to be in a critical state, and dreadfully weak, she was better satisfied. And soon, soothed by her firm embrace and confident words, her charge fell into a troubled sleep.


CHAPTER XXXII

THE SEARCH

To return to Bishop. Thrown off the trail in the wood, he pushed along the road as far as Windermere village. There, however, he could hear nothing. No one of Henriettas figure and appearance had been seen there. And in the worst of humours, with the world as well as with himself, he put about and returned to the inn. If the girl had come back during his absence, it was bad enough; he had had his trouble for nothing, and might have spared his shoe-leather. Hang such pretty frailties for him! But if, on the other hand, she had not come back, the case was worse. He had been left to watch her, and the blame would fall on him. Nadin would say more than he had said already about London officers and their uselessness. And if anything happened to her! Bishop wiped his brow as he thought of that, and of his next meeting with Captain Clyne. It was to be hoped, be devoutly hoped, that nothing had happened to the jade.

It wanted half an hour of sunset, when he arrived, fagged and fuming, at the inn; and if his worst fears were not realised, he soon had ground to dread that they might be. Miss Damer had not returned.

Ive no truck with them rubbishy radicals, Mrs. Gilson added impersonally, scratching her nose with the handle of a spoon  a sign that she was ill at ease. But theyre right enough in one thing, and that is, that theres a lot of useless folk paid by the country  thatd never get paid by any one else! And for brains, give me a calfs head!

Bishop evaded the conflict with what dignity he might.

The Captains not come in? he asked.

Yes, hes come in, the landlady answered.

Well, sullenly, the sooner I see him the better, then!

You cant see him now, Mrs. Gilson replied, with a glance at the clock. Hes sleeping.

Bishop stared.

Sleeping? he cried. And the young lady not come back?

He dont know that she has so much as gone out, Mrs. Gilson answered with the utmost coolness. And whats more, Im not going to tell him. He came in looking not fit to cross a room, my man, let alone cross a horse! And when I went to take him a dish of tea I found him asleep in his chair. And you may take it from me, if hes not left to have out his sleep, now its come, hell be no more use to you, six hours from this, than a corpse!

Still, maam, Bishop objected, the Captain wont be best pleased  

Please a flatiron! Mrs. Gilson retorted. Best serveds best pleased, my lad, and that youll learn some day. And then suddenly taking the offensive, For the matter of that, what do you want with him? she continued. Aint you grown men? If Joe Nadin and you and half a dozen redbreasts cant find one silly girl in an open countryside, dont talk to me of your gangs! And your felonies! And the fine things you do in London!

But in London  

Ay, London Bridge was made for fools to go under! Mrs. Gilson answered, with meaning. It dont stand for nothing.

Bishop tapped his top-boot gloomily.

She may come in any minute, he said. Theres that.

She may, or she maynt, Mrs. Gilson answered, with another look at the clock.

Shes not been gone more than an hour and a half.

Nor the mouse my cat caught this afternoon, the landlady retorted. But youll not find it easily, my lad, nor know it when you find it.

He had no reply to make to that, but he carried his eye again to the clock. He was very uncomfortable  very uncomfortable. And yet he hardly knew what to do or where to look. In the meantime the girls disappearance was becoming known, and caused, indoors and out, a thrill of excitement. Another abduction, another disappearance! And at their doors, on their thresholds, under their noses! Some heard the report with indignation, and two in the house heard it with remorse; many with pity. But in the breasts of most the feeling was not wholly painful. The new mystery revived and doubled the old; and blew to a white heat the embers of interest which were beginning to grow cold. In the teeth of the nipping air  and sunset is often the coldest hour of the twenty-four  groups gathered in the yard and before the house. And while a man here and there winked at his neighbour and hinted that the young madam had slunk back to the lover from whom she had been parted, the common view was that mischief was afoot and something strong should be done.

Meanwhile uncertainty  and in a small degree the absence of Captain Clyne and Nadin  paralysed action. At five, Bishop sent out three or four of his dependants; one to watch the boat-landing, one to keep an eye on the entrance to Troutbeck village, and others to bid the constables at Ambleside and Bowness be on the watch. But as long as the young ladys return seemed possible  and some still thought the whole a storm in a tea-cup  men not unnaturally shrank from taking the lead. Nor until the man who took all the blame to himself interposed, was any real step taken.

It was nearly six when Bishop, talking with his friends in the passage, found himself confronted by the chaplain. Mr. Sutton was in a state of great and evident agitation. There were red spots on his cheek-bones, his pinched features were bedewed with perspiration, his eyes were bright. And he who usually shunned encounter with coarser wits, now singled out the officer in the midst of his fellows.

Are you going to do nothing, he cried, except drink?

Bishop stared.

See here, Mr. Sutton, he said, slowly and with dignity, you must not forget  

Except drink? the chaplain repeated, without compromise. And taking Bishops glass, which stood half-filled on the window-seat beside him, he flung its contents through the doorway. Do your duty, sir! he continued firmly. Do your duty! You were here to see that the lady did not leave the house alone. And you permitted her to go.

And what part, Bishop answered, with a sneer, did your reverence play, if you please? He was a sober man for those times, and the taunt was not a fair one.

A poor part, the chaplain answered. A mean one! But now  I ask only to act. Say what I shall do, and if it be only by my example I may effect something.

Ay, you may! Bishop returned. And Ill find your reverence work fast enough. Do you go and tell Captain Clyne the ladys gone. Its a task Ive no stomach for myself, with a grin; and your reverence is the very man for it.

Mr. Sutton winced.

I will do even that, he said, if you will no longer lose time.

But she may return any minute.

She will not! Mr. Sutton retorted, with anger. She will not! God forgive us for letting her go! If I failed in my duty, sir, do you do yours! Do you do yours!

And such power does enthusiasm give a man, that he who these many days had seemed to the inn a poor, timid creature, slinking in and out as privately as possible, now shamed all and kindled all.

By jingo, I will, your reverence! Bishop cried, catching the flame. I will! he repeated heartily. And he turned about and began to give orders with energy.

Fortunately Nadin arrived at that moment; and with his burly form and broad Lancashire accent, he seemed to bring with him the vigour of ten. In three minutes he apprehended the facts, pooh-poohed the notion that the girl would return, and with a good round oath dommed them Jacobins, to give his accent for once, for the graidliest roogs and the roofest devils i all Lancashire  and thats saying mooch! But we mun ha them hanged now, he continued, striding to and fro in his long, rough horsemans coat. We mun ha them hanged! Well larn them!
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In ten minutes the road twinkled with lights ...

He formed parties and assigned roads and brought all into order. The first necessity was to visit every house within a mile of the inn on the Windermere side; and this was taken in hand at once. In ten minutes the road twinkled with lights, and the frosty ground rang under the tread of ironshod boots. It was ascertained that no boat had crossed the lake that afternoon; and this so far narrowed the area to be searched, that the men were in a high state of excitement, and those who carried firearms looked closely to their priming.

Tis a pity its neet! said Nadin. But we mun ha them, we mun ha them, afoor long!

Meanwhile, Mr. Sutton had braced himself to the task which he had undertaken. Challenged by Bishop, he had been anxious to go at once to Clynes room and tell him; that the Captain might go with the searchers if he pleased. But he had not mounted three steps before Mrs. Gilson was at his heels, bidding him, in her most peremptory manner, to let his honour be for another hour. What can he do? she urged. Hes but one more, and now the lads are roused, theyll do all he can do! Let him be, let him be, man, she continued. Or if you must, watch him till he wakes, and then tell him.

It will be worse then, the chaplain said.

But hell be better! she retorted. Do you be bidden by me. The man wasnt fit to carry his meat to his mouth when he went upstairs. But let him be until he has had his sleep out and hell be another man.

And Mr. Sutton let himself be bidden. But he was right. Every minute which passed made the task before him more difficult. When at last Captain Clyne awoke, a few minutes after eight oclock, and startled, brought his scattered senses to a focus, he saw sitting opposite him a man who hid his face in his hands, and shivered.

Clyne rose.

Man, man! he said. What is it? Have you bad news?

But the chaplain could not speak. He could only shake his head.

They have not  not found  

Clyne could not finish the sentence. He turned away, and with a trembling hand snuffed a candle  that his face might be hidden.

The chaplain shook his head.

No, no! he said. No!

But it is  its bad news?

Yes. Shes  shes gone! Shes disappeared!

Clyne dropped the snuffers on the table.

Gone? he muttered. Who? Miss Damer?

Yes. She left the house this afternoon, and has not returned. It was my fault! My fault! poor Mr. Sutton continued, in a tone of the deepest abasement. And with his face hidden he bowed himself to and fro like a man in pain. They asked me to follow her, and I would not! I would not  out of pride!

And she has not returned? Clyne asked, in an odd tone.

She has not returned  God forgive me!

Clyne stared at the flame of the nearest candle. But he saw, not the flame, but Henrietta; as he had seen her the morning he turned his back on her, and left her standing alone on the road above the lake. Her slender figure under the falling autumn leaves rose before him; and he knew that he would never forgive himself. By some twist of the mind her fate seemed the direct outcome of that moment, of that desertion, of that cruel, that heartless abandonment. The after-events, save so far as they proved her more sinned against than sinning, vanished. He had been her sole dependence, her one protector, the only being to whom she could turn. And he had abandoned her heartlessly; and this  this unknown and dreadful fate  was the result. Her face rose before him, now smiling and defiant, now pale and drawn; and the piled-up glory of her hair. And he remembered  too late, alas, too late  that she had been of his blood and his kin; and that he had first neglected her, and later when his mistake bred its natural result in her act of folly, he had deserted and punished her.

Remorse is the very shirt of Nessus. It is of all mental pains the worst. It seizes upon the whole mind; it shuts out every prospect. It cries into the ear with every slow tick of the clock, the truth that that which had once been so easy can never be done now! That reparation, that kind word, that act of care, of thoughtfulness, of pardon  never, never now! And once so easy! So easy!

For he knew now that he had loved the girl; and that he had thrown away that which might have been the happiness of his life. He knew now that only pride had blinded him, giving the name of pity to that which was love  or so near to love that it was impossible to say where one ended and the other began. He thought of her courage and her pride; and then of the womanliness that, responding to the first touch of gentleness on his side, had wept for his child. And how he had wronged her from the first days of slighting courtship! how he had misunderstood her, and then mistrusted and maligned her  he, the only one to whom she could turn for help, or whom she could trust in a land of strangers  until it had come to this! It had come to this.

Oh, his poor girl! His poor girl!

A groan, bitter and irrepressible, broke from him. The man stood stripped of the trappings of prejudice; he saw himself as he was, and the girl as she was, a creature of youth and spirit and impulse. And he was ashamed to the depths of his soul.

At last, What time did she go out? he muttered.

The chaplain roused himself with a shiver and told him.

Then she has been missing five hours? There was a sudden hardening in his tone. You have done something, I suppose? Tell me, man, that you have done something!

The chaplain told him what was being done. And the mere statement gave comfort. Hearing that Mrs. Gilson had been the last to speak to her, Clyne said he would see the landlady. And the two went out of the room.

In the passage a figure rose before them and fled with a kind of bleating cry. It was Modest Ann, who had been sitting in the dark with her apron over her head. She was gone before they were sure who it was. And they thought nothing of the incident, if they noticed it.

Downstairs they found no news and no comfort; but much coming and going. For presently the first party returned from its quest, and finding that nothing had been discovered, set forth again in a new direction. And by-and-by another returned, and standing ate something, and went out again, reinforced by Clyne himself. And so began a night of which the memory endured in the inn for a generation. Few slept, and those in chairs, ready to start up at the first alarm. The tap ran free for all; and in the coffee-room the table was set and set again. The Sundays joints  for the next day was Sunday  were cooked and cold, and half-eaten before the morning broke; and before breakfast the larder of the Salutation at Ambleside was laid under contribution. At intervals, those who dozed were aware of Nadins tall, bulky presence as he entered shaking the rime from his long horsemans coat and calling for brandy; or of Bishop, who went and came all night, but in a frame of mind so humble and downcast that men scarcely knew him. And now and again a fresh band of searchers tramped in one behind the other, passed the news by a single shake of the head, and crowding to the table ate and drank before they turned to again  to visit a more distant, and yet a more distant part.

Even from the mind of the father, the boys loss seemed partly effaced by this later calamity. The mystery was so much the deeper: the riddle the more perplexing. The girl had gone out on foot in the full light of a clear afternoon; and within a few hundred yards of the place to which they had traced the boy, she had vanished as if she had never been. Clyne knew from her own lips that Walterson was somewhere within reach. But this did not help much, since no one could hit on the place. And various were the suggestions, and many and strange the solutions proposed. Every poacher and every neer-do-well was visited and examined, every house was canvassed, every man who had ever said aught that could be held to savour of radical doctrine, was considered. As the search spread to a wider and yet wider area, the alarm went with it, and new helpers arrived, men on horseback and men on foot. And all through the long winters night the house hummed; and the lights of the inn shone on the water as brightly and persistently as the stars that in the solemn firmament wheeled and marched.

But lamps and stars were alike extinguished, and the late dawn was filtering through the casements on jaded faces and pale looks, when the first gleam of encouragement showed itself. Clyne had been out for some hours, and on his return had paused at the door of the snuggery to swallow the cup of hot coffee, which the landlady pressed upon him. Nadin was still out, but Bishop was there and the chaplain, and two or three yeomen and peasants. In all hearts hope had by this time given way to dejection; and dejection was fast yielding to despair. The party stood, here and there, for the most part silent, or dropped now and again a despondent word.

Suddenly Modest Ann appeared among them, with her head shrouded in her apron. And, I cant bear it! I cant bear it! the woman cried hysterically. I must speak!

A thrill of amazement ran through the group. They straightened themselves.

If you know anything, speak by all means! Clyne said, for surprise tied Mrs. Gilsons tongue. Do you know where the lady is?

No! no!

Did she tell you anything?

Nothing! nothing! the woman answered, sobbing wildly, and still holding the apron drawn tightly over her face. Missus, dont kill me! She told me naught! Naught! But  

Well  what? What?

There was a letter I gave her some time ago  before  oh, dear!  before the rumpus was, and she was sent to Kendall! And Im thinking, sob, sob, youd maybe know something from the person who gave it me.

Thats it, said Bishop coolly. Youre a sensible woman. Who was it?

That girl  of Hinksons, she sobbed.

Bess Hinkson! Mrs. Gilson ejaculated.

Ay, sure! Oh, dear! oh, dear! Bess said that she had it from a man on the road.

And that may be so, or it may not, Bishop answered, with quiet dryness. He was in his element again. And then in a lower tone, Were on it now, he muttered, or I am mistaken. Ive seen the young lady near Hinksons once or twice. And it was near there I lost her. The house has been visited, of course; it was one of the first visited. But wed no suspicion then, and now we have. Which makes a difference.

Youre going there?

Straight, sir, without the loss of a minute!

Clynes eyes sparkled. And tired as they were, the men answered to the call. Ten minutes before, they had crawled in, the picture of fatigue. Now, as they crossed the pastures above the inn, and plunged into the little wood in which Henrietta had baffled Bishop, they clutched their cudgels with as much energy as if the chase were but opening. It mattered not that some wore the high-collared coats of the day, and two waistcoats under them, and had watches in their fobs; and that others tramped in smock frocks drawn over their fustian shorts. The same indignation armed all, great and small, rich and poor; and in a wonderfully short space of time they were at the gate of Starvecrow Farm.

The house that, viewed at its best, had a bald and melancholy aspect, wore a villainous look now  perched up there in bare, lowering ugliness, with its blind gable squinting through the ragged fir-trees.

Bishop left a man in the road, and sent two to the rear of the crazy, ruinous outbuildings which clung to the slope. With Clyne and the other three he passed round the corner of the house, stepped to the door and knocked. The suns first rays were striking the higher hills, westward of the lake, as the party, with stern faces, awaited the answer. But the lake, with its holms, and the valley and all the lower spurs, lay grey and still and dreary in the grip of cold. The note of melancholy went to the heart of one as he looked, and filled it with remorse.

Too late, it seemed to say, too late!

For a time no one came. And Bishop knocked again, and more imperiously; first sending a man to the lower end of the ragged garden to be on the look-out. He knocked a third time. At last a shuffling of feet was heard approaching the door, and a moment later old Hinkson opened it. He looked, as he stood blinking in the daylight, more frowsy and unkempt and to be avoided than usual. But  they noted with disappointment that the door was neither locked nor bolted; so that had they thought of it they might have entered at will!

What ist? he drawled, peering at them. Why did you na come in?

Bishop pushed in without a word. The others followed. A glance sufficed to discover all that the kitchen contained; and Bishop, deaf to the old mans remonstrances, led the way straight up the dark, close staircase. But though they explored without ceremony all the rooms above, and knocked, and called, and sounded, and listened, they stumbled down again, baffled.

Wheres your daughter? Bishop asked sternly.

She was here ten minutes agone, the old man answered. Perhaps because the day was young he showed rather more sense than usual. But his eyes were full of spite.

Here, was she?

Ay.

And wheres she now?

Shes gone to t doctors. She be nursing there. Theyve no lass.

Nursing! Whos she nursing? incredulously.

The old man grinned at the ignorance of the question.

The wumman and the babby, he said.

At Tysons?

Ay, ay.

The house in the hollow?

That be it.

While they were talking thus, others had searched the crazy outhouses, but to no better purpose. And presently they all assembled in the road outside the gate.

Wheres your dog, old lad? asked one of the dalesmen.

The miser had shuffled after them, holding out his hand and begging of them.

At the doctors, he answered. Her be fearsome and begged it. Yell give an old man something? he added, whining. Yell give something?

Off! Off you go, my lad! Bishop cried. Weve done with you. If youre not a rascal tis hard on you, for you look one! And when the old skinflint had crawled back under the fir-trees, Worst is, sir, he continued, with a grave face, its all true. Tysons away in the north  with a brother or something of that kind  so I hear. And his missus had a baby this ten days gone or more. Hes a rough tyke, but hes above this sort of thing, I take it. Still, well go and question the girl. We may get something from her.

And they trooped off along the road in twos and threes, and turning the corner saw Tysons house, below them  so far below them that it had, as always, the look of a toy house on a toy meadow at the bottom of a green bowl. Below the house the little rivulet that rose beside it bisected the meadow, until at the end of the open it lost itself in the narrow wooded gorge, through which it sprang in unseen waterfalls to join the lake below.

They descended the slope to the house; sharp-eyed but saying little. A trifle to one side of the door, under a window, a dog was kenneled. It leapt out barking; but seeing so many persons it slunk in again and lay growling.. A moment and the door was opened and Bess showed herself. She looked astonished, but not in any way frightened.

Eh, masters! she said. What is it? Are you come after the young lady again?

Ay, Bishop answered. We are. We want to know where you got the letter you gave Ann at the inn  to give to her?

Perhaps Bess looked for the question and was prepared. At any rate, she betrayed no sign of confusion.

Well, she said, I can tell you what he was like that gave it me.

A man gave it you?

Ay, and a shilling. And, smiling broadly, hed have given me something else if Id let him.

A kiss, I bet! said Bishop.

Ay, it was. But I said thatd be another shilling.

Clyne groaned.

For Gods sake, he said, come to the point. Times everything.

Bishop shrugged his shoulders.

Where did you see him, my girl? he asked.

By the gate of the coppice as I was bringing the milk, she answered frankly. Im her Joe, he said. And if youll hand her this and keep mum, heres a shilling for you. And  

Very good, said Bishop. And what was he like?

With much cunning she described Walterson, and Bishop acknowledged the likeness. Its our man! he said, slapping his boot with his loaded whip. And now, my dear, which way did he go?

But she explained that she had met him by the gate  he was a stranger  and she had left him in the same place.

And you cant say which way he went?

No, she answered. Nor yet which way he came. I looked back to see, to tell the truth, frankly. But he had not moved, and he did not move until I was out of sight. And I never saw him again. The boy had not been stolen then, she continued, and I thought little of it.

You should have told, Bishop answered, eyeing her severely. Another time, my lass, youll get into trouble. And then suddenly, Here, can we come in?

She threw the door wide with a movement that disarmed suspicion.

To be sure, she said. And welcome, so as you dont make a noise to waken the mistress.

But when they stood in the kitchen it wore an aspect so neat and orderly that they were ashamed of their suspicions. The fire burned cheerfully on the wide hearth, and a wooden tray set roughly, but cleanly, stood on the corner of the long, polished table. The door of the shady dairy stood open, and afforded a glimpse of the great leaden milk-pans, and the row of shining pails.

The mistress is just overhead, she said. So youll not make much noise, if you please.

Well make none, said Bishop. Weve learned what we want. And he turned to go out.

All had not entered. Those who had, nodded, turned with gloomy faces, and followed him out. The dog, lurking at the back of its kennel, was still growling.

Id be afeared to sleep here without him, Bess volunteered.

Ay, ay.

Hes better n two men.

Ay?

They looked at the dog, and some one bade her good-day. And one by one the little troop turned and trailed despondently from the house, Clyne with his chin sunk on his breast, Bishop in a brown study, the other men staring blankly before them. Half-way up the ascent to the road Clyne stopped and looked back. His face was troubled.

I thought   he began. And then he stopped and listened, frowning.

What?

I dont know. He looked up. You didnt hear anything?

Bishop and the men said that they had not heard anything. They listened. They all listened. And all said that they heard nothing.

It was fancy, I suppose, Clyne muttered, passing his hand over his eyes. And he shook his head as if to shake off some painful impression.

But before he reached the road he paused once again and listened. And his face was haggard and lined with trouble.

It occurred to no one that Bess had been too civil. To no one. For shrewd Mrs. Gilson was not with them.


CHAPTER XXXIII

THE SMUGGLERS OVEN

Henrietta crouched beside the lamp, lulling the child from time to time with a murmured word. She held the boy, whom she had come to save, tight in her arms; and the thought that she held him was bliss to her, though poisoned bliss. Whatever happened he would learn that she had reached the child. He would know  even if the worst came  what she had done for him. But the worst must not come. Were she once in the open under the stars, how quickly could she flee down the road with this light burden in her arms  down the road until she saw the star-sprinkled lake spread below her! In twenty minutes, were she outside, she might be safe. In twenty minutes, only twenty minutes, she might place the child in his arms, she might read the joy in his eyes, and hear words  ah, so unlike those which she had heard from him!

There were only two doors between herself and freedom. Her heart beat at the thought. In twenty minutes how different it might be with her  in twenty minutes, were she at liberty!

She must wait until the child was sound asleep. Then when she could lay him down she would examine the place. The purity of the air proved that there was either a secret inlet for the purpose of ventilation, or that the door which shut off their prison from the well-head fitted ill and loosely. In the latter case it was possible that her strength might avail to force the door and make escape possible. They might not have given her credit for the vigour which she felt that she had it in her to show if the opportunity offered itself.

In the meantime she scrutinised, as she sat, every foot of the walls, without discovering anything to encourage hope or point to a second exit. The light of the dim lamp revealed only smooth courses of bricks, so near her eyes, so low upon her head, so bewildering in their regularity and number, that they appalled her the more the longer she gazed on them. It was to seek relief that she rose at last, and laying the sleeping child aside, went to the door and examined it.

Alas! it presented to the eye only solid wood, overlapping the aperture which it covered, and revealing in consequence neither hinges nor fastening. She set her shoulder against it, and thrust with all her might. But it neither bent nor moved, and in despair she left it, and stooping low worked her way round the walls. Her closest scrutiny revealed nothing; not a slit as wide as her slenderest finger, not a peg, nor a boss, nor anything that promised exit. She returned to the door, and made another and more desperate attempt to burst it. But her strength was unequal to the task, and to avoid a return of the old panic, which threatened to overcome her, she dropped down beside the child, and took him again in her arms, feeling that in the appeal which the boys helplessness made to her she had her best shield against such terrors.

The next moment, with a flicker or two, the light went out. She was in complete darkness.

She fought with herself and with the impulse to shriek; and she conquered. She drew a deep breath as she sat, and with the unconscious child in her arms, stared motionless before her.

They will come back, she murmured steadfastly; they will come back! They will come back! And in the meantime I must be brave for the childs sake. I have only to wait! And they will come back!

Nevertheless, it was hard to wait. It was hard not to let her thoughts run on the things which might prevent their return. They might be put to flight, they might be discovered and killed, they might be taken and refuse to say where she was. And then? Then?

But for the childs sake she must not, she would not, think of that. She must dwell, instead, on the shortness of the time that had elapsed since they left her. She could not guess what the hour was, but she judged that it was something after midnight now, and that half of the dark hours were gone. Even so, she had long to wait before she could expect to be visited. She must have patience, therefore. Above all, she must not think of the mountain of earth above her, of the two thick doors that shut her off from the living world, of the vault that almost touched her head as she sat. For when she did the air seemed to fail her, and the grip of frenzied terror came near to raising her to her feet. Once on her feet and in that terrors grasp, she knew that she would rave and shriek, and beat on the walls  and go mad!

But she would not think of these things. She would sit quite still and hold the child more tightly to her, and be sensible. And be sensible! Above all, be sensible!

She thought of many things as she sat holding herself as it were; of her old home and her old life, the home and the life that seemed so far away, though no more than a few weeks divided her from them. But more particularly she thought of her folly and of the events of the last month; and of the child and of the childs father, and  with a shudder  of Walterson. How silly, how unutterably silly, she had been! And what stuff, what fustian she had mistaken for heroism; while, through all, the quiet restraint of the true master of men had been under her eyes.

Not that all the fault had been hers. She was sure of that even now. Captain Clyne had known her as little as she had known him, and had misjudged her as largely. That he might know her better was her main desire now; and that he might know it, whatever the issue, she had an inspiration. She took from her neck the gold clasp which had aroused old Hinksons greed, and she fastened it securely inside the childs dress. If the child were rescued, the presence of the brooch would prove that she had succeeded in her quest, and been with the boy.

After that she dozed off, and presently, strange to say, she slept. Fortunately, the child also was worn out; and the two slept as soundly in the grim silence of the buried vault, with the load of earth above them and the water trickling from the well-hole beside them, as in the softest bed. They slept long, yet when Henrietta at last awoke it was happily to immediate consciousness of the position and of the need of coolness. The boy had been first to rouse himself and was crying for a light, and for something to quench his thirst. A little milk remained in the can, and with infinite precaution she groped for the vessel and found it. The milk was sour, but the boy lapped it eagerly, and Henrietta wetted her own lips, for she, too, was parched with thirst. She could have drunk ten times as much with pleasure, but she denied herself, and set the rest in a safe place. She did not know how long she had slept, and the fear that they might be left to meet a dreadful death would lift its head, hard as she strove to trample on it.

She gave the child a few spoonfuls of porridge and encouraged him to crawl about in the darkness. But after some restless, querulous moanings he slept again, and Henrietta was left to her thoughts, which continually grew more uneasy. She was hungry; and that seemed to prove that the morning was come and gone. If this were so were they to remain there all day? And if all day, all night? And all next day? And if so, if they were not discovered by next day, why not  forever?

Again she had to struggle against the hysterical terror that gripped and choked her. And resist it without action she could not. She rose, and in the dark felt her way to the hatchway by which she had entered. Again she passed her fingers down the smooth edges where it met the brickwork. She sought something, some bolt, some peg, some hinge  anything that, if it did not lead to freedom, might hold her thoughts and give her occupation. But there was nothing! And when she had set her ear against the thick wood, still there was nothing. She turned from it, and went slowly and doggedly round the prison on her knees, feeling the brickwork here and there, and in very dearth of hope, searching with her fingers for that which had baffled her eyes. Round, and round again; with just a pause to listen and a stifled sob. But in vain. All, as she might have known, was toil in vain. All was futile, hopeless. And then the child awoke, and she had to take him up and soothe him and give him the last of the milk and the porridge. He seemed a little stronger and better. But she  she was growing frightened  horribly frightened. She must have been hours in that place; and she was very near to that breakdown, which she had kept at bay so long.

For she had no more food. And, worse, with the sound of water almost in her ears, with the knowledge that it ran no more than a few feet from her in a clear and limpid stream, she had nothing more with which she could quench the boys thirst or her own. And she had no light. That frantic struggle to free herself, that strength of despair which might, however improbably, have availed her, were and must be futile for her, fettered and maimed by a darkness that could be felt. She drew the child nearer and hugged him to her. He was her talisman, her all, the tie that bound her to sanity, the being outside herself for whom she was bound to think and plan and be cool.

She succeeded  for the moment. But as she sat, dozing a little at intervals, with the child pressed closely to her, she fell from time to time into fits of trembling. And she prayed for light  only for light! And then again for some sound, some change in the cold, dead stillness that made her seem like a thing apart, aloof, removed from other things. And she was very thirsty. She knew that presently the child would grow thirsty again. And she would have nothing to give him.

The thought was torture, and she seemed to have borne it an age already; supported by the fear of rousing the boy and hastening the moment she dreaded. She would have broken down, she must have broken down, but for one thought; that, long as the hours seemed to her, and far distant as the moment of her entrance appeared, she might be a great way out in her reckoning of time. She might not have been shut up there so very long. The wretches who had put her there might not have fled. They might not have abandoned her. If she knew all she might be rid in an instant of her fears. All the time she might be torturing herself for nothing.

She clung passionately to that thought and to the child. But the prolonged uncertainty, the suspense, the waiting, tried her to the utmost of her endurance. Her ears ached with the pain of listening; her senses hungered for the sound of the footstep on which all depended. Would that sound never come? Once or twice she fancied that she heard it; and mocked by hope she stilled the very beating of her heart, that she might hear more keenly. But nothing followed, nothing. Nothing happened, and her heart sickened.

Presently, she thought, I shall begin to see things. I shall grow weak and fancy things. The horror of being buried alive will master me, and I shall shriek and shout and go mad. But that shall not be until the childs trouble is over  God helping me!

And then, dazzling her with its brightness, a sudden thought flashed through her brain. Fool! Fool! She had succumbed in despair when a cry might release her! She had laid herself down to die, when she had but to lift up her voice, and the odds were that she would be heard. Ay, and be freed! For had not the girl threatened her with the mans coarse gallantries if she screamed? And to what purpose, if she were buried so deep that her complaints could not be heard?

The thought lifted a weight from her. It revived her hopes, almost her confidence. Immediately a current of vigour and courage coursed through her veins. But she did not shout at once. The child was asleep; she would await his awakening, and in the meantime she would listen diligently. For if she could be heard by those who approached the place, it was possible that she could hear them.

She had barely conceived the thought, when the thing for which she had waited so long happened. The silence was broken. A sound struck her ear. A grating noise followed. Then a shaft of light, so faint that only eyes long used to utter darkness could detect it, darted in and lay across the brickwork of the vault. In a twinkling she was on her knees and scrambling with the child in her arms towards the hatch. She had reached it and was touching it, when the bolts that held up the door slid clear, and with a sharp report the hatch fell. A burst of light poured in and blinded her. But what was sight to her? She, who had borne up against fear so bravely had now only one thought, only one idea in her mind  to escape from the vault. She tumbled out recklessly, fell against something, and only through the support of an unseen hand kept on her feet as she alighted in the well-head.

A man whom her haste had pushed aside, slapped her on the shoulder.

Lord, youre in a hurry! he said. Youve had enough of bed for once!

So would you, came the answer  in Besss voice if youd had twenty-four hours of it, my lad. All the same, shell have to go back.

Trembling and dazed, Henrietta peered from one to the other. Mistress of herself two minutes before, she was now on the verge of hysteria, and controlled herself with an effort.

Oh! she cried. Oh! thank God youve come! Thank God youve come! I thought you had left me.

She was thankful  oh, she was thankful; though these were no rescuers, but the two who had consigned her to that horrible place. Bess raised the lanthorn so that its light fell on the girls haggard, twitching face.

We could not come before, she said, with something like pity in her tone. Thats all.

All! Henrietta gasped. All! Oh, I thought you had left me! I thought you had left me!

Bess considered her, and there was beyond doubt something like softening in the girls dark face. But her tone remained ironical.

You didnt, she said, much fancy your bedroom, I guess?

Henriettas teeth chattered.

Oh, God forgive you! she cried. I thought you had left me! I thought youd left me!

It was your own folks fault, Bess retorted. Theyve never had their eyes off the blessed house, one or another of them, from dawn to dark! We could not come. But now heres food, and plenty! raising the light. Hows the child?

Bad! Bad! Henrietta muttered.

She was coming to her senses. She was beginning to understand the position; to comprehend that no rescuers were here, no search party had found her; and that  and that  had not one of them dropped a word about her going back? Going back meant going back to that  place! With a sudden gesture she thrust the food from her.

Aint you going to eat? Bess asked, staring. I thought youd be famished.

Not here! Not here! she answered violently.

Oh, nonsense! the other rejoined. Dont be a fool! Youre clemmed, Ill be bound. Eat while you can.

But, Not here! Not here! Henrietta replied. And she thrust the food away.

The man interposed.

Stow it! he said, in a threatening tone. You eat while you can and where you can!

But she was desperate.

Ill not eat here! she cried. Ill not eat here! And Ill not go back! her voice rising. I will die before I will go back. Do you hear? with the fierceness of a wild creature at bay. I do not care what you do! And the child is dying. Another night  but Ill not suffer it! And if you lay a finger on me  repelling Bess, who had made a feint of seizing her I will scream until I am heard! Ay, I will! she repeated, her eyes sparkling. But take me to the house and I will go quietly! I will go quietly!

It was plain that she was almost beside herself, and that fear of the place in which she had passed so many hours had driven out all other fear. The two, who had not left her alone so long without misgiving, looked at one another and hesitated. They might overpower her. But the place was so closely watched that a single shriek might be heard; then they would be taken red-handed. Nor did Bess at least wish to use force. The position, and her views, were changed. All day curious eyes had been fixed on the house, and inquisitive people had started up where they were least expected. Besss folly in bringing this hornets nest about their ears had shaken her influence with the men; and the day had been one long exchange of savage recriminations. She owned to herself that she had done a foolish thing; that she had let her spite carry her too far. And in secret she was beginning to think how she could clear herself.

She did not despair of this; for she was crafty and of a good courage. She did not even think it would be hard; but she must, as a sine quâ non, conciliate the girl whom she had wronged. Unluckily she now saw that she could not conciliate her without taking her to the house. And she could not with safety take her to the house. The men were irritated by the peril which she had brought upon them; they were ferocious and out of hand; and terribly suspicious to boot. They blamed her, Bess, for all: they had threatened her. And if she was not safe among them, she was quite sure that Henrietta would not be safe.

There was an alternative. She might let the girl go there and then. And she would have done this, but she could not do it without Giless consent; and she dared not propose it to him. He was wanted for other offences, and the safe return of Henrietta and the child would not clear him. He had looked on the child, and now looked on the girl, as pawns in his game, a quid pro quo with which  if he were taken while they remained in his friends hands  he might buy his pardon. Bess, therefore, dared not propose to free Henrietta: and what was she to do if the girl was so foolish as to refuse to go back to the place where she was safe?

Look here, she said at last. Youre safer here than in the house, if you will only take my word for it.

But there is no arguing with fear.

I will not! Henrietta persisted, with passion. I will not! Take me out of this! Take me out! The child will die here, and I shall go mad!  mad!

Youre pretty mad now, the man retorted. But that said, he met Besss eyes and nodded reluctantly. Well, he said, its her own lookout. But I think shell repent it.

Will you go quiet? Bess asked.

Yes, yes!

And youll not cry out? Nor try to break away?

I will not! I will not indeed!

You swear it?

I do.

And by G  d, the man interposed bluntly, shed better keep to it.

Very well, Bess said. You have it your own way. But I tell you truly, I put you in here for the best. And perhaps youll know it before youre an hour older. However, alls said, and its your own doing.

Why dont you let me go? Henrietta panted. Let me go, and let me take the child!

Stow it! the man cried, cutting her short. Its likely, when were as like as not to pay dear for taking you. Do you shut your talking-trap!

Shell be quiet, Bess said, more gently. So douse the glim, lad. And do you give me the child, to Henrietta.

But she cried, No! No! and held it more closely to her.

Very good! Then take my hand  you dont know the way. And not a whisper, mind! Slip the bolt, Giles! And, mum, all!


CHAPTER XXXIV

IN TYSONS KITCHEN

The distance to the house was short. Before Henrietta had done more than taste the bliss of the open night, had done more than lift her eyes in thankfulness to the dark profundity above her, she was under the eaves. A stealthy tap was answered by the turning of a key, a door was quickly and silently opened, and she was pushed forward. Bess muttered a word or two  to a person unseen  and gripping her arm, thrust her along a passage. A second door gave way as mysteriously, and Henrietta found herself dazzled and blinking on the threshold of the kitchen which she had left twenty-four hours before. It was lighted, but not with the wastefulness and extravagance of the previous evening. Nor did it display those signs of disorder and riot which had yesterday opened her eyes.

She was sinking under the weight of the child, which she had hugged to her that it might not cry, and she went straight to the settle and laid the boy on it. He opened his eyes and looked vacantly before him; but, apparently, he was too far gone in weakness, or in too much fear, to cry. While Henrietta, relieved of the weight, and perhaps of a portion of her fears, sank on the settle beside him, leant her face on her arms and burst into passionate weeping.

It was perhaps the best thing in her power. For the men had followed her into the kitchen; and Lunt, with brutal oaths, was asking why she was there and what new folly was this. Bess turned on him  she well knew how to meet such attacks; and with scornful tongue she bade him wait, calling him thick-head, and adding that hed learn by-and-by, if he could learn anything. Then, while Giles, ill-content himself, gave some kind of account of the thing, she began  as if it were a trifle  to lay the supper. And almost by force she got Henrietta to the table.

Its food you want! she said bluntly. Dont play the silly! Whos hurt you? Whos going to hurt you? Here, take a sip of this, and youll feel better. Never heed him, with a contemptuous glance at Lunt. Hes most times a grumbler.

For the moment Henrietta was quite broken, and the pressure which the other exerted was salutary. She did what she was bidden, swallowing a mouthful of the Scotch cordial Bess forced on her, and eating and drinking mechanically. Meanwhile the three men had brought their heads together, and sat discussing the position with unconcealed grudging and mistrust.

At length:

Youve grown cursed kind of a sudden! Lunt swore, scowling at the two women. The child, in the presence of the men, sat paralysed with terror. Whats this blamed fuss about?

What fuss? Bess shot at him over her shoulder. And going to the child she bent over it with a bowl of bread and milk.

Why dont you lay em up in lavender? the man sneered. See here, she was a peacock yesterday and youd grind her pretty face under your heel! To-day  What does it mean? I want to know.

I suppose you dont want em to die? the girl returned, in the same tone of contempt.

What do I care whether they die?

Theyd be much use to us, dead! she retorted.

Giles nodded assent.

The girls right there, he said in a low tone. Best leave it to her. Shes a cunning one and no mistake.

Ay, cunning enough! Lunt answered. But whose game is she playing? Hers or ours?

Didnt know you had one! Bess flung at him. And then in an undertone, Dolt! she muttered.

Its all one, man, its all one! Giles said. On the whole he was for peace. Best have supper, and talk it over after.

And let the first that comes in through the door find her? Lunt cried.

Whos to come?

Didnt they come here this morning? And last night? And if shed been here, or the child  

Ay, but they werent! Bess answered brusquely. And thats the reason the coves wont come again. For the matter of that, turning fiercely on them, who was it cleaned up after you, you dirty dogs, and put this place straight? Without which theyd have known as much the moment they put their noses in  as if the girl had been sitting on the settle there. Who was it thought of that, and did it? And hid you safe upstairs?

You did, Bess  you did! the gipsy answered, speaking for the first time. And a gay, clever wench you are! He looked defiantly at Lunt. Youre a game cove, he said, but youre not fly!

Lunt for answer fired half a dozen oaths at him. But Giles interposed.

Were all in one boat, he said. And foods plenty. Lets stop jawing and to it!

Two of the men seemed to think the advice good. And they began to eat, still debating. The third, Saul, continued to listen to his companions, but his sly eyes never left Henrietta, who sat a little farther down the table on the opposite side. She was not for some time aware of his looks, or of their meaning. But Bess, who knew his nature  he was her cousin  and who saw only what she had feared to see, frowned as she marked the direction of his glances. In the act of sitting down she paused, leant over the table, and with a quick movement swept off the Hollands bottle.

But the gipsy, with a grin, touched Lunts elbow. And the ruffian seeing what she was doing, fell into a fresh fury and bade her put the bottle back again.

I shall not, she said. Youve ale, and plenty. Do you want to be drunk if the girls folks come?

Curse you! he retorted. Didnt you say a minute ago that they wouldnt come?

Giles sided with him  for the first time.

Ay, thats blowing hot and cold! he said. Put the gin back, lass, and no two words about it.

She stood darkly hesitating, as if she meant to refuse. But Lunt had risen, and it was clear that he would take no refusal that was not backed by force. She replaced the Dutch bottle sullenly; and Giles drew it towards him and with a free hand laced his ale.

Theres naught like dogs nose, he said, to comfort a man! The lass forgets that its wintry weather and Ive been out in it!

A drams a dram, winter or summer! Lunt growled. And he followed the example.

But Bess knew that she had lost the one ally on whom she had counted. She could manage Giles sober. But drink was the mans weakness; and when he was drunk he was as brutal as his comrade; and more dangerous.

She had satisfied her grudge against Henrietta. And she was aware now, only too well aware, that she had let it carry her too far. She had nothing to gain by further violence; she had everything to lose by it. For if the girl were ill-treated, there would be no mercy for any of the party, if taken; while escape, in the face of the extraordinary measures which Clyne was taking and of the hostility of the countryside, was doubtful at the best. As she thought of these things and ate her supper with a sombre face, she wished with all her heart that she had never seen the girl, and never, to satisfy a silly spite, decoyed her. Her one aim now was to get her out of the mens sight, and to shut her up where she might be safe till morning. It was a pity, it was a thousand pities, that Henrietta had not stayed in the smugglers oven! And Bess wondered if she could even now persuade her to return to it. But a glance at Henriettas haggard face, on which the last twenty-four hours had imprinted a stamp it would take many times twenty-four hours to efface, warned her that advice  short of the last extremity  would be useless. It remained to remove the girl to the only place where she might, with luck, lie safe and unmolested.

In this Henrietta might aid her  had she her wits about her. But Henrietta did not seem to be awake to the peril. The insolence of the gipsys glances, which had yesterday brought the blood to her cheeks, passed unnoted, so complete was her collapse. Doubtless strength would return, nay, was even now returning; and presently wit would return. For her nerves were young, and would quickly recover their tone. But for the moment, she was almost comatose. Having eaten and drunk, she sat heavily, with her elbow on the table, her head resting on her hand. The sleeve had fallen back from her wrist, and the gipsy lads eyes rested long and freely on the white roundness of her arm. Her fair complexion seduced him as no dark beauty had power to seduce. He eyed her as the tiger eyes the fawn before it springs from covert. Bess, who read his looks as if they had been an open book, and who saw that Giles, her one dependence, was growing more sullen and dangerous with every draught, could have struck Henrietta for her fatuous stolidity.

One thing was clear. The longer she put off the move, the more dangerous the men were like to be. Bess never lacked resolution, and she was quick to take her part. As soon as she had eaten and drunk her fill, she rose and tapped Henrietta on the shoulder.

Were best away, she said coolly. Will you carry the brat upstairs, or shall I?

For a moment she thought that she had carried her point. For no one spoke or objected. But when Henrietta rose and turned to the settle to take up the boy, the gipsy muttered something in Lunts ear. The ruffian glared across at the girls, and struck the haft of his knife with violence on the board.

Upstairs? he roared. No, my girl, you dont! We keep together! We keep together! Shelp me, if I dont think you mean to peach!

Dont be a fool, she answered. And she furtively touched Henriettas arm, as a sign to her to be ready. Then to the gipsy lad, in a tone full of meaning, The gentry mort, she said, in thieves patter, is not worth the nubbing-cheat. Im fly, and Ill not have it. Stow it, my lad, and dont be a flat!

And let you peach on us? he answered, smiling.

Lunt struck the table.

Stop your lingo! he said. Here, you! to Giles. Are you going to let these two sell us? The lass is on to peaching, thats my belief!

Well  soon stop that, Giles replied, with a hiccough. Here, Ill  Ill take one, and you  you tother! And well fine well stop their peaching, pretty dears! He staggered to his feet as he spoke, his face inflamed with drink. Peach, will they? he muttered, swaying a little, and scowling at them over the dull, unsnuffed candles. Well stop that, and  and ha some fun, too.

Shelp us if we dont! cried Lunt, also rising to his feet. Lets live to-day, if we die to-morrow! You take one and Ill take the other!

The gipsy lad grinned.

Whos the flat now? he chuckled. He alone remained seated, with his arms on the table. Youve raised your pipe too soon, my lass!

Stow this folly! Bess answered, keeping a bold face. Were going upstairs, she continued. Do you  to Henrietta bring the child.

But, Curse me if you are! Giles answered. Drink had made him the more dangerous of the two. He lurched forward as he spoke, and placed himself between the girls and the foot of the open staircase that led to the upper floor. Were one apiece for you and one over! And youre going to stay, my girls, and amuse us!

And he opened his arms, with a tipsy laugh.

If Henrietta had been slow to see the danger, she saw it now. And the shock was the greater. The mens flushed faces and vinous eyes, still more the dark face of the smiling gipsy who had raised the tempest for his own ends, filled her with fear. She clutched the child to her, but as much by instinct as from calculation; and she cast a desperate look round her  only to see that retreat was cut off. The girls were hemmed in on the hearth between the fire and the long table, and it was hard to say which of the men she most dreaded. She had gone through much already and she cowered, white to the lips, behind her companion, who, for her part, looked greater confidence than she felt. But whatever Besss fears, she rallied bravely to the occasion, being no stranger to such scenes.

Well, she said, temporising, well sit down a bit if youll mind your manners. But well sit here, my lads, and together.

No, one apiece, Giles hiccoughed, before she had finished speaking. One apiece! You come and sit by me twont be the first time, my beauty! And  and tother one by him!

Bess stamped her foot in a rage.

No! she cried, I will not! Youll just stay on your own side! And we on ours!

Youll just do as I say! the man answered, with tipsy obstinacy. Youll just do  as I say!

And he lurched forward, thinking to take her by surprise and seize her.

Henrietta screamed, and recoiled to the farthest corner of the chimney nook. Bess stood her ground, but with a dark face thrust her hand into her bosom  probably for a knife. She never drew it, however. Before Giles could touch her, or Lunt, who was coasting about the long table to come at Henrietta, had compassed half the distance  there was a knock at the door.

It was a small thing, but it was enough. It checked the men as effectually as if it had been the knell of doom. They hung arrested, eye questioning eye; or, in turn, tip-toeing to gain their weapons, they cast looks of menace at the women. And they listened with murder in their eyes.

If you breathe a word, Giles hissed, Ill throttle you!

And he raised his hand for silence. The knock was repeated.

Some one must go, the gipsy lad muttered.

His face was sallow with fear.

Go? Bess answered, in a low tone, but one of fierce passion. Whos to go but me? See now where youd be without me!

And do you see here, Lunt made answer, and he drew a pistol from his pocket, and cocked it, one word more thans needful, and Ill blow your brains out, my lass. If I go, you go first! So mark me, and speak em fair!

And with a gesture he pointed to the dairy, and beckoned to the other men to retire thither.

He seemed to be about to command Henrietta to go with them. But he saw that in sheer terror she would disobey him, or he thought her sufficiently hidden where she was. For when he had seen the other men out he followed them, and holding the door of the dairy half open showed Bess the pistol.

Now, he said, and by G  d, remember. For Ill keep my word.

Bess had already, with a hasty hand, removed some of the plates and mugs from the table. She made sure that Henrietta was all but invisible behind the settle. Then she went to the door.

Whos there? she cried aloud.

No one answered, but the knock was repeated.

Henrietta raised her white face above the level of the settle. She listened, and hope, terrified as she was, rose in her heart. Who was likely to visit this lonely house at so late an hour? Was it not almost certain that her friends were there? And that another minute would see her safe in their hands?

Giless dark face peering from the doorway of the dairy answered that question. The muzzle of his weapon now covered her, now Bess. Sick at heart, almost fainting, she sank again behind the settle and prayed. While Bess with a noisy hand thrust back the great bar, and opened the door.

There was no inrush of feet, and Bess looked out.

Well, who is it? she asked of the darkness. Youre late enough, whoever you are.

The entering draught blew the flames of the candles awry. Then a womans voice was heard:

Ive come to ask how the missus is, it said.

Oh, you have, have you? And a fine time this! Bess scolded, with wonderful glibness. Shes neither better nor worse. So there! I hope you think its worth your trouble!

And the baby? I heard it was dead.

Then you heard a lie!

The visitor, who was no other than Mrs. Tysons old servant, the stolid woman who had once admitted Henrietta to the house, seemed at a loss what to say next. After an awkward pause:

Oh, she said, well, I am glad. I was not sure you hadnt left her. And if she cant get out of her bed  

You thought thered be pickings about! Bess cried, in her most insolent tone. Well, there aint, my girl! And dont you come up again scaring us after dark, or youll hear a bit more of my mind!

Youre not easy scared! the woman retorted contemptuously. Dont tell me! It takes more than the dark to frighten you!

Anyway, nine oclock is my hour for getting scared, Bess returned. And as its after that, and youve a dark walk back  Dyou come through the wood?

Ay, I did.

Then youd best go back that way! Bess replied.

And she shut the door in the womans face, and flung the bar over with a resounding bang.

And quickly, before the men, heaving sighs of relief, had had time to emerge from their retreat, she was across the floor, and had dragged Henrietta to her feet.

Up the stairs! she whispered. The door on the left! Knock! Knock! Ill keep them back.

Taken by surprise as she was, Henriettas courage rose. She bounded to the open stairs, and was half-way up before the men took in the position and understood that she was escaping them. They rushed forward then, falling over one another in their eagerness to seize her. But they were too late, Bess was before them. She sprang on to the widest of the lower steps where the staircase turned in the corner of the room, and flashing her knife in their eyes, she swore that she would blind the first man who ascended. They knew her, and for the moment fell back daunted and dismayed; for Giles had put up his pistol. He bethought himself, indeed, of pulling it out, when he found parley useless; but it was then too late. By that time Besss ear told her that Henrietta was safe in Mrs. Tysons room, with the bolt shot behind her.


CHAPTER XXXV

THROUGH THE WOOD

Behind the closed door the two haggard-faced women looked at one another. Mrs. Tyson had not left her bed for many days. But she had heard the knocking at the outer door and the answering growl of the dog chained under her window; and hoping, yet scarcely daring to expect, that the nightmare was over and her husband or her friends were at hand, she had dragged herself from the bed and opened the door as soon as the knocking sounded in turn at that.

For days, indeed, one strand, and one only, had held the feeble, frightened woman to life; and that strand was the babe that lay beside her. The sheep will fight for its lamb, the wren for its fledglings. And Mrs. Tyson, if she had not fought, had for the babes sake borne and endured; and surrounded by the ruffians who had the house at their mercy, she had survived terrors that in other circumstances would have driven her mad.

True, Bess had not ill-treated her. On the contrary, she had been almost kind to her. And lonely and ill, dependent on her for everything, the woman had lost much of her dread of the girl; though now and again, in sheer wantonness, Bess would play with her fears. Certain that the weak-willed creature would not dare to tell what she knew, Bess had boasted to her of Henriettas presence and her danger and her plight. When Henrietta, therefore, the moment the door was unfastened, flung herself into the room, and with frantic fingers helped to secure the door behind her, Mrs. Tyson was astonished indeed; but less astonished than alarmed. She was alarmed in truth, almost to swooning, and showed a face as white as paper.

Luckily, Henrietta had resumed the wit and courage of which stupor had deprived her for a time. She had no longer Bess at her elbow to bid her do this or that. But she had Besss example and her own spirit. There was an instant of stricken silence, during which she and the woman looked fearfully into one anothers faces by the light of the poor dip that burned beside the gloomy tester. Then Henrietta took her part. She laid down the child, to which she had clung instinctively; and with a strength which surprised herself, she dragged a chest, that stood but a foot on one side of the opening, across the door. It would not withstand the men long, but it would check them. She looked doubtfully at the bed, but mistrusted her power to move it. And before she could do more, a sound reached them from an unexpected quarter, and struck at the root of her plans. For it came from the window; and so unexpectedly, that it flung them into one anothers arms.

Mrs. Tyson screamed loudly. They clung to one another.

What is it? What is it? Henrietta cried.

Then she saw a spectral face pressed against the dark casement. A hand tapped repeatedly on a pane.

Henrietta put Mrs. Tyson from her and approached the window. She discovered that the face was a womans face, and with fumbling fingers she slid aside the catch that secured the window.

Tell the missus not to be scared, whispered an anxious voice. Tell her its me! I got up the pear tree to see her, and I saw you. I knew that Bess was lying, and I thought Id  I thought Id just get up and see for myself!

Thank God! Henrietta cried, clinging to the sill in a passion of relief as she recognised the stolid-faced servant. You know me?

Youre the young lady thats missing? the woman answered, taking a securer hold of the window-frame, and bringing her head into the room. I know you. I was thinking if I dared scare the missus, when I see you tumble in  I nigh tumbled down with surprise! Ill go hot-foot and take the news, miss!

No, no, I shall come!

You let me go and fetch em! Ill bet, miss, Ill be welcome. And do you bide quiet and safe. Now we know where you are, theyll not harm you.

But Henrietta had heard a footstep on the stairs, and she was not going to bide quiet. She had no belief in her safety.

No, she said resolutely. I am coming. Can you take the child?

Well, if you must, but  

I must! I must!

Lord, you are frightened! the woman muttered, looking at her face. And then, catching the infection, Ist as bad as that? she said. Ay, give me the child, then. And for the Lords sake, be quick, miss. This pear is as good as a ladder, and the dog knows me as well as its own folk!

The child! The child! Henrietta repeated. Again her ear had caught the sound of shuffling feet, and of whispering on the stairs. She carried the child, which seemed paralysed by fear, to the sill, and delivered it into the others arm.

The sill of the window was barely ten feet from the ground, and an old pear tree, spread-eagled against the wall, formed a natural ladder. The dog, which had been chained under the window to guard against egress, knew the woman and did no more than stand below and wag its tail. In two minutes Henrietta was safe on the ground, had taken the child from the others arms, and was ready for flight.

But the servant would not leave until she had made sure that her mistress had strength to close the window. That done, she turned to Henrietta.

Now come! she said. And dont spare yourself, miss, for if they catch us after this theyll for certain cut our throats!

Henrietta had no need of the spur, and at their best pace the two fled down the paddock, the servant-wench holding Henrietta by the elbow and impelling her. The moon had risen, and Mrs. Tyson, poor, terrified, trembling woman, watching them from the window, could follow them down the pale meadow, and even discern the dark line of the rivulet, along the bank of which they passed, and here and there a patch of higher herbage, or a solitary boulder left in the middle of the turf for a scratching-post. Perhaps she made, in leaning forward, some noise which irritated the dog; or perhaps the moonlight annoyed it. At any rate, it began to bay.

By that time, however, Henrietta and her companion had gained the shadow of the trees at the upper end of the wooded gorge through which the stream escaped. They stood there a brief while to take breath, and the woman offered to carry the child. But Henrietta, though she felt that her strength was uncertain, though she experienced an odd giddiness, was unwilling to resign her charge. And after a pause they started to descend the winding path which followed the stream, and often crossed and re-crossed it.

They stumbled along as fast as they could. But this was not very fast. For not only was it dark in the covert, but the track was beset with projecting roots, and overhead branches hung low and scraped their faces. More than once startled by a rabbit, or the gurgle of the falling water, they stopped to listen, fancying that they were pursued. Still they went fast enough to feel ultimate safety certain; and Henrietta, as she held an end of the others petticoat between her fingers and followed patiently, bade herself bear up a little longer and it would be over. It would soon be over, and she  she would put his child in his arms. It would soon be over, and she would be able to sink down upon her bed and rest. For she was very weary  and odd. Very, unaccountably weary. When she stumbled or her foot found the descent longer than she expected, she staggered and swayed on her feet.

But, We shall soon be safe! We shall soon be safe! she told herself. And the child!

Meanwhile they had passed the darkest part of the little ravine. They had passed the place where the waterfalls made the descent most arduous. They could even see below them a piece of the road lying white in the moonlight.

On a sudden Henrietta stopped.

You must take the child, she faltered, in a tone that startled her companion. I cant carry  it any farther.

Ill take it. You should have given it me before! the woman scolded. Thats better. Quiet, my lad. Ill not hurt you! For the child, silent hitherto, had begun to whimper. Now, miss, she continued sharply, bear up! Its but a little way farther.

I dont think  I can, Henrietta said. The crisis over, she felt her strength ebbing away in the strangest fashion. She swayed, and had to cling to a tree for support. You must go on  without me, she stammered.

Ill not go on without you, the woman answered. She was loath to leave the girl helpless in the wood, where it was possible that she might still come to harm. You come down to the road, miss. Pluck up! Pluck up! Its but a step!

And partly by words, partly by means of a vigorous arm, the good creature got the girl to the bottom of the wood, and by a last effort, half lifted, half dragged her over the stile which closed the gap in the wall. But once in the road, Henrietta seemed scarcely conscious where she was. She tottered, and the moment the woman took her hands from her, she sank down against the wall.

Leave me! Leave me! she muttered, with a last exertion of sense. And take the child! Im  giddy. Only giddy! I shall be better in a minute. Then, I think  I think I am fainting.

I think you are, the woman answered drily. She stooped over her. Poor thing! she said. Theres no knowing what has happened to her! But shell freeze as she is!

And whipping off her thick drugget shawl  they made such shawls in Kendal  she wrapped it about the girl, snatched up the child, and set off running and walking along the road. The Low Wood Inn lay not more than four furlongs away, and she counted on returning in twenty minutes.

Ay, in twenty minutes! she muttered, and then, saving her breath, she kept on steadily along the moonlit road, soothing the child with a word when it was necessary. In a very brief time she was out of sight.

For a while all was still as death. Then favoured by the recumbent position, Henrietta began to recover; and presently, but not until some minutes had elapsed, she came to herself.

She sighed deeply, and gazing upward at the dark sky, with its twinkling stars, she wondered how she came to be in such a strange place; but without any desire to rise, or any wish to solve the riddle. A second sigh as deep as the first lifted the oppression from her breast; and with returning strength she wondered what was the long dark line that bounded her vision. Was it, could it be, the head-board of her bed? Or the tester?

It was, in fact, the wall that bounded the wood, but she was not able to take that in. And though the nipping air, blowing freely on her face, was doing its best to refresh her, and she was beginning to grope in her memory for the past, it needed a sound, a voice, to restore to her, not her powers, but her consciousness. The event soon happened. Two men drew near, talking in low fierce tones. At first, lying there as in a dream, she heard without understanding; and then, still powerless under the spell, she heard and understood.

Why didnt you, Lunts voice growled hoarsely, loose the dog, as I told you? Wed have had her by now.

Ay, and have had the country about our ears, too, Giles answered angrily.

And shant we have it about our ears when that vixen has told her tale? the other cried. I swear my neck aches now!

She couldnt carry the brat far, nor fast.

No, but  whats that? There was alarm in Lunts tone.

Only the lad following us, Giles answered. Hes brought the lanthorn.

Perhaps the three separated then: perhaps not. She could not rise to see. She was paralysed. She lay as in a nightmare, and was conscious only of the yellow gleam of the lanthorn as it quartered the ground this way and that, and came nearer and nearer. At last the man who carried it was close to her; on the other side of the wall. He raised the lanthorn above his head, and looked over the wall. By evil chance, the light focussed itself upon her.

She knew that she was discovered. And her terror was the greater because she knew that the man who held the lanthorn was the gipsy  whom she feared the most of all. But she was not capable of motion or of resistance; and though he held the light steadily on her, and for a few seconds she saw in the side-glow his dark features gleaming down at her, she lay fascinated. She waited for him to proclaim his discovery.

He shut off the light abruptly.

So  ho! back! he cried. Shes not this way! Maybe shes in the bushes above!

This way?

Ay!

Then, burn you, why dont you bring the light, instead of talking? Lunt retorted. And from the sound he appeared to be kicking the nearer bushes, and probing them with a stick.

The gipsy answered impudently, and the three, blaming one another, moved off up the wood.

You should have brought the dog, one cried.

Oh, curse the dog! was the answer. I tell you she cant be far off! She cant have come as low as this. The light was thrown hither and thither. Shes somewhere among the bushes. Well hap on her by-and-by.

And shelp me when we do, Lunt answered, Ill  

And then, mercifully, the voices grew indistinct. The flicker of the lanthorn was lost among the trees. With wonder and stupefaction Henrietta found herself alone, found herself faint, gasping, scarcely sensible  but safe! Safe!

She could not understand the why or the wherefore of her escape, and she had not energy to try to fathom it. She lay a few seconds to rest and clear her head, and then she thought that she would try to rise. She was on her knees, and was supporting herself with one hand against the cold, rough surface of the wall, when every fibre in her cried suddenly, Alarm! Alarm! He was coming back. Yes, he was coming back, leaping and running, bursting his way through the undergrowth. And she understood. He had led the others away and he was coming back  alone!

She fell back feeling deadly faint. Then she tried to rise, but she could not, and she screamed. She screamed hoarsely once and again, and, oh, joy! even as the gipsy clambered over the stile, sprang into the road and came to seize her, and all her being arose in revolt against him, a voice answered her, feet came racing up the road, a man appeared, she was no longer alone.

It was the chaplain, panting and horrified. He had been the first to be alarmed by the womans tale, and running out of the house unarmed and hatless he had come in time, in the nick of time! Across her lifeless body, for at last she had swooned quite away, the gipsy and he looked at one another by the light of the moon. And without warning, without a word said, the gipsy came at him like a wildcat, a knife in his hand. Sutton saw the gleam of the weapon, and the gleam of the mans savage eyes, but he held his ground gallantly. With a yell for help he let the man close with him, and, more by luck than skill, he parried the blow which the other had dealt him with the knife. But the gipsy, finding his arm clutched and held, struck his enemy with his left fist a heavy blow between the eyes. The poor chaplain fell stunned and breathless.

The gipsy stood over him an instant to see if he would rise. But he did not move; and the man turned to the girl, who lay insensible beside the wall. He stooped to raise her, with the intention of putting her over the wall. But in the act he heard a shout, and he lifted his head to listen, supposing that his comrades had got wind of the skirmish.

It was not his comrades; for despairing of retaking the girl, they had hurried back to the house to attend to their own safety. He stooped again; but this time he heard the patter of footsteps coming up the road, and a man came in sight in the moonlight. With every passion roused, and determined, since he had risked so much, that he would not be balked, the gipsy lifted the girl none the less, and had raised her almost to the level of the top of the wall, when the man shouted anew. Perforce the ruffian let the girl down again, and with a snarl of rage turned and faced the newcomer with his knife.

But Clyne  for it was he  had not come unarmed. For many days he had not gone so much as a step unarmed. And the strangers attitude as he let the girl fall, and the gleam of his knife, were enough. The man rushed at him, as he had rushed at the chaplain, with the ferocity of a wild beast. But Clyne met him with a burst of flame and shot, and then with a second shot; and the gipsy whirled round with a muffled cry and fell  at first it seemed backwards. But when he reached the ground he lay limp and doubled up with his face to his knees, and one arm under him.

Clyne, with the smoking pistol in his hand, bent over him, ready, if he moved, to beat out his brains. But there was no need of that third blow, which he would have given with hearty good-will. And he turned to the girl. Something, perhaps the pistol-shot, had brought her to herself. She had raised herself against the wall, and holding it, was looking wildly about her; not at the dead man, nor at the chaplain, who stirred and groaned. But at Clyne. And when he approached her she threw herself on his breast and clung to him.

Oh, dont let me go! Oh, dont let me go! she cried.

He tried to soothe her, he tried to pacify her; keeping himself between her and the prostrate man.

I wont, he said. I wont. You are quite safe. You are quite safe.

He had fired with a hand as steady as a rock, but his voice shook now.

Oh, dont let me go! she repeated hysterically. Oh, dont let me go!

You are safe! you are safe! he assured her, holding her more closely, and yet more closely to him.

And when Bishop and Long Tom Gilson, and three or four others, came up at a run, breathing fire and slaughter, he was still supporting her; and she was crying to him, in a voice that went to the mens hearts, Not to let her go! Not to let her go!

Alas, too, that was the sight which met the poor chaplains swimming gaze when he came to himself, and, groaning, felt the bump between his eyes  the bump which he had got in her defence.


CHAPTER XXXVI

TWO OF A RACE

It was Thursday, and three days had passed since the Sunday, the day of many happenings, which had cleared up the mystery and restored Henrietta to Mrs. Gilsons care. The frost still held, the air was brisk and clear. The Langdale Pikes lifted themselves sharp and glittering from the line of grey screes that run southward to Wetherlamb and the Coniston Mountain. A light air blew down the lake, ruffling the open water, and bedecking the leafless woods on Wray Point with a fringe of white breakers. The morning was a perfect winter morning, the sky of that cloudless, but not over-deep blue, which portends a long and steady frost. Horses hoofs rang loud on the road; and rooks gathered where they had passed. Men who stopped to talk hit their palms together or swung their arms. The larger and wiser birds had started betimes for salt water and the mussel preserves on the Cartmel Sands.

The inquest on the gipsy had been held, but something perfunctorily, after the fashion of the day. Captain Clyne and the chaplain had told their stories, and after a few words from the coroner, a verdict of justifiable homicide had been heartily given, and the jury had resolved itself into a free and easy in the tap-room; while the coroner had delivered himself of much wisdom, and laid down much law in Mrs. Gilsons snuggery.

Henrietta had not been made to appear; for carried upstairs, in a state as like death as life, on Sunday evening, she had kept her room until this morning. She would fain have kept it longer, but there were reasons against that. And now, with the timidity which a retreat from every-day life breeds  and perhaps with some flutterings of the heart on another account  she was pausing before her looking-glass, and trying to gather courage to descend and face the world.

She was still pale; and when she met her own eyes in the mirror, a quivering smile, a something verging on the piteous in her face, told of nerves which time had not yet steadied. Possibly, her reluctance to go down, though the hour was late, and Mrs. Gilson would scold, had a like origin. None the less, she presently conquered it, opened her door and descended; as she had done on that morning of her arrival, a few weeks back, and yet  oh, such a long time back!

Now, as then, when she had threaded the dark passages and come to the door of Mr. Rogerss room, she paused faint-hearted, and, with her hand raised to the latch, listened. She heard no sound, and she opened the door and went in. The table was laid for one.

She heaved a sigh of relief, and  cut it short midway. For Captain Clyne came forward from one of the windows at which he had been standing.

I am glad that you are better, he said stiffly, and in a constrained tone, and able to come down.

Oh yes, thank you, she answered, striving to speak heartily, and repressing with difficulty that proneness of the lip to quiver. I think I am quite well now. Quite well! I am sure, after this long time, I should be.

And she turned away and affected to warm her hands at the fire.

He did not look directly at her  he avoided doing so. But he could see the reflection of her face in the oval-framed mirror, as she stood upright again. He saw that she had lost for the time the creamy warmth of complexion that was one of her chief beauties. She was pale and thin, and looked ill.

You have been very severely shaken, he said. No doubt you feel it still!

Yes, she answered, a little. I think I do.

Perhaps you had better be alone?

She did not know what to say to that. Perhaps she did not know what she wished. Her lip quivered. This was very unlike what she had expected and what she had dreaded. But it was worse. He seemed to be waiting for her answer  that he might go. What could she say?

Just as you like, she murmured at last.

Oh, but I wish to do what you like! he replied, with a little more warmth; but still awkwardly and with constraint.

So do I, she replied.

I shall stay then, he answered. And he lifted a small dish from the hearth and carried it to the table. I had Mrs. Gilsons orders to keep this hot for you, he said.

It was very kind of you.

I am afraid, more lightly, that it was fear of Mrs. Gilson weighed on me as much as anything.

He returned to the hearth when he had seen her seated. And she began her breakfast with her eyes on the table. With the first draught of coffee a feeling of warmth and courage ran through her; and he, standing with his elbow on the mantel-piece and his eyes on the mirror, saw the change in her.

The boy is better, he said suddenly. I think he will do now.

Yes?

I think so. But he will need great care. He will not be able to leave his bed for a day or two. We found your brooch pinned inside his clothes.

Yes?

He turned sharply and for the first time looked directly at her.

Of course, we knew why you put it there. It was good of you. But why  dont you ask after him, Henrietta? in a different tone.

She felt the colour rise to her cheeks  and she wished it anywhere else.

I saw him this morning, she murmured.

Oh! he replied in surprise. And he turned to the mirror again. I see.

She began to wish that he would leave her, for his silence made her horribly nervous. And she dared not start a subject herself, because she could not trust her voice. The hands of the white-faced clock jerked slowly on, marking the seconds, and accentuating the silence. She grew so nervous at last that she could not lift her eyes from her plate, and she ate though she was scarcely able to swallow, because she dared not leave off.

It did not occur to her that Anthony Clyne was as ill at ease as she was; and oppressed, moreover, to a much greater degree by the memory of certain scenes which had taken place in that room. Her nervousness was in part the reflection of his constraint. And his constraint arose from two feelings widely different.

The long silence was becoming painful to both, when he forced himself to break it.

I am so very, very deeply beholden to you, he said, in a constrained tone, that  that I must ask you, Henrietta, to listen to me for a few minutes  even if it be unpleasant to you.

She laughed awkwardly.

If it is only, she answered, because you are beholden to me  that  that you feel it necessary to thank me at length, please dont. You will only overwhelm me.

It is not for that reason only, he said. And he knew that he spoke, much against his will, with dreadful solemnity. No. Naturally we must have much to say to one another. I, in particular, who owe to you  

Please let that be, she protested.

But I cannot. I cannot! he repeated. You have done me so great a service, at a risk so great, and under circumstances so  so  

So remarkable, she cried, with something of her old girlish manner, that you cannot find words in which to describe them! Then please dont. And then, more seriously: I did not do what I did to be thanked.

Then why? he asked quickly. Why did you do it?

Did you think, she protested, that I did it to be thanked?

No, but  why did you do it, Henrietta? he asked persistently. Such a risk, such men, such circumstances, might have deterred any woman. Nay, almost any man.

She toyed with her teaspoon; there had come a faint flush of colour into her cheeks.

I think it was  I think it was just to reinstate myself, she murmured.

You mean?

You gave me to understand, she explained, that you thought ill of me. And I wished you to think well of me; or better of me, I should say, for I did not expect you to think quite well of me after  you know! in some confusion.

You wished to be reinstated?

Yes.

I wonder, he said slowly, how much you mean by that.

I mean what I say, she answered, looking at him.

Yes, but do you mean that you  wish to be reinstated altogether?

She did not remove her eyes from his face, but she blushed to the roots of her hair.

I am not sure that I understand, she said with a slight air of offence.

No? he said. And perhaps I did not quite mean that. What I did mean, and do mean, what I am hoping, what I am looking forward to, Henrietta   and there he broke off.

He seemed to find it necessary to begin again:

Perhaps I had better explain, he said more soberly. You told me that morning by the lake some home-truths, you remember? You showed me that what had happened was not all your fault; was perhaps not at all your fault. And you showed me this with so much energy and power, that I went away with the first clear impression of you I had had in my life. Yes, with the feeling that I had never known you until then. He dropped his eyes, and looked thoughtfully at something on the table. And one of the things I remember best, and which I shall always remember, was your saying that I had never paid any court to you.

It was true, she said, in a low voice.

And she too did not look at him, but kept her eyes bent on the spoon with which she toyed.

Yes. Well, if you will let the old state of things be so far reinstated as to  let me begin to pay my court to you now, I am not confident, I am very far from confident, that I can please you. I am rather old, for one thing  with a rueful laugh to make love gracefully, and rather stiff and  political. But owing to the trouble I have brought upon you in the past  

I never said but that we both brought it! Henrietta objected suddenly.

Well, whoever brought it  

We both brought it! she repeated obstinately.

Very well. I mean only that the trouble  

Makes it unlikely that I shall find another husband? she said. Pray be frank with me! That, rising and going to the window, and then turning to confront him, is what you mean, is it not? That is exactly what you mean, I am sure?

Something of that kind, perhaps, he admitted.

But you forget Mr. Sutton! she said  and paused. She took one step forward, and her eyes shone. You forget Mr. Sutton, Captain Clyne. The gentleman to whom you handed me over! To whom you gave so clear a certainty that I was for the first comer who was willing. He is willing, quite willing!

But  

And it cannot be said that he did not behave gallantly on Sunday night! I am told  

He behaved admirably.

And he is willing! she flung the word at him quite willing to marry me  disgraced as I am! As you have always, always hinted I am! And not out of pity, Captain Clyne. Let us be frank with one another. You were very frank with me once  more than frank. She held out her wrist, which was still faintly discoloured. When a man does that to a woman, she said, she either loves him, sir, or hates him.

Yes, he said slowly  very slowly. I see. Your mind is made up, then  

That I will not accept your kind offer to  pay your court to me? she answered, with derision. Certainly. I have no mind to be wooed by you! Again she held out her wrist. You know the stale proverb: He that will not when he may, when he will he shall have nay! And she made him a little bow, her eyes sparkling, her cheeks bright.

He turned his back on her, and stood for a moment looking from the window which was the nearer to the fire  the one looking over the lake. The words of her proverb  stale enough in truth  ran very sorrowfully in his ears. He that will not when he may! He that will not when he may! No, he might have known that she was not one to forget. He might have known that the words he had said, and the things that he had done, would rankle. And that she who had not hesitated to elope  to punish him for his neglect of her  would not hesitate to punish him for worse than neglect. He stood a long minute watching the tiny waves burst into white lines at the foot of Hayes Woods. No, she could not forget  nor forgive. But she could act, she had acted, as if she had done both. She had saved his child. She had risked her life for it. And if she had done that with this resentment, this feeling in her heart, if she had done it, moved only by the desire to show him that he had misjudged her  in a sense it was the nobler act, and one like  ay, he owned it sorrowfully  like herself! At any rate, it did not become him to cast a word of reproach at her. She had saved his child.

He turned at length, and looked at her. He saw that her figure had lost its elation, and her cheeks their colour. She was leaning against the side of the window, and looked tired and ill, and almost as she had looked when she came into the room. His heart melted.

I would like you to know one thing, he said, before I go. Your triumph is greater, Henrietta, than you think, and your revenge more complete. It is no question of pity with me, but of love. He paused, and laughed awry. The worse for me, you will say, and the better for you. Vae victis! Still, even if you hate me  

I did not say that I hated you!

You said  

I did not! I did not! she repeated, with a queer little laugh. And she sat down on the window seat, and turned quickly with a pettish movement, so that he could only see the side of her face. I said nothing of the kind.

But  

I said something very different!

You said  

I said that when a man pinches a girls wrist black and blue, and swears at her  yes, Captain Clyne, firmly, you swore at me, and called me  

Dont! he said.
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She was leaning against the side of the window ...

I only said, she continued breathlessly, that when a man does that, the woman either loves him or hates him!

Henrietta!

Captain Clyne!

After a long pause, I think I understand you, he said slowly, but if you  if there were any feeling, the least feeling of that kind on your part, you would not have forbidden me to  to think of seeking you for my wife.

I didnt! she answered. I told you that you should not pay your court to me. And you shall not! You cannot, half laughing and half crying, woo whats won, can you? If you still think it is worth the winning! Only, stopping him by a gesture as he came towards her, you are not to give me over to Mr. Sutton again, whatever I do! You must promise me that.

I wont! he said.

You are quite sure, sir? However I behave? And even if I run away from you?

Quite sure!

And a few minutes later, Poor Sutton! he said. We must try to make it up to him.

She laughed.

It is a good thing you did not set out to woo me, she answered. For you would not have shone at it. Make it up to him indeed! Make it up to him! What a thing, sir, to say to  me!

* * * * *

It was not made up to Mr. Sutton; though the best living that could be procured by an exchange with the Bishop of Durham  and there were fat livings in Durham in those days, and small blame if a man held two of them  was found for the chaplain. He married, too, a lady of the decayed house of Conyers of Sockburn, beside which the Damers and the Clynes were upstairs. And so both in his fortune and his wifes family he did as well  almost  as he had hoped to do. But though he accepted his patrons gift, he came seldom to Clyne Old Hall; and some held him ungrateful. Moreover, a little later, when to be a radical was not counted quite so dreadful a thing, he turned radical in all but the white hat. And Clyne was disappointed, but not surprised. Henrietta, however, understood. Though children running about her knees had tamed her wildness and caged her pride, she was still a woman, and the memory of a past conquest was not ungrateful. She had no desire to see the pale replica of Mr. Pitt, but she sometimes thought of him, and always kindly and with gratitude.

There was a third lover, of whom she never thought without unhappiness.

You will never tell the children? You will never tell the children? was her prayer to her husband when Walterson was in question.

And though he answered with gravity, Not unless you do it again, my dear, the sting of remembrance did not cease to rankle.

Walterson was traced to Leith  and thence to Holland. There the trail was lost, and it is believed that he did not live to return to England. Whether he did return or not  and Bow Street, and Mr. Bishop in particular, kept watch for him long  he never re-entered Henriettas life. As the memory of the French Revolution faded from mens minds, the struggle for reform fell into more reputable and less violent hands. Silly and turbulent men of the type of him who had turned the girls young head no longer counted; or, rising to the top at moments of public excitement, vanished as quickly, and no man knew whither.

Giles and Lunt were not taken on that Sunday night. They escaped, it was supposed, to Scotland, by way of Patterdale and the Moors. Less fortunate, however, than Walterson, they returned to London and fell in again with Thistlewood. They yielded to the fascination of that remarkable and unhappy man, took part in his schemes, and were taken with him in the loft over the stable in Cato Street, when the attempt to murder the cabinet at Lord Harrowbys house in Grosvenor Square miscarried. He and they got a fair trial, but little pity. And it is not to be supposed that upon the scaffold in the Old Bailey, they thought much of the lonely house in the hollow at Troutbeck, or of the helpless woman whom they had terrorised. To their credit, be it said, they died more worthily than they had lived; and with them came to a close the movement which sought to reach reform by the road of violence, and to that end held no instruments too cheap or vile.

Tyson came out of the adventure a wiser and perhaps a better man. For on his return from the north he found it hard to free himself from the charge of complicity in the acts of those who had used his house; nor did he succeed until he had lain some weeks in Appleby gaol. He would fain have avenged himself on Bess, but for reasons to be stated, he could not enjoy this satisfaction. And his neighbours sent him to Coventry. Had he been a strong man he might have defied them and public opinion. But he was only a braggart, and that which must have embittered many, tamed him. He turned to his wife for comfort, sought his home more than before, and gradually settled down into a tolerable citizen and a high Tory.

Bess saved herself by her own wit and courage. The Mondays light saw her dragged to Kendal prison, where they were not so gentle with her as they had been with Henrietta. Her story went with her, and, They say you stole a child, the little girl murmured, standing at her knee and staring at her, and ll be hanged at the March fair.

Not I, said Bess. Its almost a pity, too, aint it? Thered be a fine crowd to see!

The childs eyes sparkled.

Yes, she said. Thered be a crowd, too.

But Bess played a fine stroke. She sent for her rival on the Friday, and Henrietta, twenty-four hours betrothed, and very far from unhappy, took that road once more, and went to her.

I saved you, said Bess, with coolness. Yes, I did. Dont deny it! Now do you save me.

And Henrietta moved heaven and earth and Anthony Clyne to save her. She succeeded. Bess went abroad  to join Walterson, it was rumoured. If so, she returned without him, for on the old misers death she appeared on Windermere, sold Starvecrow Farm and all its belongings, and removed to the south, but to what part is not known, nor are any particulars of her later fortunes within reach. Some said that she played a part in the great riots at Bristol twelve years later, but the evidence is inconclusive, and dark women possessing a strain of gipsy blood are not uncommon.

Nor are women with a sharp tongue and a warm heart. Yet when Mrs. Gilson died in the year of those very riots, and at a good age, there was a gathering to bury her in Troutbeck graveyard as great as if she had been a Lowther. The procession, horse and foot, was a mile long. And when those who knew her least wondered whence all these moist eyes and this flocking to do honour to a woman who had been quick of temper and rough of tongue  ay, were it to Squire Bolton of Storrs, or the rich Mr. Rogers himself  there was one who came a great distance to the burying who could have solved the riddle.

It was Henrietta.

THE END


CHIPPINGE BOROUGH
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I

THE DISSOLUTION

Boom!

It was April 22, 1831, and a young man was walking down Whitehall in the direction of Parliament Street. He wore shepherds plaid trousers and the swallow-tail coat of the day, with a figured muslin cravat wound about his wide-spread collar. He halted opposite the Privy Gardens, and, with his face turned skywards, listened until the sound of the Tower guns smote again on the ear and dispelled his doubts. To the experienced, his outward man, neat and modestly prosperous, denoted a young barrister of promise or a Treasury clerk. His figure was good, he was above the middle height, and he carried himself with an easy independence. He seemed to be one who both held a fair opinion of himself and knew how to impress that opinion on his fellows; yet was not incapable of deference where deference was plainly due. He was neither ugly nor handsome, neither slovenly nor a petit-maître; indeed, it was doubtful if he had ever seen the inside of Almacks. But his features were strong and intellectual, and the keen grey eyes which looked so boldly on the world could express both humour and good humour. In a word, this young man was one upon whom women, even great ladies, were likely to look with pleasure, and one woman  but he had not yet met her  with tenderness.

Boom!

He was only one among a dozen, who within the space of a few yards had been brought to a stand by the sound; who knew what the salute meant, and in their various ways were moved by it. The rumour which had flown through the town in the morning that the King was about to dissolve his six-months-old Parliament was true, then! so true that already in the clubs, from Boodles to Brookss, men were sending off despatches, while the long arms of the semaphore were carrying the news to the Continent. Persons began to run by Vaughan  the young mans name was Arthur Vaughan; and behind him the street was filling with a multitude hastening to see the sight, or so much of it as the vulgar might see. Some ran towards Westminster without disguise. Some, of a higher station, walked as fast as dignity and their strapped trousers permitted; while others again, who thought themselves wiser than their neighbours, made quickly for Downing Street and the different openings which led into St. Jamess Park, in the hope of catching a glimpse of the procession before the crowd about the Houses engulfed it.

Nine out of ten, as they ran or walked  nay, it might be said more truly, ninety-nine out of a hundred  evinced a joy quite out of the common, and such as no political event of these days produces. One cried, Hip! Hip! Hip!; one flung up his cap; one swore gaily. Strangers told one another that it was a good thing, bravely done! And while the whole of that part of the town seemed to be moving towards the Houses, the guns boomed on, proclaiming to all the world that the unexpected had happened; that the Parliament which had passed the Peoples Bill by one  a miserable one in the largest House which had ever voted  and having done that, had shelved it by some shift, some subterfuge, was meeting the fate which it deserved.

No man, be it noted, called the measure the Reform Bill, or anything but the Bill, or, affectionately, the Peoples Bill. But they called it that repeatedly, and in their enthusiasm, exulted in the fall of its enemies as in a personal gain. And though here and there amid the general turmoil a man of mature age stood aside and scowled on the crowd as it swept vociferating by him, such men were but as straws in a backwater of the stream  powerless to arrest the current, and liable at any moment to be swept within its influence.

That generation had seen many a coach start laurel-clad from St. Martins and listened many a time to the salvoes that told of victories in France or Flanders. But it was no exaggeration to say that even Waterloo had not flung abroad more general joy, nor sown the dingy streets with brighter faces, than this civil gain. For now  now, surely  the Peoples Bill would pass, and the people be truly represented in Parliament! Now, for certain, the Bills ill-wishers would get a fall! And if every man  about which some doubts were whispered even in the public-houses  did not get a vote which he could sell for a handful of gold, as his betters had sold their votes time out of mind, at least there would be beef and beer for all! Or, if not that, something indefinite, but vastly pleasant. Few, indeed, knew precisely what they wished and what they were going to gain, but

Hurrah for Mr. Brougham!
Hurrah for Gaffer Grey!
Hurrah for Lord John!

Hurrah, in a word, for the Ministry, hurrah for the Whigs! And above all, three cheers for the King, who had stood by Lord Grey and dissolved this niggling, hypocritical Parliament of landowners.

Meanwhile the young man who has been described resumed his course; but slowly, and without betraying by any marked sign that he shared the general feeling. Still, he walked with his head a little higher than before; he seemed to sniff the battle; and there was a light in his eyes as if he saw a wider arena before him. It is true, then, he muttered. And for to-day I shall have my errand for my pains. He will have other fish to fry, and will not see me. But what of that! Another day will do as well.

At this moment a ragamuffin in an old jockey-cap attached himself to him, and, running beside him, urged him to hasten.

Run, your honour, he croaked in gin-laden accents, and youll ave a good place! And Ill drink your honours health, and Billy the Kings! Sure hes the father of his country, and seven besides. Come on, your honour, or theyll be jostling you!

Vaughan glanced down and shook his head. He waved the man away.

But the lout looked only to his market, and was not easily repulsed. Hes there, I tell you, he persisted. And for threepence Ill get you to see him. Come on, your honour! Its many a Westminster election Ive seen, and beer running, from Mr. Fox, that was the gentleman had always a word for the poor man, till now, when maybe its your honours going to stand! Anyway, its, Down with the mongers!

A man who was clinging to the wall at the corner of Downing Street waved his broken hat round his head. Ay, down with the borough-mongers! he cried. Down with Peel! Down with the Dook! Down with em all! Down with everybody!

And long live the Bill! cried a man of more respectable appearance as he hurried by. And long live the King, God bless him!

Theyll know what it is to balk the people now, chimed in a fourth. Let em go back and get elected if they can. Ay, let em!

Ay, let em! Mr. Broughamll see to that! shouted the other. Hurrah for Mr. Brougham!

The cry was taken up by the crowd, and three cheers were given for the Chancellor, who was so well known to the mob by the style under which he had been triumphantly elected for Yorkshire that his peerage was ignored.

Vaughan, however, heard but the echo of these cheers. Like most young men of his time, he leant to the popular side. But he had no taste for the populace in the mass; and the sight of the crowd, which was fast occupying the whole of the space before Palace Yard and even surging back into Parliament Street, determined him to turn aside. He shook off his attendant and, crossing into Whitehall Place, walked up and down, immersed in his reflections.

He was honestly ambitious, and his thoughts turned naturally on the influence which this Bill  which must create a new England, and for many a new world  was likely to have on his own fortunes. The owner of a small estate in South Wales, come early to his inheritance, he had sickened of the idle life of an officer in peacetime; and after three years of service, believing himself fit for something higher, he had sold his commission and turned his mind to intellectual pursuits. He hoped that he had a bent that way; and the glory of the immortal three, who thirty years before had founded the Edinburgh Review, and, by so doing, made this day possible, attracted him. Why should not he, as well as another, be the man who, in the Commons, the cockpit of the nation, stood spurred to meet all comers  in an uproar which could almost be heard where he walked? Or the man who, in the lists of Themis, upheld the right of the widow and the poor mans cause, and to whom judges listened with reluctant admiration? Or best of all, highest of all, might he not vie with that abnormal and remarkable man who wore at once the three crowns, and whether as Edinburgh Reviewer, as knight of the shire for York, or as Chancellor of England, played his part with equal ease? To be brief, it was prizes such as these, distant but luminous, that held his eyes, incited him to effort, made him live laborious days. He believed that he had ability, and though he came late to the strife, he brought his experience. If men living from hand to mouth and distracted by household cares could achieve so much, why should not he who had his independence and his place in the world? Had not Erskine been such another? He, too, had sickened of barrack life. And Brougham and the two Scotts, Eldon and Stowell. To say nothing of this young Macaulay, whose name was beginning to run through every mouth; and of a dozen others who had risen to fame from a lower and less advantageous station.

The goal was distant, but it was glorious. Nor had the eighteen months which he had given to the study of the law, to attendance at the Academic and at a less ambitious debating society, and to the output of some scientific feelers, shaken his faith in himself. He had not yet thought of a seat at St. Stephens; for no nomination had fallen to him, nor, save from one quarter, was likely to fall. And his income, some six hundred a year, though it was ample for a bachelor, would not stretch to the price of a seat at five thousand for the Parliament, or fifteen hundred for the Session  the quotations which had ruled of late. A seat some time, however, he must have; it was a necessary stepping-stone to the heights he would gain. And the subject in his mind as he paced Whitehall Place was the abolition of the close boroughs and the effect which the transfer of electoral power to the middle-class would have on his chances.

A small thing  no more than a quantity of straw laid thickly before one of the houses  brought his thoughts down to the present. By a natural impulse he raised his eyes to the house; by a coincidence, less natural, a hand, even as he looked, showed itself behind one of the panes of a window on the first floor, and drew down the blind. Vaughan stood after that, fascinated, and watched the lowering of blind after blind. And the solemn contrast between his busy thoughts and that which had even then happened in the house  between that which lay behind the darkened windows and the bright April sunshine about him, the twittering of the sparrows in the green, and the tumult of distant cheering  went home to him.

He thought of the lines, so old and so applicable:

Omnes eodem cogimur, omnium
Versatur urna, serius, ocius,

Sors exitura, et nos in æternum

Exilium impositura cymbæ.

He was still rolling the words on his tongue with that love of the classical rhythm which was a mark of his day  and returns no more than the taste for the prize-ring which was coeval with it  when the door of the house opened and a man came clumsily and heavily out, closed the door behind him, and, with his head bent low and the ungainly movements of an automaton, made off down the street.

The man was very stout as well as tall, his dress slovenly and disordered. His hat was pulled awry over his eyes, and his hands were plunged deep in his breeches pockets. Vaughan saw so much. Then the door opened again, and a face, unmistakably that of a butler, looked out.

The servants eyes met his, and though the man neither spoke nor beckoned, his eyes spoke for him. Vaughan crossed the way to him. What is it? he asked.

The man was blubbering. Oh, Lord; oh, Lord! he said. My ladys gone not five minutes, and hell not be let nor hindered! Hes to the House, and if the crowd set upon him hell be murdered. For Gods sake, follow him, sir! Hes Sir Charles Wetherell, and a better master never walked, let them say what they like. If theres anybody with him, maybe theyll not touch him.

I will follow him, Vaughan answered. And he hastened after the stout man, who had by this time reached the corner of the street.

Vaughan was surprised that he had not recognised Wetherell. For in every booksellers window caricatures of the Last of the Boroughbridges, as the wits called him, after the pocket borough for which he sat, were plentiful as blackberries. Not only was he the highest of Tories, but he was a martyr in their cause; for, Attorney-General in the last Government, he had been dismissed for resisting the Catholic Claims. Since then he had proved himself, of all the opponents of the Bill, the most violent, the most witty, and, with the exception of Croker perhaps, the most rancorous. At this date he passed for the best hated man in England; and representative to the public mind of all that was old-fashioned and illiberal and exclusive. Vaughan knew, therefore, that the servants fears were not unfounded, and with a heart full of pity  for he remembered the darkened house  he made after him.

By this time Sir Charles was some way ahead and already involved in the crowd. Fortunately the throng was densest opposite Old Palace Yard, whence the King was in the act of departing; and the space before the Hall and before St. Stephens Court  the buildings about which abutted on the river  though occupied by a loosely moving multitude, and presenting a scene of the utmost animation, was not impassable. Sir Charles was in the heart of the crowd before he was recognised; and then his stolid unconsciousness and the general good-humour, born of victory, served him well. He was too familiar a figure to pass altogether unknown; and here and there a man hissed him. One group turned and hooted after him. But he was within a dozen yards of the entrance of St. Stephens Court, with Vaughan on his heels, before any violence was offered. There a man whom he happened to jostle recognised him and, bawling abuse, pushed him rudely; and the act might well have been the beginning of worse things. But Vaughan touched the man on the shoulder and looked him in the face. I shall know you, he said quietly. Have a care! And the fellow, intimidated by his words and his six feet of height, shrank into himself and stood back.

Wetherell had barely noticed the rudeness. But he noted the intervention by a backward glance. Much obliged, he grunted. Know you, too, again, young gentleman. And he went heavily on and passed out of the crowd into the court, followed by a few scattered hisses.

Behind the officers of the House who guarded the entrance a group of excited talkers were gathered. They were chiefly members who had just left the House and had been brought to a stand by the sight of the crowd. On seeing Wetherell, surprise altered their looks. Good G  d! cried one, stepping forward. Youve come down, Wetherell?

Ay, the stricken man answered without lifting his eyes or giving the least sign of animation. Is it too late?

By an hour. Theres nothing to be done. Grey and Bruffam have got the King body and soul. He was so determined to dissolve, he swore that hed come down in a hackney-coach rather than not come. So they say!

Ay!

But I hope, a second struck in, in a tone of solicitude, that as you are here, Lady Wetherell has rallied.

She died a quarter of an hour ago, he muttered. I could do no more. I came here. But as I am too late, Ill go back.

Yet he stood awhile, as if he had no longer anything to draw him one way more than another; with his double chin and pendulous cheeks resting on his breast and his leaden eyes sunk to the level of the pavement. And the others stood round him with shocked faces, from which his words and manner had driven the flush of the combat. Presently two members, arguing loudly, came up, and were silenced by a glance and a muttered word. The ungainly attitude, the ill-fitting clothes, did but accentuate the tragedy of the central figure. They knew  none better  how fiercely, how keenly, how doggedly he had struggled against death, against the Bill.

And yet, had they thought of it, the vulgar caricatures that had hurt her, the abuse that had passed him by to lodge in her bosom, would hurt her no more!

Meanwhile, Vaughan, as soon as he had seen Sir Charles within the entrance reserved for members, had betaken himself to the main door of the Hall, a few paces to the westward. He had no hope that he would now be able to perform the errand on which he had set forth; for the Chancellor, for certain, would have other fish to fry and other people to see. But he thought that he would leave a card with the usher, so that Lord Brougham might know that he had not failed to come, and might make a fresh appointment if he still wished to see him.

Of the vast congeries of buildings which then encased St. Stephens Chapel and its beautiful but degraded cloisters, little more than the Hall is left to us. The Hall we have, and in the main in the condition in which the men of that generation viewed it; as Canning viewed it, when with death in his face he paced its length on Peels arm, and suspecting, perhaps, that they two would meet no more, proved to all men the good-will he bore his rival. Those among us whose memories go back a quarter of a century, and who can recall its aspect in term-time, with three score barristers parading its length, and thrice as many suitors and attorneys darting over its pavement  all under the lofty roof which has no rival in Europe  will be able to picture it as Vaughan saw it when he entered. To the bustle attending the courts of law was added on this occasion the supreme excitement of the day. In every corner, on the steps of every court, eager groups wrangled and debated; while above the hubbub of argument and the trampling of feet, the voices of ushers rose monotonously, calling a witness or enjoining order.

Vaughan paused beside the cake-stall at the door and surveyed the scene. As he stood, one of two men who were pacing near saw him, and with a whispered word left his companion and came towards him.

Mr. Vaughan, he said, extending his hand with bland courtesy, I hope you are well. Can I do anything for you? We are dissolved, but a frank is a frank for all that  to-day.

No, I thank you, Vaughan answered. The truth is, I had an appointment with the Chancellor for this afternoon. But I suppose he will not see me now.

The others eyebrows met, with the result that his face looked less bland. He was a small man, with keen dark eyes and bushy grey whiskers, and an air of hawk-like energy which sixty years had not tamed. He wore the laced coat of a sergeant at law, powdered on the shoulders, as if he had but lately and hurriedly cast off his wig. Good G  d! he said. With the Chancellor! And then, pulling himself up, But I congratulate you. A student at the Bar, as I believe you are, Mr. Vaughan, who has appointments with the Chancellor, has fortune indeed within his grasp.

Vaughan laughed. I fear not, he said. There are appointments and appointments, Sergeant Wathen. Mine is not of a professional nature.

Still the sergeants face, do what he would, looked grim. He had his reasons for disliking what he heard. Indeed! he said drily. Indeed! But I must not detain you. Your time, with a faint note of sarcasm, is valuable. And with a civil salutation the two parted.

Wathen went back to his companion. Talk of the Old One! he said. Do you know who that is?

No, the other answered. They had been discussing the coming election. Who is it?

One of my constituents.

His friend laughed. Oh, come, he said. I thought you had but one, sergeant  old Vermuyden.

Only one, Wathen answered, his eyes travelling from group to group, who counts; or rather, who did count. But thirteen who poll. And thats one of them. He glanced frowning in the direction which Vaughan had taken. And what do you think his business is here, confound him?

What?

An appointment with old Wicked Shifts.

With the Chancellor? Pheugh!

Ay, the sergeant answered morosely, you may whistle. Theres some black business on foot, you may depend upon it. And ten to one its about my seat. Hes a broom, he continued, tugging at the whiskers which the late King had stamped with the imprimatur of fashion, that will make a clean sweep of us if we dont take care. Whatever he does, theres something behind it. Some bedchamber plot, or some intrigue to get A. out and put B. in. If it was a charwomans place he wanted, hed not ask for it and get it. That wouldnt please him. But hed tunnel and tunnel and tunnel  and so hed get it.

Still, the other replied, with secret amusement  for he had no seat, and the woes of our friends, especially our better-placed friends, have their comic side I thought that you had a safe thing, Wathen? That old Vermuydens nomination at Chippinge was as good as an order on the Bank of England?

It was, Wathen answered drily. But with the country wild for the Bill, theres no saying what may happen anywhere. Safe! he continued, with a snarl. Was there ever a safer seat than Westbury? Or a man who had a place in better order than old Lopes, who owned it, and died last month; taken from the evil to come, Jekyll said, for he never could have existed in a world without rotten boroughs! Its not far from Chippinge, so I know  know it well. And I tell you his system was beautiful  beautiful! Yet when Peel was there  after he had rattled on the Catholic Claims and been thrown out at Oxford, Lopes made way for him, you remember?  he would not have got in, no, by G  d, he wouldnt have got in if there had been a man against him. And the state in which the country was then, though there was a bit of a Protestant cry, too, wasnt to compare with what it will be now. That man  he shook his fist stealthily in the direction of the Chancellors Court has lighted a fire in England that will never be put out till it has consumed King, Lords, and Commons  ay, every stick and stone of the old Constitution. You take my word for it. And to think  to think, he added still more savagely, that it is the Whigs have done this. The Whigs! who own more than half the land in the country; who are prouder and stiffer than old George the Third himself; who wouldnt let you nor me into their Cabinet to save our lives. By the Lord, he concluded with gusto, theyll soon learn the difference!

In the meantime  therell be dead cats and bad eggs flying, you think?

Wathen groaned. If that were the end of it, he said, Id not mind.

Still, with it all, you are pretty safe, I suppose?

With that fellow closeted with the Chancellor? No, no!

Who is the young spark! the other asked carelessly. He looked a decentish kind of fellow. A little of the prig, perhaps.

Hes that! Wathen answered. A d  d prig. Whats more, a cousin of old Vermuydens. And whats worse, his heir. Thats why they put him in the corporation and made him one of the thirteen. Thought the vote safe in the family, you see? And cheaper? He winked. But theres no love lost between him and old Sir Robert. A bed for a night once a year, and one day in the season among the turnips, and glad to see your back, my lad! Thats about the position. Now I wonder if Brougham is going to try  but Lord! theres no guessing what is in that mans head! Hes fuller of mischief than an egg of meat!

The other was about to answer when one of the courts, in which a case of some difficulty had caused a late sitting, discharged its noisy, wrangling, perspiring crowd. The two stepped aside to avoid the evasion, and did not résumé their talk. Wathens friend made his way out by the main door near which they had been standing; while the sergeant, with looks which mirrored the gloom that a hundred Tory faces wore on that day, betook himself to the robing-room. There he happened upon another unfortunate. They fell to talking, and their talk ran naturally upon the Chancellor, upon old Greys folly in letting himself be led by the nose by such a rogue; finally, upon the mistakes of their own party. They differed on the last topic, and in that natural and customary state we may leave them.


II

THE SPIRIT OF THE STORM

The Court of Chancery, the preserve for nearly a quarter of a century of Eldon and Delay, was the farthest from the entrance on the right-hand side of the Hall  a situation which enabled the Chancellor to pass easily to that other seat of his labours, the Woolsack. Two steps raised the Tribunals of the Common Law above the level of the Hall. But as if to indicate that this court was not the seat of anything so common as law, but was the shrine of that more august conception, Patronage, and the altar to which countless divines of the Church of England looked with unwinking devotion, a flight of six or eight steps led up to the door.

The privacy thus secured had been much to the taste of Lord Eldon. Doubt and delay flourish best in a close and dusty atmosphere; and if ever there was a man to whom that which was was right, it was Old Bags. Nor had Lord Lyndhurst, his immediate successor, quarrelled with an arrangement which left him at liberty to devote his time to society and his beautiful wife. But the man who now sat in the marble chair was of another kind from either of these. His worst enemy could not lay dulness to his charge; nor could he who lectured the Whitbreads on brewing, who explained their art to opticians, who vied with Talleyrand in the knowledge of French literature, who wrote eighty articles for the first twenty numbers of the Edinburgh Review, be called a sluggard. Confident of his powers, Brougham loved to display them; and the wider the arena the better he was pleased. His first sitting had been graced by the presence of three royal dukes, a whole Cabinet, and a score of peers in full dress. Having begun thus auspiciously, he was not the man to vegetate in the gloom of a dry-as-dust court, or to be content with an audience of suitors, whom equity, blessed word, had long stripped of their votes.

Again and again during the last six months, by brilliant declamations or by astounding statement, he had filled his court to the last inch. The lions in the Tower, the tombs in the Abbey, the New Police  all were deserted; and countryfolk flocked to Westminster, not to hear the judgments of the highest legal authority in the land, but to see with their own eyes the fugleman of reform  the great orator, whose voice, raised at the Yorkshire election, had found an echo that still thundered in the ears and the hearts of England.

I am for Reform! he had said in the castle yard of York; and the people of England had answered: So are we; and we will have it, or  

The lacuna they had filled, not with words, but with facts stronger than words  with the flames of Kentish farmhouses and Wiltshire factories; with political unions counting their numbers by scores of thousands; with midnight drillings and vague and sullen murmurings; above all, with the mysterious terror of some great change which was to come  a terror that shook the most thoughtless and affected even the Duke, as men called the Duke of Wellington in that day. For was not every crown on the Continent toppling?

Vaughan did not suppose that, in view of the startling event of the day, he would be admitted. But the usher, who occupied a high stool outside the great mans door, no sooner read his card than he slid to the ground. I think his lordship will see you, sir, he murmured blandly; and he disappeared.

He was back on the instant, and, beckoning to Vaughan to follow him, he proceeded some paces along a murky corridor, which the venerable form of Eldon seemed still to haunt. Opening a door, he stood aside.

The room which Vaughan saw before him was stately and spacious, and furnished with quiet richness. A deep silence, intensified by the fact that the room had no windows, but was lighted from above, reigned in it  and a smell of law-calf. Here and there on a bookcase or a pedestal stood a marble bust of Bacon, of Selden, of Blackstone. And for a moment Vaughan fancied that these were its only occupants. On advancing further, however, he discovered two persons, who were writing busily at separate side-tables; and one of them looked up and spoke.

Your pardon, Mr. Vaughan! he said. One moment, if you please!

He was almost as good as his word, for less than a minute later he threw down the pen, and rose  a gaunt figure in a black frockcoat, and with a black stock about his scraggy neck  and came to meet his visitor.

I fear that I have come at an untimely moment, my lord, Vaughan said, a little awed in spite of himself by what he knew of the man.

But the others frank address put him at once at his ease. Politics pass, Mr. Vaughan, the Chancellor answered lightly, but science remains. He did not explain, as he pointed to a seat, that he loved, above all things, to produce startling effects; to dazzle by the ease with which he flung off one part and assumed another.

Henry Brougham  so, for some time after his elevation to the peerage, he persisted in signing himself  was at this time at the zenith of his life, as of his fame. Tall, but lean and ungainly, with a long neck and sloping shoulders, he had one of the strangest faces which genius has ever worn. His clownish features, his high cheek-bones, and queer bulbous nose are familiar to us; for, something exaggerated by the caricaturist, they form week by week the trailing mask which mars the cover of Punch. Yet was the face, with all its ugliness, singularly mobile; and the eyes, the windows of that restless and insatiable soul, shone, sparkled, laughed, wept, with incredible brilliance. That which he did not know, that which his mind could not perform  save sit still and be discreet  no man had ever discovered. And it was the knowledge of this, the sense of the strange and almost uncanny versatility of the man, which for a moment overpowered Vaughan.

The Chancellor seated himself opposite his visitor, and placed a hand on each of his wide-spread knees. He smiled.

My friend, he said, I envy you.

Vaughan coloured shyly. Your lordship has little cause, he answered.

Great cause, was the reply, great cause! For as you are I was  and, he chuckled, as he rocked himself to and fro, I have not found life very empty or very unpleasant. But it was not to tell you this that I asked you to wait on me, Mr. Vaughan, as you may suppose. Light! It is a singular thing that you at the outset of your career  even as I thirty years ago at the same point of mine  should take up such a parergon, and alight upon the same discovery.

I do not think I understand.

In your article on the possibility of the permanence of reflection  to which I referred in my letter, I think?

Yes, my lord, you did.

You have restated a fact which I maintained for the first time more than thirty years ago! In my paper on colours, read before the Royal Society in  I think it was 96.

Vaughan stared. His colour rose slowly. Indeed? he said, in a tone from which he vainly strove to banish incredulity.

You have perhaps read the paper?

Yes, I have.

The Chancellor chuckled. And found nothing of the kind in it? he said.

Vaughan coloured still more deeply. He felt that the position was unpleasant. Frankly, my lord, if you ask me, no.

And you think yourself, with a grin, the first discoverer?

I did.

Brougham sprang like a boy to his feet, and whisked his long, lank body to a distant bookshelf. Thence he took down a much-rubbed manuscript book. As he returned he opened this at a place already marked, and, laying it on the table, beckoned to the young man to approach. Read that, he said waggishly, and confess, young sir, that there were chiefs before Agamemnon.

Vaughan stooped over the book, and having read looked up in perplexity. But this passage, he said, was not in the paper read before the Royal Society in 96?

In the paper read? No. Nor yet in the paper printed? There, too, you are right. And why? Because a sapient dunder-head who was in authority requested me to omit this passage. He did not believe that light passing through a small hole in the window-shutter of a darkened room impresses a view of external objects on white paper; nor that, as I suggested, the view might be made permanent if cast instead on ivory rubbed with nitrate of silver!

Vaughan was dumbfounded, and perhaps a little chagrined. It is most singular! he said.

Do you wonder now that I could not refrain from sending for you?

I do not, indeed.

The Chancellor patted him kindly on the shoulder, and by a gesture made him résumé his seat. No, I could not refrain, he continued; the coincidence was too remarkable. If you come to sit where I sit, the chance will be still more singular.

Vaughan coloured with pleasure. Alas! he said, smiling, one swallow, my lord, does not made a summer.

Ah, my friend, with a benevolent look. But I know more of you than you think. You were in the service, I hear, and left it. Cedant arma togæ, eh?

Yes.

Well, I, too, after a fashion. Thirty years ago I served a gun with Professor Playfair in the Volunteer Artillery of Edinburgh. God knows, he continued complacently, if I had gone on with it, where I should have landed! Where the Duke is, perhaps! More surprising things have happened.

Vaughan did not know whether to take this, which was gravely and even sentimentally spoken, for jest or earnest. He did not speak. And Brougham, seated in his favourite posture, with a hand on either knee, his lean body upright, and the skirts of his black coat falling to the floor on either side of him, resumed. I hear, too, that you have done well at the Academic, he said, and on the right side, Mr. Vaughan. Light? Ay, always light, my friend, always light! Let that be our motto. For myself, he continued earnestly, I have taken it in hand that this poor country shall never lack light again; and by Gods help and Johnny Russells Bill Ill bring it about! And not the phosphorescent light of rotten boroughs and corrupt corporations, Mr. Vaughan. No, nor the blaze of burning stacks, kindled by wretched, starving, ignorant  ay, above all, Mr. Vaughan, ignorant men! But the light of education, the light of a free Press, the light of good government and honest representation; so that, whatever they lack, henceforth they shall have voices and means and ways to make their wants known. You agree with me? But I know you do, for I hear how well you have spoken on that side. Mr. Cornelius, turning and addressing the gentleman who still continued to write at his table, who was it told us of Mr. Vaughans speech at the Academic?

I dont know, Mr. Cornelius answered gruffly.

No? the Chancellor said, not a whit put out. He never knows anything! And then, throwing one knee over the other, he regarded Vaughan with closer attention. Mr. Vaughan, he said, have you ever thought of entering Parliament?

Vaughans heart bounded, and his face betrayed his emotions. Good heavens, was the Chancellor about to offer him a Government seat? He scarcely knew what to expect or what to say. The prospect, suddenly opened, blinded him. He muttered that he had not as yet thought of it.

You have no connection, Brougham continued, who could help you to a seat? For if so, now is the time. Presently there will be a Reformed Parliament and a crowd of new men, and the road will be blocked by the throng of aspirants. You are not too young. Palmerston was not so old when Perceval offered him a seat in the Cabinet.

The words, the tone, the assumption that such things were for him  that he had but to hold out his hand and they would fall into it  dropped like balm into the young mans soul. Yet he was not sure that the other was serious, and he made a tremendous effort to hide the emotion he felt. I am afraid, he said, with a forced smile, that I, my lord, am not Lord Palmerston.

No? Brougham answered with a faint sneer. But not much the worse for that, perhaps. So that if you have any connection who commands a seat, now is the time.

Vaughan shook his head. I have none, he said, except my cousin, Sir Robert Vermuyden.

Vermuyden of Chippinge? the Chancellor exclaimed, in a voice of surprise.

The same, my lord.

Good G  d! Brougham cried. It was not a mealy-mouthed age. And he leant back and stared at the young man. You dont mean to say that he is your cousin?

Yes.

The Chancellor laughed grimly. Oh, dear, dear! he said. I am afraid that he wont help us much. I remember him in the House  an old high and dry Tory. I am afraid that, with your opinions, youve not much to expect of him. Still  Mr. Cornelius, to the gentleman at the table, oblige me with Oldfields House of Commons, the Wiltshire volume, and the private Borough List. Thank you. Let me see  ah, here it is!

He proceeded to read in a low tone, skipping from heading to heading: Chippinge, in the county of Wilts, has returned two members since the twenty-third of Edward III. Right of election in the Alderman and the twelve capital burgesses, who hold their places for life. Number of voters, thirteen. Patron, Sir Robert Vermuyden, Bart., of Stapylton House.

Umph, as I thought, he continued, laying down the book. Now what does the list say? And, taking it in turn from his knee, he read:

In Schedule A for total disfranchisement, the population under 2000. Present members, Sergeant Wathen and Mr. Cooke, on nomination of Sir Robert Vermuyden; the former to oblige Lord Eldon, the latter by purchase. Both opponents of Bill; nothing to be hoped from them. The Bowood interest divides the corporation in the proportion of four to nine, but has not succeeded in returning a member since the election of 1741  on petition. The heir to the Vermuyden interest is   He broke off sharply, but continued to study the page. Presently he looked over it.

Are you the Mr. Vaughan who inherits? he asked gravely.

The greater part of the estates  yes.

Brougham laid down the book and rubbed his chin. Under those circumstances, he said, after musing a while, dont you think that your cousin could be persuaded to return you as an independent member?

Vaughan shook his head with decision.

The matter is important, the Chancellor continued slowly, and as if he weighed his words. I cannot precisely make a promise, Mr. Vaughan; but if your cousin could see the question of the Bill in another light, I have little doubt that any object in reason could be secured for him. If, for instance, it should be necessary in passing the Bill through the Upper House to create new  eh?

He paused, looking at Vaughan, who laughed outright. Sir Robert would not cross the park to save my life, my lord, he said. And I am sure he would rather hang outside the White Lion in Chippinge marketplace than resign his opinions or his borough!

Hell lose the latter, whether or no, Brougham answered, with a touch of irritation. Was there not some trouble about his wife? I think I remember something.

They were separated many years ago.

She is alive, is she not?

Yes.

Brougham saw, perhaps, that the subject was not palatable, and he abandoned it. With an abrupt change of manner he flung the books from him with the recklessness of a boy, and raised his sombre figure to its height. Well, well, he said, I hoped for better things; but I fear, as Tommy Moore sings  

Hes pledged himself, though sore bereft

Of ways and means of ruling ill,

To make the most of what are left

And stick to all thats rotten still!

And by the Lord, I dont say that I dont respect him. I respect every man who votes honestly as he thinks. And grandly, with appropriate gestures, he spouted:

Who spurns the expedient for the right

Scorns moneys all-attractive charms,

And through mean crowds that clogged his flight

Has nobly cleared his conquering arms.

Thats the Attorney-Generals. He turns old Horace well, doesnt he?

Vaughan coloured. Young and candid, he could not bear the thought of taking credit where he did not deserve it. I fear, he said awkwardly, that would bear rather hardly on me if we had a contest at Chippinge, my lord. Fortunately it is unlikely.

How would it bear hardly on you? Brougham asked, with interest.

I have a vote.

You are one of the twelve burgesses? in a tone of surprise.

Yes, by favour of Sir Robert.

The Chancellor, smiling gaily, shook his head. No, he said, no; I do not believe you. You do yourself an injustice. Leave that sort of thing to older men, to Lyndhurst, if you will, d  d Jacobin as he is, preening himself in Tory feathers, and determined whoevers in hell not be out; or to Peel. Leave it! And believe me youll not repent it. I, he continued loftily, have seen fifty years of life, Mr. Vaughan, and lived every year of them and every day of them, and I tell you that the thing is too dearly bought at that price.

Vaughan felt himself rebuked; but he made a fight. And yet, he said, are there no circumstances, my lord, in which such a vote may be justified?

A vote against your conscience  to oblige someone?

Well, yes.

A Jesuit might justify it. There is nothing which a Jesuit could not justify, I suppose. But though no man was stronger for the Catholic Claims than I was, I do not hold a Jesuit to be a man of honour. And that is where the difference lies. There! But, he continued, with an abrupt change from the lofty to the confidential, let me tell you a fact, Mr. Vaughan. In 29  was it in April or May of 29, Mr. Cornelius?

I dont know to what you refer, Mr. Cornelius grunted.

To be sure you dont, the Chancellor replied, without any loss of good-humour; but in April or May of 29, Mr. Vaughan, the Duke offered me the Rolls, which is £7000 a year clear for life, and compatible with a seat in the Commons. It would have suited me better in every way than the Seals and the House of Lords. It was the prize, to be frank with you, at which I was aiming; and as at that time the Duke was making his right-about-face on the Catholic question, and was being supported by our side, I might have accepted it with an appearance of honour and consistency. But I did not accept it. I did not, though my refusal injured myself, and did no one any good. But there, I am chattering. He broke off, with a smile, and held out his hand. However,

Est et fideli tuta silentio
Merces!

You wont forget that, I am certain. And you may be sure I shall remember you. I am pleased to have made your acquaintance, Mr. Vaughan. Decide on the direction, politics or the law, in which you mean to push, and some day let me know. In the meantime follow the light! Light, more light! Dont let them lure you back into old Giant Despairs cave, or choke you with all the dead bones and rottenness and foulness they keep there, and that, by Gods help, Ill sweep out of the world before its a year older!

And still talking, he saw Vaughan, who was murmuring his acknowledgments, to the door.

When that had closed on the young man Brougham came back, and, throwing wide his arms, yawned prodigiously. Now, he said, if Lansdowne doesnt effect something in that borough, I am mistaken.

Why, Cornelius muttered curtly, do you trouble about the borough? Why dont you leave those things to the managers?

Why? Why, first because the Duke did that last year, and you see the result  hes out and were in. Secondly, Corny, because I am like the elephants trunk, that can tear down a tree or pick up a pin.

But in picking up a pin, the other grunted, it picks up a deal of something else.

Of what?

Dirt!

Old Pharisee! the Chancellor cried.

Mr. Cornelius threw down his pen, and, turning in his seat, opened fire on his companion. Dirt! he reiterated sternly. And for what? What will be the end of it when you have done all for them, clean and dirty? Theyll not keep you. They use you now, but youre a new man. What, you  you think to deal on equal terms with the Devonshires and the Hollands, the Lansdownes and the Russells! Who used Burke, and when they had squeezed him tossed him aside? Who used Tierney till they wore him and his fortune out? Who would have used Canning, but he did not trust them, and so they worried him  though they were all dumb dogs before him  to his death. Ay, and presently, when you have served their turn, they will cast you aside.

They will not dare! Brougham cried.

Pshaw! You are Samson, but you are shorn of your strength. They have been too clever for you. While you were in the Commons they did not dare. Harry Brougham was their master. So they lured you, poor fool, into the trap, into the Lords, where you may spout, and spout, and spout, and it will have as much effect as the beating of a birds wings against the bars of its cage!

They will not dare! Brougham reiterated.

You will see. They will throw you aside.

Brougham walked up and down the room, his eyes glittering, his quaint, misshapen features working passionately.

They will throw you aside, Mr. Cornelius repeated, watching him keenly. You are a man of the people. You are in earnest. You are honestly in favour of retrenchment, of education, of reform. But to these Whigs  save and except to Althorp, who is that lusus naturæ, an honest man, and to Johnny Russell, who is a fanatic  these are but catchwords, stalking-horses, the means by which, after the dull old fashion of their fathers and their grandfathers and their great-grandfathers, they think to creep into power. Reform, if reform means the representation of the people by the people, the rule of the people by the people, or by any but the old landed families  why, the very thought would make them sick!

Brougham stopped in his pacing to and fro. You are right, he said sombrely.

You acknowledge it?

I have known it  here! And, drawing himself to his full height, he clapped his hand to his breast. I have known it here for months. Ay, and though I have sworn to myself that they would not dare to treat me as they treated Burke, and Sheridan, and Tierney, and as they would have treated Canning, I knew it was a lie, my lad; I knew they would. My mother  ay, my old mother, sitting by the chimneyside, out of the world there, knew it, and warned me.

Then why did you go into the Lords? Cornelius asked. Why be lured into the gilded cage, where you are helpless?

Because, mark you, Brougham replied sternly, if I had not, they had not brought in this Bill. And we had waited, and the people had waited, another twenty years, maybe!

And so you went into the prison-house shorn of your strength?

Brougham looked at him with a gleam of ferocity in his brilliant eyes. Ay, he said, I did. And by that act, he continued, stretching his long arms to their farthest extent, mark you, mark you, never forget it, I avenged all  not only all I may suffer at their hands, but all that every slave who ever ground in their mill has suffered, the slights, the grudged meticulous office, the one finger lent to shake  all, all! I went into the prison-house, but when I did so I laid my hands upon the pillars. And their house falls, falls. I hear it  I hear it falling even now about their ears. They may throw me aside. But the house is falling, and the great Whig families  pouf!  they are not in the heaven above, or in the earth beneath, or in the water that is under the earth. You call Reform their stalking-horse? Ay, but it is into their own Troy that they have dragged it; and the clatter of strife which you hear is the death-knell of their power. They have let in the waves of the sea, and dream fondly that they can say where they shall stop and what they shall not touch. They may as well speak to the tide when it flows; they may as well command the North Sea in its rage; they may as well bid Hume be silent, or Wetherell be sane. You say I am spent, Cornelius; and so I am, it may be. I know not. But this I know. Never again will the families say Go! and he goeth, and Do! and he doeth, as in the old world that is passing  passing even at this minute, passing with the Bill. No, he continued, flinging out his arms with passion; for when they thought to fool me, and to shut me dumb among dumb things behind the gilded wires, I knew  I knew that I was dragging down their house upon their heads.

Mr. Cornelius stared at him. By G  d! he said, I believe you are right. I believe that you are a cleverer man than I thought you were.


III

TWO LETTERS

The Hall was empty when Vaughan came forth; and as the young man strode down its echoing length there was nothing save his own footsteps on the pavement to distract his mind from the scene in which he had taken part. He was excited and a little uplifted, as was natural. The promises made, if they were to be counted as promises, were of the vague and indefinite character which it is as easy to evade as to fulfil. But the Chancellor had spoken to him as to an equal and treated him as one who had but to choose a career to succeed in it, and to win the highest prizes which it could bestow. This was flattering; nor was it to a young man who had little experience of the world, less flattering to be deemed the owner of a stake in the country, and a person through whom offers of the most confidential and important character might be properly made.

He walked to his rooms in Bury Street with a pleasant warmth at his heart. And at the Academic that evening, where owing to the events of the day there was a fuller house than had ever been known, and a fiercer debate, he championed the Government and upheld the dissolution in a speech which not only excelled his previous efforts, but was a surprise to those who knew him best. Afterwards he recognised that his peroration had been only a paraphrase of Broughams impassioned Light! More Light! and that the whole owed more than he cared to remember to the same source. But, after all, why not? It was not to be expected that he could at once rise to the heights of the greatest of living orators. And it was much that he had made a hit; that as he left the room he was followed by all eyes.

Nor did a qualm worthy of the name trouble him until the morning of the 27th, five days later  a Wednesday. Then he found beside his breakfast plate two letters bearing the postmark of Chippinge.

Whats afoot? he muttered. But he had a prevision before he broke the seal of the first. And the contents bore out his fears. The letter ran thus:



Stapylton, Chippinge.

Dear Sir  I make no apology for troubling you in a matter in which your interest is second only to mine and which is also of a character to make apology beside the mark. It has not been necessary to require your presence at Chippinge upon the occasion of former elections. But the unwholesome ferment into which the public mind has been cast by the monstrous proposals of Ministers has nowhere been more strongly exemplified than here, by the fact that, for the first time in half a century, the right of our family to nominate the members for the Borough is challenged. Since the year 1783 no serious attempt has been made to disturb the Vermuyden interest. And I have yet to learn that  short of this anarchical Bill, which will sweep away all the privileges attaching to property  such an attempt can be made with any chance of success.

I am informed nevertheless that Lord Lansdowne, presuming on a small connection in the Corporation, intends to send at least one candidate to the poll. Our superiority is so great that I should not, even so, trouble you to be present, were it not an object to discourage these attempts by the exhibition of our full strength, and were it not still more important to do so at a time when the existence of the Borough itself is at stake.

Isaac White will apprise you of the arrangements to be made and will keep you informed of all matters which you should know. Be good enough to let Mapp learn the day and hour of your arrival, and he will see that the carriage and servants meet the coach at Chippenham. Probably you will come by the York House. It is the most convenient.

I have the honour to be

Your sincere kinsman,

Robert Vermuyden.



To Arthur Vermuyden Vaughan, Esquire,
17 Bury Street, St. Jamess.



Vaughans face grew long, and his fork hung suspended above his plate, as he perused the old gentlemans epistle. When all was read he laid it down, and whistled. Heres a fix! he muttered. And he thought of his speech at the Academic; and for the first time he was sorry that he had made it. Heres a fix! he repeated. Whats to be done?

He was too much disturbed to go on with his breakfast, and he tore open the other letter. It was from Isaac White, his cousins attorney and agent. It ran thus:



High Street, Chippinge,

April 25, 1831.

Chippinge Parliamentary Election.

Sir.  I have the honour to inform you, as upon former occasions, that the writ in the above is expected and that Tuesday the 3rd day of May will be appointed for the nomination. It has not been needful to trouble you heretofore, but on this occasion I have reason to believe that Sir Robert Vermuydens candidates will be opposed by nominees in the Bowood Interest, and I have therefore, honoured Sir, to intimate that your attendance will oblige.

The Vermuyden dinner will take place at the White Lion on Monday the 2nd, when the voters and their friends will sit down at 5 P. M. The Alderman will preside, and Sir Robert hopes that you will be present. The procession to the Hustings will leave the White Lion at ten on Tuesday the 3d, and a poll, if demanded, will be taken after the usual proceedings.

Any change in the order of the arrangements will be punctually communicated to you.

I have the honour to be, Sir,

Your humble obedient servant,

Isaac White.

Arthur V. Vaughan, Esq.,
(late H.M.s 14th Dragoons),

17 Bury Street, London.



Vaughan flung the letter down and resumed his breakfast moodily. It was a piece of shocking ill-fortune, that was all there was to be said.

Not that he really regretted his speech! It had committed him a little more deeply, but morally he had been committed before. It is a poor conscience that is not scrupulous in youth; and he was convinced, or almost convinced, that if he had never seen the Chancellor he would still have found it impossible to support Sir Roberts candidates.

For he was sincere in his support of the Bill; a little because it flattered his intellect to show himself above the prejudices of the class to which he belonged; more, because he was of an age to view with resentment the abuses which the Bill promised to sweep away. A Government truly representative of the people, such as this Bill must create, would not tolerate the severities which still disgraced the criminal law. It would not suffer the heartless delays which made the name of Chancery synonymous with ruin. Under it spring-guns and man-traps would no longer scare the owner from his own coverts. The poor would be taught, the slave would be freed. Above all, whole classes of the well-to-do would no longer be deprived of a voice in the State. No longer would the rights of one small class override the rights of all other classes.

He was at an age, in a word, when hope invites to change; and he was for the Bill. Ay, by Jove, I am! he muttered, casting the die in fancy, and Ill not be set down! It will be awkward! It will be odious! But I must go through with it!

Still, he was sorry. He sprang from the class which had profited by the old system  that system under which some eight-score men returned a majority of the House of Commons. He had himself the prospect of returning two members. He could, therefore enter, to a degree  at times to a greater degree than he liked,  into the feelings with which the old-fashioned and the interested, the prudent and the timid, viewed a change so great and so radical. But his main objection was personal. He hated the necessity which forced him to cross the wishes and to trample on the prejudices of an old man whom he regarded with respect, and even with reverence: a solitary old man, the head of his family, to whom he owed the very vote he must withhold; and who would hardly, even by the logic of facts, be brought to believe that one of his race and breeding could turn against him.

Still it must be done; the die was cast. The sooner, therefore, it was done, the better. He would go down to Stapylton at once, while his courage was high; and he would tell Sir Robert. Then, whatever came of it, he would have nothing with which to reproach himself. In the heat of resolve he felt very brave and very virtuous; and the moment he rose from breakfast he went to the coach office, and finding that the York House, the fashionable Bath, coach was full for the following day, he booked an outside seat on the Bristol White Lion Coach, which also passed through Chippenham. From Chippenham, Chippinge is distant a short nine miles.

That evening proved to be memorable; for the greater part of London was illuminated by the Reformers in honour of the Dissolution; not without rioting and drunkenness, violence on the part of the mob, and rage on the side of the minority. When Vaughan passed through the streets before six next morning, on his way to the White Horse Cellars, traces of the nights work still remained; and where the early sun fell on them showed ugly and grisly and menacing enough. A moderate reformer might well have blenched at the sight, and questioned  as many did question  whither this was tending. But Vaughan was late; the coach, one out of three which were waiting to start, was horsed. He had only eyes, as he came hurriedly up, for the seat he had reserved behind the coachman.

It was empty, and so far his fears were vain. But it annoyed him to find that his next-door neighbour was a young lady travelling alone. She had the seat on the near side.

He climbed up quickly, and to reach his place had to pass before her. The space between the seat and the coachmans box was narrow, and as she rose to allow him to pass she glanced up. Their eyes met; Vaughan raised his hat in mute apology, and took his seat. He said no word. But a miracle had happened, as miracles do happen, when the world is young. In his mind, as he sat down, he was not repeating, What a nuisance! but was saying, What eyes! What a face! And, oh, heaven, what beauty! What blush-rose cheeks! What a lovely mouth!

For twas from eyes of liquid blue

A host of quivered Cupids flew,

And now his heart all bleeding lies

Beneath the army of the eyes.

He gazed gravely at the group of watermen and night-birds who stood in the roadway below waiting to see the coach start. And apparently he was unmoved. Apparently he was the same Arthur Vermuyden Vaughan who had passed round the boot of the coach to reach the ladder and his place. But he was not the same. His thoughts were no longer querulous, full of the haste he had made, and the breakfast he had to make; but of a pair of gentle eyes which had looked for one instant into his, of a modest face, sweet and shy, of a Quaker-like bonnet that ravished as no other bonnet had ever ravished the most susceptible!

He was still gazing at the group of loiterers, without seeing them, when he became aware that an elderly woman plainly but respectably dressed, who was standing by the forewheel of the coach, was looking up at him, and trying to attract his attention. Seeing that she had caught his eye she spoke:

Gentleman! Gentleman! she said  but in a restrained voice, as if she did not wish to be generally heard. The young ladys address! Please say that shes not left it! For the laundress!

He turned and made sure that there was only one of the sex on the coach. Then  to be honest, not without a tiny flutter at his heart  he addressed his neighbour. Pardon me, he said but there is someone below who wants your address.

She turned her eyes on him and his heart gave a perceptible jump. My address? she echoed in a voice as sweet as her face. I think that there must be some mistake. And then for a moment she looked at him as if she doubted his intentions.

The doubt was intolerable. Its for the laundress, he said. See, there she is!

The girl rose to look over the side of the coach and perforce leant across him. He saw that she had the slenderest waist and the prettiest figure  he had every opportunity of seeing. Then the coach started with a jerk, and if she had not steadied herself by laying her hand on his shoulder, she must have relapsed on his knees. As it was she fell back safely into her seat. She blushed.

I beg your pardon, she said.

But he was looking back. He had his eye on the woman, who remained in the roadway, pointing after the coach and apparently asking a bystander some question respecting it  perhaps where it stopped. There she is! he exclaimed. The woman with the umbrella! She is pointing after us.

His neighbour looked back but made nothing of it. I know no one in London, she said a little primly  but with sweet primness except the lady at whose house I stayed last night. And she is not able to leave the house. It must be a mistake. And with a gentle reserve which had in it nothing of coquetry, she turned her face from him.

Tantivy! Tantivy! Tantivy! They were away, bowling down the slope of broad empty Piccadilly with the four nags trotting merrily, and the April sun gilding the roofs of the houses, and falling aslant on the verdure of the Green Park. Then merrily up the rise to Hyde Park Corner, where the new Grecian Gates looked across at the equally new arch on Constitution Hill; and where Apsley House, the residence of the Duke, hiding with its new coat of Bath stone the old brick walls, peeped through the trees at the statue of Achilles, erected ten years back in the Dukes honour.

But, alas! what was this? Wherefore the crowd that even at this early hour was large enough to fill the roadway and engage the attention of the New Police? Vaughan looked and saw that every blind in Apsley House was lowered, and that more than half of the windows were shattered. And the little French gentleman who, to the coachmans disgust, had taken the box-seat, saw it too; nay, had seen it before, for he had come that way to the coach office. He pointed to the silent, frowning mansion, and snapped his fingers.

That is your reward for your Vellington! he cried, turning in his excitement to the two behind him. And his lady, I am told, she lie dead behind the broken vindows! They did that last night, your canaille! But he vill not forget! And when the refolution come  bah  he vill have the iron hand! He vill be the Emperor and he vill repay!

No one answered; they treated him with silent British scorn. But they one and all stared back at the scene, at the grim blind house in the early sunshine, and the gaping crowd  as long as it remained in sight. And some, no doubt, pondered the sight. But who, with a pretty face beside him and a long days drive before him, a drive by mead and shining river, over hill and down, under the walls of grey churches and by many a marketplace and cheery inn-yard  who would long dwell on changes past or to come? Or fret because in the womb of time might lie that refolution of which the little Frenchman spoke?


IV

TANTIVY! TANTIVY! TANTIVY!

The White Lion coach was a light coach carrying only five passengers outside, and merrily it swept by Kensington Church, whence the travellers had a peep of Holland House  home of the Whigs  on their right. And then in a twinkling they were swinging through Hammersmith, where the ale-houses were opening and lusty girls were beginning to deliver the milk. They passed through Turnham, through Brentford, awakening everywhere the lazy with the music of their horn. They saw Sion House on their left, and on their right had a glimpse of the distant lawns of Osterley  the seat of Lady Jersey, queen of Almacks, and the Hollands rival. Thence they travelled over Hounslow Heath, and by an endless succession of mansions and lawns and orchards rich at this season with apple blossom, and framing here and there a view of the sparkling Thames.

Vaughan breathed the air of spring and let his eyes dwell on scene after scene; and he felt that it was good to be young and to sit behind fast horses. He stole a glance at his neighbour and judged by the brightness of her eyes, her parted lips and rapt expression, that she felt with him. And he would have said something to her, but he could think of nothing worthy of her. At last:

Its a beautiful morning, he ventured, and cursed his vapidity.

But she did not seem to find bathos in the words. It is, indeed! she answered with an enthusiasm which showed that she had forgotten her doubts of him. And, she added simply, I have not been on a coach since I was a child!

Not on a coach? he cried in astonishment.

No. Except on the Clapham Stage. And that is not a coach like this!

No, perhaps it is not, he said. And he thought of her, and  oh, Lord!  of Clapham! And yet after all there was something about her, about her grey, dove-like dress and her gentleness, which smacked of Clapham. He wondered who she was and what she was; and he was still wondering when she turned her eyes on him, and, herself serenely unconscious, sent a tiny shock through him.

I enjoy it the more, she said, because I  I am not usually free in the morning.

Oh, yes!

He could say no more; not another word. It was the stupidest thing in the world, but he was tongue-tied. Seeing, however, that she had turned from him and was absorbed in the view of Windsor rising stately amid its trees, he had the cleverness to steal a glance at the neat little basket which nestled at her feet. Surreptitiously he read the name on the label.



Mary Smith

Miss Sibsons

Queens Square, Bristol.



Mary Smith! Just Mary Smith! For the moment  it is not to be denied  he was sobered by the name. It was not a romantic name. It was anything but high-sounding. The author of Tremayne or De Vere, nay, the author of Vivian Grey  to complete the trio of novels which were in fashion at the time  would have turned up his nose at it. But what did it matter? He desired no more than to make himself agreeable for the few hours which he and this beautiful creature must pass together  in sunshine and with the fair English landscape gliding by them. And that being so, what need he reck what she called herself or whence she came. It was enough that under her modest bonnet her ears were shells and her eyes pure cornflowers, and that a few pleasant words, a little April dalliance  if only that Frenchman would cease to peep behind him and grin  would harm neither the one nor the other.

But opportunities let slip do not always recur. As he turned to address her they rose the ascent of Maidenhead Bridge, had on either hand a glimpse of the river framed in pale green willows, and halted with sweating horses before the Kings Arms. The boots advanced, amid a group of gazers, and reared a ladder against the coach. Half an hour for breakfast, gentlemen! he cried briskly. And through the windows of the inn the travellers had a view of a long table whereat the passengers on the up night-coach were already feasting.

Our friends hastened to descend, but not so fast that Vaughan failed to note the girls look of uncertainty, almost of distress. He guessed that she was not at ease in a scene so bustling and so new to her. And the thought gave him the courage that he needed.

Will you allow me to find you a place at the table? he said. I know this inn and they know me. Guard, the ladder here! And he took her hand  oh, such a little, little hand!  and aided her in her descent.

Will you follow me? he said. And he made way for her through the knot of starers who cumbered the doorway. But once in the coffee-room he had, cunning fellow, an inspiration. Find this lady a seat! he commanded one of the attendant damsels. And when he had seen her seated and the coffee set before her, he took himself deliberately to the other end of the room. But whether he did so out of pure respect for her feelings, or because he thought  and hugged himself on the thought  that he would be missed, he did not himself know. Nor was he so much a captive, though he counted how many rolls she ate, and looked a dozen times to see if she looked at him, as to be unable to make an excellent breakfast.

The cheery, noisy throng at the tables, the brisk coming and going of the servants, the smell of hot coffee, the open windows, and the sunshine outside  where the fresh team of the up night-coach were already tossing their heads impatiently  he wondered how it all struck her, new to such scenes and to this side of life. And then while he wondered he saw that she had risen from the table and was going out with one of the waiting-maids. To reach the door she had to pass near him; and, oh bliss, her eyes found him  and she blushed. She blushed, ye heavens! He saw it clearly, and he sat thinking about it until, though the coach was not due to start for another five minutes and he might count on the guard summoning him, he was taken with fear lest some one should steal his seat. And he hurried out.

She was alone on the top of the coach, and a youthful waterman, one of the crowd of loiterers below, was making eyes at her to the delight of his companions. When Vaughan came forth, Id like to be him, the wag said, winking with vulgar gusto. And the bystanders grinned at the good-looking young man who stood in the doorway buttoning up his box-coat. The position might soon have become embarrassing to her if not to him; but in the nick of time the eye of an inside passenger, who had followed him through the doorway, alighted on a huge placard which hung behind the coach.

Take that down! the stranger cried loudly and pompously. And in a moment all eyes were upon him. He prodded with his umbrella at the offending bill. Do you hear me? Take it down, sir, he repeated, turning to the guard. He was a portly man, reddish about the gills. Take it down, sir, or I will! It is disgraceful! I shall report this conduct to your employers.

The guard hesitated. It dont harm you, sir, he pleaded, anxious, it was clear, to propitiate a man who would presently be good for half a crown.

Dont harm me? the choleric gentleman retorted. Dont harm me? Whats that to do with it? What right  what right have you, man, to put party filth like that on a public vehicle in which I pay to ride? The Bill, the whole Bill, and nothing but the Bill! D  n the Bill, sir! with violence. Take it down! Take it down at once! he repeated, as if his order closed the matter.

The guard frowned at the placard, which bore, largely printed, the legend which the gentleman found so little to his taste. He rubbed his head. Well, I dont know, sir, he said. And then  the crowd about the coach was growing  he looked at the driver. What do you say, Sammy? he asked.

Dont touch it, growled the driver, without deigning to turn his head.

You see, sir, it is this way, the guard ventured civilly. Mr. Palmer has a Whig meeting at Reading to-day and the town will be full. And if we dont want rotten eggs and broken windows  well carry that!

Ill not travel with it! the stout gentleman answered positively. Do you hear me, man? If you dont take it down I will!

Best not! cried a voice from the little crowd about the coach. And when the angry gentleman turned to see who spoke, Best not! cried another behind him. And he wheeled about again, so quickly that the crowd laughed. This raised his wrath to a white heat.

He grew purple. I shall have it taken down! he said. Guard, remove it!

Dont touch it, growled the driver  one of a class noted in that day for independence and surly manners. If the gent dont choose to travel with it, let him stop here and be d  d!

Do you know, the insulted passenger cried, that I am a Member of Parliament?

Im hanged if you are! coachee retorted. Nor wont be again!

The crowd roared at this repartee. The guard was in despair. Anyway, we must go on, sir, he said. And he seized his horn. Take your seats, gents! Take your seats! he cried. All for Reading! Im sorry, sir, but Ive to think of the coach.

And the horses! grumbled the driver. Wheres the gents sense?

They all scrambled to their seats except the ex-member. He stood, bursting with rage and chagrin. But at the last moment, when he saw that the coach would really go without him, he swallowed his pride, plucked open the coach-door, and amid the loud jeers of the crowd, climbed in. The driver, with a chuckle, bade the helpers let go, and the coach swung cheerily away through the streets of Maidenhead, the merry notes of the horn and the rattle of the pole-chains drowning the cries of the gutter-boys.

The little Frenchman turned round. You vill have a refolution, he said solemnly. And the gentleman inside he vill lose his head.

The coachman, who had hitherto looked askance at Froggy, as if he disdained his neighbourhood, now squinted at him as if he could not quite make him out. Think so? he said gruffly. Why, Mounseer?

I have no doubt, the Frenchman answered glibly. The people vill have, and the nobles vill not give! Or they vill give a leetle  a leetle! And that is the worst of all. I have seen two refolutions! he continued with energy. The first when I was a child  it is forty years! My bonne held me up and I saw heads fall into the basket  heads as young and as lofly as the young Mees there! And why? Because the people would have, and the King, he give that which is the worst of all  a leetle! And the trouble began. And then the refolution of last year  it was worth to me all that I had! The people would have, and the Polignac, our Minister  who is the friend of your Vellington  he would not give at all! And the trouble began.

The driver squinted at him anew. Dyou mean to say, he asked, that youve seen heads cut off?

I have seen the white necks, as white and as small as the Mees there; I have seen the blood spout from them; bah! like what you call pump! Ah, it was ogly, it was very ogly!

The coachman turned his head slowly and with difficulty, until he commanded a full view of Vaughans pretty neighbour; at whom he gazed for some seconds as if fascinated. Then he turned to his horses and relieved his feelings by hitting one of the wheelers below the trace; while Vaughan, willing to hear what the Frenchman had to say, took up the talk.

Perhaps here, he said, those who have will give, and give enough, and all will go well.

Nefer! Nefer! the Frenchman answered positively. By example, the Duke whose château we pass  what you call it  Jerusalem House?

Sion House, Vaughan answered, smiling. The Duke of Northumberland.

By example he return four members to your Commons House. Is it not so? And they do what he tell them. He have this for his nefew, and that for his niece, and the other thing for his maître dhôtel! And it is he and the others like him who rule the country! Gives he up all that? To the bourgeoisie? Nefer! Nefer! he continued with emphasis. He will be the Polignac! They will all be the Polignacs! And you will have a refolution. And by-and-by, when the bourgeoisie is frightened of the canaille and tired of the blood-letting, your Vellington he will be the Emperor. It is as plain as the two eyes in the face! So plain for me, I shall not take off my clothes the nights!

Well, King Billy for me! said the driver. But if hes willing, Mounseer, why shouldnt the people manage their own affairs?

The people! The people! They cannot! Your horses, will they govern themselves? Will you throw down the reins and leave it to them, up hill, down hill? The people govern themselves Bah! And to express his extreme disgust at the proposition, the Frenchman, who had lost his all with Polignac, bent over the side and spat into the road. It is no government at all!

The driver looked darkly at his horses as if he would like to see them try it on. I am afraid, said Vaughan, that you think we are in trouble either way then, whether the Tories give or withhold?

Eizer way! Eizer way! the Frenchman answered con amore. It is fate! You are on the edge of the what you call it  chute! And you must go over! We have gone over. We have bumped once, twice! We shall bump once, twice more, et voilà  Anarchy! Now it is your turn, sir. The government has to be  shifted  from the one class to the other!

But it may be peacefully shifted?

The little Frenchman shrugged his shoulders impatiently. I have nefer seen the government shifted without all that that I have told you. There will be the guillotine, or the barricades. For me, I shall not take off my clothes the nights!

He spoke with a sincerity so real and a persuasion so clear that even Vaughan was a little shaken, and wondered if those who watched the game from the outside saw more than the players. As for the coachman:

Dang me, he said that evening to his cronies in the tap of the White Lion at Bristol, if I feel so sure about this here Reform! We want none of that nasty neck-cutting here! And if I thought Froggy was right Im blest if I wouldnt turn Tory!

And for certain the Frenchman voiced what a large section of the timid and the well-to-do were thinking. For something like a hundred and fifty years a small class, the nobility and the greater gentry, turning to advantage the growing defects in the representation  the rotten boroughs and the close corporations  had ruled the country through the House of Commons. Was it to be expected that the basis of power could be shifted in a moment? Or that all these boroughs and corporations, in which the governing class were so deeply interested, could be swept away without a convulsion; without opening the floodgates of change, and admitting forces which no man could measure? Or, on the other side, was it likely that, these defects once seen and the appetite of the middle class for power once whetted, their claims could be refused without a struggle from which the boldest must flinch? No man could say for certain, and hence these fears in the air. The very winds carried them. They were being discussed in that month of April not only on the White Lion coach, not on the Bath road only, but on a hundred coaches, and a hundred roads over the length and breadth of England. Wherever the sway of Macadam and Telford extended, wherever the gigs of riders met, or farmers carts stayed to parley, at fair and market, sessions and church, men shook their heads or raised their voices in high debate; and the word Reform rolled down the wind!

Vaughan soon overcame his qualms; for his opinions were fixed. But he thought that the subject might serve him with his neighbour, and he addressed her.

You must not let them alarm you, he said. We are still a long way, I fancy, from guillotines or barricades.

I hope so, she answered. In any case I am not afraid.

Why, if I may ask?

She glanced at him with a gleam of humour in her eyes. Little shrubs feel little wind, she murmured.

But also little sun, I fear, he replied.

That does not follow, she said, without raising her eyes again. Though it is true that I  I am so seldom free in a morning that a journey such as this, with the sunshine, is like heaven to me.

The morning is a delightful time, he said.

Oh! she cried, as if she now knew that he felt with her. That is it! The afternoon is different.

Well, fortunately, you and I have  much of the morning left.

She made no reply to that, and he wondered in silence what was the employment which filled her mornings and fitted her to enjoy with so keen a zest this early ride. The Gloucester up-coach was coming to meet them, the guard tootling merrily on his horn, and a blue and yellow flag  the Whig colours  flying on the roof of the coach, which was crowded with smiling passengers. Vaughan saw the girls eyes sparkle as the two coaches passed one another amid a volley of badinage; and demure as she was, he was sure that she had a store of fun within. He wished that she would remove her cheap thread gloves that he might see if her hands were as white as they were small. She was no common person, he was sure of that; her speech was correct, though formal, and her manner was quiet and refined. And her eyes  he must make her look at him again!

You are going to Bristol? he said. To stay there?

Perhaps he threw too much feeling into his voice. At any rate the tone of her answer was colder. Yes, she said, I am.

I am going as far as Chippenham, he volunteered.

Indeed!

There! He had lost all the ground he had gained. She thought him a possible libertine, who aimed at putting himself on a footing of intimacy with her. And that was the last thing  confound it, he meant that to do her harm was the last thing he had in his mind.

It annoyed him that she should think anything of that kind. And he cudgelled his brain for a subject at once safe and sympathetic, without finding one. But either she was not so deeply offended as he fancied, or she thought him sufficiently punished. For presently she addressed him; and he saw that she was ever so little embarrassed.

Would you please to tell me, she said, in a low voice, how much I ought to give the coachman?

Oh. bless her! She did not think him a horrid libertine. You? he said audaciously. Why nothing, of course.

But  but I thought it was usual?

Not on this road, he answered, lying resolutely. Gentlemen are expected to give half a crown, others a shilling. Ladies nothing at all. Sam, he continued, rising to giddy heights of invention, would give it back to you, if you offered it.

Indeed! He fancied a note of relief in her tone, and judged that shillings were not very plentiful. Then, Thank you, she added. You must think me very ignorant. But I have never travelled.

You must not say that, he returned. Remember the Clapham Stage!

She laughed at the jest, small as it was; and her laugh gave him the most delicious feeling  a sort of lightness within, half exhilaration, half excitement. And of a sudden, emboldened by it, he was grown so foolhardy that there is no knowing what he would not have said, if the streets of Reading had not begun to open before them and display a roadway abnormally thronged.

For Mr. Palmers procession, with its carriages, riders, and flags, was entering ahead of them; and the train of tipsy rabble which accompanied it blocked King Street, and presently brought the coach to a stand. The candidate, lifting his cocked hat from time to time, was a hundred paces before them and barely visible through a forest of flags and banners. But a troop of mounted gentry in dusty black, and smiling dames in carriages  who hardly masked the disgust with which they viewed the forest of grimy hands extended to them to shake  were under the travellers eyes, and showed in the sunlight both tawdry and false. Our party, however, were not long at ease to enjoy the spectacle. The crowd surrounded the coach, leapt on the steps, and hung on to the boot. And presently the noise scared the horses, which at the entrance to the marketplace began to plunge.

The Bill! The Bill! cried the rabble. And with truculence called on the passengers to assent. You lubbers, they bawled, shout for the Bill! Or well have you over!

All right! All right! replied Sammy, controlling his horses as well as he could. Were all for the Bill here! Hurrah!

Hurrah! Palmer for ever, Tories in the river! cried the mob. Hurrah!

Hurrah! echoed the guard, willing to echo anything. The Bill for ever! But let us pass, lads! Let us pass! Were for the Bear, and weve no votes.

Britons never will be slaves! shrieked a drunken butcher as the marketplace opened before them. The space was alive with flags and gay with cockades, and thronged by a multitude, through which the candidates procession clove its way slowly. Well have votes now! Three cheers for Lord John!

Hurrah! Hurrah!

And down with Orange Peel! squeaked a small tailor in a high falsetto.

The roar of laughter which greeted the sally startled the horses afresh. But the guard had dropped down by this time and fought his way to the head of one of the leaders; and two or three good-humoured fellows seconded his efforts. Between them the coach was piloted slowly but safely through the press; which, to do it justice, meant only to exercise the privileges which the Election season brought with it.


V

ROSY-FINGERED DAWN

Beaucoup de bruit, pas de mal! Vaughan muttered in his neighbours ear; and saw with as much surprise as pleasure that she understood.

And all would have gone well but for the imprudence of the inside passenger who had distinguished himself by his protest against the placard. The coach was within a dozen paces of the Bear, the crowd was falling back from it, the peril, if it had been real, seemed past, the most timid was breathing again, when he thrust out his foolish head, and flung a taunt  which those on the roof could not hear  at the rabble.

Whatever the words, their effect was disastrous. A bystander caught them up and repeated them, and in a trice half-a-dozen louts flung themselves on the door and strove to drag it open, and get at the man; while others, leaning over their shoulders, aimed missiles at the inside passengers.

The guard saw that more than the glass of his windows was at stake; but he could do nothing. He was at the leaders heads. And the passengers on the roof, who had risen to their feet to see the fray, were as helpless. Luckily the coachman kept his head and his reins. Turn em into the yard! he yelled. Turn em in!

The guard did so, almost too quickly. The frightened horses wheeled round, and, faster than was prudent, dashed under the low arch, dragging the swaying coach after them.

There was a cry of Heads! Heads! and then, more imperatively, Heads! Stoop! Stoop!

The warning was needed. The outsides were on their feet engrossed in the struggle at the coach door. And so quickly did the coach turn that  though a score of spectators in the street and on the balcony of the inn saw the peril  it was only at the last moment that Vaughan and the two passengers at the back, men well used to the road, caught the warning, and dropped down. And it was only at the very last moment that Vaughan felt rather than saw that the girl was still standing. He had just time, by a desperate effort, and amid a cry of horror  for to the spectators she seemed to be already jammed between the arch and the seat  to drag her down. Instinctively, as he did so, he shielded her face with his arm; but the horror was so near that, as they swept under the low brow, he was not sure that she was safe.

He was as white as she was, when they emerged into the light again. But he saw that she was safe, though her bonnet was dragged from her head; and he cried unconsciously, Thank God! Thank God! Then, with that hatred of a scene which is part of the English character, he put her quickly back into her seat again, and rose to his feet, as if he wished to separate himself from her.

But a score of eyes had seen the act; and however much he might wish to spare her feelings, concealment was impossible.

Christ! cried the coachman, whose copper cheeks were perceptibly paler. If your heads on your shoulders, Miss, it is to that young gentleman you owe it. Dont you ever go to sleep on the roof of a coach again! Never! Never!

Here, get a drop of brandy! cried the landlady, who, from one of the doors flanking the archway, had seen all. Do you stay where you are, Miss, she continued, and Ill send it up to you.

Then amid a babel of exclamations and a chorus of blame and praise, the ladder was brought, and Vaughan made haste to descend. A waiter tripped out with the brown brandy and water on a tray; and the young lady, who had not spoken, but had remained, sitting white and still, where Vaughan had placed her, sipped it obediently. Unfortunately the landladys eyes were sharp; and as Vaughan passed her to go into the house  for the coach must be driven up the yard and turned before they could set off again  she let fall a cry.

Lord, sir! she said, your hand is torn dreadful! Youve grazed every bit of skin off it!

He tried to silence her; and failing, hurried into the house. She fussed after him to attend to him; and Sammy, who was not a man of the most delicate perceptions, seized the opportunity to drive home his former lesson. There, Miss, he said solemnly, I hope thatll teach you to look out another time! But better his hand than your head. Youd ha been surely scalped!

The girl, a shade whiter than before, did not answer. And he thought her, for so pretty a wench, a right unfeelin un!

Not so the Frenchman. I count him a very locky man! he said obscurely. A very locky man.

Well, the coachman answered with a grunt, if you call that lucky  

Vraiment! Vraiment! But I  alas! the Frenchman answered with an eloquent gesture, I have lost my all, and the good fortunes are no longer for me!

Fortunes! the coachman muttered, looking askance at him. A fine fortune, to have your hand flayed! But wheres  recollecting himself wheres that there fool that caused the trouble! D  n me, if he shall go any further on my coach. Id like to double-thong him, and itd serve him right!

So when the ex-M.P. presently appeared, Sammy let go his tongue to such purpose that the political gentleman; finding himself in a minority of one, retired into the house and, with many threats of what he would do when he saw the management, declined to go on.

And a good riddance of a d  d Tory! the coachman muttered. Think all the worlds made for them! Fifteen minutes hes cost us already! Take your seats, gents, take your seats! Im off!

Vaughan, with his hand hastily bandaged, was the last to come out. He climbed as quickly as he could to his place, and, without looking at his neighbour, he said some common-place word. She did not reply, and they swept under the arch. For a moment the sight of the thronged marketplace diverted him. Then he looked at her, and he saw that she was trembling.

If he was not quite so wise as the Frenchman, having had no bonnes fortunes to speak of, he had, nevertheless, keen perceptions. And he guessed that the girl, between her maiden shyness and her womanly gratitude, was painfully placed. It could not be otherwise. A girl who had spent her years, since childhood, within the walls of a school at Clapham, first as genteel apprentice, and then as assistant; who had been taught to consider young men as roaring lions with whom her own life could have nothing in common, and from whom it was her duty to guard the more giddy of her flock; who had to struggle at once with the shyness of youth, the modesty of her sex, and her inexperience  above all, perhaps with that dread of insult which becomes the instinct of lowly beauty  how was she to carry herself in circumstances so different from any which she had ever imagined? How was she to express a tithe of the feelings with which her heart was bursting, and which overwhelmed her as often as she thought of the hideous death from which he had snatched her?

She could not; and with inborn good taste she refrained from the commonplace word, the bald acknowledgment, in which a shallow nature might have taken refuge. On his side, he guessed some part of this, and discerned that if he would relieve her he must himself speak. Accordingly, when they had left the streets behind them and were swinging merrily along the Newbury Road, he leant towards her.

May I beg, he said in a low voice, that you wont think of what has happened? The coachman would have done as much, and scolded you! I happened to be next you. That was all.

In a strangled voice, But your hand, she faltered. I fear  I   She shuddered, unable to go on.

It is nothing! he protested. Nothing! In three days it will be well!

She turned her eves on him, eyes which possessed an eloquence of which their owner was unconscious. I will pray for you, she murmured. I can do no more.

The pathos of her simple gratitude was such that Vaughan could not laugh it off. Thank you, he said quietly. We shall then be more than quits. And having given her a few moments in which to recover herself, We are nearly at Speenhamland, he resumed cheerfully. There is the George and Pelican! Its a great baiting-house for coaches. I am afraid to say how much corn and hay they give out in a day. They have a man who does nothing else but weigh it out. And so he chattered on, doing his utmost to talk of indifferent matters in an indifferent tone.

She could not repulse him after what had passed. And now and then, by a timid word, she gave him leave to talk. Presently he began to speak of things other than those under their eyes, and when he thought that he had put her at her ease, You understand French? he said looking at her suddenly.

I spoke it as a child, she answered. I was born abroad. I did not come to England until I was nine.

To Clapham?

Yes. I have been employed in a school there.

Prudently he hastened to bring the talk back to the road again. And she took courage to steal a look at him when his eyes were elsewhere. He seemed so strong and gentle and courteous; this unknown creature which she had been taught to fear. And he was so thoughtful of her! He could throw so tender a note into his voice. Beside dOrsay or Alvanley  but she had never heard of them  he might have passed muster but tolerably; but to her he seemed a very fine gentleman. She had a womans eye for the fineness of his linen, and the smartness of his waistcoat  had not Sir James Graham, with his chest of Palermo stuffs, set the seal of Cabinet approval on fancy waistcoats? Nor was she blind to the easy carriage of his head, and his air of command.

And there she caught herself up: reflecting with a blush that it was by the easy path of thoughts such as these that the precipice was approached; that so it was the poor and pretty let themselves be led from the right road. Whither was she travelling? In what was this to end? She trembled. And if they had not at that moment swung out of Savernake Forest and sighted the red roofs of Marlborough, lying warm and sung at the foot of the steep London Hill, she did not know what she should have done, since she could not repulse him.

They rattled in merry style through the town, the leaders cantering, the bars swinging, the guard tootling, the sun shining; past a score of inn signs before which the heavy stages were baiting; past the two churches, while all the brisk pleasantness of this new, this living world, appealed to her to go its way. Ta-ra-ra! Ta-ra-ra! Swerving to the right they pulled up bravely, with steaming horses, before the door of the far-famed Castle Inn. Ta-ra-ra! Ta-ra-ra! Half an hour for dinner, gentlemen!

Now, said Vaughan, thinking that all was well, or rather declining to think of anything but her shy glances and the delightful present. You must cut my meat for me!

She did not reply, and he saw that her eyes went to the basket at her feet. He guessed that she wished to avoid the expense of dining. Or, perhaps, you are not coming in? he said.

I did not intend to do so, she replied. I suppose, she continued timidly, that I may stay here?

Certainly. You have something with you?

Yes.

He nodded pleasantly and left her; and she remained in her seat. As she ate, the target for many a sly glance of admiration, she was divided between gratitude and self-reproach; now thinking of him with a quickened heart, now taking herself to task for her weakness. The result was that when he strode out, confident and at ease, and looked up at her with laughing eyes, she blushed furiously  to her own unspeakable mortification.

Vaughan was no Lothario, and for a moment the telltale colour took him aback. Then he told himself that at Chippenham, less than twenty miles down the road, he was leaving her. It was absurd to suppose that, in the short space which remained, either could be harmed. And he mounted gaily, and masking his knowledge of her emotion with a skill which surprised himself, he chatted pleasantly, unaware that with every word he was stamping the impression of her face, her long eyelashes, her graceful head, her trick of this and that, more deeply upon his memory. While she, reassured by the same thought that they would part in an hour  and in an hour what harm could happen?  closed her eyes and drank the sweet draught  the sweeter for its novelty, and for the bitter which lurked at the bottom of the cup. Meantime Sammy winked sagely at his horses, and the Frenchman cast envious glances over his shoulders, and Silbury Hill, Fyfield, and the soft folds of the downs swept by, and on warm commons and southern slopes the early bees hummed above the gorse.

Here was Chippenham at last; and the end was come. He must descend. A hasty touch, a murmured word, a pang half-felt; she veiled her eyes. If her colour fluttered and she trembled, why not? She had cause to be grateful to him. And if he felt as his foot touched the ground that the world was cold, and the prospect cheerless, why not, when he had to face Sir Robert, and when his political embarrassments, forgotten for a time, rose nearer and larger?

It had often fallen to him to alight before the Angel at Chippenhan. From boyhood he had known the wide street, in which the fairs were held, the red Georgian houses, and the stone bridge of many arches over the Avon. But he had never seen these things, he had never alighted there, with less satisfaction than on this day.

Still this was the end. He raised his hat, saluted silently, and turned to speak to the guard. In the act he jostled a person who was approaching to accost him. Vaughan stared. Hallo, White! he said. I was coming to see you.

Whites hat was in his hand. Your servant, sir, he said. Your servant, sir. I am glad to be here to meet you, Mr. Vaughan.

But you didnt expect me?

No, sir, no; I came to meet Mr. Cooke, who was to arrive by this coach. But I do not see him.

A light broke in upon Vaughan. Gad! he must be the man we left behind at Reading, he said. Is he a peppery chap?

He might be so called, sir, the agent answered with a smile. I fancied that you knew him.

No. Sergeant Wathen I know; not Mr. Cooke. Any way, hes not come, White.

All the better, sir, if I can get a message to him by the up-coach. For hes not needed. I am glad to say that the trouble is at an end. My Lord Lansdowne has given up the idea of contesting the borough, and I came over to tell Mr. Cooke, thinking that he might prefer to go on to Bristol. He has a house at Bristol.

Do you mean, Vaughan said, that there will be no contest?

No, sir, no. Not now. And a good thing, too. Upset the town for nothing! My lord has no chance, and Pybus, who is his lordships man here, he told me himself  

He paused with his mouth open, and his eyes on a tall lady wearing a veil, who, after standing a couple of minutes on the further side of the street, was approaching the coach. To enter it she had to pass by him, and he stared, as if he saw a ghost. By Gosh! he muttered under his breath. And when, with the aid of the guard, she had taken her seat inside, By Gosh! he muttered again, if thats not my lady  though Ive not seen her for ten years  Ive the horrors!

He turned to Vaughan to see if he had noticed anything. But Vaughan, without waiting for the end of his sentence, had stepped aside to tell a helper to replace his valise on the coach. In the bustle he had noted neither Whites emotion nor the lady.

At this moment he returned. I shall go on to Bristol for the night, White, he said. Sir Robert is quite well?

Quite well, sir, and I shall be happy to tell him of your promptness in coming.

Dont tell him anything, the young man said, with a flash of peremptoriness. I dont want to be kept here. Do you understand, White? I shall probably return to town to-morrow. Anyway, say nothing.

Very good, sir, White answered. But I am sure Sir Robert would be pleased to know that you had come down so promptly.

Ah, well, you can let him know later. Good-bye, White.

The agent, with one eye on the young squire and one on the lady, whose figure was visible through the small coach-window, seemed to be about to refer to her. But he checked himself. Good-bye, sir, he said. And a pleasant journey! Im glad to have been of service, Mr. Vaughan.

Thank you, White, thank you, the young man answered. And he swung himself up, as the coach moved. A good-natured nod, and  Tantivy! Tantivy! Tantivy! The helpers sprang aside, and away they went down the hill, and over the long stone bridge, and so along the Bristol road; but now with the shades of evening beginning to spread on the pastures about them, and the cawing rooks, that had been abroad all day on the uplands, streaming across the pale sky to the elms beside the river.

But varium et mutabile femina. When he turned, eager to take up the fallen thread, Clotho could not have been more cold than his neighbour, nor Atropos with her shears more decisive. Ive had good news, he said, as he settled his coat about him. I came down with a very unpleasant task before me. And it is lifted from me.

Indeed!

So I am going on to Bristol instead of staying at Chippenham.

No answer.

It is a great relief to me, he continued cheerfully.

Indeed! She spoke in the most distant of voices.

He raised his brows in perplexity. What had happened to her? She had been so grateful, so much moved, a few minutes before. The colour had fluttered in her cheek, the tear had been visible in her eye, she had left her hand the fifth of a second in his. And now!

Now she was determined that she would blush and smile and be kind no more. She was grateful  God knew she was grateful, let him think what he would. But there were limits. Her weakness, as long as she believed that Chippenham must part them, had been pardonable. But if he had it in his mind to attend her to Bristol, to follow her or haunt her  as she had known foolish young cits at Clapham to haunt the more giddy of her flock  then her mistake was clear; and his conduct, now merely suspicious, would appear in its black reality. She hoped that he was innocent. She hoped that his change of plan at Chippenham had been no subterfuge; that he was not a roaring lion. But appearances were deceitful and her own course was plain.

It was the plainer, as she had not been blind to the respect with which all at the Angel had greeted her companion; even White, a man of substance, with a gold chain and seals hanging from his fob, had stood bareheaded while he talked to him. It was plain that he was a fine gentleman; one of those whom young persons in her rank of life must shun.

So he drew scarcely five words out of her in as many miles. At last, thrice rebuffed, I am afraid you are tired, he said. Was it for this that he had chosen to go on to Bristol?

Yes, she answered. I am rather tired. If you please I would prefer not to talk.

He was a little huffed then, and let her be; nor did he guess, though he was full of conjectures about her, how she hated her seeming ingratitude. But there was nought else for it; better seem thankless now than be worse hereafter. For she was growing frightened. She was beginning to have more than an inkling of the road by which young things were led to be foolish. Her ear retained the sound of his voice though he was silent. The fashion in which he had stooped to her  though he was looking another way now  clung to her memory. His laugh, though he was grave now, rang for her, full of glee and good-fellowship. She could have burst into tears.

They stayed at Marshfield to take on the last team. And she tried to divert her mind by watching a woman in a veil who walked up and down beside the coach, and seemed to return her curiosity. But she tried to little purpose, for she felt strained and weary, and more than ever inclined to cry. Doubtless the peril through which she had passed had shaken her.

So that she was thankful when, after descending perilous Tog Hill, they saw from Kingswood heights the lights of Bristol shining through the dusk; and she knew that she was at her journeys end. To arrive in a strange place on the edge of night is trying to anyone. But to alight friendless and alone, amid the bustle of a city, and to know that new relations must be created and a new life built up  this may well raise in the most humble and contented bosom a feeling of loneliness and depression. And doubtless that was why Mary Smith, after evading Vaughan with a success beyond her hopes, felt as she followed her modest trunk through the streets that  but she bent her head to hide the unaccustomed tears.


VI

THE PATRON OF CHIPPINGE

Much about the time that the Spectator was painting in Sir Roger the most lovable picture of an old English squire which our gallery contains, Cornelius Vermuyden, of a younger branch of the Vermuydens who drained the fens, was making a fortune in the Jamaica trade. Having made it in a dark office at Bristol, and being, like all Dutchmen, of a sedentary turn, he proceeded to found a family, purchase a borough, and, by steady support of Whig principles and the Protestant succession, to earn a baronetcy in the neighbouring county of Wilts.

Doubtless the first Vermuyden had things to contend with, and at assize ball and sessions got but two fingers from the De Coverleys and their long-descended dames. But he went his way stolidly, married his son into a family of like origin  the Beckfords  and, having seen little George II. firmly on the throne, made way for his son.

This second Sir Cornelius rebuilt Stapylton, the house which his father had bought from the decayed family of that name, and after living for some ten years into the reign of Farmer George, vanished in his turn, leaving Cornelius Robert to succeed him, Cornelius George, the elder son, having died in his fathers lifetime.

Sir Cornelius Robert was something after the pattern of the famous Mr. Onslow  

What can Tommy Onslow do?
He can drive a chaise and two.
What can Tommy Onslow more?
He can drive a chaise and four.

Yet he fitted the time, and, improving his fathers pack of trencher-fed hounds by a strain of Mr. Wardes blood, he hunted the country so conscientiously that at his death a Dutch bottle might have been set upon his table without giving rise to the slightest reflection. He came to an end, much lamented, with the century, and Sir Robert, fourth and present baronet, took over the estates.

By that time, rid of the foreign prenomen, well allied by three good marriages, and since the American war of true blue Tory leanings, and thorough Church and King principles, the family was able to hold up its head among the best in the south of England. There might be some who still remembered that  

Saltash was a borough town
When Plymouth was a breezy down.

But the property was good, the borough safe, and any time these twenty years their owner might have franked his letters Chippinge had he willed it. As it was, he passed, almost as much as Mr. Western in the east or Sir Thomas Acland in the west, for the type of a country gentleman. The most powerful Minister gave him his whole hand; and at county meetings, at Salisbury or Devizes, no voice was held more powerful, nor any mans hint more quickly taken than Sir Robert Vermuydens.

He was a tall and very thin man, of almost noble aspect, with a nose after the fashion of the Dukes, and a slight stoop. In early days he had been something of a beau, though never of the Princes following, and he still dressed finely and with taste. With a smaller sense of personal dignity, or with wider sympathies, he might have been a happier man. But he had married too late  at forty-five; and the four years which followed, and their sequel, had darkened the rest of his life, drawn crows-feet about his eyes and peevish lines about his mouth. Henceforth he had lived alone, nursing his pride; and the solitude of this life  which was not without its dignity, since no word of scandal touched it  had left him narrow and vindictive, a man just but not over-generous, and pompous without complacency.

The neighbourhood knew that he and Lady Sybil  he had married the beautiful daughter of the last Earl of Portrush  had parted under circumstances which came near to justifying divorce. Some held that he had divorced her; but in those days an Act of Parliament was necessary, and no such Act stood on the Statute-book. Many thought that he ought to have divorced her. And while the people who knew that she still lived and still plagued him were numerous, few save Isaac White were aware that it was because his marriage had been made and marred at Bowood  and not purely out of principle  that Sir Robert opposed the very name of Lansdowne, and would have wasted a half of his fortune to wreck his great neighbours political power.

Not that his Tory principles were not strong. During five Parliaments he had filled one of his own seats, and had spoken from time to time after a dignified fashion, with formal gestures and a copious sprinkling of classical allusions. The Liberal Toryism of Canning had fallen below his ideal, but he had continued to sit until the betrayal of the party by Peel and the Duke  on the Catholic Claims  drove him from the House in disgust, and thenceforth Warrens Hotel, his residence when in town, saw him but seldom. He had fancied then that nothing worse could happen; that the depths were plumbed, and that he and those who thought with him might punish the traitor and take no harm. With the Duke of Cumberland, the best hated man in England  which was never tired of ridiculing his moustachios  Eldon, Wetherell, and the ultra-Tories, he had not rested until he had seen the hated pair flung from office; nor was any man more surprised and confounded when the result of the work began to show itself. The Whigs, admitted to power by this factious movement, and after an exile so long that Byron could write of them  

Naughts permanent among the human race
Except the Whigs not getting into place

 brought in no mild and harmless measure of reform, promising little and giving nothing, such as foe and friend had alike expected; but a measure of reform so radical that OConnell blessed it, and Cobbett might have fathered it: a measure which, if it passed, would sweep away Sir Roberts power and the power of his class, destroy his borough, and relegate him to the common order of country squires.

He was at first incredulous, then furious, then aghast. To him the Bill was not only the doom of his own influence but the knell of the Constitution. Behind it he saw red revolution and the crash of things. Lord Grey was to him Mirabeau, Lord John was Lafayette, Brougham was Danton; and of them and of their kind, when they had roused the many-headed, he was sure that the end would be as the end of the Gironde.

He was not the less furious, not the less aghast, when the moderates of his party pointed out that he had himself to thank for the catastrophe. From the refusal to grant the smallest reform, from the refusal to transfer the franchise of the rotten borough of Retford to the unrepresented city of Birmingham  a refusal which he had urged his members to support  the chain was complete; for in consequence of that refusal Mr. Huskisson had left the Dukes Cabinet. The appointment of Mr. Fitzgerald to fill his seat had rendered the Clare election necessary. OConnells victory at the Clare election had converted Peel and the Duke to the necessity of granting the Catholic Claims. That conversion had alienated the ultra-Tories, and among these Sir Robert. The opposition of the ultra-Tories had expelled Peel and the Duke from power  which had brought in the Whigs  who had brought in the Reform Bill.

Hinc illæ lacrimæ! For, in place of the transfer of the franchise of one rotten borough to one large city  a reform which now to the most bigoted seemed absurdly reasonable  here were sixty boroughs to be swept away, and nearly fifty more to be shorn of half their strength, a Constitution to be altered, an aristocracy to be dethroned!

And Calne, Lord Lansdownes pocket borough, was spared!

Sir Robert firmly believed that the limit had been fixed with an eye to Calne. They who framed the Bill, sitting in wicked, detestable confabulation, had fixed the limit of Schedule B so as to spare Calne and Tavistock  Arcades ambo, Whig boroughs both. Or why did they just escape? In the whole matter it was this, strangely enough, which troubled him most sorely. For the loss of his own borough  if the worst came to the worst  he could put up with it. He had no children, he had no one to come after him except Arthur Vaughan, the great-grandson of his grandmother. But the escape of Calne, this clear proof of the hypocrisy of the righteous Grey, the blatant Durham, the whey-faced Lord John, the demagogue Brougham  this injustice kept him in a state of continual irritation.

He was thinking of this as he paced slowly up and down the broad walk beside the Garden Pool, at Stapylton  a solitary figure dwarfed by the great elms. The placid surface of the pool, which mirrored the shaven lawns beyond it and the hoary church set amidst the lawns, the silence about him, broken only by the notes of song-birds or a faint yelp from the distant kennels, the view over the green undulations of park and covert  all vainly appealed to him to-day, though on summer evenings his heart took sad and frequent leave of them. For that which threatened him every day jostled aside for the present that which must happen one day. The home of his fathers might be his for some years yet, but shorn of its chief dignity, of its pride, its mastery; while Calne  Calne would survive, to lift still higher the fortunes of those who had sold their king and country, and betrayed their order.

Daily a man and horse awaited the mail-coach at Chippenham that he might have the latest news; and, seeing a footman hurrying towards him from the house, he supposed that the mail was in. But when the man, after crossing the long wooden bridge which spanned the pool, approached with no diminution of speed, he remembered that it was too early for the post; and hating to be disturbed in his solitary reveries, he awaited the servant impatiently.

What it is? he asked.

If you please, Sir Robert, Lady Lansdownes carriage is at the door.

Only Sir Roberts darkening colour betrayed his astonishment. He had made his feelings so well known that none but the most formal civilities now passed between Stapylton and Bowood.

Who is it?

Lady Lansdowne, Sir Robert. Her ladyship bade us say that she wishes to see you urgently, sir. The man, as well as the master, knew that the visit was unusual.

The baronet was a proud man, and he bethought him that the drawing-rooms, seldom used and something neglected, were not in the state in which he would wish his enemys wife to see them. Where have you put her ladyship? he asked.

In the hall, Sir Robert.

Very good. I will come.

The man hastened away over the bridge, and Sir Robert followed, more at leisure, but still quickly. When he had passed the angle of the church which stood in a line with the three blocks of building, connected by porticos, which formed the house, and which, placed on a gentle eminence, looked handsomely over the park, he saw that a carriage with four greys ridden by postillions and attended by two outriders stood before the main door. In the carriage, her face shaded by the large Tuscan hat of the period, sat a young lady reading. She heard Sir Roberts footstep, and looked up, and in some embarrassment met his eyes.

He removed his hat. It is Lady Louisa, is it not? he said, looking gravely at her.

Yes, she said; and she smiled prettily at him.

Will you not go into the house?

Thank you, she replied, with a faint blush; I think my mother wishes to see you alone, Sir Robert.

Very good. And with a bow, cold but perfectly courteous, he turned and passed up the broad, shallow steps, which were of the same time-tinted lichen-covered stone as the rest of the building. Mapp, the butler, who had been looking out for him, opened the door, and he entered the hall.

In his heart, which was secretly perturbed, was room for the wish that he had been found in other than the high-buttoned gaiters and breeches of his country life. But he suffered no sign of that or of his more serious misgivings to appear, as he advanced to greet the still beautiful woman, who sat daintily warming one sandalled foot at the red embers on the hearth. She was far from being at ease herself. Warnings which her husband had addressed to her at parting recurred and disturbed her. But it is seldom that a woman of the world betrays her feelings, and her manner was perfect as he bent low over her hand.

It is long, she said gently, much longer than I like to remember, Sir Robert, since we met.

It is a long time, he answered gravely; and when she had reseated herself he sat down opposite her.

It is an age, she said slowly; and she looked round the hall, with its panelled walls, its deep window-seats, and its panoply of fox-masks and antlers, as if she recalled the past, It is an age, she repeated. Politics are sad dividers of friends.

I fear, he replied, in a tone as cold as courtesy permitted, that they are about to be greater dividers.

She looked at him quickly, with appeal in her eyes. And yet, she said, we saw more of you once.

Yes. He was wondering much, behind the mask of his civility, what had drawn her hither. He knew that it could be no light, no passing matter which had brought her over thirteen miles of Wiltshire roads to call upon a man with whom intercourse had been limited, for years past, to a few annual words, a formal invitation as formally declined, a measured salutation at race or ball. She must have a motive, and a strong one. It was only the day before that he had learned that Lord Lansdowne meant to drop his foolish opposition at Chippinge; was it possible that she was here to make a favour of this? And perhaps a bargain? If that were her errand, and my lord had sent her, thinking to make refusal less easy, Sir Robert felt that he would know how to answer. He waited.


VII

THE WINDS OF AUTUMN

Lady Lansdowne looked pensively at the tapering sandal which she held forward to catch the heat. Time passes so very, very quickly, she said with a sigh.

With some, Sir Robert answered. With others, he bowed, it stands still.

His gallantry did not deceive her. She knew it for the salute which duellists exchange before the fray, and she saw that if she would do anything she must place herself within his guard. She looked at him with sudden frankness. I want you to bear with me for a few minutes, Sir Robert, she said in a tone of appeal. I want you to remember that we were once friends, and, for the sake of old days, to believe that I am here to play a friends part. You wont answer me? Very well. I do not ask you to answer me. She pointed to the space above the mantel. The portrait which used to hang there? she said. Where is it? What have you done with it? But there, I said I would not ask, and I am asking!

And I will answer! he replied. This was the last, the very last thing for which he had looked; but he would show her that he was not to be overridden. I will tell you, he repeated. Lady Lansdowne, I have destroyed it.

I do not blame you, she rejoined. It was yours to do with as you would. But the original  no, Sir Robert, she said, staying him intrepidly  she had taken the water now, and must swim you shall not frighten me! She was, she is your wife. But not yours, not your property to do with as you will, in the sense in which that picture  but there, I am blaming where I should entreat. I  

He stayed her by a peremptory gesture. Are you here  from her? he asked huskily.

I am not.

She knows?

No, Sir Robert, she does not.

Then why,  there was pain, real pain mingled with the indignation in his tone why, in Gods name, Madam, have you come?

She looked at him with pitying eyes. Because, she said, so many years have passed, and if I do not say a word now I shall never say it. And because  there is still time, but no more than time.

He looked at her fixedly. You have another reason, he said. What is it?

I saw her yesterday. I was in Chippenham when the Bristol coach passed, and I saw her face for an instant at the window.

He breathed more quickly; it was evident that the news touched him home. But he would not blench nor lower his eyes. Well? he said.

I saw her for a few seconds only, and she did not see me. And of course  I did not speak to her. But I knew her face, though she was changed.

And because  his voice was harsh you saw her for a few minutes at a window, you come to me?

No, but because her face called up the old times. And because we are all growing older. And because she was  not guilty.

He started. This was getting within his guard with a vengeance. Not guilty? he cried in a tone of extreme anger. And he rose. But as she did not move he sat down again.

No, she replied firmly. She was not guilty.

His face was deeply red. For a moment he looked at her as if he would not answer her, or, if he answered, would bid her leave his house. Then, If she had been, he said grimly, guilty, Madam, in the sense in which you use the word, guilty of the worst, she had ceased to be my wife these fifteen years, she had ceased to bear my name, ceased to be the curse of my life!

Oh, no, no!

It is yes, yes! And his face was dark. But as it was, she was guilty enough! For years  he spoke more rapidly as his passion grew she made her name a byword and dragged mine in the dirt. She made me a laughing-stock and herself a scandal. She disobeyed me  but what was her whole life with me, Lady Lansdowne, but one long disobedience? When she published that light, that foolish book, and dedicated it to  to that person  a book which no modest wife should have written, was not her main motive to harass and degrade me? Me, her husband? While we were together was not her conduct from the first one long defiance, one long harassment of me? Did a day pass in which she did not humiliate me by a hundred tricks, belittle me by a hundred slights, ape me before those whom she should not have stooped to know, invite in a thousand ways the applause of the fops she drew round her? And when  he rose, and paced the room when, tried beyond patience by what I heard, I sent to her at Florence and bade her return to me, and cease to make herself a scandal with that person, or my house should no longer be her home, she disobeyed me flagrantly, wilfully, and at a price she knew! She went out of her way to follow him to Rome, she flaunted herself in his company, ay, and flaunted herself in such guise as no Englishwoman had been known to wear before! And after that  after that  

He stopped, proud as he was, mastered by his feelings; she had got within his guard indeed. For a while he could not go on. And she, picturing the old days which his passionate words brought back, days when her children had been infants, saw, as it had been yesterday, the young bride, beautiful as a rosebud and wild and skittish as an Irish colt  and the husband staid, dignified, middle-aged, as little in sympathy with his captives random acts and flighty words as if he had spoken another tongue.

Thus yoked, and resisting the lightest rein, the young wife had shown herself capable of an infinity of folly. Egged on by the plaudits of a circle of admirers, she had now made her husband ridiculous by childish familiarities: and again, when he found fault with these, by airs of public offence, which covered him with derision. But beautys sins are soon forgiven; and fretting and fuming, and leading a wretched life, he had yet borne with her, until something which she chose to call a passion took possession of her. The Giaour and The Corsair were all the rage that year; and with the publicity with which she did everything she flung herself at the head of her souls affinity; a famous person, half poet, half dandy, who was staying at Bowood.

The world which knew her decided that the affair was more worthy of laughter than of censure, and laughed immoderately. But to the husband  the humour of husbands is undeveloped  it was terrible. She wrote verses to the gentleman, and he to her; and she published, with ingenuous pride, the one and the other. Possibly this or the laughter determined the admirer. He fled, playing the innocent Æneas; and her lamentations, crystallising in the shape of a silly romance which made shop-girls weep and great ladies laugh, caused a separation between the husband and wife. Before this had lasted many months the illness of their only child brought them together again; and when, a little later, the doctors advised a southern climate, Sir Robert reluctantly entrusted the girl to her. She went abroad with the child, and the parents never met again.

Lady Lansdowne, recalling the story, could have laughed with her mind and wept with her heart; scenes so absurd under the leafy shades of Bowood or Lacock jostled the tragedy; and the ludicrous  with the husband an unwilling actor in it  so completely relieved the pathetic! But her bent towards laughter was short. Sir Robert, unable to bear her eyes, had turned away; and she must say something.

Think, she said gently, how young she was!

I have thought of it a thousand times! he retorted. Do you suppose, turning on her with harshness, that there is a day on which I do not think of it!

So young!

She had been three years a mother!

For the dead childs sake, then, she pleaded with him, if not for hers.

Lady Lansdowne! There were both anger and pain in his voice as he halted and stood before her. Why do you come to me? Why do you trouble me? Why? Is it because you feel yourself  responsible? Because you know, because you feel, that but for you my home had not been left to me desolate? Nor a foolish life been ruined?

God forbid! she said solemnly. And in her turn she rose in agitation; moved for once out of the gracious ease and self-possession of her life, so that in the contrast there was something unexpected and touching. God forbid! she repeated. But because I feel that I might have done more. Because I feel that a word from me might have checked her, and it was not spoken. True, I was young, and it might have made things worse  I do not know. But when I saw her face at the window yesterday  and she was changed, Sir Robert  I felt that I might have been in her place, and she in mine! Her voice trembled. I might have been lonely, childless, growing old; and alone! Or again, if I had done something, if I had spoken as I would have another speak, were the case my girls, she might have been as I am! Now, she added tremulously, you know why I came. Why I plead for her! In our world we grow hard, very hard; but there are things which touch us still, and her face touched me yesterday  I remembered what she was. She paused a moment, and then, After long years, she continued softly, it cannot be hard to forgive; and there is still time. She did nothing that need close your door, and what she did is forgotten. Grant that she was foolish, grant that she was wild, indiscreet, what you will  she is alone now, alone and growing old, Sir Robert, and if not for her sake, for the sake of your dead child  

He stopped her by a peremptory gesture, but for the moment he seemed unable to speak. At length, You touch the wrong chord, he said hoarsely. It is for the sake of my dead child I shall never, never forgive her! She knew that I loved it. She knew that it was all to me. It grew worse! Did she tell me? It was in danger; did she warn me? No! But when I heard of her disobedience, of her folly, of things which made her a byword, and I bade her return, or my house should no longer be her home, then, then she flung the news of the childs death at me, and rejoiced that she had it to fling. Had I gone out then and found her in the midst of her wicked gaiety, God knows what I should have done! I did try to go. But the Hundred Days had begun, I had to return. Had I gone, and learned that in her mad infatuation she had neglected the child, left it to servants, let it fade, I think  I think, Madam, I should have killed her!

Lady Lansdowne raised her hands. Hush! Hush! she said.

I loved the child. Therefore she was glad when it died, glad that she had the power to wound me. Its death was no more to her than a weapon with which to punish me! There was a tone in her letter  I have it still  which betrayed that. And, therefore  therefore, for the childs sake, I will never forgive her!

I am sorry, she murmured in a voice which acknowledged defeat. I am very sorry.

He stood for a moment gazing at the blank space above the fireplace; his head sunk, his shoulders brought forward. He looked years older than the man who had walked under the elms. At length he made an effort to speak in his usual tone. Yes, he said, it is a sorry business.

And I, she said slowly, can do nothing.

Nothing, he replied. Time will cure this, and all things.

You are sure that there is no mistake? she pleaded. That you are not judging her harshly?

There is no mistake.

Then she saw the hopelessness of argument and held out her hand.

Forgive me, she said simply. I have given you pain, and for nothing. But the old days were so strong upon me  after I saw her  that I could not but come. Think of me at least as a friend, and forgive me.

He bowed low over her hand, but he gave her no assurance. And seeing that he was mastering his agitation, and fearing that if he had leisure to think he might resent her interference, she wasted no time in adieux. She glanced round the well-remembered hall  the hall once smart, now shabby  in which she had seen the flighty girl play many a mad prank. Then she turned sorrowfully to the door, more than suspecting that she would never pass through it again.

He had rung the bell, and Mapp, the butler, and the two men were in attendance. But he handed her to the carriage himself, and placed her in it with old-fashioned courtesy, and with the same scrupulous observance stood bareheaded until it moved away. None the less, his face by its set expression betrayed the nature of the interview; and the carriage had scarcely swept clear of the grounds and entered the park when Lady Louisa turned to her mother.

Was he very angry? she asked, eager to be instructed in the mysteries of that life which she was entering.

Lady Lansdowne essayed to snub her. My dear, she said, it is not a fit subject for you.

Still, mother dear, you might tell me. You told me something, and it is not fair to turn yourself into Mrs. Fairchild in a moment. Besides, while you were with him I came on a passage so beautiful, and so pat, it almost made me cry.

My dear, dont say pat, say apposite.

Then apposite, mother, Lady Louisa answered. Do you read it. There it is.

Lady Lansdowne sniffed, but suffered the book to be put into her hand. Lady Louisa pointed with enthusiasm to a line. Is it a case like that, mother? she asked eagerly.

But never either found another
To free the hollow heart from paining.
They stood aloof, the scars remaining,
Like cliffs which had been rent asunder.
A dreary sea now flows between,
But neither heat, nor frost, nor thunder,
Shall wholly do away, I ween,
The marks of that which once hath been.

The mother handed the book back to the daughter without looking at her. No, she said; I dont think it is a case like that.

But a moment later she wiped her eyes furtively, and then she told her daughter more, it is to be feared, than Mrs. Fairchild would have approved.

* * * * *

Sir Robert, when they were gone, went heavily to the library, a panelled room looking to the back, in which it was his custom to sit. For many years he had passed some hours of every day, when he was at home, in that room; and until now it had never occurred to his mind that it was dull or shabby. But it was old Mapps habit to lower the blinds for his masters after-luncheon nap, and they were still down; and the half light which filtered in was like the sheet which rather accentuates than hides the sharp features of the dead. The faded engravings and the calf-bound books which masked the walls, the escritoire, handsome and massive, but stained with ink and strewn with dogs eared accounts, the leathern-covered chair long worn out of shape by his weight, the table beside it with yesterdays Standard, two or three volumes of the Anti-Jacobin, and the Quarterly, a month old and dusty  all to his opened eyes wore a changed aspect. They spoke of the slow decay of years, unchecked by a womans eye, a womans hand. They told of the slow degradation of his lonely life. They indicated a like change in himself.

He stood a few moments on the hearth, looking about him with a shocked, pained face. The months and the years had passed irrevocably, while he sat in that chair, poring in a kind of lethargy over those books, working industriously at those accounts. Asked, he had answered that he was growing old, and grown old. But he had never for a moment comprehended, as he comprehended now, that he was old. He had never measured the difference between this and that; between those days troubled by a hundred annoyances, vexations, cares, when in spite of all he had lived, and these days of sullen stagnancy and mere vegetation.

He found the room, he found the reflection, intolerable. And he went out, took with an unsteady hand his garden hat and returned to that broad walk under the elms beside the pool which was his favourite lounge. Perhaps he fancied that the wonted scene would deaden the pain of memory and restore him to his wonted placidity. But his thoughts had been too violently broken. His hands shook, hid lip trembled with the tearless passion of later life. And when his agitation began to die down and something like calmness supervened, this did but enable him to feel more keenly the pangs, not of remorse, but of regret; of bitter, unavailing regret for all the things of which the woman who had lain on his bosom had robbed his life.

Stapylton stood in a side valley projected among the low green hills which fringe the vale of the Wiltshire Avon. From where he stood all within sight, the gentle downs above the house, the arable land which fringed them, the rich pastures below  all, mill and smithy and inn, snug farm and thatched cottage, called him lord. Nay, from the south end of the pool, where a wicket gave entrance to the park  whence also a side view of the treble front of the house could be obtained  the spire of Chippinge church was visible, rising from its ridge in the Avon alley; and to the base of that spire all was his, all had been his fathers and his grandfathers. But not an acre, not a rood, would be his childs.

This was no new thought. It was a thought that had saddened him on many and many a summer evening when the shadow of the elms lay far across the sward, and the silence of the stately house, the pale water, the far-stretching farms whispered of the passing of the generations, of the passage of time, of the inevitable end. Where he walked his father had walked; and soon he would go whither his father had gone. And the heir would walk where he walked, listen to the same twilight carollings, hear the first hoot of the distant owl.

Cedes coemptis saltibus, el domo
Villaque, flavus quam Tiberis lavit,

Cedes, et exstructis in altum

Divitiis potietur heres.

But no heir of his blood. No son of his. No man of the Vermuyden name. And for that he had to thank her.

It was this which to-day gave the old thought new poignancy. For that he had to thank her. Truly, in the words wrung from him by the bitterness of his feelings, she had left his house unto him desolate. If even the little girl had lived, the child would have succeeded; and that had been something, that had been much. But the child was dead; and in his heart he laid her death at his wifes door. And a stranger, or one in essentials a stranger, the descendant by a second marriage of his grandmother, Katherine Beckford, was the heir.

Presently the young man would succeed and the old chattels would be swept away to cottage or lumber-room. The old horses would be shot, the old dogs would be hanged, the old servants discharged, perhaps the very trees under which he walked and which he loved would be cut down. The house, the stables, the kennels, all but the cellars would be refurnished; and in the bustle and glitter of the new régime, begun in the sunshine, the twilight of his own latter days would be forgotten in a month.

We die and are forgotten, tis Heavens decree,
And thus the lot of others will be the lot of me!

Sunday by Sunday he had read those lines on the grave of a kinsman, a man whom he had known. He had often repeated them, he could as soon forget them as his prayers. To-day the old memories and the old times, which Lady Lansdowne had made to rise from the dead, gave them a new meaning and a new bitterness.


VIII

A SAD MISADVENTURE

Arthur Vaughan was not a little relieved by the tidings which Isaac White had conveyed to him at Chippenham. The news freed him from a duty which did not appear the less distasteful because it was no longer inevitable. To cast against Sir Robert the vote which he owed to Sir Robert must have exposed him to odium, whatever the matter at stake. But at this election, at which the issue was, aye or no, was the borough to be swept away or not, to vote aye was an act from which the least sensitive must have shrunk, and which the most honest must have performed with reluctance. Add the extreme exasperation of public feeling, of which every day and every hour brought to light the most glaring proofs, and he had been fortunate indeed if he had not incurred some general blame as well as the utmost weight of Sir Roberts displeasure.

He was spared all this, and he was thankful. Yet, when he rose on the morning after his arrival at Bristol, his heart was not as light as a feather. On the contrary, as he looked from the window of the White Lion into the bustle of Broad Street, he yawned dolefully; admitting that life, and particularly the prospect before him, of an immediate return to London, was dull. Why go back? Why stay here? Why do anything? The Woolsack? Bah! The Cabinet? Pooh! They were but gaudy baits for the shallow and the hard-hearted. Moreover, they were so distant, so unattainable, that pursuit of them seemed the merest moonshine; more especially on this fine April morning, made for nothing but a coach ride through an enchanted country, by the side of the sweetest face, the brightest eyes, the most ravishing figure, the prettiest bonnet that ever tamed the gruffest of coachmen.

Heigh-ho! If it were all to do over again how happy would he be! How happy had he been, and not known it, the previous morning! It was pitiful to think of him in his ignorance, with that day, that blissful day, before him.

Well, it was over. And he must return to town. For he would play no foolish tricks. The girl was not in his rank in life, and he could not follow her without injury to her. He was no preacher, and he had lived for years among men whose lives, if not worse than the lives of their descendants, wore no disguise; who, if they did not sin more, sinned more openly. But he had a heart, and to mar an innocent life for his pleasure had shocked him; even if the girls modesty and self-respect, disclosed by a hundred small things, had not made the notion of wronging her abhorrent. None the less he took his breakfast in a kind of dream, whispered Mary! three times in different tones, and, being suddenly accosted by the waiter, was irritable.

With all this he was wise enough to know his own weakness, and that the sooner he was out of Bristol the better. He sent to the Bush office to book a place by the midday coach to town; and then only, when he had taken the irrevocable step, he put on his hat to kill the intervening time in Bristol.

Unfortunately, as he crossed the hall, intending to walk towards Clifton, he heard himself named; and turning, he saw that the speaker was the lady in black, and wearing a veil, whom he had remarked walking up and down beside the coach, while the horses were changing at Marshfield.

Mr. Vaughan? she said.

He raised his hat, much surprised. Yes, he answered. He fancied that she was inspecting him very closely through her veil. I am Mr. Vaughan.

Pardon me, she continued  her voice was refined and low but they gave me your name at the office. I have something which belongs to the lady who travelled with you yesterday, and I am anxious to restore it.

He blushed; nor could he have repressed the blush if his life had hung upon it. Indeed? he murmured. His confusion did not permit him to add another word.

Doubtless it was left in the coach, the lady explained, and was taken to my room with my luggage. Unfortunately I am leaving Bristol at once, within a few minutes, and I cannot myself return it. I shall be much obliged if you will see that she has it safely.

She spoke as if the thing were a matter of course. But Vaughan had now recovered himself. I would with pleasure, he said; but I am myself leaving Bristol at midday, and I really do not know how  how I can do it.

Then perhaps you will arrange the matter, the lady replied in a tone of displeasure. I have sent the parcel to your room and I have not time to regain it. I must go at once. There is my maid! Good morning! And with a distant bow she glided from him, and disappeared through the nearest doorway.

He stood where she had left him, looking after her in bewilderment. For one thing he was sure that she was a stranger, and yet she had addressed him in the tone of one who had a right to be obeyed. Then how odd it was! What a coincidence! He had made up his mind to end the matter, to go and walk the Hot Wells like a good boy; and this happened and tempted him!

Yes, tempted him.

He would  But he could not tell what he would do until he had seen if the parcel were really in his room. The parcel! The mere thought that it was hers sent a foolish thrill through him. He would go and see, and then  

But he was interrupted. There were people standing or sitting round the hall, a low-ceiled, dark wainscoted room, with sheaves of way-bills hung against the square pillars, and theatre notices flanking the bar window. As he turned to seek his rooms a hand gripped his arm and twitched him round, and he met the grinning face of a man in his old regiment, Bob Flixton, commonly called the Honourable Bob.

So Ive caught you, my lad, said he. This is mighty fine. Veiled ladies, eh? Oh, fie! fie!

Vaughan, innocent as he was, was a little put out. But he answered good-humouredly, What brought you here, Flixton?

Ay, just so! Very unlucky, aint it? grinning. Fear Ill cut you out, eh? Youre a neat artist, I must say.

I dont know the good lady from Eve!

Tell that to  But here, let me make you known to Brereton, hauling him towards a gentleman who was seated in one of the window recesses. Old West Indian man, in charge of the recruiting district, and a good fellow, but a bit of a saint! Colonel, he rattled on, as they joined the gentleman, heres Vaughan, once of ours, become a counsellor, and going to be Lord Chancellor. As to the veiled lady, mum, sir, mum! with an exaggerated wink.

Vaughan laughed. It was impossible to resist Bobs impudent good-humour. He was a fair young man, short, stout, and inclining to baldness, with a loud, hearty voice, and a manner which made those who did not know him for a peers son, think of a domestic fowl with a high opinion of itself. He was for ever damning this and praising that with unflagging decision; a man with whom it was impossible to be displeased, and in whom it was next to impossible not to believe. Yet at the mess-table it was whispered that he did not play his best when the pool was large; nor had he ever seen service, save in the lists of love, where his reputation stood high.

His companion, Vaughan saw, was of a different stamp. He was tall and lean, with the air and carriage of a soldier, but with features of a refined and melancholy cast, and with a brooding sadness in his eyes which could not escape the most casual observer. He was somewhat sallow, the result of the West Indian climate, and counted twenty years more than Flixton, for whom his gentle and quiet manner formed an admirable foil. He greeted Vaughan courteously, and the Honourable Bob forced our hero into a seat beside them.

Thats snug! he said. And now mums the word, Vaughan. Well not ask you what youre doing here among the nigger-nabobs. Its clear enough.

Vaughan explained that the veiled lady was a stranger who had come down in the coach with him, and that, for himself, it was election business which had brought him.

Old Vermuyden? returned the Honourable Bob. To be sure! Man youve expectations from! Good old fellow, too. I know him. Go and see him one of these days. Gad, Colonel, if old Sir Robert heard your views hed die on the spot! D  n the Bill, hed say! And I say it too!

But afterwards? Brereton returned, drawing Vaughan into the argument by a courteous gesture. Consider the consequences, my dear fellow, if the Bill does not pass.

Oh, hang the consequences!

You cant, drily. You can hang men  weve been too fond of hanging them  but not consequences! Look at the state of the country; everywhere you will find excitement, and dangerous excitement. Cobbetts writings have roused the South; the papers are full of rioters and special commission to try them! Not a farmer can sleep for thinking of his stacks, nor a farmers wife for thinking of her husband. Then for the North; look at Birmingham and Manchester and Glasgow, with their Political Unions preaching no taxation without representation. Or, nearer home, look at Bristol here, ready to drown the Corporation, and Wetherell in particular, in the Float! Then, if that is the state of things while they still expect the Bill to pass, what will be the position if they learn it is not to pass? No, no! You may shrug your shoulders, but the three days in Paris will be nothing to it.

What I say is, shoot! Flixton answered hotly. Shoot! Shoot! Put em down! Put an end to it! Show em their places! What do a lot of d  d shopkeepers and peasants know about the Bill? Ride em down! Give em a taste of the Float themselves! Ill answer for it a troop of the 14th would soon bring the Bristol rabble to their senses!

I should be sorry to see it tried, Brereton answered, shaking his head. They took that line in France last July, and you know the result. Youll agree with me, Mr. Vaughan, that where Marmont failed we are not likely to succeed. The more as his failure is known. The three days of July are known.

Ay, by the Lord, the Honourable Bob cried. The revolution in France bred the whole of this trouble!

The mob there won, and the mob here know it. In my opinion, Brereton continued, conciliation is our only card, if we do not want to see a revolution.

Hang your conciliation! Shoot, I say!

What do you think, Mr. Vaughan?

I think with you, Colonel Brereton, Vaughan answered, that the only way to avoid such a crisis as has befallen France is to pass the Bill, and to set the Constitution on a wider basis by enlisting as large a number as possible in its defence.

Oh, Lord! Oh, Lord! from Flixton.

On the other hand, Vaughan continued, I would put down the beginnings of disorder with a strong hand. I would allow no intimidation, no violence. The Bill should be passed by argument.

Argument? Why, d  n me, intimidation is your argument! the Honourable Bob struck in, with more acuteness than he commonly evinced. Pass the Bill or well loose the dog! At em, Mob, good dog! At em! Thats your argument! triumphantly. But Ill be back in a minute. And he left them.

Vaughan laughed. Brereton, however, seemed to be unable to take the matter lightly. Do you really mean, Mr. Vaughan, he said, that if there were trouble, here, for instance, you would not hesitate to give the order to fire?

Certainly, sir, if it could not be put down with the cold steel.

The Colonel shook his head despondently. I dont think I could, he said. I dont think I could. You have not seen war, and I have. And it is a fearful thing. Bad enough abroad, infinitely worse here. The first shot  think, Mr. Vaughan, of what it might be the beginning! What hundreds and thousands of lives might hang upon it! How many scores of innocent men shot down, of daughters made fatherless! He shuddered. And to give such an order on your own responsibility, when the first volley might be the signal for a civil war, and twenty-four hours might see a dozen counties in a blaze! It is horrible to think of! Too horrible! Its too much for one mans shoulders! Flixton would do it  he sees no farther than his nose! But you and I, Mr. Vaughan  and on ones own judgment, which might be utterly, fatally wrong! My God, no!

Yet there must be a point, Vaughan replied, at which such an order becomes necessary; becomes mercy!

Ay, Brereton answered eagerly; but who is to say when that point is reached; and that peaceful methods can do no more? Or, granted that they can do no more, that provocation once given, your force is sufficient to prevent a massacre! A massacre in such a place as this!

Vaughan saw that the idea had taken possession of the others mind, and, aware that he had distinguished himself more than once on foreign service, he wondered. It was not his affair, however; and Let us hope that the occasion may not arise, he said politely.

God grant it! Brereton replied. And then again, to himself and more fervently, God grant it! he muttered. The shadow lay darker on his face.

Vaughan might have wondered more, if Flixton had not returned at that moment and overwhelmed him with importunities to dine with him the next evening. Gage and Congreve of the 14th are coming from Gloucester, he said, and Codrington and two or three yeomanry chaps. You must come. If you dont, Ill quarrel with you and call you out! Itll do you good after the musty, fusty, goody-goody life youve been leading. Breretons coming, and well drink King Billy till were blind!

Vaughan hesitated. He had taken his place on the coach, but  but after all there was that parcel. He must do something about it. It seemed to be his fate to be tempted, yet  what nonsense that was! Why should he not stay in Bristol if he pleased?

Youre very good, he said at last. Ill stay.

Yet on his way to his room he paused, half-minded to go. But he was ashamed to change his mind again, and he strode on, opened his door, and saw the parcel, a neat little affair, laid on the table.

It bore in a clear handwriting the address which he had seen on the basket at Mary Smiths feet. But, possibly because an hour of the Honourable Bobs company had brushed the bloom from his fancy, it moved him little. He looked at it with something like indifference, felt no inclination to kiss it, and smiled at his past folly as he took it up and set off to return it to its owner. He had exaggerated the affair and his feelings; he had made much out of little, and a romance out of a chance encounter. He could smile now at that which had moved him yesterday. Certainly:

Mans love is of mans life a thing apart,

Tis womans whole existence; man may range

The Court, camp, Church, the vessel and the mart,

Sword, gown, gain, glory, offer in exchange

Pride, fame, ambition to fill up his heart.

And the Honourable Bob, with his breezy self-assertion, had brought this home to him and, with a puff of everyday life, had blown the fantasy away.

He was still under this impression when he reached Queens Square, once the pride of Bristol, and still, in 1831, a place handsome and well inhabited. Uniformly and substantially built, on a site surrounded on three sides by deep water, it lay, indeed, rather over-near the quays, of which, and of the basins, it enjoyed a view through several openings. But in the reign of William IV. merchants were less averse from living beside their work than they are now. The masters eye was still in repute, and though many of the richest citizens had migrated to Clifton, and the neighbouring Assembly Rooms in Princes Street had been turned into a theatre, the spacious square, with its wide lawn, its lofty and umbrageous elms, its colony of rooks, and, last of all, its fine statue of the Glorious and Immortal Memory, was still the abode of many respectable people. In one corner stood the Mansion House; a little further along the same side the Custom House; and a third public department, the Excise, also had offices here.

The Cathedral and the Bishops Palace, on College Green, stood, as the crow flies, scarce a bow-shot from the Square; on which they looked down from the westward, as the heights of Redcliffe looked down on it from the east. But marsh as well as water divided the Square from these respectable neighbours; nor, it must be owned, was this the only drawback. The centre of the citys life, but isolated on three sides by water, the Square was as easily reached from the worse as from the better quarters, and owing to the proximity of the Welsh Back, a coasting quay frequented by the roughest class, it was liable in times of excitement to abrupt and boisterous inroads.

Vaughan entered the Square by Queen Charlotte Street, and had traversed one half of its width when his nonchalance failed him. Under the elms, in the corner which he was approaching, were a dozen children. They were at play, and overlooking them from a bench, with their backs to him, sat two young persons, the one in that mid-stage between childhood and womanhood when the eyes are at their sharpest and the waist at its thickest, the other, Mary Smith.

The colour rose to his brow, and to his surprise he found that he was not indifferent. Nor was the discovery that the back of her head and an inch of the nape of her neck had this effect upon him the worst. He had to ask himself what, if he was not indifferent, he was doing there, sneaking on the skirts of a ladies school. What were his intentions, and what his aim? For to healthy minds there is something distasteful in the notion of an intrigue connected, ever so remotely, with a girls school. Nor are conquests gained on that scene laurels of which even a Lothario is over-proud. If Flixton saw him, or some others of the gallant Fourteenth!

And yet, in the teeth of all this, and under the eyes of all Queens Square, he must do his errand. And sheepish within, brazen without, he advanced and stood beside her. She heard his step, and, unsuspicious as the youngest of her flock, looked up to see who came  looked, and saw him standing within a yard of her, with the sunshine falling through the leaves on his wavy, fair hair. For the twentieth part of a second he fancied a glint of glad surprise in her eyes. Then, if anything could have punished him, it was the sight of her confusion; it was the blush of distress which covered her face as she rose to her feet.

Oh, cruel! He had pursued her, when to pursue was an insult! He had followed her when he should have known that in her position a breath of scandal was ruin! And oh, the round eyes of the round-faced child beside her!

I must apologise, he murmured humbly, but I am not trespassing upon you without a cause. I  I think that this is yours. And rather lamely, for the distress in her face troubled him, he held out the parcel.

She put her hand behind her, and as stiffly as Miss Sibson  of the Queens Square Academy for Young Ladies of the Genteel and Professional Classes  could have desired. I do not understand, sir, she said. She was pale and red by turns, as the round eyes saw.

You left this in the coach.

I beg your pardon?

You left this in the coach, he repeated, turning very red himself. Was it possible that she meant to repudiate her own property because he brought it? It is yours, is it not?

No.

It is not! in incredulous astonishment.

No.

But I am sure it is, he persisted. Confound it, this was a little overdoing modesty! He had no desire to eat the girl! You left it inside the coach, and it has your address upon it. See! And he tried to place it in her hands.

But she drew back with a look of reprobation of which he would not have believed her eyes capable. It is not mine, sir, she said. Be good enough to leave us! And then, drawing herself up, mild creature as she was, You are intruding, sir, she said.

Now, if Vaughan had really been guilty of approaching her upon a feigned pretext, he had certainly retired on that with his tail between his legs. But being innocent, and both incredulous and angry, he stood his ground, and his eyes gave back some of the reproach which hers darted.

I am either mad or it is yours, he said stubbornly, heedless of the ring of staring children who, ceasing to play, had gathered round them. It bears your name and address, and it was left in the coach by which you travelled yesterday. I think, Miss Smith, you will be sorry afterwards if you do not take it.

She fancied that his words imported a bribe; and in despair of ridding herself of him, or in terror of the tale which the children would tell, she took her courage in both hands. You say that it is mine? she said, trembling visibly.

Certainly I do, he answered. And again he held it out to her.

But she did not take it. Instead, Then be good enough to follow me, she replied, with something of the prim dignity of the school-mistress. Miss Cooke, will you collect the children and bring them into the house?

And, avoiding his eyes, she led the way across the road to the door of one of the houses. He followed, but reluctantly, and after a moment of hesitation. He detested the scene which he now foresaw, and bitterly regretted that he had ever set foot inside Queens Square. To be suspected of thrusting an intrigue upon a little schoolmistress, to be dragged, with a pack of staring, chattering children in his train, before some grim-faced duenna  he, a man of years and affairs, with whom the Chancellor of England did not scorn to speak on equal terms! It was hateful; it was an intolerable position. Yet to turn back, to say that he would not go, was to acknowledge himself guilty. He wished  he wished to heaven that he had never seen the girl. Or at least that he had had the courage, when she first denied the thing, to throw the parcel on the seat and go.

It was not an heroic frame of mind; but neither was the position heroic. And something may be forgiven him in the circumstances.

Fortunately the trial was short. She opened the door of the house, and on the threshold he found himself face to face with a tall, bulky woman, with a double chin, and an absurdly powdered nose, who wore a cameo of the late Queen Charlotte on her ample bosom. Miss Sibson had viewed the encounter from an upper window, and her face was a picture of displeasure, slightly tempered by powder.

What is this? she asked, in an intimidating voice. Miss Smith, what is this, if you please?

Perhaps Mary, aware that her place was at stake, was desperate. At any rate she behaved with a dignity which astonished Vaughan. This gentleman, Madam, she explained, speaking with firmness though her face was on fire, travelled with me on the coach yesterday. A few minutes ago he appeared and addressed me, and insisted that the  the parcel he carries is mine, and that I left it in the coach. It is not mine, and I have not seen it before.

Miss Sibson folded her arms upon her ample person. The position was not altogether new to her.

Sir, she said, eying the offender majestically, have you any explanation to offer  of this extraordinary conduct?

He had, indeed. As clearly as his temper permitted he told his tale, his tone half ironical, half furious.

When he paused, Who do you say gave it to you? Miss Sibson asked in a deep voice.

I do not know her name. A lady who travelled in the coach.

Miss Sibsons frown grew even deeper. Thank you, she replied, that will do. I have heard enough, and I understand. I understand, sir. Be good enough to leave the house.

But, Madam  

Be good enough to leave the house, she repeated. That is the door, pointing to it. That is the door, sir! Any apology you may wish to make, you can make by letter to me. To me, you understand! I think one were not ill-fitting!

He lost his temper altogether at that, and he flung the parcel with violence, and with a violent word, on a chair. Then at any rate I shall not take that, for its not mine! he cried. You may keep it, Madam!

And he flung out, his retreat hampered and made humiliating by the entrance of the pupils, who, marshalled by the round-eyed one, and all round-eyed themselves, blocked the doorway at that unlucky moment. He broke through them without ceremony, though they represented the most respectable families in Bristol, and with his head bent he strode wrathfully across the Square.

To be turned out of a girls boarding-school! To be shown the door like some wretched philandering schoolboy, or a subaltern in his first folly! He, the man of the world, of experience, of ambition! The man with a career! He was furious.

The little cat! he cried as he went. I wish I had never seen her face! What a fool, what a fool I was to come!

Unheroic words and an unheroic mood. But though there were heroes before Agamemnon, it is not certain that there were any after George the Fourth. At any rate, any who, like that great man, were heroic always and in all circumstances.

Probably Vaughan would have forgiven the little cat had he known that she was at that moment weeping very bitterly, with her face plunged into the pillow of her not over-luxurious bed. For she was young, and a woman. And because, in her position, the name of love was taboo; because to her the admiring look, which to a more fortunate sister was homage, was an insult; because the petits soins, the flower, the note, the trifle that to another were more precious than jewels, were not for her, it did not follow that she was not flesh and blood, that she had not feeling, affection, passion. True, the pang was soon deadened, for habit is strong. True, the bitter tears were soon dried, for employers like not gloomy looks. True, she soon cried shame on her own discontent, for she was good as gold. And yet to be debarred, in the tender springtime, from the sweet scents, the budding blooms, the gay carols, to have but one April coach-ride in a desert of days, is hard  is very hard. Mary Smith, weeping on her hopeless pillow  not without thought of the cruel arch stooping to crush her, the cruel fate from which he had snatched her, not without thought of her own ingratitude, her black ingratitude  felt that it was hard, very hard.


IX

THE BILL FOR GIVING EVERYBODY
EVERYTHING!



It is difficult to describe and impossible to exaggerate the heat of public feeling which preceded the elections of 31. Four-fifths of the people of this country believed that the Bill  from which they expected so much that a satirist has aptly given it the title at the head of this chapter  had been defeated in the late House by a trick. That trick the King, God bless him, had punished by dissolving the House. It remained for the people to show their sense of the trick by returning a very different House; such a House as would not only pass the Bill, but pass it by a majority so decisive that the Lords, and particularly the Bench of Bishops, whose hostility was known, would not dare to oppose the public will.

But as no more than a small proportion of these four-fifths had votes, they were forced to act, if they would make their will obeyed, indirectly; in one place by the legitimate pressure of public opinion, in another by bribery, in a third by intimidation, in a fourth, and a fifth, and a sixth by open violence; everywhere by the unspoken threat of revolution. And hence arose the one good, sound, and firm argument against the Bill which the Tory party enjoyed.

One or two of their other arguments are not without interest, if only as the defence set up for a system so anomalous as to seem to us incredible  a system under which Gatton, with no inhabitants, returned two members, and Sheffield, with something like a hundred thousand inhabitants, returned none; under which Dunwich, long drowned under the North Sea, returned two members, and Birmingham returned none; under which the City of London returned four and Lord Lonsdale returned nine; under which Cornwall, with one-fourth of the population of Lancashire, returned thrice as many representatives; under which the South vastly outweighed the North, and land mightily outweighed all other property.

Moreover, in no two boroughs was the franchise the same. One man lived in a hovel and had a vote; his neighbour lived in a mansion and had no vote. Frequently the whole of the well-to-do townsfolk were voteless. Then, while any man with five thousand pounds might buy a seat, nor see the face of a single elector, on the other hand, the poll might be kept open for fifteen days, and a single county election might cost two hundred thousand pounds. Bribery, forbidden in theory, was permitted in practice. The very Government bribed under the rose, and it was humorously said that all that a mans constituents required was to be satisfied of the impurity of his intentions!

An anomalous system; yet its defenders had something to say for it.

First, that narrow as the franchise seemed, every class found somewhere in England its mouthpiece. At Preston, where all could vote who slept in the borough the previous night, the poorest class; in the potwalloping boroughs where a fireplace gave a vote, the next class; in a city like Westminster, the ratepayers; in the counties, the freeholders; in the universities, the clergy. And so on, the argument being that the very anomalies of the system provided a mixed representation without giving the masses a preponderant voice.

Secondly, they said that it insured a House of ability, by enabling young men of parts, but small means, to obtain seats. Those who put this forward flourished a long list of statesmen who had come in for nomination boroughs. It began with Pitt and ended with Macaulay  a feather plucked from the enemys wing; and Burke stood for much in it. It became one of the commonplaces of the struggle.

The third contention was of greater weight. It was that, with all its abuses, the old system had worked well. This argument, too, had its commonplace. The proverb, stare super antiquas vias, was thundered from a thousand platforms, coupled with copious references to the French wars, and to the pilot who had weathered the storm. This was the argument of the old, and the rich, and the timid  of those who clung to top-boots in the daytime and to pantaloons in the evening. But as the struggle progressed it came to be merged in the one sound argument to which reference has been made.

If you do not pass the Bill, said the Whigs, there will be a revolution.

Possibly, the Tories rejoined. And whom have we to thank for that? Who, using the French Revolution of last July as a fulcrum, have unsettled the whole country? And now, having disturbed everything, tell us that we must grant to force what is not due to reason? You! But if the Bill is to pass, not because it is a good Bill, but because the mob desire it, where will this end? Pass Bills out of fear, and where will you end? Presently there will arise a ranting adventurer, more violent than Brougham, a hoary schemer more unscrupulous than Grey, an angry boy, outscolding Durham, a pedant more bloodless than Lord John, an honest fanatic blinder than Althorp! And when they threaten you with the terrors of the mob, what will you say?

To which the Whigs could only reply that the people must be trusted; and  and that the Bill must pass, or not only coronets but crowns would be flying.

Dry arguments nowadays; but in those days alive, and to the party on its defence  the party which found itself thrust against the wall, that its pockets might be emptied  of vital interest. From scores of platforms candidates, leaning forward, bland and smiling, with one hand under the coat-tails and the other gently pumping, pumping, pumping, enunciated them  old hands these; or, red in the face, thundered them, striking fist into palm and overawing opposition; or, hopeless amid the rain of dead cats and stale eggs, muttered them in a reporters ear, since the hootings of the crowd made other utterance impossible. But ever as the contest went on, the smiling candidate grew rarer; for day by day the Tories, seeing their cause hopeless, seeing even Whigs, such as Sir Thomas Acland in Devonshire and Mr. Wilson Patten in Lancashire, cast out if they were lukewarm, grew more desperate, cried more loudly on high heaven, asserted more frantically that justice was dead on the earth. All this, while those who believed that the Bill was going to give everything to everybody pushed their advantage without mercy. Many a borough which had not known a contest for a generation, many a county, was fought and captured. No Tory felt safe; no bargain, though signed and sealed, held good; no patron, though he had held his income from his borough as secure as any part of his property, could say that his voters would dare to go to the poll.

This last was the apprehension in the mind of Isaac White, Sir Robert Vermuydens agent, as on the day after Lady Lansdownes visit he drove his gig and fast-trotting cob up the avenue. The treble front of the house looked down on him from its gentle eminence; its windows blinked in the afternoon sunshine, and the mellow tints of the stone harmonised with the russet bloom which in April garbs the poplar and the later-bursting trees. Tradition said that the second baronet had built a wing for each of his two sons. After the death of the elder, however, the east wing had been devoted to kitchens and offices, and the west to a splendid hospitality. In these days the latter wing was so seldom used that it had almost fallen into decay. Laurels grew up before the side windows and darkened them, and bats lived in the dry chimneys. The rooms above stairs were packed with the lumber of the last century, with the old wig-boxes, the old travelling-trunks, the old harpsichords, even an old sedan chair; while the lower rooms, swept and bare, and hung with flat, hard portraits, enjoyed an evil reputation in the servants quarters, where many a one could tell of skirts that rustled unseen, and dead feet that trod the polished floors.

But to Isaac White all this was nought. He had seen the house in every aspect; and to-day his mind was filled with other things  with votes and voters, with some anxiety on his own account and more on his patrons. What would Sir Robert say if aught went wrong at Chippinge? True, the loss of the borough seemed barely possible; it had been held securely for many years. But the times were so stormy, public feeling ran so high, the mob was so rough, that nothing seemed impossible, in view of the stress to which the soundest candidates were exposed. If Mr. Bankes stood to fail in Dorset, if Mr. Duncombe had small chance in Yorkshire, if Sir Edward Knatchbull was a lost man in Kent, if Mr. Hart Davies was no better in Bristol, if no man but an out-and-out Reformer could count on success, who was safe?

Whites grandfather, his father, he himself had lived and thriven by the system which he saw tottering to its fall. He belonged to it, he was part of it; did he not mark his allegiance to it by wearing top-boots in the daytime and shorts in full dress? And he was prepared  were it only out of gratitude to the ladder by which he had risen  to stand by it and by his patron to the last. But, strange anomaly, White was at heart a Cobbett man. His sneaking sympathies were, in his own despite, with the class from which he sprang. He saw commons filched from the poor, while the labourers fell on the rates. He saw large taxes wrung from the country to be spent in the town. He saw the severity of the laws, and especially the game laws. He saw absentee rectors and starving curates. He saw the dumb impotence of nine-tenths of the people; and he felt that the system under which these things had grown up was wrong. But wrong or right, he was part of it, he was pledged to it; and all the theories in the world, and all the Political Registers which he digested of an evening, would not induce him to betray it.

Notwithstanding, he feared that in the matter of the borough he had not been quite so wide-awake as became him; or Pybus, the Bowood man, would not have stolen a march upon him. His misgivings grew as he came in sight of the door, and saw Sir Robert on the flight of steps which led to it. Apparently the baronet had seen him, for as White drove up a servant appeared to lead the mare to the stables.

Sir Robert looked her over as she was led away. The grey looks well, White, he said. She was of his breeding.

Yes, Sir Robert. Give me a good horse and they may have the new-fangled railroads that like them. But I am afraid, sir  

One moment! The servant was out of hearing, and the baronets tone, as he caught White up, betrayed agitation. Who is that looking over the Lower Wicket, White? he continued. She has been there a quarter of an hour, and  and I cant make her out.

His tone surprised White, who looked and saw at a distance of a hundred paces the figure of a woman leaning on the wicket-gate nearest the stables. She was motionless, and he had not looked many seconds before he caught the thought in Sir Roberts mind. Hes heard, he reflected, that her ladyship is in the neighbourhood, and it has alarmed him.

I cannot see at this distance, sir, he answered prudently, who it is.

Then go and ask her her business, Sir Robert said, as indifferently as he could. She has been there a long time.

White went, a little excited himself; but half-way to the woman, who continued to gaze at the house as if unconscious of his approach, he discovered that, whoever she was, she was not Lady Sybil. She was stout, middle-aged, plain; and he took a curt tone with her when he came within earshot. What are you doing here? he said. Thats the way to the servants hall.

The woman looked at him. You dont know me, Mr. White? she said.

He looked hard in return. No, he answered bluntly, I dont.

Ah, well, I know you, she replied. More by token  

He cut her short. Have you any message? he asked.

If I have, Ill give it myself, she retorted drily. Truth is, Im in two minds about it. What you have, you have, dyou see, Mr. White; but what youve given aint yours any more. Anyway  

Anyway, impatiently, you cant stay here!

Very good, she replied, very good. As you are so kind, Ill take a day to think of it. And with a cool nod she turned her back on the puzzled White, and went off down the park towards the town.

He went back to Sir Robert. Shes a stranger, sir, he said; and, I think, a bit gone in the head. I could make nothing of her.

Sir Robert drew a deep breath. Youre sure she was a stranger? he said.

Shes no one I know, sir. After one of the men, perhaps.

Sir Robert straightened himself. He had spent a bad ten minutes gazing at the distant figure. Just so, he said. Very likely. And now what is it, White?

Ive bad news, sir, Im afraid, the agent said, in an altered tone.

What is it?

Its that d  d Pybus, sir! Im afraid that, after all  

Theyre going to fight?

Im afraid, Sir Robert, they are.

The old gentlemans eyes gleamed. Afraid, sir, afraid? he cried. On the contrary, so much the better. It will cost me some money, but I can spare it; and it will cost them more, and nothing for it. Afraid? I dont understand you.

The agent, standing on the step below him, coughed dubiously. Well, sir, he said, what you say is reasonable. But  

But! But what?

There is so much excitement in the country at this time  

So much greediness in the country, Sir Robert retorted, striking his stick upon the stone steps. So much unscrupulousness, sir; so many liars promising, and so many fools listening; so much to get, and so many who would like it! Theres all that, if you please; but for excitement, I dont know  with a severe look what you mean, or what it has to do with us.

I am afraid, sir, there is bad news from Devon, where it is said our candidate is retiring.

A good man, but weak; neither one side nor the other.

And from Dorset, sir, where they say Mr. Bankes will be beaten.

Ill not believe it, Sir Robert answered positively. Ill never believe it. Mr. Bankes beaten in Dorset! Absurd! Why do you listen to such tales? Why do you listen? By G  d, White, what is the matter with you? Or how does it touch us if Mr. Bankes is beaten? Nine votes to four! Nine will still be nine, and four four, if he be beaten. When you can make four to be more than nine you may come whining to me!

White coughed. Dyas, the butcher  

What of him?

Well, Sir Robert, I am afraid he has been getting some queer notions.

Notions? the baronet echoed in astonishment.

He has been listening to someone, and  and thinks he has views on the Bill.

Sir Robert exploded. Views! he cried. Views! The butcher with views! Why, damme, White, you must be mad! Mad! Since when have butchers taken to politics, or had views?

I dont know anything about that, sir, White mumbled.

Sir Robert struck his stick fiercely on a step. But I do! I do! And I know this, he continued, that for twenty years hes had thirty pounds a year to vote as I tell him. By gad, I never heard such a thing in my life! Never! You dont mean to tell me that the man thinks the votes his own to do what he likes with?

I am afraid, the agent admitted reluctantly, that that is what hes saying, sir.

Sir Roberts thin face turned a dull red. I never heard of such impudence in all my life, he said, never! A butcher with views! And going to vote for them! Why, damme, he continued, with angry sarcasm, well have the tailors, the bakers, and the candlestickmakers voting their own way next. Good G  d! What does the man think hes had thirty pounds a year for for all these years, if not to do as he is bid?

Hes behaving very ill, sir, White said, severely, very ill.

Ill! Sir Robert cried; I should think he was, the scoundrel! And he foamed over afresh, though we need not follow him. When he had cooled somewhat, Well, he said, I can turn him out, and that Ill do, neck and crop! By G  d, I will! Ill ruin him. But there, its the big rats set the fashion and the little ones follow it. This is Spinning Jennys work. I wish I had cut off my hand before I voted for him. Well, well, well! And he stood a moment in bitter contemplation of Sir Robert Peels depravity. It was nothing that Sir Robert was sound on reform. By adopting the Catholic side on the claims he  he, whose very nickname was Orange Peel  had rent the party. And all these evils were the result!

The agent coughed.

Sir Robert, who was no fool, looked sharply at him. What! he said grimly. Not another renegade?

No, sir, White answered timidly. But Thrush, the pig-killer  hes one of the old lot, the Cripples, that your father put into the corporation  

Ay, and I wish I had kept them cripples. Sir Robert growled. All cripples! My father was right, and I was a fool to think better men would do as well, and do us credit. In his time there were but two of the thirteen could read and write; but they did as they were bid. They did as they were bid. And now  well, man, what of Thrush?

He was gaoled yesterday by Mr. Forward, of Steynsham, for assault.

For how long?

For a fortnight, sir.

Sir Robert nearly had a fit. He reared himself to his full height, and glared at White. The infernal rascal! he cried. He did it on purpose!

Ive no doubt, sir, that it determined them to fight, the agent answered. With Dyas they are five. And five to seven is not such  such odds that they may not have some hope of winning.

Five to seven! Sir Robert repeated; and at an end of words, at an end of oaths, could only stare aghast. Five to seven! he muttered. Youre not going to tell me  theres something more.

No, sir, no; thats the worst, White answered, relieved that his tale was told. Thats the worst, and may be bettered. Ive thought it well to postpone the nomination until Wednesday the 4th, to give Sergeant Wathen a better chance of dealing with Dyas.

Well, well! Sir Robert muttered. It has come to that. It has come to dealing with such men as butchers, to treating them as if they had minds to alter and views to change. Well, well!

And that was all Sir Robert could say. And so it was settled; the Vermuyden dinner for the 2nd, the nomination and polling for the 4th. Youll let Mr. Vaughan know, Sir Robert concluded. Its well we can count on somebody.


X

THE QUEENS SQUARE ACADEMY FOR
YOUNG LADIES



Miss Sibson sat in state in her parlour in Queens Square. Rather more dignified of mien than usual, and more highly powdered of nose, the schoolmistress was dividing her attention between the culprit in the corner, the elms outside  between which fledgeling rooks were making adventurous voyages  and the longcloth which she was preparing for the young ladies plain-sewing; for in those days plain-sewing was still taught in the most select academies. Nor, while she was thus engaged in providing for the domestic training of her charges, was she without assurance that their minds were under care. The double doors which separated the schoolroom from the parlour were ajar, and through the aperture one shrill voice after another could be heard, raised in monotonous perusal of Mrs. Chapones Letters to a Young Lady upon the Improvement of the Mind.

Miss Sibson wore her best dress, of black silk, secured half-way down the bodice by the large cameo brooch. But neither this nor the reading in the next room could divert her attention from her duties.

The tongue, she enunciated with great clearness, as she raised the longcloth in both hands and carefully inspected it over her glasses, is an unruly member. Ill-nature, she continued, slowly meting off a portion, and measuring a second portion against it, is the fruit of a bad heart. Our opinions of others  this with a stern look at Miss Hilhouse, fourteen years old, and in disgrace are the reflections of ourselves.

The young lady, who was paying with the backboard for a too ready wit, put out the unruly member, and, narrowly escaping detection, looked inconceivably sullen.

The face is the mirror to the mind, Miss Sibson continued thoughtfully, as she threaded a needle against the light. I hope, Miss Hilhouse, that you are now sorry for your fault.

Miss Hilhouse maintained a stolid silence. Her shoulders ached, but she was proud.

Very good, said Miss Sibson placidly; very good! With time comes reflection.

Time, a mere minute, brought more than reflection. A gentleman walked quickly across the fore-court to the door, the knocker fell sharply, and Miss Hilhouses sullenness dropped from her. She looked first uncomfortable, then alarmed. Please, may I go now? she muttered.

Wise Miss Sibson paid no heed. A gentleman? she said to the maid who had entered. Will I see him? Procure his name.

Oh, Miss Sibson, came from the corner in an agonised whisper, please may I go? Fourteen standing on a stool with a backboard could not bear to be seen by the other sex.

Miss Sibson looked grave. Are you sincerely sorry for your fault? she asked.

Yes.

And will you apologise to Miss Smith for your  your gross rudeness?

Ye-es.

Then go and do so, Miss Sibson replied; and close the doors after you.

The girl fled. And simultaneously Miss Sibson rose, with a mixture of dignity and blandness, to receive Arthur Vaughan. The schoolmistress of that day who had not manner at command had nothing; for deportment ranked among the essentials. And she was quite at her case. The same could not be said of the gentleman. But that his pride still smarted, but that the outrage of yesterday was fresh, but that he drew a savage satisfaction from the prospect of the apologies he was here to receive, he had not come. Even so, he had told himself more than once that he was a fool to come; a fool to set foot in the house. He was almost sure that he had done more wisely had he burned the letter in which the schoolmistress informed him that she had an explanation to offer  and so had made an end.

But if in place of meeting him with humble apologies, this confounded woman were going to bear herself as if no amends were due, he had indeed made a mistake.

Yet her manner said almost as much as that. Pray be seated, sir, she said; and she indicated a chair.

He sat down stiffly, and glowered at her. I received your note, he said.

She smoothed her ample lap, and looked at him more graciously. Yes, she said, I was relieved to find that the unfortunate occurrence of yesterday was open to another explanation.

I have yet, he said curtly, to hear the explanation. Confound the womans impudence!

Exactly, she said slowly. Exactly. Well, it turns out that the parcel you left behind you when you  for an instant a smile broke the rubicund placidity of her face when you retired so hurriedly contained a pelisse.

Indeed? he said drily.

Yes; and a letter.

Oh?

Yes; a letter from a lady who has for some years taken an interest in Miss Smith. The pelisse proved to be a gift from her.

Then I fail to see  

Exactly, Miss Sibson interposed blandly, indeed too blandly. You fail to see why you came to be selected as the bearer? So do I. Perhaps you can explain that.

No, he answered shortly. Nor is that my affair. What I fail to see, Madam, is why Miss Smith did not at once suspect that the present came from the lady in question.

Because, Miss Sibson replied, the lady was not known to be in this part of England; and because you, sir, maintained that Miss Smith had left the parcel in the coach.

I maintained what I was told.

But it was not the fact. However, let that pass.

No, Vaughan retorted, with some warmth. For it seems to me, Madam, very extraordinary that in a matter which was capable of so simple an explanation you should have elected to insult a stranger  a stranger who  

Who was performing no more than an office of civility, you would say?

Precisely.

Well  yes. Miss Sibson spoke slowly, and was silent for a moment after she had spoken. Then, somewhat abruptly, You are an usher, I think, she said, at Mr. Bengoughs?

Vaughan almost jumped in his chair. I, Madam? he cried. Certainly not!

Not at Mr. Bengoughs?

Certainly not! he repeated, with indignation. Was the woman mad? An usher? Good heavens!

I know your name, she said slowly. But  

I came from London the day before yesterday. I am staying at the White Lion, and I am late of the 14th Dragoons.

She raised her eyebrows. Oh, indeed, she said. Is that so? Well, rubbing a little of the powder from her nose with a needlecase, and looking at him very shrewdly, I think, she continued, that that is the answer to your question.

Vaughan stared.

I do not understand you, he said.

Then I must speak more plainly. Were you an usher at Mr. Bengoughs your civility  civility, I think you called it?  to my assistant had passed very well, Mr. Vaughan. But the civility of a gentleman, late of the 14th Dragoons, fresh from London, and staying at the White Lion, to a young person in Miss Smiths position is apt, as in this case  eh?  to lead to misconstruction.

You do me an injustice! he said, reddening to the roots of his hair.

Possibly, possibly, Miss Sibson said. But on that, without warning, she gave way to a fit of silent laughter, which caused her portly form to shake like a jelly. It was a habit with her, attributed by some to her private view of Mrs. Chapones famous letters on the improvement of the mind; by others, to that knowledge of the tricks and turns of her sex with which thirty years of schoolkeeping had endowed her.

No doubt the face of rueful resentment with which Arthur Vaughan regarded her did not shorten the fit. But at last, Young gentleman, she said, you do not deceive me! You did not come here to-day merely to hear an old woman make an apology.

He tried to maintain an attitude of dignified surprise. But her jolly laugh, her shrewd red face were too much for him. His eyes fell. Upon my honour, he said, I meant nothing.

She shook with fresh laughter. It is just of that I complain, sir, she said.

You can trust me.

I can trust Miss Smith, she retorted, shaking her head. Her I know, though our acquaintance is of the shortest. Still, I know her from top to toe. You, young gentleman, I dont know. Mind, she continued, with good-nature, I dont say that you meant any harm when you came to-day. But Ill wager you thought that youd see her.

Vaughan laughed out frankly. Her humour had conquered him. Well, he said audaciously, and am I not to see her?

Miss Sibson looked at him, and rubbed a little more powder from her nose. Umph! she said doubtfully. If I knew you Id know what to say to that. A pretty girl, eh? she added with her head on one side.

He smiled.

And a good one! And if you were the usher at Mr. Bengoughs Id ask no more, but Id send for her. But  

She stopped. Vaughan said nothing, but a little out of countenance looked at the floor.

Just so, just so, Miss Sibson said, as quietly as if he had answered her. Well, I am afraid I must not send for her.

He looked at the carpet. I have seen so little of her, he said.

And I daresay you are a man of property?

I am independent.

Well, well, there it is. Miss Sibson smoothed out the lap of her silk dress.

I do not think, he said, in some embarrassment, that five minutes talk would hurt her.

Umph!

He laughed  an awkward laugh. Come, Miss Sibson, he said. Let us have the five minutes, and let us both have the chance.

She looked out of the window, and rubbed her glasses reflectively. Well, she said at length, as if she had not quite made up her mind, I will be quite frank with you, Mr. Vaughan. I did not intend to be so, but you have met me half-way, and I believe you to be a gentleman. The truth is, I should not have gone as far with you as I have unless  she looked at him suddenly I had had a character of you.

Of me? he cried in astonishment.

Yes.

From Miss Smith?

Miss Sibson smiled at his simplicity. Oh, no, she said; you are going to see the character. And with that the schoolmistress drew from her workbox a small slip of paper, which she unfolded and gave to him. It is from the lady, she said, who made use of you yesterday.

He took it in much astonishment. On the inner side of the paper, which was faintly scented, he read a dozen words in a fine handwriting:

Mary Smith, from her fairy godmother. The bearer may be trusted.

Vaughan stared at the paper in undiminished surprise. I dont understand, he said. Who is the lady, and what does she know of me?

I cannot tell you, nor can Miss Smith, Miss Sibson replied. Who, indeed, has seen her only twice or thrice, at long intervals, and has not heard her name. But Miss Smiths education  she has never known her parents  was defrayed, I presume, by this godmother. And once a year Miss Smith has been in the habit of receiving a gift, of some value to a young person in her position, accompanied by a few words in that handwriting.

Vaughan stared. And, he said, you draw the inference that  that  

I draw no inference, Miss Sibson replied drily, save that I have authority from  shall I say her godmother  to trust you farther than I should have trusted you. That is the only inference I draw. But I have one thing to add, she continued. Miss Smith did not enter my employment in an ordinary way. My late assistant left me abruptly. While I was at a loss an attorney of character in this city called on me and said that a client desired to place a young person in safe hands; that she was a trained teacher, and must live by teaching, but that care was necessary, since she was very young, and had more than her share of good looks. He hinted, Mr. Vaughan, at the inference which you, I believe, have already drawn. And  and that is all.

Vaughan looked thoughtfully at the carpet.

Miss Sibson waited awhile. At last: The point is, she said shrewdly, do you still wish to have the five minutes?

Arthur Vaughan hesitated. He knew that he ought, that it was his duty, to say No. But something in the womans humorous eye challenged him, and recklessly  for the gratification of a moment  he said: Yes, if you please, I will see her.

Very good, very good, Miss Sibson answered slowly. She had not been blind to the momentary hesitation. Then I will send her to you to make her apologies. Only be kind enough to remember that she does not know that you have seen that slip of paper.

He assented, and with a good-natured nod Miss Sibson rose and went heavily from the room. Not for nothing was she held in Bristol a woman of sagacity, whose game of whist it was a pleasure to watch; nor without reason had that attorney of character, of whom we have heard, chosen her in custodiam puellæ.

Vaughan waited, and to be frank, his heart beat more quickly than usual. He knew that he was doing a foolish thing, though he had refused to commit himself; and an unworthy thing, though Miss Sibson, perhaps for her own reasons, had winked at it. He knew that he had no right to see the girl if he did not mean her well; and how could he mean her well when he had no intention of marrying her? For, for a man with his career in prospect to marry a girl in her position  to say nothing of the stigma which no doubt lay upon her birth  was a folly of which none but boys and old men were capable.

He listened, ill at ease, already repenting. The voices in the next room, reduced to a faint murmur by the closed doors, ceased. She was being told. She was being sent to him. He coloured. Yes, he was ashamed of himself. He rose and went to the window, and wished that he had said No; that he had taken himself off. What was he doing here at his time of life  the most sane and best balanced time of life  in this girls school? It was unworthy of him.

The door opened, and he forgot his unworthiness, he forgot all. The abnormal attraction, allurement, charm, call it what you will, which had overcome him when she turned her eyes on him on the coach overcame him again  and tenfold. He thought that it must lie in her eyes, gentle as a doves. And yet he did not know. He had not seen her indoors before, and her hair gathered in a knot at the back of her head was a Greek surprise to him; while her blushes, the quivering of her mouth, her figure slender but full of grace, and high-girdled after the mode of the day  all, all were so perfect, so enticing, that he knew not where the magic lay.

But magic there was. And such magic that though he had prepared himself, and though the last thing in his thoughts was to insult her, he forgot himself. As she paused, her hand still resting on the door, her face downcast and distressed, Good G  d, he cried, how beautiful you are!

And she saw that he meant no insult, that the words burst from him spontaneously. But not the less for that was their effect on her. She turned white, her very heart seeming to stop, she appeared to be about to swoon. While he, forgetting all but her shrinking beauty, devoured her with his eyes.

Until he remembered himself. Then he turned from her to the window. Forgive me! he cried. I did not know what I said. You came on me so suddenly; you looked so beautiful  

He stopped; he could not go on.

And she was trembling from head to foot; but she made an effort to escape back to the commonplace. I came, she stammered  it was clear that she hardly knew what she was saying Miss Sibson told me to come to say that I  I was sorry, sir, that I  I misjudged you yesterday.

Yesterday? Yesterday? he cried, almost angrily. Bah, it is an age since yesterday!

She could make no answer to that, though she knew well what he meant. If she answered him it was only by suffering him to gaze at her in an eloquent silence  a silence in which his eyes cried again and again, How beautiful you are! While her eyes, downcast, under trembling lashes, her heart beaten down, defenceless, cried only for Quarter, quarter!

They were yards apart. The table, and on it Miss Sibsons squat workbox and a pile of longcloth, was between them. Miss Sibson herself could have desired nothing more proper. And yet  

Farewell, farewell, my faithless shield,
Thy lord at length is forced to yield.
Vain, vain is every outward care,
The foes within and triumphs there!

It was all over. In her ears would ring for ever his words of worship  the cry of the man to the woman, How beautiful you are! She would thrill with pleasure when she thought of them, and burn with shame, and never, never, never be the same again! And for him, with that cry forced from him, love had become present, palpable, real, and the idea of marriage real also; an idea to be withstood, to be combated, to be treated as foolish, Byronic, impossible. But an idea which would not leave him any more than the image of her gentle beauty, indelibly stamped on his brain, would leave him. He might spend some days or some weeks in doubt and wretchedness. But from that moment the odds were against him  he was young, and passion had never had her way with him  as seriously against him as against the army that with spies and traitors in its midst moves against an united foe.

Not a word that was convenant had passed between them, though so much had passed, when a hasty footstep crossed the forecourt, and stopped at the door. The knocker fell sharply twice, and recalled them to realities.

I  I must go, she faltered, wresting herself from the spell of his eyes. I have said what I  I hope you understand, and I  it is time I went. How her heart was beating!

Oh, no, no!

Yes, I must go!

Too late! A loud voice in the passage, a heavy step, announced a visitor. The door flew open, and there entered, pushing the startled maid aside, the Honourable Bob Flixton, at the height of his glory, loud, impudent, and unabashed.

Run to earth, my lad! he cried boisterously. Run to earth! Run  

He broke off, gaping, as his eyes fell upon poor Mary, who, in making way for him, had partly hidden herself behind the door. He whistled softly, in great amazement, and Hope I dont intrude, he continued. And he grinned; while Vaughan, looking blackest thunder at him, could find no words that were adequate. To think that this loud-voiced, confident fool, the Don Giovanni of the regiment, had stumbled on his pearl!

Well, well, well! the Honourable Bob resumed, casting down his eyes as if he were shocked. And again: I hope I dont intrude, he continued  it was the parrot cry of that year. I didnt know. Ill take myself off again  he whistled low as fast as I can.

But Vaughan felt that to let him go thus, to spread the tale with a thousand additions and innuendoes, was worst of all. Wait, if you please, he said, with a note of sternness in his tone. I am coming with you, Flixton. Good-morning, Miss Smith.

See here, wont you introduce me? cried the irrepressible Bob.

No! Vaughan answered curtly, and without staying to reflect. You will kindly tell Miss Sibson, Miss Smith, that I am obliged, greatly obliged to her. Now come, Flixton! I have done my business, and we are not wanted here.

I come reluctantly, said Bob, allowing himself to be dragged out, but not until he had cast a last languishing look at the beauty. And on the doorstep, Sly dog, sly dog! he said. To think that in Bristol, where pretty girls are as scarce as mushrooms in March, there should be such an angel! Damme, an angel! And you the discoverer. It beats all!

Shut up, Vaughan answered angrily. You know nothing about it! And then, still more sourly, See here, Flixton, I take it ill of you following me here. It was too cool, I say.

But the Honourable Bob was not quick to quarrel. I saw you go in, dear chap, he cried heartily. I wanted to tell you that the hour of dinner was changed. See? Did my own errand, and coming back thought Id  truth was, I fancied youd some little game on hand.

Nothing of the kind!

The Honourable Bob stopped. Honour bright? Honour bright? he repeated eagerly. Mean to say, Vaughan, youre not on the track of that little filly?

Vaughan scowled. Not in the way you mean, he said sternly. You make a mistake. Shes a good girl.

Flixton winked. Heard that before, my lad, he said, more than once. From my grandmother. Ill take my chance of that.

Vaughan in his heart would have been glad to fall upon him and pommel him. But there were objections to that course. On the other hand, his feelings had cooled in the last few minutes, and he was far from prepared to announce offhand that he was going to marry the beauty. So No, you will not, Flixton, he said. Let it go! Do you hear? The fact is, he continued, in some embarrassment, Im in a sort of fiduciary relation to the young lady, and  and I am not going to see her played with. Thats the fact.

Fiduciary relation? the Honourable Bob retorted, in perplexity. What the deuce is that? Never heard of it! Dyou mean, man, that you are  eh?  related to her? Of course, if so  

No, I am not related to her.

Then  

But Im not going to see her made a fool of, thats all!

An idea struck the Honourable Bob. He stared. See here, he said in a tone of horror, you aint  you aint thinking of marrying her?

Vaughans cheeks burned. May be, and may be not, he said curtly. But either way, it is my business!

But surely youre not! Man alive!

It is my business, I say!

Of course, of course, if it is as bad as that, Flixton answered with a grin. But  hope I dont intrude, Vaughan, but aint you making a bit of a fool of yourself? Whatll old Vermuyden say, eh?

Thats my business too! Vaughan answered haughtily.

Just so, just so; and quite enough for me. All I say is  if you are not in earnest yourself, dont play the dog in the manger!


XI

DON GIOVANNI FLIXTON

In the political world the last week of April and the first week of May of that year were fraught with surprises. It is probable that they saw more astonished people than are to be found in England in an ordinary twelvemonth. The party which had monopolised power for half a century, and to that end and the advancement of themselves, their influence, their friends, and their dependants, had spent the public money, strained the law, and supported the mob, were incredibly, nay, were bitterly surprised when they saw all these engines turned against them; when they found dependants falling off and friends growing cold; above all, when they found that rabble, which they had so often directed, aiming its yells and brickbats against their windows.

But it is unlikely that any Tory of them all was more surprised by the change in the political aspect than Arthur Vaughan  when he came to think of it  by the position in which he had put himself. Certainly he had taken no step that was not revocable. He had said nothing positive; his honour was not engaged. But he had said a good deal. On the spur of the moment, moved by the strange attraction which the girl had for him, he had spoken after a fashion which only farther speech could justify. And then, not content with that, as if fortune were determined to make sport of his discretion, he had been led by another impulse  call it generosity, call it jealousy, call it what you will  to say more to Bob Flixton than he had said to her.

He had done this who had hitherto held himself a little above the common run of men. Who had chalked out his career and never doubted that he had the strength to follow it. Who had not been content to wait, idle and dissipated, for a dead mans shoes, but in the pride of a mind which he believed to be the master of his passions had set his face towards the high prizes of the senate and the forum. He, who if he could not be Fox, would be Erskine. Who would be anything, in a word, except the empty-headed man of pleasure, or the plain dullard satisfied to sit in a corner with a little.

He, who had planned such a future, now found himself on the brink  ay, on the very point  of committing as foolish an act as the most thoughtless could commit. He was proposing to marry a girl below him in station, still farther below him in birth, whom he had only known three days, whom he had only seen three times! And all because she had beautiful eyes, and looked at him  Heavens, how she had looked at him!

He went hot as he pictured her with her melting eyes, hanging towards him a little as the ivy inclines to the oak. And then he turned cold. And cold, he considered what he was going to do!

Of course he was not going to marry her.

No doubt he had said to her more than he had the right to say. But his honour was not engaged. The girl was not the worse for him; even if that which he had read in her eyes were true, she would get over it as quickly as he would. But marry her, give way to a feeling doubtless evanescent, let himself be swayed by a fancy at which he would laugh a year later  no! No! He was not so weak. He had not only his career to think of, but the family honours which would be his one day. What would old Vermuyden say if he impaled a baton sinister with the family arms, added a Smith to the family alliances, married the nameless, penniless teacher in a girls school?

No, of course, he was not going to marry her. He had said what he had said to the Honourable Bob merely to shield her from a Don Juan. He had not meant it. He would go for a long fatiguing walk and put the notion and the girl out of his head, and come back cured of his folly, and make a merry night of it with the old set. And to-morrow  no, the morrow was Sunday  on Monday he would return to London and to all the chances which the changing political situation must open to an ambitious man. He regretted that he had not taken the Chancellors hint and sought for a seat in the House.

But the solitary ramble in the valley of the Avon, which was a hundredfold more beautiful in those days than in these, because less spoiled by the hand of man, a ramble by the Logwood Mills, with their clear-running weedy stream, by Kings Weston and Leigh Woods  such a ramble, tuneful with the songs of birds and laden with the scents of spring, may not be the surest cure for that passion, which

is not to be reasoned down or lost

In high ambition or a thirst for greatness!

At any rate he returned uncured, and for the first part of the Honourable Bobs dinner was wildly merry. After that, and suddenly, he fell into a moody silence which his host was not the last to note.

Fortunately with the removal of the cloth and the first brisk journey of the decanters came news. A waiter brought it. Hart Davies, the Tory candidate for Bristol, and for twenty years its popular member, had withdrawn, seeing his chance hopeless. The retirement was unexpected, and it caused so much surprise that the party could think of nothing else. Nine-tenths of those present were Tories, and Flixton proposed that they should sally forth and vent their feelings by smashing the windows of the Bush, the Radical headquarters; a feat performed many a time before with no worse consequences than a broken head or two. But Colonel Brereton set his foot sharply on the proposal.

Ill put you under arrest if you do, he said. Im senior officer of the district, and Ill not have it, Flixton! Do you think that this is the time, you madmen, he continued, looking round the table and speaking with indignation, to provoke the rabble, and get the throats of half Bristol cut?

Oh, come, Colonel, it is not as bad as that! Flixton remonstrated.

You dont know how bad it is, Brereton answered, his brooding eyes kindling. And he developed anew his fixed idea that the forces of disorder, once provoked, were irresistible; that the country was at their mercy, and that only by humouring them, a course suggested also by humanity, could the storm be weathered.

The company consisted, for the most part, of reckless young subalterns flushed with wine. They listened out of respect to his rank, but they winked and grinned behind his back; until, half conscious of ridicule, he grew angry. On ordinary occasions Flixton would have been the worst offender. But he had the grace to remember that the Colonel was his guest, and he sought to turn the subject.

Come, come! he cried, hammering the table and pushing the bottle. Let the Colonel alone. For Heavens sake shelve the cursed Bill! Im sick of it! Its the death of all fun and jollity. Ill give you a sentiment: The Fair when they are Kind, and the Kind when they are Fair. Fill up! Fill up, all, and drink it!

They echoed the toast in various tones, sober or fuddled. And some began to grow excited. A glass was shattered and flung noisily into the fire. A new one was called for, also noisily.

Now, Bill, Flixton continued to his right-hand neighbour, its your turn! Give us something spicy! And he hammered the table. Captain Codringtons sentiment.

Lets have a minute! pleaded the gentleman assailed.

Not a minute, boisterously. See, the tables waiting for you! Captain Codringtons sentiment!

Men of small genius kept a written list, and committed some lines to memory before dinner. The Captain was one of these. But the call on him was sudden, and he sought, with an agonised mind, for one which would seem in the least degree novel. At last, with a sigh of relief, Maids and Missuses! he cried.

Ay, ay, Maids and Missuses! the Honourable Bob echoed, raising his glass. And especially, he whispered, calling his neighbours attention to Vaughan by a shove, schoolmissuses! Schoolmissuses, my lad! Here, Vaughan, he continued aloud, you must drink this, and no heeltaps!

Vaughan caught his name and awoke from a reverie. Very good, he said, raising his glass. What is it?

Maids and Missuses! the Honourable Bob replied, with a wink at his neighbour. And then, incited by the fumes of the wine he had taken, he rose to his feet and raised his glass. Gentlemen, he said, gentlemen!

Silence, they cried. Silence! Silence for Bobs speech.

Gentlemen, he resumed, a spark of malice in his eyes, Ive a piece of news to give you! Its news that  thats been mighty slyly kept by a gentleman here present. Devilish close hes kept it, Ill say that for him! But hes a neat hand that can bamboozle Bob Flixton, and Ive run him to earth, run him to earth this morning and got it out of him.

Hear! Hear! Bob! Go on, Bob; what is it? from the company.

You are going to hear, my Trojans! And no flam! Gentlemen, charge your glasses! Ive the honour to inform you that our old friend and tiptopper, Arthur Vaughan, otherwise the Counsellor, has got himself regularly put up, knocked down, and sold to as pretty a piece of the feminine as youll see in a twelvemonth! Prettiest in Bristol, pon honour, with feeling, be the other who she may! Regular case of and in irresistibly comic accents, with his head and glass alike tilted, he drolled,

There first for thee my passion grew,

Sweet, sweet Matilda Pottingen;

Thou wast the daughter of my tu-

tor, law professor at the U-

niversity of Göttingen!

Niversity of Göttingen! Dont laugh, gentlemen! Its so! Hes entered on the waybill, book through to matrimony, and  the Honourable Bob was undoubtedly a little tipsy and it only remains for us to give him a good send-off. So charge your glasses, and  

Brereton laid his hand on his arm. He was sober and he did not like the look on Vaughans disgusted face. One moment, Flixton, he said; is this true, Mr. Vaughan?

Vaughans brow was as black as thunder. He had never dreamt that, drunk or sober, Flixton would be guilty of such a breach of confidence. He hesitated. Then, No! he said.

Its not true? Codrington struck in. You are not going to be married, old chap?

No!

But, man, Flixton hiccoughed, you told me so  or something like it  only this morning.

You either misunderstood me, Vaughan answered, in a tone so distinct as to be menacing, for you have said far more than I said. Or, if you prefer it, Ive changed my mind. In either case it is my business! And Ill trouble you to leave it alone!

Oh, if you put it  that way, old chap?

I do put it that way!

And any way, Brereton said, interposing hurriedly, this is no time for marrying! Ive told you boys before, and I tell you again  

And he plunged into a fresh argument on the old point. Two or three joined issue, grinning. And Vaughan, as soon as attention was diverted from him, slipped away.

He was horribly disgusted, and sunk very low in his own eyes. He loathed what he had done. He had not, indeed, been false to the girl, for he had given her no promise. He had not denied her, for her name had not been mentioned. And he had not gone back on his resolution, for he had never formed one seriously. Yet in a degree he had done all these things. He had played a shabby part by himself and by the girl. He had been meanly ashamed of her. And though his conduct had followed the lines which he had marked out for himself, he hoped that he might never again feel so unhappy, and so poor a thing, as he felt as he walked the streets and cursed his discretion.

Discretion! Cowardice was the right name for it. Because the girl, the most beautiful, pure, and gentle creature on whom his eyes had ever rested, was called Mary Smith, and taught in a school, he disavowed her and turned his back on her.

He did not know that he was suffering what a man, whose mind has so far governed his heart, must suffer when the latter rebels. In planning his life he had ignored his heart; now he must pay the penalty. He went to bed at last, but not to sleep. Instead he lived the scene over and over again, now wondering what he ought to have done; now brooding on what Flixton must think of him; now on what she, whose nature, he was sure, was as perfect as her face, would think of him, if she knew. How she would despise him!

The next day was Sunday, and he spent it, in accordance with a previous promise, with Brereton, at his pleasant home at Newchurch, a mile from the city. Though the most recent of his Bristol acquaintances, Brereton was the most congenial; and a dozen times Vaughan was on the point of confiding his trouble to him. He was deterred by the melancholy cast of Breretons character, which gave promise of no decisive advice. And early in the evening he took leave of his host and strolled towards the Downs, balancing I would against I will not; now facing the bleak of a prudent decision, now thrilling with foolish rapture, as he pondered another event. Lord Eldon had married young and with as little prudence; it had not impeded his rise, nor Erskines. Doubtless Sir Robert Vermuyden would say that he had disgraced himself; but he cared little for that. What he had to combat was the more personal pride of the man who, holding himself a little wiser than his fellows, cannot bear to do a thing that in the eyes of the foolish may set him below them!

Of course he came to no decision; though he wandered on Brandon Hill until the Float at his feet ceased to mirror the lights, and Bristol lay dark below him. And Monday found him still hesitating. Thrice he started to take his place on the coach. And thrice he turned back, hating himself for his weakness. If he could not overcome a foolish fancy, how could he hope to scale the heights of the Western Circuit, or hurl Coleridge and Follett from their pride of place? Or, still harder task, how would he dare to confront in the House the cold eye of Croker or of Goulburn? No, he could not hope to do either. He had been wrong in his estimate of himself. He was a poor creature, unable to hold his own amongst his fellows, impotent to guide his own life!

He was still contesting the matter when, a little before noon, he espied Flixton in the act of threading his way through the busy crowd of Broad Street. The Honourable Bob was wearing hessians, and a high-collared green riding-coat, with an orange vest and a soft many-folded cravat. In fine, he was so smart that suspicion entered Vaughans head; and on its heels  jealousy.

In a twinkling he was on Flixtons track. Broad Street, the heart of Bristol, was thronged, for Hart Daviess withdrawal was in the air and an election crowd was abroad. Newsboys with their sheets, tipsy ward-leaders, and gossiping merchants jostled one another. The beaus green coat, however, shone conspicuous,

Glorious was his course,

And long the track of light he left behind him!

and before Vaughan had asked himself if he were justified in following, pursued and pursuer were over Bristol Bridge, and making, by way of the Welsh Back  a maze of coal-hoys and dangling cranes  for Queens Square.

Vaughan doubted no longer, weighed the propriety of his course no longer. For a cool-headed man of the world, who asked nothing better than to master a silly fancy, he was foolishly perturbed. He made on with a grim face; but a dray loading at a Newport coal-hulk drew across his path, and Flixton was pacing under the pleasant elms and amid the groups that loitered up and down the sunlit Square, before Vaughan came within hail, and called him by name.

Flixton turned then, saw who it was, and grinned  nothing abashed. Well, he said, tipping his hat a little to one side, well, old chap! Are you let out of school too?

Vaughan had already discovered Mary Smith and her little troop under the trees in the farthest corner. But he tried to smile  and did so, a little awry. This is not fair play, Flixton, he said.

That is just what I think it is, the Honourable Bob answered cheerfully. Eh, old chap? Neat trick of yours the other day, but not neat enough! Thought to bamboozle me and win a clear field! Neat! But no go, I found you out and now it is my turn. Thats what I call fair play.

Look here, Flixton, Vaughan replied  he was fast losing his composure Im not going to have it. Thats plain.

The Honourable Bob stared. Oh! he answered. Lets understand one another. Are you going to marry the girl after all?

Ive told you  

Oh, youve told me, yes, and youve told me, no. The question is, which is it?

Vaughan controlled himself. He could see Mary out of the corner of his eye, and knew that she had not yet taken the alarm. But the least violence might attract her attention. Whichever it be, he said firmly, is no business of yours.

If you claim the girl  

I do not claim her, Flixton. I have told you that. But  

But you mean to play the dog in the manger?

I mean to see, Vaughan replied sternly, that you dont do her any harm.

Flixton hesitated. Secretly he held Vaughan in respect; and he would have postponed his visit to Queens Square had he foreseen that that gentleman would detect him. But to retreat now was another matter. The duel was still in vogue; barely two years before the Prime Minister had gone out with a brother peer in Battersea Fields; barely twenty years before one Cabinet Minister had shot another on Wimbledon Common. He could not, therefore, afford to show the white feather, and though he hesitated, it was not for long. You mean to see to that, do you? he retorted.

I do.

Then come and see, he returned flippantly. Im going to have a chat with the young lady now. Thats not murder, I suppose? And he turned on his heel and strolled across the turf towards the group of which Mary was the centre.

Vaughan followed with black looks; and when Mary Smith, informed of their approach by one of the children, turned a startled face towards them, he was at Flixtons shoulder, and pressing before him.

But the Honourable Bob had the largest share of presence of mind, and he was the first to speak. Miss Smith, he said, raising his hat with aplomb, I  you remember me, I am sure?

Vaughan pushed before him; and before the girl could speak  for jealousy is a fine spoiler of manners, This gentleman, he said, wishes to see  

To see   said Flixton, with a lower bow.

Miss Sibson! Vaughan exclaimed.

The children stared; gazing up into the mens faces with the undisguised curiosity of childhood. Fortunately the Mary Smith who had to confront these two was no longer the Mary Smith whom Vaughans appearance had stricken with panic three days before. For one thing, she knew Miss Sibson better, and feared her less. For another, her fairy godmother  the gleam of whose gifts never failed to leave a hope of change, a prospect of something other than the plodding, endless round  had shown a fresh sign. And last, not least, a more potent fairy, a fairy whose wand had power to turn Miss Sibsons house into a Palace Beautiful, and Queens Square, with its cawing rooks and ordered elms, into an enchanted forest, had visited her.

True, Vaughan had left her abruptly  to cool her burning cheeks and still her heart as she best might! But he had said what she would never forget, and though he had left her doubting, he had left her loving. And so the Mary who found herself addressed by two gallants was much less abashed than she who on Friday had had to do with one.

Still she was astonished by their address; and she showed this, modestly and quietly. If you wish to see Miss Sibson, she said  instinctively she looked at Vaughans companion I will send for her. And she was in the act of turning, with comparative ease, to despatch one of the children on the errand, when the Honourable Bob interposed.

But we dont want Miss Sibson  now, he said. A man may change his mind as well as a woman! Eh, old chap? turning to his friend with simulated good-humour. Im sure you will say so, Miss Smith.

She wondered what their odd manner to one another meant. And, to add to her dignity, she laid her hand on the shoulder of one of her charges and drew her closer.

Moreover, Im sure, Flixton continued  for Vaughan after his first hasty intervention, stood sulkily silent Im sure Mr. Vaughan will agree with me  

I?

Oh, yes he will, Miss Smith, because he is the most changeable of men himself! A weathercock, upon my honour! And he pointed to the tower of St. Mary, which from the high ground of Redcliffe Parade on the farther side of the water, looks down on the Square. Never of the same mind two days together!

Vaughan snubbed him savagely. Be good enough to leave me out! he said.

There! the Honourable Bob answered, laughing, he wants to stop my mouth! But Im not to be stopped. Of all men hes the least right to say that I mustnt change my mind. Why, if youll believe me, Miss Smith, no farther back than Saturday morning he was all for being married! Pon honour! Went away from here talking of nothing else! In the evening he was just as dead the other way! Nothing was farther from his thoughts. Shuddered at the very idea! Come, old chap, dont look fierce! And he grinned at Vaughan. You cant deny it!

Vaughan could have struck him; the trick was so neat and so malicious. Fortunately a man who had approached the group touched Vaughans elbow at this critical moment, and diverted his wrath. Express for you, sir, he said. Brought by chaise, been looking for you everywhere, sir!

Vaughan smothered the execration which rose to his lips, snatched the letter from the man, and waved him aside. Then, swelling with rage, he turned upon Flixton. But before he could speak the matter was taken out of his hands.

Children, said Mary Smith in a clear, steady voice, it is time we went in. The hour is up, collect your hoops. I think, she continued, looking stiffly at the Honourable Bob, you have addressed me under a misapprehension, sir, intending to address yourself to Miss Sibson. Good-morning! Good-morning! with a slight and significant bow which included both gentlemen. And taking a child by either hand, she turned her back on them, and with her little flock clustering about her, and her pretty head held high, she went slowly across the road to the school. Her lips were trembling, but the men could not see that. And her heart was bursting, but only she knew that.

Without that knowledge Vaughan was furiously angry. It was not only that the other had got the better of him by a sly trick; but he was conscious that he had shown himself at his worst  stupid when tongue-tied, and rude when he spoke. Still, he controlled himself until Mary was out of earshot, and then he turned upon Flixton.

What right  what right, he snarled, had you to say what I would do! And what I would not do? I consider your conduct  

Steady, man! Flixton, who was much the cooler of the two, said. He was a little pale. Think before you speak. You would interfere. What did you expect? That I was going to play up to you?

I expected at least  

Ah, well, you can tell me another time what you expected. I have an engagement now and must be going, the Honourable Bob said. See you again! And with a cool nod he turned on his heel, and assured that, whatever came of the affair, he had had the best of that bout, he strode off.

Vaughan was only too well aware of the same fact; and but that he held himself in habitual control, he would have followed and struck his rival. As it was, he stood a moment looking blackly after him. Then, sobered somewhat, though still bitterly chagrined, he took his way towards his hotel, carrying in his oblivious hand the letter which had been given him. Once he halted, half-minded to return to Miss Sibsons and to see Mary and explain. He took, indeed, some steps in the backward direction. But he reflected that if he went he must speak, and plainly. And, angry as he was, furiously in love as he was, was he prepared to speak?

He was not prepared. And while he stood doubting between that eternal would, and would not, his eyes fell on the letter in his hand.


XII

A ROTTEN BOROUGH

Chippinge, Sir Robert Vermuydens borough, was in no worse case than two-thirds of the small boroughs of that day. Still, of its great men Cowley might have written:

Nothing they but dust can show,
Or bones that hasten to be so.

And of its greatness he might have said the same. The one and the other belonged to the past.

The town occupies a low, green hill, dividing two branches of the Avon which join their waters a furlong below. Built on the ridge and clinging to the slopes of this eminence the stone-tiled houses look pleasantly over the gentle undulations of the Wiltshire pastures  no pastures more green; and at a distance are pleasantly seen from them. But viewed more closely  at the date of which we write  the picturesque in the scene became mean or incongruous. Of the Mitred Abbey that crowned the hill and had once owned these fertile slopes there remained but the maimed hulk, patched and botched, and long degraded to the uses of that parish church its neighbour, of which nothing but the steeple survived. The crown-shaped market cross, once a dream of beauty in stone, still stood, but battered and defaced; while the Abbots gateway, under which sovereigns had walked, was sunk to a vile lock-up, the due corrective of the tavern which stood cheek by jowl with it.

Still, to these relics, grouped as they were upon an open triangular green, the hub of the town, there clung in spite of all some shadow of greatness. The stranger whose eye fell on the doorway of the Abbey Church, with its whorls of sculptured images, gazed and gazed again with a sense of wondering awe. But let him turn his back on these buildings, and his eye met, in cramped street and blind alley, a lower depth. Everywhere were things once fine, sunk to base uses; old stone mansions converted into tenements; the solid houses of mediæval burghers into crazy taverns; fretted cloisters into pigsties and hovels; a Gothic arch propped the sagging flank of a lath-and-plaster stable. Or if anything of the beauty of a building survived, it was masked by climbing penthouses; or, like the White Lion, the old inn which had been the Abbots guesthouse, it was altered out of all likeness to its former self. For the England of 31, gross and matter-of-fact, was not awake to the value of those relics of a noble past which generations of intolerance had hurried to decay.

Doubtless in this mouldering, dusty shell was snug, warm living. Georgian comfort had outlived the wig and the laced coat, and though the influence of the Church was at its lowest ebb, and morals were not much higher, inns were plenty and flourished, and in the panelled parlours of the White Lion or the Heart and Hand was much good eating, followed by deep drinking. The London road no longer passed through the town; the great fair had fallen into disuse. But the cloth trade, by which Chippinge had once thriven, had been revived, and the town was not quite fallen. Still, of all its former glories, it retained but one intact. It returned two members to Parliament. That which Birmingham and Sheffield had not, this little borough of eighteen hundred souls enjoyed. Fallen in all other points, it retained, or rather its High Steward, Sir Robert Vermuyden, retained the right of returning, by the votes of its Alderman and twelve capital burgesses, two members to the Commons House.

And Sir Robert could not by any stretch of fancy bring himself to believe that the town would willingly part with this privilege. Why should it strip itself? he argued. It enjoyed the honour vicariously, indeed. But did he not year by year pay the Alderman and eight of the capital burgesses thirty pounds apiece for their interest, a sum which quickly filtered through their pockets and enriched the town, besides taking several of the voters off the rates? Did he not also at election times set the taps running and distribute a moderate largesse among the commonalty, and  and in fact do everything which it behoved a liberal and enlightened patron to do? Nay, had he not, since his accession, raised the status of the voters, long and vulgarly known as The Cripples, so that they, who in his fathers time had been, almost without exception, drunken illiterates, were now to the extent of at least one half, men of respectable position?

No, Sir Robert wholly declined to believe that Chippinge had any wish for a change so adverse to its interests. The most he would admit was that there might be some slight disaffection in the place, due to that confounded Bowood, which was for ever sapping and mining and seeking to rob its neighbours.

But even he was presently to be convinced that there was a very odd spirit abroad in this year 31. The new police and the new steam railways and this cholera of which people were beginning to talk, were not the only new things. There were new ideas in the air; and the birds seemed to carry them. They took possession not only of the troublesome and discontented  poachers whom Sir Robert had gaoled, or the sons of men whom his father had pressed  but of the most unlikely people. Backs that had never been aught but pliant grew stiff. Men who had put up with the old system for more years than they could remember grew restive. Others, who had all their lives stood by while their inferiors ruled the roost, discovered that they had rights. Nay  and this was the strangest thing of all  some who had thriven by the old management and could not hope to gain by a change revolted, after the fashion of Dyas the butcher, and proved the mastery of mind over matter. Not many, indeed, these; martyrs for ideas are rare. But their action went for much, and when later the great mass of the voteless began to move, there were rats in plenty of the kind that desert sinking ships. By that time he was a bold man who in tavern or workshop spoke for the rule of the few, to which Sir Robert fondly believed his borough to be loyal.

His agent had never shared that belief, fortunately for him; or he had had a rude awakening on the first Monday in May. It was customary for the Vermuyden interest to meet the candidates on the Chippenham road, half an hour before the dinner hour, and to attend them in procession through the town to the White Lion. Often this was all that the commonalty saw of an election, and a little horseplay was both expected and allowed. In old days, when the Cripples had belonged to the very lowest class, their grotesque appearance in the van of the gentlemanly interest had given rise to many a home-jest. The crowd would follow them, jeering and laughing, and there would be some pushing, and a drunken man or two would fall. But all had passed in good humour; the taps had been running in one interest, the ale was Sir Roberts, and the crowd envied while they laughed.

White, as he stood on the bridge reviewing the first comers, wished he might have no worse to expect to-day. But he did not hope as much. The town was crowded, and the streets down to the bridge were so cumbered with moving groups that it was plain the procession would have to push its way. For certain, too, many of the people did not belong to Chippinge. With the townsfolk White knew he could deal. He did not believe that there was a Chippinge man who, eye to eye with him, would cast a stone. But here were yokels from Calne and Bowood, who knew not Sir Robert; with Bristol lambs and men as dangerous, and not a few Radicals from a distance, rabid with zeal and overflowing with promises. Made up of such elements the crowd hooted from time to time, and there was a threat in the sound that filled White with misgivings.

Nor was this the worst. The cloth factory stood close to the bridge. The procession must pass it. And the hands employed in it, hostile to a man, were gathered before the doorway, in their aprons and paper caps, waiting to give the show a reception. They had much to say already, their jeers and taunts filling the air; but White had a shrewd suspicion that they had worse missiles in their pockets.

Still, he had secured the attendance of a score of sturdy fellows, sons of Sir Roberts farmers, and these, with a proportion of the tagrag and bobtail of the town, gave a fairly solid aspect to his party. Nor was the jeering all on one side, though that deep and unpleasant groaning which now and again rolled down the street was wholly Whiggish.

Alas, it was when the agent came to analyse his men that he had most need of the smile that deceives. True, the rector was there and the curate of Eastport, and the clerk and the sexton  the two last-named were voters. And there were also four or five squires arrayed in support of the gentlemanly interest, and as many young bucks come to see the fun. Then there were three other voters: the Alderman, who was a small grocer, and Annibal the basketmaker  these two were stalwarts  and Dewell the barber, also staunch, but a timid man. There was no Dyas, however, Sir Roberts burliest supporter in old days, and his absence was marked. Nor any Thrush the pig-killer  the jaws of a Radical gaol held him. Nor, last and heaviest blow of all  for it had fallen without warning  was there any Pillinger of the Blue Duck. Pillinger, his wife said, was ill. What was worse he was in the hands of a Radical doctor capable, the agent believed, of hocussing him until the polling was over. The truth about Pillinger  whether he lay ill or whether he lay shamming, whether he was at the mercy of the apothecary or under the thumb of his wife  White could not learn. He hoped to learn it before it was too late. But for the present Pillinger was not here.

The Alderman, Annibal, Dewell, the clerk, the sexton, and Arthur Vaughan. White totted them up again and again and made them six. The Bowood voters he made five  four stalwarts and Dyas the butcher.

Certainly he might still poll Pillinger. But, on the other hand, Mr. Vaughan might arrive too late. White had written to his address in town, and receiving no answer had sent an express to Bristol on the chance that the young gentleman was still there. Probably he would be in time. But when things are so very close  and when there were alarm and defeat in the air  men grow nervous. White smiled as he chatted with the pompous Rector and the country squires, but he was very anxious. He thought of old Sir Robert at Stapylton, and he sweated at the notion of defeat. Cobbett had reached his mind, but Sir Robert had his heart!

Boo! moaned the crowd higher up the street. The sound sank and the harsh voice of a speaker came fitfully over the heads of the people.

Whos that? asked old Squire Rowley, one of the country gentlemen.

Some spouter from Bristol, sir, I fancy, the agent replied contemptuously. And with his eye he whipped in a couple of hobbledehoys who seemed inclined to stray towards the enemy.

I suppose, the Squire continued, lowering his voice, you can depend on your men, White?

Oh, Lord, yes, sir, White answered; like a good election agent he took no one into his confidence. Weve enough here to do the trick. Besides, young Mr. Vaughan will be here to-morrow, and the landlord of the Blue Duck, who is not well enough to walk to-day, will poll. Hed break his heart, bless you, White continued, with a brow of brass, if he could not vote for Sir Robert!

Seven to five.

Seven to four, sir.

But Dyas, I hear, the d  d rogue, will vote against you?

White winked.

Bad, he said cryptically, but not as bad as that, sir.

Oh! oh! quoth the other, nodding, I see. And then, glancing at the gang before the cloth works, whose taunts of Flunkies! and Sell your birthright, will you? were constant and vicious, Youve no fear therell be violence, White? he asked.

Lord, no, sir, White answered; you know what election rows are, all bark and no bite!

Still I hear that at Bath, where Im told Lord Brecknock stands a poor chance, they are afraid of a riot.

Ay, ay, sir, White answered indifferently, this isnt Bath.

Precisely, the Rector struck in, in pompous tones. I should like to see anything of that kind here! They would soon, he continued with an air, find that I am not on the commission of the peace for nothing! I shall make, and I am sure you will make, he went on, turning to his brother justice, very short work of them! I should like to see anything of that kind tried here!

White nodded, but in his heart he thought that his reverence was likely to have his wish gratified. However, no more was said, for the approach of the Stapylton carriages, with their postillions, outriders and favours, was signalled by persons who had been placed to watch for them, and the party on the bridge, falling into violent commotion, raised their flags and banners and hastened to form an escort on either side of the roadway. As the gaily-decked carriages halted on the crest of the bridge, loud greetings were exchanged. The five voters took up a position of honour, seats in the carriages were found for three or four of the more important gentry, and seven or eight others got to horse. Meanwhile those of the smaller folk, who thought that they had a claim to the recognition of the candidates, were gratified, and stood back blushing, or being disappointed stood back glowering; all this amid confusion and cheering on the bridge and shrill jeers on the part of the cloth hands. Then the flags were waved aloft, the band of five, of which the drummer could truly say Pars magna fui, struck up See, the Conquering Hero Comes! and White stood back for a last look.

Then, Shout, lads, shout! he cried, waving his hat. Dont let em have it all their own way! And with a roar of defiance, not quite so loud or full as the gentlemanly interest had raised of old, the procession got under way, and, led by a banner bearing Our Ancient Constitution! in blue letters on a red ground, swayed spasmodically up the street. The candidates for the suffrages of the electors of Chippinge had passed the threshold of the borough. Hurrah! Yah! Hurrah! Yah! Yah! Yah! Down with the Borough-mongers. Our Ancient Constitution! Hurrah! Boo! Boo!

White had his eye on the clothmen, and under its spell they did not go beyond hooting and an egg or two, spared from the polling day, and flung at long range when the Tories had passed. No one was struck, and the carriages moved onward, more or less triumphantly. Sergeant Wathen, who was in the first, and whose sharp black eyes moved hither and thither in search of friends, rose repeatedly to bow. But Mr. Cooke, who did not forget that he was paying two thousand five hundred pounds for his seat, and thought that it should be a soft one, scarcely deigned to move. For as the procession advanced into the town the clamour of the crowd which lined the narrow High Street and continually shouted The Bill! The Bill! drowned the utmost efforts of Sir Roberts friends, and left no doubt of the popular feeling.

There was some good-humoured pushing and thrusting, the drum beating and the church bells jangling bravely above the hubbub. And once or twice the rabble came near to cutting the procession in two. But there was no real attempt at mischief, and all went well until the foremost carriage was abreast of the Cross, which stands at the head of the High Street, where the latter debouches into the space before the Abbey.

Then some foolish person gave the word to halt before Dyas the butchers. And a voice  it was not Whites  cried, Three groans for the Radical Rat! Rat! Rat!

The groans were given before the crowd fully understood their meaning or the motive for the stoppage. The drummer beat out something which he meant for the Rogues March, and an unseen hand raising a large dead rat, tied to a stick, waved it before the butchers first-floor windows.

The effect was surprising  to old-fashioned folk. In a twinkling, with a shout of Down with the Borough-mongers! a gang of white-aproned clothmen rushed the rear of the procession, drove it in upon the main body, and amid screams and uproar forced the whole line out of the narrow street into the space before the Abbey. Fortunately the White Lion, which faced the Abbey, stood only a score of paces to the left of the Cross, and the carriages were able to reach it; but in disorder, pressed on by such a fighting, swaying, shouting crowd as Chippinge had not seen for many a year.

It was no time to stand on dignity. The candidates tumbled out as best they could, their chief supporters followed them, and while half a dozen single combats proceeded at their elbows, they hastened across the pavement into the house. The Rector alone disdained to flee. Once on the threshold of the inn, he turned and raised his hat above his head:

Order! he cried, Order! Do you hear me!

But Yah! Borough-monger! the rabble answered, and before he could say more a young farmer was hurled against him, and a whip, of which a postillion had just been despoiled, whizzed past his head. He, too, turned tail at that, with his face a shade paler than usual; and with his retreat resistance ceased. The carriages were hustled somehow and anyhow into the yard, and there the greater part of the procession also took refuge. A few, sad to say, sneaked off and got rid of their badges, and a few more escaped through a neighbouring alley. No one was much hurt; a few black eyes were the worst of the mischief, nor could it be said that any vindictive feeling was shown. But the town was swept clear, and the victory of the Radicals was complete. Left in possession of the open space before the Abbey, they paraded for some time under the windows of the White Lion, waving a captured flag, and cheering and groaning by turns.

Meantime in the hall of the inn the grandees were smoothing their ruffled plumes, in a state of mind in which it was hard to say whether indignation or astonishment had larger place. Oaths flew thick as hail, unrebuked by the Church, the most outspoken perhaps being by the landlord, who met them with a pale face.

Good Lord, good Lord, gentlemen! he said, what violence! What violence! What are we coming to next? Whats took the people, gentlemen? Isnt Sir Robert here?

For to this simple person it seemed impossible that people should behave badly in that presence.

No, hes not! Mr. Cooke answered with choler. Id like to know why hes not! I wish to Heaven  only he did not say Heaven that he were here, and hed see what sort of thing he has let us into!

Ah, well, ah, well! returned the more discreet and philosophic Sergeant, shouting breaks no bones. We are all here, I hope? And after all, this shows up the Bill in a pretty strong light, eh, Rector? If it is to be carried by methods such as these  these

D  d barefaced intimidation! Squire Rowley growled.

Or if it is to give votes to such persons as these  

D  d Jacobins! Republicans every one! interposed the Squire.

It will soon be plain to all, the Sergeant concluded, in his House of Commons manner, that it is a most revolutionary, dangerous, and  and unconstitutional measure, gentlemen.

By G  d! Mr. Cooke cried  he was thinking that if this was the kind of thing he was to suffer he might as well have fought Taunton or Preston, or any other open borough, and kept his money in his pocket by G  d, I wish Lord John were stifled in the mud hes stirred up, and Gaffer Grey with him!

You can add Bruffam, if you like, Wathen answered good-humouredly  he was not paying two thousand five hundred guineas for his seat. And rid me of a rival and the country of a pest, Cooke! But come, gentlemen, now were here and no bones broken, shall we sit down? We are all safe, I trust, Mr. White? And especially  my future constituents? with a glance of his shrewd Jewish-looking eyes.

Yes, sir, no harm done, White replied as cheerfully as he could; which was not overcheerfully, for in all his experience of Chippinge he had known nothing like this; and he was a trifle scared. Yes, sir, he continued, looking round, all here, I think! And  and by Jove, in a tone of relief, one more than I expected! Mr. Vaughan! I am glad, sir, very glad, sir, he added heartily, to see you. Very glad!

The young man who had alighted from his postchaise a few minutes before did not, in appearance at least, reciprocate the feeling. He looked sulky and bored. But he shook the outstretched hand; he could do no less. Then, saying scarcely a word, he stood back again. He had hastened to Chippinge on receiving Whites belated express, but rather because, irritated by the collision with Flixton, he welcomed any change, than because he was sure what he would do. In the chaise he had thought more of Mary than of politics, more of the Honourable Bob than of his cousin. And though, as far as Sir Robert was concerned, he was resolved to be frank and to play the man, his mind had travelled no farther.

Now, thrown suddenly among these people, he was, in a churlish way, taken somewhat aback. But, in a thoroughly bad temper, he told himself it did not matter. If they did not like the line he was going to take, that was their business. He was not responsible to them. In fine, he was in a savage mood, with half his mind here and the other half dwelling on the events of the morning. For the moment politics seemed to him a poor game, and what he did or did not do of little consequence!

White and the others were not blind to his manner, and might have resented it in another. But Sir Roberts heir was a great man and had a right to moods if any man had; doubtless he was become a fine gentleman and thought it a nuisance to vote in his own borough. They were all politeness to him, therefore, and while his eyes passed haughtily beyond them, seeking Sir Robert, they presented to him those whom he did not know.

Very kind of you to come, Mr. Vaughan, said the Sergeant, who, like many browbeaters, could be a sycophant at need. Very kind indeed! I dont know whether you know Mr. Cooke? He, equally with me, is obliged to you for your attendance.

Greatly obliged, sir, Mr. Cooke muttered. Certainly, certainly.

Vaughan bowed coldly.

Is not Sir Robert here? he asked.

He was still looking beyond those to whom he spoke.

No, Mr. Vaughan.

And then, This way to dinner, White cried loudly. Come, gentlemen! Dinner, gentlemen, dinner!

And Vaughan, heedless what he did or where he dined, but inclined in a sardonic way to amuse himself, went in with them. What did it matter? He was not going to vote for them. But that was his business, and Sir Roberts. He was not responsible to them.

Certainly he was in a very bad temper.


XIII

THE VERMUYDEN DINNER

Vaughan began to think more soberly of his position when he found himself set down at the table. He had White, who took one end, on his right; and the Sergeant was opposite him. At the other end the Alderman presided, supported by Mr. Cooke and the Rector.

The young man looked down the board, at the vast tureens that smoked on it, and at the faces, smug or jolly, hungry or expectant, that surrounded them; and amid the flood of talk which burst forth the moment his reverence had said a short grace, he began to feel the situation uncomfortable. True, he had a sort of right to be there, as the heir, and a Vermuyden. True, too, he owed nothing to anyone there; nothing to the Sergeant, whom he secretly disliked, nothing to Mr. Cooke, whom he despised  in his heart he was as exclusive as Sir Robert himself  nothing to White, who would one day be his paid dependant. He owed them no explanation. Why then should he expose himself to their anger and surprise? He would be silent and speak only when the time came, and he could state his views to Sir Robert with a fair chance of a fair hearing.

Still he saw that the position in which he had placed himself was a false one: and might become ridiculous. And it crossed his mind to feign illness and to go out and incontinently walk over to Stapylton and see Sir Robert. Or he might tell White quietly that he did not find himself able to support his cousins nominations: and before the news got abroad he might withdraw and let them think what they would. But he was too proud to do the one, and in too sulky a mood to do the other. And he sat still.

Where is Sir Robert? he asked.

He left home on a sudden call, this morning, sir, White explained; wondering what made the young squire  who was wont to be affable  so distant. On unexpected business.

It must have been important as well as unexpected, Wathen said, with a smile, to take Sir Robert away today, Mr. White.

It was both, sir, as I understood, White answered, for Sir Robert did not make me acquainted with it. He seemed somewhat put out  more put out than I have often seen him. But he said that whatever happened he would be back before the nomination. And then, turning to Vaughan, You must have passed him, sir? he added.

Well, now I think of it, Vaughan answered, his spoon suspended, I did. I met a travelling carriage and four with jackets like his. But, I thought it was empty.

No, sir, that was Sir Robert. He will not be best pleased, White continued, turning to the Sergeant, when he hears what a reception we had!

Ah, well, ah, well! the Sergeant replied  pleasantness was his cue to-day. Things are worse in Bath Ill be sworn, Mr. White.

No doubt, sir, no doubt! I think, White added, forgetting his study of Cobbett, the nation has gone mad.

After that Vaughans other neighbour, Squire Rowley, who met him annually at Stapylton, claimed his ear. The old fellow, hearty and good-natured, but a bigoted Tory, who would have given Orator Hunt four dozen and thought Lord Greys proper reward a block on Tower Hill, was the last person whom Vaughan would have chosen for a confidant; since only to hear of a Vermuyden turned Whig would have gone near to giving him a fit. Perforce, nevertheless, Vaughan had to listen to him and answer him; he could not without rudeness cut him short. But all the time as they talked, Vaughans uneasiness increased. With every minute his eyes wandered more longingly to the door. Improved in temper by the fare and by the politeness of his neighbours, he began to see that he had been foolish to thrust himself among people with whom he did not agree. Still he was there; and he must see the dinner to an end. After all a little more or a little less would not add to Sir Roberts anger. He could explain that he thought it more delicate to avoid an open scandal.

Meanwhile the collision with the crowd had loosened the guests tongues and never had a Vermuyden dinner gone more freely. Even the Cripples, whose wont it was to begin the evening with odious obsequiousness and close it with a freedom as unpleasant, found speech early, and were loudest in denunciation of a Bill which threatened to deprive them of their annuities. By the time huge joints had taken the place of the tureens, and bowls of potatoes and mounds of asparagus dotted the table, the noise was incessant. There was claret for those who cared for it, and strong ale for all. And while some discussed the effect which a Bill that disfranchised Chippinge would have on their pockets and interests, others driving their arguments home with blows on the table recalled, almost with tears, the sacred name of Pitt  the pilot who weathered the storm; or held up to execration a cabinet of Whigs dead to every Whig principle, and alive only to the chance of power which a revolution might afford.

But what was to be expected? What was to be expected? old Rowley insisted. Weve only ourselves to thank! When Peel and the Duke took up the Catholic Claims they stepped into the Whigs shoes  and devilishly may they pinch them! The Whigs had to find another pair, you see, sir, and stepped into the Radicals! And the only people left at a loss are the honest part of us; who are likely to end not only barefoot but barebacked! Ay, by G  d, we are!

And so on, and so on; even White, who was vastly relieved by Vaughans arrival, which made his majority safe, talked freely, and gave Dyas and Pillinger of the Blue Duck the rough side of his tongue. While Vaughan, used to a freer atmosphere, listened to their one-sided arguments, their trite prophecies, their incredible prejudices  such they seemed to him  and now turned up his nose, now pitied them, as an effete, a doomed, a dying race.

While he thought of this the dinner wore on, the joints vanished, and huge steaming puddings made their appearance on the board; those who cared not for plum puddings could have marrow-puddings. Then cheese and spring onions, and some special old ale, light coloured, heady, and served in tall, spare glasses, went round. At length the rector, a trifle flushed, rose to say grace, and Vaughan saw that the cloth was about to be removed. Bottles of strong port and tawny Madeira were at hand. Some called already for their favourite punch, or for hot grog.

Now, he thought, I can escape with a good grace. And I will!

But as he made a movement to rise, the Sergeant rose opposite him, lifted his glass, and fixed him with his eye. And Vaughan felt that he could not leave at that moment without rudeness. Gentlemen, on your feet, if you please, he cried blandly. The King! The King, God bless him! The King, gentlemen, and may he never suffer for the faults of his servants! May the Grey mare never run away with him. May William the Good neer be ruined by a  bad Bill! Gentlemen, the King, God bless him, and deliver him from the Whigs!

They drank the toast amid a roar of laughter and applause. And once more as they sat down Vaughan thought that he would escape. Again he was hindered. This time the interruption came from behind.

Hallo, Vaughan! someone muttered in his ear. Youre the last person I expected to see here!

He turned and disgust filled him. The speaker, who had just entered, was the son of a clergyman in the neighbourhood and had gone to the bar. He was a shifty, flattering fellow, at once a toady and a backbiter; who had wormed himself into society too good for him, and in London was Vaughans bête noir. But had that been all! Alas, he was also a member of the Academic. He had been present at Vaughans triumph ten days before, and had heard him proclaim himself a Reformer of the Reformers.

For a moment Vaughan could find not a word. He could only mutter Oh! in a tone of dismay. He feared that his face betrayed the chagrin he felt.

I thought you were quite the other way? Mowatt said. And he grinned. He was a weedy, pale young man, with thin lips and a false smile.

Vaughan hesitated. So I am! he said curtly.

But  but I thought  

Order! Order! cried the Alderman, a trifle uplifted by wine and his position. Silence, if you please, gentlemen, for the Senior Candidate! And charge your glasses!

Vaughan turned to the table, a frown on his brow. Wathen was on his feet, holding his wine glass before his breast with one hand, while the other rested on the table. His attitude was that of a man confident of his powers and pleased to exert them. Nevertheless, as he prepared to speak, he lowered his eyes to the table as if he thought that a little mock-modesty became him.

Gentlemen, he said, it is my privilege to propose a toast, that at this time and in this place  this time, gentlemen, when to an extent unknown within living memory, all is at stake, and this place which has so much to lose  it is my privilege, I say, to propose a toast that must go straight to the heart of every man in this room, nay, of every true-born Englishman, and every lover of his country! It is Our Ancient Constitution, our Chartered Rights, our Vested Interests! [Loud and continued applause.] Yes, gentlemen, our ancient Constitution, the security of every man, woman, and child in this realm! And coupled with it our Chartered Rights, our Vested Interests, which, unassailed for generations, are to-day called in question by the weakness of many, by the madness of some, by the wicked ambition of a few. [Loud cheering]. Gentlemen, to one Cromwell this town owes the destruction of your famous Abbey, once the pride of this county! To another Cromwell it owes the destruction of the walls that in troublous times secured the hearths of your forefathers! It lies with us  but we must be instant and diligent  it lies with us, I say, to see that those civil bulwarks which protect us and ours in the enjoyment of all we have and all we hope for  

In this world! the Rector murmured in a deep bass voice.

In this world, the Sergeant continued, accepting the amendment with a complimentary bow, are not laid low by a third Cromwell! I care not whether he mask himself under the name of Grey, or of Russell, or of Brougham, or of Lansdowne!

He paused amid such a roar of applause as shook the room.

For think not  the Sergeant resumed when it died down think not, gentlemen, whatever the easily led vulgar may think, that sacrilegious hands can be laid on the Ark of the Constitution without injury to many other interests; without the shock being felt through all the various members of the State down to the lowest: without endangering all those multiform rights and privileges for which the Constitution is our guarantee! Let the advocates of this pernicious, this revolutionary Bill say what they will, they cannot deny that its effect will be to deprive you in Chippinge who, for nearly five centuries, have enjoyed the privilege of returning members to Parliament  of that privilege, with all  here he glanced at the rich array of bottles that covered the board the amenities which it brings with it! And for whose benefit? For that of men no better qualified  nay, by practice and heredity less qualified  than yourselves. But, gentlemen, mark me, that is not all! That is but the beginning, and it may be the least part. That loss they cannot hide from you. That loss they do not attempt to hide from you. But they do hide from you, he continued in his deepest and most tragic tone, a fact to which the whole course of history is witness  that a policy of robbery once begun is rarely stayed, if it be stayed, until the victim is bare! Bare, gentlemen! Gentlemen, the freemen of this borough have of ancient right, conferred by an ancient sovereign  

God bless him! from Annibal, now somewhat drunk. God bless him! Heres his health!

The Sergeant paused an instant and looked round the table. Then more slowly, Ay, God bless him! he said. God bless King Canute! But what  what if those grants of land  I care not whether you call them chartered rights or vested interests  which you freemen enjoy of him  what if they do not enure? You have them, with a penetrating glance from face to face, but for how long, gentlemen, if this Bill pass? You are too clear-sighted to be blind to the peril! Too shrewd to think that you can part with one right, as old, as well vested, as perfectly secured  and keep the others undiminished? Gentlemen, if you are so blind, take warning! For wherever this anarchical, this dangerous, this revolutionary Bill  

Hear! Hear! Hear! from Vaughans neighbour, the Squire.

Wherever, I say, this Bill finds supporters  and I can well believe that in Birmingham and Sheffield, where they have all to gain and nothing to lose, it will find supporters, it should find none in Chippinge! Where we have all to lose and nothing to gain, and where no man but a fool or a rogue can in reason support it! Gentlemen, you are neither fools nor rogues  

No! No! No! No!

No, gentlemen, and therefore, though a few silly fellows may shout for the Bill in the streets, I am sure that I shall have the whole of this influential company with me when I give you the toast of Our Ancient Constitution, Our Chartered Rights, Our Vested Interests! May the Bill that assails them be defeated by the good sense of a sober and united people! May those who urge it and those who support it  rogues where they are not fools, and fools where they are not rogues  meet with the fate they deserve! And may we be there to see! Gentlemen, he continued, raising his hand for silence, in the absence upon pressing business of our beloved High Steward, the model of an English gentleman and the pattern of an English landlord, I beg to couple this toast  here the Sergeants sharp black eyes fixed themselves suddenly on his opposite neighbour with the name of his kinsman, Mr. Arthur Vaughan!

Hurrah! Hurrah! Hurrah! The room shook with the volume of applause, the tables trembled. And through it all Arthur Vaughans heart beat hard, and he swallowed nervously. He was caught. Whether the Sergeant knew it or not, he was trapped. From the beginning of the speech he had had his misgivings. He had listened anxiously; and though he had lost nothing, though one half of his mind had followed the speakers thread, the other half had scanned the prospect feverishly, weighed the chances of escape, and grown chill with the fear of what was coming. If he had only withdrawn in time! If he had only  

Hurrah! Hurrah! Hurrah! They were pounding the table with fist and glass, and looking towards him  two long rows of flushed, excited, tipsy faces. Some were drinking to him. Others were scanning him curiously. All were waiting.

He leant forward. I dont wish to speak, he said, addressing the Sergeant in a troubled voice. Call on some one else, if you please.

But Impossible, sir! White, surprised by his evident nervousness, answered. He had thought Vaughan anything but a shy person. Impossible, sir!

Get up! Get up! cried the Squire, his neighbour, laying a jocund hand on him and trying to lift him to his feet.

But Vaughan resisted; his throat was so dry that he could hardly frame his words. I dont wish to speak, he muttered. I dont agree  

Say what you like, my dear sir! the Sergeant rejoined blandly, but with a gleam of amusement in his eyes. He had had his doubts of Master Vaughan ever since he had caught him on his way to the Chancellor: now he thought that he had him pinned. He did not suppose that the young man would dare to revolt openly.

Yes, sir, you must get up, said White, who had no suspicion that his hesitation arose from any cause but shyness. Anything will do.

Vaughan rose  slowly, and with a beating heart. He rose perforce. For a moment he stood, deafened by his reception. For the smaller men saw in him one of the old family, the future landlord of two-thirds of them, the sometime owner of the very roof under which they were gathered. And he, while they greeted his rising and he stood waiting with an unhappy face for silence, wondered, even at this last moment, what he would say. And Heaven knows what he would have said  so hard was it to disappoint those cheering men, all looking at him with worship in their eyes  so painful was it to break old ties  if he had not caught behind him Mowatts whisper, Eat his words! Hell have to unsay  

No more than that, a fragment, but enough; enough to show him that he had better, far better seem false to these men, to his blood, to the past, than be false to himself. He straightened his shoulders, and lifted his head.

Gentlemen, he said, and now his voice though low was steady, I rise unwillingly  unwillingly, because I feel too late that I ought not to be here. That I have no right to be here. [No! No!] No right to be here, for this reason, he continued, raising his hand for silence, for this reason, that in much of what Sergeant Wathen has said, I cannot go with him.

There, it was out! But no more than a stare of perplexity passed from the more intelligent faces about him to the duller faces lower down the table. They did not understand; it was only clear that he could not mean what he seemed to mean. But he was going on in a silence so complete that a pin falling to the floor might have been heard!

I rise unwillingly, I say again, gentlemen, he continued, and I beg you to remember this, and that I did not come here of set purpose to flaunt my opinions before you. For I, too  here he betrayed his secret agitation thus far I do go with Sergeant Wathen,  I, too, am for Our Ancient Constitution, I give place to no man in love of it. And I, too, am against revolution, I will stand second to none in abhorrence of it.

Hear! Hear! cried the Rector in a tone of unmistakable relief. Hear, hear!

Ay, go on, chimed in the Squire. Go on, lad, go on! Thats all right! And half aside in his neighbours ear, Gad! he frightened me! he muttered.

But  but to be plain, Vaughan resumed, pronouncing every word clearly, I do not regard the Bill which the Sergeant has mentioned, the Bill which is in all your minds, as assailing the one, or as being tantamount to the other! On the contrary, I believe that it restores the ancient balance of the Constitution, and will avert, as nothing else will avert, a Revolution!

As he paused on that word, the Squire, who was of a free habit, tried to rise and speak, but choked. The Rector gasped. Only Mr. Cooke found his voice. He sprang to his feet, purple in the face. By G  d! he roared, are we going to listen to this?

Vaughan sat down, pale but composed. But he found all eyes on him, and he rose again.

It was against my will I said what I have said, he resumed. I did not wish to speak. I do not wish you to listen. I rose only because I was forced to rise. But being up, I owed it to myself to say enough to clear myself of  of the appearance of duplicity. That is all.

The Sergeant did not speak, but gazed darkly at him, his mind busy with the effect which this would have on the election. White, too, did not speak  he sat stricken dumb. The Squire swore, and five or six of the more intelligent hissed. But again it was Cooke who found words.

That all? But that is not all! he shouted. That is not all! What are you, sir? For still, in common with most of those at the table, he could not believe that he heard aright. He fancied that this was some trope, some nice distinction, which he had not followed. You may be Sir Robert Vermuydens cousin ten times over, he continued, vehemently, but well have it clear what we have to expect. Speak like a man, sir! Say what you mean!

Vaughan had taken his seat, but he rose again, a gleam of anger in his eyes. Have I not spoken plainly? he said. I thought I had. If you have still any doubt, sir, I am for the Constitution, but I think that it has suffered by the wear and tear of time and needs repair. I think that the shifting of population during the last two centuries, the decay of one place and the rise of another, call for some change in the representation! I hold that the spread of education and the creation of a large and wealthy class unconnected with the land, render that change more urgent if we would avoid a revolution! I believe that the more we enlarge the base upon which our institutions rest, the more safely, the more steadily, and the longer will they last!

They knew now, they understood, and the storm broke. The smaller men, or such of them as were sober, stared. But the greater number burst into a roar of dissent, of reprobation, of anger, led by the Squire.

A Whig, by Heaven! he cried violently. And he thrust his chair as far as possible from his neighbour. A Whig, by Heaven! And here! While others cried, Renegade! Radical! and What are you doing here? and hissed him. But above all, in some degree stilling all, rose Cookes crucial question, Are you for the Bill? Answer me that! And he extended his hand for silence. Are you for the Bill?

I am, Vaughan answered. The storm steadied him.

You are?

Yes.

Fool or rogue, then! which are you? shrieked a voice from the lower end of the table. Fool or rogue? Which are you?

Vaughan turned sharply in the direction of the voice. That reminds me, he said with a vigour which seemed after a few seconds to gain him a hearing  for the noise died down that reminds me, Sergeant Wathen is against the Bill. But he has addressed himself solely and only to your prejudices, gentlemen! I am for the Bill  I am for the Bill, he repeated, seeing that their attention was wandering, I  

He stopped, silenced and taken aback. For some were on their feet, others were rising; the faces of nine out of ten were turned from him. What was it? He turned to see; and he saw.

A few paces within the door stood Sir Robert himself; his fur collared travelling cloak hanging loose about him and showing his tall spare figure at its best. He stooped, but his high-bred face, cynically smiling, was turned full on the speaker; it was certain that he had heard much, if not all. And Vaughan had been brave indeed, he had been a hero, if taken by surprise and at this disadvantage he had not shown some discomfiture.

It is easy to smile now! Easy to say that this was but an English gentleman, bound like others by the law! And Vaughans own kinsman! But few would have smiled then. He, through whose hands passed a quarter of the patronage of a county, who dammed or turned the stream of promotion, who had made many there and could unmake them, whose mere hint could have consigned, a few years back, the troublesome to the press-gang, who belonged almost as definitely, almost as exclusively, to a caste, as do white men in the India of to-day; who seldom showed himself to the vulgar save in his coach and four, or riding with belted grooms behind him  about such an one in 81 there was, if no divinity, at least the ægis of real power, that habit which unquestioned authority confers, that port of Jove to which men bow! Scan the pictured faces of the men who steered this country through the long war  the faces of Liverpool and Castlereagh  

Daring pilots in extremity,

Scorning the danger when the waves ran high;

or of those men, heirs to their traditions, who, for nearly twenty years, confronted the no less formidable forces of discontent and disaffection  of Peel and Wellington, Croker and Canning, and he is blind who does not find there the reflection of that firm rule, the shadow of that power which still survived, though maimed and weakened in the early thirties.

Certainly it was not easy to smile at such men then; at their pride or their prejudices, their selfishness or their eccentricity. For behind lay solid power. Small blame to Vaughan therefore, if in the face of the servile attitude, the obsequious rising of the company about him, he felt his countenance change, if he could not quite hide his dismay. And though he told himself that his feelings were out of place, that the man did but stand in the shoes which would one day be his, and was but now what he would be, vox faucibus hæsit  he was dumb. It was Sir Robert who broke the silence.

I fear, Mr. Vaughan, he said, the gleam in his eyes alone betraying his passion  for he would as soon have walked the country lanes in his dressing robe as given way to rage in that company I fear you are saying in haste words which you will repent at leisure! Did I hear aright that  that you are in favour of the Bill?

I am, Vaughan replied a little huskily. I  

Just so, just so! Sir Robert replied with a certain lightness. And raising his walking cane he pointed gravely and courteously to the door a pace or two from him. That is the door, Mr. Vaughan, he said. You must be here, I am sure, under an error.

Vaughan coloured painfully. Sir Robert, he said, I owe you, I know  

You will owe me very little by to-morrow evening, Sir Robert rejoined, interrupting him suavely. Much less than you now think! But that is not to the point. Will you  kindly withdraw?

I would like at least to say this! That I came here  

Will you kindly withdraw? Sir Robert persisted. That is all. And he pointed again, and still more blandly, to the door. Any explanation you may please to offer  and I do not deny that one may be in place  you can give to my agent to-morrow. He, on his part, will have something to say. For the present  Annibal, turning with kindly condescension, be good enough to open the door for this gentleman. Good-evening, Mr. Vaughan. You will not, I am sure, compel me to remove with my friends to another room?

And as he continued to point to the door, and would listen to nothing  and the room was certainly his  Vaughan walked out. And Annibal closed the door behind him.


XIV

MISS SIBSONS MISTAKE

It was perhaps fortunate for Miss Hilhouse that she did not hazard any remarks on that second escapade in the Square. Whether this amendment in her manners was due to Miss Sibsons apothegms, or to the general desire of the school to see the new teachers new pelisse  which could only be gratified by favour  or to a threatening rigidity in Mary Smiths bearing must remain a question. But children are keen observers. Their senses are as sharp as their tongues are cruel. And it is certain that Miss Smith had not read four lines of the fifth chapter of The Fairchild Family before a certain sternness in her tone was noted by those who had not already marked the danger signal in her eyes. For the gentlest eyes can dart lightnings on occasion. The sheep will turn in defence of its lamb. Nor ever walked woman who could not fight for her secret and her pride.

So Miss Hilhouse bit her tongue and kept silence, the girls behaved beautifully, and Mary read The Fairchild Family to them in a tone of monotony that perfectly reflected the future as she saw it. She had been very foolish, and very weak, but she was not without excuse. He had saved her life, she could plead that. True, brought up as she had been at Clapham, shielded from all dealings with the other sex, taught to regard them as wolves, or at best as a race with which she could have no safe parley, she should have known better. She should have known that handsome, courteous, masterful-eyed, as they were  and with a way with them that made poor girls hearts throb at one moment and stand still at another  she should have known that they meant nothing. That they were still men, and that she must not trust them, must not think of them, must not expect to find them more steadfast to a point than the weather-cock on St. Marys at Redcliffe.

The weather-cock? Ah!

She had no sooner framed the thought in the middle of the reading than she was aware of a sensation; and a child, one of the youngest, raised her hand. Please

Mary paused.

Yes? she asked. What is it?

Please, Miss Smith, did the weather-cock speak?

Mary reddened violently.

Speak? The weather-cock? What do you mean, child?

Please, Miss Smith, you said that the weather-cock told Lucy the truth, the truth, and all the truth.

Impossible! Mary stammered. I  I should have said, the coachman. And Mary resumed the story, but with a hot face; a face that blushed more painfully and more intolerably because she was conscious that every eye was upon it, and that a score of small minds were groping for the cause of her confusion.

She remembered, oh, how well she remembered, that the schoolmistress at Clapham had told her that she had every good quality except strength of will. And how thoroughly, how rapidly had she proved the truth of the exception! Freed from control for only twenty-four hours, left for that time to her own devices, she had listened to the first voice that addressed her, believed the first flattering look that fell on her, taken the most ordinary attentions  attentions at which any girl with knowledge of the world or strength of will would have smiled  for gold, real red gold! So that a light look without a spoken word had drawn her heart from her. How it behoved her to despise herself, loathe herself, discipline herself! How she ought to guard herself in the future! Above all, how thankful should she be for the dull but safe routine that fenced, and henceforth would fence, her life from such dangers!

True. Yet how dreary to her young eyes seemed that routine stretched before her! How her courage fainted at the prospect of morning added to morning, formal walk to formal walk, lesson to lesson, one generation of pupils to another! For generation would follow generation, one chubby face would give place to another, and still she would be there, plodding through the stale task, listening with an aching head to the strumming on the harpsichord, saying the same things, finding the same faults, growing slowly into a correcting, scolding, punishing machine. By and by she would know The Fairchild Family by heart, and she would sicken at the Letters on the Improvement of the Mind. The children would still be young, but grey hairs would come to her, she would grow stout and dull; and those slender hands, those dainty fingers still white and fine, still meet for love, would be seared by a million needle-pricks and roughened by the wear and tear of ten thousand hours of plain sewing.

She was ungrateful, oh, she was ungrateful to think such thoughts! For in what was her lot worse than the lot of others? Or worse than it had been a week before when, who more humble-minded or contented, more cheerful or helpful than Mary Smith? When her only fault had been a weakness of character which her old schoolmistress hoped would be cured by time? When, though the shadow of an unknown Miss Sibson loomed formidable before her, she had faced her fate bravely and hopefully, supported not a little by the love and good wishes  won by a thousand kind offices  which went with her into the unknown world.

What had happened in the meantime? A little thing, oh, a very little thing. But to think of it under the childrens eyes made her face burn again. She had lost her heart  to a man. To a man! The very word seemed improper in that company. How much more improper when the man cared nothing for her, but tossing her a smile for guerdon, had taken her peace of mind and gone his way, with a laugh. At the best, if he had ever dreamt seriously of her, ever done more than deem her an innocent, easily flattered and as lightly to be won, he had changed his mind as quickly as a weather-cock shifts in April. And he had talked  that hurt her, that hurt her most! He had talked of her freely, boasted of her silliness, told his companions what he would do, or what he would not do; made her common to them!

She got away for a few minutes at tea-time. But twenty pairs of eyes followed her from the room and seized on her as she returned. And Miss Smith, aint you well? piped a tiny treble.

She was controlling her voice to answer  that she was quite well, when Miss Sibson intervened. Miss Fripp, she said sombrely, write Are you not, twenty times on your slate after tea! Miss Hilhouse, if you stare in that fashion you will be goggle-eyed. Young ladies, elbows, elbows! Have I not told you a score of times that the art of deportment consists in the right use of the elbow? Now, Miss Claxton, in what does the art of deportment consist?

In the right use of the elbow, Maam.

And what is the right use of the elbow?

To efface it, Maam.

That is better, Miss Sibson replied, somewhat mollified. Understood is half done. Miss Smith, looking about her with benevolence, had you occasion to commend any young ladys needle this afternoon?

Miss Smith looked unhappy: conscious that she had not been as attentive to her duties as became her. I had no occasion to find fault, Maam, she said timidly.

Very good. Then every fourth young lady beginning at my right hand may take a piece of currant cake. I see that Miss Burges is wearing the silver medal for good conduct. She may take a piece, and give a piece to a friend. When you have eaten your cake you may go to the schoolroom and play for half an hour at Blind Mans Buff. But  elbows! Elbows, young ladies, gazing austerely at them over her glasses. In all your frolics let deportment be your first consideration.

The girls trooped out and Mary Smith rose to go with them. But Miss Sibson bade her remain. I wish to speak to you, she said.

Poor Mary trembled. For Miss Sibson was still in some measure an unknown quantity, a perplexing mixture of severity and benevolence, sound sense and Mrs. Chapone.

I wish to speak to you, Miss Sibson continued when they were alone. And then after a pause during which she poured herself out a third cup of tea, My dear, she said soberly, the sooner a false step is retraced the better. I took a false step yesterday  I blame myself for it  when I allowed you  in spite of my rule to the contrary  to see a gentleman. I made that exception partly out of respect to the note which the parcel contained; the affair was strange and out of the ordinary. And partly because I liked the gentlemans face. I thought him a gentleman; he told me that he had an independence: I had no reason to think him more than that. But I have heard to-day, my dear  I thought it right to make some enquiry in view of the possibility of a second visit  that he is a gentleman of large expectations, who will one day be very rich and a man of standing in the country. That alters the position, Miss Sibson continued gravely. Had I known it  she rubbed her nose thoughtfully with the handle of her teaspoon I should not have permitted the interview. And then after a few seconds of silence, You understand me, I think, my dear? she asked.

Yes, Mary said in a low voice. She spoke with perfect composure.

Just so, just so, Miss Sibson answered, pleased to see that the girl was too proud to give way before her  though she was sure that she would cry by and by. I am glad to think that there is no harm done. As I have said, the sooner a false step is retraced, the better; and therefore if he calls again I shall not permit him to see you.

I do not wish to see him, Mary said with dignity.

Very good. Then that is understood.

But strangely enough, the words had barely fallen from Miss Sibsons lips when there came a knock at the house door, and the same thought leapt to the mind of each; and to Marys cheek a sudden vivid blush that, fading as quickly as it came, left her paler than before. Miss Sibson saw the girls distress, and she was about to suggest, in words equivalent to a command, that she should retire, when the door opened and the neat maidservant announced  with poorly masked excitement  that a gentleman wished to see Miss Smith.

Miss Sibson frowned.

Where is he? she asked, with majesty; as if she already scented the fray.

In the parlour, Maam.

Very good. Very good. I will see him. But not until the maid had retired did the schoolmistress rise to her feet. You had better stay here, she said, looking at her companion, until my return. It is of course your wish that I should dismiss him?

Mary shivered. Those dreams of something brighter, something higher, something fuller than the daily round; of a life in the sunshine, of eyes that looked into hers  this was their end! But she said Yes, bravely.

Good girl, said Miss Sibson, feeling, good, honest creature, more than she showed. I will do so. And she swam forth.

Poor Mary! The door was barely shut before her heart whispered that she had only to cross the hall and she would see him; that, on the other hand, if she did not cross the hall, she would never, never, never see him again! She would stay here for all time, bound hand and foot to the unchanging round of petty duties, a blind slave in the mill, no longer a woman  though her womans heart hungered for love  but a dull, formal, old maid, growing more stiff and angular with every year! No farther away than the other side of the hall were love and freedom. And she dared not, she dared not open the door!

And then she bethought her, that he was no weathercock, for he had come again! He had come! And it must be for something. For what?

She heard the door open on the parlour side of the hall, and she knew that he was going. And she stood listening, waiting with blanched cheeks.

The door opened and Miss Sibson came in, met her look  and started.

Oh! the schoolmistress exclaimed; and for a moment she stood, looking strangely at the girl, as if she did not know what to say to her. Then, We were mistaken, she said, with a serious face. It is not the gentleman you were expecting, my dear. On the contrary, its a stranger who wishes to see you on business.

Mary tried to gain command of herself. I had rather not, she said faintly. I dont think I can.

I fear  you must, Miss Sibson rejoined, with unusual gravity. Still, there is no hurry. He can wait a few minutes. He can await your leisure. Do you sit down and compose yourself. You have no reason to be disturbed. The gentleman  she continued, with an odd inflection in her voice is old enough to be your father.


XV

MR. PYBUSS OFFER

A note for you, sir. Vaughan turned moodily to take it. It was the morning after the Vermuyden dinner, and he had slept ill, he had risen late, he was still sitting before his breakfast, toying with it rather than eating it. His first feeling on leaving the dining-room had been bitter chagrin at the ease with which Sir Robert had dealt with him. This had given place a little later to amusement; for he had a sense of humour. And he had laughed, though sorely, at the figure he had cut as he beat his retreat. Still later, as he lay, excited and wakeful, he had fallen a prey to doubt; that horrible three oclock in the morning doubt, which defies reason, which sees all the cons in the strongest light and reduces the pros to shadows. However, one thing was certain. He had crossed the Rubicon. He had divorced himself by public act from the party to which his forbears  for the Vaughans as well as the Vermuydens had been Tories  had belonged. He had joined the Whigs; nay, he had joined the Reformers. But though he had done this deliberately and from conviction, though his reason approved the step, and his brain teemed with arguments in its favour, the chance that he might be wrong haunted him.

That governing class from which he was separating himself, from which his policy would snatch power, which in future would dub him traitor, what had it not done for England? With how firm a hand had it not guided the country through storm and stress, with what success shielded it not from foreign foes only, but from disruption and revolution? He scanned the last hundred and fifty years and saw the country, always under the steady rule of that class which had the greatest stake in its prosperity, advancing in strength and riches and comfort, ay, and, though slowly in these, in knowledge also and the humanities and decencies. And the question forced itself upon him, would that great middle class into whose hands the sway now fell, use it better? Would they produce statesmen more able than Walpole or Chatham, generals braver than Wolfe or Moore, a higher heart than Nelsons? Nay, would the matter end there? Would not power slip into the hands of a wider and yet a wider circle? Would Orator Hunts dream of Manhood Suffrage, Annual Parliaments and the Ballot become a reality? Would government by the majority, government by tale of heads, as if three chawbacons must perforce be wiser than one squire, government by the ill-taught, untrained mass, with the least to lose and the most to gain  would that in the long run plunge the country in fatal misfortunes?

It was just possible that those who deemed the balance of power, established in 1688, the one perfect mean between despotism and anarchy  it was just possible that they were right. And that he was a fool.

Then to divert his mind he had allowed himself to think of Mary Smith. And he had tossed and tumbled, ill-satisfied with himself. He was brave, he told himself, in the wrong place. He had the courage to break with old associations, to defy opinion, to disregard Sir Robert  where no more than a point of pride was concerned; for it was absurd to fancy that the fate of England hung on his voice. But in a matter which went to the root of his happiness  for he was sure that he loved Mary Smith and would love no other  he had not the spirit to defy a little gossip, a few smiles, the contempt of the worldly. He flushed from head to foot at the thought of a life which, however modest  and modesty was not incompatible with ambition  was shared by her, and would be pervaded by her. And yet he dared not purchase that life at so trifling a cost! No, he was weak where he should be strong, and strong where he should be weak. And so he had tossed and turned, and now after two or three hours of feverish sleep, he sat glooming over his tea cup.

Presently he broke open the note which the waiter had handed to him. He read it, and Who brought this? he asked, with a perplexed face.

Dont know, sir, Sam replied glibly, beginning to collect the breakfast dishes.

Will you enquire?

Found it on the hall table, sir, the man answered, in the same tone. Fancy, with a grin, its a runaway knock, sir. Known a man find a cabbage at the door and a whole years wages under it  at election time, sir! Yes, sir. Find funny things in funny places  election time, sir.

Vaughan made no reply, but a few minutes later he took his hat and descending the stairs, strolled with an easy air into the street. He paused as if to contemplate the Abbey Church, beautiful even in its disfigurement. Then, but as if he were careless which way he went, he turned to the right.

The main street, with its whitened doorsteps and gleaming knockers, lay languid in the sunshine; perhaps, enervated by the dissipation of the previous evening. The candidates who would presently pay formal visits to the voters were not yet afoot: and though taverns where the tap was running already gave forth maudlin laughter, no other sign of the coming event declared itself. A few tradesmen stood at their doors, a few dogs lay stretched in the sun; and only Vaughans common sense told him that he was watched.

From the High Street he presently turned into a narrow alley on the right which descended between garden walls to the lower level of the town. A man who was lounging in the mouth of the alley muttered second door on the left, as Vaughan passed, and the latter moved on counting the doors. At the one indicated he paused, and, after making certain that he was not observed, he knocked. The door opened a little way.

For whom are you? asked someone who kept himself out of sight.

Buff and Blue, Vaughan answered.

Right; sir, the voice rejoined briskly. The door opened wide and Vaughan passed in. He found himself in a small walled garden smothered in lilac and laburnum, and shaded by two great chestnut trees already so fully in leaf as to hide the house to which the garden belonged.

The person who had admitted him, a very small, very neat gentleman in a high-collared blue coat and nankeen trousers, with a redundant soft cravat wound about his thin neck, bowed low. Happy to see you, Mr. Vaughan, he chirped. I am Mr. Pybus, his lordships man of business. Happy to be the intermediary in so pleasant a matter.

I hope it may turn out so, Vaughan replied drily. You wrote me a very mysterious note.

Cant be too careful, sir, the little man, who was said to model himself upon Lord John Russell, answered with an important frown. Cant be too careful in these matters. Youre watched and I am watched, sir.

I dare say, Vaughan replied.

And the responsibility is great, very great. May I   he continued, pulling out his box, but I dare say you dont take snuff?

No.

No? The younger generation! Just so! Many of the young gentry smoke, I am told. Other days, other manners! Well  we know of course what happened last night. And Im bound to say, I honour you, Mr. Vaughan! I honour you, sir.

You can let that pass, Vaughan replied coldly.

Very good! Very good! Of course, he continued with importance, the news was brought to me at once, and his lordship knew it before he slept.

Oh!

Yes, indeed. Yes. And he wrote to me this morning  in his dressing gown, I dont doubt. He commanded me to tell you  

But here Vaughan stopped him  somewhat rudely. One minute, Mr. Pybus, he said, I dont wish to know what Lord Lansdowne said or did  because it will not affect my conduct. I am here because you requested me to grant you an interview. But if your purpose be merely to convey to me Lord Lansdownes approval  or disapproval, in a tone a little more contemptuous than was necessary, be good enough to understand that they are equally indifferent to me. I have done what I have done without regard to my cousins  to Sir Robert Vermuydens feelings. You may take it for certain, he added loftily, that I shall not be led beyond my own judgment by any regard for his lordships.

But hear me out! the little man cried, dancing to and fro in his eagerness; so that, in the shifting lights under the great chestnut tree, he looked like a pert, bright-coloured bird. Hear me out, and youll not say that!

I shall say, Mr. Pybus  

I beg you to hear me out!

Vaughan shrugged his shoulders.

Go on! he said. I have said my say, and I suppose you understand me.

I shall hold it unsaid, Mr. Pybus rejoined warmly, until I have spoken! And he waved an agitated finger in the air. Observe, Mr. Vaughan  his lordship bade me take you entirely into confidence, and I do so. Weve only one candidate  Mr. Wrench. Colonel Petty is sure of his election in Ireland and weve no mind to stand a second contest to fill his seat: in fact we are not going to nominate him. Lord Kerry, my lords eldest son thought of it, but it is not a certainty, and my lord wishes him to wait a year or two and sit for Calne. I say its not a certainty. But its next door to a certainty since you have declared yourself. And my lords view, Mr. Vaughan, is that he who hits the buck should have the haunch. You take me?

Indeed, I dont.

Then Ill be downright, sir. To the point, sir. Will you be our candidate?

What? Vaughan cried. He turned very red. What do you mean?

What I said, sir. Will you be our candidate? For the Bill, the whole Bill, and nothing but the Bill? If so, we shall not say a word until to-morrow and then we shall nominate you with Mr. Wrench, and take em by surprise. Eh? Do you see? Theyve got their speeches ready full of my lords interference and my lords dictation, and they will point to Colonel Petty, my lords cousin, for proof! And then, Mr. Pybus winked, much after the fashion of a mischievous paroquet, well knock the stool from under em by nominating you! And, mind you, Mr. Vaughan, we are going to win. We were hopeful before, for weve one of their men in gaol, and another, Pillinger of the Blue Duck, is tied by the leg. His wife owes a bit of money and thinks more of fifty guineas in her own pocket than of thirty pounds a year in her husbands. And she and the doctor have got him in bed and will see that hes not well enough to vote! Ha! Ha! So there it is, Mr. Vaughan! There it is! My lords offer, not mine. I believe hed word from London what youd be likely to do. Only he felt a delicacy about moving  until you declared yourself.

I see, Vaughan replied. And indeed he did see more than he liked.

Just so, sir. My lords a gentleman if ever there was one! And Mr. Pybus, pulling down his waistcoat, looked as if he suspected that he had imbibed much of his lordships gentility.

Vaughan stood, thinking; his eyes gazing into the shimmering depths of green where the branches of the chestnut tree under which he stood swept the sun-kissed turf. And as he thought he tried to still the turmoil in his brain. Here within reach of his hand, to take or leave, was that which had been his ambition for years! No longer to play at the game, no longer to make believe while he addressed the Forum or the Academic that he was addressing the Commons of England; but verily and really to be one of that august body, and to have all within reach. Had not the offer of cabinet honours fallen to Lord Palmerston at twenty-five? And what Lord Palmerston had done at twenty-five, he might do at thirty-five! And more easily, if he gained a footing before the crowd of new members whom the Bill would bring in, took the floor. The thought set his pulse a-gallop. His chance! His chance at last! But if he let it slip now, it might not be his for long years. It is poor work waiting for dead mens shoes.

And yet he hesitated, with a flushed face. For the thing offered without price or preface, by a man who had power to push him, by the man who even now was pushing Mr. Macaulay at Calne, tempted him sorely. Nor less  nor less because he remembered with bitterness that Sir Robert had made him no such offer, and now never would! So that if he refused this offer, he could look for no second from either side!

And yet he could not forget that Sir Robert was his kinsman, was the head of his family, the donor of his vote. And in the night watches he had decided that, his mind delivered, his independence declared, he would not vote. Neither for Sir Robert  for consciences sake; nor against Sir Robert, for his names sake!

Then how could he not only take an active part against him, but raise his fortunes on his fall?

He drew a deep breath. And he put the temptation from him. I am much obliged to his lordship, he said quietly. But I cannot accept his offer.

Not accept it? Mr. Pybus cried. Mr. Vaughan! You dont mean it, sir! You dont mean it! Its a safe seat! Its in your own hands, I tell you! And after last night! Besides, it is not as if you had not declared yourself.

I cannot accept it, Vaughan repeated coldly. I am obliged to Lord Lansdowne for his kind thought of me. I beg you to convey my thanks to him. But I cannot  in the position I occupy  accept the offer.

Mr. Pybus stared. Was it possible that the scene at the Vermuyden dinner had been a ruse? A piece of play-acting to gain his secrets? If so  he was undone! But, he quavered with an unhappy eye, you are in favour of the Bill, Mr. Vaughan?

I am.

And  and of Reform generally, I understand?

Certainly.

Then  I dont understand? Why do you refuse?

Vaughan raised his head and looked at him with a movement which would have reminded Isaac White of Sir Robert. That is my business, he said.

But you see, Mr. Pybus remonstrated timidly  he was rather a crestfallen bird by this time I confess I was never more surprised in my life! Never! You see Ive told you all our secrets.

I shall keep them.

Yes, but  oh dear! oh dear! Pybus was thinking of what he had said about Mrs. Pillinger of the Blue Duck. I  I dont know what to say, he added. I am afraid I have been too hasty, very hasty! Very precipitate! Of course, Mr. Vaughan, he continued, the offer would not have been made if we had not thought you certain to accept it!

Then, Vaughan replied with dignity, you can consider that it has not been made. I shall not name it for certain.

Well! Well!

I can say no more, Vaughan continued coldly. Indeed, there is nothing more to be said, Mr. Pybus?

No, piteously, I suppose not. If you really wont change your mind, sir?

I shall not do that, the young man answered. And a minute later with Mr. Pybuss faint appeals still sounding in his ears he was on the other side of the garden door, and striding down the alley, towards the Kings Wall, whence making a detour he returned to the High Street.


XVI

LESS THAN A HERO

It was the evening of the day on which the meeting between Arthur Vaughan and Mr. Pybus had taken place, and from the thirty-six windows in the front of Stapylton lights shone on the dusky glades of the park; here, twinkling fairy-like over the long slope of sward that shimmered pale-green as with the ghostly reflection of dead daylight, there, shining boldly upon the clump of beeches that topped an eminence with blackness. Vaughan sat beside Isaac White in the carriage which Sir Robert had sent for him; and looking curiously forth on the demesne which would be his if he lived, he could scarcely believe his eyes. Was the old squire so sure of victory that he already illuminated his windows? Or was the house, long sparely inhabited, and opened only at rare intervals and to dull and formal parties, full now from attic to hall? Election or no election, it seemed unlikely. Yet every window, yes, every window had its light!

He was too proud to question the agent who, his errand done, and his message delivered, showed no desire to talk. More than once, indeed, in the course of their short companionship, Vaughan had caught White looking at him strangely; with something like pity in his eyes. And though the young man was far from letting this distress him  probably White, with his inborn reverence for Sir Robert, despaired of all who fell under his displeasure  it closed his lips and hardened his heart. He was no paid servant; but a kinsman and the heir. And he would have Sir Robert remember this. For his own part, he was not going to forget who he was; that a Chancellor had stooped to flatter him and a Cabinet Minister had offered him a seat. He had refused for a point of honour a bait which few would have refused; and he was not going to be browbeaten by an old gentleman whom the world had out-paced, and whose beliefs, whose prejudices, whose views, were of yesterday. Who, in his profound ignorance of present conditions, would plunge England into civil war rather than resign a privilege as obsolete as ship-money, and as illegal as the Dispensing Power.

While he thought of this the carriage stopped at the door. He alighted and ascended the steps.

The hall more than made good the outside promise; it was brilliantly lighted, and behind Mapp and the servant who received him Vaughan had a passing glimpse of three or four men in full-dress livery. From the dining-room on his left issued peals of laughter, and voices, so clear that, though he had not the smallest reason to expect to hear them there, he was sure that he caught Bob Flixtons tones. The discovery was not pleasing; but Mapp, turning the other way and giving him no time to think, went before him to the suite of state-rooms  which he had not seen in use more than thrice within his knowledge of the house. It must be so then  he thought with a slight shock of surprise. The place must be full! For the gilt mirrors in both the large and small drawing-rooms reflected the soft light of many candles, wood fires burned and crackled on the hearths, the Morning Chronicle, the Quarterly, and other signs of life lay about on the round tables, and an air of cheerful bienséance pervaded all. What did it mean?

Sir Robert has finished dinner, sir, Mapp said  even he seemed to wear an unusual air of solemnity. He will be with you, sir, immediately. Hope you are well, sir?

Quite well, Mapp, thank you.

Then he was left alone  to wonder if a second surprise awaited him. He had had one that day. If a second were in store for him what was its nature? Could Sir Robert on his side be going to offer him one of the seats  if he would recant? He hoped not. But he had not time to give more than a thought to that before he heard footsteps and voices crossing the hall. The next moment there entered the outer room  at such a distance from the hearth of the room in which he stood, that he had a leisurely view of all before they reached him  three persons. The first was a tall burly man in slovenly evening clothes, and with an ungainly rolling walk; after him came Sir Robert himself, and after him again, Isaac White.

Vaughan advanced a step or two, and Sir Robert passed by the burly man, who had a pendulous under lip, and a face at once flabby and melancholy. The baronet held out his hand. We have not quarrelled yet, Mr. Vaughan, he said, with a cordiality which took Vaughan quite by surprise. I trust and believe that we are not going to quarrel. I bid you welcome therefore. This, he continued with a gesture of courteous deference, is Sir Charles Wetherell, whom you know by reputation, and whom, for a reason which you will understand by and by, I have asked to be present at our interview.

The stout man eyed Vaughan from under bushy eyebrows. I think we have met before, he said in a deep voice. At Westminster, Mr. Vaughan, on the 22nd of last month. He had a habit of blinking as he talked. I was beholden to you on that occasion.

Vaughan had already recognised him and recalled the incident in Palace Yard. He bowed with an expression of silent sympathy. But he wondered all the more. The presence of the late attorney-general, a man of mark in the political world, whose defeat at Norwich was in that mornings paper  what did it mean? Did they think to browbeat him? Or  had Sir Charles Wetherell also an offer to make to him? In any event it seemed that he had made himself a personage by his independence. Sought by the one side, sought by the other! A résumé of the answer he would give flashed before him. However, they were not come to that yet!

Will you sit down, said Sir Robert. The great mans voice and manner  to Vaughans surprise  were less autocratic and more friendly than he had ever known them. Indeed, in comparison of the lion of last evening he was but a mouse. In the first place, he continued, I am obliged to you for your compliance with my wishes.

Vaughan murmured that he had come at no inconvenience to himself.

I hope not, Sir Robert replied. In the next place let me say, that we have to speak to you on a matter of the first importance; a matter also on which we have the advantage of knowledge which you have not. It is my desire, therefore, to admit you to a parity with us in that respect, Mr. Vaughan, before you express yourself on any subject on which we are likely to differ.

Vaughan looked keenly, almost suspiciously at him; and an observer would have noticed that there was a closer likeness between the two men than the slender tie of blood warranted. If it is a question, Sir Robert, he said slowly, of the subject on which we differed last evening, I would prefer to say at once  

Dont! Wetherell, who was seated within a long reach of him, struck in. Dont! And he laid an elephantine and not over-clean hand on Vaughans knee. You can spill words as easy as water, he continued, and they are as hard to pick up again. Hear what Vermuyden has to say, and what Ive to say tisnt much  and then blow your trumpet  if youve any breath left! he added sotto voce, as he threw himself back.

Vaughan hesitated a moment. Then, Very good, he said, if you will hear me afterwards. But  

But and If are two wenches always raising trouble! Wetherell cried coarsely. Do you listen, Mr. Vaughan. Do you listen. Now, Vermuyden, go on.

But Sir Robert did not seem to have words at command. He took a pinch of snuff from the gold box with which his fingers trifled: and he opened his mouth to resume; but he hesitated. At length, What I have to tell you, Mr. Vaughan, he said, in a voice more diffident than usual, had perhaps been more properly told by my attorney to yours. I fully admit that, dusting the snuff from his frill. And it would have been so told but for  but for exigencies not immediately connected with it, which are nevertheless so pressing as to  to induce me to take the one step immediately possible. Less regular, but immediately possible! In spite of this, you will believe, I am sure, that I do not wish to take any advantage of you other than, he paused with an embarrassed look at Wetherell, that which my position gives me. For the rest I  he looked again at his snuffbox and hesitated I think  I  

Youd better come to the point! Wetherell growled impatiently, jerking his ungainly person back in his chair, and lurching forward again. To the point, man! Shall I tell him?

Sir Robert straightened himself  with a sigh of relief. If you please, he said, I think you had better. It  it may come better from you, as you are not interested.

Vaughan looked from one to the other, and wondered what on earth they meant, and what they would be at. His cordial reception followed by this strange exordium, the preparations, the presence of the three men seated about him and all, it seemed, ill at ease  these things begot instinctive misgivings; and an uneasiness, which it was not in the power of reason to hold futile. What were they meditating? What threat, what inducement? And what meant this strange illumination of the house, this air of festivity? It could be nothing to him. And yet  but Wetherell was speaking.

Mr. Vaughan, he said gruffly  and he swayed himself as was his habit to and fro in his seat, my friend here, and your kinsman, has made a discovery of  of the utmost possible importance to him; and, speaking candidly, of scarcely less importance to you. I dont know whether you read the trash they call novels now-a-days The Disowned with a snort of contempt, and Tremayne and the rest? I hope not, I dont! But its something devilish like the stuff they put in them that Ive to tell you. Youll believe it or not, as you please. You think yourself heir to the Stapylton estates? Of course you do. Sir Robert has no more than a life-interest, and if he has no children, the reversion in fee, as we lawyers call it, is yours. Just so. But if he has children, son or daughter, you are ousted, Mr. Vaughan.

Are you going to tell me, Vaughan said, his face grown suddenly rigid, that he has children? His heart was beating furiously under his waistcoat, but, taken aback as he was, he maintained outward composure.

Thats it, Wetherell answered bluntly.

Then  

He has a daughter.

It will have to be proved! Vaughan said slowly and in the tone of a man who chose his words. And he rose to his feet. He felt, perhaps he was justified in feeling, that they had taken him at a disadvantage. That they had treated him unfairly in trapping him hither, one to three; in order that they might see, perhaps, how he took it! Not  his thoughts travelled rapidly over the facts known to him  that the thing could be true! The punishment for last nights revolt fell too pat, too à propos, hed not believe it! And besides, it could not be true. For Lady Vermuyden lived, and there could be no question of a concealed marriage, or a low-born family. It will have to be proved! he repeated firmly. And is matter rather for my lawyers than for me.

Sir Robert, too, had risen to his feet. But it was Wetherell who spoke.

Perhaps so! he said. Perhaps so. Indeed I admit it, young sir! It will have to be proved. But  

It should have been told to them rather than to me! Vaughan repeated, with a sparkling eye. And he turned as if he were determined to treat them as hostile and to have nothing farther to say to them.

But Wetherell stopped him. Stay, young man, he said, and be ashamed of yourself! You forget yourself! And before Vaughan, stung and angry, could retort upon him, You forget, he continued, that this touches another as closely as it touches you  and more closely! You are a gentleman, sir, and Sir Roberts kinsman. Have you no word then, for him! pointing, with a gesture roughly eloquent, to his host. You lose, but have you no word for him who gains! You lose, but is it nothing to him that he finds himself childless no longer, heirless no longer? That his house is no longer lonely, his hearth no longer empty! Man alive, he added, dropping with honest indignation to a low note, you lose, but what does he not gain? And have you no word, no generous thought for him? Bah! throwing himself back in his seat. Poor human nature.

Still it must be proved, said Vaughan sullenly, though in his heart he acknowledged the truth of the reproach.

Granted! But will you not hear what it is, that is to be proved? Wetherell retorted. If so, sit down, sir, sit down, and hear what we have to tell you like a man. Will you do that, in a tone of extreme exasperation, which did but reflect the slowly hardening expression of Sir Roberts face, or are you quite a fool?

Vaughan hesitated, looking with angry eyes on Wetherell. Then he sat down. Am I to understand, he said coldly, that this is news to Sir Robert?

It was news to him yesterday.

Vaughan bowed and was silent; aware that a more generous demeanour would better become him, but unable to compass it on the spur of the moment. He was ignorant  unfortunately  of the spirit in which he had been summoned: consequently he could not guess that every word he uttered rang churlishly in the ears of more than one of his listeners. He was no churl; but he was taken unfairly  as it seemed to him. And to be called upon in the first moment of chagrin to congratulate Sir Robert on an event which ruined his own prospects and changed his life  was too much. Too much! But again Wetherell was speaking.

You shall know what we know from the beginning, he said, in his heavy melancholy way. You are aware, I suppose, that Sir Robert married  in the year 10, was it not?  Yes, in the year 10, and that Lady Vermuyden bore him one child, a daughter, who died in Italy in the year 15. It appears now  we are in a position to prove, I think  that that child did not die in that year, nor in any year; but is now alive, is in this country and can be perfectly identified.

Vaughan coughed. This is strange news, he said, after all these years; and somewhat sudden, is it not?

Sir Roberts face grew harder, but Wetherell only shrugged his shoulders. If you will listen, he replied, you will know all that we know. It is no secret, at any rate in this room it is no secret, that in the year 14 Sir Robert fancied that he had grave reason to be displeased with Lady Vermuyden. It was thought by her friends that a better agreement might be produced by a temporary separation, and the childs health afforded a pretext. Accordingly, Sir Robert suffered Lady Vermuyden to take it abroad, her suite consisting of a courier, a maid, and a nurse. The nurse she sent back to England not long afterwards on the plea that an Italian woman from whom the child might learn the language would be better. For my part, I believe that she acted bonâ-fide in this. But in other respects, puffing out his cheeks, her conduct was such as to alarm her husband; and, in terms perhaps too peremptory, Sir Robert bade her return at once  or cease to consider his house as her home. Her answer was the announcement of the childs death.

And that it did not die, Vaughan murmured, as Lady Vermuyden said?

We have this evidence. But first let me say, that Sir Robert on the receipt of the news set out for Italy overland. The Hundred Days, however, stopped him; he could not cross France, and he returned without certifying the childs death. He had indeed no suspicion, no reason for suspicion. Well, then, for evidence that it did not die. The courier is dead, and there remains only the maid. She is alive, she is here, she is in this house. And it is from her that we have learned the truth  that the child did not die.

He paused a moment, brooding in his fat, melancholy way on the pattern of the carpet between his feet. Sir Robert, with a face hard and proud, sat upright, listening to the tale of his misfortunes  and doubtless suffered torments as he listened.

Her story, Wetherell resumed  possibly he had been arranging his thoughts is this. Lady Vermuyden was living a life of the wildest gaiety. She had no affection for the child; if the woman is to be believed, she hated it. To part with it was nothing to her one way or the other, and on receipt of Sir Roberts order to return, her ladyship conceived the idea of punishing him by abducting the child and telling him it was dead. She set out from Florence with it; on the way she left it at Orvieto in charge of the Italian nurse, and arriving in Rome she put about the story of its death. Shortly afterwards she had it carried to England and bred up in an establishment near London  always with the aid and connivance of her maid.

The maids name? Vaughan asked.

Herapath  Martha Herapath. But to proceed. By and by Lady Vermuyden returned to England, and settled at Brighton, and the maid left her and married, but continued to draw a pension from her. Lady Vermuyden persisted here  in the company of Lady Conyng  but I need name no names  in the same course of giddiness, if no worse, which she had pursued abroad; and gave little if any heed to the child. But this woman Herapath never forgot that the pension she enjoyed was dependent on her power to prove the truth: and when a short time back the girl, now well-grown, was withdrawn from her knowledge, she grew restive. She sought Lady Vermuyden, always a creature of impulse, and when her ladyship, foolish in this as in all things, refused to meet her views she  she came to us, he continued, lifting his head abruptly and looking at Vaughan, and told us the story.

It will have to be proved, Vaughan said stubbornly.

No doubt, strictly proved, Wetherell replied. In the meantime if you would like to peruse the facts in greater detail, they are here, as taken down from the womans mouth. He drew from his capacious breast-pocket a manuscript consisting of several sheets which he unfolded and flattened on his knee. He handed it to Vaughan.

The young man took it, without looking at Sir Robert: and with his thoughts in a whirl  and underlying them a sick feeling of impending misfortune  he proceeded to read it, line after line, without taking in a single word. For all the time his brain was at work measuring the change. His modest competence would be left to him. He would have enough to live as he was now living, and to pursue his career; or, in the alternative, he might settle down as a small squire in his paternal home in South Wales. But the great inheritance which had loomed large in the background of his life and had been more to him than he had admitted, the future dignity which he had undervalued while he thought it his own, the position more enviable than many a peers, and higher by its traditions than any to which he could attain by his own exertions, though he reached the Woolsack  these were gone if Wetherells tale was true. Gone in a moment, at a word! And though he might have lost more, though many a man had lost his all by such a stroke and smiled, he was no hero, and he could not on the instant smile. He could not in a moment oust all bitterness. He knew that he was taking the news unworthily; that he was playing a poor part. But he could not force himself to play a better  on the instant. When he had read with unseeing eyes to the bottom of the first page and had turned it mechanically, he let the papers fall upon his knee.

You do not wish me, he said slowly, to express an opinion now, I suppose?

No, Wetherell answered. Certainly not. But I have not quite done. I have not quite done, he repeated ponderously. I should tell you that for opening the matter to you now  we have two reasons, Mr. Vaughan. Two reasons. First, we think it due to you  as one of the family. And secondly, Vermuyden desires that from the beginning, his intentions shall be clear and  be understood.

I thoroughly understand them, Vaughan answered drily. No one was more conscious than he that he was behaving ill.

That is just what you do not! Wetherell retorted stolidly. You spill words, young man, and by and by you will wish to pick them up again. You cannot anticipate, at any rate, you have no right to anticipate, Sir Roberts intentions, of which he has asked me to be the mouthpiece. The estate, of course, and the settled funds must go to his daughter. But there is, it appears, a large sum arising from the economical management of the property, which is at his disposal. He feels, Wetherell continued sombrely, an elbow on each knee and his eyes on the floor, that some injustice has been done to you, and he desires to compensate you for that injustice. He proposes, therefore, to secure to you the succession to two-thirds of this sum; which amounts  which amounts, in the whole I believe  here he looked at White to little short of eighty thousand pounds.

Vaughan, who had been more than once on the point of interrupting him, did so at last. I could not accept it! he exclaimed impulsively. And he rose, with a hot face, from his seat. I could not accept it.

As a legacy? Wetherell, who was fond of money, said with a queer look. As a legacy, eh? Why not? While Sir Robert, with compressed lips, almost repented of his generosity. He had looked for some show of good-feeling, some word of sympathy, some felicitation from the young man, who, after all, was his blood relation. But if this was to be his return, if his advances were to be met with suspicion, his benevolence with churlishness, then all, all in this young man was of a piece  and detestable!

And certainly Vaughan was not showing himself in the best light. He was conscious that he had taken the news ill; but he could not change his attitude in a moment. Under no circumstances is it an easy thing to take a gift with grace: to take one with grace under these circumstances  and when he had already misbehaved  was beyond him, as it would have been beyond most men.

For a moment drawn this way by his temper, that way by his better feelings, he did not know how to answer Wetherells last words. At last and lamely, May I ask, he said, why Sir Robert makes me this offer while the matter lies open?

Sir Robert will prove his case, Wetherell answered gruffly, if that is what you mean.

I mean  

He does not ask you to surrender anything.

I am bound to say, then, that the offer is very generous, Vaughan replied, melting, and speaking with some warmth. Most generous. But  

He asks you to surrender nothing, Wetherell repeated stolidly, his face between his knees.

But I still think it is premature, Vaughan persisted doggedly. And handsome as it is, more than handsome as it is, I think that it would have come with greater force, were my position first made clear!

Maybe, Wetherell said, his face still hidden. I dont deny that.

As it is, with a deep breath, I am taken by surprise. I do not know what to say. I find it hard to say anything in the first flush of the matter. And Vaughan looked from one to the other. So, for the present, with Sir Roberts permission, he continued, and without any slight to his generosity, I will take leave. If he is good enough, to repeat on some future occasion, this very handsome  this uncalled for and generous offer, which he has now outlined, I shall know, I hope, what is due to him, without forgetting what is due also to myself. In the meantime I have only to thank him and  

But the belated congratulation which was on his lips and which might have altered many things, was not to be uttered.

One moment! Sir Robert struck in. One moment! He spoke with a hardness born of long suppressed irritation. You have taken your stand, Mr. Vaughan, strictly on the defensive, I see  

But I think you understand  

Strictly on the defensive, the baronet repeated, requiring silence by a gesture. You must not be surprised therefore, if I  nay, let me speak!  if I also say a word on a point which touches me.

I wouldnt! Wetherell growled in his deep voice; and for an instant he raised his huge face, and looked stolidly at the wall before him.

But Sir Robert was not to be bidden. I think otherwise, he said. Mr. Vaughan, the election to-morrow touches me very nearly  in more ways than one. The vote you have, you received at my hands and hold only as my heir. I take it for granted, therefore, that under the present circumstances, you will use it as I desire.

Oh! Vaughan said. And drawing himself up to his full height he passed his eyes slowly from one to the other with a singular smile. Oh! he repeated  and there was a world of meaning in his tone. Am I to understand then  

I have made myself quite clear, Sir Robert cried, his manner betraying his agitation.

Am I to understand, Vaughan persisted, that the offer which you made me a few minutes back, the generous and handsome offer, he continued with a faint note of irony in his voice, was dependent on my conduct to-morrow? Am I to understand that?

If you please to put it so, Sir Robert replied, his voice quivering with the resentment he had long and patiently suppressed. And if your own sense of honour does not dictate to you how to act.

But do you put it so?

Do you mean  

I mean, Vaughan said, does the offer depend on the use I make of my vote to-morrow? That is the point, Sir Robert!

No, Wetherell muttered indistinctly.

But again Sir Robert would not be bidden. I will be frank, he said haughtily. And my answer is, yes! yes! For I do not conceive, Mr. Vaughan, that a gentleman would take so great a benefit, and refuse so slight a service! A service, too, which, quite apart from this offer, most men  

Thank you, Vaughan replied, interrupting him. That is clear enough. And he looked from one to the other with a smile of amusement; the smile of a man suddenly reinstated in his own opinion  and once more master of his company. Now I understand, he continued. I see now why the offer which a few minutes ago seemed so premature, so strangely premature, was made this evening. To-morrow it had been made too late! My vote had been cast and I could no longer be  bribed!

Bribed, sir? cried Sir Robert, red with anger.

Yes, bribed, sir. But let me tell you, Vaughan went on, allowing the bitterness which he had been feeling to appear, let me tell you, Sir Robert, that if not only my future, but my present, if my all, were at stake  I should resent such an offer as an insult!

Sir Robert took a step towards the bell and stopped.

An insult! Vaughan repeated firmly. As great an insult as I should inflict upon you, if I were unwise enough to do the errand I was asked to do a week ago  by a cabinet minister. And offered you, Sir Robert, here in your own house, a peerage conditional on your support of the Bill!

A peerage? Sir Roberts eyes seemed to be starting from his head. A peerage! Conditional on my  

Yes, sir, conditional on your renunciation of those opinions which you honestly hold as I honestly hold mine! Vaughan repeated coolly. I will make the offer if you wish it.

Wetherell rose ponderously. See here! he said. Listen to me, will you, you two! You, Vermuyden, as well as the young man. You will both be sorry for what you are saying now! Listen to me! Listen to me, man!

But the baronet was already tugging at the bell-rope. He was no longer red; he was white with anger. And not without reason. This whipper-snapper, this pettifogging lad, just out of his teens, to talk to him of peerages, to patronise him, to offer him  to  to  

For a moment he stammered and could not speak. At last, Enough! Enough, sir; leave my house! he cried, shaking from head to foot with passion, and losing for the first time in many years his self-control. Leave my house, he repeated furiously, and never set foot in it again! Not a pound, and not a penny will you have of mine! Never! Never! Never!

Vaughan smiled, Very good, sir, he said, shrugging his shoulders. Your fortune is your own. But  

Begone, sir! Not another word, but go!

Vaughan raised his eyebrows, bowed in a ceremonious fashion to Wetherell, and nodded to White, who stood petrified and gaping. Then he walked slowly through that room and the next, and with one backward smile  vanished.

And this time, as he passed through the hall, narrowly missing Flixton who was leaving the dining-room, there could be no doubt that the breach was complete, that the small cordiality which had existed between the two men was at an end. The Bill, which had played so many mischievous tricks, severed so many old friends, broken the ties of so many years, had dealt no one a more spiteful blow than it had dealt Arthur Vaughan.
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THE CHIPPINGE ELECTION

The great day on which the Borough of Chippinge was to give its vote, Aye or No, Reform or No Reform, the Rule of the Few or the Rule of the Many, was come; and in the large room on the first floor of the White Lion were assembled a score of persons deeply interested in the issue. Those who had places at the three windows were gazing on what was going forward in the space below; and it was noticeable that while the two or three who remained in the background talked and joked, these were silent; possibly because the uproar without made hearing difficult. The hour was early, the business of the day was to come, but already the hub-bub was indescribable. Nor was that all; every minute some missile, a much enduring cabbage-stalk, or a dead cat in Tory colours, rose to a level with the windows, hovered, and sank  amid a storm of groans or cheers. For the most part, indeed, these missiles fell harmless. But that the places of honour at the windows were not altogether places of safety was proved by a couple of shattered panes, as well as by the sickly hue of some among the spectators.

Nearly all who had attended the Vermuyden dinner were in the room. But, for certain, things which had worn one aspect across the mahogany, wore another now. At the table old and young had made light of the shoving and mauling and drubbing through which they had forced their way to the good things before them; they had even made a jest of the bit of a rub they were likely to have on the polling day. Now, the sight of the noisy crowd which filled the open space, from the head of the High Street to the wall of the Abbey, and from the Vineyard east of it, almost to the West Port  made their bones ache. They looked, even the boldest, at one another. The heart of Dewell, the barber, was in his boots; the rector stared aghast; and Mowatt, the barrister, Arthur Vaughans ill-found friend, wished for once that he was on the vulgar side.

True, the doors of the White Lion were guarded by a sturdy phalanx of Vermuyden lads; mustered with what difficulty and kept together by what arguments, White best knew. But what were two or three score, however faithful, and however strong, against the hundreds and thousands who swayed and cheered and groaned before the Inn? Who swarmed upon the old town-cross until they hid every inch of the crumbling stonework; who clung to every niche and buttress of the Abbey; and from whose mass as from a sea the solitary church spire rose like some lighthouse cut off by breakers? Who, here, forgetful of their Wiltshire birth cheered the Birmingham tub-thumper to the echo, and there, roared stern assent to the wildest statements of the Political Union?

True, a dozen banners and thrice as many flags gave something of a festive air to the scene. But the timid who tried to draw solace from these retreated appalled by the daring Death or Freedom! inscribed on one banner: or the scarcely less bold The Sovereign People, which bellied above the clothiers. The majority of the placards bore nothing worse than the watchword of the party: The Bill, the whole Bill, and nothing but the Bill! or Retrenchment and Reform! or  in reference to the King God bless the two Bills! But for all that, Dewell, the barber  and some more who would not have confessed it  wished the day well over and no bones broken! A great day for Chippinge, but a day on which many an old score was like to be paid, many a justice to hear the commonaltys opinion of him, many a man who had thriven under the old rule, to read the writing on the wall!

Certainly nothing like the spectacle visible from the White Lion windows had been seen in Chippinge within living memory. The Abbey, indeed, which had seen the last of the mitred Abbots pass out  shorn of his strength, and with weeping townsfolk about him in lieu of belted knights  that pile, stately in its ruin, which had witnessed a revolution greater even than this which impended, and more tragic, might have viewed its pair, might have seen its precincts seethe as they seethed now. But no living man. Nor did those who scanned the crowd from the White Lion find aught to lessen its terrors. There were, indeed, plenty of decent, respectable people in the crowd, who, though they were set on gaining their rights, had no notion of violence. But wood burns when it is kindled: and here at the corner of the Heart and Hand, the Whig headquarters, was a spark like to light the fire  Boston, the bruiser, and a dozen of his fellows; men who were, one and all, the idols of the yokels who stood about them and stared. Pybus, who had brought them hither, was not to be seen; he was weaving his spells in the Heart and Hand. But Mr. Williams, White-Hat Williams, the richest man in Chippinge, who, voteless, had only lived of late to see this day  he was here at the head of his clothmen, and as fierce as the poorest. And half-a-dozen lesser men there were of the same kind; sallow Blackford, the Methodist, the fugleman of every dissenter within ten miles; and two or three small lawyers whom the landlords did not employ, and two or three apothecaries who were in the same case. With these were one or two famished curates, with Sydney Smith for their warranty, and his saying about Dame Partingtons Mop and the Atlantic on their lips; and a sprinkling of spouters from the big towns  men who had the glories of Orator Hunt and William Cobbett before their eyes. And everywhere, working in the mass like yeast, moved a score of bitter malcontents  whom the old system had bruised under foot  poachers whom Sir Robert had jailed, or the lovers of maids as frail as fair, or labourers whom the Poor Laws had crushed  a score of malcontents whose grievances long muttered in pothouses now flared to light and cried for vengeance. In a word, there were the elements of mischief in the crowd: and under the surface an ugly spirit. Even the most peaceable were grim, knowing it was now or never. So that the faces at the White Lion windows grew longer as their owners gazed and listened.

I dont know whats come to the people! the Rector bawled, turning about to make himself heard by his neighbour. Eh, what?

Id like to see Lord Grey hung! answered Squire Rowley, his face purple. And Lord Lansdowne with him! What do you say, sir? to Sergeant Wathen.

Fortunate a show of hands dont carry it! the Sergeant cried, shrugging his shoulders with an assumption of easiness.

Carry it? Of course well carry it! the Squire replied wrathfully. I suppose two and two still make four!

Isaac White, who was whispering with a man in a corner of the room, wished that he was sure of that; or, rather, that three and two made six. But the Squire was continuing. Bah! he cried in disgust. Give these people votes? Look at em! Look at em, sir! Votes indeed! Votes indeed! Give em oakum, I say!

He forgot that nine-tenths of those below were as good as the voters at his elbow, who were presently to return two members for Chippinge. Or rather, it did not occur to him, good old Tory as he was, and convinced,

Twas the Jacobins brought every mischief about,

that Dewells vote was Dewells, or Annibals Annibals.

Meanwhile, I wish we were safe at the hustings! young Mowatt shouted in the ear of the man who stood in front of him.

The man chanced to be Cooke, the other candidate. He turned. At the hustings? he said irascibly. Do you mean, sir, that we are expected to fight our way through that rabble?

I am afraid we must, Mowatt answered.

Then it  has been d  d badly arranged! retorted the outraged Cooke, who never forgot that as he paid well for his seat it ought to be a soft one. Go through this mob, and have our heads broken?

The faces of those who could hear him grew longer. And it wants only five minutes of ten, complained a third. We ought to be going now.

D  n me, but suppose they dont let us go! cried Cooke. Badly arranged! I should think it is, sir! D  d badly arranged! The hustings should have been on this side.

But hitherto the hustings had been at Chippinge a matter of form, and it had not occurred to anyone to alter their position  cheek by jowl with the Whig headquarters, but divided by seventy yards of seething mob from the White Lion. However, White, on an appeal being made to him, put a better face on the matter. Its all right, gentlemen, he said, its all right! If they have the hustings, we have the returning officer, and they can do nothing without us. Ive seen Mr. Pybus, and I have his safe conduct for our party to go to the hustings.

But it is hard to satisfy everybody, and at this there was a fresh outcry. A safe conduct? cried the Squire, redder about the gills than before. For shame, sir! Are we to be indebted to the other side for a safe conduct! I never heard of such a thing!

I quite agree with you, cried the Rector. Quite! I protest, Mr. White, against anything of the kind.

But White was unmoved. Weve got to get our voters there, he said. Sir Robert will be displeased, I know, but  

Never was such a thing heard of!

No, sir, but never was such an election, White answered with spirit.

Where is Sir Robert?

Hell be here presently, White replied. Hell be here presently. Anyway, gentlemen, he continued, we had better be going down to the hall. In a body, gentlemen, if you please, and voters in the middle. And keep together, if you please. A little shouting, he added cheerfully, breaks no bones. We can shout too!

The thing was unsatisfactory, and without precedent; nay, humiliating. But there seemed to be nothing else for it. As White said, this election was not as other elections; Bath was lost, and Bristol, too, it was whispered; the country was gone mad. And so, frowning and ill-content, the magnates trooped out, and led by White began to descend the stairs. There was much confusion, one asking if the Alderman was there, another demanding to see Sir Robert, here a man grumbling about Whites arrangements, there a man silent over the discovery, made perhaps for the first time, that here was like to be an end of old Toryism and the loaves and the fishes it had dispensed.

In the hall where the party was reinforced by a crowd of their smaller supporters a man plucked Whites sleeve and drew him aside. Shes out now! he whispered. Pybus has left two with him and they wont leave him for me. But if you went and ordered them out theres a chance theyd go, and  

The doctors not there?

No, and Pillingers well enough to come, if you put it strong. Hes afraid of his wife and theyve got him body and soul, but  

White cast a despairing eye on the confusion about him. How can I come? he muttered. I must get these to the poll first.

Then youll never do it! the man retorted. Therell be no coming and going, to-day, Mr. White, you take it from me. Nows the time while theyre waiting for you in front. You can slip out at the back and bring him in and take him with you. Its the only way, so help me! Theyre in that temper well be lucky if were all alive to-morrow!

The man was right; and White knew it, yet he hesitated. If he had had an aide fit for the task, the thing might be done. But to go himself  he on whom everything fell! He reflected. Possibly Arthur Vaughan might not vote for the enemy after all. But if he did, Sir Robert would poll only five to six, and be beaten! Unless he polled Pillinger, when the returning officers vote, of which he was sure, would give him the election. Pillingers vote, therefore, was vital; everything turned upon it. And he determined to go. His absence would only cause a little delay, and he must risk that. He slipped away.

He was missed at once, and the discovery redoubled the confusion. One asked where he was, and another where Sir Robert was; while Cooke in tones louder and more irritable than was prudent found fresh fault, and wished to heaven that he had never seen the place. Long accustomed to one-sided contests of which both parties knew the issue, the Tory managers were helpless; they were aware that the hour had struck, and that they were expected, but without White they were uncertain how to act. Some cried that White had gone on, and that they should follow; some that Sir Robert was to meet them at the hustings, others that they might as well be home as waiting there! While the babel without deafened and distracted them. At last, without order given, they found themselves moving out.

Their reception did not clear their brains. Such a roar of execration as greeted them had never been heard in Chippinge: the hair on Dewell, the barbers, head stood up, the Aldermans checks grew pale, Cooke dropped his cane, the stoutest flinched. Changed indeed were the times from those a year or two past when their exit had been greeted by sycophantic cheers, or, at worst, by a little good-humoured jesting! Now the whole multitude in the open, not in one part, but in every part, knew as by instinct of their setting forth, brandished on the instant a thousand arms at them, deafened them with a thousand voices, demanded monotonously The Bill! The Bill! Nor had the demonstration stopped there, but for the intervention of a body of a hundred Whig stalwarts who, posting themselves on the flanks of the derided procession, conferred on its slow march an ignoble safety.

No wonder that many a one who found himself thus guarded rubbed his eyes. The times were changed indeed! No more despotism of Squire and Parson, no more monopoly of places, no more nominated members, no more elections that did but mock men who had no share in them, no more Cripples, no more snug jobs! The Tories might agree with Mr. Fudge

That this passion for roaring had come in of late
Since the rabble all tried for a voice in the State,

and foretell the ruinous outcome of it. But the thing was, the many-headed, the many-handed had them in its grip. They must go meekly, or not at all; with visions of French fish-fags and guillotines before their eyes, and wondering, most of them  as they tried to show a bold front, tried to wave their banners and give some answering shout to the sea that beat upon them  how they would get home again with whole skins!

Perhaps there was only one of them who never had that thought; though he, alone of them all, was unaware of the precautions taken for his safety. That was Sir Robert Vermuyden, the master of all, the patron, the Borough-monger! Attended by Bob Flixton, who had come with him from Bristol to see the fun  and whose voice it will be remembered Vaughan had overheard at Stapylton the evening before  and by two or three other guests, he had entered the White Lion from the rear; arriving in time to fall in  somewhat surprised at his supporters precipitation  at the tail of the procession. The moment he was recognised by the crowd he was greeted with a roar of Down with the Borough-monger! that fairly appalled his companions. But he faced it calmly, imperturbably, quietly; a little paler, a little prouder, and a little sterner perhaps than usual, but with a gleam in his eyes that had not been seen in them for years. For answer to all he smiled with a curling lip: and it is probable that as much as any hour in his life he enjoyed this hour, which put him to the test before those over whom he had ruled so long. His caste might be passing, the days of his power might be numbered, the waves of democracy might be rising about the system in which he believed the safety of England to lie; but no man should see him falter. No veteran of the old noblesse in days which Sir Robert could remember had gone to his fate more proudly than the English patrician was prepared to go to his, ay, and though worse than the guillotine awaited him.

His contemptuous attitude, his fearless bearing, impressed the crowd, appreciative at bottom, of courage. And presently, where he turned his cold, smiling eyes they gaped instead of hissing: and one here and there under the magic of his look doffed hat or carried hand to forehead, and henceforth was mute. And so great is the sympathy of all parts of a mob that this silence spread quickly, mysteriously, at last, wholly. So that when he, last of his party, stepped on the hustings, there was for a moment a complete stillness; a stillness of expectation, while he looked round; such a stillness as startled the leaders of the opposition. It could not be  it could not be, that after all, the old lion would prove too much for them!

White-Hat Williams roared aloud in his rage. Up hats and shout, lads, he yelled, or by G  d the d  d Tories will do us after all! Are you afraid of them, you lubbers! Shout, lads, shout!
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THE CHIPPINGE ELECTION (Continued)

The beast that was in the crowd answered to the spur. Yeve robbed us long enough, ye old rascal! a harsh Midland voice shrieked over the heads of the throng. Well have our rights now, you blood-sucker! And Boo! Boo! the lower elements of the mob broke forth. And then in stern cadence, The Bill! The Bill! The Bill!

Out of Egypt, and out of the House of Bondage! shrieked a Methodist above the hub-bub.

Ay, ay!

Slaves no longer!

No! No! No!

Hear that, ye hoary tyrant! in a womans shrill tones. Who jailed my man for a hare?

A roar of laughter which somewhat cleared the air followed this. Sir Robert smiled grimly.

The hustings, a mere wooden platform, raised four feet above the ground, rested against the Abbey gateway. It was closed at the rear and at each end; but in front it was guarded only by a stout railing. And so public was it, and so exposed its dangerous eminence, that the more timid of the unpopular party were no sooner upon it than they yearned for the safe obscurity of the common level. Of the three booths into which the interior was divided, the midmost was reserved for the returning officer and his staff.

Bob Flixton, who kept close to Sir Roberts elbow, looked down on the sea of jeering faces. I tell you what it is, he said. Were going to have a confounded row!

Mowatt, at some distance from him, was of the same opinion, but regarded the outlook differently. Its my belief, he muttered, that we shall all be murdered.

And D  n the Bill! the old Squire ejaculated. The people are off their heads! Jack as good as his master, and better too!

These four, with the candidates, were in the front row. The Rector, the Alderman, and one or two of the neighbouring gentry shared the honour; and faced as well as they could the hooting and yelling, and the occasional missile. In the front of the other booth were White-Hat Williams and Blackford, the minister, Mr. Wrench, the candidate, wreathed in smiles, a pair of Whig Squires from the Bowood side, a curate of the same colour, Pybus  and Arthur Vaughan!

A thrill ran through Sir Roberts supporters when they saw his young kinsman on the other side; actually on the other side and arrayed against them. Their hearts, already low, sank a peg lower. Of evil omens this seemed the worst; sunk is the cause the young desert! And many were the curious eyes that searched the renegades features and strove to read his thoughts.

But in vain. His head high, his face firmly composed, Vaughan looked stonily before him. Nor was it possible to say whether he was really unmoved, was stolidly indifferent, or merely masked agitation. Sir Robert on his side never looked at him, nor betrayed any sense of his presence. But he knew. He knew! And with the first bitter presage of defeat  for he was not a man to be intimidated by noise  he repeated his vow: Not a pound, nor a penny! Never! Never! This public renunciation, this wanton defiance  he would never forgive it! Henceforth, it must be war to the knife between them. No thousands, no compensation, no compromise! As the young man was sowing, so he should reap. He who, in its darkest hour not only insulted but abandoned his family, what punishment was too severe for him?

Vaughan could make a good guess at the proud autocrats feelings: and he averted his eyes with care. The proceedings here opened, and he listened laughingly; until midway in the reading of some document which no one heeded  the crowd jeering and flouting merrily  he caught a new note in the turmoil. The next moment he was conscious of a swirling movement among those below him, there was a rush of the throng to his right, and he looked quickly to see what it meant.

A man  one of a group of three or four who appeared to be trying to push their way through the crowd  was being hustled and flung to and fro amid jeers and taunts. He was striving to gain the hustings, but was still some way from it; and his chance of reaching it with his clothes on his back seemed small. Vaughan saw so much; then the man lost his temper, and struck a blow. It was returned  and then, not till then, Vaughan saw that the man was Isaac White. He cried Shame!  and had passed one leg over the barriers to go to the rescue, when he saw that another was before him. Sir Roberts tall, spare figure was down among the crowd  which opened instinctively before his sharp command. His eyes, his masterful air still had power; the press opened instinctively before his sharp command. He had reached White, had extricated him, and turned to make good his retreat, when it seemed to strike the more brutal element in the crowd  mostly strangers to him  that here was the prime enemy of the cause, on foot amongst them, at their mercy! A rush was made at his back. He turned undaunted, White and two more at his side; the rabble recoiled. But when he wheeled again, a second rush was made, and they were upon him, and hustled him before he could turn. A man with a long stick struck off his hat, another  a lout with a cockade of amber and blue, the Whig colours  tried to trip him up. He stumbled, at the same moment a third man knocked White down.

Yah! Down with him! roared the crowd, Down with the Borough-monger!

But Vaughan, who had anticipated rather than seen the stumble, was over the rail, and cleaving the crowd, was at his side. He reached him a little in front of Bob Flixton, who had descended to the rescue from the other end of the booth. Vaughan hurled back the man who had tripped Sir Robert and who was still trying to throw him down; and the sight of the amber and blue which the new champion wore checked the assailants, and gave White time to rise.

Vaughan was furious. Back, you cowards! he cried fiercely. Would you murder an old man? Shame on you! Shame!

Ay, you bullies! cried Flixton, hitting one on the jaw very neatly  and completely disposing of that one for the day. Back with you!

As Vaughan spoke, half-a-dozen of his Tory supporters surrounded the baronet and bore him back out of danger. Though Sir Robert was undaunted, he was shaken; and breathing quickly, he let his hand rest for support on the nearest shoulder. It was Vaughans, and the next instant he saw that it was; and he withdrew the hand as if he had let it rest on a hot iron.

Mr. Flixton, he said  and the words reached a dozen ears at least, your arm, if you please? I would rather be without this gentlemans assistance.

Vaughans face flamed. But neither the words nor the action took him unawares. He stepped back with dignity, slightly touched his hat, and so returned to his side of the hustings.

But he was wounded and very angry. Alone of his party he had intervened  and this was his reward. When Pybus pushed his way to his side and stooped to his ear, talking quickly and earnestly, he did not repel him.

Episode as it was, the affray startled Sir Roberts friends: and White in particular took it very seriously. If violence of this sort was to rule, if even Sir Roberts person was not respected, he saw that he would not be able to bring his voters to the poll. They would run some risk of losing their lives, and one or two for certain would not dare to vote. The thing must be stopped, and at once. With this in view he made his way to the passage at the back of the hustings, which was common to all three booths, and heated and angry  his lip was cut by the blow he had received  he called for Pybus. But the press at the back of the hustings was great, and one of White-Hat Williamss foremen, who blocked the gangway, laughed in his face.

I want to speak to Pybus, said White, glaring at the man, who on ordinary days would have touched his hat to him.

Then wantll be your master, the other retorted, with a wink. And when White tried to push by him, the man gave him the shoulder.

Let me pass, White foamed. No thought of Cobbett now, had the agent! These miserable upstarts, their insolence, their certainty of triumph fired his blood. Let me pass! he repeated.

See you d  d first! the other answered bluntly. Your games up, old cock! Your master has held the pit long enough, but his times come.

If you dont  

If you put your nose in here, well pitch you over the rail! the other declared.

White almost had a fit. Fortunately White-Hat Williams himself appeared at this moment: and White appealed to him.

Mr. Williams, he said, is this your safe conduct?

I gave none, with a grin.

Pybus did.

Ay, for your party! But if you choose to straggle in one by one, we cant be answerable for every single voter, with a wink. Nor for any of you getting back again! No, no, White.

Beneath the ways of Ministers, and its the truth I tell, Youve bought us very cheap, good White, and youve sold us very well!

But thats over! Thats at an end to-day! But  whats this?

This, was Sir Robert stepping forward to propose his candidates: or rather, it was the roar, mocking and defiant, which greeted his attempt to do so. It was a roar that made speech impossible. No doubt, among the crowd which filled the space through which he had driven so often with his four horses, the great man, the patron, the master of all, there were some who still respected, and more who feared him; and many who would not have insulted him. For if he had used his power stiffly, he had not used it ill. But there were also in the crowd men whose hearts were hot against the exclusiveness which had long effaced them; who believed that freedom or slavery hung on the issue of this day; who saw the prize of a long and bitter effort at stake, and were set on using every intimidation, ay, and every violence, if victory could not be had without them. And, were the others many or few, these swept them away, infected them with recklessness, gave that stern and mocking ring to the roar which continued and thwarted Sir Roberts every effort to make himself heard.

He stood long facing them, waiting, and never blenching. But after a while his lip curled and his eyes looked disdain on the mob below him: such disdain as the old Duke in after days hurled at the London rabble, when for answer to their fulsome cheers he pointed to the iron shutters of Apsley House. Sir Robert Vermuyden had done something, and thought that he had done more, for the men who yelped and snarled and snapped at him. According to his lights, acting on his maxim, all for the people and nothing by the people, he had treated them generously, granted all he thought good for them, planned for them, wrought for them. He had been master, but no task-master. He had indeed illustrated the better side of that government of the many by the few, of the unfit by the fit, with which he honestly believed the safety and the greatness of his country to be bound up.

And this was their return! No wonder that, seeing things as he saw them, he felt a bitter contempt for them. Freedom? Such freedom as was good for them, such freedom as was permanently possible  they had. And slavery? Was it slavery to be ruled, wisely and firmly, by a class into which they might themselves rise, a class which education and habit had qualified to rule. In his minds eye, as he looked down on this fretting, seething mass, he saw that which they craved granted, and he saw, too, the outcome; that most cruel of all tyrannies, the tyranny of the many over the few, of the many who have neither a heart to feel nor a body to harm!

Once, twice, thrice one of his supporters thrust himself forward, and leaning on the rail, appealed with frantic gestures for silence, for a hearing, for respect. But each in turn retired baffled. Not a word in that tempest of sound was audible. And no one on the other side intervened. For they were pitiless. They in the old days had suffered the same thing: and it was their turn now. Even Vaughan stood with folded arms and a stern face: feeling the last contempt for the howling rabble before him, but firmly determined to expose himself to no second slight. At length Sir Robert saw that it was hopeless, shrugged his shoulders with quiet scorn, and shouting the names of his candidates in a clerks ear, put on his hat, and stood back.

The old Squire seconded him in dumb show.

Then the Sergeant stood forward to state his views. He grasped the rail with both hands and waited, smiling blandly. But he might have waited an hour, he might have waited until night. The leaders for the Bill were determined to make their power felt. They were resolved that not a word on the Tory side should be heard. The Sergeant waited, and after a time, still smiling blandly, bowed and stood back.

It was Mr. Cookes turn. He advanced. Shout, and be hanged to you! he cried, apoplectic in the face. An egg flew within a yard of him, and openly shaking his fist at the crowd he retired amid laughter.

Then White-Hat Williams, who had looked forward to this as to the golden moment of his life and had conned his oration until he knew its thunderous periods by heart, stepped forward to nominate the Whig candidates. He took off his hat; and as if that had been the signal for silence, such a stillness fell on all that his voice rang above the multitude like a trumpet.

Gentlemen, he said, and smiling looked first to the one side and then to the other. Gentlemen  

Alas, he smiled too soon. The Tories grasped the situation, and, furious at the reception which had fallen to the lot of their leaders, determined that if they were not heard, no one should be heard. Before he could utter another word they broke into rabid bellowings, and what their shouts lacked in volume they made up in ill-will. In a twinkling they drowned White-Hat Williamss voice; and now who so indignant as the Whigs? In thirty seconds half-a-dozen single combats were proceeding in front of the Tory booth, blood flowed from as many noses, and amid a terrific turmoil respectable men and justices of the peace leant across the barriers and shook their fists and flung frenzied challenges broadcast.

All to no purpose. The Tories, though so much the weaker party, though but one to eight, could not be silenced. After making three or four attempts to gain a hearing White-Hat Williams saw that he must reserve his oration: and with a scowl he shouted his names into the ear of the clerk.

Who? Who did he say? growled the Squire, panting with rage and hoarse with shouting. His face was crimson, his cravat awry, he had lost his hat. Who? Who?

Wrench and  one moment, sir!

Eh? Who do you say?

I couldnt hear! One moment, sir! Oh, yes! Wrench and Vaughan!

Vaughan? old Rowley cried with a profane oath. Impossible!

But it was not impossible! Though so great was the surprise, so striking the effect upon Sir Roberts supporters that for a few seconds something like silence supervened. The serpent! The serpent! Here was a blow indeed  in the back!

Then as Blackford, the Methodist, rose to second the nomination, the storm broke out anew and more furiously than before. What? foamed the Squire, be ruled by a rabble of grinning, yelling monkeys? By gad, Ill leave the country first! I  I hope someone will shoot that young man! I wish Id never shaken his hand! By G  d, Im glad my father is in his grave! Hed never ha believed this! Never! Never!

And from that time until the poll was declared open  in dumb show  not a word was audible.

Then at last the shouting of the rival bands sank to a confused babel of jeers, abuse, and laughter. Exhausted men mopped their faces, voiceless men loosened their neck-cloths, the farthest from the hustings went off to drink, and there was a lull until the sound of a drum and fife announced a new event, and forth from the Heart and Hand advanced a procession of five led by the accursed Dyas.

They were the Whig voters and they marched proudly to the front of the polling-booth, the mob falling back on either side to give them place.

Dyas flung his hat into the booth. Wrench and Vaughan! he cried in a voice which could be heard in the White Lion. And I care not who knows it!

They put to him the bribery oath. I can take it, he answered. Swallow it yourselves, if you can!

You should know the taste, Jack, cried a sly friend: and for a moment the laugh was against him.

One by one  the process was slow in those days  they voted. Five for Wrench and Vaughan. Wrench rose and bowed to each as he retired. Arthur Vaughan took no notice.

Sir Roberts voters looked at one another uneasily. They had the day before them, but  and then he saw the look, and, putting White and his remonstrances on one side, he joined them, bade them follow him, and descended before them. He would ask no man to do what he would not do himself.

But the moment his action was understood, the moment the men were seen behind him, there was a yell so fierce and a movement so threatening, that on the lowest step of the hustings he stood bareheaded, raised his hand for silence and for a wonder was obeyed. In a clear, loud voice:

Do you expect to terrify me, he cried, either by threats or violence? Let any man look in my face and see if it change colour? Let him come and lay his hand on my heart and feel if it beats the quicker. Keep my voters from the poll and you stultify your own, for there will be no election. Make way then, and let them pass to their duty!

And the crowd made way; and Arthur Vaughan felt a reluctant pang of admiration. The five were polled; the result so far, five for each of the candidates.

There remained to poll only Arthur Vaughan and Pillinger of the Blue Duck, if he could be brought up by the Tories. If neither of these voted the Returning Officer would certainly give the casting vote for Sir Roberts candidates  if he dared.

Isaac White believed that he would not dare, and for some time past the agent had been in covert talk with Pybus at the back of the hustings, two or three of the friends of each masking the conference. Now he drew aside his employer who had returned in safety to his place; and he conferred with him. But for a time it was clear that Sir Robert would not listen to what he had to say. He looked pale and angry, and returned but curt answers. But White persisted, holding him by the sleeve.

Mr. Vaughan  bah, what a noise they make  does not wish to vote, he explained. But in the end he will, sir, it is my opinion, and that will give it to them unless we can bring up Pillinger  which I doubt, sir. Even if we do, it is a tie  

Well? Well? Sir Robert struck in, eyeing him sternly. What more do we want? The Returning Officer  

He will not dare, White whispered, and if he does, sir, it is my belief he will be murdered. More, if we win they will rush the booth and destroy the books. They have as good as told me they will stick at nothing. Believe me, sir, he continued earnestly, better than one and one we cant look for now. And better one than none!

But it was long before Sir Robert would be persuaded. No, defeat or victory, he would fight to the last! He would be beholden to the other side for nothing! White, however, was an honest man and less afraid of his master than usual: and he held to it. And at length the reflection that the bargain would at least shut out his kinsman prevailed with Sir Robert, and he consented.

He was too chivalrous to return on his own side the man whose success would fill his pockets. He elected for Wathen and never doubted that the Bowood interest would return their first love, Wrench. But when the landlord of the Blue Duck was brought up by agreement to vote for a candidate on either side, Pillinger voted by order for Wathen and Vaughan.

Theres some d  d mistake! shrieked the Squire, as the words reached his ears.

But there was no mistake, and to the silent disgust of the Tories and amid the frantic cheering of the Whigs, the return was made in favour of Sergeant John Wathen, and Arthur Vermuyden Vaughan, esquire. Loud and long was the cheering: the air was black with caps. But when the crowd sought for the two to chair them according to immemorial custom, only the Sergeant could be found, and he with great prudence declined the honour.


XIX

THE FRUITS OF VICTORY

Arthur Vaughan could write himself Member of Parliament. The plaudits of the Academic and the mimic contests of the Debating Club were no longer for him. Fortune had placed within his grasp the prize of which he had often dreamt; and henceforth all lay open to him. But, as a contemporary in a letter written on a like occasion says, he had gone through innumerable horrors to reach the goal. And the moment the result was known and certain he slipped away from his place, and from the oppressive good-wishes of his new and uncongenial friends  the Williamses and the Blackfords; and shutting himself up in his rooms at the White Lion, where his entrance was regarded askance, he set himself to look the future in the face.

He could not blame himself for the past, for he had done nothing of which he was ashamed. He had been put by circumstances in a false position, but he had freed himself frankly and boldly; and every candid man must acknowledge that he could not have done otherwise than he had. Yet he was aware that his conduct was open to misconstruction. Some, even on his own side, would say that he had gone to Chippinge prepared to support his kinsman; and that then, tempted by the opportunity of gaining the seat for himself, he had faced about. Few would believe the truth  that twenty-four hours before the election he had declined to stand. Still fewer would believe that in withdrawing his No, he had been wholly moved by the offer which Sir Robert had made to him and the unworthy manner in which he had treated him.

Yet that was the truth; and so entirely the truth, that but for that offer he would have resigned the seat even now. For he had no mind to enter the House under a cloud. He knew that to do so was to endanger the boat in which his fortunes were embarked. But in face of that offer he could not withdraw. Sir Robert, Wetherell, White, all would believe that he had resigned, not on the point of honour, but for a bribe, and because the bribe, refused at first, grew larger the longer he eyed it.

So, for good or evil, his mind was made up. And for a few minutes, while the roar of the mob applauding him rose to his windows, he was happy. He was a member of the Commons House. He stood on that threshold on which Harley and St. John, Walpole the wise, and the inspired Cornet, Pitt and Fox, spoiled children of fortune, Castlereagh the illogical, and Canning

Born with an ancient name of little worth,
And disinherited before hit birth,

and many another had stood; knowing no more than he knew what fortune had in womb for them, what of hushed silence would one day mark their rising, what homage of loyal hearts and thundering feet would hang upon their words. As their fortunes his might be; to sway to tears or laughter, to a nations weal or woe, the men who ruled; to know his words were fateful, and yet to speak with no uncertain voice; to give the thing he did not deign to wear, and make the man whom he must follow after, ay,

To fall as Walpole and to fail at Pitt!

this, all this might be his, if he were worthy! If the dust of that arena knew no better man!

His heart rose on the wave of thought and he felt himself fit for all, equipped for all. He owned no task too hard, no enterprise too high. Nor did he fall from the clouds until he remembered the change in his fortunes, and bethought him that henceforth he must depend upon himself. The story would be sifted, of course, and its truth or falsehood be made clear. But whatever use Sir Robert might have deigned to make of it, Vaughan did not believe that he would have stooped to invent it. And if it were true, then all the importance which had attached to himself as the heir to a great property, all the privileges, all the sanctity of coming wealth, were gone.

But with them the responsibilities of that position were gone also. The change might well depress his head and cloud his heart. He had lost much which he could hardly hope to win for himself. Yet  yet there were compensations.

He had passed through much in the last twenty-four hours; and, perhaps for that reason, he was peculiarly open to emotion. In the thought that henceforth he might seek a companion where he pleased, in the remembrance that he had no longer any tastes to consult but his own, any prejudices to respect save those which he chose to adopt, he found a comfort at which he clutched eagerly and thankfully. The world which shook him off  he would no longer be guided by its dictates! The race, strenuous and to the swift, ay, to the draining of heart and brain, he would not run it alone, uncheered, unsolaced  merely because while things were different he had walked by a certain standard of conduct! If he was now a poor man he was at least free! Free to take the one he loved into the boat in which his fortunes floated, nor ask too closely who were her forbears. Free to pursue his ambition hand in hand with one who would sweeten failure and share success, and who in that life of scant enjoyment and high emprise to which he must give himself, would be a guardian angel, saving him from the spells of folly and pleasure!

He might please himself now, and he would. Flixton might laugh, the men of the 14th might laugh. And in Bury Street he might have winced. But in Mecklenburgh Square, where he and she would set up their modest tent, he would not care.

He could not go to Bristol until the morrow, for he had to see Pybus, but he would write and tell her of his fortunes and ask her to share them. The step was no sooner conceived than attempted. He sat down and took pen and paper, and with a glow at his heart, in a state of generous agitation, he prepared to write.

But he had never written to her, he had never called her by her name. And the difficulty of addressing her overwhelmed him. In the end, after sitting appalled by the bold and shameless look of Dear Mary, Dearest Mary, and of addresses warmer than these, he solved the difficulty, after a tame and proper fashion by writing to Miss Sibson. And this is what he wrote:



Dear Madame,

At the interview which I had with you on Saturday last, you were good enough to intimate that if I were prepared to give an affirmative answer to a question which you did not put into words, you would permit me to see Miss Smith. I am now in a position to give the assurance as to my intentions which you desired, and trust that I may see Miss Smith on my arrival in Bristol to-morrow.

Believe me to remain, Madame,

Truly yours,

Arthur V. Vaughan.



And all his life, he told himself, he would remember the use to which he had put his first frank!

That night the toasting and singing, drunkenness and revelry of which the borough was the scene, kept him long waking. But eleven oclock on the following morning saw him alighting from a chaise at Bristol, and before noon he was in Queens Square.

For the time at least he had put the world behind him. And it was in pure exultation and the joyous anticipation of what was to come that he approached the house. He came, a victor from the fight; nor, he reflected, was it every suitor who had it in his power to lay such offerings at the feet of his mistress. In the eye of the world, indeed, he was no longer what he had been; for the matchmaking mother he had lost his value. But he had still so much to give which Mary had not, he could still so alter the tenor of her life, he could still so lift her in the social scale, those hopes which she was to share still flew on pinions so ambitious  ay, to the very scattering of garters and red-ribbons  that his heart was full of the joy of giving. He must not be blamed if he felt as King Cophetua when he stooped to the beggar-maiden, or as the Lord of Burleigh when he wood the farmers daughter. After all, he did but rejoice that she had so little and he had so much; that he could give and she could grace.

When he came to the house he paused a moment in wonder that when all things were altered, his prospects, views, plans, its face rose unchanged. Then he knocked boldly; the time for hesitation was past. He asked for Miss Smith  thinking it likely that he would have to wait until the school rose at noon. The maid, however, received him as if she expected him, and ushered him at once into a room on the left of the entrance. He stood, holding his hat, waiting, listening; but not for long. The door had scarcely closed on the girl before it opened again, and Mary Smith came in. She met his eyes, and started, blushed a divine rosy-red and stood wide-eyed and uncertain, with her hand on the door.

Did you not expect me? he said, taken aback on his side. For this was not the Mary Smith with whom he travelled on the coach; nor the Mary Smith with whom he had talked in the Square. This was a Mary Smith, no less beautiful, but gay and fresh as the morning, in dainty white with a broad blue sash, with something new, something of a franker bearing in her air. Did you not expect me? he repeated gently, advancing a step towards her.

No, she murmured, and she stood blushing before him, blushing more deeply with every second. For his eyes were beginning to talk, and to tell the old tale.

Did not Miss Sibson get my letter? he asked gently.

I think not, she murmured.

Then I have all  to do, he said nervously. It was  it was certainly a harder thing to do than he had expected. Will you not sit down, please, he pleaded. I want you to listen to me.

For a moment she looked as if she would flee instead. Then she let him lead her to a seat.

He sat down within reach of her. And you did not know that it was I? he said, feeling the difficulty increase with every second.

No.

I hope, he said, hesitating, that you are glad that it is?

I am glad to see you again  to thank you, she murmured. But while her blushes and her downcast eyes seemed propitious to his suit, there was something  was it, could it be a covert smile hiding at the corners of her little mouth?  some change in her which oppressed him, and which he did not understand. One thing he did understand, however: that she was more beautiful, more desirable, more intoxicating than he had pictured her. And his apprehensions grew upon him, as he paused tongue-tied, worshipping her with his eyes. If, after all, she would not? What if she said, No? For what, now he came to measure them beside her, were those things he brought her, those things he came to offer, that career which he was going to ask her to share? What were they beside her adorable beauty and her modesty, the candour of her maiden eyes, the perfection of her form? He saw their worthlessness; and the bold phrase with which he had meant to open his suit, the confident, Mary, I am come for you, which he had repeated so often to the rhythm of the chaise-wheels, that he was sure he would never forget it, died on his lips.

At last, You speak of thanks  it is to gain your thanks I am come, he said nervously. But I dont ask for words. I want you to think as  as highly as you can of what I did for you  if you please! I want you to believe that I saved your life on the coach. I want you to think that I did it at great risk to myself. I want you, he continued hurriedly, to exaggerate a hundredfold  everything I did for you. And then I want you to think that you owe all to a miser, who will be content with nothing short of  of immense interest, of an extortionate return.

I dont think that I understand, she answered in a low tone, her cheeks glowing. But beyond that, he could not tell aught of her feelings; she kept her eyes lowered so that he could not read them, and there were, even in the midst of her shyness, an ease and an aloofness in her bearing, which were new to him and which frightened him. He remembered how quickly she had on other occasions put him in his place; how coldly she had asserted herself. Perhaps, she had no feeling for him. Perhaps, apart from the incident in the coach, she even disliked him!

You do not understand, he said unsteadily, what is the return I want?

No-o, she faltered.

He stood up abruptly, and took a pace or two from her. And I hardly dare tell you, he said. I hardly dare tell you. I came to you, I came here as brave as a lion. And now, I dont know why, I am frightened.

She  astonishing thing!  leapt the gulf for him. Possibly the greater distance at which he stood gave her courage. Are you afraid, she murmured, moving her fingers restlessly, and watching them, that you may change your mind again?

Change my mind? he ejaculated, not for the moment understanding her. So much had happened since his collision with Flixton in the Square.

As that gentleman  said you were in the habit of doing.

Ah!

It was not true?

True? he exclaimed hotly. True that I  that I  

Changed your mind? she said with her face averted. And not  not only that, sir?

What else? he asked bitterly.

Talked of me  among your friends?

A lie! A miserable lie! he cried on impulse, finding his tongue again. But I will tell you all. He saw you  that first morning, you remember, and never having seen anyone so lovely, he intended to make you the object of  of attentions that were unworthy of you. And to protect you I told him that I was going  to make you my wife.

Is that what you mean to-day? she asked faintly.

Yes.

But you did not mean it then? she answered  though very gently. It was to shield me you said it?

He looked at her, astonished at her insight and her boldness. How different, how very different was this from that to which he had looked forward! At last, I think I meant it, he said gloomily. God knows I mean it now! But that evening, he continued, seeing that she still waited with averted face for the rest of his explanation, he challenged me at dinner before them all, and I, he added jerkily, I was not quite sure what I meant  I had no mind that you should be made the talk of the  of my friends  

And so  you denied it? she said gently.

He hung his head. Yes, he said.

I think I  I understand, she answered unsteadily. What I do not understand is why you are here to-day. Why you have changed your mind again. Why you are now willing that I should be  the talk of your friends, sir.

He stood, the picture of abasement. Must he acknowledge his doubts and his hesitation, allow that he had been ashamed of her, admit that he had deemed the marriage he now sought, a mésalliance? Must he open to her eyes those hours of cowardly vacillation during which he had walked the Clifton Woods weighing I would against I dare not? And do it in face of that new dignity, that new aloofness which he recognised in her and which made him doubt if he had an ally in her heart.

More, if he told her, would she understand? How should she, bred so differently, understand how heavily the old name with its burden of responsibilities, how heavily the past with its obligations to duty and sacrifice, had weighed upon him! And if he told her and she did not understand, what mercy had he to expect from her?

Still, for a moment he was on the point of telling her: and of telling her also why he was now free to please himself, why, rid of the burden with the inheritance, he could follow his heart. But the tale was long and roundabout, she knew nothing of the Vermuydens, of their importance, or his expectations, or what he had lost or what he had gained. And it seemed simpler to throw himself on her mercy. Because I love you! he said humbly. I have nothing else to say.

And you are sure that you will not change your mind again?

There was that in her voice, though he could not see her face, which brought him across two squares of the carpet as if she had jerked him with a string. In a second he was on his knees beside her, and had laid a feverish hand on hers. Mary, he cried, Mary! seeking to look up into her face, you will! You will! You will let me take you? You will let me take you from here! I cannot offer you what I once thought I could, but I have enough, and, you will? There was a desperate supplication in his voice; for close to her, so close that his breath was on her cheek, she seemed, with her half-averted face and her slender figure, so dainty a thing, so delicate and rare, that he could hardly believe that she could ever be his, that he could be so lucky as to possess her, that he could ever take her in his arms. You will? You will? he repeated, empty of all other words.

She did not speak, she could not speak. But she bowed her head.

You will?

She turned her eyes on him then; eyes so tender and passionate that they seemed to draw his heart, his being, his strength out of him. Yes, she whispered shyly. If I am allowed.

Allowed? Allowed? he cried. How in a moment was all changed for him! I would like to see   And then breaking off  perhaps it was her fault for leaning a little towards him  he did that which he had thought a moment before that he would never dare to do. He put his arm round her and drew her gently and reverently to him until  for she did not resist  her head lay on his shoulder. Mine! he murmured, Mine! Mine! Mary, I can hardly believe it. I can hardly think I am so blest.

And you will not change? she whispered.

Never! Never!

They were silent. Was she thinking of the dark night, when she had walked lonely and despondent to her new and unknown home? Or of many another hour of solitary depression, spent in dull and dreary schoolrooms, while others made holiday? Was he thinking of his doubts and fears, his cowardly hesitation? Or only of his present monstrous happiness? No matter. At any rate, they had forgotten the existence of anything outside the room, they had forgotten the world and Miss Sibson, they were in a Paradise of their own, such as is given to no man and to no woman more than once, they were a million miles from Bristol City, when the sound made by the opening door surprised them in that posture. Vaughan turned fiercely to see who it was, to see who dared to trespass on their Eden. He looked, only looked, and he sprang to his feet, amazed. He thought for a moment that he was dreaming, or that he was mad.

For on the threshold, gazing at them with a face of indescribable astonishment, rage and incredulity, was Sir Robert Vermuyden. Sir Robert Vermuyden, the one last man in the world whom Arthur Vaughan would have expected to see there!


XX

A PLOT UNMASKED

For a few moments the old man and the young man gazed at one another, alike in this only that neither found words equal to his feelings. While Mary, covered with confusion, blushing for the situation in which she had been found, could not hold up her head. It was Sir Robert who at last broke the silence in a voice which trembled with passion.

You viper! he said. You viper! You would sting me  here also.

Vaughan stared at him, aghast. The intrusion was outrageous, but astonishment rather than anger was the young mans first feeling. Here also? he repeated, as if he thought that he must have heard amiss. I sting you? What do you mean? Why have you followed me? And then more warmly, How dare you, sir, spy on me? And he threw back his head in wrath.

The old man, every nerve and vein in his lean, high forehead swollen and leaping, raised his cane and shook it at him. Dare? Dare? he cried, and then for very rage his voice failed him.

Vaughan closed his eyes and opened them again. I am dreaming, he said. I must be dreaming. Are you Sir Robert Vermuyden? Is this house Miss Sibsons school? Are we in Bristol? Or is it all  but first, sir, recalling abruptly and with indignation the situation in which he had been surprised, and raising his tone, how come you here? I have a right to know that!

How come I here?

Yes! How come you here, sir?

You ask me! You ask me! Sir Robert repeated, as if he could not believe his ears. How I come here! You scoundrel! You scoundrel!

Vaughan started under the lash of the word. The insult was gratuitous, intolerable! No relationship, no family tie could excuse it. No wonder that the astonishment and irritation which had been his first feelings, gave way to pure anger. Sir Robert might be this or that. He might have, or rather, he might have had certain rights. But now all that was over, the relationship was a thing of the past. And to suppose that he was still to suffer the old gentlemans interference, to put up with his insults, to permit him in the presence of a young girl, his promised wife, to use such language as he was using, was out of the question. Vaughans face grew dark.

Sir Robert, he said, you are too old to be called to account. You may say, therefore, what you please. But not  not if you are a gentleman  until this young lady has left the room.

This  young  lady! Sir Robert gasped in an indescribable tone: and with the cane quivering in his grasp he looked from Vaughan to the girl.

Yes, Vaughan answered sternly. That young lady! And do not let me hear you call her anything else, sir, for she has promised to be my wife.

You lie! the baronet cried, the words leaping from his lips.

Sir Robert!

My daughter  promised to be your wife! My  my  

Your daughter!

Hypocrite! Sir Robert retorted, flinging the word at him. You knew it! You knew it!

Your daughter?

Ay, that she was my daughter!

Your daughter!

This time the words fell from Arthur Vaughan in a whisper. And he stood, turned to stone. His daughter? Sir Roberts daughter? The girl  he tried desperately to clear his mind  of whom Wetherell had told the story, the girl whom her mother had hidden away, while in Italy, the girl whose reappearance in life had ousted him or was to oust him from his inheritance? Mary Smith  was that girl! His daughter!

But no! The blood leapt back to his heart. It was impossible, it was incredible! The coincidence was too great, too amazing. His reason revolted against it. And Impossible! he cried in a louder, a bolder tone  though fear underlay its confidence. You are playing with me! You must be jesting! he repeated angrily.

But the elder man, though his hand still trembled on his cane and his face was sallow with rage, had regained some control of himself. Instead of retorting on Vaughan  except by a single glance of withering contempt  he turned to Mary. You had better go to your room, he said, coldly but not ungently. For how could he blame her, bred amid such surroundings, for conduct that in other circumstances had irritated him indeed? For conduct that had been unseemly, unmaidenly, improper. You had better go to your room, he repeated. This is no fit place for you and no fit discussion for your ears. I am not  the fault is not with you, but it will be better if you leave us.

She was rising, too completely overwhelmed to dream of refusing, when Vaughan interposed. No, he said with a gleam of defiance in his eyes. By your leave, sir, no! This young lady is my affianced wife. If it be her own wish to retire, be it so. But if not, there is no one who has the right to bid her go or stay. You  checking Sir Roberts wrathful rejoinder by a gesture you may be her father, but before you can exercise a fathers rights you must make good your case.

Make good my case! Sir Robert ejaculated.

And when you have made it good, it will still be for her to choose between us, Vaughan continued with determination. You, who have never played a fathers part, who have never guided or guarded, fostered or cherished her  do not think, sir, that you can in a moment arrogate to yourself a fathers authority.

Sir Robert gasped. But the next moment he took up the glove so boldly flung down. He pointed to the door, and with less courtesy than the occasion demanded  but he was sore pressed by his anger, Leave the room, girl, he said.

Do as you please, Mary, Vaughan said.

Go! cried the baronet, stung by the use of her name. Stay! said Vaughan.

Infinitely distressed, infinitely distracted by this appeal from the one, from the other, from this side, from that, she turned her swimming eyes on her lover. Oh, what, she cried, what am I to do?

He did not speak, but he looked at her, not doubting what she would do, nor conceiving it possible that she could prefer to him, her lover, whose sweet professions were still honey in her ears, whose arm was still warm from the pressure of her form  that she could prefer to him, a father who was no more than the shadow of a name.

But he did not know Mary yet, either in her strength or her weakness. Nor did he consider that her father was already more than a name to her. She hung a moment undecided and wretched, drooping as the white rose that hangs its head in the first shower. Then she turned to the elder man, and throwing her arms about his neck hung in tears on his breast. You will be good to him, sir, she whispered passionately. Oh, forgive him! Forgive him, sir!

My dear  

Oh, forgive him, sir!

Sir Robert smoothed her hair with a caressing hand, and with pinched lips and bright eyes looked at his adversary over her head. I would forgive him, he said, I could forgive him  all but this! All but this, my dear! I could forgive him had he not tricked you and deceived you, cozened you and flattered you  into this! Into the belief that he loves you, while he loves only your inheritance! Or that part, he added bitterly, of which he has not already robbed you!

Sir Robert, Vaughan said, you have stooped very low. But it will not avail you.

It has availed me so far, the baronet retorted. With confidence he was regaining also command of himself.

Vaughan winced. In proportion as the other recovered his temper, he lost his.

It will avail me still farther, Sir Robert continued exultantly, when my daughter understands, as she shall understand, sir, that when you came here to-day, when you stole a march on me, as you thought, and proposed marriage to her behind my back, you knew all that I knew! Knew, sir, that she was my daughter, knew that she was my heiress, knew that she ousted you, knew that by a marriage with her, and by that only, you could regain all that you had lost!

It is a lie! Vaughan cried, stung beyond endurance. He was pale with anger.

Then refute it! Sir Robert said, clasping the girl, who had involuntarily winced at the word, more closely to him. Refute it, sir! Refute it!

It is absurd! It  it needs no refutation! Vaughan cried.

Why? Sir Robert retorted. I state it. I am prepared to prove it! I have three witnesses to the fact!

To the fact that I  

That you knew, Sir Robert replied. Knew this lady to be my daughter when you came here this morning  as well as I knew it myself.

Vaughan returned his look in speechless indignation. Did the man really believe in a charge, which at first had seemed to be mere vulgar abuse. It was not possible! Sir Robert, he said, speaking slowly and with dignity, I never did you harm by word or deed until a day or two ago. And then, God knows, perforce and reluctantly. How then can you lower yourself to  to such a charge as this?

Do you deny then, the baronet replied with contemptuous force, do you dare to deny  to my face, that you knew?

Vaughan stared. You will say presently, he replied, that I knew her to be your daughter when I made her acquaintance on the coach a week ago. At a time when you knew nothing yourself.

As to that I cannot say one way or the other, Sir Robert rejoined. I do not know how nor where you made her acquaintance. But I do know that an acquaintance so convenient, so coincident, could hardly be the work of chance!

Good G  d! Then you will say also that I knew who she was when I called on her the day after, and again two days after that  while you were still in ignorance?

I have said, the baronet answered with cold decision, that I do not know how you made, nor why you followed up your acquaintance with her. But I have, I cannot but have my suspicions.

Suspicions? Suspicions? Vaughan cried bitterly. And on suspicion, the base issue of prejudice and dislike  

No, sir, no! Sir Robert struck in. Though it may be that if I knew who introduced you to her, who opened this house to you, and the rest, I might find ground for more than suspicion! The schoolmistress might tell me somewhat, and  you wince, sir! Ay, he continued in a tone of triumph. I see there is something to be learned! But it is not upon suspicion that I charge you to-day! It is upon the best of grounds. Did you not before my eyes and in the presence of two other witnesses, read, no farther back than the day before yesterday, in the drawing-room of my house, the whole story of my daughters movements up to her departure from London for Bristol! With the name of the school to which she was consigned? Did you not, sir? Did you not?

Never! Never!

What? The astonishment in Sir Roberts voice was so real, so unfeigned, that it must have carried conviction to any listener.

Vaughan passed his hand across his brow; and Mary, who had hitherto kept her face hidden, shivering under the stroke of each harsh word  for to a tender heart what could be more distressing than this strife between the two beings she most cherished?  raised her head imperceptibly. What would he answer? Only she knew how her heart beat; how sick she was with fear; how she shrank from that which the next minute might unfold!

And yet she listened.

I  I remember now, Vaughan said  and the consternation he felt made itself heard in his voice. I remember that I looked at a paper  

At a paper! Sir Robert cried in a tone of withering contempt. At a detailed account, sir, of my daughters movements down to her arrival at Bristol! Do you deny that? he continued grimly. Do you deny that you perused that account?

Vaughan stood for a moment with his hand pressed to his brow. He hesitated. I remember taking a paper in my hands, he said slowly, his face flushing, as the probable inference from his words occurred to him. But I was thinking so much of the disclosure you had made to me, and of the change it involved  to me, that  

That you took no interest in the written details! Sir Robert cried in a tone of bitter irony.

I did not.

You did not read a word, I suppose?

I did not.

Before the baronet could utter the sneer which was on his lips, Mary interposed. I  I would like to go, she murmured. I feel rather faint!

She detached herself from her fathers arm as she spoke, and with her face averted from her lover, she moved uncertainly towards the door. She had no wish to look on him. She shrank from meeting his shamed eyes. But something, either the feeling that she would never see him again, and that this was the end of her maiden love, or the desperate hope that even at this last moment he might explain his admission  and those facts, confirmation strong as hell which she knew, but which Sir Robert did not know  one or other of these feelings made her falter on the threshold, made her turn. Their eyes met.

He stepped forward impulsively. He was white with pain, his face rigid. For what pain is stronger than the pang of innocence accused?

One moment! he said, in an unsteady voice. If we part so, Mary, we part indeed! We part forever! I said awhile ago that you must choose between us. And you have chosen  it seems, he continued unsteadily. Yet think! Give yourself, give me a chance. Will you not believe my word? And he held out his arms to her. Will you not believe that when I came to you this morning I thought you penniless? I thought you the unknown schoolmistress you thought yourself a week ago! Will you not trust me when I say that I never connected you with the missing daughter? Never dreamed of a connection? Why should I? he added, in growing agitation as the words of his appeal wrought on himself. Why should I? Or why do you in a moment think me guilty of the meanest, the most despicable, the most mercenary of acts?

He was going to take her hand, but Sir Robert stepped between them, grim as fate and as vindictive. No! he said. No! No more! You have given her pain enough, sir! Take your dismissal and go! She has chosen  you have said it yourself!

He cast one look at Sir Robert, and then, Mary, he asked, am I to go?

She was leaning, almost beside herself, against the door. And oh, how much of joy and sorrow she had known since she crossed the threshold. A mans embrace, and a mans treachery. The sweetness of love and the bitterness of  reality!

Mary! Vaughan repeated.

But the baronet could not endure this. By G  d, no! he cried, infuriated by the others persistence, and perhaps a little by fear that the girl would give way. You shall not soil her name with your lips, sir! You shall torture her no longer! You have your dismissal! Take it and go!

When she tells me with her own lips to go, Vaughan answered doggedly, I will go. Not before! For never had she seemed more desirable to him. Never, though contempt of her weakness wrestled with his love, had he wanted her more. Except that seat in the House which had cost him so dearly, she was all he had left. And it did not seem possible that she whom he had held so lately in his arms, she who had confessed her love for him, with whom he had vowed to share his life and his success, his lot good or bad  it did not seem possible that she could really believe this miserable, this incredible, this impossible thing of him! She could not! Or, if she could, he was indeed mistaken in her. I shall go, he repeated coldly, and I shall not return.

And Mary had not believed it of him, had she known him longer or better; had she known him as girls commonly know their lovers. But his wooing had been short, we know: and we know, too, the distrust of men in which she had been trained. He had taken her by storm, stooping to her from the height of his position, having on his side her poverty and loneliness, her inexperience and youth. Now all these things, and her ignorance of his world weighed against him. Was it to be supposed, could it be credited that he, who had come to her bearing her mothers commendation, knew nothing, though he was her kinsman? That he, who after plain hesitation and avowed doubt, laid all at her feet as soon as her father was prepared to acknowledge her  still sought her in ignorance? That he, who had read her story in black and white, still knew nothing?

No, she could not believe it. But it was a bitter thing to know that he did not love her, that he had not loved her! That he had come to her for gain! She must speak if it were only to escape, only to save herself from  from collapse. She yearned for nothing now so much as to be alone in her room.

Good-bye, she muttered, with averted eyes and pallid lips. I  I forgive you. Good-bye.

And she opened the door with groping fingers; and still, still looking away from him lest she should break down, she went out.

He drew a deep breath as she passed the threshold; and his eyes did not leave her. But he did not speak. Nor did Sir Robert Vermuyden until his daughters step, light as thistledown that morning, and now uncertain and lagging, passed out of hearing, and  and at last a door closed on the floor above.

Then the elder man looked at the other. Are you not going? he said with stern meaning. You have robbed me of my borough, sir  I give you joy of your cleverness. But you shall not rob me of my daughter!

I wonder which you love the better! Vaughan snarled. And with the vicious gibe he took his hat and went.


XXI

A MEETING OF OLD FRIENDS

It was September. The House elected in those first days of May was four months old, and already it had fulfilled the hopes of the country. Without a division it had decreed the first reading, and by a majority of one hundred and thirty-six, the second reading of the Peoples Bill; that Bill by which the preceding House slaying, had been slain. New members were beginning to lose the first gloss of their enthusiasm; the youngest no longer ogled the M.P. on their letters, nor franked for the mere joy of franking. But the ministry still rode the flood tide of favour, Lord Grey was still his countrys pride, and Brougham a hero. It only remained to frighten the House of Lords, and in particular those plaguy out-of-date fellows, the Bishops, into passing the Bill; and the battle would be won,

The streets be paved with mutton pies,

Potatoes eat like pine!

And, in fine, everyone would live happily ever afterwards.

To old Tories of the stamp of Sir Robert Vermuyden, the outlook was wholly dark. But it is not often that public care clouds private joy; and had Eldon been prime minister, with Wetherell for his Chancellor, the grounds of Stapylton could hardly have worn a more smiling aspect than they presented on the fine day in early September, which Sir Robert had chosen for his daughters first party. The abrupt addition of a well-grown girl to a family of one is a delicate process. It is apt to open the door to scandal. And a little out of discretion, and more that she, who was now the apple of his eye, might not wear her wealth with a difference, nor lack anything of the mode, he had not hastened the occasion. A word had been dropped here and there  with care; the truth had been told to some, the prepossessions of others had been consulted. But at length the day was come on which she must stand by his side and receive the world of Wiltshire.

And she had so stood for more than an hour of this autumn afternoon; with such pride on his side as was fitting, and such blushes on hers as were fitting also. Now, the prime duty of reception over, and his company dispersed through the gardens, Sir Robert lingered with one or two of his intimates on the lawn before the house. In the hollow of the park hard by, stood the ample marquee in which his poorer neighbours were presently to feed; gossip had it that Sir Robert was already at work rebuilding his political influence. Near the tent, Hunt the Slipper and Kiss in the Ring were in progress, and Moneymusk was being danced to the strains of the Chippinge church band; the shrill voices of the rustic youth proving that their first shyness was wearing off. Within the gardens, a famous band from Bath played the new-fashioned quadrilles turn about with Moores Irish Melodies; and a score of the fair, gorgeous as the dragon-flies which darted above the water, meandered delicately up and down the sward; or escorted by gentlemen in tightly strapped white trousers and blue coats  or in Wellington frocks, the latest mode  appeared and again disappeared among the elms beside the Garden Pool. In the background, the house, adorned and refurnished, winked with all its windows at the sunshine, gave forth from all its doors the sweet scent of flowers, throbbed to the very recesses of the haunted wing with small talk and light laughter, the tap of sandalled feet and the flirt of fans.

Sir Robert thanked his God as he looked upon it all. And five years younger in face and more like the Duke than ever, he listened, almost purring, to the praises of his new-found darling. The odds had been great that with such a breeding, she had been coarse or sly, common or skittish. And she was none of these things, but fair as a flower, slender as Psyche, sweet-eyed as a loving woman, dainty and virginal as the buds of May! And withal gentle and kind and obedient  above all, obedient. He could not thank God enough, as he read in the eyes of young men and old women, what they thought of her. And he was thanking Him, though in outward seeming he was attentive to an old friends prattle, when his eyes fell on a carriage and four which, followed by two outriders, was sweeping past the marquee and breasting the gentle ascent to the house. All who were likely to arrive in such state, the Beauforts, Suffolks, Methuens, were come; the old Duke of Beaufort, indeed, and his daughter-in-law were gone again. So Sir Robert stared at the approaching carriage, wondering whom it might contain.

They are the Bowood liveries, said his friend, who had longer sight. I thought they had gone to town for the Coronation.

Sir Robert too had thought so. Indeed, though he had invited the Lansdownes upon the principle, which even the heats attending the Reform Bill did not wholly abrogate, that family friendships were above party  he had been glad to think that he would not see the spoliators. The trespass was too recent, the robbery too gross! Ay, and the times too serious.

Here they were, however; Lady Lansdowne, her daughter, and a small gentleman with a merry eye and curling locks. And Sir Robert repressed a sigh, and advanced four or five paces to meet them. But though he sighed, no one knew better what became a host; and his greeting was perfect. One of his bitterest flings at Bowood painted it as the common haunt of fiddlers and poets, actors and the like. But he received her ladyships escort, who was no other than Mr. Moore of Sloperton, and of the Irish Melodies, with the courtesy which he would have extended to an equal; nor when Lady Lansdowne sent her girl to take tea under the poets care did he let any sign of his reprobation appear. Those with whom he had been talking had withdrawn to leave him at liberty, and he found himself alone with Lady Lansdowne.

We leave for Berkeley Square to-morrow, for the Coronation on the 8th, she said, playing with her fan in a way which would have betrayed to her intimates that she was not at ease. I had many things to do this morning in view of our departure and I could not start early. You must accept our apologies, Sir Robert.

It was gracious of your ladyship to come at all, he said.

It was brave, she replied, with a gleam of laughter in her eyes. In fact, though I bear my lords warmest felicitations on this happy event, and wreathe them with mine, Sir Robert  

I thank your ladyship and Lord Lansdowne, he said formally.

I do not think that I should have ventured, she continued with another glint of laughter, did I not bear also an olive branch.

He bowed, but waited in silence for her explanation.

One of a  a rather delicate nature, she said. Am I permitted, Sir Robert, to  to speak in confidence?

He did not understand and he sought refuge in compliments. Permitted? he said, with the gallant bow of an old beau. All things are permitted to so much  

Hush! she said. But there! I will take you at your word. You know that the Bill  there is but one Bill now-a-days  is in Committee?

He frowned, disliking the subject. I dont think, he said, that any good can come of discussing it, Lady Lansdowne.

I think it may, she replied, with a confidence which she did not feel, if you will hear me. It is whispered that there is a question in Committee of one of the doomed boroughs. One, I am told, Sir Robert, hangs between schedule A and schedule B; and that borough is Chippinge. Those who know whisper Lord Lansdowne that ultimately it will be plucked from the burning, and will be found in schedule B. Consequently it will retain one member.

Sir Roberts thin face turned a dull red. So the wicked Whigs, who had drawn the line of disfranchisement at such a point as to spare their pet preserves, their Calne and Bedford and the like, had not been able with all their craft to net every fish. One had evaded the mesh, and by Heavens, it was Chippinge! Chippinge, though shorn of its full glory, would still return one member. He had not hoped, he had not expected this. Now

Non omnis moriar, multaque pars mei
Vitabit Libitinam!

he thought with jubilation. And then another thought darted through his mind and changed his joy to chagrin. A seat had been left to Chippinge. But why? That Arthur Vaughan, that his renegade cousin, might continue to fill it, might continue to hold it, under his nose and to his daily, hourly, his constant mortification. By Heaven, it was too much! They had said well, who said that an enemys gift was to be dreaded. But he would fight the seat, at the next election and at every election, rather than suffer that miserable person, miserable on so many accounts, to fill it at his will. And after all the seat was saved; and no one could tell the future. The lasting gain might outlive the temporary vexation.

So, after frowning a moment, he tried to smooth his brow. And your mission, Lady Lansdowne, he said politely, is to tell me this?

In part, she said, with hesitation, for the course, of his feelings had been visible in his countenance. But also  

But also  and in the main, he answered with a smile, to make a proposition, perhaps?

Yes.

He thought of the most obvious proposition, and he spoke in pursuance of his thought. Then forgive me if I speak plainly, he said. Whether the borough lose one member or both, whether it figure in schedule B, or in schedule A, cannot affect my opposition to the Bill! If you have it in commission, therefore, to make any proposal, based on a contrary notion, I cannot listen even to your ladyship.

I have not, she answered with a smile. Sir Robert Vermuydens malignancy is too well known. Yet I am the bearer of a proposition. Suppose the Bill to become law, and I am told that it will surely become law, can we not avoid future conflict, and  I will not say future ill-will, for God knows there is none on our side, Sir Robert  but future friction, by an agreement? Of course it will not be possible to nominate members in the future as in the past. But for some time to come whoever is returned for Chippinge must be returned by your influence, or by my lords.

He coughed drily. Possibly, he said.

In view of that, she continued, flirting her fan, as she watched his face  his manner was not encouraging, and for the sake of peace between families, and a little, perhaps, because I do not wish Kerry to be beggared by contested elections, can we not now, while the future is on the lap of the gods  

In Committee, Sir Robert corrected with a grave bow.

She laughed pleasantly. Well, she allowed, perhaps it is not quite the same thing. But no matter! Whoever the Fates in charge, can we not, with her head on one side and a charming smile, make a treaty of peace?

And what, Sir Robert asked with urbane sarcasm, becomes of the rights of the people in that case, Lady Lansdowne? And of the purity of elections? And of the new and independent electors whom my lord has brought into being? Must we not think of these things?

She looked for an instant rather foolish. Then she rallied, and with a slightly heightened colour, In good time, we must, she replied. But for the present it is plain that they will not be able to walk without assistance.

What? it was on the tip of his tongue to answer. The new and independent electors? Not walk without assistance? Oh, what a change is here! But he forbore. He said instead  but with the faintest shade of irony, Without our assistance, I think you mean, Lady Lansdowne?

Yes. And that being so, why should we not agree, my lord and you  to save Kerrys pocket shall I say  to bring forward a candidate alternately?

Sir Robert shook his head gravely. He would fight.

Allowing to you, Sir Robert, as the owner of the influence hitherto dominant in the borough, the first return.

The first return  after the Bill passes?

Yes.

That was a different thing. That was another thing altogether. A gleam of satisfaction shone for an instant under the baronets bushy eyebrows. The object he had most at heart was to oust his treacherous cousin. And here was a method, sure and safe: more safe by far than any contest under the new Bill?

Well I  I cannot say anything at this moment, he said, at last, trying to hide his satisfaction. These heats once over I do not see  your ladyship will pardon me  why my influence should not still predominate.

It was Lady Lansdownes turn. And things be as before? she answered. No, Sir Robert, no. You forget those rights of the people which you were so kind as to support a moment ago. Things will not be as before. But  but perhaps I shall hear from you? Of course it is not a matter that can be settled, as in the old days, by our people.

You shall certainly hear, he said, with something more than courtesy. In the meantime  

I am dying to see your daughter, she answered. I am told that she is very lovely. Where is she?

A few minutes ago she was in the Elm Walk, Sir Robert answered, a slight flush betraying his gratification. I will send for her.

But her ladyship would not hear of this; nor would she suffer him to leave his post to escort her. Heres la belle Suffolk coming to take leave of you, she said. And I know my way.

But you will not know her, Sir Robert answered.

Lady Lansdowne let her parasol sink over her shoulder. I think I shall, she said with a glance of meaning, if she is like her mother.

And without waiting to see the effect of her words, she moved away. It was said of old time of Juno, that she walked a Goddess confessed. And of Lady Lansdowne as she moved slowly across the sunny lawn before the church, her dainty skirts trailing and her parasol inclined, it might with equal justice have been said, that she walked a great lady, of that day when great ladies still were,

Nor mill nor mart had mocked the guineas stamp.

Whether she smiled on this person or bowed to that, or with a slighter movement acknowledged the courtesy of those who, without claiming recognition made respectful way for her, a gracious ease and a quiet nonchalance were in all her actions. The deeper emotions seemed as far from her as were Hodge and Joan playing Kiss in the Ring. But her last words to Sir Robert had reacted on herself, and as she crossed the rustic bridge, she paused a moment to gaze on the water. The band was playing the air of She is far from the Land, and tears rose to her eyes as she recalled the past and pictured scene after scene, absurd or pathetic in the career of the proud beauty who had once queened it here, whose mad pranks and madder sayings had once filled these shrubberies with mirth or chagrin, and whose child she was about to see.

She sighed, as she resumed her course, unable even now to blame Lady Sybil as her conduct to her child deserved. But where was the child? Not on the walk under the elms, which was deserted in favour of the more lively attractions of the park. Lady Lansdowne looked this way and that; at length availing herself of the solitude, she paced the walk to its end. Thence a short path which she well remembered, led to the kennels; and rather to indulge her sentiment and recall the days when she was herself young, and had been intimate here, than because she expected to meet Mary, she took this path. She had not followed it a dozen steps, and was hesitating whether to go on or return, the strains of Moores melody were scarcely blurred by the intervening laurels, when a tall dark-robed figure stepped with startling abruptness from the shrubbery, and stood before her.

Louisa, said the stranger. And she raised her veil. Dont you know me?

Sybil!

Yes, Sybil! the other answered curtly. And then as if something in Lady Lansdownes tone had wounded her, Why not? she continued, raising her head proudly. My name came easily enough to your ladyships lips once! And I am not aware that I have done anything to deprive me of the right to call my friends by their names, be they whom they may!

No, no! But  

But you meant it, Louisa! the other retorted with energy. Or is it that you find me so changed, so old, so worn, so altered from her you once knew, that it astonishes you to trace in this face the features of Sybil Matching!

You are changed, the other answered kindly. I fear you have been ill?

I am ill. I am more, I am dying. Not here, nor to-day, nor to-morrow  

Lady Lansdowne interrupted her. In that sense, she said gently, we are all dying. But though she said it, the change in Lady Sybils appearance did indeed shock her; almost as much as her presence in that place amazed her.

I have but three months to live, Lady Sybil answered feverishly; and her sunken cheeks and bright eyes, which told of some hidden disease, confirmed her words. I am dying in that sense! Do you hear? But I dare say, with a flash of her old levity, it is my presence here that shocks you? You are thinking what Vermuyden would say if he turned the corner behind you, and found us together! And, as Lady Lansdowne, with a nervous start, looked over her shoulder, with the old recklessness, Id like  Id like to see his face, my dear, and yours, too, if he found us. But, she continued, with an abrupt change to impassioned earnestness, its not to see you that I came to-day! Dont think it! Its not to see you that Ive been waiting for two hours past. I want to see my girl! I am going to see her, do you hear! You must bring her to me!

Sybil!

Dont contradict me, Louisa, she cried peremptorily. Havent I told you that I am dying? Dont you hear what I say! Am I to die and not see my child? Cruel woman! Heartless creature! But you always were! And cold as an icicle!

No, indeed, I am not! And I think you should see her, Lady Lansdowne answered, in no little distress. How could she not be distressed by the contrast between this woman plainly and almost shabbily dressed  for the purpose perhaps of evading notice  and with illness stamped on her face, and the brilliant, harum-scarum Lady Sybil, with whom her thoughts had been busy a few minutes before? I think you ought to see her, she repeated in a soothing tone. But you should take the proper steps to do so. You  

You think  yes, you do! Lady Vermuyden retorted with fierce energy you think that I have treated her so ill that I have no right to see her! That I cannot care to see her! But you do not know how I was tried! How I was suspected, how I was watched! What wrongs I suffered! And  and I never meant to hide her for good. When I died, she would have come home. And I had a plan too  but never mind that  to right her without Vermuydens knowledge and in his teeth. I saw her on a coach one day along with  what is it?

There is someone coming, Lady Lansdowne said hurriedly. Her ladyship indeed was in a state of great apprehension. She knew that at any moment she might be found, perhaps by Sir Robert: and the thought of the scene which would follow  aware as she was of the exasperation of his feelings  appalled her. She tried to temporise. Another time, she said. I think someone is coming now. See me another time and I will do what I can.

No! the other broke in, her face flushing with sudden anger. See you, Louisa? What do I care for seeing you? It is my girl I wish to see, that Im come to see, that Im going to see! Im her mother, fetch her to me! I have a right to see her, and I will see her! I demand her! If you do not go for her  

Sybil! Sybil! Lady Lansdowne cried, thoroughly alarmed by her friends violence. For Heavens sake be calm!

Calm? Lady Vermuyden answered. Do you cease to dictate to me, and do as I bid you! Go, and fetch her, or I will go myself and claim her before all his friends. He has no heart. He never had a heart! Its sawdust, with a hysterical laugh. But he has pride and Ill trample on it! Ill tread it in the mud  if you dont fetch her! Are you going, Miss Gravity? We used to call you Miss Gravity, I remember. You were always, with a faint sneer, a bit of a prude, my dear!

Miss Gravity! What long-forgotten trifles, what thoughts of youth the nickname brought back to Lady Lansdownes recollection. What wars of maidens wits, and half-owned jealousies, and light resentments, and sunny days of pique and pleasure! Her heart, never anything but soft, under the mask of her great-ladys manner, waxed sore and pitiful. Yet how was she to do the others bidding? How could she betray Sir Roberts confidence? How  

Someone was coming  really coming this time. She looked round.

Ill give you five minutes! Lady Sybil whispered. Five minutes, Louisa! Remember!

And when Lady Lansdowne turned again to her, she had vanished among the laurels.


XXII

WOMENS HEARTS

Lady Lansdowne walked slowly away in a state of perplexity, from which the monotonous lilt of the band which was now playing quadrille music did nothing to free her. Whether Sybil Vermuyden were dying or not, it was certain that she was ill. Disease had laid its hand beyond mistaking on that once beautiful face; the levity and wit which had formerly dazzled beholders now gleamed but fitfully and with such a ghastly light as the corpse candle gives forth. The change was great since Lady Lansdowne had seen her in the coach at Chippenham; and it might well be that if words of forgiveness were to be spoken, no time was to be lost. Old associations, a mothers feelings for a mother, pity, all urged Lady Lansdowne to compliance with her request; nor did the knowledge that the woman, who had once queened it so brilliantly in this place, was now lurking on the fringe of the gay crowd, athirst for a sight of her child, fail to move a heart which all the jealousies of a Whig coterie had not hardened or embittered.

Unluckily the owner of that heart felt that she was the last person who ought to interfere. It behoved her, more than it behoved anyone, to avoid fresh ground of quarrel with Sir Robert. Courteously as he had borne himself on her arrival, civilly as he had veiled the surprise which her presence caused him, she knew that he was sore hurt by his defeat in the borough. And if those who had thwarted him publicly were to intervene in his private concerns, if those who had suborned his kinsman were now to tamper with his daughter, ay, or were to incur a suspicion of tampering, she knew that his anger would know no bounds. She felt, indeed, that it would be justified.

She had to think, too, of her husband, who had sent her with the olive-branch. He was a politic, long-sighted man; who, content with the solid advantage he had gained, had no mind to push to extremity a struggle which must needs take place at his own door. He would be displeased, seriously displeased, if her mission, in place of closing, widened the breach.

And yet  and yet her heart ached for the woman, who had never wholly lost a place in her affections. And there was this. If Lady Sybil were thwarted no one was more capable of carrying out her threat and of taking some violent step, which would make matters a hundred times worse, alike for Sir Robert and his daughter.

While she weighed the matter, Lady Lansdowne found herself back at the rustic bridge. She was in the act of stepping upon it  still deep in thought  when her eyes encountered those of a young couple who were waiting at the farther end to give her passage. She looked a second time; and she stood. Then, smiling, she beckoned to the girl to come to her. Meanwhile, a side-thought, born of the conjunction of the two young people, took form in her mind. I hope that may come to nothing, she reflected.

Possibly it was for this reason, that when the man would have come also, she made it clear that the smile was not for him. No, Mr. Flixton, she said, the faintest possible distance in her tone. I do not want you. I will relieve you of your charge.

And when Mary, timid and blushing, had advanced to her, My dear, she said, holding out both her hands, and looking charmingly at her, I should have known you anywhere. And she drew her to her and kissed her. I am Lady Lansdowne. I knew your mother, and I hope that you and my daughter will be friends.

The mention of her mother increased Marys shyness. Your ladyship is very kind, she murmured. She did not know that her embarrassment was so far from hurting her, that the appeal in her eyes went straight to the elder womans heart.

I mean to be kind at any rate, Lady Lansdowne answered, smiling on the lovely face before her. And then, My dear, she said, have they told you that you are very beautiful? More beautiful, I think, than your mother was: I hope  and she did not try to hide the depth of her feelings that you may be more happy.

The girls colour faded at this second reference to her mother; made, she could not doubt, with intention. Her father, even while he had overwhelmed her with benefits, even while he had opened this new life to her with a hand full of gifts, had taught her  tacitly or by a word at most  that that name was the key to a Bluebeards chamber; that it must not be used. She knew that her mother lived; she guessed that she had sinned against her husband; she understood that she had wronged her child. But she knew no more: and with this, since this at the least she must know, Sir Robert would have had her content.

And yet, to speak correctly, she did know more. She knew that the veiled lady who had intervened at long intervals in her life must have been her mother. But she felt no impulse of affection towards that woman  whom she had not seen. Her heart went out instead to a shadowy mother who walked the silent house at sunset, whose skirts trailed in the lonely passages, of whose career of wild and reckless gaiety she had vague hints here and there. It was to this mother, radiant and young, with the sheen of pearls in her hair, and the haunting smile, that she yearned. She had learned in some subtle way that the vacant place over the mantel in the hall which her own portrait by Maclise was to fill, had been occupied by her mothers picture. And dreaming of the past, as what young girl alone in that stately house would not, she had seen her come and go in the half lights, a beautiful, spoilt child of fashion. She had traced her up and down the wide polished stairway, heard the tap of her slender sandal on the shining floors, perceived in long-closed chambers the fading odours of her favourite scent. And in a timid, frightened way she had longed to know her and to love her, to feel her touch on her hair and give her pity in return.

It is possible that she might have dwelt more intimately on Lady Sybils fate, possible that she might have ventured on some line of her own in regard to her, if her new life had been free from preoccupation; if there had not been with her an abiding regret, which clouded the sunniest prospects. But love, mans love, womans love, is the most cruel of monopolists: it tramples on the claims of the present, much more of the absent. And if the novelty of Marys new life, the many marvels to which she must accustom herself, the new pleasures, the new duties, the strange new feeling of wealth  if, in fine, the necessity of orientating herself afresh in relation to every person and everything  was not able to put thoughts of her lover from her mind, the claims of an unknown mother had an infinitely smaller chance of asserting themselves.

But now at that word, twice pronounced by Lady Lansdowne, the girl stood ashamed and conscience-stricken. You knew my mother? she faltered.

Yes, my dear, the elder woman answered gravely. I knew her very well.

The gravity of the speakers tone presented a new idea to Marys mind. She is not happy? she said slowly.

No.

With that word Lady Lansdowne looked over her shoulder; conscience makes cowards, and her nervousness communicated itself to Mary. A possibility, at which the girl had never glanced, presented itself, and so abruptly that all the colour left her face. She is not here? she said.

Yes, she is here. And  dont be frightened, my dear! Lady Lansdowne continued earnestly. But listen to me! A moment ago I thought of throwing you in her way without your knowledge. But, since I have seen you, I have your welfare at heart, as well as hers. And I must, I ought to tell you, that I do not think your father would wish you to see her. I think that you should know this; and that you should decide for yourself  whether you will see her. Indeed, you must decide for yourself, she repeated, her eyes fixed anxiously on the girls face. I cannot take the responsibility.

She is unhappy? Mary asked, looking most unhappy herself.

She is unhappy, and she is ill.

I ought to go to her? You think so? Please  your ladyship, will you advise me?

Lady Lansdowne hesitated. I cannot, she said.

But  there is no reason, Mary asked faintly, why I should not go to her?

There is no reason. I honestly believe, Lady Lansdowne repeated solemnly, that there is no reason  except your fathers wish. It is for you to say how far that, which should weigh with you in all other things, shall weigh with you in this.

Suddenly a burning colour dyed Marys face. I will go to her, she cried impulsively. She had been weak once, she had been weak! And how she had suffered for that weakness! But she would be strong now. Where is she, if you please? she continued bravely. Can I see her at once?

She is in the path leading to the kennels. You know it? No, you need not take leave of me, child! Go, and, Lady Lansdowne added with feeling, God forgive me if I have done wrong in sending you!

You have not done wrong! Mary cried, an unwonted spirit in her tone. And, without taking other leave, she turned and went  though her limbs trembled under her. She was going to her mother! To her mother! Oh, strange, oh, impossible thought!

Yet, engrossing as was that thought, it could not quite oust fear of her father and of his anger. And the blush soon died; so that the whiteness of her cheeks when she reached the Kennel Path was a poor set off for the ribbons that decked her muslin robe. What she expected, what she wished or feared or hoped she could never remember. What she saw, that which awaited her, was a woman, ill, and plainly clad, with only the remains of beauty in her wasted features; but withal cynical and hard-eyed, and very, very far from the mother of her day-dreams.

Such as she was the unknown scanned Mary with a kind of scornful amusement. Oh, she said, so this is what they have made of Miss Vermuyden? Let me look at you, girl? And laying her hands on Marys shoulders she looked long into the tearful, agitated face. Why, you are like a sheet of paper! she continued, raising the girls chin with her finger. I wonder you dared to come with Sir Robert saying no! And, you little fool, she continued in a swift spirit of irritation, as soon not come at all, as look at me like that! Youve got my chin and my nose, and more of me than I thought. But God knows where you got your hares eyes! Are you always frightened?

No, Maam, no! she stammered.

No, Maam? No, goose! Lady Sybil retorted, mimicking her. Why, ten kings on ten thrones had never made me shake as you are shaking! Nor twenty Sir Roberts in twenty passions! What is it you are afraid of? Being found with me?

No! Mary cried. And, to do her justice, the emotion with which Lady Sybil found fault was as much a natural agitation, on seeing her mother, as fear on her own account.

Then you are afraid of me? Lady Sybil rejoined. And again she twitched the girls face to the light.

Mary was amazed rather than afraid: but she could not say that. And she kept silence.

Or is it dislike of me? the mother continued  a slight grimace, as of pain, distorting her face. You hate me, I suppose? You hate me?

Oh, no, no! the girl cried in distress.

You do, Miss! And with no little violence she pushed Mary from her. You set down all to me, I suppose! Ive kept you from your own, thats it! I am the wicked mother, worse than a step-mother, who robbed you of your rights! And made a beggar of you and would have kept you a beggar! I am she who wronged you and robbed you  the unnatural mother! And you never ask, she went on with fierce, impulsive energy, what I suffered? How I was wronged! What I bore! No, nor what I meant to do  with you!

Indeed, indeed  

What I meant to do, I say! Lady Sybil repeated violently. At my death  and I am dying, but what is that to you?  all would have been told, girl! And you would have got your own. Do you believe me? she added passionately, advancing a step in a manner almost menacing. Do you believe me, girl?

I do, I do! Mary cried, inexpressibly pained by the others vehemence.

Ill swear it, if you like! But I hoped that he  your father  would die first and never know! He deserved no better! He deserved nothing of me! And then youd have stepped into all! Or better still  do you remember the day you travelled to Bristol? Its not so long ago that you need forget it, Miss Vermuyden! I was in the coach, and I saw you, and I saw the young man who was with you. I knew him, and I told myself that there was a God after all, though Id often doubted it, or you two would not have been brought together! I saw another way then, but youd have parted and known nothing, if, she continued, laughing recklessly, I had not helped Providence, and sent him with a present to your school! But  why, youre red enough now, girl! What is it?

He knew? Mary murmured, with an effort. You told him who I was, Maam?

He knew no more than a doll! Lady Sybil answered. I told him nothing, or hed have told again! I know his kind. No, I thought to get all for you and thwart Vermuyden, too! I thought to marry his heir to the little schoolmistress  it was an opera touch, my dear, and beyond all the Tremaynes and Vivian Greys in the world! But there, when all promised well, that slut of a maid went to my husband, and trumped my trick!

And Mr.  Mr. Vaughan, Mary stammered, had no knowledge  who I was?

Mr.  Mr. Vaughan! Lady Sybil repeated, mocking her, had no knowledge? No! Not a jot, not a tittle! But what? she went on, in a tone of derision, Sits the wind there, Miss Meek? Youre not all milk and water, bread and butter and backboard, then, but have a spice of your mother, after all? Mr.  Mr. Vaughan! again she mimicked her. Why, if you were fond of the man, didnt you say so?

Mary, under the fire of those sharp, hard eyes, could not restrain her tears. But, overcome as she was, she managed in broken words to explain that her father had forbidden it.

Oh, your father, was it? Lady Sybil rejoined. He said No, and no it was! And the lord of my heart and the Man of Feeling is dismissed in disgrace! And now we weep in secret and the worm feeds on our damask cheek! she ran on in a tone of raillery, assumed perhaps to hide a deeper feeling. I suppose, she added shrewdly, Sir Robert would have you think that Vaughan knew who you were, and was practising on you?

Yes.

And you dismissed him at papas command, eh? That was it, was it?

Mary could only confess the fact with tears, her distress in as strange contrast with the gaiety of her dress as with the strains of the neighbouring band, which told of festivity and pleasure. Perhaps some thought of this nature forced itself upon Lady Sybils light and evasive mind: for as she looked, the cynical expression of her eyes gave place to one of feeling and emotion, better fitted to those wasted features as well as to the relation in which the two stood to one another. She looked down the path, as if for the first time she feared an intrusive eye. Then her glance reverted to her daughters slender form and drooping head: and again it changed, it grew soft, it grew pitiful. The laurels shut all in, the path was empty. The maternal feeling, long repressed, long denied, long buried under a mountain of pique and resentment, of fancied wrongs and real neglect, broke forth irresistibly. In a step she was at the girls side, and snatching her to her bosom in a fierce embrace, was covering her face, her neck, her hair with hungry kisses.

The action was so sudden, so unexpected, that crushed and even hurt by the others grasp, and frightened by her vehemence, Mary would have resisted, would have tried to free herself. Then she understood. And a rush of pent-up affection, of love and pity, carried away the barriers of constraint and timidity. She clung to Lady Sybil with tears of joy, murmuring low broken words, calling her Mother, Mother, burying her face on her shoulder, pressing herself against her. In a moment her being was stirred to its depths. In all her life no one had caressed her after this fashion, no one had embraced her with passion, no one had kissed her with more than the placid affection which gentleness and goodness earn, and which kind offices kindly performed warrant. Even Sir Robert, even her father, proud as he was of her, much as he loved her, had awakened in her respect and gratitude  mingled with fear  rather than love.

After a time, warned by approaching voices, Lady Sybil put her from her; but with a low and exultant laugh. You are mine, now! she said, Mine! Mine! You will come to me when I want you. And I shall want you soon! Very soon!

Mary laid hold of her again. Let me come now! she cried with passion, forgetting all but the mother she had gained, the clinging arms which had cherished her, the kisses that had rained on her. Let me come to you! You are ill!

No, not now! Not now! I will send for you when I want you, Lady Sybil answered. I will promise to send for you. And you will come, she added with the same ring of triumph in her voice. You will come! For it was joy to her, even amid the satisfaction of her mother-love, to know that she had tricked her husband; it was joy to her to know that though she had taken all from the child and he had given all, the child was hers  hers, and could never be taken from her! You will come! For you will not have me long. But, she whispered, as the voices came nearer, go now! Go now! And not a word! Not a word, child, as you love me. I will send for you when  when my time comes.

And with a last look, strangely made up of love and pain and triumph, Lady Sybil moved out of sight among the laurels. And Mary, drying her tears and composing her countenance as well as she could, turned to meet the intruders eyes.

Fortunately  for she was far from being herself  the two persons who had wandered that way, did but pause at the end of the Kennel Path, and, murmuring small talk, turn again to retrace their steps. She gained a minute or two, in which to collect her thoughts and smooth her hair; but more than a minute or two she dared not linger lest her continued absence should arouse curiosity. As sedately as she could, she emerged from the shrubbery and made her way  though her breast heaved with a hundred emotions  towards the rustic bridge on which she saw that Lady Lansdowne was standing, keeping Sir Robert in talk.

In talk, indeed, of her. For as she approached he placed the coping-stone on the edifice of her praises which her ladyship had craftily led him to build. The most docile, he said, I assure you, the most docile child you can imagine! A beautiful disposition. She is docility itself!

I hope she may always remain so, Lady Lansdowne answered slily.

Ive no doubt she will, Sir Robert replied with fond assurance, his eye on the Honourable Bob, who was approaching the bridge from the lawns.

Lady Lansdowne followed the look with her eyes and smiled. But she said nothing. She turned to Mary, who was now near at hand, and reading in the girls looks plain traces of trouble, and agitation, she contented herself with sending for Lady Louisa, and asking that her carriage might be called. In this way she cloaked under a little bustle the girls embarrassment as she came up to them and joined them. Five minutes later Lady Lansdowne was gone.

* * * * *

After that, Mary would have had only too much food for thought, had her mother alone filled her mind; had those kisses which had so stirred her being, those clinging arms, and that face which bore the deep imprint of illness, alone burdened her memory. Years afterwards the beat of the music which played in the gardens that evening, while the party within sat at dinner, haunted her; bringing back, as such things will, the scene and her aching heart, the outward glitter and the inward care, the Honourable Bobs gallantries and her fathers stately figure as he rose and drank wine with her; ay, and the hip, hip, hurrah which shook the glasses when an old Squire, a privileged person, rose, before she could leave, and toasted her.

Burdened only with the sacred memories of the afternoon, and the anxiety, the pity, the love which they engendered, she had been far from happy, far from free. But in truth, with all her feeling for her mother, Mary bore about with her a keener and more bitter regret. The dull pain which had troubled her of late when thoughts of Arthur Vaughan would beset her was grown to a pang of shame, almost intolerable. She had told herself a hundred times before this that it was her weakness, her fear of her father, her mean compliance that had led her to give him up  rather than any real belief in his baseness. For she had never, she was sure now, believed in that baseness. But now, now when her mother, whose word it never struck her to doubt, had affirmed his innocence, now that she knew, now since a phrase of that mothers had brought to her mind every incident of the never-to-be-forgotten coach-drive, the May morning, the sunshine and the budding trees, the birth of love  pain gnawed at her heart. She was sick with misery.

For, oh, how vile, how thankless, how poor and small a thing he must think her! He would have given her all, and she had robbed him of all. And then when she had robbed him and he could give her little she had turned her back on him, abandoned him, believed evil of him, heard him insulted, and joined in the outrage! Over that thought, over that memory, she shed many and many a bitter tear. Romance had come to her in her lowliness, and a noble lover, stooping to her; and she had killed the one and denied the other. And now, now there was nothing she could do, nothing she would dare to do.

For that she had for a moment believed in his baseness  if she had indeed believed  was not the worst. In that she had been the sport of circumstances; appearances had deceived her, and the phase had been brief. But that she had been weak, that she had been swayed, that she had given him up at a word, that she had shown herself wholly unworthy of him  there was the rub. Now, how happy had she been could she have gone back to Miss Sibsons, and the dull schoolroom and the old stuff dress and the childrens prattle  and heard his step as he came across the forecourt to the door!


XXIII

IN THE HOUSE

In truth Marys notion of the opinion which Arthur Vaughan had of her was above, rather than below, the reality. In her most despondent moments she scarcely exaggerated the things he thought of her, the contempt in which he held her, or the resentment which set his blood boiling when he remembered how she had treated him. He had gone to her and laid all that was left to him at her feet; and she, who had already dealt his fortunes so terrible a blow, had paid him for his unselfish offer, for his sacrifice of much that was dear to him, with suspicion, with contumely, with mistrust! Instead of clinging to him, to whom she had that moment plighted her troth, she had deserted him at a word. In place of trusting the man who had wood her in her poverty, she had believed the first whisper against him. She had shown herself heartless, faithless, inconstant as the wind  a very woman! And

Away, away  your smiles a curse
Oh, blot me from the race of men,
Kind pitying Heaven! by death or worse

Before I love such things again!

he might have murmured with a bitterness of which the author of the lines had been incapable. But then, Mr. Moore, though his poetry and his singing brought tears to the eyes of hardened women of fashion, had never lost at a blow a great estate, a high position, and his love.

Certainly Vaughan had, if man ever had, grounds for a quarrel with fate. He had left London heart-whole and happy, the heir to a large fortune. He returned a fortnight later, a member of the Commons House indeed, but heart-sick and soured, beggared of his expectations and tortured by the thought of what might have been  if his love had proved true as she was fair, and constant as she was sweet. Fond dreams of her beauty still tormented him. Visions of the modest home in which he would have found consolation in failure, and smiles in success, rose up before him and derided him. He hated Sir Robert. He hated, or tried to hate, the weakest and the most despicable of women. He saw all things and all men with a jaundiced eye, the sound of his voice and the look of his face were altered. Men who knew him and who passed him in the street, or who saw him eating his chop in solitary churlishness, nudged one another and said that he took his reverses ill; while others, wounded by his curtness or his ill-humour, added that he did not go the right way to make the most of what was left.

For a certainty he was become a man unpleasant to handle. But within, under the thorns, was a very human soul, wounded, sore, and miserable, seeking every way for an outlet from its pains, and finding hope of escape at one point only. Men were right, when they said that he did not go the way to make the most of his chances. For he laid himself out to please no one at this time; it was not in him. But he worked late and early, and with a furious energy to fit himself for a political career; believing that success in that career was all that was left to him, and that by the necessary labour he could best put the past behind him. Love and pleasure, and those sweets of home life of which he had dreamed, were gone from him. But the stern prizes of ambition, the crown of those who live laborious days, might still be his  if the Mirror of Parliament were never out of his hands, and if Mr. Hume himself were not more constant to his favourite pillar under the gallery than he to such chance seat as might fall to him on the same side of the House.

Alas, he had not taken the oaths an hour  with a sore heart, in a ruck of undistinguished new Members  before he saw that success was not so near or so clearly within reach, as hope, with her flattering tale, had argued. The times were propitious, certainly. The debates were close and fiery, and were scanned out of doors with an interest unknown before. The strife between Croker and Macaulay in the Commons, the duel between Brougham and Lyndhurst in the Lords, were followed in the country with as much attention as a battle between Belcher and Tom Cribb; and by the same classes. Everywhere men talked politics, talked of Reform, and of little else. The clubs, the Change, the taverns, nay, the drawing-rooms and the schools rang with the Bill, the whole Bill, and nothing but the Bill; with Schedule A, cruel as Herod, and Schedule B, which spared one of twins. Before the window in the Haymarket which weekly displayed H.B.s Political Caricatures, crowds stood gazing all day long, whatever the weather.

These things were in his favour. He remembered, too, the stress which the Chancellor had laid on the advantage of entering the House in advance of the crowd of new men whom the first Reformed Parliament must contain.

Unfortunately it seemed to him that he was one of just such a mob of new men, as it was. Nearly a fourth of his colleagues were strange to St. Stephens; and the greater part of these, owing to the circumstances of the election, were Whigs and sat on his side of the House. To raise his head above the level of a hundred competitors, numbering not a few men of wit and ability, and to do so within the short life of the present Parliament  for he saw no certain prospect of being returned again  was no mean task. Little wonder that he was as regular in his attendance as Mr. Speaker, and grew pale of nights over Woodfalls Important Debates.

In the pride of his first return he had dreamed of a reputation to be gained by his maiden speech; of burning periods that would astonish all who heard them, of flights of fancy to live forever in the mouths of men, of a marshalling of facts so masterly, and an exposition of figures so clear, as to obscure the fame of Single-speech Hamilton, or of that modern phenomenon, Mr. Sadler. But whatever the effect of the present chamber on the minds of novices, there was that in the old,  mean and dingy as was its wainscotted interior, and cumbered by overhanging galleries  there was a something, were it but the memory that those walls had echoed the diatribes of Chatham and given back the voice of Burke, had heard the laugh of Walpole and the snore of North, which cooled the spirit of a new member; which shook his knees as effectually as if the panelling of the room had vanished at a touch, and revealed the glories of the Gothic Chapel which lay behind it. For behind that panelling and those galleries, the ancient Chapel, with its sumptuous tracery and statues, its frescoed walls and stained glass, still existed; no unfit image of the stately principles which lie behind the dull everyday working of our Constitution.

To Arthur Vaughan, a student of the history of the House, this effect of the Chamber upon a new member was a commonplace. But he was a practised speaker in the mimic arena; and he thought that he might rise above this feeling in his own case. He fancied that he understood the Genius Loci; its hatred of affectation, and almost of eloquence, its dislike to be bored, its preference for the easy, the conversational, and the personal. And when he had waited three weeks  so much he gave to prudence  his time came.

He rose in a moderately thin house in the middle of the dinner-hour; and rose as he thought fully prepared. Indeed he started well. He brought out two or three sentences with ease and aplomb; and he fancied the difficulty over, the threshold passed. But then  he knew not why, nor could he overcome the feeling  the silence, kindly meant, in which as a new Member, he was received, had a terrifying effect upon him. A mist rose before his eyes, his voice sounded strange to him  and distant. He dropped the thread of what he was saying, repeated himself, lost his nerve. For some seconds, standing there with all faces turned to him  they seemed numberless seconds to him, though in truth they were few  he could see nothing but the Speakers wig, grown to an immense white cauliflower, which swelled and swelled and swelled until it filled the whole House. He stammered, repeated himself again  and was silent. And then, seeing that he was embarrassed, they cheered him  and the mist cleared; and he went on  hurriedly and nervously. But he was aware that he had dropped a link in his argument  which he had not now the coolness to supply. And when he had murmured a few sentences, more or less inept and incoherent, he sat down.

In fact, though he had made no mark, he had also incurred no discredit. But he felt that the eyes of all were on him, that they were gloating over his failure, and comparing what he had done with what he had hoped to do, his achievement with those secret hopes, those cherished aspirations, he felt all the shame of open and disgraceful defeat. His face burned; he sat looking before him, not daring for a while to divert his gaze, or to learn in others eyes how great had been his mishap.

Unfortunately, when he ventured to change his posture, and to put on his hat, which he discovered he had been holding in his hand, he encountered Sergeant Wathens eyes; and he read in them a look of amusement, which wounded his pride more than the open ridicule of a crowd. That was the finishing stroke. He walked out soon afterwards, bearing himself as indifferently as he could. But no man ever carried out of the House a lower heart or a sense of more utter failure. He had mistaken his talents, he had no aptitude for debate. Success as a speaker was not within his reach.

He thought something better of it next day, but not much. Nor could he put off a sneaking, hang-dog air as he entered the lobby. A number of members were gathered inside the double doors, where the stairs from the cloisters came up by a third door; and one or two whom he knew spoke to him  but not of his attempt. He fancied that he read in their looks a knowledge that he had failed, that he was no longer a man to be reckoned with. He imagined that they used a different tone to him. And at last one of them spoke of it.

Well, Vaughan, he said pleasantly, you got through yesterday. But if youll take my advice youll wait a bit. Its only one here and there can make much of it to begin.

I certainly cannot, Vaughan said, smiling frankly, the better to hide his mortification.

Ah, well, youre not alone, the other answered, shrugging his shoulders. Youll pick it up by and by, I dare say. And he turned to speak to another member.

Vaughan turned on his side to the paper for the day winch hung against each of the four pillars of the lobby; and he pretended to be absorbed in it. The employment helped him to keep his countenance. But he was sore wounded. He had held his head so high in imagination, he had given so loose a rein to his ambition; he had dreamt of making such an impression on the House as Mr. Macaulay, though new to it, had made in his speech on the second reading of the former Bill, and had deepened by his speech at the like stage of the present Bill. Now he was told that he was no worse than the common run of country members, who twice in three sessions rose and blundered through half a dozen sentences! He was consoled with the reflection that only one here and there succeeded! Only one here and there! When to him it was everything to succeed, and to succeed quickly. When it was all he had left.

The stream of members, entering the House, was large; for the motion to commit the Bill was down for that afternoon, and if carried, would virtually put an end to opposition in the Commons. Out of the corner of his eye Vaughan scanned them, as they passed, and envied them. Peel, cold, proud and unapproachable, went by on the arm of Goulburn. Croker, pale and saturnine, casting frowning glances here and there, went in alone. The handsome, portly form of Sir James Graham passed, in talk with the Rupert of Debate. After these a rush of members; and at the tail of all slouched in the unwieldy, slovenly form of Sir Charles Wetherell, followed by a couple of his satellites.

Vaughan, glancing on one side of the paper which he appeared to be studying, caught Sir Charless eye, and reddened. Seated on opposite sides of the House  and no man on either side was more bitter, virulent, and pugnacious than the late Attorney-General  the two had not encountered one another since that evening at Stapylton, when the existence of Sir Roberts daughter had been disclosed to Vaughan. They had not spoken, much less had there been any friendly passage between them. But now Sir Charles paused, and held out his hand.

How do you do, Mr. Vaughan? he said, in his deep bass voice. Your maiden essay yesterday, eh?

Vaughan winced. Yes, he said stiffly, fancying that he read amusement in the others moist eye.

To his surprise, Youll do, Sir Charles rejoined, looking at the floor and speaking in a despondent tone. The House would rather you began in that way, than like some d  d peacock on a ladys terrace. Take the opportunity of saying three or four sentences some fine day, and repeat it a week later. And Ill wager youll do.

But little, I am afraid, Vaughan said. None the less was his heart full of gratitude to the fat, ungainly man.

All, may be, Wetherell answered. I shouldnt wonder. Ive been told, by one who heard him, that Canning hesitated in his first speech, very much as you did. It was on the Sardinian Subsidy. The men who dont feel the House never know the House. They dazzle it, Mr. Vaughan, but they dont guide it. And thats what weve got to do.

He passed on then, with a melancholy nod and averted eyes, but Vaughan could have blest him for that we. Theres one man at least believes in me, he told himself. And when a few hours later, in the midst of a scene as turbulent as any which the House of Commons had ever witnessed  nine times without a pause it divided on the motion that this House do now adjourn  he watched the man who had commended him, riding the storm and directing the whirlwind, now lashing the Whigs to fury by his sarcasm, and now, carrying the whole House away in a hurricane of laughter, if he did not approve  and with his views he could not approve  he learnt, and learnt much. He saw that the fat, slovenly man, with the heavy face and that hiatus between his breeches and his waistcoat which had made him famous, was allowed to do things, and to say things, and to look things, for which a less honest man had been hurried long ago to the Clock Tower. And this, because the House believed in him; because it knew that he was fighting for a principle really dear to him; because it knew that he honestly put faith in those predictions of woe, which he scattered so freely, and in that ruin of the Constitution, with which he twitted his opponents.

A week later Vaughan acted upon his advice. He seized an opportunity and, catching the Chairmans eye  the Bill was in Committee  delivered himself of a dozen sentences, with so much spirit and propriety, that Sir Robert Peel, speaking an hour later, referred to the plausible defence raised by the Honourable Member for Chippinge. The reference drew all eyes to Vaughan: and though nothing was said to him and he took care to bear himself as if he had done no better than before, he left the House with a lighter step and a comfortable warmth about the heart. He was more at ease that evening, if not more happy, than he had been for weeks past. Love, pleasure, and the rest were gone; and faith in woman. But if he could be sure of gaining a seat in the next Parliament, the way might be longer than he had hoped, it might be more toilsome and more dusty: but in the end he would arrive at the Treasury Bench.

He little thought, alas, that the effort on which he hugged himself was to prove a source of misfortunes. But so it was. His maiden speech had attracted neither notice nor envy. But those few sentences, short and simple as they were, by drawing an answer from the leader of the Opposition, had gained both for him. Within five minutes a score of members had asked Who is he? and another score had detailed the circumstances of his election for Chippinge. He had gone down to vote for his cousin, in his cousins borough, family vote and the rest; so the story ran. Then, finding on the morning of the polling that if he threw over his cousin, he might gain the seat for himself, he had turned his coat in a  well, in a very dubious manner, snatched the seat, and  here he was!

In a word, it was the version of the facts which he had once dreaded, and about which he had afterwards ceased to trouble himself.

There were, perhaps, half a dozen persons in the House who knew the facts, and knew that the young man had professed from the first the opinions which he was now supporting. But there was just so much truth in the version, garbled as it was, just so much vraisemblance in the tale that even those who knew the facts, could not wholly contradict it. The story did not come to Wetherells ears; or he, for certain, would have gainsaid it. But it did come to Wathens. Now the Sergeant was capable of spite, and he had not forgotten the manner after which Vaughan had flouted him at Chippinge; his defence  if a defence it could be called  was accompanied by so many nods and shrugs, that persons less prejudiced than Tories, embittered by defeat, and wounded by personalities, might have been forgiven, if they went from the Sergeant with a lower opinion of our friend than before.

From that day Vaughan, though he knew nothing of it, and though no one spoke to him of it, was a marked man in the eyes of the opposite party. They regarded him as a renegade; while his own side were not overanxious to make his cause their own. The May elections had been contested with more spirit and less scruple than any elections within living memory; and many things had been done and many said, of which honourable men were not proud. Still it was acknowledged that such things must be done  here and there  and even that the doers must not be repudiated. But it was felt that the party was not required to grapple the latter to its breast with hooks of steel. Rumour had it that Lord Lansdowne felt himself to blame; and that the offender had been disinherited by his cousin was asserted. The man would be of no great importance, therefore, in the future; and if he did not make a second appearance in Parliament, the loss in the end would be small. Not a few summed up the matter in that way.

If Vaughan had been intimate with anyone in the House he would have learned what was afoot; and he might have taken steps to set himself right. But he had lived little of his life in London, he had but made his bow to Society; of late, also, he had been too sore to make new friends. Of course he had acquaintances, every man has acquaintances. But no one in political circles knew him well enough to think it worth while to put him on his guard.

Unluckily, the next occasion which brought him to his feet, was of a kind to give point to the feeling against him. On a certain Thursday, Sergeant Wathen moved that the Borough of Chippinge be removed from Schedule A, to Schedule B  his object being that it might retain one member; and Vaughan, thinking the opening favourable, rose, intending to make a few remarks in a strain to which the House, proverbially fond of a personal explanation, is prone to listen with indulgence. For the motion itself, he had not much hope that it would be carried: in a dozen other cases, a similar motion had failed.

It can only be, he began  and this time the sound of his voice did not perturb him from a strict sense of duty, Mr. Bernal, it cannot be without pain that any Member  and I say this not on my account only, but on behalf of many Honourable Members of this House  

No! No! Leave us out.

The words were uttered so loudly and so rudely that they silenced him; and he looked in the direction whence they came. At once cries of No, no! Divide! No! No! poured on him from all parts of the House, accompanied by a dropping fire of catcalls and cockcrows. He lost the thread of his remarks, and for a moment stood abashed and confounded. The Chairman did not interfere and for an instant it looked as if the young speaker would be compelled to sit down.

But he recovered himself, gaining courage from the very vigour with which he was attacked; and which seemed out of proportion to his importance. The moment a lull in the fire of interruption occurred, he spoke in a louder voice.

I say, sir, he proceeded, looking about him courageously, that it is only with pain, only under the force majeure of a love of their country, that any Member can support the deletion from the Borough Roll of this House, of that Constituency which has honoured him with its confidence.

Divide! Divide! roared many on both sides of the House. For the Tories were uncertain on which side he was speaking. Cock-a-doodle-doo-doo-doo!

But this fresh burst of disapproval found him better prepared. Firmly, though the beads of perspiration stood on his brow, he persisted. And if, he continued, in the case which appeals so nearly to himself an Honourable Member sees that the standard which justifies the survival of a representative can be reached, with what gratification, sir, whether he sits on this side of the House or on that  

No! No! Leave us out! in a roar of sound. And Divide! Divide!

Or on that, he repeated.

Divide! Divide!

Must he not press its claims and support its interests? he persisted gallantly. Ay, sir, welcome in the event of success a decision at once just, and of so much advantage, I will not say to himself  

It never will be to you! shrieked a voice from the darker corner under the opposite gallery.

The shaft went home. He faltered. A roar of laughter drowned his last words, and he sat down with a burning face; in some confusion, but in greater perplexity. Had he transgressed, he wondered ruefully, some unwritten law of the House! Had he offended in ignorance, and persisted in his offence? Should he not, though Wathen had spoken, have spoken in his own case? In a matter so nearly touching himself?

He spoke to the Member who chanced to sit next him. What was it? he asked humbly. Did I do something wrong?

The man glanced at him coldly. Oh, no, he said. And he shrugged his shoulders.

But  

On the contrary, I fancy youve to congratulate yourself, with a sneer so faint that Vaughan did not perceive it. I understand that were to do as we like on this  and they know it on the other side. Eh? Yes, theres the division. I think, he added with the same faint sneer, youll save your seat.

By Jove! Vaughan exclaimed. You dont say so!

He could hardly believe it. But so it turned out. And so great was the boon  the greater as no other borough was transferred in Committee  that it swept away for the time the memory of what had happened. His eyes sparkled. The seat saved, it was odd if with the wider electorate created by the Bill, he was not sure of return! Still more odd, if he was not sure of beating Wathen  he, who had opened the borough and been returned by the Whig interest even while it was closed! No longer need he feel so anxious and despondent when the Dissolution, which must follow the passage of the Bill, rose to his mind. No longer need he be in so great a hurry to make his mark, so envious of Mr. Macaulay, so jealous of Mr. Sadler.

Certainly as far as his political career was in question the horizon was clearing. If only other things had been as favourable! If only there had been someone, were it in a cottage at Hammersmith or in a dull street off Bloomsbury Square, to whom he might take home this piece of news; certain that other eyes would sparkle more brightly than his, and another heart beat quick with joy!

That could not be. There was an end of that. And his face settled back into its gloom. Still he was less unhappy. The certainty of a seat in the next Parliament was a great point gained! A great point to the good!


XXIV

A RIGHT AND LEFT

If anything was certain in a political world so changed, it was certain that if the Reform Bill passed the Lords  in the teeth of those plaguy Bishops of whose opposition so much was heard  a Dissolution would immediately follow. To not a few of the members this contingency was a spectre, ever present, seated at bed and board, and able to defy the rules even of Almacks and Crockfords. For how could a gentleman, who had just given five thousand pounds for his seat, contemplate with equanimity a notice to quit, so rude and so premature? And worse, a notice to quit which meant extrusion into a world in which seats at five thousand for a Parliament would be few and far between; and fair agreements to pay a thousand a year while the privilege lasted, would be unknown!

Many a member asked loudly and querulously, What will happen to the country if the Bill pass? But more asked themselves in their hearts, and more often and more querulously, What will happen to me if the Bill pass? How shall I fare at the hands of these new constituencies, which, unwelcome as a gipsys brats, I am forced to bring into the world?

Hitherto few on his own side of the House, and not many on the Tory side, had regarded a Dissolution with more misgiving than Arthur Vaughan. The borough for which he sat lay under doom; and he saw no opening elsewhere. He had no longer the germs of influence nor great prospects: nor yet such a fortune as justified him in an appeal to one of the new and populous boroughs. It was a pleasant thing to go in and out by the door of the privileged, to take his chop at Bellamys, to lounge in the dignified seclusion of the library, or to air his new honours in Westminster Hall; pleasant also to have that sensation of living at the hub of things, to receive whips, to give franks, to feel that the ladder of ambition was open to him. But he knew that an experience of the House counted by months did no man good; and the prospect of losing his plumes and going forth again a common biped, was the more painful to him because his all was embarked in the venture. He might, indeed, fall back on the bar; but with half a heart and the reputation of a man who had tried to fly before he could walk.

His relief, therefore, when Chippinge, alone of all the Boroughs in Schedule A, was removed in Committee to Schedule B, may be imagined. The road before him was once more open, while the exceptional nature of his luck almost persuaded him that he was reserved for greatness. True, Sergeant Wathen might pride himself on the same fact; but at the thought Vaughan smiled. The Sergeant and Sir Robert would find it a trifle harder, he thought, to deal with the hundred-and-odd voters whom the Act enfranchised, than with the old Cripples! And very, very ungrateful would those hundred-and-odd be, if they did not vote for the man who had made their cause his own!

A load, indeed, was lifted from his mind, and for some days his relief could be read in the lightness of his step, and the returning gaiety of his eyes. He knew nothing of the things which were being whispered about him. And though he had cause to fancy that he was not persona grata on his own benches, he thought sufficiently well of himself to set this down to jealousy. There is a stage in the life of a rising man when many hands are against him; and those most cruelly which will presently applaud him most loudly. He flattered himself that he had set a foot on the ladder: and while he waited for an opportunity to raise himself another step, he came as near to a kind of feverish happiness as thoughts of Mary, ever recurring when he was alone, would permit. For the time the loss of his prospects ceased to trouble him seriously. He lived less in his rooms, more among men. He was less crabbed, less moody. And so the weeks wore away in Committee, and a day or two after the Coronation, the Bill came on for the third reading.

The House was utterly weary. The leaders on both sides were reserving their strength for the final debate, and Vaughan had some hope that he might find an opening to speak with effect. With this in his mind he was on his way across the Park about three in the afternoon, conning his peroration, when a hand was clapped on his shoulder, and he turned to find himself face to face with Flixton.

So much had happened since they stood together on the hustings at Chippinge, Vaughans fortunes had changed so greatly since they had parted in anger in Queens Square, that he, at any rate, had no thought of bearing malice. To Flixtons Well, my hearty, youre a neat artist, aint you? Going to the House, I take it? he gave a cordial answer.

Yes, he said. Thats it.

Bringing ruination on the country, eh? Flixton continued. And he passed his arm through Vaughans, and walked on with him. Thats the ticket?

Some say so, but I hope not.

Hopes a cock that wont fight, my boy! the Honourable Bob rejoined. Fact is, youre doing your best, only the House of Lords is in the way, and wont let you! Theyll pull you up sweetly by and by, see if they dont!

And what will the country say to that? Vaughan rejoined good-humouredly.

Country be d  d! Thats what all your chaps are saying. And I tell you what! That book-in-breeches man  what do you call him  Macaulay?  ought to be pulled up! He ought indeed! I read one of his farragoes the other day and it was full of nothing but Think long, I beg, before you thwart the public will! and The might of an angered people! and Let us beware of rousing! and all that rubbish! Meaning, my boy, only he didnt dare to say it straight out, that if the Lords did not give way to you chaps, thered be a revolution; and the deuce to pay! And I say he ought to be in the dock. Hes as bad as old Brereton down in Bristol, predicting fire and flames and all the rest of it.

But you cannot deny, Flixton, Vaughan answered soberly, that the country is excited as we have never known it excited before? And that a rising is not impossible!

A rising! I wish we could see one! Thats just what we want, the Honourable Bob answered, stopping and bringing his companion to a sudden stand also. Eh? Who was that old Roman  Poppæa, or some name like that, who said he wished the people had all one head that he might cut it off? suiting the action to the word with his cane. A rising, begad? The sooner the better! The old Fourteenth would know how to deal with it!

I dont know, Vaughan answered, that you would be so confident if you were once face to face with it!

Oh, come! Dont talk nonsense!

Well, but  

Oh, I know all that! But I say, old chap, he continued, changing his tone, and descending abruptly from the political to the personal situation, Youve played your cards badly, havent you? Eh?

Vaughan fancied that he referred to Mary; or at best to his quarrel with Sir Robert. And he froze visibly, I wont discuss that, he said in a different tone. And he moved on again.

But I was there the evening you had the row!

At Stapylton?

Yes.

Well? stiffly.

And, lord, man, why didnt you sing a bit small? And the old gentleman would have come round in no time!

Vaughan halted, with anger in his face. I wont discuss it! he said with something of violence in his tone.

Very well, very well! Flixton answered with the superabundant patience of the man whose withers are not wrung. But when you did get your seat  why didnt you come to terms with someone? with a wink. As it is, whats the good of being in the House three months, or six months  and out again?

Vaughan wished most heartily that he had not met the Honourable Bob; who, he remembered, had always possessed, hearty and jovial as he seemed, a most remarkable knack of rubbing him the wrong way. How do you know? he asked with a touch of contempt  was he, a rising Member of Parliament to be scolded after this fashion? How do you know that I shall be out?

Youll be out, if its Chippinge you are looking to!

Why, if you please, my friend? Why so sure?

Flixton winked with deeper meaning than before. Ah, thats telling, he said. Still  why not? If you dont hear it from me, old chap, youll soon hear it from someone. Why, you ask? Well, because a little bird whispered to me that Chippinge was  arranged! That Sir Robert and the Whigs understood one another, and whichever way it went it would not come your way!

Vaughan reddened deeply. I dont believe it, he said bluntly.

Did you know that Chippinge was going to be spared?

No.

They didnt tell you?

No.

Ah! shrugging his shoulders, with a world of meaning, and preparing to turn away. Well, other people did, and there it is. I may be wrong, I hope I am, old chap. Hope I am! But anyway  I must be going. I turn here. See you soon, I hope!

And with a wave of the hand the Honourable Bob marched off through Whitehall, his face breaking into a mischievous grin as soon as he was out of Vaughans sight. Return hit for your snub, Miss Mary! he muttered. If you prick me, at least I can prick him! And do him good, too! He was always a most confounded prig.

Meanwhile, Vaughan, freed from his companion, was striding on past Downing Street; the old street, long swept away, in which Walpole lived, and to which the dying Chatham was carried. And unconsciously, under the spur of his angry thoughts, he quickened his pace. It was incredible, it was inconceivable that so monstrous an injustice had been planned, or could be perpetrated. He, who had stepped into the breach, well-nigh in his own despite, he, who had refused, so scrupulous had he been, to stand on a first invitation, he, who had been elected almost against his will, was, for all thanks, to be set aside, and by his friends! By those whose unsolicited act it had been to return him and to put him into this position! It was impossible, he told himself. It was unthinkable! Were this true, were this a fact, the meanness of political life had reached its apogee! The faithlessness of the Whigs, their incredible treachery to their dependants, could need no other exemplar!

Ill not bear it! By Heaven, Ill not bear it! he muttered. And as he spoke, striding along in the hurry of his spirits as if he carried a broom and swept the whole Whig party before him, he overtook no less a person than Sergeant Wathen, who had been lunching at the Athenæum.

The Sergeant heard his voice and turning, saw who it was. He fancied that Vaughan had addressed him. I beg your pardon, he said politely. I did not catch what you said, Mr. Vaughan.

For a moment Vaughan glowered at him, as if he would sweep him from his path, along with the Whigs. Then out of the fullness of the heart the mouth spoke. Mr. Sergeant, he said, in a not very friendly tone, do you know anything of an agreement disposing of the future representation of Chippinge?

The Sergeant who knew all under the rose, looked shrewdly at his companion to see, if possible, what he knew. And, to gain time, I beg your pardon, he said. I dont think I  quite understand you.

I am told, Vaughan said haughtily, that an agreement has been made to avoid a contest at Chippinge.

Do you mean, the Sergeant asked blandly, at the next election, Mr. Vaughan?

At future elections!

The Sergeant shrugged his shoulders. As a member, he said primly, I take care to know nothing of such agreements. And I would recommend you, Mr. Vaughan, to adopt that rule. For the rest, he added, with a candid smile, I give you fair warning that I shall contest the seat. May I ask who was your informant?

Mr. Flixton.

Flixton? Flixton? Ah! The gentleman who is to marry Miss Vermuyden! Well, I can only repeat that I, at any rate, am no party to such an agreement.

His sly look which seemed to deride his companions inexperience, said as plainly as a look could say, You find the game of politics less simple than you thought? And at another time it would have increased Vaughans ire. But as one pellet drives out another, the Sergeants reference to Miss Vermuyden had in a second driven the prime subject from his mind. He did not speak for a moment. Then with his face averted, Is Mr. Flixton  going to marry Miss Vermuyden? he asked, in a muffled tone. I had not heard of it.

I only heard it yesterday, the Sergeant answered, not unwilling to shelve the other topic. But it is rumoured, and I believe it is true. Quite a romance, wasnt it? he continued airily. Quite a nine days wonder! But  he pulled himself up I beg your pardon! I was forgetting how nearly it concerned you. Dear me, dear me! It is a fair wind indeed that blows no one any harm!

Vaughan made no reply. He could not speak for the hard beating of his heart. Wathen saw that there was something wrong and looked at him inquisitively. But the Sergeant had not the clue, and could only suspect that the marriage touched the other, because issue of it would entirely bar his succession. And no more was said. As they crossed New Palace Yard, a member drew the Sergeant aside, and Vaughan went up alone to the lobby.

But all thought of speaking was flown from his mind; nor did the thinness of the House when he entered tempt him. There were hardly more than a hundred present; and these were lolling here and there with their hats on, half asleep it seemed, in the dull light of a September afternoon. A dozen others looked sleepily from the galleries, their arms flattened on the rail, their chins on their arms. There were a couple of ministers on the Treasury Bench, and Lord John Russell was moving the third reading. No one seemed to take much interest in the matter; a stranger entering at the moment would have learned with amazement that this was the mother of parliaments, the renowned House of Commons; and with still greater amazement would he have learned that the small, boyish-looking gentleman in the high-collared coat, and with lips moulded on Cupids bow, who appeared to be making some perfunctory remarks upon the weather, or the state of the crops, was really advancing by an important stage the famous Bill, which had convulsed three kingdoms and was destined to change the political face of the land.

Lord John sat down presently, thrusting his head at once into a packet of papers, which the gloom hardly permitted him to read. A clerk at the table mumbled something; and a gentleman on the other side of the House rose and began to speak. He had not uttered many sentences, however, before the members on the Reform benches awoke, not only to life, but to fury. Stentorian shouts of Divide! Divide! rendered the speaker inaudible; and after looking towards the door of the House more than once he sat down, and the House went to a division. In a few minutes it was known that the Bill had been read a third time, by 113 to 58.

But the foreign gentleman would have made a great mistake had he gone away, supposing that Lord Johns few placid words  and not those spiteful shouts  represented the feelings of the House. In truth the fiercest passions were at work under the surface. Among the fifty-eight who shrugged their shoulders and accepted the verdict in gloomy silence were some primed with the fiercest invective; and others, tongue-tied men, who nevertheless honestly believed that Lord John Russell was a republican, and Althorp a fool; who were certain that the Whigs wittingly or unwittingly were working the destruction of the country, were dragging her from the pride of place to which a nicely-balanced Constitution had raised her, and laying her choicest traditions at the feet of the rabble. Men who believed such things, and saw the deed done before their eyes, might accept their doom in silence  even as the King of old went silently to the Banquet Hall hard by  but not with joy or easy hearts!

Vaughan, therefore, was not the only one who walked into the lobby that evening, brooding darkly on his revenge. Yet, even he behaved himself as men, so bred, so trained do behave themselves. He held his peace. And no one dreamed, not even Orator Hunt, who sat not far from him under the shadow of his White Hat, that this well-conducted young gentleman was revolving thoughts of the Social Order, and of the Party System, and of most things which the Church Catechism commends, beside which that terrible Radicals own opinions were mere Tory prejudices. The fickleness of women! The treachery of men! Oh, Aetna bury them! Oh, Ocean overwhelm them! Let all cease together and be no more! But give me sweet, oh, sweet, oh, sweet Revenge!


XXV

AT STAPYLTON

It was about a week before his encounter with Vaughan in the park  and on a fine autumn day  that the Honourable Bob, walking with Sir Robert by the Garden Pool, allowed his eyes to travel over the prospect. The smooth-shaven lawns, the stately, lichened house, the far-stretching park, with its beech-knolls and slopes of verdure, he found all fair; and when to these, when to the picture on which his bodily eyes rested, that portrait of Mary  Mary, in white muslin and blue ribbons, bowing her graceful head while Sir Robert read prayers  which he carried in his memory, he told himself that he was an uncommonly happy fellow.

Beauty he might have had, wealth he might have had, family too. But to alight on all in such perfection, to lose his heart where his head approved the step, was a gift of fortune so rare, that as he strutted and talked by the side of his host, his face beamed with ineffable good-humour.

Nevertheless for a few moments silence had fallen between the two; and gradually Sir Roberts face had assumed a grave and melancholy look. He sighed more than once, and when he spoke, it was to repeat in different words what he had already said.

Certainly, you may speak, he said, in a tone of some formality. And I have little doubt, Mr. Flixton, that your overtures will be received as they deserve.

Yes? Yes? You think so? Flixton answered with manifest delight. You really think so, Sir Robert, do you?

I think so, his host replied. Not only because your suit is in every way eligible, and one which does us honour. He bowed courteously as he uttered the compliment. But because, Mr. Flixton, for docility  and I think a husband may congratulate himself on the fact  

To be sure! To be sure! Flixton cried, not permitting him to finish. Yes, Sir Robert, capital! You mean that if I am not a happy man  

It will not be the fault of your wife, Sir Robert said; remembering with a faint twinge of conscience that the Honourable Bobs past had not been without its histories.

No! By gad, Sir Robert, no! Youre quite right! Shes got an ank   He stopped abruptly, his mouth open; bethinking himself, when it was almost too late, that her father was not the person to whom to detail her personal charms.

But Sir Robert had not divined the end of the sentence. He was a trifle deaf. Yes? he said.

Shes an  an  animated manner, I was going to say, Flixton answered with more readiness than fervour. And he blessed himself for his presence of mind.

Animated? Yes, but gentle also, Sir Robert replied, well-nigh purring as he did so. I should say that gentleness, and  and indeed, my dear fellow, goodness, were the  but perhaps I am saying more than I should.

Not at all! Flixton answered with heartiness. Gad, I could listen to you all day, Sir Robert.

He had listened, indeed, during a large part of the last week; and with so much effect, that those histories to which reference has been made, had almost faded from the elder mans mind. Flixton seemed to him a hearty, manly young fellow, a little boastful and self-assertive perhaps  but remarkably sound. A soldier, who asked nothing better than to put down the rabble rout which was troubling the country; a Tory, of precisely his, Sir Roberts opinions; the younger son of a peer, and a West Country peer to boot. In fine, a staunch, open-air patrician, with good old-fashioned instincts, and none of that intellectual conceit, none of those cranks, and fads, and follies, which had ruined a man who also might have been Sir Roberts son-in-law.

Well that man, Sir Robert, perhaps because his conscience pricked him at times by suggesting impossible doubts, was still bitterly angry. So angry that, had the Baronet been candid, he must have acknowledged that the Honourable Bobs main virtue was his unlikeness to Arthur Vaughan; it was in proportion as he differed from the young fellow who had so meanly intrigued to gain his daughters affections, that Flixton appeared desirable to the father. Even those histories proved that at any rate he had blood in him; while his loud good-nature, his positiveness, as long as it marched with Sir Roberts positiveness, his short views, all gained by contrast. I am glad he is a younger son, the Baronet thought. He shall take the old Vermuyden name! And he lifted his handsome old chin a little higher as he pictured the honours, that even in a changed and worsened England, might cluster about his house. At the worst, and if the Bill passed, he had a seat alternately with the Lansdownes; and in a future, which would know nothing of Lord Lonsdales cat-o-nine-tails, when pocket boroughs would be rare, and great peers and landowners would be left with scarce a representative, much might be done with half a seat.

Suddenly, Damme, Sir Robert, Flixton cried, there is the little beauty  hem!  there she is, I think. With your permission I think Ill join her.

By all means, by all means, Sir Robert answered indulgently. You need not stand on ceremony.

Flixton waited for no more. Perhaps he had no mind to be bored, now that he had gained what he wanted. He hurried after the slim figure with the white floating skirts and the Leghorn hat, which had descended the steps of the house, moved lightly across the lawns  and vanished. He guessed, however, whither she was bound. He knew that she had a liking for walking in the wilderness behind the house; a beech wood which was already beginning to put on its autumn glory. And sure enough, hastening to a point among the smooth grey trunks where three paths met, he discerned her a hundred paces away, walking slowly from him with her eyes raised.

Squirrels! Flixton thought. And he made up his mind to bring the terriers and have a hunt on the following Sunday afternoon. In the meantime he had another quarry in view, and he made after the white-gowned figure.

She heard his tread on the carpet of dry beech leaves, and she turned and saw him. She had come out on purpose that she might be alone, at liberty to think at her ease and orientate herself, in relation to her new environment, and the fresh and astonishing views which were continually opening before her. Or, perhaps, that was but her pretext: an easy explanation of silence and solitude, which might suffice for her father and possibly for Miss Sibson. For, for certain, amid sombre thoughts of her mother, she thought more often and more sombrely in these days of another; of happiness which had been forfeited by her own act; of weakness, and cowardice, and ingratitude; of a mans head that stooped to her adorably, and then again of a mans eyes that burned her with contempt.

It is probable, therefore, that she was not overjoyed when she saw Mr. Flixton. But Sir Robert was so far right in his estimate of her nature that she hated to give pain. It was there, perhaps, that she was weak. And so, seeing the Honourable Bob, she smiled pleasantly on him.

You have discovered a favourite haunt of mine, she said. She did not add that she spent a few minutes of every day there: that the smooth beech-trunks knew the touch of her burning cheeks, and the rustle of the falling leaves the whisper of her penitence. Daily she returned by way of the Kennel Path and there breathed a prayer for her mother, where a mothers arms had first enfolded her, and a mothers kisses won her love. What she did add was, I often come here.

I know you do, the Honourable Bob answered, with a look of admiration. I assure you, Miss Mary, I could astonish you with the things I know about you!

Really!

Oh, yes. Really.

There was a significant chuckle in his voice which brought the blood to her check. But she was determined to ignore its meaning. You are observant? she said.

Of those  yes, by Jove, I am  of those, I  admire, he rejoined. He had it on his tongue to say those I love, but she turned her eyes on him at the critical moment, and though he was doing a thing he had often done, and he had impudence enough, his tongue failed him. There are women so naturally modest that until the one man who awakens the heart appears, it seems an outrage to speak to them of love. Mary Vermuyden, perhaps by reason of her bringing up, was one of these; and though Flixton had had little to do with women of her kind, he recognised the fact and bowed to it. He came, having her fathers leave to speak to her; yet he found himself less at his ease, than on many a less legitimate occasion. Yes, by Jove, he repeated. I observe them, I can tell you.

Mary laughed. Some are more quick to notice than others, she said.

And to notice some than others! he rejoined, gallantly. That is what I mean. Now that old girl who is with you  

Miss Sibson? Mary said, setting him right with some stiffness.

Yes! Well, she isnt young! Anyway, you dont suppose I could say what she wore yesterday! But what you wore, Miss Mary  trying to catch her eye and ogle her ah, couldnt I! But then you dont wear powder on your nose, nor need it!

I dont wear it, she said, laughing in spite of herself. But you dont know what I may do some day! And for Miss Sibson, it does not matter, Mr. Flixton, what she wears. She has one of the kindest hearts, and was one of the kindest friends I had  or could have had  when things were different with me.

Oh, yes, good old girl, he rejoined, but snubby! Bitten my nose off two or three times, I know. And, come now, not quite an angel, you know, Miss Mary!

Well, she replied, smiling, she is not, perhaps, an angel to look at. But  

She cant be! For she is not like you! he cried. And you are one, Miss Mary! You are the angel for me! looking at her with impassioned eyes. Ill never want another nor ask to see one!

His look frightened her; she began to think he meant  something. And she took a new way with him. How singular it is, she said, thoughtfully, that people say those things in society! Because they sound so very silly to one who has not lived in your world!

Silly! Flixton replied, in a tone of mortification; and for a moment he felt the check. He was really in love, to a moderate extent; and on the way to be more deeply in love were he thwarted. Therefore he was, to a moderate extent, afraid of her. And, Silly? he repeated. Oh, but I mean it, so help me! I do, indeed! Its not silly to call you an angel, for I swear you are as beautiful as one! Thats true, anyway!

How many have you seen? she asked, ridiculing him. And what coloured wings had they? But her cheek was hot. Dont say, if you please, she continued, before he could speak, that youve seen me. Because that is only saying over again what youve said, Mr. Flixton. And that is worse than silly. It is dull.

Miss Mary, he cried, pathetically, you dont understand me! I want to assure you  I want to make you understand  

Hush! she said, cutting him short, in an earnest whisper. And, halting, she extended a hand behind her to stay him. Please dont speak! she continued. Do you see them, the beauties? Flying round and round the tree after one another faster than your eyes can follow them. One, two, three  three squirrels! I never saw one, do you know, until I came here, she went on, in a tone of hushed rapture. And until now I never saw them at play. Oh, who could harm them?

He stood behind her, biting his lip with vexation; and wholly untouched by the scene, which, whether her raptures were feigned or not, was warrant for them. Hitherto he had had to do with women who met him halfway; who bridled at a compliment, were alive to an équivoque, and knew how to simulate, if they did not feel, a soft confusion under his gaze. For this reason Marys backwardness, her apparent unconsciousness that they were not friends of the same sex, puzzled him, nay, angered him. As she stood before him, a hand still extended to check his advance, the sunshine which filtered through the beech leaves cast a soft radiance on her figure. She seemed more dainty, more graceful, more virginal than aught that he had ever conceived. It was in vain that he told himself, with irritation, that she was but a girl after all. That, under her aloofness, she was a woman like the others, as vain, passionate, flighty, as jealous as other women. He knew that he stood in awe of her. He knew that the words which he had uttered so lightly many a time  ay, and to those to whom he had no right to address them  stuck in his throat now. He wanted to say I love you! and he had the right to say it, he was commissioned to say it. Yet he was dumb. All the boldness which he had exhibited in her presence in Queens Square  where another had stood tongue-tied  was gone.

He took at last a desperate step. The girl was within arms reach of him; her delicate waist, the creamy white of her slender neck, invited him. Be she never so innocent, never so maidenly, a kiss, he told himself, would awaken her. It was his experience, it was a scrap drawn from his store of worldly wisdom, that a woman kissed was a woman won.

True, as he thought of it, his heart began to riot, as it had not rioted from that cause since he had kissed the tobacconists daughter at Exeter, his first essay in gallantry. But only the bold deserve the fair! And how often had he boasted that, where women were concerned, lips were made for other things than talking!

And  in a moment it was done.

Twice! Then she slipped from his grasp, and stood at bay, with flaming checks and eyes that  that had certainly not ceased to be virginal. You! You! she cried, barely able to articulate. Dont touch me!

She had been taken utterly, wholly by surprise; and the shock was immensely increased by the facts of her bringing up and the restraints and conditions of school-life. In his grasp, with his breath on her cheek, all those notions about ravening wolves and the danger which attached to beauty in low places  notions no longer applicable, had she taken time to reason  returned upon her in force. The man had kissed her!

How  how dare you? she continued, trembling with rage and indignation.

But your father  

How dare you  

Your father sent me, he pleaded, quite crestfallen. He gave me leave  

She stared at him, as at a madman. To insult me? she cried.

No, but  but you wont understand! he answered, almost querulously. He was quite chapfallen. You dont listen to me. I want to marry you. I want you to be my wife. Your father said I might come to you, and  and ask you. And  and youll say Yes, wont you? Thats a good girl!

Never! she answered.

He stared at her, turning red. Oh, nonsense! he stammered. And he made as if he would go nearer. You dont mean it. My dear girl! Listen to me! I do love you! I do indeed! And I  I tell you what it is, I never loved any woman  

But she looked at him in such a way that he could not go on. Do not say those things! she said. And her austerity was terrible to him. And go, if you please. My father, if he sent you to me  

He did!

Then he did not, she replied with dignity, understand my feelings.

But  but you must marry someone, he complained. You know  youre making a great fuss about nothing!

Nothing! she cried, her eyes sparkling. You insult me, Mr. Flixton, and  

If a man may not kiss the girl he wants to marry  

If she does not want to marry him?

But its not as bad as that, he pleaded. No, by Jove, its not. Youll not be so cruel. Come, Miss Mary, listen to me a minute. You must marry someone, you know. You are young, and Im sure you have the right to choose  

Ive heard enough, she struck in, interrupting him with something of Sir Roberts hauteur. I understand now what you meant, and I forgive you. But I can never be anything to you, Mr. Flixton  

You can be everything to me, he declared. It couldnt, it really couldnt be that she meant to refuse him! Finally and altogether!

But you can be nothing to me! she answered, cruelly  very cruelly for her, but her cheek was tingling. Nothing! Nothing! And that being so, I beg that you will leave me now.

He looked at her with a mixture of supplication, resentment, chagrin.

But she showed no sign of relenting. You really  you really do mean it? he muttered, with a sickly smile. Come, Miss Mary!

Dont! Dont! she cried, as if his words pained her. And that was all. Please go! Or I shall go.

The Honourable Bobs conceit had been so far taken out of him that he felt that he could make no farther fight. He could see no sign of relenting, and feeling that, with all his experience, he had played his cards ill, he turned away sullenly. Oh, I will go, he said. And he longed to add something witty and careless. But he could not add anything. He, Bob Flixton, the hero of so many bonnes fortunes, to be refused! He had laid his all, and pour le ban motif at the feet of a girl who but yesterday was a little schoolmistress. And she had refused him! It was incredible! But, alas, it was also fact.

Mary, the moment his back was turned, hurried with downcast face towards the Kennels; to hide her hot cheeks and calm her feelings in the depths of the shrubbery. Oddly enough, her first thoughts were less of that which had just happened to her than of that suit which had been paid to her months before. This man might love her or not; she could not tell. But Arthur Vaughan had loved her: the fashion of this love taught her to prize the fashion of that.

He had loved her. And if he had treated her as Mr. Flixton had treated her? Would she have held to him, she wondered. She believed that she would. But the mere thought set her knees trembling, made her cheeks flame afresh, filled her with rapture. So that, shamefaced, frightened, glancing this way and that, as one hunted, she longed to be safe in her room, there to cry at her ease.

Doubtless it was natural that the incident should turn her thoughts to that other love-making; and presently to her fathers furious dislike of that other lover. She could not understand that dislike; for the Bill and the Borough, Franchise or No Franchise, were nothing to her. And the grievance, when Sir Robert had essayed to explain it, had been nothing. To her mind, Trafalgar and Waterloo and the greatness of England were the work of Nelson and Wellington  at the remotest, perhaps, of Mr. Pitt and Lord Castlereagh. She could not enter into the reasoning which attributed these and all other blessings of her country to a System! To a System which it seemed her lover was pledged to overthrow.

She walked until the tumult of her thoughts had somewhat abated; and then, still yearning for the security of her own chamber, she made for the house. She saw nothing of Flixton, no one was stirring. Already she thought herself safe; and it was the very spirit of mischief which brought her, at the corner of the church, face to face with her father. Sir Roberts brow was clouded, and the My dear, one moment, with which he stayed her, was pitched in a more decisive tone than he commonly used to her.

I wish to speak to you, Mary, he continued. Will you come with me to the library?

She would fain have postponed the discussion of Mr. Flixtons proposal, which she foresaw. But her father, affectionate and gentle as he was, was still unfamiliar; and she had not the courage to make her petition. So she accompanied him, with a sinking heart, to the library. And, when he pointed to a seat, she was glad to sit down.

He took up his own position on the hearth rug; whence he looked at her gravely before he spoke. At length:

My dear, he said, Im sorry for this! Though I do not blame you. I think that you do not understand, owing to those drawbacks of your early life, which have otherwise, thank God, left so slight a mark upon you, that there are things which at your time of life you must leave to  to the decision of your elders.

She looked at him. And there was not that complete docility in her look which he expected to find. I dont think I understand, sir, she murmured.

But you can easily understand this, Mary, he replied. That young girls of your age, without experience of life or of  of the darker side of things, cannot be allowed to judge for themselves on all occasions. There are sometimes circumstances to be weighed which it is not possible to detail to them.

She closed her eyes for an instant, to collect her thoughts.

But  but, sir, she said, you cannot wish me to have no will  no choice  in a matter which affects me so nearly.

No, he said, speaking seriously and with something approaching sternness. But that will and that choice must be guided. They should be guided. Your feelings are natural  God forbid that I should think them otherwise! But you must leave the decision to me.

She looked at him, aghast. She had heard, but had never believed, that in the upper classes matches were arranged after this fashion. But to have no will and no choice in such a thing as marriage! She must be dreaming.

You cannot, he continued, looking at her firmly but not unkindly, have either the knowledge of the past, with a slight grimace, as of pain, or the experience needful to enable you to measure the result of the step you take. You must, therefore, let your seniors decide for you.

But I could never  never, she answered, with a deep blush, marry a man without  liking him, sir.

Marry? Sir Robert repeated. He stared at her.

She returned the look. I thought, sir, she faltered, with a still deeper blush, that you were talking of that.

My dear, he said, gravely, I am referring to the subject on which I understood that you requested Miss Sibson to speak to me.

My mother? she whispered, the colour fading quickly from her face.

He paused a moment. Then, You would oblige me, he said, slowly and formally, by calling her Lady Sybil Vermuyden. And not  that.

But she is  my mother, she persisted.

He looked at her, his head slightly bowed, his lower lip thrust out. Listen, he said, with decision. What you propose  to go to her, I mean  is impossible. Impossible, you understand. There must be an end of any thought of it! His tone was cold, but not unkind. The thing must not be mentioned again, if you please, he added.

She was silent a while. Then, Why, sir? she asked. She spoke tremulously, and with an effort. But he had not expected her to speak at all.

Yet he merely continued, as he stood on the hearth rug, to look at her askance. That is for me, he said, to decide.

But  

But I will tell you, he said, stiffly. Because she has already ruined part of your life!

I forgive her, from my heart! Mary cried.

And ruined, also, he continued, putting the interruption aside, a great part of mine. At your age I do not think fit to tell you  all. It is enough, that she has robbed me of you, and deceived me. Deceived me, he repeated, more bitterly, through long years when you, my daughter, might have been my comfort and he ended, almost inaudibly, my joy.

He turned his back on her with the word and began to walk the room, his chin sunk on his breast, his hands clasped. It was clear to Mary, watching him with loving, pitying eyes, that his thoughts were with the unhappy past, with the short fever, the ignoble contentions of his married life, or with the lonely, soured years which had followed. She felt that he was laying to his wifes charge the wreck of his life, and the slow dry-rot which had sapped hope, and strength, and development.

Mary waited until his step trod the carpet less hurriedly. Then, as he paused to turn, she stepped forward.

Yet, sir  forgive her! she cried. And there were warm tears in her voice.

He turned and looked at her. Possibly he was astonished at her persistence.

Never! he said in a tone of finality. Never! Let that be the end.

But Mary had been dreaming of this moment for days. And she had resolved that, come what might, though he frown, though his tone grow hard and his eye angry, though he bring to bear on her the stern command of his eagle visage, she would not be found lacking a second time. She would not again give way to her besetting weakness, and spend sleepless nights in futile remorse. Diffidence in the lonely schoolmistress had been pardonable, had been natural. But now, if she were indeed sprung from those who had a right to hold their heads above the crowd, if the doffed hats which greeted her when she went abroad, in the streets of Chippinge as well as in the lanes and roads,  if these meant anything  shame on her if she proved craven.

It cannot be the end, sir, she said, in a low voice. For she is  still my mother. And she is alone and ill  and she needs me.

He had begun to pace the room anew, this time with an impatient, angry step. But at that he stood and faced her, and she needed all her courage to support the gloom of his look. How do you know? he said. For Miss Sibson, discharging an ungrateful task, had not entered into details. Have you seen her?

She felt that she must judge for herself; and though her mother had said something to the contrary, and hitherto she had obeyed her, she thought it best to tell all. Yes, sir, she said.

When?

A fortnight ago? She trembled under the growing darkness of his look.

Here?

In the grounds, sir.

And you never told me! he cried. You never told me! he repeated, with a strange glance, a glance which strove with terror to discern the mothers features in the daughters face. You, too  you, too, have begun to deceive me!

And he threw up his hands in despair.

Oh, no! no! Mary cried, infinitely distressed.

But you have! he rejoined. You have kept this from me.

Only, believe me, sir, she cried, eagerly, until I could find a fitting time.

And now you want to go to her! he answered, unheeding. She has suborned you! She, who has done the greatest wrong to you, has now done the last wrong to me!

He began again to pace up and down the room.

Oh, no! no! she sobbed.

It is so! he answered, darting an angry glance at her. It is so! But I shall not let you go! Do you hear, girl? I shall not let you go! I have suffered enough, he continued, with a gesture which called those walls to witness to the humiliations, the sorrows, the loneliness, from which he had sought refuge within them. I will not  suffer again! You shall not go!

She was full of love for him, and of pity. She understood even that gesture, and the past wretchedness to which it bore witness. And she yearned to comfort him, and to convince him that nothing that had gone before, nothing that could happen in the future, would set her against him. Had he been seated, she would have knelt and kissed his hand, or cast herself on his breast and his love, and won him to her. But as he walked she could not approach him, she did not know how to soften him. Yet her duty was clear. It lay beside her dying mother. Nevertheless, if he forbade her to go, if he withstood her, how was she to perform it?

At length, But if she be dying, sir, she murmured. Will you not then let me see her?

He looked at her from under his heavy eyebrows. I tell you, I will not let you go! he said stubbornly. She has forfeited her right to you. When she made you die to me  you died to her! That is my decision. You hear me? And now  now, he continued, returning in a measure to composure, let there be an end!

She stood silenced, but not conquered; knowing him more intimately than she had known him before; and loving him not less, but more, since pity and sympathy entered into her love and drove out fear; but assured that he was wrong. It could not be her duty to forsake: it must be his duty to forgive. But for the present she saw that in spite of all his efforts he was cruelly agitated, that she had stirred pangs long lulled to rest, that he had borne as much as he could bear. And she would not press him farther for the time.

Meanwhile he, as he stood fingering his trembling lips, was trying to bring the cunning of age to bear. He was silently forming his plan. She had been too much alone, he reflected; that was it. He had forgotten that she was young, and that change and movement and life and gaiety were needful for her. This about  that woman  was an obsession, an unwholesome fancy, which a few days in a new place, and amid lively scenes, would weaken and perhaps remove. And by and by, when he thought that he could trust his voice, he spoke.

I said, let there be an end! But  you are all I have, he continued, with emotion, and I will say instead, let this be for a time. I must have time to think. You want  there are many things you want that you ought to have  frocks, laces, and gew-gaws, he added, with a sickly smile, and I know not what, that you cannot get here, nor I choose for you. Lady Worcester has offered to take you with her to town  she goes the day after to-morrow. I was uncertain this morning whether to send you or not, whether I could spare you or not. Now, I say, go. Go, and when you return, Mary, we will talk again.

And then, she said, pleading softly, you will let me go!

Never! he cried, lifting his head in a sudden, uncontrollable recurrence of rage. But there, there! There! there! I shall have thought it over  more at leisure. Perhaps! I dont know! I will tell you then. I will think it over.

She saw with clear eyes that this was an evasion, that he was deceiving her. But she felt no resentment, only pity. She had no reason to think that her mother needed her on the instant. And much was gained by the mere discussion of the subject. At least he promised to consider it: and though he meant nothing now, perhaps when he was alone he would think of it, and more pitifully. Yes, she was sure he would.

I will go, if you wish it, she said, submissively. She would show herself obedient in all things lawful.

I do wish it, he answered. My daughter must know her way about. Go, and Lady Worcester will take care of you. And when  when you come back we will talk. You will have things to prepare, my dear, he continued, avoiding her eyes, a good deal to prepare, I dare say, since this is sudden, and you had better go now. I think that is all.


XXVI

THE SCENE IN THE HALL

Arthur Vaughan had been quick to see that he could not step at once into place and fame; that success in political life could not in these days be attained at a bound. But had he been less quick, the great debate which preceded the passage of the Bill through the Commons must have availed to persuade him. That their last words of warning to the country, their solemn remonstrances, might have more effect, the managers of the Opposition had permitted the third reading to be carried in the manner which has been described. But, that done, they unmasked all their forces, bent on proving that if in the time to come the peers threw out the Bill they would do so with a respectable weight, not only of argument, but of public feeling behind them; and that, not only in the country, but in the popular House. All that the bitter invective of Croker, the mingled gibes and predictions of Wetherell, the close and weighty reasoning of Peel, the precedents of Sugden could do to warn the timid and arouse the prudent was done. That ancient Chamber, which was never again to echo the accents of a debate so great, which stood indeed already doomed, as if it could not long survive the order of things of which it had been for centuries the centre, had heard, it may be, speeches more lofty, men more eloquent  for whom had it not heard?  but never men more in earnest, or words more keenly barbed by the prejudices of the passing, or the aspirations of the coming, age. Of the one party were those who could see naught but glory in the bygone, naught but peril in change, of the other, those whose strenuous aim it was to make the future redress the wrongs of the past. The former were like children, viewing the Armada hangings which tapestried the neighbouring Chamber, and seeing only the fair front: the latter like the same children, picking with soiled fingers at the backing, coarse, dusty and cobwebbed, which for two hundred years had clung to the roughened masonry.

Vaughan sat through the three nights, brooding darkly on the feats performed before him. If they who fought in the arena were not giants, if the House no longer held a match for Canning and Brougham, the combatants seemed giants to him; for a mans opinion of himself is never far from the opinion which others hold of him. And he soon perceived that a common soldier might as easily step from the ranks and set the battle in order as he, Arthur Vaughan, rise up, without farther training, and lead the attack or cover the defence. He sat soured and gloomy, a mere spectator; dwelling, even while he listened to the flowery periods of Macaulay, or the trenchant arguments of Peel, on the wrong done to himself by the disposal of his seat.

It was so like the Whigs, he told himself. Here on the floor of the House who so loud as they in defence of the purity of elections, of the peoples right to be represented, of the unbiassed vote of the electors? But behind the scenes they were as keenly bent on jobbing a seat here, or neutralising a seat there, and as careless of the peoples rights as they had ever been! It was atrocious, it was shameful! If this were political life, if this were political honesty, he had had enough of it!

But alas, though he said it in his anger, there was the rub! He had not had, and now he was not likely to have, enough of it. The hostility to himself, of which he had come slowly to be conscious, as a man grows slowly to perceive a frostiness in the air, had insensibly sapped his self-confidence and lowered his claims. He no longer dreamt of rising and outshining the chiefs of his party. But he still believed that he had it in him to succeed  were time given him. And all through the long hours of the three nights debates his thoughts were as often on his wrongs as on the momentous struggle which was passing before his eyes, and for the issue of which the clubs of London were keeping vigil.

But enthusiasm is infectious. And when the tellers for the last time walked up to the table, at five oclock on the morning of the 22nd of September, with the grey light of daybreak stealing in to shame the candles and betray the jaded faces  when he and all men knew that for them the end of the great struggle was come  Vaughan waited breathless with the rest and strained his ears to catch the result. And when, a moment later, peal upon peal of fierce cheering shook the old panels in their frames, and being taken up by waiting crowds without, carried the news through the dawn to the very skirts of London  the news that Reform had passed the Peoples House, and that only the peers now stood between the country and its desire  he shared the triumph and shouted with the rest, shook hands with exultant neighbours, and waved his hat, perspiring.

But in his case the feeling of exultation was short-lived; perhaps in the case of many another, who roared himself hoarse and showed a gleeful face to the daylight. Certainly it was something to have taken part in such a scene, the memory of which must survive for generations. It was something to have voted in such a division. He might talk of it in days to come to his grandchildren. But for him personally it meant that all was over; that here, if the Lords passed the Bill, was the end. A Dissolution must follow, and when the House met again, his place would know him no more. He would be gone, and no man would feel the blank.

Nor were less selfish doubts wanting. As he stood, caught in the press and awaiting his turn to leave the crowded House, his eyes rested on the pale, scowling faces which dotted the opposite benches; the faces of men who, honestly believing that here and now the old Constitution of England had got its deathblow, could not hide their bitter chagrin, or their scorn of the foe. Nor could he, at any rate, view those men without sympathy; without the possibility that they were right weighing on his spirits; without a faint apprehension that this might indeed be the beginning of decay, the starting point of that decadence which every generation since Queen Annes had foreseen. For if many on that side represented no one but themselves, they still represented vast interests, huge incomes, immense taxation. They were those who, if England sank, had most to lose. He, in the past, had given up almost his all that he might stand aloof from them; and that, because he thought them prejudiced, wrong-headed, unreasonable. But he respected them. And  what if they were right?

Meanwhile the persistent cheering of his friends began to jar on his tired nerves. He seemed to see in this a beginning of disorder, of license, of revolution, of all those evils which the other party foretold. And then he had little liking for the statistics of Hume: and Hume with his arm about his favourite pillar, was high among the triumphant. Hard by him again was the tall, thin form of Orator Hunt, for whom the Bill was too moderate; and the taller, thinner form of Burdett. They, crimson with shouting, were his partners in this; the bedfellows among whom his opinions had cast him.

Thinking such thoughts, he was among the last to leave the House, which he did by way of Westminster Hall. The scene as he descended to the Hall was so striking that he stood an instant on the steps to view it. The hither half of the great space was comparatively bare, but the farther half was occupied by a throng of people held back by a line of the New Police, who were doing all they could to keep a passage for the departing Members. As groups of the latter, after chatting awhile at the upper end, passed, conscious of the greatness of the occasion, down the lane thus formed, bursts of loud cheering greeted the better-known Reformers. Some of the more forward of those who waited shook hands with them, or patted them on the back; while others cried God bless you, sir! Long life to you, sir! On the other hand, an angry moan, or a spirit of hissing, marked the passage of a known Tory; or a voice was raised calling to these to bid the Lords beware. A few lamps, which had burned through the night, contended pallidly with the growing daylight, and gave to the scene that touch of obscurity, that mingling of light and shadow  under the dusky, far-receding roof  which is necessary to the picturesque.

Vaughan did not suspect that, as he paused, looking down on the Hall, he was himself watched, and by some sore enough that moment to be glad to wreak their feelings in any direction. As he set his foot on the stone pavement a group near at hand raised a cry of Turncoat! Turncoat! and that so loudly that he could not but hear it. An unmistakable hiss followed; and then, Who stole a seat? cried one of the men.

And isnt going to keep it? cried another.

Vaughan turned short at the last words  he had not felt sure that the first were addressed to him. With a hot face, and every fibre in his body tingling with defiance, he stepped up to the group. Did you speak to me? he said.

A man with a bullying air put himself before the others. He was a ruined Irish Member, who had sat for years for a close borough, and for whom the Bill meant duns, bailiffs, a sponging-house, in a word, the loss of all those things which made life tolerable. He was full of spite and spoiling for a fight with someone, no matter with whom.

Who are you? he replied, confronting our friend with a sneer. I have not the pleasure of your acquaintance, sir!

Vaughan was about to answer him in kind, when he espied in the middle of the group the pale, keen face and greyish whiskers of Sergeant Wathen. And, Perhaps you have not, he retorted, but that gentleman has. He pointed to Wathen. And, if what was said a moment ago, he continued, was meant for me, I have the honour to ask for an explanation.

Explanation? a Member in the background cried, in a jeering tone. Is there need of one?

Vaughan was no longer red, he was white with anger. Who spoke? he asked, his voice ringing.

The Irishman looked over his shoulder and laughed. Right you are, Jerry! he said: Ill not give you up! And then to Vaughan, I did not, he said rudely. For the rest, sir, the Hall is large enough. And we have no need of your heroics here!

Your pleasure, however, Vaughan replied, haughtily, is not my law. Some one of you used words a moment ago which seemed to imply  

What, sir?

That I obtained my seat by unfair means! And the truth being perfectly well known to that gentleman  again he pointed to the Sergeant in a way which left Wathen anything but comfortable. I am sure that he will tell you that the statement  

Statement?

Statement or imputation, or whatever you please to call it, Vaughan answered, sticking to his point in spite of interruptions, is absolutely unfounded  and false. And false! And, therefore, must be retracted.

Must, sir?

Yes, must! Vaughan replied  he was no coward. Must, if you call yourselves gentlemen. But first, Mr. Sergeant, he continued, fixing Wathen with his eye, I will ask you to tell these friends of yours that I did not turn my coat at Chippinge. And that there was nothing in my election which in any degree touched my honour.

The Sergeant looked flurried. He was of those who love to wound, but do not love to fight. And at this moment he wished from the crown of his head to the soles of his feet, that he had held his tongue. But unluckily, whether the cloud upon Vaughans reputation had been his work or not, he had certainly said more than he liked to remember; and, worse still, had said some part of it within the last five minutes, in the hearing of those about him. To retract, therefore, was to dub himself a liar; and he sought refuge, the perspiration standing on his brow, in that half-truth which is at once worse than a lie  and safer.

I must say, Mr. Vaughan, he said, that the  the circumstances in which you used the vote given to you by your cousin, and  and the way in which you turned against him after attending a dinner of his supporters  

Openly, fairly, and after warning, I turned against him, Vaughan cried, enraged at the show of justice which the accusation wore. And that, sir, in pursuance of opinions which I had publicly professed. More, I allowed myself to be elected only after I had once refused Lord Lansdownes offer of the seat! And after, only after, Sir Robert Vermuyden had so treated me that all ties were broken. Sergeant Wathen, I appeal to you again! Was that not so?

I know nothing of that, Wathen answered, sullenly.

Nothing? You know nothing of that? Vaughan cried.

No, the Sergeant answered, still more sullenly. I know nothing of what passed between you and your cousin. I know only that you were present, as I have said, at a dinner of his supporters on the eve of the election, and that on a sudden, at that dinner, you declared yourself against him  with the result that you were elected by the other side!

For a moment Vaughan stood glowering at him, struck dumb by his denial and by the unexpected plausibility, nay, the unexpected strength of the case against him. He was sure that Wathen knew more, he was sure that if he would he could say more! He was sure that the man was dishonest. But he did not see how he could prove it, and  

The Irish Member laughed. Well, sir, he said, derisively, is the explanation, now youve got it, to your mind?

The taunt stung Vaughan. He took a step forward. The next moment would have seen him commit himself to a foolish action, that could only have led him to Wimbledon Common or Primrose Hill. But in the nick of time a voice stayed him.

Whats this, eh? it asked, its tone more lugubrious than usual. And Sir Charles Wetherell, who had just descended the stairs from the lobby, turned a dull eye from one disputant to the other. Cant you do enough damage with your tongues? he rumbled. Brawl upstairs as much as you like! Thats the way to the Woolsack! But you mustnt brawl here! And the heavy-visaged man, whose humour had again and again conciliated a House which his coarse invective had offended, once more turned from one to the other. What is it? he repeated. Eh?

Vaughan hastened to appeal to him. Sir Charles, he said, I will abide by your decision! Though I do not know, indeed, that I ought to take any mans decision on a point which touches my honour!

Oh! Wetherell said in an inimitable tone. Court of Honour, is it? And he cast a queer look round the circle. Thats it, is it? Well, I dare say Im eligible. I dare swear I know as much about honour as Brougham about equity! Or the Sergeant there  Wathen reddened angrily about law! Or Captain McShane here about his beloved country! Yes, he continued, amid the unconcealed grins of those of the party whose weak points had escaped, you may proceed, I think.

You are a friend, Sir Charles, Vaughan said, in a voice which quivered with anxiety, you are a friend of Sir Robert Vermuydens?

Well, I wont deny him until I know more! Wetherell answered quaintly. What of it?

You know what occurred at Chippinge before the election?

None better. I was there.

And what passed between Sir Robert Vermuyden and me? Vaughan continued, eagerly.

I think I do, Wetherell answered. In the main I do.

Thank you, Sir Charles. Then I appeal to you. You are opposed to me in politics, but you will do me justice. These gentlemen have thought fit to brand me here and now as a turncoat; and, worse, as one who was  who was elected  he could scarcely speak for passion in opposition to Sir Roberts, to my relatives candidates, under circumstances dishonourable to me!

Indeed? Indeed? That is serious.

And I ask you, sir, is there a word of truth in that charge?

Wetherell had his eyes fixed gloomily on the pavement. He appeared to weigh the matter a moment or two. Then he shook his head.

Not a word, he said, ponderously.

You  you bear me out, sir.

Quite, quite, the other answered slowly, as he took out his snuffbox. To tell the truth, gentlemen, he continued, in the same melancholy tone, Mr. Vaughan was fool enough to quarrel with his bread and butter for the sake of the most worthless, damnable and mistaken convictions any man ever held! Thats the truth. He showed himself a very perfect fool, but an honourable and an honest fool  and thats a rare thing. I see none here.

No one laughed at the gibe, and he turned to Vaughan, who stood, relieved indeed, but stiff and uncomfortable, uncertain what to do next. Ill take your arm, he said. Ive saved you, coolly, from the ragged regiment on my side. Do you take me safe, he continued, with a look towards the lower end of the Hall, through your ragged regiment outside, my lad!

Vaughan understood only too well the generous motive which underlay the invitation. But for a moment he hung back.

I am your debtor, Sir Charles, he said, deeply moved, as long as I live. But I would like to know before I go, and he raised his head, with a look worthy of Sir Robert, whether these gentlemen are satisfied. If not  

Oh, perfectly, the Sergeant cried, hurriedly. Perfectly! And he muttered something about being glad  hear explanation  satisfactory.

But the Irish Member stepped up and held out his hand. Faith, he said, theres no man whose word Id take before Sir Charless! Theres no hiatus in his honour, whatever may be said of his breeches! Thats one for you, he added, addressing Wetherell. I owed you one, my good sir! And then he turned to Vaughan. Theres my hand, sir! I apologise, he said. Youre a man of honour, and its mistaken we were!

I am obliged to you for your candour, Vaughan said, gratefully.

Half a dozen others raised their hats to him, or shook hands with him frankly. The Sergeant did the same less frankly. But Vaughan saw that he was cowed. Wetherell was Sir Robert Vermuydens friend, and the Sergeant was Sir Roberts nominee. So he pushed his triumph no farther. With a feeling of gratitude too deep for words, he offered his arm to Sir Charles, and went down the Hall in his company.

By this time the crowd at the lower end had carried their joy and their horseplay elsewhere; and no attempt was made  Vaughan only wished an attempt had been made  to molest Wetherell. They walked across the yard to Parliament Street, as the first sunshine of the day fell on the bridge and the river. Flocks of gulls were swinging to and fro in the clear air above the water, and dumb barges were floating up with the tide. The hub-bub in that part was past and over; at that moment a score of coaches were speeding through the suburbs, bearing to market-town and busy city, ay, and to village greens, where the news was awaited eagerly, the tidings that the Bill had passed the Lower House.

Sir Charles walked a short distance in silence. Then, I thought some notion of the kind was abroad, he said. Its as well this happened. What are you going to do about your seat if the Bill pass, young man?

I am told that it is pre-empted, Vaughan answered, in a tone between jest and earnest.

It is. But  

Yes, Sir Charles?

You should see your own side about it, Wetherell answered gruffly. I cant say more than that.

I am obliged to you for that.

You should be! Wetherell retorted in a peculiar tone. And with an oath and a strange gesture he disengaged his arm. Halting and wheeling about, he pointed with a shaking hand to the towers of the Abbey, which rose against the blue, beatified by the morning sunshine. If I said batter down those walls, undig the dead, away with every hoary thing of time, the present and the future are enough, and we, the generation that burns the mummies, which three thousand years have spared  we are wiser than all our forbears what would you say? You would call me mad. Yet what are you doing? Ay, you, you among the rest! The building that our fathers built, patiently through many hundred years, adding a little here and strengthening there, the building that Hampden and Shrewsbury and Walpole, Chatham and his son, and Canning, and many others tended reverently, repairing here and there, as time required, you, you, who think you know more than all who have gone before you, hurry in ruin to the ground! That you may build your own building, built in a day, to suit the day, and to perish with the day! Oh, mad, mad, mad! Ay,

Hostis habet muros; ruit alta a culmine Troja.
Sat patriæ Priamoque datum; si Pergama linquâ.
Defendi possent, etiam, hoc defensa fuissent!

His voice quavered on the last accent, his chin sank on his breast. He turned wearily and resumed his course. When Vaughan, who did not venture to address him again, parted from him in silence at the door of his house, the fat mans pendulous lip quivered, and a single tear ran down his cheek.


XXVII

WICKED SHIFTS

It was with a lighter heart that Vaughan walked on to Bury Street. There were still, it seemed, faith and honour in the world, and some men who could be trusted. But if he expected much to come of this, if he expected to be received with an ovation on his next appearance at Westminster, he was doomed to disappointment. Wetherells defence convinced those who heard it; and in time, no doubt, passing from mouth to mouth, would improve the young Members relations, not only on the floor of the House, but in the lobbies and at Bellamys. But the English are not dramatic. They have no love for scenes. And no one of those whose silence or whose catcalls had wronged him thought fit to take his hand in cold blood and ask his pardon; nor did any Don Quixote cast down his glove in Westminster Hall and offer to do battle with his traducers. The manner of one man became a shade more cordial; another spoke where he would have nodded. And if Vaughan had risen at this time to speak on any question which he understood he would have been heard upon his merits.

But the change, slow though genial, like the breaking up of an English frost, came too late to do him much service. With the transfer of the Bill to the House of Lords public interest deserted the Commons. They sat, indeed, through the month of September, to the horror of many a country gentleman, who saw in this the herald of evil days; and they debated after a fashion. But the attendance was sparse, and the thoughts and hopes of all men were in another place. Vaughan saw that for all the reputation he could now make the Dissolution might be come already. And with this, and the emptiness of his heart, from which he could no more put the craving for Mary Vermuyden than he could dismiss her image from the retina of his mind, he was very miserable. The void left by love, indeed, was rendered worse by the void left unsatisfied by ambition. Marys haunting face was with him at his rising, went with him to his pillow, her little hand was often on his sleeve, her eyes often pleaded to his. In his lonely rooms he would pace the floor feverishly, savagely, pestering himself with what might have been; kicking the furniture from his path and  and hating her! For the idea of marriage, once closely presented to man or woman, leaves neither unchanged, leaves neither as it found them, however quickly it be put aside.

Still it was not possible for one who sprang from the governing classes, and was gifted with political instincts, to witness the excitement which moved the whole country during those weeks of September and the early days of October, without feeling his own blood stirred; without sharing to some extent the exhilaration with which the adventurous view the approach of adventures. What would the peers do? All England was asking that question. At Crockfords, in the little supper-room, or at the French Hazard table itself, men turned to put it and to hear the answer. At Whites and Boodles, in the hall of the Athenæum, as they walked before Apsley House, or under the gas-lamps of Pall Mall, men asked that question again and again. It shared with Pasta and the slow-coming cholera  which none the less was coming  the chit-chat of drawing-rooms; and with the next prize fight or with ridicule of the New Police, the wrangling debates of every tavern and posthouse. Would the peers throw out the Bill? Would they  would those doting old Bishops in particular  dare to thwart the Peoples will? Would they dare to withhold the franchise from Birmingham and Manchester, Leeds and Sheffield? On this husbands took one side, wives the other, families quarrelled. What Croker thought, what Lord Grey threatened, what the Duke had let drop, what Brougham had boasted, how Lady Lyndhurst had sneered, or her husband retorted, what the Queen wished  scraps such as these were tossed from mouth to mouth, greedily received, carried far into the country, and eventually, changed beyond recognition, were repeated in awestruck ears, in county ballrooms and at Sessions.

One member of the Privy Council, who had left his party on the Bill, and whose vote, it was thought, had turned a division, shot himself. And many another, it was whispered, never recovered wholly from the strain of those days.

For far more hung upon the Lords decision than the mere fate of the Bill. If they threw it out, what would the Ministry do? And  more momentous still, and looming larger in the minds of men  what would the country do? What would Birmingham and Sheffield, Manchester and Leeds do? What would they do?

Lord Grey, strong in the Kings support, would persevere, said some. He would bring in the Bill again, and create peers in number sufficient to carry it. And Macaulays squib was flung from club to club, from meeting to meeting, until it reached the streets:

What, though new opposed I be,

Twenty peers shall carry me!

If twenty wont, thirty will,

For I am his Majestys bouncing Bill.

Ay, his Majestys Bill, God bless him! His Majestys own Bill! Hurrah for Lord Grey! Hurrah for Brougham! Hurrah for Lord John, and down with the Bishops! So the word flew from mouth to mouth, so errand boys yelled it under the windows of London House, in St. Jamess Square, and wherever aproned legs might be supposed to meet under the mahogany.

But others maintained that Lord Grey would simply resign, and let the consequences fall on the heads of those who opposed the Peoples will. Those consequences, it was whispered everywhere  and not by the timid and the rich only  spelled Revolution! Revolution, red and anarchical, was coming, said many. Was not Scotland ready to rise? Was not the Political Union of Birmingham threatening to pay no taxes? Were not the Political Unions everywhere growling and lashing their sides? The winter was coming, and there would be fires by night and drillings by day, as there had been during the previous autumn. Through the long dark nights there would be fear and trembling, and barring of doors, and waiting for the judgment to come. And then some morning the crackling sound of musketry would awaken Pall Mall and Mayfair, the mob would seize the Tower and Newgate, the streets would run blood and the guillotine would rise in Leicester Square or Finsbury Fields.

So widely were these fears spread  fostered as they were by both parties, by the Tories for the purpose of proving whither Reform was leading the country, by the Whigs to show to what the obstinacy of the borough-mongers was driving it  that few were proof against them. So few, that when the Bill was rejected in the early morning of Saturday, the 8th of October, the Tory peers, from Lord Eldon downwards, though they had not shrunk from doing their duty, could hardly be made to believe that they were at liberty to go to their homes unscathed.

They did so, however. But the first mutterings of the storm soon made themselves heard. Within twenty-four hours the hearts of many failed them for fear. The Funds fell at once. The journals appeared in mourning borders. In many towns the bells were tolled and the shops were shut. The mob of Nottingham rose and burned the Castle and fired the house of an unpopular squire. The mob of Derby besieged the gaol and released the prisoners. At Darlington, Lord Tankerville narrowly escaped with his life; Lord Londonderry was left for dead; no Bishop dared to wear his apron in public. Everywhere rose the cry of No Taxes! Finally, the rabble rose in immense numbers, paraded the West End of London, broke the windows of many peers, assaulted others, and were only driven from Apsley House by the timely arrival of the Life Guards. The country, amazed and shaken from end to end, seemed to be already in the grip of rebellion; so that within the week the very Tories hastened to beg Lord Grey to retain office. Even the King, it was supposed, was shaken; and his famous distich  his one contribution to the poetry of the country,

I consider Dissolution
Tantamount to Revolution,

found admirers for its truth, if not for its beauty.

Such a ferment could not but occupy Vaughans mind and divert his thoughts from his own troubles, even from thoughts of Mary. Every day there was news: every day, in the opinion of many, the sky grew darker. But though the rejection of the Bill promised him a second short session, and many who sat for close boroughs chuckled privately over the respite, he was ill-content with a hand-to-mouth life. He saw that the Bill must pass eventually. He did not believe that there would be a revolution. It was clear that his only chance lay in following Wetherells advice, and laying his case before one of his chiefs.

Some days after the division he happened on an opportunity. He was walking down Parliament Street when he came on a scene, much of a piece of the unrest of the time. A crowd was pouring out of Downing Street, and in the van of the rabble he espied the tall, ungainly figure of no less a man than Lord Brougham. Abreast of the Chancellor, but keeping himself to the wall as if he desired to dissociate himself from the demonstration, walked another tall figure, also in black, with shepherds plaid trousers. A second glance informed Vaughan that this was no other than Mr. Cornelius, who had been present at his interview with Brougham; and accepting the omen, he made up to the Chancellor just as the latter halted to rid himself of the ragged tail, which had, perhaps, been more pleasing to his vanity in the smaller streets.

My friends, Brougham cried, checking with his hand the ragamuffins shrill attempt at a cheer, I am obliged to you for your approval; but I beg to bid you good-day! Assemblages such as these are  

Disgusting! Cornelius muttered audibly, wrinkling his nose as he eyed them over his high collar.

Are apt to cause disorder! the Chancellor continued, smiling. Rest assured that your friends, of whom, if I am the highest in office I am not the least in good-will, will not desert you.

Hurrah! God bless you, my lord! Hurrah! cried the tatterdemalions in various tones more or less drunken. And some held out their caps. Hurrah! If your lordship would have the kindness to  

Disgusting! Cornelius repeated, wheeling about.

Vaughan seized the opportunity to intervene. May I, he said, raising his hat and addressing the Chancellor as he turned, consult you, my lord, for two minutes as you walk?

Brougham started on finding a gentleman of his appearance at his elbow; and looked as if he were somewhat ashamed of the guise in which he had been detected. Ah! he said. Mr.  Mr. Vaughan? To be sure! Oh, yes, you can speak to me, what can I do for you? It is, he added, with affected humility, my business to serve.

Vaughan looked doubtfully at Mr. Cornelius, who raised his hat. I have no secrets from Mr. Cornelius, said the Chancellor pleasantly. And then with a backward nod and a tinge of colour in his cheek, Gratifying, but troublesome, he continued. Eh? Very troublesome, these demonstrations! I often long for the old days when I could walk out of Westminster Hall, with my bag and my umbrella, and no one the wiser!

Those days are far back, my lord, Vaughan said politely.

Ah, well! Ah, well! Perhaps so. They were walking on by this time. I cant say that since the Queens trial Ive known much privacy. However, it is something that those whom one serves are grateful. They  

Cry Hosanna to-day, Cornelius said gruffly, with his eyes fixed steadily before him, and Crucify him tomorrow!

Cynic! said the Chancellor, with unabated good-humour. But even you cannot deny that they are better employed in cheering their friends than in breaches of the peace? Not that  cocking his eye at Vaughan with a whimsical expression of confidence a little disorder here and there, eh, Mr. Vaughan  though to be deplored, and by no one more than by one in my position  has not its uses? Were there no apprehension of mob-rule, how many borough-mongers, think you, would vote with us? How many waverers, like Harrowby and Wharncliffe, would waver? And how, if we have no little ebullitions here and there, are we to know that the people are in earnest? That they are not grown lukewarm? That Wetherell is not right in his statement  of which hell hear more than he will like at Bristol, or I am mistaken  that there is a Tory re-action, an ebb in the tide which so far has carried us bravely? But of course, he added, with a faint smile, God forbid that we should encourage violence!

Amen! said Mr. Cornelius. And sniffed in a very peculiar manner.

But to discern that camomile, the Chancellor continued gaily, though bitter to-day makes us better tomorrow, is a different thing from  

Administering a dose! Vaughan laughed, falling into the great mans humour.

To be sure. But enough of that. Now I think of it, Mr. Vaughan, he continued, looking at his companion, I have not had the pleasure of seeing you since  but I need not remind you of the occasion. Youve had good cause to remember it! Yes, yes, he went on with voluble complacency  he was walking as well as talking very fast I seldom speak without meaning, or interfere without result. I knew well what would come of it. It was not for nothing, Mr. Vaughan, that I got down our Borough List and asked you if you had no thought of entering the House. The spark  and tinder! For there you are in the House!

Yes, Vaughan replied, astonished at the coolness with which the other unveiled, and even took credit for, the petty intrigue of six months back. But  

But, Brougham said, taking him up with a quick, laughing glance, you are not yet on the Treasury Bench? Thats it?

No, not yet, Vaughan answered, good-humouredly.

Ah, well, time and patience and Bellamys chops, Mr. Vaughan, will carry you far, I am sure.

It is on that subject  the subject of time  I venture to trouble your lordship.

The Chancellors lumpish but singularly mobile features underwent a change. Caught in a complacent, vain humour, he had forgotten a thing which, with Vaughans last words, recurred to him. Yes? he said, yes, Mr. Vaughan? But the timbre of that marvellously flexible voice with which he boasted that he could whisper so as to be heard to the very door of the House of Commons, was changed. Yes, what is it, pray?

It is time I require, Vaughan answered. And, in fine, I have done some service, yeoman service, my lord, and I think that I ought not to be cast aside by the party in whose interest I was returned, and with whose objects I am in sympathy.

Cast aside? Tut, tut! What do you mean?

I am told that though the borough for which I sit will continue to return one member, I shall not have the support of the party in retaining my seat.

Indeed! Indeed! Brougham answered, Is it so? I am sorry to hear that.

But  

Very sorry, Mr. Vaughan.

But, with submission, my lord, it is something more than sorrow I seek, Vaughan answered, too sore to hide his feelings. You have owned very candidly that I derived from you the impulse which has carried me so far. Is it unreasonable if I venture to turn to you, when advised to see one of the chiefs of my party?

Who, Brougham asked with a quick look, gave you that advice, Mr. Vaughan?

Sir Charles Wetherell.

Um! the Chancellor replied through pinched lips. And he stood, they had crossed Piccadilly and Berkeley Square, and had reached the corner of Hill Street, where at No. 5, Brougham lived.

I repeat, my lord, Vaughan continued, is it unreasonable if I apply to you in these circumstances, rather  

Rather than to one of the whips? Brougham said drily.

Yes.

But I know nothing of the matter, Mr. Vaughan.

But Vaughan was in no mood to put up with subterfuges. If the other did not know, he should know. He had been all-powerful, it seemed, to bring him in: was he powerless to keep him in? There is a compact, I am told, he said, under which the seat is to be surrendered  for this turn, at any rate  to my cousins nominee.

Brougham shrugged his shoulders, and looked at Mr. Cornelius. Dear me, dear me, he said. Thats not a thing of which I can approve. Far from it! Far from it! But you must see, Mr. Vaughan, that I cannot meddle in my position with arrangements of that kind. Impossible, my dear sir, it is clearly impossible!

Vaughan stared; and with some spirit and more temper, But the spark, my lord! Im sure you wont forget the spark? he said.

For an instant a gleam of fun shone in the others eyes. Then he was funereal again. Before the Bill, and after the Bill, are two things, he said drily. Before the Bill all is, all was impure. And in an impure medium  you understand me, I am sure? You are scientific, I remember. But after the Bill  to ask me, who in my humble measure, Mr. Vaughan, may call myself its prime cause  to ask me to infringe its first principles by interposing between the Electors and their rights, to ask me to use an influence which cannot be held legitimate  no, Mr. Vaughan, no! He shook his head solemnly and finally. And then to Mr. Cornelius, Yes, I am coming, Mr. Cornelius, he said. I know I am late.

I can wait, said Mr. Cornelius.

But I cannot. Good-day, Mr. Vaughan. Good-day, he repeated, refusing to see the young mans ill-humour. I am sorry that I cannot help you. Or, stay! he continued, halting in the act of turning away. One minute. I gather that you are a friend of Sir Charles Wetherells?

He has been a friend to me, Vaughan answered sullenly.

Ah, well, he is going to Bristol to hold his sessions  on the 29th, I think. Go with him. Our fat friend hates me like poison, but I would not have a hair of his head injured. We have been warned that there will be trouble, and we are taking steps to protect him. But an able-bodied young soldier by his side will be no bad thing. And upon my honour, he continued, eyeing Vaughan with impudent frankness  impudent in view of all that had gone before upon my honour, I am beginning to think that we spoiled a good soldier when we  eh!

The spark! Mr. Cornelius muttered grimly.

Good-day, my lord, said Vaughan with scant ceremony; his blood was boiling. And he turned and strode away, scarcely smothering an execration. The two, who did not appear to be in a hurry after all, remained looking after him. And presently Mr. Cornelius smiled.

What amuses you? Brougham asked, with a certain petulence. For at bottom, and in cases where no rivalry existed, he was good-natured; and in his heart he was sorry for the young man. But then, if one began to think of the pawns feelings, the game he was playing would be spoiled. What is it?

I was thinking, Mr. Cornelius answered slowly, of purity. He sniffed. And the Whigs!

Meanwhile Arthur Vaughan was striding down Bruton Street with every angry passion up in arms. He was too clever to be tricked twice, and he saw precisely what had happened. Brougham  well, well was he called Wicked Shifts!  reviewing the Borough List before the General Election, had let his eyes fall on Sir Roberts seats at Chippinge; and looking about, with his customary audacity, for a means of snatching them, had alighted on him  and used him for a tool! Now, he was of no farther use. And, as the loss of his expectations rendered it needless to temporise with him, he was contemptuously tossed aside.

And this was the game of politics which he had yearned to play! This was the party whose zeal for the purity of elections and the improvement of all classes he had shared, and out of loyalty to which he had sacrificed a fortune! He strode along the crowded pavement of Parliament Street  it was the fashionable hour of the afternoon and the political excitement kept London full  his head high, his face flushed. And unconsciously as he shouldered the people to right and left, he swore aloud.

As he uttered the word, regardless in his anger of the scene about him, his fixed gaze pierced for an instant the medley of gay bonnets and smiling faces, moving chariots and waiting footmen, which even in those days filled Parliament Street  and met another pair of eyes.

The encounter lasted for a second only. Then half a dozen heads and a parasol intervened. And then  in another second  he was abreast of the carriage in which Mary Vermuyden sat, her face the prettiest and her bonnet the daintiest  Lady Worcester had seen to that  of all the faces and all the bonnets in Parliament Street that day. The landau in which she sat was stationary at the edge of the pavement; and on the farther side of her reposed a lady of kind face and ample figure.

For an instant their eyes met again; and Marys colour, which had fled, returned in a flood of crimson, covering brow and cheeks. She leaned from the carriage and held out her white-gloved hand. Mr. Vaughan! she said. And he might have read in her face, had he chosen, the sweetest and frankest appeal. Mr. Vaughan!

But the moment was unlucky. The devil had possession of him. He raised his hat and passed on, passed on wilfully. He fancied  afterwards, that is, he fancied  that she had risen to her feet after he had gone by and called him a third time in a voice at which the convenances of Parliament Street could only wink. But he went on. He heard, but he went on. He told himself that all was of a piece. Men and women, all were alike. He was a fool who trusted any, believed in any, loved any.


XXVIII

ONCE MORE, TANTIVY!

Vaughan had been sore at heart before the meeting in Parliament Street. After that meeting he was in a mood to take any step which promised to salve his self-esteem. The Chancellor, Lord Lansdowne, Sir Robert, and  and Mary, all, he told himself, were against him. But they should not crush him. He would prove to them that he was no negligible quantity. Parliament was prorogued; the Long Vacation was far advanced; the world, detained beyond its time, was hurrying out of town. He, too, would go out of town; and he would go to Chippinge. There, in defiance alike of his cousin and the Bowood interest, he would throw himself upon the people. He would address himself to those whom the Bill enfranchised, he would appeal to the future electors of Chippinge, he would ask them whether the will of their great neighbours was to prevail, and the claims of service and of gratitude were to go for nothing. Surely at this time of day the answer could not be adverse!

True, the course he proposed matched ill with the party notions which still prevailed. It was a complete breach with the family traditions in which he had been reared. But in his present mood Vaughan liked his plan the better for this. Henceforth he would be iron, he would be adamant! And only by a little thing did he betray that under the iron and under the adamant he carried an aching heart. When he came to book his place, deliberately, wilfully, he chose to travel by the Bath road and the White Lion coach, though he could have gone at least as conveniently by another coach and another route. Thus have men ever, since they first felt the pangs of love, rejoiced to press the dart more deeply in the wound.

A dark October morning was brooding over the West End when he crossed Piccadilly to take his place outside the White Horse Cellar. Now, as on that distant day in April, when the car of rosy-fingered love had awaited him ignorant, the coaches stood one behind the other in a long line before the low-blind windows of the office. But how different was all else! To-day the lamps were lighted and flickered on wet pavements, the streets were windy and desolate, the day had barely broken above the wet roofs, and on all a steady rain was falling. The watermen went to and fro with sacks about their shoulders, and the guards, bustling from the office with their waybills and the late parcels, were short of temper and curt of tongue. The shivering passengers, cloaked to the eyes in boxcoats and wrap-rascals, climbed silently and sullenly to the roof, and there sat shrugging their shoulders to their ears. Vaughan, who had secured a place beside the driver, cast an eye on all, on the long dark vista of the street, on the few shivering passers; and he found the change fitting. Let it rain, let it blow, let the sun rise niggardly behind a mask of clouds! Let the world wear its true face! He cared not how discordantly the guards horn sounded, nor how the coachman swore at his cattle, nor how the mud splashed up, as two minutes after time they jostled and rattled and bumped down the slope and through the dingy narrows of Knightsbridge.

Perhaps to please him, the rain fell more heavily as the light broadened and the coach passed through Kensington turnpike. The passengers, crouching inside their wraps, looked miserably from under dripping umbrellas on a wet Hammersmith, and a wetter Brentford. Now the coach ploughed through deep mud, now it rolled silently over a bed of chestnut or sycamore leaves which the first frost of autumn had brought down. Swish, swash, it splashed through a rivulet. It was full daylight now; it had been daylight an hour. And, at last, joyous sight, pleasant even to the misanthrope on the box-seat, not far in front, through a curtain of mist and rain, loomed Maidenhead  and breakfast.

The up night-coach, retarded twenty minutes by the weather, rattled up to the door at the same moment. Vaughan foresaw that there would be a contest for seats at the table, and, without waiting for the ladder, he swung himself to the ground, and entered the house. Hastily doffing his streaming overcoats, he made for the coffee-room, where roaring fires and a plentiful table awaited the travellers. In two minutes he was served, and isolated by his gloomy thoughts and almost unconscious of the crowded room and the clatter of plates, he was eating his breakfast when his next-door neighbour accosted him.

Beg your pardon, sir, he said in a meek voice. Are you going to Bristol, sir?

Vaughan looked at the speaker, a decent, clean-shaven person in a black high-collared coat, and a limp white neck-cloth. The mans face seemed familiar to him, and instead of answering the question, Vaughan asked if he knew him.

Youve seen me in the Lobby, sir, the other answered, fidgeting in his humility. Im Sir Charles Wetherells clerk, sir.

Ah! To be sure! Vaughan replied. I thought I knew your face. Sir Charles opens the Assizes to-morrow, I understand?

Yes, sir, if they will let him. Do you think that there is much danger, sir?

Danger? Vaughan answered with a smile. No serious danger.

The Government did not wish him to go, sir, the other rejoined with an air of mystery.

Oh, I dont believe that, Vaughan said.

Well, the Corporation didnt, for certain, sir, the man persisted in a low voice. They wanted him to postpone the Assizes. But he doesnt know what fear is, sir. And now the Governments ordered troops to Bristol, and Im afraid thatll make em worse. Theyre so set against him for saying that Bristol was no longer for the Bill. And theyre a desperate rough lot, sir, down by the Docks!

So Ive heard, Vaughan said. But you may be sure that the authorities will see that Sir Charles is well guarded!

The clerk said nothing to that, although it was clear that he was far from convinced, or easy. And Vaughan returned to his thoughts. But by and by it chanced that as he raised his eyes he met those of a girl who was passing his table on her way from the room; and he remembered with a sharp pang how Mary had passed his table and looked at him, and blushed; and how his heart had jumped at the sight. Why, there was the very waiting-maid who had gone out with her! And there, where the April sun had shone on her through the window, she had sat! And there, three places only from his present seat, he had sat himself. Three seats only  and yet how changed was all! The unmanly tears rose very near to his eyes as he thought of it.

He sat so long brooding over this, in that mood in which a man recks little of time, or of what befalls him, that the guard had to summon him. And even then, as he donned his coats, with the boots fussing about him, and the coachman grumbling at the delay, his memory was busy with that morning. There, in the porch, he had stood and heard the young waterman praise her looks! And there Cooke had stood and denounced the Reform placard! And there  

Let go! growled the coachman, losing patience a last. The gentlemans not coming!

Im coming, he answered curtly. And crossing the pavement in two strides, he swung himself up hand over hand, as the stableman released the horses. The coach started as his foot left the box of the wheel. And something else started  furiously.

His heart. For in the place behind the coachman, in the very seat which Mary Smith had occupied on that far-off April morning, sat Mary Vermuyden! For an infinitely small fraction of a second, as he turned himself to drop into his seat, his eyes swept her face. The rain had ceased to fall, the umbrellas were furled; for that infinitely short space his eyes rested on her features. Then his back was turned to her.

Her eyes had been fixed elsewhere, her face had been cold  she had not seen him. So much, in the confused pounding rush of his thoughts, as he sat tingling in every inch of his frame, he could remember; but nothing else except that in lieu of the plain Quaker-like dress which Mary Smith had worn  oh, dress to be ever remembered!  she was wearing rich furs, with a great muff and a small hat of sable, and was Mary Smith no longer.

Probably she had been there from the start, seated behind him under cover of the rain and the umbrellas. If so  and he remembered that that seat had been occupied when he got to his place  she had perceived his coming, had seen him mount, had been aware of him from the first. She could see him now, watch every movement, read his self-consciousness in the stiff pose of his head, perceive the rush of colour which dyed his ears and neck.

And he was planted there, he could not escape. And he suffered. Asked beforehand, he would have said that his uppermost feeling in such circumstances would be resentment. But, in fact, he could think of nothing except that meeting in Parliament Street, and the rudeness with which he had treated her. If he had not refused to speak to her, if he had not passed her by, rejecting her hand with disdain, he might have been his own master now; he would have been free to speak, or free to be silent, as he pleased. And she who had treated him so ill would have been the one to suffer. But, as it was, he was hot all over. The intolerable gêne of the situation rested on him and weighed him down.

Until the coachman called his attention to a passing waggon, and pointed out a something unusual in its make; which broke the spell and freed his thoughts. After that he began to feel a little of the wonder which the coincidence demanded. How came she in the same seat, on the same coach on which she had travelled before. He could not bring himself to look round and meet her eyes. But he remembered that a man-servant, doubtless in attendance on her, shared the hind seat with the clerk who had spoken to him; and the middle-aged woman who sat with her was doubtless her maid. Still, he knew Sir Robert well enough to be sure that he would not countenance her journeying, even with this attendance, on a public vehicle; and therefore, he argued, she must be doing it without Sir Roberts knowledge, and probably in pursuance of some whim of her own. Could it be that she, too, wished to revive the bitter-sweet of recollection, the memory of that April day? And, to do so, had gone out of her way to travel on this cold wet morning on the same coach, which six months before had brought them together?

If so, she must love him in spite of all. And in that case, what must her feelings have been when she saw him take his place? What, when she knew that she would not taste the bitter-sweet alone, but in his company? What, when she foresaw that, through the day she would not pass a single thing of all those well-remembered things, that milestone which he had pointed out to her, that baiting-house of which she had asked the name, that stone bridge with the hundred balustrades which they had crossed in the gloaming  her eyes would not alight on one of these, without another heart answering to every throb of hers, and another breast aching as hers ached.

At that thought a subtle attraction, almost irresistible, drew him to her, and he could have cried to her, under the pain of separation. For it was all true. Before his eyes those things were passing. There was the milestone which he had pointed out to her. And there the ruined inn. And here were the streets of Reading opening before them, and the Market Place, and the Bear Inn, where he had saved her from injury, perhaps from death.

* * * * *

They were out of the town, they were clear of the houses, and he had not looked, he had not been able to look at her. Her weakness, her inconstancy deserved their punishment: but for all her fortune, to recover all that he had lost and she had gained, he would not have looked at her there. Yet, while the coach changed horses in the Square before the Bear, he had had a glimpse of her  reflected in the window of a shop; and he had marked with greedy eyes each line of her figure and seen that she had wound a veil round her face and hat, so that, whatever her emotions, she might defy curious eyes. And yet, as far as he was concerned, she had done it in vain. The veil could not hide the agitation, could not hide the strained rigidity of her pose, or the convulsive force with which one hand gripped the other in her lap.

Well, that was over, thank God! For he had as soon seen a woman beaten. The town was behind them; Newbury was not far in front. And now with shame he began to savour a weak pleasure in her presence, in her nearness to him, in the thought that her eyes were on him and her thoughts full of him, and that if he stretched out his hand he could touch her; that there was that between them, that there must always be that between them, which time could not destroy. The coach was loaded, but for him it carried her only: and for Mary he was sure that he filled the landscape were it as wide as that which, west of Newbury, reveals to the admiring traveller the whole wide vale of the Kennet. He thrilled at the thought; and the coachman asked him if he were cold. But he was far from cold; he knew that she too trembled, she, too, thrilled. And a foolish exultation possessed him. He had hungry thoughts of her nearness, and her beauty; and insane plans of snatching her to his breast when she left the coach, and covering her with kisses though a hundred looked on. He might suffer for it, he would deserve to suffer for it, it would be an intolerable outrage. But he would have kissed her, he would have held her to his heart. Nothing could undo that.

Yet it was only in fancy that he was reckless, for still he did not dare to look at her. And when they came at last to Marlborough, and drew up at the door of the Castle Inn, where west-bound travellers dined, he descended hurriedly and went into the coffee-room to secure a place in a corner, whence he might see her enter without meeting her eyes.

But she did not enter the house, soon or late. And a vain man might have thought that she was not only bent on doing everything which she had done on the former journey, but that it was not without intention that she remained alone on the coach, exposed to his daring  if he chose to dare. Not a few indeed, of his fellow-passengers, wandered out before the time, and on the pretence of examining the façade of the handsome old house, shot sidelong glances at the young lady, who, wrapped in her furs and veiled to the throat, sat motionless in the keen October air. But Vaughan was not of these; nor was he vain. When he found that she did not come in, he decided that she would not meet him, that she remained on the coach rather than sit in his company; and forgetting the overture in Parliament Street, he remembered only her fickleness and weakness. He fell to the depths. She had never loved him, never, never!

On that he almost made up his mind to stay there; and to go on by the next coach. His presence must be hateful to her, a misery, a torment, he told himself. It was bad enough to force her to remain exposed to the weather while others dined; it would be monstrous to go on and continue to make her wretched.

But, before the time for leaving came, he changed his mind, and he went out, feeling cowed and looking hard. He could not mount without seeing her out of the corner of his eye; but the veil masked all, and left him no wiser. The sun had burst through the clouds, and the sky above the curving line of the downs was blue. But the October air was still chilly, and he heard the maid fussing about her, and wrapping her up more warmly. Well, it mattered little. At Chippenham, the carriage with its pomp of postillions and outriders  Sir Robert was particular about such things  would meet her; and he would see her no more.

His pride weakened at that thought. She could never be anything to him now; he had no longer the least notion of kissing her. But at Chippenham, before she passed out of his life, he would speak to her. Yes, he would speak. He did not know what he would say, but he would not part from her in anger. He would tell her that, and bid her good-bye. Later, he would be glad to remember that they had parted in that way, and that he had forgiven!

While he thought of it they fell swiftly from the lip of the downs, and rattling over the narrow bridge and through the stone-built streets of Calne, were out again on the Bath road. After that, though they took Black Dog hill at a slow pace, they seemed to be at Chippenham in a twinkling. Before he could calm his thoughts the coach was rattling between houses, and the wide straggling street was opening before them, and the group assembled in front of the Angel to see the coach arrive was scattering to right and left.

A glance told him that there was no carriage-and-four in waiting. And because his heart was jumping so foolishly he was glad to put off the moment of speaking to her. She would go into the house to wait for the carriage, and when the coach, with its bustle and its many eyes, had gone its way, he would be able to speak to her.

Accordingly, the moment the coach stopped he descended and hastened into the house. He sent out the boots for his valise and betook himself to the bar-parlour, where he called for something and jested cheerily with the smiling landlady, who came herself to attend upon him. He kept his back to the door which Mary must pass to ascend the stairs, for well he knew the parlour of honour to which she would be ushered. But though he listened keenly for the rustle of her skirts, a couple of minutes passed and he heard nothing.

You are not going on, sir? the landlady asked. She knew too much of the family politics to ask point-blank if he were going to Chippinge.

No, he replied; no, I  his attention wandered I am not.

I hope we may have the honour of keeping you tonight, sir? she said.

Yes, I  was that the coach starting? I think I shall stay the night. And then, Sir Roberts carriage is not here? he asked, setting down his glass.

No, sir. But two gentlemen have just driven in from Sir Roberts in a chaise. They are posting to Bath. Ones Colonel Brereton, sir. The others a young gentleman, short and stout. Quite the gentleman, sir, but that positive, the postboy told me, and talkative, youd think he was the Emperor of China! Thats their chaise coming out of the yard now, sir.

A thought, keen as a knife-stab, darted through Vaughans mind. In three strides he was out of the bar-parlour, in three more he was at the door of the Angel.

The coach was in the act of starting, the ostlers were falling back, the guard was swinging himself up; and Mary Vermuyden was where he had left her, in the place behind the coachman. And in the box-seat, the very seat which he had vacated, was Bob Flixton, settling himself in his wraps and turning to talk to her.

Vaughan let fall a word which we will not chronicle. It was true, then! They were engaged! Doubtless Flixton had come to meet her, and all was over. Fan-fa-ra! Fan-fa-ra! The coach was growing small in the distance. It veered a little, a block of houses hid it, Vaughan saw it again. Then in the dusk of the October evening the descent to the bridge swallowed it, and he turned away miserable.

He walked a little distance from the door that his face might not be seen. He did not tell himself that, because the view grew misty before his eyes, he was taking the blow contemptibly; he told himself only that he was very wretched, and that she was gone. It seemed as if so much had gone with her; so much of the hope and youth and fortune, and the homage of men, which had been his when he and she first saw the streets of Chippenham together and he alighted to talk to Isaac White, and mounted again to ride on by her side.

He was standing with his back to the inn thinking of this  and not bitterly, but in a broken fashion  when he heard his name called, and he turned and saw Colonel Brereton striding after him.

I thought it was you, Brereton said. But though he had not met Vaughan for some months, and the two had liked one another, he spoke with little cordiality, and there was a vague look in his face. I was not sure, he added.

You came with Flixton? Vaughan said, speaking, on his side also, rather dully.

Yes, and meant to go on with him. But theres no counting on men in love, Brereton continued with more irritation than the occasion seemed to warrant. He saw his charmer on the coach, and a vacant seat  and I may find my way to Bath as I can.

They are to be married, I hear? Vaughan said in the same dull tone and with his face averted.

I dont know, Brereton answered sourly. What I do know is that Im not best pleased that he has left me. I heard Sir Charles Wetherell was sleeping at your cousins last evening, and I posted there to see him about the arrangements for his entry. But I missed him. Hes gone to Bath for this evening. Well, I took Flixton with me because I didnt know Sir Robert and he did, and hes supposed to be playing aide-de-camp to me. But a fine aide-de-camp hes like to prove, if this is the way he treats me. You know Wetherell opens the Assizes at Bristol tomorrow?

Yes, I saw his clerk on my way here.

Therell be trouble, Vaughan!

Really?

Ay, really! And bad trouble! I wish it was over. He passed his hand across his brow.

I heard something of it in London, Vaughan answered.

Not much, Ill wager, Brereton rejoined, with a brusqueness which betrayed his irritation. They dont know much, or they wouldnt be sending me eighty sabres to keep order in a city of a hundred thousand people! Enough, you see, to anger, and not enough to intimidate! Its just plain madness. Its madness. But Ive made up my mind! Ive made up my mind! he repeated, speaking in a tone which betrayed the tenseness of his nerves. Not a man will I show if I can help it! Not a man! And not a shot will I fire, whatever comes of it! Ill be no butcherer of innocent folk.

I hope nothing will come of it, Vaughan answered, interested in spite of himself. Youre in command, sir, of course?

Yes, and I wish to heaven I were not! But there, there! he continued, pulling himself up as if he kept a watch on himself and feared that he had said too much. Enough of my business. What are you doing here?

Well, I was going to Chippinge.

Come to Bath with me! I shall see Wetherell, and you know him. You may be of use to me. Theres half the chaise at your service, and I will tell you about it, as we go.

Vaughan at that moment cared little where he went, and after the briefest hesitation, he consented. A few minutes later they started together. It happened that as they drove in the last of the twilight over the long stone bridge, an open car drawn by four horses and containing a dozen rough-looking men overtook them and raced them for a hundred yards.

Theres another! Brereton said, rising with an oath and looking after it. I was told that two had gone through!

What is it? Who are they? Vaughan asked, leaning out on his side to see.

Midland Union men, come to stir up the Bristol lambs! Brereton answered. They may spare themselves the trouble, he continued bitterly. The fire will need no poking, Ill be sworn!

And brought back to the subject, he never ceased from that moment to talk of it. It was plain to anyone who knew him that a nervous excitability had taken the place of his usual thoughtfulness. Long before they reached Bath, Vaughan was sure that, whatever his own troubles, there was one man in the world more unhappy than himself, more troubled, less at ease; and that that man sat beside him in the chaise.

He believed that Brereton exaggerated the peril. But if his fears were well-based, then he agreed that the soldiers sent were too few.

Still a bold front will do much! he argued.

A bold front! Brereton replied feverishly. No, but management may! Management may. They give me eighty swords to control eighty thousand people! Why, its my belief  and he dropped his voice and laid his hand on his companions arm, that the Government wants a riot! Ay, by G  d, it is! To give the lie to Wetherell and prove that the country, and Bristol in particular, is firm for the Bill!

Oh, but thats absurd! Vaughan answered; though he recalled what Brougham had said.

Absurd or not, nine-tenths of Bristol believe it, Brereton retorted. And I believe it! But Ill be no butcher. Besides, do you see how I am placed? If in putting down this riot which is in the Government interest, and is believed to be fostered by them, I exceed my duty by a jot, I am a lost man! A lost man! Now do you see?

I cant think its as bad as that, Vaughan said.


XXIX

AUTUMN LEAVES

Miss Sibson paused to listen, but heard nothing. And disappointed, and with a sigh, she spread a clean handkerchief over the lap of her gown and helped herself to part of a round of buttered toast.

Shell not come, she muttered. I was a fool to think it! An old fool to think it! And she bit viciously into the toast.

It was long past her usual tea-time, yet she paused a second time to listen, before she raised her first cup of tea to her lips. A covered dish which stood on a brass trivet before the bright coal fire gave forth a savoury smell, and the lamplight which twinkled on sparkling silver and old Nantgarw, discovered more than the tea-equipage. The red moreen curtains were drawn before the windows, a tabby cat purred sleepily on the hearth; in all Bristol was no more cosy or more cheerful scene. Yet Miss Sibson left the savoury dish untouched, and ate the toast with less than her customary appetite.

I shall set, she murmured, The Deceitfulness of Riches for the first copy when the children return. And for the second Fine Feathers Make Fine Birds! And  she continued with determination, though there was no one to be intimidated for the third, Theres No Fool Like an Old Fool!

She had barely uttered the words when she set down her cup. The roll of distant wheels had fallen on her ears. She listened for a few seconds, then she rose in haste and rang the bell. Martha, she said when the maid appeared, are the two warming-pans in the bed?

To be sure, Maam.

And well filled? Miss Sibson spoke suspiciously.

The sheets are as nigh singeing as youd like, Maam, the maid answered. You can smell em here! I only hope, she continued, with a quaver in her voice, as we maynt smell fire before long!

Smell fiddlesticks! Miss Sibson retorted. Then That will do, she continued. I will open the door myself.

When she did so the lights of the hackney-coach which had stopped before the house disclosed first Mary Vermuyden in her furs, standing on the step; secondly, Mr. Flixton, who had placed himself as near her as he dared; and thirdly and fourthly, flanking them at a distance of a pace or two, a tall footman and a maid.

Good gracious! Miss Sibson exclaimed, dismay in her tone.

Yes, Mary answered, almost crying. They would come! I said I wished to come alone. Good-night, Mr. Flixton!

Oh, but I  I couldnt think of leaving you like this! the Honourable Bob answered. He had derived a minimum of satisfaction from his ride on the coach, for Mary had shown herself of the coldest. And if he was to part from her here he might as well have travelled with Brereton. Besides, what the deuce was afoot? What was she doing here?

And Baxter is as bad, Mary said plaintively. As for Thomas  

Beg pardon, Maam, the man said, touching his hat, but it is as much as my place is worth.

The maid, a woman of mature years, said nothing, but held her ground, the image of stolid disapproval. She knew Miss Sibson. But Bristol was strange to her; and the dark windy square, with its flickering lights, its glimpses of gleaming water and skeleton masts, and its unseen but creaking windlasses, seemed to her, fresh from Lady Worcesters, a most unfitting place for her young lady.

Miss Sibson cut the knot after her own fashion. Well, I cant take you in, she said bluffly. This gentleman, pointing to Mr. Flixton, will find quarters for you at the White Lion or the Bush. And your mistress will see you to-morrow. Thomas, bring in your young ladys trunk. Good-night, sir, she added, addressing the Honourable Bob. Miss Vermuyden will be quite safe with me.

Oh, but I say, Miss Sibson! he remonstrated. You cant mean to take the moon out of the sky like this, and leave us in the dark? Miss Vermuyden  

Good-night, Mary said, not a whit placated by the compliment. And she slipped past Miss Sibson into the passage.

Oh, but its not safe, you know! he cried. Youre not a hundred yards from the Mansion House here. And if those beggars make trouble to-morrow  positively theres no knowing what will happen!

We can take care of ourselves, sir, Miss Sibson replied curtly. Good-night, sir! And she shut the door in his face.

The Honourable Bob glared at it for a time, but it remained closed and dark. There was nothing to be done save to go. D  n the woman! he cried. And he turned about.

It was something of a shock to him to find the two servants still at his elbow, patiently regarding him. Where are we to go, sir? the maid asked, as stolid as before.

Go? cried he, staring. Go? Eh? What? What do you mean?

Where are we to go, sir, for the night? If youll please to show us, sir. Im a stranger here.

Oh! This is too much! the Honourable Bob cried, finding himself on a sudden a family man. Go? I dont care if you go to   But there he paused. He put the temptation to tell them to go to blazes from him. After all, they were Marys servants. Oh, very well! Very well! he resumed, fuming. There, get in! Get in! indicating the hackney-coach. And do you, he continued, turning to Thomas, tell him to drive to the White Lion. Was there ever? That old womans a neat artist, if ever I saw one!

And a moment later Flixton trundled off, boxed in with the mature maid, and vowing to himself that in all his life he had never been so diddled before.

Meanwhile, within doors  for farce and tragedy are never far apart  Mary, with her furs loosened, but not removed, was resisting all Miss Sibsons efforts to restrain her. I must go to her! she said with painful persistence. I must go to her at once, if you please, Miss Sibson. Where is she?

She is not here, Miss Sibson said, plump and plain.

Not here! Mary cried, springing from the chair into which Miss Sibson had compelled her. Not here!

No. Not in this house.

Then why  why did she tell me to come here? Mary cried dumbfounded.

Her ladyship is next door. No, my dear! And Miss Sibson interposed her ample form between Mary and the door. You cannot go to her until you have eaten and drunk. She does not expect you, and there is no need of such haste. She may live a fortnight, three weeks, a month even! And she must not, my dear, see you with that sad face.

Mary gave way at that. She sat down and burst into tears.

The schoolmistress knew nothing of the encounter in Parliament Street, nothing of the meeting on the coach. But she was a sagacious woman, and she discerned something more than the fatigue of the journey, something more than grief for her mother, in the girls depression. She said nothing, however, contenting herself with patting her guest on the shoulder and gently removing her wraps and shoes. Then she set a footstool for her in front of the fire and poured out her tea, and placed hot sweetbread before her, and toast, and Sally Lunn. And when Mary, touched by her kindness, flung her arms round her neck and kissed her, she said only, Thats better, my dear, drink your tea, and then I will tell you all I know.

I cannot eat anything.

Oh, yes, you can! After that you are going to see your mother, and then you will come back and take a good nights rest. To-morrow you will do as you like. Her ladyship is with an old servant next door, through whom she first heard of me.

Why did she not remain in Bath? Mary asked.

I cannot tell you, Miss Sibson answered. She has whims. If you ask me, I should say that she thought Sir Robert would not find her here, and so could not take you from her.

But the servants? Mary said in dismay. They will tell my father. And indeed  

Indeed what, my dear?

I do not wish to hide from him.

Quite right! Miss Sibson said. Quite right, my dear. But I fancy that that was her ladyships reason. Perhaps she thought also that when she  that afterwards I should be at hand to take care of you. As a fact, Miss Sibson continued, rubbing her cheek with the handle of a teaspoon, a sure sign that she was troubled, I wish that your mother had chosen another place. You dont ask, my dear, where the children are.

Mary looked at her hostess. Oh, Miss Sibson! she exclaimed, conscience-stricken. You cannot have sent them away for my sake?

No, my dear, Miss Sibson answered, noting with satisfaction that Mary was making a meal. No, their parents have removed them. The Recorder is coming to-morrow, and he is so unpopular on account of this nasty Bill  which is setting everyone on horseback whether they can ride or not  and there is so much talk of trouble when he enters, that all the foolish people have taken fright and removed their children for the week. Its pure nonsense, my dear, Miss Sibson continued comfortably. Ive seen the windows of the Mansion House broken a score of times at elections, and not another house in the Square a penny the worse! Just an old custom. And so it will be to-morrow. But the noise may disturb her ladyship, and thats why I wish her elsewhere.

Mary did not answer, and the schoolmistress, noting her spiritless attitude and the dark shadows under her eyes, was confirmed in her notion that here was something beyond grief for the mother whom the girl had scarcely known. And Miss Sibson felt a tug at her own heartstrings. She was well-to-do and well considered in Bristol, and she was not conscious that her life was monotonous. But the gay scrap of romance which Marys coming had wrought into the dull patchwork of days, long toned to the note of Mrs. Chapone, was welcome to her. Her little relaxations, her cosy whist-parties, her hot suppers to follow, these she had: but here was something brighter and higher. It stirred a long-forgotten youth, old memories, the ashes of romance. She loved Mary for it.

To rouse the girl, she rose from her chair. Now, my dear, she said, you can go to your room, if you will. And in ten minutes we will step next door.

Mary looked at her with grateful eyes. I am glad now, she said, I am glad that she came here.

Ah! the schoolmistress answered, pursing up her lips. And she looked at the girl uncertainly. Its odd, she said, I sometimes think that you are just  Mary Smith.

I am! the other answered warmly. Always Mary Smith to you! And the old woman took the young one to her arms.

A quarter of an hour later Mary came down, and she was Mary Smith in truth. For she had put on the grey Quaker-like dress in which she had followed her trunk from the coach-office six months before. I thought, she said, that I could nurse her better in this than in my new clothes! But she blushed deeply as she spoke: for if she had this thought she had others also in her mind. She might not often wear that dress, but she would never part with it. Arthur Vaughans eyes had worshipped it; his hands had touched it. And in the days to come it would lie, until she died, in some locked coffer, perfumed with lavender, and sweet with the dried rose-leaves of her dead romance. And on one day in the year she would visit it, and bury her face in its soft faded folds, and dream the old dreams.

It was but a step to the door of the neighbouring house. But the distance, though short, steadied the girls mind and enabled her to taste that infinity of the night, that immensity of nature, which, like a fathomless ocean, islands the littleness of our lighted homes. The groaning of strained cordage, the creaking of timbers, the far-off rattle of a boom came off the dark water that lipped the wharves which still fringe three sides of the Square. Here and there a rare gas-lamp, lately set up, disclosed the half-bare arms of trees, or some vague opening leading to the Welsh Back. But for all the two could see, as they glided from the one door to the other, the busy city about them, seething with so many passions, pregnant with so much danger, hiding in its entrails the love, the fear, the secrets of a myriad lives, might have been in another planet.

Mary owned the calming influence of the night and the stars, and before the door opened to Miss Sibsons knock, the blush had faded from her cheek. It was with solemn thoughts that she went up the wide oaken staircase, still handsome, though dusty and fallen from its high estate. The task before her, the scene on the threshold of which she trod, brought the purest instincts of her nature into play. But her guide knocked, someone within the room bade them enter, and Mary advanced. She saw lights and a bed  a four-poster, heavily curtained. And half blinded by her tears, she glided towards the bed  or was gliding, when a querulous voice arrested her midway.

So you are come! it said. And Lady Sybil, who, robed in a silken dressing-gown, was lying on a small couch in a different part of the room, tossed a book, not too gently, to the floor. What stuff! What stuff! she ejaculated wearily. A schoolgirl might write as good! Well, you are come, she continued. There, as Mary, flung back on herself, bent timidly and kissed her, that will do! That will do! I cant bear anyone near me! Dont come too near me! Sit on that chair, where I can see you!

Mary beat back her tears and obeyed with a quivering lip. I hope you are better, she said.

Better! her mother retorted in the same peevish tone. No, and shall not be! Then, with a shrill scream, Heavens, child, what have you got on? she continued. What have you done to yourself? You look like a sœur de Charité!

I thought that I could nurse you better in this, Mary faltered.

Nurse me!

Yes, I  

Rubbish! Lady Sybil exclaimed with petulant impatience. You nurse? Dont be silly! Who wants you to nurse me? I want you to amuse me. And you wont do that by dressing yourself like a dingy deaths-head moth! There, for Heavens sake, with a catch in her voice which went to Marys heart, dont cry! Im not strong enough to bear it. Tell me something! Tell me anything to make me laugh. How did you trick Sir Robert, child? How did you escape? That will amuse me, with a mirthless laugh. I wish I could see his solemn face when he hears that you are gone!

Mary explained that the summons had found her in London; that her father was not there, but that still she had had to beat down Lady Worcesters resistance before she could have her way and leave.

I dont know her, Lady Sybil said shortly.

She was very kind to me, Mary answered.

I dare say, in the same tone.

But she would not let me go until I gave her my address.

Lady Sybil sat up sharply. And you did that? she shrieked. You gave it her?

I was obliged to give it, Mary stammered, or I could not have left London.

Obliged? Obliged? Lady Sybil retorted, in the same passionate tone. Why, you fool, you might have given her fifty addresses! Any address! Any address but this! There! Lady Sybil continued sullenly, as she sank back and pressed her handkerchief to her lips. Youve done it now. Youve excited me. Give me those drops! There! Are you blind? Those! Those! And  and sit farther from me! I cant breathe with you close to me!

After which, when Mary, almost heartbroken, had given her the medicine, and seated herself in the appointed place, she turned her face to the wall and lay silent and morose, uttering no sound but an occasional sigh of pain.

Meantime, to eyes that could read, the room told her story, and told it eloquently. The table beside the couch was strewn with rose-bound Annuals and Keepsakes, and a dozen volumes bearing the labels of more than one library; books opened only to be cast aside. Costly toys and embroidered nothings, vinaigrettes and scent-bottles, lay scattered everywhere; and on other tables, on the mantelpiece, on the floor, a litter of similar trifles elbowed and jostled the gloomy tokens of illness. Near the invalids hand lay a miniature in a jewelled frame, while a packet of letters tied with a fragment of gold lace, and a buhl desk half-closed upon a broken fan told the same tale of ennui, and of a vanity which survived the charms on which it had rested. The lesson was not lost on the daughters heart. It moved her to purest pity; and presently, wrung by a sigh more painful than usual, she crept to the couch, sank on her knees, and pressed her cool lips to the wasted hand which hung from it. Even then for a time her mother did not move or take notice. But slowly the weary sighs grew more frequent, grew to sobs  how much less poignant!  and her weak arm drew Marys head to her bosom.

And by-and-by the arm tightened its hold and gripped her convulsively, the sobs grew deeper and shook the worn form at each respiration; and presently, Ah, God, what will become of me? burst from the depths of the poor quaking heart, too proud hitherto to make its fear known. What will become of me?

That cry pierced Mary like a knife, but its confession of weakness made mother and daughter one. Her feeble arms could not avert the approach of the dark shadow, whose coming terrified though it could not change. But what human love could do, what patient self-forgetfulness might teach, she vowed that she would do and teach; and what clinging hands might compass to delay the end, her hands should compass. When Miss Sibsons message, informing her that it was time to return, was brought to her, she shook her head, smiling, and locked the door. I shall be your nurse, after all! she said. I shall not leave you. And before midnight, with a brave contentment, for which Lady Sybils following eyes were warrant, she had taken possession of the room and all its contents; she had tidied as much as it was good to tidy, she had knelt to heat the milk or brush the hearth, she had smoothed the pillow, and sworn a score of times that nothing, no Sir Robert, no father, no force should tear her from this her duty, this her joy  until the end.

No memory of her dull childhood, or of the days of labour and servitude which she owed to the dying woman, no thought of the joys of wealth and youth which she had lost through her, rose to mar the sincerity of her love. Much less did such reflections trouble her on whose flighty mind they should have rested so heavily. So far indeed was this from being the case, that when Mary stooped to some office which the mothers fastidiousness deemed beneath her, How can you do that? Lady Sybil cried peevishly. Ill not have you do it! Do you hear me, girl? Let some servant see to it! What else are they for!

But I used to do it every day at Clapham, Mary answered cheerfully. She had not spoken before, aware of the reproach which her words conveyed, she could have bitten her tongue.

But Lady Sybil did not wince. Then why did you do it? she retorted, Why did you do it? Why were you so foolish as to stoop to such things? Im sure you didnt get your poor spirit from me! And Vermuyden was as stiff as a poker! But there! I remember the prince saying once that ladies went out of fashion with hoops, and gentlemen with snuffboxes. You make me think he was right. Oh, clumsy! she continued, raising her voice, now you are turning the light on my face! Do you wish to see me hideous?

Mary moved it. Is that better, mother? she asked.

Lady Sybil cast a resentful glance at her. There, there, let it be! she said. You cant help it. Youre like your father. He could never do anything right! I suppose I am doomed to have none but helpless people about me.

And so on, and so on. Like many invalids, she was most lively at night, and she continued to complain through long restless hours, with the candles burning lower and lower, and the snuffers coming into more frequent request. Until with the chill before the dawn she fell at last into a fitful sleep; and Mary, creeping to the close-curtained windows to cool her weary eyes, peeped out and saw the grey of the morning. Outside, the Square was beginning to discover its half-bare trees and long straight rows of houses. Through openings, here and there, the water glimmered mistily; and on the height facing her, the tall tower of St. Mary Redcliffe rose above the roofs and pointed skywards. Little did Mary think what the day would bring forth in that grey deserted place on which she looked; or in what changed conditions, under what stress of mind and heart, she would, before the sun set twice, view that Square.


XXX

THE MAYORS RECEPTION IN QUEENS SQUARE

The day, of which Mary watched the cloudy opening from her mothers window, was drawing to a close; and from a house in the same Square  but on the north side, whereas Miss Sibsons was on the west  another pair of eyes looked out, while a heart, which a few hours before had been as sore as hers, rose a little at the prospect. Arthur Vaughan, ignorant of her proximity  to loves shame be it said  sat in a window on the first floor of the Mansion House, and, undismayed by the occasional crash of glass, watched the movements of the swaying, shouting, mocking crowd; a crowd, numbering some thousands, which occupied the middle space of the Square, as well as the roadways, clustered upon the Immortal Memory, overflowed into the side streets, and now joined in one mighty roar of Reform! Reform! now groaned thunderously at the name of Wetherell. Behind Vaughan in the same room, the drawing-room of the official residence, some twenty or thirty persons argued and gesticulated; at one time approaching a window to settle a debated point, at another scattering with exclamations of anger as a stone fell or some other missile alighted among them.

Boo! Boo! yelled the mob below. Throw him out! Reform! Reform!

Vaughan looked down on the welter of moving faces. He saw that the stone-throwers were few, and the daredevils, who at times adventured to pull up the railings which guarded the forecourt, were fewer. But he saw also that the mass sympathised with them, egged them on, and applauded their exploits. And he wondered what would happen when night fell, and wondered again why the peaceable citizens who wrangled behind him made light of the position. The glass was flying, here and there an iron bar had vanished from the railings, night was approaching. For him it was very well. He had accompanied Brereton to Bristol to see what would happen, and for his part, if the adventure proved to be of the first class, so much the better. But the good pursy citizens behind him, who, when they were not deafening the little Mayor with their counsels, were making a jest of the turmoil, had wives and daughters, goods and houses within reach. And in their place he felt that he would have been far from easy.

By and by it appeared that some of them shared his feelings. For presently, in a momentary lull of the babel outside, a voice he knew rose above those in the room.

Nothing? You call it nothing? Mr. Cooke  for his was the voice  cried. Nothing, that his Majestys Judge has been hooted and pelted from Totterdown to the Guildhall? Nothing, that the Recorder of Bristol has been hunted like a criminal from the Guildhall to this place! You call it nothing, sir, that his Majestys Commission has been flouted for six hours past by all the riffraff of the Docks? And with half of decent Bristol looking on and applauding!

Oh, no, no! the little Mayor remonstrated. Not applauding, Mr. Cooke!

Yes, sir, applauding! Cooke retorted with vigour.

And teach Wetherell a lesson! someone in the background muttered.

The man spoke low, but Cooke heard the words and wheeled about. There, sir, there! he cried, stuttering in his indignation. What do you say to that? Here, in your presence, the Kings Judge is insulted. But I warn you, he continued, I warn you all! You are playing with fire! You are laughing in your sleeves, but youll cry in your shirts! You, Mr. Mayor, I call upon you to do your duty! I call upon you to summon the military and give the order to clear the streets before worse comes of it.

I dont  I really dont  think that it is necessary, the Mayor answered pacifically. I have seen as bad as this at half a dozen elections, Mr. Cooke.

The Town-clerk, a tall, thin man, who still wore his gown though he had laid aside his wig, struck in. Quite true, Mr. Mayor! he said. The fact is, the crowd thinks itself hardly used on these occasions if it is not allowed to break the windows and do a little mischief on the lower floor.

By G  d, Id teach it a lesson then! Cooke retorted. It seems to me it is time someone did!

Two or three expressed the same opinion, though they did so with less decision. But the main part smiled at Cookes heat as at a foolish display of temper. Ive seen as much half a dozen times, said one, shrugging his shoulders. And no harm done!

Ive seen worse! another answered. And after all, the speaker added with a wink, it is good for the glaziers.

Fortunately, Cooke did not hear this last. But Vaughan heard it, and he judged that the rioters had their backers within as well as without; and that within, as without, the notion prevailed that the Government would not be best pleased if the movement were too roughly checked. An old proverb about the wisdom of dealing with the beginnings of mischief occurred to him. But he supposed that the authorities knew their business and Bristol, and, more correctly than he, could gauge the mob and the danger, of both of which they made so light.

Still he wondered. And he wondered more three minutes later. Two servants brought in lights. Unfortunately the effect of these was to reveal the interior of the room to the mob, and the change was the signal for a fusillade of stones so much more serious and violent than anything which had gone before that a quick sauve qui peut took place. Vaughan was dislodged with the others  he could do no good by remaining; and in two minutes the room was empty, and the mob were celebrating their victory with peals of titanic laughter, accompanied by fierce cries of Throw him out! Throw out the d  d Recorder! Reform!

Meanwhile the company, with one broken head and one or two pale faces, had taken refuge on the landing behind the drawing-room, the stairs ascending to which were guarded by a reserve of constables. Vaughan saw that the Mayor and his satellites were beginning to look at one another, and leaning, quietly observant, against the wall, he noticed that more than one was shaken. Still the little Mayor retained his good-humour. Oh, dear, dear! he said indulgently. This is too bad! Really too bad!

Wed better go upstairs, Sergeant Ludlow, the Town-clerk, suggested. We can see what passes as well from that floor as from this, and with less risk!

No, but really this is growing serious, a third said timidly. Its too bad, this.

He had scarcely spoken, and the Mayor was still standing undecided, as if he did not quite like the idea of retreat, when two persons, one with his head bandaged, came quickly up the stairs. Wheres the Mayor? cried the first. And then, Mr. Mayor, they are pushing us too hard, said the second, an officer of special constables. We must have help, or they will pull the house about our ears.

Oh, nonsense!

But its not nonsense, sir, the man answered angrily.

But  

You must read the Riot Act, sir, the other, who was the Under-Sheriff, chimed in. And the sooner the better, Mr. Mayor, he added with decision. Weve half a dozen men badly hurt. In my opinion you should send for the military.

The group on the landing looked aghast at one another. What, danger? Really  danger? Half a dozen men badly hurt? Then one made an effort to carry it off. Send for the military? he gasped. Oh, but that is absurd! That would only make matters worse!

The others did not speak, and the Mayor in particular looked upset. Perhaps for the first time he appreciated the responsibility which lay on his shoulders. Meanwhile Vaughan saw all; and Cooke also, and the latter laughed maliciously. Perhaps you will listen now, he said with an ill-natured chuckle. You would not listen to me!

Dear, dear, the Mayor quavered. Is it really as serious as that, Mr. Hare? He turned to the Town-clerk. What do you advise? he asked.

I think with Mr. Hare that you had better read the Riot Act, sir.

Very well, Ill come down! Ill come down at once, the Mayor assented with spirit. Only, he continued, looking round him, I beg that some gentleman known to be on the side of Reform, will come with me. Who has the Riot Act?

Mr. Burges. Where is he?

I am here, sir, replied the gentleman named. I am quite ready, Mr. Mayor. If you will say a few words to the crowd; I am sure they will listen. Let us go down!

* * * * *

Twenty minutes later the same group, but with disordered clothes and sickly faces  and as to Mr. Burges, with a broken head  were gathered again on the landing. In those twenty minutes, despite the magic of the Riot Act, the violence of the mob had grown rather than diminished. They were beginning to talk of burning the Mansion House, they were calling for straw, they were demanding lights. Darkness had fallen, too, and there could be no question now that the position was serious. The Mayor, who, below stairs, had shown no lack of courage, turned to the Town-clerk. Ought I to call out the military? he asked.

I think that we should take Sir Charles Wetherells opinion, the tall, thin man answered, deftly shifting the burden from his own shoulders.

The sooner Sir Charles is gone the better, I should say! Cooke said bluntly. If we dont want to have his blood on our heads.

I am with Mr. Cooke there, the Under-Sheriff struck in. He was responsible for the Judges safety, and he spoke strongly. Sir Charles should be got away, he continued. Thats the first thing to be done. He cannot hold the Assizes, and I say frankly that I will not be responsible if he stays.

Jonah! someone muttered with a sneering laugh.

The Mayor turned about. Thats very improper! he said.

Its very improper to send a Judge who is a politician! the voice answered.

And against the Bill! a second jeered.

For shame! For shame! the Mayor cried.

And I fancy, sir, the Under-Sheriff struck in with heat, that the gentlemen who have just spoken  I think I can guess their names  will be sorry before morning! They will find that it is easier to kindle a fire than to put it out! But  silence, gentlemen! Silence! Here is Sir Charles!

Wetherell had that moment opened the door of his private room, of which the window looked to the back. His face betrayed his surprise on finding twenty or thirty persons huddled in disorder at the head of the stairs. The two lights which had survived the flight from the drawing-room flared in the draught of the shattered windows, and the wavering illumination gave a sinister cast to the scene. The dull rattle of stones on the floor of the rooms exposed to the Square  varied at times by a roar of voices or a rush of feet in the hall below  suggested that the danger was near at hand, and that the assailants might at any moment break into the building.

Nevertheless Sir Charles showed no signs of fear. After letting his eyes travel over the group, How long is this going on, Mr. Under-Sheriff? he asked, plunging his hands deep in his breeches pockets.

Well, Sir Charles  

They seem, with a touch of sternness, to be carrying the jest rather too far.

Mr. Cooke, the Mayor said, wishes me to call out the military.

Wetherell shook his head. No, no, he said. The occasion is not so serious as to justify that. You cannot say that life is in danger?

The Under-Sheriff put himself forward. I can say, sir, he answered firmly, that yours is in danger. And in serious danger!

Wetherell planted his feet further apart, and thrust his hands lower into his pockets. Oh, no, no, he said.

It is yes, yes, sir, the Under-Sheriff replied bluntly. Unless you leave the house I cannot be responsible! I cannot, indeed, Sir Charles.

But  

Listen, sir! If you dont wish a very terrible catastrophe to happen, you must go! By G  d you must! the Under-Sheriff repeated, forgetting his manners.

The noise below had swollen suddenly. Cries, blows, and shrieks rose up the staircase, and announced that at any moment the party above might have to defend their lives. At the prospect suddenly presented, respect for dignities took flight; panic seized the majority. Constables, thrusting aldermen and magistrates aside, raced up the stairs, and bundled down again laden with beds with which to block the windows: while the picked men who had hitherto guarded the foot of the staircase left their posts in charge of two or three of the wounded, who groaned dismally. Apparently the mob had broken into part of the ground floor, and were with difficulty held at bay.

One of the party struck his hand on the balusters  it was Mr. Cooke. By Heavens! he said, this is what comes of your d  d Reform! Your d  d Reform! We shall all be murdered, every man of us! Murdered!

For Gods sake, Mr. Mayor, cried a quavering voice, send for the military.

Ay, ay! the soldiers. Send for the soldiers, sir! echoed two or three.

Certainly I will, said the Mayor, who was cooler than most. Who will go?

A man volunteered. On which Vaughan, who had so far remained silent, stepped forward. Sir Charles, he said, you must retire. Your duties are at an end, and your presence hampers the defence. Permit me to escort you. I am unknown here, and can pass through the streets.

Wetherell, as brave, stout and as solid a man as any in England, hesitated. But he saw that it would soon be everyone for himself; and in that event he was doomed. The din was waxing louder and more menacing; the group on the stairs was melting away. In terror on their own account, the officials were beginning to forget his presence. Several had already disappeared, seeking to save themselves, this way and that. Others were going. Every moment the confusion increased, and the panic. He gave way. You think I ought to go, Vaughan? he asked in a low voice.

I do, sir, Vaughan answered. And, entering the Recorders room, he brought out Sir Charless hat and cloak and hastily thrust them on him, scarcely anyone else attending to them. As he did this his eye alighted on a constables staff which lay on the floor where its owner had dropped it. Thinking that, as he was without arms, he might as well possess himself of it, Vaughan left Wetherells side and went to pick it up. At that moment a roar of sound, as sudden as the explosion of a gun, burst up the staircase. Two or three cried in a frenzied way that the mob were coming; some fled this way, some that, a few to windows at the back, more to the upper story, while a handful obeyed Vaughans call to stand and hold the head of the stairs. For a brief space all was disorder and  save in his neighbourhood  panic. Then a voice below shouted that the soldiers were come, and a general Thank God! Not a moment too soon! was heard on all sides. Vaughan made sure that it was true, and then he turned to rejoin Sir Charles.

But Wetherell had vanished, and no one could say in which direction. Vaughan hurried upstairs and along the passages in anxious search; but in vain. One told him that Sir Charles had left by a window at the back; another, that he had been seen going upstairs with the Under-Sheriff. He could learn nothing certain; and he was asking himself what he should do next, when the sound of cheering reached his ear.

What is that? he asked a man who met him as he descended the stairs from the second floor.

They are cheering the soldiers, the man replied.

I am glad to hear it! Vaughan exclaimed.

Id say so too, the other rejoined glumly, if I was certain on which side the soldiers were! But youre wanted, sir, in the drawing-room. The Mayor asked me to find you.

Very good, Vaughan said, and without delay he followed the messenger to the room he had named. Here, with the relics of the fray about them, he found the Mayor and four or five officials who looked woefully shaken and flustered. With them were Brereton and the Honourable Bob, both in uniform. The stone-throwing had ceased, for the front of the house was now guarded by a double line of troopers in red cloaks. Lights, too, had been brought, and in the main the danger seemed to be over. But about this council there was none of that lightheartedness, none of that easy contempt which had characterised the one held in the same room an hour or two before. The lesson had been learnt in a measure.

The Mayor looked at Vaughan as he entered. Is this the gentleman? he asked.

Yes, that is the gentleman who got us together at the head of the stairs, a person, a stranger to Vaughan, answered. If he, the man continued, were put in charge of the constables, who are at present at sixes and sevens, we might manage something.

A voice in the background mentioned that it was Mr. Vaughan, the Member for Chippinge. I shall be glad to do anything I can, Vaughan said.

In support of the military, the tall, thin Town-clerk interposed, in a decided tone. That must be understood. Eh, Mr. Burges?

Certainly, the City Solicitor answered. And they both looked at Colonel Brereton, who, somewhat to Vaughans surprise, had not acknowledged his presence.

Of course, of course, said the Mayor pacifically. That is understood. I am quite sure that Colonel Brereton will use his utmost force to clear the streets and quiet the city.

I shall do what I think right, Brereton replied, standing up straight, with his hand on his sword-hilt, and looking, among the disordered citizens, like a Spanish hidalgo among a troop of peasants. I shall do what is right, he repeated stubbornly; and Vaughan, knowing the man well, perceived that, quiet as he seemed, he was labouring under strong excitement. I shall walk my horses about. The crowd are perfectly good-humoured, and only need to be kept moving.

The Town-clerk exchanged a glance with a neighbour. But do you think, sir, he said, that that will be sufficient? You are aware, I suppose, that great damage has been done already, and that had your troop not arrived when it did many lives might have been sacrificed?

That is all I shall do, Brereton answered. Unless, with a faint ring of contempt in his tone, the Mayor gives me an express and written order to attack the people.

The Mayors face was a picture. I? he gasped.

Yes, sir.

But I  I could not take that responsibility on myself, the Mayor cried. I couldnt, I really couldnt! he repeated, taken aback by the burden it was proposed to put on him. I cant judge, Colonel Brereton  I am not a military man  whether it is necessary or not.

I should consider it unwise, Brereton replied formally.

Very good! Then  then you must use your discretion.

Just so. Thats what I supposed, Brereton replied, not masking his contempt for the vacillation of those about him. In that case I shall pursue the line of action I have indicated. I shall walk my horses up and down. The crowd are perfectly good-humoured. What is it, pray?

He turned, frowning. A man had entered the room and was whispering in the Town-clerks ear. The latter straightened himself with a heated face. You call them good-humoured, sir? he said. I hear that two of your men, Colonel Brereton, have just been brought in severely wounded. I do not know whether you call that good-humour?

Brereton looked a little discomposed. They must have brought it on themselves, he said, by some rashness. Your constables have no discretion.

I think you should at least clear the Square and the neighbouring streets, the Town-clerk persisted.

I have indicated what I shall do, Brereton replied, with a gloomy look. And I am prepared to be responsible for the safety of the city. If you wish me to act beyond my judgment, the civil power must give me an express and written order.

Still the Mayor and those about him looked uneasy, though they did not dare to do what Brereton suggested. The howls of the rabble still rang in their ears, and before their eyes they had the black, gaping casements, through which an ominous murmur entered. They had waited long before calling in the Military, they had hesitated long; for Peterloo had erased Waterloo from the memory of an ungrateful generation, and men, secure abroad and straining after Reform at home, held a red-coat in small favour, if not in suspicion. But having called the red-coats in, they looked for something more than this, for some vindication of the law and the civil power, some stroke which would cast terror into the hearts of misdoers. The Town-clerk, in particular, had his doubts, and when no one else spoke he put them into words.

May I ask, he said formally, if you have any orders, Colonel Brereton, from the Secretary of State or the Horse Guards, which prevent you from obeying the directions of the magistrates?

Brereton looked at him sternly.

No, he said, I am prepared to obey your orders, stated in the manner I have laid down. Then the responsibility will not lie with me.

But the Mayor stepped back. I couldnt take it on myself, sir. I  God knows what the consequences might be! He looked round piteously. We dont want another Manchester massacre.

I fancy, Brereton answered grimly, that if we have another Manchester business, it will go ill with those who sign the order! Times are changed since 19, gentlemen  and governments! And I think we understand that. You leave it to me, then, gentlemen?

No one spoke.

Very good, he continued. If your constables will do their duty with discretion  and you could not have a better man to command them than Mr. Vaughan, but he ought to be going about it now  I will answer for the peace of the city.

But  but we shall see you again, Colonel Brereton, the Mayor cried in some agitation.

See me, sir? Brereton answered contemptuously.

Oh, yes, you can see me, if you wish to! But   He shrugged his shoulders, and turned away without finishing the sentence.

Vaughan, when he heard that, knew that, cool as Brereton seemed, he was not himself. A moody stubbornness had taken the place of last nights excitement; but that was all. And as the party trooped downstairs  he had requested the Mayor to say a few words, placing the constables under his control  he swallowed his private feelings and approached Flixton.

Flixton, he whispered, throwing what friendliness he could into his voice. Do you think Breretons right?

Flixton turned an ill-humoured face towards him, and dragged at his sword-belt. Oh, I dont know, he said irritably. Its his business, and I suppose he can judge. Theres a deuce of a crowd, I know, and if we go charging into it we shall be swallowed up in a twinkling!

But it has been whispered to me, Vaughan replied, that he told the people on his way here that hes for Reform. Isnt it unwise to let them think that the soldiers may side with them?

Fine talking, Flixton answered with a sneer. And God knows if we had five hundred men, or three hundred, Id agree. But what can sixty or eighty men do galloping over slippery pavements in the dark? And if we fire and kill a dozen, the Government will hang us to clear themselves! And these d  d nigger-drivers and sugar-boilers behind us would be the first to swear against us!

Vaughan had his own opinion. But they had to part then. Flixton, in his blue uniform  there were two troops present, one of the 3rd Dragoon Guards in red, and one of the 14th Dragoons in blue  went out by Breretons side with his spurs ringing on the stone pavement and his sword clanking. He was not acting with his troop, but as the Colonels aide-de-camp. Meanwhile Vaughan, who could not see the old blue uniform without a pang, went with the Mayor to marshal the constables.

Of these no more than eighty remained, and with little stomach for the task before them. This task, indeed, notwithstanding the check which the arrival of the troopers had given the mob, was far from easy. The ground-floor of the Mansion House looked like a place taken by storm and sacked. The railings which guarded the forecourt were gone, and even the wall on which they stood had been demolished to furnish missiles. The doorways and windows, where they were not clumsily barricaded, were apertures inviting entrance. In one room lay a pile of straw ready for lighting. In another lay half a dozen wounded men. Everywhere the cold wind, blowing off the water of the Welsh Back, entered a dozen openings and extinguished the flares as quickly as they could be lighted, casting now one room and now another into black shadow.

But if the men had little heart for further exertions, Vaughans manhood rose the higher to meet the call. Bringing his soldiers training into play, in a few minutes he had his force divided into four companies, each under a leader. Two he held in reserve, bidding them get what rest they could; with the other two he manned the forecourt, and guarded the flank which lay open to the Welsh Back. And as long as the troopers rode up and down within a stones-throw all was well. But when the soldiers passed to the other side of the Square a rush was made on the house  mainly by a gang of the low Irish of the neighbourhood  and many a stout blow was struck before the rabble, who thirsted for the strong ale and wine in the cellars, could be dislodged from the forecourt and driven to a distance. The danger to life was not great, though the tale of wounded grew steadily; nor could the post of Chief Constable be held to confer much honour on one who so short a time before had dreamt of Cabinets and portfolios, and of a Senate hanging on his words. But the joy of conflict was something to a stout heart, and the sense of success. Something, too, it was to feel that where he stood his men stood also; and that where he was not, the Irish, with their brickbats and iron bars, made a way. There was a big lout, believed by some to be a Brummagem man and a tool of the Political Union, who more than once led on the assailants; and when Vaughan found that this man shunned him and chose the side where he was not, that too was a joy.

After all, this is what I am good for, he told himself as he stood to take breath after a mêlée which was at once the most serious and the last. I was a fool to leave the regiment, he continued, staunching a trickle of blood which ran from a cut on his cheek bone. For, after all, better a good blow than a bad speech! Better, perhaps, a good blow than all the speeches, good and bad! And in the heat of the moment he swung his staff. Then  then he thought of Mary and of Flixton, and his heart sank, and his joy was at an end.

Dont think theyll try us again, sir, said an old pensioner, who had constituted himself his orderly, and who had known the neigh of the war-horse in the Peninsula. If we had had you at the beginning wed have had no need of the old Blues, nor the Third either!

Oh, thats rubbish! Vaughan replied. But he owned the flattery, and his heart warmed to the pensioner, whose prediction proved to be correct. The crowd melted slowly but certainly after that. By eleven oclock there were but a couple of hundred in the Square. By twelve, even these were gone. A half-dozen troopers, and as many tatterdemalions, slinking about the dark corners, were all that remained of the combatants; and the Mayor, with many words, presented Vaughan with the thanks of the city for his services.

It is gratifying, Mr. Vaughan, he added, to find that Colonel Brereton was right.

Yes, Vaughan agreed. And he took his leave, carrying off his staff for a memento.

He was very weary, and it was not the shortest way to the White Lion, yet his feet carried him across the dark Square and past the Immortal Memory to the front of Miss Sibsons house. It showed no lights to the Square, but in a first-floor window of the next house he marked a faint radiance as of a shaded taper, and the outline of a head  doubtless the head of someone looking out to make sure that the disorder was at an end. He saw, but love was at fault. No inner voice told him that the head was Marys! No thrill revealed to him that at that very moment, with her brow pressed to the cold pane, she was thinking of him! None! With a sigh, and a farther fall from the lightheartedness of an hour before, he went his way.

Broad Street was quiet, but half a dozen persons were gathered outside the White Lion. They were listening: and one of them told him, as he passed in, that the Blues, in beating back a party from the Council House, a short time before, had shot one of the rioters. In the hall he found several groups debating some point with heat, but they fell silent when they saw him, one nudging another; and he fancied that they paid especial attention to him. As he moved towards the office, a man detached himself from them and approached him with a formal air.

Mr. Vaughan, I think? he said.

Yes.

Mr. Arthur Vaughan? the man, who was a complete stranger to Vaughan, repeated. Member of Parliament for Chippinge, I believe?

Yes.

Reform Member?

Vaughan eyed him narrowly. If you are one of my constituents, he said drily, I will answer that question.

I am not one, the man rejoined, with a little less confidence. But its my business, nevertheless, to warn you, Mr. Vaughan, in your own interests, that the part you have been taking here will not commend you to them! You have been handling the people very roughly, I am told. Very roughly! Now, I am Mr. Here  

You may be Mr. Here or Mr. There, Vaughan said, cutting him short  but very quietly. But if you say another word to me, I will throw you through that door for your impudence! That is all. Now  have you any more to say?

The man tried to carry it off. For there was sniggering behind him. But Vaughans blood was up, the agitator read it in the young mans eye, and being a man of words, not deeds, he fell back. Vaughan went up to bed.


XXXI

SUNDAY IN BRISTOL

It was far from Vaughans humour to play the bully, and before he had even reached his bedroom, which looked to the back, he repented of his vehemence. Between that and the natural turmoil of his feelings he lay long waking; and twice, in a stillness which proclaimed that all was well, he heard the Bristol clocks tell the hour. After all, then, Brereton had been right! For himself, had the command been his, he would have adopted more strenuous measures. He would have tried to put fear into the mob before the riot reached its height. And had he done so, how dire might have been the consequences! How many homes might at this moment be mourning his action, how many innocent persons be suffering pain and misery!

Whereas Brereton, the strong, quiet man, resisting importunity, shunning haste, keeping his head where others wavered, had carried the city through its trouble, with scarce the loss of a single life. Truly he was one whom

Non civium ardor prava jubentium,

Non vultus instantis tyranni

Mente quatit solida!

Vaughan thought of him with a new respect, and of himself with a new humility. He was forced to acknowledge that even in that field of action which he had quitted, and to which he was now inclined to return, he was not likely to pick up a marshals bâton.

He slept at length, and long and heavily, awaking towards ten oclock with aching limbs and a cheek so sore that it brought all that had passed to instant recollection. He found his hot water at his door, and he dressed slowly and despondently, feeling the reaction and thinking of Mary, and of that sunny morning, six months back, when he had looked into Broad Street from a window of this very house, and dreamed of a modest bonnet and a sweet blushing face. An hour after that, he remembered, he had happened on the Honourable  oh, d  Flixton! All his troubles had started from that unlucky meeting with him.

He found his breakfast laid in the next room, the coffee and bacon in a Japan cat by the fire. He ate and drank in an atmosphere of gloomy retrospect. If he had never met Flixton! If he had not gone to that unlucky dinner at Chippinge! If he had spoken to her in Parliament Street! If  if  if! The bells of half a dozen churches were ringing, drumming his regrets into him; and he stood awhile irresolute, looking through the window. The inn-yard, which was all the prospect the window commanded, was empty; an old liver-and-white pointer, scratching itself in a corner, was the only living thing in it. But while he looked, wondering if the dog had been a good dog in its time, two men came running into the yard with every sign of haste and pressure. One, in a yellow jacket, flung himself against a stable door and vanished within, leaving the door open. The other pounced on a chaise, one of half a dozen ranged under a shed, and by main force dragged it into the open.

The mens actions impressed Vaughan with a vague uneasiness. He listened. Was it fancy, or did he catch the sound of a distant shot? And  there seemed to be an odd murmur in the air. He seized his hat, put on his caped coat  for a cold drizzle was falling  and went downstairs.

The hall was empty, but through the open doorway he could see a knot of people, standing outside, looking up the street. He made for the threshold, and asked the rearmost of the starers what it was.

Eh, what is it? the man answered volubly. Oh, theyre gone! Its true enough! And such a crowd as was never seen, Im told  stoning them, and shouting Bloody Blues! after them. Theyre gone right away to Keynsham, and glad to be there with whole bones!

But what is it? Vaughan asked impatiently. What has happened, my man? Whore gone?

The man turned for the first time, and saw who it was. You have not heard, sir? he exclaimed.

Not a word.

Not that the people have risen? And most part pulled down the Mansion House? Ay, first thing this morning, sir! They say old Pinney, the Mayor, got out at the back just in time or hed have been murdered! Hes had to send the military away  anyways, the Blues who killed the lad last night on the Pithay.

Impossible! Vaughan exclaimed, turning red with anger. You cannot have heard aright.

Its as true as true! the man replied, rubbing his hands in excitement. As for me, he continued, I was always for Reform! And this will teach the Lords a lesson! Theyll know our mind now, and that Wetherells a liar, begging your pardon, sir. And the old Corporations not much better. A set of Tories mostly! If the Welsh Back drinks their cellars dry it wont hurt me, nor Bristol.

Vaughan was too sharply surprised to rebuke the man. Could the story be true! And if it were, what was Brereton doing? He could not have been so foolish as to halve his force in obedience to the people he was sent to check! But the murmur in the air was a fact, and past the end of the street men were running in anything but a Sunday fashion.

He went back to his room and pocketed his staff. Then he descended again and was on his way out, when a person belonging to the house stopped him.

Mr. Vaughan, she said earnestly, dont go, sir. You are known after last night and will come to harm. You will indeed, sir. And you can do no good. My father says that nothing can be done until to-morrow.

I will take care of myself, he replied, lightly. But his eyes thanked her. He pushed his way through the gazers at the door, and set off towards Queens Square.

At every door men and women were standing looking out. In the distance he could hear cheering, which waxed louder and more insistent as, prudently avoiding the narrower lanes, he passed down Clare Street to Broad Quay, from which there was an entrance to the northwest corner of the Square. Alongside the quay, which was fringed with warehouses and sheds, and from which the huge city crane towered up, lay a line of brigs and schooners; the masts of the more distant of these tapering to vanishing points in the mist which lay upon the water. At the moment, however, Vaughan had no eye for them. He saw them, but his thoughts were with the rioters, and in a twinkling he was within the Square, and seeing what was to be seen.

He judged that there were not more than fifteen hundred persons present. Of the whole about one-half belonged to the lowest class. These were gathered about the Mansion House, some drinking before it, others bearing up liquor from the cellars, while others again were tearing out the woodwork of the casements, or wantonly flinging the last remnants of furniture from the windows. The second moiety of the crowd, less reckless or of higher position, looked on as at a show; or now and again, at the bidding of some active rioter, raised a cheer for Reform, The King and Reform! Reform!

There was nothing dreadful, nothing awe-inspiring in the sight. Yet it was such a sight, for an English city on a Sunday morning, that Vaughans gorge rose at it. A hundred resolute men might have put the mob to flight. And meantime, on every point of vantage, on Redcliffe Parade, eastward of the Square, on College Green, and Brandon Hill, to the westward of it, thousands stood looking in silence on the scene, and by their supineness encouraging the work of destruction.

He thought for a moment of pushing to the front and trying what a few reasonable words would effect. But as he advanced, his eye caught a gleam of colour, and in the corner of the Square, most remote from the disorder, he discovered a handful of dragoons, seated motionless in their saddles, watching the proceedings.

The folly of this struck him dumb. And he hurried, at a white heat, across the Square to remonstrate. He was about to speak to the sergeant in charge, when Flixton, with a civilian cloak masking his uniform, rode up to the men at a foot-pace. Vaughan turned to him instead.

Good Heavens, man! he cried, too hot to mince his words or remember at the moment what there was between him and Flixton, Whats Brereton doing? What has happened! It is not true that he has sent the Fourteenth away?

Flixton looked down at him sulkily. Hes sent em to Keynsham, he said, shortly. If he hadnt, the crowd would have been out of hand!

But what do you call them now? Vaughan retorted, with angry sarcasm. They are destroying a public building in broad daylight! Arent they sufficiently out of hand?

Flixton shrugged his shoulders, but did not answer. He was flushed and has manner was surly.

And your squad here, looking on and doing nothing? Theyre worse than useless! Vaughan continued. They encourage the beggars! Theyd be better in their quarters than here! Better at Keynsham, he added bitterly.

So Ive told him, Flixton answered, taking the last words literally. He sent me to see how things are looking. And a d  d pleasant way this is of spending a wet Sunday! On which, without more, having seen, apparently, what he came to see, he turned his horse to go out of the Square by the Broad Quay.

Vaughan walked a few paces beside the horse. But, Flixton, press him, he said urgently; press him, man, to act! To do something!

Thats all very fine, the Honourable Bob answered churlishly, but Breretons in command. And you dont catch me interfering. I am not going to take the responsibility off his shoulders.

But think what may happen to-night! Vaughan urged. Already he saw that the throng was growing denser and its movements less random. Somewhere in the heart of it a man was speaking. Think what may happen after dark, if they are as bad as this in daylight?

Flixton looked askance at him. Ten to one, only what happened last night, he answered. You all croaked then; but Brereton was right.

Vaughan saw that he argued to no purpose. For Flixton, forward and positive in small things and on the surface, was discovered by the emergency; all that now remained of his usual self-assertion was a sense of injury. Vaughan inquired, instead, where he would find Brereton, and as by this time the crowd had clearly outgrown the control of a single man, he contented himself with walking round the Square, and learning, by mingling with the fringe, what manner of spirit moved it.

That spirit, though he heard some ugly threats against Wetherell and the Bishops and the Lords, was rather a reckless and mischievous than a bloodthirsty one. To obtain drink, to destroy this or that gaol, and by and by to destroy all gaols seemed to the crowd the first principles of Reform.

Presently a cry of To the Bridewell! Come on! To the Bridewell! was raised, and led by a dozen hobbledehoys, armed with iron bars plucked from the railings, a body of some hundreds trooped off, helter-skelter, in the direction of the prison of that name.

Vaughan saw that someone must be induced to act; and to him the following hours of that wet, dismal Sunday were a waking nightmare. He hurried hither and thither, from Guildhall to Council House, from Breretons lodgings to the dragoons quarters, striving to effect something and always failing; seeking some cohesion, some decision, some action, and finding none. Always there had just been a meeting, or was going to be a meeting, or would be a meeting by and by. The civil power would not act without the military; and the military did not think itself strong enough to act, but would act if the civil power would do something which the civil power had made up its mind not to do. And meantime the supineness of the mass of the citizens was marvellous. He seemed to be moving endlessly between lines of men who lounged at their doors, and joked, or waited for the crowd to pass that way. Nothing, it seemed to him, would rouse these men to a sense of the position. It would be a lesson to Wetherell, they said. It would be a lesson to the Peers. It would be a lesson to the Tories. The Bridewell was sacked and fired, the great gaol across the New Cut was firing, the Gloucester gaol in the north of the city was threatened. And still it did not occur to these householders, as they looked down the wet, misty streets, that presently it would be a lesson to them.

But at half-past three, with the dusk on that rainy day scarce an hour off, there was a meeting at the Guildhall. Still no cohesion, no action. On the other hand, much recrimination, many opinions. One was for casting all firearms into the float. Another for arming all, fit or unfit. One was for fetching the Fourteenth back, another for sending the Third to join them at Keynsham. One was for appeasing the people by parading a dummy figure of their own Recorder through the city and burning it on College Green. Another for relying on the Political Union. In vain Vaughan warned them that the mob would presently attack private property; in vain he offered, in a few spirited words, to lead the Special Constables to the rescue of the gaol. The meeting, small to begin and always divided, dwindled fast. The handful who were ready to follow him made the support of the military a condition. Everybody said, To-morrow! To-morrow the posse comitatus might be called out; to-morrow the yeomanry, summoned by the man in the yellow jacket, would be here! To-morrow the soldiers might act. And in fine  To-morrow!

There was over the door of the Council House of those days a statue of Justice, lacking the sword and the bandage. Vaughan, passing out in disgust from the meeting, pointed to it. There is Bristol, gentlemen, he said bitterly. Your authorities have dropped the sword, and until they regain it we are helpless. I have done my best. And, shrugging his shoulders, he started for Breretons lodgings to try a last appeal.

He might well think it necessary. For a night which Bristol was long to remember was closing down upon the city. Though it was Sunday, the churches were empty; in few was a second service held. The streets, on the contrary, were full, in spite of the cold; full of noise and turmoil and disorder; of bands of men hastening up and down with reckless cries and flaring lights, at the bidding of leaders as unwitting. In Queens Square the rioters were drinking themselves drunk as at a fair, while amid the falling rain, through which the last stormy gleams of daylight strove to pass, amid the thickening dusk, those who all day long had jested at their doors began to turn doubtful looks on one another. From three points the smoke of fired prisons rose to the clouds and floated in a dense pall over the city; and men whispered that a hundred, two hundred, five hundred criminals had been set free. On Clifton Downs, on Brandon Hill, on College Green, on Redcliffe the thousand gazers of the morning were doubled and redoubled. But they no longer wore the cynical faces of the morning. On the contrary there were some who, following with their eyes the network of waterways laden with inflammable shipping, which pierced the city in every direction  who, tracing these and the cutthroat alleys and lanes about them, predicted that the morning would find Bristol a heap of ruins. And not a few, taking fright at the last moment, precipitately removed their families to Clifton, and locked up their houses.

Vaughan, as he walked through the dusk, had those waterways, those lanes, those alleys, the congested heart of the old city, in his mind. He doubted, even he, if the hour for action was not past. Nor was he surprised when Brereton met his appeal with a flat non possumus. He was more struck with the change which twenty-four hours had wrought in the man. He looked worn and haggard. The shadows under his eyes were deeper, the eyes shone with a more feverish light. His dress, too, was careless and disordered, and while he was not still for a moment, he repeated what he said over and over again as if to persuade himself of its truth.

Naturally Vaughan laid stress on the damage already done. But, I tell you, Brereton replied angrily, we are well clear for that! Its not a tithe of the harm which would have befallen if I had given way! I tell you, were well clear for that. No, Ive done, thank God, Ive done the only thing it was possible to do. A little too much, and if Id succeeded Id have been hung  for theyre all against me, theyre all against me, above and below! And if Id failed, a thousand lives would have paid the bill! And do you ever consider, man, he continued, striking the table, what a massacre in this crowded place would be! Think of the shipyards, the dockyards, the quays! The water pits and the sunk alleys! How could I clear them with ninety swords? How could I clear them? Eh, with ninety swords? I tell you they never meant me to clear them.

But why not clear the wider streets, sir? Vaughan persisted, and keep a grip on those?

No! I say, no!

Yet even now, if you were to move your full force to Queens Square, sir, you might clear it. And driven from their headquarters, and taught that they are not going to have it all their own way, the more prudent would fall off and go home.

I know, Brereton answered. I know the argument. I know it. But whos to thank for the whole trouble? Your Blues, who went beyond their orders last night. The Fourteenth, sir! The Fourteenth! But Ill have no more of it. Flixton is of my opinion, too.

Flixton is an ass! Vaughan cried incautiously.

And you think me one too! Brereton retorted, with so strange a look that for the first time Vaughan was sure that his mind was tottering. Well, think what you like! Think what you like! But Ill trouble you not to take that tone here.


XXXII

THE AFFRAY AT THE PALACE

A little before the hour at which Vaughan interviewed Brereton, Sir Robert Vermuyden, the arrival of whose travelling carriage at the White Lion about the middle of the afternoon had caused some excitement, walked back to the inn. He was followed by Thomas, the servant who had attended Mary to Bristol, and by another servant. As he passed through the streets the signs of the times were not lost upon him; far from it. But the pride of caste was strong upon him, and he hid his anxiety.

On the threshold of the inn he turned to the servants. Are you sure, he asked for the fourth time, that that was the house at which you left her?

Certain sure, Sir Robert, Thomas answered earnestly.

And sure  but, ah! the baronet broke off abruptly, his tone one of relief. Heres Mr. Cooke! Go now, but be within call. Mr. Cooke,  he stepped, as he spoke, in front of that gentleman, who was about to enter the house well met!

Cooke was hot with haste and ire, but at the unexpected sight of Sir Robert he stood still. God bless my soul! he cried. You here, sir?

Yes. And you know Bristol well. You can help me.

I wish I could help myself! Cooke cried, forgetting himself in his excitement.

My daughter is in Bristol.

Indeed? the angry merchant replied. Then she could not be in a worse place. That is all I can say.

I am inclined to agree with you.

This is your Reform!

Sir Robert stared. Not my Reform, Mr. Cooke, he said in a tone of displeasure.

I beg your pardon, Sir Robert, Cooke rejoined, speaking more coolly. I beg your pardon. But what I have suffered to-day is beyond telling. By G  d, its my opinion that theres only one man worthy of the name in Bristol! And thats your cousin, Vaughan!

Sir Robert struck his stick on the pavement. Mr. Vaughan? he exclaimed. He is here, then? I feared so!

Here? You feared? I tell you hes the only man to be called a man, who is here! If it had not been for him and the way he handled the constables last night we should have been burnt out then instead of to-night! I dont know that the gains much, but for what its worth we have him to thank!

Sir Robert frowned. I am surprised. He behaved well? Indeed! he said.

D  d well! D  d well! If there had been half a dozen like him, wed be out of the wood!

Where is he staying? Sir Robert asked after a moments hesitation. Ive lost my daughter in the confusion, and I think it possible that he may know where she is.

He is staying here at the Lion, Cooke answered. But hes been up and down all day trying to put heart into poltroons. And he ran over the chief events of the last few hours.

He punctuated the story with oaths and bitter complaints, and perhaps it was for this reason that Sir Robert, after he had heard the main facts, broke away. He went through the hall to the bar where the landlord, who knew him well, came forward and greeted him respectfully. But to Sir Roberts inquiry as to Mr. Vaughans whereabouts he shook his head.

I wish he was in the house, Sir Robert, he said in a low voice. For hes a marked man in Bristol since last night. I was in the Square myself, and it was wonderful what spirit he put into his men. But the scum and the riffraff who are uppermost to-day say he handled them cruelly, and my daughter tried to persuade him from going out to-day. But he would go, sir.

Sir Robert reflected with a gloomy face. Where are Mr. Flixtons quarters? he asked at last. He might possibly learn something from him.

The man told him, and Sir Robert summoned his servants and went out. It was dark by this time, but a faint glare shone overhead and there was a murmur in the air, as if, in the gloom beneath, the heart of the city was palpitating, in dread of it knew not what. Sir Robert had not far to go. He had barely passed into College Green when he met Flixton under a lamp. And so it happened that two minutes later, Vaughan, on his way from Breretons lodgings in Unity Street, came plump upon the two. He might have gone by in ignorance, but as he passed the taller man looked up, and Vaughan with a shock of surprise recognised Sir Robert Vermuyden.

Flixton caught sight of Vaughan at the same moment, and Heres your man, Sir Robert, he cried with a little malice in his tone. Here, Vaughan, he continued, Heres Sir Robert Vermuyden! Hes looking for you. He wants to know  

Sir Robert stopped him. I will speak for myself, Mr. Flixton, if you please, he said with the dignity which seldom deserted him. Mr. Vaughan, he continued, with a piercing glance, where is my daughter?

Vaughan returned his look, frowning. Since the parting in Miss Sibsons parlour, the remembrance of which still set his blood in a flame, Sir Robert and he had not met. Now, in the wet gloom of College Green, under a rare gaslamp, with turmoil about them, and the murmur of fresh trouble drawing near through the streets, Sir Robert asked him for his daughter! He could have laughed. As it was, I know nothing, sir, of your daughter, he replied, in a tone between contempt and anger.

But, Sir Robert retorted, you travelled with her, from London!

How do you know that I did?

The servants, sir, have told me that you did.

Then they must also have told you, Vaughan rejoined keenly, that I did not take the liberty of speaking to Miss Vermuyden. And that I left the coach at Chippenham. That being so, I can only refer you, he continued with a sneer, raising his hat and preparing to move on, to Mr. Flixton, who went with her the rest of the way to Bristol.

He turned away. But he had not taken two paces before Sir Robert touched his shoulder, and with that habit of command which few questioned. Wait, sir, he said, Wait, if you please. You do not escape me so easily. You will attend to me one moment, if you please. Mr. Flixton accompanied Miss Vermuyden, as did her man and maid, to Miss Sibsons house. She gave that address to Lady Worcester, in whose care she was; and I sought her there this afternoon. But she is not there. Sir Robert continued, striving to read Vaughans face. The house is empty. So is the house on either side. I can make no one hear.

And you come to me for news of her? Vaughan asked in the tone he had used throughout. He was very sore.

I do.

You do not think that I am the last person of whom you should ask tidings of your daughter?

She came here, Sir Robert answered sternly, to see Lady Sybil.

Vaughan stared. The answer seemed to be irrelevant. Then he understood. Oh, he said, I see. You are still under the impression that your wife and I are in a conspiracy to delude you? Your daughter also? You think that she is in the plot? And that she gave the schoolmistresss address to deceive you?

No! Sir Robert cried. But, after all, that was what he did think. Had he not told himself, more than once, that she was her mothers daughter? Had he not told himself that it could not have been by chance that Vaughan and she met a second time on the coach? He knew that she had left London and gone to her mother in defiance of him. He knew that. And though she had entwined herself about his heart, though she had seemed to him all gentleness, goodness, truth  she was still her mothers daughter! Nevertheless, he said No!  and said it angrily.

Then I do not know what you mean! Vaughan retorted.

I believe that you can tell me something, if you will.

Vaughan looked at him. I have nothing to tell you, he said.

You mean, sir, that you will tell me nothing!

That, if you like.

For nearly half a century the old man had found few to oppose him; and now by good luck he had not time to reply. A man running out of the darkness in the direction of Unity Street  the open space was full of moving groups, of alarms and confusion  caught sight of Vaughans face, checked himself and addressed him.

Mr. Vaughan! he said. They are coming! They are making for the Palace! The Bishop must be got away, if hes not gone! I am fetching the Colonel! The Mayor is following with all he can get together. If you will give warning at the Palace, there will be time for his lordship to escape.

Right! Vaughan cried, glad to leave his company. And he started without the loss of a moment. Even so, he had not gone twenty paces down the Green before the head of the mob entered it from St. Augustines, and passed, with hoarse shouts, along the south side, towards the ancient Archway which led to the Lower Green. It was a question whether he or they reached the Archway first; but he won the race by a score of yards.

The view from the Lower Green, which embraced the burning gaol, as well as all Queens Square and the Floating Basin that islanded it, had drawn together a number of gazers. These impeded Vaughans progress, but he got through them at last, and as the mob burst into the Lower Green he entered the paved passage leading to the Precincts, hurried along it, turned the dark elbow near the inner end, and halted before the high gates which shut off the Cloisters. The Palace door was in the innermost or southeast corner of the Cloisters.

It was very dark at the end of the passage; and fortunately! For the gates were fast closed, and before he could, groping, find the knocker, the rabble had entered the passage behind him and cut off his retreat. The high wall which rose on either side made escape impossible. Nor was this all. As he awoke to the trap in which he had placed himself, a voice at his elbow muttered, My God, we shall be murdered! And he learned that Sir Robert had followed him.

He had no time to remonstrate, nor thought of remonstrance. Stand flat against the wall! he muttered, his fingers closing upon the staff in his pocket. It is our only chance!

He had basely spoken before the leaders of the mob swept round the elbow. They had one light, a flare borne above them, which shone on their tarpaulins and white smocks, and on the huge ship-hammers they carried. There was a single moment of great peril, and instinctively Vaughan stepped before the older man. He could not have made a happier movement, for it seemed  to the crowd who caught a glimpse of the two and took them for some of their own party  as if he advanced against the gates along with their leaders.

The peril indeed, or the worst of it, was over the moment they fell into the ranks. Hammers to the front! was the cry. And Sir Robert and Vaughan were thrust back into the second line, that those who wielded the hammers might have room. Vaughan tipped his hat over his face, and the villains who pressed upon the two and jostled them, and whose cries of Burn him out! Burn the old devil out! were dictated by greed rather than by hate, were too full of the work in hand to regard their neighbours closely. In three or four minutes  long minutes they seemed to the two inclosed in that unsavoury company  the bars gave way, the gates were thrown open, and Vaughan and Sir Robert, hardly keeping their feet in the rush, were borne into the Cloisters.

The rabble, with cries of triumph, raced across the dark court to the Palace door and began to use their hammers on that. Vaughan hoped that the Bishop had had warning  as a fact he had escaped some hours earlier. At any rate he and his companion could do no more, and under cover of the darkness they retreated to the porch of a smaller house which opened on the Cloisters. Here they were safe for the time; and, his heart opened and his tongue loosed by the danger through which they had passed, he turned to his companion and remonstrated with him.

Sir Robert, he said, this is no place for a man of your years.

England will soon be no place for any man of my years, the Baronet answered bitterly. I would your leaders, sir, were here to see their work! I would Lord Grey were here to see how well his friends carry out his hints!

I doubt if he would be more pleased than you or I! Vaughan answered. In the meantime  

The soldiers! Have a care! The alarm came from the gate by which they had entered, and Vaughan broke off, with an exclamation of joy. We have them now! he said. And red-handed! Brereton has only to close the passage, and he must take them all!

But the rioters took that view also, and the alarm. And they streamed out panic-stricken. When the soldiers rode in, Brereton at their head, not more than twenty or thirty remained in the Precincts. And on that followed the most remarkable of all the scenes that disgraced Bristol that night; the scene which beyond others convinced many of the complicity of the troops, if not of the Government, in the outrage.

Not a man could leave the Palace except with the troops good-will. Yet they let the rascals pass. In vain a handful of constables  who had arrived on the heels of the military  exerted themselves to seize the worst offenders, and such as passed with plunder in their hands. The soldiers discouraged the attempt, and even beat back the constables. Let them go! Let them go! was the cry. And the nimbleness of the scamps in effecting their escape was greeted with laughter and applause.

Vaughan and the companion whom fate had so strangely joined saw it with indignation. But Vaughan had made up his mind that he would not approach Brereton again; and he controlled himself, until a blackguard bolting from the Palace with his arms full of spoil was seized, close to him, by an elderly man, who seemed to be one of the Bishops servants. The two wrestled fiercely, the servant calling for help, the soldiers looking on and laughing. A moment and the two fell to the ground, the servant undermost. He uttered a cry of pain.

That was too much for Vaughan. He sprang forward, dragged the ruffian from his prey, and with his other hand he drew his staff. He was about to strike his prisoner  for the man continued to struggle desperately  when a voice above them shouted Put that up! Put that up! And a trooper urged his horse almost on the top of them, at the same time threatening him with his naked sword.

Vaughan lost his temper at that. You blackguard! he cried. Stand back. The man is my prisoner!

For answer the soldier struck at him. Fortunately the blade was turned by his hat and only the flat alighted on his head. But the man, drunk or reckless, repeated the blow, and this time would certainly have cut him down if Sir Robert, with a quickness beyond his years, had not turned aside the stroke with his walking-cane. At the same time Are you mad? he shouted peremptorily. Where is your Colonel?

The tone, rather than the words, sobered the trooper. He swore sulkily, reined in his horse, and moved back to his fellows. Sir Robert turned to Vaughan, who, dazed by the blow, was leaning against the porch of the house. I hope you are not wounded? he said.

Its thanks to you, sir, hes not killed! the man whom Vaughan had rescued, replied; and he hung about him solicitously. Hed have cut him to the chin! Ay, to the chin he would! with quavering gusto.

Vaughan was regaining his coolness. He tried to smile. I hardly saw  what happened, he said. I am only sure I am not hurt. Just  a rap on the head!

I am glad that it is no worse, Sir Robert said gravely. Very glad! Now it was over he had to bite his lower lip to repress its trembling.

You feel better, sir, now? the servant asked, addressing Vaughan.

Yes, yes, Vaughan said. But after that he was silent, thinking. And Sir Robert was silent, too. The soldiers were withdrawing; the constables, outraged and indignant, were following them, declaring aloud that they were betrayed. And for certain the walls of the Cathedral had looked down on few stranger scenes, even in those troubled days when the crosslets of the Berkeleys first shone from their casements.

Vaughan thought of the thing which had happened; and what was he to say? The position was turned upside down. The obligation was on the wrong person; the boot was on the wrong foot. If he, the young, the strong, and the injured, had saved Sir Robert, that had been well enough. But this? It required some magnanimity to take it gracefully, to bear it with dignity.

I owe you sincere thanks, he said at last, but awkwardly and with constraint.

The blackguard! Sir Robert cried.

You saved me, sir, from a very serious injury.

It was as much threat as blow! Sir Robert rejoined.

I dont think so, Vaughan answered. And then he was silent, finding it hard to say more. But after a pause, I can only make you one return, he said with an effort. Perhaps you will believe me when I say, that upon my honour I do not know where your daughter is. I have neither spoken to her nor communicated with her since I saw her in Queens Square in May. And I know nothing of Lady Sybil.

I am obliged to you, Sir Robert said.

If you believe me, Vaughan said. Not otherwise!

I do believe you, Mr. Vaughan. And Sir Robert said it as if he meant it.

Then that is something gained, Vaughan answered, besides the soundness of my head. Try as he might he felt the position irksome, and was glad to seek refuge in flippancy.

Sir Robert removed his hat, and stood in perplexity. But where can she be then? he asked. If you know nothing of her.

Vaughan paused before he answered. Then I think I should look for her in Queens Square, he suggested. In that neighbourhood neither life nor property will be safe until Bristol comes to its senses. She should be removed, therefore, if she be there.

I will take your advice and try the house again, Sir Robert answered. I think you are right, and I am much obliged to you.

He put his hat on his head, but removed it to salute his cousin. Thank you, he repeated, I am much obliged to you. And he departed slowly across the court.

Halfway to the entrance, he paused, and fingered his chin. He went on again  again he paused. He took a step or two, turned, hesitated. At last he came slowly back.

Perhaps you will go with me? he asked.

You are very good, Vaughan answered, his voice shaking a little. Was it possible that Sir Robert meant more than he said? It did seem possible.

But after all they did not go out that way. For, as they approached the broken gates, shouts of Reform! and Down with the Lords! warned them that the rioters were returning. And the Bishops servant, approaching them anew, insisted on taking them through the Palace, and by way of the garden and a low wall conducted them into Trinity Street. Here they were close to the Drawbridge which crossed the water to the foot of Clare Street; and they passed over it, one of them walking with a lighter heart, notwithstanding Marys possible danger, than he had borne for weeks. Soon they were in Queens Square, and, avoiding as far as possible the notice of the mob, were knocking doggedly at Miss Sibsons door. But by that time the Palace, high above them on College Green, had burst into flames, and, a mark for all the countryside, had flung the red banner of Reform to the night.
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FIRE

Sir Robert and his companion might have knocked longer and more loudly, and still to no purpose. For the schoolmistress, prepared to witness a certain amount of disorder on the Saturday, had been taken aback by the sight which met her eyes when she rose on Sunday morning. And long before noon she had sent her servants to their friends, locked up her house, and gone next door, to dispel by her cheerful face and her comfortable common sense the fears which she knew would prevail there. The sick lady was not in a state to withstand alarm; Mary was a young girl and timid; and neither the landlady nor Lady Sybils maid were persons of strong mind. Miss Sibson felt that here was an excellent occasion for the display of that sturdy indifference with which firm nerves and a long experience of Bristol elections had endowed her.

La, my dear, was her first remark, its all noise and nonsense! They look fierce, but theres not a man of them all, that if I took him soundly by the ear and said, John Thomas Gaisford, I know you well and your wife! You live in the Pithay, and if you dont go straight home this minute Ill tell her of your goings on!  theres not one of them, my dear, with a jolly laugh, wouldnt sneak off with his tail between his legs! Hurt us, my lady? Id like to see them doing it. Still, it will be no harm if we lock the door downstairs, and answer no knocks. We shall be cosy upstairs, and see all thats to be seen besides!

These were Miss Sibsons opinions, a little after noon on the Sunday. Nor, when the day began to draw in, without abating the turmoil, did she recant them aloud. But when the servant of the house, who found amusement in listening at the locked door to the talk of those who passed, came open-eyed to announce that the people had fired the Bridewell, and were attacking the gaol, Miss Sibson did rub her nose reflectively. And privately she began to wonder whether the prophecies of evil, which both parties had sown broadcast, were to be fulfilled.

Its that nasty Brougham! she said. Alderman Daniel told me that he was stirring up the devil; and were going to get the dust. But la, bless your ladyship, she continued comfortably, I know the Bristol lads, and theyll not hurt us. Just a gaol or two, for the sake of the frolic. My dear, your motherll have her tea, and will feel the better for it. And well draw the curtains and light the lamps and take no heed. Maybe therell be bones broken, but theyll not be ours!

Lady Sybil, with her face turned away, muttered something about Paris.

Well, your ladyship knows Paris and I dont, the schoolmistress replied respectfully. I can fancy anything there. But you may depend upon it, my lady, England is different. I know old Alderman Daniel calls Lord John Russell Lord John Robespierre, and says hes worse than a Jacobin. But Ill never believe hed cut the Kings head off! Never! And dont you believe it, either, my lady. No, English are English! Theres none like them, and never will be. All the same, she concluded, I shall set Honour the King! for a copy when the young ladies come back.

Her views might not have convinced by themselves. But taken with tea and buttered toast, a good fire and a singing kettle, they availed. Lady Sybil was a shade easier that afternoon; and, naturally of a high courage, found a certain alleviation in the exciting doings under her windows. She was gracious to Miss Sibson, whose outpourings she received with languid amusement; and when Mary was not looking, she followed her daughters movements with mournful eyes. Uncertain as the wind, she was this evening in her best mood; as patient as she could be fractious, and as gentle as she was sometimes violent. She scouted the notion of danger with all Miss Sibsons decision; and after tea she insisted that the lights should be shaded, and her couch be wheeled to the window, in order that, propped high with pillows, she might amuse herself with the hurly-burly in the Square below.

To be sure, Miss Sibson commented, it will do no good to anyone, this; and many a poor chap will suffer for it by and by. Thats the worst of these Broughams and Besoms, my lady. Its the low down that swallow the dust. Its very fine to cry King and Reform! and drink the Corporation wine! But it will be Between our sovereign lord the King and the prisoner at the bar! one of these days! And their throats will be dry enough then!

Poor misguided people! Mary murmured.

Theyve all learned the Church Catechism, the schoolmistress replied shrewdly. Or they should have; its lucky for them  ay, you may shout, my lads  that theres many a slip between the neck and the rope  Lord ha mercy!

The last words fitted the context well enough; but they fell so abruptly from her lips that Mary, who was bending over her mother, looked up in alarm. What is it? she asked.

Only, Miss Sibson answered with composure, what I ought to have said long ago  that nothing can be worse for her ladyship than the cold air that comes in at the cracks of this window!

Its not that, Lady Sybil replied, smiling. They have set fire to the Mansion House, Mary. You can see the flames in the room on the farther side of the door.

Mary uttered an exclamation of horror, and they all looked out. The Mansion House was the most distant house on the north, or left-hand, side of the Square, viewed from the window at which they stood; the house next Miss Sibsons being about the middle of the west side. Nearer them, on the same side as the Mansion House, stood another public building  the Custom House. And nearer again, being the most northerly house on their own side of the Square, stood a third  the Excise Office.

They had thus a fair, though a side view, of the front of the Mansion House, and were able to watch, with what calmness they might, the flames shoot from one window after another; until, presently, meeting in a waving veil of fire, they hid  save when the wind blew them aside  all the upper part of the house from their eyes.

A great fire in the night, the savage, uncontrollable revolt of mans tamed servant  is at all times a terrible sight. Nor on this occasion was it only the horror of the flames, roaring and crackling and pouring forth a million of sparks, which chained their eyes. For as these rose, they shed an intense light, not only on the heights of Redcliffe, visible above the east side of the Square, and on the stately tower which rose from them, but on the multitude below; on the hurrying forms that, monkey-like, played before the flames and seemed to feed them, and on a still stranger sight, the expanse of up-turned faces that, in the rear of the active rioters, extended to the farthest limit of the Square.

For it was the quiescence, it was the inertness of the gazing crowd which most appalled the spectators at the window. To see that great house burn and to see no man stretch forth a hand to quench it, this terrified. Oh, but it is frightful! It is horrible! Mary exclaimed.

I should like to knock their heads together! Miss Sibson cried sternly. What are the soldiers doing? What is anyone doing?

They have hounded on the dogs, Lady Sybil said slowly  she alone seemed to view the sight with a dispassionate eye, and they are biting instead of barking! That is all.

Dogs? Miss Sibson echoed.

Ay, the dogs of Reform! Lady Sybil replied cynically. Broughams dogs! Greys dogs! Russells dogs! I could wish Sir Robert were here, it would so please him to see his words fulfilled! And then, as in surprise at the thing she had uttered, I wonder when I wished to please him before? she muttered.

Oh, but it is frightful! Mary repeated, unable to remove her eyes from the flames.

It was frightful; even while they were all sane people in the room, and, whatever their fears, restrained them. What then was it a moment later, when the woman of the house burst in upon them, with a maid in wild hysterics clinging to her, and another on the threshold screaming Fire! Fire!

Its all on fire at the back! the woman panted. Its on fire, its all on fire, my lady, at the back!

Its all  what? Miss Sibson rejoined, in a tone which had been known to quell the pertest of seventeen-year-old rebels. It is what, woman? On fire at the back? And if it is, is that a ground for forgetting your manners? Where is your deportment? Fire, indeed! Are you aware whose room this is? For shame! And you, silly, she continued, addressing herself to the maid, be silent, and go outside, as becomes you.

But the maid, though she retreated to the door, continued to scream, and the woman of the house to wring her hands. You had better go and see what it is, Lady Sybil said, turning to the schoolmistress. For, strange to say, she who a few hours before had groaned if a coal fell on the hearth, and complained if her book slid from the couch, was now quite calm.

They are afraid of their own shadows, Miss Sibson cried contemptuously. It is the reflection they have seen.

But she went. And as it was but a step to a window overlooking the rear, Mary went with her.

They looked. And for a moment something like panic seized them. The back of the house was not immediately upon the quay, but through an opening in the warehouses which fringed the latter it commanded a view of the water and the masts, and of the sloping ground which rose to College Green. And high above, dyeing the Floating Basin crimson, the Palace showed in a glow of fire; fire which seemed to be on the point of attacking the Cathedral, of which every pinnacle and buttress, with every chimney of the old houses clustered about it, stood out in the hot glare. It was clear that the building had been burning some time, for the roar of the flames could be heard, and almost the hiss of the water as innumerable sparks floated down to it.

Horror-struck, Mary grasped her companions arm. And Good Heavens! Miss Sibson muttered. The whole city will be burned!

And we are between the two fires, Mary faltered. An involuntary shudder might be pardoned her.

Ay, but far enough from them, the schoolmistress answered, recovering herself. On this side, the water makes us safe.

And on the other?

La, my dear, Miss Sibson replied confidently. The folks are not going to burn their own houses. They are angry with the Corporation. They hold them all one with Wetherell. And for the Bishop, theyve so abused him the last six months that hes hardly dared to show his wig on the streets, and its no wonder the poor ignorants think him fair game. But were just ordinary folk, and theyll no more harm us than fly. But we must go back to your mother.

They went back, and wisely Miss Sibson made no mystery of the truth; repeating, however, those arguments against giving way to alarm which she had used to Mary.

The poor dear gentleman has lost his house, she concluded piously. But we should be thankful he has another.

Lady Sybil took the news with calmness; her eyes indeed seemed brighter, as if she enjoyed the excitement. But the frightened woman at the door refused to be comforted, and underlying the courage of the two who stood by Lady Sybils couch was a secret uneasiness, which every cheer of the crowd below the windows, every huzza which rose from the revellers, every wild rush from one part of the Square to another tended to strengthen. In her heart Miss Sibson owned that in all her experience she had known nothing like this; no disorder so flagrant, so unbridled, so daring. She could carry her mind back to the days when the cheek of England had paled at the Massacres of September in Paris. The deeds of 98 in Ireland, she had read morning by morning in the journals. The Three Days of July, with their street fighting, were fresh in all mens minds  it was impossible to ignore their bearing on the present conflagration. And if here was not the dawn of Revolution, if here were not signs of the crash of things, appearances deceived her. But even so, she was not to be dismayed. She believed that even in revolutions a comfortable courage, sound sense, and a good appetite went far. And Id like to hear John Thomas Gaisford talk to me of guillotines! she thought. Id make his ears burn!

Meanwhile, Mary was thinking that, whatever the emergency, her mother was too ill to be moved. Miss Sibson might be right, the danger might be remote. But it was barely midnight; and long hours of suspense must be lived through before morning came. Meanwhile there were only women in the house, and, bravely as the girl controlled herself, a cry more reckless than usual, an outburst of cheering more savage, a rush below the windows, drove the blood to her heart. And presently, while she gazed with shrinking eyes on the crowd, now blood-red in the glow of the burning timbers, now lost for a moment in darkness, a groan broke from it, and she saw pale flames appear at the windows of the house next the Mansion House. They shot up rapidly, licking the front of the buildings.

Miss Sibson saw them at the same moment, and The villains! she exclaimed. God grant it be an accident!

Marys lips moved, but no sound came from them.

Lady Sybil laughed her shrill laugh. The curs are biting bravely! she said. What will Bristol say to this?

Show them that they have gone too far! Miss Sibson answered stoutly. The soldiers will act now, and put them in their places, as they did in Wiltshire in the winter! And high time too!

But though they watched in tense anxiety for the first sign of action on the part of the troops, for the first movement of the authorities, they gazed in vain. The miscreants, who fed the flames and spread them, were few; and in the Square were thousands who had property to lose, and friends and interests in jeopardy. If a tithe only of those who looked on, quiescent and despairing, had raised their hands, they could have beaten the rabble from the place. But no man moved. The fear of coming trouble, which had been long in the air, paralysed even the courageous, while the ignorant and the timid believed that they saw a revolution in progress, and that henceforth the mob would rule  and woe betide the man who set himself against it! As it had been in Paris, so it would be here. And so the flames spread, before the eyes of the terrified women at the window, before the eyes of the inert multitude, from the house first attacked to its neighbour, and from that to the next and the next. Until the noise of the conflagration, the crash of sinking walls, the crackling of beams were as the roar of falling waters, and the Square in that hideous red light, which every moment deepened, resembled an inferno, in which the devils of hell played awful pranks, and wherein, most terrible sight of all, thousands who in ordinary times held the salvation of property to be the first of duties, stood with scared eyes, passive and cowed.

It was such a scene  and they were only women, and alone in the house  as the mind cannot imagine and the eye views but once in a generation, nor ever forgets. In quiet Clifton, and on St. Michaels Hill, children were snatched from their midnight slumbers and borne into the open, that they might see the city stretched below them in a pit of flame, with the overarching fog at once confining and reflecting the glare. Dundry Tower, five miles from the scene, shone a red portent visible for leagues; and in Chepstow and South Monmouth, beyond the wide estuary of the Severn, the light was such that men could see to read. From all the distant Mendips, and from the Forest of Dean, miners and charcoal-burners gazed southward with scared faces, and told one another that the revolution was begun; while Lansdowne Chase sent riders galloping up the London Road with the news that all the West was up. Long before dawn on the Monday horsemen and yellow chaises were carrying the news through the night to Gloucester, to Southampton, to Salisbury, to Exeter, to every place where scanty companies of foot lay, or yeomanry had their headquarters. And where these passed, alarming the sleeping inns and posthouses, panic sprang up upon their heels, and the travellers on the down nightcoaches marvelled at the tales which met them with the daylight.

If the sight viewed from a distance was so terrible as to appal a whole countryside, if, on those who gazed at it from vantage spots of safety, and did not guess at the dreadful details, it left an impression of terror never to be effaced, what was it to the three women who, in the Square itself, watched the onward march of the flames towards them, were blinded by the glare, choked by the smoke, deafened by the roar? Whom distance saved from no feature of the scene played under their windows: who could shun neither the savage cries of the drunken rabble, dancing before the doomed houses, nor the sight, scarce less amazing, of the insensibility which watched the march of the flames and stretched forth not a finger to stay them! Who, chained by Lady Sybils weakness to the place where they stood, saw house after house go up in flames, until all the side of the Square adjoining their own was a wall of fire; and who then were left to guess the progress, swift or slow, which the element was making towards them! For whom the copper-hued fog above them must have seemed, indeed, the roof of a furnace, from which escape grew moment by moment less likely?
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HOURS OF DARKNESS

Long before this the women of the house had fled, taking Lady Sybils maid with them. And dreadful as was the situation of those who remained, appalling as were the fears of two of them, they were able to control themselves; the better because they knew that they had no aid but their own to look to, and that their companion was helpless. Fortunately Lady Sybil, who had watched the earlier phases of the riot with the detachment which is one of the marks of extreme weakness, had at a certain point turned faint, and demanded to be removed from the window. She was ignorant, therefore, of the approach of the flames and of the imminence of the peril. She had even, in spite of the uproar, dozed off, after a few minutes of trying irritation, into an uneasy sleep.

Mary and Miss Sibson were thus left free. But for what? Compelled to watch in suspense the progress of the flames, driven at times to fancy that they could feel the heat of the fire, assailed more than once by gusts of fear, as one or the other imagined that they were already cut off, they could not have held their ground but for their unselfishness; but for their possession of those qualities of love and heroism which raise women to the height of occasion, and nerve them to a pitch of endurance of which men are rarely capable. In the schoolmistress, with her powdered nose and her portly figure, and her dull past of samplers and backboards and Mrs. Chapone, there dwelt as sturdy a spirit as in any of the rough Bristol shipmasters from whom she sprang. She might be fond of a sweetbread, and a glass of port might not come amiss to her. But the heart in her was stout and large, and she had as soon dreamed of forsaking her forlorn companions as those bluff sailormen would have dreamed of striking their flag to a codfish Don, or to a shipload of mutinous slaves.

And Mary? Perchance the gentlest and the mildest are also the bravest, when the stress is real. Or perhaps those who have never known a mothers love cling to the veriest shred and tatter of it, if it fall in their way. Or perhaps  but why explain that which all history has proved a hundred times over  that love casts out fear. Mary quailed, deafened by the thunder of the fire, with the walls of the room turning blood-red round her, and the smoke beginning to drift before the window. But she stood; and only once, assailed by every form of fear, did her courage fail her, or sink below the stronger nerve of the elder woman.

That was when Miss Sibson, after watching that latest and most pregnant sign, the eddying of smoke past the window, spoke out. Im going next door, she cried in Marys ear. There are papers I must save; they are all I have for my old age. The rest may go, but I cant see them burn when five minutes may save them.

But Mary clung to her desperately. Oh! she cried, dont leave me!

Miss Sibson patted her shoulder. I shall come back, she said. I shall come back, my dear, never fear. And then we must move your mother  into the Square if no better can be. Do you come down and let me in when I knock three times.

Lady Sybil was still dozing, with a woollen wrap about her head to deaden the noise; and giving way to the cooler brain Mary went down with the schoolmistress. In the hall the roar of the fire was less, for the only window was shuttered. But the raucous voices of the mob, moving to and fro outside, were more clearly heard.

Miss Sibson, however, remained undaunted. Put up the chain the moment I am outside, she said.

But are you not afraid? Mary cried, holding her back.

Of those scamps? Miss Sibson replied truculently. They had better not touch me! And she turned the key and slipped out. Nor did she leave the step until Mary had put up the chain and re-locked the door.

Mary waited  oh, many, many minutes it seemed  in the gloom of the hall, pierced here and there by a lurid ray; with half her mind on her mother upstairs, and the other half on the ribald laughter, the drunken oaths and threats and curses which penetrated from the Square. It was plain that Miss Sibson had not gone too soon, for twice or thrice the door was struck with some heavy instrument, and harsh voices called on the inmates to open if they did not wish to be burned. Uncertain how the fire advanced, Mary heard them with a sick heart. But she held her ground, until, oh, joy! she heard voices raised in altercation, and among them the schoolmistresss. A hand knocked thrice, she turned the key and let down the chain. The door opened upon her, and on the steps, with her hand on a mans shoulder, appeared Miss Sibson. Behind her and her captive, between them and that background of flame and confusion, stood a group of four or five men  dock labourers, in tarpaulins and frocks, who laughed tipsily.

This lad will help to carry your mother out, Miss Sibson said with the utmost coolness. Come, my lad, and no nonsense! You dont want to burn a sick lady in her bed!

No, I dont, Missis, the man grumbled sheepishly. But Im none here for that! Im none here for that, and  

Youll do it, all the same, the schoolmistress replied. And I want one more. Here, you, she continued, addressing a grinning hobbledehoy in a sealskin cap. I know your face, and youll want someone to speak for you at the Assizes. Come in, you two, and the rest must wait until the ladys carried out!

And thereon, with that strange mixture of humanity and unreasoning fury of which the night left many examples, the men complied. The two whom she had chosen entered, the others suffered her to shut the door in their faces. Only, Youll be quick! one bawled after her. Shes afire next door!

That was the warning that went with them upstairs, and it nerved them for the task before them. Over that task it were well to draw a veil. The poor sick woman, roused anew and abruptly to a sense of her surroundings, to the flickering lights, the smell of smoke, the strange faces, to all the horrors of that scene rarely equalled in our modern England, shrieked aloud. The courage, which had before upheld her, deserted her. She refused to be moved, refused to believe that they were there to save her; she failed even to recognise her daughter, she resisted their efforts, and whatever Mary could say or do, she added to the peril of the moment all the misery which frantic terror and unavailing shrieks could add. They did not know, while they reasoned with her, and tried to lift her, and strove to cloak her against the outer air, the minute at which the house might be entered; nor even that it was not already entered, already in some part on fire. The girl, though her hands were steady, though she never wavered, though she persisted, was white as paper. And even Miss Sibson was almost unnerved, when at last nature came to their aid, and with a frantic protest, a last attempt to thrust them from her, the poor woman swooned; and the men who had looked on, as unhappy as those engaged, lifted the couch and bore her down the stairs. Odd are the windings of chance and fate. These men, in whom every good instinct was awakened by the sight before them, might, had the schoolmistresss eye alighted on others, have plundered on with their fellows; and with the more luckless of those fellows have stood on the scaffold a month later!

Still, time had been lost. And perforce the men descended slowly, so that as they reached the hall the door gave way, and admitted a dozen rascals, who tumbled over one another in their greed. The moment was critical, the inrush of horrid sounds and sights appalling. But Mary rose to the occasion. With a courage which from this time remained with her to the end, she put herself forward.

Will you let us pass out? she said. My mother is ill. You do not wish to harm her?

Now Lady Sybil had made Mary put off the Quaker-like costume in which she had wished to nurse her, and she had had no time to cover the light muslin dress she wore. The men saw before them a beautiful creature, white-robed, bareheaded, barenecked  even the schoolmistress had not snatched up so much as a cloak  a Una with sweet shining eyes, before whom they fell aside abashed.

Lord love you, Miss! one cried heartily. Take her out! And God bless you! while the others grinned fatuously.

So down the steps and into the turmoil of the seething Square, walled on two sides by fire, and full of a drunken, frenzied rabble  for all decent onlookers had fled, awake at last to the result of their quiescence  the strange procession moved, the girl going first. Tipsy groups, singing and dancing delirious jigs to the music of falling walls, pillagers hurrying in ruthless haste from house to house, or quarrelling over their spoils, householders striving to save a remnant of their goods from dwellings past saving  all made way for it. Men who swayed on their feet, brandishing their arms and shouting obscene songs, being touched on the shoulder by others, stared, and gave place with mouths agape. Even boys, whom the madness of that night made worse than men, and unsexed women, shrank at sight of it, and were silent  nay, followed with a strange homage the slender white figure, the shining eyes, the pure sweet face.

In the worst horrors of the French Revolution it is said that the devotion of a daughter stayed the hands which were raised to slay her father. Even so, on this night in Bristol, amid surroundings less bloody, but almost as appalling, the wildest and the most furious made way for the daughter and the mother.

Led by instinct rather than by calculation, Mary did not pause, or look aside, but moved onward, until she reached the middle of the Square; until some sixty or seventy yards divided her charge from the nearest of the burning houses. The heat was less scorching here, the crowd less compact. A fixed seat afforded shelter on one side, and by it she signed to the bearers to set the couch down. The statue stood not far away on the other side, and secured them against the ugly rushes which were caused from time to time by the fall of a roof or a rain of sparks.

Mary gazed round her in stupor. And no wonder. The whole of the north side of the great Square, and a half of the west side  thirty lofty houses in all  were in flames, or were sinking in red-hot ruin. The long wall of fire, the canopy of glowing smoke, the ceaseless roar of the element, the random movements of the forms which, pigmy-like, played between her and the conflagration, the doom which threatened the whole city, held her awestruck, spellbound, fascinated.

But even the feelings which she experienced, confronted by that sight, were exceeded by the emotions of one who had seen her advance, and, at first with horror, then as he recognised her, with incredulity, had watched the white figure which threaded its way through this rout of satyrs, this orgy of recklessness. She had not succeeded in wresting her eyes from the spectacle before a trembling hand fell on her arm, and the last voice she expected to hear called her by name.

Mary! Sir Robert cried. Mary! My God! What are you doing here? For, taken up with staring at her, he had seen neither who accompanied her nor what they bore.

A sob of relief and joy broke from her, as she recognised him and flung herself into his arms and clung to him.

Oh! she cried. Oh! She could say no more at that moment. But the joy of it! To have at last a man to turn to, a man to lean upon, a man to look to!

And still he could not grasp the position. My God! he repeated in wonder. What, child, what are you doing here?

But before she could answer him, his eyes sank to the level of the couch, which the figures about it shaded from the scorching light. And he started  and stepped back. In a lower voice and a quavering tone he called upon his Maker. He was beginning to understand.

We had to bring her out, she sobbed. We had to bring her out. The house is on fire. See! She pointed to the house beside Miss Sibsons, from the upper windows of which smoke was beginning to curl and eddy. Men were pouring from the door below, carrying their booty and jostling others who sought to enter.

You have been here all day? he asked, passing his hand over his brow.

Yes.

All day? All day? he repeated.

Yes.

He covered his eyes with his hand, while Mary, recalled by a touch from Miss Sibson, knelt beside her mother, to feel her pulse, to rub her hands, to make sure that life still lingered in the inanimate frame. He had not asked, he did not ask who it was over whom his daughter hung with so tender a solicitude. He did not even look at the cloaked figure. But the sidelong glance which at once sought and shunned, the quivering of his mouth, which his shaking fingers did not avail to hide, the agitation which unnerved a frame, erect but feeble, all betrayed his knowledge. And what must have been his thoughts, how poignant his reflections as he considered that there, there, enveloped in those shapeless wraps, there lay the bride whom he had wedded with hopes so high a score of years before! The mother of his child, the wife whom he had last seen in the pride of her beauty, the woman from whom he had been parted for sixteen years, and who through all those sixteen years had never been absent from his thoughts for an hour, nor ever been aught in them but an abiding, clinging, embittering memory  she lay there!

What wonder, if the scene about them rolled away and he saw her again in the stately gardens at Stapylton, walking, smiling, talking, flirting, the gayest of the gay, the lightest of the butterflies, the admired of all? Or if his heart bled at the remembrance  at that remembrance and many another? Or again, what wonder if his mind went back to long hours of brooding in his sombre library, hours given up to the rehearsal of grave remonstrances, vain reproofs, bitter complaints, all destined to meet with defiance? And if his head sank lower, his hands trembled more senilely, his breast heaved at this picture of the irrevocable past?

Of all the strange things wrought in Bristol that night, of all the strangely begotten brood of riot and fire, and Reform, none were stranger than this meeting, if meeting that could be called where one was ignorant of the others presence, and he would not look upon her face. For he would not, perhaps he dared not. He stood with bent head, pondering and absorbed, until an uprush of sparks, more fiery than usual, and the movement of the crowd to avoid them, awoke him from his thoughts. Then his eyes fell on Marys uncovered head and neck, and he took the cloak from his own shoulders and put it on her, with a touch as if he blessed her. She was kneeling beside the couch at the moment, her head bent to her mothers, her hair mingling with her mothers, but he contrived to close his eyes and would not see his wifes face.

After that he moved to the farther side of the couch, where some sneaking hobbledehoys showed a disposition to break in upon them. And old as he was, and shaken and weary, he stood sentry there, a gaunt stooping figure, for long hours, until the prayed-for day began to break above Redcliffe and to discover the grim relics of the nights work.


XXXV

THE MORNING OF MONDAY

It has been said that midnight of that Sunday saw the alarm speeding along every road by which the forces of order could hope to be recruited; nevertheless in Bristol itself nothing was done to stay the work of havoc. A change had indeed come over the feeling in the city; for to acquiescence had succeeded the most lively alarm, and to approval, rage and boundless indignation. But the handful of officials who all day long had striven, honestly if not very capably, to restore order, were exhausted; and the public without cohesion or leaders were in no state to make head against the rioters. So great, indeed, was the confusion that a troop of Gloucestershire Yeomanry which rode in soon after dark received neither orders nor billets; and being poorly led, withdrew within the hour. This, with the tumult at Bath, where the quarters of the Yeomanry were beset by a mob of Reformers, who would not let them go to the rescue, completed the isolation of the city.

One man only, indeed, in the midst of that welter, had it in his power to intervene with effect. And he could not be found. From Queens Square to Leighs Bazaar, where the Third Dragoons stood inactive by their horses; from Leighs to the Recruiting Office on College Green, where a couple of non-commissioned officers stood inactive; from the Recruiting Office to his lodgings in Unity Street, men, panting and protesting, in terror for their property, hurried in vain nightmare pursuit of that man. For to such men it seemed impossible that in face of the damage already done, of thirty houses in flames, of a mob which had broken all bounds, of a city disturbed to its entrails, he could still refuse to act.

But to go to Unity Street was one thing, and to gain speech with Brereton was another. He had gone to bed. He was asleep. He was not well. He was worn out and was resting. The seekers, with the roar of the fire in their ears and ruin staring them in the face, heard these incredible things, and went away, swearing profanely. Nor did anyone, it would seem, gain speech with him, until the small hours were well advanced. Then Arthur Vaughan, unable to abide by the vow he had taken not to importune him, arrived, he, too, furious, at the door, and found a knot of gentlemen clamouring for admission.

Vaughan had parted from Sir Robert Vermuyden some hours earlier, believing that, bad as things were, he might make head against the rioters, if he could rally his constables. But he had found no one willing to act without the soldiery; and he was here in the last resort, determined to compel Colonel Brereton to move, if it were by main force. For Vaughan had the law-keeping instincts of an Englishman and his blood boiled at the sights he had seen in the streets, at the wanton destruction of property, at the jeopardy of life, at the women made homeless, at the men made paupers. Nor was it quite out of his thoughts that if anything could harm the cause of Reform it was these deeds done in its name, these outrages fulfilling to the letter the worst which its enemies had predicted of it!

He spoke a few words to the persons who, angry and nonplussed, were wrangling at the door, then he pushed his way in, deaf to the remonstrances of the woman of the house. He did not believe, he could not believe the excuse given  that Brereton was in bed. Nero, fiddling while Rome burned, seemed nought beside that! And his surprise was great when, opening the sitting-room door, he saw before him only the Honourable Bob; who, standing on the hearth-rug, met his indignant look with one of forced and sickly amusement.

Good Heavens! Vaughan cried, staring at him. What are you doing here? Wheres the Chief?

Flixton shrugged his shoulders. There, he said irritably, its no use blaming me! Man alive, if he wont, he wont! And its his business, not mine!

Then Id make it mine! Vaughan retorted. Where is he?

Flixton flicked his thumb in the direction of an inner door. Hes there, he said. Hes there safe enough! For the rest, it is easy to find fault! Very easy for you, my lad! Youre no longer in the service.

There are a good many will leave the service for this! Vaughan replied; and he saw on the instant that the shot told. Flixtons face fell, he opened his mouth to reply. But disdaining to listen to excuses, of which the speakers manner betrayed the shallowness, Vaughan opened the bedroom door and passed in.

To his boundless astonishment Brereton was really in bed, with a light beside him. Asleep he probably was not, for he rose at once to a sitting posture and, with wild and dishevelled hair, confronted the intruder with a mingling of wrath and discomfiture in his looks. His sword and an undress cap, blue with a silver band, lay beside the candle on the table, and Vaughan saw that though in his shirt-sleeves he was not otherwise undressed.

Mr. Vaughan! he cried. What, if you please, does this mean?

That is what I am here to ask you! Vaughan answered, his face flushed with indignation. He was too angry to pick his words. Are you, can you be aware, sir, what is done while you sleep?

Sleep? Brereton rejoined, with a sombre gleam in his eyes. Sleep, man? God knows it is the last thing I do! He clapped his hand to his brow and for a moment remained silent, holding it there. Then, Sleep has been a stranger to me these three nights! he said.

Then what do you do here? Vaughan answered, in astonishment. And looked round the room as if he might find his answer there.

Ah! Brereton rejoined, with a look half suspicious, half cunning. That is another matter. But never mind! Never mind! I know what I am doing.

Know  

Yes, well! the soldier replied, bringing his feet to the floor, but continuing to keep his seat on the bed. Very well, sir, I assure you.

Vaughan looked aghast at him. But, Colonel Brereton, he rejoined, do you consider that you are the only person in this city able to act? That without you nothing can be done and nothing can be ventured?

That, Brereton returned, with the same shrewd look, is just what I do consider! Without me they cannot act! They cannot venture. And I  go to bed!

He chuckled at it, as at a jest; and Vaughan, checked by the oddity of his manner, and with a growing suspicion in his mind, knew not what to think. For answer, at last, I fear that you will not be able to go to bed, Colonel Brereton, he said gravely, when the moment comes to face the consequences.

The consequences?

You cannot think that a city such as this can be destroyed, and no one be called to account?

But the civil power  

Is impotent! Vaughan answered, with returning indignation, in the face of the disorder now prevailing! I warn you! A little more delay, a little more license, let the peoples passions be fanned by farther impunity, and nothing, nothing, I warn you, Colonel Brereton, he continued with emphasis, can save the major part of the city from destruction!

Brereton rose to his feet, a certain wildness in his aspect. Good God! he exclaimed. You dont mean it! Do you really mean it, Vaughan? But  but what can I do? He sank down on the bed again, and stared at his companion. Eh? What can I do? Nothing!

Everything!

He sprang to his feet. Everything! You say everything? he cried, and his tone rose shrill and excited. But you dont know! he continued, lowering his voice as quickly as he had raised it and laying his hand on Vaughans sleeve you dont know! You dont know! But I know! Man, I was set in command here on purpose. If I acted they counted on putting the blame on me. And if I didnt act  they would still put the blame on me.

His cunning look shocked Vaughan.

But even so, sir, he answered, you can do your duty.

My duty? Brereton repeated, raising his voice again. And do you think it is my duty to precipitate a useless struggle? To begin a civil war? To throw away the lives of my own men and cut down innocent folk? To fill the streets with blood and slaughter? And the end the same?

Ay, sir, I do, Vaughan answered sternly. If by so doing a worse calamity may be averted! And, for your mens lives, are they not soldiers? For your own life, are you not a soldier? And will you shun a soldiers duty?

Brereton clapped his hand to his brow, and, holding it there, paced the room in his shirt and breeches.

My God! My God! he cried, as he went. I do not know what to do! But if  if it be as bad as you say  

It is as bad, and worse!

I might try once more, looking at Vaughan with a troubled, undecided eye, what showing my men might do? What do you think?

Vaughan thought that if he were once on the spot, if he saw with his own eyes the lawlessness of the mob, he might act. And he assented. Shall I pass on the order, sir, he added, while you dress?

Yes, I think you may. Yes, certainly. Tell the officer commanding to march his men to the Square and Ill meet him there.

Vaughan waited for no more. He suspected that the burden of responsibility had proved too heavy for Breretons mind. He suspected that the Colonel had brooded upon his position between a Whig Government and a Whig mob until the notion that he was sent there to be a scapegoat had become a fixed idea; and with it the determination that he would not be forced into strong measures, had become also a fixed idea.

Such a man, if he was to be blamed, was to be pitied also. And Vaughan, even in the heat of his indignation, did pity him. But he entertained no such feeling for the Honourable Bob, and in delivering the order to him he wasted no words. After Flixton had left the room, however, he remembered that he had noted a shade of indecision in the aides manner. And warned by it, he followed him. I will come with you to Leighs, he said.

Better come all the way, Flixton replied, with covert insolence. Weve half a dozen spare horses.

The next moment he was sorry he had spoken. For, Done with you! Vaughan cried. Theres nothing Id like better!

Flixton grunted. He had overreached himself, but he could not withdraw the offer.

Vaughan was by his side, and plainly meant to accompany him.

Let no man think that the past is done with, though he sever it as he will. The life from which he has cut himself off in disgust has none the less cast the tendrils of custom about his heart, which shoot and bud when he least expects it. Vaughan stood in the doorway of the stable while the men bridled. He viewed the long line of tossing heads, and the smoky lanthorns fixed to the stall-posts; he sniffed the old familiar smell of Stables. And he felt his heart leap to the past. Ay, even as it leapt a few minutes later, when he rode down College Green, now in darkness, now in glare, and heard beside him the familiar clank of spur and scabbard, the rattle of the bridle-chains, and the tramp of the shod hoofs. On the mens left, as they descended the slope at a walk, the tall houses stood up in bright light; below them on the right the Float gleamed darkly; above them, the mist glowed red. Wild hurrahing and an indescribable babel of shouts, mingled with the rushing roar of the flames, rose from the Square. When the troop rode into it with the first dawn, they saw that two whole sides  with the exception of a pair of houses  were burnt or burning. In addition a monster warehouse was on fire in the rear, a menace to every building to windward of it.

The Colonel, with Flixton attending him, fell in on the flank, as the troop entered the Square. But apparently  since he gave no orders  he did not share the tingling indignation which Vaughan experienced as he viewed the scene. A few persons were still engaged in removing their goods from houses on the south side; but save for these, the decent and respectable had long since fled the place, and left it a prey to all that was most vile and dangerous in the population of a rough seaport. The rabble, left to themselves, and constantly recruited as the news flew abroad, had cast off the fear of reprisals, and believed that at last the city was their own. Vaughan saw that if the dragoons were to act with effect they must act at once. Nor was he alone in this opinion. The troop had not ridden far into the open before he was shocked, as well as astonished, by the appearance of Sir Robert Vermuyden, who stumbled across the Square towards them. He was bareheaded  for in an encounter with a prowler who had approached too near he had lost his hat; he was without his cloak, though the morning was cold. His face, too, unshorn and haggard, added to the tragedy of his appearance; yet in a sense he was himself, and he tried to steady his voice, as, unaware of Vaughans presence, he accosted the nearest trooper.

Who is in command, my man? he said.

Flixton, who had also recognised him, thrust his horse forward. Good Heavens, Sir Robert! he cried. What are you doing here? And in this state?

Never mind me, the Baronet replied. Are you in command?

Colonel Brereton had halted his men. He came forward. No, Sir Robert, he said. I am. And very sorry to see you in this plight.

Take no heed of me, sir, Sir Robert replied sternly. Through how many hours, hours long as days, had he not watched for the soldiers coming! Take no heed of me, sir, he repeated. Unless you have orders to abandon the loyal people of Bristol to their fate  act! Act, sir! If you have eyes, you can see that the mob are beginning to fire the south side on which the shipping abuts. Let that take fire and you cannot save Bristol!

Brereton looked in the direction indicated, but he did not answer. Flixton did. We understand all that, he said, somewhat cavalierly. We see all that, Sir Robert, believe me. But the Colonel has to think of many things; of more than the immediate moment. We are the only force in Bristol, and  

Apparently Bristol is no better for you! Sir Robert replied with tremulous passion.

So far Vaughan, a horses length behind Brereton and his aide, heard what passed; but with half his mind. For his eyes, roving in the direction whence Sir Robert had come, had discerned, amid a medley of goods and persons huddled about the statue, in the middle of the Square, a single figure, slender, erect, in black and white, which appeared to be gazing towards him. At first he resisted as incredible the notion which besieged him  at sight of that figure. But the longer he looked the more sure he became that it was, it was Mary! Mary, gazing towards him out of that welter of miserable and shivering figures, as if she looked to him for help!

Perhaps he should have asked Sir Roberts leave, to go to her. Perhaps Colonel Breretons to quit the troop, which he had volunteered to accompany. But he gave no thought to either. He slipped from his saddle, flung the reins to the nearest man, and, crossing the roadway in three strides, he made towards her through the skulking groups who warily watched the dragoons, or hailed them tipsily, and in the name of Reform invited them to drink.

And Mary, who had risen in alarm to her feet, and was gazing after her father, her only hope, her one protection through the night, saw Vaughan coming, tall and stern, through the prowling night-birds about her, as if she had seen an angel! She said not a word, when he came near and she was sure. Nor did he say more than Mary! But he threw into that word so much of love, of joy, of relief, of forgiveness  and of the appeal for forgiveness  that it brought her to his arms, it left her clinging to his breast. All his coldness in Parliament Street, his cruelty on the coach, her fathers opposition, all were forgotten by her, as if they had not been!

And for him, she might have been the weakest of the weak, and fickle and changeable as the weather, she might have been all that she was not  though he had yet to learn that and how she had carried herself that night  but he knew that in spite of all he loved her. She had the old charm for him! She was still the one woman in the world for him! And she was in peril. But for that there is no knowing how long he might have held her. That thought, however, presently overcame all others, made him insensible even to the sweetness of that embrace, ay, even put words in his mouth.

How come you here? he cried. How come you here, Mary?

She freed herself and pointed to her mother. I am with her, she said. We had to bring her here. It was all we could do.

He lowered his eyes and saw what she was guarding; and he understood something of the tragedy of that night. From the couch came a low continuous moaning which made the hair rise on his head. He looked at Mary.

She is insensible, she said quietly. She does not know anything.

We must remove her! he said.

She looked at him, and from him to that part of the Square where the rioters wrought still at their fiendish work. And she shuddered. Where can we take her? she answered. They are beginning to burn that side also.

Then we must remove them! he answered sternly.

Thats sense! a hearty voice cried at his elbow. And the first Ive heard this night! On which he became aware of Miss Sibson, or rather of a stout body swathed in queer wrappings, who spoke in the schoolmistresss tones, and though pale with fatigue continued to show a brave face to the mischief about her. Thats talking! she continued. Do that, and youll do a mans work!

Will you have courage if I leave you? he asked. And when Mary, bravely but with inward terror, answered Yes, he told her in brief sentences  with his eyes on the movements in the Square  what to do, if the rabble made a rush in that direction, and what to do, if the troops charged too near them, and how, by lying down, to avoid danger if the crowd resorted to firearms, since untrained men fired high. Then he touched Miss Sibson on the arm. Youll not leave her? he said.

God bless the man, no! the schoolmistress replied. Though, for the matter of that, shes as well able to take care of me as I of her!

Which was not quite true. Or why in after-days did Miss Sibson, at many a cosy whist-party and over many a glass of hot negus, tell of a particular box on the ear with which she routed a young rascal, more forward than civil? Ay, and dilate with boasting on the way his teeth had rattled, and the gibes with which his fellows had seen him driven from the field?

But, if not quite true, it satisfied Vaughan. He went from them in a cold heat, and finding Sir Robert, still at words and almost at blows with the officers, was going to strike in, when another did so. Daylight was slowly overcoming the glare of the fire and dispelling the shadows which had lain the deeper and more confusing for that glare. It laid the grey of reality upon the scene, showing all things in their true colours, the ruins more ghastly, the pale licking flames more devilish. The fire, which had swept two sides of the Square, leaving only charred skeletons of houses, with vacant sockets gaping to the sky, was now attacking the third side, of which the two most westerly houses were in flames. It was this, and the knowledge of its meaning, that, before Vaughan could interpose, flung at Colonel Brereton a man white with passion, and stuttering under the pressure of feelings too violent for utterance.

Do you see? Do you see? he cried brandishing his fist in Breretons face  it was Cooke. You traitor! If the fire catches the fourth house on that side, itll get the shipping! The shipping, dyou hear, you Radical? Then the Lord knows whatll escape? But, thank God, youll hang! Youll  if it gets to the fourth house, I tell you, itll catch the rigging by the Great Crane! Are you going to move?

Vaughan did not wait for Breretons answer. We must charge, Colonel Brereton! he cried, in a voice which burst the bonds of discipline, and showed that he was determined that others should burst them also. Colonel Brereton, he repeated, setting his horse in motion, we must charge without a moments delay!

Wait! Brereton answered hoarsely. Wait! Let me  

We must charge! Vaughan replied, his face pale, his mind made up. And turning in his saddle he waved his hand to the men. Forward! he cried, raising his voice to its utmost. Trot! Charge, men, and charge home!

He spurred his horse to the front, and the whole troop, some thirty strong, set in motion by the magic of his voice, followed him. Even Brereton, after a moments hesitation, fell in a length behind him. The horses broke into a trot, then into a canter. As they bore down along the south side upon the southwest corner, a roar of rage and alarm rose from the rioters collected there; and scores and hundreds fled, screaming, and sought safety to right and left.

Vaughan had time to turn to Brereton, and cry, I beg your pardon, sir; I could not help it! The next moment he and the leading troopers were upon the fleeing, dodging, ducking crowd; were upon them and among them. Half a dozen swords gleamed high and fell, the horses did the rest. The rabble, taken by surprise, made no resistance. In a trice the dragoons were through the mob, and the roadway showed clear behind them. Save where here and there a man rose slowly and limped away, leaving a track of blood at his heels.

Steady! Steady! Vaughan cried. Halt! Halt! Right about! and then, Charge!

He led the men back over the same ground, chasing from it such as had dared to return, or to gather upon the skirts of the troop. Then he led his men along the east side, clearing that also and driving the rioters in a panic into the side streets. Resistance worthy of the name there was none, until, having led the troop back across the open Square and cleared that of the skulkers, he came back again to the southwest corner. There the rabble, rallying from their surprise, had taken up a position in the forecourts of the houses, where they were protected by the railings. They met the soldiers with a volley of stones, and half a dozen pistol-shots. A horse fell, two or three of the men were hit; for an instant there was confusion. Then Vaughan spurred his horse into one of the forecourts, and, followed by half a dozen troopers, cleared it, and the next and the next; on which, volunteers who sprang up, as by magic, at the first act of authority, entered the houses, killed one rioter, flung out the rest, and extinguished the flames. Still the more determined of the rascals, seeing the small number against them, clung to the place and the forecourts; and, driven from one court, retreated to another, and still protected by the railings, kept the troopers at bay with missiles.

Vaughan, panting with his exertions, took in the position, and looked round for Brereton.

We must send for the Fourteenth, sir! he said. We are not enough to do more than hold them in check.

There is nothing else for it now, Brereton replied, with a gloomy face and in such a tone that the very men shrank from looking at him; understanding, the very dullest of them, what his feelings must be, and how great his shame, who, thus superseded, saw another successful in that which it had been his duty to attempt.

And what were Vaughans feelings? He dared not allow himself the luxury of a glance towards the middle of the Square. Much less  but for a different reason  had he the heart to meet Breretons eyes. Im not in uniform, sir, he said. I can pass through the crowd. If you think fit, and will give me the order, Ill fetch them, sir?

Brereton nodded without a word, and Vaughan wheeled his horse to start. As he pushed it clear of the troop he passed Flixton.

That was capital! the Honourable Bob cried heartily. Capital! Well handle em easily now, till you come back!

Vaughan did not answer, nor did he look at Flixton; his look would have conveyed too much. Instead, he put his horse into a trot along the east side of the Square, and, regardless of a dropping fire of stones, made for the opening beside the ruins of the Mansion House. At the last moment, he looked back, to see Mary if it were possible. But he had waited too long, he could distinguish only confused forms about the base of the statue; and he must look to himself. His road to Keynsham lay through the lowest and most dangerous part of the city.

But though the streets were full of rough men, navigators and seamen, whose faces were set towards the Square, and who eyed him suspiciously as he rode by them, none made any attempt to stop him. And when he had crossed Bristol Bridge and had gained the more open outskirts towards Totterdown, where he could urge his horse to a gallop, the pale faces of men and women at door and window announced that it was not only the upper or the middle class which had taken fright, and longed for help and order. Through Brislington and up Durley Hill he pounded; and it must be confessed that his heart was light. Whatever came of it, though they court-martialled him, were that possible, though they tried him, he had done something, he had done right, and he had succeeded. Whatever the consequences, whatever the results to himself, he had dared; and his daring, it might be, had saved a city! Of the charge, indeed, he thought nothing, though she had seen it. It was nothing, for the danger had been of the slightest, the defence contemptible. But in setting discipline at defiance, in superseding the officer commanding the troops, in taking the whole responsibility on his own shoulders  a responsibility which few would have dreamed of taking  there he had dared, there he had played the man, there he had risen to the occasion! If he had been a failure in the House, here, by good fortune, he had not been a failure. And she would know it. Oh, happy thought! And happy man, riding out of Bristol with the murk and smoke and fog at his back, and the sunshine on his face!

For the sun was above the horizon as, with full heart, he rode down the hill into Keynsham, and heard the bugle sound Boots and saddles! and poured into sympathetic ears  and to an accompaniment of strong words  the tale of the nights doings.

* * * * *

An hour later he rode in with the Fourteenth and heard the Blues welcomed with thanksgiving, in the very streets which had stoned them from the city twenty-four hours before. By that time the officer in command of the main body of the Fourteenth at Gloucester had posted over, followed by another troop, and, seeing the state of things, had taken his own line and assumed, though junior to Colonel Brereton, the command of the forces.

After that the thing became a military evolution. One hour, two hours at most, and twenty charges along the quays and through the streets sufficed  at the cost of a dozen lives  to convince the most obstinate of the rabble of several things. Imprimis, that the reign of terror was not come. On the contrary, that law and order, and also Red Judges, survived. That Reform did not spell fire and pillage, and that at these things even a Reforming Government could not wink. In a word, by noon of that day, Monday, and many and many an hour before the ruins had ceased to smoke, the bubble which might have been easily burst before was pricked. Order reigned in Bristol, patrols were everywhere, two thousand zealous constables guarded the streets. And though troops still continued to hasten by every road to the scene, though all England trembled with alarm, and distant Woolwich sent its guns, and Greenwich horsed them, and the Yeomanry of six counties mustered on Clifton Down, or were quartered on the public buildings, the thing was nought by that time. Arthur Vaughan had pricked it in the early morning light when he cried Charge! in Queens Square.


XXXVI

FORGIVENESS

The first wave of thankfulness for crowning blessings or vital escapes has a softening quality against which the hearts of few are wholly proof. Old things, old hopes, old ties, old memories return on that gentle flood tide to eyes and mind. The barriers raised by time, the furrows of ancient wrong are levelled with the plain, and the generous breast cries Non nobis! Not to us only be the benefit!

Lady Lansdowne, with something of this kind in her thoughts and pity in her heart, sat eying Miss Sibson in a silence which disclosed nothing, and which the schoolmistress found irksome. Miss Sibson could beard Sir Robert at need; but of the great of her own sex  and she knew Lady Lansdowne for a very great lady, indeed  her sturdy nature went a little in awe. Had her ladyship encroached indeed, Miss Sibson would have known how to put her in her place. But a Lady Lansdowne perfectly polite and wholly silent imposed on her. She rubbed her nose and was glad when the visitor spoke.

Sir Robert has not seen her, then?

Miss Sibson smoothed out the lap of her dress. No, my lady, not since she was brought into the house. Indeed, I cant say that he saw her before, for he never looked at her.

Do you think that I could see her?

The schoolmistress hesitated. Well, my lady, she said, I am afraid that she will hardly live through the day.

Then he must see her, Lady Lansdowne replied quickly. And Miss Sibson observed with surprise that there were tears in the great ladys eyes. He must see her. Is she conscious?

Shes so-so, Miss Sibson answered more at her ease. After all, the great lady was human, it seemed. She wanders, and thinks that she is in France, my lady; believes theres a revolution, and that they are come to take her to prison. Her mind harps continually on things of that kind. And not much wonder either! But, then again shes herself. So that you dont know from one minute to another whether shes sensible or not.

Poor thing! Lady Lansdowne murmured. Poor woman! Her lips moved without sound. Presently, Her daughter is with her? she asked.

She has scarcely left her for a minute since she was carried in, Miss Sibson answered warmly. And to her eyes, too, there rose something like a tear. Only with difficulty have I made her take the most necessary rest. But if your ladyship pleases, I will ask whether she will see you.

Do so, if you please.

Miss Sibson retired for this purpose, and Lady Lansdowne, left to herself, rose and looked from the window. As soon as it had been possible to move her, the dying woman had been carried into the nearest house which had escaped the flames, and Lady Lansdowne, gazing out, looked on the scene of conflict, saw lines of ruins, still asmoke in parts, and discerned between the scorched limbs of trees, from which the last foliage had fallen, the blackened skeletons of houses. A gaping crowd was moving round the Square, under the eyes of special constables, who, distinguished by white bands on their arms, guarded the various entrances. Hundreds, doubtless, who would fain have robbed were there to stare; but for the most part the guilty shunned the scene, and the gazers consisted mainly of sightseers from the country, or from Bath, or of knots of merchants and traders and the like who argued, some that this was what came of Reform, others that not Reform but the refusal of Reform was to blame for it.

Presently she saw Sir Roberts stately figure threading its way through the crowd. He walked erect, but with effort; yet though her heart swelled with pity, it was not with pity for him. He would have his daughter and in a few days, in a few weeks, in a few months at most, the clouds would pass and leave him to enjoy the clear evening of his days.

But for her whom he had taken to his house twenty years before in the bloom of her beauty, the envied, petted, spoiled child of fortune, who had sinned so lightly and paid so dearly, and who now lay distraught at the close of all, what evening remained? What gleam of light? What comfort at the last?

In her behalf, the heart which Whig pride, and family prejudice, and the cares of riches had failed to harden, swelled to bursting. He must forgive her! she ejaculated. He shall forgive her! And gliding to the door she stayed Mary, who was in the act of entering.

I must see your father, she said. He is mounting the stairs now. Go to your mother, my dear, and when I ring, do you come!

What Mary read in her face, of feminine pity and generous purpose, need not be told. Whatever it was, the girl seized the womans hand, kissed it with wet eyes, and fled. And when Sir Robert, ushered upstairs by Miss Sibson, entered the room and looked round for his daughter, he found in her stead the wife of his enemy.

On the instant he remembered the errand on which she had sought him six months before, and he was quick to construe her presence by its light, and to feel resentment. The wrong of years, the daily, hourly wrong, committed not against him only but against the innocent and the helpless, this woman would have him forgive at a word; merely because the doer, who had had no ruth, no pity, no scruples, hung on the verge of that step which all, just and unjust, must take! And some, he knew, standing where he stood, would forgive; would forgive with their lips, using words which meant nought to the sayer, though they soothed the hearers. But he was no hypocrite; he would not forgive. Forgive? Great Heaven, that any should think that the wrongs of a lifetime could be forgiven in an hour! At a word! Beside a bed! As soon might the grinding wear of years be erased from the heart, the wrinkles of care from the brow, the snows of age from the head! As easily might a word give back to the old the spring and flame and vigour of their youth!

Something of what he thought impressed itself on his face. Lady Lansdowne marked the sullen drop of his eyebrows, and the firm set of the lower face; but she did not flinch. I came upon your name, she said, in the report of the dreadful doings here  in the Mercury, this morning. I hope, Sir Robert, I shall be pardoned for intruding.

He murmured something, as much no as yes, and with a manner as frigid as his breeding permitted. And standing  she had reseated herself  he continued to look at her, his lips drawn down.

I grieve, she continued, to find the truth more sad than the report.

I do not know that you can help us, he said.

No?

No.

Because, she rejoined, looking at him softly, you will not let me help you. Sir Robert  

Lady Lansdowne! He broke in abruptly, using her name with emphasis, using it with intention. Once before you came to me. Doubtless you remember. Now, let me say at once, that if your errand to-day be the same, and I think it likely that it is the same  

It is not the same, she replied with emotion which she did not try to hide. It is not the same! For then there was time. And now there is no time. Let a day, it may be an hour, pass, and at the cost of all you possess you will not be able to buy that which you can still have for nothing!

And what is that? he asked, frowning.

An easy heart. He had not looked for that answer, and he started. Sir Robert, she continued, rising from her seat, and speaking with even deeper feeling, forgive her! Forgive her, I implore you. The wrong is past, is done, is over! Your daughter is restored  

But not by her! he cried, taking her up quickly. Not by her act! he repeated sternly, or with her will! And what has she done that I should forgive? I, whose life she blighted, whose pride she stabbed, whose hopes she crushed? Whom she left solitary, wifeless, childless through the years of my strength, the years that she cannot, that no one can give back to me? Through the long summer days that were a weariness, and the dark winter days that were a torpor? Yet  yet I could forgive her, Lady Lansdowne, I could forgive her, I do forgive her that!

Sir Robert!

That, all that! he continued, with a gesture and in a tone of bitterness which harmonised but ill with the words he uttered. All that she ever did amiss to me I forgive her. But  but the childs wrong, never! Had she relented indeed, at the last, had she of her own motion, of her own free will given me back my daughter, had she repented and undone the wrong, then  but no matter! she did not! She did not one, he repeated with agitation, she did not any of these things. And I ask, what has she done that I should forgive her?

She did not answer him at once, and when she did it was in a tone so low as to be barely audible.

I cannot answer that, she said. But is it the only question? Is there not another question, Sir Robert  not what she has done, or left undone, but what you  forgive me and bear with me  have left undone, or done amiss? Are you  you clear of all spot or trespass, innocent of all blame or erring? When she came to you a young girl, a young bride  and, oh, I remember her, the sunshine was not brighter, she was a child of air rather than of earth, so fair and heedless, so capricious, and yet so innocent!  did you in the first days never lose patience? Never fail to make allowance? Never preach when wisdom would have smiled, never look grave when she longed for lightness, never scold when it had been better to laugh? Did you never forget that she was a score of years younger than you, and a hundred years more frivolous? Or  Lady Lansdownes tone was a mere whisper now if you are clear of all offence against her, are you clear of all offence against any, of all trespass? Have you no need to be forgiven, no need, no  

Her voice died away into silence. She left the appeal unfinished.

Sir Robert paced the room. And other scenes than those on which he had taught himself to brood, other days than those later days of wasted summers and solitary winters, of dulness and decay, rose to his memory. Sombre moods by which it had pleased him  at what a cost!  to make his displeasure known. Sarcastic words, warrant for the facile retort that followed, curt judgments and ill-timed reproofs; and always the sense of outraged dignity to freeze the manner and embitter the tone.

So much, so much which he had forgotten came back to him as he walked the room with averted face! While Lady Lansdowne waited with her hand on the bell. Minutes were passing, minutes; who knew how precious they might be? And with them was passing his opportunity.

He spoke at last. I will see her, he said huskily.

And on that Lady Lansdowne performed a last act of kindness. She said nothing, bestowed no thanks. But when Mary entered  pale, yet with that composure which love teaches the least experienced  she was gone. Nor as she drove in all the pomp of her liveries and outriders through Bath, through Corsham, through Chippenham, did those who ran out to watch my ladys four greys go by, see her face as the face of an angel. But Lady Louisa, flying down the steps to meet her  four at a time and hoidenishly  was taken to her arms, unscolded; and knew by instinct that this was the time to pet and be petted, to confess and be forgiven, and to learn in the stillness of her mothers room those thrilling lessons of life, which her governess had not imparted, nor Mrs. Fairchild approved.

But more than wisdom sees, love knows.
What eye has scanned the perfume of the rose?
Has any grasped the low grey mist which stands
Ghost-like at eve above the sheeted lands?

Meanwhile Sir Robert paused on the threshold of the room  her room, which he had first entered two-and-twenty years before. And as the then and the now, the contrast between the past and the present, forced themselves upon him, what could he do but pause and bow his head? In the room a voice, her voice, yet unlike her voice, high, weak, never ceasing, was talking as from a great distance, from another world; talking, talking, never ceasing. It filled the room. Yet it did not come from a world so distant as he at first fancied, hearing it; a world that was quite aloof. For when, after he had listened for a time in the shadow by the door, his daughter led him forward, Lady Sybils eyes took note of their approach, though she recognised neither of them. Her mind was still busy amid the scenes of the riot; twisting and weaving them, it seemed, into a piece with old impressions of the French Terror, made on her mind in childhood by talk heard at her nurses knee.

They are coming! They are coming now, she muttered, her bright eyes fixed on his. But they shall not take her. They shall not take her, she repeated. Hide behind me, Mary. Hide, child! Dont tremble! They shant take you. One necks enough and mine is growing thin. It used not to be thin. But thats right. Hide, and theyll not see you, and when I am gone youll escape. Hush! Here they are! And then in a louder tone, I am ready, she said, I am quite ready.

Mary leant over her.

Mother! she cried, unable to bear the scene in silence. Mother! Dont you know me?

Hush! the dying woman answered, a look of terror crossing her face. Hush, child! Dont speak! Im ready, gentlemen; I will go with you. I am not afraid. My neck is small, and it will be but a squeeze. And she tried to raise herself in the bed.

Mary laid gentle hands on her, and restrained her. Mother, she said. Mother! Dont you know me? I am Mary.

But Lady Sybil, heedless of her, looked beyond her, with fear and suspicion in her eyes. Yes, she said. I know you. I know you. I know you. But who is  that? Who is that?

My father. It is my father. Dont you know him?

But still, Who is it? Who is it? Lady Sybil continued to ask. Who is it?

Mary burst into tears.

What does he want? What does he want? What does he want? the dying woman asked in endless, unreasoning repetition.

Sir Robert had entered the room in the full belief that with the best of wills it would be hard, it would be well-nigh impossible to forgive; to forgive his wife with more than the lips. But when he heard her, weak and helpless as she was, thinking of another; when he understood that she who had done so great a wrong to the child was willing to give up her own life for the child; when he felt the sudden drag at his heart-strings of many an old and sacred recollection, shared only by her, and which that voice, that face, that form brought back, he fell on his knees by the bed.

She shrank from him, terrified. What does he want? she repeated.

Sybil, he said, in a husky voice, I want your forgiveness, Sybil, wife! Do you hear me? Will you forgive me? Can you forgive me, late as it is?

Strange to say, his voice pierced the confusion which filled the sick brain. She looked at him steadily and long; and she sighed, but she did not answer.

Sybil, he repeated in a quavering voice. Do you not know me? Dont you remember me? I am your husband.

Yes, I know, she muttered.

This is your daughter.

She smiled.

Our daughter, he repeated. Our daughter!

Mary? she murmured. Mary?

Yes, Mary.

She smiled faintly on him. Marys head was touching his, but she did not answer. She remained looking at them. They could not tell whether she understood, or was slipping away again. He took her hand and pressed it gently. Do you hear me? he said. If I was harsh to you in the old days, if I made mistakes, if I wronged you, I want you  wife, say that you forgive me.

I  forgive you, she murmured. A faint gleam of mischief, of laughter, of the old Lady Sybil, shone for an instant in her eyes, as if she knew that she had the upper hand. I forgive you  everything, she murmured. Yes, for certain now, she was slipping away.

Mary took her other hand. But she did not speak again. And before the watch on the table beside her had ticked many times she had slipped away for good, with that gleam of triumph in her eyes  forgiving.


XXXVII

IN THE MOURNING COACH

It is a platitude that the flood is followed by the ebb. In the heat of action, and while its warmth cheered his spirits, Arthur Vaughan felt that he had done something. True, what he had done brought him no nearer to making his political dream a reality. Not for him the promise,

It shall be thine in dangers hour
To guide the helm of Britains power
And midst thy countrys laurelled crown
To twine a garland all thy own.

Yet he had done something. He had played the man when some others had not played the man.

But now that the crisis was over, and he had made his last round, now that he had inspected for the last time the patrols over whom he was set, seen order restored on the Welsh Back, and panic driven from Queens Square, he owned the reaction. There is a fatigue which one nights rest fails to banish; and low in mind and tired in body, he felt, when he rose late on Tuesday afternoon, that he had done nothing worth doing; nothing that altered his position in essentials.

For a time, indeed, he had fancied that things were changed. Sir Robert had requested his assistance, and allowed him to share his search; and though it was possible that the merest stranger, cast by fortune into the same adventure, had been as welcome, it was also possible that the Baronet viewed him with a more benevolent eye. And Mary  Mary, too, had flown to his arms as to a haven; but in such a position, amid surroundings so hideous, was that wonderful? Was it not certain that she would have behaved in the same way to the merest acquaintance if he brought her aid and protection?

The answer might be yes or no! What was certain was that it could not avail him. For between him and her there stood more than her fathers aversion, more than the doubt of her affection, more than the unlucky borough, of which he had despoiled Sir Robert. There were her possessions, there was the suspicion which Sir Robert had founded on them  on Marys gain and his loss  there was the independence, which he must surrender, and which pride and principle alike forbade him to relinquish.

In the confusion of the night Vaughan had almost forgotten and quite forgiven. Now he saw that the thing, though forgotten, though forgiven, was there. He could not owe all to a man who had so misconstrued him, and who might misconstrue him again. He could not be dependent on one whose views, thoughts, prejudices, were opposed to his own. No, the night and its doing must stand apart. He and she had met, they had parted. He had one memory more, and nothing was changed.

In this mood the fact that the White Lion regarded him as a hero brought him no comfort. Neither the worshipping eyes of the young lady who had tried to dissuade him from going forth on the Sunday, nor the respectful homage which dogged his movements, uplifted him. He had small appetite for his solitary dinner, and was languidly reading the Bristol Mercury, when a name was brought up to him, and a letter.

Gentleman will wait your pleasure, sir, the man said.

He broke open the letter, and felt the blood rise to his face as his eyes fell on the signature. The few lines were from his cousin, and ran as follows:



Dear Sir,  I feel it my duty to inform you, as a connection of the family, that Lady Sybil Vermuyden died at five minutes past three oclock this afternoon. Her death, which I am led to believe could in no event have been long delayed, was doubtless hastened by the miserable occurrences of the last few days.

I have directed Isaac White to convey this intimation to your hands, and to inform you from time to time of the arrangements made for her ladyships funeral, which will take place at Stapylton. I have the honour to be, sir,

Your obedient servant,

Robert Vermuyden.



Vaughan laid the letter down with a groan. As he did so he became aware that Isaac White was in the room. Halloa, White, he said. Is that you?

White looked at him with unconcealed respect. Yes, sir, he said. Sir Robert bade me wait on you in person without delay. If I may venture, he continued, to compliment you on my own account, sir  a very great honour to the family, Mr. Vaughan  in all the west country, I may say  

Vaughan stopped him, and said something of Lady Sybils death; adding that he had never seen her but once.

Twice, begging your pardon, White answered, smiling. Do you remember I met you at Chippenham before the election, Mr. Vaughan? Well, sir, she came up to the coach, and as good as touched your sleeve, poor lady, while I was talking to you. Of course, she knew that her daughter was on the coach.

I learned afterwards that Lady Sybil travelled by it that day, Vaughan replied. Then with a frown he took up the letter. Of course, he continued, I have no intention of attending the funeral.

But I think his honour wishes much  

There is no possible reason, Vaughan said doggedly.

Pardon me, sir, White answered anxiously. You are not aware, I am sure, how highly Sir Robert appreciates your gallant conduct yesterday. No one in Bristol can view it in a stronger light. It is a happy thing he witnessed it. He thinks, indeed, that but for you her ladyship would have died in the crowd. Moreover  

Thats enough, White, Vaughan said coldly. It is not so much what Sir Robert thinks now, too, as what he thought formerly.

But indeed, sir, his honours opinion of that matter, too  

Thats enough, White, the young gentleman repeated, rising from his seat. He was telling himself that he was not a dog to be kicked away and called to heel again. He would forgive, but he would not return. I dont wish to discuss the matter, he added with an air of finality.

And White did not venture to say more.

He did wisely. For Vaughan, left to himself, had not reflected two minutes before he felt that he had played the churl. To make amends, he called at the house to inquire after the ladies at an hour next morning when they could not be stirring. Having performed that duty, and having learned that no inquiry into the riots would be opened for some days  and also that a proposal to give him a piece of gold plate was under debate at the Commercial Rooms, he fled, pride and love at odds in his breast.

It is possible that in Sir Roberts heart, also, there was a battle going on. On the eve of the funeral he sat alone in the library at Stapylton, that room in which he had passed so many unhappy hours, and with which the later part of his life seemed bound up. Doubtless, as he sat, he gave solemn thought to the past and the future. The room was no longer dusty, the furniture was no longer shabby; there were fresh flowers on his table; and by his great leather chair, a smaller chair, filled within the last few minutes, had its place. Yet he could not forget what he had suffered there; how he had brooded there. And perhaps he thanked God, amid his more solemn thoughts, that he was not glad that she who had plagued him would plague him no more. All that her friend had urged in her behalf, all that was brightest and best in his memories of her, this generous whim, that quixotic act rose, it may be supposed, before him. And the picture of her fair young beauty, of her laughing face in the bridal veil or under the Leghorn, of her first words to him, of her first acts in her new home! And but that the tears of age flow hardly, it is possible that he would have wept.

Presently  perhaps he was not sorry for it  a knock came at the door and Isaac White entered. He came to take the last instructions for the morrow. A few words settled what remained to be settled, and then, after a little hesitation, I promised to name it to you, sir, White said. I dont know what youll say to it. Dyas wishes to walk with the others.

Sir Robert winced. Dyas? he muttered.

He says hes anxious to show his respect for the family, in every way consistent with his opinions.

Opinions? Sir Robert echoed. Opinions? Good Lord! A butchers opinions! Who knows but some day hell have a butcher to represent him? Or a baker or a candlestick-maker! If ever they have the ballot, thatll come with it, White.

White waited, but as the other said no more, You wont forbid him, sir? he said, a note of appeal in his voice.

Oh, let him come, Sir Robert answered wearily. I suppose, he continued, striving to speak in the same tone, youve heard nothing from his  Member?

From  oh, from Mr. Vaughan, sir? No, sir. But Mr. Flixton is coming.

Sir Robert muttered something under his breath, and it was not flattering to the Honourable Bob. Then he turned his chair and held his hands over the blaze. That will do, White, he said. That will do. And he did not look round until the agent had left the room.

But White was certain that even on this day of sad memories, with the ordeal of the morrow before him, Arthur Vaughans attitude troubled his patron. And when, twenty-four hours later, the agents eyes travelling round the vast assemblage which regard for the family had gathered about the grave, fell upon Arthur Vaughan, and he knew that he had repented and come, he was glad.

The young Member held himself a little apart from the small group of family mourners; a little apart also from the larger company whom respect or social ties had brought thither. Among these last, who were mostly Tories, many were surprised to see Lord Lansdowne and his son. But more, aware of the breach between Mr. Vaughan and his cousin, and of the formers peculiar position in the borough, were surprised to see him. And these, while their thoughts should have been elsewhere, stole furtive glances at the sombre figure; and when Vaughan left, still alone and without speaking to any, followed his departure with interest. In those days of mutes and crape-coloured staves, mourning cloaks and trailing palls, it was not the custom for women to bury their dead. And Vaughan, when he had made up his mind to come, knew that he ran no risk of seeing Mary.

That he might escape with greater case, he had left his post-chaise at a side-gate of the park. The moment the ceremony was over, he made his way to it, now traversing beds of fallen chestnut and sycamore leaves, now striding across the sodden turf. The solemn words which he had heard, emphasised as they were by the scene, the grey autumn day, the lonely park, and the dark groups threading their way across it, could not hold his thoughts from Mary. She would be glad that he had come. Perhaps it was for that reason that he had come.

He had passed through the gate of the park and his foot was on the step of the chaise, when he heard Whites voice, calling after him. He turned and saw the agent hurrying desperately after him. Whites mourning suit was tight and new and ill made for haste; and he was hot and breathless. For a moment, Mr. Vaughan! Mr. Vaughan! was all he could say.

Vaughan turned a reluctant, almost a stern face to him. Not that he disliked the agent, but he thought that he had got clear.

What is it? he asked, without removing his foot from the step.

White looked behind him. Sir Robert, sir, he said, has something to say to you. The carriage is following. If youll be good enough, he continued, mopping his face, to wait a moment!

Sir Robert cannot wish to see me at such a time, Vaughan answered, between wonder and impatience. He will write, doubtless.

The carriage should be in sight, was Whites answer. As he spoke it came into view; rounding the curve of a small coppice of beech trees, it rolled rapidly down a declivity, and ascended towards them as rapidly.

A moment and it would be here. Vaughan looked uncertainly at his post-boy. He wished to catch the York House coach at Chippenham, and he had little time to spare.

It was not the loss of time, however, that he really had in his mind. But he could guess, he fancied, what Sir Robert wished to say; and he did not deny that the old man was generous in saying it at such a moment, if that were his intention. But his own mind was made up; he could only repeat what he had said to White. It was not a question of what Sir Robert had thought, or now thought, but of what he thought. And the upshot of all his thoughts was that he would not be dependent upon any man. He had differed from Sir Robert once, and the elder had treated the younger man with injustice, and contumely; that might occur again. Indeed, taking into account the difference in their political views in an age when politics counted for much, it was sure to occur again. But his mind was made up that it should not occur to him. Unhappy as the resolution made him, he would be free. He would be his own man. He would remember nothing except that that night had changed nothing.

It was with a set face, therefore, that he watched the carriage draw near. Apparently it was a carriage which had conveyed guests to the funeral, for the blinds were drawn.

It will save time, if it takes you a mile on your way, White said, with some nervousness. I will tell your chaise to follow. And he opened the door.

Vaughan raised his hat, and stepped in. It was only when the door was closing behind him and the carriage starting anew at a word from White, that he saw that it contained, not Sir Robert Vermuyden, but a lady.

Mary! he cried. The name broke from him in his astonishment.

She looked at him with self-possession, and a gentle, unsmiling gravity. She indicated the front seat, and Will you sit there? she said. I can talk to you better, Mr. Vaughan, if you sit there.

He obeyed her, marvelling. The blind on the side on which she sat was raised a few inches, and in the subdued light her graceful head showed like some fair flower rising from the depth of her mourning. For she wore no covering on her head, and he might have guessed, had he had any command of his thoughts, that she had sprung as she was into the nearest carriage. Amazement, however, put him beyond thinking.

Her eyes met his seriously. Mr. Vaughan, she said, my presence must seem extraordinary to you. But I am come to ask you a question. Why did you tell me six months ago that you loved me if you did not?

He was as deeply agitated as she was quiet on the surface. I told you nothing but the truth, he said.

No, she said.

But yes! A hundred times, yes! he cried.

Then you are altered? That is it?

Never! he cried. Never!

And yet  things are changed? My father wrote to you, did he not, three days ago? And said as much as you could look to him to say?

He said  

He withdrew what he had uttered in an unfortunate moment. He withdrew that which, I think, he had never believed in his heart. He said as much as you could expect him to say? she repeated, her colour mounting a little, her eyes challenging him with courageous firmness.

He said, Vaughan answered in a low voice, what I think it became him to say.

You understood that his feelings were changed towards you?

To some extent.

She drew a deep breath and sat back. Then it is for you to speak, she said.

But before, agitated as he was, he could speak, she leant forward again. No, she said, I had forgotten. I had forgotten. And the slight quivering of her lips, a something piteous in her eyes, reminded him once more, once again  and the likeness tugged at his heart  of the Mary Smith who had paused on the threshold of the inn at Maidenhead, alarmed and abashed by the bustle of the coffee-room. I had forgotten! It is not my father you cannot forgive  it is I, who am unworthy of your forgiveness? You cannot make allowance, she continued, stopping him by a gesture, as he opened his mouth to speak, for the weakness of one who had always been dependent, who had lived all her life under the dominion of others, who had been taught by experience that, if she would eat, she must first obey. You can make no allowance, Mr. Vaughan, for such an one placed between a father, whom it was her duty to honour, and a lover to whom she had indeed given her heart, she knew not why  but whom she barely knew, with whose life she had no real acquaintance, whose honesty she must take on trust, because she loved him? You cannot forgive her because, taught all her life to bend, she could not, she did not stand upright under the first trial of her faith?

No! he cried violently. No! No! It is not that!

No? she said. You do forgive her then? You have forgiven her? The more as to-day she is not weak. The earth is not level over my mothers grave, some may say hard things of me  but I have come to you to-day.

God bless you! he cried.

She drew a deep breath and sat back. Then, she said, with a sigh as of relief, it is for you to speak.

There was a gravity in her tone, and so complete an absence of all self-consciousness, all littleness, that he owned that he had never known her as she was, had never measured her true worth, had never loved her as she deserved to be loved. Yet  perhaps because it was all that was left to him  he clung desperately to the resolution he had formed, to the position which pride and prudence alike had bidden him to take up.

What am I to say? he asked hoarsely.

Why, if you love me, if you forgive me, she answered softly, do you leave me?

Can you not understand?

In part, I can. But not altogether. Will you explain? I  I think, she continued with a movement of her flower-like head, that for gentle dignity he had never seen excelled, I have a right to an explanation.

You know of what Sir Robert accused me?

Yes.

Am I to justify him? You know what was the difference which came between us, which first divided us? And what I thought right then, I still think right. Am I to abandon it? You know what I bore. Am I to live on the bounty of one who once thought so ill of me, and may think as ill again? Of one who, differing from me, punished me so cruelly? Am I to sink into dependence, to sacrifice my judgment, to surrender my political liberty into the hands of one who  

Of my father! she said gravely.

He could not, so reminded, say what he had been going to say, but he assented by a movement of the head. And after an interval of silence, I cannot, he cried passionately, I cannot, even to secure my happiness, run that risk!

She looked from the window of the carriage, and in a voice which shook a little, No, she said, I suppose not.

He was silent and he suffered. He dared not meet her eyes. Why had she sought this interview? Why had she chosen to torment him? Ah, if she knew, if she only knew what pain she was inflicting upon him!

But apparently she did not know. For by and by she spoke again. No, she said. I suppose not. Yet have you thought  and now there was a more decided tremor in her voice that that which you surrender is not all there is at stake? Your independence is precious to you, and you have a right, Mr. Vaughan, to purchase it even at the cost of your happiness. But have you a right to purchase it at the cost of anothers? At the cost of mine? Have you thought of my happiness? she continued, or only of yours  and of yourself? To save your independence  shall I say, to save your pride?  you are willing to set your love aside. But have you asked me whether I am willing to pay my half of the price? My heavier half? Whether I am willing to set my happiness aside? Have you thought of  me at all?

If he had not, then, when he saw how she looked at him, with what eyes, with what love, as she laid her hand on his arm, he had been more than man if he had resisted her long! But he still fought with himself, and with her; staring with hard, flushed face straight before him, telling himself that by all that was left to him he must hold.

I think, I think, she said gently, yet with dignity, you have not thought of me.

But your father  Sir Robert  

He is an ogre, of course, she cried in a tone suddenly changed. But you should have thought of that before, sir, she continued, tears and laughter in her voice. Before you travelled with me on the coach! Before you saved my life! Before you  looked at me! For you can never take it back. You can never give me myself again. I think that you must take me!

And then he did not resist her any longer. And the carriage was stayed; and orders were given. And, empty and hugely overpaid, the yellow post-chaise ambled on to Chippenham; and bearing two inside, and a valise on the roof, the mourning coach drove slowly and solemnly back to Stapylton. As it wound its way over the green undulations of the park, the rabbits that ran, and then stopped, cocking their scuts, to look at it, saw nothing strange in it. Nor the fallow-deer of the true Savernake breed, who, before they fled through the dying bracken, eyed it with poised heads. Nay, the heron which watched its approach from the edge of the Garden Pool, and did not even deign to drop a second leg, saw nothing strange in it. Yet it bore for all that the strangest of all earthly passengers, and the strongest, and the bravest, and the fairest  and withal, thank God, the most familiar. For it carried Love. And love the same yet different, love gaunt and grey-haired, yet kind and warm of heart, met it at the door and gave it welcome.


XXXVIII

THREADS AND PATCHES

Though England had not known for fifty years an outbreak so formidable or so destructive as that of which the news was laid on mens breakfast-tables on the Tuesday morning, it had less effect on the political situation than might have been expected. It sent, indeed, a thrill of horror through the nation. And had it occurred at an earlier stage of the Reform struggle, before the middle class had fully committed itself to a trial of strength with the aristocracy, it must have detached many more of the timid and conservative of the Reformers. But it came too late. The die was cast; mens minds were made up on the one side and the other. Each saw events coloured to his wish. And though Wetherell and Croker, and the devoted band who still fought manfully round those chieftains, called heaven and earth to witness the first-fruits of the tree of Reform, the majority of the nation preferred to see in these troubles the alternative to the Bill  the abyss into which the whole country would be hurled if that heaven-sent measure were not passed.

On one thing, however, all were agreed. The outrage was too great to be overlooked. The law must be vindicated, the lawbreakers must be punished. To this end the Government, anxious to clear themselves of the suspicion of collusion, appointed a special Commission, and sent it to Bristol to try the rioters; and four poor wretches were hanged, a dozen were transported, and many received minor sentences. Having thus, a little late in the day, taught the ignorant that Reform did not spell Revolution after the French pattern, the Cabinet turned their minds to the measure again. And in December they brought in the Third Reform Bill, with the fortunes and passage of which this story is not at pains to deal.

But of necessity the misguided creatures who kindled the fires in Queens Square on that fatal Sunday, and swore that they would not leave a gaol standing in England, were not the only men who suffered. Sad as their plight was, there was one whose plight  if pain be measured by the capacity to feel  was sadder. While they were being tried in one part of Bristol, there was proceeding in another part an inquiry charged with deeper tragedy. Not those only who had done the deed, but those who had suffered them to do it, must answer for it. And the fingers of all pointed to one man. The magistrates might escape  the Mayor indeed had done his duty creditably, if to little purpose; for war was not their trade, and the thing at its crisis had become an affair of war. But Colonel Brereton could not shield himself behind that plea: so many had behaved poorly that the need to bring one to book was the greater.

He was tried by court-martial, and among the witnesses was Arthur Vaughan. By reason of his position, as well as of the creditable part he had played, the Member for Chippinge was heard by the Court with more than common attention; and he moved all who listened to him by his painful anxiety to set the accuseds conduct in the best light; to show that what was possible by daylight on the Monday morning might not have been possible on the Sunday night, and that the choice from first to last was between two risks. No question of Colonel Breretons courage  for he had served abroad with credit, nay, with honour  entered into the inquiry; and it was proved that a soldiers duty in such a case was not well defined. But afterwards Vaughan much regretted that he had not laid before the Court the opinion he had formed at the time  that during the crisis of the riots Brereton, obsessed by one idea, was not responsible for his actions. For, sad to say, on the fifth day of the inquiry, sinking under a weight of mental agony which a man of his reserved and melancholy temper was unable to support, the unfortunate officer put an end to his life. Few have paid so dearly for an error of judgment and the lack of that coarser fibre which has enabled many an inferior man to do his duty. The page darkens with his fate, too tragical for such a theme as this. And if by chance these words reach the eye of any of his descendants, theirs be the homage due to the memory of a signal misfortune and an honourable but hapless man.

Of another and greater personage whose life touched Arthur Vaughans once and twice, and of whom, with all his faults, it was never said by his worst enemy that he feared responsibility or shunned the post of danger, a brief word must suffice. If Lord Brougham did not live to see that complete downfall of the great Whig houses which he had predicted, he lived to see their power ruinously curtailed. He lived to see their influence totter under the blow which the Repeal of the Corn Laws dealt the landed interest, he lived to see the Reform Bill of 1867, he lived almost to see the coup de grâce given to their leadership by the Ballot Act. And in another point his prophecy came true. As it had been with Burke and Sheridan and Tierney, it was with him. His faults were great, as his merits were transcendent; and presently in the time of his need his highborn associates remembered only the former. They took advantage of them to push him from power; and he spent nearly forty years, the remnant of his long life, in the cold shade of Opposition. The most brilliant, the most versatile, and the most remarkable figure of the early days of the century, whose trumpet voice once roused England as it has never been roused from that day to this, and whose services to education and progress are acknowledged but slightly even now, paid for the phenomenal splendour of his youth by long years spent in a changed and changing world, jostled by a generation forgetful or heedless of his fame. To us he is but the name of a carriage; remembered otherwise, if at all, for his part in Queen Carolines trial. While Wetherell, that stout fighter, Tory of the Tories, witty, slovenly, honest man, whose fame was once in all mouths, whose caricature was once in all portfolios, and whose breeches made the fortune of many a charade, is but the shadow of a name.

* * * * *

The year had waned and waxed, and it was June again. At Stapylton the oaks were coming to their full green; the bracken was lifting its million heads above the sod, and by the edge of the Garden Pool the water voles sat on the leaves of the lilies and clean their fur. Arthur Vaughan  strolling up and down with his father-in-law, not without an occasional glance at Mary, recumbent on a seat on the lawn  looked grave.

I fancy, he said presently, that we shall learn the fate of the Bill to-day.

Very like, very like, Sir Robert answered, in an offhand fashion, as if the subject were not to his taste. And he turned about and by the aid of his stick expounded his plan for enlarging the flower garden.

But Vaughan returned to the subject. If not to-day, to-morrow, he said. And that being so, Ive wanted for some time, sir, to ask you what you wish me to do.

To do?

As to the seat at Chippinge.

Sir Roberts face expressed his annoyance. I told you  I told you long ago, he replied, that I should never interfere with your political movements.

And you have kept your word, sir. But as Lord Lansdowne cedes the seat to you for this time, I assume  

I dont know why you assume anything! Sir Robert retorted irritably.

I assume only that you will wish me to seek another seat.

I certainly dont wish you to lead an idle life, Sir Robert answered. When the younger men of our class do that, when they cease to take an interest in political life, on the one side or the other, our power will, indeed, be ended. Nothing is more certain than that. But for Chippinge, I dont choose that a stranger should hold a seat close to my own door. You might have known that! For the party, I have taken steps to furnish Mr. Cooke, a man whose opinions I thoroughly approve, with a seat elsewhere; and I have therefore done my duty in that direction. For the rest, the mischief is done. I suppose, he continued in his driest tones, you wont want to bring in another Reform Bill immediately?

No, sir, Vaughan answered gratefully. Nor do I think that we are so far apart as you assume. The truth is, Sir Robert, that we all fear one of two things, and according as we fear the one or the other we are dubbed Whigs or Tories.

What are your two things?

Despotism, or anarchy, Vaughan replied modestly.

Sir Robert sniffed. You dont refine enough, he said, pleased with his triumph. We all fear despotism; you, the despotism of the one: I, a worse, a more cruel, a more hopeless despotism, the despotism of the many! Thats the real difference between us.

Vaughan looked thoughtful. Perhaps you are right, he said. But  what is that, sir? He raised his hand. The deep note of a distant gun rolled up the valley from the town.

The Lords have passed the Bill, Sir Robert replied. They are celebrating the news in Chippinge. Well, I am not sorry that my day is done. I give you the command. See only, my boy, he continued, with a loving glance at Mary, who had risen, and, joined by Miss Sibson, was coming to the end of the bridge to meet them, see only that you hand it on to others  I do not say as I give it to you, but as little impaired as may be.

And again, as Mary called to them to know what it was, the sound of the gun rolled up the valley  the knell of the system, good or bad, under which England had been ruled so long. The battle of which Brougham had fired the first shot in the Castle Yard at York was past and won.

Boom!

THE END
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Another historical novel (this time set during the reign of George I), The Wild Geese is an adventure tale set in Ireland and first published in 1908. The story involves the protestant Colonel Sir John Sullivan, who has to deal with rebellious Jacobite factions when he returns to his native country to claim the family estates. This is one of Weymans lesser known works, partly due to its modest original print run making the physical edition difficult to come by in recent times.


[image: img114.jpg]

The first edition


CONTENTS

CHAPTER I.

CHAPTER II

CHAPTER III

CHAPTER IV

CHAPTER V

CHAPTER VI

CHAPTER VII

CHAPTER VIII

CHAPTER IX

CHAPTER X

CHAPTER XI

CHAPTER XII

CHAPTER XIII

CHAPTER XIV

CHAPTER XV

CHAPTER XVI

CHAPTER XVII

CHAPTER XVIII

CHAPTER XIX

CHAPTER XX

CHAPTER XXI

CHAPTER XXII

CHAPTER XXIII

CHAPTER XXIV

CHAPTER XXV




CHAPTER I.

ON BOARD THE CORMORANT SLOOP

Midway in that period of Irelands history during which, according to historians, the distressful country had none  to be more precise, on a spring morning early in the eighteenth century, and the reign of George the First, a sloop of about seventy tons burthen was beating up Dingle Bay, in the teeth of a stiff easterly breeze. The sun was two hours high, and the grey expanse of the bay was flecked with white horses hurrying seaward in haste to leap upon the Blasquets, or to disport themselves in the field of ocean. From the heaving deck of the vessel the mountains that shall not be removed were visible  on the northerly tack Brandon, on the southerly Carntual; the former sunlit, with patches of moss gleaming like emeralds on its breast, the latter dark and melancholy, clothed in the midst of tradition and fancy that in those days garbed so much of Irelands bog and hill.

The sloop had missed the tide, and, close hauled to the wind, rode deep in the ebb, making little way with each tack. The breeze hummed through the rigging. The man at the helm humped a shoulder to the sting of the spray, and the rest of the crew, seven or eight in number  tarry, pigtailed, outlandish sailor men  crouched under the windward rail. The skipper sat with a companion on a coil of rope on the dry side of the skylight, and at the moment at which our story opens was oblivious alike of the weather and his difficulties. He sat with his eyes fixed on his neighbour, and in those eyes a wondering, fatuous admiration. So might a mortal look if some strange hap brought him face to face with a centaur.

Never? he murmured respectfully.

Never, his companion answered.

My faith! Captain Augustin rejoined. He was a cross between a Frenchman and an Irishman. For twenty years he had carried wine to Ireland, and returned laden with wool to Bordeaux or Cadiz. He knew every inlet between Achill Sound and the Head of Kinsale, and was so far a Jacobite that he scorned to pay duty to King George. Never? My faith! he repeated, staring, if possible, harder than ever.

No, said the Colonel. Under no provocation, thank God!

But its drôle, Captain Augustin rejoined. It would bother me sorely to know what you do.

What we all should do, his passenger answered gently. Our duty, Captain Augustin. Our duty! Doing which we are men indeed. Doing which, we have no more to do, no more to fear, no more to question. And Colonel John Sullivan threw out both his hands, as if to illustrate the freedom from care which followed. See! it is done!

But west of Shannon, where there is no law? Augustin answered. Eh, Colonel? And in Kerry, where well be, the saints helping, before noon  which is all one with Connaught? No, in Kerry, what with Sullivans, and Mahonies, and OBeirnes, that wear coats only for a gentleman to tread upon, and would sooner shoot a friend before breakfast than spend the day idle, par ma foi, Im not seeing what youll be doing there, Colonel.

A man may protect himself from violence, the Colonel answered soberly, and yet do his duty. What he may not do  is this. He may not go out to kill another in cold blood, for a point of honour, or for revenge, or to sustain what he has already done amiss! No, nor for vanity, or for the hundred trifles for which men risk their lives and seek the lives of others. I hope I make myself clear, Captain Augustin? he added courteously.

He asked because the skippers face of wonderment was not to be misread. And the skipper answered, Quite clear! meaning the reverse. Clear, indeed? Yonder were the hills and bogs of Kerry  lawless, impenetrable, abominable  a realm of Tories and rapparees. On the sloop itself was scarce a man whose hands were free from blood. He, Augustin, mild-mannered as any smuggler on the coast, had spent his life between fleeing and fighting, with his four carronades ever crammed to the muzzle, and his cargo ready to be jettisoned at sight of a cruiser. And this man talked as if he were in church! Talked  talked  the skipper fairly gasped. Oh, quite clear! he mumbled. Quite clear! he replied. But its an odd creed.

Not a creed, my friend, Colonel Sullivan replied precisely. But the result of a creed. The result, thank God, of more creeds than one.

Captain Augustin cast a wild eye at the straining, shrieking rigging; the sloop was lurching heavily. But whether he would or no, his eye fluttered back and rested, fascinated, on the Colonels face. Indeed, from the hour, ten days earlier, which had seen him mount the side in the Bordeaux river, Colonel John Sullivan had been a subject of growing astonishment to the skipper. Captain Augustin knew his world tolerably. In his time he had conveyed many a strange passenger from strand to strand: haggard men who ground their shoulders against the bulkhead, and saw things in corners; dark, down-looking adventurers, whose hands flew to hilts if a gentleman addressed them suddenly; gay young sparks bound on foreign service and with the point of honour on their lips, or their like, returning old and broken to beg or cut throats on the highway  these, and men who carried their lives in their hands, and men who went, cloaked, on mysterious missions, and men who wept as the Irish coast faded behind them, and men, more numerous, who wept when they saw it again  he knew them all! All, he had carried them, talked with them, learned their secrets, and more often their hopes.

But such a man as this he had never carried. A man who indeed wore outlandish fur-trimmed clothes, and had seen, if his servants sparse words went for aught, outlandish service; but who neither swore, nor drank above measure, nor swaggered, nor threatened. Who would not dice, nor game  save for trifles. Who, on the contrary, talked of duty, and had a peaceful word for all, and openly condemned the duello, and was mild as milk and as gentle as an owl. Such a one seemed, indeed, the fabled phaynix, or a bat with six wings, or any other prodigy which the fancy, Irish or foreign, could conceive.

Then, to double the marvel, the Colonel had a servant, a close-tongued fellow, William Bale by name, and reputed an Englishman, who, if he was not like his master, was as unlike other folk. He was as quiet-spoken as the Colonel, and as precise, and as peaceable. He had even been heard to talk of his duty. But while the Colonel was tall and spare, with a gentle eye and a long, kindly face, and was altogether of a pensive cast, Bale was short and stout, of a black pallor, and very forbidding. His mouth, when he opened it  which was seldom  dropped honey. But his brow scowled, his lip sneered, and his silence invited no confidence.

Such being the skippers passenger, and such his man, the wonder was that Captain Augustins astonishment had not long ago melted into contempt. But it had not. For one thing, a seaman had been hurt, and the Colonel had exhibited a skill in the treatment of wounds which would not have disgraced an experienced chirurgeon. Then in the Bay the sloop had met with half a gale, and the passenger, in circumstances which the skipper knew to be more trying to landsmen than to himself, had maintained a serenity beyond applause. He had even, clinging to the same ring-bolt with the skipper, while the south-wester tore overhead and the gallant little vessel lay over wellnigh to her beam-ends, praised with a queer condescension the conduct of the crew.

This is the finest thing in the world, he had shouted, amid the roar of things, to see men doing their duty! I would not have missed this for a hundred crowns!

Id give as much to be safe in Cherbourg, had been the skippers grim reply as he watched his mast.

But Augustin had not forgotten the Colonels coolness. A landsman, for whom the trough of the wave had no terrors, and the leeward breakers, falling mountain high on Ushant, no message, was not a man to be despised.

Indeed, from that time the skipper had begun to find a charm in the Colonels gentleness and courtesy. He had fought against the feeling, but it had grown upon him. Something that was almost affection began to mingle with and augment his wonder. Hence the patience with which, with Kerry on the beam, he listened while the Colonel sang his siren song.

He will be one of the people called Quakers, the skipper thought, after a while. Ive heard of them, but never seen one. Yes, he will be a Quaker.

Unfortunately, as he arrived at this conclusion a cry from the steersman roused him. He sprang to his feet. Alas! the sloop had run too far on the northerly tack, and simultaneously the wind had shifted a point to the southward. In the open water this had advantaged her; but she had been allowed to run into a bight of the north shore and a line of foam cut her off to the eastward, leaving small room to tack. She might still clear the westerly rocks and run out to sea, but the skipper saw  with an oath  that this was doubtful, and with a seamans quickness he made up his mind.

Keep her on!  keep her on! he roared, you son of a maudite mère! Child of the accursed! We must run into Skull haven! And if the men of Skull take so much as an iron bolt from us, and I misdoubt them, Ill keel-haul you, son of the Diable! Ill not leave an inch of skin upon you!

The man, cowering over the wheel, obeyed, and the little vessel ran up the narrowing water  in which she had become involved  on an even keel. The crew were already on their feet, they had loosened the sheet, and squared the boom; they stood by to lower the yard. All  the skipper with a grim face  stood looking forward, as the inlet narrowed, the green banks closed in, the rocks that fringed them approached. Silently and gracefully the sloop glided on, more smoothly with every moment, until a turn in the passage opened a small land-locked haven. At the head of the haven, barely a hundred yards above high-water mark, stood a ruined tower  the Tower of Skull  and below this a long house of stone with a thatched roof.

It was clear that the sloops movements had been watched from the shore, for although the melancholy waste of moor and mountain disclosed no other habitation, a score of half-naked barefoot figures were gathered on the jetty; while others could be seen hurrying down the hillside. These cried to one another in an unknown tongue, and with shrill eldritch voices, which vied with the screams of the gulls swinging overhead.

Stand by to let go the kedge, Augustin cried, eyeing them gloomily. We are too far in now! Let go!  let go!

But the order and the ensuing action at once redoubled the clamour on shore. A dozen of the foremost natives flung themselves into crazy boats, that seemed as if they could not float long enough to reach the vessel. But the men handled them with consummate skill and with equal daring. In a twinkling they were within hail, and a man, wearing a long frieze coat, a fishermans red cap, and little besides, stood up in the bow of the nearest.

You will be coming to the jetty, Captain? he cried in imperfect English.

The skipper scowled at him, but did not answer.

You will come to the jetty, Captain, the man repeated in his high, sing-song voice. Sure, and youve come convenient, for theres no one here barring yourselves.

And youre wanting brandy! Augustin muttered bitterly under his breath. He glanced at his men, as if he meditated resistance.

But, Kerry law! Kerry law! the man cried. You know it well, Captain! Its not Ill be answerable if you dont come to the jetty.

The skipper, who had fallen ill at Skull once before, and got away with some loss, hoping that he might never see the place again, knew that he was in the mens power. True, a single discharge of his carronades would blow the boats to pieces; but he could not in a moment warp his ship out through the narrow passage. And if he could, he knew that the act would be bloodily avenged if he ever landed again in that part of Ireland. He swore under his breath, and the steersman who had wrought the harm by holding on too long wilted under his eye. The crew looked other ways.

At length he yielded, and sulkily gave the order, the windlass was manned, and the kedge drawn up. Fenders were lowered, and the sloop slid gently to the jetty side.

In a twinkling a score of natives swarmed aboard. The man in the frieze coat followed more leisurely, and with such dignity as became the owner of a stone-walled house. He sauntered up to the skipper, a leer in his eye. You will have lost something the last time you were here, Captain? he said. It is not I that will be responsible this time unless the stuff is landed.

Augustin laughed scornfully. The cargo is for Crosby of Castlemaine, he said. And he added various things which he hoped would happen to himself if he landed so much as a single tub.

Its little we know of Crosby here, the other replied; and he spat on the deck. And less well be caring, my dear. I say it shall be landed. Here, you, Darby Sullivan, off with the hatch!

Augustin stepped forward impulsively, as if he had a mind to throw the gentleman in the frieze coat into the sea. But he had not armed himself before he came on deck, the men of Skull outnumbered his crew two to one, and, savage and half-naked as they were, were furnished to a man with long sharp skenes and the skill to use them. If resistance had been possible at any time, he had let the moment pass. The nearest Justice lived twelve Irish miles away, and had he been on the spot he would, since he was of necessity a Protestant, have been as helpless  unless he brought the garrison of Tralee at his back  as a churchwarden in a Synod of Cardinals. The skipper hesitated, and while he hesitated the hatches were off, and the Sullivans swarmed down like monkeys. Before the sloop could be made fast, the smaller kegs were being tossed up, and passed over the side, a line was formed on land, and the cargo, which had last seen the sun on the banks of the Garonne, was swiftly vanishing in the maw of the stone house on the shore.

The skippers rage was great, but he could only swear, and OSullivan Og, the man in the frieze coat, who bore him an old grudge, grinned in mockery. For better custody, Captain! he said. For better custody! Under my roof, bien! And when you will to go again there will be the dues to be paid, the little dues over which we quarrelled last time! And all will be rendered to a stave!

You villain! the Captain muttered under his breath. I understand! Turning  for the sight was more than he could bear  he found his passenger at his elbow.

The Colonel, if his face went for anything, liked the proceedings almost as little as the skipper. His lips were tightly closed, and he frowned.

Ay, Augustin cried bitterly  for the first instinct of the man who is hurt is to hurt another now you see what it is youve come back to! Its rob, or be robbed, this side of Tralee, and as far as the devil could kick you beyond it! I wish you well out of it! But I suppose it would take more than this to make you draw that long hanger of yours?

The Colonel cast a troubled eye on him. Beyond doubt, he said, it is the duty of a man to assist in defending the house of his host. And in a sense and measure, the goods of his host  with an uneasy look at the fast-vanishing cargo, which was leaping from hand to hand so swiftly that the progress of a tub from the hold to the house was as the flight of a swallow are the house of his host. I do not deny that, he continued precisely, but  

But in this instance, the sea-captain struck in with a sneer, contempt for the first time mastering wonder, in this instance?

In this instance, the Colonel repeated with an unmistakable blush, I am not very free to act. The truth is, Captain Augustin, these folk are of my kin. I was born not many miles from here  his eye measured the lonely landscape as if he compared it with more recent scenes and, wrong or right, blood is thicker than wine. So that frankly, I am not clear that for the sake of your Bordeaux, Im tied to shed blood that might be my forbears!

Or your grandmothers, Augustin cried, with an open sneer.

Or my grandmothers. Very true. But if a word to them in season  

Oh, d  n your words, the skipper retorted disdainfully.

He would have said more, but at that moment it became clear that something was happening on shore. On the green brow beside the tower a girl mounted on horseback had appeared; at a cry from her the men had stopped work. The next moment her horse came cantering down the slope, and with uplifted whip she rode in among the men. The whip fell twice, and down went all the tubs within reach. Her voice, speaking, now Erse, now Kerry English, could be heard upbraiding the nearest, commanding, threatening, denouncing. Then on the brow behind her appeared in turn a man  a man who looked gigantic against the sky, and who sat a horse to match. He descended more slowly, and reached the girls side as OSullivan Og, in his frieze coat, came to the front in support of his men.

For a full minute the girl vented her anger on Og, while he stood sulky but patient, waiting for an opening to defend himself. When he obtained this, he seemed to the two on the deck of the sloop to appeal to the big man, who said a word or two, but was cut short by the girl. Her voice, passionate and indignant, reached the deck; but not her words.

That should be Flavia McMurrough! the Colonel murmured thoughtfully, And Uncle Ulick. Hes little changed, whoevers changed! She has a will, it seems, and good impulses!

The big man had begun by frowning on OSullivan Og. But presently he smiled at something the latter said, then he laughed; at last he made a joke himself. At that the girl turned on him; but he argued with her. A man held up a tub for inspection, and though she struck it pettishly with her whip, it was plain that she was shaken. OSullivan Og pointed to the sloop, pointed to his house, grinned. The listeners on the deck caught the word Dues! and the peal of laughter that followed.

Captain Augustin understood naught of what was going forward. But the man beside him, who did, touched his sleeve. It were well to speak to her, he said.

Who is she? the skipper asked impatiently. What has she to do with it?

They are her people, the Colonel answered simply or they should be. If she says yea, it is yea; and if she says nay, it is nay. Or, so it should be  as far as a league beyond Morristown.

Augustin waited for no more. He was still in a fog, but he saw a ray of hope; this was the Chatelaine, it seemed. He bundled over the side.

Alas! he ventured too late. As his feet touched the slippery stones of the jetty, the girl wheeled her horse about with an angry exclamation, shook her whip at OSullivan Og  who winked the moment her back was turned  and cantered away up the hill. On the instant the men picked up the kegs they had dropped, a shrill cry passed down the line, and the work was resumed.

But the big man remained; and the skipper, with the Colonel at his elbow, made for him through the half-naked kernes. He saw them coming, however, guessed their errand, and, with the plain intention of avoiding them, he turned his horses head.

But the skipper, springing forward, was in time to seize his stirrup. Sir, he cried, this is robbery! Nom de Dieu, it is thievery!

The big man looked down at him with temper. Oh, by G  d, you must pay your dues! he said. Oh yes, you must pay your dues!

But this is robbery.

Sure its not that you must be saying!

The Colonel put the skipper on one side. By your leave, he cried, one word! You dont know, sir, who I am, but  

I know you must pay your dues! Uncle Ulick answered, parrot-like. Oh yes, you must pay your dues! He was clearly ashamed of his rôle, however; for as he spoke he shook off the Colonels hold with a pettish gesture, struck his horse with his stick, and cantered away over the hill. In a twinkling he was lost to sight.

Vaurien! cried Captain Augustin, shaking his fist after him. But he might as well have sworn at the moon.


CHAPTER II

MORRISTOWN

It was not until the Colonel had passed over the shoulder above the stone-walled house that he escaped from the jabber of the crowd and the jeers of the younger members of this savage tribe, who, noting something abnormal in the fashion of the strangers clothes, followed him a space. On descending the farther slope, however, he found himself alone in the silence of the waste. Choosing without hesitation one of two tracks, ill-trodden, but such as in that district and at that period passed for roads, he took his way along it at a good pace.

A wide brown basin, bog for the most part, but rising here and there into low mounds of sward or clumps of thorn-trees, stretched away to the foot of the hills. He gazed upon it with eyes which had been strained for years across the vast unbroken plains of Central Europe, the sandy steppes of Poland, the frozen marshes of Lithuania; and beside the majesty of their boundless distances this view shrank to littleness. But it spoke to more than his eyes; it spoke to the heart, to feelings and memories which time had not blunted, nor could blunt. The tower on the shoulder behind him had been raised by his wild forefathers in the days when the Spaniard lay at Smerwick; and, mean and crumbling, still gave rise to emotions which the stern battlements of Stralsund or of Rostock had failed to evoke. Soil and sky, the lark which sang overhead, the dark peat-water which rose under foot, the scent of the moist air, the cry of the curlew, all spoke of home  the home which he had left in the gaiety of youth, to return to it a grave man, older than his years, and with grey hairs flecking the black. No wonder that he stood more than once, and, absorbed in thought, gazed on this or that, on crag and moss, on the things which time and experience had so strangely diminished.

The track, after zig-zagging across a segment of the basin that has been described, entered a narrow valley, drained by a tolerable stream. After ascending this for a couple of miles, it disclosed a view of a wider vale, enclosed by gentle hills of no great height. In the lap of this nestled a lake, on the upper end of which some beauty was conferred by a few masses of rock partly clothed by birch-trees, through which a stream fell sharply from the upland. Not far from these rocks a long, low house stood on the shore.

The stranger paused to take in the prospect; nor was it until after the lapse of some minutes, spent in the deepest reverie, that he pursued his way along the left-hand bank of the lake. By-and-by he was able to discern, amid the masses of rock at the head of the lake, a grey tower, the twin of that Tower of Skull which he had left behind him; and a hundred paces farther he came upon a near view of the house.

Two-and-twenty years! he murmured. There is not even a dog to bid me welcome!

The house was of two stories, with a thatched roof. Its back was to the slopes that rose by marshy terraces to the hills. Its face was turned to the lake, and between it and the water lay a walled forecourt, the angle on each side of the entrance protected by a tower of an older date than the house. The entrance was somewhat pretentious, and might  for each of the pillars supported a heraldic beast  have seemed to an English eye out of character with the thatched roof. But, as if to correct this, one of the beasts was headless, and one of the gates had fallen from its hinges. In like manner the dignity of a tolerably spacious garden, laid out beside the house, was marred by the proximity of the fold-yard, which had also trespassed, in the shape of sundry offices and hovels, on the forecourt.

On the lower side of the road opposite the gates half a dozen stone steps, that like the heraldic pillars might have graced a more stately mansion, led down to the water. They formed a resting-place for as many beggars, engaged in drawing at empty pipes; while twice as many old women sat against the wall of the forecourt and, with their drugget cloaks about them, kept up a continual whine. Among these, turning herself now to one, now to another, moved the girl whom the Colonel had seen at the landing-place. She held her riding-skirt uplifted in one hand, her whip in the other, and she was bare-headed. At her elbow, whistling idly, and tapping his boots with a switch, lounged the big man of the morning.

As the Colonel approached, taking these things in with his eyes, and making, Heaven knows what comparisons in his mind, the man and the maid turned and looked at him. The two exchanged some sentences, and the man came forward to meet him.

Sir, he said, not without a touch of rough courtesy, if it is for hospitality you have come, you will be welcome at Morristown. But if it is to start a cry about this mornings business, youve travelled on your ten toes to no purpose, and so I warn you.

The Colonel looked at him. Cousin Ulick, he said, I take your welcome as it is meant, and I thank you for it.

The big mans mouth opened wide. By the Holy Cross! he said, if Im not thinking it is John Sullivan!

It is, the Colonel answered, smiling. And he held out his hand.

Uncle Ulick grasped it impulsively. And its Im the one thats glad to see you, he said. By Heaven, I am! Though I didnt expect you, no more than I expected myself! And, faith, he continued, grinning as if he began to see something humorous as well as surprising in the arrival, Im not sure that you will be as welcome to all, John Sullivan, as you are to me.

You were always easy, Ulick, the other answered with a smile, when you were big and I was little.

Ay? Well, in size were much as we were. But  Flavia!

The girl, scenting something strange, was already at his elbow. What is it? she asked, her breath coming a little quickly. Who is it? fixing her eyes on the new-comers face.

Uncle Ulick chuckled. Its your guardian, my jewel, he said. No less! And what hell say to whats going on Ill not be foretelling!

My guardian? she repeated, the blood rising abruptly to her cheek.

Just that, Ulick Sullivan answered humorously. Just that, my darling. Its John Sullivan come back from Sweden. And, as Ive told him, Im not sure that all at Morristown will be as glad to see him as I am. At which Uncle Ulick went off into a peal of Titanic laughter.

But that which amused him did not appear to amuse his niece, She stood staring at Colonel Sullivan as if she were far more surprised than pleased. At length, and with a childish dignity, she held out her hand.

If you are Colonel John Sullivan, she said, in a thin voice, you are welcome at Morristown.

He might have laughed at the distance of her tone. But he merely bowed, and with the utmost gravity. I thank you, he answered. And then, addressing Ulick Sullivan, I need not say that I had your communication, he continued, with the news of Sir Michaels death and of the dispositions made by his will. I could not come at once, but when I could I did, and I am here. Having said so much, he went on, turning to the girl and looking at her with serious kindness, may I add that I think it will be well if we leave matters of business on one side until we know one another?

Well, faith, I think wed better, Ulick Sullivan replied. And he chuckled. I do think so, bedad!

The girl said nothing, and when he had chuckled his fill restraint fell upon the three. They turned from one another and looked across the lake, which the wind, brisk at sea, barely ruffled. Colonel Sullivan remarked that they had a little more land under tillage than he remembered, and Ulick Sullivan assented. And then again there was silence, until the girl struck her habit with her whip and cried flippantly, Well, to dinner, if we are to have dinner! To dinner! She turned, and led the way to the gate of the forecourt.

The man who followed was clever enough to read defiance in the pose of her head and resentment in her shoulders. When a beggar-woman, more importunate than the rest, caught hold of her skirt, and Flavia flicked her with the whip as she would have flicked a dog, he understood. And when the dogs in the court fell upon her in a troop and were kicked to right and left, and when a babe, that, clothed in a single shift, was crawling on hands and knees upon the threshold, was removed in the same manner  but more gently  still he understood.

There were other dogs in the stone-paved hall; a hen too, finding its food on the floor and strutting here and there as if it had never known another home. On the left of the door, an oak table stood laid for the mid-day meal; on the right, before a carved stone chimney-piece, under which a huge log smouldered on the andirons, two or three men were seated. These rose on the entrance of the young mistress-they were dependants of the better class, for whom open house was kept at Morristown when business brought them thither. And, so far, all was well. Yet it may be that on the instant eyes which had been blind to defects were opened by the presence of this stranger from the outer world. For Flavias voice was hard as she asked old Darby, the butler, if The McMurrough was in the house.

Faith, I believe not, said he. His honour, nor the other quality, have not returned from the fishing.

Well, let him know when he comes in, she rejoined, that Colonel John Sullivan has arrived from Sweden, and, she added with a faint sneer, it were well if you put on your uniform coat, Darby.

The old butler did not hear the last words. He was looking at the new-comer. Glory be to God, Colonel, he said; its in a field of peas Id have known you! True for you, youre as like the father that bred you as the two covers of a book! Its he was the grand gentleman! I was beyond the Mahoneys great gravestone when he shot Squire Crosby in the old church-yard of Tralee for an appetite to his breakfast! More by token, he went out with the garrison officer after his second bottle that same day that ever was  and the creature shot him in the knee  bad luck to him for a foreigner and a Protestant  and he limped to his dying day!

The girl laughed unkindly. Youre opening your mouth and putting your foot in it, Darby, she said. If the Colonel is not a foreigner  

And sure he couldnt be that, and his own fathers son! cried the quick-witted Irishman. And if, bad luck, hes a Protestant, Ill never believe hes one of them through-and-through d  d black Protestants that you and I mean! Glory be to God, its not in the Sullivans to be one of them!

The Colonel laughed as he shook the old servants hand; and Uncle Ulick joined in the laugh. Youre a clever rogue, Darby, he said. Your neckll never be in a rope, but your fingers will untie the knot! And now, wherell you put him?

Flavia tapped her foot on the floor; foreseeing, perhaps, what was coming.

Put his honour? Darby repeated, rubbing his bald head. Ay, sure, wherell we put him? May it be long before the heavens is his bed! Theres the old masters room, a grand chamber fit for a lord, but theres a small matter of the floor that is sunk and lets in the rats  bad cess to the dogs for an idle, useless pack. And theres the Counts room would do finely, but the vagabonds have never mended the thatch that was burned the last drinking, and though twas no more than the width of a fleas leap, the devil of a big bowl of water has it let in! The young masters friends are in the South, but the small room beyond that has the camp truckle that Sir Michael brought from the ould wars: thats dry and snug! And for the one window thats airy, sure, tis no drawback at this sayson.

It will do very well for me, Darby, the Colonel said, smiling.

Well, Darby answered, rubbing his head, the Cross be between us and harm, Im not so sure wheres another. The young masther  

That will do, Darby! the girl cried impatiently. And then, I am sorry, Colonel Sullivan, she continued stiffly, that you should be so poorly lodged  who are the master of all. But doubtless, with an irrepressible resentment in her voice, you will be able presently to put matters on a better footing.

With a formal curtsey she left them then, and retreated up the stairs, which at the rear of the hall ascended to a gallery that ran right and left to the rooms on the first floor.

Colonel Sullivan turned with Uncle Ulick to the nearest window and looked out on the untidy forecourt. You know, I suppose, he said, in a tone which the men beside the fire, who were regarding him curiously, could not hear, the gist of Sir Michaels letters to me?

Uncle Ulick drummed with his fingers on the window-sill. Faith, the most of it, he said.

Was he right in believing that her brother intended to turn Protestant for the reasons he told me?

Its like enough, Im thinking.

Does she know? The girl?

Not a breath! And I would not be the one to tell her, Uncle Ulick added, with some grimness.

Yet it may be necessary?

Uncle Ulick shook his fist at a particularly importunate beggar who had ventured across the forecourt. Its a gift the little people never gave me to tell unpleasant things, he said. And if youll be told by me, Colonel, youll travel easy. The girl has a spirit, and youll not persuade her to stand in her brothers light, at all, at all! She has it fast that her grandfather wronged him  and old Sir Michael was queer-tempered at times, God forbid I should say the other! The gift to her will go for nothing, youll see!

She must be a very noble girl.

Devil a better has He made!

But if her grandfather was right in thinking so ill of his grandson?

Im not saying he wasnt, Uncle Ulick muttered.

Then we must not let her set the will aside.

Ulick Sullivan shrugged his shoulders. Let? he said. Faith! its but little itll be a question of that! James is for taking, and shes for giving! Hes her white swan, and to her mind, sleeping or waking, as Darby says, hed tread on eggs and sorra a chick the less! Let? Whos to hinder?

You.

Its easiness has been my ruin, and faith! its too late to change.

Then I?

Uncle Ulick smiled. To be sure, he said slily, theres you, Colonel.

The whole estate is mine, you see, in law.

Ay, but theres no law west of Tralee, Uncle Ulick retorted. Thats where old Sir Michael made his mistake. Anywhere through the length and breadth of old Ireland, if twas in the Four Courts themselves, and all the garrison round you, youd be on honour, Colonel, to take no advantage. But here it would not be the cold shoulder and a little unpleasantness, and a meeting or two on the ground, thats neither here nor there  that youd be like to taste. Id not be knowing what would happen if it went about that you were ousting them that had the right, and you a Protestant. Hes not the great favourite, James McMurrough, and whether he or the girl took most d be a mighty small matter. But if you think to twist it, so as to play cuckoo  though with the height of fair meaning and not spying a silver penny of profit for yourself, Colonel  I take leave to tell you, hes a most unpopular bird.

But, Sir Michael, the Colonel, who had listened with a thoughtful face, answered, left all to me to that very end  that it might be secured to the girl.

Sorrow one of me says no! Ulick rejoined. But  

But what? the Colonel replied politely. The more plainly you speak the more you will oblige me.

But all that Ulick Sullivan could be brought to say at that moment  perhaps he knew that curious eyes were on their conference  was that Kerry was a mighty queer country, and the thief of the world wouldnt know what would pass there by times. And besides, there were things afoot  faith, and there were, that hed talk about at another time.

Then he changed the subject abruptly, asking the Colonel if he had seen a big ship in the bay.

What colours? the Colonel asked  the question men ask who have been at sea.

Spanish, maybe, Uncle Ulick answered. Did you sight such a one?

But the Colonel had seen no big ship.


CHAPTER III

A SCION OF KINGS

The family at Morristown had been half an hour at table, and in the interval a man of more hasty judgment than Colonel Sullivan might have made up his mind on many points. Whether the young McMurrough was offensive of set purpose, and because an unwelcome guest was present, or whether he merely showed himself as he was  an unlicked cub  such a man might have determined. But the Colonel held his judgment in suspense, though he leaned to the latter view of the case. He knew that even in England a lad brought up among women was apt to develop a quarrelsome uncouthness, a bearishness, intolerable among men of the world. How much more likely, he reflected, was this to be the case when the youth belonged to a proscribed race, and lived, a little chieftain among his peasants, in a district wild and remote, where for a league each way his will was law. The Colonel made allowances, and, where need was, he checked his indignation. If he blamed any one, he let his censure rest on the easy temper of Uncle Ulick. The giant could have shaken the young man, who was not over robust, with a single finger; and at any time in the last ten years might have taught him a lifelong lesson.

At their first sitting down the young man had shown his churlishness. Beginning by viewing the Colonel in sulky silence, he had answered his kinsmans overtures only by a rude stare or a boorish word. His companions, two squireens of his own age, and much of his own kidney, nudged him from time to time, and then the three would laugh in such a way as to make it plain that the stranger was the butt of the jest. Presently, overcoming the reluctant impression which Colonel Johns manners made upon him, the young man found his tongue, and, glancing at his companions to bring them into the joke, Much to have where you come from, Colonel? he asked.

As in most places, the Colonel replied mildly, by working for it, or earning it after one fashion or another. Indeed, my friend, country and country are more alike, except on the outside, than is thought by those who stay at home.

Youve seen a wealth of countries, Im thinking? the youth asked with a sneer.

I have crossed Europe more than once.

And stayed in none?

If you mean  

Faith, I mean youve come back! the young man exclaimed with a loud laugh, in which his companions joined. Youll mind the song  and with a wink he trolled out,

In such contempt in short I fell,

Which was a very hard thing,

They devilish badly used me there,

For nothing but a farthing.

Youre better than that, Colonel, for the worst we can say of you is, yous come back a penny!

If you mean a bad one, come home, the Colonel rejoined, taking the lad good-humouredly  he was not blind to the flush of indignation which dyed Flavias cheeks Ill take the wit for welcome. To be sure, to die in Ireland is an Irishmans hope, all the world over.

True for you, Colonel! Uncle Ulick said. And For shame, James, he continued, speaking with more sternness than was natural to him. Faith, and if you talked abroad as you talk at home, youd be for having a pistol-ball in your gizzard in the time it takes you to say your prayers  if you ever say them, my lad!

What are my prayers to you, Id like to know? James retorted offensively.

Easy, lad, easy!

The young man glared at him. What is it to you, he cried still more rudely, whether I pray or no?

James! James! Flavia pleaded under her breath.

Do you be keeping your feet to yourself! he cried, betraying her kindly manœuvre. And let my shins be! I want none of your guiding! More by token, miss, dont you be making a sight of yourself as you did this morning, or youll smart for it. What is it to you if OSullivan Og takes our dues for us  and a trifle over? And, sorra one of you doubt it, if Mounseer comes jawing here, its in the peat-hole hell find himself! Or the devil the value of a cork he gets out of me; thats flat! Eh, Phelim?

True for you, McMurrough! the youth who sat beside him answered, winking. Well soak him for you.

So do you be taking a lesson, Miss Flavvy, the young Hector continued, and dont you go threatening honest folk with your whip, or itll be about your own shoulders itll fall! I know whats going on, and when I want your help, Ill ask it.

The girls lip trembled. But its robbery, James, she murmured.

To the devil with your robbery! he retorted, casting a defiant eye round the table. Theyll pay our dues, and what they get back will be their own!

And its rich theyll be with it! Phelim chuckled.

Ay, faith, its the proud men theyll be that day! laughed Morty, his brother. Sure, when it comes! with a wink.

Fine words, my lad, Uncle Ulick replied quietly; but its my opinion youll fall on trouble, and more thanll please you, with Crosby of Castlemaine. And why, Id like to know? Tis a grand trade, and has served us well since I can remember! Why cant you take whats fair out of it, and let the poor devil of a sea-captain thats supplied many an honest mans table have his own, and go his way? Take my word for it, its ruing it youll be, when alls done.

Its not from Crosby of Castlemaine Ill rue it! James McMurrough answered arrogantly. Ill shoot him like a bog-snipe if hes sorra a word to say to it! That for him, the black sneak of a Protestant! And he snapped his fingers. But his day will soon be past, and well be dealing with him. The toast is warming for him now!

Phelim slapped his thigh. True for you, McMurrough! Thats the talk!

Thats the talk! chorussed Morty.

The Colonel opened his mouth to speak, but he caught Flavias look of distress, and he refrained. And For my part, Morty continued jovially, Id not wait  for you know what! The gentlemans ways the better; early or late, Clare or Kerry, tis all one! A drink of the tea, a peppered devil, and a pair of the beauties, is an Irishmans morning!

And manys the poor soul has to mourn it  long and bitterly, the Colonel said. His tender corn being trod upon, he could be silent no longer. For shame, sir, for shame! he added warmly.

Morty stared. Begorra, and why? he cried, in a tone which proved that he asked the question in perfect innocence.

Why? Colonel John repeated. And for a moment, in face of prejudices so strong, and of prepossessions so deeply rooted, he paused. Then, Why? he repeated. Can you ask me when you know how many a life as young as yours  and I take you to be scarcely, sir, in your twenties  has been forfeit for a thoughtless word, an unwitting touch, a look; when you know how many a bride has been widowed as soon as wedded, how many a babe orphaned as soon as born? And for what? For what, sir?

For the point of honour! The McMurrough cried. Morty, for his part, was dumb with astonishment. What talk was this!

The point of honour? the Colonel repeated, more slowly, what is it? In nine cases out of ten the fear of seeming to be afraid. In the tenth  the desire to wipe out a stain that blood leaves as deep as before!

Faith, and you surprise me! Phelim cried with a genuine naïveté that at another time would have provoked a smile. You do indeed!

And Kerryll more than surprise you, quoth The McMurrough rudely, if its that way youll be acting! Would you let Crosby of Castlemaine call you thief?

I would not thieve! the Colonel replied.

There was a stricken silence for a moment. Then The McMurrough sprang to his feet, his querulous face flushed with rage, his arm raised. But Ulicks huge hand dragged him down. Easy, lad, easy, he cried, restraining the young man. Hes your guest! Hes your guest; remember that!

And he spoke in haste, the Colonel said. I withdraw my words, he continued, rising and frankly holding out his hand. I recognise that I was wrong! I see that the act bears in your eyes a different aspect, and I beg your pardon, sir.

The McMurrough took the hand, though he took it sullenly; and the Colonel sat down again. His action, to say nothing of his words, left Phelim and Morty in a state of amazement so profound that the two sat staring as if carved out of the same block of wood.

If Colonel John noticed their surprise he seemed in no way put out by it. Perhaps, he said gently, it is wrong to thrust opinions on others unasked. I think that is so! It should be enough to act upon them ones self, and refrain from judging others.

No one answered. But one thing was certain: whether he judged them or not, they were all judging him, with such of their faculties as remained to them. True, Flavia, save by a single frightened glance when a quarrel seemed imminent, had not betrayed what she thought  nor now betrayed what she was thinking. Her eyes were glued to her plate. But the impression made on the others, not excepting the dependent buckeens who sat at the board a little apart and took no part in the talk, was so apparent that an onlooker must have laughed at their bewilderment. Even Uncle Ulick, whom a steady good humour had steered clear of many a brawl  so that a single meeting on Aghrim racecourse made up the tale of his exploits  stared vacantly at his kinsman. Never before had he heard any one question the right of an Irish gentleman to fight at pleasure; and for the others whose blood was hotter and younger, for the three Kerry Cocks, the Conclave had not been more surprised if a Cardinal had risen and denounced the Papacy, nor an assembly of half-pay captains been more astonished if one of their number had denounced the pension system. The Colonel was a Sullivan and an Irishman, and it was supposed that he had followed the wars. Whence, then, these strange words, these unheard-of opinions? Morty felt his cheek flush with the shame which Colonel John should have felt; and Phelim grieved for the family. The gentleman might be mad; it was charitable to think he was. But, mad or sane, he was like, they feared, to be the cause of sad misunderstanding in the country round.

The McMurrough, of a harder and less generous nature than his companions, felt more contempt than wonder. The man had insulted him grossly, and had apologised as abjectly; that was his view of the incident. And he was the first to break the silence. Sure, its very well for the gentleman its in the family, he said dryly. Tail up, tail down, s all one among friends. But if hell be so quick with his tongue in Tralee Market, hell chance on one here and there that hell not blarney so easily! Eh, Morty?

Im fearing so, too, said Phelim pensively. Morty did not answer. Tis a queer world, Phelim added.

And all sorts in it, The McMurrough cried, his tone more arrogant than before.

Flavia glanced at him, frowning. Let us have peace now, she said.

Peace? Sorrow a bit of war theres like to be in the present company! the victor cried. And he began to whistle, amid an awkward silence. The air he chose was one well known at that day, and when he had whistled a few bars, one of the buckeens at the lower end of the table began to sing the words softly.

It was a for our rightful king

We left fair Irelands strand!

It was a for our rightful king

We eer saw foreign land, my dear,

We eer saw foreign land!

My dear, or no, youll be doing well to be careful! The McMurrough said, in a jeering tone, with his eye on the Colonel.

Pho! the man replied. And I that have heard the young mistress sing it a score of times!

Ay, but not in this company! The McMurrough rejoined.

Colonel John looked round the table. If you mean, he said quietly, that I am a loyal subject of King George, I am that. But what is said at my hosts table, no matter who he is, is safe for me. Moreover, Ive lived long enough to know, gentlemen, that most said is least meant, and that the theme of a ladys song is more often  sunset than sunrise! And he bowed in the direction of the girl.

The McMurroughs lip curled. Fair words, he sneered. And easy to speak them, when you and your d  d Protestant Whigs are on top!

We wont talk of Protestants, d  d or otherwise! Colonel John replied. And for the first time his glance, keen as the flicker of steel, crossed The McMurroughs. The younger mans eyes fell. A flush of something that might have been shame tinged his brow: and though no one at table save Uncle Ulick understood the allusion, his conscience silenced him. I hope, the Colonel continued more soberly, that a good Protestant may still be a good Irishman.

Its not I that have seen one, then! The McMurrough muttered churlishly.

Just as a bad Protestant makes a bad Irishman, the Colonel returned, with another of those glances which seemed to prove that the old man was not quite put off.

The McMurrough was silenced. But the cudgels were taken up in an unexpected quarter. I know nothing of bad or good, Flavia said, in a voice vibrating with eagerness, but only, to our sorrow, of those who through centuries have robbed us! Who, not content, shame on them! with shutting us up in a corner of the land that was ours from sea to sea, deny us even here the protection of their law! Law? Can you call it law  

Heaven be between us and it! old Darby groaned.

Can you call it law, she continued with passion, which denies us all natural rights, all honourable employments; which drives us abroad, divides son from father, and brother from brother; which bans our priests, and forbids our worship, and, if it had its will, would leave no Catholic from Cape Clear to Killaloe?

The Colonel looked sorrowfully at her, but made no answer; for to much of what she said no answer could be made. On the other hand, a murmur passed round the board; and more than one looked at the stranger with compressed lips. If you had your will, the girl continued, with growing emotion; if your law were carried out  as, thank God! it is not, no mans heart being hard enough  to possess a pistol were to be pilloried; to possess a fowling-piece were to be whipped; to own a horse, above the value of a miserable garron, were to be robbed by the first rascal who passed! We must not be soldiers, nor sailors, she continued; nay  with bitter irony we may not be constables nor gamekeepers! The courts, the bar, the bench of our fatherland, are shut to us! We may have neither school nor college; the lands that were our fathers must be held for us by Protestants, and its I must have a Protestant guardian! We are outlaws in the dear land that is ours; we dwell on sufferance where our fathers ruled! And men like you, abandoning their country, abandoning their creed  

God forbid! the Colonel exclaimed, much moved himself.

Men like you uphold these things!

God forbid! he repeated.

But let Him forbid, or not forbid, she retorted, rising from her seat with eyes that flashed anger through tears, we exist, and shall exist! And the time is coming, and comes soon  ay, comes perhaps to-day!  when we who now suffer for the true faith and the rightful King will raise our heads, and the Faithful Land shall cease to mourn and honest men to pine! And, ah  with upraised face and clasped hands I pray for that day! I pray for that day! I  

She broke off amid cries of applause, fierce as the barking of wolves. She struggled for a moment with her overmastering emotion, then, unable to continue or to calm herself, she turned from the table and fled weeping up the stairs.

Colonel John had risen. He watched her go with deep feeling; he turned to his seat again with a sigh. He was a shade paler than before, and the eyes which he bent on the board were dark with thought. He was unconscious of all that passed round him, and, if aware, he was heedless of the strength of the passions which she had unbridled  until a hand fell on his arm.

He glanced up then and saw that all the men had risen, and were looking at him  even Ulick Sullivan  with dark faces. A passion of anger clouded their gaze. Without a word spoken, they were of one mind. The hand that touched him trembled, the voice that broke the silence shook under the weight of the speakers feelings.

Youll be leaving here this day, the man muttered.

I? the Colonel said, taken by surprise. Not at all.

We wish you no harm, but to see your back. But youll be leaving here.

The Colonel, his first wonder subdued, looked from one to another. I am sure you wish me no harm, he said.

None, but to see your back, the man repeated, while his companions looked down at the Colonel with a strange fixedness. The Celtic nature, prone to sudden rage, stirred in them. The stranger who an hour before had been indifferent to them now wore the face of an enemy. The lake and the bog  ay, the secret grave yearned for him: the winding-sheet was high upon his breast. Stay, and its but once in your life youll be sorry, the man growled, and faith, thatll be always!

But I cannot go, the Colonel answered, as gently as before.

And why? the man returned. The McMurrough was not of the speakers, but stood behind them, glowering at him with a dark face.

Because, the Colonel answered, I am in my duty here, my friends. And the man who is in his duty can suffer nothing.

He can die, the man replied, breathing hard. The men who were on the Colonels side of the table leant more closely about him.

But he seemed unmoved. That, he replied cheerfully, is nothing. To die is but an accident. Who dies in his duty suffers no harm. And were that not enough  and it is all, he continued slowly, what harm should happen to me, a Sullivan among Sullivans? Because I have fared far and seen much, am I so changed that, coming back, I shall find no welcome on the hearth of my race, and no shelter where my fathers lie?

And are not our hearths cold over many a league? And the graves  

Whisht! a voice broke in sternly, as Uncle Ulick thrust his way through the group. The man says well! he continued. Hes a Sullivan  

Hes a Protestant!

He is a Sullivan, I say! Uncle Ulick retorted, were he the blackest heretic on the sod! And you, would you do the foul deed for a womans wet eye? Are the hearts of Kerry turned as hard as its rocks? Make an end of this prating and foolishness! And you, James McMurrough, these are your men and this is your house? Will you be telling them at once that you will be standing between him and harm, be he a heretic ten times over? For shame, man! Is it for raising the corp of old Sir Michael from his grave ye are?

The McMurrough looked sombrely at the big man. On you be the risk, he said sullenly. You know what you know.

I know that the seal in the cave and the seal on the wave are one! Ulick answered vehemently. Whisht, man, whisht, and make an end! And do you, John Sullivan, give no thought to these omadhauns, but come with me and Ill show you to your chamber. A womans tear is ever near her smile. With her the good thought treads ever on the heel of the bad word!

I have little knowledge of them, Colonel John answered quietly.

But when he was above with Uncle Ulick, he spoke. I hope that this is but wild talk, he said. You cannot remember, nor can I, the bad days. But the little that is left, it were madness and worse than madness to risk! If youve thought of a rising, in Gods name put it from you. Think of your maids and your children! I have seen the fires rise from too many roofs, I have heard the wail of the homeless too often, I have seen too many frozen corpses stand for milestones by the road, I have wakened to the creak of too many gibbets  to face these things in my own land!

Uncle Ulick was looking from the little casement. He turned and showed a face working with agitation. And you, if you wore no sword, nor dared wear one? If you walked in Tralee a clown among gentlefolk, if you lived a pariah in a corner of pariahs, if your land were the handmaid of nations, and the vampire crouched upon her breast, what  what would you do, then?

Wait, Colonel John answered gravely, until the time came.

Uncle Ulick gripped his arm. And if it came not in your time?

Still wait, Colonel John answered with solemnity. For believe me, Ulick Sullivan, there is no deed that has not its reward! Not does one thatch go up in smoke that is not paid for a hundredfold.

Ay, but when? When?

When the time is ripe.


CHAPTER IV

STOP THIEF!

A candid Englishman must own, and deplore the fact, that Flavia McMurroughs tears were due to the wrongs of her country. Broken by three great wars waged by three successive generations, defeated in the last of three desperate struggles for liberty, Ireland at this period lay like a woman swooning at the feet of her captors. Nor were these minded that she should rise again quickly, or in her natural force. The mastery which they had won by the sword the English were resolved to keep by the law.

They were determined that the Irishman of the old faith should cease to exist; or if he endured, should be nemo, no one. Confined to hell or Connaught, he must not even in the latter possess the ordinary rights. He must not will his own lands or buy new lands. If his son, more sensible than he, went over, the father sank into a mere life-tenant, bound to furnish a handsome allowance, and to leave all to the Protestant heir. He might not marry a Protestant, he might not keep a school, nor follow the liberal professions. The priest who confessed him was banished if known, and hanged if he returned. In a country of sportsmen he might not own a fowling-piece, nor a horse worth more than five pounds; and in days when every gentleman carried a sword at his side, he must not wear one. Finally, his country grew but one article of great value  wool: and that he must not make into cloth, but he must sell it to England at Englands price  which was one-fifth of the continental price. Was it wonderful that, such being Irelands status, every Roman Catholic of spirit sought fortune abroad; that the wild geese, as they were called, went and came unchecked; or that every inlet in Galway, Clare, and Kerry swarmed with smugglers, who ran in under the green flag with brandy and claret, and, running out again with wool, laughed to scorn Englands boast that she ruled the waves?

Nor was it surprising that, spent and helpless as the land lay, some sanguine spirits still clung to visions of a change and of revenge. A few men, living in the vague remotenesses beyond the bridling Shannon and its long string of lakes, or on the western shore where the long rollers broke in spume and the French and Spanish tongues were spoken more freely than English, still hoped for the impossible. Passing their lives far from the Castle and the Four Courts, far even from the provincial capitals, they shut their eyes to facts and dreamed of triumph. The Sullivans of Morristown and Skull were of these; as were some of their neighbours. And Flavia was especially of these. As she looked from her window a day or two after the Colonels arrival, as she sniffed the peat reek and plumbed the soft distances beyond the lake, she was lost in such a dream; until her eyes fell on a man seated cross-legged under a tree between herself and the shore. And she frowned. The man sorted ill with her dream.

It was Bale, Colonel Johns servant. He was mending some article taken from his masters wardrobe. His elbow went busily to and fro as he plied the needle, while sprawling on the sod about him half a dozen gossoons watched him inquisitively.

Perhaps it was the suggestive contrast between his diligence and their idleness which irritated Flavia; but she set down her annoyance to another cause. The man was an Englishman, and therefore an enemy: and what did he there? Had the Colonel left him on guard?

Flavias heart swelled at the thought. Here, at least, she and hers were masters. Here, three hours west of Tralee  and God help the horse on that road that was not a lepper  they brooked no rival. Colonel John had awakened mixed feelings in her. At times she admired him. But, admirable or not, he should rue his insolence, if he had it in his mind to push his authority, or interfere with her plans.

In the meantime she stood watching William Bale, and a desire to know more of the man, and through him of the master, rose within her. The house was quiet. The McMurrough and his following had gone to a cocking-match and race-meeting at Joyces Corner. She went down the stairs, took her hood, and crossed the courtyard. Bale did not look up at her approach, but he saw her out of the corner of his eye, and when she paused before him he laid down his work and made as if he would rise.

She looked at him with a superciliousness not natural to her. Are all the men tailors where you come from? she asked. There, you need not rise.

Where I came from last, he replied, we were all trades, my lady.

Where was that?

In the camp, he answered.

In Sweden?

God knows, he replied. They raise no landmarks there, between country and country, or it might be all their work to move them.

For a moment she was silent. Then, Have you been a soldier long? she asked, feeling herself rebuffed.

Twenty-one years, my lady.

And now you have done with it.

It is as his honour pleases.

She frowned. He had a way of speaking that sounded uncivil to ears attuned to the soft Irish accent and the wheedling tone. Yet the man interested her, and after a moments silence she fixed her eyes more intently on his work. Did you lose your fingers in battle? she asked. His right hand was maimed.

No, he answered  grudgingly, as he seemed to answer all her questions in prison.

In prison? she repeated; where?

He cast an upward look at his questioner. In the Grand Turks land, he said. Nearer than that, I cant say. Im no scholar, my lady.

But why? she asked, puzzled. I dont understand.

Cut off, he said, stooping over his work.

Flavia turned a shade paler. Why? she repeated.

One God, and Mahomet His prophet  couldnt swallow it. One finger! the man answered jerkily. Next week  same. Third week  

Third week? she murmured, shuddering.

Exchanged.

She lifted her eyes with an effort from his maimed hand. How many were you? she inquired.

Thirty-four. He laughed drily. We know one another when we meet, he said. He drew his waxed thread between his finger and thumb, held it up to the light, then looked askance at the gossoons about him, to whom what he said was gibberish. They knew only Erse.

The day was still, the mist lay on the lake, and under it the water gleamed, a smooth pale mirror. Flavia had seen it so a hundred times, and thought naught of it. But to-day, moved by what she had heard, the prospect spoke of a remoteness from the moving world which depressed her. Hitherto the quick pulse and the energy of youth had left her no time for melancholy, and not much for thought. If at rare intervals she had felt herself lonely, if she had been tempted to think that the brother in whom were centred her hopes, her affections, and her family pride was hard and selfish, rude and overbearing, she had told herself that all men were so; that all men rode rough-shod over their women. And that being so, who had a better right to hector it than the last of the McMurroughs, heir of the Wicklow kings, who in days far past had dealt on equal terms with Richard Plantagenet, and to whom, by virtue of that never-forgotten kingship, the Sullivans and Mahonies, some of the McCarthys, and all the OBeirnes, paid rude homage? With such feelings Sir Michaels strange whim of disinheriting the heir of his race had but drawn her closer to her brother. To her loyalty the act was abhorrent, was unnatural, was one that could only have sprung, she was certain, from second childhood, the dotage of a man close on ninety, whose early years had been steeped in trouble, and who loved her so much that he was ready to do wrong for her sake.

Often she differed from her brother. But he was a man, she told herself; and he must be right  a mans life could not be ruled by the laws which a woman observed. For the rest, for herself, if her life seemed solitary she had the free air and the mountains; she had her dear land; above all, she had her dreams. Perhaps when these were realised  and the time seemed very near now  and a new Ireland was created, to her too a brighter world would open.

She had forgotten Bales presence, and was only recalled to every-day life by the sound of voices. Four men were approaching the house. Uncle Ulick, Colonel John, and the French skipper were three of these; at the sight of the fourth Flavias face fell. Luke Asgill of Batterstown was the nearest Justice, and of necessity he was a Protestant. But it was not this fact, nor the certainty that Augustin was pouring his wrongs into his ears, that affected Flavia. Asgill was distasteful to her, because her brother affected him. For why should her brother have relations with a Protestant? Why should he, a man of the oldest blood, stoop to intimacy with the son of a middleman, the son of one of those who, taking a long lease of a great estate and under-letting at rack rents, made at this period huge fortunes? Finally, if he must have relations with him, why did he not keep him at a distance from his home  and his sister?

It was too late, or she would have slipped away. Not that Asgill  he was a stout, dark, civil-spoken man of thirty-three or four  wore a threatening face. On the contrary, he listened to the Frenchmans complaint with a droll air; and if he had not known of the matter before, his smile betrayed him. He greeted Flavia with an excess of politeness which she could have spared; and while Uncle Ulick and Colonel John looked perturbed and ill at ease, he jested on the matter.

The whole cargo? he said, with one eye on the Frenchman and one on his companions. Youre not for stating that, sir?

All the tubs, Augustin answered in a passion of earnestness. What you call, every tub! Every tub!

The saints be between us and harm! Asgill responded. Are you hearing this, Miss Flavia? Its no less than felony that youre accused of, and Im thinking, by rights, I must arrest you and carry you to Batterstown.

I do not understand, she answered stiffly. And The McMurrough is not at home.

Gone out of the way, eh? Asgill replied with a deprecatory grin. And the whole cargo was it, Captain?

All the tubs, perfectly!

Youd paid your dues, of course?

Dues, mon Dieu! But they take the goods!

Had you paid your dues?

Not already, because  

Thats unfortunate, Asgill answered in a tone of mock condolence. Mighty unfortunate! He winked at Uncle Ulick. Port dues, you know, Captain, must be paid before the ship slips her moorings.

But  

Mighty unfortunate!

But what are the dues? poor Augustin cried, dimly aware that he was being baited.

Ah, youre talking now, the magistrate answered glibly. Unluckily, thats not in my province. Im made aware that the goods are held under lien for dues, and I can do nothing. However, upon payment, of course  

But how much? Eh, sir? How much? How much?

Luke Asgill, who had two faces, and for once was minded to let both be seen, enjoyed the Frenchmans perplexity. He wished to stand well with Flavia, and here was a rare opportunity of exhibiting at once his friendliness and his powers of drollery. He was surprised, therefore, and taken aback, when a grave voice cut short his enjoyment.

Still, if Captain Augustin, the voice interposed, is willing to pay a reasonable sum on account of dues?

The magistrate turned about abruptly. Eh? he said. Oh, Colonel Sullivan, is it?

Then, doubtless, the goods will be released, so that he may perform his duty to his customer.

Asgill had only known the Colonel a few minutes, and, aware that he was one of the family, he did not see how to take it. It was as if treason lifted its head in the camp. He coughed.

Id not be denying it, he said. But until The McMurrough returns  

Such a matter is doubtless within Mr. Sullivans authority, the Colonel said, turning from him to Uncle Ulick.

Uncle Ulick showed his embarrassment. Faith, I dont know that it is, he said.

If Captain Augustin paid, say, twenty per cent. on his bills of lading  

Ma foi, twenty per cent.! the Captain exclaimed in astonishment. Twenty  but yes, I will pay it. I will pay even that. Of what use to throw the handle after the hatchet?

Luke Asgill thought the Colonel either a fool or very simple. Well, Ive nothing to say to this, at all! he said, shrugging his shoulders. Its not within my province.

Colonel John looked at the girl in a way in which he had not looked at her before; and she found herself speaking before she knew it. Yes, she cried impulsively; let that be done, and the goods be given up!

But The McMurrough? Asgill began.

I will answer for him, she said impulsively. Uncle Ulick, go, I beg, and see it done.

I will go with you, Colonel Sullivan said. And doubtless Mr. Asgill will accompany us, and lend the weight of his authority in the event of any difficulty arising.

Asgills countenance fell, and he looked the uncertainty he felt. He was between two stools, for he had no mind to displease Flavia or thwart her brother. At length, No, he said, Ill not be doing anything in The McMurroughs absence  no, I dont see that I can do that!

Colonel John looked in the same strange fashion at Flavia. I have legal power to act, sir, he said, as I can prove to you in private. And that being so, I must certainly ask you to lend me the weight of your authority.

And I will be d  d if I do! Asgill cried. There was a change in his tone, and the reason was not far to seek. Heres The McMurrough, he continued, and hell say!

They all turned and looked along the road which ran by the edge of the lake. With James McMurrough, who was still a furlong away, were the two OBeirnes. They came slowly, and something in their bearing, even at that distance, awoke anxiety.

Theyre early from the cocking, Uncle Ulick muttered doubtfully, and sober as pigs! Whats the meaning of that? Theres something amiss, Im fearing.

A cry from Flavia proved the keenness of her eyes. Where is Giralda? she exclaimed. Where is the mare?

Ay, what have they done with the mare? Uncle Ulick said in a tone of consternation. Have they lamed her, Im wondering? The garron Mortys riding is none of ours.

I begged him not to take her! Flavia cried, anger contending with her grief. Giralda, her grey mare, ascribed in sanguine moments to the strain of the Darley Arabian, and as gentle as she was spirited, was the girls dearest possession. I begged him not to take her! she repeated, almost in tears. I knew there was danger.

James was wrong to take her up country, Uncle Ulick said sternly.

Theyve claimed her! Flavia wailed. I know they have! And I shall never recover her! I shall never see her again! Oh, Id rather  Id far rather she were dead!

Uncle Ulick lifted up his powerful voice. Wheres the mare? he shouted.

James McMurrough shrugged his shoulders, and a moment later the riders came up and the tale was told. The three young men had halted at the hedge tavern at Brocktown, where their road ran out of the road to Tralee. There were four men drinking in the house, who seemed to take no notice of them. But when The McMurrough and his companions went to the shed beside the house to draw out their horses, the men followed, challenged them for Papists, threw down five pounds in gold, and seized the mare. The four were armed, and resistance was useless.

The story was received with a volley of oaths and curses. But by the Holy, Uncle Ulick flamed up, Id have hung on their heels and raised the country! By G  d, I would!

Ay, ay! The thieves of the world!

They took the big road by Tralee, James McMurrough explained sulkily. What was the use?

Were there no men working in the bogs?

There were none near by, to be sure, Morty said. But Id a notion if we followed them we might light on one friend or another twas in Kerry, after all!

Twas not more than nine miles English from here! Uncle Ulick cried.

That was just what I thought, Morty continued with some hesitation. Just that, but   And his eye transferred the burden to The McMurrough.

James answered with an oath. A nice time this to be bringing the soldiers upon us, he cried, when, bedad, if the time ever was, we want no trouble with the Englishry! Whats the use of crying over spilt milk? Ill give you another mare.

But itll not be Giralda! Flavia wailed.

Sure its the black shame, it is! Uncle Ulick cried, his face dark. Its enough to raise the country! Ay, I say it, though youre listening, Asgill. Its more than blood can stand!

No one is more sorry than myself, Asgill replied, with a look of concern. I dont make the laws, or theyd be other than they are!

True for you, Uncle Ulick answered. Im allowing that. And it is true, too, that to make a stir too early would ruin all. Im afraid you must be making the best of it, Flavvy! Id go after them myself, but the times not convenient, as you know, and by this theyre in Tralee, bad cess to it, where theres naught to be done. Theyll be for selling her to one of the garrison officers, Im thinking; and may the little gentleman in black velvet break his neck for him! Or theyll take her farther up country, maybe to Dublin.

Flavias last hopes died with this verdict. She could not control her tears, and she turned and went away in grief to the house.

Meantime the hangers-on and the beggars pressed upon the gentry, anxious to hear. The McMurrough, not sorry to find some one on whom to vent his temper, turned upon them and drove them away with blows of his whip. The movement brought him face to face with Captain Augustin. The fiery little Frenchman disdained to give way, in a trice angry words passed, and  partly out of mischief, for the moment was certainly not propitious  Asgill repeated the proposal which Colonel John had just made. The Colonel had stood in the background during the debate about the mare, but thus challenged he stood forward.

Its a fair compromise, he argued. And if Captain Augustin is prepared to pay twenty per cent  .

Hell not have his cargo, nor yet a cask! The McMurrough replied with a curt, angry laugh. Loss and enough weve had to-day.

But  

Get me back the mare, the young man cried, cutting the Colonel short with savage ridicule. Get me back the mare, and Ill talk. Thats all I have to say.

It seems to me, Colonel John replied quietly, that those who lose should find. Still  still, checking the young mans anger by the very calmness of his tone, for Captain Augustins sake, who can ill bear the loss, and for your sisters sake, I will see what I can do.

The McMurrough stared. You? he cried. You?

Yes, I.

Heaven help us, and the pigs! the young man exclaimed. And he laughed aloud in his scorn.

But Colonel John seemed no way moved. Yes, he replied. Only let us understand one another  with a look at Uncle Ulick which made him party to the bargain if I return to-morrow evening or on the following day  or week  with your sisters mare  

Mounseer shall have his stuff again to the last pennyworth, young McMurrough returned with an ironical laugh, and without payment at all! Or stay! Perhaps youll buy the mare?

No, I shall not buy her, Colonel John answered, except at the price the man gave you.

Then youll not get her. Thats certain! But its your concern.

The Colonel nodded, and, turning on his heels, went away towards the house, calling William Bale to him as he passed.

The McMurrough looked at the Frenchman. He had a taste for tormenting some one. Well, monsieur, he jeered, how do you like your bargain?

I do not understand, the Frenchman answered. But he is a man of his word, ma foi! And they are not  of the common.


CHAPTER V

THE MESS-ROOM AT TRALEE

If England had made of Ireland a desert and called it peace, she had not marred its beauty. That was the thought in Colonel Sullivans mind as he rode eastward under Slieve Mish, with the sun rising above the lower spurs of the mountain, and the lark saluting the new-born radiance with a song attuned to the freshness of the morning. Where his road ascended he viewed the sparkling inlet spread far to the southward; and where the track dipped, the smooth slopes on either side ran up to grey crags that, high above, took strange shapes, now of monstrous heads, now of fantastic towers. As his sure-footed nag forded the brown bog-stream, long-shanked birds rose silently from the pools, and he marked with emotion the spots his boyhood had known: the shallow where the dog-wolf  so big that it had become a fable  died biting, and the cliff whence the sea-eagles nest had long bidden him defiance.

Bale rode behind him, taciturn, comparing, perhaps, the folds of his native Suffolk hills with these greener vales. They reached the hedge tavern, where the mare had been seized, and they stayed to bait their horses, but got no news. About eight they rode on; and five long Irish miles nearer Tralee, though still in a wild and lonely country, they viewed from the crest of a hill a piece of road stretched ribbon-like before them, and on it a man walking from them at a great pace. He had for companion a boy, who trotted beside him.

Neither man nor boy looked back, and it did not seem to be from fear of the two riders that they moved so quickly. The man wore a loose drugget coat and an old jockey-cap, and walked with a stout six-foot staff. Thus armed and dressed he should have stood in small fear of robbers. Yet when Colonel Johns horse, the tread of its hoofs deadened by the sod road, showed its head at his shoulder, and he sprang aside, he turned a face of more vivid alarm than seemed necessary. And he crossed himself.

Colonel John touched his hat. I give you good morning, good man, he said.

The walker raised his hand to his cap as if to return the salute, but lowered it without doing so. He muttered something.

You will be in haste? Colonel John continued. He saw that the sweat stood in beads on the mans brow, and the lads face was tear-stained.

Ive far to go, the man muttered. He spoke with a slight foreign accent, but in the west of Ireland this was common. The top of the morning to you.

Plainly he wished the two riders to pass on, but he did not slacken his speed for a moment. So for a space they went abreast, the man, with every twenty paces, glancing up suspiciously. And now and again, the boy, as he ran or walked, vented a sob.

The Colonel looked about him. The solitude of the valley was unbroken. No cabin smoked, no man worked within sight, so that the haste of these two, their sweating faces, their straining steps, seemed portentous. Shall I take up the lad? Colonel John asked.

Plainly the man hesitated. Then, You will be doing a kindness, he panted. And, seizing the lad in two powerful arms, he swung him to the Colonels stirrup, who, in taking him, knocked off the others jockey-cap.

The man snatched it up and put it on with a single movement. But Colonel John had seen what he expected.

You walk on a matter of life and death? he said.

It is all that, the man answered; and this time his look was defiant.

You are taking the offices, father?

The man did not reply.

To one who is near his end, I suspect?

The priest  for such he was  glanced at the weapon Colonel John wore. You can do what you will, he said sullenly. I am on my duty.

And a fine thing, that! Colonel John answered heartily. He drew rein, and, before the other knew what he would be at, he was off his horse. Mount, father, he said, and ride, and God be with you!

For a moment the priest stared dumbfounded. Sir, he said, you wear a sword! And no son of the Church goes armed in these parts.

If I am not one of your Church I am a Christian, Colonel John answered. Mount, father, and ride in Gods name, and when you are there send the lad back with the beast.

The Mother of God reward you! the priest cried fervently, and turn your heart in the right way! He scrambled to the saddle. The blessing of all  

The rest was lost in the thud of hoofs as the horse started briskly, leaving Colonel John standing alone upon the road beside Bales stirrup. The servant looked after the retreating pair, but said nothing.

Its something if a man serves where hes listed, Colonel John remarked.

Bale smiled. And dont betray his own side, he said. He slipped from his saddle.

You think its the devils work weve done? Colonel John asked.

But Bale declined to say more, and the two walked on, one on either side of the horse, master or man punching it when it showed a desire to sample the herbage. A stranger, seeing them, might have thought that they were wont to walk thus, so unmoved were their faces.

They had trudged the better part of two miles when they came upon the horse tethered by the reins to one of two gate-pillars, which stood gateless beside the road. Colonel John got to his saddle, and they trotted on. Notwithstanding which it was late in the afternoon when they approached the town of Tralee.

In those days it was a town much ruined. The grim castle of the Desmonds, scene of the midnight murder which had brought so many woes on Ireland, still elbowed the grey Templars Cloister, and looked down, as it frowned across the bay, on the crumbling aisles and squalid graves of the Abbey. To Bale, as he scanned the dark pile, it was but a keep  a mere nothing beside Marienburg or Stettin  rising above the hovels of an Irish town. But to the Irishman it stood for many a bitter memory and many a crime, besides that murder of a guest which will never be forgotten. The Colonel sighed as he gazed.

Presently his eyes dropped to the mean houses which flanked the entrance to the town; and he recognised that if all the saints had not vouchsafed their company, the delay caused by the meeting with the priest had done somewhat. For at that precise moment a man was riding into the town before them, and the horse under the man was Flavia McMurroughs lost mare.

Colonel Johns eye lightened as he recognised its points. With a sign to Bale he fell in behind the man and followed him through two or three ill-paved and squalid streets. Presently the rider passed through a loop-holed gateway, before which a soldier was doing sentry-go. The two followed. Thence the quarry crossed an open space surrounded by dreary buildings which no military eye could take for aught but a barrack yard. The two still followed  the sentry staring after them. On the far side of the yard the mare and its rider vanished through a second archway, which appeared to lead to an inner court. The Colonel, nothing intimidated, went after them. Fortune, he thought, had favoured him.

But as he emerged from the tunnel-like passage he raised his head in astonishment. A din of voices, an outbreak of laughter and revelry, burst in a flood of sound upon his ears. He turned his face in the direction whence the sounds came, and saw three open windows, and at each window three or four flushed countenances. His sudden emergence from the tunnel, perhaps his look of surprise, wrought an instants silence, which was followed by a ruder outburst.

Cock! cock! cock! shrieked a tipsy voice, and an orange, hurled at random, missed the Colonels astonished face by a yard. The mare which had led him so far had disappeared, and instinctively he drew bridle. He stared at the window.

Mark one! cried a second roisterer, and a cork, better aimed than the orange, struck the Colonel sharply on the chin. A shout of laughter greeted the hit.

He raised his hat. Gentlemen, he remonstrated, gentlemen  

He could proceed no further. A flight of corks, a renewed cry of Cock! cock! cock! a chorus of Fetch him, Ponto! Dead, good dog! Find him, Ponto! drowned his remonstrances. Perhaps in the scowling face at his elbow  for William Bale had followed him and was looking very fierce indeed  the wits of the  th found more amusement than in the masters mild astonishment.

Who the devil is he? cried one of the seniors, raising his voice above the uproar. English or Irish?

Irish for a dozen! a voice answered. Here, Paddy, wheres your papers?

Ay, be jabers! in an exaggerated brogue; its the broth of a boy he is, and never a face as long as his in ould Ireland!

Gentlemen, the Colonel said, getting in a word at last. Gentlemen, I have been in many companies before this, and  

And by G  d, you shall be in ours! one of the revellers retorted. And Have him in! Fetch him in! roared a dozen voices, amid much laughter. In a twinkling half as many young fellows had leapt from the windows, and surrounded him. Who-whoop! cried one, Who-whoop!

Steady, gentlemen, steady! the Colonel said, a note of sternness in his voice. Ive no objection to joining you, or to a little timely frolic, but  

Join us you will, whether or no! replied one, more drunken or more turbulent than the rest. He made as if he would lay hands on the Colonel, and, to avoid violence, the latter suffered himself to be helped from his saddle. In a twinkling he was urged through the doorway, leaving his reins in Bales hand, whose face, for sheer wrath and vindictiveness, was a picture.

Boisterous cries of Hallo, sobersides! and Cock, cock, cock! greeted the Colonel, as, partly of his own accord and partly urged by unceremonious hands, he crossed the threshold, and shot forward into the room.

The scene presented by the apartment matched the flushed faces and the wandering eyes which the windows had framed. The long table was strewn with flasks and glasses and half-peeled fruit, the floor with empty bottles. A corner of the table had been cleared for a main at hazard; but to make up for this the sideboard was a wilderness of broken meats and piled-up dishes, and an overturned card-table beside one of the windows had strewn the floor with cards. Here, there, everywhere on chairs, on hooks, were cast sword-belts, neckcloths, neglected wigs.

A peaceful citizen of that day had as soon found himself in a bear-pit; and even the Colonels face grew a trifle longer as hands, not too gentle, conducted him towards the end of the table. Gentlemen, gentlemen, he began, I have been in many companies, as I said before, and  

A speech! Old Gravitys speech! roared a middle-aged, bold-eyed man, who had suggested the sally from the windows, and from the first had set the younger spirits an example of recklessness. Hear to him! He filled a glass of wine and waved it perilously near the Colonels nose. Old Gravitys speech! Give it tongue! he cried. The flures your own, and were listening.

Colonel John eyed him with a slight contraction of the features. But the announcement, if ill-meant, availed to procure silence. The more sober had resumed their seats. He raised his head and spoke.

Gentlemen, he said  and it was strange to note the effect of his look as his eyes fell first on one and then on another, fraught with a dignity which insensibly wrought on them. Gentlemen, I have been in many companies, and I have found it true, all the world over, that what a man brings he finds. I have the honour to speak to you as a soldier to soldiers  

English or Irish? asked a tall sallow man  sharply, but in a new tone.

Irish!

Oh, be jabers! from the man with the wineglass.

But the Colonels eye and manner had had their effect, and Let him speak! the sallow man said. And you, Payton, have done with your fooling, will you?

Well, hear to him!

I have been in many camps and many companies, gentlemen, the Colonel resumed, and those of many nations. But wherever I have been I have found that if a man brought courtesy with him, he met with courtesy at the hands of others. And if he brought no offence, he received none. I am a stranger here, for I have been out of my own country for a score of years. On my return you welcome me, he smiled, a little boisterously perhaps, but I am sure, gentlemen, with a good intent. And as I have fared elsewhere I am sure I shall fare at your hands.

Well, sure, from the background, and havent we made you welcome?

Almost too freely, the Colonel replied, smiling good-humouredly. A peaceable man who had not lived as long as I have might have found himself at a loss in face of so strenuous a welcome. Corks, perhaps, are more in place in bottles  

And a dale more in place out of them! from the background.

But if you will permit me to explain my errand, I will say no more of that. My name, gentlemen, is Sullivan, Colonel John Sullivan of Skull, formerly of the Swedish service, and much at your service. I shall be still more obliged if any of you will be kind enough to inform me who is the purchaser  

Payton interrupted him rudely. Oh, d  n! We have had enough of this! he cried. Sink all purchasers, I say! And with a drunken crow he thrust his neighbour against the speaker, causing both to reel. How it happened no one saw  whether Payton himself staggered in the act, or flung the wine wantonly; but somehow the contents of his glass flew over the Colonels face and neckcloth.

Half a dozen men rose from their seats. Shame! an indignant voice cried.

Among those who had risen was the sallow man. Payton, he said sharply, what did you do that for?

Because I chose, if you like! the stout man answered. What is it to you? I am ready to give him satisfaction when he likes, and where he likes, and no heel-taps! And what more can he want? Do you hear, sir? he continued in a bullying tone. Sword or pistols, before breakfast or after dinner, drunk or sober, Jack Paytons your man. D  n me, it shall never be said in my time that the  th suffered a crop-eared Irishman to preach to them in their own mess-room! You can send your friend to me when you please. Hell find me!

The Colonel was wiping the wine from his chin and neckcloth. He had turned strangely pale at the moment of the insult. More than one of those who watched him curiously  and of such were all in the room, Payton excepted  and who noted the slow preciseness of his movements and the care with which he cleansed himself, albeit his hand shook, expected some extraordinary action.

But no one looked for anything so abnormal or so astonishing as the course he took when he spoke. Nothing in his bearing had prepared them for it; nor anything in his conduct which, so far, had been that of a man of the world not too much at a loss even in the unfavourable circumstances in which he was placed  circumstances which would have unnerved many a one.

I do not fight, he said. Your challenge is cheap, sir, as your insult.

Payton stared. He had never been more astonished in his life. Good L  d! he cried. You do not fight? Heaven and earth! and you a soldier!

I do not fight.

After that, man! Not  after   He did not finish the sentence, but laughed with uplifted chin, as at some great joke.

No, Colonel John said between his teeth.

And then no one spoke. A something in Colonel Johns tone and manner, a something in the repression of his voice, sobered the spectators, and turned that which might have seemed an ignominy, a surrender, into a tragedy. And a tragedy in which they all had their share. For the insult had been so wanton, so gross, so brutal, that there was not one of the witnesses who had not felt shame, not one whose sympathy had not been for a moment with the victim, and who did not experience a pang on his account as he stood, mild and passive, before them.

Payton alone was moved only by contempt. Lord above us, man! he cried, finding his voice again. Are you a Quaker? If so, why the devil do you call yourself a soldier?

I am no Quaker, Colonel John answered, but I do not fight duels.

Why?

If I killed you, the Colonel replied, eyeing him steadily, would it dry my neckcloth or clean my face?

No! Payton retorted with a sneer, but it would clean your honour! He had felt the reprehension in the air, he had been conscious for a few seconds that he had not the room with him; but the perception made him only the more arrogant now that he felt his feet again. It would prove, man, that, unlike the beasts that perish, you valued something more than your life!

I do.

What? Payton asked with careless disdain.

Among other things, my duty. Payton laughed brutally. Why, by the powers, you are a preacher! he retorted. Hang your duty, sir, and you for a craven! Give me acts, not words! Its a mans duty to defend his honour, and you talk of your neckcloth! Theres for a new neckcloth! He pulled out a half-crown and flung it, with an insulting gesture, upon the table. Show us your back, and for the future give gentlemen of honour  a wide berth! You are no mate for them!

The act and the words were too strong for the stomachs of the more generous among his hearers. A murmur, an undoubted murmur rose  for if Payton was feared he was not loved; and the sallow-faced man, whose name was Marsh, spoke out. Easy, Payton, he said. The gentleman  

The gentleman, eh?

Did not come here of his own accord, and youve said enough, and done enough! For my part  

I didnt ask for your interference! the other cried insolently.

Well, anyway  

And I dont want it! And I wont have it; do you hear, Marsh? Payton repeated menacingly. You know me, and I know you.

I know that you are a better fencer and a better shot than I am, Marsh replied, shrugging his shoulders, and I daresay than any of us. We are apt to believe it, anyway. But  

I would advise you to let that be enough, Payton sneered.

It was then that the Colonel, who had stood silent during the altercation of which he was the subject, spoke  and in a tone somewhat altered. I am much obliged to you, sir, he said, addressing the sallow-faced man, but I will cause no further trouble. I crave leave to say one word only, which may come home to some among you. We are all, at times, at the mercy of mean persons. Yes, sir, of mean persons, the Colonel repeated, raising his voice and speaking in a tone so determined  he seemed another man  that Payton, in the act of seizing a decanter to hurl at him, hesitated. For any but a mean person, Colonel John continued, drawing himself up to his full height, finding that he had insulted one who could not meet him on even terms  one who could not resent the insult in the manner intended  would have deemed it all one as if he had insulted a one-armed man, or a blind man, and would have set himself right by an apology.

At that word Payton found his voice. Hang your apology! he cried furiously.

By an apology, the Colonel repeated, fixing him with eyes of unmeasured contempt, which would have lowered him no more than an apology to a woman or a child. Not doing so, his act dishonours himself only, and those who sit with him. And one day, unless I mistake not, his own blood, and the blood of others, will rest upon his head.

With that word the speaker turned slowly, walked with an even pace to the door, and opened it, none gainsaying him. On the threshold he paused and looked back. Something, possibly some chord of superstition in his breast which his adversarys last words had touched, held Payton silent: and silent the Colonels raised finger found him.

I believe, Colonel John said, gazing solemnly at him, that we shall meet again. And he went out.

Payton turned to the table, and, with an unsteady hand, filled a glass. He read disapprobation in the eyes about him, but he had shaken the momentary chill from his own spirits, and he stared them down. Sink the old Square-Toes! he cried. He got what he deserved! Wholl throw a main with me?

Thirty guineas against your new mare, if you like?

No, confound you, Payton retorted angrily. Didnt I say she wasnt for sale?


CHAPTER VI

THE MAÎTRE DARMES

Beyond doubt Colonel John had got himself off the scene with a certain amount of dignity. But with all that he had done and suffered in the lands beyond the Baltic and the Vistula, he had not yet become so perfect a philosopher as to be indifferent to the opinion held of him by others. He was, indeed, as he retired, as unhappy as a more ordinary man might have been in the same case. He knew that he was no craven, that he had given his proofs a score of times. But old deeds and a foreign reputation availed nothing here. And it was with a deep sense of vexation and shame that he rode out of the barrack-yard. Why, oh why! had he been so unlucky as to enter it? He was a man, after all, and the laughter of the mess-room, the taunts of the bully, burned his ears.

Nor were his spirits low on his account only. The cruelty of man to man, the abuse of strength by those who had it, and the pains of those who had it not, the crookedness of the world in which the weak go to the wall  thoughts of these things weighed him down. But more, and more to the purpose, he saw that after what had happened, his chances of success in the enterprise which had brought him to town, and which was itself but a means to an end, were lessened. It might not be possible to pursue that enterprise any farther. This was a mortifying thought, and accounted for the melancholy face with which he sought the inn, and supped; now wishing that he had not done this or that, now pondering how he might turn the flank of a misfortune which threatened to shatter all his plans.

For if he was anxious to recover the mare, his anxiety did not rest there. Her recovery was but a step to other things; to that influence at Morristown which would make him potent for good; to that consideration which would enable him to expel foolish councils, and silence that simmering talk of treason which might at any moment boil up into action and ruin a countryside. But he knew that he could only get the mare from those who held her by imposing himself upon them; and to do this after what had happened seemed impossible. The story would be told, must be told: it would be carried far and wide. Such things were never hid; and he had come off so ill, as the world viewed things, he had cut so poor a figure, that after this he could hope for nothing from his personal influence here or at Morristown. Nothing, unless he could see himself right at Tralee.

He brooded long over the matter, and at length  but not until after his meal  he hit on a plan, promising, though distasteful. He called Bale, and made inquiries through that taciturn man; and next morning he sat late at his breakfast. He had learned that the garrison used the inn much, many of the officers calling there for their morning; and the information proved correct. About ten he heard heavy steps in the stone-paved passage, spurs rang out an arrogant challenge, voices called for Patsy and Molly, and demanded this or that. By-and-by two officers, almost lads, sauntered into the room in which he sat, and, finding him there, moved with a wink and a grin to the window. They leant out, and he heard them laugh; he knew that they were discussing him before they turned to the daily fare  the neat ankles of a passing colleen, the glancing eyes of the French milliner over the way, or the dog-fight at the corner. The two remained thus, half eclipsed as far as the Colonel was concerned, until presently the sallow-faced man sauntered idly into the room.

He did not see the Colonel at once, but the latter rose and bowed, and Marsh, a little added colour in his face, returned the salute  with an indifferent grace. It was clear that, though he had behaved better than his fellows on the previous day, he had no desire to push the acquaintance farther.

Colonel John, however, gave him no chance. Still standing, and with a grave, courteous face, May I, as a stranger, he said, trouble you with a question, sir?

The two lady-killers at the window heard the words and nudged one another, with a stifled chuckle at their comrades predicament. Captain Marsh, with one eye on them, assented stiffly.

Is there any one, the Colonel asked, in Tralee  I fear the chance is small  who gives fencing lessons?  or who is qualified to do so?

The Captains look of surprise yielded to one of pitying comprehension. He smiled  he could not help it; while the young men drew in their heads to hear the better.

Yes, he answered, there is.

In the regiment, I presume?

He is attached to it temporarily. If you will inquire at the Armoury for Lemoine, the Maître dArmes, he will oblige you, I have no doubt. But  

If you please? the Colonel said politely, seeing that Marsh hesitated.

If you are not a skilled swordsman, I fear that it is not one lesson, or two, or a dozen, will enable you to meet Captain Payton, if you have such a thing in your mind, sir. He is but little weaker than Lemoine, and Lemoine is a fair match with a small-sword for any man out of London. Brady in Dublin, possibly, and perhaps half a dozen in England are his betters, but   he stopped abruptly, his ear catching a snigger at the window. I need not trouble you with that, he concluded lamely.

Still, the Colonel answered simply, a long reach goes for much, I have heard, and I am tall.

Captain Marsh looked at him in pity, and he might have put his compassion into words, but for the young bloods at the window, who, he knew, would repeat the conversation. He contented himself, therefore, with saying rather curtly, I believe it goes some way. And he turned stiffly to go out.

But the Colonel had a last question to put to him. At what hour, he asked, should I be most likely to find this  Lemoine, at leisure?

Lemoine?

If you please.

Marsh opened his mouth to answer, but found himself anticipated by one of the youngsters. Three in the afternoon is the best time, the lad said bluntly, speaking over his shoulder. He popped out his head again, that his face, swollen by his perception of the jest, might not betray it.

But the Colonel seemed to see nothing. I thank you, he said, bowing courteously.

And re-seating himself, as Marsh went out, he finished his breakfast. The two at the window, after exploding once or twice in an attempt to stifle their laughter, drew in their heads, and, still red in the face, marched solemnly past the Colonel, and out of the room. His seat, now the window was clear, commanded a view of the street, and presently he saw the two young bloods go by in the company of four or five of their like. They were gesticulating, nor was there much doubt, from the laughter with which their tale was received, that they were retailing a joke of signal humour.

That did not surprise the Colonel. But when the door opened a moment later, and Marsh came hastily into the room, and with averted face began to peer about for something, he was surprised.

Where the devils that snuff-box! the sallow-faced man exclaimed. Left it somewhere! Then, looking about him to make sure that the door was closed. See, here sir, he said awkwardly, its no business of mine, but for a man who has served as you say you have, youre a d  d simple fellow. Take my advice and dont go to Lemoines at three, if you go at all.

No? the Colonel echoed.

Cant you see theyll all be there to guy you? Marsh retorted impatiently. He could not help liking the man, and yet the man seemed a fool! The next moment, with a hasty nod, he was gone. He had found the box in his pocket.

Colonel Sullivan smiled, and, after carefully brushing the crumbs from his breeches, rose from the table. A good man, he muttered. Pity he has not more courage. The next moment he came to attention, for slowly past the window moved Captain Payton himself, riding Flavias mare, and talking with one of the young bloods who walked at his stirrup.

The man and the horse! The Colonel began to understand that something more than wantonness had inspired Paytons conduct the previous night. Either he had been privy from the first to the plot to waylay the horse; or he had bought it cheaply knowing how it had been acquired; or  a third alternative  it had been placed in his hands, to the end that his reputation as a fire-eater might protect it. In any event, he had had an interest in nipping inquiry in the bud; and, learning who the Colonel was, had acted on the instant, and with considerable presence of mind.

The Colonel looked thoughtful; and though the day was fine for Ireland  that is, no more than a small rain was falling  he remained within doors until five minutes before three oclock. Bale had employed the interval in brushing the stains of travel from his masters clothes, and combing his horsemans wig with particular care; so that it was a neat and spruce gentleman who at five minutes before three walked through Tralee, and, attending to the directions he had received, approached a particular door, a little within the barrack gate.

Had he glanced up at the windows he would have seen faces at them; moreover, a suspicious ear might have caught, as he paused on the threshold, a scurrying of feet, mingled with stifled laughter. But he did not look up. He did not seem to expect to see more than he found, when he entered  a great bare room with its floor strewn with sawdust and its walls adorned here and there by a gaunt trophy of arms. In the middle of the floor, engaged apparently in weighing one foil against another, was a stout, dark-complexioned man, whose light and nimble step, as he advanced to meet his visitor, gave the lie to his weight.

Certainly there came from a half-opened door at the end of the room a stealthy sound as of rats taking cover. But Colonel John did not look that way. His whole attention was bent upon the Maître dArmes, who bowed low to him. Clicking his heels together, and extending his palms in the French fashion, Good-morning, sare, he said, his southern accent unmistakable. I make you welcome.

The Colonel returned his salute less elaborately. The Maître dArmes Lemoine? he said.

Yes, sare, that is me. At your service!

I am a stranger in Tralee, and I have been recommended to apply to you. You are, I am told, accustomed to give lessons.

With the small-sword? the Frenchman answered, with the same gesture of the open hands. It is my profession.

I am desirous of brushing up my knowledge  such as it is.

A vare good notion, the fencing-master replied, his black beady eyes twinkling. Vare good for me. Vare good also for you. Always ready, is the gentlemans motto; and to make himself ready, his high recreation. But, doubtless, sare, with a faint smile, you are proficient, and I teach you nothing. You come but to sweat a little. An observant person would have noticed that as he said this he raised his voice above his usual tone.

At one time, Colonel John replied with simplicity, I was fairly proficient. Then  this happened! He held out his right hand. You see?

Ah! the Frenchman said in a low tone, and he raised his hands. That is ogly! That is vare ogly! Can you hold with that? he added, inspecting the hand with interest. He was a different man.

So, so, the Colonel answered cheerfully.

Not strongly, eh? It is not possible.

Not very strongly, the Colonel assented. His hand, like Bales, lacked two fingers.

Lemoine muttered something under his breath, and looked at the Colonel with a wrinkled brow. Tut  tut! he said, and how long are you like that, sare?

Seven years.

Pity! pity! Lemoine exclaimed. Again he looked at his visitor with perplexed eyes. After which, Dam! he said suddenly.

The Colonel stared.

It is not right! the Frenchman continued, frowning. I  no! Pardon me, sare, I do not fence with les estropiés. That is downright! That is certain, sare. I do not do it.

If the Colonel had been listening he might have caught the sound of a warning cough, with a stir, and a subdued murmur of voices  all proceeding from the direction of the inner room. But he had his back to the half-opened door and he seemed to be taken up with the fencing-masters change of tone. But if, he objected, I am willing to pay for an hours practice?

Another day, sare. Another day, if you will.

But I shall not be here another day. I have but to-day. By-and-by, he continued with a smile as kindly as it was humorous, I shall begin to think that you are afraid to pit yourself against a manchot!

Oh, la! la! The Frenchman dismissed the idea with a contemptuous gesture.

Do me the favour, then, Colonel John retorted. If you please?

Against one of the walls were three chairs arranged in a row. Before each stood a boot-jack, and beside it a pair of boot-hooks; over it, fixed in the wall, were two or three pegs for the occupants wig, cravat, and cane. The Colonel, without waiting for a further answer, took his seat on one of the chairs, removed his boots, and then his coat, vest, and wig, which he hung on the pegs above him.

And now, he said gaily, as he stood up, the mask!

He did not see the change  for he seemed to have no suspicion  but as he rose, the door of the room behind him became fringed with grinning faces. Payton, the two youths who had leant from the window of the inn and who had carried his words, a couple of older officers, half a dozen subalterns, all were there  and one or two civilians. The more grave could hardly keep the more hilarious in order. The curtain was ready to go up on what they promised themselves would be the most absurd scene. The stranger who fought no duels, yet thought that a lesson or two would make him a match for a dead-hand like Payton  was ever such a promising joke conceived? The good feeling, even the respect which the Colonel had succeeded in awakening for a short time the evening before, were forgotten in the prospect of such a jest.

The Frenchman made no further demur. He had said what he could, and it was not his business to quarrel with his best clients. He took his mask, and proffered a choice of foils to his antagonist, whose figure, freed from the heavy coat and vest of the day, and the overshadowing wig, seemed younger and more supple than the Frenchman had expected. A pity, a pity! the latter said to himself. To have lost, if he ever was professor, the joy of life!

Are you ready? Colonel John asked.

At your service, sare, the Maître dArmes replied  but not with much heartiness. The two advanced each a foot, they touched swords, then saluted with that graceful and courteous engagement which to an ignorant observer is one of the charms of the foil. As they did so, and steel grated on steel, the eavesdroppers in the inner room ventured softly from ambush  like rats issuing forth; soon they were all standing behind the Colonel, the sawdust, and the fencers stamping feet as they lunged or gave back, covering the sound of their movements.

They were on the broad grin when they came out. But it took them less than a minute to discover that the entertainment was not likely to be so extravagantly funny as they had hoped. The Colonel was not, strictly speaking, a tyro; moreover, he had, as he said, a long reach. He was no match indeed for Lemoine, who touched him twice in the first bout and might have touched him thrice had he put forth his strength. But he did nothing absurd. When he dropped his point, therefore, at the end of the rally, and, turning to take breath came face to face with the gallery of onlookers, the best-natured of these felt rather foolish. But Colonel John seemed to find nothing surprising in their presence. He saluted them courteously with his weapon. I am afraid I cannot show you much sport, gentlemen, he said.

One or two muttered something  a good day, or the like. The rest grinned unmeaningly. Payton said nothing, but, folding his arms with a superior air, leant, frowning haughtily, against the wall.

Parbleu, said Lemoine, as they rested. It is a pity. The wrist is excellent, sare. But the pointing finger is not  is not!

I do my best, the Colonel answered, with cheerful resignation. Shall we engage again?

At your pleasure.

The Frenchmans eye no longer twinkled; his gallantry was on its mettle. He was grave and severe, fixing his gaze on the Colonels attack, and remaining blind to the nods and shrugs and smiles of amusement of his patrons in the background. Again he touched the Colonel, and, alas! again; with an ease which, good-natured as he was, he could not mask.

Colonel John, a little breathed, and perhaps a little chagrined also, dropped his point. Some one coughed, and another tittered.

I think he will need another lesson or two, Payton remarked, speaking ostensibly to one of his companions, but loudly enough for all to hear.

The man whom he addressed made an inaudible answer. The Colonel turned towards them.

And  a new hand, Payton added in the same tone.

Even for his henchman the remark was almost too much. But the Colonel, strange to say  perhaps he really was very simple  seemed to find nothing offensive in it. On the contrary, he replied to it.

That was precisely, he said, what I thought when this  he indicated his maimed hand happened to me. And I did my best to procure one.

Did you succeed? Payton retorted in an insolent tone.

To some extent, the Colonel replied, in the most matter-of-fact manner. And he transferred the foil to his left hand.

Give you four to one, Payton rejoined, Lemoine hits you twice before you hit him once.

Colonel John had anticipated some of the things that had happened. But he had not foreseen this. He was quick to see the use to which he might put it, and it was only for an instant that he hesitated. Then Four to one? he repeated.

Five, if you like! Payton sneered.

If you will wager, the Colonel said slowly, if you will wager the grey mare you were riding this morning, sir  

Payton uttered an angry oath. What do you mean? he said.

Against ten guineas, Colonel John continued carelessly, bending the foil against the floor and letting it spring to its length again, I will make that wager.

Payton scowled at him. He was aware of the others interest in the mare, and suspected, at least, that he had come to town to recover her. And caution would have had him refuse the snare. But his toadies were about him, he had long ruled the roast, to retreat went against the grain; while to suppose that the man had the least chance against Lemoine was absurd. Yet he hesitated. What do you know about the mare? he said coarsely.

I have seen her. But of course, if you are afraid to wager her, sir  

Payton answered to the spur. Bah! Afraid? he cried contemptuously. Done, with you!

That is settled, the Colonel replied. I am at your service, he continued, turning to the Maître dArmes. I trust, indicating that he was going to fence with his left hand, that this will not embarrass you?

No! But it is interesting, by G  d, it is vare interesting, the Frenchman replied. I have encountered les gauchers before, and  

He did not finish the sentence, but saluting, he assumed an attitude a little more wary than usual. He bent his knees a trifle lower, and held his left shoulder somewhat more advanced, as compared with his right. The foils felt one another, and Oh, va, va! he muttered. I understand, the droll!

For half a minute or so the faces of the onlookers reflected only a mild surprise, mingled with curiosity. But the fencers had done little more than feel one anothers blades, they had certainly not exchanged more than half a dozen serious passes, before this was changed, before one face grew longer and another more intent. A man who was no fencer, and therefore no judge, spoke. A fierce oath silenced him. Another murmured an exclamation under his breath. A third stooped low with his hands on his hips that he might not lose a lunge or a parry. For Payton, his face became slowly a dull red. At length, Ha! cried one, drawing in his breath. And he was right. The Maître dArmes button, sliding under the Colonels blade, had touched his opponent. At once, Lemoine sprang back out of danger, the two points dropped, the two fencers stood back to take breath.

For a few seconds the Colonels chagrin was plain. He looked, and was, disappointed. Then he conquered the feeling, and he smiled. I fear you are too strong for me, he said.

Not at all, the Frenchman made answer. Not at all! It was fortune, sare. I know not what you were with your right hand, but you are with the left vare strong, of the first force. It is certain.

Payton, an expert, had been among the earliest to discern, with as much astonishment as mortification, the Colonels skill. With a sudden sinking of the heart, he had foreseen the figure he would cut if Lemoine were worsted; he had endured a moment of great fear. But at this success he choked down his apprehensions, and, a sanguine man, he breathed again. One more hit, one more success on Lemoines part, and he had won the wager! But with all he could do he could no longer bear himself carelessly. Pallid and troubled, he watched, biting his lip; and though he longed to say something cutting, he could think of nothing. Nay, if it came to that, he could not trust his voice, and while he still faltered, seeking for a gibe and finding none, the two combatants had crossed their foils again. Their tense features, plain through the masks, as well as their wary movements, made it clear that they played for a victory of which neither was confident.

By this time the rank and file of the spectators had been reinforced by the arrival of Marsh; who, discovering a scene so unexpected, and quickly perceiving that Lemoine was doing his utmost, wondered what Paytons thoughts were. Apart from the wager, it was clear that if Lemoine had not met his match, the Captain had; and in the future would have to mend his manners in respect to one person present. Doubtless many of those in the room, on whose toes Payton had often trodden, had the same idea, and felt secret joy, pleased that the bully of the regiment was like to meet with a reverse and a master.

Whatever their thoughts, a quick rally diverted them, and riveted all eyes on the fencers. For a moment thrust and parry followed one another so rapidly that the untrained gaze could not distinguish them or trace the play. The spectators held their breath, expecting a hit with each second. But the rally died away again, neither of the players had got through the others guard; and now they fell to it more slowly, the Colonel, a little winded, giving ground, and Lemoine pressing him.

Then, no one saw precisely how it happened, whiff-whaff, Lemoines weapon flew from his hand and struck the wall with a whirr and a jangle. The fencing-master wrung his wrist. Sacre! he cried, between his teeth, unable in the moment of surprise to control his chagrin.

The Colonel touched him with his button for forms sake, then stepped rapidly to the wall, picked up the foil by the blade, and courteously returned it to him. Two or three cried Bravo, but faintly, as barely comprehending what had happened. The greater part stood silent in sheer astonishment. For Payton, he remained dumb with mortification and disgust; and if he had the grace to be thankful for anything, he was thankful that for the moment attention was diverted from him.

Lemoine, indeed, the person more immediately concerned, had only eyes for his opponent, whom he regarded with a queer mixture of approval and vexation. You have been at Angelos school in Paris, sare? he said, in the tone of one who stated a fact rather than asked a question.

It is true, the Colonel answered, smiling. You have guessed it.

And learned that trick from him?

I did. It is of little use except to a left-handed man.

Yet in play with one not of the first force it succeeds twice out of three times, Lemoine answered. Twice out of three times, with the right hand. Ma foi! I remember it well! I offered the master twenty guineas, Monsieur, if he would teach it me. But because  he held out his palms pathetically I was right-handed, he would not.

I am fortunate, Colonel John answered, bowing, and regarding his opponent with kind eyes, in being able to requite your good nature. I shall be pleased to teach it you for nothing, but not now. Gentlemen, he continued, giving up his foil to Lemoine, and removing his mask, gentlemen, you will bear me witness, I trust, that I have won the wager?

Some nodded, some murmured an affirmative, others turned towards Payton, who, too deeply chagrined to speak, nodded sullenly. How willingly at that moment would he have laid the Colonel dead at his feet, and Lemoine, and the whole crew, friends and enemies! He gulped something down. Oh, d  n you! he said, I give it you! Take the mare, shes in the stable!

At that a brother officer touched his arm, and, disregarding his gesture of impatience, drew him aside. The intervener seemed to be reminding him of something; and the Colonel, not inattentive, and indeed suspicious, caught the name Asgill twice repeated. But Payton was too angry to care for minor consequences, or to regard anything but how he might most quickly escape from the scene of defeat and the eyes of those who had witnessed his downfall. He shook off his adviser with a rough hand.

What do I care? he answered with an oath. He must shoe his own cattle! Then, with a poor show of hiding his spite under a cloak of insouciance, he addressed the Colonel. The mare is yours, he said. Youve won her. Much good may she do you!

And he turned on his heel and went out of the armoury.


CHAPTER VII

BARGAINING

The melancholy which underlies the Celtic temperament finds something congenial in the shadows that at close of day fall about an old ruin. On fine summer evenings, and sometimes when the south-wester was hurling sheets of rain from hill to hill, and the birch-trees were bending low before its blast, Flavia would seek the round tower that stood on the ledge beside the waterfall. It was as much as half a mile from the house, and the track which scaled the broken ground to its foot was rough. But from the narrow terrace before the wall the eye not only commanded the valley in all its length, but embraced above one shoulder a distant view of Brandon Mountain, and above the other a peep of the Atlantic. Thither, ever since she could remember, she had carried her dreams and her troubles; there, with the lake stretched below her, and the house a mere Noahs ark to the eye, she had cooled her hot brow or dried her tears, dwelt on past glories, or bashfully thought upon the mysterious possibilities of that love, of that joint life, of that rosy-hued future, to which the most innocent of maidens must sometimes turn their minds.

It was perhaps because she often sought the tower at sunset, and he had noted the fact, that Luke Asgills steps bore him thither on an evening three days after the Colonels departure for Tralee. Asgill had remained at Morristown, though the girl had not hidden her distaste for his presence. But to all her remonstrances The McMurrough had replied, with his usual churlishness, that the man was there on business  did she want to recover her mare, or did she not? And she had found nothing more to say. But the most slavish observance on the guests part, and some improvement in her brothers conduct  which she might have rightly attributed to Asgills presence  had not melted her. She, who had scarcely masked her reluctance to receive a Protestant kinsman, was not going to smile on a Protestant of Asgills past and reputation; on a man whose father had stood hat in hand before her grandfather, and whose wealth had been wrung from the sweat of his fellow peasants.

Be that as it might, Asgill did not find her at the tower. But he was patient; he thought that she might still come, and he waited, sitting low, with his back against the ruined wall, that she might not see him until it was too late for her to retreat. By-and-by he heard footsteps mounting the path; his face reddened, and he made as if he would rise. Remembering himself, however, he sat down again, with such a look in his eyes as comes into a dogs when it expects to be beaten. But the face that rose above the brow was not Flavias, but her brothers. And Asgill swore.

The McMurrough understood, grinned, and threw himself on the ground beside him. Youll be wishing me in the devils bowl, Im thinking, he said. Yet, faith, Im not so sure  if youre not a fool. For its certain I am, youll never touch so much as the sole of her foot without me.

Im not denying it, the other answered sulkily.

So its mighty little use your wishing me away! The McMurrough continued, stretching himself at his ease. You cant get her without me; nor at all, at all, but on my terms! It would be a fine thing for you, no doubt, if you could sneak round her behind my back! Dont I know youd be all for old Sir Michaels will then, and I might die in a gutter, for you! But an egg, and an eggs fair sharing.

Have I said it was any other? Asgill asked gloomily.

The old place is mine, and Im minded to keep it.

And if any other marries her, Asgill said quietly, he will want her rights.

Well, and do you think, the younger man answered in his ugliest manner, that if it werent for that small fact, Mister Asgill  

And the small fact, Asgill struck in, that before your grandfather died I lent you a clear five hundred, and Im to take that, thats my own already, in quittance of all!

Well, and wasnt it that same Im saying? The McMurrough retorted. If it werent for that, and the bargain weve struck, dyou think that Id be letting my sister and a McMurrough look at the likes of you? No, not in as many Midsummer Days as are between this and world without end!

The look Asgill shot at him would have made a wiser man tremble. But The McMurrough knew the strength of his position.

And if I were to tell her? Asgill said slowly.

What?

That weve made a bargain about her.

Its the last strand of hope youd be breaking, my man, the younger man answered briskly. For youd lose my help, and shed not believe you  though every priest in Douai backed your word!

Asgill knew that that was true, and though his face grew dark he changed his tone. Enough said, he replied pacifically. Wherell we be if we quarrel? You want the old place that is yours by right. And I want  your sister. He swallowed something as he named her; even his tone was different. Tis one and one. Thats all.

And youre the one who wants the most, James replied cunningly. Asgill, my man, youd give your soul for her, Im thinking.

I would.

You would, I believe. By G  d, he continued, with a leer, youre that fond of her Ill have to look to her! Hang me, my friend, if I let her be alone with you after this. Safe bind, safe find. Women and fruit are easily bruised.

Asgill rose slowly to his feet. You scoundrel! he said in a low tone. And it was only when The McMurrough, surprised by his movement, turned to him, that the young man saw that his face was black with passion  saw, indeed, a face so menacing, that he also sprang to his feet. You scoundrel! Asgill repeated, choking on the words. If you say a thing like that again  if you say it again, do you hear?  Ill do you a mischief. Do you hear? Do you hear?

What in the saints names is the matter with you? The McMurrough faltered.

Youre not fit to breathe the air she breathes! Asgill continued, with the same ferocity. Nor am I! But I know it, thank God! And you dont! Why, man, he continued, still fighting with the passion that possessed him, I wouldnt dare to touch the hem of her gown without her leave! I wouldnt dare to look in her face if she bade me not! Shes as safe with me as if she were an angel in heaven! And you say  you; but you dont understand!

Faith and I dont, The McMurrough answered, his tone much lowered. Thats true for you! When it came to a collision of wills the other was his master.

No, Asgill repeated. But dont you talk like that again, or harm will come of it. I may be what you say  I may be! But I wouldnt lay a finger on your sister against her will  no, not to be in Paradise!

I thought you didnt believe in Paradise, the younger man muttered sulkily, striving to cover the check he had received.

Theres a Paradise I do believe in, Asgill answered. But never mind that. He sat down again.

Strange to relate, he meant what he said. Many changes corrupt loyalty, and of evil times evil men are the natural fruit. In nearly all respects Asgill was as unscrupulous a man as the time in which he lived and the class from which he sprang could show. Following in the steps of a griping, miserly sire, he had risen to his present station by oppression and chicanery; by crushing the weak and cajoling the strong. And he was prepared to maintain his ground by means as vile and a hand as hard. But he loved; and  strange anomaly, bizarre exception, call it what you will  somewhere in the depths of his earthly nature a spark of good survived, and fired him with so pure an ardour that at the least hint of disrespect to his mistress, at a thought of injury to her, the whole man rose in arms. It was a strange, yet a common inconsistency; an inconstancy to evil odd enough to set The McMurrough marvelling, while common enough to commend itself to a thinking mind.

Enough of that! Asgill repeated after a moments pause. While he did not fear, it did not suit him to break with his companion. And, indeed, it was not of your sister I was thinking when I said whered we be if we quarrelled. For its not Ill be the cuckoo to push you out, McMurrough, lad. But a man there is will play the old grey bird yet, if you let him be. And him with the power and all.

Dyou mean John Sullivan?

I mean that same, my jewel.

The young man laughed derisively. He had resumed his seat by the others side. Pho! he said, youll be jesting. For the power, its but a name. If he were to use, were it but the thin end of it, it would run into his hand! The boys would rise upon him, and Flavvyd be the worst of them. Its in the deep bog hed be, before he knew where he was, and neverd he come out, Luke Asgill! Sure, Im not afraid of him!

Youve need to be! Asgill said soberly.

Pho! It takes more than him to frighten me! Why, man, hes a soft thing, if ever there was one! Hell not say boh! to a goose with a pistol in its hand!

And that might be, if you werent such a fool as ye are, McMurrough! Asgill answered. No, but hear me out, lad! he continued earnestly. I say he might not harm you, if you had not the folly we both know of in your mind. But I tell you freely Ill be no bonnet to it while he stands by. Tis too dangerous. Not that I believe you are much in earnest, my lad, whatever others may think  whats your rightful king to you, or you to him, that you should risk aught? But whether you go into it out of pure devilment, or just to keep right with your sister  

Which is why you stand bonnet for it, McMurrough struck in, with a grin.

Thats possible. But I do that, my lad, because I hope naught may come of it, but just a drinking of healths and the like. So, why should I play the informer and get myself misliked? But you  you may find yourself deeper in it than you think, and quicker than you think, while all the time, if the truth were told  with a shrewd look at the other I believe youve little more heart for it than myself.

The young man swore a great oath that he was in it body and soul, swore it by the bones of his ten toes. But he laughed before the words were out of his mouth. And I dont believe you, Asgill said coolly. You know, and I know, what you were ready to do when the old man was alive, and if it had paid you properly. And youd do the same now, if it paid you now. So what are the wrongs of the old faith to you that you should risk all for them? Or the rights of the old Irish, for the matter of that? But this being so, and you but half-hearted, I tell you, it is too dangerous a game to play for groats. And while John Sullivans here, that makes it more dangerous, Ill not play bonnet!

Whatll he know of it, at all, at all? James McMurrough asked contemptuously. And he took up a stone and flung it over the edge.

With a Spanish ship off the coast, Asgill answered, and you know who likely to land, and a preaching, may be, next Sunday, and pike-drill at the Carraghalin to follow  man, in three days you may have smoking roof-trees, and twill be too late to cry Hold! Stop, I say, stop while you can, and before youve all Kerry in a flame!

James McMurrough turned with a start. His face  but the light was beginning to fail  seemed a shade paler. How did you know there was pike-drill? he cried sharply. I didnt tell you.

Hundreds know it.

But you! McMurrough retorted. It was plain that he was disagreeably surprised.

Did you think I meant nothing when I said I played bonnet to it?

You know a heap too much, Luke Asgill!

And could make a good market of it? Asgill answered coolly. Thats what youre thinking, is it? And its Heavens truth I could  if youd not a sister.

And a care for your own skin.

Faith, Asgill answered with humorous frankness, and Im plain with you, that stands for something in it. For its a weary way west of Athlone we are!

And the bogs are deep, McMurrough said, with a sidelong look.

Maybe, Asgill replied, shrugging his shoulders. But that Ive not that in my mind  Im giving you proof, James McMurrough. Isnt it I am praying you to draw out of it in time, for all our sakes? If you mean nothing but to keep sweet with your sister, youre playing with fire, and so am I! And wed best see its not carried too far, as its like to be before we know it. But if you are fool enough to be in earnest, which Ill never believe, dyou think to overturn the Protestant Succession with a few foreigners and a hundred of White-boys that wouldnt stand before the garrison of Tralee? Youve neither money nor men nor powder. Half a dozen broken captains who must starve if theres no fighting afoot, as many more whove put their souls in the priests hands and see with their eyes  these and a few score boys without a coat to their backs or breeches to their nakedness  dyou think to oust old Malbrouk with these?

Hes dead!

Hes not, my jewel; and if he be hes left more of his kidney. No; if you must be a fool, be a fool with your eyes open! I tell you old Ireland had her lesson thirty years back, and if you were Sarsfield himself, and called on em to rise against the Saxon to-day, youd not find as many follow you as would take a sessions town!

You know a heap of things, Asgill, James McMurrough answered disdainfully. But he looked his discomfiture.

I do. And more by token, I know this! Asgill retorted. He had risen to depart, and the two stood with their faces close together. This! he repeated, clapping one hand on the other. If youre a fool, Im a bigger! By Heaven, I am! Or what would I be doing? Why, Id be pressing you into this, by the Lord, I would, in place of holding you back! And then when the trouble came, as come it would, and youd to quit, my lad, and no choice but to make work for the hangman or beg a crust over seas, and your sister d no more left than she stood up in, and small choice either, its then shed be glad to take Luke Asgill, as shell barely look at now! Ay, my lad, Id win her then, if it were but as the price of saving your neck! Theres naught shed not do for you, and Id ask but herself.

James McMurrough stared at him, confounded. For Asgill spoke with a bitterness as well as a vehemence that betrayed how little he cared for the man he addressed  whether he swung or lived, begged or famished. His tone, his manner, his black look, all made it plain that the scheme he outlined was no sudden thought, but a plan long conceived, often studied, and put aside with reluctance. For the listener it was as if, the steam clearing away, hed a glimpse of the burning pit of a volcano, on the shelving side of which he stood. He shuddered, and his countenance changed. A creature of small vanities and small vices, utterly worthless, selfish, and cruel, but as weak as water, he quailed before this glimpse of elemental passion, before this view of a soul darker than his own. And it was with a poor affectation of defiance that he made his answer.

And what for, if its as easy as you say, dont you do it? he stammered.

Asgill groaned. Because  but there, you wouldnt understand  you wouldnt understand! Still, if you must be knowing, theres ways of winning would be worse than losing!

The McMurroughs confidence began to return. Youre grown scrupulous, he sneered, half in jest, half in earnest.

Asgills answer flung him down again. You may thank your God I am! he replied, with a look that scorched the other.

Well  well, McMurrough made an effort to mutter  he was thoroughly disconcerted at any rate, Im obliged to you for your warning.

You will be obliged to me, Asgill replied, resuming his ordinary manner, if you take my warning, as to the big matter; and also as to your kinsman, John Sullivan. For, I tell you, Im afraid of him.

Of him? James cried.

Ay, of him. Have a care, have a care, man, or hell out-general you. See if he doesnt poison your sister against you! See if he does not make this hearth too hot for you! As long as hes in the house theres danger. I know the sort, Asgill continued shrewdly, and little by little, youll see, hell get possession of her  and its weak is your position as it is, my lad.

Pho!

Tis not pho! And in a week youll know it, and be as glad to see his back as I should be to-day!

What, a man who has not the spirit to go out with a gentleman!

A man you mean, Asgill retorted, showing his greater shrewdness, who has the spirit to say that he wont go out!

Sure, and Ive not much opinion of a man of that kind, McMurrough exclaimed.

I have. Hell stand, or Im mistaken, for more thanll spoil your sport  and mine, Asgill replied. Id not have played the trick about your sisters mare, good trick as it was, if Id known hed be here. It seemed the height of invention when you hit upon it, and no better way of commending myself. But I misdoubt it now. Suppose this Colonel brings her back?

But Paytons staunch.

Ah, I hold Payton, sure enough, Asgill answered, in the hollow of my hand, James McMurrough. But theres accident, and theres what not, and if in place of my restoring the mare to your sister, John Sullivan restored her  faith, my lad, Id be laughing on the other side of my face. And if he told what Ill be bound he knows of you, it would not suit you either!

It would not, The McMurrough replied, with an ugly look which the gloaming failed to mask. It would not. But theres small chance of that.

Things happen, Asgill answered in a sombre tone. Faith, my lad, the mans a danger. Dyou consider, he continued, his voice low, that hes owner of all  in law; and if he said the word, devil a penny thered be for you! And no marriage for your sister but with his good will. And if Morristown stood as far east of Tralee as it stands west  glory be to God for it!  Im thinking hed say that word, and thered be no penny for you, and no marriage for her, but youd both be hat in hand to him!

McMurroughs face showed a shade paler through the dusk.

What would you have me do? he muttered.

Quit this fooling, this plan of a rising, and give him no handle. That, any way.

But that wont rid us of him? McMurrough said, in a low voice.

True for you. And Ill be thinking about that same. If it is to be done, its best done soon  Im with you there. Hes no footing yet, and if he vanished twould be no more than if hed never come. See the light below? There! Its gone. Well, that way hed go, and little more talk, if twere well plotted.

But how? The McMurrough asked nervously.

I will consider, Asgill answered.


CHAPTER VIII

AN AFTER-DINNER GAME

Easiness, the failing of the old-world Irishman, had been Uncle Ulicks bane through life. It was easiness which had induced him to condone a baseness in his nephew which he would have been the first to condemn in a stranger. And again it was easiness which had beguiled him into standing idle while the brothers influence was creeping like strangling ivy over the girls generous nature; while her best instincts were being withered by ridicule, her generosity abused by meanness, and her sense of right blunted by such acts of lawlessness as the seizure of the smuggling vessel. He feared, if he did not know, that things were going ill. He saw the blighting shadow of Asgill begin to darken the scene. He believed that The McMurrough, unable to raise money on the estate  since he had no title  was passing under Asgills control. And still he had not raised his voice.

But, above all, it was easiness which had induced Uncle Ulick to countenance in Flavia those romantic notions, now fast developing into full-blown plans, which he, who had seen the world in his youth, should have blasted; which he, who could recall the humiliation of Boyne Water and the horrors of 90, he, who knew somewhat, if only a little, of the strength of England and the weakness of Ireland, should have been the first to nip in the bud.

He had not nipped them. Instead, he had allowed the reckless patriotism of the young OBeirnes, the predatory instincts of OSullivan Og, the simulated enthusiasm  for simulated he knew it to be  of the young McMurrough to guide the politics of the house and to bring it to the verge of a crisis. The younger generation and their kin, the Sullivans, the Mahoneys, the OBeirnes, bred in this remote corner, leading a wild and almost barbarous life, deriving such sparks of culture as reached them from foreign sources and through channels wilder than their life, were no judges of their own weakness or of the power opposed to them. But he was. He knew, and had known, that it became him, as the Nestor of the party, to point out the folly of their plans. Instead, he had bowed to the prevailing feeling. For  be it his excuse  he, too, was Irish! He, too, felt his heart too large for his bosom when he dwelt on his countrys wrongs. On him, too, though he knew that successful rebellion was out of the question, Flavias generous indignation, her youth, her enthusiasm, wrought powerfully. And at times, in moments of irritation, he, too, saw red, and dreamed of a last struggle for freedom.

At this point, at a moment when the crisis, grown visible, could no longer be masked, had arrived John Sullivan, a man of experience. His very aspect sobered Uncle Ulicks mind. The latter saw that only a blacker and more hopeless night could follow the day of vengeance of which he dreamt; and he sat this evening  while Asgill talked on the hill with The McMurrough  he sat this evening by the light of the peat-fire, and was sore troubled. Was it, or was it not, too late? He occupied the great chair in which Sir Michael had so often conned his Scudery of winter evenings; but though he filled the chair, he knew that he had neither the will nor the mastery of its old owner. If it had not passed already, the thing might easily pass beyond his staying. Meanwhile, Flavia sat on a stool on the farther side of the blaze  until supper was on the board they used no other light  brooding bitterly over the loss of her mare; and he knew that that incident would not make things more easy. For here was tyranny brought to an every-day level; oppression that pricked to the quick! The Saxons, who had risen for a mere poundage against their anointed king, did not scruple to make slaves, ay, real slaves, of a sister and a more ancient people! But the cup was full and running over, and they should rue it! A short day and they would find opposed to them the wrath, the fury, the despair of a united people and an ancient faith. Something like this Flavia had been saying to him.

Then silence had fallen. And now he made answer.

Im low at heart about it, none the less, he said. War, my girl, is a very dreadful thing. He had in his mind the words Colonel John had used to him on that subject.

And what is slavery? she replied. There were red spots in her cheeks, and her eyes shone.

But if the yoke be made heavier, my jewel, and not lighter?

Then let us die! she answered. Let there be an end! For it is time. But let us die free! As it is, do we not blush to own that we are Irish? Is not our race the handmaid among nations? Then let us die! What have we to live for? Our souls they will not leave us, our bodies they enslave, they take our goods! What is left, Uncle Ulick? she continued passionately.

Just to endure, he said sadly, till better times. Or what if we make things worse? Believe me, Flavvy, the last rising  

Rising! she cried. Rising! Why do you call it that? It was no rising! It was the English who rose, and we who remained faithful to our king. It was they who betrayed, and we who paid the penalty for treason! Rising!

Call it what you like, my dear, he answered patiently, tis not forgotten.

Nor forgiven! she cried fiercely.

True! But the spirit is broken in us. If it were not, we should have risen three years back, when the Scotch rose. There was a chance then. But for us by ourselves there is no chance and no hope. And in this little corner what do we know or hear? God forgive us, tis only what comes from France and Spain by the free-traders that well be hearing.

Uncle Ulick! she answered, looking fixedly at him, I know where you get that from! I know who has been talking to you, and who  her voice trembled with anger has upset the house! Its meet that one who has left the faith of his fathers, and turned his back on his country in her trouble  it is well that he should try to make others act as he has acted, and be false as he has been false! Caring for nothing himself, cold, and heartless  

He was about to interrupt her, but on the word the door opened and her brother and Asgill entered, shaking the moisture from their coats. It had begun to rain as they returned along the edge of the lake. She dashed the tears from her eyes and was silent.

Sure, and youve got a fine colour, my girl, The McMurrough said. Any news of the mare? he continued, as he took the middle of the hearth and spread his skirts to the blaze, Asgill remaining in the background. Then, as she shook her head despondently  the presence of Asgill had driven her into herself Bet you a hundred crowns to one, Asgill, he said, with a grin, cousin Sullivan dont recover her!

I couldnt afford to take it, Asgill answered, smiling. But if Miss Flavia had chosen me for her ambassador in place of him thats gone  

She might have had a better, and couldnt have had a worse! James said, with a loud laugh. Its supper-time, he continued, after he had turned to the fire, and kicked the turfs together, and late, too! Wheres Darby? Theres never anything but waiting in this house. I suppose you are not waiting for the mare? If you are, its empty insides well all be having for a week of weeks.

Im much afraid of that, Uncle Ulick answered, as the girl rose. Uncle Ulick could never do anything but fall in with the prevailing humour.

Flavia paused half-way across the floor and listened. Whats that? she asked, raising her hand for silence. Didnt you hear something? I thought I heard a horse.

You didnt hear a mare, her brother retorted, grinning. In the meantime, miss, Id be having you know were hungry. And  

He stopped, startled by a knock on the door. The girl hesitated, then she stepped to it, and threw it wide. Confronting her across the threshold, looking ghostly against the dark background of the night, a grey horse threw up its head and, dazzled by the light, started back a pace  then blithered gently. In a twinkling, before the men had grasped the truth, Flavia had sprung across the threshold, her arms were round her favourites neck, she was covering its soft muzzle with kisses.

The saints defend us! Uncle Ulick cried. It is the mare!

In his surprise The McMurrough forgot himself, his rôle, the company. D  n! he said. Fortunately Uncle Ulick was engrossed in the scene at the door, and the girl was outside. Neither heard.

Asgills mortification, as may be believed, was a hundred times deeper. But his quicker brain had taken in the thing and its consequences on the instant. And he stood silent.

Shes found her way back! The McMurrough exclaimed, recovering himself.

Ay, lad, that must be it, Uncle Ulick replied. Shes got loose and found her way back to her stable, heaven be her bed! And them that took her are worse by the loss of five pounds!

Broken necks to them! The McMurrough cried viciously.

But at that moment the door, which led to the back of the house and the offices, opened, and Colonel John stepped in, a smile on his face. He laid his damp cloak on a bench, hung up his hat and whip, and nodded to Ulick.

The Lord save us! is it youve brought her back? the big man exclaimed.

The Colonel nodded. I thought  he looked towards the open door it would please her to find the creature so!

The McMurrough stood speechless with mortification. It was Asgill who stepped forward and spoke. I give you joy, Colonel Sullivan, he said. It is small chance I thought you had.

I can believe you, the Colonel answered quietly. If he did not know much he suspected a good deal.

Before more could be said Flavia McMurrough turned herself about and came in and saw Colonel Sullivan. Her face flamed hotly, as the words which she had just used about him recurred to her; she could almost have wished the mare away again, if the obligation went with her. To owe the mare to him! Yes, she would have preferred to lose the mare!

But the thing was done, and she found words at last; but cold words. I am very much obliged to you, she said, if it was really you who brought her back.

It was I who brought her back, he answered quietly, hurt by her words and manner, but hiding the hurt. You need not thank me, however; I did it very willingly.

She felt the meanness of her attitude, and I do thank you! she said, straining at warmth, but with poor success. I am very grateful to you, Colonel Sullivan, for the service you have done me.

And wish another had done it! he answered, with the faintest tinge of reproach in his voice. It was a slip from his usual platform, but he could not deny himself.

No! But that you would serve another as effectively, she responded.

He did not see her drift. And What other? he asked.

Your country, she replied. And, turning to the door again, she went out into the night, to see that the mare was safely disposed.

The four men looked at one another, and Uncle Ulick shrugged his shoulders, as much as to say, We all know what women are! Then feeling a storm in the air, he spoke for the sake of speaking. Well, James, he said, shes got her mare, and youve lost your wager. Its good-bye to the brandy, anyway. And, faith, itll be good news for the little French captain. For you, John Sullivan, I give you joy. Youll amend us all at this rate, and make Kerry as peaceable as the Four Courts out of term time! Sure, and I begin to think youre one of the Little People! As he spoke he slapped Colonel John on the shoulders.

About the brandy, The McMurrough said curtly. Things are by way of being changed, Id have you know. And Im not going to forgo a good ship  

No, no, a bets a bet, Uncle Ulick interposed hurriedly. Mr. Asgill was here, and  

Im with you, Asgill said. Colonel Sullivans won the right to have his way, and its better so too, and safer. Faith and Im glad, he continued cordially, for there might have been trouble, and now therell be none!

Well, its not Ill tell OSullivan Og, James McMurrough retorted. Its little hell like to give up the stuff, and, in my opinion, he added sullenly, theres more than us will have a word to say to it before its given up. But you can judge of that for yourselves.

Mr. Crosby, of Castlemaine  

Oh, d  n! Its little hell count in a week from this!

Still, Ive no doubt Colonel Sullivan will arrange it, Asgill answered smoothly. It was evident that he thought The McMurrough was saying too much. Sure hes managed a harder thing.

There was a gleam in his eye and a something sinister in the tone as he said it; but the words were hearty, and Colonel John made no demur. And Darby, entering at that moment with a pair of lights in tall candlesticks  which were silver, but might have been copper  caused a welcome interruption. A couple of footboys, with slipshod feet and bare ankles, bore in the meats after him and slapped them down on the table; at the same moment the OBeirnes and two or three more of the family entered from the back. Their coming lightened the air. They had to hear the news, and pass their opinion upon it. Questions were asked: Whered the Colonel light on the cratur, and howd he persuaded the Protestant rogues  ah, be jabbers, begging his honours pardon entirely!  howd he persuaded the rogues to give her up? Colonel John refused to say, but laughingly. The OBeirnes and the others were in a good humour, pleased that the young mistress had recovered her favourite, and inclined to look more leniently on the Colonel. Faith, and its clear that youre a Sullivan! quoth one. Theres none like them to put the comether on man and beast!

This was not much to the taste of The McMurrough or of Asgill, who, inwardly raging, saw the interloper founding a reputation on the ruse which they had devised for another end. It was abruptly and with an ill grace that the master of the house cut short the scene and bade all sit down if they wanted their meat.

What are we waiting for? he continued querulously. Wheres the girl? Stop your jabbering, Martin! And Phelim  

Sure, I believe the mares got from her, Uncle Ulick cried. I heard a horse, no farther back than this moment.

Im wishing all horses in Purgatory, The McMurrough replied angrily. And fools too! Wheres the wench gone? Anyway, Im beginning. You can bide her time if you like!

And begin he did. The others, after looking expectantly at the door  for none dared treat Flavia as her brother treated her  and after Asgill had said something about waiting for her, fell to also, one by one. Presently the younger of the slipshod footboys let fall a dish  fortunately the whole service was of pewter, so no harm was done  and was cursed for awkwardness. Where was Darby? He also had vanished.

The claret began to go round in the old Spanish silver jug  for no house in the west lacked Bordeaux in those days; it was called in London coffee-houses Irish wine. Still, neither Flavia nor the butler returned, and many were the glances cast at the door. By-and-by the Colonel  who felt that a cloud hung over the board, as over his own spirits  saw, or fancied that he saw, an odd thing. The door  that which led to the back of the house  opened, as if the draught moved it; it remained open a space, then in a silent, ghostly fashion it fell-to again. The Colonel laid down his knife, and Uncle Ulick, whose eyes had followed his, crossed himself. Thats not lucky, the big man said, his face troubled. The saints send its not the white horse of the ODonoghues has whisked her off!

Dont be for saying such unchancy things, Mr. Sullivan! Phelim answered, with a shiver. And he, too, crossed himself. What was it, at all, at all?

The door opened without a hand, Uncle Ulick explained. Im fearing theres something amiss.

Not with this salmon, James McMurrough struck in contemptuously. Eat your supper and leave those tales to the women!

Uncle Ulick made no reply, and a moment later Darby entered, slid round the table to Uncle Ulicks side, and touched his shoulder. Whether he whispered a word or not Colonel John did not observe, but forthwith the big man rose and went out.

This time it was James McMurrough who laid down his knife. What in the name of the Evil One is it? he cried, in a temper. Cant a man eat his meat in peace, but all the world must be tramping the floor?

Oh, whisht! whisht! Darby muttered, in a peculiar tone.

James leapt up. He was too angry to take a hint. You old fool! he cried, heedless of Asgills hand, which was plucking at his skirts. What is it? What do you mean with your whishts and your nods? What  

But the old butler had turned his back on his master, and gone out in a panic. Fortunately at this moment Flavia showed at the door. The faults mine, James, she said, in a clear, loud tone. And the Colonel saw that her colour was high and her eyes were dancing. I couldnt bear to leave her at once, the darling! That was it; and besides, I took a fear  

The pasterns right enough, Uncle Ulick struck in, entering behind her and closing the door with the air of a big man who does not mean to be trifled with. Sound as your own light foot, my jewel, and sounder than Jamess head! Be easy, be easy, lad, he continued, with a trifle of sternness. Sure, youre spoiling other mens meat, and forgetting the Colonels present, not to speak of Mr. Asgill, that, being a Justice, is not used to our Kerry tantrums!

Possibly this last was a hint, cunningly veiled. At any rate, The McMurrough took his seat again with a better grace than usual, and Asgill made haste to take up the talk. The Colonel reflected; nor did he find it the least odd thing that Flavia, who had been so full of distress at the loss of her mare, said little of the rescuers adventures, nor much of the mare herself. Yet the girls eyes sparkled, and her whole aspect was changed in the last hour. She seemed, as far as he could judge, to be in a state of the utmost excitement; she had shaken off the timidity which her brothers temper too often imposed on her, and with it her reticence and her shyness before strangers. All the Irish humour in her fluttered to the surface, and her tongue ran with an incredible gaiety. Uncle Ulick, the OBeirnes, the buckeens, laughed frank admiration  sometimes at remarks which the Colonel could not understand, sometimes at more obvious witticisms. Asgill was her slave. Darby, with the familiarity of the old servant, chuckled openly and rubbed his hands at her sallies; the footboys guffawed in corners, and more than one dish rolled on the floor without drawing down a rebuke. Even her brother regarded her with unwilling amusement, and did not always refrain from applause.

Could all this, could the change in her spring from the recovery of the mare, of which she said scarce a word? Colonel John could hardly believe it; and, indeed, if such were the case, she was ungrateful. For, for the recoverer of her favourite she had no words, and scarce a look. Rather, it seemed to him that there must be two Flavias: the one shy, modest, and, where her country was not assailed, of a reserve beyond reproach; the other Flavia, a shoot of the old tree, a hoyden, a castback to Sir Michaels wild youth and the gay days of the Restoration Court.

He listened to her drollery, her ringing laugh, her arch sayings with some blame, but more admiration. After all, what had he a right to expect in this remote corner of the land, cut off by twenty leagues of bog and mountain from modern refinement, culture, thought, in this old tribal house, the last refuge of a proscribed faith and a hated race? Surely, no more than he found  nay, not a tithe of that he found. For, listening with a kindlier heart  even he, hurt by her neglect, had judged her for a while too harshly  he discerned that at her wildest and loudest, in the act of bandying cryptic jests with the buckeens, and uttering much that was thoughtless  Flavia did not suffer one light or unmaidenly word to pass her lips.

He gave her credit for that; and in the act he learned, with a reflection on his stupidity, that there was method in her madness; ay, and meaning  but he had not hitherto held the key to it  in her jests. On a sudden  he saw now that this was the climax to which she had been leading up  she sprang to her feet, carried away by her excitement. Erect, defiant  nay, triumphant  she flung her handkerchief into the middle of the table, strewn as it was with a medley of glasses and flasks and disordered dishes.

Who loves me, follows me! she cried, a queer exultation in her tone across the water!

They pounced on the kerchief, like dogs let loose from the leash  every man but the astonished Colonel. For an instant the place was a pandemonium, a Babel. In a twinkling the kerchief was torn, amid cries of the wildest enthusiasm, into as many fragments as there were men round the table.

All!  all! she cried, still standing erect, and hounding them on with the magic of her voice, while her beautiful face blazed with excitement. All  but you?  with which, for the briefest space, she turned to Colonel John. Her eyes met his. They asked him a defiant question: they challenged the answer.

I do not understand, he replied, taken by surprise. But indeed he did understand only too well. Is it a game?

The men were pinning the white shreds on their coats above their hearts  even her brother, obedient for once. But at that word they turned as one man to him, turned flushed, frowning faces and passionate eyes on him. But Flavia was before them; excitement had carried her farther than she had meant to go, yet prudence had not quite left her. Yes, a game! she cried, laughing, a note too high. Dont you know the Ladys Kerchief?

No, he said soberly; he was even a little out of countenance.

Then no more of it, Uncle Ulick cried, interposing, with a ring of authority in his voice. For my part, Im for bed. Bed! Were all children, bedad, and as fond of a frolic! And Im thinking Im the worst. The lights, Darby, the lights, and pleasant dreams to you! After all  

The spoke that is to-day on top,

To-morrows on the ground.

Sure, and Ill swear thats true!

And no treason! The McMurrough answered him, with a grin. Eh, Asgill?

And so between them they removed Colonel Johns last doubt  if he had one.


CHAPTER IX

EARLY RISERS

Colonel Sullivan had returned from Tralee in high spirits. He had succeeded beyond his hopes in the task he had set himself to perform, and he counted with confidence on gaining by that means a sound footing and a firm influence in the house. But as he sat in his room that evening, staring at the rushlight, with the night silent about him, he feared, nay, he almost knew, that his success came too late. Something had happened behind his back, some crisis, some event; and that which he had done was as if it were undone, and that which he had gained availed nothing.

It was plain  whatever was obscure  that the play of the Ladys Kerchief was a cover for matter more serious. Those who had taken part in it had scarcely deigned to pretend. Colonel John had been duller than the dullest if he had not seen in the white shreds for which the men had scrambled, and which they had affixed with passion to their coats, the white Cockade of the Pretender; or found in Uncle Ulicks couplet  uttered while in a careless fashion he affected disguise,

The spoke that is to-day on top,

To-morrows on the ground,

one of those catchwords which suited the taste of the day, and served at once for a passport and a sentiment.

But Colonel John knew that many a word was said over the claret which meant less than nothing next morning; and that many a fair hand passed the wine across the water-bowl  the very movement did honour to a shapely arm  without its owner having the least intention of endangering those she loved for the sake of the King across the Water. He knew that a fallen cause has ever two sets of devotees  those who talk and those who act: the many, in other words, who sing the songs and drink the toasts, and delight in the badges of treason  in the sucked orange, the sprig of oak, the knot of white ribbon, the fir-planting; and the few who mean more than they say, who mean, and sternly, to be presently the Spoke on Top.

Consequently he knew that he might be wrong in dotting the is and crossing the ts of the scene which he had witnessed. Such a scene might mean no more than a burst of high spirits: in nine cases out of ten it would not be followed by action, nor import more than that singing of Twas a for our rightful King! which had startled him on his arrival. In that house, in the wilds of Kerry, sheer loyalty could not be expected. The wrongs of the nation were too recent, the high seas were too near, the wild geese came and went too freely  wild geese of another feather than his. Such outbursts as he had witnessed were no more than the safety-valves of outraged pride. The ease with which England had put down the Scotch rising a few years before  to say nothing of the fate of those who had taken part in it  must deter all reasonable men, whatever their race or creed, from entering on an undertaking beyond doubt more hopeless.

For Ireland was not as Scotland. Scarcely a generation had passed since she had felt the full weight of the conquerors hand; and if she possessed, in place of the Highland mountains, vast stretches of uncharted bog and lake, to say nothing of a thousand obscure inlets, she had neither the unbroken clan-feeling nor the unbroken national spirit of the sister country. Scotland was still homogeneous, she still counted for a kingdom, her soil was still owned by her own lords and worked by her own peasants. She had suffered no massacre of Drogheda or of Wexford; no Boyne, no Aghrim, no vast and repeated confiscations. Whereas Ireland, a partitioned and subject land, which had suffered during the last two centuries horrors unspeakable, still cowered like a whipped dog before its master, and was as little likely to rebel.

Colonel John leant upon such arguments; and, disappointed and alarmed as he was by Flavias behaviour, he told himself that nothing was seriously meant, and that with the morning light things would look more cheerful.

But when he awoke, after a feverish and disturbed sleep, the faint grisly dawn that entered the room was not of a character to inspirit. He turned on his side to sleep again if he could; but in the act, he discovered that the curtain which he had drawn across the window was withdrawn. He could discern the dark mass of his clothes piled on a chair, of his hat clinging like some black bat to the whitewashed wall, of his valise and saddle-bags in the corner  finally of a stout figure bent, listening, at the door.

An old campaigner, Colonel John was not easily surprised. Repressing the exclamation on his lips, he rose to his elbow and waited until the figure at the door straightened itself, and, turning towards him, became recognisable as Uncle Ulick. The big man crossed the floor, saw that he was awake, and, finger on lip, enjoined silence. Then he pointed to the clothes on the chair, and brought his mouth near the Colonels ear.

The back-door! he whispered. Under the yews in the garden! Come! And leaving the Colonel staring and mystified, he crept from the room with a stealth and lightness remarkable in one so big. The door closed, the latch fell, and made no sound.

Colonel John reflected that Uncle Ulick was no romantic young person to play at mystery for effect. There was a call for secrecy therefore. The OBeirnes slept in a room divided from his only by a thin partition; and to gain the stairs he must pass the doors of other chambers, all inhabited. As softly as he could, and as quickly, he dressed himself. He took his boots in his hand; his sword, perhaps from old habit, under his other arm; in this guise he crept from the room and down the dusky staircase. Old Darby and an underling were snoring in the cub, which in the daytime passed for a pantry, and both by day and night gave forth a smell of sour corks and mice: but Colonel John slid by the open door as noiselessly as a shadow, found the back-door  which led to the fold-yard  on the latch, and stepped out into the cool, dark morning, into the sobering freshness and the clean, rain-washed air.

The grass was still grey-hued, the world still colourless and mysterious, the house a long black bulk against a slowly lightening sky. Only the earliest sparrows were twittering; in the trees only the most wakeful rooks were uttering tentative caws. The outburst of joy and life and music which would attend the suns rising was not yet.

Colonel John paused on the doorstep to draw on his boots, then he picked his way delicately to the leather-hung wicket that broke the hedge which served for a fence to the garden. On the right of the wicket a row of tall Florence yews, set within the hedge, screened the pleasaunce, such as it was, from the house. Under the lee of these he found Uncle Ulick striding to and fro and biting his finger-nails in his impatience.

He wrung the Colonels hand and looked into his face. Youll do me the justice, John Sullivan, he said, with a touch of passion, that never in my life have I been overhasty? Eh? Will you do me that?

Certainly, Ulick, Colonel John answered, wondering much what was coming.

And that Im no coward, where its not a question of trouble?

Ill do you that justice, too, the Colonel answered. He smiled at the reservation.

The big man did not smile. Then youll take my word for it, he replied, that Im not speaking idly when I say you must go.

Colonel John lifted his eyebrows. Go? he answered. Do you mean now?

Ay, now, or before noon! Uncle Ulick retorted. More by token, he continued with bitterness, its not that you might go on the instant that Ive brought you out of our own house as if we were a couple of rapparees or horse-thieves, but that you might hear it from me who wish you well, and would warn you not to say nay  instead of from those who may be ll not put it so kindly, nor be so wishful for you to be taking the warning they give.

Is it Flavia youre meaning?

No; and dont you be thinking it, Uncle Ulick replied with a touch of heat. Nor the least bit of it, John Sullivan! The girl, God bless her, is as honest as the day, if  

If shes not very wise! Colonel John said, smiling.

You may put it that way if you please. For the matter of that, youll be thinking shes not the only fool at Morristown, nor the oldest, nor the biggest. And youll be right, more shame to me that I didnt use the prudent tongue to them always, and they young! But the blood must run slow, and the breast be cold, that sees the way the Saxons are mocking us, and locks the tongue in silence. And sure, theres no more to be said, but just this  that theres those here youll be wise not to see! And youll get a hint to that end before the suns high.

And youd have me take it?

Youd be mad not to take it! Uncle Ulick replied, frowning. Isnt it for that Im out of my warm bed, and the mist not off the lake?

Youd have me give way to them and go?

Faith, and I would!

Would you do that same yourself, Ulick?

For certain.

And be sorry for it afterwards!

Not the least taste in life! Uncle Ulick asseverated.

And be sorry for it afterwards, Colonel John repeated quietly. Kinsman, come here, he continued with unusual gravity. And taking Uncle Ulick by the arm he led him to the end of the garden, where the walk looked on the lake and bore some likeness to a roughly made terrace. Pausing where the black masses of the Florence yews, most funereal of trees, still sheltered their forms from the house, he stood silent. The mist moved slowly on the surface of the water and crawled about their feet. But the sky to eastward was growing red, the lower clouds were flushed with rose-colour, the higher hills were warm with the coming of the sun. Here and there on the slopes which faced them a cotters hovel stood solitary in its potato patch or its plot of oats. In more than one place three or four cottages made up a tiny hamlet, from which the smoke would presently rise. To English eyes, to our eyes, the scene, these oases in the limitless brown of the bog, had been wild and rude; but to Colonel John, long familiar with the treeless plains of Poland and the frozen flats of Lithuania, it spoke of home, it spoke of peace and safety and comfort, and even of a narrow plenty. The soft Irish air lapped it, the distances were mellow, memories of boyhood rounded off all that was unsightly or cold.

He pointed here and there with his hand; and with seeming irrelevance. Youd be sorry afterwards, he said, for youd think of this, Ulick. God forbid that I should say there are no things for which even this should be sacrificed. God forbid I should deny that even for this too high a price may be paid. But if you play this away in wantonness  if that which you are all planning come about, and you fail, as they failed in Scotland three years back, and as you will, as you must fail here  it is of this, it is of the women and the children under these roofs that will go up in smoke, that youll be thinking, Ulick, at the last! Believe me or not, this is the last thing youll see! Its to a burden as well as an honour youre born where men doff caps to you; and its that burden will lie the black weight on your soul at the last. Theres old Darby and OSullivan Ogs wife  and Pat Mahony and Judy Mahonys four sons  and Mick Sullivan and Tim and Luke the Lamiter  and the three Sullivans at the landing, and Phil the crowder, and the seven tenants at Killabogue  its of them, its of them  as he spoke his finger moved from hovel to hovel and their like Im thinking. You cry them and they follow, for theyre your folks born. But what do they know of England or Englands strength, or what is against them, or the certain end? They think, poor souls, because they land their spirits and pay no dues, and the Justices look the other way, and a bailiffs life here, if hed a writ, would be no more worth than a woodcocks, and the laws, bad and good, go for naught  they think the black Protestants are afraid of them! While you and I, you and I know, Ulick, he continued, dropping his voice, tis because we lie so poor and distant and small, they give no heed to us! We know! And thats our burden.

The big mans face worked. He threw out his arms. God help us! he cried.

He will, in His day! I tell you again, as I told you the hour I came, I, who have followed the wars for twenty years, there is no deed that has not its reward when the time is ripe, nor a cold hearth that is not paid for a hundredfold!

Uncle Ulick looked sombrely over the lake. I shall never see it, he said. Never, never! And thats hard. Notwithstanding, Ill do what I can to quiet them  if it be not too late.

Too late?

Ay, too late, John. But anyway, Ill be minding what you say. On the other hand, you must go, and this very day that ever is.

There are some here that I must not be seeing? Colonel John said shrewdly.

Thats it.

And if I do not go, Ulick? What then, man?

Whisht! Whisht! the big man cried in unmistakable distress. Dont say the word! Dont say the word, John, dear.

But I must say it, Colonel John answered, smiling. To be plain, Ulick, here I am and here I stay. They wish me gone because I am in the way of their plans. Well, and can you give me a better reason for staying?

What argument Ulick would have used, what he was opening his mouth to say, remains unknown. Before he could reply the murmur of a voice near at hand startled them both. Uncle Ulicks face fell, and the two turned with a single movement to see who came.

They discerned, in the shadow of the wall of yew, two men, who had just passed through the wicket into the garden.

The strangers saw them at the same moment, and were equally taken by surprise. The foremost of the two, a sturdy, weather-beaten man, with a square, stern face and a look of power, laid his hand on his cutlass  he wore a broad blade in place of the usual rapier. The other, whom every line of his shaven face, as well as his dress, proclaimed a priest  and perhaps more than a priest  crossed himself, and muttered something to his companion. Then he came forward.

You take the air early, gentlemen, he said, the French accent very plain in his speech, as we do. If I mistake not, he continued, looking with an easy smile at Colonel John, your Protestant kinsman, of whom you told me, Mr. Sullivan? I did not look to meet you, Colonel Sullivan; but I do not doubt you are man of the world enough to excuse, if you cannot approve, the presence of the shepherd among his sheep. The law forbids, but   still smiling, he finished the sentence with a gesture in the air.

I approve all men, Colonel John answered quietly, who are in their duty, father.

But wool and wine that pay no duty? the priest replied, turning with a humorous look to his companion, who stood beside him unsmiling. Im not sure that Colonel Sullivan extends the same indulgence to free-traders, Captain Machin.

Colonel John looked closely at the man thus brought to his notice. Then he raised his hat courteously. Sir, he said, the guests of the Sullivans, whoever they be, are sacred to the Sullivans.

Uncle Ulicks eyes had met the priests, as eyes meet in a moment of suspense. At this he drew a deep breath of relief. Well said, he muttered. Bedad, it is something to have seen the world!

You have served under the King of Sweden, I believe? the ecclesiastic continued, addressing Colonel John with a polite air. He held a book of offices in his hand, as if his purpose in the garden had been merely to read the service.

Yes.

A great school of war, I am told?

It may be called so. But I interrupt you, father, and with your permission I will bid you good-morning. Doubtless we shall meet again.

At breakfast, I trust, the ecclesiastic answered, with a certain air of intention. Then he bowed and they returned it, and the two pairs gave place to one another with ceremony, Colonel John and Ulick passing out through the garden wicket, while the strangers moved on towards the walk which looked over the lake. Here they began to pace up and down.

With his hand on the house door Uncle Ulick made a last attempt. For Gods sake, be easy and go, he muttered, his voice unsteady, his eyes fixed on the others, as if he would read his mind. Leave us to our fate! You cannot save us  you see what you see, you know what it means. And for what I know, you know the man. Youll but make our end the blacker.

And the girl?

Uncle Ulick tossed his hands in the air. God help her! he said.

Shall not we too help her?

We cannot.

It may be. Still, let us do our duty, Colonel John replied. He was very grave. Things were worse, the plot was thicker, than he had feared.

Uncle Ulick groaned. Youll not be bidden? he said.

Not by an angel, Colonel John answered steadfastly. And Ive seen none this morning, but only a good man whose one fault in life is to answer to all men Sure, and I will!

Uncle Ulick started as if the words stung him. You make a jest of it! he said. Heaven send we do not sorrow for your wilfulness. For my part, Ive small hope of that same. He opened the door, and, turning his back upon his companion, went heavily, and without any attempt at concealment, past the pantry and up the stairs to his room. Colonel John heard him slip the bolt, and, bearing a heavy heart himself, he knew that the big man was gone to his prayers.

To answer Yes to all comers and all demands is doubtless, in the language of Uncle Ulick, a mighty convenience, and a great softener of the angles of life. But a time comes to the most easy when he must answer No, or go open-eyed to ruin. Then he finds that from long disuse the word will not shape itself; or if uttered, it is taken for naught. That time had come for Uncle Ulick. Years ago his age and experience had sufficed to curb the hot blood about him. But he had been too easy to dictate while he might; he had let the reins fall from his hands; and to-day he must go the young folks way  ay, go, seeing all too plainly the end of it.

It was not his fate only. Many good men in the 15 and the 45, ay, and in the war of La Vendée, went out against their better judgment, borne along by the energy of more vehement spirits  went out, aware, as they rode down the avenue, and looked back at the old house, that they would see it no more; that never again except in dreams would they mount from the horse-block which their grandsires feet had hollowed, walk through the coverts which their fathers had planted, or see the faces of the aged serving-men who had taught their childish fingers to hold the reins and level the fowling-piece!

But Colonel John was of another kind and another mind. Often in the Swedish wars had he seen a fair country-side changed in one day into a waste, from the recesses of which naked creatures with wolfish eyes stole out at night, maddened by their wrongs, to wreak a horrid vengeance on the passing soldier. He knew that the fairest parts of Ireland had undergone such a fate within living memory; and how often before, God and her dark annals alone could tell! Therefore he was firmly minded, as firmly minded as one man could be, that not again should the corner of Kerry under his eyes, the corner he loved, the corner entrusted to him, suffer that fate.

Yet when he descended to breakfast, his face told no tale of his thoughts, and he greeted with a smile the unusual brightness of the morning. As he stood at the door, that looked on the courtyard, he had a laughing word for the beggars  never were beggars lacking at the door of Morristown. Nor as he sunned himself and inhaled with enjoyment the freshness of the air did any sign escape him that he marked a change.

But he was not blind. Among the cripples and vagrants who lounged about the entrance he detected six or eight ragged fellows whose sunburnt faces were new to him and who certainly were not cripples. In the doorway of one of the two towers that fronted him across the court stood OSullivan Og, whittling a stick and chatting with a sturdy idler in seafaring clothes. The Colonel could not give his reason, but he had not looked twice at these two before he got a notion that there was more in that tower this morning than the old ploughs and the broken boat which commonly filled the ground floor, or the grain which was stored above. Powder? Treasure? He could not say which or what; but he felt that the open door was a mask that deceived no one.

And there was a stir, there was a bustle in the court; a sparkle in the eyes of some as they glanced slyly and under their lashes at the house, a lilt in the tread of others as they stepped to and fro. He divined that hands would fly to caubeens and knees seek the ground if a certain face showed at a window: moreover, that that at which he merely guessed was no secret to the barefooted colleens who fed the pigs, or the barelegged urchins who carried the potatoes. Some strange change had fallen upon Morristown, and imbued it with life and hope and movement.

He was weighing this when he caught the sound of voices in the house, and he turned about and entered. The priest and Captain Machin had descended and were standing with Uncle Ulick warming themselves before the wood fire. The McMurrough, the OBeirnes, and two or three strangers  grim-looking men who had followed, a glance told him, the trade he had followed  formed a group a little apart, yet near enough to be addressed. Asgill was not present, nor Flavia.

Good-morning, again, Colonel John said. And he bowed.

With all my heart, Colonel Sullivan, the priest answered cordially. And Colonel John saw that he had guessed aright: the speaker no longer took the trouble to hide his episcopal cross and chain, or the ring on his finger. There was an increase of dignity, too, in his manner. His very cordiality seemed a condescension.

Captain Machin bowed silently, while The McMurrough and the OBeirnes looked darkly at the Colonel. They did not understand: it was plain that they were not in the secret of the morning encounter.

I see OSullivan Og is here, the Colonel said, addressing Uncle Ulick. That will be very convenient.

Convenient? Uncle Ulick repeated, looking blank.

We can give him the orders as to the Frenchmans cargo, the Colonel said calmly.

Uncle Ulick winced. Ay, to be sure! To be sure, lad, he answered. But he rubbed his head, like a man in a difficulty.

The Bishop seemed to be going to ask a question. Before he could speak, however, Flavia came tripping down the stairs, a gay song on her lips. Half way down, the song, light and sweet as a birds, came to a sudden end.

I am afraid I am late! she said. And then  as the Colonel supposed  she saw that more than the family party were assembled: that the Bishop and Captain Machin were there also, and the strangers  and, above all, that he was there. She descended the last three stairs silently, but with a heightened colour, moved proudly into the middle of the group, and curtsied before the ecclesiastic till her knee touched the floor.

He gave her his hand to kiss, with a smile and a murmured blessing. She rose with sparkling eyes.

It is a good morning! she said, as one who having done her duty could be cheerful.

It is a very fine morning, the Bishop answered in the same spirit. The sun shines on us, as we would have him shine. And after breakfast, with your leave, my daughter, and your brothers leave, we will hold a little council. What say you, Colonel Sullivan? he continued, turning to the Colonel. A family council? Will you join us?

The McMurrough uttered an exclamation, so unexpected and strident, that the words were not articulate. But the Bishop understood them, for, as all turned to him, Nay, he said, it shall be for the Colonel to say. But its ill arguing with a fasting man, he continued genially, and by your leave we will return to the matter after breakfast!

I am not for argument at all, Captain Machin said. It was the first time he had spoken.


CHAPTER X

A COUNCIL OF WAR

The meal had been eaten, stolidly by some, by others with a poor appetite, by Colonel John with a thoughtful face. Two men of family, but broken fortunes, old Sir Donny McCarthy of Dingle, and Timothy Burke of Maamtrasna, had joined the party  under the rose as it were, and neither giving nor receiving a welcome. Now old Darby kept the door and the Bishop the hearth; whence, standing with his back to the glowing peat, he could address his audience with eye and voice. The others, risen from the table, had placed themselves here and there, Flavia near the Bishop and on his right hand, Captain Machin on his left; The McMurrough, the two OBeirnes, Sir Donny and Timothy Burke, with the other strangers, sat in a knot by the window. Uncle Ulick with Colonel Sullivan formed a third group. The courtyard, visible through the windows, seethed with an ever-increasing crew of peasantry, frieze-coated or half bare, who whooped and jabbered, now about one of their number, now about another. Among them moved some ten or twelve men of another kidney  seamen with ear-rings and pigtails, bronzed faces and gaudy kerchiefs, who listened but idly, and with the contempt of the mercenary, but whose eyes seldom left the window behind which the conference sat, and whose hands were never far from the hilt of a cutlass or the butt of a pistol. The sun shone on the crowd and the court, and now and then those within the house caught through the gateway the shimmer of the lake beyond. The Irish air was soft, the hum of voices cheerful; nor could anything less like a secret council, less like a meeting of men about to commit themselves to a dark and dangerous enterprise, be well imagined.

But no one was deceived. The courage, the enthusiasm, that danced in Flavias eyes were reflected more darkly and more furtively in a score of faces, within the room and without. To enjoy one hour of triumph, to wreak upon the cursed English a tithe of the wrongs, a tithe of the insults, that their country had suffered, to be the spoke on top, were it but for a day, to die for Ireland if they could not live for her, to avenge her daughters outraged and her sons beggared  could man own Irish blood, and an Irish name, and not rise at the call?

If there were such a man, oh! cowardly, mean, and miserable he seemed to Flavia McMurrough. And much she marvelled at the patience, the consideration, the arguments which the silver-tongued ecclesiastic brought to bear upon him. She longed, with a face glowing with indignation, to disown him  in word and deed. She longed to denounce him, to defy him, to bid him begone, and do his worst.

But she was a young plotter, and he who spoke from the middle of the hearth with so much patience and forbearance, was an old one, proved by years of peril, and tempered by a score of failures; a man long accustomed to play with the lives and fortunes of men. He knew better than she what was at stake to win or lose; nor was it without forethought that he had determined to risk much to gain Colonel Sullivan. The same far-sight and decision which had led him to take a bold course on meeting the Colonel in the garden, now lent him patience to win, if win he might, one whose value in the enterprise on which they were embarking he set at the highest. To his mind, and to Machins mind, the other men in the room, ay, and the woman, so fair and enthusiastic, were but tools to be used, puppets to be danced. But this man  for among soldiers of fortune there is a camaraderie, so that they are known to one another by repute from the Baltic to Cadiz  was a coadjutor to be gained. He was one whose experience, joined with an Irish name, might well avail them much.

Colonel John might refuse, he might be obdurate. But in that event the Bishops mind was made up. Flavia supposed that if the Colonel held out, he would be dismissed; that he would go out from among them a cowardly, mean, miserable creature  and so an end. But the speaker made no mistake. He had chosen to grip the nettle danger, and he knew that gentle measures were no longer possible. He must enlist Colonel Sullivan, or  but it has been said that he was one hardened by long custom, and no novice in dealing with the lives of men.

If it be a question only of the chances, he said, after some beating about the bush, if I am right in supposing that it is only that which withholds Colonel Sullivan from joining us  

I do not say it is, Colonel John replied very gravely. Far from it, sir. But to deal with it on that basis: while I can admire, reverend sir, the man who is ready to set his life on a desperate hazard to gain something which he sets above that life, I take the case to be different where it is a question of the lives of others. Then I say the chances must be weighed  carefully weighed, and tried in the balance.

However sacred the cause and high the aim?

I think so.

The Bishop sighed, his chin sinking on his breast. I am sorry, he said, in a voice that sufficiently declared his depression I am sorry.

That we cannot see alike in a matter so grave? Yes, sir, so am I.

No. That I met you this morning.

I am not sorry, Colonel John replied, stoutly refusing to see the others meaning. For  hear me out, I beg. You and I have seen the world and can weigh the chances. Your friend, too, Captain Machin  he pronounced the name in an odd tone he too knows on what he is embarked and how he will stand if the result be failure. It may be that he already has his home, his rank, and his fortune in foreign parts, and will be little the worse if the worst befall.

I? Machin cried, stung out of his taciturnity. And he rose with an air of menace from his seat. Let me tell you, sir, that I fling back the insinuation!

But the Colonel refused to listen. He proceeded as if the other were not speaking. You, reverend sir, yourself, he continued, you too know, and well, on what you are embarking, its prospects and the issue for you, if it fail. But, you  I give you credit for it  are by your profession and choice devoted to a life of danger. You are willing, day by day and hour by hour, to run the risk of death. But these, my cousin there  looking with a kind eye at Flavia she  

Leave me out! she cried passionately. And she rose to her feet, her face on fire. I separate myself from you! I, for my part, ask no better than to suffer for my country!

She thinks she knows, but she does not know, the Colonel continued quietly, unmoved by her words. She cannot guess what it is to be cast adrift  alone, a woman, penniless, in a strange land. And yet that at the best  and the worst may be unspeakably worse  must be her fate if this plot miscarry! For others, The McMurrough and his friends yonder  he indicated the group by the window they also are ignorant.

The McMurrough sprang to his feet, spluttering with rage. D  n you, sir, speak for yourself! he cried.

They know nothing, the Colonel continued, quite unmoved, of that force against which they are asked to pit themselves, of that stolid power over sea, never more powerful than now! And so to pit themselves, that losing they will lose their all!

The saints will be between us and harm! the eldest of the OBeirnes cried, rising in his wrath. Its speak for yourself I say too!

And I!

And I! others of the group roared with gestures of defiance. We are not the boys to be whistled aside! To the devil with your ignorance!

And one, stepping forward, snapped his fingers close to the Colonels face. That for you!  that for you! he cried. Now, or whenever you will, day or night, and sword or pistol! To the devil with your impudence, sir; Id have you know youre not the only man has seen the world! The shame of the world on you, talking like a schoolmaster while your country cries for you, and tis not your tongue but your hand shes wanting!

Uncle Ulick put his big form between Colonel John and his assailant. Sure and be easy! he said. Sir Donny, youre forgetting yourself! And you, Tim Burke! Be easy, I say. Its only for himself the Colonels speaking!

Thank God for that! Flavia cried in a voice which rang high.

They were round him now a ring of men with dark, angry faces, and hardly restrained hands. Their voices cried tumultuously on him, in defiance of Ulicks intervention. But the Bishop intervened.

One moment, he said, still speaking smoothly and with a smile. Perhaps it is for those he thinks he speaks! And the Bishop pointed to the crowd which filled the forecourt, and of which one member or another was perpetually pressing his face against the panes to learn what his sacredness, God bless him! would be wishing. Perhaps it is for those he thinks he speaks! he repeated in irony  for of the feeling of the crowd there could be no doubt.

You say well, Colonel John replied, rising to his feet and speaking with gloomy firmness. It is on their behalf I appeal to you. For it is they who foresee the least, and they who will suffer the most. It is they who will follow like sheep, and they who like sheep will go to the butcher! Ay, it is they, he continued with deeper feeling, and he turned to Flavia, who are yours, and they will pay for you. Therefore, raising his hand for silence, before you name the prize, sum up the cost! Your country, your faith, your race  these are great things, but they are far off and can do without you. But these  these are that fragment of your country, that tenet of your faith, that handful of your race which God has laid in the palm of your hand, to cherish or to crush, and  

The devil! Machin ejaculated with sudden violence. Perhaps he read in the girls face some shadow of hesitation, of thought, of perplexity. Have done with your preaching, sir, I say! Have done, man! Try us not too far! If we fail  

You must fail! Colonel John retorted  with that narrowing of the nostrils that in the pinch of fight men long dead had seen for a moment in distant lands, and seen no more. You will fail! And failing, sir, his reverence will stand no worse than now, for his life is forfeit already! While you  

What of me? Well, what of me? the stout man cried truculently. His brows descended over his eyes, and his lips twitched.

For you, Admiral Cammock  

The other stepped forward a pace. You know me?

Yes, I know you.

There was silence for an instant, while those who were in the secret eyed Colonel Sullivan askance, and those who were not gaped at Cammock.

Soldiers of fortune, of fame and name, were plentiful in those days, but seamen of equal note were few. And with this mans name the world had lately rung. An Irishman, he had risen high in Queen Annes service; but at her death, incited by his devotion to the Stuarts, he had made a move for them at a critical moment. He had been broken, being already a notable man; on which, turning his back on an ungrateful country, as he counted it, he had entered the Spanish marine, which the great minister Alberoni was at that moment reforming. He had been advanced to a position of rank and power  Spain boasted no stouter seaman; and in the attempt on which Alberoni was bent, to upset the Protestant succession in England, Admiral Cammock was a factor of weight. He was a bold, resolute man, restrained by no fine scruples, prepared to take risks himself, and not too prone to think for others. In Ireland his life was forfeit, Great Britain counted him renegade and traitor. So that to find himself recognised, though grateful to his vanity, was a shock to his discretion.

Well, and knowing me? he replied at last, with the tail of his eyes on the Bishop, as if he would gladly gain a hint from his subtlety. What of me?

You have your home, your rank, your relations abroad, Colonel Sullivan answered firmly. And if a descent on the coast be a part of your scheme, then you do not share the peril equally with us. You are here to-day and elsewhere to-morrow. We shall suffer, while you sail away.

I fling that in your teeth! Cammock cried. I know you too, sir, and  

Know no worse of me than of yourself! Colonel Sullivan retorted. But if you do indeed know me, you know that I am not one to stand by and see my friends led blindfold to certain ruin. It may suit your plans to make a diversion here. But that diversion is a part of larger schemes, and the fate of those who make it is little to you.

Cammocks hand flew to his belt, he took a step forward, his face suffused with passion.

For half as much I have cut a man down! he cried.

May be, but  

Peace, peace, my friends, the Bishop interposed. He laid a warning hand on Cammocks arm. This gentleman, he continued smoothly, thinks he speaks for our friends outside.

Let me speak, not for them, but to them, Colonel Sullivan replied impulsively. Let me tell them what I think of this scheme, of its chances, of its certain end! I will tell them no more than I have told you, and no more than I think justified.

He moved, whether he thought they would let him or not, towards the window. But he had not taken three steps before he found his progress barred. What is this? he exclaimed.

Needs must with so impulsive a gentleman, the Bishop said. He had not moved, but at a signal from him The McMurrough, the OBeirnes and two of the other young men had thrust themselves forward. You must give up your sword, Colonel Sullivan, he continued.

The Colonel retreated a pace, and evinced more surprise than he felt. Give up  do you mean that I am a prisoner? he cried. He had not drawn, but two or three of the young men had done so, and Flavia, in the background by the fire, was white as paper  so suddenly had the shadow of violence fallen on the room. Uncle Ulick could be heard protesting, but no one heeded him.

You must surrender! the Bishop repeated firmly. He too was a trifle pale, but he was used to such scenes and he spoke with decision.

Resistance is vain. I hope that with this lady in the room  

One moment! the Colonel cried, raising his hand. But as The McMurrough and the others hesitated, he whipped out his sword and stepped two paces to one side with an agility no one had foreseen. He now had the table behind him and Uncle Ulick on his left hand. One moment! he repeated, raising his hand in deprecation and keeping his point lowered. Do you consider  

We consider our own safety, Cammock answered grimly. And signing to one of the men to join Darby at the door, he drew his cutlass. You know too much to go free, sir, that is certain.

Ay, faith, you do, The McMurrough chimed in with a sort of glee. He was at Tralee yesterday, no less. And for a little well have the garrison here before the time!

But by the powers, Uncle Ulick cried, ye shall not hurt him! Your reverence!  the big mans voice shook your reverence, this shall not be! Its not in this house they shall murder him, and him a Sullivan! Flavia, speak, girl, he continued, the perspiration standing on his brow. Say yell not have it. After all, its your house! By G  d, it is your house. And, by the Holy Cross, there shall be no Sullivan blood spilt in it while I am standing by to prevent it!

Then let him give up his sword! Cammock answered doggedly.

Yes, let him give up his sword, Flavia said in a small voice.

Colonel Sullivan, the Bishop interposed, stepping forward, I hope youll hear reason. Resistance is vain. You know as well as I do that at a word from us our friends outside would deal with you, and roughly. Give up your sword and  

And presto! Cammock cried, or take the consequences! He had edged his way, while the Bishop spoke, round Ulick and round the head of the table. Now, with his foot on the bench, he was ready at a word to spring on the table, and take the Colonel in the rear. It was clear that he was a man of action. Down with your sword, sir, he cried flatly.

Colonel John recognised the weakness of his position. Before him the young men were five to one, with old Sir Donny and Timothy Burke in the rear. On his flank the help which Ulick might give was discounted by the move Cammock had made. He saw that he could do no more at present, that he must base his hope on the future; this, though he was not blind to the fact that there might be no future. Suddenly as the storm had blown up, he knew that he was dealing with desperate men, who from this day onward would act with their necks in a noose, and whom his word might send to the scaffold. They had but to denounce him to the rabble who waited outside, and, besides the Bishop, one only there, as he believed, would have the influence to save him.

Colonel John had confronted danger many times; to confront it had been his trade. And it was with coolness and a clear perception of the position that he turned to Flavia. I will give up my sword, he said, but to my cousin only. This is her house, and I yield myself  with a smile and a bow her prisoner.

Before they knew what he would be at, he stepped forward and tendered his hilt to the girl, who took it with flaccid fingers. I am in your hands now, he said, fixing his eyes on hers and endeavouring to convey his meaning to her. For surely, with such a face, she must have, with all her recklessness, some womanliness, some tenderness of feeling in her.

D  n your impudence! The McMurrough cried.

A truce, a truce, the Bishop interposed. We are all agreed that Colonel Sullivan knows too much to go free. He must be secured, he continued smoothly, for his own sake. Will two of these gentlemen see him to his room, and see also that his servant is placed under guard in another room?

But, the Colonel objected, looking at Flavia, my cousin will surely allow me to give  

She will be guided by us in this, the Bishop rejoined with asperity. Let what I have said be done.

Flavia, very pale, holding the Colonels sword as if it might sting her, did not speak. Colonel Sullivan, after a moments hesitation, followed one of the OBeirnes from the room, the other bringing up the rear.

When the door had closed upon them, Flavias was not the only pale face in the room. The scene had brought home to more than one the fact that here was an end of peace and law, and a beginning of violence and rebellion. The Rubicon was passed. For good or for ill, they were committed to an enterprise fraught, it might be, with success and glory, fraught also, it might be, with obloquy and death. Uncle Ulick stared at the floor with a lowering face, and sighed, liking neither the past nor the prospect. The McMurrough, the Squireens, Sir Donny, and Burke, secretly uneasy, put on a reckless air to cover their apprehensions. The Bishop and Cammock, though they saw themselves in a fair way to do what they had come to do, looked thoughtful also. And only Flavia  only Flavia, shaking off the remembrance of Colonel Johns face, and Colonel Johns existence  closed her grip upon his sword, and in the ardour of her patriotism saw with her minds eye not victory nor acclaiming thousands  no, nor the leaping line of pikemen charging for his glory that her brother saw  but the scaffold, and a death for her country. Sweet it seemed to her to die for the cause, for the faith, to die for Ireland! To die as young Lord Derwentwater had died a year or two before; as Lady Nithsdale had been ready to die; as innumerable men and women had died, lifted above common things by the love of their country.

True, her country, her Ireland, was but this little corner of Kerry beaten by the Atlantic storms and sad with the wailing cries of seagulls; the rudest province of a land itself provincial. But if she knew no more of Ireland than this, she had read her story; and naught is more true than that the land the most down-trodden is also the best beloved. Wrongs beget a passion of affection; and from oppression springs sacrifice. This daughter of the windswept shore, of the misty hills and fairy glens, whose life from infancy had been bare and rugged and solitary, had become, for that reason, a dreamer of dreams and a worshipper of the ideal Ireland, her country, her faith. The salt breeze that lashed her cheeks and tore at her hair, the peat reek and the soft shadows of the bogland  ay, and many an hour of lonely communing  had filled her breast with love; such love as impels rather to suffering and to sacrifice than to enjoyment. Nor had she yet encountered the inevitable disappointments. Her eyes had not yet been opened to the seamy side of patriotism; to the sordid view of every great adventure that soon or late saddens the experienced and dispels the glamour of the dreamer.

For one moment she had recoiled before the shock of impending violence, the clash of steel, the reality of things. But that had passed; now her one thought, as she stood with dilated eyes, unconsciously clutching the Colonels sword, was that the time was come, the thing was begun  henceforth she belonged not to herself, but to Ireland and to God.

Deep in such thoughts, the girl was not aware that the others had got together and were discussing the Colonels fate until mention was made of the French sloop and of Captain Augustin. Faith, and let him go in that! she heard Uncle Ulick urging. Dye hear me, your reverence? Twill be a week before they land him, and the fire well be lighting will be no secret at all at all by then.

May be, Mr. Sullivan, the Bishop replied may be. But we cannot spare the sloop.

No, by the Holy Bones, and well not spare her! The McMurrough chimed in. Shes heels to her, and its a godsend shell be to us if things go ill.

And an addition to our fleet anyway, Cammock said. Wed be mad to let her go  just to make a man safe, we can make safe a deal cheaper!

Flavia propped the sword carefully in an angle of the hearth, and moved forward. But I do not understand, she said timidly. We agreed that the sloop and the cargo were to go free if Colonel Sullivan  but you know! she added, breaking off and addressing her brother. You were there.

Is it dreaming you are? he retorted contemptuously. Is it well be taking note of that now?

It was a debt of honour, she said.

The girls right, Uncle Ulick said, and well be rid of him.

Well be rid of him without that, The McMurrough muttered.

I am fearing, Mr. Sullivan, the Bishop said, that it is not quite understood by all that we are embarked upon a matter of the utmost gravity, upon a matter of life and death. We cannot let bagatelles stand in the way. The sloop and her cargo can be made good to her owners  at another time. For your relative and his servant  

The shortest way with them! some one cried. Thats the best and the surest!

For them, the Bishop continued, silencing the interruption by a look, we must not forget that some days must pass before we can hope to get our people together, or to be in a position to hold our own. During the interval we lie at the mercy of an informer. Your own people you know, and can trust to the last gossoon, Im told. But the same cannot be said of this gentleman  who has very fixed ideas  and his servant. Our lives and the lives of others are in their hands, and it is of the last importance that they be kept secure and silent.

Ay, silents the word, Cammock growled.

There could be no better place than one of the towers, The McMurrough suggested, for keeping them safe, bedad!

And whyll they be safer there than in the house? Uncle Ulick asked suspiciously. He looked from one speaker to another with a baffled face, trying to read their minds. He was sure that they meant more than they said.

Oh, for the good reason! the young man returned contemptuously. Isnt all the world passing the door upstairs? And what more easy than to open it?

Cammocks eyes met the Bishops. The towerll be best, he said. Devil a doubt of it! Draw off the people, and let them be taken there, and a guard set. Weve matters of more importance to discuss now. This gathering to-morrow, to raise the country  whats the time fixed for it?

But Flavia, who had listened with a face of perplexity, interposed. Still, he is my prisoner, is he not? she said wistfully. And if I answer for him?

By your leave, maam, Cammock replied, with decision, one word. Women to womens work! Ill let no woman weave a halter for me!

The room echoed low applause. And Flavia was silent.


CHAPTER XI

A MESSAGE FOR THE YOUNG MASTER

James McMurrough was young, but he was a slave to as few of the generous ambitions of youth as any man of his years. At heart he cared little for his country, and nothing for his Faith  which indeed he had been ready to barter for an allowance, and a certain succession. He cared only for himself; and but for the resentment which the provisions of his grandfathers will had bred in him, he would have seen the Irish race in Purgatory, and the Roman faith in a worse place, before he would have risked a finger to right the one or restore the other. Even under the influence of that resentment, that bitterness, he had come into the conspiracy with but half a heart; without enthusiasm, and with an eye not so much to its ultimate success as to the gain he might make out of it in the meantime.

Once embarked, however, on the enterprise, vanity, the failing of light minds, and particularly of the Celtic mind, swept him onward. The night which followed Colonel Sullivans arrest was a night long remembered at Morristown  a night to uplift the sanguine and to kindle the short-sighted; nor was it a wonder that the young chief  as he strode among his admiring tenants, his presence greeted, when he entered, with Irish acclamations, and his skirts kissed, when he passed, by devoted kernes  sniffed the pleasing incense, and trod the ground to the measure of imagined music. He felt himself a greater man this night than he had ever been before. The triumph that was never to be intoxicated him. He was Montrose, he was Claverhouse  a Montrose whom no Philiphaugh awaited, a Claverhouse whom no silver bullet would slay. He saw himself riding in processions, acclaimed by thousands, dictating to senates, the idol of a rejoicing Dublin.

His people had kindled a huge bonfire in the middle of the forecourt, and beside this he extended a gracious welcome to a crowd of strong tenants, whose picturesque figures, as they feasted, sang, drank, and fought, the fire silhouetted on the house front and the surrounding walls; now projecting them skywards, gigantic and menacing, now reducing them to dwarfs. A second fire, for the comfort of the baser sort, had been kindled outside the gates, and was the centre of merriment less restrained; while a third, which served as a beacon to the valley, and a proclamation of what was being done, glowed on the platform before the ruined tower at the head of the lake. From this last the red flames streamed far across the water; and now revealed a belated boat shooting from the shadow on its way across, now a troop of countrymen, who, led by their priest, came limping along the lake-side road; ostensibly to join in the religious services of the morrow, but in reality, as they knew, to hear something, and, God willing, to do something towards freeing old Ireland and shaking off the grip of the cursed Saxon.

In the more settled parts of the land, such a summons as had brought them from their rude shielings among the hills or beside the bogs, would have passed for a dark jest. But in this remote spot, the notion of overthrowing the hated power by means of a few score pikes, stiffened by half as many sailors from the Spanish ship in the bay, did not seem preposterous, either to these poor folk or to their betters. Cammock, of course, knew the truth, and the Bishop. Asgill, too, the one man cognisant of the movement who was not here, and of whom some thought with distrust  he, too, could appraise the attempt at its true worth. But of these men, the two first aimed merely at a diversion which would further their plans in Europe; and the last cared only for Flavia.

But James McMurrough and Flavia herself, and Sir Donny and old Timothy Burke and the OBeirnes and the two or three small gentry, Sullivans or McCarthys, who had also come in  and in a degree Uncle Ulick-these saw nothing hopeless in the plan. That plan, as announced, was first to fall upon Tralee in combination with a couple of sloops said to be lying in Galway Bay; and afterwards to surprise Kenmare. Masters of these places, they would have the Kerry peninsula behind them, and no enemy within it; for the Crosbys and the Pettys, and the handful of English settlers who lived there, could offer no resistance. So much done, they proposed to raise the old standard, to call Connaught to their aid, to cry a crusade. Spain would reinforce them through a score of ports  was not Galway City half Spanish already?  Ireland would rise as one man. And faith, as Sir Donny said, before the Castle tyrants could open their eyes, or raise their heads from the pillow, theyd be seeing themselves driven into the salt ocean!

So, while the house-walls gave back the ruddy glare of the torches, and the bare-footed, bare-headed, laughing colleens damped the thatch, and men confessed in one corner and kissed their girls in another, and the smiths in a third wrought hard at the pike-heads  so the struggle depicted itself to more than one! Among others to Flavia, as, half trembling, half triumphant, she looked down from a window on the strange riot, and told herself that the time was come! To James as he strode to and fro, fancying himself Montrose, sweeping eastwards like a flame. To the OBeirnes and the OLoughlins and their like. Great when the fight was done would be the glory of Kerry! The cocks of Clare would crow no more, and undying would be the fame of the McMurrough line, descended from the old Wicklow kings!

Meanwhile Cammock and the Bishop walked in the dark in the garden, a little apart from the turmoil, and, wrapped in their cloaks, talked in low voices; debating much of Sicily and Naples and the Cardinal and the Mediterranean fleet, and at times laughing at some court story. But they said, strange to tell, no word of Tralee, or of Kenmare, or of Dublin Castle, or even of Connaught. They were no visionaries. They had to do with greater things than these, and in doing them knew that they must spend to gain. The lives of a few score peasants, living in wretchedness already, the ruin of half a dozen hamlets, the desolation of such a God-forsaken country-side as this, which was but bog and hill at best, and where it rained two days in three  what were these beside the diversion of a single squadron from the great pitched fight, already foreseen, where the excess of one battleship might win an empire, and its absence might ruin nations?

So while the fire at the head of the lake blazed high, and band after band of the boys came in, thirsting for fight, and while song and revelry lorded it in the forecourt and on the strand, and not whisky only but cognac, taken from Captain Augustins sloop, flowed freely, the two men pacing the walk behind the Florence yews gave scarce a thought to the present moment. They had planned this move in conjunction with other and more important moves. It was made or in the making; and forthwith their thoughts and their speech left it, to deal with the next move and the one beyond, and with the end of all their moves  St. Germains or St. Jamess. And one other man, and one only, because his life had been passed on their wider plane, and he could judge of the relative value of Connaught and Kent, divined the trend of their thoughts, and understood the deliberation, almost the sense of duty with which they prepared to sacrifice their pawns.

Colonel Sullivan sat in the upper room of one of the two towers that flanked the entrance to the forecourt. Bale was with him, and the two, with the door doubly locked upon them and guarded by a sentry whose crooning they could hear, shared such comfort as a pitcher of water and a gloomy outlook afforded. The darkness hid the medley of odds and ends, of fishing-nets, broken spinning-wheels and worn-out sails, which littered their prison; but the inner of the two slit-like windows that lighted the room admitted a thin shaft of firelight that, dancing among the uncovered rafters, told of the orgy below. Bale, staring morosely at the crowd about the fire, crouched in the splay of the window, while the Colonel, in the same posture at the other window, gazed with feelings not more cheerful on the dark lake.

He was concerned for himself and his companion; for he knew that frightened folk are ever the most cruel. But he was more gravely concerned for those whose advocate he had made himself  for the ignorant cotters in their lowly hovels, the women, the children, upon whom the inevitable punishment would fall. He doubted, now that it was too late, the wisdom of the course he had taken; and, blaming himself for precipitation, he fancied that if he had acted with a little more guile, a little more reticence, a little less haste, his remonstrance might have had greater weight.

There are some whom a life spent in camps and amid bloody scenes, hardens; and others, a few, who emerge from the ordeal with souls passionately inclined to mercy and justice. Colonel John was of the latter  a black swan. For at this moment, lying, and aware that he lay, in some peril of his life, he was more troubled by the evil plight of the helpless, whose cabins had given him a foster-mother, and made him welcome in his youth, whose blood, too, he shared, than by his own uncertain prospects.

William Bale, as was natural, was far from sharing this view. May the fire burn them! he muttered, his ire excited by some prank of the party below. The Turks were polite beside these barefoot devils!

Youd have said the other thing at Bender, the Colonel answered, turning his head.

Ay, your honour, Bale returned; a man never knows when he is well off.

His master laughed. Id have you apply that now, he said.

So I would if it werent that Ive a kind of a scunner of those black bog-holes, Bale said. To be planted head first s no proper end of a man, to my thinking; and if theres not something of the kind in these ragamuffins minds Im precious mistaken.

Pooh, man, youre frightening yourself, the Colonel answered. But the room was dank and chill, the lake without lay lonely, and the picture which Bales words called up was not pleasant to the bravest. Its a civilised land, and theyd not think of it!

Theres one, and thats the young ladys brother, Bale answered darkly, would not pull us out by the feet! Ill swear to that. Your honours too much in his way, if what they say in the house is true.

Pooh! the Colonel answered again. Were of one blood.

Cain and Abel, Bale said. Theres example for it. And he chuckled.

The Colonel scolded him anew. But having done so he could not shake off the impression which the mans words had made on him. While he lived he was a constant and an irritating check upon James McMurrough. If the young man saw a chance of getting rid of that check, was he one to put it from him? Colonel Johns face grew long as he pondered the question; he had seen enough of James to feel considerable doubt about the answer. The fire on the height above the lake had died down, the one on the strand was a bed of red ashes. The lake lay buried in darkness, from which at intervals the cry of an owl as it moused along the shore rose mournfully.

But Colonel John was not one to give way to fears that might be baseless. Let us sleep, he said, shrugging his shoulders. And he lay down where he was, pillowing his head on a fishing-net. Bale said nothing, but examined the door before he stretched himself across the threshold.

Half an hour after dawn they were roused. It was a heavy trampling on the stairs that awakened them. The door was quickly unlocked, it was thrown open, and the hairy face of OSullivan Og, who held it wide, looked in. Behind him were two of the boys with pikes  frowsy, savage, repellent figures, with drugget coats tied by the sleeves about their necks.

Youll be coming with us, Colonel, no less, Og said.

Colonel John looked at him. Whither, my man? he asked coolly. He and Bale had got to their feet at the first alarm.

Och, sure, where it will be best for you, Og replied, with a leer.

Both of us? the Colonel asked, in the same hard tone.

Faith, and whyd we be separating you, Id be asking.

Colonel John liked neither the mans tone nor his looks. But he was far above starting at shadows, and he guessed that resistance would be useless. Very good, he said. Lead on.

Bedad, and if youll be doing that same, we will, OSullivan Og answered with a grin.

The Colonel and Bale found their hats  theyd been allowed to bring nothing else with them  and they went down the stairs. In the gloom before the door of the tower waited two sturdy fellows, barefoot and shock-headed, with musquetoons on their shoulders, who seemed to be expecting them. Round the smouldering embers of the fire a score of figures lay sleeping in the open, wrapped in their frieze coats. As many others sat with their backs against the wall, and their chins sunk on their breasts. The sun was not yet up, and all things were wrapt in a mist that chilled to the bone. Even within the narrow bounds of the forecourt, objects at a distance put on queer shapes and showed new faces. Nothing in all that was visible took from the ominous aspect of the two men with the firearms. One for each, Bale thought. And his face, always pallid, showed livid in the morning light.

Without a word the four men formed up round their prisoners, and at once OSullivan Og led the way at a brisk pace towards the gate. Colonel John was following, but he had not taken three steps before a thought struck him, and he halted. Are we leaving the house at once? he asked.

We are. And why not, Im asking.

Only that Ive a message for the McMurrough it will be well for him to have.

Sure, OSullivan Og answered, his manner half wheedling, half truculent, tis no time for messages and trifles and the like now, Colonel. No time at all, I tell you. Ye can see that for yourself, Im thinking, such a morning as this.

Im thinking nothing of the kind, the Colonel answered, and he hung back, looking towards the house. Fortunately Darby chose that minute to appear at the door. The butlers face was pale, and showed fatigue; his hair hung in wisps; his clothes were ill-fastened. He threw a glance of contempt, the contempt of the indoor servant, at the sleeping figures, lying here and there in the wet. Thence his eyes travelled on and took in the group by the gate. He started, and wrung his hands in sudden, irrepressible distress. It was as if a spasm seized the man.

The Colonel called him. Darby, he cried. Come here, my man.

OSullivan Og opened his mouth; he was on the point of interposing, but he thought better of it, and shrugged his shoulders, muttering something in the Erse.

Darby, the Colonel said gravely, Ive a message for the young master, and it must be given him in his bed. Will you give it?

I will, your honour.

You will not fail?

I will not, your honour, the old servant answered earnestly.

Tell him, then, that Colonel Sullivan made his will as he passed through Paris, and tis now in Dublin. You mind me, Darby?

The old man began to shake  he had an Irish mans superstition. I do, your honour. But the saints be between us and harm, he continued, with the same gesture of distress. Whos speaking of wills?

Only tell him that in his bed, Colonel John repeated, with an urgent look. That is all.

And by your leave, it is now well be going, Og interposed sharply. We are late already for what weve to do.

There are some things, the Colonel replied with a steady look, which it is well to be late about.

Having fired that shot, he turned his eyes once more on the house. Then, without further remonstrance, he and Bale, with their guard, marched out through the gate, and took the road along the lake  that same road by which the Colonel had come some days before from the French sloop. The men with the firelocks walked beside them, one on either flank, while the pikemen guarded them behind, and OSullivan Og brought up the rear.

They had not taken twenty paces before the fog swallowed up the party; and henceforth they walked in a sea of mist, like men moving in a nightmare from which they cannot awake. The clammy vapour chilled them to the bone: while the unceasing wailing of seagulls, borne off the lough, the whistle of an unseen curlew on the hillside, the hurtle of wings as some ghostly bird swept over them  these were sounds to deepen the effect, and depress men who had reason to suspect that they were being led to a treacherous end.

The Colonel, though he masked his apprehensions under an impenetrable firmness, began to fear no less than that  and with cause. He observed that OSullivan Ogs followers were of the lowest type of kerne, islanders in all probability, and half starved; men whose hands were never far from their skenes, and whose one orderly instinct consisted in a blind obedience to their chief. OSullivan Og himself he believed to be The McMurroughs agent in his more lawless business; a fierce, unscrupulous man, prospering on his lack of scruple. The Colonel could augur nothing but ill from the hands to which he had been entrusted; and worse from the manner in which these savage, half-naked creatures, shambling beside him, stole from time to time a glance at him, as if they fancied they saw the winding-sheet high on his breast.

Some, so placed, and feeling themselves helpless, isolated by the fog, and entirely at these mens mercy, might have lost their firmness. But he did not; nor did Bale, though the servants face betrayed the keenness of his anxiety. They weighed indeed, certainly the former, the chances of escape: such chances as a headlong rush into the fog might afford to unarmed men, uncertain where they were. But the Colonel reflected that it was possible that that was the very course upon which OSullivan Og counted for a pretext and an excuse. And, for a second objection, the two could not, so closely were they guarded, communicate with each other in such a way as to secure joint action.

After all, The McMurroughs plan might amount to no more than their detention in some secret place among the hills. Colonel John hoped so.

Yet he could not persuade himself that this was the worst that was intended. He could not but think ill of things; of OSullivan Ogs silence, of the mens stealthy glances, of the uncanny hour. And when they came presently to a point where a faintly marked track left the road, and the party, at a word from their leader, turned into it, he thought worse of the matter. Was it his fancy  he was far from nervous  or were the men beginning to look impatiently at one another? Was it his fancy, or were they beginning to press more closely on their prisoners, as if they sought a quarrel? He imagined that he read in one mans eyes the question When? and in anothers the question Now? And a third, he thought, handled his weapon in an ominous fashion.

Colonel John was a brave man, inured to danger and trained to emergencies, one who had faced death in many forms. But the lack, of arms shakes the bravest, and it needed even his nerve to confront without a quiver the fate that, if his fears were justified, lay before them: the sudden, violent death, and the black bog-water which would swallow all traces of the crime. But he did not lose his firmness or lower his crest for a moment.

By-and-by the track, which for a time had ascended, began to run downward. The path grew less sound. The mist, which was thicker than before, and shut them in on the spot where they walked, as in a world desolate and apart, allowed nothing to be seen in front; but now and again a ragged thorn-tree or a furze bush, dripping with moisture, showed ghostlike to right or left. There was nothing to indicate the point they were approaching, or how far they were likely to travel; until the Colonel, peering keenly before them, caught the gleam of water. It was gone as soon as seen, the mist falling again like a curtain; but he had seen it, and he looked back to see what Og was doing. He caught him also in the act of looking over his shoulder. Was he making sure that they were beyond the chance of interruption?

It might be so; and Colonel John wheeled about quickly, thinking that while OSullivan Ogs attention was directed elsewhere, he might take one of the other men by surprise, seize his weapon and make a fight for his life and his servants life. But he met only sinister looks, eyes that watched his smallest movement with suspicion, a point ready levelled to strike him if he budged. And then, out of the mist before them, loomed the gaunt figure of a man, walking apace towards them.

The meeting appeared to be as little expected by the stranger as by Ogs party. For not only did he spring aside and leave the track to give them a wider berth, but he went by warily, with his feet in the bog. Some word was cried to him in the Erse, he answered, for a moment he appeared to be going to stop. Then he passed on and was lost in the mist.

But he left a change behind him. One of the firelock-men broke into hasty speech, glancing, the Colonel noticed, at him and Bale, as if they were the subjects of his words. OSullivan Og answered the man curtly and harshly; but before the reply was off his lips a second man broke in vehemently in support of the other. They all halted; for a few seconds all spoke at once. Then, just as Colonel John was beginning to hope that they would quarrel, OSullivan Og gave way with sullen reluctance, and a man ran back the way they had come, shouting a name. Before the prisoners could decide whether his absence afforded a chance of escape, he was back again, and with him the man who had passed in the bog.

Colonel John looked at the stranger, and recognised him; and, a man of quick wit, he knew on the instant that he had to face the worst. His face set more hard, more firm  if it turned also a shade paler. He addressed his companion. Theyve called him back to confess us, he muttered in Bales ear.

The devils! Bale exclaimed. He choked on the word and worked his jaw, glaring at them; but he said no more. Only his eyes glanced from one to another, wild and full of rage.

Colonel John did not reply, for already OSullivan Og was addressing him. Theres no more to it, The McMurroughs agent said bluntly; but youve come your last journey, Colonel, and well go back wanting you. Theres no room in Ireland from this day for them thats not Irish at heart! nor safety for honest men while youre walking the sod. But  

Will you murder us? Colonel John said. Do you know, man, he continued sternly, what you do? What have we done to you, or your master?

Done? OSullivan Og answered with sudden ferocity. And murder, say you? Ay, faith, I would, and ten thousand like you, for the sake of old Ireland! You may make your peace, and have five minutes to that  and no more, for time presses, and weve work to do. These fools would have a priest for you  he turned and spat on the ground but it is I, and none better, know you are black Protestants, and twould take the Holy Father, God bless him, and no less, to make your souls!

Colonel John looked at him with a strange light in his eyes. It is little to you, he said, and much to me. Yet think, think, man, what you do. Or if you will not, here is my servant. Let him go at least. Spare his life at least. Put him, if you please, on board the French sloop thats in the bay  

Faith, and youre wasting the little breath that is left you, the ruffian answered, irritated rather than moved by the others calmness. Its to take or leave. I told the men a heretic had no soul to make, but  

God forgive you! Colonel John said  and was silent; for he saw that remonstrance would not help him, nor prayer avail. The mans mind was made up, his heart steeled. For a brief instant, something, perhaps that human fear which he had so often defied, clutched Colonel Johns heart. For a brief instant human weakness had its way with him, and he shuddered  in the face of the bog, in the face of such an end as this. Then the mist passed from his eyes, if not from the landscape; the gracious faith that was his returned to him: he was his grave, unyielding self again. He took Bales hand and begged his forgiveness. Would I had never brought you! he said. Why did I, why did I? Yet, Gods will be done!

Bale did not seem able to speak. His jaw continued to work, while his eyes looked sideways at Og. Had the Irishman known his man, he would have put himself out of reach, armed as he was.

But I will appeal for you to the priest! Colonel John continued; he may yet prevail with them to spare you.

He will not! OSullivan Og said naïvely.


CHAPTER XII

THE SEA MIST

Father OHara looked at the two prisoners, and the tears ran down his face. He was the man whom Colonel Sullivan and Bale had overtaken on their way to Tralee. In spite of his life and his wrongs, he was a merciful man, and with all his heart he wished that, if he could do no good, God had been pleased to send him another way through the mist. Not that life was to him aught but a tragedy at any time, on whichever road he took. What but a tragedy could it be to a man bred at Douay and reared on Greek, and now condemned to live in loneliness and squalor among unlettered, unwashed creatures; to one who, banned by the law, moved by night, and lurked in some hiding-place by day, and, waking or sleeping, was ever in contact with the lawless and the oppressed, the wretched and the starving  whose existence was spent in shriving, christening, burying among the hills and bogs?

Yet, even in such a life this was a tragedy beyond the common. And What can I do? he cried. Non mihi, domine, culpa! Oh, what can I do?

You can do nothing, father, OSullivan Og said grimly. Theyre heretics, no less! And were wasting your time, blessed man. He whispered a few words in the priests ear.

The latter shuddered. God forgive us all! he wailed. And most, those who need it most! God keep us from high place!

Sure and were in little peril! OSullivan Og replied.

Colonel John looked at the priest with solemn eyes. Nor did aught but a tiny pulse beating in his cheek betray that every sense was on the stretch; that he was listening, watching, ready to seize the least chance, that he might save, at any rate, poor Bale. Then, You are a Christian, father, he said gravely. I ask nothing for myself. But this is my servant. He has done nothing, he knows nothing. Prevail with them to spare him!

Bale uttered a fierce remonstrance. No one understood it, or what he said, or meant. His eyes looked askance, like the eyes of a beast in a snare  seeking a weapon, or a throat! To be butchered thus! To be butchered thus!

Perhaps Colonel John, notwithstanding his calm courage, had the same thought, and found it bitter. Death had been good in the face of silent thousands, with pride and high resolve for cheer. Or in the heat of a fight for the right, where it came unheeded and almost unfelt. But here on the bog, in the mist, unknown, unnoticed, to perish and be forgotten in a week, even by the savage hands that took their breath! Perhaps to face this he too had need of all his Christian stoicism.

My God! My God! the priest said. And he fell on his knees and raised his hands. Have pity on these two, and soften the hearts of their murderers!

Amen, said Colonel John quietly.

Faith, and tis idle, this, OSullivan Og cried irritably. He gave a secret sign to his men to draw to one side and be ready. Weve our orders, and other work to do. Kneel aside, father, tis no harm we mean you, God forbid! But youre wasting breath on these same. And you, he continued, addressing the two, say what prayer you will, if you know one, and then kneel or stand  its all one to us  and, God willing, youll be in purgatory and never a knowledge of it!

One moment, Colonel John interposed, his face pale but composed, I have something to say to my friend.

And you may, if youll play no tricks.

If you would spare him  

Tis idle, I say! Sorra a bit of good is it! But there, ye shall be having while the blessed man says three Paternosters, and not the least taste of time beyond! Devil a bit!

Colonel John made a sign to the priest, who, bowing himself on the wet sod, covered his eyes with his hand and began to pray. The men, at a sign from OSullivan, had drawn to either side, and the firelock-men were handling their pieces, with one eye on their leader and one on the prisoners.

Colonel John took Bales hand. What matter, soon or late? he said gently Here, or on our beds we die in our duty. Let us say, In manus tuas  

Popish! Popish! Bale muttered, shaking his head. He spoke hoarsely, his tongue cleaving to his mouth. His eyes were full of rage.

Into Thy hands! Colonel John said. He stooped nearer to his mans ear. When I shout, jump and run! he breathed. I will hold two. Again he lifted his head and looked calmly at the threatening figures standing about them, gaunt and dark, against the curtain of mist. They were waiting for the signal. The priest was half way through his second Paternoster. His trembling tongue was stumbling, lagging more and more. As he ended it  the two men still standing hand in hand  Colonel John gripped Bales fingers hard, but held him.

What is that? he cried, in a loud voice  but still he held Bale tight that he might not move. What is that? he repeated. On the ear  on his ear first  had fallen the sound of hurrying feet.

They strained their eyes through the mist.

And whatll this be? OSullivan Og muttered suspiciously, looking first in the direction of the sound, and then, still more suspiciously, at his prisoners. If you budge a step, he growled, Ill drive this pike  

A messenger from The McMurrough, Colonel John said, speaking as sternly as if he and not The McMurroughs henchman commanded the party. If he was human, as indeed he was, if his heart, at the hope of respite, beat upon his ribs as the heart of a worse man might have beaten, he did not betray it save by a light in his eyes. You will see if I am not right, he added.

They had not to wait. As he spoke a tall, lathy form emerged from the mist. It advanced with long leaps, the way they had come. A moment, and the messenger saw them  almost as soon as they had seen him. He pulled up, and walked the intervening distance, his arms drooping, and his breath coming in gasps. He had run apace, and he could not speak. But he nodded  as he wiped the saliva from his parted lips  to OSullivan Og to come aside with him; and the two moved off a space. The others eyed them while the message was given. The suspense was short. Quickly OSullivan Og came back.

Ye may be thankful, he said drily. Yeve cheated the pikes for this time, no less. And tis safe ye are.

You have the greater reason to be thankful, Colonel John replied solemnly. You have been spared a foul crime.

Faith, and I hope I may never do worse, Og answered hardily, than rid the world of two black Protestants, an them with a priest to make their souls! Manys the honest mans closed his eyes without that same. But tis no time for prating! I wonder at your honour, and you no more than out of the black water! Bring them along, boys, he continued, weve work to do yet!

Laus Deo! the priest cried, lifting up his hands. Give Him the glory!

Amen, the Colonel said softly. And for a moment he shut his eyes and stood with clasped hands. Perhaps even his courage was hardly proof against so sudden, so late a respite. He looked with a hardly repressed shudder on the dreary face of the bog, on the gleaming water, on the dripping furze bushes. I thank you kindly, father, for your prayers! he said. The words of a good man avail much!

No more was said. For a few yards Bale walked unsteadily, shaken by his escape from a death the prospect of which had evoked as much rage as fear. But he recovered himself speedily, and, urged by OSullivans continual injunctions to hasten, the party were not long in retracing their steps. They reached the road, and went along it, but in the direction of the landing-place. In a few minutes they were threading their way in single file across the saucer-like waste which lay to landward of the hill overlooking the jetty and the inlet.

Are you taking us to the French sloop? Colonel John asked.

Youll be as wise as the lave of us by-and-by! Og answered sulkily.

They crossed the shoulder near the tower, which loomed uncertainly through the fog, and they strode down the slope to the stone pier. The mist lay low on the water, and only the wet stones of the jetty, and a boat or two floating in the angle between the jetty and the shore, were visible. The tide was almost at the flood. Og bade the men draw in one of the boats, ordered Colonel Sullivan and Bale to go into the bow, and the pikemen to take the oars. He and the two firelock-men  the messenger had vanished  took their seats in the stern.

Pull out, you cripples, he said. And be pulling stout, and therell be flood enough to be bringing us back.

The men bent to the clumsy oars, and the boat slid down the inlet, and passed under the beam of the French sloop, which lay moored farther along the jetty. Not a sign of life appeared on deck as they passed; the ship seemed to be deserted. Half a dozen strokes carried the boat beyond view of it, and the little party were alone on the bosom of the water, that lay rocking smoothly between its unseen banks. Some minutes were spent in stout rowing, and the oily swell began to grow longer and slower. They were near the mouth of the inlet, and abreast of the east-and-west-running shore of the bay. Smoothly as the sea lapped the beach under the mist, the boat began to rise and fall on the Atlantic rollers.

Tis more deceitful than a pretty colleen, OSullivan Og said, is the sea-fog, bad cess to it! My own father was lost in it. Will you be seeing her, boys?

Yell not see her till ye touch her! one of the rowers answered.

And the tide running? the other said. Save us from that same!

Shes farther out by three gunshots! struck in a firelock-man. Well be drifting back, ye thieves of the world, if ye sit staring there! Pull, an well be inshore an ye know it.

For some minutes the men pulled steadily onwards, while one of the passengers, apprised that their destination was the Spanish war-vessel which had landed Cammock and the Bishop, felt anything but eager to reach it. A Spanish war-ship meant imprisonment and hardship without question, possibly the Inquisition, persecution, and death. When the men lay at last on their oars, and swore that they must have passed the ship, and they would go no farther, he alone listened indifferently, nay, felt a faint hope born in him.

Tis a black Protestant fog! OSullivan cried. Wherell we be, I wonder?

Sure, ye can make no mistake, one answered. The winds light off the land.

Well be pulling back, lads.

Thats the word.

The men put the boat about, a little sulkily, and started on the return journey. The sound of barking dogs and crowing cocks came off the land with that clearness which all sounds assume in a fog. Suddenly Colonel John, crouching in the bow, where was scant room for Bale and himself, saw a large shape loom before him. Involuntarily he uttered a warning cry, OSullivan echoed it, the men tried to hold the boat. In doing this, however, one man was quicker than the other, the boat turned broadside on to her former course, and before the cry was well off OSullivan Ogs lips, it swept violently athwart a cable hauled taut by the weight of a vessel straining to the flow of the tide. In a twinkling the boat careened, throwing its occupants into the water.

Colonel John and Bale were nearest to the hawser, and managed, suddenly as the thing happened, to seize it and cling to it. But the first wave washed over them, blinding them and choking them; and, warned by this, they worked themselves desperately along the rope until their shoulders were clear of the water and they could twist a leg over their slender support.

That effected, they could spit out the water, breathe again, and look about them. They shouted for help once, twice, thrice, thinking that some on the great ship looming dim and distant to shoreward of them must hear. But their shouts were merged in the wail of despair, of shrieks and cries that floated away into the mist. The boat, travelling with the last of the tide, had struck the cable with force, and was already drifting a gunshot away. Whether any saved themselves on it, the two clinging to the hawser could not see.

Bale, shivering and scared, would have shouted again, but Colonel John stayed him. God rest their souls! he said solemnly. The men aboard can do nothing. By the time theyll have lowered a boat it will be done with these.

They can take us aboard, Bale said.

Ay, if we want to go to Cadiz gaol, Colonel John answered slowly. He was peering keenly towards the land.

But what can we do, your honour? Bale asked with a shiver.

Swim ashore.

God forbid!

But you can swim?

Not that far. Not near that far, God knows! Bale repeated with emphasis, his teeth chattering. Ill go down like a stone.

Cadiz gaol! Cadiz gaol! Colonel John muttered. Isnt it worth a swim to escape that?

Ay, ay, but  

Do you see that oar drifting? In a twinkling it will be out of reach. Off with your boots, man, off with your clothes, and to it! That oar is freedom! The tide is with us still, or it would not be moving that way. But let the tide turn and we cannot do it.

Its too far!

If you could see the shore, Colonel John argued, youd think nothing of it! With your chin on that oar, you cant sink. But it must be done before we are chilled.

He was stripping himself to his underclothes while he talked: and in haste, fearing that he might feel the hawser slacken and dip  a sign that the tide had turned. Or if the oar floated out of sight  then too the worst might happen to them. Already Colonel John had plans and hopes, but freedom was needful if they were to come to anything.

Come! he cried impulsively. Man, you are not a coward, I know it well! Come!

He let himself into the water as he spoke, and after a moment of hesitation, and with a shiver of disgust, Bale followed his example, let the rope go, and with quick, nervous strokes bobbed after him in the direction of the oar. Colonel John deserved the less credit, as he was the better swimmer. He swam long and slow, with his head low: and his eyes watched his follower. A half minute of violent exertion, and Bales outstretched hand clutched the oar. It was a thick, clumsy implement, and it floated high. In curt, clipped sentences Colonel John bade him rest his hands on it, and thrust it before him lengthwise, swimming with his feet.

For five minutes nothing was said, but they proceeded slowly and patiently, rising a little above each wave and trusting  for they could see nothing, and the light wind was in their faces  that the tide was still seconding their efforts. Colonel John knew that if the shore lay, as he judged, about half a mile distant, he must, to reach it, swim slowly and reserve his strength. Though a natural desire to decide the question quickly would have impelled him to greater exertion, he resisted it as many a man has resisted it, and thereby has saved his life. At the worst, he reflected that the oar would support them both for a short time. But that meant remaining stationary and becoming chilled.

They had been swimming for ten minutes, as he calculated, when Bale, who floated higher, cried joyfully that he could see the land. Colonel John made no answer, he needed all his breath. But a minute later he too saw it loom low through the fog; and then, in some minutes afterwards, they felt bottom and waded on to a ledge of rocks which projected a hundred yards from the mainland eastward of the mouth of the inlet. The tide had served them well by carrying them a little to the eastward. They sat a moment on the rocks to recover their strength  while the seagulls flew wailing over them  and for the first time they took in the full gravity of the catastrophe. Every other man in the boat had perished  so they judged, for there was no stir on shore. On that they uttered some expressions of pity and of thankfulness; and then, stung to action by the chill wind, which set their teeth chattering, they got to their feet and scrambled painfully along the rocks until they reached the marshy bank of the inlet. Thence a pilgrimage scarcely less painful, through gorse and rushes, brought them at the end of ten minutes to the jetty.

Here, too, all was quiet. If any of OSullivan Ogs party had saved themselves they were not to be seen, nor was there any indication that the accident was known on shore. It was still early, but little after six, the day Sunday; and apart from the cackling of poultry, and the grunting of hogs, no sound came from OSullivans house or the hovels about it.

While Colonel John had been picking his way over the rocks and between the gorse bushes, his thoughts had not been idle; and now, without hesitation, he made along the jetty until the masts of the French sloop loomed beside it. He boarded the vessel by a plank and looked round him. There was no watch on deck, but a murmur of talk came from the forecastle and a melancholy voice piping a French song rose from the depths of the cabin. Colonel John bade Bale follow him  they were shivering from head to foot  and descended the companion.

The singer was Captain Augustin. He lay on his back in his bunk, while his mate, between sleep and waking, formed an unwilling audience.

Tout mal chaussé, tout mal vêtu,

sang the Captain in a doleful voice,

Pauvre marin, doù reviens-tu?

Tout doux! Tout doux!

With the last word on his lips, he called on the name of his Maker, for he saw two half-naked, dripping figures peering at him through the open door. For the moment he took them, by the dim light, for the revenants of drowned men; while his mate, a Breton, rose on his elbow and shrieked aloud.

It was only when Colonel John called them by name that they were reassured, lost their fears, and recognised in the pallid figures before them their late passenger and his attendant. Then, as the two Frenchmen sprang to their feet, the cabin rang with oaths and invocations, with Mon Dieu! and Ma foi! Immediately clothes were fetched, and rough cloths to dry the visitors and restore warmth to their limbs, and cognac and food  for the two were half starved. Meantime, and while these comforts were being administered, and half the crew, crouching about the companion, listened, and volleys of questions rained upon him, Colonel John told very shortly the tale of their adventures, of the fate that had menaced them, and their narrow escape. In return he learned that the Frenchmen were virtually prisoners.

They have taken our equipage, cursed dogs! Augustin explained, refraining with difficulty from a dance of rage. The rudder, the sails, they are not, see you! They have locked all in the house on shore, that we may not go by night, you understand. And by day the ship of war beyond, Spanish it is possible, pirate for certain, goes about to sink us if we move! Ah, sacré nom, that I had never seen this land of swine!

Have they a guard over the rudder and the sails? Colonel John asked, pausing to speak with the food half way to his mouth.

I know not. What matter?

If not, it were not hard to regain them, Colonel John said, with an odd light in his eyes.

And the ship of war beyond? What would she be doing?

While the fog lies? Colonel John replied. Nothing.

The fog? Augustin exclaimed. He clapped his hand to his head, ran up the companion and as quickly returned. A skipper is in a low way who, whatever his position, has no eye for the weather; and he felt the tacit reproach. Name of Names! he cried. There is a fog like the inside of Jonahs whale! For the ship beyond I snap the finger at her! She is not! Then forward, mes braves! Yet tranquil! They have taken the arms!

Ay? Colonel John said, still eating. Is that so? Then it seems to me we must retake them. That first.

What, you? Augustin exclaimed.

Why not? Colonel John responded, looking round him, a twinkle in his eye. The goods of his host are in a manner of speaking the house of his host. And it is the duty  as I said once before.

But is it not that they are  of your kin?

That is the reason, Colonel John answered cryptically, and to the skippers surprise. But that surprise lasted a very short time. Listen to me, the Colonel continued. This goes farther than you think, and to cure it we must not stop short. Let me speak, and do you, my friends, listen. Courage, and I will give you not only freedom but a good bargain.

The skipper stared. How so? he asked.

Then Colonel John unfolded the plan on which he had been meditating while the waves lapped his smarting chin, while the gorse bushes pricked his feet, and the stones gibed them. It was a great plan, and before all things a bold one; so bold that Augustin gasped as it unfolded itself, and the seamen, who, with the freedom of foreign sailors in a ship of fortune, crowded the foot of the companion, opened their eyes.

Augustin smacked his lips. It is what you call magnifique! he said. But, he shrugged his shoulders, it is not possible!

If the fog holds?

But if it  what you call  lifts? What then, eh?

Through how many storms have you ridden? the Colonel answered. Yet if the mast had gone?

We had gone! Vraiment!

That did not keep you ashore.

Augustin cogitated over this for a while. Then, But we are eight only, he objected. Myself, nine.

And two are eleven, Colonel John replied.

We do not know the ground.

I do.

The skipper shrugged his shoulders.

And they have treated you  but you know how they have treated you, Colonel John went on, appealing to the lower motive.

The group of seamen who stood about the door growled seamens oaths.

There are things that seem hard, the Colonel continued, and being begun, pouf! they are done while you think of them!

Captain Augustin of Bordeaux swelled out his breast. That is true, he said. I have done things like that.

Then do one more!

The skippers eyes surveyed the mens faces. He caught the spark in their eyes. I will do it, he cried.

Good! Colonel John cried. The arms first!


CHAPTER XIII

A SLIP

Flavia McMurrough enjoyed one advantage over her partners in conspiracy. She could rise on the morning after the night of the bonfires with a clear head and an appetite undiminished by punch; and probably she was the only one at Morristown of whom this could be said. The morning light did not break for her on aching eyelids and a brain at once too retentive of the boasts of the small hours and too sensitive to the perils of the day to come. Colonel John had scarcely passed away under guard, old Darby had scarcely made his first round  with many an ominous shake of the head  the slatternly serving-boys had scarcely risen from their beds in the passages, before she was afoot, gay as a lark, and trilling like one; with spirits prepared for the best or the worst which the day might bring forth  though she foresaw only the best  and undepressed even by the blanket of mist that shrouded lake and hills and all the world from view.

If the past night, with its wassail and its mirth, its toasts and its loud-voiced bragging, might be called the great night of Morristown, this, the girl promised herself, should more truly and more fitly be styled the great day of Ireland. On this day would they begin a work the end of which no man could see, but which, to the close of time, should shed a lustre on the name of McMurrough. No more should their native land be swept along, a chained slave, a handmaid, in the train of a more brutal, a more violent, and a more stupid people! From this day Irelands valour, that had never known fit leading, should be recognised for what it was, her wit be turned to good uses, her old traditions be revived in the light of new glories. The tears rose to the girls eyes, her bosom heaved, her heart seemed too large for her, as she pictured the fruition of the work to be begun this day, and with clasped hands and prayerful eyes sang her morning hymn.

No more should an Irish gentleman walk swordless and shamed among his equals. No more should the gallant beast he had bred be seized with contumely in the market-place. No more should all the nobler services of his native land be closed to him, his faith be banned, his priests proscribed! No more should he be driven to sell his valour to the highest bidder, and pour forth his blood in foreign causes, under the walls of old Vienna, and on every stricken field from Almanza to the Don. For on this day Ireland should rouse herself from the long nightmare, the oppression of centuries. She should remember her greatness of old time and the blessing of Patrick; and those who had enslaved her, those who had scorned her and flouted her, should learn the strength of hands nerved by the love of God and the love of country! This day at Morristown the day should break.

The tears gushed from her eyes as she thought of this, and with an overflowing heart thanked Heaven for the grace and favour that assigned her a part in the work. And the halo formed of those tears ennobled all she saw about her. The men, still sprawling up and down the courtyard in the abandonment of drink, her brother calling with a pale face and querulous oaths for a cooling draught, Sir Donny and old Tim Burke, yawning off, like the old topers they were, the effects of the carouse  the cause and her hopes ennobled all. It was much  may she be forgiven!  if, in the first enthusiasm of the morning, she gave a single thought to the misguided kinsman whose opposition had hurried him into trouble, and exposed him to dangers at which she vaguely guessed.

Fool that he was, she reflected, to pit himself against such men as the Bishop and the Spanish Admiral! From her window she saw the two walking in the garden with bent heads, aloof from the yawning crowd, and now appearing beyond the line of Florence yews, now vanishing behind them. On which she came near to worshipping them. Had they not brought to Ireland, to Kerry, to Morristown, the craft and skill in counsel, the sagacity and courage, which had won for them the favour of foreign kings, and raised them high in exile? Lacking their guidance, the movement might have come to nothing, the most enthusiastic must have wasted their strength. But they were here to inspire, to lead, to control. Against such men the parlour-captains of Tralee, the encroaching Pettys, and their like, must fail indeed. And before more worthy opponents arrived to encounter the patriots, who could say what battles might not be won, what allies gained?

It was a dream, but a golden dream, and when she descended to the living-room she still lived in it. The girls lips quivered as she kissed the Bishops hand and received with bent knees his episcopal blessing. And on this house, my daughter, he added, and on this day!

Amen! she murmured in her heart.

True, breakfast, and the hour after breakfast, gave some pause to her happiness. The mens nerves were on edge with potheen and excitement, and they had not been at table five minutes before quarrelling broke out at the lower end of the board. The Spanish officer who was in attendance on Cammock came to words, and almost to blows, with one of the OBeirnes, who resented the notion that the Admirals safety was not sufficiently secured by the Irish about him. The peace was kept with difficulty, and so much ill-feeling survived the outbreak that Cammock thought it prudent to remit two-thirds of the sailors to the ship, and keep the remainder as far as possible in the background.

This was not a promising beginning, where the numbers were already so scanty that the Bishop wondered in his heart whether his dupes would dare to pass from words to action. But it was not all. Some one spoke of Asgill, and of another Justice in the neighbourhood, asserting that their hearts were with the rising, and that at a later point their aid might be expected. At once,

The Evil Ones spawn! cried Sir Donny, rising in his place, and speaking under the influence of great excitement. If youre for dealing with them, Im riding! No Protestants! No black brood of Cromwell for me! Id as soon never wear sword again as wear it in their company!

Youre not meaning it, Sir Donny! Uncle Ulick said.

Faith, but if hes not, I am! cried old Tim Burke, rising and banging the table with his fist. Tis what Im meaning, and devil a bit of a mistake! Just that!

Another backed him, with so much violence that the most moderate and sensible looked serious, and it needed the Bishops interference to calm the storm. We need not decide one way or the other, he said, until they come in. Probably he thought that an unlikely contingency. There are arguments on both sides, he continued blandly. It is true that half-measures are seldom wise. On the other hand, it was by a Protestant king that France was led back to the true faith. But of this at another time. I think we must be moving, gentlemen. It grows late.

While the gentry talked thus at table, the courtyard and the space between the house and the lake began to present, where the mist allowed them to be seen, the lively and animated appearance which the Irish, ever lovers of a crowd, admire. Food and drink were there served to the barefoot, shock-headed boys drawn up in bodies under their priests, or under the great mens agents; and when these matters had been consumed one band after another moved off in the direction of the rendezvous. This was at the Carraghalin, a name long given to the ruins of an abbey situate in an upland valley above the waterfall, and a long Irish mile from the house. But as each troop moved off towards the head of the lake its place was filled in a measure by late-comers, as well as by companies of women and girls, close-hooded and shawled, who halted before the house to raise shrill cries of welcome, or, as they passed, stirred the air with their wild Erse melodies. The orders for all were to take their seats in an orderly fashion and in a mighty semicircle about a well-known rock situate a hundred yards from the abbey. Tradition reported that in old days this rock had been a pulpit, and that thence the Irish Apostle had preached to the heathen. More certainly it had formed a rostrum and the valley a gathering-place in troubled and more recent times. The turf about it was dry, sweet, and sheep-bitten; on either side it sloped gently to the rock, while a sentry posted on each of the two low hills which flanked the vale was a sufficient surety against surprise.

It was not until the last of the peasants had filed off, and the space before the house had resumed its normal aspect  but for once without its beggars  that the gentry began to make their way in the same direction. The buckeens were the first to go. Uncle Ulick, with the Spanish officer and his men, formed the next party. The OBeirnes, with Sir Donny and Timothy Burke and a priest or two of a superior order, were not long behind them. The last to leave  and they left the house with no other guardians than a cook-maid or two  were the Admiral and the Bishop, honourably escorted, as became their rank, by their host and hostess.

Freed from the wrangling and confusion which the presence of the others bred, Flavia regained her serenity as she walked. There was nothing, indeed, in the face of nature, in the mist and the dark day, and the moisture that hung in beads on thorn and furze, to cheer her. But she drew her spirits from a higher source, and, sanguine and self-reliant, foreseeing naught but success, stepped proudly along beside the Bishop, who found, perhaps, in her presence and her courage a make-weight for the gloom of the day.

You are sure, he said, smiling, that we shall not lose our way?

Ah! and I am sure, she answered, I could take you blindfold.

The mist  

It stands, my lord, for the mist overhanging this poor land, which our sun shall disperse.

God grant it! he said God grant it, indeed, my daughter! But, do what he would, he spoke without fervour.

They passed along the lake-edge, catching now and then the shimmer of water on their right. Thence they ascended the steep path that led up the glen of the waterfall to the level of the platform on which the old tower stood. Leaving this on the right  and only to an informed eye was it visible  they climbed yet a little higher, and entered a deep driftway that, at the summit of the gorge, clove its way between the mound behind the tower and the hill on their left, and so penetrated presently to the valley of the Carraghalin. The mist was thinner here, the nature of the ground was more perceptible, and they had not proceeded fifty yards along the sunken way before Cammock, who was leading, in the company of The McMurrough, halted.

A fine place for a stand, he said, looking about him with a soldierly eye. And better for an ambush. Especially on such a morning as this, when you cannot see a man five paces away.

I trust, the Bishop answered, smiling, that we shall have no need to make the one, or to fear the other.

You could hold this, Flavia asked eagerly, with such men as we have?

Against an army, Cammock answered.

Against an army! she murmured, as, her heart beating high with pride, they resumed their way, Flavia and the Bishop in the van. Against an army! she repeated fondly.

The words had not fully left her lips when she recoiled. At the same moment the Bishop uttered an exclamation, Cammock swore and seized his hilt, The McMurrough turned as if to flee. For on the path close to them, facing them with a pistol in his hand, stood Colonel Sullivan.

He levelled the pistol at the head of the nearest man, and though Flavia, with instant presence of mind, struck it up, the act helped little. Before Cammock could clear his blade, or his companions back up his resistance, four or five men, of Colonel Johns following, flung themselves on them from behind. They were seized, strong arms pinioned them, knives were at their throats. In a twinkling, and while they still expected death, sacks were dragged over their heads and down to their waists, and they were helpless.

It was well, it was neatly done; and completely done, with a single drawback. The men had not seized Flavia, and, white as paper, but with rage not fear, she screamed shrilly for help  screamed twice.

She would have screamed a third time, but Colonel Sullivan, who knew that they were scarcely two furlongs from the meeting-place, and from some hundreds of merciless foes, did the only thing possible. He flung his arms round her, pressed her face roughly against his shoulder, smothered her cries remorselessly. Then raising her, aided by the man with the musket, he bore her, vainly struggling  and, it must be owned, scratching  after the others out of the driftway.

The thing done, the Colonels little band of Frenchmen knew that they had cast the die, and must now succeed or perish. The girls screams, quickly suppressed, might not have given the alarm; but they had set nerves on edge. The prick of a knife was used  and often  to apprise the blinded prisoners that if they did not move they would be piked. They were dragged, a seaman on either side of each captive, over some hundred paces of rough ground, through the stream, and so into a path little better than a sheep-track which ran round the farther side of the hill of the tower, and descended that way to the more remote bank of the lake. It was a rugged path, steep and slippery, dropping precipitously a couple of feet in places, and more than once following the bed of the stream. But it was traceable even in the mist, and the party from the sloop, once put on it, could follow it.

If no late-comer to the meeting encountered them, Colonel John, to whom every foot of the ground was familiar, saw no reason, apart from the chances of pursuit, why they should not get the prisoners, whom they had so audaciously surprised, as far as the lower end of the lake. There he and his party must fall again into the Skull road and risk the more serious uncertainties of the open way. All, however, depended on time. If Flavias screams had not given the alarm, it would soon be given by the absence of those whom the people had come to meet. The missing leaders would be sought, pursuit would be organised. Yet, if before that pursuit reached the foot of the lake, the fugitives had passed into the road, the raiders would stand a fair chance. They would at least have a start, the sloop in front of them, and their enemies behind them.

But, with peril on every side of them, Flavia was still the main, the real difficulty. Colonel Sullivan could not hope to carry her far, even with the help of the man who fettered her feet, and bore part of her weight. Twice she freed her mouth and uttered a stifled cry. The Colonel only pressed her face more ruthlessly to him  his mens lives depended on her silence. But the sweat stood on his brow; and, after carrying her no more than three hundred yards, he staggered under the unwilling burden. He was on the path now and descending, and he held out a little farther. But presently, when he hoped that she had swooned, she fell to struggling more desperately. He thought, on this, that he might be smothering her; and he relaxed his hold to allow her to breathe. For reward she struck him madly, furiously in the face, and he had to stifle her again.

But his heart was sick. It was a horrible, a brutal business, a thing he had not foreseen on board the Cormorant. He had supposed that she would faint at the first alarm; and his courage, which would have faced almost any event with coolness, quailed. He could not murder the girl, and she would not be silent. No, she would not be silent! Short of setting her down and binding her hand and foot, which would take time, and was horrible to imagine, he could not see what to do. And the man with him, who saw the rest of the party outstripping them, and as good as disappearing in the fog, who fancied, with every step, that he heard the feet of merciless pursuers overtaking them, was frantic with impatience.

Then Colonel John, with the sweat standing on his brow, did a thing to which he afterwards looked back with great astonishment.

Give me your knife, he said, with a groan, and hold her hands! We must silence her, and there is only one way!

The man, terrified as he was, and selfish as terrified men are, recoiled from the deed. My God! he said. No!

Yes! Colonel John retorted fiercely. The knife!  the knife, man! And do you hold her hands!

With a jerk he lifted her face from his breast  and this time she neither struck him nor screamed. The man had half-heartedly drawn his knife. The Colonel snatched it from him. Now her hands! he said. Hold her, fool! I know where to strike!

She opened her mouth to shriek, but no sound came. She had heard, she understood; and for a moment she could neither struggle nor cry. That terror which rage and an almost indomitable spirit had kept at bay seized her; the sight of the gleaming death poised above her paralysed her throat. Her mouth gaped, her eyes glared at the steel; then, with a queer sobbing sound, she fainted.

Thank God! the Colonel cried. And there was indeed thankfulness in his voice. He thrust the knife back into the mans hands, and, raising the girl again in his arms, There is a house a little below, he said. We can leave her there! Hurry, man!  hurry!

He had not traversed that road for twenty years, but his memory had not tricked him. Less than fifty paces below they came on a cabin, close to the foot of the waterfall. The door was not fastened  for what, in such a place, was there to steal?  and Colonel John thrust it open with his foot. The interior was dark, the place was almost windowless; but he made out the form of an old crone who, nursing her knees, crouched with a pipe in her mouth beside a handful of peat. Seeing him, the woman tottered to her feet with a cry of alarm, and shaded her bleared eyes from the inrush of daylight. She gabbled shrilly, but she knew only Erse, and Colonel John attempted no explanation.

The lady of the house, he said, in that tongue. And he laid Flavia, not ungently, but very quickly, on the floor. He turned about without another word, shut the door on the two, and hurried along the path at the full stretch of his legs. In half a minute he had overtaken his companion, and the two pressed on together on the heels of the main party.

The old beldame, left alone with the girl, viewed her with an astonishment which would have been greater if she had not reached that age at which all sensations become dulled. How the Lady of the House, who was to her both Power and Providence, came to be there, and there in that state, passed her conception. But she had the sense to loosen the girls frock at the neck, to throw water on her face, and to beat her hands. In a very few minutes Flavia, who had never swooned before  fashionable as the exercise was at this period in feminine society  sighed once or twice, and came to herself.

Where am I? she muttered. Still for some moments she continued to look about her in a dazed way; at length she recognised the old woman, and the cottage. Then she remembered, with a moan, what had happened  the ambuscade, the flight, the knife.

She could not turn whiter, but she shuddered and closed her eyes. At last, with shrinking, she looked at her dress. Am I  hurt? she whispered.

The old woman did not understand, but she patted Flavias hand. Meanwhile the girl saw that there was no blood on her dress, and she found courage to raise her hand to her throat. She found no wound. At that she smiled faintly. Then she began to cry  for she was a woman.

But, broken as she was by that moment of terror, Flavias indulgence in the feminine weakness was short, for it was measured by the time she devoted to thoughts of her own fortunes. Quickly, very quickly, she overcame her weakness; she stood up, she understood, and she extended her arms in rage and grief and unavailing passion. That rage which treachery arouses in the generous breast, that passion which an outrage upon hospitality kindles in the meanest, that grief which ruined plans and friends betrayed have bred a thousand times in Irish bosoms  she felt them all, and intensely. She would that the villains had killed her! She would that they had finished her life! Why should she survive, except for vengeance? For not only were her hopes for Ireland fallen; not only were those who had trusted themselves to The McMurrough perishing even now in the hands of ruthless foes; but her brother, her dear, her only brother, whom her prayers, her influence had brought into this path, he too was snared, of his fate also there could be no doubt!

She felt all that was most keen, most poignant, of grief, of anger, of indignation. But the sharpest pang of all  had she analysed her feelings  was inflicted by the consciousness of failure, and of failure verging on the ignominious. The mature take good and evil fortune as they come; but to fail at first setting out in life, to be outwitted in the opening venture, to have to acknowledge that experience is, after all, a formidable foe  these are mishaps which sour the magnanimous and poison young blood.

She had not known before what it was to hate. Now she only lived to hate: to hate the man who had shown himself so much cleverer than her friends, who, in a twinkling, and by a single blow, had wrecked her plans, duped her allies, betrayed her brother, made her name a laughing-stock, robbed Ireland of a last chance of freedom! who had held her in his arms, terrified her, mastered her! Oh, why had she swooned? Why had she not rather, disregarding her womanish weakness, her womanish fears, snatched the knife from him and plunged it into his treacherous breast? Why? Why?


CHAPTER XIV

THE COLONELS TERMS

Passive courage  courage in circumstances in which a man cannot help himself, but must abide with bound hands whatever a frowning fortune and his enemys spite threaten  is so much higher a virtue than that which carries him through hot emprises, and is so much more common among women, that the palm for bravery may fairly be given to the weaker sex. True, it is not in the first face of danger that a woman shines; time must be given her to string her nerves. But grant time and there is no calamity so dreadful, no fate so abhorrent to trembling humanity, that a woman has not met it smiling: in the sack of cities, or in the slow agony of towns perishing of hunger, in the dungeon, or in the grip of disease.

The bravest men share this gift, and some whom the shock of conflict appals. Cammock and the Bishop belonged to the former class. Seized in a moment of activity, certain only that they were in hostile hands, and hurried, blind and helpless, to an unknown doom, they might have been pardoned had they succumbed to despair. But they did not succumb. The habit of danger, and a hundred adventures and escapes, had hardened them; they felt more rage than fear. Stunned for a moment by the audacity of the attack, and humiliated by its success, they had not been dragged a hundred yards before they began to reason and to calculate the chances. If the purpose of those into whose hands they had fallen were to murder them they would have been piked on the spot. On the other hand, if their captors object was to deliver them to English justice, it was a long way to the Four Courts, and farther to Westminster. Weeks, if not months, must elapse before they stood at the bar on a capital charge; much water must flow under the bridges, and many a thing might happen, by force or fraud, in the interval.

So, half-stifled and bitterly chagrined as they were, they did not waste their strength in a vain resistance. They allowed themselves to be pushed this way and pulled that, took what care they could of their limbs, and for their thoughts gave as many to vengeance as to safety. They had known many reverses in many lands. They did not believe that this was the end. And presently it would be their turn.

With the third of the prisoners it was otherwise. The courage of the Irish is more conspicuous in the advance than in the retreat; and even of that recklessness in fight, that joy in the conflict, which is their birthright and their fame, Flavia had taken more than her womans share. In James McMurroughs mean and narrow nature there was small room for the generous passions. Unlike his sister, he would have struck the face of no man in whose power he lay; nor was he one to keep a stout heart when his hands were bound. Conscience does not always make cowards. But he knew into whose hands he had fallen, he knew the fate to which he had himself consigned Colonel John  or would have consigned him but for self-interest  and his heart was water, his knees were aspens, his hair rose, as, helpless, he pictured in livid hues the fate that now awaited himself.

As he had meant to do to the other, it would be done to him! He felt the cruel pike rend the gasping throat; he had heard that it was the most painful death that a man could die, and that the shrieks of men dying on the pike-point could be heard a mile! Or would they throw him, bound and blind as he was, into the sullen lake  yes, that was it! They were carrying him that way, they were taking him to the lake.

And once and twice, in the insanity of fear, he fought with his bonds until the blood came, even throwing himself down, until the men, out of patience, pricked him savagely, and drove him, venting choked cries of pain, to his feet again. After the second attempt, if attempt that could be called which had no reasoning behind it, but only sheer animal fear, he staggered on, beaten, hopeless. He was aware that Colonel John was not with them; and then, again, that he was with them; and then  they were on the wide track now between the end of the lake and the sea  that they were proceeding with increased caution. That might have given a braver man hope, the hope of rescue. But rescue had itself terrors for The McMurrough. His captors, if pressed, might hasten the end, or his friends might strike him in the mêlée. And so, with every furlong of the forced journey, he died a fresh death.

And the furlongs seemed interminable, quickly and roughly as he was hurried along. In his terror the pains of his position, the heat, the friction of the rough sacking, the want of air, went for little. But at last he heard the fall of the waves on the shore, gorse pricked his legs or tripped him up, the men about him spoke louder, he caught a distant hail. Laughter, and exclamations of triumph reached him, and the voices of men who had won in spite of odds.

Then a boat grated on the pebbles, he was lifted into it, and thrust down in the bottom. He felt it float off, and heard the measured sound of the oars in the thole-pins. A few moments elapsed, the sound of the oars ceased, the boat bumped something. He was raised to his feet, his hands were unbound, he was set on a rope-ladder, and bidden to climb. Obeying with shaking knees, he was led across what he guessed to be a deck, and down steep stairs. Then his head was freed from the sack, and, sweating, dishevelled, pale with exhaustion and fear, he looked about him.

The fog was still thick outside, turning day into twilight, and the cabin lamp had been lit and swung above the narrow table, filling the lowbrowed, Dutch-like interior with a strong but shifting light. Behind the table Colonel John and the skipper leant against a bulkhead; before them, on the nearer side of the table, were ranged the three captives. Behind these, again, the dark, grinning faces of the sailors, with their tarred pigtails and flashing eyes, filled the doorway; and, beyond doubt, viewed under the uncertain light of the lamp, they showed a wild and savage crew. As James McMurrough looked, his hopes, which had risen during the last few minutes, sank. Escape, or chance of escape, there was none. He was helpless, and what those into whose hands he had fallen determined, he must suffer. For a moment his heart stood still, his mouth gaped, he swayed on his feet. Then he clutched the table and steadied himself.

I am  giddy, he muttered.

I am sorry that you have been put to so much inconvenience, Colonel John answered civilly.

The words, the tone, might have reassured him, if he had not suspected a devilish irony. Even when Colonel John proceeded to direct one of the men to open a porthole and admit more air, he derived no comfort from the attention. But steady! Colonel John was speaking again.

You, too, gentlemen, he said, addressing Cammock and the Bishop, I am sorry that I have been forced to put you to so much discomfort. But I saw no other way of effecting my purpose. And, he went on with a smile, if you ask my warranty for acting as I have acted  

I do! the Bishop said between his teeth. The Admiral said nothing, but breathed hard.

Then I can only vouch, the Colonel answered, the authority by virtue of which you seized me yesterday. I give you credit, reverend father, and you, Admiral, for a belief that in acting as you did you were doing your duty; that in creating a rising here you were serving a cause which you think worthy of sacrifice  the sacrifice of others as well as of yourselves. But I tell, you, as frankly, I feel it my duty to thwart that purpose and prevent that rising; and for the moment fortune is with me. The game, gentlemen, is for the present in my hand; the move is mine. Now I need hardly say, Colonel John continued, with an appearance almost of bonhomie, that I do not wish to proceed to extremities, or to go farther than is necessary to secure my purpose. We might set sail for the nearest garrison port, and I might hand you over to the English authorities, assured that they would pay such a reward as would compensate the shipmaster. But far be it from me to do that! I would have no mans blood on my hands. And though I say at once I would not shrink, were there no other way of saving innocent lives, from sending you to the scaffold  

A thousand thanks to you! the Bishop said. But, brave man as he was, the irony in his voice masked relief; and not then, but a moment later, he passed his handkerchief across his brow. Cammock said nothing, but the angry, bloodshot eyes which he fixed on the Colonel lost a little of their ferocity.

I say, I would not shrink from doing that, Colonel John continued mildly, were it necessary. Fortunately for us all, it is not necessary. Still I must provide against your immediate return, against immediate action on your part. I must see that the movement which will die in your absence is not revived by any word from you, or by tidings of you! To that end, gentlemen, I must put you to the inconvenience of a prolonged sea-voyage.

If I could speak with you in private? the Bishop said.

You will have every opportunity, Colonel John answered, smiling, of speaking to Captain Augustin in private.

Still, sir, if I could see you alone I think I could convince you  

You shall have every opportunity of convincing Captain Augustin, Colonel John returned, smiling more broadly, and of convincing him by the same means which I venture to think, reverend sir, you would employ with me. To be plain, he will take you to sea for a certain period, and at the end of that time, if your arguments are sufficiently weighty, he will land you at a convenient harbour on the French shore. He will be at the loss of his cargo, and that loss I fear you will have to make good. Something, too, he may charge by way of interest, and for your passage. By this time the sailors were on the broad grin. A trifle, perhaps, for landing dues. But I have spoken with him to be moderate, and I doubt not that within a few weeks you, Admiral Cammock, will be with your command, and the reverend father will be pursuing his calling in another place.

For a moment there was silence, save for a titter from the group of seamen. Then Cammock laughed  a curt, barking laugh. A bite! he said. A d  d bite! If I can ever repay it, sir, I will! Be sure of that!

Colonel John bowed courteously.

The Bishop took it otherwise. The veins on his forehead swelled, and he had much ado to control himself. The truth was, he feared ridicule more than he feared danger, perhaps more than he feared death; and such an end to such an enterprise was hard to bear. To have set forth to raise the south of Ireland, to have undertaken a diversion that would never be forgotten, that, on the contrary, would be marked by historians as a main factor in the restoration of the house of Stuart  to have embarked on such an enterprise and to be deported like any troublesome villager delivered to the pressgang for his hamlets good! To end thus! It was too much.

Is there no alternative? he asked, barely able to speak for the chagrin that took him by the throat.

One, if you prefer it, Colonel Sullivan answered suavely. You can take your chance with the English authorities. For myself, I lean to the course I have suggested.

If money were paid down  now? Now, sir?

It would not avail.

Much money?

No.

The Bishop glared at him for a few seconds. Then his face relaxed, his eyes grew mild, his chin sank on his breast. His fingers drummed on the table. His will be done! he said His will be done! I was not worthy.

His surrender seemed to sting Cammock. Perhaps in the course of their joint adventures he had come to know and to respect his companion, and felt more for him than for himself.

If I had you on my quarter-deck for only half an hour, he growled, I would learn who was the better man! Ah, my man, I would!

The doubt flatters me, Colonel John answered, viewing them both with great respect; for he saw that, bad or good, they were men. Then, That being settled, he continued, I shall ask you, gentlemen, to go on deck for a few moments, that I may say a word to my kinsman.

He is not to go with us?

That remains to be seen, Colonel John replied, a note of sternness in his voice. Still they hesitated, and he stood; but at last, in obedience to his courteous gesture, they bowed, turned  with a deep sigh on the Bishops part  and clambered up the companion. The seamen had already vanished at a word from Augustin, who himself proceeded to follow his prisoners on deck.

Sit down! Colonel Sullivan said, the same sternness in his voice. And he sat down on his side of the table, while James McMurrough, with a sullen look but a beating heart, took his seat on the other. The fear of immediate death had left the young man; he tried to put on an air of bravado, but with so little success that if his sister had seen him thus she had been blind indeed if she had not discerned, between these two men seated opposite to one another, the difference that exists between the great and the small, the strong and the infirm of purpose.

It was significant of that difference that the one was silent at will, while the other spoke because he had not the force to be silent.

What are you wanting with me? the young man asked.

Is it not you, Colonel John answered, with a piercing look, will be wanting to know where OSullivan Og is  OSullivan Og, whom you sent to do your bidding this morning?

The young man turned a shade paler, and his bravado fell from him. His breath seemed to stop. Then, Where? he whispered where is he?

Where, I pray, Heaven, Colonel John answered, with the same solemnity, may have mercy upon him.

He is not dead? The McMurrough cried, his voice rising on the last word.

I have little doubt he is, the Colonel replied. Dead, sir! And the men who were with him  dead also, or the most part of them. Dead, James McMurrough, on the errand they went for you.

The shock of the news struck the young man dumb, and for some moments he stared at the Colonel, his face colourless. At length, All dead? he whispered. Not all?

For what I know, Colonel John replied. Heaven forgive them! And, in half a dozen sentences, he told him what had happened. Then, They are the first fruits, he continued sternly, God grant that they be the last fruits of this reckless plot! Not that I blame them, who did but as they were bid. Nor do I blame any man, nor any woman who embarked on this  reckless as it was, foolish as it was  with a single heart, either in ignorance of the things that I know, or knowing them, for the sake of an end which they set above their own lives. But  but  and Colonel Johns voice grew more grave there was one who had neither of these two excuses. There was one who was willing to do murder, not in blind obedience, nor for a great cause, but to serve his own private interest and his own advantage!

No! no! the young man cried, cowering before him. It is not true!

One who was ready to do murder, Colonel John continued pitilessly, because it suited him to remove a man!

No! no! the wretched youth cried, almost grovelling before him. It was all of them!  it was all!

It was not all! Colonel John retorted; but there was a keenness in his face which showed that he had still something to learn.

It was  those two-on deck! The McMurrough cried eagerly. I swear it was! They said  it was necessary.

They were one with you in condemning! Be it so! I believe you! But who spared?

I! The McMurrough cried, breathlessly eager to exculpate himself. It was I alone. I! I swear it. I sent the boy!

You spared? Yes, and you alone! the Colonel made answer. So I thought, and out of your own mouth you are condemned. You spared because you learned that I had made a will, and you feared lest that which had passed to me in trust might pass to a stranger for good and all! You spared because it was  because you thought it was to your interest, your advantage to spare! I say, out of your own mouth you are condemned.

James McMurrough had scarcely force to follow the pitiless reasoning by which the elder man convicted him. But his conscience, his knowledge of his own motives, filled the hiatus, and what his tongue did not own his colourless face, his terrified eyes, confessed.

You have fallen into our hands, Colonel John continued, grave as fate. Why should we not deal with you as you would have dealt with us? No!  the young man by a gesture had appealed to those on deck, to their escape, to their impunity no! They may have consented to my death; but as the judge condemns, or the soldier kills; you  you, for your private profit and advantage. Nevertheless, I shall not deal so with you. You can go as they are going  abroad, to return at a convenient season, and I hope a wiser man. Or  

Or  what? the young man cried hurriedly.

Or you can stay here, Colonel John continued, and we will treat the past as if it had not been. But on a condition.

Jamess colour came back. Whatll you be wanting? he muttered, averting his gaze.

You must swear that you will not pursue this foolish plan further. That first.

What can I be doing without them? was the sullen answer.

Very true, Colonel John rejoined. But you must swear also, my friend, that you will not attempt anything against me, nor be party to anything.

Whatd I be doing?

Dont lie! the Colonel replied, losing his temper for a single instant. You know what you have done, and therefore what youd be likely to do. Ive no time to bandy words, and you know how you stand. Swear on your hope of salvation to those two things, and you may stay. Refuse, and I make myself safe by your absence. That is all I have to say.

The young man had the sense to know that he was escaping lightly. The times were rough, the district was lawless, he had embarked  how foolishly he saw  on an enterprise too high for him. He was willing enough to swear that he would not pursue that enterprise further. But the second undertaking stuck in his gizzard. He hated Colonel John. For the past wrong, for the past defeat, above all for the present humiliation, ay, and for the very magnanimity which spared him, he, the weak spirit, hated the strong with a furious, if timid malignity.

Im having no choice, he said, shrugging his shoulders.

Very good, Colonel John answered curtly. And, going to the door, he called Bale from his station by the hatchway, and despatched him to the Bishop and to Admiral Cammock, requesting them to do him the honour to descend.

They came readily enough, in the hope of some favourable turn. But the Colonels words quickly set them right.

Gentlemen, he said politely, I know you to be men of honour in private life. For this reason I have asked you to be present as witnesses to the bargain between my cousin and myself. Blood is thicker than water: he has no mind to go abroad, and I have no mind to send him against his will. But his presence, after what has passed, is a standing peril to myself. To meet this difficulty, and to free me from the necessity of banishing him, he is ready to swear by all he holds sacred, and upon his honour, that he will attempt nothing against me, nor be a party to it. Is that so, sir? the speaker continued. Do you willingly, in the presence of these gentlemen, give that undertaking?

The young man, with averted eyes and a downcast face, nodded.

I am afraid I must trouble you to speak, Colonel John said.

I do, he muttered, looking at no one.

Further, that you will not within six months attempt anything against the Government? Colonel John continued.

I will not.

Very good. I accept that undertaking, and I thank these gentlemen for their courtesy in condescending to act as witnesses. Admiral Cammock and you, reverend father, Colonel John continued, it remains but to bid you farewell, and to ask you to believe  the Colonel paused that I have not pushed further than was necessary the advantage I gained.

By a neat stroke, Colonel Sullivan, the Bishop replied, with a rather sour smile, not to say a bold one. Im not denying it. But one, Id have you notice, that cannot be repeated.

Maybe not, the Colonel answered. I am content to think that for some time to come I have transferred your operations, gentlemen, to a sphere where I am not concerned for the lives of the people.

There are things more precious than lives, the Bishop said.

I admit it. More by token Im blaming you little  only you see, sir, I differ. That is all.

With that Colonel Sullivan bowed and left the cabin, and The McMurrough, who had listened to the colloquy with the air of a whipped hound, slunk after him. On deck the Colonel and Augustin talked apart for a moment, then the former signed to the young man to go down into the boat, which lay alongside with a couple of men at the oars, and Bale seated in the sternsheets. The fog still hung upon the water, and the land was hidden. The young man could not see where they lay.

After the lapse of a minute or two Colonel John joined him, and the rowers pushed off, while Augustin and the crew leant over the rail to see them go, and to send after them a torrent of voluble good wishes. A very few, strokes of the oars brought the passengers within misty view of the land; in less than two minutes after leaving the Cormorant the boat grated on the rocks, and the Colonel, James McMurrough, and Bale landed. The young man made out that they were some half-mile eastward of Skull Harbour.

Bale stayed to exchange a few words with the seamen, while Colonel John and The McMurrough set off along the beach. They had not walked fifty yards before the fog isolated them; they were alone. And astonishment filled the young man, and grew as they walked. Did Colonel John, after all that had happened, mean to return to Morristown? to establish himself calmly  he, alone  in the midst of the conspirators whose leaders he had removed?

It seemed incredible! For though he, James McMurrough, thirst for revenge as he might, was muzzled by his oath, what of the others? What of Sir Donny and old Timothy Burke? What of the two OBeirnes? Nay, what of his sister, whom he could fancy more incensed, more vindictive, more dangerous than them all? What, finally, of the barbarous rout of peasants, ready to commit any violence at a word from him?

And still the Colonel walked on by his side. And now they were in sight of Skull  of the old tower and the house by the jetty, looming large through the dripping mist. And at last Colonel John spoke.

It was fortunate that I made my will as I came through Paris, he said.


CHAPTER XV

FEMINA FURENS

The Irish of that day, with all their wit and all their courage, had the bad habit of looking abroad for leaders. Colonel John had run little risk of being wrong in taking for granted that the meeting at the Carraghalin, mysteriously robbed of the chiefs from over-seas, whose presence had brought the movement to a head, would disperse; either amid the peals of Homeric laughter that in Ireland greet a monster jest, or, in sadder mood, cursing the detested Saxon for one more added to the many wrongs of a downtrodden land.

Had Flavia indeed escaped, had the raid which Colonel Sullivan had so audaciously conceived failed to embrace her, the issue might have been different. Had she appeared upon the scene at the critical moment, her courage and enthusiasm might have supported the spirits of the assemblage and kept it together. But Uncle Ulick had not the force to do this: much less had old Timothy Burke or Sir Donny. Uncle Ulick, we know, expected little good from the rising; he was prepared for any, the worst mishap; while the faith of the older men in any change for the better was not robust enough to stand alone or to resist the first blast of doubt.

Their views indeed were more singular than cheerful.

Very like, Sir Donny said, with a fallen under-lip, the ould earths opened her mouth and swallowed them. Shes tired, small blame to her, with all the heretics burdening her and tormenting her  the cream of hells fire to them!

Whisht, man! the other answered. Be easy; youre forgetting ones a bishop. Small chance of the devils tackling him, and, like enough the holy water and all ready to his hand!

Then Im not knowing what it is, the first pronounced hopelessly.

There you speak truth, Sir Donny, Tim Burke answered. Is it they can be losing their way in the least taste of fog there is, do you think?

And the young lady knowing the path, so that shed be walking it blindfold in the dark!

Im fearing, then, it will be the garrson from Tralee, was Uncle Ulicks contribution. And he shook his head. The saints be between us and them, and grant well not be seeing more of them than we like, and sooner!

Amen to that same! replied old Timothy Burke, with an uneasy look behind him.

There was nothing comforting in this. And the messengers sent to learn what was amiss and why the expected party did not arrive had as little cheer to give. They could learn nothing. On which Uncle Ulick and his fellows rubbed their heads: the small men wondered. A few panic-stricken, began to slip away, but the mass were faithful. An hour went by in this trying uncertainty, and a second and part of a third; and messengers departed and came, and there were rumours and alarms, and presently something like the truth got abroad; and there was talk of pursuit, and a band of young stalwarts was detailed and sent off. Still the greater part of the assemblage, with Irish patience, remained seated in ranks on the slopes of the hills, the women with their drugget shawls drawn over their heads, the men with their frieze coats hanging loose about them. The chill mist which clung to the hillsides, and the atmosphere of doubt which overhung all, were a poor exchange for the roaring bonfires, the good cheer, the enthusiasm, the merriment of the previous evening. But the Irish peasant, if he be less staunch at the waiting  even as he is more forward in the hand-to-hand than his Scottish cousins  has the peasants gift of endurance; and in the most trying hours  in ignorance, in doubt, in danger  has often held his ground in dependence on his betters, with a result pitiful in the reading. For too often the great have abandoned the little, the horse has borne off the rider, and the naked footman, surprised, surrounded, out-matched, and put to the sword, has paid for all.

But on this day a time came, about high noon, when the assemblage  and the fog  began at last to melt. Sir Donny was gone, and old Tim Burke of Maamtrasna. They had slipped homewards, by little-known tracks across the peat hags; and, shamefaced and fearful of the consequences, the spirit all gone out of them, had turned their minds to oaths and alibis. They had been in trouble before, and were taken to know; and their departure sapped the OBeirnes resolution, whose uneasy faces as they talked together spread the contagion. Uncle Ulick and several of the buckeens were away on the search; the handful of Spanish seamen had returned to the house or to the ship: there was no one to check the defection when it set in. An hour after Sir Donny had slipped away, the movement which might have meant so much to so many was spent. The slopes about the ruined gables which they called Carraghalin, and which were all that remained of the once proud abbey, had returned to their wonted solitude; where hundreds had sat a short hour before the eagle hovered, the fox turned his head and scented the wind. Even the house at Morristown had so far become itself again that a scarcity, rather than a plenitude of life, betrayed the past night of orgy; and a quietness beyond the ordinary, the things that had been dreamed. The garrison of Tralee, the Protestant Settlement at Kenmare, facts which had been held distant and negligible in the first flush of hope and action, now seemed to the fearful fancy many an Irish mile nearer and many a shade more real.

Doubtless, in the minds of some, a secret thankfulness that, after all, they were not required to take the leap, relieved the disappointment and lessened the shame. They were well out of an ugly scrape, they reflected; well clear of the ugly shadow of the gallows  always supposing that no informer appeared. It might even be the hand of Providence, they thought, that had removed their leaders, and so held them back. They might think themselves happy to be quit of it for the fright.

But there was one  one who found no such consolation; one to whom the issue was pure loss, a shameful defeat, the end of hopes, the defeat of prayers that had never risen to heaven more purely than that morning.

Flavia sat with her eyes on the dead peat that cumbered the hearth  for in the general excitement the fire had been suffered to go out  and in a stupor of misery refused to be comforted. Of her plans, of her devotion, of her lofty resolves, this was the result. She had aspired, God knew how honestly and earnestly, for her race downtrodden and her faith despised, and this was the bitter fruit. Nor was it only the girls devotion to her country and to her faith that lay sore wounded: her vanity suffered, and perhaps more keenly. The enterprise that was to have glorified the name of McMurrough, that was to have raised that fallen race, that was to have made that distant province blessed among the provinces of Ireland, had come to an end, derisive and contemptible, before it was born. Her spirit, unbroken by experience and untrained to defeat, fearing before all things ridicule, dashed itself against the dreadful conviction, the dreadful fact. She could hardly believe that all was over. She could hardly realise that the cup was no longer at her lip, that the bird had escaped from the hand. But she looked from the window; and, lo, the courtyard which had hummed and seethed was dead and silent. In one corner a knot of men were carrying out the arms and the powder, and were preparing to bury them. In another, a woman  it was Sullivan Ogs widow  sat weeping. It was the Hic jacet of the great Rising that was to have been, and that was to have regenerated Ireland!

And You must kill him! she cried, with livid cheeks and blazing eyes. If you do not, I will!

Uncle Ulick, who had heard the story of the ambush, and beyond doubt was one of those who felt more relief than disappointment, stretched his legs uneasily. He longed to comfort her, but he did not know what to say. Moreover, he was afraid of her in this mood.

You must kill him! she repeated.

Well talk of that, he said, when we see him.

You must kill him! the girl repeated passionately. Or I will! If you are a man, if you are an Irishman, if you are a Sullivan, kill him, the shame of your race! Or I will!

If he had been on our side, Uncle Ulick answered soberly, instead of against us, Im thinking we should have done better.

The girl drew in her breath sharply, pierced to the quick by the thought. Simultaneously the big man started, but for another reason. His eyes were on the window, and they saw a sight which his mind declined to believe. Two men had entered the courtyard  had entered with astonishing, with petrifying nonchalance, as it seemed to him. For the first was Colonel Sullivan. The second  but the second slunk at the heels of the first with a hang-dog air  was James McMurrough.

Fortunately Flavia, whose eyes were glooming on the cold hearth and the extinct ashes, fit image of her dead hopes, had her back to the casement. Uncle Ulick rose. His thoughts came with a shock against the possibility that Colonel John had the garrison of Tralee at his back! But, although The McMurrough had all the appearance of a prisoner, Ulick thrust away the notion as soon as it occurred. To clear his mind, he looked to see how the men engaged in getting out the powder were taking it. They had ceased to work, and were staring with all their eyes. Something in their bearing and their attitudes told Uncle Ulick that the notion which had occurred to him had occurred to them, and that they were prepared to run at the least alarm.

His blood be on his own head! he muttered. But he did not say it in the tone of a man who meant it.

Amen! she cried, her back still turned to the window, her eyes brooding on the cold hearth. The words fell in with her thoughts.

By this time Colonel Sullivan was within four paces of the door. In a handturn he would be in the room, he would be actually in the girls presence  and Uncle Ulick shrank from the scene which must follow. Colonel John was, indeed, and plainly, running on his fate. Already the OBeirnes, awakening from their trance of astonishment, were closing in behind him with grim faces; and short of the garrison of Tralee the big man saw no help for him; well-nigh  so strongly did even he feel on the matter  he desired none. But Flavia must have no part in it. In Gods name, let the girl be clear of it!

The big man took two steps to the door, opened it, slipped through, and closed it behind him. His breast as good as touched that of Colonel Sullivan, who was on the threshold. Behind the Colonel was James McMurrough; behind James were the two OBeirnes and two others, of whose object, as they cut off the Colonels retreat, no man who saw their faces could doubt.

For once, in view of the worse things that might happen in the house, Ulick was firm. You cant come in! he said, his face pale and frowning. He had no word of greeting for the Colonel. You cant come in! he repeated, staring straight at him.

The Colonel turned and saw the four men with arms in their hands spreading out behind him. He understood. You had better let me in, he said gently. James will talk to them.

James  

You had better speak to them, Colonel John continued, addressing his companion. And you, Ulick  

You cant come in, Ulick repeated grimly.

James McMurrough interposed in his harshest tone. An end to this! he cried. Who the devil are you to bar the door, Ulick! And you, Phelim and Morty, be easy a minute till you hear me speak.

Ulick still barred the way. James, he said, in a voice little above a whisper, you dont know  

I know enough! The McMurrough answered violently. It went sadly against the grain with him to shield his enemy, but so it must be. Curse you, let him in! he continued fiercely; they were making his task more hard for him. And have a care of him, he added anxiously. Do you hear? Have a care of him!

Uncle Ulick made a last feeble attempt. But Flavia, he said. Flavia is there and  

Curse the girl! James answered. Get out of the road and let the man in! Is this my house or yours?

Ulick yielded, as he had yielded so often before. He stood aside. Colonel John opened the door and entered.

The rest happened so quickly that no movement on his part could have saved him. Flavia had heard their voices in altercation  it might be a half minute, it might be a few seconds before. She had risen to her feet, she had recognised the voice of one of the speakers  he had spoken once only, but that was enough  she had snatched up the naked sword that since the previous morning had leant in the chimney corner. As Colonel John crossed the threshold  oh, dastardly audacity, oh, insolence incredible, that in the hour of his triumph he should soil that threshold!  she lunged with all the force of her strong young arm at his heart.

With such violence that the hilt struck his breast and hurled him bodily against the doorpost; while the blade broke off, shivered by contact with the hard wood.

Uncle Ulick uttered a cry of horror. My G  d! he exclaimed, you have killed him!

His blood  

She stopped on the word. For instead of falling Colonel John was regaining his balance. Flavia! he cried  the blade had passed through his coat, missing his breast by a bare half-inch. Flavia, hold! Listen! Listen a moment!

But in a frenzy of rage, as soon as she saw that her blow had failed, she struck at him with the hilt and the ragged blade that remained  struck at his face, struck at his breast, with cries of fury almost animal. Wretch! wretch! she cried die! If they are cowards, I am not! Die!

The scene was atrocious, and Uncle Ulick, staring open-mouthed, gave no help. But Colonel Sullivan mastered her wrists, though not until he had sustained a long bleeding cut on the jaw. Even then, though fettered, and though he had forced her to drop the weapon, she struggled desperately with him  as she had struggled when he carried her through the mist. Kill him! kill him! she shrieked. Help! help!

The men would have killed him twice and thrice if The McMurrough, with voice and blade and frantic imprecations and the interposition of his own body, had not kept the OBeirnes and the others at bay  explaining, deprecating, praying, cursing, all in a breath. Twice a blow was struck at the Colonel through the doorway, but one fell short and the other James McMurrough parried. For a moment the peril was of the greatest: the girls cries, the sight of her struggling in Colonel Johns grip, wrought the men almost beyond Jamess holding. Then the strength went out of her suddenly, she ceased to fight, and but for Colonel Sullivans grasp she would have fallen her length on the floor. He knew that she was harmless then, and he thrust her into the nearest chair. He kicked the broken sword under the table, staunched the blood that trickled fast from his cheek; last of all, he looked at the men who were contending with James in the doorway.

Gentlemen, he said, breathing a little quickly, but in no other way betraying the strait through which he had passed, I shall not run away. I shall be here to answer you to-morrow, as fully as to-day. In the meantime I beg to suggest  again he raised the handkerchief to his cheek and staunched the blood that you retire now, and hear what The McMurrough has to say to you: the more as the cases and the arms I see in the courtyard lie obnoxious to discovery and expose all to risk while they remain so.

His surprising coolness did more to check them than The McMurroughs efforts. They gaped at him in wonder. Then one uttered an imprecation.

The McMurrough will explain if you will go with him, Colonel John answered patiently, I say again, gentlemen, I shall not run away.

If you mean her any harm  

I mean her no harm.

Are you alone?

I am alone.

So far Morty. But Phelim OBeirne was not quite satisfied. If a hair of her head be hurt   he growled, pushing himself forward, I tell you, sir  

And I tell you! James McMurrough retorted, repelling him. What are the hairs of her head to you, Phelim OBeirne? Am I not him thats her brother? A truce to your prating, curse you, and be coming with me. I understand him, and that is enough!

But His Reverence  

His Reverence is as safe as you or me! James retorted. If it were not so, are you thinking Id be here? Fie on you! he went on, pushing Phelim through the door; you are good at the talking now, when its little good it will be doing! But where were you this morning when a good blow might have saved all?

Could I be helping it, when  ?

The voices passed away, still wrangling, across the courtyard. Uncle Ulick stepped to the door and closed it. Then he turned and spoke his mind.

You were wrong to come back, John Sullivan, he said, the hardness of his tone bearing witness to his horror of what had happened. Shame on you! It is no thanks to you that your blood is not on the girls hands, and the floor of your grandfathers house! Youre a bold man, I allow. But the fox made too free with the window at last, and, take my word for it, there are a score of men, whose hands are surer than this childs, who will not rest till they have had your life! And after what has happened, can you wonder? Be bid and go then; be bid, and go while the breath is firm in you!

Colonel John did not speak for a moment, and when he did answer, it was with a severity that overbore Ulicks anger, and in a tone of contempt that was something new to the big man. If the breath be firm in those whom you, Ulick Sullivan, he said ay, you, Ulick Sullivan  and your fellows would have duped, it is enough for me! For myself, whom should I fear? The plotters whose childish plans were not proof against the simplest stratagem? The conspirators  his tone grew more cutting in its scorn who took it in hand to pull down a throne and were routed by a Sergeants Guard? The poor puppets who played at a game too high for them, and, dreaming they were Sarsfields or Montroses, danced in truth to others piping? Shall I fear them, he continued, the tail of his eye on the girl, who, sitting low in her chair, writhed involuntarily under his words poor tools, poor creatures, only a little less ignorant, only a little more guilty than the clods they would have led to the crows or the hangman? Is it these I am to fear; these I am to flee from? God forbid, Ulick Sullivan! I am not the man to flee from shadows!

His tone, his manner, the truth of his words  which were intended to open the girls eyes, but did in fact increase her burning resentment  hurt even Uncle Ulicks pride. Whisht, man, he said bitterly. Its plain youre thinking youre master here!

I am, Colonel John replied sternly. I am, and I intend to be. Nor a day too soon! Where all are children, there is need of a master! Dont look at me like that, man! And for my cousin, let her hear the truth for once! Let her know what men who have seen the world think of the visions, from which she would have awakened in a dungeon, and the poor fools, her fellow-dupes, under the gibbet! A great rising for a great cause, if it be real, man, if it be earnest, if it be based on forethought and some calculation of the chances, God knows I hold it a fine thing, and a high thing! But the rising of a child with a bladder against an armed man, a rising that can ruin but cannot help, I know not whether to call it more silly or more wicked! Man, the devil does his choicest work through fools, not rogues! And, for certain, he never found a choicer morsel or fitter instruments than at Morristown yesterday.

Uncle Ulick swore impatiently. We may be fools, he growled. Yet spare the girl! Spare the girl!

What? Spare her the truth?

All! Everything! Uncle Ulick cried, with unusual heat. Cannot you see that she at least meant well!

Such do the most ill, Colonel John retorted, with sententious severity. God forgive them  and her! He paused for a moment and then, in a lighter tone, he continued, As I do. As I do gladly. Only there must be an end of this foolishness. The two men who knew in what they worked and had reason in their wrong-doing are beyond seas. We shall see their faces no more. The McMurrough is not so mad as to wish to act without them. He  with a faint smile is not implacable. You, Ulick, are not of the stuff of whom martyrs are made, nor are Mr. Burke and Sir Donny. But the two young men outside  he paused as if he reflected they and three or four others are  what my cousin now listening to me makes them. They are tow, if the flame be brought near them. And therefore  and therefore, he repeated still more slowly, I have spoken the truth and plainly. To this purpose, that there may be an end.

Flavia had sat at first with closed eyes, in a state next door to collapse, her head inclined, her arms drooping, as if at any moment she might sink to the floor. But in the course of his speaking a change had come over her. The last heavings of the storm, physical and mental, through which she had passed, still shook her; now a quiver distorted her features, now a violent shudder agitated her from head to foot. But the indomitable youth in her, and the spirit which she had inherited from some dead forefather, were not to be long gainsaid. Slowly, as she listened  and mainly under the influence of indignation  her colour had returned, her face grown more firm, her form more stiff. In truth Colonel John had adopted the wrong course with her. He had been hard  knowing men better than women  when he should have been mild; he had browbeaten where he should have forgiven. And so at his last declaration, There must be an end, she rose to her feet, and spoke. And speaking, she showed that neither the failure of her attempt on him, nor the bodily struggle with him, horribly as it humiliated her in the remembrance, had quelled her courage.

An end! she said, in a voice vibrating with emotion. Yes, but it will be an end for you! Children, are we? Well, better that, a thousand times better that, than be so old before our time, so cold of heart and cunning of head that there is naught real for us but that we touch and see, nothing high for us but that our words will be measuring, nothing worth risk but that we are safe to gain! Children, are we? she continued, with deep passion. But at least we believe! At least we own something higher than ourselves  a God, a Cause, a Country! At least we have not bartered all  all three and honour for a pittance of pay, fighting alike for right or wrong, betraying alike the right and wrong! Children? May be! But, God be thanked, we are warm, the blood runs in us  

Flavia!

I say the blood runs in us! she repeated. And if we are foolish, as you say, we are wiser yet than one  she looked at him with a strange and almost awful steadfastness who in his wisdom thinks that a traitor can walk our Irish soil unharmed, or one go back and forth in safety who has ruined and shamed us! You have escaped my hand! But I know that all your boasted wisdom will not lengthen your life till the moon wanes!

He had tried to interrupt her once  eagerly, vividly, as one who would defend himself. He answered her now after another fashion: perhaps he had learnt his lesson. If God wills, he said simply, it will be so; it will be as you say. And the road will lie open to you. Only while I live, Flavia, whether I love this Irish soil or not, or my country, or my honour, the storm shall not break here, nor the house fall from which we spring!

While you live! she repeated, with a dreadful smile. I tell you, I tell you, and she extended her hand towards him, the winding-sheet is high upon your breast, and the salt dried that shall lie upon your heart.


CHAPTER XVI

THE MARPLOT

If, after that, Colonel Sullivans life had depended on his courage or the vigilance of his servant, it is certain that, tried as was the one and unwinking as was the other, Flavias prophecy would have been quickly fulfilled. He would not have seen another moon, perhaps he would not have seen another dawn. The part which he had played in the events at the Carraghalin was known to few; but the hundred tongues of rumour were already abroad, carrying as many versions, and in all he was the marplot. His traffic with the Old Fox had spirited away the Holy Father in God  whom the saints preserve!  and swept off also, probably on a broom-stick, the doughty champion whose sole desire it was to lead the hosts of Ireland to victory. In the eyes of some ten score persons, scattered over half a dozen leagues of country, wild, and beyond the pale of law  persons who valued an informers life no higher than a wolfs  he wore the ugly shape of one. And the logical consequence was certain. That the man who had done these things should continue to walk the sod, that the man who had these things on his black heretic conscience should continue to haunt the scene of his crimes and lord it over those whom his misdeeds had sullied, was to the common mind unthinkable  nay, incredible: a blot on Gods good day. To every potato-setter who, out of the corner of his eye, watched his passage, to every beggar by the road whose whine masked heart-felt curses, to the very children who fell back from the cabin door to escape his evil eye, this was plain and known, and the man already as the dead. For if the cotters by the lakeside were not men enough, the nights being at present moonlit, was there not Roaring Andys band in the hills, not seven miles away, who would cut any mans throat for a silver doubloon, and a Protestants for the trate it would be, and sorra a bit of pay at all, the good men!

Beyond doubt the Colonels boldness, and the nerve which enabled him to take his place as if nothing threatened him, went for something; and for something the sinister prestige which the disappearance of OSullivan Og and his whole party cast about him. For there was wailing in the house by the jetty: the rising had cost some lives though nipped in the bud. The evening tide had cast the body of one of the men upon the shore, where it had been found among the sea-wrack; and, though the fate of the others remained a mystery, the messenger who had sped after Og with the counter-order told the story as he knew it. The means by which the two prisoners, in face of odds so great, had destroyed their captors, were still a secret; but the worst was feared. The Irish are ever open to superstitious beliefs, and the man who singlehanded could wreak such a vengeance, who poured death as it were from a horn, went his way by road and bog, shrouded in a gloomy fame that might provoke the bold, but kept the timid at bay. Before night it was known in a dozen lonely cabins that the Colonel might be shot from behind with a silver bullet: or stabbed, if a man were bold enough, with a cross-handled knife, blest and sprinkled. But woe to him whose aim proved faulty or his hand uncertain! His chance in the grasp of the Father of ill, or of the mis-shapen Trolls, revenants of a heathen race, who yearly profaned the Carraghalin with their orgies, had not been worse!

But this reputation alone, seeing that reckless spirits were not wanting, nor in the recesses of the hills those whose lives were forfeit, would have availed him little if the protection of The McMurrough had not been cast over him. Why it was cast over him, so that he went to and fro in safety  men scarcely dared to guess; it was a dark thing into which it were ill to peer too closely. But the fact was certain; so certain that the anxiety of the young man that the Colonel might meet with no hurt was plain and notorious, a thing observed stealthily and with wonder. Did Colonel John saunter across the court to the gateway, to look on the lake, The McMurrough was at his shoulder in a twinkling, and thence, with a haggard eye, searched the furze-bush for the glint of a gun-barrel, and the angle of the wall for a lurking foe. It was the same if the Colonel, who seemed himself unconscious of danger, fared as far as the ruined tower, or stretched his legs on the road by the shore. The McMurrough could not be too near him, walked with his hand on his arm, cast from time to time vigilant looks to the rear. A score of times between rising and sleeping Colonel John smiled at the care that forewent his steps and covered his retreat; nor perhaps had the contempt in which he held James McMurrough ever reached a higher pitch than while he thus stood from hour to hour indebted to that young man for his life.

What Uncle Ulick, if he held the key to the matter, thought of it, or how he explained it, if he had not, did not appear; nor, certain that the big man would favour a course of action that made for peace, was Colonel John overcurious to know. But what Flavia thought of the position was a point which aroused his most lively curiosity. He gave her credit for feelings so deep and for a nature so downright, that time-serving or paltering were the last faults he looked to find in her. He could hardly believe that she would consent to sit at meat with him after what had happened; and possibly  for men are strange, and the motives of the best are mixed  a desire to see how she would behave and how she would bear herself in the circumstances had something to do with the course he was taking.

That she consented to the plan was soon made clear. She even took part in it. James could not be always at his elbow. The young man must sometimes retire, it might be to vent his spleen in curses he dared not utter openly, it might be to take other measures for his safety. When this happened, the girl took her brothers place, stooped to dog the Colonels footsteps, and for a day or two, while the danger hung most imminent, and every ditch to Jamess fancy held a lurking foe, cast the mantle of her presence over the man she hated.

But stoop as she might, she never for a moment stooped to mask her hate. In her incomings and her outgoings, in her risings-up and at table with him, every movement of her body, the carriage of her head, the glance of her eye, showed that she despised him; that she who now suffered him was the same woman who had struck at his life, and, failing, repented only the failure. In all she did, in parleying with him, in bearing with his presence, in suffering his gaze, she made it plain that she did it against her will; as the captive endures perforce the company of the brigand in whose power he lies, but whom, when opportunity offers, he will deliver with avidity to the cord or the garotte. Because she must, and for her brothers sake, for the sake of his name and pride and home, she was willing to do this, though she abhorred it; and though every time that she broke bread with the intruder, met his eyes, or breathed the air that he breathed, she told herself that it was intolerable, that it must end.

Once or twice, feeling the humiliation more than she could bear, she declared to her brother that the man must go. Let him go! she cried, in uncontrollable excitement. Let him go!

But he will not be going, Flavvy.

He must go! she replied.

And Morristown his? James would answer. Ye are forgetting! Over and above that, hes not one to do my bidding, nor yours!

That was true. He would not go; he persisted in remaining and being master. But it was not there the difficulty lay. If he had not made a will before he came, a will that doubtless set the property of the family for ever beyond Jamess reach, the thing had been simple and Colonel Johns shrift had been short. But now, to rid the earth of him was to place the power in the hands of an unknown person, a stranger, an alien, for whom the ties of family and honour would have no stringency. True, the law was weak in Kerry. A writ was one thing, and possession another. Whatever right a stranger might gain, it could only be with difficulty and after the lapse of years that he would make it good against the old family, or plant those about him who would ensure his safety. But it did not do to depend on this. Within the last generation, the McCarthys, a clan more powerful than the McMurroughs, had been driven from the greater part of their lands; and on every side English settlers were impinging on the old Irish families. A bold man might indeed keep the forces of law at bay for a time; but James McMurrough, notwithstanding the folly into which he had been led, was no desperado. He had no desire to live with a rope round his neck, to flee to the bog on the least alarm, and, in the issue, to give his name to an Irish Glencoe.

A stranger position it had been hard to conceive; or one more humiliating to a proud and untamed spirit such as Flavias. What arguments, what prayers, what threats The McMurrough used to bring her to it, Colonel Sullivan could not guess. But though she consented, her shame, her resentment, her hostility, were so patent that the effect was to pair off Colonel John and herself, to pit them one against the other, to match them one to one. The McMurrough, supple and insincere, found little difficulty in subduing his temper to his interests, though now and again his churlishness broke out. For Uncle Ulick, his habit was to be easy and to bid others be easy; the dawn and dark of a day reconciled him to most things. The OBeirnes, sullen and distrustful, were still glad to escape present peril. Looking for a better time to come, they took their orders, helped to shield the common enemy, supposed it policy, and felt no shame. Flavia alone, in presence of the man who had announced that he meant to be master, writhed in helpless revolt, swore that he should never be her master, swore that whoever bowed the head she never would.

And Colonel Sullivan, seated, apparently at his ease, on the steep lap of danger, found that this hostility and the hostile person held his thoughts. A man may be an enthusiast in the cause of duty, he may have plucked from the hideous slough of war the rare blue flower of loving-kindness, he may in the strength of his convictions seem sufficient to himself; he will still feel a craving for sympathy. Colonel Sullivan was no exception. He found his thoughts dwelling on the one untamable person, on the one enemy who would not stoop, and whose submission seemed valuable. The others took up, in a greater or less degree, the positions he assigned to them, gave him lip-service, pretended that they were as they had been, and he as he had been. She did not; she would not.

Presently he discovered with surprise that her attitude rendered him unhappy. Secure in his sense of right, certain that he was acting for the best, looking from a height of experience on that lowland in which she toiled forward, following will-of-the-wisps, he should have been indifferent. But he was not indifferent.

Meantime, she believed that there was no length to which she would not go against him; she fancied that there was no weapon which she would not stoop to pick up if it would hurt him. And presently she was tried. A week had passed since the great fiasco. Again it was the eve of Sunday, and in the usual course of things a priest would appear to celebrate mass on the following day. This risk James was now unwilling to run. His fears painted that as dangerous which had been done safely Sunday by Sunday for years; and in a hang-dog, hesitating way, he let Flavia know his doubts.

Devil take me if I think hell suffer it! he said, kicking up the turf with his toe. They were standing together by the waterside, Flavia rebelling against the consciousness that it was only outside their own walls that they could talk freely. May be, he continued, it will be best to let Father OHara know  to let be for a week or two.

The girl turned upon him, in passionate reprehension. Why? she cried, Why?

Why, is it youre asking? James answered sullenly. Well, isnt he master for the time, bad luck to him! And if he thinks were beginning to draw the boys together, hell maybe put his foot down! And Id rather be stopping it myself, Im telling you, and its the truth, too, just for a week or two, Flavvy, than be bidden by him.

Never! she cried.

But  

Never! Never! Never! she repeated firmly. Let us turn our back on our king by all means! But on our God, no! Let him do his worst!

He was ashamed to persist, and he took another line. Im thinking of OHara, he said. Itll be four walls for him, or worse, if hes taken.

Theres no one will be taking him, she answered steadfastly.

But if he is?

Im saying theres no one will be taking him.

James felt himself repulsed. He shrugged his shoulders and was silent. Presently, Flavvy, he said in a low tone, Ive a notion, my girl. And itll serve, Im thinking. This cant be lasting.

She looked at him without much hope.

Well? she said coldly. She had begun to find him out.

He looked at her cunningly. We might put the boot on the other leg, he said. Hes for informing. But what if we inform, my girl? Its the first in the field thats believed. Hes his tale of the Spanish ship, and you know who. But what if we tell it first, and say that he came with them and stayed behind to get us to move? Whos to say he didnt land from the Spaniard, if were all in a tale? And faith, hes no friend here nor one that will open his mouth for him. A word at Tralee will do it, and Luke Asgill has friends there, that will be glad to set the ball rolling at his bidding. Once clapped up John Sullivan may squeal, hell not be the one to be believed, but those that put him there. Itll be no more than to swear an information, and Luke Asgill will do the rest.

Flavia shuddered. They wont take his life? she asked.

James frowned. That would not suit us at all, he said. Not at all! We could do that for ourselves. Faith, with a sudden laugh, you didnt lack much of doing it, Flavvy! No; but a stone box and a ring round his leg, and four walls to talk to  until such time as we have a use for him, would be mighty convenient for everybody. Hed have leisure to think of his dear relations, and of the neat way he outwitted them, the clever devil! But for taking his life  Im seeing my way there too, with a grin it was naming his dear relations made me think of it. Theyd not bear to be informing without surety for his life, to be sure! No! with a chuckle. And very creditable to them!

Flavia stared across the water. She was very pale.

Well be wanting one or two to swear to it, he continued, and the rest to be silent. Sorra a bit of difficulty will there be about it!

But if, she said slowly, he gets the first word? And tells the truth?

The truth? James McMurrough replied scornfully. The truth is what well make it! Ill see to that, my jewel.

She shivered. Still, she said, it will not be truth.

What matter? James answered. It will cook his goose. Curse him, he continued with violence, what right had he to come here and thrust himself into other folks affairs?

I could have killed him, she said. But  

But you cant, he rejoined. And you know why.

But this  she continued with a shudder, this is different.

What will you be after? he cried impatiently. You are not turning sheep-hearted at this time of day?

I am not sheep-hearted.

What is it then, my girl?

I cant do this, she said. She was still very pale. Something had come close to her, had touched her, that had never approached her so nearly before.

He stared at her. But hell have his life, he said.

Its not that, she answered slowly. Its the way. I cant! she repeated. Ive tried, and I cant! It sickens me.

And hes to do what he likes with us? James cried.

No, no!

And were not to touch him without our gloves?

She did not answer, and twice her brother repeated the taunt  twice asked her, with a confidence he did not feel, what was the matter with the plan. At last, Its too vile! she cried passionately. Its too horrible! Its to sink to what he is, and worse! Her voice trembled with the intensity of her feelings  as a man, who has scaled a giddy height without faltering, sometimes trembles when he reaches the solid ground. Worse! she repeated.

To relieve his feelings, perhaps to hide his shame, he cursed his enemy anew. And I wish I had never told you! he added bitterly.

Its too late now, she replied.

Asgill could have managed it, and no one the wiser!

I believe you! she replied quickly. But not you! Dont do it, James, she repeated, laying her hand on his arm and speaking with sudden heat. Dont you do it! Dont!

And were to let the worst happen, he retorted, and OHara perhaps be seized  

God forbid!

Thats rubbish! And this man be seized, and that man, as he pleases! Were to let him rule over us, and were to be good boys whatever happens, and serve King George and turn Protestants, every man of us!

God forbid! she repeated strenuously.

As well turn, he retorted, if we are to live slaves all our days! By Heaven, Cammock was right when he said that he would let no woman knit a halter for his throat!

She did not ask him who had been the life and soul of the movement, whose enthusiasm had set it going, and whose steadfastness maintained it. She did not say that whatever the folly of the enterprise, and however ludicrous its failure, she had gone into it whole-hearted, and with one end in view. She did not tell him that the issue was a hundred times more grievous and more galling to her than to him. Her eyes were beginning to be opened to his failings, she was beginning to see that all men did not override their womenfolk, or treat them roughly. But the habit of giving way to him was still strong; and when, with another volley of harsh, contemptuous words, he flung away from her, though her last interjection was a prayer to him to refrain, she blamed herself rather than him.

Now that she was alone, too, the priests safety weighed on her mind. If Colonel John betrayed him, she would never forgive herself. Certainly it was unlikely he would; for in that part priests moved freely, the authorities winked at their presence, and it was only within sight of the walls of Tralee or of Galway that the law which proscribed them was enforced. But her experience of Colonel Sullivan  of his activity, his determination, his devilish adroitness  made all things seem possible. He had been firm as fate in the removal of the Bishop and Cammock; he had been turned no jot from his purpose by her prayers, her rage, her ineffectual struggles  she sickened at the remembrance of that moment. He was capable of everything, this man who had come suddenly into their lives out of the darkness of far Scandinavia, himself dark and inscrutable. He was capable of everything, and if he thought fit  but at that point her eyes alighted on a man who was approaching along the lake-road. It was Father OHara himself. The priest was advancing as calmly and openly as if no law made his presence a felony, or as if no Protestant breathed the soft Irish air for a dozen leagues about.

Her brothers words had shaken Flavias nerves. She was courageous, but she was a woman. She flew to meet the priest, and with every step his peril loomed larger before her fluttered spirits. The wretch had said that he would be master, and a master who was a Protestant, a fanatic  

She did not follow the thought to its conclusion. She waved a warning even before she reached the Father. When she did, Father! she cried eagerly, you must get away, and come back after dark!

The good mans jaw fell. He had been looking forward to good cheer and a good bed, to a rare oasis of comfort in his squalid life. He cast a wary look round him. What has happened, my daughter? he stammered.

Colonel Sullivan! Flavia gasped. He is here, and he will certainly give you up.

Colonel Sullivan?

Yes. You were at the Carraghalin? You have heard what happened! He will surely give you up!

Are the soldiers here? the priest asked, with a blanched face.

No, but he is here! He is in the house, and may come out at any moment, Flavia explained. Dont you understand?

Did he tell you  

What?

That he would inform?

No! Flavia replied, thinking the man very dull. But you wouldnt trust him?

The priest looked round to assure himself that the landscape held no overt signs of danger. Then he brought back his eyes to the girls face, and he stroked his thin, brown cheek reflectively. He recalled the scene in the bog, Colonel Johns courage, and his thought for his servant. And at last, I am not thinking, he said coolly, that he will betray me. I am sure  I think I am sure, he continued, correcting himself, that he will not. He is a heretic, but he is a good man.

Flavias cheek flamed. She started back. A good man! she cried in a voice audible half a hundred yards away.

Father OHara looked a little ashamed of himself; but he stood by his guns. A heretic, of course, he said. But, Im thinking, a good man. At any rate, Im not believing that he will inform against me.

As quickly as it had come, the colour fled from Flavias face, and left it cold and hard. She looked at the priest as she had never looked at a priest of her Church before. You must take your own course then, she said. And with a gesture which he did not understand she turned from him, and leaving him, puzzled and disconcerted, she went away into the house.

A good man! Heaven and earth and the sea besides! A good man! Father OHara was a fool! A fool!


CHAPTER XVII

THE LIMIT

If there was one man more sorry than another that the Morristown rising had been nipped in the bud it was Luke Asgill. It stood to his credit that, though he had never dared to cross Flavias will, he had tried, and honestly tried, to turn James McMurrough from the attempt. But even while doing this, he had known  as he had once told James with bitter frankness  that his interest lay in the other scale; he had seen that had he attended to it only, he would not have dissuaded The McMurrough, but, on the contrary, would have egged him on, in the assurance that the failure of the plot would provide his one best chance of winning Flavia. A score of times, indeed, he had pictured, and with rapture, the inevitable collapse. In the visions of his head upon his bed he had seen the girl turn to him in the wreck of things  it might be to save her brothers life, it might be to save her tender feet from the stones of foreign streets. And in the same dream he had seen himself standing by her, alone against the world; as, to do him justice, he would have stood, no matter how sharp the stress or great the cost.

He had no doubt that he would be able to save her  in spite of herself and whatever her indiscretion. For he belonged to a class that has ever owned inordinate power in Ireland: the class of the middlemen with roots in either camp  a grandam, who, perchance, still softens her clay on the old cabin hearth, while a son preens it with his betters in Trinity College. Such men carry into the ruling ranks their knowledge of the modes of thought, the tricks and subterfuges of those from whom they spring; and at once astute and overbearing, hard and supple, turn the needs of rich and poor to their own advantage, and rise on the common loss. Asgill, with money to lend in the town, and protections to grant upon the bog, with the secrets of two worlds in his head or in his deed-box, could afford to await with confidence the day when the storm would break upon Morristown, and Flavia, in the ruin of all about her, would turn to him for rescue.

Keen therefore was his chagrin when, through the underground channels which were in his power, he heard two days after the event, and in distant Tralee, what had happened. Some word of a large Spanish ship seen off the point had reached the mess-room; but only he knew how nearly work had been found for the garrison: only he, walking about with a smooth face, listened for the alarm that did not come. For a wonder he had been virtuous, he had given James his warning; yet he had seen cakes and ale in prospect. Now, not only was the treat vanished below the horizon, but stranger news, news still less welcome, was whispered in his ear. The man whom he had distrusted from the first, the man against whom he had warned The McMurrough, had done this. More, in spite of the line he had taken, the man was still at Morristown, if not honoured, protected, and if not openly triumphant, master in fact.

Luke Asgill swore horribly. But Colonel Sullivan had got the better of him once, and he was not to be duped again by this Don Quixotes mildness and love of peace. He knew him to be formidable, and he took time to consider before he acted. He waited a week and examined the matter on many sides before he took horse to see things with his own eyes. Nor did he alight at the gate of Morristown until he had made many a resolution to be wary and on his guard.

He had reason to call these to mind before his foot was well out of the stirrup, for the first person he saw, after he had bidden his groom take the horses to the stable, was Colonel Sullivan. Asgill had time to scan his face before they met in the middle of the courtyard, the one entering, the other leaving; and he judged that Colonel Johns triumph did not go very deep. He was looking graver, sadder, older; finally  this he saw as they saluted one another  sterner.

Asgill stepped aside courteously, meaning to go by him. But the Colonel stepped aside also, and so barred his way. Mr. Asgill, he said  and there was something of the martinet in his tone I will trouble you to give me a word apart.

A word apart? Asgill answered. He was taken aback, and do what he could the Colonels grave eyes discomposed him. With all the pleasure in life, Colonel. But a little later, by your leave.

I think now were more convenient, sir, the Colonel answered, by your leave.

I will lay my cloak in the house, and then  

It will be more convenient to keep your cloak, Im thinking, the Colonel rejoined with dryness. And either because of the meaning in his voice or the command in his eyes, Asgill gave way and turned with him, and the two walked gravely and step for step through the gateway.

Outside the Colonel beckoned to a ragged urchin who was playing ducks and drakes with his naked toes. Go after Mr. Asgills horses, he said, and bid the man bring them back.

Colonel Sullivan!

The Colonel did not heed his remonstrance. And follow us! he continued. Are you hearing, boy? Go then.

Colonel Sullivan, Asgill repeated, his face both darker and paler  for there could be no doubt about the others meaning Im thinking this is a strange liberty youre taking. And I beg to say I dont understand the meaning of it.

You wish to know the meaning of it?

I do.

It means, sir, Colonel John replied, that the sooner you start on your return journey the better!

Asgill stared. The better you will be pleased, you mean! he said. And he laughed harshly.

The better it will be for you, I mean, Colonel John answered.

Asgill flushed darkly, but he commanded himself  having those injunctions to prudence fresh in his mind. This is an odd tone, he said. And I must ask you to explain yourself further, or I can tell you that what you have said will go for little. I am here upon the invitation of my friend, The McMurrough  

This is not his house.

Asgill stared. Do you mean  

I mean what I say, the Colonel answered. This is not his house, as you well know.

But  

It is mine, and I do not propose to entertain you, Mr. Asgill, Colonel John continued. Is that sufficiently plain?

The glove was down. The two men looked at one another, while the knot of beggars, gathered round the gate and just out of earshot, watched them  in the dark as to all else, but aware with Irish shrewdness that they were at grips. Asgill was not only taken by surprise, but he lay under the disadvantage of ignorance. He did not know precisely how things stood, much less could he explain this sudden attack. Yet if the tall, lean man, serious and growing grey, represented one form of strength, the shorter, stouter man, with the mobile face and the quick brain, stood for another. Offhand he could think of no weak spot on his side; and if he must fight, he would fight.

He forced a laugh. And, truly to think of this man, who had not seen Morristown for a score of years, using the experience of a fortnight to give him notice to quit, was laughable. The laugh he had forced became real.

More plain than hospitable, Colonel, he said. Perhaps, after all, it will be best so, and we shall understand one another.

I am thinking so, Colonel Sullivan answered. It was plain that he did not mean to be drawn from the position he had taken up.

Only I think that you have overlooked this, Asgill continued smoothly. It is one thing to own a house and another to kick the logs on the hearth; one thing to have the deeds and another  in the west  to pass the punch-bowl! More, by token, tis a hospitable country this, Colonel, none more so; and if there is one thing would annoy The McMurrough and the young lady, his sister, more than another, it would be to turn a guest from the door  that is thought to be theirs!

You mean that you will not take my bidding? the Colonel said.

Not the least taste in life, Asgill answered gaily, unless it is backed by the gentleman or the lady.

Yet I believe, sir, that I have a means to persuade you, Colonel John replied. It is no more than a week ago, Mr. Asgill, since a number of persons in my presence assumed a badge so notoriously treasonable that a child could not doubt its meaning.

In the west of Ireland, Asgill said, with a twinkle in his eye, that is a trifle, my dear sir, not worth naming.

But if reported in the east?

Asgill averted his face that its smile might not be seen. Well, he said, it might be a serious matter there.

I think you take me now, Colonel John rejoined. I wish to use no threats. The least said the soonest mended.

Asgill looked at him with half-shut eyes and a lurking smile  in truth, with the amusement of a man watching the transparent scheming of a child. As you say, the least said the soonest mended, he rejoined. So  who is to report it in the east?

I will, if necessary.

If  

If you push me to it.

Asgill raised his eyebrows impertinently. An informer? he said.

Colonel John did not flinch. If necessary, he repeated.

That would be serious, Asgill rejoined, for many people. In the first place for the young lady, your ward, Colonel. Then for your kinsman  and Mr. Ulick Sullivan. After that for quite a number of honest gentlemen, tolerably harmless and tolerably well-reputed here, whose only fault is a tendency to heroics after dinner. It would be so serious, and for so many, Colonel, that for my part I should be glad to suffer in such good company. Particularly, he continued, with a droll look, the droller for his appreciation of the Colonels face of discomfiture, as being a Protestant and a Justice, I should, ten to one, be the only person against whom the story would not pass. Eh, Colonel, what do you think? So that, ten to one, I should go free, and the others go to Geordies prison!

Colonel John had not, to be honest, a word to say. He was fairly defeated, his flank turned, his guns captured. He had counted so surely on a panic, on the man whom he knew to be a knave proving also a coward, that even his anger  and he was very angry  could not hide his discomfiture. He looked, indeed, so rueful, and at the same time so wrathful, that Asgill laughed aloud.

Come, Colonel, he said, it is no use to scowl at me. We know you never call any one out. Let me just hint that wits in Ireland are not quite so slow as in colder countries, and that, had I been here a week back, you had not found it so easy to  

To what, sir?

To send two old women to sea in a cockboat, Asgill replied. And he laughed anew and loudly. But this time there was no gaiety in his laugh. If the Colonel had not performed the feat in question, in how different a state things might have been at this moment! Asgill felt murderous towards him as he thought of that; and the weapon of the flesh being out of the question  for he had no mind to face the Colonels small-sword  he sought about for an arm of another kind, and had no difficulty in finding one. More, by token, he continued, if you are going to turn informer, it was a pity you did not send the young woman to sea with the old ones. But Im thinking youd not be liking to be without her, Colonel?

Colonel John turned surprisingly red: perhaps he did not quite know why. We will leave her out of the question, sir, he said haughtily. Or  that reminds me! That reminds me, he continued, with increasing sternness. You question my right to bid you begone  

By G  d, I do! Asgill cried, with zest. He was beginning to enjoy himself.

But you forget, I think, another little matter in the past that is known to me  and that you would not like disclosed, I believe, sir.

You seem to have been raking things up, Colonel.

One must deal with a rogue according to his roguery, Colonel John retorted.

Asgills face grew dark. This was taking the buttons off with a vengeance. He made a movement, but restrained himself. You dont mince matters, he said.

I do not.

You may be finding it an unfortunate policy before long, Asgill said between his teeth. He was moved at last, angered, perhaps apprehensive of what was coming.

Maybe, sir, Colonel John returned, maybe. But in the meantime let me remind you that your tricks as a horsedealer would not go far to recommend you as a guest to my kinswoman.

Oh?

Who shall assuredly hear who seized her mare if you persist in forcing your company upon her.

Upon her? Asgill repeated, in a peculiar tone. I see.

Colonel John reddened. You know now, he said. And if you persist  

You will tell her, Asgill took him up, that I  shall I say  abducted her mare?

I shall tell her without hesitation.

Or scruple?

Colonel Sullivan glowered at him, but did not answer.

Asgill laughed a laugh of honest contempt. And she, he said, will not believe you if you swear it a score of times! Try, sir! Try! You will injure yourself, you will not injure me. Why, man, he continued, in a tone of unmeasured scorn, you are duller than I thought you were! The ice is still in your wits and the fog in your brain. I thought, when I heard what you had done, that you were the man for Kerry! But  

What is it? Whats this?

The speaker was James McMurrough, who had come from the house in search of the kinsman he dared not suffer out of his sight. He had approached unnoticed, and his churlish tone showed that what he had overheard was not to his liking. But Asgill supposed that Jamess ill-humour was directed against his enemy, and he appealed to him.

What is it? he repeated with energy; Ill tell you!

Then youll be telling me indoors! James answered curtly.

No! said Colonel Sullivan.

But at that the young man exploded. No? he cried. No? And, why no? Confusion, sir, its too far you are driving us, he continued passionately. Is it at your bidding I must stand in a mob of beggars at my own gate  I, The McMurrough? And be telling and taking for all the gossoons in the country to hear? No? But its yes, I say! Theres bounds to it all, and if you must be falling to words with my friends, quarrel like gentlemen within doors, and not in a parcel of loons at the gate.

He turned without waiting for a reply and strode into the courtyard. Colonel John hesitated a moment, then he stood aside, and, with a stern face, he invited Asgill to precede him. The Justice did so, smiling. He had won the first bout; and now, if he was not much mistaken, his opponent had made a false move.

That opponent, following with a sombre face, began to be of the same opinion. In his simplicity he had supposed that it would be easy to bell the cat. He had seen, he fancied, a way to do it in a corner, quietly, with little outcry and no disturbance. But the cat had teeth and claws and the cunning of a cat, and was not, it now appeared, an animal easy to bell.

They passed into the house, The McMurrough leading. There were two or three buckeens in the hall, and Darby and one of the down-at-heel serving-boys were laying the evening meal. Youll be getting out, James said curtly.

We will, replied one of the men. And they trooped out at the back.

Now, what is it? the McMurrough asked, turning on his followers and speaking in a tone hardly more civil.

Its what youre saying  Get out! Asgill answered smiling. Only its the Colonel heres for saying it, and it seems Im the one to get out.

What the saints do you mean? James growled. Sorra bit of your fun am I wishing at this present! He wanted no trouble, and he saw that here was trouble.

I can tell you in a few words, Colonel Sullivan answered. You know on what terms we are here. I wish to do nothing uncivil, and I was looking for this gentleman to take a hint and go quietly. He will not, it seems, and so I must say plainly what I mean. I object to his presence here.

James stared. He did not understand. Why, man, hes no Jacobite, he cried, whoever the other is! His surprise was genuine.

I will say nothing as to that, Colonel John answered precisely.

Then, faith, what are you saying? James asked. Asgill stood by smiling, aware that silence would best fight his battle.

This, Colonel John returned. That I know those things of him that make him unfit company here.

The devil you do!

And  

But Jamess patience was at an end. Unfit company for whom? he cried. Eh! Unfit company for whom? Is it Darby hell be spoiling? Or Thaddy the lad? Or  resentment gradually overcoming irony is it Phelim or Morty hell be tainting the souls of, and he a Protestant like yourself? Curse me, Colonel Sullivan, its clean out of patience you put me! Are we boys at school, to be scolded and flouted and put right by you? Unfit company? For whom? For whom, sir? Id like to know. More, by token, Id like to know also where this is to end  and I will, by your leave! For whom, sir?

For your sister, Colonel John replied. Without saying more, Mr. Asgill is not of the class with whom your grandfather  

My grandfather  be hanged! cried the angry young man  angry with some cause, for it must be confessed that Colonel John, with the best intentions, was a little heavy-handed. You said youd be master here, and faith, he continued with bitterness, its master you mean to be. But theres a limit! By Heaven, theres a limit  

Yes, James, there is a limit! a voice struck in  a voice as angry as The McMurroughs, but vibrating to a purer note of passion; so that the indignation which it expressed seemed to raise the opposition to Colonel Johns action to a higher plane. There is a limit, Colonel Sullivan! Flavia repeated, stepping from the foot of the stairs, on the upper flight of which  drawn from her room by the first outburst  she had heard the whole. And it has been reached! It has been reached when the head of The McMurroughs of Morristown is told on his own hearth whom he shall receive and whom he shall put to the door! Limit is it? Let me tell you, sir, I would rather be the poorest exile than live thus. I would rather beg my bread barefoot among strangers, never to see the sod again, never to hear the friendly Irish tongue, never to smell, the peat reek, than live on this tenure, at the mercy of a hand I loathe, on the sufferance of a man I despise, of an informer, a traitor, ay, an apostate  

Flavia! Flavia! Colonel Johns remonstrance was full of pain.

Ah, dont call me that! she rejoined passionately. Dont make me hate my own name! Better a hundred times an open foe  

Have I ever been anything but an open foe? he returned. On this point at any rate?

She swept the remonstrance by. Better, she cried vehemently, far better a fate we know, a lot we understand; far better freedom and poverty, than to live thus  yesterday a laughing-stock, to-day slaves; yesterday false to our vows, to-day false to our friends! Oh, there must be an end! There  

She choked on the word, and her distress moved Asgill to do a strange thing. He had listened to her with an admiration that for the time purified the man, lifted him above selfishness, put the desire to triumph far from him. Now he stepped forward. I would rather never cross this threshold again, he cried; never, ay, believe me, I would rather never see you again, than give you this pain! I go, dear lady, I go! And do not let one thought of me trouble or distress you! Let this gentleman have his way. I do not understand. I do not ask to understand, how he holds you, or constrains you. But I shall be silent.

He seemed to the onlookers as much raised above himself as Colonel John seemed depressed below himself. There could be no doubt with whom the victory lay: with whom the magnanimity. Asgill stood erect, almost beatified, a Saint George, a knight of chivalry. Colonel Sullivan showed smaller to the eye, stood bowed and grey-faced, a man beaten and visibly beaten.

But as Asgill turned on his heel Flavia found her voice. Do not go! she cried impulsively. There must be an end! There must be an end of this!

But Asgill insisted. He saw that to go, to submit himself to the sway against which she revolted was to impress himself upon her mind, was to commend himself to her a hundred times more seriously than if he stayed. And he persisted. No, he said; permit me to go. He stepped forward and, with a grace borrowed for the occasion, and with lips that trembled at his daring, he raised and kissed her hand. Permit me to go, dear lady. I would rather banish myself a hundred times than bring ill into this house or differences into this family.

Flavia! Colonel Sullivan said, finding his voice at last, hear first, I am begging you, what I have to say! Hear it, since against my will the matter has been brought to your knowledge.

That last I can believe! she cried spitefully. But for hearing, I choose the part this gentleman has chosen  to go from your presence. What? looking at the Colonel with white cheeks and flaming eyes  Asgill had turned to go from the room has it come to this? That we must seek your leave to live, to breathe, to have a guest, to eat and sleep, and perhaps to die? Then I say  then I say, if this be so, we have no choice but to go. This is no place for us!

Flavia!

Ah, do not call me that! she retorted. My hope, joy, honour, are in this house, and you have disgraced it! My brother is a McMurrough, and what have you made of him? He cowers before your eye! He has no will but yours! He is as good as dumb  before his master! You flog us like children, but you forget that we are grown, and that it is more than the body that smarts. It is shame we feel  shame so bitter that if a look could lay you dead at my feet, though it cost us all, though it left us beggared, I would look it joyfully  were I alone! But you, cowardly interloper, a schemer living on our impotence, walk on and trample upon us  

Enough, Colonel Sullivan cried, intolerable pain in his voice. You win! You have a heart harder than the millstone, more set than ice! I call you to witness I have struggled hard, I have struggled hard, girl  

For the mastery, she cried venomously. And for your master, the devil!

No, he replied, more quietly. I think for God. If I was wrong, may He forgive me!

I never will! she protested.

I shall not ask for your forgiveness, he retorted. He looked at her silently, and then, in an altered tone, The more, he said, as my mind is changed again. Ay, thank God, changed again. A minute ago I was weak; now I am strong, and I will do my duty as I have set myself to do it. When I came here I came to be a peacemaker, I came to save the great from his folly and the poor from his ignorance, to shield the house of my fathers from ruin and my kin from the gaol and the gibbet. And I stand here still, and I shall persist  I shall persist.

You will? she exclaimed.

I shall! I shall remain and persist.

Passion choked her. She could not find words. After all she had said he would persist. He was not to be moved  he would persist. He would still trample upon them, still be master. The house was no longer theirs, nor was anything theirs. They were to have no life, no will, no freedom  while he lived. Ah, while he lived. She made an odd gesture with her hands, and turned and went up the stairs, leaving him master of the field. The worse for him! The worse, the worse, the worse for him!


CHAPTER XVIII

A COUNTERPLOT

Luke Asgill rode slowly from the gates, not without a backward glance that raked the house. The McMurrough walked by his stirrup, talking rapidly  he, too, with furtive backward glances. In five minutes he had explained the situation and the Colonels vantage ground. At the end of those minutes, and when they were at some distance from the house, I see, Asgill said thoughtfully. Easy to put him under the sod! But youre thinking him worse dead than alive.

Sorra a doubt of it!

Yet the bogs are deep, Asgill returned, his tone smacking faintly of raillery. You might deal with him first, and his heir when the time came. Why not?

God knows! James answered. And Ive no taste to make the trial. He did not name the oath he had taken to attempt nothing against Colonel John, nor to be a party to any attempt. He had slurred over that episode. He had dwelt in preference on the fact of the will and the dilemma in which it placed him.

Asgill looked for some moments between his horses ears, flicking his foot the while with his switch. When he spoke he proved in three or four sentences that if his will was the stronger, his cunning was also the more subtle. A will is revocable, he said. Eh?

It is.

And the man thats made one may make another?

Whos doubting it?

But youre doubting, Asgill rejoined  and he laughed as he spoke that it would not be in your favour, my lad.

Devil a bit do I doubt it! James said.

No, but in a minute you will, Asgill answered. And stooping from his saddle  after he had assured himself that his groom was out of earshot  he talked for some minutes in a low tone. When he raised his head again he clapped The McMurrough on the shoulder. There! he said, now wont that be doing the trick for you?

Its clever, James answered, with a cruel gleam in his eyes. It is d  d clever! The old devil himself couldnt be beating it by the length of his hoof! But  

Whats amiss with it?

A wills revocable, James said, with a cunning look. And what he can do once he can do twice.

Sorrow a doubt of that, too, if youre innocent enough to let him make one! But youre not, my lad. No; the will first, and then   Luke Asgill did not finish the sentence, but he grinned. Anything else amiss with it? he asked.

No. But the devil a bit do I see why you bring Flavvy into it?

Dont you?

I do not.

Asgill drew rein, and by a gesture bade his groom ride on. No? he said. Well, Ill be telling you. Hes an obstinate dog; faith, and Ill be saying it, as obstinate a dog as ever walked on two legs! And left to himself, hed, maybe, take more time and trouble to come to where we want him than we can spare. But, Im thinking, James McMurrough, that hes sweet on your sister!

The McMurrough stared. The notion had never crossed his mind. Its jesting you are? he said.

Its the last thing Id jest about, Asgill answered sombrely. It is so; whether she knows it or not, I know it! And so dyou see, my lad, if shes in this, twill do more  take my word for it that know  to break him down and draw the heart out of him, so that hell care little one way or the other, than anything you can do yourself!

James McMurroughs face, turned upwards to the rider, reflected his admiration. If youre in the right, he said, Ill say it for you, Asgill, youre the match of the old one for cleverness. But do you think shell come to it, the jewel?

She will.

James shook his head. Im not thinking it, he said.

Are you not? Asgill answered, and his face fell and his voice was anxious. And why?

Sure and why? Ill tell you. It was but a day or two ago Id a plan of my own. It was just to swear the plot upon him; swear hed come off the Spanish ship, and the rest, d you see, and get him clapped in Tralee gaol in my place. More by token, I was coming to you to help in it. But I thought Id need the girl to swear to it, and when I up and told her she was like a hen youd take the chickens from!

Asgill was silent for a moment. Then, You asked her to do that? he said, in an odd tone.

Just so.

And youre wondering she didnt do it?

I am.

And Im thanking God shed not be doing it! Asgill retorted.

Oh! James exclaimed. Youre mighty particular all in a minute, Mr. Asgill. But if not that, why this. Eh? Why this?

For a reason youd not be understanding, Asgill answered coolly. But I know it myself in my bones. Shell do this if shes handled. But theres a man thatll not be doing it at all, at all, and thats Ulick Sullivan. Youll have to be rid of him for a time, and how Im not saying.

Ill be planning that.

Well, make no mistake about it. He must not get wind of this.

Aint I knowing it? James returned restively. He had been snubbed, and he was sore.

Well, there was a thing you were not knowing, Asgill retorted, with a look which it was fortunate that the other did not see. And still theres a thing youve not thought of, my lad. Its only to a Protestant he can leave it, and you must have one ready. Now if I  

No! James cried, with sudden energy. And he drew back a step, and looked the other in the face. No, Mr. Asgill, he continued; if it is to that youve been working, Id as soon him as you! Ay, by G  d, I would! Id sooner turn myself!

I can believe that.

A hundred times sooner! James repeated. And what for not? Whats to prevent me? Eh? Whats to prevent me?

Your sister, Asgill answered.

Jamess face, which had flamed with passion, lost its colour.

Your sister, Asgill repeated with gusto. Id like fine to see you asking her to help you turn Protestant! Faith, and, for a mere word of that same, Ill warrant shed treat you as the old gentleman treated you!

Anyway, Ill not trust you, James replied, with venom. Sooner than that Ill have  ay, that will do finely  Ill have Constantine Hussey of Duppa. Hes holder for three or four already, and the whole country calls him honest! Ill have him and be safe.

Youll do as you please about that, Asgill answered equably. If he felt any chagrin, he hid it well. And that being settled, I wish you luck. Only, mind you, I dont use my wits for nothing. If the estates to be yours, Flavias to be mine  if shes willing.

Willing or unwilling for what I care! James answered brutally.

Asgill did not hide his scorn. An excellent brother! he said. And so, good-day to you. But have a care of old Ulick.

Do you think Im a fool? James shouted after him.

It was well, perhaps, that the wind carried Asgills answer across the water and wasted it on the dusk, which presently swallowed his retreating form. The McMurrough stood awhile where the other had left him. He watched the rider go, and twice he shook his fist after him.

Marry my sister, you dog, he muttered. Ay, if it will give me my place again! But for helping you to the land first and to her afterwards, as youd have me, you schemer, you bog-trotter, it would make Tophets dog sick! You d  d dirty son of an upstart! Youd marry my sister, would you? It will be odd  he paused if I dont jink you yet, when Ive made my use of you! Im a schemer too, Mister Asgill, only  one at a time, one at a time! The Colonel first, and you afterwards! Ay, you afterwards, brother-in-law!

With a last gesture of defiance  Asgill had long passed out of sight  he returned to the house.

It was two or three days after this interview that Colonel Sullivan, descending at the breakfast hour, found Flavia in the room. He saw her with surprise; with greater surprise he saw that she remained, for during those three days the girl had not sat at meals with him. Once or twice his entrance had surprised her, but it had been the signal for her departure; and he had seen no more of her than the back of her head or the tail of her gown. More often he had found the men alone and had sat down with them. Far from resenting this avoidance, he had found it natural and even proper; and suffering it patiently, he had hoped, though almost against hope, that steering a steady course he would gradually force her to change her opinion of him. He, on his part, must not give way. He had saved the house from a great peril; he had cleared it of  vermin. As he had begun he must continue, and hug, for comfort, the old proverb, Femme souvent varie.

That she was already beginning to change he could scarcely hope; yet, when he saw on this morning that she meant to abide his coming, he was elated  secretly and absurdly elated.

She was at the window, but she turned on hearing his step. I am wishing to speak to you, she said. But her unforgiving eyes looked out of a hard-cut face, and her figure was stiff as a sergeants cane.

After that he did not try to compass a commonplace greeting. He bowed gravely. I am ready to listen, he answered.

I am wanting to give you a warning, she said. Your man Bale  I have no reason to wish him ill. But he does not share the immunity which you have secured, and if youll be taking my advice you will send him away. My uncle is riding as far as Mallow; he will be absent ten days. If you think fit, you will allow your man to go with him. The interval may  she halted as if in search of a word, but her eyes did not leave his I do not say it will, but it may mend matters.

I am obliged to you, he answered. Then he was silent, reflecting.

You are not wishing, she said, with a touch of contempt, to expose the man to a risk you do not run yourself?

Heaven forbid! he answered. But  

If you think he is a protection to you, she continued in the same tone, do not send him.

He is not that, he replied, unmoved by her taunt. But I am alone, and he is a comfort to me.

As you please, she answered.

Nevertheless he shall go, he continued. It may be for the best. He was thinking that if he rejected this overture, she might make no other: and, hard as it would prove to persuade Bale to leave him, he must undertake it. In any case, he added, I thank you.

She did not deign to answer, but she turned on her heel and went out. On the threshold she met a serving-boy and she paused an instant, and the Colonel caught a momentary glimpse of her face. It wore a strange look, of disgust or of horror  he was not sure which  that appalled him; so that when the door closed upon her, he remained gazing at it. Had he misread the look? Or  what was its meaning? Could it be that she hated him to that degree! At once the elation which the interview and her thoughtfulness for Bale had roused in him sank; and he was in a brown study when Uncle Ulick, the only person, Bale excepted, to whom he could look for support or sympathy, came in and confirmed the story of his journey.

You had better come with me, he said, with a meaning look at James and the OBeirnes, who talked with averted faces, turned their shoulders on their elders and flouted the Colonel as far as they dared. I shall lie at Tralee one night, and at Ross Castle one night, and at Mallow the third.

But Colonel John had set his course, and was resolved to abide by it. After breakfast he saw Bale, and he had the trouble with him which he had foreseen. But in the end military obedience prevailed and the man consented to go  with forebodings at which his master affected to smile.

None the less I misdoubt them, the man said, sticking to his point with the east-country doggedness, which is the antipodes of the Irish character. I misdoubt them, your honour. They were never so careful for me, he added grimly, when they were for piking me in the bog!

The young lady had naught to do with that, Colonel John replied.

D  n me if I know!

Nonsense, man! the Colonel said sharply. Ill not hear such words.

But why separate us, your honour? Bale pleaded. Not for good, I swear. No, not for good!

For your greater safety, I hope.

Oh, ay, I understand that! But what of your honours?

I have explained to you, the Colonel said patiently, why I am safe here.

For my part, and thats flat, I hate their soft sawder! the man burst out. Its everything to please you while they sharpen the pike to stick in your back. If old Oliver, that was a countryman of my own, and bred not so far off, had dealt with a few more of the rogues  

Hush! Colonel John cried sternly. And, for my sake, keep your tongue between your teeth. Have done with such talk, or youll not be safe, go or stay; Be more prudent, man!

Its my belief Ill never see your honour again! the man cried, with passion. Thats my belief! Thats my belief and youll not stir it.

Weve parted before in worse hap, Colonel John answered, and come together again. And, please God, well do the same this time.

The man did not answer, but he shook his head obstinately. For the rest of the day he clung to his master like a burr, and it was with an unusual sinking of the heart that Colonel John saw him ride away on the morrow. With him went Uncle Ulick, the Colonels other friend in the house; and certainly the departure of these two seemed unlucky, if it was nothing worse. But the man who was left behind was not one to give way to vain fears. He thrust down the rising doubt, and chid himself for a presentiment that belittled Providence. Perhaps in the depths of his heart, he welcomed a change, finding cheer in the thought that the smaller the household at Morristown, the more prominently, and therefore the more fairly, he must stand in Flavias view.

Be that as it might, he saw nothing of her on that day or the following day. But though she shunned him, others did not. He began to remark that he was seldom alone, even in the house. James and the OBeirnes were always at his elbow  watching, watching, watching, it seemed to him. They said little, and what they said they whispered to one another in corners; but if he came out of his chamber, he found one in the passage, and if he mounted to it, one forewent him! This dogging, these whisperings, this endless watching, would have got on the nerves of a more timid man; it began to disturb him. He began to fancy that even Darby and the serving-boys looked askance at him and kept him in view. Once he took a notion that the butler, who had been friendly within limits  for the sake of that father who had met his man in Tralee churchyard  wished to say something to him. But at the critical moment Morty OBeirne popped up from somewhere, and Darby sneaked off in silence.

The Colonel disdained to ask what was afoot, but he thought that he would give Morty a chance of speaking. Are you looking for your brother? he asked suavely.

I am not, Morty answered, with a gloomy look.

Nor for The McMurrough?

I am not. I am thinking, he added, with a grin, that he has his hands full with the young lady.

Colonel John was somewhat startled. Whats the matter? he asked.

Oh, two minds in a house. Sorrow a bit more than that. Its no very new thing in a family, Morty added. And he went out whistling Twas a for our rightful King. But he went, as the Colonel noted, no farther than the courtyard, whence he could command the room through the window. He lounged there, whistling, and now and again peeping.

Suddenly, on the upper floor, Colonel John heard a door open, and the clamour of a voice raised in anger. It was Jamess voice. Tell him? Curse me if you shall! Colonel John heard him say. The next moment the door was sharply closed and he caught no more.

But he had heard enough to quicken his pulses. What was it she wished to tell him? Souvent femme varie? Was she already seeking to follow up the hint which she had given him on Bales behalf? And was the special surveillance to which he had been subjected for the last two days aimed at keeping them apart, that she might have no opportunity of telling him  something?

Colonel John suspected that this might be so. And his heart beat, as has been hinted, more quickly. At the evening meal he was early in the room, on the chance that she might appear before the others. But she did not descend, and the meal proved unpleasant beyond the ordinary, James drinking more than was good for him, and taking a tone, brutal and churlish, if not positively hostile. For some reason, the Colonel reflected, the young man was beginning to lose his fears. Why? What was he planning? How was he, even if he had no respect for his oath, thinking to evade that dilemma which ensured his guests safety?

Secure as I seem, I must look to myself, Colonel John thought. And he slept that night with his door bolted and a loaded pistol under his pillow. Next morning he took care to descend early, on the chance of seeing Flavia before the others appeared. She was not down: he waited, and she did not come. But neither did his watchers; and when he had been in the room five minutes a serving-girl slipped in at the back, showed him a scared face, held out a scrap of paper and, when he had taken it, fled in a panic and without a spoken word.

He hid the paper about him and read it later. The message was in Flavias hand; he had seen her write more than once. But if he had not, he knew that neither James nor the OBeirnes were capable of penning a grammatical sentence. Colonel Johns spirits rose as he read the note.

Be at the old Tower an hour after sunset. You must not be followed.

That is more easily said than done, he commented.

Nor, if he were followed through the day as closely as on previous days, did he see how it was to be done. He stood, cudgelling his brains to evolve a plan that would enable him to give the slip to the three men and to the servants who replaced them when they were called away. But he found none that might not, by awakening Jamess suspicions, make matters worse; indeed, it seemed to him that James was already suspicious. He had at last to let things take their course, in the hope that when the time came they would shape themselves favourably.

They did. For before noon he gathered that James wanted to go fishing. The OBeirnes also wanted to go fishing, and for the general convenience it became him to go with them. He said neither No nor Yes; but he dallied with the idea until it was time to start and they had made up their minds that he was coming. Then he declined.

James swore, the OBeirnes scowled at him and grumbled. Presently the three went outside and held a conference. His hopes rose as he sat smiling to himself, for their next step was to call Darby. Evidently they gave him orders and left him in charge, for a few minutes later they went off, spending their anger on one another, and on the barefoot gossoons who carried the tackle.

Late in the afternoon Colonel John took up his position on the horse-block by the entrance-gates, where the June sun fell on him; there he affected to be busy plaiting horse-hair lines. Every two or three minutes Darby showed himself at the door: once in a quarter of an hour the old man found occasion to cross the court to count the ducks or rout a trespassing beggar. Towards sunset, however, he came less often, having to busy himself with the evening meal. The Colonel smiled and waited, and presently the butler came again, found him still seated there, and withdrew  this time with an air of finality. Hes satisfied, the Colonel muttered, and the next moment  for the sun had already set a full hour  he was gone also. The light was waning fast, night was falling in the valley. Before he had travelled a hundred yards he was lost to view.

The fishing-party had started the contrary way, so that he had nothing to fear from them. But that he might omit no precaution, when he had gone a quarter of a mile he halted and listened, with his ear near the ground, for the beat of pursuing footsteps. He heard none, nor any sounds but the low of a cow whose calf was being weaned, the Whoo! hoo! hoo! of owls beginning to mouse beside the lake, and the creak of oars in a boat which darkness already hid. He straightened himself with a sigh of relief, and hastened at speed in the direction of the waterfall.

He gave Flavia credit for all the virtues, if for some of the faults of a proud, untamed nature. Therefore he believed her to be fearless. Nevertheless, before he stood on the platform and made out the shape of the Tower looming dark and huge above him, he had come to the conclusion that the need which forced her to such a place at such an hour must be great. The moon would not rise before eleven oclock, the last shimmer of the water had faded into unfathomable blackness beneath him; he had to tread softly and with care to avoid the brink.

He peered about him, hoping to see her figure emerge beside him. He did not, and, disappointed, he coughed. Finally, in a subdued voice, he called her by name, once and twice. Alas! only the wind, softly stirring the grass and whispering in the ivy, answered him. He was beginning to think  with a chill of disappointment, excessive at his age and in the circumstances  that she had failed to come, when, at no great distance before him, he fancied some one moved. He groped his way forward half a dozen paces, found a light break on his view, and stood in astonishment.

The movement had carried him beyond the face of the Tower, and so revealed the light, which issued from a doorway situate in the flank of the building. He paused; but second thoughts, treading on the heels of surprise, reassured him. He saw that in that position the light was not visible from the lake or the house; and he moved quickly to the open door, expecting to see Flavia. Three steps led down to the basement room of the Tower; great was his surprise when he saw below him in this remote, abandoned building  in this room three feet below the level of the soil  a table set handsomely with four lighted candles in tall sticks, and furnished besides with a silver inkhorn, pens, and paper. Beside the table stood a couple of chairs and a stool. Doubtless there was other furniture in the room, but in his astonishment he saw only these.

He uttered an exclamation, and descended the steps. Flavia! he cried. Flavia! He did not see her, and he moved a pace towards that part of the room which the door hid from him.

Crash! The door fell to, dragged by an unseen hand. Colonel John sprang towards it; but too late. He heard the grating of a rusty key turned in the lock; he heard through one of the loopholes the sound of an inhuman laugh; and he knew that he was a prisoner. In that moment the cold air of the vault struck a chill to his bones; but it struck not so cold nor so death-like as the knowledge struck to his heart that Flavia had duped him. Yes, on the instant, before the crash of the closing door had ceased to echo in the stone vaulting above him, he knew that, he felt that! She had tricked him. She had deceived him. He let his chin sink on his breast. Oh, the pity of it!


CHAPTER XIX

PEINE FORTE ET DURE

For many minutes, fifteen, twenty perhaps, Colonel John sat motionless in the chair into which he had sunk, his eyes fixed on the flames of the candles that, so still was the night, burned steadily upwards. His unwinking gaze created about each tongue of flame strange effects of vapour, halo-like circles that widened and again contracted, colours that came and went. But he saw these things with his eyes without seeing them with his mind. It was not of them, it was not of the death-cold room about him, in which the table and chairs formed a lighted oasis out of character with the earthen floor, the rough walls, and the vaulted roof  it was not of anything within sight he was thinking; but of Flavia!

Of Flavia, who had deceived him, duped him, cajoled him. Who, for all he knew  and he thought it likely  had got rid of Uncle Ulick. Who had certainly got rid of Bale by playing on his feeling for the man. Who, by affecting a quarrel with her brother, had thrown him off his guard, and won his confidence, only to betray it. Who, having lured him thither, had laughed  had laughed! Deep sighs broke at long intervals from Colonel Johns breast as he thought of her treachery. It cut him to the heart. He looked years older as he sat and pondered.

At length, with a sigh drawn from his very soul, he roused himself, and, taking a candle, he made the round of the chamber. The door by which he had entered was the only outlet, and it was of stout oak, clamped with iron, and locked. For windows, a pair of loopholes, slits so narrow that on the brightest day the room must be twilit, pierced the wall towards the lake. If the room had not been used of old as a prison, it made an admirable one; for the ancient walls were two feet thick, and the groined roof was out of reach, and of stone, hard as the weathering of centuries had left it. But not so hard, not so cruel as her heart! Flavia! The word almost came from his lips in a cry of pain.

Yet what was her purpose? He had been lured hither; but why? He tried to shake off the depression which weighed on him, and to think. His eyes fell on the table; he reflected that the answer would doubtless be found among the papers that lay on it. He sat down in the chair which was set before it, and he took up the first sheet that came to hand, a note of a dozen lines in her handwriting  alas! in her handwriting.

Sir, so it ran,  

You have betrayed us; and, were that all, Id still be finding it in my heart to forgive you. But you have betrayed also our Country, our King, and our Faith; and for this its not with me it lies to pardon. Over and above, you have thought to hold us in a web that would make you safe at once in your life and your person; but you are meshed in your turn, and will fare as you can, without water, food, or fire, until you have signed and sealed the grant which lies beside this paper. Were not unmerciful; and one will visit you once in twenty-four hours until he has it under your hand, when he will witness it. That done, you will go where you please; and Heaven forgive you. I, who write this, am, though unjustly, the owner of that you grant, and you do no wrong.

Flavia McMurrough.

He read the letter with a mixture of emotions. Beside it lay a deed, engrossed on parchment, which purported to grant all that he held under the will of the late Sir Michael McMurrough to and for the sole use of Constantine Hussey, Esquire, of Duppa. But annexed to the deed was a separate scroll, illegal but not unusual in Ireland at that day, stating that the true meaning was that the lands should be held by Constantine Hussey for the use of The McMurrough, who, as a Roman Catholic, was not capable of taking in his own name.

Fully, only too fully, enlightened by Flavias letter, Colonel John barely glanced at the parchments; for, largely as these, with their waxen discs, prepared to receive the impress of the signet on his finger, bulked on the table, the gist of all lay in the letter. He had fallen into a trap  a trap as cold, cruel, heartless as the bosom of her who had decoyed him hither. Without food or water! And already the chill of the earthen floor was eating into his bones, already the damp of a hundred years was creeping over him.

For the moment he lacked the spirit to rise and contend by movement against the one or the other. He sat gazing at the paper with dull eyes. For, after all, whose interests had he upheld? Whose cause had he supported against James McMurrough and his friends? For whose sake had he declared himself master at Morristown, with no intention, no thought, as Heaven was his witness, of deriving one jot or one tittle of advantage for himself? Flavias! Always Flavias! And she had penned this! she had planned this! She had consigned him to this, playing to its crafty end the farce that had blinded him!

His mind, as he sat brooding, travelled back to the beginning of it all; to the day on which Sir Michaels letter, with a copy of his will, had reached his hands, at Stralsund on the Baltic, in his quarters beside the East Gate, in one of those Hanse houses with the tall narrow fronts which look like nothing so much as the gable-ends of churches. The cast of his thoughts at the reading rose up before him; the vivid recollections of his home, his boyhood, his father, which the old mans writing had evoked, and the firmness with which, touched by the dead mans confidence, a confidence based wholly on report, he had resolved to protect the girls interests. Sir Michael had spoken so plainly of James as to leave the reader under no delusion about him. Nevertheless, Colonel John had conceived some pity for him; in a vague way he had hoped that he might soften things for him when the time came. But that the old mans confidence should be justified, the young girls inheritance secured to her  this had been the purpose in his mind from first to last.

And this was his reward!

True, that purpose would not have embroiled him with her, strong as was her love for her brother, if it had not become entwined under the stress of events with another  with the resolve to pluck her and hers from the abyss into which they were bent on flinging themselves. It was that resolution which had done the mischief, and made her his enemy to this point. But he could not regret that. He could not repent of that  he who had seen war in all its cruel phases, and fierce rebellions, and more cruel repressions. Perish  though he perished himself in this cold prison  perish the thought! For even now some warmth awoke at his heart, some heat was kindled in him by the reflection that, whatever befell him, he had saved scores and hundreds from misery, a countryside from devastation, women and children from the worst of fates. Many and many a one who cursed his name to-day had cause, did he know it, to remember him in his prayers. And though he never saw the sun again, though the grim walls about him proved indeed his grave, though he never lived to return to the cold lands where he had made a name and a place for himself, he would at least pass beyond with full hands, and with the knowledge that for every life he, the soldier of fortune, had taken, he had saved ten.

He sat an hour, two hours, thinking of this, and of her; and towards the end less bitterly. For he was just, and could picture the wild, untutored heart of the girl, bred in solitude, dwelling on the present wrongs and the past greatness of her race, taking dreams for realities, and that which lay in cloudland for the possible. Her rough awakening from those dreams, her disappointment, the fall from the heaven of fancy to the world as it was, might  he owned it  have driven even a generous spirit to cruel and heartless lengths. And still he sighed  he sighed.

At the end of two hours he roused himself perforce. For he was very cold, and that could only be mended by such exercise as the size of his prison permitted. He set himself to walk briskly up and down. When he had taken a few turns, however, he paused with his eyes on the table. The candles? They would serve him the longer if he burned but one at a time. He extinguished three. The deed? He might burn it, and so put the temptation, which he was too wise to despise, out of reach. But he had noticed in one corner a few half-charred fragments of wood, damp indeed, but such as might be kindled by coaxing. He would preserve the deed for the purpose of kindling the wood; and the fire, as his only luxury, he would postpone until he needed it more sorely. In the end the table and the chairs  or all but one  should eke out his fuel, and he would sleep. But not yet.

For he had no desire to die; and with warmth he knew that he could put up for a long time with the lack of food. Every hour during which he had the strength and courage to bear up against privation increased his chances; it was impossible to say what might not happen with time. Uncle Ulick was due to return in a week  and Bale. Or his gaolers might relent. Nay, they must relent for their own sakes, if he bore a stout heart and held out; for until the deed was signed they dared not let him perish.

That was a good thought. He wondered if it had occurred to them. If it had, it was plain that they relied on his faint-heartedness, and his inability to bear the pangs of hunger, even within limits. For they could put him on the rack, but they dared not push the torment so far as to endanger his life. With that knowledge, surely with that in his mind, he could outstay their patience. He must tighten his belt, he must eke out his fuel, he must bear equably the pangs of appetite; after all, in comparison with the perils and privations through which he had passed on the cruel plains of Eastern Europe, and among a barbarous people, this was a small thing.

Or it would have been a small thing if that profound depression, that sadness at the heart which had held him motionless so long had not still sapped his will, undermined his courage, and bowed his head upon his breast. A small thing! a few hours, a few days even of hunger and cold and physical privation  no more! But when it was overpast, and he had suffered and was free, to what could he look forward? What prospect stretched beyond, save one grey, dull, and sunless, a homeless middle age, an old age without solace? He was wounded in the house of his friend, and felt not the pain only, but the sorrow. In a little while he would remember that, if he had not to take, he had still to give: if he had not to enjoy, he had still to do. The wounds would heal. Already shadowy plans rose before him.

Yet for the time  for he was human  he drew small comfort from such plans. He would walk up and down for a few minutes, then he would sink into his chair with a stern face, and he would brood. Again, when the cold struck to his bones, he would sigh, and rise of necessity and pace again from wall to wall.

His had been a mad fancy, a foolish fancy, a fancy of which  for how many years rolled between him and the girl, and how many things done, suffered, seen  he should have known the outcome. But, taking its rise in the instinct to protect, which their relations justified, it had mastered him slowly, not so much against his will as without his knowledge; until he had awakened one day to find himself possessed by a fancy  a madness, if the term were fitter  the more powerful because he was no longer young, and in his youth had known passion but once, and then to his sorrow. By-and-by, for a certainty, the mans sense of duty, the principles that had ruled him so long  and ruled more men then than now, for faith was stronger  would assert themselves. And he would go back to the Baltic lands, the barren, snow-bitten lands of his prime, a greyer, older, more sombre man  but not an unhappy man.

Something of this he told himself as he paced up and down the gloomy chamber, while the flame of the candle crept steadily downward, and his shadow in the vault above grew taller and more grotesque. It must be midnight; it must be two; it must be three in the morning. The loopholes, when he stood between them and the candle, were growing grey; the birds were beginning to chirp. Presently the sun would rise, and through the narrow windows he would see its beams flashing on the distant water. But the windows looked north-west, and many hours must pass before a ray would strike into his dungeon. The candle was beginning to burn low, and it seemed a pity to light another, with the daylight peering in. But if he did not, he would lack the means to light his fire. And he was eager to do without the fire as long as possible, though already he shivered in the keen morning air. He was cold now, but he would be colder, he knew, much colder by-and-by, and his need of the fire would be greater.

From that the time wore wearily on  he was feeling the reaction  to the breakfast hour. The sun was high now; the birds were singing sweetly in the rough brakes and brambles about the Tower; far away on the shining lake, of which only the farther end lay within his sight, three men were fishing from a boat. He watched them; now and again he caught the tiny splash as they flung the bait far out. And, so watching, with no thought or expectation of it, he fell asleep, and slept, for five or six hours, the sleep of which excitement had cheated him through the night. In warmth, morning and evening, night and day differed little in that sunken room. Still the air in it profited a little by the high sun; and he awoke, not only less weary, but warmer. But, alas! he awoke also hungry.

He stood up and stretched himself: and, seeing that two-thirds of the second candle had burned away while he slept, he was thankful that he had lit it. He tried to put away the visions of hot bacon, cold round, and sweet brown bread that rose before him; he smiled, indeed, considering how much more hungry he would be by-and-by, this evening  and to-morrow. He wondered ruefully how far they would carry it: and, on that, mind got the better of body, and he forgot his appetite in a thought more engrossing.

Would she come? Every twenty-four hours, her letter said, a person would visit him, to learn if his will had yielded to theirs. Would she be the person? Would she who had so wronged him have the courage to confront him? And, if she did, how would she carry it off? It was wonderful with what interest, nay, with what agitation, he dwelt on this. How would she look? how would she bear herself? how would she meet his eye? Would the shame she ought to feel make itself seen in her carriage, or would her looks and her mien match the arrogance of her letter? Would she shun his gaze, or would she face it without flinching, with a steady colour and a smiling lip? And, if the latter were the case, would it be the same when hours and days of fasting had hollowed his cheeks, and given to his eyes the glare which he had seen in many a wretched peasants eyes in those distant lands? Would she still be able to face that sight without flinching, to view his sufferings without a qualm, and turn, firm in her cruel purpose, from the dumb pleading of his hunger?

God forbid! he cried. Ah! God forbid!

And he prayed that, rather than that, rather than have that last proof of the hardness of the heart that dwelt in that fair shape, he might not see her at all. He prayed that, rather than that, she might not come; though  so weak are men  that she might come, and he might see how she bore herself, and how she carried off his knowledge of her treason  was now the one interest he had, the one thought, prospect, hope that had power to lighten the time, and keep at bay  though noon was long past, and he had fasted twenty-four hours  the attacks of hunger!

The thought possessed him to an extraordinary extent. Would she come? And would he see her? Or, having lured him by that Judas letter into his enemies power, would she leave him to be treated as they chose, while she lay warm and safe in the house which his interference had saved for her?

Oh! cruel!

Then  for no man was more just than this man, though many surpassed him in tact  the very barbarity of an action so false and so unwomanly suggested that, viewed from her side, it must wear another shape. For even Delilah was a Philistine, and by her perfidy served her country. What was this girl gaining? Revenge, yes; yet, if they kept faith with him, and, the deed signed, let him go free, she had not even revenge. For the rest, she lost by the deed. All that her grandfather had meant for her passed by it to her brother. To lend herself to stripping herself was not the part of a selfish woman. Even in her falseness there was something magnanimous.

He sat drumming on the table with his fingers, and thinking of it. She had been false to him, treacherous, cruel! But not for her own sake, not for her private advantage; rather to her hurt. Viewed on that side, there was something to be said for her.

He was still staring dreamily at the table when a shadow falling on the table roused him. He lifted his eyes to the nearest loophole, through which the setting sun had been darting its rays a moment before. Morty OBeirne bending almost double  for outside, the arrow-slit was not more than two feet from the ground  was peering in.

Yell not have changed your quarters, Colonel, he said, in a tone of raillery which was assumed perhaps to hide a real feeling of shame. Sure, youre there, Colonel, safe enough?

Yes, I am here, Colonel John answered austerely. He did not leave his seat at the table.

And as much at home as a mole in a hill, Morty continued. And, like that same blessed little fellow in black velvet that I take my hat off to, with lashings of time for thinking.

So much, Colonel John answered, with the same severe look, that I am loth to think ill of any. Are you alone, Mr. OBeirne?

Faith, and whod there be with me? Morty answered in true Irish fashion.

I cannot say. I ask only, Are you alone?

Then I am, and thats Gods truth, Morty replied, peering inquisitively into the corners of the gloomy chamber. More by token I wish you no worse than just to be doing as youre bid  and faith, its but whats right!  and go your way. Tis a cold, damp, unchancy place youve chosen, Colonel, he continued, with a grin; like nothing in all the wide world so much as that same molehill. Well, glory be to God, it cant be said Im one for talking; but, if youre asking my advice, youll be wiser acting first than last, and full than empty!

Im not of that opinion, sir, Colonel John replied, looking at him with the same stern eyes.

Then Im thinking youre not as hungry as Id be! And not the least taste in life to stay my stomach for twenty-four hours!

It has happened to me before, Colonel John answered.

Youre not for signing, then?

I am not.

Dont be saying that, Colonel! Morty rejoined. Its not yet awhile, youre meaning?

Neither now nor ever, God willing, Colonel John answered. I quote from yourself, sir. As well say it first as last, and full as empty!

Sure, and yell be thinking better of it by-and-by, Colonel.

No.

Ah, you will, Morty retorted, in that tone which to a mind made up is worse than a blister. Sure, yell not be so hard-hearted, Colonel, as to refuse a lady! Its not Kerry-born you are, and say the word No that easy!

Do not deceive yourself, sir, Colonel John answered severely, and with a darker look. I shall not give way either to-day or to-morrow.

Nor the next day?

Nor the next day, God willing.

Not if the lady asks you herself? Come, Colonel.

Colonel John rose sharply from his seat; such patience, as a famished man has, come to an end.

Sir, he said, if this is all you have to say to me, I have your message, and I prefer to be alone.

Morty grinned at him a moment, then, with an Irish shrug, he gave way. As you will, he said.

He withdrew himself suddenly, and the sunset light darted into the room through the narrow window, dimming the candles rays. The Colonel heard him laugh as he strode away across the platform, and down the hill. A moment and the sounds ceased. He was gone. The Colonel was alone.

Until this time to-morrow! Twenty-four hours. Yes, he must tighten his belt.



Morty, poking his head this way and that, peering into the chamber as he had peered yesterday, wished he could see Colonel Johns face. But Colonel John, bending resolutely over the handful of embers that glowed in an inner angle of the room, showed only his back. Even that Morty could not see plainly; for the last of the candles had burned out, and in the chamber, dark in comparison with the open air, the crouching figure was no more than a shapeless mass obscuring the glow of the fuel.

Morty shaded his eyes and peered more closely. He was not a sensitive person, and he was obeying orders. But he was not quite comfortable.

And thats your last word? he said slowly. Come, Colonel dear, yell say something more to that.

Thats my last word to-day, Colonel John answered as slowly, and without turning his head.

Honour bright? Wont ye think better of it before I go?

I will not.

Morty paused, to tell the truth, in extreme exasperation. He had no great liking for the part he was playing; but why couldnt the man be reasonable? Youre sure of it, Colonel, he said.

Colonel John did not answer.

And Im to tell her so? Morty concluded.

Colonel John rose sharply, as if at last the other tried him too far. Yes, he said, tell her that! Or, lowering his voice and his hand, do not tell her, as you please. That is my last word, sir! Let me be.

But it was not his last word. For as Morty turned to go, and suffered the light to fall again through the aperture, the Colonel heard him speak  in a lower and a different tone. At the same moment, or his eyes deceived him, a shadow that was not Morty OBeirnes fell for one second on the splayed wall inside the window. It was gone as soon as seen; but Colonel John had seen it, and he sprang to the window.

Flavia! he cried. Flavia!

He paused to listen, his hand on the wall on either side of the opening. His face, which had been pinched and haggard a moment before, was now flushed by the sunset. Then Flavia! he repeated, keen appeal in his voice. Flavia!

She did not answer. She was gone. And perhaps it was as well. He listened for a long time, but in vain; and he told himself again that it was as well. Why, after all, appeal to her? How, could it avail him? What good could it do? Slowly he went back to his chair and sat down in the old attitude over the embers. But his lip quivered.


CHAPTER XX

AN UNWELCOME VISITOR

A little before sunset on that same day  almost precisely indeed at the moment at which Flavias shadow darkened the splayed flank of the window in the Tower  two men stood beside the entrance at Morristown, whence the ones whip had just chased the beggars. They were staring at a third, who, seated nonchalantly upon the horse-block, slapped his boot with his riding switch, and made as poor a show of hiding his amusement as they of masking their disgust. The man who slapped his leg and shaped his lips to a silent whistle, was Major Payton of the  th. The men who looked at him, and cursed the unlucky star which had brought him thither, were Luke Asgill and The McMurrough.

Faith, and I should have thought, Asgill said, with a clouded face, that my presence here, Major, and I, a Justice  

True for you! Payton said, with a grin.

Should have been enough by itself, and the least taste more than enough, to prove the absurdity of the Castles story.

True for you again, Payton replied. And aint I saying that but for your presence here, and a friend at court that Ill not name, its not your humble servant this gentleman would be entertaining  he turned to The McMurrough but half a company and a sergeants guard!

Im allowing it.

Youve no cause to do other.

Devil a bit Im denying it, Asgill replied more amicably; and, as far as he could, he cleared his face. Its not that youre not welcome. Not at all, Major! Sure, and Ill answer for it, my friend, The McMurrough is glad to welcome any English gentleman, much more one of your reputation.

Truth, and I am, The McMurrough assented. But he had not Asgills self-control, and his sulky tone belied his words.

Still  I come at an awkward time, perhaps? Payton answered, looking with a grin from one to the other.

For the first time it struck him that the suspicions at headquarters might be well-founded; in that case he had been rash to put his head in the lions mouth. For it had been wholly his own notion. Partly to tease Asgill, whom he did not love the more because he owed him money, and partly to see the rustic beauty whom, rumour had it, Asgill was courting in the wilds  a little, too, because life at Tralee was dull, he had volunteered to do with three or four troopers what otherwise a half-company would have been sent to do. That he could at the same time put his creditor under an obligation, and annoy him, had not been the least part of the temptation; while no one at Tralee believed the story sent down from Dublin.

He did not credit it even now for more than two seconds. Then common sense, and his knowledge of Luke Asgill reassured him. Eh! An awkward time, perhaps? he repeated, looking at The McMurrough. Sorry, Im sure, but  

Id have entertained you better, Im thinking, James McMurrough said, if Id known you were coming before you came.

Devil a doubt of it! said Asgill, whose subtle brain had been at work. Not that it matters, bedad, for an Irish gentleman will do his best. And to-morrow Colonel Sullivan, thats more knowledge of the mode and foreign ways, will be back, and hell be helping his cousin. More by token, he added, in a different tone, you know him of old?

Payton, who had frowned at the name, reddened at the question. Is that, he asked, the Colonel Sullivan who  

Who tried the foils with Lemoine at Tralee? Asgill cried heartily. The same and no other! He is away to-day, but hell be returning tomorrow, and hell be delighted to see you! And by good luck, there are foils in the house, and hell pass the time pleasantly with you! Its hes the hospitable creature!

Payton was far from pleased. He was anything but anxious to see the man whose skill had turned the joke against him; and his face betokened his feelings. Had he foreseen the meeting he would certainly have remained in Tralee, and left the job to a subaltern. Hang it! he exclaimed, vexed by the recollection, a fine mess you led me into there, Asgill!

I did not know him then, Asgill replied lightly. And, pho! Take my word for it, hes no man to bear malice!

Malice, begad! Payton answered, ill-humouredly; I think its I  

Ah, you are right again, to be sure! Asgill agreed, laughing silently. For already he had formed a hope that the guest might be manœuvred out of the house on the morrow. Not that he thought Payton was likely either to discover the Colonels plight, or to interfere if he did. But Asgill had another, and a stronger motive for wishing the intruder away. He knew Payton. He knew the mans arrogance and insolence, the contempt in which he held the Irish, his view of them as an inferior race. And he was sure that, if he saw Flavia and fancied her  and who that saw her would not fancy her?  he was capable of any rudeness, any outrage; or, if he learned her position in regard to the estate, he might prove a formidable, if an honourable, competitor. In either case, to hasten the mans departure, and to induce Flavia to remain in the background in the meantime, became Asgills chief aim.

James McMurrough, on the other hand, saw in the unwelcome intruder an English officer; and, troubled by his guilty conscience, he dreaded above all things what he might discover. True, the past was past, the plot spent, the Spanish ship gone. But the Colonel remained, and in durance. And if by any chance the Englishman stumbled on him, released him and heard his story, and lived to carry it back to Tralee  the consequences might be such that a cold sweat broke out on the young mans brow at the thought of them. To add to his alarm, Payton, whose mind was secretly occupied with the Colonel, sought to evince his indifference by changing the subject, and in doing so, hit on one singularly unfortunate.

A pretty fair piece of water, he said, rising with an affected yawn, and pointing over the lake with his riding-switch. The tower at the head of it  its grown too dark to see it  is it inhabited?

The McMurrough started guiltily. The tower? he stammered. Could it be that the man knew all, and was here to expose him? His heart stood still, then raced.

The Majorll be meaning the tower on the rock, Asgill said smoothly, but with a warning look. Ah, sure, itll be used at times, Major, for a prison, you understand.

Oh!

But well be better to be moving inside, Im thinking, he continued.

Payton assented. He was still brooding on his enemy, the Colonel, and his probable arrival on the morrow. Curse the man, he was thinking. Why couldnt he keep out of his way?

Take the Major in, McMurrough, Asgill said, who on his side was on tenter-hooks lest Flavia and Morty OBeirne should arrive from the Tower. Youll like to get rid of your boots before supper, Major? he went on. Bid Darby send the Majors man to him, McMurrough; or, better, Ill be going to the stables myself and Ill be telling him!

As the others went in, Asgill strolled on this pretext towards the stables. But when they had passed out of sight he turned and walked along the lake to meet the girl and her companion. As he walked he had time to think, and to decide how he might best deal with Flavia, and how much and what he should tell her. When he met them, therefore  by this time the night was falling  his first question related to their errand, and to that which an hour before had been the one pre-occupation of all their minds.

Well, he said, hell not have yielded yet, I am thinking?

Dark as it was, the girl averted her face to hide the trouble in her eyes. She shook her head. No, she said, he has not.

I did not count on it, Asgill replied cheerfully. But time  time and hunger and patience  devil a doubt hell give in presently.

She did not answer, but he fancied  she kept her face averted  that she shivered.

While you have been away, something has happened, he continued. After all, it was perhaps as well, he reflected, that Payton had come. His coming, even if Flavia did not encounter him, would divert her thoughts, would suggest an external peril, would prevent her dwelling too long or too fancifully on that room in the Tower, and on the man who famished there. She hated the Colonel, Asgill believed. She had hated him, he was sure. But how long would she continue to hate him in these circumstances? How long if she learned what were the Colonels feelings towards her? An unwelcome guest has come, he continued glibly, and one thatll be giving trouble, Im fearing.

A guest? Flavia repeated in astonishment. She halted. What time for guests was this? And unwelcome? she added. Who is it?

An English officer, Asgill explained, from Tralee. He is saying that the Castle has heard something, and has sent him here to look about him.

Naturally the danger seemed greater to the two than to Asgill, who knew his man. Words of dismay broke from Flavia and OBeirne. From Tralee? she cried. And an English officer? Good heavens! Do you know him?

I do, Asgill answered confidently. And, believe me or no, I can manage him. He began to appreciate this opportunity of showing himself the master of the position. I hold him, like that, not the least doubt of it; but the less well be doing for him the sooner hell be going, and the safer well be! I would not be so bold as to advise, he continued diffidently, but Im thinking it would be no worse if you left him to be entertained by the men.

I will! she cried, embracing the idea. Why should I be wanting to see him?

Then I think hell be ordering his horse to-morrow!

I wish he were gone now! she cried.

Ah, so do I! he replied, from his heart.

I will go in through the garden, she said.

He assented; it was to that point he had been moving. She turned aside, and for a moment he bent to the temptation to go with her. Since the day on which he had voluntarily left the house at the Colonels dictation he had made progress in her favour. He was sure that he had come closer to her  that she had begun not only to suffer his company, but to suffer it willingly. And here, as she passed through the darkling garden under the solid blackness of the yews, was an opportunity of making a further advance. She would have to grope her way, a reason for taking her hand might offer, and  his head grew hot at the thought.

But he thrust the temptation from him. He knew that it was not only the strangers presence that weighed her down, but her recollection of the man in the Tower and his miserable plight. This was not the time, nor was she in the mood for such advances; and, putting pressure on himself, Asgill turned from her, satisfied with what he had done.

As he went on with Morty, he gave him a hint to say as little in Paytons presence as possible, and to leave the management to him. I know the man, he explained, and where hes weak. Im for seeing the back of him as soon as we can, but without noise.

Theres always the bog, grumbled Morty. He did not love Asgill overmuch, and the interview with the Colonel had left him in a restive mood.

And the garrison at Tralee, Asgill rejoined drily, to ask where he is! And his troopers to answer the question.

Morty fell back on sullenness, and bade him manage it his own way. Only Ill trouble you not to blame me, he added, if the English soger finds the Colonel, and ruins us entirely!

Ill not, Asgill answered pithily, if so be youll hold your tongue.

So at supper that night Payton looked in vain for the Kerry beauty whose charms the warmer wits of the mess had more than once painted in hues rather florid than fit. Lacking her, he found that the conversation lay wholly between Asgill and himself. Nor did this surprise him, when he had surmounted his annoyance at the young ladys absence; for the contempt in which he held the natives disposed him to expect nothing from them. On the contrary, he found it natural that these savages should sit silent before a man of the world, and, like the clowns they were, find nothing to say fit for a gentleman to hear. Under such circumstances he was not unwilling to pose before them in an indolent, insolent fashion, to show them what a great person he was, and to speak of things beyond their ken. Playing this part, he would have enjoyed himself tolerably  nor the less because now and again he let his contempt for the company peep from under his complaisance  but for the obtuseness, or the malice of his friend; who, as if he had only one man and one idea in his head, let fall with every moment some mention of Colonel John. Now, it was the happy certainty of the Colonels return next day that inspired his eloquence; now, the pleasure with which the Colonel would meet Payton again; now, the lucky chance that found a pair of new foils on the window ledge among the fishing-tackle, the old fowling-pieces, and the ragged copies of Armida and The Don.

For hes ruined entirely and no one to play with him! Asgill continued, a twinkle, which he made no attempt to hide, in his eye. No one, Im meaning, Major, of his sort of force at all! Begad, boys, youll see some fine fencing for once! Yell think yeve never seen any before Im doubting!

Im not sure that I can remain to-morrow, Payton said in a surly tone. For he began to suspect that Asgill was quizzing him. He noticed that every time the Justice named Colonel Sullivan, whether he referred to his return, or exalted his prowess, a sensation, a something that was almost a physical stir passed round the table. Men looked furtively at one another, or looked straight before them, as if they were in a design. If that were so, the design could only be to pit Colonel Sullivan against him, or in some way to provoke a quarrel between them. He felt a qualm of distrust and apprehension, for he remembered the words the Colonel had used in reference to their next meeting; and he was confirmed in the plan he had already formed  to be gone next day. But in the meantime his temper moved him to carry the war into the enemys country.

I didnt know, he snarled, taking Asgill up in the middle of a eulogy of Colonel Johns skill, that he was so great a favourite of yours.

He was not, Asgill replied drily.

He is now, it seems! in the same sneering tone.

We know him better. Dont we, boys?

They murmured assent.

And the lady whose horse I sheltered for you, the Major continued, spitefully watching for an opening confound you, little you thanked me for it!  she must be still more in his interest than you. And how does that suit your book?

Asgill had great self-control, and the Major was not, except where his malice was roused, a close observer. But the thrust was so unexpected that on the instant Payton read the others secret in his eyes  knew that he loved, and knew that he was jealous. Jealous of Sullivan! Jealous of the man whom he was for some reason praising. Then why not jealous of a younger, a more proper, a more fashionable rival? Asgills cunningly reared plans began to sink, and even while he answered he knew it.

She likes him, he said, as we all do.

Some more, some less, Payton answered with a grin.

Just so, the Irishman returned, controlling himself. Some more, some less. And why not, Im asking.

I think I must stay over to-morrow, Payton remarked, smiling at the ceiling. There must be a good deal to be seen here.

Ah, there is, Asgill answered in apparent good humour.

Worth seeing, too, Ill be sworn! the Englishman replied, smiling more broadly.

And thats true, too! the other rejoined.

He had himself in hand; and it was not from him that the proposal to break up the party came. The Major it was who at last pleaded fatigue. Englishmens heads, he said, were stronger than their stomachs; they were a match for port but not for claret. Too much Bordeaux, he continued, with careless contempt, gives me the vapours next day. Its a d  d sour drink, I call it! Heres a health to Methuen and sound Oporto!

You should correct it, Major, with a little cognac, The McMurrough suggested politely.

Not to-night; and, by your leave, Ill have my man called and go to bed.

Its early, James McMurrough said, playing the host.

It is, but Ill have my man and go to bed, Payton answered, with true British obstinacy. No offence to any gentleman.

Theres none will take it here, Asgill answered. An Irishmans house is his guests castle. But, knowing that Payton liked his glass, he wondered; until it occurred to him that the other wished to have his hand steady for the sword-play next day. He meant to stay, then! Hang him! Hang him! he repeated in his mind.

The McMurrough, who had risen, took a light and attended his guest to his room. Asgill and the OBeirnes  the smaller folk had withdrawn earlier  remained seated at the table, the young men scoffing at the Englishmans weak head, and his stiffness and conceit of himself, Asgill silent and downcast. His scheme for ridding himself of Payton had failed; it remained to face the situation. He did not distrust Flavia; no Englishman, he was sure, would find favour with her. But he distrusted Payton, his insolence, his violence, and the privileged position which his duellists skill gave him. And then there was Colonel John. If Payton learned what was afoot at the Tower, and saw his way to make use of it, the worst might happen to all concerned.

He looked up at a touch from Morty, and to his astonishment he saw Flavia standing at the end of the table. There was a hasty scrambling to the feet, for the men had not drunk deep, and by all in the house, except her brother, the girl was treated with respect. After a fashion, they were to a man in love with her.

I was thinking, Asgill said, foreseeing trouble, that you were in bed and asleep. Her hair was tied back negligently and her dress half-fastened at the throat.

I cannot sleep, she answered. And then she stood a moment drumming with her slender fingers on the table, and the men noticed that she was unusually pale. I cannot sleep, she repeated, a tremor in her voice. I keep thinking of him. I want some one  to go to him.

Now?

Now!

But, Asgill said slowly, Im thinking that to do that were to give him hopes. It were to spoil all. Once in twenty-four hours  that was agreed, and he was told. And it is not four hours since you were there. If there is one thing needful, not the least doubt of it!  it is to leave him thinking that were meaning it.

He spoke gently and reasonably. But the girl laboured, it was plain, under a weight of agitation that did not suffer her to reason, much less to answer him reasonably. She was as one who wakes in the dark night, with the terror of an evil dream upon him, and cannot for a time shake it off. But if he dies? she cried in a woeful tone. If he dies of hunger? Oh, my God, of hunger! What have we done then? I tell you, she continued, struggling with overwhelming emotion, I cannot bear it! I cannot bear it! She looked from one to the other as appealing to each in turn to share her horror, and to act. It is wicked, it is wicked! she continued, in a shriller tone and with a note of defiance in her voice, and who will answer for it? Who will answer for it, if he dies? I, not you! I, who tricked him, who lied to him, who lured him there!

For a moment there was a stricken silence in the room. Then, And what had he done to you? Asgill retorted with spirit  for he saw that if he did not meet her on her own plane she was capable of any act, however ruinous. Or, if not to you, to Ireland, to your King, to your Country, to your hopes? He flung into his voice all the indignation of which he was master. A trick, you say? Was it not by a trick he ruined all? The fairest prospect, the brightest day that ever dawned for Ireland! The day of freedom, of liberty, of  

She twisted her fingers feverishly together. Yes, she said, yes! Yes, but  I cant bear it! I cant! I cant! It is no use talking, she continued with a violent shudder. You are here  look! she pointed to the table strewn with the remains of the meal, with flasks and glasses and tall silver-edged horns. But he is  starving! Starving! she repeated, as if the physical pain touched herself.

You shall go to him to-morrow! Go, yourself! he replied in a soothing tone.

I! she cried. Never!

Oh, but   Asgill began, perplexed but not surprised by her attitude But heres your brother, he continued, relieved. He will tell you  hell tell you, Im sure, that nothing can be so harmful as to change now. Your sister, he went on, addressing The McMurrough, who had just descended the stairs, shes wishing some one will go to the Colonel, and see if hes down a peg. But Im telling her  

Its folly entirely, you should be telling her! James McMurrough replied, curtly and roughly. Intercourse with Payton had not left him in the best of tempers. To-morrow at sunset, and not an hour earlier, hell be visited. And then itll be you, Flavvy, thatll speak to him! What more is it youre wanting?

I speak to him? she cried. I couldnt!

But itll be youll have to! he replied roughly. Wasnt it so arranged?

I couldnt, she replied, in the same tone of trouble. Some one else  if you like!

But its not some one else will do, James retorted.

But why should I be the one  to go? she wailed. She had Colonel Johns face before her, haggard, sunken, famished, as, peering into the gloomy, firelit room, she had seen it that afternoon, ay, and as she had seen it later against the darkness of her bedroom. Why should I, she repeated, be the one to go?

For a very good reason, her brother retorted with a sneer. And he looked at Asgill and laughed.

That look, which she saw, and the laugh which went with it, startled her as a flash of light startles a traveller groping through darkness. Why? she repeated in a different tone. Why?

But neither her tone nor Asgills warning glance put James McMurrough on his guard; he was in one of his brutal humours. Why? he replied. Because hes a silly fool, as Im thinking some others are, and has a fancy for you, Flavvy! Faith, youre not blind!  he continued, forgetting that he had only learned the fact from Asgill a few days before, and that it was news to the younger men and know it, Ill be sworn, as well as I do! Any way, Ive a notion that if you let him see that there is no one in the house wishes him worse than you, or would see him starve, the stupid fool, with a lighter heart  Im thinking it will be for bringing him down, if anything will!

She did not answer. And outwardly she was not much moved. But inwardly, the horror of herself and her part in the matter, which she had felt as she lay upstairs in the darkness, thinking of the starving man, whelmed up and choked her. They were using her for this! They were using her because the man  loved her! Because hard words, cruel treatment, brutality from her would be ten times more hard, more cruel, more brutal than from others! Because such treatment at her hands would be more likely to break his spirit and crush his heart! To what viler use, to what lower end could a woman be used, or human feeling be prostituted?

Nor was this all. On the tide of this loathing of herself rose another, a newer and a stranger feeling. The man loved her. She did not doubt the statement. Its truth came home to her at once, although, occupied with other views of him, she had never suspected the fact. And because it placed him in a different light, because it placed him in a light in which she had never viewed him before, because it recalled a hundred things, acts, words on his part which she had barely noted at the time, but which now took on another aspect, it showed him, too, as one whom she had never seen. Had he been free at this moment, prosperous, triumphant, the knowledge that he loved her, that he, her enemy, loved her, might have revolted her  she might have hated him the more for it. But now that he lay a prisoner, famished, starving, the fact that he loved her touched her heart, transfixed her with an almost poignant feeling, choked her with a rising flood of pity and self-reproach.

So there you have it, Flavvy! James cried complacently. And sure, youll not be making a fool of yourself at this time of day!

She stood as one stunned; looking at him with strange eyes, thinking, not answering. Asgill, and Asgill only, saw a burning blush dye for an instant the whiteness of her face. He, and he only, discovered, with the subtle insight of one who loved, a part of what she was thinking. He wished James McMurrough in the depth of hell. But it was too late, or he feared so.

Great was his relief, therefore, when she spoke. Then youll not  be going now? she said.

Now? James retorted contemptuously. Havent I told you, youll go to-morrow?

If I must, she said slowly, I will  if I must.

Then whats the good of talking, Im thinking? The McMurrough answered. And he was going on  being in a bullying mood  to say more in the same strain, when the opportunity was taken from him. One of the OBeirnes, who happened to avert his eyes from the girl, discovered Payton standing at the foot of the stairs. Phelims exclamation apprised the others that something was amiss, and they turned.

I left my snuff-box on the table, Payton said, with a sly grin. How much he had heard they could not tell. Ha! there it is! Thank you. Sorry! Sorry, I am sure! Hope I dont trespass. Will you present me to your sister, Mr. McMurrough?

James McMurrough had no option but to do so  looking foolish; while Luke Asgill stood by with rage in his heart, cursing the evil chance which had brought Flavia downstairs.

I assure you, Payton said, bowing low before her, but not so low that the insolence of his smile was hidden from all, I think myself happy. My friend Asgills picture of you, warmly as he painted it, fell infinitely  infinitely below the reality!


CHAPTER XXI

THE KEY

Colonel John rose and walked unsteadily to the window. He rested a hand on either jamb and looked through it, peering to right and left with wistful eyes. He detected no one, nothing, no change, no movement, and, with a groan, he straightened himself. But he still continued to look out, gazing at the bare sward below the window, at the sparkling sheet of water beyond and beneath it, at the pitiless blue sky above, in which the sun was still high, though it had begun to decline.

Presently he grew weary, and went back to his chair. He sat down with his elbows on his knees and his head between his hands. Again his ears had deceived him! Again hope had told her flattering tale! How many more times would he start to his feet, fancying he heard the footstep that did not fall, calling aloud to those who were not there, anticipating those who, more hard of heart than the stone walls about him, more heedless than the pitiless face of nature without, would not come before the appointed time! And that was hours away, hours of thirst and hunger, almost intolerable; of patience and waiting, weary waiting, broken only by such a fancy, born of his weakened senses, as had just drawn him to the window.

The suffering which is inevitable is more easy to bear than that which is caused by man. In the latter case the sense that the misery felt may be ended by so small a thing as anothers will; that another may, by lifting a finger, cut it short, and will not; that to persuade him is all that is needful  this becomes at the last maddening, intolerable, a thing to upset the reason, if that other will not be persuaded.

Colonel John was a man sane and well-balanced, and assuredly not one to despair lightly. But even he had succumbed more than once during the last twelve hours to gusts of rage, provoked as much by the futility of his suffering as by the cruelty of his persecutors. After each of these storms he had laughed, in wonder at himself, had scolded himself and grown calm. But they had made their mark upon him, they had left his eyes wilder, his cheeks more hollow; his hand less firm.

He had burned, in fighting the cold of the past night, all that would burn, except the chair on which he sat; and with the dawn the last spark of his fire had died out. Notwithstanding those fits of rage he was not light-headed. He could command his faculties at will, he could still reflect and plan, marshal the arguments and perfect the reasons that must convince his foes, that, if they inflicted a lingering death on him, they did but work their own undoing. But at times he found himself confounding the present with the past, fancying, for a while, that he was in a Turkish prison, and turning, under that impression, to address Bale; or starting from a waking dream of some cold camp in Russian snows  alas! starting from it only to shiver with that penetrating, heart-piercing, frightful cold, which was worse to bear than the gnawing of hunger or the longing of thirst.

He had not eaten for more than seventy hours. But the long privation which had weakened his limbs and blanched his cheeks, which had even gone some way towards disordering his senses, had not availed to shake his will. The possibility of surrender did not occur to him, partly because he felt sure that James McMurrough would not be so foolish as to let him die; but partly, also, by reason of a noble stubbornness in the man, a fixedness that for no pain of death would leave a woman or a child to perish. More than once Colonel Sullivan had had to make that choice, amid the horrors of a retreat across famished lands, with wolves and Cossacks on his skirts; and perhaps the choice then made had become a habit of the mind. At any rate, whether that were the cause or no, in this new phase he gave no thought to yielding.

He had sat for some minutes in the attitude of depression, or bodily weakness, which has, been described, when once more a sound startled him. He raised his head and turned his eyes, sharpened by hunger, on the window. But this time, distrusting his senses, he did not rise until the sound was repeated. Then he faltered to his feet, and once again went unsteadily to the window, and, leaning a hand on each jamb, looked out.

At the same moment Flavia looked in. Their eyes met. Their faces were less than a yard apart.

The girl started back with a low cry, caused either by alarm on finding him so near her or by horror at the change in his aspect. If the latter, there was abundant cause. For she had left him hungry, she found him starving; she had left him haggard, she found him with eyes unnaturally large, his temples hollow, his lips dry, his chin unshaven. It was indeed a mask rather than a face, a staring mask of famine, that looked out of the dusky room at her, and looked not the less pitifully, not the less wofully, because, as soon as its owner took in her identity, the mask tried to smile.

Mother of God! she whispered. Her face had grown nearly as white as his. O Mother of God! She had imagined nothing like this.

And Colonel John, believing  his throat was so dry that he could not speak at once  that he read pity as well as horror in her face, felt a sob rise in his breast. He tried to smile the more bravely for that, and presently he found his voice, a queer, husky voice.

You must not leave me  too long, he said. His smile was becoming ghastly.

She drew in her breath, and averted her face, to hide, he hoped, the effect of the sight upon her. Or perhaps  for he saw her shudder  she was mutely calling the sunlit lake on which her eyes rested, the blue sky, the smiling summer scene, to witness against this foul cruelty, this dark wickedness.

But it seemed that he deceived himself. For when she turned her face to him again, though it was still colourless, it was hard and set.

You must sign, she said. You must sign the paper.

His parched lips opened, but he did not answer. He was as one struck dumb.

You must sign! she repeated insistently. Do you hear? You must sign!

Still he did not answer; he only looked at her with eyes of infinite reproach. The pity of it! The pity of it! She, a woman, a girl, whom compassion should have constrained, whose tender heart should have bled for him, could see him tortured, could aid in the work, and cry Sign!

She could indeed, for she repeated the word  fiercely, feverishly. Sign! she cried. And then, If you will, she said, I will give you  see! See! You shall have this. You shall eat and drink; only sign! For Gods sake, sign what they want, and eat and drink!

And, with fingers that trembled with haste, she drew from a hiding-place in her cloak, bread and milk and wine. See what I have brought, she continued, holding them before his starting eyes, his cracking lips, if you will sign.

He gazed at them, at her, with anguish of the mind as well as of the body. How he had mistaken her! How he had misread her! Then, with a groan, God forgive you! he cried, I cannot! I cannot!

You will not sign? she retorted.

Cannot, and will not! he said.

And why? Why will you not?

On that his patience, sorely tried, gave way; and, swept along by one of those gusts of rage, he spoke. Why? he cried in hoarse accents. You ask me why? Because, ungrateful, unwomanly, miserable as you are  I will not rob you or the dead! Because I will not be false to an old mans trust! I will not give to the forsworn what was meant for the innocent  nor sell my honour for a drink of water! Because,  he laughed a half-delirious laugh there is nothing to sign, nothing! I have burned your parchments these two days, and if you tempt me two more days, if you make me suffer twice as much as I have suffered, you can do nothing! If your heart be as hard as  it is, you can do nothing! He held out hands which trembled with passion. You can do nothing! he repeated. Neither you, who  God forgive you, are no woman, have no womans heart, no womans pity!  nor he who would have killed me in the bog to gain that which he now starves me to get! But I foiled him then, as I will foil him to-day, ingrate, perjured, accursed, as he is, accursed  

He faltered and was silent, steadying himself by resting one hand against the wall. For a moment he covered his eyes with the other hand. Then God forgive me! he resumed in a lower tone, I know not what I say! God forgive me! And you  Go! for you too  God forgive you  know not what you do. You do not know what it is to hunger and thirst, or you would not try me thus! Nor do you know what you were to me, or you would not try me thus! Yet I ought to remember that  that it is not for yourself you do it!

He turned his back on her then, and on the window. He had taken three steps towards the middle of the room, when she cried, Wait!

Go! he repeated with a backward gesture of the hand. Go! and God forgive you, as I do!

Wait! she cried. And take them! Oh, take them! Quick! He turned about slowly, almost with suspicion. She was holding the food and the drink through the window, holding them out for him to take. But it might be another deception. He was not sure, and for a moment a cunning look gleamed in his eyes, and he took a step in a stealthy fashion towards the window, as if, were she off her guard, he would snatch them from her. But she cried again, Take them! Take them! with tears in her voice. I brought them for you. May God indeed forgive me!

The craving was so strong upon him that he took them then without a word, without answering her or thanking her. He turned his back on her, as soon as he had possessed himself of them, as if he dared not let her see the desire in his face; and standing thus, he drew the stopper from the bottle of milk, and drank. He would fain have held the bottle to his lips until he had drained the last drop: but he controlled himself, and when he had swallowed a few mouthfuls, he removed it. Then, with the solemnity of a sacrament, perhaps with the feeling that should attend one, he broke off three or four small fragments of the bread, and ate them one by one and slowly  the first with difficulty, the second more easily, the third with an avidity which he checked only by a firm effort of the will. Presently! he told himself. Presently! There is plenty, there is plenty. Yet he allowed himself two more mouthfuls of bread and another sip of milk  milk that was nectar, rather than any earthly drink his lips had ever encountered.

At length, with new life running in his veins, and not new life only, but a pure thankfulness that she had proved herself very woman at the last, he laid his treasures on the chair, and turned to her. She was gone.

His face fell. For while he had eaten and drunk he had felt her presence at his back, and once he was sure that he had heard her sob. But she was gone. A chill fell upon his spirits. Yet she might not be gone far. He staggered  for he was not yet steady on his feet  to the window, and looked to right and left.

She had not gone far. She was lying prone on the sward, her face hidden on her arms; and it was true that he had heard her sob, for she was weeping without restraint. The change in him, the evidence of suffering which she had read in his face, to say nothing of his reproaches, had done something more than shock her. They had opened her eyes to the true nature  already dimly seen  of the plan to which she had lent herself. They had torn the last veil from the selfishness of those with whom she had acted, their cupidity and their ruthlessness. And they had shown the man himself in a light so new and startling, that even the last twenty-four hours had not prepared her for it. The scales of prejudice which had dimmed her sight fell at length, and wholly, from her eyes; and, for the first time, she saw him as he was. For the first time she perceived that, in pursuing the path he had followed, he might have thought himself right; he might have been moved by a higher motive than self-interest, he might have been standing for others rather than for himself. Parts of the passionate rebuke which suffering and indignation had forced from him remained branded upon her memory; and she wept in shame, feeling her helplessness, her ignorance, her inexperience, feeling that she had no longer any sure support or prop. For how could she trust those who had drawn her into this hideous, this cruel business? Who, taking advantage at once of her wounded vanity, and her affection for her brother, had led her to this act, from which she now shrank in abhorrence?

There was only, of all about her, Uncle Ulick to whom she could turn, or on whom she could depend. And he, though he would not have stooped to this, was little better, she knew, than a broken reed. The sense of her loneliness, the knowledge that those about her used her for their own ends  and those the most unworthy  overwhelmed her; and in proportion as she had been proud and self-reliant, was her present abasement.

When the first passion of self-reproach had spent itself, she heard him calling her by name, and in a voice that stirred her heart-strings. She rose, first to her knees and then to her feet, and, averting her face, I will open the door, she said, humbly and in a broken voice. I have brought the key.

He did not answer, and she did not unlock. For as, still keeping her face averted that he might not see her tears, she turned the corner of the Tower to gain the door, her brothers head and shoulders rose above the level of the platform. As The McMurrough stepped on to the latter from the path, he was in time to see her skirt vanishing. He saw no more. But his suspicions were aroused. He strode across the face of the Tower, turned the corner, and came on her in the act of putting the key in the lock.

What are you doing? he cried, in a terrible voice. Are you mad?

She did not answer, but neither did he pause for her answer. The imminence of the peril, the thought that the man whom he had so deeply wronged, and who knew him for the perjured thing he was, might in another minute be free  free to take what steps he pleased, free to avenge himself and punish his foes, rose up before him, and he thrust her roughly from the door. The key, not yet turned, came away in her hand, and he tried to snatch it from her.

Give it me! he cried. Do you hear? Give it me!

I will not! she cried. No!

Give it up, I say! he retorted. And this time he made good his hold on her wrist. He tried to force the key from her. Let it go! he panted, or I shall hurt you!

But he made a great mistake if he thought that he could coerce Flavia in that way. Her fingers only closed more tightly on the key. Never! she cried, struggling with him. Never! I am going to let him out!

You coward! a voice cried through the door. Coward! Coward! There was a sound of drumming on the door.

But Colonel Johns voice and his blows were powerless to help, as James, in a frenzy of rage and alarm, gripped the girls wrist, and twisted it. Let it go! Let it go, you fool! he cried brutally, or I will break your arm!

Her face turned white with pain, but for a moment she endured in silence. Then a shriek escaped her.

It was answered instantly. Neither he nor she had had eyes for aught but one another; and the hand that fell, and fell heavily, on Jamess shoulder was as unexpected as a thunderbolt.

By Heaven, man, a voice cried in his ear. Are you mad? Or is this the way you treat women in Kerry? Let the lady go! Let her go, I say!

The command was needless, for at the first sound of the voice James had fallen back with a curse, and Flavia, grasping her bruised wrist with her other hand, reeled for support against the Tower wall. For a moment no one spoke. Then James, with scarcely a look at Payton  for he it was  bade her come away with him. If you are not mad, he growled, youll have a care! Youll have a care, and come away, girl!

When I have let him out, I will, she answered, her eyes glowing sombrely as she nursed her wrist. In her, too, the old Adam had been raised.

Give me the key! he said for the last time.

I will not, she said. And if I did she continued, with a glance at Payton that reminded the unhappy McMurrough that, with the secret known, the key was no longer of use if I did, how would it serve you?

The McMurrough turned his rage upon the intruder. Devil take you, what business will it be of yours? he cried. Who are you to come between us, eh?

Payton bowed. If I offend, he said airily, I am entirely at your service. He tapped the hilt of his sword. You do not wear one, but I have no doubt you can use one. I shall be happy to give you satisfaction where and when you please. A time and place  

But James did not stop to hear him out. He turned with an oath and a snarl, and went off  went off in such a manner that Flavia could not but see that the challenge was not to his taste. At another time she would have blushed for him. But his brutal violence had done more during the last ten minutes to depose his image from her heart than years of neglect and rudeness.

Payton saw him go, and, blessing the good fortune which had put him in a position to command the beautys thanks, he turned to receive them. But Flavia was not looking at him, was not thinking of him. She had put the key in the lock and was trying to turn it. Her left wrist, however, was too weak, and the right was so strained as to be useless. She signed to him to turn the key, and he did so, and threw open the door, wondering much who was there and what it was all about.

He did not at once recognise the man who, pale and haggard, a mere ghost of himself, dragged himself up the three steps, and, exhausted by the effort, leant against the doorpost. But when Colonel John spoke and tried to thank the girl, he knew him.

He whistled. You are Colonel Sullivan! he said.

The same, sir! Colonel John murmured mechanically.

Are you ill?

I am not well, the other replied with a sickly smile. The indignation which he had felt during the contest between the girl and her brother had been too much for his strength. I shall be better presently, he added. He closed his eyes.

We should be getting him below, Flavia said in an undertone.

Payton looked from one to the other. He was in a fog. Has he been here long? he asked.

Nearly four days, she replied, with a shiver.

And nothing to eat?

Nothing.

The devil! And why?

She did not stay to think how much it was wise to tell him. In her repentant mood she was anxious to pour herself out in self-reproach. We wanted him to convey some property, she said, as we wished.

To your brother?

Ah, to him! Then, seeing his astonishment, It was mine, she added.

Payton knew that estates were much held in trust in that part, and he began to understand. He looked at her; but no, he did not understand now. For if the idea had been to constrain Colonel Sullivan to transfer her property to her brother, how did her interest match with that? He could only suppose that her brother had coerced her, and that she had given him the slip and tried to release the man  with the result he had witnessed.

One thing was clear. The property, large or small, was still hers. The Major looked with a thoughtful face at the smiling valley, with its cabins scattered over the slopes, at the lake and the fishing-boats, and the rambling slate-roofed house with its sheds and peat-stacks. He wondered.

No more was said at that moment, however, for Flavia saw that Colonel Sullivans strength was not to be revived in an hour. He must be assisted to the house and cared for there. But in the meantime, and to lend some strength, she was anxious to give him such wine and food as he could safely take. To procure these she entered the room in which he had been confined.

As she cast her eyes round its dismal interior, marked the poor handful of embers that told of his long struggle with the cold, marked the one chair which he had saved  for to lie on the floor had been death  marked the beaten path that led from the chair to the window, and spoke of many an hour of painful waiting and of hope deferred, she saw the man in another, a more gentle, a more domestic aspect. She had seen the heroism, she now saw the pathos of his conduct, and tears came afresh to her eyes. For me! she murmured. For me! And how had I treated him!

Her old grievance against him was forgotten, wiped out of remembrance by his sufferings. She dwelt only on the treatment she had meted out to him.

When they had given him to eat and drink he assured them, smiling, that he could walk. But when he attempted to do so he staggered. He will need a stronger arm than yours, Payton said, with a grin. May I offer mine?

For the first time she looked at him gratefully Thank you, she said.

I can walk, the Colonel repeated obstinately. A little giddy, that is all. But in the end he needed all the help that both could give him. And so it happened that a few minutes later Luke Asgill, standing at the entrance to the courtyard, a little anxious indeed, but aware of no immediate danger, looked along the road, and saw the three approaching, linked in apparent amity.

The shock was great, for James McMurrough had fled, cursing, into solitude and the hills, taking no steps to warn his ally. The sight, thus unforeseen, struck Asgill with the force of a bullet. Colonel John released, and in the company of Flavia and Payton! All his craft, all his coolness forsook him. He slunk out of sight by a back way, but not before Payton had marked his retreat.


CHAPTER XXII

THE SCENE IN THE PASSAGE

Asgill saw himself in the position of a commander whose force has been outflanked, and who has to decide on the instant how he may best re-form it on a new front. Flavia and Colonel Sullivan, Flavia and Payton, Payton and Colonel Sullivan  each of these conjunctions had for him a separate menace; each threatened either his suit for Flavia, or his standing in the house through which, and through which alone, he could hope to win her. In addition, the absence of James McMurrough at this critical moment left Asgill in the most painful perplexity. If James knew what had happened, why was he wanting at this moment, when it behoved them to decide, and to decide quickly, what line they would take?

Under the shadow of the great peat-stack at the back of the house, whither he had retired that he might make up his mind before he faced the three, Asgill bit his nails and cursed The McMurrough with all his heart, calling him a score of names, each worse than the other. It was, it must be, through his folly and mismanagement that the thing had befallen, that the prisoner had been released, that Payton had been let into the secret. The volley of oaths that flew from Asgill expressed no more than a tithe of his rage and his bewilderment.

How was he to get rid of Payton? How prevent Colonel John from resuming that sway in the house which he had exercised before? How nip in the bud that nascent sympathy, that feeling for him which Flavias outbreak the night before had suggested? Or how, short of all this, was he to face either Payton or the Colonel?

Again a volley of oaths flew from him.

In council with James McMurrough he might have arranged a plan of action; at least, he would have learned from him what Payton knew. But Jamess absence ruined all. In the end, after waiting some time in the vain hope that he would appear, Asgill went in to supper.

Colonel Sullivan was not there; he was in no condition to descend. Nor was Flavia; whereon Asgill reflected, with chagrin, that probably she was attending upon the invalid. Payton was at table, with the two OBeirnes, and three other buckeens. The Englishman, amused and uplifted by the discovery he had made, was openly disdainful of his companions; while the Irishmen, sullen and suspicious, were not aware how much he knew, nor all of them how much there was to know. If The McMurrough chose to imprison his strange and unpopular kinsman, it was nothing to them; nor a matter into which gentlemen eating at his table and drinking his potheen and claret were called upon to peer too closely.

The position was singular; for the English officer, partly by virtue of his mission and partly by reason of the knowledge he had gained, carried himself as if he held that ascendency in the house which Colonel Sullivan had enjoyed  an ascendency, like his, grudged and precarious, as the mens savage and furtive glances proved. But for his repute as a duellist they would have picked a quarrel with the visitor there and then. And but for the presence of his four troopers in the background they might have fallen upon him in some less regular fashion. As it was, they sat, eating slowly and eyeing him askance; and, without shame, were relieved when Asgill entered. They looked to him to clear up the situation and put the interloper in his right place. At any rate, the burden was now lifted from their shoulders.

Im fearing Im late, Asgill said, as he took his seat. Wherell The McMurrough be, I wonder?

Gone to meet your friend, I should think, Payton replied with a sneer.

Asgill maintained a steady face. My friend? he repeated. Oh, Colonel Sullivan?

Yes, your friend who was to return to-day, the other retorted. Have you seen anything of him? he continued, with a grin.

Asgill fixed his eyes steadily on Paytons face. Im fancying you have the advantage of me, he said. More by token, Im thinking, Major, you have seen that same friend already.

Maybe I have.

And had a bout with him?

Eh?

And, faith, had the best of the bout, too! Asgill continued coolly, and with his eyes fixed on the others features, as if his one aim was to see if he had hit the mark. So much the best that Ill be chancing a guess hes upstairs at this moment, and wounded! Leastwise, I hear you and the young lady brought him to the house between you, and him scarcely able to use his ten toes.

Payton, with his mouth open, glared at the speaker in a manner that at another time must have provoked him to laughter.

Isnt that the fact? Asgill asked coldly.

The fact! the other burst forth. No, Im cursed if it is! And you know it is not! You know as well as I do   And with that he poured forth a version of the events of the afternoon, and of those leading up to them, which included not only the Colonels release, but the treatment to which he had been subjected and the motive for it.

When he had done, Thats a strange story, Asgill said quietly, if its true.

True? Payton rejoined, laying his hand on a glass and speaking in a towering rage. Damn you, you know its true!

I know nothing about it, Asgill replied, with the utmost coolness.

Nothing?

And for a good reason. Sure, and Im the last person they would be likely to tell it to!

And you were not a party to it? Payton cried.

Why should I be? Asgill rejoined, calmly cutting a slice of bread. What have I to gain by robbing the young lady of her inheritance? Id be more likely to lose by it than gain.

Lose by it? Why?

That is my affair, Asgill answered. And he hummed:

They tried put the comether on Judy McBain:

One, two, three, one, two, three!

Cotter and crowder and Paddy OHea;

For who but shes owner of Ballymacshane?

He made his meaning so clear, and pointed it so audaciously before them all, that Payton, after scowling at him for some seconds with his hand on a glass as if he meant to throw it, dropped his eyes and his hand and fell into a gloomy study. He could not but own the weight of the others argument. If Asgill was a pretender to the heiresss hand  and Payton did not doubt this  the last thought in his mind would be to divest her of her property.

Asgill read his thoughts, and presently, I hope the wound is not serious? he said.

He is not wounded, the Major answered curtly. A few minutes before he would have flown out at the other; now he took the thrust quietly. He was thinking. Meanwhile the OBeirnes and their fellows grinned their open-mouthed admiration of the bear-tamer; and by-and-by, concluding the fun was at an end, they went out one by one, until the two men were left together.

They sat some way apart, Payton brooding savagely, with his eyes on the table, Asgill toying with the things before him and from time to time glancing at the other. Each saw the prize clear before him; each saw the other in the way and wondered how he could best brush him from it. Payton cared for the girl herself, only as a toy that had caught his fancy; but he was sunk in debt, and his mouth watered for her possessions. Asgill cared, as has been said, little or nothing for the inheritance, but he swore that the other man should never live to possess the woman. It is a pity, Payton meditated, for, with his aid, I could take the girl, willing or unwilling. Shed not be the first Irish girl who has gone to her marriage across the pommel! While Asgill reflected that if he could find Payton alone on a dark night it would not be his small-sword would help him or his four troopers would find him! But it must not be at Morristown.

Each owned, with reluctance, that the other had advantages. Asgill was Irish, and known to Flavia, and had come to be favoured by her. But Payton, though English, was the younger, the handsomer, the better born, and, in his braggart fashion, the better bred. Both were Protestants; but if Asgill was the cleverer, Payton was an officer and a gentleman. The latter flattered himself that, given a little time, he would win, if not by favour, still by force or fraud. But, could he have looked into Asgills heart, he would have trembled, perhaps he would have drawn back. For he would have known that, while Irish bogs were deep and Irish pikes were sharp, his life would not be worth one weeks purchase if he wronged this girl. Bad man as Asgill was, his love was of no common kind, even as the man was no common man.

And he suspected the other; and he shook  ay, so that the table against which he leant trembled  with rage at the thought that Payton might offer the girl some rudeness. The suspicion weighed so heavily on him that he was fixed to see the other to his room that night. When Payton rose to go, he rose also; and when, by chance, Payton sat down again, he sat down also, with a look that betrayed his thoughts. At once the Englishman understood; and thenceforth they sat with frowning faces, each thinking more intently than before how he might thrust the other from his path; each more certain, with every moment, that, the other removed, his path to the goal was clear and open. Neither gave a thought to Colonel Sullivan, sleeping the sleep of exhaustion upstairs: Payton, because the Colonel seemed to him a middle-aged man, plain and grey; and Asgill, because a more immediate and pressing jealousy had thrust his mistrust of the Colonel from his mind.

There was claret on the table, and the Major, dull and bored, and resenting the others vigilance, did not spare it. When he rose to his feet to retire he was heated and flushed, but not drunk. Wheres that young cub? he asked, breaking the silence.

Asgill shrugged his shoulders. I cant hope to fill his place, he said with a smooth smile. But I will be doing the honours as well as I can.

You are d  d officious, it seems to me, Payton growled. And then, more loudly, I am going to bed, he said.

In his absence, Asgill answered, with mock politeness, I will have the honour of lighting you.

You neednt trouble.

Faith, and its no trouble at all, Asgill replied in the same tone. And, taking two of the candles from the table, he preceded the Englishman up the stairs.

The gradual ascent of the lights and the mens mounting footsteps should have given Flavia warning of their coming. But either she disdained concealment or she was thinking of other things, for when they entered the passage beyond the landing they espied the girl standing, in what had been darkness, outside the Colonels door. A pang shot through Asgills heart, and he drew in his breath.

She raised her hand. Ah, she said, he has been crying out! But I think it was in his sleep. Will you be making as little noise as you can?

Asgill did not answer, but Payton did. Happy man! he said. And, being in his cups, he said it in such a tone and with such a look that a deep blush crimsoned the girls face.

Her eyes snapped. Good-night, she said coldly.

Asgill continued to keep silence. Unfortunately Payton did not. Wish Id such a guardian! he said with a chuckle. Id be a happy man then! And, without thinking what he did, having Asgills air in his head, he hummed, with his head on one side and a grin on his face:

They tried put the comether on Judy McBain:

One, two, three, one, two, three!

Cotter and crowder and Paddy OHea;

For who but shes owner of Ballymacshane?

Asgills face was dark with passion, but Goodnight Flavia repeated coldly. And this time the displeasure in her tone silenced the Major. The two men went on to their rooms, though Asgills hands itched to be at the others throat. A moment later two doors closed sharply.

Flavia remained in the darkness of the passage, but she no longer listened  she thought. Presently she went back to her room.

There, when the door had closed upon her, she continued to stand and to think. And the blush which the Majors insinuation had brought to her cheek still burned there. It was natural that Paytons words should direct her thoughts more closely and more intimately to the man outside whose door he had found her; nor less natural that she should institute a comparison between the two, should picture the manner of the one and the manner of the other, should consider how the one had treated her in an abnormal crisis, when he had held her struggling in his arms, when in her despair she had beaten his face with her hands, when, after her attempt on his life, he had subdued her by sheer force; and how the other had treated her in the few hours he had known her! And so comparing, she could not but find in the one a nobility, in the other a  a dreadfulness. For, looking back, and having Paytons words and manner fresh in her mind, she had to own that, in all his treatment of her, Colonel Sullivan, while opposing and thwarting her, had still, and always, respected her.

Strange to say, she could not now understand, much less could she sustain, that rage against him which had before carried her to such lengths. What had he done? How had he wronged her? She could find no sufficing answer. A curtain had fallen between the past and the present. Long years, it seemed to her, had elapsed, so that she could now see things in their due proportions and with a clear sight. The rising? It stood on a sudden very distant, very dim, a thing of the past, an enterprise lofty and romantic, but hopeless. She supposed that he had seen it in that light all through, and that for acting on what he saw she had hated him. The contemptuous words in which he had denounced it rang again in her ears, but they no longer kindled her resentment; they convinced. As one recovering from sickness looks back on the delusions of fever, Flavia reviewed the hopes and aspirations of the past month. She saw now that it was not in that remote corner, it was not with such forces as they could command, it was not with a handful of cotters and peasants, that Ireland could be saved, or the true faith restored!

She was still standing a pace within her door, and thinking such thoughts when a foot stumbled heavily on the stairs. She recognised it for Jamess footstep  she had heard him stumble on those stairs before  and she laid her hand on the latch. She had never had a real quarrel with him until now, and, bitterly as he had disappointed her, ruthlessly as he had destroyed her illusions about him, outrageously as he had treated her, she could not bear to sleep without making an attempt to heal the breach. She opened the door, and stepped out.

Jamess light was travelling up the stairs, but he had not himself reached the landing. She had just noted this when a door between her and the stairs opened, and Payton looked out. He saw her, and, still flushed with claret, he misunderstood her presence and her purpose. He stepped towards her.

Thought so! he chuckled. Still listening, eh? Why not listen at my door? Then it would be a pretty man and a pretty maid. But Ive caught you. He shot out his arm and tried to draw her towards him. Theres no one to see, and the least you can do is to give me a kiss for a forfeit!

The girl recoiled, outraged and angry. But, knowing her brother was at hand, and seeing in a flash what might happen in the event of a collision, she did so in silence, hoping to escape before he came upon them. Unfortunately Payton misread her silence and took her movement for a show of feigned modesty. With a movement as quick as hers, he grasped her roughly, dragged her towards him and kissed her.

She screamed then in sheer rage  screamed with such passion and such unmistakable earnestness that Payton let her go and stepped back with an oath. As he did so he turned, and the turn brought him face to face with James McMurrough.

The young man, tipsy and smarting with his wrongs, saw what was before his eyes  his sister in Paytons arms  but he saw something more. He saw the man who had thwarted him that day, and whom he had not at the time dared to beard. What he might have done had he been sober, matters not. Drink and vindictiveness gave him more than the courage he needed, and, with a roar of anger, he dashed the glass he was carrying  and its contents  into Paytons face.

The Englishman dropped where he was, and James stood over him, swearing, while the grease guttered from the tilted candle in his right hand. Flavia gasped, and, horror-struck, clutched Jamess arm as he lifted the candlestick, and made as if he would beat in the mans brains.

Fortunately a stronger hand than hers interfered. Asgill dragged the young man back. Havent you done enough? he cried. Would you murder the man, and his troopers in the house?

Ah, didnt you see, curse you, he  

I know, I know! Asgill answered hoarsely. But not now! Not now! Let him rise if he can! Let him rise, I say! Payton! Major!

The moment James stood back the fallen man staggered to his feet, and though the blood was running down his face from a cut on the cheek-bone, he showed that he was less hurt than startled. Youll give me satisfaction for this! he muttered. Youll give me satisfaction for this, he repeated, between his teeth.

Ah, by G  d, I will! James McMurrough answered furiously. And kill you, too!

At eight to-morrow! Do you hear? At eight to-morrow! Not an hour later!

Ill not keep you waiting, James retorted.

Flavia leant almost fainting against her door. She tried to speak, tried to say something. But her voice failed her.

And Paytons livid, scowling, bleeding face was hate itself. Behind the yews in the garden? he said, disregarding her presence.

Ah, Ill meet you there! The McMurrough answered, pot-valiant. And, more by token, order your coffin, for youll need it! Drink and rage left no place in his brain for fear.

That will be seen  to-morrow, the Englishman answered, in a tone that chilled the girls marrow. Then, with his kerchief pressed to his cheek to staunch the blood, he retreated into his room, and slammed the door. They heard him turn the key in it.

Flavia found her voice. She looked at her brother. Ah, God! she cried. Why did I open my door?

James, still pot-valiant, returned her look. Because you were a fool, you slut! he said. But Ill spit him, never fear! Faith, and Ill spit him like a fowl! In his turn he went on unsteadily to his room, disappeared within it, and closed the door. He took the candle with him, but from Asgills open door, and from Flavias, which stood ajar, enough light issued to illumine the passage faintly.

Flavia and Asgill remained together. Her eyes met his. Ah, why did I open my door? she cried. Why did I open my door? Why did I?

He had no comfort for her. He shook his head, but did not speak.

He will kill him! she said.

Asgill reflected in a heavy silence. I will think what can be done, he muttered at last. I will think! Do you go to bed!

To bed? she cried.

There is naught to be done to-night, he answered, in a low tone. If the troopers were not with him  then indeed; but that is useless. And  his door is locked. Do you go to bed, and I will think what we can do!

To save James? She laid her hand on Asgills arm, and he quivered. Ah, you will save him! She had forgotten her brothers treatment of her earlier in the day.

If I can, he said slowly. His face was damp and very pale. If I can, he repeated. But it will not be easy to save him honourably.

What do you mean? she whispered.

Hell save himself, I fancy. But his honour  

Ah! The word came from her in a cry of pain.


CHAPTER XXIII

BEHIND THE YEWS

Under the sky the pale softness of dawn had yielded place to the sun in his strength  in more poetical words, Aurora had given way to Phœbus  but within, the passages were still grey and chill, and silent as though nights ghostly sentinels still walked them, when one of the bedchamber doors opened and a face peeped out. The face was Flavias. The girl was too young, too full of life and vigour, to be altered by a single sleepless night, but the cold reflection of the whitewashed walls did that which watching had failed to do. It robbed her eyes of their brightness, her face of its colour, her hair of its lustre. She stood an instant, and gazed, frowning, at the doors that, in a row and all alike, hid nevertheless one a hope, and another a fear, and a third perhaps a tragedy. But drab, silent, closed, each within a shadow of its own, they told nothing. Presently the girl stepped forward  paused, scared by a board that creaked under her naked foot  then went on again. She stood now at one of the doors, and scratched on it with her nail.

No one answered the summons, and she pushed the door open and went in. And, as she had feared, enlightened by Asgills hint and by what she had seen of her brothers conduct earlier in the day, she found. James was awake  wide awake  and sitting up in his bed, his arms clasped about his knees. His eyes met hers as she entered, and in his eyes, and in his form, huddled together as in sheer physical pain, she read beyond all doubt, beyond all mistake  fear. Why she had felt certain, courageous herself, that this was what she would find, she did not know. But there it was, as Asgill had foretold it, and as she had foreseen it, through the long, restless, torturing hours; as she had seen it, and now denied it, now, with a sick heart, owned its reality.

James tried to utter the oath that, deceiving her, might rid him of her presence. But his nerves, shaken by his overnight drink, could not command his voice even for that. His eyes dropped in shame, the muttered What the plague will you be wanting at this hour? was no more than a querulous whisper.

I couldnt sleep, she said, avoiding his eyes.

I, no more, he muttered. Curse him! Curse him! Curse you, too! Why were you getting in his way? Youve as good as murdered me with your tricks and your poses!

God forbid! she exclaimed.

Ah, you have! he answered, rocking himself to and fro in his excitement. If it were any one else, Im as ready to fight as another! And why not? But hes killed four men, and hell kill me! Oh, the differ, if Id not come up at that minute! If Id not come up at that minute!

The picture of what he would have escaped had he mounted the stairs a minute later, of what he had brought on himself by mounting a moment earlier, was too much for him. Not a thought did he give to what might have happened to her had he come on the scene later; but, with all his cowardly soul laid bare, he rocked himself to and fro in a paroxysm of self-pity.

Yet he did not suffer more sorely, he did not wince more tenderly under the lash of his own terrors, than Flavia suffered; than she winced, seeing him thus, seeing at last her idol as he was  the braggadocio stripped from him, and the poor, cringing creature displayed. If her pride of race  and the fabled Wicklow kings, of whom she came, were often in her mind  if that pride needed correction, she had it here. If she had thought too much of her descent  and the more in proportion as fortune had straitened the line, and only in this corner of a downtrodden land was its greatness even a memory  she was chastened for it now! She suffered for it now! She could have wept tears of shame. And yet, so plain was the collapse of the man before her, and so futile words, that she did not think of reproach; even had she found heart to chide him, knowing that her words might send him to his death.

All her thought was, could she hide the blot? Could she mask the shame? Could she, at any rate, so veil it that this insolent Englishman, this bully of the conquering race, might not perceive it? That were worth so much that her own life, on this summer morning, seemed a small price to pay for it.

But, alas! she could not purchase it with her life. Only in fairy tales can the woman pass for the man, and Doris receive in her tender bosom the thrust intended for the sterner breast. Then how? How could they shun at least open disgrace, open dishonour? For it needed but a glance at her brothers pallid face and wandering eye to assure her that, brought to the test, he would flinch; that, brought to the field, he would prove unequal even to the task of cloaking his fears.

She sickened at the thought, and her eyes grew hard. Was this the man in whom she had believed? And when, presently, he turned on his side and hid his face in the pillow and groaned, she had small pity to spare for him. Are you not well? she asked.

Cant you be seeing? he answered fractiously; but for very shame he could not face her eyes. Cannot you be seeing I am not fit to get up, let alone be meeting that devil? See how my hand shakes!

What is to be done, then?

He cursed Payton thrice in a frenzy of rage. He beat the pillow with his fist.

That does no good, she said.

I believe you want to kill me! he retorted, with childish passion. I believe you want to see me dead! Why cant you be managing your own affairs, without  without  Oh, my God! And then, in a dreadful voice, My God, I shall be dead to-night! I shall be dead to-night! And you care nothing!

He hid unmanly tears on his pillow, while she looked at the wall, pale to the lips and cut to the heart. Her worst misgivings, even those nightmare fears which haunt the dawn, had not pictured a thing so mean as this, a heart so low, a spirit so poor. And this was her brother, her idol, the last of the McMurroughs of Morristown, he to whom she had fondly looked to revive the glories of the race! Truly she had not understood him, or others. She had been blind indeed, blind, blind!

She had spoken to Luke Asgill the night before. He guessed, if he did not know the worst, and he would help her, she believed. But for that she would have turned, as her thoughts did turn, to Colonel John. But he lay prostrate, and, if she could have brought herself to go to him, he was in no state to give aid. The OBeirnes were out of the question; she could not tell them. Youth has no pity, makes no allowance, expects the utmost, and a hundred times they had heard James brag and brawl. They would not understand, they would not believe. And Uncle Ulick was away.

There remained only Luke Asgill, who had offered his help.

If you are not well, she said, in the same hard voice, shall I be telling Mr. Asgill? He may contrive something.

The man cringing in the bed leapt at the hope, as he would have leapt at any hope. Nor was he so bemused by fear as not to reflect that, whatever Flavia asked, Asgill would do. Ah, tell him, he cried, raising himself on his elbow. Do you be telling him! He can make him  wait, may be.

At that moment she came near to hating her brother. I will send him to you, she said.

No! he cried anxiously. No! Do you be telling him! You tell him! Do you hear? Im not so well to see him.

She shivered, seeing plainly the cowardice, the unmixed selfishness of the course he urged. But she had not the heart to answer him. She went from the room without another word, and, going back to her own chamber, she dressed. By this time it wanted not much of seven. The house was astir, the June sunshine was pouring with the songs of birds through the windows, she heard one of the OBeirnes stumble downstairs. Next Asgill opened his door and passed down. In a twinkling she slipped out and followed him. At the bottom of the staircase he turned, hearing her footstep behind him, but she made a sign to him to go on, and led him into the open air. Nor when they were outside did she speak until she had put the courtyard between herself and the house.

For she would have hidden their shame from all if she could! Even to say what she had to say to one, and though he already guessed the truth, cost her in pain and humiliation more than her brother had paid for aught in his selfish life. But it had to be said, and, after a pause, and with eyes averted, My brother is ill, she faltered. He cannot meet  that man, this morning. It is  as you feared. And  what can we do?

In another case Luke Asgill would have blessed the chance that linked him with her, that wrought a tie between them, and cast her on his help. But he had guessed, before she opened her mouth, what she had to say  nay, for hours he had lain sleepless on his bed, with eyes staring into the darkness, anticipating it. He had been certain of the issue  he knew James McMurrough; and, being a man who loved Flavia indeed, but loved life also, he had foreseen, with the cold sweat on his brow, what he would be driven to do.

He made no haste to answer, therefore, and his tone, when he did answer, was dull and lifeless. Is it ill he is? he said. Its a bad morning to be ill, and a meeting on hand.

She did not answer.

Is he too bad to stand? he continued. He made no attempt to hide his comprehension or his scorn.

I dont say that, she faltered.

Perhaps he told you, Asgill said  and there was nothing of the lover in his tone to speak to me?

She nodded.

It is I am to  put it off, I suppose?

If it be possible, she cried. Oh, if it be possible! Is it?

He stood, thinking, with a gloomy face. From the first he had seen that there were two ways only of extricating The McMurrough. The one by a mild explanation, which would leave his honour in the mud. The other by an explanation after a different fashion, vi et armis, vehementer, with the word liar ready to answer to the word coward. But he who gave this last explanation must be willing and able to back the word with the deed, and stop cavilling with the sword-point.

Now, Asgill knew the Majors skill with the sword; none better. And under other circumstances the Justice  cold, selfish, scheming  would have gone many a mile about before he entered upon a quarrel with him. None the less, love and much night-thinking had drawn him to contemplate this very thing. For surely, if he did this and lived, Flavia would smile on him. Surely, if he saved her brothers honour, or came as near to saving it as driving the foul word down his opponents throat could bring him, she would be won. It was a forlorn, it was a desperate expedient. For no worldly fortune, for no other advantage, would Luke Asgill have faced the Majors sword-point. But, whatever he was, he loved. He loved! And for the face and the form beside him, and for the quality of soul within them that shone from the girls eyes, and made her what she was, and to him different from all other women, he had made up his mind to run the risk.

It went for something in his decision that he believed that Flavia, if he failed her, would go to the one person in the house who had no cause to fear Payton  to Colonel Sullivan. If she did that, Asgill was sure that his own chance was at an end. This was his chance. It lay with him now, to-day, at this moment  to dare or to retire, to win her favour at the risk of his life, or to yield her to another. In the chill morning hour he had discovered that the choice lay before him, that he must risk all or lose all: and he had decided. That decision he now announced.

I will make it possible, he said slowly, questioning in his mind whether he could make terms with her  whether he dared make terms with her. I will make it possible, he repeated, still more slowly, and with his eyes fixed on her face.

If you could! she cried, clasping her hands.

I will! he said, a sullen undertone in his voice. His eyes still dwelt darkly on her. If he raises an objection, I will fight him  myself!

She shrank from him. Ah, but I cant ask that! she cried, trembling.

It is that or nothing.

That or  

There is no other way, he said. He spoke with the same ungraciousness; for, try as he would, and though the habit and the education of a life cried to him to treat with her and make conditions, he could not; and he was enraged that he could not.

The more as her quivering lips, her wet eyes, her quick mounting colour, told of her gratitude. In another moment she might, almost certainly she would, have said a word fit to unlock his lips. And he would have spoken; and she would have pledged herself. But fate, in the person of old Darby, intervened. Timely or untimely, the butler appeared in the distant doorway, cried Hist! and, by a backward gesture, warned them of some approaching peril.

I fear   she began.

Yes, go! Asgill replied, almost roughly. He is coming, and he must not find us together.

She fled swiftly, but the garden gate had barely closed on her skirts before Payton issued from the courtyard. The Englishman paused an instant in the gateway, his sword under his arm and a handkerchief in his hand. Thence he looked up and down the road with an air of scornful confidence that provoked Asgill beyond measure. The sun did not seem bright enough for him, nor the air scented to his liking. Finally he approached the Irishman, who, affecting to be engaged with his own thoughts, had kept his distance.

Is he ready? he asked, with a sneer.

With an effort Asgill controlled himself. He is not, he said.

At his prayers, is he? Well, hell need them.

He is not, to my knowledge, Asgill replied. But he is ill.

Paytons face lightened with a joy not pleasant to see. A coward! he said coolly. I am not surprised! Ill is he? Ay, I know that illness. Its not the first time Ive met it.

Asgill had no wish to precipitate a quarrel. On the contrary, he had made up his mind to gain time if he could; at any rate, to put off the ultima ratio until evening, or until the next morning. Only in the last resort had he determined to fling off the mask. But at that word coward, though he knew it to be well deserved, his temper, sapped by the knowledge that love was forcing him into a position which reason repudiated, gave way, and he spoke his true thoughts.

What a d  d bully you are, Payton! he said, in his slowest tone. Sure, and you insult the mans sister in your drink  

Whats that to you?

You insult the mans sister, Asgill persisted coolly, and because he treats you like the tipsy creature you are, youd kill him like a dog.

Payton turned white. And you, too, he said, if you say another word! What in Heavens name is amiss with you, man, this morning? Are you mad?

Ill not hear the word coward used of the family  Ill soon be one of! Asgill returned, speaking on the spur of the moment, and wondering at himself the moment he had made the statement. Thats what Im meaning! Do you see? And if you are for repeating the word, more by token, itll be all the breakfast youll have, for Ill cram it down your ugly throat!

Payton stared dumbfounded, divided between rage and astonishment. But the former was not slow to get the upper hand, and Enough said, he replied, in a voice that trembled, but not with fear. If you are willing to make it good, youll be coming this way.

Willingly! Asgill answered.

Ill have one of my men for witness. Ay, that I will! I dont trust you, Mr. Asgill, and thats flat. Get you whom you please! In five minutes, in the garden, then?

Asgill nodded. The Englishman looked once more at him to make sure that he was sober; then he turned on his heel and went back through the courtyard. Asgill remained alone.

He had taken the step there was no retracing. He had cast the dice, and the next few minutes would decide whether it was for life or death. He had done it deliberately; yet at the last he had been so carried away by impulse that, as he stood there, looking after the man he had insulted, looking on the placid water glittering in the early sunshine, looking along the lake-side road, by which he had come, he could hardly credit what had happened, or that in a moment he had thrown for a stake so stupendous, that in a moment he had changed all. The sunshine lost its warmth and grew pale, the hills lost their colour and their beauty, as he reflected that he might never see the one or the other again, might never return by that lake-side road by which he had come; as he remembered that all his plans for his aggrandisement, and they were many and clever, might end this day, this morning, this hour! Life! It was that, it was all, it was the future, with its pleasures, hopes, ambitions, that he had staked. And the stake was down. He could not now take it up. It might well be, for the odds were great against him, that it was to this day that all his life had led up; that life by which men would by-and-by judge him, recalling this and that, this chicane and that extortion, thanking God that he was dead, or perhaps one here and there shrugging his shoulders in good-natured regret.

From the hedge-school in which he had first grasped the clue-line of his life, to the day when his father had encouraged him to turn Protestant, that he might the better exploit his Papist neighbours, ay, and forward to this day on which, at the bidding of a woman, he had given the lie to his instincts, his training, and his education  from the one to the other he saw his life stretched out before him! And he could have cried upon his folly. Yet for that woman  

Faith, Mr. Asgill, cried a voice in his ear, its if youre ill, the Majors asking. And, by the power, its not very well youre looking this day!

Asgill eyed the interrupter  it was Morty OBeirne  with a sternness which his pallor made more striking. I am coming, he said, I am going to fight him.

The devil you are! the young man answered. Now, are you meaning? This morning that ever is?

Ay, now. Where is  

He stopped on the word, and was silent. Instead, he looked across the courtyard in the direction of the house. If he might see her again. If he might speak to her. But, no. Yet  was it certain that she knew? That she understood? And if she understood, would she know that he had gone to the meeting well-nigh without hope, aware against what skill he pitted himself, and how large, how very large were the odds against him?

But, faith, and its no jest fighting him, if the least bit in life of what Ive heard be true! Morty said, a cloud on his face. He looked uncertainly from Asgill to the house and back. Is it to be doing anything you want me?

I want you to come with me and see it out, Asgill said. He wheeled brusquely to the garden gate, but when he was within a pace of it he paused and turned his head. Mr. OBeirne, he said, Im going in by this gate, and its not much to be expected Ill come out any way but feet first. Will you be telling her, if you please, that I knew that same?

I will, Morty answered, genuinely distressed. But Im asking, is there no other way?

There is none, Asgill said. And he opened the gate.

Payton was waiting for him on the path under the yew-trees, with two of his troopers on guard in the background. He had removed his coat and vest, and stood, a not ungraceful figure, in the sunshine, bending his rapier and feeling its point with his thumb. He was doing this when his eyes surprised his opponents entrance, and, without desisting from his employment, he smiled.

If the others courage had begun to wane  but, with all his faults, Asgill was brave  that smile would have restored it. For it roused in him a stronger passion than fear  the passion of hatred. He saw in the man before him, the man with the cruel smile, who handled his weapon with a scornful ease, a demon  a demon who, in pure malice, without reason and without cause, would take his life, would rob him of joy and love and sunshine, and hurl him into the blackness of the gulf. And he was seized with a rage at once fierce and deliberate. This man, who would kill him, and whom he saw smiling before him, he would kill! He thirsted to set his foot upon his throat and squeeze, and squeeze the life out of him! These were the thoughts that passed through his mind as he paused an instant at the gate to throw off the encumbering coat. Then he advanced, drawing his weapon as he moved, and fixing his eyes on Payton; who, for his part, reading the others thoughts in his face  for more than once he had seen that look  put himself on his guard without a word.

Asgill had no more than the rudimentary knowledge of the sword which was possessed in that day by all who wore it. He knew that, given time and the decent observances of the fencing-school, he would be a mere child in Paytons hands; that it would matter nothing whether the sun were on this side or that, or his sword the longer or the shorter by an inch. The moment he was within reach therefore, and his blade touched the others he rushed in, lunging fiercely at his opponents breast and trusting to the vigour of his attack and the circular sweep of his point to protect himself. Not seldom has a man skilled in the subtleties of the art found himself confused and overcome by this mode of attack. But Payton had met his man too often on the green to be taken by surprise. He parried the first thrust, the second he evaded by stepping adroitly aside. By the same movement he put the sun in Asgills eyes.

Again the latter rushed in, striving to get within his opponents guard; and again Payton stepped aside, and allowed the random thrust to pass wasted under his arm. Once more the same thing happened  Asgill rushed in, Payton parried or evaded with the ease and coolness of long-tried skill. By this time Asgill, forced to keep his blade in motion, was beginning to breathe quickly. The sweat stood on his brow, he struck more and more wildly, and with less and less strength or aim. He was aware  it could be read in the glare of his eyes  that he was being reduced to the defensive; and he knew that to be fatal. An oath broke from his panting lips and he rushed in again, even more recklessly, more at random than before, his sole object now to kill the other, to stab him at close quarters, no matter what happened to himself.

Again Payton avoided the full force of the rush, but this time after a different fashion. He retreated a step. Then, with a flicker and a girding of steel on steel, Asgills sword flew from his hand, and at the same instant  or so nearly at the same instant that the disarming and the thrust might have seemed to an untrained eye one motion  Payton turned his wrist and his sword buried itself in Asgills body. The unfortunate man recoiled with a gasping cry, staggered and sank sideways to the ground.

By the powers, OBeirne exclaimed, springing forward, a foul stroke! By G  d, a foul stroke! He was disarmed. I  

Have a care what you say! Payton answered slowly, and in a terrible tone. Youd do better to look to your friend  for hell need it.

Its you that struck him after he was disarmed! Morty cried, almost weeping with rage. Devil a bit of a chance did you give him! You  

Silence, I say! Payton answered, in a fierce tone of authority. I know my duty; and if you know yours youll look to him.

He turned aside with that, and thrust the point of his sword twice and thrice into the sod before he sheathed the weapon. Meanwhile Morty had cast himself down beside the fallen man, who, speechless, and with his head hanging, continued to support himself on his hand. A patch of blood, bright-coloured, was growing slowly on his vest: and there was blood on his lips.

Oh, whirra, whirra, whatll I do? the Irishman exclaimed, helplessly wringing his hands. Whatll I do for him? Hes murdered entirely!

Payton, aided by one of the troopers, was putting on his coat and vest. He paused to bid the other help the gentleman. Then, with a cold look at the fallen man, for whom, though they had been friends, as friends go in the world, he seemed to have no feeling except one of contempt, he walked away in the direction of the rear of the house.

By the time he reached the back door the alarm was abroad, the maids were running to and fro and screaming, and on the threshold he encountered Flavia. Pale as the stricken man, she looked on Payton with an eye of horror, and, as he stood aside to let her pass, she drew  unconscious what she did  her skirts away, that they might not touch him.

He went on, with rage in his heart. Very good, my lady, he muttered, very good! But Ive not done with you yet. I know a way to pull your pride down. And Ill go about it!

He might have moved less at ease, he might have spoken less confidently, had he, before he retired from the scene of the fight, cast one upward glance in the direction of the house, had he marked an opening high up in the wall of yew, and noticed through that opening a window, so placed that it alone of all the windows in the house commanded the scene of action. For then he would have discovered at that casement a face he knew, and a pair of stern eyes that had followed the course of the struggle throughout, noted each separate attack, and judged the issue  and the man.

And he might have taken warning.


CHAPTER XXIV

THE PITCHER AT THE WELL

The surgeon of that day was better skilled in letting blood than in staunching it, in cupping than in curing. It was well for Luke Asgill, therefore, that none lived nearer than distant Tralee. It was still more fortunate for him that there was one in the house to whom the treatment of such a wound as his was an everyday matter, and who was guided in his practice less by the rules of the faculty than by those of experience and common sense.

Even under his care Asgills life hung for many hours in the balance. There was a time, when he was at his weakest, when his breath, in the old phrase, would not raise a feather, and those about his bed despaired of detaining the spirit fluttering to be free. The servants were ready to raise the keen, the cook sought the salt for the death-plate. But Colonel John, mindful of many a man found living on the field hours after he should, by all the rules, have died, did not despair; and little by little, though the patient knew nothing of the battle which was maintained for his life, the Colonels skill and patience prevailed. The breathing grew stronger and more regular; and, though it seemed likely that fever would follow and the end must remain uncertain, death, for the moment, was repelled.

Now, he who possesses the habit of command in emergencies, who, when others are distraught and wring their hands, knows both what to do and how to do it, cannot fail to impress the imagination. Unsupported by Flavia, unaided by her deft fingers, Colonel John might have done less: yet she who seconded him the most ably, who fetched and carried for him, and shrank from no sight of blood or wound, was also the one who yielded him the fullest meed, and succumbed the most completely to his ascendancy. Flavias feelings towards her cousin had been altering hour by hour; and this experience of him hastened her tacit surrender. She had seen him in many parts. It had been hers to witness, by turns, his defeat and his triumph. She had felt aversion, born of his unwelcome appearance in the character of her guardian, yield to a budding interest, which his opposition to her plans, and his success in foiling them, had converted anew into disdain and hatred.

But in all strong passions lurk the seeds of the opposite. The object of hatred is the object of interest. So it had been in her case. The very lengths to which she had allowed herself to be carried against him had revolted her, and pity had taken the place of hatred. Nor pity alone. For, having seen how high he could rise in adversity, what courage, what patience, what firmness he could exert  for her sake who persecuted him  she now saw also how naturally he took the lead of others, how completely he dominated the crowd. And while she no longer marvelled at the skill with which he had baffled the Admiral and Cammock, and thwarted plans which she began to appraise at their value, she found herself relying upon him, as she watched him moving to and fro, to an extent which startled and frightened her.

Was it only that morning that she had trembled for her brothers life? Was it only that morning that she had opened her eyes and known him craven, unworthy of his name and race? Was it only that morning that she had sent into peril the man who lay wan and moribund before her; only that morning that she had felt her unhappiness greater than she could bear, her difficulties insuperable, her loneliness a misery? For if that were so why did she now feel so different? Why did she now feel inexplicably relieved, inconceivably at ease, almost happy? Why, with the man whom she had thrust into peril lying in extremis before her, and claiming all her gratitude, did she find her mind straying to another? Finally, why, with her troubles the same, with her brother no less dishonoured, were her thoughts neither with him nor with herself, but with the man whose movements she watched, whose hands touched hers in the work of tendance, whose voice once chid her sharply  and gave her an odd pang of pleasure  who, low-toned, ordered her hither and thither, and was obeyed?

She asked herself the question as she sat in the darkened room, watching. And in the twilight she blushed. Once, at a crisis, Colonel John had taken her roughly by the wrist and forced her to hold the bandage so, while he twisted it. She looked at the wrist now, and, fancying she could see the imprint of his fingers on it, she blushed more deeply.

Presently there came, as they sat listening to the fluttering breath, a low scratching at the door. At a sign from Colonel Sullivan, who sat on the inner side of the bed, she stole to it and found Morty OBeirne on the threshold. He beckoned to her, and, closing the door, she followed him downstairs, to where, in the living-room, she found the other OBeirne standing sheepishly beside the table.

Its not knowing what to do, we are, Morty said.

He did not look at her, nor did his brother. Her heart sank. What is it? she asked.

The fiends in the man, Morty replied, tapping with his fingers on the table. But  its you will be telling her, Phelim.

Its he thats not content, Phelim muttered. The thief of the world!

Curse him! cried his brother.

Not content? she echoed. Not content? After what hes done? For an instant her eyes flashed hot indignation, her very hair seemed to rise about her head. Then the downcast demeanour of the two, their embarrassment, their silence, told the story; and she gasped. Hes for  fighting my brother? she whispered.

Hell be content with no less, Morty answered, with a groan. Bad cess to him! And The McMurrough  sure its certain death, and whos blaming him, but hes no stomach for it. And whirra, whirra, on that the man says hell be telling it in Tralee that hed not meet him, and as far as Galway City hell cut his comb for him! Ay, bedad, he says that, and that none of his name shall show their face there, night or day, fair or foul, race or cockfight  the bloody-minded villain!

She listened, despairing. The house was quiet, as houses in the country are of an afternoon, and the quieter for the battle with death which was joined in the darkened room upstairs. Her thoughts were no longer with the injured man, however, but in that other room, where her brother lurked in squalid fear  fear that in a nameless man might have been pardoned, but in him, in a McMurrough, head of his race, last of his race, never! She came of heroes, to her the strain had descended pure and untainted, and she would rather have seen him dead. The two men before her  who knew, alas! who knew!  she was sure that they would have taken up the glove, unwillingly and perforce, perhaps, but they would have fought! While her brother, The McMurrough  But even while she thought of it, she saw through the open door the figure of a man saunter slowly past the courtyard gates, his sword under his arm. It was the Englishman. She felt the added sting. Her cheek, that had been pale, burned darkly, her eyes shone.

St. Patrick fly away with the toad and the ugly smile of him! Morty said. Im thinking its between the two of us, Phelim, my jewel! And he thats killed will help the other.

God forbid! Flavia cried, pale with horror at the thought. Not another!

But sure, and Im not seeing how else well be rid of him handsomely, Phelim replied.

No! she repeated firmly. No! I forbid it!

Again the man sauntered by the entrance, and again he cast the same insolent, smiling look at the house. They watched him pass, an ominous shadow in the sunshine, and Flavia shuddered.

But what will you be doing, then? Morty asked, rubbing, his chin in perplexity. Hes saying that if The McMurroughll not meet him by four oclock, and it isnt much short of it, hell be riding this day! And him once gone hes a bitter tongue, and twill be foul shame on the house!

Flavia stood silent in thought, but at length she drew in her breath sharply  she had made up her mind. I know what I will do, she said. I will tell him all. And she turned to go.

Its not worth the shoe-leather! Morty cried after her, letting his scorn of James be seen.

But she was out of hearing, and when she returned a minute later she was followed, not by James McMurrough, but by Colonel Sullivan. The Colonels face, seen in the full light, had lost the brown of health; it was thin and peaky, and still bore signs of privation. But he trod firmly, and his eyes were clear and kind. If he was aware of the OBeirnes embarrassment, his greeting did not betray it.

I am willing to help if I can, he said. What is your trouble?

Tell him, Flavia said, averting her face.

They told him lamely  they were scarcely less jealous of the honour of the house than she was  in almost the same words in which they had broken the news to her. And the curse of Cromwell on me, but hes parading up and down now, Morty continued, and cocking his eye at the sun-dial whenever he passes, as much as to say, Is it coming, you are? till the hearts fairly melted in me with the rage!

And its shame on us we let him be! cried Phelim.

Colonel John did not answer. He was silent even when, under the eyes of all, the ominous shadow passed again before the entrance gates  came and went. He was so long silent that Flavia turned to him at last, and held out her hands. What shall we do? she cried  and in that cry she betrayed her new dependence on him. Tell us!

It is hard to say, Colonel John answered gravely. His face was very gloomy, and to hide it or his thoughts he turned from them and went to one of the windows  that very window through which Uncle Ulick and he had looked at his first coming. He gazed out, not that he might see, but that he might think unwatched.

They waited, the men expecting little, but glad to be rid of some part of the burden, Flavia with a growing sense of disappointment. She did not know for what she had hoped, or what she had thought that he would do. But she had been confident that he could help; and it seemed that he could do no more than others. Neither to her, nor to the men, did it seem as strange as it was that they should turn to him, against whose guidance they had lately revolted so fiercely.

He came back to them presently, his face sad and depressed. I will deal with it, he said  and he sighed. You can leave it to me. Do you, he continued, addressing Morty, come with me, Mr. OBeirne.

He was for leaving them with that, but Flavia put herself between him and the door. She fixed her eyes on his face. What are you going to do? she asked in a low voice.

I will tell you all  later, he replied gently.

No, now! she retorted, controlling herself with difficulty. Now! You are not going  to fight him?

I am not going to fight, he answered slowly.

But her heart was not so easily deceived as her ear. There is something under your words, she said jealously. What is it?

I am not going to fight, he replied gravely, but to punish. There is a limit. Even while he spoke she remembered in what circumstances those words had been used. There is a limit, he repeated solemnly. He has the blood of four on his head, and another lies at deaths door. And he is not satisfied. He is not satisfied! Once I warned him. To-day the time for warning is past, the hour for judgment is come. God forgive me if I err, for vengeance is His and it is terrible to be His hand. He turned to Phelim, and, in the same stern tone, my sword is broken, he said. Fetch me the mans sword who lies upstairs.

Phelim went, awe-stricken, and marvelling. Morty remained, marvelling also. And Flavia  but, as she tried to speak, Paytons shadow once more came into sight at the entrance-gates and went slowly by, and she clapped her hand to her mouth that she might not scream. Colonel Sullivan saw the action, understood, and touched her softly on the shoulder. Pray, he said, pray!

For you! she cried in a voice that, to those who had ears, betrayed her heart. Ah, I will pray!

No, for him, he replied. For him now. For me when I return.

She dropped on her knees before a chair, and, shuddering, hid her face in her hands. And almost at once she knew that they were gone, and that she was alone in the room.

Then, whether she prayed most or listened most, or the very intensity of her listening was itself prayer  prayer in its highest form  she never knew; but only that, whenever in the agony of her suspense she raised her head from the chair to hear if there was news, the common sounds of afternoon life in the house and without lashed her with a dreadful irony. The low whirr of a spinning-wheel, a girls distant chatter, the cluck of a hen in the courtyard, the satisfied grunt of a roving pig, all bore home to her heart the bitter message that, whatever happened, and though nightfall found her lonely in a dishonoured home, life would proceed as usual, the men and the women about her would eat and drink, and the smallest things would stand where they stood now  unchanged, unmoved.

What was that? Only the fall of a spit in the kitchen, or the clatter of a pot-lid. Would they never come? Would she never know? At this moment  what was that? That surely was something. They were returning! In a moment she would know. She rose to her feet and stared with stony eyes at the door. But when she had listened long  it was nothing. Nothing! And then  ah, that surely was something  was news  was the end! They were coming now. In a moment she would know. Yes, they were coming. In a moment she would know. She pressed her hands to her breast.

She might have known already, for, had she gone to the door, she would have seen who came. But she could not go. She could not move.

And he, when he came in, did not look at her. He walked from the threshold to the hearth, and  strange coincidence  he set the unsheathed blade he carried in the self-same angle, beside the fire-back, from which she had once taken a sword to attempt his life. And still he did not look at her, but stood with bowed head.

At last he turned. God forgive us all, he said.

She broke into wild weeping. And what her lips, babbling incoherent thanksgiving, did not tell him, the clinging of her arms, as she hung on him, conveyed.


CHAPTER XXV

PEACE

Uncle Ulick, with the mud of the road still undried on his boots, and the curls still stiff in the wig which the town barber at Mallow had dressed for him, rubbed his chin with his hand and, covertly looking round the room, owned himself puzzled. He had returned a week later to the day than he had arranged to return. But had his absence run into months instead of weeks the lapse of time had not sufficed to explain the change which he felt, but could not define, in his surroundings.

Certainly old Darby looked a thought more trim, and the room a trifle better ordered than he had left them. But he was sensible, though vaguely, that the change did not stop there  perhaps did not begin there. Full of news of the outer world as he was, he caught himself pausing in mid-career to question himself. And more than once his furtive eyes scanned his companions faces for the answer his mind refused to give.

An insolent Englishman had come, and given reins to the ubris that was in him, and, after running Luke Asgill through the body, had paid the penalty  in fight so fair that the very troopers who had witnessed it could make no complaint nor raise trouble. So much Uncle Ulick had learned. But he had not known Payton, and, exciting as the episode sounded, it did not explain the difference in the atmosphere of the house. Where he had left enmity and suspicion, lowering brows and a silent table, he found smiles, and easiness, and a cheerful sense of well-being.

Again he looked about him. And where will James be? he asked, for the first time missing his nephew.

He has left us, Flavia said slowly, with her eyes on Colonel Sullivan.

Its away to Galway City he is, Morty OBeirne explained with a chuckle.

The saints be between us and harm! Uncle Ulick exclaimed in astonishment. And whys he there?

The story is long, said Colonel Sullivan.

But I can tell it in a few words, Flavia continued with dignity. And the sooner it is told the better. He has not behaved well, Uncle Ulick. And at his request and with  the legal owners consent  its I have agreed to pay him one-half of the value of the property.

The devil you have! Uncle Ulick exclaimed, in greater astonishment. And, pushing back his seat and rubbing his huge thigh with his hand, he looked from one to another. By the powers! if I may take the liberty of saying so, young lady, youve done a vast deal in a very little time-faith, in no time at all, at all! he added.

It was done at his request, Flavia answered gravely.

Uncle Ulick continued to rub his thigh and to stare. These things were very surprising. And theyre telling me, he said, that Luke Asgills in bed upstairs?

He is.

And recovering?

He is, glory be to God!

Nor that sames not the best news of him, Morty said with a grin. Nor the last.

True for you! Phelim cried. If it was the last word you spoke!

What are you meaning? Uncle Ulick asked.

Hes turned, said Morty. No less! Turned! Hes what his father was before him, Mr. Sullivan  come back to Holy Church, and not a morning but Father OHaras with him making his soul and what not!

Turned! Uncle Ulick cried. Luke Asgill, the Justice? Boys, youre making fun of me! And, unable to believe what the OBeirnes told him, he looked to Flavia for confirmation.

It is true, she said.

Bedad, it is? Uncle Ulick replied. Then Ill not be surprised in all my life again! More by token, theres only one thing left to hope for, my jewel, and thats certain. Cannot you do the same to the man thats beside you?

Flavia glanced quickly at Colonel John, then, with a heightened colour, she looked again at Uncle Ulick. Thats what I cannot do, she said.

But the blush, and the smile that accompanied it, and something perhaps in the way she hung towards her neighbour as she turned to him, told Uncle Ulick all. The big man smacked the table with his hand till the platters leapt from the board. Holy poker! he cried, is it that youre meaning? And I felt it, and I didnt feel it, and you sitting there forenent me, and prating as if butter wouldnt melt in your mouth! It is so, is it? But there, the red of your cheek is answer enough!

For Flavia was blushing more brightly than before, and Colonel John was smiling, and the two young men were laughing openly.

You must get Flavia alone, Colonel John said, and perhaps shell tell you.

Bedad, its true, and I felt it in the air, Ulick Sullivan answered, smiling all over his face. Ho, ho! Ho, ho! Indeed youve not been idle while Ive been away. But what does Father OHara say, eh?

The Father   Flavia began in a small voice.

Ay, what does the Father say?

He says, Flavia continued, looking down demurely, that its a rare stick thats no bend in it, and  and tis very little use looking for it on a dark night. Besides, he   she glanced at her neighbour, he said hed be master, you know, and what could I do?

Then its the very wrong way hes gone about it! Uncle Ulick cried, with a chuckle. For theres no married man that I know thats master! Its you, my jewel, have put the comether on him, and Ill trust you to keep it there!

But into that we need not go. Our task is done. Whether Flavias high spirit and her husbands gravity, her youth and his experience travelled the road together in unbroken amity, or with no more than the jars which the accidents of life occasion, however close the link, it does not fall within this story to tell. Nor need we say whether Father OHara proved as discreet in the long run as he had been liberal in the beginning. Probably the two had their bickerings which did not sever love. But one thing may be taken for granted; in that part of Kerry the King over the Water, if his health was sometimes drunk of an evening, stirred up no second trouble. Nor, when the 45 convulsed Scotland, and shook England to its centre, did one man at Morristown raise his hand or lose his life. For so much at least that windswept corner of Kerry, beaten year in and year out by the Atlantic rollers, had to thank Colonel Sullivan.

Nor for that only. In many unnamed ways his knowledge of the world blessed those about him. The small improvements, the little advances in civilisation which the English intruders were introducing into those parts, he adopted: a more orderly house, an increased neatness, a few more acres brought under the plough or the spade, whole roofs and few beggars  these things were to be seen at Morristown, and in few other places thereabouts. And, above all, his neighbours owned the influence of one who, with a reputation gained at the swords point, stood resolutely, unflinchingly, abroad as at home, at fairs and cockfights as on his own hearth, for peace. More than a century was to elapse before private war ceased to be the amusement of the Irish gentry. But in that part of Kerry, and during a score of years, the name and weight of Colonel Sullivan of Morristown availed to quiet many a brawl and avert many a meeting.

To follow the mean and the poor of spirit beyond the point where their fortunes cease to be entwined with those of better men is a profitless task. James McMurrough, tried and found wanting, where all favoured him, was not likely to rise above his nature where the odds were equal, and all men his rivals. What he did in Galway City, that bizarre, half-foreign town of the west, how long he tarried there, and whither he went afterwards, in the vain search for a place where a man could swagger without courage and ruffle it without consequences, it matters not to inquire. A time came when his kin knew not whether he lived or was dead.

Luke Asgill, who could rise as much above The McMurrough as he had it in him to fall below him, who was as wicked as James was weak, was redeemed, one may believe, by the good that lurked in him. He lay many weeks on a sick-bed, and returned to everyday life another man. For, whereas he had succumbed, a passionate lover of Flavia, he rose wholly cured of that passion. It had ebbed from him with his blood, or waned with his fever. And whereas he had before sought both gain and power, restrained by as few scruples as the worst men of a bad age, he rose a pursuer of both, but within bounds; so that, though he was still hard and grasping and oppressive, it was possible to say of him that he was no worse than his class. Close-fisted, at Father OHaras instance he could open his hand. Hard, at the Fathers prayer he would at times remit a rent or extend a bond. Ambitious, he gave up, for his souls sake and the sake of the Faith that had been his fathers, the office which endowed him with power to oppress.

There were some who scoffed behind his back, and said that Luke Asgill had had enough of carrying a sword and now wished no better than to be rid of it. But, in truth, as far as the mans reformation went, it was real. The devil was well, but he was not the devil he had been. The hours he had passed in the presence of death, the thoughts he had had while life was low in him, were not forgotten in his health. The strong nature, slow to take an impression, was stiff to retain it. A moody, silent man, going about his business with a face to match the sullen bogs of his native land, he lived to a great age, and paid one tribute only to the woman he had loved and forgotten  he died a bachelor.

THE END
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CHAPTER I

THE HÔTEL LAMBERT  UPSTAIRS

On an evening in March in the forties of last century a girl looked down on the Seine from an attic window on the Ile St. Louis. The room behind her  or beside her, for she sat on the window-ledge, with her back against one side of the opening and her feet against the other  was long, whitewashed from floor to ceiling, lighted by five gaunt windows, and as cold to the eye as charity to the recipient. Along each side of the chamber ran ten pallet beds. A black door broke the wall at one end, and above the door hung a crucifix. A painting of a Station of the Cross adorned the wall at the other end. Beyond this picture the room had no ornament; it is almost true to say that beyond what has been named it had no furniture. One bed  the bed beside the window at which the girl sat  was screened by a thin curtain which did not reach the floor. This was her bed.

But in early spring no window in Paris looked on a scene more cheerful than this window; which as from an eyrie commanded a shining reach of the Seine bordered by the lawns and foliage of the Kings Garden, and closed by the graceful arches of the Bridge of Austerlitz. On the water boats shot to and fro. The quays were gay with the red trousers of soldiers and the coquettish caps of soubrettes, with students in strange cloaks, and the twin kling wheels of yellow cabriolets. The first swallows were hawking hither and thither above the water, and a pleasant hum rose from the Boulevard Bourdon.

Yet the girl sighed. For it was her birthday, she was twenty this twenty-fifth of March, and there was not a soul in the world to know this and to wish her joy. A life of dependence, toned to the key of the whitewashed room and the thin pallets, lay before her; and though she had good reason to be thankful for the safety which dependence bought, still she was only twenty, and springtime, viewed from prison windows, beckons to its cousin, youth. She saw family groups walking the quays, and father, mother, children, all, seen from a distance, were happy. She saw lovers loitering in the garden or pacing to and fro, and romance walked with every one of them; none came late, or fell to words. She sighed more deeply; and on the sound the door opened.

Hola! cried a shrill voice, speaking in French, fluent, but oddly accented. Who is here? The Princess desires that the English Mademoiselle will descend this evening.

Very good, the girl in the window replied pleasantly. At the same hour, Joséphine?

Why not, Mademoiselle? A trim maid, with a plain face and the faultless figure of a Pole, came a few steps into the room. But you are alone?

The children are walking. I stayed at home.

To be alone? As if I did not understand that! To be alone  it is the luxury of the rich.

The girl nodded. None but a Pole would have thought of that, she said.

Ah, the crafty English Miss! the maid retorted. How she flatters! Perhaps she needs a touch of the tongs to-night? Or the loan of a pair of red-heeled shoes, worn no more than thrice by the Princess  and with the black which is convenable for Mademoiselle, oh, so neat! Of the ancien régime, absolutely!

The other laughed. The ancien régime, Joséphine  and this! she replied, with a gesture that embraced the room, the pallets, her own bed. A curled head  and this! You are truly a cabbage  

But Mademoiselle descends!

A cabbage of  foolishness!

Ah, well, if I descended, you would see, the maid retorted. I am but the Princesss second maid, and I know nothing! But if I descended it would not be to this dormitory I should return! Nor to the tartines! Nor to the daughters of Poland! Trust me for that  and I know but my prayers. While Mademoiselle, she is an artists daughter.

There spoke the Pole again, the girl struck in with a smile.

The English Miss knows how to flatter, Joséphine laughed. That is one for the touch of the tongs, she continued, ticking them off on her fingers. And one for the red-heeled shoes. And  but no more! Let me begone before I am bankrupt! She turned about with a flirt of her short petticoats, but paused and looked back, with her hand on the door. None the less, mark you well, Mademoiselle, from the whitewash to the ceiling of Lebrun, from the dortoir of the Jeunes Filles to the Gallery of Hercules, there are but twenty stairs, and easy, oh, so easy to descend! If Mademoiselle instead of flattering Joséphine, the Cracovienne, flattered some pretty gentleman  who knows? Not I! I know but my prayers! And with a light laugh the maid clapped to the door and was gone.

The girl in the window had not throughout the parley changed her pose or moved more than her head, and this was characteristic of her. For even in her playfulness there was gravity, and a measure of stillness. Now, left alone, she dropped her feet to the floor, turned, and knelt on the sill with her brow pressed against the glass. The sun had set, mists were rising from the river, the quays were gray and cold. Here and there a lamp began to shine through the twilight. But the girls thoughts were no longer on the scene beneath her eyes.

There goes the third who has been good to me, she pondered. First the Polish lodger who lived on the floor below, and saved me from that woman. Then the Princesss daughter. Now Joséphine. There are still kind people in the world  God grant that I may not forget it! But how much better to give than to take, to be strong than to be weak, to be the mistress and not the puppet of fortune! How much better  and, were I a man, how easy!

But on that there came into her remembrance one to whom it had not been easy, one who had signally failed to master fortune, or to grapple with circumstances. Poor father! she whispered.


CHAPTER II

THE HÔTEL LAMBERT  DOWNSTAIRS

When ladies were at home to their intimates in the Paris of the forties, they seated their guests about large round tables with a view to that common exchange of wit and fancy which is the French ideal. The mode crossed to England, and in many houses these round tables, fallen to the uses of the dining-room or the nursery, may still be seen. But when the Princess Czartoriski entertained in the Hôtel Lambert, under the ceiling painted by Lebrun, which had looked down on the arm-chair of Madame de Châtelet and the tabouret of Voltaire, she was, as became a Pole, a law to herself. In that beautiful room, softly lit by wax candles, her guests were free to follow their bent, to fall into groups, or to admire at their ease the Watteaus and Bouchers which the Princesss father-in-law, old Prince Adam, had restored to their native panels.

Thanks to his taste and under her rule the gallery of Hercules presented on this evening a scene not unworthy of its past. The silks and satins of the old régime were indeed replaced by the high-shouldered coats, the stocks, the pins and velvet vests of the dandies; and Thiers beaming through his glasses, or Lamartine, though beauty, melted by the woes of Poland, hung upon his lips, might have been thought by some unequal to the dead. But they were now what those had been; and the women peacocked it as of old. At any rate the effect was good, and a guest who came late, and paused a moment on the threshold to observe the scene, thought that he had never before done the room full justice. Presently the Princess saw him and he went forward. The man who was talking to her made his bow, and she pointed with her fan to the vacant place. Felicitations, my lord, she said. She held out her gloved hand.

A thousands thanks, he said, as he bent over it. But on what, Princess?

On the success of a friend. On what we have all seen in the Journal. Is it not true that you have won your suit?

I won, yes. He shrugged his shoulders. But what, Madame? A bare title, an empty rent-roll.

For shame! she answered. But I suppose that this is your English phlegm. Is it not a thing to be proud of  an old title? That which money cannot buy and the wisest would fain wear? M. Guizot, what would he not give to be Chien de Race? Your Peel, also?

And your Thiers? he returned, with a sly glance at the little man in the shining glasses.

He, too! But he has the passion of humanity, which is a title in itself. Whereas you English, turning in your unending circle, one out, one in, one in, one out, are but playing a game  marking time! You have not a desire to go forward!

Surely, Princess, you forget our Reform Bill, scarce ten years old.

Which bought off your cotton lords and your fat bourgeois, and left the people without leaders and more helpless than before. No, my lord, if your Russell  Lord John, do you call him?  had one jot of M. Thiers enthusiasm! Or your Peel  but I look for nothing there!

He shrugged his shoulders. I admit, he said, that M. Thiers has an enthusiasm beyond the ordinary.

You do? Wonderful!

But, with a smile, it is, I fancy, an enthusiasm of which the object is  M. Thiers!

Ah! she cried, fanning herself more quickly. Now there spoke not Mr. Audley, the attaché  he had not been so imprudent! But  how do you call yourself now?

On days of ceremony, he replied, Lord Audley of Beaudelays.

There spoke my lord, unattached! Oh, you English, you have no enthusiasm. You have only traditions. Poor were Poland if her fate hung on you!

There are still bright spots, he said slyly. And his glance returned to the little statesman in spectacles on whom the Princess rested the hopes of Poland.

No! she cried vividly. Dont say it again or I shall be displeased. Turn your eyes elsewhere. There is one here about whom I wish to consult you. Do you see the tall girl in black who is engaged with the miniatures?

I saw her some time ago.

I suppose so. You are a man. I dare say you would call her handsome?

I think it possible, were she not in this company. What of her, Princess?

Do you notice anything beyond her looks?

The picture is plain  for the frame in which I see her. Is she one of the staff of your school?

Yes, but with an air  

Certainly  an air! He nodded.

Well, she is a countrywoman of yours and has a history. Her father, a journalist, artist, no matter what, came to live in Paris years ago. He went down, down, always down; six months ago he died. There was enough to bury him, no more. She says, I dont know  the Princess indicated doubt with a movement of her fan that she wrote to friends in England. Perhaps she did not write; how do I know? She was at the last sou, the street before her, a hag of a concierge behind, and withal  as you see her.

Not wearing that dress, I presume? he said with a faint smile.

No. She had passed everything to the Mont de Piété; she had what she stood up in  yet herself! Then a Polish family on the floor below, to whom my daughter carried alms, told Cécile of her. They pitied her, spoke well of her, she had done  no matter what for them  perhaps nothing. Probably nothing. But Cécile ascended, saw her, became enamoured, enragée! You know Cécile  for her all that wears feathers is of the angels! Nothing would do but she must bring her here and set her to teach English to the daughters during her own absence.

The Princess is away?

For four weeks. But in three days she returns, and you see where I am. How do I know who this is? She may be this, or that. If she were French, if she were Polish, I should know! But she is English and of a calm, a reticence  ah!

And of a pride too, he replied thoughtfully, if I mistake not. Yet it is a good face, Princess.

She fluttered her fan. It is a handsome one. For a man that is the same.

With all this you permit her to appear?

To be of use. And a little that she may be seen by some English friend, who may tell me.

Shall I talk to her?

If you will be so good. Learn, if you please, what she is.

Your wishes are law, he rejoined. Will you present me?

It is not necessary, the Princess answered. She beckoned to a stout gentleman who wore whiskers trimmed à la mode du Roi, and had laurel leaves on his coat collar. A thousand thanks.

He lingered a moment to take part in the Princesss reception of the Academician. Then he joined a group about old Prince Adam Czartoriski, who was describing a recent visit to Cracow, that last morsel of free Poland, soon to pass into the maw of Austria. A little apart, the girl in black bent over the case of miniatures, comparing some with a list, and polishing others with a square of silk. Presently he found himself beside her. Their eyes met.

I am told, he said, bowing, that you are my countrywoman. The Princess thought that I might be of use to you.

The girl had read his errand before he spoke and a shade flitted across her face. She knew, only too well, that her hold on this rock of safety to which chance had lifted her  out of a gulf of peril and misery of which she trembled to think  was of the slightest. Early, almost from the first, she had discovered that the Princesss benevolence found vent rather in schemes for the good of many than in tenderness for one. But hitherto she had relied on the daughters affection, and a little on her own usefulness. Then, too, she was young and hopeful, and the depths from which she had escaped were such that she could not believe that Providence would return her to them.

But she was quick-witted, and his opening frightened her. She guessed at once that she was not to be allowed to await Céciles return, that her fate hung on what this Englishman, so big and bland and forceful, reported of her.

She braced herself to meet the danger. I am obliged to the Princess, she said. But my ties with England are slight. I came to France with my father when I was ten years old.

I think you lost him recently? He found his task less easy than it should have been.

He died six months ago, she replied, regarding him gravely. His illness left me without means. I was penniless, when the young Princess befriended me and gave me a respite here. I am no part of this, with a glance at the salon and the groups about them. I teach upstairs. I am thankful for the privilege of doing so.

The Princess told me as much, he said frankly. She thought that, being English, I might advise you better than she could; that possibly I might put you in touch with your relations?

She shook her head.

Or your friends? You must have friends?

Doubtless my father had  once, she said in a low voice. But as his means diminished, he saw less and less of those who had known him. For the last two years I do not think that he saw an Englishman at home. Before that time I was in a convent school, and I do not know.

You are a Roman Catholic, then?

No. And for that reason  and for another, that my account was not paid  her color rose painfully to her face I could not apply to the Sisters. I am very frank, she added, her lip trembling.

And I encroach, he answered, bowing. Forgive me! Your father was an artist, I believe?

He drew for an Atelier de Porcelaine  for the journals when he could. But he was not very successful, she continued reluctantly. The china factory which had employed him since he came to Paris, failed. When I returned from school he was alone and poor, living in the little street in the Quartier, where he died.

But forgive me, you must have some relations in England?

Only one of whom I know, she replied. My fathers brother. My father had quarrelled with him  bitterly, I fear; but when he was dying he bade me write to my uncle and tell him how we were placed. I did so. No answer came. Then after my fathers death I wrote again. I told my uncle that I was alone, that I was without money, that in a short time I should be homeless, that if I could return to England I could live by teaching French. He did not reply. I could do no more.

That was outrageous, he answered, flushing darkly. Though well under thirty he was a tall man and portly, with one of those large faces that easily become injected. Do you know  is your uncle also in narrow circumstances?

I know no more than his name, she said. My father never spoke of him. They had quarrelled. Indeed, my father spoke little of his past.

But when you did not hear from your uncle, did you not tell your father?

It could do no good, she said. And he was dying.

He was not sentimental, this big man, whose entrance into a room carried with it a sense of power. Nor was he one to be lightly moved, but her simplicity and the picture her words drew for him of the daughter and the dying man touched him. Already his mind was made up that the Czartoriski should not turn her adrift for lack of a word. Aloud, The Princess did not tell me your name, he said. May I know it?

Audley, she said. Mary Audley.

He stared at her. She supposed that he had not caught the name. She repeated it.

Audley? Do you really mean that?

Why not? she asked, surprised in her turn. Is it so uncommon a name?

No, he replied slowly. No, but it is a coincidence. The Princess did not tell me that your name was Audley.

The girl shook her head. I doubt if she knows, she said. To her I am only the English girl.

And your father was an artist, resident in Paris? And his name?

Peter Audley.

He nodded. Peter Audley, he repeated. His eyes looked through her at something far away. His lips were more firmly set. His face was grave. Peter Audley, he repeated softly. An artist resident in Paris!

But did you know him? she cried.

He brought his thoughts and his eyes back to her. No, I did not know him, he said. But I have heard of him. And again it was plain that his thoughts took wing. John Audleys brother, the artist! he muttered.

In her impatience she could have taken him by the sleeve and shaken him. Then you do know John Audley? she said. My uncle?

Again he brought himself back with an effort. A thousand pardons! he said. You see the Princess did not tell me that you were an Audley. Yes, I know John Audley  of the Gatehouse. I suppose it was to him you wrote?

Yes.

And he did not reply?

She nodded.

He laughed, as at something whimsical. It was not a kindly laugh, it jarred a little on his listener. But the next moment his face softened, he smiled at her, and the smile of such a man had its importance, for in repose his eyes were hard. It was clear to her that he was a man of position, that he belonged of right to this keen polished world at which she was stealing a glance. His air was distinguished, and his dress, though quiet, struck the last note of fashion.

But I am keeping you in suspense, he said. I must tell you, Miss Audley, why it surprised me to learn your name. Because I, too, am an Audley.

You! she cried.

Yes, I, he replied. What is more, I am akin to you. The kinship is remote, but it happens that your fathers name, in its place in a pedigree, has been familiar to me of late, and I could set down the precise degree of cousinship in which you stand to me. I think your father was my fourth cousin.

She colored charmingly. Is it possible? she exclaimed.

It is a fact, proved indeed, recently, in a court of law, he answered lightly. Perhaps it is as well that we have that warrant for a conversation which I can see that the Princess thinks long. After this she will expect to hear the whole of your history.

I fear that she may be displeased, the girl said, wincing a little. You have been very kind  

Who should be kind, he replied, if not the head of your family? But have no fear, I will deal with the Princess. I shall be able to satisfy her, I have no doubt.

And you  she looked at him with appeal in her eyes will you be good enough to tell me who you are?

I am Lord Audley. To distinguish me from another of the same name, I am called Audley of Beaudelays.

Of Beaudelays? she repeated. He thought her face, her whole bearing, singularly composed in view of his announcement. Beaudelays? she repeated thoughtfully. I have heard the name more than once. Perhaps from my father.

It were odd if you had not, he said. It is the name of my house, and your uncle, John Audley, lives within a mile of it.

Oh, she said. The name of the uncle who had ignored her appeals fell on her like a cold douche.

I will not say more now, Lord Audley continued. But you shall hear from me. To  morrow I quit Paris for three or four days, but when I return have no fear. You may leave the matter in my hands in full confidence that I shall not fail  my cousin.

He held out his hand and she laid hers in it. She looked him frankly in the face. Thank you, she said. I little thought when I descended this evening that I should meet a kinsman.

And a friend, he answered, holding her hand a little longer than was needful.

And a friend, she repeated. But there  I must go now. I should have disappeared ten minutes ago. This is my way. She inclined her head, and turning from him she pushed open a small door masked by a picture. She passed at once into a dark corridor, and threading its windings gained the great staircase.

As she flitted upwards from floor to floor, skirting a long procession of shadowy forms, and now ogled by a Leda whose only veil was the dusk, now threatened by the tusks of the great boar at bay, she was not conscious of thought or surprise. It was not until she had lighted her taper outside the dormitory door, and, passing between the rows of sleeping children, had gained her screened corner, that she found it possible to think. Then she set the light in her tiny washing-basin  such was the rule  and seated herself on her bed. For some minutes she stared before her, motionless and unwinking, her hands clasped about her knees, her mind at work.

Was it true, or a dream? Had this really happened to her since she had viewed herself in the blurred mirror, had set a curl right and, satisfied, had turned to go down? The danger and the delivery from it, the fear and the friend in need? Or was it a Cinderellas treat, which no fairy godmother would recall to her, with which no lost slipper would connect her? She could almost believe this. For no Cinderella, in the ashes of the hearth, could have seemed more remote from the gay ball-room than she crouching on her thin mattress, with the breathing of the children in her ears, from the luxury of the famous salon.

Or, if it was true, if it had happened, would anything come of it? Would Lord Audley remember her? Or would he think no more of her, ignoring to-morrow the poor relation whom it had been the whim of the moment to own? That would be cruel! That would be base! But if Mary had fallen in with some good people since her fathers death, she had also met many callous, and a few cruel people. He might be one. And then, how strange it was that her father had never named this great kinsman, never referred to him, never even, when dying, disclosed his name!

The light wavered in the draught that stole through the bald, undraped window. A child whimpered in its sleep, awoke, began to sob. It was the youngest of the daughters of Poland. The girl rose, and going on tip-toe to the child, bent over it, kissed it, warmed it in her bosom, soothed it. Presently the little waif slept again, and Mary Audley began to make ready for bed.

But so much turned for her on what had happened, so much hung in the balance, that it was not unnatural that as she let down her hair and plaited it in two long tails for the night, she should see her new kinsmans face in the mirror. Nor strange that as she lay sleepless and thought-ridden in her bed the same face should present itself anew relieved against the background of darkness.


CHAPTER III

THE LAWYER ABROAD

Half an hour later Lord Audley paused in the hall at Meurices, and having given his cloak and hat to a servant went thoughtfully up the wide staircase. He opened the door of a room on the first floor. A stout man with a bald head, who had been for some time yawning over the dying fire, rose to his feet and remained standing.

Audley nodded. Hallo, Stubbs! he said carelessly, not in bed yet?

No, my lord, the other answered. I waited to learn if your lordship had any orders for England.

Well, sit down now. Ive something to tell you. My lord stooped as he spoke and warmed his hands at the embers; then rising, he stood with his back to the hearth. The stout man sat forward on his chair with an air of deference. His double chin rested on the ample folds of a soft white stock secured by a gold pin in the shape of a wheat-sheaf. He wore black knee-breeches and stockings, and his dress, though plain, bore the stamp of neatness and prosperity.

For a minute or two Audley continued to look thoughtfully before him. At length, May I take it that this claim is really at an end now? he said. Is the decision final, I mean?

Unless new evidence crops up, Stubbs answered  he was a lawyer the decision is certainly final. With your lordships signature to the papers I brought over  

But the claimant might try again?

Mr. John Audley might do anything, Stubbs returned. I believe him to be mad upon the point, and therefore capable of much. But he could only move on new evidence of the most cogent nature. I do not believe that such evidence exists.

His employer weighed this for some time. At length, Then if you were in my place, he said, you would not be tempted to hedge?

To hedge? the lawyer exclaimed, as if he had never heard the word before. I am afraid I dont understand.

I will explain. But first, tell me this. If anything happens to me before I have a child, John Audley succeeds to the peerage? That is clear?

Certainly! Mr. John Audley, the claimant, is also your heir-at-law.

To title and estates  such as they are?

To both, my lord.

Then follow me another step, Stubbs. Failing John Audley, who is the next heir?

Mr. Peter Audley, Stubbs replied, his only brother, would succeed, if he were alive. But it is common ground that he is dead. I knew Mr. Peter, and, if I may say it of an Audley, my lord, a more shiftless, weak, improvident gentleman never lived. And obstinate as the devil! He married into trade, and Mr. John never forgave it  never forgave it, my lord. Never spoke of his brother or to his brother from that time. It was before the Reform Bill, the lawyer continued with a sigh. There were no railways then and things were different. Dear, dear, how the world changes! Mr. Peter must have gone abroad ten years ago, but until he was mentioned in the suit I dont think that I had heard his name ten times in as many years. And he an Audley!

He had a child?

Only one, a daughter.

Would she come in after Mr. John?

Yes, my lord, she would  if living.

Ive been talking to her this evening.

Ah! The lawyer was not so simple as he seemed, and for a minute or two he had foreseen the dénouement. Ah! he repeated, thoughtfully rubbing his plump calf. I see, my lord. Mr. Peter Audleys daughter? Really! And if I may venture to ask, what is she like?

Audley paused before he answered. Then, If you have painted the father aright, Stubbs, I should say that she was his opposite in all but his obstinacy. A calm and self-reliant young woman, if I am any judge.

And handsome?

Yes, with a look of breeding. At the same time she is penniless and dependent, teaching English in a kind of charity school, cheek by jowl with a princess!

God bless my soul! cried the lawyer, astonished at last. A princess!

Who is a good creature as women go, but as likely as not to send her adrift to-morrow.

Tut-tut-tut! muttered the other.

However, Ill tell you the story, Audley concluded. And he did so.

When he had done, Well, Stubbs exclaimed, for a coincidence  

Ah, there, the young man broke in, I fancy, alls not said. I take it the Princess noted the name, but was too polite to question me. Anyway, the girl is there. She is dependent, friendless; attractive, and well-bred. For a moment it did occur to me  she is John Audleys heiress  that I might make all safe by   His voice dropped. His last words were inaudible.

The chance is so very remote, said the lawyer, aware that he was on delicate ground, and that the other was rather following out his own thoughts than consulting him.

It is. The idea crossed my mind only for a moment  of course its absurd for a man as poor as I am. There is hardly a poorer peer out of Ireland  you know that. Fourteenth baron without a roof to my house or a pane of glass in my windows! And a rent-roll when all is told of  

A little short of three thousand, the lawyer muttered.

Two thousand five hundred, by God, and not a penny more! If any man ought to marry money, I am that man, Stubbs!

Mr. Stubbs, staring at the fire with a hand on each knee, assented respectfully. Ive always hoped that you would, my lord, he said, though Ive not ventured to say it.

Yes! Well  putting that aside, the other resumed, what is to be done about her? Ive been thinking it over, and I fancy that Ive hit on the right line. John Audleys given me trouble enough. Ill give him some. Ill make him provide for her, d  n him, or I dont know my man!

Id like to know, my lord, Stubbs ventured thoughtfully, why he didnt answer her letters. He hated her father, but it is not like Mr. John to let the young lady drift. Hes crazy about the family, and she is his next heir. Hes a lonely man, too, and there is room at the Gatehouse.

Audley paused, half-way across the room. I wish we had never leased the Gatehouse to him!

Its not everybodys house, my lord. Its lonely and  

Its too near Beaudelays!

If your lordship were living at the Great House, quite so, the lawyer agreed. But, as it is, the rent is useful, and the lease was made before our time, so that we have no choice.

I shall always believe that he had a reason for going there!

He had an idea that it strengthened his claim, the lawyer said indulgently. Nothing beyond that, my lord.

Well, Ive made up my mind to increase his family by a niece! the other replied. He shall have the girl whether he likes it or not. Take a pen, man, and sit down. Hes spoiled my breakfast many a time with his confounded Writs of Error, or whatever you call them, and for once Ill be even with him. Say  yes, Stubbs, say this:

I am directed by Lord Audley to inform you that a young lady, believed to be a daughter of the late Mr. Peter Audley, and recently living in poverty in an obscure  yes, Stubbs, say obscure part of Paris, has been rescued by the benevolence of a Polish lady. For the present she is in the ladys house in a menial capacity, and is dependent on her charity. Lord Audley is informed that the young lady made application to you without result, but this report his lordship discredits. Still, he feels himself concerned; and if those to whom she naturally looks decline to aid her, it is his lordships intention to make such provision as may enable her to live respectably. I am to inform you that Miss Audleys address is the Hôtel Lambert, He St. Louis, Paris. Letters should be addressed Care of the Housekeeper.

He wont like the last touch! the young man continued, with a quiet chuckle. If that does not touch him on the raw, Ill yield up the title to-morrow. And now, Stubbs, good-night.

But Stubbs did not take the hint. I want to say one word, my lord, about the borough  about Riddsley, he said. We put in Mr. Mottisfont at the last election, your lordships interest just tipping the scale. We think, therefore, that a word from you may set right what is going wrong.

What is it?

Theres a strong feeling, the lawyer answered, his face serious, that the party is not being led aright. And that Mr. Mottisfont, who is old  

Is willing to go with the party, eh, Stubbs?

No, my lord, with the party leaders. Which is a different thing. Sir Robert Peel  the land put him in, but, d  n me, my lord  the lawyers manner lost much of its deference and he spoke bluntly and strongly it looks as if he were going to put the land out! An income-tax in peace time, weve taken that. And less protection for the farmer, very good  if it must be. But all this taking off of duties, this letting in of Canadian corn  I tell you, my lord, theres an ugly feeling abroad! There are a good many in Riddsley say that he is going to repeal the Corn Laws altogether; that hes sold us to the League, and wont be long before he delivers us!

The big man sitting back in his chair smiled. It seems to me, he said, that you are travelling rather fast and rather far, Stubbs!

Thats just what we fear Sir Robert is doing! the lawyer retorted smartly, the others rank forgotten. And you may take it from me the borough wont stand it, my lord, and the sooner Mr. Mottisfont has a hint the better. If he follows Peel too far, the bottom will fall out of his seat. Theres no Corn Law leaguer will ever sit for Riddsley!

With your help, anyway, Stubbs, my lord said with a smile. The lawyers excitement amused him.

No, my lord! Never with my help! I believe that on the landed interest rests the stability of the country! It was the landed interest that supported Pitt and beat Bony, and brought us through the long war. It was the landed interest that kept us from revolution in the dark days after the war. And now because the men that turn cotton and iron and clay into money by the help of the devils breath  because they want to pay lower wages  

The ark of the covenant is to be overthrown, eh? the young man laughed. Why, to listen to you, Stubbs, one would think that you were the largest landowner in the county!

No, my lord, the lawyer answered. But its the landowners have made me what I am. And its the landowners and the farmers that Riddsley lives by and is going to stand by! And the sooner Mr. Mottisfont knows that the better. He was elected as a Tory, and a Tory he must stop, whether Sir Robert turns his coat or not!

You want me to speak to Mottisfont?

We do, my lord. Just a word. I was at the Ordinary last fair day, and there was nothing else talked of. Free Canadian corn was too like free French corn and free Belgian corn for Stafford wits to see much difference. And Peel is too like repeal, my lord. We are beginning to see that.

Audley shrugged his shoulders. The party is satisfied, he said. And Mottisfont? I cant drive the man.

No, but a word from you  

Well, Ill think about it. But I fancy youre overrunning the scent.

Then the line is not straight! the lawyer retorted shrewdly. However, if I have been too warm, I beg pardon, my lord.

Ill bear it in mind, Audley answered. Very good. And now, good-night, Stubbs. Dont forget to send the letter to John Audley as soon as you reach London.

Stubbs replied that he would, and took his leave. He had said his say on the borough question, lord or no lord; which to a Briton  and he was a typical Briton  was a satisfaction.

But half an hour later, when he had drawn his nightcap down to his ears and stood, the extinguisher in his hand, he paused. Hes a sober hand for a young man, he thought, a very sober hand. I warrant he will never run his ship on the rocks for lack of a good look-out!


CHAPTER IV

HOMEWARD BOUND

In the corner of the light diligence, seating six inside, which had brought her from Montreuil, Mary Audley leant forward, looking out through the dingy panes for the windmills of Calais. Joséphine slept in the corner facing her, as she had slept for two hours past. Their companions, a French shopkeeper and her child, and an English bagman, sighed and fidgeted, as travellers had cause to sigh and fidget in days when he was lucky who covered the distance from Paris to Calais in twenty-five hours. The coach rumbled on. The sun had set, a small rain was falling. The fading light tinged the plain of the Pas de Calais with a melancholy which little by little dyed the girls thoughts.

She was on her way to her own country, to those on whom she might be dependent without shame. And common sense, of which she had a large share, told her that she had cause, great cause to be thankful. But the flush of relief, to which the opening prospect had given rise, was ebbing. The life before her was new, those amongst whom she must lead that life were strange; nor did the cold phrases of her uncles invitation, which ignored both her father and the letters that she had written, promise an over-warm welcome.

Still, Courage! Mary murmured to herself, Courage! And she recalled a saying which she had learned from the maid, At the worst, ten fingers! Then, seeing that at last they were entering the streets of the town and that the weary journey was over  she had left Paris the day before  she touched Joséphine. We are there, she said.

The maid awoke with her eyes on the bagman, who was stout. Ah! she muttered. In England they are like that! No wonder that they travel seeing that their bones are so padded! But, for me I am one ache.

They jolted over the uneven pavement, crossed a bridge, lumbered through streets scarcely wider than the swaying diligence, at last with a great cracking of whips they swerved to the left and drew up amid the babel of the quay. In a twinkling they were part of it. Porters dragged down, fought for, snatched up their baggage. English-speaking touts shook dirty cards in their faces. Tide-waiters bawled questions in their ears. The postilion, the conductor, all the world stretched greedy palms under their noses. Other travellers ran into them, and they ran into other travellers. All this, in the dusk, in the rain, while the bell on the deck overhead clanged above the roar of the escaping steam, and a man shouted without ceasing, Tower steamer! Tower steamer! Any more for England?

Joséphine, after one bitter exchange of words with a lad who had seized her handbag, thrust her fingers into her ears and resigned herself. Even Mary for a moment was aghast. She was dragged this way and that, she lost one article and recovered it, lost another and recovered that, she lost her ticket and rescued it from a mans hand. At last, her baggage on board, she found herself breathless at the foot of the ladder, with three passengers imploring her to ascend, and six touts clinging to her skirts and crying for drink-money. She had barely time to make her little gift to the kind-hearted maid  who was returning to Paris by the night coach  and no time to thank her, before they were parted. Mary was pushed up the ladder. In a moment she was looking down from the deck on the wet, squalid quay, the pale up-turned faces, the bustling crowd.

She picked out the one face which she knew, and which it pained her to lose. By gestures and smiles, with a tear in the eye, she tried to make amends to Joséphine for the hasty parting, the half-spoken words. The maid on her side was in tears, and after the French fashion was proud of them. So the last minute came. The paddles were already turning, the ship was going slowly astern, when a man pushed his way through the crowd. He clutched the ladder as it was unhooked, and at some risk and much loss of dignity he was bundled on board. There was a lamp amidships, and, as he regained his balance, Mary, smiling in spite of herself, saw that he was an Englishman, a man about thirty, and plainly dressed. Then in her anxiety to see the last of Joséphine she crossed the deck as the ship went about, and she lost sight of him.

She continued to look back and to wave her handkerchief, until nothing remained but a light or two in a bank of shadow. That was the last she was to see of the land which had been her home for ten years; and chilled and lonely she turned about and did what, had she been an older traveller, she would have done before. She sought the after-cabin. Alas, a glance from the foot of the companion was enough! Every place was taken, every couch occupied, and the air, already close, repelled her. She climbed to the deck again, and was seeking some corner where she could sit, sheltered from the wind and rain, when the captain saw her and fell foul of her.

Now, young lady, he said, no womans allowed on deck at night!

Oh, but, she protested, theres no room downstairs!

Wont do, he answered roughly. Lost a woman overboard once, and as much trouble about her as about all the men, drunk or sober, Ive ever carried. All women below, all women below, is the order! Besides, more amicably, as he saw by a ray of lantern-light that she was young and comely, its wet, my dear, and going to be d  d wet, and as dark as Wapping!

But Ive a cloak, she petitioned, if I sit quite still, and  

A tall form loomed up at the captains elbow. This is the lady I am looking for, the new-comer said. It will be all right, Captain Jones.

The captain turned sharply. Oh, my lord, he said, I didnt know; but with petticoats and a dark night, blest if you know where you are! Im sure I beg the young ladys pardon. Quite right, my lord, quite right! With a rough salute he went forward and the darkness swallowed him.

Lord Audley? Mary said. She spoke quietly, but to do so she had to steady her voice.

Yes, he replied. I knew that you were crossing to-night, and as I had to go over this week I chose this evening. Ive reserved a cabin for you.

Oh, but, she remonstrated, I dont think you should have done that! I dont know that I can  

Afford it? he said coolly. Then  as it is a matter of some shillings  your kinsman will presume to pay for it.

It was a small thing, and she let it pass. But who told you, she asked, that I was crossing to-night?

The Princess. You dont feel, I suppose, that as you are crossing, it was my duty to stay in France?

Oh no! she protested.

But you are not sure whether you are more pleased or more vexed? Well, let me show you where your cabin is  it is the size of a milliners box, but by morning you will be glad of it, and that may turn the scale. Moreover, as he led the way across the deck, the stewards boy, when he is not serving gin below, will serve tea above, and at sea tea is not to be scorned. Thats your number  7. And there is the boy. Boy! he called in a voice that ensured obedience, Tea and bread and butter for this lady in number 7 in an hour. See it is there, my lad!

She smiled. I think the tea and bread and butter may turn the scale, she said.

Right, he replied. Then, as it is only eight oclock, why should we not sit in the shelter of this tarpaulin? I see that there are two seats. They might have been put for us.

Is it possible that they were? she asked shrewdly. Well, why not?

She had no reason to give  and the temptation was great. Five minutes before she had been the most lonely creature in the world. The parting from Joséphine, the discomfort of the boat, the dark sea and the darker horizon, the captains rough words, had brought the tears to her eyes. And then, in a moment, to be thought of, provided for, kindly entreated, to be lapped in attentions as in a cloak  in very fact, in another second a warm cloak was about her  who could expect her to refuse this? Moreover, he was her kinsman; probably she owed it to him that she was here.

At any rate she thought that it would be prudish to demur, and she took one of the seats in the lee of the screen. Audley tucked the cloak about her, and took the other. The light of a lantern fell on their faces and the few passengers who still tramped the windy deck could see the pair, and doubtless envied him their shelter. Are you comfortable? he inquired  but before she could answer he whistled softly.

What is it? Mary asked.

Not much. He laughed to himself.

Then she saw coming along the deck towards them a man who had not found his sea-legs. As he approached he took little runs, and now brought up against the rail, now clutched at a stay. Mary knew the man again. He nearly missed the boat, she whispered.

Did he? her companion answered in the same tone. Well, if he had quite missed it, Id have forgiven him. He is going to be ill, Ill wager!

When the man was close to them he reeled, and to save himself he grasped the end of their screen. His eyes met theirs. He was past much show of emotion, but his voice rose as he exclaimed, Audley. Is that you?

It is. We are in for a rough night, Im afraid.

And  pardon me, the stranger hesitated, peering at them, is that Miss Audley with you?

Yes, Mary said, much surprised.

Oh!

This is Mr. Basset, Audley explained. Mary stared at the stranger. The name conveyed nothing to her.

I came to meet you, he said, speaking with difficulty, and now and again casting a wild eye abroad as the deck heaved under him. But I expected to find you at the hotel, and I waited there until I nearly missed the boat. Even then I felt that I ought to learn if you were on board, and I came up to see.

I am very much obliged to you, Mary answered politely, but I am quite comfortable, thank you. It is close below, and Lord Audley found this seat for me. And I have a cabin.

Oh yes! he answered. I think I will go down then if you  if you are sure you want nothing.

Nothing, thank you, Mary answered with decision.

I think I  Ill go, then. Good-night!

With that he went, making desperate tacks in the direction of the companion. Unfortunately what he gained in speed he lost in dignity, and before he reached the hatch Lord Audley gave way to laughter.

Oh, dont! Mary cried. He will hear you. And it was kind of him to look for me when he was not well.

But Audley only laughed the more. You dont catch the full flavor of it, he said. Hes come three hundred miles to meet you, and hes too ill to do anything now hes here!

Three hundred miles to meet me! she cried in astonishment.

Every yard of it! Dont you know who he is? Hes Peter Basset, your uncles nephew by marriage, who lives with him. Hes come, or rather your uncle has sent him, all the way from Stafford to meet you  and hes gone to lie down! Hes gone to lie down! Theres a squire of dames for you! Upon my honor, I never knew anything richer!

And my lords laughter broke out anew.


CHAPTER V

THE LONDON PACKET

Mary laughed with him, but she was not comfortable. What she had seen of the stranger, a man plain in feature and ordinary in figure, one whom the eye would not have remarked in a crowd, did not especially commend him. And certainly he had not shown himself equal to a difficult situation. But the effort he had made to come to her help appealed to her generosity, and she was not sure how far she formed a part of the comedy. So her laughter was from the lips only, and brief. Then, My uncles nephew? she asked thoughtfully.

His wifes nephew. Your uncle married a Basset.

But why did he send him to meet me?

For a simple reason  I should say that he had no one else to send. Your uncle is not a man of many friends.

I understood that some one would meet the boat in London, she said. But I expected a woman.

I fancy the woman would be to seek, he replied. And Basset is a kind of tame cat at the Gatehouse. He lives there a part of the year, though he has an old place of his own up the country. Hes a Staffordshire man born and bred, and I dare say a good fellow in his way, but a dull dog! a dull dog! Are you sure that the wind does not catch you?

She said that she was very comfortable, and they were silent awhile, listening to the monotonous slapping of a rope against the mast and the wash of the waves as they surged past the beam. A single light at the end of the breakwater shone in the darkness behind them. She marked the light grow smaller and more distant, and her thoughts went back to the convent school, to her father, to the third-floor where for a time they had been together, to his care for her  feeble and inefficient, to his illness. And a lump rose in her throat, her hands gripped one another as she strove to hide her feelings. In her heart she whispered a farewell. She was turning her back on her fathers grave. The last tendril which bound her to the old life was breaking.

The light vanished, and gradually the girls reflections sought a new channel. They turned from the past to the present, and dwelt on the man beside her, who had not only thought of her comfort, who had not only saved her from some hours of loneliness, but had probably wrought this change in her life. This was the third time only that she had seen him. Once, some days after that memorable evening, he had called at the Hôtel Lambert, and her employer had sent for her. He had greeted her courteously in the Princesss presence, had asked her kindly if she had heard from England, and had led her to believe that she would hear. And she remembered with a blush that the Princess had looked from one to the other with a smile, and afterwards had had another manner for her.

Meanwhile the man wondered what she was thinking, and waited for her to give him the clue. But she was so long silent that his patience wore thin. It was not for this, it was not to sit silent beside her, that he had taken a night journey and secured these cosey seats.

Well? he said at last.

She turned to him, her eyes wet with tears. It seems so strange, she murmured, to be leaving all and going into a world in which I know no one.

Except the head of your family.

Except you! I suppose that I owe it to you that I am here?

I should be happy if I thought so, he replied, with careful reticence. But we set a stone rolling, we do not know where it falls. You will soon learn  Basset will tell you, if I dont  that your uncle and I are not on good terms. Therefore it is unlikely that he was moved by what I said.

But you said something?

If I did, he answered, smiling, it was against the grain  who likes to put his finger between the door and the jamb? And let me caution you. Your uncle will not suffer meddling on my part, still less a reminder of it. Therefore, as you are going to owe all to him, you will do well to be silent about me.

She was sure that she owed all to him, and she might have said so, but at that moment the boat changed its course and the full force of the wind struck them. The salt spray whipped and stung their faces. Her cloak flew out like a balloon, her scarf pennon-wise, the tarpaulin flapped like some huge bird. He had to spring to the screen, to adjust it to the new course, to secure and tuck in her cloak  and all in haste, with exclamations and laughter, while Mary, sharing the joy of the struggle, and braced by the sting of the salt wind, felt her heart rise. How kind he was, and how strong. How he towered above ordinary men. How safe she felt in his care.

When they were settled anew, she asked him to tell her something about the Gatehouse.

Its a lonely place, he said. It is quite out of the world. I dont know, indeed, how you will exist after the life you have led.

The life I have led! she protested. But that is absurd! Though you saw me in the Princesss salon, you know that my life had nothing in common with hers. I was downstairs no more than three or four times, and then merely to interpret. My life was spent between whitewashed walls, on bare floors. I slept in a room with twenty children, ate with forty  onion soup and thick tartines. The evening I saw you I wore shoes which the maid lent me. And with all that I was thankful, most thankful, to have such a refuge. The great people who met at the Princesss  

And who thought that they were making history! he laughed. Did you know that? Did you know that the Princess was looking to them to save the last morsel of Poland?

No, she said. I did not know. I am very ignorant. But if I were a man, I should love to do things like that.

I believe you would! he replied. Well, there are crusades in England. Only I fear that you will not be in the way of them.

And I am not a princess! But tell me, please, what are they?

You will not be long before you come upon one, he replied, a hint of derision in his tone. You will see a placard in the streets, Shall the peoples bread be taxed? Not quite so romantic as the independence of Poland? But I can tell you that heads are quite as likely to be broken over it.

Surely, she said, there can be only one answer to that.

Just so, he replied dryly. But what is the answer? The land claims high prices that it may thrive; the towns claim cheap bread that they may live. Each says that the country depends upon it. England self-supporting! says one. England the workshop of the world! says the other.

I begin to see.

The land is the strength of the country, argues the squire. Down with monopoly, cries the cotton lord. Then each arms himself with a sword lately forged and called Philanthropy, and with that he searches for chinks in the others armor. See how factories work the babes, drive the women underground, ruin the race, shout the squires. Vote for the land and starvation wages, shout the mill-owners.

But does no one try to find the answer? she asked timidly. Try to find out what is best for the people?

Ah! he rejoined, if by the people you mean the lower classes, they cry, Give us not bread, but votes! And the squires say that that is what the traders who have just got votes dont mean to give them; and so, to divert their attention, dangle cheap bread before their noses!

Mary sighed. I am afraid that I must give it up, she said. I am so ignorant.

Well, he replied thoughtfully. Many are puzzled which side to take, and are waiting to see how the cat jumps. In the meantime every fence is placarded with Speed the Plough! on one side, and The Big Loaf! on the other. The first man you meet thinks the landlord a devourer of widows houses; to the next the mill-owner is an ogre grinding mens bones to make his bread. Even at the Gatehouse I doubt if you will escape the excitement, though there is not a field of wheat within a mile of it!

To me it is like a new world, she said.

Then, when you are in the new world, he replied, smiling as he rose, do not forget Columbus! But here is the lad to tell you that your tea is ready.

He repented when Mary had left him that he had not made better use of his time. It had been his purpose to make such an impression on the girl as might be of use in the future, and he wondered why he had not devoted himself more singly to this; why he had allowed minutes which might have been given to intimate subjects to be wasted in a dry discussion. But there was a quality in Mary that did not lightly invite to gallantry  a gravity and a balance that, had he looked closely into the matter, might have explained his laches.

And in fact he had builded better than he knew, for while he reproached himself, Mary, safe within the tiny bathing machine which the packet company called a cabin, was giving much thought to him. The dip-candle, set within a horn lantern, threw its light on the one comfortable object, the tea-tray, seated beside which she reviewed what had happened, and found it all interesting; his meeting with her, his thought for her, the glimpses he had given her of things beyond the horizon of the convent school, even his diversion into politics. He was not on good terms with her uncle, and it was unlikely that she would see more of him. But she was sure that she would always remember his appearance on the threshold of her new life, that she would always recall with gratitude this crossing and the kindness which had lapped her about and saved her from loneliness.

In her eyes he figured as one of the brilliant circle of the Hôtel Lambert. For her he played a part in great movements and high enterprises such as those which he had revealed to her. His light treatment of them, his air of detachment, had, indeed, chilled her at times; but these were perhaps natural in one who viewed from above and from a distance the ills which it was his task to treat. How ignorant he must think her! How remote from the plane on which he lived, the standards by which he judged, the objects at which he aimed! Yet he had stooped to explain things to her and to make them clear.

She spent an hour deep in thought, and, strange as the life of the ship was to her, she was deaf to the creaking of the timbers, and the surge of the waves as they swept past the beam. At intervals hoarse orders, a rush of feet across the deck, the more regular tramp of rare passengers, caught her attention, only to lose it as quickly. It was late when she roused herself. She saw that the candle was burning low, and she began to make her arrangements for the night.

Midway in them she paused, and colored, aware that she knew his tread from the many that had passed. The footstep ceased. A hand tapped at her door. Yes? she said.

We shall be in the river by daybreak, Audley announced. I thought that you might like to come on deck early. You ought not to miss the river from the Nore to the Pool.

Thank you, she answered.

You shouldnt miss it, he persisted. Greenwich especially!

I shall be there, she replied. It is very good of you. Good-night.

He went away. After all, he was the only man on board shod like a gentleman; it had been odd if she had not known his step! And for going on deck early, why should she not? Was she to miss Greenwich because Lord Audley went to a good bootmaker?

So when Peter Basset, still pale and qualmish, came on deck in the early morning, a little below the Pool, the first person he saw was the girl whom he had come to escort. She was standing high above him on the captains bridge, her hands clasping the rail, her hair blown about and shining golden in the sunshine. Lord Audleys stately form towered above her. He was pointing out this and that, and they were talking gaily; and now and again the captain spoke to them, and many were looking at them. She did not see Basset; he was on the deck below, standing amid the common crowd, and so he was free to look at her as he pleased. He might be said not to have seen her before, and what he saw now bewildered, nay, staggered him. Unwillingly, and to please his uncle, he had come to meet a girl of whom they knew no more than this, that, rescued from some backwater of Paris life, into which a weak and shiftless father had plunged her, she had earned her living, if she had earned it at all, in a dependent capacity. He had looked to find her one of two things; either flashy and underbred, with every fault an Englishman might consider French, or a nice mixture of craft and servility. He had not been able to decide which he would prefer.

Instead he saw a girl tall, slender, and slow of movement, with eyes set under a fine width of brow and grave when they smiled, a chin fuller than perfect beauty required, a mouth a little large, a perfect nose. Auburn hair, thick and waving, drooped over each temple, and framed a face as calm as it was fair. Surely a pearl found on a midden! he thought. And as the thought passed through his mind, Mary looked down. Her eyes roved for a moment over the crowded deck, where some, like Basset, returned her gaze with interest, while others sought their baggage or bawled for missing companions. He was not a man, it has been said, to stand out in a crowd, and her eyes travelled over him without seeing him. Audley spoke to her, she lifted her eyes, she looked ashore again. But the unheeding glance which had not deigned to know him stung Basset! He dubbed her, with all her beauty, proud and hard. Still  to be such and to have sprung from such a life! It was marvellous.

He knew nothing of the convent school with its hourly discipline lasting through years. He did not guess that the obstinacy which had been weakness in the father was strength in the child. Much less could he divine that the improvidence of that father had become a beacon, warning the daughter off the rocks which had been fatal to him! Mary was no miracle, but neither was she proud or hard.

They had passed Erith, and Greenwich with its stately pile and formal gardens glittering in the sunshine of an April morning. The ripple of a westerly wind, meeting the flood, silvered the turbid surface. A hundred wherries skimmed like water-flies hither and thither, long lines of colliers fringed the wharves, tall China clippers forged slowly up under a scrap of foresail, dumb barges deep laden with hay or Barclays Entire, moved mysteriously with the tide. On all sides hoarse voices bawled orders or objurgations. Charmed with the gayety, the movement, the color, Mary could not take her eyes from the scene. The sunshine, the leap of life, the pulse of spring, moved in her blood and put to flight the fears that had weighed on her at nightfall. She told herself with elation that this was England, this was her native land, this was her home.

Meanwhile Audleys mind took another direction. He reflected that in a few minutes he must part from the girl, and must trust henceforth to the impression he had made. For some hours he had scarcely given a thought to Basset, but he recalled him now, and he searched for him in the throng below. He found him at last, pressed against the rail between a fat woman with a basket and a crying child. Their eyes met. My lord glanced away, but he could not refrain from a smile as he pictured the poor affair the other had made of his errand. And Basset saw the smile and read its meaning, and though he was not self  assertive, though he was, indeed, backward to a fault, anger ran through his veins. To have travelled three hundred miles in order to meet this girl, to have found her happy in anothers company, and to have accepted the second place  the position had vexed him even under the qualms of illness. This morning, and since he had seen her, it stirred in him an unwonted resentment. He d  d Audley under his breath, disengaged himself from the basket which the fat woman was thrusting into his ribs, lifted the child aside. He escaped below to collect his effects.

But in a short time he recovered his temper. When the boat began to go about in the crowded Pool and Mary reluctantly withdrew her eyes from the White Tower, darkened by the smoke and the tragedies of twenty generations, she found him awaiting them at the foot of the ladder. He was still pale, and the girls conscience smote her. For many hours she had not given him a thought. I hope you are better, she said gently.

Horrid thing, mal de mer! remarked my lord, with a gleam of humor in his eye.

Thank you, I am quite right this morning, Basset answered.

You go from Euston Grove, I suppose?

Yes. The morning train starts in a little over an hour.

No more was said, and they went ashore together. Audley, an old traveller, and one whose height and presence gave weight to his orders, saw to Marys safety in the crowd, shielded her from touts and tide-waiters, took the upper hand. He watched the aproned porters disappearing with the baggage in the direction of the Custom House, and a thought struck him. I am sorry that my servant is not here, he said. He would see our things through without troubling us. His eyes met Bassets.

Basset disdained to refuse. I will do it, he said. He received the keys and followed the baggage.

Audley looked at Mary and laughed. I think youll find him useful, he said. Takes a hint and is not too forward.

For shame! she cried. It is very good of him to go. But she could not refrain from a smile.

Well trained, Audley continued in a whimsical tone, fetches and carries, barks at the name of Peel and growls at the name of Cobden, gives up a stick when required, could be taught to beg  by the right person.

She laughed  she could not resist his manner. But you are not very kind, she said. Please to call a  whatever we need. He shall not do everything.

Everything? Lord Audley echoed. He should do nothing, in a lower tone, if I had my way.

Mary blushed.


CHAPTER VI

FIELD AND FORGE

The window of the clumsy carriage was narrow, but Mary gazed through it as if she could never see enough of the flying landscape, the fields, the woods, the ivy-clad homes and red-roofed towns that passed in procession before her. The emotions of those who journeyed for the first time on a railway at a speed four times as great as that of the swiftest High-flier that ever devoured the road are forgotten by this generation. But they were vivid. The thing was a miracle. And though by this time men had ceased to believe that he who passed through the air at sixty miles an hour must of necessity cease to breathe, the novice still felt that he could never tire of the panorama so swiftly unrolled before him.

And it was not only wonder, it was admiration that held Mary chained to the window. Her infancy had been spent in a drab London street, her early youth in the heart of a Paris which was still gloomy and mediæval. Some beautiful things she had seen on fête days, the bend of the river at Meudon or St. Germain, and once the Forest of Fontainebleau; on Sundays the Bois. But the smiling English meadows, the gray towers of village churches, the parks and lawns of manor-houses, the canals with their lines of painted barges, and here and there a gay packet boat  she drank in the beauty of these, and more than once her eyes grew dim. For a time Basset, seated in the opposite corner, did not exist for her; while he, behind the Morning Chronicle, made his observations and took note of her at his leisure. The longer he looked the more he marvelled.

He asked himself with amusement what John Audley would think of her when he, too, should see her. He anticipated the old mans surprise on finding her so remote from their preconceived ideas of her. He wondered what she would think of John Audley.

And while he pondered, and now scanned his paper without reading it, and now stole another glance at her, he steeled himself against her. She might not have been to blame, it might not have been her fault; but, between them, the two on the boat had put him in his place and he could not forget it. He had cut a poor figure, and he resented it. He foresaw that in the future she would be dependent on him for society, and he would be a fool if he then forgot the lesson he had learned. She had a good face, but probably her up-bringing had been anything but good. Probably it had taught her to make the most of the moment and of the man of the moment, and he would be foolish if he let her amuse herself with him. He had seen in what light she viewed him when other game was afoot, and he would deserve the worst if he did not remember this.

Presently an embankment cut off the view, and she withdrew her eyes from the window. In her turn she took the measure of her companion. It seemed to her that his face was too thoughtful for his years, and that his figure was insignificant. The eye which had accustomed itself to Lord Audleys port and air found Basset slight and almost mean. She smiled as she recalled the skill with which my lord had set him aside and made use of him.

Still, he was a part of the life to which she was hastening, and curiosity stirred in her. He was in possession, he was in close relations with her uncle, he knew many things which she was anxious to know. Much of her comfort might depend on him. Presently she asked him what her uncle was like.

You will see for yourself in a few hours, he replied, his tone cold and almost ungracious. Did not Lord Audley describe him?

No. And you seem, with a faint smile, to be equally on your guard, Mr. Basset.

Not at all, he retorted. But I think it better to leave you to judge for yourself. I have lived too near to Mr. Audley to  to criticise him.

She colored.

Let me give you one hint, however, he continued in the same dry tone; you will be wise not to mention Lord Audley to him. They are not on good terms.

I am sorry.

He shrugged his shoulders. It cannot be said to be unnatural, after what has happened.

She considered this. What has happened? she asked after a pause.

Well, the claim to the peerage, if nothing else  

What claim? she asked. Whose claim? What peerage? I am quite in the dark.

He stared. He did not believe her. Your uncles claim, he said curtly. Then as she still looked a question, You must know, he continued, that your uncle claimed the title which Lord Audley bears, and the property which goes with it. And that the decision was only given against him three months ago.

I know nothing of it, she said. I never heard of the claim.

Really? he replied. He hardly deigned to veil his incredulity. Yet if your uncle had succeeded you were the next heir.

I?

Yes, you.

Then her face shook his unbelief. She turned slowly and painfully red. Is it possible? she said. You are not playing with me?

Certainly I am not. Do you mean that Lord Audley never told you that? Never told you that you were interested?

Never! He only told me that he was not on good terms with my uncle, and that for that reason he would leave me to learn the rest at the Gatehouse.

Well, that was right, Basset answered. It is as well, since you have to live with Mr. Audley, that you should not be prejudiced against him.

No doubt, she said dryly. But I do not understand why he did not answer my letters.

Did you write to him?

Twice. She was going to explain the circumstances, but she refrained. Why appeal to the sympathies of one who seemed so cold, so distant, so indifferent?

He cannot have had the letters, Basset decided after a pause.

Then how did he come to write to me at last?

Lord Audley sent your address to him.

Ah! she said. I supposed so. With an air of finality she turned to the window, and for some time she was silent. Her mind had much upon which to work.

She was silent for so long that before more was said they were running through the outskirts of Birmingham, and Mary awoke with a shock to another and sadder side of England. In place of parks and homesteads she saw the England of the workers  workers at that time exploited to the utmost in pursuance of a theory of economy that heeded only the wealth of nations, and placed on that wealth the narrowest meaning. They passed across squalid streets, built in haste to meet the needs of new factories, under tall chimneys the smoke of which darkened the sky without hindrance, by vile courts, airless and almost sunless. They looked down on sallow children whose only playground was the street and whose only school-bell was the whistle that summoned them at dawn to premature toil. Haggard women sat on doorsteps with puling babes in their arms. Lines of men, whose pallor peered through the grime, propped the walls, or gazed with apathy at the train. For a few minutes Mary forgot not only her own hopes and fears, but the aloofness and even the presence of her companion. When they came to a standstill in the station, where they had to change on to the Grand Junction Railway, Basset had to speak twice before she understood that he wished her to leave the carriage.

What a dreadful place! she exclaimed.

Well, it is not beautiful, Basset admitted. One does not look for beauty in Birmingham and the Black Country.

He got her some tea, and marshalled her carefully to the upper line. But his answer had jarred upon her, and when they were again seated, Mary kept her thoughts to herself. Beyond Birmingham their route skirted towns rather than passed through them, but she saw enough to deepen the impression which the lanes and alleys of that place had made upon her. The sun had set and the cold evening light revealed in all their meanness the rows of naked cottages, the heaps of slag and cinders, the starveling horses that stood with hanging heads on the dreary lands. As darkness fell, fires shone out here and there, and threw into Dantesque relief the dark forms of half-naked men toiling with fury to feed the flames. The change which an hour had made in all she saw seemed appalling to the girl; it filled her with awe and sadness. Here, so near the paradise of the country and the plough, was the Inferno of the town, the forge, the pit! Here, in place of the thatched cottage and the ruddy faces, were squalor and sunken cheeks and misery and dearth.

She thought of the question which Lord Audley had raised twenty-four hours before, and which he had told her was racking the minds of men  should food be taxed? And she fancied that there was, there could be, but one answer. These toiling masses, these slaves of the hammer and the pick, must be fed, and, surely, so fed that a margin, however small, however meagre, might be saved out of which to better their sordid lot.

We call this the Black Country, Basset explained, feeling the silence irksome. After all, she was in his charge, in a way she was his guest. He ought to amuse her.

It is well named, she answered. Is there anything in England worse than this?

Well, round Hales Owen and Dudley, he rejoined, it may be worse. And at Cradley Heath it may be rougher. More women and children are employed in the pits; and where women make chains  well, its pretty bad.

She had spoken dryly to hide her feelings. He replied in a tone as matter-of-fact, through lack of feeling. For this he was not so much to blame as she fancied, for that which horrified her was to him an everyday matter, one of the facts of life with which he had been familiar from boyhood. But she did not understand this. She judged him and condemned him. She did not speak again.

By and by, We shall be at Penkridge in twenty minutes, he said. After that a nine-miles drive will take us to the Gatehouse, and your journey will be over. But I fear that you will find the life quiet after Paris.

I was very quiet in Paris.

But you were in a large house.

I was at the Princess Czartoriskis.

Of course. I suppose it was there that you met Lord Audley?

Yes.

Well, after that kind of life, I am afraid that the Gatehouse will have few charms for you. It is very remote, very lonely.

She cut him short with impatience, the color rising to her face. I thought you understood, she said, that I was in the Princesss house as a governess? It was my business to take care of a number of children, to eat with them, to sleep with them, to see that they washed their hands and kept their hair clean. That was my position, Mr. Basset. I do not wish it to be misunderstood.

But if that were so, he stammered, how did you  

Meet Lord Audley, she replied. Very simply. Once or twice the Princess ordered me to descend to the salon to interpret. On one of these occasions Lord Audley saw me and learned  who I was.

Indeed, he said. I see. Perhaps he had had it in his mind to test her and the truth of Audleys letter, which nothing in her or in my lords conduct seemed to confirm. He did not know if this had been in his mind, but in any case the result silenced him. She was either very honest or very clever. Many girls, he knew, would have slurred over the facts, and not a few would have boasted of the Princesss friendship and the Princesss society, and the Princesss hôtel, and brought up her name a dozen times a day.

She is very clever, he thought, or she is  good. But for the moment he steeled himself against the latter opinion.

No other travellers alighted at Penkridge, and he went away to claim the baggage, while she waited, cold and depressed, on the little platform which, lit by a single oil lamp, looked down on a dim churchyard. Dusk was passing into night, and the wind, sweeping across the flat, whipped her skirts and chilled her blood. Her courage sank. A light or two betrayed the nearness of the town, but in every other direction dull lines of willows or pale stretches of water ran into the night.

Five minutes before she had resented Bassets company, now she was glad to see him return. He led the way to the road in silence. The carriage is late, he muttered, but even as he spoke the quick tramp of a pair of horses pushed to speed broke on them, lights appeared, a moment later a fly pulled up beside them and turned. You are late, Basset said.

There! the man replied. Minutes might be guineas since trains came in, dang em! Give me the days when five minutes made neither man nor mouse, and gentry kept their own time.

Well, let us get off now.

I ask no better, Squire. Please yourself and youll please me.

When they were shut in, Basset laughed. Stafford manners! he said. Youll become used to them!

Is this my uncles carriage? she asked.

No, he replied, smiling in the darkness. He does not keep one.

She said no more. Though she could not see him, her shoulder touched his, and his nearness and the darkness in which they sat troubled her, though she was not timid. They rode thus for a minute or two, then trundled through a narrow street, dimly lit by shop windows; again they were in the dark and the country. Presently the pace dropped to a walk as they began to ascend.

She fancied, peering out on her side, that they were winding up through woods. Branches swept the sides of the carriage. They jolted into ruts and jolted out of them. By and by they were clear of the trees and the road seemed to be better. The moon, newly risen, showed her a dreary upland, bare and endless, here dotted with the dark stumps of trees, there of a deeper black as if fire had swept over it and scarred it. They met no one, saw no sign of habitation. To the girl, accustomed all her life to streets and towns, the place seemed infinitely desolate  a place of solitude and witches and terror and midnight murder.

What is this? she asked, shivering.

This is the Great Chase, he said. Riddsley, on the farther side, is our nearest town, but since the railway was opened we use Penkridge Station.

His practical tone steadied her, but she was tired, and the loneliness which she had felt while she waited on the bleak platform weighed heavily on her. To what was she going? How would her uncle receive her? This dreary landscape, the gaunt signpost that looked like a gibbet and might have been one, the skeleton trees that raised bare arms to heaven, the scream of a dying rabbit, all added to the depression of the moment. She was glad when at last the carriage stopped at a gate. Basset alighted and opened the gate. He stepped in again, they went on. There were now shadowy trees about them, sparsely set. They jolted unevenly over turf.

Are we there? she asked, a tremor in her voice.

Very nearly, he said. Another mile and we shall be there. This is Beaudelays Park.

She called pride to her aid, and he did not guess  for all day he had marked her self-possession  that she was trembling. Vainly she told herself that she was foolish, that nothing could happen to her, nothing that mattered. What, after all, was a cold reception, what was her uncles frown beside the poverty and the hazards from which she had escaped? Vainly she reassured herself; she could not still the rapid beating of her heart.

He might have said a word to cheer her. But he did not know that she was suffering, and he said no word. She came near to hating him for his stolidity and his silence. He was inhuman! A block!

She peered through the misty glass, striving to see what was before them. But she could make out no more than the dark limbs of trees, and now and then a trunk, which shone as the light of the lamp slipped over it, and as quickly vanished. Suddenly they shot from turf to hard road, passed through an open gateway, for an instant the lamp on her side showed a grotesque pillar  they wheeled, they stopped. Within a few feet of her a door stood open, and in the doorway a girl held a lantern aloft in one hand, and with the other screened her eyes from the light.


CHAPTER VII

MR. JOHN AUDLEY

An hour later Basset was seated on one side of a wide hearth, on the other John Audley faced him. The library in which they sat was the room which Basset loved best in the world. It was a room of silence and large spaces, and except where four windows, tall and narrow, broke one wall, it was lined high with the companions of silence  books. The ceiling was of black oak, adorned at the crossings of the joists and beams with emblems, butterflies, and Stafford knots and the like, once bright with color, and still soberly rich. A five-sided bay enlarged each of the two inner corners of the room and broke the outlines. One of these bays shrined a window, four-mullioned, the other a spiral staircase. An air of comfort and stateliness pervaded the whole; here the great scutcheon over the mantel, there the smaller coats on the chair-backs blended their or and gules with the hues of old rugs and the dun bindings of old folios. There were books on the four or five tables, and books on the Cromwell chairs; and charts and deeds, antique weapons and silver pieces, all the tools and toys of the antiquary, lay broadcast. Against the door hung a blazoned pedigree of the Audleys of Beaudelays. It was six feet long and dull with age.

But Basset, as he faced his companion, was not thinking of the room, or of the pursuits with which it was connected in his mind, and which, more than affection and habit, bound him to John Audley. He moved restlessly in his chair, then stretched his legs to meet the glow of the wood fire. All the same, he said, I think you would have done well to see her to-night, sir.

Pooh! pooh! John Audley answered with lazy good humor. Why? It doesnt matter what I think of her or she thinks of me. Its what Peter thinks of Mary and Mary thinks of Peter that matters. Thats what matters! He chuckled as he marked the others annoyance. She is a beauty, is she?

I didnt say so.

But you think it. You dont deceive me at this time of day. And stand-off, is she? Thats for the marines and innocent young fellows like you who think women angels. Ill be bound that shes her mothers daughter, and knows her value and will see that she fetches it! Trading blood will out!

To the eye that looked and glanced away John Audley, lolling in his chair, in a quilted dressing-gown with silk facings, was a plump and pleasant figure. His face was fresh-colored, and would have been comely if the cheeks had not been a little pendulous. His hair was fine and white and he wore it long, and his hands were shapely and well cared for. As he said his last word he poured a little brandy into a glass and filled it up with water. Heres to the wooing thats not long adoing! he said, his eyes twinkling. He seemed to take a pleasure in annoying the other.

He was so far successful that Basset swore softly. Its silly to talk like that, he said, when I have hardly known the girl twenty-four hours and have scarcely said ten times as many words to her.

But youre going to say a good many more words to her! Audley retorted, grinning. Sweet, pretty words, my boy! But there, there, he continued, veering between an elfish desire to tease and a desire equally strong to bring the other to his way of thinking. Im only joking. I know youll never let that devil have his way! Youll never leave the course open for him! I know that. But theres no hurry! Theres no hurry. Though, lord, how I sweated when I read his letter! I had never a wink of sleep the night after.

I dont suppose that hes given a thought to her in that way, Basset answered. Why should he?

John Audley leant forward, and his face underwent a remarkable change. It became a pale, heavy mask, out of which his eyes gleamed, small and malevolent. Dont talk like a fool! he said harshly. Of course he means it. And if shes fool enough all my plans, all my pains, all my rights  and once you come to your senses and help me I shall have my rights  all, all, all will go for nothing. For nothing! He sank back in his chair. There! now youve excited me. Youve excited me, and you know that I cant bear excitement! His hand groped feebly for his glass, and he raised it to his lips. He gasped once or twice. The color came back to his face.

I am sorry, Basset said.

Ay, ay. But be a good lad. Be a good lad. Make up your mind to help me at the Great House.

Basset shook his head.

To help me, and twenty-four hours  only twenty-four hours, man  may make all the difference! All the difference in the world to me.

I have told you my views about it, Basset said doggedly. He shifted uneasily in his chair. I cannot do it, sir, and I wont.

John Audley groaned. Well, well! he answered. Ill say no more now. Ill say no more now. When you and she have made it up  in vain Basset shook his head youll see the question in another light. Ay, believe me, you will. Itll be your business then, and your interest, and nothing venture, nothing win! Youll see it differently. Youll help the old man to his rights then.

Basset shrugged his shoulders, but thought it useless to protest. The other sighed once or twice and was silent also. At length, You never told me that you had heard from her, Basset said.

That Id   John Audley broke off. What is it, Toft? he asked over his shoulder.

A man-servant, tall, thin, lantern-jawed, had entered unseen. I came to see if you wanted anything more, sir? he said.

Nothing, nothing, Toft. Good-night! He spoke impatiently, and he watched the man out before he went on. Then, Perhaps I heard from her, perhaps I didnt, he said. Its some time ago. What of it?

She was in great distress when she wrote.

John Audley raised his eyebrows. What of it! he repeated. She was that womans daughter. When Peter married a tradesmans daughter  married a   He did not continue. His thoughts trickled away into silence. The matter was not worthy of his attention.

But by and by he roused himself. Youve ridiculous scruples, he said. Absurd scruples. But, briskly, theres that much of good in this girl that I think shell put an end to them. You must brighten up, my lad, and spark it a little! Youre too grave.

Damn! said Basset. For Gods sake, dont begin it all again. Ive told you that Ive not the least intention  

Shell see to that if shes what I think her, John Audley retorted cheerfully. If shes her mothers daughter! But very well, very well! Well change the subject. Ive been working at the Feathers  the Princes Feathers.

Have you gone any farther? Basset asked, forcing an interest which would have been ready enough at another time.

I might have, but I had a visitor.

Visitors were rare at the Gatehouse, and Basset wondered. Who was it? he asked.

Bagenal the maltster from Riddsley. He came about some political rubbish. Some trouble they are having with Mottisfont. D  n Mottisfont! What do I care about him? They think he isnt running straight  that hes going in for corn-law repeal. And Bagenal and the other fools think that that will be the ruin of the town.

But Mottisfont is a Tory, Basset objected.

So is Peel. They are both in Bagenals bad books. Bagenal is sure that Peel is going back to the cotton people he came from. Spinning Jenny spinning round again!

I see.

I asked him, Audley continued, rubbing his knees with sly enjoyment, what Stubbs the lawyer was doing about it. Hes the party manager. Why didnt he come to me?

Basset smiled. What did he say to that?

Hummed and hawed. At last he said that owing to Stubbss connection with  you know who  it was thought that he was not the right person to come to me. So I asked him what Stubbss employer was going to do about it.

Ah!

He didnt know what to say to that, the ass! Thought I should go the other way, you see. So I told him  John Audley laughed maliciously as he spoke that, for the landed interest, the law had taken away my land, and, for politics, I would not give a d  n for either party in a country where men did not get their rights! Lord! how he looked!

Well, you didnt hide your feelings.

Why should I? John Audley asked cheerfully. What will they do for me? Nothing. Will they move a finger to right me? No. Then a plague on both their houses! He snapped his fingers in schoolboy fashion and rose to his feet. He lit a candle, taking a light from the fire with a spill. I am going to bed now, Peter. Unless   he paused, the candlestick in his hand, and gazed fixedly at his companion. Lord, man, what we could do in two or three hours! In two or three hours. This very night!

Ive told you that I will have nothing to do with it! Basset repeated.

John Audley sighed, and removing his eyes, poked the wick of the candle with the snuffers. Well, he said, good-night. We must look to bright eyes and red lips to convert you. What a man wont do for another he will do for himself, Peter. Good-night.

Left alone, Basset stared fretfully at the fire. It was not the first time by scores that John Audley had tried him and driven him almost beyond bearing. But habit is a strong tie, and a common taste is a bond even stronger. In this room, and from the elder man, Basset had learned to trace a genealogy, to read a coat, to know a bar from a bend, to discourse of badges and collars under the guidance of the learned Anstie or the ingenious Le Neve. There he had spent hours flitting from book to book and chart to chart in the pursuit, as thrilling while it lasted as any fox-chase, of some family link, the origin of this, the end of that, a thing of value only to those who sought it, but to them all-important. He could recall many a day so spent while rain lashed the tall mullioned windows or sunlight flooded the window-seat in the bay; and these days had endeared to him every nook in the library from the folio shelves in the shadowy corner under the staircase to the cosey table near the hearth which was called Mr. Bassets, and enshrined in a long drawer a tree of the Bassets of Blore.

For he as well as Audley came of an ancient and shrunken stock. He also could count among his forbears men who had fought at Blore Heath and Towton, or had escaped by a neck from the ruin of the Gunpowder Plot. So he had fallen early under the spell of the elder mans pursuits, and, still young, had learned from him to live in the past. Later the romantic solitude of the Gatehouse, where he had spent more of the last six years than in his own house at Blore, had confirmed him in the habit.

Under the surface, however, the two men remained singularly unlike. While a fixed idea had narrowed John Audleys vision to the inhuman, the younger man, under a dry and reserved exterior  he was shy, and his undrained acres, his twelve hundred a year, poorly supported an ancient name  was not only human, but in his way was something of an idealist. He dreamed dreams, he had his secret aspirations, at times ambition of the higher kind stirred in him, he planned plans and another life than this. But always  this was a thing inbred in him  he put forward the commonplace, as the cuttle-fish sheds ink, and hid nothing so shyly as the visions which he had done nothing to make real. On those about him he made no deep impression, though from one border of Staffordshire to the other his birth won respect. Politics viewed as a game, and a selfish game, had no attraction for him. Quarter Sessions and the Bench struck no spark from him. At the Races and the County Ball richer men outshone him. But given something to touch his heart and fire his ambition, he had qualities. He might still show himself in another light.

Something of this, for no reason that he could imagine, some feeling of regret for past opportunities, passed through his mind as he sat fretting over John Audleys folly. But after a time he roused himself and became aware that he was tired; and he rose and lit a candle. He pushed back the smouldering logs and slowly and methodically he put out the lights. He gave a last thought to John Audley. There was always one maggot in his head, he muttered, now theres a second. What I would not do to please him, he thinks I shall do to please another! Well, he does not know her yet!

He went to bed.


CHAPTER VIII

THE GATEHOUSE

It is within the bounds of imagination that death may make no greater change in our inner selves than is wrought at times by a new mood or another outlook. When Mary, an hour before the world was astir on the morning after her arrival, let herself out of the Gatehouse, and from its threshold as from a ledge saw the broad valley of the Trent stretched before her in all the beauty of a May morning, her alarm of the past night seemed incredible. At her feet a sharp slope, clothed in gorse and shrub, fell away to meet the plain. It sank no more than a couple of hundred feet, but this was enough to enable her to follow the silver streak of the river winding afar between park and coppice and under many a church tower. Away to the right she could see the three graceful spires of Lichfield, and southward, where an opal haze closed the prospect, she could imagine the fringe of the Black Country, made beautiful by distance.

In sober fact few parts of England are less inviting than the low lands of Staffordshire, when the spring floods cover them or the fogs of autumn cling to the cold soil. But in spring, when larks soar above them and tall, lop-sided elms outline the fields, they have their beauty; and Mary gazed long at the fair prospect before she turned her back on it and looked at the house that was fated to be her home.

It was what its name signified, a gatehouse; yet by turns it could be a sombre and a charming thing. Some Audley of noble ideas, a man long dead, had built it to be the entrance to his demesne. The park wall, overhung by trees, still ran right and left from it, but the road which had once passed through the archway now slid humbly aside and entered the park by a field gate. A wide-latticed Tudor tower, rising two stories above the arch and turreted at the four corners, formed the middle. It was buttressed on either hand by a lower building, flush with it and of about the same width. The tower was of yellowish stone, the wings were faced with stained stucco. Right and left of the whole a plot of shrubs masked on the one hand the stables, on the other the kitchens  modern blocks set back to such a distance that each touched the old part at a corner only.

He who had planned the building had set it cunningly on the brow of the Great Chase, so that, viewed from the vale, it rose against the skyline. On dark days it broke the fringe of woodland and stood up, gloomy and forbidding, the portal of a Doubting Castle. On bright days, with its hundred diamond panes a-glitter in the sunshine, it seemed to be the porch of a fairy palace, the silent home of some Sleeping Beauty. At all times it imposed itself upon men below and spoke of something beyond, something unseen, greater, mysterious.

To Mary Audley, who saw it at its best, the very stains of the plaster glorified by the morning light, it was a thing of joy. She fancied that to live behind those ancient mullioned windows, to look out morning and evening on that spacious landscape, to feel the bustle of the world so remote, must in itself be happiness. For a time she could not turn from it.

But presently the desire to explore her new surroundings seized her and she re-entered the house. A glance at the groined roof of the hall  many a gallant horseman had ridden under it in his time  proved that it was merely the archway closed and fitted with a small door and window at either end. She unlocked the farther door and passed into a paved court, in which the grass grew between the worn flags. In the stables on the left a dog whined. The kitchens were on the other hand, and before her an opening flanked by tall heraldic beasts broke a low wall, built of moss-grown brick. She ventured through it and uttered a cry of delight.

Near at hand, under cover of a vast chestnut tree, were traces of domestic labor: a grindstone, a saw-pit, a woodpile, coops with clucking hens. But beyond these the sward, faintly lined at first with ruts, stretched away into forest glades, bordered here by giant oaks brown in bud, there by the yellowish-green of beech trees. In the foreground lay patches of gorse, and in places an ancient thorn, riven and half prostrate, crowned the russet of last years bracken with a splash of cream. Heedless of the spectator, rabbits sat making their toilet, and from every brake birds filled the air with a riot of song.

To one who had seen little but the streets of Paris, more sordid then than now, the scene was charming. Marys eyes filled, her heart swelled. Ah, what a home was here! She had espied on her journey many a nook and sheltered dell, but nothing that could vie with this! Heedless of her thin shoes, with no more than a handkerchief on her head, she strayed on and on. By and by a track, faintly marked, led her to the left. A little farther, and old trees fell into line on either hand, as if in days long gone, before age thinned their ranks, they had formed an avenue.

For a time she sat musing on a fallen trunk, then the hawthorn that a few paces away perfumed the spring air moved her to gather an armful of it. She forgot that time was passing, almost she forgot that she had not breakfasted, and she might have been nearly a mile from the Gatehouse when she was startled by a faint hail that seemed to come from behind her. She looked back and saw Basset coming after her.

He, too, was hatless  he had set off in haste  and he was out of breath. She turned with concern to meet him. Am I very late, Mr. Basset? she asked, her conscience pricking her. What if this first morning she had broken the rules?

Oh no, he said. And then, Youve not been farther than this?

No. I am afraid my uncle is waiting?

Oh no. He breakfasts in his own room. But Etruria told me that you had gone this way, and I followed. I see that you are not empty-handed.

No. And she thrust the great bunch of may under his nose  who would not have been gay, who would not have lost her reserve in such a scene, on such a morning? Isnt it fresh? Isnt it delicious?

As he stooped to the flowers his eyes met hers smiling through the hawthorn sprays, and he saw her as he had not seen her before. Her gravity had left her. Spring laughed in her eyes, youth fluttered in the tendrils of her hair, she was the soul of May. And what she had found of beauty in the woodland, of music in the larks songs, of perfume in the blossoms, of freshness in the morning, the man found in her; and a shock, never to be forgotten, ran through him. He did not speak. He smelled the hawthorn in silence.

But a few seconds later  as men reckon time  he took note of his feelings, and he was startled. He had not been prepared to like her, we know; many things had armed him against her. But before the witchery of her morning face, the challenge of her laughing eyes, he awoke to the fact that he was in danger. He had to own that if he must live beside her day by day and would maintain his indifference, he must steel himself. He must keep his first impressions of her always before him, and be careful. And be very careful  if even that might avail.

For a hundred paces he walked at her side, listening without knowing what she said. Then his coolness returned, and when she asked him why he had come after her without his hat he was ready.

I had better tell you, he answered, this path is little used. It leads to the Great House, and your uncle, owing to his quarrel with Lord Audley, does not like any one to go farther in that direction than the Yew Tree Walk. You can see the Walk from here  the yews mark the entrance to the gardens. I thought that it would be unfortunate if you began by displeasing him, and I came after you.

It was very good of you, she said. Her face was not gay now. Does Lord Audley live there  when he is at home?

No one lives there, he explained soberly. No one has lived there for three generations. Its a ruin  I was going to say, a nightmare. The greater part of the house was burnt down in a carouse held to celebrate the accession of George the Third. The Audley of that day rebuilt it on a great scale, but before it was finished he gave a housewarming, at which his only son quarrelled with a guest. The two fought at daybreak, and the son was killed beside the old Butterfly in the Yew Walk  you will see the spot some day. The father sent away the builders and never looked up again. He diverted much of his property, and a cousin came into the remainder and the title, but the house was never finished, the windows in the new part were never glazed. In the old part some furniture and tapestry decay; in the new are only bats and dust and owls. So it has stood for eighty years, vacant in the midst of neglected gardens. In the sunlight it is one of the most dreary things you can imagine. By moonlight it is better, but unspeakably melancholy.

How dreadful, she said in a low voice. I almost wish, Mr. Basset, that you had not told me. They say in France that if you see the dead without touching them, you dream of them. I feel like that about the house.

It crossed his mind that she was talking for effect. It is only a house after all, he said.

But our house, with a touch of pride. Then, What are those? she asked, pointing to the gray shapeless beasts, time-worn and weather-stained, that flanked the entrance to the courtyard.

They are, or once were, Butterflies, the badge of the Audleys. These hold shields. You will see the Butterflies in many places in the Gatehouse. You will find them with mens faces and sometimes with a fret on the wings. Your uncle says that they are not butterflies, but moths, that have eaten the Audley fortunes.

It was a thought that matched the picture he had drawn of the deserted house, and Mary felt that the morning had lost its brightness. But not for long. Basset led her into a room on the right of the hall, and the sight drew from her a cry of pleasure. On three sides the dark wainscot rose eight feet from the floor; above, the walls were whitewashed to the ceiling and broken by dim portraits, on stretchers and without frames. On the fourth side where the panelling divided the room from a serving-room, once part of it, it rose to the ceiling. The stone hearth, the iron dogs, the matted floor, the heavy chairs and oak table, all were dark and plain and increased the austerity of the room.

At the end of the table places were laid for three, and Toft, who had set on the breakfast, was fixing the kettle amid the burning logs.

Is Mr. Audley coming down? Basset asked.

He bade me lay for him, Toft replied dryly. I doubt if he will come. You had better begin, sir. The young lady, with a searching look at her, must want her breakfast.

I am afraid I do, Mary confessed.

Yes, we will begin, Basset said. He invited her to make the tea.

When they were seated, You like the room?

I love it, she answered.

So do I, he rejoined, more soberly. The panelling is linen  pattern of the fifteenth century  you see the folds? It was saved from the old house. I am glad you like it.

I love it, she said again. But after that she grew thoughtful, and during the rest of the meal she said little. She was thinking of what was before her; of the unknown uncle, whose bread she was eating, and upon whom she was going to be dependent. What would he be like? How would he receive her? And why was every one so reticent about him  so reticent that he was beginning to be something of an ogre to her? When Toft presently appeared and said that Mr. Audley was in the library and would see her when she was ready, she lost color. But she answered the man with self-possession, asked quietly where the library was, and had not Bassets eyes been on her face he would have had no notion that she was troubled.

As it was, he waited for her to avow her misgiving  he was prepared to encourage her. But she said nothing.

None the less, at the last moment, with her hand on the door of the library, she hesitated. It was not so much fear of the unknown relative whom she was going to see that drove the blood from her cheek, as the knowledge that for her everything depended upon him. Her new home, its peace, its age, its woodland surroundings, fascinated her. It promised her not only content, but happiness. But as her stay in it hung upon John Audleys will, so her pleasure in it, and her enjoyment of it, depended upon the relations between them. What would they be? How would he receive her? What would he be like? At last she called up her courage, turned the handle, and entered the library.

For a moment she saw no one. The great room, with its distances and its harmonious litter, appeared to be empty. Then, Mary, my dear, said a pleasant voice, welcome to the Gatehouse! And John Audley rose from his seat at a distant table and came towards her.

The notion which she had formed of him vanished in a twinkling, and with it her fears. She saw before her an elderly gentleman, plump and kindly, who walked with a short tripping step, and wore the swallow-tailed coat with gilt buttons which the frock-coat had displaced. He took her hand with a smile, kissed her on the forehead, and led her to a chair placed beside his own. He sat for a moment holding her hand and looking at her.

Yes, I see the likeness, he said, after a moments contemplation. But, my dear, how is this? There are tears in your eyes, and you tremble.

I think, she said, I was a little afraid of you, sir.

Well, you are not afraid now, he replied cheerfully. And you wont be again. You wont be again. My dear, welcome once more to the Gatehouse. I hope that it may be your home until another is offered you. Things came between your father and me  I shall never mention them again, and dont you, my dear!  this a little hurriedly dont you; all that is buried now, and I must make it up to you. Your letters? he continued, patting her hand. Yes, Peter told me that you wrote to me. I need not say that I never had them. No, never had them  Toft, what is it?

The change in his voice struck her. The servant had come in quietly. Mr. Basset, sir, has lost  

Another time! John Audley replied curtly. Another time! I am engaged now. Go! Then when the door had closed behind the servant, No, my dear, he continued, I need not say that I never had them, so that I first heard of your troubles through a channel upon which I will not dwell. However, many good things come by bad ways, Mary. I hope you like the Gatehouse?

It is charming! she cried with enthusiasm.

It has only one drawback, he said.

She was clever enough to understand that he referred to its owner, and to escape from the subject. This room, she said, is perfection. I have never seen anything like it, sir.

It is a pleasant room, he said, looking round him. There is our coat over the mantel, gules, a fret or; like all old coats, very simple. Some think it is the Lacy Knot; the Audley of Edward the Firsts time married a Lacy. But we bore our old coat of three Butterflies later than that, for before the fall of Roger Mortimer, who was hung at Tyburn, he married his daughter to an Audley, and the escheaters found the wedding chamber in his house furnished with our Butterflies. Later the Butterfly survived as our badge. You see it there! he continued, pointing it out among the mouldings of the ceiling. There is the Stafford Knot, the badge of the great Dukes of Buckingham, the noblest of English families; it is said that the last of the line, a cobbler, died at Newport, not twenty miles from here. We intermarried with them, and through them with Peters people, the Bassets. That is the Lovel Wolf, and there is the White Wolf of the Mortimers  all badges. But you do not know, I suppose, what a badge is?

I am afraid not, she said, smiling. But I am as proud of our Butterfly, and as proud to be an Audley, sir, as if I knew more.

Peter must give you some lessons in heraldry, he answered. We live in the past here, my dear, and we must indoctrinate you with a love of our pursuits or you will be dull. He paused to consider. I am afraid that we cannot allot you a drawing-room, but you must make your room upstairs as comfortable as you can. Etruria will see to that. And Peter shall arrange a table for you in the south bay here, and it shall be your table and your bay. That is his table; this is mine. We are orderly, and so we do not get in one anothers way.

She thanked him gratefully, and with tears in her eyes, she said something to which he would not listen  he only patted her hand  as to his kindness, his great kindness, in receiving her. She could not, indeed, put her relief into words, so deep was it. Nowhere, she felt, could life be more peaceful or more calm than in this room which no sounds of the outer world except the songs of birds, no sights save the swaying of branches disturbed; where the blazoned panes cast their azure and argent on lines of russet books, where an aged hound sprawled before the embers, and the measured tick of the clock alone vied with the scratching of the pen. She saw herself seated there during drowsy summer days, or when firelight cheered the winter evenings. She saw herself sewing beside the hearth while her companions worked, each within his circle of light.

Then, she also was an Audley. She also had her share in the race which had lived long on this spot. Already she was fired with the desire to know more of them, and that flame John Audley was well fitted to fan. For he was not of the school of dry-as-dust antiquaries. He had the knack of choosing the picturesque in story, he could make it stand out for others, he could impart life to the actors in it. And, anxious to captivate Mary, he bent himself for nearly an hour to the display of his knowledge. Taking for his text one or other of the objects about him, he told her of great castles, from which England had been ruled, and through which the choicest life of the country had passed, that now were piles of sherds clothed with nettles. He told her of that woodland country on the borders of three counties, where the papists had long lived undisturbed and where the Gunpowder Plot had had its centre. He told her of the fashion which came in with Richard the Second, of adorning the clothes with initials, reading and writing having become for the first time courtly accomplishments; and to illustrate this he showed her the Westminster portrait of Richard in a robe embroidered with letters of R. He quoted Chaucer:

And thereon hung a broch of gold ful schene
On which was first i-written a crowned A
And after that, Amor vincit omnia.

Then, turning his back on her, he produced from some secret place a key, and opening a masked cupboard in the wall, he held out for her inspection a small bowl, bent and mis-shapen by use, and supported by two fragile butterflies. The whole was of silver so thin that to modern eyes it seemed trivial. Traces of gilding lingered about some parts of it, and on each of the wings of the butterflies was a capital A.

She was charmed. Of all your illustrations, she cried, I prefer this one! It is very old, I suppose?

It is of the fifteenth century, he said, turning it about. We believe that it was made for the Audley who fell early in the Wars of the Roses. Pages and knights, maids and matrons, gloves of silk and gloves of mail, wrinkled palms and babies fingers, the men, the women, the children of twelve generations of our race, my dear, have handled this. Once, according to an old inventory, there were six; this one alone remains.

It must be very rare? she said, her eyes sparkling.

It is very rare, he said, and he handled it as if he loved it. He had not once allowed it to go out of his fingers. Very rare. I doubt if, apart from the City Companies, there is another in the hands of the original owners.

And it came to you by descent, sir?

He paused in the act of returning it to its hiding-place. Yes, that is how it came to me, he said in a muffled tone. But he seemed to be a long time putting it away; and when he turned with the key in his hand his face was altered, and he looked at her  well, had she done anything to anger him, she would have thought he was angry. To whom besides me could it descend! he asked, his voice raised a tone. But there, I must not grow excited. I think  I think you had better go now. Go, my dear, now. But come back presently.

Mary went. But the change in tone and face had been such as to startle her and to dash the happy mood of a few moments earlier. She wondered what she had said to annoy him.


CHAPTER IX

OLD THINGS

The Gatehouse, placed on the verge of the upland, was very solitary. Cut off from the vale by an ascent which the coachmen of the great deemed too rough for their horses, it was isolated on the other three sides by Beaudelays Park and by the Great Chase, which flung its barren moors over many miles of table-land. In the course of the famous suit John Audley had added to the solitude of the house by a smiling aloofness which gave no quarter to those who agreed with his rival. The result was that when Mary came to live there, few young people would have found the Gatehouse a lively abode.

But to Mary during the quiet weeks that followed her arrival it seemed a paradise. She spent long hours in the open air, now seated on a fallen trunk in some glade of the park, now watching the squirrels in the clear gloom of the beech-wood, or again, lying at length on the carpet of thyme and heather that clothed the moor. She came to know by heart every path through the park  except that which led to the Great House; she discovered where the foxgloves clustered, where the meadow-sweet fringed the runlet, where the rare bog-bean warned the traveller to look to his footing. Even the Great Chase she came to know, and almost daily she walked to a point beyond the park whence she could see the distant smoke of a mining village. That was the one sign of life on the Chase; elsewhere it stretched vast and unpeopled, sombre under a livid sky, smiling in sunshine, here purple with ling, there scarred by fire  always wide under a wide heaven, raised high above the common world. Now and again she met a shepherd or saw a gig, lessened by distance, making its slow way along a moorland track. But for days together she might wander there without seeing a human being.

The wide horizon became as dear to her as the greenwood. Pent as she had been in cities, straitened in mean rooms where sight and smell had alike been outraged, she revelled in this sweet and open life. The hum of bees, the scent of pines, the flight of the ousel down the water, the whistle of the curlew, all were to her pleasures as vivid as they were new.

Meantime Basset made no attempt to share her excursions. He was fighting a battle with himself, and he knew better than to go out of his way to aid the enemy. And for her part she did not miss him. She did not dislike him, but the interest he excited in her was feeble. The thought of comparing him with Lord Audley, with the man to whose intervention she owed this home, this peace, this content, never occurred to her. Of Audley she did think as much perhaps as was prudent, sometimes with pensive gratitude, more rarely with a smile and a blush at her folly in dwelling on him. For always she thought of him as one, high and remote, whom it was not probable that she would ever see again, one whose course through life lay far from hers.

Presently, it is not to be denied, Basset began to grow upon her. He was there. He was part of her life. Morning and evening she had to do with him. Often she read or sewed in the same room with him, and in many small ways he added to her comfort. Sometimes he suggested things which would please her uncle; sometimes he warned her of things which she would do well to avoid. Once or twice he diverted to himself a spirt of John Audleys uncertain temper; and though Mary did not always detect the manœuvre, though she was far from suspecting the extent of his vigilance or the care which he cast about her, it would have been odd if she had not come to think more kindly of him, and to see merits in him which had escaped her at first.

Meanwhile he thought of her with mingled feelings. At first with doubt  it was never out of his mind that she had made much of Lord Audley and little of him. Then with admiration which he withstood more feebly as time went on, and the cloven hoof failed to appear. Later, with tenderness, which, hating the scheme John Audley had formed, he masked even from himself, and which he was sure that he would never have the courage to express in her presence.

For Basset was conscious that, aspire as he might, he was not a hero. The clash of life, the shock of battle, had no attraction for him. The library at the Gatehouse was, he owned it frankly, his true sphere. She, on the other hand, had had experiences. She had sailed through unknown seas, she had led a life strange to him. She had seen much, done much, suffered much, had held her own among strangers. Before her calmness and self-possession he humbled himself. He veiled his head.

He did not attempt, therefore, to accompany her abroad, but at home he had no choice save to see much of her. There was only one living room for all, and she glided with surprising ease into the current of the mens occupations. At first she was astray on the sea of books. Her knowledge was not sufficient to supply chart or compass, and it fell to Basset to point the way, to choose her reading, to set in a proper light John Audleys vivid pictures of the past, to teach her the elements of heraldry and genealogy. She proved, however, an apt scholar, and very soon she dropped into the position of her uncles secretary. Sometimes she copied his notes, at other times he set her on the track of a fact, a relationship, a quotation, and she would spend hours in a corner, embedded in huge tomes of the county histories. Dugdale, Leland, Hall, even Polydore Vergil, became her friends. She pored over the Paston Letters, probed the false pedigrees of Banks, and could soon work out for herself the famous discovery respecting the last Lovel.

For a young girl it was an odd pursuit. But the past was in the atmosphere of the house, it went with the fortunes of a race whose importance lay in days long gone. Then all was new to her, enthusiasm is easily caught, and Mary, eager to please her uncle, was glad to be of use. She found the work restful after the suspense of the past year. It sufficed for the present, and she asked no more.

She never forgot the lamplit evenings of that summer; the spacious room, the fluttering of the moths that entered by the open windows, the flop of the old dog as it sought a cooler spot, the whisper of leaves turned ceaselessly in the pursuit of a fact or a fancy. In the retrospect all became less a picture than a frame containing a past world, a fifteenth-century world of color and movement, of rooms stifled in hangings and tapestries, of lines of spear-points and rows of knights in surcoats, of tolling bells and praying monks, of travellers kneeling before wayside shrines, of strange changes of fortune. For says the chronicler:



I saw one of them, who was Duke of Exeter (but he concealed his name) following the Duke of Burgundys train barefoot and bare-legged, begging his bread from door to door  this person was the next of the House of Lancaster and had married King Edwards sister.



And of dark sayings:



Thys sayde Edward, Duke of Somerset, had herde a fantastyk prophecy that he sholde dy under a Castelle, wherefore he, as meche as in him was, he lete the King that he sholde not come in the Castelle of Wynsore, dredynge the sayde prophecy; but at Seint Albonys there was an hostelry havyng the sygne of a Castelle, and before that hostelry he was slayne.



His badge was a Portcullis, her uncle said, when she read this to him, so it was natural that he should fall before a castle. He used the Beanstalk, too, and if his name had been John, a pretty thing might have been raised upon it. But youre divagating, my dear, he continued, smiling  and seldom had Mary seen him in a better humor youre divagating, whereas I  I believe that I have solved the problem of the Feathers.

The Prince of Waless? No!

I believe so. Of course there is no truth in the story which traces them to the blind King of Bohemia, killed at Crécy. His crest was two vulture wings.

But what of Arderne, who was the Princes surgeon? Basset objected. He says clearly that the Prince gained it from the King of Bohemia.

Not at all! John Audley replied arrogantly  at this moment he was an antiquary and nothing more. Where is the Arderne extract? Listen. Edward, son of Edward the King, used to wear such a feather, and gained that feather from the King of Bohemia, whom he slew at Crécy, and so assumed to himself that feather which is called an ostrich feather which the first-named most illustrious King, used to wear on his crest. Now who was the first-named most illustrious King, who before that used to wear it?

The King of Bohemia.

Rubbish! Arderne means his own King, Edward the King. He means that the Black Prince, after winning his spurs by his victory over the Bohemian, took his fathers insignia. He had only been knighted six weeks and waited to wear his fathers crest until he had earned it.

By Jove, sir! Basset exclaimed, I believe you are right!

Of course I am! The evidence is all that way. The Black Princes brothers wore it; surely not because their brother had done something, but because it was their fathers crest, probably derived from their mother, Philippa of Hainault? If you will look in the inventory of jewels made on the usurpation of Henry the Fourth you will see this item, A collar of the livery of the Queen, on whom God have mercy, with an ostrich.

But that, Basset interposed, was Queen Anne of Bohemia  she died seven years before. There you get Bohemia again!

Compare this other entry, replied the antiquary, unmoved: A collar of the livery of Queen Anne, of branches of rosemary. Now either Queen Anne of Bohemia had two liveries  which is unlikely  or the inventory made by order of Henry IV. quotes verbatim from lists made during the lifetime of Queen Anne; if this be the case, the last deceased Queen, on whom God have mercy, would be Philippa of Hainault; and we have here a clear statement that her livery was an ostrich, of which ostrich her husband wore a feather on his crest.

Basset clapped his hands. Mary beat applause on the table. Hurrah! she cried. Audley for ever!

Miss Audley, Basset said, Toft shall bring in hot water, and we will have punch!

Miss Audley! her uncle exclaimed, with a wrinkling nose. Why dont you call her Mary? And why, child, dont you call him Peter?

Mary curtseyed. Why not, my lord? she said. Peter it shall be  Peter who keeps the keys that you discover!

And Peter laughed. But he saw that she used his name without a blush or a tremor, whereas he knew that if he could force his lips to frame her name, the word would betray him. For by this time, from his seat at his remote table, and from the ambush of his book, he had watched her too often for his peace, and too closely not to know that she was indifferent to him. He knew that at the best she felt a liking for him, the growth of habit, and tinged, he feared, with contempt.

He was so far right that there were three persons in the house who had a larger share of the girls thoughts than he had. The first was John Audley. He puzzled her. There were times when she could not doubt his affection, times when he seemed all that she could desire, kind, good-humored, frank, engaged with the simplicity of a child in innocent pursuits, and without one thought beyond them. But touch a certain spot, approach with steps ever so delicate a certain subject  Lord Audley and his title  and his manner changed, the very man changed, he became secretive, suspicious, menacing. Nor, however quickly she might withdraw from the danger-line, could the harm be undone at once. He would remain for hours gloomy and thoughtful, would eye her covertly and with suspicion, would sit silent through meals, and at times mutter to himself. More rarely he would turn on her with a face which rage made inhuman, a face that she did not know, and with a shaking hand he would bid her go  go, and leave the room!

The first time that this happened she feared that he might follow up his words by sending her away. But nothing ensued, then or later. For a while after each outburst he would appear ill at ease. He would avoid her eyes, and look away from her in a manner almost as unpleasant as his violence; later, in a shamefaced way, he would tell her that she must not excite him, she must not excite him, it was bad for him. And the man-servant meeting her in the hall, would take the liberty of giving her the same advice.

Toft, indeed, was the second who puzzled her. He was civil, with the civility of the trained servant, but always there was in his manner a reserve. And she fancied that he watched her. If she left the house and glanced back she was certain to see his face at a window, or his figure in a doorway. Within doors it was the same. He slept out, living with his wife in the kitchen wing, which had a separate entrance from the courtyard. But he was everywhere at all hours. Even his master appeared uneasy in his presence, and either broke off what he was saying when the man entered, or continued the talk on another note. More rarely he turned on Toft and without rhyme or reason would ask him harshly what he wanted.

The third person to share Marys thoughts, but after a more pleasant fashion, was Tofts daughter, Etruria. I hope you will like her, my dear, John Audley had said. She will give you such attendance as you require, and will share the south wing with you at night. The two bedrooms there are on a separate staircase. I sleep above the library in this wing, and Peter in the tower room  we have our own staircase. I have brought her into the house because I thought you might not like to sleep alone in that wing.

Mary had thanked him, and had said how much she liked the girl. And she had liked her, but for a time she had not understood her. Etruria was all that was good and almost all that was beautiful. She was simple, kindly, helpful, having the wide low brow, the placid eyes, and perfect complexion of a Quaker girl  and to add to these attractions she was finely shaped, though rather plump than slender; and she was incredibly neat. Nor could any Quaker girl have been more gentle or more demure.

But she might have had no tongue, she was so loth to use it; and a hundred times Mary wondered what was behind that reticence. Sometimes she thought that the girl was merely stupid. Sometimes she yoked her with her father in the suspicions she entertained of him. More often, moved by the girls meek eyes, she felt only a vague irritation. She was herself calm by nature, and reserved by training, the last to gossip with a servant, even with one whose refinement appeared innate. But Etrurias dumbness was beyond her.

One day in a research which she was making she fancied that she had hit on a discovery. It happened that Etruria came into the room at the moment, and in the fulness of her heart Mary told her of it. Etruria, she said, Ive made a discovery all by myself.

Yes, Miss.

Something that no one has known for hundreds of years! Think of that!

Indeed, Miss.

Provoked, Mary took a new line. Etruria, she asked, are you happy?

The girl did not answer.

Dont you hear me? I asked if you were happy.

I am content, Miss.

I did not ask that. Are you happy?

And then, moved on her side, perhaps, by an impulse towards confidence, Etruria yielded. I dont think that we can any of us be happy, Miss, she said, with so much sorrow about us.

You strange girl! Mary cried, taken aback. What do you mean?

But Etruria was silent.

Come, Mary insisted. You must tell me what you mean.

Well, Miss, the girl answered reluctantly, Im sad and loth to think of all the suffering in the world. Its natural that you should not think of it, but Im of the people, and Im sad for them.

Balaam when the ass spoke was scarcely more surprised than Mary. Why? she asked.

The girl pointed to the open window. Weve all we could ask, Miss  light and air and birds songs and sunshine. Weve all we need, and more. But I come of those who have neither light nor air, nor songs nor sunshine, whove no milk for children nor food for mothers! Who, if theyve work, work every hour of the day in dust and noise and heat. Who are half clemmed from years end to years end, and see no close to it, no hope, no finish but the paupers deals! Its for them Im sad, Miss.

Etruria!

Theyve no teachers and no time to care, Etruria continued in desperate earnest now that the floodgates were raised. Theyre just tools to make money, and, like the tools, they wear out and are cast aside! For there are always more to do their work, to begin where they began, and to be worn out as they were worn out!

Dont! Mary cried.

Etruria was silent, but two large tears rolled down her face. And Mary marvelled. So this mild, patient girl, going about her daily tasks, could think, could feel, could speak, and upon a plane so high that the listener was sensible of humiliation as well as surprise! For a moment this was the only effect made upon her. Then reflection did its part  and memory. She recalled that glimpse of the under-world which she had had on her journey from London. She remembered the noisome alleys, the cinder wastes, the men toiling half-naked at the furnaces, the pinched faces of the women; and she remembered also the account which Lord Audley had given her of the fierce contest between town and country, plough and forge, land-lord and cotton-lord, which had struck her so much at the time.

In the charms of her new life, in her new interests, these things had faded from her mind. They recurred now, and she did not again ask Etruria what she meant. Is it as bad as that? she asked.

It is not as bad as it has been, Etruria answered. Three years ago there were hundreds of thousands out of work. There are thousands, scores of thousands, still; and thousands have no food but whats given them. And charity is bitter to many, she added, and the poorhouse is bitter to all.

But what has caused things to be so bad?

Some say one thing and some another. But most that machines lower wages, Miss, and the bread-tax raises food.

Ah! Mary said. And she looked more closely at the girl who knew so much that was at odds with her station.

Others, Etruria continued, a faint color in her cheeks, think that it is selfishness, that every one is for himself and no one for one another, and  

Yes? Mary said, seeing that she hesitated.

And that if every one thought as much of his neighbor as of himself, or even of his neighbor as well as of himself, it would not be machines nor corn-taxes nor poorhouses would be strong enough to take the bread out of the childrens mouths or the work out of mens hands!

Mary had an inspiration. Etruria, she cried, some one has been teaching you this.

The girl blushed. Well, Miss, she said simply, it was at church I learned most of it.

At church? What church? Not Riddsley? For it was to Riddsley, to a service as dull as it was long, that they proceeded on Sundays in a chaise as slow as the reader.

No, Miss, not Riddsley, Etruria answered. Its at Brown Heath on the Chase. But its not a real church, Miss. Its a room.

Oh! Mary replied. A meeting-house!

For some reason Etrurias eyes gleamed. No, Miss, she said. Its the curate at Riddsley has a service in a room at Brown Heath on Thursdays.

And you go?

When I can, Miss.

The idea of attending church on a week-day was strange to Mary; as strange as to that generation was the zeal that passed beyond the common channel to refresh those whom migrations of population or changes in industry had left high and dry. The Tractarian movement was giving vigor not only to those who supported it, but to those who withstood it.

And youve a sermon? Mary said. What was the text last Thursday, Etruria?

The girl hesitated, considered, then looked with appeal at her mistress. She clasped her hands. Two are better than one, she replied, because they have good reward for their labor. For if they fall, one will lift up his fellow, but woe to him that is alone when he falleth, for he hath not another to lift him up.

Gracious, Etruria! Mary cried. Is that in the Bible?

Etruria nodded.

And what did your preacher say about it?

That the employer and the workman were fellows, and if they worked together and each thought for the other they would have a good reward for their labor; that if one fell, it was the duty of the other to help him up. And again, that the land and the mill were fellows  the town and the country  and if they worked together in love they would have a good return, and if trouble came to one the other should bear with him. But all the same, Etruria added timidly, that the bread-taxes were wrong.

Etruria, Mary said. To-morrow is Thursday. I shall go with you to Brown Heath.


CHAPTER X

NEW THINGS

Mary Audley, crossing the moor to a week-day service, was but one of many who in the forties were venturing on new courses. In religion there were those who fancied that by a return to primitive forms they might recapture the primitive fervor; and those again who, like the curate whom Mary was going to hear, were bent on pursuing the beaten path into new places. Some thought that they had found a panacea for the evils of the day in education, and put their faith in workmens institutes and night schools. Others were satisfied with philanthropy, and proclaimed that infants of seven ought not to toil for their living, that coal-pits were not fit places for women, and that what paid was not the only standard of life. A few dreamt of a new England in which gentle and simple were to mix on new-old terms; and a multitude, shrewd and hard-headed, believed in the Corn Law League, whose speakers travelled from Manchester to carry the claims of cheap bread to butter crosses and market towns, and there bearded the very landlords agent.

The truth was that the country was lying sick with new evils, and had perforce to find a cure, whether that cure lay in faith, or in the primer, or in the Golden Rule, or in Adam Smith. For two generations men had been quitting the field for the mill, the farm for the coal-pit. They had followed their work into towns built haphazard, that grew presently into cities. There, short of light, of air, of water, lacking decency, lacking even votes  for the Reform Bill, that was to give everything to everybody, had stopped at the masters  lacking everything but wages, they swarmed in numbers stupendous and alarming to the mind of that day. And then the wages failed. Machines pushed out hands, though

Tools were made, and born were hands,
Every farmer understands.

Machines lowered wages, machines glutted the markets. Men could get no work, masters could sell no goods. On the top of this came bad seasons and dear bread. Presently hundreds of thousands were living on public charity, long lists of masters were in the Gazette. In the gloomy cities of the North, masses of men heaved and moaned as the sea when the south-west wind falls upon it.

All but the most thoughtless saw danger as well as unhappiness in this, and called on their gods. The Chartists proclaimed that safety lay in votes. The landed interest thought that a little more protection might mend matters. The Golden Rulers were for shorter hours. But the men who were the loudest and the most confident cried that cheap bread would mend all. The poor, they said, would have to eat and to spend. They would buy goods, the glut would cease. The wheels would turn again, there would be work and wages. The Golden Age would return. So preached the Manchester men.

In the meantime the doctors wrangled, and the patient grew a little, not much, better. And Mary Audley and Etruria walked across the moorland in the evening sunshine, with a light breeze stirring the bracken, and waves of shadow moving athwart the stretches of purple ling. They seemed very far, very remote from the struggle for life and work and bread that was passing in the world below.

Presently they dropped into a fern-clad dingle and saw below them, beside the rivulet that made music in its bottom, a house or two. Descending farther, they came on more houses, crawling up the hill slopes, and on a few potato patches and ash-heaps. As the sides of the valley rose higher and closed in above the walkers cottages fell into lines on either side of the brook, and began to show one behind the other in rough terraces, with middens that slid from the upper to the lower level. The valley bent to the left, and quickly tall chimneys became visible, springing from a huddle of mean roofs through which no other building of size, no tower, no steeple, rose to break the ugly sameness. This was Brown Heath.

Its a rough place, Etruria said as they picked their way. But dont be afraid, Miss. Im often passing, and they know me.

Still it was a rough place. The roadway was a cinder-track, and from the alleys and lanes above it open drains wormed their way across the path and into the stream, long grown foul. The air was laden with smoke, coal dust lay everywhere; the most cleanly must have despaired. Men seated, pipe in mouth, on low walls, watched the two go by  not without some rude banter; frowsy women crouching on door-steps and nursing starveling babes raised sullen faces. Lads in clogs made way for them unwillingly. In one place a crowd seethed from a side street and, shouting and struggling, overflowed the roadway before them and threatened to bar their path.

Its a dog-fight, Etruria said. They are rare and fond of them, Miss. Wed best get by quickly.

They passed in safety, passed, too, a brawl between two colliers, the air about them thick with oaths, passed a third eddy round two women fighting before a public-house. The chaps are none so gentle, Etruria said, falling unconsciously into a commoner way of speaking. Theyre all for fighting, dogs or men, and after dark Im not saying wed be safe. But well be over the moor by dusk, Miss.

They came, as she spoke, to a triangular space, sloping with the hill, skirted by houses, and crossed by an open sewer. It was dreary and cinder-covered, but five publics looked upon it and marked it for the centre of Brown Heath. Etruria crossed the triangle to a building a little cleaner than its neighbors; it was the warehouse, she told her mistress, of a sack-maker who had failed. She entered, and her companion followed her.

Mary found herself in a bare barn-like room, having two windows set high in the walls, the light from which fell coldly on a dozen benches ranged one behind the other, but covering only a portion of the floor. On these were seated, when they entered, about twenty persons, mainly women, but including three or four men of the miner class. No attempt had been made to alter the character of the place, and of formality there was as little. The two had barely seated themselves before a lean young man, with a long pale face and large nose, rose from the front bench, and standing before the little congregation, opened his book. He wore shabby black, but neither surplice nor gown.

The service lasted perhaps twenty minutes, and Mary was not much moved by it. The young mans voice was weak, the man himself looked under-fed. She noticed, however, that as the service went on the number in the room grew, and when it closed she found that all the seats were filled, and that there were even a few men  some of them colliers fresh from the pit  standing at the back. Remembering the odd text that the clergyman had given out the week before, she wondered what he would choose to-day, and, faintly amused, she stole a glance at her companion. But Etrurias rapt face was a reproach to her levity.

The young clergyman pushed back the hair from his forehead. His posture was ungainly, he did not know what to do with his hands, he opened his mouth and shut it again. Then with an effort he began. My text, my friends, he said, is but one word, Love. Where will you find it in the Scriptures? In every chapter and in every verse. In the dark days of old the order was Thou shalt live! The new order in these days is Thou shalt love! He began by describing the battle of life in the animal and vegetable world, where all things lived at the cost of others; and he admitted that the struggle for life, for bread, for work, as they saw it around them, resembled that struggle. In moving terms he enlarged on the distress, on the vast numbers lately living on the rates, on the thousands living, where even the rates fell short, on Government aid. He described the fireless homes, the foodless children, the strong men hopeless. And he showed them that others were stricken, that masters suffered, tradesmen were ruined, the country languished. The worst may be past, he said. You are working half-time, you are living on half-wages, you are thankful that things are better. Then he told them that for his part he did not presume to say what was at the root of these unhappy conditions, but that of one thing he felt sure  and this was his message to them  that if the law of love, if the golden rule of preferring another to ones self, if the precept of that charity,

Which seeketh not itself to please
Nor for itself hath any care,
But for another gives its ease,

if that were followed by all, then all

Might build a heaven in hells despair.

And in words more eloquent than he had yet compassed he begged them to set that example of brotherhood, in the certainty that the worst social evils, nay, all evils save pain and death, would be cured by the love that thought for others, that in the master preferred the servants welfare and in the servant put first his masters interests. Finally he quoted his old text, Let two work together, for if they fall, one will lift up his fellow!

It seemed as if he had done. He was silent; his hearers waited. Then with an effort he continued:

I have a word to say about something which fell from me in this place last week. While I did not venture, unskilled as I am, to say where lies the cause of our distress, I did say that I found it hard to believe that the system which taxes the bread you earn in the sweat of your brow, which takes a disproportionate part from the scanty crust of the widow and from the food of the child, was in accordance with the law of love. I repeat that now; and because I have been told that I dare not say in the pulpit of Riddsley church what I say here, I shall on the first opportunity state my belief there. You may ask why I have not done so; my answer is, that I am there the representative of another, whereas in this voluntary work I am myself more responsible. In saying that I ask you to judge me, as we should judge all, with that charity which believeth no evil.

A moment later Mary, deeply moved, was passing out with the crowd. As she stood, caught in the press by the door, an old man in horn-rimmed glasses, who was waiting there, held out his hand. She was going to take it, when she saw that it was not meant for her, but for the young clergyman who was following at her heels.

Master, dunno you do it, the old fellow growled. Youll break your pick, and naught gotten. Naught gotten, thatll serve. Your gafferll not abide it, and youll lose your job!

Would you have me take it, the young man answered, and not do the work, Cluff? Never fear for me.

Dunno you be rash, master! the other rejoined, clutching his sleeve and detaining him. You be sure  

Mary heard no more. She felt Etrurias hand pressing her arm. Wed best lose no time, the girl whispered. And she drew Mary onward, across the triangle and into the lane which led to the moor.

Are we so late? The sun had set, but it was still light. Wed best hurry, Etruria persisted, increasing her speed.

Mary looked at her and saw that she was troubled, but at the moment she set this down to the influence of the sermon, and her own mind went back to it. I am glad you brought me, Etruria, she said. I shall always be glad that I came.

Wed best be getting home now, was Etrurias only answer, but this time Marys ear caught the sound of footsteps behind them, and she turned. The young clergyman was hastening after them.

Etruria! he cried.

For a moment Mary fancied that Etruria did not hear. The girl hurried on. But Mary saw no occasion to run away, and she halted. Then Etruria, with a gesture of despair, stopped.

It is no use, she said.

The young man came up with them. His head was bare, his hat was in his hand, his long plain face was aglow with the haste he had made. He had heard Etrurias words, and It is of every use, he said.

This is  my mistress, Etruria said.

Miss Audley?

I am Miss Audley, Mary announced, wondering much.

I thought that it might be so, he replied. I have waited for such an occasion. I am Mr. Colet, the curate at Riddsley. Etruria and I love one another, he continued. We are going to be married, if ever my means allow me to marry.

No, we are not, the girl rejoined sharply. Mr. Colet knows my mind, she continued, her eyes turned away. I have told him many times that I am a servant, the daughter of a servant, in a different class from his, and Ill never be the one to ruin him and be a disgrace to him! Ill never marry him! Never!

And I have told Etruria, he replied, that I will never take that answer. We love one another. It is nothing to me that she is a servant. My work is to serve. I am as poor as it is possible to be, with as poor prospects as it is possible to have. I shall never be anything but what I am, and I shall think myself rich when I have a hundred pounds a year. I who have so little, who look for so little, am I to give up this happiness because Etruria has less? I, too, say, Never!

Mary, standing between them, did not know what to answer, and it was Etruria who replied. It is useless, she said. And then, in a tone of honest scorn, Who ever heard, she cried, of a clergyman who married a servant? Or who ever heard of good coming of it?

Mary had an inspiration. Does Etrurias father know? she asked.

He knows and approves, the young man replied, his eyes bent fondly on his mistress.

Mary too looked at Etruria  beautiful, patient, a servant, loved. And she wondered. All these weeks she had been rubbing elbows with this romance, and she had not discerned it! Now, while her sympathies flew to the lovers side, her prejudices rose up against him. They echoed Etrurias words, Who ever heard of good coming of such a match? The days had been, as Mary knew, when the chaplain had married the ladys maid. But those days were gone. Meantime the man waited, and she did not know what to say.

After all, she said at last, it is for Etruria to decide.

No, it is for us both to decide, he replied. And then, as if he thought that he had sufficiently stated his case, I ask your pardon, Miss Audley, for intruding, he continued. I am keeping you, and as I am going your way that is needless. I have had a message from a sick woman, and I am on my way to see her.

He took permission for granted, and though Etrurias very shoulders forbade him, he moved on beside them. Conditions are better here than in many places, he said, but in this village you would see much to sadden you.

I have seen enough, Mary answered, to know that.

Ten years ago there was not a house here. Now there is a population of two thousand, no church, no school, no gentry, no one of the better class. There is a kind of club, a centre of wild talk; better that, perhaps, than apathy.

Is it in Riddsley parish? Mary asked. They were nearly clear of the houses, and the slopes of the hill, pale green in the peaceful evening light, began to rise on either side. It was growing dusk, and from the moorland above came the shrill cries of plovers.

Yes, it is in Riddsley parish, he answered, but many miles from the town, and as aloof from it  Riddsley is purely agricultural  as black from white. In such places as this  and there are many of them in Staffordshire, as raw, as rough, and as new  there is work for plain men and plain women. In these swarming hives there is no room for any refinement but true refinement. And the Church must learn to do her work with plain tools, or the work will pass into other hands.

You may cut cheese with an onion knife, Etruria said coldly. I dont know that people like it.

I know nothing better than onions in the right place, he replied.

Thats not in cheese, she rejoined, to Marys amusement.

The poor get little cheese, he said, and the main thing is to cut their bread for them. But here I must leave you. My errand is to that cottage.

He pointed to a solitary house, standing a few score paces above the road on the hillside. Mary shook hands with him, but Etruria turned her shoulder resolutely.

Good-bye, Etruria, he said. And then to Mary, I hope that I have made a friend?

I think you have, she answered. I am sure that you deserve one.

He colored, raised his hat, and turned away, and the two went on, without looking back; darkness was coming apace, and they were still two miles from home. Mary kept silence, prudently considering how she should deal with the matter, and what she should say to her companion. As it fell out, events removed her difficulty. They had not gone more than two hundred yards, and were still some way below the level of the Chase, when a cry reached them. It came out of the dusk behind them, and might have been the call of a curlew on the moor. But first one, and then the other stood. They turned, and listened, and suddenly Etruria, more anxious or sharper of eye than her mistress, uttered a cry and broke away at a run across the sloping turf towards the solitary cottage. Alarmed, Mary looked intently in that direction, and made out three or four figures struggling before the door of the house. She guessed then that the clergyman was one of them, and that the cry had come from him, and without a thought for herself she set off, running after Etruria as fast as she could.

Twice Etruria screamed as she ran, and Mary echoed the cry. She saw that the man was defending himself against the onset of three or four  she could hear the clatter of sticks on one another. Then she trod on her skirt and fell. When she had got, breathless, to her feet again, the clergyman was down and the men appeared to be raining blows on him. Etruria shrieked once more and the next moment was lost amid the moving figures, the brandished sticks, the struggle.

Mary ran on desperately. She caught sight of the girl on her knees over the fallen man, she saw her fend off more than one blow, she heard more than one blow fall with a sickening thud. She came up to them. With passion that drove out fear, she seized the arm of the nearest and dragged him back.

You coward! she cried. You coward! I am Miss Audley! Do you hear! Leave him! Leave him, I say!

Her appearance, the surprise, checked the man; her fearlessness, perhaps her name, gave the others pause. They retreated a step. The man she had grasped shook himself free, but did not attempt to strike her. Oh, d  n the screech-owls! he cried. The place is alive with them! Hold your noise, you fools! Well have the parish on us!

I am Miss Audley! Mary repeated, and in her indignation she advanced on him. How dare you? Etruria, still on her knees, continued to shriek.

Youre like to get a wipe over the head, dang you! the man growled, whoever you be! Go to  and mind your own brats! Hell know better now than to preach against them as he gets his living by! You be gone!

But Mary stood her ground. She declared afterwards that, brutally as the man spoke, the fight had gone out of him. Etruria, on the contrary, maintained that, finding only women before them, the ruffians would have murdered them. Fortunately, while the event hung in the balance, What is it? some one shouted from the road below. Whats the matter there?

Murder! cried Etruria shrilly. Help! Help!

Help! cried Mary. She still kept her face to the men, but for the first time she began to know fear.

Footsteps thudded softly on the turf, figures came into view, climbing the slope. It needed no more. With a volley of oaths the assailants turned tail and made off. In a trice they were round the corner of the house and lost in the dusk.

A moment later two men, equally out of breath and each carrying a gun, reached the spot. Well! said the bigger of the two, What is it?

He spoke as if he had not come very willingly, but Mary did not notice this. The crisis over, her knees shook, she could barely stand, she could not speak. She pointed to the fallen man, over whom Etruria still crouched, her hair dragged down about her shoulders, her neckband torn, a ghastly blotch on her white cheek.

Is he dead? the new-comer asked in a different tone.

Ay, dead! Etruria echoed. Dead!

Fortunately the curate gave the lie to the word. He groaned, moved, with an effort he raised himself on his elbow. Im  all right! he gasped. All right!

Etruria sprang to her feet. She stepped back as if the ground had opened before her.

Im not  hurt, Colet added weakly.

But it was evident that he was hurt, even if no bones were broken. When they came to lift him he could not stand, and he seemed to be uncertain where he was. After watching him a moment, He should see a doctor, said the man who had come up so opportunely. Petch, he continued, addressing his companion, who wore a gamekeepers dress, we must carry him to the trap and get him down to Brown Heath. Who is he, do you know? He looks like a parson.

Hes Mr. Colet of Riddsley, Mary said.

The man turned and looked at her. Hallo! he exclaimed. And then in the same tone of surprise, Miss Audley! he said. At this time of night?

Mary collected herself with an effort. Yes, she said, and very fortunately, for if we had not been here the men would have murdered him. As it is, you share the credit of saving him, Lord Audley.

The credit of saving you is a good deal more to me, he answered gallantly. I did not think that we should meet after this fashion.


CHAPTER XI

TACT AND TEMPER

He looked at Etruria, and Mary explained who she was.

I am afraid that she is hurt.

The girls temple was bruised and there was blood on her cheek; more than one of the blows aimed at her lover had fallen on her. But she said eagerly that it was Nothing! Nothing!

Are you sure, Etruria? Mary asked with concern.

It is nothing, indeed, Miss, the girl repeated. She was trying with shaking fingers to put up her hair.

Then the sooner, Audley rejoined, we get this  this gentleman to my dogcart, the better. Take his other arm, Petch. Miss Audley, can you carry my gun?  it is not loaded. And you, he continued to Etruria, if you are able, take Petchs.

They took the guns, and the little procession wound down the path to the road, where they found a dogcart awaiting them, and, peering from the cart, two setters, whining and fretting. The dogs were driven under the seat, and the clergyman, still muttering that he was all right, was lifted in. Steady him, Petch, Audley said; and do you drive slowly, he added, to the other man. You will be at the surgeons at Brown Heath in twenty minutes. Stay with him, Petch, and send the cart back for me.

But are you not going? Mary cried.

I am not going to leave you in the dark with only your maid, he answered with severity. One adventure a night is enough, Miss Audley.

She murmured a word or two, but submitted. The struggle had shaken her; she could still see the mens savage faces, still hear the thud of their blows. And she and Etruria had nearly a mile to go before they reached the park.

When they were fairly started, How did it happen? he asked.

Mary told the story, but said no word of Etrurias romance.

Then you were not with him when they set on him?

No, we had parted.

And you went back?

Of course we did!

It was imprudent, he said, very imprudent. If we had not come up at that moment you might have been murdered.

And if we had not gone back, Mr. Colet might have been murdered! she answered. What he had done to offend them  

I think I can tell you that. Hes the curate at Riddsley, isnt he? Whos been preaching up cheap bread and preaching down the farmers?

Perhaps so, Mary answered. He may be. But is he to be murdered for that? From your tone one might think so.

No, he replied slowly, he is not to be murdered for it. But whether he is wise to preach cheap bread to starving men, whether he is wise to tell them that they would have it but for this man or that man, this class or that class  is another matter.

She was not convinced  the sermon had keyed her thoughts to a high pitch. But he spoke reasonably, and he had the knack of speaking with authority, and she said no more. And on his side he had no wish to quarrel. He had come down to Riddsley partly to shoot, partly to look into the political situation, but a little  there was no denying it  to learn how Mary Audley fared with her uncle.

For he had thought much of her since they had parted, and much of the fact that she was John Audleys heir. Her beauty, her spirit, her youth, had caught his fancy. He had looked forward to renewing his acquaintance with her, and he was in no mood, now he saw her, to spoil their meeting by a quarrel. He thought Colet, whose doings had been reported to him, a troublesome, pestilent fellow, and he was not sorry that he had got his head broken. But he need not tell her that. Circumstances had favored him in bringing them together and giving him the beau rôle, and he was not going to cross his luck.

So, Fire is an excellent thing of course, he continued with an air of moderation, but, believe me, its not safe amid young trees in a wind. Whatever your views, to express them in all companies may be honest, but is not wise. I have no doubt that a parson is tried. He sees the trouble. He is not always the best judge of the remedy. However, enough of that. We shall agree at least in this, that our meetings are opportune?

Most opportune, Mary answered. And from my point of view very fortunate!

There really is a sort of fate in it. What but fate could have brought about our meeting at the Hôtel Lambert? What but fate could have drawn us to the same spot on the Chase to-night?

There was a tone in his voice that brought the blood to her cheek and warned her to keep to the surface of things. The chance that men call fate, she answered lightly.

Or the fate that fools call chance, he urged, half in jest, half in earnest. We have met by chance once, and once again  with results! The third time  what will the third time bring? I wonder.

Not a fright like this, I hope! Mary answered, remaining cheerfully matter of fact. Or if it does, with a flash of laughter, I trust that the next time you will come up a few moments earlier!

Ungrateful!

I? she replied. But it was Etruria who was in danger!

For the peril had left her with a sense of exhilaration, of lightness, of ease. She was pleased to feel that she could hold her own with him, relieved that she was not afraid of him. And she was glad  she was certainly glad  to see him again. If he were inclined to make the most of his advantage, well, a little gallantry was quite in the picture; she was not deceived, and she was not offended. While he on his side, as they walked over the moor, thought of her as a clever little witch who knew her value and could keep her head; and he liked her none the less for it.

When they came at last to the gap in the wall that divided the Chase from the park, a figure, dimly outlined, stood in the breach waiting for them. Is that you? a voice asked.

The voice was Bassets, and Marys spirits sank. She felt that the meeting was ill-timed. Yes, she answered.

Unluckily, Peter was one of those whose anxiety takes an irritable form. What in the world has happened? he asked. I couldnt believe that you were still out. Its really not safe. Hallo! breaking off and speaking in a different tone, is some one with you?

Yes, Mary said. They were within touch now and could see one another. We have had an adventure. Lord Audley was passing, he came to our rescue, and has very kindly seen us home.

Lord Audley! Basset was taken by surprise and his tone was much as if he had said, The devil!

By good fortune, Basset, Audley replied. He may have smiled in the darkness  we cannot say. I was returning from shooting, heard cries for help, and found Miss Audley playing the knight-errant, encircled by prostrate bodies!

Basset could not frame a word, so great was his surprise, so overwhelming his chagrin. Was this man to spring up at every turn? To cross him on every occasion? To put him in the background perpetually? To intrude even on the peace and fellowship of the Gatehouse? It was intolerable!

When he did not answer, It was not I who was the knight-errant, Mary said. It was Etruria. She is a little the worse for it, I fear, and the sooner she is in bed the better. As Mr. Basset is here, she continued, turning to Audley, we must not take you farther. Your cart is no doubt waiting for you. But you will allow us to thank you again. We are most grateful to you  both Etruria and I.

She spoke more warmly, perhaps she let her hand rest longer in his, to make up for Bassets silence. For that silence provoked her. She had gathered from many things that Basset did not love the other; but to stand mute and churlish on such an occasion, and find no word of acknowledgment  this was too bad.

And Basset knew, he too knew that he ought to thank Audley. But the black dog was on his back, and while he hesitated, the other made his adieux. He said a pleasant word to Etruria, tossed a careless Good-night to the other man, turned away, and was gone.

For awhile the three who remained trudged homewards in silence. Then, What happened to you? Basset asked grudgingly.

Vexed and indignant, Mary told the story.

I did not know that you knew Mr. Colet!

When a man is being murdered, she retorted, one does not wait for an introduction.

He was a good fellow, but jealousy was hot within him, and he could not bridle his tongue. Oh, but murdered? he said. Isnt that rather absurd? Who would murder Colet?

Mary did not deign to reply.

Baffled, he sought for another opening. I do not know what your uncle will say.

Because we rescued Mr. Colet? And perhaps saved his life?

No, but  

Or because Lord Audley rescued us?

He will certainly not be pleased to hear that, he retorted maliciously. He knew that he was misbehaving, but he could not refrain. If you take my advice you will not mention it.

I shall tell him the moment I reach the house, she declared.

You will be very unwise if you do.

I shall be honest at least! For the rest I would rather not discuss the matter, Mr. Basset. I am a good deal shaken by what we have gone through, and I am very tired.

He muttered humbly that he was sorry  that he only meant  

Please leave it there, she said. Enough has been said.

Too late the anger and the spirit died out of the unlucky man, and he would have grovelled before her, he would have done anything to earn his pardon. But Etrurias presence tied his tongue, and gloomy and wretched  oh, why had he not gone farther to meet them, why had he not been the one to rescue her?  he walked on beside them, cursing his unhappy temper. It was dark, the tired girls lagged, Etruria hung heavily on her mistresss arm; he longed to help them. But he did not dare to offer. He knew too well that Mary would reject the offer.

Etruria had her own dreams, and in spite of an aching head was happy. But to Mary, fatigued by the walk, and vexed by Bassets conduct, the way seemed endless. At last the house loomed dark above them, their steps rang hard on the flagged court. The outer door stood ajar, and entering, they found a lamp burning in the hall; but the silence which prevailed, above and below, struck a chill. Silence and an open door go ill together.

Etruria at Marys bidding went up at once to her room. Basset called angrily for Toft. But no Toft appeared, and Mary, resentment still hot in her, opened the door of the library and went in to see her uncle. She felt that the sooner her story was told the better.

But the library was empty. Lights burned on the several tables, the wood fire smouldered on the hearth, the tall clock ticked in the silence, the old hound flopped his tail. But John Audley was not there.

Where is my uncle? she asked, as she stood in the open doorway.

Basset looked over her shoulder. He saw that the room was empty. He may have gone to look for us.

And Toft?

And Toft, too, I suppose.

But why should my uncle go to look for us? she asked, aghast at the thought  he troubled himself so little for others, he lived so completely his own life!

He might, Basset replied. He stood for a moment, thinking. Then  for the time they had forgotten their quarrel You had better get something to eat and go to bed, he said. I will send Mrs. Toft to you.

She had not the strength to resist. Very well, she said. Are you going to look for them?

Perhaps Mrs. Toft will know where they are.

She took her candle and went slowly up the narrow winding staircase that led to her room and to Etrurias. As she passed, stair by stair, the curving wainscot of dull wood which so many generations had rubbed, she carried with her the picture of Basset standing in thought in the middle of the hall, his eyes on the doorway that gaped on the night. Then a big man with a genial face usurped his place; and she smiled and sighed.

A moment later she went into Etrurias room to learn how she was, and caught the girl rising from her knees. Oh, Miss, she said, coloring as she met Marys eyes, if we had not been there!

And yet  you wont marry him, you foolish girl?

Oh no, no!

Although you love him!

Love him! Etruria murmured, her face burning. It is because I love him, Miss, that I will never, never marry him.

Mary wondered. And yet you love him? she said, raising the candle so that its light fell on the others face.

Etruria looked this way and that way, but there was no escape. In a very small voice she said,

Love seeketh not itself to please
Nor for itself hath any care!

She covered her hot cheeks with her hands. But Mary took away the hands and kissed her.

Oh, Miss! Etruria exclaimed.

Mary went out then, but on the threshold of her own room she paused to snuff her candle. So that is love, she thought. Its very interesting, and  and rather beautiful!


CHAPTER XII

THE YEW WALK

Basset had been absent the greater part of the day, and returning at sunset had learned that Miss Audley had not come back from Brown Heath. The servant had hinted alarm  the Chase was lonely, the hour late; and Basset had hurried off without more, not doubting that John Audley was in the house.

Now he was sure that John Audley had been abroad at the time, and he suspected that Toft had known it, and had kept it from him. He stood for a moment in thought, then he crossed the court to Tofts house. Mrs. Toft was cooking something savory in a bonnet before the fire, and the contrast between her warm cheerful kitchen and the stillness of the house from which he came struck him painfully. He told her that her daughter had received a blow on the head, and that Miss Audley needed supper  she had better attend to them.

Mrs. Toft was a stout woman, set by a placid and even temper above small surprises. She looked at the clock, a fork in her hand. I cant hurry it, Mr. Basset, she said. You may be Sir Robert Peel himself, but meats your master and will have its time. A knock on the head? she continued, with a faint stirring of anxiety. You dont say so? Lor, Mr. Basset, whod go to touch Etruria?

Youd better go and see.

But wheres Toft?

Bassets temper gave way at that. God knows! he said. He ought to be here  and hes not! He went out.

Mrs. Toft stared after him, and by and by she let down her skirt and prepared to go into the house. On the head? she ruminated. Well, Trurias a tidy lot of hair! And I will say this, if theres few points a man gives a woman, hairs one of them.

Meanwhile Basset had struck across the court and taken in the darkness the track which led in the direction of the Great House. The breeze, light but of an autumn coldness, swept the upland, whispering through the dying fern, and rustling in the clumps of trees by which he steered his course. He listened more than once, hoping that he might hear approaching footsteps, but he heard none, and presently he came to the yew-trees that masked the entrance to the gardens.

The trees formed a wall of blackness exceeding that of the darkest night, and Basset hesitated before he plunged into it. The growth of a century had long trespassed on the walk, a hundred and fifty yards long, which led through the yew-wood, and had been in its time a stately avenue trimmed to the neatness of a bowling green. Now it was little better than a tunnel, dark even at noon, and at night bristling with a hundred perils. Basset peered into the blackness, listened, hesitated. But he was honestly anxious on John Audleys account, and contenting himself with exclaiming that the man was mad, he began to grope his way along the path.

It was no pleasant task. If he swerved from his course he stumbled over roots, branches swept his cheek, jagged points threatened his eyes, and more than once he found himself in the hedge. Half-way through the wood he came to a circular clearing, some twenty yards across; and here a glimmer of light enabled him to avoid the crumbling stone Butterfly that crouched on its mouldering base in the centre of the clearing  much as a spider crouches in its web. It seemed in that dim light to be the demon of this underworld, a monster, a thing of evil.

The same gleam, however, disclosed the opposite opening, and for another seventy yards he groped his way onward, longing to be clear of the stifling air, and the brooding fancies that dwelt in it, longing to plant his feet on something more solid than this carpet of rotting yew. At last he came to the tall, strait gate, wrought of old iron, that admitted to the pleasance. It was ajar. He passed through it, and with relief he felt the hard walk under his feet, the fresh air on his face. He crossed the walk, and stepping on to the neglected lawn, he halted.

The Great House loomed before him, a hundred yards away. The moon had not risen, but the brightness which goes before its rising lightened the sky behind the monstrous building. It outlined the roof but left the bulk in gloom. No light showed in any part, and it was only the watchers memory that pictured the quaint casements of the north wing, or filled in the bald rows of unglazed windows, which made of the new portion a death-mask. In that north wing just eighty years before, in a room hung with old Cordovan leather, the fatal house-warming had been held. The duel had been fought at sunrise within a pace or two of the moss-grown Butterfly that Basset had passed; and through the gate of ironwork, wood-smelted and wrought with the arms of Audley, which had opened at his touch, they had carried the dead heir back to his father. Tradition had it that the servant who bore in the old lords morning draught of cool ale had borne also the tragic news to his bedside.

Basset remembered that the hinges of the gate, seldom as it was used, had not creaked, and he felt sure that he was on the right track. He scanned the dark house, and tried to sift from the soughing of the wind any sound that might inform him.

Presently he moved forward and scrutinized with care the north wing, which abutted on the yew-wood. There lay between the two only a strip of formal garden, once set with rows of birds and beasts cut in yew. Time had turned these to monsters, huge, amorphous, menacing, amidst which rank grass rioted and elder pushed. Even in daylight it seemed as if the ancient trees stretched out arms to embrace and strangle the deserted house.

But the north wing remained as dark as the bulk of the house, and Basset uttered a sigh of relief. Ill-humor began to take the place of misgiving. He called himself a fool for his pains and anticipated with distaste a return through the yew-walk. However, the sooner he undertook the passage the sooner it would be over, and he was turning on his heel when somewhere between him and the old wing a stick snapped.

Under a foot, he fancied; and he waited. In two or three minutes the moon would rise.

Again he caught a faint sound. It resembled the stealthy tread of some one approaching from the north wing, and Basset, peering that way, was striving to probe the darkness, when a gleam of light shot across his eyes. He turned and saw in the main building a bright spark. It vanished. He waited to see it again, and while he waited a second stick snapped. This time the sound was behind him, and near the iron gate.

He had been outflanked, and he had now to choose which he would stalk, the footstep or the light. He chose the latter, the rather as while he stood with his eyes fixed on the house the upper edge of a rising moon peeped above the roof.

He stepped back to the gate, and in the shadow of the trees he waited. Two or three minutes passed. The moon rose clear of the roof, outlining the stately chimneys and gables and flooding with cold light the lower part of the lawn. With the rising of the moon the air grew more chilly. He shivered.

At length a dull sound reached him  the sound of a closing door or a shutter cast back. A minute later he heard the footsteps of some one moving along the walk towards him. The man trod with care, but once he stumbled.

Basset advanced. Is that you, sir? he asked.

D  n! John Audley replied out of the darkness. He halted, breathing quickly.

I say d  n, too! Basset replied. As a rule he was patient with the old man, but to-night his temper failed him.

The other came on. Why did you follow me? he asked. What is the use? What is the use? If you are willing to help me, good! But if not, why do you follow me?

To see that you dont come to harm, Basset retorted. As you certainly will one of these nights if you come here alone.

Well, I havent come to harm to-night! On the contrary  But there, there, man, let us get back.

The sooner the better, Basset replied. I nearly put out an eye as I came.

John Audley laughed. Did you come through the yews in the dark? he asked.

Didnt you?

No, I brought a lantern. He removed as he spoke the cap of a small bulls-eye lantern and threw its light on the path. Whos the fool now?

Let us get home, Basset snapped.

John Audley locked the iron gate behind them and they started. The light removed their worst difficulties and they reached the open park without mishap. But long before they gained the house the elder mans strength failed, and he was glad to lean on Bassets arm. On that a sense of weakness on the one side and of pity on the other closed their differences. After all, Audley said wearily, I dont know what I should have done if you had not come.

Youd have stayed there!

And that would have been  Heavens, what a pity that would have been! Audley paused and struck his stick on the ground. I must take care of myself, I must take care of myself! You dont know, Basset, what I  

And I dont want to know  here! Basset replied. When you are safe at home, you may tell me what you like.

In the courtyard they came on Toft, who was looking out for them with a lantern. Thank God, youre safe, sir, he said. I was growing alarmed about you.

Where were you, Basset asked sharply, when I came in? John Audley was too tired to speak.

I had stepped out at the front to look for the master, Toft replied. I fancied that he had gone out that way.

Basset did not believe him, but he could not refute the story. Well, get the brandy, he said, and bring it to the library. Mr. Audley has been out too long and is tired.

They went into the library and Toft pulled off his masters boots and brought his slippers and the spirit-tray. That done, he lingered, and Basset thought that he was trying to divine from the old mans looks whether the journey had been fruitful.

In the end, however, the man had to go, and Audley leant forward to speak.

Wait! Basset muttered. He is coming back.

How do you know?

Basset raised his hand. The door opened. Toft came in. I forgot to take your boots, sir, he said.

Well, take them now, his master replied peevishly. When the man had again withdrawn, How did you know? he asked, frowning at the fire.

I saw him go to take your boots  and leave them.

Audley was silent for a time, then Well, he said, he has been with me many years and I think he is faithful.

To his own interests. He dogged you to-night.

So did you!

Yes, but I did not hide! And he did, and hid from me, too, and lied about it. How long he had been watching you, I cannot say, but if you think that you can break through all your habits, sir, and be missing for two hours at night and a man as shrewd as Toft suspect nothing, you are mistaken. Of course he wonders. The next time he thinks it over. The third time he follows you. Presently whatever you know he will know.

Confound him! Audley turned to the table and jerked some brandy into a glass. Then, You havent asked yet, he said, what Ive done.

If I am to choose, Basset replied, I would rather not know. You know my views.

I know that you didnt think I should do it? Well, Ive done it!

Do you mean that  youve found the evidence?

Is it likely? the other replied petulantly. No, but Ive been in the Muniment Room. It is fifty years since I heard my father describe its position, but I could have gone to it blindfold! I was a boy then, and the name  he was telling a story of the old lord  took my fancy. I listened. In time the thing faded, but one day when I was at the lawyers and some one mentioned the Muniment Room, the story came back to me so clearly, that I could almost repeat my fathers words.

And youve been in the room?

Ive been in it. Why not? A door two inches thick and studded with iron, and a lock that one out of any dozen big keys would open! He rubbed his calves in his satisfaction. In twenty minutes I was inside.

And it was empty?

It was empty, the other agreed, with a cunning smile. As bare as a board. A little whitewashed room, just as my father described it!

They had removed the papers?

To the bank, or to London, or to Stubbss. The place was as clean as a platter! Not a length of green tape or an end of parchment was left!

Then what have you gained? Basset asked.

Audley looked slyly at him, his head on one side. Ay, what? he said. But Ill tell you my fathers story. At one time the part of the room under the stairs was crumbling and the rats got in. The steward told the old lord and he went to see it. Brick it up! he said. The steward objected that there would not be room  the place was full; there were boxes everywhere, some under the stairs. The old lord tapped one of the boxes with his gold-headed cane. Whats in these! he asked. Old papers, the steward explained. Of no use, my lord, but curious; old leases for lives, and terriers. Terriers? cried the old lord. Then, by G  d, brick em up with the rats! And that day at dinner he told my father the story and chuckled over it.

And thats what youve had in your mind all this time? Basset said. Do you think it was done?

The old lord bricked up many a pipe of port, and I think that he would do it for the jests sake. And  John Audley turned and looked in his companions face the part under the stairs is bricked up, and the room is as square and as flush as the family vault  and very like it. The old lord, he added sardonically, knows what it is to be bricked up himself now.

And still there may be nothing there to help you.

Audley rose from his chair. Dont say it! he cried passionately. Or Ill say that theres no right in the world, no law, no providence, no God! Dont dare to say it! he continued, his cheeks trembling with excitement. If I believed that I should go mad! But it is there! It is there! Do you think that it was for naught I heard that story? That it was for naught I remembered it, for naught Ive carried the story in my mind all these years? No, they are there, the papers that will give me mine and give it to Mary after me! They are there! And you must help me to get them.

I cannot do it, sir, Basset replied firmly. I dont think that you understand what you ask. To break into Audleys house like any common burglar, to dig down his wall, to steal his deeds  

John Audley shook his fist in the young mans face. His house! he shrieked. His wall! His deeds! No, fool, but my house, my wall, my deeds! my deeds! If the papers are there alls mine! All! And I am but taking my own! Cant you see that? Cant you see it? Have I no right to take what is my own?

But if the papers are not there? Basset replied gravely. No, sir, if you will take my advice you will tell your story, apply to the court, and let the court examine the documents. Thats the straightforward course.

John Audley flung out his arms. Man! he cried. Dont you know that as long as he is in possession he can sit on his deeds, and no power on earth can force him to show them?

Basset drew in his breath. If that is so, he said, it is hard. Very hard! But to go by night and break into his house  sticks in my gizzard, sir. Im sorry, but that is the way I look at it. The mans here too. I saw him this evening. The fancy might have taken him to visit the house, and he might have found you there?

Audleys color faded, he seemed to shrink into himself. Where did you see him? he faltered.

Basset told the story. I dont suppose that the girls were really in danger, he continued, but they thought so, and Audley came to the rescue and brought them as far as the park gap.

The other took out his silk handkerchief and wiped his brow. As near as that, he muttered.

Ay, and if he had found you at the house, he might have guessed your purpose.

John Audley held out a hand trembling with passion. I would have killed him! he cried. I would have killed him  before he should have had what is there!

Exactly, Basset replied. And that is why I will have nothing to do with the matter! Its too risky, sir. If you take my advice you will give it up.

Audley did not answer. He sat awhile, his shoulders bowed, his eyes fixed on the hearth, while the other wondered for the hundredth time if he were sane. At length, What is he doing here? the old man asked in a lifeless tone. The passion had died out of him.

Shooting, I suppose. But there was some talk in Riddsley of his coming down to stir up old Mottisfont.

What about?

Against the corn-law repeal, I suppose.

Audley nodded. But after a while, Thats a pretext, he said. And so is the shooting. He has followed the girl.

Basset started. Followed Mary! he exclaimed.

What else? I have looked for it from the first. Ive pressed you to come to an understanding with her for that reason. Why the devil cant you? If you leave it much longer youll be too late! Too late! And, by G  d, Ill never forgive you! with a fresh spirt of passion. Never! Never, man!

Ive not said that I meant to do it.

Youve not said! Audley replied contemptuously. Do you think that I dont know that shes all the world to you? Do you think that Ive no eyes? Do you think that when you sit there watching her from behind your book by the hour together, I have not my sight? Man, Im not a fool! And I tell you that if youre not to lose her you must speak! You must speak! Stand by another month, wait a little longer, and Philip Audley will put in his oar, and Ill not give that for your chances! He snapped his fingers.

Why should he put in his oar? Basset asked sullenly. His face had turned a dull red.

John Audley shrugged his shoulders. Do you think that she is without attractions?

But Audley lives in another world.

The more likely to have attractions for her!

But surely hell look for  for something more, Basset stammered.

For a rich wife? For an alliance, as the saying is? And sleep ill of nights? And have bad dreams? No, he is no fool, if you are. He sees that if he marries the girl he makes himself safe. He makes himself safe! After me, it lies between them.

I take it that he does think himself safe.

Not he! Audley replied. He was stooping over the ashes, warming his hands, but at that he jumped up. Not he! he knows better than you! And fears! And sleeps ill of nights, d  n him! And dreams! But there, I must not excite myself. I must not excite myself. Only, if he once begins, hell be no laggard in love as you are! Hell not sit puling and peeping and looking at the back of her head by the hour together! Hell be up and at her  I know what that big jowl means! And shell be in his arms in half the time that youve taken to count her eyelashes! He turned in a fresh fit of fury and seized his candle. In his arms, I tell you, fool, while you are counting her eyelashes. Well, lose her, lose her, and I never want to see you again, or her! Never! Ill curse you both!

He stumbled to the door and went out, a queer, gibbering, shaking figure; and Basset had no doubt at such moments that he was mad. But on this occasion he was afraid  he was very much afraid, as he sat pondering in his chair, that there was method in his madness!


CHAPTER XIII

PETER PAUPER

The impression which the events of the evening had made on Marys mind was still lively when she awoke next day. It was not less clear, because like the feminine letter of the forties, crossed and recrossed, it had stamped itself in two layers on her mind, of which the earlier was the more vivid.

The solitude in which her days had of late been spent had left her peculiarly open to new ideas, while the quiet and wholesome life of the Gatehouse had prepared her to answer any call which those ideas might make upon her. Rescued from penury, lifted above anxiety about bed and board, no longer exposed to the panic-fears which in Paris had beset even her courageous nature, Mary had for a while been content simply to rest. She had taken the sunshine, the beauty, the ease and indolence of her life as a convalescent accepts idleness, without scruple or question.

But this could not last. She was young, nature soon rallied in her, and she had seen things and done things during the last two years which forbade her to accept such a limited horizon as satisfied most of the women of that day. Unlike them, she had viewed the world from more than one standpoint; through the grille of a convent school, from the grimy windows of a back-street in Paris; again, as it moved beneath the painted ceilings of a French salon. And now, as it presented itself in this retired house.

Therefore she could not view things as those saw them whose standpoint had never shifted. She had suffered, she still had twinges  for who, with her experience, could be sure that the path would continue easy? And so to her Mr. Colets sermon had made a strong appeal.

It left the word which Mr. Colet had taken for his text sounding in her ears. Borne upward on the eloquence which earnestness had lent to the young preacher, she looked down on a world in torment, a world holding up piteous hands, craving, itself in ignorance, the help of those who held the secret, and whose will might make that secret sufficient to save. Love! To do to others as she would have others do to her! With every day, with every hour, with every minute to do something for others! Always to give, never to take! Above all to give herself, to do her part in that preference of others to self, which could alone right these mighty wrongs, could find work for the idle, food for the hungry, roofs for the homeless, knowledge for the blind, healing for the sick! Which could save all this world in torment, and could

Build a Heaven in Hells despair!

It was a beautiful vision, and in this her first glimpse of it, Marys fancy was not chilled by the hard light of experience. It seemed so plain that if the workman had his masters profit at heart, and the master were as anxious for the weal of his men, the interests of the two would be one. Equally plain it seemed that if they who grew the food aimed at feeding the greatest number, and they who ate had the same desire to reward the grower, if every man shrank from taking advantage of other men, if the learned lived to spread their knowledge, and the strong to help the weak, if no man wronged his neighbor, but

Each for another gave his ease,

then it seemed equally plain that love would indeed be lord of all!

Later, she might discover that it takes two to make a bargain; that charity does bless him who gives but not always him who takes; even, that cheap bread might be a dear advantage  that at least it might have its drawbacks.

But for the moment it was enough for Mary that the vision was beautiful and, as a theory, true. So that, gazing upward at the faded dimity of her tester, she longed to play her part in it. That world in torment, those countless hands stretched upward in appeal, that murmur of infinite pain, the cry of the hungry, of the widow, of men sitting by tireless hearths, of children dying in mill and mine  the picture wrought on her so strongly, that she could not rest. She rose, and though the hoar frost was white on the grass and the fog of an autumn morning still curtained the view, she began to dress.

Perhaps the chill of the cold water in which she washed sobered her. At any rate, with the comb in one hand and her hair in the other, she drifted down another line of thought. Lord Audley  how strange was the chance which had again brought them together! How much she owed him, with what kindness had he seen to her comfort, how masterfully had he arranged matters for her on the boat. And then she smiled. She recalled Bassets ill-humor, or his  jealousy. At the thought of what the word implied, Mary colored.

There could be nothing in the notion, yet she probed her own feelings. Certainly she liked Lord Audley. If he was not handsome, he had that air of strength and power which impresses women; and he had ease and charm, and the look of fashion which has its weight with even the most sensible of her sex. He had all these and he was a man, and she admired him and was grateful to him. And yesterday she might have thought that her feeling for him was love.

But this morning she had gained a higher notion of love. She had learned from Etruria how near to that pattern of love which Mr. Colet preached the love of man and woman could rise. She had a new conception of its strength and its power to expel what was selfish or petty. She had seen it in its noblest form in Etruria, and she knew that her feeling for Lord Audley was not in the same world with Etrurias feeling for the curate. She laughed at the notion.

Poor Etruria! she meditated. Or should it be, happy Etruria? Who knows? I only know that I am heart-whole!

And she knotted up her hair and, Diana-like, went out into the pure biting air of the morning, along the green rides hoary with dew and fringed with bracken, under the oak trees from which the wood-pigeons broke in startled flight.

But if the energy of her thoughts carried her out, fatigue soon brought her to a pause. The evenings excitement, the strain of the adventure had not left her, young as she was, unscathed. The springs of enthusiasm waned with her strength, and presently she felt jaded. She perceived that she would have done better had she rested longer; and too late the charms of bed appealed to her.

She was at the breakfast table when Basset  he, too, had had a restless night and many thoughts  came down. He saw that she was pale and that there were shadows under her eyes, and the mans tenderness went out to her. He longed, he longed above everything to put himself right with her; and on the impulse of the moment, I want you to know, he said, standing meekly at her elbow, that I am sorry I lost my temper last evening.

But she was out of sympathy with him. It is nothing, she said. We were all tired, I think. Etruria is not down yet.

But I want to ask your  

Oh dear, dear! she cried, interrupting him with a gesture of impatience. Dont let us rake it up again. If my uncle has not suffered, there is no harm done. Please let it rest.

But he could not let it rest. He longed to put his neck under her foot, and he did not see that she was in the worst possible mood for his purpose. Still, he said, you must let me say  

Dont! she cried. She put her hands to her ears. Then, seeing that she had wounded him, she dropped them and spoke more kindly. Dont let us make much of little, Mr. Basset. It was all natural enough. You dont like Lord Audley  

I dont.

And you did not understand that we had been terribly frightened, and had good reason to be grateful to him. I am sure that if you had known that, you would have behaved differently. There! with a smile. And now that I have made the amende for you, let us have breakfast. Here is your coffee.

He knew that she was holding him off, and all his alarms of the night were quickened. Again and again had John Audleys warning recurred to him and as often he had striven to reject it, but always in vain. And gradually, slowly, it had kindled his resolution, it had fired him to action. Now, the very modesty which had long kept him silent and withheld him from enterprise was changed  as so often happens with diffident man  into rashness. He was as anxious to put his fate to the test as he had before been unwilling.

Presently, You will not need to tell your uncle about Lord Audley, he said. Ive done it.

I hope you told him, she answered gravely, that we were indebted to Lord Audley for our safety.

You dont trust me?

Dont say things like that! she cried. It is foolish. I have no doubt that in telling my uncle you meant to relieve me. You have helped me more than once in that way. But  

But this is a special occasion?

She looked at him. If you wish us to be friends  

I dont, he answered roughly. I dont want to be friends with you.

Then, ambiguous as his words were, she saw where she stood, and she mustered her presence of mind. She rose from her seat. And I, she said, am not going to quarrel with you, Mr. Basset. I am going now to learn how Etruria is. And then I shall see my uncle.

She escaped before he could answer.

Once or twice it had crossed her mind that he looked at her with intention; and once reading that look in his eyes she had felt her color rise, and her heart beat more quickly. But the absence on her side of any feeling, except that which a sister might feel for a kind brother, this and the reserve of his manner had nipped the fancy as soon as it budded. And if she had given it a second thought, it had been only to smile at her vanity.

Now she had no doubt of the fact, no doubt that it was jealousy that moved him, and her uppermost, almost her only feeling was vexation. Because they had lived in the same house for five months, because he had been useful and she had been grateful, because they were man and woman, how foolish it was! How absurd! How annoying! She foresaw from it many, many, inconveniences; a breach in their pleasant intercourse, displeasure on her uncles part, trouble in the house that had been so peaceful  oh, many things. But that which vexed her most was the fear that she had, all unwittingly, encouraged him.

She believed that she had not. But while she talked to Etruria, and later, as she went down the stairs to interview her uncle, she had this weight on her mind. She strove to recall words and looks, and upon the whole she was sure that she could acquit herself, sure that of this evil no part lay at her door. But it was very, very vexatious!

On the threshold of the library she wrested her thoughts back to the present, and paused a moment, considering what she should say to her uncle.

She need not have troubled herself, for he was not there. At the first glance she took the room to be empty; a second showed her Basset. She turned to retire, but too late; he stepped between her and the door and closed it. He was a little paler than usual, and his air of purpose was not to be mistaken.

She stiffened. I came to see my uncle, she said.

I am the bearer of a message from him, he answered. He asked me to say that he considers the matter at an end. He does not wish it to be mentioned again. Of course he does not blame you.

But, Mr. Basset  

But he would not let her speak. That was his message, he continued, and I am glad to be the messenger because it gives me a chance of speaking to you. Will you sit down?

But we have only just parted, she remonstrated, struggling against her fate. I dont understand what you want  

To say? No, I am going to explain it  if you will sit down.

She sat down then with the feeling that she was trapped. And since it was clear that she must go through with it, she was glad that his insistence hardened her heart and dried up the springs of pity.

He went to the fire, stooped and moved the wood. You wont come nearer? he said.

No, she replied. How foolish to trap her like this if he thought to get anything from her!

He turned to her and his face was changed. Under his wistful look she discovered that it was not so easy to be hard, not so easy to maintain her firmness. You would rather escape? he said, reading her mind. I know. But I cant let you escape. You are thinking that I have trapped you? And you are fearing that I am going to make you unhappy for  for half an hour perhaps? I know. And I am fearing that you are going to make me unhappy for  always.

No, she could not retain her hardness. She knew that she was going to feel pity after all. But she would not speak.

I have only hope, he went on. There is only one thing I am clinging to. I have read that when a man loves a woman very truly, very deeply, as I love you, Mary  she started violently, and blushed to the roots of her hair, so sudden was the avowal as I love you, he repeated sorrowfully, I have read that she either hates him or loves him. His love is a fire that either warms her or scorches her, draws her or repels her. I thought of that last night, as I thought of many things, and I was sure, I was confident that you did not hate me.

Oh no, she answered, unsteadily. Indeed, indeed, I dont! I am very grateful to you. But the other  I dont think it is true.

No? he said, keeping his eyes on her face. And then, you dont doubt that I love you?

No. The flush had faded from her face and left her pale. I dont doubt that  now.

It is so true that  you know that you have sometimes called me Peter? Well, I would have given much, very much to call you Mary. But I did not dare. I could not. For I knew that if I did, only once, my voice would betray me, and that I should alarm you before the time! I knew that that one word  that word alone  would set my heart upon my sleeve for all to see. And I did not want to alarm you. I did not want to hurry you. I thought then that I had time, time to make myself known to you, time to prove my devotion, time to win you, Mary. I thought that I could wait. Now, since last night, I am afraid to wait. I doubt, nay I am sure, that I have no time, that I dare not wait.

She did not answer, but the color mounted again to her face.

He turned and knocked the fire together with his foot. Then he took a step towards her. Tell me, he said, have I any chance? Any chance at all, Mary?

She shook her head; but seeing then that he kept his eyes fixed on her and would not take that for an answer, None, she said as kindly as she could. I must tell you the truth. It is useless to try to break it. I have never once, not once thought of you but as a friend, Peter.

But now, he said, cannot you regard me differently  now! Now that you know? Cannot you begin to think of me as  a lover?

No, Mary said frankly and pitifully. I should not be honest if I said that I could. If I held out hopes. You have been always good to me, kind to me, a dear friend, a brother when I had need of one. And I am grateful, Mr. Basset, honestly, really grateful to you. And fond of you  in that way. But I could not think of you in the way you desire. I know it for certain. I know that there is no chance.

He stood for a moment without speaking, and seeing how stricken he looked, how sad his face, her eyes filled with tears. Then, Is there any one else? he asked slowly, his eyes on her face.

She did not answer. She rose to her feet.

Is there any one else? he repeated, a new note in his voice. He moved forward a step.

You have no right to ask that, she said.

I have every right, he replied. What? he continued, moving still nearer to her, his whole bearing changed in a moment by the sting of jealousy. I am condemned, I am rejected, and I am not to ask why?

No, she said.

But I do ask! he retorted with a passion which surprised and alarmed her; he was no longer the despondent lover of five minutes before, but a man demanding his rights. Have you no heart? Have you no feeling for me? Do you not consider what this is to me?

I consider, Mary replied with a warmth almost equal to his own, that if I answered your question I should humiliate myself. No one, no one has a right, sir, to ask that question. And least of all you!

And I am to be cast aside, I am to be discarded without a reason?

That word discarded seemed so unjust, and so uncalled for, seeing that she had given him no encouragement, that it stung her to anger. Without a reason? she retorted. I have given you a reason  I do not return your love. That is the only reason that you have a right to know. But if you press me, I will tell you why what you propose is impossible. Because, if I ever love a man I hope, Mr. Basset, that it will be one who has some work in the world, something to do that shall be worth the doing, a man with ambitions above mere trifling, mere groping in the dust of the past for facts that, when known, make no man happier, and no man better, and scarce a man wiser! Do you ever think, she continued, carried away by the remembrance of Mr. Colets zeal, of the sorrow and pain that are in the world? Of the vast riddles that are to be solved? Of the work that awaits the wisest and the strongest, and at which all in their degree can help? My uncle is an old man, it is well he should play with the past. I am a girl, it may serve for me. But what do you here? She pointed to his table, laden with open folios and calf-bound volumes. You spend a week in proving a Bohun marriage that is nothing to any one. Another, in raking up a blot that is better forgotten! A third in tracing to its source some ancient tag! You move a thousand books  to make one knight! Is that a mans work?

At least, he said huskily, I do no harm.

No harm? Mary replied, swept away by her feelings. Is that enough? Because in this quiet corner, which is home to my uncle and a refuge to me, no call reaches you, is it enough that you do no harm? Is there no good to be done? Think, Mr. Basset! I am ignorant, a woman. But I know that to-day there are great questions calling for an answer, wrongs clamoring to be righted, a people in travail that pleads for ease! I know that there is work in England for men, for all! Work, that if there be any virtue left in ancient blood should summon you as with a trumpet call!

He did not answer. Twice, early in her attack he had moved as if he would defend himself. Then he had let his chin fall and he had listened with his eyes on the table. And  but she had not seen it  he had more than once shivered under her words as under a lash. For he loved her and she scourged him. He loved her, he desired her, he had put her on a pedestal, and all the time she had been viewing him with the clear merciless eyes of youth, trying him by the standard of her dreams, probing his small pretensions, finding him a potterer in a library  he who in his vanity had raised his eyes to her and sought to be her hero!

It was a cruel lesson, cruelly given; and it wounded him to the heart. So that she, seeing too late that he made no reply, seeing the grayness of his face, and that he did not raise his eyes, had a too-late perception of what she had done, of how cruel she had been, of how much more she had said than she had meant to say. She stood conscience-stricken, remorseful, ashamed.

And then, Oh, I am sorry! she cried. I am sorry! I should not have said that! You meant to honor me and I have hurt you.

He looked up then, but neither the shadow nor the grayness left his face. Perhaps it was best, he said dully. I am sure that you meant well.

I did, she cried. I did! But I was wrong. Utterly wrong!

No, he said, you were not wrong. The truth was best.

But perhaps it was not the truth, she replied, anxious at once, miserably anxious to undo what she had done, to unsay what she had said, to tell him that she was conceited, foolish, a mere girl! I am no judge  after all what do I know of these things? What have I done that I should say anything?

I am afraid that what is said is said, he replied. I have always known that I was no knight-errant. I have never been bold until to-day  and it has not answered, with a sickly smile. But we understand one another now  and I relieve you.

He passed her on his way to the door, and she thought that he was going to hold it open for her to go out. But when he reached the door he fumbled for the handle, found it as a blind man might find it, and went out himself, without turning his head.


CHAPTER XIV

THE MANCHESTER MEN

Basset knew every path that crossed the Chase, and had traversed them at all seasons, and in all weathers. But when, some hours later, he halted on a scarred and blackened waste that stretched to the horizon on every side, he would have been hard put to it to say how he came to be there. He wore his hat, he carried his stick, but he could not remember how he had become possessed of either.

For a time the shock of disappointment, the numbing sense of loss had dulled his mind. He had walked as in a dream, repeating over and over again that that was what she thought of him  and he had loved her. It was possible that in the interval he had sworn at fate, or shrieked against the curlews, or cursed the inhuman sky that mocked him with its sameness. But he did not think that he had. He felt the life in him too low for such outbursts. He told himself that he was a poor creature, a broken thing, a failure. He loved her, and  and that was what she thought of him.

He sat on the stump of an ancient thorn-tree that had been a landmark on the burnt heath longer than the oldest man could remember, and he began to put together what she had said. He was trifling away his life, picking stray finds from the dust-heap of the past, making no man wiser and no man better, doing nothing for any one! Was she right? The Bohun pedigree, at which he had worked so long? He had been proud of his knowledge of Norman descents, proud of the research which had won that knowledge, proud of his taste for following up recondite facts. Were the knowledge, the research, the taste, all things for which he ought to blush? Certainly, tried by the test, cui bono? they came off but poorly. And perhaps, to sit down at his age, content with such employments, might seem unworthy and beneath him, if there were other calls upon him. But were there other calls?

Time had been when his family had played a great part, not in Staffordshire only but in England; and then doubtless public service had been a tradition with them. But the tradition had waned with their fortunes. In these days he was only a small squire, a little more regarded than the new men about him; but with no ability to push his way in a crowd, no mastery among his fellow-men, one whom character and position alike cast for a silent part.

Of course she knew none of these things, but with the enthusiasm of youth she looked to find in every man the qualities of the leading role. He who seldom raised his voice at Quarter Sessions or on the Grand Jury  to which his birth rather than his possessions called him  she would have had him figure among the great, lead causes, champion the oppressed! It was pitiful, if it had not been absurd!

He walked on by and by, dwelling on the pity of it, a very unhappy man. He thought of the evenings in the library when she had looked over his shoulder, and one lamp had lighted them; of the mornings when the sun had gilded her hair as she bent over the task she was even then criticizing; of afternoons when the spirit of the chase had been theirs, and the sunshine and the flowers had had no charm strong enough to draw them from the pursuit of  alas! something that could make no man better or wiser. He had lost her; and if aught mattered apart from that, she had for ever poisoned the springs of content, muddied the wells of his ordered life.

Beyond doubt she loved the other, for had she not, she would have viewed things differently. Beyond doubt in her love for the other lay the bias that weighted her strictures. And yet, making all allowance for that, there was so much of truth in what she had said, so much that hit the mark, that he could never be the same again, never give himself with pleasure to his former pursuits, never find the old life a thing to satisfy!

And still, like the tolling of a death bell above the citys life, two thoughts beat on his mind again and again, and gave him intolerable pain. That was what she thought of him! And he had lost her! That was what she thought of him! And he had lost her! Her slender gracious figure, her smiling eyes, the glint in her hair, her goodness, her very self  all were for another! All were lost to him!

Presently the day began to draw in, and fagged and hopeless he turned and began to make his way back. His road lay through Brown Heath, the mining village, where in all the taverns and low-browed shops they were beginning to light their candles. He crossed the Triangle, and made his way along the lane, deep in coal-dust and foul with drains, that ran upwards to the Chase. A pit, near at hand, had just turned out its shift, and in the dusk tired men, swinging tins in their hands, were moving by twos and threes along the track. With his bent shoulders and weary gait he was lost among them, he walked one with them; yet here and there an older man espied the difference, recognized him, and greeted him with rough respect. Presently the current slackened; something, he could not see what, dammed the stream. A shrewish voice rose in the darkness before him, and other voices, angry, clamant, protesting, struck in. A few of the men pushed by the trouble, others stood, here and there a man added a taunt to the brawl. In his turn Basset came abreast of the quarrel. He halted.

A farm cart blocked the roadway. Over the tail hung three or four wailing children; into it a couple of sturdy men were trying to lift an old woman, seated in a chair. A dingy beadle and a constable, who formed the escort and looked ill at ease, stood beside the cart, and round it half a score of slatternly women pushed and shrieked and gesticulated. On the group and the whole dreary scene nightfall cast a pallid light.

What is it? Basset asked.

Theyre shifting Nan Oates to the poorhouse, a man answered. Her son died of the fever, and theres none to keep her or the little uns. Sheve done till now, but theyll not give her bite nor sup out of the House  thats the law nowt seems. So the House it be!

Herd rather die than go! cried a girl.

D  n them and their Bastilles! exclaimed a younger man. Are we free men, or are we not?

Free men? shrieked a woman, who had seized the horses rein and was loudest in her outcry. No, nor Staffordshire men, nor Englishmen, nor men at all, if you let an old woman thats always lived decent go to their stone jug this way. Give me Stafford Gaol tis miles afore it!

Ay, youre at home there, Bet! a voice in the crowd struck in, and the laugh that followed lightened matters.

Basset looked with pity at the old woman. Her head sunk upon her breast, her thin shawl tucked about her shoulders, her gray hair in wisps on her cheeks, she gazed in tearless grief upon the hovel which had been home to her. Whos to support her, he asked, if she stays?

For the bite and sup theres neighbors, a man answered. Reverend Colet he said he might do something. But hes been lammed. And theres the rent. The boys ten, and he made four shilling a week in the pit, but the new laws stopped the young uns working.

Ay, d  n all new laws! cried another. Poor laws and pit laws were none but the worse for them!

The men were preparing to move the cart. The woman who held the rein clung to it. Now, Bet, have a care! said the constable. Or youll go home by Weeping Cross again!

Cross? Ill cross you! the termagant retorted. Selling up widows houses is your bread and meat! May the devil, hoof and horn, with his scythe on his back, go through you! If there were three men here, ay, men as youd call men  

Easy, woman, easy!

Woman, dang you! You call me woman  

Now, let go, Bet! Youll be in trouble else! some one said.

But she held on, and the crowd were beginning to jostle the men in charge when Basset stepped forward. Steady, a moment, he said. Will the guardians let the woman stop if the rent is provided?

Who be you, master? the constable asked. Youd best let us do our duty.

Dang it, man, an old fellow interposed, its Squire Basset of Blore. Dunno you know him? Keep a civil tongue in your head, will you!

Ay, chimed in another, pushing forward with a menacing gesture. You be careful, Jack! You be Jack in office, but twont always be so! Twont always be so!

Mr. Colet knows the old woman? Basset asked.

Sure, sir, the curate knows her.

Well, Ill find the rent, Basset said, addressing the constable, if youll let her be. Ill see the overseer about her in the morning.

So long as she dont come on the rates, sir?

Shell not come on the rates for six months, Basset said. Ill be answerable for so much.

The men had little stomach for their task, and with a good excuse they were willing enough to desist. A woman fetched a stub of a pen and a drop of ink and Basset wrote a word for their satisfaction. While he did so, Od Staffordshire! Od Staffordshire! a man explained in the background. Bassets of Blore  they be come from an Abbey and come to a Grange, as the saying is. You never heard of the Bassets of Blore, you be neither from Mixen nor Moor! In old Stafford talk the rich lands of Cheshire stood for the mixen as against the bare heaths of the home county.

In five minutes the business was done, the woman freed, and Basset was trudging away through the gathering darkness. But the incident had done him good. It had lightened his heart. It had changed ever so little the direction of his thoughts. Out of his own trouble he had stretched a hand to another; and although he knew that it was not by stray acts such as this that he could lift himself to Marys standard, though the battle over the new Poor Law had taught him, and many others, that charity may be the greatest of evils, what he had done seemed to bring him nearer to her. A hardship of the poor, which he might have seen with blind eyes, or viewed from afar as the inevitable result of the stay of outdoor relief, had come home to him. As he plodded across the moor he carried with him a picture of the old woman with her gray hair falling about her wrinkled face, and her hands clasped in hopeless resignation. And he felt that his was not the only trouble in the world.

When he had passed the wall of Beaudelays Park, Basset struck  not far from the Gatehouse  into the road leading down to the Vale, and a couple of hours after dark he plodded into Riddsley. He made for the Audley Arms, a long straggling house on the main street, in one part of two stories, in another of three, with a big bay window at the end. Entering the yard by the archway he ordered a gig to go to the Gatehouse for his portmanteau. Then he turned into the inn, and scribbled a note to John Audley, stating that he was called away, and would explain matters when he wrote again. He sent it by the driver.

It was eight oclock. I am afraid, Squire, the landlord said, that theres no fire upstairs. If youd not mind our parlor for once, theres no one there and its snug and warm.

Ill do that, Musters, he said. He was cold and famished and he was not sorry to avoid the company of his own thoughts. In the parlor, next door to the Snug, he might be alone or listen to the local gossip as he pleased.

Ten minutes later he sat in front of a good plain meal, and for the time the pangs of appetite overcame those of disappointment. About nine the landlord entered on some errand. I suppose, sir, he said, lingering to see that his guest had all that he wanted, youve heard this about Mr. Mottisfont?

No, Musters, what is it? Get a clean glass and tell me about it.

Hes to resign, sir, I hear. And his son is to stand.

Why?

Along o this about Sir Robert Peel, I understand. They have it that Sir Roberts going to repeal the corn taxes  some say that hes been for it all through, and some talk about a potato failure. Mr. Mottisfont sees that thatll never do for Riddsley, but he dont want to part from his leader, after following him all these years; so hell go out and the young gentleman will take his place.

Do you think it is true about Peel?

Theyre saying it, and Mr. Stubbs, he believes it. But itll never go down in Riddsley, Squire. Were horn and corn men here, two to one of us. Theres just the two small factories on the other side, and most of the hands havent votes. But heres Mr. Stubbs himself.

The lawyer had looked into the room in passing. Seeing Basset he removed his hat. Pardon, Squire, he said. I did not know that you were here.

Not at all, Basset answered. He knew the lawyer locally, and had seen him often  at arms length  in the peerage suit. Will you take a glass of wine with me?

Stubbs said that he would with pleasure, if he might take it standing  his time was short. The landlord was for withdrawing, but Stubbs detained him. No, John, with Mr. Bassets leave Ive a bone to pick with you, he said. Who are these men who are staying here?

Musterss face fell. Lord, Mr. Stubbs, he said, have you heard of them?

I hear most things, the lawyer answered. But repealers talking treason at the Audley Arms is a thing I never thought to hear. They must go.

The landlord rubbed his head. I cant turn em out, he said. Theyd have the law of me. His lordship couldnt turn em out.

I dont know about that, Stubbs replied. Hes a good landlord, but he likes his own way.

But what can I do? the stout man protested. When they came I knew no more about them than a china babe. When they began to talk, so glib that no one could answer them, I was more took aback than anybody. Seems like the worlds coming to an end with Manchester men coming here.

Perhaps it is, Basset said.

Stubbs met his eye and took his meaning. Later the lawyer maintained that he had his suspicions from that moment. At the time he only answered, Not in our day, Mr. Basset. Peel or Repeal, theres no one has attacked the land yet but the land has broken them. And so it will be this time. John, the sooner those two are out of your house the better.

But, dang me, sir, what am I to do?

Put em in the horse trough for what I care! the lawyer replied. Good-evening, Squire. I hope the Riddsley parliament maynt disturb you.

The landlord followed him out, after handing something through the hatch, which opened into the Snug. He left the hatch a little ajar when he had done so, and the voices of those who gathered there nightly, as to a club, reached Basset. At first he caught no more than a word here or there, but as the debate grew warm the speakers raised their voices.

All mighty fine, some one said, laying down the law, but youre like the rest, you Manchester chaps. Youve your eyes on your own rack and manger!

Im not denying it, came the answer in a Lancashire accent, Im not saying that cheap bread wont suit us. But it isnt for that  

No, no, of course not, the former speaker replied with heavy irony  Basset thought that the voice belonged to Hayward of the Leasows, a pompous old farmer, dubbed behind his back The Duke. You dont want low wages i your mills, of course!

Cheap bread doesnt make low wages, the other rejoined. Thats where you mistake, sir. Let me put it to you. Youve known wheat high?

It was seventy-seven shillings seven years back, the farmer pronounced. And I ha known it a hundred shillings a quarter for three years together.

And I suppose the wages at that time were the highest youve ever known?

Well, no, the farmer admitted, Im not saying that.

And seven years ago when wheat was seventy-seven  it is fifty-six now  were wages higher then than now?

Well, the Duke answered reluctantly, I dont know as they were, mister, not to take notice of.

Think it out for yourself, sir, the other replied. I dont think youll find that wages are highest when wheat is highest, nor lowest when wheat is lowest.

The farmer, more weighty than ready, snorted. But another speaker took up the cudgels. Ay, but one minute, he said. Its the price of wheat fixes the lowest wages. If its two pound of bread will keep a man fit to work  just keep him so and no more  its the price of bread fixes whether the lowest wages is eightpence a day or a shilling a day.

Well, but  

Well, but by G  d, hes got you there! the Duke cried, and smacked his fat thigh in triumph. Weve some sense i Riddsley yet. Heres your health and song, Dr. Pepper! At which there was some laughter.

Well, sir, Ill not say yes, nor no, to that, the Lancashire man replied, as soon as he could get a hearing. But, gentlemen, its not low wages we want. Ill tell you the two things we do want, and why we want cheap bread; first, that your laborers after they have bought bread may have something over to buy our woollens, and our cottons, and your pots. And secondly, if we dont take foreign wheat in payment how are foreigners to pay for our goods?

But at this half a dozen were up in arms. How? cried the Duke, why wi money like honest men at home! But there it is! Theres the devils hoof! Its foreign corn youre after! And with foreign corn coming in at forty shillings wherell we be?

No wheat will ever be grown at that price, declared the free trader with solemnity, here or abroad!

So you say! cried Hayward. But put it at forty-five. Well be on the rates, and our laborers, wherell they be?

I dont like such talk in my house! said Musters.

Id certainly like an answer to that, Pepper the surgeon said. If the farmers are broke wherell their laborers be but flocking to your mills to put down wages there!

The laborers? Well, theyre protected now, thats true.

Lucky for them! cried two or three.

They are protected now, the stranger repeated slowly. And Ill tell you what one of them said to me last year. I be protected, he said, and I be starving!

Dang his impudence! muttered old Hayward. Thats the kind of thing they two Boshams at the Bridge talk. Firebrands they be!

But the shot had told; no one else spoke.

That mans wages, the Manchester man continued, were six shillings a week  it was in Wiltshire. And you are protected too, sir, he continued, turning suddenly on the Duke. Have you made a fortune, sir, farming?

I dont know as I have, the farmer answered sulkily  and in a lower voice, Dang his impudence again!

Why not? Because you are paying a protected rent. Because you pay high for feeding-stuff. Because you pay poor-rates so high youd be better off paying double wages. Theres only one man benefits by the corn-tax, sir, theres only one who is truly protected, and that is the landlord!

But to several in the room this was treason, and they cried out upon it. Ay, thats the bottom of it, mister, one roared, down with the landlords and up with the cotton lords! Theres your Reform Bill, shouted another, weve put the beggars on horseback, and nones to ride but them now! A third protested that cheap bread was a herring drawn across the track. Theyre for cheap bread for the poor man, but no votes! Votes would make him as good as them!

Anyway, the stranger replied patiently, its clear that neither the farmer nor the laborer grows fat on Protection. Your wages are nine shillings  

Ten and eleven! cried two or three.

And your farmers are smothered in rates. If thats all you get by Protection Id try another system.

Anyways, Ill ask you to try it out of my house, Musters said. Ive a good landlord and Ill not hear him abused!

Hear! Hear! Musters! Quite right!

Ive not said an uncivil word, the Manchester man rejoined. I shall leave your house to-morrow, not an hour before. Ill add only one word, gentlemen. Bread is the staff of life. Isnt it the last thing you should tax?

True, Mr. Pepper replied. But isnt agriculture the staple industry? Isnt it the base on which all other industries stand? Isnt it the mainstay of the best constitution in the world? And wasnt it the land that steadied England, and kept it clear of Bonaparte and Wooden Shoes  

Ay, wooden ships against wooden shoes for ever! broke in old Hayward, in great excitement. Where were the oaks grown as beat Bony! No, master, protect the oak and protect the wheat, and Englandll never lack ships nor meat! Your cotton-printers and ironfounders theyre great folks now, great folks, with their brass and their votes, and so theyve a mind to upset the gentry. Its the town against the country, and new money against the old acres that have fed us and our fathers before us world without end! But put one of my lads in your mills, and amid your muck, and in twelve months hed not pitch hay, no not three hours of the day!

Basset could hear the free traders chair grate on the sanded floor as he pushed it back. Well, gentlemen, he said, Ill not quarrel with you. I wish you all the protection you deserve  and I think Sir Robert will give it you! For us, Im not saying that we are not thinking of our own interests.

Devil a doubt of that! muttered the farmer.

And some of us may have been cold-shouldered by my lord. But you may take it from me that theres some of us, too, are as anxious to better the poor mans lot  ay, as Lord Ashley himself! Thats all! Good-night, gentlemen.

When he was gone, Gi me a coal for my pipe, John, said the Duke. I never heard the like of that in Riddsley. Hes a gallus glib chap that!

I wont say, said Mr. Pepper cautiously, that theres nothing in it.

Plenty in it for the cotton people and the coal people, and the potters. But not for us!

But if Sir Robert sees it that way? queried the surgeon, delicately.

Then if Sir Robert were member for Riddsley, Hayward answered stubbornly, hed get his notice to quit, Dr. Pepper! You may bet your hat on that!

Theres one got a lesson last night, a new-comer chimed in. Parson Colet got so beaten on the moor hes in bed I am told. Hes been speaking free these last two months, and I thought hed get it. Three lads from your part I am told, Hayward.

Well, well! the farmer replied with philosophy. Theres good in Colet, and maybe itll be a lesson to him! Anyway, good or bad, hes going.

Going? cried two or three, speaking at once.

I met Rector not two hours back. Hed a letter from Colet saying he was going to preach the same rubbish here as hes fed em with at Brown Heath  cheap bread and the rest of it. Rectors been to him  he wouldnt budge, and he got his notice to quit right straight. Rector was fit to burst when I saw him.

Colet be a born fool! cried Musters. Whos like to employ him after that? Wheat is tithe and the parsons are as fond of their tithe as any man. You may look a long way before youll find a parson thats a repealer.

Serves Colet right! said one. But Im sorry for him all the same. Theres worse men than the Reverend Colet.

Basset could never say afterwards what moved him at this point, but whatever it was he got up and went out. The boots was lounging at the door of the inn. He asked the man where Mr. Colet lodged, and learning that it was in Stream Street, near the Maypole, he turned that way.


CHAPTER XV

STRANGE BEDFELLOWS

Had any one told Basset, even that morning, that before night he would seek the advice of the Riddsley curate, he would have met the suggestion with unmeasured scorn. Probably he had not since his college days spent an hour in intimate talk with a man so far from him in fortune and position, and so unlike him in those things which bring men together. Nor in the act of approaching Colet  under the impulse of a few casual words and a sudden thought  was he able to understand or to justify himself.

But when he rose to his feet after an hour spent beside the curates dingy hearth  over the barbers shop in Stream Street  he did not need to justify the step. He had said little but he had heard much. Colets tongue had been loosened by the sacrifice he had made, and inspired by that love of his kind which takes refuge in the most unlikely shapes, he had poured forth at length his beliefs and his aspirations. And Basset, whose world had tottered since morning, for whom common things had lost their poise and life its wonted aspect, began to think that he had found in the others aims a new standpoint and the offer of a new beginning.

The dip candles, which had been many times snuffed, were burning low when the two rose. The curate, whose pale cheeks matched his bandaged head, had a last word to say. Of the need I am sure, he repeated, as Bassets eye sought the cheap clock on the mantelpiece. If I have not proved that, the fault, sir, is mine. But the means  they are a question for you; almost any man may see them more clearly than I do. By votes, it may be, and so through the people working out their own betterment. Or by social measures, as Lord Ashley thinks, through the classes that are fitted by education to judge for all. Or by the wider spread, as I hold, of self-sacrifice by all for all  to me, the ideal. But of one thing I am convinced; that this tax upon the commonest food, which takes so much more in proportion from the poor than from the rich, is wrong. Certainly wrong, Mr. Basset,  unless the gain and the loss can be equally spread. Thats another matter.

I will not say any more now, Basset answered cautiously, than that I am inclined to your view. But for yourself, are there not others who will not pay so dearly for maintaining it?

A redness spread over the curates long horse-face. No, Mr. Basset, he rejoined, if I left my duty to others I should pay still more dearly. I am my own man. I will remain so.

But what will you do when you leave here? Basset inquired, casting his eyes round the shabby room. He did not see it as he had seen it on his entrance. He discerned that, small as it was, and shabby as it was, it might be a mans home. I fear that there are few incumbents who hold your views.

There are absentees, Colet replied with a smile, who are not so particular; and in the north there are a few who think as I think. I shall not starve.

I have an old house on the Derbyshire border twenty miles from here, Basset said. A servant and his wife keep it, and during some months of the year I live there. It is an out-of-the-way place, Mr. Colet, but it is at your service  if you dont get work?

The curate seemed to shrink into himself. I couldnt trespass on you, he said.

I hope you will, Basset replied. In the meantime, who was the man you quoted a few minutes ago?

Francis Place. He is a good man though not as we  he touched his threadbare cloth count goodness. He is something of a Socialist, something of a Chartist  he might frighten you, Mr. Basset. But he has the love of the people in him.

I will see him.

He has been a tailor.

That hit Basset fairly in the face. Good heavens! he said. A tailor?

Yes, Colet replied, smiling. But a very uncommon tailor. Let me tell you why I quoted him. Because, though he is not a Christian, he has ideals. He aims higher than he can shoot, while the aims of the Manchester League, though I agree with them upon the corn-tax, seem to me to be bounded by the material and warped by their own interests.

Basset nodded. You have thought a good deal on these things, he said.

I live among the poor. I have them always before me.

And I have thought so little that I need time. You must think no worse of me if I wait a while. And now, good-night.

But the other did not take the hand held out to him. He was staring at the candle. I am not clear that I have been quite frank with you, he said awkwardly. You have offered me the shelter of your house though I am a stranger, Mr. Basset, and though you must suspect that to harbor me may expose you to remark. Well, I may be tempted to avail myself of your kindness. But I cannot do so unless you know more of my circumstances.

I know all that is necessary.

You dont know what I am going to tell you, Colet persisted. And I think that you should. I am going to marry the daughter of your uncles servant, Toft.

Good Lord! cried Basset. This was a second and more serious blow. It brought him down from the clouds.

That shocks you, Mr. Basset, the curate continued with dignity, that I should marry one in her position? Well, I am not called upon to justify it. Why I think her worthy, and more than worthy to share my life, is my business. I only trouble you with the matter because you have made me an offer which you might not have made had you known this.

Basset did not deny the fact. He could not, indeed. His taste, his prejudice, his traditions all had received a blow, all were up in arms; and, for the moment, at any rate he repented of his visit. He felt that in stepping out of the normal round he had made a mistake. He should have foreseen, he should have known that he would meet with such shocks. You have certainly astonished me, he said after a pause of dismay. I cannot think the match suitable, Mr. Colet. May I ask if my uncle knows of this?

Miss Audley knows of it.

But  you cannot yourself think it suitable!

I have, Colet replied dryly, or rather I had seventy pounds a year. What girl, born in comfort, gently bred, sheltered from childhood could I ask to share that? How could I, with so little in the present and no prospects, ask a gentlewoman to share my lot?

Basset did not reply, but he was not convinced. A clergyman to marry a servant, good and refined as Etruria was! It seemed to him to be unseemly, to be altogether wrong.

Colet too was silent a moment. Then, I am glad I have told you this, he said. I shall not now trespass on you. On the other hand, I hope that you may still do something  and with your name, you can do much  for the good cause. If rumor goes for anything, many will in the next few months examine the ground on which they stand. It will be much, if what I have said has weight with you.

He spoke with constraint, but he spoke like a man, and Basset owned his equality while he resented it. He felt that he ought to renew his offer of hospitality, but he could not  reserve and shyness had him again in their grip. He muttered something about thinking it over, added a word or two of thanks  which were cut short by the flickering out of the candle  and a minute later he was in the dark deserted street, and walking back to his inn  not over well content with himself, if the truth be told.

Either he should not have gone, he felt, or he should have gone the whole way, sunk his ideas of caste, and carried the thing through. What was it to him if the man was going to marry a servant?

But that was a detail. The main point was that he should not have gone. It had been a foolish impulse  he saw it now  which had taken him to the barbers shop; and one which he might have known that he would repent. He ought to have foreseen that he could not place himself on Colets level without coming into collision with him; that he could not draw wisdom from him without paying toll.

An impossible person, he thought, a man of ideas quite unlike his own! And yet the man had spoken well and ably, and spoken from experience. He had told the things that he had seen as he passed from house to house, hard, sad facts, the outcome of rising numbers and falling wages, of over-production, of mouths foodless and unwanted. And all made worse, as he maintained, by this tax on bread, that barely touched the rich mans income, yet took a heavy toll from the small wage.

As he recalled some of the things that he had heard, Basset felt his interest revive. Colet had dealt with facts; he had attempted no oratory, he had cast no glamour over them. But he had brought to bear upon them the light of an ideal  the Christian ideal of unselfishness; and his hearer, while he doubted, while he did not admit that the solution was practical, owned its beauty.

For he too, as we know, had had his aspirations, though he had rarely thought of turning them into action. Instead, he had hidden them behind the commonplace; and in this he had matched the times, which were commonplace. For the country lay in the trough of the wave. Neither the fine fury of the generation which had adored the rights of man, nor the splendid endurance which the great war had fostered, nor the lesser ardors of the Reform era, which found its single panacea in votes, touched or ennobled it. Great wealth and great poverty, jostling one another, marked a material age, seeking remedies in material things, despising arms, decrying enthusiasm; an age which felt, but hardly bowed as yet, to the breath of the new spirit.

But Basset  perhaps because the present offered no great prospect to the straitened squire  had had his glimpses of a life higher and finer, devoted to something above the passing whim and the days indulgence, a life that should not be useless to those who came after him. Was it possible that he now heard the call? Could this be the crusade of which he had idly dreamed? Had the trumpet sounded at the moment of his utmost need?

If only it were so! During the evening he had kept his sorrow at bay as well as he could, distracting his thoughts with passing objects. Now, as the boots ushered him up the close-smelling stairs to the inns best room, and he stood in his hat and coat, looking on the cold bare aspect and the unfamiliar things  he owned himself desolate. The thought of Mary, of his hopes and plans and of the end of these, returned upon him in an irresistible flood. The waters which he had stemmed all day, though all day they had lapped his lips, overwhelmed him with their bitterness. Mary! He had loved her and she  he knew what she thought of him.

He could not take up the old life. She had made an end of that, the rather as from this time onward the Gatehouse would be closed to him by her presence. And the old house near Wootton where he had been wont to pass part of his time? That hardly met his needs or his aspirations. Unhappy as he was, he could not see himself sitting down in idleness, to brood and to rust in a home so remote, so quiet, so lost among the stony hills that the country said of it,

Wootton under Weaver
Where God came never!

No, he could hardly face that. Hitherto he had not been called upon to say what he would do with his life. Now the question was put to him and he had to answer it. He had to answer it. For many minutes he sat on the bed staring before him. And from time to time he sighed.


CHAPTER XVI

THE GREAT HOUSE AT BEAUDELAYS

It was about a week after this that two men stood on the neglected lawn, contemplating the long blind front of Beaudelays House. With all its grandeur the house lacked the dignity of ruin, for ruin presumes a past, and the larger part of the Great House had no past. The ancient wing that had welcomed brides, and echoed the laughter of children and given back the sullen notes of the passing-bell did not suffice to redeem the whole. By night the house might pass; the silent bulk imposed on the eye. By day it required no effort of fancy to see the scaffold still clinging to the brickwork, or to discern that the grand entrance had never opened to guest or neighbor, that everyday life had never gazed through the blank windows of the long façade.

The house, indeed, was not only dead. It had never lived.

Certainly Nature had done something to shroud the dead. The lawn was knee-deep in weeds, and the evergreens about it had pushed out embracing arms to narrow the vista before the windows. At the lower end of the lawn a paved terrace, the width of the house, promised a freer air, but even here grass sprouted between the flags, and elders labored to uproot the stately balustrade that looked on the lower garden. This garden, once formal, was now a tangle of vegetation, a wilderness amid whose broad walks Venuses slowly turned to Dryads, and classic urns lay in fragments, split by the frosts of some excessive winter. Only the prospect of the Trent Valley and the Derbyshire foot-hills, visible beyond the pleasance, still pleased; and this view was vague and sad and distant. For the Great House, as became its greatness, shunned the public eye, and, lying far back, set a wide stretch of park between its bounds and the verge of the upland.

One of the two men was the owner. The other who bore a bunch of keys was Stubbs. Both had a depressed air. It would have been hard to say which of the two entered more deeply into the sadness of the place.

Presently my lord turned his back on the house. The view is fine, he said. The only fine thing about the place, he added bitterly. Isnt there a sort of Belvedere below the garden?

There is, my lord. But I fear that it is out of repair.

Like everything else! There, dont think Im blaming you for it, man. You cannot make bricks without straw. But let us look at this Belvedere.

They descended the steps, and passed slowly along the grass-grown walk, now and again stepping aside to avoid the clutch of a straggling rose bough, or the fragments of a broken pillar. They paused to inspect the sundial, a giant Butterfly with closed wings, a replica of the stone monster in the Yew Walk. Lord Audley read the inscription, barely visible through the verdigris that stained the dial-plate:



Non sine sole volo!



Just so! he said. A short life and a merry one!

A few paces farther along the walk they stopped to examine the basin of the great fountain. Cracked from edge to centre, and become a shallow bed of clay and weeds, it was now as unsightly as it had been beautiful in the days when fair women leaning over it had fed the gold fish, or viewed their mirrored faces in its waters.

The fortunes of the Audleys in a nutshell! muttered the unlucky owner. And turning on his heel, Confound it, Stubbs, he cried, I have had as much of this as I can stand! A little more and I shall go back and cut my throat! It is beginning to rain, too. D  n the Belvedere! Let us go into the house. That cannot be as bad as this.

Without waiting for an answer, or looking behind him, he strode back the way they had come. Stubbs followed in silence, and they regained the lawn.

I tell you what it is, Audley continued, letting the agent come abreast of him. You must find some vulgarian to take the place  iron man or cotton man, I dont care who he is, if he has got the cash I You must let it, Stubbs. You must let it! Its a white elephant, its the d  ndest White Elephant man ever had!

The lawyer shook his head. You may be sure, my lord, he said mildly, I should have advised that long ago, if it were possible. But we couldnt let it in its present state  for a short term; and we have no more power to lease it for a long one than, as your lordship knows, we have power to sell it.

The other swore. At the outset he had scarcely felt his poverty. But he was beginning to feel it. There were moments such as this when his withers were wrung; when the consequence which the title had brought failed to soften the hardships of his lot  a poor peer with a vast house. Had he tried to keep the Great House in repair it would have swallowed the whole income of the peerage  a sum which, as it was, barely sufficed for his needs as a bachelor.

Already Stubbs had hinted that there was one way out  a rich marriage. And Audley had received the hint with the easiness of a man who was in no haste to marry and might, likely enough, marry where money was. But once or twice during the last few days, which they had been spending in a review of the property, my lord had shown irritation. When an old farmer had said to his face, that he must bring home a bride with a good fat chest, and his lordship would be what his forbears had been, the great man, in place of a laughing answer, had turned glumly away.

Presently the two halted at the door of the north wing. Stubbs unlocked it and pushed it open. They entered an ante-room of moderate size.

Faugh! Audley cried. Open a window! Break one if necessary.

Stubbs succeeded in opening one, and they passed on into the great hall, a room sixty feet long and open to the roof, a gallery running round it. A withdrawing-room of half the length opened at one end, and midway along the inner side a short passage led to a second hall  the servants hall  the twin of this. Together they formed an H, and were probably a Jacobean copy of a Henry the Eighth building. A long table, some benches, and a score of massive chairs furnished the room. Between the windows hung a few ragged pictures, and on either side of the farther door a piece of tapestry hung askew.

Audley looked about him. In this room eighty years before the old lord had held his revels. The two hearths had glowed with logs, a hundred wax-lights had shone on silver and glass and the rosy tints of old wine. Guests in satin and velvet, henchmen and led captains, had filled it with laughter and jest, and song. With a foot on the table they had toasted the young king  not stout Farmer George, not the old, mad monarch, but the gay young sovereign. To-day desolation reigned. The windows gray with dirt let in a grisly light. All was bare and cold and rusty  the webs of spiders crossed the very hearths. The old lord, mouldering in his coffin, was not more unlike that Georgian reveller than was the room of to-day unlike the room of eighty years before.

Perhaps the thought struck his descendant. God! What a charnel-house! he cried. To think that men made merry in this room. Its a vault, its a grave! Let us get away from it. Whats through, man?

They passed into the withdrawing-room, where panels of needlework of Queen Annes time, gloomy with age, filled the wall spaces, and a few pieces of furniture crouched under shrouds of dust. As they stood gazing two rats leapt from a screen of Cordovan leather that lay in tatters on the floor. The rats paused an instant to stare at the intruders, then fled in panic.

The younger man advanced to one of the panels in the wall. A hunting scene? he said. These may be worth money some day.

The lawyer looked doubtful. It will be a long day first, I am afraid, he said. Its funereal stuff at the best, my lord.

At any rate it is out of reach of the rats, Lord Audley answered. He cast a look of distaste at the shreds of the screen. He touched them with his foot. A third rat sprang out and fled squeaking to covert. Oh, d  n! he said. Let us see something else.

The lawyer led the way upstairs to the ghostly, echoing gallery that ran round the hall. They glanced into the principal guest-room, which was over the drawing-room. Then they went by the short passage of the H to the range of bedrooms over the servants hall. For the most part they opened one from the other.

The parents slept in the outer and the young ladies in the inner, Audley said, smiling. Gad! it tells a tale of the times!

Stubbs opened the nearest door and recoiled. Take care, my lord! he said. Here are the bats!

Faugh! What a smell! Cant you keep them out?

We tried years ago  I hate them like poison  but it was of no use. They are in all these upper rooms.

They were. For when Stubbs, humping his shoulders as under a shower, opened a second door, the bats streamed forth in a long silent procession, only to stream back again as silently. In a dusky corner of the second room a cluster, like a huge bunch of grapes, hung to one of the rafters. Now and again a bat detached itself and joined the living current that swept without a sound through the shadowy rooms.

Theres nothing beyond these rooms?

No.

Then let us go down. Rats and bats and rottenness! Non sine sole volo! We may not, but the bats do. Let us go down! Or no! I was forgetting. Where is the Muniment Room?

This way, my lord, Stubbs replied, turning with suspicious readiness  the bats were his pet aversion. I brought a candle and some of the new lucifers. This way, my lord.

He led the way down to a door set in a corner of the ante-room. He unlocked this and they found themselves at the foot of a circular staircase. On the farther side of the stairfoot was another door which led, Stubbs explained, into the servants quarters. This turret, he added, is older even than the wing, and forms no part of the H. It was retained because it supplied a second staircase, and also a short cut from the servants hall to the entrance. The Muniment Room is over this lobby on the first floor. Allow me to go first, my lord.

The air was close, but not unpleasant, and the stairs were clean. On the first floor a low-browed door, clamped and studded with iron, showed itself. Stubbs halted before it. There was a sputter. A light shone out. Wonderful invention! he said. Electric telegraph not more wonderful, though marvellous invention that, my lord.

Yes, the other answered dryly. But  when were you here last, Stubbs?

Not for a twelvemonth, my lord.

Leave your candle?

No.

Then whats that? The young man pointed to something that lay in the angle between a stair and the wall.

God bless my soul! the lawyer cried. Its a candle.

And clean. It has not been there a week. Who has been here, my friend?

Stubbs reflected. No one with my authority, he said. But if the devil himself has been here, he continued, stoutly recovering himself, he can have done no harm. I can prove that in five minutes, my lord  if you will kindly hold the light. He inserted a large key in the lock, and with an effort, he shot back the bolts. He pushed open the door and signed to Lord Audley to enter.

He did so, and Stubbs followed. They stood and looked about them. They were in a whitewashed chamber twelve feet square, clean, bare, empty. The walls gave back the light so that the one candle lit the place perfectly.

Its as good as air-tight, Stubbs said with pride. And you see, my lord, we swept it as bare as the palm of my hand. I can answer for it that not a shred of paper or a piece of wax was left.

Audley, gazing about him, seemed satisfied. His face relaxed. Yes, he said, you could not overlook anything in a place like this. Im glad Ive seen it.

He was turning to go when a thought struck him. He lowered the light and scanned the floor. All the same, somebody has been here! he exclaimed. Theres one of the things you are so pleased with  a lucifer!

Stubbs stooped and looked. A lucifer? he repeated. He picked up the bit of charred wood and examined it. Now how did that come here? I never used one till six months ago.

My lord frowned. Who is it? he asked.

Some one, I fear, who has had a key made, the agent answered, shaking his head,

I can see that for myself. But has he learned anything?

Stubbs stared. Theres nothing to learn, my lord, he said. You can see that. Whoever he is, he has cracked the nut and found no kernel!

The young man looked round him again. He nodded. I suppose so, he said. But he seemed ill at ease and inclined to find fault. He threw the light of the candle this way and that, as if he expected the clean white walls to tell a tale. Whats that? he asked suddenly. A crack? Or what?

Stubbs looked, passed his hand over the mark on the wall, effaced it. No, my lord, a cobweb, he said. Nothing.

There was no more to be seen, yet Audley seemed loth to go. At length he turned and went out. Stubbs closed and locked the door behind them, then he took the candle from his lordship and invited him to go down before him. Still the young man hesitated. I suppose we can learn nothing more? he said.

Nothing, my lord, Stubbs answered. To tell you the truth, I have long thought Mr. John mad, and it is possible that his madness has taken this turn. But I am equally sure that there is nothing for him to discover, if he spends every day of his life here.

All the same I dont like it, the owner objected. Whoever has been here has no right here. It is odd that I had some notion of this before we came. You may depend upon it that this was why he fixed himself at the Gatehouse.

He may have had something of the sort in his mind, Stubbs admitted. But I dont think so, my lord. More probably, being here and idle, he took to wandering in for lack of something to do.

And by and by, had a key made and strayed into the Muniment Room! No, that wont do, Stubbs. And frankly there should be closer supervision here. It should not have remained for me to discover this.

He began to descend, leaving Stubbs to digest the remark; who for his part thought honestly that too much was being made of the matter. Probably the intruder was John Audley; the man had a bee in his bonnet, and what more likely than that he should be taken with a craze to haunt the house which he believed was his own? But the agent was too prudent to defend himself while the young mans vexation was fresh. He followed him down in silence, and before many minutes had passed, they were in the open air, and had locked the door behind them.

Clouds hung low on the tops of the trees, mist veiled the view, and a small rain was falling on the wet lawn. Nevertheless the young man moved into the open. Come this way, he said.

The lawyer turned up the collar of his coat and followed him unwillingly. Where does he get in? my lord asked. It seemed as if the longer he dwelt on the matter the less he liked it. Not by that door  the lock is rusty. The key had shrieked in it. Probably he enters by one of the windows in the new part.

He walked towards the middle of the lawn and Stubbs, thankful that he wore Wellington boots, followed him.

The lawyer thought that he had never seen the house wear so dreary an aspect as it wore under the gray weeping sky. But his lordship was more practical. These windows look the most likely, he said after a short survey: and he dragged his unwilling attendant to the point he had marked.

A nearer view strengthened his suspicions. On the sill of one of the windows were scratches and stains. You see? he said. It should not have been left to me to discover this! Probably John Audley comes from the Gatehouse by the Yew Walk. He turned to measure the distance with his eye, the distance which divided the spot from the Iron Gate. Thats it, he said, he comes  

Then, Good G  d! he muttered. Look! Look! Stubbs looked. They both looked. Beyond the lawn, on the farther side of the iron grille and clinging to it with both hands, a man stood bareheaded under the rain. Whether he had come uncovered, or his hat had been jerked from him by some movement caused by their appearance, they could not tell; nor how long he had stood thus, gazing at them through the bars. But they could see that his eyes never wavered, that his hands gripped the iron, and the two knew by instinct that in the intensity of his hate, the man was insensible alike to the rain that drenched him, and to the wind that blew out the skirts of his thin black coat.

Even Stubbs held his breath. Even he felt that there was something uncanny and ominous in the appearance. For the gazer was John Audley.


CHAPTER XVII

TO THE RESCUE

Stubbs was the first to collect himself, but a minute elapsed before he spoke. Then, He must be mad, he cried, mad, to expose himself to the weather at his age. If I had not seen it, I couldnt believe it!

I suppose it is John Audley?

Yes. Then raising his voice, My lord! I dont think I would go to him now!

But Audley was already striding across the lawn towards the gate. The lawyer hesitated, gave way, and followed him.

They were within twenty paces of the silent watcher when he moved  up to that time he might have been a lay figure. He shook one hand in the air, as if he would beat them off, then he turned and walked stiffly away. Half a dozen steps took him out of sight. The Yew Walk swallowed him.

But, quickly as he vanished, the lawyer had had time to see that he staggered. I fear, my lord, he is ill, he said. He will never reach the Gatehouse in that state. I had better follow him.

Why the devil did he come here? Audley retorted savagely. The watchers strange aspect, his face, white against the dark yews, his stillness, his gesture, a something ominous in all, had shaken him. If he had stopped at home  

Still  

D  n him, its his affair!

Still we cannot leave him if he has fallen, my lord, Stubbs replied with decision. And without waiting for his employers assent he tried the gate. It was locked, but in a trice he found the key on his bunch, turned it, and pushed back the gate. Audley noticed that it moved silently on its hinges.

Stubbs, the gate open, began to feel ashamed of his impulse. Probably there was nothing amiss after all. But he had hardly looked along the path before he uttered a cry, and hurrying forward, stooped over a bundle of clothes that lay in the middle of the walk. It was John Audley. Apparently he had tripped over a root and lain where he had fallen.

Stubbss cry summoned the other, who followed him through the gate, to find him on his knees supporting the old mans head. The sight recalled Audley to his better self. The mottled face, the staring eyes, the helpless limbs shocked him. Good G  d! he cried, you were right, Stubbs! He might have died if we had left him.

He would have died, Stubbs answered. As it is  I am not sure. He opened the waistcoat, felt for the beating of the heart, bent his ear to it. No, I dont think hes gone, he said, but the heart is feeble, very feeble. We must have brandy! My lord, you are the more active. Will you go to the Gatehouse  there is no nearer place  and get some? And something to carry him home! A hurdle if there is nothing better, and a couple of men?

Right! Audley cried.

And dont lose a minute, my lord! Hes nearly gone.

Audley stripped off his overcoat. Wrap this about him! he said. And before the other could answer he had started for the Gatehouse, at a pace which he believed that he could keep up.

Pad, pad, my lord ran under the yew trees, swish, swish across the soaking grass, about the great Butterfly. Pad, pad, again through the gloom under the yews! Not too fast, he told himself  he was a big man and he must save himself. Now he saw before him the opening into the park, and the light falling on the pale turf. And then, at a point not more than twenty yards short of the open ground, he tripped over a root, tried to recover himself, struck another root, and fell.

The fall shook him, but he was young, and he was quickly on his feet. He paused an instant to brush the dirt from his hands and knees; and it was during that instant that his inbred fear of John Audley, and the certainty that if John Audley died he need fear no more, rose before him.

Yes, if he died  this man who was even now plotting against him  there was an end of that fear! There was an end of uneasiness, of anxiety, of the alarm that assailed him in the small hours, of the forebodings that showed him stripped of title and income and consequence. Stripped of all!

Five seconds passed, and he still stood, engaged with his hands. Five more; it was his knees he was brushing now  and very carefully. Another five  the sweat broke out on his brow though the day was cold. Twenty seconds, twenty-five! His face showed white in the gloom. And still he stood. He glanced behind him. No one could see him.

But the movement discovered the man to himself, and with an oath he broke away. He thrust the damning thought from him, he sprang forward. He ran. In ten strides he was in the open park, and trotting steadily, his elbows to his sides, across the sward. The blessed light was about him, the wind swept past his ears, the cleansing rain whipped his face. Thank God, he had left behind him the heavy air and noisome scent of the yews. He hated them. He would cut them all down some day.

For in a strange way he associated them with the temptation which had assailed him. And he was thankful, most thankful, that he had put that temptation from him  had put it from him, when most men, he thought, would have succumbed to it. Thank God, he had not! The farther he went, indeed, the better he felt. By the time he saw the Gatehouse before him, he was sure that few men, exposed to that temptation, would have overcome it. For if John Audley died what a relief it would be! And he had looked very ill; he had looked like a man at the point of death. The brandy could not reach him under  well, under half an hour. Half an hour was a long time, when a man looked like that. Ill do my best, he thought. Then if he dies, well and good. Ive always been afraid of him.

He did not spare himself, but he was not in training, and he was well winded when he reached the Gatehouse. A last effort carried him between the Butterflies, and he halted on the flags of the courtyard. A woman, whose skirts were visible, but whose head and shoulders were hidden by an umbrella, was standing in the doorway on his left, speaking to some one in the house. She heard his footsteps and turned.

Lord Audley! she exclaimed  for it was Mary Audley. Then with a womans quickness, You have come from my uncle? she cried. Is he ill?

Audley nodded. I am come for some brandy, he gasped.

She did not waste a moment. She sped into the house, and to the dining-room. I had missed him, she cried over her shoulder. The man-servant is away. I hoped he might be with him.

In a trice she had opened a cellarette and taken from it a decanter of brandy. Then she saw that he could not carry this at any speed, and she turned to the sideboard and took a wicker flask from a drawer. With a steady hand and without the loss of a minute  he found her presence of mind admirable  she filled this.

As she corked it, Mrs. Toft appeared, wiping her hands on her apron. Dear, dear, miss, she said, is the master bad? But its no wonder when he, that doesnt quit the fire for a week together, goes out like this? And Toft away and all! She stared at his lordship. Probably she knew him by sight.

Will you get his bed warmed, Mrs. Toft, Mary answered. She gave Lord Audley the flask. Please dont lose a moment, she urged. I am following  oh yes, I am. But you will go faster.

She had not a thought, he saw, for the disorder of her dress, or for her hair dishevelled by the wind, and scarce a thought for him. He decided that he had never seen her to such advantage, but it was no time for compliments, nor was she in the mood for them. Without more he nodded and set off on his return journey  he had not been in the house three minutes. By and by he looked back, and saw that Mary was following on his heels. She had snatched up a sun-bonnet, discarded the umbrella, and, heedless of the rain, was coming after him as swiftly and lightly as Atalanta of the golden apple. Gad, shes not one of the fainting sort! he reflected; and also that if he had given way to that d  d temptation he could not have looked her in the face. As it is, his mind ran, what are the odds the old boys not dead when we get there? If he is  I am safe! If he is not, I might do worse than think of her. It would checkmate him finely. More  he looked again over his shoulder shes a fine mover, by Gad, and her figures perfect! Even that rag on her head dont spoil her! Whereupon he thought of a certain Lady Adela with whom he was very friendly, who had political connections and would some day have a plum. The comparison was not, in the matter of fineness and figure, to Lady Adelas advantage. Her lines were rather on the Flemish side.

Meanwhile Mary was feeling anything but an Atalanta. Wind and rain and wet grass, loosened hair and swaying skirts do not make for romance. But in her anxiety she gave small thought to these. Her one instinct was to help. With all his oddity her uncle had been kind to her, and she longed to show him that she was grateful. And he was her one relative. She had no one else in the world. He had given her what of home he had, and ease, and a security which she had never known before. Were she to lose him now  the mere fancy spurred her to fresh exertions, and in spite of a pain in her side, in spite of clinging skirts, and shoes that threatened to leave her feet, she pushed on. She was not far behind Audley when he reached the Yew Walk.

She saw him plunge into it, she followed, and was on the scene not many seconds later. When she caught sight of the little group kneeling about the prostrate man, that sense of tragedy, and of the inevitable, which assails at such a time, shook her. The thing always possible, never expected, had happened at last.

Then the coolness which women find in these emergencies returned. She knelt between the men, took the insensible head on her arm, held out her other hand for the cup. Has he swallowed any? she asked, taking command of the situation.

No, Toft answered  and she became aware that the man with Lord Audley was the servant.

She waited for no more, she tilted the cup, and by some knack she succeeded where Toft had failed. A little of the spirit was swallowed. She improvised a pillow and laid the head down on it. The lower the better, she murmured. She felt the hands and began to rub one. Rub the other, she said to Toft. The first thing to do is to get him home! Have you a carriage? How near can you bring it, Lord Audley?

We can bring it to the park at the end of the walk, he answered. My agent has gone to fetch it.

Will you hasten it? she replied. Toft will stay with me. And bring something, please, on which you can carry him to it.

At once, Audley answered, and he went off in the direction of the Great House.

Ive seen him as bad before, Miss, Toft said. I found that he had gone out without his hat and I followed him, but I could not trace him at once. I dont think you need feel alarmed.

Certainly the face had lost its mottled look, the eyes were now shut, the limbs lay more naturally. If he were only at home! Mary answered. But every moment he is exposed to the cold is against him. He must be wet through.

She induced the patient to swallow another mouthful of brandy, and with their eyes on his face the two watched for the first gleam of consciousness. It came suddenly. John Audleys eyes opened. He stared at them.

His mind, however, still wandered. I knew it! he muttered. They could not be there and I not know it! But the wall! The wall is thick  thick and   He was silent again.

The rambling mind is to those who are not wont to deal with it a most uncanny thing, and Mary looked at Toft to see what he made of it. But the servant had eyes only for his master. He was gazing at him with an absorbed face.

Ay, a thick wall! the sick man murmured. They may look and look, theyll not see through it. He was silent a moment, then, All bare! he murmured. All bare! He chuckled faintly, and tried to raise himself, but sank back. Fools! he whispered, fools, when in ten minutes if they took out a brick  

The servant cut him short. Heres his lordship! he cried. He spoke so sharply that Mary looked up in surprise, wondering what was amiss. Lord Audley was within three or four paces of them  the carpet of yew leaves had deadened his footsteps. Heres his lordship, sir! Toft repeated in the same tone, his mouth close to John Audleys ear.

The servants manner shocked Mary. Hush, Toft! she said. Do you want to startle him?

His lordship will startle him, Toft retorted. He looked over his shoulder, and without ceremony he signed to Lord Audley to stand back.

Bare, quite bare! John Audley muttered, his mind still far away. But if they took out  if they took out  

Toft waved his hand again  waved it wildly.

All right, I understand, Lord Audley said. He had not at first grasped what was wanted, but the mans repeated gestures enlightened him. He retired to a position where he was out of the sick mans sight.

The servant wiped the sweat from his brow. He mustnt see him! he repeated insistently. Lord! what a turn it gave me. I ask your pardon, Miss, he continued, but I know the master so well. He cast an uneasy glance over his shoulder. If the masters eyes lit on him once, only once, when hes in this state, Id not answer for his life.

Mary reproached herself. You are quite right, Toft, she said. I ought to have thought of that myself.

He must not see any strangers!

He shall not. You are quite right.

But Toft was still uneasy. He looked round. Stubbs and a man who had been working in the neighborhood were bringing up a sheep-hurdle, and again the butlers anxiety overcame him. D  n! he said: and he rose to his feet. I think they want to kill him amongst them! Why cant they keep away?

Hush! Toft. Why  

He mustnt see the lawyer! He must not see him on any account.

Mary nodded. I will arrange it! she said. Only dont excite him. You will do him harm that way if you are not careful. I will speak to them.

She went to meet them and explained, while Stubbs, who had not seen her before, considered her with interest. So this was Miss Audley, Peter Audleys daughter! She told them that she thought it better that her uncle should not find strangers about him when he came to himself. They agreed  it seemed quite natural  and it was arranged that Toft and the man should carry him as far as the carriage, while Mary walked beside him; and that afterwards she and Toft should travel with him. The carriage cushions were placed on the hurdle, and the helpless man was lifted on to them. Toft and the laborer raised their burden, and slowly and heavily, with an occasional stagger, they bore it along the sodden path. Mary saw that the sweat sprang out on Tofts sallow face and that his knees shook under him. Clearly the man was taxing his strength to the utmost, and she felt some concern  she had not given him credit for such fidelity. However, he held out until they reached the carriage.

Babbling a word now and again, John Audley was moved into the vehicle. Mary mounted beside him and supported his head, while Toft climbed to the box, and at a footpace they set off across the sward, the laborer plodding at the tail of the carriage, and Lord Audley and Stubbs following a score of paces behind. The rain had ceased, but the clouds were low and leaden, the trees dripped sadly, and the little procession across the park had a funereal look. To Mary the way seemed long, to Toft still longer. With every moment his head was round. His eyes were now on his master, now jealously cast on those who brought up the rear. But everything comes to an end, and at length they swung into the courtyard, where Mrs. Toft, capable and cool, met them and took a load off Marys shoulders.

Hes that bad is he? she said calmly. Then the sooner hes in his bed the better. Trurias warming it. How will we get him up? I could carry him myself if thats all. If Toftll take his feet, Ill do the rest. No need for another soul to come in! with a glance at Lord Audley. But if they would fetch the doctor Id not say no, Miss.

Ill ask them to do that, Mary said.

And dont you worrit, Miss, Mrs. Toft continued, eyeing the sick man judicially. Hes been nigh as bad as this before and been about within the week. Theres some as when they wool-gathers, theres no worse sign. But the master hes never all here, nor all there, and like a Broseley butter-pot another touch of the kiln will neither make him nor break him. Now, Toft, wide of the door-post, and steady, man.

Lord Audley and Stubbs had remained outside, but when they saw Mary coming towards them, the young man left Stubbs and went to meet her. How is he? he asked.

Mrs. Toft thinks well of him. She has seen him nearly as ill before, she says. But if he recovers, Mary continued gratefully, we owe his life to you. Had you not found him he must have died. And if you had lost a moment in bringing the news, I am sure that we should have been too late.

The young man might have given some credit to Stubbs, but he did not; perhaps because time pressed, perhaps because he felt that his virtue in resisting a certain temptation deserved its reward. Instead he looked at Mary with a sympathy so ardent that her eyes fell. Who would not have done as much? he said. If not for him  for you.

Will you add one kindness then? she answered. Will you send Dr. Pepper as quickly as possible?

Without the loss of a minute, he said. But one thing before I go. I cannot come here to inquire, yet I should like to know how he goes on. Will you walk a little way down the Riddsley road at noon to-morrow, and tell me how he fares?

Mary hesitated. But when he had done so much for them, when he had as good as saved her uncles life, how could she be churlish? How could she play the prude? Of course I will, she said frankly. I hope I shall bring a good report.

Thank you, he said. Until to-morrow!


CHAPTER XVIII

MASKS AND FACES

Cherbuliez opens one of his stories with the remark that if the law of probabilities ruled, the hero and heroine would never have met, seeing that the one lived in Venice and the other seldom left Paris. That in spite of this they fell in with one another was enough to suggest to the lady that Destiny was at work to unite them.

He put into words a thought which has entertained millions of lovers. If in face of the odds of three hundred and sixty-four to one Phyllis shares her birthday with Corydon, if Frederica sprains her ankle and the ready arm belongs to a Frederic, if Mademoiselle has a grain de beauté on the right ear, and Monsieur a plain mole on the left  here is at once matter for reverie, and the heart is given almost before the hands have met.

This was the fourth occasion on which Audley had come to Marys rescue, and, sensible as she was, she was too thoroughly woman to be proof against the suggestion. On three of the four occasions the odds had been against his appearance. Yet he had come. To-day in particular, as if no pain that threatened her could be indifferent to him, as if no trouble approached her but touched a nerve in him, he had risen from the very ground to help and sustain her.

Could the coldest decline to feel interest in one so strangely linked with her by fortune? Could the most prudent in such a case abstain from day dreams, in which love and service, devotion and constancy, played their parts?

Sic itur ad astra! So men and women begin to love.

She spent the morning between the room in which John Audley was making a slow recovery, and the deserted library which already wore a cold and unused aspect. In the one and the other she felt a restlessness and a disturbance which she was fain to set down to yesterdays alarm. The old interests invited her in vain. Do what she would, she could not keep her mind off the appointment before her. Her eyes grew dreamy, her thoughts strayed, her color came and went. At one moment she would plunge into a thousand attentions to her uncle, at another she opened books only to close them. She looked at the clock  surely the hands were not moving! She looked again  it could not be as late as that! The truth was that Mary was not in love, but she was ready to be in love. She was glad and sorry, grave and gay, without reason; like a stream that dances over the shallows, and rippling and twinkling goes its way through the sunshine, knowing nothing of the deep pool that awaits it.

Presently, acting upon some impulse, she opened a drawer in one of the tables. It contained a portrait in crayons of Peter Basset, which John Audley had shown her. She took out the sketch and set it against a book where the light fell upon it, and she examined it. At first with a smile  that he should have been so mad as to think what he had thought! And then with a softer look. How hard she had been to him! How unfeeling! Nay, how cruel!

She sat for a long time looking at the portrait. But in fact she had forgotten that it was before her, when the clock, striking the half  hour before noon, surprised her. Then she thrust the portrait back into its drawer, and went with a composed face to put on her hat.

The past summer had been one of the wettest ever known, for rain had fallen on five days out of seven. But to-day it was fine, and as Mary descended the road that led from the house towards Riddsley, a road open to the vale on one side and flanked on the other by a rising slope covered with brushwood, a watery sun was shining. Its rays, aided by the clearness of the air, brought out the colors of stubble and field, flood and coppice, that lay below. And men looking up from toil or pleasure, leaning on spades or pausing before they crossed a stile, saw the Gatehouse transformed to a fairy lodge, gray, clear  cut, glittering, breaking the line of forest trees  saw it as if it had stood in another world.

Mary looked back, looked forward, admired, descended. She had made up her mind that Lord Audley would meet her at a turn near the foot of the hill, where a Cross had once stood, and where the crumbling base and moss-clothed steps still bade travellers rest and be thankful.

He was there, and Mary owned the attraction of the big smiling face and the burly figure, that in a rough, caped riding-coat still kept an air of fashion. He on his side saw coming to meet him, through the pale sunshine, not as yesterday an Atalanta, but a cool Dian, with her hands in a large muff.

You bring a good report, I hope? he cried before they met.

Very good, Mary replied, sparkling a little as she looked at him  was not the sun shining? My uncle is much better this morning. Dr. Pepper says that it was mainly exertion acting on a weak heart. He expects him to be downstairs in a week and to be himself in a fortnight. But he will have to be more careful in future.

That is good!

He says, too, that if you had not acted so promptly, my uncle must have died.

Well, he was pretty far gone, I must say.

So, as he will not thank you himself, you must let me thank you. And Mary held out the hand she had hitherto kept in her muff. She was determined not to be a prude.

He pressed it discreetly. I am glad, he said. Very glad. Perhaps after this he may think better of me.

She laughed. I dont think that there is a chance of it, she said.

No? Well, I suppose it was foolish, but do you know, I did hope that this might bring us together.

You may dismiss it, she answered, smiling.

Ah! he said. Then tell me this. How in the world did he come to be there? Without a hat? Without a coat? And so far from the house?

Mary hesitated. He had turned, they were walking side by side. I am not sure that I ought to tell you, she said. What I know I gathered from a word that Mr. Audley let fall when he was rambling. He seems to have had some instinct, some feeling that you were there and to have been forced to learn if it was so.

But forced? By what? Lord Audley asked. I dont understand.

I dont understand either, Mary answered.

He could not know that we were there?

But he seems to have known.

Strange, he murmured. Does he often stray away like that?

He does, sometimes, she admitted reluctantly.

Ah! Audley was silent a moment. Then, Well, I am glad he is better, he said in the tone of one who dismisses a subject. Let us talk of something else  ourselves. Are you aware that this is the fourth time that I have come to your rescue?

I know that it is the fourth time that you have been very useful, she admitted. She wished that she had been able to control her color, but though he spoke playfully there was meaning in his voice.

I, too, have a second sense it seems, he said, almost purring as he looked at her. Did you by any chance think of me, when you missed your uncle?

Not for a moment, she retorted.

Perhaps  you thought of Mr. Basset?

No, nor of Mr. Basset. Had he been at the Gatehouse I might have. But he is away.

Away, is he? Oh! He looked at her with a whimsical smile. Do you know that when he met us the other evening I thought that he was a little out of temper? It was not a continuance of that which took him away, I suppose?

Mary would have given the world to show an unmoved face at that moment. But she could not. Nor could she feel as angry as she wished. I thought we were going to talk of ourselves, she said.

I thought that we were talking of you.

On that, I am afraid that I must be going back, she said. And she stopped.

But I am going back with you!

Are you? Well, you may come as far as the Cross.

Oh, hang the Cross! he answered with a masterfulness of which Mary owned the charm, while she rebelled against it. I shall come as far as I like! And hang Basset too  if he makes you unhappy! He laughed. Well talk of  what shall we talk of, Mary? Why, we are cousins  does not that entitle me to call you Mary?

I would rather you did not, she said, and this time there was no lack of firmness in her tone. She remembered what Basset had said about her name and  and for the moment the others airiness displeased her.

But we are cousins.

Then you can call me cousin, she answered.

He laughed. Beaten again! he said.

And I can call you cousin, she said sedately. Indeed, I am going to treat you as a cousin. I want you, if not to do, to think of doing something for me. I dont know, nervously, whether I am asking more than I ought  if so you must forgive me. But it is not for myself.

You frighten me! he said. What is it?

Its about Mr. Colet, the curate whom you helped us to save from those men at Brown Heath. He has been shamefully treated. What they did to him might be forgiven  they knew no better. But I hear that because he preaches what is not to everybodys taste, but what thousands and thousands are saying, he is to lose his curacy. And that is his livelihood. It seems most wicked to me, because I am told that no one else will employ him. And what is he to do? He has no friends  

He has one eloquent friend.

Dont laugh at me! she cried.

I am not laughing, he answered. He was, in fact, wondering how he should deal with this  this fad of hers. A little, too, he was wondering what it meant. It could not be that she was in love with Colet. Absurd! He recalled the look of the man. I am not laughing, he repeated more slowly. But what do you want me to do?

To use your influence for him, Mary explained, either with the rector to keep him or with some one else to employ him.

I see.

He only did what he thought was his duty. And  and because he did it, is he to pay with all he has in the world?

It seems a hard case.

It is more, it is an abominable injustice! she cried.

Yes, he said slowly. It seems so. It certainly seems hard. But let me  dont be angry with me if I put another side. He spoke with careful moderation. It is my experience that good, easy men, such as I take the rector of Riddsley to be, rarely do a thing which seems cruel, without reason. A clergyman, for instance; he has generally thought out more clearly than you or I what it is right to say in the pulpit; how far it is lawful, and then again how far it is wise to deal with matters of debate. He has considered how far a pronouncement may offend some, and so may render his office less welcome to them. That is one consideration. Probably, too, he has considered that a statement, if events falsify it, will injure him with his poorer parishioners who look up to him as wiser than themselves. Well, when such a man has laid down a rule and finds a younger clergyman bent upon transgressing it, is it unreasonable if he puts his foot down?

I had not looked at it in that way.

And that, perhaps, is not all, he resumed. You know that a thing may be true, but that it is not always wise to proclaim it. It may be too strong meat. It may be true, for instance, that corn-dealers make an unfair profit out of the poor; but it is not a truth that you would tell a hungry crowd outside the corn-dealers shop on a Saturday night.

No, Mary allowed reluctantly. Perhaps not.

And again  I have nothing to say against Colet. It is enough for me that he is a friend of yours  

I have a reason for being interested in him. I am sure that if you heard him  

I might be carried away? Precisely. But is it not possible that he has seen much of one side of this question, much of the poverty for which a cure is sought, without being for that reason fitted to decide what the cure should be?

Mary nodded. Have you formed any opinion yourself? she asked.

But he was too prudent to enter on a discussion. He saw that so far he had impressed her with what he had said, and he was not going to risk the advantage he had gained. No, he said, I am weighing the matter at this moment. We are on the verge of a crisis on the Corn Laws, and it is my duty to consider the question carefully. I am doing so. I have hitherto been a believer in the tax. I may change my views, but I shall not do so hastily. As for your friend, I will consider what can be done, but I fear that he has been imprudent.

Sometimes, she ventured, imprudence is a virtue.

And its own reward! he retorted. They had passed the Cross, they were by this time high on the hill, with one accord they came to a stand. However, I will think it over, he continued. I will think it over, and what a cousin may, a cousin shall.

A cousin may much when he is Lord Audley.

A poor man in a fine coat! A butterfly in an east wind. He removed his curly-brimmed hat and stood gazing over the prospect, over the wide valley that far and near gleamed with many a sheet of flood-water. Have you ever thought, Mary, what that means? he continued with feeling. To be the shadow of a name! A ghost of the past! To have for home a ruin, and for lands a few poor farms  in place of all that we can see from here! For all this was once ours. To live a poor man among the rich! To have nothing but  

Opportunities! she answered, her voice betraying how deeply she was moved  for she too was an Audley. For, with all said and done, you start where others end. You have no need to wait for a hearing. Doors stand open to you that others must open. Your name is a passport  is there a Stafford man who does not thrill to it? Surely these things are something. Surely they are much?

You would make me think so! he exclaimed.

Believe me, they are.

They would be if I had your enthusiasm! he answered, moved by her words. And, by Jove, gazing with admiration at her glowing face, if I had you by me to spur me on theres no knowing, Mary, what I might not try! And what I might not do!

Womanlike, she would evade the crisis which she had provoked. Or fail to do! she replied. Perhaps the most worthy would be left undone. But I must go now, she continued. I have to give my uncle his medicine. I fear I am late already.

When shall I see you again? he asked, trying to detain her.

Some day, I have no doubt. But good-bye now! And dont forget Mr. Colet! Good-bye!

He stood awhile looking after her, then he turned and went down the hill. By the time he was at the place where he had met her he was glad that she had broken off the interview.

I might have said too much, he reflected. Shes handsome enough to turn any mans head! And not so cold as she looks. And she spells safety. But theres no hurry  and shes inclined to be kind, or I am mistaken! That clown, Basset, too, has got his dismissal, I fancy, and theres no one else!

Presently his thoughts took another turn. What maggots women get into their heads! he muttered. That pestilent Colet  Im glad the rector acted on my hint. But there it is; when a woman meddles with politics shes game for the first spouter she comes across! Fine eyes, too, and the Audley blood! With a little drilling she would hold her own anywhere.

Altogether, he found the walk to the place where he had left his carriage pleasant enough and his thoughts satisfactory. With Mary and safety on one side, and Lady Adela and a plum on the other  it would be odd if he did not bring his wares to a tolerable market.


CHAPTER XIX

THE CORN LAW CRISIS

He had been right in his forecast when he told Mary that a political crisis was at hand. That which had been long whispered, was beginning to be stated openly in club and market-place. The Corn Laws, the support of the country, the mainstay, as so many thought, of the Constitution, were in danger; and behind closed doors, while England listened without, the doctors were met to decide their fate.

Potatoes! The word flew from mouth to mouth that wet autumn, from town to country, from village to village. Potatoes! The thing seemed incredible. That the lordly Corn Laws, the bulwark of the landed interest, the prop of agriculture, that had withstood all attacks for two generations, and maintained themselves alike against high prices and the Corn Law League  that these should go down because a vulgar root like the potato had failed in Ireland  it was a thing passing belief. It couldnt be. With the Conservatives in power, it seemed impossible.

Yet it was certain that the position was grave, if not hopeless. Never since the Reform Bill had there been such meetings of the Cabinet, so frequent, so secret. And strange things were said. Some who had supported Peel yet did not trust him, maintained that this was the natural sequel of his measures, the point to which he had been moving through all the years of his Ministry. Potatoes  bah! Others who still supported him, yet did not trust him, brooded nervously over his action twenty years before, when he had first resisted and then accepted the Catholic claims. Tories and Conservatives alike, wondered what they were there to conserve, if such things were in the wind; they protested, but with growing misgiving, that the thing could not be. While those among them who had seats to save and majorities to guard, met one another with gloomy looks, whispered together in corners and privately asked themselves what they would do  if he did. Happy in these circumstances were those who like Mottisfont, the father, were ready to retire; and still happier those who like Mottisfont, the son, knew the wishes of their constituents and could sing John Barleycorn, my Joe, John, with no fear of being jilted.

Their anxieties  they were politicians  were mainly personal  and selfish. But there were some, simple people like Mr. Stubbs at Riddsley, who really believed, when these rumors reached them, that the foundations of things were breaking up, and that the world in which they had lived was sinking under their feet. Already in fancy they saw the glare of furnaces fall across the peaceful fields. Already they heard the tall mill jar and quiver where the cosey homestead and the full stackyard sprawled. They saw a weakly race, slaves to the factory bell, overrun the land where the ploughman still whistled at his work and his wife suckled healthy babes. To these men, if the rumors they heard were true, if Peel had indeed sold the pass, it meant the loss of all. It meant the victory of coal and cotton, the ruling of all after the Manchester pattern, the reign of Cash, the Lord, and ten per cent. his profit. It meant the end of the old England they had loved.

Not that Stubbs said this at Riddsley, or anything like it. He smiled and kept silence, as became a man who knew much and was set above common rumor. The landlord of the Audley Arms, the corndealer, the brewer, the saddler went away from him with their fears allayed merely by the way in which he shrugged his shoulders. At the farmers ordinary he had never been more cheerful. He gave the toast of Horn and Corn, gentlemen! And when potatoes take their place you may come and tell me! And he gave it so heartily that the farmers went home, market-peart and rejoicing, laughed at their doubting neighbors, and quoted a hundred things that Lawyer Stubbs had not said.

But a day or two later the lawyer sustained an unpleasant shock. He had been little moved by Lord Johns manifesto  the declaration in which the little Whig Leader, seeing that the Government hesitated, had plumped for total repeal. That was in the common course of things. It had heartened him, if anything. It was natural. It would bring the Tories into line and put an end to trimming. But this  this which confronted him one morning when he opened his London paper was different. He read it, he held his breath, he stood aghast a long minute, he swore. After a few minutes he took his hat and the newspaper, and went round to the house in which Lord Audley lived when he was at Riddsley.

It was a handsome Georgian house, built of brick with stone facings, and partly covered with ivy. A wide smooth lawn divided it from the road. The occupant was a curates widow who lived there with her two sisters and eked out their joint means by letting the first floor to her landlord. For The Butterflies was Audley property, and the clergymans widow was held to derogate in no way by an arrangement which differed widely from a common letting of lodgings. Mrs. Jenkinson was stout, short, and fussy, her sisters were thin, short, and precise, but all three overflowed with words as kindly as their deeds. Good Mrs. Jenkinson, in fact, who never spoke of his lordship behind his back but with distant respect, sometimes forgot in his presence that he was anything but a dear young man, and when he had a cold, would prescribe a posset or a warming-pan with an insistence which at times amused and more often bored him.

Stubbs found his lordship just risen from a late lunch, and in his excitement, the lawyer forgot his manners. By G  d, my lord! he cried, hes resigned.

Audley looked at him with displeasure. Whos resigned? he asked coldly.

Peel!

Against that news the young man was not proof. He caught the infection. Impossible! he said, rising to his feet.

Its true! Its in the Morning Post, my lord! He saw the Queen yesterday. Shes sending for Lord John. Its black treachery! Its the blackest of treachery! With a majority in the House, with the peers in his pocket, the country quiet, trade improving, everything in his favor, hes sold us  sold us to Cobden on some d  d pretext of famine in Ireland!

Audley did not answer at once. He stood deep in thought, his eyes on the floor, his hands in his pockets. At length, I dont follow it, he said. How is Russell, who is in a minority, to carry repeal?

Peels promised his support! Stubbs cried. Like most honest men, he was nothing if not thorough. You may depend upon it, my lord, he has! He wont deceive me again. I know him through and through, now. Hell take with him Graham and Gladstone and Herbert, his old tail, Radicals at heart every man of them, and hes the biggest!

Well, Audley said slowly, he might have done one thing worse. He might have stayed in and passed repeal himself!

Good G  d! the lawyer cried, Judas wouldnt have done that! All he could do, he has done. He has let in corn from Canada, cattle from Heaven knows where, he has let in wool. All that he has done. But even he has a limit, my lord! Even he! The man who was returned to support the Corn Laws  to repeal them. Impossible!

Well? Audley said. Therell be an election, I suppose?

The sooner the better, Stubbs answered vengefully. And we shall see what the country thinks of this. In Riddsley weve been ready for weeks  as you know, my lord. But a General Election? Gad! I only hope they will put up some one here, and we will give them such a beating as theyve never had!

Audley pondered. I suppose Riddsley is safe, he said.

As safe as Burton Bridge, my lord!

The other rattled the money in his pocket. As long as you give them a lead, Stubbs, I suppose? But if you went over? What then?

Stubbs opened his eyes. Went over? he ejaculated.

Oh, I dont mean, my lord said airily, that youre not as staunch as Burton Bridge. But supposing you took the other side  it would make a difference, I suppose?

Not a jot! the lawyer answered sturdily.

Not even if the two Mottisfonts sided with Peel?

If they did the old gentleman would never see Westminster again, Stubbs cried, nor the young one go there!

Or, Audley continued, setting his shoulders against the mantel-shelf, and smiling, suppose I did? If the Beaudelays interest were cast for repeal? What then?

What then? Stubbs answered. Youll pardon me, my lord, if I am frank. Then the Beaudelays influence, that has held the borough time out of mind, that returned two members before 32, and has returned one since  thered be an end of it! It would snap like a rotten stick. The truth is we hold the borough while we go with the stream. In fair weather when it is a question of twenty votes one way or the other, we carry it. And youve the credit, my lord.

Audley moved his shoulders restlessly. Its all I get by it, he said. If I could turn the credit into a snug place of two thousand a year, Stubbs  it would be another thing. Do you know, he continued, Ive often wondered why you feel so strongly on the corn-taxes?

You asked me that once before, my lord, the agent answered slowly. All that I can say is that more things than one go to it. Perhaps the best answer I can make is that, like your lordships influence in the borough, its part sentiment and part tradition. I have a picture in my mind  its a picture of an old homestead that my grandfather lived in and died in, and that I visited when I was a boy. That would be about the middle nineties; the French war going, corn high, cattle high, a good horse in the gig and old ale for all comers. There was comfort inside and plenty without; comfort in the great kitchen, with its floor as clean as a pink, and greened in squares with bay leaves, its dresser bright with pewter, its mantel with Toby jugs! There was wealth in the stackyard, with the poultry strutting and scratching, and more in the byres knee-deep in straw, and the big barn where they flailed the wheat! And there were men and maids more than on two farms to-day, some in the house, some in thatched cottages with a run on the common and wood for the getting. I remember, as if they were yesterday, hot summer afternoons when thered be a stillness on the farm and all drowsed together, the bees, and the calves, and the old sheep-dog, and the only sounds that broke the silence were the cluck of a hen, or the clank of pattens on the dairy-floor, while the sun fell hot on the orchard, where a little boy hunted for damsons! Thats what I often see, my lord, Stubbs continued stoutly. And may Peel protect me, if I ever raise a finger to set mill and furnace, devils dust and slave-grown cotton, in place of that!

My lord concealed a yawn. Very interesting, Stubbs, he said. Quite a picture! Peace and plenty and old ale! And little Jack Horner sitting in a corner! No, dont go yet, man. I want you. He made a sign to Stubbs to sit down, and settling his shoulders more firmly against the mantel-shelf, he thrust his hands deeper into his trouser-pockets. Im not easy in my mind about John Audley, he said. Im not sure that he has not found something.

Stubbs stared. Theres nothing to find, he said. Nothing, my lord! You may be sure of it.

He goes there.

Its a craze.

Its a confoundedly unpleasant one!

But harmless, my lord. Really harmless.

The younger mans impatience darkened his face, but he controlled it  a sure sign that he was in earnest. Tell me this, he said. What evidence would upset us? You told me once that the claim could be reopened on fresh evidence. On what evidence?

I regard the case as closed, Stubbs answered stubbornly. But if you put the question he seemed to reflect the point at issue, on which the whole turned, was the legitimacy of your great-grandfather, my lord, Peter Paravicini Audleys son. Mr. Johns great-grandfather was Peter Paravicinis younger brother. The other side alleged, but could not produce, a family agreement admitting that the son was illegitimate. Such an agreement, if Peter Paravicini was a party to it, if it was proved, and came from the proper custody, would be an awkward document and might let in the next brothers descendants  thats Mr. John. But in my opinion, its existence is a fairy story, and in its absence, the entry in the register stands good.

But such a document would be fatal?

If it fulfilled the conditions it would be serious, the lawyer admitted. But it does not exist, he added confidently.

And yet  Im not comfortable, Stubbs, Audley rejoined. I cant get John Audleys face out of my mind. If ever man looked as if he had his enemy by the throat, he looked it; a d  d disinheriting face I thought it! I dont mind telling you, the speaker continued, some disorder in his own looks, that I awoke at three oclock this morning, and I saw him as clearly as I see you now, and at that moment I wouldnt have given a thousand pounds for my chance of being Lord Audley this time two years!

Liver! said Stubbs, unmoved. Liver, my lord, asking your pardon! Nothing else  and the small hours. Ive felt like that myself. Still, if you are really uneasy there is always a way out, though it may be impertinent of me to mention it.

The old way?

You might marry Miss Audley. A handsome young lady, if I may presume to say so, of your own blood and name, and no disparagement except in fortune. After Mr. John, she is the next heir, and the match once made would checkmate any action on his part.

I am afraid I could not afford such a marriage, Audley said coldly. But I am to you. As for this news he flicked the newspaper that lay on the table it may be true or it may not. If it is true, it will alter many things. We shall see. If you hear anything fresh let me know.

Stubbs said that he would and took his leave, wondering a little, but having weightier things on his mind. He sought his home by back ways, for he did not wish to meet Dr. Pepper or Bagenal the brewer, or even the saddler, until he had considered what face he would put on Peels latest move. He felt that his reputation for knowledge and sagacity was at stake.

Meanwhile his employer, left alone, fell to considering, not what face he should put upon the matter, but how he might at this crisis turn the matter and the borough to the best account. Certainly Stubbs was discouraging, but Stubbs was a fool. It was all very well for him; he drew his wages either way. But a man of the world did not cling to the credit of owning a borough for the mere name of the thing. If he were sensible he looked to get something more from it than that. And it was upon occasions such as this that the something more was to be had by those who knew how to go about the business.

Here, in fact, was the moment, if he was the man.


CHAPTER XX

PETERS RETURN

Not a word or hint of John Audleys illness had come to Bassets ears. At the time of the alarm he had been in London, and it was not until some days later that he took his seat in the morning train to return to Stafford. On his way to town, and for some days after his arrival, he had been buoyed up by plans, nebulous indeed, but sufficient. He came back low in his mind and in poor spirits. The hopes, if not the aspirations, which Colets enthusiasm had generated in him had died down, and the visit to Francis Place had done nothing to revive them.

Some greatness in the man, a largeness of ideas, an echo of the revolutionary days when the sanest saw visions, Basset was forced to own. But the two stood too far apart, the inspired tailor and the country squire, for sympathy. They were divided by too wide a gulf of breeding and prejudice to come together. Basset was not even a Radical, and his desire to improve things, and to better the world, fell very far short of the passion of humanity which possessed the aged Republican  the man who for half a century had been so forward in all their movements that his fellows had christened him the Old Postilion.

Nothing but disappointment, therefore, had come of the meeting. The two had parted with a little contempt on the one side, a sense of failure on the other. If a man could serve his neighbors only in fellowship with such, if the cause which for a few hours had promised to fill the void left by an unhappy love, could be supported only by men who held such opinions, then Basset felt that the thing was not for him. For six or seven days he went up and down London at odds with himself and his kind, and ever striving to solve a puzzle, the answer to which evaded him. Was the hope that he might find a mission and found a purpose on Colets lines, was it just the desire to set the world right that seized on young men fresh from college? And if this were so, if this were all, what was he to do? Whither was he to turn? How was he going to piece together the life which Mary had broken? How was he going to arrange his future so that some thread of purpose might run through it, so that something of effort might still link together the long bede-roll of years?

He found no answer to the riddle. And it was in a gloomy, unsettled mood, ill-content with himself and the world, that he took his seat in the train. Alas, he could not refrain from recalling the May morning on which he had taken his seat in the same train with Mary. How ill had he then appreciated her company, how little had he understood, how little had he prized his good fortune! He who was then free to listen to her voice, to meet her eyes, to follow the changes of her mood from grave to gay! To be to her  all that he could! And that for hours, for days, for weeks!

He swore under his breath and sat back in the shadow of the corner. And a man who entered late, and saw that he kept his eyes shut, fancied that he was ill; and when he muttered a word under his breath, asked him if he spoke.

No, Basset replied rather curtly. And that he might be alone with his thoughts he took up a newspaper and held it before him. But not a word did he read. After a long interval he looked over the journal and met the others eyes.

Surprising news this, the stranger said. He had the look of a soldier, and the bronzed face of one who had lived under warm skies.

Basset murmured that it was.

The Whigs have a fine opportunity, the other pursued. But I am not sure that they will use it.

You are a Whig, perhaps?

The stranger smiled. No, he replied. I am not. I have lived so long abroad that I belong to no party. I am an Englishman.

Ah? Basset rejoined, curiosity beginning to stir in him. Thats rather a fine idea.

Apparently its a novel one. But it seems natural to me. I have lived for fifteen years in India and I have lost touch with the cant of parties. Out there, we do honestly try to rule for the good of the people; their prosperity is our interest. Here, during the few weeks I have spent in England I see things done, not because they are good, but because they suit a party, or provide a cry, or put the other side in a quandary.

Theres a good deal of that, I suppose.

Still, the stranger continued, I know a great man, and I know a fine thing when I see them. And I fancy that I see them here! He tapped his paper.

Has Lord John formed his ministry, then?

No, I am not sure that he will. I am not thinking of him, I am thinking of Peel.

Oh! Of Peel?

He has done a fine thing! As every man does who puts what is right before what is easy. May I tell you a story of myself? the Indian continued. Some years ago in the Afghan war I was unlucky enough to command a small frontier post. My garrison consisted of two companies and six or seven European officers. The day came when I had to choose between two courses. I must either hold my ground until our people advanced, or I must evacuate the post, which had a certain importance  and fall back into safety. The men never dreamed of retiring. The officers were confident that we could hold out. But we were barely supplied for forty days, and in my judgment no reinforcement was possible under seventy. I made my choice, breached the place, and retired. But I tell you, sir, that the days of that retreat, with sullen faces about me, and hardly a man in my company who did not think me a poltroon, were the bitterest of my life. I knew that if the big-wigs agreed with them I was a ruined man, and after ten years service I should go home disgraced. Fortunately the General saw it as I saw it, and all was well. But he looked at Basset with a wry smile it was a march of ten days to the base, and to-day the sullen looks of those men come back to me in my dreams.

And you think, Basset said  the others story had won his respect that Peel has found himself in such a position?

To compare great issues with small, I do. I suspect that he has gone through an agony  that is hardly too strong a word  such as I went through. My impression is that when he came into office he was in advance of his party. He saw that the distress in the country called for measures which his followers would accept from no one else. He believed that he could carry them with him. Perhaps, even then, he held a repeal of the Corn Laws possible in some remote future; perhaps he did not, I dont know. For suddenly there came on him the fear of this Irish famine  and forced his hand.

But dont you think, Basset asked, that the alarm is premature? A dozen times he had heard the famine called a flam, a sham, a bite, anything but a reality.

You have never seen a famine? the other replied gravely. You have never had to face the impossibility of creating food where it does not exist, or of bringing it from a distance when there are no roads. I have had that experience. I have seen people die of starvation by hundreds, women, children, babes, when I could do nothing because steps had not been taken in time. God forbid that that should happen in Ireland! If the fear does not outrun the dearth, God help the poor! Now I am told that Peel witnessed a famine in Ireland about 17 or 18, and knows what it is.

You have had interesting experiences?

The experience of every Indian officer. But the burden which rests on us makes us alive to the difficulties of a statesmans position. I see Peel forced  forced suddenly, perhaps, to make a choice; to decide whether he shall do what is right or what is consistent. He must betray his friends, or he must betray his country. And the agony of the decision is the greater if he has it burnt in on his memory that he did this thing once before, that once before he turned his back on his party  and that all the world knows!

I see.

If a man in that position puts self, consistency, reputation all behind him  believe me, he is doing a fine thing.

Basset assented. But you speak, he added, as if Sir Robert were going to do the thing himself  instead of merely standing aside for others to do it.

A distinction without much difference, the other rejoined. Possibly it will turn out that he is the only man who can do it. If so, he will have a hard row to hoe. He will need the help of every moderate man in the country, if he is not to be beaten. For whether he succeeds or fails, depends not upon the fanatics, but upon the moderate men. I dont know what your opinions are?

Well, Basset said frankly, I am not much of a party-man myself. I am inclined to agree with you, so far.

Then if you have any influence, use it. Unfortunately, I am out of it for family reasons.

Basset looked at the stranger. You are not by any chance Colonel Mottisfont? he said.

I am. You know my brother? He is member for Riddsley.

Yes. My name is Basset.

Of Blore? Indeed. I knew your father. Well, I have not cast my seed on stony ground. Though you are stony enough about Wootton under Weaver.

True, worse luck. Your brother is retiring, I hear?

Yes, he has just horse sense, has Jack. He wont vote against Peel. His lad has less and will take his place and vote old Tory. But there, I mustnt abuse the family.

They had still half an hour to spend together before Basset got out at Stafford. He had time to discover that the soldier was faced by a problem not unlike his own. His service over, he had to consider what he would do. All I know, the Colonel said breezily, is that I wont do nothing. Some take to preaching, others to Bath, but neither will suit me. But Ill not drift. I kept from brandy pawnee out there, and I am going to keep from drift here. For you, youre a young man, Basset, and a hundred things are open to you. I am over the top of the hill. But Ill do something.

You have done something to-day, Basset said. You have done me good.

Later he had time to think it over during the long journey from Stafford to Blore. He drove by twisting country roads, under the gray walls of Chartley, by Uttoxeter and Rocester. Thence he toiled uphill to the sterile Derbyshire border, the retreat of old families and old houses. He began to think that he had gained some ideas with which he could sympathize, ideas which were at one with Mary Audleys burning desire to help, while they did not clash with old prejudices. If he threw himself into Peels cause, he would indeed be seen askance by many. He would have to put himself forward after a fashion that gave him the goose-flesh when he thought of it. A landowner, he would have to go against the land. But he would not feel, in his darker moods, that he was the dupe of cranks and fanatics. He saw Peel as Mottisfont had pictured him, as a man putting all behind him except the right; and his heart warmed to the picture. Many would fall away, few would be staunch. From this ship, as from every sinking ship, the rats would flee. But so much the stronger was the call.

The result was that the Peter Basset who descended at the porch of the old gabled house, that sat low and faced east in the valley under Weaver, was a more hopeful man than he who had entered the train at Euston. A purpose, a plan  he had gained these, and the hope that springs from them.

He had barely doffed his driving-coat, however, before his thoughts were swept in another direction. On the hall table lay two letters. He took up one. It was from Colet and written in deep dejection. The barber was a Tory and had given him short notice. Feeling ran high in the town, and other lodgings were not to be had. The Bishop had supported the rectors action, and he saw no immediate prospect of further work. He did not ask for shelter, but it was plain that he was at his wits end, and more than a little surprised by the storm which he had raised.

Basset threw down the letter. He shall come here, he thought. What is it to me whom he marries? Many solitary hours spent in the streets of London had gone some way towards widening Peters outlook.

He took up the second letter. It was from John Audley, and before he had read three lines, he rang the bell and ordered that the post-chaise which had brought him from Stafford should be kept: he would want it in the morning. John Audley wrote that he had been very ill  he was still in bed. He must see Basset. The matter was urgent, he had something to tell him. He hinted that if he did not come quickly it might be too late.

Basset could not refuse to go; summoned after this fashion, he must go. But he tried to believe that he was not glad to go. He tried to believe that the excitement with which he looked forward to the journey had to do with his uncle. It was in vain; he knew that he tricked himself. Or if he did not know this then, his eyes were opened next day, when, after walking up the hill to spare the horses  and a little because he shrank at the last from the meeting  he came in sight of the Gatehouse, and saw Mary Audley standing in the doorway. The longing that gripped him then, the emotion that unmanned him, told him all. It was of Mary he had been thinking, towards Mary he had been travelling, of her work it was that the miles had seemed leagues! He was not cured. He was not in the way to be cured. He was the same love-sick fool whom she had driven from her with contumely an age  it seemed an age, ago.

He bent his head as he approached, that she might not see his face. His knees shook and a tremor ran through him. Why had he come back? Why had he come back to face this anguish?

Then he mastered himself; indeed he took himself the more strongly in hand for the knowledge he had gained. When they met at the door it was Mary, not he, whose color came and went, who spoke awkwardly, and rushed into needless explanations. The man listened with a stony face, and said little, almost nothing.

After the first awkward greeting, Your room has been airing, she continued, avoiding his eyes. My uncle has been expecting you for some days. He has asked for you again and again.

He explained that he had been in London  hence the delay; and, further, that he must return to Blore that day. She felt that she was the cause of this, and she colored painfully. But he seemed to be indifferent. He noticed a trifling change in the hall, asked a question or two about his uncles state, and inquired what had caused his sudden illness.

She told the story, giving details. He nodded. Yes, I have seen him in a similar attack, he said. But he gets older. I am afraid it alarmed you?

She forced herself to describe Lord Audleys part in the matter  and Mr. Stubbss, and was conscious that she was dragging in Mr. Stubbs more often than was necessary. Basset listened politely, remarked that it was fortunate that Audley had been on the spot, added that he was sure that everything had been done that was right.

When he had gone upstairs to see John Audley she escaped to her room. Her cheeks were burning, and she could have cried. Bassets coldness, his distance, the complete change in his manner all hurt her more than she could say. They brought home to her, painfully home to her what she had done. She had been foolish enough to fling away the friend, when she need only have discarded the lover!

But she must face it out now, the thing was done, and she must put up with it. And by and by, fearing that Basset might suppose that she avoided him, she came down and waited for him in the deserted library. She had waited some minutes, moving restlessly to and fro and wishing the ordeal of luncheon were over, when her eyes fell on the door of the staircase that led up to her uncles room. It was ajar.

She stared at it, for she knew that she had closed it after Basset had gone up. Now it was ajar. She reflected. The house was still, she could hear no one moving. She went out quickly, crossed the hall, looked into the dining-room. Toft was not there, nor was he in the pantry. She returned to the library, and went softly up the stairs.

So softly that she surprised the man before he could raise his head from the keyhole. He saw that he was detected, and for an instant he scowled at her in the half-light of the narrow passage, uncertain what to do. Mary beckoned to him, and went down before him to the library.

There she turned on him. Shut the door, she said. You were listening! Dont deny it. You have acted disgracefully, and it will be my duty to tell Mr. Audley what has happened.

The man, sallow with fear, tried to brave it out.

You will only make mischief, Miss, he said sullenly. Youll come near to killing the master.

Very good! Mary said, quivering with indignation. Then instead of telling Mr. Audley I shall tell Mr. Basset. It will be for him to decide whether Mr. Audley shall know. Go now.

But Toft held his ground. Youll be doing a bad days work, Miss, he said earnestly. I want to run straight. He raised his hand to his forehead, which was wet with perspiration. I swear I do! I want to run straight.

Straight! Mary cried in scorn. And you listen at doors!

The man made a last attempt to soften her. For Gods sake, be warned, Miss! he cried. Dont drive me. If you knew as much as I do  

I should not listen to learn the rest! replied Mary without pity. That is enough. Please to see that lunch is ready. She pointed to the door. She was not an Audley for nothing.

Toft gave way and went, and she remained alone, perplexed as well as angry. Mrs. Toft and Etruria were good simple folk; she liked them. But Toft had puzzled her from the first. He was so silent, so secretive, he was for ever appearing without warning and vanishing without noise. She had often suspected that he spied on his master.

But she had never caught him in the act, and the certainty that he did so, filled her with dismay. It was fortunate, she thought, that Basset was there, and that she could consult him. And the instant that he appeared, forgetting their quarrel and the strained relations between them, she poured out her story. Toft was ungrateful, treacherous, a danger! With Mr. Audley so helpless, the house so lonely, it frightened her.

It was only when she had run on for some time that Bassets air of detachment struck her. He listened, with his back to the fire, and his eyes bent on the floor, but he did not speak until she had told her story, and expressed her misgivings.

When he did, I am not surprised, he said. Ive suspected this for some time. But I dont know that anything can be done.

Do you mean that  you would do nothing?

The truth is, he answered, Toft is pretty far in his masters confidence. And what he does not know he wishes to know. When he knows it, he will find it a mares nest. The truth  as I see it at any rate  is that your uncle is possessed by a craze. He wants me to help him in it. I cannot. I have told him so, firmly and finally, to-day. Well, I suspect that he will now turn to Toft. I hope not, but he may, and if we report the mans misconduct, it will only precipitate matters and hasten an understanding. That is the position, and if I were you, I should let the matter rest.

You mean that? she exclaimed.

I do.

But  but I have spoken to Toft! Her eyes were bright with anger.

He kept his on the floor. It was only by maintaining the distance between them that he could hope to hide what he felt. Still I would let him be, he repeated. I do not think that Toft is dangerous. He has surprised one half of a secret, and he wishes to learn the other half. That is all.

And I am to take no notice?

I believe that will be your wisest course.

She was shocked, and she was still more hurt. He pushed her aside, he pushed her out of his confidence, out of her uncles confidence! His manner, his indifference, his stolidity showed that she had not only killed his fancy for her at a stroke, but that he now disliked her.

And still she protested. But I must tell my uncle! she cried.

I think I would not, he repeated. But there he paused and looked at his watch I am afraid that if you are going to give me lunch I must sit down. Ive a long journey before me.

Then she saw that no more could be said, and with an effort she repressed her feelings. Yes, she said, I was forgetting. You must be hungry.

She led the way to the dining-room, and sat down with him, Toft waiting on them with the impassive ease of the trained man. While they ate, Basset talked of indifferent things, of his journey from town, of the roads, of London, of Colonel Mottisfont  an interesting man whom he had met in the train. And as he talked, and she made lifeless answers, her indignation cooled, and her heart sank.

She could have cried, indeed. She had lost her friend. He was gone to an immense distance. He was willing to leave her to deal with her troubles and difficulties, it might be, with her dangers. In killing his love with cruel words  and how often had she repented, not of the thing, but of the manner!  she had killed every feeling, every liking, that he had entertained for her.

It was clear that this was so, for to the last he maintained his coldness and indifference. When he was gone, when the sound of the chaise-wheels had died in the distance, she felt more lonely than she had ever felt in her life. In her Paris days she had had no reason to blame herself, and all the unturned leaves of life awaited her. Now she had turned over one page, and marred it, she had won a friend and lost him, she had spoiled the picture, which she had not wished to keep!

Her uncle lay upstairs, ready to bear, but hardly welcoming her company. He had his secrets, and she stood outside them. She sat below, enclosed in and menaced by the silence of the house. Yet it was not fear that she felt so much as a sadness, a great depression, a gray despondency. She craved something, she did not know what. She only knew that she was alone  and sad.

She tried to fight against the feeling. She tried to read, to work, even to interest herself in Toft and his mystery. She failed. And at last she gave up the attempt and with her elbows on her knees and her eyes on the fire she fell to musing, the ticking of the tall clock and the fall of the embers the only sounds that broke the stillness of the shadowy room.


CHAPTER XXI

TOFT AT THE BUTTERFLIES

Bassets view of Toft, if it did not hit, came very near the mark. For many years the man had served his master with loyalty, the relations between them being such as were common in days when servants stayed long in a place and held themselves a part of the family. The master had been easy, the man had had no ambitions beyond those of his fellows, and no temptations except those which turned upon the cellar-book.

But a year before Mary Audleys arrival two things had happened. First the curate had fallen in love with Etruria, and the fact had become known to her father, to whom the girl was everything. Her refinement, her beauty, her goodness were his secret delight. And the thought that she might become a lady, that she might sit at the table at which he served had taken hold of the austere mans mind and become a passion. He was ready to do anything and to suffer anything to bring this about. Nor was he deceived when Etruria put the offer aside. She was nothing if not transparent, and he was too fond of her not to see that her happiness was bound up with the man who had stooped to woo her.

He was not blind to the difficulties or to the clergymans poverty. But he saw that Colet, poor as he was, could raise his daughter in the social scale; and he spent long hours in studying how the marriage might be brought about. He hugged the matter to him, and brooded over it, but he never discovered his thoughts or his hopes either to his wife, or to Etruria.

Then one day the sale of a living happened to be discussed in his presence, and as he went, solemn and silent, round the table he listened. He learned that livings could be bought. He learned that the one in question, with its house and garden and three hundred a year, had fetched a thousand guineas, and from that day Tofts aim was by hook or crook to gain a thousand guineas. He revelled in impossible dreams of buying a living, of giving it to Etruria, and of handing maid and dowry to the fortunate man who was to make her a lady.

There have been more sordid and more selfish ambitions.

But a thousand guineas was a huge sum to the manservant. True, he had saved a hundred and twenty pounds, and for his position in life he held himself a rich man. But a thousand guineas? He turned the matter this way and that, and sometimes he lost hope, and sometimes he pinned his faith to a plan that twenty-four hours showed to be futile. All the time his wife who lay beside him, his daughter who waited on him, his master on whom he waited, were as far from seeing into his mind as if they had lived in another planet.

Then the second thing happened. He surprised, wholly by chance, a secret which gave him a hold over John Audley. Under other circumstances he might have been above using the advantage; as it was, he was tempted. He showed his hand, a sum of four hundred pounds was named; for a week he fancied that he had performed half his task. Then his master explained with a gentle smile that to know and to prove were two things, and that whereas Toft had for a time been able to do both, John Audley had now destroyed the evidence. The master had in fact been too sly for the man, and Toft found himself pretty well where he had been. In the end Audley thought it prudent to give him a hundred pounds, which did but whet his desire and sharpen his wits.

For he had now tasted blood. He had made something by a secret. There might be others to learn. He kept his eyes open, and soon he became aware of his masters disappearances. He tracked him, he played the spy, he discovered that John Audley was searching for something in the Great House. The words that the old man let fall, while half-conscious in the Yew Walk, added to his knowledge, and at the same time scared him. A moment later, and Lord Audley might have known as much as he knew  and perhaps more!

For he did not as yet know all, and it was in the attempt to complete his knowledge that Mary had caught him listening at the door. The blow was a sharp one. He was still so far unspoiled, still so near the old Toft that he could not bear that his wife and daughter should learn the depth to which he had fallen. And John Audley? What would he do, if Mary told him?

Toft could not guess. He knew that his master was barely sane, if he was sane; but he knew also that he was utterly inhuman. John Audley would put him and his family to the door without mercy if that seemed to him the safer course. And that meant an end of all his plans for Etruria, for Colet, for them all.

True, he might use such power as he had. But it was imperfect, and in its use he must come to grips with one who had shown himself his better both in courage and cunning. He had imbibed a strong fear of his master, and he could not without a qualm contemplate a struggle with him.

For a week after his detection by Mary, he went about his work in a fever of anxiety. And nothing happened; it was that which tried him. More than once he was on the point of throwing himself at her feet, of telling her all he knew, of imploring her pardon. It was only her averted eyes and cold tone that held him back.

Such a crisis makes a man either better or worse, and it made Toft worse. At the end of three days a chance word put a fine point on his fears and stung him to action. He might not know enough to face John Audley, but he thought that he knew enough to sell his secret  in the other camp. His lordship was young and probably malleable. He would go to him and strike a bargain.

Arrived at this point the man did not hide from himself that he was going to do a hateful thing. He thought of his wife and her wonder could she know. He thought of Etrurias mild eyes and her goodness. And he shivered. But it was for her. It was for them. Within twenty-four hours he was in Riddsley.

As he passed the Maypole, where Mr. Colet had his lodgings, he noticed that the town wore an unusual aspect. Groups of men stood talking in the doorway, or on the doorsteps. A passing horseman was shouting to a man at a window. Nearer the middle of the town the stir was greater. About the saddlers door, about the steps leading up to the Audley Arms, and round the yard of the inn, knots of men argued and gesticulated. Toft asked the saddler what it was.

Havent you heard?

No. Whats the news?

The General Elections off! The saddler proclaimed it with an inflamed look. Peels in again! And damn me, after this, he continued, theres nothing I wont swallow! He come in in the farming interest, and the hunting interest, and the racing interest, and the gentlemanly interest, that I live by, and you too, Mr. Toft! And it was bad enough when he threw it up! But to go in again and to take our money and do the Radicals work! The saddler spat on the brick pavement. Why, there was never such a thing heard of in the varsal world! Never! If Tamworth dont blush for him and his pigs turn pink, Im d  d, and thats all.

Toft had to ask half a dozen questions before he grasped the position. Gradually he learned that after Peel had resigned the Whigs had tried to form a government; that they had failed, and that now Peel was to come in again, expressly to repeal the Corn Laws. The Corn Laws which he had taken office to support, and to the maintenance of which his party was pledged!

The thing was not much in Tofts way, nor his interest in it great, but as he passed along he caught odds and ends of conversation. I dont believe a word of it! cried an angry man. The Radicals have invented it! Like enough! replied another. Like enough! Theres naught they wouldnt do! Well, after all, suggested a third in a milder tone, cheap bread is something. What? If youve got no money to buy it? Youre a fool! I tell you itll be the ruin of Riddsley! Youre right there, Joe! answered the first speaker. Youre right! Therell be no farmer for miles roundll pay his way!

At the door of Mr. Stubbss office three excited clients were clamoring for entrance; an elderly clerk with a high bridge to his nose was withstanding them. Before the Mechanics Institute the secretary, a superior person of Manchester views, was talking pompously to a little group. We must take in the whole field, Toft heard him say. If youll read Mr. Carlyles tract on   Toft lost the rest. The Institute readers belonged mainly to Hattons Works or Banfields, and the secretary taught in an evening school. He was darkly suspected of being a teetotaller, but it had never been proved against him.

Toft began to wonder if he had chosen his time well, but he was near The Butterflies and he hardened his heart; to retreat now were to dub himself coward. He told the maid that he came from the Gatehouse, and that he was directed to deliver a letter into his lordships own hand, and in a moment he found himself mounting the shallow carpeted stairs. In comparison with the Gatehouse, the house was modern, elegant, luxurious, the passages were warm.

When he was ushered in, his lordship, a dressing-gown cast over a chair beside him as if he had just put on his coat, was writing near the fireplace. After an interval that seemed long to Toft, who eyed his heavy massiveness with a certain dismay, he laid down his pen, sat back, and looked at the servant.

From the Gatehouse? he asked, after a leisurely survey.

Yes, my lord, Toft answered respectfully. I was with Mr. Audley when he was taken ill in the Yew Walk.

To be sure! I thought I knew your face. Youve a letter for me?

Toft hesitated. I wished to see you, my lord, he said. The thing was not as easy as he had hoped it would be; the man was more formidable. On a matter of business.

Audley raised his eyebrows. Business? he said. Isnt it Mr. Stubbs you want to see?

No, my lord, Toft answered. But the sweat broke out on his forehead. What if his lordship took a high tone, ordered him out, and reported the matter to his master? Too late it struck Toft that a gentleman might take that line.

Well, be quick, Audley replied. Then in a different tone, You dont come from Miss Audley?

No, my lord.

Then what is it?

Toft turned his hat in his hands. I have information  it was with difficulty he could control his voice which it is to your lordships interest to have.

There was a pregnant pause. Oh! the young man said at last. And you come  to sell it?

Toft nodded, unable to speak. Yet he was getting on as well as could be expected.

Rather an unusual position, isnt it?

Yes, my lord.

The information should be unusual?

It is, my lord.

Lord Audley smiled. Well, he answered, Ill say this, my man. If you are going to sell me a spavined horse, dont! It will not be to your advantage. Whats it all about?

Mr. Audleys claim, my lord.

Audley had expected this, yet he could not quite mask the effect which the statement made upon him. The thing that he had foreseen and feared, that had haunted him in the small hours and been as it were a deaths-head at his feast, was taking shape. But he was quick to recover himself, and Oh! said he. Thats it, is it! Dont you know that thats all over, my man?

I think not, my lord.

The peer took up a paper-knife and toyed with it. Well, he said, what is it? Come, I dont buy a pig in a poke.

Mr. Audley has found  

Found, eh? raising his eyebrows.

Toft corrected himself. He has in his power papers that upset your lordships case. I can still enable you to keep those papers in your hands.

Audley threw down the paper-cutter. They are certainly worthless, he said. His voice was contemptuous, but there was a hard look in his eyes.

Mr. Audley thinks otherwise.

But he has not seen them?

He knows whats in them, my lord. He has been searching for them for weeks.

The young man weighed this, and Tofts courage rose, and his confidence. The trumps were in his hand, and though for a moment he had shrunk before the others heavy jaw he was glad now that he had come; more glad when the big man after a long pause asked quietly, What do you want?

Five hundred pounds, my lord.

The other laughed, and Toft did not like the laugh. Indeed? Five hundred pounds? Thats a good deal of money!

The information is worth that, or it is worth nothing.

I quite agree! the peer answered lightly. Youre a wit, my man. But thats not saying youve a good case. However, Ill put you to the test. You know where the papers are?

I do, my lord.

Very good. Theres a piece of paper. Write on one side the precise place where they lie. I will write on the other a promise to pay £500 if the papers are found in that place, and are of the value you assert. That is a fair offer.

Toft stood irresolute. He thought hard.

My lord pushed the paper across. Come! he said; write! Or Ill write first, if that is your trouble. With decision he seized a quill, held it poised a moment, then he wrote four lines and signed them with a flourish, added the date, and read them to himself. With a grim smile he pushed the paper across to Toft. There, he said. What more do you want, my man, than that?

Toft took the paper and read what was written on it, from the In consideration of, that began the sentence, to the firm signature Audley of Beaudelays that closed it. He did not speak.

Come! You cant want anything more than that! my lord said. You have only to write, read me the secret, and keep the paper until it is redeemed.

Yes, my lord.

Then take the pen. Of course the place must be precise. I am not going to pull down Beaudelays House to find a box of papers that I do not believe is there!

Tofts face was gray, the sweat stood on his lip. I did not say, he muttered, the paper rustling in his unsteady hand, that they were in Beaudelays House.

No? Audley replied. Perhaps not. And for the matter of that, it is not a question of saying anything. It is a question of writing. You can write, I suppose?

Toft did not speak. He could not speak. He had supposed that the power to put his lordship on the scent would be the same as pulling down the fox. When he had said that the papers were in the house, that they were behind a wall, that Mr. Audley knew where they were, he would have earned  he thought  his money!

But he had not known the man with whom he had to deal. And challenged to set down the place where the papers lay, he knew that he could not do it. In the house? Behind a wall? He saw now that that would not do. That would not satisfy the big smiling gentleman who sat opposite him, amused at the dilemma in which he found himself.

He knew that he was cornered, and he lost his countenance and his manners. He swore.

The young man laughed. The biter bit, he said. Five hundred pounds you said, didnt you? I wonder whether I ought to send for the constable? Or tell Mr. Audley? That would be wiser perhaps? What do you think you deserve, my man?

Toft stretched out a shaking arm towards the paper. But my lord was before him. His huge hand fell on it. He tore it across and across, and threw the pieces under the table.

No, he said, that wont do! You will write at a venture and if you are right you will claim the money, and if you are wrong you will have this paper to show that I bargained with you. But I never meant to bargain with you, my good rascal. I knew you were a fraud. I knew it from the beginning. And now Ive only one thing to say. Either you will tell me freely what you know, and in that case I shall say nothing. Or I report you to your master. Thats my last word.

Toft shook from head to foot. He had done a hateful thing, he had been defeated, and exposure threatened him. As far as his master was concerned he could face it. But his wife, his daughter? Who thought him honest, loyal, who thought him a man! Who believed in him! How could he, how would he face them, if this tale were told?

My lord saw the change in him, saw how he shrank, and, smiling, he fancied that he had the man in his grasp, fancied that he would tell what he knew, and tell it for nothing. And twice Toft opened his lips to speak, and twice no words came. For at the last moment, in this strait, what there was of good in him  and there was good  rose up, and had the better; had the better, reinforced perhaps by his hatred of the heavy smiling face that gloated upon him.

For at the last moment, No, my lord, he said desperately, Ill not speak. Im d  d if I do! You may do what you like.

And before his lordship, taken by surprise, could interpose, the servant had turned and made for the door. He was half-way down the stairs before the other had risen from his seat. He had escaped. He was clear for the time, and safe in the road he breathed more freely. But he had gone a hundred yards on his way before he remarked that he was in the open air, or bethought himself to put on his hat.


CHAPTER XXII

MY LORD SPEAKS

For a few moments Audley had certainly hoped that he was going to learn all that Toft knew, and to learn it for nothing. He had been baulked in this. But when he came to think over the matter he was not ill content with himself, nor with his conduct of the interview. He had dealt with the matter with presence of mind, and in the only safe way; and he had taught the man a lesson. He knows by this time, he reflected, that if I am a lord, I am not a fool!

But this mood did not last long, and it was succeeded by one less cheerful. The deaths-head had never been wanting at his feast. The family tradition which had come down to him with his blood had never ceased to haunt him, and in the silence of the night he had many a time heard John Audley at work seeking for the means to displace him. Even the great empty house had seemed to mock his pretensions.

But until the last month his fears had been vague and shadowy, and in his busy hours he had laughed at them. He was Lord Audley, he sat, he voted, the doors of Whites, of Almacks were open to him. In town he was a personage, in the country a divinity still hedged him, no tradesman spoke to him save hat in hand. Then, lately, the traces which he had found in the Great House had given a shape to his fears; and within the last hour he had learned their solidity. Sane or mad, John Audley was upon his track, bent upon displacing him, bent upon ruining him; and this very day the man might be laying his hand upon the thing he needed.

Audley did not doubt the truth of Tofts story. It confirmed his fears only too well; and the family tradition  that too weighed with him. He sat for a long time staring before him, then, uneasy and restless, he rose and paced the floor. He went to and fro, to and fro, until by-and-by he came to a stand before one of the windows. He drummed with his fingers on the glass. There was one way, certainly. Stubbs had said so, and Stubbs was right. There was one way, if he could make up his mind to the limitations it would impose upon him. If he could make up his mind to be a poor man.

The window at which he stood looked on a road of quiet dignity, a little removed from the common traffic of the town. But the windows, looking sideways, commanded also a more frequented thoroughfare which crossed this street. His thoughts far away and sombrely engaged, the young man watched the stream of passers, as it trickled across the distant opening.

Suddenly his eyes recalled his mind to the present. He started, turned, in three strides he was beside the hearth. He rang the bell twice, the signal for his man. He waited impatiently.

My hat and coat! he cried to the servant. Quick, Im in a hurry! Like most men who have known vicissitudes he had a superstitious side, and the figure which he had seen pass across the end of the road had appeared so aptly, so timely, had had so much the air of an answer to his doubts that he took it for an inspiration.

He ran down the stairs, but he knew that his comings and goings were marked, and once outside the house he controlled his impatience. He walked slowly, humming a tune and swaying his cane, and it was a very stately gentleman taking the air and acknowledging with courtesy the respectful salutations of the passers, who came on Mary Audley as she turned from Dr. Peppers door in the High Street.

He stood. Miss Audley! he cried.

Mary was flushed with exercise, ruffled by the wind, travel-stained. But she would have cared little for these things if she could have governed the blood that rose to her cheeks at his sudden appearance. To mask her confusion she rushed into speech.

You cannot be more surprised than I am, she said. My uncle is not so well to-day, and in a panic about his medicine. Toft, who should have come in to town to fetch it, was not to be found, so I had to come.

And you have walked in?

Smiling, she showed him her boots. And I am presently going to walk out, she said.

You will never do it?

Before dark? No, perhaps not! She raised her hand and put back a tress of hair which had strayed from its fellows. And I shall be tired. But I shall be much surprised if I cannot walk ten miles at a pinch.

I shall be surprised if you walk ten miles to-day, he retorted. My plans for you are quite different. Have you got what you came to fetch?

She had steadied herself, and was by this time at her ease. She made a little grimace. No, she said. It will not be ready for quarter of an hour.

He rang Dr. Peppers bell. An awestruck apprentice, who had watched the interview through the dusty window of the surgery, showed himself.

Be good enough to send the medicine for Miss Audley to Mrs. Jenkinsons, Audley said. You understand?

Yes, my lord! Certainly, my lord! She was going to protest. He turned to her, silenced her. And now I take possession of you, he said, supremely careless what the lad heard. You are coming to The Butterflies to take tea, or sherry, or whatever you take when you have walked five miles.

Oh, Lord Audley!

And then I am going to drive you as far as the old Cross, and walk up the hill with you  as far as I choose.

Oh, but I cannot! Mary cried, coloring charmingly, but whether with pleasure or embarrassment she could not tell. She only knew that his ridiculous way of taking possession of her, the very masterfulness of it, moved her strangely. I cannot indeed. What would my uncle say?

I dont know, and I dont care! he replied, swinging his walking cane, and smiling as he towered above her.

He may go hang  for once!

She hesitated. It is very good of you, she said. I confess I did not look forward to the walk back. But  

There is no  but, he replied. And no walk back! It is arranged. It is time his eyes dwelt kindly on her as she turned with him it is time that some one took it in hand to arrange things for you. Five miles in and five miles out over dirty roads on a winter afternoon  and Miss Audley! No, no! And now  this way, please!

She yielded, she could not tell why, except that it was difficult to resist him, and not unpleasant to obey him. And after all, why should she not go with him? She had been feeling fagged and tired, depressed, moreover, by her uncles fears. The low-lying fields, the town, the streets, all dingy under a gray autumn sky, had given her no welcome.

And her thoughts, too, had been dun-colored. She had felt very lonely the last few days, doubtful of the future, without aim, hipped. And now in a moment all seemed changed. She was no longer alone, nor fearful. The streets were no longer dingy nor dreary. There were still pleasant things in the world, kindness, and thought for others, and friendship and  and tea and cake! Was it wonderful that as she walked along beside my lord her spirits rose? That she felt an unaccountable relief, and in the reaction of the moment smiled and sparkled more than her wont? That the muddy brick pavement, the low-browed shops, the leafless trees all seemed brighter than before, and that even the butchers stall became almost a thing of beauty?

And he responded famously. He swung his stick, he laughed, he was gay. Dont pretend! he said. I see that you were glad enough to meet me!

And the tea and cake! she replied. After five miles who would not be glad to meet them?

Exactly! It is my belief that if I had not met you, you would have fallen by the way. You want some one to look after you, Miss Audley. The name was a caress.

Nor was the pleasure all their own. Great was the excitement of the townsfolk as they passed. His lordship and a young lady? cried half Riddsley, running to the windows. Quick, or you will miss them! Some wondered who she could be; more had seen her at church and could answer. Miss Audley? The young lady who had come to live at the Gatehouse? Indeed! You dont say so? For every soul in Riddsley, over twelve years old, was versed in the Audley history, knew all about the suit, and could tell off the degrees of kindred as easily as they could tell the distance from the Audley Arms to the Portcullis. Mr. Peter Audleys daughter who lived in Paris? Lady-in-waiting to a Princess. And now walking with his lordship as if she had known him all her life! What would Mr. John say? Dyou see how gay he looks! Not a bit what he is when he speaks to us! Wonder whether theres anything in it! And so on, and so on, with tit-bits from the history of Marys father, and choice eccentricities from the life of John Audley.

Mrs. Jenkinsons amazement, as she espied them coming up the path to the house, was a thing by itself. It was such that she set her door ajar that she might see them pass through the hall. She was all of a twitter, she said afterwards. And poor Jane and poor Sarah  who were out! What a miss they were having! It was not thrice in the twelve months that his lordship brought a lady to the house.

A greater miss, indeed, it turned out, than she thought. For to her gratification Lord Audley tapped at her door. He pushed it open. Mrs. Jenkinson, he said pleasantly, this is my cousin, Miss Audley, who is good enough to take a cup of your excellent tea with me, if you will make it. She has walked in from the Gatehouse.

Mrs. Jenkinson was a combination of an eager, bright-eyed bird and a stout, short lady in dove-colored silk  if such a thing can be imagined; and the soul of good-nature. She took Mary by both hands, beamed upon her, and figuratively took her to her bosom. A little cake and wine, my dear, she chirruped. After a long walk! And then tea. To be sure, my dear! I knew your father, Mr. Peter Audley, a dear, good gentleman. You would like to wash your hands? Yes, my dear! Not that you are not  and his lordship will wait for us upstairs. Yes, theres a step. I knew your father, to be sure, to be sure. A new brush, my dear. And now will you let me  not that your sweet face needs any ornament! Yes, I talk too much  but, there, my love, when you are as old  

She was a simple soul, and because her tongue rarely stopped she might have been thought to see nothing. But women, unlike men, can do two things at once, and little escaped her twinkling spectacles. As she told her sister later, My dear, I saw it was spoons from the first. She sparkled all over, bless her innocent heart! And he, if she had been a duchess, could not have waited on her more elegant  well, elegantly, Sally, if you like, but we cant all talk like you. They thought, the dear creatures, that I saw nothing; but once he said something too low for me to hear and she looked up at him, and her pretty eyes were like stars. And he looked  well, Sally, I could not tell you how he looked!

I am not sure that it would be proper, the spinster demurred.

Ah, well, it was as pretty a thing as youd wish to see, the good creature ran on, drumming with her fingers on the lap of her silk gown. And she, bless her, I dare say she was all of a twitter, but she didnt show it. No airs or graces either  but there, an Audley has no need! Why, God bless me, I said something about the Princess and what company she must have seen, and what a change for her, and she up and said  I am sure I loved her for it!  that she had been no more than a governess! My dear, an Audley a governess! I fancied my lord wasnt quite pleased, and very natural! But when a man is spoons  

My dear sister!

Vulgar? Well, perhaps so, I know I run on, but gentle or simple, theyre the same when theyre in love! And Jane will be glad to hear that she took two pieces of the sultana and two cups of tea, and he watching every piece she put in her mouth, and she coloring up, once or twice, so that it did my heart good to see them, the pretty dears. Jane will be pleased. And there might have been nothing but seed cake in the house. I shall remember more presently, but I was in such a twitter!

What did she call him? Miss Sarah asked.

To be sure, my dear, that was what I was going to tell you! I listened, and not a single thing did she call him. But once, when he gave her some cake, I heard him call her Mary, for all the world as if it was a bit of sugar in his mouth. And there came a kind of quiver over her pretty face, and she looked at her plate as much as to say it was a new thing. And I said to myself Philip and Mary  out of the old school-books you know, but who they were I dont remember. But its my opinion, Mrs. Jenkinson continued, rubbing her nose with the end of her spectacles, that he had spoken just before they came in, Sally.

You dont say so? Sarah cried.

If you ask me, there was a kind of softness about them both! Law, when I think what you and Jane missed through going to that stupid Institute! I am sure youll never forgive yourselves!

The good lady had not missed much herself, but she was mistaken in thinking that the two had come to an understanding. Indeed when, leaving the warmth of her presence behind them, they drove out of town, with the servant seated with folded arms behind them and Mary snugly tucked in beside my lord, a new constraint began to separate them. The excitement of the meeting had waned, the fillip of the unwonted treat had lost its power. A depression for which she could not account beset Mary as they rolled through the dull outskirts and faced the flat mistridden pastures and the long lines of willows. On his side doubt held him silent. He had found it pleasant to come to the brink, he had not been blind to Marys smiles and her rare blushes. But the one step farther  that could not be re-trodden, and it was in the nature of the man to hesitate at the last, and to consider if he were getting full value.

So, as they drove through the dusk, now noiselessly over sodden leaves, now drumming along the hard road, the hint of a chill fell between them. Marys thoughts went forward to the silent house and the lonely rooms, and she chid herself for ingratitude. She had had her pleasure, she had had an unwonted treat. What was wrong with her? What more did she want?

It was nearly dark, and not many words had passed when Lord Audley pulled up the horses at the old Cross. The man leapt down and was going to help Mary to alight, when his master bade him take the box-seat and the reins.

Mary remonstrated. Oh, dont get down, please! she cried. Please! It is nothing to the house from here.

It is half a mile if it is a yard, he said. And it is nearly dark. I am going with you. He bade the man walk the horses up and down.

She ventured another protest, but he put it aside. He threw back the rug and lifted her down. For a moment he stamped about and stretched himself. Then Come, Mary, he said. It was an order.

She knew then what was at hand. And though she had a minute before looked forward with regret to the parting, all her thought now was how she might escape to the Gatehouse. It became a refuge. Her heart, as she started to walk beside him, beat so quickly that she could not speak. She was thankful that it was dark, and that he could not read her agitation in her face.

He did not speak himself for some minutes. Then Mary, he said abruptly, looking straight before him, I am rather one for taking than asking, and that stands in my way now. When Ive wanted a thing Ive generally taken it. Now I want a thing I cant take  without asking. And I feel that Im not good at the asking. But I want it badly, and I must do the best I can. I love you, Mary. I love you, and I want you for my wife.

She could not find a word. When he went on his tone was lower.

Im rather a lonely man, he said. You didnt know that, or think it? But it is true. And such an hour as we have spent to-day is not mine often. It lies with you to say if I am going to have more of them. I might tell you with truth that I havent much to offer my wife. That if I am Audley of Beaudelays, I am the poorest Audley that ever was. That my wife will be no great lady, and will step into no golden shoes. The butterflies are moths, Mary, nowadays, and if I am ever to be much she will have to help me. But I will tell no lies, my dear! He turned to her then and stopped; and perforce, though her knees trembled, she had to stand also, and face him as he looked down at her. I am not going to pretend that what I have to offer isnt enough. For you are lonely like me; you have no one but John Audley to look to, and I am big enough and strong enough to take care of you. And I will take care of you  if you will let me. If you will say the word, Mary?

He loomed above her in the darkness. He seemed already to possess her. She tried to think, tried to ask herself if she loved him, if she loved him enough; but the fancy for him which she had had from the beginning, that and his masterfulness swept her irresistibly towards him. She was lonely  more lonely than ever of late, and to whom was she to look? Who else had been as good to her, as kind to her, as thoughtful for her, as he who now wooed her so honestly, who offered her all he had to offer? She hesitated, and he saw that she hesitated.

Come, weve got to have this out, he said bluntly. And he put his hand on her shoulder. We stand alone, both of us, you and I. Were the last of the old line, and I want you for my wife, Mary! With you I can do something, with you I believe that I can make something of my life! Without you  but there, if you say no, I wont take it! I wont take it, and I am going to have you, if not to-day, to-morrow, and if not to-morrow, the next day! Make no mistake about that!

She tried to fence with him. I have not a penny, she faltered.

I dont ask you for a penny.

Her instinct was still to escape. You are Lord Audley, she said, and I am a poor relation. Wont you  dont you think that you will repent presently!

Thats my business! If that be all  if theres no one else  

No, theres no one else, she admitted. But  

But be hanged! he cried. If theres no one else you are mine. And he passed his arm round her.

For a moment she stepped back. No! she protested, raising her hands to push him off. Please  please let me think.

He let her be, for already he knew that he had won; and perhaps in his own mind he was beginning to doubt the wisdom of the step. My uncle? Have you thought of him? she asked. What will he say?

I have not thought of him, he cried grandly, and I am not going to think of him. I am thinking, my dear, only of you. Do you love me?

She stood silent, gazing at him.

Dont play with me! he said. Ive a right to an answer.

I think I do, she said softly. Yes  I think  no, wait; that is not all.

It is all.

No, between laughing and crying. You are not giving me time. I want to think. You are carrying me by storm, sir.

And a good way, too! he rejoined. Then she did let him take her, and for a few seconds she was in his arms. He crushed her to him, she felt all the world turning. But before he found her lips, the crack of a whip startled them, the creak of a wheel sliding round the corner warned them, she slipped from his arms.

You little wretch! he said.

Breathless, hardly knowing what she felt, or what storm shook her, she could not speak. The wagon came creaking past them, the driver clinging to the chain of the slipper. When it was gone by she found her voice. It shall be as you will, she said, and her tone thrilled him. But I want to think. It has been so sudden, I am frightened. I am frightened, and  yes, I think I am happy. But please to let me go now. I am safe here  in two minutes I shall be at home.

He tried to keep her, but Let me go now, she pleaded. Later it shall be as you wish  always as you wish. But let me go now.

He gave way then. He said a few words while he held her hands, and he said them very well. Then he let her go. Before the dusk hid her she turned and waved her hand, and he waved his. He stood, listening. He heard the sound of her footsteps grow fainter and fainter as she climbed the hill, until they were lost in the rustle of the wind through the undergrowth. At last he turned and trudged down the hill.

Well, Ive done it, he muttered presently. And Uncle John may find what he likes, damn him! After all, shes handsome enough to turn any mans head, and it makes me safe! But Ill go slow. Ill go slow now. Theres no hurry.


CHAPTER XXIII

BLORE UNDER WEAVER

Gratitude and liking, and the worship of strength which is as natural in a woman as the worship of beauty in a man, form no bad imitation of love, and often pass into love as imperceptibly as the brook becomes a river. The morning light brought Mary no repentance. Misgivings she had, as what lover has not, were the truth told. Was her love as perfect as Etrurias, as unselfish, as absorbing? She doubted. But in all honesty she hoped that it might become so; and when she dwelt on the man who had done so much for her, and thought so well for her, who had so much to offer and made so little of the offering, her heart swelled with gratitude, and if she did not love she fancied that she did.

So much was changed for her! She had wondered more than once what would happen to her, if her uncle died. That fear was put from her. Toft  she had been vexed with Toft. How small a matter that seemed now! And Peter Basset? He had been kind to her, and a pang did pierce her heart on his account. But he had recovered very quickly, she reflected. He had shown himself cold enough and distant enough at his last visit! And then she smiled as she thought how differently her new lover had assailed her, with what force, what arrogance, what insistence  and yet with a force and arrogance and insistence to which it was pleasant to yield.

She did not with all this forget that she would be Lady Audley, she, whose past had been so precarious, whose prospects had been so dark, whose fate it might have been to travel through life an obscure teacher! She had not been woman if she had not thought of this; nor if she had failed, when she thought of it, to breathe a prayer for the gallant lover who had found her and saved her, and had held it enough that she was an Audley. He might have chosen far and wide. He had chosen her.

No wonder that Mrs. Toft saw a change in her. Law, Miss, she remarked, when she came in to remove the breakfast. One would think a ten-mile walk was the making of you! Its put a color into your cheeks that would shame a June rose! And to be sure, with a glance at the young ladys plate, not much eaten either!

I am not hungry, Mrs. Toft, Mary said meekly. I drove back to the foot of the hill.

And Id like to sort Toft for it! Ifs he who should have gone! Hes upstairs now, keeping out of my way, and that grim and gray youd think hed seen a ghost! And Truria, silly girl, shes all of a quiver this morning. Its Mother, let me do this! and Mother, Ill do that! all because her reverend  not, as I tell her, that aught will ever come of it  has got a roof over his head at last.

But thats good news! Has Mr. Colet got some work?

Not he, the silly man! Nor likely! Theres mighty little work for them as go against the gentry. For what hes got hes to thank Mr. Basset.

Mr. Basset.

To be sure, Mrs. Toft answered, with a covert glance at the girl, why not, Miss? Some talk and the wind goes by. Theres plenty of those. And some say naught but do  and thats Mr. Basset. Hes took in Mr. Colet till he can find a church. Etrurias that up about it, I tell her, smile before breakfast and sweat before night. And so shell find it, I warrant!

It is very good of Mr. Basset, Mary said gravely. And then, Is that some one knocking, Mrs. Toft?

Its well to have young ears! Mrs. Toft took out the tray, and returned with a letter. Its for you, Miss, she said. The postmans late this morning, but cheaps a slow traveller. When a letter was a letter and cost ninepence it came to hand like a gentleman!

Mary waited to hear no more. She knew the handwriting, and as quickly as she could she escaped from the room. No one with any claim to taste used an envelope in those days, and to open a letter so that no rent might mar its fairness called for a care which she could not exercise in public.

Alone, in her room, she opened it, and her eyes grew serious as they travelled down the page, which bore signs of haste.



Sweetheart, it began, and she thought that charming, I do not ask if you reached the Gatehouse safely, for I listened and I must have heard, if harm befel you. I drove home as happy as a king, and grieved only that I had not had that of you which I had a right to have  damn that carter! This troubles me the more as I shall not see you again for a time, and if this does not disappoint you too, youre a deceiver! My plans are altered by to-days news that Peel returns to office. In any event, I had to go to Seabournes for Christmas, now I must be there for a meeting to-morrow and go from there to London on the same business. You would not have me desert my post, I am sure? Heaven knows how long I may be kept, possibly a fortnight, possibly more. But the moment I can I shall be with you.

Write to me at the Brunswick Hôtel, Dover Street. Sweetheart, I am yours, as you, my darling, are

Philips.

P. S.  I must put off any communication to your uncle till I can see him. So for the moment, mum!



Mary read the letter twice; the first time with eager eyes, the second time more calmly. Nothing was more natural, she told herself, than that her spirits should sink  Philip was gone. The walk with him, the talk which was to bring them nearer, and to make them better known to one another, stood over. The day that was to be so bright was clouded.

But beyond this the letter itself fell a little, a very little, short of her expectations. The beginning was charming! But after that  was it her fancy, or was her lovers tone a little flippant, a little free, a little too easy? Did it lack that tender note of reassurance, that chivalrous thought for her, which she had a right to expect in a first letter? She was not sure.

And as to her uncle. She must, of course, be guided by her lover, his will must be her law now; and it was reasonable that in John Audleys state of health the mode of communication should be carefully weighed. But she longed to be candid, she longed to be open; and in regard to one person she would be open. Basset had let her see that her treatment had cured him. At their last meeting he had been cold, almost unkind; he had left her to deal with Toft as she could. Still she owed him, if any one, the truth, and, were it only to set herself right in her own eyes, she must tell him. If the news did nothing else it would open the way for his return to the Gatehouse, and the telling would enable her to make the amende.

The letter was not written on that day nor the next. But on the fourth day after Audleys departure it arrived at Blore, and lay for an hour on the dusty hall table amid spuds and powder-flasks and old itineraries. There Mr. Colet found it and another letter, and removed the two for safety to the parlor, where litter of a similar kind struggled for the upper hand with piles of books and dogs-eared Quarterlies. The decay of the Bassets dated farther back than the decline of the Audleys, and the gabled house under the shadow of Weaver was little better, if something larger, than a farm-house. There had been a library, but Basset had taken the best books to the Gatehouse. And there were in the closed drawing-room, and in some of the bedrooms, old family portraits, bad for the most part; the best lay in marble in Blore Church. But in the parlor, which was the living-room, hung only paintings of fat oxen and prize sheep; and the garden which ran up to the walls of the house, and in summer was a flood of color, lay in these days dank and lifeless, ebbing away from bee-skips and chicken-coops. The park had been ploughed during the great war, and now pined in thin pasture. The whole of the valley was still Basset land, but undrained in the bottom and light on the slopes, it made no figure in a rent-roll. The present owner had husbanded the place, and paid off charges, and cleared the estate, but he had been able to do no more. The place was a poor mans place, though for miles round men spoke to the owner bareheaded. He was Basset of Blore, as much a part of Staffordshire as Burton Bridge or the Barbeacon. The memories of the illiterate are long.

He had been walking the hill that morning with a dog and a gun, and between yearnings for the woman he loved, and longings for some plan of life, some object, some aim, he was in a most unhappy mood. At one moment he saw himself growing old, without the energy to help himself or others, still toying with trifles, the last and feeblest of his blood. At another he thought of Mary, and saw her smiling through the flowering hawthorn, or bending over a book with the firelight on her hair. Or again, stung by the lash of her reproaches he tried to harden himself to do something. Should he take the land into his own hands, and drain and fence and breed stock and be of use, were it only as a struggling farmer in his own district? Or should he make that plunge into public life to which Colonel Mottisfont had urged him and from which he shrank as a shivering man shrinks from an icy bath?

For there was the rub. Mary was right. He was a dreamer, a weakling, one in whom the strong pulse that had borne his forbears to the front beat but feebly. He was not equal to the hard facts of life. With what ease had Audley, whenever they had stood foot to foot, put him in the second place, got the better of him, outshone him!

Old Don pointed in vain. His master shot nothing, for he walked for the most part with his eyes on the turf. If he raised them it was to gaze at the hamlet lying below him in the valley, the old house, the ring of buildings and cottages, the church that he loved  and that like the woman he loved, reproached him with his inaction.

About two oclock he turned homewards. How many more days would he will and not will, and end night by night where he had begun? In the main he was of even temper, but of late small things tried him, and when he entered the parlor and Colet rose at his entrance, he could not check his irritation.

For heavens sake, man, sit still! he cried. And dont get up every time I come in! And dont look at me like a dog! And dont ask me if I want the book you are reading!

The curate stared, and muttered an apology. It was true that he did not wear the chain of obligation with grace.

No, it is I who am sorry! Basset replied, quickly repenting. I am a churlish ass! Get up when you like, and say what you like! But if you can, make yourself at home!

Then he saw the two letters lying on the table. He knew Marys writing at a glance, and he let it lie, his face twitching. He took up the other, made as if he would open it, then he threw it back again, and took Marys to the window, where he could read it unwatched.

It was short.



Dear Mr. Basset, she wrote, I should be paying you a poor compliment if I pretended that what I am writing will not pain you. But I hope, and since our last meeting, I have reason to believe that that pain will not be lasting.

My cousin, Lord Audley, has asked me to marry him, and I have consented. Nothing beyond this is fixed, and no announcement will be made until my uncle has recovered his strength. But I feel that I owe it to you to let you know this at once.

I owe you something more. You crowned your kindness by doing me a great honor. I could not reply in substance otherwise than I did, but for the foolish criticisms of an inexperienced girl, I ask you to believe that I feel deep regret.

When we meet I hope that we may meet as friends. If I can believe this it will add something to the happiness of my engagement. My uncle is better, but little stronger than when you saw him.

I am, truly yours,

Mary Audley.



He stood looking at it for a long time, and only by an effort could he control the emotion that strove to master him. Then his thoughts travelled to the other, the man who had won her, the man who had got the better of him from the first, who had played the Jacob from the moment of their meeting on the steamer; and a passion of jealousy swept him away. He swore aloud.

Mr. Colet leapt in his chair. Mr. Basset! he cried. And then, in a different tone, You have bad news, I fear?

The other laughed bitterly. Bad news? he repeated, and Colet saw that his face was white and that the letter shook in his hand. The Governments out, and thats bad news. The pigs ill, and thats bad news. Your mothers dead, and thats bad news!

Swearing makes no news better, Colet said mildly.

Not even the pig? If your  if Etruria died, and some one told you that she was dead, you wouldnt swear? You wouldnt curse God?

God forbid! the clergyman cried in horror.

What would you do then?

Try so to live, Mr. Basset, that we might meet again!

Rubbish, man! Basset retorted rudely. Try instead not to be a prig!

If I could be of use?

You cannot, nor any one else, Basset answered. There, say no more. The worst is over. Weve played our little part and  whats the odds how we played it?

Much when the curtain falls, the poor clergyman ventured.

Well, Ill go and eat something. Hunger is one more grief! And Basset went out.

He came back ten minutes later, pale but quiet. Sorry, Colet, he said. Very rude, I am afraid! I had bad news, but I am right now. Wasnt there another letter for me?

He found the letter and read it listlessly. He tossed it across the table to his guest. News is plentiful to-day, he said.

Colet took the letter and read it. It was from a Mr. Hatton, better known to him than to Basset, and the owner of one of the two small factories in Riddsley. It was an invitation to contest the borough in opposition to young Mottisfont.



If it were a question, respected sir, Hatton wrote, of Whigs and Tories we should not approach you. But as the result must depend upon the proportions in which the Tory party splits for and against Sir Robert Peel upon the Corn Laws, we, who are in favor of repeal, recognize the advantage of being represented by a moderate Tory. The adherence to Sir Robert of Sir James Graham in the North and of Lord Lincoln in the Midlands proves that there are landowners who place their country before their rents, and it is in the hope that you, sir, are of the number that we invite you to give us that assistance which your ancient name must afford.

We are empowered to promise you the support of the Whig party in the borough, conditioned only upon your support of the repeal of the Corn Laws, leaving you free on other points. The Audley influence has been hitherto paramount, but we believe that the time has come to free the borough from the last remnant of the Feudal system.

A deputation will wait upon you to give you such assurances as you may desire. But as Parliament meets on an early date, and the present member may at once apply for the Chiltern Hundreds, we shall be glad to have your answer before the New Year.



Well? Basset asked. What do you think?

It opens a wide door.

If you wish to have your finger pinched, Basset replied, flippantly, it does. I dont know that it is an opening to anything else. And as Colet refrained from speaking, You dont think, he went on, that its a way into Parliament? A repealer has as much chance of getting in for Riddsley against the Audley interest as you have of being an archdeacon! Of course the Radicals want a fight if they can find a man fool enough to spend his money. But as for winning, they dont dream of it.

It is better to lose in some causes than to win in others.

Basset laughed. Do you know why they have come to me? They think that I shall carry John Audley with me and divide the Audley interest. Theres nothing in it, but thats the notion.

Why look at the seamy side? Colet objected. I suppose there always is one, but I dont think that it was at that side Sir Robert looked when he made up his mind to put the country first and his party second! I dont think that it was at that side he looked when he determined to eat his words and pocket his pride, rather than be responsible for famine in Ireland! Believe me, Mr. Basset, the clergyman continued earnestly, it was no easy change of opinion. Before he came to that resolution, proud, cold man as I am told he is, many a sight and sound must have knocked at the door of his mind; a scene of poverty he passed in his carriage, a passage in some report, a speech through which he seemed to sleep, a begging letter  one by one they pressed the door inwards, till at last, with  it may be with misery, he came to see what he must do!

Possibly.

The call came, he had to answer it. Here is a call to you.

And do you think, the other retorted, that I can answer it more cheaply than Sir Robert? So far as I have thought it out, I am with him. But do you think I could do this, he tapped the letter, without misery  of a different kind it may be? I am not a public man, I have served no apprenticeship to it, Ive not addressed a meeting three times in my life, I dont know what I should say or how I should say it. And for Hatton and his friends, they would rub me up a dozen times a day.

Non sine pulvere! Mr. Colet murmured.

Dust enough therell be! I dont doubt that. And dirt. But theres another thing. He paused, and turning, knocked the fire together. He was nearly a minute about it, while the other waited. Theres another thing, he repeated. I am not going into this business to pay out a private grudge, and I want to be clear that I am not doing that. And Im not going into this simply for what I can get out of it. Ambition is a poor stayer with me, a washy chestnut. It would not carry me through, Colet. If I go into this, it will be because I believe in it. It seems as if I were preaching, he continued awkwardly. But theres nothing but belief will carry me through, and unless I am clear  Ill not start. Ill not start, although I want to make a fresh start badly! Devilish badly, if youll excuse me!

And how will you  

Make certain? I dont know. I must fight it out by myself  go up on the hill and think it out. I must believe in the thing, or I must leave it alone!

Just so, said Mr. Colet. And prudent for once he said no more.


CHAPTER XXIV

AN AGENT OF THE OLD SCHOOL

It is doubtful if even the great Reform Bill of 32, which shifted the base of power from the upper to the middle class, awoke more bitter feelings that did the volte face of Peel in the winter of 45. Since the days of Pitt no statesman had enjoyed the popularity or wielded the power which had been Sir Roberts when he had taken office four years before. He had been more than the leader of the Tory party; he had been its re-creator. He had been more than the leader of the landed interest; he had been its pride. Men who believed that upon the welfare of that interest rested the stability of the constitution, men with historic names had walked on his right hand and on his left, had borne his train and carried his messages. All things, his origin, his formality, his pride, his quiet domestic life, even his moderation, had been forgiven in the man who had guided the Tories through the bad days, had led them at last to power, and still stood between them and the mutterings of this new industrial England, that hydra-like threatened and perplexed them.

And then  he had betrayed them. Suddenly, some held; in a panic, scared by God knows what bugbear! Coldly and deliberately, said others, spreading his treachery over years, laughing in his sleeve as he led them to the fatal edge. Those who took the former view made faint excuse for him, and perhaps still clung to him. Those who held the latter thought no price too high, no sacrifice too costly, no effort too great, if they could but punish the traitor! If they could but pillory him for all to see.

So, in a moment, in the autumn of 45, as one drop of poison will cloud the fairest water, the face of public life was changed. Bitterness was infused into it, friend was parted from friend and son from father, the oldest alliances were dissolved. Men stood gaping, at a loss whither to turn and whom to trust. Many who had never in all their lives made up their own minds were forced to have an opinion and choose a side; and as that process is to some men as painful as a labor to a woman, the effect was to embitter things farther. How could one who for years past had cursed Cobden in all companies, and in moments of relaxation had drunk to a Bloody War and a Wet Harvest, turn round and join the Manchester School? It could be done, it was done, but with what a rending of bleeding sinews only the sufferers knew!

Strange to say, few gave weight to Sir Roberts plea of famine in Ireland. Still more strange, when events bore out his alarm, when in the course of a year or two a quarter of a million in that unhappy country died of want, public feeling changed little. Those who had remained with him, stood with him still. Those who had banded themselves against him, held their ground. Only a handful allowed that he was honest, after all. Nor was it until he, who rode his horse like a sack, had died like a demi-god, with a city hanging on his breath, and weeping women filling all the streets about the house, that the traitor became the patriot.

But this is to anticipate. In December of 45, few men believed in famine. Few thought much of dearth. The world was angry, blood was hot, many dreamt of vengeance. Meantime Manchester exulted, and Coal, Iron, Cotton toasted Peel. But even they marvelled that the man who had been chosen to support the Corn Laws had the courage to repeal them!

Upon no one in the whole country did the news fall with more stunning effect than upon poor Stubbs at Riddsley. He had suspected Peel. He had disliked his measures, and doubted whither he was moving. He had even on the occasion of his resignation predicted that Sir Robert would support the repeal; but he had not thought worse of him than that, and the event left him not uncertain, nor under any stress as to making up his mind, but naked, as it were, in an east wind. He felt older. He owned that his generation was passing. He numbered the friends he had left and found them few. And though he continued to assert that no man had ever pitted himself against the land whom the land had not broken, doubt began to creep into his mind. There were hours when he foresaw the end of the warm farming days, of game and sport, of Horn and Corn, ay, and of the old toast, The farmers best friend  the landlord, to which he had replied at many an audit dinner.

One thing remained  the Riddsley election. He found some comfort in that. He drew some pleasure from the thought that Sir Robert might do what he pleased at Tamworth, he might do what he pleased in the Cabinet, in the Commons  there were toadies and turn-coats everywhere; but Riddsley would have none of him! Riddsley would remain faithful! Stubbs steeped himself in the prospect of the election, and in preparations for it. A dozen times a day he thanked his stars that the elder Mottisfonts weakness for Peel had provided this opening for his energies.

Not that even on this ground he was quite happy. There was a little bitter in the cup. He hardly owned it to himself, he did not dream of whispering it to others, but at the bottom of his mind he had ever so faint a doubt of his employer. A hint dropped here, a word there, a veiled question  he could not say which of these had given him the notion that his lordship hung between two opinions, and even  no wonder that Stubbs dared not whisper it to others  was weighing which would pay him best!

Such a thought was treason, however, and Stubbs buried it and trampled on it, before he went jauntily into the snug little meeting at the Audley Arms, which he had summoned to hear the old members letter read and to accept the son as a candidate in his fathers place. Those whom the agent had called were few and trusty; young Mottisfont himself, the rector and Dr. Pepper, Bagenal the maltster, Hogg the saddler, Musters the landlord, the Duke from the Leasows (which was within the borough), and two other tradesmen. Stubbs had no liking for big meetings. He had been bred up to believe that speeches were lost labor, and if they must be made should be made at the Market Ordinary.

At such a gathering as this he was happy. He had the strings in his own hands. The work to be done was at his fingers ends. At this table he was as great a man as my lord. With young Mottisfont, who was by way of being a Bond Street dandy, solemn, taciturn, and without an opinion of his own, he was not likely to have trouble. The rector was enthusiastic but indolent, Pepper an old friend. The rest were Stubbss most obedient.

Stubbs read the retiring members letter, and introduced the candidate. The rector boomed through a few phrases of approbation, Dr. Pepper seconded, the rest cried Hear! hear!

Theres little to say, Stubbs went on. I take it that we are all of one mind, gentlemen, to return Mr. Mottisfont in his fathers place?

Hear! hear! from all. In the old interest? Stubbs went on, looking round the table. And on the clear understanding that Mr. Mottisfont is returned to oppose any tampering with the protection of agriculture.

That is so, said Mr. Mottisfont.

I will see that that is embodied in Mr. Mottisfonts address, Stubbs continued. There must be no mistake. These are queer times  

Sad times! said the rector, shaking his head.

Terrible times! said the maltster, shaking his.

Never did I dream I should live to see em, said old Hayward. Tisnt a month since a chap came on my land, ay, up to my very door, and said things  Ill be damned if I did not think hed turn the cream sour! And when I cried Sam! fetch a pitchfork and rid me of this rubbish  

I know, Hayward, Stubbs said, cutting him short. I know. You told me about it. You did very well. But to business. It shall be a short address  just that one point. We are all agreed, I think, gentlemen?

All were agreed.

Ill see that it is printed in good time, Stubbs continued. I dont think that we need trouble you further, Mr. Mottisfont. Theres a fat-stock sale this day fortnight. Perhaps youll dine and say a few words? Ill let you know if it is necessary. Therell be no opposition. Hatton will have a meeting at the Institute, but nothing will come of it.

Thats all then, is it? said the London man, sticking his glass in his eye with a sigh of relief.

Thats all, Stubbs replied. If you can attend this day fortnight so much the better. The farmers like it, and theyve fourteen votes in the borough. Thank you, gentlemen, thats all.

I think youve forgotten one thing, Mr. Stubbs, said old Hayward, with a twinkle.

To be sure, I have. Ring the bell, Musters, and send up the two bottles of your 20 port that I ordered and some glasses. A glass of Musters 20 port, Mr. Mottisfont, wont hurt you this cold day. And we must drink your health. And, Musters, when these gentlemen go down, see that they have what they call for.

The port was sipped, tasted. Mr. Mottisfonts health was drunk, and various compliments were paid to his father. The rector took his two glasses; so did young Mottisfont, who woke up and vowed that he had tasted none better in St. Jamess Street. Is it Garlands? he asked.

It is, sir, Musters said, much pleased.

I thought it was  none better! said young Mottisfont, also pleased. The old Duke drinks no other.

Fine tipple! Fine tipple! said the other Duke. In the end a third bottle was ordered, of which Musters and old Hayward drank the better part.

At one of these meetings a sad thing had happened. A rash tradesman had proposed his lordships health. Of course he had been severely snubbed. It had been considered most indecent. But on this occasion no one was so simple as to name my lord, and Stubbs felt with satisfaction that all had passed as it should. So had candidates been chosen as long as he could remember.

But call no man happy until the day closes. As he left the house Bagenal the maltster tacked himself on to him. Id a letter from George this morning, he said. George was his son, articled to Mr. Stubbs, and now with Mr. Stubbss agents in town. He saw his lordship one day last week.

Ay, ay. I suppose Master George was in the West End? Wasting his time, Bagenal, Ill be bound.

I dont know about that. Young fellows like to see things. He went with a lot of chaps to see the crowd outside Sir Roberts. Theyd read in a paper that all the nobs were to be seen going in and out. Anyway, he went, and the first person he saw going in was his lordship!

Mr. Stubbs walked a few yards in silence. Then, Well, hes no sight to George, he said. It seems to me they were both wasting their time. I told his lordship hed do no good. When half the dukes in England have been at Peel, d  n him, it wasnt likely hed change his course for his lordship! It wasnt to be expected, Bagenal. Did George stop to see him come out?

He did. And in a thundering temper my lord looked.

Ay, ay! Well I told him how it would be.

They were going in and out like bees, George said.

Ay, ay.

They parted on that, and the lawyer went into his office. But his face was gloomy. Ay, like bees! he muttered. After the honey! I wonder what he asked for! Whatever it was he couldnt have paid the price! I thought he knew that. Ive a good mind  but there, weve held it so long, grandfather, father, and son  I cant afford to give it up.

He turned into his office, but the day was spoiled for him. And the day was not done yet. He had barely sat down before his clerk a thin, gray-haired man, high-nosed, with a look of breeding run to seed, came in, and closed the door behind him. Farthingale was as well known in Riddsley as the Maypole; gossip had it that he was a by-blow of an old name. Ive heard something, he said darkly, and the sooner you know it the better. Theyve got a man.

Stubbs shrugged his shoulders. For repeal in Riddsley? he said. Youre dreaming.

The clerk smiled. Well, youd best be awake, he said. He had been long enough with Stubbs to take a liberty. Who do you think it is? he continued, rubbing his chin with the feather-end of a quill.

Some methodist parson!

Farthingale shook his head. Guess again, sir, he said. Youre cold at present. Its a bird of another feather.

A pretty big fool whoever he is!

Mr. Basset of Blore. I have it on good authority.

Stubbs stared. He was silent for a time, thinking hard. Somebodys fooled you, he said at last, but in a different tone. Hes never shown a sign of coming out.

The clerk looked wise. Its true, he said. It cost me four goes of brown brandy at the Portcullis.

Well, you may score that to me, Stubbs answered. Basset, eh? Well, hes throwing his money into the gutter if its true, and he hasnt much to spare. I see Hattons point. Hes not the fool.

No. Hes an old bird is Hatton.

But I dont see where Squire Basset comes in.

Farthingale looked wiser than ever. Well, he said, he may have a score to pay, too. And if he has, theres more ways than one of paying it!

What score?

Ah, Im not saying that. Mr. John Audleys may be  against his lordship.

Umph! If you paid off yours at the Portcullis, Stubbs retorted, losing his temper, the landlord wouldnt be sorry! Scores are a deal too much in your way, Farthingale! he continued, severely, forgetting in his annoyance the four goes of brown brandy. Youre too much at home among em. Dont bring me cock-and-bull stories like this! I dont believe it. And get to that lease!

But sure enough Farthingales story proved to be well founded, for a week later it was known for certain in Riddsley that Mr. Basset of Blore was coming out, and that there would be a fight for the borough.


CHAPTER XXV

MARY IS LONELY

Mary Audley was one of the last to hear the news. Etruria brought it from the town one day in January, when the evenings were beginning to lengthen, and the last hour of daylight was the dreariest of the twenty-four. It had rained, and the oaks in the park were a-drip, the thorn trees stood in tiny pools, the moorland lay stark under a pall of fog. In the vale the Trent was in flood, its pale waters swirling past the willow-stools, creeping over the chilled meadows, and stealing inch by inch up the waterside lanes. Etrurias feet were wet, and she was weary with her trudge through the mud; but when Mary met her on the tiny landing on which their rooms opened, there was a sparkle in the girls eyes as bright as the red petticoat that showed below her tucked-up gown.

You didnt forget   Mary was beginning, and then, Why, Etruria, she exclaimed, I believe you have seen Mr. Colet?

Etruria blushed like the dawn. Oh no, Miss! she said. Hes at Blore.

To be sure! Then what is it?

Ive heard some news, Miss, Etruria said. I dont know whether youll be pleased or not.

But it is certain that you are! Mary replied with conviction. What is it?

The girl told what she had heard: that there was to be an election at Riddsley in three weeks, and not only an election but a contest, and that the candidate who had come forward to oppose the Corn Laws was no other than Mr. Basset  their Mr. Basset! More, that only the evening before he had held his first meeting at the Institute, and though he had been interrupted and the meeting had been broken up, his short plain speech had made a considerable impression.

Indeed, Miss, Etruria continued, carried away by the subject, there was one told me that when he stood up to speak she could see his hand shake, and his face was the color of a piece of paper. But when they began to boo and shout at him, he grew as cool as cool, and the longer they shouted the braver he was, until they saw that if they let him go on he would be getting a hearing! So they put out the lights and stormed the platform, and there was a fine Stafford row, Im told. Of course, Etruria added simply, the drink was in them.

Mary hardly knew what her feelings were. Mr. Basset? she said at last. I can hardly believe it.

Nor could I, Miss, when I first heard it. But it seems they have known it there for ten days and more, and the town is agog with it, everybody taking sides, and some so much against him as never was. Its dreadful to think, Etruria continued, how misguided men can be. But oh, Miss, Im thankful hes on the right side, and for taking the burden off the bread! Im sure it will be returned to him, win or lose. Theyre farmers friends here, and theyre saying shameful things of him in the market! But theres many a woman will bless him, and the lanes and alleys, theyve no votes, but theyll pray for him! Sometimes, Etruria added shyly, I think it is Mr. Colet has brought him to it.

Mr. Colet? Mary repeated  she did not know why she disliked the notion. Why do you think that?

Hes been at Blore, Etruria murmured. Mr. Basset has been so good to him.

Mr. Basset has a mind of his own, Mary answered sharply. He is quite capable of forming his own opinion.

Of course. Miss, Etruria said, abashed. I should have known that.

Yes, Mary repeated. But what was it they were saying of Mr. Basset in the market, Etruria? Not that it matters.

Well, Miss, Etruria explained, reluctantly. They were saying it was some grudge Mr. Basset or the Master had against his lordship that brought Mr. Basset out.

Against Lord Audley? Mary cried. And she blushed suddenly and vividly. Why? What has he to do with it?

Well, Miss, its his lordships seat, Etruria answered naïvely; what he wishes has always been done in Riddsley. And hes for Mr. Mottisfont.

Mary walked to a window and looked out. Oh, she said, I did not know that. But youd better go now, Etruria, and change your shoes. Your feet must be wet.

Etruria went, and Mary continued to gaze through the window. What strange news! And what a strange situation! The lover whom she had rejected and the lover whom she had taken, pitted against one another! And her words  she could hardly doubt it  the spur which had brought Basset to the post!

So thinking, so pondering, she grew more and more ill at ease. Her sympathies should have been wholly with her betrothed, but they were not. She should have resented Bassets action. She did not. Instead she thought of his shaking hand and his pale face, and of the courage that had grown firmer in the face of opposition; and she found something fine in that, something that appealed to her. And the cause he had adopted? It was the cause to which she naturally inclined. She might be wrong, he might be wrong. Lord Audley knew so much more of these things and looked at them from so enlightened a standpoint, that they must be wrong. And yet  her heart warmed to that cause.

She turned from the window in some trouble, wondering if she were disloyal, wondering why she felt as she did; wondering a little, too, why she had lost the first rapture of her love, and was less happy in it than she had been.

True, she had not seen her lover again, and that might account for it. He had been detained at Lord Seabournes, and in London; he had been occupied for days together with the crisis. But she had had three letters from him, busy as he was; three amusing letters, full of gossip and sprinkled with anecdotes of the great world. She had opened the first in something of a tremor; but her fingers had soon grown steady, and if she had blushed it had been for her expectation of a vulgar love-letter such as milkmaids prize. She had been silly to suppose that he would write in that strain.

And yet she had felt a degree of disappointment. He might have written with less reserve, she thought; he might have discussed their plans and hopes, he might have let the fire peep somewhere through the chinks. But there, again, what a poor thing she was if her love must be fed with sweetmeats. How weak her trust, how poor her affection, if she could not bear a three weeks parting! He had come to her, he had chosen her, what more did she want? Did she expect him to put aside the calls and the duties of his station, that he might hang on her apron-strings?

Still, she was not in good spirits, and she felt her loneliness. The house, this gray evening, with the shadows gathering in the corners, weighed on her. Mrs. Toft was far away in her cosey kitchen, Etruria also had gone thither. Toft was with Mr. Audley in the other wing  he had been much with his master of late. So Mary was alone. She was not nervous, but she was depressed. The cold stairs, the austere parlor with its dim portraits, the matted hall, the fireless library  all struck a chill. She remembered other times and other evenings; cosey evenings, when the glow of the wood-fire had vied with the shaded lights, when the three heads had bent over the three tables, when the rustle of turning pages had blended with the snoring of the old hound, when the pursuit of some trifle had sped the pleasant hours. Alas, those evenings were gone, as if they had never been. The house was dull and melancholy.

She might have gone to her uncle, but during the afternoon he had told her that he wished to be alone; he should go to bed betimes. So about seven oclock she took her meal by herself, and when it was done she felt more at a loss than ever. Presently her thoughts went again to John Audley.

Had she neglected him of late? Had she left him too much to Toft, and let her secret, which she hated to keep secret, come between them? Why should she not, even now, see him before he slept? She could take him the news of Mr. Bassets enterprise. It would serve for an excuse.

Lest her courage should fail she went at once, shivering as she passed through the shadowy library, where a small lamp, burning on a table, did no more than light her to the staircase. She ran up the stairs and was groping for the handle of Mr. Audleys door when the door opened abruptly and Toft stepped out, a candle in his hand. She was so close to him that he all but touched her, and he was, if anything, more startled than she was. He stood gaping at her.

Through the narrow opening she had a glimpse of her uncle, who was on his feet before the fire. He was fully dressed.

That surprised her, for, even before this last attack, he had spent most of his time in his dressing-gown. Still more surprising was Tofts conduct. He shut the door and held it. The master is going to bed, Miss, he said.

I see that he is dressed! she replied. And she looked at Toft in such a way that the man gave way, took his hand from the door, and stood aside. She pushed the door open and went in. Her uncle, standing with his back to her, was huddling on his dressing-gown.

What is it? he cried, his face averted. Who is it?

It is only I, sir, she replied. Mary. She closed the door.

But I thought I told you that I didnt want you! he retorted pettishly. I am going to bed. He turned, having succeeded in girding on his dressing-gown. Going to bed, he repeated. Didnt I tell you so?

Im very sorry, sir, she said, but I had news for you. News that has surprised me. I thought that you would like to hear it.

He looked at her, his furtive eyes giving the lie to his plump face, which sagged more than of old. News, he muttered, peevishly. What news? I wish you wouldnt startle me. You ought to remember that  that excitement is bad for me. And you come at this time of night with news! What is it? He was not looking at her. He seemed to be seeking something. What is it?

Its nothing very terrible, she answered, smiling. Nothing to alarm you, uncle. Wont you sit down?

He looked about him like a man driven into a corner. No, no, I dont want to sit down! he said. I ought to be in bed! I ought to be there now.

Well, I shall not keep you long, she answered, trying to humor his mood, while all the time she was wondering why he was dressed at this time, he whom she had not seen dressed for a fortnight. And why had Toft tried to keep her out? It is only, she continued, that I heard to-day that there is to be a contest at Riddsley. And that Mr. Basset is to be one of the candidates.

Is that all? he said. News, you said? Thats no news! Bigger fool he, unless he does more for himself than he does for his friends! Peter the Hermit become Peter the Great! Hell soon find himself Peter the Piper, who picked a peck of pepper! Hot pepper hell find it, d  n him! with sudden spite. Hes no better than the rest! Hes all for himself! All for himself! he repeated, his voice rising in his excitement.

But  

There, dont agitate me! He wiped his brow with a shaking hand, while his eyes, avoiding hers, continued to look about him as if he sought something. I knew how it would be. Youve no thought for me. You dont remember how weak I am! Hardly able to crawl across the floor, to put one foot before another. And you come chattering! chattering!

She had thought him odd before, but never so odd as this evening; and she was sorry that she had come. She was going to say what she could and escape, when he began again. Youre the last person who should upset me! The very last! he babbled. When its all for you! Its little good it can do me. And Basset, hed the ball at his foot, and wouldnt kick it! But Ill show you, Ill show you all! he continued, gesticulating with a violence that distressed Mary. Ay, and Ill show him what I am! He thinks hes safe, d  n him! He thinks hes safe! Hes spending my money and adding up my balance! Hes walking on my land and sleeping in my bed! Hes peacocking in my name! But  but   he stopped, struggling for words. For an instant he turned on her over his shoulder a face distorted by passion.

Thoroughly alarmed, she tried to soothe him. But I am sure, sir, she said, Mr. Basset would never  

Basset!

Im sure he never dreamt  

Basset! he repeated. No! but Audley! Lord Audley, Audley of Beaudelays, Audley of nowhere and nothing! And no Audley! no Audley! he repeated furiously, while again he fought for breath, and again he mastered himself and lowered his tone. No Audley! he whispered, pointing a hand at her, but Jacob, girl! Jacob the supplanter, Jacob the changeling, Jacob the baseborn! And he thinks I lie awake of nights, hundreds of nights, for nothing! He thinks I dream of him  for nothing! He thinks I go out with the bats  for nothing! He thinks I have a canker here! Here! And he clapped his hand to his breast, a grotesque, yet dreadful figure in his huddled dressing-gown, his flaccid cheeks quivering with rage. For nothing! But Ill show him! Ill ruin him! Ill  

His voice, which had risen to a scream, stopped. Toft had opened the door. Sir! Mr. Audley! he cried. For Gods sake be calm! For Gods sake have a care, sir! And you, Miss, he continued; you see what you have done! If youll leave him Ill get him to bed. Ill get him to bed and quiet him  if I can.

Mary was shocked, and yet she felt that she could not go without a word. Dear uncle, she said, you wish me to go?

He had clutched one of the posts of the bed and was supporting himself by it. The fire had died down in him, he was no more now than a feeble, shaking old man. He wiped his brow and his lips. Yes, go, he whispered. Go.

I am very sorry I disturbed you, she said. I wont do it again. You were right, Toft. Good-night.

The man said Good-night, Miss. Her uncle said nothing. He had let himself down on the bed, but he still clung to the post. Mary looked at him in sorrow, grieved to leave him in this state. But she had no choice, and she went out and, closing the door behind her, groped her way down the narrow staircase.

It was a little short of ten when she reached the parlor, but she was in no mood for reading. What she had seen had shocked and frightened her. She was sure now that her uncle was not sane; and while she was equally sure that Toft exercised a strong influence over him, she had her misgivings as to that. Something must be done. She must consult some one. Life at the Gatehouse could not go on on this footing. She must see Dr. Pepper.

Unluckily when she had settled this to her mind, and sought her bed, she could not sleep. Long after she had heard Etruria go to her room, long after she had heard the girls shoes fall  familiar sound!  Mary lay awake, thinking now of her uncles state and her duty towards him, nor of her own future, that future which seemed for the moment to have lost its brightness. Doubts that the sun dismisses, fears at which daylight laughs, are Giants of Despair in the dark watches. So it was with her. Misgivings which she would not have owned in the daylight, rose up and put on grisly shapes. Her uncle and his madness, her lover and his absence, passed in endless procession through her brain. In vain she tossed and turned, sat up in despair, tried the cooler side of the pillow. She could not rest.

The door creaked. She fancied a step on the staircase, a hand on the latch. Far away in the depths of the house a clock struck. It was three oclock  only three oclock! And it would not be light before eight  not much before eight. Oh dear! Oh dear!

And then she slept.

When she awoke it was morning, the light was filtering in through the white dimity curtains, and some one was really at her door. Some one was knocking. She sat up. What is it? she cried.

Can I come in, Miss?

The voice was Mrs. Tofts, and Mary needed no second warning. She knew in a moment that the woman brought bad news. She sprang out of bed, put on a dressing-gown, and with bare feet she went to the door. She unlocked it. What is it, Mrs. Toft? she said.

Maybe not much, the woman answered cautiously. I hope not, Miss, but I had to tell you. The Master is missing.

Missing? Mary exclaimed, the blood leaving her face. Impossible! Why, I saw him, I was in his room last evening after nine oclock.

Toft was with him up to eleven, Mrs. Toft answered. Her face was grave. But hes gone now?

You mean that he is not in his room! Mary said. But have you looked   and she named places where her uncle might be  places in the house.

Weve looked there, Mrs. Toft answered. Tofts been everywhere. The Masters not in the house. Were well-nigh sure of that. And the door in the courtyard was open this morning. I am afraid hes gone, Miss.

In his state and at night? Why, its   The girl broke off and took hold of herself. Very well, she said. I shall not be more than five minutes. I will come down.


CHAPTER XXVI

MISSING

Mary scrambled into her clothes without pausing to do more than knot up her hair. She tried to steady her nerves and to put from her the thought that it was her visit which had upset her uncle. That thought would only flurry her, and she must be cool. In little more than the five minutes that she had named she was in the hall, and found Mrs. Toft waiting for her. The door into the courtyard stood open, the bleak light and raw air of a January morning poured in, but neither of them heeded this. Their eyes met, and Mary saw that the woman, who was usually so placid, was frightened.

Where is Toft? Mary asked.

Hes away this ten minutes, Mrs. Toft replied. Hes gone to the Yew Walk, where you found the Master before. But law, Miss, if hes there in this weather! She lifted up her hands.

Mary controlled herself. And Etruria? she asked.

Shes searching outside the house. If she does not find him she is to run over to Petch the keeper, and bring him.

Quite right, Mary said. Did Toft take any brandy?

He did. Miss. And the big kettle is on, if there is a bath wanted, and Ive put a couple of bricks to heat in the oven.

Youre sure youve looked everywhere in the house?

As sure as can be, Miss! More by token, Ive some coffee ready for you in the parlor.

But Mary said, Bring it here, Mrs. Toft. And snatching up a shawl and folding it about her, she stepped outside. It was a gray, foggy morning, and the flagged court wore a desolate air. In one corner a crowd of dead leaves were circling in the gusts of wind, in another a little pile of snow had drifted, and between the monsters that flanked the Gateway, the old hound, deaf and crippled, stood peering across the park. Mary fancied that the dog descried Toft returning, and she ran across the court. But no one was in sight. The park with its clumps of dead bracken, its naked trees and gnarled blackthorns, stretched away under a thin sprinkling of snow. Shivering she returned to the hall, where Mrs. Toft awaited her with the coffee.

Now, Mary said, tell me about it, please  from the beginning.

Toft had left Mr. Audley about eleven, Mrs. Toft explained. The Master had been a bit put out, and that kept him. But hed settled down, and when Toft left him he was much as usual. It could not have been before eleven, Mrs. Toft continued, rubbing her nose, for I heard the kitchen clock strike eleven, and I was asleep when Toft came in. The next I remember was finding Toft had got out of bed. What is it? says I. He didnt answer, and I roused up and was going to get a light. But he told me not to make a noise, hed been woke by hearing a door slam, and thought that some one had crossed the court. He was at the window then, looking out, but we heard nothing, and after a while Toft came back to bed.

What time was that?

I couldnt say, Miss, and I dont suppose Toft could. It was dark and before six, because when I woke again it was on six. But God knows it was a thousand pities we didnt search then, for its on my mind that it was the poor Master. And if wed known, Toft would have stopped him.

Well? Mary said gravely. And when did you miss him?

Most mornings Etruriad let me into the house. But this morning she found the door unlocked; howsomever she thought nothing of it, for Toft has a key as well, and since the Masters illness and him coming and going at all hours, he has not always locked the door; so she made no remark. A bit before eight Toft came down  I didnt see him but I heard him  and at eight he took up the Masters cup of tea. Toft makes it in the pantry and takes it up.

Mrs. Toft paused heavily  not without enjoyment.

Yes, Mary said anxiously, and then?

I suppose it was five minutes after, he came out to me  I was in the kitchen getting our breakfast  and he was shaking all over. I dont know that I ever saw a man more upset. Hes gone! he said. Law, Toft, I said. Whats the matter? Whos gone? The Master! he said. Fiddlesticks! says I. Where should he go? And with that I went into the house and up to the Masters room. When I saw it was empty you could have knocked me down with a feather! I looked round a bit, and then I went up to Mr. Bassets room thats over, and down again to the library, and so forth. By that time Toft was there, gawpin about. Hes gone! he kept saying. I dont know as I ever saw Toft truly upset before.

And what then? Mary asked. Twice she had looked through the door, but to no purpose.

Well, I said, if hes not here he cant be far! Dont twitter, man, but think! Its my belief hes away sleepwalking or what not, to the place you found him before. On that I gave Toft some brandy and he went off.

Shouldnt he be back by now?

He should, Miss, if hes not found him, Mrs. Toft answered. But, if hes found him, he couldnt carry him! Tofts not all that strong. And if the Masters lain out long, its not all the brandy in the world will bring him round!

Mary shuddered, and moved by a common impulse the two went out and crossed the court. The old hound was still at gaze in the gateway, still staring with purblind eyes down the vistas of the park. Maybe he sees more than we see, Mrs. Toft muttered. Hed not stand there, would the old dog, as hes stood twenty minutes, for nothing.

She was right, for the next moment three figures appeared hurrying across the park towards them. It was impossible to mistake Tofts lanky figure. The others were Etruria, with a shawl about her head, and the keeper Petch.

Mary scanned them anxiously. Have they found him? she murmured.

No, Mrs. Toft said. If theyd found him, one would have stopped with him.

Of course, Mary said. And heedless of the cold, searching wind that swung their skirts and carried showers of dead leaves sailing past them, they waited until Toft and the others, talking together, came up. Mary saw that, in spite of the pace at which he had walked, Tofts face was colorless. He was almost livid. His daughter wore an anxious look, while the keeper was pleasantly excited.

As soon as the three were within hearing, Youve not found him? Mary cried.

No, Miss, Etruria answered.

Nor any trace?

No, Miss. My father has been as far as the iron gate, and found it locked. It was no use going on.

He could not have walked farther without help, Mrs. Toft said. If the Masters not between us and the gardens hes not that way.

Then where is he? Mary cried, aghast. She looked from one to the other. Where can he be, Toft?

Toft raised his hands and let them fall. It was clear that he had given up hope.

But his wife was of different mettle. Thats to be seen, she said briskly. Anyway, youll be perished here, Miss, and I dont want another invalid on my hands. Well go in, if you please.

Mary gave way. They turned to go in, but it was noticeable that as they moved towards the house each, stirred by the same thought, swept the extent of the park with eyes that clung to it, and were loth to leave it. Each hung for a moment, searching this alley or that, fancying a clue in some distant object, or taking a clump of gorse, or a jagged stump for the fallen man. All were harassed by the thought that they might be abandoning him; that in turning their backs on the bald, wintry landscape they might be carrying away with them his last chance.

T would take a day to search the park, the keeper muttered. And a dozen men, Im afeared, to do it thoroughly.

Why not take a round yourself! Mrs. Toft replied. And if you find nothing be at the house in an hour, Petch, and well know better whats to do. The poor gentlemans off his head, I doubt, and theres no saying where hed wander. But he cant be far, and Im beginning to think hes in the house after all.

The man agreed willingly, and strode away across the turf. The others entered the hall. Mary was for pausing there, but Mrs. Toft swept them all into the parlor where a good fire was burning. Youll excuse me, Miss, she said, but Toft will be the better for this, and without ceremony she poured out a cup of coffee, jerked into it a little brandy from the decanter on the sideboard, and handed it to her husband. Drink that, she said, and get your wits together, man! Youre no better than a wisp of paper now, and its only you can help us. Now think! You know him best. Where can he be? Did he say no word last night to give you a clue?

A little color came back to Tofts face. He sighed and passed his hand across his forehead. If Id never left him! he said. I never ought to have left him!

Its no good going over that! Mrs. Toft replied impatiently. He means, Miss, that up to three nights ago he slept in the Masters room. Then when the Master seemed better Toft came back to his bed.

I ought to have stayed with him, Toft repeated. That seemed the one thought in his mind.

But where is he? Mary cried. Where? Every moment we stand talking  cant you think where he might go? Are there no hiding  places in the house? No secret passages?

Mrs. Toft raised her hands. Lords sake! she exclaimed. Theres the locked closet in his room where he keeps his papers. I never looked there. Its seldom opened, and  

She did not finish. With one accord they hurried through the library and up the stairs to the old tapestried room, where Mr. Audley had slept and for the last month had lived. The others had been in it since his disappearance, Mary had not; and she felt a thrill of awe as she passed the threshold. The angular faces, the oblique eyes, of the watchers in the needlework on the wall, that from generation to generation had looked down on marriage and birth and death  what had they seen during the past night? On what had they gazed, she asked herself. Mrs. Toft, less fanciful or more familiar with the room, had no such thoughts. She crossed the floor to a low door which was outlined for those who knew of its existence, by rough cuts in the arras. It led into a closet, contained in one of the turrets.

Mrs. Toft tried the door, shook it, knocked on it. Finally she set her eye to the keyhole. Hes not there, she said. Theres no key in the lock. Hed not take out the key, thats certain.

Mary scanned the disordered room. Books lay in heaps on the deep window-seats, and even on the floor. A table by one of the windows was strewn with papers and letters; on another beside the bed-head stood a tray with night drinks, a pair of candles, an antique hour-glass, a steel pistol. The bedclothes were dragged down, as if the bed had been slept in, and over the rail at the foot, half hidden by the heavy curtains, hung a nightgown. She took this up and found beneath it a pair of slippers and a shoehorn.

He was dressed then? she exclaimed.

Toft eyed the things. Yes, Miss, Ive no doubt he was, he said despondently. His overcoats gone.

Then he meant to leave the house? Mary cried.

God save us!

Hes taken his silver flask too, Etruria said in a low voice. She was examining the dressing-table. And his watch.

His watch?

Yes, Miss.

But thats odd, Mary said, fixing her eyes on Toft. Dont you think thats odd? If my uncle had rambled out in some nightmare or  or wandering, would he have taken his flask and his watch, Toft? Are his spectacles there?

Toft inspected the table, raised the pillow, felt under the bolster. No, Miss, he said; hes taken them.

Ah! Mary replied; then I have hope. Wherever he is, he is in his senses. Now, Toft!  she looked hard at the man think again! Surely since he had this in his mind last night he must have let something drop? Some word?

The man shook his head. Not that I heard, Miss, he said.

Mary sighed. But Mrs. Toft was less patient. She exploded. You gaby! she cried. Wheres your senses? Its to you were looking, and a poor stick you are in time of trouble! I couldnt have believed it! Find your tongue, Toft, say something! You knew the Master down to his shoe leather. Lets hear what you do think! He couldnt walk far! He couldnt walk a mile without help. Where is he? Where do you think he is?

Tofts answer silenced them. If one of the mute, staring figures on the walls  that watched as from the boxes of a theatre the living actors  had stepped down, it would hardly have affected them more deeply. The man sat down on the bed, covered his face with his hands, and rocking himself to and fro broke into a passion of weeping. The poor Master! he cried between his sobs. The poor Master!

Quickly at that Marys feelings underwent a change. As if she had stood already beside her uncles grave, sorrow took the place of perplexity. His past kindness dragged at her heart-strings. She forgot that she had never been able to love him, she forgot that behind the man whom she had known she had been ever conscious of another being, vague, shifting, inhuman. She remembered only the help he had given, the home he had offered, the rare hours of sympathy. Dont, Toft, dont! she cried, tears in her voice. She touched the man on the shoulder. Dont give up hope!

As for Mrs. Toft, surprise silenced her. When she found her voice, Well, she said, looking round her with a sort of pride, wholl say after this that Tofts a hard man? Why, if the Master was lying on that bed ready for burial  and were some way off that, the Lord be thanked!  he couldnt carry on more! But there, lets look now, and weep afterwards! Pull yourself together, Toft, or whos the young lady to depend on? If you take my advice, Miss, she continued, well get out of this room. It always did give me the fantods with them Egyptians staring at me from the walls, and to-day its worse than a hearse! Now downstairs  

You are quite right, Mrs. Toft, Mary said. Well go downstairs. She shared to the full Mrs. Tofts distaste for the room. Were doing no good here, and your husband can follow us when he is himself again. Petch should be back by this time, and we ought to arrange what is to be done outside.

Toft made no demur, and they went down. They found the keeper waiting in the hall. He had made no discovery, and Mary, to whom Tofts breakdown had given fresh energy, took things into her own hands. She gave Petch his orders. He must get together a dozen men, and search the park and every place within a mile of the Gatehouse. He must report by messenger every two hours to the house, and in the meantime he must send a man on horseback to the town for Dr. Pepper.

And Mr. Basset? Mrs. Toft murmured.

I will write a note to Mr. Basset, Mary said, and the man must send it by post-horses from the Audley Arms. I will write it now. She sat down in the library, cold as the room was, and scrawled three lines, telling Basset that her uncle had disappeared during the night, and that, ill as he was, she feared the worst.

Then, when Petch had gone to get his men together  a task which would take time as there were no farms at hand  she and Mrs. Toft searched the house room by room, while Etruria and her father went again through the outbuildings. But the quest was as fruitless as the former search had been.

Mary had known many unhappy days in Paris, days of anxiety, of loneliness, of apprehension, when she had doubted where she would lodge or what she would eat for her next meal. Now she had a source of strength in her engagement and her love, which should have been inexhaustible. But she never forgot the misery of this day, nor ever looked back on it without a shudder. Probably there were moments when she sat down, when she took a tasty meal, when she sought Mrs. Toft in her warm kitchen or talked with Etruria before her own fire. But as she remembered the day, she spent the long hours gazing across the wintry park; now catching a glimpse of the line of beaters as it appeared for a moment crossing a glade, now watching the approach of the messenger who came to tell her that they had found nothing; or again straining her eyes for the arrival of Dr. Pepper, who, had she known it, was at the deathbed of an old patient, ten miles on the farther side of Riddsley.

Now and again a hailstorm swept across the park, and Mrs. Toft came out and scolded her into shelter; or a farmer, whose men had been borrowed, happened that way, and after a gruff question touched his hat and went off to join the searchers. Once a distant cry seemed to herald a discovery, and she tried to steady her leaping pulses. But nothing came of it except some minutes of anxiety. And once her waiting ear caught the clang of the bell that hung in the hall and she flew through the house to the front door, only to learn that the visitor was the carrier who three times a week called for letters on his way to town. The dreary house with its open doors, its cold draughts, its unusual aspect, the hurried meals, the furtive glances, the hours of suspense and fear  these stamped the day for ever on Marys memory: as sometimes an hour of loneliness prints itself on the mind of a child who all his life long hears with distaste the clash of wedding bells.

At length the wintry day with its gusts of snow began to draw in. Before four Petch sent in to say that he had beaten the park and also the gardens at the Great House, but had found nothing. Half his men were now searching the slope on either side of the Riddsley road. With the other half he was going to explore, while the light lasted, the fringe of the Chase towards Brown Heath.

That left Mary face to face with the night; with the long hours of darkness, which inaction must render infinitely worse than those of the day. She had visions of the windswept park, the sullen ponds, the frozen moorland; they spread before her fraught with some brooding terror. She had never much marked, she had seldom felt the loneliness of the house. Now it pressed itself upon her, isolated her, menaced her. It made the thought of the night, that lay before her, almost unbearable.


CHAPTER XXVII

A FOOTSTEP IN THE HALL

Mrs. Toft bringing in candles, and looking grave enough herself, noticed the girls pale face and chid her gently. I dont believe that youve sat down this blessed day, Miss! she said. Nor no more than looked at good food. But tea you shall have and sit down to it, or my names not Anne Toft! Frettings no manner of use, and fastings a poor stick to beat trouble with!

But, Mrs. Toft, Mary said, her face piteous, its the thought that he may be lying out there, helpless and dying, while we sit here  

Steady, Miss! Giving way does no good, and too much minds worse than none. If hes out there hes gone, poor gentleman, long ago. And Dr. Pepperll say the same. Its not in reason he should be alive if hes in the open. And, God knows, if hes under cover its little better.

But then if he is alive! Mary cried. Think of another night!

Ay, I know, Mrs. Toft said. And hard it is! But youve been a model all this blessed day, and its no time to break down now. Where that dratted doctor is, beats me, though he could do no more than weve done! But there, Mr. Basset will be with us to-morrow, and hell find the poor gentleman dead or alive! Theres some as are more to look at than the Squire, but theres few Id put before him at a pinch!

Wheres Toft? Mary asked.

He went to join Petch two hours ago, Mrs. Toft explained. And there again, take Toft. Hes a good husband, but theres no one would say he was a man to wear his heart outside. But you saw how hard he took it? I dont know, Mrs. Toft continued thoughtfully, as Ive seen Toft shed a tear these twenty years  no, nor twice since we went to church!

You dont think, Mary asked, that he knows more than he has told us?

The question took Mrs. Toft aback. Why, Miss, she said, you dont mean as you think he was putting on this morning?

No, Mary answered. But is it possible that he knows the worst and does not tell us?

And why shouldnt he tell us? It would be strange if he wouldnt tell his own wife? And you thats Mr. Audleys nearest!

Its all so strange, Mary pleaded. My uncle is gone. Where has he gone?

Mrs. Toft did not answer the question. She could not. And there came an interruption. Thats Petchs voice, she said. Theyre back.

The men trooped into the hall. They advanced to the door of the parlor, Petch leading, a man whom Mary did not know next to him, after these a couple of farmers and Toft, in the background a blur of faces vaguely seen.

Weve found something, Miss, Petch said. At least Tom has. But Im not sure it lightens things much. He was going home by the Yew Tree Walk and pretty close to the iron gate, when what should he see lying in the middle of the walk but this!

Petch held out a silver flask.

Its the Masters, sure enough, Mrs. Toft said.

Ay, Petch answered. But the odd thing is, I searched that place before noon, amost inch by inch, looking for footprints, and I went over it again when we were beating the Yew Tree Walk this afternoon, and Im danged if that flask was there then!

I dont think as you could ha missed it, Mr. Petch, the finder said, it was that bright and plain!

But isnt the grass long there? Mary asked. She had already as much mystery as she could bear and wanted no addition to it.

Not that long, said Tom.

No, not that long, the lads right, Petch added. I warrant I must have seen it.

That you must, Mr. Petch, a lad in the background said. I was next man, and I wondered when youd ha done that bit.

But I dont understand, Mary answered. If it was not there, this morning  

I dont understand neither, lady, the keeper rejoined. But it is on my mind that theres foul play!

Oh, but, Mary protested, who  why should any one hurt my uncle?

I cant say as to that, Petch replied, darkly. I dont know anybody as would. But theres the flask, and flasks dont travel without hands. If he took it out of the house with him  

May he not have dropped it  this afternoon? Mary suggested. Suppose he wandered that way after you passed?

The keeper shook his head. If he had passed that way this afternoon it isnt one but six pairs of eyes would ha seen him.

There was a murmur of assent. The searchers were keenly enjoying the drama, taking in every change that appeared on the girls face. They were men into whose lives not much of drama entered.

But I cannot think that what you say is likely! Mary protested. She had held her own stoutly through the day, but now with the eyes of all these men upon her she grew bewildered. The rows of faces, the bashful hands twisting caps, the blurred white of smocked frocks  grew and multiplied and became misty. She had to grasp the table to steady herself.

Mrs. Toft saw how it was, and came to the rescue. Whats Toft say about it? she asked.

Ay, to be sure, missus, Petch agreed. I dunno as hes said anything yet.

I dont think the Master could have passed and not been seen, Toft replied. His tone was low, and in the middle of his speech he shivered. But Im not saying that the flask wasnt there this morning. Its a small thing.

It couldnt have been overlooked, Mr. Toft, the keeper replied firmly. I speak as I know!

Again Mrs. Toft intervened. Im sure nobody would ha laid a hand on the Master! she said. Nobody in these parts and nobody foreign, as I can fancy. Ive no doubt at all the poor gentleman awoke with some maggot in his brain and wandered off, not knowing. The question is, what can we do? The young ladys had a sad day, and its time she was left to herself.

Theres nothing we can do now, Petch said flatly. It stands to reason if weve found nothing in the daylight well find nothing in the dark. Well be back at eight in the morning. Whether wed ought to let his lordship know  

Sho! said Mrs. Toft with scorn. Whats he in it, Id like to know? But there, youve said what you come to say and its time we left the young lady to herself.

Mary raised her head. One moment, she said. I want to thank you all for what youve done. And for what Petch says about the flask, hes right to speak out, but I cant think any one would touch my uncle. Only  can we do nothing? Nothing more? Nothing at all? If we dont find him to-night   She broke off, overcome by her feelings.

Im afraid not, Miss, Petch said gently. Wed all be willing, but we dont know where to look. I own Im fair beat. Still Tom and Ill stay an hour or two with Toft in case of anything happening. Good-night, Miss. Youre very welcome, Im sure.

The others murmured their sympathy as they trooped out into the darkness. Mrs. Toft bustled away for the tea, and Mary was left alone.

Suspense lay heavy on her. She felt that she ought to be doing something and she did not know what to do. Dr. Pepper did not come, the Tofts were but servants. They could not take the onus, they could not share her burden; and Toft was a broken reed. Meanwhile time pressed. Hours, nay, minutes might make all the difference between life and death.

When Etruria came in with Marys tea she found her mistress bending over the fire in an attitude of painful depression, and she said a few words, trying to impart to her something of her own patience. That patience was a fine thing in Etruria because it was natural. But Mary was of sterner stuff. She had a more lively imagination, and she could not be blind to the issues, or to the value of every moment that passed. Even while she listened to Etruria she saw with the eyes of fancy a hollow amid a clump of trees not far from a pool that she knew. In summer it was a pleasant dell, clothed with mosses and ferns and the flowers of the bog-bean; in winter a dank, sombre hollow. There she saw her uncle lie, amid the decaying leaves, the mud, the rank grass; and the vision was too much for her. What if he were really lying there, while she sat here by the fire? Sat here in this home which he  he had given her, amid the comforts which he had provided!

The thought was horrible, and she turned fiercely on the comforter. Dont! she cried. You dont think! You dont understand! We cant go through the night like this! They must go on looking! Fetch your father! And bring Petch! Bring them here! she cried.

Etruria went, alarmed by her excitement, but almost as quickly she came back. Toft had gone out with Petch and the other man. They would not be long.

Mary cried out on them, but could do no more than walk the room, and after a time Etruria coaxed her to sit down and eat; and tea and food restored her balance. Still, as she sat and ate she listened  she listened always. And Etruria, taught by experience, let her be and said nothing.

At last, How long they are! Mary cried. What are they doing? Are they never  

She stopped. The footsteps of two men coming through the hall had reached her ears, and she recognized the tread of one  recognized it with a rush of relief so great, of thankfulness so overwhelming that she was startled and might well have been more than startled, had she been free to think of anything but the lost man. It was Bassets step, and she knew it  she would have known it, she felt, among a hundred! He had come! An instant later he stood in the doorway, booted and travel-stained, his whip in his hand, just as he had dropped from the saddle  and with a face grave indeed, but calm and confident. He seemed to her to bring relief, help, comfort, safety, all in one!

Oh! she cried. You are here! How  how good of you!

Not good at all, he answered, advancing to the table and quietly taking off his gloves. Your messenger met me half-way to Blore. I was coming into Riddsley to a meeting. I had only to ride on. Of course I came.

But the meeting? she asked fearfully. Was he only come to go again?

D  n the meeting! he answered, moved to anger by the girls pale face. Will you give me a cup of tea, Toft? I will hear Miss Audleys account first. Keep Petch and the other man. We shall want them. In twenty minutes Ill talk to you. That will do.

Ah, with what gratitude, with what infinite relief, did Mary hear his tone of authority! He watched Toft out of the room and, alone with her, he looked at her. He saw that her hand shook as she filled the teapot, that her lips quivered, that she tried to speak and could not. And he felt an infinite love and pity, though he drove both out of his voice when he spoke. Yes, tea first, he said coolly, as he took off his riding coat. Ive had a long journey. You must take another cup with me. You can leave things to me now. Yes, two lumps, please, and not too strong. He knocked together the logs, and warmed his hands, stooping over the fire with his back to her. Then he took his place at the table, and when he had drunk half a cup of tea, Now, he said, will you tell me the story from the beginning. And take time. More haste, less speed, you know.

With a calmness that surprised herself, Mary told the tale. She described the first alarm, the hunt through the house, the discoveries in the bedroom, Tofts breakdown, last of all the search through the park and the finding of the flask.

He listened gravely, asking a question now and then. When she had done, What of Toft? he inquired. Not been very active, has he? Not given you much help?

No! But how did you guess? she asked in surprise.

Im afraid that Toft knows more than he has told you. For the rest, he looked at her kindly, I want you to give up the hope of finding your uncle alive. I have none. But I think I can promise you that there has been no suffering. If it turns out as I imagine, he was dead before he was missed. What the doctor expected has happened. That is all.

I dont understand, she said.

And I dont want to say more until I know for certain. May I ring for Toft? She nodded. He rang, and after a pause, during which he stood, silent and waiting, the servant came in. He shot a swift glance at them, and dropped his eyes.

Tell Petch and the other man to be ready to start with us in five minutes, Basset said. Let them fetch a hurdle, and do you put a mattress on it. I suppose  you made sure he was dead, Toft, before you left him?

The man flinched before the sudden question, but he showed less emotion than Mary. Perhaps he had expected it. After a pause, during which Basset did not take his eyes from him, I made sure, he said in a low voice. As God sees me, I did! But if you think I raised a hand to him  

I dont! Basset said sternly. I dont think so badly of you as that. But nothing but frankness can save you now. Is he in the Great House?

Toft opened his mouth, but he seemed unable to speak. He nodded.

What about the flask?

I dropped it, the man muttered. He turned a shade paler. I could not bear to think he was lying there. I thought it would lead the search  that way, and they would find him.

I see. Thats enough now. Be ready to start at once.

The man went out. Good heavens! Mary cried. She was horror-stricken. And he has known it all this time! Do you think that he  he had any part  

Oh no. He was alone with Mr. Audley when he collapsed, and he lost his head. They were together in the Great House  it was a difficult position  and he did not see his way to explain. He may have seen some advantage in gaining time  I dont know. The first thing to be done is to bring your uncle home. I will see to that. You have borne up nobly  you have done your part. Do you go to bed now.

Something in his tone, and in his thought for her, brought old times to Marys mind and the blood to her pale cheek. She did not say no, but she would not go to bed. She made Etruria come to her, and the two girls sat in the parlor listening and waiting, moving only when it was necessary to snuff the candles. It was a grim vigil. An hour passed, two hours. At length they caught the first distant murmur, the tread of men who moved slowly and heavily under a burden  there are few who have not at one time or another heard that sound. Little by little the shuffling feet, the subdued orders, the jar of a stumbling bearer, drew nearer, became more clear. A gust of wind swept through the hall, and moaned upwards through the ancient house. The candles on the table flickered. And still the two sat spell-bound, clasping cold hands, as the unseen procession passed over the threshold, and for the last time John Audley came home to sleep amid his books  heedless now of right or claim, or rank or blood.

* * * * *

A few minutes later Basset entered the parlor. His face betrayed his fatigue, and his first act was to go to the sideboard and drink a glass of wine. Mary saw that his hand shook as he raised the glass, and gratitude for what he had done for her brought the tears to her eyes. He stood a moment, leaning in utter weariness against the wall  he had ridden far that day. And Mary had been no woman if she had not drawn comparisons.

Opportunity had served him, and had not served the other. Nor, had her betrothed been here, could he have helped her in this pinch. He could not have taken Bassets place, nor with all the will in the world could he have done what Basset had done.

That was plain. Yet deep down in her there stirred a faint resentment, a complaint hardly acknowledged. Audley was not here, but he might have been. It was his doing that she had not told her uncle, and that John Audley had passed away in ignorance. It was his doing that in her trouble she had had to lean on the other. It was not the first time during the long hours of the day that the thought had come to her; and though she had put it away, as she put it away now, the opening flower of love is delicate  the showers pass but leave their mark.

When Etruria had slipped out, and left them, Basset came forward, and warmed himself at the fire. Perhaps it is as well you did not go to bed, he said. You can go now with an easy mind. It was as I thought  he lay on the stairs of the Great House and he had been dead many hours. Dr. Pepper will tell us more to-morrow, but I have no doubt that he died of syncope brought on by exertion. Toft had tried to give him brandy.

Shocked and grieved, yet sensible of relief, she was silent for a time. She had known John Audley less than a year, but he had been good to her in his way and she sorrowed for him. But at least she was freed from the nightmare which had ridden her all day. Or was she? May I know what took him there? she asked in a low voice. And Toft?

He believed that there were papers in the Great House, which would prove his claim. It was an obsession. He asked me more than once to go with him and search for them, and I refused. He fell back on Toft. They had begun to search  so Toft tells me  when Mr. Audley was taken ill. Before he could get him down the stairs, the end came. He sank down and died.

With a shudder Mary pictured the scene in the empty house. She saw the light of the lantern fall on the huddled group, as the panic-stricken servant strove to pour brandy between the lips of the dying man; and truly she was thankful that in this strait she had Basset to support her, to assist her, to advise her! It is very dreadful, she said. I do not wonder that Toft gave way. But had he  had my uncle  any right to be there?

In his opinion, yes. And if the papers were there, they were his papers, the house was his, all was his. In my opinion he was wrong. But if he believed anything, he believed that he was justified in what he did.

I am glad of that!

There must be an inquest, I am afraid, Basset continued. One or two will know, and one or two more will guess what Mr. Audleys errand was. But Lord Audley will have nothing to gain by moving in it. And if only for your sake  but you must go to bed. Etruria is waiting in the hall. I will send her to you. Good-night.

She stood up. She wished to thank him, she longed to say something, anything, which would convey to him what his coming had been to her. But she could not find words, she was tongue-tied. And Etruria came in.


CHAPTER XXVIII

THE NEWS FROM RIDDSLEY

The business which had taken Audley away on the morrow of his engagement had been no mere pretext. The crisis in political life which Peels return to office had brought about was one of those upheavals which are of rare promise to the adventurous. The wise foresaw that the party which Sir Robert had led would be riven from top to bottom. Old allies would be flung into opposing camps, and would be reaching out every way for support. New men would be learning their value, and to those who dared, all things might be added. Places, prizes, honors, all might be the reward of those who knew how to choose their side with prudence and to support it with courage. The clubs were like hives of bees. All day long and far into the winter night Pall Mall roared under the wheels of carriages. About the doors of Whitehall Gardens, where Peel lived, men gathered like vultures about the prey. And, lo, in a twinkling and as by magic the Conservative party vanished in a cloud of dust, to reappear a few days later in the guise of Peelites and Protectionists  Siamese twins, who would not live together, and could not live apart.

At such a time it was Audleys first interest to be as near as possible to the hub of things and to place himself in evidence as a man concerned. He had a little influence in the Foreign Office, he had his vote in the House of Lords. And though he did not think that these would suffice, he trusted that, reinforced by the belief that he carried the seat at Riddsley in his pocket, they might be worth something to him.

Unfortunately he could deal with one side only. If Stubbs were right he could pass for the owner of the borough only as long as he opposed Sir Robert. He could return the younger Mottisfont and have the credit of returning him, in the landed interest; but however much it might suit his book  and it was of that book he was thinking as he travelled to Lord Seabournes  he could not, if Stubbs were right, return a member in the other interest.

Now when a man can sell to one party only, tact is needed if he is to make a good bargain. Audley saw this. But he knew his own qualities and he did not despair. The occasion was unique, and he thought that it would be odd if he could not pluck from the confusion something worth having; some place under the Foreign Office, a minor embassy, a mission, something worth two, or three, or even four thousand a year.

He travelled up to town thinking steadily of the course he would pursue, and telling himself that he must be as cunning as the serpent and as gentle as the dove. He must let no whip cajole him, and no Tory browbeat him. For he had only this to look to now: a rich marriage was no longer among the possibilities. Not that he regretted his decision in that matter as yet, but at times he wondered at it. He told himself that he had been impulsive, and setting this down to the charms of his mistress he gave himself credit for disinterested motives. And then, too, he had made himself safe!

Still there were difficulties in the way of his ambition, which appeared more clearly at Seabourne Castle, where Lady Adela was a fellow-guest, and in London than at Riddsley; difficulties of shrewd whips, who knew the history of the borough by heart, and had figures at their fingers ends; difficulties of arrogant leaders, who talked of his duty to the land and assumed that duty was its own reward. Above all, there was the difficulty that he could only sell to the party that was out of office and must pay in promises  bills drawn at long dates and for which no discounters could be found. For who could say when the landed interest, made up of stupid bull-headed men like Lord George Bentinck and Stubbs, a party without a leader and with divided counsels, would be in power? They were a mob rather than a party, and like every other mob were ready to sacrifice future prospects to present revenge.

That was a terrible difficulty, and his lordship did not see how he was to get over it. To the Peelites who could pay, cash down, in honors and places, he could not sell. Nor to the Liberals under little Lord John, though to their promises some prospect of office gave value. So that at times he almost despaired. For he had only this to look to now; if he failed in this he would have love and he would have Mary, and he would have safety, but very little besides. If his word had not been given to Mary, he might almost have reconsidered the matter.

The die was cast, however. Yet many a man has believed this, and then one fine morning he has begun to wonder if it is so  the cast was such an unlucky, if not an unfair one! And presently he has seen that at the cost of a little pride, or a little consistency, or what not, he might call the game drawn. That is, he might  if he were not the soul of honor that he is!

By and by under the stress of circumstances his lordship began to consider that point. He did not draw back, he did not propose to draw back; but he thought that he would keep the door behind him ajar. To begin with, he did not overwhelm Mary with letters  his public engagements were so many; and when he wrote he wrote on ordinary matters. His pen ran more glibly on party gossip than on their joint future; he wrote as he might have written to a cousin rather than to his sweetheart. But he told himself that Mary was not versed in love letters, nor very passionate. She would expect no more.

Then one fine morning he had a letter from Stubbs, which told him that there was to be a real contest in Riddsley, that the Horn and Corn platform was to be challenged, and that the assailant was Peter Basset. Stubbs added that the Working Mens Institute was beside itself with joy, that Hattons and Banfields hands were solid for repeal, and that the fight would be real, but that the issue was a foregone conclusion.

The news was not altogether unwelcome. The contest gave value to the seat, and increased my lords claim; on that party, unfortunately, they could only pay in promises. It also tickled my lords vanity. His rival, unhorsed in the lists of love, had betaken himself, it seemed, to other lists, in which he would as surely be beaten.

Poor beggar! Audley thought. He was always a day late! Always came in second! I dont know that I ever knew anything more like him than this! From the day I first saw him, standing behind John Audleys counsel at the suit, right to this day, he has always been a loser!

And he smiled as he recalled the poor figure Basset had cut as a squire of dames.

A week later Stubbs wrote again, and this time his news was startling. John Audley was dead. Stubbs wrote in the first alarm of the discovery, word of which had just been brought into the town. He knew no particulars, but thought that his lordship should be among the first to learn the fact. He added a hasty postscript, in which he said that Mr. Basset was proving himself a stronger candidate than either side had expected, and that not only were the brass-workers with him but a few of the smaller fry of tradesmen, caught by his cry of cheap bread. Stubbs closed, however, with the assurance that the landed interest would carry it by a solid majority.

D  n their impudence! Lord Audley exclaimed. And after that he gave no further heed to the postscript. As long as the issue was certain, the election was Mottisfonts and Stubbss affair. As for Basset, the more money he chose to waste the better.

But John Audleys death was news  it was great news! So he was gone at last  the man whom he had always regarded as a menace! Whom he had feared, whose very name had rung mischief in his ears, by whom, during many a sleepless night, he had seen himself ousted from all that he had gained from title, income, lands, position! He was gone at last; and gone with him were the menace, the danger, the night alarms, the whole pile of gloomy fancies which apprehension had built up!

The relief was immense. Audley read the letter twice, and it seemed to him that a weight was lifted from him. John Audley was dead. In his dressing-gown and smoking-cap my lord paced his rooms at the Albany and said again and again, Hes dead! By gad, hes dead! Later, he could not refrain from the thought that if the death had taken place a few weeks earlier, in that first attack, he would have been under no temptation to make himself safe. As it was  but he did not pursue the thought. He only reflected that he had followed love handsomely!

A day later a third letter came from Stubbs, and one from Mary. The tidings they brought were such that my lords face fell as he read them, and he swore more than once over them. John Audley, the lawyer wrote, had been found dead in the Great House. He had been found lying on the stairs, a lantern beside him. Stubbs had visited the house the moment the facts became known. He had examined the muniment room and found part of the wall broken down, and in the room two boxes of papers which had been taken from a recess which the breach had disclosed. One of the boxes had been broken open. At present Stubbs could only say that the papers had been disturbed, he could not say whether any were missing. He begged his lordship  he was much disturbed, it was clear  to come down as quickly as possible. In the meantime, he would go through the papers and prepare a report. They appeared to be family documents, old, and not hitherto known to his lordships advisers.

Audley was still swearing, when his man came in. Will you wear the black velvet vest, my lord? he asked, or the flowered satin?

Go to the devil! his master cried  so furiously that the man fled without more.

When he was gone Audley read the letter again, and came to the conclusion that in making himself safe he had builded more wisely than he knew. For who could say what John Audley had found? Or who, through those papers, had a hold on him? He remembered the manservants visit, and the thing looked black. Very black. Alive or dead, John Audley threatened him.

Then he felt bitterly angry with Stubbs. There had been the most shocking carelessness. Had he not himself pointed out what was going on? Had he not put it to Stubbs that the place should be guarded? But the lawyer, stubborn in his belief that there were no papers there, had done nothing. Nothing! And this had come of it! This which might spell ruin!

Or, no. Stubbs had indeed done his best to ruin him, but he had saved himself. He turned with relief to Marys letter.

It was written sadly, and it was rather cold. He noticed this, but her tone did not alarm him, because he set it down to the reserve of his own letters.

He took care to answer this letter, however, by that days post, and he wrote more affectionately than before  as if her trouble had broken down a reserve natural to him. He wrote with tact, too. He could not attend the funeral; the dead mans feelings towards him forbade that he should. But his agent would attend, and his carriage and servants. When he had written the letter he was satisfied with it: more than satisfied when he had added a phrase implying that their happiness would not long be postponed.

After he had posted the letter he wondered if she would expect him to come to her. It was a lonely house and with death in it  but no, in the circumstances it was not possible. He would go down to The Butterflies next day. That would be the most that could be expected of him. He would be at hand if she needed anything.

But when the next day came he did not go. A letter from a man belonging to the inner circle of politics reached him. The great man, who had been and might be again in the Cabinet, suggested a meeting. Nothing came of the meeting  it was one of those will-of-the-wisps that draw the unwary on until they find themselves committed. But it kept Audley in London, and it was not until the evening of Monday, the day of the funeral, that, chilled and out of temper, after posting the last stage from Stafford, he reached his quarters at The Butterflies, and gave short answers to Mrs. Jenkinsons inquiries after his health.

Poor dear young man! she said, when she rejoined her sisters. He has a kind heart and he feels it. Mr. John was Mr. John, and odd, very odd. But still he was an Audley!


CHAPTER XXIX

THE AUDLEY BIBLE

Angry with Stubbs as he was  and with some reason  Lord Audley was not the man to bite off his nose to spite his face. He pondered long what he would say to him, and more than once he rehearsed the scene, toning down this phrase and pruning that. For he knew that after all Stubbs was a good agent. He was honest, he thought much and made much of the property, and nothing would be gained by changing him. Then his influence in the borough was such that even if my lord quarrelled with him, Mottisfont would hardly venture to discard him.

For these reasons Audley had no mind to break with his agent. But he did wish to punish him. He did wish to make his displeasure felt. And he wished this the more because he began to suspect that if Stubbs had been less bigoted, he might have carried the borough the way he wished  the way that would pay him best.

Stubbs on his side foresaw an unpleasant quarter of an hour. He had been too easy. He had paid too little heed to John Audleys trespasses, and had let things pass that he should have stopped. Then, too, he had been over-positive that there were no more documents at the Great House. Evil had not come of this, but it might have; and he made up his mind to hear some hard words.

But when he obeyed my lords summons his reception tried his patience. A bright fire burned in the grate, half a dozen wax candles shed a softened light on the room. The wine stood at Audleys elbow, and his glass was half full. But he did not give Stubbs even two fingers, nor did he ask him to take wine. And his tone was colder than Stubbs had ever known it. He made it plain that he was receiving a servant, and a servant with whom he was displeased.

Still he was Lord Audley, something of divine right survived in him, and Stubbs knew that he had been himself in the wrong. He took the bull by the horns. You are displeased, my lord, he said, as he took the seat to which the other pointed. And I admit with some cause. I have been mistaken and, perhaps, a little remiss! But it is the exception, and it will be a lesson to me. I am sorry, my lord, he added frankly. I can say no more than that.

And much good that will do us, my lord growled, in certain events, Mr. Stubbs!

At any rate it will be a sharp lesson to me, Stubbs replied. It has cost Mr. Audley his life.

He had no right to be there!

No, my lord, he had no right to be there. But he would not have been there if I had seen that the place was properly secured. I take all the blame.

Unfortunately, the other flung at him contemptuously, you cannot pay the penalty; that may fall upon me. Anyway, it was a d  d silly thing, Mr. Stubbs, to leave the place open, and you see what has come of it.

I cannot deny it, my lord, Stubbs said patiently. But I hope that nothing will come of it. I will tell your lordship first what my own observations were. I made a careful examination of the two chests of papers and I came to the conclusion that Mr. Audley had done little more than open the first when he was taken ill. One chest showed some disturbance. The upper layer had been taken out and replaced. The other box had not been opened.

What if he found what he wanted and searched no further? Audley asked grimly. But the point of the matter does not lie there. It lies in another direction, as I should have thought any lawyer would see.

My lord?

Who was with him? Lord Audley rapped the table with his fingers. Thats the point, sir! Who was with him?

I think I have ascertained that, Stubbs replied, less put out than his employer expected. I have little doubt that his man-servant, a man called Toft, was with him.

Ha! the other exclaimed, I expected that!

Stubbs raised his eyebrows. You know him, my lord?

I know him for a d  d blackmailing villain! Audley broke out. Then he remembered himself. He had not told Stubbs of the blackmailing. And, after all, what did it matter? He had made himself safe. Whatever papers he had found, John Audley was dead, and John Audleys heiress was going to be his wife! The danger to him was naught, and the blackmailer was already disarmed. Still he was not going to spare Stubbs by telling him that. Instead, What did the boxes contain? he asked ungraciously.

Nothing of any value when I examined them, my lord. Old surrenders, fines, and recoveries with some ancient terriers. I could find no document among them that related to the title.

That may be, Audley retorted. But John Audley expected to find something that related to the title! He knew more than we knew. He knew that those boxes existed, and he knew what he expected to find in them.

No doubt. And if your lordship had given me a little more time I should have explained before this that he was disappointed in his expectation; nay, more, that it was that disappointment  as I have little doubt  that caused his collapse and death.

How the devil do you know that?

If your lordship will have patience I will explain, Stubbs said, a gleam of malice in his eyes. He rose from his seat and took from a chair beside the door a parcel which he had laid there on his entrance. I have here that which he found, and that which I dont doubt caused his death.

The deuce you have! Audley cried, rising to his feet in his surprise. And he watched with all his eyes while the lawyer slowly untied the tape and spread wide the wrappers. The action disclosed a thick quarto volume bound in blue leather, sprinkled on the sides with silver butterflies, and stamped with the arms of Audley. Good G  d! Audley continued, the Family Bible!

Yes, the Family Bible, the lawyer answered, gazing at it complacently, about which there was so much talk at the opening of the suit. It was identified by a score of references, called for by both sides, sought for high and low, and never produced!

And here it is!

Here it is. Apparently at some time or other it went out of fashion, was laid aside and lost sight of, and eventually bricked up with a mass of old and valueless papers.

Audley steadied his voice with difficulty. And what is its effect? he asked.

Its effect, my lord, is to corroborate our case in every particular, the lawyer answered proudly. Its entries form a history of the family for a long period, and amongst them is an entry of the marriage of Peter Paravicini Audley on the date alleged by us; an entry made in the handwriting of his father, and one of eleven made by the same hand. This entry agrees in every particular with the suspected statement in the register which we support, and fully bears out our case.

And John Audley found that? my lord cried, after a moment of pregnant silence. He had regained his composure. His eyes were shining.

Yes, and it killed him, Stubbs said gravely. Doubtless he came on it at the moment when he thought success was within his grasp, and the shock was too much for him.

Good Lord! Good Lord! And how did you get it?

From Mr. Basset.

Basset?

Who obtained it, I have no doubt, from the man, Toft, either by pressure or purchase.

The rascal! The d  d rascal! He ought to be prosecuted!

Possibly, the lawyer agreed. But he was only an accomplice, and we could not prosecute him without involving others; without bringing Mr. Johns name into it  and he is dead. As a fact, I have passed my word to Mr. Basset that no steps should be taken against him, and I think your lordship will agree with me that I could not do otherwise.

Still  the man ought to be punished!

He ought, but if any one has paid for his silence or for this book, it is not we.

After that there was a little more talk about the Bible, which my lord examined with curiosity, about the singularity of its discovery, about the handwriting of the entries, which the lawyer said he could himself prove. Stubbs was made free of the decanter, and of everything but my lords mind. For Audley said nothing of his engagement to Mary  the moment was hardly opportune; and nothing  it was too late in the day  of Tofts former exploit. He stood awhile absorbed and dreaming, staring through the haze of the candles. Here at last was final and complete relief. No more fears, no more calculations. Here was an end at last of the feeling that there was a mine under him. Traditions, when they are bred in the bone, die slowly, and many a time he had been hard put to it to resist the belief, so long whispered, that his branch was illegitimate. At last the tradition was dead. There was no more need to play for safety. What he had he had, and no one could take it from him.

And presently the talk passed to the election.

Theres no doubt, Stubbs said, that Mr. Basset is a stronger candidate than either side expected.

But hes no politician! He has no experience!

The lawyer sat forward, with his legs apart and a hand on either knee. No, he said. But the truth is, though it is beyond me how a gentleman of his birth can be so misled, he believes what he says  and it goes down!

Is he a speaker?

He is and he isnt! I slipped in myself one night at the back of one of the new-fangled meetings his precious League has started. I wanted to see, my lord, if any of our people were there. I heard him for ten minutes, and at the start he was so jumpy I thought that he would break down. But when he got going  well, I saw how it was and what took the people. He believes what he says, and he says it plain. The way he painted Peel giving up everything, sacrificing himself, sacrificing his party, sacrificing his reputation, sacrificing all to do what he thought was right  the devil himself wouldnt have known his own!

He almost converted you?

The lawyer laughed disdainfully. Not a jot! he said. But I saw that he would convert some. Not many, Stubbs continued complacently. Theres some that mean to, but will think better of it at the last. And some would but darent! Two or three may. Still, hes such a candidate as weve not had against us before, my lord. And with cheap bread and the preachings of this plaguy League  I shall be glad when it is over.

Audley rose and poked the fire. Youre not going to tell me, he said, in a voice that was unnaturally even, that hes going to beat us? Youre not going, after all the assurances youve given me  

God forbid, Stubbs replied. No, no, my lord! Mr. Mottisfont will hold the seat! I mean only that it will be a nearer thing  a nearer thing than it has been.

He had no idea that his patron was fighting a new spasm of anger; that the thought that he might, after all, have dealt with Sir Robert, the thought that he might, after all, have bargained with the party in power, was almost too much for the others self-command. It was too late now, of course. It was too late. But if the contest was to be so close, surely if he had cast his weight on the other side, he might have carried it!

And what if the seat were lost? Then this stubborn, confident fool, who was as bigoted in his faith as the narrowest Leaguer of them all, had done him a deadly injury! My lord bit off an oath, and young as he was, his face wore a very apoplectic look as he turned round, after laying down the poker.

That reminds me, the lawyer resumed, blandly unconscious of the crisis, and of the others anger. I meant to ask your lordship whats to be done about the two Boshams. You remember them, my lord? Theyve had the small holding by the bridge with the water meadow time out of mind  for seven generations they say. They pay eighteen pounds as joint tenants, and have votes as old freemen.

What of them? the other asked impatiently.

Well, Im afraid theyll not support us.

Do you mean that theyll not vote for Mottisfont?

Im afraid not, Stubbs answered. Theyre as stubborn as their own pigs! Ive spoken to them myself and told them that theyve only one thing to expect if they go against their landlord.

And that is, to go out! Audley said. Well, make that quite clear to them, Stubbs, and depend upon it  theyll see differently.

Im afraid they wont, my lord, and that is why I trouble you. They voted against the last lord  twice, I am told  and the story goes that he laid his stick about Ben Boshams shoulders in the street  that would be in 31, I fancy. But he didnt turn them out  theyd been in the holding so long.

Two votes may have been nothing to him, Audley replied coldly. They are something to me. They will vote for Mottisfont or they will go, Stubbs. That is flat, and do you see to it. There, Im tired now, he continued, rising from his seat.

Stubbs rose. I dont know if your lordships heard about Mr. Johns will!

No! My lord straightened himself. Earlier in the day he had given some thought to this, and had weighed Mary Audleys chances of inheriting what John Audley had. No! he said. And he waited.

He has left the young lady eight thousand pounds.

Eight thousand! Audley ejaculated. Do you mean  he must have had more than that? He wasted a small fortune in that confounded suit. But he must have had  four times that, man!

The residue goes to Mr. Basset.

Basset! Audley cried, his face flushed with passion. To Basset? he repeated. Good G  d!

So Im told, my lord, the lawyer answered, staggered by the temper in which his employer received the news.

But Miss Audley was his own niece! Basset? He was no relation to him!

They were very old friends.

Thats no reason why he should leave him thirty thousand pounds of Audley money! Money taken straight out of the Audley property! Thirty thousand  

Not thirty, my lord, Stubbs ventured. Not much above twenty, I should say. If you put it  

If I put it that you were  something of a fool at times, the angry man cried, I shouldnt be far wrong! But there, there, never mind! Good-night! Cant you see Im dead tired and hardly know what I am saying? Come to-morrow! Come at eleven in the morning.

Stubbs hardly knew how to take it. But after a moments hesitation, he made the best of the apology, muttered something, and got out of the room. On the stairs he relieved his feelings by a word or two. In the street he wondered what had taken the man so suddenly. Surely he had not expected to get the money!


CHAPTER XXX

A FRIEND IN NEED

Basset had obtained the missing Bible very much in the way the lawyer had indicated  partly by purchase and partly by pressure. Shocked as Toft had been by his masters sudden death, he had had the presence of mind to remember that he might make something of what they had discovered could he secrete it; and with every nerve quivering the man had fought down panic until he had hidden the parcel which had caused John Audleys collapse. Then he had given way. He had turned his back on the Great House, and shuddering, clutched at by grisly hands, pursued by phantom feet, he had fled through the night and the Yew Walk, to hide, for the present at least, his part in the tragedy.

Basset, however, had known too much for him, and the servant, shaken by what had happened, had not been able to persist in his denials. But to tell and to give were two things, and it is doubtful whether he would have released his plunder if Basset had not in the last resort disclosed to him Miss Audleys engagement to her cousin.

The change which this news wrought in Toft had astonished Basset. The man had gone down under it as under a blow on the head. The spirit had gone out of him, and he had taken with thankfulness the sum which Basset, as John Audleys representative, had offered him  rather out of pity than because it seemed necessary. He had given up the parcel on the night before the funeral.

The book in his hands, Basset had hastened to be rid of it. Cynically he had told himself that he did so, lest he too might give way to the ignoble impulse to withhold it. Audley was his rival, but that he might have forgiven, as men forgive great wrongs and in time smile on their enemies. But the little wrongs, who can forgive these  the slight, the sneer, the assumption of superiority, the upper hand lightly taken and insolently held?

Not Peter Basset, at a moment when he was being tried almost beyond bearing. For every day, between the finding of the body and the funeral, and often more than once in the day he had to see Mary, he had to advise her, he had  for there was no one else  to explain matters to her, to bear her company. He had to quit this meeting and that Ordinary  for election business stops for no man  and to go to her. He had to find her alone and to see her face light up at his entrance; he had to look back, and to see her watch him as he rode from the door. Nor when he was absent from the Gatehouse was it any better; nay, it was worse. For then he was forced to think of her as alone and sad, he had to picture her brooding over the fire, he had to fancy her at her solitary meals. And alike, with her or away from her, he had to damp down the old passion, as well as the new regret that each day and each hour and every kind look on her part fanned into a flame. Nor was even this all; every day he saw that she grew more grave, daily he saw her color fading, and he did not know what qualms she masked, what nightmares she might be suffering in that empty house  nay, what cause for unhappiness she might be hiding. At last  it was the afternoon before the funeral  he could bear it no longer, and he spoke.

You ought not to be here! he said bluntly. Why doesnt Audley fetch you away? He was standing before the fire drawing on his gloves as he prepared to leave. The room was full of shadows, for he had chosen a time when she could not see his face.

She tried to fence with him. I am afraid, she said, that some formalities will be necessary before he can do that.

Then why is he not here? he retorted. Or why doesnt he send some one to be with you? You ought not to be alone. Mrs. Jenkinson at The Butterflies  shes a good soul  you know her?

Yes.

Shed come at a word. I know its not my business  

Or you would go about it, I am sure, she replied gently, with as much respect to my wishes as Lord Audley shows.

Your wishes? But why  why do you wish  

Why do I wish to be alone? she answered. Because I owe something to my uncle. Because I owe him a little thought and some remembrance. He made my old life for me  would you have me begin the new one before he is in the grave? This was his house  would you have me entertain Lord Audley in it? She stood up, slender and straight, with the table between them  and he did not guess that her knees were trembling. Please to understand, she continued, that Lord Audley and I are entirely at one in this. We have our lives before us, and it were indeed selfish of us, and ungrateful of me, if we grudged a few days to remembrance. As selfish, she continued bravely  and he did not know that she braced herself anew as if I were ever to forget the friend who was his friend, whose kindness has never failed me, whose loyalty has never she broke down there. She could not go on.

Add, too, he said gruffly, who has robbed you of the greater part of your inheritance! Dont forget that! He had been explaining the effect of John Audleys will to her. It had been opened that morning.

His roughness helped her to recover herself. I do not know what you mean by inheritance, she said. My uncle has left me the portion his wife brought to him. I am more than satisfied. I am very grateful. My only fear is that, had he known of my engagement, he would not have wished me to have this.

The will was made before you came to live here, Basset said. The eight thousand was left to you because you were his brothers child. It was the least he could do for you, and had he made a new will he would doubtless have increased it. But, breaking off, I must be going. Yet he still stood, and he still tapped the table with the end of his riding-crop. When is Audley coming? he asked suddenly. To-morrow?

Yes, to-morrow.

Well he ought to, he replied, without looking at her. You should not be here a day longer by yourself. It is not fitting. I shall see you in the morning before we start for the church, but the lawyer will be here and I shall not be able to come again. But I must be sure that there is some one here. He spoke almost harshly, partly to impress her, partly to hide his own feelings; and he did not suspect that she, too, was fighting for calmness; that she was praying that he would go, before she showed more clearly how much the parting tried her  before every kind word, every thoughtful act, every toilsome journey taken on her behalf, rose to her remembrance and swept away the remnants of her self-control.

She had not imagined that she would feel the leave-taking as she did. She could not speak, and she was thankful that it was too dark for him to see her face. Would he never go? And still the slow tap-tap of his whip on the table went on. It seemed to her that she would never forget the sound! And if he touched her  

But he had no thought of touching her.

Good-night, he said at last. He turned, moved away, lingered. At the door he looked back. I am going into the library, he said. The coffin will be closed in the morning.

Yes, good-night, she muttered, thankful that the thought of the dead man steadied her and gave her power to speak. I shall see him in the morning.

He closed the door, and she crept blindly to a chair, and covered by the darkness she gave way. She told herself that she was thinking of her uncle. But she knew that she deceived herself. She knew that her uncle had little to do with her tears, or with the feeling of loneliness that overcame her. Once more she had lost her friend  and a friend so good, so kind. Only now did she know his value!

Five minutes later Basset crossed the court in search of his horse. Mrs. Tofts door stood open and a stream of firelight and candlelight poured from it and cut the January fog. She was hard at work, cooking funeral meats with the help of a couple of women; for quietly as John Audley had lived, he could not be buried without some stir. Odd people would come, drawn by the Audley name, squires who boasted some distant connection with the line, a few who had been intimate with him in past days. And the gentry far and wide would send their carriages, and the servants must be fed. Still the preparations jarred on Basset as he crossed the court. He felt the bustle an outrage on the mourning girl he had left, and on his own depression.

Probably Mrs. Toft had set the door open that she might waylay him, for as he went by she came out and stopped him. Mr. Basset, sir! she said in a low voice. Is this true, what Toft tells me? I declare, when I heard it, you could ha knocked me down with a common dip! She was wiping her hands on her apron. That the young lady is to marry his lordship?

I believe it is true, Basset said coldly. But you had better let her take her own time to make it known. Toft should not have told you.

Never fear, sir, Ill not let on. But, Lords sakes, whod ha thought it? And shell be my lady! Not that shes not an Audley, and theres small differ, and shell make none, or I dont know her! Well, indeed, I hope shes wise, but wedding cake, make it as rich as you like, its soon stale. And for him, I dont know what the Master would have said if hed known it! I thought things would come out, with a quick look at Basset, quite otherways! And wished it, too!

Thank you, Mrs. Toft, he said quietly.

Just so, sir, youll excuse me. Well, its not many months since the young lady came, and look at the changes! With the old Master dead, and you going in for elections  drat em, I say, plaguy things that set folks by the ears  and Mr. Colet gone and Truria that unsettled, and Toft for ever wool-gathering, I shall be glad when tomorrows over and I can sit down and sort things out a bit!

Yes, Mrs. Toft.

And speaking of elections reminds me. You know they two Boshams of the Bridge End, sir?

I know them. Yes.

Mrs. Toft sniffed. Theyre sort of kin to me, and middling honest as town folks go. But two silly fellows, always meddling and making and gandering with things theyd ought to leave to the gentry! The old lord was soft with them, and so theyve a mind now to see who is the stronger, they or his lordship.

If you mean that they have promised to vote for me  

Thats it, sir! Vote their living away, they will, and leave em alone! Votes are for poor men to make a bit of money by, odd times; but they two Boshams Ive no patience with. Sally, Bens wife, was with me to-day, and the long and the short of it is, Mr. Stubbs has told them that if they vote for you theyll go into the street.

Its a hard case, Basset said. But what can I do?

Dont ha their votes. Whats two votes to you? For the matter of that, Mrs. Toft continued, thoroughly wound up, whats all the votes  put together? Bassets and Audleys, Audleys and Bassets were knights of the shire, time never was, as all the country knows! But for this little borough  place its what your great-grandfather wouldnt ha touched with a pair of gloves! Id leave it to the riff-raff thats got money and naught else, and builds Institutes and such like!

But youd like cheap bread? Basset said, smiling.

Bread? Law, Mr. Basset, whats elections to do wi bread? Its not bread theyre thinking of, cheap or dear. Its beer! Swim in it they do, more shame to you gentry! Ill be bound to say theres three goes to bed drunk in the town these days for two that goes sober! But there, you speak to they Boshams, Mr. Basset, sir, and put some sense into them!

Im afraid I cant promise, he answered. Ill see!

But it was not of the Boshams he thought as he rode down the hill with a tight rein  for between fog and frost the road was treacherous. He was thinking of the man who had been his friend and of whose face, sphinx-like in death, he had taken farewell in the library. And solemn thoughts, thoughts such as at times visit most men, calmed his spirit. The fret of the contest, the strivings of the platform, the rubs of vanity flitted to a distance, they became small things. Even passion lost its fever and love its selfishness; and he thought of Audley with patience and of Mary as he would think of her in years to come, when time had enshrined her, and she was but a memory, one of the things that had shaped his life. He knew, indeed, that this mood would pass; that passion would surge up again, that love would reach out to its object, that memory would awake and wound him, that pain and restlessness would be his for many days. But he knew also  in this hour of clear views  that all these things would have an end, and only the love,

That seeketh not itself to please
Nor of itself hath any care,

would remain with him.

Already it had carried him some way. In the matter of the election, indeed, he might be wrong. He might have entered on it too hastily  often he thought that he had  he might be of fibre too weak for the task. It cost him much to speak, and the occasional failure, the mistake, the rebuff, worried him for hours and even days. Trifles, too, that would not have troubled another, troubled his conscience; side-issues that were false, but that he must not the less support, workers whom he despised and must still use, tools that soiled his hands but were the only tools. Then the vulgar greeting, the tipsy grasp, the friend in the market-place:  

The man who hails you Tom or Jack
And proves by thumps upon your back

How he esteems your merit!

Whos such a friend that one had need
Be very much his friend indeed

To pardon or to bear it!

these humiliated him. But worse, far worse, than all was his unhappy gift of seeing the merits of the other side and of doubting the cause which he had set out to champion. He had fits of lowness when he was tempted to deny that honesty existed anywhere in politics; when Sir Robert Peel no less than Lord George Bentinck  who was coming to the front as the spokesman of the land  Cobden the Radical no less than Lord John Russell, seemed to be bent only on their own advancement, when all, he vowed, were of the School of the Cynics!

But were he right or wrong in his venture  and right or wrong he had small hope of winning  he would not the less cling to the thing which Mary had given him  the will to make something of his life, the determination that he would leave the world, were it only the few hundred acres that he owned, or the hamlet in which he lived, better than he had found them. The turmoil of the election over, he would devote himself to his property at Blore. There John Audleys twenty thousand pounds opened a wide door. He would build, drain, manure, make roads, re-stock. He would make all things new. From him as from a centre comfort should flow. He saw himself growing old in the middle of his people, a lonely, but not an unhappy man.

As he passed the bridge at Riddsley he thought of the Boshams, and weary as he was, he drew rein at their door. Ben Bosham came out, bare-headed; a short, elderly man with a bald forehead and a dirty complexion, a man who looked like a cobbler rather than the cow-keeper he was.

Shut your door, Bosham, Basset said. I want a word with you.

And when the man had done this, he stooped from the saddle and said a few words to him in a low voice.

Well, Im dommed! the other answered, peering up through the darkness. It be you, Squire, baint it? But youre not meaning it?

I am, Basset replied in a low voice. Id not say, vote for him, Bosham. But leave it alone. Youre not called upon to ruin yourself.

But ha you thought, the man exclaimed, that our two votes may make the differ? That they may make you or mar you, Squire!

Well, Id rather be marred than see you put out of your place, Basset answered. Think it over, Bosham.

But Bosham repudiated even thought of it. This vote and his use of it, this defiance of a lord, was, for the time, his very life. Ill not do it, he declared. I couldnt do it! Nor I wont! he repeated. Were freemen o Riddsley, and almost the last of the freemen that has votes as freemen! And while free we are, free well be, and vote as we choose, Squire! Vote as we choose! Id not show my face in the town else! Mr. Stubbs may talk as gallus as he likes  and main ashamed of himself he looked yesterday  he may talk as gallus as never was, well not bend to no landlord, nor to no golden image!

Then theres no more to be said, Basset answered, feeling that he cut a poor figure. I dont wish you to do anything against your conscience, Bosham, and Im obliged to you and your brother for your staunchness. I only wanted you to know that I should understand if you stayed away.

Id chop my foot off first! cried the patriot.

After which Basset had no choice but to leave him and to ride on, feeling that he was himself too soft for the business  that he was a round man in a square hole. He wondered what his committee would think of him if they knew, and what Bosham thought of him  who did know. For Bosham seemed to him at this moment a man of principle, a patriot, nay, a very Brutus: whereas, Ben was in truth no better than a small man of large conceit, whose vote was his one road to fame.


CHAPTER XXXI

BEN BOSHAM

It was Tuesday, market-day at Riddsley, and farmers wives, cackling as loudly as the poultry they carried, elbowed one another on the brick pavements or clustered before the windows of the low-browed shops. Farmers in white great-coats, with huge handkerchiefs about their necks, streamed from the yards of the Packhorse and the Barley Mow, and meeting a friend planted themselves in the roadway as firmly as if they stood in their own pastures. Now and again a young spark, fancying all eyes upon his four-year-old, sidled through the throng with many a Whoa! and Where best going, lad? While on the steps of the Market-Cross and about the long line of carts that rested on their shafts in the open street, hucksters chaffered and house-wives haggled over the rare egg or the keg of salted butter.

The quacking of ducks, the neighing of horses, the singsong of rustic voices filled the streets. It was common talk that the place was as full as at the March Fair. The excitement of the Election had gone abroad, the cry that the land was at stake had brought in some, others had come to see what was afoot. Many a stout tenant was here who at other times left the marketing to his womenfolk; and shrewd glances he cast at the gentry, as he edged past the justices who lounged before the Audley Arms and killed in gossip the interval between the Magistrates Meeting, at which they had just assisted, and the Ordinary at which they were to support young Mottisfont.

The great men talked loudly and eagerly, were passionate, were in earnest. Occasionally one of the younger of them would step aside to look at a passing hackney, or an older man would speak to a favorite tenant whom he called by his first name. But, for the most part, they clung together, fine upstanding figures, in high-collared riding-coats and top-boots. They were keen to a man; the farmers keen also, but not so keen. For the argument that high wheat meant high rents, and that most of the benefits of protection went to the landlords had got about even in Riddsley. The squires complained that the farmers would only wake up when it was too late!

Still in such a place, and on market-day, four out of five were in the landed interest; four-fifths of the squires, four-fifths of the parsons, almost four-fifths of the tenants; for the laborers, no one asked what they thought of it  they had ten shillings a week and no votes. Peel od rot him! cried the majority, might shift as often as his own spinning-jenny! But not they! No Manchester man, and no Tamworth man either, should teach them their business! Who would die if there were no potatoes? It was a flam, a bite, but it wouldnt bamboozle Stafford farmers!

Meanwhile Stubbs, moving quietly through the throng, spoke with one here and there. He had the same word for all. Listen to me, John, he would say, his hand on the yeomans shoulder. Peel says hes been wrong all these years and is only right now. Then, if you believe him, hes a fool; and if you dont believe him, hes a knave. Not a very good vet., John, eh? Not the vet. for the old gray mare, eh?

This had a great effect. John went away and repeated it to himself, and presently grasped the dilemma and chuckled over it. Ten minutes later he imparted it, with the air of a Solomon, to the Duke, who mouthed it and liked it and rolled it off to the first he met. It went the round of the inns and about four oclock a farmer fresh from the tap put it to Stubbs and convinced him; and that night men, travelling home market-peart in the charge of their wives, bore it to many a snug homestead set in orchards of hard cider apples.

Had the issue of the Election lain with the Market, indeed, it had been over. But of the hundred and ninety voters no more than fifteen were farmers, and though the main trade of the town sided with them, the two factories were in opposition; and cheap bread had its charms for the lesser fry. But the free traders were too wise to flaunt their views on market-day, and it was left for little Ben Bosham, whose vote was pretty near his all, to distinguish himself in the matter.

He, too, had been at the tap, and about noon his voice was heard issuing from a group who stood near the Audley Arms. Be I free, or baint I? he bawled. Answer me that, Mr. Bagenal!

A knot of farmers had edged him into a corner and were disposed to bait him. A stubby figure in a velveteen coat and drab breeches, his hand on an ash-plant, he held his ground among them, tickled by the attention he excited and fired by his own importance. Be I free, or baint I? he repeated.

Free? Bagenal answered contemptuously. You be free to make a fool of yourself, Ben! Im thinking youd ha us all lay down the ground to lazy pasture and live by milk, as you do!

Milk? ejaculated a stout man of many acres, whose contempt for such traffic was above speech.

Youll be free to go out of Bridge End, cried a third. Thats what youll be free to do! And wherell your vote be then, Ben?

But there Bosham was sure of himself. Thats where you be wrong, Mr. Willet, he retorted with gusto. My vote dunno come o my landlord, and in the Bridge End or out of the Bridge End, Ive a vote while Ive a breath! Taint the landlords vote, and whyd I give it to he? Free I be  not like you, begging your pardon! Freeman, old freeman, I be, of this borough! Freeman by marriage!

Then you be a very rare thing! Bagenal retorted slyly. Theres a many lose their freedom that way, but you be the first I ever heard of that got it!

And a hard bargain, too, as I hear, said Willet.

This drew a roar of laughter. The crowd grew thicker and the little mans temper grew short, for his wife was no beauty. He began to see that they were playing with him.

You leave me alone, Mr. Willet, he said angrily, and Ill leave you alone!

Leave thee alone! said the farmer who had turned up his nose at milk. So I would, same as any other lump o dirt! But yo dont let us. Yo set up to know more than your betters! Pity the old lord aint alive to put his stick about your back!

Did it smart, Ben? cried a lad who had poked himself in between his betters.

You let me catch you, Ben cried, and Ill make you smart. You be all a set of slaves! Youd set your thatch afire if squiresd tell you! Set o slaves, set o slaves you be!

And what be you, Bosham? said a man who had just joined the group. Head of the men, baint you? Cheap bread and high wages, thats your line, aint it!

Thats his line, be it? said the old farmer slowly. Bit of a rascal it seems yo be? Dont yo let me find you in my boosey pasture talking to no men o mine, or Ill make yo smart a sight more than his lordship did!

Ay, thats Bens line, said the new-comer.

Youre a liar! Ben shrieked. A dommed liar you be! I see you not half an hour agone coming out of Stubbss office! I know who told you to say that, you varmint! Ill have the law of you!

Ben Bosham, the laborers friend! the man retorted.

Ben was furious, for he was frightened. There was no feud so bitter in the forties as the feud between farmer and laborer. The laborer had no vote, he had lost his common rights, his wood, his cow-feed; he was famished, he was crushed by the new Poor Law, and so he was often in an ugly mood, as singed barns and burning stacks went to show. Bosham knew that he might flout the squires, and at worst be turned out of his holding; but woe betide him if he got the name of the laborers friend. Moreover, there was just so much truth in the accusation as made it dangerous. Ben and his brother eked out the profits of the dairy by occasional labor, and Ben had sometimes vapored in tap-rooms where he had better have held his tongue. He shrieked furiously, therefore, at the false witness, and even tried to reach him with his ash-plant. Who be you? he screamed. You be a lawyers pup, you be! Youd ruin me, you would! Let me get a hold of you and Ill put a mark on you! You be lying!

I dont know about that, said the big farmer slowly and weightily. Im feared yore a bit of a rascal, Ben.

Ay, and fine hell look in front of Stafford Gaol some morning! said Willet. At the end of a rope.

On that in a happy moment for Ben, while he gaped for a retort and found none, two carriers vans, huge wooden vehicles festooned with rabbits and market-baskets and drawn by three horses abreast, lumbered through the crowd and scattered it. In a twinkling Ben was left alone, an angry man, aware that he had cut but a poor figure!

He had been frightened, too, and he resented it. He thirsted for some chance of setting himself right, of proving to others that he was a freeman and not as other men. And in the nick of time he saw a chance  if only he had the courage to rise to it. He saw moving towards him through the press a mail-phaeton and pair. On the box, caped and gloved, the pink of fashion, sat no less a person than his lordship himself. A servant in the well-known livery, a white coat with a blue collar, sat behind him.

The vans which had freed Ben blocked the great mans way, and he was moving at a walk. All heads were bared as he passed, and he was acknowledging the courtesy with his whip when Ben stepped before the horses and lifted his hand. In an instant a hundred eyes were on the man and he knew that he had burned his boats. Bravado was now his only chance.

My lord, he cried, waving his hat impudently. I want to know what you be going to do about me?

My lord hardly caught his words and did not catch his meaning, but he saw that the man was almost under the horses feet and he checked them. Ben stood aside then but, as the carriage passed him, he laid his hand on the splashboard and walked beside it. He looked up at the great man and in the same impudent tone, Be you agoing to turn me out, my lord? he cried. Thats what I want to know.

I dont understand you, Audley said coldly. He guessed that the man referred to the Election, and what was the use of understrappers like Stubbs if he was to be exposed to this?

Im Ben Bosham of the Bridge End, my lord, thats who I be, Ben replied brazenly. Im not ashamed of my name. I want to know whether you be agoing to turn me out, and my wife and my child! Thats what I want to  

Then a farmer seized him and dragged him back, and others laid hands on him, though he still shouted. Dunno be a fool! cried the farmer, deeply shocked. Drive on, drive on, my lord! Never heed him. Heve had a glass too much!

Packhorse beer, my lord, explained a second in stentorian tones  though he knew that Ben was fairly sober. Ought to be ashamed of himself! cried a third, and he shook the aggressor. Ben was in a minority of one, and those who held him were inclined to be rough.

Audley waved his whip good-humoredly. Take care of him! he said. Dont hurt him! And he drove on, outwardly unmoved though inwardly fuming. Still had it ended there little harm would have been done. But word of the brawl outran the carriage and, as it chanced, reached the door of Hattons Works as the men came out to dinner. Ben Bosham had spoken his mind to his lordship! His lordship had driven over him! The farmers had beaten him! The news passed from one to another like flame, and the hands stood, some two score of them, and hooted my lord loudly, shouting Shame! and jeering at him.

Now had Audley been the candidate he would have thought nothing of it. He would have laughed in the mens faces and taken it as part of the days work; or had he been the old lord, he would have flung a curse at the men and cut at the nearest with his whip  and forgotten it.

But he was not the old lord, times were changed, and the thing angered him. It was in an ill-temper that he drove on along the road that rose by gentle degrees to the Great Chase.

For the matter of that, he had been in a black mood for some time, because he could not make up his mind. Night and morning ambition whispered to him to put the vessel about; to steer the course which experience told him that it behooved a man to steer who was not steeped in romance, nor too greedy for the moments enjoyment; the course which, beyond all doubt, he would have steered were he now starting!

But he was not starting; and when he thought of shifting the helm he foresaw difficulties. He did not think that he was a soft-hearted man, yet he feared that when it came to the point he would flinch. Besides, he told himself that he was a man of honor; and the change was a little at odds with this. But there again, he reflected that truth was honor and in the end would cause less pain.

Eight thousand pounds was so very small a portion! And for safety, he no longer needed to play for it. John Audley was dead and the Bible was in his hands; his case was beyond cavil or question, while the political situation was such that he saw no opening, no chance of enrichment in that direction. To make Mary, handsome, good, attractive as she was  to make her the wife of a poor peer, of a discontented, dissatisfied man  this, if he could only find it in his heart to tell her the truth, would be a cruel kindness.

As he drove along the road, angry with the wretched Bosham, angry with Stubbs, angry with the fools who had hooted him, he was not sorry to feel his ill-temper increase. He might not find it so difficult to speak to her. A little effort and the thing would be done. Eight thousand pounds? The interest would barely dress her. Whereas, if she had played her cards well and been heir to her uncles thirty thousand  the case would have been different. After all, the fault lay with her.

He roused the off-horse with a sharp cut, and a moment later discerned at the end of a long, straight piece of road, the moss-clad steps of the old Cross and standing beside them a figure he knew.

He was moved, even while, in his irritation, he was annoyed that she had come to meet him at a place that had recollections for him. It seemed to him that in doing this she was putting an undue, an unfair burden on him.

She waved her hand and he raised his hat. The day was bright and cold, and the east wind had whipped a fine color into her cheeks. Perhaps that, too, was unfair. Perhaps that too was putting an undue burden on him.


CHAPTER XXXII

MARY MAKES A DISCOVERY

But his face was not one to betray his thoughts, and as he drew up beside Mary, horses fretting, polechains jingling, the silver of the harness glittering from a score of points, he made a gallant show. The most eager lover, Apollo himself in the chariot of the sun, had scarcely made a better approach to his mistress, had hardly carried it more finely over a mind open to appearances.

With a very fair show of haste he bade his man take the reins, and as the servant swung himself into the front seat the master sprang to the ground. His hand met Marys, his curly-brimmed hat was doffed, his eyes smiled into hers. Well, better late than never! he said.

Yes, she answered. But she spoke more soberly than he expected and her face was grave. You have been a long time away.

That was their meeting. The servant was there; under his eyes it could not be warmer. Whether one or the other had foreseen this need not be asked.

He spoke to the man, who, possessed by a natural curiosity, was all ears. Keep them moving, he said. Drive back a mile or two and return. Then to Mary, his hat still in his hand, A long time away? Longer than I expected, and far longer than I hoped, Mary. Shall we go up the hill a little?

I thought you would propose that, she said. I am so glad that it is fine.

The man had turned the horses. Audley took her hand again and pressed it, looking in her face, telling himself that she grew more handsome every day. Why hadnt she thirty thousand pounds? Aloud he said, So am I, very glad. Otherwise you could not have met me, and I fancied that you might not wish me to come to the house? Was that so, dear?

I think it was, she said. He has been gone so very short a time. Perhaps it was foolish of me.

Not at all! he answered, admiring the purity of her complexion. It was like you.

If we had told him, it would have been different.

On the other hand, he said deftly, as he drew her hand through his arm, it might have troubled his last days? And now, tell me all, Mary, from the beginning. You have gone through dark days and I have not been  I could not be with you. But I want to share them.

She told the story of John Audleys disappearance, her cheeks growing pale as she described the alarm, the search, the approach of night and her anguish at the thought that her uncle might be lying in some place which they had overlooked! Then she told him of Bassets arrival, of the discovery, of the manner in which Peter had arranged everything and saved her in every way. It seemed to her that to omit this, to say nothing of him, would be as unfair to the one as uncandid to the other.

My lords comment was cordial, yet it jarred on her. Well done! he said. He was made to be of use, poor chap! If it were any one else I should be jealous of him! And he laughed, pressing her arm to his side.

She was quivering with the memories which her story had called up, and it was only by an effort that she checked the impulse to withdraw her hand. Had you been there  

I hope I should have done as much, he replied complacently. But it was impossible.

Yes, she said. And though she knew that her tone was cold, she could not help it. For many, many times during the last month she had pondered over his long absence and the chill of his letters. Many times she had told herself that he was treating her with scant affection, scant confidence, almost with scant respect. But then again she had reflected that she must be mistaken, that she brought him nothing but herself, and that if he did not love her he would not have sought her. And telling herself that she expected too much of love, too much of her lover, she had schooled herself to be patient, and had resolved that not a word of complaint should pass her lips.

But to assume a warmth which she did not feel was another matter. This was beyond her.

He, for his part, set down her manner to a natural depression. Poor child! he said, you have had a sad time. Well, we must make up for it. As soon as we can make arrangements you must leave that gloomy house where everything reminds you of your uncle and  and we must make a fresh start. Do you know where I am taking you?

She saw that they had turned off the road and were following a track that scrambled upwards through the scrub that clothed the slope below the Gatehouse. It slanted in the direction of the Great House. Not to Beaudelays? she said.

Yes  to Beaudelays. But dont be afraid. Not to the house.

Oh no! she cried. I dont think I could bear to go there to-day!

I know. But I want you to see the gardens. I want you to see what might have been ours, what we might have enjoyed had fortune been more kind to us! Had we been rich, Mary! It is hard to believe that you have never seen even the outside of the Great House.

I have never been beyond the Iron Gate.

And all these months within a mile!

All these months within a mile. But he did not wish it. It was one of the first things he made me understand.

Ah! Well, there is an end of that! And again so matter-of-fact was his tone that she had to struggle against the impulse to withdraw her arm. Now, if there is any one who has a right to be there, it is you! And I want to be the one to take you there. I want you to see for yourself that it is only fallen grandeur that you are marrying, Mary, the thing that has been, not the thing that is. By G  d! I dont know that there is a creature in the world  certainly there is none in my world  more to be pitied than a poor peer!

Thats nothing to me, she said. And, indeed, his words had brought him nearer to her than anything he had said. So that when, taking advantage of the undergrowth which hid them from the road below, he put his arm about her and assisted her in her climb, she yielded readily. To think, he said, that you have never seen this place! I wonder that after we parted you did not go the very next morning to visit it!

Perhaps I wished to be taken there by you.

By Jove! Do you know that that is the most lover-like thing you have said.

I may improve with practice, she rejoined. Indeed, it is possible, she continued demurely, that we both need practice!

She had not a notion that he was in two minds; that one half of him was revelling in the hour, pleased with possession, enjoying her beauty, dwelling on the dainty curves of her figure, while the other uncertain, wavering, was asking continually, Shall I or shall I not? But if she did not guess thoughts to which she had no clue he was sharp enough to understand hers. Ah! you are there, are you? he said. Wait! Presently, when we are out of sight of that cursed road  

I didnt find fault!

On that there was a little banter between them, gallant and smiling on his part, playful and defensive on hers, which lasted until they reached a door leading into the lower garden. It was a rusty, damp-stained door, once painted green, and masked by trees somewhat higher than the underwood through which they had climbed. Ivy hung from the wall above it, rank grass grew against it, the air about it was dank, and in summer sent up the smell of wild leeks. Once under-gardeners had used it to come and go, and many a time on moonlit nights maids had stolen through it to meet their lovers in the coppice or on the road.

Audley had brought the key and he set it in the lock and turned it. But he did not open the door. Instead, he turned to Mary with a smile. This is my surprise, he said. Shut your eyes and open them when I tell you. I will guide you.

She complied without suspicion, and heard the door squeak on its rusty hinges. Guided by his hand she advanced three or four paces. She heard the door close behind her. He put his arm round her and drew her on. Now? she asked, May I look?

Yes, now! he answered. As he spoke he drew her to him, and, before she knew what to expect, he had crushed her to his breast and was pressing kisses on her face and lips.

She was taken by surprise and so completely, that for a moment she was helpless, without defence. Then the instinctive impulse to resist overcame her, and she struggled fiercely; and, presently, she released herself. Oh, you shouldnt have done it! she cried. You shouldnt have done it!

My darling!

You  you hurt me! she panted, her breath coming short and quick. She was as red now as she had for a moment been white. Her lips trembled, and there were tears in her eyes. He thought that he had been too rough with her, and though he did not understand, he stayed his impulse to seize her again. Instead, he stood looking down at her, a little put out.

She tried to smile, tried bravely to pass it off; but she was put to it, he could see, not to burst into tears. Perhaps I am foolish, she faltered, but please dont do it again.

I cant promise  for always, he answered, smiling. But, none the less, he was piqued. What a prude the girl was! What a Sainte-ni-touche! To make such a fuss about a few kisses!

She tried to take the same tone. I know I am silly, she said, but you took me by surprise.

You were very innocent, then, my dear. Still, Ill be good, and next time I will give you warning. Now, dont be afraid, take my arm, and let us  

If I could sit down? she murmured. Then he saw that the color had again left her cheeks.

There was an old wheelbarrow inside the door, half full of dead leaves. He swept it clear, and she sat down on the edge of it. He stood by her, puzzled, and at a loss.

Certainly he had played a trick on her, and he had been a little rough because he had felt her impulse to resist. But she must have known that he would kiss her sooner or later. And she was no child. Her convent days were not of yesterday. She was a woman. He did not understand it.

Alas, she did understand it. It was not her lovers kisses, it was not his passion or his roughness that had shaken Mary. She was not a prude and she was a woman. That which had overwhelmed her was the knowledge, the certainty forced on her by his embrace, that she did not love him! That, however much she might have deluded herself a few weeks earlier, however far she might have let the lure of love mislead her, she did not love this man! And she was betrothed to him, she was promised to him, she was his! On her engagement to him, on her future with him had been based  a moment before  all her plans and all her hopes for the future.

No wonder that the color was struck from her face, that she was shaken to the depths of her being. For, indeed, she knew something more  that she had had her warning and had closed her eyes to it. That evening, when she had heard Bassets step come through the hall, that moment when his presence had lifted the burden of suspense from her, should have made her wise. And for an instant the veil had been lifted, and she had been alarmed. But she reflected that the passing doubt was due to her lovers absence and his coldness; and she had put the doubt from her. When Audley returned all would be well, she would feel as before. She was hipped and lonely and the other was kind to her  that was all!

Now she knew that that was not all. She did not love Audley and she did love some one else. And it was too late. She had misled herself, she had misled the man who loved her, she had misled that other whom she loved. And it was too late!

For a time that was short, yet seemed long to her companion, who stood watching her, she sat lost in thought and unconscious of his presence. At length he could bear it no longer. Pale cheeks and dull eyes had no charm for him! He had not come, he had not met her, for this.

Come! he said, come, Mary, you will catch cold sitting there! One might suppose I was an ogre!

She smiled wanly. Oh no! she said, It is I  who am foolish. Please forgive me.

If you would like to go back?

But her ear detected temper in his tone, and with a newborn fear of him she hastened to appease him. Oh no! she said. You were going to show me the gardens!

Such as they are. Well, so you will see what there is to be seen. It is a sorry sight, I can tell you. She rose and, taking her arm, he led her some fifty yards along the alley in which they were, then, turning to the right, he stopped. There, he said. What do you think of it?

They had before them the long, dank, weed-grown walk, broken midway by the cracked fountain and closed at the far end by the broad flight of broken steps that led upward to the terrace and so to the great lawn. When Audley had last stood on this spot the luxuriance of autumn had clothed the neglected beds. A tangle of vegetation, covering every foot of soil with leaf and bloom, had veiled the progress of neglect. Now, as by magic, all was changed. The sun still shone, but coldly and on a bald scene. The roses that had run riot, the spires of hollyhocks that had risen above them, the sunflowers that had struggled with the encroaching elder, nay, the very bindweed that had strangled all alike in its green embrace, were gone, or only reared naked stems to the cold sky. Gone, too, were the Old Man, the Sweet William, the St. Johns Wort, the wilderness of humbler growths that had pressed about their feet; and from the bare earth and leafless branches, the fountain and the sundial alone, like mourners over fallen grandeur, lifted gray heads.

There is no garden that has not its sad season, its days of stillness and mourning, but this garden was sordid as well as sad. Its dead lay unburied.

Involuntarily Mary spoke. Oh, it is terrible! she cried.

It is terrible, he answered gloomily.

Then she feared that, preoccupied as she was with other thoughts, she had hurt him. She was trying to think of something to comfort him, when he repeated, It is terrible! But, d  n it, let us see the rest of it! Weve come here for that! Let us see it!

Together they went slowly along the walk. They came by and by to the sundial. She hung a moment, wishing to read the inscription, but he would not stay. Its the old story, he said. We are gay fellows in the sunshine, but in the shadow  we are moths.

He did not explain his meaning. He drew her on. They mounted the wide flight which had once, flanked by urns and nymphs and hot with summer sunshine, echoed the tread of red-heeled shoes and the ring of spurs. Now, elder grew between the shattered steps, weeds clothed them, the nymphs mouldered, lacking arms and heads, the urns gaped.

Mary felt his depression and would have comforted him, but her brain was numbed by the discovery which she had made; she was unable to think, without power to help. She shared, she more than shared, his depression. And it was not until they had surmounted the last flight and stood gazing on the Great House that she found her voice. Then, as the length and vastness of the pile broke upon her, she caught her breath. Oh, she cried. It is immense!

Its a nightmare, he replied. That is Beaudelays! That is, with bitterness, the splendid seat of Philip, fourteenth Lord Audley  and a millstone about his neck! It is well, my dear, that you should see it! It is well that you should know what is before you! You see your home! And what you are marrying  if you think it worth while!

If she had loved him she would have been strong to comfort him. If she had even fancied that she loved him, she would have known what to answer. As it was, she was dumb; she scarcely took in the significance of his words. Her mind  so much of it as she could divert from herself  was engaged with the sight before her, with the long rows of blank and boarded windows, the smokeless chimneys, the raw, unfinished air that, after eighty years, betrayed that this had never been a home, had never opened its doors to happy brides, nor heard the voices of children.

At last she spoke. And this is Beaudelays? she said.

This is my home, he replied. Thats the place Ive come to own! Its a pleasant possession! It promises a cheerful homecoming, doesnt it?

Have you never thought of  of doing anything to it? she asked timidly.

Do you mean  have I thought of completing it? Of repairing it?

I suppose I meant that, she replied.

I might as well think, he retorted, of repairing the Tower of London! All I have in the world wouldnt do it! And I cannot pull it down. If I did, the lawyers first and the housebreakers afterwards, would pull down all I have with it! There is no escape, my dear, he continued slowly. Once I thought there was. I had my dream. Ive stood on this lawn on summer days and Ive told myself that I would build it up again, and that the name of Audley should not be lost. But I am a peer, what can I do? I cannot trade, I cannot plead. For a peer there is but one way  marriage. And there were times when I had visions of repairing the breach  in that way; when I thought that I could set the old name first and my pleasure second; when I dreamed of marrying a great dowry that should restore us to the place we once enjoyed. But  that is over! That is over, he repeated in a sinking voice. I had to choose between prosperity and happiness; I made my choice. God grant that we may never repent it!

He sank into silence, waiting for her to speak; he waited with exasperation. She did not, and he looked down at her. Then, I believe, he said, that you have not heard a word I have said!

She glanced up, startled. I am afraid I have not, she answered meekly. Please forgive me. I was thinking of my uncle, and wondering where he died.

It was all that Audley could do to check the oath that rose to his lips. For he had spoken with intention; he had given her, as he thought, a lead, an opening; and he had wasted his pains. He could hardly believe that she had not heard. He could almost believe that she was playing with him. But in truth she had barely recovered from the shock of her discovery, and the thing before her eyes  the house  held her attention.

I believe that you think more of your uncle than of me! he cried.

No, she replied, but he is gone and I have you. She was beginning to be afraid of him; afraid of him, because she felt that she was in fault.

Yes, he replied. But you must be more kind to me  or I dont know that you will keep me.

She thought that he spoke in jest, and she pressed his arm.

You dont want to go into the house?

Oh no! I could not bear it to-day.

Then you must not mind if I leave you for a moment. I have to look to something inside. I shall not be more than five minutes. Will you walk up and down?

She assented, thankful to be alone with her thoughts; and he left her. A burly, stately figure, he passed across the lawn and disappeared round the corner of the old wing where the yew trees grew close to the walls. He let himself into the house. He wished to examine the strong-room for himself and to see what traces were left of the tragedy which had taken place there.

But when he stood inside and felt the icy chill of the house, where each footstep awoke echoes, and a ghostly tread seemed to follow him, he went no farther than the shadowy drawing-room with its mouldering furniture and fallen screen. There, placing himself before an unshuttered pane, he stood some minutes without moving, his hands resting on the head of his cane, his eyes fixed on Mary. The girl was slowly pacing the length of the terrace, her head bent.

Whether the lonely figure, with its suggestion of sadness, made its appeal, or the attraction of a grace that no depression could mar, overcame the dictates of prudence, he hesitated. At last, I cant do it! he muttered, hanged if I can! I suppose I ought not to have kissed her if I meant to do it to-day. No, I cant do it.

And when, half an hour later, he parted from her at the old Cross at the foot of the hill, he had not done it.


CHAPTER XXXIII

THE MEETING AT THE MAYPOLE

Within twenty-four hours there were signs that Boshams brush with his lordship and the show of feeling outside Hattons Works had set a sharper edge on the fight. Trifles as these were, the farmers about Riddsley took them up and resented them. The feudal feeling was not quite extinct. Their landlord was still a great man to them, and even those who did not love him believed that he was fighting their battle. An insult to him seemed, in any case, a portent, but that such a poor creature as Bosham  Ben Bosham of the Bridge End  should insult him, went beyond bearing.

Moreover, it was beginning to be whispered that Ben was tampering with the laborers. One heard that he was preaching higher wages in the public houses, another that he was asking Hodge what he got out of dear bread, a third that he was vaporing about commons and enclosures. The farmers growled. The farmers sons began to talk together outside the village inn. The farmers wives foresaw rick-burning, maimed cattle, and empty hen coops, and said that they could not sleep in their beds for Ben.

Meanwhile those who, perhaps, knew something of the origin of these rumors, and could size up the Boshams to a pound, were not unwilling to push the matter farther. Men who fancied with Stubbs that repeal of the corn-taxes meant the ruin of the country-side, were too much in earnest to pick and choose. They believed that this was a fight between the wholesome country and the black, sweating town, between the open life of the fields and the tyranny of mill and pit; and that the only aim of the repealer was to lower wages, and so to swell the profits that already enabled him to outshine the lords of the soil. They were prone, therefore, to think that any stick was good enough to beat so bad a dog, and if the stout arms of the farmers could redress the balance, they were in no mood to refuse their help.

Nor were sharpeners wanting on the other side. The methods of the League were brought into play. Women were sent out to sing through the streets of an evening, and the townsfolk ate their muffins to the doleful strains of:

Child, is thy father dead?

Father is gone.

Why did they tax his bread?

Gods will be done!

And as there were enthusiasts on this side, too, who saw the work of the Corn Laws in the thin cheeks of children and the coffins of babes, the claims of John Barley-corn, roared from the windows of the Portcullis and the Packhorse, did not seem a convincing answer. A big loaf and a little loaf, carried high through the streets, made a wide appeal to non-voters; and a banner with, You be taxing, we be starving! had its success. Then, on the evening of the market-day, a band of Hattons men, fresh from the Three Tailors, came to blows with a market-peart farmer, and a hand was not only knocked down, but locked up. Hattons and Banfields men were fired with indignation at this injustice, and Hatton himself said a little more at the Institute than Basset thought prudent.

These things had their effect, and more, perhaps, than was expected. For Stubbs, going back to his office one afternoon, suffered an unpleasant shock. Boshams impudence had not moved him, nor the jeers of Hattons men. But this turned out to be another matter. Farthingale, the shabby clerk with the high-bred nose, had news for him which he kept until the office door was locked. And the news was so bad that Stubbs stood aghast.

What? All nine? he cried. Impossible, man! The womans made a fool of you!

But Farthingale merely looked at him over his steel-rimmed spectacles. Its true, he said.

Ill never believe it! cried the lawyer.

Farthingale shook his head. That wont alter it, he said patiently. Its true.

Dyas the butcher! Why, he served me for years! For years! I go to him at times now.

Only for veal, replied the clerk, who knew everything Pitt, of the sausage shop, and Badger, the tripeman, are in his pocket  buy his offal. With the other six, its mainly the big loaf  Lake has a sister with seven children, and Thomas a father in the almshouse. Two more have big families, and the women have got hold of them!

But theyve always voted right! Stubbs urged, with a sinking heart. Whats taken them?

If you ask me, the clerk answered, I should say it was partly Squire Basset  he talks straight and it takes. And partly the split. When a party splits you cant expect to keep all. I doubted Dyas from the first. Hes the head. They were all at his house last night and a prime supper he gave them.

Stubbs groaned. At last, How much? he asked.

Farthingale shook his head. Nix, he said. You may be shaking Dyass hand and find its Hattons. If you take my advice, youll leave it alone.

Well, the lawyer cried, of all the d  d ingratitude I ever heard of! The money Dyas has had from me!

Farthingales lips framed the words only veal, but no sound came. Devoted as he was to his employer, he was enjoying himself. Election times were meat and drink  especially drink  to him. At such times his normal wage was royally swollen by Election extras, such as: To addressing one hundred circulars, one guinea. To folding and closing the same, half a guinea. To watering the same, half a guinea. To posting the same, half a guinea. A whole years score, chalked up behind the door at the Portcullis, vanished as by magic at this season.

And then he loved the importance of it, and the secrecy, and the confidence that was placed in him and might safely be placed. The shabby clerk who had greased many a palm was himself above bribes.

But Stubbs was aghast. Scarcely could he keep panic at bay. He had staked his reputation for sagacity on the result. He had made himself answerable for success, to his lordship, to the candidate, to the party. Not once, but twice, he had declared in secret council that defeat was impossible  impossible! Had he not done so, the contest, which his own side had invited, might have been avoided.

And then, too, his heart was in the matter. He honestly believed that these poor creatures, these weaklings whose defection might cost so much, were voting for the ruin of their children, for the impoverishment of the town. They would live to see the land pass into the hands of men who would live on it, not by it. They would live to see the farmers bankrupt, the country undersold, the town a desert!

The lawyer had counted on a safe majority of twenty-two on a register of a hundred and ninety voters. And twenty-two had seemed a buckler, sufficient against all the shafts and all the spite of fortune. But a majority of four  for that was all that remained if these nine went over  a majority of four was a thing to pale the cheek. Perspiration stood on his brow as he thought of it. His hand shook as he shuffled the papers on his desk, looking for he knew not what. For a moment he could not face even Farthingale, he could not command his eye or his voice.

At last, Who could get at Dyas? he muttered.

Farthingale pondered for a time, but shook his head. No one, he said. You might try Hayward if you like. They deal.

Whats to be done, then?

Theres only one way that I can think of, the clerk replied, his eyes on his masters face. Rattle them! Set the farmers on them! Show them that what theyre doing will be taken ill. Show em were in earnest. Badgers a poor creature and Thomass wifes never off the twitter. Id try it, if I were you. Youd pull some back.

They talked for a time in low voices and before he went into the Portcullis that night Farthingale ordered a gig to be ready at daylight.

It might have been thought that with this unexpected gain, Basset would be in clover. But he, too, had his troubles and vexations. John Audleys death and Marys loneliness had made drafts on his time as well as on his heart. For a week he had almost withdrawn from the contest, and when he returned to it it was to find that the extreme men  as is the way of extreme men  had been active. In his address and in his speeches he had declared himself a follower of Peel. He had posed as ready to take off the corn-tax to meet an emergency, but not as convinced that free trade was always and everywhere right. He had striven to keep the question of Irish famine to the front, and had constantly stated that that which moved his mind was the impossibility of taxing food in one part of the country while starvation reigned in another. Above all, he had tried to convey to his hearers his notion of Peel. He had pictured the statesmans dilemma as facts began to coerce him. He had showed that in the same position many would have preferred party to country and consistency to patriotism. He had painted the struggle which had taken place in the proud mans mind. He had praised the decision to which Peel had come, to sacrifice his name, his credit, and his popularity to his countrys good.

But when Basset returned to his Committee Room, he found that the men to whom Free Trade was the whole truth, and to whom nothing else was the truth, had stolen a march on him. They had said much which he would not have said. They had set up Cobden where he had set up Peel. To crown all, they had arranged an open-air meeting, and invited a man from Lancashire  whose name was a red rag to the Tories  to speak at it.

Basset was angry, but he could do nothing. He had an equal distaste for the man and the meeting, but his supporters, elated by their prospects, were neither to coax nor hold. For a few hours he thought of retiring. But to do so at the eleventh hour would not only expose him to obloquy and injure the cause, but it would condemn him to an inaction from which he shrank.

For all that he had seen of Mary, and all that he had done for her, had left him only the more restless and more unhappy. To one in such a mood success, which began to seem possible, promised something  a new sphere, new interests, new friends. In the hurly-burly of the House and amid the press of business, the wound that pained him would heal more quickly than in the retirement of Blore; where the evenings would be long and lonely, and many a time Marys image would sit beside his fire and regret would gnaw at his heart.

The open-air meeting was to be held at the Maypole, in the wide street bordered by quaint cottages, that served the town for a cattle-market. The day turned out to be mild for the season, the meeting was a novelty, and a few minutes before three the Committee began to assemble in strength at the Institute, which stood no more than a hundred yards from the Maypole, but in another street. Hatton was entertaining Brierly, the speaker from Lancashire, and in making him known to the candidate, betrayed a little too plainly that he thought that he had scored a point.

Youll see something new now, sir, he said, rubbing his hands. Whats wanting, hell win! Hes addressed as many as four thousand persons at one time, Mr. Brierly has!

Ay, and not such as are here, Squire, Brierly boomed. He was a tall, bulky man with an immense chin, who moved his whole body when he turned his head. Not country clods, but Lancashire men! No throwing dust i their eyes!

Still, I hope youll deal with us gently, Basset said. Strong meat, Mr. Brierly, is not for babes. We must walk before we can run.

Nay, but the emptier the stomach, the more need o meat! Brierly replied, and he rumbled with laughter. An a bellyful Ill give them! Truths truth and Im no liar!

But to different minds the same words do not convey the same thing, Basset urged.

The man stared over his stiff neck-cloth. Thatud not go down i Todmorden, he said. Nor i Burnley nor i Bolton! Were down-right chaps up North, and none for chopping words. Hands off the hands loaf, is Lancashire gospel, and were out to preach it! Were out to preach it, and them that clems folk and fats pheasants may make what mouth oer it they like!

Fortunately the order to start came at this moment, and Basset had to fall in and move forward with Hatton, the chairman of the day. Banfield followed with the stranger, and the rest of the Committee came on two by two, the smaller men enjoying the company in which they found themselves. So they marched solemnly into the street, a score of Hattons men forming a guard of honor, and a long tail of the riff-raff of the town falling in behind with orange flags and favors. These at a certain signal set up a shrill cheer, a band struck up See, the Conquering Hero Comes! and the sixteen gentlemen marched, some proudly and some shamefacedly, into the wider street, wherein a cart drawn up at the foot of the Maypole awaited them.

On such occasions Englishmen out of uniform do not show well. The daylight streamed without pity on the Committee as they stalked or shambled along in their Sunday clothes, and Basset at least felt the absurdity of the position. With the tail of his eye he discerned that the stranger was taking off a large white hat, alternately to the right and left, in acknowledgment of the cheers of the crowd, while ominous sniggers of laughter mingled here and there with the applause. Banfields men, with another hundred or so of the town idlers, were gathered about the cart, but of the honest and intelligent voters there were scanty signs.

The crowd greeted the appearance of each of the principals with cheers and a shaft or two of Stafford wit.

Hooray! Hooray! shouted Hattons men as he climbed into the cart.

Hattons a great man now! a bass voice threw in.

But hes never lost his taste for tripe! squeaked a shrill treble. The gibe won roars of laughter, and the back of the chairmans neck grew crimson.

Hurrah for Banfield and the poor mans loaf! shouted his supporters, as he mounted in his turn.

Its little of the crumb hell leave the poor man! squeaked the treble.

It was the candidates turn to mount next. Hooray! Hooray! shouted the crowd with special fervor. Handkerchiefs were waved from windows, the band played a little more of the Conquering Hero.

As the music ceased, Whats he doing, Tommy, along o these chaps? asked the treble voice.

Hes waiting for that there Samaritan, Sammy? answered the bass.

Ay, ay? And the wine and oil, Sammy?

It took the crowd a little time to digest this, but in time they did so, and the gust of laughter that followed covered the appearance of the stranger. He was not to escape, however, for as the noise ceased, Is this the Samaritan, Sammy? asked the bass.

Wheres your eyes? whined the treble. Hes the big loaf! and, lor, aint he crumby!

If I were down there   the Burnley man began, leaning over the side of the cart.

Hes crusty, too! cried the wit.

But this was too much for the chairman. Silence! Silence! he cried, and, as at a signal, there was a rush, the two interrupters were seized and, surrounded by a gang of hobbledehoys, were hustled down the road, fighting furiously and shouting, Blues! Blues!

The chairman made use of the lull to step to the edge of the cart and take off his hat. He looked about him, pompous and important.

Gentlemen, he began, free and independent electors of our ancient borough! At a crisis such as this, a crisis the most momentous  the most momentous   he paused and looked into his hat, that history has known, when the very staff of life is, one may say, the apple of discord, it is an honor to me to take the chair!

The cart you mean! cried a voice, youre in the cart!

The speaker cast a withering glance in the direction whence the voice came, lost his place and, failing to find it, went on in a different strain. Im a business man, he said, you all know that! Im a business man, and Im not ashamed of it. I stick to my business and my business to-day  

Better go on with it!

But he was getting set, and he was not to be abashed. My business to-day, he repeated, is to ask your attention for the distinguished candidate who seeks your suffrages, and for the  the distinguished gentleman on my left who will presently follow me.

A hollow groan checked him at this point, but he recovered himself. First, however, he continued, I propose, with your permission, to say a word on the  the great question of the day  if I may call it so. It is to the food of the people I refer!

He paused for cheers, under cover of which Banfield murmured to his neighbor that Hatton was set now for half an hour. He had yet to learn that open-air meetings have their advantages.

The food of the people! Hatton repeated, uplifted by the applause. It is to me a sacred thing! My friends, it is to me the Ark of the Covenant. The bread is the life. It should go straight, untaxed, untouched from the field of the farmer to the house of  of the widow and the orphan!

Hear! Hear! Hear! Hear! Then, What about the miller?

It should go from where it is grown, Hatton repeated, to where it is needed; from where it is grown to the homes of the poor! And to the man, slipping easily and fatally into his Sunday vein, that lays his and upon it, let him be whom he may, I say with the Book, Thou shalt not muzzle the ox that treadeth out the corn! The Law, ay, and the Prophets  

Ay, Hattons profits! Hands off them! roared the bass voice.

Low bread and high profits! shrieked the treble. Hatton and thirty per cent!

A gust of laughter swept all away for a time, and when the speaker could again get a hearing he had lost his thread and his temper. Thats a low insinuation! he cried, crimson in the face. A low insinuation! I scorn to answer it!

Regular old Puseyite you be, shouted a new tormentor. Quoting Scripture.

Hatton shook his fist at the crowd. A low, dirty insinuation! he cried. I scorn  

You dont scorn the profits!

Listen! Silence! Then, I shall not say another word! Youre not worth it! Youre below it! I call on Mr. Brierly of Manchester to propose a resolution.

And casting vengeful glances here and there where he fancied he detected an opponent, he stood back. He began for the first time to think the meeting a mistake. Basset, who had held that opinion from the first, scanned the crowd and had his misgivings.

The man from Manchester, however, had none. He stood forward, a smile on his broad face, his chest thrown forward, a something easy in his air, as became one who had confronted thousands and was not to be put out of countenance by a few hisses. He waited good-humoredly for silence. Nor could he see that, behind the cart, there had been gathering for some time a band of men of a different air from those who faced the platform. These men were still coming up by twos and threes, issuing from side-streets; men clad in homespun and with ruddy faces, men in smocked frocks, men in velveteens; a few with belcher neckerchiefs and slouched felts, whom their mothers would not have known. When Brierly raised his hand and opened his mouth there were over two score of these men  and they were still coming up.

But Brierly was unaware of them, and, complacent and confident of the effect he would produce, he opened his mouth.

Gentlemen, he began. His voice, strong and musical, reached the edge of the meeting. Gentlemen, free electors! And I tell you straight no man is free, no man had ought to be free  

Boom! and again, Boom! Boom! Not four paces behind him a drum rolled heavily, drowning his voice. He stopped, his mouth open; for an instant surprise held the crowd also. Then laughter swept the meeting and supplied a treble to the drums persistent bass.

And still the drum went on, Boom! Boom! amid cheers, yells, laughter. Then, as suddenly as it had started, it stopped. More slowly, the hurrahs, yells, laughter, died down, the laughter the last to fail, for not only had the big mans face of surprise tickled the crowd, but the drum had so nicely taken the pitch of his voice that the interruption seemed even to his friends a joke.

He seized the opportunity, but defiance not complacency was now his note. Gentlemen, he said, its funny, but you dont drum me down, let me tell you! You dont drum me down! What I said Im going to say again, and shame the devil and the landlords! Free men  

But he did not say it. Boom, boom, rolled the drum, drowning his voice beyond hope. And this time, with the fourth stroke, a couple of fifes struck into a sprightly measure, and the next moment three score lively voices were roaring:

Youve here the little Peeler,

Out of place he will not go!

But to keep it, dont he turn about

And jump Jim Crow!



But to keep it see him turn about

And jump Jim Crow!

Turn about, and wheel about

And do just so!



Chorus



The only dance Sir Robert knows

Is Jump Jim Crow!

The only dance Sir Robert knows

Is Jump Jim Crow!

For a verse or two the singers had it their own way. Then the band of the meeting struck in with See, the Conquering Hero Comes! and as the airs clashed in discord, the stalwarts of the two parties clashed also in furious struggle. In a twinkling and as by magic the scene changed. Women, children, lads, fled every way, screaming and falling. Shrieks of alarm routed laughter. The crowd swayed stormily, flowed this way, ebbed that way. The clatter of staves on clubs rang above oaths and shouts of defiance, as the Yellows made a rush for the drum. Men were down, men were trampled on, men strove to scale the cart, others strove to descend from it. But to descend from it was to descend into a mêlée of random fists and falling sticks, and the man from Manchester bellowed to stand fast; while Hatton shouted to clear out these rogues, and Banfield called on his men to charge. Basset alone stood silent, measuring the conflict with his eyes. With an odd exultation he felt his spirits rise to meet the need.

He saw quickly that the orange favors were outnumbered, and were giving way; and almost as quickly that, so far as mischief was meant, it was aimed at the Manchester man. He was a stranger, he was the delegate of the League, he was a marked man. Already there were cries to duck him. Basset tapped Banfield on the shoulder.

Theyll not touch us, he shouted in the mans ear, but we must get Brierly away. Theres Pritchards house opposite. We must fight our way to it. Pass the word! Then to Brierly, Mr. Brierly, we must get you away. Theres a gang here means mischief.

Let them come on! cried the Manchester man, Im not afraid.

No, but I am, Basset replied. Were responsible, and well not have you hurt here. Down all! he cried raising his voice, as he saw the band whom he had already marked, pressing up to the cart through the mêlée  they moved with the precision of a disciplined force, and most of their faces were muffled. Down all! he shouted. Yellows to the rescue! Down before they upset us!

The leaders scrambled out of the cart, some panic-stricken, some enjoying the scuffle. They were only just in time. The Yellows were in flight, amid yells and laughter, and before the last of the platform was over the side, the cart was tipped up by a dozen sturdy arms. Hatton and another were thrown down, but a knot of their men, the last with fight in them, rallied to the call, plucked the two to their feet, and, striking out manfully, covered the rear of the retreating force.

The men with the belcher neckerchiefs pressed on silently, brandishing their clubs, and twice with cries of Down him! Down him! made a rush for Brierly, striking at him over the shoulders of his companions. But it was plain that the assailants shrank from coming to blows with the local magnates; and Basset seeing this handed Brierly over to an older man, and himself fell back to cover the retreat.



Fair play, men, he cried, good humoredly. And he laughed in their faces as he fell back before them. Fair play! Youre too many for us to-day, but wait till the polling-day!

They hooted him. Yah! Yah! they cried. Youd ruin the land that bred you! You didnt ought to be there! Give us that fustian rascal! Well club him!

Who makes cloth o devils dust? yelled another. Yah! You d  d cotton-spawn!

Basset laughed in their faces, but he was not sorry when the friendly doorway received his party. The country gang, satisfied with their victory, began to fall back after breaking a dozen panes of glass; and the panting and discomfited Yellows, thronging the passage and pulling their coats into shape, were free to exchange condolences or recriminations as they pleased. More than one had been against the open-air meeting, and Hatton, a sorry figure, hatless, and with a sprained knee, was not likely to hear the end of it. Two or three had black eyes, one had lost two teeth, another his hat, and Brierly his note-book.

But almost before a word had been exchanged, a man pushed his way among them. He had slipped into the house by the back way. For Gods sake, gentlemen, he cried, get the constable, or therell be murder!

What is it? asked a dozen voices.

Theyve got Ben Bosham, half a hundred of them! Theyre away to the canal with him. Theyre that mad with him theyll drown him!

So far Basset had treated the affair as a joke. But Boshams plight in the hands of a mob of angry farmers seemed more than a joke. Murder might really be done. He snatched a thick stick from a corner  he had been hitherto unarmed  and raised his voice. Mr. Banfield, he said, go to Stubbs and tell him what is doing! He can control them if any one can. And do some of you, gentlemen, come with me! We must get him from them.

But were not enough, a man protested.

The man must not be murdered, Basset replied. Come, gentlemen, theyll not dare to touch us who know them, and weve the law with us! Come on!

Well done, Squire! cried Brierly. Youre a man!



Ay, but Im not man enough to take you! Basset retorted. You stay here, please!


CHAPTER XXXIV

BY THE CANAL

It was noon on that day, the day of the meeting at Riddsley, and Mary was sitting in the parlor at the Gatehouse. She was stooping over the fire with her eyes on the embers. The old hound lay beside her with his muzzle resting on her shoe, and Mrs. Toft, solidly poised on her feet, on the farther side of the table, rolled her apron about her arms and considered the pair.

Its given us all a rare shock, she said as she marked the girls listless pose, the poor Masters death! That sudden and queer, too! I dont know that Im better for it, myself, and Toft goes up and down like a toad under a harrow, hes that restless! For Truria, shes fairly mazed. Her bodys here and her thoughts are lord knows where. Toft, he seems to think something will come of her and her reverend  

I hope so, Mary said gently.

But its beyond me what Toft thinks these days. I asked him point  blank yesterday, Toft, I says, are we going or are we staying? And, bless the man, he looks at me as if hed eat me. Take time and youll know, he says. But whose is the house? I asks, and whos to pay us? God knows! he says, and whiffs out of the room like one of these lucifers!

I think that the house is Mr. Bassets, Mary explained, for the rest of the lease; thats about three years.

But youll not be staying, begging your pardon, Miss? I suppose youll be naming the day soon? The Masters gone and his lordship will be wanting you somewhere else than here.

Yes, Mrs. Toft, Mary said quietly. I suppose so.

Mrs. Toft looked for a blush and saw none, and she drew her conclusions. She went on another tack. Theres like to be a fine rumpus in the town to-day, she said comfortably. The Squires brought a foreigner down to trim their nails, and theres to be a wagon and speaking and such like foolishness at the Maypole. As if all the speeches of all the fools in Staffordshire would lower the quartern loaf! Anyway, if what Petch says is true, the farmers are that mad theres like to be lives lost!

Mary stooped and carefully put a piece of wood on the fire.

And, to be sure, theyre a rough lot, Mrs. Toft continued, dropping her apron. Im not forgetting what happened to the reverend Colet, and I wish the young master safe out of it. Its all give and no take with him, too much for others and too little for himself! Im thinking if anybodys hurt hell be there or thereabouts.

Mary turned. Is Petch  couldnt Petch go down and  

La, Miss, Mrs. Toft answered  the girls face told her all that she wished to know Petch dont dare, with his lordship on the other side! But, all said and done, Ill be bound the young masterll come through. Its a pity, though, she continued thoughtfully, as she began to dust the sideboard, as people dont know their own minds. Theres the Squire, now. Hes lived quiet and pleasant all these years and now he must dip his nose into this foolishness, same as if he dipped it into hot worts when Tofts a-brewing! I dont know whats come to him. He goes riding up to Blore these winter nights, twenty miles if its a furlong, when this house is his! Hes more like to take his death that way, if Im a judge.

Is he doing that? Mary asked in a small voice.

To be sure, Mrs. Toft returned. What else! Which reminds me, Miss, are those papers to go to the bank to-day?

I believe so.

Well, youre looking that peaky, youd best take a jaunt with them. Why not? Its a fine day, and if there is a bit of a clash theres none will hurt you. Do you go, Miss, and get a little color in your cheeks. At worst, youll bring back the news and Im sure were that dead-alive and moped a littles a godsend!

I think I will go, Mary said.

So when the gig, which was to convey the boxes to the bank, arrived about three, she mounted beside the driver. Here, were it only for an hour, was distraction and a postponement of that need to decide, to choose between two courses, which was crushing her under its weight.

For Mary was very unhappy. That moment which had proved to her that she did not love the man she was to marry and did love another, had stamped itself on her memory, never to be wiped from it. In Audleys company, and for a time after they had parted, the shock had numbed her mind and dulled her feelings. But once alone and free to think, she had grasped all that the discovery meant  to her and to him; and from that moment she had not known an instant of ease.

She saw that she had made a terrible mistake, and one so vital that, if nothing could be done, it must wreck her happiness and anothers happiness. And what was she to do? What ought she to do? In a moment of emotion, led astray by that love of love which is natural to women, and something swayed  so she told herself in scorn  by

Those glories of our blood and state,

which to women are not shadows, she had made this mistake, and now, self-tricked, she had only herself to blame if

Sceptre and crown
Were tumbled down

And in the dust were lesser made
Than the poor crooked scythe and spade!

But to see her folly did not avail. What was she to do?

Ought she to tell the truth, however painful it might be, to the man whom she had deceived? Or ought she to go through with it, to do her duty and save him at least from hurt? Either way, she had wrecked her own craft, but she might still hope to save his. Or  might she hope? She was not certain even of this.

What was she to do? Hour after hour she asked herself the question, sometimes looking through the windows with eyes that saw nothing, at others pacing her room in a fever of anxiety. What was she to do? She could not decide. Now she thought one thing, now another. And time was passing. No wonder that she was glad even of the distraction of this journey to Riddsley that at another time had been so dull an adventure! It was, at least, a reprieve, a respite from the burden of decision.

She would not own, even to herself, that she had any other thought in going, or that anxiety had any part in her restlessness. From that side of the battle she turned her eyes with all the strength of her will. Her conduct had been that of a silly girl rather than that of a woman who had seen and suffered; but she was not light  and besides Basset was cured. She was only unfortunate, and desperately unhappy.

As they drove by the old Cross at the foot of the hill she averted her eyes. Surely it must have been in some other life that she had made it the object of a walk, and had told herself that she would never forget it.

Alas, she had been right. She would never forget it!

The man who drove saw that her face matched her mourning, and he left her to her thoughts, so that hardly a word passed between them until they were close upon the outskirts of the town. Then the driver, to whom the dull winter landscape, the lines of willows, and the low water-logged fields, were no novelty, pricked up his ears.

Dang me! he said, theyve started! Theres a fine rumpus in the town. Do you hear em, Miss? Thats a band Im thinking?

I hope no one will be hurt.

The man winked at his horse. None of the right side, Miss, he said slyly. But it might be a hanging, front o Stafford gaol, by the roar! I met a tidy lot going in as I came out, a right tidy lot! Im blest, after listening a moment, if theyre not coming this way!

I hope they wont do anything to  

La, Miss, the man answered, misreading her anxiety and interrupting her, theyll never touch us. And for the old nag, hes yeomanry. Hed not start if he met a mile o funerals!

Certainly the noise was growing. But the lift of the canal bridge and bank, which crossed the road a hundred yards before them, hid all of the town from them save a couple of church towers, some tiled roofs, and the brick gable of Hattons Works. The man whipped up his horse.

Teach they Manchester chaps a trick! he muttered. Shouldnt wonder if therell be work for the crowner out of this! Gee-up, old nag, lets see whats afoot! Pears to me, as the shouting grew plainer, well be in at the death yet, Miss!

Mary winced at the word, but if the man feared that she would refuse to go on, he was mistaken. On the contrary, she looked eagerly to the front as the old horse, urged by the whip, took the rise of the bridge at a canter, and, having reached the crown, relapsed into an absent-minded walk.

Dang me! cried the driver, greatly excited, but they do mean business! Its in knee in neck with em! Never thought it would come to this. And who ist theyve got, Miss?

Certainly there was something out of the common on foot. Moving to meet the gig, and filling the road from ditch to ditch, appeared a disorderly crowd of two or three hundred persons. Cheering, hooting, and brandishing sticks, they came on at something between a walk and a run, although in the heart of the mass there was a something that now and again checked the movement, and once brought it to a stand. When this happened the crowd eddied and flowed about the object in its centre and presently swept on again with the same hooting and laughter.

But in the laughter, as in the hooting, there was, after each of these pauses, a more savage note.

What is it? Mary cried, as the driver, scared by the sight, pulled up his horse. What is it?

D  n me, the man replied, forgetting his manners, if I dont think its Ben Bosham theyve got! It is Ben! And theyre for ducking him! Its mortal deep by the bridge there, and shelp me, if its not ten to one they drown him!

Ben Bosham? Mary repeated. Then she recalled the name. She remembered what Mrs. Toft had said of him  that the man had a wife and would bring her to ruin. The crowd was not fifty yards from them now and was still coming on. To the left a track ran down to the towing-path and the canal, and already the leaders of the mob were swerving in that direction. As they did so  and were once more checked for a moment  Mary espied among them a mans bald head twisting this way and that, as he strove to escape. The man was struggling desperately, his clothes almost torn from his back, but he was helpless in the hands of a knot of stout fellows, and after a brief resistance he was hauled forcibly on. A hundred jeering voices rose about him, and a something cruel in the sound chilled Marys blood. The dreary scene, the sluggish canal, the flat meadows, the rising mist, all pressed on her mind and deepened the note of tragedy.

But on that she broke the spell. The blood in her spoke. She clutched the drivers arm and shook it. Go on! she cried. Go on! Drive into them!

The man hesitated  he saw that the crowd was in no jesting mood. But the old horse felt the twitch on the reins and started, and having the slope with him, trotted gently forward as if the road were empty before him. The crowd waved and shouted, and cursed the driver. But the horse, thinking perhaps that this was some new form of parade, only cocked his ears and ambled on till he reached the foremost. Then a man seized the rein, jerked it, and stopped him.

In a moment Mary sprang down, heedless of the fact that she was one woman among a hundred men. She faced the crowd, her eyes bright with indignation. Let that man go, she cried. Do you hear? Do you want to murder him? And, advancing a step, she laid her hand on Ben Boshams ragged, filthy sleeve  he had been down more than once and been rolled in the mud. Let him go! she continued imperiously. Do you know who I am, you cowards? Let him go!

Yah! shouted the crowd, and drowned her voice and pressed roughly about her, threatened her. One of the foremost asked her what she would do, another cried that she had best make herself scarce! Furious faces surrounded her, fists were shaken at her. But Mary was not daunted. If you dont let him go, I shall go to Lord Audley! she said.

Youre a fool meddling in this! cried a voice. Were only going to wash the devil!

You will let him go! she replied, facing them all without fear and, advancing a step, she actually plucked the man from the hands that held him. I am Miss Audley! If you do not let him go  

Were only going to wash him, lady, whined one of the men who held him.

Thats all, lady! chimed in half-a-dozen. He wants it!

But Ben was not of that opinion, or he did not value cleanliness. Theyre going to drown me! he spluttered, his eyes wild. All the fight had been knocked out of him. Theyre paid to do it! Theyll drown me!

And sarve him right! shouted half-a-dozen at the rear of the crowd. Sarve him right, the devil!

They will not do it! Mary said firmly. Theyll not lay another hand on you. Get in! Get in here! And then to the crowd, For shame! she cried. Stand back!

The man was so shaken that he could not help himself, but she pushed, the driver pulled, and in a trice, before the mob had recovered from its astonishment, Ben was above their heads, on the seat of the gig  a blubbering, ragged, mud-caked figure with a white face and bleeding lips. Go on! Mary said in the same tone, and the gig moved forward, the old yeomanry horse tossing its head. She moved on beside it with her hand on the rail.

The mob let them pass, but closed in behind them, and after a pause began to jeer  a little in amusement, a little to cover its defeat. In a moment farce took the place of tragedy; the danger was over. Well tell your wife, Ben! screamed a youth, and the crowd laughed and followed. Other wits took their turn. Youll want a new coat for the wedding, Ben! cried one. And now and again amid the laughter a sterner note survived. Well ha you yet, Ben! a man would cry. Youre not out of the wood yet, Ben!

Marys face burned, but she stuck to her post, plodding on beside the gig, and after this fashion the queer procession, heralded by a score of urchins crying the news, entered the streets of the town. On either side women thronged the doorways and steps, and while some cried, Bravo, Miss! others laughed and called to their neighbors to come out and see the sight. And still the crowd clung to the rear of the gig, and hooted and laughed and pretended to make forays on it.

Mary had hoped to shake them off, but as they persisted in following and no relief came  for Basset and his rescue party had gone to the canal by another road  she saw nothing for it but to go on to Lord Audleys. With a curt word she made the man turn that way.

The crowd still attended, curious, amused. It had doubled its numbers, nay, had trebled them. There were friends as well as foes among them now, some of Hattons men, some of Banfields, yellow favors as well as blue. If Mary had known it, she might have set Ben down and not a hand would have been laid upon him. Even the leaders of the riot were now thankful that they had not carried the matter farther. Enough had been done.

But Mary did not know this. She thought that the man was still in peril. She did not dream of leaving him. And it was at the head of a crowd of three or four hundred of the riff-raff of Riddsley that she broke in upon the quiet of the suburban road in which The Butterflies stood. Tumultuously, followed by laughter and hooting and cheers, she swept along it with her train, and came to a halt before the house.

No house was ever more surprised. Mrs. Wilkinsons scared face peered above one blind, her sisters caps showed above another. Was it an accident? Was it a riot? Was it a Puseyite protest? What was it? Every servant, every neighbor, Lord Audley himself came to the windows.

Mary signed to the driver to help Ben down, and the moment the mans foot touched the ground she grasped his arm. With a burning face, but with her head in the air, she guided his stumbling footsteps through the gate and along the paved walk. They came together to the door. They went in.

The crowd formed up five deep along the railings, and waited in wondering silence to see what would happen. What would his lordship say? What would his lordship do? This was bringing the election to his doors with a vengeance, and there were not a few of the better sort who saw the fun of the situation.


CHAPTER XXXV

MY LORD SPEAKS OUT

Mary had passed through twenty minutes of tense excitement. The risk had been slight, after the first moment of intervention, but she had not known this, and she was still trembling with indignation, a creature all fire and passion, when the door of The Butterflies opened to admit her. Leaving Ben Bosham on the threshold she lost not a moment, but with her story on her lips, hurried up the stairs, and on the landing came plump upon Lord Audley.

From the window he had seen something of what was afoot below. He had recognized Mary and the tattered Bosham, and he had read the riddle, grasped the facts, and cursed the busybody, all within thirty seconds. D  n it! this passes everything, he had muttered to himself as he turned from the window in disgust. This is altogether too much! And he had opened the door  ready also to open his mind to her!

What in the world is it? he asked. He held the door for her to enter. What has happened? I could not believe my eyes when I saw you in company with that wretched creature! he continued. And all the tagrag and bobtail in the place behind you? What is it, Mary?

She felt the check, and the color, which excitement had brought to her cheeks, faded. But she thought that it was only that he did not understand, and, That wretched creature, as you call him, she cried, has just escaped from death. They were going to murder him!

Murder him? Audley repeated. He raised his eyebrows. Murder him? coldly. My dear girl, dont be silly! Dont let yourself be carried away. Youve lost your head. And, pardon me for saying it, I am afraid have made a fool of yourself! And of me!

But they were going to throw him into the canal! she protested.

Going to wash him! he replied cynically. And a good thing too! Its a pity they left the job undone. The man is a low, pestilent fellow! he continued severely, and obnoxious to me and to all decent people. The idea of bringing him, and that pleasant tail, to my house  my dear girl, its absurd!

He made no attempt to soften his tone or suppress his annoyance, and she stared at him in astonishment. Yet she still thought, or she strove to think, that he did not understand, and tried to make the facts clear. But you dont know what they were like, she protested. You were not there. They had torn the clothes from his back  

I can see that.

And he was so terrified that it was dreadful to see him! They were handling him brutally, horribly! And then I came up and  

And lost your head! he said. I dare say you thought all this. But do you know anything about elections?

No  

Have you ever see an election in progress before?

No.

Just so, he replied dryly. Well, if you had, you would know that brawls of this kind are common things, the commonest of things at such a time, and that sensible people turn their backs on them. Youve chosen to turn the farce into a tragedy, and in doing so youve made yourself ridiculous  and me too!

If you had seen them, she said, I do not think you would speak as you are speaking.

My dear girl, he replied, and shrugged his shoulders, I have seen many such things, many. But there is one thing I have never seen, and that is a man killed in an election squabble! The whole thing is childish  silly! The least knowledge of the world

Would have saved me from it?

Exactly! Would have saved you from it! he answered austerely. And me from a very annoying incident! Peers have nothing to do with elections, as you ought to know; and to bring this mob of all sorts to my door as if the matter touched me, is to compromise me. It is past a joke!

Mary stared. She was trying to place herself. Certainly this was the room in which she had taken tea, and this was the man who had welcomed her, who had hung over her, whose eyes had paid her homage, who had foreseen her least want, who had lapped her in observance. This was the man and this the room, and there was the chair in which good Mrs. Wilkinson had sat and beamed on her.

But there was a change somewhere; and the change was in the man. Could it mean that he, too, had made a mistake and now recognized it? That he, too, had found that he did not love? But in that case this was not the way to confess an error. His tone, his manner, which held no respect for the woman and no softness for the sweetheart, were far from the tone of one in the wrong. On the contrary, they presented a side of him which had been hitherto hidden from her; a phase of the strength that she had admired, which shocked her even while, as deep calls to deep, it roused her pride. She remembered that she was his betrothed, and that he had wooed her, he had chosen her. And on slight provocation he spoke to her in this strain!

She sought the clue, she fancied that she held it, and from this moment she was on her guard. She was quiet, but there was a smouldering fire in her eyes. Perhaps I was wrong, she said. I have had little experience of these things. But are not you, on your side, making too much of this? Too much of a very small, a very natural mistake? Isnt it a trifle after all?

Not so much of a trifle as you think! he retorted. A man in my position has to follow a certain line of conduct. A girl in yours should be careful to guide herself by my views. Instead, out of a foolish sentimentality, you run directly counter to them! It is too late to consider your relation to me when the harm is done, my dear.

Perhaps we have neither of us considered the relation quite enough? she said.

I am not sure that we have. And again, I am not sure, Mary, that we have, he repeated more soberly.

She knew what he meant now  knew what was in his mind almost as clearly as if, instead of grasping his conclusion, she had been a party to his reasons. And she closed her lips, a spot of color in each cheek. In other circumstances she would have taken on herself a full, nay, the main share, of the blame. She would have been quick to admit that she, too, had made a mistake, and that no harm was done.

But his manner opened her eyes to many things that had been a puzzle to her. Thought is swift, and in a flash her mind had travelled over the whole course of their engagement, had recalled his long absence, the chill of his letters, the infrequency of his visits; and she saw by that light that this was no sudden shift, but an occasion sought and seized. Therefore she would not help him. She at least had been honest, she at least had been in earnest. She had tricked, not him only, but herself!

She closed her lips and waited, therefore. And he, knowing that he had now burned his boats, had to go on. I am not sure that we did think enough about it? he said doggedly. I have suspected for some time that I acted hastily in  in asking you to be my wife, Mary.

Indeed? she said.

Yes. And what has happened to-day, proving that we look at things so differently, has confirmed my suspicion. It has convinced me he looked down at his table, avoiding her eyes, but continued firmly that we are not suited to one another. The wife of a man, placed as I am, should have an idea of values, a certain reserve, that comes of a knowledge of the world; above all, no sentimental notions such as lead to mistakes like this. He indicated the street by a gesture. If I was mistaken a while ago in listening to my feelings rather than to my prudence, if I gave you credit for knowledge which you had had no means of gaining, I wronged you, Mary, and I am sorry for it. But I should be doing you a far greater wrong if I remained silent now.

Do you mean, she asked in a low voice, that you wish it to be at an end between us? That you wish to  to throw me over?

He smiled awry. That is an unpleasant way of putting it, isnt it? he said. However, I am in the wrong, and I have no right to quarrel with a word. I do think that to break off our engagement at once is the best and wisest thing for both of us.

How long have you felt this? she asked.

For some time, he replied, measuring his words, I have been coming slowly  to that conclusion.

That I am not fitted to be your wife?

If you like to put it so.

Then her anger, hitherto kept under, flamed up. Then what right, she cried, if that was in your mind, had you to treat me as you treated me at Beaudelays  in the garden? What right had you to kiss me? Rather, what right had you to insult me? For it was an insult  it was an insult, if you were not going to marry me! Dont you know, sir, that it was vile? That it was unforgivable?

She had never looked more handsome, never more attractive than at this moment. The day was failing, but the glow of the fire fell on her face, and on her eyes sparkling with anger. He took in the picture, he owned her charm, he even came near to repenting. But it was too late, and It may have been vile  and you may not forgive it, he answered hardily, but Id do it again, my dear, on the same provocation!

You would  

I would do it again, he repeated coolly. Dont you know that you are handsome enough to turn any mans head? And what is a kiss after all? We are cousins. If you were not such a prude, I would kiss you now?

She was furiously angry  or she fancied that she was. But it may be that, deep down in her womans mind, she was not truly angry. And, indeed, how could she be angry when in her heart a little bird was beginning to sing  was telling her that she was free, that presently this cloud would be behind her, and that the sky would be blue? Already the message was making itself heard, already she was finding it hard to keep up appearances, to frown upon him and play her part.

Yet she flashed out at him. Was he not going too fast, was he not riding off too lightly? Oh! she cried, You dare to say that! Even while you break off with me!

But his selfish, masterful nature had now the upper hand. He had eaten his leek and he was anxious to be done with it. And what then? he said. I believe that you know that I am right. I believe that you know that we are not suited to one another.

And you think I will let you go at a word?

I think you will let me go, he said, because you are not a fool, Mary. You know as well as I do that you might be my lady at too high a price. Im not the most manageable of men. Id make a decent husband, all being well. But Im not meek and Id make a very unhandy husband malgré moi.

The threat exasperated her. I know this at least, she retorted, that I would not marry you now, if you were twenty times my lord! You have behaved meanly, and I believe falsely! Not to-day! You are speaking the truth to-day. But I believe that from the start you had this in your mind, that you foresaw this, and were careful not to commit yourself too publicly! What I dont understand is why you ever asked me to be your wife  at all?

Look in the glass! he answered impudently.

She put that aside. But I suppose that you had a reason! she returned. That you loved me, that you felt for me anything worthy of the name of love is impossible! For the rest, let me tell you this! If I ever felt thankful for anything I am thankful for the chance that brought me to your house to-day  and brought me to the truth!

Anything more to say? he asked flippantly. The way she was taking it suited him better than if she had wept and appealed. And then she was so confoundedly good-looking in her tantrums!

Nothing more, she said. I think that we understand one another now. At any rate, I understand you. Perhaps you will kindly see if I can leave the house without annoyance.

He looked into the street. Dusk had fallen, the lamplighter was going his rounds. Of the crowd that had attended Mary to the house no more than a handful remained; the nipping air, the attractions of free beer, the sound of the muffin-bell, had drawn away the rest. The driver of the gig was moving to and fro, now looking disconsolately at the windows, now beating his fingers on his chest.

I think you can leave with safety, Audley said with irony. I will see you downstairs.

I will not trouble you, she answered.

But, surely, we may still be friends?

She looked him in the face. We need not be enemies, she answered. And, perhaps, some day I may be able to think more kindly of you. If that day comes I will tell you. Good-bye. She went out without touching his hand. She went down the stairs.

She drove through the dusky, dimly-lighted streets in a kind of dream, seeing all things through a pleasant haze. The bank was closed and to deliver up her papers she had to go into the bank-house. The glimpse she had of the cheerful parlor, of the managers wife, of his two children playing the Royal Game of Goose at a round table, enchanted her. Presently she was driving again through the darkling streets, passing the Maypole, passing the quaint, low-browed shops, lit only by an oil lamp or a couple of candles. The Audley Arms, the Packhorse, the Portcullis, were all alight and buzzing with the voices of those who fought their battles over again or laid bets on this candidate or that. What the speaker had said to Lawyer Stubbs and what Lawyer Stubbs had said to the speaker, what the Duke thought, who would have to pay for the damage, and the odds the stout farmer would give that wheat wouldnt be forty shillings a quarter this day twelvemonth if the Repeal passed  scraps of these and the like poured from the doorways as she drove by.

All fell in delightfully with her mood and filled her with a sense of well-being. Even when the streets lay behind her, and the driver hunched his shoulders to meet the damp night-fog and the dreary stretch that lay beyond the canal-bridge, Mary found the darkness pleasant and the chill no more than bracing. For what were that night, that chill beside the numbing grip from which she had just  oh, thing miraculous!  escaped! Beside the fetters that had been lifted from her within the last hour! O foolish girl, O ineffable idiot, to have ever fancied that she loved that man!

No, for her it was a charming night! The owl that, far away towards the Great House, hooted dolefully above the woods  no nightingale had been more tuneful. Ben Bosham  she laughed, thinking of his plight  blessings on his bare, bald head and his ragged shoulders! The old horse plodding on, with the hill that mounts to the Gatehouse sadly on his mind  he should have oats, if oats there were in the Gatehouse stables! He should have oats in plenty, or what he would if oats failed!

What do you give him when hes tired? she asked.

Well, the driver replied with diplomacy, times a quart of ale, Miss. Hell take it like a Christian.

Then a quart of ale he shall have to-night! she said with a happy laugh. And you shall have one, too, Simonds.

Her mood held to the end, so that before she was out of her wraps, Mrs. Toft was aware of the change in her. Why, Miss, she said, you look like another creature! It isnt the bank, Ill be bound, has put that color in your cheeks!

No! Mary answered, Ive had an adventure, Mrs. Toft. And briefly she told the tale of Ben Boshams plight and of her gallant rescue. She began herself to see the comic side of it.

He always was a fool, was Ben! Mrs. Toft commented. And that, she continued shrewdly, was how you come to see his lordship was it, Miss?

How did you know I saw him? Mary asked in surprise. But youre right, I did. Then, as she entered the parlor, Perhaps Id better tell you, Mrs. Toft, she said, that the engagement between my cousin and myself is at an end. You were one of the very few who knew of it, and so I tell you.

Mrs. Toft showed no surprise. Indeed, Miss, she answered, stooping to the hearth to light the candles with a piece of wood. Well, one things certain, and many a time my mothers drummed it into me, Better a plain shoe than one that pinches! And again, Better live at the bottom of the hill than the top, shed say. You see less but you believe more.

Neither she nor Mary saw Toft. But Toft, who had entered the hall a moment before, was within hearing, and Marys statement, so coolly received by his wife, had an extraordinary effect on the man-servant. He stood an instant, his lank figure motionless. Then he opened the door beside him, slipped out into the chill and the darkness, and silently, but with extravagant gestures, he broke into a dance, now waving his thin arms in the air, now stooping with his hands locked between his knees. Whether he thus found vent for joy or grief was a secret which he kept to himself.


CHAPTER XXXVI

THE RIDDSLEY ELECTION

The riot at Riddsley found its way into the London Press, and gained for the contest a certain amount of notoriety. The Morning Chronicle pointed out that the election had been provoked by the Protectionists in a constituency in Sir Roberts own country; and the writer inferred that, foreseeing defeat, the party of the land were now resorting to violence. The Morning Herald rejoiced that there were still places which would not put up with the incursions of the Manchester League, the most knavish, pestilent body of men that ever plagued this or any country! In the House, where the tempest of the Repeal debate already raged, and the air was charged with the stern invective of Disraeli, or pulsed to the cheering of Peels supporters  even here men discussed the election at Riddsley, considered it a clue to the feeling in the country, and on the one side hardly dared to hope, on the other refused to fear. What? cried the Land Party. Be defeated in an agricultural borough? Never!

For a brief time, then, the contest filled the public eye and presented itself as a thing of more than common interest. Those who knew little weighed the names and the past of the candidates; those behind the scenes whispered of Lord Audley. Whips gave thought to him, and that one to whom his lordship was pledged, wrote graciously, hinting at the pleasant things that might happen if all went well, and the present winter turned to a summer of fruition.

Alas, Audley felt that the Whips summer, and

The friendly beckon towards Downing Street,
Which a Premier gives to one who wishes
To taste of the Treasury loaves and fishes,

were very remote, whereas, if the other Whip, he who had the honors under his hand and the places in his power, had written so! But that cursed Stubbs had blocked his play in that direction by asserting that it was hopeless, though Audley himself began at this late hour to suspect that it had not been hopeless! That it had been far from hopeless!

In his chagrin my lord tore the Whips letter across and across, and then prudently gummed it together again and locked it away. Certainly the odds were long that it would never be honored; on the one side stood Peel with four-fifths of his Cabinet and half his party, with all the Whigs, all the Radicals, all the League, and the Big Loaf: on the other stood the landed interest! Just the landed interest led by Lord George Bentinck, handsome and debonair, the darling of the Turf, the owner of Crucifix; but hitherto a silent member, and one at whom, as a leader, the world gaped. Only, behind this Joseph there lurked a Benjamin, one whose barbed shafts were many a time to clear the field. The lists were open, the lances were levelled, the slogan of Free Trade was met by the cry of The Land and the Constitution! and while old friendships were torn asunder and old allies cut adrift, town and country, forge and field, met in a furious grapple that promised to be final.

If, amid the dust of such a conflict, the riot at Riddsley obtained a passing notice in London, intense it may be believed was the excitement which it caused in the borough. Hatton and Banfield and their men went about, vowing to take vengeance at the hustings. The mayor went about, swearing in constables. The farmers and their allies went about grinning. Fights took place nightly behind the Packhorse and the Portcullis, while very old ladies, peering over their blinds, talked of the French Revolution, and very young ones thought that the Militia, adequately officered, should be brought into the town.

The spirit of which Basset had given proof was blazoned about; and he gained in another way. He was one of those to whom a spice of danger is a fillip, whom a little peril shakes out of themselves. On the day after the riot he came upon a score of people collected round a Cheap Jack in the market. The man presently closed his patter and his stall, and, on the impulse of the moment, Basset took his place and made the crowd a speech as short as it was simple. He told them that in his opinion it was impossible to keep food out of the country by a tax while Ireland was threatened by famine. Secondly, that the sacrifice which Peel was making of his party, his reputation, and his consistency was warrant that in his view the change was urgently needed. Thirdly, he asked them whether the farmers were so prosperous and the laborers so comfortable that change must be for the worse. But here he came on delicate ground; murmurs arose and some hisses, and he broke off good-humoredly, thanked the crowd, which had grown to a good size, and, stepping down from his barrow, he walked away amid plaudits. The thing was reported, and though the Tories sneered at it as a hole-and-corner meeting, Farthingale held another view. He told Mr. Stubbs that it was a neat thing  very well done.

Stubbs grunted. Will it change a vote? he growled.

Change a  

Will it change a vote, man? You heard what I said.

Lord, no! the clerk answered. I never said it would!

Then why trouble about it? Stubbs retorted fretfully. Get on with those poll-cards! I dont pay you a guinea a day at election time to praise monkey-tricks.

For Stubbs was not happy. He knew, indeed, that the breaking-up of the open-air meeting had been fairly successful. It had brought back two votes to the fold; and he calculated that the seat would be held. But by a majority how narrow, how fallen, how discreditable! He blushed to think of it.

And other things made him unhappy. Those who are politicians by trade are like cardplayers, who play for the games sake; one game lost, they cut and deal as keenly as before. Behind the politicians, however, are a few to whom the stake is something; and of these was Stubbs. To him, as we know, the Corn-Tax was no mere toll, but the protection of agriculture, the well-head that guarded the pure waters, the fence that saved from smoke and steam, from slag-heap and brickfield, the smiling face of England. For him, the home of his fathers, the land of field and stubble, of plough and pinfold, was at stake; nay, was passing, wasted by men who thought in percentages and saw no farther than the columns of their ledgers. To that England of his memory  whether it had ever existed in fact or no  a hundred associations bound the lawyer; things tender and things true; quaint memories of his first turkeys nest, of the last load of the harvest, of the loosened plough horses straying to the water at the close of day, of the flat paintings of the Durham Ox and the Coke Ram that adorned the farm parlor.

To the men who bade him look up and see that in his Elysium the farmer struggled and the laborer starved, his answer was short. Better ten shillings and fresh air, than shoddy dust and a pound a week!

In the country as a whole  and as time went on  he despaired of success. But he found Lord George a leader after his own heart, and many an evening he pored over the long paragraphs of his long-winded speeches. When he heard that the owner of Crucifix had dismissed his trainers, released his jockeys, sold his stud, and turned his back on the turf, he could have wept. Lord George and Stubbs, indeed, were the true country party. For Lord Georges sake Stubbs was prepared to taken even the Jew boy to his heart.

As to the potato famine, he did not believe a word of it. He called the Premier, Potato Peel!

The rains of February are apt to damp enthusiasm, but before eleven oclock on the nomination day Riddsley was like a hive of bees about to swarm. The throng in the streets was such that Mottisfont could hardly pass through it. He made his entry into the borough on horseback at the head of a hundred mounted farmers wearing blue sashes and favors. Before him reeled a huge banner upheld by eight men and bearing on one side the legend, The Land and the Constitution, on the other, Mottisfont the Farmers Friend! Behind the horsemen, and surrounded by a guard of laborers in smocked frocks, moved a plough mounted on a wain and drawn by eight farm horses. Flags with Speed the Plough, Englands Share is Englands Fare, and Peace and Plenty, streamed from it. Three bands of varying degrees of badness found their places where they could, and thumped and blared against one another until the panes rattled in the deafened streets. The butchers, with marrow-bones and cleavers, brought up the rear, and in comparison were tuneful.

Had Basset got his way, he would have dispensed with pomp and walked the hundred yards which separated his quarters at the Swan from the hustings. But he was told that this would never do. What would the landlord of the Swan say, who kept postchaises? And the postboys who looked for a golden tip? And the men who would hand him in and hand him out, and the men who would open the door and shut the door, and the men who would raise the steps and lower the steps, who would all look for the same tip? So, perforce, he drove in state to the Town Hall  before which the hustings stood  in a barouche and four accompanied by Banfield and Hatton and his agent. The rest of his Committee followed in postchaises. A bodyguard of hands escorted them, and they, too, had their bands  of equal badness  and their yellow banners with Down with the Corn Laws, Vote for Basset the Poor Mans Friend, and No Bread Taxes. The great and little loaf pranced in front of him on spears, and if his procession was not quite so fine or so large as his opponents, it must be admitted that the blackguards of the town showed no preference and that he could boast about an equal number of the tagrag and bobtail.

The left hand of the hustings was allotted to him, the right hand to Mottisfont, and by a little after eleven both parties had crammed and crushed,

With blustering, bullying, and brow-beating,
A little pummelling and maltreating,
And elbowing, jostling and cajoling,

into their places in front of the platform, the bullies and truncheon-men being posted well to the fore, or craftily ranged where the frontiers met. The bands boomed and blared, the men huzzaed, the air shook, the banners waved, every window that looked out upon the seething mob was white with faces, every vantage-point was occupied. It was such a day and such a contest as Riddsley had never seen. The eyes of the country, it was felt, were upon it! Fights took place every five minutes, oaths and bets flew like hail over the heads of the crowd, coarse wit met coarser nicknames, and now and again shrieks varied the hubbub as the huge press of people, gathered from miles round, swayed under the impact of some vicious rush.

Hurrah! Hurrah! Mottisfont for ever! Basset! Basset and the Big Loaf! Basset! Basset! Hurrah! Mottisfont! Hurrah!

Then, in a short-lived silence, Ten to one on Mottisfont! Three cheers for the Duke! and a roar of laughter.

Or a hundred voices would raise

John Barley-corn, my Joe, John!
When we were first acquaint!

but never got beyond the first two lines, either because they were howled down or they knew no more of the words. The Peelites answered with their mournful,

Child, is thy father dead?

Father is gone!

Why did they tax his bread?

Gods will be done!

or with the quicker,

Oh, landlords devil take

Thy own elect I pray!

Who taxed our cake, and took our cake,

And threw our cake away!

On this would ensue a volley of personalities. What would you be without your starch, Hayward? Hows your dad, Farthingale? Who whopped his wife last Saturday? Hurrah! Hurrah! Who said Potatoes?

For nearly an hour this went on, the blare of the bands, the uproar, the cheering, the abuse never ceasing. Then the town-crier appeared upon the vacant hustings. He rang his bell for silence and for a moment obtained it. On his heels entered, first the mayor and his assistants, then the candidates, the proposers, the seconders. Each, as he made his appearance, was greeted with a storm of groans, cheers, and cat-calls. Each put on to meet it such a show of ease as he could, some smiling, some affecting ignorance. The candidates and their supporters filed to either side, while the flustered mayor took his stand in the middle with the town clerk at his elbow.

Basset, nearly at the end of his troubles, sought comfort in looking beyond the present moment. He feared that he was not likely to win, but he had done his duty, he had made his effort, and soon he would be free to repeat that effort on a smaller stage. Soon, these days, that in horror rivalled the middle passage of the slave trade, would be over, and if he were not elected he would be free to retire to Blore, and to spend days, lonely and sad indeed, but clean, in the improvement of his acres and his people. His eyes dwelt upon the sea of faces, and from time to time he smiled; but his mind was far away. He thought with horror of elections, and with loathing of the sordid round of flattery and handshaking, of bribery and intimidation from which he emerged. Thank God, the morrow would see the end! He would have done his best, and played his part. And it would be over.

What the mayor said and what the town clerk said is of no importance, for no one heard them. The proposers, the seconders, the candidates, all spoke in dumb show. Basset dwelt briefly on the crisis in Ireland, the integrity of Peel, and the doubtful wisdom of taxing that which, to the poorest, was a necessity of life. If bread were cheaper all would have more to spend on other things and the farmer would have a wider market for his meat, his wool, and his cheese. It read well in the local paper.

But one man was heard. This was a man who was not expected to speak, whose creed it had ever been that speeches were useless, and whom tradition almost forbade to speak, for he was an agent. At the last moment, when a seconder for a formal motion was needed, he thrust himself forward to the astonishment of all. The same astonishment stilled the mob as they gazed on the well-known figure. For a minute or two, curiosity and the purpose in the mans face, held even his opponents silent.

The man was Stubbs; and from the moment he showed himself it was plain that he was acting under the stress of great emotion. The very fuglemen forgot to interrupt him. They scented something out of the common.

I have never spoken on the hustings in my life, he said. I speak now to warn you. I believe that you, the electors of Riddsley, are going to sell the birthright of health which you have received; and the heritage of freedom which this land has enjoyed for generations and on which the power of Bonaparte broke as on a rock. You think you are going to have cheap bread, and, maybe, you are! But at what a cost! Cheap bread is foreign bread. To you, the laborers, I say that foreign bread means that the fields you till will be laid to grass and you will go to work in Dudley and Walsall and Bury and Bolton, in mills and pits and smoke and dust! And your children will be dwarfed and wizened and puny! Foreign bread means that. And it means that the day will come when war will cut off your bread and you will starve; or the will of the foreigner who feeds you will cut it off  for he will be your master. I say, grow your own bread and eat your own bread, and you will be free men. Eat foreign bread and in time you will be slaves! No land that is fed by another land  

His last words were lost. Signals from furious principals roused the fuglemen, and he was howled down, and stood back ashamed of the impulse which had moved him and little less astonished than those about him. Young Mottisfont clapped him on the back and affected to make much of him. But even he hardly knew how to take it. Some said that Stubbs had had tears in his eyes, while the opposing agent whispered to his neighbor that the lawyer was breaking and would never handle another contest. Sober men shook their heads; agents should hardly be seen, much less heard!

But Stubbss words were marked, and when the bad times came thirty years later, aged farmers recalled them and thought over them. Nor were they without fruit at the time. For next morning when the poll opened, Bassets people suffered a shock. Two men on whom he had counted appeared and voted short and sharp for Mottisfont. Bassets agent asked them pleasantly if they were not making a mistake; and then less pleasantly had the Bribery Oath administered to them. But they stuck to their guns, the votes were recorded, and Mottisfont shook hands with them. Later in the day when the two were fuddled they denied that they had voted for Mottisfont. They had voted for old Stubbs  and they would do it again and fight any man who said to the contrary. Their desire in this direction was quickly met, and both, to the indignation of the Tories, were fined five shillings at the next petty sessions.

Whether this start gave the Protectionists a fillip or no, they were in great spirits, and Mottisfont was up and down shaking hands all the morning. At noon the figures as exhibited outside the Mottisfont Committee-room  amid tremendous cheering  were:



Mottisfont . . . 41
Basset . . . . 30



though Basset outside his Committee-room claimed one more. Soon after twelve Hatton brought up the two Boshams in his carriage, and Ben, recovered from his fright, flung his hat before him into the booth, danced a war-dance on the steps, and gave three cheers for Basset as he came down. Banfield brought up three more voters in his carriage and thence onward until one oclock the polling was rapid. The one oclock board showed:



Mottisfont . . . 60
Basset . . . . 57



with seventy votes to poll. The Mottisfont party began to look almost as blue as their favors, but Stubbs, returned to his senses, continued to read his newspaper in a closet behind the Committee-room, as if there were no contest within a hundred miles of Riddsley.

During the next three hours little was done. The poll-clerks sent out for pots of beer, the watchers drowsed, the candidates were invisible  some said that they had gone to dine with the mayor. The bludgeon-men and blackguards went home to sleep off their mornings drink, and to recruit themselves for the orgy of the Chairing. The crowd before the polling booth shrank to a knot of loafing lads and a stray dog. At four Mottisfont still held the lead with 64 to 61.

But as the clock struck four the town awoke. Word went round that a message from Sir Robert Peel would be read outside Bassets Committee-room. Hearers were whipped up, and the message, having been read with much parade, was posted up through the town and as promptly pulled down. Animated by the message, and making as much of it as if it had not been held back for the purpose, the Peelites polled five-and-twenty votes in rapid succession, and at half-past four issued a huge placard with:



Basset . . . . 87
Mottisfont . . . 83

Vote for Basset and the Big Loaf!

Basset wins!



Great was the enthusiasm, loud the cheering, vast the stir outside their Committee-room. The Big and the Little Loaf waltzed out on their poles. The placard, mounted as a banner, was entrusted to the two Boshams. The band was ready, a dozen flares were ready, the Committee were ready, all was ready for a last rally which might decide the one or two doubtful voters. All was ready, but where was Mr. Basset? Where was the candidate?

He could not be found, and great was the hubbub, vast the running to and fro. The Candidate? Wheres the Candidate? One ran to the Swan, another to the polling-booth, a third to his agents office. He could not be found. All that was known of him or could be learned was that a tall man, who looked like an undertaker, had stopped him near the polling-booth and had kept him in talk for some minutes. From that time he had been seen by no one.

Foul play was talked of, and the search went on, but meantime the procession  the poll closed at half-past six  must start if it was to do any good. It did so, and with its flares, its swaying placard, its running riff-raff, now luridly thrown up by the lights, now lost in shadow, formed the most picturesque scene that the election had witnessed. The absence of the candidate was a drawback, and some shook their heads over it. But the more knowing put their tongues in their cheeks, aware that whether he were there or not, and whether they marched or stayed at home, neither side would be a vote the better!

At half  past five the figures were,



Basset . . . . 87
Mottisfont . . . 86



There were still fourteen votes to poll, and on the face of things victory hung in the balance.

But at that hour Stubbs moved. He laid down his newspaper, gave Farthingale an order, took up a slip of paper and his hat, and went by way of the darkest street to The Butterflies. He walked thoughtfully, with his chin on his breast, as if he had no great appetite for the interview before him. By the time he reached the house the poll stood at



Mottisfont . . . 96
Basset . . . . 87



And long and loud was the cheering, wild the triumph of the landed interest. The town was fuller than ever, for during the last hour the farmers and their men had trooped in, Brown Heath had sent its colliers, and a crowd filling every yard of space within eye-shot of the polling-booth greeted the news. To hell with Peel! Down with Cobden! Away with the League! Hurrah! Hurrah! Stubbs, had he been there, would have been carried shoulder-high. Old Hayward was lifted and carried, old Musters of the Audley Arms, one or two of the Committee. It was known that four votes only remained unpolled, so that Mottisfonts victory was secure.

At The Butterflies, whither the cheering of the crowd came in gusts that rose and fell by turns, Stubbs nodded to the maid and went up the stairs unannounced. Audley was writing at a side-table facing the room. He looked up eagerly. Well? he said, putting down his quill. Is it over?

Stubbs laid the slip of paper before him. Its not over, my lord, he answered soberly. But that is the result. I am sorry that it is no better.

Audley looked at the paper. Nine! he exclaimed. He looked at Stubbs, he looked again at the paper. Nine? Good G  d, man, you dont mean it? You cant mean it! You dont mean that that is the best we could do?

We hold the seat, my lord, Stubbs said.

Hold the seat! Audley replied, staring at him with furious eyes. Hold the seat? But I thought that it was a safe seat? I thought that it was a seat that couldnt be lost! When five, only five, votes would have cast it the other way! Why, man, you cannot have known anything about it! No more about it than the first man in the street!

My lord  

Not a jot more! Audley repeated. He had been prepared for something like this, but the certainty that if he had cast his weight on the other side, the side that had sinecures and places and pensions, he would have turned the scale  this was too much for his temper. Nine! he rapped out with another oath. I can only think that the Election has been mismanaged! Grievously, grievously mismanaged, Mr. Stubbs!

If your lordship thinks so  

I do! Audley retorted, his certainty that the man before him had thwarted his plans, carrying him farther than he intended. I do! Nine! Good G  d, man! When you assured me  

Whatever I assured your lordship, Stubbs said firmly, I believed. And  no, my lord, you must allow me to speak now  what I promised would have been borne out  fully borne out by the result in normal times. But I did not allow enough for the split in the party, nor for the wave of madness  

As you think it!

And surely as your lordship also thinks it! Stubbs rejoined smartly, that has swept over the country! In these circumstances it is something to hold the seat, which a return to sanity will certainly assure to us at the next election.

The next election! Audley muttered scornfully. For the moment he was too angry to play a part or to drape his feelings.

But if your lordship is dissatisfied  

Dissatisfied? I am d  nably dissatisfied.

Then your lordship has the power, Stubbs said slowly, to dispense with my services.

I know that, sir.

And if you do not think fit to take that step, my lord  

I shall consider it!

Another word or two and the deed had been done, for both men were too angry to fence. But before that last word was spoken Audleys man entered. He handed a card to his master and waited.

Audley looked at the card longer than was necessary and under cover of the pause regained control of himself. Who brought this? he asked.

A messenger from the Swan, my lord.

Tell him   He broke off. Holding out the card for Stubbs to take, Do you know anything about this? he asked.

Stubbs returned the card. No, my lord, he said coldly. I know nothing.

Business of great importance to me? D  n his impudence, what business important to me can he have? Audley muttered. Then, My compliments to Mr. Basset and I am leaving in the morning, but I shall be at home this evening at nine.

The servant retired. Audley looked askance at his agent. Youd better be here, he muttered ungraciously. We can settle what we were talking about later.

Very good, my lord, Stubbs answered. And nothing more being said, he took himself off.

He was not sorry that they had been interrupted. Much of his income and more of his importance sprang from the Audley agency, but rather than be treated as if he were a servant, he would surrender both  in his way he was a proud man. Still he did not want to give up either; and if time were given he thought that his lordship would think better of the matter.

As he returned to his office, choosing the quiet streets by which he had come, he had a glimpse, through an opening, of the distant Market-place. A sound of cheering, a glare of smoky light, a medley of leaping, running forms, a something uplifted above the crowd, moved across his line of vision. Almost as quickly it vanished, leaving only the reflection of retreating torches. Hurrah! Hurrah for Mottisfont! Hurrah! Still the cheering came faintly to his ears.

He sighed. Riddsley had remained faithful-by nine! But he did not deceive himself. It was the writing on the wall. The Corn Laws were doomed, and with them much that he had loved, much that he cherished, much in which he believed.


CHAPTER XXXVII

A TURN OF THE WHEEL

Audley was suspicious and ill at ease. Standing on the hearth-rug with his back to the fire, he fixed the visitor with his eyes, and with secret anxiety asked himself what he wanted. The possibility that Basset came to champion Mary had crossed his mind more than once; if that were so he would soon dispose of him! In the meantime he took civility for his cue, exchanged an easy word or two about the poll and the election, and between times nodded to Stubbs to be seated. Through all, his eyes were watchful and he missed nothing.

I asked Mr. Stubbs to be here, he said when a minute or two had been spent in this by-play, as you spoke of business. You dont object?

Not at all, Basset replied. His face was grave. I should tell you at once, Audley, he added, that my mission is not a pleasant one.

The other raised his eyebrows. You are sure that it concerns me?

It certainly concerns you. Though, as things stand, not very materially. I knew nothing of the matter myself until three oclock to-day, and at first I doubted if it was my duty to communicate it. But the facts are known to a third person, they may be used to annoy you in the future, and though the task is unpleasant, I decided that I had no option.

Audley set his broad shoulders against the mantel-shelf. But if the facts dont affect me? he said.

In a way they do. Not as they might under other circumstances. That is all.

And yet you are making our hair stand on end! I confess you puzzle me. Well, let us have it. What is it all about?

A little time ago you recovered, if you remember, your Family Bible. Well? What of that?

I have just learned that the man did not hand over all that he had. He kept back  it now appears  certain papers.

Ah! Audleys voice was stern. Well, he has had his chance. This time, I can promise him a warrant will follow.

Perhaps you will hear me out first?

No, was the sharp reply. Audleys temper was getting the better of him. Last time, my dear fellow, you compounded with him; your motive an excellent one I dont doubt. But if he now thinks to get more money from me  and for other papers  I can promise him that he will see the inside of Stafford gaol. Besides, my good friend, you gave us to understand that he had surrendered all he had.

I am afraid I did, and I fear I was wrong. Why he deceived me, and has now turned about, I know no more than you do!

I think I can enlighten you, the other answered  his fears as well as his temper were aroused. The rogue is shallow. He thinks to be paid twice. Once by you and once by me. But you can tell him that this time he will be paid in other coin.

Im afraid that there is more in it than that, Basset said. The fact is the papers he now produces, Audley, are of another character.

Oh! The wind blows in that quarter, does it? my lord replied. You dont mean that youve come here  why, d  n it, man, with sudden passion, either you are very simple, or you are art and part  

Steady, steady, my lord, Stubbs said, interposing discreetly. Hitherto he had not spoken. Theres no need to quarrel! I am sure that Mr. Bassets intentions are friendly. It will be better if he just tells us what these documents are which are now put forward. We shall then be able to judge where we stand.

Go ahead, Audley said, averting his face and sulkily relapsing against the mantel-shelf. Put your questions! And, for Gods sake, lets get to the point!

The paper that is pertinent is a deed, Basset explained. I have the heads of it here. A deed made between Peter Paravicini Audley, your ancestor, the Audley the date of whose marriage has been always in issue  between him on the one side, and his father and two younger brothers on the other.

What is the date? Stubbs asked.

Seventeen hundred and four.

Very good, Mr. Basset. Stubbss tone was now as even as he could make it, but an acute listener would have detected a change in it. Proceed, if you please.

Before Basset could comply, my lord broke in. Whats the use of this? Why the d  l are we going into it? he cried. If this man is out for plunder I will make him smart as sure as my name is Audley! And any one who supports him. In the meantime I want to hear no more of it!

Basset moved in his chair as if he would rise. Stubbs intervened.

That is one way of looking at it, my lord, he said temperately. And Im not saying that it is the wrong way. But I think we had better hear what Mr. Basset has to say. He is probably deceived  

He has let himself be used as a catspaw! Audley cried. His face was flushed and there was an ugly look in his eyes.

But he means us well, I am sure, the lawyer interposed. At present I dont see  he turned and carefully snuffed one of the candles I dont see  

I think you do! Basset answered. He had had a long day and he had come on an unpleasant business. His own temper was not too good. You see this, at any rate, Mr. Stubbs, that such a deed may be of vital import to your client.

To me? Audley exclaimed. Was it possible that the thing he had so long feared  and had ceased to fear  was going to befall him? Was it possible that at the eleventh hour, when he had burnt his boats, when he had thought all danger at an end  no, it was impossible! To me? he repeated passionately.

Yes, Basset replied. Or, rather, it would be of vital import to you in other circumstances.

In what other circumstances? What do you mean?

If you were not about to marry the only person who, with you, is interested.

Audley cut short, by a tremendous effort, the execration that burst from his lips. His face, always too fleshy for his years, swelled till it was purple. Then, and as quickly, the blood ebbed, leaving it gray and flabby. He would have given much, very much at this moment to be able to laugh or to utter a careless word. But he could do neither. The blow had been too sudden, too heavy, too overwhelming. Only in his nightmares had he seen what he saw now!

Meanwhile Stubbs, startled by the half-uttered oath and a little out of his depth  for he had heard nothing of the engagement  intervened. I think, my lord, he said, you had better leave this to me. I think you had, indeed. We are quite in the dark and we are not getting forward. Let us have the facts, Mr. Basset. What is the gist of this deed? Or, first, have you seen it?

I have.

And read it?

I have.

It appears to you  I only say it appears  to be genuine?

I have no doubt that it is genuine, Basset replied. It bears the marks of age, and it was found in the chest with the old Bible. If the book is genuine  

The lawyer raised his hand. Too fast, he said. You say it was found! You mean that this man says it was found?

Yes.

Precisely. But there is a difference. Still, we have cleared the ground. Now, what does this deed purport to be?

Basset produced a slip of paper. An agreement, he read from it, between Peter Paravicini Audley and his father and his two younger brothers. After admitting that the entry of the marriage in the register is misleading and that no marriage took place until after the birth of his son, Peter Paravicini undertakes that, in consideration of his father and his brothers taking no action and making no attack upon his wifes reputation, she being their cousin, he will not set up for the said son, or the issue of the said son, any claim to the title or estates.

Audley listened to the description, so clear and so precise, and he recognized that it tallied with the deed which tradition had always held to exist but of which John Audley had been able to give no proof. He heard, he understood; yet while he listened and understood, his mind was working to another end, and viewing with passion the tragedy which fate had prepared for him. Too late! Too late! Had this become known a week, only a week, earlier, how lightly had the blow fallen! How impotently! But he had cut the rope, he had severed the strands once carefully twisted, that bound him to safety! And then the irony, the bitterness, the cruelty of those words of Bassets, in other circumstances! They bit into his mind.

Still he suffered in silence, and only his stillness and his unhealthy color betrayed the despair that gripped and benumbed his soul. Stubbs did not look at him; perhaps he was careful not to look at him. The lawyer sat thinking and drumming gently with his fingers on the table. Just so, just so, he said presently. On the face of it, the document of which Mr. John Audley tried to give secondary evidence, and which a person fraudulently inclined would of course concoct. That touch of the cousin well brought in!

But the lady was his cousin, Basset said.

All the world knows it, the lawyer retorted coolly, and use has been made of the knowledge. But, of course, there are a hundred things to be proved before any weight can be given to this document; its origin, the custody from which it comes, the signatures, the witnesses. Its production by a man who has once endeavored to blackmail is alone suspicious. And the deed itself is at variance with the evidence of the Bible.

But that variance bears out the deed, which is to secure the younger sons rights while covering the reputation of the lady.

The lawyer shook his head. Very clever, he said. But, frankly, the matter has an ugly look, Mr. Basset.

Lord Audley says nothing, Basset replied, nettled by the lawyers phrase.

And will say nothing, Stubbs rejoined genially, if he is advised by me. In the circumstances, as I understand them, he is not affected as he might be, but this is still a serious matter. We are not quarrelling with you for coming to us, Mr. Basset. On the contrary. But I would like to know why the man came to you.

The answer is simple, Basset explained. I am Mr. Audleys executor. On his account, I am obliged to be interested. The moment I learned this I saw that, be it true or false, I must disclose it to Miss Audley. But I thought it fair to open it to Lord Audley first that he might tell the young lady himself, if he preferred to do so.

Stubbs nodded. Very proper, he replied. And where, in the meantime, is this  precious document?

I lodged it with Mr. Audleys bankers this afternoon.

Stubbs nodded again. Also very proper, he said. Just so.

Basset rose. Ive told you what I know. If there is nothing more? he said. He looked at Audley, who had turned his back on them and, with his hands in his pockets and one foot on the fender, was gazing into the fire.

I think thats all, Stubbs hastened to say. I am sure that his lordship is obliged to you, Mr. Basset, though it is a hundred to one that there is nothing in this.

At that, however, Audley turned about. He had pulled himself together, and his manner was excellent. I would like to say that for myself, he said frankly, I owe you many thanks for the straightforward course you have taken, Basset. You must pardon my momentary annoyance. Perhaps you will kindly keep this business to yourself for  shall we say  three days? I will speak myself to my cousin, but I should like to make one or two inquiries first.

Basset agreed willingly. He hated the whole thing and his part in it. It forced him to champion, or to seem to champion, Mary against her betrothed; and so set him in that kind of opposition to his rival which he loathed. It was only after some hesitation that he had determined to see Audley, and now that he had seen him, the sooner he was clear of the matter the happier he would be. So, Certainly, he repeated, thinking that the other was taking it very well. And now, as I have had a hard day, I will say good-night.

Good-night, and believe me, my lord added warmly, we recognize the friendliness of your action.

Outside, in the darkness of the road, Basset drew a breath of relief. He had had a hard day and he was utterly weary. But he had come now, thank God, to an end of many things; of the canvass he had detested and the contest in which he had been beaten; of his relations with Mary, whom he had lost; of this imbroglio, which he hated; of Riddsley and the Gatehouse and the old life there! He could go to his inn and sleep the clock round. In his bed he would be safe, he would be free from troubles. It seemed to him a refuge. Till the morrow he need think of nothing, and when he came forth again it would be to a new life. Henceforth Blore, his old house and his starved acres must bound his ambitions. With the money which John Audley had left him he would dig and drain and fence and build, and be by turns Talpa the mole and Castor the beaver. In time, as he began to see the fruit of his toil, he would win to some degree of content, and be glad, looking back, that he had made this trial of his powers, this essay towards a wider usefulness. So, in the end, he would come through to peace.

But at this point the current of his thoughts eddied against Toft, and he cursed the man anew. Why had he played these tricks? Why had he kept back this paper? Why had he produced it now and cast on others this unpleasant task?


CHAPTER XXXVIII

TOFTS LITTLE SURPRISE

Toft had gone into Riddsley on the polling-day, but had returned before the result was known. What the man was thinking of, his wife declared in wrath, beats me! To be there hours and hours and come out no wiser than he went, and we waiting to hear  a babe would ha had more sense! The young master that weve known all our lives, to be in or out, and we to know nothing till morning! It passes patience!

Mary had her own feelings, but she concealed them. He must know how it was going when he left? she said.

He doesnt know an identical thing! Mrs. Toft replied. And all hed say was, There, there, what does it matter? For all the world as if he spoke to a child! What else matters, man? says I. What did you go for? But there, Miss, hes beyond me these days! I believe hes going like the poor master, that had a bee in his bonnet, God forgive me for saying it! But whatd one not say, and we to wait till morning not knowing whether those plaguy Repealers are in or out!

But Mr. Basset is for Repeal, Mary said.

What matter what hes for, if hes in? Mrs. Toft replied loftily. But to wait till morning to know  the mans no better than a numps!

In the end, it was Mr. Colet who brought the news to the Gatehouse. He brought it to Etruria and so much of moment with it that before noon the election result had been set aside as a trifle, and Mary found herself holding a kind of court in the parlor  Mr. Colet plaintiff, Etruria defendant, Mrs. Toft counsel for the defence. Absence had but strengthened Mr. Colets affection, and he came determined to come to an understanding with his mistress. He saw his way to making a small income by writing sermons for his more indolent brethren, and, in the meantime, Mr. Basset was giving him food and shelter; in return he was keeping Mr. Bassets accounts, and he was saving a little, a very little, money. But the body of his plea rested not on these counts, but on the political change. Repeal was in the air, repeal was in the country. Vote as Riddsley might, the Corn Laws were doomed. His opinions would no longer be banned; they would soon be the opinions of the majority, and with a little patience he might find a new curacy. When that happened he wished to marry Etruria.

And why not? Mary asked.

I will never marry him to disgrace him, Etruria replied. She stood with bowed head, her hands clasped before her, her beautiful eyes lowered.

But you love him? Mary said, blushing at her own words.

If I did not love him I might marry him, Etruria rejoined. I am a servant, my fathers a servant. I should be wronging him, and he would live to know it.

To my way o thinking, Trurias right, her mother said. I never knew good come of such a marriage! Hes poor, begging his reverences pardon, but, poor or rich, his place is there. She pointed to the table. And Trurias place is behind his chair.

But you forget, Mary said, that when she is Mr. Colets wife her place will be by his side.

And much good thatll do him with the parsons and such like, as are all gleg together! If hes in their black books for preaching too free  and when you come to tithes one parson is as like another as pigs o the same litter  hell not better himself by taking such as Etruria, take my word for it, Miss!

I will never do it, said Etruria.

But, Mary protested, Mr. Colet need not live here, and in another part people will not know what his wife has been. Etruria has good manners and some education, Mrs. Toft, and what she does not know she will learn. She will be judged by what she is. If there is a drawback, it is that such a marriage will divide her from you and from her father. But if you are prepared for that?

Mrs. Toft rubbed her nose. Wed be willing if that were all, she said. Shed come to us sometimes, and thered be no call for us to go to her.

Mr. Colet looked at Etruria. If Etruria will come to me, he said, I will be ashamed neither of her nor her parents.

Bravely said! Mary cried.

But theres more to it than that, Mrs. Toft objected. A deal more. Mr. Colet nor Truria cant live upon air. And its my opinion that if his reverence gets a curacy, hell lose it as soon as its known who his wife is. And he cant dig and he cant beg, and wherell they be with the parsons all sticking to one another as close as wax?

Hell not need them! replied a new speaker, and that speaker was Toft. He had entered silently, none of them had seen him, and the interruption took them aback. Hell not need them, he repeated, nor their curacies. Hell not need to dig nor beg. Theres changes coming. Theres changes coming for more than him, Miss. If Mr. Colets willing to take my girl shell not go to him empty-handed.

I will take her as she stands, Mr. Colet said, his eyes shining. She knows that.

Well, youll take her, sir, asking your pardon, with what I give her, Toft answered. And thatll be five hundred pounds that I have in hand, and five hundred more that I look to get. Put em together and theyll buy whats all one with a living, and youll be your own rector and may snap your fingers at em!

They stared at the man, while Mrs. Toft, in an awestruck tone, cried, Youre out of your mind, Toft! Five hundred pounds! Whoever heard of the like of us with that much money?

Silence, woman, Toft said. You know naught about it.

But, Toft, Mary said, are you in earnest? Do you understand what a large sum of money this is?

I have it, the man replied, his sallow cheek reddening. I have it, and its for Etruria.

If this be true, Mr. Colet said slowly, I dont know what to say, Toft.

Youve said all that is needful, sir, Toft replied. Its long Ive looked forward to this. Shes yours, and shell not come to you empty-handed, and youll have no need to be ashamed of a wife that brings you a living. Well not trouble except to see her at odd times in the year. It will be enough for her mother and me that shell be a lady. She never was like us.

Hear the man! cried Mrs. Toft between admiration and protest. Youd suppose she wasnt our child!

But Mary went to him and gave him her hand. Thats very fine, Toft, she said. I believe Etruria will be as happy as she is good, and Mr. Colet will have a wife of whom he may be proud. But Etruria will not be Etruria if she forgets her parents or your gift. Only you are sure that you are not deceiving yourself?

Theres my bank-book to show for half of it, Toft replied. The other half is as certain if I live three months!

Well, I declare! Mrs. Toft cried. If anybodyd told me yesterday that Id have Truria, hant you got a word to say?

Etrurias answer was to throw her arms round her fathers neck. Yet it is doubtful if the moment was as much to her as to the ungainly, grim  visaged man, who looked so ill at ease in her embrace.

The contrast between them was such that Mary hastened to relieve the sufferer. Etruria will have more to say to Mr. Colet, she said, than to us. Suppose we leave them to talk it over.

She saw the Tofts out after another word or two, and followed them. Well, well, well! said Mrs. Toft, when they stood in the hall. Im sure I wish that everybody was as lucky this day  if alls true as Toft tells us.

Theres some in luck that dont know it! the man said oracularly. And he slid away.

If he said black was white, Id believe him after this, his wife exclaimed, asking your pardon, Miss, for the liberties weve taken! But youd always a fancy for Truria. Anyway, if theres one will be pleased to hear the news, its the Squire! If Id some of those nine here that voted against him Id made their ears burn!

But perhaps they thought that Mr. Basset was wrong, Mary said.

What business had they o thinking? Mrs. Toft replied. They had ought to vote; thats enough for them.

Well, it does seem a pity, Mary allowed. And then, because she fancied that Mrs. Toft looked at her with meaning, she went upstairs and, putting on her hat and cloak, went out. The day was cold and bright, a sprinkling of snow lay on the ground, and a walk promised her an opportunity of thinking things over. Between the Butterflies, at the entrance to the flagged yard, she hung a moment in doubt, then she set off across the park in the direction of the Great House.

At first her thoughts were busy with Etrurias fortunes and the mysterious windfall which had enriched Toft. How had he come by it? How could he have come by it? And was the man really sane? But soon her mind took another turn. She had strayed this way on the morning after her arrival at the Gatehouse, and, remembering this, she looked across the gray, frost-bitten park, with its rows of leafless trees and its naked vistas. Her mind travelled back to that happy morning, and involuntarily she glanced behind her.

But to-day no one followed her, no one was thinking of her. Basset was gone, gone for good, and it was she who had sent him away. The May morning when he had hurried after her, the May sunshine, gay with the songs of larks and warm with the scents of spring were of the past. To-day she looked on a bare, cold landscape and her thoughts matched it. Yet she had no ground to complain, she told herself, no reason to be unhappy. Things might have been worse, ah, so much worse, she reflected. For a week ago she had been a captive, helpless, netted in her own folly! And now she was free.

Yes, she ought to be happy, being free; and, more than free, independent.

But she must go from here. And for many reasons the thought of going was painful to her. During the nine months which she had spent at the Gatehouse it had become a home. Its panelled rooms, its austerity, its stillness, the ancient woodlands about it were endeared to her by the memory of lamp-lit evenings and long summer days. The very plainness and solitude of the life, which had brought the Tofts and Etruria so near to her, had been a charm. And if her sympathy with her uncle had been imperfect, still he had been her uncle and he had been kind to her.

All this she must leave, and something else which she did not define; which was bound up with it, and which she had come to value when it was too late. She had taken brass for gold, and tin for silver! And now it was too late. So that it was no wonder that when she came to the hawthorn-tree where she had gathered her may that morning, a sob rose in her throat. She knew the tree! She had marked it often. But to-day there was no one to follow her, no one to call her back, no one to say that she should go no farther. Basset was gone, her uncle was dead.

Telling herself that, as she would never see it again, she would go as far as the Great House, she pushed on to the Yew Walk. Its recesses showed dark, the darker for the sprinkling of snow that lay in the park. But it was high noon, there was nothing to fear, and she pursued the path until she came to the crumbling monster that tradition said was a butterfly.

She was still viewing it with awe, thinking now of the duel which had taken place there, now of her uncles attack, when a bird moved in the copse and she glanced nervously behind her, expecting she knew not what. The dark yews shut her in, and involuntarily she shivered. What if, in this solitary place  and then through the silence the sharp click of the Iron Gate reached her ear.

The stillness and the associations shook her nerves. She heard footsteps and, hardly knowing what she feared, she slipped among the trees and stood half-hidden. A moment passed and a man appeared. He came from the Great House. He crossed the opening slowly, his chin sunk upon his breast, his eyes bent on the path before him. A moment and he was gone, the way she had come, without seeing her.

It was Lord Audley, and foolish as the impulse to hide herself had been, she blessed it. Nothing pleasant, nothing good, could have come of their meeting; and into her thoughts of him had crept so much of distaste that she was glad that she had not met him in this lonely spot. She went on to the Iron Gate, and viewed for a few moments the desolate lawn and the long, gaunt front. Then, reflecting that if she turned back at once she might meet him, she took a side-path through the plantation, and emerged on the park at another point.

She was careful not to reach home until late in the day and then she learned that he had called, that he had waited, and that in the end Toft had seen him; and that he had departed in no good temper. What Toft said to him, Mrs. Toft reported, I know no more than the moon, but whatever it was his lordship marched off, Miss, as black as thunder.

After that nothing happened, and of the four at the Gatehouse Etruria alone was content. Mrs. Toft was uneasy about the future  what were they going to do?  and perplexed by Tofts mysterious fortune  how had he come by it? Toft himself was on the rack, looking for things to happen  and nothing happened. And Mary knew that she must take action. She could not stay at the Gatehouse, she could not remain as the guest either of Basset or of Lord Audley.

But she did not know where to go, and no suggestion reached her. At length she wrote, two days after Lord Audleys visit, to Quebec Street, to the house where she had stayed with her father many years before. It was the only address of the kind that she knew. But she received no answer, and her heart sank. The difficulty, small as it was, harassed her; she had no adviser, and ten times a day, to keep up her spirits, she had tell herself that she was independent, that she had eight thousand pounds, that the whole world was open to her, and that compared with the penniless girl who had lived on the upper floor of the Hôtel Lambert she was fortunate!

But in the Hôtel Lambert she had had work to do, and here she had none!

She thought of taking rooms in Riddsley, but Lord Audley was there and she shrank from meeting him. She would wait another week for the answer from London, and then, if none came, she must decide what she would do. But in her room that night the thought that Basset had abandoned her, that he no longer cared, no longer desired to come near her, broke her down. Of course, he was not to blame. He fancied her still engaged to her cousin and receiving from him all the advice, all the help, all the love, she needed. He fancied her happy and content, in no need of him. And, alas, there was the pinch. She had written to him to tell him of her engagement. She could not write to him to tell him that it was at an end!

And then, by the morrows post, there came a long letter from Basset, and in the letter the whole astonishing, overwhelming story of the discovery of the document which John Audley had sought so long, and in the end so disastrously.



No doubt, the writer added, Lord Audley has made you acquainted with the facts, but I think it my duty as your uncles executor to lay them before you in detail and also to advise you that in your interest and in view of the change in your position  and in Lord Audleys  which this imports, it is proper that you should have independent advice.



The blood ebbed and left Mary pale; it returned in a flood as with a bounding heart and shaking fingers she read and turned and re-read this letter. At length she grasped its meaning, and truly what astounding, what overwhelming news! What a shift of fortune! What a reversal of expectations! And how strangely, how singularly had all things shaped themselves to bring this about  were it true!

Unable to sit still, unable to control her excitement  and no wonder  she rose and paced the floor. If she were indeed Lady Audley! If this were indeed all hers! This dear house and the Great House! This which had seemed to its possessor so small, so meagre, so cramping an inheritance, but was to her fortune, an old name, a great place, a firm position in the world! A position that offered so many opportunities and so much power for good!

She walked the room with throbbing pulses, the letter now crushed in her hand, now smoothed out that she might assure herself of its meaning, might read again some word or some sentence, might resolve some doubt. Oh, it was a wonderful, it was a marvellous, it was an incredible turn of fortune! And presently her mind began to deal with and to sift the past. And, enlightened, she understood many of the things that had perplexed her, and read many of the riddles that had baffled her. And her cheeks burned, her heart was hot with indignation.


CHAPTER XXXIX

THE DEED OF RENUNCIATION

Basset moved in his chair. He was unhappy and ill at ease. He looked at the fire, he looked askance at Mary. But do you mean, he said, that you knew nothing about this until you had my letter?

Nothing, Mary answered, not a word. She, too, found it more easy to look at the fire.

You must have been very much surprised?

I was. It was for that reason that I asked you to bring me the papers  to bring me everything, so that I might see for myself how it was.

I dont understand why Audley did not tell you. He said he would.

It was the question Mary had foreseen and dreaded. She had slept two nights upon the letter and given a long days thought to it, and she had made up her mind what she would do and how she would do it. But between the planning and the doing there were passages which she would fain have shunned, fain have omitted, had it been possible; and this was one of them. She saw that there was nothing else for it, however  the thing must be told, and told by her. She tried, and not without success, to command her voice. He did not tell me, she said. Indeed I have not seen him. And I ought to say, Mr. Basset, you ought to know in these circumstances  that the engagement between my cousin and myself is at an end.

He may have started  he might well be astonished, in view of the business which brought him there. But he did not speak, and Mary could not tell what effect it had on him. She only knew that the silence seemed age-long, the pause cruel, and that her heart was beating so loudly that it seemed to her that he must hear it. At last, Do you mean, he asked, his voice muffled and uncertain, that it is all over between you?

It is quite over between us, she answered soberly. It was a mistake from the beginning.

When  when did he  

Oh, before this arose. Some time before this arose. She spoke lightly, but her cheeks were hot.

He did not tell me.

No?

No, Basset repeated. He spoke angrily, as if he felt this a grievance, but in no other way could he have masked his emotion. Perhaps he did not mask it altogether, for she was observing him  ah, how keenly was she observing him! On the contrary, he led me to believe, he continued, that things were as before between you, and that he would tell you this himself. It was for that reason that I let a week go by before I wrote to you.

Just so, she said, squeezing her handkerchief into a ball, and telling herself that the worst was over now, the story told, that in another minute this would be done and past. Just so, I quite understand. At any rate there is no longer any question of that, Mr. Basset. And now, briskly, may I see this famous deed which is to do so much. You brought it with you, I hope?

Yes, I brought it, he answered heavily. He took a packet of papers from his breast-pocket, and it did not escape her  she was cooler now  that his fingers were not as steady as a mans fingers should be. The packet he brought out was tied about with old and faded green ribbon, and bore a docket on the outside. She looked at it with curiosity. That ribbon had been tied by a long-dead hand in the reign of Queen Anne! Those yellowish papers had lain in damp and darkness a hundred and forty years, that in the end they might take John Audleys life! I brought them from the bank this afternoon, he explained. They have been in the banks custody since they were handed to me, and I must return them to the bank to-night.

Everything depends upon them, I suppose?

Everything.

But I thought that it was a deed  just one paper? she said.

The actual instrument is a deed. This one! He took it from the series as he untied the packet. The other papers are of value as corroboration. They are letters, original letters, bearing on the preparation of the agreement. They were found all together as they are now, and in the same order. I did not disclose the letters to Audley, or to his lawyer, because I had not then gone through them; nor was it necessary to disclose them. I have since examined them, and they provide ample proof of the genuineness of the deed.

So that you think...?

I do not think that it can be contested. I am sure that it cannot  with success. And if it be admitted, your opponents case is gone. It was practically common ground in the former suit that if this agreement could be produced and proved his claim fell to the ground. Yours remains. I do not suppose, Basset concluded, that he will contest it, save as a matter of form.

I am sorry for him, she said thoughtfully. And almost for the first time her eyes met his. But he was not responsive. He shrugged his shoulders. He has had it long enough to feel the loss of it, she continued, still bidding for his sympathy. May I look at that now  the deed? She held out her hand.

He gave it to her. It was a folded sheet of parchment, yellow with age and not very large, perhaps ten inches square. Three or four seals of green wax on ribbon ends dangled from it. It was written all over in a fine and curious penmanship, its initial letter adorned with a portrait of Queen Anne; altogether a pretty and delicate thing, but small  so small, she thought, to effect so great a change, to carry, to wreck, to make the fortunes of a house!

She handled it gently, almost fearfully, with awe and a little distaste. She turned it, she read the signatures. They were clear but faint. The ink had turned brown.

Peter Paravicini Audley, she murmured. He must have signed it sadly, to save his wife, his cousin, a young girl, a girl of my age perhaps! To save her name! There was a quaver in her voice. Basset moved uncomfortably.

They are all dead, he said.

Yes, they are all dead, she agreed. And their joys and failings, hopes and fears  all dead! It seems a pity that this should live to betray them.

Not a pity on your account.

No. You are glad, of course?

That you should have your rights? he said manfully. Of course I am.

And you congratulate me? She rose and held out her hand. Her eyes were shining, there were tears in them, and her face was marvellously soft. You will be the first, wont you, to congratulate me? You who have done so much for me, you who have been my friend through all? You who have brought me this? You will wish me joy?

He was deeply moved; how deeply he could not hide from her, and her last doubt faded. He took her hand  his own was cold  but he could not speak. At last, May you be very happy! It is my one wish, Lady Audley!

She let his hand fall. Thank you, she said gently. I think that I shall be happy. And now  now, in a firmer tone, will you do something for me, Mr. Basset? It is not much. Will you deal with Toft for me? You told me in your letter that he held my uncles note for £800, to be paid in the event of the discovery of these papers? And that £300, already paid, might be set off against this?

That is so.

The money should be paid, of course.

I fear it must be paid.

Will you see him and tell him that it shall be. I  I am fond of Etruria, but I am not so fond of Toft, and I would rather not  would you see him about this?

I quite understand, Basset answered. Of course I will do it. They had both regained the ordinary plane of feeling and he spoke in his usual tone. You would like me to see him now?

If you please.

He went from the room. There were other things that as executor he must arrange, and when he had dealt with Toft, and not without a hard word or two that went home, had settled that matter, he went round the house and gave the orders he had to give. The light was beginning to fail and shadows to fill the corners, and as he glanced into this room and that and viewed the long-remembered places and saw ghosts and heard the voices of the dead, he knew that he was taking leave of many things, of things that had made up a large part of his life.

And he had other thoughts hardly more cheering. Marys engagement was broken off. But how? By whom? Had she freed herself? Or had Audley, immemor Divum, and little foreseeing the discovery that trod upon his threshold, freed her? And if so, why? He was in the dark as to this and as to all  her attitude, her thoughts, her feelings. He knew only that while her freedom trebled the moment of the news he had brought, the gifts of fortune which that news laid at her feet, rose insuperable between them and formed a barrier he could not pass.

For he could never woo her now. Whatever dawn of hope crept quivering above the horizon  and she had been kind, ah, in that moment of softness and remembrance she had been kind!  he could never speak now.

The dusk was far advanced and firelight was almost the only light when, after half an hours absence, he returned to the parlor. Mary was standing before the hearth, her slender figure darkly outlined against the blaze. She held the poker in her hand, and she was stooping forward; and something in her pose, something in the tense atmosphere of the room, drew his gaze  he never knew why  to the table on which he had left the papers. It was bare. He looked round, he could not see them, a cry broke from him. Mary!

They dont burn easily, she said, a quaver of exultation and defiance in her tone. Parchment is so hard to burn  it burns so slowly, though I made a good fire on purpose!

D  n! he cried, and he was going to seize, he tried to seize her arm. But he saw the next moment that it was useless, he saw that it was too late. Are you mad? Are you mad? he cried. Frantically, he went down on his knees, he raked among the embers. But he knew that it was futile, he had known it before he knelt, and he stood up again with a gesture of despair. My G  d! he said. Do you know what you have done? You have destroyed what cannot be replaced! You have ruined your claim! You must have been mad! Mad, to do it!

Why, mad? Because I do not wish to be Lady Audley? she said, facing him calmly, with her hands behind her.

Mad! he repeated, bitter self-reproach in his voice. For he felt himself to blame, he felt the full burden of his responsibility. He had left the papers with her, the true value of which she might not have known! And she had done this dreadful, this fatal, this irreparable thing!

She faced his anger without a quiver. Why, mad! she repeated. She was quite at her ease now. Because, having been jilted by my cousin, I do not wish for this common, this vulgar, this poor revenge? Because I will not stoop to the game he plays and has played? Because I will not take from him what is little to me who have not had it, but much, nay all, to him who has?

But your uncle? he cried. He was striving desperately to collect himself, trying to see the thing all round and not only as she saw it, but in its consequences. Your uncle, whose one aim, whose one object in life  

Was to be Lord Audley? Believe me, she replied gently, he sees more clearly now. And he is dead.

But there are still  those who come after you?

Will they be better, happier, more useful? she answered. Will they be less Audleys, with less of ancient blood running in their veins because of what I have done? Because I have refused to rake up this old, pitiful, forgotten stain, this scandal of Queen Elizabeth? No, a thousand times no! And do not think, do not think, she continued more soberly, that I have acted in haste or on impulse. I have not had this out of my thoughts for a moment since I knew the truth. I have weighed, carefully weighed, the price, and as carefully decided to pay it. My duty? I can do it, I hope, as well in one station as another. For the rest there is only one who will lose by it  she faced him bravely now only one who will have the right to blame me  ever.

I may have no right  

No you have no right at present.

Still  

When you have the right  when you have gained the right, if ever  you may blame me.

Was he deceived? Was it the fact or only his fancy, a mere will-o-the-wisp inviting him to trouble that led him to imagine that she looked at him queerly? With a mingling of raillery and tenderness, with a tear and a smile, with something in her eyes that he had never seen in them before? With  with  but her face was in shadow, she had her back to the blaze that filled the room with dancing lights, and his thoughts were in a turmoil of confusion. I wish I knew, he said in a low voice, what you meant by that?

By what?

By what you have just said. Did you mean that now that he  now that Audley is out of the way, there was a chance for me?

A chance for you? she repeated. She stared at him in seeming astonishment.

Dont play with me! he cried, advancing upon her. You understand me? You understand me very well! Yes, or no, Mary?

She did not flinch. There is no chance for you, she answered slowly, still confronting him. If there be a second chance for me  

Ah!

For me, Peter? And with that her tone told him all, all there was to tell. If you are willing to take me second-hand, she continued, with a tremulous laugh, you may take me. I dont deserve it, but I know my own mind now. I have known it since the day my uncle died and I heard your step come through the hall. And if you are still willing?

He did not answer her, but he took her. He held her to him, his heart too full for anything but a thankfulness beyond speech, while she, shaken out of her composure, trembled between tears and laughter. Peter! Peter! she said again and again. And once, We are the same height, Peter! and so showed him a new side of her nature which thrilled him with surprise and happiness.

That she brought him no title, no lands, that by her own act she had flung away her inheritance and came to him almost empty-handed was no pain to him, no subject for regret. On the contrary, every word she had said on that, every argument she had used, came home to him now with double force. It had been a poor, it had been a common, it had been a pitiful revenge! It had mingled the sordid with the cup, it had cast the shadow of the Great House on their happiness. In that room in which they had shared their first meal on that far May morning, and where the light of the winter fire now shone on the wainscot, now brought life to the ruffed portraits above it, there was no question of name or fortune, or more or less.

So much so, that when Mrs. Toft came in with the tea she well-nigh dropped the tray in her surprise. As she said afterwards, The sight of them two as close as chives in a barrel, I declare you might ha knocked me down with a straw! God bless em!


CHAPTER XL

LET US MAKE OTHERS THANKFUL

A man can scarcely harbor a more bitter thought than that he has lost by foul play what fair play would have won for him. This for a week was Lord Audleys mood and position; for masterful as he was he owned the power of Nemesis, he felt the force of tradition, nor, try as he might, could he convince himself that in face of this oft-cited deed his chance of retaining the title and property was anything but desperate. He made the one attempt to see Mary of which we know; and had he seen her he would have done his best to knot again the tie which he had cut. But missing her by a hairs breadth, and confronted by Toft who knew all, he had found even his courage unequal to a second attempt. The spirit in which Mary had faced the breach had shown his plan to be from the first a counsel of despair, and despairing he let her go. In a dark mood he sat down to wait for the next step on the enemys part, firmly resolved that whatever form it might take he would contest the claim to the bitter end.

And Stubbs was scarcely in happier case. At the time, and face to face with Basset, he had borne up well, but the production of the fateful deed had none the less fallen on him with stunning effect. He appreciated  none better and more clearly now  what the effect of his easiness would have been had Lord Audley not been engaged to his cousin; nor did his negligence appear in a less glaring light because his patron was to escape its worst results. He foresaw that whatever befel he must suffer, and that the agency which his family had so long enjoyed  that, that at any rate was forfeit.

This was enough to make him a most unhappy, a most miserable man. But it did not stand alone. Everything seemed to him to be going wrong. All good things, public and private, seemed to be verging on their end. The world as he had known it for sixty years was crumbling about his ears. It was time that he was gone.

Certainly the days of that Protection with which he believed the welfare of the land to be bound up, were numbered. In the House Lord George and Mr. Disraeli  those strangest of bedfellows!  might rage, the old Protectionist party might foam, invective and sarcasm, taunt and sneer might rain upon the traitor as he sat with folded arms and hat drawn down to his eyes, rectors might fume and squires swear; the end was certain, and Stubbs saw that it was. Those rascals in the North, they and their greed and smoke, that stained the face of England, would win and were winning. He had saved Riddsley by nine  but to what end? What was one vote among so many? He thought of the nut-brown ale, the teeming stacks, the wagoners home,

Hard-by, a cottage chimney smokes
From betwixt two aged oaks.

He thought of the sweet cow-stalls, the brook where he had bent his first pin, and he sighed. Half the country folk would be ruined, and Shoddy from Halifax and Brass from Bury would buy their lands and walk in gaiters where better men had foundered. The country would be full of new men  Peels!

Well, it would last his time. But some day there would rise another Buonaparte and they would find Cobden with his calico millennium a poor stay against starvation, his lean and flashy songs a poor substitute for wheat. It was all money now; the kindly feeling, the Christmas dole, the human ties, where father had worked for father and son for son, and the thatch had covered three generations  all these were past and gone. He found one fault, it is true, in the past. He had one regret, as he looked back. The laborers wage had been too low; they had been left outside the umbrella of Protection. He saw that now; there was the weak point in the case. Thats where they hit us, he said more than once, the foundation was too narrow. But the knowledge came too late.

Naturally he buried his private mishap  and my lords  in silence. But his mien was changed. He was an altered, a shaken man. When he passed through the streets, he walked with his chin on his breast, his shoulders bowed. He shunned mens eyes. Then one day Basset entered his office and for a long time was closeted with him.

When he left Stubbs left also, and his bearing was so subtly changed as to impress all who met him; while Farthingale, stepping out in his absence, drank his way through three brown brandies in a silence which grew more portentous with every glass. At The Butterflies, whither the lawyer hastened, Audley met him with moody and repellent eyes, and in the first flush of the news which the lawyer brought refused to believe it. It was not only that the tidings seemed too good to be true, the relief from the nightmare which weighed upon him too great to be readily accepted. But the thing that Mary had done was so far out of his ken and so much beyond his understanding that he could not rise to it, or credit it. Even when he at last took in the truth of the story he put upon it the interpretation that was natural to him.

It was a forgery! he cried with an oath. You may depend upon it, it was a forgery and they discovered it.

But Stubbs would not agree to that. Stubbs was very stout about it, and giving details of his conversation with Basset gradually persuaded his patron. In one way, indeed, the news coming through him wrought a benefit which neither Mary nor Basset had foreseen. It once more commended him to Audley, and by and by healed the breach which had threatened to sever the long connection between the lawyer and Beaudelays. If Stubbss opinion of my lord could never again be wholly what it had been, if Audley still had hours of soreness when the others negligence recurred to his mind, at least they were again at one as to the future. They were once more free to look forward to a time when a marriage with Lady Adela, or her like, would rebuild the fortunes of the Great House. Of Audley, whose punishment if short had been severe, one thing at least may be ventured with safety  and beyond this we need not inquire; that to the end his first, last, greatest thought would be  himself!

Late in June, the Corn Laws were repealed. On the same day Sir Robert Peel, in the eyes of some the first, in the eyes of others the last of men, was forced to resign. Thwarted by old friends and abandoned by new ones, he fell by a manœuvre which even his enemies could not defend. Whether he was more to be blamed for blindness than he was to be praised for rectitude, are questions on which party spirit has much to say, nor has history as yet pronounced a final decision. But if his hand gave the victory to the class from which he sprang, he was at least free from the selfishness of that class. He had ideals, he was a man,

He nothing common did nor mean,
Upon that memorable scene,

But bowed his comely head,
Down as upon a bed.

Nor is it possible, even for those who do not agree with him, to think of his dramatic fall without sympathy.

In the same week Basset and Mary were married. They spent their honeymoon after a fashion of their own, for they travelled through the north of England, and beginning with the improvements which Lord Francis Egerton was making along the Manchester Canal, they continued their quiet journey along the inland waterways which formed in the forties a link, now forgotten, between the great cities. In this way  somewhat to the disgust of Marys new maid, whose name was Joséphine  they visited strange things; the famous land-warping upon the Humber, the Doncaster drainage system in Yorkshire, the Horsfall dairies. They brought back to the old gabled house at Blore some ideas which were new even to old Hayward  though the Duke would never have admitted this.

Now that we are not protected, we must bestir ourselves, Basset said on the last evening before their return. Ill inquire about a seat, if you like, he added reluctantly.

Mary was standing behind him. She put her hand on his shoulder. You are paying me out, Peter, she said. I know now that I dont know as much as I thought I knew.

Which means? Basset said, smiling.

That once I thought that nothing could be done without an earthquake. I know now that it can be done with a spade.

So that where Mary was content with nothing but a gilt coach, Mrs. Basset is content with a nutshell.

If you are in the nutshell, Mary answered softly, only  for what we have received, Peter  let us make other people thankful.

We will try, he answered.

THE END


MADAM CONSTANTIA
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This historical novel was published in 1919 under the pseudonym Jefferson Carter. Weyman chose to publish pseudonymously as a test of his own popularity after a period of retirement during the First World War. Happily he discovered that his work was just as well-received, even when readers were unaware of his authorship. Although the book is another historical romance, the setting is an unusual one, being set not in Europe but in South Carolina, during the late American Revolution.
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EDITORS PREFACE

Although the Historical Manuscripts Commission (England) has dealt with several of the Northumberland Collections, the Commission has not thought fit to print among the papers of the Craven family of Osgodby, the narrative of the fifth baronets experiences in South Carolina during the War of American Independence. The reason for this decision may be either a belief that the episode is not of value from a historical standpoint; or a suspicion that the facts owe something to the expansion of a man writing many years later. However this may be, the story seemed to the present Editor to possess a certain poignancy, and, notwithstanding some intimate passages, to be worthy of a public wider than that of the County of its birth. He has, therefore, with such skill as he possesses prepared it for publication.

It will be noticed that Sir Edward Craven nowhere names the regiment in which he served, but it appears from other sources that it was the 33rd Regiment of Foot, now styled the Duke of Wellingtons Regiment.

The Editor has thought proper to retain the fanciful title prefixed by the writer, but has added some Chapter headings.


CHAPTER I

SIR EDWARDS PREFACE

So here is this fatal war commenced!

 The Child that is unborn shall rue 

The hunting of that day!

H. WALPOLE.



Not Lord Chatham, not Alexander the Great, nor Caesar has ever conquered so much territory in the course of all their wars as Lord North has lost in one campaign!

C. J. FOX.



Six months ago I went through the old papers in the Strongroom. I noted that neither my father nor my grandfather had added a line, save in the way of leases and the like, to the records which the first and second, baronets left of the Siege of Newcastle, and of the Union troubles. It occurred to me that we owed something to posterity; and that, for lack of more important matter, my fortunes en campagne in America were a part of the family history, and proper to be preserved.

For an idle man, however, to will and to do are two things; and I might never have proceeded beyond the former if I had not a day or two later taken up the Gentlemans Magazine and learned that General Washington of the United States of America had passed away at his seat at Mount Vernon on the fourteenth of the preceding month. That gave me the needed fillip. I never knew him; at least I never knew him by that title, since on the few occasions on which I met him, it was beyond my duty as an officer in His Majestys service to admit the existence of the States. I believe him, however, to have been a gentleman of good family, kindly and dignified, somewhat of the old school, and of considerable military ability; one, too, whose influence went some way towards checking within his sphere of action the rancour that in the Southern Colonies stained the Continental Cause and did not spare ours. Unfortunately from80 onwards my duty led me into the Carolinas; and it was to the sad and unusual nature of the war in those provinces that what was singular in my experiences was due.

Previously, to be brief, I had served for three years in the north, I had suffered the humiliation of surrendering with that gallant and loyal gentleman, General Burgoyne, I had been exchanged. But my experiences in Canada and on the Hudson were those of a hundred others and I pass over them, proposing to begin my relation at the point at which the fortunes of war cast me adrift, and flung me on my own resources.

From where I write, looking out on the barren, frost-bound hills of the Border, it is a far cry to the rice-fields and tropical lands of the Tide-water of Carolina; and a farther cry to the rolling country of pleasant vale and forest that sweeps upwards to the foothills, and so to the misty distances of the Blue Ridge. In those days it was often a three months passage, on salt meat and stale water; a passage of which many a poor fellow never saw the end. To-day I cross in a moment. But before I do so, let me add a word of preface, that all who read this may view the matter from our standpoint in80, midway in the fighting, rather than from the point at which we stand to-day, with the end behind us and an American Minister at St. Jamess.

I say nothing about the Tea Duty or the claim to tax the Colonies. I believe that we had a right to have money from them; our fleet covered their trade. But whether we should not have left it to them to tax themselves is another matter, and seems more English. What is certain is, that we had through the war the most worthless government that ever held power in England; and so my father said a hundred times  and voted for them steadily till the day they fell!

In the City and at Brookss the war was never popular. There were many in both who asked with Mr. Walpole what we should gain by triumph itself; would America, laid waste, replace America flourishing, rich and free? And here and there an officer declined to serve against his kinsmen and was allowed to stand aside. But for the most part we ran to it, younger sons and eldest too, from my neighbor Lord Percy downward, as to an adventure. All who could beg or buy a commission mounted the cockade. The thing was fashionable  with two results that I came to think unhappy.

The first was that too many of our people  those in particular who had the least right to do so  looked down on the Colonials from a social height as on a set of farmers and clodhoppers; forgetting that many of them were our own cousins once or twice removed, and that some had been bred up beside us at Westminster and Oxford. The second was that those of us who had seen service under the great Frederick, or had learned our drill at Finchley or Hounslow, sneered at the rebel officers as tailors, called them Mohairs  God knows why!  and made light not only of their skill but their courage, treating even the Loyalists who joined us as of a lower grade.

For these two prejudices we were to pay very dearly. They not only brought into the struggle a bitterness which was needless and to be deplored, but, as things turned out, they reacted very unpleasantly on ourselves. It was bad enough to be worsted by those whom the meaner and more foolish among us regarded as of lower clay; it was still more mortifying for old soldiers, who had learned their drill in the barrack-yard, to find that it went for little in face of the immensities of that unknown continent; and that among the forests of the Hudson or in the marshes of the Savannah our military art was of far less value than the power to shoot straight, or to lay an ambush after the Indian fashion.

Owing to these two prejudices the lessons we had to learn in the war were the more painful. Not that our poor fellows did not fight. Believe me, they fought with the most dogged courage  sometimes when the only powder they had was the powder on their queues, and the steel or the clubbed musket was their only weapon. But the others fought too and stubbornly  what else could we expect? They were of our blood and bone; they, too, were Britons. And they were in their own forests, on their own rivers,  which seemed to be seas to us  they were fighting for their homes and barns and orchards. Whereas we were twelve weeks from home, ill-fed, ill-found, and ill-supported, scattered over hundreds of leagues, and lost in pathless wilds that grew more hostile as outrage on the one side or the other embittered our relations.

The first half of the war was fought in the northern colonies. It ended sadly, as all remember, in our surrender at Saratoga, and in the retreat of General Clinton from Philadelphia to the sea-coast. After that, the fighting was transferred to the south, to Georgia, the Carolinas and Virginia. We took Charles Town, we defeated the Continental Army at Camden, we had South Carolina in our hands, we looked hopefully towards the north. And then, in the late summer of80, when the south seemed to be in our hands, the country on all sides rose against us as by magic and the war took on a new and more savage character. But enough has been said by way of general preface.

For myself. On the fifth of October of that year80, I was sent from Charlotte  whither my Lord Cornwallis had advanced on his way into North Carolina  with important orders to Colonel Ferguson, who at the time was covering the left flank with a strong body of royalists. On the sixth, accompanied by Simms, my orderly, and after a perilous ride, I reached Fergusons camp on Kings Mountain. He knew that the enemy were in strength in the neighbourhood, and, after falling back some distance, he had taken up a strong position on a ridge, which rose above the forest  a more active and able officer was not in the service. But this time he had either under-valued his opponents, sturdy hunters and settlers from the Backwaters, or he had over-estimated the strength of his position; and the lamentable issue of the fight on the following day is well known. After a fierce struggle Fergusons men were out-flanked and surrounded, and he himself fell, striving bravely to the last, while the greater part of his force was captured or cut to pieces. Of the few who had the good fortune to break through the ring I was one. Nor was I only fortunate for myself, for I carried off poor Simms on my crupper. From this point my relation starts.


CHAPTER II

UNDER KINGS MOUNTAIN

But Major Ferguson by endeavoring to intercept the enemy in this retreat unfortunately gave time for fresh bodies of men to pass the mountains and to unite into a corps far superior to that which he commanded. They came up with him and after a sharp action entirely defeated him. Ferguson was killed and all his party either slain or taken.

RAWDON CORRESPONDENCE.



I was riding my grey, Minden, on that day, and I never wish to ride a better nag. But the weight of two heavy men is much for the staunchest horse, and when it fell, as it did a few yards short of safety, it came to the ground so heavily that the shock drove the breath out of my body. For a moment I did not know what had befallen me. I lay and felt nothing. If I thought at all, I supposed that the horse had stumbled. Then, coming to myself I tried to rise, and sank with the sweat starting from every pore.

Simms, three or four yards from me, lay still. The. horse lay as still, but on my right shoulder, pinning me down and it needed no more to tell me that my sword-arm was broken, and that I was helpless. The next thing that I remember, a man was standing some paces from me and covering me with one of their Deckhard rifles.

Instinct speaks before reason. Dont shoot! I cried.

Why not? he answered. D  n you, your time is out! It was your turn at the Waxhaws and its little quarter you gave us there! Its our turn to-day!

Instinct prevailed once more. I knew that I could not rise, but I tried to rise. Then I fainted.

When I opened my eyes again  to the circle of blue sky and the feathery tree-tops waving about the little clearing  the man was standing over me, a dark figure leaning on his gun. He was looking down at me. As soon as I could direct my mind to him, You have the advantage of me, stranger, he said dryly. A redcoats no more to me than a quail. But shooting a man who shams to be dead is not in my way. Its you, that will pay the price, however.

Youd not shoot a wounded man, I muttered  not that for the moment I seemed to care greatly.

Who shot them at the Waxhaws? he retorted savagely. And hung them at Augusta? And gave them to the Indians to do worse things with? By G-d! and with that he stopped speaking, and with an ugly look, he handled his rifle as if he were going to knock out my brains with the stock.

But I was past fear and I was in pain. Do your worst! I said recklessly, And God save the King!

He lowered his gun and seemed to think better of it. He even smiled in an acrid sort of fashion, as he looked down at me. Well, Britisher, he said, you have the advantage of me! But if you can tell me what I am going to do with you

Hospital, I murmured.

Hospital! he repeated. Jerusalem! He says Hospital! Man, do you know that there are nine here who lost their folks at the Waxhaws, and thirty who are akin to them, and whove sworn, every man of them, to give no quarter to a Tory or an Englishman! And Ill not deny, he continued in a lower tone, that Ive sworn the same, and am perjured this moment. And he says  Hospital!

But the laws of war! I protested weakly.

Ay, you score them plainly enough on your poor devils backs!

You make a mistake, I said. I was becoming a little clearer in my mind. Those are the Articles of war.

Indeed! he replied. And he stared at me as if he had never seen a Kings officer before. Then Why did you stop to pick up that fellow? he asked, indicating poor Simms by a gesture. If youd ridden straight away, I should have been too late. It was your pause that gave me time to level at your horse and bring it down.

I raised myself on my elbow and found that the man had released me from Minden and had lifted me to the edge of the clearing. Simms still sprawled where he had fallen, with his arms cast wide and his neck awry. The horse lay half in and half out of the stagnant pool that lapped the roots of the trees on the farther side of the clearing.

Is he dead? I asked, staring at Simms.

Neck broken, the man replied, Who was he?

My orderly.

Rank and file?

What else? I said.

He grunted. Is that in the Articles of War, too? he said. But any way, you did him little good, and wrecked yourself by it! Then, in a different tone, See here, he said, youve tricked me, shamming to be dead and playing possum. I cant leave you to the buzzards, nor yet carry you to the camp, for theyll be for shooting you  shooting you, my friend, for certain! Youll have to ride if I can get you a horse. That is your only chance. I shall be away some time and if you wish to live you will he close. Its not healthy anywhere this side of the Catawba for that uniform! I was in pain, but I was sufficiently myself to be anxious when he had left me; painfully anxious as time went on and he did not return. I lay staring at poor Simms; the flies were clustering on his face. I thought of the light heart with which I had ridden into Fergusons camp and joined him and his volunteers the day before. I thought of the gay dinner we had eaten, and the toasts we had drunk, and the Confusion to the Rebels which we had planned  campaigning, a man learns to enjoy life as it comes. And then I thought of the day that had gone against us, miserably and unaccountably; of poor Ferguson, dragged and dead, with his foot in the stirrup and enough wounds in him to let out the lives of five men; of Husbands and Plummer and Martin  I had seen them all go down,  those, who had escaped in the fight, shot like rabbits in the last rush for the horses. By the laws of war, or of anything but this blind partisan fighting we should have won the battle against an equal number of undrilled farmers and backwoodsmen. We must have won. But we had lost; and I lay there under the sumach bushes that blended with the red of the old uniform; and if the man who had shot poor Minden at that last unlucky moment did not return, the buzzards would presently spy me out and Simms would not be the less fortunate of the two.

For the sounds of the fight had died away. The pursuit had taken another line, the silence of the forest was no longer torn by shot or scream. Even the excited chatter of the birds had ceased. The little clearing lay lonely, with the short twilight not far off  was that a buzzard already, that tiny speck in the sky?

What if the man did not come back?

But, thank God, even as I thought of this, I heard him. He came into view among the boles of the trees on the farther side of the clearing, riding one horse and leading another. He dismounted beside me and hooked the reins over a bough, and for the first time I took in what he was like. He appeared to be middle-aged, a tallish lean man, with hair that was turning gray. He wore a hunters shirt and buckskin leggings, and with this, some show of uniform; a blue sash and a wide-brimmed hat with a white cockade were pretty well the sum of it. He had steely eyes  they showed light in the brown of his thin hard-bitten face. He stepped to the dead man and took from him a strap or two. Then he came to me.

Now! he said curtly. Harden your heart, King George! Youll wince once or twice before you are in that saddle. But when you are there youll have a chance, and theres no other way you will have one! Now!

To tell the truth, I winced already, having a horror of pain. But knowing that if I cried out, here was this rebel Yankee  who had no more nerves than a plantation Sambo  to hear me, I set my teeth while, with a splint made of two pieces of wood, he secured my arm in its due position, and eased as far as he could the crushed shoulder. He did it not untenderly, and when he rose to his feet, You look pretty sick, he said, as if youd be the better for a sup of Kentucky whisky. But theres none here, and theres worse to come. So pull yourself together, and think of old England!

He spoke in a tone of derision, to which the gentleness of his touch gave the lie. I rose to my feet and eyed the saddle. Its that or the buzzards, he said, seeing that I hesitated; and he shoved me up. I did what I could myself and with an effort I climbed into the saddle. Thats good! he exclaimed. For a beginning.

I cried out once  I could not refrain; but I was mounted now if I could stay where I was. I suppose that he saw that I was on the verge of collapse, for See here! he cried roughly. I can shoot you, I can leave you, or I can take you. There is no other way. What do you say?

Go on, I said. And then, Wait!

What now? he growled, suspicious, I think, of my firmness.

His address is on him, I said, nodding towards Simms. He wanted his wife to know, if he did not come off. Its in his hat. I must take it.

He stared at me. For a moment I thought that he was going to refuse to do what I asked. Then he went and picked up Simms hat and from a slit in the looped side he drew a thin packet of letters. Are you satisfied now? he said, as he handed the packet to me.

Thats it, I said. Thank you.

I thought you held that lot were only food for the triangles, he muttered. Well, live and learn, and the last knows most! Now, forward it is, sir, and within five miles Ill have you under cover. All the same theres a plaguy bottom to cross that will give us trouble, or I am no prophet!

I was soon to learn what he meant. For a certain distance, riding where it was level through open park-like land, that closed here and there into forest, the going was good and the pain was bearable, though the thought that at any moment the horse might stumble chilled me with apprehension. But after a while we sank into a shallow valley, where the air was darkened by cypress trees and poisoned by their yew-like odor. And presently, threading the swamp that filled the bottom, there appeared a rivulet. It crossed our path, and my heart sank into my boots.

Stay here, the man said shortly; and he left me and rode up and down, hunting for a crossing, while I followed him with scared eyes. At length he found what he wanted and he signed to me to join him. Give me your rein, he said, and hold on with all the strength you have! Its neck or nothing!

We did it. But the muscles of the crushed shoulder and, in a less degree, the broken arm gave me exquisite pain, and I had to pause awhile on the other side of the water, crouching on the neck of my horse. When I had recovered, we went on and climbed out of the bottom and in another half mile as the light began to fail, we struck into a rough road.

We rode along it side by side, and he looked me over. Major, aint you? he said by and by.

I admitted it.  

Only came in yesterday, did you?

Thats so, I said. How did you know?

Ah! he said. Thats telling. But you may take it from me, theres little we dont know. Ever been taken before, Major?

In pain as I was I wondered what imp of mischief had suggested the question. If you must know, I said reluctantly, I was taken at Saratoga.

And exchanged?

Yes, I said.

He chuckled. Jerusalem! he said. You take it as easily as a snake takes skinning! Got a gift for it seemingly! But you escaped better last time than this, I guess?

Yes, I said grudgingly  why should I explain? And luckily at that moment a light showed a little way before us, and relieved me from farther questioning. The forest gave place to two or three ragged fields, divided by snake-fences; and beyond these, where our road crossed another, appeared a small log-house, backed by some straggling out-buildings. If appearances went for anything it was a tavern or a smithy. The light shone from a window of the house.

As we rode up to the door two or three dogs heard us and gave the alarm. The result was not promising. The light went out.

My companion swung his foot clear of the stirrup, and kicked the door. House! he cried. House! Barter!

There was no answer.

House! he cried again. Ifs I! Wilmer!

A window creaked. Is that you, Captain? a thin quavering voice asked.

Who should it be? my companion answered. Dont be a fool! I want you.

A bar was removed  not very quickly  and the door was opened. By such firelight as issued from the room I saw an old man standing in the doorway, and behind him three or four white-faced women. He nursed a gun which he had barely the strength to level, and which he made haste to lower as soon as he had taken a look at us. Lord-a-mercy, Capen, what a gunning theres been, he piped, peering up at us, all of a tremble. Weve been sweating here for hours, not knowing what moment the Tories and redcoats might be on us! Lord-a-mercy! Might ha been the last day by the sound of it!

Father, let the Captain tell us, said one of the women.

Weve beaten them soundly, my companion answered with less blatancy than I expected. He seemed, indeed, to have two ways of talking, and to be by no means without education when he pleased to show it. In a month or less, he continued, therell not be a red-coat this side of the Santee High Hills; and if Marion does his work as well below, we shall be in Charles Town by Christmas! We shall have cleared Carolina, and youll have no more need to sweat! But there, I want you to take in a wounded man, Barter. Hes a broken arm, and a shoulder that, I expect, will give more trouble than the arm, and

Hes welcome! the woman broke in heartily. Hes welcome to what weve got, Captain, and the Tories have left us! Let him come right in! Talkings poor fare, and

Her voice quavered away to nothing, she left the sentence unfinished. Before I had grasped what was amiss, or understood what was doing, the man and the women had crowded back into the house, the lower half of the door was closed, I heard a bolt shot. No, no! youve no right to ask us! the old man quavered. Youve no right to ask us, Capen! Hes a redcoat! Well take in no Kings man and no Tory! Not we!

We darent, Capen Wilmer, the woman said. If we did the boys would take him out, and hang him, and, as likely as not, burn the house over us! Its as much as our lives are worth to take him in!

See here, the Captain answered, with more patience than I expected  it was clear that in spite of their refusal these people stood in awe of him. See here! You can say that I put him here, Barter.

And if you were here, it might do! the woman replied. May be so and may be not. But youre not here, Capen Wilmer, and when the boys bloods up theyll not listen to father nor to me! Were a parcel of women, and youve no right to ask it. Theyve said, and you know it as well as I do, that theyll burn down any house that shelters a redcoat. Well not take him! she continued firmly, and small kindness to him if we did! Phil Levi was here last Sunday and swore till he was black in the face what hed do if we so much as fodderd one of them! More by token, Capen, if you think its safe  why do you not take him in at the Bluff?

Its a mile farther, Wilmer said, and there are reasons.

And weve reasons, too! the woman retorted sharply. Id not lay a hand on him myself  God forbid I should  but Ill not shelter him. Jake is out with Colonel Marion below the Forks, and father hasnt strength to pull a trigger, and were a parcel of women and isnt fair to ask us! Tisnt fair to ask us, and we all alone!

Wilmer swore softly. D  n Phil Levi! he said. Hes a brave fellow  before and after! But I cant say that I saw the color of his horses tail to-day! He sat forward in his saddle, under termined, pondering.

I had borne up pretty well so far. Pride and the habit of a soldiers life had supported me under this mans scrutiny. I had told myself that it was the chance of war; that I was fortunate in being alive where so many  alas, so many!  who had sat at table with me a few hours before, had fallen. But, little by little, pain had sapped my fortitude. Every second in the saddle was a second of agony; every moment that my arm hung from the shoulder was a grinding pang. And on the threshold of this house, at the sound of the womens voices, I had thought that at last the worst was over. Here I had promised myself relief, rest, an end. The disappointment was the sharper. The refusal to take me in seemed to be fiendish, heartless, cruel. At the mere thought of it, of the barbarity of it, selfpity choked me, and I could have shed tears. Let me be, I muttered. I can bear no more.

No, Im d  d if I do, Wilmer answered angrily. I had a reason for not taking you to my place, Major, but needs must when the devil drives, and its there you are bound to go. We must make the best of it. He took my rein. Its a longway to Salem, he continued, but its the last mile. Hold up! man, and maybe youll see King George yet. He certainly ought to be obliged to you, he added with a dry laugh. He kicked up his horse.

I moved away with him, biting off the prayer that rose to my lips that he would let me be. I had no other thought now but to persist, to bear, to keep the saddle; and the croak of the frogs, the plaintive notes of the mocking bird in the thicket, the change from clearing to forest and again from forest to open fields  the open fields of a considerable plantation  all passed as the scenes pass in a nightmare; now whelming me in despair, as the blackness of the trees closed about us, now lifting me to hope as lights broke out, twinkling before us. Poor Ferguson, the fight, Simms, my fall, all receded to an infinite distance; and only one thing, only one thought, one aspiration remained  the craving to rest, to lie down, to come to the end of pain. My shoulder was on fire; my arm was red-hot iron. One moment I burned with fever; the next I turned cold and faint and sick.

Only a mile! But from Newgate to Tyburn is only a mile, yet how much lies between them for the wretch condemned to suffer on the gallows.

At last I was aware that my companion had alighted  perhaps he had done so more than once  to pull down a sliprail. This time, whether it was the last, or the only time, the rattle of the timber provoked an outburst of barking, and presently, amid the baying of dogs, a niggers voice called out to know who was there. The alarm once given  and the hounds gave it pretty loudly  other voices joined in, in tones of alarm as well as joy. Lights glanced here and there; in a twinkling there were people about us. Black faces and white eyeballs appeared for an instant and sank into shadow. We halted before the porch of a long wooden house, that declared itself, here plainly and there dimly, as the lights fell upon it.

I could only endure. But surely the end was come now! Surely there would be rest for me here. They would come to me, they would do something for me presently.

Wilmer had gone up on the porch, and there was a woman  a woman in white with, her arms about his neck. He was soothing her and she was laughing and crying at once; and about them and about me  who sat in the saddle below, in the dull lethargy of exhaustion  shone a ring of smiling, black faces. And then  here was something new, something startling and alarming  the woman was looking down at me, and speaking quickly and sharply; speaking almost as those other women had spoken at Barters. She was pointing at me.

And the niggers were no longer laughing but staring, all staring at me. I gathered that they were frightened.

It could not be that there was no rest for me here? It could not be that they would not take me in here! Oh, it was impossible, it was inhuman, it was devilish! But I began to tremble. Anywhere, anywhere but here! the woman was saying. It is madness to think of it. You know that, father! Why did you bring him here? When you knew! When you knew, father!

In the cabins, honey, if you like, the man answered patiently. But hell not be safe out of our sight.

She flared up. She poured out her anger upon him. Safe! she cried. And what of you? Where will you be safe? And what is it to me if he be not safe? Dont do it, father, dont, she continued, her voice sinking to a note of entreaty. Dont bring him here! It will end ill! You will see, it will end ill! Let him go to Barters.

Weve been to Barters

And he wont take him! No! hes more sense, though the risk to him is small. But you, think how the day has gone, and left you safe and well! And now, now at the end, you will spoil all!

Let be, Con, the man struck in, speaking with decision. He must come in. Theres nothing else for it. Were not Cherokees, nor savages. Theres nothing else that can be done. You must put up with it, and

In a twinkling she was at the foot of the steps and at my rein  a girl, young, slender, dark and fiercely excited. If you are a man, she cried, seizing my arm, if you are a gentleman, youll not come here! Do you hear, sir! There are reasons, a thousand reasons why we cannot take you in. And more

On that word she stopped. A change came over her face as she looked into mine. The only answer I could give her  she had gripped my wounded arm and I could bear no more  was to faint away. As the man had said, I was in sore need of a sup of Kentucky whisky.


CHAPTER III

MADAM CONSTANTIA 

I see how she doth wry, 

When I begin to moan; 

I see when I come nigh, 

How fain she would be gone.



I see  what will ye more?  

She will me gladly kill:

And you shall see therefore 

That she shall have her will 



ANON.



When I came to myself I was, by comparison, in a haven of comfort. I was in a clean bed, in a clean room, I was wearing a shirt that was also clean and was certainly not my own. A negro woman with a yellow kerchief bound about her head was holding a lamp, while a colored man who was bending over me, contrived a cage to lift the coverlet clear of my shoulder and arm. The room was small, with boarded walls, and the furniture was of plain wood and roughly made, of the kind that is found in the smaller plantations of this upper country. But my eye alighted on a framed sampler hung between two prints above the bedhead; and this and one or two handsome mahogany pieces told a story of changes and journeys, which these, the cherished relics of an older house, perhaps in the Tidewater, had survived.

I noted these things dreamily, blissfully, resting in a haven of ease. Presently the man stood back to admire his work, and the woman, turning to glance at my face, saw that my eyes were open. She set down the lamp and fetching a cup held it to my lips. I have reason to believe that it held milk-punch; but for me it held nectar, and I drank greedily and as long as she would let me. Whatever it was, the draught cleared my mind; and when the man turned to the table and began to occupy himself with rolling up a monstrous length of bandage, I saw the woman sign to him. They looked towards the door, and I became aware of the voices of two people who were talking in an outer room. The speakers were the two who had debated my fate before, while I hung, worn out, over my horses neck; and the question between them was apparently the same.  

But I cant see it, father! the girl was saying, repeating it as if she had said it half a dozen times before. I cant see it. What is he to us? Why should we do it? Think of my mother! Think of Dick! Havent I heard you say a hundred times

Ana a hundred to that! I admit it, Con, the man answered, I have. But there was something about this fellow if youll believe me

About him! she retorted, blazing up. A weakling! A milksop! A poor thing who swoons under a minutes pain!

But if you had seen him pick the man up? he pleaded. It was that that took me, honey. It ran right athwart of all that I had heard of his like, and had seen of some of them! It was the devil of a mellay I can tell you! Of five who made off together after Ferguson was down he was the only one who fought his way through; and we were after him whip and spur. He was all but clear of us, when there came the other man running through the bush and calling to him, calling to him to take him up for Gods sake! For Gods sake! He stopped, Con! And I can tell you that to stop with the muzzles of our Deckhards between his shoulderblades and not forty yards off

Who wouldnt have? she retorted scornfully. Is there a man that wouldnt have stopped? Is there a man who calls himself a man who could ride away

Well, I fancy, he replied dryly, I could put my hand on one or two, Con. I fancy I could.

And because he did that, she continued stubbornly, because he remembered, for just that one moment, that he and the men whom he hires to fight his battles were of the same flesh and blood as himself, you do this foolish, this mad, mad thing! To bring him here, father! To bring him to the Bluff of all places! Why, if it were only that I am alone  alone here

Theres Aunt Lyddy.

And what is she?  it would be reason enough against it! But to be left here, the girl continued angrily  and it seemed to me that she was pacing the room alone for days together with this insolent Englishman who looks down on us, who calls us colonials and mohairs, and thinks us honored if he doesnt plunder us  and if he plunders us, what are we but rebels? Who will hardly stoop to be civil even to the men who are risking their all and betraying Carolina in his cause! Oh! it is too much!

Hes not the worst of them at any rate, Wilmer replied with good humor. Sit down, girl. And as to your being left with him, I dont know any one more able to take care of herself! If that be all

But its not all! she cried. Its not a quarter! If that were all Id not say a word! But its not that, you know it is not that!

I know its not, honey! he said in a different tone  and I wondered to hear him, so gentle was his voice. I know its not.

If you were away altogether it would be different! If you kept away

But I cant keep away, he answered mildly. I must come and go. I cant let the plantation go to ruin. Times are bad enough and hard enough  we may be burnt out any night. But until the worst comes I must keep things together, Con, you know that. Its fortunate that were above Kings Mountain. After this Tarleton and his Greens  d  n the fellow, I wish he had been there to-day  will spread over the south side like a swarm of wasps flocking to the honey-pot. But theyll be shy of pushing as far north of Winsboro as this  were too strong hereabouts. For the Englishman Id send him to the cabins at once, but he wouldnt be safe from our folks outside the house.

She spoke up suddenly.

If they come for him, she cried, I warn you, father, I shall not raise a finger to save him!

Pooh! pooh!

I vow I will not! So now you know!

Well, I dont think that theyll come, he replied lightly. They know me, and

To shelter a Britisher!

Ive sheltered worse men, he responded reasonably.

At least youve had warning! she retorted  and I heard the legs of a chair grate on the floor of the outer room. If I have to choose, your little finger is more to me than the lives of twenty such as he!

Unfortunately, he answered dryly, its not my little finger, my dear, thats in peril! Its my

Father! she cried, pain in her voice. How can you! How can you!

There, there, he said, soothing her, a man can but die once, and how he dies does not matter much! Courage, Con, courage, girl! Many is the awkward corner I have been in, as you know, and Ive got out of it. You may be sure I shall take all the care I can.

But you dont! she retorted. You dont! Or you would never let this man I lost the rest in the movement of a second chair.

For some minutes the two blacks had made hardly a pretence of attending to me. They had listened with all their ears. Once or twice when what was said had touched me nearly they had goggled their eyes at me between wonder and amazement. And I, too, wondered. I, too, saw that here was something that needed explanation. Why should this girl, scarcely out of her teens  I judged her to be no more that twenty  feel so strongly, so cruelly, so inhumanly? Why should she show herself so hard, so unnatural, where even her father betrayed the touch of nature that makes us all akin? This was a question, but it was one that I must consider to-morrow. For the present I was too comfortable, too drowsy, too weary. Sleep pressed on me irresistibly  the blessed sleep of the exhausted, of the wounded, of the broken, who are at last at rest! The room grew hazy, the light a dim halo. And yet before I slept I had a last impression of the things about me.

The girl came to the open door and stood on the threshold, gazing down at me. She was tall, slender, dark, and very handsome. She looked at me in silence for a long time, and with such a look and such a curiosity as one might turn on a crushed thing lying beside the road. It hurt me, but not for long.

For I slept, and dreamt of the Border and of home. I was in the small oak parlor at Osgodby. There was no fire on the hearth, it was summer and the bow-pots were full of roses. The windows were open, the garden, viewed through them, simmered in the sunshine.

My mother was sitting on the other side of the empty hearth, fanning herself with a great yellow fan, and we were both looking at the picture of Henrietta Craven that is set in the overmantel. Ill will come of it, ill will come of it, my mother was repeating over and over again. And then I found that it was not my mother who was saying it but the portrait over the fireplace; and  which did not seem to surprise me at the time  it was no longer the portrait of Henrietta Craven in her yellow sacque that spoke, but a woman in white, tall and slender and dark and very handsome.

It was noon when I awoke; not the sultry noon of Charles Town, for the rains had come and the day was grey and cool. I was alone, in the pleasant stillness, but the door into the living room was ajar, perhaps that I might be heard if I called. Pigeons were cooing without, and not far away, probably on the veranda, some one was crooning in tune to the pleasant hum of a spinning-wheel. Sleep had made another man of me. My head was clear, I was free from fever, I was hungry; such pain as I felt was confined to the shoulder and arm. Yesterday I had come near to envying those who had fallen in the fight. To-day I was myself again, glad to be alive, free to hope, ready to look forward. After all, things might be worse; our Headquarters were at Charlotte, barely thirty-five miles away, and if my Lord Cornwallis moved towards Kings Mountain, to avenge Ferguson, I might be rescued. If he did not, I must contrive to be sent, as soon as I was well enough to travel, to the rebel Headquarters in the northern colony, whence I might be exchanged. I should be safe there  I was not safe here. I must see this man Wilmer by and by and talk to him about it. He had shown a measure of humanity and some generosity, mingled with his dry and saturnine humor. And he had saved my life, I had no doubt of that. In the meantime I was famished, positively famished!

I called, Hi! hi!

The low crooning stopped, the hum of the spinning-wheel ceased. The negro woman who had held the lamp appeared in the doorway. How you find yoself dis mawning? she asked. And then in a lingo which at this distance of time I do not pretend to reproduce correctly, she asked me what I would take to eat.

Theres nothing I could not eat, I said.

She showed her teeth in a wide smile. Marse mighty big man, dis mawning, she answered. He sorter lam-like yistiddy. He mo like one er de chilluns yistiddy. Wat you gwine ter eat?

Breakfast first! I said. Some tea, please

She shook her head violently. Hole on dar, she said. I ear Maam Constantia say der aint no tea fer Britishers! De last drap er dat tea bin gone sunk in Cooper River!

Oh! I replied, a good deal taken aback. Confound Madam Constantias impudence! Then I will have what you will give me. Only let me have it soon.

Marse mighty big man dis mawning, the woman said mischievously. Helow hell eat de last mossel der is. Yisdy he mo like one er de chilluns.

Well, I had the last morsel  without tea; while Mammy Jacks stood over me with her yellow kerchief and her good-natured grinning black face. Whos Madam Constantia? I asked after a time.

Wat I tole you, the woman replied with dignity, She, Maam Constantia ter cullud folks. She, missie ter me.

The young lady I saw yesterday, is she?

Tooby sho.

She is Captain Wilmers daughter, I suppose?

Dats wat I laid out fer to tell you.

I did not want to seem curious or I should have asked if Madam was married. I refrained out of prudence. I went on eating and Mammy Jacks went on looking at me, and presently, I speck you monstous bad, cruel man, she said with unction. I hear Maam Constantia say you make smart heap uv trubble fer cullud folks, en tote em toBadoes en Antigo! She say you drefful arogant insolent Englishman! You too bad ter live, I low.

And Madam Constantia told you to tell me that?

The womans start and her look of alarm answered me. Before she could put in a protest, however, the negro who had been with her the previous evening appeared and relieved her from the difficulty. He came to attend to my arm, and did his work with a skill that would not have disgraced a passed surgeon. While he was going about the business, I was aware of a slender shadow on the threshold, the shadow of some one who listened, yet did not wish to be seen. Confound her! I thought. The jade! I believe that she is there to hear me whimper! And I set my teeth  she had called me a milksop, had she?  well, she should not hear me cry again. The shadow lay on the threshold a short minute, then it vanished. But more than once on that day and the two following days I was aware of it. It was all I saw of the girl; and though I knew, and had the best of grounds for knowing her sentiments respecting me, I confess that this steady avoidance of me  lonely and in pain as I was, and her guest  hurt me more than was reasonable.

As for Wilmer he was gone, without beat of drum, and without seeing me; and save Mammy Jacks and the nigger, Tom, no one came near me except Aunt Lyddy, and she came only once. She was a little old lady, deaf and smiling, who labored under the belief that I had met with my injuries in fighting against the French. She was quite unable to distinguish this war from the old French war; when she thought of the fighting at all, she thought of it as in progress in Canada or Louisiana, under the leadership of Braddock and Forbes and Wolfe. The taking of Quebec was to her an event of yesterday, and I might have drunk all the tea in the world, and she would not have objected. Such was Aunt Lyddy; and even, such as she was, I wondered with bitterness, that she was allowed to visit me.

Yet when I came to think more calmly, the position surprised me less. It was in the nature of this war to create a rancour which bred cruel deeds, and these again produced reprisals. After the capture of Charles Town in May and the subsequent defeat of Gates, the country had apparently returned to its allegiance. The Kings friends had raised their heads. The waverers had declared themselves, or-

position in the field had ceased. If one thing had seemed more certain than another it was that my Lord Cornwalliss base in the southern province was secure, and that he might now devote himself, without a backward glance, to the conquest of North Carolina and Virginia.

Then in a month, in a week, almost in a day had come a change. God knows whether it was the result of mismanagement on our part, or of some ill-judged severity; or, as many now think, of the lack of civil government, a lack ill-borne by a people of our race. At any rate the change came. In a week secret midnight war flamed up everywhere. In a month the whole province was on fire. Partisans came together and attacked their neighbors, rebels took loyalists by the throat, burned their houses, harried their plantations, and in turn suffered the same things. By day the Kings writ ran; at first it was the exception for these irregulars to meet us in the field. But by night-attacks, by ambuscades, by besetting every ford and every ferry, they cut our communications, starved our posts and killed our messengers. For a time the royalists showed themselves as active. They, too, came together, formed bands, burned and harried. Presently the father was in one camp, the son in the other; neighbor fought with neighbor, old feuds were revived, old friendships were broken; and this it was that gave to this blind, bloody warfare, in the woods, in the morasses, in the cane-brakes, its savage character.

As quickly as General Gatess reputation had been lost, reputations were won. Marion, issuing from the swamps of the Pee Dee carried alarm to the gates of Charles Town. Sumter made his name a terror through all the country between the Broad and the Catawba Rivers. Colonel Campbell on the Watauga, Davy on the North Carolina border flung the fiery torch far and wide. It was all that Tarleton and his British Legion, the best force for this light work that we possessed, and Ferguson and his Provincials, now a shattered body  it was all that these could do to make head against the rebels or maintain the spirits of our party.

There were humane men, thank God, in both camps. But there were also men whom the memory of old wrongs wrought to madness. Cruel things were done. Quarter was refused, men were hung after capture, houses were burnt, women were made homeless. Therefore, no bitterness of feeling, no animosity, on one side or the other, was much of a surprise to me; rather I was prepared for it. But as the soldier by profession is the last, I hope, to resort to these practices, so is he the most sorely hurt by them. And we, as I have said, had another grievance. Not only were we at a loss in this irregular fighting, but we had held our heads too high in the last war. We had looked down  the worst of us  on the Colonial officers. And now this was remembered against us. We were at once blamed and derided; our drill, our discipline, our service were turned to ridicule. Nor was this shrew of a girl the first who had scoffed at our courage and made us the subject of her scorn.

Yet, though I understood her feelings, I was hurt. When a man is laid aside by illness or by an injury, something of the woman awakes in him, and he is wounded by trifles which would not touch him at another time. With Wilmer gone, with none but black faces about me, with no certainty of safety, I had only this girl to whom I could open my views or impart my wishes. And enemy as she was, she was a woman  in that lay much of my grievance. She was a woman, and the notion of the woman as his companion and comforter in sickness and pain is so deeply inbred in a man, that when she stands away from him at that time, it seems to him a thing monstrous and unnatural.

I think I felt her aloofness more keenly because, though I had barely seen her face, I was beginning to know her. The living-room, as in many of these remote plantations, occupied the middle of the house, running through from front to rear. There was no second story and all the other chambers opened on this side or that of this middle room which served also for a passage. The business of the day was done in it, or on the veranda, according to the season. It followed that, though my door was now kept shut, I heard her voice a dozen, nay, a score of times a-day. In the morning I heard its full grave tones, mingling with the hurly-burly of business, giving orders, setting tasks, issuing laws to the plantation; later in the day I heard it lowered to the pitch of the afternoon stillness and the cooing of the innumerable pigeons that made the veranda their home.

I heard her most clearly when she raised her voice to speak to Aunt Lyddy; and aware that there is hardly a call upon the patience more trying than that made by deafness, I was surprised by the kindness and self-control of one who in my case had shown herself so hard and so inhuman.

Confound her! I thought more than once  the hours were long and dull, and I was often restless and in pain. I wish I could see her, if it were only to rid myself of my impression of her. I dont suppose she is good-looking. I had only a glimpse of her, and I was light-headed. When a man is in that state every nurse is a Venus.

And then, on the fourth day, I did see her. I heard some one approach my door and knock. I thought that it was Mammy Jacks and I cried Come in! But it was not Mammy Jacks. It was Madam Constantia at last. She came in, and stood a little within the doorway, looking down  not at me but at my feet. And if she had not been all that I had fancied her, and more, I might have had eyes to read something of shame in her face, and in the stiffness that did not deign to leave the threshold. She closed the door behind her. She closed it with care it seemed to me.

I cannot rise, I said, taking careful stock of her, honored as I am by your visit. Can I offer you a chair, Miss Wilmer?

I do not need one, she replied. She was laboring, I could see, under strong emotion, and was in no mood for compliments. She was in white as I had first seen her; and the quiet tones which I had learned to associate with her, agreed perfectly with the small head set on the neck as gracefully as a lily on the stem, with the wide low brow, the serious mouth, the firm chin. I prefer to stand, she continued  and still she did not raise her eyes  I wondered if they were black and hoped but could hardly believe that they were blue. I shall not keep you long, sir.

You are not keeping me, I answered with irony. I shall be here when you are gone, I fear, Miss Wilmer.

If I thought to work upon her feelings by that, and to force her to think of my loneliness, I failed wofully. Not for long, she replied. We are arranging to send you to Salisbury, sir. You will doubtless be sufficiently recovered to travel by tomorrow. You will be safer there than here, and will have better attendance in the hospital.

I was thunderstruck. To-morrow! I echoed. Travel? But  but I could not! I cried. I could not, Miss Wilmer. The bones of my arm have not knit! You know what your roads are, and my shoulder is still painful, horribly painful.

I am sorry, sir, that circumstances render it necessary.

But, good heavens! I cried, You dont, you cannot mean it!

The man who put your arm in splints, she replied, averting her eyes from me, will see that you are taken in a litter as far as the cross-roads. I have arranged for a cart to meet you there  a pallet and a her voice tailed off, I could not catch the last word. They will see you carefully as far as again she muttered a name so low that I did not catch it on the way to Salisbury. Or to Hillsborough if that be necessary.

Hillsborough? I cried, aghast. But have you reflected? It is eighty or ninety miles to Hillsborough! Ninety miles of rough roads  where there are roads, Madam!

Its not a matter of choice, she replied firmly  but I fancied that she turned a shade paler. And it may not be necessary to go beyond Salisbury. At any rate the matter is settled, sir. Circumstances render it necessary.

But it is impossible! I urged. It is out of the question! The memory of my ride from Kings Mountain, of the stream I had had to cross, was too sharp, too recent to permit me to entertain delusions. The pain I suffered coming here

Pain! she cried, letting herself go at that. What is a little pain, sir, in these days, when things so much worse, things unspeakable are being suffered  are being done and suffered every day? Our men whom you delivered to the Indians at Augusta, did they not suffer pain?

It was an abominable thing! I said, aghast at her attitude. But I did not do it, God forbid! I detest the thought of it, Miss Wilmer! And you, you do not mean that you would be as cruel as those I stopped. I let her imagine the rest. I held her with indignant eyes.

I am doing the best I can, she said sullenly. But I saw that she was ashamed of her proposal even while she persisted in it; and I grew stronger in my resolve.

I am helpless, I said. Your father can do what he pleases, I am in his hands. But even he is bound by the laws of humanity, which he obeyed when he spared me. I cannot think that he did that, I cannot think that he behaved to me as one soldier to another in order to put me to torture! If he tells me I must go, I must go, I have no remedy. But until he does, I will never believe that it is his wish!

You will force yourself on us? she cried, her voice quivering. On us, two women as we are, and alone?

I pointed to my shoulder. I am not very dangerous, I said.

I do not think you are, sir, or ever were, she retorted with venom. And now for the first time she met my look, her eyes sparkling with anger. As one soldier to another! she said. It is marvellous that you should recognize him as a soldier! But I suppose that the habit of surrender is an education in many ways.

Any one may insult a prisoner, I said. And I had the satisfaction of seeing the blood burn in her face. But you did not come here to tell me that, Miss Wilmer.

No, she answered. I came here to tell you that you must go. You must go, sir.

When your father sends me away, I said, I must needs go. Until he does

You will not?

No, Miss Wilmer, by your leave, I will not, I said with all the firmness of which I was capable. Unless I am taken by force. And you are a woman. You will not be so untrue to yourself and to your sex as to use force to one, crippled as I am, and helpless as I am. Think! If your dogs broke a raccoons leg, would you drag it a mile  two miles?

The color ebbed from her face, and she shuddered  she who was proposing this! She shuddered at the picture of a brutes broken leg! And yet, strange to say, she clung to her purpose. She looked at me between anger and vexation, and If I do not, others will, she said. Do you understand that, sir? Is not that enough for you? Cannot you believe, cannot you do me the justice to believe that I am doing what I think to be right? That I am acting for the best? If you stay here after this your blood be upon your own head! she added solemnly.

So be it, I said. It would be a very great danger that would draw me from where I am, Miss Wilmer. I am like the King of France, or whoever it was, who said Jy suis, Jy reste.

Stubborn! Foolish! I heard her mutter.

I hate pain, I said complacently.

Do you hate pain more than you fear death? she asked, gazing at me with sombre eyes.

I am afraid I do, I replied. I am a milksop. And I looked at her.

I was beginning to enjoy the discussion. But if I hoped for a farther exchange of badinage with her I was mistaken. She did not deign to reply. She did that to which I could make no answer. She went out and closed the door behind her.


CHAPTER IV

AT THE SMITHY

Hinc Constantia, illinc Furor.

CATULLUS.



The way in which the girl broke off the discussion and went out did more than surprise me. It left me anxious and, in a degree, apprehensive. Her proposal would have been a cruel and a heartless one if nothing lay behind it. If something lay behind it, some risk serious enough to justify the step on which she insisted, then I could think better of her but very much worse of my own plight.

Yet Wilmer had thought that I was safe in his house, if not in the huts. And if I were not secure here, what risks must I not run on the slow, painful, helpless journey to Gatess Head-Quarters, through a district ill-affected to the British! Once there, it is true, my life would be safe, and the Colonial Surgeons enjoyed a high reputation for skill. But the appliances of a rebel hospital were sure to be few, the fare rough and scanty; it was unlikely that I should be better off there than where I was. In the end, doubtless, I should have to go thither; it was the only road to exchange and freedom, unless a happy chance rescued me. But a life which would be bearable when I could use my arm and had recovered my strength would be no bed of roses at present.

And to be quite honest I had found an interest where I was. I had enjoyed my tussle with this strange girl, and I looked forward to a repetition of it. Her beauty, her disdain, her desire to be rid of me piqued me  as whom would it not have piqued?  and whetted that appetite for conquest which is of the man, manly. Madam Constantia! The name suited her. I could fancy that she governed the plantation with a firm hand and a high courage.

On the whole I was determined, whatever the risk, to stay where I was; and yet as the day waned I felt less happy. My shoulder was painful, I was restless. I told myself that I had some fever. I was tired, too, of my own company and the house seemed more still than usual. I hoped that the girl would pay me another visit, would resume the argument, and make a second effort to persuade me; but she did not, and when my supper came Mammy Jacks dispensed it with an air, absurdly tragic. She heaved sighs from a capacious bosom, and looked at me as if I were already doomed.

Marse, your runnin up wid trubble, she said.

MaamStantia, she look like der wuz sumpn wrong. She look like she whip all de hans on de plantation.

I dare say she is pretty severe, I said carelessly.

I deslow you know nothinbout it, the woman replied in great scorn. She sholy not whip one haf, tree quarters, ten times nough! When Marse Wilmer come home, sez he, whip all dis black trash! Make up fer lost time. De last man better fer it! Begin wid Mammy Jacks! Dats wat he say, but I des hanker ter see him tech ole Mammy! I speck sumpin wud happen bimeby ter sprise im. Ef Missie got win uv it, she up en tell im!

Is he coming back soon? I asked.

Day atter tomorrow. Clar to goodness, when he mounts dem steps, Missiell not mope round no mo! She not make like she whip de hans den.

Shes very fond of him, is she?

Der aint nobody in Carlina fer er ceppin er dad! Seem like she idol  idol

Idolizes him, I suggested.

Mout be dat, Mammy Jacks assented. She repeated the word to herself with much satisfaction. It was a long one.

The little vixen, I thought. So she would be rid of me before her father returned! She knew that he would not send me away, and so  well, she was a spit-fire!

Look here, Mammy Jacks, I said. I dont think that I shall sleep to-night. I am restless. I should like something to read. Will you ask Miss Wilmer if she can lend me a book. Any book will do, old or new.

Tooby sho, she said, and she went to do my bidding.

I thought that this might re-open relations. It might bring the girl herself to learn what kind of book I would choose to have. There was not likely to be much choice on this up-country plantation, where I need not expect to find the  Fool of Quality or The Female Quixote For any of the fashionable productions of the circulating libraries. But a Pope, a Richardson, or possibly a Fielding I might hope to have.

Alas, my reckoning was at fault. I had none, of these. It was Mammy Jacks who presently brought back the answer and the book. Missie, she up n say dat monstous good book fer you, the negress explained, as she set down the volume with a grin. Missie say it wuz ole en new, but she specks new ter you. She tuckn say she ope you read it ter night  you in monstous big need uv it.

Puzzled by the message, and a little curious, I took the book and opened it. It was the Bible!

For a moment I was very angry; it seemed to be a poor jest, and in bad taste. Then I saw, or thought that I saw, that it was not a jest at all. This queer girl had sent the Bible, thinking to impress me, to frighten me, to bend me at the last moment to her will!

Certainly she should not persuade me now! Go? Never!

After all I had a quiet night. I slept well and awoke with a keen desire to turn the tables on her. I counted on her coming to learn the result of her last step, perhaps to try the effect of a last persuasion. But she did not come near me, and the day passed very slowly. I thanked heaven that Wilmer would return on the morrow. I should have some one to speak to then, some one to look at, I should no longer be cut off from my kind. And he might bring news, news of Tarleton, news of Lord Cornwallis, news of our movements in the field. Out of pure ennui I dozed through most of the afternoon. The sun set and the short twilight passed unnoticed. It was dark when I awoke. I wondered for a moment where I was. Then I remembered, and fancied that I must have slept some hours, for I was hungry.

And then, Wilmer has come, I thought; I heard the voice of a man in the living-room. Presently I heard another voice, nay, more than one. Yes, Wilmer has come, I thought, and not alone. I shall have some one to speak to at last, and news perhaps. Doubtless they are occupied with him, but they need not forget me altogether. They might bring me a light and my supper.

And then  strange how swiftly, in a flash, in a heartbeat, the mind seizes and accepts a new state of things!  then I knew why Mammy Jacks had brought no light and no supper. I heard her voice, excited, tearful, protesting, raised in the unrestrained vehemence of the black; and a mans voice that silenced her harshly, silenced her with an oath. And therewith I needed no more to explain the position. I grasped it.

When a few seconds later the door was flung open, and the light broke in upon me, and with the light three or four rough burly figures, who crowded one after the other over the threshold, I was prepared. I had had that moment of warning, and I was ready. There were scared black faces behind them, filling the doorway, and peeping athwart them, and murmurs, and a stir of panic proceeding from the room without.

You come without much ceremony, gentlemen,

I said, speaking as coolly as I could. For the moment I had only one thought, one aim, one anxiety  that what I felt should not appear.

Ceremony? Oh, d  n your ceremony! cried the first to enter. And he called for a candle that he might see what he was doing. When it was handed in I saw them. They were a grim, rough group, the man who had called for the candle the least ill-looking among them; as he was also the smallest and perhaps the most dangerous. They all wore wide-leafed hats and carried guns and were hung about with pouches and weapons. They stared down at me, and I stared steadily at them. Youve got to swap your bed for the road, the leader continued in the same brutal tone. We think youll be safer, where were going to take you, mister.

And wheres that? I asked  though I knew very well.

To Salisbury, he said. But his grin gave the lie to his words.

I am afraid that is too long a journey, gentlemen, I answered. I could not go so far. I am quite helpless.

Oh, youll be helped to make the journey, he retorted; and they all laughed, as at a good jest. Youll not find it long, either, he continued, you can trust us for that. Were not set on long journeys ourselves. We must go with you a piece of the way, so well shorten it, depend upon it!

I am Captain Wilmers prisoner, I said clutching at what I knew was a straw. He placed me here, and you will have to answer to him, gentlemen, for anything you may do.

Well answer him, growled one of the other men. I dont think youll be there to complain, he added with meaning.

I tried to calculate the chances, but there were none. I could not resist, I was crippled and unarmed. I could not escape. I was in their hands and at their mercy. I ask you to note, I said, that I am a prisoner of war, duly admitted to quarter.

And why not? the last speaker retorted with a curse. Aint we going to take you to Head-Quarters? And the shortest way? with a wink at the others.

At this there came an interruption from the outer room. Why dont you bring the d  d Tory out? cried a voice that scorned disguise. Whats the use of all this palaver, Levi? Might be a Cherokee pow-wow by the sound of it. Come! If he dont know what to expect hed best go and ask at Bufords! Bring him out, confound you! Heres his horse, and a rope and

Youll let me dress? I said. There was no chance, I saw, but clearly what chance there was lay in coolness and delay, if delay were possible. With a long journey before me, a man likes to start handsomely, I continued, addressing the smaller man whom they called Levi. I am sure that Captain Wilmer would not wish to put me to more inconvenience than is necessary. Hes been at a good deal of trouble

A vast lot too much, the man in the outer room struck in. He needs a lesson, too, and were the lads of mettle to give it him! Here, with a mingling of sarcasm and impatience, pass along my lords vally, and his curling tongs!Fraid we cant stop while he powders! Now, no nonsense, damme! Wheres his clothes? Wheres that nigger? Tom!  The nigger was passed in from one to another, getting some rough usage on the way. If you could withdraw, gentlemen, for a minute? I said. Alone I might think of something.

But, No, stranger, by your leave, Levi replied, with a sneer. Youre too precious! Were not going to lose sight of you till  till the time comes. Go on with your dressing, if you dont want to go in your shirt!

Perhaps it was as well that they did not go, for! I was shaky on my legs and I feared nothing so much as that I should break down through bodily weakness. Their presence braced me and gave me the less time to think. Toms fingers trembled so much that he was not as useful as he might have been, but with his help I got somehow into my clothes  with many a twinge and one groan that I could not check. The injured arm was already bound to my side, but by passing the other arm through the sleeve of a coat  Wilmers I suppose, for my uniform was not wearable  and looping the garment loosely round my neck, I was clothed after a fashion. With these men looking sombrely on, and their shadows, cast by the wavering light of the candle, rising and falling on the ceiling, and the hurry and silence, broken now and again by some, Lord ha mercy from the outer room, it was such a toilet as men make in Newgate but surely nowhere else.

Thatll do, Levi cried by and by. Youll not catch cold.

Well answer for that! chimed in another. Bring him on! Hell be warm enough where hes going! Weve wasted more time than enough already!

My head swam for a moment. Then, thank God, the dizziness left me and I got myself in hand. I thought it right to make a last protest, however useless. Note, I said, raising my head, all here that I go unwillingly. These gentlemen do not intend me to reach Salisbury, and I warn them that they will be answerable to Captain Wilmer and to the Authorities for what they do. I am well known to Lord Cornwallis

Enough of this palaver! roared the brute in the outer room. Are you turning soft, Levi? Why dont you bring the man through? If he wont catch cold, my mare will. Make an end, man!

It was useless to say more. Dont touch me, I said. I can walk.

I went out in the midst of them into the living-room which I had not yet seen with my eyes. There, in the lamplight the fourth man was standing on guard over the negro women of whom there were three or four. Apart from them, with her back to us, and looking through a window into the darkness, stood Madam Constantia. I had not heard the girls voice since the men had entered the house, and so far as I could judge she had carried out her threat, had uttered no protest, taken no side. She had deliberately stood aloof. Now, one does not look for protection to women. But that a woman, a girl should stand aside at such a time, should stand by, silent, unmoved, unprotesting, while her fathers guest was dragged out to death  when even the negroes about her were moved to pity  seemed to me an abominable thing, a thing so unnatural that it nerved me more than I believe anything else could have. If I were English, and she hated me for that, she should at least not despise me! If she thought so ill of the Kings officers that to her they were but milksops, she should at least find that we could meet the worst with dignity. She was abominable in her hardness and her beauty, but at least I would leave a thought to prick her, a something by which she should remember me. Better, far better to think of her in this pinch, than of home, of Osgodby, of my mother!

There would be time to think of these in the darkness outside.

As I entered the room  and no doubt, half-dressed as I was, I looked pale and ill  the women cried out. At that the men would have hustled me through the outer door without giving me an opportunity of speaking; but I managed to gain a moment. Mammy Jacks was blubbering  I called her to me. My purse and what little money I have, I said, is under my pillow. Its yours, my good woman. If Captain Wilmer will be good enough to let Lord Cornwallis know that Major Craven  Major Craven, can you remember  but he will know what to say. And one moment! I hung back, as the men would have dragged me on. There are some letters with the purse from a woman named Simms, who is about the Barracks at Charles Town. I want her to know that her husband is dead  was killed in my presence. I promised him that she should know. She should get a pass on the next Falmouth packet, and  you wont forget  Major Craven  my address in England is in the purse. Then, I am ready, I said to the men.

I would not look again at the girls still figure; I went out. Half-a-dozen horses stood in the darkness before the house, watched by a fifth man. One of these was thrust forward, and from the edge of the porch I was able, though weakly and with pain, to get into the saddle. The men mounted round me. They would have started at a trot, but I told them curtly that I could not sit the horse. On that they moved away, grumbling, at a walk.

I cast a backward glance at the long dark line of the house, and especially at the lighted window in which the girls figure showed as in a frame. She was watching us go, watching to the last without concern or pity. Certainly she had warned me, certainly she had done her best to persuade me to go while there was time. But in the bitterness of the moment I could not remember this. I could only think of her as unfeeling, unwomanly, cruel. I had read of such women, I had never met one, I had never thought to meet one; and I would think of her no more. I knew that in leaving the house I left my last hope behind me, and that outside in the night, in the power of these men, I must face what was before me without a thought of help.

A man dismounted to lower a sliprail, and even while I told myself that there was no hope I wondered if, crippled and weak as I was, I might still find some way to elude them. Clopety-clop, the horses went on again. The night wind rustled across the fields, crickets chirped, the squeal of some animal in its death-throe startled the ear. Clopety-clop!

I tried to direct my thoughts to that future now so near, which all must sometime face. I tried to remove my mind from the present, so swiftly ebbing away, and to dwell on the dark leap into the unknown, into the illimitable, that lay before me. But I could not. Hurried pictures of my home, of my mother, of the way in which the news would reach Osgodby  these indeed flitted across my mind. But though I knew, though I told myself, that escape was hopeless, and that in a few minutes, in an hour, according as these ruffians pleased, I should cease to exist, hope still tormented me, still held me on its tenter-hooks, still swung my mind hither and thither, as the chance of reprieve distracts the poor wretch in the condemned cell.

What if I broke away, one-armed as I was, and thrust my way through the men, taking my chance of obstacles? It would be useless, reason told me; and it might be the thing which they wished. It would absolve them from the last scruple, if any scruple remained. And at best I must be recaptured, for I knew neither my horse nor the country. Then  the mind at such times darts from subject to subject, unable to fix itself  I caught a word or two spoken by the riders in front.

We can get one at the smithy, Levi said.

Confound you, you make me mad, the other grumbled. Why break our backs just to put him I missed the last word or two.

Youre a fool, man! We must give Wilmer no handle, Levi replied. Let him suspect what he pleases, he cant prove it. If he cant show his voice dropped lower, I lost the rest.

So they were afraid of Wilmer, after all! But what was it that they were going to get at the smithy? And if we stayed there, was there any chance of help? I thought of Barter and the frightened women. Reason told me that there was no hope in them.

We were on the road now, riding in thick darkness under trees. The pain in my shoulder was growing with the motion, and from one moment to another, it was all I could do to restrain a groan. Frogs were croaking  cold for them I thought, with that strange leap of the mind from one subject to another. The men were silent, and save for the trampling of the horses and such sounds as I have named, the night was silent. How far were we going? Why need they be at the trouble of riding, and I at the pain, when the end, soon or late, would be the same?

Ha! there, before us was the faint glow of the smithy fire. Apparently the forge was at work tonight. It had not been lighted on the night of the Kings Mountain fight.

As we sighted it, one of the men spoke. I caught the word Spade. It was that which they were going to get at the smithy, then? A spade!

The word chilled my blood  I shivered. The glow of the smithy fire grew stronger as we advanced, the ring of a hammer on metal reached us. The men seemed to be disturbed by something and spoke low to one another. They even drew rein for a moment and conferred, but on second thoughts they moved on. It cant be old Barter, said one. But Im mighty surprised if there was a fire when we came by. Whos lit it?

Perhaps his lads come back?

Jake? Maybe. Well soon know.

They drew up towards the forge at a walk.

When we were twenty yards from the doorway whence the light issued, a man strolled out of the shed, his hands in his pockets. He stood in the glow of the fire, looking towards us; doubtless he had heard the sound of the horses hoofs above the clink of the hammer. He had a cigar in his mouth, and as he stood watching our approach he did not remove it, nor take his hands from his pockets. He stood quietly watching us, as we came towards him.

Halloa! said Levi, as we pulled up two or three paces from the stranger. Lit the forge, have you?

Cast a shoe, the man replied. He was a small man, plainly, but, for the up-country, neatly dressed, and wearing a black leather jockey-cap. A rather elegant finical little man he seemed to me, and unarmed. Such as he was, my hopes flew to him, and rested on him, though in the way of help old Barter could scarcely have seemed less promising. You alone? Levi asked, looking him over. Youve said it, the man replied placidly. His eyes traveled from one to another of us. He did not move.

Levi bent his head and looked under the low eaves of the smithy. You ride a good horse, he said. A d  d good horse! he repeated in a rising voice.

The man nodded.

Levi glanced over his shoulder. Fetch it, he said to one of his followers  and I knew that he meant the spade, not the horse. Then, What are you doing here? he asked the stranger.

It was on this that the first real hope awoke in me. The mans calmness in face of this bunch of armed men  he had never removed his hands from his pockets or the cigar from his mouth  and a certain gleam in his eyes, that gave the lie to his mild manner  these two things impressed me. And his answer to Levis question.

Im just looking round, he said gently.

For a moment I think that Levi was on the point of turning on his heel, and letting the man go his way. But his greed had been roused, I suppose, by a second look at the strangers horse; and Thats no answer, he said roughly. Whats your errand here? Who are you? What are you doing? Come! he continued more violently. We want no strangers here and no spies! Weve caught one already, and its as easy, shelp me, to find two halters as one!

And there are plenty of trees, the man answered coolly, with his eyes on me. No lack of them either! Spy is he. He might well be English by the look of him.

Well take care of him! Levi retorted roughly. Who are you? That is the point! Youre none of Shelbys men, nor Campbells! Where do you live?

Well, I dont live here.

Then

Do you know Wilmer? Captain Wilmer? the stranger asked.

Yes, but

He knows me. Ask him.

I struck in before Levi could make the angry rejoinder which was on his lips. I am Captain Wilmers prisoner, I cried, thrusting my horse forward. For the moment I forgot pain and weakness. And I take you to witness, sir, whoever you are, that I am no spy, and that these men have carried me off from Captain Wilmers house.

D  n you, hold your tongue! cried one of the other men, pushing forward and trying to silence me.

I am Major Craven of the English Army! I persisted. I am a wounded man, taken at Kings Mountain, and given quarter, and these men One of them clapped his hand on my mouth. Another seized my horses head and dragged it back. They closed round me. Knock his head off! cried Levi. Choke him, some one!

That man, Barter  the smith! I shouted desperately  the old man had just come to the smithy entrance he knows! He saw me with Captain Wilmer! Ask him!

I could say no more. One of the men flung his arm round my neck and squeezed not only my throat but my shoulder. I screamed with pain. Take him on! Take him on! Levi cried furiously. I and Margetts will deal with this fellow. Take him on!

Stop! said the little man; and more nimbly than I had ever seen it done, he whipped out a pistol, cocked it, and covered Levi, who was sitting in his saddle not three paces from him. Dont take him, he went on. And stand still. If a man goes to draw his weapon I shoot.

Never was a surprise more complete. The man who had tried to choke me let his arm fall from my shoulder, the mens mouths opened, Levi gaped. Not a hand was raised among them.

Wilmers prisoner, is he? the little man went on; he spoke as quietly as he had spoken before. And you were going to hang him? Mighty hurried, wasnt it?

What the h  ll is it to you? Levi cried.

The muzzle rose from his breast to his head. Better tell that man of yours to be still! the stranger said  this time he spoke rather grimly. Then to me Taken at Kings Mountain, sir?

Yes, I said. Ive a broken arm and my shoulder was crushed. I appeal to you to rescue me from these men. If you leave me in their hands

The man stopped me by a nod. He took his cigar from the corner of his mouth, threw it away and substituted for it something that gleamed in the light. He whistled shrilly.

Better stand still! he said, as one or two of the horses backed and sidled, I miss sometimes, but not at three paces. He whistled again, more loudly. On second thoughts, youll be wise to take yourselves off, he added.

Not before I know who you are, Levi retorted with an oath. His mean face was livid with anger  and fear.

Well, Ill tell you, the stranger answered in the tone of a man making a concession; and to my astonishment he dropped the muzzle of his pistol, cooly uncocked it, and returned it to his pocket. I am Marion of Marions Rangers, Marion of the Pee Dee River. My men will be here presently and if you take my advice you will be gone before they come. There are plenty of trees about and we have ropes. I will be responsible for your prisoner, he added sternly. Leave him to me.

Levi gasped. Colonel Marion! he cried.

At your service, sir. Captain Wilmer is acting as my guide and if he finds you gentlemen here he may have something to say to this matter. Bring out my horse, my friend, he continued, addressing the old smith.

I rode clear of Levis gang, no one raising a hand or attempting to stay me. I ranged myself beside Marion. Levi and his men conferred in low voices, their heads together, their eyes over their shoulders.

Marion turned his back on them while the smith brought out his horse, a beautiful black thoroughbred. I did not wonder that at the sight of it Levis greed had been whetted. Id have shod him with gold, Barter said as he held the stirrup, if Id known whose he was, Colonel  and a little bit for his own sake. I might have known when I saw him, as he carried no common rider.

Thank you, my friend, Marion said as he settled himself in the saddle. I wont offer to pay you.

God forbid! cried the old man.

Marion turned to the five scowling, angry men who still held their ground. Even they were ashamed, I fancy, to back down before one man. Gentlemen, he said in a small hard voice. When I say, Go! I mean, Go.

Youre not on the Pee Dee now! one of the men answered with insolence.

You can tell that to my men. he replied. When they come.

Far off, breaking the silence of the night, the beat of hoofs came dully to us. Levi heard it, and he turned his horses head, and muttered something to his men. Another day! he cried aloud  but only to cover his retreat. Then he and these four brave men moved off with what dignity they might. The beat of hoofs came more loudly, and clearly from the eastward. The five began to trot.

Marion laughed softly. They are grand folks  in a tavern! he said.

A man who has had such an escape as I had had, and whose throat aches as he thinks of the rope that he has evaded, is not at his best as an observer. If he is capable of thought at all, he is prone to think only of himself. But I had heard so much of the partisan leader, whose craft and courage had defied the energy of Tarleton, and whose name was a terror to our people from the Pine Barrier to the ocean, and from the Santee River to the Gadkin, that I could not take my eyes off Marion. His marvellous escapes, the speed of his horse which was a fable through the Carolinas, the stern discipline he maintained, and his humanity to royalists and regulars alike  these things had already made his name famous. Pursued to his haunts in the marshes of the Pee Dee, he issued from them the moment the pressure was relaxed; and while Sumter and Davy and Pickens, all leaders of note, harassed us on our borders, it was Marion who sapped the foundations of our power, cut off our detachments, and harried our friends to the very gates of Charles Town. Tarleton, whom he had evaded a dozen times, called him the Swamp Fox, and grew dull at his name. But Tarleton could bear no rival, friend or foe, and carried into war a spirit far too bitter. For most of us Marions exploits, troublesome as they were and rapidly growing dangerous, were a theme of generous interest and admiration.

He saw that I was observing him and probably he was not displeased. But after a moments pause, Are you in pain, sir? he asked.

Not more than I can bear, I replied. Nor in any that should deter me from acknowledging the service you have rendered me.

I am glad it fell out so, he replied courteously. Here is Wilmer.


CHAPTER V

THE SWAMP FOX

Giving the rein to the most intrepid gallantry and in battle exhibiting all the fire and impetuosity of youth, there never was an enemy, who yielded to his valor, who had not cause to admire and eulogize his subsequent humanity.  It would have been as easy to turn the sun from his course as Marion from the path of honor.

GARDEN.



Wilmer rode up to us a minute later, followed by two horsemen, rough wild-looking men, who wore leather caps like their leaders. When he saw who Marions companion was even his aplomb was not equal to the occasion. He stared at me openmouthed. What diversion is this, Major? he cried at last. You here? What in the name of cock-fighting are you doing here?

I am afraid Major Craven has considerable ground for complaint, Marion said, a note of sternness in his voice.

Which Colonel Marion has removed at risk to himself, I said politely. I am afraid that if it had not been for him I should have had no throat to complain with! A man called Levi and four others entered your house an hour ago, Captain Wilmer, and dragged me out, and in spite of all my remonstrances

Were going to hang him, Marion said grimly. Fortunately they called at the forge, I was here, and Major Craven appealed to me. I interfered

And they cried Kings Cruse, I warrant you! Wilmer struck in.

Well, they withdrew the stakes, Marion said with a ghost of a smile. They were not a very gallant five. So all is well that ends well  as it has in this case, Wilmer. In this case! But

But what was Con doing? Wilmer cried turning to me. That she let them take you out of the house?

I fancied that the moment he had spoken he would have recalled his words; and acting on an impulse which I did not stay to examine, She did what she could, I have no doubt, I answered. What could she do? Colonel Marion may think little of facing five men

Five corn-stalks! he interpolated lightly.

But for a woman its another, matter! A very different matter!

And yet, Wilmer said  but I thought that he breathed more freely Con is not exactly a boarding-school miss. Shes

Shes my god-daughter for one thing, Marion said with a smile.

I should have thought that she could manage a cur like Levi!

And four others? I said. Come, come!

He shrugged his shoulders, but I saw that he was relieved by my words. Well, its over now, he said, and she will tell us her own tale. I have no doubt that she did what she could. For the rest, Ill talk to Levi, Colonel, be sure. I am with you, that we have had too much of this. But that can wait. The Major looks shaken and the sooner hes in bed again the better. Never was a man more unlucky!

I am afraid that others have been still more unlucky, Marion said gravely. And I knew that he referred to some incident unknown to me. But you are right, let us go. I am anxious to see my god-daughter and almost as anxious to see a pair of sheets for once.

He said good-night to the old smith and we started. Marion and Wilmer rode ahead, I followed, Marions two men brought up the rear. So we retraced the way that I had traveled an hour before in stress of mind and blackness and despair. The night cloaked me in solitude, stilled the fever in my blood, laid its cool touch on my heated brow; and far be it from me to deny that I hastened to render thanks where, above all, thanks were due. I had been long enough in this land of immense distances, of wide rivers and roadless forests  wherein our little army was sometimes lost, as a pitch-fork in a hay-stack  to appreciate the thousand risks that lay between us and home, and to know how little a man could command his own fate, or secure his own life.

Clop, clop, went the horses hoofs. The same sound, yet how different to my ears! The croak of frogs, the swish of the wind through the wild mulberries, the murmur of the little rill we crossed  how changed was the note in all! Deep gratitude, a solemn peace set me apart, and hallowed my thoughts. How delicious seemed the darkness, how sweet the night scents  no magnolia on the coast was sweeter!  how fresh the passing air!

But as water finds its level, so, soon or late, a mans mind returns to its ordinary course. Before we reached the house, short as was the distance, other thoughts, and one in particular, took possession of me. What face would the girl put on what had happened? How would she act? How would she bear herself to them? And to me?

True, I had shielded her as far as lay in my power. I had given way to a passing impulse and had lied; partly in order that her father might not learn the full callousness of her conduct, partly because I wished to see her punished, and I felt sure that no punishment would touch her pride so sharply as the knowledge that I had been silent and had not deigned to betray her. I wanted to see her punished, but even before revenge came curiosity. How would she bear herself, whether I spoke or were silent? Would she own the truth to her father? Would she own it to Marion of whom, I suspected, she stood in greater awe? And, if she did not, how would she carry it off? How would she look me in the face, whether I spoke, or were silent?

As we drew up to the house the lighted windows still shone on the night, and a troop of dogs, roused by our approach, came barking round us, after the southern fashion. But no one appeared, no one met us; doubtless the white men had ordered the negroes to keep to their quarters. Wilmer, who was the first to reach the ground, helped me to dismount. But keep behind us a minute, he said. We need not give my daughter a fright.

I assented gladly, hugging myself; I was to see a comedy! I stood back, and Marion and Wilmer mounted the porch and opened the door. Cries of alarm greeted them, but these quickly gave place to exclamations of joy, to cries of Missie! Missie, he come! Marse Wilmer come!

I pressed up to the doorway to see what was passing. Mammy Jacks was pounding at the door of an inner room  doubtless her mistresss. The other women with the vehemence of their race were kissing the Masters hand and even his clothes. Steady! Steady! Wilmer was saying, Dont frighten her! And he raised his voice, Con, its I! he cried. All is well, girl. Heres a visitor to see you!

She appeared. But I saw at a glance that this was not the same girl who on the night of my arrival had met Wilmer with flying skirts and cries of joy. This girl came out, pale, shrinking, frightened. True, in a breath she was in her fathers arms, she was sobbing in abandonment on his shoulder. But, believe me, in that short interval my desire for vengeance had taken flight; it had vanished at the first sight of her face. The sooner she knew that I was safe, the better! I did not understand her, she was beyond my comprehension, she was still a puzzle. But I knew that she had suffered, and was suffering still.

There, honey, alls well, alls well! Wilmer said, soothing her. I think that for the time he had completely forgotten me and my affairs. What is it?

Whats amiss, child? Heres your god-father  a big man now! Look up, heres Marion!

On that I crept away. I felt that I ought not to be looking on. It seemed to be a  well, I gave it no name, but I felt that I had no right to be there, and I went down into the darkness below the veranda, and stood a dozen yards away where I could not hear what passed, or could hear only the one sharp cry that the news of my safety drew from her. Marions men had taken the horses round to the cabins, and I was alone. I had the puzzle to amuse me still, if I chose to work upon it; and I had leisure. But it was no longer to my taste and not many minutes passed before Wilmer summoned me.

I had no choice then, I had to go up into the room. But so changed were my feelings in regard to this girl that I loathed the necessity. I was as unwilling to face her, as unwilling to shame her, as if I had been the criminal. I would have given many guineas to be a hundred miles away.

I might have spared my scruples for she was not there, she was not to be seen. Instead, I met the mens eyes; they glanced at me, then away again. They looked disconcerted. For my part I affected to be dazzled by the light. It has been a little too much for my daughter, Wilmer said. I dont quite understand what happened, he continued awkwardly, but she seems to think, Major  she seems to have got it into her head

It was a shock to Miss Wilmer, I said. And no wonder! I am not the steadier for it myself.

Just so, he replied slowly. Of course. But shes got an idea that she did not do all

I hope that they did not strike her, I said.

 It was a happy thought. It suggested a state of things, wholly different from that which was in their minds. Wilmers face lightened. What? he said. Do you mean that there was any appearance of  of that?

A cur like that! I said contemptuously. A devil of a fellow in a tavern! T looked at Marion whose silence and steady gaze embarrassed me. Or among women!

Ah!

But you must pardon me, I said. I am done. I must lie down or I shall fall down. My shoulder is in Hades. For Gods sake, Wilmer, let me go to bed, I continued peevishly  and indeed I was at the end of my strength. You are worse than Levi and company!

They were puzzled I think. They could not make my story tally with the words that had escaped her. But, thus adjured, they had no choice except to drop the subject, and attend to me. I was helped to bed, Tom was summoned, my shoulder was eased, I was fed. And they no doubt had other and more important things to consider than how to reconcile two accounts of a matter which was at an end and had lost its importance. I heard them talking far into the night. Their voices, subdued to the note of caution, were my lullaby, soothed me to slumber, went murmuring with me into the land of dreams. While they talked of ferries and night attacks, of Greene replacing Gage, of this mans defection or that mans persistence, of our weakness here and strength there, of what might be looked for from the northern province and what might be feared in Georgia, I was far away by the Coquet, listening to the music of its waters, soothed by the hum of moorland bees. The vast and troubled ocean that rolled between my home and me was forgotten. Alas, of the many thousands who crossed that ocean with me, how few were ever to return! How few were destined to see the old country again!

Late in the night I awoke and sat up, sweating and listening, my arm throbbing violently. And so it was with me until morning, fatigue imposing sleep, and jarred nerves again snatching me from it. At last I fell into a calmer state, and awoke to find the sun up and Marion standing beside me. His bearing was changed, he was again the leader, watchful, distant, a little punctilious.

I make no apology for rousing you, he said. I have to leave. I have discussed your position with Captain Wilmer and he will be guided by my advice. I could take you north to-day and see that you were conveyed safely to our Headquarters; but you are in no condition to travel. It would be barbarous to suggest it. I propose therefore to leave you here. In a month I or some of my people will be passing, and the opportunity may then serve. In the meantime I must ask you to give me your parole not to escape, while you remain here.

Willingly, I said. From the present moment, Colonel Marion, until  it is well to be exact?

Until I take you into my charge, he replied rather grimly. Once in my hands, Major, I will give you leave to escape if you can.

Agreed, I said laughing. Have you the paper?

He handed it to me. While he brought the ink to the bedside, I read the form and found it on all fours with what he had said. I signed it as well as I could with my left hand  the exertion was not a slight one. Then, One moment, I said, my hand still on the paper, How am I to be saved from a repetition of yesterdays outrage?

It will not be repeated, he answered, his face stern. I have taken steps to secure that. I handed him the paper. Very good, he continued. That is settled then?

No, I said, not until I have thanked you for an intervention which saved my life.

The good fortune was mine, he replied courteously. And then with feeling, Would to God, he cried, that I could have saved all as I saved you! There have been dreadful things done, damnable things, sir, in the last week. The things that make war  which between you and me is clean  abominable! And they are as stupid as they are cruel, whether they are done by your people or by mine! They are the things of which we shall both be ashamed some day. For my part, he continued, I believe that if the war had been waged on either side, with as much good sense as a Charles Town merchant, Horry or Pinkney, brings to his everyday business, the States would have been conquered or reconciled these twelve months past! Or on the other hand there would not have been one English soldier south of the St. Lawrence to-day!

I smiled. My commission only permits me to agree to the first of your alternatives, I said. But I owe you a vast deal more than agreement. I wont say much about it, but if I can ever serve you, I hope, Colonel Marion, that you will command me.

I accept the offer, he said frankly. Some day perhaps I shall call upon you to make it good. And then, You were with General Burgoynes force, were you not?

I was, I answered. I was on his staff, and surrendered with him at Saratoga. I have been  unlucky.

Confoundedly unlucky! he rejoined with feeling. North and South!

Miss Wilmer, I began impulsively, seemed to think  , and then I stopped. Why had I brought in her name? What folly had led me into mentioning her?

He saw that I paused and he shrugged his shoulders. He seemed to be willing to let it pass. Then he changed his mind, and spoke. Do you know her story? he asked. She lost her mother very unhappily. Mrs. Wilmer was staying for her health at Norfolk in Virginia in76, when your people bombarded it  an open town, my friend. The poor lady, shelterless and in such clothes as she could snatch up, died later of exposure. My god-daughter was devoted to her, as she is to her father. Women feel these things deeply. Can you wonder?

No, I said gravely. I dont wonder. I knew nothing of this.

I am sorry to say that that is not all, he went on. Her only brother, a lad of eighteen, fell into your hands in the attack on Savannah. He was embarked, with other prisoners, for the West Indies. He has not been heard of since, and whether he is alive or dead, God knows. These things eat into the heart. Do you wonder?

No, I said, earnestly, I dont! But in heavens name why did they not tell me? I am known to the Commander in Chief, I have some small influence. I could at least make inquiries for them. Do they suppose that after the treatment I have received at Captain Wilmers hands  though it be no more than the laws of war require  do they suppose that I would not do what I could?

He looked at me a little quizzically, a little sorrowfully. I am afraid, he said, that all British officers  and all British sympathizers  are not like you. They have come here to deal with rebels. His face grew stem. They forget that their grandsires were rebels a hundred years ago, their great grandsires thirty years before  and rebels on much the same grounds. They think that nothing becomes them but severity. Ah, we have had bitter experiences, Major Craven, and I do not deny it, some nobles ones! Your Lord Cornwallis means well, but he has much to learn, and he has made big mistakes.

I evaded that. I will write at once, I said.

He raised his head sharply. No! he replied. I am afraid, I must put an embargo on that. I have to think of Wilmer, and He checked himself. He does not want a troop of horse to pay him a visit, he added, rather lamely.

Of course, I should not say where I was, I answered, a little piqued. Captain Wilmer may see the letter.

Of necessity, Marion rejoined dryly. But there are circumstances  he hesitated this is a peculiar case, and I can run no risks. There must be no writing, Major Craven. I will see that news of your safety is sent in to Winnsboro.

Lord Cornwallis is at Charlotte.

He was, Marion replied with a smile. But your affair at Kings Mountain has touched him in a tender place, and yesterday he was reported to be falling back on Winnsboro as fast as he could. In any case, word shall be sent to his quarters wherever they are, that you are wounded, and in safe hands. That will meet your wishes?

I am afraid it must, I said grudgingly. If you insist?

I do, he said. It may seem harsh, but I have reasons. I have reasons. It is a peculiar case. And now, good-bye, sir. In a month I hope to travel north with you.

Or rather I with you, I said, sighing.

Its the fortune of war, he replied with a shrug, and that alert movement of the hands which sometimes betrayed his French origin. Wilmer is going with me to-day, but he will return to-morrow or the next day. Then you will have company.

He took his leave then, and though he had treated me handsomely and I had reason to be grateful to him, I looked after him with envy. He was free, he was about to take the road, he had plans; the world was before him, already a reputation was his. And I lay here, useless, chained by the leg, a prisoner for the second time. I knew that I ought to be thankful; I had my life, where many had perished, and by and by, I should be grateful. But as I thought of him trailing over the flanks of the wind-swept hills, or filing through the depths of the pine-barrens, or cantering over the wide, scented savannahs, my soul pined to go with him; pined for freedom, for action, for the vast spaces with which two years had made me familiar. That I sighed for these rather than for home or friends was a token perhaps of returning strength; or it may be that the sight of this man, who within a few months had written his name so deeply on events, had roused my ambition.

Be the cause what it might I found the day endless. It was in vain that Tom fretted me with attentions; I was useless, I was a log, any one might look down on me. To be taken twice! Could a man of spirit be taken twice? No, it was too much. It was bad enough to stand for that which was hateful, without also standing for that which was contemptible.

It was a grey rainy day such as we have in England in July after a spell of heat; soft and perfumed, grateful to those abroad but dull to the housebound. And Wilmer was gone. I heard no voices in the house, no spinning-wheel, the business of the plantation was no longer transacted within my hearing. There was nothing to distract me, less to amuse me. I fumed and fretted. When my eyes fell on the Bible which Madam Constantia had sent me, it failed to provoke a smile. Instead, the sight chilled me. How deep must be the enmity, how stem the purpose that could foresee the nights work, and foreseeing could still send that book!

I asked Tom if I could get up. He answered that I might get up on the morrow. Not to-day.

But I am feeling much stronger, I said.

Want no flustations, he replied. Marse take dose sassafac tea now.

I swore at him and his sassafras tea. You vey big man ter-day, Mammy Jacks said.

And pickaninny yesterday, I rejoined angrily.

This time she did not answer. Instead she grinned at me.

Presently, Isnt Miss Wilmer well? I asked.

She sorter poorly, Mammy Jacks said. She skeered by dat low white trash, with a side glance at me, to see how I took it.

Isnt she afraid that they may return? I asked.

Marse Marion see to dat, the woman said, with pride. He mighty big man. He say de wud, dey not come widin miles o the Bluff! You des hev de luck uv de worl, Mammy Jacks continued. Dey hang nine, ten your folks day befo yistiddy.

Oh, confound you, you black raven! I cried, Leave me alone.

It was grim news; and for a time it upset me completely. For a while the service which Marion had done me and Wilmers humanity were alike swept from my mind by a rush of anger. The resentment which such acts breed carried me away, as it had carried away better men before me. I cursed the rebels. I longed to strike a blow at them, I longed to crush them. I hated them. But what could I do, maimed and captive as I was? What could I do? Too soon the wave of anger passed and left behind it a depression, a despondency that the grey evening and the silent house deepened. I had escaped, I had been spared. But they, who might have been as helpless and as innocent as myself, and guilty only of owning the same allegiance, had suffered this! It was hard to think of the deed with patience, it was pain to think of it at all; and I was thankful when at last the night came, and I could turn my face to the wall and sleep.

But no man is fit to be a soldier who cannot snatch the pleasures of the passing moment; and when the next day saw me out of doors, when I found myself established on the veranda and the view broke upon me, liquid with early sunshine, and my gaze travelled from the green slopes that fringed the farther bank of the creek to the wooded hills and so to the purple distances of the Blue Ridge  the boundary in those days of civilization  I felt that life was still worth living and worth preserving. From the house, which stood long and low on a modest bluff, a pasture, shaded by scattered catalpas, dropped down to the water, which a cattle track crossed under my eyes. On the left, in the direction of the smithy, the plantation fields lay along the slope, broken by clumps of live oaks and here and there disfigured by stumps. On the right a snake-fence, draped with branches of the grape-vine, enclosed an attempt at a garden, which a magnolia that climbed one end of the veranda and a fig tree that was splayed against the other, did something to reinforce. All under my eyes was rough and plain; the place differed from the stately mansions on the Ashley River or the Cooper, as Wilmer himself differed from the scarlet-coated, periwigged beaux of Charles Town, or as our home-farm in England differed from Osgodby itself. But a simple comfort marked the homestead, the prospect was entrancing, and what was still new and crude in the externals of the house, the beauty of a semi-tropical vegetation was hastening to veil. At a glance one saw that the Bluff was one of those up-country settlements which men of more enterprise than means were at this time pushing over the hills towards the Tennessee and the Ohio.

That Wilmer was such a pioneer I had no doubt, though I judged that he had more behind him than a dead level of poverty. Indeed I found evidence of this on the little table that had been set for me beside my cane chair. It bore a jug of spring water, some limes, and a book in two volumes. I fell on the book eagerly. It was The Rambler, published in London in 1767. Now for a house on the distant Catawba to possess a copy of The Rambler imported some education and even some refinement.

No one but the girl could have put the book there; and had she done this before the news of the murder of my comrades reached me I should have received the act in a different spirit. I should have asked myself with interest in what mood she proffered the boon, and how she intended it; whether as an overture towards peace, or a mere civility, rendered perforce when it could no longer be withheld.

But now I was too sore to find pleasure in such questions. What softer thoughts I had entertained of her, thoughts that her agitation and her remorse on the evening of the outrage had engendered in me, were gone for the time. I found her treatment of me, viewed by the light of other events, too cruel; I found it too much on a par with the acts of those who had murdered my comrades in cold blood. I forgot the story of her mother and her brother. I believed even that I did not wish to see her.

For I had not yet seen her. As I passed through the living-room I had caught a glimpse of Miss Lyddys back; who, unprepared for my visit, had fled and slammed a door upon me, as if I were indeed the French. The negro women had grinned and curtsied and cried, Lords sake! and fussed about me, and been scolded by Mammy Jacks.

But of the girl I had seen nothing as I passed through.

Doubtless she was on the plantation taking her fathers place and managing for him. And doubtless, too, I must presently see her. For at the farther end of the veranda, where the glossy leaves of the magnolia draped the pillars and deepened the shade, was a second encampment, a chair, a table, a work-basket; and beside these a spinning-wheel and an old hound. Nor even if she shunned this spot, could she long avoid me. Though I sat remote from the doorway, no one could enter or leave the house without passing under my eyes.

I fancied that after what had passed she would not be able to meet me without embarrassment, and for this reason, she might choose to surprise me; she might come out of the house and appear at my elbow. But two hours passed, the beauties of Johnson were losing their charm, even the prospect was beginning to pall on me, and still she did not come. Then at last I saw her on the farther side of the creek, coming down to the ford  a slender figure in white, wearing a broad hat of palmetto leaves. A black boy carrying a basket ran at her side and two or three dogs scampered about her. She was armed with a switch, and she crossed the stream by a line of stepping-stones that flanked the ford.

I watched her with a mixture of curiosity and indignation, as she tripped from stone to stone. She had to mount the slope under my eyes, and I had time to wonder what she would do. Would she come to me and speak? Or would she pass me with a bow and enter the house? Or would she ignore me altogether?

She did none of these things. I think that she had made up her mind to bow to me as she passed. For at one point, where she was nearer to me, she wavered ever so little, as if she were going to turn to me. Then a flood of red dyed her face, and blushing painfully, sensible I am sure of my gaze, but with her head high, she crossed the veranda and entered the house. (Pearl)

Well, at least she can feel! I thought. And if I regretted anything, it was not that I had stared at her, but that she might not now choose to come to me. She would not soon forgive the humiliation of her hot cheeks.


CHAPTER VI

ON PAROLE

But who can tell what cause had that fair maid To use him so that loved her so well?

SPENCER.



A moment later the girl proved that her sensibility was less or her courage higher than my estimate, for just as I had pictured a little earlier, she surprised me. I found her at my elbow, and I rose to my feet. Unluckily as I did so, I struck my injured arm against the chair, and she  winced.

That might have disarmed me, but it did not. I remembered the nine men who had been murdered in cold blood, and I thought of my narrow escape; after all I was not a dog to be hung without ceremony and buried in a ditch! And now she was in my power, now, if ever, was the time to bring home to her what she had done. Still, she was a woman, I owed her courtesy, and I endeavored to speak with politeness. I see that you are more merciful, I said, bowing, in fact than in intention, Miss Wilmer.

Her agitation was such  she did not try to hide it  that for a moment she could not speak. Then If you knew all, she said in a low voice, you would know that I had grounds for what I did, Sir.

That you had good grounds, I cannot believe, I answered. And for knowing all, I think I do. I know that you have suffered. I know that you have lost your mother and your brother. I know that you have grievances, sad grievances it may be against us.

You dont know all, she repeated more firmly. But I know enough, I rejoined  I was not to be moved from my purpose now. I know that I was your fathers prisoner and your guest; and that you stood aside, you did not raise a hand, not a finger to save me, Miss Wilmer. You did not speak, though a word might have availed, and I believe would have availed to preserve me! You let me go out to a cruel death, you turned your back on me

Oh, dont! dont! she cried.

You quail at the picture, I retorted. I do not wonder that you do. I was your guest, I was wounded, I was in pain, alone. Has a man, when he is maimed and laid aside, no claim on a woman? No claim on her forbearance, on her pity, on her protection? For shame, Miss Wilmer! I continued warmly, carried farther than I intended by my feelings. Men, when their blood is hot, will plan things, and do things, God knows, that are abominable. But for a woman to consent to such, and, when it is too late, to think that by a few tears she can make up for them

Stop! she cried  I suppose that I had gone too far, for she faced me now, hardily enough. You understand nothing, sir! Nothing! So little that you will scarcely believe me when I say that if the thing were to do again  I would do it.

I cannot believe you, I said coldly.

It is true.

I stared at her; and she returned my look with a strange mixture of shame and defiance. Why? I said at last. In heavens name, why, Miss Wilmer? What have I done to you? Your mother I know. But had I a hand in it? God forbid! Was I within a hundred miles of it? No. Your brother  and there again, I find that hard to forgive. Y our father had spared my life, sheltered me, brought me here; could you not believe that I was grateful? Could you not believe that I would do much to serve him and something to repay him? That all that it was in my power to do for your brother, by my exertions or my influence, I would do? But you did not tell me. You did not ask me?

No, she said.

Why? I asked bluntly. She did not answer. Why? I repeated. I was at the end of my anger.

I had said what was in my mind and said it with all the severity I could wish. And I was sure that I had made her suffer. Now I wanted to understand.

I sought for light upon her. There was a puzzle here and I had not the clue.

But she stood mute. Pale, forbidding, not avoiding my eyes but rather challenging them, and very handsome in her sullenness, she confronted me. At last, as I still waited, and still kept silence, she spoke. And after I had told you? she said. If you had offered help, would it then have been easier to  to stand aside?

And let me go to my death?

Yes, she said.

Good God! I cried. I could not check the words, I was so deeply shocked. If she had deliberately considered that, she was indeed determined, she was indeed ruthless; and there was nothing more to be done. I am sorry, I said. I had thought, Miss Wilmer, that I might say what was in my mind and then let the thing be as if it had never been.

I wished to speak and then  to let there be peace between us. I thought that we might still come to be friends. But if we are so far apart as that, there can be nothing between us, not even forgiveness.

No, she answered  but her head sank a little and I fancied that she spoke sadly.  There can be nothing between us. Nothing, sir. We are worlds apart. Before I could reply Mammy Jacks came to summon her. One of the blacks wanted her, and she broke off and went into the house.

She left me adrift on a full tide of wonder. What a woman, I thought! Nay, what a girl, for she was not more than twenty, if she were not still in her teens! If all the women on the Colonial side were like her, I thought, if but a tithe of her spirit and will were in them, the chances of poor old England in the strife which she had provoked were small indeed! I could compare the girl only to the tragic heroines of the Bible, to Judith, or to Jael, who set her hand to the nail and her right hand to the hammer. Very, very nearly had she driven the nail into my temple!  

And yet she had, she must have a gentler side. She had broken down on that night, when she thought that the deed was done. I could not be mistaken in that; I had seen her fling herself in a passion of remorse on her fathers breast. And then how strong, how deep was the affection which she felt for that father! With what tenderness, with what tears and smiles and caresses had she flown to his arms on his return from the field!

She was a provoking, a puzzling, a perplexing creature; and alas, she began to fill far more of my thoughts than was her due. I was idle, and I could not thrust her from them. Because she did not come near me I dwelt on her the more. The chair at the other end of the veranda remained empty all that day and the next, and it was not until noon of the third day that I again had a word with her. Then, as she passed by me with her head high, she saw that something was lacking on the little table on which I took my meals, and she fetched it herself. I wished to bring on a discussion; and as she set the thing down, Thank you, I said politely. But can I be sure that I am safe in eating this?

She did not fire up as I expected. You think that I may poison you? she said, making no attempt to evade the point.

Well, you told me, I replied, somewhat taken back, that you were prepared to do it again, you know?

She sighed. If I meant it then, I do not mean it now, she said. I have done all that I can. I leave the rest to God!

Certainly she said the most singular things! However, what surprise I felt I hid, and I tried to meet her on her new ground. That being so, I said smoothly, why should we not bury what is past  for the time? I have to live for a month under your roof, Miss Wilmer. We must see one another, we must meet hourly and daily whether we will or not. Cannot you forget for a month that I am an enemy?

No, she answered with the utmost directness, You are an enemy. Why should I pretend that you are not? We are rebels and we are proud of the name. You are of those who are paid to reduce us, to make war on us  her color rose, her eyes dilated as she spoke to burn our towns, to waste our fields, to render our old homeless and our children motherless! And why? Because you are false to your traditions, false to your liberties, false to that freedom for which your forefathers died, and for which we are dying to-day!

The spirit, the tone, the brooding fire in her eyes filled me with admiration. But I was wise enough to let no trace of this escape me. I cannot admit that, I said, naturally.

No, she replied swiftly. Because you are paid to see it otherwise.

At any rate you are frank, Miss Wilmer, I said. And you really do see in me the mercenary of a cruel tyrant? I smiled as I said it, and I flattered myself that the jest pierced her armor. At any rate she lost countenance a little. And I suppose I ought to see in you a rebel, I continued. But it may be that I do not in my heart think much worse of you for being a rebel. And it is possible that you do not think so very badly of me for being  paid!

It does not sound well, she said with disdain. No, I replied. Beside romance, duty sounds poorly, and makes a dull show.

The tea-duty does! she exclaimed viciously  and saw before the words were well said that her wit had betrayed her into familiarity. She colored with annoyance I seized the chance. And what of it? I said. Tolls and taxes and the like! What are they to us here? If I admit that a tax, which has turned thirteen loyal colonies into what we see, was an unwise one, surely, if I admit that, you may admit that it is hard for a proud nation to retrace its steps.

I am not concerned to admit anything, she answered haughtily.

Still if that is all that is between us?

It is not! she exclaimed. It is not! For a moment she stood a prey to strong agitation. Then she muttered again, It is not all! and she went deliberately away from me. But she went like one under a heavy burden or the weight of a distressing thought.

Still I was not ill-pleased with the result of our interview. She had stepped down from her pedestal. She had left for a while the tragic plane on which she had hitherto moved and from which she had stooped to me. I had climbed a step nearer to her. In future she would not find it so easy to keep me at the distance that suited her pleasure and that at the same time whetted my curiosity.

And perhaps something more than my curiosity. For I could not deny that, handsome and perplexing, cold, yet capable of ardor, she had taken a strong grip upon my thoughts. I could not keep her out of my mind for an hour together. A dozen times a day I caught myself looking for her, listening for the sound of her voice, watching for her appearance. The morning was long, the hour dragged that brought neither the one nor the other. Nay, there were times  I was idle, be it remembered, and crippled  when the desire to bridge the distance between us and to set myself right with her became a passion; when I would have given very much for a smile from the averted face, or a look from the eyes that passed coldly by me.

It was absurd, but I have said I was idle. And yet after all was it so absurd? I compared her with the women whom I had known at home; with the women of fashion with their red and white cheeks, their preposterous headdresses, their insipid talk of routs and the card table; or again with our country-bred hoydens, honest and noisy, with scarce an idea beyond the stillroom or the annual race meeting: and I found that she rivaled the former in dignity and the latter in simplicity. Adorable, inexorable creature, she was well named Constantia! I was glad  such a hold was she getting on my mind  when her father returned, two days later than he had said, and brought news that distracted my thoughts.

The check at Kings Mountain had stopped Lord Cornwallis in his advance on North Carolina. He had fallen back and established himself again at Winnsboro, so that he was still not more than sixty or seventy miles from us. If your bone were set, I should send you north, Major, Wilmer said with a look more than commonly thoughtful. But I fancy that your friend, Tarleton, has learned his lesson from Ferguson, and wont stray far from Headquarters. And now Greene has taken over Gatess command

Is that so?

It is  he wont leave your people so much time to look about them. I do not think that they will journey as far as this, but if I thought they would, you would have to travel, my friend, fare as you might.

That with a little more, not to the purpose, was the only talk I had with him for some days. And presently I conceived the idea that this was no accident. I began to suspect that Madam Constantia, not content with sending me to Coventry herself, was bent on keeping him from me. I came even to think that I owed to this desire on her part the fact that I now saw something, though little more, of her. For she would interpose between us rather than let me talk to him. If her father, as he crossed the veranda or came in from the fields had the air of drifting towards me, she was sure to see it, and to draw him aside, sometimes by a word, more often by a look, rarely by speaking to me herself. More than once when he approached me  he was in his cynical way a good-natured man  she appeared so pat to the occasion that I gave her the credit of watching us, and believed that her eyes were upon me more often than I knew.

I fancied even that there was an understanding between them on this point. For when she surprised him in my neighborhood, though he might have stood only to say Good morning! or Good fall weather! he would wear an air half guilty and half humorous, as of a child caught transgressing. And once when this happened, I had a queer illusion. It seemed to me that the look of amusement that Wilmer shot at the girl, and which I was not meant to catch, transformed his face in the most curious way. It shortened it, vulgarized it, widened it. For a moment I saw him no longer as the shrewd, lean Southerner he was, but as a jovial, easy, smiling person, for all the world like an English yeoman or innkeeper. The fancy lasted for an instant only, and I set it down to the shadow cast by his hat or to a tricky cast of the sunshine as it shimmered through the leaves of the magnolia behind him. But later I thought of it more than once. The change in the man, though passing, was so great that I should not have known him for himself; and it haunted me.

I believe that it was about three days after this, when he was abroad upon the plantation, on which he spent most of his time, that Madam Constantia and I came again to blows. Time lay heavy on my hands  he may be thankful who has never known the aimless hours and long tedium of the prisoner  and though I had no prospect of forwarding letters, I thought that I would amuse myself by learning to write with my left hand. It was not a thing to be done in a moment, but Mammy Jacks provided the means and I fell to the task in the leisurely way of an invalid, now scrawling a few words in round hand, now looking away to the purple distances that reminded me of our Cheviots on a fine October day, and now lazily watching the blacks who were trooping past, bringing in the last of the cotton. It was sunny, it was warm, and the slaves in their scanty white clothes with baskets on their heads formed a picture new to me. I was gazing at it, pen in hand, when the girl came through the veranda, glanced my way, and in a twinkling descended on me like a whirlwind.

She snatched away the paper that lay under my hand and before, taken by surprise, I knew what she was about, she tore it across and across.

Ungrateful! she cried. Have you forgotten your parole, sir? Were Colonel Marion here, you would not dare to do this!

To do what? I retorted, rising to my feet. I was as angry as she was. What should I not dare to do?

What you are doing! she rejoined, her eyes sparkling and her breast heaving with excitement.

I am learning to write with my left hand. Why not?

Why not? she exclaimed. And what did you promise Colonel Marion? She pointed to the paper which she had flung on the ground. What did you undertake on your honor?

That I would not communicate with my friends, I answered sternly. Nothing more!

And what are you writing? she cried. But her tone sank by a note, and uncertainty fluttered in her eyes.

That is my business! I answered. What is it to you, pray, what I write? Or see! I stooped, and with difficulty owing to my stiff arm, I recovered one of the scraps of paper. See! Satisfy yourself. It is but a tag from the book that you lent me.

She took it. Sure such a various creature neer was seen! she read mechanically, and with a falling face. Sure she stopped.

Is it sufficiently harmless? I asked ironically. Is there dishonor in it? At least I can say this  I know of no one here, Miss Wilmer, to whom the words can be applied. From your father I have met with consistent kindness and attention. And from you equally consistent  but I will not define it. I leave you to judge of that.

She was now as angry, I believe, with herself as with me; but she did not see how she could retract and for that reason, whatever the original cause of her attack, she would not own herself in the wrong. I believe there is such a thing, she said stubbornly, as cipher writing.

I stared at her with all the contempt I could throw into my gaze. Cipher writing! I said. Certainly I have come into this wilderness to learn strange things! Cipher writing! But enough  and too much! I continued wrathfully. I am not used to have my honor doubted. When your father returns I shall refer the matter to him and I shall ask him if I am to be assailed under his roof  assailed in a manner as insulting as it is outrageous!

I will ask him myself, she said in a much lower tone. If I am wrong I am sorry. But Colonel Marion told me

That I was not to communicate with my friends? Am I doing it? But, no, I concluded loftily, I will not discuss it. I will refer the matter to your father.

And I turned my back on her without much courtesy  the attack was so wanton, so silly! I heard her move away and go into the house.

She was crazy, positively crazy, I thought. What was it to her whether I wrote or did not write? What was it to her if I did communicate with my friends? She was not my keeper, she could not judge of the risk or the importance of the step which Marion had forbidden. Placed as we were within less than seventy miles of the British Headquarters and within the scope of a cavalry raid, he was doubtless right in making the stipulation. But what did she know of it? What was it to her? Why should she attach importance to the matter?

Confound her impudence! I might be one of the bare-footed slaves trudging through the heat, I might be a wretched Sambo fresh from Guinea, and she could scarcely treat me with greater contumely. She was a fury, a perfect fury, and as passionate as she was beautiful! But I would speak plainly to Wilmer. I would tell him that I was his prisoner, and owed something to him, but that I could not, and would not, be subject to his daughters whims and caprices. Write? Why should I not write? Sheets, quires, reams if I pleased, so long as I did not forward. And how in heavens name was I to forward? Through whom? Did she suppose that the postman called once a day as in Eastcheap and Change Alley? The whole thing was monstrous! Monstrous!

I waited, fuming, for Wilmers return from the fields, and meantime the delay brought to my mind another grievance, though one which I could not name. I had supposed that when he came back, after leaving Marion, I should be invited to make one at the common table. But no invitation had reached me, my meals were still served apart, and this seemed absurd in a house in which life was pleasantly primitive. Certainly this was a minor complaint. But he who has lived for months with men whom a common danger has rendered respectable but could not render congenial, he to whom a womans voice has grown strange and the decencies of home a memory, will understand what I felt when scraps of Aunt Lyddys chatter, the girls grave voice, the cackle of Mammy Jacks laughter came to me  outside.

A small grievance and one that I could not air, one that I must keep to myself. But it rose vividly before me. I was sure that it was not Wilmer, I was sure that it was the girl who shut me out and would have none of my company.

Noon came without bringing Wilmer, and soon I guessed that Madam had played a trick on me. She intended to keep us apart. At that the anger which time and thought were cooling, flamed up afresh, and I longed to thwart her.

Hitherto I had limited my exercise to a turn or two in front of the house. But I saw no reason why I should not go farther, and seek Wilmer in the fields where the blacks were picking. After dinner, accordingly, I chose my time and set out. She should not have it all her own way. If he would not come to me I would go to him.

I had to cross the horse-paddock and the rails were up. They were heavy, I had only one arm, and bandaged as I was I could neither stoop freely, nor use my strength such as it was; for now I moved I found to my disgust that I was only half a man. I tried to shift the upper rail, but a pang that brought the sweat to my brow shot down my arm, and I desisted. The sun beat down upon me, the flies swarmed about my head, the din of the crickets filled my ears. I leant upon the rail, enraged at my helplessness but unable for the moment to do more.

I was in that position when she found me.

You must come in, she said. Let me help you. I suppose I looked ill for there was a tone in her voice that I had not heard before.

I wish to go on, I said pettishly, turning from her that she might not see my face. I am going to your father.

You must come in, she replied firmly. The sun is too hot for you. You have never been as far as this.

But I

You must do as I say, she insisted. Lean on me, if you please. Dont you know that if you fell you might hurt yourself seriously?

I am only a little  giddy, I said, clinging to the rail. Which  I dont seem to see  the way?

I went back to the house on her arm  there was nothing else for it  but the only incident of the journey that I could recall was that at a certain place I stumbled, and she held me up. I tried to laugh. A  a milksop! A weakling! I said.

She did not answer.

When she reached the house she put me into my chair on the veranda, and disappeared. She returned with a glass of Madeira. You must drink this, she said, you are not used to the sun; and she stood over me until I had done so. Then when the giddiness had passed off and things were clear, My father tells me, she continued hurriedly, that I must ask your pardon. He says that I ought to have taken it for granted that you would keep your word  that nine out of ten English officers

Would do so? I said stiffly. We are much obliged to him.

And that men can tell very quickly when they can trust one another.

As a rule they can.

I will bring you some more paper, she said meekly. And I beg your pardon.

Please dont say any more, I replied. Can you not believe, Miss Wilmer, that I am grateful  most grateful for what has been done for me? And that, enemy as I am, I would not willingly injure the meanest person in this house.

I do believe that, she said in a low voice.

You do? I cried, pleased at the concession. Then surely

But you might have no choice in the matter, she replied gravely. Honor she paused, looking away from me, apparently in search of a word is a two-edged weapon. It protects us to-day, sir. It may wound us to-morrow.

If you mean, I answered, that after I am exchanged I shall fight against you, it is true. But we can fight without ill-will and suffer without rancor. While we observe the rules of the game, we are brothers-in-arms though we are in opposite camps. That is the legacy, Miss Wilmer, that chivalry has left to us.

She seemed to think this over. And honor? she resumed, her face averted. It binds always, I suppose? It imposes rules which it is not possible to evade, no matter what the exigency may be? If you had to choose between your mothers life  shall I say?  and your honor, what then, Major Craven?

I cannot conceive the situation, I answered, smiling at the absurdity of the idea.

You might be on parole as you are to-day, she rejoined. Suppose that your mothers life depended, no matter how, on your presence, on your breach of your word? What would you do? Would you still put your honor first?

I do not know what I should do, I answered. The thing is apart from ordinary experience. But I know what my mother would say. She would say, Keep your word!

She was silent for a moment. And to betray your country even in a small matter, that too would be a breach of honor, I suppose?

I am afraid that it would be a very bad one, I answered, smiling. If you are thinking of bribing me to disclose our secrets, I had better tell you at once that I have no secrets, Miss Wilmer.

And if you had you would not sell them?

Neither sell them, nor tell them. I hope not.

No, she replied. I do not think you would. I heard her sigh deeply. Then, I will take your glass, she said. And she took it and went into the house.

She left me puzzled, puzzled to the last degree; but at the same time I felt that the girl had come nearer to me. She left a picture of herself a little different from that which I had hitherto possessed. Perhaps it was the hat, the wide-brimmed shadowy hat that softened her features and by taking from her height, lowered the stately carriage of her head. Perhaps it was the vague elusive sadness of her tone. Perhaps something else. She had named my mother. I wondered what my mother would think of her, with her perplexing ways, her reserve, her aloofness, the hostility which she had not stooped to veil. Often my mother had said in jest that she did not know where I should find a wife, since I looked shyly on our country belles, and she would have none of our town ladies. To which my father had answered that such fastidiousness generally ended in a milkmaid  and that he believed that the next Lady Craven would be no better.

A milkmaid? Would they consider  I lost myself in wild and extravagant dreams. Blowsabella? Surely no one could be less like a Blowsabella. Or for the matter of that less like the Hartopps our neighbors, who talked of nothing but plaited bits, lived in riding coats, and romped through a country dance like so many Dulcineas del Toboso!

No, no one could say that she was a milkmaid. On the other hand I doubted if she had ever seen a Panache  the latest headdress  or held cards at Loo, or squalled a bar of Sacchinis music, or chattered down players and pit at a tragedy. She belonged to no category. She was herself, and an odd, troubling, haunting self at that!


CHAPTER VII

HICKORY KNOB

For I must go where lazy peace 

Will hide her drowsy head, 

And for the sport of Kings increase 

The number of the dead.



But first Ill chide thy cruel theft 

Can I in war delight?

Who being of my heart bereft 

Can have no heart to fight?



DAVENANT.



I dont know how long I had been lost in these musings when Wilmers return to the house put an end to them. As he crossed the veranda, carrying his gun and followed by a black boy trailing two wild turkeys after him, he turned as if he were going to join me. But he changed his mind at the last moment and paused some paces from me. Its a pity its that arm, Major, he said. Theres a glut of turkeys in the woods. But youve had other sport at home, I hear?

A little offended I put a question with my eyes.

He grinned. Theyre hard to understand are women, he said. Beyond you and me, Major. Well say no more than that.

He nodded and went on, entering the house before I could answer. But again I had that queer passing impression of another man, a jovial, easy, talkative fellow, fond of a glass and a toast. Perhaps it was his smile. A smile would naturally shorten a mans face. Perhaps it was the sunlight. Or perhaps it was just a fancy that had taken hold of me. Wilmer, like most Southerners, had humor of a kind, but he was certainly neither jovial nor talkative, and I should not have described him as an easy companion. His wit was of the dry and caustic sort, that leaves the person addressed at a disadvantage.

He left home again three days later  to join Davys band I gathered; and I had seen so little of him, while he was at the Bluff, that I did not miss him. I was beginning to recover my strength and from day to day I went farther afield. Sometimes I passed the ford and wandered up the pasture, a vast park-like meadow, broken by clumps of oaks and chestnuts, trees that in that country mark good soil as poplars indicate a poor site. Or I might venture into the forest and amid the undergrowth of sweet-scented myrtle and dog-wood and honeysuckle  and other shrubs less healthy  I would put up a deer or come oh the tracks of a bear; or in the sombre twilight of the pine woods, with their melancholy festoons of gray moss, I would hear the tapping of the Southern woodpecker. Aunt Lyddy made friends with me and talked of Braddock and Washington and Wolfe and the heroes of the last war; and at times would betray by a look of distress and a tremor of the hands that she was conscious that something was amiss in her world and that things did not consort with reality as they should. On these occasions the girl, if she were present, would humor her and reassure her with incredible tact and kindness; and at the same time she would dare me with stormy eyes to come within so much as a mile of explanation. Her patience with Aunt Lyddy was indeed the measure of her impatience with me. And set me far from her.

Yet at a distance we were better friends now. She never joined me where I sat on the veranda, but she would sometimes of an afternoon take her seat at the spinning-wheel at the farther end by the old blood hound; and I would, though timidly, wander that way and draw her into unwilling talk; at any rate it seemed to be unwilling on her side and it was certainly jejune. She never asked me to be seated, and seldom, while I was there, looked up from her task; but she would answer, and bit by bit I learned something of her family story. On her mothers side she was of French blood; it was on that side that she was akin to Marion, and the result was that she spoke French in a way that put me to shame. When she named her mother, You were greatly attached to her? I ventured.

She was my mother, she answered.

And your father?

He is more to me than anything in the world, she replied with the same simplicity. He was my mothers last charge to me.

And no doubt you are often anxious about him?

Anxious? For once she looked at me. And then in a tone of feeling, too tragic, as it seemed to me, for the occasion, God knows how anxious! she said. God knows what is the weight I have to bear!

I thought her answer over-strained. I thought her anxiety more than the occasion required; and I felt about for an explanation. You are so near the fighting, I said lamely, for I felt that I was making excuse for her. Doubtless it is more trying to you.

I am so near, she answered with the same depth of feeling. And so helpless! So helpless! I sit and wait! And wait!

That is too often the womans part, I fear.

God forbid, she replied with extraordinary bitterness, that my part should fall to the lot of many women. He cannot be so cruel!

I drew away after that. I did not dare to press her farther, for I thought that she was overwrought and hardly herself. The note of tragedy seemed to be out of place in face of this calm country-side, of the still woods, of the lowing cattle, of the smiling negroes going about their tasks under our eyes.

But all our talks were not of this nature, and stoutly as she guarded the approaches to intimacy, there were times when I caught her in a gentler mood or by sheer meekness broke down the barrier of her reserve; so that perforce she grew more kind. At such times she listened while I talked of my home and my people and the England, which she knew only through the pages of Addison and Goldsmith and Richardson; or I described the long voyage with its stale water and sour beef which had brought me hither; or she spoke herself, not willingly, of the old plantation on the Ashapoo, of society on the French Santee, where she had visited the Marions, of her boarding school at Charles Town, of the Cecilia Society with its concerts, and the old Provincial Library. It was clear that Wilmer had been in better circumstances, but when I ventured to sympathize with her on her isolation her only answer was, Give us peace! Only give us peace!

Peace? I echoed. Yes.

And I knew that I was losing my own peace. I knew that the pose of her small head, as it bent over the wheel or the needle, the slender grace of her figure, the proud sadness of her eyes were coming between me and the rest of the world; and that beside a kind look from those eyes, that now dwelt absently on things unseen by me, and now viewed me with a cold attention, hardly anything in life had any value for me, or any sweetness. Had I met her elsewhere and in ordinary conditions, I believe that I should have succumbed to her charm. But here, where she was the one woman, set in this lonely place as in a frame, encircled by the peace of green glades and scented hemlocks, by myrtle and reddening sumach, and where, besides, she walked a perplexing puzzle, a sphinx, a figure for vain imaginings  was any other issue possible?

A rebel? The daughter of a planter? I thought no more of such things. Here, where every morning I looked across the valley to the far-off mountains, where the endless spaces of the air smiled beneath my eyes, here, within touch of the primitive forest and the wide prairies, such distinctions lost their meaning. The busy life of the camp, the Norfolk Discipline  how often had I cursed it!  the jovial dinner, the ride, the foray, faded into a dream; and even the quarrel which had brought us  a mere handful of pigmies, over the boundless ocean to this land, seemed no longer of moment, but a mere trifle, the play of children quarreling in some squalid alley of a distant town.

And whether in this, love opened my eyes or closed them, whether I now saw things by the light of truth or duped myself for a season, what matter? In a month from my coming I had waded in over shoes, over boots. For me the die was cast and I knew that I dreaded nothing so much as the day that should see my back turned on the Bluff. The old life had lost its savour and seemed, as I looked back, an impossible procession of dull routine and distasteful days.

Doubtless had I been French I must have spoken. But there is in us a vast force of silence. Where the Frenchman is proud we, until a certain day comes, are ashamed of passion. And apart from the distance which she maintained between us, there was a dignity about Constantia as she moved in the midst of her household, and governed her slaves, that set all thought of love at defiance. I could not bring myself to believe that she regarded me as anything but an unlucky encumbrance, one of the evils of war. Indeed, as my arm improved and my strength returned, and I stood in less need of help or pity, I fancied that her intolerance of my presence grew and increased. She noted when the month that Marion had named came to an end. She showed trouble at his non-appearance, and fretted without disguise at the delay. At times she was ice to me. And then I, who would have given the world for a kind word from her lips, could have cursed her for her unconsciousness!

Not that I had not once or twice intoxicating moments. Once I looked up from my book as I sat on the porch and I found her eyes brooding upon me. For a few seconds mine held them  it seemed as if she could not drag hers away! Then, as she at last turned her head, I saw the blood dye the whiteness of her neck and cheek to the very hair; and for a delicious minute my heart rioted madly. Again I was standing over her one day and I had fallen silent, gazing at and worshipping her slender neck and high-braided head. I suppose she felt my eyes upon her, for slowly I saw the same blush spread over the white  slowly and irresistibly; and to stay the foolish words that rose to my lips I had to go away and hide myself in my room, where I sat gripping the cold fingers of my bandaged arm until the blood burned in them. Why, why had she blushed, I asked myself? For when I met her next, she was cold as Diana and distant as a star. And as if she were not satisfied with that, but must punish me farther, she presently sent to me to ask if I would be good enough to leave the veranda free next day, as she wished to examine a small parcel of a new staple of cotton. As the veranda was the only place where I had the chance of seeing her, this was enough to vex me; but I had no choice except to obey, and I spent the greater part of the morrow in my own room and in a bad temper. I was there about three in the afternoon fretting and fuming and trying to read when I heard the patter of naked feet crossing the porch, a sound that was quickly followed by a stir in the house. A moment later the commotion grew to something like an alarm. Voices rose here and there in various keys, I caught cries of affright, a door was slammed hurriedly, silence followed. And on that, to tell the truth, my heart sank.

Marion is here, I thought. He has come for me. And if Marions return had meant release and freedom instead of a prison hospital at Hillsboro I do not know that I should have been much better pleased!

I did not go out or make inquiry. I considered that I had been cast on my own company with little thought and small ceremony; and pride bade me wait until I was summoned. I clung, too, to hope as long as it was possible to do so. It might not be Marion. The stir might have nothing to do with me. And so some minutes, five perhaps, passed. Then with no warning there came a sharp knock at my door, and Mammy Jacks entered. The woman looked flustered and alarmed.

Marse Craven, she said, Missie, she upn sond fer you. She des tarryin fer you de noth aidge uv Hickry Knob, en I low de soonern you go de better. A little mo en you miss er en de kindlinll be in de fier. You gwine?  

I stared at the woman. I fancied at first that I had not understood her. Hickory Knob? I said. Why it is two miles from here! Madam Constantia cannot have walked there! I heard her voice less than

Go long! Aint I done tell you she ridin Injun Belle? Mammy Jacks replied scornfully. She tuckn sond piccaninny fer you. You gwine ter go? Cose,  she turned away with great dignity ef you hev udder fish ter fry, its notin ter Mammy Jacks. She done tell you.

Stop! I said, my mind a jumble of impossible conjectures, Dont be in such a hurry. Ill go, of course, if I can be of use. But I dont understand

Dats needer yer nor dar, Mammy Jacks answered. Ef you er too bigitty ter go, Marse, dars an eend. Eh? You gwine? Clar to goodness den, soonern you skip de better! Ef you not fine Missie noth aidge uv de Knob you ter wait an hour twel she come. Bimeby she trompin round. She sholy boun ter come.

I followed the woman from the room, still marvelling, still questioning, my head in a whirl. She hurried me through the living-room to the door at the rear of the house which looked towards the negroes cabins  low huts of shingle, vine-clad, mushroom-like, dwarfed by the giant shade-trees that rose above them. Beside the house-door stood a black boy with a single cloth about him, who still panted from the speed at which he had come. His face was strange to me, and I asked if he were coming with me.

Look like you know de track widout him! the woman rejoined. Aint you bin ter de Knob de las week uz ever wuz? You better run long er Missiell be dar befo you! Den youll hear mo en you pleezd ter like. Dats wat Im thinking, Marse Craven.

I strode off without waiting for more, passed beside the cabins and skirted the negroes patches of corn and vegetables. Beyond these I plunged into the woods, following a fairly-marked track. The Knob was a rocky point, rising well over a hundred feet above the forest roof, some two miles southwest of the Bluff. I had visited it for the sake of the view which I was told its summit afforded; and I should have gone a second time if about the same distance northwest of the Knob, there had not risen above the trees another hill  Kings Mountain. Its slopes were greener, it was more pleasant to the eye. But I knew that on those slopes, above which vultures and crows hovered in the air, the bodies of my fellows lay unburied. And that thought had been too much for me. I had not gone again.

But to-day that and all kindred thoughts were far from my mind as I pushed my way along the narrow track, now thrusting aside the scented plants that form in Carolina so large a part of the undergrowth, and now traversing the gloom of a pinewood where the feet sank without a sound in the rotting leaves. Even the heat and flies, even the scurry of a doe and fawn across my path were little heeded. My mind was in a tumult of wonder and conjecture. I thought only of Constantia, of her summons, of her possible need. I strove to imagine what had happened, what had, or could have, happened, to lead her to send for me; above all, I wondered what she could want with me at Hickory Knob, a place distant and solitary  she who had never offered me her company abroad, never gone farther with me than to that sliprail?

Wondering, I sought the answer to these questions and sought it fruitlessly. I could find no answer that consorted with her character or was at one with her treatment of me. Had she met with an accident? She would not send for me. Had she fallen into hostile hands? I could do nothing, maimed and unarmed as I was. Was Marion with her? Then, why did he not come to the house? No conjecture that presented itself agreed with the facts, and I could only hasten my pace as much as my arm permitted, and look forward to seeing her.

Where should I find her? At the foot of the rock? Or at the summit? Or would she perhaps be waiting for me at a certain flat stone on a level with the tree-tops, which formed a convenient seat, and which a carpet of nutshells and broken corncobs pointed out as a favorite resort of the negroes? I could not tell. The tangle of forest vines about me was not more blind or more confused than were my thoughts.

I came at last, sweating at every pore, and fighting the swarms of flies that accompanied me to the foot of the little hill. She was not there; I could hear nothing. The stillness of afternoon lay heavy on the woods. Impatient of delay, I paused for a moment only, then I started to scale the hill and in less than a minute I stood beside the flat stone I have mentioned. She was not there, and I did not tarry, I climbed on, now slipping on the shale, and now clutching at branches of the myriad azaleas that earlier in the year clothed the bare hill with flame. At length I reached the summit which was no bigger than the floor of a barn.

She was not there and I stood awhile, glad to take breath and to cool my heated face. I looked abroad over the silent trees, over the carpet of forest which autumn was beginning to dye to its pattern. I viewed for a moment the smooth green head of Kings Mountain, that to the westward rose above the trees. Then I turned to mark, in the direction whence I came, the cleft in the woods which marked the clearing about the Bluff. Beyond it the forest sank and was replaced by the more distant view of the mountains.

I waited, expecting, with each moment that passed, to hear the movements of her mare on the path. How would she look? What countenance would she put on? What would she, what could she have to say to me? I lost myself in a fever of anticipation. Ten minutes passed, twenty minutes, at last the full half hour! And still she did not come. Still there was no sign of her, no sound of her approach.

At length the heat of expectancy began to give place to the chill of doubt. Had I mistaken, could I have mistaken the place? Or was there another path up the Knob and could she be waiting for me at the foot of the farther side. I hurried across the top, I descended some distance, I called, I whistled. I strove to pierce the thickets with my eyes. Then, harassed by the thought that while I lingered, she might be mounting by the proper track, I toiled again to the summit and looked abroad. She had not appeared, and my heart sank. Doubt in its turn began to give place to suspicion. Had I been tricked? And if so, to what end? Desperately I searched the trees with my eyes. She might still come, but the hour I had been told to wait was nearly up. Indeed in no long time the sun would set, and twilight in Carolina is brief. If I remained on the Knob until it was dark, I should have small chance of returning through the woods without a fall that in my crippled condition might be serious.

I was now angry as well as suspicious. I had been duped  for some reason; duped by a trick too transparent to deceive a child. I had been sent out of the way; I had not a doubt of it now. I only wondered that I had been so easily gulled. Still I would not act in a hurry. They should not say that I had left the rendez-vous before the time. They should not have that excuse. So I waited fuming and fretting until the hour expired, and then reckoning that I should have no more daylight than would suffice for my return, I scrambled down the rocky slope, and in a state of cold anger very different from the heat of anticipation in which I had come, I made the best of my way towards home.

A man, and a soldier, does not like to be tricked. He does not choose to be treated as a child even for his own good. And in this case the lure which they had used, the bait which I had swallowed so greedily, seemed to imply a knowledge of my feelings that made me hot only to think of it. Had the girl been amusing herself with me? Had she, cold and distant as she seemed, been laughing at me? Worst of all, had she taken that d  d grinning black woman into her confidence? No wonder that as I labored on I cursed the boggy piece that delayed me, the roots over which I stumbled, the thorns that snatched at my clothes?

I did not consider what I should say. My one longing was to confront them. But I had not reckoned with the darkness that fell earlier in the woods than in the open, and soon I had to pick my way for fear of a fall which might injure my arm.

When I came in sight of the cabins it was dusk and a light already shone from one of the windows of the house.

I was making for this light, with angry words on my lips, when a figure rose suddenly in the path before me and barred my way. It was Mammy Jacks. Apparently she had been crouching on the ground on the look-out for my coming.

Fer de Lords sake, stop, honey! she jibbered, bringing her ugly face close to mine, her eyeballs and her teeth shining in the gloom. Ders Capen Levi dar, en de udder rapscallions! Ef you go in, you no mo chance den a rooster in de pan! Der aint no Marse Marion ter elp you loose de rope dis time! Aint you no eyes ter see de hosses? And she clutched me by the arm and held me.

I did see then  with a decided shock  a row of saddled horses standing beside the porch, thirty yards from us. With them were a couple of men lounging, as if on guard. The row extended round the corner of the house so that I could not count either men or horses and the dusk made all indistinct. The windows, now that I was nearer, showed more than one light, though these were darkened from time to time as a figure passed across them. A murmur of voices, a stir of feet, the clink of glass, and now and again a loud laugh issued from the windows and mingled with the jingle of bit and stirrup-iron.

See dat? Wat I tell you? Mammy Jacks repeated in terror that was certainly not feigned; and she clung firmly to my sleeve. You go in, en you sholy hang! Capen Levi, he mighty mad atter you en he make an eend dis time! Look like dey sarched de cabins, en you kin hide in dar! Hide in dar, Marse Craven! Fust thing you know de Capenll get up en go. He go fer sho in ten minutes.

I let her push me towards the door of the nearest hut; to hide there, as she said, seemed to be the wisest course for the present. But either the reek of the shack repelled me, or her insistence touched the wrong note. My pride rose and on the very threshold I turned. Why should I hide? I had Marions word and the girls word. And weeks had elapsed and nothing had happened since Levis last attempt. Was this some new trick for my good for if so, I would not stoop to it. The part I had played at the Bluff had been poor so far; I was not going to make it worse and disgrace myself by hiding in a niggers hut from a parcel of low rebels whom a single man with a pistol had put to flight.

No! I cried; and I resisted the womans thrust.

Ill be hanged if I do, Mammy! Ill see Levi and all his crew with their father the devil first!

Den youll hatter hang! she gibbered, struggling to detain me. Fer de Lords sake, honey, tend ter me! Dont go in dar! she protested, her voice rising to a shriek. Dont go in dar! Deyll hang you fer sho! Deyll  Marse Craven  fer de Lords sake

But I wrested myself from her hands, I flung out of the hut. As I did so, some one in the house laughed aloud, a pair of hands clapped applause, a glass shivered on the floor. I was being tricked, I was sure of it now; and I bounded across the short space to the door, Mammy Jacks wail of despair in my ears. I evaded a second figure that slipped out of the gloom and tried to stop me, I thrust open the door that was already ajar, and a pace inside the room I stood, confounded.

The table was spread for a meal and spread as I had never seen it laid at the Bluff, with glass and silverware and all that was rarest in the house. On it were meat and drink and whisky and even wine. At the head of the table staring at me with laughter frozen on her lips  aye, and with terror in her eyes  sat Constantia. At the foot was Aunt Lyddy, I believe, but I did not take her in at a first glance. For between them, seated at the table were three men in regimentals that glittered with gold lace. Two of them wore the green of Tarletons British Legion, one was in the Kings scarlet. And my amazement may be imagined when I saw that the one in scarlet, was young Paton, my own particular friend on the Staff! While of the others the nearer to me was Haybittle, a grim, hard-bitten veteran, who had never risen beyond a pair of colors in the regular service, but now ranked in the Legion as a Captain. I knew him well.

On both sides there was a moment of silence and astonishment. I glared at them.

The first to recover from his surprise and to find his voice was Paton. He pushed back his chair, and sprang to his feet. Who-hoop! he shouted. Who-hoop! Run to earth, by Gad! Look at him, Haybittle! Youd think he saw a ghost instead of the Kings uniform. Heres his health! He swung his glass round his head. A bumper! A bumper!

I stood stock still. But how  how do you come here? I stammered at last. I stared at Paton in his scarlet, at the glittering table, at the candles that shed a soft light upon it, but it was only the girls stricken face that I apprehended with my mind. And even while I put the question to Paton, my brain asked another  what did her look of horror, of despair mean? How do you come here? I repeated. You are not prisoners?

Prisoners! Haybittle answered in his harsher tones. Good G  d, no! Weve come for you, Major, and a deuce of a ride weve had to fetch you! Wed pretty well given you up too!

Thanks to this young lady who lied to us! the third man struck in. I knew him slightly  a New York Tory holding a commission in Tarletons horse and like many loyalists more bitter than the regulars. It would serve Madam right, he continued rudely, if we burned the roof over her head! And for my part Im for doing it!

Hold your tongue, Carroll! Paton cried angrily. Youre always for burning some poor devils house or playing some silly trick of that sort! Dont be afraid, Miss Wilmer, he continued, You played your hand, and had a right to play it, and played it well! And by jove, such a face as yours, if you will allow me to say so, knows no laws. But I can tell you, he went on, addressing me, my lady came pretty near to bamboozling us, Major! We were just toasting her in a last glass when you came in looking like Banquos ghost  and damme, almost as pale! Five minutes more and we should have been off and away!

And we ought to be away now! Haybittle said, rising to his feet. Sergeant! Get em to horse. Dont lose a minute!

Im on parole, I said.

Parole be hanged! Haybittle answered bluntly. We retake you! Hit in the arm, eh, Major? Well, you can ride and weve a horse for you. And ride we must as if the devil were behind us. Im not for doing anything to this young lady, with an awkward look at her, because she fibbed to us! But I dont trust her for that reason, and

Steady, Captain Haybittle, I said, regaining my voice and my faculties  the girl continued to sit and look before her with the same stricken face. This ladys father saved my life when I was wounded and helpless. He has sheltered me and treated me more than well, and more than humanely. Not a dog must be injured here, or a truss taken, or you will have to reckon with me. I am the senior officer here

No, by G  d, youre not, Major, Haybittle retorted bluntly. Not till your names replaced on the active list, and that cant be till you have reported yourself at Headquarters as returned to duty. General Tarleton put me in charge of the expedition, and Ill give up the lead to no one  with all respect to you.

And Im for doing something! Im for teaching these rebels a lesson! Carroll protested, encouraged by Haybittles action.

Youll learn a lesson yourself, Lieutenant, Haybittle rejoined, and that pretty quickly if you dont see the men to horse. While were mounting, throw forward vedettes as far as the smithy we passed. Off, man, and see to it! Then to me, Were thirty miles from Fishing Creek, where our supports are, and seventy miles from our lines. Green is at Charlotte, a deal too near us for my taste, and has thrown forward Sumters men. Ill give you three minutes, Major, by my watch to get your things together  not a second more. Were only twenty, all told, and before we are ten miles from here we shall have the country swarming on our backs.

He hurried out. Carroll had already gone. Paton with a sly look at me and a glance at the girl  who still sat silent in her chair  went after him.

I approached her diffidently, Miss Wilmer, I said, have you nothing to say to me before I go? She awoke as from a dream. She met my eyes. You are going then? she said.

I have no choice.

And your parole  is nothing?

It is put an end to by my re-capture, I said. Colonel Marion will understand that. But I want you to understand something more; that nothing  nothing can put an end to the gratitude which I owe to your father and to you. When it shall be safe for me to return

To the Bluff?

Yes  for I shall return, Miss Wilmer, be sure of that. And when I do return to the Bluff I shall be free to tell you, and to prove to you

How great is your gratitude! she cried, rising to her feet and substituting other words for mine  for indeed it was of something more than gratitude I was going to speak. Your gratitude? she repeated, with a look and in a voice that cut me to the heart. Will it be worth more than your word? Will it sever one of the meshes that bind you? Will it evade one of your cruel laws? Will it save one life? No, Major Craven! If the day comes for me to ask a return, to crave a favor, to plead to you, aye, even on my knees, I know that the law that frees you to-day will bind you then! And I shall find your gratitude no better than your word! For me, you can take it, sir  where it may mean more! | She pointed scornfully to the old lady who sat, wondering and bemused, at the farther end of the table. And yet I doubt if Aunt Lyddy was more bemused at that moment than I was. The girls outbreak was to me beyond all understanding. I was astonished, indignant, nay, sorely hurt! For what had I done. What beyond that which I was doing, could I do? You are cruel, and unjust! I cried. What have I done that you should wound me, at this moment? Believe me, if you could read my heart, Miss Wilmer

I do not wish to read it! she answered passionately. Take it there with your gratitude! I value both at their true worth! Again she pointed to poor Aunt Lyddy who gazed at us, understanding nothing of the debate. And that was the end, for before, hurt and angry, I could find words with which to answer the girl or to reproach her, the opportunity was past. Haybittle bustled in, his sword clanking on the floor.

Time! Time! he cried. You must come, Major. Not another moment! He took me by the sound arm and forced me towards the door. You are playing with lives, he continued, and I dont choose to hazard mine for the sake of a girls eyes. No offence to you, Miss, he flung over his shoulder. Youd make a fine tragedy queen, be hanged if you wouldnt. To look at you one would think that wed done God knows what to you, and a good many would! Theres temptation and to spare. Now boot and saddle, Major! Weve risked more than enough to get hold of you! Let us be going!


CHAPTER VIII

THE MAN WITH TWO FACES

This outward sainted Deputy, Whose settled visage and deliberate word 

Nips youth i the head and follies doth emmew 

As falcon doth the fowl  is yet a Devil!



SHAKESPEARE.



Haybittle dragged me out. From the porch I had a last view of the room. It showed me the table set for a feast, as I had left it, the old lady seated in her chair, Constantia on her feet, motionless, and gazing after us. Was it fancy or did I read something besides scorn and defiance in the girls eyes as they followed me; a shadow of fear, of appeal, of unutterable sorrow? I could not tell, and I had no time to dwell on the fancy. In a twinkling I was half-lifted and half pushed into the saddle of a troop-horse, the reins were thrust into my hand, the word was given, we moved off, the lighted windows faded as by magic. I had one glimpse of Mammy Jacks face amid a knot of staring negroes, a moment in which to press my purse  once before given and returned  into her hand, and we had left all behind, and were filing down the field road, amid the jingle of bits, the trampling of hoofs, the curt orders, all the familiar sounds of a troop of horse on the march.

I was among my own people, Patons cheery tones cried, Hark Forrard! in my ears, his kind hand had knotted my spare rein to his saddle. I was free, with friendly hands and voices round me, and a good horse between my knees. I should have been jubilant, I should have been happy, I should have been content at least; and Heaven knows I was wretched. It was not only that we were parted, but in the moment of parting the girl had judged me unfairly and hurt me wantonly, God only knew why! She had flung my thanks in my face and poured scorn on the affection of which  for she was a woman  she must at least have had some suspicion.

Sore with the pain of parting, I cried out passionately against her injustice: that injustice which, had I been indifferent to her, must still have been cruel. As it was I loved her; and at this our last interview, when I had been on the point of telling her, hurried and ill-timed as the moment was, something of what I felt, she had  oh, but it was cruel! For I might never  I might never see her again. This might be my last memory of her.

Yet at this moment her stricken face, her eyes, wells of grief and appeal, rose up before me, and gave me a strange bewildering certainty that I was loved. That I was loved! She might pour contempt on me, she might insult me; but the very violence of her language proved that there was something in her heart akin to that which swelled in mine. There was a bond between us. Miles might part us, but her eyes followed me, and her heart. For, here was the old mystery, the old puzzle. But of pain is born knowledge; and with her reproaches in my ears, and every pace of my horse carrying me farther from her  and never perhaps should I see her again!  I was sure at last that I had touched her heart.

Yes, out of my wretchedness I came suddenly to that knowledge. The eyes that had followed me had given the lie to the eyes that accused me. There was a mystery still, but  at this point Paton broke in upon my thoughts.

Major, rouse yourself! he cried in my ear. Come, youve cheated the Jews and bilked the sponging house, and youre as mum as one of these confounded trimmers who are neither on one side nor the other! Cheer up! Your heart will be whole as soon as your arm, Though now they are moaning on ilka green loaning The flowers of the Forest are all wede away!

There Ill say no more! But youve never asked how we came to find you? It was due to me, my lad, due to me! One of Fergusons men came in a week ago. Hed been hiding by day and walking by night. He heard from some loyalists  few enough in this part!  who sheltered him, that there was a wounded officer lying at a plantation not far from Kings Mountain. Greene had let us know you were alive  quite a courteous message it was  and putting two and two together with the help of a man who knew the district we fixed upon the place where we found you. But we did not say a word  far too much has crept out lately. I saw Tarleton and he consented to push ten miles up Fishing Creek, and to lie there thirty hours. He gave me Carroll and twenty men, but  in your ear, Major  Carrolls too much given to burning and harrying for my taste, and I insisted on having Haybittle as well, whos a good fellow, though not thorough-bred. And here we are!

Hows my lord? I asked, forcing myself  it was no small effort  to take an interest in things.

He has gone down the country for his health for ten days; he has left my other lord in charge.

Rawdon?

The same  and gallant old Webster to nurse him. Poor Fergusons death has set us back damnably. You left us at Charlotte  Gates was then at Hillsborough a long way north. Now were back at Winnsboro and Greene, in Gatess place, and worth six of him, the devil take him! is at Charlotte. Sumter is out on the Broad, west of us, and Davy is across the Catawba east of us, and it was no small feat, Major, to slip in between them; theyre no fools at the business. And were not out of the trap yet. However, if you can ride through the night in spite of your bad arm, we shall be with Tarleton by daybreak. Hes lying, as I said, on Fishing Creek where he defeated Sumter a couple of months ago, but he has a party out watching the fords of the Catawba and Davy will be clever if he surprises him.

Wheres Marion? I asked. My curiosity was natural.

Who can say? Paton answered, shrugging his shoulders. Wemyss has been hunting him on Lynchs Creek but to no purpose. Tarleton fancies that hes back on the Pee Dee now and far to the right of us. I hope it is so. Hes a wily old fox, if you please.  

Well, I must do my best, I said, but why have you let Davy and Sumter push in so close to us. Thats not Tarletons ordinary fashion.

Because theyve more friends than we have, Haybittle answered dryly. He had reined his horse back to us. They dont know when theyre beaten, these Southerners. Since we broke them up at Camden, hanged if things are not worse instead of better! Every hand is against us and some of the hands are in our dish. If we bring you off safe  which way is that fool of a guide turning? He broke off to shout, Look out, Carroll, where you are going!  it will be because we have kept a still tongue  a still tongue, Major, and told no one except Tarleton what we were doing!

Haybittles right, Paton said. Every movement weve made during the last month has been known to Sumter and Davy before we made it!

Aye, theres a leak in the vessel somewhere, Haybittle growled. And its one that nothing but a halter will stop  six feet of hemp is what is needed. My lord is altogether too easy. He is hail-fellow-well-met with too many of these loyalists. There is one or other of them at his ear from morning till night, and not a plan is made but, in place of keeping it to himself, he must needs discover the lie of the land from some Jack Tory or other. My lord learns a little and the Tory learns more, and it is my opinion, he does not keep his knowledge to himself. Its either that, or we have a Benedict Arnold on our side. And then, the sooner we catch their André and hang him up the better. Sergeant! raising his voice, pass on to Lieutenant Carroll to be careful that he takes the right fork at the next ford, and loses no time in crossing that strip of hill! The moon is shining on it.

Trot, trot, trot, trot, through the mud, and up the slope! There is something in a night march across a hostile country, something in the caution which is necessary, in the low curt orders, and the excitement, which appeals strongly to the spirit of a soldier. In spite of the sudden halts and jolting starts which many a time put my fortitude to the test, in spite of sad thoughts  for surely to be misread by one we love is sharper than a serpents tooth!  I began to take pleasure in what was passing. Whether we wound quickly over the flank of a hill with moonlight gleaming on spur and bit, or tracked the course of a stream through a fern-clad ravine, where the mimosas and the yellow jessamine scented the spray, or plunged knee-deep through a quaking bog where the clamor of the frogs covered the splashing of the horses, I owned the charm. Regret began to give place to ambition. Since I was free I longed also to be hale and strong. I yearned to be in the field once more. After all, life held war as well as love; war that on such a night puts on its fairest face, its garb of Border story; love that on such a march seems sad and distant, bright and pure, as the star that gleams through the wrack of clouds above us.

The sun was an hour high when, a long line of crawling horses and weary men, we surmounted the last ridge and sighted far to the south of us the dark head of Rocky Mountain. Fishing Creek, the bridge, and the distant valley of the Catawba lay below us, and by and by we espied Tarletons pickets thrown far out as was his custom. I could endure the shaking no longer, and at this point I slid from the saddle, and trudged down the last mile on my feet. From the Camp below rose presently a sound of cheering voices! The men had counted our number as we descended the face of the hill, and they had made us one more than had started on the expedition the day before. Ten minutes later the old flag waved over our heads, I was safe as well as free. Tarleton, with the courteous insouciance which was natural to him and which could at need give place to an unsparing energy, came forward to welcome me to his camp.

My lord Rawdons compliments, sir, and he will be glad if you will report yourself at his quarters.

Very good, I said. Does his lordship wish to see me at once?

I believe so, sir.

Very good, Tomkins. I will be with his lordship as soon as I can borrow a sword.

The order reached me early on the morning after my arrival at Winnsboro. But owing either to the fatigue of the ride  though I had rested six hours at Fishing Creek  or to other causes, I had already begun to experience, early as the hour was, the lassitude and ennui which await the man, who after startling adventures returns to a dull routine. The scarlet of the Kings uniform, peeping here and there through the trees that shaded the village street, the smart sentries who paced the walk before this door or that, the Twenty-Third drilling in an open space with their queues and ribbons and powdered heads, the old flag flying above Headquarters  these were sights pleasant enough. And the greetings of old friends were welcome; the camaraderie of an army campaigning abroad is a thing by itself. But when that was said, all was said. A camp is a camp, and the older it is the worse it grows. After the life of the Bluff, with its primitive cleanliness, its great spaces, its comfort and its stillness, the close air and squalor of billets, the shifts and dirty floors, the sharp orders and sounds of punishment, even the oaths and coarse talk to which custom had once inured me, jarred on me unspeakably. Nor was the distaste with which I looked about me, as I passed along the village street, lessened by the thought that for some time to come my wound would withhold me from action and confine me to the narrow bounds of the camp.

I had not many minutes to spare for these or for any reflections. It was but a short distance, the length of a measured stroll, from the lodging where Paton had taken me in, to where my Lord had his headquarters, nearly at the end of the village. I soon arrived at the place, a low white house, set back a little from the street and separated from it by a row of fine shade trees which sheltered a rough table and some benches. There was the usual throng about the door, but I pushed my way through it, and the orderly who had summoned me, and who was on the look-out, ushered me without delay into my Lords presence.

A man of my own age, twenty-seven or twenty-eight, was seated at the head of a table strewn with papers and maps. Webster, who commanded the Twenty-Third, sat at the foot of the table and between the two were ranged five or six men of varying ages, of whom one or two were not in uniform. I saw as much as this at a glance, as I crossed the threshold. Then my Lord rose and came forward to meet me with a cordiality that sat well on his years without derogating from his rank.

My dear Craven, he said, shaking me by the hand, welcome back to life! Tarleton has done some good work, but he has never done His Majestys cause a greater service than by restoring you to it.

Your arm? How is it?

Doing well, my lord, I murmured. And I thanked him.

Excellent! Well, an express went to your father three weeks ago enclosed in the Commander-in Chiefs despatches, which told him of your safety. You will dine with me to-night and tell me about poor Fergusons affair. Poor fellow! Poor fellow! But there, sit down now! No, gentlemen, you must keep your congratulations until later. Time presses and the matter we are on brooks no delay. Brigadier, he continued, addressing Webster, find room for Major Craven beside you  and have a care of his arm. He is here just in time to be of service to us, and now He broke off, his attention diverted by a movement at the table. What is it? he asked, turning sharply in his chair, and extending his arm so as to bar the way to the door.

One of the men in civilian dress, who had risen from his seat at my entrance, muttered something. He would be glad of his lordships permission to  and with a murmur and a low bow, he was for leaving the room.

But my lord stopped him. No, sir, he cried peremptorily. Sit down! And without deigning to hear the mans reasons, he motioned him back to his chair. Sit down, sir! Sit down! Nonsense, man we shall not be fifteen minutes, and your matter can wait. We may need you, we shall almost certainly need you. Now Major Craven, I require your attention. Am I right in saying that about three months ago you rode across the country that lies between the forks of the Congaree  from the Enoree to the Broad River? That is so, is it not?

I did, my lord, I said. I spent three days in the district, mainly on the Tiger River.

About the level of Fishdam?

Yes, my lord, and a little farther north  as far as Brandons Camp.

Then just take that map  give it him, Haldane  and describe for us the nature of the country west of Fishdam Ford. Its high ground, isnt it? A sort of spine? Sumter is lying in that neighborhood, as you probably know. If you dont, it is the fact, and we propose, all being well, to surprise him to-night.

To-morrow night, by your leave, my lord, some one interjected.

To-night, Rawdon replied dryly and with emphasis; and he withered the interrupter with a look. That is a detail, he continued, which I confess I have kept from you, gentlemen,  with the exception of the Brigadier and Major Wemyss  until this moment. A mounted force of the 63rd has gone forward, and should be already beyond Mobley Meeting-house. Major Wemyss who is to command them rides express from here within the hour. The attack will be made to-night, or in the small hours of the morning, but it entirely depends for its success on surprise. Our numbers are not large and General Sumter is in some strength, with reinforcements not far off  Triggs, Clarke, and their irregulars. If he has warning he may turn the tables on us. That being so, gentlemen, and because so many of our plans have been disclosed of late  God knows how!  I have advanced the time of the attack to to-night.

There was a general murmur of assent and approval.

Now, Major Craven, my lord continued, will you detail for us the nature of the country as you remember it, and as precisely as you can. We have other information, of course, but I wish to see if it tallies with yours. Your return to-day is a piece of good fortune.

I explained with the map before me the main features, as I remembered them. My former journey had been made at some risk just before Gatess advance to Camden and with a view to an advance on our side. What I detailed seemed to confirm the information already in our possession as well as the report of Sumters position. Wemyss, who was naturally the most deeply concerned, and who followed my explanation with great care on another map, put a number of questions to me; and in this he was seconded by Webster. When I had answered these questions to the best of my power, Wemyss addressed the man on my right  the same who had risen and sat down again.

I should explain that Webster, the Brigadier, was on my left hand, sitting at the end of the table. I could apprehend by this time who were there. There were seven altogether, five soldiers and two civilians.

What I want to know is this, Mr. Burton, Wemyss asked. Are you sure that Triggs and Clarke, with the southern rebels, have not joined Sumter? This is a point of the utmost importance. It is life or death to us. Are you clear about it?

Yes, Mr. Burton, let us hear you on that, my lord said.

The question was put at an unlucky moment for my neighbor had just taken a pinch of snuff which set him sneezing. With difficulty he managed to say that  tishoo! on that point he was  tishoo! clear  quite clear, my lord!

And just one point more, my lord, Wemyss insisted. Are you sure, Mr. Burton, that Triggs and Clarke are not near enough to join Sumter to-day? Before the time of my attack, sir, do you see? Because that is just as important.

Yes, we want no more mistakes, my lord chimed in. Let us be certain this time. What do you say to that, Mr. Burton?

Mr. Burton, a stoutish man in brown, with a neat well-floured head  I could see so much of him, but little more, as he was next to me  sneezed again and violently. It was all he could do to answer in a half-strangled voice that tishoo! he was sure of that also  quite sure, my lord!

One or two laughed at his predicament, but my lord was not pleased. If you cant take snuff without sneezing, he said sharply, why, the devil, man, do you take it! Why do you take it? Now, Wemyss, have you all the information you need, do you think? Are you sure? Dont be hurried. You must not let Sumter get the better of you, as Marion did.

I think that Wemyss was not well pleased with the reminder that he had not been lucky on the Pee Dee.

At any rate he did not take the hint to ask further questions. He was already on his feet and he answered that he thought that he now had all that he wanted. If I dont do it with what I know, he continued rather sulkily, I shall not do it at all. And by your leave, my lord, he continued, moving towards the door, I will lose no more time. My horses are outside and it will be as much as I can do to overtake my men. We cant go by the cross-cuts and wood-roads that these d  d fellows use.

Nor by the marshes, some one said, hinting slyly at his Pee Dee campaign.

No, we are not web-footed, Wemyss grunted.

Well, very good, my lord answered indulgently. Go, by all means, and good luck to you, Wemyss. Catch that d  d fellow Sumter if you can! By G  d, I hope you may, and good luck to you!

We echoed the wish, one after another. My lord rose from the table, others rose. There was a little confusion. I turned to say a word to my snufftaking neighbor, but he had turned his shoulder towards me and was already on his feet, speaking to Haldane, the Generals aide, who was between him and the door.

Webster saw that I looked at him. He winked.

A good man that, he said in a low voice. He has given us a great deal of information, a vast lot of information. He comes from the other side of the hills on the Tennessee slope. He is a backwaters man, but he knows this country well. A strong Kings man and damned useful to us of late, d  d useful, I can tell you.

If he comes from the Tennessee slope, I said pricking up my ears, he may know the place I was at. Its on this side, but not far from the foot of the mountains. The mans name was Wilmer  the man who took me. He treated me well, too, General, very well! Shall we ask him?

Webster was still in his seat at the table  a stout heavy man, slow in his movements, but shrewd and a very able soldier. He raised his voice. Mr. Burton! he cried. Hie! I want you.

But Burton was now within a pace or two of the door. He did not hear, and would have escaped if he had not been forced to give place to the Chief who was in the act of passing out at that moment. This detained Burton, but for an instant only  he seemed to be in a great hurry; and seeing this and that in another moment he would be gone, Webster appealed to Haldane who was also going out.

Haldane! he cried. Stop Mr. Burton! I want to speak to him. Damme, has the man turned deaf all in a minute! What has come to him? Here, bring him back!

The aide did as he was told, tapping his man on the shoulder, and pointing to us.

The Brigadier wants you, he said. Hes speaking to you.

D  n the man, hes as deaf as a post! Mr. Burton! Webster cried. Mr. Burton! One minute! Didnt you hear me call you? Major Craven wants to ask you a question.

Webster rose as he spoke. I rose. My lord had disappeared, but could still be heard in the passage speaking to some one. There were only Webster and I, Haldane and Burton left in the room. The civilian, thus summoned  and Websters voice had grown peremptory  turned back to us; a big clumsy figure of a man with his head sunk low between his shoulders, an enormous stock, and a thick queue. He looked more like a quaker than a planter, and he seemed to be an inveterate snuffer, for in the act of turning he had his box out again and a pinch raised to his nose. A heavy, good-natured-looking man he seemed; one who might have stepped out of a counting-house in Change Alley, and whose appearance would have surprised me more if I had not seen the queer wigs and queues in which the New Hampshire farmers, even in the backwoods, took the field.

Your servant, sir, he said, civilly enough, now we had got him.

You come from the Tennessee slope, Mr. Burton, I understand? I said.

There or thereabouts, sir, he answered in the same tone. And he blew out his cheeks after a clownish fashion.

Do you know by any chance the man who took me? I asked. His plantation lies about four miles east of Kings Mountain and just over the colony line. Its on Crowders creek or one of the small creeks west of the Catawba. They call the place the Bluff and it cannot be very far west of Wahubs Plantation?

He pondered, a pinch of snuff at his nose. Well, I am not sure, sir, he said slowly, I think I should know it.

His name is Wilmer.

Wilmer? Wilmer? he muttered. Umph?

A tall, lean man, I said, thinking to assist his memory, which, it was plain, worked sluggishly. I should say a man of some standing in his district. He treated me well. He could not have treated me better or behaved more handsomely, indeed. In fact, I may say that he saved my life

I stopped. I stared at the man, at his short wide face, which would have been jovial if it had not been so heavy, at his powdered head. His fingers, raised to convey the pinch of snuff to his nose covered the lower part of his countenance, but I noted that he had a shaky hand  some of the snuff fell on his stock. He puffed out his cheeks as he prepared to answer, but when he did so, it was only to repeat my last words. Saved your life, sir, did he? he murmured. So I have heard. He took you into his house, I understand?

I stared at him. That was so, I said. Where had I seen some one  some one? My heart began to beat quickly.

He sneezed. Of Wilmers Bluff? he muttered. Well, I think I should know him, Major, I blieve I know him. And he saved your life, sir, did he? He saved your life?

We stared at one another. Haldane, summoned by a voice from the passage turned to leave the room. Webster laughed  evidently the mans oddities were known to him and he saw nothing out of the common in his manner. Gad, Craven! You look surprised, he said with a chuckle. But Mr. Burton has a vast deal of information. He knows what is passing as well as any man, by Gad! Well, I must be going. See you at dinner? You had better be going soon, for the Chief is coming back, and he likes to have the room to himself.

Sharp as the shock had been, the moment of time that Websters words gained for me, helped me to collect myself. Before he was out of the room I spoke. Yes, Mr. Burton, I said, we had better be going!

His eyes questioned me.

Well go to my quarters  in the first place, I said.

He had still a hope I think that I had no more than suspicion in my mind  that I did not know; for he fenced with me, his eyes on my face. In an hour, sir, he said, I can be at your service. Heartily at your service, sir.

In an hour, I replied gravely, it will be too late for either of us to be of service to the other. You know many things, Mr. Burton, I continued, but I know one thing. You will be wise to give me your arm and to come with me to my quarters at once. Will you go before me?

I made way for him and followed him closely from the room and the house. Outside I saw Paton seated on one of the benches before the door. Paton, I said, come with me. I want you.

My tone surprised him, and reinforced by a glance at my face put him on the alert. He rose at once and joined us. By this time I had a pretty good notion what I should do, and when we had walked a few yards in silence, Paton, I said, Mr. Burton is going to give me some information and we want no listeners and no interruption. I am going to take him to our quarters and I want you to keep the door below and to see that no one comes in or goes out while we are together. Do you understand? Paton looked at me and looked at Burton and no doubt he saw that the thing, whatever it was, was serious. He whistled softly. I understand! he said. And then, There is my man, he added, would you like him too?

Yes, I would, I said. Bid him be within call. Burton maintained an easy silence as he moved beside me, and in this fashion, followed by Patons man who had fallen in at a sign from his master, we walked up the village street, threading the motley crowd of blacks and whites who thronged it. Soldiers, leaning against garden fences or lounging under the trees, saluted us as we passed. Sutlers carts went by in a long train. In an interval between two houses the drums were practicing. Here an awkward squad was at drill under a rough-tongued sergeant, whose cane was seldom idle, there a troop of the 14th Dragoons were drawn up awaiting their officer. A shower had fallen earlier in the day, but the sun had shone out and the lively scene, the white frame-houses, the bowering foliage around them, the bright uniforms, the movement, formed one of the cheerful interludes of war.

In other eyes than mine. For my part I walked through it, execrating, bitterly execrating it all  the sunshine, the leaves just touched by autumn, the fleecy sky  all! And fate. The mockery of it and the irony of it, overcame me. Of what moment are the bright hues of the trap to the wild creature that is caught in it?

However, lamentations must wait for another season. I had but a few moments, and I must act, not think. A very short walk brought us to Patons house in which he had secured for me the sole use of a liny attic, the only room above stairs in what was but a small cottage. On the threshold I turned to him. You will keep the door, I said. No one is to be allowed to go in or out, Paton, until you see me. You understand? Has your man his side-arms?

Paton looked askance at my companion. I understand, he said. You may depend upon me, Major.

Now, Mr. Burton, I said. I will follow you, if you please. I think that we can soon despatch this matter.

We went in. I pointed to the narrow staircase  it was little better than a ladder  and he went up before me. The room was a mere cock-loft lighted by a tiny square window on the level of my knee and looking to the rear. But it was private and we could just stand upright in the middle of the floor. I closed the door, and turned to him.


CHAPTER IX

THE COURT IS CLOSED

As I was walking all alane 

I heard twa corbies making a mane 

The tane unto the tither say:

Where sail we gang and dine to-day?



Yell sit on his white hause-bane 

And Ill pick out his bonnie blue een, 

Wi ae lock o his gowden hair 

Well theek our nest when it grows bare.



ANON.



We had better speak low, Mr. Burton, I said. I will be as short as I can. You know the position as well as I do, and that if I do my duty the result will be a long rope and a short shrift before night.

He looked about him, and drawing forward his ample skirts, he took with much calmness  but I suspected that he was not as cool as he looked  a seat on my bed. Have you not made a mistake, Major? he drawled.

No, I answered. I have made no mistake, I understand many things now that were dark to me before; what your daughter feared, and why she kept you apart from me, and  and the enemys knowledge of our plans, Mr. Burton.

He shrugged his shoulders, and made no farther attempt to baffle me or to deny his identity. He sat, a little hunched up on the low bed with his hands in his pockets; and he looked at me, quizzically. Certainly, he was a man of great courage. Well, he said, were in trouble, sir. It has come to that. Poor Con always said that it would, and that if I took you in I should pay for it. Good Lord, if she saw us now! But, as it turns out, the shoe is on the other foot, Major. It is you who will have to pay for it. I saved your life, and you cannot give me up. You cannot do it, my friend!

I confess that his answer and his impudence confounded me and roused in me an anger which I could hardly control. How I execrated alike the ill luck that had brought my rescuers to the Bluff and the impulse that had led them to wait for a last stirrup-cup  and so to find me! How above all I cursed the chance that had put it into the Chiefs head to seek my advice that morning  that morning of all mornings  before the news of my return had gone abroad!

Even for the man before me I was concerned; he had saved my life, he had treated me well, and he had done both in the face of strong temptation to do otherwise. But I was not so much concerned for him as for Constantia. Poor Constantia! The picture that rose before me, of the girl, of her love for her father, of her anxiety, of the Bluff, of all, rent my heart.

How long have you been doing this? I asked harshly. My voice sounded in my own ears like another mans.

He raised his eyebrows. He did not answer. He left the burden on me.

You wont say anything?

Only that I saved your life, Major, he replied quaintly. Ive done my stint, it is for you to do yours. You cant give me up.

He leaned back, his hands clasped about his knees, his eyes smiling. Apparently he experienced no doubt, no anxiety, no alarm; only some faint amusement. But probably behind the mask, which practice had made to sit easily on him, fear was working as in other men; probably he felt the halter not far from his neck. For when I did not answer, Youve not brought me here for nothing, I suppose? he said, speaking in a sharper tone.

I had no difficulty in finding an answer to that. No, I said with the bitterness I had so far repressed. No, if you must know, I have brought you here, to sink myself something lower than you! To pay the bill which I owe for my life with my honor! Oh, its a damned fine pass, sir, youve brought me to! I continued savagely. To soil hands that Ive kept clean so far, and dirty a name

Stop! he cried. He was on his feet in a moment, a changed man, sharp, eager, angry. Lower than me, you say? By G  d, let there be no mistake, Major! If you think Im ashamed of the work I am doing, I am not! And Ill not let it be said that I am! I am proud of it! I am doing work that not one in ten thousand could do or dare do. Plenty will shoot off guns and face death in hot blood  its a boys task. But to face death in cold blood, and daily and hourly without rest or respite; to know that the halter may enter with every man who comes into the room, with every letter that is laid on the table, with a dropped word or a careless look. To know that its waiting for you outside every house you leave. To face that, day and night, week in week out  that needs nerve! That calls for courage, I say it, sir, who know! And what is the upshot? He swelled himself out. Where others strike blows, I win battles!

Ay, I cried  he had more to say, had I let him go on but sometimes you lose, and this time you have lost. And having lost, you look to me to pay! You look to me, sir! You take the honor, d  n you, and you leave me the dishonor! But by G  d, if it were not for your daughter,

Ah! he said, low-voiced and attentive.

You should pay your losings this time, though you saved my life twice over!

Oh, oh! he said in the same low voice. He sat back on the bed again, and stared at me, as if he saw a different man before him. After a pause, Well, he said, I was a fool, Major, to blow my trumpet, and ruffle your temper. If I wanted to put my head in your folks noose, that was the way to do it. But every mother dotes on her own booby. Well, youll hear no more singing from me. Im silent!

When I think, I cried, of your boasts of what you have done!

Dont think of them, he answered. Set me dawn for a fool, Major, and let it rest there. Or think of the Bluff and Con. Shes a good girl, and fond of her father and  well, you know how it is with us.

I was able to collect myself within a minute or two, and Mark me, I said firmly, I will give you up, Wilmer, I will give you up still, if you depart one jot from what I tell you. You will remain in this room for twenty-four hours. By that time Major Wemyss will have done his work, and as the time of the attack has been advanced by a night, what you may have communicated to your people should not change the issue. To-morrow I will release you, and give you two hours start. You will be wise to avail yourself of it, for at the end of that time I shall see Lord Rawdon, make a clean breast of it, and take the consequences. I shall be dismissed, and if I get my deserts I shall be shot; in any case my name will be disgraced. But if I am not to give you up, there is no other way out of the pit in which you have caught me.

He thought for a moment. Then I will give you, he said, my word if you like, Craven, not to pass on any more

What, a spys word? I cried  and very foolish it was of me to say it. But the man had brought so much evil on me that I longed to wound him. No! Ill have no truck with you and no bargain, Captain Wilmer. It shall be as I have said, exactly as I have said, I repeated, or I call in the nearest guard. That is plain speaking.

He shrugged his shoulders. As you please, my friend, he said. But why not open Rawdons eyes as to me  when Im gone? and say no more?

And leave myself in your power? I cried. No! I tell you I will make no bargain with you and have no truck! That way traitors are made!

I will swear if you like, Major

No, I replied angrily, if I do this, I will pay for it.

He shrugged his shoulders once more. Well! its your difficulty, he said dryly, relapsing into his earlier manner. And it is for you to get out of it.

Yes, I said, and I shall get out of it in my own way and on my own terms.

He did not answer and I turned to go, but I cast my eyes round the place, before I left him. A glance was enough to assure me that a man of his size could not pass through the window, while there was no other way from the room except through the guarded door. I went down to Paton. I must secure his help for I had still something to do.

Naturally a lively soul, he was agog with curiosity, which the trouble in my face did not lessen. What is the trouble, Major? he asked, taking my arm, and drawing me apart. And wheres old Snuff and Sneeze?

Hes in my room and hes going to stay there, I said. Then I told him a part of the truth; that I had a clue to a spy, a man in the camp at this moment. I added that I believed Burton also knew the man and might be tempted to warn him, if he were free to do so. That if Burton attempted to leave the house, therefore, he must be arrested; but that I aimed at avoiding this if possible, as I did not wish to estrange the man. I leave you on guard, I said. I depend on you, Paton.

But Im on duty, Major, he objected, in an hour.

I shall be back in half an hour, I explained. After that I will be answerable.

Very good, he rejoined. But you know what you are doing? You have no doubt I suppose? Burton has the Chiefs ear, and Webster believes in him and makes much of him. Therell be the deuce of a fracas if hes arrested and theres nothing in it.

Do you arrest him if he leaves the house, I said, and leave it to me to explain. I dont think he will, and as long as he remains upstairs let him be. Thats clear, is it not?

He allowed that it was, and with a heavy heart I left him in charge and went on my errand.

I suppose that there were the same splashes of red among the trees, where the Kings uniform peeped through the foliage, the same men lounging about, the same squads practicing the Norfolk discipline, the same rack of thin clouds passing across the sunshine, the same drum playing the Retreat and the Tattoo, or the plaintive notes of Roslyn Castle. But I neither saw nor heard any of these things. My whole mind was bent on finding my lord and getting an express  no matter on what excuse  sent after Wemyss to warn him, and to put him on his guard. An orderly on a swift horse might still by hard riding overtake him; and such a message as the enemy expect you to-morrow night, but do not expect you to-night  have a care might avail. At worst it would relieve my conscience, at the same time that it lessened the heavy weight of responsibility that crushed me.

I should then have done all that I could, and nearly all that could be done, were the truth known.

But my lord was not at Headquarters, nor could they say where he was; and when I sought Webster, who had his lodgings at a tavern, a hundred yards farther down the road, he, too, was away. He had gone to visit the outposts eastward. Time was passing, Wemyss had a start of two hours, and was himself riding express; every moment that I lost made it more doubtful if he could be overtaken. With a groan I gave up the idea, and, turning about, I made the best of my way back towards Patons quarters.

Fifty yards short of the house whom should I meet but Haybittle, red-faced, grey-haired, and dogged, his green uniform shabby with hard usage. He was riding up the street with an orderly behind him, and when he saw me, he pulled his horse across the road and hailed me with a grin. Major, he said, Whats this? Theres a young woman of the name of Simms hunting you like a wild cat. Its easy to see what it is she has against you! Come, I didnt think it of you  really I didnt, Major! A man of your

Pooh! I cried, its her husband that she wishes to hear of.  

Oh, of course, its always the husband is the trouble! he laughed. You are right there!

Well, come on, I answered irritably, I want to hear about the woman, but I cannot stop now. Come to Patons and tell me what she said. Hes waiting for me, and hes next for duty. I am late as it is!

I pushed on, and Haybittle turned his horse and followed at my heels. Over my shoulder, I wish youd seen that Quaker fellow, Burton, a minute ago, he said. Lord, he was a figure, Major! Hed borrowed a troop-horse, he told me, and it had tripped over a tent-rope in the lines and given him a fall. His stock was torn

I turned on the man so sharply, that his horse had much ado not to knock me down. What? I cried. You met Burton  now?

Two minutes ago. He was riding express for

Riding?

To be sure, riding towards Mobleys Meeting House, and sharp, too! Why, what is it, man? You look as if you had seen a bailiff!

I did not doubt. In a moment I knew. Though the house stood only twenty paces from us and Paton was at the door, I did not go in to see. A wave of anger, fierce, unreasoning, irresistible swept me away  and yet had I reasoned what else could I have done? I seized Haybittles rein with my free hand. Then follow him! I cried, pointing the way with my crippled arm. After him! Ride like fury, man! Hes a spy! After him! Stop him, or shoot him!

Haybittle stared at me as if I had gone mad. Do you mean it? he asked. Are you sure, Major? Quite sure? He held his cane suspended in the air.

Go, man, go! I cried, wildly excited. My order! Follow him, follow him! Fishdam is his point! Turn all after him that you meet. A spy! Shout it before you as you go!

A spy? Haybittle yelled. D  n him, well catch him! His cane fell, his horse leapt off at a galop. The orderly followed, his knee abreast of the Captains crupper. Two troopers of the Fourteenth who were passing, heard the cry, turned their horses, and spurred after them. With a loud View Halloo the four pounded away down the road, spreading the alarm before them, as they rode.

Paton who had heard what was said rushed into the house. He did not believe it, I think. In a trice he was out again. I cant open the door, he panted. The bed is against it. Round the house, Major!

He led the way, we ran round the house. At the back the little window, ten feet from the ground, was open. Below it a plot of rough orchard ground, in which two or three trees had been felled, ran down to a branch. On the farther side of the water were some horse lines. We stared up at the window. But, d  mme, man, he couldnt do it! Paton cried. He couldnt pass. Burton is as fat as butter!

I swore. Thats what I forgot! I said. Hes padded! Hes as lean as a herring!

We ran round to the front again. The hallooing came faintly up the road. Already all the camp in that direction was roused and in a ferment. Two troopers galloped by us as we reached the road. An officer followed, spurring furiously. Thats Swanton on the bay that won the match last week, Paton said; and he yelled Forrard away! After him! If Burton is on a common troop-horse, he continued, and he cannot have had time to pick and choose, his start wont save him! The bay will be at his girths within five miles!

If they are to catch him they must do it quickly,

I groaned. If he draws clear of the settlement, he knows the roads and they dont.

Hell be afraid to extend his horse until the alarm overtakes him, Paton answered. He would be stopped if he did, and questioned. There are many on the roads this morning. Haybittle noticed him, you see. But what does it all mean, Craven? he continued.

We were standing, looking down the road. Half a hundred others, all staring the same way, were grouped about us. Hes gone to warn Sumter, I said dully. The excitement was dying down in me and I was beginning to see what lay before me  whether he escaped or were taken. If he reaches Sumter before Wemyss attacks  and Wemyss may not attack before daybreak  heaven help us! The surprise will be on the wrong side!

Paton whistled. Our poor lads! he said.

For a moment my anger rose anew. But, Paton looking curiously at me and wondering, I dont doubt, why I had given the man the chance to escape, my heart sank again. Wilmers determined act, his grim persistence in his damnable mission, had sunk me below anything I had foreseen. If he escaped, the blood of our men lay on my conscience. If he were taken, I had bargained with him to no purpose, and soiled my hands to no end. My act must send him to the gallows, my very voice must witness against him! And Con? Ay, poor Con, indeed, I thought. For even as I stood stricken and miserable, gazing with scores of sight-seers down the road, and waiting for the first news of the issue, she rose before my minds eye, tall and slender and grave and dressed in white, as I had seen her on that evening, when she had flung herself into her fathers arms; the father whom I, then crouching in pain in the saddle below, was destined to bring to this! To bring to this! I thought with horror of my arrival at the Bluff, of the lights, the barking dogs, the blacks grinning faces and staring eyeballs! I thought with terror of her cry that ill would come of it  ill would come of it! I felt myself the blind tool of fate working out a tragedy, which had begun beside poor Simmss body in that little clearing fringed with the red sumach bushes!

Why, oh why had not the man been content to stay where I had placed him? And why, oh why  I saw the error now  had I not taken the parole he had offered me? I did not doubt that he would have kept it, if I had trusted him. But I had refused it, and the chance of striking a new and final blow had tempted him to my undoing.

So different were my thoughts from the unconscious Patons, as shoulder to shoulder we stared down the road; while round us the crowd grew dense and men of the 23rd tossed questions from one to the other, and troopers of the Legion coming up from Headquarters drew bridle to learn what was on foot  until presently their numbers blocked the road. Bare-armed men, still rubbing bit or lock, made wagers on the result, and peered into the distance for the first flutter of news. A spy? Men swore grimly. Hell! I hope they catch him! they growled.

Presently into the thick of this crowd there rode up the Brigadier, asking with objurgations what the men meant by blocking the road. The nearest to him gave ground, those farther away explained. One or two pointed to me. He pushed his horse through the throng to my side.

Whats this rubbish they are telling me? he exclaimed peevishly. Burton, man? A spy? Its impossible! You cant be in earnest?

Yes, sir, I said sorrowfully; and I knew that with those words I cast the die. He was fighting against us at Kings Mountain. He is disguised, but I knew the man  after a time.

His name is not Burton?

No, sir, I said. His name is Wilmer.

What? The man who he stopped. He looked oddly at me, and raised his eyebrows. My story was pretty well known in the camp by this time. Paton had spread it. Why, the very man that you

Yes, sir, I said. The man who captured me  and treated me well.

Well, I am d  d! But there, I hope to God they take him, all the same! Why hes known everything, shared in everything, sat at our very tables! Not a loyalist has been trusted farther, or known more! He must have cost us hundreds of our poor fellows, if this be true. Hes

Hes a brave man, General, I said, speaking on I know not what impulse.

And hell look very well on a rope! Webster retorted. Still, Craven, Im sorry for you.

I could say nothing to that, and a few moments later an end was put to our suspense. A man came into sight far down the road, galloping towards us. As he drew nearer I saw that it was a sutler on a wretched nag. He waved a rag above his head, a signal which was greeted by the crowd with a volley of cheers and cries. Theyve caught him! Hurrah! Theyve caught him! a score of voices shouted.

I could not speak. Alike the tragedy of it, and the pity of it took me by the throat, and choked me. I could have sworn at the heedless jeering crowd, I could have spat curses at them. I waited only until another man came up and confirmed the news. Then I went into the house and hid myself.

Afterwards I learned that the horse which Wilmer had seized was a sorry beast incapable of a gallop and well-known in the troop. Viewed before he had gone a mile, and aware that he was out-paced, the fugitive had turned off the road, hoping to hide in the woods. But to do this he had had to face his horse at a ditch, and the brute instead of leaping it, had bundled into it. Before Wilmer could free himself or rise from the ground his pursuers had come up with him.

I have said that I went into the house and hid myself. Poor Con! The girls face rose before me, and dragged at my heartstrings. I saw her, as I had seen her many times, bending her dark head over the spinning-wheel, while the pigeons pecked about her feet, and the cattle came lowing through the ford, and round the home pastures and the quiet homestead stretched the encircling woods, and the misty hills; and I turned my face to the wall and I wished that I had never been born! My poor Con!

*  *  *  *  

Owing to my lords absence from the camp during the greater part of the day a court for the trial of the prisoner could not be assembled until four in the afternoon. I dare not describe what those intervening hours were to me, how long, how miserable, how cruelly armed with remorse and upbraidings! Nor will I say much of the trial. The result from the first was certain; there was no defence and there was other evidence than mine. Since his disguise had been taken from him two men in the camp, one a Tory from the Waxhaws, the other a deserter, had recognized the prisoner; and for a time I hoped that the Court, having a complete case, would dispense with my presence. My position, and the fact that he had spared my life and sheltered me in his house had become generally known, and many felt for me. But the laws of discipline are strict, and duty, when the lives of men hang upon its performance, is harshly interpreted. The Court saw no reason why I should be spared. At any rate they did not spare me.

When the time to enter came I was possessed by a sharp fear of one moment  the moment when I should meet Wilmers eyes. They had taken his stuffed clothes from him and brushed the powder from his hair, and when I entered he stood between his guards, a lean, straight sinewy Southerner, very like the man who had stood over me with a Deckhard in the little clearing. The light fell on his face, and he was smiling. Whatever of inward quailing, whatever of the natural human shrinking from the approach of death he felt, he masked to perfection. As for the moment I had so much feared, it was over before I was aware.

Hello, Major! he said, and he nodded to me pleasantly. I dont know what my face showed, but he nodded again, as if he would have me know that all was well with him and that he bore me no malice. You want another sup of whisky, Major, he cried genially.

I need hardly ask you after that, the President said, clasping his hands about the hilt of the sword which stood between his knees, if you know the prisoner?

I do, sir.

Tell your story, witness.

The sharp, business-like tone steadied me, helped me. With a calmness that surprised myself I stated that the prisoner before the Court, who passed in Camp, and in disguise, under the name of Burton, was the same man who under the name of Wilmer had fought against us at Kings Mountain, and had there taken me when wounded, and cared for me in his own house.

You were present, the President asked, when the plans for Major Wemysss advance were discussed at Headquarters before my Lord Rawdon?

I was, sir.

Was the prisoner also there?

He was, sir.

In disguise and under a false name?

I bowed.

He was taking part in the debate as one knowing the district?

He was.

You recognize the prisoner beyond a shadow of a doubt?

I do.

Had the prisoner any questions to ask the witness? He shrugged his shoulders and smiled. No, he had none. Other formalities followed  curt, decent, all in order. A stranger coming in, ignorant of the issue, would have thought that the matter at stake was trivial. The Presidents eye was already collecting the votes of the other members of the Court, when I intervened. I stood forward. I desired to say something.  

Be short, sir. On what point?

The prisoners admirable and humane conduct to me, which by preserving my life had directly wrought his undoing. I desired some delay, and a reference to Lord Cornwallis  

The matter is irrelevant to the charge, the President said, stopping me harshly. You can stand back, sir. Stand back!

Finding  guilty. Sentence  in the usual form. Execution  within twenty-four hours. All subject to confirmation by the acting Commander-in-Chief.

The Court is closed.

I have but sketched the scene, having no heart for more and no wish to linger over it. There are hours so painful and situations so humiliating that the memory shrinks from traversing the old ground. Wilmer, on his side, had no ground for hope, and so could bear himself bravely and with an effort could add magnanimity to courage. He could smile on me, call me Major in the old tone, banter me grimly. But my part was harder. To meet his eyes, aware of the return I had made; to know that I, whose life he had saved and whom he had taken to his home, had doomed him to an ignominious death; to shrink from the compassionate looks of friends and the curious gaze of those who scented a new sensation and enjoyed it; and as a background to all this to see in fancy the ashen face and woful eyes of the girl I loved and had orphaned, the girl who far away in that peaceful scene knew nothing of what was passing here  with all this was it wonderful that when I went back to my quarters Paton refused to leave me?

No, I am not going, he said. You are too near the rocks, Major! Its no good looking at me as if you could kill me. I brought you away from that place, I know, and Im d  d sorry that I did! When you are next taken you may rot in Continental dungeons till the end of time for me! Ill not interfere I warrant you. Ive had my lesson. All the same, Major, listen! Youre taking this too hardly. Its no fault of yours. The man himself doesnt blame you. He had his chance. He knew the stake, he went double or quits, and he lost; and hes going to pay. Through you? Well, or through me or through another  what does it matter?

And Con? His daughter? I said. Its the same to her, I suppose! Oh, its a jest, a d  d fine jest that fate has played me, isnt it! And I laughed in his face, scaring him sadly, he told me afterwards.

For two or three minutes he was silent. Then he touched me on the shoulder. I was afraid of this, he said softly. See, here, man, youll be the better for doing something. Go and see my lord. Hes a gentleman. Tell him. Tell him all. See him before he goes out in the morning  he will be dining now. I excused you, of course. I dont think hell grant your request; frankly I dont think he dare grant it  its a flagrant case! But you will be doing something!

I agreed, miserably, because there was nothing else I could do. But I had no hope of the result. And the slow and wretched hours went by while I walked the room in a fever of suspense, and Paton in spite of my angry remonstrances stayed with me, sometimes poring over a soldiers song-book by the light of the single candle, and at others going down for a few moments to answer some curious friend. I could not face them myself, and when the first came, I started to my feet. Dont for Gods sake, I cried, tell them!

Lord, no! he answered. Do you think Im an ass, Major? Your arms the size of my leg  thatll do for them! Its all theyll hear from me!

The longest night has an end; and mercifully this was not one of the longest. For about midnight, worn out by my feelings and broken by the fatigue of the journey from Rocky Mount, I lay down, and promptly I fell asleep and slept like a log till long after reveillé had sounded, and the camp was astir. The awakening was dreary; but, thank God, I drew strength from the new day. The sharpest agony had passed, I was now master of myself, resigned to the worst and prepared for it. True, I felt myself years older, I saw in life a tragedy. But in my sleep I had risen to the tragic level, and, waking, I knew that it became me to face life with the dignity with which her father was confronting death.


CHAPTER X

THE WOMANS PART

You no doubt are acquainted with the great attention and tenderness shown my son at Camden by all the British officers that he has seen, and the Gentlemen of the Faculty, as well as the maternal kindness of Mrs. Clay.



CORRESPONDENCE OF MRS. PINKNEY.



I was at Headquarters soon after nine in the morning. There are joints in the armor of all, the great have their bowels, and I have no doubt that had he told the truth, my lord would have given much to avoid me and my petition. But he did not try to do so, and in the spirit which now inspired me, I recognised the law under which we all lay. He, I, the man who must suffer, all moved in the clutch of remorseless duty, all were forced on by the mind that over-rode the body and its preferences.

Willing or unwilling, he met me with much kindness. What is it, Craven? he said. But I fear, I very much fear that I know your errand.

If you could see me alone, my lord? I said.

Certainly I will. He nodded to Haldane and in a moment we were left together.

I told him the story, all the story; and he heard me with sympathy. I have said that he was a man of my age, not yet thirty, but authority had given him force and decision, and the patience that goes with those qualities. In Lord Cornwalliss absence, it lies with you, my lord, I concluded, when I had told my tale, to confirm the finding and sentence. The mans life is forfeit, I cannot deny it. I do not attempt to say otherwise. But the circumstances are such  he gave me my life, I am taking his  that I am compelled to put forward my own services and implore on my own account what I cannot ask, my lord, on his. If he were confined in the West Indies, for the duration of the war, or were sent to England

He stopped me. My dear Craven, the thing is impossible, he said gently. Impossible! You must see that for yourself. In another mans case you would see it. I should be unworthy of command, unworthy of the post I hold, unworthy of the obedience of the men whose lives are in my hands, if I listened to you! Frankly, I could not hold up my head if I did this. And that is not all, he continued in a firmer tone. I have news, by express this moment. Wemysss force has been repulsed, badly repulsed near Fishdam. He is wounded and a prisoner. The account that we have is confused, but it is certain that the enemy knew that the attack was coming and awaited it a gunshot behind their campfires; so that when our poor lads ran in they came under a heavy fire from the woods. I have not a doubt, therefore, that this man, Wilmer, had a confederate in the camp, and short as his time was, contrived to pass on tidings of the change of date.

It was a home blow and I reeled under it. I had had little hope before; I had none now. Still I had made up my mind as to my duty, and I strove afresh to move him. He listened for a moment. Then he cut me short.

No! he replied, more curtly, No! you have no case. The punishment of a spy is known, fixed, unalterable, Craven. It was carried out in the case of Major André, a hard, an extreme case. But it was carried out. This is a flagrant case. You ask an impossibility, man, and you ought to know it!

Then I will trouble your lordship for one moment only, I said. I have a duty to the King  I have discharged it by informing against Captain Wilmer; I have discharged it at great cost to myself. But I have a duty, also, to the man who saved my life at the price, as it has turned out, of his own! That duty I have not discharged until I have done all that it is in my power to do to save him. May I remind your lordship that my father has supported the government steadily and consistently in the House with two votes, and has never sought a return in place or pension. Were he here, I will answer for it, that he would not only indorse the request I make that this mans life be spared, but that he would consider its allowance a full return for all his services in the past.

And, by God! Rawdon replied, striking the table with his hand, I would not grant that request, no, not if Lord North himself endorsed it, Major Craven. In his Excellencys absence I command here, mine is the responsibility! I will not make that responsibility immeasurably more heavy, sir, by stooping to a weakness which must rob me, and rightly rob me, of the confidence of every soldier in the camp. I should deserve to be shot, if I did so! There, I have been patient, Craven  I have been patient because I know your position. I have given you a good hearing, but I can hear no more. The thing you ask is impossible. The man must suffer.

Then, my lord, I replied, I am compelled to take the only other step open to me. Since neither my own services nor my fathers are thought to be sufficient to entitle me to a thing which I have so much at heart, I beg leave to resign his Majestys commission. Here is my sword, my lord, and I no longer consider myself

Stop! he replied. This is nonsense. D  d nonsense! he continued angrily, Ill not allow you to resign. Take up your sword, Major Craven, or by G  d, Ill put you under arrest!

You can do that, my lord, I said, if you please. I, for my part believe that I am only doing what honor requires of me. And I turned on my Heel, and, though he called me back, I went straight out of the room leaving my sword on the table. I believe the act was irregular, but it was the only way in which I could bear witness to the strength of my feelings.

I had taken in doing this what many would consider a foolish step; but I knew, too, that nothing short of this would acquit me in my own mind; and as I left the house I was at no pains to defend the step to myself. Haldane and the others, who were sitting under the trees before the door, looked at me as I came out, but taking the hint from my face, they let me pass without speech. Haldane went in immediately, and thinking that he might be ordered to carry out the Chiefs threat, I moved away down the street. Not that I cared whether I were placed under arrest or no; I was indifferent. But to remain before the house might be taken for a flouting of authority not in the best taste and beyond what I intended.

I had tried all that I could, and I had failed. There remained only one thing which I could do for Wilmer. I must see him. He might have something to say, some message to leave, some service I could perform at the last. I looked along the village street with its thronged roadway and its neat white houses peeping through foliage that blew to and fro tempestuously. The dust flew, and the flag above Headquarters leapt against its staff, for the morning though it was not cold was windy and overcast. As I looked down the road my eyes stopped at the tavern where Webster had his billet. It was nearly  not quite  opposite the house in which I knew that Wilmer was confined; and as I gazed, thinking somberly of the man whose fate had become bound up with mine, and whose last hours were passing so quickly, I saw a negro, bearing something covered with a cloth, go across the road from the tavern to the house. I guessed that he was taking Wilmers meal to him and I turned the other way. A later hour would suit my purpose better. We, English, whatever our faults may be, bear little rancor, and I had no doubt that even if I were put under arrest, I should be allowed to see the prisoner.

I passed idly along the street in the direction of Patons quarters. On either hand were loungers perched on the garden fences or leaning against them. The roadway was crowded with forage wagons driven by negro teamsters, with carts from the country laden with fruit and vegetables, with fatigue-parties passing at the double. Troopers rode by me in the green of the Legion or the blue of the Dragoons and everywhere were watchful natives and grinning blacks and women in sun-bonnets whose eyes little escaped. But my thoughts were elsewhere and my eyes roved over the scene and saw nothing, until my feet had borne me a good part of the way to Patons.

Then I saw her.

She and a negro were standing beside two horses from which they had just dismounted. A little circle of loiterers and busybodies had gathered round them and were eyeing them curiously and questioning them. The horses, jaded and over-ridden, hung their heads, and blew out their nostrils. The black, scared by his surroundings, glanced fearfully hither and thither  it was clear that he felt himself to be in the enemys camp. But Constantia showed no sign of fear, or of anything but fatigue. Her eyes travelled gravely round the circle, questioned, challenged, met admiration with pride. And yet  and yet, along with the grief and despair that reigned in her breast  that must have reigned there!  there must have lurked, also, some seed of womans weakness; for as her eyes, in leaping a gap in the circle, met mine and held them  and held them, so that for a moment I ceased to breathe  I felt her whole soul travel to me in appeal.

One thing was clear to me at once: that as yet she did not know the part I had played. For had she known it, her eyes instead of meeting mine would have shunned me, as if I had been the plague.

And that gave me courage. Heedless for the moment of what might ensue, or of what she must eventually learn, I pushed my way through the men, I uncovered, I reached her side. Then, on a nearer view, I saw the change that sorrow and fatigue had wrought in her. She was white as paper, and against the white her hair hung in black clinging masses on her cheeks. Her eyes shone out of dark circles, and her homespun habit was splashed with the mud of many leagues. With all this, I was able to address her, encouraged by her look, as simply as if I had parted from her an hour before  as if I had expected her and knew her plans. My quarters are near here, I said. I will take you to them, I added. That was all.

Tell him, she answered, with a glance at her attendant. She spoke as if, with all her courage, she had hardly strength to utter the words.

I did so, and the idlers about us, noting my rank, fell back. The crowd broke up. Tom  it was he  led the horses on. We followed, both silent. Forty yards brought us to the door of Patons house.

When we were inside, Will you give me some wine? she said.

I looked for the wine and as I did so, I was aware of Paton escaping from the room with a face of dismay. He recognized her, of course, but I had other things to do than to think of him. I found some Madeira and filled a large glass and gave it to her. She took a piece of bread from her pocket and ate a mouthful or two with the wine, sitting the while on a box with her eyes fixed on vacancy I have written down all that she said; and for my part I stood beside her, not venturing a word. The knowledge that she must presently learn all, and in particular must learn that it was I who had done this, I who had put the halter round her fathers neck, paralyzed my tongue. When she should have learned all, I could serve her no longer, I could do no more for her. It was not for me that her eyes would then seek, nor from my hand that she would take wine.

She set down the glass. You will take me to Lord Rawdon, she said. I dont know whether I had foreseen this; but at any rate I took it as a matter of course and made no demur. I suppose Paton heard her also, wherever he was, for immediately I found him at my elbow. Ill go on, he muttered in my ear. Ill arrange it. But its the devil, its the very devil!

He did not explain himself, but I knew that he meant it was hard, cruelly hard on us! As for her, she seemed to be unconscious of his presence.

When he had had five minutes start we set out. Already it had gone abroad who my companion was, as such things will spread in a camp, and a curious crowd stood waiting before the door; a crowd that in the circumstances  for Wemysss check was no longer a secret  could not but be hostile to Wilmer. But when she appeared, looking so proud and pale and composed  not even the wine had brought the faintest color to her cheeks  it was to the credit of our people that there was not a man who did not stand to attention and salute. Not a gibe or a taunt was heard, and I believe that the looks that followed us as we proceeded along the street, were laden with a rough but understanding pity.

Halfway she spoke to me, looking not at me but steadily to the front. At what hour, she asked with a shiver which she could not restrain, is it to be?

Four oclock, I replied.

And it is now?

Ten.

A moment later, I must see my lord alone, she said.

Yes, I understand, I replied, and so occupied with the matter was I that, a moment later, unconscious of what I was doing, I met with a stony stare the astonished gaze of the Brigadier, who was riding by and drew to the side of the road as if he made way for a procession. I will try to arrange it, I continued with dry lips. I have seen Lord Rawdon this morning. It was useless. Then, You mustnt hope, I muttered. Dont!

She did not answer.

Outside Headquarters officers were loitering in a greater number than usual, drawn thither by the news of Wemysss defeat. I suppose that Paton had passed the word to them, as he went by, for those who were seated rose as we passed between them. Paton himself stood inside the door, talking urgently to Haldane whom he had taken by the button, and who reflected to perfection his face of dismay.

This lady is Captain Wilmers daughter, I said, as we came up to them. She desires to see Lord Rawdon.

Haldane seemed to have a difficulty in speaking. When he did, His lordship will see her, he said, looking not at her but at me. He considers it to be his duty to do so, if the lady desires it. But I am ordered to say that she must draw no hope from the fact, Major Craven. I am instructed to impress upon her that an interview can do no good. If after that she still desires to see his lordship

Constantia bowed her head.

You understand, Madam? Haldane persisted. You still desire it  in face of what I have said?

She bent her head again. He turned on his heel, opened the door behind him and signed to her to enter the room. Then he closed the door upon her. By common consent we moved away and went outside. Poor beggar! Haldane muttered. I wouldnt be in his shoes at this moment for all his pay and appointments. Hanged if I would! Then, Curse the war, I say!

I say the same! Paton replied, and twitching the others sleeve he drew him aside. They encountered and turned back some men who were moving towards us  I have no doubt to learn what was on foot.

I took my seat on the most remote bench on the left of the door, and apart from the crowd; and I waited. How long? I cannot say. I had no hope that the girl would succeed; I was in no suspense on that account. All my anxiety centered in another matter. When she came out she would have heard all from Rawdon. She would have learned the truth and my part in the story. Between them the facts must come out; they could not be hid. And then she would stand alone, quite alone in this strange camp, with four oclock before her. How would she survive it? What would become of her? The sweat stood on my brow. I waited  waited, knowing that that must be the end of it.

I felt that I should be aware of her knowledge as soon as I saw her. She would feel by instinct where I had placed myself, and she would turn the other way. Or perhaps she would look at me once, and the horror in her eyes would wither me. So far there had been a strange mingling of sweet and bitter in the confidence which she had placed in me, in the way in which she had turned to me, trusted me, leant on me. But when she came out, knowing all, there would be an end of that.

Unheeding, I watched the traffic of the camp pass before me. I saw Carroll go by, and the officer who had presided at the court-martial. Then Tom, the negro, passed, chattering in the company of two other blacks, one of them a teamster. Apparently he had plucked up courage and had found companions. They went towards the tavern. Next the Provost-Marshal appeared; he came towards us, but was waylaid by Haldane and Paton who entered into a heated argument with him  not far from me but just out of earshot. He seemed hard to persuade about something; he glanced my way, argued, hesitated. Finally he yielded and turned away, flinging a sharp sentence over his shoulder. Paton replied, there was a distant rejoinder. The Marshal disappeared down the road, shrugging his shoulders, as if he disclaimed  something.

A man near me laughed. Another said that Paton would get on.

The latter made an angry answer, looking at me. I did not understand. I was waiting. Would she never come? Was it possible that he was listening to her? That he would  

Here was the Provost-Marshal returning anew. Apparently he had thought better of it, for his face was hard with purpose. But again Haldane and Paton met him. They assailed him, argued with him, almost buffeted him; finally they took him by the arms, turned him about, and marched him off. A ripple of laughter ran along the benches. As good as a play! some one said. I did not understand. Surely she must come soon.

Yes, she was coming at last. I caught the tinkle of a hand-bell, the sentry stood at attention, Haldane hurried into the house. I rose.

She came out and, thank God, she did not know. She did not know, for her eyes sought mine, she turned towards me. She even gave me a pitiful shadow of a smile, as if, after wading through deep waters, she saw land ahead. I went to her. The men about us rose and remained standing as we walked away together. She turned in the direction of my quarters.

I did not dare to question her and we had gone some distance before she broke the silence. Then she told me, still looking straight before her and speaking with the same unnatural calm, that Lord Rawdon had respited the sentence for twenty-four hours to enable her to carry an appeal to Lord Cornwallis. But that he had not given her the smallest hope that the sentence would be altered. He had impressed this upon her almost harshly.

But His Excellency is at Charles Town! I protested, dumbfounded by this suggestion of the impossible. You cannot go to Charles Town, and return in twenty-four hours!

He is at the Santee High Hills, she answered.

Her tone implied that she had known this and had not learned it from Lord Rawdon. Then in a dry-hard voice she explained that she was to be allowed to see her father at three oclock. She would start an hour later.

For the High Hills?

Yes.

But you will die of fatigue, I cried. If you are to do this you must rest and eat. I knew that she had ridden sixty miles in the last thirty-six hours and had done it under the stress of intense emotion.

She assented, saying meekly that she would do as, I thought best. Then, as we entered, You will come with me? she said. And with that she turned to me, and looked at me with something of the old challenge in her eyes, looked as one not asking a favor, so much as demanding a right. Or, if the look did not mean that I was unable to say what it meant, beyond this, that it gave me a sort of shock. It was as if she had shown a different face for a moment. Had she known the truth, then she might have looked at me in such a fashion. But in that case she would not have asked me to go with her, I was sure of that.

Still the look was disturbing, and I hesitated. I reflected that her father would tell her the truth; that before four oclock she would learn all. In the meantime, however, I could be of use to her, I could save her from some trials. And so Certainly I will go, I said, if you wish it. If you still wish it, when the time comes.

Thank you, she answered wearily. I do wish it  and you owe us as much as that.

I owe you

She stopped me, raising her hand. I cannot take Tom, she continued, for reasons. And the horses? Will you arrange about them? I am  I am very tired. She turned her back on me, and with a weary sigh she sat down.

I told her that I would do everything and see to everything, and I hastened away to find the woman on whom we were quartered. I had a meal prepared, and Patons room made ready, and water brought and brushes and soap. To do this, to do anything relieved my pent-up feelings, yet while I went about the task, the look that she had given me, when she had asked me to go with her, haunted me. What did it mean? It had impressed itself unpleasantly upon me as at variance with the rest of her conduct, with her confidence, her docility, her dependence on me. For in other matters she had turned to me as a helpless child might turn; and though her acts proved that she had a course of action marked out, and was following that course, her manner would have appealed to a heart of stone.

Presently I was aware of Paton looking in to the room with the same scared face. He beckoned me to him. You will want horses, wont you? he whispered.

Yes, I said.

How many?

Two, I said. Good ones.

Ill arrange it, he answered. Leave it to me and stay where you are. At what time?

Four, I said.

He went away. The next to appear was Tom, who talked with his mistress for some minutes while I was above stairs, making ready for the journey. Presently he departed. By that time the hasty meal I had ordered was laid and I induced her to sit down to it, while I waited on her. Need I say that then, more than ever, the strangeness of the relations between us came home to me? That she should be here, in my room, in my care, eating an ordinary meal while I attended on her, handed her this or that, and caught now and again the sad smile with which she thanked me  could anything exceed the marvel of it? Her trust in me, the intimacy of it, the silence  for she rarely spoke  all increased the air of unreality; an unreality so great that when the meal was finished and she went to Patons room to lie down and rest, it had scarcely seemed out of the question had I gone in with her, covered her, and tucked her up!

After that, through three hours of stillness and silence I kept guard in the outer room, staring at the door behind which she lay; and love and pity choked me, and swelled my heart to bursting. How was she suffering! How was she doomed to suffer! What a night and a day were before her! What horror, what despair! For her father was all the world to her. He was all that she had. I could only pray that the exertions she was making, the fatigue that she was enduring, the pains of endless journeys would dull the shock when it came, and that she would not be able to feel or to suffer or to hate as at other times.

I believe that during these hours Paton kept guard outside, and warned off the curious. For no one came near us, and all the sounds of the camp seemed dull and distant and we two alone in the world, until a little before three oclock. Then Tom returned. I had made a note that he must be kept at hand, since she would need him to go with her in my place when she knew all  as she must know all after she had seen her father.

I cautioned him as to this, but the man demurred.

Marse, Im feared ter do it, he said, showing the whites of his eyes in his earnestness. MadamStantia, she ordered me ter stay yer. En Im tired, Marse. Im en ole nigger en dis jurneys shuk me. Fer sho it has.

But you rogue, your mistress!

I bliged ter stay, Marse, he repeated doggedly. Dis niggers mighty tired.

I should have insisted, but the girl had heard his voice and summoned him. She opened her door and he went into the inner room. They talked there for some minutes, while I fretted over this new difficulty. Presently the black came out but she still remained within, and did not follow him for five long minutes. When she came I saw a change in her. Her eyes were bright, and each white cheek had its scarlet patch. She looked like a person in a fever, or on the edge of delirium. What the wine had not done, something else had effected.

Tom had better be ready to ride with us, I said. No, she answered. It will not be necessary. I wish him to stay here.

She spoke with so much decision that I could not contest the point, and we set off towards Wilmers prison. All that I remember of our progress is that once we had to stand aside while a wing of the 23rd marched by; and that once we ran into a knot of blacks in front of the store. They were drunk and to my amazement refused to make way for us. My one arm did not avail much, but a couple of sergeants who were passing on the other side of the way crossed over and laying their canes about the rogues shoulders, sent them flying down the road. I thanked the two, they saluted the lady, and we went on.

That is all that I remember of our seven or eight minutes walk. My mind was bent on the old question  what she would do when she learned my part in the matter. Would she take Tom  doubtless with a little delay we could find him? Or would she travel alone, riding the thirty-five miles, many of them after night-fall, unaccompanied? Or  or what would she do? Then, and all the long minutes during which she was with her father in the house opposite the tavern  where a sentry at the front and back declared the importance of the prisoner  I turned this question over and over and inside and out. Websters quarters were at the tavern, a long low straggling building, set on a corner, with two fronts; and I might have entered and waited there. But nothing was farther from my mind. The thought of company, of the camp chatter, was abominable to me; and I paced up and down in a solitude which a glance at my face was enough to preserve.

She came out at last when my back was turned, and she reached my elbow unseen. I am late, she said. We should be on horseback by this time, Major Craven. Let us lose no time, if you please.

Surprised, I muttered assent, and I stole a look at her. Her eyes were bright, but with excitement not with tears. The patches of scarlet on her cheeks were more marked. I had expected to see her broken and pale with weeping; instead she was tense, borne up by the fever of some secret hope, more beautiful than I had ever seen her, more alive, more alert.

As for me I was now convinced that she knew all. Nay, enlightened at last, I saw that she must have known all from the start. Had she not foreseen that my coming boded ill? Had she not done all in her power to keep me at the Bluff? Had she not on that last evening strained all to detain me? Yes, she had known; and only my obtuseness, only the astonishing way in which she had placed herself in my hands and made use of me, had blinded me to the truth.

And plainly, she was content to go with me and to use me still. I might fancy if I chose, that she forgave me, but I did not dare to think so. There was a hardness in her eyes, a challenge in her voice, a reserve in her bearing as she walked beside me, silent and proud, that I misdoubted. And how could she forgive me? To her I was her fathers murderer, a monster of ingratitude, a portent of falseness. She could not forgive. Enough that she did not flinch from me, that she was ready to bear with me, that she was willing to use me a little longer.

We found the horses standing before the door at Patons quarters, and Tom with them. She bade the black farewell, after a few words aside with him, and ten minutes later we took the road on what I, for my part, knew to be a hopeless mission. Still it would serve, for it would help to pass these fatal hours; and afterwards she might comfort herself with the remembrance that she had done all in her power, that she had spent herself without stint or mercy in her fathers service.

My latest impression of Winsboro, as I looked back before I settled myself in the saddle, was of Paton engaged in a last desperate argument with the Provost-Marshal. Only then did it occur to me that the unfortunate Marshal had had orders to place me under arrest and had been all day held at bay by my friends good offices.


CHAPTER XI

THE MANS PART

The High Hills of Santee are a long irregular chain of Sandhills on the left bank of the Wateree. Though directly above the noxious river the air on them is healthy and the water pure, making an oasis in the wide tract of miasma and fever in which the army had been operating.



LIFE OF GREENE.



It was not until we had left the camp a considerable distance behind us, and were clear of the neighboring roads with their stragglers and wagons and forage-parties that a word was spoken between us. Even that word turned only on the condition of the horses, the bay and grey that Paton had borrowed from the lines of the Fourteenth Dragoons. Let it be said of the British that, whatever their faults, they are magnanimous. The life of an enemy might depend  though I did not think, and hardly hoped that it would depend  on the speed of our horses. Yet the dragoons had lent us the best that they had, nor did I doubt that when the officer appeared on parade on the morrow, he would turn a blind eye on the gap in his ranks. It was I who broke the silence.

They should carry us to the High Hills in six hours, I said.

The girl assented by a single word, uttered with an indifference which surprised me. And that was all.

Her silence had at least this advantage, that it left me free to consider her more closely, and I dropped back a horses length that I might do this at my ease. As my eyes rested on her, I do not know whether my admiration or my wonder were the greater. She must have been weary to the bone and sick at heart. She must have been racked by suspense and torn by anxiety. Every nerve in her tender frame must have ached with pain, every pulse throbbed with fever. Probably, and almost certainly, she had had to face moments when hope failed her, and she saw things as they really were; when she tasted the bitterness of the coming hour and recognized that all her efforts to avert it were in vain.

Yet every line of her figure, the carriage of her head, the forward gaze of her eyes told but one tale of steadfast purpose. She was no longer a mere woman, subject to womans weakness; but a daughter fighting for her fathers life. She was love in action, moulded to its purest shape. To suffer the eye to dwell on the curling lock that stained the white of her neck, to give a thought to the long lashes that shaded her cheek, to eye the curve of her chin, or the slender fullness of her figure, seemed to be at this moment a sacrilege. Her sex had fallen from her, and she rode as safe in my company as if she had been a man. More, I reflected that if there were many like her on the rebel side  if there were others who, daughters of our race, grafted on its virtues the spirit of this new land, then, I had no doubt of the issue of the unhappy contest in which we were engaged. In that case the thirteen colonies were as safe from us and as certainly lost to His Majesty as if they were the six planets and the seven Pleiades.

Nor in anything, I reflected, was her firmness more plain than in her treatment of me. She knew what I had done. She knew that she owed her misery to me. She must hate me in her heart. And doubtless when she had used me she would cast me aside. But in the meantime and because my help was needful to her plans, she was content to use me. She was willing to speak to me, to ride beside me, to breathe the same air with me, she could bear the sound of my voice and the touch of my hand. She could constrain herself to stoop even to this, if by any means she might save the father she loved and whom I had betrayed!

But while she did this, she was as cold as a stone, she made no pretence of friendship or of amity; and the light was failing, we had ridden ten miles, passing now a picket-guard, and now a lonely vedette on a hill-top, and many a sutlers cart on the road, before she spoke again. Then as we descended a gorge, following the winding of a mountain stream that brawled below us amid mosses and alders, and under fern-clad banks, she asked me if we should reach the ferry on the Wateree by eight.

She spoke to me over her shoulder, for she was riding pace in front of me and I had made no effort to place myself on a level with her. I am afraid not, I said. If we reach the ferry by nine we shall be fortunate. Very soon it will be dark and we must go more slowly.

Then let us push on while we can, she replied. And starting her horse with the spur she cantered down the uneven winding track, flinging the dirt and stones behind her, as if she had no neck and I had two arms. If she gave a thought to my drawback she must have decided that it was no time to consider it; as from her point of view it was not. Fortunately the sky was still pale and clear, the light had not quite failed, and presently without mishap we reached more level ground. Here the road, parting from the stream, wound on a level round the flank of a low hill, and for a mile or two we made fair progress. It was only when the darkness closed in on us at last that we drew rein, and trusting our horses instincts rather than our own eyes pushed forward, now at a trot and now at a walk.

When does the moon rise? she asked presently. At eight, I told her.

The ferry boat runs all night?

Now I had not thought of that. It was a much-used ferry situate at a point where the traffic from Charlestown separated, a part of the traffic using the boat and crossing to the higher and drier road on the right bank, the rest pursuing the shorter but heavier way through Camden. As a second route the ferry road was of value, and a considerable portion of our supplies came in that way. I knew that there was a half company of the 33rd posted to protect the crossing, but I remembered that the ferry house was on the farther or eastern bank. Probably the detachment also would be on that side.

I had to tell her this, and that I was not sure that the ferry ran at night. I hope, I added, that we shall be able to make the men hear, if it does not. But if we fail we may be detained.

All night? she asked and I thought that I read in her tone not only anxiety but contempt  contempt of my ignorance and inefficiency. Do you mean that?

I told her that I feared that we might be detained until day-break; and with pity I wondered how, fatigued as she was, she would be able to endure a night in the open. Still, it is not more than two leagues, I continued, from the river to the hills, and when we are across the stream we should travel the remainder of the distance in an hour.

Her only answer was a weary sigh. A minute later we passed from the darkness of the night, which has always a certain transparency, into the black depths of a pinewood. In an instant it was impossible to see a yard before us. The carpet of leaves deadened the sound of the horses hoofs, the air was close, and great moths flew into our faces. I pictured bats, the large bats of Carolina, swinging past our heads. The whip-poor-will warned us again and again from the depth of the forest. Still for a time the horses stepped on daintily, feeling their way and snorting at intervals. At last the grey stopped. It refused to proceed. We must lead the horses, I said.

I will, she cried quickly. You have only one arm. And before I could remonstrate I heard her slip from her saddle.

So she had not after all forgotten my arm.

But it was humiliating, it was depressing to follow while she led. And the way seemed to be end-less. Once I heard her stumble. She uttered a low cry and the grey shied away from her. She mastered it again, and anew she went forward, though with each moment I expected her to propose that we should halt until the moon rose. Still she persisted, bent on her purpose, and after a long stage of this strange traveling we came forth into the light again. She climbed into the saddle. The horses flung up their heads as they scented the freshness and perfume of the night, and we broke into a trot. I rode up beside her. It was then or a little later, when we had slackened our speed on rising ground that she began to talk to me.

Not freely, but with constraint and an under-note of bitterness which her story explained. At dawn on the morning after my departure from the Bluff she had started to ride to Winnsboro to warn her father of his danger. Unfortunately, when she and Tom had traveled a dozen miles they had fallen in with a band of straggling Tories  one of Browns bands from Ninety-six, she believed. These men, knowing her to be Wilmers daughter and having a grudge against him  and doing no worse than the other side did  had forced her and Tom to dismount and had taken their horses, telling them that they were lucky to escape with no other ill-treatment.

Thus stranded on the way, the two had walked seven miles to a friendly plantation, only to learn that there, too, the horses had been swept off by the same gang of Tories. In the end they had been forced to return to the Bluff on foot. Here there were horses indeed, but they were out on the hill and perforce she rested while they were found and brought in. Again the pair set out, but twenty-four hours had been lost, and ten miles short of the camp she learned from friends that she was too late. A man whom she had no difficulty in conjecturing to be her father had been seized, tried and sentenced on the previous day.

It was a pitiful story of effort, of strain, of failure, and she told it piece-meal, with long intervals of silence as her feelings or the condition of the road dictated. In the telling we covered a good part of the journey, now riding freely over hills clothed with low brushwood, where myrtles and dogwood and sweet herbs, crushed by the passage of our horses, filled the air with fragrance, now plodding through the gloom of oak-woods where the notes of the mocking-bird brought the English nightingale to mind; and now  this more often at the last  crossing patches of low country where masses of tall cypress, black in the moonlight, betrayed the presence of swamps, and where the voices of a thousand frogs, challenging, insistent, unceasing, bade us look to our going. We were descending quickly from the uplands to the low country of South Carolina, the home of the rice-fields and of fever; and except the High Hills of Santee, scarcely a rising ground of any size now stood between us and Charles Town neck, ninety odd miles distant.

If she could not tell her tale without agitational could not hear it without pain, and pain that grew the keener, as I saw that in the telling she was working herself into a fiercer mood. Once or twice a bitter word fell from her and betrayed the soreness she felt; and these complaints, I came to think, were uttered with intention. If I had soothed myself at any time with the thought that she did not see events as I saw them, if I had tried to believe that she accepted my help willingly, I was now convinced that I might dismiss the notion. It was no fancy of mine that she shrank from me.

It was at the moment when she had let fall the most cruel of these gibes, that she pulled up the gray and changed the subject, asking me abruptly if we had lately passed a road on the left.

I told her  I could not answer her with spirit  that I had not observed one.

What time is it? was her next question.

It was nearly nine, I answered.

We pass through a village before we reach the ferry, do we not? she asked.

There should be a house or two about a mile before us, I explained.

After that she rode on in silence. But when we had traveled another half mile we came to a post set up at a corner; and there a by-way on the left did run into our road. By this time the moon was high and the sign-post stood up white and ghastly. Here is the turning, she said, reining in her horse. Do you know this road?

Only that it is not ours, I answered wondering what she had in her mind.

I am not sure of that, she replied abruptly. There is an old ferry half a mile up the stream, and I am told that this road leads to it. Ten years ago the present ferry crossed there, but it was moved to a point lower down to shorten the road. Now do you see?

What? I asked.

That we might cross the river there. The boat is on this side, I believe. Whereas if we go to the new ferry and can make no one hear, we shall be detained until morning.

I was considerably taken aback both by her knowledge of the district and by a proposal so unlooked for. Moreover, I had never heard of a second ferry, though there might be one. I think if we are wise we shall keep to the high road, I said prudently, and go to the proper ferry. At any rate we ought to go as far as the hamlet. We can learn there if the ferry be working, and if it is not we may be able to secure a boat. We dont know the old crossing

Are you afraid? she asked.

The taunt did not affect me. No, I said, but a ferry at night, if it is seldom worked, and the man is old too,  well, it is not the safest of ventures.

A ferry in good moonlight! she cried in scorn. Are you afraid, sir? When the risk is mine and if I do not reach the High Hills in time it will not be you who will pay the penalty?

I could not meet that argument, nor the passion in her voice. Yet I remember that I hesitated. The place was forbidding. We were halfway down the slope that led to the river, and below us stretched the marshes that fringed the stream, marshes always dreary and deceitful, and at night veiled in poisonous mists. At the foot of the sign-post, which rose pale and stark against a background of pines, there was something which had the look of a newly-dug grave; while halfway up the mast a wisp of stuff, the relic, perhaps, of a flag which had been nailed up and torn down, fluttered dismally in the wind. I looked along the main road but no one was stirring. The lights of the hamlet were not in sight.

I suspected that, quietly as she sat her horse, she was in suspense until I answered, and I gave way. Very well, I said reluctantly. But you must not blame me if we go wrong. God knows I only want to do the best for you?

I do not know why my words displeased her, but they seemed to prick her in some tender spot.

The best? she cried, and you boast of that? You!

God forbid, I said, breaking in on her speech. If there were more I could do, I would do it and gladly, but

Dont! Dont! she said, pain in her tone. And she turned her horses head and plodded down the side-road in silence. I followed.

Still I was uneasy. The night, the loneliness, the scene, all chilled me; and this tardy suggestion, this change of plan at the last moment had an odd look. However I reflected that I had nothing to lose; the loss was hers if we were not in time. And though a one-armed man in an old and rotten ferry-boat  so I pictured the craft we were to enter  is not very happily placed, if she did not see this, I could not raise the point.

My perplexity grew, however, when twenty minutes riding failed to bring us to the river, though the road had by this time sunk to the marshes, and ran deep and foundrous, lapped on either side by sullen pools. The time came when I drew rein  I would go no farther; the air was laden with ague, I felt it in my bones. I dont think we are right, I said.

You would do so much! she cried bitterly. But you wont do this for me.

I will do anything that will be of service, Miss Wilmer, I said firmly, but to waste our time here will not be of serivce.

What will? she wailed. Will anything? Then, stopping me as I was about to answer, There! a light! she cried. Do you see? There is a light before us! We can inquire.

She was right, there was a light. Nay, when we had advanced a few yards we saw that there were two lights, which proceeded from the windows of some building. I was grateful for the discovery, grateful for anything that put an end to the contest between us; and Thank God! I said as cheerfully as I could. Now we shall learn where we are, and we can decide what to do.

More, there is the river, she added; and a moment later I, too, caught the gleam of moonlight on a wide water, that flowed on the farther side, as it seemed to me, of the spot whence the lights issued.

I was glad to see it, and I said so. I could discern the building now  a gaunt, dark block set high against the sky; a mill apparently, for a skeleton frame of ribs rose against one end of it. The lights that we had seen issued from two windows at some distance from the ground and not far apart. As well as I could judge, the building stood between road and river on piles, with a rood or so of made ground to landward, and a few wind-bent cypresses fringing the river bank behind. It was a lonely house, and dark and forbidding by night; but by day it might be cheerful enough.

I will inquire, I said, briskly slipping from my saddle. You had better wait here while I go, I added.

I was in the act of leading my horse towards the door, when she thrust out her hand and seized my rein. Stop! she said. And then for a moment she did not speak.

I obeyed; for the one word she had uttered conveyed to me, I dont know how, that a new peril threatened us. Why? I muttered. What is it? I looked about us. I could see nothing alarming. I turned to her.

She sat low in the saddle, her head sunk on her breast, and for a moment I fancied that she was ill. Then in a low, despairing tone, I cannot, she muttered, speaking rather to herself than to me, I cannot do it.  

I stared at her. To fail now, to succumb now  she who had borne up so well, gone through so much, endured so bravely! I am afraid I do not understand, I said. What is the matter, Miss Wilmer?

Her head sank lower. By such light as there was I could see that the spirit had gone out of her, that her courage had left her, and hope. I cannot do it, she said again. God forgive me!

What? What cannot you do! I asked, carried away by my impatience.

Let us go back, she said. We will go back. And she began to turn her horses head.

But that was absurd, and out of the question, now that we were here; and in my turn I caught her rein. Here was the ferry, here were persons who could direct us. Had we traveled so far, and were we at the last moment, because a house looked dark and lonely, to lose heart and retrace our steps? Go back? I said. Surely not without some reason, Miss Wilmer? Surely not without knowing

Without knowing what? she replied, cutting me short. Why we are here? And then in a different tone, Do you know, sir, why we are here?

No, I said, in astonishment. For she who had all day been so calm, so cool, so steadfast, now spoke with a wildness that alarmed me. Why?

To put you, she replied, into the power of those with whom you will fare as my father fares! Do you understand, sir? To make you a hostage for him, your life for his life, your freedom for his freedom! Do you know that there are those, in yonder house, who are waiting for you,  who are waiting for you, and who, if my father suffers, will do to you as your friends do to him? Do you know that it was for that that I brought you hither; yes, for that! And now, now that I am here, I cannot do it her voice sank to a whisper even to save my father!

A dry painful sob shook her in the saddle. She clung to the pommel, the reins fell from her hands, the tired horse under her hung its head. Good Lord! I whispered. Good Lord! And you brought me here for that.

Yes, she said, for that.

And  and Lord Cornwallis  you knew that you had nothing to expect from him? She bowed her head. But did you not know, Miss Wilmer, that this  this, too, was hopeless? Insane, mad? Did you not know that Lord Rawdon would as soon depart from his duty in order to save me, as the sun from his course?

Men have been saved that way, she cried, with something of her old spirit. And you are his friend, sir, you have influence, you have rank, oh, he would do much to save you! Yes, I might have saved my father! I might have preserved him  and now! her chin sank again upon her breast.

It was a mad plot! I said.

But it might have saved him, she whispered. My lord spoke warmly of you, he shewed me your sword on the table. Yes, I might have saved my father  but I could not do it. And now Her voice died away.

It was a mad plot, I repeated. However strong her belief, I, of course, knew that such a step was hopeless; that no danger in which I might stand would turn Rawdon from his duty, but on the contrary would stiffen him in it. It was a mad plan. But apparently she had believed in it, apparently she had trusted in it; and at the last she had been unable to harden her heart to carry it through! Why? I asked myself the question.

She sighed, and the sound went to my heart. She gathered up her reins. We had better go, sir, she said, in a lifeless tone, before they discover our presence. They may hear our voices.

She had not had the strength to carry it through! Why? My heart beat more quickly as I pondered the question. I no longer felt the fog on my cheek, the ague in my bones. The note of the bull-frog lost its melancholy, the sigh of the wind across the marshes its sadness. Warmth awoke in me, and with it hope, and a purpose  a purpose, wild it might be, high-strained it might be, and extravagant, but deliberate. For as certainly as I loved her, as certainly as my heart-strings were torn for the tenderness of her body broken by so many fatigues, for the agony of her spirit which had borne her so far, as certainly as she was heaven and earth to me  and she loved me, I believed it now!  so surely did I know that there was but one bridge which could cross the gulf that divided me from her! There was one way, and one way only, which could bring me to her.

And that way lay through the door of the mill. Yet first  first, strong as my purpose was, I had to fight the temptation to pay myself a part of that which fate might withhold from me. To clasp her knees as I stood beside her, to draw her down to me, to hold her on my breast, to cover her face, white and woe-begone in the moonlight, with kisses, to tell her that I loved her  this had been heaven to me! But I had to forego it. I might not pay myself beforehand. Afterwards  but I dared not think of afterwards. I dared not think of what lay between the present and the future. I must act, not think.

We had better go, she repeated dully.

And you thought it might save him? I said.

I thought that I could do it! she answered. She shivered.

You shall do it, I replied. Come!

I led my horse towards the door, and had travelled half the space that lay between us and the threshold before she grasped my meaning; before she moved. Then, Stop! she cried. She pressed her horse abreast of me. Dont you understand? she cried. Dont you see

Yes, I said, I see. And for a moment, as we passed from the moonlight into the shadow, and the horses shoes clattered on the stones before the door, I let my hand rest on her knee. I see. But I also remember. I remember that your father saved my life. I remember that I delivered him up to death. I remember  many things. And if any risk of mine may avail to save him, God knows that I take the hazard cheerfully!

She cried, No! with a sort of passion, and she tried to draw me back. But it was too late. I was at the door. I kicked it.

House! I cried. House! My mind was made up. Whatever came of it, whatever the issue, I would go through with the venture.

Immediately a light shone under the door, a voice cried, Halloa! And while, stammering words half-heard, the girl still tried to turn me from my purpose, the door was opened, and a light was flashed in my face. A man confronted me on the threshold, two others slipped by me into the darkness. Probably the purpose of the latter was to cut off my retreat, but I paid no heed to them.

Can you direct us to the ferry? I said.

Why not? the man drawled. Step inside, sir. Ben will hold your horse. And a lady? Well, we did not expect to see company and well do the best we can. We shall not be for letting you go in a hurry, he added with meaning in his tone.

It was not my cue to notice the sneer, or to show suspicion, and I followed the man into the lower room of the mill, a damp stable-like place, where the light fell on the shining, startled eyes of a row of horses tethered at a rack. I ran my eye along them; it was well to know what force I had against me. There were six. We passed behind their heels, and picking our way over the filthy floor followed the man up a ladder to what appeared to be the living-room of the place. As I climbed I heard above me a sharp question and an exultant answer; and, I confess, my heart sank, for I recognized the voice that put the question. It was with no surprise, and certainly it was with no pleasure, that emerging from the trap I found myself face to face with my old acquaintance, Levi.

There were two more of the gang with him  I knew them again. The three men were seated on boxes before a fire, the smoke from which found a leisurely exit through a broken chimney of clay. The walls were formed of squared logs, the shingled roof was festooned with cobwebs. In one corner lay a heap of dirty cornstraw, in another a pile of driftwood. The floor was a litter of broken casks and cases, with some rotting gear and fishing-nets, and a keg or two.

Levi made me a mock bow. Evening, Major, he said, Well, well, you surely never know your luck! Never know when youre going to meet old friends! Im d  d if well part this time as easily as we did last time!

We only want the ferry, I said, playing out my part.

Oh! he cried rudely. Our duty to you, and hang the ferry! Weve wanted you mightily, Major, and now you are here we mean to keep you. Here, sirree, get up, he continued, kicking the box from under one of the other men, Let the lady sit down. Cannot you see that shes dog-weary?

The man moved awkwardly out of the way.

The Captain will have a high opinion of you, Maam, Levi continued in an oily tone that made me long to wring his neck. If youll be bidden by me, you will allow me to offer you a sup of Kentucky whisky. Its the queen of liquors to bring the color back to your cheeks.

She did not decline the offer; no doubt she needed support. He put a cloak on the box and she sat down with her back to me, either to play her part the better, or because she could not bear to face me. None the less could I picture the ordeal through which she was passing! Levi, fussing about her, brought out a bottle and drawing the corn-cob cork poured some of the spirit into a small bowl. She drank it and said something to him in a low voice.

Pete is saddling his horse now, he answered. Hes a mighty good man in the saddle, and hell not spare his spurs. Hell take the message! But we shall need a piece of the fur to prove that the bear is trapped. Here you, he went on truculently, turning to me, You are in our power and we are going to hold you as a hostage for Wilmer.

Do you understand? If your folks hang him, we shall hang you! Do you see? Have I spoken plainly, sir?

Plainly enough, I said. But you must be very foolish if you think that that will do Captain Wilmer any good; if you think that a threat of that kind will make Lord Rawdon hold his hand.

D  n my lord and his hand! he retorted coarsely; and he spat on the floor. My lord will decide as he pleases. But as he decides, you, Major, will hang or go free. So, by your leave do you write and tell your folks what I say.

If I write, I replied, I shall tell his lordship to do his duty.

Major, he answered. Do you see that fire? We have means to persuade you and if you try us too far

I shall not write, I said. If I write those are my terms. That is what I shall write. But if its only proof that I am in your hands that you require, take my ring. It will be known and will do what you want. Only I warn you, my friend, that the man who carries the message will slip his neck into a noose.

Do you think that we dont know that! Levi replied, grinning. We need no Philadelphia lawyer to teach us our business. This country is ours  ours, Englishman, and it is going to remain ours. We have ten friends where King George has one, and we shall know how to place your ring where we want it. Many is the time that Ive laughed to think of Wilmer fighting your quails for you, and you putting on the money, and your bird not worth a continental cent!

The girl raised her head. She said something that I could not hear.

To be sure, Miss, he answered obsequiously. To be sure, time is running. Here, give me the ring. He weighed it a minute in his hand and his eyes sparkled as if he had no mind to part with it. Then he turned to the ladder. The girl rose too. I will speak to Pete, she said.

We need not trouble you, he answered. You sit down, Maam, and rest.

I will speak to Pete, she said again, as if he had not spoken. And carefully averting her face from me  I wondered if she knew how deeply, how pitifully I felt for her  she followed Levi down the ladder.


CHAPTER XII

THE MILL ON THE WATEREE

With what a leaden and retarding weight Does expectation load the wing of Time.

MASON.



The thing was done, for good or ill; it remained for me to make the best of it. I was in Levis power, but I might still by firmness hold my own for a time. Thinking of this, I turned a case on end, dusted it cooly with the skirt of my coat and setting it near the fire, I sat down on it and warmed myself. The men who had been left with me watched me curiously but did not interfere. They were busy, cooking something in a pot by the light of a wick burning in a bowl of green wax. Meantime, the minutes passed slowly; very slowly, while I waited and listened for news of the others. Five, ten, fifteen minutes went by before the clatter of horses shoes on the stones of the paved yard told us that Pete had started. A little later Constantia climbed the ladder, and appeared, closely followed by Levi, and by another man who was doubtless one of those who had slipped by me at the door.

The girl paused on reaching the floor, then deliberately she came forward and chose a seat on the opposite side of the fire and as far from mine as possible. Levi grinned. Well, Major, he said Petes gone, whip and spur! If youve sense enough youll wish him luck.

I do, I said cooly, but as that matter is not very pressing, and I am hungry, uncommonly hungry

Itll be mighty pressing this time to-morrow, he grinned. Youve twenty-four hours, and may make the most of it! Then, if things dont go our way!

I understand, I said. But in the meantime, my man, I am more interested in my supper. The lady, too, has been riding for six hours

Oh, the lady? he sneered. You bear no malice it seems?

At any rate I will keep it until I am free, I answered, carefully averting my eyes from her.

If that time comes? he retorted.

Just so, I said.

I think it was his purpose to make me angry; but at this point one of the others, the ruffian who had kept watch in the outer room on the night of the outrage at the Bluff, struck in. Make an end! he growled with an oath. Isnt it enough, addressing me, that youve the use of your throat to-night that you must argy, argy, argy! Keep your breath to cool your victuals, stranger  while you have it! And, curse me, youre as bad, Levi! Lets have an end! And do you, to the men at the fire, get on with that pork and hominy!

The girl did not say a word. She sat somewhat apart wrapped in a cloak and leaning forward. Her elbow rested on her knee, her chin on her hand, her eyes were fixed on the fire. The pose was one of utter weariness and dejection, but it was so natural, so unforced that she might have been sitting in the room alone. She seemed to be unconscious not only of my presence but of the presence of the men. And they, rough and desperate as they were, stood evidently in awe of her. As they moved to and fro about their cooking they passed close to her, and at times they swore. But I could see that their ease was assumed. Her personality, her tragic position, the respect in which women are held in the southern colonies, were as a wall about her  for the present.

And what was she thinking, I wondered, as she sat, apparently as heedless of me, as of the men who rubbed elbows with her? Was she thinking only of her father and his peril, and of the chance which her passing weakness had come so near to forfeiting? Was she weighing that chance between hope and fear, and with no thought except of him who lay in the prison house opposite the tavern at Winnsboro? Or was she dreaming of me as well as of her father? Thinking of me with pity, with gratitude, with  love? Had I built the bridge? Had I crossed the gulf?

I could not say, seeing her so still, so remote, so passionless. At any rate I could not be sure. The whole width of the hearth divided us, and she sat with her face turned from me. Not a glance of her veiled eyes sped my way, and apparently she was not conscious of my presence. So that by and by that of which I had been confident a little earlier began to seem doubtful, a dream, a mere delusion on my part.

And yet it might be true! It might be that I did exist for her, largely, filling the room, shutting out her view of the men about us, encroaching even on her sense of her fathers peril. It might be so. At any rate it was to this question that my whole mind was directed  what was she thinking of me? What were the thoughts behind that averted face? Was I still the betrayer of her father? Or  or what was I?

Presently the men began to pour the mess which they had cooked into rough bowls, and for a time the steam, savoury enough to the senses of a hungry man, switched off my thoughts. I took note of the room, while I awaited my turn. The smoke of the drift-wood fire, mingling with the fog that eddied in from the marshes, hid the roof, but the air below was tolerably clear. The men had propped their guns against the wall opposite me and I counted them. There were five. An active man, I thought, might have cast himself between the arms and their owners, and snatching a gun might have held off the five  Levi, I knew, was a white-livered cur. But a crippled man could not do this; nor, as I found a moment later when one of the men thrust a bowl and a hunch of corn-bread on my lap, could he with any success cut up tough pork with a pocket-knife.

The cooking was coarse, but I was famished, and I wrestled manfully with the difficulty. I did so to little purpose, however. The bowl slipped on my knees, I could not steady it. A man sniggered, another laughed. They stopped eating to look at me. At that I lost patience. Will you cut it for me? I said, holding out the bowl to the nearest man.

He refused  the truth was my difficulty entertained their clownish souls. D  n me, cut your own victuals, he answered churlishly. Enough, that Ive cooked em for you.

Be thankful youve a throat to swallow em with! said a second.

The others laughed; and at that, I who had taken with coolness their threat to murder me, felt such a rage rise within me, helpless as I was, that the tears stood in my eyes. I looked at Constantia.

There was the faintest stain of color in her cheeks, but apparently she was unconscious of what was passing. Still and self-contained, she was eating and drinking with the steady purpose of one who was set on maintaining her strength. As quickly as anger had risen, it died in me, and, alas, my heart sank with it. The men might jeer and taunt and laugh, I no longer cared. I finished my meal as I could, heeding their amusement as little as she did. For the savor had left the food. I saw that I must have been mistaken. Yes, I must have been mistaken. She could not care for me.

When all was eaten Levi went down with two of the men to set a guard, and he was absent for some time. When he returned, wood was put on the fire and the lamp was extinguished. For a time he and the men remained apart talking in low voices, but soon, one by one, they left the group, pulled cloaks or blankets about them and lay down  one of them across the trap-door. Levi made the girl some offer of accommodation, but she refused it, and dragging a second box to the fire, to eke out the first, she made a rough couch, on which she sat with her feet raised and her back against the wall. I lay on the opposite side of the fire, some way from her; and at times I fancied that her eyes dwelt on me. But I could not be sure, for her face, half shrouded by her cloak and in shadow, was hard to distinguish; while I, when I looked that way, met the light.

If I had been sure that her eyes were upon me, if I had been sure that she thought of me and thanked me, I could have faced the prospect more lightly. But I had no certainty of this; I had, indeed, much reason to doubt it, and I looked forward to a night of suspense. I foresaw that as the warmth died in me and the small hours chilled my bones and damped my resolution, I should repent of what I had done. A man snored, another muttered in his sleep, the mosquitoes troubled me. At intervals a horse moved restlessly in the stable below. A marsh-owl, hunting along the river bank, tore the night from time to time with its shrill screech. I had no hope of sleep.

The danger that is thrust on a man, he must meet. But the danger into which, being no hero, he has thrust himself, is another matter. I knew that long before morning, I should feel that I had cast away my life. Thoughts of Osgodby and England, visions of home faces, now thousands of miles away, would rise to reproach me. I should see  with that terrible four oclock in the morning clearness  that for a fancy, for a womans whim, for a fantastic point of honor, I had done what I had no right to do; I had sacrificed my life and all that I had valued a short time back. I should remember that she had scarcely touched my hand in friendship, had never listened to a word of love, never said even that she forgave me!

But blessed be the soldiers habit of making the best of the present! In half an hour, before the strangeness of the situation had quite worn off, before her near neighborhood, at another time so disturbing, had grown familiar, before the owls sharp note had ceased to startle, I dozed. And presently worn out by strain  for sorrow sleeps soundly  I fell into a deep slumber which lasted until long after daylight.

When I awoke there were only two men in the room. They were chopping up drift-wood in a corner, and it was the sound of their hatchets that had roused me. The fire had burned low on the hearth, and my teeth chattered. A fog filled the outer world, poured in through the windows, laid a clammy touch on everything. Firelight had done much the night before to redeem the squalor of the room; this morning, daylight showed it in all its cold and grisly reality. And where was Constantia? Where was Levi? I crossed the room to one of the windows and I looked out. They might be below. But at a distance of five yards the eye plunged into a sea of mist. I could see nothing, and I turned about, shivering, the cold in my bones.

Youre a mighty good sleeper, one of the men said as I met his eye.

I was tired.

Well, it would be more than I could manage! he answered cryptically. Do you think theyll let him go!

Captain Wilmer?

He nodded. He was a shock-headed man in a frayed hunting shirt, buckskin leggings and mocassins. A greasy ragged unshaven figure of a man.

No, I said, Im sure they will not. Would you?  

D  d if I would, he answered, grinning. I never let a possum go yet that I got a grip of! But youve spunk, Ill say that!

The other man turned and silenced him with an oath, but I marked the speaker for the best-natured of the band. Something might be made of him, at a pinch. Meanwhile the two, having finished their task, stirred up the embers, piled on wood and started the fire. When they had done this I crouched miserably enough over the blaze, while the two went about getting a meal. I noticed that the guns had been removed. It struck me that, were I only fifty yards away in this fog I should be safe from pursuit. But how was I to win those fifty yards!

As I thought of this and with my minds eye measured the height from the windows to the ground, I heard voices below, and after a short interval Constantia came up the ladder, muffled in her cloak. She did not look in my direction, but she came straight to the fire and stooped over it to warm her hands. Then, hardly moving her lips, and choosing a moment when the two men had turned their backs, Be close to me, she breathed if trouble comes. Keep away now.

She moved some paces from me as soon as she had spoken, and when Levi and the other two men appeared, we were standing on opposite sides of the hearth. Levi cast a sharp glance at me; I think he had his suspicions  God knows what had roused them when I had seen nothing! But he only swore at the men for letting down the fire and at the fire for giving no warmth, and at the morning for being cold. If ever there was an ill-conditioned cur, he was one!

For me, I was no longer cold. Her words, her tone, tingled through my veins, set my pulses beating, did all but give strength to my useless arm. I could face anything now, I could face the worst now, and hope to live through it.

My relief, indeed, was unspeakable. But apart from me  and I masked my feelings  it was a gloomy party that, shivering in the aguish air, gathered about the poor meal and ate and drank in a brutish fashion. Constantia kept her old place on the farther side of the hearth, and muffled in her cloak preserved a stern silence. Her face by the morning light looked white and drawn, so that even in a lovers eyes it lacked something of its ordinary beauty. But the strain which she was putting on herself did not appear until the meal was over, and we had risen from our seats. Then when the men, stuffing their corn-cob pipes, had gone, some to feed the horses, and some to lean yawning from the windows and curse the fog, she began to walk up and down the room; while Levi watched her openly and I in secret. To and fro, she paced, the hood of her cloak drawn over her head, to and fro, this way and that, restlessly; only breaking her march at intervals to glance from the window and sigh, and so to resume her walk.

Therell be no news yet, maam, Levi said after a time. He spoke with servility but I guessed that he was suspicious and uneasy. I wondered if he had intercepted some glance meant for me.

She gave him no answer by word or look. She continued to walk up and down. Impatience seemed to be getting the better of her. She could not be still.

Theyll be having the message, about this time, he said, glancing at me in turn. Not a minute earlier.

I nodded. I had no doubt that he was right.

Curse me, he continued, but as sure as there are snakes in Virginia, youre a cool fish, Major! You mightnt have a tongue in your head. What is it, Id like to know, you have up your sleeve?

I laughed. It was easy to laugh since she had spoken to me.

The man with the buckskin shirt was sitting on the sill of the farther window, swinging his feet. He began to whistle. The girl stopped in her walk, as if she had been struck. She looked at him with something in her face that was equal to a mans worst oath. Then, oh, hush! she said. Hush!

The fellow stared at her in astonishment, but he ceased to whistle. She stood. For a minute or two there was no sound in the room except the bubbling of a foul pipe, no sound outside but the wailing cry of a waterfowl. It was the mallards cry that she had heard, perhaps; for presently she resumed her walk, Levi still watching her with a crafty eye. If she was listening he was thinking, and it was then for the first time that it struck me with something of a shock that he was not the man to let me go  however Wilmer might fare. A bad thought that, to intrude at this time!

One of the horses pawed restlessly in the room below, and the man who had gone down to feed them, shouted a question from the foot of the ladder. Levi answered him. The interruption this caused brought the same look of impatience, of endurance, of sheer suffering to the girls face. She stood, she turned to me; for the first time, as if she could no longer control herself, she spoke to me openly. What time is it? she asked.

Half past ten, I said. I fear that you cannot expect news yet. I was moved indeed, moved to the heart with pity for her; and pained, in the midst of my own anxiety, to think that she should pass intolerable hours in expecting what could not come yet  and in my view would not come at all. By and by things would be better. The sun would suck up the vapors, we should breathe more freely, we should be able to look abroad, we should see something if it were but the sun-lit marshes. As it was, the grizly room, the choking fog, the men, the suspense, set the worst face on everything and filled me with loathing.

Presently a flight of birds passed the house with a whirring of wings and a single note of alarm. The man at the window leant out to follow them with his eye. He muttered something about a gun, and again there was silence, while Constantia resumed her restless march, and Levi followed her with his eyes.

A long, long quarter of an hour followed, and then the silence was broken. Out of the fog came a faint whooping cry, distant and tremulous. The girl was the first to hear it and she stood, as if turned to stone. I saw her stiffen, I saw her eyes dilate, her lips grow white. Her gaze met mine in an agony of questioning. For a moment she ceased to breathe, so intently she listened. Then the cry rose again, still distant but louder. She turned to the trap-door, as if to go down.

But her limbs failed her  at any rate Levi was before her. I suppose he had studied her as closely as I had. He bounded to the head of the ladder, and slipped down it, calling out to her that he would see what it was, calling out to the remaining man to look to me. The girl, thus forestalled, turned from the ladder, and went to the window. She leant on the sill, and I saw that she was shaking from head to foot. It is Tom! she murmured.

Tom! I exclaimed.

Yes! Tom! she said, her breath coming in sobs. He has news. Oh, God in His mercy grant that it be good news!

We saw Levi and two of the men run from the house, and vanish in the fog that hid the road. We heard the cry once more  it was near at hand now  but there followed on it a confused outcry, a thudding of feet, a shot  the flame of which for an instant rent the mist  a struggle. The girl sank against me, and if I had not put my arm round her and supported her, she would have fallen. It was Tom! she gasped. It was Tom!

Then theres some foul play on foot! I cried.

Yes, foul play, she whispered. Theyll not let us have the news! Theyll keep the news from us! For a moment I thought that she would collapse altogether, but as suddenly as she had given way, she recovered. She drew a deep fluttering breath, released herself from my arm, stood up. She glanced, pale and frowning, at the man who leant from the other window. He, too, was striving to make out what was passing, and from time to time he gave vent to his excitement in an oath. He had forgotten us, and forgotten his duty, too, if it was to guard us. While one might count five she considered him; then deftly, with her eyes still fixed on him she drew a pistol from some hidden place in her dress, and slipped it into my hand. Can you use it? she whispered.

Yes, I muttered.

Then, Now! she said.

I cocked it, saw that the priming was in its place, and took two steps towards the man. Halloa! I cried.

He drew in his head and found himself covered by the pistol; a pistol is a thing a one-armed man can use. Go down! I said. Quick! He opened his mouth to speak. Quick, my man, go down! I repeated. Or  thats better! I said, as, still covered by the muzzle he moved unwillingly to the head of the ladder, and began, swearing furiously, to descend. Tell your rogue of a leader, I went on, to come under the window and speak to me!

I should have followed the man down, seen him out, and barred the outer door, thus securing the horses; but one of the gang was in the lower doorway, and though his attention was fixed on the scene that was passing outside I feared to lose all by trying to gain too much. Instead I waited until our mans head was below the level of the floor, then I dropped the pistol and shut down the trap upon him. As quickly as I did it, Constantia was at my elbow with the heaviest case she could drag forward. We set it on the trap-door, furiously piled a second on the top of it and a third on that. Then we looked at one another. Her eyes were gloomy. They have killed him! she exclaimed. They have killed Tom!

I hope not, I said. They may have fired to frighten him!

And the news! she panted. She clasped her hands. He brought news!

The news? Ay, it was that which had done it! She was hungering, thirsting, parched for the news, and they kept it from her! She could have killed the men, for that! And yet, what news, I wondered, had she in her mind? What news could she expect at this hour of the day, when Pete could barely have delivered his message?

Still that was a small question beside the fact that I was out of the snare, was free, was armed. And she was with me, one with me, leaning on my care and protection. I looked round the dreary room; it was changed, it was glorified, I could have shouted with joy. Only now when it had passed from me did I gauge the depth of the shadow of death! Only now did I measure, with a pistol in my hand, my fear of the rope!

True, we were still in peril, but my heart rose to meet the danger, and exulted in it. I knew Levi to be a cur and his men were much of the same kidney. I reckoned that we were hardly two miles from the main road along which our patrols would be constantly passing in the day-time; nor more than four miles as the crow flies, from the detachment at the ferry. A little shooting on Levis part or ours would soon bring our people about his ears.

Still, we must, for a time, depend on ourselves and our own resources, and we had only one pistol and six cartridges. A second pistol was a thing much to be desired. So while I kept watch at the window, the girl at a word from me fell to ransacking the mens blankets and saddle-bags.

The search proved fruitless, but by the time it had failed, the man had taken my message. We heard an outburst of oaths, and the sound of feet running along the road; a moment and several figures showed phantom-like through the mist. There was a second outbreak of blasphemy, then for a time, silence.

The rascals are consulting, I said. That will not raise their courage. Councils of war never fight.

The girl did not answer and I looked at her. She was sitting on a box rocking herself to and fro, her elbows on her knees, her face hidden in her hands. Then I understood. Our defence, our safety, what was passing here, these were small things to her. It was still the news, the news that she craved, the news for which she pined, the news that she coveted, as she rocked herself to and fro in an agony of impatience.

I thrust my head out of the window. Are you coming? I shouted.

At that Levi showed himself, timidly and at a distance. What cursed trick is this? he shouted. Whatd she reckon to fetch us here for to jockey us in this fashion? Do you hear, if you dont come down, Ill burn the whole house and you in it! Shelp me, if I wont!

Then youll burn your horses, I replied. And bring our detachment from the ferry on you. See? And see this, too, you cowardly rogue. Give up the messenger youve seized! Give him up! Or well raise such a racket as shall bring my people on you quickly! We have your horses, and you cannot recover them without coming under fire.

This was true for we had found two knot-holes in the floor, that commanded the stable below. I fancied that this would go some way towards bringing them to terms, for I knew that in the eyes of such men as these their horses ranked after their own skins.

Levi was silent a moment, digesting the information. Then, What is all this? he asked plaintively. What messenger dyou want? Weve none of your messengers.

The messenger is Tom, Captain Wilmers negro, I answered. We know that youve seized him. Its no use lying to us.

Ill come up and talk, he said.

No, you wont! I replied, scenting a trap. If you come too close Ill put a bullet through you. Ill give you five minutes to decide. Move off!

He drew off sullenly, and disappeared round the corner of the house.

The girl still rocked herself to and fro, and after a moment of thought I left the window  at some risk  and touched her on the shoulder. If it were bad news, I said, they would not have kept it from you.

She looked up at me, a light in her eyes. Say it again, she said.

I repeated it. If I could believe that! she cried, and clapped her hands to her face.

I can see no other meaning in it, I argued. If he brought bad news, would he come so early?

She stood up. I must know! she cried passionately. I must know! I will go down! I will make them tell me! I will wring it from them! Am I to hide here while they know all? And falling impetuously upon the litter which we had piled upon the trap-door she dragged away the uppermost case, heavy as it was, before I could hinder her. She seized the next, and strove to move it.

I was between two fires. I had left the window unguarded, and I could not tell what was passing outside. On the other hand I could not let her go down and place herself in the power of these miscreants, who, unless they were fools, would hold her as a hostage for my surrender. I caught her by the arm. Dont! I cried. You are mad!

But she would not listen, she persisted. She struggled with me, and I had only one arm. I had to use my full strength. I dragged her away at last, and in the excitement, having the unguarded window on my mind and the fear of what the men might do while she kept me thus, I shook her  I shook her angrily.

Come back to your senses! I said. I am not going to let you do it! Do you hear! You are not going down!

I must! she cried, struggling with me.

You will not! I said.

She ceased to struggle at that, and appeared to come to herself. Then  I still held her firmly by the arm  a blush dyed her face to the roots of her hair. Her eyes fell. Let me go, she muttered.

Will you do as I say? I cried. Will you be guided?

Yes, she said, her lips quivering. There were tears in her eyes.

And give up this mad idea?

Yes.

That is better, I replied. Then put that case back, if you please. The news will be neither better nor worse because you do not hear it. And I let her go, and turned quickly to the window, intent, as far as appearances went, upon Levi and the gang.

But if there had been anything to note, if Levi had made a move at that moment, I doubt if I should have seen it. The contest had not taken two minutes, but it had changed all our relations. The struggle and her surrender, the contact between us  our hands had hardly met hitherto  had put the spark to a train that in my case was already laid. My blood was in a tumult, my face as hot as hers, my heart beat furiously. What her feelings were I could only guess. But the tell-tale blood that had waved its signal in her cheek, her sudden confusion, her drooping head, if these did no more than own the mans mastery, they were such an advance on anything that had passed between us that it was no wonder that I forgot the peril, Levi, the rogues, all.

A minute or two, during which I dared not look at her, brought me to my senses. I saw that the mist was thinner, that the sun was beginning to peer through it. Soon we should be able to look abroad, and Levi and his men, surprised in the open and almost within view of the highway, might find the boot on the other leg. My spirits rose; and again I remembered, and they sank as quickly. The news! The news that she longed for so hungrily, from which she expected so much. How could it be good? I knew Rawdon too well, and the story of poor André was too fresh in my memory. Besides, the mens ultimatum could hardly have been delivered And were the news bad, as bad it must be, it mattered little what she felt for me now. The feeling would not survive the shock.

I stole a glance at her, She was listening. Presently her eyes came to meet mine. Surely, she urged, the five minutes are past.

Yes, I said, they must be. And looking warily out of the window I shouted.

No one answered, no one appeared. But while I hung over the sill and waited sounds that I did not understand came to my ears, vaguely at first, but presently more clearly. It seemed to me that a struggle was going on not far off. I believe Tom has got away! I exclaimed. Or they are fighting among themselves. Listen!

The report of a gun startled us. The girl sprang to the window and breathless, trembling with anxiety she leant far out; so far that I drew her back. Have a care! I said. They might take you for me! Then, Who is this? I asked.

A man had appeared at a little distance from us, and was approaching the door. I knew at a glance that it was not Levi; Levi would have hailed me from a distance or sneaked up under cover. This man came forward without fear, a little switch in his hand. Its not Tom! I said. The mist blurred the mans outline.

Tom? No! she answered looking at me piteously. Then, Ask him! He knows! He She could not finish. She clung to me. It was only later that I took in the full wonder and the meaning of this. She clung to me, though the news bad or good, was not known to her.

Halloa! I shouted to the man who was still a few yards from the door but was coming on as coolly as if he were approaching his own house. Is it good news? I had no doubt of the answer but it was best to know the worst, best to have it over.

He looked up and saw me. He nodded. Yes, its good! he said. Then he nodded again. Quite good, Major.

I stared confounded, while she  for a moment her weight hung heavy on my arm. Then she sighed, stiffened herself, and drew away from me. I did not look at her. For one thing I dared not, and for another, what if the news were not true? Who was this man, and what did he know?

Is she there? he asked, looking up and tapping his neat boot with his switch.

Yes, I said, still doubting.

Well, send her down, will you? he replied. Theres somebody waiting for her at the back of the mill.

Then I knew the man. It was Marion  General Marion, for he had been raised to that rank since I had parted from him.


CHAPTER XIII

CONSTANTIA AT SARATOGA 

We dont think much of Miss X  Y  my dear, 

Quite too fond of the British Officers.

LIFE OF ELIZA PINCKNEY.



The girls wits were so much more nimble than mine that she had staggered under the news, recovered herself and done much to remove the boxes from the trap-door before I could turn to help her. Then it hurt me a little, I confess, that she had not a look for me, or a word. All her thoughts were with Marion. She flew to the ladder, descended it, and vanished, as if I had not existed, or as if I had not for twenty-four hours spent myself in the effort to undo the misfortune which I had brought upon her!

It was foolish of me to feel this, and more foolish to resent it. But I did both and that so keenly, that I was in no haste to descend. The news was good, her father was safe, and that was enough for her. That was all for which she cared. Why should I go down among them, whoever they were! There are times when we are all children, and stand aloof in sullenness, saying that we will not play.

True, I had not done much for her  she had played her own game, it seemed. But I had done what I could.

So it was Marion who presently, cool and neat and smoking the eternal cigar, climbed up to me. He took in the wretched room with an appreciative eye. Home of the patriot! he said, smiling. This is what you drive us to, Major.

Its as full of fleas, I cried peevishly, as a starving dog!

I know, he said. The Carolina flea is grand. But I suppose that youve not heard the news? Weve hoodwinked you again, Craven. This time his tone was more grave but his eyes still twinkled. Wilmer walked past your sentries at nine oclock last night, and hes not a hundred, miles away at this moment and as free as air.

Thank God! I said. And I meant it.

Yes, you cant fight a people, Major, he continued. You cant fight a people. You may be what you like on your side of the big water, but here youre no more than a garrison! Youre like a blind man plunging hither and thither among people who see!

Suppose you descend to particulars, I said coldly.

The particular is Con, God bless her! he answered. Theres an American girl for you! Theres a girl of spirit! Pity, he continued demurely, that shes a rebel! She wasnt blind. By heaven, there wasnt a stone she left unturned from the moment you left the Bluff! She sent to me and drew me into her plans. She sent to Levi, and drew him in  silly girl  as if any good could come of those rogues! She drew you into the scheme and made use, good use of you, Major. But all the time she was her own best friend. She won a twenty-four hours respite from your commander  that was life or death to her. Then, after learning through her nigger and others the ways of the place, she cast dust in your folks eyes by riding away to appeal to Cornwallis  it was uncommonly clever that! And there, I give your folks credit  you can play the gentleman when you please, Major. If all of you played it and played it always, he went on with a smile, things would be very different south of the Dan River. I should not be webfooted with living in the swamps of the Pee Dee; and Sumter his smile broadened would not be sore with riding bare-backed horses in his shirt.

Im glad that you think we behaved well, I said dryly. But the fact does not explain Captain Wilmers escape.

No, but Con made her market of the fact, God bless her, as of other things, he answered. And he looked at me so meaningly that the color rose in my face. She used it to get her interview with her father, and  of course you were too gentlemanly to search her.

Which means?

That she took in a nigger outfit, and the rest of it, under her skirts  wig, stain, and all. That night her boy, Tom, took the place of the tavern waiter and carried in Wilmers supper and stayed while he ate it. At nine oclock there was a fight among some negro teamsters in front of the tavern, and under cover of the skirmish Wilmer carried out the tray, with a napkin in his mouth, crossed to the tavern, walked up the yard as bold as brass, and vanished. Clever wasnt it? Ten minutes later when the guard was changed his black walked put too, carrying the plates. I suppose, first and last, Marion continued, thoughtfully tapping his boot, a dozen persons white and black, knew of the plan before it came off  knew where the possum was  and not one peached. Weigh that, Major, weigh that, if you please, and tell me, if you can, that you still think you will beat us! Why youre beaten already!

But Tom

Oh, the nigger ran his risk, Marion replied carelessly. Wasnt he Wilmers boy, born on the place? Hed do that and more. And after all he got clear. And by God  I dont think that I ever saw a more curious thing than I saw just now, and Ill wager something its a sight that I shall never see again.

What was it? I asked dully. Seven words he had said earlier she made use, good use of you were repeating themselves over and over again in my brain.

What was it? Why, a white woman on her knees kissing a black mans hands! A spoiled nigger, Major! You may take it from me, a spoiled nigger! Wilmer may as well free him. Hell never be worth a continental cent to him again.

It was a clever plan, I said. But I could not throw much spirit into my words.

Oh, shes a jewel is Madam Constantia! he answered. It makes me laugh now to think how she made use of us all. She wanted me to beat up Winnsboro at sunrise to-day if Toms plan failed; as if I were likely to venture my fellows against the whole British army! No, I couldnt do that, even for Wilmer. But I told her I would move up to Camden and be at hand at daybreak to-day in case he was followed; and that if possible Id fall back by this road. As a fact Tom was here first with the news, but those rogues  theres a womans weak point, she dont know whom to trust  seized him, poor devil, for some reason of their own and when we landed we found him tied up in a shed at the back.

Whats become of Levi? I asked. Not that I cared one way or the other. She had made use of me, good use of me  with the rest!

Gone! he said curtly. And wise to go! We shall take their horses. Thatll be some punishment. I would have strung him up with good will, but there are times when we need a dirty tool.

Though you prefer a clean one, I said bitterly. And I thought of myself.

He laughed. Madam Con will in future, he said. Shes had a lesson. But, lord, how happy that girl is! Her father is safe, and she has saved him!

Well, hes no use as a spy any more! I said. I was feeling mad, as the saying is.

Thats true, he replied, not losing his good humor for a moment. As an American André  by your leave, Major  hes blown upon. The risk always made the girl miserable, and manys the night I, fancy, that she has not slept for thinking of him. Now that is at an end, and shes doubly happy. But there, breaking off, let us go into the open air. In a few minutes I must be moving. My men are on the other bank, and when the fog lifts we are too near your post at the Ferry and too far from our own supports to be comfortable. Ive a boat behind the mill and I can cross in five minutes, but I shall not be happy until we are on the other side of the Black River. I would not have come so far for any one but that girl.

Nor I, I said, forgetting myself for a moment.

Fortunately he had his back to me and perhaps he did not hear. A moment later we were outside. I am told that Rawdon has ordered you to be put under arrest, he said.

You heard that?

Oh, we hear everything. The blind mans moves are easy to follow. For the matter of that Con saw your sword on my lords table. He was polite as pie to her, he continued, with a chuckle. He was another of them! He said a good deal about you; said that youd thrown your commission in his face, and he didnt wonder  I suppose that was a compliment to her  but that discipline must be maintained, and he didnt know but that hed have to send you home.

There are times when we are all fools, I said gloomily.

Suppose I make you a prisoner? he suggested.

You would be a mean cur, General Marion, if you did! I cried. For the moment I was alarmed. Then I saw that he was smiling.

Peppery as that are you? he said. I dont wonder that my lord was for putting you under arrest. But dont be afraid. Youve set us a good example and we are going to follow it. Your fault, Major, is that you think you are the only gentlemen in the world. Whereas we are of the same blood or better! He drew himself up, a heroic little figure, not untouched by vanity. Of the same blood or better! he repeated. And if there are no gentlemen south of the Potomac River, then believe me, sir, there are no gentlemen anywhere in the world.

Granted, I said cordially. But the misfortune is that you are not all of a pattern.

No, nor you, he riposted sharply. There are good and bad, fine and mean in every country, sir, and some day we shall understand that, and shall cease to set down the faults of the few to the account of the many. War is tolerable, Major; war between you and me! It is the abuse of war that is intolerable. But I must go, or may be you will be making me a prisoner. My compliments to Tarleton when you see him  a good man but over sharp; over sharp, Major! Tell him that the Swamp Fox will give him many a run yet, and will not be the first to go to ground if I can help it.

We had walked a little way from the mill, and while we talked a couple of men had led out the horses. I had a glimpse of them as they vanished round the corner of the building. Marion held out his hand.

If we meet again, Major, he said, we will shoot at one another in all good fellowship  all soldiers of the right sort are comrades in arms. Meantime I wish you good-fortune. And if, when the war s over  I expect that by that time you will be once more a prisoner on parole  you have a fancy for a little duck-shooting, there is none better than on the Marion Plantation in St. Johns Parish.

I could not resist his good humor and, depressed as I was, I returned his grasp with spirit. It was impossible not to admire what I had heard of him and equally impossible not to like what I had seen of him. There was in him a sparkle and a gaiety as well as an indomitable spirit that explained the hold he had over his men, a hold that was firmest in the darkest days and when the Swamp Foxs life was not more easy than his. Certainly, I said, I will remember the duck-shooting, General. And if I can procure leave for you to reside on your plantation, of which I have no doubt we shall still be in possession, we may have the pleasure of shooting the ducks in company.

Bah! he cried laughing. Long live the Thirteen States!

Long live King George! I answered. A clement and

A very stupid sovereign! he retorted gaily. He waved his hat, and I waved mine. I understood that he did not wish me to learn the strength of his party, or who were with him; and I made no attempt to follow him. The sun was shining through the mist as he went round the house and disappeared in the direction of the river.

Alas, the passing gaiety with which his good temper had infected me went with him. For days I had lived upon excitement. The exhilaration of movement, of effort, of danger, had borne me on. Above all the presence of the girl, whose nearness set my pulses bounding, had filled my thoughts and buoyed me up. Now in a twinkling I stood stripped of all, and shivering. Excitement, exhilaration, danger, Constantia, all were gone and I stood alone, by this cursed morass. I faced a future as flat and dreary as the prospect before my eyes; and in the rebound, I could almost have found it in my heart to pitch myself into one of the pale channels which the sunlight revealed running this way and that across the moss. The gaunt house beside me was not more lonely than I felt; and ungrateful as we too often are to Providence  before whom I bow in reverence as I write  the thought that I had just escaped from a violent death went for little in my thoughts.

I was digging a hole in the mud with my heel and thinking of this when I heard footsteps behind me. I turned sharply; who can measure the swiftness with which hope leaps up in the heart? But the steps were only Marions. He had appeared again at the corner of the house.

He did not approach me but called to me from a distance. Have you any message for my goddaughter, he asked, before I go?

She has sent him back, I thought, to cover her retreat. Something, she feels, is due to me; and this kind of left-handed message saves her face. I felt it, I felt it sorely, but I pulled myself together  was I to remind her of her debt? To be sure, I said as cooly as I could. Be good enough to congratulate her. Say how glad I am to have been of use to her  along with others.

Ill tell her, he called out. Very good! And he laughed. Good-bye, then, till better times. And dont forget the duck-shooting!

I made him some reply. He waved his hat. He disappeared.

So it was all over. That was all that she had to say to me.

For a little while, for a few minutes, anger warmed me. Then that, too, died down and left me chilled and miserable. I ground my heel farther into the mud. The water welled up and mechanically I went on working at, and enlarging, the hole.

I was paying dearly for a few hours of happiness; very dearly for the belief which had lasted no more than a few hours, that she loved me. I wondered now on what I had founded it. On the fact that she had drawn back when it had come to hazarding my life? On that moment when she had turned to me for help? On that other when she had clung to me? On a blush, a look? Oh, fool! These were nothings, I saw now; things imponderable, intangible, evasive as the air, fugitive as the wind. She had not loved me. She had only made her market of me. She had only made use of me. She had drawn me into her plans with others, with Tom, with Levi, with her god-father, with Rawdon, with Paton! She had made her market of us all  and saved her fathers life.

Well, I was glad she had! I would not for the world have had it otherwise. If my love for her held anything that was good and honest and unselfish  and I thought it did  I must rejoice with her, and I would. She owed me nothing, while I owed her father my life. And so at worst we were quits.

By this time the sun had drunk up the last of the fog, and showed the flats in all their ugliness. Well, I would be going. There was no more to be done here. It was all over.

I went into the mill and stood staring at the troop-horses. I saw that with only one arm I should find it no easy matter to saddle them, but it had to be done. First, however, I went upstairs to get my cloak, and I found not mine only  on a box beside the expiring fire lay hers. So she had left it as lightly as she had left me! Beside it, cast heedlessly on the floor lay the pistol that had done so much for us. She had not given a second thought to that either. I took it, and hid it in my breast. It had lain in hers when she had been unhappy, when the heart, against which it had pressed, had throbbed to bursting with the pain of fear and of suspense. I would never part with it.

I went down, carrying the cloaks, and began to deal with the horses. With some difficulty I saddled and bridled the one I had ridden, but the gray proved to be a rogue. As often as I forced the bit between its teeth it flung up its head and got rid of it before I could secure the cheekstrap. Thrice I tried and thrice the brute baffled me and once hit me heavily on the chin. A fourth time I tried and failing gave over with an oath, and laid my face against the saddle. It was her saddle, and heaven knows whether it was that which overcame me, or my helplessness, or the feeling that they had left me to do this, but  

You must let me help you with that.

I started. The rush of joy was so over-powering, the shock of hearing her voice so unexpected, that it dazzled me as if a flame had passed before my eyes. On that instant of rapture followed another  of unreasoning and unreasonable shame. How long had she been there? What had she seen  she who had once called me a milksop? I was tightening a girth, I mumbled, keeping my head lowered.

Yes, she said, but it has slipped again, I think.

I groped for it  it was indeed hanging under the horses barrel. I murmured that the stable was so dark that it was almost impossible  

You must let me help you.

You shall in a moment, I answered. I will just fix this. And then I thought that you had gone, I muttered.

Gone? she cried.

With General Marion.

Gone without thanking you? she exclaimed. Oh, impossible! You could not think that of me! Gone without

It was some mistake, I said.

It was a very great mistake, she answered. Will you allow me to pass you?

I made way for her to pass to the horses head. The stable was dark, I have said, but as she went by, something prompted her to turn, and look me in the face. The brute hit me on the chin, I said hurriedly.

She did not speak. I pulled down the grays head, and she thrust the bit between its teeth. Then she proceeded to fasten the cheekstrap, but she was so long about it that I saw that her fingers were trembling and that her breath came as short and quick as if she had been running. My fingers are all thumbs this morning, she said with a queer laugh. With joy, I suppose. But there, its done, Major Craven. Now I must get my cloak, she added, and she slipped quickly by me as if she were in a Hurry.

I have it, I said.

And my pistol?

I have that too, I said.

Then I suppose that we had better be going, she answered. But perhaps I ought to explain, she continued, as she stood in the doorway with her back to the light. General Marion could not take me with him. He is making for the Pee Dee and the great marshes, and hopes to be on the other side of Lynchs creek by night. He took Tom but he said that I should embarrass him.

I see.

He thought that you would perhaps escort me as far as Camden, she continued soberly. I have friends there who will receive me for the night and send me home to-morrow by Rocky Mount and the fords of the Catawba. He fancied that I had better avoid Winnsboro.

I agree with him, I said.

I might be arrested, he fancied?

It is not impossible, I assented dryly. I felt that something was closing in on me and stopping all the sources of speech. This ordered plan, this business-like arrangement  I was to be of use to the end it seemed. Just of use! I strove desperately to resist the thought and yet I could not.

Then if there is nothing else, she said slowly, we might  be going, I suppose?

I suppose so, I answered heavily. And I turned the horses round.

Or  do you think, she suggested uncertainly, that we had better eat something before we start?

Let us eat it outside, then! I replied. I cannot breathe in this place.

Yet you were ready enough to enter it! she retorted. And then before I could answer, I must see what theyve left! she exclaimed. There must be something up-stairs.

She went nimbly up the ladder, leaving me staring after her. I turned the horses round and secured them. Then, in a brown study, I went out and for the first time I passed round the building, and saw the wide river gliding by, and beyond it across the marshes the long low ridge that goes by the name of the High Hills of Santee. The sun was shining on the distant ridge, and on the water, and compared with the prospect from the other side of the mill the view was cheerful and even gay. I spread her cloak on a pile of lumber that littered the wharf, and then I went back to fetch her.

She had found some corn-bread and molasses, and some cold cooked rice; Even with the help of whisky of which there was more than of anything else, it was a poor feast and she spread it in silence while I looked on  thinking and thinking. From here to Camden was so many hours, two or three or four. So long I should have her company. Then we should part. As I rode away I should look back and see her framed in a doorway; or I should stand myself and see her grow small as she receded, until she turned some corner and was gone. And I should know that this was the end. So many hours, two or three or four! And heavy on me all the time the knowledge that I should spoil them by my unhappy temper, or my dullness, or that strange feeling that benumbed my tongue and took from me the power of speech.

She looked up. It is quite ready, she said. And then, lowering her tone to a whisper, Let us remember the last time we ate, she said reverently, and be thankful.

Amen, I said. I thank God for your sake.

And I thank too, she answered in a voice that shook a little, all who helped me.

Tom?

Ah, dear brave Tom! she cried, tears in her voice.

We were eating by this time, and to lighten the talk, I am not sure, I said, that General Marion approved of the manner in which you thanked him.

Thanked Tom? Because I kissed his hand? I believe I did, she added ingenuously. Oh, it was a small thing! Surely it was a small thing to do for him who had risked his life for me!

Our eyes met. For a moment the red flamed in her cheeks but she met my look bravely. I am not ashamed, she said. I would do the same again in the same case.

The eyes that fell were mine. I was tongue-tied. Here was an opening but how could I say that I was in the same case. How could I claim that the risk I had run was to be compared with that which Tom had run. Or how could I claim at all as a debt  what I wanted. Perish the thought! So I went on eating, silent and stupid, thinking of the few, few hours that separated us from Camden, thinking of the long, long time that would follow. She said one or two things disjointedly; that her father would free Tom, of course; that he was a very clever negro, and wonderful as a bone-setter.

I should know that, I said.

Yes, she assented; and I stole a glance at her. She had found means to plait up her hair and arrange her dress. She was another creature now from the desperate, driven, tragical girl who had clung to me that morning, whose heart had beaten for an instant against mine, whose pistol at this moment lay hard and cold on my breast. My courage sank lower and lower. Of that girl I had had hopes, on her I had had a claim. But this one was a stranger.

Presently we had finished, and she rose and went down to the river to wash her hands.

When she had done this she turned and came up the bank again, swinging her hat in her hand, and softly crooning some song of praise. The sun flamed from the water behind her, and out of that light she came towards me, tall and slender and gracious, and with such a glory of thanksgiving in her face, that my pride, or whatever it was, that stood between her and me, and kept me silent, gave way and broke! What matter what she thought? What matter if she trod me under foot, held me cheap, disdained me? What matter? I went to meet her.

You did that for Tom, I said. Have you nothing for me? For me, too?

Her grave eyes met mine. She was nearly of a height with me. For you, she said, I have all that you choose to ask.

Yourself? I cried.

If it be your pleasure.

And that, it may be thought, should have satisfied me, who an instant before had despaired. But so presumptuous is success I was already jealous, already exigent. Ah, not as a debt? I cried. If you cannot give me your love, Con?

I cannot, she answered with smiling eyes. It has been given to you this month past. Then as she hung back from me, blushing divinely, They have touched Toms black hands, she said.

God bless them for it! I answered.

Later she told me that she had loved me from the hour I had kept silence as to her part in the outrage at the Bluff. I was ashamed, oh, I was horribly ashamed of it, she said. I knew that neither my father nor my god-father would have done that! Yet, I am not sure that it was not earlier than that? I think it was your mention of the soldiers wife when you were yourself in  in danger  that clung to my memory, and would not be shaken off, and

Poor Simms! I said. And I once envied him!

At Camden the Wateree becomes the Catawba, and happiness becomes memory or anticipation, according as you gaze up or down the stream. For there, in a tiny parlor in a white frame house looking on a poplar wood, I parted from Constantia, and left her with the friends who were to see her as far as Rocky Mount on her homeward journey. I fear that they were rebels. But there are things which it is wise to leave sub silentio; the dog that has found a bone does not bark. And my position was delicate.

I felt that position grow more delicate in proportion as, with my face turned towards Winnsboro, I approached the camp. I was not sad; the future held that which would make amends for present evils. But I knew that I had an unpleasant passage before me, and my conscience was not quite clear. At any rate I had misgivings, and taking care to reach the camp at sunset, and as the guard was changing, I made my way to Patons quarters without beat of drum. I was lucky enough to find him before the Provost-Marshal found me.

He shook with laughter when he saw me. Upon my honor, Major, he said. We are all vastly obliged to you! You are a whole company of players in yourself. As the hero-errant who relieves the Distressed Damsel and releases the Beleaguered Knight you fill the stage. The camp is agog with you. The latest about you is that the rebels have hung you from the roof of a remote house in the marshes. And, lo, we are all lamenting you, when in you walk as coolly as if the Dragon at Headquarters, robbed of his prey, were not breathing Court Martials and Firing Parties and the worst threats against you.

I had nothing to do with it, I said stoutly.

Innocent!

That is what I am.

Well, you will have to persuade my lord of it, he retorted. And youll find your work prepared for you! Francis Rawdon-Hastings is in no mean rage, my lad. The sooner you placate him the better. I hope the lady has come to give evidence for you?

I pooh-poohed this, but I took his hint and I went straight to Headquarters, leaving him mightily amused. There, the storm was not slow to break over me. My conduct was disgraceful, contumacious, subversive of all discipline, flat mutiny. I had taken advantage of my position and his lordships friendship, and the rest. I had collogued with convicted rebels, I had wandered over the country with suspected persons. I should be tried by Court Martial, I should find, whoever I was, that I could not do these things with impunity! D  d if I could!

When I could be heard  and Webster, generally kind and easy-going, was almost as bad as the Irishman, But, my lord, I said, What had I to do with the escape? It was not I who permitted the lady to visit her father?

That hit them between, wind and water. They stared. Then it was she? my lord exclaimed.

Who took in the disguise, my lord? As I have since learned  it was. And I venture to say that there is not an officer in the service in your lordships position, or in any other, who would punish a daughter for the attempt to save her fathers life!

The devil is that she did save it, sir! he answered with vexation. But he could not regain his old fluency, and presently he asked me to tell him all I knew. I did so, feeling sure that he would be unable to withhold his admiration; and the final result as far as I was concerned was a reprimand and ten days confinement to camp  and an intolerable amount of jesting! Some wag, Paton, I am afraid, discovered that her name was Constantia and adding it to our Osgodby motto, the single word Virtus, scrawled a whole series of Virtus et Constantia over my books and papers. Perhaps in a silly way I liked it.

Certainly this was the least of my troubles. The greatest, or at any rate, that which tried me most sharply, was the fact that I could not communicate with Constantia without laying myself open to suspicion. For several months I received no news of her and had to content myself with doing all that I could to procure the release of her brother. Of me, indeed, she heard through the mysterious channels which were open to her side. But she was too thoughtful of me and too careful of my honor to approach me through them. At length there came a change laden with bitter sorrow to her. Her father fell in the engagement at Guildford Court House in a gallant but vain attempt to stem the flight of the Northern Militia. Stricken to the heart  though she had the satisfaction of knowing that he had fallen on the field of honor  she abandoned the Bluff which, exposed to incursions from both sides, was no longer a safe place for her, With Aunt Lyddy and Mammy Jacks she came down to Charles Town.

For how much the desire to see me counted in inducing her to take this step, she knew and I guessed. And fortune which had frowned, presently smiled on us. I was attached to General Leslies force in Charles Town, and there I saw her almost daily and learned to know her as I had learned to love her. I passed unscathed through the fight at Eutaw Springs: she uninjured through many months of devoted attendance on her sick and wounded countrymen. A month before the evacuation of the city by the British, and when the approach of peace had already softened mens minds and made things easy which had been hard before, we were married at St. Philips.

We passed our honeymoon on the Marion Plantation in St. Johns Parish with a pass granted by General Greene; and there Constantias brother, whose freedom I had procured two months before, joined us. When he, with Aunt Lyddy and Mammy Jacks, went north to take up again the threads of life at the Bluff, we crossed to the islands and thence sailed for Europe in the Falmouth Packet.

With all our love for one another the last night in harbor was a sad night for both. For Constantia, because she was leaving her native land. For me it was saddened by the sight of the ships that lay beside us, laden with those who had supported our cause and must now, for other reasons than Constantias, face a life of exile. My heart bled for them; nay, as I write twenty years later, it is still sore for them. But the wound is healing, if slowly, and I look forward in hope and with confidence to a day when the birth and the traditions which we share will once more unite the two branches of our race, it may be in a common cause, it may be in the face of a common peril.

So may it be!


OVINGTONS BANK
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CHAPTER I

It was market day at Aldersbury, the old county town of Aldshire, and the busiest hour of the day. The clock of St. Julianas was on the point of striking three, and the streets below it were thronged. The gentry, indeed, were beginning to take themselves homeward; a carriage and four, with postillions in yellow jackets, awaited its letters before the Post Office, and near at hand a red-wheeled tandem-cart, the horses tossing their small, keen heads, hung on the movements of its master, who was gossipping on the steps of Ovingtons Bank, on Bride Hill. But only the vans bound to the more distant valleys had yet started on their lagging journey; the farmers gigs, the hucksters carts, the pack-asses still lingered, filling the streets with a chattering, moving multitude. White-coated yeomen and their wives jostled their betters  but with humble apologies  in the low-browed shops, or hardily pushed smocked-frocks from the narrow pavements, or clung together in obstinate groups in the roadway. Loud was the babel about the yards of the inns, loudest where the taprooms poured forth those who, having dined well, had also drunk deep, after the fashion of our great-grandsires.

Through all this medley and hubbub a young man threaded his way. He wore a blue coat with gilt buttons, a waistcoat to match, and drab trousers, and as he hurried along, his hat tilted back, he greeted gentle and simple with the same laughing nod. He had the carriage of one who had a fixed position in the world and knew his worth; and so attractive was his smile, so gallant his confidence, that liking ran before him, and two out of three of the faces that he encountered mirrored his good humor. As he passed along the High Street, and skirted the Market Place, where the quaint stone figure of an ancient Prince, great in his day, looked down on the turmoil from the front of the Market House, he glanced up at the clock, noted the imminence of the hour, and quickened his pace.

A man touched him on the sleeve. Mr. Bourdillon, sir, he said, trying to stop him, by your leave! I want to  

Not now. Not now, Broadway, the young man answered quickly. Im meeting the mail. And before the other had fairly taken in his words he was a dozen paces away, now slipping deftly between two lurching farmers, now coasting about the more obstinate groups.

A moment later St. Julianas clock, hard put to it to raise its wheezy voice above the noise, struck the hour. The young man slackened his pace. He was in time, but only barely in time, for as he paused, the distant notes of the guards bugle sprang like fairy music above the turbid current of sound and gave notice that the coach was at hand. Hurriedly gigs and carts drew aside, the crowd sought the pavements, the more sober drew the heedless out of danger, half a dozen voices cried Look out! Have a care! and with a last shrill Tantivy! Tantivy! Tantivy! the four sweating bays, the leaders cantering, the wheelers trotting, the bars all taut, emerged from the crest of the steep Cop, and the Holyhead Mail, within a minute of its time, drew up before the door of the Lion, the Royal Arms shining bravely from its red panels.

Shop-keepers ran to their doors, the crowd closed up about it, the yokels gaped  for who in those days felt no interest in its advent! By that coach had come, eleven years before, the news of the abdication of the Corsican and the close of the Great War. Laurelled and flagged, it had thrilled the town a year afterwards with the tidings of Waterloo. Later it had signalled the death of the old blind king, and later still, the acquittal  as all the world regarded it  of Queen Caroline. Ah, how the crowd had cheered then! And how lustily old Squire Griffin of Garth, the great-uncle of this young man, now come to meet the mail, had longed to lay his cane about their disloyal shoulders!

The coachman, who had driven the eleven-mile stage from Haygate in fifty-eight minutes, unbuckled and flung down the reins. The guard thrust his bugle into its case, tossed a bundle of journals to the waiting boys, and stepped nimbly to the ground. The passengers followed more slowly, stamping their chilled feet, and stretching their cramped limbs. Some, who were strangers, looked about them with a travelled air, or hastened to the blazing fires that shone from the Lion windows, while two or three who were at their journeys end bustled about, rescuing shawls and portmanteaux, or dived into inner pockets for the coachmans fee.

The last to appear, a man, rather below the middle height, in a handsome caped travelling-coat, was in no hurry. He stepped out at his ease and found the young man who has been described at his side. That you, Arthur? he said, his face lighting up. All well?

All well, sir. Let me take that!

Isnt Rodd here? Ah! to a second young man, plainer, darker, and more soberly garbed, who had silently appeared at his forerunners elbow. Take this, Rodd, will you? handing him a small leather case. Dont let it go, until it is on my table. All well?

All well, sir, thank you.

Then go on at once, will you? I will follow with Mr. Bourdillon. Give me your arm, Arthur. He looked about him as he spoke. One or two hats were lifted, he acknowledged the courtesy with a smile. Betty well?

Youll find her at the window looking out. All gone swimmingly, I hope, sir?

Swimmingly? The traveller paused on the word, perhaps questioning its propriety; and he did not continue until they had disengaged themselves from the group round the coach. He and the young man came, though there was nothing to show this, from different grades of society, and the one was thirty years older than the other and some inches shorter. Yet there was a likeness. The lower part of the face in each was strong, and a certain brightness in the eyes, that was alertness in the younger man and keenness in the elder, told of a sanguine temperament; and they were both good-looking. Swimmingly? the traveller repeated when they had freed themselves from their immediate neighbors. Well, if you choose to put it that way, yes. But, its wonderful, wonderful, in a lower tone, as he paused an instant to acknowledge an acquaintance, the state of things up there, my boy.

Still rising?

Rising as if things would never fall. And upon my word I dont know why, with the marvellous progress everything is making  but Ill tell you all that later. Its a full market. Is Acherley at the bank?

Yes, and Sir Charles. They came a little before time.

Clement is with them, I suppose?

Well, no, sir.

Dont say hes away to-day! in a tone of vexation.

Im afraid he is, Arthur admitted. But they are all right. I offered Sir Charles the paper, but they preferred to wait outside.

D  n! muttered the other, nodding right and left. Too bad of the boy! Too bad! No, to the person who had lain in wait for Bourdillon and now put himself in their way, I cant stop now, Mr. Broadway.

But, Mr. Ovington! Just a  

Not now! Ovington answered curtly. Call to-morrow. And when they had left the man behind, What does he want?

What they all want, Arthur answered, smiling. A good thing, sir.

But he isnt a customer.

No, but he will be to-morrow, the young man rejoined. They are all agog. Theyve got it that you can make a mans fortune by a word, and of course they want their fortunes made.

Ah! the other ejaculated drily. But seriously, look about you, Arthur. Did you ever see a greater change in mens faces  from what they were this time two years? Even the farmers!

Well, they are doing well.

Better, at any rate. Better, even they. Yes, Mr. Wolley, to a stout man, much wrapped up, who put himself in the way, follow us, please. Sir Charles is waiting. Better, Ovington continued to his companion, as the man fell behind, and prices rising, and demand  demand spreading in everything.

Including Stocks?

Including Stocks. Ive some news for Sir Charles, that, if he has any doubts about joining us, will fix him. Well, here we are, and Im glad to be at home. Well go in by the house door, Arthur, or Betty will be disappointed.

The bank stood on Bride Hill, looking along the High Street. The position was excellent and the house good. Still, it was no more than a house, for in 1825 banks were not the institutions that they have since become; they had still for rivals the old stocking and the cracked teapot, and among banks, Ovingtons at Aldersbury was neither of long standing nor of more than local repute.

Mr. Ovington led the way into the house, and had barely removed his hat when a girl flew down the wide oak staircase and flung herself upon him. Oh, father! she cried. Here at last! Arent you cold? Arent you starving?

Pretty well for that, he replied, stroking her hair in a way that proved that, whatever he was to others, he had a soft spot for his daughter. Pretty well for that, Betty.

Well, theres a good fire! Come and warm yourself!

Thats what I cant do, my dear, he said, taking off his great coat. Business first.

But I thought you had done all that in London? pouting.

Not all, but some. I shall be an hour, perhaps more.

She shot a mutinous glance at Arthur. Why cant he do it? And Mr. Rodd?

You think we are old enough, Betty?

Apprentices should be seen, and not heard! she snapped.

Arthurs position at the bank had been hardly understood at first, and in some fit of mischief, Betty, determined not to bow down to his pretensions, had christened him the Apprentice.

I thought that that proverb applied to children, he retorted.

The girl was a beauty, dark and vivid, but small, and young enough to feel the gibe. Before she could retaliate, however, her father intervened. Wheres Clement? he asked. I know that he is not here.

Tell-tale! she flung at Arthur. If you must know, father, mildly, I think that hes  

Mooning somewhere, I suppose, instead of being in the bank, as he should be. And market day of all days! There, come, Bourdillon, I mustnt keep Sir Charles and Acherley waiting. He led the way to the rear of the hall, where a door on the left led into the bank parlor. Betty made a face after them.

In the parlor which lay behind the public office were two men. One, seated in an arm-chair by the fire, was reading the Morning Post. The other stood at the window, his very shoulders expressing his impatience. But it was to the former, a tall, middle-aged man, stiff and pompous, with thin sandy hair but kindly eyes, that Ovington made the first advance. I am sorry to have kept you waiting, Sir Charles, he said. Very sorry. But I assure you I have not wasted a minute. Mr. Acherley, to the other, pardon me, will you? Just a word with Sir Charles before we begin.

And leaving Bourdillon to make himself agreeable to the impatient Acherley, Ovington drew Sir Charles Woosenham aside. I have gone a little beyond my instructions, he said in a low tone, and sold your Monte Reales.

The Baronets face fell. Sold! he ejaculated. Parted with them? But I never  my dear sir, I never  

Authorized a sale? the banker agreed suavely. No, perfectly right, Sir Charles. But I was on the spot and I felt myself responsible. There was a favorable turn and forestalling the other as he would have interrupted my rule is little and sure  little and sure, and sell on a fair rise. I dont think you will be dissatisfied with the transaction.

But Sir Charless displeasure showed itself in his face. He was a man of family and influence, honorable and straightforward, but his abilities were hardly on a par with his position, and though he had at times an inkling of the fact it only made him the more jealous of interference. But I never contemplated, he said, the blood rising to his face, never for a moment, that you would part with the stocks without reference to me, Mr. Ovington.

Precisely, precisely  without your authority, Sir Charles  except at a really good profit. I think that four or five hundred was mentioned? Just so. Well, if you will look at this draft, which of course includes the price of the stocks  they cost, if I remember, fourteen hundred or thereabouts  you will, I hope  I really hope  approve of what I did.

Sir Charles adjusted his glasses, and frowned at the paper. He was prepared to be displeased and to show it. Two thousand six hundred, he muttered, two thousand six hundred and twenty-seven! his jaw dropping in his surprise. Two thousand six  really! Ah, well, I certainly think with a quick change to cordiality that would have amused an onlooker that you acted for the best. I am obliged to you, much obliged, Mr. Ovington. A handsome profit.

I felt sure that you would approve, the banker assented gravely. Shall Bourdillon put the draft  Arthur, be good enough to place this draft to Sir Charles Woosenhams account. And tell Mr. Wolley and Mr. Grounds  I think they are waiting  to come in. I ask your pardon, Mr. Acherley, approaching him in turn.

No plum for me, I suppose? growled that gentleman, whom the gist of the interview with Sir Charles had not escaped. He was a tall, hatchet-faced, dissipated-looking man, of an old family, Acherley of Acherley. He had been a dandy with Brummell, had shaken his elbow at Watiers when Crockford managed it, had dined at the Pavilion; now he vegetated in the country on a mortgaged estate, and on Sundays attended cock-fights behind the village public-house.

Well, not to-day, Ovington answered pleasantly. But when we have shaken the tree a little  

One may fall, you think?

I hope so. You will be unlucky if one does not.

The two men who had been summoned came in, each after his fashion. Wolley entered first, endeavoring to mask under a swaggering manner his consciousness that he stood in the presence of his betters. A clothier from the Valleys and one of Ovingtons earliest customers, he had raised himself, as the banker had, and from the same stratum; but by enlarging instead of selling his mill. During the war he had made much money and had come to attribute his success a little more to his abilities and a little less to circumstances than was the fact. Of late there were whispers that in the financial storm of 16, which had followed the close of the war, he had come near the rocks; but if so he had put a bold face on the crisis, and by steadily putting himself forward he had impressed most men with a belief in his wealth. Afternoon, Sir Charles, he grunted with as much ease as he could compass. Afternoon, to Acherley. He took a seat at the table and slapped down his hat. He was here on business and he meant to show that he knew what business was.

Grounds, who followed, was a man of a different type. He was a maltster and had been a dairyman; a leading tradesman in the town, cautious, penurious, timid, putting pound to pound without saying much about it, and owning that respect for his superiors which became one in his position. Until lately he had hoarded his savings, or put them into the five per cents.; he had distrusted even the oldest bank. But progress was in the air, new enterprises, new discoveries were the talk of the town, the interest on the five per cents. had been reduced to four, and in a rare moment of rashness, he had taken a hint dropped by Ovington, had ventured, and won. He still trembled at his temerity, he still vowed in wakeful moments that he would return to the old safe road, but in the meantime easy gains tempted him and he was now fairly embarked on modern courses. He was a byword in Aldersbury for caution and shrewdness, and his adhesion to any scheme would, as Ovington well knew, commend it to the town.

He hung back, but, Come, Mr. Grounds, take a seat, said the banker. You know Sir Charles and Mr. Acherley? Sir Charles, will you sit on my right, and Mr. Acherley here, if you please? Bourdillon, will you take a note? We are met, as you know, gentlemen, to consider the formation of a Joint Stock Company, to be called  he consulted a paper the Valleys Steam Railroad Company, for the purpose of connecting the woollen business of the Valleys with the town, and of providing the public with a superior mode of transport. The Bill for the Manchester and Liverpool Railroad is on the point of passing, and that great enterprise is as good as carried through. The Bill for the London and Birmingham Railroad is before the House; a Bill for a line from Birmingham to Aldersbury is preparing. Those projects are, gentlemen, in stronger hands than ours, and it might seem to some to be too early to anticipate their success and to provide the continuation we propose. But nothing is more certain than that the spoils are to those who are first in the field. The Stockton and Darlington Railway is proving what can be done by steam in the transport of the heaviest goods. There a single engine draws a load of fifty tons at the rate of six miles an hour, and has been known to convey a load of passengers at fifteen miles. Higher speeds are thought to be possible  

Ill never believe it! Wolley growled, anxious to assert himself.

But not desirable, Ovington continued blandly. At any rate, if we wait too long  

Theres no talk of waiting! Acherley exclaimed. Neither he nor Sir Charles was in the habit of meeting on an equal footing the men with whom they were sitting to-day; he found the position galling, and what was to be done he was anxious should be done quickly. He had heard the bankers exordium before.

No, we are here to act, Ovington assented, with an eye on Grounds, for whose benefit he had been talking. But on sober and well-considered lines. We are all agreed, I think, that such a railroad will be a benefit to the trade and district?

Now, to this proposition not one of those present would have assented a year before. Steam railroads? they would have cried, fantastic and impossible! But the years 1823 and 1824 had been years not only of great prosperity but of abnormal progress. The seven lean years, the years of depression and repression, which had followed Waterloo had come to an end. The losses of war had been made good, and simultaneously a more liberal spirit had been infused into the Government. Men had breathed freely, had looked about them, had begun to hope and to venture, to talk of a new world. Demand had overtaken and outrun supply, large profits had been made, money had become cheap, and, fostered by credit, the growth of enterprise throughout the country had been marvellous. It was as if, after the frosts of winter, the south wind had blown and sleeping life had everywhere awakened. Men doubled their operations and still had money to spare. They put the money in the funds  the funds rose until they paid no more than three per cent. Dissatisfied, men sought other channels for their savings, nor sought in vain. Joint Stock Companies arose on every side. Projects, good and bad, sprang up like mushrooms in a night. Old lodes and new harbors, old canals and new fisheries, were taken in hand, and for all these there seemed to be capital. Shares rose to a premium before the companies were floated, and soon the bounds of our shores were found to be too narrow for British enterprise. At that moment the separation of the South American countries from Spain fell out, and these were at once seen to offer new outlets. The romantic were dazzled with legends of mines of gold and pockets of diamonds, while the gravest saw gain in pampas waving with wheat and prairies grazed by countless herds. It was felt, even by the most cautious, that a new era had set in. Trade, soaring on a continual rise in prices, was to know no bounds. If the golden age of commerce had not begun, something very like it had come to bless the British merchant.

Under such circumstances the Valleys Railroad seemed a practical thing even to Grounds, and Ovingtons question was answered by a general assent.

Very good, gentlemen, he resumed. Then I may take that as agreed. He proceeded to enter upon the details of the scheme. The length of the line would be fourteen miles. The capital was to be £45,000, divided into 4500 shares of £10 each, £1 a share to be paid at once, the sum so raised to be used for the preliminary expenses; £1 10s. per share to be paid three months later, and the rest to be called up as required. The directors qualification would be fifty shares. The number of directors would be seven  the five gentlemen now present and two to be named, as to whom he would have a word to say by-and-by. Mr. Bourdillon, of whose abilities he thought highly  here several at the table looked kindly at the young man  and who for other reasons was eminently fitted for the position, would be secretary.

But will the forty-five thousand be enough, sir? Grounds ventured timidly. He alone was not directly interested in the venture. Wolley was the tenant of a large mill. Sir Charles was the owner of two mills and the hamlets about them, Acherley of a third. Ovington had various interests.

To complete the line, Mr. Grounds? We believe so. To provide the engine and coaches another fifteen thousand will be needed, but this may be more cheaply raised by a mortgage.

Sir Charles shied at the word. I dont like a mortgage, Mr. Ovington, he said.

No, d  n a mortgage! Acherley chimed in. He had had much experience of them.

The point is this, the banker explained. The road once completed, we shall be able to raise the fifteen thousand at five per cent. If we issue shares they must partake, equally with ourselves, in the profits, which may be fifteen, twenty, perhaps twenty-five per cent.

A twinkle of greed passed from eye to eye. Fifteen, twenty, twenty-five per cent.! Ho, ho!

The next question, Ovington continued, is important. We cannot use the highway, the gradients and angles render that impossible. We must acquire a right of way; but, fortunately, the estates we run over are few, no more than thirteen in all, and for a full third of the distance they are represented at this table. He bowed gracefully to the two landowners. Sir Charles will, of course, be President of the Road and Chairman of the Directors. We are fortunate in having at our head a country gentleman who has  he bowed again the enlightenment to see that the landed interest is best served by making commerce contributory to its well-being.

But what about the game? Sir Charles asked anxiously. You dont think  

On that point the greatest care will be taken. We shall see that no covert is closely approached.

And the  you wont bring the line within sight of  

Of the Park? God forbid! The amenities of every estate must be carefully guarded. And, of course, a fair price for the right of way will be agreed. Seven of the smaller landowners I have sounded, and we shall have no trouble with them. The largest estate outstanding  

Is my landlords, Ill bet! Wolley exclaimed.

Yes  is Garth. Mr. Griffins.

Wolley laughed rudely. Garth? Ay, youll have your work cut out there!

Oh. I dont know!

I do. And youll find Im right.

Well, I hope  

You may hope what you like! Sir Charles shuddered at the mans brusqueness. The Squires a hard nut to crack, and so youll find, banker. If you can get him to do a thing he dont wish to do, youll be the first that ever has. He hates the name of trade as he hates the devil!

The baronet sat up. Trade? he exclaimed. Oh! but I am not aware, sir, that this is  Surely a railroad is on another footing? Alarm was written on his face.

Quite! Ovington struck in. Entirely different! Another thing altogether, Sir Charles. There can be only one opinion on that.

Of course, if I thought I was entering on anything like  

A railroad is on an entirely different footing, the banker repeated, with an angry glance at Wolley, who, unrepentant, continued to stare before him, a sneer on his face. On an entirely different footing. Even Mr. Griffin, prejudiced as I venture with all respect to think he is  even he would agree to that. But I have considered the difficulty, gentlemen, and I have no doubt we can surmount it. I propose to see him on Monday, accompanied by Mr. Bourdillon, his great-nephew, and between us I have no doubt that we shall be able to persuade him.

Acherley looked over his shoulder at the secretary, who sat at a small table at Ovingtons elbow. Like the job, Arthur? he asked.

I think Sir Charless example will go a long way with him, Bourdillon answered. He was a tactful young man.

The banker put the interruption aside. I shall see Mr. Griffin on Monday, and with your consent, gentlemen, I propose to offer him the sixth seat at the Board.

Quite right, quite right, Sir Charles murmured, much relieved.

Hell not take it! Wolley persisted.

My dear sir!

You will see I am right.

Well, there are more ways than one. At any rate I will see him and report to the next meeting, when, with the chairmans approbation, we shall draw up the prospectus. In that connection  he consulted his paper I have already received overtures from customers of the bank for four hundred shares. There was a murmur of applause and Groundss face betrayed relief. Then Sir Charles has put himself down for three hundred. He bowed deferentially to Woosenham. Mr. Acherley for one hundred and fifty, Mr. Wolley has taken up one hundred and twenty-five, and Mr. Grounds  I have not heard from Mr. Grounds, and there is no hurry. No hurry at all!

But Grounds, feeling that all eyes were on him, and feeling also uncomfortable in his company, took the fence up to which he had been brought. He murmured that he would take one hundred and twenty-five.

Excellent! said Ovington. And I, on behalf of the bank, propose to take four hundred. Again there was a murmur of applause. So that before we go to the public we have already one-third of the shares taken up. That being so, I feel no doubt that we shall start at a premium before we cut the first sod.

There followed a movement of feet, an outburst of hilarity. For this was what they all wished to hear; this was the point. Chairs were pushed back, and Sir Charles, who was as fearful for his prestige as Grounds for his money, recovered his cheerfulness. Even Acherley became good-humored. Well, heres to the Valleys Railroad! he cried. Damme, we ought to have something to drink it in!

The banker ignored this, and Sir Charles spoke. But as to the seventh seat at the Board? We have not arranged that, I think? He liked to show that nothing escaped him, and that if he was above business he could still, when he condescended, be a business man.

No, Ovington agreed. But I suggest that, with your permission, we hold that over. There may be a big subscriber taking three or four hundred shares?

Quite so, quite so.

Somebody may come forward, and the larger the applications the higher the premium, gentlemen.

Again eyes glistened, and there was a new movement. Woosenham took his leave, bowing to Wolley and Grounds, and shaking hands with the others. Acherley went with him and Ovington accompanied them, bare-headed, to Sir Charless carriage, which was waiting before the bank. As he returned Wolley waylaid him and drew him into a corner. A conference took place, the banker turning the money in his fob as he listened, his face grave. Presently the clothier entered on a second explanation. In the end Ovington nodded. He called Rodd from the counter and gave an order. He left his customer in the bank.

When he re-entered the parlor Grounds had disappeared, and Arthur, who was bending over his, papers, looked up. Wolley wanted his notes renewed, I suppose? he said. The bank had few secrets for this shrewd young man, who had learnt as much of business in eighteen months as Rodd the cashier had learned in ten years, or as Clement Ovington would learn in twenty.

The banker nodded. And three hundred more on his standing loan.

Arthur whistled. I wonder you go on carrying him, sir.

If I cut him loose now  

There would be a loss, of course.

Yes, but that is not all, lad. Where would the Railroad scheme be? Gone. And thats not all, either. His fall would deal a blow to credit. The money that we are drawing out of the old stockings and the cracked tea-pots would go back to them. Half the clothiers in the Valley would shiver, and neither I nor you would be able to say where the trouble would stop, or who would be in the Gazette next week. No, we must carry him for the present, and pay for his railway shares too. But we shall hold them, and the profits will eventually come to us. And if the railway is made, it will raise the value of mills and increase our security; so that whether he goes on or we have to take the mills over  which Heaven forbid!  the ground will be firmer. It went well?

Splendidly! The way you managed them! The lad laughed.

What is it?

Grounds asked me if I did not think that you were like the pictures of old Boney. I said I did. The Napoleon of Finance, I told him. Only, I added, you knew a deal better where to stop.

Ovington shook his head at the flatterer, but was pleased with the flattery. More than once, people had stopped him in the street and told him that he was like Napoleon. It was not only that he was stout and of middle height, with his head sunk between his shoulders; but he had the classic profile, the waxen complexion, the dominating brow and keen bright eyes, nay, something of the air of power of the great Exile who had died three years before. And he had something, too, of his ambition. Sprung from nothing, a self-made man, he seemed in his neighbors eyes to have already reached a wonderful eminence. But in his own eyes he was still low on the hill of fortune. He was still a country banker, and new at that. But if the wave of prosperity which was sweeping over the country and which had already wrought so many changes, if this could be taken at the flood, nothing, he believed, was beyond him. He dreamed of a union with Deans, the old conservative steady-going bank of the town; of branches here and branches there; finally of an amalgamation with a London bank, of Threadneedle Street, and a directorship  but Arthur was speaking.

You managed Grounds splendidly, he said. Ill wager hes sweating over what hes done! But do you think he looked keenly at the banker as he put the question, for he was eager to know what was in his mind the thing will succeed, sir?

The railroad?

Yes.

I think that the shares will go to a premium. And I see no reason why the railroad should not do. If I did not think so, I should not be fostering it. It may take time and, of course, more money than we think. But if nothing occurs to dash the public  no, I dont see why it should not succeed. And if it does it will give such an impetus to the trade of the Valleys, three-fourths of which passes through our hands, as will repay us many times over.

I am glad you think so. I was not sure.

Because I led Grounds a little? Oh, that was fair enough. It does not follow from that, that honesty is not the bankers only policy. Make no mistake about that. But I am going into the house now. Just bring me the note-issue book, will you? I must see how we stand. I shall be in the dining-room.

But when Arthur went into the house a few minutes later he met Betty, who was crossing the hall. Your father wanted this book, he said. Will you take it to him?

But Betty put her hands behind her back. Why? Where are you going?

You have forgotten that it is Saturday. I am going home.

Horrid Saturday! I thought that to-night, with father just back  

I wouldnt go? If I dont my mother will think that the skies have fallen. Besides, I am riding Clements mare, and if I dont go, how is he to come back?

As you go at other times. On his feet.

Ah, well, very soon I shall have a horse of my own. Youll see, Betty. We are all going to make our fortunes now.

Fortunes?  with disdain. Whose?

Your fathers for one.

Silly! Hes made his.

Then yours  and mine, Betty. Yours and mine  and Clements.

I dont think hell thank you.

Then Rodds. But, no, well not make Rodds. Well not make Rodds, Betty.

And why not Mr. Rodds?

Never mind. Well not make it, mischievously. I wonder why youve got such a color, Betty? And as she snatched the book from him and threatened him with it, Good-bye till Monday. Im late now, and it will be dark before I am out of the town.

With a gay nod he vanished through the door that led into the bank. She looked after him, the book in her hand. Her lip curled. Rodd indeed! she murmured. Rodd? As if I should ever  oh, isnt he provoking!


CHAPTER II

The village of Garthmyle, where Arthur had his home, lay in the lap of the border hills more than seven miles from Aldersbury, and night had veiled the landscape when he rode over the bridge and up the village street. The squat church-tower, firm and enduring as the hopes it embodied, rose four-square above the thatched dwellings, and some half-mile away the rider could discern or imagine the blur of trees that masked Garth, on its sister eminence. But the bounds of the valley, in the mouth of which the village nestled, were obscured by darkness; the steep limestone wall which fenced it on one side and the more distant wooded hills that sloped gently to it on the other were alike hidden. It was only when Arthur had passed through the hamlet, where all doors were closed against the chill of a January night, and he had ridden a few paces down the hillock, that the lights of the Cottage broke upon his view. Many a time had they, friendly beacons of home and rest, greeted him at that point.

Not that Arthur saw them as beacons, for at no time was he much given to sentiment. His outlook on life was too direct and vivid for that, and to-day in particular his mind was teeming with more practical thoughts, with hopes and plans and calculations. But the lights meant that a dull ride over a rough road was at an end, and so far they gave him pleasure. He opened the gate and rode round to the stable, gave up the horse to Pugh, the man-of-all-work, and made his way into the house.

He entered upon a scene as cheerful as any lights shining on weary traveller could promise. In a fair-sized room a clear grate held a coal fire, the flames of which danced on the red-papered walls. A kettle bubbled on the hob, a tea-tray gleamed on the table, and between the two a lady and gentleman sat, eating crumpets; the lady with much elegance and a napkin spread over her lavender silk dress, the gentleman in a green cutaway coat with basket buttons  a coat that ill concealed the splashed gaiters for which he had more than once asked pardon.

But fair as things looked on the surface, all was not perfect even in this pleasant interior. The lady held herself stiffly, and her eyes rested rather more often than was courteous on the spatter-dashes. Secretly she thought her company not good enough for her, while the gentleman was frankly bored. Neither was finding the other as congenial as a first glance suggested, and it would have been hard to say which found Arthurs entrance the more welcome interruption.

Hallo, mother! he said, stooping carelessly to kiss her. Hallo, Clement.

My dear Arthur! the lady cried, the lappets of her cap shaking as she embraced him. How late you are! That horrid bank! I am sure that some day you will be robbed and murdered on your way home!

I! No, mother. I dont bring the money, mores the pity! I am late, am I? The worse for Clement, who has to ride home. But I have been doing your work, my lad, so you mustnt grumble. What did you get?

A brace and a wood-pigeon. Has my father come?

Yes, he has come, and I am afraid has a wigging in store for you. But  a brace and a wood-pigeon? Lord, man, with a little contempt in his tone, what do you do with your gun all day? Why, Acherley told me that in that rough between the two fallows above the brook  

Oh, Arthur, Mrs. Bourdillon interposed, never mind that! She had condescended sufficiently, she thought, and wished to hear no more of Clement Ovingtons doings. Ive something more important to tell you, much more important. Ive had a shock, a dreadful shock to-day.

She was a faded lady, rather foolish than wise, and very elegant: one who made the most of such troubles as she had, and the opening her son now heard was one which he had heard often before.

Whats the matter now, mother? he asked, stooping to warm his hands.

Your uncle has been here.

Well, thats no new thing.

But he has behaved dreadfully, perfectly dreadfully to me.

I dont know that that is new, either.

He began again about your refusal to take Orders, and your going into that dreadful bank instead.

Arthur shrugged his shoulders. Thats one for you, Clement.

Oh, that wasnt the half, the lady continued, unbending. He said, there was the living, three hundred and fifty a year, and old Mr. Trubshaw seventy-eight. And hed have to sell it and put in a stranger and have quarrels about tithes. He stood there with his great stick in his hand and his eyes glaring at me like an angry cats, and scolded me till I didnt know whether I stood on my head or my heels. He wanted to know where you got your low tastes from.

There you are again, Clement!

And your wish to go into trade, and I answered him quite sharp that you didnt get them from me; as for Mr. Bourdillons grandfather, who had the plantations in Jamaica, it wasnt the same at all, as everybody knows and agrees that nothing is genteeler than the West Indies with black men to do the work!

You confounded him there, mother, Im sure. But as we have heard something like this before, and Clement is not much interested, if that is all  

Oh, but it is not all! Very far from it! Mrs. Bourdillons head shook till the lappets swung again. The worst is to come. He said that we had had the Cottage rent-free for four years  and Im sure I dont know who has a better right to it  but that that was while he still hoped that you were going to live like a gentleman, like the Griffins before you  and I am sure the Bourdillons were gentry, or I should have been the last to marry your father! But as you seemed to be set on going your own way and into the bank for good  and I must say I told him it wasnt any wish of mine and Id said all I could against it, as you know, and Mr. Clement knows the same  why, it was but right that we should pay rent like other people! And it would be thirty pounds a year from Lady Day!

The d  d old hunks! Arthur cried. He had listened unmoved to his mothers tirade, but this touched him. Well, he is a curmudgeon! Thirty pounds a year? Well, Im d  d! And all because I wont starve as a parson!

But his mother rose in arms at that. Starve as a parson! she cried. Why, I think you are as bad, one as the other. Im sure your father never starved!

No, I know, mother. He was passing rich on four hundred pounds a year. But that is not going to do for me.

Well, I dont know what you want!

My dear mother, Ive told you before what I want. Arthur was fast regaining the good temper that he seldom lost. If I were a bishops son and could look to be a bishop, or if I were an archdeacons son with the prospect of a fat prebend and a rectory or two with it, Id take Orders. But with no prospect except the Garthmyle living, and with tithes falling  

But havent I told you over and over again that you have only to make-up to  but there, I havent told you that Jos was with him, and I will say this for her, that she looked as ashamed for him as I am sure I was! I declare I was sorry for the girl and she not daring to put in a word  such an old bear as he is to her!

Poor Jos! Arthur said. She has not a very bright life of it. But this does not interest Clement, and were keeping him.

The young man had indeed made more than one attempt to take leave, but every time he had moved Mrs. Bourdillon had either ignored him, or by a stately gesture had claimed his silence. He rose now.

I dare say you know my cousin? Arthur said.

Ive seen her, Clement answered; and his mind went back to the only occasion on which he had remarked Miss Griffin. It had been at the last Race Ball at Aldersbury that he had noticed her  a gentle, sweet-faced girl, plainly and even dowdily dressed, and so closely guarded by her proud old dragon of a father that, warned by the fate of others and aware that his name was not likely to find favor with the Squire, he had shrunk from seeking an introduction. But he had noticed that she sat out more than she danced; sat, indeed, in a kind of isolation, fenced in by the old man, and regarded with glances of half-scornful pity by girls more smartly dressed. He had had time to watch her, for he also, though for different reasons, had been a little without the pale, and he had found her face attractive. He had imagined how differently she would look were she suitably dressed. Yes, he continued, recalling it, she was at the last Race Ball, I think.

And a mighty poor time she had of it, Arthur answered, half carelessly, half contemptuously. Poor Jos! She hasnt at any time much of a life with my beauty of an uncle. Twopence to get and a penny to spend!

Mrs. Bourdillon protested. I do wish you would not talk of your cousin like that, she said. You know that shes your uncles heiress, and if you only  

Arthur cut her short. There! There! You dont remember, mother, that Clement has seven miles to ride before his supper. Let him go now! Hell be late enough.

That was the end, and the two young men went out together. When Arthur returned, the tea had been removed and his mother was seated at her tambour work. He took his stand before the fire. Confounded old screw! he fumed. Thirty pounds a year? And hes three thousand, if hes a penny! And more likely four!

Well, it may be yours some day, with a sniff. Im sure Jos is ready enough.

Shell have to do as he tells her.

But Garth must be hers.

And still shell have to do as he tells her. Dont you know yet, mother, that Jos has no more will than a mouse? But never mind, we can afford his thirty pounds. Ovington is giving me a hundred and fifty, and Im to have another hundred as secretary to this new Company  thats news for you. With your two hundred and fifty we shall be able to pay his rent and still be better off than before. I shall buy a nag  Packham has one to sell  and move to better rooms in town.

But youll still be in that dreadful bank, Mrs. Bourdillon sighed. Really, Arthur, with so much money it seems a pity you should lower yourself to it.

He had some admirable qualities besides the gaiety, the alertness, the good looks that charmed all comers; ay, and besides the rather uncommon head for figures and for business which came, perhaps, of his Huguenot ancestry, and had commended him to the banker. Of these qualities patience with his mother was one. So, instead of snubbing her, Why dreadful? he asked good-humoredly. Because all our county fogies look down on it? Because having nothing but land, and drawing all their importance from land, theyre jealous of the money that is shouldering them out and threatening their pride of place? Listen to me, mother. There is a change coming! Whether they see it or not, and I think they do see it, there is a change coming, and stiff as they hold themselves, they will have to give way to it. Three thousand a year? Four thousand? Why, if Ovington lives another ten years what do you think that he will be worth? Not three thousand a year, but ten, fifteen, twenty thousand!

Arthur!

It is true, mother. Ay, twenty, it is possible! And do you think that when he can buy up half a dozen of these thickheaded Squires who can just add two to two and make four  that hell not count? Do you think that theyll be able to put him on one side? No! And they know it. They see that the big manufacturers and the big ironmasters and the big bankers who are putting together hundreds of thousands are going to push in among them and cant be kept out! And therefore trade, as they call it, stinks in their nostrils!

Oh, Arthur, how horrid! Mrs. Bourdillon protested, you are growing as coarse as your uncle. And Im sure we dont want a lot of vulgar purse-proud  

Purse-proud? And what is the Squire? Land-proud! But, growing more calm, never mind that. You will take a different view when I tell you something that I heard to-day. Ovington let drop a word about a partnership.

La, Arthur, but  

A partnership! Nothing definite, nothing to bind, and not yet, but in the future. It was but a hint. But think of it, mother! It is what I have been aiming at all along, but I didnt expect to hear of it yet. Not one or two hundred a year, but say, five hundred to begin with, and three, four, five thousand by and by! Five thousand! His eyes sparkled and he threw back the hair from his forehead with a characteristic gesture. Five thousand a year! Think of that and dont talk to me of Orders. Take Orders! Be a beggarly parson while I have that in my power, and in my power while I am still young! For trust me, with Ovington at the helm and the tide at flood we shall move. We shall move, mother! The money is there, lying there, lying everywhere to be picked up. And we shall pick it up.

You take my breath away! his mother protested, her faded, delicate face unusually flushed. Five thousand a year! Gracious me! Why, it is more than your uncle has! She raised her mittened hands in protest. Oh, it is impossible! The vision overcame her.

But It is perfectly possible, he repeated. Clement is of no use. He is for ever wanting to be out of doors  a farmer spoiled. Rodds a mere mechanic. Ovington cannot do it all, and he sees it. He must have someone he can trust. And then it is not only that I suit him. I am what he is not  a gentleman.

If you could have it without going to the bank! Mrs. Bourdillon said. And she sighed, golden as was the vision. But before they parted his eloquence had almost persuaded her. She had heard such things, had listened to such hopes, had been dazzled by such sums that she was well-nigh reconciled even to that which the old Squire dubbed the trade of usury.


CHAPTER III

Meanwhile Clement Ovington jogged homeward through the darkness, his thoughts divided between the discussion at which he had made an unwilling third, and the objects about him which were never without interest for this young man. He had an ear, and a very sharp one, for the piping of the pee-wits in the low land by the river, and the owls cadenced cry in the trees about Garth. He marked the stars shining in a depth of heaven opened amid the flying wrack of clouds; he picked out Jupiter sailing with supreme dominion, and the Dog-star travelling across the southern tract. His eye caught the gleam of water on a meadow, and he reflected that old Gregory would never do any good with that ground until he made some stone drains in it. Not a sound in the sleeping woods, not the barking of a dog at a lonely homestead  and he knew every farm by name and sight and quality  escaped him; nor the shape of a covert, blurred though it was and leafless. But amid all these interests, and more than once, his thoughts as he rode turned inwards, and he pictured the face of the girl at the ball. Long forgotten, it recurred to him with strange persistence.

He was an out-of-door man, and that, in his position, was the pity of it. Aldersbury School  and Aldersbury was a very famous school in those days  and Cambridge had done little to alter the tendency: possibly the latter, seated in the midst of wide open spaces, under a wide sky, the fens its neighbors, had done something to strengthen his bent. Bourdillon thought of him with contempt, as a clodhopper, a rustic, hinting that he was a throwback to an ancestor, not too remote, who had followed the plough and whistled for want of thought. But he did Clement an injustice. It was possible that in his love of the soil he was a throwback; he would have made, and indeed he was, a good ploughman. He had learnt the trick with avidity, giving good money, solid silver shillings, that Hodge might rest while he worked. But, a ploughman, he would not have turned a clod without noticing its quality, nor sown a seed without considering its fitness, nor observed a rare plant without wondering why it grew in that position, nor looked up without drawing from the sky some sign of the weather or the hour. Much less would he have gazed down a woodland glade, flecked with sunlight, without perceiving its beauty.

He was, indeed, both in practice and theory a lover of Nature; breathing freely its open air, understanding its moods, asking nothing better than to be allowed to turn them to his purpose. Though he was no great reader, he read Wordsworth, and many a line was fixed in his memory and, on occasions when he was alone, rose to his lips.

But he hated the desk and he hated figures. His thoughts as he stood behind the bank counter, or drummed his restless heels against the legs of his high stool, were far away in fallow and stubble, or where the trout, that he could tickle as to the manner born, lay under the caving bank. And to his father and to those who judged him by the bank standard, and felt for him half scornful liking, he seemed to be an inefficient, a trifler. They said in Aldersbury that it was lucky for him that he had a father.

Perhaps of all about him it was from that father that he could expect the least sympathy. Ovington was not only a banker, he was a banker to whom his business was everything. He had created it. It had made him. It was not in his eyes a mere adjunct, as in the eyes of one born in the purple and to the leisure which invites to the higher uses of wealth. Able he was, and according to his lights honorable; but a narrow education had confined his views, and he saw in his money merely the means to rise in the world and eventually to become one of the landed class which at that time monopolized all power and all influence, political as well as social. Such a man could only see in Clement a failure, a reversion to the yeoman type, and own with sorrow the irony of fortune that so often delights to hand on the sceptre of an Oliver to a Tumble-down-Dick.

Only from Betty, young and romantic, yet possessed of a womans intuitive power of understanding others, could Clement look for any sympathy. And even Betty doubted while she loved  for she had also that other attribute of woman, a basis of sound common-sense. She admired her father. She saw more clearly than Clement what he had done for them and to what he was raising them. And she could not but grieve that Clement was not, more like him, that Clement could not fall in with his wishes and devote himself to the attainment of the end for which the elder man had worked. She could enter into the fathers disappointment as well as into the sons distaste.

Meanwhile Clement, dreaming now of a girls face, now of a new drill which he had seen that morning, now of the passing sights and sounds which would have escaped nine men out of ten but had a meaning for him, drew near to the town. He topped the last eminence, he rode under the ancient oak, whence, tradition had it, a famous Welshman had watched the wreck of his fortunes on a pitched field. Finally he saw, rising from the river before him, the amphitheatre of dim lights that was the town. Descending he crossed the bridge.

He sighed as he did so. For to him to pass from the silent lands and to enter the brawling streets where apprentices were putting up the shutters and beggars were raking among heaps of market garbage was to fall half way from the clouds. To right and left the inns were roaring drunken choruses, drabs stood in the mouths of the alleys  dubbed in Aldersbury shuts  tradesmen were hastening to wet their profits at the Crown or the Gullet. When at last he heard the house door clang behind him, and breathed the confined air of the bank, redolent for him of ledgers and day-books, the fall was complete. He reached the earth.

If he had not done so, his sisters face when he entered the dining-room would have brought him to his level.

My eye and Betty Martin! she said. But youve done it now, my lad!

Whats the matter?

Father will tell you that. Hes in his room and as black as thunder. He came home by the mail at three  Sir Charles waiting, Mr. Acherley waiting, the bank full, no Clement! You are in for it. You are to go to him the moment you come in.

He looked longingly at the table where supper awaited him. What did he say? he asked.

He said all I have said and d  n besides. Its no good looking at the table, my lad. You must see him first and then Ill give you your supper.

All right! he replied, and he turned to the door with something of a swagger.

But Betty, whose moods were as changeable as the winds, and whose thoughts were much graver than her words, was at the door before him. She took him by the lapel of his coat and looked up in his face. You wont forget that youre in fault, Clem, will you? she said in a small voice. Remember that if he had not worked there would be no walking about with a gun or a rod for you. And no looking at new drills, whatever they are, for I know that that is what you had in your mind this morning. Hes a good dad, Clem  better than most. You wont forget that, will you?

But after all a man must  

Suppose you forget that after all, she said sagely. The truth is you have played truant, havent you? And you must take your medicine. Go and take it like a good boy. There are but three of us, Clem.

She knew how to appeal to him, and how to move him; she knew that at bottom he was fond of his father. He nodded and went, knocked at his fathers door and, tamed by his sisters words, took his scolding  and it was a sharp scolding  with patience. Things were going well with the banker, he had had his usual four glasses of port, and he might not have spoken so sharply if the contrast between the idle and the industrious apprentice had not been thrust upon him that day with a force which had startled him. That little hint of a partnership had not been dropped without a pang. He was jealous for his son, and he spoke out.

If you think, he said, tapping the ledger before him, to give point to his words, that because youve been to Cambridge this job is below you, youre mistaken, Clement. And if you think that you can do it in your spare time, youre still more mistaken. Its no easy task, I can tell you, to make a bank and keep a bank, and manage your neighbors money as well as your own, and if you think it is, youre wrong. To make a hundred thousand pounds is a deal harder than to make Latin verses  or to go tramping the country on a market day with your gun! Thats not business! Thats not business, and once for all, if you are not going to help me, I warn you that I must find someone who will! And I shall not have far to look!

Im afraid, sir, that I have not got a turn for it, Clement pleaded.

But what have you a turn for? You shoot, but Im hanged if you bring home much game. And you fish, but I suppose you give the fish away. And youre out of town, idling and doing God knows what, three days in the week! No turn for it? No will to do it, you mean. Do you ever think, the banker continued, joining the fingers of his two hands as he sat back in his chair, and looking over them at the culprit, where you would be and what you would be doing if I had not toiled for you? If I had not made the business at which you do not condescend to work? I had to make my own way. My grandfather was little better than a laborer, and but for what Ive done you might be a clerk at a pound a week, and a bad clerk, too! Or behind a shop-counter, if you liked it better. And if things go wrong with me  for Id have you remember that nothing in this world is quite safe  that is where you may still be! Still, my lad!

For the first time Clement looked his father fairly in the face  and pleased him. Well, sir, he said, if things go wrong I hope you wont find me wanting. Nor ungrateful for what you have done for us. I know how much it is. But Im not Bourdillon, and Ive not got his head for figures.

Youve not got his application. Thats the mischief! Your hearts not in it.

Well, I dont know that it is, Clement admitted. I suppose you couldnt   he hesitated, a new hope kindled within him. He looked at his father doubtfully.

Couldnt what?

Release me from the bank, sir? And give me a  a very small capital to  

To go and idle upon? the banker exclaimed, and thumped the ledger in his indignation at an idea so preposterous. No, by G  d, I couldnt! Pay you to go idling about the country, more like a dying duck in a thunder-storm, as I am told you do, than a man! Find you capital and see you loiter your life away with your hands in your pockets? No, I couldnt, my boy, and I would not if I could! Capital, indeed? Give you capital? For what?

I could take a farm, sullenly, and I shouldnt idle. I can work hard enough when I like my work. And I know something about farming, and I believe I could make it pay.

The other gasped. To the banker, with his mind on thousands, with his plans and hopes for the future, with his golden visions of Lombard Street and financial sway, to talk of a farm and of making it pay! It seemed  it seemed worse than lunacy. His son must be out of his mind. He stared at him, honestly wondering. A farm! he ejaculated at last. And make it pay? Go back to the clodhopping life your grandfather lived before you and from which I lifted you? Peddle with pennies and sell ducks and chickens in the market? Why  why, I dont know what to say to you?

I like an outdoor life, Clement pleaded, his face scarlet.

Like a  like a   Ovington could find no word to express his feelings and with an effort he swallowed them down. Look here, Clement, he said more mildly; whats come to you? What is it that is amiss with you? Whatever it is you must straighten it out, boy; there must be an end of this folly, for folly it is. Understand me, the day that you go out of the bank you go to stand on your own legs, without help from me. If you are prepared to do that?

I dont say that I could  at first.

Then while I keep you I shall certainly do it on my own terms. So, if you please, I will hear no more of this. Go back to your desk, go back to your desk, sir, and do your duty. I sent you to Cambridge at Butlers suggestion, but I begin to fear that it was the biggest mistake of my life. I declare I never heard such nonsense except from a man in love. I suppose you are not in love, eh?

No! Clement cried angrily, and he went out.

For he could not own to his father that he was in love; in love with the brown earth, the woods, and the wide straggling hedge-rows, with the whispering wind and the music of the river on the shallows, with the silence and immensity of night. Had he done so, he would have spoken a language which his father did not and could not understand. And if he had gone a step farther and told him that he felt drawn to those who plodded up and down the wide stubbles, who cut and bound the thick hedge-rows, who wrought hand in hand with Nature day in and day out, whose lives were spent in an unending struggle with the soil until at last they sank and mingled with it  if he had told him that he felt his kinship with those humble folk who had gone before him, he would only have mystified him, only have angered him the more.

Yet so it was. And he could not change himself.

He went slowly to his supper and to Betty, owning defeat; acknowledging his fathers strength of purpose, acknowledging his fathers right, yet vexed at his own impotence. Life pulsed strongly within him. He longed to do something. He longed to battle, the wind in his teeth and the rain in his face, with some toil, some labor that would try his strength and task his muscles, and send him home at sunset weary and satisfied. Instead he saw before him an endless succession of days spent with his head in a ledger and his heels on the bar of his stool, while the sun shone in at the windows of the bank and the flies buzzed sleepily about him; days arid and tedious, shared with no companion more interesting than Rodd, who, excellent fellow, was not amusing, or more congenial than Bourdillon, who patronized him when he was not using him. And in future he would have to be more punctual, more regular, more assiduous! It was a dreary prospect.

He ate his supper in morose silence until Betty, who had been quick to read the upshot of the interview in his face, came behind him and ruffled his hair. Good boy! she whispered, leaning over him. His days shall be long in the land!

I wish to heaven, he answered, they were in the land! I am sure they will be long enough in the bank! But after that he recovered his temper.


CHAPTER IV

In remote hamlets a few churches still recall the fashion of Garthmyle. It was a wide church of two aisles having clear windows, through which a flood of cold light fell on the whitewashed walls, and on the maze of square pews, some colored drab, some a pale blue, through which narrow alleys, ending in culs-de-sac, wound at random. The Griffin memorials, though the earliest were of Tudor date, were small and mean, and the one warm scrap of color in the church was furnished by the faded red curtain which ran on iron rods round the Squires pew and protected his head from draughts. That curtain was watched with alarm by many, for at a certain point in the service it was the Squires wont to draw it aside, and to stand for a time with his back to the east while his hard eyes roved over the congregation. Woe to the absentees! His scrutiny completed, with a grunt which carried terror to the hearts of their families, he would draw the curtain, turn about again, and compose himself to sleep.

In its severity and bleakness the church fairly matched the man, who, old and gaunt and grey, was its central figure; who, like it, embodied, meagrely and plainly as he dressed, the greatness of old associations, and like it, if in a hard and forbidding way, owned and exacted an unchanging standard of duty.

For he was the Squire. Whatever might be done elsewhere, nothing was done in that parish without him. The parson, aged and apathetic, knew better than to cross his will  had he not to get in his tithes? The farmers were his tenants, the overseers rested in the hollow of his hand. Hardly a man was hired and no man was relieved, no old wife sent back to her distant settlement, no lad apprenticed, but as he pleased. He was the Squire.

On Sundays the tenants waited in the churchyard until he arrived, and it was this which deceived Arthur when, Mrs. Bourdillon feeling unequal to the service, he reached the church next morning. He found the porch empty, and concluding that his uncle had entered, he made his way to the Cottage pew, which was abreast of the great mans. But in the act of sitting down he saw, glancing round the red curtain, that Josina was alone. It struck him then that it would be pleasant to sit beside her and entertain himself with her conscious face, and he crossed over and let himself into the Squires pew. He had the satisfaction of seeing the blood mount swiftly to her cheeks, but the next moment he found the old man  who had that morning sent word that he would be late  at his elbow, in the act of entering behind him.

It was too late to retreat, and with a face as hot as Josinas he stumbled over the straw-covered footstool and sat down on her other hand. He knew that the Squire would resent his presence after what had happened, and when he stood up his ears were tingling. But he soon recovered himself. He saw the comic side of the situation, and long before the sermon was over, he found himself sufficiently at ease to enjoy some of the agréments which he had foreseen.

Carved roughly with a penknife on the front of the pew was a heart surmounting two clasped hands. Below each hand were initials  his own and Josinas; and he never let the girl forget the August afternoon, three years before, when he had induced her to do her share. She had refused many times; then, like Eve in the garden, she had succumbed on a drowsy afternoon when they had had the pew to themselves and the drone of the preachers voice had barely risen above the hum of the bees. She had been little more than a child at the time, and ever since that day the apple had been to her both sweet and bitter. For she was not a child now, and, a woman, she rebelled against Arthurs power to bring the blood to her cheeks and to play  with looks rather than words, for of these he was chary  upon feelings which she could not mask.

Of late resentment had been more and more gaining the upper hand with her. But to-day she forgave. She feared that which might pass between him and his uncle at the close of the service, and she had not the heart to be angry. However, when the dreaded moment came she was pleasantly disappointed. When they reached the porch, Take my seat, take my meat, the Squire said grimly. Are you coming up?

If I may, sir?

I want a word with you.

This was not promising, but it might have been worse, and little more was said as the three passed, the congregation standing uncovered, down the Churchyard Walk and along the road to Garth.

The Squire, always taciturn, strode on in silence, his eyes on his fields. The other two said little, feeling trouble in the air. Fortunately at the early dinner there was a fourth to mend matters in the shape of Miss Peacock, the Squires housekeeper. She was a distant relation who had spent most of her life at Garth; who considered the Squire the first of men, his will as law, and who from Josinas earliest days had set her an example of servile obedience. To ask what Mr. Griffin did not offer, to doubt where he had laid down the law, was to Miss Peacock flat treason; and where a stronger mind might have moulded the girl to a firmer shape, the old maids influence had wrought in the other direction. A tall meagre spinster, a weak replica of the Squire, she came of generations of women who had been ruled by their men and trained to take the second place. The Squires two wives, his first, whose only child had fallen, a boy-ensign, at Alexandria, his second, Josinas mother, had held the same tradition, and Josina promised to abide by it.

When the Peacock rose Jos hesitated. The Squire saw it. Do you go, girl, he said. Be off!

For once she wavered  she feared what might happen between the two. But Do you hear? the Squire growled. Go when you are told.

She went then, but Arthur could not restrain his indignation. Poor Jos! he muttered.

Unluckily the Squire heard the words, and Poor Jos! he repeated, scowling at the offender. What the devil do you mean, sir? Poor Jos, indeed? Confound your impudence! What do you mean?

Arthur quailed, but he was not lacking in wit. Only that women like a secret, sir, he said. And a woman, shut out, fancies that there is a secret.

Umph! A devilish lot you know about women! the old man snarled. But never mind that. I saw your mother yesterday.

So she told me, sir.

Ay! And I dare say you didnt like what she told you! But I want you to understand, young man, once for all, that youve got to choose between Aldersbury and Garth. Do you hear? Ive done my duty. I kept the living for you, as I promised your father, and whether you take it or not, I expect you to do yours, and to live as the Griffins have lived before you. Who the devil is this man Ovington? Why do you want to mix yourself up with him? Eh? A man whose father touched his hat to me and would no more have thought of sitting at my table than my butler would! There, pass the bottle.

Would you have no man rise, sir? Arthur ventured.

Rise? The Squire glared at him from under his great bushy eyebrows. Its not to his rise, its to your fall I object, sir. A d  d silly scheme this, and one I wont have. Dyou hear, I wont have it.

Arthur kept his temper, oppressed by the others violence. Still, you must own, sir, that times are changed, he said.

Changed? Damnably changed when a Griffin wants to go into trade in Aldersbury.

But banking is hardly a trade.

Not a trade? Of course its a trade  if usury is a trade! If pawn-broking is a trade! If loan-jobbing is a trade! Of course its a trade.

The gibe stung Arthur and he plucked up spirit. At any rate, it is a lucrative one, he rejoined. And Ive never heard, sir, that you were indifferent to money.

Oh! Because Im going to charge your mother rent? Well, isnt the Cottage mine? Or because fifty years ago I came into a cumbered estate and have pinched and saved and starved to clear it? Saved? I have saved. But Ive saved out of the land like a gentleman, and like my fathers before me, and not by usury. Not by money-jobbing. And if you expect to benefit  but there, fill your glass, and lets hear your tongue. What do you say to it?

As to the living, Arthur said mildly, I dont think you consider, sir, that what was a decent livelihood no longer keeps a gentleman as a gentleman. Times are changed, incomes are changed, men are richer. I see men everywhere making fortunes by what you call trade, sir; making fortunes and buying estates and founding houses.

And shouldering out the old gentry? Ay, damme, and I see it too, the Squire retorted, taking the word out of his mouth. I see plenty of it. And you think to be one of them, do you? To join them and be another Peel, or one of Pitts money-bag peers? Thats in your mind, is it? A Mr. Coutts? And to buy out my lord and drive your coach and four into Aldersbury, and splash dirt over better men than yourself?

I should be not the less a Griffin.

A Griffin with dirty hands! with contempt. Thats what youd be. And vote Radical and prate of Reform and scorn the land that bred you. And talk of the Rights of Men and money-bags, eh? Thats your notion, is it, by G  d?

Of course, sir, if you look at it in that way  

Thats the way I do look at it! The Squire brought down his hand on the table with a force that shook the glasses and spilled some of his wine. And its the way youve got to look at it, or there wont be much between you and me  or you and mine. Or mine, do you hear! Ill have no tradesman at Garth and none of that way of thinking. So youd best give heed before its too late. Youd best look at it all ways.

Very well, sir.

Any more wine?

No, thank you. Arthurs head was high. He did not lack spirit.

Then hear my last word. I wont have it! Thats plain. Thats plain, and now you know. And, hark ye, as you go out, send Peacock to me.

But before Arthur had made his way out, the Squires voice was heard, roaring for Josina. When Miss Peacock presented herself, Not you! Who the devil wants you? he stormed. Send the girl! Dyou hear? Send the girl!

And when Josina, scared and trembling, came in her turn, Shut the door! he commanded. And listen! Ive had a talk with that puppy, who thinks that he knows more than his betters. D  n his impertinence, coming into my pew when he thought I was elsewhere! But I know very well why he came, young woman, sneaking in to sit beside you and make sheeps eyes when my back was turned. Now, do you listen to me. Youll keep him at arms length. Do you hear, Miss? Youll have nothing to say to him unless I give you leave. Hes got to do with me now, and it depends on me whether theres any more of it. I know what he wants, but by G  d, Im your father, and if he does not mend his manners, he goes to the right-about. So let me hear of no more billing and cooing and meeting in pews, unless I give the word! Dyou understand, girl?

But I think youre mistaken, sir, poor Jos ventured. I dont think that he means  

I know what he means. And so do you. But never you mind! Till I say the word theres an end of it. The puppy, with his Peels and his peers! Men my father wouldnt have  but there, you understand now, and youll obey, or Ill know the reason why!

Then hes not to come to Garth, sir?

But the Squire checked at that. Family feeling and the pride of hospitality were strong in him, and to forbid his only nephew the family house went beyond his mind at present.

To Garth? angrily. Who said anything about Garth? No, Miss, but when he comes, youll stand him off. You know very well how to do it, though you look as if butter wouldnt melt in your mouth! Youll see that he keeps his distance. And let me have no tears, or  d  n the fellow, hes spoiled my nap. There, go! Go! I might as well have a swarm of wasps about me as such folks! Pack o fools and idiots! Go into a bank, indeed!

Jos did go, and shutting herself up in her room would not open to Miss Peacock, who came fluttering to the door to learn what was amiss. And she cried a little, but it was as much in humiliation as grief. Her father was holding her on offer, to be given or withheld, as he pleased, while all the time she doubted, and more than doubted, if he to whom she was on offer, he from whom she was withheld, wanted her. There was the rub.

For Arthur, ever since he had begun to attend at the bank, had been strangely silent. He had looked and smiled and teased her, had pressed her hand or touched her hair, but in sport rather than in earnest, meaning little. And she had been quick to see this, and with the womanly pride, of which, gentle and timid as she was, she had her share, she had schooled herself to accept the new situation. Now, her father had taken Arthurs suit for granted and humbled her. So Jos cried a little. But they were not very bitter tears.


CHAPTER V

Arthur was taken aback by his uncles harshness, and he made haste to be at the bank early enough on the Monday to anticipate the bankers departure for Garth. He was certain that to approach the Squire at this moment in the matter of the railroad was to invite disaster, and he gave Ovington such an account of the quarrel as he thought would deter him from going over at present.

But the banker had a belief in himself which success and experience in the management of men had increased. He was convinced that self-interest was the spring which moved nine men out of ten, and though he admitted that the family quarrel was untimely, he did not agree that as between the Squire and a good bargain it would have weight.

But I assure you, sir, hes like a bear with a sore head, Arthur urged.

A bear will come to the honey if its head be sore, the banker answered, smiling.

And perhaps upset the hive?

Ovington laughed. Not in this case, I think. And we must risk something. Time presses and he blocks the way. However, Ill let it stand over for a week and then Ill go alone. We must have your uncle.

Accordingly a week later, discarding the tilbury and smart man-servant that he had lately set up, he rode over to Garth, considering as he journeyed the man whom he was going to meet and of whom, in spite of his self-assurance, he stood in some awe.

Round Aldersbury were larger landowners and richer men than the Squire. But his family and his name were old, and by virtue of long possession he stood high among the gentry of the county. He had succeeded at twenty-two to a property neglected and loaded with debt, and his fathers friends  this was far back in the old Kings reign  had advised him to sell; let him keep the house and the home-farm and pay his debts with the rest. But pride of race was strong in him, he had seen that to sell was to lose the position which his forbears had held, and he had refused. Instead he had set himself to free the estate, and he had pared, he had pinched, he had almost starved himself and others. He had become a byword for parsimony. In the end, having benefited much by enclosures in the nineties, he had succeeded. But no sooner had he deposited in the bank the money to pay off the last charge than the loss of his only son had darkened his success. He had married again  he was by this time past middle age  but only a daughter had come of the marriage, and by that time to put shilling to shilling and acre to acre had become a habit of which he could not break himself, though he knew that only a woman would follow him at Garth.

Withal he was a great aristocrat, a Tory of the Tories, stern and unbending. Fear of France and of French doctrines and pride in his caste were in his blood. The Quarterly Review ranked with him after his Bible, and very little after it. Reform under the most moderate aspect was to him a shorter name for Revolution. He believed implicitly in his class, and did not believe in any other class. Manufacturers and traders he hated and distrusted, and of late jealousy had been added to hatred and distrust. The inclusion of such men in the magistracy, the elevation of Peel to the Ministry had made him fancy that there was something in the Queens case after all; when Canning and Huskisson had also risen to power he had said that Lord Liverpool was aging and the Duke was no longer the man he had been.

He was narrow, choleric, proud, miserly; he had been known to carry an old log a hundred yards to add it to his wood-pile, and to travel a league to look for a lost sixpence. He dressed shabbily, which was not so much remarked now that dandies aped coachmen, as it had been in his younger days; and he rode about his fields on an old white mare which he was believed to hold in affection next after his estate and much before his daughter. He ruled his parish with a high hand. He had no mercy for poachers. But he was honest and he was just. The farmers must pay the wage he laid down  it was a shilling above the allowed rate. But the men must work it out, and woe betide the idle; they had best seek work abroad, and heaven help them if a foreign parish sent them home. In one thing he was before his time; he was resolved that no able-bodied man should share in the rates. The farmers growled, the laborers grumbled, there were hard cases. But he was obdurate  work your worth, or starve! And presently it began to be noticed that the parish was better off than its neighbors. He was a tyrant, but a just tyrant.

Such was the man whom Ovington was going to meet, and from whose avarice he hoped much. He had made his market of it once, for it was by playing on it that he had lured the Squire from Deans, and so had gained one of his dearest triumphs over the old Aldersbury Bank.

His hopes would not have been lessened had he heard a dialogue which was at that moment proceeding in the stable-yard at Garth to an accompaniment of clattering pails and swishing besoms. Heve no bowels! Thomas the groom declared with bitterness. He be that hard and grasping heve no bowels for nobody!

Old Fewtrell, the Squires ancient bailiff, sniggered. Hed none for you, Thomas, he said, when you come back gallus drunk from Baschurch Fair. None of your Manchester tricks with me, says Squire, and, lord, how he did leather ee.

Thomas did not like the reminiscence. What other be I saying! he snarled. Heve no bowels even for his own flesh and blood! Didee ever watch him in church? Well, where be he a-looking? At his sons moniment as is at his elbow? Never see him, never see him, not once!

Well, I dunno as I ave, either, Fewtrell admitted.

No, his eyes is allus on tother side, a-counting up the Griffins before him, and filling himself up wi pride.

Dunno as I couldnt see it another way, said the bailiff thoughtfully.

What other way? Never to look at his own sons moniment?

Well, mebbe  

Mebbe? Thomas cried with scorn. Look at his darter! He aint but one, and he be swilling o money! Do he make much of her, James Fewtrell? And titivate her, and pull her ears bytimes same as you with your grand-darters? And get her a horse as you might call a horse? You know he dont. If shes not quick, its a nod and be damned, same as to you and me!

Old Fewtrell considered. Not right out the same, he decided.

Right out, I say. Youve been with him all your life. Youve never knowed no other and youre getting old, and Calamity, he be old too, and may put up with it. But I dont starve for no Squire, and Im for more wage. I was in Aldersbury Saturday and wages is up and more work than men! While here Im a-toiling for what you got twenty year ago. But not me! I bin to Manchester. And so Im going to tell Squire.

The bailiff grinned. Mebbe hell take a stick same as before.

Hed best not! Thomas said, with an ugly look. Hed best take care, or  

Whist! Whist! lad. You be playing for trouble. Here be Squire.

The Squire glared at them, but he did not stop. He stalked into the house and, passing through it, went out by the front door. He intended to turn right-handed, and enter the high-terraced garden facing south, in which he was wont to take, even in winter, a few turns of a morning. But something caught his eye, and he paused. Whos this? he muttered, and shading his eyes made out a moment later that the stranger was Ovington. A visit from him was rare enough to be a portent, and the figure of his bank balance passed through the Squires mind. Had he been rash? Ovingtons was a new concern; was anything wrong? Then another idea, hardly more welcome, occurred to him: had the banker come on his nephews account?

If so  however, he would soon know, for the visitor was by this time half-way up the winding drive, sunk between high banks, which, leaving the road a third of a mile from the house, presently forked, the left branch swerving through a grove of beech trees to the front entrance, the right making straight for the stables.

The Squire met his visitor at the gate and, raising his voice, shouted for Thomas. I am sorry to trespass on you so early, Ovington said as he dismounted. A little matter of business, Mr. Griffin, if I may trouble you.

The old man did not say that it was no trespass, but he stood aside punctiliously for the other to precede him through the gate. Then, Youll stay to eat something after your ride? he said.

No, I thank you. I must be in town by noon.

A glass of Madeira?

Nothing, Squire, I thank you. My business will not take long.

By this time they stood in the room in which the Squire lived and did his business. He pointed courteously to a chair. He was shabby, in well-worn homespun and gaiters, and the room was shabby, walled with bound Quarterlies and old farm books, and littered with spurs and dog leashes  its main window looked into the stable yard. But there was about the man a dignity implied rather than expressed, which the spruce banker in his shining Hessians owned and envied. The Squire could look at men so that they grew uneasy under his eye, and for a moment, owning his domination, the visitor doubted of success. But then again the room was so shabby. He took heart of grace.

I shouldnt trouble you, Mr. Griffin, he said, sitting back with an assumption of ease, while the Squire from his old leather chair observed him warily, except on a matter of importance. You will have heard that there is a scheme on foot to increase the value of the woollen industry by introducing a steam railroad. This is a new invention which, I admit, has not yet been proved, but I have examined it as a business man, and I think that much is to be expected from it. A limited company is being formed to carry out the plan, if it prove to be feasible. Sir Charles Woosenham has agreed to be Chairman, Mr. Acherley and other gentlemen of the county are taking part, and I am commissioned by them to approach you. I have the plans here  

What do you want? The Squires tone was uncompromising. He made no movement towards taking the plans.

If you will allow me to explain?

The old man sat back in his chair.

The railroad will be a continuation of the Birmingham and Aldersbury railroad, which is in strong hands at Birmingham. Such a scheme would be too large for us. That, again, is a continuation of the London and Birmingham railroad.

Built?

Oh no. Not yet, of course.

Begun, then?

No, but  

Projected?

Precisely, projected, the plans approved, the Bill in preparation.

But nothing done?

Nothing actually done as yet, the banker admitted, somewhat dashed. But if we wait until these works are finished we shall find ourselves anticipated.

Ah!

We wish, therefore, to be early in the field. Much has appeared in the papers about this mode of transport, and you are doubtless familiar with it. I have myself inquired into it, and the opinion of financial men in London is that these railroads will be very lucrative, paying dividends of from ten to twenty-five per cent.

The Squire raised his eyebrows.

I have the plans here, the banker continued, once more producing them. Our road runs over the land of six small owners, who have all agreed to the terms offered. It then enters on the Woosenham outlying property, and thence, before reaching Mr. Acherleys, proceeds over the Garth estate, serving your mills, the tenant of one of which joins our board. If you will look at the plans? Again Ovington held them out.

But the old man put them aside. I dont want to see them, he said.

But, Squire, if you would kindly glance  

I dont want to see them. What do you want?

Ovington paused to consider the most favorable light in which he could place the matter. First, Mr. Griffin, your presence on the Board. We attach the highest importance to that. Secondly, a way-leave over your land for which the Company will pay  pay most handsomely, although the value added to your mills will far exceed the immediate profit.

You want to carry your railroad over Garth?

Yes.

Not a yard! The old man tapped the table before him. Not a foot!

But our terms  if you would allow me to explain them?

I dont want to hear them. I am not going to sell my birthright, whatever they are. You dont understand me? Well, you can understand this. And abruptly the Squire sat up. Ill have none of your d  d smoking, stinking steam-wagons on my land in my time! Oh, Ive read about them in more places than the papers, sir, and Ill not sell my birthright and my peoples birthright  of clean air and clean water and clean soil for any mess of pottage you can offer! Thats my answer, Mr. Ovington.

But the railroad will not come within a mile of Garth.

It will not come on to my land! I am not blind, sir. Suppose you succeed. Suppose you drive the mails and coaches and the stage-wagons off the road. Where shall I sell my coach-horses and hackneys and my tenants their heavy nags? And their corn and their beans? No, by G  d, stopping Ovington, who wished to interrupt him. You may delude some of my neighbors, sir, and you may know more about money-making, where it is no question how the money is made, than I do! But Ill see that you dont delude me! A pack of navigators upsetting the country, killing game and robbing hen-roosts, raising wages and teaching honest folks tricks? Not here! If Woosenham knew his own business, and Acherley were not up to his neck in debt, theyd not let themselves be led by the nose by  

By whom, sir? Ovington was on his feet by this time, his eyes smoldering, his face paler than usual. They confronted each other. It was the meeting, the collision of two powers, of two worlds, the old and the new.

By whom, sir? the Squire replied sternly  he too had risen. By one whose interests and breeding are wholly different from theirs and who looks at things from another standpoint! Thats by whom, sir. And one word more, Mr. Ovington. You have the name of being a clever man and I never doubted it until to-day; but have a care that you are not over clever, sir. Have a care that you do not lead your friends and yourself into more trouble than you think for! I read the papers and I see that everybody is to grow rich between Saturday and Monday. Well, I dont know as much about money business as you do, but I am an old man, and I have never seen a time when everybody grew rich and nobody was the loser.

Ovington had controlled himself well; and he still controlled himself, but there was a dangerous light in his eyes. I am sorry, he said, that you can give me no better answer, Mr. Griffin. We hoped to have, and we set some value on your support. But there are, of course  other ways.

You may take your railroad any way you like, so long as you dont bring it over Garth.

I dont mean that. If the railroad is made at all it must pass over Garth  the property stretches across the valley. But the Bill, when presented, will contain the same powers which are given in the later Canal Acts  a single proprietor cannot be allowed to stand in the way of the public interests, Mr. Griffin.

You mean  by G  d, sir, the Squire broke out, you mean that you will take my land whether I will or no?

I am not using any threat.

But you do use a threat! roared the Squire, towering tall and gaunt above his opponent. You do use a threat! You come here  

I came here the other answered  he was quietly drawing on his gloves to put an excellent business investment before you, Mr. Griffin. As you do not think it worth while to entertain it, I can only regret that I have wasted your time and my own.

Pish! said the Squire.

Very good. Then with your permission I will seek my horse.

The old man turned to the window and opened it. Thomas, he shouted violently. Mr. Ovingtons horse.

When he turned again. Perhaps you may still think better of it, Ovington said. He had regained command of himself. I ought to have mentioned that your nephew has consented to act as Secretary to the Company.

The more fool he! the Squire snarled. My nephew! What the devil is he doing in your Company? Or for the matter of that in your bank either?

I think he sees more clearly than you that times are changed.

Ay, the old man retorted, full of wrath, and well aware that the other had found a joint in his armor. And he had best have a care that these fine times dont lead him into trouble!

I hope not, I hope not. Good-day, Mr. Griffin. I can find my way out. Dont let me trouble you.

I will see you out, if you please. After you, sir. Then, with an effort which cost him much, but which he thought was due to his position, You are sure that you will take nothing?

Nothing, I thank you.

The Squire saw his visitor to the door; but he did not stay to see him ride away. He went back to his room and to a side window at which it was his custom to spend much time. It looked over the narrow vale, little more than a glen, which the eminence, on which the house stood, cut off from the main valley. It looked on its green slopes, on the fern-fringed brook that babbled and tossed in its bottom, on the black and white mill that spanned the stream, and on the Thirty Acre covert that clothed the farther side and climbed to the foot of the great limestone wall that towered alike above house and glen and rose itself to the knees of the boundary hills. And looking on all this, the Squire in fancy saw the railroad scoring and smirching and spoiling his beloved acres. It was nothing to him, that in fact the railroad would pass up the middle of the broad vale behind him  he ignored that. He saw the hated thing sweep by below him, a long black ugly snake, spewing smoke and steam over the green meadows, fouling the waters, darkening the air.

Not in my time, by G  d! he muttered, his knees quivering a little under him  for he was an aging man and the scene had tried him. Not in my time! And at the thought that he, the owner of all, hill and vale, within his sight, and the descendant of generations of owners  that he had been threatened by this upstart, this loan-monger, this town-bred creature of a day, he swore with fresh vigor.

He had at any rate the fires of indignation to warm him, and the satisfaction of knowing that he had spoken his mind and had not had the worst of the bout. But the bankers feelings as he jogged homewards on his hackney were not so happy. In spite of Bourdillons warning he had been confident that he would gain his end. He had fancied that he knew his man and could manage him. He had believed that the golden lure would not fail. But it had failed, and the old mans gibes accompanied him, and like barbed arrows clung to his memory and poisoned his content.

It was not the worst that he must return and own that Arthur had been wiser than he; that he must inform his colleagues that his embassy had failed. Worse than either was the hurt to his pride. Certain things that the Squire had said about money-making, his sneer about the difference in breeding, his warning that the banker might yet find that he had been too clever  these had pricked him to the quick, and the last had even caused him a pang of uneasiness. And then the Squire had shown so clearly the gulf that in his eyes lay between them!

Ay, it was that which rankled: the knowledge, sharply brought home to him, that no matter what his success, no matter what his wealth, nor how the common herd bowed down to him, this man and his like would ever hold themselves above him, would always look down on him. The fence about them he could not cross. Add thousands to thousands as he might, and though he conquered Lombard Street, these men would not admit him of their number. They would ever hold him at arms length, would deal out to him a cold politeness. He could never be of them.

As a rule Ovington was too big a man to harbor spite, but as he rode and fumed, a plan which he had already considered put on a new aspect, and by and by his brow relaxed and he smote his thigh. Something tickled him and he laughed. He thought that he saw a way to avenge himself and to annoy his enemy, and by the time he reached the bank he was himself again. Indeed, he had not been human if he had not by that time owned that whatever Garth thought of him he was something in Aldersbury.

Three times men stopped him, one crossing the street to intercept him, one running bare-headed from a shop, a third seizing his rein. And all three sought favors, or craved advice, all, as they retreated, did so, eyed askance by those who lacked their courage or their impudence.

For the tide of speculation was still rising in the country, and even in Aldersbury had reached many a back-parlor where the old stocking or the money-box was scarcely out of date. Thousands sold their Three per cents., and the proceeds had to go somewhere, and other proceeds, for behind all there was real prosperity. Mens money poured first into a higher and then into a lower grade of security and raised each in turn, so that fortunes were made with astonishing speed. The banks gave extended credit; everything rose. Many who had bought in fear found that they had cleared a profit before they had had time to tremble. They sold, and still there were others to take their place. It seemed as if all had only to buy and to sell and to grow rich. Only the very cautious stood aside, and one by one even these slid tempted into the stream.

The more venturesome hazarded their money afar, buying shares in steamship companies in the West Indies, in diamond mines in Brazil, or in cattle companies in Mexico. The more prudent preferred undertakings which they could see and which their limited horizon could compass, and to these such a local scheme as the Valleys Railroad held out a tempting bait. They knew nothing about a railroad, but they knew that steam had been applied to ocean travel, and they knew Aldersbury and the woollen district. Here was something the growth and progress of which they could watch, and which once begun could not vanish in a night.

Then the silence of those within and the rumors spread without added to its attractions. Each man felt that his neighbor was stealing a march upon him, and that if he were not quick he would not get in on equal terms.

One of Ovingtons waylayers wished to know if the limit at which he had been advised to sell his stock was likely to be reached. I sold on Saturday, the banker answered, two pounds above your limit, Davies. The money will be in the bank in a week. He spoke with Napoleonic curtness, and rode on, leaving the man, amazed and jubilant, to calculate his gains.

The next wanted advice. He had a hundred in hand if Mr. Ovington would not think it too small. Call to-morrow  no, Thursday, Ovington said, hardly looking at him. Ill see you then.

The third ran bare-headed out of a shop. He was a man of more weight, Purslow the big draper on Bride Hill, who had been twice Mayor of Aldersbury; a tradesman, bald and sleek, whom fortune had raised so rapidly that old subservience was continually at odds with new importance. Just a word, Mr. Ovington, he stuttered, a word, sir, by your leave? Im a good customer. He had not laid aside his black apron but merely twisted it round his waist, a sure sign, in these days of his greatness, that he was flustered.

The banker nodded. None better, Purslow, he answered. What is it?

What I says, then  excuse me  is, if Grounds, why not me? Why not me, sir?

I dont quite  

If hes to be on the Board, he and his mash-tubs  

Oh! The banker looked grave. You are thinking of the Railroad, Purslow?

To be sure! What else?  excuse me, sir! And what I say is, if Grounds, why not me? Ive been mayor twice and him not even on the Council? And Im not a pauper, as none knows better than you, Mr. Ovington. If its only that Im a tradesman, why, there ought to be a tradesman on it, and Ill be bound as many will follow my lead as Grounds.

The banker seemed to consider. Look here, Purslow, he said, you are doing very well, not a man in Aldersbury better. Take my advice and stick to the shop.

And slave for every penny I make!

Slow and sure is a good rule.

Oh, damn slow and sure! cried the draper, forgetting his manners. No offence, sir, Im sure. Excuse me. But slow and sure, while Grounds is paid for every time he crosses the street, and doubles his money while he wears out his breeches!

Well, said Ovington, with apparent reluctance, Ill think it over. But to sit on the Board means putting in money, Purslow. You know that, of course.

And havent I the money? the man cried, inflamed by opposition. Cant I put down penny for penny with Grounds? Ay, though Ive served the town twice, and him not even on the Council!

Well, Ill bear it in mind. I can say no more than that, Ovington rejoined. I must consult Sir Charles. Its a responsible position, Purslow. And, of course, where there are large profits, as we hope there may be, there must be risk. There must be some risk. Dont forget that. Still, touching up his horse with his heel, Ill see what I can do.

He gained the bank without further stay, and there the stir and bustle which his practised eye was quick to mark sustained the note already struck. There were customers coming and going: some paying in, others seeking to have bills renewed, or a loan on securities that they might pay calls, or accommodation of one kind or another. But with easy money these demands could be granted, and many a parcel of Ovingtons notes passed out amid smiling and general content. The January sun was shining as if March winds would never blow, and credit seemed to be a thing to be had for the asking.

It was only within the last seven years that Ovingtons had ventured on an issue of notes. Then, a little before the resumption of cash payments, they had put them forth with a tentative, If you had rather have bank paper its here. Some had had the bad taste to prefer the Abraham Newlands, a few had even asked for Deans notes. But borrowers cannot be choosers, the notes had gradually got abroad, and though at first they had returned with the rapidity of a homing pigeon, the readiness with which they were cashed wrought its effect, and by this time the public were accustomed to them.

Deans notes bore a big D, and Ovingtons, for the benefit of those who could not read, were stamped with a large CO., for Charles Ovington.

Alone with his daughter that evening the banker referred to this. Betty, he said, after a long silence, I am going to make a change. I am going to turn CO. into Company.

She understood him at once, and Oh, father! she cried, laying down her work. Who is it? Is it Arthur?

Would you like that?

She replied by another question. Is he really so clever?

Hes a gentleman  thats much. And a Griffin, and thats more, in a place like this. And hes  yes, hes certainly clever.

Cleverer than Mr. Rodd?

Rodd! Pooh! Arthurs worth two of him.

Quite the industrious apprentice! she murmured, her hands in her lap.

Well, you know, lightly, what happened to the industrious apprentice, Betty?

She colored. He married his masters daughter, didnt he? But there are two words to that, father. Quite two words.

Well, I am going to offer him a small share. Anything more will depend upon himself  and Clement.

She sighed. Poor Clement!

Poor Clement! The banker repeated her words pettishly. Not poor Clement, but idle Clement! Can you do nothing with that boy? Put no sense into him? Hes good for nothing in the world except to moon about with a gun. Last night he began to talk to me about Cobbett and some new wheat. New wheat, indeed! Rubbish!

But I think, timidly, that he does understand about those things, father.

And what good will they do him? I wish he understood a little more about banking! Why, even Rodd is worth two of him. Hes not in the bank four days in the week. Where is he to-day?

I am afraid that he took his gun  but it was the last day of the season. He said that he would not be out again. He has been really better lately.

Though I was away! the banker exclaimed. And he said some strong things upon the subject, to which Betty had to listen.

However, he had recovered his temper when he sent for Arthur next day. He bade him close the door. I want to speak to you, he said; then he paused a moment while Arthur waited, his color rising. Its about yourself. When you came to me I did not expect much from the experiment. I thought that you would soon tire of it, being what you are. But you have stood to it, and you have shown a considerable aptitude for the business. And I have made up my mind to take you in  on conditions, of course.

Arthurs eyes sparkled. He had not hoped that the offer would be made so soon, and, much moved, he tried to express his thanks. You may be sure that I shall do my best, sir, he said.

I believe you will, lad. I believe you will. Indeed, I am thinking of myself as well as of you. I had not intended to make the offer so soon  you are young and could wait. But you will have to bring in a certain sum, and capital can be used at present to great advantage.

Arthur looked grave. I am afraid, sir  

Oh, Ill make it easy, Ovington said. This is my offer. You will put in five thousand pounds, and will receive for three years twelve per cent upon this in lieu of your present salary of one hundred and fifty  the hundred you are to be paid as Secretary to the Company is beside the matter. At the end of three years, if we are both satisfied, you will take an eighth share  otherwise you will draw out your money. On my death, if you remain in the bank, your share will be increased to a third on your bringing in another five thousand. You know enough about the accounts to know  

That its a most generous offer, Arthur exclaimed, his face aglow. And with the frankness and enthusiasm, the sparkling eye and ready word that won him so many friends, he expressed his thanks.

Well, lad, the other answered pleasantly, I like you. Still, you had better take a short time to consider the matter.

I want no time, Arthur declared. My only difficulty is about the money. My mothers six thousand is charged on Garth, you see.

This was a fact well known to Ovington, and one which he had taken into his reckoning. Perhaps, but for it, he had not been making the offer at this moment. But he concealed his satisfaction and a smile, and Isnt there a provision for calling it up? he said.

Yes, there is  at three months. But I am afraid that my mother  

Surely she would not object under the circumstances. The increased income might be divided between you so that it would be to her profit as well as to your advantage to make the change. Three months, eh? Well, suppose we say the money to be paid and the articles of partnership to be signed four months from now?

Difficulties never loomed very large in this young mans eyes. Very good, sir, he said. Upon my honor, I dont know how to thank you.

It wont be all on your side, the banker answered good-humoredly. Your names worth something, and you are keen. I wish to heaven you could infect Clement with a tithe of your keenness.

Ill try, sir, Arthur replied. At that moment he felt that he could move mountains.

Well, thats settled, then. Send Rodd to me, will you, and do you see if I have left my pocket-book in the house. Betty may know where it is.

Arthur went through the bank, stepping on air. He gave Rodd his message, and in a twinkling he was in the house. As he crossed the hall his heart beat high. Lord, how he would work! What feats of banking he would perform! How great would he make Ovingtons, so that not only Aldshire but Lombard Street should ring with its fame! What wealth would he not pile up, what power would he not build upon it, and how he would crow, in the days to come, over the dull-witted clod-hopping Squires from whom he sprang, and who had not the brains to see that the world was changing about them and their reign approaching its end!

For at this moment he felt that he had it in him to work miracles. The greatest things seemed easy. The fortunes of Ovingtons lay in the future, the cycle half turned  to what a point might they not carry them! During the last twelve months he had seen money earned with an ease which made all things appear possible; and alert, eager, sanguine, with an inborn talent for business, he felt that he had but to rise with the flowing tide to reach any position which wealth could offer in the coming age  that age which enterprise and industry, the loan, the mill, the furnace were to make their own. The age of gold!

He burst into song. He stopped. Betty! he cried.

Who is that rude boy? the girl retorted, appearing on the stairs above him.

He bowed with ceremony, his hand on his heart, his eyes dancing. You see before you the Industrious Apprentice! he said. He has received the commendation of his master. It remains only that he should lay his success at the feet of  his masters daughter!

She blushed, despite herself. How silly you are! she cried. But when he set his foot on the lowest stair as if to join her, she fled nimbly up and escaped. On the landing above she stood. Congratulations, sir, she said, looking over the balusters. But a little less forwardness and a little more modesty, if you please! It was not in your articles that you should call me Betty.

They are cancelled! They are gone! he retorted. Come down, Betty! Come down and I will tell you such things!

But she only made a mocking face at him and vanished. A moment later her voice broke forth somewhere in the upper part of the house. She, too, was singing.


CHAPTER VI

Between the village and Garth the fields sank gently, to rise again to the clump of beeches which masked the house. On the farther side the ground fell more sharply into the narrow valley over which the Squires window looked, and which separated the knoll whereon Garth stood from the cliffs. Beyond the brook that babbled down this valley and turned the mill rose, first, a meadow or two, and then the Thirty Acre covert, a tangle of birches and mountain-ashes which climbed to the foot of the rock-wall. Over this green trough, which up-stream and down merged in the broad vale, an air of peace, of remoteness and seclusion brooded, making it the delight of those who, morning and evening, looked down on it from the house.

Viewed from the other side, from the cliffs, the scene made a different impression. Not the intervening valley but the house held the eye. It was not large, but the knoll on which it stood was scarped on that side, and the walls of weathered brick rose straight from the rock, fortress-like and imposing, displaying all their mass. The gables and the stacks of fluted chimneys dated only from Dutch William, but tradition had it that a strong place, Castell Coch, had once stood on the same site; and fragments of pointed windows and Gothic work, built into the walls, bore out the story.

The road leaving the village made a right-angled turn round Garth and then, ascending, ran through the upper part of the Thirty Acres, skirting the foot of the rocks. Along the lower edge of the covert, between wood and water, there ran also a field-path, a right-of-way much execrated by the Squire. It led by a sinuous course to the Acherley property, and, alas, for good resolutions, along it on the afternoon of the very day which saw the elder Ovington at Garth came Clement Ovington, sauntering as usual.

He carried a gun, but he carried it as he might have carried a stick, for he had long passed the bounds within which he had a right to shoot; and at all times, his shooting was as much an excuse for a walk among the objects he loved as anything else. He had left his horse at the Griffin Arms in the village, and he might have made his way thither more quickly by the road. But at the cost of an extra mile he had preferred to walk back by the brook, observing as he went things new and old; the dipper curtseying on its stone, the water-vole perched to perform its toilet on the leaf of a brook-plant, the first green shoots of the wheat piercing through the soil, an old laborer who was not sorry to unbend his back, and whose memory held the facts and figures of fifty-year-old harvests. The day was mild, the sun shone, Clement was happy. Why, oh, why were there such things as banks in the world?

At a stile which crossed the path he came to a stand. Something had caught his eye. It was a trifle, to which nine men out of ten would not have given a thought, for it was no more than a clump of snowdrops in the wood on his right. But a shaft of wintry sunshine, striking athwart the tiny globes, lifted them, star-like, above the brown leaves about them, and he paused, admiring them  thinking no evil, and far from foreseeing what was to happen. He wondered if they were wild, or  and he looked about for any trace of human hands  a keepers cottage might have stood here. He saw no trace, but still he stood, entranced by the white blossoms that, virgin-like, bowed meek heads to the sunlight that visited them.

He might have paused longer, if a sound had not brought him abruptly to earth. He turned. To his dismay he saw a girl, three or four paces from him, waiting to cross the stile. How long she had waited, how long watched him, he did not know, and in confusion  for he had not dreamed that there was a human being within a mile of him  and with a hurried snatch at his hat, he moved out of the way.

The girl stepped forward, coloring a little, for she foresaw that she must climb the stile under the young mans eye. Instinctively, he held out a hand to assist her, and in the act  he never knew how, nor did she  the gun slipped from his grasp, or the trigger caught in a bramble. A sheet of flame tore between them, the blast of the powder rent the air.

O my God! Clement cried, and he reeled back, shielding his eyes with his hands.

The smoke hid the girl, and for a long moment, a moment of such agony as he had never known, Clements heart stood still. What had he done? oh, what had he done at last, with his cursed carelessness! Had he killed her?

Slowly, the smoke cleared away, and he saw the girl. She was on her feet  thank God, she was on her feet! She was clinging with both hands to the stile. But was she Are you  are you   he tried to frame words, his voice a mere whistle.

She clung in silence to the rail, her face whiter than the quilted bonnet she wore. But he saw  thank God, he saw no wound, no blood, no hurt, and his own blood moved again, his lungs filled again with a mighty inspiration. For pitys sake, say you are not hurt! he prayed. For Gods sake, speak!

But the shock had robbed her of speech, and he feared that she was going to swoon. He looked helplessly at the brook. If she did, what ought he to do? Oh, a curse on my carelessness! he cried. I shall never, never forgive myself.

It had in truth been a narrow, a most narrow escape, and at last she found words to say so. I heard the shot  pass, she whispered, and shuddering closed her eyes again, overcome by the remembrance.

But you are not hurt? They did pass! The horror of that which might have been, of that which had so nearly been, overcame him anew, gave a fresh poignancy to his tone. You are sure  sure that you are not hurt?

No, I am not hurt, she whispered. But I am very  very frightened. Dont speak to me. I shall be right  in a minute.

Can I do anything? Get you some water?

She shook her head and he stood, looking solicitously at her, still fearing that she might swoon, and wondering afresh what he ought to do if she did. But after a minute or so she sighed, and a little color came back to her face. It was near, oh, so near! she whispered, and she covered her face with her hands. Presently, and more certainly, Why did you have it  at full cock? she asked.

God knows! he owned. It was unpardonable. But that is what I am! I am a fool, and forget things. I was thinking of something else, I did not hear you come up, and when I found you there I was startled.

I saw. She smiled faintly. But it was  careless.

Horribly! Horribly careless! It was wicked! He could not humble himself enough.

She was herself now, and she looked at him, took him in, and was sorry for him. She removed her hands from the rail, and though her fingers trembled she straightened her bonnet. You are Mr. Ovington?

Yes. And you are Miss Griffin, are you not?

Yes, smiling tremulously.

May I help you over the stile? Oh, your basket!

She saw that it lay some yards away, blackened by powder, one corner shot away; so narrow had been the escape! He had a feeling of sickness as he took it up. You must not go on alone, he said. You might faint.

Not now. But I shall not go on. What   Her eyes strayed to the wood, and curiosity stirred in her. What were you looking at so intently, Mr. Ovington, that you did not hear me?

He colored. Oh, nothing!

But it must have been something! Her curiosity was strengthened.

Well, if you wish to know, he confessed, shamefacedly, I was looking at those snowdrops.

Those snowdrops?

Dont you see how the sunlight touches them? What a little island of light they make among the brown leaves?

How odd! She stared at the snowdrops and then at him. I thought that only painters and poets, Mr. Wordsworth and people like that, noticed those things. But perhaps you are a poet?

Goodness, no! he cried. A poet? But I am fond of looking at things  out of doors, you know. A little way back  he pointed up-stream, the way he had come I saw a rat sitting on a lily leaf, cleaning its whiskers in the sun  the prettiest thing you ever saw. And an old man working at Baches told me that he  but Lord, I beg your pardon! How can I talk of such things when I remember  ?

He stopped, overcome by the recollection of that through which they had passed. She, for her part, was inclined to ask him to go on, but remembered that this, all this was very irregular. What would her father say? And Miss Peacock? Yet, if this was irregular, so was the adventure itself. She would never forget his face of horror, the appeal in his eyes, his poignant anxiety. No, it was impossible to act as if nothing had happened between them, impossible to be stiff and to talk at arms length about prunes and prisms with a person who had all but taken her life  and who was so very penitent. And then it was all so interesting, so out of the common, so like the things that happened in books, like that dreadful fall from the Cobb at Lyme in Persuasion. And he was not ordinary, not like other people. He looked at snowdrops!

But she must not linger now. Later, when she was alone in her room, she could piece it together and make a whole of it, and think of it, and compass the full wonder of the adventure. But she must go now. She told him so, the primness in her tone reflecting her thoughts. Will you kindly give me the basket?

I am going to carry it, he said. You must not go alone. Indeed you must not, Miss Griffin. You may feel it more by and by. You may  go off suddenly.

Oh, she replied, smiling, I shall not go off, as you call it, now.

I will only come as far as the mill, humbly. Please let me do that.

She could not say no, it could hardly be expected of her; and she turned with him. I shall never forgive myself, he repeated. Never! Never! I shall dream of the moment when I lost sight of you in the smoke and thought that I had killed you. It was horrible! Horrible! It will come back to me often.

He thought so much of it that he was moving away without his gun, leaving it lying on the ground. It was she who reminded him. Are you not going to take your gun? she asked.

He went back for it, covered afresh with confusion. What a stupid fellow she must think him! She waited while he fetched it, and as she waited she had a new and not unpleasant sensation. Never before had she been on these terms with a man. The men whom she had known had always taken the upper hand with her. Her father, Arthur even, had either played with her or condescended to her. In her experience it was the womans part to be ordered and directed, to give way and to be silent. But here the parts were reversed. This man  she had seen how he looked at her, how he humbled himself before her! And he was  interesting. As he came back to her carrying the gun, she eyed him with attention. She took note of him.

He was not handsome, as Arthur was. He had not Arthurs sparkle, his brilliance, his gay appeal, the carriage of the head that challenged men and won women. But he was not ugly, he was brown and clean and straight, and he looked strong. He bent to her as if he had been a knight and she his lady, and his eyes, grey and thoughtful  she had seen how they looked at her.

Now, she had never given much thought to any mans eyes before, and that she did so now, and criticised and formed an opinion of them, implied a change of attitude, a change in her relations and the mans; and instinctively she acknowledged this by the lead she took. It seems so strange, she said half-playfully  when had she ever rallied a man before? that you should think of such things as you do. Snowdrops, I mean. I thought you were a banker, Mr. Ovington.

A very bad banker, he replied ruefully. To tell the truth, Miss Griffin, I hate banking. Pounds, shillings, and pence  and this! He pointed to the country about them, the stream, the sylvan path they were treading, the wood beside them, with its depths gilded here and there by a ray of the sun. A desk and a ledger  and this! Oh, I hate them! I would like to live out of doors. I want  in a burst of candor to live my own life! To be able to follow my own bent and make the most of myself.

Perhaps, she said with naïveté, you would like to be a country gentleman? And indeed the lot of a country gentleman in that day was an enviable one.

Oh no, he said, his tone deprecating the idea. He did not aspire to that.

But what, then? She did not understand. Have you no ambition?

Id like to be  a farmer, if I had my way.

That surprised as well as dashed her. She thought of her fathers tenants and her face fell. Oh, but, she said, a farmer? Why? He was not like any farmer she had ever seen.

But he would not be dashed. To make two blades of grass grow where one grew before, he answered stoutly, though he knew that he had sunk in her eyes. Just that; but after all isnt that worth doing? Isnt that better than burying your head in a ledger and counting other folks money while the sun shines out of doors, and the rain falls sweetly, and the earth smells fresh and pure? Besides, it is all I am good for, Miss Griffin. I do think I understand a bit about that. Ive read books about it and Ive kept my eyes open, and  and what one likes one does well, you know.

But farmers  

Oh, I know, sorrowfully, it must seem a very low thing to you.

Farmers dont look at snowdrops, Mr. Ovington, with a gleam of fun in her eyes.

Dont they? Then they ought to, and theyd learn a lot that they dont know now. Ive met men, laboring men who cant read or write, and its wonderful the things they know about the land and the way plants grow on it, and the live things that are only seen at night, or stealing to their homes at daybreak. And theres a new wheat, a wheat I was reading about yesterday, Cobbetts corn, it is called, that I am sure would do about here if anyone would try it. But there, remembering himself and to whom he was talking, this can have no interest for you. Only wouldnt you rather plod home weary at night, feeling that you had done something, and with all this  he waved his hand sinking to rest about you, and the horses going down to water, and the cattle lowing to be let into the byres, and  and all that, growing confused, as he felt her eyes upon him, than get up from a set of ledgers with your head aching and your eyes muddled with figures?

Im afraid I have not tried either, she said. But she smiled. She found him new, his notions unlike those of the people about her, and certainly unlike those of a common farmer. She did not comprehend all his half-expressed thoughts, but not for that was she the less resolved to remember them, and to think of them at her leisure. For the present here was the mill, and they must part. At the mill the field-path which they were following fell into a lane, which on the right rose steeply to the road, on the left crossed a cart-bridge, shaken perpetually by the roar and wet with the spray of the great mill-wheel. Thence it wound upwards, rough and stony, to the back premises of Garth.

He, too, knew that this division of the ways meant parting, and humility clothed him. Heavens, what a fool Ive been, he said, blushing, as he met her eyes. What must you think of me, prating about myself when I ought to have been thinking only of you and asking your pardon.

For nearly shooting me?

Yes  and thank God, thank God, with emotion, that it was not worse.

I do.

I ought never to carry a gun again!

I wont exact that penalty. She looked at him very kindly.

And you will forgive me? You will do your best to forgive me?

I will do my best, if you will not carry off my basket, she replied, for he was turning away with the basket on his arm. Thank you, as he restored it, and in his embarrassment nearly dropped his gun. Good-bye.

You are sure that you will be safe now?

If you have no fresh accident with your firearms, she laughed. Please be careful.

She nodded, and turned and tripped away. But she had hardly left him, she had not passed ten paces beyond the bridge, before her mood changed. The cloak of playfulness fell from her, reaction did its work. The color left her cheeks, her knees shook as she remembered. She felt again the hot blast on her cheek, lived through the flash, the shock, the onset of faintness. Again she clung to the stile, giddy, breathless, the landscape dancing about her. And through the haze she saw his face, white, drawn, terror-stricken  saw it and strove vainly to reassure him.

And now  now he was soothing her. He was pouring out his penitence, he was upbraiding himself. Presently she was herself again; her spirits rising, she was playing with him, chiding him, exercising a new sense of power, becoming the recipient of a mans thoughts, a mans hopes and ambitions. The color was back in her cheeks now, her knees were steady, she could walk. She went on, but slowly and more slowly, full of thought, reviewing what had happened.

Until, near the garden door, she was roughly brought to earth. Miss Peacock, visiting the yard on some domestic errand, had discerned her. Josina! she cried. My certy, girl, but you have been quick! I wish the maids were half as quick when they go! A whole afternoon is not enough for them to walk a mile. But youve not brought the eggs?

I didnt go, said Josina. I was frightened by a gun.

A gun?

And I felt a little faint.

Faint? Why, youve got the color of a rose, girl. Faint? Well, when I want galeny eggs again I shant send you. Where was it?

Under the Thirty Acres  by the stile. A gun went off, and  

Sho! Miss Peacock cried contemptuously. A gun went off, indeed! At your age, Josina! I dont know what girls are coming to! If you dont take care youll be all nerves and vapors like your aunt at the Cottage! Go and take a dose of gilly-flower-water this minute, and the less said to your father the better. Why, youd never hear the end of it! Afraid because a gun went off!

Josina agreed that it was very silly, and went quickly up to her room. Yes, the less said about it the better!


CHAPTER VII

The terraced garden at Garth rested to the south and east on a sustaining wall so high that to build it to-day would tax the resources of three Squires. Unfortunately, either for defence or protection from the weather, the wall rose high on the inner side also, so that he who walked in the garden might enjoy the mellow tints of the old brickwork, but had no view of the country except through certain loop-holes, gable-shaped, which pierced the wall at intervals, like the port-holes of a battleship. If the lover of landscape wanted more, he must climb half a dozen steps to a raised walk which ran along the south side. Thence he could look, as from an eyrie, on the green meadows below him, or away to the line of hills to westward, or turning about he could overlook the operations of the gardener at his feet.

More, if it rained or blew there was at the south-west corner, and entered from the raised walk, an ancient Dutch summer-house of brick, with a pyramidal roof. It had large windows and, with much at Garth that served for ornament rather than utility, it was decayed, time and damp having almost effaced its dim frescoes. But tradition hallowed it, for it was said that William of Orange, after dining in the hall at the oaken table which still bore the date 1691, had smoked his pipe and drunk his Schnapps in this summer-house; and thence had watched the roll of the bowls and the play of the bias on the turf below. For in those days the garden had been a bowling green.

There on summer evenings the Squire would still drink his port, but in winter the place was little used, tools desecrated it, and tubers took refuge in it. So when Josina began about this time to frequent it, and, as winter yielded to the first breath of spring, began to carry her work thither of an afternoon, Miss Peacock should have had her suspicions. But the good lady saw nothing, being a busy woman. Thomas the groom did remark the fact, for idle hands make watchful eyes, but for a time he was none the wiser.

Whats young Miss doing up there? he asked himself. Must be tarnation cold! And her looks fine, too! Ay, tis well to be them as has nought to do but traipse up and down and sniff the air!

Naturally it did not at once occur to him that the summer-house commanded a view of the path which ran along the brook side; nor did he suppose that Miss had any purpose, when, as might happen perhaps once a week, she would leave her station at the window and in an aimless fashion wander down to the mill  and beyond it. She might be following a duck inclined to sit, or later  for turkeys will stray  be searching for a turkeys nest. She might be doing fifty things, indeed  she was sometimes so long away. But the time did come when, being by chance at the mill, Thomas saw a second figure on the path beside the water, and he laid by the knowledge for future use. He was a sly fellow, not much in favor with the other servants.

Presently there came a cold Saturday in March, a wet, windy day, when to saunter by the brook would have too odd an air. But would it have an odd look, Josina wondered, standing before the glass in her room, if she ran across to the Cottage for ten minutes about sunset? The bank closed early on Saturdays, and men were not subject to the weather as women were. Twice she put on her bonnet, and twice she took it off and put it back in its box  she could not make up her mind. He might think that she followed him. He might think her bold. Or suppose that when they met before others, she blushed; or that they thought the meeting strange? And, after all, he might not be there  he was no favorite with Mrs. Bourdillon, and his heart might fail him. In the end the bonnet was put away, but it is to be feared that that evening Jos was a little snappish with Miss Peacock when arraigned for some act of forgetfulness.

Had she gone she might have come off no better than Clement, who, braving all things, did go. Mrs. Bourdillon did not, indeed, say when he entered, What, here again? but her manner spoke for her, and Arthur, who had arrived before his time, received the visitor with less than his usual good humor. Clements explanation, that he had left his gun, fell flat, and so chilly were the two that he stayed but twenty minutes, then faltered an excuse, and went off with his tail between his legs.

He did not guess that he had intruded on a family difference, a trouble of some standing, which the passage of weeks had but aggravated. It turned on Ovingtons offer, which Arthur, pluming himself on his success and proud of his prospects, had lost no time in conveying to his mother. He had supposed that she would see the thing with his eyes, and be as highly delighted. To become a partner so early, to share at his age in the rising fortunes of the house! Surely she would believe in him now, if she had never believed in him before.

But Mrs. Bourdillon had been imbued by her husband with one fixed idea  that whatever happened she must never touch her capital; that under no circumstances must she spend it, or transfer it or alienate it. That way lay ruin. No sooner, therefore, had Arthur come to that part of his story than she had taken fright; and nothing that he had been able to say, no assurance that he had been able to give, no gilded future that he had been able to paint, had sufficed to move the good woman from her position.

Of course, she said, looking at him piteously, for she hated to oppose him, Im not saying that it does not sound nice, dear.

It is nice! Very nice!

But Im older than you, and oh, dear, dear, Ive known what disappointment is! I remember when your father thought that he had the promise of the Benthall living and we bought the drawing-room carpet, though it was blue and buff and your father did not like the color  something to do with a fox, I remember, though to be sure a fox is red! Well, my dear, drumming with her fingers on her lap in a placid way that maddened her listener, he was just as confident as you are, and after all the Bishop gave the living to his own cousin, and the money thrown clean away, and the carpet too large for any room we had, and woven of one piece so that we couldnt cut it! Im sure that was a lesson to me that theres many a slip between the cup and the lip. Believe me, a bird in the hand  

But this is in the hand! Arthur cried, restraining himself with difficulty. This is in the hand!

Well, I dont know how that may be. I never was a business woman, whatever your uncle may say when he is in his tantrums. But I do know that your father told me, nine or ten times  

And youve told me a hundred times!

Well, and Im sure your uncle would say the same! But, indeed, I dont know what he wouldnt say if he knew what we were thinking of!

The truth is, mother, you are afraid of the Squire.

And if I am, plaintively, it is all very well for you, Arthur, who are away six days out of seven. But Im here and hes here. And I have to listen to him. And if this money is lost  

But it cannot be lost, I tell you!

Well, if it is lost, we shall both be beggars! Oh, dear, dear, Im sure if your father told me once he told me a hundred times  

Damn! Arthur cried, fairly losing his temper at last. The truth is, mother, that my father knew nothing about money.

At that, however, Mrs. Bourdillon began to cry and Arthur found himself obliged to drop the matter for the time. He saw, too, that he was on the wrong tack, and a few days later, under pressure of necessity, he tried another. He humbled himself, he wheedled, he cajoled; and when he had by this means got on the right side of his mother he spoke of Ovingtons success.

In a few years he will be worth a quarter of a million, he said.

The figure flustered her. Why, thats  

A quarter of a million, he repeated impressively. And thats why I consider this the chance of my life, mother. It is such an opportunity as I shall never have again. It is within my reach now, and surely, surely, his voice shook with the fervor of his pleading, you will not be the one to dash it from my lips? He laid his hand upon her wrist. And ruin your sons life, mother?

She was shaken. You know, if I thought it was for your good!

It is! It is, mother!

Id do anything to make you happy, Arthur! But I dont believe, with a sigh, that whatever I did your uncle would pay the money.

Is it his money or yours?

Why, of course, Arthur, I thought that you knew that it was your fathers. She was very simple, and her pride was touched.

And now it is yours. And I suppose that some day  I hope it will be a long day, mother  it will be mine. Believe me, youve only to write to my uncle and tell him that you have decided to call it up, and he will pay it as a matter of course. Shall I write the letter for you to sign?

Mrs. Bourdillon looked piteously at him. She was very, very unwilling to comply, but what was she to do? Between love of him and fear of the Squire, what was she to do? Poor woman, she did not know. But he was with her, the Squire was absent, and she was about to acquiesce when a last argument occurred to her. But you are forgetting, she said, if your uncle takes offence, and Im sure he will, hell come between you and Josina.

Well, that is his look-out.

Arthur! You dont mean that youve changed your mind, and you so fond of her? And the girl heir to Garth and all her fathers money!

I say nothing about it, Arthur declared. If he chooses to come between us that will be his doing, not mine.

But Garth! Mrs. Bourdillon was altogether at sea. My dear boy, you are not thinking! Why, Lord ha mercy on us, where would you find such another, young and pretty and all, and Garth in her pocket? Why, if it were only on Joss account youd be mad to quarrel with him.

Im not going to quarrel with him, Arthur replied sullenly. If he chooses to quarrel with me, well, shes not the only heiress in the world.

His mother held up her hands. Oh dear me, she said wearily. I give it up, I dont understand you. But Im only a woman and I suppose I dont understand anything.

He was accustomed to command and she to be guided. He saw that she was wavering, and he plied her afresh, and in the end, though not without another outburst of tears, he succeeded. He fetched the pen, he smoothed the paper, and before he handed his mother her bed-candle he had got the fateful letter written, and had even by lavishing on her unusual signs of affection brought a smile to her face. It will be all right, mother, youll see, he urged as he watched her mount the stairs. It will be all right! Youll see me a millionaire yet.

And then he made a mistake which was to cost him dearly. He left the letter on the mantel-shelf. An hour later, when he had been some time in bed, he heard a door open and he sat up and listened. Even then, had he acted on the instant, it might have availed. But he hesitated, arguing down his misgivings, and it was only when he caught the sound of footsteps stealthily re-ascending that he jumped out of bed and lit a candle. He slipped downstairs, but he was too late. The letter was gone.

He went up to bed again, and though he wondered at the queer ways of women he did not as yet doubt the issue. He would recover the letter in the morning and send it. The end would be the same.

There, however, he was wrong. Mrs. Bourdillon was a weak woman, but weakness has its own obstinacy, and by the morning she had reflected. The sum charged on Garth was her whole fortune, her sole support, and were it lost she would be penniless, with no one to look to except the Squire, whom she would have offended beyond forgiveness. True, Arthur laughed at the idea of loss, and he was clever. But he was young and sanguine, and before now she had heard of mothers beggared through the ill-fortune or the errors of their children. What if that should be her lot!

Nor was this the only thought which pressed upon her mind. That Arthur should marry Josina and succeed to Garth had been for years her darling scheme, and she could not, in spite of the hopes with which he had for the moment dazzled her, imagine any future for him comparable to that. But if he would marry Josina and succeed to Garth he must not offend his uncle.

So, when Arthur came down in the morning, and with assumed carelessness asked for the letter she put him off. It was Sunday. She would not discuss business on Sunday, it would not be lucky. On Monday, when, determined to stand no more nonsense, he returned to the subject, she took refuge in tears. It was cruel of him to press her so, when  when she was not well! She had not made up her mind. She did not know what she should do. To tears there is no answer, and, angry as he was, he had to start for Aldersbury, leaving the matter unsettled, much to his disgust and alarm, for the time was running on.

And that was the beginning of a tragedy in the little house under Garthmyle. It was a struggle between strength and weakness, and weakness, as usual, sought shelter in subterfuge. When Arthur came home at the end of the week his mother took care to have company, and he could not get a word with her. She had no time for business  it must wait. On the next Saturday she was not well, and kept her bed, and on the Sunday met him with the same fretful plea  she would do no business on Sunday! Then, convinced at last that she had made up her mind to thwart him, he hardened his heart. He loved his mother, and to go beyond a certain point did not consort with his easy nature, but he had no option; the thing must be done if his prospects were not to be wrecked. He became hard, cruel, almost brutal; threatening to leave her, threatening to take himself off altogether, harassing her week after week, in what should have been her happiest hours, with pictures of the poverty, the obscurity, the hopelessness to which she was condemning him! And, worst of all, torturing her with doubts that after all he might be right.

And still she resisted, and weak, foolish woman as she was, resisted with an obstinacy that was infinitely provoking. Meanwhile only two things supported her: her love for him, and the belief that she was defending his best interests and that some day he would thank her. She was saving him from himself. The odds were great, she was unaccustomed to oppose him, and still she withstood him. She would not sign the letter. But she suffered, and suffered terribly.

She took to bringing in guests as buffers between them, and once or twice she brought in Josina. The girl, who knew them both so well, could not fail to see that there was something wrong, that something marred the relations between mother and son. Arthurs moody brow, his silence, or his snappish answers, no less than Mrs. Bourdillons scared manner, left her in no doubt of that. But she fancied that this was only another instance of the law of mans temper and womans endurance  that law to which she knew but one exception. And if the girl hugged that exception, trembling and hoping, to her breast, if Arthurs coldness was a relief to her, if she cared little for any secret but her own, she was no more of a mystery to them than they were to her. When the door closed behind her, and, accompanied by a maid, she crossed the dark fields, she thought no more about them. The two ceased  such is the selfishness of love  to exist for her. Her thoughts were engrossed by another, by one who until lately had been a stranger, but whose figure now excluded the world from her view. Her secret monopolized her, closed her heart, blinded her eyes. Such is the law of love  at a certain stage in its growth.

Meanwhile life at the Cottage went on in this miserable fashion until April had come in and the daffodils were in full bloom in the meadows beside the river. And still Arthur could not succeed in his object, and wondering what the banker thought of the delay and his silence, was almost beside himself with chagrin. Then there came a welcome breathing space. Ovington despatched him to London on an important and confidential mission. He was to be away rather more than a fortnight, and the relief was much even to him. To his mother it had been more, if he had not, with politic cruelty, kept from her the cause of his absence. She feared that he was about to carry out his threat and to make a home elsewhere  that this was the end, that he was going to leave her. And perhaps, she thought, she had been wrong. Perhaps, after all, she had sacrificed his love and lost his dear presence for nothing! It was a sad Easter that she passed, lonely and anxious, in the little house.


CHAPTER VIII

It was in the third week of April that Arthur returned to Aldersbury. Ovington had not failed to let his correspondents know that the lad was no common mercantile person, but came of a county family and had connections; and Arthur had been fêted by the banks agents and made much of by their friends. The negotiation which Ovington had entrusted to him had gone well, as all things went well at this time. His abilities had been recognized in more than one counting-house, and in the general elation and success, civilities and hospitality had been showered upon him. Mothers and daughters had exerted themselves to please the nephew  it was whispered the heir  of the Aldshire magnate; and what Arthurs letters of credit had not gained for him, his handsome face and good breeding had won. He came back, therefore, on the best of terms with himself and more in love than ever with the career which he had laid out. And, but for the money difficulty, and his mothers obstinacy, he would have seen all things in rose color.

He returned at the moment when speculation in Aldersbury  and Aldersbury was in this but a gauge of the whole country  was approaching its fever point. The four per cent, consols, which not long before had stood at 72, were 106. The three per cents., which had been 52, had risen to 93. India stock was booming at 280, and these prices, which would have seemed incredible to a former generation, were justified by the large profits accruing from trade and seeking investment. They were, indeed, nothing beside the heights to which more speculative stocks were being hurried. Shares in one mine, bought at ten pounds, changed hands at a hundred and fifty. Shares in another, on which seventy pounds had been paid, were sold at thirteen hundred. An instalment of £5 was paid on one purchase, and ten days later the stock was sold for one hundred and forty!

Under such circumstances new ventures were daily issued to meet the demand. Proposals for thirty companies came out in a week, and still there appeared to be money for all, for the banks, tempted by the prevailing prosperity, increased their issues of notes. It seemed an easy thing to borrow at seven per cent., and lay out the money at ten or fifteen, with certainty of a gain in capital. Men who had never speculated saw their neighbors grow rich, and themselves risked a hundred and doubled it, ventured two and saw themselves the possessers of six. It was like, said one, picking up money in a hat. It was like, said another, baling it up in a bucket. There seemed to be money everywhere  money for all. Peers and clergymen, shop-keepers and maiden ladies, servants even, speculated; while those who knew something of the market, or who could allot shares in new ventures, were courted and flattered, drawn into corners and consulted by troops of friends.

All this came to its height at the end of April, and Arthur, sanguine and eager, laden with the latest news from Lombard Street, returned to Aldersbury to revel in it. He trod the Cop and the High Street as if he walked on air. He moved amid the excitement like a young god. His nod was confidence, his smile a promise. A few months before he had doubted. He had viewed the rising current of speculation from without, and had had his misgivings. Now the stream had caught him, and if he ever reflected that there might be rocks ahead, he flattered himself that he would be among the first to take the alarm.

The confidence which he owed to youth, the banker drew from a past of unvarying success. But the elder man did have his moments of mistrust. There were hours when he saw hazards in front, and the days on which he did not call for the Note Issues were few. But even he found it easier to go with the current, and once or twice, so high was his opinion of Arthurs abilities, he let himself be persuaded by him. Then the mere bustle was exhilarating. The door of the bank that never rested, the crowded counter, the incense of the streets, the whispers where he passed, all had their intoxicating effect. The power to put a hundred pounds into a mans pocket  who can abstain from, who is not flattered by, the use of this, who can at all times close his mouth? And often one thing leads to another, and advice is the prelude to a loan.

It was above all when the railroad scheme was to the fore that the banker realized his importance. It was his, he had made it, and it was on its behalf that he was disposed to put his hand out farthest. The Board, upon Sir Charless proposal  the fruit of a hint dropped by Ovington  had fixed the fourth market-day in April for the opening of the subscription list. Though the season was late, the farmers would be more or less at liberty; and as it happened the day turned out to be one of the few fine days of that spring. The sun, rarely seen of late, shone, the public curiosity was tickled, the town was full, men in the streets quoted the tea-kettle and explained the powers of steam; and Arthur, as he forged his way through the good-tempered, white-coated throng, felt to the full his importance.

Near the door of the bank he met Purslow, and the draper seized his arm. One moment, sir, excuse me, he whispered. Ive a little more I can spare at a pinch. What do you advise, Mr. Bourdillon?

Arthur knew that it was not in his province to advise, and he shook his head. You must ask Mr. Ovington, he said.

And he that busy that hell snap my nose off! And youre just from London. Come, Mr. Bourdillon, just for two or three hundred pounds. A good un! A real good un! I know you know one!

Arthur gave way. The mans wheedling tone, the sense of power, the ability to confer a favor were too much for him. He named the Antwerp Navigation Company. But dont stop in too long, he added. And he snatched himself away, and hurried on, and many were those who found his frank eager face irresistible.

As he ploughed his way through the crowd, his head on a level with the tallest, he seemed to be success itself. His careless greeting met everywhere a cheery answer, and more than one threw after him, There goes the old Squires nevvy! See him? Hes a clever un if ever there was one! They gave him credit for knowing mysteries dark to them, yet withal they owned a link with him. He too belonged to the land. A link with him and some pride in him.

In the parlor where the Board met he had something of the same effect. Sir Charles and Acherley had taken their seats and were talking of county matters, their backs turned on their fellows. Wolley stood before the fire, glowering at them and resenting his exclusion. Grounds sat meekly on a chair within the door. But Arthurs appearance changed all. He had a word or a smile for each. He set Grounds at his ease, he had a joke for Sir Charles and Acherley, he joined Wolley before the fire. Ovington, who had left the room for a moment, noted the change, and his heart warmed to the Secretary. He will do, he told himself, as he turned to the business of the meeting.

Come, Mr. Wolley, come, Mr. Grounds, he said, pull up your chairs, if you please. It has struck twelve and the bank should be open to receive applications at half-past. I conveyed your invitation, gentlemen, to Mr. Purslow two days ago, and I am happy to tell you that he takes two hundred shares, so that over one-third of the capital will be subscribed before we go to the public. I suppose, gentlemen, you would wish him to take his seat at once?

Sir Charles and Acherley nodded, Wolley looked sullen but said nothing, Grounds submitted. Neither he nor Wolley was over-pleased at sharing with another the honor of sitting with the gentry. But it had to be done. Bring him in, Bourdillon, Ovington said.

Purslow, who was in waiting, slid into the room and took his seat, between pride and humility. I have reason to believe, gentlemen, Ovington continued, that the capital will be subscribed within twenty-four hours. It is for you to say how long the list shall remain open.

Not too long, said Sir Charles, sapiently.

Shall I say forty-eight hours? Agreed, gentlemen? Very good. Then a notice to that effect shall be posted outside the bank at once. Will you see to that, Bourdillon?

And what of Mr. Griffin? Wolley blurted out the question before Ovington could restrain him. The clothier was anxious to show Purslow that he was at home in his company.

To be sure, Ovington answered smoothly. That is the only point, gentlemen, in which my expectations have not been borne out. The interview between Mr. Griffin and myself was disappointing, but I hoped to be able to tell you to-day that we were a little more forward. Mr. Wolley, however, has handed me a letter which he has received from Garth, and it is certainly  

A d  d unpleasant letter, Wolley struck in. The old Squire dont mince matters. He had predicted that his landlord would not come in, and he was pleased to see his opinion confirmed. He says Id better be careful, for if I and my fine railroad come to grief I need not look to him for time. By the Lord, with unction, I know that, railroad or no railroad! Hed put me out as soon as look at me!

Sir Charles shuffled his papers uncomfortably. To hear a man like Wolley discuss his landlord shocked him  he felt it a kind of treason to listen to such talk. He feared  he feared more than ever  that the caustic old Squire was thinking him a fool for mixing himself up with this business. Good Heavens, if, after all, it ended in disaster!

Acherley took it differently. He cared nothing for Griffins opinion; he was in money difficulties and had passed far beyond that. He laughed. Put you out? Ill swear he would! Theres no fool like an old fool! But he wont have the chance.

No, I think not, Ovington said blandly. But his attitude presents difficulties, and I am sure that our Chairman will agree with me that if we can meet his views, it will be worth some sacrifice.

Cant Arthur get round him? Acherley suggested.

No, Arthur replied, smiling. Perhaps if you  

Will you see him, Mr. Acherley?

Oh, Ill see him! carelessly. I dont say I shall persuade him.

Still, we shall have done what we can to meet his views, the banker replied. If we fail we must fall back  on my part most reluctantly  on the compulsory clauses. But that is looking ahead, and we need not consider it at present. I dont think that there is anything else? It is close on the half-hour. Will you see, Bourdillon, if all is ready in the bank?

Arthur went out, leaving the door ajar. There came through the opening a murmur of voices and the noise of shuffling feet. Ovington turned over the papers before him. In the event of the subscriptions exceeding the sum required, what day will suit you to allot? Thursday, Sir Charles?

Friday would suit me better.

Friday be it then, if Mr. Acherley  good. On Friday at noon, gentlemen. Yes, Bourdillon?

Arthur did not sit down. He was smiling. Its something of a sight, he said. By Jove it is! I think you ought to see it.

Ovington nodded, and they rose, some merely curious, others eager to show themselves in their new role of dignity. Arthur opened the door and stood aside. Beyond the door the cashiers desk with its green curtains formed a screen which masked their presence. Ovington separated the curtains, and Sir Charles and Acherley peeped between them. The others looked round the desk.

The space devoted to the public was full. It hummed with low voices, but above the hum sharp sentences from time to time rang out. Here, dont push! Its struck, Mr. Rodd! Hand em out! Then, louder than these, a lusty voice bawled, Here, get out o my road! I want money for a cheque, man!

The two clerks were at the counter, with piles of application forms before them and their eyes on the clock. Clement and Rodd stood in the background. The impassive attitude of the four contrasted strikingly with the scene beyond the counter, where eighteen or twenty persons elbowed and pushed one another, their flushed faces eloquent of the spirit of greed. For it had got about that there was easy money and much money to be made out of the Railroad shares  to be made in particular by those who were first in the field. Some looked to make the money by a sale at a premium, others foresaw a profit but hardly knew how it was to come, more had heard of men who had suddenly grown rich, and fancied that this was their chance. They had but to sign a form and pay an instalment, and profit would flow in, they did not care whence. They were certain, indeed, but of one thing, that there was gain in it; and with every moment their number grew, for with every moment a newcomer forced his way, smiling, into the bank. Meantime the crowd gave good-humored vent to their impatience. Lets have em! Hand em out! they murmured. What if there were not enough to go round?

The man with the cheque, hopelessly wedged in, protested. There, someone hand it on, he cried at last. And pass me out the money, d  n you! And let me get out of this.

The slip was passed from hand to hand, and Howll you have it, Mr. Boumphry? Rodd asked.

In shares! cried a wit.

Notes and a pound in silver, gasped Boumphry, who thought the world had gone mad. And dunno get on my back, man! to one behind him. Im not a bullock! Here, howm I to count it when I canna get  

A form! cried a second wit. Neither can we, farmer! Come, out with em, gentlemen. Hullo, Mr. Purslow! That you? Ha you turned banker?

The draper, who had showed himself over-confidently, fell back purple with blushes. Certainly an odd sight, said the banker quietly. It promises well, I think, Sir Charles.

Hanged well! said Acherley.

Sir Charles acquiesced. Er, I think so, he said. I certainly think so. But he felt himself a little out of place.

The minute hand touched the half-hour, and the clerks began to distribute the papers. After watching the scene for a moment the Board separated, its members passing out modestly through the house door. They parted on the pavement, even Sir Charles unbending a little and the saturnine Acherley chuckling to himself as visions of fools and fat premiums floated before him. It was a vision which they all shared in their different ways.

Arthur was about to join the workers in the bank when Ovington beckoned him into the dining-room. You can be spared for a moment, he said. Come in here. I want to speak to you. He closed the door. Ive been considering the matter I discussed with you some time ago, lad, and I think that the time has come when it should be settled. But youve said nothing about it and Ive been wondering if anything was wrong. If so, you had better tell me.

Well, sir  

The banker was shrewd. Is it the money that is the trouble?

The moment that Arthur had been dreading was come, and he braced himself to meet it. Im afraid that there has been some difficulty, he said, but I think now  

Have you given your uncle notice?

Arthur hesitated. If he avowed that they had not given his uncle notice, how weak, how inept he would appear in the others eyes! A wave of exasperation shook him, as he saw the strait into which his mothers obstinacy was forcing him. The opportunity which he valued so highly, the opening on which he had staked so much  was he to forfeit them through her folly? No, a hundred times, no! He would not let her ruin him, and, Yes, we have given it, he said, but very late, Im afraid. My mother had her doubts and I had to overcome them. Im sorry, sir, that there has been this delay.

But the notice has been given now?

Yes.

Then in three months, as I understand  

The money will be ready, sir. He spoke stoutly; the die was cast now, and he must go through with it. After all it was not his fault, but his mothers; and for the rest, if the notice was not already given it should be this very day. It will be ready in three months, but not earlier, I am afraid.

Ovington reflected. Well, he said, that must do. And we wont wait. We will sign the agreement now and it shall take effect from next Monday, the payment to be made within three months. Go through the articles  he opened his desk and took a paper from it and gave it to Arthur and come in with one of the clerks at five oclock and we will complete it.

Arthur hardly knew what to Bay. Its uncommonly kind of you, sir! he stammered. You may be sure I shall do my best to repay your kindness.

Well, I like you, the banker rejoined. And, of course, I see my own advantage in it. So that is settled.

Arthur went out taking the paper with him, but in the passage he paused, his face gloomy. After all it was not too late. He could go back and tell Ovington that his mother  but no, he could not risk the bankers good opinion. His mother must do it. She must do it. He was not going to see the chance of a lifetime wasted  for a silly scruple.

He moved at last, and as he went into the bank he jostled two persons who, sheltered by the cashiers desk, were watching, as the Board had watched a few minutes before, the scene of excitement which the bank presented. The one was Betty, the other was Rodd, the cashier. It had occurred to Rodd that the girl would like to view a thing so unusual, and he had slipped out and fetched her. They faced about, startled by the contact. Oh, its you! said Betty.

Yes, drily. What are you doing here, Betty?

I came to see the Lottery drawn, she retorted, making a face at him. Mr. Rodd fetched me. No one else remembered me.

Well, I should have thought that he  aint you wanted, Rodd? There was a new tone in Arthurs voice. Mr. Clement seems to have his hands full.

Rodds face reddened under the rebuke. For a moment he seemed about to answer, then he thought better of it. He left them and went to the counter.

And what would you have thought? Betty asked pertly, reverting to the sentence that he had not finished.

Only that Rodd might be better employed  at his work. This is just the job he is fit for, giving out forms.

And Clement, too, I suppose? It is his job, too?

When hes here to do it, with a faint sneer. That is not too often, Betty.

Well, more often of late, anyway. Do you know what Mr. Rodd says?

No.

He says that he has seen just such a crowd as this in a bank before. At Manchester seventeen years ago, when he was a boy. There was a run on the bank in which his father worked, and people fought for places as they are fighting to-day. He does not seem to think it  lucky.

What else does he think? Arthur retorted with contempt. What other rubbish? Hed better mind his own business and do his work. He ought to know more than to say such things to you or to anyone.

Betty stared. Dear me, she replied, we are high and mighty to-day! Hoity toity! And turning her shoulder on him, she became absorbed in the scene before her.

But that evening she was more than usually grave, and when her father, pouring out his fourth and last glass of port  for he was an abstemious man  told her that the partnership articles had been signed that afternoon, she nodded. Yes, I knew, she said sagely.

How, Betty? I didnt tell you. I have told no one. Did Arthur?

No, father, not in so many words. But I guessed it. And during the rest of the evening she was unusually pensive.


CHAPTER IX

Spring was late that year. It was the third week in April before the last streak of snow faded from the hills, or the showers of sleet ceased to starve the land. Morning after morning the Squire tapped his glass and looked abroad for fine weather. The barley-sowing might wait, but the oats would not wait, and at a time when there should have been abundant grass he was still carrying hay to the racks. The lambs were doing ill.

Morning after morning, with an old caped driving-coat cast about his shoulders and a shabby hunting-cap on his grey head, he would walk down to the little bridge that carried the drive over the stream. There, a gaunt high-shouldered figure, he would stand, looking morosely out over the wet fields. The distant hills were clothed in mist, the nearer heights wore light caps, down the vale the clear rain-soaked air showed sombre woods and red soil, with here and there a lop-sided elm, bursting into bud, and reddening to match the furrows. We shall lose one in ten of the lambs, he thought, and not a sound foot in the flock!

One morning as he stood there he saw a man turn off the road and come shambling towards him. It was Pugh, the man-of-all-work at the Cottage, and in his disgust at things in general, the Squire cursed him for a lazy rascal. I suppose theyve nothing to do, he growled, that they send the rogue traipsing the roads at this hour! Aloud, What do you want, my man? he asked.

Pugh quaked under the Squires hard eyes. A letter from the mistress, your honor.

Any answer?

Reluctantly Pugh gave up the hope of beer with Calamy the butler. Id no orders to wait, sir.

Then off you go! Ive all the idlers here I want, my lad.

The Squire had not his glasses with him, and he turned the letter over to no purpose. Returning to his room he could not find them, and the delay aggravated a temper already oppressed by the weather. He shouted for his spectacles, and when Miss Peacock, hurrying nervously to his aid, suggested that they might be in the Prayer Book from which he had read the psalm that morning, he called her a fool. Eventually, it was there that they were found, on which he dismissed her with a flea in her ear. If you knew they were there, why did you leave them there! he stormed. Silly fools women be!

But when he had read the letter, he neither stormed nor swore. His anger was too deep. Here was folly, indeed, and worse than folly, ingratitude! After all these years, after forty years, during which he had paid them their five per cent. to the day, five per cent. secured as money could not be secured in these harum-scarum days  to demand their pound of flesh and to demand it in this fashion! Without warning, without consulting him, the head of the family! It was enough to make any man swear, and presently he did swear after the manner of the day.

Its that young fool, he thought. Hes written it and shes signed it. And if they have their way in five years the money will be gone, every farthing, and the woman will come begging to me! But no, madam, with rising passion, Ill see you farther before Ill pay down a penny to be frittered away by that young jackanapes! Ill go this moment and tell her what I think of her, and see if shes the impudence to face it out!

He clapped on his hat and seized his cane. But when he had flung the door wide, pride spoke and he paused. No, he would not lower himself, he would not debate it with her. He would take no notice  that, by G  d, was what he would do. The letter should be as if it had not been written, and as to paying the money, why if they dared to go to law he would go all lengths to thwart them! He was like many in that day, violent, obstinate men who had lived all their lives among dependents and could not believe that the law, which they administered to others, applied to them. Occasionally they had a rude awakening.

But the old Squire did not lack a sense of justice, which, obscured in trifles, became apparent in greater matters. This quality came to his rescue now, and as he grew cooler his attitude changed. If the woman, silly and scatterbrained as she was, and led by the nose by that impudent son of hers  if she persisted, she should have the money, and take the consequences. The six thousand was a charge; it must be met if she held to it. Little by little he accustomed himself to the thought. The money must be paid, and to pay it he must sell his cherished securities. He had no more than four hundred, odd  he knew the exact figure  in the bank. The rest must be raised by selling his India Stock, but he hated to think of it. And the demand, made without warning, hurt his pride.

He took his lunch, a hunch of bread and a glass of ale, standing at the sideboard in the dining-room. It was an airy room, panelled, like most of the rooms at Garth, and the pale blue paint, which many a year earlier had been laid on the oak, was dingy and wearing off in places. His den lay behind it. On the farther side of the hall was the drawing-room, white-panelled and spacious, furnished sparsely and stiffly, with spindle-legged tables, and long-backed Stuart chairs set against the wall. It opened into a dull library never used, and containing hardly a book later than Junius letters or Burkes speeches. Above, under the sloping roofs of the attics, were chests of discarded clothes, wig-boxes and queerly-shaped carriage-trunks, which nowadays would furnish forth a fancy-ball, an old-time collection almost as curious as that which Miss Berry once viewed under the attics of the Villa Pamphili, but dusty, moth-eaten, unregarded, unvalued. Cold and bare, the house owned everywhere the pinch of the Squires parsimony; there was nothing in it new, and little that was beautiful. But it was large and shadowy, the bedrooms smelled of lavender, the drawing-room of potpourri, and in summer the wind blew through it from the hay-field, and garden scents filled the lower rooms.

An hour later, having determined how he would act, the old man walked across to the Cottage. As he approached the plank-bridge which crossed the river at the foot of the garden he caught a glimpse of a petticoat on the rough lawn. He had no sooner seen it than it vanished, and he was not surprised. His face was grim as he crossed the bridge, and walking up to the side door struck on it with his cane.

She was all of a tremble when she came to him, and for that he was prepared. That did not surprise him. It was due to him. But he expected that she would excuse herself and fib and protest and shift her ground, and pour forth a torrent of silly explanations, as in his experience women always did. But Mrs. Bourdillon took him aback by doing none of these things. She was white-faced and frightened, but, strange thing in a woman, she was dumb, or nearly dumb. Almost all she had to say or would say, almost all that he could draw from her was that it was her letter  yes, it was her letter. She repeated that several times. And she meant it? She meant what she had written? Yes, oh yes, she did. Certainly, she did. It was her letter.

But beyond that she had nothing to say, and at length, harshly, but not as harshly as he had intended, What do you mean, then, he asked, to do with the money, maam, eh? I suppose you know that much?

I am putting it into the bank, she replied, her eyes averted. Arthur is going  to be taken in.

Into the bank? The Squire glared at her. Into Ovingtons?

Yes, into Ovingtons, she answered, with the courage of despair. Where he will get twelve per cent. for it. She spoke in the tone of one who repeated a lesson.

He struck the floor with his cane. And you think that it will be safe there? Safe, maam, safe?

I hope so, she faltered.

Hope so, by G  d? Hope so! he rapped out, honestly amazed. And thats all. Hope so! Well, all I can say is that I hope you maynt live to regret your folly. Twelve per cent. indeed! Twelve  

He was going to say more, but the silly woman burst into tears and wept with such self-abandonment that she fairly silenced him. After watching her a moment, Well, there, there, maam, its no good crying like that, he said irritably. But damme, it beats me! It beats me. If that is the way you look at it, why do you do it? Why do you do it? Of course youll have the money. But when its gone, dont come to me for more. And dont say I didnt warn you! There, there, maam! moved by her grief, for heavens sake dont go on like that! Dont  God bless me, if I live to be a hundred, if I shall ever understand women!

He went away, routed by her tears and almost as much perplexed as he was enraged. If the woman feels like that about it, why does she call up the money? he asked himself. Hope that it wont be lost! Hope, indeed! No, Ill never understand the silly fools. Never! Hope, indeed! But I suppose that its that son of hers has befooled her.

He saw, of course, that it was Arthur who had pushed her to it, and his anger against him and against Ovington grew. He would take his balance from Ovingtons on the very next market day. He would go back to Deans, though it meant eating humble pie. He thought of other schemes of vengeance, yet knew that when the time came he would not act upon them.

He was in a savage mood as he crossed the stable-yard at Garth, and unluckily his eye fell upon Thomas, who was seated on a shaft in a corner of the cart-shed. The man espied him at the same moment and hurried away a paper  it looked like a newspaper  over which he had been poring. Now, the Squire hated idleness, but he hated still more to see a newspaper in one of his mens hands. A laborer who could read was, in his opinion, a laborer spoiled, and his wrath blazed up.

You d  d idle rascal! he roared, shaking his cane at the man. Thats what you do in my time, is it! Read some blackguard twopenny trash when you should be cleaning harness! Confound you, if I catch you again with a paper, you go that minute! Dyou hear? Dyou think that thats what I pay you for?

The worm will turn, and Thomas, who had been spelling out an inspiring speech by one Henry Hunt, did turn. Pay me? You pay me little enough! he answered sullenly.

The Squire could hardly believe his ears. That one of his men should answer him!

Ay, little enough! the man repeated impudently. Beggarly pay, and tis time you knew it, Master.

The Squire gasped. Thomas was a Garthmyle man, who ten years before had migrated to Lancashire. Later he had returned  some said that he had got into trouble up north. However that may be, the Squire had wanted a groom, and Thomas had offered himself at low wages and been taken. The village thought that the Squire had been wrong, for Thomas had learned more tricks in Manchester than just to read the newspaper, and, always an ill-conditioned fellow, was fond of airing his learning in the ale-house.

Perhaps the Squire now saw that he had made a mistake; or perhaps he was too angry to consider the matter. Time I knew it? he cried, as soon as he could recover himself. Why, you idle, worthless vagabond, do you think that I do not know what youre worth? Aint you getting what Ive always given?

Thats where it be!

Eh!

Thats where it be! Im getting what you gave thirty years agone! And you soaking in money, Master, and getting bigger rents and bigger profits. Aint I to have my share of it?

Share of it! the old man ejaculated, thunderstruck by an argument as new as the mans insolence. Share of it!

Why not? Thomas knew his case desperate, and was bent on having something to repeat to the awe-struck circle at the Griffin Arms. Why not?

Why, begad? the Squire exclaimed, staring at him. Youre the most impudent fellow I ever set eyes on!

Youll see more like me before you die! Thomas answered darkly. In hard times didnt we share em and fair clem? And now profits are up, the worlds full of money, as I hear in Aldersbury, and be you to take all and us none?

It was a revelation to the Squire. Share? Share with his men? Could there be a fool so foolish as to look at the matter thus? Laborers were laborers, and hed always seen that they had enough in the worst times to keep soul and body together. The duty of seeing that they had as much as would do that was his; and he had always owned it and discharged it. If man, woman or child had starved in Garthmyle he would have blamed himself severely. But the notion that they should have more because times were good, the notion that aught besides the county rate of wages, softened by feudal charity, entered into the question, was a heresy as new to him as it was preposterous. You dont know what you are talking about, he said, surprise diminishing his anger.

Dont I? the man answered, his little eyes sparkling with spite. Well theres some things I know as you dont. Youd ought to go to the summer-house a bit more, Master, and youd learn. Youd ought to walk in the garden. Theres goings-on and meetings and partings as you dont know, Ill go bail! But taint my business and I say nought. I do my work.

Ill find another to do it this day month, said the Squire. And youll take that for notice, my man. Youll do your duty while youre here, and if I find one of the horses sick or sorry, youll sleep in jail. Thats enough. I want no more of your talk!

He went into the house. Things had come to a pretty pass, when one of his men could face him out like that. The sooner he made a change and saw the rogue out of Garthmyle the better! He flung his stick into a corner and his hat on the table and damned the times. He would put the matter out of his mind.

But it would not go. The taunt the man had flung at him at the last haunted him. What did the rogue mean? And at whom was he hinting? Was Arthur working against him in his own house as well as opposing him out of doors? If so, by heaven, he would soon put an end to it! And by and by, unable to resist the temptation  but not until he had sent Thomas away on an errand  he went heavily out and into the terraced garden. He climbed to the raised walk and looked abroad, his brow gloomy.

The day had mended and the sun was trying to break through the clouds. The sheep were feeding along the brook-side, the lambs were running races under the hedgerows, or curling themselves up on sheltered banks. But the scene, which usually gratified him, failed to please to-day, for presently he espied a figure moving near the mill and made out that the figure was Josinas. From time to time the girl stooped. She appeared to be picking primroses.

It was the idle hour of the day, and there was no reason why she should not be taking her pleasure. But the Squires brow grew darker as he marked her lingering steps and uncertain movements. More than once he fancied that she looked behind her, and by and by with an oath he turned, clumped down the steps, and left the garden.

He had not quite reached the mill when she saw him descending to meet her. He fancied that he read guilt in her face, and his old heart sank at the sight.

What are you doing? he asked, confronting her and striking the ground with his cane. Eh? What are you doing here, girl? Out with it! Youve a tongue, I suppose?

She looked as if she could sink into the ground, but she found her voice. Ive been gathering  these, sir, she faltered, holding out her basket.

Ay, at the rate of one a minute! I watched you. Now, listen to me. You listen to me, young woman. And take warning. If youre hanging about to meet that young fool, Ill not have it. Do you hear? Ill not have it!

She looked at him piteously, the color gone from her face. I  I dont think  I understand, sir, she quavered.

Oh, you understand well enough! he retorted, his suspicions turned to certainty. And none of your womans tricks with me! Ive done with Master Arthur, and youve done with him too. If he comes about the place hes to be sent to the right-about. Thats my order, and thats all about it. Do you hear?

She affected to be surprised, and a little color trickled into her cheeks. But he took this for one of her womans wiles  they were deceivers, all of them.

Do you mean, sir, she stammered, that I am not to see Arthur?

Youre neither to see him nor speak to him nor listen to him! Theres to be an end of it. Now, are you going to obey me, girl?

She looked as if butter would not melt in her mouth. Yes, sir, she answered meekly. I shall obey you if those are your orders.

He was surprised by the readiness of her assent, and he looked at her suspiciously. Umph! he grunted. That sounds well, and it will be well for you, girl, if you keep to it. For I mean it. Let there be no mistake about that.

I shall do as you wish, of course, sir.

Hes behaved badly, d  d badly! But if you are sensible Ill say no more. Only understand me, youve got to give him up.

Yes, sir.

From this day? Now, do you understand?

Yes, sir.

After that he had no more to say. He required obedience, and he should have been glad to receive it. But, to tell the truth, he was a little at a loss. Girls were silly  such was his creed  and it behoved them to be guided by their elders. If they did not suffer themselves to be guided, they must be brought into line sharply. But somewhere, far down in the old mans heart, and unacknowledged even by himself, lay an odd feeling  a feeling of something like disappointment. In his young days girls had not been so ready, so very ready, to surrender their lovers. He had even known them to fight for them. He was perplexed.


CHAPTER X

They were standing on the narrow strip of sward between the wood and the stream, which the gun accident had for ever made memorable to them. The stile rose between them, but seeing that his hands rested on hers, and his eyes dwelt unrebuked on her conscious face, the barrier was but as the equator, which divides but does not separate; the sacrifice to propriety was less than it seemed. Spring had come with a rush, the hedges were everywhere bursting into leaf. In the Thirty Acres which climbed the hill above them, the thrushes were singing their May-day song, and beside them the brook rippled and sparkled in the sunshine. All Nature rejoiced, and the pulse of youth leapt to the universal rhythm. The maidens eyes repeated what the mans lips uttered, and for the time to love and to be loved was all in all.

To think, he murmured, that if I had not been so awkward we should not have known one another! And, silly man, he thought this the height of wisdom.

And the snowdrops! She, alas, was on the same plane of sapience. But when  when did you first, Clem?

From the first moment we met! From the very first, Jos!

When I saw you standing here? And looking  

Oh, from long before that! he declared. And his eyes challenged denial. From the hour when I saw you at the Race Ball in the Assembly Room  ages, ages ago!

She savored the thought and found it delicious, and she longed to hear it repeated. But you did not know me then. How could you  love me?

How could I not? How could I see you and not love you? he babbled. How was it possible I should not? Were we not made for one another? You dont doubt that? And you, jealously, when, sweet, did you first  think of me?

Alas, she could only go back to the moment when she had tripped heart-whole round the corner of the wood, and seen him standing, solitary, wrapped in thought, a romantic figure. But though, to her shame, she could only go back to that, it thrilled her, it made her immensely happy, to think that he had loved her first, that his heart had gone out to her before she knew him, that he had chosen her even before he had spoken to her. Ay, chosen her, little regarded as she was, and shabby, and insignificant amid the gay throng of the ballroom! She had been Cinderella then, but she had found her glass slipper now  and her Fairy Prince. And so on, and so on, with sweet and foolish repetitions.

For this was the latest of a dozen meetings, and Love had long ago challenged Love. Many an afternoon had Clement waited under the wood, and with wonder and reverence seen the maid come tripping along the green towards him. Many a time had he thought a seven-mile ride a small price to pay for the chance, the mere chance, of a meeting, for the distant glimpse of a bonnet, even for the privilege of touching the pebble set for a token on the stile. So that it is to be feared that, if market days had found him more often at his desk, there had been other days, golden days and not a few, when the bank had not held him, when he had stolen away to play truant in this enchanted country. But then, how great had been the temptation, how compelling the lure, how fair the maid!

No, he had not played quite fairly with his father. But the thought of that weighed lightly on him. For this that had come to him, this love that glorified all things, even as Spring the face of Nature, that filled his mind with a thousand images, each more enchanting than the last, and inspired his imagination with a magic not its own,  this visited a man but once; whereas he would have long years in which he might redeem the time, long years in which he might warm his fathers heart by an attendance at the desk that should shame Rodd himself! Ay, and he would! He would! Even the sacrifice of his own tastes, his own wishes seemed in his present mood a small surrender, and one he owed and fain would pay.

For he was in love with goodness, he longed to put himself right with all. He longed to do his duty to all, he who walked with a firmer step, who trod the soil with a conquering foot, who found new beauties in star and flower, he, so happy, so proud, so blessed!

But this being his mood, there was a burden which weighed on him, and weighing on him more heavily every day, and that was the part which he was playing towards the Squire. It had long galled him, when absent from her; of late it had begun to mar his delight in her presence. The role of secret lover had charmed for a time  what more shy, more elusive, more retiring than young love? And what more secret? Fain would it shun all eyes. But he had now reached a farther stage, and being honest, and almost quixotic by nature, he could not without pain fall day by day below the ideals which his fancy set up. To-day he had come to meet Josina with a fixed resolve, and a mind wound to the pitch of action; and presently into the fair pool of her content  yet quaking as he did so lest he should seem to hint a fault  he cast the stone.

And now, Jos, he said, his eyes looking bravely into hers, I must see your father.

My father! Fear sprang into her eyes. She stiffened.

Yes, dear, he repeated. I must see your father  and speak to him. There is no other course possible.

Color, love, joy, all fled from her face. She shivered. My father! she stammered, pale to the lips. Oh, it is impossible! It is impossible! You would not do it! She would have withdrawn her hands if he had not held them. You cannot, cannot mean it! Have you thought what you are saying?

I have, indeed, he said, sobered by her fear, and full of pity for her. I lay awake for hours last night thinking of it. But there is no other course, Jos, no other course  if we would be happy.

But, oh, you dont know him! she cried, panic-stricken. And her terror wrung his heart. You dont know him! Or what he will think of me!

Nothing very bad, he rejoined. But more than ever, more than before, his conscience accused him. He felt that the shame which burned her face and in a moment gave way to the pallor of fear was the measure of his guilt; and in proportion as he winced under that knowledge, and under the knowledge that it was she who must pay the heavier penalty, he took blame to himself and was strengthened in his resolve. Listen, Jos, he said bravely. Listen! And let me tell you what I mean. And, dearest, do not tremble as you are trembling. I am not going to tell him to-day. But tell him I must some day  and soon, if we do not wish him to learn it from others.

She shuddered. All had been so bright, so new, so joyous; and now she was to pay the price. And the price had a very terrible aspect for her. Fate, a cruel, pitiless fate, was closing upon her. She could not speak, but her eyes, her quivering lips, pleaded with him for mercy.

He had expected that, and he steeled himself, showing thereby the good metal that was in him. Yes, he said firmly, we must, Jos. And for a better reason than that. Because if we do not, if we continue to deceive your father, he will not only have reason to be angry with you, but to despise me; to look upon me as a poor unmanly thing, Jos, a coward who dared not face him, a craven who dared not ask him for what he valued above all the world! Who stole it from him in the dark and behind his back! As it is he will be angry enough. He will look down upon me, and with justice. And at first he will say No, and I fear he will separate us, and there will be no more meetings, and we may have to wait. But if we are brave, if we trust one another and are true to one another  and, alas, you will have to bear the worst  if we can bear and be strong, in the end, believe me, Jos, it will come right.

Never, she cried, despairing, never! He will never allow it!

Then  

Oh, she prayed, can we not go on as we are?

No, we cannot. He was firm. We cannot. By and by you would discover that for yourself, and you, as well as he, would have cause to despise me. For consider, Jos, think, dear. If I do not seek you for my wife, what is before us? To what can we look forward? To what future? What end? Only to perpetual alarms, and some day, when we least expect it, to discovery  to discovery that will cover me with disgrace.

She did not answer. She had taken her hands from him, she had taken herself from him. She leant on the stile, her face hidden. But he dared not give way, nor would he let himself be repulsed; and very tenderly he laid his hand on her shoulder. It is natural that you should be frightened, he said. But if I, too, am frightened; if, seeing the proper course, I do not take it, how can you ever trust me or depend on me? What am I then but a coward? What is the worth of my love, Jos, if I have not the courage to ask for you?

But he will want to know   her shoulders heaved in her agitation, he will want to know  

How we met? I know. And how we loved? Yes, I am afraid so. And he will be angry with you, and you will suffer, and I shall be God knows how wretched! But if I do not go to him, how much more angry will he be! And how much more ground for anger will he have! If we continue to meet it cannot be long kept from him, and then how much worse will it be! And I, with not a word to say for myself, with no defence, no plea! I, who shall not then seem to him to be even a man.

But he is so  so hard! she whispered, her face still hidden.

I know, dear. And so firmly set in his prejudice and his pride. I know. He will think me so far below you; he hates the bank and all connected with it. He holds me a mere clerk, not one of his class, and low, dear, I know it. But  his voice rose a tone I am not low, Jos, and you have discovered it. And now I must prove it to him. I must prove it. And to make a beginning, I must be no coward. I must not be afraid of him. For you, the times are past when he could ill-treat you. And he loves you.

He is very hard, she murmured. It was his punishment throughout, that though his heart was wrung for her he could not bear her share of the suffering. But he dared not and he would not give way. He will make me give you up.

He had thought of that and was ready for it. That must depend upon you, he said very soberly. For my part, dear  but my part is easy  I shall never give you up. Never! But if the trial be too sore for you who must bear the heavier burden, if you feel that our love is not worth the price you must pay, then I will never reproach you, Jos, never. If you decide on that I will not say one word against it; no, nor think one harsh thought of you. And then we need not tell him. But we must not meet again.

She trembled; and it was natural, it was very natural, that she should tremble. It was an age when discipline was strict and even harsh, and she had been bred up in awe of her father, and in that absolute subjection to him of which the women about her set the example. Children were then to be seen and not heard. Girls were expected to have neither wills nor views of their own. And in her case this was not all. The Squire was a hard man. He was a man of whom those about him stood in awe, and who if he had any of the softer affections hid them under a mask of unpleasing reserve. Proud as he was of his caste, he kept his daughter short of money and short of clothes. He saw her go shabby without a qualm, and penniless, and rejoiced that she could not get into mischief. If she lost a shilling on an errand or overpaid a bill, he stormed and raved at her. Had she run up a debt he would have driven her from the room with oaths. So that if, under the dry husk, there was any kernel, any softer feeling  either for her or for the young boy who had died in his first uniform at Alexandria  she had no clue to the fact, and certainly no suspicion of it.

Nor was even this the whole. One thing was known to Josina which was not known to Clement. Garth was entailed upon her. Even the Squire could not deprive her of the estate, and in the character of his heir she wore for the old man a preciousness with which affection had nothing to do. What he might have permitted to his daughter was matter for grim conjecture. But that he would ever let his heiress, her whose hand was weighted with the rents of Garth, and with the wide lands he loved  that he would ever let her wed at her pleasure or out of her class  this appeared to Josina of all things the most unlikely.

It was no wonder then that the girl hesitated before she answered, or that Clements face grew grave, his heart heavy, as he waited. But he had that insight into the feelings of others which imagination alone can give, and while she wavered or seemed to waver, he felt none of the resentment which comes of wounded love. Rather he was filled with a great pity for her, a deep tenderness. For it was he who was in fault, he told himself. It was he who had made the overtures, he who had wooed and won her fancy, he who had done this. It was his selfishness, his thoughtlessness, his imprudence which had brought them to this pass, a pass whence they could neither advance without suffering nor draw back with honor. So that if she who must encounter a fathers anger proved unequal to the test, if the love, which he did not doubt, was still too weak to face the ordeal, it did not lie with him to blame her  even on this day when bird and flower and leaf sang loves pæan. No, perish the thought! He would never blame her. With infinite tenderness, forgiving her beforehand, he touched her bowed head.

At that, at that touch, she looked up at last, and with a leap of the heart he read her answer in her eyes. He read there a love and a courage equal to his own; for, after all, she was her fathers daughter, she too came of an old proud race. You shall tell him, she said, smiling through her tears. And I will bear what comes of it. But they shall never separate us, Clem, never, never, if you will be true to me.

True to you! he cried, worshipping her, adoring her. Oh, Jos!

And love me a little always?

Love you? Oh, my darling! The words choked him.

It shall be as you say! It shall be always as you say! She was clinging to him now. I will do as you tell me! I will always  oh, but you mustnt, you mustnt, between tears and smiles, for his arms were about her now, and the poor ineffectual stile had ceased to be even an equator. But I must tell you. I love you more now, Clement, more, more because I can trust you. You are strong and will do what is right.

At your cost! he cried, shaken to the depths  and he thought her the most wonderful, the bravest, the noblest woman in the world. Ah, Jos, if I could bear it for you!

I will bear it, she answered. And it will not last. And see, I am not afraid now  or only a little! I shall think of you, and it will be nothing.

Oh, but the birds were singing now and the brook was sparkling as it rippled over the shallows towards the deep pool.

Presently, When will you tell him? she asked; and she asked it, with scarce a quaver in her voice.

As soon as I can. The sooner the better. This is Saturday. I will see him on Monday morning.

But isnt that  market-day? faintly. Can you get away?

Does anything matter beside this? he replied. The sooner, dear, the tooth is pulled, the better. There is only, one thing I fear.

I think you fear nothing, she rejoined, gazing at him with admiring eyes. But what is it?

That someone should be before us. That someone should tell him before I do. And he should think us what we are not, Jos  cowards.

I see, she answered thoughtfully. Yes, with a sigh. Then, on Monday. I shall sleep the better when it is over, even if I sleep in disgrace.

I know, he said; and he saw with a pang that her color ebbed. But her eyes still met his and were brave, and she smiled to reassure him.

I will not mind what comes, she whispered, if only we are not parted.

We shall not be parted for ever, he assured her. If we are true to one another, not even your father can part us  in the end.


CHAPTER XI

Josina had put a brave face on the matter, but when she came down to breakfast on the Monday, the girl was almost sick with apprehension. Her hands were cold, and as she sat at table she could not raise her eyes from her plate. The habit of years is not to be overcome in an hour, and that which the girl had to face was beyond doubt formidable. She had passed out of childhood, but in that house she was still a child. She was expected to be silent, to efface herself before her elders, to have no views but their views, and no wishes that went beyond theirs. Her daily life was laid out for her, and she must conform or she would be called to heel. On love and marriage she must have no mind of her own, but must think as her father permitted. If he chose she would be her cousins wife, if he did not choose the two would be parted. She could guess how he would treat her is she resisted his will, or even his whim, in that matter.

And now she must resist his will in a far worse case. Arthur was her cousin. But Clement? She was not supposed even to know him. Yet she must own him, she must avow her love for him, she must confess to secret meetings with him and stolen interviews. She must be prepared for looks of horror, for uplifted hands and scandalized faces, and to hear shameful things said of him; to hear him spoken of as an upstart, belonging to a class beneath her, a person with whom she ought never to have come in contact, one whom her father would not think of admitting to his table!

And through all, she who was so weak, so timid, so subject, must be firm. She must not flinch.

As she sat at table she was conscious of her pale cheeks, and trembled lest the others should notice them. She fancied that her fathers face already wore an ominous gloom. If youve orders for town, he flung at Miss Peacock as he rose, youll need be quick with them. Im going in at ten.

Miss Peacock was all of a flutter. But I thought, sir, that the Bench did not sit  

Youd best not think, he retorted. Ten, I said.

That seemed to promise a blessed respite, and the color returned to Josinas cheeks. Clement could hardly arrive before eleven, and for this day she might be safe. But on the heels of relief followed reflection. The respite meant another sleepless night, another day of apprehension, more hours of fear; the girl was glad and she was sorry. The spirit warred with the flesh. She did not know what she wished.

And, after all, Clement might appear before ten. She watched the clock and watched her father and in returning suspense hung upon his movements. How he lingered, now hunting for a lost paper, now grumbling over a seed-bill, now drawing on his boots with the old horn-handled hooks which had been his fathers! And the clock  how slowly it moved! It wanted eight, it wanted five, it wanted two minutes of ten. The hour struck. And still the Squire loitered outside, talking to old Fewtrell  when at any moment Clement might ride up!

The fact was that Thomas was late, and the Squire was saying what he thought of him. Confound him, he thinks, because hes going, he can do as he likes! he fumed. But Ill learn him! Let me catch him in the village a week after he leaves, and Ill jail him for a vagrant! Such impudence as he gave me the other day I never heard in my life! Hell go wide of here for a character!

I dunno as Id say too much to him, the old bailiff advised. Hes a queer customer, Squire, as youd ought to have seen before now!

Hell find me a queer customer if he starts spouting again! Why, damme, irritably, one might almost think you agreed with him!

Old Fewtrell screwed up his face. No, he said slowly, Im not saying as I agree with him. But theres summat in what he says, begging your pardon, Squire.

Summat? Why, man, in astonishment, are you tarred with the same brush?

You know me, master, bettern that, the old man replied. An I bin with you fifty years and more. But, certain sure, times is changed and were no better for the change.

But you get as much?

Mebbe in malt, but not in meal. In money, mebbe  Im not saying a little more, master. But heres where tis. Wed the common before the war, and run for a cow and geese, and wood for the picking, and if a lad fancied to put up a hut on the waste twas five shillings a year; and a rood o potato ground  it wasnt missed. Twas neither here nor there. But tisnt so now. Where be the common? Well, you know, Squire, laid down in wheat these twenty years, and if a lad squatted now, hed not be long of hearing of it. Weve the money, but were not so well off. Thats where tis.

The Squire scowled. Well, Im d  d! he said. Youve been with me fifty years, and   and then fortunately or unfortunately the curricle came round and the Squire, despising Fewtrells hint, turned his wrath upon the groom, called him a lazy scoundrel, and cursed him up hill and down dale.

The man took it in silence, to the bailiffs surprise, but his sullen face did not augur well for the day, and when he had climbed to the back-seat  with a scramble and a grazed knee, for the Squire started the horses with no thought for him  he shook his fist at the old mans back. Fewtrell saw the gesture, and felt a vague uneasiness, for he had heard Thomas say ugly things. But then the man had been in liquor, and probably he didnt mean them.

The Squire rattled the horses down the steep drive with the confidence of one who had done the same thing a thousand times. Turning to the left a furlong beyond the gate, he made for Garthmyle where, at the bridge, he fell into the highway. He had driven a mile along this when he saw a horseman coming along the road to meet him, and he fell to wondering who it was. His sight was good at a distance, and he fancied that he had seen the young spark before, though he could not put a name to him. But he saw that he rode a good nag, and he was not surprised when the other reined up and, raising his hat, showed that he wished to speak.

It was Clement, of course, and with a little more wisdom or a little less courage he would not have stopped the old man. He would have seen that the moment was not propitious, and that his business could hardly be done on the highway. But in his intense eagerness to set himself right, and his anxiety lest chance should forestall him, he dared not let the opportunity pass, and his hand was raised before he had well considered what he would say.

The Squire pulled up his horses. Dyou want me? he asked, civilly enough.

If I may trouble you, sir, Clement answered as bravely as he could. Its on important business, or  or I wouldnt detain you. Already, his heart in his mouth, he saw the difficulty in which he had placed himself. How could he speak before the man? Or on the road?

The Squire considered him. Business, eh? he said. With me? Well, I know your face, young gentleman, but I cant put a name to you.

I am Mr. Ovingtons son, Clement Ovington, sir.

All the Squires civility left him. The devil you are! he exclaimed. Well, Im going to the bank. I like to do my business across the counter, young sir, to be plain, and not in the road.

But this is business  of a different sort, sir, Clement stammered, painfully aware of the change in the others tone, as well as of the servant, who was all a-grin behind his masters shoulder. If I could have a word with you  apart, sir? Or perhaps  if I called at Garth tomorrow?

Why?

It is upon private business, Mr. Griffin, Clement replied, his face burning.

Did your father send you?

No.

Then I dont see, the Squire replied, scowling at him from under his bushy eyebrows, what business you can have with me. There can be none, young man, that cant be done across the counter. It is only upon business that I know your father, and I dont know you at all. I dont know why you stopped me.

Clement was scarlet with mortification. If I could see you a few minutes  alone, sir, I think I could explain what it is.

You will see me at the bank in an hour, the old man retorted. Anything you have to say you can say there. As it is, I am going to close my account with your father, and after that the less I hear your name the better I shall be pleased. At present youre wasting my time. I dont know why you stopped me. Good morning. And in a lower tone, but one that was perfectly audible to Clement, D  d young counterskipper, he muttered, as he started the horses. Business with me, indeed! Confound his impudence!

He drove off at speed, leaving Clement seated on his horse in the middle of the road, a prey to feelings that may be imagined. He had made a bad beginning, and his humiliation was complete.

Young counterskipper! That rankled  yet in time he might smile at that. But the tone, and the manner, the conviction that under no circumstances could there be anything between them, any relations, any equality  this bit deeper and wounded more permanently. The Squires view, that he addressed one of another class and another grade, one with whom he could have no more in common than with the servant behind him, could not have been made more plain if he had known the object of the lads application.

If he had known it! Good heavens, if he said so much now, what would he have said in that case? Certainly, the task which love had set this young man was not an easy one. No wonder Josina had been frightened.

He had  he had certainly made a mess of it. His ears burned, as he sat on his horse and recalled the others words.

Meanwhile the Squire drove on, and with the air and movement he recovered his temper. As he drew near to the town the market-traffic increased, and sitting high on his seat he swept by many a humble gig and plodding farm-cart, and acknowledged with a flicker of his whip-hand many a bared head and hasty obeisance. He was not loved; men who are bent on getting a pennyworth for their penny are not loved. But he was regardful of his own people, and in all companies he was fearless and could hold his own. Men did not love him, but they trusted him, knowing exactly what they might expect from him. And he was Griffin of Garth, one of the few in whose hands were all county power and all county influence. As he drove down the hill toward the West Bridge, seeing with the eye of memory the airy towers and lofty gateways of the older bridge that had once stood there and for centuries had bridled the wild Welsh, his bodily eyes noted the team of the out-going coach which he had a share in horsing. And the coachman, proudly and with respect, named him to the box-seat.

From the bridge the town, girdled by the shining river, climbs pyramid-wise up the sides of a cleft hill, an ancient castle guarding the one narrow pass by which a man may enter it on foot. The smiling plain, in the midst of which it rises, is itself embraced at a distance by a ring of hills, broken at one point only, which happens to correspond with the guarded isthmus; on which side, and some four miles away, was fought many centuries ago a famous battle. It is a proud town, looking out over a proud county, a county still based on ancient tradition, on old names and great estates, standing solid and four-square against the invasion that even in the Squires day threatened it  invasion of new men and new money, of Birmingham and Liverpool and Manchester. The airy streets and crowded shuts run down on all sides from the Market Place to the green meadows and leafy gardens that the river laps: green meadows on which the chapels and quiet cloisters of religious houses once nestled under the shelter of the walls.

The Squire could remember the place when his father and his like had had their town houses in it, and in winter had removed their families to it; when the weekly Assemblies at the Lion had been gay with cards and dancing, and in the cockpit behind the inn mains of cocks had been fought with the Gentlemen of Cheshire or Staffordshire; when fine ladies with long canes and red-heeled shoes had promenaded under the lime trees beside the river, and the town in its season had been a little Bath. Those days, and the lumbering coaches-and-six which had brought in the families, were gone, and the staple of the town, its trade in woollens and Welsh flannels, was also on the decline. But it was still a thriving place, and if the county people no longer filled it in winter, their stately houses survived, and older houses than theirs, of brick and timber, quaint and gabled, that made the streets a joy to antiquaries.

The Squire passed by many a one, with beetling roof and two-storied porch, as he drove up Maerdol. His first and most pressing business was at the bank, and he would not be himself until he had got it off his mind. He would show that d  d Ovington what he thought of him! He would teach him a lesson  luring away that young man and pouching his money. Ay, begad he would!


CHAPTER XII

But as the Squire turned to the left by the Stalls he saw his lawyer, Frederick Welsh  rather above most lawyers were the Welsh brothers, by-blows it was said of a great house  and Welsh stopped him. Youre wanted at the Bench, Squire, if you please, he said. His lordship is there, and they are waiting for you.

But its not time  by an hour, man!

No, but its a special case, and will take all day, Im afraid. His lordship says that he wont begin until you come. Its that case of   the lawyer whispered a few words. And the Chief Constable does not quite trust  you understand? Hes anxious that you should be there.

The Squire resigned himself, Very well, Ill come, he said.

He could go to the bank afterwards, but he might not have complied so readily if his vanity had not been tickled. The Justices of that day bore a heavier burden than their successors  hodie nominis umbrae. With no police force they had to take the initiative in the detection as well as in the punishment of crime. Marked men, belonging to a privileged class, they had to do invidious things and to enforce obnoxious laws. They represented the executive, and they shared alike its odium and its fearlessness. For hardly anything is more remarkable in the history of that time than the courage of the men who held the reins. Unpopular, assailed by sedition, undermined by conspiracy, and pressed upon by an ever-growing public feeling, the few held on unblenching, firm in the belief that repression was the only policy, and doubting nothing less than their right to rule. They dined and drank, and presented a smiling face to the world, but great and small they ran their risks, and that they did not go unscathed, the fate of Perceval and of Castlereagh, the collapse of Liverpool, and the shortened lives of many a lesser man gave proof.

But even among the firm there are degrees, and in all bodies it is on the shoulders of one or two that the onus falls. Of the one or two in Aldshire, the Squire was one. My lord might fill the chair, Sir Charles might assent, but it was to Griffin that their eyes wandered when an unpleasant decision had to be taken or the public showed its teeth. And the old man knew that this was so, and was proud of it.

To-day, however, as he watched the long hand move round the clock, he had less patience than usual. Because he must be at the bank before it closed, everything seemed to work against him. The witnesses were sullen, the evidence dragged, Acherley went off on a false scent, and being whipped back, turned crusty. The Squire fidgeted and scowled, and then, twenty minutes before the bank closed, and when with his eyes on the clock he was growing desperate, the chairman suggested that they should break off for a quarter of an hour. Confound me, if I can sit any longer, he said. I must have a mouthful of something, Griffin.

The Squire seldom took more than a hunch of bread at mid-day and could do without that, but he was glad to agree, and a minute later he was crossing the Market Place towards the bank. It happened that business was brisk at the moment. Rodd, at a side desk, was showing a customer how to draw a cheque. At the main counter a knot of farmers were producing, with protruding tongues and hunched shoulders, something which might pass for a signature. Two clerks were aiding them, and for a moment the Squire stood unseen and unregarded. Impatiently he tapped the counter with his stick, on which Rodd saw him, and, deserting his task, came hurriedly to him.

The Squire thrust his cheque across the counter. In gold, he said.

The cashier scanned the cheque, his hand in the till. Four, seven, six-ten, he murmured. Then his face grew serious, and without glancing at the Squire he consulted a book which lay beside him. Four, seven, six-ten, he repeated. I am afraid  one moment, if you please, sir! Breaking off he made two steps to a door behind him and disappeared through it.

He returned a moment later, followed by Ovington himself. The bankers face was grave, but his tone retained its usual blandness. Good day, Mr. Griffin, he said. You are drawing the whole of your balance, I see. I trust that that does not mean that you are  making any change?

That is what it does mean, sir, the Squire answered.

Of course, it is entirely your affair  

Entirely.

But we are most anxious to accommodate you. If there is anything that we can put right, any cause of dissatisfaction  

No, said the Squire grimly. There is nothing that you can put right. It is only that I do not choose to do business with my family.

The banker bowed with dignity. The incident was not altogether unexpected. With most people, a connection of the kind would be in our favor, he said.

Not with me. And as my time is short  

The banker bowed. In gold, I think? May we not send it for you? It will be no trouble.

No, I thank you, the Squire grunted, hating the other for his courtesy. I will take it, if you please.

Put it in a strong bag, Mr. Rodd, Ovington said. I shall still hope, Mr. Griffin, that you will think better of it. And, bowing, he wished the Squire Good day, and retired.

Rodd was a first-class cashier, but he felt the Squire eyes boring into him, and he was twice as long in counting out the gold as he should have been. The consequence was that when the Squire left the bank, the hour had struck, Deans was closed, and the Bench was waiting for him. He paused on the steps considering what he should do. He could not leave so large a sum unguarded in the Justices room, nor could he conveniently take it with him into the Court.

At that moment his eyes fell on Purslow, the draper, who was standing at the door of his shop, and he crossed over to him. Here, man, put this in your safe and turn the key on it, he said. I shall call for it in an hour or two.

Honored, I am sure, said the gratified tradesman, as he took the bag. But when he felt its weight and guessed what was in it, Excuse me, sir. Hadnt you better seal it, sir? he said. It seems to be a large sum.

No need. I shall call for it in an hour. Lock it up yourself, Purslow. Thats all.

Purslow, as pleased as if the Squire had given him a large order, assured him that he would do so, and the old man stalked across to the court, where business kept him, fidgeting and impatient, until hard on seven. Nor did he get away then without unpleasantness.

For unluckily Acherley, who had been charged to approach him about the Railroad, had been snubbed in the course of the day. Always an ill-humored man, he saw his way to pay the Squire out, and chose this moment to broach the delicate subject. He did it with as little tact as temper.

Pon my honor, Griffin, you know  about this Railroad, he said, tackling the old man abruptly, as they were putting on their coats. You really must open your eyes, man, and move with the times. The devils in it if we can stand still always. You might as well go back to your old tie-wig, you know. You are blocking the way, and if you wont think of your own interests, you ought to think of the town. I can tell you, bluntly, you are making yourself d  d unpopular there.

Very seldom of late had anyone spoken to the Squire in that tone, and his temper was up in a minute. Unpopular? I dont understand you, he snapped.

Well, you ought to!

Unpopular? Whats that? Unpopular, sir! What the devil have we in this room to do with popularity? I make my horse go my way, I dont go his, nor ask if he likes it. Damn your popularity!

Acherley had his answer on his tongue, but Woosenham interposed. But, after all, Griffin, he said mildly, we must move with the times  even if we dont give way to the crowd. Theres no man whose opinion I value more than yours, as you know, but I think you do us an injustice.

An injustice? the Squire sneered. Not I! The fact is, Woosenham, you are letting others use you for a stalking horse. Some are fools, and some  I leave you to put a name to them! If youd give two thoughts to this Railroad yourself, youd see that you have nothing to gain by it, except money that you can do without! While you stand to lose more than money, and thats your good name!

Sir Charles changed color. My good name? he said, bristling feebly. I dont understand you, Griffin.

One of the others, seeing a quarrel in prospect, intervened. There, there, he said, hoping to pour oil on the troubled waters. Griffin doesnt mean it, Woosenham. He doesnt mean  

But I do mean it, the old man insisted. I mean every word of it. He felt that the general sense was against him, but that was nothing to him. Wasnt he the oldest present, and wasnt it his duty to stop this folly if he could? I tell you plainly, Woosenham, he continued, it isnt only your affair, if you lend your name to this business. You take it up, and a lot of fools who know nothing about it, who know less, by G  d, than you do, will take it up too! And will put their money in it and go daundering up and down quoting you as if you were Solomon! And that tickles you! But what will they say of you if the affair turns out to be a swindle  another South Sea Bubble, by G  d! And half the town and half the country are ruined by it! Whatll they say of you then  and of us?

Acherley could be silent no longer. Nobodys going to be ruined by it! he retorted  he saw that Sir Charles looked much disturbed. Nobody! If you ask me, I think what youre saying is d  d nonsense.

It may be, the Squire said sternly. But just another word, please. I want you to understand, Woosenham, that this is not your affair only. It touches every one of us. What are we in this room? If we are those to whom the administration of this county is entrusted, let us act as such  and keep our hands clean. But if we are a set of money-changers and bill-mongers, with contempt, stalking horses for such men as Ovington the banker, dirtying our hands with all the tricks of the money market  thats another matter. But I warn you  you cant be both. And for my part  we dont any longer wear swords to show we are gentlemen, but Im hanged if Ill wear an apron or have anything to do with this business. A railroad? Faugh! As if horses legs and Telfords roads arent good enough for us, or as if tea-kettles will ever beat the Wonder coach  fifteen hours to London.

Acherley had been restrained with difficulty, and he now broke loose. Griffin, he cried, youre damned offensive! If you wore a sword as you used to  

Pooh! Pooh! said the Squire and shrugged his shoulders, while Sir Charles, terribly put out both by the violence of the scene and by the picture which the Squire had drawn, put in a feeble protest. I must say, he said, I think this uncalled for, Griffin. I think you might have spared us this. You may not agree with us  

But damme if he shall insult us! Acherley cried, trembling with passion.

Pooh, pooh! said the Squire again. Im an old man, and it is useless to talk to me in that strain. Ive spoken my mind, and  

Ay, and you horse two of the coaches! Acherley retorted. And make a profit by that, dirty or no! But whered your profit be, if your father who rode post to London had stood pat where he was? And set himself against coaches as you set yourself against the railroad?

That was a shrewd hit and the Squire did not meet it. Instead, Well, right or wrong, he said, thats my opinion. And right or wrong, no railroad crosses my land, and thats my last word!

Well see about that, Acherley answered, bubbling with rage. There are more ways than one of cooking a goose.

Just so. But  , with a steady look at him, which is the cook and which is the goose, Acherley? Perhaps youll find that out some day. And the Squire clapped on his hat  he had already put on his shabby old driving coat. But he had still a word to say. Im the oldest man here, he said, looking round upon them, and I may take a liberty and ask no mans pleasure. You, Woosenham, and you gentlemen, let this railroad alone. If you are going to move at twenty-five miles an hour, then, depend upon it, more things will move than you wot of, and more than youll like. Ay, youll have movement  movement enough and changes enough if you go on! So I say, leave it alone, gentlemen. Thats my advice.

He went out with that and stamped down the stairs. He had not sought the encounter, and, now that he was alone, his knees shook a little under him. But he had held his own and spoken his mind, and on the whole he was content with himself.

The same could not be said of those whom he had warned. Acherley, indeed, abused him freely, but the majority were impressed, and Sir Charles, who respected his opinion, was sorely shaken. He put no trust in Acherley, whose debts and difficulties were known, and Ovington was not there to reassure him. He valued the good opinion of his world, and what, he reflected, if the Squire were right? What if in going into this scheme he had made a mistake? The picture that Griffin had drawn of town and country pointing the finger at him rose like a nightmare before him, and would, he knew, accompany him home and darken his dinner-table. And Ovington? Ovington was doubtless a clever man and, as a banker, well versed in these enterprises. But Fauntleroy  Fauntleroy, with whose name the world had rung these twelve months past, he, too, had been clever and enterprising and plausible. Yet what a fate had been his, and what losses had befallen all who had trusted him, all who had been involved with him!

Sir Charles went home an unhappy man. He wished that Griffin had not warned him, or that he had warned him earlier. Of what use was a warning when his lot was cast and he was the head and front of the matter, President of the Company, Chairman of the Board?

Meanwhile the Squire stood on the steps of the Court House, cursing his man. The curricle was not there, Thomas was not there, it was growing dark, and a huge pile of clouds, looming above the roofs to westward, threatened tempest. The shopkeepers were putting up their shutters, the packmen binding up their bundles, stall-keepers hurrying away their trestles, and the Market Place, strewn with the rubbish and debris of the day, showed dreary by the failing light. In the High Street there was still some traffic, and in the lanes and alleys around candles began to shine out. A one-legged sailor, caterwauling on a crazy fiddle, had gathered a small crowd before one of the taverns.

Hang the man! Where is he? the Squire muttered, looking about him with a disgusted eye, and wishing himself at home. Where is the rogue?

Then Thomas, driving slowly and orating to a couple of men who walked beside the carriage, came into view. The Squire roared at him, and Thomas, taken by surprise, whipped up his horses so sharply that he knocked over a hawkers basket. Still storming at him the old man climbed to his seat and took the reins. He drove round the corner into Bride Hill, and stopped at Purslows door.

The draper was at the carriage wheel before it stopped. He had the bag in his hand, but he did not at once hand it up. Excuse me, excuse the liberty, sir, he said, lowering his voice and glancing at Thomas, but its a large sum, sir, and its late. Hadnt I better keep it till morning?

The Squire snapped at him. Morning? Rubbish, man! Put it in. He made room for the bag at his feet.

But the draper still hesitated. It will be dark in ten minutes, sir, and the road  its true, no one has been stopped of late, but  

Ive never been stopped in my life, the Squire rejoined. Put it in, man, and dont be a fool. Whos to stop me between here and Garth?

Purslow muttered something about the safe side, but he complied. He handed in the bag, which gave out a clinking sound as it settled itself beside the Squires feet. The old man nodded his thanks and started his horses.

He drove down Bride Hill, and by the Stalls, where the taps were humming, and the inns were doing a great business. Passing one or two belated carts, he turned to the right and descended to the bridge, the old houses with their galleries and gables looming above him as for three centuries they had loomed above the traveller by the Welsh road. He rumbled over the bridge, the wide river flowing dark below him. Then he trotted sharply up Westwell, passing by the inns that in old days had served those who arrived after the gates were closed.

Now he faced the open country and the wet west wind, and he settled himself down in his seat and shook up his horses. As he did so his foot touched the bag, and again the gold gave out a clinking sound.


CHAPTER XIII

The Squire in his inmost heart had not derived much satisfaction from his visit to the bank. He had left it with an uneasy feeling that the step he had taken had not produced the intended effect. Ovington had accepted the loss of his custom, not indeed with indifference, but with dignity, and in a manner which left the old man little upon which to plume himself. The withdrawal of his custom wore in the retrospect too much of the look of spite, and he came near to regretting it, as he drove along.

Had he been present at an interview which took place after he had retired, he might have been better pleased. The banker had not been many minutes in the parlor, chewing the cud of the affair, before he was interrupted by his cashier. In this there was nothing unusual; routine required Rodds presence in the parlor several times in the day. But his manner on the present occasion, and the way in which he closed the door, prepared Ovington for something new, and What is it, Rodd? he asked, leaning back in his chair, and disposing himself to listen.

Can I have a word with you, sir?

Certainly. The bankers face told nothing. Rodds was that of a man who had made up his mind to a plunge. What is it?

I have been wishing to speak for some time, sir, Rodd faltered. This   Ovington understood at once that he referred to the Squires matter I dont like it, sir, and I have been with you ten years, and I feel  I ought to speak.

Ovington shrugged his shoulders. I dont like it either, he said. But it is of less importance than you think, Rodd. I know why Mr. Griffin did it. And we are not now where we were. The withdrawal of a few hundreds or the loss of a customer   again he shrugged his shoulders.

No, Rodd said gravely. If nothing more follows, sir.

Why should anything follow? I know his reasons.

But the town doesnt. And if it gets about, sir?

It wont do us much damage. Weve lost customers before, yet always gained more than we lost. But there, Rodd, that is not what you came in to say. What is it? He spoke lightly, but he felt more surprise than he showed. Rodd was a model cashier, performing his duties in a precise, plodding fashion that had often excited Arthurs ridicule; but hitherto he had never ventured an opinion on the policy of the bank, nor betrayed the least curiosity respecting its secrets. What is it? Ovington repeated. What has frightened you, man?

Weve a lot of notes out, sir!

The banker looked thoughtfully at the glasses he held in his hand. True, he said. Quite true. But trade is brisk, and the demand for credit is large. We must meet the demand, Rodd, as far as we can  with safety. Thats our business.

And weve a lot of money out  that could not be got in in a hurry, sir.

Yes, the banker admitted, but that is our business, too. If we did not put our money out we might close the bank to-morrow. That much of the money cannot be got in at a minutes notice is a thing we cannot avoid.

The perspiration stood on Rodds forehead, but he persisted. If it were all on bills, sir, I would not say a word. But there is a lot on overdraft.

Well secured.

While things are up. But if things went down, sir? Theres Wolleys account. I suspect that the last bills we discounted for him were accommodation. Indeed, I am sure of it. And his overdraft is heavy.

We hold the lease of his mill.

But you dont want to run the mill! Rodd replied, putting his finger on the weak point.

The banker reflected. Thats the worst account we have. The worst, isnt it?

Mr. Acherleys, sir.

Well, yes. There might be a sounder account than that. But what is it? He looked directly at the other. I want to know what has opened your mouth? Have you heard anything? What makes you think that things are going down?

Mr. Griffin  

No. The banker shook his head. That wont do, Rodd. You had this in your mind before he came in. You are pat with Wolley and Mr. Acherley; bad accounts both, as all banks have bad accounts here and there. But its true  weve been giving our customers rope, and they have bought things that may fall. Still, theyve made money, a good deal of money, and weve kept a fair margin and obliged them at the same time. All legitimate business. There must be something in your mind besides this, Im sure. What is it, lad?

The cashier turned a dull red, but before he could answer the door behind him opened. Arthur came in. He looked at the banker, and from him to Rodd, and his suspicions were aroused. Its four oclock, sir, he said, and looked again at Rodd as if to ask what he was doing there.

But Rodd held his ground, and the banker explained.

Rodd is a little alarmed for us, he said, and it was difficult to be sure whether he spoke in jest or in earnest. He thinks were going too fast. Putting our hand out too far. He mentions Wolleys account, and Acherleys.

I was speaking generally, Rodd muttered. He looked sullen.

Arthur shrugged his shoulders. I stand corrected, he said. I didnt know that Rodd ever went beyond his ledgers.

Oh, hes quite right to speak his mind. We are all in the same boat  though we do not all steer.

Well, Im glad of that, sir.

Still, mildly, it is a good thing to have an opinion.

If it be worth anything.

If opinions are going   Betty had opened the door behind the bankers chair, and was standing on the threshold wouldnt you like to have mine, father?

To be sure, Arthur said. Why not, indeed? Let us have it. Why not have everybodys? And send for the cook, sir, and the two clerks  to advise us?

Betty dropped a curtsy. Thank you, I am flattered.

Betty, youve no business here, her father said. You mustnt stop unless you can keep your opinions to yourself.

But what has happened? she asked, looking around in wonder.

Mr. Griffin has withdrawn his account.

And Rodd, Arthur added, with more heat than the occasion seemed to demand, thinks that we had better put up the shutters!

No, no, the banker said. We must do him justice. He thinks that we are going a little too far, thats all. And that the loss of Mr. Griffins account is a danger signal. Thats what you mean, man, isnt it?

Rodd nodded, his face stubborn. He stood alone, divided from the other three by the table, for Arthur had passed round it and placed himself at Ovingtons elbow.

His view, the banker continued, polishing his glasses with his handkerchief and looking thoughtfully at them, is that if there came a check in trade and a fall in values, the bank might find its resources strained  Ill put it that way.

Arthur sneered. Singular wisdom! But a fall  a general fall at any rate  what sign is there of it? He was provoked by the bankers way of taking it. Ovington seemed to be attaching absurd weight to Rodds suggestion. None! contemptuously. Not a jot.

Theres been a universal rise, Rodd muttered.

In a moment? Without warning?

No, but  

But fiddlesticks! Arthur retorted. Of late it seemed as if his good humor had deserted him, and this was not the first sign he had given of an uncertain temper. Still, the phase was so new that two of those present looked curiously at him, and his consciousness of this added to his irritation. Rodds no better than an old woman, he continued. Five per cent. and a mortgage in a strong box is about his measure. If you are going to listen to every croaker who is frightened by a shadow, you may as well close the bank, sir, and put the money out on Rodds terms!

Still Rodd means us well, the banker said thoughtfully, and a little caution is never out of place in a bank. What I want to get from him is  has he anything definite to tell us? Wolley? Have you heard anything about Wolley, Rodd?

No, sir.

Then what is it? What is it, man?

But Rodd, brought to bay, only looked more stubborn. Its no more than Ive told you, sir, he muttered, its just a feeling. Things must come down some day.

Oh, damn! Arthur exclaimed, out of patience, and thinking that the banker was making altogether too much of it  and of Rodd. If he were a weather-glass  

Or a woman! interjected Betty, who was observing all with bright inscrutable eyes.

But as he isnt either, Arthur continued impatiently, I fail to see why you make so much of it! Of course, things will come down some day, but if he thinks that with your experience you are blind to anything he is likely to see, hes no better than a fool! Because my uncle, for reasons which you understand, sir, has drawn out four hundred pounds, he thinks every customer is going to leave us, and Ovingtons must put up the shutters! The truth is, he knows nothing about it, and if he wishes to damage the bank he is going the right way to do it!

Would you like my opinion, father? Betty asked.

No, sharply, certainly not, child. Wheres Clement?

Well, Im afraid hes away.

Again? Then he is behaving very badly!

That was the opinion I was going to give, the girl answered. That some were behaving better than others.

If, Arthur cried, you mean me  

There, enough, said her father. Be silent, Betty. Youve no business to be here.

Still, people should behave themselves, she replied, her eyes sparkling.

Arthur had his answer ready, but Ovington forestalled him. Very good, Rodd, he said. A word on the side of caution is never out of place in a bank. But I am not blind, and all that you have told me is in my mind. Thank you. You can go now.

It was a dismissal, and Rodd took it as such, and felt, as he had never felt before, his subordinate position. Why he did so, and why, as he withdrew under Arthurs eye, he resented the situation, he best knew. But it is possible that two of the others had some inkling of the cause.

When he had gone, Theres an old woman for you! Arthur exclaimed. I wonder that you had the patience to listen to him, sir.

But Ovington shook his head. I listened because there are times when a straw shows which way the wind blows.

But you dont think that there is anything in what he said?

I shall remember what he said. The time may be coming to take in sail  to keep a good look-out, lad, and be careful. You have been with us  how long? Two years. Ay, but years of expansion, of rising prices, of growing trade. But I have seen other times  other times. He shook his head.

Still, there is no sign of a change, sir?

Youve seen one to-day. What is in Rodds head may be in others, and what is in mens heads soon reflects itself in their conduct.

It was the first word, the first hint, the first presage of evil; of a fall, of bad weather, of a storm, distant as yet, and seen even by the clearest eyes only as a cloud no bigger than a mans hand. But the word had been spoken. The hint had been given. And to Arthur, who had paid a high price for prosperity  how high only he could say  the presage seemed an outrage. The idea that the prosperity he had bought was not a certainty, that the craft on which he had embarked his fortune was, like other ships, at the mercy of storm and tempest, that like other ships it might founder with all its freight, was entirely new to him. So new that for a moment his face betrayed the impression it made. Then he told himself that the thing was incredible, that he started at shadows, and his natural confidence rebounded. Oh, damn Rodd! he cried  and he said it with all his heart. Hes a croaker by nature!

Still, we wont damn him, the banker answered mildly. On the contrary, we will profit by his warning. But go now. I have a letter to write. And do you go, too, Betty, and make tea for us.

He turned to his papers, and Arthur, after a moments hesitation, followed Betty into the house. Overtaking her in the hall, Betty, what is the matter? he asked. And when the girl took no notice, but went on with her chin in the air as if he had not spoken, he seized her arm. Come, he said, I am not going to have this. What is it?

What should it be! I dont know what you mean, she retorted.

Oh yes, you do. What took you  to back up that ass in the bank just now?

Then Betty astonished him. I didnt think he wanted any backing, she said, her eyes bright. He seemed to me to talk sense, and someone else nonsense.

But youre not  

A partner in Ovingtons? No, Mr. Bourdillon, I am not  thank heaven! And so my head is not turned, and I can keep my temper and mind my manners.

Oh, its Mr. Bourdillon now, is it?

Yes  if you are going to behave to my friends as you did this afternoon.

Your friends! scornfully. You include Rodd, do you? Rodd, Betty?

Yes, I do, and I am not too proud to do so. Nor too proud to be angry when I see a man ten years younger than he is slap him in the face! I am not so spoiled that I think everyone beneath me!

So its Rodd now?

Its as much Rodd now, her cheeks hot, her eyes sparkling, as it was anyone else before! Just as much and just as little. You flatter yourself, sir!

But, Betty, in a coaxing tone, little spitfire that you are, cant you guess why I was short with Rodd? Cant you guess why I dont particularly love him? But you do guess. Rodd is what he is  nothing! But when he lifts his eyes above him  when he dares to make eyes at you  I am not going to be silent.

Now you are impertinent! she replied. As impertinent as you were mean before. Yes, mean, mean! When you knew he could not answer you! Mean!

And without waiting for a reply she ran up the stairs.

He went to one of the windows of the dining-room and looked across Bride Hill and along the High Street, full at that hour of market people. But he did not see them, his thoughts were busy with what had happened. He could not believe that Betty had any feeling for Rodd. The man was dull, commonplace, a plodder, and not young; he was well over thirty. No, the idea was preposterous. And it was still more absurd to suppose that if he, Arthur, threw the handkerchief  or even fluttered it in her direction, for dear little thing as she was, he had not quite made up his mind  she would hesitate to accept him, or would let any thought of Rodd weigh with her.

Still, he would let her temper cool, he would not stay to tea. Instead, he would by and by ride his new horse out to the Cottage. He had not been home for the weekend. He had left Mrs. Bourdillon to come to herself and recover her good humor in solitude. Now he would make it up with her, and while he was there he might as well get a peep at Josina  it was a long time since he had seen her. If Betty chose to adopt this unpleasant line, why, she could not blame him if he amused himself.


CHAPTER XIV

For a time after the Squire had driven away, Clement had sat his horse and stared after him, and in his rage had wished him dead. He had prepared himself for opposition, he had looked to be repulsed  he had expected nothing else. But in the scene which his fancy had pictured, his part had been one of dignity; he had owned his aspirations like a man, he had admitted his insufficiency with modesty, he had pleaded the power of love with eloquence, he had won even from the Squire a meed of unwilling approbation.

But the scene, as played, had run on other lines. The old man had crushed him. He had sworn at him, refused to listen to him, had insulted him, had treated him as no better than a shop-boy. And all this had cut to the quick. For Clement, born after Ovington had risen from the ranks, had his pride and his self-respect, and humiliated, he cursed with all his soul the prejudice and hide-bound narrowness of the Squire and all his caste. For the time he was more than a radical, he was a republican. If by a gesture he could have swept away King and Commons, lords and justices, he would not have held his hand.

It took him some time to recover, and it was only when he found himself, he hardly knew how, upon the bridge at Garthmyle that he grew more cool. Even then he was not quite himself. He had vowed that he would not see Josina again until he had claimed her from her father; but the Squires treatment, he now felt, had absolved him from this, and the temptation to see her was great. He longed to pour out his mind to her, and to tell her how he had been insulted, how he had been treated. Perhaps, even, he must say farewell to her  he must give her up.

For he was not all hero, and the task before him seemed for the time too prodigious, the labor too little hopeful. The Hydra had so many heads, and roared so fearfully that for a moment his courage sank before it  and his love. He felt that he must yield, that he must see Josina and tell her so. In any event she ought to know what had happened, and presently he put up his horse at the inn and made by a roundabout road for their meeting-place by the brook.

There was but a chance that she would visit it, and in the meantime he had to exercise what patience he might. His castles in the air had fallen and he had not the spirit to rebuild them. He sat gazing moodily on the rippling face of the water, or watched the ousel curtsying on its stone; and he almost despaired. He had known the Squire to be formidable, he now knew him to be impossible. He looked down the stream to where Garth, lofty and fortress-like, raised its twisted chimneys above the trees, and he shook his fist at it. Remote and islanded on its knoll, rising amid ancestral trees, it stood for all that the Squire stood for  governance, privilege, tradition, the past  all the things he had not, all the things that mocked him.

He lingered there, savoring his melancholy, until the sun went down behind the hills, and then, attacked by the pangs of hunger, he made his way back to the village inn. Here he satisfied his appetite on such home-baked bread and yellow butter and nut-brown ale as are not in these degenerate times; and for wellnigh an hour he sat brooding in the sanded parlor surrounded by china cats and dogs  they too, would be of value nowadays. At length with a heavy heart  for what was he to do next?  he rode out of the yard, and crossing the bridge under the shadowy bulk of the squat church tower, he set his horses head for home. It was nearly dark.

What was he to do next? He did not know, but as he rode through the gloom, the solemn hills falling back on either side and the dark plain widening before him, he took courage; he began to consider, with some return of hope, what lay before him, and how he must proceed  if he were not to give up. Clearly he must face the Squire, but it must be in the Squires own house, where the Squire must hear him. The old man might insult him, rave at him, order him out, but before he was put out he would speak and ask for Josina, though the roof fell. There should be no further mistake. And he would let the Squire know, if it came to that, that he was a man, as good as other men. By heaven he would!

He was not all hero. But there were some heroic parts about him, and he determined that the very next morning he would ride out and would beard the Hydra in its den, be its heads ever so many. He would win his lady-love or perish!

By this time he was half-way home. The market traffic on the road had ceased, the moon had not yet risen, the night lay calm and still about him. Presently as he crossed a wet, rushy flat, one of the loneliest parts of the way, he saw the lights of a vehicle coming towards him. The road at that point had not been long enclosed, and a broad strip of common still survived on either hand, so that moving on this the horses hoofs made no sound save a soft plop-plop where the ground was wettest. He could hear, therefore, while still afar off, the tramp of a pair of horses driven at a trot, and it occurred to him that this might be the Squire returning late. If he could have avoided the meeting he would have done so, though it was unlikely that the Squire would recognize him in the dark. But to turn aside would be foolish. Hang me if I am going to be afraid of him! he thought. And he touched up his horse with his heel.

Then an odd thing happened. While the carriage was still fifty yards from him, one of the lights went out. His eyes missed it, but his brain had barely taken in the fact when the second vanished also, as if the vehicle had sunk into the ground. At the same moment a cry reached his ears, followed by a clatter of hoofs on the road as if the horses were being sharply pulled up.

Clement took his horse by the head and bent forward, striving to make out what was passing. A dull sound, as of a heavy body striking the road reached him, followed by a silence that seemed ominous. Even the wind appeared to have hushed its whisper through the rushes.

Hallo! he shouted. What is it? Is anything the matter? He urged his horse forward.

His cry was lost in the crack of a whip, he heard the horses break away, and without farther warning they came down upon him at a gallop, the carriage bounding wildly behind them. He had just time to thrust his nag to the side, and they were on him and past him, and whirling down the road  a mere shadow, but as perilous and almost as noisy as a thunderbolt. There was no doubt now that an accident had happened, but before he could give help he had to master his horse, which had wheeled about; and so a few seconds elapsed before he reached the scene  reached it with his heart in his mouth  for who could say with what emergency he might not have to deal?

Certainly with a tragedy, for the first thing he made out was the form of a man stooping over another who lay in the road. Clement drew a breath of relief as he slipped from his saddle  he would not have to meet the crisis alone. But as his foot touched the ground, he saw the stooping man raise his hand with something in it, and he knew instinctively that it was raised not to help but to strike.

He shouted, and the blow hung in the air. The man, taken by surprise, straightened himself, turned, and saw Clement at his elbow. He hesitated; then, with an oath, he aimed his blow at the new-comer.

Clement parried it, rather by instinct than with intention, and so weakly, that the others weapon beat down his guard and cut his cheek-bone. He staggered back and the villain raised his cudgel again. Had the second blow fallen where it was aimed, it would have finished the business. But Clement, aware now that he fought for his life, sprang within the others guard, and before the cudgel alighted, gripped him by the neckcloth. The man gave ground, tripped backwards over the body that lay behind him, and in a twinkling the two were rolling together on the road, Clement striving to beat in the ruffians face with the butt-end of his whip, while the man tried vainly to shorten his weapon and use it to purpose.

It was a desperate struggle, in the mire, in the darkness  a struggle for life carried on in a silence that was broken only by the combatants breathing and a rare oath. Twice each rolled the other, and once Clement, having the upper hand became aware that the fight had its spectator. He had a glimpse of a ghastly face, one side of which had been mangled by a murderous blow  a face that glared at them with its remaining eye. He guessed rather than saw that the man lying in the road had raised himself on an elbow, and he heard a gasping At him, lad! Well done, lad! then in a turn of the struggle he lost the vision. His opponent had him by the throat, he was undermost again  and desperate. His one thought now was to kill  to kill the brute-beast whose teeth threatened his cheek, whose hot breath burned his face, whose hands gripped his throat. He struck again and again, and eventually, supple and young, and perhaps the stronger, he freed himself and staggered to his feet, raising his whip to strike.

But the same thing happened to him which had happened to his assailant. As he stepped back to give power to the blow, he fell over the third man. He came down heavily, and for a moment he was at the others mercy. Fortunately the rascals courage was at an end. He got to his feet, but instead of pursuing his advantage, he snatched up something that lay on the ground, and sped away down the road, as quickly as his legs could carry him.

Clement recovered his feet, but more slowly, for the fall had shaken him. Still, his desire for vengeance was hot, and he set off in pursuit. The man had a good start, however, and presently, leaving the road and leaping the ditch, made off across the open common. To follow farther promised little, for in a few seconds his figure, already shadowy, melted into the darkness of the fields. Clement gave up the chase, and turned back, panting and out of breath.

He did not feel his wound, much less did he feel the misgivings which had beset him when he came upon the scene. Instead, he experienced a new and thrilling elation. He had measured his strength against an enemy, he had faced death in fight, he felt himself equal to any and every event. Even when stooping over the prostrate figure he saw the mangled and bleeding face turned up to the sky it did not daunt him, nor the darkness, nor the loneliness. The injured man seemed to be aware of his presence for he made an attempt to rise; but he failed, and would have fallen back on the road if Clement, dropping on one knee, had not sustained his head on the other. It was the Squire. So much he saw; but it was a Squire past not only scolding but speech, whom he held in his arms and whose head he supported. To all Clements questions he made no answer. It was much if he still breathed.

Clement glanced about him, and his confidence began to leave him. What was he to do? He could not go for help, leaving the old man lying in the road; yet it was impossible to do much in the dark, either to ascertain the extent of the Squires hurt, or to use means to stanch it. The moon had not yet risen, the plain stretched dark about them, no sound except the melancholy whisper of the wind in the rushes reached him. There was no house near and it was growing late. No one might pass for hours.

Fortunately when he had reached this stage he remembered that he had his tinder box and matches in his pocket, and he fumbled for them with his disengaged hand. With an effort, he got them out. But to strike a light and catch it in the huddled posture in which he knelt was not easy, and it was only after a score of attempts that the match caught the flame. Even so, the light it gave was faint, but it revealed the Squires face, and Clement saw, with a shudder, that the left eye and temple were terribly battered. But he saw, too, that the old man was conscious, for he uttered a groan, and peered with the uninjured eye at the face that bent over him. Good lad! he muttered, good lad! and he added broken words which conveyed to Clements mind that it was his man who had attacked him. Then  his face was so turned that it was within a few inches of Clements shoulder Youre bloody, lad, he muttered. Hes spoiled your coat, the d  d rascal!

With that he seemed to slip back into unconsciousness, and the light went out. It left Clement in a strait to know what he ought to do, or rather what he could do. Help he must get, and speedily, if he would save the Squires life, but his horse was gone, and to walk away for help, leaving the old man lying in the mud of the way seemed inhuman. He must at least carry him to the side of the road.

The task was no light one, for the Squire was tall, though not stout; and before Clement stooped to it he cast a last look round. But silence still wrapped all, and he was gathering his strength to lift the dead weight, when a sound caught his ear, and he raised himself. A moment, and joy!  he caught the far-off beat of hoofs on the turf. Someone was coming, approaching him from the direction of Aldersbury. He shouted, shouted his loudest and waited. Yes, he was not mistaken. The soft plop-plop of hoofs grew louder, two forms loomed out of the darkness, a horse shied, a man swore.

Here! Clement cried. Here! Take care! Theres a man in the road.

Where? Then, Confound you, you nearly had me down! Are you hurt?

No, but

Ive got your horse. I met him a couple of miles this side of the town. What has  

Clement broke in. Theres bad work here! he cried, his voice shaky. Now that help was at hand and the peril was over, he began to feel what he had gone through. For Gods sake get down and help me. Your uncles man has robbed him and, I fear, murdered him.

The Squire?

Yes, yes. Hes lying here, half dead. We must get him to the side of the road at once.

Arthur slipped from his saddle, and holding the reins of the two horses, approached the group as nearly as the frightened beasts would let him. Quiet, fools! he cried angrily. And then, Good heavens! in a whisper, as he peered awe-stricken at the injured man. Is he dead?

No, but hes terribly mauled. And we must get help. Help, man, and quickly, if it is to be of any use. Shall I go?

No, no, Ill go, Arthur answered, recoiling. What he had seen had given him no desire to take Clements place. Garthmyle is the nearer, and I shall not be long. Ill tie up your horse  thatll be best.

There was an old thorn-tree standing solitary in the waste not many yards away: a tree destined to be pointed out for years to come as marking the spot where the old Squire was robbed. Arthur tied Clements horse to this, then together they lifted the old man and carried him to the side of the road. The moment that this was done, Arthur sprang on his horse and started off. Back soon, he shouted.

Clement had not seen his way to object, but it was with a heavy heart that he resigned himself to another period of painful waiting. He was cold, his face smarted, and at any moment the old man might die on his hands. Meantime he could do nothing but wait. Or yes, he could do something; chilled as he was, he took off his coat, and rolling it up, he slipped it under the insensible head.

Little had he thought that morning that he would ever pity the Squire. But he did. The man who had driven away from him, hard, aggressive, indomitable, asking no mans help and meeting all mens eyes with the gaze of a master, now lay at his feet, crushed and broken; lay with his head on the coat of the man he had despised, dependent on him for the poor service that still might avail him. Clement felt the pathos of it, and the pity. And his heart was sore for Josina. How would she meet, how bear the shock that a short hour must inflict on her?

He was thinking of her, when, long before he had dared to expect relief, he heard a sound that resolved itself into the rattle of wheels. Yes, there was a carriage coming along the road.

Arthur had been fortunate. He had come upon the Squires horses, which had been brought to a stand with the near wheels of the curricle wedged in the ditch. He had found them greedily feeding, and he had let his own nag go, and had captured the runaways. He had drawn the carriage out of the ditch, and here he was.

Thank God! Clement cried. I think that he is still alive.

And weve got to lift him in, said Arthur, more practical. Hes a big weight.

It was not an easy task. But they tied up the horses to the thorn-tree, and lifting the old man between them, they carried him with what care they might to the carriage, raised him, heavy and helpless as he was, to the step, and then, while one maintained him there, the other climbed in and lifted him to the front seat. Clement got up behind and supported his shoulders and head, while Arthur, first tying the saddle-horse behind the carriage, released the pair, and with the reins in his hands scrambled to his place.

The thing was done and cleverly done, and they set off. But they dared not travel at more than a walk, and never had the three miles to Garthmyle seemed so long or so tedious.

They were both anxious and both excited. But while in Clements mind pity, a sense of the tragedy before him, and thought for Josina contended with an honest pride in what he had done, the other, as they drove along, was already calculating chances and busy with contingencies. The Squires death  if the Squire died  would work a great change, an immense change. Things which had yesterday been too doubtful and too distant to deserve much thought would be within reach, would be his for the asking. And he was the more inclined to consider this because Betty  dear little creature as she was  had shown a spirit that day that was not to his liking. Whereas Josina, mild and docile  it might be that after all she would suit him better. And Garth  Garth with its wide acres and its rich rent-roll would be hers; Garth that would give any man a position to be envied. Its charms, while uncertain and dependent on the whim and caprice of an arbitrary old man, had not fixed him, for to attain to them he must give up other things, equally to his mind. But now the case was or might be altered. He must wait and watch events, and keep an open mind. If the Squire died  

A word or two passed between the couple, but for the most part they were silent. Once and again the Squire moaned, and so proved that he still lived. At last, where the road to Garth branched off, at the entrance to the village, they saw a light in front, and old Fewtrell carrying a lanthorn met them. The Squires absence had alarmed the house, and he had come thus far in quest of news.

Oh, Lord, ha mercy! Lord, ha mercy! the old fellow quavered as he lifted his lanthorn and the light disclosed the group in the carriage, and his masters huddled form and ghastly visage. Miss Jos said twas so! Said as summat had happened him! Beside herself, she be! Sheve been down at the gate this half-hour waiting on him!

Dont let her see him, Clement cried. Go, man, and send her back.

But, Thats no good, Arthur objected with more sense but less feeling. She must see him. This is womens work, we can do nothing. Let Fewtrell take your place and do you go for the doctor. You know where he lives, and youll go twice as quick as he will, and theres no more that you can do. Take your horse.

Clement was unwilling to go, unwilling to have no farther part in the matter. But he could not refuse. Things were as they were; in spite of all that he had done and suffered, he had no place there, no standing in the house, no right beside his mistress or call to think for her. He was a stranger, an outsider, and when he had fetched the doctor, there would, as Arthur had said, be nothing more that he could do.

Nothing more, though as he rode over the bridge and trotted through the village his heart was bursting with pity for her whom he could not comfort, could not see; from whose side in her troubles and her self-arraignment  for he knew that she would reproach herself  he must be banished. It was hard.


CHAPTER XV

The Squire was late.

A hundred years ago night fell more seriously. It closed in on a countryside less peopled, on houses and hamlets more distant, and divided by greater risks of flood and field. The dark hours were longer and haunted by graver apprehensions. Every journey had to be made on horses or behind them, roads were rough and miry, fords were plenty, bridges scarce. Sturdy rogues abounded, and to double every peril it was still the habit of most men to drink deep. Few returned sober from market, fewer from fair or merry-making.

For many, therefore, the coming of night meant the coming of fear. Children, watching the great moths fluttering against the low ceiling, or round the rush-light that cast such gloomy shadows, thought that their elders would never come upstairs to bed. Lone women, quaking in remote dwellings, remembered the gibbet where the treacherous inn-keeper still moulded, and fancied every creak the coming of a man in a crape mask. Thousands suffered nightly because the goodman lingered abroad, or the son was absent, and in many a window the light was set at dusk to guide the master by the pool. On market evenings women stole trembling down the lane that the sound of wheels might the sooner dispel their fears.

At Garth it was youth not age that first caught the alarm. For Josinas conscience troubled her, and before even Miss Peacock, most fidgety of old maids, had seen cause to fear, the girl was standing in the darkness before the door, listening and uneasy. The Squire was seldom late; it could not be that Clement had met him and there had been a  but no, Clement was not the man to raise his hand against his elder  the thought was dismissed as soon as formed. Yet why did not the Squire come? Lights began to shine through the casements, she saw the candles brought into the dining-room, the darkness thickened about her, only the trunks of the nearer beeches gave back a gleam. And she felt that if anything had happened to him she could never forgive herself. Shivering, less with cold than with apprehension, she peered down the drive. He had been later than this before, but then her conscience had been quiet, she had not deceived him, she had had nothing with which to reproach herself on his account.

Presently, Josina, what are you doing there? Miss Peacock cried. She had come to the open door and discovered the girl. She began to scold. Come in this minute, child! What are you starving the house for, standing there?

But Josina did not budge. He is very late, she said.

Late? What nonsense! And what if he is late? What good can you do, standing out there? I declare one might suppose your father was one of those skimble-skambles that cant pass a tavern door, to hear you talk! And Thomas with him! Come in at once when I tell you! As if I should not be the first to cry out if anything were wrong. Late indeed  why, goodness gracious, I declare its nearly eight. What can have become of him, child? And Calamy and those good-for-nothing girls warming their knees at the fire, and no more caring if their master is in the river than  Josina, do you hear? Do you know that your father is still out? Calamy! ringing a hand-bell that stood on the table in the hall, Calamy! Are you all asleep? Dont you know that your master is not in, and it is nearly eight?

Calamy was the butler. A tall, lanthorn-jawed man, he would have looked lugubrious in the Kings scarlet which he had once worn; in his professional black, or in his shirt sleeves, cleaning plate, he was melancholy itself. And his modes and manners were at least as mournful as his aspect  no man so sure as Old Calamity to see the dark side of things or to put it before others. It was whispered that he had been a Dissenter, and why the Squire, who hated a ranter as he hated the devil, had ever engaged him, much less kept him, was a puzzle to Garthmyle. That he had been his sons servant and had been with the boy when he died, might have seemed a sufficient reason, had the Squire been other than he was. But no one supposed that such a thing weighed with the old man  he was of too hard a grain. Yet at Garth, Calamy had lived for a score of years, and been suffered with a patience which might have stood to the credit of more reasonable men.

Nearly eight! Miss Peacock flung at him, and repeated her statement.

Weve put the dinner back, maam.

Put the dinner back! And thats all you think of, when at any minute your master  oh, dear, dear, what can have happened to him?

Well, its a dark night, maam, to be sure.

Gracious goodness, cant I see that? If Thomas werent with him  

The butler shook his head. Under notice, maam, he said. I think the worst of Thomas. On a dark night, with Thomas  

Miss Peacock gasped.

I should say my prayers, maam, the butler murmured softly.

Miss Peacock stared, aghast. Under notice? she cried. Well, of all the deed, and I wish you were all under notice, if that is the best youve got to say.

Hadnt you better, said Josina from the darkness outside, send Fewtrell to meet him with a lanthorn?

And get my nose bitten off when your father comes home! La, bless me, I dont know what to do! And no one else to do a thing!

Send him, Calamy, said Josina.

Calamy retired. Miss Peacock looked out, a shawl about her head. Jos! Where are you? she cried. Come in at once, girl. Do you think I am going to be left alone, and the door open? Jos! Jos!

But Josina was gone, groping her way down the drive. When Fewtrell followed with his lanthorn he came on her sitting on the bridge, and he got a rare start, thinking it was a ghost. Lord Amighty! he cried as the light fell on her pale face. Arent you afraid to sit there by yourself, miss?

But Josina was not afraid, and after a word or two he shambled away, the lanthorn swinging in his hand. The girl watched the light go bobbing along as far the highway fifty yards on, saw it travel to the left along the road, lost it for some moments, then marked it again, a faint blur of light, moving towards the village.

Presently it vanished and she was left alone with her fears. She strained her ears to catch the first sound of wheels. The stream murmured beneath her, a sick sheep coughed, the breeze whispered in the hedges, the cry of an owl, thrice repeated, sank into silence. But that was all, and in the presence of the silent world about her, of the all-enveloping night, of the solemn stars shining as they had shone from eternity, the girl knew herself infinitely helpless, without remedy against the stroke of impending fate. She recognized that lighted rooms and glowing fires and the indoor life did but deceive; that they did but blind the mind to the immensity of things, to the real issues, to life and death and eternity. Anguished, she owned that a good conscience was the only refuge, and that she had it not. She had deceived her father, and it would be her fate to endure a lasting remorse. At last, her eyes opened, she fancied that she detected behind the mask a fathers face. But too late, for the bridge which he had crossed innumerable times, the drive, rough and rutted, yet the harbinger of home, which he had climbed from boyhood to age, the threshold which he had trodden so often as master  they would know him no more! At the thought she broke down and wept, feeling all its poignancy, all its pitifulness, and finding for the moment no support in Clement, no recompense in a love which deceit and secrecy had tainted.

Doubtless she would not have taken things so hardly had she not been overwrought; and, as it was, the first sound that reached her from the Garthmyle road brought her to her feet. A light showed, moving from that direction, travelling slowly through the darkness. It vanished, and she held her breath. It came into view again, and she groped her way forward until she stood in the road. The light was close at hand now, though viewed from the front it moved so little that her worst forebodings were confirmed. But now, now that she saw her fears justified, the womans fortitude, that in enduring is so much greater than mans, came to her aid, and it was with a calmness that surprised herself that she awaited the slow procession, discerned by the lanthorn-light her fathers huddled form, and in a trembling voice asked if he still lived.

Yes, yes! Arthur cried, and hastened to reassure her. He will do yet, but he is hurt. Go back, Jos, and get his bed ready, and hot water, and some linen. The doctor will be here in a minute.

His voice, firm and collected, struck the right note, and the girl answered to it bravely. She made no lamentation, shed no tears  there would be time for tears later  but gathering up her skirts she sped up the drive, and before the carriage had passed the bridge she had given the alarm in the house. There, in a moment, all was confusion. Miss Peacock, whatever fears she had expressed, was ill prepared for the fact, and it was Josina, who, steadied by that half-hour of self-examination, stilled the outcry of the maids, gave the needful orders, and seconded Calamy in carrying them out, had candles placed on the stairs, and with her own hand brought out a stout chair. When the carriage, the lanthorn gleaming sombrely on the shining trunks, drew slowly out of the darkness, she was there with lights and brandy. For her the worst was over. The scared faces of the women, their stifled cries and confused hovering, were but a background to her steady courage.

Still, even she yielded the first place to Arthur. Whatever pity or horror he had felt, he had had time to overcome, and to think both of the present and the future. And he rose to the occasion. He directed, arranged, and was himself the foremost worker. By the time Mr. Farmer, the village doctor, arrived, he had done much which had to be done. The Squire had been carried upstairs, and lay, breathing stertorously, on his great four-post bed with the dingy drab curtains and the two watch-pockets at the head; and everything which could be of use had been brought to hand.

The doctor shut out the frightened maids and shut out Miss Peacock. But Arthur was only at the beginning of his resources. His nerve was good and he aided Farmer in his examination, while Jos, standing out of sight behind the curtain, calm but quivering in every nerve, handed to him or to Calamy what they needed. Even then, however, and while he was thus employed, Arthur found occasion to whisper a cheering word to the girl, to reassure her and give her hope. He forced her to take a glass of wine, and when Calamy, shaking his head, muttered that he had known a man to recover who had been worse hurt  but he was a strong young fellow  he damned the butler for an old fool, regardless of the fact that coming from Calamy this was a cheerful prognostic.

Presently he made her go downstairs. Nothing more can be done now, said he. The doctor thinks well of him so far. He and I will stay with him to-night. You must save yourself, Jos. You will be needed to-morrow.

He left the room with her, and as she would not go to bed he made her lie down on a couch, and covered her with a cloak. He had dropped the tone of patronage, almost of persiflage, which he had used to her of late, and he was kindness itself, behaving to her as a brother; so that she did not know how to be thankful enough for his presence, or for the relief from responsibility which it afforded. Afterwards, looking back on that long, strange night, during which lights burned in the rooms till dawn, and odd meals were served at odd times, and stealthy feet trod the stairs, and scared faces peeped in only to be withdrawn  looking back on that strange night, and its happenings, it seemed to her that without him she could not have lived through the hours.

In truth there was not much sleep for anyone. The village doctor, who lived in top-boots, and went his rounds on horse-back, and by old-fashioned people was called the apothecary, could say nothing for certain; in the morning he might be able to do so. But in the morning  well, perhaps by night, when the patient came to himself, he might be able to form an opinion. To Arthur he was more candid. The eye was beyond hope  it could not be saved, and he feared that the other eye was injured; and there was serious concussion. He played with his fob seals and looked sagely over his gold-rimmed spectacles as he mouthed his phrases. Whether there was a fracture he could not say at present.

He had seen in a long life and a country practice many such cases, and was skilful in treating them. But  no active measures. Dr. Quiet, he said, Dr. Quiet, the best of the faculty, my dear. If he does not always effect a cure, he makes no mistakes. We must leave it to him.

So morning came, and passed, and noon; and still nothing more could be done. With the afternoon reaction set in; the house resigned itself to rest. Two or three stole away to sleep. Arthur dozed in an arm-chair. The clock struck with abnormal clearness, the cluck of a hen in the yard was heard in the attics. So the hours passed until sunset surprised a yawning house, and in the parlor they pressed one another to eat, and in the kitchen unusual luxuries were consumed with a ghoulish enjoyment, and no fear of the housekeeper. And still Farmer could add nothing. They must wait and hope. Dr. Quiet! He praised him afresh in the same words.

Some hours earlier, and before Josina, after much scolding by Miss Peacock, had retired to her room to lie down, Arthur had told his story.

He did not go into details. It would only shock you, Jos, he said. It was Thomas, of course, and I hope to heaven hell swing for it. I suppose he knew that your father was carrying a large sum, and he must have struck him, possibly as he turned to say something, and then thrown him out. We must set the hue and cry after him, but Clement will see to that. It was lucky that he turned up when he did.

She drew a sharp breath; this was the first she had heard of Clement. And in her surprise Clement? she exclaimed. Then, covering her confusion as well as she could, Mr. Ovington? Do you mean  he was there, Arthur?

By good luck he was, just when he was wanted. Poor chap. I can tell you it knocked him fairly down. All the same, I dont know what might not have happened if he had not come up. I sent him for Farmer, and it saved time.

I did not know that he had been there, she murmured, too self-conscious to ask further questions.

Well, you wouldnt, of course. Hed been fishing, I fancy, and came along just when it made all the difference. I dont know what I should have done without him.

And Thomas? You are sure that it was Thomas? What became of him?

He made off across the fields. It was dark and useless to follow him  we had other things to think of, as you may imagine. Ten to one he has made for Manchester, but Clement will see to that. Oh, well have him! But there, Ill not tell you any more, Jos. You look ill as it is, and it will only spoil your sleep. Do you go upstairs and lie down, or you will never be able to go on. And, Miss Peacock fussily seconding his advice, Jos consented and went.

Arthurs manner had been kind, and Jos thought him kind. A brother could not have been more anxious to spare her unpleasant details. But, told as he had told it, the story left her under the impression that Clements part had been secondary only, and slight, and that if there were a person to whom she owed the preservation of her fathers life, it was Arthur, and Arthur only. Which she was the more ready to believe, in view of the masterly way in which he had managed all at the house, had taken the upper hand in all, and saved her, and spared her.

Yet Arthur had been careful to state no facts which could be contradicted by evidence, should the whole come out  at an inquest, for instance. He had foreseen the possibility of that, and had been careful. Indeed, it was with that in his mind that he had  well, that he had not gone into details.


CHAPTER XVI

Clement had walked with the doctor to the door and had secured a last word with Arthur outside, but he had not ventured to enter the house, much less to ask for Josina. He knew how heavily the shock would fall on her, and his heart was wrung for her. But he knew also, or he guessed, that the poignancy of her grief would be sharpened by remorse, and he felt that in the first outburst of self-reproach his presence would be the last she would welcome.

It was not a pleasant thought for a lover; but then how much worse, he reflected, would it have been for her, had she never made up her mind to confession. And in his own person how much better he now stood. He had saved the Squires life, and had saved it in circumstances that must do him credit. He had run his risks, and been put to the test, and he had come manfully out of it; and he still felt that elation of spirit, that readiness to do and dare, to meet fresh ventures, which attends on a crisis successfully encountered.

He was not in a mood to be dashed by trifles therefore, or Arthur, when he came out to speak to him, would have dashed him, for Arthur was rather short with him. You can do nothing here, he said. We are tumbling over one another. Get after that rascal. He has got away with four hundred in gold and we must recover it. Watkins at the Griffin may know where hell make for.

Hes in livery, isnt he?

Begad, so he is! Id not thought of that! Ill have his place watched in case he steals back to change. But do you see Watkins.

Clement took his dismissal meekly and went to Watkins. He soon learned all that the inn-keeper knew, which amounted to no more than a conviction that Thomas would make for Manchester. Watkins shook his head over the livery. The rascal was no fool; hed have got rid of that. Oh, hes a clever chap, sir, and a gallus bad one. he continued. Hed talk here that daring that hed lift the hair on my head. But I never thought that hed devil enough, in a tone of admiration, to attack the Squire! Well, hell swing this time, if hes taken! Youre not in very good fettle yourself, sir. You know that your cheeks bleeding?

Its nothing. And you think hell make for Manchester?

As sure as sure! Hes done that this time, sir, as he never can be safe but in a crowd. And whered he go but where he knows? Hell be in Manchester before tomorrow night, and itll take you all your time, sir, finding him there! Its a mortal big place, I understand, and hell have got rid of his livery, depend on it!

Ill find him, Clement said. And he meant it. His blood was hot, he had tasted of adventure and he found it more to his liking than day-books and ledgers. And already he had made up his mind that it was his business to pursue Thomas. He was angered by the rascals cowardly attack upon an old man, and were it only for that he would take him. But apart from that he saw that if he recovered the Squires money it would be another point to his credit  if the Squire recovered. If the old man did not, well, still he would have done something. As he rode home, and passed the scene of the robbery, he laid his plans.

He would leave the search in that district to the Head Constable at Aldersbury. But he expected little from this. In those days if a man was robbed it was the mans own business and that of his friends to follow the thief and seize him if they could. In London the Bow Street Runners saw to it, and in one or two of the big cities there were police officers organized on similar lines. But in the country there were only parish constables, elderly men, often chosen because they were past work.

Clement knew, then, that he must rely on himself, and he tried to imagine what Thomas would do, and what route he would take if he made for Manchester. Not through Aldersbury, for there he would run the risk of recognition. Nor would he venture into either of the direct roads thence  through Congleton or by Tarporley; for it was along these roads that he would be likely to be followed. How, then? Through Chester, Clement fancied. The man was already on the Chester side of Aldersbury, and he could make at once for that place, while in the full stream of traffic between Chester and Manchester his traces would be lost. Travelling on foot and by night, he might reach Chester about ten in the morning, and probably, having money and being footsore, he would take the first Manchester coach that left after ten.

At this point Clement found himself crossing the West Bridge, the faint scattered lights of the town rising to a point before him. His first business was to knock up the constable and tell his tale. This done, he made for the bank, where he found the household awaiting his coming in some alarm, for it was close on midnight. Here he had to tell his story afresh, amid expressions of wonder and pity, while Betty fetched sponge and water and bathed his cheek; nor, modestly as he related his doings, could he quite conceal the part that he had played. The banker listened, approved, and for once experienced a new sensation. He was proud of his son. Moreover, as a dramatic sequel to the Squires withdrawal of the money, the story touched him home.

Then Clement, as he ate his supper, came to his point. Im going after him, he said.

The banker objected. Its not your business, my lad, he said. Youve done enough, Im sure.

But the point is  its bank money, sir. Clement had grown cunning.

It was  this morning.

And he was a client this morning  and may be tomorrow.

The banker considered. There was something in that; and this sudden interest in the bank was gratifying. Yet  yet he did not quite understand it. You seem to be confoundedly taken up with this, he said, but I dont see why you need mix yourself up with it farther. The scoundrels neck is in a halter and he wont be taken without a struggle. Have you thought of that?

Id take him if he were ten, Clement said  and blushed at his own enthusiasm. He muttered something about the man being a villain, and the sooner he was laid by the heels the better.

Yes, by someone. But I dont see why you need be the one.

Anyway, Im going to do it, sir, Clement replied with unexpected independence. I shall go by the Nantwich coach at half-past five, drop off at Altringham, and catch him as he goes through. True, if he goes by Frodsham I may miss him, but I fancy that the morning coach by Frodsham leaves Chester too early for him. And, after all, I cant stop every bolt-hole.

Ovington wondered anew, seeing his son in a new light. This was not the idler with his eyes on the ledger and his thoughts abroad, whom he had known in the bank, but a young man with purpose in his glance and a cut on his cheek-bone, who looked as if he could be ugly if it came to a pinch. A quite new Clement  or new at any rate to him.

He reflected. The affair would be talked of, and certainly it would be a feather in the banks cap if the money, which the Squire had withdrawn, were recovered through the banks exertions. Viewed in that light there was method in the lads madness, whatever had bitten him, Well, I think it is a dangerous business, he said at last, and it is not your business. But go, if you will, only you must take Payne with you.

Payne was the bank man-of-all-work, but Clement would not hear of Payne. If he could be called at five, he asked no more. Even if all the seats on the Victory were booked, they would find room for him somewhere.

But your face? Betty said. Isnt it painful? Its turning black.

Ill bet that villains is as black! he retorted. I know I got home on him once. Only let me be called.

But his father saw that, as he passed through the hall, he took one of the bank pistols out of the case in which they were kept, and slipped it into his pocket. The banker wondered anew, and felt perhaps more anxiety than he showed. At any rate, it was he who called the lad at five and saw that he drank the coffee that Betty had prepared, and that he ate something. At the last, indeed, Clement feared that his father might offer to accompany him, but he did not. Possibly he had decided that if his son was bent on proving his mettle in this odd business, it was wisest not to balk him.

The sun was rising as Clements coach rattled down the Foregate between the old Norman towers that crown the Castle Hill, and the long austere front of the school, with its wide low casements twinkling in the first beams. Early milk-carts drew aside to give the coach passage, white-eyed sweeps gazed enviously after it, mob-caps at windows dreamt of holidays and sighed to be on it and away. Soon it burst merrily from the crowded houses and met the morning freshness and the open country and the rolling fields. The mists were rising from the valley behind, as the horses breasted the ascent above the old battle-field, swept down the farther slope, and at eight miles an hour climbed up Armour Hill between meadows sparkling with dew and coverts flickering with conies. Down the hill at a canter, which presently carried it rejoicing into Wem. There the first relay was waiting, and away again they went, bowling over the barren gorse-clad heath that brought them presently through narrow twisting streets to the White Lion at Whitchurch. Again, Horses on! and merrily they travelled down the gentle slope to the Cheshire plain, where miles of green country spread themselves in the sunshine, a land of fatness and plenty, of cheese and milk and slow-running brooks. The clock on Nantwich church was showing a half after eight, as with a long flourish from the bugle they passed below it, and halted for breakfast at the Crown, in the stubborn old Round-head town.

Half an hour to refresh, topping up with a glass of famous Nantwich ale, and away again. But now the sun was high, the world abroad, the roads were alive with traffic. Onwards from Nantwich, where they began to run alongside the Ellesmere Canal, with its painted barges and gay market boats, the road took on a new importance, and many a smiling wayside house, Lion or Swan, cheered the travellers on their way. Spanking four-in-hands, handled by lusty coachmen, the autocrats of the road, chaises-and-four with postboys in green or yellow, white-coated farmers and parsons on hackneys, commercials in gigs, and publicans in tax-carts, pedlars, packmen, the one-legged sailor, and Punch and Judy  all these met or passed them; and huge wains laden with Manchester goods and driven by teamsters in smocks with long whips on their shoulders. And the inns! The inns, with their swaying signs and open windows, their benches crowded with loungers and their yards echoing with the cry of Next team!  the inns, with their groaning tables and huge joints and gleaming silver, these came so often, swaggered so loudly, imposed themselves so royally, that half the life of the road seemed to be in and about them.

And Clement saw it all and rejoiced in it all, though his eyes never ceased to search for a dour-looking man with a bruised face. He rejoiced in the cantering horses and the abounding life about him, in the freedom of it and the joyousness of it, his pulses leaping in tune with it; and not the less in tune, so splendid a thing is it to be young and in love, because he had fought a fight and slept only three hours. He watched it all pass before him, and if he had ever believed in his fathers scheme of an iron way and iron horses he lost faith in it now. For it was impossible to believe that any iron road running across fields and waste places could vie with this splendid highway, this orderly procession of coaches, travelling and stopping and meeting with the regularity of a weavers shuttle, these long lines of laden wagons, these swift chaises horsed at every stage! He saw stables that sheltered a hundred roadsters and were not full; ostlers to whom a handful of oats in every peck gave a gentlemans income; teams that were clothed and curried as tenderly as children; mighty caravanserais full to the attics. A whole machinery of transport passed under his wondering eyes, and the railway, the Valleys Railway  he smiled at it as at the dream of a visionary.

They swept through Northwich before noon, and an hour later Clement dropped off the coach in front of the Bowling Green Inn at Altringham, and knew that his task lay before him. The little town had no church, but it boasted for its size more bustle than he had expected, and as he eyed its busy streets and its flow of traffic his spirits sank; it did not call itself one of the gates of Manchester for nothing. However, he had not come to stand idle, and the first step, to seek out a constable, was easy. But to secure that worthys aid  he was but a deputy, a pot-bellied, spectacled shoemaker  was another matter. The man rolled up his leather apron and pushed his horn-rimmed glasses on to his forehead, but he shook his head. A very desperate villain, he said, a very desperate villain! But lor, master, a dark sullen chap with a black eye and legs a little bandy? Why, I be dark and I be bandy, and for black eyes  Im afeared theres more than one o that cut on the road.

But not to-day, Clement urged. Hell come through to-day or to-night.

Ay, and more likely night than day. But how be I to see if hes a blackened peeper in the dark! I cant haul a gentleman off a coach to ask the color of his eyes.

Well, anyway, do your best.

We might bill him and cry him?

Thats it! Do that! Clement saw that that was about the extent of the help he would get in this quarter. Send the crier to me at the Bowling Green, and Ill write a bill  Five pounds reward for information!

The constables eyes twinkled. Now youre on a line, master, he said. Now well do summat, maybe!

Clement took the hint and bettered the line with a crownpiece, and hastening back to his inn he took seisin of a seat in the coffee room which commanded the main street. Here he wrote out a bill, and bribed a waiter to keep the place for him: and in it he sat patiently, scanning every person who passed. But so many passed that an hour had not elapsed before he held his task hopeless, though he continued to perform it. The constable had undertaken to go round the inns and to set a watch on a side street; and the bill might do something. But his fancy pictured half a dozen by-ways through the town, or the man might avoid the town, or he might go by another route. Altogether it began to seem a hopeless task, his fancied sagacity a silly conceit. But he had undertaken the task, and as he had told his father he could not close all holes. He could only set his snare across the largest and hope for the best.

Presently he heard the crier ring his bell and cry his man. Oh yes! Oh yes! Oh yes! and the rest of it, ending with God save the King! And that cheered him for a while. That was something. But as hour after hour went by and coaches, carriages, and postchaises stopped and started before the door, and pedestrians passed, and still no Thomas appeared  though half a dozen times he ran out to take a nearer view of some traveller, or to inspect a slumberer in a hay-cart  he began to despair. There were so many chances against him. So many straws floated by, half seen in the current.

But Clement was dogged. He persisted, though hope had almost abandoned him, and it was long after midnight before, sinking with fatigue, he left his post. Even so he was out again by six, but if there was anything of which he was now certain, it was that the villain had gone by in the night. Still he remained, his eyes roving ceaselessly over the passers-by, who were now few, now many, as the current ran fast or slow, as some coach high-laden drew up before the door with a noisy fanfaronade, or some heavy wagon toiled slowly by.

It was in one of these slack intervals, when the street was tolerably empty, that his eyes fell on a man who was loitering on the other side of the way. The man had his hands in his pockets and a straw in his mouth, and he seemed to be a mere idler; but as his eyes met Clements he winked. Then, with an almost imperceptible gesture of the head, he lounged away in the direction of the inn yard.

Clement doubted if anything was meant, but grasping at every chance he hurried out and found the man standing in the yard, his hands in his pockets, the straw in his mouth. He was staring at an object, which, to judge from his aspect, could have no possible interest for him  a pump. Do you want me? Clement asked.

Mebbe, mister. Do you see that stable?

Well?

Dyou go in there and Ill  mebbe Ill join you.

But Clement was suspicious. I am not going out of sight of the street, he said.

Lord! contemptuously. Your mans gone these six hours. Hes many a mile on by now! You come into the stable.

The fellows looks did not commend him. He was blear-eyed and under-sized, wearing a mangy rabbit-skin waistcoat, and no coat. He had the air of a postboy run to seed. Still, Clement thought it better to go with him, and in the stable, Be you the gent that offered five pounds? the man asked, turning upon him.

I am.

Then fork out, squire. Open your purse, and Ill open my mouth.

If you come with me to the constable  

Not I. I bent sharing with no constable. That is flat.

Well, what do you know?

What you want to know. Howsumdever, if youll give me your word youll act the gentleman?

Who are you, my lad?

Ostler at the Barley Sheaf in Malthouse Lane. Youre on? Right. I see, youre a gentleman. Well, your chap come in bout eleven last night on an empty dray from Chester. He had four sacks of corn with him.

Oh, but that cant be the man! Clement exclaimed, his face falling.

You listen, mister. He had four sacks of corn with him, and wagoner, hed bargained to carry him to Manchester. But they had quarrelled, and tother chucked off his sacks in our yard, and there was pretty nigh a fight. Wagoner he went off and left him cursing, and he offered me a shilling to find him a lift to Manchester first thing i the morning. Bout daylight there come in a hay-cart, but driverd only take the man and not the forage. Howsumdever, he said at last hed take one sack, and your chap up and asked me would I take care of tother three till he sent for em. I see he was mighty keen to get on, and I sez, No, sez I, but Ill buy em cheap. Right, sez he, and surprising little bones about it, and lets me have em cheap! So thinks I, whos this as chucks away money, and as he climbed up I managed to knock off his tile and see his eye was painted, and he the very spot of your bill! Id half a mind to stop him, but he was over-weight for me  Im a little chap  and I let him go. He added some details which satisfied Clement that the traveller was really Thomas.

Did you hear where he was going to in Manchester?

Five pound, mister! The man held out his grimy paw.

Clement did not like the cunning in the bleary eyes, but he had gone so far that he could hardly draw back. He counted out four one-pound notes. Now then? he said, showing the fifth, but keeping a firm hold on it.

The lad that took him is Jerry Stott  of the Apple-Tree Inn in Fennel Street. You go to him, mister. One of these will do it.

Clement gave him the other note. He didnt tell you where he was going?

He very particlar did not. But Im thinking youll net him at Jerrys. Do you take one of Nadins boys. Hes a desperate-looking chap. He gave you that punch in the face, I guess? with interest.

He did.

Ah, well, you marked him. But you get one of Nadins boys. Youll not take him easy.


CHAPTER XVII

Clement did not let the grass grow under his feet. An hour later he was rattling over the stony pavements and through the crowded streets of the busy town, which had grown in a short hundred years from something little more than a village, to be the second centre of wealth and population, of poverty and crime, within the seas; a centre on which the eye of Government rested with unwinking vigilance, for without a voice in Parliament and with half of its citizens deprived of civic rights  since half were Nonconformists  it was the focus of all the discontent in the country. In Manchester, if anywhere, flourished the agitation against the Test Acts and the movement for Reform. Thence had started the famous Blanketeers, there six years before had taken place the Peterloo massacre. Thence as by the million filaments of some great web was roused or calmed the vast industrial world of Lancashire. The thunder of the power-loom that had created it, the roar of the laden drays that shook it, deafened the wondering stranger, but more formidable and momentous than either, had he known it, was the half-heard murmur of an underworld striving to be free.

Clement had never visited the cotton-town before, and on a more commonplace errand he might have allowed himself to be daunted by a turmoil and bustle as new to him as it was uncongenial. But with his mind set on one thing, he heeded his surroundings only as they threatened to balk his aim, and he had himself driven directly to the Police Office, over which the notorious Nadin had so lately presided that for most people it still went by his name. Fearless, resolute, and not too scrupulous, the man had through twenty troublous years combated the forces alike of disorder and of liberty; and before London had yet acquired an efficient police, he had gathered round him a body of men equal at least to the Bow Street Runners. He had passed, but his methods survived; and half an hour after Clement had entered the office he issued from it accompanied by a hard-bitten, sharp-eyed man in a tall beaver hat and a long wide-skirted coat.

The Apple Tree? Oh, the Apple Trees on the square, he informed Clement. And Jerry Stott? No harm in him, sir, either. Hell speak when he sees me.

You dont think we need another man?

Theres one following. No use to go in a bunch. Hell watch the front, and well go in by the yard. Got a barker, sir?

Yes.

Fraid so. Well, dont use it  show it if you like. Laws law, and a live dogs worth more than its hide. Ay, thats Chethams. Queer old place, and  sharps the word, here we are, as they turned off Long Mill Gate, and entered the yard of an old-fashioned house, over the door of which hung the sign of an apple-tree. The place was quiet, in comparison with the street they had left, and Heres Jerry, the officer added, as they espied a young fellow, who in a corner of the enclosure was striving to raise to his shoulder a truss of hay. He ceased his efforts when he saw them.

We want a word with you, said the officer.

The man eyed them with dismay. I never thout at hed come to thee, he said.

The chap you brought in this morning?

Ay, sure.

Happen yes and happen no, the policeman replied. Whats it all about?

If he says I took his eauts he be a leear. I wurna wi the sack, not to say alone at is, not five minutes, and yo may look at t sack and see alls theer as ever was! Never a handfu missing, tho the chap he cursed and swore an took on, the mout ha been eauts o gowd! Hes a leear iv he says I tetched em, but I never thout hed t brass to come to thee.

Why not, lad?

Cause i the end he let up and steared at t sack leek a steck pig, and then he fell a shriking i worse shap than ever, and away he goes as iv a dog had bit him and down t Long Gate hell for leather!

Which way? I see. Did he take the oats?

Not he, nor t bag. An after mekking setch a din about his eauts! I war no wi em five minutes.

The officer declined to commit himself. Let us see them, he said.

Jerry led them to a tumble-down, black and white building at the rear of the yard, with lattice work in its crazy windows and an old date over the door. They followed him up a ladder and into a loft, where were a frowsy bed or two, some old pack-saddles, and two or three stools made out of casks sawn in two. On the floor in one place lay a heap of oats trampled this way and that, and beside the heap an empty sack. The officer picked up the sack, shook it and examined it.

What do you make of it? Clement asked.

I dont know what to make of it. Here, you, Jerry, fetch me a corn measure! And when he had thus rid them of the lad, He may be carrying out orders and telling a flash tale to put us off. Or he may be telling the truth, and in that case it looks as if someone had been a mite brighter than your man and cleared his stuff.

But where is it?

Ah! Just so, Id like to know, shaking his head. Yes, Jerry, measure it back into the sack. How much is there?

The lad began to gather up the oats and replace them in the bag, while the two men looked on, perplexed and undecided. Suddenly Clement stooped  a scrap of cord, doubtless the cord which had tied the neck of the sack, had caught his eye. He picked it up, looked at it, then, with a word, he handed it to the officer. I think that settles it, he said, his eyes shining. There was a tiny twist of straw-plait, like a rosette, knotted about the cord and still adhering to it.

Nadins man looked at the plait and for a moment did not understand. Then his face cleared. By Joseph! Youre right, sir! he exclaimed, and slapped his thigh. And sharp, sharp too. Youd ought to be one of us! That settles it, its the backtrack weve to look to, but Ill take no chances. And turning to the lad and addressing him in his harshest voice, See here, in an hour we shall know if youve told us the truth. If youve not it will be the New Bailey and a pair of iron garters for you. So if youve aught to add, out with it! Its your last chance, Jerry Stott.

But the lad protested that hed told all the truth. It had happened just as he had told them.

The officer turned to Clement. I think hes on the square, he said, but Ill have him watched. And he led the way down the ladder. When they reached the street, he stepped out smartly, making nothing of the crowd and bustle, the lumbering drays and over-hanging cranes through which they had to thread their way. Well catch the Altringham stage at the Cross if were sharp, he said. Itll be quicker than getting out a pochay and a lot cheaper.

They caught the stage, and alighted in Altringham before five. A walk of as many minutes brought them to the Barley Sheaf, a wagoners house at the corner of a lane in the poorest part of the town. The ostler, from whom Clement had so lately parted, stood leaning against a post at the entrance to the yard, his hands still in his pockets and the straw still in his mouth. When he saw them a grin broke up his ugly face. Heve been here, he cried, but, triumphantly, Ive routed him, mister! I sent him all ways!

The officer did not respond. Why, the devil, didnt you seize him? he growled.

What, me? And him double my size? And a desperate villain? Deed, Id to save my skin, mister, and only yon lad and a couple of childer in the yard when he come. I see him first, sneaking a look round this yere post, and thinks I, itll be a knife in the back or a punch in the face for me if hes heard Ive rapped. So, firsts better than last, thinks I, and seeing as he hung back I up to him bold as brass, but with one eye on the lad too, and sez I, Can you read? sez I. He looked at mes if hed have my blood, but there was the lad and the childer a-staring, so Ay, I can, says he, and can read you, you thieving villain! Well, if you can read, read that, sez I, and pointed to a bill as was posted on the gate. I cant, sez he, and, happen you can tell me what tis all about. He looks, and he sees tis the bill about he, and painting him to the life. Anyways, he turns the color o whey and he gives me a look as if hed cut out my inwards, but he sees its no good, for there was the lad and the childer, and he slinks off. Ay, I routed him, I did, little as I be, mister!

Right! said Nadins man. And now do you show us the sack as you changed for his.

The mans face fell amazingly, but Clement noted that he looked surprised rather than frightened. Eh? he exclaimed. Lord, now, who told you, mister? He didnt know.

Never mind who told us. We know, and thats enough. There was a twist o plait round the cord?

There were.

You said nothing about it before. But out with it now, and do you take care, my lad.

Well, who axed me? Exchange is no robbery and I aint afeard. Twas just this way. He sold me three sacks, s I told you, squire, and I was hauling em off to stable when Not that one! says he sharp. So then I look at t one he was so set on keeping, and when his back was turned I hefted it sly-like, and it seemed to me a good bit heavier than t others. Then I spied the bit o plait about the cord, and thinks I, being no fule, tis a mark. And when he went in for a squib o cordial wi Jerry Stott I shifted t mark to another sack and loaded up, and off he goes and he none the wiser, and no harm done. Exchange is no robbery and you cant do nowt to me for that.

I dont know, said the officer darkly. Let us see the sack.

Youre not agoing  

Do you hear? Jump, unless you want to get into trouble. You show us that sack, and be quick about it, my lad.

Grumbling, but not daring to refuse, the old man led the way into the stables, and there in an empty stall the three sacks stood upright. Which is the one you filched? asked the man from Manchester.

Reluctantly the ostler pointed it out. Then you get me a horse-cloth.

Youre not going  well, a wilful man must have his way. Will that serve you? But if my oats is spilled and spiled  

Nadins man paid no heed to his remonstrance, but in a trice cut the cord that tied the sacks mouth, tipped it on its side, and let the grain pour out in a golden stream. A golden stream it proved to be, for in a twinkling something sparkled amid the corn, and here and there a sovereign glittered. To Clement and the officer who had read the riddle, this was no great surprise, though they viewed it with smiling satisfaction. But the old man, stuck dumb by the sight of the treasure that had been for a time in his power, turned a dirty white. He stood gazing at the vision of wealth, greed in his eyes, his hands working convulsively; and presently in a choked voice, O, Lord! O, Lord! he muttered. Youll not take t all! Youll not take t all! . It were mine. I bought it.

You came nigh to buying a pair o bracelets, the officer replied grimly. You with stolen property in your possession to talk o  thank your stars your necks not to answer for it! No, we dont need your help. You sheer off. We can count it without you. Youve done pretty well as it is. Sheer off, unless you want the handcuffs on you!

The old ostler went, measuring the five pounds which he had made by the treasure he had lost, and finding no comfort in the possession of that which only an hour before had been a fortune to gloat over. But there was no help for it. He had to swallow his rage. The officer called after him to bring a sieve. He brought it sullenly, and his part was done. All that was left to him was a vision of gold that grew more dazzling with each telling of the tale. And very, very often he told it.

When he was gone they gathered up the oats and riddled them through the sieve and recovered four hundred and thirty pounds. Thomas had taken a mere handful for his spending. As Clement counted it, sovereign by sovereign, into a knotted handkerchief which the other held, he, too, gloated over it, for it spelled success. But the money reckoned and the handkerchief knotted up, And now for the man, he said.

But Nadins man shook his head. Wed be weeks and not get him, he said. Youd best leave him to us, sir. Well bill him in Manchester and make the flash kens too hot for him. But theres no knowing which way hell turn. May be to Liverpool, or as like as not to Aldersbury. Chaps like him are pigeons for homing. Back they go, though they know theyll be taken.

In the end Clement decided to stand content, and having given his assistant a liberal fee, he took his seat next morning on the Victory coach, travelling by Chester to Aldersbury. He was not vain, but it was with some exultation that he began his journey, that he faced again the free-blowing winds and the open pastures, heard the cheery notes of the bugle, and viewed the old-fashioned marketplaces and roistering inns, some of which he had passed three days before. He had not failed. He had done something; and he thought of Jos, and he thought of the Squire, and he thanked Providence that had put it in his power to turn the tables on the old man. Surely after what he had done the Squire must consider him. Surely after services so notable  and Lord, what luck he had had  the Squire would be willing to listen to him? He recalled the desperate struggle in the road, and the old mans At him, good lad! At him! and he thought of the sum  no small sum, and the old man was avaricious  which his promptness had recovered. His hopes ran high.

To be sure, there was another side to it. The Squire might not recover, and then  but he refused to dwell on that contingency. No, the Squire must recover, must receive and reward him, must own that after all he was something better than a clerk or a shopboy. And all things would be well, all roads be made smooth, all difficulties be cleared away. And in time he and Jos  his eyes shone.

Of course in the elation of the hour and flushed by success, he ignored facts which he would have been wiser to remember, and over-leapt obstacles which were not small. A little thought would have taught him that the Squire was not the man to change his views in an hour, or to swallow the prejudices of a life-time because a young chap had done him a service. To be beholden to a man, and to give him your daughter, are things far apart.

And this Clement in cooler moments would have seen. But he was young and in love, and he had done something; and the sun shone and the air was sweet, and if, as the coach swung gaily up the Foregate between School and Castle, his heart beat high and he already foresaw a triumphant issue, who shall blame him? At any rate his case was altered, and in comparison with his position a few days before, he stood well.

He alighted at the door of the Lion, and by a coincidence which was to have its consequences the first person he met in the High Street was Arthur Bourdillon. Hallo! Arthur cried, his face lighting up. Back already, man? Have you done anything?

Ive got the money, Clement replied. And he waved the bag.

And Thomas?

No, he gave us the slip for the time. But Ive got the money, except a dozen pounds or so.

The deuce you have! the other answered  and it was not quite clear whether he were pleased or not. How did you do it? Tell us all about it. He drew Clement aside on to some steps at the foot of St. Julianas church.

Clement ran briefly over his adventures. When he had done, Deuced sharp of you, Arthur said. Devilish sharp, I must say! Now, if youll hand over Ill take it out to Garth. I am on my way there, Im just starting, and I havent a moment to spare. If youll hand over  

But Clement made no move to hand over. Instead, How is he? he asked.

Oh, pretty bad.

Will he get over it?

Farmer thinks so. But theres no hope for the eye, and he doubts about the other eye. Hes not to use it for six weeks at least.

Hes in bed?

Lord, yes, and will be in bed for heaven knows how long  if he ever gets up from it. Why, man, hes had the deuce of a shake. The wonder is that hes alive, and its long odds that hell never be the same man again.

Thats bad, Clement said. And how is   He was going to inquire after Miss Griffin, but Arthur broke in on him.

Ask the rest another time, he said. I cant stay now. Im taking out things that are wanted in a hurry and the curricle is waiting. This is the first day Ive been in town, for theres no one there to do anything except my cousin and the old Peahen. So hand over, old chap, and Ill take the stuff out. It will do the old man more good than all the doctors medicine.

Clement hesitated. If he had not been carrying the money, he might have made an excuse. He might at any rate have delayed the act. But the money was the Squires, he could give no reason for taking it to the bank, and he had not that hardness of fibre, that indifference to the feelings of others which was needed if he was to say boldly that it was he who had recovered the money and he who was going to hand it over. Still he did hesitate, something telling him that the demand was unreasonable. Then Arthurs coolness, his assumption that what he proposed was the natural course did its work. Clement handed over the bag.

Right, Arthur said, weighing it in his hand. You counted it, I suppose? Four hundred and thirty, or thereabouts?

Thats it.

Good! See you soon. Good-bye! And well pleased with himself, chuckling a little  for Clements discomfiture had not escaped him  Arthur hurried away.

And Clement went his way. But reality had touched his golden dreams, and they had melted. The sun still shone, but it did not shine for him, and he no longer walked with his head in the air. It was not only that, by resigning the money and entrusting its return to another, he had lost the advantage on which he had counted, but he had been worsted. He had failed, in the contest of wits and wills, and, abuse his ill-luck as he might, he owed the failure to himself  to his own weakness. He saw it.

It was possible that Arthur had acted in innocence. But Clement doubted this, and he doubted it the more the longer he thought of it. He fancied that he recognized a thing which had happened before: that this was not the first time that Arthur had taken the upper hand with him and jockeyed him into the worse position. As he crossed the threshold of the bank, his self-confidence fell from him, he felt himself slip into the old atmosphere, he became once more the inefficient.

Nor was it any comfort to him that his father saw the matter in the same light, and after listening with an appreciative face and some surprise to his earlier adventures, made no effort to hide the chagrin that he felt at the dénouement. But why  why in the world did you do that? he exclaimed. Give up the money after you had done the work? And to Bourdillon, who had no more right to it than you had? Good heavens, lad, it was the act of a fool! Id not be surprised if old Griffin never heard your name in connection with it!

Oh, I dont think Arthur  

Well, I do. The banker was vexed. Its clear that Arthur is a deal sharper than you. As for the Squire, I hear that he is only half-conscious, and what he hears, if he ever hears the tale at all, will make little impression on him. Now if he had seen you, and youd handed over the money  if he had seen you, then the bank and you would have got the credit.

Still, Clem did recover it, Betty said.

Ay, but who will ever know that he did?

Still he did, and I believe that hell get a message from Garth to-morrow. Now, see if you dont, Clem. Or the next day.

But no message came on the morrow, or on the next day. No message came at all; and though it was possible to attribute this to the Squires condition  for he was reported to be very ill  and Clement did his best to attribute it to that and to keep up his spirits, the tide of time wears away even hope, and presently he began to see that he had built on the sand.

At any rate no message and no acknowledgment came, unless a perfunctory word of thanks dropped by Arthur counted as such. And Clement had soon to recognize that what he had done, he might as well, for any good it was likely to do him, have left undone. His father, who had no thought of anything but his sons credit, was merely chagrined. But with Clement, who had built high hopes upon the event, hopes of which his father and Betty little dreamed, the wound went far deeper.


CHAPTER XVIII

The Squire raised himself painfully on his elbow and hid the bag between pillow and tester, where he could assure himself of its presence by a touch. Then he sank back with a grunt of relief and his hand went to the keys, which also had their home under his pillow. He clung to them  they were his badge of authority, of power. While he had them, sightless as he was, he was still master; about his room, the oak-panelled chamber, spacious but shabby, with the uneven floor and the low wide casement, the life of the house still circled.

Good lad! he muttered. Good lad! Jos?

Yes, father. She rose and came towards him.

Wheres Arthur?

He went out with your message.

To be sure! To be sure! Im forgetting.

But, once started on the road to recovery, he did not forget much. From his high, four-post bed with the drab hangings in which his father and grandfather had died, he gripped house and lands in a firm grip. Morning by morning he would have his report of the lambs, of the wheat, of the hay-corps, of the ploughing on the eight acres where the Swedish turnips were to go. He would know what corn went to the mill, what mutton to the house. The bounds-fence that Farmer Bache had neglected was not forgotten, nor the young colt that he had decided to take against Farmer Prices arrears, nor the lease for lives that involved a knotty point of which he proved himself to be in complete possession.

Indeed, he showed himself indomitable, the old heart in him still strong; so that neither the shock that he had borne, nor the pain that he had suffered, nor the possibility of permanent blindness which they could not wholly hide from him, sufficed to subdue or unman him.

Only in one or two things was a change apparent. He reverted more often to an older and ruder form of speech familiar to him when George the Third was young, but which of late he had only used when talking with his tenants. He said Dunno you do this! and I wunt ha that! used ship for sheep, and goold for gold, called Thomas a gallus bad rascal, and the like.

And in another and more important point he was changed. For eyes he must now depend on someone, and though he showed that he liked to have Jos about him and bore with her when the Pea-hens fussiness drove him to bad words, it was soon clear that the person he chose was Arthur. Arthur was restored, and more than restored to favor. It was Wheres Arthur? a score of times a day. Arthur must come, must go, must be ever at his elbow. He must check such and such an account, see the overseers about such an one, speak to the constable about another, go into Aldersbury about the lease. Even when Arthur was absent the Squires thoughts ran on him, and often he would mutter Good lad! Good lad! when he thought himself alone.

It was a real bouleversement, but Josina, supposing that Arthur had saved her fathers life at the risk of his own, and had then added to his merit by recovering the lost money, found it natural enough. For the full details of the robbery had never been told to her. Better leave it alone, Jos, Arthur had said when she had again shown a desire to know more. It was a horrid business and you wont want to dream of it. Another minute and that d  d villain would have  but there, Id advise you to leave it alone.

Jos, suspecting nothing, had not demurred, but on the contrary had thought Arthur as modest as he was brave. And the doctor, with an eye to his patients well-being, had taken the same view. Put no questions to him, he said, and dont talk to him about it. Time enough to go into it by and by, when the shocks worn off. The odds are that he will remember nothing that happened just before the scoundrel struck his  thats the common thing  and so much the better, my dear. Let sleeping dogs lie, or, as we doctors say, dont think about your stomach till your victuals trouble you.

So Josina knew no particulars except that Arthur had saved his uncles life, and Clement  she shuddered as she thought of it  had come up in time to be of service. And no one at Garth knew more. But, knowing so much, it was not surprising to her that Arthur should be restored to favor, and, lately forbidden the house, should now rule it as a master. And clearly Arthur, also, found the position natural, so easily did he fall into it. He was up and down the old shallow stairs  which the Squire, true to the fashions of his youth, had never carpeted  a dozen times a day. He was as often in and out of his uncles bedroom, or sitting on the deep window-seat on which generations of mothers had sunned their babes; and all this with a laugh and a cheery word that wondrously brightened the sick room. Alert, quick, serviceable, and willing to take any responsibility, he made himself a favorite with all. Even Calamy, who shook his head over every improvement in the Squire, and murmured much of the old lamp flickering before it went out, grew hopeful in his presence. Miss Peacock adored him. He put Josinas nose out of joint.

Of the young fellow, whose moodiness had of late perplexed his companions in the bank, not a trace remained. Had they seen him as he was now they might have been tempted to think that a weight had been lifted from him. But he seemed, for the time, to have forgotten the bank. He rarely mentioned the Ovingtons.

There was one at Garth, however, who had not forgotten either the bank or the Ovingtons; and proved it presently to Arthurs surprise. Jos, said the Squire one afternoon. And when she had replied that she was there, Where is Arthur?

I think he has just come in, sir.

Prop me up. And send him to me. Do you leave us.

She went, wondering a little for she had not been dismissed before. She sent Arthur, who, after his usual fashion, scaled the stairs at three bounds. He found the old man sitting up in the shadow of the curtains, a grotesque figure with his bandaged head. The air of the room was not so much musty as ancient, savoring of worm-eaten wood and long decayed lavender, and linen laid by in presses. On each side of the drab tester hung a dim flat portrait, faded and melancholy, in a carved wooden frame, unglazed; below each hung a sampler. You sent for me, sir?

Ay. Whens that money due?

The question was so unexpected that for a moment Arthur did not take it in. Then the blood rushed to his face. My mothers money, sir?

What else? What other money is there, thats due? I forget things but I dunno forget that.

You dont forget much, sir, Arthur replied cheerfully. But theres no hurry about that.

When?

Well, in two months from the twenty-first, sir. But there is not the least hurry.

This is the seventeenth?

Yes, sir.

Well, Ill pay and ha done with it. But Ill ha to sell stock. East India Stock it is. What are they at, lad?

Somewhere about two hundred and seventy odd, I think, sir.

And how do you sell em? The Squire knew a good deal about buying stock but little about selling it, and he winced as he put the question. But he bore the pang gallantly, for had not the boy earned his right to the money and to his own way? Ay, and earned it by a service as great as one man could perform for another? For the Squire had no more reason than those about him to doubt that he owed his life to his nephew. He had found him beside his bed when he had recovered his senses, and putting together this and certain words which had fallen from others, and adding his own hazy impressions of the happenings of the night, and of the young man on whose shoulder he had leant, he had never questioned the fact. How do you go about to sell em? he repeated. I suppose you know?

Oh, yes, sir, its my business, Arthur replied. You have to get a transfer  they are issued at the India House. Youve only to sign it before two witnesses. It is quite simple, sir.

Well, I can do that. Do you see to it, lad.

You wouldnt wish to do it through Ovingtons?

No! the Squire rapped out. Do it yourself. And lose no time. Write at once.

Very well, sir. I suppose you have the certificates?

Course I have, annoyed. Isnt the stock mine?

Very good, sir. Ill see to it.

Well, see to it. And, mark ye, when youre in Aldersbury see Welshes, and tell them Im waiting for that lease of lives. I signed the agreement for the new lease six weeks ago and I should ha had the lease by now. Stir em up, and say I must have it. The longer Im waiting the longer the bill will be! I know em, damn em, though Welshes are not the worst.

When he had settled this he wanted a letter written, and Arthur sat down at the oaken bureau that stood between the windows, its faded green lining stained with the ink of a century and its pigeon-holes crammed with receipts and sample-bags. While he wrote his thoughts were busy with the matter that they had just discussed, but it was not until he found himself standing at a window outside the room, staring with unseeing eyes over the green vale, that he brought his thoughts to a head, and knew that even at the eleventh hour he hesitated.

Yes, he hesitated. The thing that he had so much desired, that had presented itself to him in such golden hues, that had dazzled his ambition and absorbed his mind, was within his grasp now, ready to be garnered  and yet he hesitated. Ovington was a just man and beyond doubt would release him and cancel the partnership agreement, if he desired to have it cancelled. And he was very near to desiring it at this moment.

For he saw now that there were other things to be garnered  Garth, its broad acres, its fine rent-roll, the old mans savings, Josina. Secure of the Squires favor he had but to stretch out his hand, and all these things might be his; might certainly be his if he gave up the bank and his prospects there. That step, if he took it, would remove his uncles last objection; it would bind him to him by a triple bond. And it would do more. It would ease his own mind, by erasing from the past  for he would no longer need the five thousand  a thing which troubled his conscience and harassed him when he lay awake at night. It would erase that blot, it would make all clean behind him, and it would at the same time remove the impalpable barrier that had risen between him and his mother.

It was still in his power to do all this. A word would do it. He had only to go back to the Squire and tell him that he had changed his mind, that he no longer wanted the money, and was not going into the bank.

He hesitated, standing at the window, looking on the green vale and the hillside beyond it. Yes, he might do it. But what if he repented later? And what security had he for those other things? His uncle might live for years, long years, might live to quarrel with him and discard him. Did not the proverb say that it was ill-work waiting for dead mens shoes? And Josina? Doubtless he might win Josina, for the wooing; he had no doubt about that. But he was not sure that he wanted Josina.

He decided at last that the question might wait. Until he had written the letter to the brokers, until then, at any rate, either course was open to him. He went downstairs. In the wainscoted hall, small and square, with a high narrow window on each side of the door, his mother and Josina were sitting on one of the window seats. The door stood open, the spring air and the sunshine poured in. Im telling her that shes not looking well, his mother said, as he joined them.

She spends too much time in that room, he answered. Then, after a moments thought, rattling the money in his fob, Is Farmer coming to-day?

No. The girl spoke listlessly. I dont think he is.

Hes made a wonderful recovery, his mother observed.

Yes  if its a real recovery.

At any rate, the doctor hopes that he may come downstairs in ten days. And then, Im afraid, we shall have Josina to nurse.

The girl protested that she was well, quite well. But her heavy eyes and the shadows under them belied her words.

Well, Im off to town, he said, I have to see Welshes for him.

He left them, and ten minutes later he was on the road to Aldersbury, still undecided, still uncertain what course he would pursue, and at one moment accusing himself of a weakness that deserved the contempt of every strong man, at another praising moderation and a country life. Had he had eyes and ears for the things about him as he rode, he might have found much to support the latter view. The cawing of rooks, the murmur of wood-doves, the scents of late spring filled the balmy air. The sky was pure blue, and beneath it the pastures shone yellow with buttercups. Tree and field, bank and hedge-row rioted in freshest green, save where the oak wood, slow to change and careless of fashion, clung to its orange garb, or the hawthorn stood out, a globe of snow. The cuckoo and the early corncrake told of coming summer, and behind him the Welsh hills simmered in the first heat of the year. Clement, had he passed that way, would have noted it all, and in the delight of the eye and the spring-tide of all growing things would have found ground to rejoice, whatever his trouble.

But Arthur, wrapt in his own thoughts, barely noticed these things. He rode with his eyes fixed on his horses ears, and only roused himself when he saw the very man whom he wished to see coming to meet him. It was Dr. Farmer, in the mahogany-topped boots, the frilled shirt, and the old black coat  shaped as are our dress coats but buttoned tightly round the waist  which the dust of a dozen summers and every road in the district had whitened.

Hallo, doctor! Arthur cried as they met. Are you going up to the house to-day?

No, Mr. Bourdillon. But I can if necessary. How is he?

That is what I want you to tell me. One cant talk freely at the house and I have a reason for wishing to know. How is he, doctor?

Do you mean  

Has this really shaken him? Will he be the same man again?

I see. Farmer rubbed his chin with the horn-handle of his riding-crop. Well  I see no reason at present why he should not be. Hes one in a hundred, you know. Sound heart, good digestion, a little gouty  but tough. Tough! You never know, of course. There may be some harm we havent detected, but I should say that he had a good few years of life in him yet.

Ah!

Of course, an unusual recovery  from such injuries. And I say nothing about the sight. Im not hopeful of that.

Well, said Arthur. Ill tell you why I asked. Theres a question arisen about a lease for lives  his is one. But you wont talk, of course.

Farmer nodded. He found it quite natural. Leases for lives were still common, and doctors were often consulted as to the value of lives which survived or which it was proposed to insert. With another word or two they parted and Arthur rode on.

But he no longer doubted. To wait for eight or ten years, dependent on the whims of an arbitrary and crotchety old man? No! Only in a moment of imbecility could he have dreamed of resigning for this, the golden opportunities that the new world, opening before him, offered to all who had the courage to seize them. He had been mad to think of it, and now he was sane. Garth was worth a mass. He might have served a year or two for it. But seven, or it might be ten? No. Besides, why should he not take the Squire at his word and make the best of both worlds, and availing himself of the favor he had gained, employ the one to exploit the other? He had his foot in at Garth and he was no fool, he could make himself useful. Already, he was well aware, he had made himself liked.

It was noon when he rode into Aldersbury, the town basking in the first warmth of the year, the dogs lying stretched in the sunshine. And he was in luck, for, having met Farmer, he now met Frederick Welsh coming down Maerdol. The lawyer, honestly concerned for his old friend, was urgent in inquiry, and when he had heard the news, Thank God! he said. Im as pleased to hear that as if Id made a ten-pound note! Aldshire without the Squire  things would be changing, indeed!

Arthur told him what the Squire had said about the lease. But that was another matter. The Squire was too impatient. Hes got his agreement. Well draw the lease as soon as we can, the lawyer said. The office is full, and more haste less speed. Well let him know when its ready. Like all old firms he was dilatory. There was no hurry. All in good time.

They parted, and Arthur rode up the street, alert and smiling, and many eyes followed him  followed him with envy. He worked at the bank, he had his rooms on the Town Walls, he chatted freely with this townsman and that. He was not proud. But they never forgot who he was. They did not talk to him as they talked even to Ovington. Ovington had risen and was rich, but he came as they came, of common clay. But this young man, riding up the street in the sunshine, smiling and nodding this way and that, his hand on his thigh, belonged to another order. He was a Griffin  a Griffin of Garth. He might lose his all, his money might fly from him, but he would still be a Griffin, one of the caste that ruled as well as reigned, that held in its grasp power and patronage. They looked after him with envy.


CHAPTER XIX

The week in early June which witnessed Arthurs return to his seat at the bank  that and the following week which saw his mothers five thousand pounds paid over for his share in the concern  saw the tide of prosperity which during two years had been constantly swelling, reach its extreme point. The commerce and wealth of the country, as they rose higher and higher in this flood-time of fortune, astonished even the casual observer. Their increase seemed to be without limit; they answered to every call. They not only filled the old channels, but over-ran them, irrigating, in appearance at least, a thousand fields hitherto untilled. Abroad, the flag of commerce was said to fly where it had never flown before; its clippers brought merchandise not only from the Indies, East and West, and tea from China, and wool from Sydney, and rich stuffs from the Levant, but Argosies laden with freight still more precious were  or were reported to be  on their way from that new Southern continent on the opening of which to British trade so many hopes depended. The gold and silver of Peru, the diamonds of Brazil, the untapped wealth of the Plate were believed to be afloat and ready to be exchanged for the produce of our looms and spindles, our ovens and forges.

Nor was that produce likely to fail, for at home the glow of foundries, working night-shifts, lit up the northern sky, and in many a Lancashire or Yorkshire dale, old factories, brought again into service, shook, almost to falling, under the thunder of the power-loom. Mills and mines, potteries and iron-works changed hands from day to day, at ever-rising prices. Men who had never invested before, save in the field at their gate, or the house under their eyes, rushed eagerly to take shares in these ventures, and in thousands of offices and parlors conned their securities, summed up the swelling total of their gains, and rushed to buy and buy again, with a command of credit which seemed to have no bottom.

To provide that credit, the banks widened their operations, increased, on the security of stocks ever rising in value, their over-drafts, issued batch after batch of fresh notes. The most cautious admitted that accommodation must keep step with trade; and the huge strides which this was making, the changed conditions, the wider outlook, the calling in of the new world to augment the wealth of the old  all seemed to demand an advance which promised to be as profitable as it was warranted. To the ordinary eye the sun of prosperity shone in an unclouded sky. Even the experienced, though they scanned the heavens with care, saw nothing to dismay them. Only here and there an old fogey whose memory went back to the crisis of 93, or to the famous Black Monday of twenty years earlier, uttered a note of warning; or some mechanical clerk, of the stamp of Rodd, sunk in a rut of routine, muttered of Accommodation Bills where his employer saw only legitimate trade. But their croakings, feeble at best, were lost in the joyous babble of an Exchange, enriched by commissions, and drunk with success.

It was a new era. It was the age of gold. It was the fruit of conditions long maturing. Mens labor, aided by machinery, was henceforth to be so productive that no man need be poor, all might be rich. Experts, reviewing the progress which had been made and the changes which had been wrought during the last fifty years, said these things; and the vulgar took them up and repeated them. The Bank of England acted as if they were true. The rate of discount was low.

And while all men thus stretched out their hands to catch the golden manna Aldersbury was not idle. The appetite for gain grows by what it feeds upon and Aldersbury appetites had been whetted by early successes in their own field. The woollen mills, sharing in the general prosperity of the last two years, had done well, and more than one mill had changed hands at unheard-of prices. The Valleys were said to be full of money which, or part of it, trickled into the town, improving a trade already brisk. Many had made large gains by outside speculations and had boasted of them. Report had multiplied their profits, others had joined in and they too had gained, and their gains had fired the greed of their neighbors. Some had followed up their first successes. Others prepared to extend their businesses, built new premises, put in new-fangled glass windows, and by their action gave an impetus to subordinate trades, and spread still farther the sense of well-being.

On the top of all this had come the Valleys Railroad Scheme, backed by Ovingtons Bank, and offering to everyone a chance of speculating on his door-step: a scheme which while it appealed to local pride, had a specious look of safety, since the railway was to be built under the shareholders own eyes, across the fields they knew, and by men whom they saw going in and out every day.

There was a great run on it. Some of the gentry, following the old Squires example, held aloof, but others put their hundreds into it, not much believing in it but finding it an amusing gamble. The townsfolk took it more seriously, with the result that a week after allotment the shares were changing hands at a premium of thirty shillings and there was still a busy market in them. Some who, tempted by the premium, sold at a profit suspected as soon as they had sold that they had thrown away their one chance of wealth, and went into the market and bought again, and so the rise was maintained and even extended. More than once Ovington put in a word of caution, reminding his customers that the first sod was not yet cut, that all the work was to do, that even the Bill was not yet passed. But his warnings were disregarded.

To the majority it seemed a short and easy way to fortune, and they wondered that they had been so simple in the past as to know nothing of it. It was by this way, they now saw, that Ovington had risen to wealth, while they, poor fools, not yet admitted to the secret, had gaped and wondered. And what a secret it was! To rise in the morning richer by fifty pounds than they had gone to bed! To retire at night with another fifty as good as in the bank, or in the old and now despised stocking! The slow increment of trade seemed mean and despicable beside their hourly growing profits, made while men slept or dined, made, as a leading tradesman pithily said, while they wore out their breeches on their chairs! Few troubled themselves about the Bill, or the cutting of the first sod, or considered how long it would be before the railroad was at work! Fewer still asked themselves whether this untried scheme would ever pay. It was enough for them that the shares were ever rising, that men were always to be found to buy them at the current price, and that they themselves were growing richer week by week.

For the directors these were great days! They walked Bride Hill and the Market Place with their heads high and their toes turned out. They talked in loud voices in the streets. They got together in corners and whispered, their brows heavy with the weight of affairs. They were great men. The banker, it is true, did not like the pitch to which the thing was being carried, but it was his business to wear a cheerful face, and he had no misgivings to speak of, though he knew that success was a long way off. And even on him the prosperity of the venture had some effect. Sir Charles and Acherley, too, were not of those who openly exulted; it is possible that the latter sold a few shares, or even a good many shares.

But Purslow and Grounds and Wolley? Who shall describe the importance which sat upon their brows, the dignity of their strut, the gravity of their nod, the mock humility of their reticence? Never did they go in or go out without the consciousness that the eyes of passers-by were upon them! Theirs to make mens fortunes by a hint  and their bearing betrayed that they knew it. Purslows apron was discarded, no longer did he come out to customers in the street; if he still rubbed one hand over the other it was in self-content. Grounds was dazzled, and wore his Sunday clothes on week-days. Wolley, always a braggart, swaggered and talked, closed his eyes to his commitments and remembered only his gains. He talked of buying another mill, he even entered into a negotiation with that in view. He was convinced that safety lay in daring, and that this was the golden moment, if he would free himself from the net of debt that for years had been weaving itself about him.

He assumed the airs of a rich man, but he was not the worst. The draper, if more honest, had less brains, and success threw him off his balance. A little country ouse, he said, speaking among his familiars. Im thinking of buying a little country ouse. Two miles from town. A nice distance. He recalled the fact that the founder of Sir Charless family had been Mayor of Aldersbury in the days of Queen Bess, and had bought the estate with money made in the town. Who knows, with humility my lads a good lad  what may come of it? After all there is nothing like land.

Grounds shook his head. I dont know. It doesnt double  

Double itself in a month, Grounds? No. But all in good time. All in good time. Istory repeats itself. My lad may be a parliament-man, yet. I saw Ovington this morning. Two months before it would have been Mr. Ovington. Hes sold those Anglo-Mexicans for me and it beats all! A gold-mine! Bought at forty, sold at seventy-two! He wanted me to pay off the bank, but not I, Grounds. When you can borrow at seven and double the money in a month! No, no! Truth is, hes jealous. He gets only seven per cent. and sees me coining! Of course he wants his money. No, no, I said.

Grounds looked doubtful. He was too cautious to operate on borrowed money. I dont know. After all, enough is as good as a feast, Purslow.

Purslow prodded him playfully. Ay, but what is enough? he chuckled. No. Weve been let in and I mean to stay in. Theres plenty of fools grubbing along in the old way, but you and me, we are inside now, Grounds, and I mean to stay in. The days of five per cent are gone for you and me. Gone! Twarnt by five per cent. that Ovington got where he is.

My wife wants a silk dress.

Let er ave it! And come to me for it! You can afford it! He strutted off. Grounds all over! he muttered. Close; d  d close! Hasnt the pluck of a mouse  and a year ago he could buy me twice over! In fancy he saw his Jack a college-man and counsellor, and by and by he passed various parks and halls before his mental vision and saw Jack seated in them, saw him Sir John Purslow, saw him Member for Aldersbury. He held his head high as he marched across the street to his shop, jingling the silver in his fob. Queen Bess, indeed, what were Queen Besss days to these?

But a man cannot talk big without paying for the luxury. The drapers foreman asked for higher wages; his second hand also. Purslow gave the rise, but, reminded that their pay was in arrear, No, Jenkins, no, he said. You must wait. Hang it, man, do you think Ive nothing better to do with my money in these days than pay you fellows to the day? Ere! eres a pound on account. Let it run! Let it run! All in good time, man. Fancy my credits good enough?

And instead of meeting the last acceptance that hed given to his cloth-merchant, he took it up with another bill at two months  a thing he had never done before. Credit! Credits the thing in these days, he said, winking. Cash? Excuse me! Out of date, man, with them that knows. Credits the orse!

Arthur Bourdillon wore his honors more modestly, and courted the mean with success. But even he felt the intoxication of this noontide prosperity. At Garth he had doubted, and suffered scruples to weigh with him. But no sooner had he returned to the bank than the atmosphere of money enveloped him, and discerning that it was now in his power to make the best of two worlds, hitherto inconsistent, he plunged with gusto into the business. As secretary of the company he was a person to be courted; as a partner, now recognized, in the bank, he was more. He felt himself capable of all, for had not all succeeded with him? And awake to the fact that the times were abnormal  though he did not deduce from this the lesson he should have drawn  he thanked his stars that he was there to profit by them, and to make the most of them.

He was beyond doubt an asset to the bank. His birth, his manners, his good looks, the infection of his laugh made him a favorite with gentle and simple. And then he worked. He had energy, he was tireless, no task was too hard or too long for him. But he labored under one disadvantage, though he did not know it. He had had experience of the rise, not of the fall. As far back as he had been connected with Ovingtons, trade had continued to expand, things had gone well; and by nature he was sanguine and leant towards the bold policy. He threw his weight on that side, and, able and self-confident, he made himself felt. Even Ovington yielded to the thrust of his opinion, was swayed by him, and at times, perhaps, put a little out of his course.

Not that Arthur was without his troubles. Naturally and inevitably a cloud had fallen on the relation, friendly hitherto, between him and Clement. Clement had grown cool to him, and the change was unwelcome, for it was in Arthurs nature to love popularity and to thrive and to bask in the sunshine of it. But it could not be helped. Without breaking eggs one could not make omelettes. Clement blamed him, he knew, feeling, and with reason, that what he had done deserved acknowledgment, and that it lay with Arthur to see that justice was done. And Arthur, for his part, would have gladly acquitted himself of the debt had it consisted with his own interests. But it did not.

Had he suspected the tie between Clement and Josina he might have acted otherwise. He might have foreseen the possibility of Clements gaining the old mans ear, might have scented danger, and played a more cautious game. But he knew nothing of this. Garth and Clement stood apart in his mind. Clement and Josina were as far as he knew barely acquainted. He was aware, therefore, of no special reason why Clement should desire to stand well at Garth, while he felt sure that his friend was the last person to push a claim, or to thrust himself uninvited on the Squires gratitude.

Accordingly, and the more as the banker had not himself taken up the quarrel, he put it aside as of no great importance. He shrugged his shoulders and told himself that Clement would come round. The cloud would pass, and its cause be forgotten.

In the meantime he ignored it. He met Clements hostility with bland unconsciousness, smiled and was pleasant. He was too busy a man to be troubled by trifles. He was not going to be turned from his course by the passing frown of a silly fellow, who could not hold an advantage when he had won it.

Betty was another matter. Betty was behaving ill and showing temper, in league apparently with her brother and sympathizing with him. She was changed from the Betty of old days. He had lost his hold upon her, and though this fell in well enough with the change in his views  or the possible change, for he had not quite made up his mind  it pricked his conceit as much as it surprised him. Moreover, the girl had a sharp tongue and was not above using it, so that more than once he smarted under its lash.

Fine feathers make fine birds! she said, as Arthur came bounding into the house one day and all but collided with her. Only they should be your own, Mr. Daw!

Oh, I give your father all the credit, he replied, only I do some of the work. But you used not to be so critical, Betty.

No? Well, Ill tell you why if you like.

Oh, I dont want to know.

No, I dont think you do! the girl retorted. But Ill tell you. I thought your feathers were your own then. Now  I should be uneasy if I were you.

Why?

You might fall among crows and be plucked. I can tell you, youd be a sorry sight in your own feathers!

He turned a dusky red. The shaft had gone home, but he tried to hide the wound. A dull bird, eh? he said, affecting to misunderstand her. Well, I thought you liked dull birds. I couldnt be duller than Rodd, and you dont find fault with him.

It was a return shot, aimed only to cover his retreat. But the shot told in a way that surprised him. Betty reddened to her hair, and her eyes snapped.

At any rate, Mr. Rodd is what he seems! she cried.

Oh! oh!

Hes not hollow!

No! Of course not. A most witty, bright, amusing gentleman, the pink of fashion, and  what is it?  the mould of form! Hollow? Oh, no, Betty, very solid, I should say  and stolid! with a grin. Not a roaring blade, perhaps  I could hardly call him that, but a sound, substantial, wooden  gentleman! I am sure that your father values him highly as a clerk, and would value him still more highly as  

What?

I need not put it into words  but it lies with you to qualify him for the post. Rodd? Well, well, times are changed, Betty! But we live and learn.

You have a good deal to learn, she cried, bristling with anger, about women!

He got away then, retiring in good order and pleased that he had not had the worst of it; hoping, too, that he had closed the little spitfires mouth. But there he found himself mistaken. The young lady was of a high courage, and perhaps had been a little spoiled. Where she once felt contempt she made no bones about showing it, and whenever they met, her frankness, sharpened by a womans intuition, kept him on tenter-hooks.

You seem to think very ill of me, he said once. And yet you trouble yourself a good deal about me.

You make a mistake! she replied. I am not troubling myself about you. Im thinking of my father.

Ah! Now you are out of my reach. Thats beyond me.

I wish he were!

He knows his own business.

I hope he does! she riposted. And though it was the memory of Rodds warning that supplied the dart, the animosity that sped it had another source. The truth was that her brother had at last taken her into his confidence.

It was not without great unhappiness that he had seen all the hopes which he had built upon the Squires gratitude come to nothing. He had hoped, and for a time had been even confident; but nothing had happened, no message, no summons had reached him. The events of that night might have been a dream, as far as he was concerned. Yet he could not see his way to blow his own trumpet, or proclaim what he had done. He stood no better than before, and indeed his position was worse.

For as long as the Squire lay bedridden and ill he could not go to him. Even when the report came that he was mending, Clement hesitated. To go to him, basing his claim on what had happened, to go to him and tell the story, as he must, with his own lips  this presented difficulties from which a man with delicate feelings might well shrink!

Meanwhile a veil had fallen between him and Josina. He had sworn that he would not see her again until he could claim her, and he supposed her to be engrossed by her fathers illness and tied to his bedside. He even, with a lovers insight, inferred the remorse which she felt and her recoil from a continuance of their relations. Meanwhile he did not know what to do. He did not see any outlet. He was in an impasse with no prospect of delivery. And while he felt that Arthur had behaved ungenerously, while he even suspected that his friend had taken the credit which was his own due, he had no clue to his motives, or his schemes.

It was Betty who first saw into the dark place. For one day, longing as lovers long for a confidante, he had told her all, from the first meeting with Josina to his final parting from the girl by the brook, and his brief and unfortunate interview with her father on the road. The romance charmed Betty, the audacity of it dazzled her; for, a woman, she perceived more clearly than Clement the gulf between the town and the country, the new and the old. She listened to his tale with sighs and tears and little endearments, and led him on from one thing to another. She could not hear too much of a story that hardly a woman alive could have heard with indifference. She praised Josina to the top of his bent, and if she could not give him much hope, she gave sympathy.

And, shrewdly, in her own mind she put things together. Arthur is off with the old love, she thought, and on with the new. He had changed sides, and that explained many things. So, with hardly any premises, she jumped to a conclusion so nearly correct that, could Arthur have read her mind, he would have winced even more than he did under the thrusts of her satire.

But she did not tell Clement. Her suspicions were not founded on reason, and they would only alarm him, and he was gloomy enough as it was. Instead, she cheered him and bade him be patient. Something might turn up, and in no case could much be done until the Squire was well enough to leave his room.

At bottom she was not hopeful. She saw arrayed between Clement and his love a host of difficulties, apart from Arthurs machinations. The pride of class, the old mans obstinacy, the young girls timidity, Josinas wealth  these were obstacles hard to surmount. And Arthur was on the spot ready to raise new barriers, should these be overcome.


CHAPTER XX

The money for Arthurs share in the bank had been paid over in the early part of June, but the transaction had not gone through with the smoothness which he had anticipated. He had found himself up against a thing which he had not taken into his reckoning; the jealousy with which the old and the rich are apt to guard the secret of their wealth, a jealousy in the Squires case aggravated by his blindness. Arthur had felt the check and was forced to own, with some alarm, that high as he stood in favor, a little thing might upset him.

He had written to the brokers, requesting them to sell sufficient India Stock to bring in a sum of six thousand pounds. They had replied that they could not carry out the order unless they had the particulars of the Stock and of the amount standing in the Squires name at the India House. But when Arthur took the letter to the Squires room and read it to him, the outcome surprised him. The old man sat up in bed and confounded him by the vigor of his answer. Want to know how much I hold? he cried. D  n their impudence! Then theyll not know! Want to look at my books and see what Im worth! What next? What is it to them what I hold? You bid em sell beating the counterpane with his stick you bid em sell two thousand two hundred pounds  at two hundred and seventy-five, thats near the mark! Thats all theyve got to do, the impudent puppies! Do you write, dyou hear, and tell em to do it!

Arthur cursed the old mans unreasonableness, and wondered what he was to do. If there was going to be all this difficulty about the particulars, what about the certificates? How was he to get them? For the Squire as he sat erect, thrusting forward his bandaged head, and clutching the stick that lay beside him, grew almost threatening. He was in arms in defence of his moneybags and his secrets, and his nephew saw that it would take a bolder man than himself to cross him.

He hesitated. I am afraid, sir, he ventured at last, theres a difficulty here that I had not foreseen. The certificates  

They dont want the certificates  yet! Dont they say so? Plain as a pikestaff!

Perhaps, sir, doubtfully. If Welshes have got them  

Welshes have not got them!

Arthur did not know what to say to that. At last, in a tone as reasonable as he could compass, I am afraid the difficulty is, sir, he said, that they cannot make out a transfer until they have the particulars; which I fancy we can only get from the certificates.

Then they may go to blazes! the Squire replied, and he lay down with his face to the wall. Not he! There might be officials at the India House who knew this or that and Welshes, who had acted for him in making one purchase or another, might know a part. But to no living man had he ever entrusted the secret of his fortune, or the result of those long years of stinting and sparing and saving that had cleared the mortgaged estate, and had been continued because habit was strong and age is penurious. No, to no man living! That was his secret while the breath was in him. Afterwards  but he was not going to give it up yet.

Presently he bade Arthur go, and Arthur went, troubled in his mind, and much less assured of his position than he had been an hour before. He thanked his stars that he had not given way to the temptation to cut loose from the bank. It would never have done, he saw that now. And how was he going to extract his money, his six thousand, from this unreasonable old dotard  for so he styled him in his wrath?

However, the riddle solved itself before many hours had passed.

That afternoon he was absent, and Jos, about whom Miss Peacock was growing anxious, had gone out to take the air. The butler, left on guard, occupied himself with laying the table in the dining-room, where, if the Squire tapped the floor, he could hear him. He heard no summons, but presently as he went about his work he heard someone moving upstairs and he pricked up his ears. Surely the Squire was not getting out of bed? Weak and blind as he was  but again he heard heavy footsteps, and, thoroughly alarmed, the man lost no time. He hurried up the stairs, and entered his masters room. The Squire was out of bed. He was on his feet, clinging to the post at the foot of the bed, and feeling helplessly about him with the other hand.

Lord, ha mercy! Calamy cried, eying the gaunt figure with dismay. He hastened forward to support it.

The Squire collapsed on the bed as soon as he was touched. I canna do it, he groaned, I canna do it. Its going round wi me. Who is it?

Calamy, sir, the butler answered, and added bluntly, If you want to get into your coffin, master, youre going the right way to do it!

Anyway, I canna do it, the Squire repeated, and remained motionless for a moment. I couldnt manage the stairs if twere ever so.

Youd manage em one way. Youd fall down em. You get to bed, sir. You get to bed. There, Ill heave you up.

Im weaker than I thought, the Squire muttered. He suffered himself to be put into bed.

Youve lost blood, sir, thats what it is, the butler said. And at your age its not to be replaced in a week, nor a fortnight. You lie still, sir. Maybe in a month youll be tramping the stairs. But blindfold  its the Lords mercy as you didnt fall and only stop in Kingdom Come! For if fall you did, I dont know where else youd stop.

Im afraid so. Anyway I canna do it!

Only feet foremost.

The Squire sighed and turned himself to the wall, perhaps to hide the tear that helplessness forced from old eyes. He couldnt do it, and he must put up with the consequences. He could not any longer be sufficient to himself. It was a sad thought, but apparently he made up his mind to it, for twenty-four hours later, when Jos and Arthur were with him, he sent the girl away. When she had gone he sought under the pillow for his keys, and after handling them for a time, Is the door shut? And no one here but you?

We are quite alone, sir.

No one within hearing, lad?

Not a soul, sir.

Its not that I mistrust the wench, the Squire muttered. Shes a Griffin and a good girl, a good girl. But shes a tongue like other women. By this time he had found what he wanted, and holding the bunch by one of the keys he offered it to Arthur. Thats the key. Now you listen to me. Go down to the dining-room, and dont you do anything till youve locked the door and seen theres no one at the windows. The panel, right side of the fireplace  are you minding me? Ay? Well, pass your hand down the moulding next the hearth and youll feel a crack across it, and, an inch below, another. Theyre so small you as good as cant see them, when you know theyre there. Twist that bit, top part to the right, and youll see a key-hole. Turn the key and pull, and the panel comes open, and youll see a cupboard door behind it. Same key unlocks it. Are you minding me?

I am, sir, I quite understand.

Well, on the middle shelf  youll see a box. The key to that box is the next on the bunch. Open it and you will have the India Stock Certificates. The Squire sighed and for a moment was silent. Theres one for two thousand two hundred, which will do it. Bring it here. You neednt, drily, go routing among the others, once youve found it. Then lock up, and slip the moulding into place. But be sure, lad, before you do aught, that the door is locked.

I will be careful, Arthur assured him. I quite understand, sir.

Its not that I distrust Jos, the Squire repeated  as if he defended himself against an accusation. But tell a secret to a woman, and you tell it to the parish.

Shall I do it now, sir?

Ay. And bring back the keys. Dont let em out of your hands.

Arthur went downstairs, and as he descended the shallow steps he smiled. Men, even the sharpest of men, were easy to manage if you had patience.

The afternoon was drawing in. The corners in the hall were growing dim. The sky seen through the open door was pale green. The air came in from the garden, sweet but chilly, laden with the scent of lilac and gilly flowers. A single rook cawed. The peace of the country was upon all. He could hear his mother and Josina talking somewhere within the house.

He slipped into the dining-room and, locking himself in, looked round him. The paint on the panelled walls was faded, blistered in places by the sun, or soiled where elbows had rubbed it or the butlers tray standing against it through long years, had marked it. The panels were large, dating from Dutch William or Anne, of chestnut and set in heavy mouldings.

Arthur glanced at the windows to make sure that he was unseen, then he stepped to the hearth and felt for and found the bit of moulding, in front of which, though he had forgotten to mention it, the Squire had hung an old almanac. Arthur twisted the upper end to the right, uncovered the key-hole, and within a minute had the inner door open.

It masked a cupboard, contrived in the thickness of the chimney-breast, perhaps at the time when the open shaft had been closed and a smaller fireplace had been inserted. Inside, two shelves formed three receptacles. In the uppermost were parcels of old letters secured with dusty and faded ribands, and piled at random one on another  the relics of the love-letters or law-letters of past generations. In the lowest compartment were bigger bundles secured with straps, which Arthur judged to contain leases and farm agreements, and the like. Some were of late date  he took up one or two bundles and looked at the endorsements  none of them appeared to be very old.

The middle space displayed a row of old ledgers and farm books, and standing alone before them a small iron box. It was with this no doubt that his business lay and he tried his key in it. The key fitted. He opened the box.

It contained three certificates and, though he had been bidden not to rout among them, he felt it his duty to ascertain  for he would probably have to inform the brokers  what was the total of the Squires holding. They all three represented India Stock, and Arthurs eyes glistened as he noted the amount and figured up the value in his mind. One, as the Squire had said, was for two thousand two hundred, the other two were for two thousand five hundred each. Arthur calculated that at the price of the day they were worth little short of twenty thousand pounds. He withdrew the smallest certificate and locked the box. He had done his errand, but as he went about to close the cupboard-door he paused. He had seen old letters, and modern agreements and the like. But no old deeds. Where did the Squire keep the title deeds of Garth? They were not here.

At Welshes? Perhaps.

Arthur glanced at the other side of the fireplace. There, precisely corresponding with the almanac which he had removed, hung an old-fashioned silver sconce with a flat back serving for a reflector. A pair of snuffers flanked the candle-holder on one side, an extinguisher on the other. It was a piece which Arthur had admired for its age but had never seen in use. He stared at it, and as he closed the cupboard and panel by which he stood, and replaced the bit of moulding, he hesitated. With the keys in his hand he cast a glance at the windows, then he crossed the hearth, took down the sconce, and ran his fingers down the moulding.

Yes, here were the cracks, barely to be discovered by the fingers and not at all by the eye. The bit of moulding, when he twisted it, moved stiffly, but it moved. With another glance over his shoulder he inserted the key, then he listened. All was quiet in the house. Outside, a wood-pigeon cood in a neighboring tree while a solitary rook uttered a shrill Bah-doo! Bah-doo! not the common caw, but a cry that he had often heard.

Something in the stealthiness of his movements and the stillness of the house, whispered a warning to him, and he paused, his arm raised. Yet  why not? What could come of it? Knowledge was always useful, and if his business had lain with this second cupboard his uncle would have sent him to it as freely as to the other. With an effort he shook off his scruples, and to satisfy himself that he was doing no wrong he laughed. He turned the key and swung back the panel. He unlocked and opened the inner door.

Here there were but two divisions. The lower one was piled high with plate; with a part, of a dinner-service, cups, bowls, candlesticks, wine-jugs, salt-cellers  a collection that, tarnished and dull as the pieces were, made Arthurs mouth water. Among them lay half a dozen leather cases which he fancied held jewellery, and more than a dozen bulky parcels  spoons and forks and the like. They had not been disturbed, it was plain, for years, and he dared not touch them.

On the shelf were two iron boxes, and arrayed before them four parcels of deeds, old and discolored, with ends of green riband hanging from them, and here and there a great seal  one seal was of lead. They gave out a damp, sour smell, the odor of slowly decaying sheepskin. Three of the parcels related to farms which the Squire had bought within Arthurs memory. The fourth and largest bundle, in a coarse wrapper, neatly bound about with straps, had a label attached to it, The Title Deeds of the Garth Estate, and thrust under one of the straps was a folded slip of parchment. Arthur opened this and saw that it was a memorandum, dated fifty years before, of the deposit of the deeds to secure the repayment of thirty-eight thousand pounds and interest. Below were receipts for instalments repaid at intervals of years, and opposite the last receipt appeared, in the Squires hand Cancelled and deeds returned  Thank God for His mercies!

Arthur felt a thrill of sympathy as he read the words. He returned the slip to its place and softly closed the door. He swung back the panel and secured it. He replaced the silver sconce.

But though two inches of wood now intervened, he retained a vision of the bundle of deeds. It was not large, he could have carried it under his arm. But it meant, that little parcel, power, wealth, position, the Garth Estate! It spoke to Arthur the banker  for whom wealth lay in broad acres themselves, the farms and water-mills, the pieces of paper, not in gold and silver  as eloquently as the coverts and dingles, the wide-flung hill-side that he loved, spoke to the Squire. For the first time Arthur coveted Garth, valuing it not as the Squire did for what it was, hill and dale spread under heaven, but for what it was worth, for what might be made of it, for the uses to which it might be put.

He has added to it. One could raise fifty thousand on it, he thought. And with fifty thousand what could one not do? With fifty thousand pounds, free money, added to the banks resources, what might not be done? It was a golden vision that he saw, as he stood in the evening stillness with the scent of roses stealing into the room, and the wood-pigeon cooing softly in the tree outside. Ay, what might he not do!

But the Squire might be growing suspicious. He roused himself, saw that all was as he had found it, and unlocking the door, he went upstairs.

Youve been a long time about it, young man, the Squire grumbled. Whats amiss?

But Arthur was ready with his answer. You told me to go about it quietly, sir. So I waited until the coast was clear. Its a capital hiding-place. Its not to be found in a minute even when you know where it is.

Ay, ay. It would take a clever rogue to find it, complacently.

I suppose its old, sir?

My grandfather put it in when the Scots were at Derby. And, mark ye, no one knows of it but Frederick Welsh  and now you. Dyou be careful and keep your mouth shut, lad. You ha got the certificate?

Yes, sir.

Well, go about the business and get it done. And now do you send Jos to me.

Arthur made a mental note that the old man was changing at last  was losing that hard grip on all about him which he had maintained for half a century; and he was confirmed in this idea by the ease with which the India Stock transaction presently went through. The brokers showed themselves unusually complaisant. They wrote that, as the matter was personal to him, they were anxious that nothing should go wrong; and, as his customer was blind, they were forwarding with the transfer on which the particulars had been inserted a duplicate in blank, in order that if the former were spoiled in the execution delay might be avoided. This was irregular, but if the duplicate were not needed, it could be returned and no harm done.

Arthur thought this polite of them, and was flattered; he felt that he was a client of value. But as it turned out the duplicate was not needed; the Squire made nothing of the formality. His hand once directed to the proper place, he signed his name boldly and plainly  as he did most things; and Arthur and Jos added their signatures as witnesses. Ten days later the money was received, and five-sixths of it was paid over to the bank. The duplicate transfer, overlooked at the moment, lay on the Squires bureau until it did not seem worth while to return it. Then Arthur, tired of coming upon it every day, thrust it out of sight in a pigeonhole.

He had other things to think of, indeed, for he was in high feather in these days, while the summer sun climbed slowly to the zenith and began again to sink. He had two-fold interests. After a long day spent in the bank he would ride out of town in the cool of the evening, and passing down the winding streets under the gables of the old black and white houses, he would cross the West Bridge. Bucketing his horse up the rise that led from the river, he would leave the town behind and see before him the road running straight and dusty towards the sunset-glow, which still shone above the Welsh hills. From the fields on either side came the sharp sound of the scythe-stone, the laughter of hay-makers, the call of the wagoner to his team, the creaking of the laden wheels over the turf. Partridges dusting themselves in the road scuttled out of his way and presently took wing; rabbits watched him from the covert-edge. The corncrakes persistent note spoke rather of the hot hours that were past than of the evening air that cooled his cheek. An aged simpleton in a smocked frock, the clown of the country-side, danced a jig before an ale-house; a stray bullock gazed patiently at him from a pound. The country-side lay quiet about him, and despite himself he owned the charm of peace, the fall of night, the end of labor.

But his thoughts still dwelt on the days work. There had been a discussion over Wolleys account. Wolley had been behaving ill. Ignoring the claim of the bank he had assigned a number of his railway shares to meet a bill discounted elsewhere. The natural course would have been to insist on the lien and to retain the shares. But the consequences, as Ovington saw, might be serious. The step might not only involve the bank in a loss, which he still hoped to avoid, but it might imply taking over the mill  and it is not the business of bankers to run mills. Arthur, on the other hand, who did not like the man, would have cut the knot and sent him to the devil.

In the end Ovington had decided against Arthur. We must be careful, the banker had said. Credit is like a house of cards. You take one card away, you do not know how many may fall.

But if we dont teach him a lesson now?

Quite true, lad. But  well, I will see him. If, as Rodd thinks, he is drawing bills on men of straw, whose acceptances are worthless  

That would be the devil!

There will be an end of him  but not of him only. We must go warily, lad. To throw him down now   the banker shook his head. No, we will give him one more chance. I will talk to him.

I should not have the patience.

That is one of the things you have to learn.

Arthur reviewed the conversation as he rode, and retained his own opinion. He thought Ovington too apprehensive. He would himself have played a bolder game and cut Wolley and his losses, if losses there must be. Then, shrugging his shoulders, he dismissed the matter and allowed his thoughts to go before him to Garth, to the old man, to his favor, and the path it opened to Josina. Yes, Josina. He was not doing much there, but there was no hurry, and despite the charms of Garth he had not quite made up his mind. When he did, he anticipated no difficulty.

Still something was due to her, were it only as a matter of form; and she was pale and sweet and appealing. A little love-making would not be unpleasant these summer evenings, though he had so far held off, haunted by a foolish hankering after Betty: Betty with her sparkle and color, her wit and high spirit, ay, and her very temper, mutinous little rebel as she was  her temper which, manlike, he longed to tame.

Ten minutes later saw him in the Squires room, entertaining him with scraps of county gossip and the latest news from town. Into the dull room, with its drab hanging and shadowy portraits, where the old man sat by his fireless grate, he came like a gleam of sunshine, his laugh lighting up the dim places, his voice expelling the tedium of the long day. He brought with him the new Quarterly, or the last Morning Post. He had news of what Sir Harry had lost at Goodwood, of Myttons last scrape, of the poaching affray at my lords. He had a joke for Josina and a teasing word for Miss Peacock  who idolized him.

And he had tact. He could listen as well as talk. He heard with interest who had called to ask after the Squire, whose landau and outriders had turned on the narrow sweep, and whose curricle; what humbler visitors had left their respects at the stables or the backdoor, and what was Calamys last scrap of dolefulness.

He was the universal favorite. He had taken the length of the Squires foot; it had been an easier matter than he had anticipated. But even in his cup there was a sour drop. He had his occasional misgivings and now and then he suffered a shock. One day it was, What about your coat, lad?

My coat? Arthur stared at the old man. He did not understand.

Ay. You thought that Id forgotten it. But Im not that shaken. What about it?

Now, between the darkness of the night and the confusion, Arthur had not noticed the damage done to Clements overcoat. Consequently he could make nothing of the Squires words and he tried to pass the matter off. Oh, its all right, sir, he said. He waited for something to enlighten him.

Can you wear it?

Oh yes.

The deuce you can! The Squire was surprised. Then all I can say is, youve found a d  d good cleaner, lad. If you got that blood off  but as you did, alls well. I was afeared Id owe you a new coat, my boy. Id not forgotten it, but I knew that youd not be wearing it this weather, and I thought in another week or two Id be getting this bandage off. Then Id see how it was, and what we could do with it.

Arthur understood then, and a thrill of alarm ran through him. What if the Squire began  but no, the danger was over, and as quickly as possible he rid himself of fear. He was not a fool to start at shadows. Things were going so well with him that he had no mind to spare for trifles, and no time to look aside.


CHAPTER XXI

July had passed into August. Who was it who whispered the first word of doubt? Of misgiving? Where was felt the first shiver of distrust? What lips first let drop the fatal syllables, a fall? Who in the secrecy of some bank-parlor or some discounters office, sitting at the centre of the spiders web of credit, felt a single filament, stretched it may be across half a world, shiver, and relax? And, refusing to draw the unwelcome inference, sceptical of danger, felt perhaps a second shock, ever so slight and ever so distant; and then, reading the message aright, began to narrow his commitments, to draw in his resources, to call in his money, to turn into gold his paper wealth? And so from that dark office or parlor in Fenchurch Street or Change Alley, set in motion, obscurely, imperceptibly at first, the mighty impetus that was to reach to such tremendous ends?

Who? Probably no one knew then, and certainly no one can say now. But it is certain that in the late summer of that year, while the Squire sat blinded in his drab-hued room at Garth, and Ovingtons hummed with business, and Arthur rode gaily to and fro between the two, the thing happened. Some one, some bank, perhaps some great speculator with irons in many fires and many lands, took fright and acted on his fears  but silently, stealthily, as is the manner of such. Or it may have been a manufacturer on a great scale who looked abroad and fancied that he saw, though still a long way off, that bugbear of manufacturers, a glut.

At any rate there came a check, unmarked by the vast majority, but of which a whisper began to pass round the inner recesses of Lombard Street  a fall, such as there had been a few months earlier, but which then had been speedily made good. Aldersbury lay far beyond the warning, or if a hint of it reached Ovington, it did not go beyond him. He did not pass it on, even to Arthur, much less did it reach others. Sir Charles, secluded within his park walls, was not in the way of hearing such things, and Acherley and his like were busy with preparations for autumn sport, getting out their guns and seeing that their pink coats were aired and their mahogany tops were brought to the right color. Wolley had his own troubles, and dealt with them after his own reckless fashion, which was to retire one bill by another; he found it all he could do to provide for to-day, without thinking what to-morrow might bring forth, should his woollen goods become unsaleable, or his bills fail to find discounters. And the multitude, Grounds and Purslow and their followers, were happy, secure in their ignorance, foreseeing no evil.

This was the state of things at Aldersbury, as summer passed into autumn. Men still added up their investments, and reckoned the amount of their fortunes and chuckled over what they had made, and added to the sum what they were sure of making, when the shares of this mine or that canal company rose another five or ten points. Their wealth on paper was still, to them, solid, abiding wealth, to be garnered and laid by and enjoyed when it pleased them. And trade seemed still to flourish, though not quite so briskly. There was still a demand for goods though not quite so urgent a demand  and the price stuck a little. The railway shares still stood at the high premium to which they had risen, though for the moment they did not seem to be inclined to go higher.

But about the end of September  perhaps some one in London or Birmingham or Liverpool had twitched the filament which connected it with Aldersbury  Ovington called Arthur back as he was leaving the parlor at the close of the days business. Wait a moment, he said, I want you. I have been thinking things over, lad, and I am not quite comfortable about them.

Is it Wolley? Wolleys case had been before them that morning and sharp things had been said about his trading methods.

No, its not Wolley. Having got so far Ovington paused, and Arthur noticed that his face was grave. No, though Wolley is a part of it. I am always uneasy about him. But  

What is it, sir?

It is the general situation, lad. I dont like it. Ive an impression that things have gone farther than they should. There is an amount of inflation that, if things go smoothly, will be gradually reduced and no harm done. But we have a large sum of money out  he touched the pile of papers before him and I should like to see it lessened. I hardly know why, but I do not feel that the position is healthy.

But our money is well covered.

As things are.

And we are as solvent, sir, as  

As need be, with the ordinary time to meet the calls that may be made upon us. But in the event of a sudden fall, of one big failure leading to another  in the event of a sudden rush to present our notes?

Even then, sir, we are well secured. We should have no difficulty in finding accommodation.

In ordinary circumstances, no  and if we alone needed it. We could go to A. or B. or C, and there would be no difficulty. We have the moneys worth and a good margin. But if A. and B. and C. were also short, what then, lad?

Arthur felt something approaching contempt. The banker was inventing bogies, imagining dangers, dreaming of difficulties where none existed. He saw him in a new light, and discovered him to be timorous. But that state of things is not likely to occur, he objected.

Perhaps not, but if it did?

Have you had any hint?

No. But I see that iron is down  since Saturday. And the Manchester market was flat yesterday.

Things that have happened before, Arthur said. I think, sir, it is really Wolleys affair that is troubling you.

If it ended with Wolley it would be a small matter. No, I am not thinking of that. He looked before him and drummed upon the table with his fingers. But the positions calls for  caution. We must go no farther. We must be careful how we grant accommodation no matter who applies for it. We must raise our reserve. See, if you please, that we do not discount a single bill without recourse to me  though, of course, you will let nothing be noticed on the other side of the counter.

Very good, Arthur said. But he thought that the others caution was running away with him. The sky seemed clear to him  he could discern no sign of a storm, and he did not reflect that, as he had never been present at a storm, the signs might escape him. Very good, he said, Ill tell Rodd. I am sure it will please him, and with that tiny sting, he went out.

The conversation had been held behind closed doors, yet it had its effect. A chill seemed to fall upon the bank. The air became less genial. Ovingtons face grew both keen and watchful. Arthur, perplexed and puzzled, was more brusque, his speech shorter. Rodds face reflected his superiors gravity. Only Clement, going about his branch of the work with his usual stolid indifference, perceived no change in the temperature, and, depressed before, was only a degree nearer to the mean level.

Poor Clement! There are situations in which it is hard to play the hero, and he found himself in one of them. He had vowed that there should be no more meetings and no more love-making until he had faced and conquered his dragon. But meanwhile the dragon lay sick and blind at the bottom of its den, guarded by its very weakness from attack, while every hour and every day that saw nothing done seemed to remove Clement farther from his mistress, seemed to set a greater distance between them, seemed to blacken his face in her eyes.

Yet what could he do? How could he wrest himself from the inaction  it must seem to her the ignoble inaction  which pressed upon him? She watched  he pictured her watching from her tower, or more precisely from the terraced garden at Garth, for the deliverance which did not come, for the knight whose trumpet never sounded! She watched, while he, weak and shiftless, hung back in uncertainty, the inefficient he had ever been!

Ay, that he had ever been! It was that which hurt him. It was the sense of that which wasted his spirits as sorely as the impatience, the fever, of thwarted love. The spell of vigor which had for a few days lifted him out of himself, and given him the force to meet and to impress his fellows, had not only failed to win any real advantage, but failing, it had left him less self-reliant than before. For he saw now where he had failed. He saw that with the winning-card in his hand he had allowed himself to be defeated by Arthur, and to be jockeyed out of all the fruits of his labor, simply because he had lacked the moral courage, the hardness of fibre, the stiffness to stand by his own!

And he feared that it would ever be so. Arthur had got the better of him, and the knowledge depressed him to the ground. He was not a man. He was a weakling, a dreamer, good for neither one thing nor another! As useless outside the bank as at his desk, below and not above the daily tasks that he secretly despised.

Yet what could he do? What was it in his power to do? He asked himself that question a hundred times. He could not force himself on the Squire, ill and confined to his bed as he was  and be sure, Arthur did not make the best of his uncles condition. He could only wait, though to wait was intolerable. He could only wait, while poor Josina first doubted, then despaired! Wait while first hope, and then faith, and in the end love died in her breast! Wait, till she thought herself abandoned!

Of course in his impatience and his humility Clement exaggerated both the delay and its results. The days seemed weeks to him, the weeks months. He fancied it a year since he had seen Josina. He did not consider that she was no stranger to his difficulties, nor reflect that though his silence might try her, and his absence cause her unhappiness, she might still approve both the one and the other. As a fact, the lesson which he had taught her at their last meeting had been driven home by the remorse that had tortured her on that dreadful night; and lonely hours in the sick room, much watching, and many a thought of what might have been, had strengthened the impression.

But Clement did not know this. He pictured the girl as losing all faith in him, and as the weeks ran on, the time came when he could bear the delay no longer, when he felt that he must either do something, or write himself down a coward. So one day, after hearing in the town that the Squire was able to leave his room, he wrote to Josina. He told her that he should call on the morrow and see her father.

And on the morrow he rode over, blind for once to the changes of nature, of landscape and cloudscape that surrounded him. But he never reached the house, for at the little bridge at the foot of the drive Josina met him, and eager as he had been to see his sweetheart and to hear her voice, he was checked by the change in her. It was a change which went deeper than mere physical alteration, though that, too, was there. The girl was paler, finer, more spiritual. Trouble and anxiety had laid their mark on her. He had left her girl, he found her woman. A new look, a look of purpose, of decision, gave another cast to her features.

She was the first to speak, and her words bore out the change in her. You must come no farther, Clement, she said. And then as their hands met and their eyes, the color flamed in her cheeks, her head drooped flowerlike, she was for an instant the old Josina, the girl he had wooed by the brook, who had many a time fallen on his breast. But for a moment only. Then, You cannot see him yet, she announced. Not yet, for a long time, Clem. I met you here that I might stop you, and that there might be no misunderstanding  and no more secrets.

And this she had certainly secured, for the place which she had chosen for their meeting was overlooked, though at a distance, by the doorway of the house, and by all the walks about it.

But he was not to be so put off. I must see him, he said, and he told himself that he must not be moved by her pleadings. It was natural that she should fear, but he must not fear  and indeed he had passed beyond fear. No, dear, as she began to protest, you must let me judge of this. He held her hands firmly as he looked down at her. I have suffered enough, I have suffered as much as I can bear. I have had no sight of you and no word of you for months, and I cannot endure this longer. Every hour of every day I have felt myself a coward, a deserter, a do-nothing! I have had to bear this, and I have borne it. But now  now that your father is downstairs  

You can still do nothing, she said. Believe, believe me, earnestly, you can do nothing. Dear Clement, and the tenderness which she strove to suppress betrayed itself in her tone, you must be guided by me, you must indeed. I am with my father, and I know, I know that he cannot bear it now. I know that it would be cruel to tell him now. He is blind. Blind, Clement! And he trusts me, he has to trust me. To tell him now would be to destroy his faith in me, to shock him and to frighten him  irreparably. You must go back now  now at once.

What? he cried. And do nothing? And lose you? The pathos of her appeal had passed him by, and only his love and his jealousy spoke.

No, she answered soberly, you will not lose me, if you have patience.

But have you patience?

I must have.

And I am to do nothing? He spoke with energy, almost with anger. To go on doing nothing? I am to stand by and  and play the coward still  go on playing it?

Her face quivered, for he hurt her. He was selfish, he was cruel; yet she understood, and loved him for his cruelty. But she answered him firmly. Nothing until I send for you, she said. You do not think, Clem. He is blind! He is dependent on me for everything. If I tell him in his weakness that I have deceived him, he will lose faith in me, he will distrust me, he will distrust everyone. He will be alone in his darkness.

It began to come home to him. Blind? he repeated.

Yes.

But for good? Do you mean  quite blind?

Ah, I dont know! she cried, unable to control her voice. I dont know. Dr. Farmer does not know, the physician who came from Birmingham to see him does not know. They say that they have hopes  and I dont know! But I fear.

He was silent then, touched with pity, feeling at length the pathos of it, feeling it almost as she felt it. But after a pause, during which she stood watching his face, And if he does not recover his sight?

God forbid!

I say God forbid too, with all my heart. Still, if he does not  what then? When may I  

When the time comes, she answered, and of that I must be the judge. Yes, Clement, with resolution. I must be the judge, for I alone know how he is, and I alone can choose the occasion.

The delay was very bitter to him. He had ridden out determined to put. his fate to the test, to let nothing stand between him and his love, to over-ride excuses; and he could not in a moment make up his mind to be thwarted.

And I must wait? I must go on waiting? Eating my heart out  doing nothing?

There is no other way. Indeed, indeed there is not.

But it is too much. It is too much, Jos, that you ask!

Then, Clement  

Well?

You must give me up. She spoke firmly but her lips quivered, and there were tears in her eyes.

He was silent. At last, Do you wish me to do that? he said.

She looked at him for answer, and his doubts, if he had doubted her, his distrust, if it had been possible for him to distrust her, vanished. His heart melted. They were a very simple pair of lovers, moved by simple impulses.

Forgive me, oh, forgive me, dear! he cried. But mine is a hard task, a hard task. You do not know what it is to wait, to wait and to do nothing!

Do I not? Her eyes were swimming. Is it not that which I am doing every day, Clem? But I have faith in you, and I believe in you. I believe that all will come right in the end. If you trust me, as I trust you, and have to trust you  

I will, I will, he cried, repentant, remorseful, recognizing in her a new decision, a new sweetheart, and doing homage to the strength that trial and suffering had given her. I will trust you, trust you  and wait!

Her eyes thanked him, and her hands; and after this there was little more to be said. She was anxious that he should go, and they parted. He rode back to Aldersbury, thinking less of himself and more of her, and something too of the old man, who, blind and shorn of his strength, had now to lean on women, and suspicious by habit must now trust others, whether he would or no. Clement had imagination, and by its light he saw the pathos of the Squires position; of his helplessness in the midst of the great possessions he had gathered, and the acres that he had added, acre to acre. He who had loved to look on hill and covert and know them his own, to whom every copse and hedgerow was a friend, who had watched his marches so jealously and known the rotation of every field, must now fume and fret, thinking them neglected, suspecting waste, doubting everyone, lacking but a little of doubting even his daughter.

Poor chap! he muttered, poor old chap! He was sorry for the Squire, but he was even more sorry for himself. Any other, he felt, would have surmounted the obstacles that stopped him, or by one road or another would have gone round them. But he was no good, he was useless. Even his sweetheart  this in a little spirit of bitterness  took the upper hand and guided him and imposed her will on him. He was nothing.

In the bank he grew more taciturn, doing his business with less spirit than before, suspecting Arthur and avoiding speech with him, meeting his careless smile with a stolid face. His father, Rodd too, deemed him jealous of the new partner, and his father, growing in these days a little sharp in temper, spoke to him about it.

You took no interest in the business, he said, and I had to find some one who would take an interest and be of use to me. Now you are making difficulties and causing unpleasantness. You are behaving ill, Clement.

But Clement only shrugged his shoulders. He had become indifferent. He had his own burden to bear.


CHAPTER XXII

Arthur, on the other hand, felt that things were going well with him. A few months earlier he had decided that a partnership in Ovingtons would be cheaply bought at the cost of a rupture with his uncle. Now he had the partnership, he could look forward to the wealth and importance which it would bring  and he had not to pay the price. On the contrary, his views now took in all that he had been prepared to resign, as well as all that he had hoped to gain. They took in Garth, and he saw himself figuring not only as the financier whose operations covered many fields, and whose riches were ever increasing, but as the landed Squire, the man of family, whose birth and acres must give him a position in society which no mere wealth could confer. The unlucky night which had cost the old man so much, had been for Arthur the birth-night of fortune. He could date from it a favor, proof, as he now believed, against chance and change, a favor upon which it seemed unlikely that he could ever overdraw.

For since his easy victory on the question of the India Stock, he had become convinced that the Squire was failing. The old man, once so formidable, was changed; he had grown, if not weak, yet dependent. And it could hardly be otherwise, Arthur reflected. The loss of sight was a paralyzing deprivation, and it had fallen on the owner of Garth at a time of life when any shock must sap the strength and lower the vitality. For a while his will had reacted, he had seemed to bear up against the blow, but age will be served, and of late he had grown more silent and apathetic. Arthur had read the signs and drawn the conclusion, and was now sure that, blind and shaken, the old man would never again be the man he had been, or assert himself against an influence which a subtler brain would know how to weave about him.

Arthur was thinking of this as he rode into town one morning in November, his back turned to the hills and the romance of them, his face to the plain. It was early in the month. St. Lukes summer, prolonged that year, had come to an end a day or two before, and the air was raw, the outlook sombre. Under a canopy of grey mist, the thinning hedge-rows and dripping woods showed dark against clear blue distances. But in the warmth of his thoughts the rider was proof against weather, and when he came to the sedgy spot, never more dreary to the view than to-day, which Thomas had chosen for his attack on the Squire, he smiled. That little patch of ground had done much for him, but at a price, of course  for there he had lost a friend, a good easy friend in Clement. And Betty  Betty, whose coolness had caused him more than one honest pang  he had no doubt that there had come a change in her, too, from that date.

But one had to pay a price for everything, and these were but small spots on the sun of his success. Soon he had put the thought of them from him, and, abreast of the first houses of the town, began to employ his mind on the work of the day  revolving this and that, matters outside routine which would demand his attention. He knew what was likely to arise.

Rarely in these days did he enter Aldersbury without a feeling of elation. The very air of the town inspired him. The life of the streets, the movement of the markets, the sight of the shopkeepers at their doors, the stir and bustle had their appeal for him. He felt himself on his own ground; it was here and not in the waste places that his work lay, here that he was formed to conquer, here that he was conquering fortune. Garth was very well  a grand, a splendid reserve; but as he rode up the steep streets to the bank, he felt that here was his vocation. He sniffed the battle, his eyes grew brighter, his figure more alert. From some Huguenot ancestor had descended the Huguenot appetite for business, the Huguenot ability to succeed.

This morning, however, he did not reach the bank in his happiest mood. Purslow, the irrepressible Purslow, stopped him, with a long face and a plaint to match. Those Antwerp shares, Mr. Bourdillon! Excuse me, have you heard? Theyre down again  down twenty-five since Wednesday! And thats on to five, as they fell the week before! Thirty down, sir! Im in a regular stew about it! Excuse me, sir, but if they fall much more  

Youve held too long, Purslow, Arthur replied. I told you it was a quick shot. A fortnight ago youd have got out with a good profit. Why didnt you?

But they were rising  rising nicely. And I thought, sir  

You thought youd hold them for a bit more? That was the long and short of it, wasnt it? Well, my advice to you now is to get out while you can make a profit.

Sell? the draper exclaimed. Now? It is hard to say what he had expected, but something more than this. But I should not clear more than  why, I shouldnt make  

Better make what you can, Arthur replied, and rode on a little more cavalierly than he would have ridden a few months before.

He did not reflect how easy it is to sow the seeds of distrust. Purslow, left alone to make the best of cold comfort, felt for the first time that his interests were not the one care of the bank. For the first time he saw the bank as something apart, a machine, cold, impassive, indifferent, proceeding on its course unmoved by his fortunes, good or bad, his losses or his gains. It was a picture that chilled him, and set him thinking.

Arthur, meantime, left his horse at the stables and let himself into the bank by the house-door. As he laid his hat and whip on the table in the hall, he caught the sound of an angry voice. It came from the bank parlor. He hesitated an instant, then he made up his mind, and stepping that way he opened the door.

The voice was Wolleys. The man was on his feet, angry, protesting, gesticulating. Ovington, his lips set, the pallor of his handsome face faintly tinged with color, sat behind his table, his elbows on the arms of his chair, his fingertips meeting.

Arthur took it all in. Then, You dont want me? he said, and he made as if he would close the door again. I thought that you were alone, sir.

No, stay, Ovington answered. You may as well hear what Mr. Wolley has to say, though I have told him already  

What? the clothier cried rudely. Come! Lets have it in plain words!

That we can discount no more bills for him until the account against him is reduced. You know as well as I do, Mr. Wolley, that you have been drawing more bills and larger bills than your trade justifies.

But I have to meet the paper Ive accepted for wool, havent I? And if my customers dont pay cash  as you know it is not the custom to pay  where am I to get the cash to pay the wool men?

The banker took up one of two bills that lay on the table before him. Drawn on Samuel Willias, Manchester, he said. Thats a new name. Who is he?

A customer. Who should he be?

Thats the point, Ovington replied coldly. Is he? And this other bill. A new name, too. Besides, weve already discounted your usual bills. These bills are additional. My own opinion is that they are accommodation bills, and that you, and not the acceptors, will have to meet them. In any case, dropping the slips on the table, we are not going to take them.

You wont cash them? Not on no terms?

No, we are going no further, Wolley, the banker replied firmly. If you like I will send for the bill-book and ledger and tell you exactly what you owe, on bills and overdraft. I know it is a large amount, and you have made, as far as I can judge, no effort to reduce it. The time has come when we must stop the advances.

And youll not discount these bills?

No!

Then, by G  d, its not I will be the only one to be ruined! the man exclaimed, and he struck the table with his fist. The veins on his forehead swelled, his coarse mottled face became disfigured with rage. He glared at the banker. But even as Ovington met his gaze, there came a change. The perspiration sprang out on his forehead, his face turned pale and flabby, he seemed to shrink and wilt. The ruin, which recklessness and improvidence had hidden from him, rose before him, certain and imminent. He saw his mill, his house, his all gone from him, saw himself a drunken, ruined, shiftless loafer, cadging about public-houses! For Gods sake! he pleaded, do it this once, Mr. Ovington. Meet just these two, and Ill swear theyll be the last. Meet these.

No, the banker said. We go no farther.

Perhaps the thought that he and Ovington had risen from the ranks together, that for years they had been equals, and that now the one refused his help to the other, rose and mocked the unhappy man. At any rate, his rage flared up anew. He swore violently. Well, theres more than I will go down, then! he said. And more than will suit your book, banker! Wise as you think yourself, theres more bills out than you know of!

I am sorry to hear it.

Ay, and youll be more sorry by and by! viciously. Sorry for yourself and sorry that you did not give me a little more help, d  n you! Are you going to? Best think twice about it before you say no!

Not a penny, Ovington rejoined sternly. After what you have admitted I should be foolish indeed to do so. Youve had my last word, Mr. Wolley.

Then damn your last word and you too! the clothier retorted, and went out, cursing, into the bank, shouting aloud as he passed through it, that they were a set of bloodsuckers and that hed have the law of them! Clement from his desk eyed him steadily. Rodd and the clerks looked startled. The customers  there were but two, but they were two too many for such a scene  eyed each other uneasily. A moment, and Clement, after shifting his papers uncertainly, left his desk and went into the parlor.

Ovington and Arthur had not moved. Whats the matter? Clement asked. The occurrence had roused him from his apathy. He looked from the one to the other, a challenge in his eyes.

Only what weve been expecting for some time, his father answered. Wolley has asked for further credit and Ive had to say, no. Ive given him too much rope as it is, and we shall lose by him. Hes an ill-conditioned fellow, and he is taking it ill.

He wants a drubbing, said Clement.

That is not in our line, Ovington replied mildly. But, he continued  for he was not sorry to have the chance of taking his son into his confidence we are going to have plenty to think of that is in our line. Wolley will fail, and we shall lose by him; and I have no doubt that he is right in saying that he will bring down others. We must look to ourselves and draw in, as I warned Bourdillon some time ago. That noisy fellow may do us harm, and we must be ready to meet it.

Arthur looked thoughtful. Antwerps have fallen, he said.

I wish it were only Antwerps! the banker answered. You havent seen the mail? Or Fridays prices? Theres a fall in nearly everything. True, looking from one to the other, Ive expected it  sooner or later; and it has come, or is coming. Yes, Rodd? What is it?

The cashier had opened the door. Hamar, he said in a low voice, wants to know if we will buy him fifty of the railroad shares and advance him the face value on the security of the shares. Hell find the premium himself. He thinks they are cheap after the drop last week.

The banker shook his head. No, he said. We cant do it, tell Mr. Hamar.

It would support the shares, Arthur suggested.

With our money. Yes! But weve enough locked up in them already. Tell him, Rodd, that I am sorry, but it is not convenient at present.

They are still at a premium of thirty shillings, Arthur put in.

Is the door shut, Rodd?

Yes, sir.

Thirty shillings? And that might run off in a week, Mr. Secretary. No, the time is come when we must not shilly-shally. I see your view and the refusal may do harm. But we have enough money locked up in the railway, and with the outlook such as it is, I will not increase the note issues. They are already too large, as we may discover. We must say no, Rodd, but tell him to come and see me this evening, and I will explain.

The cashier nodded and went out.

Ovington gazed thoughtfully at his joined finger-tips. Is the door closed? he asked again, and assured that it was, he looked thoughtfully from one to the other of the young men. He seemed to be measuring them, considering how far he could trust them, how far it would be well to take them into his confidence. Then, We are going to meet a crisis, he said. I have now no doubt about that. All over the country the banks have increased their issues, and hold a vast quantity of pawned stock. If the fall in values is continued, the banks must throw the stock on the market, and there will be a general fall. At the same time they will be obliged to restrict credit and refuse discounts, which will force traders to throw goods on the market to meet their obligations. Goods as well as stocks will fall. Alarm will follow, and presently there will be a run on a weak bank and it will close its doors. Then there will be a panic, and a run on other banks  a run proportioned in violence to the amount of credit granted in the last two years. We may have to meet a run on deposits at the same time that we may be called upon to cash every note that we have issued.

Impossible! Arthur cried. We could not do it.

If you mean that the run is impossible, the banker answered quietly, I much fear that events will confute you. If you mean that we could not meet our obligations, well, we must strain every nerve to do so. We must retain all the cash that comes in, and we must issue no more notes, create no more credit. But even this we must do with discretion, and above all not a whisper must pass beyond this room. I will speak to Rodd. Hamar I will see this evening, and do what I can to sweeten the refusal. We must wear confident faces however grave the crisis. We are solvent, amply solvent, if time be given us to realize our resources; but time may not be given us, and we may have to make great sacrifices. You may be inclined to blame me   he paused, and looked from one to the other  Arthur stood frowning, his eyes on the carpet that I did not take the alarm earlier? Well, I ought to have done so, perhaps. But  

Nobody blames you, sir! It was Clement who spoke, Clement, in whom the last few minutes had made a marked change. His dulness and listlessness had fallen from him, he stood upright and alert. The imagination which had balked at the routine of banking, faced a crisis with alacrity, and conscious that he had hitherto failed his father, he welcomed with zest the opportunity of proving his loyalty, Nobody blames you, sir! he repeated firmly. We are here to stand by you, and I am confident that we shall win through. If any bank can stand, Ovingtons will stand. And if we dont win through, if the public insists on cutting its own throat, well  a little ashamed of his own enthusiasm we shall still believe in you, sir, you may be sure of that!

But isnt  isnt all this a little premature? Arthur asked, his tone cold and business-like. I dont understand why you think that all this is coming upon us at a moments notice, sir? Without warning?

Not quite without warning, the banker rejoined with patience. Clements declaration of faith had moved him more deeply than he showed, and, having that, he could bear a little disappointment. I have hinted more than once, Arthur, that I was uneasy. But why, you ask, this sudden alarm  now? Well, look at Richardsons list of last Fridays prices. You have not seen it. Exchequer Bills that a week ago were at par are at a discount. India Stock are down five points on the day  a large fall for such a stock. New Four per Cents, have fallen 3, Bank Stock that stood at 224 ten days ago is 214. These are not panic falls, but they are serious figures. With Bank Stock falling ten points in as many days, what will happen to the immense mass of speculative securities held by the public, and on much of which calls are due? It will be down this week; next week the banks will have to throw it out to save their margins, and customers to pay their calls. It will fall, and fall. The week after, perhaps, panic! A rush to draw deposits, or a rush to cash notes, or, probably, both.

Then you think  you must think  Arthurs voice was not quite under his control that there is danger?

It would be as foolish in me to deny it here, the banker replied gravely, as it would be reckless in me to affirm it outside. There is danger. We shall run a risk, but I believe that we shall win through, though, it may be, by a narrow margin. And a little thing might upset us.

Arthur was not of an anxious temperament  far from it. But he had committed himself to the bank. He had involved himself in its fortunes in no ordinary way. He had joined it against the wishes of his friends and in the teeth of the prejudices of his caste. He had staked his reputation for judgment upon its success, and assured that it would give him in the future all for which he thirsted, he had deemed himself far-sighted, and others fools. In doing this he had never dreamt of failure, he had never weighed the possibility of loss. Not once had he reflected that he might turn out to be wrong and robbed of the prize  might in the end be a laughing-stock!

Now as the possibility of all this, as the thought of failure, complete and final, flooded his mind and shook his self-confidence, he flinched. Danger! Danger, owned to by Ovington himself! Ah, he ought to have known! He ought to have suspected that fortunes were not so easily made! He ought to have reflected that Ovingtons was not Deans! That it was but a young bank, ill-rooted as yet  and speculative! Ay, speculative! Such a bank might fall, he was almost certain now that it would fall, as easily as it had risen!

It was a nerve-shaking vision that rose before him, and for a moment he could not hide his disorder. At any rate, he could not hide it from two jealous eyes. Clement saw and condemned  not fully understanding all that this meant to the other or the sudden strain which it put upon him. A moment and Arthur was himself again, and his first words recovered for him the elder mans confidence. They were practical.

How much  I mean, what extra amount of reserve, he asked, would make us safe?

Just so, and in the bankers eyes there shone a gleam of relief. Well, if we had twelve thousand pounds, in addition to our existing assets, I think  nay, I am confident that that would place us out of danger.

Twelve thousand pounds.

Yes. It is not a large sum. But it might make all the difference if it came to a pinch.

In cash?

In gold, or Bank paper. Or in such securities as could be realized even in a crisis. Twelve thousand added to our reserve  I think I may say with confidence that with that we could meet any run that could be made upon us.

There is no doubt that we are solvent, sir?

You should know that as well as I do.

We could realize the twelve thousand eventually?

Of course, or we should not be solvent without it. For once Ovington spoke a little impatiently.

Then could we not, Arthur asked, by laying our accounts before our London agents obtain the necessary help, sir?

If we were the only bank likely to be in peril, of course we could. And even as it is, you are so far right that I had already determined to do that. It is the obvious course, and my bag is being packed in the house  I shall go to town by the afternoon coach. And now, rising to his feet, we have been together long enough  we must be careful to cause no suspicion. Do you, Clement, see Massy, the wine-merchant to-day, and tell him that I will take, to lay down, the ten dozen of 20 port that he offered me. And ask the two Welshes to dine with me on Friday  I shall return on Thursday. And get some oysters from Hamars  two barrels  and have one or two people to dine while I am away. And, cheerful faces, boys  and still tongues. And now go. I must put into shape the accounts that I shall need in town.

He dismissed them with calmness, but he did not at once fall to work upon the papers. His serenity was that of the commander who, on the eve of battle, reviews the issues of the morrow, and habituated to the chances of war, knows that he may be defeated, but makes his dispositions, folds his cloak about him, and lies down to sleep. But under the cloak of the commander, and behind the mask that deceives those about him, is still the man, with the mans hopes and fears, and cares and anxieties, which habit has rendered tolerable, and pride enables him to veil. But they are there. They are there.

As he sat, he thought of his rise, of his success, of step won after step; of the praise of men and the jealousy of rivals which wealth had won for him; and of the new machine that he had built up  Ovingtons. And he knew that if fate went against him, there might in a very short time be an end of all. Yesterday he and Wolley had been equals. They had risen from obscurity together. To-day Wolley was a bankrupt. To-morrow  they might be again equal in their fall, and Ovingtons a thing to wonder at. Deans would chuckle, and some would call him a fool and some a rogue, and all an upstart  one who had not been able to keep his head. He would be ruined, and they would find no name too bad for him.

He thought of Betty. How would she bear it? He had made much of her and spoiled her, she had been the apple of his eye. She had known only the days of his prosperity. How would she bear it, how take it? He sighed.

He turned at last to the papers.


CHAPTER XXIII

It was with a firmer tread that Clement went back to his desk in the bank. He had pleased his father and he was pleased with himself. Here at last was something to do. Here at last was something to fight. Here at last was mettle in the banking business that suited him; and not a mere counting of figures and reckoning of pennies, and taking in at four per cent. and putting out at eight. His gaze, passing over the ledger that lay before him, focussed itself on the unconscious customers beyond the counter. He had the air of challenging them, of defying them. They were the enemy. It was their folly, their greed, their selfishness, their insensate desire to save themselves, let who would perish, that menaced the bank, that threatened the security, the well-being, the happiness of better men. It was a battle and they were the enemy. He scowled at them. Supposing them to have sense, patience, unselfishness, there would be no battle and no danger. But he knew that they had it not in them. No, they would rush in at the first alarm, like a flock of silly sheep, and thrusting and pushing and trampling one another down, would run, each bent on his own safety, blindly on ruin.

From this moment the bank became to him a place of interest and color, instead of that which it had been. Where there was danger there was romance. Even Rodd, adding up a customers pass-book, his face more thoughtful than usual, wore a halo, for he stood in peril. If the shutters went up Rodd would suffer with his betters. He would lose his place, he would be thrown on the world. He would lose, too, the trifle which he had on deposit in the bank. And even Rodd might have his plans and aims and ambitions, might be hoping for a rise, might be looking to marry some day  and some one!

Pheugh! Clements mouth opened, he stared aghast  stared at the wire blind that obscured the lower half of the nearer window, as if all his faculties were absorbed in reading the familiar legend, KNAB SNOTGNIVO, that showed darkly upon it. Customers, Rodd, the bank, all vanished. For he had forgotten! He had forgotten Josina! In contemplating what was exciting in the struggle before him he had forgotten that his stake was greater than the stake of others  that it was immeasurably greater. For it was Josina. He stood far enough below her as it was, separated from her by a height of pride and prejudice and convention, which he must scale if he would reach her. But he had one point in his favor  as things were. His father was wealthy, and standing a-tiptoe on his fathers money-bags he might possibly aspire to her hand. So uplifted, so advantaged he might hope to grasp that hand, and in the end, by boldness and resolution, to make it his own.

That was the position as long as all went well at the bank: and it was a position difficult enough. But if the money-bags crumbled and sank beneath his feet? If in the crisis that was coming they toppled over, and his father failed, as he might fail? If he lost the footing, the one footing that money now gave him? Then her hand would be altogether out of his reach, she would be far above him. He could not hope to reach her, could not hope to gain her, could not in honor even aspire to her?

He saw that now. His stake was Josina, and the battle lost, he lost Josina. He had been brave enough until he thought of that, reckless even, welcoming the trumpet call. But seeing that, and seeing it suddenly, he groaned.

The sound recalled him to himself, and he winced, remembering his fathers injunction to show a cheerful front. That he should have failed so soon! He looked guiltily at Arthur. Had he heard?

But Arthur had not heard. He was standing at a desk attached to the wall, his back towards Clement, his side-face to the window. He had not heard, because his thoughts had been elsewhere, and strange to say, the subject which had engaged them had been also Josina. The bankers warning had been a sharp blow to him. He was practical. He prided himself on the quality, and he foresaw no pleasure in a contest in which the success that was his be-all and end-all would be hazarded.

True, his mercurial spirit had already begun to rise, and with every minute he leant more and more to the opinion that the alarm was groundless. He thought that the banker was scaring himself, and seeing bogies where no bogies were  as if forsooth a little fall meant a great catastrophe, or all the customers would leave the bank because Wolley did! But he none the less for that looked abroad. Prudently he reviewed the resources that would remain to him in the event of defeat, and like a cautious general he determined beforehand his line of retreat.

That line was plain. If the bank failed, if a thing so cruel and incredible could happen, he still had Garth. He still had Garth to fall back upon, its lands, its wealth, its position. The bank might go, and Ovington  confound him for the silly mismanagement that had brought things to this!  might go into limbo with it, and Clement and Rodd and the rest of them  after all, it was their native level! But for him, born in the purple, there would still be Garth.

Only he must be quick. He must not lose a day or an hour. If he waited too long, word of the banks embarrassments might reach the old man, re-awaken his prejudices, warp his mind, and all might be lost. The influence on which he counted for success might cease to be his, and in a moment he might find himself out in the cold. Weakened as the Squire was, it would not be wise to trust too much to the change in him!

No, he must do it at once. He would ride out that very day, and gain, as he did not doubt that he would gain, the Squires permission to speak to Josina. He would leave no room for accidents, and, setting these aside, he did not doubt the result.

He carried out his intention in spite of some demur on Clements part, who in his new-born zeal thought that in his fathers absence the other ought to remain on the spot. But Arthur had the habit of the upper hand, and with a contemptuous fling at Clements own truancies, took it now. He was at Garth before sunset of the short November day, and he had not sat in the Squires room ten minutes before chance gave him the opening he desired.

The old man had been listening to the town news, and apparently had been engrossed in it. But suddenly, he leant forward, and poked Arthur with the end of his stick. Here do you tell me! he said. What ails the girl? Ive no eyes, but Ive ears, and theres something. Whats amiss with her, eh?

Do you mean Josina, sir?

Who else, man? I asked you whats the matter with her. Dyou think I dont know that there is something? Ive all my senses but one, thank God, and I can hear if I cant see! What is it?

Arthur saw in a moment that here was the opportunity, he needed, and he made haste to seize it. The truth is, sir   he said with a candor which was attractive. I was going to speak to you about Josina, I have been wishing to do so for some time.

Eh? Well?

I have said nothing to her. But it is possible that she may be aware of my feelings.

Oh, thats it, is it? the Squire said drily. It was impossible to say whether he was pleased or not.

If I had your permission to speak to her, sir? Arthur felt, now that he had come to the point, just the amount of nervousness which was becoming. We have been brought up together, and I dont think that I can be taking you by surprise.

And you think it will be no surprise to her?

Well, sir, modestly, I think it will not.

More ways of killing a cat than drowning it, eh? Thats it, is it? Havent spoken, but let her know? And you want my leave?

Yes, sir, to ask her to be my wife, Arthur said frankly. It has been my wish for some time, but I have hesitated. Of course, I am no great match for her, but I am of her blood, and  

He paused. He did not know what to add, and the Squire did not help him, and for the first time Arthur felt a pang of uneasiness. This was not lessened when the old man asked, How long has this been going on, eh?

Oh, for a long time, sir  on my side, Arthur answered. There was an ominous silence. The Squire might be taking it well or ill  it was impossible to judge. He had not changed his attitude and still sat, leaning forward, his hands on his stick, impenetrable behind his bandages. It struck Arthur that he might have been premature; that he might have put his favor to too high a test. It might have been wiser to work upon Josina, and wait and see how things turned out.

At last. Shell not go out of this house, the Squire said. And he sighed in a way unusual with him, even when he had been at his worst. Thats understood. Theres room for you here, and any brats you may have. Thats understood, eh? sharply.

Willingly, sir, Arthur answered. A great weight had been lifted from him.

And youll take her name, do you hear?

Of course, sir. I shall be proud to do so.

The Squire sighed, and again he was silent.

Then  then I may speak to her, sir?

Wait a bit! Wait a bit! The Squire had more to say, it appeared. Youll leave the bank, of course?

Arthurs mind, trained to calculation, reviewed the position. Most heartily he wished  though he thought that Ovingtons views were unnecessarily dark  that he could leave the bank. But he could not. The moment when Ovington might have released him, when the cancellation of the articles had been possible, was past. The banker could no longer afford to cancel them, or to lose the five thousand pounds that Arthur had brought in.

He hesitated, and the old man read his hesitation, and was wroth. You heard what I said? he growled, and he struck his stick upon the floor. Do you think I am going to have my daughters husband counterskipping in Aldersbury? Cheek by jowl with every grocer and linen-draper in the town? Bad enough as it is, bad enough, but when youre Joss husband  no, by G  d, thats flat! Youll leave the bank, and youll leave it at once, or youre no son-in-law for me. Ill not have the name of Griffin dragged in the dirt.

Arthur had not anticipated this, though he might easily have foreseen it; and he cursed his folly. He ought to have known that the old question would be raised, and that it would revive the Squires antagonism. He was like a fox caught in a trap, nay, like a fox that has put its own foot in the trap; and he had no time to give any but a candid answer. I am afraid, sir, he said. I mean  I am quite willing to comply with your wishes. But unfortunately theres a difficulty. I am tied to the bank for three years. At the end of three years  

Three years be d  d! In a passion the Squire struck his stick on the floor. Three years! Im to sit here for three years while you go in and out, partner with Ovington! Then my answer is, No! No! Do you hear? Ill not have it.

The perspiration stood on Arthurs brow. Here was a débâcle! An end, crushing and complete, to all his hopes! Desperately he tried to explain himself and mend matters. If I could act for myself, sir, he said, I would leave the bank to-morrow. But the agreement  

Agreement? Dont talk to me of agreements! You could ha helped it! the Squire snarled. You could ha helped it! Only you would go on! You went in against my advice! And for the agreement, who but a fool would ha signed such an agreement? No, you may go, my lad. As you ha brewed you may bake! You may go! If Id known this was going on, Id not ha seen so much of you, you may be sure of that! As it is, Good-day! Good-day to you!

It was indeed a débâcle; and Arthur could hardly believe his ears, or that he stood in his own shoes. In a moment, in one moment he had fallen from the height of favor and the pinnacle of influence, and disowned and defeated, he could hardly take in the mischance that had befallen him. Slowly he got to his feet, and as soon as he could master his voice, Im grieved, sir, he answered, more grieved than I, can say, that you should take it like this  when I have no choice. I am sorry for my own sake.

Ay, ay! with grim irony. I can believe that.

And sorry for Josinas.

He could think of no further plea at the moment  he must wait and hope for the best; and he moved towards the door, cursing his folly, his all but incredible folly, but finding no remedy. His hand was on the latch of the door when Wait! the old man said.

Arthur turned and waited; wondering, even hoping. The Squire sat, looking straight before him, if that might be said of a blind man, and presently he sighed. Then, Here, come back! he ordered. But again for awhile he said no more, and Arthur waited, completely in the dark as to what was working in the others mind. At last. There, maybe Ive been hasty, the old man muttered, and not thought of all. Will you leave the bank when you can, young man?

Of course, I will, sir! Arthur cried.

Then  then you may speak to her, the Squire said reluctantly, and he marked the reluctance with another sigh.

And so, as suddenly as he had raised the objection, he withdrew it, to Arthurs intense astonishment. Only one conclusion could he draw  that the Squire was indeed failing. And on that, with a hastily murmured word of thanks, he escaped from the room, hardly knowing whether he walked on his head or his feet.

Lord, what a near thing it had been. And yet  no! The Squire  it must be that  was a failing man. He had no longer the strength or the stubbornness to hold to the course that his whims or his crabbed humor suggested. The danger might not have been so real or substantial, after all.

Yet the relief was great, and coming on Miss Peacock, who was crossing the hall with a bowl in her hand, he seized her by the waist and whirled her round, bowl and all. Hallo, Peacock! Hallo, Peacock! he cried in the exuberance of his joy. Wheres Jos?

Let go! she cried. Youll have it over! Whats come to you?

Wheres Jos? Wheres Jos?

Good gracious, how should I know? There, be quiet, in pretended anger, though she liked it well enough. Whats come to you? If you must know, shes moping in her room. Its where I find her most times when shes not catching cold in the gardenhouse, and her fathers noticed it at last. Hes in a pretty stew about her, and if you ask me, I dont think that shes ever got over that night.

Ill cure her! Arthur cried in a glow, and he gave Miss Peacock another twirl.

But he had no opportunity of trying his cure that evening, for Jos, when she came downstairs, kept close to her father, and it was not until after breakfast on the morrow that he saw her go into the garden through the side-door, a relic of the older house that had once stood there. To frame it a stone arch of Tudor date had been filled in, and on either side of this, outlined in stone on the brick wall, was a pointed window of three lights. But Arthurs thoughts as he followed Jos into the garden were far from such dry-as-dust matters. The reaction after fear, the assurance that all was well, intoxicated him, and in a glow of spirits that defied the November day he strode down the walk under boughs that half-bare, and over leaves that half-shrivelled, owned alike the touch of autumn. He caught sight of a skirt on the raised walk at the farther end of the garden and he made for it, bounding up the four steps with a light foot and a lovers haste. A handsome young fellow, with a conquering air!

Jos was leaning on the wall, a shawl about her shoulders, her eyes bent on the mill and the Thirty Acres; and her presence in that place on that not too cheerful morning, and her pensive stillness, might have set him wondering, had he given himself time to think. But he was full of his purpose, he viewed her only as she affected it, and he saw nothing except what he wished to see. When, hearing his footsteps, she turned, her color did not rise  and that too might have told him something. But had he spared this a thought, it would only have been to think that her color would rise soon enough when he spoke.

Jos! he cried, while some paces still separated them. Ive seen your father! And Ive spoken to him! He waved his hand as one proclaiming a victory.

But what victory? Jos was as much in the dark as if he had never paid court to her in those far-off days. Is anything the matter? she asked, and she turned as if she would go back to the house.

But he barred the way. Nothing, he said. Why should there be? On the contrary, dear. Dont I tell you that Ive spoken to the Squire? And he says that I may speak to you.

To me? She looked at him candidly, with no inkling in her mind of what he meant.

Yes! My dear girl, dont you understand? He has given me leave to speak to you  to ask you to be my wife? And as her lips parted and she gazed at him in astonishment, he took possession of her hand. The position was all in favor of a lover, for the parapet was behind her, and she could not escape if she would; while the ordeal through which he had passed gave this lover an ardor that he might otherwise have lacked. Jos, dear, he continued, looking into her eyes, Ive waited  waited patiently, knowing that it was useless to speak until he gave me leave. But now  after all, love-making with that pretty startled face before him, that trembling hand in his, was not unpleasant I come to you  for my reward.

But, Arthur, she protested, almost too much surprised for words, I had no idea  

Come, dont say that! Dont say that, Jos dear! No idea? Why, hasnt it always been this way with us! Since the day that we cut our names on the old pew? Havent I seen you blush like a rose when you looked at it  many and many a time? And if I havent dared to make love to you of late, surely you have known what was in my mind? Have we not always been meaning this  you and I?

She was thunder-struck. Had it been really so? Could he be right? Had she been blind, and had he been feeling all this while she guessed nothing of it? She looked at him in distress, in increasing distress. But indeed, indeed, she said, I have not been meaning it, Arthur, I have not, indeed!

Not? incredulously. Youve not known that I  

No! she protested. And I dont think that it has always been so with us. Then, collecting herself and in a firmer voice, No, Arthur, not lately, I am sure. I dont think that it has been so on your side  I dont, indeed. And Im sure that I have not thought of this myself.

Jos!

No, Arthur, I have not, indeed.

You havent seen that I loved you?

No. And, looking him steadily in the face, I am not sure that you do.

Then let me tell you that I do. I do! And he tried to possess himself of her other hand, and there was a little struggle between them. Dear, dear girl, I do love you, he swore. And I want you, I want you for my wife. And your father permits it. Do you understand  I dont think you do? He sanctions it.

He would have put his arm round her, thinking to overcome her bashfulness, thinking that this was but maidenly pride, waiting to be conquered. But she freed herself with unexpected vigor and slipped from him. No, I dont wish it! she said. And her attitude and her tone were so resolute, that he could no longer deceive himself. No! Listen, Arthur. She was pale, but there was a surprising firmness in her face. Listen! I do not believe that you love me. You have given me no cause to think so these many months. Such a boy and girl affection as was once between us might have grown into love in time, had you wished it. But you did not seem to wish it, and it has not. What you feel is not love.

You know so much about love! he scoffed. He was taken aback, but he tried to laugh  tried to pass it off.

But she did not give way. I know what love is, she answered firmly. And then, without apparent cause, a burning blush rose to her very hair. Yet, in defiance of this, she repeated her words. I know what love is, and I do not believe that you feel it for me. And I am sure, quite sure, Arthur, in a lower tone, that I do not feel it for you. I could not be your wife.

Jos! he pleaded earnestly. You are joking! Surely you are joking.

No, I am not joking. I do not wish to hurt you. I am grieved if I do hurt you. But that is the truth. I do not want to marry you.

He stared at her. At last she had compelled him to believe her, and he reddened with anger; only to turn pale, a moment later, as a picture of himself humiliated and rejected, his plans spoiled by the fancy of this foolish girl, rose before him. He could not understand it; it seemed incredible. And there must be some reason? Desperately he clutched at the thought that she was afraid of her father. She had not grasped the fact that the Squire had sanctioned his suit, and, controlling his voice as well as he could, Are you really in earnest, Jos? he said. Do you understand that your father is willing? That it is indeed his wish that we should marry?

I cannot help it.

But  love? Though he tried to keep his temper his voice was growing sharp. What, after all, do you know of  love? And rapidly his mind ran over the possibilities. No, there could be no one else. She knew few, and among them no one who could have courted her without his knowledge. For, strange to say, no inkling of the meetings between Clement and his cousin had reached him. They had all taken place within a few weeks, they had ceased some months back, and though there were probably some in the house who had seen things and drawn their conclusions, the favorers of young love are many, and no one save Thomas had tried to make mischief. No, there could be no one, he decided; it was just a silly girls romantic notion. And how can you say, he continued, that mine is not real love? What do you know of it? Believe me, Jos, you are playing with your happiness. And with mine.

I do not think so, she answered gravely. As to my own, I am sure, Arthur. I do not love you and I cannot marry you.

And that is your answer?

Yes, it must be.

He forced a laugh. Well, it will be news for your father, he said. A clever game you have played, Miss Jos! Never tell me that it is not in womens nature to play the coquette after this. Why, if I had treated you as you have treated me  and made a fool of me! Made a fool of me! he reiterated passionately, unable to control his chagrin I should deserve to be whipped!

And afraid that he would break down before her and disgrace his manhood, he turned about, sprang down the steps and savagely spurning, savagely trampling under foot the shrivelled leaves, he strode across the garden to the house. The little fool! he muttered, and he clenched his hands as if he could have crushed her within them. The little fool!

He was angry, he was very angry, for hitherto fortune had spoiled him. He had been successful, as men with a single aim usually are successful. He had attained to most of the things which he had desired. Now to fail where he had deemed himself most sure, to be repulsed where he had fancied that he had only to stoop, to be scorned where he had thought that he had but to throw the handkerchief, to be rejected and rejected by Jos  it was enough to make any man angry, to make any man grind his teeth and swear! And how  how in the world was he to explain the matter to his uncle? How account to him for his confidence in the issue? His cheeks burned as he thought of it.

He was angry. But his wrath was no match for the disappointment that warred with it and presently, as passion waned, overcame it. He had to face and to weigh the consequences. The loss of Jos meant much more than the loss of a mild and biddable wife with a certain charm of her own. It meant the loss of Garth, of the influence that belonged to it, the importance that flowed from it, the position it conferred. It meant the loss of a thing which he had come to consider as his own. The caprice of this obstinate girl robbed him of that which he had bought by a long servitude, by much patience, by many a tiresome ride between town and country!

There, in that loss, was the true pinch! But he must think of it. He must take time to review the position and consider how he might deal with it. It might be that all was not yet lost  even at Garth.

In the meantime he avoided seeing his uncle, and muttering a word to Miss Peacock, he had his horse saddled. He mounted in the yard and descended the drive at his usual pace. But as soon as he had gained the road, he lashed his nag into a canter, and set his face for town. At worst the bank remained, and he must see that it did remain. He must not let himself be scared by Ovingtons alarms. If a crisis came he must tackle the business as he alone could tackle business, and all would be well. He was sure of it.

Withal he was spared one pang, the pang of disappointed love.


CHAPTER XXIV

Arthur was at the bank by noon, and up to that time nothing had occurred to justify the bankers apprehensions or to alarm the most timid. Business seemed to be a little slack, the bank door had a rest, and there was less coming and going. But in the main things appeared to be moving as usual, and Arthur, standing at his desk in an atmosphere as far removed as possible from that of Garth, had time to review the check that he had received at Josinas hands, and to consider whether, with the Squires help, it might not still be repaired.

But an hour or two later a thing occurred which might have passed unnoticed at another time, but on that day had a meaning for three out of the five in the bank. The door opened a little more abruptly than usual, a man pushed his way in. He was a publican in a fair way of business in the town, a smug ruddy-gilled man who, in his younger days, had been a pugilist at Birmingham and still ran a cock-pit behind the Spotted Dog, between the Foregate and the river. He stepped to the counter, his small shrewd eyes roving slyly from one to another.

Arthur went forward to attend to him. What is it, Mr. Brownjohn? he asked. But already his suspicions were aroused.

Well, sir, the man answered bluntly, what we most of us want, sir. The rhino!

Then youve come to the right shop for that, Arthur rejoined, falling into his humor. How much?

Hows my account, sir?

Arthur consulted the book which he took from a ledge below the counter. In our time he would have scribbled the sum on a scrap of paper and passed the paper over in silence. But in those days many customers would have been none the wiser for that, for they could not read. So, One, four, two, and three and six-pence, he said.

Well, Ill take it, the publican announced, gazing straight before him.

Arthur understood, but not a muscle of his face betrayed his knowledge. Brewers day? he said lightly. Mr. Rodd, draw a cheque for Mr. Brownjohn. One four two, three and six. Better leave five pounds to keep the account open?

Oh, well! Mr. Brownjohn was a little taken aback. Yes, sir, very well.

One three seven, Rodd, three and six. And while the customer, laboriously and with a crimsoning face, scrawled his signature on the cheque, Arthur opened a drawer and counted out the amount in Ovingtons notes. Twenty-seven fives, and two, three, six, he muttered, pushing it over. Youll find that right, I think.

Brownjohn had had his lesson from Wolley, who put up at his house, but he had not learnt it perfectly. He took the notes, and thumbed them over, wetting his thumb as he turned each, and he found the tale correct. Much obliged, gentlemen, he muttered, and with a perspiring brow he effected his retreat. Already he doubted  so willingly had his money been paid  if he had been wise. He was glad that he had left the five pounds.

But the door had hardly closed on him before Arthur asked the cashier how much gold he had in the cash drawer.

The usual, sir. One hundred and fifty and thirty-two, thirty-three, thirty-four  one hundred and eighty-four.

Fetch up two hundred more before Mr. Brownjohn comes back, Arthur said. Dont lose time.

Rodd did not like Arthur, but he did silent homage to his sharpness. He hastened to the safe and was back in two minutes with twenty rouleaux of sovereigns. Shall I break them, sir? he asked.

Yes, I think so. Ah! as the door swung open and one of the Welsh brothers entered. It was Mr. Frederick. Arthur nodded. Good day, Welsh, I was thinking of you. I fancy Clement wants to see you.

Right  in one moment, the lawyer replied. Just put that  

But Arthur saw that he had a cheque to pay in  he banked at Deans but had clients accounts with them  and he broke in on his business. Clement, he said, heres Welsh. Just give him your fathers message.

Clement came forward with his fathers invitation  oysters and whist at five on Friday  and his opinion on a glass of 20 he was laying down? He kept the lawyer in talk for a minute or two, and then, as Arthur had shrewdly calculated, the door opened and Brownjohn slid in. The mans face was red, and he looked heartily ashamed of himself, but he put down his notes on the counter. He was going to speak when, In a moment, Brownjohn, Arthur said. What is it, Mr. Welsh?

Just put this to the Hobdays account, the lawyer answered recalled to his business. Fifty-four pounds two shillings and five-pence. And, by the way, are you going to Garth on Saturday?

On Saturday, or Sunday, yes. Can I do anything for you!

Will you tell the Squire that that lease will be ready for signature on Saturday week. If you dont mind Ill send it over by you. It will save me a journey.

Good. Ill tell him. He has been fretting about it. Good-day! Now, Mr. Brownjohn?

Id like cash for these, the innkeeper mumbled, thrusting forward the notes, but looking thoroughly ill at ease.

Man alive, why didnt you say so? Arthur answered, good-humoredly, and save yourself the trouble of two journeys? Mr. Rodd, cash for these, please. Ive forgotten something I must tell Welsh! And flinging the cash drawer wide open, he raised the counter-flap and hurried after the lawyer.

Rodd knew what was expected of him, and he took out several fistsful of gold and rattled it down before him. Rapidly, as if he handled so many peas, he counted out and thrust aside Mr. Brownjohns portion, swiftly reckoned it a second time, then swept the balance back into the open drawer. I think youll find that right, he said. Better count it. Hows your little girl that was ailing, Mr. Brownjohn?

Brownjohn muttered something, his face lighting up. Then he counted his gold and sneaked out, impressed, as Arthur had intended he should be, with his own unimportance, and more inclined than before to think that he had made a mistake in following Wolleys advice.

But before the bank closed that day two other customers came in and drew out the greater part of their balances. They were both men connected in one way or another with the clothier, and the thing stopped there. The following day was uneventful, but the drawings had been unusual, and the two young clerks might have exchanged notes upon the subject if their elders had not appeared so entirely unconscious. As it was, it was impossible for them to think that anything out of the common had happened.

Worse, and far more important, than this matter was the fact that stocks and shares continued to fall all that week. Night after night the arrival of the famous Wonder, the fast coach which did the journey from London in fifteen hours, was awaited by men who thought nothing of the wintry weather if they might have the latest news. Afternoon after afternoon the journals brought by the mail were fought for and opened in the street by men whose faces grew longer as the week ran on. Some strode up jauntily, and joined themselves to the group of loungers before the coach-office, while others sneaked up privily, went no farther than the fringe of the crowd, and there, gravitating together by twos and threes, conferred in low voices over prices and changes. Some, until the coach arrived, lurked in a neighboring churchyard, raised above the street, and glancing suspiciously at one another affected to be immersed in the study of crumbling gravestones; while a few made a pretence of being surprised, as they passed, by the arrival of the mail, or hiding themselves in doorways appeared only at the last moment, and when they believed that they might do so unobserved.

One thing was noticeable of nearly all these; that they avoided one anothers eyes, as if, declining to observe others, they became themselves unseen. Once possessed of the paper they behaved in different ways, according as they were of a sanguine or despondent nature. Some tore the sheet open at once, devoured a particular column and stamped or swore, or sometimes flung the paper underfoot. Others sneaked off to the churchyard or to some neighboring nook, and there, unable to wait longer, opened the journal with shaking fingers; while a few  and these perhaps had the most at stake  dared not trust themselves to learn the news where they might by any chance be overlooked, but hurried homewards through shuts and by-lanes, and locked themselves in their offices, afraid to let even their wives come near them.

For the news was very serious to very many; the more so as, inexperienced in speculation, they clung for the most part to the hope of a recovery, and could not bring themselves to sell at a lower figure than that which they might have got a week before. Much less could they bring themselves to sell at an actual loss. They had sat down to play a winning game, and they could not now believe that the seats were reversed, and that they were liable to lose all that they had gained, nay, in many cases much more than their stake. Amazed, they saw stocks falling, crumbling, nay, sinking to a nominal value, while large calls on them remained to be paid, and loans on them to be repaid. No wonder that they stared aghast, or that many after a period of stupefaction, at a state of things so new and so paralyzing, began to feel that it was neck or nothing with them, and bought when they should have sold, seeing that in any case the price to which stock was falling meant their ruin.

For a time indeed there was no public outcry and no great excitement on the surface. For a time men kept their troubles to themselves, jealous lest they should get abroad, and few suspected how common was their plight or how many shared it. Men talk of their gains but not of their losses, and the last thing desired by a business man on the brink of ruin is that his position should be made public. But those behind the scenes feared only the more for the morrow; for with this ferment of fear and suspense working beneath the surface it was impossible to say at what moment an eruption might not take place or where the ruin would stop. One thing was certain, that it would not be confined to the speculators, for many a sober trader, who had never bought shares in his life, would fail, beggared by the bankruptcy of his debtors.

Ovington returned on the Friday, and Arthur met him at the Lion, as he had met him eleven months before. They played their parts well  so well that even Arthur did not learn the news until the door of the bank had closed behind them and they were closeted with Clement in the dining-room. Then they learned that the news was bad  as bad as it could be.

The banker retained his composure and told his story with calmness, but he looked very weary. Williams  Williams and Co. were Ovingtons correspondents in London  would do nothing, he told them. They would not re-discount a single bill nor hear of an acceptance. My own opinion is that they cannot.

Arthur looked much disturbed. As bad as that, he said, is it?

Yes, and I believe, nay, I am sure, lad, that they fear for themselves. I saw the younger Williams. He gave me good words, but that was all; and he looked ill and harassed to the last degree. There was a frightened look about them all. I told them that if they would re-discount fifteen thousand pounds of sound short bills, we should need no further help, and might by and by be able to help others. But he would do nothing. I said I should go to the Bank. He let out  though he was very close  that others had done so, and that the Bank would do nothing. He hinted that they were short of gold there, and saw nothing for it but a policy of restriction. However, I went there, of course. They were very civil, but they told me frankly that it was impossible to help all who came to them; that they must protect their reserve. They were inclined to find fault, and said it was credit recklessly granted that had produced the trouble, and the only cure was restriction.

But surely, Arthur protested, where a bank is able to show that it is solvent?

I argued it with them. I told them that I agreed that the cure was to draw in, but that they should have entered on that path earlier; that to enter on it now suddenly and without discrimination after a period of laxity was the way to bring on the worst disaster the country had ever known. That to give help where it could be shown that moderate help would suffice, to support the sound and let the rotten go was the proper policy, and would limit the trouble. But I could not persuade them. They would not take the best bills, would in fact take nothing, discount nothing, would hardly advance even on government securities. When I left them  

Yes? The banker had paused, his face betraying emotion.

I heard a rumor about Poles.

Poles? Poles! Arthur cried, astounded; and he turned a shade paler. Sir Peter Pole and Co.? You dont mean it, sir? Why, if they go scores of country banks will go! Scores! They are agents for sixty or seventy, arent they?

The banker nodded. His weariness was more and more apparent. Yes, Poles, he said gloomily. And I heard it on good authority. The truth is  it has not extended to the public yet, but in the banks there is panic already. They do not know where the first crash will come, or who may be affected. And any moment the scare may spread to the public. When it does it will run through the country like wild-fire. It will be here in twenty-four hours. It will shake even Deans. It will shake us down. My God! when I think that for the lack of ten or twelve thousand pounds  which a year ago we could have raised three times over with the stroke of a pen  just for the lack of that a sound business like this  

He broke off, unable to control his voice. He could not continue. Clement went out softly, and for a minute or so there was silence in the room, broken only by the ticking of the clock, the noise of wheels in the street, the voices of passers-by  voices that drifted in and died away again, as the speakers walked by on the pavement. Opposite the bank, at the corner of the Market Place, two dogs were fighting before a barbers shop. A woman drove them off with an umbrella. Her Shoo! Shoo! was audible in the silence of the room.

Before either spoke again, Clement returned. He bore a decanter of port, a glass, a slice of cake. Dyou take this, sir, he said. You are worn out. And never fear, cheerily, we shall pull through yet, sir. There will surely be some who will see that it will pay better to help us than to pull us down.

The banker smiled at him, but his hand shook as he poured out the wine. I hope so, he said. But we must buckle to. It will try us all. A run once started  have there been any withdrawals?

They told him what had happened and described the state of feeling in the town. Rodd had been going about, gauging it quietly. He could do so more easily, and with less suspicion, than the partners. People were more free with him.

Ovington held his glass before him by the stem and looked thoughtfully at it. That reminds me, he said, Rodd had some money with us  three hundred on deposit, I think. He had better have it. It will make no difference one way or the other, and he cannot afford to lose it.

Arthur looked doubtful. Three hundred, he said, might make the difference.

Well, it might, of course, the banker admitted wearily. But he had better have it. I should not like him to suffer.

No, Clement said. He must have it. Shall I see to it now? The sooner the better.

No one demurred, and he left the room. When he had gone Arthur rose and walked to the window. He looked out. Presently he turned. As to that twelve thousand? he said. That you said would pull us through? Is there no way of getting it? Cant you think of any way, sir?

I am afraid not, Ovington answered, shaking his head. I see no way. Ive strained our resources, Ive tried every way. I see no way unless  

Yes, sir? Unless?

Unless  and I am afraid that there is no chance of that  your uncle could be induced to come forward and support us  in your interest.

Arthur laughed aloud, but there was no mirth in the sound. If that is your hope, if you have any idea of that kind, sir, he said, I am afraid you dont know him yet. I know nothing less likely.

I am afraid that you are right. Still, your future is at stake. I am sorry that it is so, lad, but there it is. And if it could be made clear to him that he ran no risk?

But could it? Could it?

He would run no risk.

But could he be brought to see that? Arthur spoke sharply, almost with contempt. Of course he could not! If you knew what his attitude is towards banks generally, and bankers, you would see the absurdity of it! He hates the very name of Ovingtons.

The other yielded. Just so, he said. Even to him the idea was unpalatable. It was only a forlorn hope, a wild idea, lad, and Ill say no more about it. It comes to this, that we must depend on ourselves, show a brave face, and hope for the best.

But Arthur, though he had scoffed at the suggestion which Ovington had made, could not refrain from turning it over in his mind. He had courage enough for anything, and it was not the lack of that which hindered him from entertaining the project. The storm which was gathering ahead, and which threatened the shipwreck of his cherished ambition and his dearest hopes, was terrible to him, and to escape from its fury he would have faced any man, had that been all. But that was not all. He had other interests. If he applied to the Squire and the Squire took it amiss, as it was pretty certain that he would, then not only would no good be done and no point be gained, but the life-boat, on which he might himself escape, if things came to the worst, would be shipwrecked also.

For that life-boat consisted in the Squires influence with Josina. The Squires word might still prevail with the girl, silly and unpractical as she was. It was a chance; no more than a chance, Arthur recognized that. But at Garth the old mans will had always been law, and if he could be brought to put his foot down, Arthur could not believe that Josina would resist him. And amid the wreck of so many hopes and so many ambitions, every chance, even a desperate chance, was of value.

But if he was to retain the Squires favor, if he was to fall back on his influence, he must do nothing to forfeit that favor. Certainly he must not hazard it by acting on a suggestion as ill-timed and hopeless as that which the banker had put forward. Not to save the bank, not to save Ovington, not to save anyone! The more, as he felt sure that the application would do none of these things.

Ovington did not know the old man. He did, and he was not going to sink his craft, crank and frail as it already was, by taking in passengers.


CHAPTER XXV

While the leaven of uneasiness, fermenting into fear, and liable at any moment to breed panic, worked in Aldersbury, turning the sallow bilious and the sanguine irritable  while the contents of the mail-bag and the Gazette were awaited with growing apprehension, and inklings of the truth, leaking out, were turning to water the hearts of those who depended on the speculators, life at Garth was proceeding after its ordinary fashion. No word of what was impending, or might be impending, travelled so far. No echo of the alarm that assailed the ears of terrified men, forced on a sudden to face unimagined disaster, broke the silence of the drab room, where the Squire sat brooding, or of the garden where Josina spent hours, pacing the raised walk and looking down on that strip of sward where the water skirted the Thirty Acres wood.

That strip of sward where she had met him, that view from the garden were all that now remained to her of Clement, all that proved to her that the past was not a dream; and they did much to keep hope alive in her breast, and to hold her firm in her resolve. So precious indeed were the associations they recalled, that while, with the hardness of a woman who loves elsewhere, she felt little sympathy with Arthur in his disappointment, she actively resented the fact that he had chosen to address her there, and so had profaned the one spot, on which with some approach to nearness, she could dream of Clement.

Living a life so retired, and with little to distract her, she gave herself to long thoughts of her lover, and lived and lived again the stolen moments which she had spent with him. It was on these that she nourished her courage and strengthened her will; for, bred to submission and educated to obey, it was no small thing that she contemplated. Nor could she have raised herself to the pitch of determination which she had reached had she not gained elevation from the thought that the matter now rested in her own hands, and that all Clements trust and all his dependence were on her. She must be true to him or she would fail him indeed. Honor no less than love required her to be firm, let her timid heart beat as it might.

On wet days she sat in the Dutch summer-house, the squat tower with the pyramidal roof and fox-vane on top, which flanked the raised walk, and had, when viewed from below, the look of a bastion. But the day after Ovingtons return happened to be fine. It was one of those days of mild sunshine and soft air, which occur in late autumn or early winter and, by reason of their rarity, linger in the memory; and she was walking in the garden when, an hour before noon, Calamy came to tell her that the master was asking for her. And very peevish, he added, shaking his head as he stalked away under the apple-trees, as hes like to be, more and more till the end.

She overtook the man in the hall. Is he alone, Calamy? she asked.

Ay, but your Ants been with him. Hes for going up the hill.

Up the hill?

Ay, hes one that will walk while he can. But the next time, Im thinking, shaking his head again, it wont be his feet hell go out on.

Mrs. Bourdillon has gone?

Ay, miss, shes gone  as were all going, despondently, sooner or later. She brought some paper, for I heard her reading to him. It would be his will, I expect.

Josina thought the supposition most unlikely, for if her father was close with his money he was at least as close with his affairs. As long as she could remember he had held himself in a crabbed reserve, he had moved a silent master in a dependent world, even his rare outbursts of anger had rather emphasized than broken his reticence.

And since the attack which had consigned him to darkness he had grown even more taciturn. He had not repelled sympathy; he had rendered it impossible by ignoring the existence of a cause for it. While all about him had feared for his sight and, as hope faded, had dreaded the question which they believed to be trembling on his lips, he had either never hoped, or, drawing his own conclusions, had abandoned hope. At any rate, he had never asked. Instead he sat  when Arthur was not there to enliven him or Fewtrell to report to him  wrapped in his own thoughts, too proud to complain or too insensible to feel, and silent. Whatever he thought, whatever he feared, he hid all behind an impenetrable mask; and whether pride or patience or resignation were behind that mark, none knew. Complaint, pity, sympathy, these, he seemed to say, were for the herd. He had ruled; darkness and helplessness had come upon him, but he was still the master.

Arthur might think that he failed, but those who were always about him saw few signs of it. To-day, when Josina entered his room she found him on his feet, one hand resting on the table, the other on his cane. Get your hat and cloak, he said. I am going up the hill.

So far his longest excursion had been to the mill, and Josina thought that she ought to remonstrate. Wont it be too far, sir? she said.

Do as I say, girl. And tell Calamy to bring my hat and coat.

She obeyed him, and a minute later they left the house by the yard door. He walked with a firm step, his hand sometimes on her shoulder, sometimes on her arm; but aware how easily she might forget to warn him of an obstacle, or to allow for his passage, she accompanied him with her heart in her mouth. Yet she owned a certain sweetness in his dependence on her, in the weight of his hand on her shoulder, in his nearness.

Before they left the yard he halted. Look in the pig-styes, he said. Tell me if that idle dog has cleaned them?

She went and looked, and assured him that they were in their usual state. He grunted, and they moved on. Passing beneath the gable end of the summer-house they descended the steep, rutted lane which led to the mill. The first day of the year was such a day, the Squire muttered, and raised his face that the sun might fall upon it.

When they came to the narrow bridge beside the mill, with its roughened causeway eternally shaken by the roar and wet with the spray of the overshot wheel, she trembled. There was no parapet, and the bridge was barely wide enough to permit them to pass abreast. But he showed no fear, he stepped on to it firmly, and on the crown he halted. Look what water is in the pound, he said.

Had I not better wait  till you are over, sir?

Do as I say, girl! Do as I say! He struck his cane impatiently on the stones.

She left him unwillingly, and more than once looked back, but always to see him standing, gaunt and slightly stooping, his sightless eyes bent on the groaning, laboring wheel, on the silvery cascade that poured over its black flanges, on the fragment of rainbow that glittered where the sun shot the spray with colors. He was seeing it all, as he had seen it a thousand times: in childhood, when he had lingered and wondered before it, fascinated by the rush and awed by the thunder of the falling water; in youth, when with gun or rod he had just glanced at it in passing; in manhood, when it had come to be one of the amenities of the property, and he had measured its condition with an owners eye; ay, and in later life, when to see it had been rather to call up memories, than to form new impressions. Now, he would never see it again with his eyes, and he knew it. And yet he had never seen it more clearly than he did to-day, as he stood in darkness, with the cold breath of the water-fall on his cheek.

She grasped something of this as she hurried back, and satisfied as to the pound he went on. They ascended the lane which, on the farther side of the brook, led to the highway, and crossing the road began to climb the rough track, that wound up through that part of the covert which was above the road.

Here and there a clump of hollies, a spreading yew, a patch of young beech to which the leaves still clung, blocked the view, but for the most part the eye passed unobstructed athwart trees stripped of foliage, and disclosing here a huge boulder, there a pile of moss-grown stones. A climb of a third of a mile, much of it steep, brought them without mishap  though a hundred times she trembled lest he should trip  to the abrupt glacis of sward that fringed, and in places ran up into, the limestone face.

It was broken by huge stones, precariously stayed in their descent, or by outcrops of rock from which sprang slender birches, light, graceful, their white bark shining.

Are we clear of the wood? he asked, lifting his face to meet the breeze.

Yes, sir.

He turned leftwards. Theres a flat stone with a holly to north of it. Dyou see it? Ill sit there.

She led him to it and he sat down on the stone, his stick between his knees, the sunshine on his face. She sat beside him, and as she looked over the expanse of pleasant vale and the ring of hills that compassed it about, the sense of his blindness moved her almost to tears. At their feet Garth, its red walls, its buildings and yards and policies, lay as on a plan. Beyond it, the tower of Garthmyle Church rose in the middle distance, a few thatched roofs peeping through the half-leafless trees about it. Leftwards the valley narrowed as the Welsh hills closed in, while to their right it melted into the smiling plain with its nestling villages, its rows of poplars, its shining streams. She fancied that he had been in the habit of coming to this place, and the thought that he saw no more from it now than when he sat in his room below, that he viewed nothing of the bright landscape spread beneath her own eyes, swelled her breast with pity. She could have cast her arms about him and wept as she strove to comfort him  could have sworn to him that while he lived her eyes should be his! Ay, she could have done this, all this  if he had been other than he was!

Perhaps it was as well  or perhaps it was not as well  that she did not give way to the impulse. For presently in a voice as dry as usual, Do you see the gable of Wolleys Mill, girl? Carry your eyes right of the hill, over the coppice at the corner of Archers Leasow?

She told him that she could see it.

Thats two miles away. Its the farthest I own in that direction, but theres a slip of Acherleys land between us and it. Now look down the valley  dyou see five poplars in a row?

Yes, sir, I see them.

Thats our boundary towards the town. Behind us we march with the watershed. Facing us  the boundary is the far fence of Whittalls farm at the foot of the hills.

The black and white house, sir?

Ay. Well, look at it, girl. Theres five thousand acres and a bit over; and theres two hundred and ninety people living on it  theres barely one of them I dont know. Ive looked after them, but Ive not cosseted them, and dont you cosset them. And its not only the people; theres not a field I dont know nor a bit of coppice that I cant see, nor a slate roof that I have not slated, and the Lord knows how much of it Ive drained. Its been ours, the heart of it since Queen Bess, and part of it since Mary; sometimes logged with debt, and then again cleared. I came into it logged, and Ive cleared it. Its come down, sometimes straight, sometimes sideways, but always in a mans hands. Well, it will soon be in a girls. In two or three years, more or less, it will be yours, my girl. And do you mark what I say to you this day. Youre the heir of tail, and I couldnt take it from you, if I would  but do you mark me! He found her hand and gripped it so hard as to give her pain, but she would not wince. Dont you part with an acre of it! Not with an acre of it! Not with an acre of it! Do you hear me, girl; or I think Ill turn in my grave! If you are bidden to do it when your son comes of age, you think of me and of this day, and dont put your hand to it! Hold to the land, hold to the land, and they as come after you shall hold up their heads as we have held ours! It isnt money, it isnt land bought with money, its the land thats come down, that will keep Griffins where Griffins have been. When I am gone do you mark that! Whatever betide, let em say what they like, dont you be one of those that sell their birthright, the right to govern, for a mess of pottage!

I will remember, sir! she said with tears. I will, I will indeed!

Ay, never forget it, dont you forget this day. I ha brought you up the hill on purpose to show you that. For fifty years I have spared and lived niggardly and put shilling to shilling to clear that land and to drain it and round it  and may be, for Acherley is a random spendthrift, Ill yet add that strip of his to it! Ive lived for the land, that those who come after me may govern their corner as Griffins have governed it time out of mind. Ive done my duty by the people and the land. Dont you forget to do yours.

She told him earnestly that she never would  she never would. After that he was silent awhile. He let her hand go. But presently, and without warning, Why dont you ha the lad?

Josina was surprised and yet not surprised; or if surprised at all, it was at her own calmness. Her color ebbed, but she neither trembled nor faltered. She had not even to summon up the thought of Clement. The charge to which she had just listened clothed her with a dignity which the prospect, spread before her eyes and insensibly raising her mind to higher issues, helped to support. I couldnt, sir, she said quietly. I do not love him.

Dont love him? the Squire repeated  yet not half so angrily as she expected. Whats amiss with him?

Nothing, sir. But I do not love him.

Love? Bah! Lovell come! Maids ha naught to do with love! When theyre married lovell come fast enough, Ill warrant! The lads straight and comely and a proper age  and what else do you want? What else do you want, eh? Hes of your own blood, and if hes wild ideas tis better than wild oats, and hell give them up. Hes promised me that, or Id never ha said yes to him! Why, girl! with sudden exasperation, twas only the other day you were peaking and puling for him! Peaking and puling like a sick sparrow, and I was saying, no! And now  why, damme, what do you mean by it?

It was all a mistake, sir, she said with dignity. I never did think of him, or wish for him. It was a mistake.

A mistake! What do you mean?

You bade me think no more of him, and I obeyed. But  but I never had any thought of him.

That did irritate the old man; it seemed to him that she played with him. In a rage he struck his cane on the ground. Damme! he exclaimed. Thats womanlike all over! Give her what she wants and she doesnt want it. But, see here, Ill not have it, girl. I know your flimsies and youve got to have him! Do you hear?

He was enraged by this queer twist in her, and he blustered. But his anger  and he felt it  lacked something of force. He did not know how to bring it to bear. And when she did not reply to him at once, Do you forget that he saved my life? he cried, dropping to a lower level. Dyou forget that, you ungrateful wench?

But he did not save mine, sir! she answered, with astonishing spirit. Yet it is mine that you ask me to give him. And indeed, indeed, sir, he does not love me.

Then why should he want you? he retorted. But hell soon make you sure of that, if youll let him. And youve got to take him. Youve got to take him. Lets ha no more words about it. Ive said the word.

But Ive not, sir, she replied, with that new and astonishing courage of hers. And I cannot say it. I am grateful to him, I shall ever be grateful to him for saving you  and he is my cousin. But he does not love me, he has never made love to me. And am I, your daughter, to  to accept him, the moment it suits him to marry me?

That touched the Squires pride. It gave him to think. Never made love to you? he exclaimed. What do you mean, girl?

Until he came to me in the garden on Tuesday he never  he never gave me reason to think that he would come. Am I, with a tremor of indignation in her voice, of so little account, is that which you have just told me that I may some day bring to him so little, that I must put all in his hand the moment he chooses to lift it?

The Squire was bothered by that, and You are like all women! he exclaimed. I dont know where to ha you. Thats where it is. You twist and you turn, and you fib  

I am not fibbing, sir.

And youve as many quirks as  as a hunted hare. Theres no holding you! My father would ha locked you up with bread and water till you did what you were told, and my motherd ha boxed your ears till she put some sense into you. But were a d  d silly generation. Were too soft!

She minded this little, as long as he did not put her to the supreme test; as long as he did not ask her if there was anyone else, any other lover. But his mind was now busy with Arthur. Was it true that the young spark was thinking more of Garth than of the girl? More of the heiress than of the sweetheart? More of lucre than of love? If so, d  n his impudence! He deserved what he had got! From which point it was but a step to thoughts of the bank. Ay, Arthur was certainly one who had his plans for getting on, and getting on in ways to which no Griffin had stooped before. Was this of a piece with them?

The doubt had a cooling effect upon him. While Josina trembled lest the fateful question should still be put, and clenched her little hands as she summoned up fortitude to meet it  while she tried to still the fluttering of her heart, the old man relapsed into thought, muttered inarticulately, fell silent.

She would have given much to know the direction of his thoughts.

At last, Well, youre so clever you must settle your own affairs, he grumbled. Im d  d if I understand either of you, girl or man. In my time if a wench said No, we took her and hugged her till she said Yes! We didnt go to her father. But since the old king died theres no red blood in the country  its all telling and no kissing. There, Ive done with it. Maybe when he turns his back on you, youll be wanting him fast enough.

No, sir, never! she answered, overwhelmed by a victory so complete.

Anyway, dont come fretting to me if you do! Your aunt told me that you were pining for him, but Im hanged if she knows more than I do  or happen you dont know your own mind. Now look out, and tell me if theyve finished thatching that wagoners cottage at the Bache?

Yes, sir. I can see the new straw from here, she said.

Have they brought it down over the eaves?

Im afraid I cant see that. Its too far.

Mind me to ask Fewtrell. Now get me home. Wheres your arm? Ill go down through the new planting.

But its not so safe, sir, she remonstrated. Theres the stone stile, and  

When I canna get over the stone stile Ill not come up the hill. I want to see the planting. Dyou take me that way and tell me if the rabbits ha got in. March, girl!

She obeyed him, but in fear and trembling, for there was not only the awkward stile to climb, but the track ran over outcrops of rocks on which even a careful walker might slip. However, he crossed the stile with ease, aided less by her arm than by his own memory of its shape, and of every stone that neighbored it; and it was only over the treacherous surface of the rock that he showed himself really dependent on her care. Memory could not help him here, and here it was, as he leant on her shoulder, that she felt, her breast swelling with pity, the real, the blood tie between them. Her heart went out to him, and her eyes were dim with tears when at length they stood again on the high road, and viewed, on a level with themselves but divided from them by the trough of green meadows in which the brook ran, the gables and twisted chimneys, the buttressed walls, that gave to Garth its air of a fortress.

The girl gazed at it, the old mans hand still on her shoulder. It was her home: she knew no other, she had never been fifty miles from it. It stood for peace, safety, protection. She loved it  never more than now, and never as much as now. And never as much as now had she loved her father; never before had she understood him so well. The last hour had wrought a change, dimly suspected by both, in their relations. They stood on a level  more on a level, at any rate; with no gulf between them but the natural interval of years, a green valley as it were, which the eyes of understanding and the light foot of love could cross at will.


CHAPTER XXVI

A week and a day went by after the bankers return and there was no run upon the bank. But afar off, in London and Manchester and Liverpool, and even in Birmingham, there were shocks and upheavals, failures and talk of failures, fear in high places, ruin in low. For there was no doubt about the crisis now. The wheels of trade, which had for some time been running sluggishly, stopped. It was impossible to sell goods, for the prudent and foreseeing had already flung their products upon the market, and glutted it, and later, others had come in and, forced to find money, had sold down and down, procuring cash at any sacrifice. Now it was impossible to sell at all. Men with the shelves of their warehouses loaded with goods, men whose names in ordinary times were good for thousands, could not find money to meet their trade bills, to pay their wages, to discharge their household accounts.

And it was still less possible to sell shares, for shares, even sound shares, had on a sudden become waste paper. The bubble companies, created during the frenzy of the past two years, were bursting on every side, and the public, unable to discriminate, no longer put faith in anything. Rudely awakened, they opened their eyes to reality. They saw that they had dreamed, and been helped to dream. They discovered that skates and warming pans were in no great request in the tropics, and could not be exported thither at a profit of five hundred per cent. They saw that churns and milkmaids, freighted to lands where the cattle ran wild on the pampas and oil was preferred to butter, were no certain basis on which to build a fortune. Their visions of South American argosies melted into thin air. The silver from La Plata which they had pictured as entering the mouth of the Thames, or at worst as within sight from the Lizard, was discovered to be reposing in the darkness of unopened seams. The pearling ships were yet to build, the divers to teach, and, for the diamonds of the Brazils which this man or that man had seen lying in skin packages at the door of the Bank of England, they now twinkled in a cold and distant heaven, as unapproachable as the Seven Stars of Orion. The canals existed on paper, the railways were in the air, the harbors could not be found even on the map.

The shares of companies which had passed from hand to hand at fourfold and tenfold their face value fell with appalling rapidity. They fell and fell until they were in many cases worth no more than the paper on which they were printed. And the bursting of these shams, which had never owned the smallest chance of success, brought about the fall of ventures better founded. The good suffered with the bad. Presently no man would buy a share, no man would look at a share, no bank advance on its security. Men saw their fortunes melt day by day as snow melts under an April sun. They saw themselves stripped, within a few weeks or even days, of wealth, of a competence, in too many cases of their all.

And the ruin was widespread. It reached many a man who had never gambled or speculated. Business runs on the wheels of credit, and those wheels are connected by a million unseen cogs. Let one wheel stop and it is impossible to say where the stoppage will cease, or how many will be affected by it. So it was now. The honest tradesman and the manufacturer, striving to leave a competence to a family nurtured in comfort, were involved in one common ruin with the spendthrift and the speculator. The credit of all was suspect; from all alike the sources of accommodation were cut off. Each in his turn involved his neighbor, and brought him down.

There was a great panic. The centres of commerce and trade were convulsed. The kings of finance feared for themselves and closed their pockets. The Bank of England would help no one. Men who had never sought aid before, men who had held their heads high, waited, vain petitioners, at its doors.

Fortunately for Ovingtons, Aldersbury lay at some distance from the centres of disturbance, and for a time, though the storm grumbled and crackled on the horizon, the town remained calm. But it was such a calm as holds the tropic seas in a breathless grip, before the typhoon, breaking from the black canopy overhead, whirls the doomed bark away, as a leaf is swept before our temperate blasts. Throughout those six days, though little happened, anything, it was felt, might happen. The arrival of every coach was a thing to listen for, the opening of every mail-bag a terror, the presentation of every bill a pang, the payment of every note a thing at which to wince; while the sense of danger, borne like some infection on the air, spread mysteriously from town to village, and village to hamlet, to penetrate at last wherever one man depended on another for profit or for subsistence. And that was everywhere.

A storm impended, and no man knew where it would break, or on whom it would fall. Each looked in his neighbors face and, seeing his fear reflected, wondered, and perhaps suspected. If so-and-so failed, would not such-an-one be in trouble? And if such-an-one went, what of Blank  with whom he himself had business?

The feeling which prevailed did not in the main go beyond uneasiness and suspicion. But, in quarters where the facts were known and the peril was clearly discerned, these days of waiting were days  nay, every day was a week  of the most poignant anxiety. In banks, where those behind the scenes knew that not only their own stability and their own fortunes were at stake, but that if they failed there would be lamentation in a score of villages and loss in a hundred homes, endurance was strained to the breaking point. To show a cheerful face to customers, to chat over the counter with an easy air, to smile on a visitor who might be bringing in the bowstring, to listen unmoved to the murmur in the street that might presage bad news  these things made demands on nerve and patience which could not be met without distress. And every hour that passed, every post that came in, added to the strain.

Under this burden Ovingtons bearing was beyond praise. The work of his life  and he was over-old to begin it again  was in danger, and doubtless he thought of his daughter and his son. But he never faltered. He had, it is true, to support him the sense, of responsibility, which steels the heart of the born leader, even as it turns to water that of the pretender; he knew, and doubtless he was strengthened by the knowledge, that all depended on him, on his calmness, his judgment, his resources; that all looked to him for guidance and encouragement, watched his face, and marked his demeanor.

But even so, he was the admiration of those in the secret. Not even Napoleon, supping amid his marshals, and turning over to sleep beside the watch-fire on the night before a battle, was more wonderful. His son swore fealty to him a dozen times a day. Rodd, who had received his money in silence, and now stood to lose no more than his place, followed him with worshipping eyes and, perhaps, an easier mind. The clerks, who perforce had gained some inkling of the position, were relieved by his calmness, and spread abroad the confidence that they drew from him. Even Arthur, who bore the trial less well, admired his leader, suspected at times that he had some secret hope or some undisclosed resources, and more than once suffered himself to be plucked from depression by his example.

The truth was that while financial ability was common to both, their training had been different. The elder man had been always successful, but he had been forced to strive and struggle; he had climbed but slowly at the start, and there had been more than one epoch in his career when he had stood face to face with defeat. He had won through, but he had never shut his eyes to the possibility of failure, or to the fact that in a business, which in those days witnessed every twenty years a disastrous upheaval, no man could count on, though with prudence he might anticipate, a lasting success. He had accepted his profession with its drawbacks as well as its advantages. He had not closed his eyes to its risks. He had viewed it whole.

Arthur, on the other hand, plunging into it with avidity at a time when all smiled and the sky was cloudless, had supposed that if he were once admitted to the bank his fortune was made, and his future secured. He knew indeed, and if challenged he would have owned, that banking was a precarious enterprise; that banks had broken. He knew that many had closed their doors in 16, still more on one black day in 93. He was aware that in the last forty years scores of bankers had failed, that some had taken their own lives, that one at least had suffered the last penalty of the law. But he had taken these things to be exceptions  things which might, indeed, recur, but not within his experience  just as in our day, though railway accidents are not uncommon, no man for that reason refrains from travelling.

At any rate the thought of failure had not entered into Arthurs mind, and mainly for this reason he, who in fair weather had been most confident and whose ability had shone most brightly, now cut an indifferent figure. It was not that his talent or his judgment failed; in these he still threw Clement and Rodd into the shade. But the risk, suddenly disclosed, was too much for him. It depressed him. He grew crabbed and soured, his temper flashing out on small provocation. He sneered at Rodd, he snubbed the clerks. When it was necessary to refuse a request for credit  and the necessity arose a dozen times a day  his manner lacked the suavity that makes the best of a bad thing.

In very truth they were trying times. Men who had bought shares through Ovingtons, and might have sold them at a profit but had not, could not understand why the bank would not now advance money on the security of the shares, would not even pay calls on them, and had only advice, and that unpalatable, at their service. They came to the parlor and argued, pleaded, threatened, stormed. They would close their accounts, they would remove them to Deans, they would publish the treatment that they had received! Again, there were those who had bought railway shares, which were now at a considerable discount and looked like falling farther; the bank had issued them  they looked to the bank to take them off their hands. More trying still were the applications of those who, suddenly pressed for money, came, pallid and wiping their foreheads with bandanna handkerchiefs, to plead desperately for a small overdraft, for twenty, forty, seventy pounds  just enough to pay the weekly wage-bill, or to meet their household outgoings, or to settle with some pressing creditor. For all creditors were now pressing. No man gave time, no man trusted another, and for those in the bank the question was, How long would they trust Ovingtons? For every man who left the doors of the bank after a futile visit, every man who went away with his request declined, became a potential enemy, whose complaint or chance word might breed suspicion.

Still, every day is a day gained, the banker said as he dropped his mask on the Friday afternoon and sank wearily into a chair. It was closing time, and the clerks could be heard moving in the outer room, putting away books, counting the cash, locking the drawers. Another day had passed without special pressure. Time is everything.

Arthur shrugged his shoulders. It would be, if it were money.

Well, I think that we are doing capitally  capitally so far, said Clement.

I am glad you are satisfied, Arthur retorted. We are four hundred down on the day! I cant think, sir  peevishly why you let Purslow have that seventy pounds.

Well, he is a very old customer, the banker replied patiently, and hes hard hit  he wanted it for wages, and I fear that hes behindhand with them. And if we withhold all help, my boy, we shall certainly precipitate a run. On Monday those bills of Badgers fall due, and I think will be met. We shall receive eleven hundred from them. On Tuesday another bill for three hundred and fifty matures, and I think is good. If we can go on till Wednesday we shall be a little stronger to meet the crisis than we are to-day. And we can only live from day to day  wearily. If Poles bank goes  he glanced doubtfully at the door I fear that Williamss will follow. And then  

There will be the devil to pay!

Well, we must try to pay him!

Bravo, sir! Clement cried. Thats the way to talk.

Yes, it is no use to dwell on the dark side, his father agreed. All the same  he was silent a while, reviewing the position and making calculations which he had made a hundred times before all the same, it would make all the difference if we had that twelve thousand pounds in reserve.

By Jove, yes! Arthur exclaimed. For a moment hope animated his face. Can you think of no way of getting it, sir?

The banker shook his head. I have tried every quarter, he said, and strained every resource. I cannot. Im afraid we must fight our battle as we are.

Arthur gazed at the floor. The elder man looked at him and thought again of the Squire. But he would not renew his suggestion. Arthur knew better than he what was possible in that quarter, and if he saw no hope, there doubtless was no hope. At best the idea had been fantastic, in view of the prejudice which the Squire entertained against the bank.

While they pondered, the door opened, and all three looked sharply round, the movement betraying the state of their nerves. But it was only Betty who entered  a little graver and a little older than the Betty of eight or nine months before, but with the same gleam of humor in her eyes. What a conclave! she cried. She looked round on them.

Yes, Arthur answered drily. It wants only Rodd to be complete.

Just so. She made a face. How much you think of him lately!

And unfortunately hes taken his little all and left us.

The shot told. Her eyes gleamed, and she colored with anger. What do you mean? Dad  brusquely what does he mean?

Only that we thought it better, the banker explained, to make Rodd safe by paying him the little he has with us.

And he took it  of course?

The banker smiled. Of course he took it, he said. He would have been foolish if he had not. It was only a deposit, and there was no reason why he should risk it with us  as things are.

Oh, I see. Things are as bad as that, are they? Any other rats?  with a withering look at Arthur.

I am afraid that there is no one else who can leave, her father answered. The gangway is down now, my dear, and we sink or swim together.

Ah! Well, I fancy theres one of the rats in the dining-room now. That is what I came to tell you. He wants to see you, dad.

Who is it?

Mr. Acherley.

Ovington shrugged his shoulders. Well, it is after hours, he said, but  Ill see him.

That broke up the meeting. The banker went out to interview his visitor, who had been standing for some minutes at one of the windows of the dining-room, looking out on the slender stream of traffic that passed up and down the pavement or slid round the opposite corner into the Market Place.

Acherley was not of those who go round about when a direct and more brutal approach will serve. Broken fortunes had soured rather than tamed him, and though, when there had been something to be gained by it, he had known how to treat the banker with an easy familiarity, the contempt in which he held men of that class made it more natural to him to bully than to fawn. Before he had turned to the street for amusement he had surveyed the furniture of the room with a morose eye, had damned the upstarts impudence for setting himself up with such things, and consoled himself with the reflection that he would soon see it under the hammer. And a d  d good job, too! he had muttered. What the blazes does he want with a kidney wine-table and a plate-chest! It will serve Bourdillon right for lowering himself to such people!

When the banker came to him he made no apology for the lateness of his visit, but Hallo! he said bluntly, I want a little talk with you. But shorts the word. Fact is, I find Ive more of those railway shares than it suits me to keep, Ovington, and I want you to take a hundred off my hands. I hear theyre fetching two-ten.

One-ten, the banker said. They are barely that.

Two-ten, Acherley repeated, as if the other had not spoken. Thats my price. I suppose the bank will accommodate me by taking them?

Ovington looked steadily at him. Do you mean the shares you pledged with us? If so, I am afraid that in any event we shall have to put them on the market soon. The margin has nearly run off.

Oh, hang those!  lightly. You may as well account for them at the same price  two and a half. Ill consider that settled. But Ive a hundred more that I dont want to keep, and its those I am talking about. Youll take them, I suppose  for cash, of course? Im a little pressed at present, and want the money.

I am afraid that I must say, no, Ovington said. We are not buying any more, even at thirty shillings. As to those we hold, if you wish us to sell them at once  and I am inclined to think that we ought to  

Steady, steady! Not so fast! Acherley let the mask fall, and, drawing himself to his full height  and tall and lean, in his long riding coat shaped to the figure, he looked imposing and insolent enough  he tapped his teeth with the handle of his riding whip. Not so fast, man! Think it over!  with an ugly smile. Ive been of use to you. It is your turn to be of use to me. I want to be rid of these shares.

Naturally. But we dont wish to take them, Mr. Acherley.

Acherley glowered at him. You mean, he said, that the bank cant afford to take them? If thats your meaning  

It does not suit us to take them.

But by G  d youve got to take them! Dyou hear, sir? Youve got to take them, or take the consequences! I went into this to oblige you.

Not at all, Ovington said. You came into it with your eyes open, and with a view to the improvement of your property, if the enterprise proved a success. No man came into it with eyes more open! To be frank with you  

But Acherley cut him short. Oh, d  n all that! he cried. I did not come here to palaver. The long and short of it is youve got to take the shares, or, by Gad, I go out of this room and I say what I think! And youll take the consequences. Theres talk enough in the town already as you know. It only needs another punch, one more good punch, and youre out of the ring and in the sponging house. And your beautiful bank you know where. You know that as well as I do, my good man. And if you want a friend instead of an enemy youll oblige me, and no words about it. Thats flat!

The room was growing dark. Ovington stood facing such light as there was. He looked very pale. Yes, thats quite flat, he said.

Very good. Then what do you say to it?

What I said before  No! No, Mr. Acherley!

What? Do you mean it? Why, if you are such a fool as not to know your own interests  

I do know them  very well, Ovington said, resolutely taking him up. I know what you want and I know what you offer. It is, as you say, quite flat, and Ill be equally  flat! Your support is not worth the price. And I warn you, Mr. Acherley, and I beg you to take notice, that if you say a word against the solvency of the bank after this  after this threat  you will be held accountable to the law. And more than that, I can assure you of another thing. If, as you believe, there is going to be trouble, it is you and such as you who will be the first to suffer. Your creditors  

The devil take them! And you! the gentleman cried, stung to fury. Why, you swollen little frog! losing all control over himself, you dont think my support worth buying, dont you? You dont think its worth a dirty hundred or two of your scrapings! Then I tell you Ill put my foot on you  by G  d, I will! Yes! Ill tread you down into the mud you sprang from! If you were a gentleman Id shoot you on the Flash at eight oclock to-morrow, and eat my breakfast afterwards! You to talk to me! You, you little spawn from the gutter! Ive a good mind to thrash you within an inch of your life, but therell be those ready enough to do that for me by and by  ay, and plenty, by G  d!

He towered over the banker, and he looked threatening enough, but Ovington did not flinch. He went to the door and threw it open. Theres the door, Mr. Acherley! he said.

For a moment the gentleman hesitated. But the bankers firm front prevailed, and with a gesture, half menacing, half contemptuous, Acherley stalked out. The worse for you! he said. Youll be sorry for this! By George, you will be sorry for this next week!

Good evening, said the banker  he was trembling with passion. I warn you to be careful what you say, or the law will deal with you. And he stood his ground until the other, shrugging his shoulders and flinging behind him a last curse, had passed through the door. Then he closed the door and went back to the fireplace. He sat down.

The matter was no surprise to him. He knew his man, and neither the demand nor the threat was unexpected. But he knew, too, that Acherley was shrewd, and that the demand and the threat were ominous signs. More forcibly than anything that had yet occurred, they brought before him the desperate nature of the crisis, and the likelihood that, before a week went by, the worst would happen. He would be compelled to put up the shutters. The bank would stop. And with the bank would go all that he had won by a life of continuous labor: the position that he had built up, the status that he had gained, the reputation that he had achieved, the fortune which he had won and which had so much exceeded his early hopes. The things with which he had surrounded himself, they too, tokens of his success, the outward and handsome signs of his rise in life, many of them landmarks, milestones on the path of triumph  they too would go. He looked sadly on them. He saw them, he too, under the hammer: saw the mocking, heedless crowd handling them, dividing them, jeering at his short-lived splendor, gibing at his folly in surrounding himself with them.

Ay, and one here and there would have cause to say more bitter things. For some  not many, he hoped, but some  would be losers with him. Some homes would be broken up, some old men beggared: and all would be laid at his door. His name would be a byword. There would be little said of the sufferers imprudence or folly or rashness: he would be the scapegoat for all, he and the bank he had founded. Ovingtons Bank! They would tell the story of it through years to come  would smile at its rise, deride its fall, make of it a town tale, the tale of a mans arrogance, and of the speedy Nemesis which had punished it!

He was a proud man, and the thought of these things, the visions that they called up, tortured him. At times, he had borne himself a little too highly, had presumed on his success, had said a word too much. Well, all that would be repaid now with interest, ay, with compound interest.

The room was growing dark, as dark as his thoughts. The fire glowed, a mere handful of red embers, in the grate. Now and again men went by the windows, talking  talking, it might be, of him: anxious, suspicious, greedy, ready at a word to ruin themselves and him, to cut their own throats in their selfish panic. They had only to use common sense, to control themselves, and no man would lose a penny. But they would have no common sense. They would rush in and destroy all, their own and his. For no bank called upon to pay in a day all that it owed could do so, any more than an insurance office could at any moment pay all its lives. But they would not blame themselves. They would blame him  and his!

He groaned as he thought of his children. Clement, indeed, might and must fend for himself. And he would  he had proved it of late days by his courage and cheerfulness, and the fathers heart warmed to him. But Betty? Gay, fearless, laughing Betty, the light of his home, the joy of his life! Who, born when fortune had already begun to smile on him, had never known poverty or care or mean shifts! For whom he had been ambitious, whom he had thought to see well married  married into the county, it might be! Poor Betty! There would be an end of that now. Past his prime and discredited, he could not hope to make more than a pittance, happy if he could earn some two or three pounds a week in some such situation as Rodds. And she must sink with him and accept such a home as he could support, in place of this spacious old town-house, with its oaken wainscots and its wide, shallow stairs, and its cheerful garden at the back.

His love suffered equally with his pride.

He was thinking so deeply that he did not hear the door open, or a light foot cross the room. He did not suspect that he was observed until a pair of warm young arms slid round his neck, and Bettys curls brushed his check. In the dumps, father? she said. And in the dark  and alone? Poor father! Is it as bad as that? But you have not given up hope? We are not ruined yet?

God forbid! he said, hardly able, on finding her so close to him, to control his voice. But we may be, Betty.

And what then? She clasped him more closely to her. Might not worse things happen to us? Might you not die and I be left alone? Or might I not die, and you lose me? Or Clement? You are pleased with Clement, father, arent you? He may not be as clever as  as some people. But you know hes there when you want him. Suppose you lost us?

True, child. But you dont know what poverty is  after wealth, Betty  how narrowing, how irksome, how it galls at every point! You dont know what it is to live on two or three pounds a week, in two or three rooms!

They will bring us the closer together, said Betty.

And to be looked down upon by those who have been your equals, and shunned by those who have been your friends!

Nice friends! We shall do better without them!

And things will be said of me, things it will be hard to listen to!

They wont say them to me, said Betty. Or look out for my nails, maam! Besides, they wont be true, and who cares, father! Lizzie Clough said yesterday Id a cast in one eye, but does it worry me? Not a scrap. And well shut the door on our two or three rooms and let them  go hang! As long as we are together we can face anything, father  we can live on two pounds or two shillings or two pence. And consider! You might never have known what Clement was, how lively, how brave, how  with a funny little laugh like me, hugging him to her, if this had not happened  thats not going to happen after all.

He sighed. He dealt with figures, she with fancy. I hope not, he said. At any rate Ive two good children, and if it does come to the worst  

Well lock ourselves in and our false friends out! she said; and for a moment after that she was silent. Then, Tell me, father, why did Mr. Rodd take that money  when you need all that you can get together, and he knows it? For hes taking the plate to Birmingham to pledge, isnt he? So he must know it.

He is, if  

If it comes to the worst? I know. Then why did he take his money, when he knew how things stood?

Why did he take his own when we offered it? the banker replied. Why shouldnt he, child? It was his own, and business is business. He would have been very foolish if he had not taken it. Hes not a man who can afford to lose it.

Oh! said Betty. And for some minutes she said no more. Then she roused herself, poked the fire, and rang for the lamp.


CHAPTER XXVII

Well, said the Squire peevishly, I can do no more. Girls ha their whimsies, and its much if you can hinder em running after Mr. Wrong without forcing em to take Mr. Right. At any rate Ive said what I could for you, lad, and the end was as if I hadnt. You must fight your own battle. Jos hasnt  this would never have occurred to the Squire in his seeing days too gay a life of it, and if youre not man enough to get on the soft side of her, with a clear field, why, damme, you dont deserve to have her.

I was well enough with her, Arthur said resentfully, till lately. But she is changed, sir.

Well, like enough. Girls are like that.

There may be  someone else.

The Squire snorted. Who? he said. Who?  more roughly. Youre talking nonsense.

Arthur could not say who. He could not name anyone. So far as he knew there could not be anyone. But his temper, chafed by a week of suspense and anxiety, was not smoothed by the old mans refusal to do more. And then to fail with Josina! To be rejected by Josina, the simple girl whom, in his heart, he had regarded as a pis alter, on whom he had designed to confer a half-contemptuous affection, on whose youthful fancy he had played for his pastime! This was enough to try him, apart from the fact that things in Aldersbury looked black, and that, losing her, he lost the consolation prize to which he had looked forward to make all good. So, taken to task by the Squire, he did not at once assent. Who? he repeated gloomily. Ah, I dont know.

Nor I! the Squire retorted. There is nobody. Truth is, my lad, the man who has been robbed sees a face in every bush. However, there tis. Ive said my say, and Ive done with it. Did you bring those deeds from Welshs?

Arthur swallowed his mortification as best he might  fortunately the old man could not see his face. Yes, he said. I left them downstairs. The Squire had caught a cold, sitting out on the hill on the Saturday, and had been for some days in his bedroom.

Well, Im going to pay wages now, he rejoined. Bring em up after dinner and Ill sign em. You and the girl or Peacock can witness them. And, hark you  here, wait a minute! irascibly, for Arthur, giving as much rein to his temper as he dared, had turned on his heel and was marching off. Take my keys and open the safe-cupboard downstairs, and bring me up the agreement. Ive got to compare it with the lease  I shant sign it without! Lock the door, dyou hear, before you open the cupboard, and have a care no one sees you.

Very well, Arthur said, and was half-way to the door when again, as if to try his patience, the old man stopped him. Whats this theyre saying about Ovingtons, eh? Bout the bank? Pretty thing, if hes let you in and your money too! But Im not surprised. I told you you were a fool, young man, to dirty your hands in that bag, whatever you thought to get out of it. And if youre not going to get anything out of it, but to leave your own in, as I hear talk of  what then? Come, lets hear what you have to say about it! Id like to know.

I dont know what youve heard, sir, Arthur answered, sparring for time. For self-control, provoking as the old man was, he had no longer need to fight. For he had seen, the moment the Squire spoke, that here, here if he chose to avail himself of it, was his chance of the twelve thousand! Here was an opening, if he had the courage to seize it. Granted the chance was desperate, and the opening unpromising  a poorer or less promising could hardly be. And the courage necessary was great. But here it was. The Squire himself had brought up the subject. He knew of the rumors: he had broken the ice. Here it was, and for a moment, uncertain, wavering, giddy with the swift interchange of pros and cons, Arthur tried for time  time to think. What was it? What did you hear, sir? he asked.

What did I hear? the Squire answered. Why, that theyre d  d suspicious of them in the town. And I dont wonder. Up in a night, and cut off in a day, like a rotten mushroom! He spoke with gusto, forgetting for the moment what this might mean to his listener; who, on his side, hardly heeded the brutality, so absorbed was he in the question which he must answer  the question whether it would be wise or foolish, ruin or salvation, to ask the Squire for help. Hell be another Fauntleroy, fore hes done, the old man went on with relish. Hell stretch a rope, youll see if he wont! I told him as much myself. I told him as much in those very words the day he came here about his confounded silly toy of a railroad. He might take in Woosenham and a lot of other fools, I told him, but he did not deceive me. Now I hear that hes going to burst up, and wherell you be, my lad? Wherell you be? By Gad, you may be in the dock with him!

Certainly he might speak on that. The old man was harsh and hard-fisted, but he was also hard-headed and very shrewd; and conceivably the case might be so put to him that he might see his profit in it. Certainly it might be so put that he might see a fair prospect of saving his nephews five thousand at no great risk to himself. The books might be laid before him, the figures be taken out. the precise situation made clear. There was  it could not be put higher than this  just a slender chance that he would listen, prejudiced as he was.

But twelve thousand! It was such a stupendous sum to name. It needed such audacity to ask for it. And yet it was that or nothing. Less might not serve; while to ask for less, to ask for anything at all, might cost the petitioner the favor he had won  his standing in the house, and the advantages which the Squires support might still gain for him. And then it was such a forlorn hope, such a desperate, feckless venture! No, he would be a fool to risk it. He dared not do it. He had not the face.

Yet, for a few seconds after the Squire had ceased to speak, Arthur hesitated, confession trembling on his lips. The twelve thousand would make all good, save all, redeem all  ay, and bind Ovington to him in bonds of steel. But no, he dared not. He would be a fool to speak. And instead of the words that had risen to his lips, I think you mistake, sir, he said coldly. I think youll find that this is all cry and little wool! Of course money is tight, and there is trouble in the City. Ive heard talk of two or three weak banks being in difficulties, and I should not wonder if one or two of them stopped payment between this and Christmas. We are told that it is likely. But we are perfectly solvent. It will take more than talk to bring Ovingtons down.

Umph! the Squire grumbled. Well, maybe, maybe. You talk as if you knew, and you ought to know. I hope you do know. After all  I dont want you to lose your money  Gad, a pretty fool youd look, my lad! A pretty fool, indeed! But as for Ovington, a confounded rascal, who thinks himself a gentleman because he has filled his purse at some poor devils expense  Id see him break with pleasure.

I dont think youll have the pleasure this time! Arthur retorted with a bitterness which he could not repress  a bitterness caused as much by his own doubts as by the others harshness. He left the room without more, the keys in his hand, and went downstairs.

It wanted about an hour of the Squires dinner-time, but Calamy had laid the table early, and the dining-room was dark. Arthur carried in a lamp from the hall, and himself closed the shutters. He locked the door. Then he opened the nearer panel and the cupboard behind it, and sought for and found the agreement  but all mechanically, his mind still running on the Squires words, and now approving of the course he had taken, now doubting if he had not missed his opportunity. The agreement in his hand, his errand done, he closed the cupboard door, and was preparing to close the panel, when, with his hand still on it, he paused. More clearly than when his bodily eyes had rested upon them he saw the contents of the cupboard.

And one thing in particular, a small thing, but it was on this that his mind focussed itself  the iron box containing the India Stock. He saw it before him; it stood out dark, its every outline sharp. And with equal clearness he saw its contents, the two certificates that remained in it. He recalled the value of them, and almost against his will he calculated their worth at the price of the day. India Stock, sound and safe security as it was, had fallen more than thirty points since the Squire had sold. It stood to-day, he thought, at two hundred and forty or a little over or a little under  somewhere about that. At the lowest figure five thousand pounds would fetch  just twelve thousand, he calculated.

Twelve thousand!

He stood staring at the door, and even by the yellow light of the lamp his face looked pale. Twelve thousand! And upstairs in a pigeon-hole of the old bureau, where he had carelessly thrust it, was the blank transfer.

It seemed providential. It seemed as if the stock  stock to the precise amount he required  had been placed there for a purpose. Twelve thousand! And realizable, no matter what the pinch. If he borrowed it for a month, what harm would there be? Or what risk? The bank was solvent, he knew that: give it time, and it would stand as strong as ever. Within a month, or two months at the most, he could replace the stock, and no one would be the wiser. And the bank and his own fortune would be saved.

Whereas  whereas, if the bank failed, he lost everything. And what was it his uncle had said? A pretty fool you will look! It was true, it was horribly true. He would be the laughing stock of the county. Men of his own class would say with a sneer that it served him right. And the Squire  what would he say? His life would be a hell!

Still he hesitated, though he told himself that it was not by boggling at trifles that men arrived at great ends  nor by poltroonery. And who would be the loser? No one. It would be all gain. The Squire, if he had common sense, would be the first to wish it done.

Yet, as he felt through the bunch, with fingers that shook a little, for the small key that opened the box, he glanced fearfully over his shoulder. But the door of the room was locked, the windows were shuttered: no one could see him. No one could ever say what he had done in that room. And he was lawfully there, at the Squires own request, on his errand.

Five minutes later he closed the door, closed the panel. He took up the lamp with a steady hand and left the room. He went into the Squires bedroom to return the keys, loitered a minute or two at the bureau, then he went to his own room. On the table lay the lease and the counterpart that he had brought from Aldersbury for the old mans signature. He closed and locked the door.

It was some hour and a half later that, having finished dinner  and he had talked more fluently at the meal, and with less restraint than of late  he rose from the table with Miss Peacock and Josina. Ill come with you, he said. I shall have my wine upstairs. And then, turning to Miss Peacock, The Squire will want you to witness his signature, he said. Will you come? He has to sign some deeds that Welshs have sent.

Miss Peacock bewailed herself. She was in a flurry at the prospect. Oh, dear, dear, she said, I wish he didnt! I am all of a twitter, and then he scolds me. I am sure to put my name in the wrong place, or write his or something.

Josina laughed. What will you give me to go instead? she asked. Come? But, there, Ill go. In fact, he told me before dinner that I was to go. She moved towards the door.

But Arthur did not move. He looked disturbed. I dont think that that will do, he said slowly. Considering what it is  I think the Peahen would be the better.

But if she doesnt like it? Jos objected. And I must go, Arthur, for he told me to go. So the sooner the better. We have sat longer than usual, and, though Calamy is with him, he wont like to be kept waiting.

Arthur seemed to consider it. Oh, very well, he said at last. He followed her from the room.

The Squire was sitting before the fire, at the small round table at which he had eaten his meal. A decanter of port and a couple of glasses stood at his elbow. Two candles in tall silver candlesticks shed a circle of light on the table, and showed up his white head and his hands, but failed to illumine the larger part of the room. The great bed with its drab hangings, the lofty press with its brass handles, the dark Windsor chairs, now lurked in and now sprang from the shadows, as the fire flickered up or sank. On the verge of the circle of light the butler moved mysteriously, now appearing, now disappearing; now coming forward to set an inkstand and goose-quills beside the decanter, now withdrawing to pile unseen plates upon an unseen tray.

The Squire was tapping impatiently on the table when they entered. Well, youre in no hurry for your wine to-night, he said. Have you brought the papers? You might have amost written them in the time youve been.

Sorry, sir, said Arthur. They are here. Will you sit here, Jos?

Nay, nay, she must be near by, the old man objected. His hearing was still good. Close up! Close up, girl! I want her eyes. And do you fill your glass. Now have you all ready? Then do you read me the agreement first, that I may see if the lease tallies. And read slowly, lad, slowly. Calamy?

I am here, sir, lugubriously. Where well be tomorrow  

D  n you, dont whine, man, but snuff the candles. And then get out. Do you hear?

Calamy mumbled that it would be all the same at the latter end. He went out with his tray, and closed the door behind him.

Now! said the Squire, and obediently to the word Arthur began to read. Once or twice his voice failed him, and he had to clear his throat. Josina would have thought that he was nervous, had she ever known him nervous. Fortunately, the document was short, as legal documents go, and some five minutes, during which the Squire sat listening intently, saw it at an end.

Umph! Sounds all right, he commented. Sight o words! But there, theyve got to charge. Now do you give the girl the counterpart, and do you read the lease, lad, and read it slowly, so as I may understand. And hark you, Jos, speak up if there is any differ  nail it like a rat, girl, and dont go to sleep over it! Dont you let me be cheated. Welsh is as honest, and Id as lief trust him, as another, but if aughts amiss its not he that will suffer, nor the confounded scamp of a clerk that made the mistake. And see you theres no erasures: Im lawyer enough to know that. Now, slow, lad, slow, he commanded, so that I can take it in.

Arthur complied, and began to read slowly and carefully. But again he had more than once to stop, his voice failing. He explained it by saying that the light was not good, and he rose to snuff the candles. The lease, too, was longer than the agreement, and was full of verbiage, and it took some time to read, and some patience. But at long last the delivery clause was reached. No discrepancy or erasure had been discovered, and the Squire, whose attention had never faltered  he was an excellent man of affairs  declared himself satisfied.

Well, there, he said, in a tone of relief, thats done! Drink up, lad, and wet your throttle. He turned himself squarely to the table. Give me the pen I used last, he continued. And do you guide my hand to the right place.

I am afraid your pen was left to dry, Arthur said, and the nib has opened. Youll have to use a new one, sir, and try it first. And  the sand? We shall want that. I am afraid it is downstairs. If Josina would not mind running down for it?

Pooh! pooh! Never mind the sand! Let em dry o themselves. Less chance of blotting. Wheres the pen?  holding out his hand for it.

Here, sir. Will you try it on this? If youll write your name in full, as if you were signing the deeds  he guided the Squires hand to the place I shall see if it is right  and straight.

Ay, ay, best be careful, the Squire agreed, squaring himself to his task. Twont do to spoil em. Here?

Yes  just as you are now.

The old man bent over the table, his white hair shining in the centre of the little circle of light cast by the candles. Slowly and laboriously, in a tense silence, while Arthur, leaning over his shoulder, followed each movement of the pen, and Josina, half in light, half in shadow, watched them both from the farther side of the table, he wrote his name.

It was a perfect signature, though rather bolder and larger than usual, and Excellent! Arthur cried in a tone of relief, which betrayed the anxiety he had felt. Good! It could not be better! Well done, sir! He removed the paper as he spoke, but in the act looked sharply across at Josina. The girls eyes were upon him, but her face was in shadow, and he could not read its expression. He hesitated a moment, the paper in his hand, then he laid it on the table beside him  and out of her reach.

Right! said the Squire. Then, now for business. Lets have the lease. My hands in now.

Arthur laid it before him, and guided his hand to the place. Is there ink enough in the pen? the old man asked.

Quite enough, sir. It wont do to blot it.

Right, lad, right! The Squire wrote his name. Now the counterpart! he continued briskly, holding the quill suspended.

Arthur put it before him. He signed it, steadily and clearly. All right? he asked.

Quite right. Couldnt be better, sir.

Then, thank God thats done! He sank back in his chair, and raised his hand to take off his glasses, then remembered himself. Pheugh! he said, its a job when you cant see. But it was plain that he was pleased with himself.

Arthur turned to Josina. Your turn next! he said; and he gave her the pen. He put the lease before her, and pointed to the place where she was to sign.

She was not as nervous as Miss Peacock, but she was anxious to make no mistake. Here? she asked.

Yes, there. Be careful. Arthur snuffed the candles, and as he did so he glanced over his shoulder, his eyes searching the shadows. Then he leant over her, watching her pen.

She wrote her name, slowly and carefully. Good! he said, and he removed the document. He set another before her, and silently showed her with his finger where to write. She wrote her name.

Now here, he said. Here! But wait! Is there enough ink in the pen?

She dipped the pen in the inkpot to make sure, and shook it, that there might be no danger of a blot. Again she wrote her name.

Capital! he said. His voice betrayed relief. Thats done, and well done! Couldnt be better. Now its my turn.

But  Jos looked up in doubt, the pen still in her hand but Ive signed three, Arthur! I thought there were but two.

Three! exclaimed the Squire, turning his head, his attention caught. Damme!  peevishly what mess has the girl made now? It was part of his creed that in matters of business no woman was to be trusted to do the smallest thing as it should be done.

But Arthur only laughed. No mess, sir, he said. Only a goose of herself! She has witnessed your trial signature as well as the others. Thats all. I thought I could make her do it, and she did it as solemnly as you like! He laughed a little loudly. I shall keep that Jos.

The Squire, pleased with himself, and glad that the business was over, was in a good humor, and he joined in the laugh. It will teach you not to be too free with your signature, my girl, he said. When you come some day to have a cheque book, youll find that that wont do! Wont do, at all! Well, thank God, thats done.

Arthur, who was stooping over the table, adding his own name, completed his task. He stood up. Yes, sir, thats done. Done! he repeated in an odd, rising tone. And now  the lease goes back to Welshs. Shall I lock up the counterpart  downstairs, sir?

No, lad, the Squire announced. Ill do that myself o Monday.

But its no trouble, sir. He held out his hand for the keys. And perhaps the sooner its locked up  the tenants signed it, and it is complete now  the safer.

But, No, no, time enough! the Squire persisted. Ill put it back on Monday. I am not so helpless now I cant manage that, and I shall be downstairs o Monday.

For a moment Arthur hesitated. He looked as if something troubled him. But in the end, Very good, sir. Then thats all? he said.

Ay; put the counterpart in the old bureau there. Twill be safe there till Monday. Hows the wine? Fill my glass and fill your own, lad. You can go, Jos. Tell Calamy to come to me at half-past nine.


CHAPTER XXVIII

The next day, Sunday, was raw and wet. Mist blotted out the hills, and beneath it the vale mourned. The trees dripped sadly, pools gathered about the roots of the beeches, the down-spouts of the eaves gurgled softly in the ears of those who sat near the windows. Miss Peacock alone ventured to church in the afternoon, Arthur walking with her as far as the door, and then going on to the Cottage to have tea with his mother. Josina stayed at home in attendance on her father, but ten minutes after the others had left the house, he dismissed her with a fractious word.

She went down to the dining-room, where she could hear his summons if he tapped the floor. She poked up the smouldering logs, and looked through the windows at the dreary scene  the day was already drawing in  then, settling herself before the fire, she opened a book. But she did not read, indeed she hardly pretended to read, for across the page of the Sunday volume, in black capitals, blotting out the type, forcing itself on her brain, insistent, inexorable, unavoidable, the word When? imprinted itself.

Ay, when? When was she going to summon Clement, and give him leave to speak? When was she going to keep her word, to make a clean breast of it to her father and confront the storm, the violence of which her worst fears could not picture or exaggerate?

When?

With every day of the past fortnight the question had confronted her with growing insistence. Now, in this idle hour, with the house silent about her, with nothing to distract her thoughts, it rose before her, grim as the outlook. It would not be denied, it came between her and the page, it forced itself upon her, it called for, nay, it insisted upon, an answer. When?

There was no longer any hope that the Squire would regain his sight, no longer any fear for his general health. He was as well as he ever would be, as well able to bear the disclosure. Delay on that ground was a plea which could no longer avail her or deceive her. Then, when? Or rather, why not now? Her conscience told her, as it had told her often of late, that she was playing the coward, proving false to her word, betraying Clement  Clement whom she loved, and whom, craven as she was, she feared to acknowledge.

Then, when? Surely now, or not at all.

Alas, the longer she dwelt on the avowal she must make, the more appalling the ordeal appeared. Her father, indeed, had been more gentle of late; that walk on the hill had brought them closer together, and since then he had shown himself more human. Glimpses of sympathy, even of affection, had peeped through the chinks of his harshness. But how difficult was the position! She must own to stolen meetings, to underhand practices, to things disreputable; she must proclaim, maid as she was, her love. And her love for whom? A stranger, and worse than a stranger  a nobody. Then apart from her fathers contempt for the class to which Clement belonged, and with which he was less in sympathy than with the peasants on his lands, his prejudice against the Ovingtons was itself a thing to frighten her! Hardly a day passed that he did not utter some jibe at their expense, or some word that betrayed how sorely Arthurs defection rankled. And then his blindness  that added the last touch of deceit to her conduct, that made worse and more clandestine what had been bad before. As she thought of it, and imagined the avowal and the way in which he would take it, the color left her cheeks and she shivered with fright. She did not know how she could do it, or how she could live through it. He would lose all faith in her. He would pluck from his heart even that affection for her which she had begun to discern under the mask of his sternness  to discern and to cherish.

Yet time pressed, she could no longer palter with her love, she must be true to Clement now or false, she must suffer for him now or play the coward. She had given him her word. Was she to go back on it?

Oh, never! never! she thought, and pressed her hands together. Those spring days when she had walked with him beside the brook, when his coming had been sunshine and her pulses had leapt at the sound of his footsteps, when his eyes had lured the heart from her and the touch of his lips had awakened the woman in her, when she had passed whole days and nights in sweet musings on him  oh, never!

No, he had urged her to be brave, to be true, to be worthy of him; and she must be. She must face all for him. And it would be but for a time. He had said that her father might separate them, and would separate them: but if they were true to one another  

Miss! Miss Josina!

She turned, her dream cut short, and saw Molly, the kitchen-maid, standing in the doorway. She was surprised, for the stillness of a Sunday afternoon held the house  it was the servants hour, and one at which they were seldom to be found, even when wanted. What is it? she asked, and stood up, alarmed. Has my father called? He might have rapped, and deep in thought she might not have heard him.

No, miss, Molly answered  and heaven knows if Molly had an inkling of the secret, but certainly her face was bright with mischief. There is a gentleman asking for you, if you please, miss. He bid me give you this. She held out a three-cornered note.

Josinas face burned. A gentleman? she faltered.

Yes, miss, a young gentleman, Molly answered demurely.

Josina took the note  what else could she do?  and opened it with shaking fingers. For a moment, such was her confusion, she failed to read the few words it contained. Then she collected herself  the words became plain: Very urgent  forgive me and see me for ten minutes.  C.

Very urgent? It must be urgent indeed, or, after all she had said, he would not come to her unbidden. She hesitated, looking doubtfully and shamefacedly at Molly. But the eyes of young kitchen-maids are sharp, and probably this was not the first glimpse Molly had had of the young mistresss love story, or of the young gentleman. You can slip out easy, miss, she said, and not a soul the wiser. They are all off about their business.

Where is he?

Hes under the garden wall, miss  down the lane.

Jos took her courage in her hands. She snatched up a shawl from the hall-table, and with hot cheeks she went out through the back regions, Molly accompanying her as far as the yard. Ill be about the place, miss, the girl said  if no one else was enjoying herself, she was. Ill rattle the milk-pail if  if youre wanted.

Josina drew the shawl about her head, and went down the yard, passing on her right the old stable, which bore over its door the same date as the table in the hall  1691. A moment, and she saw Clement waiting for her under the eaves of the Dutch summer-house, of which the sustaining wall overhung the lane, and, with the last of the opposing outhouses, formed a sort of entrance to the yard.

She had been red enough under Mollys gaze, resenting the confederacy which she could not avoid. But the color left her face as her eyes met her lovers, and she saw how sad and downcast he looked, and how changed from the Clement of her meetings. He was shabby, too  he who had always been so neat  so that even before he spoke she divined that there was something amiss, and knew at last, too, that there was nothing that she would not do, no risk that she would not run, no anger or storm that she would not face for this man before her. The mother in her awoke, and longed to comfort him and shield him, to give all for him. Clement! she cried, and, trembling, she held out her hands to him. Dear Clement! What is it?

He took her hands and held them; and if he had taken her in his arms she would have forgiven him and clung to him. But he did not. He seemed even to hold her from him. Forgive me, dear, for sending for you, he said. I thought to catch you going into church, but you were not there, and there was nothing for it but this. Jos, I have bad news.

Bad news? she exclaimed. What? Dont keep me waiting, Clement! What bad news?

The worst for me, he said. For we must part. I have come to say good-bye.

Good-bye? Oh, it was impossible! It was not, it could not be that! What do you mean? she cried, and her eyes pleaded with him to take it back. Tell me! You cannot mean that we must part.

I do, he said soberly. Something has happened, dear  something that must divide us. Be brave, and I will tell you.

You must, she said.

He told his story  rapidly, in clear short phrases which he had rehearsed many times as he covered the seven miles from Aldersbury on this dreary errand. He told her all, that which no one else must know, that which she must not reveal. They expected a run on the bank. They were sure, indeed, that a run must come, and though the issue was not yet quite certain, though his father still had hope, he had, himself, no hope. Within a week he would be a poor man, little better than a beggar, dependent on his own exertions; with no single claim, no possible pretensions to her hand, no ground on which he could appeal to her father. It must be at an end between them, and he preferred to let her know now rather than to wait until the blow had fallen. He thought himself bound in honor to release her while he still had some footing, some show of equality with her.

She smiled when she had heard him out. She smiled in his face. But if I will not be released? she said. And then, before he could answer her, she bade him tell her more. What was this run? What did it mean? She did not understand.

He told her in detail, and, while he told her, they stood, two pathetic figures in the mist and rain that dripped slowly and sadly from the eaves of the Dutch summerhouse. She stood, pressing her hands together, trying to comprehend. And he hid nothing: telling her even of the ten or twelve thousand that, did they possess it, would save them; telling her that which had decided him to bid her farewell  an item of news which had reached the bank on the previous evening, after Arthur had left for Garth. The great house of Poles, with a wide connection among country banks, had closed its doors; and not only that, but Williamss, Ovingtons agents, had followed suit within six hours. The tidings had come by special messenger, but would be known in the town in the morning, and would certainly cause a panic and a run on both banks. That news had been the last straw, he said. It had pushed him to a decision. He had felt that he must give her back her word, and without the loss of a day must put it in her power to say that there was nothing between them.

Once and again, as he told his tale, she put in a question, or uttered a pitying exclamation. But for the most part she listened in silence, controlling herself, suppressing the agitation which shook her. When he had done, she put a question, but it was one so irrelevant, so unexpected, so far from the mark, that it acted on him like a douche of cold water. What have you done to your coat? she asked. My coat?

Yes. She pointed to his shoulder.

He glanced down at his coat, but he felt the check. Surely the ways of women were strange, their manner of taking things past finding out. He explained, but he could not hide his chagrin. I wasnt thinking, and took the first that came to hand, he said an old one. Does it matter?

But she continued to stare at it. He was wearing a riding coat, high in the collar, long in the skirts, shaped to the figure. On the light buff of the cloth a stain spread downwards from shoulder to breast. The right arm and cuff, too, were discolored, and it said much for the disorder of his thoughts that he had ridden from town without noticing it. She eyed the stain with distaste, with something like a shudder. It is blood, she said, isnt it?

He shrugged his shoulders, yet himself viewed it askance. Yes, he said. I dont know how you knew. I wore it that night, you know. I did not mean to wear it again, but in my hurry  

Do you mean the night that my father was hurt?

Yes.

You held him up in the carriage?

Yes, but squinting at it I dont think that it was done then. I believe it was done when I was picking him up in the road, Jos, before Bourdillon came. Indeed, I remember that your father noticed it  before he fainted, you know.

My father noticed it?

Well, oddly enough, he did.

While you were supporting him? There was a strange light in her eyes, and the blood had come back to her cheeks. But where was Thomas  the man  then?

Oh, he had gone off, across the fields.

Before Arthur came up, do you mean?

To be sure, some time before. However  

But, No, Clement, I want to understand this, she insisted, breaking in on him. Her voice betrayed her excitement, and to hold him to the point she laid her hands on his shoulders, standing before him and close to him. Tell me again, and clearly. Do you mean that it was you who drove Thomas off? Before Arthur came up?

He stared. Well, of course it was, he said. Didnt you know that? Didnt Arthur tell you?

She avoided the question, and instead, Then it was your coat that was spoiled? she said. This coat?

Well, of course it was. You can see that.

She looked at him, her cheeks flushed, her pride in him showing in her eyes. He had indeed justified her choice of him, her belief in him, her confidence in him. He had done this and had said nothing. The day was cold, and she was not warmly clad, but she felt no cold  now. It was raining, but she was no longer aware of it. There had sprung up in her heart, not only courage, but a faint, a very faint hope.

He had come to dash her down, to fill her cup of sorrow to the brim, to leave her lonely in the world and comfortless  for never, never could she love another! And instead he had given her hope  a hope forlorn and far off, gleaming faint as the small stars in distant Cassiopeia, and often doubt, like an evening mist, would veil it. But it sparkled, she saw it, she drew courage from it.

Meanwhile, surprised by the turn her thoughts had taken, he was still more surprised by the change in her looks, the color in her cheeks, the light in her eyes. He did not understand, and for a moment, seeing himself no hope but only sorrow and parting, he was tempted to think that she trifled. What mattered it what coat he wore, or what had stained it, or the details of a story old now, and which he supposed to be as well known to her as to him? Perhaps she did not comprehend, and, Jos, he said, inviting her to be serious, do you understand that this is our parting?

But No! no! she said resolutely. We are not going to part.

But dont you see, sadly, that I cannot go to your father now? That next week we may be beggars, and my father a ruined man? I could ask no man, even a poor man, for his daughter now. I must work to live, work as a clerk  as, I dont know what, Jos, but in some position far removed from your life, and far removed from your class. I could not speak to your father now, and it is that which has brought me to you to  to say good-bye, dearest  to part, Jos! The gates are closed, we must go out of the garden, dear. And you  he looked at her with yearning eyes must forgive me, before we part.

Perhaps we are not going to part, she said.

He shook his head. He would not deceive her. Nothing else is possible, he said.

Perhaps, and perhaps not. At any rate, putting her hands in his, and looking at him with brave, loving eyes, I would not undo one of those days  in the garden! No, nor an hour of them. They are precious to me. And for forgiving, I have nothing to forgive and nothing to regret, if we never meet again, Clement. But we shall meet. What if you have to begin the world again? We are both young. You will work for me. And do you think that I will not wait for you, wait until you have climbed up again, or until something happens to bring us together? Do you not know that I love you more now, far more, in your unhappiness  that you are more to me, a thousand times more to-day  than in your prosperity?

Oh, Jos! He could say no more, but his swimming eyes spoke for him.

But you must leave it to me now, she continued. After all, things may turn out better than you think. You may not be ruined. People may not be so foolish as to want all their money at once. Have hope, and  and remember that I am always here, though you do not see me or hear from me; that I am always here, thinking of you, waiting for you, loving you, always yours, Clement, till you come  though it be ten years hence.

Oh, Jos! His eyes were overflowing now.

You believe me, you do believe me, dont you? she said. And now you must go. But kiss me first. No, I do not mind who sees us, or who knows that I am yours now. I am past that.

He took her in his arms and kissed her, not as he would have kissed her an hour before, with passion, but in reverence and humility, in love too sacred for words. Never till now had he known what a womans love was, how much it gave, how little it asked, how pure in its highest form it could be  and how strong! Nor ever till now had he known her, this girl to whom he had once presumed to teach firmness, whose weakness he had taken on himself to guide, whom he had thought to encourage, to strengthen, to arm  he, who had not been worthy to kiss the hem of her robe!

Oh, the wonderful power of love, which had transformed her! Which had made her what she was, and now laid him in the dust before her!

Work for her, wait for her, live for her? Ah, would he not, and deem himself happy though the years brought him no nearer, though the memory of her, transfiguring his whole life, proved his only and full reward!


CHAPTER XXIX

An hour after Arthur had left the house on the Monday morning Josina went slowly up the stairs to her fathers room. She was young and the stairs were shallow, but the girls knees shook under her as she mounted them, as she mounted them one by one, while her hand trembled on the banister. Before now the knees of brave men, going on forlorn hopes, have shaken under them, but, like these men, Josina went on, she ascended step by step. She was frightened, she was horribly frightened, but she had made a vow to herself and she would carry it out. How she would carry it out, how she would find words to blurt out the truth, how she would have the courage to live through that which would follow, she did not know, she could not conceive. But her mind was fixed.

She reached the shabby landing on which two or three sheep-skins laid at the doors of the rooms served for carpet, and there, indeed, she paused awhile and pressed her hand to her side to still the beating of her heart. She gazed through the window. On the sweep below, Calamy was shaking out the cloth, while two or three hens clucked about his feet, and a cat seated at a distance watched the operation with dignity. In the field beyond the brook a dog barked joyously as it rounded up some sheep. Miss Peacocks voice, scolding a maid, came up from below. All was going on as usual, going on callous and heedless: while she  she had that before her which turned her sick and faint, which for her, timid and subject, was almost worse than death.

And with her on this forlorn hope went no comrades, no tramp of marching feet, no watching eyes of thousands, no bugle note to cheer her. Only Clements shade  waiting.

She might still draw back. But when she had once spoken there could be no drawing back. A voice whispered in her ear that she had better think it over  just once more, better wait a little longer to see if aught would happen, revolve it once again in her mind. Possibly there might be some other, some easier, some safer way.

But she knew what that whisper meant, and she turned from the window and grasped the handle of the door. She went in. Her father was sitting beside the fire. His back was towards her, he was smoking his after-breakfast pipe. She might still retreat, or  or she might say what she liked, ask perhaps if he wanted anything. He would never suspect, never conceive in his wildest moments the thing that she had come to confess. It was not too late even now  to draw back.

She went to the other side of the table on which his elbow rested, and she stood there, steadying herself by a hand which she laid on the table. She was sick with fear, her tongue clung to her mouth, her very lips were white. But she forced herself to speak. Father, I have something  to tell you, she said.

Eh? He turned sharply. Whats that? She had not been able to control her voice, and he knew in a moment that something was wrong. What ha you been doing?

Now! Now, or never! The words she had so often repeated to herself rang in her ears. Do you know who it was, she said, who saved you that night, sir? The night you were  hurt?

He turned himself a little more towards her. Who? Who it was? he repeated. What art talking about, girl? Why, the lad, to be sure. Who else?

No, sir, she said, shaking from head to foot, so that the table rocked audibly under her hand. It was Mr. Ovingtons son. And  and I love him. And he wishes to marry me.

The Squire did not say a word. He sat, his head erect still as a stone.

And I want  to help him, she added, her voice dying away with the words. Her knees were so weak, that but for the support of the table she must have sunk on the floor.

Still the Squire did not speak. His jaw had fallen. He sat, arrested in the attitude of listening, his face partly turned from her, his pipe held stiffly in his hand. At last, Ovingtons son wants to marry you? he repeated, in a tone so even that it might have deceived many.

He saved your life! she cried. She clung desperately to that.

And you love him?

Oh, I do! I do!

He paused as if he still listened, still expected more. Then in a low voice, The girl is mad, he muttered. My God, the girl is mad! Or I am mad! Blind and mad, like the old king! Ay, blind and mad! He let the pipe fall from his hand to the floor, and he groped for his stick that he might rap and summon assistance. But in his agitation he could not find the stick.

Then, as he still felt for it with a flurried hand, nature or despair prompted her, and the girl who had never caressed him in her life, never taken a liberty with him, never ventured on the smallest familiarity, never gone beyond the morning and evening kiss, timidly given and frigidly received, sank on the floor and clasped his knees, pressed herself against him. Oh, father, father! I am not mad, she cried, I am not mad. Hear me! Oh, hear me! A pause, and then, I have deceived you, I am not worthy, but you are my father! I have only, only you, who can help me! Have mercy on me, for I do love him. I do love him! I   Her voice failed her, but she continued to cling to him, to press her head against his body, mutely to implore him, and plead with him.

My God! he ejaculated. He sat upright, stiff, looking before him with sightless eyes; as far as he could withholding himself from her, but not actively repelling her. After an interval, Tell me, he muttered.

That, even that, was more than she had expected from him. He had not struck her, he had not cursed her, and she took some courage. She told him in broken words, but with sufficient clearness, of her first meeting with Clement, of the gun-shot by the brook, of her narrow escape and the meetings that had followed. Once, in a burst of rage, he silenced her. The rascal! Oh, the d  d rascal! he cried, and she flinched. But she went on, telling him of Clements resolve that he must be told, of that unfortunate meeting with him on the road, and then of that second encounter the same night, when Clement had come to his rescue. There he stopped her.

How do you know? he asked. How do you know? How dare you say   And now he did make a movement as if to repel her and put her from him.

But she would not be repulsed. She clung to him, telling him of the coat, of the great stains that she had seen upon it; and at last, Why did you hide this? broke from him. Why didnt you tell me?

She told him that she had not known, that the part which Clement had taken on that night was new to her also.

But you see him? he snarled, speaking a little more like himself. You see him!

Twice only  twice only since that night, she vowed. Indeed, indeed, sir, only twice. Once he came to speak to you and tell you, but you were ill, and I would not let him. And yesterday he came to  to give me up, to say good-bye. Only twice, sir, as God sees me! He would not. He showed me that we had been wrong. He said, sobbing bitterly, that we must be open or  or we must be nothing  nothing to one another!

Open? Open! the Squire almost shouted. D  d open! Shutting the stable door when the horse is gone. D  n his openness! And then, Good Lord! Good Lord! with almost as much amazement as anger in his voice. That all this should have been going on and he know nothing about it! That his girl, this child as he had deemed her, should have been doing this under his very eyes! Under his very eyes! Good Lord! But then rage got the upper hand once more, and he cursed Clement with passion, and again made a movement as if he would rise and throw her off. To steal a mans child! The villain!

Oh, dont call him that! she cried. He is good, father. Indeed, indeed, he is good. And he saved your life.

He sat back at that, as if her words shifted his thoughts to another matter. Tell me again, he said, sternly, but more calmly. He told you this tale yesterday, did he? Well, tell me as he told you, do you hear? And mind you, if youre lying, you slut, he or you, twill come up! I am blind, and you may think to deceive me now as you have deceived me before  

Never, never again, sir! she vowed. Then she told him afresh, from point to point, what she had learned on the Sunday.

Then the lad didnt come up till after?

Arthur? No, sir. Not till after Thomas was gone. And it was Clement who followed Thomas to Birmingham and got the money back. For Clement had told her that also.

When she had done, the Squire leant forward and felt again for his stick, as if he were now equipped and ready for action. Well, you begone, he said, harshly. You begone, now. Ill see to this.

But, Not till you forgive me, she entreated, holding him close, and pressing her face against his unwilling breast. And theres more, theres more, sir, in growing agitation, I must tell you. Be good to me, oh, be good to me! Forgive me and help him.

Help him! the Squire cried, and this time he was indeed amazed. I help him! Help the man who has gone behind my back and stolen my girl! Help the man who  let me go! Do you hear me, girl! Let me get up, you shameless hussy! growing moment by moment more himself, as he recovered from the shock of her disclosure, and could measure its extent. How do I know what you are? Or what he maynt have done to you? Help, indeed? Help the d  d rascal who has robbed me? Who has dared to raise his eyes to my girl  a Griffin? Who  

He saved your life, she cried, pleading desperately with him, though he strove to free himself. Oh, father, he saved your life! And I love him! I love him! If you part us I shall die.

He could not struggle against her young strength, and he gave up the attempt to free himself. He sank back in his chair. D  n the girl! he cried. He sat silent, breathing hard.

And she  she had told him, and she still lived! She had told him and he had not cursed her, he had not struck her to the ground, he had not even succeeded in putting her from him! She had told him, and the world still moved about her, his gold watch, which lay on the table on a level with her head, still ticked, the dog still barked in the field below. Miss Peacocks voice could still be heard, invoking Calamys presence. She had told him, and he was still her father, nay, if she was not deceived, he was more truly her father, nearer to her, more her own, than he had ever been before.

Presently, Ovingtons son! Ovingtons son! he muttered in a tone of wonder. Good God! Couldnt you find a man?

He is a man, she pleaded, indeed, indeed, he is!

Ay, and you are a woman! bitterly. Fire and tow! A few kisses and you are aflame for him. For shame, girl, for shame! And how am I to be sure its no worse? Aint you ashamed of yourself?

She shivered, but she was silent.

Deceiving your father when he was blind!

She clung to him. He felt her trembling convulsively.

After that he sat for a time as if exhausted, suffering her embrace, and silent save when at rare intervals an oath broke from him, or, in a gust of passion, he struck his hand on the arm of his chair. Once, My father would ha spurned you from the house, he cried, you jade. She did not answer, and a new idea striking him, he sat up sharply. But what  what the devil is all this about? Whats all this, if its over and  and done with? His tone was almost jubilant. If hes off with it? Maybe, girl, Ill forgive you, bad as youve been, if  if thats so. Do you say its over?

No, no! she cried. He came  

You told me  

He came to say good-bye to me, because   And then in words the most moving that she could find, words sped from her heart, winged by her love, she explained Clements errand, the position at the bank, the crisis, the menace of ruin, the need of help.

The Squire listened, his business instincts aroused, until he grasped her meaning. Then he struck his hand on the table. And he thought that I should help them! he cried, with grim satisfaction. He thought that, did he? And he would not listen to her protests that it was not Clement, that it was not Clement, it was she who He thought that? I see it now, I see it all! But the fool, the fool, to think that! Why, I wouldnt stretch out my little finger to save his father from hell! And he thought that? He took me for as big a fool as the silly girl he had flattered and lured, and thought he could use, to save them from perdition! As if he had not done me harm enough! As if he hadnt stolen my daughter from me, hed steal my purse! Why, he must be the most d  d impudent, cunning thief that ever trod shoe leather. He must be a cock of a pretty hackle, indeed. He should go far, by G  d, with the nerve he has. Far, by G  d! My daughter first and my purse afterwards! This son of an upstart, whose grandfather would have sat in my servants hall, hed steal my  

No, no! she protested.

Yes, yes! Yes, yes! But hell find that hes not got a girl to deal with now! Help him? Save his bank? Pluck him from the debtors prison hes due to rot in! Why, Ill see him  in hell first!

She had risen and moved from him. She was standing on the other side of the table now. He saved your life! she cried. And she, too, was changed. She spoke with something of his passion. He saved your life! she repeated, and she stamped her foot on the floor.

Well, the devil thank him for it! the Squire cried with zest. And you, with fresh anger, do you begone, girl! Get out of my room before you try my patience too far! He waved his stick at her. Go, or Ill call up Calamy and have you put out! Do you hear? Do you hear? You ungrateful, shameless slut! Go!

She had fancied victory, incredible, unhoped-for-victory to be almost within her grasp; and lo, it was dashed from her hand, it was farther from her than ever. And she could do no more. Courage, strength, hope were spent, shaken as she was by the emotions of the past hour. She could no no more; a little more and he might strike her. She crept out weeping, and went, blinded by her tears, up the stairs, up, stair by stair, to hide herself in her room. There had been a moment when she had fancied that he was melting, but all had been in vain. She had come close to him, but in the end he had put her from him. He had thrust her farther from him than before. Her only consolation, if consolation she had, was that she had spoken, that the truth was known, that she had no longer any secret to weigh her down. But she had failed.


CHAPTER XXX

Meantime the old man, left to himself, sat for a while, deeply moved. He breathed quickly, wiping his brow from time to time with a hand that trembled, and for some minutes it was upon the last and the least unwelcome aspect of the matter that he dwelt. So that was the point of it all, was it? That was the end and the aim of this clandestine, this disgraceful intrigue! This conspiracy! They had made this silly woman-child, soft like all her sex, their puppet, and using her they had thought that he, too, might be drawn into their game and used and exploited for their profit. But they had been mad, mad, as they would learn, to think it. They must have been mad to dream of it. Or desperate. Ay, that must be it. Desperate!

But as he grew cooler, and the first impulse, so natural in him, to pin his enemies and shake them, began to lose its force, less pleasant aspects of the matter rose before him. For the girl and her nonsense and her bad, bad behavior, he did not tell himself, he would not allow, that it was that which hurt him most. On the contrary, he affected to put that from him  for the time. He told himself and strove to believe that he could deal with it when it pleased him. He could easily put an end to that folly. Girls were only girls, and shed forget. He would deal with that later.

But Arthurs five thousand  that would be lost, if the girls story were true. Five thousand! It was a fine sum and a d  d pity! The Squires avarice rose in arms as he thought of it. Five thousand! And that silly woman, Arthurs mother  he would have to provide for her. She would be penniless, almost penniless.

And Arthur himself? Confound him, what had the lad been doing? Why had he been silent about the banks difficulties and the peril in which his money stood? For, it was only two days ago that he had denied the existence of any peril. And then, again, what was this story about that unlucky night which had cost him his sight? If it really was young Ovington who had come to his rescue and beaten off Thomas, why had not Arthur said so? Why had he never let fall a single word about him, never mentioned the young fellows name, never given him the credit that  that was certainly due to him, rogue as he was, if this story were true. There was something odd about that  the Squire moved uneasily in his chair  something underhand and  and fishy! He had a glimpse of Arthur in a new light, and he did not like what he saw.

He liked it almost less, if that were possible, than he liked another thing  the idea that this young Ovingtons silence was creditable to him. If it were indeed he who had done the thing, why had he been quiet all this time, and never even said I did it? If a gentleman had behaved after that fashion, the Squire would have known what to think of it. But that this low-bred young cub, who had behaved so disgracefully to his daughter, should bear himself in that way  no, he was not going to believe it. After all, the world wasnt turned upside down to that extent.

No! For in his connection with the girl the young scamp had shown what he was  a sneaking, underhand, interloping puppy. In connection with his girl! As he thought of it, the veins swelled on the Squires forehead and he shook with rage. His girl! Damn him! Damn him! he cried, trembling with passion. And again and again he cursed the man who had dared to raise his eyes to a Griffin  who had stolen his childs heart from him. No fate, no punishment, no lot was too bad for such a one. Help him! Help him, indeed!

The Squire laughed mirthlessly at the notion.

After that there remained only his daughter to think of, and as he came back to her and to her share in the matter, more, far more than he wished, recurred to his memory: her prayers and her pleading, her clinging arms and her caresses, the tears that had fallen on his hands, her warm, slender body pressed against his. He could not forget the sound of her voice in his ears, nor the touch of her hand, nor the feel of her body. Words that she had used returned and beat on his old heart, and beat and beat again, tormenting him, trying him, softening, ay, softening him. He thought of the boy, dead these many years at Alexandria, and, yes, she was all that he had, all. And he must thwart her, he must make her unhappy. It was his duty. She knew not what she asked. And she had behaved ill, ay, very ill.

But on that, with a vividness which the reflection had never assumed before  for the old man, like other old men, did not feel old  he saw that he had but a very short span to live  a year or two, or it might be three or four years. The last page of his life was all but turned, the book was near its end. Two or three years and all that he treasured would be hers. Even now he was dependent on her for care and affection, and to the last he must be dependent. A little while and she would be alone, her own mistress; and he who had ruled his lands and his people for more than half a century would be a memory. A memory of what?

Again, and yet again, he felt her arms about his knees, her little head pressed against his breast. Again and yet again her tears, her prayers beat upon his heart. She was a silly woman-child, a fool; but a dear fool, made dear to him in the very hour of her misbehavior. It was his duty to deny her. It was for him to order, for her to obey. And yet, He saved your life! that cry so oft repeated, so often dinned into his ears, that, too, came back to him. And before he was aware of it he was wondering what manner of man this young fellow was, what spell he had woven about the girl, whence his power over her.

And why had the man been silent about that night? Had he in truth intended to beard him and claim her in the road that morning  when they met? He remembered it.

The son of that man, Ovington! Lord Almighty! It could hardly be worse. And yet He saved your life! The Squire could not get over that  if it were true. If it were really true.

He thought upon it long, forced out of the usual current of his life. Miss Peacock, bringing up his frugal luncheon, found him silent, sunk low in his chair, his chin upon his breast. So he appeared when anyone stole in during the next two hours to attend to the fire or to light his pipe. Calamy, safe outside the door, uttered his misgivings. Its the torpor, he told Miss Peacock, shaking his head. Thats how it takes them before the end, miss. Ive seen it often. The torpor! Hell not be long now!

Miss Peacock scolded the butler, but was none the less impressed, and presently she sought Josina, who was lying down in her room with a headache. She imparted her fears to the girl, and unwillingly Jos rose, and bathed her face and tidied her hair, and by and by came out. She must take up the burden of life again.

By that time Miss Peacock had disappeared, and Josina went down alone. Half-way down the upper flight she halted, for she heard a slow, heavy step descending the stairs below her. She looked down the well of the staircase, and to her astonishment she saw her father going down before her, stair by stair, his hand on the rail, a paper and his stick in the other hand. It was not the first time that he had done such a thing, but hitherto some one had always gone with him, to aid him should aid be necessary.

Josinas first impulse was to hurry after him, but seeing the paper in his hand and recognizing, as she fancied, the agreement that he had signed on the Saturday, she followed him softly, without letting him know that she was there. He reached the foot of the staircase, and with an accustomed hand he groped for and found the door of the dining-room. He pushed open the door and went in. He closed the door behind him, and distinctly  the house was very quiet, it was the dead of the afternoon  she heard him turn the key in the lock.

That alarmed her, for if he fell or met with an accident, there would be a difficulty in assisting him. She moved to the door and listened. She heard him passing slowly and carefully across the floor, she heard the table creak under his hand, as he reached it. A moment later her ear caught the jingle of a bunch of keys.

His visit had a purpose, then. He might be going to deposit the lease, but she could not imagine where. His papers were in his own room or in his bedroom. And Calamy had the wine, it could not be that he wanted. For a moment her thoughts reverted to her own trouble, and she sighed. Then she caught again the jingle of keys, and she listened, her head bent low. What could he be doing? And would he be able to find the door again?

Presently the silence was broken by an oath, followed by a rustling sound, as if he were handling papers. This lasted for quite a minute, and then there came from the room a strange, half-strangled cry, a cry that stopped the beating of her heart. She seized the handle of the door and turned it, shook it. But the door, as she knew, was locked, and, terrified, she cried, Father! Father! What is it? What is it? She beat on the door.

He did not answer, but she heard him coming towards her, moving at random, striking against the table, overturning a chair. She trembled for him; he might fall at any moment, and the door was locked. But he did not fall. He reached the door and turned the key. The door opened. She saw him.

Her fears had not been baseless. The light in the doorway was poor on that cheerless December day, but it was enough to show her that the Squires face was distorted and drawn, altered by some strange shock. And he was shaking in all his limbs. The moment that she touched him he gripped her arm, and Come here! Come here! he ordered, his voice piping and high. Lock the door! Lock the door, girl! And when she had done this, Do you see that cupboard? Dyou see it?

She was alarmed, for, whatever might be its cause, she was sure that the excitement under which he labored was dangerous for him. But she had her wits about her, and the nerved herself to do what he wanted. She saw the open cupboard, of the existence of which she had not known, but she showed no surprise. Yes, I see it, sir, she said. She put his arm through hers, striving to calm him by her presence.

He drew her across the room till they stood before the cupboard. Do you see a box? he demanded, hardly able to articulate the words in his haste. Ay? Then do you look in it, girl! Look in it. What is there in it? Tell me, girl. Tell me quick! What is in it?

The box, its lid raised, stood on the shelf before him, and he laid his trembling hand on it. She looked into it. It is empty, sir, she said.

Empty? Quite empty?

Yes, sir, quite empty.

Nothing in it? desperately. Are you sure, girl? Can you see nothing? Nothing?

Nothing, sir, I am quite sure, she said. There is nothing in it.

No papers?

No, sir, no papers.

An idea seemed to strike him. They may ha fallen on the floor, he exclaimed. Look! Look all about, girl! Look! Ah, and there was something like agony in the cry, curse this blindness! I am helpless, helpless as a child! Can you see no papers  on the floor, wench! Thin papers? No? Nor on the shelves?

No, sir. There is the lease you signed on Saturday. That is all.

For Gods sake, make no mistake, make no mistake, girl! he cried in irrepressible agitation. Look! Look em over. Two papers  thin papers  no great size they are.

She saw that there was something very much amiss, and she searched carefully, but there were no loose papers to be seen. There were boxes on one shelf and bundles of deeds below them, and a great many packets of letters on a shelf above them, but all tied up. She could see no loose papers. None!

He seemed on the verge of collapse, but a new thought came to his support, and he drew her, almost as if he could see, to the other side of the hearth. There he felt for and found the moulding of the panel, he fumbled for the keyhole. But his shaking hands would not do his will, and with a tremulous curse he gave the key to her, and obeying his half-intelligible directions, she unlocked and threw wide first the panel and then the door of the second cupboard.

Two small papers! Thin papers! he reiterated. Look! Look, girl! Are they there? Some one may have moved them. He may have put them here. Search, girl, search!

But though she obeyed him, looking everywhere, a single glance showed her that there were no two papers there, papers such as he had described. She told him what she saw  the bundles of ancient deeds, the tarnished plate, the jewel cases.

But no  no loose papers?

No, sir, I can see none.

Convinced at last, he uttered an exceeding bitter cry, a cry that went to the girls heart. Then he has robbed me! he said. He has robbed me! A Griffin, and he has robbed me! Get  get me a chair, girl.

Horrified, she helped him to a chair, and he sank into it, and with a shaking hand he sought for his handkerchief and wiped the moisture from his lips. Then his hands fell until they rested on his lap, his chin dropped on his breast. Two tears ran down his withered cheeks. A Griffin! he whispered. A Griffin! And he has robbed me!


CHAPTER XXXI

In Aldersbury there had been a simmering of excitement through all the hours of that Monday. At the corner of the Market Place on which the little statue of the ancient Prince looked down, in the shops on Bride Hill, in the High Street under the shadow of St. Julianas, knots of people had gathered, discussing, some with scared faces and low voices, others with the gusto of unconcern, the rumors of troubles that came through from Chester, from Manchester, from the capital; that fell from the lips of guards in inn-yards, and leaked from the boots of coaches before the Lion. Gibbons, one of the chief banks at Birmingham, had closed its doors, Garrards had stopped payment at Hereford, there was panic on the stones in Manchester, a bank had failed at Liverpool. It was reported that a director had hung himself, a score had fled to Boulogne, dark stories of 15 and 93 were revived. It was asserted that the Bank of England had run out of gold, that cash payments would be again suspended. In a dozen forms these and wilder statements ran from mouth to mouth, gathered weight as they went, blanched mens faces and turned traders hearts to water. But the worst, it was agreed, would not be known until the afternoon coaches came in and brought the mails from London. Then  ah, then, people would see what they would see!

Idle men, with empty pockets, revelled in news which promised to bring all to their level. And malice played its part. Wolley, who had little but a debtors prison in prospect, was in town and talking, bent on revenge, and the few who had already withdrawn their accounts from Ovingtons were also busy; foxes who had lost their tails, they felt themselves marked men until others followed their example. Meanwhile, Purslow and such as were in his case lay low, sweated in their shop-parlors, conned their ledgers with haggard faces, or snarled at their womenfolk. Gone now was the pride in stock and scrip, and bounding profits! Gone even the pride in a directorship.

Purslow, perhaps, more than anyone was to be pitied. A year before he had been prosperous, purse-proud, free from debt, with a good business. Now his every penny was sunk in unsaleable securities, his credit was pledged to the bank, his counter was idle, while trade creditors whom in the race for wealth he had neglected were pressing him hard. Worst of all, he did not know where he could turn to obtain even the small sum needed to pay the next months wages.

But, though the pot was boiling in Aldersbury as elsewhere, it did not at once boil over. The day passed without any serious run on either of the banks. Men were alarmed, they got together in corners, they whispered, they marked with jealous eyes who entered and who left the banks. They muttered much of what they would do on the morrow, or when the London mail came in, or when they had made up their minds. But to walk into Ovingtons and face the clerks and do the deed required courage; and for the most part they were not so convinced of danger, or fearful of loss, as to be ready to face the ordeal. They might draw their money and look foolish afterwards. Consequently they hung about, putting off the act, waiting to see what others would do. The hours slipped by and the excitement grew, but still they waited, watching their neighbors and doing nothing, but prepared at any moment to rush in and jostle one another in their panic.

By G  d, Ill see I get my money! said one. You wait, Mr. Lello! You wait and  

In another part, Id draw it, Id draw it, Tom, if I were you! After all, its your own money. Why, confound it, man, what are you afraid of?

I aint afraid of anything, Tom replied surlily. But Ovington gave me a leg-up last December, and Im hanged if I like to go in and  

And ask for your own? Well, you are a ninny!

Maybe. May  be, jingling the money in his fob. But Ill wait. Ill wait till to-morrow. No harm done afore then!

A third had left Deans under a cloud, and if he quarrelled with Ovingtons, where was he to go? While a fourth had bills falling due, and did not quite see his way. He might be landing a trout and losing a salmon. He would see how things went. Plenty of time!

But though this was the general attitude, and the Monday passed without a run of any consequence, a certain number of accounts were closed, and the excitement felt boded ill for the morrow. It waxed rather than waned as the day went on, and Ovingtons heart would have been heavy and his alarm keen if the one had not been lightened and the other dispersed by the good news which Arthur had brought from Garth that morning  the almost incredibly good news!

Aldersbury, however, was in ignorance of that news, and when Clement issued from the bank a few minutes after the doors had closed, there were still knots of people hanging about the corners of the Market Place, watching the bank. He viewed them with a sardonic eye, and could afford to do so; for his heart was light like his fathers, and he could smile at that which, but for the good news of the morning, would have chilled him with apprehension. He turned from the door, intending to seek the Lime-Walks by the river, and, late as it was, to get a breath of fresh air after the confinement of the day. But his intention was never carried out. He had not gone half a dozen yards down the street before his ear caught the sound of a horse breasting Bride Hill at an unusual pace, and something in the speed at which it approached warned him of ill. He waited, and his fears were confirmed. The vehicle, a gig, drew up at the door of the bank, and the driver, a country lad, began to get down. Clement retraced the half-dozen steps that he had taken.

Who is it you want? he asked.

The lad sat down again in his seat. Be Mr. Arthur here, sir? he inquired.

Mr. Bourdillon?

Ay, sure, sir.

No, he is not.

Well, I be to follow ee wheresomever he be, axing your pardon!

Im afraid you cant do that, my lad, Clement explained. Hes gone to London. He went by coach this morning.

The lad scratched his head. O Lord! he said. What be I to do? I was to bring him back, whether or no. Squires orders.

Squire Griffin?

Ay, sure, sir. Hes in a taking, and mun see him, whether or no! Mortal put about he were!

Clement thought rapidly, the vague alarm which he had felt taking solid shape. What if the Squire had repented of his generosity? What if the help, heaven-sent, beyond hope and beyond expectation, which had removed their fears, were after all to fail them? Clements heart sank. Who sent you? he asked. The young lady?

Ay, sure. And she were in a taking, too. Crazy she were.

Clement leapt to a decision. He laid his hand on the rail of the gig. Look here, he said. Youd better take me out instead, and, at any rate, I can explain.

But it were Mr. Arthur  

I know, but hes half-way to London by now. And he wont be back till Thursday.

He climbed up, and the lad accepted his decision and turned the horse. They trotted down the hill between the dimly lighted shops, past observers who recognized the Garth gig, by groups of men who loitered and shivered before the tavern doors. They swung sharply into Maerdol, where the peaks of the gables on either hand rose against a pale sky, and a moment later they were crossing the bridge, and felt the cold waft of the river breeze on their faces. Two minutes saw them trotting steadily across the open country, the lights of the town behind them.

Clement sat silent, lost in thought, wondering if he were doing right, and fearing much that the Squire had repented of his generosity and was minded to recall it. If that were so, the awakening from the hopes which he had raised, and the dream of security in which they had lost themselves, would be a cruel shock. Clement shrank from thinking what its effect would be on his father, whose relief had betrayed the full measure of his fears. And his own case was hardly better, for it was not only his fortune that was at stake and that he had thought saved. He had given rein, also, to his hopes. He had let them carry him far into a roseate country where the sun shone and Josina smiled, and all the difficulties that had divided them melted into air. There might be need of time and patience; but with time and patience he had fancied that he might win his way.

It was cruel, indeed, then if the old man at Garth had changed his mind, if he had played with them, only to deceive them, only to disappoint them! And Clement could not but fear that it was so. The closing day, the wintry air, the prospect before him, as they swung across the darkening land, seemed to confirm his fears and oppress him with misgivings. A long cloud, fish-shaped, hung lowering across the western sky; below it, along the horizon, a narrow strip of angry yellow, unnaturally bright, threw the black, jagged outline of the hills into violent contrast, and shed a pale light on the intervening plain. Ay, he feared the worst. He could think of nothing else that could be the cause of this sudden, this agitated summons. The Squire must have repented. He had changed his mind, and  

But here they were at the bridge. The cottages of the hamlet showed here and there a spark of light. They turned to the left, and five minutes later  the horse quickening its pace as they approached its stable  they were winding up the sunken drive under the stark limbs of the beeches. The house stood above them, a sombre pile, its chimneys half obscured by the trees.

Heavily Clement let himself down, to find Calamy at his elbow. The man had been waiting for him in the dimly lighted doorway. Mr. Bourdillon has gone to London, Clement explained. I have come instead if I can be of any use. Then he saw that the butler did not know him, and I am Mr. Clement Ovington, he added. Youd better ask your master if he would like to see me.

Theres times when the devild be welcome, the man replied bluntly. Its tears and lamentations and woe in the house this night, but God knows what its all about, for I dont. Come in, come in, sir, in heavens name, but Im fearing its little good. The devil has us in his tail, and if the master goes through the night  but this way, sir  this way!

He opened a door on the left of the hall, pushed the astonished Clement into the room, and over his shoulder, Heres one from the bank, at any rate, he proclaimed. Maybe hell do.

Clement took in the scene as he entered, and drew from it an instant impression of ill. The room was in disorder, lighted only by a pair of candles, the slender flames of which were reflected, islanded in blackness, in the two tall windows that, bald and uncurtained, let in the night. The fire, a pile of wood ashes neglected or forgotten, was almost out, and beside it a cupboard-door gaped widely open. A chair lay overturned on the floor, and in another sat the Squire, gaunt and upright, muttering to himself and gesticulating with his stick, while over him, her curls falling about her neck, her face tragic and tear-stained, hung his daughter, her shadow cast grotesquely on the wall behind her. She had a glass in her hand, and by her on the table, from which the cloth had fallen to the floor, stood water and a medicine bottle.

In their absorption neither of the two had heard Calamys words, and for a moment Clement stood in doubt, staring at them and feeling that he had been wrong to come. The trouble, whatever it was, could not be what he had feared. Then, as he moved, half minded to withdraw, Josina heard him, and turned. In her amazement, Clement! she cried. You!

The Squire turned in his chair. Who? he exclaimed.

Whos there? Has he come?

The girl hesitated. The hand that rested on the old mans shoulder trembled. Then  oh, bravely she took her courage in her hands, and It is Clement who has come, she said  acknowledging him so firmly that Clement marvelled to hear her.

Clement? The old man repeated the word mechanically, and for a moment he sought in his mind who Clement might be. Then he found the answer, and One of them, eh? he muttered  but not in the voice that Clement had anticipated. So he wont face me? Coward as well as rogue, is he? And a Griffin! My God, a Griffin! So hes sent him?

Where is Arthur? Josina asked sharply.

He left for London this morning  by the coach.

Ay, ay, the Squire said. Thats it.

Clement plucked up courage. And hearing that you wanted him, I came to explain. I feared from what the messenger said that there was something amiss.

Something amiss! The Squire repeated the words in an indescribable tone. Thats what he calls it! Something amiss!

Clement looked from one to the other. If there is anything I can do?

You? bluntly. Why, you be one of them!

No! Josina interposed. No, father. He has no part in it! I swear he has not!

But, One of them! One of them! the Squire repeated in the same stubborn tone, yet without lifting his voice.

No! Josina repeated as firmly as before; and the hand that rested on her fathers shoulder slid round his neck. She held him half embraced. But he may tell you what has happened. He may explain, sir?

Explain! the Squire muttered. Contempt could go no farther.

Shall I tell him, sir?

Youre a fool, girl! The man knows.

I am sure he does not! she said.

Again Clement thought that it was time to interpose, Indeed I do not, sir, he said. I am entirely in the dark. In truth, looking on what he did, seeing before him the unfamiliar room, the dark staring windows, and the old man so unlike himself and so like King Lear or some figure of tragedy, he was tempted to think the scene a dream. If you will tell me what is the matter, perhaps I can help. Arthur left this morning for London. He went to raise the money with which he was entrusted  

Entrusted? the Squire cried with something of his old energy. He raised his head and struck the floor with his stick. Entrusted? Thats what you call it, is it?

Clement stared. I dont understand, he said.

What did he tell you? Josina asked. For heavens sake speak, Clement! Tell us what he told you.

Ay, the Squire chimed in. Tell us how you managed it. Now its done, lets hear it. For the time scorn, a weary kind of scorn, had taken the place of anger and subdued him to its level.

But Clement was still at sea. Managed it? he repeated. What do you  

Tell us, tell us  from the beginning! Jos cried, at the end of her patience. About this money? What did Arthur tell you? What did he tell you  this morning?

Then for the first time Clement saw what was in question, and he braced himself to meet the shock which he foresaw. He told us, he said, what Mr. Griffin had consented to do  that he had given him securities for twelve thousand pounds for the use of the bank and to support its credit. He had the stock with him, and he received from the bank, in return for it, an undertaking to replace the amount two months after date with interest at seven per cent. It was thought best that he should take it to London himself, as it was so large a sum and time was everything. And he went by the coach this morning  to realize the money.

Josina shivered. He took it without authority, she said, her voice low.

He stole it, the Squire said, out of that cupboard.

Oh, but thats impossible, sir! Clement replied with eagerness. He felt an immense relief, for he thought that he saw light. He took note of the Squires condition, and he fancied that his memory, if not his mind, had given way. He had forgotten what he had done. That was it! Thats impossible, sir, he repeated firmly. He had a proper transfer of the stock  India Stock it was  signed and witnessed and all in order.

Signed and witnessed? the Squire ejaculated. Signed and  signed, your grandmother! So thats your story, is it? Signed and witnessed, eh?

But Clement was beginning to be angry. Yes, sir, he said. That is our story, and it is true. He thought that he had hit on the truth, and he clung to it. The Squire had signed and the next minute had forgotten the whole transaction  Clement had heard of such cases. He had the transfer with him, he continued, signed by you and witnessed by himself and  and Miss Griffin. I saw it myself. I saw the signatures, and I have seen yours, sir, often enough on a cheque to know it. The transfer was perfectly in order.

In whose favor, young man?

Our brokers, sir.

The Squire flared up. I did not sign it! he cried. Its a lie, sir! I signed nothing! Nothing!

But Josina intervened. She, poor girl, saw light. Yes, she said, my father did sign something  on Saturday after dinner. But it was a lease. I and Arthur witnessed it.

And what has that to do with it? the Squire asked passionately. What the devil has that to do with it? I signed a lease and  and a counterpart. I signed no transfer of stock, never put hand to it! Never! What has the lease to do with it?

But Josina was firm. I am afraid I see now, sir, she said. You remember that you signed a paper to try your pen? And I signed it too, father, by mistake? You remember? Ah!  with a gesture of despair if I had only not signed it!

The Squire groaned. He, too, saw it now. He saw it, and his head sank on his breast. Forger as well as thief! he muttered. And a Griffin!

And Clements heart sank too as he met the girls anguished eyes and viewed the Squires bowed head and the shame and despair that clothed themselves in an apathy so unlike the man. He saw that here was a tragedy indeed, a tragedy fitly framed in that desolate room with its windows staring on the night and its air of catastrophe; a tragedy passing bank failures or the loss of fortune. And in his mind he cursed the offender.

But even as the words rose to his lips, doubt stayed them. There was, there must be, some mistake. The thing could not be. He knew Arthur, he thought that he knew Arthur; he knew even the darker side of him  his selfishness, his lack of thought for others, his desire to get on and to grow rich. But this thing Arthur never could have done! Clement recalled his gay, smiling face, his frank bearing, his care-free eyes, the habit he had of casting back a lock from his brow. No, he could not have done this thing. No, sir, no! he cried impulsively. There is some mistake! I swear there is! I am sure of it.

Youve the securities?

Yes, but I am sure  

Youre all in it, the Squire said drearily. And then, with energy and in a voice quivering with rage, Hes learned this at your d  d counter, sir! Thats where it is. Its like to like, thats where it is. Like to like! I might ha known what would happen, when the lad set his mind on leaving our ways and taking up with yours. I might ha known that that was the blackest day our old house had ever seen  when he left the path his fathers trod and chose yours. You cant touch pitch and keep your hands clean. You ha stole my daughter  d  n you, sir! And you ha taught him to steal my money. I mind me I bid your father think o Fauntleroy, I never thought he was breeding up a Fauntleroy in my house. And, striking the table with all his old vitality, You are thieves! thieves all o you! And you ha taught my lad to thieve!

That is not true! Clement cried. Not a word of that is true!

You ha stole my daughter!

Clement winced. She had told him, then.

And now you ha stole my money!

That, at least, is not true! He held up his head. He stepped forward and laid his hand on the table. That is not true, he repeated firmly. Yon do not know my father, Mr. Griffin, though you may think you do. He would see the bank break a hundred times, he would see every penny pass from him, before he would do this that you say has been done. Your nephew told us what I have told you, and we believed him  naturally we believed him. We never suspected. Not a suspicion crossed my fathers mind or mine. We saw the certificates, we saw the transfer, we knew your handwriting. It was in order, and  

And you thought  you ha the impudence to tell me that you thought that I should throw thousands, ay, thousands upon thousands into the gutter  to save your bank?

We believed what we were told, Clement maintained. Why not  as you put the question, sir? Your nephew had five thousand pounds at stake. His share in the bank was at stake. He knew as well as we did that with this assistance the bank was secure. We supposed that for his sake and the sake of his prospects  

I dont believe it! the Squire retorted. Ill never believe it. Your fathers a trader. I know em, and what their notion of honesty is. And you tell me  

I tell you that a trader is nothing if he be not honest! Clement cried hotly. Honesty is to him what honor is to you, Mr. Griffin. But well leave my fathers name out of this, if you please, sir. You may say what you like of me. I have deserved it.

No, said Josina.

Yes, I have deserved it, and I am ashamed of myself  and proud of myself. But my father has done nothing and known nothing. And for this money, when he learns the truth, Mr. Griffin, he will not touch one penny of it with one of his fingers. It shall be returned to you, every farthing of it, as soon as we can lay our hands on it. Every penny of it shall be returned to you  at once!

Ay, dryly, when you have had the use of it!

No, at once! Without the loss of an hour!

You be found out, said the old man bitterly. You be found out! Thats it!

Clement read an appeal in Josinas eyes, and he stayed the retort that rose to his lips. At any rate the money shall be restored, he said at once. I will start for town to-night, and if I can overtake  he paused, unwilling to utter Arthurs name if I can overtake him before he transfers the stock, the securities shall be returned to you. In that case no harm will be done.

No harm! the Squire ejaculated. He raised his hand and let it fall in a gesture of despair. No harm?

But Clement was determined not to dwell on that side of it. If I am not able to do that, he continued, the proceeds shall be placed in your hands without the delay of an hour. In which case you must let the signature pass  as good, sir.

Never! the old man cried, and struck his hand on the table.

But after all it is yours, Clement argued. And you must see, sir  

Never! Never! the Squire repeated passionately.

You will not say that in cold blood! Clement rejoined, and from that moment he took a higher tone, as if he felt that, strange as the call was, it lay with him now to guide this unhappy household. You have not considered, and you must consider, Mr. Griffin, he continued, before you do that, what the consequences may be. If you deny your signature, and anyone, the India House or anyone, stands to lose, steps may be taken which may prove  fatal. Fatal, sir! A point may be reached beyond which even your influence, and all you may then be willing to do, may not avail to save your nephew.

The Squire groaned. Clements words called up before him and before Josina, not only the thing which Arthur had done, but the position in which he had placed himself. In this room, in this very room in which men of honor  dull and prejudiced, perhaps, but men of honor, and proud of their honor  had lived and moved for generations, he, their descendant, had done this thing. The beams had stood, the house had not fallen on him. But to Josinas eyes the candles seemed to burn more mournfully, the windows to stare more darkly on the night, the ashes on the hearth to speak of desolation and a house abandoned and fallen.

Clement hoped that his appeal had succeeded, but he was disappointed. The old man in his bitterness and unreason was not to be moved  at any rate as yet. He would listen to no arguments, and he suspected those who argued with him. Ill never acknowledge it! he said. No, Ill never acknowledge it. Ill not lie for him, come what may! He has done the thing and disgraced our blood, and what matter who knows it  he has done it! He has made his bed and must lie on it! He went into your bank and learned your tricks, and now youd have me hush it up! But I wont, d  n you! Ill not lie for you, or for him!

Clement had a retort on his lips  for what could be more unfair than this? But again Josinas eyes implored him to be silent, and he crushed back the words. He believed that by and by the Squire would see the thing differently, but for the moment he could do no more, and he turned to the door.

There in the doorway, and for one moment, Josinas hands met his, she had one word with him. You will save him if you can, Clement? she murmured.

Yes, he promised her, I will save him if I can.


CHAPTER XXXII

If the news which Arthur had conveyed to the bank on that Monday morning had been much to Clement, it had been more to his father. It had brought to Ovington immense relief at the moment when he had least reason to expect it. The banker had not hidden the position from those who must needs work with him; but even to them he had not imparted the full measure of his fears, much less the extent of the suffering which those fears occasioned him. The anxiety that kept him sleepless, the calculations that tormented his pillow, the regret with which he reviewed the past, the responsibility for the losses of others that depressed him  he had kept these things to himself, or at most had dropped but a hint of them to his beloved Betty.

But they had been very real to him and very terrible. The spectre of bankruptcy  with all the horror which it connoted for the mercantile mind  had loomed before him for weeks past, had haunted and menaced him; and its sudden exorcism on this Monday morning meant a relief which he dared not put into words to others and shrank from admitting even to himself. He who had held his head so high  no longer need he anticipate the moment when he would be condemned as a reckless adventurer, whose fall had been as rapid as his rise, and whom the wiseacres of Aldersbury had doomed to failure from the first! That had been the bitterest drop in his cup, and to know that he need not drain it, was indeed a blessed respite.

Still, he had received the news with composure, and through the day he had moved to and fro doing his work with accuracy. But it was in a pleasant dream that he had followed his usual routine, and many a time he paused to tell himself that the thing was a fact, that Deans would not now triumph over him, nor his enemies now scoff at him. On the contrary, he might hope to emerge from the tempest stronger than before, and with his credit enhanced by the stress through which he had ridden. Business was business, but in the midst of it the banker had more than once to stand and be thankful.

And with reason. For if he who has inherited success and lives to see it threatened suffers a pang, that pang is as nothing besides the humiliation of the man who has raised himself; who has outstripped his fellows, challenged their admiration, defied their jealousy, trampled on their pride; who has been the creator of his own greatness, and now sees that greatness in ruins. He had escaped that. He had escaped that, thank God! More than once the two words passed his lips; and in secret his thoughts turned to the great chief of men to whom in his own mind and with a rather absurd vanity he had compared himself. Thank God that his own little star had not sunk like his into darkness!

It was relief, it was salvation. And that evening, as the banker sat after his five oclock dinner and sipped his fourth and last glass of port and basked in the genial heat of the fire, while his daughter knitted on the farther side of the hearth, he owned himself a happy man. He measured the danger, he winced at the narrow margin by which he had escaped it  but he had escaped! Deans, staid, long-established, slow-going Deans, which had viewed his notes askance, had doubted his stability and predicted his failure, Deans which had slyly put many a spoke in his wheel, would not triumph. Nay, after this, would not he, too, rank as sound and staid and well established, he who had also ridden out the storm? For in crises men and banks age rapidly; they are measured rather by events than by years. Those who had mistrusted him would mistrust him no longer; those who had dubbed him new would now count him old. As he stretched his legs to meet the genial heat and sank lower in his chair he could have purred in his thankfulness. Things had fallen out well, after all; he saw rosy visions in the fire. Schemes which had lain dormant in his mind awoke. His London agents had failed, but others would compete for his business, and on better terms. The Squire who had so marvellously come to his aid would bring back his account, and his example would be followed. He would extend, opening branches at Bretton and Monks Castle and Blankminster, and the railroad? He was not quite sure what he would do about the railroad; possibly he might decide that the time was not ripe for it, and in that case he might wind up the company, return the money, and himself meet the expenses incurred. The loss would not be great, and the effect would be prodigious. It would be a Napoleonic stroke  he would consider it. He lost himself in visions of prosperity.

And it would be all for Clement and Betty. He looked across the hearth at the girl who sat knitting under the lamp-light, and his eyes caressed her, his heart loved her. She would make a great match. Failing Arthur  and of late Arthur and she had not seemed to hit it off  there would be others. There would be others, well-born, who would be glad to take her and her dowry. He saw her driving into town in her carriage, with a crest on the panels.

It was she who cut short his thoughts. She looked at the clock. I cant think where Clement is, she said. You dont think that there is anything wrong, dad?

Wrong? No, he answered. Why should there be!

But he disappeared so strangely. He said nothing about missing his dinner.

He was to check some figures with Rodd this evening. He may have gone to his rooms.

But  without his dinner?

But the banker was not in the mood to trouble himself about trifles. The lamp shone clear and mellow, the fire crackled pleasantly, a warm comfort wrapped him round, the port had a flavor that he had not perceived in it of late. Instead of replying to Bettys question he measured the decanter with his eye, decided that it was a special occasion, and filled himself another glass. Ovingtons Bank, he said as he raised it to his lips. But that to which he really drank was the home that he saw about him, saved from rain, made secure.

Betty smiled. Youre relieved to-night, dad.

Well, I am, Betty, he admitted. Yes, I am  and thankful.

And that queer old man! I wonder, as she turned her knitting on her knee, why he did it.

I suppose for Arthurs sake. Hed have lost pretty heavily  for him.

But you didnt expect that Mr. Griffin would come forward?

The banker allowed it. No, he said. I dont know that I ever expected anything less. Such things dont happen, my girl, very often. But he will be no loser, and I suppose Arthur convinced him of that. He is shrewd, and, once convinced, he would see that it was the only thing to do.

But not many people would have been convinced?

No, perhaps not.

Betty knitted awhile. I thought that he hated the bank? she said, as she paused to rub her chin with a needle.

He does  and me. But he loves his money, my dear.

Still it isnt his. It is Arthurs.

True. But hes a man who cannot bear to see money lost. He thinks a good deal of it.

He is not alone in that, Betty exclaimed. Sometimes I feel that I hate money! People grow so fond of it. They think only of themselves, even when youve been ever so good to them.

Well, its human nature, the banker replied equably. I dont know who it is that you have in your mind, my dear, but it applies to most people. He was going to say more when the door opened.

Mr. Rodd is here, asking for Mr. Clement, sir, the maid said. He was to meet him at half after six, and  

Ask Mr. Rodd to come in.

The cashier entered shyly. In his dark suit, with his black stock and stiff carriage, he made no figure, where Arthur, or even Clement, would have shone. But there were women in Aldersbury who said that he had fine eyes, eyes with something of a dogs gentleness in them; and Arthur so far agreed that he dubbed him a dull, mechanical dog, and often made fun of him as such. But perhaps Arthur did not always see to the bottom of things.

Ovington pushed the decanter and a glass towards him. A glass of wine, Rodd, he said genially. He was not of those who undervalued his cashier, though he knew his limitations. The bank! he said.

And those who have stood by it! Betty added softly.

Rodd drank the toast with a muttered word.

Mr. Rodd has not the same reason to be thankful that we have, Betty continued carelessly, holding her knitting up to the lamp.

Why not? Her father did not understand.

Why, innocently, as she lowered the knitting again, he does not stand to lose anything, does he?

Except his place, the cashier objected, his eyes on his glass.

Just so, the banker rejoined. And in that event, moved to unusual frankness, we should have been all out together. And Rodd might not have been the worst off, my girl.

Exactly, Betty said. Im sure that he would take care of that.

The cashier opened his mouth to speak, but checked himself, and drank off his wine. Then, as he rose, If you know where Mr. Clement is, sir  

I dont. I cant think what has become of him, the banker explained. He went out about four, and since then  hallo! Thats some one in a hurry. It sounds like a fire.

A vehicle had burst in on the evening stillness. It came clattering at a reckless pace up Bride Hill. It passed the bank, it rattled noisily around the corner of the Market Place, and pounded away down the High Street.

More likely some one hastening to get out of danger, said Betty. A sauve qui peut, Mr. Rodd  if you know what that means.

The clerk, with a flushed cheek, avoided the question. It might be some one trying to catch the seven oclock coach, sir, he said.

Very likely. And if so hes failed, for hes coming back again. Ay, here he comes, and he stopping here, by Jove! I hope that nothings wrong.

The vehicle had, indeed, stopped abruptly before the house. They heard some one alight on the pavement, a latchkey was thrust into the door. Its Clement! the banker exclaimed, his eyes on the door. I hope he does not bring bad news! Well, lad? as Clement in his overcoat, his hat on his head, appeared in the doorway. What is it? Is anything wrong?

Very much wrong! his son replied curtly, and he closed the door behind him. He was pale, and his splashed coat and neck-shawl tied awry, no less than his agitated face, confirmed their fears.

Out with it, lad! What is it? his father asked, fearing he knew not what.

Bad news, sir! was the answer. Im sorry to say I bring very bad news!

What?

That loan of Mr. Griffins  

The twelve thousand? Yes?  anxiously well?

Its a fraud, sir! A cursed fraud!

There was a tense silence. Then, Impossible! the banker exclaimed. But he grasped a chair to steady himself. His face had turned grey.

The Squire knows nothing of it! Clement struck his open hand on the back of a chair. He never signed the transfer! He never gave any authority for the loan!

No, no, thats impossible! Ovington straightened himself with a sigh of relief. What mares nest, what bee in the bonnet, was this? The lad was dreaming  must be dreaming. Impossible! he repeated. I saw it, man, and read it! And I know the old mans signature as well as I know my own. You must be dreaming.

I am not, sir! Clement answered, and added bitterly, It was Arthur who was dreaming! Dreaming or worse, d  n him!  the pent-up excitement of the evening finding vent at last, and the sight of his fathers stricken face whetting his rage. He has robbed, ay, robbed his uncle, and dishonored us! That is what he has done, sir. I am not dreaming! I wish to heaven I were!

The banker no longer protested. Well  tell us! he said weakly.

Its hard on you, sir  

Never mind me! Tell me what you know. They stood round Clement, amazed and shocked, fearing the worst and yet incredulous, while he, his weary face and travel-stained figure at odds with the lighted room and the comfort about him, told his story. The banker listened. He still hoped, hoped to detect some flaw, to perceive some misunderstanding  so much, so very much, hung upon it. But even on his mind the truth at last forced itself, and monstrous as the story, incredible as Arthurs action still appeared, he had at last to accept it and its consequences  its consequences!

He seemed to grow years older as he listened, but when Clement had done, and the whole shameful story was told, he made no comment. The position, indeed, was no worse than it had been twenty-four hours before. He might still hope against hope, that, by putting a bold face on matters, and by a dexterous use of his resources, he might ride out the storm. But the reaction from a triumphant confidence was so sudden, the failure of his recent expectations so overwhelming, that even his firm spirit yielded. He sank into his chair. Betty laid her hand on his shoulder and whispered some word of comfort in his ear, but he said nothing.

It was Clement who spoke the first word. I am going after him, he said, his tone hard and practical. I have thought it out, and by posting all night I may be in London by noon to-morrow, and I may intercept him either at the brokers or at the India House before he has sold the stock. In that case I may be in time to stop him.

Why? the banker asked, looking up. What have we to do with him? Why should we stop him?

For our own sakes as well as his, Clement answered firmly. For our own good name, which is bound up with his. Think, think, sir, of the harm it will do us if there is a prosecution  and the old man swears that he will not acknowledge the signature! Besides I have promised to stop him  if I can. If I am too late to do that, and he has sold the stock, I can still get possession of the money, and it must be our business to return it to the owner without the loss of an hour. Of an hour, sir! Clement repeated earnestly. We must repudiate this transaction from the outset. We must wash our hands of it at once, if it be only to clear our own name.

The banker looked dazed. But, he said, as if his mind were beginning to work again, why should we  take all this trouble? He hesitated, then he began again. We have done nothing. We are innocent. Why should we  

Stop him?

Ay, or be in such a hurry to return the money? It is no fault of ours if it does come to our hands. And, remember, if it lies with us only a week  he looked at his son, his face troubled only a week, the position is such  

No! no! Clement cried, and for once he spoke preemptorily. Not for a day, father, not for an hour! And when you have thought it over as I have, when you have had time to think it over, you will see that. You will be the first, the very first, to see that, and to say that we must have no part or share with Bourdillon in this; that if we must go down we will go down with clean hands. To avail ourselves of this money, even for a day, and though it would save the bank twice over, would be to make us accomplices  

The banker stood up. Right! he said firmly. You are right, lad! He drew a deep breath, the color returned to his face. He laid his hand on Clements shoulder. You are quite right, my boy, and I wasnt myself when I said that. You shall have no reason to blush for your father. You are quite right. We will repudiate the transaction from the first. We will have neither art nor part in it. We will return the money the moment it comes into your hands!

Thank God, sir, that you see it as I do.

I do, I do! The money shall be paid over at once, though the shutters go up the next hour. And we will fight our battle as we must have fought it if this had never happened.

With clean hands, at any rate, sir.

Yes, lad, with clean hands.

Oh, father, thats splendid! Betty cried, and she pressed herself against him. But as for Clement going, he must be worn out. Could not Mr. Rodd go?

Rodd will be of more use to you here, Clement said. You will be short-handed as it is.

We shall pay out the more slowly, the banker answered with grim humor.

And I doubt, besides, said Clement, if Bourdillon would listen to Rodd.

Will he listen to you?

He will have to, or face the consequences! And Clement looked as if he meant it: a hard Clement this, with a new note in his voice. From the India House to Bow Street is not very far, and he will certainly go to Bow Street  or the Mansion House  if he does not see reason. But he will.

He may, if you are with him before he parts with the securities. But from this to noon to-morrow you will not do it in that time, my lad, at night? Winter time, too? Youll never do it!

But Clement averred that he would  in fourteen hours, with good luck. It was for that reason that he had gone straight to the Lion and ordered a chaise for eight oclock and sent on word by the seven oclock coach for a relay to be ready at the Heygate Inn. He had also asked the Lion to pass on word by any chaise starting in front of him. So I hope for two or three stages I shall find the horses ready. Betty, pack up some food for me, thats a good girl. Ive only twenty minutes.

And your travelling cloak? she cried. Ill air it.

You must eat something before you start, said his father.

Yes, I will. And, Rodd, do you get me the bank pistols  and see that they are loaded!

The banker nodded. Yea, youd better take them, he said. Its an immense sum  if you bring it back. It would be a terrible business if you were robbed.

Ay, for then we should share the blame, Clement answered drily. That wouldnt do, would it? But let me get the money, and Ill not be robbed, sir.

They parted, hurrying to and fro on their several errands, the banker fetching money for the journey, Rodd loading the pistols, Betty setting food before the traveller and cutting sandwiches for the journey, Clement himself making some change in his dress. For ten minutes a cheerful stir reigned in the house. But Ovington, though he yielded to this and watched his son at his meal and filled his glass, and played his part, did but feign. He knew that within a few minutes the door would close on Clement, the house would relapse into silence, the lights would go out, and he would be left to face the failure of all the hopes, the plans and expectations which he had entertained through the day. The odds against him, which had not seemed overwhelming twenty-four hours before, now appeared invincible and not to be resisted. He felt that the fates were opposed to him. He had had his chance, and it had been withdrawn. As he climbed the stairs to bed, climbed them slowly and with heavy feet, he read ruin in the flame of his candle. As he undressed he heard the voices of revellers passing the house at midnight, on their way from the Raven or the Talbot, and he suspected derision in their tones. He fancied that they were talking of him, jeering at him, rejoicing in his fall. In bed he lay long awake, calculating, and trying to make of four, five. Could he hold out till Wednesday? Till Thursday? Or would panic running through the town on the morrow, like fire amid tinder, kindle the crowd and hurl it, inflamed with greed and fear, upon his slender defences?

He was buying honesty at a great price. But he thought of Clement and Betty, and towards morning he fell asleep.


CHAPTER XXXIII

Travelling in the old coaching days was not all hardship. It had its own, its peculiar pleasures. A writer of that time dwells with eloquence on the rapture with which he viewed a fine sunrise from the outside of a fast coach on the Great North Road; on the appetite with which he fell to upon a five oclock breakfast at Doncaster, on the delight with which he heard the nightingales sing on a fine night as he swept through Henley, on the satisfaction of seeing old Shoreditch Church, which betokened the end of the journey. Men did not then hurry at headlong speed along iron rails, with their heads buried in a newspaper or in the latest novel. They learned to know and had time to view the objects of interest that fringed the highway  to recognize the farm at which the Great Durham Ox was bred, and the house in which the equally great Sir Isaac Newton was born. If these things were strange to the travellers and their appearance promised a good fee, the coachman condescended from his greatness and affably pointed them out.

But to sit through the long winter night, changing each hour from one damp and musty post-chaise to another, to stamp and fume and fret while horses were put to at every stage, to scold an endless succession of incoming and fee an endless series of out-going postboys, each more sleepy and sullen than the last  this was another matter. To be delayed here and checked there and overcharged everywhere, to be fobbed off with the worst teams  always reserved for night travellers  and to find, once started on the long fourteen-mile stage, that the off-wheeler was dead lame, to fall asleep and to be aroused with every hour  these were the miseries, and costly miseries they were, of old-world journeying. This was its seamy side. And many a time Clement, stamping his stone-cold feet in wind-swept inn yards, or ringing ostlers bells in stone-paved passages, repented that he had started, repented that he had ever undertaken the task.

Why had he, he asked himself more than once that bitter night. What was Arthur Bourdillon to him that he should spend himself in an effort as toilsome as it promised to be vain, to hold him back from the completion of his roguery? Would Arthur ever thank him? Far from it. And Josina? Josina, brave, loving Josina, who had risen to heights of which he thrilled to think, she might indeed thank him  and that should be enough for him. But what could she do to requite him, apart from her father? And the Squire at Garth had stated his position, nor even if he relented was he one to pour himself out in gratitude  he who hated the name of Ovington, and laid all this at their door. It would be much if he ever noticed him with more than a grunt, or ever gave one thought to his exertions or their motive.

No, he had let a quixotic, a foolish impulse run away with him! He should have waited until Arthur had brought down the money, and then he should have returned it. That had been the simple, the matter-of-fact course, and all that it had been incumbent on him to do. As it was, for what was he spending himself and undergoing these hardships? To hasten the ruin of the bank, to meet failure half-way, to render his father penniless a few hours earlier, rather than later. To mask a rascality that need never be disclosed, since no one would hear of it unless the Squire talked. Yes, he had been a fool to hurl himself thus through the night, chilled to the bone, with fevered head and ice-cold feet, when he might have been a hundred times better employed in supporting his father in his need, in putting a brave front on things, and smiling in the face of suspicion.

To be sure, it was only as the night advanced, or rather in the small hours of the morning, when his ardor had died down and Josinas pleading face was no longer before him, and the spirit of adventure was low in him, that he entertained these thoughts. For a time all went well. He found his relay waiting for him at the Heygate Inn by Wellington, where the name of the Lion was all-powerful; and after covering at top speed the short stage that followed, he drove, still full of warmth and courage, into Wolverhampton at a quarter before eleven. Over thirty miles in three hours! He met with a little delay there; the horses had to be fetched from another stable, in another street. But he got away in the end, and ten minutes later he was driving over a land most desolate by day, but by night lurid with the flares of a hundred furnace-fires. He rattled up to the Castle at Birmingham at half an hour after midnight, found the house still lighted and lively, and by dint of scolding and bribing was presently on the road again with a fresh team, and making for Coventry, with every inclination to think that the difficulties of posting by night had been much exaggerated.

But here his good luck left him. At the half-way stage he met with disaster. He had passed the up coach half an hour before, and no orders now anticipated him. When he reached the Stone Bridge there were no horses; on the contrary, there were three travellers waiting there, clamorous to get on to Birmingham. Unwarily he jumped out of his chaise, and No horses? he cried. Impossible! There must be horses!

But the ostler gave him no more than a stolid stare. Nary a nag! he replied coolly. Nor like to be, master, wi every Quaker in Birmingham gadding up and down as if his life ung on it! Why, if Ive  

Quakers? What the devil do you mean? Clement cried, thinking that the man was reflecting on him.

Well, Quakers or drab-coated gentry like yourself! the man replied, unmoved. And every one wi pistols and a money bag! Seems thats what theyre looking for  money, so I hear. Such a driving and foraging up and down the land these days, its a wonder the horses hoofs beant worn off.

Then, said Clement, turning about, Ill take these on to Meriden.

But the waiting travellers had already climbed into the chaise and were in possession, and the postboy had turned his horses. And, No, no, youll not do that, said the ostler. Custom of the road, master! Custom of the road! You must change and wait your turn.

But there must be something on, Clement cried in despair, seeing himself detained here, perhaps for the whole night.

Naught! Nary a oof in the yard, nor a lad! the man replied. Youd best take a bed.

But when will there be horses?

Maybe somethingll come in by daylight  like enough.

By daylight? Oh, confound you! cried Clement, enraged. Then Ill walk on to Meriden.

Walk? Walk on to   the ostler couldnt voice his astonishment. Walk?

Ay, walk, and be hanged to you! Clement cried, and without another word plunged into the darkness of the long, straight road, his bag in his hand. The road ran plain and wide before him, he couldnt miss it; the distance, according to Paterson, which he had in his handbag, was no more than two miles, and he thought that he could do it in half an hour.

But, once away, under the trees, under the midnight sky, in the silence and darkness of the country-side, the fever of his spirits made the distance seem intolerable. As he tramped along the lonely road, doubtful of the wisdom of his action, the feeling of strangeness and homelessness, the sense of the uselessness of what he was doing, grew upon him. At this rate he might as well walk to London! What if there were no horses at Meriden? Or if he were stayed farther up the road? He counted the stages between him and London, and he had time and enough to despair of reaching it, before he at last, at a good four miles an hour, strode out of the night into the semicircle of light which fell upon the road before the Bulls Head at Meriden. Thank heaven, there were lights in the house and people awake, and some hope still! And more than hope, for almost before he had crossed the threshold a sleepy boots came out of the bar and met him, and Horses? Which way, sir? Up? Ill ring the ostlers bell, sir!

Clement could have blessed him. Double money to Coventry if I leave the door in ten minutes! he cried, taking out his watch. And ten minutes later  or in so little over that time as didnt count  he was climbing into a chaise and driving away: so well organized after all  and all defects granted  was the posting system that at that time covered England. To be sure, he was on one of the great roads, and the Bulls Head at Meriden was a house of fame.

He had availed himself of the interval to swallow a snack and a glass of brandy and water, and he was the warmer for the exercise and in better spirits; pluming himself a little, too, on the resolution which had plucked him from his difficulty at the Stone Bridge. But he had lost the greater part of an hour, and the clocks at Coventry were close on three when he rattled through the narrow, twisting streets of that city. Here, early as was the hour, he caught rumors of the panic, and hints were dropped by the night-men in the inn yard  in sly reply, perhaps, to his adjurations to hasten  of desperate men hurrying to and fro, and buying with gold the speed which meant fortune and life to them. Something was said of a banker who had shot himself at Northampton  or was it Nottingham?  of London runners who had passed through in pursuit of a defaulter; of a bank that had stopped, up the road. And therell be more before alls over, said his informant darkly. But its well to be them while it lasts! Theyve money to burn, it seems.

Clement wondered if this was an allusion to the crown piece that he had offered. At any rate the ill-omened tale haunted him as he left the city behind him, and, after passing under the Cross on Knightlow Hill, and over the Black Heath about Dunsmoor, committed himself to the long, monotonous stretch of road that, unbroken by any striking features, and regularly dotted with small towns that hardly rose above villages, extended dull mile after dull mile to London. The rumble of the chaise and the exertions he had made began to incline him to sleep, but the cold bit into his bones, his feet were growing numb, and as often as he nodded off in his corner he slid down and awoke himself. Sleet, too, was beginning to fall, and the ill-fitting windows leaked, and it was a very morose person who turned out in the rain at Dunchurch.

However, luck was with him, and he got on without delay to Daventry, and had to be roused from sleep when his postboy pulled up before the famous old Wheat-sheaf that, wakeful and alight, was ready with its welcome. Here cheerful fires were burning and everything was done for him. A chaise had just come in from Towcester. The horses mouths were washed out while he swallowed a crust and another glass of brandy and water, the horses were turned round, and he was away again. He composed himself, shivering, in the warmer corner, and, thanking his stars that he had got off, was beginning to nod, when the chaise suddenly tilted to one side and he slid across the seat. He sat up in alarm and felt the near wheels clawing at the ditch, and thought that he was over. A moment of suspense, and through the fog that dimmed the window-panes flaming lights blazed above him and over him, and the down mails thundered by, coach behind coach  three coaches, the road quivering beneath them, the horses cantering, the guards replying with a volley of abuse to the postboys shout of alarm. Huge, lighted monsters, by night the bullies of the road, they were come and gone in an instant, leaving him staring with dazzled eyes into the darkness. But the shave had not bettered his temper. The stage seemed a long one, the horses slow, and he was fretting and fuming mightily, and by no means as grateful as he should have been for the luck that had hitherto attended him, when at last he jogged into Towcester.

Alas, the inn here was awake, indeed, in a somnolent, grumpy, sullen fashion, but there were no horses. Not a chance of them, said the sleepy boots, nicking a dirty napkin towards the coffee room. There are two business gents waiting there to get on  life and death, cording to them. Theyre going up same way as you are, and theyve first call. And theres a gentleman and his servant for Birmingham  down, they are, and been waiting since eleven oclock and swearing tremendous!

Then Ill take mine on! Clement said, and whipped out into the night and ran to his chaise. But he was too late. The gentlemans servant had been on the watch, he had made his bargain and stepped in, and his master was hurrying out to join him. The devil! cried Clement, now wide awake and very angry. Thats pretty sharp!

Yes, sir, sharps the word, said the boots. It was evident that night work had made him a misanthrope, or something else had soured him. Theyd be no good for Brickhill anyway. Its a long stage. Youll take a bed?

Bed be hanged! said Clement, wondering what he should do. This seemed to be a dead stop, and very black he looked. At last, Ill go to the yard, he said.

Theres nobody up. Youd best   and again the boots advised a bed.

Nobody up? Oh, hang it! said Clement, and stood and thought, very much at a standstill. What could he do? There was a clock in the passage. He looked at it. It was close on six, and he had nearly sixty miles to travel. Save for the delay at the Stone Bridge, he had done well. He had kept his postboy up to the mark: he had spared neither money nor prayers, nor, it must be added, curses. He had done a very considerable feat, the difficulties of night porting considered. But he had still fifty-eight miles before him, and if he could not get on now he had done nothing. He had only wasted his money. Any up coach due?

Not before eight oclock, said the boots cynically. Beaches the Saracens Head, Snowhill, at three-thirty. You are one of these moneyed gents, I suppose? Things is queer in town, I hear  crashes and what not, something terrible, I am told. Blue ruin and worse. The master here  becoming suddenly confidential hes in it. Its U-p with him! They seized his horses yesterday. Thats why he winked mysteriously towards the silent stables. Wouldnt trust him, and couldnt send a bailiff with every team. Thats why!

Who seized them? Clement asked listlessly. But he awoke a second later to the meaning of his words.

Hollins, Church Farm yonder. Bill for hay and straw. Dyou know him?

No, but  here! Dyou see this? Clement plucked out a crown piece, his eyes alight. Is there a postboy here? Thats the point! Asleep or awake! Quick, man!

A postboy? Well, theres old Sam  he can ride. But whats the use of a postboy when theres no horses?

Wake him! Bring him here! Clement retorted, on fire with an idea, and waving the crown piece. Dyou hear? Bring him here and this is yours. But sharps the word. Go, go and get him, man, it will be worth his while. Haul him out! Tell him he must come! Its money, tell him!

The boots caught the infection and went, and for three or four minutes Clement stamped up and down in a fever of anxiety. By and by the postboy came, half dressed, sulky, and rubbing his eyes. Clement seized him by the shoulders, shook him, pounded him, pounded his idea into him, bribed him. Five minutes later they were hurrying towards the church, passing here and there a yawning laborer plodding through the darkness to his work. The farmer at Hollinss was dressing, and opened his window to swear at them and at the noise the dogs were making. But, Three pounds! Three pounds for horses to Brickhill! Clement cried. The proper charge was twenty-six shillings at the eighteen-penny night scale, and the man listened. You can come with me and keep possession! Clement urged, seeing that he hesitated. You run no risk! Ill be answerable.

Three pounds was money, much money in those days. It was good interest on his unpaid bill, and Mr. Hollins gave way. He flung down the key of the stables, and hurrying down after it, helped to harness the horses by the light of a lanthorn. That done, however, the good man took fright at the novelty, almost the impudence of the thing, and demanded his money. Half now, and half at Brickhill, Clement replied, and the sight of the cash settled the matter. Mr. Hollins opened the yard gate, and two minutes later they were off, the farmers wife staring after them from the doorway and, with a leaning to the safe side, shrilly stating her opinion that her husband was a fool and would lose his nags.

Never fear, Clement said to the man. Only dont spare them! Time is money to me this morning!

Fortunately, the horses had done no work the previous day and had been well fed. They were fresh, and the old postboy, feeling himself in luck, and exhilarated by what he called as queer a start as ever was, was determined to merit the largest fee. The farmer, as they whirled down Windmill Hill at a pace that carried them over the ascent and past Plum Park, fidgeted uneasily in his seat, fearing broken knees and what not. But seeing then that the postboy steadied his pair and knew his business, he let it pass. As far as Stony Stratford the road was with them, and thence to Fenny Stratford they pushed on at a good pace.

It was broad daylight by now, the road was full of life and movement, they met and passed other travellers, other chaises, one or two of the early morning coaches. Men, topping and tailing turnips, stood and watched them from the fields, a gleam of December sunrise warmed the landscape. To the tedious nightmare of the long, dark hours, with their endless stages and sleepy turn-outs and shadowy postillions, their yawning inns and midnight meals, had succeeded sober daylight, plodding realities, waking life; and Clement should have owned the relief. But he did not, for a simple reason. During the night the end had been far off and uncertain, a thing not yet to be dwelt upon or considered. Now the end was within sight, a few hours must determine it one way or the other, and his anxiety as the time passed, and now the horses slackened their pace to climb a rise, now were detained by a flock of sheep, centred itself upon it. He had endured so much that he might intercept Arthur before the deed was done and the false transfer used, that to fail Josina now, to be too late now, was a thing not to be considered.


CHAPTER XXXIV

Still, the daylight had one good effect, it completed the reassurance of Mr. Hollins. He could see his man now, and judging him to be good for the money, he gave way to greed and proposed to run the horses on to Dunstable. Clement thought that he might do worse and agreed, merely halting for five minutes at the George at Brickhill, to administer a quart of ale apiece to the nags, and to take one themselves. Then they pressed on to Dunstable, which they reached at half-past eight.

Even so, Clement had still thirty miles to cover. But the postboy, a sportsman with his heart in the game, had ridden in, waving his whip and shouting for horses, and his good word spread like magic. Two minutes let the yard know that here was a golden customer, an out-and-outer, and almost before Clement could swallow a cup of scalding coffee and pocket a hot roll he had wrung the farmers hand, feed old Sam to his hearts content, and was away again, on the ten-mile downhill stage to St. Albans. They cantered most of the way, the postboys whip in the air and the chaise running after the horses, and did the distance triumphantly in forty-three minutes. Then on, with the reputation of a good paymaster, to Barnet  Barnet, that seemed to be almost as good as London.

Luck could not have stood by him better, and, now the sun shone, they raced with taxed-carts, and flashed by sober clergymen jogging along on their hacks. The midnight shifts to which he had been put, the despairing struggle about Meriden and Dunchurch, were a dream. He was in the fairway now, though the pace was not so good, and the hills, with windmills atop, seemed to be set on the road at intervals on purpose to delay him. Still he was near the end of his journey, and he began to consider all the alternatives to success, all the various ways in which he might yet fail. He might miss Bourdillon; he began to be sure that he would miss him. Either he would be at the India Office when Bourdillon was at the brokers, or at brokers when he was at the India Office; and, failing the India Office or the brokers, he had no clue to him. Or his quarry would have left town already, with the treasure in his possession. Or they might pass one another in the streets, or even on the road. He would be too late and he would fail, after all his exertions! He began to feel sure of it.

Yes, he had certainly been a fool not to think at starting of the hundred chances, the scores of accidents that might occur to prevent their meeting. And every minute that he spent on the road made things worse. He had had yonder windmill in sight this half-hour  and it seemed no nearer. He fidgeted to and fro, lowered a window and raised it again, scolded the postboy, flung himself back in the chaise.

At the Green Man at Barnet he got sulkily into his last chaise, and they pounded down five miles of a gentle slope, then drove stoutly up the easy ascent to Highgate. By this time the notion that Bourdillon would pass him unseen had got such hold upon him  though it was the unlikeliest thing in the world that Arthur could have got through his business so early  that his eyes raked every chaise they met, and a crowded coach by which they sped, as it crawled up the southern side of the hill, filled him with the darkest apprehensions. Had he given a moments thought to the state of the market, to the pressure of business which it must cause, and to the crowd, greedy for transfers, in which Arthur must take his turn, he would have seen that this fear was groundless.

However, the true state of things was by and by brought home to his mind. He had directed the postboy to take him direct to the brokers in the City, and he had hardly exchanged the pleasant country roads of Highbury and Islington, with their villas and cow-farms, for the noisy, dirty thoroughfares of north London, before he was struck by the evidences of excitement that met his eyes. Lads, shouting raucously, ran about the busier streets, selling broadsheets, which were fought for and bought up with greedy haste. A stream of walkers, with their faces set one way, hastened along almost as fast as his post-chaise. Busy groups stood at the street corners, debating and gesticulating. As he advanced still farther, and crossed the boundary and began to thread the narrow streets of the City  it wanted a half hour of noon  he found himself hampered and almost stopped by the crowd which thronged the roadway, and seemed in its preoccupation to be insensible to the obstacles that barred its way and into which it cannoned at every stride. And still, with each yard that he advanced, the press increased. The signs of ferment became more evident. Distracted men, hatless and red-hot with haste, regardless of everything but the errand on which they were bent, sprang from offices, hurled themselves through the press, leaped on their fellows backs, tore on their way; while those whom they had maltreated did not even look round, but continued their talk, unaware of the outrage. Some pushed through the press, so deep in thought that they saw no one and might have walked a country lane, while others, meeting as by appointment, seized one another, shook one another, bawled in each others faces as if both had become suddenly deaf. And now and again the whole tormented mass, seething in the narrow lanes or narrower alleys, swayed this way or that under the impulse of some unknown mysterious impulse, some warning, some call to action.

Clement had never seen anything like it, and he viewed it with awe, his ears deafened by the babel or pierced by the shrill cries of the news-sellers who constantly bawled, Panic! Great panic in the City! Panic! List of banks closed! He had heard as he changed at Barnet that fourteen houses in the City had shut their doors, but he had not appreciated the fact. Now he was to see with his own eyes shuttered windows and barred doors with great printed bills affixed to them, and huge crowds at gaze before them, groaning and hooting. Even the shops bore singular and striking witness to the crisis, for in Cheapside every other window exhibited a card stating that they would accept bank-notes to any extent and for goods to any amount  a courageous attempt to restore public confidence which deserved more success than it won; while there, and on all sides, he heard men execrating the Bank of England and loudly proclaiming  though this was not the fact  that it had published a notice that it could no longer pay cash.

Here was panic indeed! Here was an appalling state of things! And very low his heart sank, as the chaise made a few yards, stopped, and advanced again. What chance had Ovingtons, what hope of survival had their little venture, when the very credit of the country tottered, and here in the heart of London age-long institutions with vast deposits and forty or fifty branches toppled down on all sides? When merchant princes with tens of thousands in sound but unsaleable securities could do nothing to save themselves, and men of world-wide fame, the giants of finance, went humbly, hat in hand, to ask for time?

Stranded, or moving at a snails pace, he caught scraps of the talk about him. Smiths in Mansion House Street had closed its doors. Everett and Walkers had followed Poles into bankruptcy. Wentworths at York had failed for two hundred thousand pounds. Telfords at Plymouth had been sacked by an angry mob. The strongest bank in Norwich was going or gone. The Bank of England had paid out eight millions in gold within the week  and had no more. They were paying in one-pound notes now, a set found God knows where  in the cellars, it was said. The tellers were so benumbed with terror that they could not separate them or count them.

For the moment he forgot Arthur and Arthurs business, and thought only of his father and of their own plight. We are gone! he reflected, his face almost as pale as the faces in the street. We are ruined! There is no hope. When this reaches Aldersbury we must close! He could no longer bear the inaction. He could not sit still. He paid off the chaise  with difficulty, owing to the press  and pushed forward on foot. But his mind still ran on Aldersbury, was still busy with the fate of their own bank. He felt an immense pity for his father, and recognized that until this moment, when panic in its most dreadful form stared him in the face, he had not realized the catastrophe, or the sadness, or the finality of it. They must close. They must begin the world again, begin it at the bottom, in competition with a multitude of beggared men, three-fourths of whom had never speculated, never touched a share, never left the safe path of industrious commerce, but were now to pay with all they possessed in the world, their daughters portions and their sons fortunes, for the recklessness or the extravagance of others.

For a space there was vouchsafed to him the wider vision, and he saw the thing that was passing in its true light. He saw the wave of ruin spread from these crowded streets ever farther and farther, from city to town and town to country; and where it passed it wrecked homes, it made widows, it swept away the dowries of children, it separated lovers, it overwhelmed the happiness of thousands and tens of thousands. He saw the honest trader, whose fathers good name was his glory, broken in heart and fortune through the failure of others, his health shattered, his house sold over his head, his pensioners and dependants flung into the workhouse. He saw deluded parsons doomed to spend the close of their lives in a hopeless wrestle with debt, their sons taken from school, their daughters sent out into a cold and unfeeling world. He saw squires, the little gods of their domain, men once wealthy, doomed to drink themselves into forgetfulness of the barred entail and the lost estate; the great house would be closed, the agent would squeeze the tenants, and they in turn the laborers, until the very village shop would feel the pinch. Thousands upon thousands would lose their hoarded savings, and, too old to begin again, would sink, they and their children and their childrens children, into the under-world, there to be lost amid the dregs of the population.

And he and his? Why should they escape? How could they escape? It would be much if they could feel, while they shared the common lot, that they had deserved to escape, that they were not of those whose wild speculations had brought this disaster on their kind.

He had by this time fought his way as far as the end of Cheapside, and here, where the roar was loudest and the contending currents mingled their striving masses, where the voices of the news-boys were shrillest, and the timid stood daunted, while even strong men paused, measuring the human whirlpool into which they must plunge, Clements eye was caught by a side-scene which was passing in the street hard by the Mansion House. Raised above the crowd on the steps of a large building, a haggard man was making an announcement  but in dumb show, for no word could be heard even by those who stood beside him, and his meaning could be deduced only from his gestures of appeal. The lower windows of the house were shuttered, and the upper exhibited many broken panes; but behind these and the cornice of the roof gleamed here and there a pale frightened face, peering down at the proceedings below. From the crowd collected before the haggard man rose a continuous roar of protest, a forest of menacing hands, shrill cries and curses, and now and again a missile, which, falling absurdly short  for in that press no man could swing his arm  still bore witness to the malice that urged it. Nearer to Clement on the skirts of the throng, where they could see little and were perpetually elbowed by impatient passersby, loitered a few who at a first glance seemed to be uninterested  so apathetic were their attitudes, so absent was their gaze. But a second glance disclosed the truth. They were men whom the tidings of ruin, sudden and unforeseen, had stunned. Spiritless and despairing, seeing only the home they had forfeited and the dear ones they had beggared, they stood in the street, blind and deaf to what was passing about them, and only by the mute agony of their eyes betrayed the truth.

The sight wrung Clements heart with pity, and he seized a news-lad by the arm. What is that place? he shouted in his ear. In that babel no man could make himself heard without shouting.

The man looked at him suspiciously. Yar! Yer kidding! he said. Yer know as well as me!

Clement shook him in his impatience. No, I dont, he shouted. Im a stranger! What is it, man? A bank?

Where dyer come from? the lad retorted, as he twisted himself free. Its Everitts, thats what it is! They closed an hour ago! Might as well ha never opened!

He went off hurriedly, and Clement went too, plunging into the maelstrom that divided him from Cornhill. But as he buffeted his way through the throng, the faces of the ruined men went with him, coming between him and the street, and with a sinking heart he fancied that he read, written on them, the fate of Ovingtons.


CHAPTER XXXV

It was to Clements credit that, had his object been to save his fathers bank, instead of to do that which might deprive it of its last hope, he could not have struggled onward through the press more stoutly than he did. But though the offices for which he was bound, situate in one of the courts north of Cornhill, were no more than a third of a mile from the point at which he had dismissed his chaise, the city clocks had long struck twelve before, wresting himself from the human flood, which panic and greed were driving through the streets, he turned into this quiet backwater.

He stood for a moment to take breath and adjust his dress, and even in that brief space he discovered that the calm was but comparative. Many of the windows which looked on the court were raised, as if the pent-up emotions of their occupants craved air and an outlet even on that December day; and from these and from the open doors below issued a dropping fire of sounds, the din of raised voices, of doors recklessly slammed, of feet thundering on bare stairs, of harsh orders. Clerks rushing into the court, hatless and demented, plunged into clerks rushing out equally demented, yet flew on their course without look or word, as if unconscious of the impact. From a lighted window  many were lit up, for the court was small and the day foggy  a hat, even as Clement paused, flew out and bounded on the pavement. But no one heeded it or followed it, and it was a passing clerk who came hurrying out a little less recklessly than his fellows, whom Clement, after a moments hesitation, seized by the arm. Mr. Bourdillon here? he asked imperatively  for he saw that in no other way could he gain attention.

Mr. Bourdillon! the man snapped. Oh, I dont know! Here, Cocky Sands! Attend to this gentleman! Le me go! Le me go. D you hear?

He tore himself free, and was gone while he spoke, leaving Clement to climb the stairs. On the landing he encountered another clerk, whom he supposed to be Cocky Sands, and he attacked him. Mr. Bourdillon? Is he here? he asked.

But Mr. Sands eluded him, shouted over his shoulder for Tom! and clattered down the stairs. Cant wait! he flung behind him. Find some one!

However, Clement lost nothing by this, for the next moment one of the partners appeared at a door. Clement knew him, and Is Mr. Bourdillon here? he cried for the third time, and he seized the broker by the button-hole. He, at any rate, should not escape him.

Mr. Bourdillon? The broker stared, unable on the instant to recall his thoughts, and from the way in which he wiped his bald and steaming head with a yellow bandanna, it was plain that he had just got something of moment off his mind. Pheugh! What times! he ejaculated, fanning himself and breathing hard. What a morning! Youve heard, I suppose? Everitts are gone. Gone within the hour, d  n them! Oh, Bourdillon? It was Bourdillon you asked for? To be sure, its Mr. Ovington, isnt it? I thought so; I never forget a face, but he didnt tell me that you were here. By Jove! He raised his hands  he was a portly gentleman, wearing a satin under-vest and pins and chains innumerable, all at this moment a little awry. By Jove, what a find you have there! Slap, bang, and tip to the mark, and no mistake! Hard and sharp as nails! I take off my hat to him! Theres not a firm, mopping his heated face anew, within half a mile of us that wouldnt be glad to have him! Ill take my Davy there are not ten men in country practice could have pushed the deal through, and squeezed eleven thousand in cash out of Snell & Higgins on such a day as this! Hes a marvel, Mr. Ovington! You can tell your father I said so, and I dont care who says the contrary.

But is he here? Clement cried, dancing with impatience. Is he here, man?

Gone to the India House this he looked at his watch this half-hour, to complete. He had to drop seven per cent. for cash on the nail  that, of course! But he got six thousand odd in Bank paper, and five thou. in gold, and Im damned if any one else would have got that to-day, though the stuff he had was as good as the ready in ordinary times. My partners gone with him to Leadenhall Street to complete  glad to oblige you, for God knows how many clients we shall have left after this  and theyve a hackney coach waiting in Bishopsgate and an officer to see them to it. You may catch him at the India House, or he may be gone. Hes not one to let the grass grow under his feet. In that case  

Send a clerk with me to show me the Office! Clement cried. Its urgent, man, urgent! And I dont know my way inside the House. I must catch him.

Well, with so much money  here, Nicky! The broker stepped aside to make room for a client who came up the stairs three at a time. Nicky, go with this gentleman! Show him the way to the India House. Transfer Office  Letter G! Sharps the word. Dont lose time.  Coming! Coming! to some one in the office. My compliments to your father. Hes one of the lucky ones, for I suppose this will see you through. Its Boulogne or this he made as if he held a pistol to his head for more than I care to think of!

But Clement had not waited to hear the last words. He was half-way down the stairs with his hand on the boys collar. They plunged into Cornhill, but the lad, a London-bred urchin, did not condescend to the street for more than twenty yards or so. Then he dived into a court on the same side of the way, crossed it, threaded a private passage through some offices, and came out in Bishopsgate Street. Stemming the crowd as best they could they crossed this, and by another alley and more offices the lad convoyed his charge into Leadenhall Street. A last rush saw them landed, panting and with their coats wellnigh torn from their backs, on the pavement on the south side of the street, in front of the pillared entrance, and beneath the colossal Britannia that, far above their heads and flanked by figures of Europe and Asia, presided over the fortunes of the greatest trading company that the world has ever seen. Through the doors of that building  now, alas, no more  had passed all the creators of an oriental empire, statesmen, soldiers, merchant princes, Clive, Lawrence, Warren Hastings, Cornwallis. Yet to-day, the mention of it calls up as often the humble figure of a black-coated white-cravated clerk with spindle legs and a big head, who worked within its walls and whom Clement, had he called a few months earlier, might have met coming from his desk.

Here Clement, had he been without a guide, would have wasted precious minutes. But the place had no mysteries for the boy, even on this day of confusion and alarm. Skilled in every twist and turning, he knew no doubt. This way, he snapped, hurrying down a long passage which faced the entrance, and appeared to penetrate into the bowels of the building. Then, No! Not that way, stupid! What are you doing?

But Clements eyes, as he followed, had caught sight of a party of three, who, issuing from a corridor on the right at a considerable distance before them, had as quickly disappeared down another corridor on the left. The light was not good, but Clement had recognized one of them, and There he is! he cried. He has gone down there! Where does that lead to?

Lime Street entrance! the lad replied curtly, and galloped after the party, Clement at his heels. Hurry! he threw over his shoulder, or theyll be out, and, by gum, youll lose him! Once out and were done, sir!

They reached the turning the others had taken and ran down it. The distance was but short, but it was long enough to enable Clement to collect his wits, and to wonder, while he prepared himself for the encounter that impended, how Arthur would bear himself at the moment of discovery. Fortunately, the party pursued had paused for an instant in the east vestibule before committing themselves to the street, and that instant was fatal to them. Bourdillon! Clement cried, raising his voice. Hi! Bourdillon!

Arthur turned as if he had been struck, saw him and stared, his mouth agape. The devil! he ejaculated.

But to Clements surprise his face betrayed neither the guilt nor the fear which he had expected to see, but only amazement that the other should be there  and some annoyance. You? he said. What the devil are you doing here? What joke is this? Did your father think that I could not be trusted to see things through? Or that you were likely to do better?

I want a word with you, said Clement. He was in no mood to mince matters.

But why are you here? with rising anger. Why have you come after me? Whats up?

Ill tell you, if youll step aside.

You can tell me on the coach, then, for I have no time to lose now. I mean to catch the three oclock coach, and  

No! Clement said firmly. I must speak to you here.

But on that the broker interposed, his watch in his hand, Anyway, I can stop, he said. Who is this gentleman?

Mr. Ovington, junior, Arthur said, with something of a sneer. I dont know what he has come up for, but  

But, at any rate, hell see you safe to the coach, the other rejoined. And I must be off. I give you joy of it, Mr. Bourdillon. Fine work! Fine work, by Jove! And I shall tell Mr. Ovington so when I see him. Youre a marvel! My compliments to your father, young gentleman, addressing Clement. Glad to have met you, but I cant stay now. Fifty things to do, and no time to do em in. The worlds upside down to-day. Good morning! Good morning! With a wave of the hand, his watch in the other, he turned on his heel and strode back towards the main entrance.

The two looked at one another and the third, who made up the party, a burly man in a red waistcoat and a curly-brimmed Regency hat, surveyed them both. Well, Im hanged, Arthur exclaimed, reverting sourly to his first surprise. Is everybody mad? Must you all come to town? I should have thought that youd have had enough to do at the bank without this! But as you must   then to the officer, who was carrying a small leather valise, the duplicate of one which Arthur held in his hand wait a minute, will you? And keep an eye on us. We shall not be a minute. Now, drawing Clement into a corner of the lodge, five or six paces away, where, though a stream of people continually brushed by them, they could talk with some degree of privacy. What is it, man? What is it? What has bought you up? And how the deuce have you come to be here  by this time?

I posted.

Posted? From Aldersbury? In heavens name, why? Why, man?

Clement pointed to the bag. To take that over, he said.

This? Take this over? Arthur turned a deep red. What  what the devil do you mean, man?

You ought to know.

I?

Yes, you, Clement retorted, his temper rising. Its stolen property, if you will have it. And he braced himself for the fray.

Stolen property?

Just that. And my father has commissioned me to take charge of it, and to restore it to its owner. Now you know.

For one moment the handsome face, looking into his, lost some of its color. But the next, Arthur recovered himself, the blood flowed back to his cheeks, he laughed aloud, laughed in defiance. Why, you  you fool! he replied, in bitter contempt, I dont know what you are talking about. Your father  your father has sent you?

Its no good, Bourdillon, Clement answered. Its all known. Ive seen the Squire. He missed the certificates yesterday afternoon  almost as soon as you were gone. He sent for you, I went over, and he knows all.

He thought that that would finish the matter. To his astonishment Arthur only laughed afresh. Knows all, does he? he replied. Well, what of it? And he found out through you, did he? Then a pretty fool you were to put your oar in! To go to him, or see him, or talk to him! Why, man, with bravado, though Clement fancied that his eyes wavered and that the brag began to ring false, what have I done? Borrowed his money for a month, thats all! Taken a loan of it for a month or two  and for what? Why, to save your father and you and the whole lot of us. Ay, and half Aldersbury from ruin! I did it and Id do it again! And he knows it, does he? Through your d  d interfering folly, who could not keep your mouth shut, eh! Well, if he does, what then? What can he do, simpleton?

Thats to be seen.

Nothing! Nothing, I tell you! He signed the transfer, signed it with his own hand, and he cant deny it. The rest is just his word against mine.

No, its Miss Griffins, too, Clement said, marvelling at the others attitude and his audacity  if audacity it could be called.

But Arthur, though he had been far from expecting a speedy discovery, had long ago made up his mind as to the risk he ran. And naturally he had considered the line he would take in the event of detection. He was not unprepared, therefore, even for Clements rejoinder, and, Miss Griffin? he retorted, contemptuously, Do you think that she will give evidence against me? Or he  against a Griffin? Why, you booby, instead of talking and wasting time here, you ought to be down on your knees thanking me  you and your father! Thanking me, by heaven, for saving you and your bank, and taking all the risk myself! It would have been long before youd have done it, my lad, Ill answer for that!

I hope so, Clement replied with biting emphasis. And you may understand at once that we dont like your way, and are not going to be saved your way. We are not going to have any part or share in robbing your uncle  see! If we are going to be ruined, we are going to be ruined with clean hands! No, its no good looking at me like that, Bourdillon. I may be a fool in the bank, and you may call me what names you like. But I am your match here, and I am going to take possession of that money.

Do you think, then, furiously, that I am going to run away with it?

I dont know, Clement rejoined. I am not going to give you the chance. I am going to take it over and return it to the owner; it will not go near our bank. I have my fathers authority for acting as I am acting, and I am going to carry out his directions.

And hes going to fail? To rob hundreds instead of borrowing from one money that you know will be returned  returned with interest in a month? You fool! You fool! with savage scorn. Thats your virtue, is it? Thats your honesty that you brag so much about? Your clean hands? Youll rob Aldersbury right and left, bring half the town to beggary, strip the widow and the orphan, and put on a smug face! All honest and above board, my lord! when you might save all at no risk by borrowing this money for a month. Why, you make me sick! Sick! Arthur repeated, with an indignation that went far to prove that this really was his opinion, and that he did honestly see the thing in that light. But you are not going to do it. You shall not do it, he continued, defiantly. Ill see you  somewhere else first! Youll not touch a penny of this money until I choose, and that will not be until I have seen your father. If I cant persuade you I think I can persuade him!

Youll not have the chance! Clement retorted. He was very angry by now, for some of the shafts which the other had loosed had found their mark. Youll hand it over to me, and now!

Not a penny!

Then youll take the consequences, was Clements reply. For as heaven sees me, I shall give you in charge, and you will go to Bow Street. The officer is here. I shall tell him the facts, and you know best what the result will be. You can choose, Bourdillon, but that is my last word.

Arthur stared. You are mad! he cried. Mad! But he was taken aback at last. His voice shook, and the color had left his cheeks.

No, I am not mad. But we will not be your accomplices. That is all. That is the bed-rock of it, Clement continued. I give you two minutes to make up your mind. He took out his watch.

Rage and alarm do not better a mans looks, and Arthurs handsome face was ugly enough now, had Clement looked at it. Two passions contended in him: rage at the thought that one whom he had often out-manœuvred and always despised should dare to threaten and thwart him; and fear  fear of the gulf that he saw gaping suddenly at his feet. For he could not close his eyes, bold and self-confident as he was, to the danger. He saw that if Clement said the word and made the thing public, his position would be perilous; and if his uncle proved obdurate, it might be desperate. His lips framed words of defiance, and he longed to utter them; but he did not utter them. Had they been alone, it had been another matter! But they were not alone; the Bow Street man, idly inquisitive, was watching him, and a stream of people, immersed each in his own perplexities, and unconscious of the tragedy at his elbow, was continually brushing by them.

To do him justice, Arthur had hitherto seen the thing only by his own lights. He had looked on it as a case of all for fortune and the rest well lost, and he had even pictured himself in the guise of a hero, who took the risks and shared the benefits. If the act were ill, at least, he considered, he did it in a good cause; and where, after all, was the harm in assuming a loan of something which would never be missed, which would be certainly repaid, and which, in his hands, would save a hundred homes from ruin? The argument had sounded convincing at the time.

Then, for the risk, what was it, when examined? It was most unlikely that the Squire would discover the trick, and if he did he could not, hard and austere as he was, prosecute his own flesh and blood. Nay, Arthur doubted if he could prosecute, since he had signed the transfer with his own hand  it was no forgery. At the worst, then and if discovery came, it would mean the loss of the Squires favor and banishment from the house. Both of these things he had experienced before, and in his blindness he did not despair of reinstating himself a second time. He had a way with him, he had come to think that few could resist him. He was far, very far, from understanding how the Squire would view the act.

But now the mists of self-deception were for the moment blown aside, and he saw the gulf on the edge of which he stood, and into which a word might precipitate him. If the pig-headed fool before him did what he said he would, and preferred a charge, the India House might take it up; and, pitiless where its interests were in question, it might prove as inexorable as the Bank had proved in the case of Fauntleroy only the year before. In that event, what might not be the end? His uncle had signed the transfer, and at the time that had seemed enough; it had seemed to secure him from the worst. But now  now when so much hung upon it, he doubted. He had not inquired, he had not dared to inquire how the law stood, but he knew that the laws uncertainties were proverbial and its ambages beyond telling.

And the India House, like the Bank of England, was a terrible foe. Once launched on the slope, let the cell door once close on him, he might slip with fatal ease from stage to stage, until the noose hung dark and fearful before him, and all the influence, all the help he could command, might then prove powerless to save him! It was a terrible machine  the law! The cell, the court, the gallows, with what swiftness, what inevitableness, what certainty, did they not succeed one another  dark, dismal stages on the downward progress! How swiftly, how smoothly, how helplessly had that other banker traversed them! How irresistibly had they borne him to his doom!

He shuddered. The officer of the law, who a few minutes before had been his servant, fee-bound, obsequious, took on another shape. He grew stern and menacing, and was even now, it might be, observing him, and conceiving suspicion of him. Arthurs color ebbed at the thought and his face betrayed him. The peril might be real or unreal  it might be only his imagination that he had to fight. But he could not face it. He moistened his dry lips, he forced himself to speak. He surrendered  sullenly, with averted eyes.

Have it your own way, he said. Take it. And with a last attempt at bravado, I shall appeal to your father!

That is as you will, Clement said. He was not comfortable, and sensible of the others humiliation, his only wish was to bring the scene to an end as quickly as possible. He took up the bag and signed to the officer that they were ready.

Its some hundreds short. You know that? Arthur muttered.

I cant help it.

Hell be the loser.

Well  it must be so. Yet Clement hesitated, a little taken aback. He did not like the thought, and he paused to consider whether it might not be his duty to return to the brokers and undo the bargain. But it would be necessary to repeat all the formalities at a cost of time that he could not measure, and it was improbable that he would be able to recoup the whole of the loss. Rightly or wrongly, he decided to go on, and he turned to the officer. I take on the business now, he said, sharply. Where is the hackney-coach? In Bishopsgate? Then lead the way, will you? And, the bag in his hand, he moved towards the crowded street.

But with his foot on the threshold, something spoke in him, and he looked back. Arthur was standing where he had left him, gloom in his face; and Clement melted. He could not leave him, he could not bear to leave him thus. What might he not do, what might he not have it in his mind to do? Pity awoke in him, he put himself in the others place, and though there was nothing less to his taste at that moment than a companionship equally painful and embarrassing, he went back to him. Look here, he said, come with me. Come down with me and face it out, man, and get it over. Its the only thing to do, and every hour you remain away will tell against you. As it is, what is broken can be mended  if youre there.

Arthur did not thank him. Instead, What? he cried. Come? Come with you? And be dragged at your chariot wheels, you oaf! Never!

Dont be a fool, Clement remonstrated, pity moving him more strongly now that he had once acted on it. He laid his hand on the others arm. Well work together and make the best of it. I will, I swear, Bourdillon, and Ill answer for my father. But if I leave you here and go home, things will be said and therell be trouble.

Trouble the devil! Arthur retorted, and shook off his hand. You have ruined the bank, he continued, bitterly, but with less violence, and ruined your father and ruined me. I hope you are content. You have been thorough, if its any satisfaction to you. And some day I shall know why youve done it. For your honesty and your clean hands, they dont weigh a curse with me. Youre playing your own game, and if I come to know what it is, Ill spoil it yet, d  n you!

I dont mind how much you curse me, if you will come, Clement answered, patiently. Its the only thing to be done, and when you think it over in cold blood, youll see that. Come, man, and put a bold face on it. It is the brave game and the only game. Face it out now.

Arthur looked away, his handsome face sullen. He was striving with his passions, battling with the maddening sense of defeat. He saw, as plainly as Clement, that the latters advice was good, but to take it and to go with him, to bear for many hours the sense of his presence and the consciousness of his scorn, his gorge rose at the thought. Yet, what other course was open to him? What was he going to do? He had little money with him, and he saw but two alternatives: to blow out his brains, or to go, hat in hand, and seek employment at the brokers where he was known. He had no real thought of the former alternative  life ran strong in him and he was sanguine; and the latter meant the overthrow of all his plans, and a severance, final and complete, from Ovingtons. His lot thenceforth would, he suspected, be that of a man who had crossed the fight, done something dubious, put himself outside the pale.

Whereas if he went with Clement now, humiliation would indeed be his. But he would still be himself, and with his qualities he might live it down, and in the end lose nothing.

So at last, Go on, he said, sulkily. Have it your own way. At any rate, I may spoil your game! He shut his eyes to Clements generosity. If he gave a thought to it at all, he fancied that he had some purpose to serve, some axe of his own to grind.

They went out into the babel of the street, and, deafened by the cries of the hawkers, elbowed by panic-stricken men who fancied that if they were somewhere else they might save their hoards, shouldered by stout countrymen, adrift in the confusion like hulks in a strange sea, they made their way into Bishopsgate Street. Here they found the hackney-coach awaiting them, and drove by London Wall to the Bull and Mouth. A Birmingham coach was due to start at three, and after a gloomy wrangle they booked places by it, and, while the officer guarded the money, they sat down in the Coffee Room to a rare sirloin and a foaming tankard. They ate and drank in unfriendly silence, two empty chairs intervening; and more than once Arthur repented of his decision. But already the force of circumstances was driving them together, for the thoughts of each had travelled forward to Aldersbury  and to Ovingtons. What was happening there? What might not already have happened there? Hurried feet ran by on the pavement. Ominous words blew in at the windows. Scared men rushed in with pallid, sweating faces, ate standing and went out again. Other men sat listless, staring at the table before them, eating nothing, or here and there, apart in corners whispered curses over their meat.


CHAPTER XXXVI

The news of the failures which convulsed the City on that Black Monday did not reach Aldersbury until late on the Tuesday  the tidings came in with the mails. But hours before that, and even before the opening of the bank, things in the town had come to a climax. The women, always more practical than the men and less squeamish, had taken fright and been talking. In many a back parlor in Maerdol, and the Foregate, and on the Cop, wives had spoken their minds. They wouldnt be scared out of asking for their own, by any banker that ever lived, they said. Not they! Would you, Mrs. Gittins? quoth one.

Not I, maam, if I had it to ask for, as your goodman has. Id not sleep another night before I had it tight and right.

No more he shall! What, rob his children for fear of a stuffy old mans black looks? But Ill see him into the bank myself, and see that he brings it out, too! Ill answer for that!

And youre in the right, maam, seeing its yours. Moneys not that easy got were to be robbed of it. Now those notes with CO. on them theyre money anyways, I suppose? Theres nothing can alter them, Im thinking. Ive two of them at home, that my lad  

Oh, Mrs. Gittins! And superior information raised its hands in horror. You understand nothing at all. Dont you know theyre the worst of all? If those shutters  go  up at that bank, dramatically, theyll not be worth the paper theyre printed on! You take my advice and go this very minute and buy something at Purslows or Bowdlers, and get them changed. And youll thank me for that word, Mrs. Gittins, as long as you live.

Upset was not the word for Mrs. Gittins, who had thought herself outside the fray. Well, they be thieves and liars! she gasped. And Deans too, maam? You dont mean to say  

I wouldnt answer even for them, darkly. If you ask me, Id let some one else have em, Mrs. Gittins. Thank the Lord, Ive none of them on my mind!

And on that Mrs. Gittins waddled away, and two minutes later stood in Purslows shop, inwardly all of a twitter, but outwardly looking as if butter would not melt in her mouth. But, alas! Purslows was out of change that day; and so, strange to say, was Bowdlers. Most unlucky  great scarcity of silver  Governments fault  should they book it? But Mrs. Gittins, although she was all of a twitter, as she explained afterwards, was not so innocent as that, and got away without making her purchase.

Still, that was the way talk went, up and down Bride Hill and in Shocklatch, at front door and back door alike. And the men were not ill-content to be bidden. Some had passed a sleepless night, and had already made up their minds not to pass another. Others had had a nudge or a jog of the elbow from a knowing friend, and had been made as wise by a raised eyebrow as by an hours sermon. Worse still, some had got hold of a story first set afloat at the Gullet  the Gullet was the ancient low-browed tavern in the passage by the Market Place, where punch flowed of a night, and the tradesmen of the town and some of their betters were in the habit of supping, as their fathers and grandfathers had supped before them. Arthurs departure, quickly followed by Clements  after dark and in a post-chaise, mark you!  had not passed without comment; and a wiseacre had been found to explain it. At first he had confined himself to nods and winks, but being cornered and at the same time uplifted by liquor  for though the curious could taste saloop at the Gullet, Heathcotes ale was more to the taste of the habitués, when they did not run to punch  he has whispered a word, which had speedily passed round the circle and not been slow to go beyond it.

Gone! Of course theyre gone! was the knowing ones verdict. And youll see the old man will be gone, too, before morning, and the strong-box with him! Open? No, theyll not open? Never again, ten oclock or no ten oclock. Well, if you must have it, I got it from Wolley not an hour back. And he ought to know. Wasnt he hand in glove with them? Director of the  oh, the Railroad Shares? Waste paper! Never were worth more, my lad. If you put your money into that, its on its way to London by this time!

And Boulogne to-morrow, said another, going one better, as he knocked the ashes out of his pipe. Im seventy-five down by them, and thats the worst and the best for me! Those that are in deeper, Im sorry for them, but theyve only themselves to thank! Its been plain this month past what was going to happen.

One or two were tempted to ask why he hadnt drawn out his seventy-five pounds, if he had been so sure. But they refrained, having a wambling, a sort of sick feeling in the pit of their stomachs. He was a rude, overbearing fellow, and there was no knowing what he might not bring out by way of retort.

The upshot of this and of a hundred other reports which ran about the town like wild-fire, was that a full twenty minutes before the bank opened on the Tuesday, its doors were the butt of a hundred eyes. Many assembled by twos and threes in the High Street and on the Market Place, awaiting the hour; while others took up their stand in the dingy old Butter Cross a little above the bank, where day in and day out old crones sat knitting and the poultry womens baskets stood on market days. Few thought any longer of concealment; the time for that was past, the feeling of anxiety was too deep and too widespread. Men came together openly, spoke of their fears and cursed the banker, or nervously fingered their pass-books, and compared the packets of notes that they had with them.

Some watched the historic clock, but more watched, and more eagerly, the bank. The door, the opening of which, if it were ever opened, meant so much to so many, must have shrunk, seasoned wood as it was, under the intensity of the gaze fixed upon it; while the windows of the bank-house  ugh! the pretender, to set himself up after that fashion, while all the time he was robbing the poor!  were exposed to a fire as constant. Not a curtain moved or a blind was lowered, but the action was marked and analyzed, deductions drawn from it, and arguments based upon it. That was Ovingtons bedroom! No, that. And there was his girl at the lower window  but he would not have been likely to take her with him in any case.

As a fact, had they been on the watch a little earlier, they would have been spared one anxiety. For about nine oclock Ovington had shown himself. He had left the house, crossed with a grave face to the Market Place, and rung the bell at Deans. He had entered after a brief parley with an amazed man-servant, had been admitted to see one of the partners, and at a cost to his pride, which only he could measure, the banker had stooped to ask for help. Between concerns doing business in the same town, relations must exist and transactions must pass even when they are in competition; and Deans and Ovingtons had been no exception to the rule. But the elder bank had never forgotten that they had once enjoyed a monopoly. They had neither abandoned their claims nor made any secret of their hostility, and Ovington knew that it was to the last degree unlikely that they would support him, even if they had the power to do so.

But he had convinced himself that it was his duty to make the attempt, however hopeless it might seem, and however painful to himself  and few things in his life had been more painful. To play the suppliant, he who had raised his head so high, and by virtue of an undoubted touch of genius had carried it so loftily, this was bad enough. But to play the suppliant to the very persons on whom he had trespassed, and whom he had defied, to open his distresses to those to whom he had pretended to teach a newer and sounder practice, to acknowledge in act, if not in word, that they had been right and he wrong, this indeed was enough to wring the proud mans heart, and bring the perspiration to his brow.

Yet he performed the task with the dignity, of which, as he had risen in the world, he had learned the trick, and which even at this moment did not desert him. I am going to be frank with you, Mr. Dean, he said when the door had closed on the servant and the two stood eye to eye. There is going, I fear, to be a run on me to-day, and unfortunately I have been disappointed in a sum of twelve thousand pounds, which I expected to receive. I do not need the whole, two-thirds of the sum will meet all the demands which are likely to be made upon me, and to cover that sum I can lodge undeniable security, bills with good names  I have a list here and you can examine it. I suggest, Mr. Dean, that in your own interests as well as in mine you help me. For if I am compelled to close  and I cannot deny that I may have to close, though I trust for a short time only  it is certain that a very serious run will be made upon you.

Mr. Deans eyes remained cold and unresponsive. We are prepared to meet it, he answered frostily. We are not afraid. He was a tall man, thin and dry, without a spark of imagination, or enterprise. A man whose view was limited to his ledger, and who, if he had not inherited a business, would never have created one.

You are aware that Poles and Williamss have failed?

Yes. I believe that our information is up to date.

And that Garrards at Hereford closed yesterday?

I am sorry to hear it.

The times are very serious, Mr. Dean. Very serious.

We have foreseen that, the other replied. They were both standing. The truth is, we are paying for a period of reckless trading, encouraged in my humble opinion, Mr. Ovington  he could not refrain from the stab by those who should have restrained it.

Ovington let that pass. He had too much at stake to retort. Possibly, he said. Possibly. But we have now to deal with the present  as it exists. It is on public rather than on private grounds that I appeal to you, Mr. Dean. A disaster threatens the community. I appeal to you to help me to avert it. As I have said, securities shall be placed in your hands, more than sufficient to cover the risk. Approved securities to your satisfaction.

But the other shook his head. He was enjoying his triumph  a triumph beyond his hopes. What you suggest, he said, a faint note of sarcasm in his tone, comes to this, Mr. Ovington  that we pool resources? That is how I understand you?

Practically.

Well, I am afraid that in justice to our customers I must reply that we cannot do that. We must think of them first, and of ourselves next.

Ovington took up his hat. The others tone was coldly decisive. Still he made a last effort. Here is the list, he said. Perhaps if you and your brother went over it at your leisure?

But Dean waved the list away. It would be useless, he said. Quite useless. We could not entertain the idea. He was already anticipating the enjoyment with which he would tell his brother the news.

With a heavy heart, Ovington replaced the list in his breast pocket. Very good, he said. His face was grave. I did not expect  to be frank  any other answer, Mr. Dean. But I thought it was my duty to see you. I regret your decision. Good-morning.

Good-morning, the other banker replied, and he rang for his man-servant.

Theyre gone, he reflected complacently, as the door closed behind his visitor. Smashed, begad! and with the thought he rid himself of a sense of inferiority which had more than once troubled him in his rivals presence. He sat down to eat his breakfast with a good appetite. The day would be a trying one, but Deans, at any rate, was safe. Deans, thank God, had never put its hand out farther than it could draw it back. How pleased his brother would be!

That was the worst, immeasurably the worst, of Ovingtons experiences, but it was not the only painful interview that was in store for him before the bank opened that morning. Twice, men, applying, stealthy and importunate, at the back door, forced their way in to him. They were not of those who had claims on the bank and feared to be losers by it. They were in debt to it, but desperate and pushed for money they saw in the banks necessity their opportunity. They  one of the two was Purslow  required only small sums, and both had conceived the idea that, as the bank was about to fail, it would be all one to Ovington whether he obliged them or not. It would be but a hundred or so the less for the creditors, and as the bank had sold their pledged stocks they thought that it owed them something. They had still influence, their desperate straits were not yet known; if he obliged them they would do this and that and the other  nebulous things  for him.

Ovington, of course, could do nothing for them, but to harden his heart against their appeals was not a good preparation for the work before him, and when he entered the bank five minutes before ten, he had to brace himself in order to show an unmoved front to the clerks.

He need not have troubled himself. Rodd knew all, and the two lads, on their way to the bank that morning, had been badgered out of such powers of observation as they possessed. They had been followed, cornered, snatched in this direction and that, rudely questioned, even threatened. Were they going to open? Where was the gaffer? Was he gone? They had been wellnigh bothered out of their lives, and more than once had been roughly handled. It seemed as if all Aldersbury was against them  and they did not like it. But Ovington had the knack of attaching men to him, the lads were loyal, and they had returned only hard words to those who waylaid them. Pay? They could pay all the dirty money in Aldersbury! Mr. Ovington? Well, theyd see. Theyd see where he was, and be licking his boots in a weeks time. And theyd better take their hands off them! The stouter even threatened fisticuffs. A little more and hed give his questioners a lick over the chops. Come now, give over, or hed show them a trick of Dutch Sams they wouldnt like.

The two arrived at the bank, panting and indignant, their coats half off their backs; and Rodd, whose impeccable respectability no one had ventured to assail, had to say a few sharp words before they settled down and the counter assumed the calm and orderly aspect that, in his eyes, the occasion required. He was himself simmering with indignation, but he let no sign of it appear. He had made all his arrangements beforehand, seen every book in its place, and the cash where it could be handled  and a decent quantity, sufficient to impose on the vulgar  laid in sight. After a few words had been exchanged between him and Ovington, the latter retired to the desk behind the curtain, and the other three took their places. Nothing remained but to watch  the seniors with trepidation, the juniors with a not unpleasant excitement  the minute hand of the clock. It wanted three minutes of ten.

And already, though from their places behind the counter the clerks could not see it, the watching groups before the bank had grown into a crowd. It lined the opposite pavement, it hung a fringe two-deep on the steps of the Butter Cross, it extended into the Market Place, it stretched itself half-way down the hill. And it made itself heard. The voices of those who passed along the pavement, the scraps of talk half caught, the sudden exclamation, merged in a murmur not loud but continuous, and fraught with something of menace. Once, on the fringe of the gathering, there was an outburst of booing, but it ceased as suddenly as it had risen, suppressed by the more sober element; and once a hand tried the doors, a voice surprisingly loud, cried, Theyre fast enough! and footsteps retreated across the pavement. The driver of a cart descending the hill called to Make way! Make way! and that, too, reached those within almost as plainly as if it had been said in the room. Something, too, happened on it, for a shout of laughter followed.

It wanted two  it wanted one minute of ten. Rodd gave the order to open.

The younger clerk stepped forward and drew the bolts. He turned the key, and opened one leaf of the door. The other was thrust open from without. The clerk slid under the counter to his place. They came in.

They came in, three abreast, elbowing and pushing one another in their efforts to be first. In a moment they were at the counter, darting suspicious glances at the clerks and angry looks at one another, and with them entered an atmosphere of noise and contention, of trampling feet and peevish exclamations. The bank, so still a moment before, was filled with clamor. There were tradesmen among them, a little uncertain of themselves and thankful that Ovington was not visible, and one or two bluff red-faced farmers who cared for nobody, and slapped their books down on the counter; and there were also a few, of the better sort, who looked straight before them and endeavored to see as little as possible  with a sprinkling of small fry, clerks and lodging-house keepers and a coal-hawker, each with his dirty note gripped tight in his fist. The foremost rapped on the counter and cried Here, Mister, Im first! No, I! Here, you, please attend to me! They pressed their claims rudely, while those in the rear uttered impatient remonstrances, holding their books or their notes over the heads of others in the attempt to gain attention. In a moment the bank was full  full to the doors, full of people, full of noise.

Rodds cold eye travelled over them, measured them, weighed them. He was filled with an immense contempt for them, for their folly, their greed, their selfishness. He raised his hand for silence. This is not a cock-fight, he said in a tone as withering as his eye. This is a bank. When you gentlemen have settled who comes first. I will attend to you. And then, as the noise only broke out afresh and more loudly, Well, suppose I begin at the left hand, he said. He passed to that end of the counter. Now, Mr. Buffery, what can I do for you. Got your book?

But Mr. Buffery had not got his book, as Rodd had noticed. On that the cashier slowly drew from a shelf below the counter a large ledger, and, turning the leaves, began a methodical search for the account.

But this was too much for the patience of the man last on the right, who saw six before him, and had left no one to take care of his shop. But, see here, he cried imperiously. Mr. Rodd, Im in a hurry! If that young man at the desk could attend to me I shouldnt take long.

Rodd, keeping his place in the book with his finger, looked at him. Do you want to pay in, Mr. Bevan? he asked gravely.

No. I want forty-two, seven, ten. Heres my cheque.

You want cash?

Thats it.

Well, Im the cashier in this bank. No one else pays cash. Thats the rule of the bank. Now, Mr. Buffery, leisurely turning back to the page in the ledger, and running his finger down it. Thirty-five, two, six. Thats right, is it?

Thats right, sir. Buffery knuckled his forehead gratefully.

Youve brought a cheque?

But Buffery had not brought a cheque. Rodd shrugged his shoulders, called the senior clerk forward, and entrusted the customer, who was no great scholar, to his care. Then he closed the ledger, returned it carefully to the shelf, and turned methodically to the next in the line. Now, Mr. Medlicott, what do you want? Are you paying, or drawing?

Mr. Medlicott grinned, and sheepishly handed in a cheque. Ill draw that, he mumbled, perspiring freely, while from the crowd behind him, shuffling their feet and breathing loudly, there rose a laugh. Rodd brought out the ledger again, and verified the amount. Right, he said presently, and paid over the sum in Deans notes and gold.

The man fingered the notes and hesitated. Rodd, about to pass to the next customer, paused. Well, aint they right? he said. Deans notes. Anything the matter with them?

The man took them without more, and Rodd paid the next and the next in the same currency, knowing that it would be remarked. Ill give them a jog while I can, he thought. They deserve it. And, sure enough, every note of that bank that he paid out was presented across the counter at Deans within the hour. It gave Mr. Dean something to think about.

No one, in truth, could have done the work better than Rodd. He was so cool, so precise, so certain of himself. Nothing put him out. He plodded through his usual routine at his usual leisurely pace. He recked nothing of the impatient shuffling crowd on the other side of the counter, nothing of the greedy eyes that grudged every motion of his hand. They might not have existed for him. He looked through them. A plodder, he had no nerves. He was the right man in the right place.

At noon, taking with him a slip of paper, he went to report to Ovington, who had retired to the parlor. They had paid out seventeen hundred pounds in the two hours. At this rate they could go on for a long time. There was only one large account in the room  should he call it up and pay it? It might have a good effect.

Ovington agreed, and Rodd returned to the counter. His eye sought out Mr. Meredith. I dont know what youre doing here, he said austerely. But I suppose your time is worth something. If youll pass up your cheque Ill let you go.

The small fry clamored, but Rodd looked through them. Eight hundred and ten, said Meredith with a sigh of relief, passing his cheque over the heads of those before him. He was not ashamed of his balance, but for the moment he was ashamed of himself. He began to suspect that he had let himself be carried away with a lot of silly small chaps  yet his fingers itched to hold the money.

Rodd confirmed the account, fluttered a packet of notes, counted them thrice and slowly, and tossed them to Mr. Meredith. I make them right, he said, but youd better count them. Then, to one or two who were muttering something about illegal preference, Bless your innocent hearts, he said, youll all be paid! And he took the next in order as if nothing had happened.

It had its effect, and so had a thing that half an hour later broke the dreary monotony of paying out. A man at the back who had just pressed in  for the crowd, reinforced by new arrivals, was very nearly as large as at the hour of opening  raised his voice, complaining bitterly that he could not stay there all day, and that he wanted to pay in some money and go about his business.

There was a stir of surprise. A dozen turned to look at him.

Good lord! someone exclaimed.

Only Rodd was unmoved. Get a pay slip, he said to the senior clerk, who had been pretty well employed filling in cheques for the illiterate and examining notes. Now, gentlemen, fair play. Let his pass through. Oh, its Mr. Walker, is it? How much, Mr. Walker?

Two seven six, ten, said Mr. Walker, laying a heavy canvas bag on the counter. Rodd untied the neck of the bag and upset the contents, notes and gold, before him. He counted the money with professional deftness, whilst the clerk filled in the slip. Hows your brother? he asked.

Pretty tidy.

And how are things in Wolverhampton?

So, so! But not so bad as they were.

Thank you. Youre the only sensible man Ive seen to-day, and we shall not forget it. Now, gentlemen, next please.

Mr. Walker was closely inspected as he pushed his way out, and one or two were tempted to say a word of warning to him, but thought better of it, and held their peace. About two in the afternoon a Mr. Hope of Bretton again broke the chain of withdrawals. He paid in two hundred. Him a man did pluck by the sleeve, muttering Have a care, man! Have a care what youre doing! But Mr. Hope, a bluff tradesman-looking person only answered, Thank ye, but I am up to snuff. If you ask me I think youre a silly set of fools.

News of him and of what he had said, and indeed of much more than he had said, ran quickly through the crowd that wondered and waited all day before the bank; that snapped up every rumor, and devoured the wildest inventions. The bank would close at one! It would close at three  the speaker had it on the best authority! It would close when so and so had been paid! Ovington, the rascal, had fled. He was in the bank, white as a sheet. He had attempted suicide. There was a warrant out for him. The crowd moved hither and thither, like the colors in a kaleidoscope. On its outer edges there was horseplay. Children chased one another up and down the Butter Cross steps, fell over the old women who knitted, were cuffed by the men, driven out by the Beadle  only to return again.

But under the trivialities there was tense excitement. Now and again a man who had been slow to take the alarm forced his way, pale and agitated, through the crowd, to vanish within the doors; or a countryman, whom the news had only just reached in his boosey-close or his rickyard  as they call a stackyard in Aldshire  rode up the hill, hot with haste and cursing those who blocked his road, flung his reins to the nearest bystander, and plunged into the bank as into water. And on the fringe, hiding themselves in doorways, or in the dark mouths of alleys, were men who stood biting their nails, heedless or unconscious of what passed about them; or who came staggering up from the Gullet with stammering tongues and eyes bloodshot with drink  men who a year before had been well-to-do, sober citizens, fathers of families. All one to them now whether Ovingtons stood or fell! They had lost their all, and to show for it and for all that they had ever been worth had but a few pieces of printed paper, certificates, or what not, which they took out and read in corners, as if something of hope might still, at the thousandth time of reading be derived from them, or which they brandished aloft in the tavern with boasts of what they would have gained if trickery had not robbed them. So, though the crowd had its humors and was swept at times by gusts of laughter, the spectre of ruin stood, gaunt and bleak, in the background, and many a heart quailed before grim visions of bailiffs and forced sales and the workhouse  the workhouse, that in Aldersbury, where they were nothing if not genteel, they called the House of Industry.

And Ovington, as he sat over his books, or peered from time to time from a window, knew this, and felt it. He would not have been human if he had not thought with longing of that twelve thousand, the use of which had so nearly been his; ay, and with passing regret  for after all was not the greatest good for the greatest number sound morality?  of the self-denying ordinance which had robbed him of it. But harassed and heavy-hearted as he was, he remained master of himself, and his bearing was calm and dignified, when at a quarter to four, he showed himself, for the first time that day, in the bank.

It was still half-full, and the approach of closing time and the certainty that they could not all be paid that day, along with the fear that the doors would not open on the morrow, mightily inflamed those who were not in the front rank. They clamored to be paid, brandishing their books or their notes. Some tried prayers, addressing Rodd by name, pleading their poverty or their services. Others reproached him for his slowness, and swore that it was purposeful. And they would not be still, they pushed and elbowed one another, rose on tiptoe and shuffled their feet, quarrelled among themselves.

Their voices filled the bank, passed beyond it, were heard in the street. Rodd worked on bravely, but the perspiration stood on his brow, while the clerks, flurried and nervous, looked now at the clock and now at the malcontents whose violence and restlessness seemed to treble their numbers.

Then it was that Ovington came in, and on the instant the noise died down, and there was silence. He advanced without speaking to within a few feet of the counter. He was cold, composed, upright, dignified. And still he did not speak. He surveyed his customers, his spectacles in his hand. His eyes took in each. At length, Gentlemen, he said quietly, there is no need for this excitement. You will all be paid. We are shorthanded to-day, but I had no reason to suppose that those who know me as well as most of you do know me  and there are some here who have known me all my life  would distrust me. However, as we are shorthanded, the bank will remain open to-day until half-past four. Mr. Rodd, you will see, if you please, that the requirements of those now in the room are met. I need not add that the bank will open at the usual time to-morrow. Good-day, gentlemen.

They raised a feeble cheer in their relief, and in the act of turning away, he paused. Mr. Ricketts, he said, singling out one, you are here about those bills? They are important. If you will bring them through to me  yes, if you please?

The man whom he had addressed, a bankers clerk, followed him thankfully into the parlor. His uneasiness had been great, for, though he had not joined in his neighbors threats, his employers claim exceeded those of all the rest put together.

We darent wait, Mr. Ovington, he said apologetically. Our people want it. I take it, it is all right, sir?

Quite, Ovington said. You have them here? What is the total?

Eighteen hundred and twenty-eight, six, eight, sir.

Ovington examined the bills with a steady hand and wrote the amount on a slip of paper. He rang the bell, and the younger clerk came in. Bring me that, he said as quickly as you can. Then to his visitor, My compliments to Mr. Allwood. Will you tell him that his assistance has been of material use to me, and that I shall not forget it? I was sorry to hear of Gibbons failure.

Yes, sir. Very unfortunate. Very unfortunate, indeed?

He is no loser by them, I hope?

Well, he is, sir, I am sorry to say.

Ah, I am sorry. And when the lad had brought in the money, and the account was settled, Are you returning to-night?

No, sir. My instructions were to travel by daylight.

Then you have an opportunity of stating outside, that you have been paid? I am anxious, of course, to stop this foolish run.

The man said he would not fail to do so, and Ovington thanked him and saw him out by the private door. Then, taking with him certain books and the slips of paper that Rodd had sent in to him at hourly intervals, he went into the dining-room. Things were no worse than he had expected, but they were no better. Or, yes, they were, a few hundreds better.

Betty was there, awaiting him with an anxious face. She had had no slips to inform her from hour to hour how things went, and she had been too wise to intrude on her father. But many times she had looked from the windows on the scene before the bank, on the shifting crowd, the hasty arrivals, the groups that clung unwearied to the steps of the Butter Cross; and though poverty  she was young  had few terrors for her, she comprehended only too well what her father was suffering  ay, and, though it was a minor evil, what a blister to his pride was this gathering of his neighbors to witness his fall!

So, though she could have put on an appearance of cheerfulness, she felt that it would not accord with his mood, and instead, Well, father, she said, with loving anxiety, is it bad or good? And, as he sank wearily into his chair, she passed her arm about his shoulders.

Well, he replied, with the sigh of a tired man, it is pretty much as we expected. I dont know, child, that it is better or worse. But Rodd will be here presently and he will tell us. He must be worn out, poor chap. He has borne the brunt of the day, and he has borne it famously. Famously! I offered to take his place at the dinner-hour but he would not have it. He has not left the counter for five minutes at a time, and he has shown splendid nerve.

Then you have not missed the others much?

No. We did not wish to pay out too quickly. Well  let us have some tea. Rodd will be glad of it. He has not tasted food since ten oclock.

Did you go in, father?

For a minute, smiling, to scold them.

Oh, they are horrid!

No, they are just frightened. Frightened, child! We should do the same in their place.

No, Betty said stoutly. I shouldnt! And I could never like anyone who did! Never!

Did what?

Took money from you when you wanted it so much! I think theyre mean! Mean! And I shall never think anything else! Bettys eyes sparkled, she was red with indignation. But the heat passed, and now she was paler than usual, she looked sad. Perhaps she had forgotten how things were, and now remembered; or perhaps  at any rate the glow faded and she was again the Betty of late days  a tired and depressed Betty.

She had seen to it that the fire was clear and the lamps burned brightly; had she not visited the room a dozen times to see to it? And now the curtains had been drawn, the tea-tray had come in, the kettle sang on the hob, the silver and china, reflecting the lights, twinkled a pleasant welcome to the tired man. Or they would have, if he could have believed that the comfort about him was permanent. But how long  the doubt tortured him  would it be his? How long could he ensure it for others? The waiting, anxious crowd, the scared faces, the clamorous customers, these were the things he saw, the things that blotted out the room and darkened the future. These were the only realities, the abiding, the menacing facts of life. He let his chin fall on his hand, and gazed moodily into the fire. A Napoleon of-finance? Ay, but a Napoleon, crushed in the making, whose Waterloo had met him at Arcola!

He straightened himself when Rodds step was heard in the passage, and he rose to take the last slip from the cashiers hand.

Sit down, man, sit down, he said. Betty, give Rodd a cup of tea. He must need it. Well? putting on his glasses to consult the slip.

Weve paid out thirteen thousand two hundred and ten, sir.

Through one pair of hands! Well done! A fine feat, Rodd, and I shall not forget it. Umph! thoughtfully, that is just about what we expected. Neither much better nor much worse. What we did not expect  but sit down and drink your tea, man. Betty!

Yes, father.

Pass the toast to him. He deserves all we can do for him. What we did not expect, reverting to the slip with a wrinkled brow, were the payments in. Four hundred and seventy odd! I dont understand that. No other sign of returning credit, Rodd? Was it some one weve obliged? Very unlikely, for long memories are rare at such times as these. Who was it?

Rodd was busy with his toast. Betty had passed it to him with a polite smile. There were two, sir, I think, he said. He spoke as if he were not quite certain.

The banker looked up in surprise. Think! he said. Why, you must know.

Well, there were two, sir, I am sure. But paying out all day  

Youd remember who paid in, I should think. When there were but two. You must remember who they were.

One was from Wolverhampton, I know, Rodd replied, Mr. Watkins  or Walker.

Walker or Watkins? Of Wolverhampton? I dont remember any customer of that name. And the other? Who was he?

From somewhere Bretton way. I could look him up.

The banker eyed Rodd closely. Had the days work been too much for him? You could look him up? he rejoined. Why, man, of course you could. Four hundred and seventy! A bank has failed before now for lack of less. All good notes, I suppose? No Gibbons or Garrards, eh? an idea striking him. But youd see to that. If some one had the idea of washing his hands that way  and the two banks already closed!

But Rodd shook his head. No, sir. It was in gold and Bank of England notes. I saw to that.

Then I dont understand it, the banker decided. He sat pondering  the thing had taken hold of his mind. Was it a trick? Did they mean to draw out the amount next morning? But, no they would not risk the money, and he would stand no worse if they drew it. An enemy could not have done it, then. A friend? But such friends were rare and the sum was no trifle. The amount was more than he had received for his plate, the proceeds of which had already gone into the cash-drawer. He pondered.

Meanwhile, Another cup of tea? Betty said politely. And as Rodd, avoiding her eyes, handed her his cup, Its so nice to hear of strangers helping us, she continued with treacherous sweetness. One feels so grateful to them.

Rodd muttered something, his mouth full of toast.

Its so fine of them to trust us, when they dont know how things are  as we do, of course. I think it is splendid of them, Betty continued. Father, you must bring them to me, some day, when all these troubles are over  that I may thank them.

But her father had risen to his feet. He was standing on the hearthrug, a queer look on his face. I think that they are here now, he said. Rodd, why did you do it?

The cashier started. I, sir? I dont think I  

Oh, you understand, man! The banker was much moved. You understand very well. Walker of Wolverhampton? Youve a brother at Wolverhampton, I remember, though I dont think Ive ever seen him. This is your three hundred, and all you could add to it. My G  d, man   Ovington was certainly moved, for he seldom swore, but if we go youll lose it! You must draw it out before the bank opens to-morrow.

No, said Rodd, who had turned red. I shall do nothing of the sort, sir. Its as safe there as anywhere. Im not afraid.

But I dont understand, Betty said, looking from one to the other. It couldnt be true. It could not be that she had made such a  a dreadful mistake!

Theres no Mr. Walker, her father explained, and no gentleman from Bretton. They are both Rodd. Its his money.

Do you mean   in a very small voice. I thought that Mr. Rodd took his money out!

Only to put it in again when he thought that it might help us more. But we cant have it. He mustnt lose his money, all I expect that he  

It came out of the bank, Rodd said, And theres where it belongs, and Im not going, stubbornly, to take it out. Ive been here ten years  very comfortable, sir. And if the bank closed whered I be? Its my interest that it shouldnt close.

The banker turned to the fire and put one foot on the fender as if to warm it. Well, let it stay, he said, but his voice was unsteady. If we have to close youll have done a silly thing  thats all. But if we dont, youll not have been such a fool!

Oh, we shall not close, Rodd boasted, and he gulped down his tea, his ears red.

There was an embarrassing silence. Ovington turned. Well, Betty, he said, attempting a lighter tone. I thought that you were going to thank  Mr. Walker of Wolverhampton?

But Betty, murmuring something about an order for the servants, had already hurried from the room.


CHAPTER XXXVII

That the Squire suffered was certain; whether he suffered more deeply in pocket or in pride, whether he felt more poignantly the loss of his hoarded thousands or the dishonor that Arthur had done to his name, even Josina could not say. His ruling passions through life had been pride of race and the desire to hoard, and it is certain that sorely wounded in both points he suffered as acutely as age with its indurated feelings can suffer. But after the first outburst, after the irrepressible cry of anguish which the discovery of his nephews treachery had wrung from him, he buried himself in silence. He sat morose and unheeding, his hands clasping his stick, his sightless eyes staring at the fire. He gave no sign, and sought no sympathy. He was impenetrable. Even Josina would not guess what were his thoughts.

Nor did she try to learn. The misfortune was too great, the injury on one side beyond remedy, and the girl had the sense to see this. She hung over him, striving to anticipate his wishes and by mute signs of affection to give him what comfort she might. But she was too wise to trouble him with words or to attempt to administer directly to a mind which to her was a mystery, darkened by the veil of years that separated them.

She was sure of one thing, however, that he would not wish anything to be said in the house; and she said nothing. But she soon found that she must set a guard also on her looks. On the Tuesday Mrs. Bourdillon looked in, as it was her habit to look in three or four times a week. She had usually some errand to put forward, and her pretext on this occasion was the Squires Christmas list. Near as he was, he thought much of old customs, and he would not for anything have omitted to brew a cask of October for his servants Christmas drinking, or to issue the doles of beef to the men and of blankets to the women which had gone forth from the Great House since the reign of Queen Anne. Mrs. Bourdillon was never unwilling to gain a little reflected credit, or to pay in that way for an hours job-work, so that there were few years in which she did not contrive to graft a name or two on the list.

That was apparently her business this afternoon. But Josina, whose faculties were quickened by the pity which she felt for the unconscious mother, soon perceived that this was not her only or, indeed, her real motive. The visitor was not herself. She was nervous, the current of her small talk did not run with its usual freedom, she let her eyes wander, she broke off and began again. By and by as the strain increased she let her anxiety appear, and at last, I wish you would tell me, she said, what is the matter with Arthur. He is not open with me, raising her eyes with a piteous look to Josinas face. And  and hes something on his mind, Im sure. I noticed it on Sunday, and I am sure you know. Is there  and Josina saw with compassion that her mittened hands were trembling is there anything  wrong?

The girl had her answer ready, for she had already decided what she would say. I am afraid that they are anxious about the bank, she said. There is what they call a run upon it.

The explanation was serious enough, but, strange to say, Mrs. Bourdillon looked relieved. Oh! And I suppose that they all have to be there?

Yes, I suppose so.

And thats all?

I am afraid that that is enough.

But  but you dont mean that there may be a  a failure?

I hope not. Indeed, I hope not. But people are so silly! They think that they can all have their money out at once. And of course, Josina continued, speaking from a height of late-acquired knowledge, a bank lends its money out and cannot get it in again in a minute. But Ive no doubt that it will be all right. Mr. Ovington is very clever.

Mrs. Bourdillon sighed. Thats bad, she said. And she seemed to think it over. You know that all our money is in the bank now, Josina! I dont know what we should do if it were lost! I dont know what we should do! But, all the same, Josina was clear that this was not the fear that her visitor had had in her mind when she entered the room. Nor why Arthur was so set upon putting it in, the good lady continued. For goodness knows, bridling, we were never in trade. Mr. Bourdillons grandfather  but that was in the West Indies and quite different. I never heard anyone say it wasnt. So where Arthur got it from I am sure I dont know. And, oh dear, your father was so angry about it, he will never forgive us if it is lost.

I dont think that you need be afraid, Josina said, as lightly as she could. Its not lost yet, you know. And of course we must not say a word to anyone. If people thought that we were afraid  

We? But I cant see  Mrs. Bourdillon spoke with sudden sharpness, what you have to do with it?

Josina blushed. Of course we are all interested, she said.

Mrs. Bourdillon saw the blush. You havent  you and Arthur  made it up? she ventured.

Josina shook her head.

But why not? Now  now that hes in trouble, Josina?

I couldnt! I couldnt, indeed.

The mothers face fell, and she sighed. She stared for awhile at the faded carpet. When she looked up again, the old anxiety peeped from her eyes. And you dont think that  theres anything else? she asked, as she prepared to rise.

I am afraid that that is enough  to make them all anxious!

But later, when the other was gone, Josina wondered. What had aroused the mothers misgivings? What had brought that look of alarm to her eyes? Arthurs sudden departure might have vexed her, but it could hardly have done more, unless he had dropped some hint, or she had other grounds for suspicion? But that was impossible, Josina decided. And she dismissed the thought.

She went slowly upstairs. After all she had troubles enough of her own. She had her father to think of  and Clement. They were her world, hemispheres which, though her whole happiness depended upon it, she could hardly hope to bring together, divided as they were by an ocean of prejudice. How her father now regarded Clement, whether his hatred of the name were in the slightest degree softened, whether under the blow which had stunned him, he thought of her lover at all, or remembered that it was he, and not Arthur, who had saved his life, she had no notion.

Alas! it would be but natural if the name of Ovington were more hateful to him than ever. He would attribute  she felt that he did attribute Arthurs fall to them. He had said that it was the poison of trade, their trade, their cursed trade, which had entered his veins, and, contaminating the honest Griffin blood, had destroyed him. It was they who had ruined him!

And then, as if the stain were not enough, it was from them again that it could not be hid. They knew of it, they must know of it. There must be interviews about it, dealings about it, dealings with them. They might feign horror of it, they who in the Squires eyes were the real cause of it. They might hold up their hands at the fact and pity him! Pity him! If anything, anything, she was sure, could add to her fathers mortification, it was that the Ovingtons were involved in the matter.

With every stair, the girls heart sank lower. Once more in her fathers room, she watched him. But she was careful not to let her solicitude appear, and though she was assiduous for his comfort and conduced to it by keeping Miss Peacock and the servants at a distance, she said almost as little to him as he to her. From time to time he sighed, but it was only when she reminded him that it was his hour for bed that he let a glimpse of his feelings appear.

Ay, he muttered, Im better there! Better there, girl! And with one hand on his stick and the other on his chair he raised himself up by his arms as old men do. I can hide my head there.

She lent him her shoulder across the room and strove by the dumb show of her love to give him what comfort she might, what sympathy. But tears choked her, and she thought with anguish that he was conquered. The unbreakable old man was broken. Shame and not the loss of his money had broken him.

It would not have surprised her had he kept his bed next day. But either there was still some spring of youth in him, or old age had hardened him, for he rose as usual, though the effort was apparent. He ate his breakfast in gloomy silence, and about an hour before noon he declared it his will to go out. Josina doubted if he was fit for it, but whatever the Squire willed his womenfolk accepted, and she offered to go with him. He would not have her, he would have Calamy  perhaps because Calamy knew nothing. Take me to the stable, he said. And Josina thought He is going to see the old mare  to bid her farewell.

It certainly was to his old favorite that he went, and he stood for some minutes in her box, feeling her ears and passing his hand between her forelegs to learn if she were properly cleaned; while the grey smelled delicately about his head, and nuzzled with her lips in his pockets.

Ay, said Calamy after a while, she were a trig thing in her time, but its past. And what are the legs of a horse when its a race wi ruin?

Whats that? The Squire let his stick fall to the ground. What do you mean? he asked, and straightened himself, resting his hand on the mares withers.

They be all trotting and cantering, Calamy continued with zest, as he picked up the stick, trotting and cantering into town since morning, them as arnt galloping. They be covering all the roads wi the splatter and sound of them. But Im thinking theyll lose the race.

What do you mean? the Squire growled. Something of his old asperity had come back to him.

Mean, master? Why, that Ovingtons got the shutters up, or as good. Their notes is no better than last years leaves, Im told. And all the country riding and spurring in on the chance of getting change for em before its too late! Such-like fools I never see  as if the townsfolk will have left anything for them! Watkins o the Griffin, hes three fi-pun notes of theirs, and he was away before it was light, and Blick the pig-killer and the overseer with him, in his tax-cart. And parson hes gone on his nag  trust Parson for ever thinking o the moth and rust except o Sunday! Theyve tithe money of his. And the old maid as live genteel in the villa at the far end o the street, sheve hired farmer Harriss cart  white as a sheet she was, Im told! Wouldnt even stay to have the mud wiped off, and she so particular! And theres three more of em started to walk it. Im told the road is black with them  weavers from the Valleys and their missuses, every sort of em with a note in his fist! There was two of them came here, wanted to see Mr. Arthur  thought he could do something for em.

D  n Mr. Arthur! said the Squire. But inwardly he was thinking, There goes the last chance of my money! A drowning man dont think whether the branch he can reach is clean or dirty! But there never was a chance. That young chap came to bamboozle me and gain time, and thats their play. Aloud, Give me my stick, he said. Who told you  this rubbish?

Why, its known at the Cross! The rooks be cawing it. Ovington is over to Bullon or some-such foreign place, these two days! And Dean he wont be long after him! Theyre talking of him, too. Ay, Parson should ha thought of the poor instead of laying up where thieves break through and steal. But were all things of a day!

Take me to the house, said the Squire.

Shadows as pass! Birds i the smoke! continued the irrepressible Calamy, smacking his lips with enjoyment. Leaves and the wind blows! Mr. Arthur  but there, your honor knows best where the shoe pinches. Squire Acherleys gone through on his bay, and Parson Hoggins with him, and Wheres that d  d young banker? he asks. Thinks I, if the Squire heard you, youd get a flip o the tongue you wouldnt like! But hes a random-tandem talker as ever was! And  halting abruptly by gum, I expect heres another for Mr. Arthur! Theres some one drove up the drive now, and gone to the front door.

Take me in! Take me in! said the Squire peevishly, his heart very bitter within him. For this was worse than anything that he had foreseen. His twelve thousand pounds was gone, but even that loss  monstrous, incredible, heart-breaking loss as it was  was not the worst. Ruin was abroad, stalking the countryside, driving rich and poor, the widow and the orphan to one bourne, and his name  his name through his nephew  would be linked with it, and dragged through the mire by it, no man so poor that he might not have a fling at it. He had held his head high, he had refused to stoop to such things, he had condemned others of his class, Woosenham and Acherley, and their like, because they had lowered themselves to the traffic of the market-place. But now  now, wherever men met and bragged of their losses and cursed their deluders, the talk would be of his nephew! His nephew! They might even say that he had had a share in it himself, and canvass and discuss him, and hint that he was not above robbing his neighbors  but only above owning to the robbery!

This was worse, far worse than the worst that he had foreseen when the lad had insisted on going his own way. Worse, far worse! Even his sense of Arthurs dishonor, even his remembrance of the vile, wicked, reckless act which the young man had committed, faded beside the prospect before him; beside the certainty that wherever, in shop or tavern, men cursed the name of Ovington, or spoke of those who had ruined the country-side, his name would come up and his share in the matter be debated.

Ay, he would be mixed up in it! He could not but be mixed up in it! His nephew! His nephew! He hung so heavily on Calamys arm, that the servant for once held his tongue in alarm. They went into the house  the house that until now dishonor had never touched, though hard times had often straitened it, and more than once in the generations poverty had menaced it.


CHAPTER XXXVIII

But before they crossed the threshold they were intercepted. Miss Peacock, her plumage ruffled, and that which the Squire was wont to call her clack working at high pressure, met them at the door. Bless me, sir, heres a visitor, she proclaimed, at this hour! And wont take any denial, but will see you, whether or no. Though I told Jane to tell him  

Who is it?

Goodness knows, but its not my fault, sir! I told Jane  but Janes that feather-headed, like all of them, she never listens, and let him in, and hes in the dining-parlor. All she could say, the silly wench, was, it was something about the bank  great goggle-eyes as she is! And of course theres no one in the way when theyre wanted. Calamy with you, and Josina traipsing out, feeding her turkeys. And Jane says the mans got a portmanteau with him as if hes come to stay. Goodness knows, theres no bed aired, and Im sure I should have been told if  

Peace, woman! said the Squire. Did he ask to see me, or   with an effort, my nephew?

Oh, you, sir! Leastwise thats what Jane said, but shes no more head than a goose! To let him in when she knows that youre hardly out of your bed, and cant see every Jack Harry that comes!

Ill see him, the Squire said heavily. He bade Calamy take him in.

But youll take your egg-flip, Mr. Griffin? Before you  

Dont clack, woman, dont clack! cried the Squire, and made a blow at her with his stick, but with no intention of reaching her. Begone! Begone!

But, dear sir, the doctor! You know he said

D  n you, Ill not take it! Dyou hear? Ill not take it! Get out! And he went on through the house, the tap of his stick on the stone flags going before him and announcing his coming. Half-way along the passage he paused. Did she say, he asked, lowering his voice, that he came from the bank?

Ay, ay, Calamy said. And like enough. Ill news has many feet. Rides apace and needs no spurs. But if your honor will let me see him, Ill sort him! Ill sort him, Ill warrant! Oned think, grumbling, theyd more sense than to come here about their dirty business as if we were the bank! The man was surprised that his master took the matter with any patience, for, to him, with all the prejudices of the class he served, it seemed the height of impertinence to come to Garth about such business. Let me see him, your honor, and ask what he wants, he urged.

But the Squire ruled otherwise. No, he said wearily, Ill see him. And he went in.

The front door stood open. Theres a po-chay, right enough, Calamy informed him. And luggage. Seems to ha come some way, too.

Umph! Take me in. And tell me who it is. Then go.

The butler opened the door, and guided the old man into the room. A glance informed him who the visitor was, but he continued to give all his attention to his master, in this way subtly conveying to the stranger that he was of so little importance as to be invisible. Nor until the Squire had reached the table and set his hand on it did Calamy open his mouth. Then, Its Mr. Ovington, he announced.

Mr. Ovington?

Ay, the young gentleman.

Ah! The old man stood a moment, his hand on the table. Then, Put me in my chair, he said. And go. Shut the door.

And when the man had done so, Well! heavily, what have you come to say? But youd best sit. Sit down! So you didnt go to London? Thought better of it, eh, young man? Ay, I know! Talked to your father and saw things differently? And now youve come to give me another dose of fine words to keep me quiet till the shutters go up? And if the worst comes to the worst, your fathers told you, I suppose, that I cant prosecute  family name, eh? Thats what youve come for, I suppose?

No, sir, Clement answered soberly. Ive not come for that. And my father  

The Squire struck his stick on the floor. I dont want to hear from him! he cried with violence. I want no message from him, dyou hear? Im not come down to that! And as for your excuses, young gentleman  

I am not come with any excuses, Clement answered, restraining himself with difficulty  but after all the old man had had provocation enough to justify many hard words, and he was blind besides. As he sat there, glaring sightlessly before him, his hands on his stick, he was a pathetic figure in his anger and helplessness. Ive been to town, as I said I would.

The Squire was silent for some seconds. And come back? he exclaimed.

Well, yes, sir, with a smile. Im here.

Umph? How did you do it?

I posted up and came down as far as Birmingham by the Bull and Mouth coach. I posted on this morning.

Well, youve been devilish quick! The Squire admitted it reluctantly. He hardly knew whether to believe the tale or not. You didnt wait long there, thats certain. And did as little, I suppose. Banks going, I hear?

I hope not.

Pooh! the Squire said impatiently. You may speak out! Speak out, man! There is no one here.

Theres some danger, Im afraid.

Danger! I should think there was! More than danger, as I hear! The Squire drummed for a moment with his fingers on the table. He was thinking not of the bank, or even of his loss, but of his nephew and the scandal that would not pass by him. But he would not refer to Arthur, and after a pause, Well, with an angry snort, if thats all youve come to tell me, you might have spared yourself  and me. I cannot say that your companys very welcome, so if you please, well dispense with compliments. If thats all  

But thats not all, sir, Clement interposed. I wish I could have brought back the securities, or even the whole of the money.

The Squire laughed. No doubt, he said.

But I was too late to ensure that. The stock had already been transferred.

So he was quick, too!

And selling for cash in the middle of such a crisis he had to accept a loss of seven per cent. on the current price. But he suggests that if you reinvest immediately, a half, at least, of this may be recovered, and the eventual loss need not be more than three or four hundred. I ought perhaps to have stayed in town to effect this, but I had to think of my father, who was alone at the bank. However, I did what I could, sir, and  

Clement paused; the Squire had uttered an exclamation which he did not catch. The old man turned a little in his chair so as to face the speaker. Eh? he said. Do you mean that youve got any of the money  here?

Ive eleven thousand and a bit over, Clement explained. Five thousand in gold and the rest  

What?

Sir?

Do you mean  the Squire spoke haltingly, after a pause  he did not seem to be able to find the right words. Do you mean that youve brought back the money?

Not all. What Ive told you, sir. Theres six thousand and odd in notes. The gold is in two bags in the chaise.

Here?

At the door, sir. Ill bring it in.

Ay, said the Squire passively. Bring it in.

Clement went out and returned, carrying in two small leather bags. He set them down at the Squires feet Theres the gold, sir, he said. Ive not counted it, but Ive no doubt that it is right. It weighs a little short of a hundred pounds.

The old man felt the bags, then, standing up, he lifted them in turn a few inches from the floor. What does a thousand pounds weigh? he asked.

Between eighteen and nineteen pounds, sir.

And the notes?

I have them here. Clement drew a thick packet from the pocket of his inner vest and put it into the Squires hands. Theyre Bank of England paper. They were short even at the bank, and wanted Bourdillon to take it in one-pound notes, but he stood out and got these in the end.

The Squire handled the packet, felt its thickness, weighed it lovingly in his hand. So much money, so much money in so small a space! Six thousand and odd pounds! It seemed as if he could not let it go, but in the end he placed it in the breast pocket of his high-collared old coat, the shabby blue coat with the large gilt buttons that was his common wear at home. The money secured, he sat, looking before him, while Clement, a little mortified, waited for the word of acknowledgment that did not come. At last, Did you call at your fathers? the old man asked  irrelevantly, it seemed.

Clement colored. He had not expected the question. Well, I did, sir, he admitted. Bourdillon  

He was with you?

As far as the town. He was anxious that the money should be seen to arrive. He thought that it might check the run, and I agreed that it might do some good, and that we might make that advantage of it. So I took it through the bank.

Pretty full, I expect, eh? Pretty full?

Well, ruefully, it was, sir.

A strong run, eh?

Im afraid so. It looked like it. It was full to the doors. Thats why, glancing at his watch as he stood by the window, the table between him and the Squire, I must get back to my father. We took it through the bank and out by the garden, and put it in the chaise again in Roushill.

Umph! He came back to town with you?

Bourdillon, sir? Yes  as far as the East Bridge. He left me there.

Where is he?

Clement hesitated. I hope that hes gone to the bank, sir, he said.

He did not add, as he might have, that, after Arthur and he had left the coach at Birmingham and posted on, there had been a passionate scene between them. No doubt Arthur had never given up hope, but from the first had determined to make another fight for it; and there was no police officer at their elbows now. He had appealed to Clement by all that he loved to take the money to the bank, and there to deal with it as his father should decide. Finding Clement firm and his appeals useless, he had given way to passion, he had stormed and threatened and even shed tears; and at last, seizing the pistol case that lay at their feet, he had sworn that he would shoot himself before the others eyes if he did not give way. In his rage he had seemed to be capable of anything, and there had been a struggle for the pistol, blows had been exchanged, and worse might have come of it if the noise of the fracas had not reached the postboys ears. He had pulled up, turned in his saddle, and asked what the devil they would be at; he would have no murder in his masters carriage.

That had shamed them. Arthur had given way, had flung himself back, white and sullen, in his corner, and they had continued the journey on such terms as may be imagined. But even so, Arthur had proved his singular power of adaptation. The environs of the town in sight, he had suggested that at least they should take the money through the bank. Clement, anxious to make peace, had consented to that, and on the East Bridge Arthur had called on the postboy to stop, had jumped out, and, turning his back on his companion, had made off without a word.

Clement said nothing of this to the Squire, though the scene had been painful, and though he felt that something was due to him, were it but a word of thanks, or an expression of acknowledgment. It had not been his fault or his fathers, that the money had been taken; it was through him that the greater part of it had been recovered, and now reposed safe in the Squires pocket or in the bags at his feet.

At the least, it seemed to him, the old man might remember that his father was alone and needing him  was facing trouble, and, it might be, ruin. He took up his hat. Well, sir, thats all, he said curtly. I must go now.

Wait! said the Squire. And ring the bell, if you please.

Clement stepped to the hearth, and pulled the faded drab cord, which once had been blue, that hung near it. The bell in the passage had hardly tinkled before Calamy entered. Bid your mistress come here, said the old man. Where is she? Fetch her?

The blood mounted to Clements face, and his pulses began to throb, his ideas to tumble over one another. The old man, who sat before him, his hands on his stick, stubbornly confronting the darkness, the old man, whom he had thought insensible, took on another hue, became instead inscrutable, puzzling, perplexing. Why had he sent for his daughter? What was in his mind? What was he going to say? What had he  but even while Clement wondered, his thoughts in a whirl, strange hopes jostling one another in his brain, the door opened, and Josina came in.

She came in with a timid step, but as soon as her eyes met Clements, the color rose vividly to her cheeks, then left her pale. Her lip trembled. But her look  fleeting as it was and immediately diverted to her father  how he blessed her for that look! For it bade him take confidence, it bade him have no fear, it bade him trust her. Silently and incredibly, it took him under her protection, it pledged her faith to him.

And how it changed all for him! How it quelled, in a moment, the disappointment and anger he was feeling, ay, and even the vague hopes which the Squires action in summoning her had roused in him! How it gave calmness and assurance where his aspirations had been at best to the extravagant and the impossible.

But, whatever his feelings, to whatever lovers heaven that look raised him, he was speedily brought to earth again. The old man had proved himself thankless; now, as if he were determined to show himself in the worst light, he proceeded to prove himself suspicious. Come here, girl, he said, and count these notes. Fumbling, he took the parcel from his pocket and handed it to her. Ha you got them? Then count them! Dyou hear, wench? Count them! And have a care to make no mistake! Lay em in piles o ten. They are hundreds, are they? Hundreds, eh?

She untied the parcel, and brought all her faculties to bear on the task, though her fingers trembled, and the color, rising and ebbing in her cheeks, betrayed her consciousness that her lovers eyes were upon her. Yes, sir, they are hundred-pound notes, she said.

All?

Yes, all, I think, sir.

Bank of England? He poked at her skirts with his stick. Bank of England, eh? Are you sure?

Yes, sir, so far as I can see.

Ay, ay. Well, count em! And mind what you are doing, girl!

Clement did not know whether to smile or to be angry, but a moment later he felt no bent towards either. For with a certain dignity, I ha been deceived once, the Squire continued. I ha signed once and paid for it. Im in the dark. But I dont act i the dark again. If I cant trust my own flesh and blood, Ill not trust strangers. No, no! I dont know as theres any one I can trust.

I quite understand, sir, Clement said  though it was the last thing he had had it in his mind to say a moment earlier.

I dont mind whether you understand or not, the Squire retorted. Ha you done, girl? after an interval of silence.

Not quite, sir. I have five heaps of ten.

Well, well, get on. We are keeping the young man.

He spoke as he would have spoken of any young man in a shop, and Clement winced, and Josina knew that he winced and she reddened. But she went on with her work. There are sixty-one, sir, she said. That makes  

Six thousand one hundred pounds. Ay, its right so far. Right so far. And the gold  he paused and seemed to be at a nonplus Im afraid twould take too long to count it. Well, let it be. Get some paper and write a receipt as I tell you.

There is no need, sir, Clement ventured.

Theres every need, young man. Im doing business. Ha you got the pen, girl? Then write as I tell you. I, George Griffin of Garth, in the County of Aldshire, acknowledge that I have this 16th day of December 1825 received from Messrs. Ovington of Aldersbury, six thousand one hundred pounds in Bank of England notes, and  ha you got that? Ha you got that? two bags stated by them to contain five thousand pounds in gold. Ha you got that down? Then show me the place, and  

But as she put the pen in his hand he let it drop. He sat back in his chair. Ay, he showed me the place before, he muttered, his chin on his breast. It was he gave me the pen, then, girl. And how be I to know? How be I to know?

It came home to them  to them both. In his voice, his act, his attitude was the pathos of blindness, its helplessness, its dependence, its reliance on others  on the eyes, the hand, the honesty of others. The girl leant over him. Father, she said, tears in her voice, I wouldnt deceive you! You know I wouldnt. I would never deceive you!

Ha you never deceived me? Wi that young man? sternly.

But  

Ay, you have! You have deceived me  with him.

She could not defend herself, and, suppressing her sobs, I will call Calamy, she said. He can read. He shall count the notes.

But he put out his hand and grasped her skirts. No, he said. Whatll I be the better? Give me the pen. If you deceive me in this, wench  what matter if the notes be short or not, or what comes of it?

I would cut off my hand first! she cried. And Clement  

Eh? He sat up sharply.

She was frightened, and she did not continue. This is the place, sir, she said meekly.

Here?

Yes, sir, where you are now.

He wrote his name. Dry it, he said. And ring the bell. And there, give it to him. He wants to be off. Odds are the shuttersll be up afore he gets there. Calamy! to the man who had appeared at the door, see this gentleman off, and be quick about it. Hes no time to lose. And, hark you, come back to me when hes gone. No, girl, sternly, you stay here. I want you.


CHAPTER XXXIX

In ordinary times, news is slow to make its way to the ears of the great. Protected from the vulgar by his deer park, looking out from the stillness of his tall-windowed library on his plantations and his ornamental water, Sir Charles Woosenham was removed by six miles of fine champaign country from the common fret and fume of Aldersbury. He no longer maintained, as his forefathers had maintained, a house in the town, and in all likelihood he would not have heard the talk about the bank, or caught the alarm in time, if one of his neighbors had not made it his business to arouse him.

Acherley, baffled in his attempt at blackmail, and thirsting for revenge, had bethought him of the Chairman of the Valleys Railroad. He had been quick to see that he could use him, and perhaps he had even fancied that it was his duty to use him. At any rate, one fine morning, some days before this eventful Wednesday, he had mounted his old hunter, Nimrod, and had cantered across country by gaps and gates from Acherley to Woosenham Park. He had entered by a hunting wicket, and leaping the ha-ha, he had presented himself to Sir Charles ten minutes after the latter had left the breakfast table, and withdrawn himself after his fashion of a morning, into a dignified seclusion.

Alas, two minutes of Acherleys conversation proved enough to destroy the baronets complacency for the day. Acherley blurted out his news, neither sparing oaths nor mincing matters. Ovingtons going! he declared. Hes bust-up  smashed, man! And striking the table with a violence that made his host wince, Hes bust-up, I tell you, he repeated, and I think you ought to know it! Theres ten thousand of the Companys money in his hands, and if theres nothing done, it will be lost to a penny!

Sir Charles stared, stared aghast. You dont say so? he exclaimed. I cant believe it!

Well, its true! True, man, true, as youll soon find out!

But this is terrible! Terrible!

Acherley shrugged his shoulders. Itll be terrible for him, he sneered.

But  but what can we do? the other asked, recovering from his surprise. If it is as bad as you say  

Bad? And do, man? Why, get the money out! Get it out before it is too late  if it isnt too late already. You must draw it out, Woosenham! At once! This morning! Without the delay of a minute!

I! Sir Charles could not conceal the unhappiness which the proposal caused him. No proposal, indeed, could have been less to his taste. He would have to make up his mind, he would have to act, he would have to set himself against others, he would have to engage in a vulgar struggle. A long vista of misery and discomfort opened before him. I? Oh, but and with the ingenuity of a weak man he snatched at the first formal difficulty that occurred to him but I cant draw it out! It needs another signature besides mine.

The Secretarys? Bourdillons? Of course it does! But you must get his signature. D  n it, man, you must get it. If I were you I should go into town this minute. I wouldnt lose an hour!

Sir Charles winced afresh at the idea of taking action so strong. He had not only a great distaste for any violent step, but he had also the feelings of a gentleman. To take on himself such a responsibility as was now suggested was bad; but to confront Ovington, who had gained considerable influence over him, and to tell the banker to his face that he distrusted his stability  good heavens, was it possible that such horrors could be asked of him? Flustered and dismayed, he went back to his original standpoint. But  but there may be nothing in this, he objected weakly. Possibly nothing at all. Mere gossip, my dear sir, with dignity. In that case we might be putting ourselves in the wrong  very much in the wrong.

Acherley did not take the trouble to hide his contempt. Nothing in it? he replied, and he tossed off a second glass of the famous Woosenham cherry-brandy which the butler, unbidden, had placed beside him. Nothing in it, man? Youll find theres the devil in it unless you act! Enough in it to ease us of ten thousand pounds! If the bank fails, and Ill go bail it will, not a penny of that money will you see again! And I tell you fair, the shareholders will look to you, Woosenham, to make it good. Im not responsible. Ive no authority to sign, and the others are just tools of that man Ovington, and afraid to call their souls their own! Youre Chairman  youre Chairman, and, by G  d, theyll look to you if the money is left in the bank and lost!

Sir Charles quailed. This was worse and worse! Worse and worse! He dropped the air of carelessness which he had affected to assume, and no more flustered man than he looked out on the world that day over a white lawn stock or wore a dark blue coat with gilt buttons, and drab kerseymeres with Hessians. But, again, true to his instincts, he grasped at a matter of form, hoping desperately that it might save him from the precipice towards which his friend was so vigorously pushing him. But  my good man, he argued, I cant draw out the money  the whole of the capital of the concern, so far as it is subscribed  on my own responsibility! Of course I cant! wiping the perspiration from his brow. Of course I cant! peevishly. I must have the authority of the Board first. We must call a meeting of the Board. Thats the proper procedure.

Acherley rose to his feet, openly contemptuous. Oh, hang your meeting! he said. And give a seven days notice, eh? If you are going to stand on those Ps and Qs Ive said my say. The moneys lost already! However, thats not my business, and Ive warned you. Ive warned you. Youll not forget that, Woosenham? Youll exonerate me, at any rate.

But I cant  God bless my soul, Acherley, the poor man remonstrated, I cant act like that in a moment! And Sir Charles stared aghast at his too violent associate, who had brought into the calm of his life so rude a blast of the outer air. I cant override all the formalities! I cant, indeed, even if it is as serious as you say it is  and I can hardly believe that  with such a man as Ovington at the helm!

Youll soon see how serious it is! the other retorted. And satisfied that he had laid the train, he shrugged his shoulders, tossed off a third glass of the famous cherry-brandy, and took himself off without much ceremony.

He left a flustered, nervous, unhappy man behind him. Good G  d! the baronet muttered, as he rose and paced his library, all the peace and pleasantness of his life shattered. Whats to be done? And why  why in the world did I ever put my hand to this matter! One by one and plainly all the difficulties of the position rose before him, the awkwardness and the risk. He must open the thing to Bourdillon  in itself a delicate matter  and obtain his signature. If he got that, he doubted if he had even then power to draw the whole amount in this way, and doubted, too, whether Ovington would surrender it, no meeting of the Board having been held? And if he obtained the money, what was he to do with it? Pay it into Deans? But if things were as bad as Acherley said, was even Deans safe? For, of a certainty, if he removed the money to Deans and it were lost, he would be responsible for every penny  every penny of it! There was no doubt about that.

Yet if he left it at Ovingtons and it were lost, what then? It was not his custom to drink of a morning, but his perturbation was so great that he took a glass of the cherry-brandy. He really needed it.

He could not tell what to do. In every direction he saw some doubt or some difficulty arise to harass him. He was no man of business. In all matters connected with the Company he had leant on Ovington, and deprived of his stay, he wavered, turning like a weathercock in the wind, making no progress.

For two days, though terribly uneasy in his mind, he halted between two opinions. He did nothing. Then tidings began to come to his ears, low murmurs of the storm which was raging afar off; and he wrote to Bourdillon asking him to come out and see him  he thought that he could broach the matter more easily on his own ground. But two days elapsed, during which he received no answer, and in the meantime the warnings that reached him grew louder and more disquieting. His valet let drop a discreet word while shaving him. A neighbor hoped that he had nothing in Ovingtons  things were in a bad way, he heard. His butler asked leave to go to town to cash a note. Gradually he was wrought up to such a pitch of uneasiness that he could not sleep for thinking of the ten thousand pounds, and the things that would be said of him, and the figure that he would cut if, after Acherleys warning, the money were lost. When Wednesday morning came, he made up his mind to take advice, and he could think of no one on whose wisdom he could depend more surely than on the old Squires at Garth; though, to be sure, to apply to him was, considering his attitude towards the Railroad, to eat humble pie.

Still, he made up his mind to that course, and at eleven he took my ladys landau and postillions, and started on his sixteen-mile drive to Garth. He avoided the town, though it lay only a little out of his way, but he saw enough of the unusual concourse on the road to add to his alarm. Once, nervous and fidgety, he was on the point of giving the order to turn the horses heads for Aldersbury  he would go direct to the bank and see Ovington! But before he spoke he changed his mind again, and half-past twelve saw him wheeling off the main road and cantering, with some pomp and much cracking of whips, up the rough ascent that led to Garth.

He was so far in luck that he found the Squire not only at home, but standing before the door, a gaunt, stooping figure, leaning on his stick, with Calamy at his elbow. Who is it? the old man asked, as he caught the sound of galloping hoofs and the roll of the wheels. He turned his sightless eyes in the direction of the approaching carriage.

I think its Sir Charles, sir, Calamy answered. Its his jackets.

Ay! Well, I wont go in, unless need be. Go you to the stables and bid em wait.

Sir Charles alighted, and bidding the postillions draw off, greeted his host. I want your advice, Squire, he said, putting his arm through the old mans, and, after a few ceremonial words he drew him a few paces from the door. It was a clear, mild day, and the sun was shining pleasantly. Im in a position of difficulty, Griffin, he said. Youll tell me, I know, that Ive only myself to thank for it, and perhaps that is so. But that does not mend matters. The position, you see, is this. And with many apologies and some shamefacedness he explained the situation.

The Squire listened with gloomy looks, and, beyond grunting from time to time in a manner far from cheering, he did not interrupt his visitor. Of course, I ought not to have touched the matter, the baronet confessed, when he had finished his story. I know what you think about that, Griffin.

Of course you ought not! The Squire struck his stick on the gravel. I warned you, man, and you wouldnt take the warning. You wouldnt listen to me. Why, damme, Woosenham, if we do these things, if we once begin to go on Change and sell and buy, wherell you draw the line? Wherell you draw the line? How are you going to shut out the tinkers and tailors and Brummagem and Manchester men when you make yourselves no better than them! How? By Jove, you may as well give em all votes at once, and in ten years time we shall have bagmen on the Bench and Jews in the House! Aldshire  weve kept up the fence pretty well in Aldshire, and kept our hands pretty clean, too, and its been my pride and my fathers to belong to this County. Were pure blood here. Weve kept ourselves to ourselves, begad! But once begin this kind of thing  

I know, Griffin, I know, Woosenham admitted meekly. You were right and I was wrong, Squire. But the thing is done, and what am I to do now? If I stand by and this money is lost  

Ay, ay! Youll have dropped us all into a pretty scalding pot, then!

Just so, just so. The baronet had pleaded guilty, but he was growing restive under the others scolding, and he plucked up spirit. Granted. But, after all, your nephews in the concern, Griffin. Hes in it, too, you know, and  

He stopped, shocked by the effect of his words. For the old man had withdrawn his arm and had stepped back, trembling in all his limbs. Not with my good will! he cried, and he struck his stick with violence on the ground. Never! never! he repeated, passionately. But you are right, bitterly, you are right, Woosenham. The taint is in the air, the taint of the City and the Change, and we cannot escape it even here  even here in this house! In the concern? Ay, he is! And I tell you I wish to heaven that he had been in his grave first!

The other, a kindly man, was seriously concerned. Oh. come, Squire, he said; and he took the old man affectionately by the arm again. Its no such matter as all that. You make too much of it. Hes young, and the younger generation look at these things differently. After all, theres more to be said for him than for me.

The Squire groaned.

And, anyway, my old friend, Woosenham continued gently, advise me. Time presses. He looked at his watch. What shall I do? What had I better do? I know I am safe in your hands.

The Squire sighed, but the others confidence was soothing, and with the sigh he put off his own trouble. He reflected, his face turned to the ground at his feet. Do you think him honest? he asked, after a pause.

Who? Ovington?

Ay, gloomily. Ovington? The banker there.

Well, I do think he is. Yes, I do think so. Ive no reason to think otherwise.

Hes a director, aint he?

Of the Railroad? Yes.

Responsible as you are?

Yes, I suppose he is!

A kind of trustee, then, aint he  for the shareholders.

Sir Charles had not seen it in that light before. He looked at his adviser with growing respect. Well, I take it he is  now you mention it, Griffin, he said.

Then  this, it was plain, was the verdict, and the other listened with all his ears if he is honest, hell not have mixed the money with his own. Hell not have put it to an ordinary account, but to a Trust account  so that it will remain the property of the Company, and not be liable to calls on him. Thats what he should have done, anyway. Whether he has done it or not is another matter. Hes pressed, hard pressed, I hear, and I dont know that we can expect the last spit of honesty from such as him. Its not what Ive been brought up to expect. But, with a return of his former bitterness, we may be changing places with em even in that! God knows! And I do know something that gives me to believe that he may behave as he should.

You do? Sir Charles exclaimed, his spirits rising. You do think so?

Well, I do, reluctantly. Ill speak as I know. But if I were you I should go to him now and tell him, as one man to another, that thats what you expect; and if he hangs back, tell him plain that if that moneys not put aside hell have to answer to the law for it. Whether that will frighten him or not, the Squire concluded, Im not lawyer enough to say. But youll learn his mind.

Ill go in at once, Sir Charles replied, thankfully.

Im going in myself. If youll take me in  youve four horses  it will save time, and my people shall fetch me out in an hour or so.

Sir Charles assented with gratitude, thankful for his support; and Calamy was summoned. Two minutes later they got away from the door in a splutter of flying gravel and dead beech leaves. They clattered down the stony avenue, over the bridge, and into the high road.

Probably of all those  and they were many  who travelled that day with their faces set towards the bank, they were the last to start. If Tuesday had been the towns day, this was certainly the countrys day. For one thing, there was a market; for another, the news of something amiss, of something that threatened the little hoard of each  the slowly-garnered deposit or the hardly-won note  had journeyed by this time far and wide. It had reached alike the remote flannel-mill lapped in the folds of the border-hills, and the secluded hamlet buried amid orchards, and traceable on the landscape only by the grey tower of its church. On foot and on horse-back, riding and tying, in gigs and ass-carts, in market vans and carriers carts, the countryside came in  all who had anything to lose, and many who had nothing at stake, but were moved by a vague alarm. Even before daybreak the roads had begun to echo the sound of their marching. They came by the East Bridge, laboring up the steep, winding Cop; by the West Bridge and under the gabled fronts of Maerdol, along the river bank, before the house of the old sea-dog whose name was a household word, and whose portrait hung behind the mayors chair, and so up the Foregate  from every quarter they came. Before ten the streets were teeming with country-folk, whose fears were not allayed by the news that all through the previous day the townsfolk had been drawing their money. Sullen tradesmen, victims of the general depression, eyed the march from their shop doors, and some, fearing trouble, put up half their shutters. More took a malicious amusement in telling the rustics that they were too late, and that the bank would not open.

The alarm was heightened by a chance word which had fallen from Frederick Welsh. The lawyers last thought had been to do harm, for his interest in common with all substantial men lay the other way. But that morning, before he had dressed, or so much as shaved, his office and even his dining-room had been invaded. Scared clients had overwhelmed him with questions  some that he could answer and more that he could not. He could tell them the law as to their securities, whether they were lodged for safety, or pawned for loans, or mortgaged on general account. But he could not tell them whether Ovington was solvent, or whether the bank would open, or whether Deans was affected; and it was for answers to these questions that they clamored. In the end, badgered out of all patience, he had delivered a curt lecture on banking.

Look here, gentlemen, he had said, imposing silence from his hearth-rug and pressing his points with wagging forefinger, do you know what happens when you pay a thousand pounds into a bank? No, you dont? Well, Ill tell you. They put a hundred pounds into the till, and they lend out four thousand pounds on the strength of the other nine hundred. If they lend more than that, or lend that without security, they go beyond legitimate banking. Now you know as much as I do. A bankers money is out on bills payable in two months or four, its out on the security of shares and farms and shop-stock, its lent on securities that cannot be realized in five minutes. But its all there, mark me, somewhere, in something, gentlemen; and I tell you candidly that its my opinion that if you would all go home and wait for your money till you need it, youd all get it in full, twenty shillings in the pound.

He meant no harm, but unfortunately the men who heard the lecture paid no heed to the latter part, but went out, impressed with the former, and spread it broad-cast. On which some cried, Thats banking, is it! Shameful, I call it! while others said, Well, I call it robbery! The old tea-pot for me after this! A few were for moving off at once and breaking Ovingtons windows, and going on to Deans and serving them the same. But they were restrained, things had not quite come to that; and it was an orderly if excited throng that once more waited on Bride Hill and in the Market Place for the opening of the doors.

Not all who gathered there had anything to lose. Many were mere onlookers. But here and there were to be seen compressed lips, pale faces, anxious eyes. Here and there women gripped books in feverish fingers or squeezed handkerchiefs into tight balls; and now and again a man broke into bad words and muttered what he would do if they robbed him. There were country shopkeepers who had lodged the money to meet the travellers account, and trembled for its safety. There were girls who saw their hard-earned portions at stake, and parsons whose hearts ached as they thought of the invalid wife or the boys school-bill; and there were at least a score who knew that if the blow fell the bailiff, never far from the threshold, would be in the house. Before the eyes of not a few rose the spectres of the poorhouse and a pauper funeral.

Standing in groups or dotted amid the crowd were bigger men  wool-brokers and cattle-dealers  men loud in bar-parlors and great among their fellows, whose rubicund faces showed flabby and mottled, and whose fleshy lips moved in endless calculations. How was this bill to be met, and who would renew that one? Too often the end of their calculations spelled ruin  if the bank failed. Ruin  and many were they who depended on these big men: wage-earners, clerks, creditors, poor relations! One man walking up and down under the arcade of the Market House was the centre for many eyes. He was an auctioneer from a neighboring town, a man of wide dealings, who, it was whispered, had lodged with Ovingtons the proceeds of his last great sale  a sum running into thousands and due every penny to the vendor.

His case and other hard cases were whispered by one to another, and, bruited about, they roused the passions even of those who were not involved. Yet when the bank at length opened on the stroke of ten an odd thing happened. A sigh, swelling to a murmur, rose from the dense crowd, but no one moved. The expected came as the unexpected, there was a moment of suspense, of waiting. No one advanced. Then some one raised a shout and there was a rush for the entrance; men struggled and women were thrust aside, smaller men were borne in on the arms of their fellows. A wail rose from the unsuccessful, but no man heeded it, or waited for his neighbor, or looked aside to see who it was who strove and thrust and struggled at his elbow. They pushed in tumultuously, their country boots drumming on the boards. Their entrance was like the inrush of an invading army.

The clerks, the cashier, Ovington himself, stood at the counter waiting motionless to receive them, confronting them with what courage they might. But the strain of the preceding day had told. The clerks could not conceal their misgivings, and even Rodd failed to bear himself with the chilling air which had yesterday abashed the modest. He shot vindictive glances across the counter, his will was still good to wither, but the crowd was to-day made up of rougher material, was more brusque and less subservient. They cared nothing for him, and he looked, in spite of his efforts, weary and dispirited. There was no longer any pretence that things were normal or that the bank was not face to face with a crisis. The gloves were off. They were no longer banker and customers. They were enemies.

It was Ovington himself who this morning stood forward, and in a few cold words informed his friends that they would all be paid, requesting them at the same time to be good enough to keep order and await their turns, otherwise it would be impossible to proceed with the business. He added a single sentence, in which he expressed his regret that those who had known him so long should doubt, as he could only suppose that they did doubt, his ability to meet his engagements.

It was well done, with calmness and dignity, but as he ceased to speak  his appearance had for the moment imposed silence  a disturbance broke out near the door. A man thrust himself in. Ovington, already in the act of turning, recognized the newcomer, and a keen observer might have noted that his face, grave before, turned a shade paler. But he met the blow. Is that Mr. Yapp? he asked.

It was the auctioneer from Iron Ferry. Ay, Mr. Ovington, it is, he said, the perspiration on his face, and you know my position.

Ovington nodded. Yapp was one of five depositors  big men  whose claims had been, for the last twenty-four hours, a nightmare to him. But he let nothing be seen, and Kindly let Mr. Yapp pass, he said; I will deal with him myself. Then, as one or two murmured and protested, Gentlemen, he said sternly, you must let me conduct my business in my own way, or I close my doors. Let Mr. Yapp pass, if you please.

They let him through then, some grumbling, others patting him on the back Good luck to you, Jimmy! cried one well-wisher. The counter was raised, and resettling his clothes about him, the auctioneer followed Mr. Ovington into the parlor. The banker closed the door upon them.

How much is it, Mr. Yapp? he asked.

The mans hand shook as he drew out the receipt. Two thousand, seven hundred and forty, he said. I hope to God its all right, sir? His voice shook. Its not my money, and to lose it would three parts ruin me.

You need not fear, the banker assured him. The money is here. But for a moment he did not continue. He stood, his eyes on the mans face, lost in thought. Then, The money is here, and you can have it, Yapp, he said. But I am going to be plain with you. You will do me the greatest possible favor if you will leave it for a few days. The bank is solvent  I give you my honor it is. No one will lose a penny by it in the end. But if this and other large sums are drawn to-day I may have to close for a time, and the injury to me will be very great. If you wish to make a friend who may be able to return the favor ten-fold  

But Yapp shook his head. I darent do it! he declared, the sweat springing out anew on his face. It isnt my money and I cant leave it! I darent do it, sir!

Ovington saw that it was of no use to plead farther, and he changed his tone. Very good, he said, and he forced himself to speak equably. I quite understand. You shall have the money. Sitting down at the table he wrote the amount on a slip, and struck the bell that stood beside his desk. The younger clerk came in. He handed him the slip.

Yapp did not waver, but he remembered that good turns had been done to him in that room, and he was troubled. If it was my money, he said awkwardly, or if there was anything else I could do, Mr. Ovington?

You can, Ovington replied. He had got himself in hand, and he spoke cheerfully.

Well  

You can hold your tongue, Yapp, smiling.

Its done, sir. I wont have a tongue except to say that the moneys paid. You may depend upon me.

Thank you. I shall not forget it. The clerk brought in the money, and stayed until the sum was counted and checked and the receipt given. Then, Thats right, Mr. Yapp, the banker said, and sat back in his chair. Show Mr. Yapp out, Williams.

Yapp followed the clerk. His appearance in the bank was greeted by half a dozen voices. Ha you got it? they cried.

He was a man of his word, and he slapped his pocket briskly. Every penny! he said, and something like a cheer went up. Id not have worried, but it wasnt my money.

Ovingtons appeal to him had been a forlorn hope, and much, now it had failed, did the banker regret it. But he had calculated that that twenty-seven hundred pounds might just make the difference, and he had been tempted. Left to himself he sat, turning it over, and wondering if the auctioneer would be silent; and his face, now that the mask was off, was haggard and careworn. He had slept little the night before, and things were working out as he had feared that they would.

Presently he heard a disturbance in the bank. Something had occurred to break the orderly course of paying out. He rose and went out, a frown on his face. He was prepared for trouble, but he found to his relief that the interruption was caused by nothing worse than his sons return.

Having given his word to Arthur to carry the money through the bank, Clement had sunk whatever scruples he felt, and had made up his mind to do it handsomely. He had driven up to the door with a flourish, had taken the gold from the chaise under the public eye, and now, with all the parade he could, he was bringing it into the bank. His brisk entrance and cheery presence, and the careless words he flung on this side and that as he pushed through the crowd, seemed in a trice to clear the air and lift the depression. Not even Arthur could have carried the thing through more easily or more flamboyantly. And that was saying much.

Make way! Make way, if you please, gentlemen! he cried, his face ruddy with the sharp, wintry air. Let me in, please! Now, if you want to be paid, you must let the money come through! Plenty of money! Plenty for all of you, gentlemen, and more where this comes from! But you must let me get by! Hallo, Rawlins, is that you? Youre good at dead weights. Here, lift it! What do you make of it? And he thrust the bag he carried into a stout farmers hands.

Well, it be pretty near fifty pund, Id say, Rawlins replied. Though, by gum, it dont look within a third of it, Mr. Clement.

Clement laughed. Well done! he said. Youre just about right. And you can say after this, Rawlins, that youve lifted fifty pound weight of gold! Now, make way, gentlemen, make way, if you please. Theres more to come in! Plenty more.

He bustled through with the bag, greeted his father gaily, and placed his burden on the floor beside him. Then he went back for the other bag. He made a second countryman weigh this, grinned at his face of astonishment, then taking up the two bags he went through with his father to the parlor.

His arrival did good. The clerks perked up, smiled at one another, went to and fro more briskly. Rodd braced himself and, though he knew the truth, began to put on airs, bandied words with a client, and called contemptuously for order. And the customers looked sheepish. Gold! Gold coming in like that in bags as if twere common stuff. It made them think twice. A few, balancing in their minds a small possible loss against the bankers certain favor, hesitated and hung back. Two or three even went out without cashing their notes and shrugged their shoulders in the street, declaring that the whole thing was nonsense. They had been bamboozled. They had been hoaxed. The bank was sound enough.

But behind the parlor door things wore a different aspect.


CHAPTER XL

The banker looked at the money lying at his feet. Clement looked at his father. He noted the elder mans despondent attitude, he read the lines which anxiety had deepened on his brow, and his assumed gaiety fell from him. He longed to say something that might comfort the other, but mauvaise honte and the reserve of years were too much for him, and instead he rapidly and succinctly told his tale, running over what had happened in London and on the road. He accounted for what he had brought, and explained why he had brought it and at whose request. Then, as the banker, lost in troubled thought, his eyes on the money, did not speak, It goes badly then, sir, does it? he said. I see that the place is full.

Ovingtons eyes were still on the bags, and though he forced himself to speak, his tone was dull and mechanical. Yes, he said. We paid out fifteen thousand and odd yesterday. About six thousand in odd sums to-day. I have just settled with Yapp  two thousand seven hundred. Mills and Blakeway have drawn at the counter  three thousand and fifty between them. A packet of notes from Birmingham, eleven hundred. Jenkins sent his cheque for twelve hundred by his son, but he omitted to fill in the date.

And you didnt pay it?

No, I didnt pay it. Why should I? But he will be in himself by the two oclock coach. The only other account  large account outstanding  is Owens for eighteen hundred. Probably he will come in by the same coach. In the meantime he took a slip of paper from the table we have notes for rather more than two thousand still out; half of these may not, for one reason or another, be presented. And payable on demand we still owe something like two or three thousand.

You may be called upon for another six thousand, then, sir?

Six at best, seven thousand or a little more at worst. And we had in the till to meet it, a quarter of an hour ago, about three thousand. We should not have had as much if Rodd had not paid in four hundred and fifty.

Rodd? Clement eyes sparkled. God bless him! Hes a Trojan, and I shant forget it! Bravo, Rodd!

The banker nodded, but in a perfunctory way. Thats the position, he said. If Owen and Jenkins hold off  but theres no hope of that  we may go on till four oclock. But if either comes in we must close. Close, bitterly, for the lack of three thousand or four thousand pounds!

Clement sighed. Young as he was he was beginning to feel the effect of his exertions, of his double journey, and his two sleepless nights. At last, No one will lose, sir? he said.

No, no one, ultimately and directly, by us. And if we were an old bank, if we were Deans even there was venom in the tone in which he uttered his rivals name   we might resume in a week or a fortnight. We might reopen and go on. But, shrugging his shoulders, we are not Deans, and no one would trust us after this. It would be useless to resume. And, of course, the sacrifices that we have made have been very costly. We have had to rediscount bills at fifteen per cent., and sell a long line of securities at a loss, and what is left on our hands may be worth money some day, but it is worthless at present.

Wolleys Mill?

Ay, and other things. Other things.

Clement looked at the floor, and again the longing to say something or do something that might comfort his father pressed upon him. To himself the catastrophe, save so far as it separated him from Josina, was a small thing. He had had no experience of poverty, he was young, and to begin the world at the bottom had no terrors for him. But with his father it was different, and he knew that it was different. His father had built up from nothing the edifice that now cracked and crumbled about them. He had planned it, he had seen it rise and grow, he had rejoiced in it and been proud of it. On it he had spent the force and the energy of the best twenty years of his life, and he had not now, he had no longer, the vigor or the strength to set about rebuilding.

It was a tragedy, and Clement saw that it was a tragedy. And all for the lack  pity rose strong within him  all for the lack of  four thousand pounds. To him, conversant with the banks transactions, it seemed a small sum. It was a small sum.

Ay, four thousand! his father repeated. His eyes returned mechanically to the money at his feet, returned and fixed themselves upon it. Though in a month we may be able to raise twice as much again! And here  here  touching it with his foot is the money! All, and more than all that we need, Clement.

Then at last Clement perceived the direction of his fathers gaze, and he took the alarm. He put aside his reserve, he laid his hand gently on the elder mans shoulder, and by the pressure of his silent caress he strove to recall him to himself, he strove to prove to him that whatever happened, whatever befell, they were one  father and son, united inseparably by fortune. But aloud, No! he said firmly. Not that, sir! I have given my word. And besides  

He would be no loser.

No, we should be the losers.

But  but it was not we, it was Bourdillon, lad!

Ay, it was Bourdillon. And we are not Bourdillon! Not yet! Nor ever, sir!

Ovington turned away. His hand shook, the papers that he affected to put together on his desk rustled in his grasp. He knew  knew well that his son was right. But how great was the temptation! There lay the money at his feet, and he was sure that he could not be called to account for it. There lay the money that would gain the necessary time, that would meet all claims, that would save the bank!

True, it was not his, but how great was the temptation. It was so great that what might have happened had Clement not been there, had he stood there alone and unfettered, it is impossible to say  though the man was honest. For it was easy, nothing was more easy, than to argue that the bank would be saved and no man, not even the Squire, would lose. It was so great a temptation, and the lower course appeared so plausible that four men out of five, men of average honesty and good faith, might have fallen.

Fortunately the habit of business integrity came to the rescue, and reinforced and supported the sons argument  and the battle was won. You are right, the banker said huskily, his face still averted, his hands trembling among the papers. But take it away! For Gods sake, boy, take it away! Take it out of my sight, or I do not know what I may do!

Youll do the right thing, sir, never fear! the son answered confidently. And with an effort he lifted the two heavy bags and moved towards the door. But on the threshold and as the door closed behind him, Thank God! he whispered to himself, Thank God! And to Betty, who met him in the hall and flung her arms about his neck  the girl was in tears, for the shadow of anxiety hung over the whole house, and even the panic-stricken maids were listening on the stairs or peering from the windows Take care of him, Betty, he said, his eyes shining. Take care of him, girl. I shall be back by one oclock. If I could stay with him now I would, but I cannot. I cannot! And dont fret. It will come right yet!

Oh, poor father! she cried. Is there no hope, Clement?

Very little. But worse things have happened. And we may be proud of him, Betty. Weve good cause to be proud of him. I say it that know! Cheer up!

She watched him go with his heavy burden and his blunt common-sense down the garden walk; and when he had disappeared behind the pear-tree espaliers she went back to listen outside the parlor door. She had been her fathers pet. He had treated her with an indulgence and a familiarity rare in those days of parental strictness, and she understood him well, better than others, better even than Clement. She knew what failure would mean to him. It was not the loss of wealth which would wound him most sorely, though he would feel that; but the loss of the position which success had gained for him in the little world in which he lived, and lived somewhat aloof. He had been thought, and he had thought himself, cleverer than his neighbors. He had borne himself as one belonging to, and destined for, a wider sphere. He had met the pride of the better-born and the older-established with a greater pride; and believing in his star, he had allowed his contempt for others and his superiority to be a little too clearly seen.

For all this he would now pay, and his pride would suffer. Betty, lingering in the darker part of the hall, where the servants could not spy on her, listened and longed to go in to him and comfort him. But all the rules forbade this, she might not distract him at such a time. Yet, had she known how deep was his depression as he sat sunk in his chair, had she known how the past mocked him, and the long chain of his successes rose and derided him, how the mirage of long-cherished hopes melted and left all cold before him  had she guessed the full bitterness of his spirit, she had broken through every rule and gone in to him.

The self-made man! Proudly, disdainfully he had flung the taunt back in mens faces. Could they make, could they have made themselves, as he had? And now the self-ruined man! He sat thinking of it, and the minutes went by. Twice one of the clerks came in and silently placed a slip beside him and went softly out. He looked at the slip, but without taking in its meaning. What did it matter whether a few more or a few less pounds had been drawn out, whether the drain had waxed or waned in the last quarter of an hour? The end was certain, and it would come when the two men arrived on the Chester coach. Then he would have to bestir himself. Then he would have to resume the lead and play the man, give back hardness for hardness and scorn for scorn, and bear himself so in defeat that no man should pity him. And he knew that he could do it. He knew that when the time came his voice would be firm and his face would be granite, and that he would pronounce his own sentence and declare the bank closed with a high head. He knew that even in defeat he could so clothe himself with power that no man should browbeat him.

But in the meantime he paid his debt to weakness, and sat brooding on the past, rather than preparing for the future; and time passed, the relentless hand moved round the clock. Twice the clerk came in with his doom-bearing slips, and presently Rodd appeared. But the cashier had nothing to say that the banker did not know. Ovington took the paper and looked at the figures and at the total, but all he said was, Let me know when Owen and Jenkins come.

Very good, sir. Rodd lingered a moment as if he would gladly have added something, would have ventured, perhaps, some word of sympathy. But his courage failed him and he went out.

Nor when Clement, half an hour afterwards, returned from his mission to Garth did he give any sign. Clement laid his hand on his shoulder and said a cheery word, but, getting no answer, or as good as none, he went through to his desk. A moment later his voice could be heard rallying a too conscious customer, greeting another with contemptuous good humor, bringing into the close, heated atmosphere of the bank, where men breathed heavily, snapped at one another, and shuffled their feet, a gust of freer brisker air.

Another half-hour passed. A clerk brought in a slip. The banker looked at it. No more than seven hundred pounds remained in the till. Very good, he said. Let me know when Mr. Owen and Mr. Jenkins come. And as the door closed behind the lad he fell back into his old posture of depression. There was nothing to be done.

But five minutes later Clement looked in, his face concerned. Sir Charles Woosenham is here, he said in a low voice. He is asking for you.

The banker roused himself. The call was not unexpected nor quite unwelcome. Show him in, he said; and he took up a pen and drew a sheet of paper towards him that he might appear to be employing himself.

Sir Charles came in, tall, stooping a little, his curly-brimmed hat in his hand; the dignified bearing with which he was wont to fence himself against the roughness of the outer world a little less noticeable than usual. He was a gentleman, and he did not like his errand.

Ovington rose. Good morning, Sir Charles, he said, you wanted to see me? I am unfortunately busy this morning, but I can give you ten minutes. What is it, may I ask? He pushed a chair toward his visitor.

But Woosenham would not sit down. If the man was down he hated to  but, there, he had come to do it. I am sure it is all right, Mr. Ovington, he said awkwardly, but I am concerned about the  about the Railway money, in fact. The sum is large, and  and stammering a little but I think you will understand my position?

The banker smiled. You wish to know if its safe? he said.

Well, yes  precisely, with relief. Youll forgive me, I am sure. But people are talking.

They are doing more, Ovington answered austerely  he no longer smiled. They are doing their best to ruin me, Sir Charles, and to plunge themselves into loss. But I need not go into that. You are anxious about the Railroad money? Very good. He rang the bell and the clerk came in. Go to the strong-room, the banker said, taking some keys from the table, with Mr. Clement, and bring me the box with the Railway Trust.

I am sorry, Sir Charles said, when they were alone, to trouble you at this time, but  

Ovington stopped him. You are perfectly in order, he said. Indeed, I am glad you have come. The box will be here in a minute.

Clement brought it in, and Ovington took another key and unlocked it. It is all here, he explained, except the small sum already expended in preliminary costs  the sum passed, as you will remember, at the last meeting of the Board. Here it is. He took a paper which lay on the top of the contents of the box. Except four hundred and ten pounds, ten shillings. The rest is invested in Treasury Bills until required. The bills are here, and Clement will check them with you, Sir Charles, while I finish this letter. We have, of course, treated this as a Trust Fund, and I think that the better course will be for you to affix your seal to the box when you have verified the contents.

He turned to his letter, though it may be doubted whether he knew what he was writing, while Sir Charles and Clement went through the box, verified the securities, and finally sealed the box. That done, Woosenham would have offered fresh apologies, but the banker waved them aside and bowed him out, directing Clement to see him to the door.

That done, left alone once more, he sat thinking. The incident had roused him and he felt the better for it. He had been able to assert himself and he had confirmed in good will a man who might yet be of use to him. But he was not left alone very long. Sir Charles had not been gone five minutes before Rodd thrust a pale face in at the door, and in an agitated whisper informed him that Owen and Jenkins were coming down the High Street. A scout whom the cashier had sent out had seen them and run ahead with the news. Theyll be here in two minutes, sir, Rodd added in a tone which betrayed his dismay. What am I to do? Will you see them, sir?

Certainly, Ovington answered. Show them in as soon as they arrive.

He spoke firmly, and made a brave show in Rodds eyes. But he knew that up to this moment he had retained a grain of hope, a feeling, vague and baseless, that something might yet happen, something might yet occur at the last moment to save the bank. Well, it had not, and he must steel himself to face the worst. The crisis had come and he must meet it like a man. He rose from his chair and stood waiting, a little paler than usual, but composed and master of himself.

He heard the disturbance that the arrival of the two men caused in the bank. Some one spoke in a harsh and peremptory tone, and something like an altercation followed. Raised voices reached him, and Rodds answer, civil and propitiatory, came, imperfectly, to his ear. The peremptory voice rose anew, louder than before, and the bankers face grew hard as he listened. Did they think to browbeat him? Did they think to bully him? If so, he would soon  but they were coming. He caught the sound of the counter as Rodd raised it for the visitors to pass, and the advance of feet, slowly moving across the floor. He fixed his eyes on the door, all the manhood in him called up to meet the occasion.

The door was thrown open, widely open, but for a moment the banker could not see who stood in the shadow of the doorway. Two men, certainly, and Rodd at their elbow, hovering behind them; and they must be Owen and Jenkins, though Rodd, to be sure, should have had the sense to send in one at a time. Then it broke upon the banker that they were not Owen and Jenkins. They were bigger men, differently dressed, of another class; and he stared. For the taller of the two, advancing slowly on the others arm, and feeling his way with his stick, was Squire Griffin, and his companion was no other than Sir Charles, mysteriously come back again.

Prepared for that which he had foreseen, Ovington was unprepared for this, and the old man, still feeling on his unguarded side with his stick, was the first to speak. Give me a chair, he grunted. Is he here, Woosenham?

Yes, Woosenham said, Mr. Ovington is here.

Then let me sit down. And as Sir Charles let him down with care into the chair which the astonished banker hastened to push forward, Umph! he muttered, as he settled himself and uncovered his head. Tell my man  this to Rodd to bring in that stuff when I send for it. Do you hear? You there? Tell him to bring it in when I bid him. Then he turned himself to the banker, who all this time had not found a word to say, and indeed had not a notion what was coming. He could only suppose that the Squire had somehow revived Woosenhams fears, in which case he should certainly, Squire or no Squire, hear some home truths. Youre surprised to see me? the old man said.

Well, I am, Mr. Griffin. Yes.

Ay, drily. Well, I am surprised myself, if it comes to that. I didnt think to be ever in this room again. But here I am, none the less. And come on business.

The bankers eyes grew hard. If it is about the Railroad moneys, he said, and Sir Charles is not satisfied  

Its none of his business. Naught to do with the Railroad, the Squire answered. Then sharply, Wheres my nephew? Is he here?

No, he is not at the bank to-day.

No? Well, he never should ha been! And so I told him and told you. But you would both have your own way, and you know whats come of it. Hallo! breaking off suddenly, and turning his head, for his hearing was still good. Whats that? Aint we alone?

One moment, Ovington said. Rodd had tapped at the door and put in his head.

The cashier looked at the banker, over the visitors heads. Mr. Owen and Mr. Jenkins are here, he said in a low tone. They wish to see you. I said you were engaged, sir, but   his face made the rest of the sentence clear.

Ovington reddened, but retained his presence of mind. They can see me in ten minutes, he said, coldly. Tell them so.

But Rodd only came a little farther into the room. I am afraid, he said, dropping his voice, they wont wait, sir. They are  

Wait? The word came from the Squire. He shot it out so suddenly that the cashier started. Wait? Why, hang their infernal impudence, wrathfully, do they think their business must come before everybodys? Jenkins? Is that little Jenkins  Tom Jenkins of the Hollies?

Yes, sir.

Then d  n his impudence! the old man burst forth again in a voice that must have wellnigh reached the street. Little Tom Jenkins, whose grandfather was my foot-boy, coming and interrupting my business! God bless my soul and body, the world is turned upside-down nowadays. Fine times we live in! Little  but, hark you, sirrah, dyou go and tell him to go to the devil! And shut the door, man! Shut the door!

Tell them I will see them in ten minutes, said the banker.

But the old man was still unappeased. Thats what were coming to, is it? he fumed. Confound their impudence, wiping his brow, and theyve put me out, too! I dunno where I was. Is the door closed? Oh, bout my nephew! I didnt wish it, Ive said that, and Ive said it often, but hes in. Hes in with you, banker, and hes lugged me in! For, loth as I am to see him in it, Im still lother that any one o my name or my blood should be pointed at as the man thats lost the countryside their money! Trades bad, out of its place. But trade that fails at other folks cost and ruins a sight of people who, true or false, will say theyve been swindled  

Stop! the banker could bear it no longer, and he stepped forward, his face pale. No one has swindled here! No one has been robbed of his money. No one  if it will relieve your feelings to know it, Mr. Griffin will lose by the bank in the end. I shall pay all demands within a few weeks at most.

Can you pay em all to-day? asked the Squire, at his driest.

It may be that I cannot. But every man to whom the bank owes a penny will receive twenty shillings in the pound and interest, within a few weeks  or months.

And who will be the loser, then, if the bank closes? Wholl lose, man?

The bank. No one else.

But you cant pay em to-day, banker?

That may be.

How much will clear you? To pay em all down on the nail, truculently, and tell em all to go and be hanged? Eh? How much do you need for that?

Ovington opened his mouth, but for a moment, overpowered by the emotions that set his temples throbbing, he could not speak. He stared at the gaunt, stooping figure in the chair  the stooping figure in the shabby old riding-coat with the huge plated buttons that had weathered a dozen winters  and though hope sprang up in him, he doubted. The man might be playing with him. Or, he might not mean what he seemed to mean. There might be some mistake. At last, Five thousand pounds would pull us through, he said in a voice that sounded strange to himself, as it turns out.

Youd better take ten, the Squire answered. There, fumbling in his inner pocket and extracting with effort a thick packet, count five out of that. And theres five in gold that my man will bring in. Dyou give me a note for ten thousand at six months  five per cent.

Mr. Griffin  

There, no words! testily. It aint for you Im doing it, man. Understand that! It aint for you. Its for my name and my nephew, little as he deserves it! Count it out, count it out, and give me back the balance, and lets be done with it.

Ovington hesitated, his heart full, his hands trembling. He was not himself. He looked at Woosenham. Perhaps, Sir Charles, he said unsteadily, will be good enough to check the amount with me!

Pshaw, man, if I didnt think you honest I shouldnt be here, whether or no. No such fool! I satisfied myself of that, you may be sure, before I came in. Count it, yourself. And there! Bid em bring in the gold.

The banker rang the bell and gave the order. He counted the notes, and by the time he had finished, the bags had been brought in. Youll ha to take that uncounted, the Squire said, as he heard them set down on the floor, as I took it myself.

My son will have seen to that, Ovington replied. He was a little more like himself now. He sat down and wrote out the note, though his hand shook.

Ay, the Squire agreed, Im thinking he will have. And turning his head towards Woosenham, Hes a rum chap, that, he continued, with a chuckle and speaking as if the banker were not present. He gave me a talking-to  me! Dyou know that he got to London in sixteen hours, in the night-time?

Did he, by Jove! Our friend at Halston could hardly have beaten that.

And nothing staged either! Railroads! scornfully. Dyou think theres any need o railroads when a man can do that? Or that any railroad thats ever made will beat that? Sixteen hours, by George, a hundred and fifty-one miles in the night-time!

Sir Charles, who had been an astonished spectator of the scene, gave a qualified assent, and by that time Ovington was ready with his note. The Squire pouched it with care, but cut short his thanks. Ive told you why I do it, he said gruffly. And now Im tired and Ill be getting home. Give me your arm, Woosenham. But as we pass Ive a word to say to that little joker in the bank.

He had his word, and a strange scene it was. The two great men stood within the counter, the old man bending his hawk-like face and sightless eyes on the quailing group beyond it, while the clerks looked on, half in awe and half in amusement. Fools! said the Squire in his harshest tone. Fools, all of ye! Cutting your own throats and tearing the bottom out of your own money-bags! Thats what ye be doing! And you, Tom Jenkins, and you, Owen, that should know better, first among em! You havent the sense to see a yard before you, but elbow one another into the ditch like a pair of blind horses! You deserve to be ruined, every man of you, and its no fault o yourn that youre not! Business men? You call yourselves business men, and run on a bank as if all the money was kept in a box under the counter ready to pay you! Go home! Go home! poking at them with his stick. And thank God the banker has more sense than you, and a sight more money than your tuppenny hapenny accounts run to! Damme, if I were master here, if one single one o you should cross my door again! But there, take me out, Woosenham; take me out! Pack o fools! Pack o dumb fools, they are!

The two marched out with that, but the Squires words ran up and down the town like wild-fire. What he had said and how he had said it, and the figure little Tom Jenkins of the Hollies had cut, was known as far as the Castle Foregate before the old man had well set his foot on the step of his carriage. The crowd standing about Sir Charless four bays in the Market Place and respectfully gazing on the postillions yellow jackets had it within two minutes. Within four it was known at the Gullet that the old Squire was supporting the bank, and had given Welsh Owen such a talking-to as never was. Within ten, the news was being bandied up and down the long yard at the Lion, where they stabled a hundred horses, and was known even to the charwomen who, on their knees, were scrubbing the floors of the Assembly Rooms that looked down on the yard. Deans, at which a persistent and provoking run had been prosecuted since morning, got it among the first; and Mr. Dean, testy and snappish enough before, became for the rest of the day a terror and a thunder-cloud to the junior clerks. Nay, the news soon passed beyond Aldersbury, for the three oclock up-coach swept it away and dropped it with various parcels and hampers at every stage between the Falcon at Heygate and Wolverhampton. Not a turn-pike man but heard it and spread it, and at the Cock at Wellington they gave it to the down-coach, which carried it back to Aldersbury.

Owen, it was known, had drawn his money. But Jenkins had thought better of it. He had gone out of the bank with his cheque in his hand, and had torn it up coram public in the roadway; and from that moment the run, its force already exhausted, had ceased. Half an hour later he would have been held a fool who looked twice at an Ovington note, or distrusted a bank into which, rumor had it, gold had been carried by the sackful. Had not the Bank of England sent down a special messenger bearing unstinted credit? And had not the old Squire of Garth, the closest, stingiest, shrewdest man in the county, paid in thirty, forty, fifty thousand pounds and declared that he would sell every acre before the bank should fail? Before night a dozen men were considering ruefully the thing that they had done or pondering how they might, with the least loss of dignity, undo it. Before morning twice as many wives had told their husbands what they thought of them, and reminded them that they had always said how it would be  only they were never listened to!

At the Gullet in the Shut off the Market Place, where the tap never ceased running that evening, and half of the trade of the town pressed in to eat liver and bacon, there was no longer any talk of Boulogne. All the talk ran the other way. The drawers of the day were the butts of the evening, and were bantered and teased unmercifully. Their friends would not be in their shoes for a trifle  not they! They had cooked their goose with a vengeance  no more golden eggs for them! And very noticeable was it that whenever the bankers name came up, voices dropped and heads came together. His luck, his power, his resources were discussed with awe and in whispers. There were not a few thoughtful faces at the board, and here and there were appetites that failed, though the suppers served in the dingy low-ceiled room at the Gullet, dark even at noon-day, were famous for their savoriness.

* * * * *

Very different was the scene inside the bank. At the counter, indeed, discipline failed the moment the door fell to behind the last customer. The clerks sprang to their feet, cheered, danced a dance of triumph, struck a hundred attitudes of scorn and defiance. They cracked silly jokes, and flung paper darts at the public side; they repaid by every kind of monkey trick the alarms and exertions from which they had suffered during three days. They roared, Oh, dear, what can the matter be! in tones of derision that reached the street. They challenged the public to come on  to come on and be hanged! They ceased to make a noise only when breath failed them.

But in the parlor, whither Clement, followed after a moments hesitation by Rodd, had hastened to join and to congratulate his father, there was nothing of this. The danger had been too pressing, the margin of safety too narrow to admit of loud rejoicing. The three met like ship-wrecked mariners drawn more closely together by the ordeal through which they had passed, like men still shaken by the buffeting of the waves. They were quiet, as men amazed to find themselves alive. The banker, in particular, sat sunk in his chair, overcome as much by the scene through which he had passed as by a relief too deep for words. For he knew that it was by no art of his own, and through no resources of his own that he survived, and his usual self-confidence, and with it his aplomb, had deserted him. In a room vibrating with emotion they gazed at one another in thankful silence, and it was only after a long interval that the older man let his thoughts appear. Then Thank God! he said unsteadily, and you, Clement! God bless you! If we owe this to any one we owe it to you, my boy! If you had not been beside me, God knows what I might not have done!

Pooh, pooh, sir, Clement said; yet he did but disguise deep feeling under a mask of lightness. You dont do yourself justice. And for the matter of that, if we have to thank any one it is Rodd, here. He clapped the cashier on the shoulder with an intimacy that brought a spark to Rodds eyes. Hes not only stuck to it like a man, but if he had not paid in his four hundred and fifty  

No, no, sir, we werent drawn down to that  quite.

We were mighty near it, my lad. And easily might have been.

Yes, said the banker; we shall not forget it, Rodd. But, after all, with a faint smile, its Bourdillon we have to thank. And he explained the motives which, on the surface at least, had moved the Squire to intervene. If I had not taken Bourdillon in when I did  

Just so, Clement assented drily. And if Bourdillon had not  

Umph! Yes. But  where is he? Do you know?

I dont. He may be at his rooms, or he may have ridden out to his mothers. Ill look round presently, and if he is not in town Ill go out and tell him the news.

You didnt quarrel?

Clement shrugged his shoulders. Not more than we can make up, he said lightly, if it is to his interest.

The banker moved uneasily in his chair. What is to be done about him? he asked.

I think, sir, that thats for the Squire. Let us leave it to him. Its his business. And now  come! Has any one told Betty!

The banker rose, conscience-stricken. No, poor girl, and she must be anxious. I quite forgot, he said.

Unless Rodd has, Clement replied, with a queer look at his father. For Rodd had vanished while they were talking of Arthur, whom it was noteworthy that neither of them now called by his Christian name.

Well go and tell her, said Ovington, reverting to his everyday tone. And he turned briskly to the door which led into the house. He opened it, and was crossing the hall, followed by Clement, who was anxious to relieve his sisters mind, when both came to a sudden stand. The banker uttered an exclamation of astonishment  and so did Betty. For Rodd, he melted with extraordinary rapidity through a convenient door, while Clement, the only one of the four who was not taken completely by surprise, laughed softly.

Betty! her father cried sternly. What is the meaning of this?

Well, I thought  you would know, said Betty, blushing furiously. I think its pretty plain. Then, throwing her arms round her fathers neck, Oh, father, Im so glad, Im so glad, Im so glad!

But thats an odd way of showing it, my dear.

Oh, he quite understands. In fact  still hiding her face weve come to an understanding, father. And we want you  half laughing and half crying to witness it.

Im afraid I did witness it, gravely.

But youre not going to be angry? Not to-day? Not to-day, father. And in a small voice, He stood by you. You know how he stood by you. And you said youd never forget it.

But I didnt say that I should give him my daughter.

No, father; she gave herself.

Well, there! He freed himself from her. Thats enough now, girl. Well talk about it another time. But Im not pleased, Betty.

No? said Betty, gaily, but dabbing her eyes at the same time. He said that. He said that you would not be pleased. He was dreadfully afraid of you. And I said you wouldnt be pleased, too. But  

Eh?

I said youd come to it, father, by and by. In good time.

Well, Im   But what the banker was, was lost in the peal of laughter that Clement could no longer restrain.


CHAPTER XLI

Arthur, after he had dropped from the post-chaise that morning, did not at once move away. He stood on the crown of the East Bridge, looking down the river, and the turmoil of his feelings was such as for a time to render thought of the future impossible, and even to hold despair at bay. The certainty that his plan would have succeeded if it had not been thwarted by the very persons who would have profited by it, and the knowledge that but for their scruples all that he had at stake in the bank would have been saved  this certainty and this knowledge, with the fact that while they left him to bear the obloquy they had denied him the prize, so maddened him that for a full minute he stood, grasping the stone balustrade of the bridge, and whispering curses at the current that flowed smoothly below.

The sunshine and the fair scene did but mock him. The green meadows, and the winding river, and the crescent of stately buildings, spire-crowned, that, curving with the stream, looked down upon it from the site of the ancient walls, did but deride his misery. For, how many a time had he stood on that spot and looked on that scene in days when he had been happy and carefree, his future as sunny as the landscape before him! And now  oh, the cowards! The cowards, who had not had the courage even to pick up the fruit which his daring had shaken from the bough.

Ay, his daring and his enterprise! For what else was it? What had he done, after all, at which they need made mouths? It had been but a loan he had taken, the use for a few weeks of money which was useless where it lay, and of which not a penny would be lost! And again he cursed the weakness of those who had rendered futile all that he, the bolder spirit, had done, who had consigned themselves and him to failure and to beggary. He had bought their safety at his own cost, and they had declined to be saved. He shook with rage, with impotent rage, as he thought of it.

Presently a man, passing over the bridge, looked curiously at him, paused and went on again, and the incident recalled him to himself. He remembered that he was in a place where all knew him, where his movements and his looks would be observed, where every second person who saw him would wonder why he was not at the bank. He must be going. He composed his face and walked on.

But whither? The question smote him with a strange and chilly sense of loneliness. Whither? To the bank certainly, if he had courage, where the battle was even now joined. He might fling himself into the fray, play his part as if nothing had happened, smile with the best, ignore what he had done and, if challenged, face it down. And there had been a time when he could have done this. There had been a time, when Clement had first alighted on him in town, when he had decided with himself to play that rôle, and had believed that he could carry it off with a smiling face. And now, now, as then, he maintained that he had done nothing that the end did not justify, since the means could harm no one.

But at that time he had believed that he could count on the complicity of others, he had believed that they would at least accept the thing that he had done and throw in their lot with his, and the failure of that belief, brag as he might, affected him. It had sapped his faith in his own standards. The view Clement had taken had slowly but surely eclipsed his view, until now, when he must face the bank with a smile, he could not muster up the smile. He began to see that he had committed not a crime, but a blunder. He had been found out!

He walked more and more slowly, and when he came, some eighty yards from the bridge and at the foot of the Cop, to a lane on his left which led by an obscure shortcut to his rooms, he turned into it. He did not tell himself that he was not going to the bank. He told himself that he must change his clothes, and wash, and eat something before he could face people. That was all.

He reached his lodgings, beneath the shadow of an old tower that looked over the meadows to the river, without encountering any one. He even stole upstairs, unseen by his landlady, and found the fire alight in his sitting-room, and some part of a meal laid ready on the table. He washed his hands and ate and drank, but instinctively, as he did so, he hushed his movements and trod softly. When he had finished his meal he stood for a moment, his eyes on the door, hesitating. Should he or should he not go to the bank? He knew that he ought to go. But the wear and tear of three days of labor and excitement, during which he had hardly slept as many hours, had lowered his vitality and sapped his will, and the effort required was now too much for him. With a sigh of relief he threw up the sponge, he owned himself beaten. He sank into a chair and, moody and inert, he sat gazing at the fire. He was very weary, and presently his eyes closed, and he slept.

Two hours later his landlady discovered him, and the cry which she uttered in her astonishment awoke him. Mercy on us! she exclaimed. You here, sir! And I never heard a sound, and no notion you were come! But I was expecting you, Mr. Bourdillon. He wont be long, I says to myself, now that that plaguy banks gone and closed  worse luck to it!

Closed, has it? he said, dully.

Ay, to be sure, this hour past. Which of course was not true, but many things that were not true were being said in Aldersbury that day. And nothing else to be expected, I am told, though theres nobody blames you, sir. You cant put old heads on young shoulders, asking your pardon, sir, as I said to Mrs. Brown no more than an hour ago. It was her Johnny told me  he came that way from school and stopped to look. Such a sight of people on Bride Hill, he said, as he never saw in his life, cept on Show Day, and the shutters going up just as he came away.

He did not doubt the story  he knew that there was no other end to be expected. I am only just from London, he said, feeling that some explanation of his ignorance was necessary. I had no sleep last night, Mrs. Bowles, and I sat down for a moment, and I suppose I fell asleep in my chair.

Indeed, and no wonder. From London, to be sure! Can I bring you anything up, sir?

No, thank you, Mrs. Bowles. I shall have to go out presently, and until I go out, dont let me be disturbed. Im not at home if any one calls. You understand?

I understand, sir. And on the stairs, as she descended, a pile of plates and dishes in her arms, Poor young gentleman, she murmured, its done him no good. And some in my place would be thinking of their bill. But his people will see me paid. Thats where the gentry come in  theyre never the losers, whoever fails.

For a few minutes after she had retired he dawdled about the room, staring through the window without seeing anything, revolving the news, and telling himself, but no longer with passion, that the game was played out. And gradually the idea of flight grew upon him, and the longing to be in some place where he could hide his head, where he might let himself go and pity himself unwatched. Had his pockets been full he would have returned to London and lost himself in its crowds, and presently, he thought  for he still believed in himself  he would have shown the world what he could do.

But he had spent his loose cash on the journey, he was almost without money, and instinct as well as necessity turned his thoughts towards his mother. The notion once accepted grew upon him, and he longed to be at the Cottage. He felt that there he might be quiet, that there no one would watch him, and stealthily  on fire to be gone now that he had made up his mind  he sought for his hat and coat and let himself out of the house.

There was no one in sight, and descending from the Town Wall by some steps, he crossed the meadows to the river. He passed the water by a ferry, and skirting the foot of the rising ground on the other side, he presently struck into the Garthmyle road a little beyond the West Bridge.

He trudged along the road, his hat drawn down to his eyes, his shoulders humped, his gaze fixed doggedly on the road before him. He marched as men march who have had the worst of the battle, yet whom it would be unwise to pursue too closely. At first he walked rapidly, taking where he could a by-path, or a short-cut, and though the hills, rising from the plain before him, were fair to see on this fine winter day, as the sun began to decline and redden their slopes, he had no eye for them or for the few whom he met, the road-man, or the carter, who, plodding beside his load of turnips or manure, looked up and saluted him.

But when he had left the town two or three miles behind he breathed more freely. He lessened his pace. Presently he heard on the road behind him the clip-clop of a trotting horse, and not wishing to be recognized, he slipped into the mouth of a lane, and by and by he saw Clement Ovington ride by. He flung a vicious curse after him and, returning to the road, he went on more slowly, chewing the sour cud of reflection, until he came to the low sedgy tract where the Squire had met with his misadventure, and where in earlier days the old man had many a time heard the bitterns note.

He was in no hurry now, for he did not mean to reach the Cottage until Clement had left it, and he stood leaning against the old thorn tree, viewing the place and thinking bitterly of the then and the now. And presently a spark of hope was kindled in him. Surely all was not lost  even now! The Squire was angry  angry for the moment, and with reason. But could he maintain his anger against one who had saved his life at the risk of his own? Could he refuse to pardon one, but for whom he would be already lying in his grave? With a quick uplifting of the spirit Arthur conceived that the Squire could not. No man could be so thankless, so unmindful of a benefit, so ungrateful.

Strange, that he had not thought of that before! Strange  that under the pressure of difficulties he had let that claim slip from his mind. It had restored him to his uncles favor once. Why should it not restore him a second time? Properly handled  and he thought that he could trust himself to handle it properly  it should avail him. Let him once get speech of his uncle, and surely he could depend on his own dexterity for the rest.

Hope awoke in him, and confidence. He squared his shoulders, he threw back his head, he strode on, he became once more the jaunty, gallant, handsome young fellow, whom womens eyes were wont to follow as he passed through the streets. But, steady, not so fast. There was still room for management. He had no mind to meet Clement, whom he hated for his interference, and he went a little out of the way, until he had seen him pass by on his return journey. Then he went on. But it was now late, and the murmur of the river came up from shadowy depths, the squat tower of the church was beginning to blend with the dark sky, lights shone from the cottage doors, when he passed over the bridge. He hastened on through the dusk, opened the garden-gate, and saw his mother standing in the lighted doorway. She had missed Clement, but had gathered from the servant who had seen him that Arthur might be expected at any moment, and she had come to the door with a shawl about her head, that she might be on the look-out for him.

Poor Mrs. Bourdillon! She had passed a miserable day. She had her own  her private grounds for anxiety on Arthurs account, and that anxiety had been strengthened by her last talk with Josina. She was sure that something was wrong with him, and this had so weighed on her spirits and engrossed her thoughts, that the danger that menaced the bank and her little fortune had not at first disturbed her. But as the tale of village gossip grew, and the rumors of disaster became more insistent, she had been forced to listen, and her fears once aroused, she had not been slow to awake to her position. Gradually Arthurs absence and her misgivings on his account had taken the second place. The prospect of ruin, of losing her all and becoming dependent on the Squires niggard bounty, had closed her mind to other terrors.

So at noon on this day, unable to bear her thoughts alone, she had walked across the fields and seen Josina. But Josina had not been able to reassure her. The girl had said as little as might be about Arthur, and on the subject of the bank was herself so despondent that she had no comfort for another. The Squire had gone to town  for the first time since he had been laid up  in company with Sir Charles, and Josina fancied that it might be upon the bank business. But she hardly dared to hope that good could come of it, and Mrs. Bourdillon, who flattered herself that she knew the Squire, had no hope. She had returned from Garth more wretched than she had gone, and had she been a much wiser woman than she was, she would have found it hard to meet her son with tact.

When she heard his footsteps on the road, Is it you? she cried. And as he came forward into the light, Oh, Arthur! she wailed, what have you brought us to? What have you done? And the times and times Ive warned you! Didnt I tell you that those Ovingtons  

Well, come in now, mother, he said. He stooped and kissed her on the forehead. He was very patient with her  let it be said to his credit.

But, oh dear, dear! She had lost control of herself and could not stay her complaints if she would. You would have your way! And you see what has come of it! You would do it! And now  what am I to say to your uncle?

You can leave him to me, Arthur replied doggedly. And for goodness sake, mother, come in and shut the door. You dont want to talk to the village, I suppose? Come in.

He shepherded her into the parlor and closed the door on them. He was cold, and he went to the fire and stooped over it, warming his hands at the blaze.

But the bank?

Oh, the banks gone, he said.

She began to cry. Then, I dont know whats to become of us! she sobbed. Its everything we have to live upon! And you know it wasnt I signed the order to  to your uncle! I never did  it was you  wrote my name. And now  it has ruined us! Ruined us!

His face grew darker. If you wish to ruin us, he said, at any rate if you wish to ruin me, youll talk like that! As it is, youll not lose your money, or only a part of it. The bank can pay everyone, and therell be something over. A good deal, I fancy, putting the best face on it. Youll get back the greater part of it. Then, changing the subject abruptly, What did Clement Ovington want?

I dont  know, she sobbed. But already his influence was mastering her; already she was a little comforted. He asked for you. I didnt see him  I could not bear it. I suppose he came to  to tell me about the bank.

Well, ungraciously, he might have spared himself the trouble. And under his breath he added a curse. Now let me have some tea, mother. Im tired  dog tired. I had no sleep last night. And I want to see Pugh before he goes. He must take a note for me  to Garth.

Im afraid the Squire  

Oh, hang the Squire! Its not to him, impatiently. Its to Josina, if you must know.

She perked up a little at that  she had always some hope of Josina; and the return to everyday life, the clatter of the tray as it was brought in, the act of giving him his tea and seeing that he had what he liked, the mere bustling about him, did more to restore her. The lighted room, the blazing fire, the cheerful board  in face of these things it was hard to believe in ruin, or to fancy that life would not be always as it had been. She began again to have faith in him.

And he, whose natural bent it was to be sanguine, whose spirits had already rebounded from the worst, shared the feeling which he imparted. That she knew the worst was something; that, at any rate, was over, and confidently, he began to build his house again. You wont lose, he said, casting back the locks from his forehead with the gesture peculiar to him. Or not more than a few hundreds at worst, mother. That will be all right. Ill see to that. And my uncle  you may leave him to me. Hes been vexed with me before, and Ive brought him round. Oh, I know him. Ive no doubt that I can manage him.

But Josina? timidly. Dyou know, she was terribly low, Arthur  about something yesterday. She wouldnt tell me, but there was something. She didnt seem to want to talk about you.

He winced, and for a moment his face fell. But he recovered himself, and, Oh, Ill soon put that right, he answered confidently. I shall see her in the morning. Shes a good soul, is Josina. I can count on her. Dont you fret, mother. Youll see it will all come right  with a little management.

Well, I know youre very clever, Arthur. But Jos  

Jos is afraid of him, thats all. And laughing, Oh, Ive an arrow in my quiver, yet, mother. We shall see. But I must see Jos in the morning. Is Pugh there? Ill write to her now and ask her to meet me at the stile at ten oclock. Nothing like striking while the iron is hot.

On the morrow he did not feel quite so confident. The sunshine and open weather of the day before had given place to rain and fog, and when, after crossing the plank-bridge at the foot of the garden, he took the field path which led to Garth, mist hid the more distant hills, and even the limestone ridge which rose to her knees. The vale had ceased to be a vale, and he walked in a plain, sad and circumscribed, bounded by ghostly hedges, which in their turn melted into grey space. That the day should affect his spirits was natural, and that his position should appear less hopeful was natural, too, and he told himself so, and strove to rally his courage. He strode along, swinging his stick and swaggering, though there was no one to see him. And from time to time he whistled to prove that he was free from care.

After all, the fact that it rained did not alter matters. Wet or dry he had saved the Squires life, and a mans life was his first and last and greatest possession, and not least valued when near its end. He who saved it had a claim, and much  much must be forgiven him. Then, too, he reminded himself that the old man was no longer the hard, immovable block that he had been. The loss of sight had weakened him; he had broken a good deal in the last few months. He could be cajoled, persuaded, made to see things, and surely, with Josinas help, it would not be impossible to put such a color on the  the loan of the securities as might make it appear a trifle. Courage! A little courage and all would be well yet.

He was still hopeful when he saw Josinas figure, muffled in a cloak and poke-bonnet, grow out of the mist before him. The girl was waiting for him on the farther side of the half-way stile, which had been their trysting place from childhood; and what slight doubt he had felt as to her willingness to help him died away. He whistled a little louder, and swung his stick more carelessly, and he spoke before he came up to her.

Hallo, Jos! he cried cheerfully. Youre before me. But I knew that I could count on you, if I could count on any one. I only came from London last night, and  his stick over his shoulder, and his head thrown back I knew the best thing I could do was to see you and get your help. Why? In spite of himself his voice fell a tone. Whats the matter?

Oh, Arthur! she said. That was all, but the two words completed what her look had begun. His eyes dropped. How could you? How would you do it?

Why  why, surely youre not going to turn against me? he exclaimed.

And he was blind! Blind! And he trusted you. He trusted you, Arthur.

The devil! roughly  for how could he meet this save by bluster? If were going to talk like that  but you dont understand, Jos. It was business, and you dont understand, I tell you. Business, Jos.

He does.

Two words only, but they rang a knell in his ears. They gripped him in the moment of his swagger, left him bare before her, a culprit, dumb.

He has felt it terribly! Terribly, she continued. He was blind, and you deceived him. Whom can he trust now, Arthur?

He strove to rally his confidence. He could not meet her gaze, but he tapped a rail of the stile with his stick. Oh, but thats nonsense! he said. Nonsense! But, of course, if you are against me, if you are not going to help me  

How can I help you? He will not hear your name.

I can tell you how  quite easily, if you will let me explain?

She shook her head.

But you can. If you are willing, that is. Of course, if you are not  

What can I do? He knows all.

You can remind him of what I did for him, he answered eagerly. I saved his life. He would not be alive now but for me. You can tell him that. Remind him of that, Jos. Tell him that sometime after dinner, when he is in a good humor. He owes his life to me, and thats not a small thing  is it? Even he must see that he owes me something. Whats a paltry thousand or two thousand? And I only borrowed them; he wont lose a penny by it  not a penny! earnestly. Whats that in return for a mans life? He must know  

He does know! she cried; and the honest indignation in her eyes, the indignation that she could no longer restrain, scorched him. For this was too much, this was more than even she, gentle as she was, could bear. He does know all  all, Arthur! she repeated severely. That it was not you  not you, but Clement, Mr. Ovington, who saved him! And fought for him  that night! Oh, Arthur, for shame! For shame! I did not think so meanly of you as this! I did not think that you would rob another  

What do you mean? He tried to bluster afresh, but the stick shook in his hand. Confound it, what do you mean?

What I say, she answered firmly. And it is no use to deny it, for my father knows it. He knows all. He has seen Clement  

Clement, eh? bitterly. Oh, its Clement now, is it? He was white with rage and chagrin, furious at the failure of his last hope. Its that way, is it? You have gone over to that prig, have you? And hes told you this?

Yes.

And you believe him?

I do.

You believe him against me?

Yes, she said, for it is the truth, Arthur. I know that he would not tell me anything else.

And I? Do you mean to say that I would?

She was silent.

It was check and mate, the loss of his last piece, the close of the game  and he knew it. With all in his favor he had made one false move, then another and a graver one, and this was the end.

He could not face it out. There was no more to be said, nothing more to be done, only shame and humiliation if he stayed. He flung a word of passionate incoherent abuse at her, and before she could reply he turned his back on her and strode away. Sorrowfully Jos watched him as he hurried along the path, cutting at the hedge with his stick, cursing his luck, cursing the trickery of others, cursing at last, perhaps, his own folly. She watched him until the ghostly hedges and the misty distances veiled him from sight.

Ten minutes later he burst in upon his mother at the Cottage and demanded twenty pounds. Give it me, and let me go! he cried. Do you hear? I must have it! If you dont give it me, I shall cut my throat!

Scared by his manner, his haggard eyes, his look of misery, the poor woman did not even protest. She went upstairs and fetched the sum he asked for. He took it, kissed her with lips still damp with rain, and bidding her send his clothes as he should direct  he would write to her  he hurried out.


CHAPTER XLII

I wunt do it! I wunt do it! the Squire muttered stubbornly. Mud and bloodll never mix. Shape the chip as you will, tis part of the block! Girls whimsies are womens aches, and they thats older must judge for them. Shed only repent of it when twas too late, and Ive paid my debt and theres an end of it.

From the hour of that scene at Ovingtons he had begun to recover. From that moment he began to wear a stiff upper lip and to give his orders in hard, sharp tones, as he had been wont to give them in days when he could see; as if, in truth, his irruption into the life of the town and his action at the bank had re-established him in his own eyes. Those about him were quick to see the change  he had taken, said they, a new lease of life. Maybe, tis just a flicker, Calamy observed cautiously; but even he had to admit that the flame burned higher for a time, and privately he advised the new man who filled Thomass place to hop it when the master spoke, or hed hop it to some purpose.

The result was that there was a general quickening up in the old house. The masters hand was felt, and things moved to a livelier time. To some extent pride had to do with this, for the rumor of the Squires doings in Aldersbury had flown far and wide and made him the talk of the county. He had saved the bank. He had averted ruin from hundreds. He had saved the country-side. He had paid in thirty, forty, fifty thousand pounds. Naturally his people were proud of him.

And doubtless the bold part he had played had given the old man a fillip; others had stood by, while he, blind as he was, had asserted himself, and acted, and rescued his neighbors from a great misfortune. But the stiffness he showed was not due to this only. It was assumed to protect himself. I wunt do it! I wunt do it! Its not i reason, he told himself over and over again; and in his own mind he fought a perpetual battle. On the one side contended the opinions of a lifetime and the prejudices of a caste, the beliefs in which he had been brought up, and a pride of birth that had come down from an earlier day; on the other, the girls tremulous gratitude, her silence, the touch of her hand on his sleeve, the sound of her voice, the unceasing appeal of her presence.

Ay, and there were times when he was so hard put to it that he groaned aloud. No man was more of a law to himself, but at these times he fell back on the views of others. What would Woosenham say of it? How would he hold up his hands? And Chirbury  whose peerage he respected, since it was as old as his own family, if he thought little of the man? And Uvedale and Cludde? Ay, and Acherley, who, rotten fellow as he was, was still Acherley of Acherley? They had held the fort so stoutly in Aldshire, they had repelled the moneyed upstarts so proudly, they had turned so cold a shoulder on Manchester and Birmingham! They had found in their Peninsular hero, and in that little country churchyard where the maker of an empire lay resting after lifes fever, so complete a justification for their own claims to leadership and to power! And no one had been more steadfast, more dogged, more hide-bound in their pride and exclusiveness than he.

Now, if he gave way, what would they say? What laughter would there not be from one end of the county to the other, what sneers, what talk of an old mans folly and an old mans weakness! For it was not even as if the mans father had been a Peel or the like, a Baring or a Smith! A small country banker, a man just risen from the mud  not even a stranger from a distance, or a merchant prince from God knows where! Oh, it was impossible. Impossible! Garth, that had been in the hands of gentlefolk, of Armigeri from Harry the Eighth, to pass into the hands, into the blood of  no, it was impossible! All the world of Aldshire would jeer at it, or be scandalized by it.

I wunt do it! said the Squire for the hundredth time. It was more particularly at the thought of Acherley that he squirmed. He despised Acherley, and to be despised by Acherley  that was too much!

Of course, said a small voice within him, he would take the name of Griffin, and in time  

Muds mud, replied the Squire silently. You cant change it.

But hes honest, quoth the small voice.

Sos Calamy!

He saved  

And I ha paid him! Damme, I ha paid him! Ha done! And then, Its that blow on the head has moithered me!

Things went on in this way for a month, the Squire renewing his vigor and beginning to tramp his fields again, or with the new man at his bridle-hand to ride the old grey from point to point, learning what the men were doing, inquiring after gaps, and following the manure to the clover-ley, where the oats and barley would presently go in. Snow lay on the upper hills, grizzling the brown sheets of bracken, and dappling the green velvet of the sloping ling; the valley below was frost-bound. But the Squire had a fire within him, a fire of warring elements, that kept his blood running. He was very sharp with the men and scolded old Fewtrell. As for Thomass successor, the lad learned to go warily and kept his tongue between his teeth.

The girl had never complained; it seemed as if that which he had done for her had silenced her, as if, she, too, had taken it for payment. But one day she was not at table, and Miss Peacock cut up his meat. She did not do it to his mind  no hand but Joss could do it to his mind  and he was querulous and dissatisfied.

Im sure its small enough, sir, Miss Peacock answered, feebly defending herself. You said you liked it small, Mr. Griffin.

I never said I liked mince-meat! Where is the girl? What ails her?

Its nothing, sir. Shes been looking a little peaky the last week or two. Thats all. And to-day  

Why didnt you tell me?

Its only a headache, sir. Shell be well enough when the spring comes. Josina was always nesh  like her mother.

The Squire huddled his spoon and fork together, and pushed his plate away, muttering something about d  d sausage meat. Her mother? How old had her mother been when she  he could not remember, but certainly a mere child beside him. Twenty-five or so, he thought. And she was nesh, was she? He sat, shaving his chin with unsteady fingers, eating nothing; and when Calamy, hovering over his plate, hinted that he had not finished, he blew the butler out of the room with a blast of language that made Miss Peacock, hardened as she was, hold up her hands. And though Jos was at breakfast next morning, and answered his grumpy questions as if nothing were amiss, a little seed of fear had been sown in the Squires mind that grew as fast as Jonahs gourd, and before noon threatened to shut out the sun.

A silk purse could not be made out of a sows ear. But a good leather purse, that might pass in time  the lad was stout and honest. And his father, mud, certainly, and mud of the pretentious kind that the Squire hated: mud that affected by the aid of gilding to pass for fine clay. But honest? Well, in his own way, perhaps: it remained to be seen. And times were changing, changing for the worse; but he could not deny that they were changing. So gradually, slowly, unwelcome at the best, there grew up in the old mans mind the idea of surrender. If the money were paid back, say in three months, say in six months  well, he would think of it. He would begin to think of it. He would begin to think of it as a thing possible some day, at some very distant date  if there were more peakiness. The girl did not whine, did not torment him, did not complain; and he thought the more of her for that. But if she ailed, then, failing her, there was no one to come after him at Garth, no one of his blood to follow him  except that Bourdillon whelp, and by G  d he should not have an acre or a rood of it, or a pound of it. Never! Never!

Failing her? The Squire felt the air turn cold, and he hung, shivering, over the fire. What if, while he sought to preserve the purity of the old blood, the old traditions, he cut the thread, and the name of Griffin passed out of remembrance, as in his long life he had known so many, many old names pass away  pass into limbo?

Ay, into limbo. He saw his own funeral procession crawl  a long black snake  down the winding drive, here half-hidden by the sunken banks, there creeping forth again into the light. He saw the bleak sunshine fall on the pall that draped the farm-wagon, and heard the slow heavy note of the Garthmyle bell, and the scuffling of innumerable feet that alone broke the solemn silence. If she were not there at window or door to see it go, or in the old curtained pew to await its coming  if the church vault closed on him, the last of his race and blood!

He sat long, thinking of this.

And one day, nearly two months after his visit to the bank  in the meantime he had been twice into town at the Bench  he was riding on the land with Fewtrell at his stirrup, when the bailiff told him that there was a stranger in the field.

Which field? he asked.

Where they ha just lifted the turnips, the man said. Oh! said the Squire. Who is it? Whats he doing there?

Well, Im thinking, said Fewtrell, as its the young gent Ive seen here more n once. Same as asked me one day why we didnt drill em in wider.

The devil, he did! the Squire exclaimed, kicking up the old mare, who was leaning over sleepily.

Called em Radicals, said Fewtrell, grinning. Them there Radical Swedes, says he. Dunno what he meant. If you plant Radicals, best plant em Radical fashion, says he.

Devil he did! repeated the Squire. Said that, did he?

Ay, to be sure. He used to come across with a gun field-way from Acherley; oh, as much as once a week Id see him. And hed know every crop as we put in, amost same as I did. Very spry he was about it, Ill say that.

Is it the bankers son? asked the Squire on a sudden suspicion.

Well, I think he be, Fewtrell answered, shading his eyes. He be going up to the house now.

Well, you can take me in, to the groom. Ill go by the gap.

The groom demurred timidly; the grey might leap at the gap. But the Squire was obstinate, and the old mare, who knew he was blind as well as any man upon the place, and knew, too, when she could indulge in a frolic and when not, bore, him out delicately, stepping over the thorn-stubs as if she walked on eggs.

He was at the door in the act of dismounting when Clement appeared. Dyou want me? the old man asked bluntly.

If you please, sir, Clement answered. He had walked all the way from Aldersbury, having much to think of and one question which lay heavy on his mind. That was  how would it be with him when he walked back?

Then come in. And feeling for the door-post with his hand, the Squire entered the house and turned with the certainty of long practice into the dining-room. He walked to the table as firmly as if he could see, and touching it with one hand he drew up with the other his chair. He sat down. Youd best sit, he said grudgingly. I cant see, but you can. Find a chair.

My father has sent me with the money, Clement explained. I have a cheque here and the necessary papers. He would have come himself, sir, to renew his thanks for aid as timely as it was generous and  and necessary. But  Clement boggled a little over the considered phrase, he was nervous and his voice betrayed it he thought  I was to say  

Its all there?

Yes, sir, principal and interest.

Have you drawn a receipt?

Yes, sir, Ive brought one with me. But if you would prefer that it should be paid to Mr. Welsh  my father thought that that might be so?

Umph! All there, is it?

Yes, sir.

The old man did not speak for awhile. He seemed to be at a loss, and Clement, who had other and more serious business on his mind, and had his own reasons for feeling ill at ease, waited anxiously. He was desperately afraid of making a false step.

Suddenly, Who was your grandfather? the Squire asked.

Clement started and colored. He had the same name as my father, he said. He was a clothier in Aldersbury.

Ay, I mind him. I mind him now. And his father, young man?

His name was Clement, and foreseeing the next question, he was a yeoman at Easthope.

And his father?

Clement reddened painfully. He saw only too well to what these questions were tending. I dont know, sir, he said.

And you set up  you set up, said the Squire, leaning forward and speaking very slowly, to marry my heiress?

No, sir, your daughter! Clement said, his face burning. If shed not a penny  

Pho! Dont tell me! the old man growled, and to Clements surprise  whose ears were tingling  he relapsed into silence again. It was a silence very ominous. It seemed to Clement that no silence had ever been so oppressive, that no clock had ever ticked so loudly as the tall clock that stood between the windows behind him. You know, said the old man at last, youre a d  d impudent fellow. Youve no birth, youre nobody, and I dont know that youve much money. Youve gone behind my back and youve stole my girl. Youve stole her! My fatherd ha shot you, and good reason, before hed ha let it come to this. But its part my fault, with a sigh. Sheve seen naught of the world and dont know the difference between silk and homespun or whats fitting for her. Youre nobody, and youve naught to offer  Im plain, young gentleman, and its better  but I believe youre a man, and I believe youre honest.

And I love her! Clement said softly, his eyes shining.

Ay, drily, and maybe it would be better for her if her father didnt! But there it is. There it is. Thats all thats to be said for you. He sat silent, looking straight before him with his sightless eyes, his hands on the knob of his stick. And I dunno as I make much of that tis easy for a man to love a maid  but the misfortune is that she thinks she loves you. Well, Im burying things as have been much to me all my life, things I never thought to lose or part from while I lived. Im burying them deep, and God knows I may regret it sorely. But you may go to her. Shes somewhere about the place. But  arresting Clements exclamation as he rose to his feet youll ha to wait. Youll ha to wait till I say the word, and maybe tis all moonshine, and shell see it is. Maybe tis all a girls whimsy, and when she knows more of you shell find it out.

God bless you, sir! Clement cried. Ill wait. Im not afraid. Ive no fear of that. And if I can make myself worthy of her  

Youll never do that, said the old man sternly, as he bent lower over his stick. He heard the door close and he knew that Clement had gone  gone on wings, gone on feet lighter than thistle-down, gone, young and strong, his pulses leaping, to his love.

The Squire was too old for tears, but his lip trembled. It was not alone the sacrifice that he had made that moved him  the sacrifice of his pride, his prejudices, his traditions. It was not only the immolation of his own will, his hopes and plans  his cherished plans for her. But he was giving her up. He was resigning that of which he had only just learned the worth, that on which in his blindness he depended every hour, that which made up all of youth and brightness and cheerfulness that was left to him between this and the end. He had sent the man to her, and they would think no more of him. And in doing this he had belied every belief in which he had been brought up and the faith which he had inherited from an earlier day  and maybe he had been a fool!

But by and by it appeared that they had not forgotten him, or one, at any rate, had not. He had not been alone five minutes before the door opened behind him, and closed again, and he felt Josinas arms round his neck, her head on his breast. Oh, father, I know, I know, she cried. I know what you have done for me! And I shall never forget it  never! And he is good. Oh, father, indeed, indeed, he is good!

There, there, he said, stroking her head. Go back to him. But, mind you, hurriedly, I dont promise anything yet. In a year, maybe, Ill talk about it.

THE END
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CHAPTER I

INTO THE SHADOW

I OWN that I was to blame, that I was hasty, cross-grained and aggressive; and I shall never cease to regret it. But I had some reason, at the time it seemed to me that I had good reason, to be short-tempered. And if Perceval Ellis had recognized this and made allowances for my position  however, it is too late now to consider what might have happened in other circumstances and had we been different men.

It was at Wittenberg on the Elbe, where we arrived on a close, thunderous afternoon, the sky low and black above us, that the trouble came to a head. We had left Iglau on the 18th of July, our departure hastened by the Armistice which laid Austria, the last independent power in Germany, at the feet of Napoleon. The hopes which Aspern had raised had been crushed on the heights of Wagram; and for us Metternich had become inaccessible. Stadion, the Minister, whose star had clearly set, had received us only by stealth, Gentz had tearfully pressed on us our passports. An English Mission at a Court now dependent on our enemies was plainly out of place, and though we had been admitted to take leave, and had received assurances  and something more, which it behoved us to convey as quickly as possible to London  the affrighted faces about us had warned us to withdraw while we might. It was manifest that the Ball Platz doubted its power to protect us, and feared a repetition of the tragedy of Rastadt for which it might be held responsible.

A secret and special Mission is seldom more than a post of observation, and when it is accredited to a Court nominally hostile  as Austria was in the year9  has always something of the equivocal. But a Mission of this kind, which it may become necessary to repudiate, is the one plum which the Office reluctantly resigns to youth; and what young diplomatist ever hesitated to accept the gift, or did not feel his heart beat high as he set his foot on the ladder which was to raise him in a surprisingly short time to Paris or to Petersburg? What young diplomatist ever set forth on such a Mission without rejoicing in his independence, or ever doubted his power to deal with the very nicest emergency that could arise?

Certainly not I, when eight months earlier I had left London on H.M. sloop-of-war Bustard, and hastened by way of the Mediterranean  for Europe was closed to us  to Vienna. And at first all had smiled on the Envoy Extraordinary. I had been received in the highest quarters, sous cape indeed, but graciously, the overtures I had been empowered to make had been welcomed, assurances had been given me. It was acknowledged that Austria, hemmed in by foes, could look only to the sea for a diversion, and even the question of subsidies fell  chose étrange!  into the second place. Let England strike, and Austria would know how to prove her gratitude. But time  time was everything. The blow must be struck in Hanover, and the sooner the better.

I did what I could. Thrice Klatz the messenger, running, I am bound to own, great risk, but aided by his connections in the country, carried my despatches to Hamburg. Thence they were forwarded by smugglers post to Heligoland and so to London. Then on his third return the blow fell.

I might have foreseen it, for the Office did but follow precedent. I had been too successful for my own interests. A Mission which, it now seemed probable, would be crowned with success, was too rich a prize for a youngster with little interest. Klatz brought back a letter, in the Chiefs own hand, commending me in handsome terms  and superseding me. Perceval Ellis would come out to take charge. He had already started and would reach the Austrian Court by the end of May. Enclosed was my appointment as Secretary to the Mission.

It was a bitter pill, but in the pépiniére in which I was trained the service first was the primary rule, and I say it with feeling, that if Ellis had met me as I was prepared to meet him, he would have had no ground to complain of my loyalty. But Perceval came out, jealous of his authority, he held himself boutonné from the first, and though I was the only person who could put him in possession of the situation, or indicate the safe men, he kept me at arms length. Then  and this was no aid to a good understanding between us  from the moment of his arrival things took a turn for the worse. The Austrians failed to follow up their successes. The Archduke Charles stood by, while Napoleon made good his losses. By the first week of July Wagram had shattered our hopes and left us no option but to retire from a Court at which we had no longer a footing.

Immediately there had arisen the question which was to mean so much to us  and was to divide us. We had, as I have hinted, despatches of the most confidential nature in our hands, the more valuable seeing that they were the sole fruit of our Mission. They embraced some promises, more assurances, a few words signed by an illustrious hand  and, alas, at odds with more public words signed by the same hand. In a word, they were the seeds from which a new Coalition might one day arise. But over and above these we had proofs, as private as they had been costly to obtain, of Napoleons plan for a new marriage  whispers, and something more than whispers, of the divorce and wedding which six months later were to shock Europe. Naturally it was of importance that no French eye should alight on these documents, while on the other hand it was probable that, if it became known that they were in our possession, an attempt would be made to obtain them at any cost.

To allow these papers to pass out of our hands, even into Klatzs, was out of the question. We must convey them ourselves, and the point which my chief had to decide was  by which route should we withdraw? We might go by Constantinople and the long road of the Mediterranean, and this route, though not free from risk, was in my opinion the safer. But we might be many weeks at sea, and we should certainly lag behind events.

Instead of arriving with a flourish of trumpets and a burst of news, sufficient to fill the columns of the Gazette and to mask our defeat, we should sneak into Downing Street as dead men out of mind. For the memory of the Office is short.

The only alternative was relying on our immunity as a Mission to post across Germany with Hamburg or Memel as our objective. Both seaports were in enemy hands, and to leave them might be as difficult as to reach them. Then, to reach them we must travel many days and nights across Saxony, Prussia, Mecklenburg, all hostile lands; we must travel over bad roads, exposed at every post-house and every halting place to the curiosity of German police or French patrols; and with the certainty that Napoleon  if he saw cause  would no more respect our claim to privilege than he had respected the sovereignty of Baden in the case of the Duc dEnghien, or the neutrality of Saxony, where he had arrested our envoy, and ransacked his papers.

Gentz, who had been our principal link with Metternich, undertook to furnish us with passports for the overland journey; he could not do otherwise. But he urged us so earnestly to go by sea that it was clear that he gravely feared that the credentials would not be respected, and that his government would be held responsible for the catastrophe.

How I might have decided, had the lead been mine, and the credit to be gained by a speedy return been also for me, I cannot say. As things were, I supported Gentz.

But the last word lay, of course, with my chief; and Ellis, naturally deliberate and trained to a meticulous caution, seemed for once to have changed moods with me. He decided, and with little hesitation, on the overland journey. He foresaw that were he the first to reach London with the news of the Armistice, he would gain some credit and might hope to veil under a great show of energy the real failure of his Mission.

At any rate that was how I explained a decision at odds with his character. He had but five years and an uncle in the Cabinet the advantage of me  with much less experience of the country we were to traverse. It might have been thought, then, that he would open his mind to me, and in that case I am confident that I should have loyally entered into his hopes. But he would not declare himself. The reserve which had marred our relations from the first continued to part us at this crisis. And I found, I am afraid  God forgive me for it, as things turned out!  a sly pleasure in probing his motives and pricking him to the verge of avowing them. Nor, I fear, was I quite unaware that my opposition had the effect of hardening him in his resolve.

Certainly it seems to me, I would argue,  that we are running a considerable risk, Ellis. And for no adequate reason.

Hm! Percevals answers when he was riding the high horse often began in that way. Hm! Then with his snuff-box in one hand and a pinch delicately poised in the fingers of the other  an attitude that always provoked me, for I knew it to be copied from Metternich Possibly! Possibly it may appear so. But there are things that I have to consider very carefully, Cartwright.

I bear a heavy, a very heavy responsibility. And his eyes would seek the distance, as if he lived under a burden of thought unshared by common men. It is of vital, the most vital importance that the Office should have this information as speedily as possible. The very fate of Europe, my dear Cartwright, may depend upon it. And therefore I must not think of myself. No! No!

True, I would reply between irritation and amusement. But if we never arrive with the information?

The gesture with which he thrust the idea aside was superb. Ah, to be sure! Well, we must face that. But I think that you exaggerate the risk. I do indeed. One might suppose, listening to you, that we were proposing to cross France itself!

We are going to do something much more serious, I retorted. If we were going to cross France it would be with French passports and even Nap would hesitate to kidnap us á la face da soleil. But we are going to do quite another thing, Chief. We are going to plunge into the dark. We are going to traverse a country unknown and uncharted, for, since we knew it, Germany is another land  a country as much subject to France, more shame to it, as if it were little Luxemburg or Cleves! We are going to do that with Saxon or Prussian passports of which Davout  Davout, the real Governor of Germany  will make no more, if he come across us and have an object to serve, than of a piece of paper! And we are going to do it though, believe me, there is not between the Reisenge-birge and the Baltic a policeman or a douanier, a change-house or a custom house that isnt as much under Napoleons orders as if Germany were French! Look at poor Schill! Was ever a more abortive rising? At first it looked as if he might effect something. But he is dead and disowned, and the only result of his attempt is that French troops are everywhere patrolling the country and putting out the embers. If we fall in with one of these parties

Percevals glance at me was a very arid one. My dear Cartwright, pompously. This is the effect of being too long on the Continent. You are obsessed by Napoleon and his power. The thought of him paralyses you as it paralysed these luckless Austrians. He casts a shadow

Ay, he does, I cried, taking him up rather more sharply than became me. A deep black shadow! And you will find that that shadow stretches across Germany and we may very well be lost in the gloom of it. By all means, if you decide on it, make the venture. But make it with your eyes open, for it is, believe me, a plunge into the unknown. For sixteen or eighteen days it you make for Hamburg and three weeks if you make for Memel we shall be travelling in constant peril, liable to be arrested  and worse  at every post-house and every town-gate.

My good fellow, he rejoined, a little contemptuously. You see everything en noir. You have too much imagination.

He was my Chief, and I refrained. I did not tell him that he had none.

And you forget, he continued,  that Klatz has performed this journey which you make out to be so formidable more than once. He has been to Hamburg three times in the last six months.

Klatz is a German, I returned. He knows every turn and twist of the business. He has his connections along the road, and even so, it was necessary, as you know, to give him a douceur of a hundred pounds for each journey. And consider, that if we reach Hamburg in safety, we have still to find the means of leaving the country.

Then we must go as Klatzs letters go, with decision. That will be as we are advised when we reach Hamburg. In the meantime, with a return to his usual pomposity, we must shut our eyes to the risk, and  hm  think only of the public service. See, if you please, that nothing is left behind, burn with care all brouillons, and have all ready for a start on Wednesday. Kaspar will see the carriage packed. The Prussian passports should meet us at the frontier, but I will see Gentz about that. A little forethought, a little prevision, my dear secretary, and the difficulties will disappear. Some discomfort we shall no doubt encounter, but personal considerations must give way to  to higher interests.

I saw that I could not move him, I am not sure that I wished to move him. His complacency and his determination to ignore the injury that he had done me  albeit innocently  irritated me, and I had argued in a spirit of opposition when alas, as I now see, a single frank, kindly word might have brought us together, and placed us on a better footing. For with all his little mannerisms Perceval was a good fellow at bottom.

And yet I was right. The extent to which Europe was then closed to us can to-day hardly be understood. We had a footing in Portugal  Talavera was fought in the very month of which I am writing  and some relations, albeit touchy  with Denmark. But upon all between those distant points  and immensely distant they were when roads were few, and travelling slow  lay thick darkness, the shadow of Napoleon. He had overthrown Austria at Austerlitz, Prussia at Jena, Russia at Friedland, and now at Wagram he had taught a final lesson to a prostrate, terror-stricken, divided Germany. The northwest of that vast land he governed through his brothers. The south-west, the Confederation of the Rhine, was his creature. Prussia, a remnant of its former greatness, survived on his sufferance, its fortresses held by French troops, its king an exile from his own capital. From the Rhine to the far Niemen, from the Baltic to the Alps, his word was law, his hint an order, his officers pro-consuls. He had built up again the Empire of Charlemagne.

One power alone still raised its head against him. One country alone still stood between him and universal dominion; and all that he could do he had done and was doing to vanquish it, to eradicate its very name, to wipe its memory from the countries he ruled. He had closed the Continent to English goods, he had seized or expelled every Englishman, he had driven out our embassies, he had striven to silence our language.

And he had so far succeeded that even for our Foreign Office Europe had become a dark continent. It took in that day a week for the most urgent news to travel from Vienna to Berlin; but many, many weeks would elapse before the same tidings, slowly filtering through secret channels, became known in Downing Street. Smugglers with some regularity carried letters from the Elbe to Heligoland; thence a packet crossed at intervals to Harwich. Less frequently a similar post ran between Memel and Husum on the Danish coast. But the information which thus trickled through was late and scanty, and I had stated no more than the truth when I said that we were plunging into the dark, into a Germany uncharted and unknown.

Withal on the 18th  the 18th of July, 1809  at six in the morning we left Iglau, His Excellency and I travelling in the carriage which I had bought on my arrival, Klatz and Percevals servant, Kaspar, attending us in a post calash.


CHAPTER II

TWO SCRAPS OF PAPER

AND for some days all went so well with us that if Perceval had been given to badinage, in place of being a person of much and solemn dignity, he might have had the laugh of me. Screened by the troops thrown out to cover the Archdukes right wing, and under favour of the Armistice, we made good progress, our worst privation a crowded lodging at night, our gravest hindrance a thronged road by day. For Gentz had kept his promises. Everywhere word of our coming had preceded us. The best quarters had been retained for us  under canvas if no better offered  and from one headquarters to another we were forwarded with care and received with honour. Across the more lonely tracts, or where danger threatened, we were escorted by a handful of hussars, and the ring of their spurs and the clatter of their scabbards became as much a feature of our progress and as monotonous to the ear as the dull level of the Bohemian plain became to the eye.

July day after July day saw us leaving some tiny town, perched on a low hill whence its towers and steeples looked down on the cornfields and vine-lands, and making for just such another town perched on a twin hill and visible some hours before we reached it. I have said that we were received with honour and sped on our way with care; but time and again there was more than this  so much more that even the heart of the diplomatist, trained to mark and learn and betray nothing, was touched by the wistful looks that followed us, as if with us departed the last gleam of hope, the last spark of independence. Metternich and Stadion might lay their misfortunes at our door, might sneer at Englands slowness to move and curse her caution. But the staff-officers and the like with whom we had to do knew nothing of la haute politique, and discerned in us only a succour which the fortune of war had cut off.

However, I must not dwell on this. Suffice it that on the 24th we reached Prague, that ancient city, the home of Wallenstein, the battle ground of the sects, as mediaeval as when the Thirty Years War ringed it about with fire. We crossed the famous bridge with its monstrous statues, and on the 25th at Teschen we passed  under the protection of a parlementaire  from the Austrian to the Saxon lines, and from friendship to a mute and guarded hostility. Nor was this the worst. Hitherto we had been protected from the graver disorders of the roads. Troops had been halted to give us passage, convoys had been drawn aside for us. But henceforth we struggled forward in the full current, jostled and delayed by all the flotsam and jetsam that floats on the ebb-tide of war. We in our turn had to halt while guns and reinforcements marched by us, or we thrust a devious way through bands of scowling men  deserters, beggars, camp-vultures, women, who cursed us in all the tongues of Europe. Staff-officers, travelling fast in calashes, flung mud over us. Here the post-house was full and, if we ate at all, we must eat seated in our carriage before the house. There the relays were out, no horses were to be had, and we must wait, watched with hostile eyes by a surly crowd.

We were all of two days travelling from Teschen to Dresden.

We presently discovered  and hardly knew whether to welcome or regret it  that, in place of our friendly escort, our clattering smiling hussars, a single mounted gendarme followed at a distance and kept a watchful eye on our proceedings.

He is following us, said Perceval after looking back for a time, his long neck stretched out of the carriage.

Oh, yes, he is following us, I assented. But even I did not then foresee that that little black blur on the road behind us was to grow to so great a cloud of trouble.

We drove into Dresden an hour before sunset, and paused at the gate to show our papers. An officer, tall, spare, correct, unsmiling, advanced to the door of the carriage, You are staying, Excellency?

At the Hotel de Pologne, I said.

Pardon! he replied. At the Stadt Berlin, if it please you. I am directed to say that your horses are ordered for six oclock to-morrow.

But, I objected  it is the business of the secretary to stand between his Chief and the vulgar world His Excellency is tired, sir. He has been travelling for some days and proposes to stay here a day to recruit.

I regret. But the horses are ordered for six. It is an order, gentlemen.

I shrugged my shoulders, while Ellis clothed himself in sulky dignity. But I could see that he was troubled. He was no coward, but lacking imagination he had nerves. And, touchy, he felt every prick to his dignity as if England were injured in his person.

D  n them! he said, letting nature for once have its way with him.

With all my heart, I rejoined.  But in the meantime we must leave at six.

Presently I noticed that steps had been taken to isolate us. We were lodged in a separate wing of the Stadt Berlin, and the servants who waited on us went to and fro with grim faces, said little, and had a louche look. I suspected them of being in the police service, but whatever of ill augury this imparted was counteracted by the reflection that the object of the precaution might be merely our safety.

And in any case it was a small matter. It was a trifle beside the perplexity which began on the next day to harass and divide us and at Wittenberg came to a head. The weather was still cloudy and hot, the air oppressive, and Ellis, troubled by the authorities attitude, had slept ill and was out of temper. Klatz  I have said little of Klatz, but we went much by his advice  was more fussy than ordinary, and Kaspar, a phlegmatic Swiss, seemed to be the only person untouched by circumstances.

Then, the horses given us were poor, and the knowledge that henceforward our way lay across the dull featureless plain of Middle Europe pressed upon us. The thought of its immense unbroken expanses, its flat wastes stretching to the horizon, its forests set dark about pale shimmering lakes, weighed, I remember, strangely on the imagination. Arriving late in the day at Grossenhayn, a little town on the frontier, we were stopped at the Prussian barrier, required to descend, and ushered into an inner room.

We were received by an officer who, except that the blue of his uniform was darker, might have been the replica of him of Dresden, as sallow, as reticent, as unsmiling. He was as stiff as a ramrod, but I saluted him with due ceremony.

You expected us? I said.

Naturally.

His Excellency

Excellency? with a shrug and a sour smile. Only, bowing slightly,  where he is accredited, I suggest, sir.

It was rather a shock, but I set it down to Prussian churlishness and raised my eyebrows.  Still it is in that character that our Prussian credentials should be awaiting us, I replied.

He took no notice of my remark, but  Your papers to this point, if you please, he said.

I produced them. You will see that they are special, I said,  and countersigned by

I can read, mein Herr!

The man was brutal, and evidently with intention, but there was nothing to be gained by contending with him. Perceval took a seat with an impassive face, and we waited in silence while the man perused the papers. He did this twice, from time to time holding them up to the light and scanning them with a suspicion that aroused  in me at any rate  a desire to kick him. At length he put down the papers, opened a drawer in the table beside him, and deliberately placed them in the drawer. He locked it and returned the key to his pocket.

And our new ones? said I.

You will proceed with these, he replied, and he took a fresh set from another drawer. They are drawn in favour of Herren Eils and Wagenmacher, merchants of Hamburg, returning to Hamburg, with their clerk and servant. Gentlemen, raising his hand, as recovering from my astonishment I began to remonstrate, I am acting under orders, in your interest as well as in that of the State. And my orders are peremptory. If you prefer to return by the way you have come, you are at liberty to do so, and you will relieve us from embarrassment. I shall then return you your original papers. But if you choose to proceed you will proceed with these. We have, of course, been warned of your coming, the matter has been fully considered, and

The devil it has, sir! Ellis cried, and unable to contain himself longer, he rose in his wrath, tall, thin, dry. Are you aware, sir, who I am? Are you aware, sir, of my status as an ambassador relying on that law of nations which is observed by every civilized country? I am, sir. His Britannic Majestys Envoy, duly accredited to the Court of Vienna, and I claim to proceed as such. The man smiled his sour smile. He made as if he blew something away.  Piff, be said. A claim  but a claim, and most equivocal. An Envoy to a State with which your sovereign is at war, as he is at war with us? No, Excellency, be satisfied. We might, darkly, adopt another course, and I do not know that it would not be wiser. But those whose orders I obey prefer to avoid ambiguities, and in a word those are my instructions. I can neither alter them nor take from them.

Poor Ellis was thunderstruck. I do not know that I was so much surprised, for it was something of this kind that I had foreseen. I remembered Taylors case. Taylor had been our Minister at Cassel. He had incurred Napoleons enmity, he had had to withdraw and had done so by way of Prussia at a time when Prussia still pretended to independence. Yet the government had not ventured to allow him to stop in Berlin, but had shepherded him through the country, a virtual prisoner.

It was plain that there was nothing for it but to submit, though it went against the grain. Ellis rode the high horse a while, threatened to appeal to Berlin, threatened to appeal to Hardenberg, the Prussian Minister. But the officer only shrugged his shoulders, and half an hour after we had entered the place we left it, Perceval sallow with rage, and walked down the street to the post-house. The postmaster asked, civilly enough, if we proposed to go farther that day, but my companion in a sulky mood declined to say  he would tell him when we had dined. Poor fellow, he was angry with all the world, and not least with me  my predictions had been a little too near the truth.

The post-house was but a poor place, with one common room, sunk below the street, and ill-lighted, but as we were late we had it to ourselves. We occupied a small table before the window; Klatz and Kaspar were at the long table in the middle of the room. As we sat waiting impatiently for a rechauffe, Perceval unfolded the coarse napkin that lay before him, and  Hallo! he muttered,  Whats this?

I looked across at him, my attention caught by his tone. What is it? I asked.

He did not answer. He was staring at the table. When he raised his eyes it was to look, not at me, but at our two attendants. He saw that they had their backs to us and with a warning glance he slid something across the table. It was in my napkin, he muttered.

It was a scrap of paper. On it was scrawled in German letters, Beware of Klatz and the Elster.

Oh, the devil! I murmured.

It was in my napkin, he repeated.

Umph! I grunted, and I reversed the bit of coarse yellowish paper. There was nothing on the other side, and having made sure of this I slipped it into my pocket as a stout country wench approached our table with the Kalbsbraten.

What do you make of it? Ellis asked, when she had withdrawn to fetch the wine I had ordered.

Well, I said sapiently, it comes from a friend  or an enemy.

That does not take us far, he grunted. Following on what had happened in the office, the thing was disturbing.

No, I answered.  But the whole thing depends on that; on whether it is a friends warning, or an enemys snare. That is clear.

Kaspar can write.

It is not his writing.

He may have got someone

To write it? Possibly, I allowed.  I dont think so.

Well, whoever it is, and whatever it is, with decision,  I shall pay no attention to it.

I agreed. Probably that will be the wiser course, I said. But I felt no surprise when Percevals next words betrayed doubt.

Is there another road, he asked,  that does not pass through Elsterwerde?

I will inquire, I said,  if you will keep Klatz by you after we have done dinner. In any case, I would not go on to-day. We are safe here. That blatant Prussian knows who we are and cannot deny us; and we shall gain the evening to think it over. If Klatz presses you to go on this evening, say that you are not well.

He nodded. At the same time I dont believe a word of it, he maintained.

Nor I  so far. Klatz has served us well and we have every reason to think him faithful. But

But what?

Well, everything is possible.

But  the Office detailed him, did it not?

Certainly. The man has been in the service at least six years. He was one of the messengers attached to Berlin when I was there in3. I knew him there. Oh, no doubt his record is all right.

Then I shall pay no attention to this.

But the seeds of suspicion, once sown, are hard to root up, and H.E. made no demur when I presently sauntered out and with as careless an air as I could assume, lounged towards the inn yard. A wagon had just come in, laden with wounded soldiers, and with it a couple of post carriages, and there was much bustle. I marked, however, an ostler who seemed to be unemployed, and who was standing near the entrance, in talk with a sallow down-looking man, with remarkably black eyebrows. I thought that he would do, and I was approaching the pair when I recognized with a shock that the sallow man with the black eyebrows wore the uniform of a French army postilion, and I sheered off. The man, whether he had remarked my approach or not, moved off also. Still, I saw that it would be wiser to make my inquiries elsewhere, and I strolled down the street.

It was the ordinary street of a small German town, cobble-paved, with a gutter running down the middle, and firewood stacked here and there against the gabled houses. There were a dozen signs swinging over the roadway, their varied hues, with the lines of green shutters, giving a cheerful air to the street. I picked out a saddlers sign and saw a man with an apron twisted about his waist and a dirty leather nightcap on his head lounging at the door. I asked him what sort of a road it was to Elsterwerde, and if the other road to Berlin  I tacitly assumed that there was one  was much longer.

By Wittenberg? So! It is about six hours longer, mein Herr.

People go that way?

Oh, yes, it is as you please. But it adds six hours.

I thanked him, and after strolling a little farther as if to satisfy my curiosity, I turned back to the post-house. I found Ellis looking out of the low window, Klatz at his elbow. Klatz wishes us to start, he said.

I yawned. We could do no more than a couple of German miles, I remarked. It seems hardly worth while.

Klatz interposed. Just so, sir, he said,  but with His Excellencys permission that will take us to Elsterwerde. And the Lamb is a good house. This is  it is unfitting His Excellencys position to stay here.

Ellis looked undecided.  What do you say, Cartwright?

Oh, I say, stay here, I replied. Klatz works us too hard. Remember we got off at six. And as we are now but Herren Eils and Wagenmacher of Hamburg we may put up with a little roughness for once. It is in character.

But the Lamb  such quarters, sir! Klatz waved his fat hands,  The Lamb to-night and so to Herzberg for dinner to-morrow. If His Excellency will be guided by me

No, Klatz, Perceval answered, his mind made up, Ive no doubt, by the others urgency. We stay here to-night. Arrange it so, and send Kaspar to the barrier to say that we remain.

I could not be sure  but did I surprise a gleam in Klatzs blue eyes, a trifle out of character with the little mans wonted good humour. If so, it was gone as soon as seen, and might have expressed only the annoyance of one who saw his visions of a rich, greasy supper at his beloved Lamb set aside for a whim. In either case he made no further demur, but left us alone.

Well, I have discovered, I said,  that there is another road  by Wittenberg. It is six hours longer.

We are certainly, peevishly, not going to waste six hours.

It is as you decide, Chief, of course.

Why, for all we know, that may be the very road they wish us to take!

Precisely.

Then why

The point is  friend or enemy? I rejoined. As I said at the beginning. As I still say. A warning or a trap?

I dont believe a word of it! obstinately. And I think that we are ill-advised to stay here. But as you have settled it, so let it be. Only, I must press on you, my good fellow, not to see an enemy in every bush! After that it may be believed that we did not spend a very cheerful or companionable evening. The post-house, filling up after nightfall with a noisy brawling company, we were forced to share a bedroom, and Perceval, always touchy on the point of dignity, took this ill, and was for blaming me. While I, reflecting that the journey with its drawbacks and risks was not of my choosing, and that the gain if any would be his, was in no mood to take his grumbling with patience.

Moreover I was  I confess it  anxious. The warning, so short and so explicit, troubled me. Did it come from friend or foe? Was it really a warning? Or a snare? Ought we to take the advice or reject it?

The answers to these questions  and everything, the safety of the despatches and our own lives, hung on their accuracy  depended on our reading of Klatz. Was the messenger faithful, or was he plotting against us? His record was good, I could not gainsay that; so good indeed that before the evening was out Ellis would not hear the matter argued. Having given way so far as to stay over the night, and suffering for his complaisance, he was now convinced that he had been a fool to give way. Every fresh hardship, every petty annoyance, aggravated his peevishness.

And I had nothing to cite to the contrary, except the momentary gleam which I had fancied that I discerned in the mans eyes; and what is more difficult than to convey to another an impression of this kind? Ellis pooh-poohed my idea as pure fancy, hinted that I was scaring myself into a panic, and ended by asking me who it was that I thought was warning us. If it was not Kaspar  

I dont know, I said.  I cant say. If I could   

But who can it be? he persisted. He was an obstinate fellow and had an annoying trick of harping on a point once he had got hold of it. Who can it be?

Well, possibly, the Prussian police.

My dear fellow! Absurd! Perfectly absurd! Why should they?

Well, they may wish to avoid trouble and yet be unwilling to oppose their French masters. There may be orders out to seize us, and for their own reasons  we cannot suppose that they love the French  they may not wish the orders to be executed.

However, he would not hear of this. It was too farfetched, it was fanciful. I was letting my fears run away with me. He laughed at the notion and presently turning his back on me, after a groan or two at the shortness of the bed, he went to sleep. I would fain have done the same but my brain was at work, and I could not sleep so easily. The problem obsessed me. I had an uneasy feeling that a net was closing about us, and I lay so long turning it this way and that, that in the end I overslept myself, and Perceval had dressed and gone down when I opened my eyes.

I followed him as quickly as I could. I was still in two minds about the matter, but was convinced that it would be useless to argue with him. There were only three or four persons in the common room when I entered, but they were three or four too many, for they were smoking and spitting, and the stale smell of beer pervaded the place. Ellis was at the table by the window, and I saw at once that something more had occurred to disturb him.

What is it? I murmured, as I cast an eye through the latticed window at the roadway, which was on a higher level than the floor of the room, and disclosed the passers-by only up to the waist.

I have had another of those confounded papers! he replied. It was in my napkin  as before. He pushed the thing across to me under cover of a plate. looked at it. The paper, the writing, the words, all were the same.

Umph! I said, and shrugged my shoulders. Pleasant!

Whats to be done?

He was evidently shaken, and I made up my mind. I should take the advice and go by Wittenberg, I said.

He looked sadly out of temper, but he did not answer at once. A minute later, seeing Kaspar standing in the doorway he beckoned to him. Send Herr Klatz to me, he said. And when the little man, his gills rosy, his eyes twinkling with good-humour, appeared, Klatz, he said,  Mr. Cartwright wishes to see Wittenberg.

The home of Dr. Martinus, I said, playing up to him with a smile.  It is possible, I suppose? It is not much out of our way?

The little mans hands went up in piteous remonstrance.  Unmoglich! he exclaimed. Impossible, Excellency! Impossible! It is many hours out of the way  a long day and no nearer Berlin when we are there! And, glancing warily behind him to make sure that he had no listeners,  it is the road to Magdeburg, and on that road there are French troops. The road of the Elbe, you understand, Excellency! Oh, it would not do at all! I could not reconcile it with my conscience to take His Excellency that way. When peace comes, looking benevolently at me, Mr. Cartwright may visit it. It is of interest, oh, colossal! But at present, no.

How far should we have to follow the Elbe road? Ellis inquired.

A long way, and there are French garrisons in Magdeburg on the one side and in Torgau on the other. Oh, it would not do at all, Excellency.

But there may be French troops in the Elster direction also? I suggested.

Going  whither, sir?

Oh, to Berlin, say.

He cast a compassionate glance at me. But the French have withdrawn from Berlin. His Excellency knows that. For Custine, Glogau, Dantzig  they would not go this way.

Just so, said Ellis, nodding.  Well, that will do for the present, Klatz. You can go.

At what hour will His Excellency be ready?

At eight. But be within call in the meantime. When he was gone, Hm, said Perceval,  that settles it, I think? What he says sounds reasonable.

Im hanged if I know, I replied, though the mans arguments had seemed fair enough.

He raised his eyebrows. You are hard to persuade, he said.

I was, and for an odd reason, though I did not think it worth while to advance it. It rested on Klatz. While he had stood talking to us, I had become aware of a contradiction in him. He was a man peculiarly fitted to go anywhere without arousing suspicion; a cheery, innocent, roundabout little chap, mild as milk, and in a word as much like a German cherub as it is possible to imagine. Yet I knew that the inner Klatz must be something quite different, or he would not have been capable of risking his life, coolly and imperturbably, as we knew that he had risked it over and over again in his perilous journeys across the country. Clearly then there were two Klatzs, and the inner one, the real man, might, it occurred to me, be as clever at deceiving us as at deceiving those among whom he moved unsuspected.

I was so strongly impressed by the discrepancy that I presently burned my boats.  Look here, Ellis, I said, rising, and speaking, I have no doubt with some heat,  be guided by me  for once! Make up your mind, and go by Wittenberg! Go by Wittenberg, no matter what Klatz says.

He stared at me.  Why, my dear man, whats taken you? he exclaimed. This is not like you.

I dont know, but I beg you to do as I say. I am sure that we shall be wise to do so. If it is only to oblige me, Ellis, go that way. Give Klatz any reason you like.

I cant make you out, he said. You believe this  this rubbish, then? flicking with his finger the paper which lay beside him under cover of a plate. You think it is genuine? A warning? Yet you were not used to be nervous, Cartwright?

Well, I am nervous now, I answered, and I dont mind confessing it. I may be a fool, but if it is only to oblige me, Ellis, dont go by the Elster.

He sat, drumming with his fingers on the table; and I could see that he was more than a little put out. But at length Well, if you put it that way, he said, of course, Ill give way. Well go by Wittenberg. But I tell you frankly that I think we are doing a foolish thing. I think, more likely than not, that we are running the very risk you wish to avoid. Weve many reasons for trusting Klatz and no reason to trust your unknown advisers  that is clear. Still, Ill do it, as you feel so strongly about it. Only I warn you, you must stand the blame if anything happens.

I will, I said stoutly, though my heart misgave me.  Whatever comes of it I will be responsible.

He shrugged his shoulders, and went out, his face grim. What he said to Klatz, or what reason he gave for the change, I dont know. But I will say that for Perceval, he had a way with him. He could ride the high horse when he chose, and play the Envoy; and though when he returned he was in no good temper, and made no attempt to hide it, he said nothing more to me. Klatz, too, when I next came upon him, superintending the packing of the carriage in the street before the inn, said no word, and soon after eight we got away on the Wittenberg road.


CHAPTER III

AT WITTENBERG

IT was another dull oppressive morning, and before we had driven a German mile from Grossenhayn we encountered two things which did not lighten my responsibility; a responsibility that weighed on me the more heavily, as I had assumed it on the strength of an idea at best fanciful. The first thing was a travel-stained calash which we overtook and passed on the outskirts of the town. It was as dingy and ramshackle as the ruck of German post-carriages, and contained two persons, an over-dressed woman, coarsely handsome, and a lad, half-man, half-boy, with a big head, for whom, brief as my view of him was, I took a strange distaste. But that which gave to this carriage an air of ill omen was the fact that it was conducted by the postilion in the French uniform whom I had remarked in the inn-yard.

Then, a little later, we came up with a party of French infantry, small dark men, not particularly soldierly to the eye, but marching, in their baggy red trousers, with that ugly lounging gait which looks slow yet carries the men over more ground than any other troops can cover in the time. The road, where we came up with them, was narrow, with a ditch on either side, and the officer riding at the rear waved to us to keep back. The result was that for half a league we crawled along in their dust until a welcome cross-road enabled us to pass them. The men eyed us inquisitively  no doubt our two carriages travelling together attracted attention that we could well have spared; and for a moment I feared that the officer was going to stop us. However, he only addressed a question which we could not hear to the leading postboy and, content with the answer, suffered us to proceed.

Still it was not a heartening episode, nor did it stand alone. Though we had now passed out of the immediate sphere of war, these were not the only troops we encountered. We came on bodies of Dutch and Danes, marching northwards  probably they had been ordered down to curb the Brunswick rising; and later on some straggling, black-avised Italians proceeding God knows whither, who whatever they were to their enemies were certainly a terror to the countryside. They gave us, these broken wandering fragments, a singular impression of the vastness of the machine which the great despot wielded, and of the world-wide scope of the resources on which his power drew.

And French, Dutch, Danes, or Italians, they all marched and swaggered as if the land belonged to them; eyeing the bauern insolently, plundering the shops, flinging coarse jeers at the women at work in the fields. And the peasants, standing at the street comers or plodding in the dust of their marches, eyed them askance and with fear, cringed before their coming, crossed their path on sufferance. The very sky, low and dark, seemed to look down on a beaten land, upon crops raised for the profit of others, upon villages crushed under imposts, upon towns ruled by servile burgomasters. Hardly could I believe that a single day of battle had had power so to enslave a nation. That fatal 14th of October, the day of Jena and Auerstadt, had indeed done its work!

I could not refrain from putting my sense of this into words. That poor wretch of a Schill! I exclaimed, He must have been mad to think that he would be supported!

A beaten people! said Ellis, his eyes averted.

A very easily beaten people! Why, the Spaniards are worth two of them! They at least are making a fight of it. No wonder that the Emperor does not know where to stop in his exactions. Or that the King hesitates to return to Berlin.

The King does not set them much of an example, Ellis agreed drily.

A d  d bad example, I rejoined.  Not much of the Great Frederick about him  except the selfishness of his policy. For the sake of filching Hanover from us, his allies, he threw over Austria. Then when he saw that he was not to be allowed to keep his plunder he threw over the French, and is paying for it! But after all, Ellis, it is something to have seen this. Our journey wont be entirely wasted.

He hummed and hawed, and I have no doubt that he was already considering the terms of the report that he would send in. After a pause,  Yes, he admitted, grudgingly,  but we might have known this without seeing it. Had there been a spark of spirit left in Prussia, she must have joined Austria this year, and turned the scale. But she is beaten. Yes, and theres a pretty deep mark of Davouts hoof here. He has put his foot down and crushed them body and soul, my good man.

Davout, it will be remembered, was at this time in charge of North Germany. The French garrisons in all Prussias strong places were under his command, while as Chief of the Military Police of the Empire, he gripped the strings of every intrigue, and overlooked every conspiracy. His was indeed the hand that lay heavy on the nation!

I have set down this conversation not only because it reflects pretty faithfully our impressions at the time, but because, I must own, it was nearly all that passed between us during a long days journey. Perceval was morose and taciturn, and I resented his attitude. At Cosdorf we had to wait a long hour for horses, the carriages surrounded by all the scum and riff-raff of the road, whose scowling curiosity kept us continually on tenterhooks. At Jessen we got relays, but owing to the earlier delay had no time to eat  or Klatz said we had not  if we would be certain of reaching Wittenberg before the gates closed. The heat was stifling, the flies tormented us, and what with one thing and another we were like two cross dogs coupled up and apt to snarl on the least provocation. I could see that Perceval felt that none of these things would have befallen us had we kept to the direct road; while I resented his attitude, I asked myself sorely how he would have behaved if he had been the superseded one, and in my irritation  God forgive me  dubbed him an insufferable, selfish, pedantic prig!

Then it did not help us that, as the day wore on, it grew hotter. Dark clouds massed themselves in the western sky until in that quarter the whole heavens were black with tempest. The light faded, the plain, rolling monotonously away in flat undulations, took on a livid look, and as we approached Wittenberg the thunder began to rumble in the distance.

The postboys, glancing over their shoulders, flogged on their sweating horses, the carriage bounded and jolted from one hole to another, the gloom increased. Presently the gates appeared before us, showing grey and phantom-like in the strange light, with a single stork seated with drooping wings on its nest above them. The thunder crashed nearer and louder. We drew up at the barrier.

I wish to God we were well through it, Ellis muttered, as Klatz, descending from the calash, advanced with our papers.

However, things went better than we feared. The guard had no more mind to be out in the storm than we had. They cast but a perfunctory glance at the papers, counted us, asked whence we had come that day, and waving to us to proceed, dived back into shelter.

We drove under the echoing gateway, rolled through narrow streets, between bald houses that stared cold and ghastly in the pale light, bumped over the pavement, and turning under an arch, halted with much cracking of whips in the courtyard of the Golden Stag.

The inn stood on three sides of the court, and round the court ran a gallery. The gloom of the storm darkened the small open space, but three or four candle-lit windows shone out on the twilight, and there issued from the same windows a medley of voices and laughter.

Beneath the gallery beside which we had pulled up, three or four waiters were bustling about, huddling chairs and tables under cover, and mingled with these a bevy of men  in gaudy uniforms and tipsily noisy  stood holding bottles and glasses, as if they had just been displaced from the tables. Through the windows behind, we had a glimpse of a long table and of a large party seated at it.

We had time to see this, and with misgiving that the diners were French: then a stout figure detached itself from the group and came towards us. Before the man reached the carriage door, Klatz  the ever nimble Klatz  skipped out and intercepted him.

The colloquy lasted longer than we expected, while the thunder pealed overhead and at any moment the storm might burst  large drops were already pattering on the ground. Ellis thrust out his head. Well! he cried impatiently, What is it, Klatz? What is the matter? A sad, fat man, the innkeeper, advanced, bowing, to the door of the carriage.  I am desolated, Hofgraflichen, he said, but what can I do? My house is taken up. A party of officers from Magdeburg are celebrating here. They have engaged

Not the whole house! Ellis exclaimed. Nonsense, man, you can take us in somewhere. We are not going out into this storm.

The sad, fat man raised his hands in deprecation.  I could give you rooms to sleep  it is possible. But to eat, no, Herren. The Speise Saal is taken up and all the first floor. You see?

Then we will eat in our rooms!

So! But I have no servants; it is not practical. I have not the men. But if the Hofgraflichen are willing to eat out

Man, we will eat out, Ellis rejoined. Only let us escape from the rain before we are drenched. Come, Klatz, we will see the rooms.

But I had had my eyes on the topers about the doorway. I had noticed that they were observing us, and I touched Percevals elbow. I am not sure, I muttered, that it would not be wiser to go on and find another inn.

In this storm? No, Cartwright, no, I am hanged if I do! You have brought us here, very much against my will, querulously. And now that we are here

Very good, I said. I am content if you are. But it did not escape me that the innkeeper when he led Ellis and Klatz into the house avoided the door round which the Frenchmen clustered and took them in by another on the opposite side of the court. The choice told a tale.

I thought it well to be as prudent, and I also took shelter under the gallery on that side. Kaspar followed suit, stationing himself a few paces from me. The rain was beginning to pour down, leaping from the ground in a million points of silver, and the postboys, cowering in their saddles and cursing the delay, waited impatiently for a signal. Presently it came from a window above, and hastened by a blinding flash of lightning, they drew on to the stables through an arch at the end of the yard.

This left me once more in full view of the Frenchmen, but I averted my gaze from them and directed my eyes along the sheltered space on my side. Here things were rougher and wore a more domestic aspect. Across a corner linen hung on a cord to dry, and against the wall a couple of spinning wheels stood flattened: a saddle rested athwart an empty dog kennel, and beside it some childrens toys lay, mingled with pattens and milk pails.

These things taken in, my eyes passed on to two persons, who, seated on a bench under the gallery, appeared to be either alarmed by the tempest  they were holding one anothers hands  or ill at ease for a different reason. One was an elderly woman, neat and apple-faced, in the garb of an upper servant: the other a young girl, plainly dressed, and apparently of superior position, for her luxuriant hair, parted on the forehead, was piled up in the curling, negligee mode of the day.

Their eyes, I noticed, roved nervously about them, and between the storm and the noise of the revellers opposite us, the two looked thoroughly out of place as well as uncomfortable.

Nothing to remark in this: just two travellers, unversed in the road, and astray amid strange surroundings. But the girls face attracted me: it caught, it held my eyes. It was an oval face, pure and delicate, and somewhat pale, a face that gained in expression what it lost in colour. The eyes, bright and quick, told of secret disquiet, while the mouth, finely curved, quivered from time to time, as if tears were not far off.

What are they doing here? I wondered. And what is their trouble? Before I had time to conceive an answer I found the innkeeper at my elbow. He began, with a stealthy eye on the Frenchmen, to renew his apologies, but seeing the direction of my gaze he broke off.

What are those two doing here? I asked.

Ah, there again I am unfortunate! he said.  Their room is not ready, and the young lady is of the suite of the Grand Duchess of Zerbst, and commended to my humble services by Her Highness. She is here to find a partner to share a landschute to Berlin  on her way to Altona. But what will you? The times are bad. A share in a landschute to Berlin  nothing more easy two or three years ago. But few women travel nowadays  safer at home, mein Herr  and I cannot hear of one. The young lady is pressed for time, and I fear will be forced to travel by the Eilwagen, which is slow, and  little fitting.

She has the look of an Englanderin? I suggested.

No, gnadiger Herr, she is Danish. There are no English here: how should there be? Though, craving your pardon, with a sly glance at me, I had the same thought of you until you spoke. You are doubtless from the south?

From Moravia, I answered carelessly,  but now of Hamburg. The old lady does not accompany her?

No, she returns. They came in at mid-day. I shall do my best  to oblige Her Highness I would do my possible. But with open hands he expressed his plight  a very sad, fat man with no love of the French.

I am sorry that we have no lady with us. Otherwise I am sure

The high-born is gracious. But it would not be  practical.

Still the girls face appealed to me. She looked forlorn. It is a long way to Altona, I said.

As to Hamburg. But from Berlin she is better-than-well arranged for.

He might have said more, but Ellis came down. He had donned his fur cloak, and was fretting and fuming, for he liked going out to supper no better than I did. I pointed the two out to him, and stated the case. I suppose we could not take her on with us? I ventured.

He stared at me.  Good heavens, man, he cried testily,  what room have we? And a young girl? Ridiculous! We have enough to do to get ourselves through this cursed country without taking charge of all the distressed damsels we meet Come, tell Kaspar to get you your cloak. Klatz recommends the Rathskeller. Come, I am famished, man.

I saw that my suggestion had heated a temper already simmering, and I said no more. Kaspar brought me my cloak, and not sorry to put a space between ourselves and the Frenchmen, we passed into the town. Since we had entered the inn it had grown dark, but now and again the lightning whitened the house fronts, and its glare enabled us to avoid the abandoned carts, the piles of fire-wood and the projecting cellar-doors that in Germany make every street a peril.

Fortunately the Market Place was not far off, and a walk of three minutes brought us to the low door and the half-dozen steps that led down to the cheerful, well-lighted Rathskeller. It was of the usual pattern, a narrow vaulted chamber with white-washed walls, divided into six or seven bays, and set with two tables in each bay, one on either side of the middle passage. In a homely way the aspect of the place was bright and cheerful.

Probably the storm had kept away many of the habitues, for there were not more than a dozen persons present. Two-thirds of these were smoking and drinking beer from earthenware mugs; the other third were supping, plainly but sufficiently. It was not my first nor my twentieth visit to such a place, and we were soon, our orders given, seated comfortably in one of the empty bays.

Even Elliss ill-humour was not proof against the pleasant change from the gloom and rain of the streets.

Well, we shall not do so badly, he said, looking about him and stretching his long legs.

But he turned glum a moment later. A clatter of iron-shod feet arose at the entrance, and five wild-looking youths, long-haired and bare-necked, in loose, strangely-cut coats, trooped in and, talking loudly and raucously, marched down the passage, as if the place belonged to them. Unfortunately they chose the table over against ours, flung their staves and knapsacks into a comer, dragged up the benches, and hammering arrogantly on the table began to bawl their orders.

Oh, d  n it, said Perceval, eyeing them askance;  this spoils all.

Students, I said. From Leipzig or Halle. They must lord it over everyone, or they would not be German Burschen. They will quiet down presently.

To some extent they did, but not until they had taken seisin of the place, looked everyone over, and hidden themselves in a cloud of smoke. I would rather have been without them, for they were a noisy, obstreperous crew, and their tobacco was vile. But our supper came and we applied ourselves to it, and presently their meal also arrived, accompanied by stupendous flagons of beer, and took off their attention.

They were uproarious still, bursting now and again into a chorus which they timed to blows on the table; and occasionally they flung a jest or a derisive word at some distant and inoffensive person. But they did not make us their butts, and though we could not ignore their presence, we were becoming hardened to the nuisance, when without warning they broke into a volley of booing and hooting Out! out! out! they roared.

I looked up, to learn the cause of the outburst, and saw that they were all facing towards the entrance. I glanced that way, but too late to see more than that others nearer the door were also gazing towards it.  What was it? I asked Ellis. I missed it.

A man in a French uniform. I only just saw him. He looked in, but thought better of it. One of those army postilions, I fancy.

On! said I, remembering the man whom I had seen twice at Grossenhayn.

But Perceval asked,  why did they set on him?

Because he was French, I suppose.

But I wonder they are not afraid.

Well, just so. To be sure, it is odd. And then after a moments thought,  Do you know, I think, if you dont mind. Ill look into this? I may learn something. There may be more in it than appears.

He put his hand on my arm to detain me, but I was on my feet, and when he called after me I was already half way across the passage, my mug in my hand. Smollis et fiducit, I said, using the old cant words; and as the five wild-looking figures gazed at me in amazement at my audacity, I raised my mug. Brother Burschen, I drink to the Burschenschaft! I said.  The Past to the Present!

For a moment they studied me, scowling; then satisfied, I suppose, with what they saw, they sprang to their feet.  Fiducit! they answered, as one man.  We drink to the Burschenschaft! The Present to the Past!

The Blue of the sky, the Red of the grape, and the White of the Madchens breast, I continued, reading the question in their eye.

So! Of Heidelberg.

And you, brother Burschen?

Of Leipzig.

I laid my hand on the back of the bench. Were the President to say,  Ad loca

Welcome and honoured! rejoined the senior, making room for me. As I sat down I caught a glimpse through the haze that surrounded us of Elliss disapproving face, but I did not heed his annoyance. I knew better than he where I was, and I was set on following out the idea that had occurred to me. Success might be worth some risk.

I am from the South, I said, opening my trenches. And have lived so long in the land of Philistia that I am no better than a freshman. Much is strange to me though I was once in good standing. That chap who looked in just now

We sup with no Frenchmen, the senior replied.  The Bursch is free. Then, with his eyes fixed on me and some doubt in them, Placetne?

Valde et maxime placet!

He nodded. We blow the fire. Palm kindled it, Schill fed it, the Burschen are the bellows.

But is it not extinguished? He had lowered his voice, and I followed the example.

At the top. Ay, patted down, beaten down, smothered down  at the top! He spat on the floor. But at the bottom it burns and the Burschen blow it. And presently it will burst forth, the more furiously because it is smothered down! And then the top

Yes?

The top will fall in dryly.

But Prussia? With your leave, it does not seem to me that here there is much fire burning?

He snapped his fingers. Out of a dead Prussia, a living Germany! The Fatherland! He raised his mug and as at a signal all five  after the students free and easy custom in public places  burst into a well-known song:



Which is the Germans Fatherland?

Ist Prussian land, ist Swabian land?

Ist where on Rhine the red grapes hang, 

Where oer the Baltic sea mews clang?  

Oh no, oh no, oh no, oh no.

This Fatherland must wider go.



Which is the Germans Fatherland?

Then, name me finally that land!

Wide as the German free tongue springs.

And hymns to God in Heaven sings!

That shall it be! That shall it be!

That land, brave German,s given to thee!



Long before the chorus reached its close, three-fourths of those present were on their feet, joining lustily in it. And marking their sparkling eyes, and the abandon with which they thundered the chorus:



Das soll es seyn, das soll es seyn.

Das wacherer Deutschen, nenne dein!



I was convinced that my neighbour had made no vain boast when he said that the Burschen were blowing the fire. Indeed, I caught the infection and joined in, regardless of Percevals black looks and angry signals, which the cloud of smoke mercifully obscured for me. After the song, Das Vaterland! cried the students, waving their mugs. Deutschen, das Vaterland!

The toast drunk, we sat down. Yet Schill, I remarked, anxious to probe the matter still further,  the brave and unfortunate Schill

The last thing I meant was to cause a fresh outbreak, but I did it. In a twinkling the Burschen were on their feet again. Vivat Schill! they shouted. Hoch to Schill! Hoch! hoch!

But this time they were but feebly supported. Here and there a man raised his glass. For the majority the challenge was too audacious. They stared stolidly into the smoke, or glanced uneasily towards the door.

I was a little uncomfortable myself. The thing had gone further than I had anticipated, and I could not be unconscious of Elliss glances. I could make a pretty good guess at his thoughts, and owned that he had some reason. All the same I could not refrain from one last attempt to get to the bottom of things. But do you not run a risk? I speak as a Philistine. There are French in the town  a large party of them at the Golden Stag.

So! They will not be there long! they bragged.  And they will not interfere with us. Are we not the Burschenschaft? And behind us is there not the Tugend-bund? Touch Leipzig and you prick Halle, Gottingen, Heidelberg, Fichtelstadt! The whole German land! No, the Bursch is free, and woe to those who would enslave him.

But

I got no further. A hand fell on my shoulder. Ellis, unable to control his feelings any longer, had risen and stepped across the passage. For Gods sake put an end to this fooling! he muttered, his voice trembling with anger. Have you forgotten yourself altogether? Do you want us to be arrested? You are going the right way, man, if you do, and in our position  with our responsibility! Are you mad?

I am coming, I said. But  but one moment, Chief. Just a moment more. One moment! I want

No, by G  d, Im off! he retorted.  I wash my hands of it! And he turned on his heel, snatched up his hat, and stalked away to the door, his tall figure and magnificent fur cloak drawing all eyes upon him as he strode down the passage.

I was vexed with myself as well as with him, for I knew that I had been imprudent. But the harm was done, and after being so frankly received, I could not break away without a word of acknowledgment. I regret, good brothers, but I must leave you now, I said. I thank you for

I paused, seeing that all five were looking oddly at me.

The spokesman raised his eyebrows. So? English? he said in a low tone.

It was no use to deny it. Perceval, speaking in English, had given the secret away. I nodded.

Ah! Then it is for you, the risk! If we had known  But theres no one here that will speak.

You are safe enough. But be careful, friend. If there is anything we of the Burschen can do

We go by the Elbe at five  to Magdeburg, put in the next to him. They wore a different air now, spoke low, and with heads together, looked warily over their shoulders  for my sake I knew.

I thanked them again. But I am not in the danger you think, I said, and I explained, for I saw that they took me for a spy.  Still you are right. I must be careful, and go now  my friend will be waiting for me. I paid and fled, as much noticed, I dare say, in my going, as Ellis had been before me. I seemed to have been in the place a long time, but I did not think that the time had been wasted  if no ill came of it.

When I stepped out into the Market Place I found that the storm had passed. The downpour had ceased, leaving the kennels running and the wet pavement gleaming. Above, the moon was shining in a clear rain-swept sky. As I crossed the open space I was in some doubt which of two streets that opened before me was the one that led to the inn, but luckily, as I paused, a watchman with his lighted lantern and iron-shod staff came round a corner and, lifting his voice, announced to the row of peaks and gables that fringed the square that it was eleven of the clock and all well! He directed me and two minutes later I was hammering on the closed door.

I asked the man who admitted me if the other gentleman had come in. He did not seem to understand, and Has any one entered within the last five minutes? I asked. No one, he answered. Nor for another five.

He was sleepy and surly, and I fancied that there was some mistake, so I entered. As I crossed the angle of the courtyard, which was half in moonlight, half in shadow, I saw that the illumination in the Speise Saal was much lessened, though a few topers still lingered round the guttering candles. Taking my own light, I mounted the stairs, considering as I climbed how I should put the case to Ellis, for I could not hide from myself that I had jumped the ropes.

To meddle in the conspiracies of a country to which one is accredited  or through which one passes, cloaked in the privileges of an ambassador  is against the rules of the service, and only to be forgiven when success crowns the venture. But to do so when one is in a subordinate capacity and without authority  well I felt that I should need all my finesse to placate Perceval. Yet I had learned something, and, much or little, it would inure to his credit.

By the time, candle in hand, I had threaded my way through the passages to his door, I thought that I had the matter arranged in my mind  after all he was a sensible chap at bottom, and would see reason. I knocked. When he did not answer, I opened the door. It would not do to appear diffident or guilty.

But, to my surprise, he was not there, and I began to think that he had not entered, and that the man at the door was right. I passed on to my own room, and in a chair outside the door I found Kaspar sleeping sweetly. I roused him. Where is His Excellency?

I have not seen him, Kaspar replied, standing up and blinking his eyes. Isnt he with you, sir?

No. Are you sure he hasnt come in?

Not to my knowledge, sir.

Where is Herr Klatz?

I dont think that he is in either, but I will see.

He went and returned. He is not in his room.

Ah! I rejoined.  Well, never mind him, but go downstairs and inquire if His Excellency has been seen. Make sure that he is not in the house, do you hear? He should have returned before this.

Kaspar hurried away on his errand. I snuffed my candle and stood, thinking. The house was very quiet, and after waiting awhile, I went back to the head of the stairs and listened. I began to feel uneasy.


CHAPTER IV

HIS EXCELLENCY RETURNS

I SUPPOSE that I had made some noise, stalking to and fro, for as I stood staring down the dark silent well of the staircase and listening, a door three or four paces from me opened and a head appeared.

For a moment the light of the candle I held glinted on a pair of bright eyes, an anxious little face, a thick tail of dark hair athwart a peignoired shoulder, and I recognized the girl whom I had seen under the gallery. Then the face was hurriedly withdrawn, the door fell to softly, I was alone. I heard Kaspar set his foot on the stairs. He came up them noisily, two at a time.

His Excellency has not come in, he said.

Are you sure?

Quite sure, sir. And I saw that in his phlegmatic way he shared my alarm.

Then we had better go at once and see what has become of him. Come along, man. Dont stop to get your hat.

We hurried down the stairs. The courtyard was in darkness, the last light in the Speise Saal had been extinguished. The man at the entrance confirmed what Kaspar had said and, his curiosity aroused, stepped out with us into the street. The little town lay quiet about us.

The moonlight fell along the street in which we stood, but it helped us little, for it was broken into patches by the signs that projected from the houses, while here and there an outside staircase blocked the view. It was difficult to see to any distance, but we listened. I think you had better go one way and I another, I said to Kaspar.  Dont lose yourself. Ill go towards

The porter cut me short. He held up his hand. So! he exclaimed, I think he comes.

I was relieved, for it was beginning to weigh on me that it was I who had brought Ellis to Wittenberg. He must have taken a wrong turning, I said, as, fifty or sixty yards away, the man whose footsteps the porter had heard, entered the street from a side lane, and emerging from a mass of shadow approached us.

Its Klatz, cried Kaspar.

Klatz? I ejaculated.

It was Klatz. He came up out of breath with the haste he had made. He recognized Kaspar, who was bare-headed, almost as quickly as we recognized him. What is it? he asked. Is anything the matter?

His Excellency has not come in, I replied.  We had better all separate and go different ways to

So! said the porter again  he had sharp ears, that man! He comes now.

I doubted. A clatter of feet, a murmur of loud voices had, indeed, broken into the street, from the direction of the Market Place, but I had little hope that Perceval was one of the group, for the party, an uproarious one, was shouting a song without the least regard for the sleep of the townsfolk. No, I said, its not he. I fancy its some students that!

I think he is with them, said Klatz.

Oh, but, man

I think so, sir, Kaspar agreed  I see His Excellency now.

And certainly there were six in the party, and the students were but five. But I could hardly believe that the sixth was Perceval. The song they were singing, and singing with derisive gusto, and much brandishing of iron-shod sticks, 



Ah, he who slyly the Madchen seeks, 

What risks he runs, when the little god tweaks!

By pending pole and the distaffs stroke 

His fire is quenched and his pate is broke!

O fie, O fie, O fie, O fie!

Whither away, sir, on the sly?



was certainly not one of his choosing, and as certainly accorded ill with his dignity. Indeed the porter sniggered. Its him, he said. Well, hes not the first.

And it was Ellis. A dozen paces from us, he detached himself from his companions while they, with an elaborate salutation and a mockery of respect, marched solemnly by, still singing, with uplifted sticks:

O fie, O fie, O fie, O fie!

Whither away, sir, on the sly?

Good heavens, Chief, I cried in amazement.  Where in the world have you

Come in, he growled, and it needed no more to prove to me that he was in a red hot rage. But not another word would he utter until we had entered the inn and climbed the stairs and he had slammed the door of his room upon us.

Then as he turned on me, his candle in his hand, I saw that his stock was torn, his hat wet and mudstained as if it had been in the gutter, and his face discoloured. But he gave me no time to ask questions or voice my concern. Pale with passion,  What the devil did you mean, he snarled, by leaving me as you did?

I? But it was you, my dear Ellis, who

Ive been next door to murdered! And might have been murdered, but for those young ruffians  insolent brutes! He took out his handkerchief and passed it over his lips, and I saw that he was really unable to continue. I stepped to the table, found his flask, and poured out some cognac. He took it without thanking me, drank it, and sat down on his bed. A little colour came back to his face.

Now tell me what happened, I said.  If it happened through fault of mine, Ellis, I much regret it.

Regret it? he ejaculated. The cordial had heated his indignation, already at the boiling point  Regret it? And happened? Ill tell you what happened. I took the wrong road out of the Market Place. I was quick to see what I had done and I was turning about when a lad overtook me, asked me if I had lost my way and said he would show me a short cut to the inn. He led me down a side street till I grew suspicious. I saw we were in a kind of cul de sac with the town wall before us, and I stopped.

 I dont believe this is right, I said, but before the words were out of my mouth I heard a movement, and turned, and there was a man creeping up behind me. I dont know exactly what happened then, but I fancy I jumped for the wall. I was too late, the next moment the lad was on my back trying to pull me down, while the other sprang at me in front. I shouted and made what fight I could, but I was as good as choked, when those friends of yours came up, and the two let me go  and fled.

Did they rob you? I cried, in a panic. They didnt get the

No! But they tried. The tall man tore open my coat, but the clasp of the cloak was in his way, and they had not time. The others came up, d  n them! with a fresh outburst of rage. The brutes jeered at me, wanting to know what I was doing down there; it was a disreputable place, of course. And they would not listen when I told them, but began to sing that abominable song.

Still they saved you from something more serious, I said, seeing with wonder that the correct Ellis was more disturbed by the students insinuation than by the attempt to rob him. And what they thought does not matter. The point is, was it just a guet apens by a couple of rogues who saw you astray, or a deliberate attempt by someone who knew what you had about you?

I hadnt it, dryly. Id hidden it, no matter where. But if you ask me Ive no doubt that it was that they were after.

Well, Im afraid so.

And what we were brought to Wittenberg for, thanks to you.

Dont say that, I protested. After all  for I had been thinking it was Klatz who recommended us to go to the Rathskeller. And Klatz was out to-night, and came back out of breath two minutes before you.

Klatz?

Yes, Klatz. Did you see either of the mens faces?

Could you be sure that he was not  

Ellis did not let me finish the sentence. He was on his feet, his temper quite lost. By G  d, Cartwright, you are mad about Klatz! he cried. Youve got Klatz on the brain! How could Klatz know that I should leave the Rathskeller alone? Or that I should lose my way? How could he? Eh? But the truth is, instead of trying to inculpate Klatz, whom I trust, you ought to blame yourself. What business had you to go hobnobbing with those brutes of students? You in your position? Drinking toasts to Schill and singing seditious songs, and making yourself conspicuous? Why good G  d, man, with growing indignation, you might have been arrested there and then, and I too! And what a position should we have been in! It was out of reason! It was indefensible! And I am bound to tell you, it is my duty to tell you, that if you dont know the rules of the service, by heaven, I must teach you them.

Look here, I said, Ellis, for I honestly thought that the villain of the play was Klatz and that my friend was wilfully blinding himself. Suppose we talk this over in the morning when we are both a little cooler. You are upset now, and

No, he retorted, too angry to be reasonable. well have it out now, if you please. I gave way to you this morning and I see now what a mistake it was. The effect has been to expose me to this attack, and I might very well have lost my life, or the papers, which would have been worse! And all through your d  d folly about Klatz. But what I think a good deal more of is your conduct in joining those fools this evening, when I showed you plainly that I disapproved of it! What right have we to mix ourselves up with rubbish of that kind? Is it not against every tradition, every canon, every precedent of the service?

As a rule, I admitted. But every rule has its exceptions.

Exceptions be d  d! he said, shaken out of his usual propriety.

Wait. Listen, I said, sobered by the reasonableness of his complaint, however unreasonably stated. Let me tell you why I did it, for I did not do it without thought. I did it to learn something of the feeling of the country, of which they are as ignorant at home as of what is passing in the moon. It was to ascertain whether there did exist any of that discontent with the Government which Stein at Troppau asserted and Gentz denied. Well, I did learn a good deal. I proved the existence of that discontent  I should have thought to your satisfaction. Granted that Burschen are privileged people; yet it is clear that even they would not dare to behave as they did, if they did not know that popular sentiment was with them. They could not drink Schills health in public if Schills conduct were disapproved, nor sing of German unity if Naps rule were popular. No one opposed them, no one interfered. Very good. Then frankly I think I did you a service  and no small service. You have only to set down your impressions in official language and hand it in for Castlereaghs consideration and Ill warrant hell send for you within twenty-four hours  and want to know more.

I had wrought myself up to a high pitch of indignation, for I thought Ellis unjust as well as stupid. But he brought me down with a jolt. Well, I dont agree with you, he said, in his most official tone. On the contrary, I think that your conduct was indiscreet in a high degree. Our business is not to mix ourselves up with this or that party. It is simply to get these despatches home in safety, and sallies like that of to-night are not only compromising but dangerous! Dangerous!

And you see no excuse? I exclaimed.

No! My good man, none! You talk about Klatz, but it is not Klatz who puts us in peril. It is your hotheadedness, Cartwright. It is your lack of the very elements of discretion! But for that I should not have left that place alone.

Then that was my fault, too, I suppose?

Certainly. If you forgot yourself I could not be expected to stay and countenance it. And involve myself. I really could not put up with that. It was most unfair. Then I suppose you think, I retorted,  that you would be safer with Klatz than with me? Thats it, is it?

Unless you show greater prudence, I do think so. If you are going to act as you acted this evening I havent a doubt about it. You have told me that we are followed and watched and are in danger here and in danger there, that the utmost circumspection is necessary! Very well. If that is so, if we are watched, and followed, you are condemned out of your own mouth. Could anything be more imprudent or more improper than your conduct this evening?

I own that he had me there. It was difficult to meet that, and I lost my temper. If that is so, I retorted, if that is your opinion I had better make my way to Hamburg by one road, and you by another.

Probably he did not think me in earnest, for That is for you to decide, he said in his coldest tone.  Certainly I do not need your services en voyage. There is no quill work. Which was an additional stab, for quill work is the depreciatory term applied to the tyros employment. And if we are likely to have any repetition of to-days folly

You think you would be safer without me?

I neither say it nor deny it. He shrugged his shoulders. He had grown cool in proportion as I had become heated.

Too heated for prudence, or, alas, for common sense, either of which would have told me that I was on the point of making a fool of myself.  Very good, I answered. Then I shall take you at your word. And, acharné to the last degree, I left the room, and slammed the door behind me.

It was a pretty quarrel, if it had ended there! And there it might have ended, for by morning I should have come to a cooler mind, if ill luck had not thrown Kaspar in my way at the very moment when a word could do most mischief. He was sitting in the passage, waiting to learn if Ellis wanted anything before he retired; and carried away by my feelings, I spoke to him  and burned my boats.

His Excellency thinks it better that we should separate, I said, controlling with difficulty my voice,  and go by different routes. There is a boat starting down the Elbe at five and I shall go by it. You can take on my baggage. Call me at four.

He looked his amazement, but like a well trained servant he only asked if he could pack for me.

No, I shall take little and I can manage that, I said. Good night. And I shut myself up in my room.

Mea culpa! Mea maxima culpa l I own it humbly. But at the time I did not see this, or regret what I had done. The thing had no doubt been long coming to a head. A score of grievances, of pin-pricks and provocations, of patronage on one side, of resentment on the other, had made bad blood between us. And ten days of forced companionship within the narrow bounds of a travelling carriage with all the desagrements which this entailed had so inflamed the trouble that it hardly needed the irritation which our difference about Klatz had set up to ferment the sore and bring it to the surface.

Of course I see now how petty it all was and how childish I was  and blameable, heaven forgive me! But I did not see it then. I dubbed Ellis a pompous stiffnecked ass, and he no doubt thought me a hot-head, ill-trained and unbroken. I had done him, as I fancied, a valuable service  and been rewarded with rebuke! He saw in the same service only an unprofessional prank, compromising and dangerous.

So, as I have said, I did not at once repent. I was hot and excited. I thought myself in the right. I deemed myself hardly used. But before sleep, ill to woo, came to me, the thing began to appear in truer colours, and I to perceive that I had behaved like a fool.

For the quarrel might have serious consequences for me, even though we came together at Hamburg. I could hardly hope to have after this the good word of one who was now my chief and must report upon me, and though nothing that I knew of Perceval led me to believe that he would be unfair, so nothing that I knew of him led me to think that he would ignore our differences.

In all likelihood I should return branded with the worst affiche a man in our profession can earn, that of being indiscreet. With Europe closed to the service, three-fourths of our men were at this time idle, and I who had gone out to Vienna, the envy of men ten years older than myself, would return to spend my days in fruitless attendance at the Office, my only relaxation, as I haunted the waiting room, a daily perusal of the Journal de Leyden, So I tossed and tumbled in a bed that, like all German beds, was too steep and too short for me; and I would gladly have undone what I had done. But I had spoken to Kaspar, and I had not the courage or the good sense to eat my words.

But let me say this. If I had known then what was destined to be the outcome, if I had foreseen ever so dimly the tragical issue which that nights work was preparing, if I had had an inkling of the life-long regret that I was laying up for myself, I know that I should have let no consideration of pride or dignity weigh with me. I should have abased myself without a murmur. But the future was hidden from me  and the price that was to be paid.

Still it was with a weight upon my spirits that I rose next morning and began to make my few preparations. The freshness of the morning, the July sun poured in through my casement, but had no immediate power to cheer me. I swallowed the cup of tea Kaspar had made for me, and presently, grumpily and sleepily, I descended the stairs.

I noted with some surprise that the door of the girl who had looked out last night stood open, and that the room was empty. But it was not until I emerged from the inn and stood in the rain-washed street where the Stubenmadchen were whitening the steps, and here and there a gilded vane glittered in the sunshine, that I felt the breath of adventure move me. Whatever the cost in the future, I was free in the present. Free for some days from the stuffy carriage and Elliss company, free to make my way to Hamburg by any road I chose. The world was before me.


CHAPTER V

A GRAND DUCAL COURT

I HAD one or two things to do before I left the town, and I was turning from the door of the Golden Stag when my eyes encountered a shabby calash, which was loading up a few paces from the entrance. The postboy, as dingy as the carriage, was already in the saddle and the two travellers were in their seats, and waiting only until one of them, the girl of the gallery, whose empty room was now explained, had said her last word to her escort of the day before.

It was clear that she had fallen on someone to share the expense of a landschute, and I glanced with curiosity at the person beside her, to see what manner of companion she had found. To my surprise I recognized the handsome over-dressed woman whom I had seen driving out of Grossenhayn behind the army postilion.

I had not liked her looks then. I did not like them now; and it crossed my mind to feel sorry for the girl. But the next moment the postboy cracked his ragged whip, the old lady stood back, crying Auf Wiedersehn! and the carriage jolted away in the direction of the Berlin Gate.

I started on my errands. I had put on my oldest clothes, but as I proposed to travel to Hamburg by water, and wished to attract as little notice as possible, I still doubted their fitness, and I made search for a clothiers shop. There I exchanged my coat and hat for a students peaked cap and one of those ill-cut waistless coats beloved of Burschen.

I had omitted to shave, and by thrusting my stock into my pocket and throwing open my collar, I made myself into a passable imitation of a student. I bought an iron-shod stick on which to swing my satchel, and five minutes later I was on the quay, below the long wooden bridge. Here I had no difficulty in finding the craft of which the students had spoken to me.

I was late, but river life is leisurely, and the boat had not yet cast off. She was one of those heavy flat-bottomed craft, as much rafts as boats, that come down from the Bohemian highlands, and are broken up at Hamburg and sold to the shipyards for timber. As a rule their voyages are made in the spring, but that summer, as Napoleon found to his cost when the flood carried away his bridges at Donau, had been wet, and the Elbe was still high.

Making its voyage at this season the unwieldy vessel was crowded with passengers, and for a time I saw nothing of my five acquaintances. I was not sorry for this, for at the moment I had no taste for their company, though I thought that it might be useful when the time came to pass Magdeburg, now in French hands. For, though had brought my passport, in the name of Wagenmacher, I had no mind to produce it, if it could be avoided.

The sun shone, a southerly wind raised a glittering ripple on the broad stream, and as I watched the towers and grey walls of Wittenberg  more beautiful without than within  receding behind us, I experienced an elation and a freedom to which I had been long a stranger. I was able to forget the equivocal position in which I had placed myself and its possible outcome; and lounging against the ropes that served for bulwarks, I fed my eyes on the sparkling water and the low green banks, or viewed with pleasure the queer costumes and snow-white caps of the peasants who surrounded me.

Somewhere, forward, three voices were singing a glee to the tinkling notes of a zither, and already the beer-boy was making his round. On all sides onion-scented meals were being produced from coloured handkerchiefs, everywhere smiles and contentment met the eye.

And this was Germany  Germany under the heel of Napoleon, the Germany which the Burschen had represented to be heaving with unhappiness and discontent! Inevitably I thought of Popes lines on the small effect that governments or laws, conquerors or kings have on the happiness of nations.

Below Wittenberg the Elbe is no longer a picturesque river. Like the life of the tillers of the soil on its banks, it flows on slow and placid. Not only has it left behind it the rocks and rapids of the Saxon Switzerland, but even the valley in which it runs has here widened to a plain. Now and again islands part the stream, or low wooded hills rise gently from the level; or pink and white hamlets peeping from the trees, with the gardens and towers of some lordly Schloss, break the foreshore.

At times we hardly seemed to move, so slow was our progress, at times the current caught us and urged us on. But I was in no hurry. I viewed with pleasure, I looked forward with contentment to days of inaction. If I thought at moments and with misgiving of Elliss position and of Klatz  Klatz, whom I still stubbornly suspected  it was to comfort myself with the reflection that the rogue would be puzzled.

He might well think that our separation was a ruse, and conjecture that while my Chief pursued his journey with pomp, the despatches on which he had set his heart were in my care and fast receding in the distance.

The notion was cheering, and I found in it some warrant for the step I had taken. My departure might lessen Elliss risk. On the other hand, though Perceval spoke German fluently, he had not that intimate knowledge of the country and the dialect which had recommended me, young as I was, for the Mission.

He could not pass as safely as I could for a native. But then, on his arrival in Berlin, he would doubtless report himself to the Danish Minister, and also to St. Marsan, the French resident; and obtaining from the latter, or from the Prussian Foreign Office new credentials, he would regularize his position.

I felt no doubt that he would take that course. Nevertheless as the day wore on I drew less satisfaction from the thought. The heat increased as the sun rose overhead, and our progress, at two miles an hour, grew tedious. I found less to distract me, the novelty wore off, I yawned. At noon we tied up for an hour, which proved to be two, and I fell in with the students who  to cure a morning headache  had taken more beer than was good for them.

Three oclock saw the deck cumbered with sleepers, the glee had become a brawling chorus, and it was but very, very slowly that we now progressed. All hope of reaching Magdeburg that night was laid aside, and we had not even reached Dessau, when late in the evening the clumsy craft put into the left bank. We were ordered to go ashore and rejoin the boat at Dessau at five in the morning.

I had no mind to spend the night with the Burschen, and having waited in a quiet corner until I had seen them stream away with the crowd along the road to the town, I turned into the garden of a beer-house in the little village at which we had tied up. It was over-full, but I found a seat and ordered a simple meal. No one heeded the solitary student, and having eaten and paid, I took up my satchel and strolled away towards the town, which lies a few furlongs inland.

It was dusk but not dark, for the sky was clear and the plain open. I fancied the distance to be about a mile, and I had covered some third of this and was dwelling on the charms of a good bed, when I came to a place where the road forked, a narrow fir wood dividing the branches. I paused, but quickly made up my mind, and was taking the left hand track which seemed to lead more directly towards the lights of the town, when I heard voices in front  the raised voices of persons quarrelling.

As I went on, the voices grew louder, and presently two figures took shape in the darkness which the trees cast on the road. Apparently the quarrel had passed from words to blows, for the nearer figure was retreating before the other, and at the same time there came from it cries of remonstrance and alarm. I took the retiring party to be a woman  it was much the shorter  but it was so dark that I could not be sure even of that.

What passed next, passed in a few moments. The bleating cries rose to a shriek, a blow fell, and the woman  if it was a woman  either tripped backwards or was struck to the ground. The aggressor raised his weapon again, I caught a half-choked cry for mercy, and I sprang forward to intervene.

I hurled my satchel at the man, and followed it up, brandishing my iron-shod stick.

Stand back! I challenged.  Have a care, man! What is it?

My sudden appearance or my cudgel took the rascal by surprise. He retreated three or four paces, leaving his victim lying in the road.  What is it to you? he replied with an oath, but still backing before me as I advanced. Go your way!

Not till I know more

I never finished the sentence, and I do not know what followed. For with that the thing for me came to an end. I remember, or I fancy I remember, a stunning shock, and I presume  I have no doubt rightly  that I was struck on the head from behind by the person I had essayed to protect. But even that is an inference drawn after the event.

At any rate there came for me a blank  darkness  silence.

And afterwards? Well, a slow struggling back to life through fevered wastes and dreadful parched places. But the pain-racked visions, the shadowy figures, the void always yawning for my reeling senses, that haunted my mind, and were I suppose so many stages in the return to consciousness, form no part of this story.

A day came when, though my memory of the past was hazy, I could think and speak, raise my head from the pillow and once more, as the nurses say, take notice. By that time the room in which I lay had become, owing to brief flashes of consciousness, fairly familiar to me.

The tall, curtained windows through which the sun peeped when the veilleuse was not glimmering in its basin, the old woman in the mob cap who flitted to and fro with a cup and a spoon, or at other times slumbered in a vast chaise-longue; the doctor in his powdered wig who stared at me, owl-like, his chin on the gold knob of his cane; even the dainty lady with golden hair, viewed at first as an angel, who at rare intervals smiled at me from the doorway  all these I had come to know, and to take for granted.

But on this particular morning I knew myself. I knew that the thin hands lying on the coverlet were mine, and the bearded chin, knew that I was Francis Cartwright of the F.O., and not only wondered how I came to be lying there, but had the desire to learn and the strength to ask.

Six weeks! Had I really lain there six weeks? Shaved? Yes, I would like to be shaved. In His Highnesss country-house, was I? Really. But what Highness? Oh, the Grand Duke of Zerbst. Very, very kind of him to take me in! I murmured. I was still weak as water, and as I tried to express my gratitude the tears rose to my eyes.

Youre English, arent you? the old lady asked in her turn.

I admitted it.

Youve talked  he  he! And Her Highness heard of it. She is English, and she had you brought here from the servants quarters. The gracious Hoffurstliche lady has been to see you most days. How did you come to be murdered? Ach, the allmachtiger Gott may know, not I! Some rogues of Burschen brought you in looking like death, and with your pockets turned out  wunderbar! Everything taken, everything, everything! The very linings stripped!

Ive seen you before, said I, pondering.  And the young lady there. I pointed to a portrait of a head which stood on an easel in such a position that, as I lay, my eyes rested on it  had rested on it indeed through many a feverish night. You were with her. Who is she?

He! he! That one? The old dame rubbed her nose with her horn-rimmed spectacles. Well to be sure it is her room  when she is here.

Oh! And who is she, if you please?

No great lady if you are thinking that, my man. Just, with a grin, the Lady Babettas governess. But of good  yes, of soldierly stock.

English?

Nein, nein. Danish is she  of Altona.

And that  that, strange to say, touched the chord of memory, and brought all back to me; the girl waiting with her attendant in the courtyard of the Golden Stag at Wittenberg, the scene at the Rathhaus, the quarrel with Perceval Ellis, the voyage down the Elbe; all the events of the days preceding my collapse, which hitherto had been wrapt in a mist that it had pained me to probe.

All this now came to mind  and I groaned. The parting, which I had meant to be an affair of days, had grown into a matter of weeks. What must they be saying of me in England? What must they be thinking of me at the Office? And the alarm of my family, when they learned that Ellis had returned alone and for all explanation could give but the bare, the damning story of our parting and of my desertion.

After all, what could I do? Days, weeks perhaps, must elapse before I could muster strength to travel, and in the meantime to fret against fate, to consume myself with impatience, would not help. Too weak to contend, I let the thought of the future slip from me, and sinking into the easy ways of an invalid as into a feather bed, I put care and all but the present from me, looked forward to the next meal, and grumbled at the fat that floated on my suppe.

And they were infinitely kind to me  I say it with gratitude. The day came when I was carried out in a chair, and henceforth I spent much of my time on the Terrace, now watching the child princess as she careered up and down behind her hoop, her bouffant skirts billowing about her slim legs, now contemplating with amusement the lean stately figure of the Grand Duke as, cane and snuffbox in hand, he paced with dignity to and fro.

Often a page followed him, bearing a flute on a velvet cushion, and from time to time His Highness would halt, exchange in lofty fashion his cane for the flute, and resuming his progress pour forth to the September air some delicate trilling melody, some morceau of Lulli or Corelli.

I seemed to see in him the old slumberous Germany with its easy-going princelings and fat canons, its high-pitched roofs and chiming belfries, its Hofrath of this and Frei-Ritters of that  the Germany still almost mediaeval, into which like a dark thunderbolt of war the modem Napoleon had burst, hurling down all, devastating all, sweeping away all, even that shadowy and venerable Empire, which after some sort had bound all together. It was a contrast that was to be even more closely presented to me  but not yet.

And he was courteous, the Grand Duke, as he was quaint. No day passed that he did not approach my chair, bid me with condescension to remain seated, inquire with affability but with real kindness, how I did. Doubtless in some degree I owed this to the fact that his wife had discovered in me an old acquaintance. Coming up to speak to me on my first appearance in the open, she had paused, gazed at me for a moment in smiling perplexity, then asked me if she had not seen me somewhere.

I had discovered this some days before, and had my answer ready.  Your Highnesss recollection, I said, is as flattering as it is accurate. I was for a short time Chargé dAffaires at Berlin in my brothers absence.

She clapped her hands. Mr. Cartwright! she exclaimed. Of course! In 1804 or 5. You were my partner in a polonaise? I remember!

At the Princess Radizwills dance, Highness, I had the honour.

To be sure! Ah, poor Louise, how often I think of her, and what troubles she has gone through since that day! But how  heavens, Mr. Cartwright, how do you come to be here? In Germany? And like this?

With a broken head? I answered, smiling, and told her as much as I thought wise. Naturally we became friendly  the better friends I think because we shared not only a common fatherland, but a sense of humour in which those about her were wanting.

A dainty gracious figure, she moved amid the fountains and statues as if she had stepped out of a picture by Watteau; now teasing her husband who adored her, now romping with the child, now making fun of her ancient Lady-in-Waiting, who, toiling after her, spoiled her and scolded her by turns.

It must be confessed that as I grew a little stronger not only the Lady-in-Waiting, but Her Highnesss whole entourage, furnished me with amusement which she was mischievous enough to share. The war had depleted the Grand Ducal forces by one-half  thirty of the rank and file under Graf von Heeren, the Captain of the Guard, having joined  our cousin of Prussias army in the field. Worse still, Napoleons imposts had made such inroads on the treasury as to restrict the splendour of the household. One day it was the trumpets that announced His Highnesss dinner that were mute  the remaining trumpeter had a cold and could not blow! Another day it was the Lady-in-Waiting whose attendance failed  she was collecting the eggs in company with the Minister of Finance  who I suppose checked them.

On another it was the Maid of Honour who was absent  she was counting the linen. Or at times the weekly game of chess  played by the Grand Duke on a gigantic chess-board in the garden, the pieces being members of the household grotesquely disguised as Castles and Knights and the like  was threatened with ruin. Pieces were lacking, and the absent ones had to be supplied from the town; while the Court Physician was elevated to the honours of the platform in place of the Graf von Heeren, His Highnesss customary opponent.

On such occasions the Grand Duchesss eyes would meet mine and twinkle, and the old Grand Duke would lift his hands to heaven and cry Allmachtiger Gott! in a tone of distress irresistibly funny. Yet let me do him justice. On one day in the week the gardens were open to the townsfolk, poor and rich, gentle and simple. Some would even bring their meals and partake of them in quiet comers.

On that day the fountains played, the four sentries mounted guard, the Grand Ducal flag flew to every air, the Grand Ducal band played; and then it was a fine and touching thing to see with what kindness and simplicity the prince mixed with his people, inquired after their concerns, or tapped their flaxen-haired children on the head, his dignity as safe from trespass as if he had been surrounded by a thousand guards. For it is a singular fact that where the gradations of rank are fixed and immutable, in practice they are often and safely ignored.

They were pleasant sunny days that I spent on the Terrace, a smiling spectator while Babetta skipped and the old Lady-in-Waiting scolded, and the fountains played and the Grand Duchess laughed. I exchanged the dressing gown in which I had made my first appearance, and which fancy had once graced His Highnesss illustrious form, for a suit, abstracted I suspect from the Ober-Forsters wardrobe.

Later I left my chair and day by day wandered farther from it, and presently I descended to the Gardens. And I should have been as content as I was grateful, had I been care-free. But, as my strength returned, anxiety, thoughts of the past and fear for the future, returned with it.

What was passing at home? At the Office? What was being said of me, and thought of me? Soon, very soon, I must be moving, I must be leaving this haven, I must be facing the world and its chill.

Sooner indeed than I expected. For one day when the Duchess was talking to me  a little disjointedly I fancied, and as if she had something on her mind  Babetta ran up to her. I want my Norma! I want my Norma! she cried pettishly.

And so do I, Liebling, her mother replied. And next week, Gott sei gedankt, I shall have her, and a good angel-like child  instead of the runagate, much-to-mischief-inclined imp that I have.

Who is Norma, Highness? I asked, though I had little doubt of the answer.

Babettas governess, Fraulein Mackay  a quite delightful young person of whom I am fond. She has been absent two months attending her father, who is ill  at Altona.

Danish then? I said. But the name sounds

Scotch, of course, and so is she. But her father is in the Danish service  was in the Swedish, but passed over with the territory. So Danish we call her  since to be English is not very safe here, you understand. Which brings me, Mr. Cartwright, more gravely, to something I have been wishing to say to you. Do you know that I am not very easy about you, my friend?

Indeed?

She nodded.


CHAPTER VI

THE UNWELCOME GUEST

HAS something occurred, I asked, to  to

To make me uneasy? the Grand Duchess replied.  No, breaking off and speaking to the child, who had returned to her side, No, Babetta, run away and play now. I am talking to Mr. Cartwright. If you are tired of skipping, go and feed the carp. Has something occurred? she continued, returning to me,  Yes, I am sorry to say that something has, of a rather serious kind. Naturally when you were brought here and it was not thought that you would live, no secret was made of your presence. The police, here and at the Prussian frontier, seven miles away, were informed, and there was a hue and cry after your assailants. Later, when it came to my ears that you were English, the household were charged to say nothing about it, and I fancy that the order was observed. Nevertheless, some hint of the fact must have leaked out, for two days ago I learned that inquiries were being made about you, and made by the last man whom the Grand Duke would willingly take into his confidence.

Indeed, I said. The news was unpleasant, but the desire to bear oneself well before a woman led me to speak lightly. And who  if I may presume to inquire, Highness  is this inquisitive gentleman?

The Burgomaster, Huth. A wretched tool  in the French interests. A man whom we have long suspected of being employed to spy upon us.

And you fear that he is on the track?

He has undoubtedly made inquiries; and if he learns for certain that you are an Englishman it may not stop there. An Englishman is as rare here as a white crow. And in as much peril. And you have no passport or papers, you see.

They were taken from me by the robbers.

Just so, my friend, but who will believe that? And you were disguised as a Bursch  that is the difficulty. I do not wish to alarm you, but I could see that she was no little alarmed herself, but if Huth comes to suspect that you are a spy, you will be in considerable danger.

Just so, I rejoined with as much indifference as I could muster.  I see that. But even so I can hardly think that this Huth would dare

To interfere with the Grand Dukes guest? Her lip curled. No, thank God, we have not come down to that, Mr. Cartwright, low as we have fallen! No! He would not dare, presumptuous as he is! But, alas, that is not the end of the story. The armies on the Danube are dispersing, and large bodies of French troops are marching northwards on their return to the Hansa towns. Mostly they pass by way of Leipzig or Hameln. But detachments have gone by Wittenberg, and yesterday a request, which in our situation  again her lip curled is a command, was received in the town to provide quarters, brandy and bread for five hundred men. Someone of importance is with them, for the largest house in the town is being prepared for him. Now, what I fear is that Huth may communicate his suspicions to the French on their passage, and in that event your situation may become perilous. It is for that reason I have thought it right to speak to you.

The child was playing within sight, the sun of a warm October still shone, the splash of the fountains still fell pleasantly on the ear  but I felt a chill creep over me. The gardens with their flowers and statues, their glitter and gaiety, took on the look of the drop-scene of a theatre, behind which the real drama was preparing. With difficulty I suppressed a shiver, and You think then, Highness  and I am infinitely grateful to you for your solicitude  you think that I ought to go before

Before the French arrive? gravely. I do. I am ashamed to say it, Mr. Cartwright, but were I to tell you that the Grand Duke could protect you I should be doing you a wrong. His Highness, sovereign prince as he is, has not the power to protect you, if suspicion be once aroused! No, alas! No more than the Grand Duke of Baden had to protect his unhappy guest at Ettingen, or than the Free City of Nuremberg to save that poor bookseller whom they murdered at Brantzau! If the King of Prussia, even before Jena, dared not move a man to succour his subjects in Anspach, if after our downfall he failed to secure the safety of his own Minister, Stein, you may guess what protection you are likely to enjoy in our little Duchy! Why, with a gesture of despair, even my brother in Ross-shire has more real power among his factors and cotters  ay, a hundred times more  than has the Grand Duke in his dominions if but one word fall from the mouth of Napoleon! Shame on us, shame on us, but it is so! Still speaking more lightly, though her heightened colour proved how much she was moved still we are not come to that yet. There is no call for immediate haste. You are still weak, and this is but Tuesday. The French do not arrive until Friday! If you leave us on Thursday it will be soon enough, and this will give you two more days in which to regain strength. We will see that you cross the frontier safely, and in twenty-four hours you may be in Berlin, where you will be in a better position to defend yourself.

Certainly, I agreed, and added some words of heartfelt thanks. Certainly I will do that. To the Danish Ministry I can look for some protection, and Baron Bronberg is an old acquaintance. I shall alight there. Count Hardenberg also knows me, and when I tell him my story he can hardly refuse to grant me a safe conduct,

She looked her relief, and became once more her charming self. Good! she said. That is a great relief to me. Your presence once recognized in Berlin, your position will be altered. After that, whatever is done will e the affair of every Chancellerie, and even Napoleon will not be anxious to touch the person of an Envoy au nez du monde entier. Yet, rubbing her piquant nose with the handle of her fan, I do not know what he will not dare; he has so often overridden every law, and every privilege! Ah, the despot!

But only, I replied cheerfully, for I had until Friday and the risk was dissipated as soon as seen  

where the prize has been worth the odium. And I cannot flatter myself that I am of so much value. I may incur a short detention in Berlin, or at worst be interned until the end of the war.

But even that, with a grimace, would not be pleasant.

No, but compared with the fate of a spy it is a small matter. In the present, Highness, I added with feeling, I am more concerned how I may express my profound gratitude to you and to the Grand Duke for all your kindness.

To the Grand Duke  cesca, Monsieur! His heart is of gold  no one knows it better than I! But for me, with emotion, am I not a countrywoman? Am I not also English? Have I not also a right to be proud  proud when I think that it is my country that stands, ever and unflinching, in the tyrants way? That thwarts his schemes, and tarnishes his triumphs, and alone bars his way to that Empire of the world at which he aims. Ay, and that, for every enemy, every coalition his genius overthrows, raises up another enemy and even another coalition! What prizes had been Malta and Egypt, my friend, if Nelson had not destroyed him at the Nile! How splendid Austerlitz, if Trafalgar had not destroyed its value! How welcome Wagram, if Talavera had not poisoned the cup! He may flatter himself that he is Charlemagne, but while the tides flow, and the sea is salt, and England stands, he will never be Alexander! English? Ah, but I am proud to be English! To be more English than the English  as is every exile! I am more proud of, more conscious of the mother that bred me, than the home-children! And shall an Englishman thank me when I succour him? Shall I not rather thank fortune for the opportunity?

Her feeling so irradiated her beauty that I could liken her to no one I had ever seen except to her friend, the Patriot Queen, the Queen of Prussia and of Hearts. I could not trust myself to speak. I bent over her hand and kissed it.

She blushed, not at my action, but at her own vehemence. And smiling, Now I leave you, my friend, she said. You have two days. Eat, drink, and grow strong. Play battledore with Babetta. Her Norma returns to-morrow, and it fits in well. The return carriage can convey you to Berlin on Thursday. As far as we can, we will see that you are provided with all things fitting, and when the opportunity occurs you can repay me with caps d Ianglaise and millinery from Bond Street. Dear, delightful Bond Street, how I long to walk down your pavement!

She tripped, laughing, away, and not before it was time if I was to leave her without a heartache. Shall I be thought the worse, shall I appear very silly, if I own that I spent the next half-hour in foolish musings  in dreams of what might have been had we met earlier, had I been the first to besiege that loyal and generous heart, to encounter the smiles of those arch and bewitching eyes, and had there been no Grand Duke of Zerbst to force me to raise my plebeian siege.

At any rate, that is what I did, and I had been more or less than man if I had not. But at length with a laugh at my folly I shook myself out of my tender musings, I paid to her beauty and her goodness the tribute of a sigh, and turned to the review of my own affairs.

It would not be pleasant to tell my story to Hardenberg. The figure I should cut in the German Ministers eyes would be little to my credit. And, the story told and that ordeal over, I was but at the beginning of my troubles. I had still the Office at home to face and the Chief; and I could imagine no colour that I could put upon my actions that would commend them either to the one or the other.

And Perceval Ellis  who had doubtless returned seething with indignation, and denouncing my desertion? And my colleagues who would one and all condemn me? It was plain, too plain, that whatever face I might succeed in putting upon the situation, I could not hope to escape reprimand, and certainly I could not hope for further employment. It would be much if, by the use of my small influence and the intercession of friends, I could escape the brand of dismissal.

And all because in a moment of irritation I had lost my temper and taken one false step! All, I now saw, because of that d  d Klatz, and my feeling about him! What a stupid fool I had been to suspect the man, and to persist in my suspicions!

Ten to one  witness the attack on Ellis at Wittenberg, whither I and not Klatz had insisted on going  he had been as innocent as I, and as ignorant. Now that I reviewed the matter coldly I saw this; and I saw, too, that the fact, which I should not be able to deny, riddled my only defence through and through.

The gaiety and glitter of the gardens, laid out after the fashion of Versailles  but how unlike the Versailles I had last seen in02, triste and deserted!  were so little in unison with my thoughts that I presently retired to my room. Here I stood awhile, gazing at the portrait of the girl on the easel, but in truth sunk in a reverie so deep that I saw nothing of that which was before my eyes. Later, and as I awoke to the face before me, I was seized with wonder at the series of chances that had first presented the girl to me in her own person, and then in this limned semblance.

I fancied or I saw in the grave eyes and the drooping lips something of the loneliness and appeal which the girls attitude had betrayed on that ill-starred evening at Wittenberg. The eyes that met mine, that followed me to whatever part of the room I went, that seemed to be trying to convey to me a message or a warning, wrought on me, impressed me with a sense of tragedy, inspired me with a vague apprehension.

Fancy, of course, pure fancy, I told myself! And on the morrow I should be convinced of it. I should see the girl as she was, and the chances were that the light of everyday life would dissipate at a stroke this bizarre impression and with it the spell which the brooding eyes and oval face, so often viewed, had laid upon me. After all, it was not hard to account for the impression, for I had begun by seeing the girl ill at ease and in strange surroundings, and doubtless I had let the circumstances colour my vision.

To-morrow I should see her alight full of life and spirits, thankful that the weary journey was over, and delighted to return to a milieu that welcomed her. In place of the Ophelia that I had created, I should see a commonplace English Fraulein, with no weeds in her hair and no cloud in her life, descend from a dusty German postchaise as little romantic as herself.

Which, nevertheless, was a sight I was not to see. There was indeed to be an arrival on the Wednesday, but the newcomer did not turn out to be Fraulein Mackay. That was my last day at the Schloss, and Babetta had commanded me to a final game at battledore after dinner. We had retired for the purpose to her favourite playground, a circle of fine turf, surrounded by a lime hedge, wherein four ancient moss-grown seats of carved stone stood recessed.

We had been playing for some time, the shuttlecock had been in the air for an unconscionable period, and I remember that Babetta, her childish treble quivering with excitement, was counting the strokes, when  I think it must have been about three oclock, for I was facing south-west and the sun was in my eyes  I heard an impatient voice summoning me by name. I turned to see who wanted me, made my stroke too late, and the shuttlecock fell to the ground.

Oh, clumsy! cried Babetta. There hundred and forty! And we might have gone on to

Freiherr! Freiherr! Breathless with running a page appeared at the entrance to the circle. You are to go to your room, if you please! Auf einmal!

Wunderbar l I exclaimed. Why, lad? What has happened?

Her Highness sent me! the boy panted. It is an order. I was to take you back.

But Babetta broke in, stamping with anger.  Pig! Dummer Junge! she shrieked. How dare you intrude? How dare you break in in this fashion when!

Stop! Stop! I said. Let me understand! If it is Her Highnesss order

It is, Freiherr, it is! the boy said eagerly. I was to take you back at once by the way I came.

I threw down my battledore. Excuses, Princess!

I said. I must obey. Then to the lad,  Go on, I am with you. It was strange, and rather disturbing, but there must be a reason for it.

I left Babetta, still screaming out childish abuse, and I followed the boy. Skirting one hedge and another, turning this way and that, but always under covert  no doubt the young rascal had played truant in his time  we traversed the gardens as far as the foot of the steps leading up to the Terrace. There the boy signed to me to pause, and moving before me, he looked up and down. Apparently he found the coast clear, for he beckoned to me to advance, and together we hurried across the open space.

But safe in my room I collared him. Now, mein Knabe, out with it! I said. What is it? What is the matter? If this is any trick of you young scamps

Nein! Nein! he cried. Her Highness bade me and I obeyed. And I contrived it cleverly, eh? with a grin.  Oh, I knew the way. But I fancy, if you must know, Excellency

Yes?

That someone has arrived unlooked for, and Her Highness, slyly, does not wish you to be seen.

Oh, I said. Is that all? But lightly as I spoke I felt a check. Who could it be whose coming loomed so important that the Grand Duchess had put herself out for him? Then you can tell your mistress, I added, that I have obeyed, and convey to her my grateful acknowledgments. But dont do so if she be in company.

Have I fleas in my ear? the young rogue replied, and with an impudent wink he ran off. But I noticed that he retired not by the window and the Terrace, but by the corridor that led through the house.

I felt anxious and I waited until the sound of his footsteps had died away; then I opened the door and listened. Yes, there was an unusual stir in the Schloss, a flutter of skirts as women scuttled to their rooms, a hurrying of feet on the floor above, a slamming of doors, a murmur of voices breaking out and sinking again. Something fell with a crash, a man swore, a bell rang sharply.

Go out by the other door, fool! a voice, cried and a moment later as I still listened, my apprehensions by no means allayed, the trumpets blared out, sharp, brazen, imperious  calling, I judged, the guard together.

Certainly something of moment had happened.

I wondered what it could be; wondered uneasily. I had a notion, but I did not wish to accept the notion. I left the door, I crossed the room to the window, and peeped out, keeping myself concealed. Yes, here, too, all was now commotion. Footmen were carrying out chairs, among them a State chair for the Grand Duke, another for Her Highness, a third almost as important.

The major-domo was shifting the seats here and there, sending for footstools, standing back to judge of the effect, adding a table in front of the first chair. Next, it was the Chamberlain who appeared, white staff in hand, a valet running beside him, and setting right his stock. He, too, cast a look at the arrangement, nodded, departed. His place was taken by a sergeant of the guard who posted four sentries at intervals along the edge of the Terrace. Then he, too, departed.

And now the officers of the household began to muster, red-necked, flustered old gentlemen, with powdered heads and queues, in uniforms hastily put on, and not of the newest. They grouped themselves behind the chairs, and then there followed a pause, presently broken by a murmur of voices as the Grand Duke came into view, walking beside the Grand Duchess and attended by the White Staff and two or three ladies.

As they passed my window I fancied that Her Highness cast a hasty glance at it, but I was hidden by the curtains. They took their seats, and simultaneously the Court Physician, last to arrive, came bustling up, puffing and blowing, from the Gardens, his face under his huge white wig almost as scarlet as his coat.

Then, another pause. I had time to note that the Grand Duke wore the Black Eagle on his grey silk coat and that the Grand Duchesss bodice flashed with diamonds set about a portrait. The Grand Duke said something, Her Highness slowly waved her fan. Suddenly the trumpets blared out again. I caught a sound of footsteps advancing along the Terrace, the clink of a sword, the ring of spurs. The Grand Duke rose to his feet, stately and benevolent, an old-fashioned figure, not unimposing. I looked out eagerly.

The Chamberlain came into sight first; behind him, a small stoutish man in uniform  a blue coat, girt about the waist with a broad gold sash with pendant ends, white breeches, high boots. The stiff upstanding collar of his coat was embroidered with gold, and he wore gold spurs. A trim, brisk man in the prime of life, he advanced with a firm step, his head high. Behind him walked two officers their breasts glittering, their hands on their hilts. The Chamberlain stood aside, bowed low.

Monseigneur le Marechal le Prince dEckmuhl, he announced in his voice of ceremony. To wait upon their Highnesses.

I am happy in the opportunity, said the small stoutish man in a courteous tone.

Davout!

Ay, Davout! Of all men the last whom I desired to see. It was Davout  he who had governed Belgium, had governed Poland, who now governed Germany as Napoleons pro-consul! Whose harsh regime, mitigated only by the iron discipline that he maintained, whose devotion to his master, whose hatred of England, were commonplaces in the mouths of those whose business it was to weigh men! I felt a chill run down my spine, and interposing a curtain I fell back from the window.

This was certainly the last man by whom I could wish to be discovered! I was English, in a country where no Englishman might be, and I was without papers or passport, lurking in what might pass for a disguise! More I was within twenty miles of the jealously guarded fortresses of Magdeburg and Torgau.

To be discovered in such circumstances and by such a man might expose me to serious risk, and I no longer wondered that Her Highness had with such haste consigned me to my room, or that in the panic caused by the Marshals sudden arrival she had found no time to explain matters.

Having withdrawn from the window, I failed to be a witness of what passed during the first minute or two. Then curiosity got the better of alarm, and reflecting that the man could have no reason to suspect my presence, I returned to my place. Screened by the curtain I looked out.

He was seated now, and, leaning a little back in his chair, was engaged in conversation with the Duchess, whose fan, moving to and fro, betrayed I thought a soupcon of nervousness. He held his plumed hat in his lap  a bald little man, with nothing but a good breadth of forehead and something of hardness in his eyes to distinguish him from other men.

I recalled the portrait drawn of him by one who had seen him at Anspach in 1805  a little, smooth-pated unpretentious man, who was never tired of dancing  and inadequate as it had seemed at the time, I now found it strangely near the mark.

But he did not impress me the less on that account. On the contrary, he was, it was quite true, a little, smooth-pated man with easy, polished manners, and I could picture him waltzing with all a small mans verve and abandon  a figure that in a salon would not attract a second glance. But then, I reflected, how much must lie behind that deceptive appearance! What formidable things!

What an iron will, what a ruthless determination, what an intense devotion to his master, what a fanatical hatred of that masters enemies! This little man had been the ruler of many lands, and now in Prussia was the power behind the throne, implacable, irresistible! In his easy manners I found nothing strange, for almost alone among Napoleons marshals he was of the old noblesse. But at nineteen he had cut himself off from his caste, had flung himself into the Revolution, and at twenty-one he had broken the fiery, unruly elements of the Revolution to the discipline he loved.

He had fought his way upwards, seeing service in every land, had commanded under the First Consul the cavalry of the Army of Italy; at the Emperors accession had received his baton, by virtue, it was said at the time, of his connection with the Buonaparte family, rather than on his merits. But on the fourteenth of October, 1805, Prussias fatal day, he had silenced his critics and had earned, as no other marshal ever earned, the jealousy of the master he served.

For on the very day on which Napoleon at Jena had crushed a wing of the Prussian forces, Davout, deserted by Bemadotte, who should have covered him, had defeated the main body at Auerstadt, a clear interval of thirteen miles separating the two battles.

An interval surely sufficient! But it had not suited Napoleon to acknowledge it. With a decision as audacious as politic, he had treated the two conflicts as one and had taken to himself his Marshals laurels. And Davout had accepted the decision. He had hidden his thoughts and been silent.

He had continued to serve with the same stem fidelity, and at Wagram, when all hung in the balance, and Napoleons star seemed trembling to its wane, he had, by the most delicate operation of the day, turned the Austrian flank, dislodged him by desperate fighting from his position on the heights, and decided the campaign.

He had done this almost under my own eyes  the little smooth-pated man, who now sat, leaning slightly forward, holding his hat on his knees as he chatted. There was no one, it was said, whom Napoleon trusted so entirely. He was Head of the Military Police of the Empire, and among the duties specially assigned to him was the secret service.

In Belgium he had made it his boast that he had hung every spy to the last man. And he was noted for his hatred of England, which he regarded as the irreconcilable foe, the stirrer-up of strife, the fomenter of war, the nation of shop-keepers, that paid others to fight its battles!

Altogether, a very remarkable and a very formidable little man. Fond of dancing? Yes, but how many men had he sent to dance on nothing!


CHAPTER VII

SUSPENSE

No doubt under other circumstances the man would not have impressed me so strongly. I should have viewed him with curiosity, perhaps even with admiration. But as things were, the sight of him, the very unimpressiveness of him, when one did not meet the hard directness of his gaze, chilled me. If he discovered my presence the consequences might be serious, for even to be interned in Magdeburg till the end of the war would not be pleasant, and that might not be the worst.

In 1801 I had seen Buonaparte and talked with him face to face. I had met Massena, and spoken to Lannes  in the same year. And in 1805 I had become acquainted with Berthier at the Corbetz reviews. But Davout I had never met, and such proof of my identity as he might be willing to accept would not be easy to obtain.

I had reached this stage when I saw that the party was breaking up. The Marshal was taking leave of the Grand Duke. I could hear more than one exchange of Monseigneur for Votre Altesse. But no, it was the Grand Duke who was withdrawing; the Marshal remained and under Her Highnesss guidance was descending to the gardens. Women are more adaptable than men, and I suspected that she was more at her ease with the formidable visitor than her husband, who, good easy man, benevolent but not clever, might well feel himself overweighted.

The two were not long away. A few minutes only elapsed before they re-appeared on the Terrace, and now I thought that Davout would certainly go. But no, again I was disappointed; the two began to pace up and down, apparently on the best of terms.

As they passed the window I caught fragments of conversation, and I guessed that the Grand Duchess had been felicitating the Marshal on his new title, for I am infinitely obliged to Your Highness reached me, and to be frank I am grateful to the Emperor, for his kindness relieves me from an embarrassment. My old title of Aiierstadt has an unpleasant sound in Prussian ears, and I would not willingly

I lost the rest, but a moment later they passed again, and this time I noticed that the lady looked a trifle put out  her colour was higher, her fan moved more quickly. Whether she had ventured to reproach him for his severity, I could not say, but I judged that something of the kind had passed between them, for his manner was that of one politely defending himself. Cest pourtant, javone, un rude metier que je fais, I heard him say.

After that they were absent a little longer, and when they again came into sight I observed that the Grand Duchesss face wore a more gentle look. She was listening attentively, her countenance turned towards the Marshal, her fan hanging idly from her wrist. Unluckily he was not speaking as they went by, and I gained no clue to the subject which had brought that softer look to her eyes.

A moment later the two officers, who had spent their time in conversation with the household, disengaged themselves with many bows, and I guessed that Davout was taking leave  but away to the right, beyond my sight, where the end of the Terrace abutted on the entrance gates, and the town.

Two minutes later Her Highness appeared at my window, but I own that it irritated me to see that her face still wore that softened look. No, you must not come out, Mr. Cartwright, she said, glancing quickly to right and left. Please do not show yourself. I will tell you why presently.

At any rate your Highness has spent a pleasant hour, I said, grudgingly. For hitherto I had had a kind of monopoly of her, and I could not bear that the enemy should share her goodwill. And then, while all this had been going on, here had I been hidden out of the way in my room! And made a charming acquaintance, I added.

She did not see, or would not see, my ill-temper. He has a heart, she replied. One would not think so from all one has heard, Mr. Cartwright. But it is so.

He appears to have proved it to you, I said.

She looked at me, a gleam of amusement in her eyes. To be sure, she said, he is not a stock or a stone. He was telling me about And she paused, willing I think to draw me on.

About what  if I may presume to inquire? I asked, rising sulkily to the fly.

About his wife, monsieur, with a moue, half triumphant, half tender. Of his Aimee, who is certainly his Bien Aimee! To whom he writes every day, bien entendu, this man of iron. Oh, he was delightful, I assure you, while he talked of her. He might have been a little boutiquier, six months married, and separated from his Marthe or his Mathilde! Or a preux chevalier, like Mr. Cartwright, six days engaged to his  to his Norma, shall I say, her laughing eyes passing by me, and pouncing by chance on the portrait behind me and sighing for the honeymoon! Oh, I assure you he was charming in that mood, M. le Prince!

Her Highness amuses herself, I said. I could not help it.

She made an odd little face at me. And Mr. Cartwright  what is he doing? Is it possible that he is fain to amuse himself also? Fie, my friend! Who was homeless and we took him in? Friendless and we comforted him? Her tone grew more grave.  Hungry and thirsty and we

But I could not bear that she should go on, and Forgive me, forgive me, Highness! I cried. After all, it was but a passing folly  what right had I to be jealous? I am an ungrateful beast! Believe me, I shall never forget the kindness I have received from you  and from the Grand Duke.

That is better, she said.  For it is due to him. He is the best of men. And indeed we have no time to quarrel, Mr. Cartwright  no time and no reason, my friend, for we must part  here and now. The Prince sups with us and I must be dressing. And you must be going  while you may. The Fraulein has not returned  I know not why, for she should have been here hours ago. But you cannot wait, and I have ordered that a carriage shall be ready for you at five to-morrow morning.

Then the Marshal

She nodded. Yes, he has heard some word of you, I fear. I fear so. He informed the Grand Duke that there was a matter on which he desired to see him tomorrow  a trifle, but unpleasant. And I have no doubt that Huth has seen him. But, nimporte! If you start as I have said, at five to-morrow, you will be half way to Berlin before the storm breaks.

I am sorry that the Grand Duke should be incommoded, I said lamely.

She shrugged her shoulders.  After all  he is the Grand Duke, with a touch of pride. And with you safe and out of reach we can afford to smile even though Monseigneur le Prince frowns. His Highness will tell him who you are and that you will be found, if he desires to question you, in Berlin. He can then take what steps he pleases. You will have been identified by that time and no great harm can happen to you. And now, Mr. Cartwright, and as she gave me her hand, she looked at me very kindly, we must say farewell.

Say rather, au revoir, I answered, hardly able to control my voice, In better times, Madam.

Alas, sorrowfully, the better times may be long in coming! And you  are going home! Home, my friend! And there was I know not what of pathos in her voice. You will see the sea and the white cliffs of England, you will walk in Bond street, you will hear the dear English tongue, hear the very beggars speak it! And one day perhaps you will hear the grouse call, and watch the autumn sun reddening the bracken on the hills that fall down to Loch Duich! But there, farewell, farewell, Mr. Cartwright. Think of me sometimes, my friend.

She turned abruptly away, but I knew that there were tears in her eyes. And I  I could not have spoken had I wished!

I sat for an hour, feeling very lonely and making perhaps a little more of my melancholy than was necessary.

I understood that I was not to show myself, and as the evening closed in, and the comers of the room grew shadowy, until even the face on the easel gleamed but palely through the dusk, I felt myself deserted. The servants were busy with the entertainment and did not come near me.

Now and again a thin stream of music penetrated to my ears and I guessed that the Grand Ducal band was playing at the supper. Once, some door being open, I caught the lilt of a gavotte, one of Handels I fancied, and I thought that all the world was gay but I.

A little later a servant brought in lights and my supper, and later still the Grand Dukes secretary appeared, and with something more of secrecy than I thought was called for, placed in my hands half a dozen rouleaux of thalers; a sum amply, nay generously sufficient for the expenses of my journey, which nevertheless it was not quite pleasant to receive.

However, I was penniless, and there was no help for it, and as I drew out a receipt  the secretary I could see thought his master unduly lavish  I tried to make my acknowledgments commensurate with the mans expectations.

The receipt given, he laid on the table a handsome fur cloak  almost as handsome a cloak as that which I had provided for the Envoy Extraordinary when in the first blush of hope and exhilaration I had left England for Vienna. His Highness trusts that you will accept this in memory of your visit, he said.

It was a kind and thoughtful gift and I knew whom I had to thank for it. I accepted it, and requested him to convey my most grateful thanks to His Highness. Is the Prince of Eckmuhl still here? I asked as the man prepared to leave me.

Yes. Her Highness, an unexpected gleam of humour in his eyes, is graciously singing to him  English ballads.

Witching the beast with hostile minstrelsy rose to my lips, but I crushed down the indiscretion, and only said, So! Indeed!

Again the man yielded to his feelings. Even a black cow gives white milk, he said if properly milked.

To be sure, I assented as gravely. It is true.

Then mein Herr will be called at four? he rejoined, as he turned to the door. The carriage will be at the entrance gates at five, if he will be good enough to be ready.

I replied that I would be ready, and with a final bow he left me, the receipt in his hand. A stiff fellow, but with an unusual streak of humour in him  for a German.

They kept early hours at the Schloss, and I went betimes to bed, still feeding my melancholy. For an hour or more I sighed most romantically; and then having real troubles to face, and turning my mind to them  and trouble is a rare fosterer of slumber  I fell asleep. Two or three times during the night I awoke and nervously consulted my watch by the light of the veilleuse, but always to find that the hour for rising was not come.

Then, as often happens, a little before the time I went off into a sound nap, and when I awoke the sun was not only up, but was flooding my chamber with its beams. I leapt out of bed in a panic; it must be long past four! Had they forgotten to call me? Or what had happened? There was a handbell on the table, and hastily drawing on some clothes I opened the door and rang the hand-bell in the passage. I glanced at my watch. It wanted little of seven. Seven! Good heavens!

I was vexed beyond measure, and fearing that I was in fault, I was the less able to curb my impatience. I opened the door again and looked out. No one! The corridor was empty. I fetched the bell and was about to ring it more loudly when I heard slipshod feet coming my way, and a moment later the old lady who had nursed me appeared, emerging from a side-passage. I did not wait for her to reach me Why was I not called, I cried in wrath, at four as was arranged? It is seven oclock. Seven!

Hist! she muttered, and glanced over her shoulders. Then, It is not so simple as that, young gentleman. The gates are watched; its lucky for you we learned it in time. There is no going out or in  for you. The great man who was here yesterday has seen to that, though he looked as if butter wouldnt melt in his mouth, plague take him! You dont want to walk into the mouse-trap, do you?

But what is to be done then? I asked, aghast. This was serious news.

That is to be seen, she rejoined with German phlegm. Truth is I dont know. But for the present youd best go back to your room and stay there. Stay there and keep close, young gentleman. Theres others thinking for you, and more than you deserve if you ask me, with a sharp look.

But if I cannot get out?

She shrugged her shoulders. After all the coils of your own making, she said. No use to blame us!


CHAPTER VIII

A GAME OF CHESS

THAT was cold comfort, and so I found it when old Martha had gone and in obedience to her warning I had sneaked back to my room and closed the door. The money that the Grand Duke had sent me lay on the table, the fur cloak hung across a chair, and as I dressed I eyed them wistfully. For, by this time, had things gone as we had planned, I should have been far on the road to Berlin.

Instead, I was cooped up here, forbidden to show myself, a fugitive without the excitement of flight. And all too clearly I recognized that the sentimental dejection of the evening before had been so much time wasted, which it would have been wiser in me to devote to the consideration of my own plight, and the prospect before me.

What was the prospect before me? In effect, if it was indeed on my account that the gates were watched, if things had reached that point, my position might become serious indeed. But how serious I still shrank from deciding. The diplomat soon learns, it is the first lesson he does learn, that his person is sacred.

The consequence is that, lapped in personal security, and taught to consider that he is not as other men, he finds it hard to believe that either his life or his liberty is threatened. Even when they are menaced, he is reluctant to admit it, since by the admission he strips himself of his privilege. Instinctively, then, he turns his eyes from the danger point, and persuades himself that the thing cannot be.

That had been my own habit of mind, even when I had warned Perceval Ellis that the journey he proposed to take was not without its perils. For I had not really put much faith in those perils; and now when they seemed to be taking a solid and a very ugly shape, the old habit persisted, and I would fain shy from the grisly apparition. It was not the kind of thing that I had been accustomed to face, and I shrank from admitting that I was really cast for the part.

But I could not altogether shut my eyes to facts. The French in their German campaign had lived on the country, but they had not been guilty of gross excesses. Discipline had been maintained. But against the rights of States, and the privileges of ambassadors, they had again and again transgressed.

In the case of Rumbold, of Wagstaffe the messenger, of Taylor at Cassel, of Wynn at Dresden, they had gone out of their way to trample upon international usage; and they had done this with a vengeance wherever an Englishman was in question.

That being so, I could not deny that the position in which I had placed myself laid me open. I might be an envoy, or attached to one. But I had nothing about me to prove it, no attendants, no credentials, no papers. And Davout might deny the fact, and maintain that in travelling where I was, in disguise, off the main road, and in the neighbourhood of his fortresses, I had forfeited my claim to protection.

It is an old sour saying, proverbial among soldiers, that every ambassador is a spy; and if the Marshal could lay hands on me, the case might be made to look very unpleasant.

Then I had to consider that, if the worst happened, England was far, and if the news ever crossed the sea what could England do beyond what she was doing? There would be a protest, protocols, rejoinders  I knew the file by heart; but nothing would be done, the conversations would die away, and in twelve months the incident and my fate would be alike forgotten.

So I passed, I confess, some very uneasy moments that morning, now pacing the room, now listening at the door; and even with pride to help me I had much ado to keep panic at bay. And I had nothing to distract me, no employment, no means of learning what was passing, or what impended. About nine a servant brought me tea and a roll, but, glum and stolid, the man had nothing to say. I fancied that he looked at me curiously, and that was all.

It was ten before anything happened. Then at last I caught the sound of footsteps in the corridor, and someone knocked sharply at my door. I opened it, thankful that here at length was something, no matter what, to break the monotony of suspense. With astonishment I found the Grand Duchess herself, standing outside.

She had the old Grafin von Hess in attendance, and a single glance showed me that the sentiment of the previous evening had vanished. Her eyes met mine with a look as keen and direct as eyes of so liquid a blue could cast.

Moreover, she opened with no word of greeting, but Mr. Cartwright, she said, her voice as sharp as her looks, What is this story about Wittenberg? Tell me at once, if you please! And briefly, for I must not be missed, and my time is short.

About Wittenberg? I exclaimed, more surprised than I can say. Indeed for a moment I was puzzled.

Yes, yes, of Wittenberg  and you? They have some story  it has come to the Prince of Eckmuhls ears  that you were at a restaurant there drinking toasts  toasts that you should not have drunk  with a party of students. Drinking to Major Schill  that unfortunate! They have chapter and verse for it, and I cannot tell you how important it is that you should be able to deny the tale.

If she had struck me in the face, I should hardly have been more taken aback. I could not speak, I could not utter a word. The affair at the Rathskeller had passed so entirely from my mind that for weeks I had not given a thought to it. A mere trifle at the time, it had come by now to belong to another, a far-off life. Judge then what I felt, judge of my dismay, when at this most unfortunate moment it rose to confront me.

I suppose that my face told the tale, for, You dont mean to say that it is true? she exclaimed, clapping her hands softly together. No, no!

Im  Im afraid it is, I faltered.  In part.

Schill and all? Oh, Mr. Cartwright, in a voice of keen reproach. how could you be so imprudent? How could you be so thoughtless? In your position? And what a dilemma you have placed yourself in! And us, who are helping you. I did not believe a word of it  not a syllable, when they told me!

And still I had not a word to say. I could only look at her in shame and embarrassment. For I saw that if I told the truth, if I avowed the real motive which had led me to join those accursed students, I should condemn myself out of my own mouth. The desire to obtain information  what defence was that in the mouth of an alleged spy? I should be delivering myself into Davouts hands. I should be making his case for him  and all the case he could desire!

Speak! she repeated urgently. Dont you see that?

I found my voice at last. You must give me up, I said. It was all I could say.

If it were as easy as that! she rejoined. And again she clapped her hands softly. You know it is not. You know that we cannot do that! Oh dear, oh dear, Mr. Cartwright, in a voice of poignant distress, how are we to save you? The Marshal is coming at twelve with a demand for you, and every gate is watched by his people. If in the meantime you put a foot outside you will be arrested, and I fear, I fear, with increasing distress, that he is inexorable. He says that it was England that paid and inspired Schill, and that belief makes him as hard as granite. Oh, dear, dear, I do not know what we can do.

Do nothing, Madam, I said earnestly, and I thank heaven that I was able to speak so that she saw that I meant it.  The folly was mine and I must pay for it. I will go to him and give myself up. It is the least that I can do, and after all there was nothing, nothing that passed at Wittenberg that meant anything. When I explain

No! she said firmly.  That will not do. Whatever passed they will find sufficient for their purpose. You must not do that, Mr. Cartwright. You must get to Berlin! We must pass you out somehow. Somehow!

But, Highness, I said stoutly. This is my affair Let me

But  No! No! she cried imperiously. And dont distract me! I must think! I must plan something! Oh, I can manage it, I must manage it. We cannot abandon you. Only, we do not trust all about us, and I must not be seen coming to you again. The Countess will not let me, indeed.

And in truth the old Grafins snowy headdress, which in the half light of the corridor looked like nothing so much as a huge cauliflower, was shaking with reprehension. So if you get a hint, act on it at once. Do not wait. You understand?  urgently. Act on the instant, if you hear from me. We have but until noon, and it is after ten now.

She nodded, waved her hand, and with the old lady hobbling after her, tripped away. I saw them turn the corner of the passage  they disappeared. She had not given me time to thank her.

I went into my room and I confess I was shaken. I saw my danger, saw that it was real and imminent, and for a moment I felt hot all over. But I was quite as much oppressed by doubt as by fear. What ought I to do? What was it my duty to do? Ought I to free the Grand Duke from his embarrassment and this brave woman from her responsibility by going out and giving myself up? One moment I was certain on the point, and I snatched up the cloak and looked for my hat.

The next, with my hand on the hasp of the window, I hesitated. In Berlin, with the backing I might get  in Berlin, the whole matter could be explained. And that being so, would it not be foolish of me to fling all away on the impulse of a moment? To give up all my chances and perhaps sacrifice my life  merely to save the Grand Duke from a temporary embarrassment? And the Duchess? She would not thank me, I was sure. I should only be giving her unnecessary pain.

I laid down my cloak and hat, and professional arguments came to my aid. After all, Davout had no right to arrest me within the Grand Dukes sovereignty; why should I then aid him in his usurpation? Why condone the breach by offering myself as a sheep to the slaughter? No, I would remain where I was, and if a way of escape presented itself, I would take it.

It was not the more heroic choice, and it remained to be seen whether it would avail. I had still to learn whether the Duchesss ingenuity would prove equal to the task, and in a state of suspense, painful to remember, I awaited the event. I had until noon, it was already close on eleven. If Her Highness acted she must act quickly  quickly. I wandered from door to window. I looked out on the gardens, anxious to discern some indication, some proof, that she was at work.

Presently I perceived signs that there was something in preparation. There were movements on the Terrace, a bevy of servants crossed it and went down to the gardens. One bore a pair of long white staves, another a bundle of flags, a third a chair of state.

By and by an odd figure came into view, and began to pace the length of the Terrace. And at that my heart sank, for I recognized in the figure one of the pawns in the garden-chess game. So that was all! They were going to play chess. I was in peril, I was in suspense, the minutes were speeding by, and with true courtly frivolity they were going to  play chess!

It certainly was so, for presently another and a stranger figure appeared  a canvas-covered knight, his visor raised, bestriding a canvas hobby-horse. He paused on the Terrace, chose at his leisure a seat in the sun and, disengaging himself from his steed, sat down to wait. Then a second pawn followed, and a third, each making his way down to the gardens.

Then, in a whirl of laughter and flying garments, Babetta! Babetta, prancing and sidling, swathed in one of the chess-suits, and dragging after her a vast train. The dress was ludicrously too large for her, but undeterred by this, or by the fact that she was as good as blindfold  for nothing was visible of her face  she jigged this way and that, now waving her arms and curtseying to the windows, now with a great part of the skirts gathered up in her arms, gambolling wildly up and down.

Laughter eddied from her, and little hoots of defiance. Me voici! Me voici! La Tour! La Tour! she cried, a fantastic, leaping, freakish figure, that at another time would have amused me sufficiently. Every moment I looked to see Martha or another run out to seize her, for it was clear that the child had eloped with some ones dress.

But no one came after her, and presently she reached a spot opposite to my window. There she fell to a new play, whirling round one way until she had wound her train about her legs, then pirouetting the other way until she was again enmeshed. She had done this twice when I caught the note of a whistle, and as quickly the strange figure bounded to my window and tapped on it.

I opened it, dumbfounded; she tumbled into the room, and in a trice, struggling frantically, had disengaged her flushed, laughing face and tumbled hair.

Did I not do it well? she panted. It is for you, Monsieur. Put it on, and when the whistle sounds again, join that knight on the seat there, and go down to the chess. You are a Castle  you have no face, you look through these holes. Hauser  Hauser is the Knight  will tell you where to stand. You are Chemnitz the herbalist, if anyone asks you. When the game is over go straight out through the gates with the other pieces  there are seven or eight from the town  and go down the main street till you come to Pucklers on the right side, next the bridge. He has a carriage waiting for you. The lesson  it was evidently a lesson  tripped fluently off her tongue, but before it was half told I had caught her drift, and had begun to drag on the ungainly garment that she had put off. Distended by circular wires, and borne on the shoulders by straps, it was, viewed from outside, a fair imitation of a round tower.

Did I not do it well? she repeated, in high glee. That whistle was to say that there was no one looking. It is the best dress of all for hiding one.

Am I right, Princess? I asked.

Parfaitement! But no! When Chemnitz wears it he fills it. The walls stick out.

I hurried it off again, and slipped into the fur cloak, remembered the money, too, and pocketed it. Then on with the Castle masque again, Is that better?

She clapped her hands. Oh magnifique! Colossal! Now you are stout  like a German!

Good, I said. Will you be good enough to take a message for me to Her Highness? Will you tell her

But the whistle sounded and cut me short, and Babetta pushed me towards the window.  Tout de suite! Tout de suite! she urged. Go to Hauser! You see him? Go down with him. Do what he tells you!

I hastened to obey, climbing clumsily through the window on to the Terrace. For a moment, the scope of my vision limited by the eyelet holes, I was at a loss. Then I picked up the Knight who was mounting his hobbyhorse at leisure, and I moved stiffly towards him.

He bade me by a gesture to accompany him, and  Right hand square, back line is yours, he muttered, as we proceeded slowly, and cautiously, holding up our skirts, down the stone steps to the gardens. I am next to you. And say little, gnadige Herr  Chemnitz is a sulky fellow. When it is over join me  I also am going into the town. Slowly, slowly, mein Herr! Do not hurry! Sauntering with as easy an air as a man can assume whose limbs are swaddled in a long nightshirt, and his head in a linen-basket, I arrived by his side at the ground.

It was a warm day for the end of October, and the sun shone on a scene certainly strange. The pieces, some red, some white, and thirty in number, lounged or chatted in twos and threes on either side of the board. This was a rectangular space, paved in alternate squares with black and white marble and framed in smooth green sward. At either end rose a wide marble rostrum finely designed, and so shaped that the middle and the two ends curved forward.

Each of these balconies was capacious enough to seat five or six persons, besides the player whose chair of state occupied the middle projection. Against the black and white pavement and the green turf the scattered pieces in their red or white masques produced a gay and lively effect; so much so, indeed, that though my heart beat more quickly than was pleasant, and between the heat and the lack of air I was in a perspiration, I could not but admire it.

I fancy that my arrival had been carefully timed. But accidents will happen, and one had perhaps delayed the Grand Ducal party, for there was a pause which I found very trying. Hauser, engaging me in talk at a little distance from the others, shielded me as well as he could from strange overtures; but presently one of the other pieces, a Bishop, crossed the board towards me, evidently with the intention of joining us.

Hauser did what he could. He seized the man by his dress, drew him aside, and for a minute or more held him in conversation. But the Bishop was pertinacious and restive; he had business, it appeared, with Chemnitz, and twice he tried to get round my friend. The third time he succeeded. Breaking from Hausers detaining hand he took me by a loose fold of my disguise, and  

Chemnitz, he said,  how is it to be? Are you going to give me the price of that ham? Its yes or no, man, for I cant wait any longer. Is it a bargain?

Nein! I grunted, perspiring more than ever, and wishing with all my heart that he and his ham were in a still hotter place. Nein! Nein!

Eh! What? in angry surprise.  You wont? Oh, but you cant treat me so to the rules of business contrary. I kept it for you, my friend, and it is not too friendly now to

Crack! A staff fell sharply on the front of the nearer rostrum, and Places! To your places! cried a shrill, commanding treble. It was Babettas; the child had perceived my difficulty and with equal resource had seen now to deliver me from it.  March, Herren, if you please! And crack! crack! the staff falling on the ront of the rostrum gave weight to her order. Places! You may take it from me that I was not behind hand in obeying. I shook off my business friend and in a twinkling got Hauser between us. The Bishop, placed on the other side of him, and perforce divided from his bargain, made an attempt to continue the discussion across the Knights crupper.

My ham, my ham! he began, but I would not listen and Hauser cut him short.  Have done with your ham, Fichte! he growled.  The Princess has her eye on you! Have a care! and seeing that this was the fact Herr Fichte subsided, grumbling.

Thank heaven, a moment later the trumpets sounded high, in honour of the Grand Dukes arrival. He mounted the rostrum behind me, and took his seat, attended by two or three of his gentlemen. His opponent, the Court Physician, with a great show of humility, ascended the other rostrum, but did not venture to sit down. The Duchess and the old Grafin, with several ladies, chose to sit on the sward beside the board.

A Court official bade all be silent, and a kind of Master of the Board, armed with a wand as long as a salmon rod, took his stand at the right-hand end of each rostrum. Apparently his business was to pass on the players orders, and if need be, to hasten the pieces movements with a touch of his rod. The trumpets sounded a challenge, the lists were opened, the mimic tournament began.

I knew that all that I should be called upon to do was of the simplest. But between the heat and my excitement, I was extremely uncomfortable. All sorts of untoward accidents rose before my mind. What if I made some stupid blunder and was ordered to unmask? Or what if the real Chemnitz, whom I supposed to be locked up in some distant room, escaped and put in an appearance  as damnably unwelcome as the ghost in Hamlet? Or suppose I were to faint with the heat? Or  and now, there! There was Hauser my ally and dependence gone from me  moved two squares to the front, leaving my flank unprotected!

By and by I should be left alone, commanded by eyes on every side. I wondered if my boots were visible. They were of English make, they might betray me. Or there might be some formality, usual when a piece was moved, which I in my ignorance might omit!

And, confound it, the piece that masked me in front was gone also! Presently I should have to move, half a dozen spaces at once, half across the board, perhaps. And how should I acquit myself? Could I do it with the trained step, the stiff bearing of the drilled pieces? I waited  waited nervously for the word of command, fearful lest I should fail to hear it, apprehensive that I should attract notice in some way.

I stared straight before me, wound up to move. And oh, how hot it was! And how oppressive the silence between the moves!


CHAPTER IX

AND  ALL BUT CHECKMATE

AND the ignominy of it! If anything could add to my confusion of mind it was the sense of the false position in which I had been so weak as to place myself. For, now that it was too late, now that I could not extricate myself, I was convinced that I ought to have run any risk rather than submit to this wretched travesty, detection in which must cover me with ridicule.

I recalled the ripple of laughter which had stirred the embassies from Naples to London when poor Drake had fled across Germany disguised in a green poke-bonnet and a womans pelisse. I remembered the volley of jests, of cartoons and pasquinades which had hailed about his unlucky head, and even the Poor devil! Cen est fait de lui! with which I had dismissed him from future employment.

And here was I, with that warning before my eyes  here was I, but a short six months before, a British Minister accredited to a first-class Court  sneaking about a chess board in a disguise still more ludicrous and absurd, obeying orders and tapped on the shoulder by the wand of a miserable Jack in livery!

No wonder that with these reflections I lost my head at the moment when I needed it most. The order for me to move was given; I failed to hear it. It was repeated violently, and tap, tap, down on my head fell the scandalized wand, while from all sides Move! Move, Herr Roche. Dont you hear, Dummer? Move, Chemnitz! Injunctions in all forms rained upon me, completing my confusion.

Shade of Perceval Ellis! Virulently was he avenged in that hour. I started at last, but in my haste I tripped and all but fell over the skirt of my dress. Pulled up by it, I lost my place, and did not know where to go; and it was only when a clear childish voice, rising above the grumbled objurgations, shrilled Four to the front! that clumsily and lamely I executed the move.

I had done it now! I had called attention to myself with a vengeance! I heard on one hand an angry exclamation  that the knave was drunk; on the other a growl  that the fool was ill. For the moment I felt all eyes upon me and I awaited what was to come.

And heaven knows what might not have come of it, if in the nick of time luck had not intervened to save me. The trumpets blared anew, there was a cry of The Prince! The Prince! and in a moment all eyes left me and were turned in curiosity on the august arrival.

I and my scrape were forgotten, and I had a moments respite. I collected my scattered senses. I could afford to make no more blunders, that was clear.

I had a glimpse of Davout, the clear brisk little man, as he passed, a few paces from me, along the side of the board, to pay his court to the Duchess and her ladies. His white gloves and his white breeches gleamed, his epaulettes and sword-hilt glittered in the sun  he was fine enough. But I felt too that he was real, terribly real!

I perceived, and I am sure that I was not the only one who perceived, the harsh contrast between his steadfast presence and this mimic court, this mimic war! Between his firm tread and the flaccid pretensions on which he politely but firmly intruded. He passed behind me, and mounted the rostrum; I could no longer see him.

But I could fancy that the easy benevolence, the long mild face and quaint pigeon-wings of the Grand Duke, made but a poor show beside him, and that even in the breasts of the Grand Dukes subjects there must be some searchings of heart, as, awed and intimidated, they eyed this strange phenomenon, this master of their masters.

There was here no one to cry Vivat Schill, no one to speak for the Vaterland, no champion of the vast invertebrate Germany. But surely, here and there, in the subservient watching crowd, there must be felt some twinge of misgiving, some pang of shame, some feeling of distaste. The Master of their Masters! Of Prussia! Of Germany! Ay, the Master of all  under his Master.

But if this was so, nothing bore witness to it, no one dared to voice it. After a moment,  Proceed! cried the Master of the Game. It is the wohlgeboren Hofarzls move.

The Court Physician moved. The Grand Duke moved in his turn  moved, and moved me. But this time, strung to attention and nerved by Davouts presence, and the urgency of the peril, I kept my head. I behaved as others. And the next move  oh, joy  removed me from the Board.

A red Knight captured me, and with what dignity I might and a sigh of relief I joined the  taken pieces, who in an orderly motionless line formed a red and white fringe along the left hand side of the board, where our presence added to the picturesqueness of the scene.

I was thankful for the respite, and my spirits rose. But the crux remained. I had still to pass the gates and the sentries. I had still to escape from the town, and for some time to come suspense must be my portion. My place in the line happened to be opposite to the spot where the Duchess sat, and I had leisure to observe her; and as I watched her slowly waving her fan and now and again languidly murmuring a word to her ladies, I was tempted to believe that she had forgotten my plight.

Babetta, too, at play behind her and now skipping over her rope, now tossing back her ringlets as she expressed a shrill and free opinion on a move; it was hard to believe that the child had a care in the world, harder still to suppose that she had the eye of a hawk for whatever might affect the Englander whom she had taken under her protection.

But I had presently proof that I wronged them both. I saw the child lean over to her mother, and Oh, dear, dear! the Duchess exclaimed, in a voice audible across the board, How hot those poor Castles must be! That one opposite; he very nearly fainted just now. Who is he? Herr Chemnitz? Well, poor man, tell him he may go. And Herr Hauser  his vizor must be stifling. Then to an attendant, Tell Herr Chemnitz and Herr Hauser they may go. His Highness permits.

The servant brought the message to us and I suppose that the permission was not unusual, for no one expressed surprise. With a low obeisance we fell out of the line. Hauser made a sign to me, and when we had retired a few yards we made a second obeisance. Then we turned, and side by side, as quickly as our masquerade and our skirts permitted, we walked towards the entrance gates, which stood near the extremity of the Terrace, and about a furlong from the chess board.

The Duchesss bold stroke, while it had relieved me, had also surprised me. I had thought to pass the gates, one of a crowd; now that it was to be done in the company of Herr Hauser only, I felt the pinch. I appreciated, perhaps a little too clearly, the risks. What if the sentries stopped us? Or compelled us to unmask? Short as was the distance we had to cover, I had time before we reached the gates to wish that the Duchess had not interfered, but had left us to pass out with the others.

I wondered what Hauser thought of it, and as we climbed the steps to the Terrace,  Suppose that they ask us to unmask? I suggested. I could see the gates and between them a smudge or two of bright colour, in sharp contrast with the lace-work of russet boughs that overtopped the wall.

Ach! he answered with German phlegm.  We will hope not, mein Herr. I came in with Chemnitz. Why should they?

But we are going out, not coming in.

So! he answered, and that was all.

I could only hope that he was right. The gates were of fine iron-work in a frame of the same, and above them the Grand Ducal flag floated idly. Between them I could look down the vista of the cobbled street flanked on either hand by the green shutters of clean substantial houses.

And how heartily at that moment I wished that my feet were safely on those stones. There were four sentries, two in the uniform of Zerbst, two in a French cavalry uniform, green, with red revers. They faced one another and it was necessary to pass between them.

As we approached, Herren Hauser and Chemnitz, my companion announced, and coolly paused to exchange a word about the game with one of the German sentries. Perforce, I, also, stood, cursing his easiness, and fuming at the delay; while the two moustachioed Frenchmen standing on the other side of the gate, looked us over, and grinned from ear to ear.

And truly in all their campaigns it was unlikely that they had ever seen two stranger figures. A moment and Hauser prepared to move on  I, too, with a sigh of thankfulness. We had, indeed, as good as passed the barrier, our feet were actually on the street, when the blow fell.

Halte-lá, cried the nearer Frenchman, and let his gun-butt fall noisily to the ground. Il faut vous dimasquer, messieurs!

Heavens! I had not a word to say, nor an idea what to do. The worst had befallen us and I stood helpless, tongue-tied, manacled in that accursed dress of mine. And it may be that it was better so, for my companion rose to the occasion with admirable aplomb.

Ach! he said. But not for us! We are townsfolk, playing for His Highnesss pleasure and free of the gate. Let us pass, my friend, and no jokes.

But the second Frenchman, he who had not challenged us, barred the way by levelling his gun-barrel before us. Dimasquez vous, messieurs! he commanded. It is an order.

But not for us, Hauser persisted stubbornly. Hartel here knows us. We are townsfolk. Natives of Zerbst, see you.

The German confirmed him. I know the Herren, he said. It is right.

But the Frenchman did not give way. Instead  Plus de mots! he grumbled harshly. I say it is an order, and we  we obey orders or it is the wooden horse for us. Peste ! Are we here to be laughed at? And he muttered something which sounded like German pigs!

Oh, well, very good, Hauser replied, but his voice was no longer steady. Ill unmask. But my friend here, he cannot unless he undresses in the street, and it is  fumbling with the strings of his helmet it is not what do you call it?  convenable. A respectable tradesman in his own town! I tell you there will be talk of this, Herren.

Then there will be talk! the Frenchman growled. I obey orders and what do I care. Have we fought our way across Europe to be bearded by a

Herr Chemnitz! Herr Chemnitz! The hail came even as I hesitated, stricken dumb by the ignominy as well as the danger of my position  came from the gardens behind us, and we turned  thankfully. A flying figure, light as gossamer, with floating curls and billowing skirts, was racing towards us. It was Babetta, and at her heels a leaping dog and a panting attendant, who was loudly but vainly protesting. Herr Chemnitz! Herr Chemnitz! the child repeated, and beckoned to us to await her.

When she came up she was out of breath, and for a moment she could not speak. But her presence changed the atmosphere. The German sentries sprang to attention, slapping their butts and standing rigid. Her Highness, the Princess! ejaculated Hauser  in a tone of unmistakable relief. And at the word the French sentries came also to the salute.

Herr Chemnitz, Babetta announced, as soon as she had recovered her breath  and with an imperious little hand she waved off her scandalized attendant, your Anna is to come to the Schloss to play with me at one oclock. Do you hear? Her Highness permits!

I, in the highest degree, honoured am, I murmured. And I bowed as low as my disguise permitted.

Bid her bring her hoop, the young lady commanded. And see you go quickly and send her. She will need to dress, it goes without saying.

Immediately, if Her Highness so honours her, I replied, and I bowed again. I hasten to her.

She waved imperiously to us to go, and we turned. The sentries, still standing at attention, no longer barred the way. We moved off together, Hauser and I, keeping the middle of the road, and even swaggering a little.

Colossal! Hauser muttered. She is an Angel Child.

It was a near thing, said I. But my coolness was the merest pretence. As a fact, all my desire at the moment was to wipe my brow.

Gott im Himmel! She has the true German wit! he swore, enraptured.

In excelsis! I agreed thankfully.

Ach! You say well, in the Highest indeed. But there, there, they are not as others, reverently. How should they be, being born? And now, listen, Freiherr. We are clear of that, thank God, and in a moment I leave you. But a space before you reach the bridge and on the right hand is an alley little frequented. You will do wisely to step in there and take off that dress. Then on to  but you have your directions?

To Pucklers. But I have no hat.

Better hatless than headless, he rejoined dryly. We part here. And to my surprise, without so much as a backward glance or a word of farewell, the man turned his hobbys head from me and stalked into a shop. He had behaved with splendid courage, and I would gladly have thanked him as he deserved. But he gave me no chance.

I suppose that he was as glad to be rid of me as I should be glad when the time came to be rid of my hated disguise, and perhaps for all his phlegm he was not unshaken. At any rate that was how we parted, and I saw him no more. But I drink to his memory. Hoch! For a German, a man of very nimble brain.

I walked on down the quiet sleepy street, and though here and there a stray French soldier stood to gape at the strange figure I presented, no one accosted me. Presently I saw the bridge before me, and choosing an alley at random, I left the street. I suppose it was the right passage, for it was untenanted, and hidden from observation by a sharp turn I tore off the abominable covering under which I had suffered so much both in body and mind.

Freed from its folds, I flung it down in a comer, and oh, the relief of that moment! But I dared not linger, and with the welcome air cooling my heated brow I returned to the street and, hatless indeed, but otherwise presentable, I strode on to the inn by the bridge. I saw a man standing in the entrance to the yard. He was whistling and I made up to him.

He did not wait for me. Making an almost imperceptible sign he turned back into the yard, and I followed. Within the gates a chaise and four stood ready for the road, the postboys in the saddle. The man opened the door of the carriage and without a word beckoned to me to enter.

I did so, he closed the door, clapped his hands, and we moved out of the yard. In a trice we were crossing the long wooden bridge, the clear waters of the river shining beneath us, here broken by a brown sail, there stemmed by a floating mill. The horses feet ceased to drum upon the resounding planks. We took the road.

I looked back many times but I saw no sign of pursuit. The chaise was shabby but the horses were strong and fresh, and the postboys had some countersign, or perhaps word of our coming had been sent before us, for at the Prussian frontier-post with its black and white pillars we passed without even a check.

Again and again I looked back, but the road remained empty behind us. At Posdorf we changed horses, but I dared not, hungry and faint as I was, stay to eat, and it was not until we reached Belitz, still some thirty miles from Berlin, at five in the afternoon, that I broke my fast. Even so an hour saw me on the road again.

And oh, the relief it was to awake from that bad dream and to be ones self again! To stand next morning, once more Francis Cartwright of the British F.O., at the windows of the very same suite in the Hotel de Russie by the Schlossbrucke, that I had occupied five years before at a time when the Embassy in the Linden was preparing!

To escape from the nightmare of the last three days and the shifts and disguises and inglorious expedients to which I had been driven and at which I now shuddered, and to stand on my own feet ready to face whatever of danger or difficulty still awaited me! For at last I was in Berlin, and beyond Berlin my thoughts did not yet pass  sufficient for the day, I told myself.

Indeed, as I turned from the windows to the table spread English fashion in my honour, and prepared to fall to with an appetite, even the dark prospect that faced me at home lost half its terrors. Viewed through the sunshine of this fine, this exhilarating autumn morning, all things seemed possible. I reminded myself that I must be man enough to bear what my own folly had brought upon me and  faire bonne mine a mauvais jeu!

Not that I was not grateful. Not that when I thought of my gracious and generous countrywoman and of dear little Babettas wit and courage I did not do so with a full heart, and long for the time when I might make some acknowledgment. Acknowledgment? I could make none equal to the occasion, indeed, but if there were still smugglers at Hamburg or at Varel, if Heligoland still stood, then English toys and band-boxes of Bond Street millinery should not be lacking!

Still, my gorge rose at the false position in which I had placed myself and the risk of detection I had run; and, never again, never again, I determined, would I be so weak. One Drake was enough. I might share, I probably should share his disgrace. But I would run no second chance of becoming, like him, a laughing stock.

At the Berlin barrier I had taken a high tone, announcing that my business was with the Danish Ministry on behalf of His Highness the Grand Duke of Zerbst. I should be found if needed at the Hotel de Russie. That, however, was the last subterfuge, if it was one, to which I had stooped.

At the hotel I had presented myself in my own name and demanded my old suite. The night attendant, a former acquaintance, had received me respectfully, though, I saw, with profound astonishment. He had gone to rouse mine host, and he, too, though he had been in some degree prepared, had stared at me as at one risen from the dead.

Mein Gott! he had exclaimed, the candle shaking in his hand as he held it up to view me the better. It is as Johann said.

To be sure, Herr Jager! I had replied. But I had been a little dashed by a surprise that seemed to exceed the circumstances. I would like to have my old rooms if they are unoccupied.

He had shrugged his shoulders. There are few occupied in these days. We are a city of the dead. The rooms are at His Excellencys service and Johann shall light a fire at once. But

But I had no thought now save of bed, and I had cut him short, bidding him light me to the rooms; I had been many hours on the road, I told him. And still as he obeyed me, and stood to superintend the kindling of the fire, I had caught him stealing furtive glances at me, and I had known that a question trembled on his lips.

But I had jumped to the conclusion that the presence in Berlin of that rara avis, an Englishman, sufficiently accounted for his stupefaction; and dog-tired as I was by all that I had gone through since morning, I had dismissed him as cursorily as was consistent with good manners.

I was soon to learn, from another mouth, that the good fellow had a more substantial and a much stranger reason for his surprise than any of which I had knowledge.


CHAPTER X

LOST!

I KNEW it to be of prime importance that I should be in touch with the Danish Minister before the Prussian police or their French masters moved against me, and half an hour after nine saw me leaving the Russie. I had but a short distance to walk, but I saw enough in that brief space to convince me that this was not the Berlin I had known.

The citys one good point, its State buildings, remained; but they seemed in their new and rather garish magnificence to be at greater odds than ever with the meanness of the shabby streets and low roofs that clustered beneath them. Traffic was sparse, trade appeared to be stagnant, depression reigned on all faces, the very carriages seemed to be, were that possible, more ramshackle, and the harness a little dingier than of old.

On a city never beautiful but once aspiring, the victor had set his heel with a vengeance; and such prosperity as his exactions had not crushed, the absence of the Court, still in exile at Konisgberg, had sapped.

Only in one place did I see, as I passed along, shunning rather than seeking notice, anything like animation. About one house in the Unter den Linden, and but a block or two from the Danish Mission, there was coming and going enough. A sentry in a blue coat and red trousers paced to and fro before this house, and through its doors an incessant stream of callers  soldiers, civilians, messengers, officers  was continually in passage.

Over the door, flaunting its gilded plumes in the sunshine, an imperial eagle stretched its beak and spread its wings  for this was the French embassy, and within its walls I could fancy Daru and St. Marsan lolling in their chairs, while German princes waited in the anteroom until it should be the pleasure of French generals to receive them.

Truly a wonderful sight to one who had known the old Berlin, its braggart air, its swaggering army, its traditions of victory, its memory, all-pervading of the Great Frederick! A sight to move and to astonish! It brought home to me as nothing else had, Jena and Auerstadt, those crushing defeats  ay, and the slender basis on which all military power rests.

But it may be believed that I did not stand before that house and gaze. I passed it with averted face, hurried on to the Danish Mission, and sent in my name. Only then did I breathe freely or feel myself at liberty to indulge my curiosity. From the safe haven of the doorway I had the French house still in sight and could discern, through the thinning foliage of the limes, the gleam of the golden wings and the stir of the crowd that moved beneath them.

And as I gazed, myself withdrawn from sight, I witnessed the commotion caused by an arrival. I saw the crowd part suddenly asunder, and a carriage drawn by four smoking horses whirl up to the door. From the carriage, amid much parade and excitement, there alighted four men, wearing cloaks over their uniforms. They entered the house, and in the first to pass within, flanked on either hand by bared heads, by salutes, by ceremony, I recognized Davout!

I had reached a place of safety only just in time!

I turned back into the hall, and immediately became aware  my sight-seeing had taken up no more than a minute  of a stentorian voice heaping one exclamation of surprise on another. Bring him in! Bring him in!

I heard, and the next moment the messenger to whom I had given my name came hurrying out to me. His Excellency will see you at once, sir, he said, and went before me into the room.

Dear old Bronberg! As huge, as hearty, as burly as ever, yet hiding under his booming and bellowing personality almost as much finesse as benevolence. Wunder-bar! Colossal! he cried. It is! And laying his hands on my shoulders he kissed me soundly on both cheeks.  Cartwright, by all the powers returned to life!

To be sure! I said, moved by the cordiality of his reception, yet already feeling the awkwardness of the explanation upon which I must enter.  Here I am, Baron, at last!

And Ellis? Perceval Ellis? He looked expectantly towards the door which the messenger still held ajar. Is your chief not

Ellis? I exclaimed.

Yes. He is with you, I suppose?

I stared. What did the man mean? Perceval Ellis? I repeated. With me?

Why not? If one, why not the other? Why, gazing at me with all his eyes, whats the matter, man? Why do you look like that?

But Perceval Ellis? I stammered. Ellis is in England, Baron  this ten weeks.

The devil he is! he exploded.

But of course.

Then all I can say, the Baron roared, and I saw the blood rush to his face and his eyes snap, your people have given me a devilish lot of trouble for nothing! In England these ten weeks? Do you mean it? Donner und Blitzen, man! If that is so, what does your pretty Government mean by  mean by

But isnt it so? I struck in, staring feebly at him. Did he not come through Berlin in August  the first week of August, and go on to England?

To England! Without you?

Yes.

No, he didnt! he bellowed in his bull voice.  No, he didnt, or there are more liars in your country than I believe in! No! No, no, no! He didnt! And if he is not with you now, the devil knows where he is! Gott im Himmel, havent I interviewed half the German nation and written a pile of letters this high  this high about him and about you? Havent you both been given up for dead  havent you both been lost this two months, and half the embassies and all the police and der Teufel knows who besides, been driven out of their senses to find you? And Talleyrand  that subtle devil!  writing, and Duroc! And has not the whole country been ransacked to find him  and you? And you walk coolly in with a smile on your face and want to make me believe  why, man it would try the patience of a saint! What does it all mean? Whats at the bottom of it? Where is he? Where is he, man?

Before God, I dont know, I said, my head whirling.  I did not know that he was lost. I supposed him to be in England  these many weeks.

Then why are you here? Why are you here, man? If he is in England! Were you not together?

I can explain that, I said, wincing. We parted at Wittenberg, Baron.

When?

The last day of July.

And he went on  without you?

Yes. I wiped my brow.

And you?

It is a long story.

Well, in heavens name, man, let us have it. Let us have it! It is time I am sure. Let us get some glimmer of light in this worse than Baltic fog. Gott im Himmel, when I saw you come in at the door I supposed he was with you, and there was an end of it! And glad I was, my friend, I can tell you, for the bother Ive had with this. But there, wait! wait!

He touched a bell and to the messenger who entered,  I am not to be interrupted, do you hear? he said. Not for an hour, if it is Count Hardenberg himself! I see no one. And hark you, dont let anyone know that this gentleman is here. Let us see where we are, he continued as the door closed, before we commit ourselves. This is the strangest thing I have known for many a day.

I am completely in the dark, I said.

Well, you can tell me your story, at any rate. We can get that. And that may throw light on the rest. So you parted, eh? At Wittenberg? Well, how was it? And why? Better begin at the beginning, man.

Yes, I said. I will. You shall know all that I know, Baron. But it never even occurred to me until now  when I have it from your mouth  that Perceval Ellis did not reach England three months ago. You really tell me that he did not?

Havent I told you  over and over again? he roared in his great bull voice.  He has not been heard of since the first days of August, I tell you  when the earth opened and swallowed him as far as I can hear! But tell me your tale and may be we shall get some light at last. And he wiped his brow with a handkerchief as big as a lug sail.

I told him then what I had to tell; the story, step by step, but more briefly, which I have here related. He stopped me now and again that he might jot down a date, but otherwise he refrained from comment, though an occasional grunt of surprise bore witness to the interest with which he followed my adventures.

I knew as I told the tale, knew only too well, that I did not come well out of it  that the part I had played in leaving Ellis must appear in his eyes unfavourable. But he made no remark on this, and the shock that this news about Perceval caused me, and the curiosity I felt to learn the facts, rendered me less tender on my own account and less susceptible to his criticism.

When I had done, And you come now from Zerbst? he said.

I left Zerbst at noon yesterday.

And Davout? He gave way, despite himself, I think, to a bellow of laughter. You gave him the slip, you funny dog, en tour á echecs! Ho! Ho! You funny dog, you! Mein Gott, it was well thought of!

I nodded, my face hot. I saw that I should never hear the last of that game of chess.

And you in no danger, had you known it, my lad! Why, I tell you, he is as keen to get to the bottom of this as we are. His people swear they know nothing about it, and meantime they are getting the credit of shooting you both in the ditch at Magdeburg for the sake of the despatches you carried! And on the top of the dEnghien case and the Rumbold and the Wagstaff business they dont like it! They are as sore as a mangy dog. A bad name and nothing gained, all the stink and no despatches, do you see? Do you see? Im told that the Emperor has written in his own hand and rapped M. Daru pretty smartly over the knuckles. Of course if they had got the despatches it would be another story.

But are you sure, Baron, that they have not got them? I put in.

He nodded, with a knowing look. Well, yes, I am sure, he said. I think I am sure, my friend. If they had got them, more than one would have heard of it and been sorry  always supposing there was that in them which I suspect there was. No, they have not got them, or they are cleverer than I think them, and I think M. de Talleyrand the devil for cleverness. No, my friend, I am pretty sure that they have not got them. And a man who should know better than I is equally sure. And that is Justus Gruner.

Justus Gruner? I echoed. I did not know the name.

Was he not in your time? The head of the Prussian police. He looked at the door and lowered his tone. He has the name of being devoted to Daru; he would not hold his office another day if he had not. But  he looked meaningly at me I can trust my Justus, see you, my friend, and between me and you, he is confident that they have not got them. You shall see him to-day, and tell him your story. I will arrange it.

In the meantime, I said anxiously.  I have told you my story, Baron, but I am in the dark as to yours. Perceval Ellis and I parted at Wittenberg. I suppose that something is known of his movements after that? I left Klatz the messenger with him, and also Kaspar his servant. Have they, too, disappeared? What of them?

We have them.

Oh!

They are both in the hands of the police  here in Berlin.

But did they not tell you that!

Had left Ellis? They did! the Baron roared, and he struck the table. They did! And we did not believe them. No one did! No one believed them! And that was one reason  there were others, of course, but that was one  why they are still in charge. They have been examined and re-examined, and always that has been against them.

But Ill tell you the whole story; I have the precis here. The precis? Why, Potztausend! we have drawn up a hundred, if we have drawn up one. Weve kept our quill-drivers at work for days and days at this! Weve covered reams with it. Your Foreign Office has given us no rest over it, and my lord, Herr Elliss uncle  uncle is he not?  pheugh, theres a man! But the precis  here it is, and here are the facts. Where shall I begin? Well, Ill begin here. Listen to this:

The British envoy lately accredited to Vienna, travelling with his suite, passed, it is certain, through Berlin on the second day of August. He was provided with Prussian passports in the name of Herr Eils, and his passage is proved by the fact that a person exhibiting those passports was supplied with a relay of horses upon the demand of the landlord of the Hotel Parlement dAngleterre.

But the travellers appear to have been anxious to avoid observation, so that no one acquainted with their persons is able to speak to their separate identities, though the hotel-keeper is clear that one wore a handsome fur cloak which he noticed because the day, though wet, was warm, and he drew the conclusion that the wearer was an invalid. A gentleman believed to be the Envoy called at the Danish Ministry, but in the absence of Baron von Bronberg declined to leave his name.

It is ascertained that the party left Berlin about four in the afternoon, but it is thought that one or more of the travellers entered the carriage as it passed through the streets; this it is supposed for the purpose of avoiding observation. They arrived at Spandau at seven, but instead of going to the principal inn, the Rothen Adler, they stayed at Kochs inn, which being the stopping place for the stage wagons was crowded.

The inn-keeper, who has been repeatedly questioned, is able to state the following facts: that two gentlemen sat down to supper together and that the taller and darker of the two, who appeared to be also the superior, seemed to be in a nervous and fidgety state; that he supped  the inn has only one common room  in his fur cloak, and that by turning up the collar, on the pretext that the room was draughty, he concealed his features as far as possible from the people about him.

The servants of the inn differ as to the number of attendants who were with the party, but the better evidence appears to be that there were two. The travellers let it be known that they were merchants returning to Hamburg, but their appearance and their desire for privacy left the impression that they were other than they gave out.

On the last point the Postmaster at Spandau remembers that before leaving in the morning one of the travellers appeared to be in favour of going on with a pair of horses only, but that the wearer of the fur cloak, supported by the Postmasters statement that the road was sandy, overruled him and the full team was taken on.

Their intention, as given out, was to reach Perleberg that day, but it is believed that the principal traveller was seized with illness. At any rate on the arrival of the party at Kyritz in the afternoon he announced that he would stay the night. Unfortunately, the Black Eagle, where they stopped, was in a commotion owing to the presence of a detachment of French infantry, which had halted there on its march from Stettin to Hanover.

Very little therefore can be learned of the movements of the party, but it has been ascertained that the two principal persons were forced to share one room and on the pretext of illness kept themselves so close that it was only with difficulty  when inquiry was made five weeks later  that they could be traced.

However, there is evidence that the sick mans companion was anxious to proceed next morning, and that something like a dispute arose.

Eventually they stayed over the day and towards evening the invalid was sufficiently recovered to descend, and he and his friend took their supper at a table which they shared with two women travellers who had just arrived. This was impressed on the memory of the attendant by a special incident.

As the gentleman in the fur cloak sat down and opened his napkin, he let fall a slip of paper. The waitress was beside him. She picked it up and returned it to him, and it was the agitation into which the sight of this paper threw him that brought the party to her mind. She remembers that he rose to his feet as if seized with illness and as abruptly resumed his seat; and that then, like one taking a resolution, he placed the paper in his companions hand.

He, too, appeared to be much agitated. The elder of the two ladies, a handsome woman about thirty-five  her companion was fifteen years younger and also attractive  made more than one effort to enter into conversation with them, but in vain  the travellers appeared to be so completely engrossed by the appearance of the paper.

It was Klatz, of course, I said, to whom he handed the paper.

No doubt it was. I understand that now.

And the paper  there is equally no doubt  was a warning, similar to the two of which I have told you.

No doubt.

But now that we are again on Klatz, I wonder, Baron, I really do wonder, I objected, why with so little evidence of my presence with the party, you did not accept his story  that I was not there.

So, to be sure! The Baron leant forward and tapped me on the knee to ensure my attention. Well, I will tell you. For three reasons. First, there was always a cause for the lack of evidence of your presence  the crowded inns, the shyness of the party, the disorder on the roads  the thing was always in doubt.

Secondly, if you were not there, and if your disappearance was not due to the same cause that accounted for Perceval Elliss  where were you? Why did you not come forward?

See, my friend? You did not appear, neither in Germany nor in England. Ergo, my dear fellow, we argued that, dead or alive, you and Perceval Ellis had disappeared together. And thirdly  thirdly  we had another reason for distrusting Klatz, which I will come to by and by. For the moment let me continue. Where was I? At the departure from Kyritz, was it not?

Yes, Baron, but one moment. The postboys?

They must have known and been able to tell you how many were in the party?

Just so, my friend, with another tap on the knee.  Just so. And doubtless they did know. But we have them not. The two that rode from Berlin to Spandau left Berlin a week later under contract to go to Konigsberg, to the Court, and they are believed to be at present with the Queen at Petersburg. At any rate, they are lost in the eastern fog. From Spandau to Kyritz the lads who rode that stage went off with the French detachment, taking their masters horses with them, and they cannot be traced. Justice would much like to trace them  and the horses! Then from Kyritz to Perleberg they had one postboy only, riding the leaders  a volunteer who offered himself at the last  the Postmaster was short  and who disappeared with poor Ellis.

Disappeared? I exclaimed.  No?

Ay, disappeared  with Ellis. No more trace to be found of the one than of the other.

But thats very singular, I said. Was the man a stranger to the Postmaster?

He was  a complete stranger. A man  but dont let this prejudice you the Baron shook his head with a smile in the French postilion service. Or he had been.

The French

Postilion service. Yes.

I sprang to my feet. The devil he was! I cried.  Why, that man, a man in a French postilions uniform, positively haunted me  haunted me during the last two days I was with poor Ellis.

You noticed him?

Repeatedly.

Bronberg nodded thoughtfully, but after a moments consideration shook his head. Well, if we had known that, he said, we could not have done more than we have to find him. The other postboys could have had nothing to do with the catastrophe and search for them has been more or less perfunctory. But for this man, who was on the scene at the vital moment, the hue and cry has been strict. Not only have the most strenuous inquiries been made, but a reward of 200 thalers has been offered for his discovery.

That should produce him, I said. And I sat down again. Well, so much for that. But Ive led you astray. You were leaving Kyritz for Perleberg?

Yes. They left Kyritz about seven or a little later. The road you know? It is infamous. It is one of the worst in Europe, if you can call it a road  sandy, heavy, unpeopled, the hamlets sparse and miserable, the inns wretched hovels! It is all sand and pine-woods, sand and pine-woods, and here and there a melancholy lake hemmed in by trees or a sluggish arm of the Havel winding through the woods and to be forded thrice in the hour! Oh, d  n it, I have travelled that road a score of times both ways, and it is still a nightmare to me! Well, on that road there is no trace of them until we come to Perleberg. They arrived at Perleberg an hour before sunset, and here, at Perleberg, every movement that they made has been traced, followed, examined, scrutinized  every movement! For if anything is certain, my friend, it is that into Perleberg your countryman drove about six in the afternoon of that day, and out of it, so far as human intelligence can determine, he never did go!

Then he is there now! I cried, astonished at the Barons vehemence.

Yes, alive or dead. Alive or dead! God knows which! The Baron wiped his brow.

And someone else knows, too, I suppose?

Ay, more than one probably. More than one, darkly.

Yet you are sure that the French

He shook his head. No, the French did not do it. I tell you so. Nor do the French know who did it. I have reasons for being sure of that, which I will tell you by and by. Of course at first we were all inclined to lay it at their door. They had a motive, and they are not with a glance at the door to say the least of it, scrupulous. But no, it was not they, my friend, in this case.

But perhaps the Prussian police  at their bidding?

No, nor on their own motion. I am quite sure of that, too. I can trust my friend Justus. They do not know, they, too, who did it. The truth is if the ground had opened and swallowed your Chief at nine oclock that night he could not have disappeared more completely or left fewer traces behind him. Oh, it is a puzzle, a very great puzzle, my friend. Colossal! And the trouble it has given me! I sweat when I think of it! He passed his huge bandanna over his vast smiling face.  Colossal! he repeated. A puzzle!


CHAPTER XI

WHO DID IT?

YES, I answered thoughtfully, it seems a most extraordinary thing, Baron, if, as you say, every effort has been made to find him. Later, alas, sadder and deeper emotions, sorrow and remorse, were to be mine, emotions stirred by the part I had unwittingly played in the matter; but for the moment I felt only perplexity.

But you havent told me yet what did happen at Perleberg, I continued.

No, he replied, that is what I am going to do, my friend. You know Perleberg? Have passed through it, probably? Small quiet town on the Mecklenburg frontier; a cobbled Market Place, over-big for the town and here and there grass-grown, in the middle a statue of Roland, on one side the Cathedral. Two streets, divided by the Rathhaus, leave the Market Place at the far end; in one of these streets is the principal inn, the Golden Crown, in the other, the second-best inn, the German Coffee House.

From the nearer end of the Market Place one broad street runs out to the Post House, which is on the road from Berlin to Hamburg  the road skirts but does not pass through Perleberg. Opposite the Post House is a third tavern, a ramshackle place of middling reputation, though at times travellers put up there by reason of its situation.

Well, thats Perleberg  a Cathedral, a grass-grown Market Place, three streets, three inns and a Post House add a few lanes and alleys and you have the whole. Well, the carriage arrived at the Post House about six, but Perceval Ellis was not in it. He had alighted  this is agreed  some fifty yards short of the Post and had gone into the town. He asked his way to the house of Captain von Kalisch, the Governor, who lodges next door to the Rathhaus at the corner of the street in which is the German Coffee House.

He found Kalisch at home. He at once disclosed to him  he was in a state of great excitement  who he was and his nationality. He stated that he was being followed, that he had received repeated warnings, and believed himself to be in imminent danger. He proposed to stay the night and he requested that a guard should be furnished for his protection.

The Governor was taken aback. The request and the circumstances were out of the ordinary; he was a Prussian official, and he had no instructions. He was at first for refusing. But he saw that his visitor was labouring under great excitement and he took time to consider. He examined the strangers passports, and at length, being convinced that he really was  astounding as it seemed  a British envoy en voyage, he consented to his request, and sent two soldiers down to the Post House.

He is by way of being a gentleman, Kalisch, and seeing that his visitor was suffering from cold as well as from nervousness, he sent for some hot tea and insisted on him drinking a cup. This after some pressing Ellis did, but the Governor noticed that his hands shook so violently that he used both to raise the cup to his lips. About half-past six Ellis left and walked down to the Post House. You follow that?

Yes.

Kalisch lays much stress on his condition. He had all the appearance, he says, of a man who had not slept for several nights and was haunted by presentiments of evil. He even goes so far as to say that he would not have been surprised if the stranger had done something rash.

Rash?

To himself.

I stood up impetuously  and sat down again. Absurd! I said. Inconceivable! Ellis was the last man, even if he had not been in a position of responsibility  the very last man to do such a thing!

The Baron nodded. Yes, he said, I am with you there  absolutely. I think that Kalisch, looking at things by the light of what followed, has exaggerated his impressions. I am sure that we may put that aside, and I proceed. Ellis, on arriving at the Post House supped with one companion in a small room in which were supping two Jew merchants, who were also on their way to Hamburg, and who were still in the house some hours after his absence was discovered.

About half-past seven the gentleman was observed by a girl, a servant at the Post House, to be examining his pistols, apparently to see if the priming was in order, and from this arose the idea of suicide. A few minutes later, entering the room again, she found him walking up and down, in an excited state, and talking to himself.

At eight he appears to have suddenly changed his mind as to staying the night  it is possible that it was only then that he learned that there were no sleeping rooms at the Post House and that he would have to remove into the town; at any rate he went to the room used by the postilions and ordered horses to be put to his carriage  he would go on. On that the man who had conducted the party from Kyritz

The Frenchman?

Yes, if he was a Frenchman, objected, and angry words followed, but Ellis persisted, and after some to-ing and fro-ing, for it would appear that he changed his mind more than once, final orders were given for a start at nine oclock. Ellis then went out to the sentries, and giving the men a douceur told them that they were no longer needed. He sent his thanks by them to the Governor and informed him that he was going on that night.

Would to God I had been with him! I exclaimed, deeply moved by the picture of poor Perceval, alone, distraught, and aware of his peril, but unable to see whence it threatened.  Where was Klatz all this time?

After supper? In and out, he says, until about half-past eight. At half-past eight he went into the town on an errand of his own. He says that when he left the Post House, Ellis was walking up and down beside the carriage, which was standing in the road before the Post House, and between it and the Black Cow, the tavern on the opposite side of the way.

The carriage had not been unloaded and after sunset a woman, the wife of the Postmaster, undertook to watch it. Later she was called away and deputed the task to her son August, a young man of a reputation on a par with that of the Black Cow. August admits that about a quarter to nine, seeing the traveller in the fur cloak standing beside it, he stepped away and when he returned at five minutes to nine the carriage was unattended.

At the same moment  or as nearly as can be fixed  Klatz returned from the town and seeing that the horses were not attached went into the yard to learn the reason. He found that the postboy was not there; he had been missing, the ostler said, for twenty minutes. Klatz went into the house to tell his master but could not find him. He looked into the carriage, fancying that he might have seated himself in it and gone to sleep; but he was not there. And from that moment to this, my friend  with one doubtful exception  your friend Perceval has not been seen by living eyes  so far as we can learn.

A very strange story, I said, drawing a long breath. Yes, yet as far as we can learn, a true story.

He was last seen then, standing by the carriage at five minutes to nine  in the dark?

Yes, it was dusk at any rate  and we are told a cloudy evening.

And August who saw him last is  suspect?

A vaurien! A bad character! Beyond doubt. Moreover, when search was made later and the Post House was ransacked, a thing that was at first believed to be Elliss, and that certainly was purloined from the party, was discovered hidden under some sacks in an outhouse.

No! I cried. What was it?

A fur cloak.

But does not that bring it fairly home to August?

To the Post House at any rate? Yes, apparently. But wait a moment. The two Jews were in and about the Post House until fully two hours after Elliss disappearance. They are respectable men and we have their evidence, and they are certain that nothing could have happened to Ellis at the Post House without their knowledge. Then the story August tells seems to be probable.

He says that later in the evening he looked into the carriage and saw the cloak lying on the seat, was tempted by its value, and took it. But he denies strenuously  he is still in custody  that he did anything to Ellis or has any knowledge where he is or what happened to him.

Moreover Klatz and Kaspar both assert that the cloak is not Elliss but yours.

Ah!

But as we believed that you had disappeared with Ellis this did not remove the suspicion. Now, however, as you were not there, it looks still more likely that August is telling the truth.

Yes, I admitted. But, Baron when you said a few minutes ago that August was the last to see Ellis, you added with one doubtful exception. What exception? It may shed some light.

It does, if we can be sure of the facts. Ill tell you. The Governors landlady has a daughter, a respectable girl. She took in the tea that afternoon and saw Ellis and is able to describe Elliss dress. She says that he wore a fur travelling cap and a fur cloak, open, over a short laced grey coat and grey trousers, with a diamond brooch in his shirt or stock. Now she says that at nine that evening  the cathedral clock was striking at the moment  a tall man wearing a cloak with the collar turned up called and asked to see the Governor. She told him that Captain von Kalisch was not at home; he was at a ball given that evening by the provincial nobility at the German Coffee House.

The visitor turned away without replying, and she fancied went round the corner in the direction of that inn, and she thinks that he was joined a few paces from the door by a man who came out of the darkness about the Roland statue. But she is not certain that the caller was the Englishman who had been to see Kalisch earlier in the evening and had taken tea. There was no light in the passage, the only lights were two oil lamps in the market place and they were behind the visitor. Consequently his face was in deep shadow, and she can only say that he wore a cloak and appeared to be about Elliss height.

Still that is evidence, I said.

Yes, and I think with the girl that it was your friend. Indeed, we concluded that the person who joined him was no other than yourself. It was not; but any way if it was Ellis who called at the door, that was positively the last that was seen of him.

Turning as if to enter the street in which is the German Coffee House?

Precisely.

There is nothing to be learned about him at the  Coffee House?

Nothing! Absolutely nothing. No Englishman called there that night. But there was a ball going forward at the inn, a band was playing, there were many strangers in every part of the house, and much confusion.

Well, I said, after thinking it over for a minute, I was certainly not the person who joined him in the Market Place. And to be frank, Baron, as there seems to be an entire want of evidence of my presence in Perleberg, I am more astonished than ever that you assumed it. Especially as Klatz and Kaspar were in one story that I was not there.

You forget the strength of the parti pris, my friend. We started with the assumption that Ellis and you were together. You as well as Ellis were missing: hence we believed that the same fate had overtaken both. As a fact, at Perleberg the party were never together except, perhaps, at supper-time: one in, one out  you might ave been on some errand in the town. Then the man Kaspar was a stupid, frightened witness, and when he corroborated Klatz, we, knowing something about Klatz, doubted him also.

It was probably Klatz who joined Ellis in the Market Place?

No. We have the Jews evidence that from nine onwards Klatz was searching for Ellis at the Post House. Klatz could not therefore have been in the Market Place at nine, or moving in the direction of the German Coffee House. Moreover  and Bronberg once more bent forward and significantly tapped me on the knee we hold Klatz, my friend. We know all about Klatz.

You think so, but

Oh, but we do. We know all about him. He did sell you! He did sell you! You were right there, Cartwright, you were right all along. Klatz did sell you, or rather the despatches you carried  to the French for five hundred pounds.

No! I cried, really surprised at last.

Yes! For five hundred pounds  English sterling!

The villain! The d  d villain! I exclaimed.

He was a villain. Your suspicions were right. He sold you. But he failed to carry out his bargain. You were to be waylaid in a lonely part of the road and robbed of the despatches. Of course the French wished to do the thing as quietly as possible, and accordingly the first trap was laid for you in a wood near Elsterwerde. But you diverged from the Berlin road and made instead for Wittenberg, and so baffled them for that time. Klatz could not arrange another snare in a moment; your change of route had put him out of touch with his employers, and not all places were suited to so delicate a business.

However, another rendezvous was arranged, at a quiet spot on the farther side of Kyritz. But again Klatzs plan was dislocated. Elliss illness deferred his departure from Kyritz by twenty-four hours  you will remember that Klatz remonstrated  and when the party arrived at the place, the trap was not set. Justus Gruner has got to the bottom of all that, and the French, confronted with Klatzs confession, have admitted as much and have cynically reclaimed the five-hundred-pound bill which was found on him, and which guided Justus to the truth.

Well, I am d  d!

The French, indeed, think nothing too bad for Klatz, for it is their theory  and it is one of the three which cover the ground  that he was a double traitor; that he had another client, and having touched the French money, sold the despatches and his master to a third party.

The Judas! But do you believe that, Baron?

No, I dont. I do not think that the man could have been rash enough to entertain the idea. And  for a second and weightier reason  if he sold the despatches to a third party, where are the despatches? Where are they?

Ah!

Where are they, my friend? The Baron nodded twice, his face pregnant with meaning.

Yes, I see, I said.

That is the real point. That is the index finger to the mystery. Where are they? Who has them? For his eyes beginning to twinkle I suppose without trespassing on your confidence, Mr. Secretary, I may presume that they were important?

Important! I should think so, Baron! I exclaimed.

And secret?

Most secret.

Valuable therefore to the French, of course? We know it.

Yes.

Well, I am quite sure that they have not got them. If they had

There would have been trouble before this, I admitted. Yes, that is so, Baron. I allow it. That certainly seems to be proof that the French have not got them.

It is. Well, then, to whom besides would they be of value?

To our own Foreign Office, of course.

Of course. Well, we know that they have not got them! They have bleated loudly enough about them! To any third party?

No, I should think not.

Ah, but think! Think again, my friend. He looked at me with a queer smile. What of the  what of the Ball-Platz, eh?

I stared at him, and thought hard, while I waited for him to go on.

What of Vienna? What of our excellent friends, the late Stadion, and the present Metternich, and the nimble-witted but enthusiastic Gentz? Your friends? What if they came to feel that in their desire to maintain a link with your delightful money-bags, and your so powerful ships of war  which, alas for poor Copenhagen, cannot admit are always well used  what if it struck them that they had put their hands to a little more than on cooler reflection, with the French Army undeniably masters, they deemed wise? Or safe? Or safe, my friend? Might they not in that case conceive the idea of regaining possession  of those so important signatures? I smiled. It does not arise, I said. No, Baron. There was nothing in the despatches

Though so important? Though so secret? His face wore a benevolent smile, but his eyes twinkled. Nothing in them that might render Vienna anxious  to recover them or destroy them?

I shook my head, smiling. It would not do for me to admit that. No, I said,  there was nothing in them as bad  or as good  as that, Baron. I did not suppose that he would believe me, and certainly his suggestion fell in with the facts; it accounted not only for the loss of the despatches but for the non-effect of that loss.

But I considered it a most unlikely solution, and I was not prepared to give it weight by debating it. No, I repeated, there is no way out there, I am sure. I can think of no third party with an interest strong enough to lead them to bribe Klatz  or to murder poor Ellis.

Then we will rule that out  for the moment, he agreed.  There remain but two theories then. The first is the one which is firmly maintained by Kalisch and the police at Perleberg. It is that Ellis fell a victim to a common robbery, that he was lured from the side of the carriage  possibly in the darkness no more than thirty or forty yards  and was murdered by vulgar cut-throats who, finding the papers upon him, destroyed them in ignorance of their value.

The suspicions of the local people fixed themselves on the tavern opposite the Post House. They searched it most closely and with some success, for they found buried under the cellar floor a skeleton. But it was certainly not Elliss, as it was plain that it had lain there for some years; and for the rest no trace of anything belonging to him could be found there. But a stream runs near, and there are pinewoods within ten minutes walk.

The stream was dragged, and the woods were beaten without result. But such a search must be perfunctory; the Black Cow is not the only suspicious house in the town, and the failure to find the body has not convinced the local police that they are wrong.

I see.

But on the whole I prefer the third and last alternative  the one held by Gruner and the Berlin police, and incessantly and vociferously proclaimed by Klatz.

And that is?

That Klatz was not the only one in pursuit of the despatches; that there were others hunting á la meme piste, who had the advantage over him that they were aware of his operations while he was in ignorance of theirs; that the warnings given at Grossenhayn and Kyritz were given by them, with a view to spoiling his game, and that at Perleberg Ellis fell into their hands.

I paused to consider the suggestion. Someone tapped at the door. The messenger who had introduced me put in his head. In five minutes, the Baron said.

Yes, I allow, Baron, I said, that that would account for many of the facts. But it is open to the objection you stated before. If Ellis fell a victim to a scheme, the object of which was to obtain the despatches, and to sell them to the highest bidder  where are they?

Just so, he said. And that was why I he looked blandly at me suggested the Ball Platz. If Vienna recovered them it would only be to destroy them.

But dont you see, Baron, I remonstrated,  that you are accusing Metternch of a monstrous thing? Of the murder of an envoy accredited to his own Court. Of an infamy in fact! An unspeakable treachery!

No, no! protesting with arms flung wide. No, no, my friend, do not put that on me. Because, do you see, he might be only the purchaser  after the event.

I dont believe it, I said positively. And I meant it. Ill never believe it, Baron. We are not, really we are not as bad as that.

Well, perhaps not, he answered, but I could see with some doubt. Perhaps not. Only you see the hypothesis meets the facts as far as we know them. And putting it aside there remains only the local theory  that Ellis was the victim of a casual crime.

Then whence the warnings at Grossenhayn and Kyritz?

Bronberg shrugged his shoulders. I give it up, he said. It is a puzzle, a great puzzle, my friend. But do you meet Gruner here at three. Ill send for him, and well see what he says about it.


CHAPTER XII

THE CHIEF OF POLICE

As I walked away from the Mission, I might, no doubt, if I had used my eyes, have seen more than I had already remarked of the change for the worse which had come over Berlin. But my thoughts were not of Berlin, nor of our French friends whose door I passed blindly, nor even of Bronberg whose door I had just left. Nor did they as yet range among the several theories that the Baron had propounded.

They were of Ellis. And they were, God knows, very bitter and very sad thoughts. For it is true that the faults of the dead fall from them, their virtues remain in our minds, and Perceval had been my Chief, and with all his trifling affectations an honourable English gentleman.

And it was a picture of him, pacing to and fro in the darkness beside the lonely carriage, with a fate more obscure than the night already enveloping him  a picture of him, alone, deserted, distracted, trusting no one and with no one to trust, aware of his danger yet ignorant of the quarter whence it threatened him  this picture it was, and the gloomy and remorseful reflections which it called up, that gripped and tormented my mind, as I walked through the unseen streets.

For my eyes were opened, and I saw, and saw with bitter regret, what I had done. We had been bound together by all the ties of the service. We had lived side by side for weeks, we had shared many an hour of work and some of cordial companionship, we had been friends after a fashion. And then with danger ahead, in the teeth of clear warnings and of my own apprehensions, I had left him to face the peril! In a moment of irritation  and how petty, how unworthy seemed its cause now I looked back  I had abandoned him, I had deserted him, and consigned him to the fate that I now felt certain had been his.

In Bronbergs presence I had hidden my feelings, though already they had tormented me; but now that I was free to think, it seemed to me that I could never make up for the past, never hold up my head again, never put off the burden of self-reproach.

For I was sure that had I been with Ellis, this would not have happened. Together we could have borne with ease a burden too great for one. Together we could have stood back to back, and baffled this miserable scheme. And at least and at worst he would not have spent his last hours alone and unsupported, watched only by alien eyes and entangled in the unseen toils that he knew to be closing about him.

And why, I asked myself, had I deserted him? Why had I abandoned him  and my duty? Alas, for reasons so small and so petty that I could not recall them without shame, nor formulate them without humiliation! Poor Ellis! Poor Perceval! How could I face his wife, his family, his friends  and tell them the tale?

It was a most wretched hour that I spent, wandering through the Thiergarten, heedless whither I went, and blind even to the change caused by the removal of the Chariot and Horses from the Brandenburg Gate. I saw only the mean Post House at Perleberg, and the dark road before it, the shapeless bulk of the laden carriage, and beside it, pacing distractedly to and fro, the figure of my friend, the friend whom I had abandoned!

But if I could not save him, at least I might avenge him. And slowly, as I passed along in sorrowful meditation, that thought took possession of me. I might avenge him! And the despatches? It might still be possible to undo my error there. They were lost, but they might not be lost beyond finding; and to recover them were it practicable, were it possible, was the only reparation I could make.

True, what the Prussian police and their French masters had failed to find, it was unlikely that I could find. But I might try; it was my duty to try, and with so strong, so overwhelming an inducement as moved me, I might succeed, and in doing so might also avenge Elliss death.

The thought gave me some consolation. For a moment it lifted the dark cloud, and I fell to considering the four theories which, according to Bronberg, exhausted the facts. The first  that the French had obtained the despatches, I discarded; it was clear that had they seized them they would have used them.

They would have demanded the dismissal of Metternich and taken other steps; and I had the Barons word that they had taken no such steps. The second alternative  that the Ball Platz had taken fright and manoeuvred to recover them, I could not stomach. I knew the Austrian Ministers well, and I could not think so ill of them.

Then for the theory of a casual robbery which the complete disappearance of the papers seemed to support? It failed in one point. It did not account for the warnings against Klatz. Those warnings, if they were, as seemed likely, given by the guilty party, pointed to something deeper and more deliberate than a casual guet-apens having for its object a diamond brooch or a fur cloak.

So there remained only the fourth alternative  that Klatz in the pursuit of the papers had had his rivals who had succeeded where he had failed. This theory also had its difficulty, in the complete disappearance of the despatches. But inasmuch as it implied that the authors of the crime were also the authors of the warnings, given at Grossenhayn and Kyritz, it was tempting, since it provided at least one clue; the conspirators or someone acting for them must have been at these places and also at Perleberg at the time Ellis was there.

I cast my thoughts backwards. Could I recall anyone? Anyone who had been at Grossenhayn? And also at Kyritz, according to the story.

At Grossenhayn? Of course, the French-dressed postilion! The very man, beyond doubt, who had vanished at Perleberg! Of course! In the excitement of the moment I stood and, heedless of observers, I struck the tree I was passing a resounding blow with my cane.

Two ladies who were walking down an adjacent allée, divided from mine by a row of trees, glanced at me, surprised by my sudden action, and their astonished looks recalled me to myself. As they passed on, the younger glanced back, and our eyes met a second time. Plucked sharply from my thoughts, I recognized her.

With astonishment, for unless I was much mistaken, she was the girl of the courtyard at Wittenberg, the girl whom I had seen starting at daybreak from the door of the  Golden Stag. If so, the face turned to me was also the face of the portrait  of the Grand Duchesss governess, who should have arrived at the Schloss two days before! A strange coincidence, I thought, as I stood gazing after her and her companion. Two men were strolling a few paces behind them, who might or might not be of their party, but otherwise they were alone.

And stranger coincidence still! I had been thinking, when the girl passed, of the French postilion, and now I remembered that the woman with whom she had departed from Wittenberg that morning had been the very woman whom I had seen a day or two earlier travelling in a carriage conducted by that very postilion.

By Jove! But it was not that thought that after a moments startled reflection led me to turn and follow. It was partly curiosity, the desire to view the girl more nearly, and to learn if the attraction which her portrait had possessed for me attached to herself; and partly the idea that I might through her, more speedily than through the post, convey to my kind friend the Duchess the news of my safe arrival in Berlin.

The two women were walking quickly, and by the time I had made up my mind they were at such a distance that the intervening trees hid them. But once I had started, I gained on them, and on the two men who seemed to belong to them, and by the time they reached the Branden-burger Thor I was not more than thirty yards behind them. The Unter den Linden was moderately crowded, though not with the well-dressed crowd of other days; but having them now well in hand, I slackened my pace to consider how I should explain my intrusion. And then suddenly I missed them.

A moment later I picked them up again; they were hastening down an alley in the direction of the Schloss-brucke, and I made after them, not without a suspicion that they had observed me following them and were evading me. But though I mended my pace, I was only just in time to see them turn into  of all places  my hotel.

There was no longer need of haste, for they could not escape me now, and it would be more seemly, if they were staying in the house, to send up my name. I entered, and a little within the entrance I came on Herr Jager. I asked him if a young lady of the name of Mackay was staying there.

He shook his head. Nein, he said.  Not to my knowledge, sir.

She has just entered with another lady, I explained.

Ah? With Frau Waechter, then, it must be. There is a young lady of her party, I remember.

They are staying here?

He shrugged his shoulders. For the night only. They make an early start to-morrow.

I reflected then that if I sent up my name, Fraulein Mackay would not know it, and If you will tell me where their rooms are, I said, I will go up.

That is easy. They are on His Excellencys corridor, the last suite on the same side. Not our best rooms, but with a deprecatory gesture, for the night only.

Thank you, Herr Jager, I said. I have a message which I wish to send by the lady. Thats all.

He smirked.  A charming messenger, he said,  Ein schones Fraulein!

I did not reply but went up the stairs. The hotel, like most of the houses in Berlin, covered much ground, being of two storys only. My suite was the one next the head of the staircase, about the middle of a long corridor, which ran both ways  a wide passage bare and pink-washed, with here and there one of those faded daubs of frescoes, trellises of vine-leaves and grapes and the like, with which the Germans delight to adorn their houses.

I turned into my bedroom to brush my hair and settle my stock, and then proceeded hat in hand along the corridor in search of the strangers rooms.

I found that the last suite did not open directly on the corridor, but lay back and was approached by an entry a few feet deep. This entry was dark as well as narrow, and the first thing I did was to stumble over some article of luggage left in it; so that, as far as heralding a caller went, my knock, executed after I had suppressed a cry of pain, and nursed my shin, came late.

Perhaps for that reason, it was promptly answered. The door opened. The person who opened it was a woman, and that was all I could see, for the window was behind her and I could only guess from her height and outline that she was the lady I had seen in the girls company.

A thousand pardons, madam, I said, with my best air. I beg you to forgive this intrusion. But I think that I recognized in the young lady with you just now

My daughter?

No, but with a little hesitation if I have made no mistake, Fraulein Mackay  of Zerbst. I must needs seem impertinent as I have not the honour of her acquaintance, but I believe that she is on her way to the Schloss, and

There is no one of that name here, the woman said, cutting me short. Her tone was abrupt, not to say harsh.

I stared, a good deal at a loss. I had been so certain of the recognition. But, madam, one moment, I ventured. I think

Of the name of Mackay, you say? No, I know no one of that name. And I am busy, sir. More, I have had to complain before of persons following my daughter in the streets  and if I am again to be troubled in this way

Oh, but, I said, thinking this a little too strong.  I assure you that this is nothing of that kind. Of course if I have made a mistake, and the young lady is not Fraulein Mackay, I offer you my most sincere apologies. But unless I am mistaken

You are mistaken, she replied, rudely. Completely mistaken, and your apologies, as they occupy my time, sir, only make it worse. I wish you good morning! And the woman shut the door in my face.

I confess that I sneaked back to my rooms, feeling rather small. Could I have mistaken the suite? But no, Herr Jagers directions had been precise. And the height and the figure of the woman, as I had seen her silhouetted against the window, tallied with those of the Fraulein Mackays companion. No, I had made no mistake  unless it was in my recognition of the girl. Of course if I was wrong in that, some annoyance on the mothers part was reasonable  young men will at times follow pretty girls and seek their acquaintance in offhand ways.

But it seemed to me that there had been something offensive in the womans manner; something that, as I dwelt upon it, awakened suspicion. She had been so very quick to repudiate the Fraulein Mackays presence, so very rude in repelling my overture! And had I really overheard  at some stage in the interview but I could not say at what stage  a low cry, as of surprise, in the room behind her? Yes, now I thought of it, I felt sure that I had, although at the moment, my attention taken up with the woman, I had paid no heed to it.

However, the matter, if annoying, was of little moment, and even if the girl was Fraulein Mackay and her companions chose to deny her to a stranger, it was no business of mine. I had other and sadly more important things to deal with, and I sighed as they flocked back upon my mind. I had wasted enough time on the girl and had indeed been a fool to meddle where I was not wanted.

I had ceased from the moment of my meeting with Baron von Bronberg to trouble about my personal safety. But when I left the Russie to keep my appointment with him I happened to look back and I noticed that I was followed by a man whom I had seen a little earlier standing opposite the hotel. The fact did not alarm me, for I felt that I was safe in the Barons hands. But I kept it in mind.

I found the Baron in talk with a middle-sized man, sallow and flat faced, with bald temples, and a close secretive mouth. He was not a man of pleasant aspect, but Bronberg seemed to be on easy terms with him. This is my friend, Herr Oberst Offizier Gruner of the Berlin Police, he said. And after the exchange of a few formal phrases, I have told him all you have told me, Cartwright, Bronberg continued, and it interests him, but it does not alter his point of view.

It confirms it, Gruner said laconically. He had a way of speaking with his eyes lowered which gave no clue to his thoughts.

In what way, Herr Gruner?

I am clear, mein Herr, that the parties who assaulted and searched you near Dessau were the same who later disposed of His Excellency.

Yes, I think so myself, I said.  It seems likely.

It is certain. Having made sure that the despatches were not on you, they followed your Chief and the day and a half he wasted at Kyritz enabled them to come up with him at Perleberg.

The Baron nodded his big head. Gruner is right, he said. That was the way of it, no doubt.

And the fact is proof, Gruner continued, his eyes still on the floor, that the despatches were their object.

But are you quite sure, Herr Oberst Offizier, I said, that it was not Klatz who

He showed his teeth in a close smile.  No, it was not Klatz, he said. But he seemed to be unwilling to say more.

Yet if their object, I argued, was the despatches and they obtained the despatches  this should make itself plain in one way or another?

He raised his eyebrows.

You cannot explain that, Herr Gruner?

No, If I could He shrugged his shoulders.

I confess the man puzzled me, and annoyed me. I felt myself brought up against his reticence as against a wall. I tried another line You have no doubts of Captain von Kalisch?

He shook his head.  No, sir, none.

And the girls story  that she saw His Excellency in the town at nine oclock? Is that to be trusted?

She believes it, but He shrugged his shoulders.

The Baron laughed his big hearty laugh. We amused him. Our friend, Herr Griiner  I am going to be quite candid, mein Herr  has a difficult part to play, Cartwright.

He is head of the Berlin police, but

Better not, said the other.

Well. I cried, rather warmly  if you will not trust me, Herr Oberst Offizier, I must take my own line, and I have already determined what that must be. I intend to look into this myself, and I shall go to Perleberg for that purpose. And make my own inquiries on the spot.

Impossible, he said. Out of the question.

Why?

Because my orders, sir, are that you leave the country by the shortest road and without an hours delay.

Oh! I exclaimed. This was a blow indeed!

We can allow you four days to cross the frontier  under escort.

I was very angry.  But this is infamous! I cried You murder my Chief and  Baron, I turned impetuously to him, I must apply to you. You must  you are bound to protect me.

But the Baron, toying with a paper knife which he had taken from the table, only looked grave.  I am afraid that Gruner is within his rights, he said slowly.  And I am afraid, too, that he is wise, my friend. To begin with, I do not believe that you could effect anything or discover anything. And you would be running a risk, and I think a considerable risk, for nothing. For consider, if our friend here with his network of agents, his many connections and his power of control cannot get to the bottom of this mystery how should you  a foreigner and single-handed, my friend? Frankly, it is out of the question  it is absurd!

But I am determined to try, I said.

The silent man shook his head.

The Baron also shook his big bald head. You might try, he said. And if that were all, though you would certainly fail, no harm would be done, Cartwright. But that is not all. What the Oberst Offizier means is that he does not want

And is not going to have, Gruner put in sourly.

Another disappearance and a fresh scandal. It is his duty now to see you safely  safely, my friend  out of the country. And I am afraid that he is determined to do it.

But he might send an agent with me, I remonstrated. That would effectually secure my safety. You do not suppose that the villains who murdered poor Ellis would dare to come into the open again and murder me?

It is not of them I am thinking, Gruner muttered, his eyes on the floor,  though there is risk on that side. The Baron nodded. Yes, he said. Perhaps a good deal  if they thought that you were on their track. But it is not of them, Cartwright, that our friend is thinking. I will tell you what is in his mind. Suppose that by some wonderful turn of good fortune you recovered these precious papers  of which I confess I am sick of hearing! Will that suit Klatzs employers? Have you thought of that?

The French?

Just so, said the Baron, with his eyes on the door. Gruner shook his head in reprobation of the others candour. This is waste of time, he said,  just waste of time, Herr Baron. This gentleman must be at Hamburg in four days. That is my last word.

Yes, I am afraid that that is the last word, Cartwright, Bronberg agreed. Gruner means you well  he means you well, I assure you, but I can understand his anxiety to see the last of you. Now that you are found the Prussian authorities are responsible for your safety, and circumstances might arise, if you did what you propose, which would make their task  embarrassing.

You mean, I said bluntly, that they could not protect me from the French. Very good. I agree. I dont want to see the inside of Magdeburg fortress more than another. But  firmly, for I had by this time set my heart on this search, seeing clearly that it was by that way only that I could set myself right with the Office and with Elliss family there is a way of avoiding that peril. I will go to the French Embassy, now, myself, and I will see Daru or St. Marsan  whoever is there in fact  and I will demand a safe conduct. If only to clear themselves they must give it me. If I obtain that, surely Herr Gruner cannot refuse.

Useless! the policeman muttered curtly.

I fear so, the Baron agreed. It is not St. Marsan or Daru you have to fear. It is the underlings who are here to do the dirty work, and who will know how to evade even Dams orders. You fall in with a squad of mounted douaniers, or a handful of French horse crossing the country; and what care they for the Intendants safe conduct? They have had a hint and a handful of thalers, may be, and piff! You disappear! That is all! You disappear! And, aware of that possibility, Dam, you may be sure, will not be so foolish as to commit himself. He will have had word  from Talleyrand may be  cest lá, le diable !  and he will stand mum chance. He will simply and politely refer you to the Prussian authorities. He will say  I can hear him saying it with his dry smile  that he could not presume to issue a safe-conduct within the Prussian dominions.

Then what am I to do?

Go home  by the shortest road! said Gruner.

Well, Im hanged if I do! I replied angrily.  No, Im hanged if I do! I repeated, uplifted by an idea that had suddenly come into my head. If it be useless to apply to Dam, I will go to one whom at any rate your douaniers and your French horse will respect  or he falls very far below his reputation! He is in Berlin now, he has just arrived, and I will see him. I will tear aside this web of flimsy pretence that stifles us! I will get his safe conduct!

Whose? The question was Gruners. He looked up  for once. I had excited his curiosity.

Davouts! I said. Davouts! The Prince of Eckmuhls.

Neither of them spoke.

Do you mean that that will not avail  to protect me? I cried, looking from one to the other, challenging them.

For the first time the Prussians eyes met mine. He even smiled  grimly, but he smiled. Possibly, if you could get it, he said.

I will get it. You dont think that I shall?

No, he replied. I am sure that you will not.

Well, at any rate, I can try, I said. And I will try. I took up my hat.


CHAPTER XIII

AT THE FRENCH EMBASSY

BUT with the French Embassy before me and no more than thirty yards ahead, I was shaken by a spasm of doubt. An embassy is extra-territorial, and I knew that once across the threshold I stood on French soil. If, then, upon no matter what pretext, my hosts chose to detain me, it might not be easy for Bronberg, it might not be easy even for the Prussian authorities, to reclaim me.

But some risk, I reflected, I must run, and I judged that the affaire Ellis had made too much noise in the world and been too publicly affiched for even the agents of Talleyrand to venture on a fresh outrage at this moment. I went on.

The bustle which centred about the Embassy had impressed me when I had gone by it that morning, but it struck me more forcibly now. For it was evident that something of note was passing. Twenty paces from the house a squadron of chasseurs a cheval sat cloaked and motionless in their saddles, their shining helmets and nodding plumes in sharp contrast with the russet green of the autumnal trees.

Facing the door, a couple of troopers, their carbine-butts on their thighs, their horses drawn across the roadway, gazed stonily before them; and between them and the entrance half a dozen led chargers, held by as many orderlies, tossed their heads and jingled their bits. On the steps stood a score of officers and civilians, and fringing the wall of the opposite houses a long line of idlers gazed sullenly on the spectacle; on which also from every window in the neighbourhood pale, curious faces looked down.

It occurred to me that I had come near to missing, if I had not missed, my opportunity, and I hastened my steps. Forgetting the qualms which I had felt a moment before, I pushed boldly through the group on the steps and entered the hall. A porter in a gorgeous livery placed himself before me, but with the air of authority that custom confers, I waved him aside.

The Prince of Eckmuhl?  I said, sans fagon. He has not started yet? Good! Tell him, if you please, that Mr. Cartwright, Secretaire de la Mission Britannique, accredits aupres de la Cour de Vienne, ex-envoys Extraordinaire aupres de la meme Cour, desires leave to speak with him.

Astonished, the man was going to reply, but I waved him away. At once, if you please, I said. It is important that I should see M. le Marechal immediately.

My announcement had been extraordinary enough to impress the man, and my manner completed the work. He beckoned to an underling to take his place while he himself vanished up the wide staircase to do my bidding.

I caught the murmur of surprise to which my announcement had given rise, and I was aware that I was the object of all eyes and of much whispered comment. But I was not unaccustomed to that, and could bear it. Presently an officer detached himself from one of the groups about me, and approached me courteously. I trust, he said, politely, that the safety of his Excellency M. Ellis, whom I had the pleasure of meeting in Vienna, is also ascertained?

Alas, monsieur, I answered, I regret to say that that is not the case. It is in his behalf that I am here and desire to see the Prince.

I regret. I fear that he is at this moment on the point of starting to Magdeburg, he answered. Still it is possible  ah! Here is the Prince. He stepped back hurriedly as the Marshal, attended by a brilliant cluster of officers, appeared at the head of the stairs.

I stepped forward, recognizing that this was no time for misgivings or for diffidence, and that all now depended on myself. Fortunately the diplomat, however young he may be, has a sense of his own importance  or he were not fit to represent his sovereign  and is not easily abashed. He has talked with kings, he has met on terms of apparent equality men whom the world names with awe  and he has learned that they are much as other men.

In the days when he was First Consul I had talked with the great Napoleomagne, as the Germans called him, had watched the play of his pale, classic features, listened to his harsh voice, and silently criticized his lack of manners. And I now summoned the remembrance to my aid.

Davout descended slowly. He was cloaked to the feet, the heel of his scabbard slid from step to step behind him, and looking up I had time to consider him. He had not the face of a soldier, rather the look of a physician or of some staid business man, sagacious, firm, not wanting in benevolence  so little does the man at times match his reputation.

Of the ruthless disciplinarian, the dogged, unsparing fighter, the commander for whom no responsibility was too great, there appeared not a trace, and he looked far more British than French, and on the surface anything but formidable. But I knew him to be, descending that staircase, the virtual master of Prussia, as he had been its conqueror, and when half-way down the flight his eyes met mine, I felt the sudden silent thrust of his personality.

A man also cloaked, but in black, with a couple of orders peeping from his breast  M. Daru, I fancied, late the Intendant-General of Prussia  was talking in his ear as he descended; and the Marshal seemed to be giving silent attention to his words. But Davouts eyes, once they had met mine, did not quit them, and when he reached the foot of the stairs he advanced a step in my direction.

Are you the gentleman who sent in a request to see me? he asked.

I am, M. le Prince, I replied.  If you will be so good, I need detain you but five minutes.

Darus eyes intercepted mine. He smiled an ambiguous smile that reminded one of his master, Talleyrand. Unfortunately, my dear sir, he said smoothly, speaking for the Marshal, the Prince is on the point of starting for Magdeburg. He has commissioned me to see you in his stead and after his departure. I shall then be at leisure to learn, M. Cartwright  M. Cartwright, is it not?  what is the object of

My application? I bowed.  Unfortunately  I much regret it  it is one which I can make only to the Prince in person, as it is he only who can grant it.

You are bold, young gentleman, Davout said,  since to hear you I must needs detain all these gentlemen. It should be an important matter to warrant that.

It is a matter of the first importance, Prince, I said, firmly  for I saw that in another moment I might be put aside. It touches the honour of the French administration here, and the honour of him whom M. Daru and you alike serve.

Ha! His eyes searched mine, but I did not give way. You crow loudly, he said,  considering all that I know! But there, I will hear you. Five minutes. Follow me.

He led the way, Daru accompanying him, into a small waiting room beside the hall, and a servant at a sign from him closed the door upon us. Davout laid his plumed hat on the table and turned to me. Now, sir, he said, taking out his watch which he held in his hand throughout the interview, What is it? But first he fixed me with eyes as cold as steel that in a moment lent an expression wholly different to his face let me be clear. Am I speaking to Mr. Cartwright, late the envoy  so-called, for I do not admit the regularity of the appointment  to Vienna? Or am I addressing the gentleman who some months ago at Wittenberg violated the hospitality of Prussia by joining in a public place and to the general scandal in incitements to treason? Yes, to no less, sir, with a riff-raff of brawling students and childish conspirators?

To Mr. Cartwright of the Austrian Mission, I replied. But the hit was a shrewd one and my face burned.

That is well  very well, for you, sir, he replied severely. For I tell you frankly that had you fallen into my hands in that other capacity I should most certainly have made you amenable to the laws of war  to those laws between nations of which you showed yourself oblivious. As it is  what do you want?

Marshal Davouts safe conduct, while I inquire on His Britannic Majestys behalf  and my own  into the fate of my friend and Chief, Mr. Perceval Ellis, of whose disappearance on Prussian soil and in possession of Prussian passports, you have doubtless heard.

You have no need of my safe conduct, he said harshly.  M. Daru here can

M. Daru, I said bluntly, cannot give me the same assurance of safety  in all circumstances  which the Prince of Eckmuhl can. Of course, Prince, if this were a question of a private person or of the disappearance of a private person, I should not presume to approach you. But the honour of France and of the French administration is in question here.

I deny it! Daru said forcibly.

M. Daru may deny it, I retorted, but these matters are regarded differently by civilians and soldiers. And I am appealing  I own it  from M. Daru to the Marshal of France. I am assured and I am personally satisfied that the French authorities have had no part in this tragedy. I believe them, I honestly believe them, to be innocent of it, as things turned out. But the only way to make that innocence clear to the world is to allow me to make my investigation and to afford me protection while I make it. I speak too bluntly, perhaps? But I have lost, M. le Marshal, a dear and attached friend, and my sovereign a useful servant. And that in circumstances which, if the matter be not cleared up, must reflect upon the French nation  and the Emperor.

I deny it! Daru cried again. I deny it altogether I saw him touch the Prince on the arm.

But Davout did not heed him. What do you want to do? he asked sternly.

I desire to go to Perleberg and there to make inquiries on the spot, sir.

But I understand that the Prussian police have investigated the circumstances.

Without solving the mystery. Moreover their report will not have the same weight with my Government as a report made by me after a thorough investigation.

Your Government! As he spoke Davouts eyes sparkled with anger. Your Government, sir! What is it to me? We are at war with it! We owe it nothing  neither satisfaction nor explanation, nor anything  save cannon shot, sir! It is a false and perfidious one, the begetter of wars, the paymaster of trouble! I hate it, and if the sea did not protect it and your nation of shopkeepers

It would still know how to protect itself! I said.  But that is not the question, Prince. War is war. But murder, the murder of an Envoy, passing lawfully through the country in reliance on the laws and customs of nations  that is another matter.

What of Rastadt? he said, with a gloomy look.

It was a vile and a wicked outrage, in which my country, at least, had no part. There French ambassadors were foully murdered; here an English envoy has apparently met with the same fate. There the Court of Vienna hastened to make what amends she could. Here it is no question of reparation, but of information. And I say, and I say with the utmost certainty, that if your Emperor were here and this application were made to him, His Majesty would hasten to grant it  since his sagacity would at once apprise him that to grant it would be to risk nothing, while to refuse it would afford grounds for suspicion  suspicion that I have already told you I believe to be baseless.

You acknowledge that?

I do, Prince.

Then what more do you want?

Proof, I replied, standing my ground. Proof that will convince my Government as well as myself.

He stood silent a moment, reflecting; and Daru would have given much I felt sure to attract his attention. But the Intendant did not venture to break in on his thoughts unasked, and presently Davout struck a bell that stood on the table. Paper and ink, he said to the man who came in, and he drew off his right-hand gauntlet.  For how long?  he asked, addressing me abruptly.

A fortnight should suffice.

I will allow you ten days. That should be enough. In ten days, understand, you will cross the frontier. M. Daru will see to that. And before you leave you will communicate to him what you have discovered  if you discover anything.

I will, Prince. On my honour.

He sat down and wrote half a dozen lines, signed them, cast sand upon the writing, and handed it to me. Then he looked at me  much as, I should fancy, a cat looks at a mouse.  I grant your request, he said,  but mark me, young gentleman, and have a care! Plus de betises! Plus be bavardage! No prying! No observation!

I will observe your terms  strictly, I answered. On my honour, Prince.

It will be well for you to do so, he riposted.  For be assured I on my part shall do my duty as I always do my duty, and look to others to do theirs. If you deceive me, je vous feral fusilier sans facon, monsieur, cest bien entendu.

Agreed, sir, I said.  And I thank you. And my spirits rising marvellously I placed the precious document in my breast-pocket.

He struck the bell. You will not halt in Spandau, and you will not approach within ten miles of Magdeburg or Stettin. You understand? Very well. And to the servant, You will see this gentleman  out.

I bowed and retreated  victorious. And lest there should be any recall, lest that cunning Daru, who was eyeing me with scowling disfavour, should even now get in a word, I hastened to put a hundred yards between myself and the Embassy. Then and then only I breathed freely.

Even so, and though I was not slow to move away, I had a glimpse from a side street of the French cavalcade as it swept, in all the glitter and panoply of war  and unmolested except by the sullen looks that followed it  down the Unter den Linden.

And a strange sight I thought it, my mind reverting to the days, no more than three years back, when countless vapouring officers cocked their hats on the Berlin sidewalks and bragged of the invincibility of Prussian arms; when moustachioed Vons and Barons, elbowing the civilian aside, boasted that happen what might to Russians and Austrians and Italians, the battalions of Frederick were invincible! Yes, a strange sight, and one that had its lesson for the nations.

The Barons mighty laugh, as he clapped me on the shoulder and gave me joy of a success that he had not anticipated, was the prelude to a pleasant little dinner  tete-á-tete, for the diplomatic circle was with the King at Konigsberg, and even Hatzfeldts parties  Hatzfeldt was playing the thankless part of Governor of Berlin  consisted in the main, the Baron told me, of Jews and tradesmen.

Poverty prevailed, men were living in garrets who had lived in palaces, and though the French garrison had retired and their generals no longer barracked in the Royal Schloss, or Marshal Victor in the Princess Louises palace, the French grip still held the city lifeless.

He talked much of this, but after dinner he had a serious word for me.  You go to Kyritz to-morrow then?

Yes, I start at seven. I have given the necessary orders, and Jager is seeing to it.

Well, Griiner will keep an eye on you, no doubt. And you may trust him, if you have occasion to do so. But all the same, have a care, my friend. And if by any chance you fall on the secret of your precious papers, then above all things have a care. Look to yourself.

I nodded. Once let me get my hands on them, Baron

Just so! Just so! But still take care! Take care, my friend. Have you pistols?

I bought a pair in the Jagerstrasse this afternoon.

Good. Then keep them about you and keep them loaded, and your eyes open. With that and Davouts passport you should do. But the roads are covered with the flotsam of this unlucky war; every bush holds its thief, and every heath its broken-down soldier. And youll have need of prudence. Well, Gott befahlen and good luck to you.

I parted most gratefully from the good-natured Dane and a little before ten left his house to return to my hotel. But, whether the change was due to the gloomy aspect of the unlighted streets through which I passed or was merely the effect of reaction, I had not covered half the distance before I felt my spirits sink.

I had been successful beyond my hopes with Davout; I had wrung from him the chance, however desperate, of rehabilitating myself in the eyes of those at home; I had before me an enterprise which I ardently desired to undertake. And yet, with all this, I fell within the length of a street into a black depth of depression.

Instead of anticipating with zest the early start I was to make, and facing with confidence the chances and changes of the road, I felt a dark despondency envelop me. Young, armed, with Davouts credentials in my pocket, and authorized, Englishman as I was, to lord it in a hostile land, I yet felt in this hour no hope. On the contrary I felt a kind of horror of the desolate leagues across the Mark to which I must commit myself.

I pictured the lonely road winding over the flat heavy sands, now buried in pinewoods, now lapped by lonely water-pools, and I found it an ill-omened road, a road beset by perils, and perils the worse because I could not guess at them. And at the end of the road I had a vision, through what accursed illusion I cannot say, of Elliss livid distorted face, of his blood-bedabbled breast, of his hair, unkempt and mingled with soil.

It was a strange mood  a strange and unusual mood for me, who am no more superstitious than other men of the world; and I have never been able to explain it. Long afterwards, looking back on it, I remembered that when the fit possessed me most completely I was walking at the heels of two people, who going my way, loitered in talk, and whom I eventually passed.

At the moment I noticed them so little that had I been asked five minutes later whether they were men or women I could not have said; but the time was to come when I not only recalled them with something of the horror of that night, but suspected who they were. If I was right, then some strange thing passed from them to me, some emanation of evil that found in the darkness power and in the night a medium. But to believe this  no, in the daylight I do not believe it.

Nevertheless I certainly breathed more freely when I had crossed the threshold of the Russie.

For here, though the house was very quiet, and I do not believe that there were a dozen guests in the hotel, at any rate the normal and the commonplace reigned. I lit my candle at the taper in the hall, and went thoughtfully up the shadowy staircase, telling myself that what I needed was a good nights rest, and that in the morning things would wear a more cheerful aspect. I reached the first floor, the echo of my footsteps on the bare boards going before me, and I turned into my bedroom.

I closed the door, and set down my candle on the table. Then, after making some preparations, I put off my boots, and I opened the door to place them outside for the valet to clean. As I did this I glanced down the dark corridor, my mind recurring for a moment to the Mackay girl and the odd episode of the afternoon. Could I have made a mistake, familiar as I was with the portrait? Or, if I had not, and the girl I had seen was Norma Mackay, the Duchesss governess, what was she doing here? With that woman? And when she was already overdue at Zerbst?

I was not expecting anything as I stood there; of that I am certain. But it may be that under the influence of my thoughts my gaze dwelt a moment longer than was necessary on the corridors end  dwelt long enough for me to grasp that all was darkness in that direction, and that then on that darkness there fell, as I looked, a thin upright shaft of light. I stared, arrested by the sight, and saw the light slowly, very slowly, broaden.

Someone was opening, in that narrow entry at the end of the corridor, a door; was opening it silently, very silently, for the house was as still as death and I caught no sound  and equally slowly, for it seemed to me that a whole long minute elapsed before there shone on the floor and on the opposite wall a patch of light equal to the width of the entry. Then for a moment nothing more happened. Silence reigned. The light shone steadily on the wall.

I waited, my boots in my hand, gazing that way, arrested not so much by the light as by the death-like stillness that attended its appearance. I listened with all my ears, and still not a sound reached me.


CHAPTER XIV

THE SHADOW ON THE WALL

BUT now my eyes detected a change. Gradually, at what precise moment I could not say, the lower half of the patch of light, the half which lay across the floor, was broken by a round blur. A few seconds, and as silently, as stealthily as the light had grown, this shadow within it began to grow.

Slowly it lengthened, slowly it rose; it crept inch by inch up the screen of light, until it broke upon me that that at which I was staring, that which I was watching, was the shadow of a woman who was creeping with infinite care and precaution along the passage, her back to the lighted room from which she had issued. As yet she, or rather her shadow, was visible only from the waist upwards, but her head, her shoulders and her figure were sufficiently defined for me to judge of her sex; and the more easily as she presently steadied herself by stretching out an arm and placing her hand against the wall.

In that posture  and I could fancy her listening with all her ears before she crept farther  she remained motionless for, as it seemed to me, an age. Then, her arm still extended, she came on again. The shadow began once more to steal up the screen of light, and slowly to develop the lower part of the girls form.

The slow movement, the silence, the darkness which reigned everywhere save where the lighted space held and absorbed the eyes, wrought strongly on the nerves, and I watched, fascinated. Now, surely now, the girl must show herself! She must appear in the corridor! But no, at the moment when her shadow from the waist upwards darkened the wall, while the lower part fell on the floor, she ceased to move.

I divined that she was again pausing to listen, standing just within the doorway of the passage. But not a sound, not a breath reached me. There might have been no living thing within a hundred miles of me. The hotel about us, with its two score bare, deserted rooms, was as silent as the tomb.

And still her shadow did not alter; she did not appear. She was still listening. And I cannot say why, much less can I describe the degree to which this last pause spoke to me of fear. But it did, and so eloquently, that if I had heard the wild beating of the girls heart or seen the stare frozen on her face, I could not have been more sure of the fact. Something, I was certain, some movement, some sound, possibly from the room behind, had arrested her, paralysed her limbs, taken from her even the power to cry out.

I was so certain of this, though not a sigh reached me, nor a board creaked, that I could not bear the suspense any longer. I had my boots in my hand, I was in my stockinged feet, and I started to creep along the corridor towards the light. At all costs I would see what was passing in that passage. Something very strange, I was certain.

I suppose that I had taken half a dozen steps when I stopped. For on a sudden and without a sound the girls profile underwent a change. It became blurred  thickened. Her head and neck still remained clear and defined, but from her waist downwards she was now a thing without form, as if someone had crept up behind her and obscured the light.

Then, as I checked myself, taking in the change, I saw on a level with the girls neck a grim addition  the dark shape of a huge hand, that with open clutching fingers hovered and groped, as if about to close upon her neck. I gasped  this was more than I could stand! And flinging caution aside, I sprang forward.

But as I did so, the figures on the screen wavered, changed, melted. A second the shadows danced, the next they flitted downwards, vanished! The light narrowed, leapt, it too was gone. A door slammed, and I was left, brought up by the darkness, and still a pace or two from the threshold of the passage.

I hesitated. I had seen an ugly thing, and my first impulse was to go through with the matter, to grope my way down the entry, to knock at the door and demand an explanation. But of what? I paused, considering.

Darkness and silence have a sobering effect, and that which I had seen might, I began to perceive, mean nothing. I might have mistaken the import of it, that which had passed might have passed in jest, and if I acted on my mistake I should be laughed at. Then the girl  surely if the girl had been frightened or had feared harm, she would have cried out or run out. She would have roused the house.

And what after all had I seen? I found it difficult to understand, but the door remained closed, the passage dark, no sound, no cry came from the room. And it was no business of mine. No appeal had been made to me. Presently I went slowly back to my bedroom. I began to undress.

But so strong was the impression left on my mind, so abiding the remembrance of that clutching, claw-like hand, so disturbed was I by the whole thing, that five minutes later I paused in my undressing, half-minded to go out, late as it was, and knock the people up. I went so far, indeed, as to open my door. But before I had crossed the threshold I heard footsteps approaching, and looking in the direction of the staircase I saw two people emerging from it, bearing candles.

This touch of reality, this contact with the commonplace of life, reassured me, and once more I told myself that I had let my fancy run away with me, and had made much out of nothing. I retreated unseen, closed my door and heard the two go by, on their way to the end of the corridor.

At any rate the matter was out of my hands now, and shaking off the spell I undressed and plunged thankfully into bed. I was weary and I fell asleep at once, but though my mind, before I lost consciousness, reverted to my own affairs, or rather to poor Percevals fate, I must have harked back during sleep to the incident, for at some time in the night I had an ugly dream  a dream of clutching hands and cloaked shapes, and I awoke heated and with bursting temples, to fancy that I heard a cry for help.

I stumbled out of bed and groped my way to the door and opened it. But all was still outside, and after assuring myself of this I went back to bed, and, thank Heaven, when I opened my eyes again a man was hammering at my door, and the world was awake and afoot  the blessed workaday world! It was half after six  would I take coffee in my room, the man asked, or in the sitting room? A wet morning, Excellency, he was sorry to say. The carriage at seven? Yes, Excellency, all was prepared. Herr Jager had seen to it.

It was barely light, the sun had not yet risen, and it had turned cold; autumn, and almost winter had come in the night, as I learned when I opened the window. A steady rain, too, was falling. But, thank God, the sick fancies of darkness had passed with the night, and Francis Cartwright was his own man again.

I dressed in high spirits  I had furnished myself in Berlin with what I needed for the journey  and I took my coffee and rolls standing at the table, anticipating with a pleasure, which even thoughts of poor Ellis could not quite damp, the movement of the day and the adventures it might embrace. At seven I descended and found Herr Jager on the doorstep in the act of despatching another party. My carriage was in waiting behind them, and as they drove away, it drew up to the door.

The good Herr turned to me with a smiling greeting.  I am afraid, Jager, I said, that you are losing all your guests at once.

He threw out his hands. No great loss  those! with a shrug. They go also for Hamburg  the Waechters. The young lady  His Excellency learned from her what he wanted, I trust?

I laughed, No, I answered. Unfortunately she was not the lady I took her for. If she had been she would be travelling the other way.

Ah! nodding. I was a little surprised, I confess, at His Excellency knowing them. I did not think them quite of his condition, and we who keep inns are judges, mein Herr. But, lowering his voice, His Excellency may like to know that inquiry was made  at the back this morning  at what hour he was leaving.

Indeed! I smiled  I could afford to smile with that little slip of Davouts in my pocket. By the police, I suppose?

Well  probably. Most probably. His Excellencys position, if I may be forgiven for referring to it, is of course

Delicate? I nodded. To be sure, Herr Jager, it is. And I am the more grateful to you for taking me in so kindly. Be sure the circumstances shall be reported to my Foreign Office, and when we return, your house shall be specially recommended to English travellers. As for me, have no fear. I am easy  all is in order. And I shook the good fellow by the hand.

You have no servant? I am afraid He looked at the carriage.

Ah, I see, I said.  You have provided a double caleche. No matter. I will take what small baggage I have inside, as the front seat is open to the weather. And a moment later, this arrangement having been made, I left the door and my bowing host, and was on my way, driving through the bald, grey streets towards the Unter den Linden. It was broad daylight by now, and the sun had risen, but for all we could see of it there might have been no sun.

As we passed the Brandenburg Thor, I noticed for the first time the absence of the Chariot of Victory which Napoleon had carried off to Paris, and it brought to my mind the French quip on him, Le Char lattend for Le Charlatan, and I laughed. Even the rain did not damp me, but for the poor postboys it was another matter. They rode with humped shoulders, little rivulets streaming from their black glazed hats, their drenched woollen tassels sticking out in ludicrous fashion from the collars of their rain-cloaks.

It was the 2nd of November when I thus left Berlin, just fifteen weeks after our start from Iglau. But something was still to happen before I was clear of the town. At the barrier I had to wait. There were half a dozen carriages and Eilwagens before me, taking their turn to pass the examination  it seemed to be strict that morning  and among the waiting travellers I identified the four persons who had left the hotel before me.

Their presence recalled the foolish stew into which I had permitted an over-wrought imagination to cast me the previous night, but I dont know that I should have remarked them particularly but for an altercation which arose, while we waited, between them and a man who, though he had not the look of one of the beggars that haunt such places, appeared to be plaguing them with some petition. Apparently they had repulsed him once, but he continued to plead with desperate insistence.

If it is only a stage! I heard him whine. If it is only a stage! For Gods sake, lady, just a stage!

Curse you! one of the party flung at him. Begone! Cant you see, you fool, that we have no room, Schapkopf? And if we had, Id

Ill sit on the step! the man persisted. On the step or anywhere! Mein Gott, just a stage, High-born!

If my wife were not dying

D  n her, the man retorted coarsely. Let her die! Whip him off! Whip him off, boy! Weve no room, I tell you, you rascal!

One of the officials in moving down the line reached me at this moment. Idly, I asked him what the trouble was.

He looked back. Oh, that? he said, shrugging his shoulders. Its a man wants a lift for nothing  to Hamburg. Wish he may get it, mein Herr! But I think hes silly! Hes been here this half hour plaguing every carriage thats passed through with his nonsense. Says his wifes dying in Hamburg and hes penniless. Lies, Im thinking! An old story! This all youve got, mein Herr?

Its enough, I said, but at the same moment I slipped a double thaler into his palm. I had no mind to produce Davouts safe conduct in such places, and to avoid the necessity I had begged one of the Barons official cards, which Gruner had countersigned above the words, The bearer is known to me. Let him pass. The man took the money. Well, I suppose it should do, he grumbled.  It is irregular, but  very well. He passed on, for by this time there were others behind me, and my carriage moved up the line. It was now my turn to be importuned by the man with the dying wife, and very pat he was with his story, which would have moved me more if I had not seen him apply to others. Even as it was, his appeal and his desperate offer to travel anywhere, anywhere, pole or step, if the Wohlgeboren would only take him, made me look him over.

He certainly had not the air of an habitual beggar. The wrap-rascal that covered him, from his coarse rig-and-furrow stockings to a hat broken but decent, was white at the seams, but still was whole, and the man looked clean, with the pale pinched face of an indoor artisan. His story might be true, and in that case he was to be pitied; and by and by, whether it was this that moved me, or only the desire to be rid of his importunity, I found myself in doubt.

After all, the fellows company would not do me any harm. The seat before me was empty, he would not incommode me. So at the last moment, as my carriage moved forward to the barrier, Well, get in! Get in in front, man, I said, if its really as bad as that with you. But for heavens sake, no more words! You may come a stage.

Gott sei dank, wohledelgeborener Herr! he cried, and hat in hand, making himself as small as possible, he slid in at the front. I have asked many, but until now

There, enough! No more words! I cried impatiently, ashamed of my weakness. And a moment later, reflecting that I might have been more than weak in accepting a strangers company, I doubted. However, there the man was, I had not the heart to turn him out again, and as he took the hint and fell silent, I said no more. A moment later we left the barrier behind us and trundled away on the Spandau road.

The rain fell, the postboys bobbed up and down in their saddles, we left the Charlottenburg quarter behind us, we rumbled on a boarded track, again we plunged off it into bottomless depths of mud. The lads had all they could do, poor wretches, to keep their nags on their feet, and if this was a sample of the road within a league of Berlin I suspected that its state farther on would more than bear out the Barons account.

Even now, though the boys were hired at the courier rate, we were scarcely doing one German mile an hour, and in the wet bottoms about Spandau we crawled. It was half-past nine when we reached the fortress town, and ten before, after changing horses, we had left it behind us.

Thenceforth we struggled forward, under a steady downpour, now through mud into which we sank almost to the hubs of the wheels, now under gloomy pines where again and again in their efforts to avoid the rutted ground the drivers bumped us  at the risk of breaking everything  against the stumps. I fumed, I fretted, I resigned myself; and about noon, reaching a village the very name of which I have now forgotten, but which seemed to boast a decent inn, I sprang out, announced that I should dine there, and thankfully sought a glowing stove.

It had not yet occurred to me that we might not reach Kyritz that night, and I made the mistake of resting for an hour after I had dined. It was two oclock when we took the road again, and now, a little more resigned to the position, I had leisure to take in the aspect of the road and those who travelled it, and to note that here, too, the Barons warning had been to the point.

Disbanded soldiers, begging their way home, sutlers carts with sturdy rogues trudging behind them, skulking figures that peered at us from the undergrowth and were gone as soon as seen  these, and once a squad of horse-police armed to the teeth, bore abundant witness to the disordered state of the country and to the wrack which the ebb of war had left.

The waters, too, were rising. Towards four we came to a place where a swollen stream crossed the road, and much time was lost in persuading the postboys to attempt the crossing. I dont know that I should have persuaded them if one of the troops of vagabonds I have mentioned had not come up and offered their aid.

They sounded before us, led the frightened horses through the ford, propped up the carriage  in all I must allow, ably directed by my chance companion, at whose continued presence in the carriage  as he did not trouble me  I had silently winked. Indeed, I was glad to have him with us at this juncture, for our helpers were an ugly crew, and if appearances went for anything would have as soon robbed us as aided us.

As the afternoon wore on I felt my spirits sink. I experienced in lieu of the briskness of the start a growing depression, as if some part of me, more sensitive than the mind, recognized that which was indeed the case  that I was about to lose touch with the life I knew, the life that had hitherto encircled me; and to come face to face with dark and grim things.

At the time I set down the change to the weather, to the gloomy prospect of the road before me, to depression on Elliss account; but I believe now that some shadow cast by the future fell on me on that afternoon and silently warned me that I was about to descend to a lower plane and to come in contact for a span with that underworld which seethes beneath our civilization.

We were still over two German miles from Kyritz when the November day began to close in. The horses were jaded, the postboys out of temper, and we were plodding along at little more than a walk when we heard the horn of an approaching mail. The man who was riding shouted something to my fellows, and a moment later they pulled up, and the lad on the wheeler turned in his saddle.

He says, mein Herr, that we cannot go beyond some half-heard name. The water is out.

Nonsense! I answered peevishly. Get on!

The lad shrugged his shoulders and obeyed. But ten minutes later we met an empty caleche. I stopped it and got the same news from it. And youd best push on, the driver added, for theres but one inn at Pessin, and it is like a fair already. Therell be no crossing before daylight.

D  n! I said, forced to believe the story, and a good deal out of humour. Go on! I cried. We shall see when we get there.

But five minutes later we stopped again. The postilions  confound them!  would not go farther without lights. Then on again, with flagging horses, until suddenly we pulled up with a jerk that flung me against the front of the carriage. I thrust my head out of the window to learn what was wrong, and made out a dark mass lying across the track, beyond the reach of our lights.

Between us and it three or four figures gesticulated, and these as they came forward I saw to be those of two men and two women. The taller of the men came up to the carriage door. Weve had an upset and lost a wheel, he said. We shall be greatly obliged, mein Hen, if you will take two of us on to Pessin. It is only half a league and he broke off abruptly as our eyes met.

Of course I will, I answered. I will take on the two ladies with pleasure. Im sorry I cant take all.

He was still staring at me. If youll take me and my wife then, he returned, that will do. The girl and the lad can ride in on the two horses.

I was surprised. But its raining, I objected  indeed it was raining very heavily. Surely the two ladies had better come on?

He did not reply at once, but fell back, and for a moment conferred with his companions. The light shone on them  they had come within its compass  and I had now a good view of them; and I was very much mistaken if they were not the people who had left the Russie in front of me that morning  the same four, therefore, whom I had seen in the Thiergarten the day before.

But if this were so, and I was pretty sure of it, it did not explain the mans odd selection. And I was further surprised and not at all pleased when, breaking off the discussion, he returned to the window and persisted in his plan.

It will be the same to you, mein Hen, he said, whom you take. And well do, if you please, as I proposed. My daughter will be safe with her cousin. She is used to riding.

The woman advanced to support him. If the gentleman cannot take us all in? she said smoothly.

It was plain that the gentleman could not, and the suggestion was otiose. But the womans movement afforded me a good view of her face, and I was convinced that she was not only the lady of the Thiergarten but the same woman whom I had seen leaving Wittenberg with the girl whom I now knew to be Norma Mackay.

Whether the girl who was with her now was the same, I could not say, as she kept out of the light.

However, I put that thought away for future digestion and in the meantime I had to deal with the mans request. It was his business, after all, who rode dry and who faced the weather; yet for an instant I hesitated, while in the half light behind the lamp the two and I gazed frowning at one another, like fencers feeling their antagonists blades. And I confess I liked very little what I saw.

I did not like the woman  my mind was made up as to that. And I did not like the man; he was tall, he looked taller in his long, straight coat and beaver hat, and he was pale and lanthorn-jawed, with sinister sneering eyes and something odd and unusual about his face  at the moment I could not say what. But least of all did I like the coincidence which had brought us together again. It seemed as if I was never to be quit of these people  of them and of the ambiguous atmosphere which they carried about with them and which I felt and resented at that moment.

However, I could not refuse to take them up, and No, I am not able to take you all in, I said. I have room for no more than two, as you see. But I fear with a glance at the two who stood forlornly waiting half a dozen paces away, the rain soaking their shoulders I fear that the young lady will be very wet.

Alas, we are all pretty wet for that, the woman said lightly, and laid her hand on the door. On which I opened it, and she stepped in, a tiny dog in her arms. The bells on its collar tinkled as she sat back beside me, and her companion closing the door, went to get up in front. As he did so, I heard him utter an exclamation.

Oh, you! I heard him say. If I had known that. So you got your lift, eh? How often does your wife die, my joker?

The man made some humble response, which was lost in the rumble of the wheels. As we skirted the foundered carriage which had been drawn partly out of the way, our lights travelled across the faces of the two whom we were leaving, and was it my fancy, or some odd effect of light and shade, or did I read in the girls white face and strained eyes a silent appeal?


CHAPTER XV

OH, I AM FRIGHTENED!

MY fancy, or some trick of the light? Though vague suspicions moved in my mind I might have set the thing down to one or the other, if the woman beside me had kept her mouth shut. But she made the mistake of offering to explain. Silly girl! she said in a tone of affection, that seemed to me to ring false. She was always afraid of the dark from a child.

Then, I said, I am surprised, gnadige Frau, that you left her behind.

So! But I had to think first of my husband, mein Herr. He has a chest complaint, and with that in mind we had no choice but to avail ourselves of your kindness  as we have.

She spoke with a silkiness meant to propitiate. But of all makeshifts for refinement affectation is the poorest, and her voice failed to persuade, and her excuse also; for if the latter were true, why had she suffered the man to take the outside seat which was exposed to the weather? However, it was no business of mine to put my finger on the blot, and Still it was a pity to leave her behind, I said. If I had known I might have

Oh, no, indeed, politely, we could not have trespassed on you farther.

I might have set down my friend in front, I concluded dryly. He might have walked.

She did not understand me, for I think that she had not caught the drift of her husbands words as he stepped in, nor recognized the importunate of the barrier. So,  Oh, we could not have suffered that, she replied. Azor! to the dog, which was sniffing at me, Be quiet! And behave, will you? And then for a time we were both silent, though I have no doubt that our thoughts were busy with each other.

I have said that I did not like her. I liked nothing in her. A bad kind of woman, I thought, ill-bred and affected. What she thought of me is another matter, though I know now that she had already identified me with the person who had inquired for the Mackay girl the previous day; which accounted, if the girl were really Norma Mackay, for the reluctance of the party to let the girl travel in my company.

I am not so sure that she had carried her identification farther back  to Grossenhayn and Wittenberg, for the carriage was dark, and she had had as yet but an imperfect view of me. And I was now differently dressed.

Besides, when she had seen me at those places I had not been alone; I had been in company with Ellis. As I thought of this it was strange how vividly and how powerfully Percevals pale face and grave eyes rose before me in the darkness of the carriage! How strong was the feeling of his presence, how poignant the sense of his personality that suddenly and in a moment oppressed me. It was an extraordinary and an uncomfortable sensation; and it gave rise to a thought as extraordinary.

He had travelled this way, on this very road. He had halted, it might be, at this very place to which we were bound. And he had travelled, he had halted in uneasiness of mind, already under the shadow of the tragic and mysterious fate which awaited him a few stages onward. Could it be that he had travelled in this very carriage, suffered in it, reproached me in it? Could it be that he  that he haunted it now?

It was a wild, it was the wildest idea, and one which in my sober senses I should have been the first to ridicule. But for the moment it possessed me to such a degree that I caught myself now glancing over my shoulder, and now peering fearfully at my companion. She had brought into the carriage a heavy overpowering scent  the Germans know no mean in such things. Could it be that? But no, Perceval had used no scent; I could not associate any scent with him. It could not be that which brought his personality, his reproachful eyes and pale face so vividly, so uncomfortably, so hauntingly before me.

The feeling was akin to the gloomy sensation which I had experienced when walking the streets of Berlin the night before, and it was a relief to me when my neighbour spoke and broke both the spell and the silence.

Do you think that we are nearly there? she asked. She was leaning forward, peering into the darkness.

I think we must be, I replied, breathing more freely. You know the road perhaps?

I have travelled it. And you, too, Madam?

Yes  once. Was it fancy, or did she shiver as she spoke? Then, You, too, mein Herr, are for Hamburg?

As good, I said.  For Altona.

I was aware of her only as a dark shape seated beside me, but it seemed to me that at that she turned her face to me. But she only answered,  Ah, Altona. And then,  From South Germany perhaps?

I suspected that she was uneasy about me and would learn what she could, and I assented. Doubtless my accent had to that extent betrayed me. A moment later, as lights gleamed on the road before us, I think we are there, I said, and I was thankful for it. For I wanted above all things to be rid of the woman. She weighed on me and made me uncomfortable. Even her kindness to the dog  and she petted it and fondled it with affectation, calling it her Liebling, her Azor, and the like  did not conciliate me.

We stopped, amid much confusion, in front of a building which I was thankful to see promised better than I had expected. A stream of light and noise poured from a large double doorway, which suggested to me that the house had once been a farmstead; and whether it was the invitation that this held out that moved us, or a natural impulse to seek shelter, or a common desire to part company, we all melted inwards with speed and a blind eye to one another.

No host presented himself to receive us, and the threshold crossed, I found myself standing, valise in hand, in a wide, draughty earthen-floored passage, once I fancied a cartway, but now cumbered with tables and benches and crowded with brawling pushing guests. From a large room on the left came the strains of a fiddle and the rumble and clatter of men dancing in heavy boots, and I had a vision, glancing that way, of roughly-clad peasants whirling heavily and clumsily round in a cloud of tobacco smoke  for every other dancer had a long pipe in his mouth.

I cursed my luck as I saw that to an unusual influx of guests was added the pandemonium of a rustic dance, and shrugging my shoulders I turned to the room on my right, where I found things scarcely better. The room was crowded in every part with impatient, bawling, supping guests, among whom distracted serving-wenches, here summoned by raucous voices, there snatched at by clutching hands, staggered to and fro, unequal to a tithe of the calls made upon them.

At one end, at a great open fire-place  a rare sight in Germany and found only in the rural districts  cooking was going on, and the steam and odour filled the room and hung like a canopy over the company. Everywhere were noise, disorder, the reek of victuals and damp clothes.

I paused dismayed by the prospect. The man and woman had entered before me, and were standing at a little distance away, equally at a loss. For a separate room or tolerable attention  these things I saw were out of the question; and I was looking uncertainly about for someone, the host or another, to whom I might apply, when I caught the eye of my friend of the barrier  the man to whom I had given the lift.

He was the last person to whom I should have looked for aid in such a quandary, but he not only met my eye, he unmistakably, though humbly, beckoned to me. I pushed my way through the press, and I found that somehow, I am sure I dont know how, he had got hold of the crimson-faced, perspiring host; and not only that, but he had secured his ear also, as the next step proved.

On either side of the fire stood a couple of small tables, hauled in to supplement the long tables that filled the room. At one of these the red-faced man, still with my chance-met friend at his elbow, made room for me by unceremoniously sweeping away a guest who might or might not have finished.

At any rate, and however it was effected, here in a trice and to my surprise I found myself seated; and seated in the best position in the room, within the cheering influence of the fire, and where I could by turning a little to the side, warm my chilled feet among the pots that simmered and bubbled at my feet.

It was such a piece of luck as I could not have expected, for in the confusion all distinctions of class were lost; and I appreciated it the more when I saw that my late companions were still at a loss and seeking seats in a very ill humour. I had done already as much for them as could be expected, and I had no mind to resign my luck even in the ladys favour; so I hung my cloak on the back of my bench and placed my valise under it. Then I looked round, prepared to enter upon the noisy contest for food which raged about me.

But I had no call to do so. By what magic he obtained it where so many were waiting, I cannot say, but in a twinkling the man of the barrier leaned over my shoulders  but still with a meek and deprecatory air  and plumped down before me a plate of bacon salad, a huge flagon of Cotbus beer, and a pancake. He muttered humbly, Zu Tischebitte, Hofedelgeborer, and vanished like the good fairy of the legends.

Never indeed was a lift more speedily or more handsomely rewarded, and I did not appreciate his aid the less as I saw that the Waechter couple were still in debate with some persons whose places they were striving to take. A few minutes later I perceived that they had succeeded; and then, as they sat down, I lost sight of them. But when I again looked that way I met their eyes, and quickly as they averted them I saw enough to be sure that the feeling of dislike which I felt for them was shared on their side.

The cause was to seek, but most certainly if I had ever read suspicion and something like fear in any eyes, I read it in theirs  and something more, a venom that set me thinking. Where had I seen the man before? Where had I encountered a face that reminded me of his  yet vaguely and doubtfully? I could not remember, I could not fix the occasion or the man. But somewhere, somehow, at some time, I was sure that we had met.

It was plain that I could not hope for a bed. I saw that at best I must spend the night by the fire  if by luck I could retain my place; and accordingly I did not hurry over my meal. The shrill squeak of the fiddle, the thunder of the dancers feet, and now and again a drunken chorus, blew into our room and mingled with the clatter of knives and trenchers and the bawling of hungry guests.

To spend the evening in such a pandemonium, reeking with the smell of cooking and dim as a witchs cauldron with the steam of damp clothes, was no pleasant prospect even to me, inured to the place and warm and dry; but I could imagine that in the eyes of those who looked in for the first time the scene was one to raise the gorge. And presently, glancing up by chance, I saw, gazing in from the doorway, a small white face and a pair of frightened, dilated eyes that brought this home to me.

The sight did more. It went far to assure me that the girl whom I saw trembling on the threshold was Norma Mackay. I no longer felt any but the smallest doubt. As she and the queer misshapen creature who held her by the arm hung a moment gazing in, I had a clear view of her; and dishevelled, draggled, travel-stained, piteous to look on as she was, I swore that I could not be mistaken.

If she was not the girl of the portrait, if she was not the Grand Duchesss governess, then it was the most remarkable case of a double that I had ever encountered. And convinced of this I looked with the greater curiosity at her companion; perhaps I might find in him the answer to the riddle of her presence.

If so, it was a dark riddle and an ugly answer. For I found him as remarkable, he impressed me as deeply, though in a different way, as the girl. In age he was neither man nor boy; in frame he was short, squat, powerful, a dwarf or nearly a dwarf; in face low-browed, heavy-jowled, brutish, with no more soul in his countenance, no more intelligence in his wolfish eyes, than one might find in the lowest animal.

He was indeed an animal and no more; nor had I ever seen a countenance which repelled me more strongly. To see him holding that hapless girl by the arm, to see him dragging her forward, even to see him in her company, was a shock to the sensibilities. It was to picture with shame the yoking of a Una with a satyr.

How could, how could, I asked myself, the father and mother have left them together? Cousins? No, never! Never! Impossible! But more, these were no father, no mother  I was sure of it. Whatever the mystery, whatever the chain of wickedness or folly, that had made this girl one with them, I was clear on that.

The girl  or every instinct that spoke in me was false  was Norma Mackay; Norma Mackay who should at this moment be in the Grand Ducal Schloss at Zerbst! Then dark and deep-woven indeed must be the web that had snared her and made her the tool and companion of these dubious  ay, and more than dubious  persons!

I do not think that I am emotional, for in acquiring the savoir faire we lose in my line the coeur sensible. But I own that it was with something approaching horror that I viewed the scene that ensued, though the company  for the Germans who make a religion of sentiment keep it like other religions, for the closet  appeared to see only the risible side of it.

The lout  I remembered that I had heard the woman call him Karl  had not advanced more than a pace into the room before he caught sight of the fire. He was cold and I suppose that to him with an animal love of warmth it presented an irresistible attraction, for in a trice he headed for it, recklessly elbowing and jostling all who came in his way, and dragging the unfortunate girl after him.

The movement promised to land him cheek by jowl with me; but others as well as I discerned this, and before he had butted a road half-way down the room the man Waechter rose and intercepted him, seized him roughly by the arm, argued angrily with him  not, I fancied, without a warning glance in my direction.

But Master Karl was no more to be turned from his object than a thirsty ox making for water. He gibbered something, shaking his head like an enraged bull, flung off the detaining hand, and heedless of the jeers and laughter that attended his progress, broke away, still dragging the girl after him by the wrist.

He reached the hearth and, now no more than a yard or two from me, thrust himself almost into the blaze. Extending first one hand to the heat and then the other, he kept up a hoarse, inarticulate murmur which I suppose expressed his content. But I noticed that he still kept his grip on the girl, who was thus forced to stand, exposed to the gibes and reproaches which his queer aspect and his blind rush had provoked.

His first craving satisfied, he thrust himself by force on to the end of the bench opposite me  the table held but four. This left the girl still on her feet; and more in pity than in mischief, though I knew very well that it would annoy my late companions, I rose and signed to her to take my place. The clown had sense enough to gather what I meant, and growling he released her arm.

The poor child, without raising her eyes, slid into the seat, while I moved with my plate to an upturned log that stood within the hood of the chimney. I was still within two feet of her.

I think she was going to thank me, but the dwarf snarled Stille! Stille! and with a savage glare reduced her to silence. Then without a moments pause and regardless of his company he began to hammer the table and bawl for food.

I longed to take the savage by the shoulders and throw him out; nor was I alone in this. The man whom he had crowded up the bench was a weakling unable to resent it, but the next on the seat, who had been nearly pushed from it, and who was of a stouter build, reached out behind, grasped the lad by the collar and shook him. Silence, you dirty dog! he said. Or Ill teach you manners! Have done and wait your turn. And push no more, stupid, or Ill pitch you into the fire!

Karl glared at him, but cowed by his address, ceased to beat the table. I caught the eye of a crimson-faced old crone who was superintending the cooking, and I passed a quarter-thaler to her. Give the girl something, I muttered. She is famishing.

The woman nodded, took a wooden trencher from a pile, filled it and set it before the girl, Instantly the lad seized it, and took it to himself. But the old cook was equal to the occasion. She brought her great leaden spoon down on his head with a crack that was heard half a dozen yards away. Have done, and wait your turn, ogre! she cried, and returned the platter to the girl. Or Ill hit you harder next time! They never paid a penny for your manners!

He began to whimper and Give him something, I said, or we shall have no peace, Frau.

Id like to give him the spoon down his throat! she said. But she did as I suggested, and he fell to, wolfing the food like the wild beast he was. Germans are at all times queer feeders, but such an eater as this I had never seen.

I seized the opportunity, and as unobtrusively as I could, I scrutinized the girl. She was in piteous case. She was wet and mud-stained to the waist by her walk, her hat was awry, her hair hung in wisps on cheeks blanched to the hue of paper. Her teeth chattered and her hands shook so that she could with difficulty raise the food to her mouth. For all this, fatigue and exposure might account.

But not for the stony expression, the look of despair, that pinched and distorted her features and for the time so robbed them of beauty that once again my mind veered about and I doubted. Was she, after all, Norma Mackay? Could the girl of the portrait have fallen to this? Or was I, haunted by a face, permitting a chance likeness to deceive me?

I could not say  at the moment. I could not be sure, now that I looked closely at her.

But at any rate, and whoever she was, it was a most unhappy girl that I saw before me, of that I was convinced; a girl whose lot, were it only in being the thrall and companion of this half-witted savage, appealed to every chivalrous, nay, every manly instinct. Whatever her sin or her folly, whatever the circumstances which had brought her to this pass, it was impossible to view her without pity, as it was impossible to look on the degraded creature opposite without desiring to rescue her from him.

I judged that in her misery she was almost unconscious of the present, or of the scene about her; she kept her eyes on her plate, and once only I fancied that she shot a terrified glance in my direction  but so swiftly that I was not sure of it. And once when her trembling hand allowed her knife to fall to the ground, and I silently replaced it, her bloodless lips moved, but without sound.

I was hot with indignation, yet I did not lose sight of prudence, and I reflected. What could I do? Could I do anything? Were I once convinced that the girl was the missing Mackay, I might interfere, stranger and foreigner as I was. Gratitude, indeed, to the Duchess f; enjoined it. But what if she were not? What if those two, louche and suspect as they were, were in truth her father and mother? Then to interfere would not only be useless, but would expose me to most unwelcome ridicule. After all, I might be letting my sympathy run away with me.

I was still thinking  and it may be that the girl was thinking also; for on a sudden she rose and as if anxious to warm herself she turned to the fire and held out her hands. She did not look at me, though I was now abreast of her, but her lips moved. Oh, help me! she whispered.  Oh, I am frightened! I am frightened!

The words were so low that I barely heard them, and for certain no one else could hear them. But the lads suspicions were aroused by her movement, and he stretched out a huge hairy hand, gripped her delicate shoulder and pushed her back into her seat. As he did this, I noticed that not only was his hand abnormally large, but his arm was of unusual length. Eat! he growled. Eat! That is your business! he snarled.

Oh, I am frightened! I am frightened! The words, low as she had breathed them, vibrated in my ears. I felt that after this I had no choice. I must help her, Mackay or no Mackay, if I got the opportunity. I must help her even at the risk of ridicule, and even though the effort diverted me from my legitimate task! But how? How could I help her?

One thing only was plain. I must know more, I must know all. I must learn the circumstances that had brought her to this pass, and to do that I must gain speech with her. Meantime I shot a wary glance at the Waechters, man and woman, and I was not surprised to see that they were watching me. I surmised that my proximity to the girl was the cause of this, and it was no more than I expected when a moment later the two rose from their seats and came towards us.


CHAPTER XVI

A SCRAP OF LINEN

THEY aimed for the farther side of the small table which stood at my elbow, and though I was sure that there was no one in the room of whose presence they were more sensible than of mine, they were careful to avert their eyes from me. The man laid his hand on Karls shoulder, and shook him to attract his attention  shook him, I could see, in ill-suppressed irritation.  Come, youve eaten enough, he said. Come! Do you hear, lad? We make arrangements for the night.

But Karl only acknowledged his grasp by twitching his shoulder free, and when the man repeated his words,  Nein! Nein! he replied, and went on guzzling, his face almost in his platter.

Then do you come, Walburga, the woman said.

The girl prepared to obey, but Karl, without raising his head, stretched out his hand, gripped her arm, and held her down. Nein! Nein! he growled. Let be! We are warm here! Warm!

But she must come, the woman persisted. Now, Walburga, come! And more sharply, Do you hear, child? We are waiting for you. She tried to speak calmly, but her voice was hard.

Again the girl would have obeyed and risen. But the lad dragged her down. Shes not to go, he snarled. Shes mine, mine! Shes not to go. He shot an upward glance at them, his teeth bared. He was like an ill-tempered dog about to bite.

I suspect that the two could have willingly struck him for his ill-timed perverseness, but unable to reason with him in the presence of others they were helpless. They tried another line. They are dancing in the other room, said the woman. Bring Walburga and she will dance with you. This time he rose to the bait. Ho, dance? he chuckled. Ay, well dance! Well dance, when I have eaten. And then well come back to the fire. The good, warm fire!

Well, you had better be quick, the woman rejoined, or the fiddlers will be gone and youll lose your fun, Karl.

I was sure that their aim was to remove the girl and avert the risk of my speaking to her. But for a while it seemed as if they were not to succeed. The boor continued to gorge himself, eating more like an animal than ever. Still the idea of dancing had found an entry to his mind, and at last, as abruptly as he did everything, he dropped his spoon, mumbled Well dance! Ho! Ho! Well dance! and struggled to his feet.

He jerked the girl to hers, but uncouth in this as in all things he lost his balance, and as he turned he came near to falling over the bench. He saved himself, but the sprawl with which he did so carried him and his unfortunate companion half way across the hearth. Thence, regardless of the abuse of those whom he jostled and elbowed, he ploughed a blind way to the door, dragging the girl behind him and followed by the curses of some and the laughter of others.

It was an exhibition which I was sure that the man and woman would have been glad to avoid, but they had at least succeeded in their object. They had broken up the party, and affecting to see only the comic side, they joined in the laugh and presently followed the couple at their leisure.

So did I  after a brief delay. An idea had occurred to me, and though I abhorred the publicity it must entail  for I have no more liking than another for cutting an absurd figure  I made my way to the threshold of the room in which the peasants were jigging. A crowd was already gathered about the door, and their jeers and laughter prepared me for the kind of farce that was going forward in the room, which was lit by smoky pine-knots fixed in iron rings on the wall.

A farce, indeed, for those who looked only at the leading actor; but something very different for such as had eyes for the second performer. The wild antics of the misshapen, half-witted lad, his extravagant leaps and clumsy gestures as he whirled his partner up and down the floor, from which the other dancers had withdrawn, were warrant enough for the laughter of the herd. But a glance at the girls white face, to which not even this humiliation brought a blush, the sight of her hopeless eyes and her passive acquiescence, killed in me even the inclination to smile.

The peasants might cling to one another in their coarse glee, the fiddlers might bend themselves double, and the better sort turn from the door with a sneer, but under the comic mask I read a tragedy; and when the lout, exhausted at length by his exertions, flung himself breathless against the wall and amid a last uproarious gust of applause mopped his crimson face, I thrust my way through the crowd and crossed the floor towards him.

There was not one person there for whose opinion I cared a penny piece. And yet, so little do we like to incur the ridicule even of those whom we despise, I have seldom done a harder thing. I bowed gravely before the deformed lad.

If your partner will condescend to honour me with a turn, I said, while you are resting?

He scowled at me, surprised and suspicious. What is it? he muttered.

Perhaps your partner will dance a turn with me now? I repeated, seeing out of the corner of my eye that the man and woman, forestalled by my action, were still out of hearing. While you are resting?

But Nein! Nein! he replied, glaring at me, more monster-like than ever. She will not.

Still, I said politely, striving to ingratiate myself, we shared a table, mein Herr, and having supped together

For answer he snarled at me in his mongrel-like fashion, and seizing the girl by waist and shoulders whirled her roughly away. A burst of jeers and applause greeted this fresh grotesquerie, and baffled and defeated, liking little my conspicuous position in the middle of the floor, I fell back and effaced myself amid the group by the door.

Here I found myself elbow to elbow with the Waechters. But for the moment they took no heed of me, nor I of them. I did not despair and I waited. Something might yet fall out to favour me.

It did. The creature brought his dance  if a dance it could be called  to a close by a bound which landed him all arms and legs amid those about me, whom he scattered every way. Before he had regained his balance I attacked him anew. Now, perhaps, I said, if the young lady is not tired she will honour me with a turn?

He squinted at me, panting, and for the moment unable to speak; in the end he would no doubt have refused. But the choice was not left to him. The woman had foreseen my action, and touching me on the shoulder to compel my attention, she spoke for him. What is it, mein Hen? she asked.

I thought that perhaps your daughter would

Dance with you?

Precisely, Frau Waechter, I said with a bow, if she will so honour me.

Walburga is German, she retorted. She does not dance with Englishmen.

The reply was as good as a slap in the face, and before I could recover from my surprise the woman had turned her shoulder to me, drawn Karl and the girl through the doorway, and the four were moving back to the common room.

I did not follow, partly because I had no mind to involve myself further  I had done all that I could; and partly because the womans words had cast light, whether she intended it or not, into a dark place. These people knew me then; they knew more of me than she had disclosed in the carriage and more than I could explain. That was clear, and perplexed as well as angry I stared after them. And well it was that I did so, for as I stared I saw something.

A little thing, a morsel of white stuff that for a moment rolled across the dirty floor of the passage, dragged by the hem of a skirt, and then, released, lay abandoned on the threshold of the opposite room. If either of the four had looked back it must have been seen, but they did not turn, and I stepped after them and picked the thing up. It was a tiny square of fine linen, not over fresh, crumpled and damp  a womans handkerchief.

If it belonged to the girl, had she let it fall on purpose, pinning a faint despairing hope to this frail, ay, frailest of messengers? I could not say, but hiding it in my hand I stepped back into the dancing room. I sought a comer not open to observation from the passage, and there turning my back on the room I examined my trouvaille.

It did convey a message, whether chance or purpose had abandoned it! For embroidered in white on one of the comers were the initials, N.M.

So the girl was Norma Mackay! That point was settled for me, settled once and for all. The girl was Norma Mackay, and not improbably she wished me to know it. It might be that from the depths of her unhappiness, from the deep waters of heaven knew what intolerable fate, she had released this fragile buoy, she had sent up this dumb, this pathetic appeal for aid and for rescue. It might be that, aware that I was the person who had asked for her at the hotel on the day before, she had let this go, in the hope, however forlorn, however desperate, that it might fall into my hands and inform me who she was.

And God knows her appeal could not have taken a more moving shape. That morsel of linen still damp with her tears and warm from her hand, and so fine and so flimsy that I could hide it in my grasp, spoke to my heart with such eloquence, it moved me to a passion of pity so hot that it was all that I could do to withhold myself from rash, from instant action! It was all that I could do to refrain from following the sinister trio into the next room and challenging them there and then with the facts.

However, prudence prevailed, and fortunately, for I began to see that I had become an object of interest to the clowns about me. The womans taunt, the word Englishman, had been overheard, and as I turned I met on all sides dark looks  I caught threatening whispers. I saw that in any contest in this milieu I should have public feeling and the odds against me.

To act in haste, therefore, would be both to court defeat and to put the enemy on their guard; and though I lost no time in leaving the dancing room and mingling with the more respectable crowd in the other apartment, I had no longer a mind to act rashly.

The less, as I was in time to surprise, amid the movement of the company now settling down to repose, a thing which gave me a shock. Karl and the girl were not to be seen, but at the farther end of the room, and near a second door, I espied the Waechters. They were talking to my friend of the barrier, and meantime were keeping, I could see, a sharp look-out for me, for I no sooner perceived them than the conference broke up. The Waechters melted away through the door behind them, while my humble friend made his way towards me, rubbing his hands and putting on a great show of anxious devotion.

I have kept your place, honoured sir, he said. I have kept it. He bowed me fussily towards it. Your cloak too  all is safe. All! So! I had my eye on them. And at what hour will it please you, honoured sir, to have the horses?

Icheckedhim. Who are those people? I asked. Then, seeing that he hesitated and apparently was about to prevaricate, whom you were just talking to, my friend?

Those? Whom the Hofedelgeborener took up on the road? He shrugged his shoulders and spread out his hands. Their name is Waechter, the postboy tells me. Herr and Frau Waechter, of Hamburg. Persons, confidentially, of no consequence, Excellency. Little people.

The lad is half-witted, I said.

Der Zwerg! Der Kobold! The Wohlgeborener is right. He should not be about. He is  unspeakable! But the rain has ceased and at what hour may I have the honour of ordering the horses for his Excellency?

At eight, I said coldly.

I will see that they are ready. Nothing shall be forgotten. It shall be done as said, mein Herr. To the minute. Your place, honoured sir, is here.

I had my suspicions, but the man was useful  he had kept my place and it was about the best place in the room  and I contented myself for the present with dismissing him in such a manner as to show him that he was out of favour. This done I made myself as comfortable as I could, with my back against the wall and my feet upon a log within a few inches of the embers. The cook and her attendants had withdrawn, and the company were beginning to settle down for the night.

Most of the lights had been extinguished, the fire had been banked up, and under the tables and against the walls parties were littering down in little bivouacs of their own, some content with a rug and the bare floor, others ensconced behind improvised screens formed of their baggage. In a distant corner one table still bore lights, and at this three or four officers, the last party to arrive, were at supper, their table, in contrast with the obscurity about them, wearing the aspect of a scene on a stage.

I fancied that they were French, but though an occasional laugh, or the clink of a glass, reached me, they made little noise, and I got more annoyance from the heavy snoring of those who lay about me and who slept as raucously as they talked.

It was an odd scene, this camp of belated travellers, stayed by the waters and forced to shifts that had seemed more in place in a Turkish caravanserai. But I knew that it was no uncommon sight on the worst road in Prussia, and my thoughts soon passed from observation of it to consideration of the matters that pressed upon my mind; and in particular to reflection upon that one which had just now, and so deeply, engaged my interest.

The girl  the poor girl, whose moving message had reached me, she must be rescued! She must be rescued! On that I was fixed, and it seemed to me that I knew enough now to render the task easy. She could not be lawfully in the custody of the vulgar pair who accompanied her  that was plain. She could not be at once their daughter, Walburga, and Norma Mackay, the child of a colonel in the Danish service. She could not belong to them or their class, and be at the same time the Grand Duchesss governess.

And this point settled by the initials on the handkerchief, my course seemed clear. I had only to go to the police and place the matter in their hands; and this I was determined to do before I left in the morning. The police would intervene, and once in their charge, and assured of protection, the girl would speak and the mystery which involved her and which it passed my ingenuity to solve, would be unriddled by a word.

Undoubtedly that was the obvious course, and I resolved that at seven in the morning I would go to the Town Office and dispatch the affair. It need not detain me long  I might still be on the road by eight. And even if it did detain me, even if I arrived a day late at Kyritz, I should still have time to push there, and at Perleberg, the inquiry which was my first business and which I had set out to make.

Whereas if I abandoned this girl, English by blood as she was, and the victim of some dark intrigue  if, knowing what I now knew, I left her in the hands of the loathsome gang who surrounded her, I felt that I should never, I could never, forgive myself. For she lived; she lived and suffered, while poor Perceval was gone. He was past help.

And though I had much wherewith to reproach myself on his account, though my honour and career depended on my success in detecting his assassins and recovering, were it possible, the missing despatches  though I dared not indeed waste one hour or remit one effort which might serve to that end, still the memory of the hapless girls face warred with my scruples, challenged my manhood, haunted to the last my waking moments.

A Don Quixote? No, no Don Quixote. But English, as she was English, and master of events. For had I not an all-powerful instrument, had I not Davouts warrant in my pocket? How, thus armed, could I leave her? How could I abandon her defenceless to her fate, ay, defenceless and with no possible aid if I failed her? No, surely I was warranted, fully warranted in giving a day, were a day necessary, to her rescue.

I slept at last, and slept well, though my posture was not of the easiest. Yet I was warm. I had that advantage over many, though even for that I had to pay the price. For at some unknown hour of the night I was suddenly and rudely aroused by a man falling over my feet; and instinctively, though but half awake, I seized him. What is it? What the devil are you doing? I cried.

Putting wood on the fire, stupid, he retorted. Do you want us all to freeze?

Well, get off my cloak, I grumbled peevishly, for the man was standing on one skirt of it, and my hasty movement had dragged it off my shoulders. Lift your foot, do you hear?

He muttered something, but complied, flung a couple of billets on the fire and retreated. It was too dark to see more than the outline of his figure, and after listening awhile to the heavy breathing that filled the room, I drew my cloak about me and five minutes later was again asleep.

I had done much in the last three days, and no doubt I was weary, for I slept not only well but long. The movements of those who were first on foot did not rouse me, and when I at last opened my eyes I found that the fire was ablaze, the cook and her maids were at work, knives and spoons were going briskly, and half the tables were filled. The grey light of morning was stealing in at the windows, and beginning to contest it with the smoky rays of the tallow dips; and alarmed I started up. I looked at my watch and uttered an execration. It was half-past seven!

Well, I had still time, though not too much time. I asked one of the servants if the road was open, learned that it was, and seizing my hat I went out to the front of the house. Here all the world was agog, running to and fro, carrying out bags and trunks and packing calashes; some bribing, some threatening, and all in haste to be gone and claiming the first horses, or contending for places in the Eilwagen.

I found my barrier friend, who seemed to be far from the hindmost in the fray, and I was about to tell him that he might postpone our start for an hour when the sight of a carriage which was leaving the door startled me. Hallo! I exclaimed. Those people  the Waechters? They are not away yet?

They? he replied. Yes, honoured sir, this half hour past.

I swore  who would not have? To be so jockeyed, and through my own remissness. What, all four? I cried.

Yes, all four, honoured sir. For Kyritz, where they intend to breakfast.

Then why the devil didnt you wake me? I thundered unreasonably enough; but I was vexed, and there was no one else I could blame.

He stared.  I did not know that the gnadiger Herr

Well, get the horses out, I ordered, cutting him short.  Get them harnessed as quickly as you can. I am in haste. A cup of coffee and I shall be with you.

I went in, fuming, got from the good-natured cook some coffee and a hunch of rye bread  the white had all been eaten  and in less than five minutes I was out again, valise in hand. The man had done his part, the horses were being put to. I flung in my valise, turned back to the inn, and paid the reckoning, not forgetting the cook, then returned to the carriage. Three or four men had gathered about it, and I was running my eye over them, my hand in my pocket, deciding whom I must fee, when they all wheeled and closed round me.

Mein Herr, the foremost announced bluntly, I am from the Town Office, and I must ask you to come with me.

The devil! I exclaimed, staring at the man. Why? Who are you?

Police, he replied bluntly. Information has been laid that you are an alien, mein Herr, and the town offizier desires to see your papers.

Ill soon settle that, I retorted. And I thrust my hand into my pocket in search of the card which Justus Gruner had signed for me.

But the man raised his hand. Not here, he said stolidly. I have no authority. You must see the Chief. He was a typical German, fat, with a bristling flaxen moustache, his neck rippling over his coat collar.

I was about to remonstrate, but remembered myself. It would do no good, and, after all, this could only mean ten minutes delay. Very well, I said. The sooner the better. How far is it?

Three minutes walk. This way, mein Herr. He beckoned to one of the others to follow us, and I was moving off with him when I remembered that I had better leave Grussbaum  such I had learned was the barrier mans name  in charge of the carriage. But I could not see him. He had vanished, and If you are looking for your servant. said the policeman, he has been taken to the office.

Oh! I said, no little annoyed. Then will you be good enough to leave a man to look after my carriage?

We have taken charge. he replied impassively. This way.


CHAPTER XVII

THE DUNGHILL COCK

THE summons was irritating, the delay a nuisance. But, apart from this, the affair caused me no uneasiness, for a dozen words and the production of my credentials should settle the matter, and I went with the man without further demur. The little town lay along the road beyond the inn, and between it and the river; to enter it we had to pass through one of those gatehouses of weathered brick, with a pair of pyramidal towers atop and a stone statue niched in the facade, which are common in the Ukermark.

A hundred yards of a narrow cobbled street brought us to a tiny market-place, scarcely larger than a big room, on the farther side of which, and raised on brick arches, stood a town-house of a size to match the square.

My conductor led me to a low-browed door under one of the arches, before and about which a knot of curious townsfolk had already mustered. He pushed me in before him, for the nearer we drew to the great man the less ceremony I noticed was used, and I mounted a narrow turning staircase lit only by an arrow-slit. At the head of this I blundered down a step into a low-browed vaulted room, and there found myself in the presence of five or six men.

The principal, whom I took to be the chief of police, sat behind a table, a pen in his hand  a meagre, bilious-looking man with small angry eyes. Beside him, perched on another table and swinging their feet, lounged a couple of French officers  two of those, unless I was mistaken, whom I had seen at supper the night before. The party was completed by Grussbaum, who seemed to be in custody, and a couple of policemen, who stood one on each side of him. The man behind the table and the two Frenchmen eyed me closely as I entered, but beyond that vouchsafed me no greeting.

Apparently they had begun to interrogate Grussbaum, for the chiefs shrewish eyes left me for him, and his voice, astonishing in volume considering his size, was making the roof ring. You are the Englishmans servant? he stated, stabbing at the culprit with his pen. It is useless to deny it! You are the Englishmans servant?

Nein! Hein! It is not so, Grusssbaum asseverated passionately. Far from it, Herr Offizier, asking a thousand pardons. Far from it! I do not know him. The way of it was this. And he began to explain the manner of his connection with me, the fix he had been in, his dying wife, his lack of money. But before he had stammered through half his tale  

Dont lie to me the Chief roared, cutting him short with a truculence that filled me with indignation. You are his servant! I say it is so! Where did he hire you? The poor fellow appeared to be frightened out of his wits, and out of pity for him I interposed. One moment, Herr Offizier, I said politely. Allow me to explain.

I can set all this right in a

Silence! Silence! the bully shouted, and slapped the table to enforce his order.  Stop that mans mouth if he speaks. Your turn will come presently, my man, and soon enough for you! Now do you, to Grussbaum, out with it! And the truth! Where did he hire you? What is he doing here? What is his business  though, Gott im Himmel, that is pretty clear! Make a clean breast, you dog, and at once! Or I shall know how to open your mouth!

Simmering with indignation I tried again to interpose. But, mein Herr, I said, the man is not my servant. He is a stranger to me. I know no more than his name. If you will permit me to explain or will listen to his story

Stop his mouth! Choke him! the Jack-in-office shouted, while the Frenchmen grinned and swung their feet in appreciation of the scene. Ill deal with you by and by! Your turn will come, and soon enough for you. Now, you! fixing the trembling Grussbaum with his angry ferrety eyes. Speak, rogue, or Ill scourge it out of you. The poor fellow squirmed before him as helpless as a rabbit in the clutches of a stoat. Oh, indeed, indeed, honourable sir, he pleaded, I am innocent. I am innocent as a babe unborn. It was this way. I had no money and my wife was dying at Hamburg

To hell with your wife! the man retorted. I think he was at pains to exalt his office in the Frenchmens presence, and knew no way but the way of brutality. Once more, and, mark you, this is your last chance. You are the Englishmans servant. Where did he hire you?

Nowhere! Nowhere! the frightened man protested, passionately clasping his hands and holding them out before him in appeal. Far be it from me! I am a stranger! I do not know him! I did not know that he was an Englander! I am a poor honest man. My wife is at Hamburg

Enough! If you wont say one way, the bully thundered, you shall another. The stick! The stick! Thatll loosen your tongue, Ill warrant. Take him through! Take him through, and give him a dozen well laid on! And then bring him back and Ill warrant hell tell another tale. Or he will have another dose. Out with him! Out with him!

In a trice the two policemen seized the unhappy man and were already thrusting him through a low-browed door behind the Offiziers table, when, unable to bear this, I thrust myself forward. If I had simmered before, I was boiling now. Youll do it at your peril! I cried. If you lay a hand on that man before you have heard me, you will repent it!

But Silence! Silence! the bully shouted, amazed at my audacity. Another word and I  pinch that mans throat! Choke him if he speaks again before he is spoken to! And take that knave out and lay on six more for his spy of a masters sake! Out with him; out with him, and dont spare his hide, or your own shall smart! Mein Gott, am I to be bearded by this scum of an islander with his neck in a halter?

With a hand gripping either arm and another on my throat, I could do no more than choke with rage as they ran out the poor man, vainly protesting and screaming for mercy. The door closed on the struggling group, and Now its your turn, the tyrant said, slapping the table and fixing his sharp cruel eyes on me. Well see if youll be so quick to speak now. I doubt it, but never fear, well get the truth out of you! Oh, yes, well get the truth out of you, Master Englishman, or youll go the same way. Who are you, do you hear? Or, who do you say you are? Out with it, or mind you a rope cravat is bad, but the stick is the sharper. Who are you?

You had better see my papers, I said, raging. And I plunged my hand into the pocket of my cloak. I might yet be in time to save the poor fellow.

Ay! Your papers! with a sneer, but in a tone a little more reasonable, for my coolness, I think  and I was very cool, indeed, now, having passed into the cold stage of fury  checked him. Lets see them for what they are worth. He held out his hand for them. Forged, Ill be bound, if you have any.

But the card was not in the pocket in which I had placed it, and I had to feel for it in a second pocket  and a third. It was in none, and I dare say that my face betrayed my surprise, for the blusterers tone rose again. Well, the papers? Your papers? he repeated, malice in his eyes. Lets see them, Mister Englishman. They must be something worth seeing, I am sure.

The card was gone! I felt and felt again, while the officer and the Frenchmen gloated over every movement. I felt in all my pockets. No, it was in none; the card was gone! And no doubt my face fell. It has been taken from me, I said. I had it last night. Ive been robbed.

Robbed? the man answered in spiteful glee.  Robbed, eh? That flea wont stick in the wall! The truth is, Master Spy, you have no papers! You have no papers! But you have the impudence of the devil, and well see if we cant lower that a peg! Search him! Search him! truculently.  Strip him to the skin, the rogue, and he broke off, turning his head. What is it? harshly. Has he spoken?

One of the men who had hustled Grussbaum out had returned. He stooped and spoke a few words in the great mans ear: See me alone? the latter burst forth. And hell tell me all? Thousand devils, does he think that I am at his beck and call? No! Lay on, man, lay on! And then Ill see him  when you have brought him to his senses.

But this appeared to be too much for the Frenchmens stomachs, or it may be that they thought it wiser to take the servants evidence before the master was heard. At any rate, one of them dropped from the table on which they were perched, and stepping to the Offizier said something to him, which I could not catch. The man snorted, and seemed for a time inclined to stand by his order, but after a rapid interchange of words he yielded. Very well, he said sulkily, Ill hear the rogue first. Ill hear him. And then, with a malevolent glance at me,  we shall know better, Herr Englander, how to deal with you.

He rose with an air and swaggered out with the man who had brought the message, and to avoid the indignity of a search, which I saw was otherwise inevitable, I unbuttoned my coat and vest, and with some wriggling drew from a pocket within my shirt, where I had secreted it, Davouts passport.

I had not resorted to it at once, in part because I had determined to use it only in the last extremity, but a little also because I could only get at it by undressing myself, and I had been unwilling to do this under the Frenchmens eyes. However, here it was  it at least had not been stolen from me, and thankful, indeed, I was that in this emergency I possessed it.

I had just succeeded in extracting it, a good deal to the amusement of the lookers-on, and I was anticipating with some zest the effect which it would produce, when the Oberst Offizier returned. But I saw with surprise that he did not return the same man he had gone out. A change, an inexplicable change, had in the short time that he had been absent, come over him.

Something or someone had cut his comb during his absence, and never did beaten cock look more small or more sullen than he, as he resumed his seat and took up his pen. That he was still bursting with spite I had no doubt: but it was equally plain that he now knew his spite to be impotent. And he looked scared. He barely raised his eyes to me, and his hand shook as he waved away the paper that I offered him.

You can go, he said sulkily. To the devil for all I care! And to the Frenchmen, towards whom a portion of his ill-humour seemed now to be directed: A mares nest, he growled. A cursed mares nest from beginning to end! I wash my hands of it.

But naturally they were not prepared to accept this without explanation. The shift was as amazing to them as to me, and the one who had spoken before spoke up now and protested. But Herr Oberst, he said, if you let this man go in this way

I am going to let him go.

Then I shall report the matter, haughtily.  He is an Englishman, and whatever his business here  

I know his business, and the officer slapped his table with something of his old arrogance, and that is enough. That is enough. After all, I am in charge here.

But

I am in charge here, and I have said, curtly,  all that I am going to say. If you are not satisfied, sir, you had better look at that, contemptuously. He flipped his fingers towards the paper that I still held in my hand. It has naught to do with me. It is not directed to me, and I dont want to see it. I am satisfied.

Well, I am not satisfied, the Frenchman replied firmly. And I do want to see it. He held out his hand for it.

But I plunged the precious paper deep into my cloak pocket. No, I said with equal bluntness. That is just what you will not do. It is not directed to you, monsieur, and I do not intend to produce it to you. The police, whose conduct, with a withering glance at my enemy, I shall report in the proper quarter, are satisfied. I have to do with no one else, and I acknowledge no other authority. I will trouble you, I continued, addressing myself to the Oberst,  to release my companion at once. If he has suffered

He has not been touched, the Oberst muttered sullenly.

That is a good thing for you, sir, I retorted.  Then let him be released if you please. And at once.

He has gone.

Very good. Then I take it I am free to go also.

To the devil, if you please, he rejoined.

I took no notice of his rudeness, but buttoning up my cloak looked hardily round, with a special glare for the Frenchmen, who, completely nonplussed, did not know how to return the look.  Good morning, then, gentlemen, I said. The matter will be reported in the proper quarter. And, turning my back on them, I plunged into the dark vaulted staircase, blundered down the steps, and pushed my way through the inquisitive crowd about the door. I crossed the tiny market-place and strode down the narrow street. I felt some exaltation. I was free. I had triumphed.

But why? Why free? I asked myself presently. How had it come about? That puzzled me, and for the time monopolized my thoughts. Whence this sudden, this unlooked-for deliverance? Had I shown Davouts safe conduct, as in another moment I should have shown it, this would have accounted for all. Triumph and freedom would no doubt have followed. But I had not shown it.

I had done nothing except protest, and I could not understand the result. Apparently  and this was all I could say  Grussbaum had spoken and this had followed. But Grussbaum was a stranger to me; he knew nothing, and for that reason he could have divulged nothing. For certain he knew nothing of Davouts passport, for it had never left the pocket next my skin in which I had placed it; and, the Marshal excepted, no one knew of it save the Baron and Gruner.

Ah, Gruner! I stood arrested under the old pyramidal gateway. I saw light! It must be Grussbaum  Grussbaum and no other, who had stolen the card, which Gruner had countersigned for me  had stolen it, and under the stress of the stick had produced it to the Oberst, owning at the same time how he had come by it. That, to be sure, would account for all.

It was, too, the only reasonable explanation, and I walked on at a slower pace, considering what I should do. To travel forward with such a man was not to be contemplated  I had suffered enough from Klatzes and their like! So, by the time I stood again within sight of the inn, I had made up my mind to dispense with my gentlemans company.

And to this day I dont know why I did not, and can attribute my failure only to weakness. But the truth was he was useful; and when I joined him he proved himself so plausible and so full of excuses that I doubted my own reasoning. When I approached the door and found the carriage waiting, and Grussbaum in attendance, obsequiously meeting me with this and that, and in one breath assuring me that he was none the worse and regretting the inconvenience I had suffered, and in the next informing me that all was packed and ready  I put off the moment.

I could drop the man at any stage; I could rid myself of him when I stopped to eat. In a word, I got in, overcome by his fussiness and in part to save time; and he got in, and the postboys cracked their whips and we rolled away. The devil was in it if I knew what to do; the man was so useful and so plausible. But I would think. I should have plenty of time to turn the matter over.

Plenty of time? But that was just what I had not. As my thoughts reverted to the poor girl, and to the wretches who held her in their power and who had given me the slip so cleverly, I saw this! I looked at my watch. They had won a two hours start; it was halfpast nine. I thrust out my head.

We had trundled through the narrow streets of the town, and passed the swollen ford, and were now climbing the farther bank, a pack of men who had done nothing to help us running alongside and clamouring for alms. Whip up! I cried to the postboys, as I flung down some coppers. Whip up and a double fee for this stage!

They complied, or did their best to comply, for the road was infamous. And now, with the girl on my mind, I was in a fever to get on; in a fever and full of suspicion. The delay that had so favoured the Waechters escape  had it been their work? I had seen Grussbaum speaking to them. Was it at their instance that he had picked my pocket of my credentials? And had they then, satisfied that I was disarmed, betrayed my nationality to the Frenchmen and left me tied by the heels?

It looked like it; so like it that with every mile my suspicions, and with them my anger, increased. When we came to the end of the stage I bounced out, summoned Master Grussbaum aside, and in a voice that he had not heard from me before, I bade him make a clean breast of it.

Ay, a clean breast of it, you rascal! I repeated, anger getting the better of me. I threatened him with my cane. Confess, or Ill beat in your face, you rogue! And as he recoiled in amazement before my sudden attack, Who told you to steal that card from my pocket last night? Who? Who, you rogue? Speak out!

He gaped at me. Der liebe Gott! he stammered. As I live, I dont understand. I have done nothing! And if he was not innocent he played the innocent well. The card, your Excellency? I steal a card? Your Honours card? As heaven sees me I dont know what the Wohlgeborener Herr is speaking of. What card?

You took my card  last night! I retorted.  Dont deny it! Dont deny it, for I know you did. You pretended to be putting a log on the fire, you rogue!

As heaven sees me, he pleaded, holding out his hands, I took no card! Did your Honour lose a card?

I did, and you know it. A card that was my passport! But I spoke less violently than before, for I began to doubt. The mans surprise seemed to be genuine. If you did not, who did? I continued. Who did, knave? But I know it was you. How else did you escape the stick just now?  and bring that brute of a policeman to his senses? How did you work that miracle if you had not my card?

Ah! In a moment his face and, indeed, his whole demeanour underwent a change. He looked at me, humble still, but with a sly smile. I see. I see why his Honour suspects me. But I can explain that. I can explain that, and then he will see that I am innocent, quite innocent. The Oberst was of Hamburg also, and though he did not know me, I knew him, and knew, mein Herr, a little thing of him; a little thing, see you, but a thing which he would not wish to be known here. I said a word in his ear, and hocus-pocus  it was over. As you see! Then to himself, and with a secret kind of grin, it was d  d lucky for me that I did know, he added, that little thing. Or my back would have suffered!

I could not tell whether to believe him or not, and Oh, I said, so that is your story, is it?

That is what happened, mein Herr, simply.  But as for your card, as I live, I know nothing about it.

Yet someone took it. Someone took it from my cloak last night! If it was not you, it must have been that man  Waechter.

Waechter? That man? He looked at me in a puzzled fashion.

Yes, sternly, Waechter. And gave information to the police in order that I might not overtake him.

He looked more at sea than ever. The Highborn wishes to overtake him? he said.

I do, I replied. And I am going to overtake him. He fingered his small chin  it had an odd perpendicular cleft in it  in an uncertain wavering way. Then, glancing up at me with a shrewder look than I had seen on his face before: Why, honoured sir, if I may presume to ask? Why follow him? He is  of no consequence. He shrugged his shoulders. Nothing.

That is my business, I answered.  It is enough that I do. And now take warning, my man, I continued. I have treated you handsomely  and all the same I doubt you. I doubt you. I am not sure even now that you have not played me false with these Waechters. But understand, at the first sign of it, I drop you in the road, and if I have the chance I will break every bone in your body besides. Now, you understand?

He avoided my eyes, and in his abject way, scraping his foot to and fro, he protested that he was innocent  innocent as the babe unborn. And for this man, Waechter, I know nothing of him. Your Honour knows him? I caught another upward look  a sharp look.

I know him for a d  d villain, I said.

And wish to overtake him? That seemed to stick in his gizzard  to puzzle him.

I have said so, I retorted. But there, the horses are in. And now it will be your business to keep the lads moving. See you do, my man, and honestly! Honestly, for if there is any breakdown I shall know whom to blame for it.

With that I bundled him in, and we took the road again  I for my part still in doubt. But I must do the man this justice  he did keep the carriage moving and the postboys awake, and we made good progress. We drove into Kyritz an hour before noon, but found that the quarry had left a full hour before, after breaking their fast  not at the Black Eagle, but at another inn.

And here I had to come to a decision. I had to choose which of two things I would do. My inquiry into Percevals disappearance was due to start here. I had a hundred questions that I wished to put to the people at the Black Eagle. The postboys, the ostlers, the serving maid, I had meant to put them all through a fine mesh. For here at Kyritz the trail began; here poor Ellis had embarked on his last and fatal stage.

Here he had taken the French postilion who had so completely vanished. Here he had betrayed the first, or, at any rate, the first plain symptoms of that alarm, that consciousness that his life was in danger which had been so terribly justified a few hours later at Perleberg.

But these inquiries would take up some time, and if I stayed, if I halted to make them, I lost the chance  ail chance  of overtaking the Waechters; I abandoned the victim whom they held in their hands, I deserted the hapless girl who in her despair had made to me the only appeal that lay in her power. And I had not the heart to do this.

I could not bear to do it, though to follow her was to stray from my purpose, and perhaps from my duty. I could return to Kyritz  the loss of time would not be very great; it should at least not be fatal. But if I once let the Waechters scent grow cold, if I allowed their party to gain some hours on me, it was unlikely that I should ever see or ever hear of their victim again.

No, I could not bear to do it; I could not bear to desert her. For the moment I put out of my mind even the despatches, on the recovery of which so much hung  for myself and for others. I could not abandon the girl. I snatched a hasty dinner at the Black Eagle, and pushed on for Perleberg.


CHAPTER XVIII

THE INN IN THE FOREST

BUT no doubt the feeling that the Waechters business was not the only one on my hands, and that when I had accomplished that I must turn without the loss of an hour to a more important task, added to my impatience. I was in a fever to get forward, and the carriage seemed to crawl. Everything was an obstacle; everything detained us.

Where the ruts were deep we fell to a snails pace; again we trotted, but how slowly! While every delay  and there were many delays  and every halt, necessary as it might be, set me on tenterhooks! I pictured the party in front of us travelling without let or pause. I pictured the girls belief that I had deserted her, and her despair; and a hundred times I despaired myself, making sure that with their two hours start they must outpace and escape me.

When Grussbaum brought us to a standstill that he might ask some postboy if the party had passed that way, I could have cursed his officiousness; and when he repeated the act I could no longer restrain myself. Of course they are before us! I cried, thrusting out my head. They are going to Hamburg, stupid! Is there another road? Push on! Push on!

At the first post-house where we changed horses, we learned that the party still held their start. We left with a new team, the postboys bribed to a spasm of activity, and we rattled away for a while, but the ruts and the sand quickly quenched this, and it was at little more than a walk that, about three oclock, we completed the second stage. By that time I had resigned myself to the worst, and depression had closed about me like a fog.

I was sure that the Waechters would not halt at Perleberg, but would press on through the night; and I foresaw that the moment was fast approaching when I must confront a new decision and make a new choice  the moment when, at Perleberg, I must finally decide between duty and sympathy, between pity and hard facts. For to follow the party beyond Perleberg would be to waste hours and days; hours and days which I could not spare and dared not waste, since they were already allotted to a task to which remorse and self-interest alike pledged me.

Sooner than I expected, and almost before I had foreseen the necessity, that choice  that very choice  was thrust upon me. As I stood impatient to be off and peevishly watching the buckling of the last strap, Grussbaum stepped up to me. They have not gone this way, mein Herr, he said.

Not? Theyve not? I exclaimed. Impossible!

Still, honoured sir, they have not.

Nonsense! These people are lying to you! And distrusting the man, I was instantly at a white heat. I turned about. There was a cobblers hutch on the farther side of the road, some twenty paces beyond the post-house. A man was working in it, seated cobbler-fashion under the tiny pent-house, a shoe between his knees. Here, you! I cried. Heres a quarter-thaler for you, if you can tell me what carriages have passed since noon  going for Perleberg.

He reflected and slowly told them off.  Two Eil-wagens and two post-carriages, he said. Four? No  no party of four.

Not two men and two women? Think, man! You must have seen them?

No. No party of four.

Will a whole thaler open your mouth?

But the cobbler was more honest than I deserved to find him. He shook his head and unwillingly I had to believe him. I flung him the thaler and strode back to the carriage. Grussbaum met me. There is a turning half a league back which leads into the Fehrbellin-Perleberg road, he said. They may have taken that way.

But why? Why, man? I was in no mood to agree with any one.  It must be longer and worse. He shrugged his shoulders. His Honour knows best, he answered meekly. But perhaps  to evade us.

D  n! I said, and I took a turn down the road, and said D  n again. And no wonder. If we drove straight on I might indeed intercept the Waechters at Perleberg; but, on the other hand, they might leave the town on one side, and whether they did that or not, what might not happen in the meantime?

Yet to leave the main road and to follow them  to commit ourselves to the infamous tracks that lost themselves among the sands and pine-forests of this outlandish country  this was a dubious and a hateful prospect. If I kept on I should reach Perleberg by nightfall or thereabouts. But if I diverged, if I committed myself to the unknown, Heaven knew where night would find us, or whether even twenty-four hours would see us in Perleberg.

I thought of my duty and I thought of the girl. I pictured poor Perceval, his face livid and damp with the dews of death, and again I touched where it lay deep in my pocket the tiny scrap of linen that had borne to me the girls feeble cry for help. And I stood  tortured by doubt and indecision. I might lose forty-eight hours, and the loss might-baulk me in my main purpose On the other hand, I might be abandoning this child, helpless in brutal hands, to the most terrible of fates. What was I to do? How was I to decide? For even if I followed her, I had to remember that [the chances were against me; I might lose the track, or following it, I might never overtake the party. Their two hours start would by the time I reached the turning they had taken have become three, and more than three; and to come up with them by daylight might be impossible, to trace them in the dark equally impossible.

They had but to take no matter what turning; they had but to drive aside and let me go by, and I should be hopelessly astray. In a word, I saw that the odds were immense that if I left the road to pursue the party I should do no atom of good, and only waste time that was invaluable.

I decided. I turned back to the carriage. Well jump in, I said savagely. Let them go to the devil!

His Honour goes on?

Where else? In! Get in, man! Let us lose no more time.

He held the door, I sprang in. He closed it and bundled up in front. The postboys sounded their horns and cracked their whips, the ostlers stepped aside I flung out a douceur. We set out.

But I suffered. God knows how I suffered and what piteous visions I had as I turned my back on the girl; what dumb appeals wrung my heart, what pangs of conscience tormented me! I suffered, and when we had travelled a mile I could bear it no longer. I put out my head, I ordered the horses heads to be turned, and even while, writhing on the horns of this cursed dilemma, I called myself every kind of fool for my softness, I drove back to the post-house. There, of course, I had to confront a wrangle.

The postmaster had no mind to let out his team for the by-roads  I must pay treble, I must pay double, I must take at least a cock-horse. But I was in no temper to be browbeaten, and in the end, now bribing and now bullying, I got my will, and we travelled back to the by-road of which Grussbaum had informed me. There we confirmed the fact that a calash had recently turned off, and we followed its traces at the best speed that we could compass.

An hour, two hours passed; we were still toiling on, and we had seen nothing and heard nothing of our quarry. Hours I knew must elapse before we could hope to see anything of it, and meantime night was beginning to close in  and on what a scene! The district which we were traversing, a part of that tongue of land which Brandenburg thrusts in between the jaws of the Danish and Mecklenburg marches, is one of the most desolate in Europe.

A barren waste, broken here and there by ragged thickets, with ever  at hand or on the horizon  a dark wall of forest, a man may traverse it for hours by day without seeing a human being, and from sunset to dawn without espying a lighted window. Such wretched hamlets and famine-stricken farms as there are lie hidden in hollows and parted by wide spaces. The inns, where there are inns, are cut-throat hovels; and here, as in all marchlands where jurisdictions meet, outlaws gather and prey, or would prey, were there anything to steal.

The sand clogs the toiling wheels, fallen trees cumber the forest road, the signposts are gibbets; and, as in the wilds of Livonia, men tremble as they pass, lest in the pinewoods beside them the wolves give tongue.

Something of a road we kept, and to this I had to trust. But as the twilight fell and veiled the melancholy landscape, while our progress grew ever more laboured, I had leisure, and, alas! only too much leisure, to reflect what a fool I had been, on what a goose-chase I had started, what a Jack-o-lanthorn I was pursuing! Even the opinion of Grussbaum began to have its weight with me, and for the lads I had hardly the face, so foolish seemed my expedition, to ask them if they were still in the road.

In a word I found time to repent a dozen times. Que faisais-je dans cette galere, I asked myself  I, who had my task laid down and ordained for me, without one hour to spare if I would do my duty and let no chance slip? To search for Ellis, to search for the despatches, ten days had been little for this; the enterprise had been desperate, the odds against me had I spent every minute and every thought upon the search! And here was I wandering from the road and from my purpose  wandering benighted in the fog and mist of this barren Sahara! Had ever diplomatist, even the unlucky Drake, even poor Spencer Smith, played the fat so completely?

I have seldom lived through four hours of sorer vexation. We had gone too far to return, yet toiling forward saw with every mile less hope. Flakes of snow, too, were beginning to fall from a grey sky, not a landmark showed, and the horses tugging at the traces laboured on ever more slowly.

But all things come to an end at last, and we had left the open moor and were plodding along between black lines of pine-trees, when on a sudden I sat up. The postilion had sounded his horn! I thrust out my head, hope reviving. I tried to pierce the gloom with my eyes, but for the moment I could see nothing except eddying flakes falling slowly and softly. Then, as the carriage swerved to one side, I perceived what had drawn the postboys greeting.

A single, steady, lonely light shone before us. Anon it vanished as we sank into a hollow; it appeared again, again I lost it. But when it peeped out for the third time we were close upon it, and a minute later we drew up before a dark mass of a house, set in an angle between two roads  two of four that met in a desolate clearing a little, but very little, lighter than the sombre woods that hemmed it in on every side.

Before Grussbaum could open the door, I was out of the carriage and in the road, savagely intent on getting forward. For so much at least we had done; and now to eat and to drive on, or to drive on without the loss of a minute  either would suit me. Meantime, as I stamped my chilled feet on the road I wondered that no one came out to receive us, and I looked at the house. It stood lonely and gloomy, with pine-woods all about it, but it bulked large.

Its size promised well, and impatiently I strode to the door and tried it, and shook it. It proved to be unfastened, and throwing it back I entered. House! House! I cried  damn the folks, what were they about? Were they all asleep? What was the use of a horn if no attention was paid to it? House, within! again.  Do you hear?

But I had hardly crossed the threshold before my hopes sank, and I guessed that the single light that we had espied measured the position more correctly than my expectations. My call, echoing through empty rooms, awoke only echoes. The air of the house smelled musty and damp, the cold took me by the throat, the stone-floored passage rang hollow.

And when I shouted again and a man at length appeared from some hidden recess, and came, bearing a light, down the long tunnel-like passage towards us, I saw before me, no hearty civil Boniface, but a dirty unshaven lump of a clown whose sodden visage matched his frowsy blouse.

A relay? In half an hour? The man laughed sourly, eyeing us, for Grussbaum had joined me, with covert insolence. He had but one nag in the stable. The gentleman should have given notice if he wanted a relay. Since the war there were no travellers on the road, and such as there were passed him by.

But you are the postmaster! I stormed. You are the postmaster!

Im all the postmaster there is, he answered sulkily  Ive a team, and thats a team too many. But it went out four hours agone.

Were there no horses to be hired in the neighbourhood? No, there was no neighbourhood, he answered, and no horses. And no traffic either, not so much as a louse could live by. The war had killed it  and the taxes. It was no use for the gentleman to be angry  he could not make horses, no more than another. Of course, the gentleman could stay if he pleased, but it was a poor place nowadays.

Supper? Well, he had nothing that was ready  the house was empty. The next posthouse? Towards-Perleberg? A German mile and perhaps a bit, and a good road; a much better road, the Fehrbellin-Perleberg road, if the gentry preferred to go on.

Its two German miles  and a long bit, Grussbaum muttered in my ear. Ten English miles.

I did not at once see the bearing of this  of an understatement so unlike an innkeeper  but I put the same question that I should have put if I had seen it: You had a party came in this afternoon, hadnt you?

Yes, mein Hen  for a wonder, with a grimace.  Four persons. They took my team and went on.

For Perleberg?

That way. Four hours ago. He cast the light of the candle he was carrying on the face of a clock fixed to the wall beside him, for all this time we were standing in the chill discomfort of the bare, stone-floored passage. They should be there by now.

It seemed to be a full stop. I felt myself beaten, and I dare say that my face showed it. But as the man had said, he could not make horses, and ours were worn out. To proceed with them was impossible, and with a silent curse at my folly I gave up the struggle.  Well, I said peevishly, get fire and lights. And be stirring, man! Move yourself. Cant you see that we are half-frozen? And supper! Something, anything, as soon as you can!

You stop then, mein Herr?

Of course we stop, I cried irascibly. What else can we do if you have no horses? And be moving, man. A fire first  is this the room? I pushed open a door.  Gott im Himmel, what a vault! And then, supper  do you hear? And be airing beds for us. No wonder youve little custom if you have no better welcome for travellers than this!

He grumbled something that I did not catch, and looked at me by no means pleasantly, but in the end he obeyed, snuffed his light and set it down on the table, and went sluggishly away. Grussbaum had gone out before him to hasten matters, and there was nothing for me to do but to pace up and down the bare, melancholy room.

The walls, coloured a dismal blue, and damp-stained in places, gave out the chill of the grave, and I shivered as I walked, even in my fur cloak. By and by, but it might well have been sooner, a squalid old woman brought in a tray of embers and started the fire in the stove, and with vengeful extravagance I piled on wood from a heap in a comer.

And how my spirits sank as I fed the blaze and owned myself defeated! I had led into the enemys hand, and he had tramped me; he had drawn me off the road and left me planted here, while he pursued his way unmolested and triumphant. Nor could any reflection be more mortifying, any thought more poignant than the certainty I now felt that if I had clung to the main road I should have been in Perleberg before him and might have intercepted him and his prey at my leisure.

By and by the old hag came in again, and removing the dip, set a pair of guttering candles in its place, while I, drawing up a stool, crouched before the open door of the stove, and now cursed my folly and now tried to beat the logs into a fiercer blaze. A silence as of death held the house  anything less like a house of entertainment, anything more funereal I had never in all my journeyings happened upon; and the thought of the desolate forest without, stretching for miles on every side, did but darken the picture. It was a relief when at last I heard a step coming down the passage, and looked behind me. Here was at last some sign of life, and, I hoped, of supper.

But it was only Grussbaum, and disappointed I moved to give the man a share of the heat.

Pull up a chair, I said ungraciously.  A more God-forsaken place than this I never saw!

He did not comply, but instead, and after a moments pause, Ive been down the road, he said.

I was in no mood to do anything but snub him, but something in his tone led me to look at him, and I perceived a change in the man; such a change as I had noticed once before. He had shed his meekness, his voice had gathered force, and either there was a gleam of excitement in his eyes or the leaping blaze, that issued from the open stove, deceived me. At any rate, Down the road? I queried, in place of what I had meant to say. Why? Why, man?

I took a lanthorn  from the carriage.

I stared at him. Well?

Theres no trace of wheels along the Perleberg road. Nor along either of the other roads.

So! And you fancy

I fancy, with a glance at the door, that your friends are here, mein Herr.

Here? I stood up, in my surprise.

Here, or hereabouts, he rejoined. And if that be so, I would advise his Honour to say nothing, but to keep his eyes open.

But I was in too low a mood to preserve any hope, and I laughed. Why theres not a sound in the house! I said. Rubbish! Rubbish, man!

Still, theyve not gone on, I am sure, he persisted. And theres a hamlet five furlongs away on the Fehrbellin road. They may have walked to it.

Much more likely that the snow has effaced their wheel-marks! I retorted. No, man, I dont believe a word of it. Depend upon it they are half-way to Perleberg by now, and if I had not been all sorts of a fool I should have been there before them. Instead of spinning these fine yams, my friend, suppose you go and urge on the supper. I am more interested in that than in your theories.

For really this was too much! To be advised by this man whom I had taken up out of charity! It was a reversal of our positions a little too sudden. And I suppose Grussbaum saw that he had presumed, for he became again the suppliant of the barrier, meek, subdued, and uncertain of himself. Of course, he stammered if the gnadiger Herr thinks that there is nothing in what I say

I do, I answered sharply.  I am sure that there is nothing. Do you see about the supper, man. Thats your work.

But he had sown the seeds of suspicion in my mind, and no sooner was he gone than I began to turn over what he had said, and very uncomfortable it made me. I was sure that there was nothing in it, and yet I could not rest. I caught myself listening, suspecting, glancing over my shoulder. The gloom of the room, with its bare table and its mouldering walls, took on a lowering aspect. The long echoing passages throbbed with unseen possibilities.

The stillness, the chill, the unreadiness veiled a mystery, demanded explanation. I fancied strange things passing in the depths of this dark silent house, and when the landlord at last appeared and sluggishly proceeded to lay a coarse cloth on the end of the table, I watched him covertly. But his glum face told nothing; it was a stolid mask, and I still swung between uncertainties. He went and came, and it was not until he brought in a covered dish, and the smell of roast meat restored the commonplace, that I shook off the obsession.

As I rose to go to the table, and Grussbaum sneaked in, What time did you say that that party left? I asked, fixing my eyes on the landlords face.

With the horses, mein Herr?

To be sure, sharply. What other party had you?

It would be about two.

We sat down with that, Grussbaum at a little distance from me and making himself as small as he could. The landlord removed the cover. Roast veal, of course.

I carved, sitting with my back to the stove, and the man carried a plateful to Grussbaum, I helped myself and ordered a stoup of beer to be brought for Grussbaum and a bottle of Rhine wine for myself. We heard the man go down the empty passage, and ordinarily I should have made some remark to my companion. But I was vexed with him; the appearance of the meal had dispelled my doubts, and I maintained a displeased silence. The clatter of our knives alone broke it. We plied them briskly, our eyes on our plates.

Presently we heard the landlords returning steps, and, still a little suspicious, I looked up. A second later  it could have been no more  Grussbaum glanced up also, his knife suspended in the air. Our eyes met. We had caught  both of us  a sound other than that which the mans footsteps made; a light tinkling sound, that even his tramp across the wooden floor, as he came up the room with the wine, did not quite cover. It was the musical ring of bells on a dogs collar.

The man  perhaps he was a little dull of ear  did not detect the sound that followed him until he halted to place the bottle and stoup on the table. Then it reached him and, with a muttered exclamation and more activity than I should have expected, he wheeled about and stared at the door. He saw then what we also saw: a tiny white dog standing in the middle of the dark doorway and looking into the room with bright eyes. One moment we viewed the creature, and then with a sharp curse and a rush of feet the man drove it from the door and pursued it down the passage.

Azor! I exclaimed. Good Lord!

Colossal! Grussbaum muttered, his eyes still on the doorway, his ears cocked. Azor! So they are here, mein Herr, right enough.

Thank God! I sighed. Then I have them.

He shook his head. I am afraid, he rejoined,  that it wont be as easy as that.


CHAPTER XIX

THE CRACK IN THE SHUTTERS

WITHIN twenty minutes  we could hardly sacrifice less to the meal and appearances  we had formed our plan; and of those twenty minutes it is not too much to say that I had been forced to devote ten to the enlistment of Grussbaum. The man had every reason to be grateful to me, and I every ground to expect unquestioning aid from him. But I did not get it.

He evinced, on the contrary, a reluctance which by and by developed into a mulish obstinacy; and it was necessary for me not only to go into the facts with him  at some cost of pride, the man being so poor a creature and, as I thought, so entirely at my disposal  but to set out the girls miserable position, and even to dwell upon her possible fate in a manner little to my taste.

Even when I had done this, the man  d  n him  was far from kindling; and of generous indignation he betrayed not a trace. Instead, he hummed, he hawed, he fidgeted, and as we sat, our heads together in the circle of light shed by the wretched candles, with the eyes of one or the other ever on the door, which we had not ventured to close lest we should awaken suspicion, his hesitation was as plain to me as it seemed cowardly. True, the rogue faisait mine d avoir le coeur sensible; but it was so ill done that I saw that he did not care a jot for the girl, and whether he did or no, that he had no will to comply with my wishes.

So! he muttered. Sad, to be sure, mein Herr! Very sad! Wunderbar! But, fortunately, it is not as if the young lady were a friend of the Wohlgeborener Herr? Or as if imploring patience by a gesture a letter to Her Highness the Grand Duchess would not

I cut him short. Would not  what? I retorted. What good would a letter do, man? And while the letter was travelling to Zerbst, what do you think would be happening to the young lady? And where would she be when the answer came?

He could not reply to that. There was no reply. But his mouth remained as obstinately set as before. To be sure! To be sure, that is so, he agreed humbly. His Excellency must know. He is the best judge. And if he were in his own country  with a sly upward glance it might be his duty to set other things aside

Duty! I took him up short.  Youll leave me to decide on my duty, sir, if you please, I cried.  That is my business.

Of course! he assented smoothly.  Of course! fingering the cloth and keeping his eyes fixed on it. But I thought that the Herrs business compelled him to be at Perleberg

But I could not suffer that  the pig! D  n your impudence, man, I exclaimed,  My duty and my business! staring at him: What are you talking about? What are they to you? I picked you up out of charity, and you preach to me! Gott im Himmel, have done! Have done! Do you hear? And bend your mind to this. Are you going to help me or are you not? That is the only question for you!

Oh, dear, dear! he stammered, shaking his head.  Enter das Weib and exit die Weisheit! And as I scowled at this fresh impertinence, Who aims at two stools falls between both!

If you mouth me, I cried, enraged by his persistence,  one more proverb  

But he was irrepressible. Who pushes on wins; who breaks back, loses! he murmured, shaking his head at the cloth.

It seemed impossible to stay his tongue except by force, and, In one word, I asked in despair, are you going to help me? Or must I act alone?

He fingere d his cleft chin in a pitiable state of perplexity, and it seemed to me that it was just the turn of a coin whether he persisted in his obstinacy or no. But of a sudden he seemed to make up his mind, and with a final shrug which disclaimed responsibility, he gave way. Very well, mein Herr, if it must be so, he said, and he sighed, I will do what you order  what must be, must be. But having once yielded, I am bound to say that he gave no further trouble, but, on the contrary, showed a quickness of grasp and a readiness to play his part that a good deal surprised me.

Ten minutes later, the landlord being in the room, I made the discovery that I had lost one of my fur-lined gloves, and I bade the sulky fellow see if I had dropped it in the hall. He took out one of our candles and searched for it, but, of course, he did not find it. On that: Do you look  look outside, I commanded Grussbaum; I may have dropped it as I stepped out of the caliche.

He rose to do so, and the landlord, who had secured the outer door, had to unbar it. If it is not there, I called after Grussbaum, see if it is in the carriage. And dont come back without it! I added, peevishly. It must be somewhere.

As I had calculated, the landlord did not refasten the door  he was moving in and out, clearing the table. And I took care to keep him busy; now ordering another bottle of wine and now bidding him bring more wood and see that a brazier was taken to my room, if there was no stove in it. When the man returned after seeing to this, I still held him a minute or two in talk, and then sent him out with a message to the postboys, enjoining haste in the morning. We would start at six to the minute.

Altogether I kept the fellow employed for fifteen minutes by my watch, and then, assured that Grussbaum should have reached the police-station at the hamlet, I found one more errand for my sluggish friend, and while he was about it, I slipped into my cloak and stepping softly out of the house, I pulled the door to after me.

The slight snowfall had ceased and, though there was no moon, the stars were shining in a frosty sky. The house stood, as I have said, in a clearing at the point where four roads met. Its front looked on the road by which we had come, but its flank, prolonged by the stables, ran along the Fehrbellin road. Having ascertained this, I went no farther towards the stables, for though the air was keen there might be loiterers in the yard, and the last thing I wished was to be seen.

The Waechters, we had decided, if they were not harboured upstairs, must be tucked away at the back, and my aim was to reach the rear by passing round the nearer flank of the house, where the forest, dwindling at close quarters to stumps and isolated trees, still pressed in close to the building. It was not only that this was the quieter side, but I calculated that the light which we had viewed as we approached, and which was not visible from the road before the house, must proceed from some window on this side.

I had not felt my way a dozen yards, keeping within a pace or two of the house, before I tripped over a woodpile and got a heavy fall. I was bruised and shaken, but not much hurt, and fortunately my fur cloak deadened the sound  fortunately, I say, for I had not, moving with greater care, gone more than another ten paces before there shone across my path a broad beam of light; probably the one that had greeted our arrival.

It issued, as far as I could see, from a building lower than the body of the house, and it was hidden from the eyes of any one standing before the inn by a projecting chimney-breast. As I stole on towards it, trying every step before I took it, I passed a casement, from a crack in the shutter of which there also issued a thin arrow of light; but intent on the farther window, which I judged to be unshuttered, I passed by this, using the utmost caution as I did so.

I reached the one on which my hopes of learning something rested. But here I experienced a moment of acute disappointment. The sill of the window was a couple of feet above my head, and I could discern no more of the room than the rafters and laths  in some places stripped of plaster  of a grimy and smoke-blackened ceiling. I lurked awhile and listened, but caught no sound. I tried if retreating a little way from the window would help me, and I succeeded in bringing a part of the walls within sight.

Still, I could see neither light nor occupant, and I drew back farther, only to come unexpectedly and sharply against a tree-stump. The collision might well have hurt me, but it was destined to help me, for quickly  the stump was about three feet high  I climbed upon it, balanced myself with care, and with my eyes raised above the sill, I looked into the room.

I could not have been better placed, for two of the occupants of the place were directly within my line of sight, and they were the women whom I had hoped to see. The girl lay on a bed, her face hidden, her clasped hands stretched nervelessly before her, her whole attitude eloquent of fatigue and dejection. A few feet from her Frau Waechter sat beside the light, her face turned towards the bed, her features set in deep thought. She was watching her companion, and watching her with a strange, intent, brooding look which I found it hard to translate, yet which instinctively filled me with apprehension.

It was not so much that her gaze, her very stillness seemed to me sinister, but I read in her look a kind of shrinking, as if the woman saw what she did not wish to see, and, evil as she was, shuddered at the picture called up by her thoughts. If the girl on whom she looked had lain a corpse before her, and a corpse through her act, then I could have understood that look  it was so I could have fancied her gazing on her handiwork and trembling in her soul. For as she saw the girl now  so I could imagine her thinking  she would see her in her dreams.

But, thank God, that fancy was not justified; the girl was, at any rate, alive. I saw her move, though ever so slightly, and I fancied that she sighed or groaned. She was not dead, and, thank Heaven, we were here to save her. Of the men of the party I could see nothing, and presently, with the same care with which I had climbed up, I descended. I stole back towards the front of the inn. Grussbaum should have returned by this time, and not a minute longer than was necessary would I leave the girl in the power of these people.

But as I passed the other window the tiny arrow of light which shone from a crack in the shutters tempted my curiosity. It might be well to know what was passing there also, and it would delay me but a moment to do so, for the window was lower than the other  so low, that to bring my eye to the chink, which was at the foot of the shutter, I had to stoop.

Once I had looked in, I remained, fascinated as well as puzzled, by what I saw. The two men were there, but what in the world were they doing? Waechter was on his feet beside a bare wooden table, holding, of all the strange things I could think of, a large iron spoon in his hand, while his eyes dwelt intently on something about which the dwarf, seated at the table, was busy. What this was I could not for a while make out. But by and by the lad moved and disclosed his work.

He was sawing off, laboriously and with a common table-knife, the thin end of  again of all strange things  a tin extinguisher! I had hardly grasped the fact, when the tip of the thing came off, and laying it aside, he held the extinguisher to his eye. After looking through it he handed it to his companion, who also examined it, measuring, as it seemed to me, the size of the hole which had been made. Still unsatisfied, he followed suit by peering through it, then he thrust it  and this I thought oddest of all  into his ear. As he did so I caught through window and shutter a faint sound  the harsh, jarring laugh of the dwarf.

What, what on earth were they doing? I could not conceive, and though time pressed, and I knew that Grussbaum might be waiting for me in the road, I could not drag myself away with my curiosity unsated. I must unriddle the riddle if it were possible. I must see more. And for more I had not long to wait, though it enlightened me little. Waechter laid down the extinguisher and took up in its stead the iron spoon.

He wrapped a cloth about the handle, and placing something in the bowl of the spoon, he held the bowl in the flame of the lamp which lighted them. The lad rose to his feet that he might see the better, and the two, stooping and intent, pored over the spoon.

They were heating something, or possibly melting something. But what was it? What could it all mean? What were they going to do? Though I shivered, cloaked as I was, in the keen frosty air, I could not draw myself away. I must see it out. I watched, and at length the operation, whatever it was, came to an end, and Karl moved away. He brought a piece of wood from a corner and laid it on the table.

Then he took up the funnel, which he had made out of the extinguisher, and protecting the hand in which he held it with a corner of the cloth, he poised the thing, thin end downwards, over the wood. Waechter removed the spoon from its position in the flame and quickly, but carefully, poured the contents of the bowl into the funnel. I imagined  but I was not sure  that as he tilted the spoon I caught the gleam of metal.

Then  nothing happened; and I drew the conclusion that the experiment had failed, for I caught the sound of an oath and an exclamation of disappointment. Baffled, for I could make nothing of what I had seen, I substituted ear for eye, pressed it against the hole, and caught the words pewter  cools  quickly! And then the word lead. But I could make little of that either, and I could wait no longer. I crept softly away, and emerged a few seconds later on the road, where I found Grussbaum and a couple of men awaiting me in front of the inn. I joined them.

Come, I said. I have seen them, and they are here. In a dozen words I explained where they were.

That will be the old house, one of the men, who appeared to be the chief, decided. We must go through the kitchen. There is no other way to it.

Then let us go, I said. We have lost enough time already, though, indeed, the lost time lay at my door.

But steady, mein Herr, steady a moment, if you please, the policeman rejoined. We dont want to get into trouble. Gott bewahre! You are sure, I suppose, that this young woman

I am sure that these people have carried her off by force, I answered warmly. I am prepared to swear to that. And I explained as shortly as I could who she was, and her position in the Grand Duchesss household  which impressed the man, as that kind of thing does impress Germans. And this man and woman, I continued, by whatever means they have got her into their power mean no good by her. They are the lowest of the low; criminals, adventurers  I am sure of that  everything of the worst.

The man nodded. So! he commented. So! Well, mein Herr, we will hear what they say.

But he spoke in more measured tones than I liked, and I was annoyed. Still, in action he showed himself strenuous enough. We found the inn door on the latch, and we entered; but I fancied only just in time, for we caught the landlord making away from us down the dark passage, a light in his hand.

The officer called to him to wait; we overtook him, and without ceremony we pushed by him and through a dirty neglected kitchen to a door in the farther wall. The officer knocked on this, and at once the little dog within began to bark. We heard persons moving, but no one answered the summons, and our man tried the door and found it locked. He called on those inside to open, and at the same time he thrust at the door with his knee.

What is it? cried an angry voice, amid the shrill barking of the dog. What do you want? Tausend Teufel, are we never to be at rest!

We are the police! the officer returned, and he shook the door again. Do you hear, open! Open!

But what is it? What

Open! Open at once! Admit us, or we break in the door!

Patience! Patience! We are doing it! Quickly the key was turned, the door thrown back.  What is the matter?

I had looked, I own, to find them cringing, panic-stricken, criminals caught in the act. But they confronted us with surprising boldness, even with anger; and the woman in particular  no doubt the delay had allowed her time to enter  stood forward and challenged us haughtily. What is the matter? she asked. She had plucked up the dog and held it in her arms, where it cuddled, darting from time to time angry whines at us. Why are we disturbed? What is the meaning of this? If you are really police

We are, the officer said sharply. We are in search of a young woman who is said to be with you, meine Frau.

The woman stared at him in well-acted surprise. Do you mean my daughter? she exclaimed. She is the only young woman with us.

I thrust myself forward. She is not your daughter, I said. And we are here to remove her and to restore her to her family.

Ah! The woman looked viciously at me, and Azor shot out a shrill bark. Its you, is it? Now I understand. You who persecuted her before! The Englishman.

No matter who I am, I retorted.  We are here to free the young lady, to whom you have no right.

No right? She laughed in scorn, defying us all, denouncing me  and I am bound to own that the woman was a consummate actress. No right to my own daughter? And youll take her out of my hands? You will free her, will you? No, sir, not while there is law in this country. Why, for sheer impudence  do you think that I do not know who you are? You, who persecuted the girl in Berlin, who had the insolence to follow her to her mothers room and would have dragged her even from there! But I was alone then, and I am not alone now.  Her father is here, and he will deal with you. And you, mein Herr  turning to the officer have a care what you do. This man who has imposed on you is, I tell you, an Englishman. An Englishman and a spy. And I denounce him in your hearing. You have heard me!

The officer eyed me doubtfully. He was evidently shaken. I dont know about that, he said. But anyway, the gentleman is prepared to swear that the young woman is not your daughter, and that you are detaining her by force.

Not my daughter! the woman cried.  Not my daughter? Then who is she?

He told her, and asked where the girl was.

In her bed, she retorted defiantly. Where else should she be at this hour? And there she stays.

Well, I must have your papers, the man replied.

Then Ill see. Produce them, mein Herr, he continued, addressing the man, who had seated himself in a nonchalant attitude on the table  the table at which I had seen him make that strange experiment! Who are you, and whence do you come? And why  with a sharp look round the wretched room with its rotting plaster and mean pallets why, I ask you, are you here?

To escape that man, whom we knew to be following us, Waechter replied, pointing to me. He has followed my daughter, Walburga, from Berlin  has followed her for days  and for no good, as you may imagine. But we wanted no trouble with him, and we came here to be out of his way, though it is not comfortable.

Well, anyway, your papers, the man announced shortly.  Let me see them.

Waechter put his hand into his breast-pocket.  Willingly, he said. Of course. With pleasure. But he paused. He looked at me and I caught a gleam of triumph  of spiteful, malicious triumph in his eyes.  Not before that man. You will see why, officer, when I produce the papers.

The policeman looked at me. I could see that doubt was becoming suspicion. Are you English? he asked.

I admitted it.

So! Then I think the man has reason. You will retire, mein Herr, if you please.

But, I rejoined, standing my ground,  his papers may be in order, but that wont make the young lady his daughter. She is not his daughter! I swear it! And I am the accuser. I claim the right to be present.

He shook his head. I am the judge of that, he said.

At any rate, ask the young lady. Ask her in my presence who she is, I urged.

But he had made up his stolid mind, and my remonstrances only set him against me. I have decided, he said. He pointed to the door. You will retire, mein Herr. If you do not, I give up the matter.

Baffled, already scenting defeat, I saw that there was nothing else for it, and I yielded with an ill grace. I went out, Grussbaum with me. The two policemen remained in the room. They closed the door on us.

Outside, in the squalid noisome kitchen lighted by a single candle, and with the landlord scowling at us from the hearth, I glared at Grussbaum. Why didnt you prime them? I growled.  And why didnt you speak up? You are no use. If you had said a word, if you had backed me up! But the man is a fool!

But Grussbaum only shook his head, and of all the people I have ever met, he could be the most depressing. His very stoop, the droop of his shoulders invited defeat. And we waited, I, for my part, in hot anger, which as the minutes passed gave place to despair. The rogues had the mans ear, and what use might they not make of it? He was a raw country policeman, dull and stupid, and doubtful of me as a foreigner! They might impose on him, bribe him, even browbeat him! And the woman was clever and plausible, capable of that and more than that.

Yet I might have had no fears, so much did the issue surpass them. After a long delay I heard a hand on the latch, the door fell ajar, I stepped forward to enter. But instead of admitting me, the men came out, signed sternly to me to stand back, and closed the door behind them. I heard the key turned in the lock. Well? I cried. What have you learned? What is it?

A cock-and-bull story, growled the chief, eyeing me with anything but friendly looks. Trouble for nothing! A cock-and-bull story  or worse.

But, heaven and earth, man, I remonstrated, you cant mean to leave the girl? I am prepared to swear that she is not their daughter.

Their daughter? Piff! He cracked his fingers contemptuously. If she is not, what business is it of yours? Ill trouble you for your papers, Mr. Englishman.

Fiddlesticks! I cried, carried away by the thought of the girl left helpless and hopeless in that womans hands. Fiddlesticks, man! Dont talk nonsense! And have a care! I call on you to go back into that room and release that girl. I tell you she is not their daughter, and I am prepared to swear it.

Your papers! Your papers! was his only answer. He held out his hand.

I confess it with shame  a boy in his teens could not have acted more foolishly. In the heat of my chagrin I lost my temper and I thrust the mans hand aside. It was hardly more than a gesture: it certainly was not a blow, but it was enough. In a twinkling he drew his clumsy hanger, and, I arrest you! I arrest you for resistance to lawful authority, he shouted, red with anger. And I call on you  to the now grinning landlord to witness that this man has resisted me in my duty. To the lock-up, mein Hen! To the lock-up! pushing me towards the door. You will sleep without sheets to-night!

Oh, dear, oh, dear! cried Grussbaum, almost weeping. It was but an accident, Herr Offizier. The Herr meant nothing. Nothing! He is a stranger. He does not understand

Nevertheless, to the lock-up he goes, the man rejoined truculently. And you too, my little cock; you, too, if I have more of it. Well search him there. Come, my gentleman, be moving unless you want a stroke over the head! On! on! Without words, Herr Englander!

I was sober now; sober enough to know that I had played into the enemys hands and made a foe of the one ally to whom I could look for aid. And that was bad, though, possessing a talisman equal to the crisis, I had no fear for myself. As the officer, with his hand on my shoulder, urged me along the passage, Wait! wait, my friend, a moment, I said. You had better look at my papers first. And I sought to get at that inner pocket in which I kept my precious safe conduct. For I saw that if I did not wish to face an unpleasant night at the police office, I must produce it.

But, No, at the lock-up! cried the arbitrary one, continuing to push me along. On! Dont trouble yourself! We will see what you have about you at the lock-up.

Still, for you own sake, I protested. Youll find it wiser

And then, most unexpectedly, Grussbaum intervened. He laid a hand on the officers arm, gabbled something in his ear, caught his attention, drew him aside. The two muttered together, the policeman suspicious, but taken aback. A moment, and they retired into a corner of the kitchen, and with their backs to us, while the other man remained to guard me, they conferred together.

The result surprised me. The officer emerged from the corner looking considerably abashed. Well, Ill look it over for this time, mein Herr, he muttered sulkily. But be less quick with your hands another time, or youll be in trouble. Come  to his subordinate weve done here  nothing in it! And with a half salute, made, it seemed to me, against his will, he stalked off down the passage, leaving me a free man.

And a very bewildered man! It was like nothing so much as the turn-over by which in a Punch and Judy show the executioner of one moment becomes the culprit of the next. I looked at Grussbaum. Man alive! I cried. How the devil did you do it?

Ah, he said, and with a sly look he laid the fingers of one hand in the palm of the other. That way. That way, honoured sir. I knew that you would not see me a loser. The Waechters showed him, I fancy, your card. The card you lost. But another time mein Herr must not, craving pardon, lose his temper, as well as his card.

Temper! I cried.  If you knew! And again I thought of the girl and shuddered. And halfway along the dark tunnel of a passage, I paused. Why not? The means that Grussbaum had used, why should I not use them. Hurriedly I reckoned up the money I had, the balance of the sum which the Grand Duke had provided for my journey. I had much of it left, and, at any rate, I might try. True, it was an ignoble way to success, but if it succeeded where other ways had failed? I turned to Grussbaum, took him by the shoulder, faced the astonished man about.

Go back to the Waechters! I said.  Make them open to you, do you hear? Get speech with them; tell them that I have an offer to make to them  that they have nothing to fear! Tell them it is to their advantage to see me. Go, go now! Do it at once. Lose not a minute, man!

You are going to bribe them, mein Herr? he said. There were times when the creature was strangely sharp-witted. Yet consider, honoured sir, the girl is nothing to you, and

Go! Go! I answered, pushing him on his way. Thats my business, man! Do you do as I bid you! Thats your business. And take no refusal. Get me speech with them or

Enough! he said, and shrugged his shoulders. And he went, though I could see that he went a contre coeur. However, I cared nothing for that, for there, in the darkness of the passage, had risen before my eyes a picture, or rather a series of pictures, so vivid and so startling that I shuddered as I viewed them. As plainly as I had seen the thing with the bodily eye, I saw those mouldering damp-stained rooms, shut away at the back of this gloomy echoing house  so shut away that no cry from within, no call for help, could issue from them.

I saw again the greedy faces that pored over that mysterious, that sombre experiment; I heard again the jarring crazy laugh of the half-witted lad. Once more I watched the dark brooding countenance of the woman as, her chin resting on her hand, she gazed with fearful intent on the hapless form prone on the bed  gazed and saw, I was sure, things invisible to me! And whether the vile surroundings coloured my thoughts, or worn down by my long journey I yielded to imagination, I seemed to touch the skirts of some horror, some deed which shook me even as I strove vainly to comprehend it.

And then  I had another vision; of the pure oval of that face that, limned on the canvas  ah, God, in a scene so different!  had struck my fancy and attracted me. I recalled the face as I had first seen it; the spacious airy chamber bright with sunlight and humming with summer scents; the garden without, and the Terrace; and comparing that scene with my latest impression, comparing it with that form cast in hopeless abandonment on the ragged couch, I shook with rage.

So much so, that I have no recollection of Grussbaums return, or of anything that passed until I found myself once more face to face with the three, the door closed behind us. And how, with the impression of those sinister visions still upon me, I hated them! How I longed to cast myself upon them! But with the need sobriety returned, and as I looked from one greedy face to another I bade myself be prudent. Force had failed; I was here to try another way, and already I fancied that they foresaw that way. To manoeuvre was useless, and, It has come to this, I said curtly. What will you take for the girl?

The woman smiled vilely. She for one had certainly foreseen my errand. But she knew her part by heart, and For my daughter? she sneered, holding the dog to her breast and soothing it. I am to sell her, then, am I? My daughter? I am to sell her to you, young man, am I! Ay, and turn

Silence! I said. Silence, woman! You may discard all that. We are alone; there is no one to be deceived. Come, I speak plainly. I have here a thousand thalers. If you will release her and commend her to my care

Fine care! she jeered. You would buy a mistress, would you?

I put aside her words as if she had not spoken. I will give you that sum, I said.

A thousand thalers? the man muttered, and cupidity shone in his eyes.  You have it? With you?

I nodded.

Show it to us, he said, his eyes shining.  Show it to us! Let us see that you have it.

I have it, I said. And then, noting the glance he shot at the closed door, but I have pistols also, I added grimly,  and know how to use them. See  here is the money. And I drew from the pocket inside the breast of my coat a packet of notes and laid it on the table beside me. They are hundred thaler notes  of Frankfort, and there are ten of them. Restore the girl; hand her over to me, and they are yours. And purposely I fluttered the notes before him, separating them with my thumb.

The man, I saw, was tempted. He drew a step nearer, his eyes fixed on the money. For two thousand, he muttered greedily. Make it two thousand and I will do it. By G  d I will!

I have no more, I said. Its to take or leave. He hesitated; I was sure that he hesitated. And though my attention was directed to him, and I was less sure of the woman  whom I took to be the brains of the trio  I fancied that she, too, wavered. Defeat came from an unexpected quarter. The dwarf came between us. He uttered a snarling cry  such a cry as a dog might utter that saw a bone about to be taken from it. Nein! he growled. Nein! Shes my girl! To hell with his money!

The woman smiled. See! she sneered. You are late for the fair, mein Hen.

But I still hoped; I still thought the battle far from lost, and I fluttered the money before their eyes. A thousand thalers! I repeated. It is a fortune, and in your hands, sir  I looked towards the man, and still held out the money it may make more.

But Nein! Nein! the lad cried passionately, and he rose to his feet, clawing the air with his great misshapen hands, and crouching as if with a little more he would spring upon me. Shes mine! Mine! His hands opened and closed, as if he had me by the throat.

Thats your answer, the woman said dryly, and she drew a deep breath. We dont sell  with that evil smile our daughter, mein Herr.

Still, the man muttered doubtfully, if youve two thousand? For two thousand?

I have no more, I said.

Then  nein! the man answered, shrugging his shoulders  and I saw that his mind, too, was made up. After all  the lad is right. She is his.

I looked from one to the other and saw  saw that I had indeed failed; and for a moment the impulse to draw upon them and force the girl from them at any risk almost overcame me. Then I saw the hopelessness of the thought and the madness of it, and I put it away. Instead,  Then, listen, I said as I hid the notes away. It will be for your own good if you do. I shall have you tracked from this house. I know you, and do what you will you cannot escape me. And if a hair of this girls head is injured; if there is foul play  I looked from one to the other if lead succeeds where pewter fails  ay, you flinch, but I know more than you think!  if she dies in your hands, no matter in what way, then God have mercy on you, for I will have none! I will have none! I repeated, nor those who are behind me. So be warned! Be warned! No!

For the man, his eyes devilish with rage, had made a movement as if he would get between me and the door. Stand back! I cried. Stand where you are, or I will scatter your brains on that wall. And remember! From this moment I am on your track, and I will never leave it! Use your lead, or whatever devilish contrivance you have, but if the girl be injured your heads shall pay for it as sure as there is a God in Heaven! Be warned! That is my last word! Be warned!

I went out, almost falling over Grussbaum as I passed through the doorway, but not heeding him  what if he had listened? I strode through the noisome kitchen and down the passage. If I had failed to release the girl, still I had done what I could, and I could do no more. And the remembrance of their malignant faces as I had seen them at the last, certified me that I had done something  that at the worst they would hesitate before they pursued their evil path to the end. I had done something.


CHAPTER XX

THE HAUNTING VOICE

IT was noon on the following day when I approached Perleberg, and only those who have known the perplexity of a divided allegiance will be able to divine the painful state of doubt into which the first view of the town plunged me.

For it had been  and were I faithful to my dead friend, it must still be  the goal of all my efforts; the scene to which, in the face of many obstacles and difficulties, I had struggled forward. For here, at Perleberg, poor Perceval had disappeared. Here, beyond reasonable doubt, he had been foully done to death.

And here, could I but wrest them from the obscurity in which they lay buried, were both the secret of his fate and the clue to those papers, so valuable, and fraught with such tremendous mischief, for which he had given his life.

It followed that with Perleberg rising before me out of the dreary plain in which the town stands, I should have had but one desire at heart, to solve that mystery and grasp that clue. With that intent I had come. To that end my thoughts and faculties had been long directed.

And had any one doubted three days before that they would be so directed, had any one then predicted that, arrived on the scene of my labours, I should suffer another aim, another object to share and divert my thoughts, I should certainly and reasonably have laughed at him. As reasonable would it have seemed to me to doubt my identity, or to assert that I should prefer the whim of the moment to every tradition in which I had been reared, and to every rule by which I had hitherto guided my life.

All true. And yet could I  nay, how could I ignore the events of the last forty-eight hours, or wipe from my memory the face that had haunted me for weeks and now rose before me in piteous appeal? How could I steel my heart against the silent prayer of the helpless girl whom I believed to be in direst peril, and snared like any dove in the net of this vile gang  the girl who had no one on earth to look to, no hope of escape if I deserted her?

Perceval  Perceval, poor fellow, cried indeed for vengeance from the dark grave in which he lay. But he was cold and dead  I could not doubt it; no man could now help him or save him. While she lived she still lived to fear and suffer. And her woebegone face, her quivering lips, her terror-filled eyes haunted me, obsessed me, floated between me and the dull plain, the passing trees, the shimmering water  glided ever, ghost-like, beside the carriage as we drove!

No, it was impossible. I could not be so inhuman, so hard of heart. I could not wrest my thoughts from her. A woman, yet a child, she appealed to all the manhood that was in me, and I could not  I could not close my ears to her.

I had taken Grussbaum into the carriage with me, and in his aid I discerned the only way out of my trouble. I must depute to him the one task or the other. And perforce and reluctantly I ceded to him that which I held now  I confess it  the nearest to my heart. He knew nothing of Ellis, of his story, or his disappearance.

In dealing with that matter he would be worse than useless. But he could look out for the Waechters, he could search the town for them, he could follow them, attach himself to them, dog them  if need be, threaten them. If they went forward to Hamburg, he could go forward also, and see the girls father  Altona is but a suburb of Hamburg, though Danish  and put him on the track.

True, I felt that Grussbaum was but a poor creature to entrust with anything; I had not much faith in either his perseverance or his courage. But he had shown some flashes of sense, and once or twice he had surprised me by rising to the occasion. In a word, I had no better helper at hand, and I must trust to him or to no one.

Accordingly, as we drove through the outskirts of the town, I laid my instructions upon him; and again, confound the man, I found him obstructive. This time I was not surprised; he must act alone, and he had no initiative and no enterprise. But I was determined. I silenced his remonstrances, crushed his weak resistance, and, reminding him brutally of his obligations to me, I bribed him into compliance.

I entrust this to you, I concluded, because I cannot do it myself  I have my own work to do in Perleberg. Learn first if these rogues have gone forward. If they have, let me know, you understand, and then do you follow them. I will pay all expenses and make it worth your while besides. But, whatever happens, dont let them escape you. Dont let them give you the slip, man. Hang on to them, or not a thaler will come your way. Not a thaler. That is the bargain. But if you wish to reach your sick wife with a full purse, here, and now, is your chance.

He fingered his chin in pitiable indecision  a weakling indeed, on whom to lean. If you could tell me, mein Herr, why the young lady goes with them? he prayed.  Why she does not

Leave them? I exclaimed. If I could tell you that I should not be sending you after them.

If they go forward  I am to follow? he muttered. But if they do not?

Well, if they dont, so much the better!

He still fingered his chin, but on a sudden he looked at me more sharply than was his wont. Who are they, honoured sir? he asked. Do you know?

No, I dont, I said. I dont know. If I did

Just so, just so, he mumbled. To be sure. To be sure, honoured sir, I see.

A moment later we drove past the end of a street, and, following the main road some sixty yards farther, we halted before the posthouse. I descended from the carriage and looked about me  looked with growing interest. For, now that I stood on the spot, the Barons story of Percevals last hours recurred to me in all its vital detail.

The posthouse was a shabby wooden building with two gables and two doors opening on the road. A gateway, abutting on it, admitted to a yard enclosed by untidy stables. On the farther side of the gateway from the house a low building declared itself the postilions room  that room which Perceval, in a fever of anxiety ordering and counter-ordering his horses, had repeatedly entered on that fateful night.

There, where my carriage now stood  in the road as is the German way  his had stood, and to and fro beside it, impatiently awaiting the coming of the French postboy, he had paced up and down in the dusk, until out of the darkness had stepped to his side the shrouded thing that in a moment had erased him from the living! The thing that so far, covered by the veil of night, had defied detection.

Had he been lured a few yards this way or a few yards that? Had he been struck down under the more remote wall of the inn where of a night the gloom would be deep? Or in the shadow of the ramshackle tavern that leaned and tottered on the other side of the road, some twenty yards farther from the foot of the street?

It hung out the sign of the Black Cow, and I knew it for the disreputable inn of which the Baron had spoken; the inn beneath which in a cellar had been found the skeleton which was not Elliss, but betrayed some earlier crime. Or had he walked away from this place with the life still safe in him, and gone into the town? And perished, God only knew where and how?

The answer was to seek. It was for me to seek.

Meantime, the place lay much as I had pictured it, thanks to the good Barons accuracy. But, as my eyes travelled from the posthouse to the distant street-end, and round to the Black Cow, and so back to the sordid group of loiterers who hung about the posthouse doors and watched me suspiciously, my hopes sank and I felt all my helplessness.

I perceived more fully the difficulties of my task. I owned, with the mise en scene before me, that where others, better equipped, had failed, it was most unlikely that I should succeed. In Berlin fancy had had full play. I had supposed that, were I once on the spot, discoveries would leap to the eye. But the little group of houses, the road, the yard, the everyday life about them, told no tales.

They raised before the imagination the blank wall of the actual. Perceval had passed this way, had entered this house and left this house, had paced this road, had passed from it to his death. But the scene retained no trace of him; it told no more of him or his fate than any group of houses on the Berlin-Hamburg chaussee.

He had left no mark  or the life of many commonplace days had obliterated it; and it was with a baffled sense of disillusion that I at last turned away, and, entering the posthouse by the nearer door, sought the small room in which he had supped, and where the servant-wench had come on him pacing to and fro and talking to himself  and again had seen him examining his pistols.

I ordered dinner, and standing with my back to the stove, I watched the girl  the same buxom girl who had watched Ellis  as she laid it. From time to time she cast a stealthy glance at me  at my fur cloak I fancied, for the room being cold, I had kept it on. And at last: Is August here? I asked.

But my question, abrupt as it was, failed to surprise her. So! she said, and her face took on a sullen cast; you are one of them?

One of whom?

The police. August? No, you know well. He is in gaol.

Ah, I remember, I said. And I put two or three questions to her; about the two Jews who had supped with Ellis, and as to the latest moment at which she had seen him and where. But all I could extract from her was: I have told you all I know, and I have been tormented enough. I have been badgered, teased, threatened  till I dont know what I remember and what I dont. I dont know what happened to the gentleman, but  viciously I wish he had never been born; der gute Gott knows that!

No, I was a day, two days, many days late for the fair. It was a case of la moutarde apres diner. Whatever traces of the crime there had been, whatever clues might have been gathered, had been over-trodden, confused, destroyed this many a week. And doubtless I should find all the witnesses in the same mood as this girl; weary of questioning, uncertain what they remembered, and what had been suggested to them; above all, sulkily set on not committing themselves to anything.

With a lad in the yard I had my greatest success, little as that was. He had seen and he vaguely remembered the missing postilion, and he confirmed the fact that the man had worn a cast-off French uniform, and had been dark-complexioned with very black eyebrows. In his judgment  but the stranger had kept his leather collar turned up and had shown his face little  a French deserter.

But there again, as the fellow had spoken German, the lad was not sure; he might have been a German in French pay. Be that as it might  and this was what chiefly interested me  the lad retained a hazy impression that he had seen the face before; at some time and somewhere, he could not say where. It was all, indeed, misty and uncertain, and, alas, when pressed to search his memory, he only grew more doubtful.

On the road? Driving through perhaps? I suggested. But no, he was not sure that it was on the road. He could not tell where it was. Or, in fine, and at last, whether it was; he might not have seen the man before. He might have only fancied it. He had certainly not seen him since.

It needed but an hour of this to plunge me into the deepest dejection. I saw the absurdity of my belief that I, a stranger and a foreigner, could learn anything where the authorities had failed; and before I left the posthouse I had as good as given up hope. It was only as a matter of duty that I proceeded into the town to interview von Kalisch.

The Barons description had been so clear and the town was so small that I needed no guide. Five minutes saw me standing in the Market Place, over-large for the town, with the hoary cathedral on one hand, some low arcaded houses on the other, and in the middle of the grass-grown cobbled space the grey, age-worn, crumbling statue of Roland.

Beyond this, and facing me, rose the quaint little Rathhaus, of which one end abutted on a street that left the Market Place at a comer, while the other end was divided by a house of some pretensions from the parallel street which left the market place at the other comer. The latter street led, I knew, to the German Coffee House.

A sleepy old-world place, smacking nothing of crime or mystery. Here and there a dog wandered, its nose to the ground. At one or two doors a tradesman in a nightcap loitered, smoking his long German pipe and gazing stolidly before him. About the crumbling statue sparrows chirped and fluttered and pigeons strutted. The heavy bell of the cathedral tolled the hour of two, and a boy with a satchel on his back issued noisily from a doorway and clattered through the Arcade.

I walked across to the residence which prolonged the Rathhaus, and I knocked at the door. A good-looking, frank-faced girl, with blue eyes and a mass of light hair wound about her head, opened it. She started on seeing me, and I was sure that even before I spoke she associated me with that other traveller in the fur cloak who had come so tragically into her life.

I asked if Captain von Kalisch was at home.

She admitted me, but reluctantly, I thought. And as I passed by her she looked at me covertly. No doubt she, like the others, had heard enough of the matter; had been questioned and bullied and questioned again, until she was weary of it. No doubt she had told all that she knew a hundred times. Oh, it was a hopeless  a hopeless task on which I had embarked.

Still, the girl impressed me favourably. I judged her to be honest and straightforward; one who would tell the truth as far as she knew it. And the Governor, when I was admitted to his modest quarters, had the same effect on me He wore glasses and a small beard, was smallish himself, and of a more intellectual type than the common run of Prussian officers. But he sighed when he saw me and I told him who I was. He, too, had had more than enough of the case.

So! he said. You want to know? But first sir  formally your authority, if you please.

I gave him Davouts letter and he read it, and sighed again, as he returned it to me. An Englishman vouched for by a Frenchman! Matters had come to a pretty pass in Prussia when these things were! However Very good, he said wearily. What, mein Hen, do you wish to know?

What you think, I said. Your opinion.

Oh! he answered. That? Well, Ive thought till I am tired. And I see only two alternatives: one which I believe to be the truth, and another remotely possible.

The first, then, if it please you?

A common guet-apens. I think your friend was murdered for what he had about him, and buried in some backyard, some house, in the fields, perhaps in the river  God knows where! That is what we all believe here.

But, I objected, that was not what he feared when he came to you?

No, he feared a plot, the French behind it. True, doubtless. But all the same, what I have said was what happened to him in my opinion.

A queer coincidence, I said. He feared  he had cause to fear one thing; and another happened to him!

Well, yes. A coincidence.

But, I argued, surely in a little place like this, Herr von Kalisch, there are not many vauriens capable of such a crime as this.

There are enough, he said. The upset of the war  there is hardly a village that has not its disbanded soldiers, broken men, deserters, ready, the worst of them, to cut a throat for a months pay. And, without a scrap of evidence except that against the man August, what could we do? Lay em all by the heels? Impossible, mein Herr. He shrugged his shoulders.

And the other  the remote possibility?

He glanced at the door. Well, of course, it may have been the French, he said. But, if so, without our knowledge. And they must have been very clever if they did it  without our knowledge. Anyway, our hands are clean  I tell you that as man to man. And I dont think the French did it. But I dont deny the possibility. I am quite frank.

I told him of the simultaneous attack that had been made on me, and of the warnings against Klatz that we had received. They dont fall in with a theory of a chance attack, I argued. On the other hand, one would have thought, Captain von Kalisch, that if the French were guilty, Davout would not have

Sent you here? He shrugged his shoulders. They would not tell him. The order would come from elsewhere.

I thought this over, and in the end: Well, theres an argument, and I am not sure that it is not a conclusive argument, against this theory. My friends papers. If they were in French hands we should be aware of it.

They would have been published?

Or used.

Then you may depend upon it, briskly, that my theory is the correct one. The papers were for nothing in it, or they would have been taken and used. Therefore the French were not in it, and he was murdered for what he had. His cloak would have been enough, with his eye on mine.

The postilion? If anyone is to be suspected it seems to me that he is the man. Have you learned nothing of him?

Nothing. He may be hundreds of miles away by now. In Silesia, on the Rhine, in Poland  God knows where. Perhaps in Spain.

That seemed a hopeless view and I felt proportionately discouraged. I asked the Governor to describe in minute detail the events of that afternoon  Elliss arrival, his application for a guard, his appearance, his words, his manner. He did so, and with an honest desire, I could see, to tell the truth. When he had done  and his story went not a jot beyond the Barons report At first, I confess, he added,  I thought it a case of suicide. Your friends manner was wild, his statements disjointed; he made a sort of mystery of what he feared, he looked like a man who had not slept for nights, and I was inclined to think his fears a delusion. But, of course when the body could not be found I changed my mind.

Poor Perceval! Poor Ellis! I muttered, moved by the picture. And I felt once more the bite of remorse, of self-reproach, which was never entirely to leave me. Nothing of his has been found? Nothing that was on his person?

Nothing except the cloak.

Which was not his, I rejoined. And I explained that matter.  And now as to the girl who let me in, I said. She believes, I understand, that my friend returned at nine oclock and asked for you. I want to look into that  into that especially. Someone, I take it, did come and did ask for you? And according to her story, she sent him after you to the German Coffee House. What I want to know is  did any one come on to you there? Any stranger?

Well, yes  reluctantly a man did ask for me there and see me. A stranger.

I opened my eyes. Oh, I said. And did he say that he had come on from your house?

No.

But have you since learned if he did call  at this house. Because if he did, he, and not Ellis, was the caller  at nine oclock.

But von Kalisch shook his head.  I thought of that, of course. But too late. The man was a Danish merchant, going for Holstein, who sought leave to stay two nights in the town. Unfortunately, when the point arose he was gone, and we have failed to get into touch with him.

But he may have been the man?

He may. He was a tall man like your friend, and he wore a cloak. A blue roquelaure with a red lining and a high stiff collar.

Umph! Well, there again we are in doubt. Can I see the maid?

Certainly. He went out and called her in, explaining  but I knew that this was unnecessary  my interest in the matter:  Speak freely, Lotte, he added, for she looked much inclined to cry. We know your only desire is to tell the truth.

I only want to know one thing, I said. Do you believe that the gentleman who called at nine oclock was the traveller who had taken tea with the Governor earlier in the afternoon?

She looked at me piteously. I dont know, she said. I dont know. He had a cloak like the other, and he was of the same height. And his speech seemed foreign. But there was no light in the passage and the lamp in the Market Place was behind him.

He went away as if for the German Coffee House?

Yes. He turned the corner as if to go down the street.

And someone joined him?

I dont know, she said with the same unhappy expression.

But you thought that someone joined him? You have said so? I insisted.

There was a man near the Roland Statue who seemed to move in the same direction at the same time as the gentleman turned from the door. I fancied that he had been waiting for him, and was about to rejoin him. But I did not see them meet, and  with a sigh it may not have been so.

You could not see what that man was like?

Only that he was rather tall than short. I can say no more.

At any rate, it was no one you knew?

It might have been my brother  I should not have known.

It was evident that she was telling the truth, and I could get no more from her. When I had thanked her and she had retired: What are you going to do? the Governor asked.

Stay here and look about me, I replied. But I spoke despondently. What could I do or what could I learn that had not been done and learned already?

At the Golden Crown?

No, at the German Coffee House. The only clue that we have seems to lead in that direction. If the traveller who called on you at nine oclock was my friend, then somewhere between here and that inn  he disappeared.

Very good, he rejoined. Its a decent house, though plain. I will take you there and see that they make you comfortable.

He took up his hat and cloak and we went out, and turning the corner of the house walked down a narrow street rendered narrower by the horse-blocks and shutter-bars that projected from the houses. It was a quiet old-fashioned street and clean, despite the kennel that ran down the middle. A dozen painted signs swinging on iron-work gave it an antique and almost a gay appearance.

It ended in the Shoe Market, a bourne unworthy of it, for the market was as sordid as the street was respectable. A tiny draggle-tailed square it seemed, shut in by frowsy houses and not made more sightly by the stalls that encumbered the middle space. However, we did not enter it, for the Coffee-house was the last house in the street, and we turned in there.

It is an excellent house, von Kalisch explained as we passed in, if it were not next door to the Shoe Market. A little old-fashioned  as my eye fell on the washing apparatus, which was just outside the door of the coffee-room but clean, you will find.

Respectable people?

Oh, perfectly. They must give you rooms at the front.

That, however, was just what they could not do. The Baron von Graben, his lady and family, had the first floor. Two French officers were over them, and a Bremen merchant and his clerk.

The host  a very fat man  greatly regretted it, but if the Governors friend would put up with the first floor back for a day or two something would doubtless fall in! Everything should be done to make the illustrious Herr with the hotel satisfaction feel.

The Governor was displeased, and said so  he was a friendly man, but that did not help  and leaving him in the coffee-room I went upstairs to see the rooms. I found that the first floor suite was darkened by the wall of a house, separated from the windows by an alley, scarcely six feet wide; and I decided to go up higher.

For lack of better, I chose a single room on the upper floor, the dormer windows of which overtopped the opposite eaves. Having settled this, and accepted von Kalischs invitation to sup with him next evening, I bowed him out and went up again to the room I had chosen.

A stout serving-wench was lighting the stove, but fled on my entrance, and, glad to be alone and free to arrange my thoughts, I threw myself on the bed. I had been so continually on the move since I left Zerbst that to feel that I was now established in settled quarters even for a short time was a relief to me. The room, though bare and sparsely furnished, was spotlessly clean, and I felt that for a day or two I could do with it.

I did not mean to sleep; I meant to think; I meant to weigh what I had heard. But as the room grew warm I drowsed off, my last remembered thought a resolve that in another ten minutes I would descend and set forth on a thorough exploration of the town.

Dinner-time was past, supper-time not yet come, and so no one came near me, and I must have slept nearly three hours, for when I awoke the room was in twilight, though the sky shone clear and cold above the opposite roof.

Ashamed of this waste of time, I sprang to my feet. To learn the hour by my watch I had to go to the window, and there I stood awhile looking out. Six feet away a dormer window, similar to that from which I looked, but a little lower, faced mine. It was closed with shutters of rough unpainted deal, and so did not lessen my privacy.

I paused, gazing at the sky above the gable, until, feeling that the stove had over-heated the room, I opened the window and thrust out my head. The alley below was almost in darkness, but I could see that the crazy looking building opposite  of which the dormer was a part  appeared to be a brewery or the like, for the wall, blind and bald, was broken half-way down by a doorway surmounted by a hook and pulley. My curiosity satisfied, I drew in my head and I was debating, with my eyes on the window opposite, whether I should shut my window or leave it open, when I experienced the oddest thing.

A voice whispered Cartwright! apparently in my ear; whispered my name so clearly and distinctly that I started and turned, assured that someone had entered the room. But the room was empty  empty of all but shadows, and I remembered, moreover, that I had turned the key in the door.

No one, therefore, could have come in. Still, the impression that I had heard my name uttered by someone close to me was so vivid that I stepped to the door, unlocked it, and looked down the passage. The passage was empty. The whole of the upper floor of the house was quiet. I might have heard a mouse move.

I was puzzled. I went back into the room, closed the door, and again looked round the place. I even, though the idea was ridiculous, looked under the bed, which like most German beds was long enough for a lad of fourteen.

Of course, I found no one, and nothing; and smiling at my own fatuity, I went back to the window. I took hold of it to close it, for the room had grown cold, and would certainly be colder when I returned if I left the window open.

Cartwright!

This time I whipped round as if a hand had been laid on my shoulder. Not that the voice was loud; it was so low as to be barely audible. But if my name had been shouted aloud, if it had been attended by a trumpet blast, it could not have shaken me more, for the voice was Perceval Elliss. It certainly sounded like Percevals.

I felt a tingling in my scalp, and after one hasty glance round, which showed me nothing, I closed the window and stepped back into the middle of the room. Thence, turning about, I looked keenly and intently into every comer.

It was fancy  just fancy  I told myself, but I could not refrain from a shudder. The room was assuredly cold, and perhaps I had caught a chill standing at the window. The bed looked a little odd, too; almost as if someone were lying on it; and while I knew that this was impossible, it was, nevertheless, with an effort that I forced myself to approach it.

Of course, what I had seen on it was no more than my cloak, but as I took it up and hastily threw it about me, I could not refrain from glancing over my shoulder. The room was darker as well as colder than it had been  and what was that odd-looking thing on the floor?

I laughed aloud. This would never do! I crossed the floor and dealt the thing a hearty kick. It was an extra duvet which I had thrown off the bed when I lay down. So much for that! And with another laugh at my own folly I flung the door open and tramped noisily and with something of a swagger down the stairs.

I would not look behind me  I was not a fool to that extent  but all the same I breathed more freely when I reached the hall, and in the street I squared my shoulders and strode along. No doubt I had been thinking so much of poor Perceval and his last troubled hours that  but I was myself again now, and able to smile at my foolishness.

By the time I reached the Market Place it was night.

On one side of the great open space the cathedral lay long and dark, a crouching beast. On the other, a light or two twinkled under the Arcade  mainly in an oilmans window. In the middle a single lamp shed a faint radiance on old Roland.

I stepped into the Governors doorway and tried to visualise the scene which the maid had described  Ellis, tall and cloaked, approaching me, his face in shadow, behind him the form of the man lurking near the statue, then the two moving, the one behind the other, towards the narrow street up which I had come. I found that I was able to do this  and I did it a little in bravado  without a qualm. No voice spoke in my ear, no unseen presence sought to make itself felt.

Satisfied, and smiling at myself, I crossed the open square at a brisk pace and plunged into the wider street that led to the posthouse. I had not only my baggage to seek, but Grussbaum and his mission on my mind. He should have learned something by this time, and even if I did not find him awaiting me, I felt certain that I should hear news of him.

But the reception that I met with at the posthouse was discouraging. I suppose that my arrival that morning had taken the people of the house by surprise, and so they had answered my questions, Now they had had time to think, and associating me with the trouble which Elliss disappearance had brought upon the house  for I believe that there was not one among them who had not been at one time or another under arrest  they looked upon me as an enemy and a person to be kept at arms length.

The most harmless questions now met only with grunts or sullen answers, and when I asked if the person who had arrived with me was there, or had left a message for me, they denied all knowledge of him. It was only when, baffled by the stupidity of the people in the house, I had pushed my inquiries into the yard, that I learned the dismaying truth  if it was the truth. For at first I doubted.

It was an ostler seated on a bucket cleaning a horses legs by the light of a horn-lanthorn who informed me.

The man that came with you? he repeated. He posted on  at two sharp, he did.

Posted on? I exclaimed. At two? Impossible!

Ay, but he did. Smallish man, white-faced, wasnt he? Soft spoken?

Yes. Thats the man, but

Well, he went for Hamburg  with two horses, at two sharp, as I told you. Seemed in a mortal hurry to be gone, too!

Are you sure? I cried, with a sinking heart.

Well, I see him go, dryly. Didnt they tell you in the house?

No, they didnt, d  n them!

Well, they knew well enough. Well enough they knew, doggedly. See him go as well as me!

In a towering rage, and with a very unpleasant suspicion in my mind, I returned to the house. I caught master and maid conferring in the passage, and I fell upon them.  If you dont tell me the truth, I swore, Ill have the Governor here in ten minutes, and Ill see if he can make you speak!

That brought Master Postmaster to his senses. He lowered his tone. He remembered now. To be sure, of course he remembered. The gentlemans friend had gone on at two  for Hamburg.

Then he must have left a message, I stormed. Or a letter? Out with it, rascal! Or if I have to go to the Governor

But the Postmaster, cringing now, asseverated by all his gods that nothing had been left for me  no letter, no message, nothing! The traveller had appeared to be in a great hurry to be gone and had wasted no words on anyone. He had ordered the horses within five minutes of my departure, and had started to the minute at two.

Now I had given Grussbaum the clearest order that if he found that the Waechters had passed through the town he was not to follow them without informing me. But I had also, that he might not be without money, given him a hundred and fifty thalers in advance. And with this in my mind, and the fact that he had driven off the moment my back was turned, what was I to think? What could I think?

Well, only one thing, and I ground out a savage oath as I recognized it. The man had duped me. He had taken my money, and the moment he had got it in hand he had absconded, laughing at my folly. Ay, and by now he was a couple of stages on his way to his sick wife  if he had a sick wife, and the whole story which had gained him a free ride and a full purse was not a flam.

I saw it all, and saw, too, what a fool I had been to trust him, with his crafty white face and his secretive ways! Why, his very manner should have warned me! Had it not roused my suspicions a dozen times?

Yet, with all that to reason from, I had handed him a sum large enough to tempt an honest man, and, of course, he had treated me as I deserved to be treated! He had not thought it necessary even to go into the town, or to make a pretence of inquiry, but had made sure of his plunder the moment my back was turned.

Oh, d  n! I cried, and on a sudden suspicion I inquired for my valise. Had the rogue taken that, too?

Well, he had not  for a wonder! Perhaps he had feared that I might trace him by it. I gave the order for it to be taken to the Coffee House, and recalling, with a pang  a pang of remorse and pity  that my plan for keeping the Waechters in view was now at an end, I inquired, but with little hope, if they had passed through.

So far as I could learn they had not; no party resembling theirs had come or gone. But I felt that I could now trust no one; even my one honest informant, the ostler, might have been bribed. And it was with a painful sense of defeat that I left the yard and slowly and heavily made my way back into the town.

The honours were with them! The wretches had won, and might laugh at me and my abortive threats. And the girl? Whatever her fate, and I shuddered to dwell on it, she would think that I had abandoned her.

In the depths of her misery, in her despair and fear, she would know that I had failed her; and ignorant of that other quest that weighed so heavily on me, she would believe that I had done so in sheer wantonness, caring nothing! The thought was torture to me!

I wandered, seeing little, across the dark Market Place and along the street which left it at the corner of the Rathhaus. I cast a cold eye at the other inn, the Golden Crown, and turning at right angles when I came to the end of the street, I made my way back to my inn through a narrow and not over-clean lane that came out in the Shoe Market at the Coffee House comer.

Near the end of the lane I passed the brewery  if brewery it was, for it seemed to be unoccupied  as well as the mouth of the alley on which my window looked.

I glanced at the one and into the other, but idly and without interest. I had not valued Grussbaums company, much less had it occurred to me that I leant on him. But his desertion, and the manner of it, left with me an extraordinary feeling of loneliness.

I had come to Perleberg to succeed, were it possible, where others had failed; to read a riddle that had defied experience and baffled old hands. And never had I felt myself so unfit, so inefficient, so unequal to the task as at this moment.

I carried my mind back to the time when I had left London for Vienna, confident in myself and proud of my mission; when, holding myself on a par with Gentz and Haugwitz and their like, I had fondly looked forward to crossing swords with them; when, gaily, with all the threads in my hands, I had sneered at the old school of diplomats, and thought nothing above my powers.

Ay, and thence I carried my mind forward to the moment when Percevals arrival had dashed the cup from my lips and I had sworn that but for this I had in another week or another month scored such a success as would have saved Austria and changed the face of Europe.

Vain imaginings, but never had they seemed as vain as now, when I felt that the smallest, the youngest of third-class clerks might smile at me. A diplomat? Why, I had not the wits of a mouse. A reader of men? Why, a common cheat of the road had fleeced me! A pair of vulgar intriguers had baffled me! I had sunk from the Ball Platz to the common police-office, from Vienna to Perleberg  and Perleberg gave me a fools mate. Ah, I muttered, how ready men are to plume themselves when for a moment fortune has smiled on them!


CHAPTER XXI

THE DWARF AGAIN

MY heart was not quite so low next morning, but it was with little courage and less hope, and simply as a matter of duty, that I turned to my inquiry. I had come to the conclusion that the police had focused their attention on the posthouse and the Black Cow.

They had ransacked the adjoining buildings, they had dug up the gardens, they had searched the stream, they had turned every stone and arrested every person in both houses on whom suspicion could lie. And in doing this they had rendered sullen or mute all those whom they had not arrested. To look for further evidence in that quarter seemed now to be hopeless.

But either because they had not believed the story of the nine oclock call, or because the respectability of the German Coffee House had discouraged them, they did not appear to have followed the trail into the town with the same vigour. Here, therefore, I judged that I must make my discoveries, if I was destined to make any.

Had Ellis really gone to the Coffee House that night? Had he been seen in it? Had he been seen by anyone in the street leading to it? These were the questions to which I wanted answers, and my first attack was made on my landlord; the fat, beaming tun of a man who had received me.

I got him up into my room, and was surprised as well as pleased when I found him as willing to talk as I was to listen. Suspicion had not touched him, and I soon saw that he was one of those who savour a mystery. But when it came to what he knew himself, he could tell me nothing. The nobility ball had filled his house on that fatal evening, there had been many strangers, and much coming and going, much confusion, to which the noise of a band had contributed.

He had questioned all his servants long ago, and traced the man who had admitted the Holstein merchant to see the Governor. But no one could be found who retained any memory of a second foreigner. In fine, the man could not carry the trail a yard farther. At the corner of the Market Place, at the moment when the two dark figures melted into the twilight, it stopped.

We finished our talk on the landing outside my door, and as I turned to re-enter, after dismissing my host, I caught the eye of a chambermaid who was scrubbing the floor. Was it about the nobility ball the gentleman was asking? she said, looking up from her work. Well, there was an odd thing happened next morning  in his room, too, if he would like to hear it.

I encouraged her. Come in and tell me, I said.  What was that?

Well, mein Herr, it was not much, she said. Still, it was odd. A gracious, good-to-the-eye-seeming young lady had this room, and an older lady who was with her had the next. Well, when they were leaving  that was early in the morning after the ball, or, indeed, late in the morning, for most of us had been up all night

Had they been to the ball? I interposed. The two ladies?

Oh, no, they were just travellers like mein Herr, who had come in late the evening before. Well, when they were leaving the Frau had lost something  an ear-drop that was not in all the world to be matched, to listen to her  and lost it in the Frauleins room, she thought.

Such a rumpus as there was then! Nothing would do but every corner must be searched, and all the young ladys baggage that had been strapped must be opened and even the flounces of the frock the Fraulein was wearing must be tried, lest it be caught in them, and what not and what not! There was no end to it, seeking and searching!

Did she suppose, then, I asked, that the young lady had  

Had taken it? Not according to her, the chambermaid smiled. Oh, no, the Frau, to begin, was all milk and sugar  if she might search! But it wasnt hard to see what she thought.

And the young lady?

Scared out of her wits, I promise you, mein Herr. And seeing her all of a tremble and the colour of a bleached napkin, I said Id call up my mistress; and at that my lady that had been getting sharper and sharper, lowered her tone, I can tell you! And they went downstairs, and I thought them gone. But in a moment up comes my lady again, and gives me a whole thaler, and to it again, looking behind the drawers and turning over the bed and raking out the ashes in the stove, and even feeling the quilt.

If a flea to be found there was, shed have had it! But nothing came of it; at any rate, I saw her find nothing. And when she gave it up and went down her face was black as thunder, and I was glad to think that the young lady was going no farther with her.

They parted here then?

Yes, mein Herr. They had shared a landschute, I heard, but I fancy that the young lady did not like her company. She was going to Altona to see her sick father  so she told me.

What? I cried. I sprang to my feet. Hitherto I had been listening but idly. Say that again.

Surprised by my manner, the woman repeated the statement. Why? she added. Did the Herr know her?

Ive met her, I said.  Had the elder woman  who searched  a small dog with her?

So! To be sure she had. Your honour is right. A dog with bells.

And then for the first time I saw a little light falling into a dark place. It broke on me that it was on the strength of some false charge such as this, some hold such as the story suggested, that the woman had taken possession of the lonely terrified girl, and had enslaved her body and soul. By heaven, it looked like it! It looked like it! And she seemed to be frightened, did she? I continued eagerly; the young Fraulein?

That morning? I believe you, the wench replied. Frightened in the highest degree, she was, and her face like paper, though shed come in the evening before as easy as you please. But with the other it was pretty much a word and a blow! For her, Id judge her  with a scornful toss of the head to be like the eardrop she said she had lost  for she showed me the fellow to it  more gaudy than good.

But did not the young lady defend herself?

No, she was that terrified that she just sat with her hands before her and looked as if she was going to swoon. Not a bit of spirit in her! If it had been me  but then, you see, the other did not right down accuse her. She was too clever for that. And for my part I never believed the young lady took a pin. Her only fault was that she was too good for her company. Oh, I know. Do you imagine  with a toss of her head that Ive made beds for the gentry for seven years and dont know black from white?

Someone called her then, and she went out, and you may be sure that she left me to thoughts that in a trice carried me back to a day before all these troubles had fallen upon me; to the day of that ever-to-be-regretted departure from Wittenberg, when, stepping out into the early freshness of the August morning, I had seen a landschute standing before the inn, and in it these two women.

Well might I call that morning, which had opened so brightly, unfortunate, for it had led poor Perceval to his death, to me it had brought lasting remorse, and to this girl, who seemed to have nothing in common with us, God only knew what pain and humiliation.

But was I right? The woman and the girl had parted here, according to the chambermaid; and the girl I knew, from what I had learned at Zerbst, had gone on to Altona, had stayed there many weeks, had nursed her father back to health, had started on her return journey. Her arrival had been expected on the day before my own flight from Zerbst.

Here, then, was a long interval, and the question pressed on me  how had the young lady and Frau Waechter come again into contact? Why, after parting in these circumstances, had they come together again? The Fraulein was gentle, timid, easily swayed, perhaps; but she was not unversed in the world; she had mixed in society, she had enjoyed at Zerbst a privileged position.

What had induced her, then  what, I asked myself, could have induced her  to let this woman, violent, vulgar, common, an adventuress, take possession of her anew, browbeat, terrify, annex her?

What, indeed? There lay the riddle, and a riddle for me without an answer. And in my mind it gave rise to another. A thousand thalers was, in a poverty-stricken Germany, a large sum. It was for small people  for people living by their wits  a fortune. Why, then, had the Waechters refused such a bribe? A big bribe? Why had it failed to persuade them to release their hold over the girl?

That seemed more remarkable the longer I dwelt on it. The man had been tempted. He had wavered. But the woman had seen farther. She had valued their possession of the girl at more than a thousand thalers. Why? On what basis, I asked myself.

I feared to think. And, alas, of what use was thought  at this time of day? They were gone! Gone beyond seeking, gone, through Grussbaums treachery, beyond help! I could only  and it was a poor alternative  resolve to tell the Governor the whole story when I supped with him that evening.

He had the air of a humane man and he might be able to do something, though the odds were that the party were by this time across the Danish border.

All day I had this and the poor girls fate at the back of my mind, while apparently I was busied de coeur et dáme in the other matter. In the hope of alighting on some one able to testify to Elliss passage through the street, I devoted the morning and a part of the afternoon to visiting every house between the Market Place and the German Coffee House. The landlord of the latter offered to accompany me, and I could not have done my work under more favourable auspices.

Mouths that the presence of the Governor or the police would have closed were opened in the sunshine of his vast and beaming countenance; neighbour passed me on to neighbour; householders interrogated their children; in every dwelling the story was told and canvassed; even the fact that it was market-day and the town pretty full, was not allowed to stand in my way.

But little came of it, and nothing that was definite. Strangers had been seen that evening, alone or in company; I had plenty of evidence of that. But then it was the night of the nobility ball, and the presence of strangers was to be expected. Whether, of these strangers, Ellis had been one, no one could say.

By half-past two I was as well known up and down the quaint, quiet street as my host himself. Smiles met me on every side. I was a centre of interest; I was exhibited to country people. And for my part there was hardly a house-block and hardly a sign  from the huge pair of spectacles that bridged the way before the watchmakers to the gigantic coffee-pot that hung before Speiser, the grocers  with which I was not familiar.

The children ran to me with messages, the dogs thrust their noses into my hand, even the sun shone with a warmth beyond that of November. As I looked up and down the narrow vista, I could not believe that Ellis had come to harm either here or hereabouts. Tragedy seemed so far  so very far off. I could not associate this gay, friendly, smiling street with it.

It was hard upon three when we gave up the inquiry, and I do not know which was the more disappointed  my good host or I. But it is this way, mein Herr, he said. Take to-day. It is market-day. Many people come into my house. Do you think you could get evidence of them all? No! And that reminds me  you had your cloak on when we started?

I left it in the hall after dinner, I explained.  I found it too hot.

Now, there! And suppose someone took it from the hall  do you think we could bring it home to him? Doubtful, very doubtful. Let us hope, therefore, it is safe. A thing as valuable as that! He shook his head reproachfully over it. It should not have been left, mein Herr.

However, we found it safe enough, hanging where I had left it, and on this point we had no need of evidence.

But I could quite understand that had any one taken it, he could have done so unperceived in the market crowd; and I took care to put on the cloak when I went out towards evening.

I thought that I would make some inquiries in the other street, in which the Golden Crown stood, and for more than an hour I strolled about, now questioning stolid tradesmen at their doors, now surveying from all points the grass-grown market-place which, even on this, the market-day, looked all too large.

Standing first in one place and then in another, I tried to call up the scene; tried to imagine how, and by what lane or alley, Perceval might, on that ill-fated night, have been lured out of the better parts of the town.

But again the peace and quietness about me were too much for me. Though the Governor had shaken his head and said that there were vauriens enough in Perleberg, I could find no room in this dull German town for so stark and grisly a thing as murder.

It must have been the French, after all, I concluded at last. With everything to the contrary it still must have been the French who did it. And I stood staring at the great dark couchant lion of a cathedral that flanked the Market Place and was the only object in the town that even approached it in size. Old, very old, I judged; almost as old as the crumbling statue of Roland that I had the curiosity to approach and touch.

I killed a few moments in that way, and then, dusk coming on, Im simply wasting my time, I muttered despondently. Im doing no good here! Not a bit!

But beyond what I had done, what could I do? That was the question, and it meant, what should I do  next day? I was debating it with my hand still resting on the Rolands-Saule, when a little girl, leaping over the shafts of a cart  one of a long line, laden and unladen, standing in the Place  ran up to me, thrust a scrap of paper into my hand, and with a merry laugh dived under the next cart and was gone!

Had I been prepared for her, I could hardly have detained her, and, as it was, I was left at gaze, staring at the paper that she had placed in my hand. It was a mere scrap, of coarse make, twisted into the form of a chapeau á comes, but without address. Though night was beginning to darken the narrow streets, there was still light enough in the middle of the open Place to enable me to read, and the roughly scrawled message was short.

If you still wish  it ran to make the bargain you offered two days ago, follow the man in the brown cloak, who is standing at the corner of the Rathhaus. Do not communicate with anyone, or the deal is off. You are watched.

So! I exclaimed. So! They have thought better of it then! And I slapped my hand on the cold stone beside me, though the action was but a poor token of the relief  relief amounting to triumph  that I felt. For all day I had had the girl on my mind. All day, going out and coming in, visiting one house after another, I had been haunted by her woebegone face, her sad eyes. And now  now I could save her! The bribe had worked, the offer was to be accepted; the thalers had done their duty after all.

With the note in my hand I looked across the open space in search of the brown man. I could not distinguish him, but the distance was considerable, and below the Rathhaus, in the jaws of the narrow street that flanked it, the dusk was thick. An early light twinkled at the barbers, the oil-shop was lighting up, but as I passed from the open I seemed to pass in a moment from the clear sky of evening to the dusk of night.

I dont know whether it was this change, or the sight of the muffled figure awaiting me at the comer, that made me drop a hand into the pocket of my cloak, to make sure that I had my pistols with me.

They were there safe enough, and reassured by the feel of their roughened handles, I followed the short ungainly figure that at my nearer approach detached itself from the Rathhaus and, without look or sign, moved sluggishly down the street. Disguised as my guide was, in a cloak and flapped hat, I had little doubt that he was Karl, the half-witted lad.

I detested the dwarf, for I found something unnatural in him, in his brutishness and his animal nature; and for a moment it crossed my mind to raise an alarm and seize him. But to do it might expose the girl to instant vengeance, and, after all, I had nothing to fear; I had my pistols. If treachery were intended, I had little doubt that so armed I could deal with it.

Slouching through the dusk about ten paces before me, the lad passed the Golden Crown, keeping, I noticed, on the farther side of the way and as far as possible from the lamp which a servant was suspending at the door.

Presently he reached the end of the street, and I was not one whit surprised when he turned into the lane that I had followed the evening before  the lane that led, I knew, to the Shoe Market. I do not know in the least why I expected this, but it seemed to me as if I had anticipated it from the beginning.

There were few passers here  the byway was dark, solitary, winding, a place of dead walls and blind houses  and had I not been armed I would not have followed the dwarf a yard. Even as it was, I moved warily; took the outer side of every curve, gave dark comers a wide berth, and where, as happened in one or two places, trees hung over the walls, I kept a sharp look-out.

I was not sorry when, from the bottom of this black trough, I caught sight of a star or two shining serenely in the evening sky  stars that, I daresay, were not yet visible in the open.

I had made up my mind  again I do not know why  that we were bound for the deserted brewery, and so it turned out. My guide stopped at a low door in the wall of the building and drew a key from his pocket.

In this narrow slit at the bottom of which we stood it was too dark, though the lights of the Shoe Market were hardly twenty paces from us, to see what the door was like, but I pictured it mouldering, begrimed, and cobwebbed  the door of a long unused building. However, the key turned silently enough and the door opened.

I hesitated  at the last moment, I own, I hesitated before I entered. Then I asked myself why I had come if I was not prepared to go through with the matter, and ashamed to betray fear, I stepped across the threshold. As I did so: You are to see the Fraulein first, the lad grumbled. Then: Wait till I get a light.

I was only too ready to do so, for the passage in which I found myself was dark as the pit, and the sound made by the dwarf locking the door behind us did not tend to hearten me. I pressed my back against the wall and waited, a hand on a pistol, all my senses on guard. However, my caution was uncalled for.

The lad blundered by me and opened a second door, which disclosed a lighted lanthorn standing forlornly on the bottom step of a worm-eaten staircase; a narrow staircase which showed here and there grains of rye and barley trodden into the cracks between the shrunken boards. It turned on itself, and was such a stairway as we see in English stables leading from saddle room to loft.

The dwarf took up the lanthorn and signed to me to ascend. But I did not like the look of things. If fair play was intended, why such a rendezvous as this? I declined to run risks, and dryly I bade him go first. He shrugged his shoulders, but taking the lead began to climb, and I followed, and having twice turned round the newel, we emerged on the first-floor.

Here I had an impression of a vast bare chamber more like the empty hold of a big ship than anything else, stretching to infinity and broken only by rows of thick props. Our light was here but as a taper in a church, held by one who peered in from the porch; and all of particularity that I carried away, in addition to the size and the emptiness of the chamber, was the fact that a gap yawned in the floor about midway across it. I guessed that this was a hatchway used, no doubt, for lowering grain when the building was tenanted.

I saw no more before the lad climbed on, and I followed; but the higher we mounted and the farther we penetrated into the bowels of this gloomy building, the more suspicious I grew, and the more closely I gripped my weapons. Indeed, I would gladly have stood  or gone back.

But having come so far, I had not the courage to withdraw  nor, indeed, the heart when I thought of the girl! And two more turns round the newel post, which generations of hands had so rubbed that it shone like marble in the lanthorn-light, brought us to the second floor.

This way, growled the lad, and look to your feet, mein Herr, and without a glance at me he plunged away across the loose heaving floor, the lanthorn swaying in his hand and now casting its light on the dusty boards that leapt under our tread, now revealing the beams and struts of the vast wagon-roof that sloped above us.

Half-heartedly I trailed behind him, and soon discerned that he was making for a corner whence there jutted out a room, counting-house, or what not, that at some time or other had been boarded off from the great chamber.

Holding his lanthorn up to the crazy-looking door, he turned the key in the lock. The door appeared to stick a little, but he dragged it open and stood aside. Shes here, he growled. Mind your head. In the inner place.

My eyes, peering in, passed through a second, an open doorway at some paces in front of me, and on a lower level. Framed in this doorway I saw a small bare table, on the table a tallow-candle standing in the neck of a bottle, and in the circle of light which this cast  the girl! Nay, not the girl, but a small, dishevelled head cast forward, the face invisible and buried in the arms that lay outstretched on the table.

So much I saw, made visible by the feeble light of the candle and framed in darkness  so much, and I stepped eagerly forward, caution, Karl, the loneliness of the place all forgotten. I stepped, or rather I plunged, forward, for the two steps that should have descended to the lower floor were not there, and it was much that in my fall I did not break my leg. (Sword)

As I staggered, striving with a cry of pain to keep my feet, I heard a hoot of triumph. The door was slammed to the post with a force that shook the wooden partition, and behind me I heard the key grate in the lock.


CHAPTER XXII

THE TRUTH AT LAST

THE moment that I recovered from the shock of my abrupt descent, I turned about and a spate of rage flung me like a leaf against the closed door. I beat on it with my hands; I shouted threats and curses. I was not sure that the half-witted lout had hastened my descent by thrusting the door against me, but that was my impression, and it added hugely to my passion.

I felt no fear, for I was well armed; but in my anger at the trick played upon me I thought only of vengeance, and forgot for a space not only the girls presence and the scene that I had viewed through the open door, but all except that this misshapen oaf had dared to trick and strike me!

Open the door! I stormed. Open the door, do you hear? Or I will shoot the lock off!

The only answer was a crow of triumph, that, more than once repeated, grew fainter in the distance. I heard the lads clumsy feet execute a dance on the hollow boards as he retreated across the floor.

Come back! I cried in a frenzy of anger, Do you hear? Come back! Or I will

But on that word even the sound of footsteps died away. The dwarf had reached the stairs. And then  I suppose that all this had taken but half a minute, though it seemed to me an age  then at last, panting with anger and my exertions, I desisted, and turned myself about.

And, facing now as I had faced when I entered, I became again aware of the open doorway and the inner room  of the room and the table and the candle burning starkly in the bottle-neck  and the girl! Only there was now this change in the group.

The girl had risen; with her hands resting on the table she was leaning towards me, not, as it seemed to me, in hope or expectation, or even in wonder, but motionless, silent, staring, as if nothing had any longer the power to surprise or appal her.

She did not, she told me afterwards, recognize me at once. The candle was between us; I stood beyond the scope of its rays in the gloom of the outer room. And though I discerned no sign of it at the time, later she confessed that my sudden entrance and fierce outburst did make more instant and poignant that fear of death which tormented her every hour, and almost her every breath.

But if she did not know me, I knew her, and in a trice the whole colour of my mind was altered. Anger died in me and passion, and in place of them I felt not so much pity  strange to say  as an immense, a burning curiosity. She was here  she was here at last, and in my power, this mysterious, fugitive, evanescent girl, whom I had traced, whom I had followed, who had so long and so completely filled my thoughts!

She was here; I held her! And the time would come no doubt when I should pity her. But first  first I must hear her story, I must understand! I must learn, above all things, the answer to that riddle, that enigma which had so long and so entirely baffled me.

I went forward into the light, and as this fell upon me I saw recognition leap into her eyes, but with it not the thankfulness, not the relief that I anticipated. On the contrary, the girl raised her hands and beat them helplessly on the table. As she did so she sank into her seat, and You, too! They have taken you, too! she cried, with a gesture of despair.

No! I answered, anxious only, and as quickly as possible to reassure her, for I saw at once how terribly overwrought she was. No! They have not taken me! Have no fear, Fraulein! I am here to rescue you. I am here to remove you.

But how? she whispered. How? How do you come here? She stared at me as at a spectre.

The lad brought me.

To  to see me?

Yes, to see you. They have offered to release you, Fraulein  for a bribe! I have brought them what is necessary, and in a minute or two they will be here to meet me and complete the matter. And you will be free.

I looked to see her face brighten at last and relief leap into her eyes. But no, she only glanced fearfully over her shoulder. No! she whispered, and a shudder shook her from head to foot. They will never let me go! Never! Never! Nor you, sir, when we have talked together. They dare not. They cannot. They will take your money, but they will not let us go. They will never let us go. I know  lowering her voice and with another swift look behind her I know too much! Too much for them ever to let me go. They will never let me go  alive!

And so tragic was her tone, so real her terror, that I caught something of it and for a moment felt my heart sink. What if she were right? What if  but again curiosity won the upper hand, and with one sentence I aimed for the heart of the mystery. You are Fraulein Mackay? I cried. Of the Grand Dukes household at Zerbst?

She looked at me with eyes too large for her wan face.  I was, she muttered, plucking at the fringe of her bodice I was! And I noticed that she would not, or dared not, speak above a whisper, while her eyes, very homes of fear, never ceased to rove the room.

I was, she repeated shuddering, in another life. What I am now, God knows. God knows. And even that  an ugly spasm distorting her features I shall not be long! Oh, not long! Not many hours! Tonight  to-night may end it. Or  plucking again at her bodice to-morrow night! To-morrow night!

Never, never had I imagined terror so poignant as that which I read at that moment in her face  a terror that for a time robbed that face of all beauty. She was indeed, and apart from this, a piteous sight. Her hair, which when I had first seen her had been piled in graceful waving curls on the crown of her head, hung down her neck in draggled wisps, dusky and dull.

Her dress, travel-stained and torn in places, sat on her awry and neglected, while dark shadows  under eyes that did not seem to have known sleep for a week  marred her features and rendered them almost ugly. I could see that if I had indeed come in time to save her, I had come but just in time; another night, another day, and her mind, if not her body, must have failed.

But why? Why? More insistently than ever the question pressed upon my mind. Why? What was the hold, the deadly hold that these wretches had gained upon the girl?

However, the first thing, the urgent thing was to reassure her, and Neither to-night, nor to-morrow night, I said stoutly, will any harm come to you, Fraulein, now that I am with you. Take courage! Understand, be sure, that you are saved. You are no longer alone; no longer unprotected. I am here, and be sure I shall not leave you until you are in safety. Yet first  first let me know my ground. Try, Fraulein, to tell me why you are here; why you are with these wretches. These Waechters?

Tell you? she whispered. If I tell you  again her eyes flitted round the room with a movement that I am sure had become habitual I doom you, too. You, too! To know what I know  is to die! To die!

But all that is past  past and over, I urged earnestly, for I really feared for her mind. We are together, the Waechters themselves have brought us together. And whether you tell me or no, they will assume that you have told me. Besides, when they come, it will be only to release you. Willing or unwilling, they will be forced to do so. I am not defenceless; I am more than a match for them. See, I am armed. I am well armed. I am surely a match for them. You have nothing to fear now! Nothing!

But cheerfully, confidently as I spoke, no spark of hope awoke in her eyes. She shook her head. They are too cunning, she muttered. Oh, too cunning  too cunning! They have the cunning of the devil! They are listening to us now.

Fear, it is often said, is infectious, and I am free to own that for a moment her words and the tone in which she uttered them shook me. And then I knew so little of the place; there were so many shadowy comers, the light of the miserable candle spread to so short a distance, the darkness of the empty, far-stretching chamber outside so weighed on the mind!

But for her sake I maintained my air of confidence. I continued to urge her and reassure her; and seeing presently that there was food on the table, and beside it a cup of milk, I induced her to swallow something, though every mouthful seemed to choke her. And by and by, though the colour did not return to her face, nor hope to her eyes, she began to draw some courage from my words and my presence.

And, continually urged to explain, she began at last, but with painful effort, to tell her story; though not until I had again and again at her prayer tried the door, and had made as sure as I could by listening that there was no one within hearing Even so, she could not, or would not, speak above a whisper, so that it was a strange and an eerie experience  one of the strangest of my life  to listen, in the silence of that vast building and by the light of that solitary candle, to the hissing whisper that poured into my ear her amazing story. Twice she was forced to pause, overcome by her feelings, and twice she had to drink before she could go on.

Once, too, half way through the tale, she rose with starting, terrified eyes and pointed to the door; but I persuaded her, though my own flesh was creeping, that the alarm was baseless. And so, three-quarters of an hour after she had begun to speak, in a silence that might be felt, she whispered the last syllable in my ear.

It was at Wittenberg it began to close about me, thus with a shudder she opened, her eyes on the door, her hand clutching my wrist. I halted a night there  I was on my way to my sick father at Altona. I wanted a partner to share the expense of a landschute, and Fate fave me  God knows in what a dark hour  that woman. did not like her. I saw that she was not of the  the kind that I had been used to.

But she made herself civil to me; she seemed for some reason to value my company. And when we reached Berlin, and should have parted, she proposed that we should go on together, after resting a day. It suited my purse. A companion whom I had expected failed to appear, and  and in a miserable hour I consented and went on with her.

And she still flattered me, but  but things began to go wrong. As far as Berlin we had travelled quickly, easily; now we lingered. Little things, accidents, delayed us, and presently I began to  to fancy that she was on the look-out for someone who  who was travelling behind us, you understand. She was always looking back  looking out  and once I hinted at this. Then her temper flashed out; she was rude and terrified me, and if I had been wise I should have parted from her then.

Ah, God, that I had! That I had! But she smoothed it over, she fawned on me, and though I now distrusted her, I thought it foolish to quarrel with her when we had so short a distance to go. I know now; she has told me with scorn that she used me for a mask, that up to that point all she had in her mind was the value of a  of a respectable companion, of one whose presence might cover her manoeuvres and render her less notable where she stayed.

But we travelled so slowly that when we should have arrived at Perleberg we were only at Kyritz, where the inn was crowded with people, many of them rough and noisy. We had to eat among them in the common room, and I was not comfortable. But my companion  little, ah, little did I know what it meant at the time  contrived to get seats for us at a small table with two travellers  of the better sort.

One was tall and foreign-looking, and seemed to be ill, for he supped in his cloak, which was enough to mark him out from those about us. However, he proved only a misery to me, for the woman put herself forward to gain his notice, and I felt this the more as he gave her back only short answers; still, this lasted but a short time, for before the meal was over, upset by something which arose between him and his companion  some note that was delivered to him  he left the table.

I saw him at the door next morning  he left a little before us; and, ah, God! I was to see him but once more, yet never, never, shall I forget him, never will his face be wiped from my memory.

She paused in irrepressible agitation, but presently she resumed. We arrived at this place, Perleberg, an hour before sunset. I should have gone to the Golden Crown  I had been recommended to it  but the woman overbore me. She insisted on going to the  the German Coffee House I think it was called, and I was hardly across the threshold before I regretted my weakness. For here, again, the house was crowded; there was a ball going on.

I nodded. Yes, I said, my heart beginning to beat more quickly. I know. I began dimly to foresee things.

Yes  dully a ball and a band playing, so that the house was full of noise and the passages of dancers, and of all manner of people, servants and townsfolk. It was with difficulty that they found us two rooms on the second floor, and I was glad to take refuge in mine, for I was frightened by the confusion.

My companion said that she had friends to see, and I was glad of it. Relieved by her absence, I asked the chambermaid to bring me supper in my room, and when I had eaten I locked my door  it was not yet nine  and I went to bed.

I was tired, and I fancied that I had but to lie down to sleep. But it was not so. The strains of the band came up to my room and pulsed in my head, the evening was hot, and, after tossing and turning for a time, I rose in despair and groped my way to the window. I drew aside the curtain and opened the casement.

The night air soothed me and  God knows what miserable fate was upon me  I remained for a time at the window, now looking at the stars, which were beginning to shine, and now at the gable of a building which faced me. How long I stood there I do not know, but presently a light shone out of a sudden, outlining a window in the gable, and through it I saw a man with a lanthorn in his hand and his back towards me, closing the door of the room.

I watched the man; he seemed to be striving to secure the door, but almost at once he gave up the attempt, came quickly to the window, and dashed it open. He looked down; then, as if something alarmed him, he glanced back into the room. I heard him utter an exclamation; again he looked below, then, raising his eyes, he saw me  no doubt the light he held fell on me. In a moment he thrust his hand into his breast, drew something from it, and flung it through my window.

Take it  Danish Embassy  Berlin! he cried. You will be rewarded.

The thing fell on the floor behind me, and at another time I do not know what I should have said or done. But that happened the next moment which  she paused, struggling vainly with her emotion which I would to God, which I would give the world to forget, which comes back to me in my dreams. The door of the room opposite was burst open, two men rushed in upon the man, I saw him draw a pistol  but too late! The men flung themselves upon him, I saw an uplifted hand, a knife; I saw the blood spurt from his breast!

I saw him stagger back, his arms raised  stagger out of sight! Then I shrieked! I shrieked again and again, and I turned and tried blindly to reach the door  I tried to give the alarm. But the band below was playing, the room shook with the dancing, my cries were unheard. And before I reached the door I tripped over something, and I fell and swooned. Oh, poor creature that I was, she cried, wringing her hands, for that was my only chance!

Sobs shook her, choked her, and for a time she could not continue. Nor at the moment did I urge her to continue. My own thoughts lay too heavy on me  my own horror. At last: He wore a cloak? I said, hoarsely. A fur cloak, didnt he? The man whom they murdered? He was the same whom you had seen  at Kyritz?

She nodded, still unable to speak. But by and by, regaining some control of herself, and the worst told: Yes, at Kyritz, she whispered. Yes, I think so. I am sure of it. But at the time I could think of nothing  nothing but  but the blood! The blood! Oh  covering her face and trembling convulsively it was horrible! Horrible!

In pity I let her be, and in truth I was so shaken myself that I could not speak. That the man whose murder she had witnessed was Perceval  Perceval, my friend  I could not doubt; nor that in this very building, under this very roof  the ill-omened roof under which we sat  he had been thus foully, thus miserably done to death. But mingled with the horror that I felt was another feeling scarcely less strong, and that was wonder  the wonder to which the great coincidences of life give rise.

For I knew that pity had deflected me from the straight course of my duty. Pity had led me away from the scent I should have pursued and that I had set myself to follow. And, lo! the divergence had but guided me under Providence and by a shorter route to the end of the chase.

Did you see the mens faces? I asked as soon as she had a little recovered herself.

She shook her head.

It rose to my mind to ask her the fate of the despatches, for I had not a doubt that the parcel which poor Ellis, faithful to the last, had flung through her window, contained them. But I refrained. For the despatches seemed at this moment a small thing, a mere detail in happenings so tragic. I left her to tell the story, and by and by, in a lower whisper and with many pauses, she went on:

The fall stunned me. When I came to myself I was on the floor, chilled to the bone, and the first light was stealing into the room. I raised myself and drank some water and crept back to bed, and for a few moments I fancied that the whole was a nightmare, and that I had fallen out of bed in the effort to escape from my dream.

But I could not sleep, and when it grew lighter my eyes fell on a packet lying on the floor, and I was seized with sickness, for I knew then that it was no dream! And I might  I ought to have roused the house even then and told the story. But the thing had so terrified me, I had become such a coward, that I fancied that the men who had done it were at my elbow  were watching me. I feared even to open the door, and especially I shrank from keeping the packet  in sight or about me.

I looked round for a hiding-place, and at length  I do not know what made me think of it  I went to the open window and peered out. I saw that the window opposite was shuttered, I could see no one watching me; the eaves were within reach of my hand, and, trembling, I thrust the packet under them, between the wall and the roof, and I rushed back to my bed.

And the packet is there now? I exclaimed, unable to control my voice.

Yes, she answered dully. I suppose so.

Then you never

Removed it? with a shudder. Oh, I dared not! I dared not! And I had no chance, for more happened. I was dressing, feeling very sick and ill, but still intending to tell someone, when the  the woman came in, half-dressed, and she had not been with me a minute  not a minute  before I knew that she was  was one of them. She said that she had dropped an ear-ring and she would search my room. But I knew  I guessed in a moment that she was searching for the packet, and I believed that if I betrayed myself she would kill me.

I do not know how I had the strength to play my part, but I pretended alarm, affecting to believe that she suspected me, and for the time I deceived her. I even had the courage to make my vexation a reason for parting from her, and she made no difficulty. But she took care not to let me out of her sight for one moment; she followed me everywhere while I remained, and, God forgive me for my cowardice  I had not the courage to speak.

Instead, I resumed my journey, reproaching myself bitterly with every league. But arrived at Altona, I found my father very ill and in danger, and in my anxiety I put the horror out of my mind. Still, I did not mean  her voice broken with sobs indeed, indeed, I did not mean to be silent.

I intended to call at the Embassy on my return and tell all. And I travelled to Berlin with that in my mind. But at Spandau, when I got out of the chaise they  they met me.

What? I cried, amazed. Do you mean that they dared

The three! Yes, dully. The three! They met me. They were there waiting for me. I was alone  it was dusk when I stepped out  and they surrounded me, pretended to be my friends, silenced me, hustled me away with them, and before I could resist they pushed me into a chaise which was in waiting, and drove me on to Berlin. There they took me, terrified and vainly protesting, to a house in the suburbs.

I know now that they had searched and searched at Perleberg and made certain at last that I had the packet. It is possible that my manner had deceived the woman only for the moment. At any rate, they kept me three days in the house at Berlin, starving me, questioning me, above all, threatening me  with a shudder with Karl. They would make him put his great hands round my throat, and then while he half-strangled me, gloating over my pain and my terror, they would cry: Tell! Tell! Where is the packet? Tell, or

The devils! I cried, leaping to my feet in irrepressible rage. Oh, the devils! But they shall pay me for that! Let me only get my hand on them! Let me  But  but, why, Fraulein, did you not tell?

He trusted me, she said, shaking from head to foot. But it was not that. If it had been that  only that  I should have told. I am a coward. But I dared not. I dared not. Dont you see? I knew that the moment they held the secret they would kill me. They would strangle me at once. They dared not let me go, for I knew all  they had boasted before me that they had killed him.

So to give up my secret was to die  to die, do you see? But at last, seeing them grow desperate, and to win a day or two of life, I owned that I had hidden the packet  at Perleberg; and if they would take me there I would find it for them. It was a respite; it meant three or four days of life, and I thought that something might happen on the road, some means of escape offer, some chance of appealing to strangers.

And at first I had hope. They took me for the night to a hotel in Berlin that they might make an early start, and there I  I all but  she wrung her hands over the remembrance I all but got away from them. They left Karl to guard me, and he dozed. But when I had crept to the door and was all but outside, he awoke, and he missed me and caught me on the threshold  oh, it was a bitter moment. A most bitter moment!

My God! I cried. If I had known! If I had only known! I saw your shadow, and if you had cried out  spoken, if you had

He would have strangled me, she whispered. Oh, yes, he would, he would! After that, each night  

I suppose they wished to break me down  each night they made me think that they were going to kill me  that their patience was at an end, that they would wait no longer. Each night! They would talk before me, devising ways in which they might do it, and gloating over my terror.

Once they told me that they would drop molten lead in my ear while I slept, and I think that they bought lead  I think they meant it. Another night they threatened to suffocate me with smoke and burn me with the room. They debated it before me  and the chances! And always to silence me there were Karls horrible hands! They were never a yard from my throat, and they told me that nothing could be done to him  he was not responsible, he was half-witted. Oh, it was horrible! Horrible!

Oh, d  n them, d  n them! I whispered, shaking with rage. If I get my hands on them!

But she paid no attention to me. Then at last, she said, twisting and untwisting her fingers, we came here. They knew that you were following them then, and for the first time I think that they were afraid. They alighted at a village a league from the town and off the road, and we walked in after dark with my wrist tied to Karls.

They brought me here, and last night I felt sure that I should die, for I knew that if I did not now show them where the packet was they would torture me; and if I told they would kill me  kill me and bury me in the cellar  where he is buried. But I suppose that they were still afraid of you, for nothing happened last night. But I knew that the end would come to-night, and then

And then? I said, for she had paused.

You came in. She looked at the door.


CHAPTER XXIII

TRAPPED

AY, I came in, I rejoined grimly.  And now we will go out! I rose to my feet. The anger and indignation that I felt on her account overshadowed for the time the horrors that she had related. We will go out! And woe to them if they try to stop us! Come! Be of good courage, Fraulein  it is over. But first  let me see if I cannot force this door without wasting a shot. If I cannot, I can still

She held up her hand. The flame of the candle wavered as if blown aside, and the girls shadow on the wall swayed and hovered, as my ear caught far away in the hollow depths of the empty building a faint creak. She gripped my arm  she had already risen to her feet. Wait! Wait! she breathed. Listen! With fear-stricken eyes she strove to probe the shadows of the outer closet.

But her fear  that fear on which those cowardly wretches had so foully and so brutally played  only brought my rage to a white heat. Under the polish of civil life, and even, thank God, under the veneer of the Service, the natural man still lives, and for the moment it was uppermost in me. I longed for nothing so much as to come to blows with the murderers. Coming, are they? I rejoined. So much the better, Fraulein! Let them come! And they shall receive something more than they expect! For since I had heard the girls story I had nothing less in my mind than to pay them the thousand crowns that I had offered  or one crown!

No, let them come, and Heaven help me if I did not turn the tables on them, and, if they withstood me, shoot them down like the dogs they were! Let them come, I repeated, to reassure the girl. And do you have no fear, Fraulein. The game is in my hands; I am armed  and well armed  and they have no woman to deal with now!

Oh, but I am frightened! I am frightened! she wailed, striving with all her little strength to detain me. They are cunning! They are cunning as death! It was not without a purpose that they let us meet, that they have let us talk! I am sure  oh, I am sure of that.

Pooh! I said. It was to gain a thousand crowns, Fraulein. I know them, believe me. But they have overshot the mark. In a few minutes you will be free, and they none the richer!

I suppose that it was the opening of some very distant door that had caused the flame of the candle to flicker, for it was not until this moment that we heard the tramp of footsteps crossing the loosely laid floor of the great room. With the sound there came a murmur of voices and a laugh  a low, cruel laugh. And if anything could have hardened me in my purpose, it was that laugh.

As the footsteps halted at the door, and I heard the key grate in the clumsy lock, I thrust the girl behind me, and at the same time set up between myself and the light a broken corn-measure that chance had left on the table. This placed me in shadow, and when the door opened and the three came in, the two men jumping down while the woman remained poised on the threshold, I was ready for them, a pistol balanced in my hand. And, thank heaven, some skill with the pistol was in those days a part of a gentlemans education.

Halt, there! I cried. Stand! If you come a foot nearer, you devils

What will you do? the man jeered. He seemed not a whit surprised.

Shoot you down like dogs! I retorted. And murdering dogs you are!

Ho! Ho! You will, will you?

Youve come for money, but youll get lead! I said, casting concealment aside. And as the man took a step forward I covered him. Steady, if you prize your life or

Youll shoot us, eh? Shoot us like dogs, will you?

Yes, I will, I cried, and with pleasure! All the pleasure in life.

You fool! he snarled, swiftly changing his bantering tone. Fool! I drew the charges of those pistols two hours back  in the hall at the inn where you left them! Booby! Idiot! with savage scorn. They are harmless! As harmless as you, silly rabbit, with your neck in a noose! Weve trapped you, dummer Englander, trapped you. And your thousand crowns as well. Ay, fire away! as in a rage I pulled the trigger and the flint fell futilely. In ten minutes, if the stubborn little slut there does not speak, you will join your friend in the cellar! And moulder  moulder and rot there with him  both of you!

Quick as light, but with despair in my heart, I flashed the second pistol at him  with the same result. I have since thought that I had done better then had I dashed out the light and taken my chance in the dark. But I had no time to think, and, thought apart, what else was there for me to do in that bitter moment of defeat, except what I did? I hurled the pistol at the man, and, clubbing the other, I flung myself upon him.

My aim was true, the weapon, short and heavy, struck him on his grinning mouth, and he went down as if I had hit him with a club. But my very success was fatal to me. Carried on by the impulse of my rush, I fell over him, and in a second the long powerful arms of the dwarf closed about me, his weight held me down, his horrible grasp sought my throat, clutched it, dug into it.

In vain, his hot breath on my neck, his wild-beast growl in my ears, I strove with all my strength to rise  strove desperately to cast him off. In vain. The pressure of his twining fingers, vice-like, strangling, grew tighter and tighter. My breast heaved, sparks shone and burst before my eyes, I was suffocating  suffocating! A last struggle, a blaze of light, and I lost consciousness.

When I came to myself, drawing deep and painful breaths, with tingling limbs and a bursting head, I did not for a while take in where I was, or even at the first know if I lived. I seemed to be in a vast cavern, stretching on every side to a dark horizon beyond the reach of dim eyes. I fancied myself alone, set solitary in the midst of this gloomy antre  which might, to my still reeling senses, have been Hades itself.

And for a space, holding but weakly to reality, I recalled no part of the things that had gone before, nor the circumstances which had brought me to this. I only knew that I was in great pain; but this very pain it was that by and by had the effect of sharpening my perceptions. I began to notice things  that my stock was gone, my coat and shirt were wet, my face and hair dripping. My throat, too, hurt me vilely, and my wrists and ankles burned.

I tried to move and could not; and by slow degrees enlightenment bitter as death penetrated to my mind. I was a prisoner. I remembered the struggle and its issue, I recognized that I was still alive, but bound hand and foot and helpless; set, my back against something that I could not see, in the middle of the floor of the great chamber of the brewery. A yellow light, as of a lanthorn burning behind me, disclosed so much of the place as I could see.

I had barely tasted the bitterness of this knowledge, I had no more than tried the strength of the bonds that held me, my senses were still giddy with the shock of the discovery, when a sound broke the silence. I heard footsteps coming across the loose floor towards me. I heard sentences exchanged, but as the speakers were behind me and my neck was so sore that I could not turn my head, I could not see the speakers.

It was only when the Waechters appeared before me and stood looking down at me, the man with cruel malignity as he gloated over my helplessness, the woman with sombre eyes  it was only then that I appreciated the hopelessness of my case, and recognized that I was in the hands of those from whom I could expect no grain of mercy.

Though their eyes rested on me they continued to talk as if I had not been there. The woman said something about a light, a better light.

Oh, theres light enough, the man answered in a muffled tone, and I saw that his jaw was bound up. I want only enough to see the bolt, and if it takes more than one stroke to find it  hell have the longer time to think where hes going! Thats all! Do you see this?

He spurred me brutally with his foot and pointed to his bandaged face. You did it, you devil! And you are going to pay for it. Then, to his companion, Wheres the girl? impatiently. Why doesnt he bring her along?

Oh, hell bring her, the woman answered, her eyes fixed on me  and they had the same brooding look which had struck me so forcibly two nights before when I had watched her leaning over the sleeping girl. Hes bringing her now. But hell want to do the work.

Well, he wont! the man snarled. Thats my job, and I mean to do it.

It might be safer  to let him do it.

D  n safety! he retorted. If youd lost your teeth and a piece of your jaw  with another ugly look at me your hands would itch for the bar as much as mine do. Besides, were too deep in now to talk of safety. Then abruptly, Will she speak?

I think so. The woman seemed to measure her words as she answered. If anything will make her, I think this will.

It was your idea, he rejoined. And youre a woman and may know. But one way or the other is no matter. Hell go any way, and no loss and a thousand thalers gained. And if she hasnt spoken, well, we can try my way with her. Well see if the lead wont persuade her. Make it hot enough, and Ill go bail shell squeak.

She may die first, the woman answered with, I fancied, a shudder, quickly repressed. But thats your affair. Only I warn you, have a care that she does not follow him  and cheat you that way. Hold her fast, do you hear?

Karl will see to that, he replied. Hell hold her, and fast enough, Ill be bound, if I tell him. Oh  hes bringing her. Then lets get this part over. But  with a devilish glance at me not too quickly, either. No, my Englishman, not too quickly, either. For each of these teeth Ill have a price.

Not a syllable of their talk had escaped me, and to this day and this hour I can recall not only the slightest word that passed between them, but  so far as they were to me  their looks and their bearing as they spoke. For though there was much said, and some said that I did not understand, though the more sinister points baffled me, I knew that it was the last, or a part of the last conversation that I should ever hear.

The mans evil face, the womans sombre eyes, her shiver, rather suspected than seen, all were enough to convince me of this. And in truth hope was already dead in me  hope and all save the instinct to die with dignity  when the dwarf appeared, dragging the half-fainting girl by the waist.

Then for one moment, seeing her at their mercy, seeing her doomed to God knew what of shame and torment, seeing her frail slender form in the grasp of that unnatural brute, I lost my head. I struggled furiously, though I knew it to be useless  struggled with my bonds, striving desperately to rise.

I spat curses at them, I foamed at the mouth, and only  only when strength failed me, when the ropes cut to the quick and I fell over helplessly on my side, only when I read the evil triumph in the mans face and understood that I was but contributing to his enjoyment  only then did I recover the will to desist.

Thats better, he chuckled. Thats better. Its coming home to him now! Thats what I like to see. Thats worth all. You would knock out my teeth, would you? setting me up roughly and at the same time kicking me savagely in the ribs. And it will help us, too. It will help us with her, and its well she is here. Bring her on, lad, bring her on! No  not too near. That will do. Stand there and hold her. And now, slut, you listen to me! Listen, do you hear? Do you know where your fine gentleman, so nicely trussed up, is sitting? Do you know? Do you know?

In the weakest there is, I suppose, a residuum of strength upon which extremity can draw. The girl had been half-carried, half-dragged to the spot, and when I had first caught sight of her she had seemed to be swooning  to be barely conscious of her plight.

In appearance at least, terror had robbed her of three parts of her senses and of all her self-control. And my foolish, futile outbreak, which in her eyes must have seemed the effect of sheer cowardice  though, indeed, it was not  this, one would have thought, would have been of all things the least likely to revive her courage.

Yet it seemed, on the surface, at least, to have that result. For, challenged by the brute who had kicked me, she stiffened herself, she lifted her head. Her features, though still colourless as paper, took on a firmer cast, and though no sound passed her parched lips, she shook her head.

You dont? the man repeated with gusto. You dont know where he is sitting, eh? Your fine gentleman who thought to buy you? Who followed us and threatened us? And knocked out my teeth  for which he is going to pay, and pay high? You dont know, dont you?

Again she shook her head. And now I saw that she stood alone, for Karl in his enjoyment of the scene had released her, and she stood erect, her pinched face hard to ugliness, her eyes watchful as a cats.

You dont? the brute repeated. Well, Ill tell you, with relish. Im going to tell you! He stamped his foot on the floor beside me, and I felt the planks leap strangely under me. Hollow, eh? Sounds hollow, does it? Ill tell you why. Hes on the trap, dyou hear, wench? Hes on the trap-door that they let fall when they lower the sacks.

In the floor below theres another trap  under this  and its open. And below that is another  to the cellar. To the cellar! You know what is in the cellar, wench? So if your fine gentleman falls through this  and again he stamped upon it, his eyes glittering if he falls through this he falls plump  to the cellar! Where hell join his friend, and therell be no labour wasted in carrying him down, do you see?

Hes on the trap, my girl, and dyou see this? He kicked an iron bolt that fixed in the trap-door and, passing through a staple in the floor, held up the platform on which I rested. Do you know what that is? Thats the bolt that holds up the trap!

I knock it through with this  and he picked up an iron bar that lay beside him I knock it through with this, dyou see, and in five seconds your fine gentleman will be in Kingdom Come, with every bone in his body broken! And in half an hour more hell be rotting with his friend  you know where! See! he added. See! He swung the bar to and fro within an inch of the bolt.

The cold sweat broke out on my brow and upper lip  You devil! You devil! I cried, seeing all now.

Ay, youd knock out my teeth, would you? he retorted. Youd knock out my teeth! Its my turn now. But youve a chance  youve a chance yet. See you  to the girl its your affair! Its for you to say. We give you five minutes, wench.

Tell us where the papers are and we let him go, and you, too. But if within five minutes from now  he stepped behind me, and coming back with the lanthorn in his hand drew my watch from his fob and held up its face to the light if within five minutes from now, you slut, you dont speak, I knock out this bolt  I knock out this bolt, do you see? And down goes your man to hell  and you after him!

Dont! I cried hoarsely. Dont tell him! And heaven knows it was not courage nor duty that spoke. It was despair. For I read the man  only too well I read his black mind. It needed not his cruel crafty face, it needed not the sinister scraps of talk that I had heard, to assure me that whatever she told and whatever she did, I was doomed  that the girl had been right, fatally right, when she said that, her story once told, we should not go out alive!

Dont tell him! I repeated desperately, even while my flesh crept as I pictured the depth below me and in fancy saw my body falling, dropping, whirling through space.

D  n you, keep quiet, will you? the man cried, and he struck me so heavy a blow with the iron bar that he knocked the breath out of me. Shut your cursed mouth! Its not for you to choose; its for the girl! You hear? turning to her. Its for you! Do you want to see him go? Do you want to hear his bones crack? And then to follow him? If not, out with it! Give it mouth! Theres a minute and a half gone already.

She stood mute, staring, her soul in her eyes. She stared at the bar, her face gleaming ashen through the gloom, and once I thought that her lips moved, that she tried to speak. But no sound came.

He waited. Then: Theres another minute gone, he said. He tapped the bolt lightly, playfully, and I felt, with an instinctive gathering together of all my body, the trap jar under me. In three minutes it will be too late. Too late, my girl!

Two minutes  and a half! I had that long to live, and then a hurtling through space, a crash, nothingness! But in the worst strait  as I now learned  the mind will still hope, will still seek a way of escape! And for one of those minutes mine wrought furiously, desperately, thrusting every way for some scheme, some trick, some anything, by which at this last moment I might baffle my fate or postpone it.

Was the man playing with me? Alas, I knew that he was not; nor in the womans dark brooding face, nor the dwarfs grim features, set with eager inhuman interest on what was to follow, was there one gleam of hope or spark of mercy.

No, I read as little hope, as little mercy in their faces as in the gloomy cavern about us, that barred with light or dark, according as the horn or the metal of the lanthorn fell on beam or plank, was to be the last scene on which my eyes rested.

A minute  vainly spent, wasted in such thoughts. And then, thank God, I found strength to give the next to thought of another  to thought for this poor child, innocent, hopeless, timid, whom the same dreadful fate awaited, whom tragedy had swept with me into this web of death, who, frozen by terror, looked on, already bereft of sense and almost of life!

Stay! I gasped, for I had hardly recovered my breath. Stay, man! I know where the papers are! I will tell you!

Waechter shot round.  So! he exclaimed.  You?

Yes, I. If you will let her go.

Then out with it. His eyes sparkled with greed. Where are they? Where are they, man?

No, I replied.  Not so. I know you. You would only murder me first and the girl afterwards. But let the woman take her to the Coffee House and bring back a note from the landlord to say that she is safe, and I swear that I will tell you.

It was a vain attempt; even while I made it I knew that it was a vain attempt. I knew that they dared not let her go. And even as I expected, he answered: Ay, and have the police on us in five minutes! Fool! Dolt! Do you think that we are as stupid as you?

No! Speak, speak, jade, or in another minute

He waved the bar.

Stay! I cried, against hope. She will swear  the girl will swear to be silent. In six hours you can reach the frontier, you can be gone! And you will have all that you want! For Gods sake  I turned to the woman dont lay this crime, this useless crime on your soul! For Gods sake, spare her. She will swear to be silent.

But it was useless. Of course it was useless. The woman, indeed, seemed to me to waver, her face moved for a second by some ripple of fear or of feeling. But the mans brute sense met the appeal with scorn. And be hunted from one end of Germany to the other!  he replied savagely. Have Justus Gruner on our heels? And von Kalisch? Be chased with a price on our heads from Hamburg to Memel, and from Bremen to Warsaw? No! No! Well make an end! Of you first, and then well try  well try another way with her!

He raised the bar, and I thought one anguished wordless prayer, and closed my eyes  and then the girl shrieked. Oh, I will tell! I will tell! she babbled. Oh, let him go! I will tell!

I opened the eyes I had involuntarily closed. The child had fallen on her knees, her hands outstretched, and the hardest breasts, one would have thought, must have relented before that appeal, before that frail sinking form, that white face wrung with agony, those eyes wide with the fear of that on which she dared not look. Oh, I will tell! she continued to cry I will tell!

Then tell! Tell! the man commanded.

Speak, said the woman, interposing more gently, for the girl was sinking forward and on the point of collapsing.

In the eaves  over the window! she panted. Over my window! Oh, spare him. Let him go. And then  and I thank God for it  she fell forward insensible, swooning, dead to us all.

But Good! was the mans only answer. Good! Good! Then heres one witness out of the way! And he swung the bar in the air.

But even while  in a fury of rage, for the girls fall had altered my mood  I cursed him, the woman sprang forward. She seized his arm. It is you that are the fool! she hissed. It may not be true, man  it may not be true. And you would throw away the tool that has served us! Wait! Wait, Waechter, till I see if they are there.

He lowered the bar unwillingly. See? he growled.  How will you see?

By looking, coolly. How else? I will go now. In ten minutes I shall be back, and once I have them  you may do as you please.

He swung the bar idly, his eyes glinting, then he yielded to her and threw it down. Well, be quick, he said,  or by G  d, youll find the work done. I want it done, woman. Were not safe till it is done and they are under the soil  both of them. But there, it is fine talking, but how will you get into the room?

Trust me for that, confidently. Only  do you wait till I come back and dont be a fool. And see Karl plays no tricks, do you hear? If the papers are there  if they are there, Ill have them within ten minutes, you may be sure of it.


CHAPTER XXIV

FROM THE DEPTHS

I HEARD the womans steps go quickly down the stairs, heard the creak of the door at the foot. The girl lay on the floor where she had fallen, a huddled heap of white, for the wretches, once in possession of the secret, had not given a second thought to her. The man, after listening to the last echo of his wifes departure, began to pace feverishly up and down, stuffing a pipe the while, and now and again shooting an evil glance at me.

The dwarf picked up the bar and began to play with it, now twirling it in his monstrous hand as if it had been a stick, or again trying strokes with it, seeing how nearly he could brush the floor, or sweep by some outstanding nail without hitting its head.

To me black moments of black despair! Thoughts of home crowded into my mind as I crouched helpless above what I knew to be my grave. Thoughts of past hopes, past ambitions  hopes and ambitions that had made up my life, and had owned few limits.

Thoughts of easy, care-free days at the Office before responsibility was mine; again of later and fuller days, and finally of that sunny voyage to the South with pride and confidence at the helm  no more than six months back, yet it seemed to me in another life! Swift thoughts of Vienna, of my work there, of the retreat, of Iglau!

And could it be I who crouched here, fettered and hopeless, at the mercy of these vile miscreants, could it really be I who had played that part? Who had talked with Gentz and Metternich, who had felt so deeply the paltry sting of supersession, who had journeyed and bickered with poor Perceval  only, only, oh intolerable doom, to perish in the end by the same ignoble hands, to fall into the same dark secret grave, to leave behind me no name, no fame, no memory, but only the waning puzzle  some day perhaps to be raked up out of dusty annals  of an unknown fate! A little weeping at home, a little talk at the Office, a despatch, or two  and oblivion.

Black, black moments of despair! To die and moulder in the hideous depths of this deserted building, while the sun shone, and the world went on its way, and for a brief space men questioned, then wondered, then forgot! Forgot! Was it astonishing that overcome by the thought I rebelled? That again I let slip for a moment manhood, courage, self-control, and fought, fought furiously with my bonds, and hopeless as I knew it to be, spat curses, threats, abuse, at my captors, until once again I fell over and lay, breathless and exhausted, on my side.

This time the man paid no heed to my outbreak. He had ears only for the return of the woman and was so absorbed in listening that he did not even vouchsafe me a glance. It was the dwarf who this time came to me and playfully levered me up with his iron bar. Fine sport! he mouthed, stooping his horrible face to me. Fine! Fine! But by and by, when we he went through the motions of striking away the bolt Finer! Finer! Oh, colossal! You will down  bump! bump! bump!

I closed my eyes and strove to frame a prayer. Then I heard the girl moan, and I opened them. But she had not moved. She lay a mere heap of white, on the shadowy fringe of the circle of light cast by the lanthorn. The man, too, had heard her, and cast a careless glance that way, but beyond that he took no notice of her.

The dwarf still hung over me. Fine! Fine! he gibbered. It will be fine when we and again he made a pretence of striking the bolt, and tucking in his chin and whirling his arms he mimicked the motions of a body falling headlong. Fine! Fine!

Shut your mouth! the man growled, And stop that folly! But I knew that it was out of no thought for me, no human feeling that he spoke. It was only that he was listening, that he would listen without interruption. And he had hardly uttered the words before, Silence! he snarled. Do you hear, dolt? Do you want your head knocked off? Be quiet, fool! What is that?

She is coming back, the lad replied sulkily. Thats all. Cant you hear her?

I hear someone, the man muttered, and he shot a devilish glance at me. There is someone coming, to be sure, but

Who else should it be? the dwarf asked surlily.

I dont know, the man muttered.  But it doesnt sound like He broke off and stood, waiting, staring  staring all ears and eyes in the direction of the door, that sunk in the gloom was barely, if barely, visible from where we were. I, too, could now hear the ascending footsteps  I heard them stop. It seemed to me that the woman had paused at the head of the staircase, just without the door.

The man peered into the gloom, and so infectious was his doubt, so eloquent of suspense his figure, that hope that I had thought dead leaped up in me. If it was the woman, if his accustomed ear had detected some change in the step  who was it? Who could it be? Or why, if it was the woman, had she paused on the threshold of the room, instead of entering?

She might be out of breath  it might be that, for the climb was a long one. But in that case  

A flash, that dazzled the eyes, a report that thundered in the roof overhead, and a figure, vaguely seen, leapt into sight, and into the room, came clattering across the loose floor. Waechter saw, and in a moment knew. He uttered a curse, he sprang to meet the man, then turned and leapt to recover the bar. Any way, he roared,  he shall to hell before us! Quick, the bar! The bar!

But  and that went half-way towards saving me  the dwarf, slow-witted and caught by surprise, dropped the iron, as the other snatched at it. It fell between them, they jostled one another as both strove to grasp it, and a brace of seconds were lost. Then the man secured the bar, swung it aloft and struck at the bolt.

He missed it  and almost lost his footing! But he had still a chance, the figure leaping across the floor was still half a dozen paces away, and the wretch, set desperately on his purpose, swung the bar aloft again.

This time he might have hit the bolt  I think he would have, though I roared at him  and at the last moment rescue might have come too late. But as the bar went up the girl  no one had thought of her or seen her rise  leapt upon his back, and hurled him a yard or two forward. The blow crashed down, but it jarred harmlessly on the planks.

He had no third chance. Before he could recover his balance or shake the girl from her hold, the stranger was waving a pistol in his face, Yield! the unknown shouted, or by the God above me, I blow your head off! Yield! Yield!

And the stranger was but one of several. Men sprang, a crowd of them from the doorway, came hurrying across the floor, ran towards us, like hounds in view of their quarry. Waechter saw them and saw the pistol, but coward as he was, he was desperate. With the bar raised above his head he leapt on the leader. I looked to see the fellow, a small man, shoot him down.

Instead, the stranger jumped nimbly aside, evaded the blow, then springing in like a wild-cat, he clubbed Waechter mercilessly on the head with the butt of his pistol. The brute staggered back, dropping the bar, sought blindly to recover his footing, fell. In a trice three men were on him, binding him, while their leader drove back the gaping, mouthing dwarf, whose sluggish senses had not kept him abreast of the scene.

When  but not before  he, too, had been overpowered, and tied up, the man with the pistol took up the lanthorn and turned to me. And without surprise, for by this time I was beyond surprise, I saw, that my rescuer was Grussbaum.

Gott im Himmel! he exclaimed, as he viewed my state, What in the world were they doing to you, Excellency?

I smiled feebly, but I could not speak. I did not faint, though I suppose I came near to it. But words were beyond me, and with a grunt of dismay Grussbaum shifted the lanthorn and looked at the girl. She was leaning against a post, one of those that supported the roof, leaning, her strength all gone, and weeping as if her heart would break.

With rough kindness, he patted her on the shoulder. No fear now, Fraulein. No fear now, and no harm. But if youd wept five minutes ago instead of jumping on that brutes back there might have been harm! There, there, it is all over! It is all over. But turning the light once more on me, and speaking in a tone of wonder, what the devil were the knaves doing to him? And why, as that brute had the bar and his chance, didnt he knock out your brains, mein Herr, and have done with it? Instead of  but a knife, addressing one of his posse. A knife, man. Cut these cords and set the gentleman on his feet.

Two men came forward and while one separated the cords the other severed them one by one. But when they lifted me, still speechless and smiling foolishly, to my feet, I could not stand. The men had to hold me up until something on which I could sit was brought; and the pain that followed, as the blood began again to run freely in my hands and feet almost unmanned me.

Pheugh! Grussbaum muttered, holding the lanthorn once more to my face. What the devil were they doing to him? Run, you, Stattler, to the Coffee House and bring some wine. And hurry, man, hurry. The young lady, too, will be the better for some.

But when the man had gone for the wine I found my tongue. They were going  to drop me, I whispered, through the trap  to the cellar! And such a shudder  though the danger was over  seized me, as again caught away my voice.

Ho! ho! So that was it! Grussbaum exclaimed, with the relish of a connoisseur adding a rare piece to his gallery. That was it! And going, with the light, to where I had been found he examined the trap-door and the bolt. Here! he said to one of the men. Fetch the bar and knock this out!

The man obeyed and under the second blow, the trap fell with a hideous clatter  hideous at any rate to me. Grussbaum peered into the black hole, playing the light to and fro. The next floor is open, he muttered. I cant see farther. Do you, to the man, go down and see if it is open to the cellar. Then to Waechter, You devil! he said, I wish I had the right to drop you down! Id knock out the bolt with pleasure.

He murdered Herr Ellis, I muttered. Hes buried in the cellar  below this. She  I nodded weakly towards the girl she knows. They told her.

Ha! Well  I thought so!

You did! I stared at him, the power to think gradually returning to me. Why? And then, remembering Frau Waechter,  But the woman? Have you the woman?  I cried.

Neck and heels! he replied, licking his lips. We were on the point of forcing the door when she came out and we took her. Gott! If she had not come out we should have made a fine mess of it!

You would have been too late, I said with a shudder, and overcome by the thought I closed my eyes.

But the wine came, and refreshed by the draught, I stood up, leaning on his arm. Well go now, he said, looking round complacently.  Youll be better in your bed. But first I must give some orders. The three to the jail! he continued briskly, in a voice of authority,  and see them well fettered. Theyll be food for the Reichsrichter. And you, Hogner, go to the Governor and tell him that the jobs done here, and alls safe  say, with my compliments that I was right about Herr Ellis and Ive proof.

But Ill be round with him in an hour, when Ive seen His Excellency comfortable. And the young lady? To be sure, order a room and a warmed bed at the Coffee House and a woman to see to her. Do that first as you go. And let two men stay on guard here until to-morrow  well do what is necessary in the cellar then. That is all, I think. And now, turning to me,  if you can walk, mein Herr, we are ready.

The Fraulein first, I muttered, drawing back. And get a doctor for her, I added. And some soup or something  at once. She has been in their hands a week.

The devil she has! he replied. Well, the Grand Duchess will be satisfied now. Her Highness has sent to Berlin about her, and driven Herr Justus wild with her inquiries. I had an express about her yesterday and orders to search along the road. But come, mein Herr, come. The sooner you are out of this place, the better for your sleep to-night.

But I would not go until I had stammered a word of thanks to her, and seen her out. Then, more lights having been brought, we formed a slow procession down the narrow, steep, worm-eaten staircase, and so through that hateful mildewed doorway, and out into the pure air of the night.

I looked up in reverent thankfulness, not without a pitiful thought of Perceval as I saw in the narrow slit of sky above us, a single star, shining calm and clear. Thence, we proceeded, dazzled by the smoky light of flares and pressed on by a hundred curious gazers, across the corner of the Shoe Market, to be welcomed on the threshold of the inn by an astonished landlord, who beamed upon us more benignantly than ever.

But when they were going to lead me to my old bedroom on the second floor I recoiled.  Not there! I exclaimed, anywhere but there! For the room seemed to me to be pervaded by poor Elliss presence, and I shrank from the thought of lying sleepless below the window which had witnessed that bloody scene. Give me another room! Any other room!

Certainly, certainly, as the gentleman pleases, agreed the complaisant host. And this room  the young lady may have it.

No! No! I protested, more strongly than before. Rather I than she!

Well, good, good, the landlord agreed. But he looked his surprise.  We will manage somehow. Hurry, to a chambermaid, and warm another bed, two beds  come and I will show you. In a minute, mein Herr, all shall be ready. In a minute!

In the meantime, said Grussbaum, you wont want me, Excellency. You are in good hands now.

On the contrary I do want you, I replied testily, relapsing with a sigh of relief on a chest in the passage.  I want to know who you are, Herr Grussbaum.

He smiled.  Well, not Herr Grussbaum, he rejoined slyly.  Though as a travelling name it was very well. I am Herr Lieutenant Platen, assistant to Herr Gruner.

Then all that at the barrier  about your sick wife and your poverty

Was an old dodge, with smiling complacency.

And the object?

That I might watch over you, unsuspected by anyone.

Excellency  even by you. You see Herr Justus was sure that either the persons you were in search of had fled the place long ago; or that if they were still in Perleberg, and you by chance came on them, they would know more of you than you of them. In that event it was by an attempt on you that they would be most likely to betray themselves, and I was sent, not only to be on the look-out for that and the evidence it might furnish, but also to see to your safety.

For the authorities had no mind to face the trouble that the disappearance of another Englander would cause. But I had to watch you, unsuspected even by you, and to that end we could devise nothing better than the little rumpus at the barrier. You took me up in the presence of fifty travellers, to half of whom I had already applied.

And suppose one of them had taken you in? I said. There was an officer at the barrier, who would have said I was a rogue and driven me off  for the time.

But how did you know, I asked curiously that I should take you up?

He looked at me, smiling  and no man could have been less like the sneaking, white-faced, down-trodden Grussbaum whom I had befriended. Well, you were English, he answered frankly. And we thought that we had taken the length of your foot, Excellency. And you see we were right.

And that was why, I exclaimed suddenly enlightened, the police let you go at that place by the water.

Yes. But you see I dared not give myself away in public even to the police  stupid fellows! I had to see the Chief alone. Then it was simple.

I see, I replied.  It puzzled me at the time.

Yes, I had to tell you a little fiction  to quiet you. I nodded. And when did you begin to connect the Waechters  with the murder? I asked.

To-day only! This very afternoon, mein Herr, and not an hour earlier. But I had seen pretty quickly that they were blackbirds, gaolbirds; and to put them off their guard, should they have any designs on you, I left you the moment we arrived here. But I only drove out a stage and in again by another road. Within three hours I was back in Perleberg, had had the roads watched, and had made arrangements to have you shadowed wherever you went.

Then to-day I got some scent of the murder, through a story a chambermaid told me of a woman and a girl who slept here the night Herr Ellis disappeared. I thought the story louche  queer, you understand, and I fancied that the woman and the girl smacked of the two in the Waechters party. It had vexed me when you turned off the road to follow what I thought was none of your business. But when I had listened to the chambermaids story, and had turned it over every way, I saw

That I was not so foolish after all! I said, colouring a little  for I knew that it was no thought of Ellis that had sent me after them.

No, not quite that, he replied with a gleam of humour in his eye, but that you had shot at a pigeon and killed a crow, mein Herr. Which happens once in a thousand times. Unfortunately I took a little walk to turn the matter over, and see how it fell in with what I had seen of the young lady and the Waechters; and, meantime, the foolish fellow who had shadowed you to that devilish place next door hesitated to break in the door until I could be found.

I see, I said.

And now, briskly, to bed! To bed, Excellency! And I should recommend a doctors draught, or you will be falling through that flap till daylight! Ill send him to you, and I must go myself to the Governor. Hes been on tenter-hooks lest something should happen to you. It would have made things unpleasant for him, you see.

He went, and presently the doctor came in his place, an old man in a cauliflower wig, who sat and propped his double chin on the gold knob of his cane, and gazed on me with owlish sagacity; so that I could have fancied myself back again at Zerbst, with the portrait of the girl on its easel and glimmering at me out of the twilight of the curtained room.

And this it was no doubt that switched my thoughts once more to her  to her sufferings, ended now, thank God! and her courage, that courage which had saved my life, and in all her actions, now I came to trace them, peeped through the helplessness, and the weakness of the woman; that courage which had nerved her to long silence, to endurance, to an incredible stubbornness, and in the upshot had saved my life and hers.

She had been for long but a face limned on canvas; a face piquant and haunting but no more than this  just a portrait that had stirred my feelings. Then, a shadow to be followed, an enigma to be answered, a phantom elusive and perplexing, always in the van of me, always at a distance, rather glimpsed than seen. And again, at the most and last, an appeal, a creature crying out of helplessness to strength, out of weakness for succour  a debt, a task, a burden imposed on chivalry, and to be paid, if paid reluctantly.

Now, in a moment, a woman, slender, soft, of flesh and blood, desirable, my equal. I dwelt on her, and thought new and tingling thoughts of her  thought of her with a tenderness that brought me, shaken and overwrought as I was, to the verge of tears. And she was English, she was a stranger, and lonely and unprotected in this troubled, this foreign land.

On that reflection I rose up in bed; and before I would swallow the old fools potion, though Heaven knows I needed it for my brain was in a fever, I must question the doctor, I must send again to inquire how she did, and learn that all was well with her. For I had anxious, terrifying fancies about her. She might collapse, sink, die, while I lay here! And it was not until I was assured that she had taken food and sunk into the dead sleep of exhaustion that I would consent to take my own medicine.

Still for an hour I turned and tossed, seeing ugly things, the cellar, Ellis; falling a score of times as Platen had said I should through that hideous flap. I rose and lay down again. I cursed the doctor and all his futile works I reached for the bell. And then  I slept.

Dreamlessly, as far as I know. At any rate none of the dreams remained with me when I opened my eyes to the morning light, stared in wonder about the unfamiliar chamber, and slowly and with an aching head, recalled the things of yesterday. No longer feverish, I lay awhile, thinking them over in detail, reviewing them in cold blood, but certainly in no thankless, no ungrateful spirit.

I passed the story through my mind, I saw whither I had so nearly slid, and I had time to think with remorse of Perceval  of poor Perceval, whom none had interposed to warn or save, who had been so cruelly and foully murdered in his duty. Ay, in his duty. And suddenly, as suddenly as if a pistol had been fired beside my ear, I sat up.

The despatches!

Heavens! How had I failed in my duty! From the moment of my rescue I had never given a thought to them! Absorbed in the peril I had escaped, accablé presque jusquá en mourir by the rush of events, and caught on the rebound by the girl, I had let their very existence and their hiding place pass from my mind.

After that not a moment, not an instant must be lost if I was to rest. I dared not, and would not, trust any one! I leapt out of bed, I huddled on some clothes. I sallied out, and, heedless of an astonished maid whom I overset in the passage, I flew up the flight of stairs that separated my present chamber from my old one. Without delay, without a seconds hesitation, caring not who might be in the room, I knocked at the door.

I got no answer, and it was no time for ceremony. I opened the door. Joy! The room was empty, though an unmade bed showed me that it had been occupied. I took three steps to the window, that tragic window which had played so great a part in the story, and leaning from which I had had that strange monition of Elliss presence. I flung it open  no thought of monitions now  and thrust out my arm. I could reach the eaves with ease, and with a beating heart I felt between wall and roof, first on one side of the window and then on the other.

But my hand, far in as, leaning recklessly out, I thrust it, encountered no packet, no foreign body, nothing! Then with a pang of misgiving, I began a systematic search. From the one side, foot by foot, I passed my hand to the other. But the result, though I feverishly repeated the search, repeated it more than once, the result was the same. I found nothing. Nothing!

The despatches were gone!


CHAPTER XXV

FOUND

THEY were gone, beyond doubt or question, and stunned by the discovery, I sank back on the bed and stared at the blank wall. And how I cursed my stupidity! How I cursed my negligence! Why had I not, the moment that I entered the house, made for the hiding place and secured the papers? Or failing that, and making allowance for the shock I had sustained, why had I been so astoundingly silly as to refuse to return to my old room  the room, where my presence, though it did no more, would have made it difficult for another to lay hands on the packet?

And excuse I had none. Not a jot, not a tittle. Out of my own mouth I must stand condemned. For would any one believe, could I plead to any reasoning creature, that I had forgotten the despatches? Forgotten the very soul and essence of my mission at the moment when it became most important? For with poor Perceval dead, and his slayers arrested, what remained?

What of import half so high as the recovery of the papers for which he had given his life, the papers which so many had sought, for which so many had died or were to die, which Klatz, the French, the Waechters, all had hunted with so blind, so furious a persistence? And which only fortune and a girls courage had preserved, so that for a brief hour they had lain under my hand, to take or leave?

And I had left them. I had left them!

I spent some bitter moments, thinking the matter over, and dwelling not only on the trouble which might ensue between the Chancelleries  which depended, of course, on the hands into which they had fallen  but on the effect this must have on my own career. Men are judged, and nowhere is this more true than in the Office, by results.

With the despatches in my care, saved at my risk and by my exertions, I might have hoped that my unfortunate parting from Ellis  though I must ever in my heart recall it with sorrow  would be overlooked. But if I returned empty-handed, without the despatches, then most certainly I should be placed on my defence, and I should be hard put to it to make out a case. Nay, I knew well that I could make out no case that would satisfy the Chief.

Yet, was the matter hopeless? Were the papers gone beyond recovery? I began to consider. There was just a bare possibility that Norma Mackay under the stress of suffering had made a mistake; that she had either forgotten where she had hidden the packet, or had described the hiding place so ill that a false impression of it had been stamped on my mind. But I set little faith and less hope on this.

No, she had secreted the papers where she had told us, and within the last twelve hours, during which the secret had ceased to be hers, they had been removed, either by an agent of the Waechters  who might have got speech of them in the gaol  or by some one who with aims of his own to serve, had learned from them what they knew  and what only they and I and the girl did know.

That person might be in the French interest, or in the German: for in this matter I could trust no one, not von Kalisch, not even Platen. And yet the thing perhaps was not hopeless. If I challenged the possessor at once, and while the scent was hot, something might be done. But I must act quickly  quickly and with assurance.

I opened the door and went out. The first thing I had to do was to dress myself. But as I hurried down the stairs with that in mind, I came upon the chambermaid whom I had seen as I went up. The sight of the woman started a new hare, and I stopped and went back to her. Who had that room  last night? I asked, pointing to the door. Someone slept in it?

So! she said, staring up at me, for she was on her knees.  That room? One of the French gentlemen from the floor below. He offered to remove to accommodate mein Herr.

My heart sank. Oh! I said. One of the French officers? Then, How long, meine Kammerjungfrau, have they been here  the French guests?

A week or more, mein Herr.

Doing what? impatiently. What is their business?

The woman spread out her hands. Ich weissd nicht, she said.

I asked no more, but all my suspicions confirmed, I plunged into my room and dressed. Then down into the hall hot-foot, where I found the good-natured landlord. He beamed on me doubtfully, astonished to see me abroad so early. Is the Wohlgeborener Herr prudent to be about so

Yes, I said, cutting him short. I am in trouble. Have you seen the Lieutenant of Police Platen?

Surely, mein Hen. He went out ten minutes ago. And reading the question my eyes put to him, To the Governors, where he has the honour to breakfast, I believe.

I was through the door and in the street almost before the words had passed his lips. I hurried along under the Sainted signs and by the mob-capped short-skirted Madchen who were whitening the steps. I saw the wide grass-grown Market Place open before me, saw the couchant bulk of the Cathedral, caught a glimpse of Grey Roland, the next moment I knocked at the spotless green door of the Governors lodging.

The pleasant-faced girl who had admitted me before opened the door. I brushed by her without a word, and it was not until I stood in the presence of the Governor and Platen and read the astonishment their faces betrayed, as they viewed the uninvited guest, that I bethought me that I had not arranged what I would say.

Habit, however, goes for much; in a trice I had determined to hinge my offensive on the French officer, and Pardon me, Herr Governor, I said, hat in hand, I am in great trouble. I am thankful to find you, with my friend here. If you will be so good as to continue your meal I will explain. The despatches   

Ah, the despatches? Platen said, taking me up and nodding. Thats it, is it? Have no fear. We shall wring the secret out of them. A little patience and a little pressure and a good examining judge, and rest assured

But wait! Wait! said I. The Waechters never had the despatches. They never got them. It was not until ten minutes before you entered that they learned where they were hidden.

Hidden? Platen rose to his feet and sat down again, his face as keen as a terrier dogs. He cracked his fingers. Hidden, eh? And not by them? Then I was right when I suspected that the womans search in that bedroom had to do with them?

You were, I said. And then, pretty certain from his manner and from the surprise which I read in von Kalischs face  he looked more like a student than ever this morning, with his spectacles and his short fair beard  that they were innocent of the theft, I recalled also that they had not heard the full story. And I proceeded to enlighten them.

Ho! ho! the Lieutenant cried when I had done, I thought that something like that was at the bottom of it. But a clever girl! Clever and staunch! And a good thought, too. But he shook his head if the police had searched

Just so, I said. But they did not. Or with a keen look first at him and then at von Kalisch, perhaps they did  and found them?

What? Platen exclaimed, and he rose cracking his fingers again and looking more than ever like a terrier on a scent. I see, I see. Youve looked, Excellency  and they are not there. Thats it, is it?

Thats it, I said heavily.

Are you sure that you did not mistake the room?

Quite sure. There is only one room that looks on the brewery gable. The chambermaid too, identified it for me when she told me the tale. If you, with a little lingering suspicion, know nothing about it? I looked from one to the other.

The Governor shook his head. The Police Lieutenant, who had sat down again, stretched out his legs and thrust his hands deep into his fobs, Innocent, he said. Quite innocent! And I believed him.

Then, I decided, there is only one explanation. The Waechters must have contrived to convey the secret to some one on their way to the gaol  and the papers were removed during the night.

During the night? von Kalisch exclaimed, and they both stared at me. But surely you searched as soon as you   

I groaned. I ought to have, I said. But the truth is  I am ashamed to avow it, Governor  I was so shaken last night that I never thought of the despatches until I awoke this morning.

Umph! Platen muttered. Well, I dont wonder. No. But you may be sure of one thing. I can trust my people, and I will answer for this, mein Herr, that the Waechters had no chance of passing out word or sign  last night.

Yet the papers are gone this morning, I retorted, and the room was occupied last night by a French officer, who moved in, ostensibly, to accommodate me. He may have been the Waechters accomplice?

Platen shook his head.

Or the agent to whom they hoped to sell the papers? He may have been waiting here to receive them  waiting on the chance that the packet would come to hand? I turned to the Governor. Who are these Frenchmen  there are two of them. How long have they been here? What is their business?

Von Kalisch fingered his light, pointed beard and I could see that neither my manner nor the subject was palatable. Platen looked thoughtful, but did not interpose. Well, the Governor said at last, they are on furlough from Magdeburg, if you must know, sir. One is an invalid, and the other is studying German. I know, reluctantly no more than that.

They must be seized, I cried, and searched  searched at once!

Platen laughed. The Governor stared. Oh, impossible, he said stiffly. We have nothing against them.

They are quiet, peaceable

Frenchmen! I cried. And they have got those despatches! I spoke aggressively, for I already recognized that I was fighting a losing battle. Already I felt that the atmosphere of the room was changed. Even the attitudes of the two men were no longer the same.

They sat on guard, stiff, rigid, watchful lest they should be committed to anything, and determined that they would not be tricked or blustered into a false position. I was confronted, I saw it clearly, by that fear of the conqueror which enslaves the conquered, by that fear of France which for three years had held Germany in thrall, and which to every official from Stein and Hardenburg to the meanest town-crier was an abiding and subduing presence.

We have no evidence of that, said von Kalisch at last None, said Platen with a face of wood. Still  as one conceding a great point we might have them shadowed perhaps.

Ay, back to Magdeburg! I cried scornfully. Over the border! And I rose to my feet in a rage.  If that is all you can do, gentlemen, a fig for it!

They looked at me stonily, keeping their seats. The Governor took off his glasses and rubbed them.  Certainly, without evidence, we can do no more, he said. To do even what the Lieutenant of Police Platen suggests might be going in my judgment too far. These papers may have been found by someone by chance.

By chance! I cried.

By the chambermaid, Platen said smoothly. She may have been led to hunt for the ear-ring and come on the papers.

Under the eaves! Outside! I retorted. And in that case would she have told the tale of the ear-ring and the search? To me? To you?

He shrugged his shoulders. The unlikely happens, he said woodenly.

I saw that, friendly as he had been, I could no longer look to him for help, but that on the contrary the notion of interfering with the Frenchmen had paralysed them both. And in a passion I reached for my hat. But with my hand upon it I had an inspiration. I remembered the Prince of Eckmuhls passport  it enjoined all into whose hands it might come to aid, forward, and support me.

Fortunately, secreted in a pocket in my shirt, the letter had escaped the Waechters search, and I dived for it, while the two watched me. When I had extricated it, I handed it to the Governor. Enough! I said with arrogance  but I knew well that with a German arrogance serves. Youve seen this once, Herr von Kalisch, but I think you must have forgotten its purport. There is your authority, and I call upon you to act upon it.

He read it, an angry flush on his cheek-bones, his eyes hard  to take orders from an enemy, there are easier ways than this out of a difficulty! In silence, he handed it to Platen, and Platen read it. The Governor received it again, perused it once more, still in silence and with a pinched, wintry face. And I have no doubt that, as he recalled the trouble that from first to last this wretched affair had given him, and foresaw that which it was likely to give him in the future, he wished all Englishmen at the devil.

Well, he said at length, his manner of the coldest, I will consider, sir, what, if anything, can be done. If you will be good enough to call upon me at noon I will inform you of my decision.

I saw that this was as much as I should get  and lucky to get it! And I thanked him and made my adieux, adding some words of acknowledgment which I hoped might reconcile him to the position. But friendship is more easy to break than to mend, and I was bowed out, from the waist upwards with more formality than freedom.

I had played my last card, and it might be unwisely, for it is a maxim in the Service that a friendly neutrality is of more value than an unwilling alliance. However, it was done, and the card played, for good or ill.

I left the house with little hope and in low spirits. To have come so near to success, to have had it within the grasp of my hand, and to have let it slip through my own neglect  no wonder that I walked with my head bent, or that I ignored, thankless and ungrateful as I was, the great mercy which had within the last twelve hours preserved me from a dreadful fate. For, alas, it is the way of the world to let the bitter drop at the bottom of the cup poison the good wine that sparkles and mantles above it!

With no knowledge of how I had come there, I found myself again at the door of the inn and I entered and stood wondering gloomily what I should do next. What indeed remained to do? And then with a lift of the heart, with a lightening of the spirits, which surprised me as much as it changed me, I thought of the girl  ay, there still remained that.

A servant was crossing the hall. I sent her upstairs to inquire how the Fraulein had slept.  I should wish to see the young lady, I added, if she is well enough to receive me. Inquire, will you? And I turned away, with an air of indifference assumed as much to deceive myself as the maid.

I waited, deep to all appearance in the study of an Eilwagen time-table that hung on the wall beside the washing-tap and the roller towel. Ah! She had slept well, had she? And would be glad to receive me. I went up the stairs, the lower ones two at a time; the upper ones more slowly, for I was seized with an unaccountable fit of shyness.

It occurred to me that I did not know what I was going to say to her. I felt a lack of words and ideas that was new to me. And outside the door which a chambermaid held open, I would have paused to collect myself if the woman had not been there, broadly smiling.

She goes on well? I muttered. I was out of breath  the stairs no doubt.

Uberaus! the woman replied and smiled more broadly.

I went in. Beside the stove at the foot of the bed I saw a forlorn figure sunk low and almost hidden in the depths of a great chair  a little figure, all eyes. Then my sight cleared, I perceived details; a pink and white wrapper, borrowed doubtless from someone in the inn, and rising from it a delicate, flower-like head, overweighted by coils of dark shining hair; and turned towards me a pale face, the eyes so dark and large and troubled that for a moment I imagined the girl as I had always seen her  the scared, pitiful, terror-stricken victim of a tragic situation. As I crossed the floor, muttering something inadequate, and she rose shakily to her feet, with her solemn eyes fixed on me, the illusion persisted.

But as our hands met, there came a change. The flower bloomed, the blood mantled in the delicate face, crimsoned the slender neck, the little ears, mounted painfully to the tendrils of the hair. And though she still held her head erect, though she faced me bravely, denying as it were her own confusion, her eyes wavered and fell  and I had the most delicious sensation of my life.

For a moment she was the portrait of my memory, the portrait that had so long and so persistently haunted me; but the portrait transfigured, made flesh and blood, made a hundred times more lovely by emotion.

How can I ever thank you enough! she whispered.

Or I you? I replied.

And then I found that I was still holding her hand, and colouring in my turn, I let it go. For what had passed between us that could warrant me in retaining it?

And yet  and yet now that I had let it go, I reflected that things had passed between us that might stand warrant for much  things that transcended time and overleapt punctilio  danger, self-sacrifice, life, death, things strong as steel to bind us together. And now that it was too late, I regretted that I had let her hand go  the little, trembling, passive hand, that yet had been strong enough to save life, to save my life.

The more as I could find no words to say to her, no words that as between us would not sound silly and futile, would not sink to the depths of bathos. She had dropped back into her chair, and I remained standing before her  for there was no second chair. I repeated something banal about sleep  hoped that she had slept well  had not been troubled by dreams, had not  

Dreams, she repeated, yet with an irrepressible shiver. No, I thank you, I slept well. She spoke, I was surprised to see, with ease. For her, it seemed, the bad moment had passed and she was again mistress of herself, and so much mistress that something like a smile trembled on her lips. The doctor gave me a sleeping draught, she continued. And you, too, I hope, Mr. Cartwright? I am sure that you must have needed it.

Yes, I assented stupidly. And that  shade of Canning!  was all that I  I who had bearded the Ball Platz and bandied arguments with statesmen!  could find to say. I stared at the stove; she must think me an idiot! Not that things to say, many things, were not welling up in my mind, but I did not know how to say them. They seemed to be such  such impossible things to say when nothing had gone before to lead to them. And after all a man must break ground.

Well, I could do that. But how? Ay, how?

It was a terrible, terrible time! she murmured. I do not know, I cannot think how I lived through it. Or how I can ever, ever thank you enough, Mr. Cartwright. But for you  but for you She faltered, and suddenly broke down, overcome by remembrance, unable to finish her sentence.

And on that I saw her once more as the lonely pathetic little figure, the panic-stricken, white-faced, despairing girl whom I had watched in the crowded inn by the water, in the sinister house beside the forest, in that accursed brewery last evening. She was once more the lonely child whose woes had pierced my heart, who had cried to me for succour, who had challenged the small remains of chivalry that the world and the worlds ways had left to me. And seeing her so, on a sudden I found words and courage.

And but for you, I rejoined, leaning forward, but for you where should I be? And for thanks, I continued and I stepped forward until I stood over her, looked down on her, dominated her, I can tell you how you can thank me. But to thank me in the way that I wish will be a long task, a lifes task, Fraulein. Still, I can tell you, and I will tell you. And perhaps some other day, when you know me better, on some later day, if not now, you will answer me. But  what is it? I broke off, for she had risen in confusion. What is it? You are surely not afraid of me?

Oh, no, no, she stammered. But, in a disorder that I found delightful, but I had forgotten something. Something that I ought to have told you

Told me? I rejoined. It will keep. Nevermind that now, I beg.

No, no, something, her breath coming short and quick, that I ought to have given you  at once, Mr. Cartwright. The chambermaid got it for me before I slept. I could not rest until  until I knew that it was safe. And slipping deftly by me, for I was very close to her by this time, she stepped to the head of the bed. She drew something from beneath the pillow. I think it is quite safe she murmured. But  but I could not be easy until it lay in your hands, Mr. Cartwright. It has not been opened I am sure.

And, still averting her eyes from mine, standing so that her chair, a confounded big chair, was between us, she gave me a packet.

I took it mechanically and I gazed at it  as soon as I could switch my thoughts on to it  as one stunned. My G  d, the despatches! The despatches! The worn and abraded leather case, strapped and sealed with Elliss seal! Which I had seen in his hands a dozen times, which had cost him his life, which had come near to costing me both life and honour!

Conscious as she was, she could not refrain from a little fluttering laugh, as she viewed my astonishment. It is all right  I hope? she said.

Right? I cried. Right? It is indeed right! You have saved my honour as well as my life! And precipitately, without another word, and very greatly, I must suppose, to her amazement, I turned and flew from the room, I bounded down the stairs. And not a moment too soon.

As I leapt from stair to stair I heard Platens voice and the Governors in the hall below. Heavens, if they had already  but, no, they had not had time, and even as I framed the fear, I stood before them, panting and speechless  but holding out the packet.

Ah! said Platen, taking in the position at a glance. Fraulein Mackay! I gasped. She secured them through the Kammerjungfrau  before she slept!

Ah! said the Governor in his turn, and his eyes gleamed sardonically behind his spectacles. You had better add her to the Service, I think.

Platen nodded. A very remarkable young lady, he commented. Then that is over?

But by this time I had got myself in hand. Not quite, I rejoined.  I owe you, Herr Governor, my humble apologies. And to you also, and even more to my friend, Herr Lieutenant Platen, the expression of my sincere and for-the-duration-of-my-life-lasting gratitude. I trust that you will honour me by shaking hands with me. They did so a little stiffly. But then, seeing, I think, that my eyes were not dry, for I was deeply moved, they gave way and they kissed me coram publico on both cheeks. Not, said Platen, tapping me lightly on the breast above the place where I had deposited the precious packet, that I am not tempted to rob you, even I. I wonder, and there came a gleam of excitement, a glimmer of greed into the little mans eyes, what is in them. Those wonderful, those fateful, those fraught with all manner of mischief despatches!

Ah, I wonder, I rejoined, laughing foolishly, my heart lighter than it had been for weeks. But you will both, I beg, sup with me to-night. I request the honour, Governor, I press it, and will take no denial. And our host shall give us of his best and of the oldest bin that he has in his cellar.

To be sure, Platen smiled. You owe us that for the thousand thalers we recovered for you. And we will toast the Fraulein Mackay.

A most remarkable young lady, said the Governor again.

Yes, I said, turning towards the stairs, my foot as light as a feather. We will toast her. I had forgotten that. I must go to her now and thank her.

A good journey! Platen cried after me. The little mans eye was keen.

I rapped at her door  at any rate I ought to have done so, and I hope I did. But it mattered little, for I was sure that she expected me, perhaps even that she already knew my footstep. When I burst in upon her, she was standing in the middle of the floor, awaiting me, yes awaiting me, red as a rose and looking a little as if she would cry.

And the big chair was no longer before her, or I took no heed of it. What was between us, what passed between us, how I broke that ground, how I said that which had seemed so difficult, so out of the question, so impossible a few minutes before  shall I tell it?

No, a hundred times, no! There are blossoms so tender they fall at a touch, things so sacred that to tell is to tarnish.

The more as it fell to my lot that day to do that which must be told. For late in the afternoon I heard that the Lieutenant of Police was inquiring for me in the hall, and going down I found him waiting. I fancied that he looked a little unlike himself, and he was tossing off a glass of Schnapps. Youd better have one, too, he said, and without consulting me he gave the order. The young ladys evidence, he continued, dropping his voice as he drew me aside,  is confirmed  to the letter. Our men have been digging in the cellar  over there, and we want you to identify.

I felt my colour fade, and with a hand that shook a little I raised the Schnapps to my lips and drank it. It is necessary? I asked, shrinking inwardly. But no  I will come of course. I owe him that.

He had been stabbed in the breast, precisely, as she said, Platen explained in a low voice, as we went out and turning the corner of the Shoe Market, entered that detested lane. Twice, but the surgeon says that the first blow was fatal. No doubt we could prove the identity without your assistance, Excellency, but the shorter way is the better.

I did not speak, I could not. I had a horror of the ordeal before me, which was not lessened by the surroundings which awaited us in that abandoned building, gloomy even at noontide. The way to the cellar was by a ladder, down which we groped, assisted by the yellow smoky beams that shone upward from the lanthorns of the knot that waited, silent or now and again conferring in awed whispers, round a gruesome opening in the earth.

I staggered a little as I reached the foot of the ladder, but Platen took me by the arm and led me forward. The men drew aside to make way for me, and two of them at a sign from the lieutenant held up their lanthorns so as to throw a light on that which lay there  so pitiful, so pitiful a sight, framed as it was in the rough heaps of soil and rubble which the diggers had cast up out of the grave.

He was not greatly changed  not as much as I had feared. I forced myself, though my flesh quailed, to take one long look. I identify him, I said, my words breaking the hush of expectation that surrounded me.

Murdered  foully murdered, I added. And overcome by emotion, weakened by what had gone before, I turned away, unable to control my feelings. The face which I had last seen in the room at Wittenberg, from which I had parted in querulous anger, that face of one who, if we had not always agreed, had been long my companion and ever and always an upright, honest English gentleman  the face of one who in direst peril had given his last thought to his duty  no wonder that as I turned from it, pallid and earth-encrusted and sadly changed as it was, I bowed my head against the rough wall and wept.

That all his hopes, his promise, his aims, his success should have led only to this! Should have ended here! And it might be, it might well be, I thought with bitter remorse, through me!

Ah, that I had had more patience, more tolerance, a clearer prevision!

For a moment Platen let me be while he gave some lowvoiced directions, and it was not until we stood outside those abhorrent walls, in the free air and blessed light of day, that he spoke, Well, the worse for them, he said, his face set in so grim a mould that I hardly knew the man.  The earth will be rid of them. The Judge shall take the young ladys evidence to-morrow, and we shall then be able to release her for the present.

The Governor had joined us, and partly to prove that I had regained my composure, partly because the point was not clear to me, How did they lure him  into that place? I asked.

Simply enough, Platen replied. Waechter  he, of course, was the postilion.

Oh, but, I cried, my attention caught, that is not so. Waechter was not the postilion. I should have known the postilion in a moment! He had very thick black

Eyebrows, Platen said drily.  Just so. He had. But he was Waechter all the same. Did you notice that Waechter shaved his eyebrows? I knew him for a jail-bird by that  the moment I saw him.

I had not noticed it. I had only remarked a something sinister and unnatural in his face, but I had not traced it to its cause.

No doubt when your friend left the Governors house at nine oclock he undertook to guide him to the Coffee House. Probably he told him that he could take him in by a quieter way  the ball was in progress, the hall crowded. He brought him round the corner and opened the brewery door  perhaps at the last moment he hustled him in. The other two had been watching their movements and were there to meet them.

Inside, your friend took the alarm I expect, saw that his retreat was cut off, and, seizing a light which they had placed at hand, perhaps at the foot of the stairs, he must have ran up ahead of them hoping to barricade himself in some room! He reached the little room at the top opposite the gable of the inn, but he could not secure the door.

But suppose  he had not gone to the Coffee House? I suggested.

If he stayed the night in Perleberg  and they had made up their minds that he should  he must have gone to one or other of the two inns. Next door to the other inn, the Golden Crown, there was at this time an empty locked-up shop, and the Governor tells me that it was broken open that night  complaint was made to him next morning, but of course he did not connect it with the Envoys disappearance. So it is pretty certain that they had their trap set for him beside each inn.

Well, I hope to heaven, I cried, that they will pay for it.

Platen smiled  a crooked smile. Justus Gruner will see to that, he said.  You may trust him.

In the hall I parted from them, and I went upstairs with an aching heart. Poor Perceval! Poor Perceval! And in part, in part, alas, through my fault! I groaned.

But, as I paused at the head of the first flight, I caught sight of a plaintive little face watching for me in the dusk of a passage, and I was comforted.
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CHAPTER I

THE COTTAGE

MRS. SOUTHS worn hand trembled on the yellowish ivory handle as she gave the teapot a last skilful twirl before she filled the three cups. Ruths tongue rattled on, and Rachel hung midway, her attention divided between the extravagant fancies that tripped lightly from the childs lips, and the tender fears that brimmed the mothers eyes as often as they rested on her elder daughter. To enter fully into those fears would have needed a longer experience of life than Rachel possessed, seeing that in the main her experience was bounded by the sheltering walls of the thatched fuchsia-clad cottage before which, and barely a hundred yards away, the sea murmured and rippled. But the imminence of the parting that lay before her, and many a waking fear sobered the girls thoughts, so that, even while she lent a half-willing ear to her sisters rose-coloured tale, her lip trembled in sympathy with her mothers apprehensions. She knew that she was leaving all whom she loved and all whom she knew, and leaving them to enter on a life unknown and untried. She knew that she was looking her last for many a day on the snug lamp-lit room, in which every object, from the kettle bubbling on the hob to the darned table-cloth and the dim oval mirror above the mantel, was familiar to her; and as her gaze took a slow farewell of each, a hand seemed to clutch her heart. She choked as she tried to swallow.

But youth is the season of hope as of courage, and Rachel had a brave spirit in her slender form. Rather than that her mother should divine the momentary panic that seized her, she would have bitten her tongue. She turned the choke into a laugh, and flirted a crumb at Ruth. Oh, foolish Ruth! she said in her elder-sisters voice. Conquests and balls, silly child! Do you think that they come in the way of governesses? Little goose, I am going out for forty pounds a year and my coach-fare, and not for conquests. And to sit in my schoolroom with no fire on cold days and correct exercises, and not for balls. Balls, indeed! I am lucky, my dear, to get the place, and oh, mother, how it will help me afterwards  to have taught a Lady Ann! I wonder, shall I have to call her Lady Ann? Twelve years old and Lady Ann!

Mrs. South looked her perplexity. Im sure I dont know, she answered, diverted for the moment from her deeper anxieties. I think you should ask Lady Ellingham.

Yes, mother, I suppose so.

But la! Ruth exclaimed, what fun it will be for you! To live in a great house with Lord This and Lady That! Do you think that they will all wear stars on their coats?

My dear, I shall not see them once in a blue moon, and that will be at a mile off. I shall be upstairs with a globe and a blackboard and a pile of lesson-books. You may be sure that I shall see little enough of lords and ladies. And involuntarily Rachel winced as she recalled her terrible, terrible interview with Lady Elisabeth in the Close  the dreadful old lady with the silver-headed cane and the green shade over her sightless eyes, who had engaged her; who had called her the young person, and had discussed her with her waiting-woman as freely and as inhumanly as if she had been a hundred miles away instead of standing, with trembling knees, within a pace of the old ladys high-backed chair. That painful interview had indeed driven Rachel to within an ace of withdrawal. For half an hour she had been minded to withdraw. Then the thought of her mother, and their need, had renewed her courage and steeled her heart.

But the memory remained. It had been a wretched ordeal. She might have been a stock or a stone for the little regard that had been paid to her sensibilities.

How is the young person dressed, Puncheon? the old lady had asked.

The waiting-woman had not even looked at her  her trained eye had taken all in at a glance. In a tippet and a black bombazine with white spots, and a Tuscan trimmed black.

No fringes or falbalas? You are sure of that?

No, my lady, quite plain-like.

What sort of an air has she? Is she respectable?

I should say so, my lady.

Handsome? Likely to take the fellows? And give trouble?

For the first time the woman had glanced at the flushed, indignant face, with a gleam of fellow-feeling, but no spark of humour in her eyes. The young lady is not ill-looking, my lady, but quiet-like.

Demure, eh? Umph! Nine times out of ten they are the worst. But if shes no beauty shell not fly above the chaplain, and thats his business. Ellingham is a rip, but he has an eye in his head and stoops only at game of a feather. Well, Mr. Dean answers for her French. Where, and she had poked her cane at the trembling girl, did you get your accent, girl? Im told its passable.

From M. Bourlay, the emigre, Madam.

Umph! If poor George Selwyn were alive hed like nothing better than to try her. But, she continued, fumbling in her lap for her gold snuffbox, George and his kind are gone. There are no gentlemen now, Puncheon. They went out with wigs and silk stockings. Well, the young person may go. Shell hear from me. Its forty pounds and her coach-fare  dyou hear, Puncheon? And bid her behave herself in her station. But shes young and a woman, and biddings no more than wind in the grass when a young spark makes a leg. There, let her go. Im tired.

A dreadful interview and a terrible old lady! Rachel had gone from it to the Cathedral and had sat an hour, cooling her burning face and stemming the angry tears that would rise to her eyes. And for one-half of that time she had been minded to withdraw her application. But the thought of her mother, and a little also the thought of their good friend the Dean, who had recommended her, had prevailed. She had put the temptation from her, and gradually the unpleasant memory had faded, only to return with unhappy clearness now when it availed only to oppress the fluttering heart with a momentary panic.

But her mother was speaking, and Rachel struggled to control her feelings. Its the servants I am afraid of, Mrs. South said, speaking out of her little store of experience. In those great houses they are impudent. You must keep them in their place, my dear, or they will encroach. And youll never forget, Rachel, that you are the great grandniece of Dr. South  Dr. South the divine, my dear. I hope you will never forget that, and tell them if it is necessary. I think they will respect you then.

La, mother, Ruth cried, how often youve told us that. I believe youd like us to go about with a label round our necks: Great grandniece of Dr. South! I should laugh to death if I saw Rachel with one.

My dear, the truth is the truth, Mrs. South rejoined. And where Rachel is going  among strangers  it will not he known. And she will be wise if she lets it be known, so that she may take her proper place. She might tell my lady, or the chaplain perhaps  he would be a proper person.

Rachel wondered  with a touch of irony, for already she was learning her worldly lesson  what Lady Elisabeth would have said to Dr. South. But she only replied that she would remember.

And if you are asked down in the evening  as I should expect when the family are alone  you have your white muslin. But you look so young in it that I am not sure after all that it will be wise. And as to caps, you need not have taken to them for the next five years, seeing you are only nineteen turned, but in your position it may be expected. You had better ask the Countess.

I will, mother.

Shell be kind to you, I hope. I hear she is young, but you must not expect too much. And, oh dear, I wish someone was going with you. I think after all, she added nervously, I had better come with you.

And spend all that money, mother! Rachel was stout about it. And have to come back alone! No, indeed, maam. You know the coach always makes you ill. And M. Bourlay is to meet me at Exeter and see me into the coach, and after that there is but the one change at Salisbury. Oh, I shall do very well, I assure you.

And youll write at once? I shall not have a happy moment until I hear from you.

Indeed I will. And perhaps Lady Ellingham will give me a frank so that it will cost you nothing.

And youll tell us everything? If the child sleeps in your room, and what your hours are?

And what Lady Ellingham wears, Ruth put in eagerly. And what company they have. And be sure to tell me if Lord Ellingham wears his star. Oh, what a letter we shall have, mother! And dont forget to tell us when you wear your white muslin, and which sash with it. La, Rachel, I would like to see you primming it in your cap, as if you were an old maid! Ill be bound youll look as mild as a mouse.

Rachels thoughts strayed for a moment to the white muslin, and, if the truth be told, drew some comfort from the contemplation of it and of the blue and the black sash that went with it. And the caps might be premature, but when tried on before her tiny glass upstairs they had seemed not unbecoming. Then the strange folk among whom she was going? They could not be all forbidding and rude like Lady Elisabeth. They could not be all old and inhuman. Lady Ellingham was young and might be kind.

So she tried, and not in vain, to rally her spirits. But the last evening, and that half spent! Her lip trembled in spite of all her efforts. A few hours, so few that she could number them on her fingers, and she would have looked her last for a long, long year on the loving faces and the dear home-things that had cradled her from infancy; on Richard, the white-whiskered tabby, that she had teased and fondled so often; on the stool on which she had sat and crooned her doll to sleep, and the cottage dresser beneath which she had kept shop and sold currant-water for wine; on a hundred things endeared to her by recollections of work and play, and above all on the worn face of the mother whose love had warmed her and sheltered her all the days of her life  the life that had seemed at times dull and tedious, but now held out clinging arms to her, dressed itself in the colours of home, offered its lap of peace and security.

Now she must leave all and enter a formal and unfriendly world, where she must stand alone, unfended and unwelcome, just a machine, priced and paid for  a young person, as Lady Elisabeth had styled her.

But though Rachel quailed on the threshold of the hard road that tens of thousands, young and timid as she, have travelled, the lonely road that leaves on one side love and maidens dreams, she had a brave heart, and her spirit rose on the wings of youth. For after all this was adventure. For her no coming out, no first ball with its wakeful hours of anticipation and the delicious tremors that set the feet dancing; but instead this faring-forth with its charm of the untried and the unknown, its call on nerve and will, its vague promise. So she forced a smiling word, and chid Ruth for her extravagances, even while she noted with a pang her mothers toil-hardened hands, her greying hair, her careworn face.

Fortunately there were still things to do, even after the tea-cups were gone; and be sure that among the odds and ends to be packed Bath post was not forgotten, though, La, mother, Ruth remonstrated, therell be paper there  hot-pressed and I dont know what!

Yes, mother, there will be sure to be writing-paper.

But Mrs. South was not to be moved. I dont know what there may be. But youll take some, Rachel. I shall be miserable if I dont know that you have it and can write at any moment. There is no knowing in great houses what there is and what there is not. And dont you wait, child, for franks or anything of that kind. And now, she added, with an anxious look at the clock, we must go to bed if you are to leave at six.

Fine words! But what mother could bear to cut short the last evening? What mothers heart could rob itself of those last moments over the expiring fire when all had been done and the breakfast-cups stood ready on the table? Was there not always some new caution to be given, some word of advice to be repeated? Or some mute caress, some loving glance? At length, however, the moment came. The lamp was extinguished, the wood embers were raked together, they passed, candle in hand, into the little passage where Rachels cowhide trunk, lying small and lonely at the foot of the stairs, dealt their hearts a fresh blow.

But, at the head of the steep flight which Rachels childish feet had trodden a thousand times, the mothers heart revolted. Do you go to Rachels bed, my dear, she said to Ruth. She may sleep with me to-night. I have something to say to her. And when Ruth would have demurred, Mrs. Souths face stayed the remonstrance.

Alone with her child and with the door closed on them the mothers composure gave way. Oh, my lamb, my lamb! she cried, and she folded the wanderer to her breast. God keep you! You dont know what is before you, and I dont. But I know that it is a hard world, and youll need to be wise. You are going among strangers and youll have cold words, and cold looks, and some, maybe, that may not be cold, but may be worse. Oh, my own, promise me that you will be careful. That you will think of me waiting and watching and hungering for a word. Youll think of me, Rachel, if trouble comes or  or temptation? For I have only you and Ruth, and Ruth I can fend for, while you, you must fend for yourself. Youll think, my darling, wont you?

But what more she said and what Rachel promised her, as the two women clung together under the humble sloping roof  are there not things so sacred, so hallowed by love that even a bird of the air may not carry them abroad?


CHAPTER II

FARING FORTH

M. BOURLAY  some called him M. de Bourlay, but no one in Exeter knew whether he had a right to the particle, the status of the emigres being a standing puzzle to John Bull  danced up and down and waved his little cocked hat after the coach. Bon voyage! Au revoir et a bientot! he cried. And heedless of ridicule and of the grinning loafers before Foots hotel, he blew kisses after his pupil, until, to the lilting notes of Oh dear, what can the matter be? that mounted from the guards key-bugle into the crisp early air, the coach swung out of sight round a corner.

It was not until this, the last strand that bound her to home, had parted, and she knew that for some hours she had only to sit with her feet in the straw and await her fate, that Rachel gave way and cried a little in her corner. She could do so unwatched, for she had but two companions, a stout tradesman and his stouter wife, and they were too busy blaming one another for the tardiness that had nearly cost them their seats, to pay heed to the little girl in the bonnet and tippet who sat so still in her place. By the time the team had struggled up Straightway Hill, youth, the changing scene, and the sunshine of a fine morning had made their claim, and Rachel had dried her tears.

It was the first of September, and here and there she saw sportsmen with their dogs crossing the stubble or wading through turnips. At Honiton volunteers were drilling in the wide street, sharp orders rang out, men, with their pouches flapping against their legs ran to and fro, and there was a stir and a glitter; a reflection of the war that in this last year of the century was beating against the South Coast, and rousing stout hearts to meet the threat of invasion. A brace of officers climbed to the box-seat but travelled only as far as Chard, where orderlies met them with led horses, and there was much parade and saluting. Rachel viewed it all with young, curious eyes, and despite her sad thoughts was interested. She saw things that she had never seen before, and what with these stirring interludes and the common traffic of the highway with its unending stream of coaches and chaises, harvest wains and London wagons, and the hamlets that, strung along the road like a chain of beads, came so often and passed so quickly, the time went by. Before she was aware of it they were over Windwhistle Hill and descending with groaning brakes into Crewkerne. Here, before the Mermaid, they came to rest, the many-caped coachman flung down his whip, the travellers descended, the waiters cried, Dinner, gentlemen, dinner!

Rachel, timid and strange, would fain have kept her seat. She had no appetite, and the value of money, that she was now to earn, pressed upon her. But she had to resist the clamour not only of the waiters but of her fellow-travellers. God bless thee, my dear! the fat man adjured her, never miss a meal. Theres no lining keeps up the heart like beef and pudding! And the celery at this house is a treat! So she had to move, but instead of entering the inn she walked a little way down the street and in a quiet corner ate the sandwiches, on which there fell a salt tear or two, as she thought of the loving hands that had packed them. But she reminded herself that she was now to play a stout part in the world, and when she returned to her seat and the coach filled up, she showed a composed face.

A young man in the farthest corner thought it a face worth staring at, and Rachel might have found his attention embarrassing if she had not had more solid ground for annoyance. The tradesman had taken his fill not only of the beef and pudding, but of the Mermaids strong ale. He was drowsy, and every five minutes he fell over and crushed her out of sight in a manner as absurd as it was uncomfortable. Then the coach grew noisy as it grew crowded. Two of the new-comers fell to wrangling over this talk of invasion, the one maintaining that it was all a hum, a flam, a trick of they government chaps to clap on new taxes and take more lads from the plough-tail; while, Ay, I smoke your sort, the other retorted with disdain. But Im thinking youll sing to another tune when youre burnt in your bed one of these dark nights.

If my stacks be fired, the farmer replied with ponderous certainty, Im bound twont be Bony nor they Frenchies, mister! More like some o your peacock-dressed, tearing, swearing, yeomanry lads. Just kiss-the-maids they be! Thats what they be, drat em!

The other turned up his eyes. Youre a Methodist, my man! Thats what it is, I see!

The farmer swelled till his face was purple. A Methodist! he bawled. Id have you know, young man, Im a churchwarden! Churchwarden of Weston-under-Panwood these seven years.

Two pipes and a tabor! his opponent muttered, shifting his ground unfairly.

And sung God save the King every Sunday of my life since His Majestys late illness  which the Lord knows what it was, but twas a mystery. And damme, He will save him too, but twont be by any o your Joseph-coated, henroost-robbing lads  a plague to honest men they be! But by Lord Nelson and Admiral Cornwallis as I pay my rent to! Ill answer for it, as long as oak swims, theyll never let no Frenchman come within sight o you, little man!

A third brawler burst in on this, and the dispute roused Rachels neighbour from his beery slumbers. He sat up, and, while the change freed the girl from bodily discomfort, it only left her mind at greater liberty to dwell on the trials before her. She had a nervous dread of the change which she must make at Salisbury. Suppose she could not get her trunk out in time! Or suppose, unaccustomed to the flurry of the coach office, she entered the wrong coach and travelled Heaven knew whither! Still, the change was a small matter after all, and doubtless she would compass it in one way or another; but beyond it loomed, ever more near, things that filled her heart with dread. The arrival at the great house, her entrance  she saw herself so small and lonely a figure!  her reception by a crowd of servants. Then the first meal in strange surroundings, the introduction to her ladyship, to her pupil  she did not know at the prospect of which of these things her heart beat most painfully. And they were all coming nearer; with every mile, with every hour, they rose more tremendous before her. When the coach changed horses at Shaftesbury she did not know whether she longed for the end, or felt suspense less intolerable. She only knew that she yearned with passion for the bedtime hour when these trials would be behind her and she might be alone with a little space in which to gather courage for the morrow. And still  for now they were away again  the coach swung inexorably onward, uphill and downhill, and the men swore and wrangled, and the tradesmans wife snored in the opposite corner.

A little waif going forth into a hard world! Her feet were cold, her throat was dry, she swallowed continually. Her eyes now anxiously reviewed the small parcels that she had with her, now scanned the passing scene lest the first houses of Salisbury should surprise her. Long before they sighted the graceful, soaring spire she fancied the city at hand; three times she collected her possessions and sat on thorns, wondering how she should make her way to the distant door from which so many burly knees divided her.

But at last Salisbury came. They cantered along Fisherton Street and over the bridge, swept through the Market Place and, turning right-handed into Catherine Street, stopped, to the merry music of the bugle, before the White Hart. Rachel clutched her packets and got to her feet. But, alas, all were for alighting, and she was last. When she did emerge she found herself in a crowd, pushed this way and that and unregarded, and it was not until the coachman discovered her and flipped her half-crown into his pocket that she gained attention. With all his majesty, he was a good-natured man with an eye for females in distress, and he spoke to the guard, and presently her trunk was hunted out and handed down. A stable-helper in a moleskin cap shouldered it. Where away, miss? he cried. He was in a hurry  everyone seemed to be in a hurry.

The Ringwood coach, she said. It starts from here?

The man grinned. It do, miss  to-morrow morning!

Panic seized her. Oh, but  but I was told that it met this coach, she stammered. She had foreseen nothing as bad as this.

It did  yesterday. It dont to-day. Summer coach, dyou see, miss. Twere took off the road yesterday.

She stood bewildered. People were pressing about her, cutlers apprentices were showing and offering their wares, others were entering and leaving the yard; she had much ado not to be pushed into the not over-clean water-channel flowing on the farther side of the way  she was such a light little thing anyone could thrust her aside. But what am I do to? she pleaded. I must be at Ringwood this evening.

You can post, o course.

Oh, dear, dear! Posting was a terrible expense, she knew. How far is it, please?

I dunno, miss. Youd best ask in the yard.

She was ready to cry. She had received her bare fare from Salisbury to Ringwood, and she knew that to post would cost infinitely more. Faintly she asked how much it would be.

But the man had another job in prospect. Youd best ask in the yard, he said, and dumped her trunk down inside the archway. There! The master is there now. Hell tell you. He hurried away.

Her heart in her mouth, Rachel walked into the yard. A burly man was giving orders to a knot of helpers, who were running out the new team. The coachman, a tankard in his hand, stood at the mans elbow, a servant hung behind waiting for a word, in the passages on the left bells were ringing and chambermaids hurrying, from the red-curtained windows on the same side faces looked out. Rachel, in an agony between shyness and impatience, was pausing, uncertain what to do, when the burly mans eye fell on her. He broke off and stepped towards her. What for you, miss? he asked.

I expected to meet the Ringwood coach here, she explained. Now I am told that it does not go.

Quite right, miss.

Then what am I to do?

Well, you can either post or stay the night. Theres a coach at eleven in the morning.

What will it cost to post? she asked anxiously. To Ringwood, miss?

Yes, I am going to Queens Folly. Its near Ringwood, I understand.

Queens Folly! The mans manner changed a shade. Well, its seventeen miles to Ringwood  the Follys seven miles farther. One-and-six out and ninepence in  call it two pounds, miss, to Ringwood. Then, seeing her dismayed face, If expense is any matter, it will he cheaper to stay the night, he continued. The coach fare is a crown. But if youll step into the coffee-room Ill come to you by and by. He pointed to the door on the left of the yard. You, Joe, shove the young ladys trunk in the passage.

There seemed to be nothing else to be done, and Rachel crept into the coffee-room. Some travellers were swallowing a hasty meal at the table, but no one heeded her, and she slid into the darkest corner, and sat, clutching her parcels and wondering what she ought to do. If she posted she would have to spend two pounds out of a purse slenderly filled, and would arrive almost penniless. On the other hand, she was to be met at Ringwood, and if she stayed the night here what would happen? The dull room with its smell of ale and pickles, the heavy sideboard, the smouldering fire supplied no answer. The travellers rose presently, and trooped noisily out, and she was alone, but no nearer a solution. Before the landlord came she must make up her mind.

It seemed that he was in no haste to come. She heard the coach start, and, fearing all things now, feared that she was forgotten. She moved to a window and looked into the yard to learn if he was still there. He was there, and so close to the window that instinctively she retreated behind the red curtain. He was talking to a tall man in a cocked hat, who wore a shabby cloak over some sort of uniform: a plain, blackish-looking man with a long, thin nose and very keen eyes. She had but one glance at him, then he and the landlord passed out of sight, but an instant later, the door of the room being ajar, she heard their voices in the passage.

In half an hour, the stranger said  and she thought his voice as harsh as his features. And, Turpin, tell that d  d rascal Sam that he shall have his skinful of ale at the house. But if he starts drunk again hell wish himself triced up to the crosstrees in a gale of wind, for Ill break every bone in his body!

Ill see he starts sober, Captain, the other replied respectfully. I suppose  Turpin seemed to hesitate her ladyships not at the Folly?

No, man. Why?

Theres a young lady in the house that says shes going there. Meant to go by the coach that was taken off yesterday.

A young lady?

So she told me, Captain.

Then she lied, the Captain replied bluntly, if she told you she was a young lady. One of the servants with a pretty face, thats got on your blind side, man.

Well, I dont know. The landlord seemed to doubt. She looked a bit better than that to me. And I see all sorts, sir.

Ay, but set a pretty face before you, and

He broke off, and, in a different tone, and as if to himself, No, it cant be that! he muttered. Hes not there, and, damme, hes not come down to that yet. No! Then, sharply to Turpin, Whats she like, man? Gay?

No, sir, as quiet as a mouse. To tell the truth

Well?

I made bold to think that, as you were going over, you might perhaps

Take her with me? The stranger laughed discordantly. You be hanged! I think I see myself! You take me for my lord, Turpin. No petticoats and no reefers tricks for me! Im too old by many years. But there, Ive a letter to write, and must get to the pot-hooks.

And, humming to himself in a tuneless voice:



Oh, Hood and Howe and Jervis 

Are masters of the main, 

Cornwallis sweeps the narrow seas 

And logs the weather-vane,

he strode into the coffee-room, crossed the floor and seized the bell-rope. He pulled it violently, and instead of standing to wait, as four men out of five would have done, fell at once to pacing between door and window.



And Duncan in his seventy-four, 

His Venerable seventy-four, 

From freezing Texel to the Nore 

Brings Mynheer to his knees.



Here, John, as the waiter hastened in, you lazy devil, find me a quill and an inkhorn. And when you have done that, bring me a dish of catlap  and move all this clutter! He thrust forcibly aside half a dozen clattering plates. Damme, man, the place is as dirty as a reefers mess!

Wont be a minute, sir! John replied, and flew to obey the order at a pace very different from that at which he had attended on the chance travellers.


CHAPTER III

THE CAPTAIN

THE Captain resumed his pacing  six short steps and a turn, six short steps and a turn.



But Hood and Howe and Jervis, 

Cornwallis, Camperdown, 

May step across to leeward 

And haul their pennants down.

For Nelsons on the weather deck, 

Lord Admiral Nelson walks the deck, 

Turns his blind eye to squall and wreck, 

Our Michael of the Seas.



He hummed his doggerel to the end as freely as if he had been alone. But Rachel, cowering in her shadowy corner, knew the precise moment when his eyes alighted on her, although he only betrayed the discovery by a single searching glance. He continued to pace to and fro until John returned and cleared a corner of the table.

Rachel had heard all that the stranger had said in the passage, and though she had not understood the whole, she had mettle enough to resent the tone in which he had spoken of her. And she longed to escape before the horrid man addressed her. But he was between her and the door, and while she wavered he sat down to write. He seemed in his height and his blackness  for he still wore his cloak  both ugly and formidable, and she was not sure that he did not from time to time glance up and inspect her in the mirror before him. Suddenly, How do you spell  bergamot? he shot out. One t or two?

One.

The word sprang from her lips before she was aware, drawn from her by the thrust of the question. The next moment her cheeks burned and she longingly looked at the door; but the distance between her and it seemed to have grown, and to reach the door she must pass by him. Meantime he coolly finished his letter, folded and directed it. When John entered with the tea, he stepped to the door and went out.

But not beyond the passage. She heard him call: Turpin!

Apparently Turpin was at hand, for, Who the deuce is she? the stranger asked, in a tone somewhat more subdued.

Well, Im thinking, sir, she might be the young ladys governess.

Im hanged if she is! Her ladyship was saying this morning that it was high time she got one. What are you doing about her?

Well, sir, she must post or stay. Shell do which-evers cheaper, Im thinking.

Umph! Well, d  n the girl! Ill speak to her.

If there had been two doors Rachel would have run out by the other  the man was becoming a terror to her. But before she could move a yard he was back again, and this time he turned to her and looked her over as coolly as if she had been a limpet. A tremulous mouth, good eyes, a turned-up nose, he told himself; fair curls, a bonnet and tippet  she might be a governess after all  looked like it, but devilish young!

Youre going to Queens Folly? he said.

Rachel resented his interference, but after a moments hesitation she answered the question. Yes, she said.

Her ladyship is not there. You know that, I suppose, maam?

No, sir.

You did not know it?

No.

Well, you know it now. Do you still wish to go, young lady?

Yes. She shot out the word, for she was growing angry. What business had he to question her?

But he had not done. Why, if you please? he asked coolly. What is your business there?

Rachel went rather white, but her eyes sparkled with resentment. That is my business, sir, she said. I do not know what right you have to question me.

Ho! ho! An angry robin, eh? For a second a glint of something  sarcasm, humour, amusement  shone in his sharp eyes. Well, its a little of my business too, maam. I am Lord Ellinghams brother, and now you know that perhaps you wont refuse to answer my question.

Poor Rachels plumes drooped. I am the new governess, she said meekly.

The devil you are! Governess to whom, may I ask?

To Lady Ann Dunstan. There were tears in her eyes. The man was rude and stared at her as if he did not believe her.

Now, however, he seemed to be surprised on his side. To Ann? he exclaimed. And who signed you on, young woman?

Who  I dont understand.

Who engaged you? he repeated impatiently. Signed articles with you? Thats English, I suppose.

Lady Elisabeth  at Exeter. Rachel spoke with dignity, and did not guess how violent was the retort that her frightened face and quivering mouth curbed on his lips.

Even as it was, D  d old vixen! he muttered. Must she make mischief too!

For a moment he stood, pondering darkly. Then, Youre but a little thing, he said, measuring her with a disparaging eye. Have you seen your pupil?

No, sir.

Well, shes pretty near as tall as you, and a sight broader in the beam! And a rare handful, I can tell you, with as many tricks and turns as a sea-lawyer. You dont look to me one to bring her up with a short turn! Do you know what youll do if you take my advice, young woman?

No! Rachel spoke sharply. She was growing restive again. She was beginning to ask herself with spirit what this man who stood over her, frowning her down, had to do with it. He might be the uncle of her pupil, but No! she repeated.

Well, youd heave to and put about. Thats what youd do. And look for another berth.

I dont see, sir, what you

Youd take the next coach back, he continued. Thats my advice. Do you take it, young lady. Or, believe me, youll find yourself in irons off a lee shore.

But Rachel was one of those who, left to themselves, are meek and yielding, but pushed to the wall, react against force. For a space the mans presence, his masterful tone and black looks had imposed on her; but now she asked herself what right he had to dictate to her, to bid her change her plans and abandon her prospects. And stiffly, with a little air of dignity, not ill assumed, I shall do nothing of the kind, she said. I have been properly engaged, sir, and until my employer dis  discharges me  her voice trembled, for alas! her dignity was but skin-deep after all I shall carry out my plans and  and be guided only by those who have authority over me. She expected an angry outburst, and hardened herself to meet it. Instead a whimsical smile for a moment transformed the mans harsh features. Lord! he said, what a cock-sparrow it is! I am to keep my own side of the deck, am I? Hands off, eh? But no! No, young lady, calmly interposing himself as Rachel rose and made a move towards the door, one moment. If you mean to go on, theres more to be said.

Her little head was in the air. I do not wish to hear it, sir, she said.

But, he rejoined, youve got to hear it, damme if you havent! Lord, to listen to you, you might be Kitty herself. Youve got to hear it. If this is not my business its chock-a-block to it. If youre going on I must take you, I suppose.

Oh no! she cried, all her dignity dropping from her. If you please, I would rather, far rather

Rather what? Shape your own course, eh? Go your own way? No, no, young woman, if you go on, you belong to my convoy, and youll obey orders and keep the line, or youll be whipped into it with a shot across your bows. Have you had any tea?

No, Rachel faltered. I dont want any.

Fiddlesticks! He pointed to the tray. There, its your job to pour out. He stepped to the bell and pulled it with the violence with which he seemed to do everything. Another cup! he commanded. And tell your master the young lady will go with me. Horses at the door in  he consulted his watch in ten minutes! No! addressing the girl in the same sharp tone, fill for yourself! Petticoats first. No sugar for me.

She had to obey, and until John returned he walked up and down, to all appearance as regardless of her as if she had not been present. He drank his tea, standing at the table, while she hid her hot face in her cup or gazed with fearful interest at the cocked hat that he had cast upon the table. With what strange things, what strange situations, was her start in life bringing her into contact! With what unpleasant, impossible personages! If she must judge of the family by him, for what a lot was she cast, what a reception she must expect! And if her pupil was as turbulent and rude as he painted her, what difficulties lay before her! If he described Lady Ann as turbulent, what must she he! Rachels heart sank into her boots, and clearly she foresaw that her stay in her first situation would not be lengthy.

Still from these horrors some short space still separated her. More dreadful loomed the two hours that she must spend in the mans company, and not only in his company but shut up with him in the narrow space of a post-chaise, and conscious, every minute of the time, of his disapproval. She dreamt for a moment of surrender, dwelt on the possibility of yielding. She tasted the joy of release alike from present misery and from future trials. She saw herself in the night coach, returning to the dear home, the very prospect of which brought tears to her eyes.

But Rachel had a clear head as well as a sturdy will, and it needed but the briefest reflection to assure her that the return journey would not be the care-free jaunt that fancy had for a few seconds painted, but a weary nightmare of repentance and self-reproach. The return of the vanquished!

So, when the chaise came jingling down the yard  they saw it pass  and he said curtly, Signals up, young woman! But it is not too late to change your mind. Still for going on, eh?  which seemed to prove that he had observed her more closely than she supposed  she rose with a composed air.

Certainly, sir, if you please.

Well, he rejoined gruffly, I dont please. But youve had your warning. Line ahead.

She went out before him. The landlord and a knot of servants were gathered to see them start, and she had to run the gauntlet of them all. The Captain said a word to Turpin that drew a smile, he stepped in and the door was closed. The chaise rumbled under the archway, turned before the dead wall of the Close with its bordering water-channel, and swung away down Exeter Street.

Rachel had had little to do with men, and had never been in such close contact with a man before, and she gazed out of the window in an agony of shyness. She watched the houses go by, and apparently her companion did the same, for they were clear of the city and were passing Longford Park wall before he gave a sign of life. Then he began again  but absently  to hum his old ditty; 



Oh, Hood and Howe and Jervis 

Are masters of the main, 

Cornwallis sweeps the narrow seas 

And logs the weather-vane.



He hummed it to the close. Then, if she might judge from the sound, for she did not dare to turn her head, he took out some papers, and for a while he busied himself with them. In the end he put them up again, and with his wonted abruptness, This your first cruise?

Yes.

Umph! Whats your age, young lady?

She longed to snub him for his impertinence  he really was intolerable! But she had not the courage, and Nineteen, she said meekly.

By gad, then, youve a nerve, maam, and just off the stocks. But look out for squalls, and northeasters too, by Jove! And dont say you havent been warned!

She made no reply to this. She decided that he was bent on frightening her and she was stubbornly determined not to be frightened, or at any rate not to betray her fears. He began to troll his eternal chanty again, and presently out of sheer impatience she did a thing that she would have thought impossible, but the words were out before she was aware. Why Michael? she asked.

She coloured with vexation the moment she had spoken, but it was too late. Why Michael? he repeated flatly. Well, why not?

Why not  she was in for it now and must go on why not St. George, or  or St. Patrick? she stammered.

St. George for Merry England, eh? Come, youve heard of Nelson before, I suppose, young lady?

Of course! she replied resentfully.

Ever heard where he was born?

At  in Norfolk, at Burnham Thorpe! She was indignant that he should suppose her so ignorant as not to know that.

When?

She had to acknowledge reluctantly that she did not know.

And you call yourself a governess! he retorted. Why, theres many a topman, that cant tell big A from little B, that could teach you that. He was born on Michaelmas Day, Miss Wisdom. And so was another, of whom you may have heard by chance. Ever heard of Lord Clive?

Of course I have.

Well, he was born on Michaelmas Day too! Michaels sons both of em, and born with a sword in their fists instead of a silver spoon in their mouths! Lord, maam, and you didnt know that! And Ill wager you dont know on what day St. Vincent was fought?

He was really a horrid man! But this time she did know the answer  by chance. St. Valentines Day, she shot out.

He chuckled openly. Ay, thats more to do with you. The women all remember that. The V. battle.

Fought off St. Vincents on Valentines Day, flagship the Victory, Commander-in-Chief, Earl St. Vincent, as he now is! And d  d well fought too, Tartar as he is, saving your presence. But I can tell you, maam, youll have to be smarter than you are! If you dont keep a good look-out, it will be Ann will be teaching you!

Rachel could have cried with mortification, but she was too nervous to retort, and, satisfied with his triumph  which she felt to be as unfair as it was crotchety and absurd  the wretch fell to whistling to himself. The carriage rolled on along the flat road near the clear-flowing Avon with its border of willows and water-meadows, fringed on either hand, but at a distance, by low wooded heights. Soon they crossed the river at what she took to be Fordingbridge. The woods on the left began to rise more steeply against a greenish evening sky, and by the time they had swung round the church at Ringwood and traversed the village, leaving its long causeway and rustic wharves with their piles of timber away to the right, the day was closing in, twilight was upon them. They turned their backs on the meadows over which the river-mist was drawing a veil, and began to climb a winding sandy road that mounted in a mile or two to stretches of melancholy moorland, waste and bleak, dipping here and there, but not where their way traversed it, into narrow gorges, outlined for them by dark lines of tree-tops. The evening wind blew cold across the heath, peewits wailed shrilly in the twilight. Rachel shivered. Her mind sank under the weight of loneliness and depression that the scene suggested and that the strangeness of all that she saw redoubled. With the welcome and happy lights of home before her she must still have owned the influence of place and hour, of the barren treeless upland, the wailing birds, the growing dusk. But as it was, with all that she loved left behind her in another world  for indeed it seemed so to her  with no prospect before her more cheerful than that on which she gazed, no welcome to anticipate save one that filled her with nervous dread, it was as much as, it was almost more than she could do, gripping one hand in the other, to keep back the sobs that in the presence of this man would be the last humiliation.

That she did keep them back, lonely little soul, was to her credit  men have gone on forlorn hopes and have won medals and crosses at less cost.

Suddenly they swerved off the road that ran like pale ribbon across the moorland. They began to descend, and about them solitary thorn-trees, gnarled and ghostly, started up, breaking the waste. Presently they were driving through dark woods, they passed between two stone pillars  gateless  they rolled smoothly along a grand avenue flanked by a black wall of trees set far back on either side. At length  for to her trembling in her corner the avenue seemed to be endless  the postboys cracked their whips, the jaded horses mustered a canter, she saw before her a long pile of building, in which a meagre light or two showed at one end.

Thank God, thats over! her companion muttered. We are there! He yawned as he stretched his long legs and prepared to alight.


CHAPTER IV

AT QUEENS FOLLY

MRS. JEMMETT set down her breakfast-cup on the round table and took a leisurely look at Rachel. She had looked at the girl a many times before, as she said later in the day, but her doubts remained unsolved. The housekeeper was a comfortable-looking woman who filled her bodice as efficiently as she filled her place, but she had considering eyes and a close-shut mouth which did not always let her thoughts escape. Some is touchy, particularly at the start, she continued. But I thought that you would be as well here, miss, until the family returns.

I think it is very nice here, Rachel replied. And in truth the housekeepers homely room, which looked on a plot of rough grass, cut off from the garden by a beech hedge, had seemed to her a very haven of rest on her arrival the evening before. I should have been lonely upstairs  until, she added with a sudden remembrance of Dr. South and her mothers caution, the family returns.

Well, so I thought. Besides, Mrs. Jemmett added candidly, it would have been a heap more trouble to wait on you upstairs and me short-handed. Indeed Id fine work to get a bed aired at such short notice.

And what her ladyship

Yes? Rachel said, for the housekeeper had paused.

Oh, nothing, miss. Only perhaps her ladyship may like to make her own arrangements when she comes.

Theres no one here now, then?

Only the Captain. Hes a dockyarding or what not, at Southampton, and goes and comes. Hes been to London and goes to-morrow. The children come down on Monday and her ladyship follows Tuesday  thats this day week. To be sure, we shall have Mr. Girardot Friday, and hes like a smile in the house. He livens everybody up, I will say that; but dont you lose your heart to him, miss, she added with a thin smile.

Rachel winced. Who is Mr. Girardot? she asked.

The tutor, miss, and everybodys favourite, except, maybe, the Captains. I dont know as he does favour him, but there, there couldnt be two more different, and the Captain would be no worse if he were a little more like him on the outside.

That was Captain Dunstan who brought me yesterday?

To be sure, miss. Captain the Honourable George Dunstan, his lordships brother.

Then Lord Ellingham does not come with the family?

No, not at once. Youve not, she continued with an odd searching look at the girl, met his lordship?

No.

Then  if I may ask, miss  who made the arrangement?

The same question! Rachel began to tire of it, to find something strange in it. But she answered it once more. Lady Elisabeth, who lives at Exeter.

Ah!

I suppose  she is often here?

No, miss, not often. The housekeeper rubbed her nose thoughtfully. Indeed I dont know when she was here. The truth is, Lady Elisabeth and her ladyship dont hit it off  not over well, so to speak. Well, that was good news at any rate. With Lady Elisabeth at a distance and the Captain leaving tomorrow, she might hope for better things. Rachels heart was lightened, and when Mrs. Jemmett offered to conduct her to the schoolroom she rose with alacrity.

It proved to be a small room on the second floor, and dull and shabby as became its purpose  what childrens room in that age was other than dull, or was furnished with aught that had not seen its best days elsewhere?

A door covered with red baize and closing with a spring shut it off, and Rachels bedroom with it; and from the long corridor, just outside this door, a narrow staircase ran down to a side entrance, which the housekeeper hinted that the governess was expected to use.

Youll live and have your meals here, miss, she explained. The young ladyships room, and her maids, are underneath these. Shell take her tea with you I expect, and Lord Bodmin when hes a mind.

Rachel had not yet savoured the monotony of a lonely life, and she eyed her little domain with relief and even with satisfaction. Dull the room was, but its single window looked on the green forest-glades that on that side ran up to the house; and below the window the sun was shining on stately oaks, here lifting themselves from a carpet of moss, there standing foot-deep in fern. A brace of forest ponies were feeding a hundred paces away, and wood-pigeons cooed in neighbouring branches. She gazed with pleasure on a scene so novel and did not stay to consider what its aspect might be when the trees dripped, bare and leafless, under a February sky.

Well, miss, I must go now, the housekeeper continued briskly. And youd best learn your way about. The Captain is out with his gun and youll be free to go where you please. When the family is back it will be another thing.

Rachel availed herself of the offer, and before she descended peeped into the rooms on the upper floors, wondering at their number, at the size of some and the shrouded splendour of others  of one in particular, that panelled in blue silk and furnished with giltlegged chairs and tables, strewn with bibelots and framed work, she judged to be Lady Ellinghams boudoir. The grand staircase, flanked by a descending line of tall grim portraits, of ladies caressing dogs, and officers grasping sword-hilts, struck her with awe, which the entrance hall, with its stags heads and its old armour, did not lessen. Pushing a heavy mahogany door she found herself in a vast dining-room, and here were more portraits; gentlemen in blue with collarless coats, and ladies in white with tuckers that, it seemed to her, might have been higher. Beyond this she entered, feeling all the time as if she were watched, a sombre library, where walls of dull quartos and folios looked down on the antics of a monstrous faun that held the middle of the floor and seemed to be capering for the amusement of the white marble Venuses that lurked each in her corner  a silent tomb-like room, the legacy she guessed of a past generation.

In one of the great sheeted reception rooms the housekeeper found her, and with the air of one conferring a favour twitched the linen cover from a glass cabinet. There, miss, she said with pride, theres the gold inkstand as the Queen gave her ladyship when she finished her waiting, and the gold needle-case as the Princess Royal gave her, and the miniature as the Queen gave her on her birthday. She married out of her waiting  very young she was, and maybe shed ha been wiser if shed waited until

Yes? Rachel said, for Mrs. Jemmetts voice had trickled into silence.

The housekeeper coughed discreetly. Well, she was young to marry, she said. And covering the cabinet, she presently went away, murmuring something about her work.

Feeling her insignificance in the spacious rooms, Rachel wandered out and viewed the long white front of the house, embayed in the middle where the entrance looked on a semicircular space framing four plots of lawn and enclosed by an ironwork railing, gilt in parts and pierced by three grand entrances. Each of these opened on a separate avenue that, running through the forest, presented to the eye a solemn vista, narrowing till it reached the sky-line.

Rachel liked that side least. Even on a bright day its gloomy magnificence oppressed her. It was a relief to find her way round the house to the gardens in the rear, and so by an iron gate to the open glades, where the cawing of rooks, the hum of bees and the chirr of grasshoppers, rejoicing in the warmth, gave life to the scene.

It did not occur to her as she wandered about, grateful for this unlooked-for respite, that she was matter for discussion. But in the housekeepers room a good deal was being said about her by Mrs. Jemmett and Bowles the butler. Bowles was a widower living in his own cottage and at present pleasantly off duty.

The housekeeper rubbed her nose. To look at her,; she decided, butter wouldnt melt in her mouth, but what she knows and what she dont know passes me. A little slip of a girl, youd think the mothers milk wasnt dry on her lips. I dont know as weve a right to suspect his lordship, for its not like him, wild as he is! But with my lady knowing no more of her coming than the babe unborn, I do say it is queer.

But if shes not good-looking, Mrs. J.?

Id not say that, Bowles. Handsome shes not, but theres a look in her eyes that maybed fetch a man that had a taste that way, and her nose tilts in a taking sort. And though shes on the small side shes a pretty shape what there is of her.

I like em plump myself, Bowles said, with an appraising eye on the ladys ample bodice. Give me a woman with something to her, maam.

Well, the housekeeper replied impartially, thats as may be, Bowles. And she carries her head well, meek as she is  and meek she is to all appearing. Im sure I dont know What to think. And its my belief as the Captains puzzled too, he was that short with her at the door. He asked me straight how long I had known she was coming, and black he looked when I said that she had written herself, and said it was by Lady Elisabeths direction.

I suppose the old lady did engage her?

And little it will help her! Why, if that be all it will set my lady against her as never was. The old lady has always taken my lords side, and would put her hand in the fire for him. If all be true one hears, she was a gay piece herself in her day and not over particular.

Bowles nodded. And what do you think, Mrs. Jemmett, maam, her ladyship will do?

Ah! and the housekeeper gave the word its full weight, I wish I knew, Bowles. She may pack her off with a flea in her ear  and thats most likely Im thinking. And again  she maynt. Her ladyship is that proud.

Have you written to the Square?

No, and Im not going to.

Perhaps thatd be safest.

Safest and best. You may spit on your fingers but red-hot is red-hot and best left alone. But whether her ladyship takes it rough or not, the girl will not be here long. Lady Ann will see to that. Shes a monkey for tricks and a terror in her tantrums  and thats most times!

Spoiled, maam.

You never said a truer word, and her mothers to thank for it. I dont know that anyone can manage her if its not the Captain.

Mr. Girardot?

Ay, man, when he goes her way. But thats all, only hes clever enough to hide it, and so my lady thinks the world of him. Ive an eye and hes glass to me. He dont take me in with his fine words and his curly hair. But mark me, whether this is one of my lords little games or no, Im no true prophet if miss is here this day fortnight. My lady puts up with a lot as I wouldnt stand, but if she puts up with this Im mistaken.

Meanwhile Rachel, little suspecting the interest that she was arousing, was arranging her scanty possessions. She found a few dogs-eared lesson-books in a corner, and had soon made herself familiar with the involved hieroglyphics which she took to stand for Ann Dunstan. What she had heard of her charge would have alarmed her more seriously if she had not decided that it was Captain Dunstans design to frighten her, and if she had not made up her mind not to be frightened. Her spirits, rebounding from the depression of the previous day, soared high; she had no immediate trial to fear, and she carolled as she moved to and fro, setting things in order with the neatness that was a habit. No one came near her, silence reigned in that secluded wing, she was free to try on her caps and even the white muslin if she pleased. It was a blessed reprieve, and for the time she asked for nothing better.

From her bedroom window, which looked to the front, she saw the Captain return, gun on shoulder, a keeper attending him; and for a moment she had a spasm of alarm, thinking that he might send for her and repeat his hateful advice. But nothing happened and she sat down to write to her mother, her relief and satisfaction finding place in her letter. All that she described, the housekeepers kindness, the house, the forest, wore rose-colour; and to do her justice they had been almost as warmly painted had the reality proved worse. She said little of Captain Dunstan  he had happened on her in a fortunate moment and saved her the cost of posting  a typical seaman, she added, rather brusque and rough. It was all read at the breakfast-table at the cottage two days later, and laughed over and cried over and read again and again.

Thank God, Mrs. South sighed, she is safely there and I do think comfortable. I only hope her ladyship will be satisfied with her.

Oh, shes sure to be. But I wish shed said more about the Captain. What fun she must have had with him. Im sure hed think her pretty.

My dear Ruth, I wish you would not be so foolish. If Rachel were as feather-headed as you, I should not have a moments peace.


CHAPTER V

A VERY PLEASANT HELP

ON a morning some three days later, Rachel was busy in the schoolroom. The first newness of the position had worn off, for nearly a week she had seen and spoken to none but servants, and she was beginning to feel home-sick. There is a dullness, mild sister to suspense, that at once desires and dreads a change; and she was suffering from this when she heard the baize door, which squeaked on its hinges, give its signal. The door was her boundary, whoever passed it must have business with her, and she looked up, startled. She heard the thud as it closed, an impetuous step stalked down the passage, a hand knocked smartly. She was mustering courage to say Come in! when, without waiting for her bidding, a young man, whose black garb set off his slender shape, appeared on the threshold. He paused a moment, smiling and taking in the scene  the small figure seated at the table, the timid surprised face raised to his. Then with an exaggerated air he clapped his hat to his breast and bowed, as Rachel rose, curtsying.

And how is the Queen of the Blue Stockings? he said in a musical voice. My charming ally in the service of the Muses? Of Clio! Of Melpomene! Of the divine Urania! The tamer of the wild filly of the Forest! Ah! Deep, I see, in study which I have interrupted! Engaged in  Lord, now, what is she engaged in? And coolly, before Rachel, taken by surprise, could interpose, he lifted from the table the paper on which she had been employed. Ten oclock, he read, his eyes dancing with fun, French dictation  I only wish you may get her, maam, as early! Eleven oclock. Geography and the use of the Globes  have a care there, I beg you, for Ann knows all of that that her uncle can teach her, and I shouldnt be surprised if she can take an observation and correct a reckoning as well as Urania herself! Twelve to twelve-thirty

Oh, please, please! Rachel cried, blushing to the roots of her hair, and, had she known it, presenting a very pretty picture of confusion. It was not meant, sir,  indeed, it was not meant

For vulgar eyes? He raised it calmly out of her reach. Heaven forbid that such should light upon it! Twelve to twelve-thirty, reading from Dr. Johnson and the use of the Dictionary  why, in heavens name, maam, who is to turn over those monstrous quartos? Not those little hands, I swear! But there! he continued with a sudden change to the most sympathetic gravity as Rachel stood gazing at him in an agony of shyness, I let my spirits run away with me. I displease you. There, maam, laying down the paper, you see I am all obedient. Yet I will wager, he declared, with a moderate return to his rallying manner, that I have learned one thing about you. You have no brothers.

No, she faltered.

For if you had you would have made a fight for your paper. But you are no tomboy. No, I see you are not. And now, this with gravity  and the mans good looks were so astonishing that they dazzled the girl let me introduce myself. I am Mr. Girardot, and for a time, Miss South, it will be our lot to inhabit the same house, to share the same solitude, to tread the same backstairs, to meet the same troubles  troubles of which, believe me, maam, you have but a faint notion as yet. It may be in the power of one of us to help the other. It follows that we should be acquainted, and to that end, may I, he bowed with a courteous gesture, invite you to resume your chair of office! You permit?

Poor Rachel had never in her life felt so uncertain of herself. She had had no experience of men, and to be thus addressed in a manner which she did not know whether to take for jest or earnest, covered her with a confusion of which she was the more painfully sensible as the gentleman was completely at his ease. Tongue-tied and conscious of her gaucherie, she sat down again.

Probably he saw that he had produced the effect that he desired, for again he changed his manner, and now he was all softness and humility. You say nothing? he resumed. I broke in on you with too little ceremony! With too great precipitation! You cannot forgive me? But I own my fault. Where my interest is engaged I let my spirits, which are perhaps too little bridled, carry me beyond bounds. But not, he added with a charming smile, I trust beyond forgiveness?

You took me by surprise, sir, Rachel said with an effort.

Still, you will pardon me, will you not?

Oh, yes. She was still in a state of dreadful perplexity. She was sure, she was nearly sure that he was playing with her, and, whether that were so or no, the intrusion of the male element in a form so disturbing was the last thing for which she was prepared. She longed for him to go, but he showed no intention of going. He settled himself comfortably on the faded red cushion that covered the window seat, and she was distressingly conscious that the light fell on her face.

You have had  but you cannot have had at your age  a long experience of teaching?

I have had none.

And you have not seen your pupil?

No.

Then I am afraid that you are unaware of the difficulties of your task? Unconscious of the troubles before you? Ann is a monkey, maam, wilful, violent, untamed; in her worst fits malign, and at her best, his eyes twinkled as he piled phrase on phrase and saw her lengthening face, a sackful of tricks! A very imp of the devil! Her mother, a sensible woman, but weak where she is in question, has spoiled her a merveille. Now, maam, he leant forward with interest. I crave your confidence. I am anxious to know how you will deal with her.

I shall do my best, Rachel replied.

But how? How, dear lady? For that is the question. If you have not experience, still I am sure  I read it in your face  that you have already decided on your course; that you have that instinct, that flair that at once suggests a treatment.

I must see her before I can decide, Rachel said. She had not only no answer ready, but she had a horrid suspicion that he was still playing on her inexperience.

But how? How, maam? he insisted, refusing to take her answer. Will you reason with her? Or fondle her? Or whip her? But I see, as Rachel, now offended by his persistence, showed her feeling in her eyes, you refuse to confide in me. You do not think me worthy of confidence. You feel that you can rely so confidently on your tact, your gentleness  I read it in your eyes  your powers, that you need no hints! That the aid of a friend, the willing aid, is of no importance, maam?

Oh, no, no! Rachel cried, driven to the wall. I shall be thankful for help, sir. I shall be thankful for any advice that you can give me.

But I have pressed too much? he retorted, drawing back with an injured air. Which, indeed, was exactly what Rachel, puzzled and perplexed, was feeling. I have extorted but an unwilling consent! You feel that you can stand alone, that those little hands are strong enough to deal with any trouble that awaits them? You are proud. Too proud, too self-reliant, maam, and I can believe it, to need assistance. Very good! He made a show of rising. I shall watch the result with interest. My goodwill you will have, though you will not confide in me.

He had all the air of an offended man, and Rachel, who was beginning to believe in his protestations, surrendered. But, indeed, indeed, she said eagerly, you misunderstand me, sir. You misunderstand me strangely. I have no experience, and  and if out of yours, sir, you can suggest anything helpful, I shall be greatly obliged.

But this was not enough for the odd man before her.

You accept, but you accept unwillingly, he rejoined. I say again, you are proud.

I am nothing of the kind.

Nay, I read it in your eyes. They are speaking eyes. They are clear as crystal and betray your thoughts. You are saying, This man domineers and I will not be domineered over.

But Rachel was not without perception. Perhaps you read my mind by your own, sir, she said.

What  wit? Wit as well as he bowed, his eyes laughing. But I will not offend you by speaking too plainly. Then to the point, maam, which is  

Ann? Well, let me tell you, somewhere in that impish childs heart is a streak of gold, and I have found that streak. I have been happy enough to tap that softer vein. Within limits I can influence Ann, I can even control her.

Rachel could believe it. Innocent as she was, she could believe that with his looks, his smile, his eyes, he could influence anything of the female sort, even a girl of twelve years old. She looked at him expectant.

He seemed to be waiting for her to speak. And, sir? she said doubtfully.

I am willing to use that  shall I say that influence?   in Miss Souths favour. Always supposing, he conditioned, with a whimsical look, that she is not proud. Of course, if you still feel that you can, if you prefer to stand alone  but there, laughing frankly, I make no conditions. Only I hate proud people.

Rachel suffered a fresh attack of shyness. I have nothing of which to be proud, she said. And I am much obliged to you.

He rose. Then I am forgiven for my persistence? I shall sometimes be welcome here? I shall find here, he repeated with feeling, that welcome, that semblance of home which is to be found nowhere else in this great house?

Rachel, her face warm, she could not tell why, murmured some words of thanks. He listened with attention, seemed to hear her with approbation. Then, turning to the window, he said something of the solitude of the house, of the life led in it, of the lack of society, congenial society, of the isolation of their common position. He had laid aside his ambiguous manner, he spoke with propriety  and with every word he rose in Rachels opinion.

Presently, in a serious tone, You know, I suppose that all is not well between Lord Effingham and our dear lady? I break no confidence in telling you that. It is no secret and you must soon learn it. The faults in my opinion, but I may be partial, are on one side, the merits, the conspicuous merits on the other. Ah, you start  you think that I should not prepossess you? And perhaps you are right  I value your good opinion and must not risk it. In a house that is so divided, so distracted, a house in which you and I stand isolated, may!  he held out his hand and as she nervously placed hers in it he bowed low over it may I go with the feeling that I have made a new friend?

You are very kind. She was at once moved and embarrassed.

Kind? he rejoined sadly  and he seemed to be a different man from the one who had broken in upon her so turbulently. Well, it is something. For alas, there is little kindness here. I thank you. I thank you. Until we meet again, count, maam, upon the best offices that I can do you. Then, turning abruptly when his hand was already on the door, We are friends? he said, with a sweetness that it was impossible to resist. I have not flattered myself? I have not mistaken that?

I trust we shall be, Rachel murmured.

Thank God! he ejaculated. And with that he passed out and closed the door behind him. It was not the first time that he had made his exit with those words.

As he passed, a slender graceful figure, down the broad stairway, he smiled at his thoughts. Dear little thing! he reflected. It is cruel to tease her, but who could resist the temptation? She is like a mountain pool, one moment all light and colour, the next a rippling shadow. That tremulous mouth, those limpid eyes, I must see more of them. I must see them brighten when I come and grow dull when I go! But dear innocent, not to harm her! No, no! A slight tendresse  I owe that to myself, and it will educate her, and amuse me when my lady is not here.

Above stairs the squeak of the baize door had left Rachel at liberty to return to her time-table. But she was in no mood to return to it. Her cheeks were hot, her mind was in a whirl, she could not apply herself. She must be moving, be shutting this and opening that, be rising to her feet as soon as she had seated herself. And this restlessness? It was all Lady Ann, she told herself; Lady Ann and the sad account of her pupil that she had heard, and the trying prospect that it presented. It was all Ann; how was she to deal with her? How manage her? It was a most trying, grave, important problem. No wonder that the consideration of it unsettled her.

But had she been frank with herself, she must have admitted that it was not the thing that had been told, it was the teller that disturbed her. It was the interview, so odd and vivid, the looks, the tones, the solicitude expressed and the friendship offered that left her unquiet; that quickened her pulses and troubled her senses, that compelled her to open the window and sweep back the ringlets that would fall over her face. It was the man. It was the impact with a new, ambiguous, perplexing force that drove her thoughts out of their placid channel and hurried them on in flood.

It had been so odd an interview. It had thrust upon her notice a character so novel  and almost any man at close quarters had been novel to Rachel! He had taken a kind of possession of her, had teased and puzzled and all but offended her. He had been at one time utterly unreasonable, and then in a moment he had shown himself so different, so kind, so gentle. He had at once tormented and soothed and flattered her!

She decided at last, when time and reflection had restored her self-possession, that men in this new world must be like that. That it was only her youth and inexperience that found him strange and that she must accustom herself. She must harden herself.

But one thing was certain, though she did not analyse its cause; and this was that the things about her, even the dull lesson-books and the ink-stained table, now wore another and a brighter aspect. The breath of young life, of the unexpected, of change and adventure, had moved on the face of them and enlivened them. As she gazed from the window and her eyes followed the cloud-shadows that travelled the glades and the wind that in its passage bent the meek heads of the ferns, as she drank in with her ears the cooing of the ringdoves, she found a new beauty in the scene, a fairer radiance in the sunshine, a deeper note in the forest peace.

She was so thankful, so very thankful that in this strange place she had found a friend.


CHAPTER VI

IN TROUBLE

LADY ELLINGHAM was after all to return along with the children, and Rachel had seldom spent more unpleasant hours than those which on the Monday preceded their arrival. She had seen no more of the smiling tutor, and the spell that he had momentarily cast over her had lost some of its power; while the prospect that he had disclosed remained to daunt her, and to daunt her the more as it opened more nearly before her. She felt, as she watched the slow progress of the clock and found herself unable to apply her mind to anything, that she had never before known what suspense was.

To her shyness and inexperience it would have been no small ordeal to meet her employer and her pupil, had Lady Ann been an ordinary child. But after what she had heard of her stubborn temper and of Lady Ellinghams predilection for her, the plunge troubled the girl exceedingly. And she had to contemplate it in solitude. She had not even Mrs. Jemmett for company. From the time of Mr. Girardots arrival the housekeeper had thought proper to serve the governess upstairs; and perhaps this was as well, for the house was in confusion below, the servants, their number mysteriously augmented, were everywhere, fires were lighting, beds were airing, and the grand suite that had not seen the light for weeks was being unshrouded. There were strange faces on the stairs and a new cook in the kitchen.

But all this, and the stir and bustle that penetrated by fits to the schoolroom, did but serve to accentuate Rachels isolation, and to leave her at greater liberty to torment herself. She could not read, she could no more sew than fly. She passed restlessly between schoolroom and bedroom, and an hour before the earliest moment at which the travellers could appear had stationed herself at the window that looked to the front.

Of course they were late, and it seemed to her, searching the long avenue to catch the first floating feather, the first token of their approach, that they would never come. The sun sank until it gilded only the crests of the forest. The three drives sank into sombre shadow. The stable clock tolled seven. Then when she had for a few seconds averted her eyes, they came. A post-chaise led the way, an open travelling carriage with four horses and an outrider followed, a fourgon with servants and luggage brought up the rear. Rachel watched their oncoming with a sinking heart, and before even the post-chaise reached the house she got a startling intimation of what she might expect. Out of it leapt a big band-box, that bounded and rolled across the sward. A second band-box followed, then a parcel which, amid shrieks of childish laughter, burst open as it fell. Still the post-chaise rolled on, swept round to the entrance, drew up.

Out of it tumbled a boy and after him a girl, a tumult of scarlet cloth and floating black hair. She fell upon the boy, pummelling him with one hand, while with the other she beat him about the head with a velvet jockey-cap. The boy, shielding his head with his arms, fled whooping into the house, the girl followed, while the chaise, moving on towards the stables, gave Rachel a glimpse of two scandalized women.

The sight was not reassuring. But the Countess was still to come. Rachel watched the travelling carriage draw up, and watched the servants gather about it.

She saw Lady Ellingham alight  a dark, handsome woman, still and pale, in a drab travelling cloak with green facings and a black bonnet with a single green feather. She had a dog in her arms, but Rachel stayed to see no more. As the carriage drew on, she took a last glance at the mirror, saw that her cap was straight and her hair smooth, and stole back to the schoolroom. She did not know whether the unruly children or the stately mother alarmed her the more.

She had barely seated herself at the table, with some dim notion of being found at her post, when the squeak of the baize door, followed by a rush of noisy feet and riotous voices, prepared her for the worst. The schoolroom door was flung wide and the children burst in, the boy leading. He saw Rachel and stood transfixed and staring, heedless of the blows that the girl continued to rain upon him.

By gum! he said.

The girl dropped her hands, tossed her black mane from her flushed face and stared  stared, and insolently. Who are you? she cried.

Rachel rose, outwardly composed. You are Lady Ann? she said.

Golly, George, I know, the girl exclaimed. Shes the new sewing-maid. Here, you, she continued, addressing Rachel rudely, youve no business here, impudence! Get out, do you hear?

This is the schoolroom, the boy explained more gently.

Rachel gathered her forces. Yes, she said calmly. I know. I am not the new sewing-maid. I am your new governess, Lady Ann.

The girl scowled. You are what? she cried with violence.

Your new governess.

By gum! the boy exclaimed again. And whistling shrilly, he stared his hardest.

But  the girl stamped her foot on the floor. Its a lie! she retorted. She was all black; black angry eyes, black brows, a torrent of black hair. She was cast in a large mould and tall for her years. Youre a devil! A devil! And youll have to get out of this, and quick too! This is my room!

Rachel ignored her. She looked at the boy. You are Lord Bodmin?

Dont answer her! the girl ordered. But he nodded.

Perhaps you will be good enough to tell her ladyship when you see her that I am here  Miss South  and will wait upon her when she desires to see me.

But Ann was furious, was perhaps alarmed  she wanted no governess. Youll go out! she persisted. No, Rachel said firmly.

The girl was about to retort when the boy seized her and dragged her away. Oh, rats! he said. Come along, sis! Lets go and rout out old Girry! And we are to have supper with mother.

Its some dirty trick! Ann stormed. She flung a last You devil! at Rachel and made a hideous face, but allowed herself to be hauled away. That, however, was not the last of them. The door had scarcely slammed behind them when it was flung open and the velvet cap flew into the room. It went wide of Rachel and broke the glass of a picture.

Oh! Rachel cried. Her knees were shaking under her and she had much ado not to burst into tears. What a child! What a pupil! How can I ever manage her? And why, why did I come?

And for a while she gave way, her elbows on the table, her face hidden in her hands. Her loneliness and the childs cruel lack of feeling overcame her. But her tears were almost as much the offspring of anger as of pain, and anger dried them quickly.

Which was well, for she had not been alone ten minutes before she heard the baize door open, a measured step trod the passage and a perfunctory knock heralded Mrs. Jemmett. You are to go to her ladyship, if you please, miss, she said.

At once?

Yes, miss, if you please. The womans face was grave, and had Rachel looked closely at her she might have read compassion in her eyes.

Very well. But conscious of her tear-stained face, I will just smooth my hair, she added. Where is her ladyship?

I am to take you down, miss. And the housekeeper waited while the girl, crossing hastily to her bedroom, sponged away the tell-tale traces. They went down the grand staircase in silence, Rachel gathering her forces.

Bowles was standing at the door of the Countesss sitting-room. He opened it and Rachel, quaking but resolved, went in.

It was clear that Lady Ellingham had lost no time in interviewing her, for although an Argand lamp shed a soft glow on the table on which it stood, the gold-fringed curtains had not been drawn and through the tall windows the trees showed dark masses against a pale sky. Rachel was aware of this, and later remembered it. But at the moment she saw only the woman in whose hands her fate lay, and whose hostility the very air of the room betrayed to her. She recognized that Lady Ellingham was strikingly beautiful, tall, erect, dark  and incredibly cold. Pride could not have harboured in a fairer form, and as with eyes a little narrowed she gazed at the girl, pride seemed to emanate from her.

And yet  and yet Rachel fancied that she perceived ever so slight a change in that searching gaze; as if my lady had prepared herself for something and did not see precisely what she had expected to see. She stayed the girl by a gesture before she had advanced more than a pace into the room. Be good enough, she said, to tell me your name.

Astonished, Rachel steadied her voice and told her.

Who sent you here? The question came sharp and uncompromising.

Still more amazed and stammering a little, Lady Elisabeth Dunstan, Rachel answered.

How did you know her? There was suspicion as well as hostility in the tone.

I was named to her by the Dean of Exeter.

For a moment Lady Ellingham seemed in her turn to be a little surprised. You live near Exeter?

Yes, with my mother. Rachel was quick-witted, and though she was far from guessing all that was in my ladys mind  or her face would have burned indeed  she was beginning to understand why she had been summoned in such haste.

Have you met any other members of the family  besides Lady Elisabeth? The Countesss gaze narrowed as she put the question.

Only Captain Dunstan, whom I met by accident at Salisbury.

You have met no others of the family? my lady persisted. Not  not Lord Ellingham, or  or  you are sure?

No, no one, Rachel repeated steadfastly. She was beginning to breathe again, though she knew now that there was trouble before her  dreadful, dreadful trouble.

And you say that Lady Elisabeth engaged you?

She did  most clearly. The girl was determined that there should be no doubt about that. She saw the importance of it.

A pause. You have had then, of course  what experience have you had  of teaching?

Rachel winced. None, she faltered.

Lady Ellinghams eyebrows went up. You should not have undertaken such a position, she said severely, without more information. Have you seen Lady Ann? Do you think you can control her or manage her?

You? There crept into her ladyships tone, and for the first time, a note of the human. Why, you are a little thing. How old are you?

Nineteen, Rachel confessed with a tragic face. She already foresaw the end of the interview  saw herself dismissed, disbanded, packed home with ignominy.

You dont look it! You look a mere child! I suppose you have never been out of Devonshire before?

No, maam.

And are a clergymans daughter, you say?

I am.

The Countess stared, but not as she had stared. There was more surprise and less suspicion in her eyes. She looked uncertain and perplexed. That without her leave or knowledge, without a single communication made to her, this girl should have been foisted on her household by that impertinent, interfering old woman  with or without the consent of her husband  was in itself enough to wound her pride to the quick. But if only that were all: if only that darker suspicion that she had for a few humiliating moments entertained  nay, that she had read in the faces about her  were groundless? Certainly the girl did not look the part. Those timid eyes, that appealing mouth, surely, surely they could not deceive to that point. And he, with all his faithlessness, had never yet stooped to that. She knew enough ill of him, God knew; but nothing so vile, so shameful, so unforgivable as that! And, in a sharp revulsion of feeling, the Countess not only put the suspicion from her  for the time  but felt herself degraded by it, and angry, furiously angry with those whose mysterious looks had supported if they had not imparted it. Thank God, in this at least she had wronged him!

But the girl remained, and what was she to do with her? To dismiss her offhand, as she had intended, Would be to give colour to that hateful thought, if others did entertain it. And the child, ill at ease, though she hid her tremors, appealed to her. After a long silence, You had better know the truth. she said, and she still spoke coldly, for it was her habit. Lady Elisabeth had no authority to engage you. I knew nothing of your coming until I heard that you were in the house. And I do not think that you have either the experience or the qualifications needed for the post. I am quite sure that it will be the wisest course to close the matter at once.

The tears rose to Rachels eyes. All the difficulties, all the troubles that she had foreseen faded into nothingness beside this  this ignominious termination. I am to go? she said, her lips quivering.

Lady Ellingham hesitated, for under that cold demeanour, behind the armour of pride which she had assumed in self-defence, there beat a heart. It troubled her now. Have you seen Lady Ann? she asked.

Yes.

Do you think it possible that you can manage her?

I can try  I should like to try, the girl said, and her eyes pleaded for her.

Well, I will consider. It is quite true that I proposed to find a governess for her this autumn. She has run wild long enough. But, frankly, Miss South, you are not of the stamp I should have chosen. However  I will consider whether I shall give you a trial, and I will let you know my decision in the morning. Good evening. You can go now.

Her manner belied her words, for it held out less hope than she intended, and Rachel went back to the schoolroom in the lowest spirits; and, shocked by the sudden discovery of her false position, and faced by alternatives neither of which was of a kind to soothe, she slept, we may be sure, little that night. At one moment  but that was in the cold grey of the dawn when her courage ran low  she inclined to think dismissal the lesser evil. But for the most part she leaned to, she clung to the hope of remaining. The worst ordeal, even that which awaited her in the schoolroom, seemed preferable to a termination so premature and so humiliating, to a collapse of all her plans and prospects. She pictured her mothers disappointment, she recalled the comfortable letter that she had written home. And bravely she determined to make a fight for it, were the chance given her.

She judged that if she was to go, if my ladys thumb turned downwards, she would be sent for early in the day; and from the moment that she sat down to her hasty breakfast she was in a flutter of spirits, expecting the summons and rising at every sound that reached her. She rehearsed with passion the appeal that she would make to Lady Ellingham; again she saw herself telling the tale to her mother. So time wore on  slowly, it need not be said. It struck eleven, and her hopes rose with the delay. But, as nothing here is perfect, with her hopes her fears rose also. Lady Ann, now that it seemed to be possible that she would be entrusted with her, grew more terrible; the schoolroom took on the aspect of an arena in which she foresaw a shameful defeat, and  and then she heard a step approaching.

She expected a servant bearing a message, but it was Mr. Girardot who entered. He paused on the threshold, and his looks, at once solicitous and subdued, seemed to deprecate her anger. If I thought, maam, he said gravely, that my news was welcome I should bear a lighter heart. But I do not know how your wishes run.

I cannot say, Rachel replied, trembling, until I know what Lady Ellinghams decision is.

She  and, believe me, it is no small victory  desires that you will remain  on trial.

The blood rushed to Rachels face. Oh! she exclaimed. The die was cast, then.

He let himself go. I see, he said, that I was not mistaken in you. I was not wrong. You have more courage than caution  more spirit than prudence. If you were a man you would not count heads. You are not to be lightly browbeaten!

For the moment Rachel felt only relief, and she smiled. Courage may be rashness, she said. I know only too well now  her face growing grave again that the task was not meant for me and how ill-equipped I am for it. But you would not have me withdraw, sir? You would not have me, she asked anxiously, refuse to stay?

I would not advise you, he cried earnestly, to any course that your own good sense and your will do not dictate to you. Heaven forbid! I know no better censors of any situation. I can fancy you equal to any decision!

She sighed and stood a moment reflecting, while he, watching her with growing interest, decided that no face that he had ever seen was so transparent a taleteller. She really was, in her mingled weakness and strength, a dear little person.

But I must see Lady Ellingham, she said at last, rousing herself, before I can decide.

He put the suggestion aside. There is no need, he said. I have full authority. Surely you do not doubt me?

She coloured. No, of course not, sir. Still, I must see her.

Ah! In a moment his tone changed to one of injury, and his eyes sparkled. I see how it is, maam. You are above dealing through me. You think I am not a fitting intermediary. You must see  oh yes, of course you must see Lady Ellingham herself! Nothing else will serve you. And yet, he went on in a softer tone, I have been an intermediary. I may have ventured to advise, to suggest, even to entreat. I may have pointed out things not to your disadvantage. But I see, and his nostrils quivered, I am not trusted, maam. I am to be nothing in this!

But indeed, indeed, Rachel cried in great distress, I did not mean that. I am sure that you have been my friend, sir  that you have spoken for me. And doubtless

But I am not trusted! He seemed to be on the point of leaving her in anger.

Please, please listen to me, she said, clasping her hands. It is not, indeed, it is not what you think. I am grateful, most grateful to you. Nevertheless, I must see Lady Ellingham. I must have  you must see that I must have  her support with Lady Ann. It is essential, it is necessary. Without that I should not be justified in staying.

And my influence with Lady Ann, he said gloomily, is for nothing?

She plucked up a spirit. You know that it is not, she said. Surely, surely, he was unreasonable. But I know, she continued, with an appealing look which was what he had been playing for, that I can count upon it. I know that I have a friend in you.

His face cleared as by magic. That is all I ask, he said. But, he went on with a charming smile, I know now what a proud, what an independent, what a prickly little spirit it is! I know you. Yes, maam, I know you.

And I may see Lady Ellingham?

She is in the garden. And without another word he turned away, leaving her, puzzled and disturbed, to review what had passed, to recall his looks, to smile at his unreasonableness, to be grateful for his aid.

The main fact that she was to stay was decided, then. For the interview in the garden, it may be very briefly described as it was seen by the eyes of Mr. Crosstrees, the head gardener. He told his story sitting on the edge of a chair in Mrs. Jemmetts room, and drinking a tankard of old ale, tapped and drawn under Bowless own eye.

Well, maam, twas a chance, he said. Twasnt my place to be there, and how I come to see them, I was showing the new lad to use a spade, which he works with his hand instead of his foot, and being unaccustomed Id straightened my back. But there! What I saw was not worth seeing  just my lady and a poor little piece, standing before her as meek as a toad, and all the say my ladys till just at the end.

Mrs. Jemmett gazed at the blindworm. If only she had been there! Was her ladyship pleasant like?

Oh ay, oh ay, pleasant enough with a frost on it! Sort o March sun and wind, if you understand, Mr. Bowles. As it might be the north side of a fence. Talking kind of slow, and her chin tilted.

Not scolding?

Oh, nothing so low. Not demeanin herself. And by-n-by the little thing plucked up courage and said her bit, brave like for such as her, and my lady seemed to consider, and presently she called the young ladyship, and up her comes, black and sulky-like and kicking up behind. And my lady puts a hand on her shoulder and speaks a bit, her fidgeting and fermenting. Then, You need not begin work till Monday, says her ladyship, and nods her head, as much as to say You may go, and the young person curtsies  very pretty, I will say. And  and thats all there was to it, maam.

Crosstrees drank up his ale, and, when he was gone, Bowles pronounced his opinion. Twas the tutor did it, he said.

Ay, to be sure. Now I wonder why, Bowles?

Well, if you ask me, its a dull place, maam. And Mr. G.s one to amuse himself.

I should have thought hed enough of that to his hand, Mrs. Jemmett said darkly. I sometimes think if I were his lordship I should have a word to say to it.

Bowles looked at the door. These were great lengths, singular indiscretions. But the dumbness of Crosstrees provoked to candour, and the butler was too gallant a man to leave Mrs. Jemmett at a disadvantage. There youd be wrong, Mrs. J., he said. My lords touched too much pitch not to know it when he sees it  and likewise not to know where no pitch there is. And gentlemen amuse themselves, maam, in more ways than one. Theres a way tickles their vanity, and no harm done.

Well, thats not my lords way, the housekeeper said with decision.

Bowles chuckled. Id be very sorry to say it was. And then again theres another way

But Mrs. Jemmetts modesty took fright. You know too much, my man, she said. Not in this room, if you please!


CHAPTER VII

GAINING A FOOTING

RACHEL had won the cause, but she had still to pay the costs, she had still to make good her footing in the schoolroom. She had Ann on her mind, and heavy on her mind, and a Black Monday in prospect; and she had less faith in Lady Ellinghams support than she could wish. She longed for the trial of strength to be over, and much would it have surprised her had she been told that within forty-eight hours she would be feeling, if not reconciled to her lot, at any rate in a mood to snatch a passing enjoyment and to think it possible that she might find pleasure in her new life.

Yet so it was, and the change came about very simply. Towards three on the next afternoon the boy blundered in on her solitude. Im to ask, he blurted out, bashfully kicking one foot against the other, if youd care to come with us to the Stags Hole? Were to boil the kettle there. Mr. Girardot is coming. Rachel guessed to whom she owed the attention. But she saw that here was a chance, more gracious than the schoolroom afforded, of coming to terms with her pupil, and she gladly embraced the invitation.

Then in twenty minutes! the boy cried, and whooped himself away.

So half an hour later she found herself marching into the forest with the tutor and the two children, the latter riding a pony by turns and squabbling much over it. The treat was unexpected, the scene was new to her, the sun shone, the woodland depths invited; and presently she was surprised to find herself at her ease. In the season, the tutor explained, we do this once a week. Sometimes Lady Ellingham comes. She loves a fete-champetre, and the simpler it is the more it is to her taste. Oh, you are not so much to be pitied, maam, as you think! In twelve months I predict

If I am here, she said.

No, no! No Jeremiads to-day, if you please! he cried gaily. I repeat that twelve months hence you will know every turn of this path and love it. You will be tied to the forest by every tendril of a heart that I am sure is open to the influence of beauty and solitude! You will mark with a white stone many a bank and resting-place now strange to you, and harbour memories and tender memories of more than one. I see it! I know it! You will be a forest lover, maam! He flourished the basket that he carried.

Rachel shook her head. I am not so sanguine, she said, and she would fain have been insensible to the thrill that his words and his tone awoke in her. But how could she resist the charm of the woodland that took her to its bosom, of the stately oaks, their feet clothed in bracken, or the dark beech-wood, so silent that the fall of the mast surprised the ear and the flight of a wood-dove startled the nerves? Of the green feathery bottom where a runlet tinkled unseen, and again sparkled in the sunshine? Or, if she were proof against these and against the holiday spirit that won insensibly upon her, how was she to resist the tones that caressed her, that hinted interest, that avowed goodwill, that claimed to share alike her confidence and her fears? Rachel had been more than woman if she had not in some degree succumbed to the charm, even though Anns black brows and repellent glances cried a warning.

You are not so sanguine? he said, after a pause given, it seemed, to reflection. Why? But it is idle to ask. I know. You do not deceive me. Lady Ellinghams manner has chilled you. But what of it? She is Lady Ellingham, we are we, we bear the badge of servitude that Swift bore. Then let it unite us. We are of a kind, we owe one another what sympathy, what aid, what comfort is in our power. Yesterday, I am proud to avow it, I did and said what lay in my way. And you are here, and are not  do not say that you are  unhappy to be here? Good! Then tomorrow it may lie with you to do the same kind office for me, and I know you too well  oh, I know you, I understand you. I have measured your loyal soul too exactly not to be sure that you in your turn

But here the children broke in, claiming an arbiter, protesting, appealing, wrangling. They fell to beating one another, and the fray was only closed by Girardots seizing the girl, mastering her and dragging her on, half reluctant, half willing, her arm prisoned in his. Possibly he was not sorry to give the governess a proof of his power, where she felt herself so impotent; for he proceeded to tease Ann, to provoke and subdue the child by turns. And Rachel, who had shrunk from interposing, feeling herself unequal to the task, was not critical enough to discern that his authority was limited by the childs humour, and went no farther than flattered her. Ann, too, was showing off.

In a dingle with steep wooded sides and on a grassy plat, half encircled by a brook rippling clear and sharp over brown pebbles, they piled their wood beside a fallen trunk, lit it delicately with flint and steel and dry tinder, and set their kettle to boil. The children helped or hindered or strayed down the rivulet, turning stones for loaches. To Rachel the scene brought a sense of relief, of peace unexpected and unlooked for. The ease and freedom of the meal beside the stream pleased, and the boy made shy advances to her. But her main difficulty remained, for she perceived that but for the tutors watchful attentions, and his care to include her, she would have had but cold entertainment; and that Ann at any rate would have sent her to Coventry. Was it wonderful if she felt, and if now and again a shy glance betrayed, her gratitude? If, as they loitered homewards through an evening stillness inviting to reverie, or if, once more alone in her schoolroom, life seemed to take on a warmer hue?

And if rising in the morning she felt in place of dread the tingle of anticipation and conjectured in the coming day possibilities that she did not stay to analyse? No odd moment at which he might not appear! Now with a gentle I ventured to bring you  but I see I am interrupting you, now with a brisker Ha! ha! I see we wear our stand-off air to-day! We are proud, we are not to be trespassed on! He brought her franks and she might now write to the Cottage without thought of the cost. And by and by he brought her a more startling surprise. He, or curiosity, or possibly ennui  but Rachel gave him the credit. For early in the afternoon two days later who should appear to break in on the governesss solitude but my lady.

She nodded negligently to Rachel, who rose and curtsied as became her. The Countess walked with studied calmness to the window and gazed out. You look to this side? she said. It is not the brighter side. Have you, she went on, evidently for the sake of saying something, all the books you need? All that you want? And when Rachel explained that she had made a list, Very good, Miss South, let Mr. Girardot have it. He will see to it.

The girl, fingering her pen, continued to stand. Pray go on with what you are doing, the Countess said, graciously inclining her head; and she turned to inspect the old foxed prints that adorned the wall. A tarnished mirror hung among them. Before this she lingered, and had Rachel been at her ease, the girl would have seen that she was herself the real object under inspection  a cold inspection that omitted no detail of face or figure. Presently, to Rachels relief  for she found the silence both trying and ambiguous  her visitor moved towards the table. You find the change excessive? she said more gently.

I have been used to a quiet life, maam.

And you are content?

I shall be more than content if  if I am successful with my pupil.

And that is your only anxiety?

I think so.

Lady Ellingham nodded. She turned again to the door. Well, I hope that Ann will take to you.

Perhaps not at once, but

The thud of a closing door stayed the words. A quick step outside, a hasty knock and the tutor entered, his face radiant. He clapped his hands. Caught on the place, dear lady! he cried. The penalty is old, known, established! And Miss South will join with me, I am sure, in enforcing it, and humbly crave the honour of your presence at the schoolroom tea. But Lady Ellinghams manner made it plain that she was not prepared for this. Not to-day, Mr. Girardot, she said soberly.

The words went by him as if she had not spoken. The tea, he announced with an exaggerated bow, is even now mounting the stairs.

No, my lady repeated, and this time more coldly. Not to-day, if you please. She signed to him to open the door.

Rachel thought that that was the end of the matter, and felt that she was the obstacle. But she did not yet know the tutor, much less did she expect to hear her thought put into words. Instead of giving place, he stepped forward and with a smiling face he set his back to the door. No, maam, not so! he said. I cannot let you, I cannot suffer you to belie your kind heart. You have not considered, I know that you have not considered that to refuse to do this to-day  to refuse to grant a favour that you have so often granted before, is to

Really, Mr. Girardot, the Countess broke in, colouring with annoyance, I do not understand what you mean.

You do not know that to refuse to-day is to  he dropped his voice to a tone of confidence is to hurt the sensibilities of one who still feels herself a little homeless, a little strange, maam? Ah, no, I know you too well. I know that you have not considered that, or

You are too absurd! Lady Ellingham cried warmly. You must let me pass, if you please!

But he still persisted. No! he said, and to Rachels surprise, who watched the scene with profound astonishment, he held the door, though my lady put her hand on it. No, I appeal to the kindness of your heart! I know you, maam, to be generous, amiable, that you would not hurt a fly! And that rather than hurt one who  but here come more powerful intercessors! They may succeed where I fail!

And with a submissive gesture he opened the door and admitted the children. They flung themselves upon their mother with cries of glee. You will stay, mother, wont you? they pleaded. You will stay? Mr. Girardot promised us that you would!

I think Mr. Girardot, the Countess said, with a reproachful glance, takes too much upon himself. I am to have no will of my own, it seems! Still, as you

You will, wont you? Say yes! they cried, hugging her.

She gave way. I suppose I must, she said.

Children, he cried briskly, clear the table! Room, room for the Sunday pound cake! It comes! It comes!

And within three minutes Rachel, dumbfounded by the audacity of this strange man, found herself seated at the table with the great lady. She found that she was expected to preside and to pour out  with nervous hands and a flushed face. Fortunately the jests and horse-play of the children, who never rested in their seats for a moment, robbed the meal of formality, and though Lady Ellingham rarely addressed her, and might almost have been suspected of shyness, and Lady Ann turned a cold and repelling shoulder, the ice was broken and a step, a perceptible step, was gained. The once dull room rang with shrieks and laughter, and if she was not of it, she sat amidst it  admiring.

And when, left again to herself, she was free to think of what had passed, of what did she think? Inevitably of the actor who had played so strange a role in the scene and dominated it  of his audacity, his mastery, his cleverness. Equally impossible was it for her not to reflect with a thrill of gratitude on the purpose to which he had devoted his powers. To helping her, lonely and insignificant as she was, to winning a footing for her, to making things a little easier for her!

And  and to think in such a case, to think long and gratefully was coming near to  but Rachel was not as yet awake to that. If she was tending in a certain direction she did not perceive whither she was tending; nor understand why, when she was again alone, she sat for minutes, lost in a pleasant dream, why the future seemed to be more full of interest, of life, of possibilities, than it had seemed an hour or two before. She had come to Queens Folly vowed to a cloistered life, into which certain things did not enter, or at any rate were not supposed to enter; and she did not yet discern that even a governesss close bonnet is not proof against nature, an elf that has a way of stealing in by the keyhole, be the door ever so strongly barred.

But she suspected where credit was due when Black Monday arrived, and the dreaded hour of ten came, and passed without open disaster. Lady Ann came sulkily in, sat lumpily down at the table, and scowled at her governess from under black brows, that said as plainly as if she had spoken, I shant learn from you! But she did not openly rebel, did not put out her tongue at her teacher, was not utterly dumb when addressed. Rachel felt, indeed, as if she were dealing with a barrel of gunpowder, and every question that she put were a spark. But she hid her fears, like the gallant little soul that she was, did nine-tenths of the work herself, and turned a blind eye to shrugs and grimaces. She looked to use and wont to help her, hoped by sheer gentleness to appeal to the good that was in the child  if good there was  and in the meantime she was content to get through the morning without an outburst.

Somewhat emboldened, she ventured on the morrow to set a French copy, and Ann showed herself unexpectedly compliant. She produced a packet of quills dyed all the colours of the rainbow and enclosed in a fancy box, and choosing one, fell pretty willingly to work, her pleasure in the gaudy pen reconciling her, as it seemed, to the task.

So for some days things went tolerably, Rachel doing the greater part of the work and her pupil lolling and fidgeting. But on the Friday Ann came to the schoolroom in a black mood. It was a fine morning, the sun shone gaily, the air laden with the scents of the forest came in at the window, and the child rebelled. I shant work to-day! she said, scowling, and refusing to take her seat. So there!

Nonsense, Ann! Rachel replied briskly. You will have the afternoon for play.

It will rain. Bowles says it will.

Well, we must take our chance of that.

Ann lumped herself heavily on her chair. I shant work, anyway, she persisted.

Rachel summoned all her firmness though her heart beat unpleasantly. You must not say that, she said. You will have a holiday to-morrow, and if you do not work to-day

Whatll you do? the child asked defiantly.

There will be no tea at the Stags Brook tomorrow, Rachel decided. She felt that she could no longer capitulate.

Oh, there wont, wont there! Ann cried, and bounced up from her seat. Ill see about that, you horrid thing! You white-faced thing! And before Rachel could interpose the child had flung out of the room.

Rachel stood and looked at the door in dismay. What could she do with such a pupil? So wilful, so stubborn, so rude? She could only go to Lady Ellingham and ask for support, and she felt that to resort to her at this early stage was to own defeat, and to confess that she was unequal to the task. She could have cried. But there seemed to be nothing else for it, and with a sinking heart she was preparing to seek the Countess when she heard lagging steps returning. Ann sneaked in with a gloomy face, rubbing one leg against the other. She left the door open, and dumped herself down in her seat.

Be good enough to close the door! Rachel said in her coldest tone.

To her surprise, the child obeyed.

I am glad, Rachel continued, looking at her with all the severity that she could assume, that you have thought better of it, Lady Ann. I should certainly have kept my word.

I dont care, sullenly. I dont care whether we go to Stags Brook or no! But I  I promised him when he gave me the pens  thats all!

Well, I am glad that you have one virtue  you keep your word. So it was the pens, was it? Rachel went on in a cutting tone, but she felt her face flame.

Then you had better take that one out of your mouth and begin your French dictation. But understand, Ann, that it is a matter of no moment to me whether you like me or not. I may not like you; but it is my duty to teach you, and I intend to do so. Now we will begin.

And it really seemed as if her words made some impression. Ann scowled, indeed, as if she could kill her governess, but she took the pen out of her mouth and wrote.

So that was the secret of the quills! They were his present. He had foreseen, planned, schemed, and secured at least a beginning for her. Rachels face was still warm. Ann could no longer have called her a white-faced thing. Her face was warm but her heart also swelled  with gratitude.


CHAPTER VIII

THE VEIL RENT

DURING those first weeks nothing struck Rachel more than the stately loneliness in which they lived. She had pictured the splendour and bustle of a great establishment, the coming and going of guests, the hum of carriages, music, laughter, the swish of silken trains on polished floors. But the long reception rooms at Queens Folly lay day after day silent in sunshine, or faded into November gloom. The only train that swept them was my ladys as, proud and still, she sought the gardens, or of an afternoon passed out through bowing servants to her solitary drive with her four horses and her outrider. At long intervals a visitor appeared and now and again the children broke loose from their guardians, wrangled and clattered across the hall, slid shrieking down the broad balusters.

There were reasons why Queens Folly saw little company. It was Lady Ellinghams pleasure. But to some extent it was the same with many great houses in that day. Travelling was fatiguing as well as costly, and guests, when they came, came in large parties and stayed for long periods. Between times, the Squire and his lady sat down day after day with some led captain or chaplain, who was cunning in wine and patient of old stories; or with some mature spinster, who of mornings grounded the ladys tambour-work and nursed her Raton.

Towards the end of November, however, Rachel, now pretty well established, felt a little stir in the house.

She came on maids in strange places and saw doors ajar that were usually closed. And, Uncle George is coming, Ann announced, sucking her pen defiantly. I shant work while he is here.

Hes bringing me a gun! her brother bragged. Im to shoot with him. I shall shoot all day.

Its only a boys gun, the girl cried jealously. Its not a real gun, silly.

It is!

It isnt!

Youre a liar! On which battle was joined and the fight rolled tumultuously out of the room, a whirl of arms and legs and shrill abuse. Rachel stopped her ears.

The news was nothing to her. The memory of Captain Dunstan was far from pleasant  a rude brusque man who had regarded her feelings no more than if she had been a kitchen-maid. But in the housekeepers room, where a little break in the monotony was welcome, it provided a text on which Mrs. Jemmett had something to say.

Now we shall see, the housekeeper commented, her face thoughtful. The Captain has eyes as well as us. And its my thinking hell not like what he sees.

Youre suspicious, suspicious, maam, Bowles retorted. Do you think as Ive stood twice a day behind her ladyships chair and not know her?

Now, Bowles, did I say a word against her ladyship? Not that shes not a woman after all, and water wears away a stone. And some excuse in her case, poor lady, and Id say that if I was dying l But its him Im thinking of.

Girardot? Well, you may take it from me, with a chuckle, that hes otherwise employed, maam. If I saw my lady grow pink when he come into the room, and her ladyships hand shake when he spoke sudden, and her ladyship look out of the window and sigh when hes not there, and her ladyship walk as if the gravel was springy moss under her feet when she started to Stags Brook with him  if I see all that

Mrs. Jemmetts eyes glittered. But you dont see that, Bowles, do you?

No, maam, I dont! But I see all that  or its reported to me by them as does  in another quarter.

Quick work, then! decided the housekeeper.

Shes young, maam, shes young. And he  well, you know what he is.

Poor thing!

Oh, shell not be the first by a many, Bowles answered, rubbing his nose. And hes the looks, and he may mean it this time. So I dont know as she is so much to be pitied, Mrs. J.

Pooh! man. The housekeeper was scornful. Hes only playing with her. I dont see so much of her ladyship as you do. But Ive seen enough of him.

Well, I dont know. Im not so certain sure, Mrs. J. It may have been as you say to begin, maam. But Im not so sure now.

Then hes just a donkey between two bundles of hay, Mrs. Jemmett retorted. And if I were sure, I declare Id speak to her ladyship. Itd open her eyes, anyway.

Youd lose the young woman her place that minute, Bowles replied in alarm. Her ladyships never got over the way the girl came. No, maam, nor ever been sure that what she thought at the first was wrong. Shed jump at the chance of getting rid of her.

Mrs. Jemmett looked sharply at the butler. Well, I never, Bowles! I do believe youve a weakness for the wench yourself.

Bowles preened himself. No, maam, no, he said. My wishes, as you know, is otherwise placed, Mrs. J.  with a languishing look at the housekeeper. I like some substance, maam. But my motto is, No interference!

Well, you may be right, Mrs. Jemmett admitted. But I do say that if her ladyship goes on sitting with him at every odd time right before the main door, the Captain will be blinder than I think him, if he dont take notice.

Then hell show himself a deal less wise than my lord.

Ah, my man, a Blenheims a good keeper, but its only an apple after all! Mrs. Jemmett rejoined, and though Bowles tried to provoke her to plainer speech, it was in vain.

That Rachel, a player in the game, saw less than the onlookers was natural. She had prepared herself for a life from which certain feelings were supposed to be banished, and she took it for granted that they were banished. She had not taken the coif, indeed, and the world was still open to her. But to an extent, little less than if she had done so, she knew herself to be parted by her employment from the emotional side of a girls life. The baize door that shut off the schoolroom was her grille, and her views and her tastes were supposed to lie within it. If she read Cecilia, or The Sorrows of Werter, it must be in private; in public she must revel in the flowery pages of Rasselas, and for her the world must consist of only one sex.

This presumption, and her inexperience, closed her eyes a little longer than might have been expected to the path that she was treading. There were moments when she wondered why, with all her anxieties and with so much to depress her, she was content; why, with the thunder-cloud of her pupil constantly hanging over her, and with a pretty clear notion that Lady Ellingham looked coldly on her, she felt the drawbacks of her position so little; why, listening wakeful to the sough of the wind through the forest, and the cry of the screech owl in the night, she had still only cheerful thoughts, and rising in the morning anticipated the day with an appetite for its chances. Something there was that added brilliance to the sunshine and a tender beauty to the evening; that awoke in her a passionate love for the woodland, its winding paths and its green retreats. But what this was that thus lapped her in warmth and security, that lightened her heart and gave spring to her pulses, she was too inexperienced to inquire.

She only told herself, and with gratitude, that people were kind to her, that all went well with her, and that in no other position would she have been better placed or more happy. If she looked more often than was necessary in the tarnished mirror and tried more than one way of dressing her hair or setting her cap  well, she was a girl and young, and what was more natural?

And then, on the day before that on which Captain Dunstan was expected, she met with a shock that in a single moment of time enlightened her. The matter was itself the merest trifle; it was the effect which it had on her that drove the truth home. She was looking from her bedroom window, and she saw a thing that she had seen before. Down one of the avenues, walking slowly towards the house with the sunset behind them and the evening peace about them, came two persons; my lady, slow, stately, languid, her companion graceful, animated, bending towards her in intimate talk, and now and again enforcing his words with a gesture. Rachel had seen the same thing more than once and without a thought or suspicion. Now it caused her a pang as swift, as sharp, as arresting, as if an arrow had pierced her breast  a pang that drove her from the window, to stand breathless in the middle of the floor, battling with a pain as new as was the knowledge it taught her.

She tried to reason, she tried to reassure herself.

But it was useless. She stood, breathing quickly, shaken to the depths of her being. She knew! She knew at last, and she covered her conscious face with her hands. She knew the secret of her content, of the warmth that had lapped her, of the spell that had transfigured alike the woodland path and the daily toil.

The suspicion went for nothing. It fell harmless from the shield of her innocence  the conjuncture of the two meant nothing. But the veil that had masked her feelings from herself was rent, and rent beyond mending. She saw where she stood and what had happened to her during those weeks. Because he had been kind, because he had been of service to her, because he had thrown her a few kind words and teased her and drolled with her, because he had laughing eyes and curly hair and a slender shape  

She buried her hot face in her hands. She in her position! And oh, the folly of it, the shameful weakness of it, when he had never said a word, never looked a look  so she told herself  to encourage her. The fault lay all with her, and the weakness. And now  now all that remained to her was to conquer it; to free her heart from this foolishness that had coiled itself about it, to shut her ears to the siren and her eyes to the sweet charm that had painted all things in colours so entrancing. She must be strong, and, above all things, pride and self-respect required that she must be secret. She must bury her silliness as she might, hiding her weakness from every eye, and especially from his.

Above all, she must show the same face to him that she had ever shown. She must harden herself and accustom herself. But this was not so easy to do as to plan, and she was aware of that; so that it was an absent and taciturn Rachel who played her part next day, who saw Anns mistakes one moment and forgot to correct them the next, who for minutes lost herself in a reverie, and once, to the childs angry surprise, rapped her sharply over the knuckles. A Rachel who, when Ann had left her, moved uneasily and restlessly about the room, unable to settle to anything.

And then the moment that she dreaded came.

She heard the baize door shriek, she heard his step in the passage and she took herself sternly in hand  was it not for this that she had been steeling herself all the morning? He came in, smiling, debonair, flourishing an open pen-knife, in his gayest, maddest mood.

Pens! Pens! Bring out your pens! he cried. Pens to mend! Then seeing that she was stooping over the table, apparently intent on putting things straight after the mornings work, he struck an attitude. Now, theres the woman to the life! All disorder she can mend! And to her duties nice attend! But when it comes unto a knife  then the man comes in!

But really I am well supplied, Mr. Girardot, she said soberly. She was still busying herself about the table.

Nonsense, maam, nonsense! With such an imp to spoil them? Impossible! You cannot be!

Oh, she is growing better. Better than she was, I mean. She ventured to look up and smile.

But, dear lady, this will never do! If there are no pens to mend, I shall be tempted to sever one of those little ringlets! Those boucles folátres, that have caught even the stubborn Ann in their meshes! Come, come, the knife cuts empty air! Which shall it be?

Twenty-four hours before Rachel would have accepted his badinage with a blush and a smile as merely Mr. Girardots nonsense; nor asked herself how far his laughing eyes and jesting words were winding themselves about her heart. To-day she was wiser, with a sad wisdom! But she dared not check him too suddenly, or he might  oh, stinging thought  suspect. And as playfully as she could, Well, I am afraid you must drop the aspirate, she said  cleverly as she thought and save the steel, Mr. Girardot.

But she was not clever enough. He caught the new note in her voice. And save the steel? he repeated slowly. I see. But  is something the matter, maam?

She looked at him, innocently enough. The matter? No, Mr. Girardot. Why?

Well, methinks, he answered with a whimsical look, there is a little too much of Mr. Girardot this morning! Too much of formality. Have we offended? Have we trespassed? Or has Ann been troublesome? Or is it, he continued with a droll look, that the virtue of the pens that I am not permitted to mend  is wearing out?

I know how good you have been, she said. But she could not put heart into her words, or speak as she would have spoken the day before.

And he saw it, of course. Have been? He raised his eyebrows. And why not, maam, how good you are? Is that too because the virtue of the pens is wearing out? And we are no longer on probation, but are established, settled, able to stand on our own little feet? And need no further help, eh? I see, he added slowly, I see.

That hurt Rachel and she coloured. But you dont see, she said warmly. It is not that.

But I fear it is that. Poor little knife! he continued, addressing it. You are no longer of use, no longer wanted! There are no more knots to cut! No more tangles to sever! Henceforth you are of use only to  cut our friends.

Oh, he was too much for her! She turned to the bookshelf to hide the tears that welled up in her eyes. Please dont say that, she begged, and, alas, the traitorous tears were in her voice also. You know it is not that.

He seized on the admission. Then what is it?

The imminence of the danger restored her self-control. She had hoped that without betraying herself she might place their relations on a new footing, and by a reserve too measured to be noticed set him at a distance. But he had in a moment pierced her defences; in another moment he might force her to avow that they were too  too intimate; and she would rather die than betray herself in that way. In such a strait women can compass much, and, desperate, Rachel turned to him, she even smiled at him. Well, if you must know, she confessed, Ann has been troublesome this morning, and I lost my temper. And I slapped her. And I am vexed with myself.

And how, he inquired, and with genuine curiosity, did my Lady Ann take it? She did not slap you back?

No. Astonishingly well. And made me the more ashamed of myself.

It was surprising how singularly the brightness of her eyes, which were still moist, and a kind of shyness that he had not seen in her of late, became her. Poor little girl! he said, and he drew a step nearer. You are upset, I see. Shall I feel your pulse  and prescribe for you?

But Rachel knew that if he touched her she would burst into tears, and she drew back. Thank you, I have my own prescription, she said.

And that is?

If only he would take his eyes, his keen, humorous, dominating eyes off her! Solitude and sewing, she replied, as lightly as she could. They are to a woman what wine, I suppose, is to a man.

But we only prescribe wine in serious cases, he answered, considering her. And solitude? By that I suppose you wish me gone?

I have had Ann all the morning. She let her weariness appear.

Poor girl! Poor little thing! Well, I obey. But  if you shut yourself up whenever Ann is naughty, heaven help your friends! I take it, with a searching glance, that I still am  that I count as a friend?

Of course! she said. But the question pressed her home and the tell-tale blood rose to her cheeks.

He nodded. Ah! He said no more. He went out slowly, and she was left to doubt, and, alas, gravely to doubt, if she had deceived him. But to think, even to suspect that she had not, and that he had seen through her coldness and understood its motive, was terrible. She told herself that she was very unhappy  and a week, only a week before, how happy she had been, how blest in her ignorance!

Saturday, the last day of November, fell two days later, and was warm for the season. But, mild as it was, an alfresco tea was out of the question, and Rachel was thankful for this. She was spared his company in circumstances that would have awakened every fond recollection and every moving sentiment. But although there could be no tea, Ann was bent on going to Stags Hole, and Rachel was forced to accompany her, though the sunshine, that pierced the half-leafless trees and shot the mossy banks with jewels, no longer held any brightness for her, nor the long vistas of gleaming beech-trunks any loveliness. Still she was free to think her own thoughts and feed her melancholy; and, arriving at the spot, while Ann strayed here and there about her ploys, Rachel, seated on a fallen trunk, gave way to dreams, so immersed in the internal battle that she was fighting, that the squirrel cracking beech-mast in the branches behind her, sat and watched her with fearless eyes. H only she might never see him again! That was beginning to be her cry. If by one sharp wrench, one savage operation, she might free herself from the cruel noose that was winding itself about her heart and slowly compressing it. Yet, if she did not see him again! If all the world turned colourless and cold, and only east winds blew and clouds hung ever grey between her and the sun! Poor girl, it was a long and sad road that her thoughts travelled that afternoon; a road harder than she had thought to travel. But all things end and at length with a jerk she came back to the present  the present that chimed in strangely with her sad fancies. For the sky had grown overcast, the wind cold, the outlook grey. The sun had set. It was late, far later in the day than she had supposed.

Alarmed, she looked about her for Ann. Where was she? Lady Ann! she cried anxiously. Ann! Where are you?

Ann was not far off, and, of course, was in mischief. She had doffed her shoes and stockings and was paddling in the brook, November though it was. Her hardy little legs showed raw-red through the clear water, and well aware that she had stolen a march on her companion, she was wantonly set on pushing her advantage to the utmost. Instead of coming out when bidden, she moved over to the other side of the brook. No hurry! she said, perfunctorily and without looking up. Ill come out in a minute!

You should never have gone in! Rachel replied angrily, aware that she was herself in fault.

But Ann was equally aware of that, and rejoiced in an iniquity which her governess shared. Well, you never told me not to! she retorted.

And here is your bracelet on the bank!

I put it there. It is quite safe.

Now come out at once! Ann, I insist on it. Rachel stormed. Do you hear? And, after a little parley, Ann consented to come out, probably because the water was cold  and she alone could have borne it so long. But her feet, numb and stone-cold, had to be rubbed and dried, and her stockings and shoes to be put on, and, to Rachels dismay, her petticoats were wet. Then to everything that had to be done, the child opposed a passive resistance, so that more than twenty minutes elapsed before they were ready to start.

Rachel knew herself to blame, and that she should not have suffered the child to paddle at this season  and once they were on the homeward path she resolutely pressed the pace, so that when they emerged from the forest and sighted the house, some margin of daylight still remained. But then a dreadful thing happened. Ill have my bracelet now, Ann said.

Your bracelet?

You took it from the bank, you know. I saw you.

Oh! Rachel exclaimed, and stood, horror-stricken. I left it on the tree where we were sitting.

Well, Ann cried in triumph, Youve done it now! Its your forget. And well have to go back. And it will be dark, black dark, before we get home. Hurrah!

Rachel was appalled. The bracelet was a gift of Captain Dunstans, and, being set with amethysts, was of value. According to Anns version, it had been presented to him by a French lady in acknowledgment of his generous treatment of the passengers on a French packet that he had taken in the Indian seas. My lord, on the other hand, maintained that it had been loot, bought for half a guinea from a focsle hand. But whichever story was true, its loss would be no small thing, and Ann knew this and made the most of it. Hurrah! she cried. Its almost dark now, and we must go back!

You will do nothing of the kind, Rachel answered with temper. You will go straight to the house. Its not two hundred yards, and no harm can come to you. It is still light. I will go back for it.

But it is mine and!

You will go straight home! Rachel insisted, firm for once.

Well, rebelliously, I shall tell mother whose fault it was!

But Rachel was angry and a little frightened. You will do as you are told! she said.

For once Ann gave way. Well, all right, she said sulkily. You need not get into a pucker about it. It wasnt my fault. I didnt lose it.

And you will change your petticoats the moment you reach the house.

She stood and watched the child until she was within a hundred yards of the entrance-gates. Then, satisfied that no harm could come to her charge, Rachel turned, and as fast as she could she retraced her steps, little thinking that with every yard she was spinning a new colour into the thread of her life. She knew that dusk would be upon her before she could reach the brook, and that much of her return journey must be made in the dark, and under such conditions she had no taste for the loneliness of the forest. Still, if anything happened to the bracelet she would be responsible, and she hardened her heart and put her best foot foremost. But she had already walked some miles, and her strength was flagging when at last she saw below her, dim and shadowy now, the open space beside the brook.

She saw it with relief, for it would be something at least to turn her face towards home and to have the terrors of the forest at her back, and she dropped quickly down to it. But when she was within twenty yards of the spot, which a zigzag in the path had hidden for a moment, she perceived with alarm that it was tenanted. Two men were there, one seated on the fallen tree on which she had sat, the other standing with a foot on it. They had not heard her approach, for, with their heads close together, they were examining by the dim light something which the seated man held in his hand.

The bracelet. It must be that.

Then for a moment she breathed more freely. No doubt the men were two of the forest rangers, and with that happy thought in her mind she approached them boldly, too anxious about the bracelet to count chances.

But when she was within five paces of the men they heard her and turned, and the one who was seated sprang to his feet. And now  when it was too late to avoid them  she took in their aspect, and it was with a shock of fear that she saw that they were not keepers. One wore an old uniform-coat and a soldiers broken hat, and both were filthy and ragged, with vagrant written plain upon their squalid persons. Rachel hesitated, alarm driving the colour from her face. She was alone, the dusky woodland rose high on each side, walling her in, and they held the bracelet. To them it was a monstrous prize, and help in that solitary place and at that hour was out of the question.


CHAPTER IX

A BRUTE!

BUT the blood of the sturdy old divine, who was Mrs. Souths pride, ran in the girls veins. She owned the spirit that in a desperate strait rises to meet the emergency, and, with courage, wit also came at her call. She turned and deliberately beckoned with her hand as if to someone above her. Stay there! she cried. Ive found it! Her voice rang unnaturally shrill, but it was only the clearer for that. Then she turned and with coolness, forced indeed, but the men could not know that, Youve found my bracelet! she said. I am much obliged to you. I shall be glad to for a moment her voice weakened, for the ruffians greedy eyes and lowering faces appalled her to reward you with a shilling for finding it.

Her appearance had startled the men almost as much as their presence had startled her, for they too had their grounds for fear. They stared at her, doubtful and suspicious  stared at her and stared also with keen eyes up the path by which she had descended. There might be others with her  more likely than not, at that hour; and it was well to be on the safe side. So, after a pause of suspense during which Rachel could almost hear her heart beat, one of the two answered her. God bless your feeling heart, maam, he said in a whining tone. Were poor men, maam, and hungry. If you have a shilling well thank you kindly.

But their looks belied his words, and Rachels fears began to get the better of her. Still, with an effort, Then here is the shilling, she said. You are very-welcome to it. She fumbled for her purse, and got it out. But her fingers shook so nervously that she had much ado to separate the coin from others, and meantime the shadowy path on which the mens eyes were fixed disclosed no followers.

The man who had spoken nudged the other. All right, he said, more roughly. Give us your shilling! He advanced a step and held out his hand. But when Rachel presented the coin he grabbed the purse instead, and when she recoiled in terror, she found that the second man had slipped behind her and had cut off her retreat.

Then, D  n your shilling, the man with the purse growled, casting off the mask. A pretty slut you, to offer us a shilling! Blast your impudence! What else have you got?

She was far from help, and she could have no doubt now that they meant the worst, and that she was in deadly peril. But she kept her head, though she knew that at any moment panic might seize her by the throat. Then keep the purse, and give me the bracelet, she said as steadily as she could. And I will  I will say nothing about it. But the bracelet is Lady Ellinghams, and if it is missed there will be a search.

Search be d  d! the man retorted. Well search you, and see if theres no more of the rhino about you! Or another of these pretty shiners! and before Rachel could move the rogue sprang forward and grasped her by the shoulder. Here, Droughty, he cried, as she made a desperate attempt to wrest herself from him, hold the little devils hands, and well see what shes good for! Hold the trulls hands, do you hear, you fool, and Ill soon

But at that, and at last, Rachels courage gave way, and she shrieked  what else could she do?  shrieked with all the power of a womans lungs. The wretch who held her tried to thrust the tippet that covered her shoulders into her mouth. Stow it, you little slut! he cried. Shut your pipe, will you? But she fought with the strength of despair, her cries rang again and again down the dark aisles, scaring the wood-pigeons from their perches; and happily  the second man was more timid or less forward, and hung off. But her resistance could not have lasted many seconds, she was nearly at the end of her strength, when a sound louder than her screams  the report of a gun  rent the air. It paralysed her assailant, for the explosion was so near that the shots passed through the branches overhead. The ruffians hands lost their grip, and she tore herself loose. The second man was already wheeling about, ready-poised for flight.

What the devil is it? a voice shouted from the farther side of the brook. The undergrowth in that quarter rustled and quivered, a figure broke through it, and appeared at the brink of the water. Whats wrong there?

It was enough. The intruder might be alone, but he had a gun, and the law, with its short shrift and halter, was behind him. As he leapt the brook, the men turned and fled. He had a glimpse of them, saw that they were two, had time to mark their appearance. Then only the sound of breaking branches betrayed the direction in which they were making off.

The man whose arrival had been so timely had reached the fallen trunk, and a second man had emerged beside the brook before the former saw the girl leaning exhausted against a tree. He stared at her almost as if he had not expected to see something of the kind. The devil! he exclaimed. Well, I thought, by G  d, no rabbit could squeak like that!

A boatswains whistle was nothing to it! Are you hurt?

His tone was abrupt and compelling, but Rachel could not speak. She could only shake her head. D  d landsharks! he muttered. Lord, whod live ashore where such things be and your life not safe an hour? Were they for robbing you, my girl?

Still she could not speak  she was feeling very sick  but she nodded. Here, Tobin, the Captain said  for the Captain it was take my gun and chase those sharks. If they show fight, bear away and fire into them. Haul them to the constables, dyou hear, and see them in irons! Ill stand by the young woman.

The keeper took the gun and hurried away down the stream in the direction that the men had taken. The Captain turned to the girl. Coming to? he asked.

Rachel heaved a deep sigh and found her voice. Yes, she whispered. But if you had not come up  a shudder seized her, shaking her from head to foot they would have murdered me.

The Captain cast an eye round. In the open space a faint light still lingered, but in the wood about them it was night. He doubted. The circumstances were queer. Youre the governess, aint you, he said, that I gave a lift to?

Yes. She was beginning to recover control of herself.

I thought so, by gad! Thought I knew the cut of your jib. Well, maam, what the blazes were you doing here? At this time of night? There was suspicion in his tone.

I left the bracelet  Lady Anns bracelet  here, she murmured. It was my fault and I came back for it.

A d  d silly thing to do!

Those men had found it. Please, will you look. I saw them drop it when  when you came up. It is by the tree, I think. With a shudder she pointed to the place.

He stooped, peered about, and after a short search he found the bracelet lying among the fallen leaves. Five pounds worth, he said. And you were foolish enough to come here for it  at this time! You ought to be broke for it, maam. But, he looked doubtfully at her, are you sure that you are speaking by the mark, young woman? Not pipe-claying the account, eh? Didnt come here to meet some young shaver?

The blood returned to Rachels face. No! she said indignantly. I left the bracelet and I came back to look for it. The men had found it and I  I was too near them, when I saw them, to escape. I had to  to do the best I could! Her voice shook, for she was on the verge of angry tears. I  I offered them a shilling  for finding it. I thought that they were going to take the shilling, but they seized my purse and  and took hold of me, and! At last, under the stress of the things remembered, she broke down and sobbed without check.

The Captain, staring at her, wished himself anywhere else, and after watching her for a moment, Oh, for Gods sake, dont pipe up like that, he said irritably. Theyve cleared off, and you are safe and theres an end of it. It was your fault for coming ashore without leave, young woman. Come, come, maam, enough of that! Can you walk?

She tried to choke back her sobs. She stammered that she could.

Then lets be going! The sooner the better, if you dont want your name to be sent up to the quarterdeck to-morrow! Come, come, brace up, maam! And first haul in your sheets!

He pointed to her tippet and kerchief which the ruffians violence had dragged from her shoulders, leaving them partly bare. Rachel had been unconscious of it; now with a blush which the darkness covered, and a healthy sting of anger that did her good, she tucked in the kerchief and drew the tippet down. The Captains roughness spared her at any rate the pain of obligation, and as she turned with trembling limbs to go with him, the effort costing her more than he thought, she made up her mind that he was the most odious man she had ever met. When he offered his arm she declined it curtly  she would walk till she dropped before she would take it! No, she said. I can walk better by myself  I thank you.

Well, I dare say you can. Theres certainly one thing you can do, young woman, and that is scream! Lord, it goes through my head now.

Brute! Rachel thought.

Tobin would have it that it was a rabbit, but I said, no rabbit! He chuckled at the remembrance. No rabbit in a stoats mouth ever made a noise like that.

And the man called himself a gentleman! Rachel trembled with indignation. And presently, her wounded spirit giving her strength, Have you ever been in danger of your life? she asked. Very near to  to death, sir?

He seemed to take time to think. Then, Well, young woman, once or twice. Within hail of it, may be.

And were you not frightened? she asked viciously.

She fully expected that he would deny it and she had made up her mind not to believe him. But with a sort of relish, Frightened? he said. Lord, you may swear to that! Frightened? I wished myself anywhere else I can tell you, as I wager you did! Wished myself ashore, by G  d!

The admission disappointed her, but she took it up. Yet you are a man! she said, a sting in her tone. And  and I was a woman and  helpless!

Dont you think I had a right to be frightened?

And to scream. To be sure! Why not? Of course you had, and you did it too, maam! He laughed again at the remembrance. You did it, by Jove, as if youd been tied up at the gangway.

Oh, he was a brute! He deserved no answer and Rachel vouchsafed none. If obligation there was, if he had saved her life, he had certainly wiped off the debt, and she owed him nothing! She plodded doggedly up the ascent, dragging one foot after another, and presently he began to whistle to himself. Then in place of whistling he fell to humming; At the Battle of the Nile I was there all the while, I was there all the while at the battle of the Nile, in a way that vividly recalled to her her ride in the post-chaise. Her nerves were on edge with exhaustion, and after a time she could bear it no longer. She had to speak. That is doggerel! she said irritably. It isnt poetry.

No, he replied coolly. It is better. It is truth.

Were you there? She longed to snub him.

Well, it happens I was, he answered dryly. There or thereabouts.

She was taken aback, a little shocked too by her own rudeness. Then do you know Lord Nelson? she asked with, weary as she was, a scrap of interest. For Nelsons name was already a name to conjure with. His portrait and Lady Hamiltons were in every print-shop; his character, his exploits, his past, were the subjects of a thousand arguments, debates, disputations. He was belauded, slandered, deified, belittled. Some worshipped him, some sneered at him. But with the populace he was an idol, and when he appeared in public the common people crowded about him as if he had been a monarch walking the streets.

Yes, Ive seen him, the Captain admitted  reluctantly as it seemed. Nothing to see! A little chap, light in the waist and thin as a curl-paper, about your rig, maam! Thinning on the fore-top, which you are not. Nothing to look at and mild as milk, God bless you. One arm, one eye, about half a man, and sick as a three-months-old puppy when theres a breeze. Weighs about half a ships boy. But in action, when the bulkheads are down and the linstocks are lighted, then, maam

He paused so long that Rachel said Yes?

A flame of fire!

Oh! The words were so unlike the speaker that Rachel gasped.

He whistled. Lights ahead! he announced. Thank God were here. His next words were a fresh surprise. Well, Ill say this, young woman! You are not of the swooning sort, and thank heaven for that, for I know more about missing stays than unlacing them, and begad I thought at one time that it would come to that! What? Sheering off ?  The doors open and theyre looking out for us. I expect

I go in by the side door, Rachel said. Thank you! She paused in the act of turning away, and then  she could not be churlish after all I am much obliged to you  for what you did, she added.

Well, I could not do much less! In a moment he was almost good-humoured.

No, that is true, she said. Thank you.

She was moving away to the side door, her one desire to enter without notice. But unfortunately, as she did so, the light that poured from the open entrance fell upon her. Is that Miss South? a voice asked  a voice bleak as the east wind.

Rachel had no choice after that but to advance into the light.

Yes, she faltered. I have been detained, Lady Ellingham. I am very sorry. I sent Lady Ann back. I  I hope she came in.

She came in, yes  soaked to the waist, Lady Ellingham replied in cutting accents. If this, as poor Rachel, hardly able to keep her feet, crept into the full light of the hall, and, white with fatigue, stood exposed, in all the disorder of her dress, to the looks of the servants whom my ladys anger had brought to the spot, if this is an instance of your care of Ann, Miss South! And of your own conduct

Shes had a bit of a burst-up, muttered the Captain, making eyes over the culprits head.

But my lady was too angry to be diverted. She had never taken to the governess, for reasons best known to herself; and those unlucky wet petticoats and this late return, which the Captains company did not mitigate, completed the business. I am most seriously displeased, Miss South, she said.

Rachel was too sick and too weary to contend, but she made an effort to explain. I left Lady Anns bracelet, she pleaded. And I went back for it, and

The Countess cut her short. I will hear your excuses to-morrow, she answered. I wish to hear no more now. Will you be good enough to go to your room?

Oh, come, Kitty, the Captain remonstrated.

You dont understand

I understand enough, Lady Ellingham retorted. I wish to hear no more. Be good enough to go to your room, Miss South, and I will speak to you in the morning.  

Rachel attempted no further defence. She walked trembling to the staircase, her heart bursting with indignation. Oh, these cruel, inhuman, unfeeling people! The lights dazzled her, the floor moved up and down, the stairs wavered before her, it was only by seizing the friendly hand-rail that she managed to keep her feet until she had passed up and was out of sight. And that coward who had said hardly one word for her! Who had allowed her to be blamed and reprimanded and put to shame before the servants! Who had let her fight her own battle, though he knew what she had gone through, though he knew what she had suffered, and how ill she was!

She went giddily along the passages and gained at last the haven of her room. She turned the key in the lock, and the world, the hard cruel world shut out, she flung herself, crying bitterly, on her bed. One thought was still uppermost in her. The coward! Oh, the coward! she sobbed again and again. And she thought how differently, how nobly another would have behaved in his place! How boldly, and with what eloquence he would have sprung to the rescue, how staunchly, how manfully he would have insisted on being heard! Ah, he would! He would not have suffered her to be wronged and stood by silent  though for him to take up her cause spelled courage indeed! For he, like her, was a dependant!

It was in the injustice, the unfairness of it that the sting lay. She was a dependant, and therefore, wrong or right, she was condemned in advance. She was helpless, powerless.

But it was all for the best  she was brought so low that she admitted it bitterly. In the morning she would be sent away, she would be sent home in disgrace. But better so! Far better that she should go, before she had fresh occasion to compare him with others, before his goodness so grew upon her as to sap the last strongholds of pride and self-respect! Before the sweet plague, that had stolen so insensibly, so subtly, into her veins, overcame her altogether, and she had no longer the strength of mind to hide ber folly.


CHAPTER X

BROTHER AND SISTER

WRETCHED little girl! the Countess exclaimed, as the door of the library closed on her and her brother-in-law. She let Ann come home alone, though it was as good as dark. And the childs petticoats were drenched to the gathers! The Captain took out his case and chose a cigar with care. He settled himself in a chair. May I smoke? he asked. Bad habit, but second nature. West Indian station, you know.

She was too much out of temper to assent by more than an ungracious gesture. She stood before the fire, tapping the floor with her foot. At length, at his ease, and his cigar alight, Discipline  officers must be supported, the Captain said, so I kept my mouth shut. But you are on the wrong tack, my dear. And youll have to go about.

His quiet leisurely words only increased her irritation. Oh! she exclaimed, dont tell me that you too are taken with that little creature with the turn-up nose! I thought that you had some sense, George. If it had been Fred now She shrugged her shoulders.

I believe that that is what you have in your mind  Fred, he answered placidly. But you are wrong, my dear.

Well, she retorted, with two angry spots on her cheeks, I believe you thought so once.

If I did then, I was wrong. And I did Fred an injustice. Believe me, hes not come down to that yet. But I am not dealing with him now  only I think it is that which has set you off your course, Kitty. So lets put back to  to to-day. If anyone was to blame it was Ann. She got wading

In November! my lady cried with a flash of indignant eyes. And whose business was it to prevent her?

The Captain shrugged his shoulders. The girls, of course. But the womans not born that can control Ann when the devils in her. A boatswain and two boatswains mates with a ropes end apiece and every man of them with eyes at the back of his head couldnt keep Ann out of mischief when she has a mind to it. And you expect that little chit as big as a sprit-sail yard to keep her from it? Ann got in the water  as get in the water she would if there was water to get in  and the girl dried her as well as she could and hurried her home.

But she did not bring her home.

She brought her to within a hundred yards of the house.

Lady Effingham lifted her chin. You are well up in her story! she said.

And then the girl went back for something that they had forgotten.

I suppose that also was Anns fault?

No, it was not. She had taken off her bracelet  the one I gave her, you know  and the girl took charge of it for safety, and while drying the child she laid it down and forgot it. She went back for it.

Then she should have done nothing of the kind! Lady Effingham declared, glad to find some vent for her annoyance. She should have come in and sent a man for it.

I suppose she thought, the Captain suggested, watching the smoke rise from his cigar, that if she came back without it shed be booked for punishment.

Anyway, she bore away though it was late, and I dont suppose she liked it. When she reached the place  it was pretty dark, and a mile from home, mind you  there were two landlubbers there, one of them a deserter by his coat, and, by God, theyd got the bracelet.

Lady Ellinghams attention was caught at last. And what did she do?

Do? Well, she couldnt get away  she was too close to them. So she went up as bold as brass and offered them a shilling for finding it  just as if shed been in Berkeley Square. And nearly carried it off, the little baggage, by sheer impudence  where there wasnt, mind you, a soul within a mile of her to help her. But when they saw the purse it was too much for them, and they snatched it, and caught hold of her and were for searching her!

Ah! The listener winced. The red spots were gone from her cheeks.

Just so, said the Captain coolly. It was  Ah!

And  what did she do then?

Squealed like a rabbit in a trap, only ten hundred times louder! What else could she do  against two d  d louts of gaol-birds? Luckily I was coming home with Tobin and heard her, and, thinking it was either the father of all rabbits in a trap or a womans pipe, I fired my gun and steered for her. She was nearly done when I came up! Ive no doubt theyd have murdered her if Id not.

The wretches!

They sheered off when we came up. Tobin chased, and I stood by the girl. Confounded fix I was in, Kitty, when I saw how theyd handled her, and I wished Id kept him, for she looked like foundering, and where should I have been? However, I called her a silly little fool, and read the Articles of War to her  outstaying her leave, and so on, and she came round. I could see that she was pretty deep by the head, still, but she never let me lay a hand to her  thought me a pretty brute, no doubt! But I tell you, my dear, shes a d  d plucky piece, as plucky as any thirteen-year-old middy that ever smuggled into a cutting-out boat. And theres nothing beats that!

Shes evidently won your heart, my lady said.

A white-faced chit with a turn-up nose, my dear?

Well, she allowed reluctantly, perhaps Ive  

Made a mistake? You have. And to-morrow youll have to sing small, and set it right, Kitty. Lady Ellingham studied the point. The bracelet is lost, I suppose?

No. And Im not sure that that is not the queerest thing of all. One of the men dropped it, when he sighted me. Well, that little girl, and the brutes hands hardly off her, had the coolness to see it fall and tally the place. She told me where it was, and I found it.

The Countess looked uncomfortable. She was far from being an ungenerous woman when her instincts had fair play.

Do you know, he resumed, looking at the end of his cigar, I thought  from something you said last evening  that you were beginning to like her.

Well, my lady admitted, perhaps I was. More than at first. But

But what?

The last week or two Ive thought that she was seeing too much of  of Mr. Girardot, if you must know. And that would not do at all. It would be the end of her as a governess. Instead of looking after Ann shed be mooning after him. I shouldnt wonder if that was not at the bottom of this.

But Girardot wasnt there.

Oh, no, I dont say

But was he? Do you know?

I know he wasnt. He was here. But I am speaking generally. A governess who She shrugged her shoulders and did not finish the sentence. Impossible!

The Captain rolled a loose leaf round his cigar, a feat that seemed to require all his attention. Well, Im going to speak generally too, he said. Though God knows its not my place to speak. Arent you seeing rather too much of that young man, Kitty?

George!

I know, he said. You are angry, and good reason. No business of mine. But  well, I dont like the young gentleman and I dont trust him. Hes too clever and too glib. And  carefully scrutinizing his cigar too d  d good-looking altogether. And though you dont think, perhaps he will think, and other people will talk. And Fred  more blame to him, and more fool he!  isnt here.

If he were, she retorted, the red spots back in her cheeks, he would never insult me even by the thought! Her head was high.

And hed be right, my dear, for hes a d  d inconsequent chap. Has the wisdom to know that his wife is ice while he thinks every other mans wife is  tinder! I agree with him  on the first head. But Master Girardot may he of a different opinion, and if you dont send him over to the lee side in time hell be forgetting himself, and one of these fine days hell give you a bad quarter of an hour.

She flashed out at him, her face scarlet. Youve no right, she cried passionately no right to say that!

He looked at her very kindly, unmoved by the challenge. Havent I? he said. Well, you are the judge of that. Anyway, Ill say no more. Ive said enough  perhaps too much. But I want to out with another thing  Ill let the whole cable run while I am about it. Im not defending Fred. God knows hes to blame and the only one to blame, and he knows what I think. But, my dear, hes young and he married very young. He fell in love with your eyes, Kitty, before he had had his splash. And hes almost as good-looking  confound him!  as the young spark here, and hes Ellingham and all that, and the women fall over one another for him.

And it is not his fault, of course! My ladys tone was as cold as contempt could make it. You talk  you talk as if it was my fault that he  Oh, you make me sick! She turned her back on the Captain and rested her hands on the mantel-shelf. Her raised foot tapped the fender.

No, its his fault, the Captain said. And a confounded fool he is, and some day he will find it out  perhaps when it is too late. But

Well?

He loves you.

Loves me? Loves me? She turned about, her face white with passion, her eyes gleaming. Loves me  and Lady Fanny! And that woman  at Maidenhead! And the creature that he  Oh! she continued struggling with the indignation that choked her, you flatter me! You flatter me too highly, George! Loves me? When his love, sir, is an insult! An outrage! A thing that makes all worse and no better. How is it possible that he should love me and go after  after those creatures?

Because hes a man, my dear. The Captain spoke with care, choosing his words. And can love in half a dozen ways and half a dozen women at once. But dont think that he has ever ceased to love you, or loves another woman in the same way. And hes not  God knows I am not defending him, and hes bad enough  but hes not as black as hes painted, of course  the Captain looked ill at ease as he broached this part of his argument if hed been a Joseph thered have been no Lady Fanny and no Miss  well, I wont name names, and I wish you didnt know them! But Josephs part isnt an easy part to play for a man in Freds place, my lady, and

Oh, dont  dont say any more! she cried, stopping her ears. Unless you mean to make bad worse. Are these  are these things to say to a wife? To the mother of his children? To the girl whom he took from her home at eighteen and

They are not things to be said by everybody, the Captain agreed soberly. But they are things that someone ought to say to you  God knows I only want to keep the way open between you against the time when he will want to come back. And they are things that only an old friend can say. However, if you think, my dear, that I am sailing under false colours He broke off.

She stood for a full minute with her back to him, looking down into the heart of the fire; and he saw her shoulders heave. And, knowing her pride, he was scared. But presently she seemed to regain control of herself, and when she turned to him, though her lips quivered, there was a smile of unspeakable sweetness in her eyes.

Yes, George, under the falsest colours, she said.

Kitty!

Hiding under your sea-cloak the kindest heart that ever beat! A friend? Yes, the best friend, the truest friend that an unhappy woman ever had! How indeed should I have borne these three years since he  since he changed, if I had had no friend, no support, no one to take my side, to speak between us! And dont think, she added with energy, that I dont know  for I have seen enough and learned enough of the worlds vileness in three years  that I dont know that some in your place  ay, many  would have played another part! Would have seen in my loneliness  and God knows that I have been lonely enough!  only an occasion, an opportunity! She paused, struggling with her emotion.

Of course there are scoundrels enough, he said gloomily. Were never out of hail of them ashore.

But you dont think, Kitty, that I ever

Never! Never, George, thank God! You have been to both of us the best, the truest of brothers. You have the right to say anything, all that you will, and I will hear it gratefully, oh, most gratefully!

Then do you believe me, my dear, he replied quietly, when I say that he is not as black as he is painted. But he is foolish enough to set his pride, once he broke with you, on seeming worse than he is. Hes that kind of fool. Yet with it all he has never ceased to love you, and Ill wager a guinea to a ship-biscuit there are times when he could cut his throat with thinking of the old days. And some time hell come back to you, as to his last port, and ask you to save him. And  and, Kitty, it is this I want to say to you  dont make it too hard for him when the time comes.

But at that her pride revolted. Oh! she cried, you ask too much! When he is sated with his light-o-loves I am to meet him half-way, smile on him, take him back! Oh, you are monstrous! No, George, you ask too much! And love? He loves me  still? What kind of love can that be that leaves me here to eat my heart out while he  while he  Oh, no  a thousand times no! We are better, far better, as we are! Let him keep his Lady Fannys and his  I will not soil my lips with their names. And let me keep my self-respect.

The Captain was silent, sitting gloomy in his chair. He had said his say and had not looked for much more at present. Convoys sailing wide, he thought. But theyve got their orders, and by and by theyll come into line. He had smoked out his cigar, and, as he rose to throw the end into the fire, he touched her on the shoulder. Well, Ive fired across your bows, my dear, he said, putting his thought into words. And the rest is for you. But as to that little girl?

With the turn-up nose? she said, with a queer laugh, as she surreptitiously dabbed her eyes. Youve your orders as to that too, I suppose.

She deserved something better than she got. And youll see to it, I am sure.

This is the second time Ive had to sing small. It was Mr. Girardot last time.

Oh! So he

Begged her off? Yes. I was for sending her away when I found her here. And now it is you, George.

Well, I am not surprised, he said slowly. Its what I should have expected of him. But thats her look-out. You may be sure that Im not making up to her.

I hope he is not, my lady said, and her face was grave.


CHAPTER XI

THE SURPRISE

A LITTLE chit of a governess shedding angry tears in the darkness of her room because she has been wronged, and excitement will find its vent! A young girl crying passionately in the night that she doesnt care! That she doesnt care! That she is glad to go, glad to leave this inhuman place, these cruel people! That it is all for the best if it does part her from the  the only being who has been kind to her, has been companion, tormentor, tease and friend, all in one! Not an heroic figure this, that, nursing its grievance, will not even take in the meal that Priscilla, the schoolroom maid, has placed in pitying mood outside the door.

But, alas, with the morning light a figure grown even less heroic  grown pale and dull and heavy-eyed. For when indignation, a fine warming fire, sinks to grey ashes it casts a chill. A pitiful chit, this, that, on second thoughts, does care: that sees before her a long miserable journey, and a tale of failure to be told at the end of it! That, as she tries to swallow her breakfast, chokes, because  though it is of course all for the best  she will never again break her fast in this dull little room that he has made bright. Because she will never again hear his step in the passage, see him enter with quizzing eyes, hear his gay laugh, his errand  that is but to droll with her, or cheer her, to make some pleasant appointment, to drop a laughing, flattering word that brings the blood to her face.

Yes, it is all for the best, she tells herself. But how flat and grey, endless and unbroken is the vista before her! How low her heart as she faces it, and with unwilling eyes stares down its length! She will return to her home, but the thought has lost its joy. Home itself has lost its warm hues, its welcoming face, its comfort.

Priscillas voice roused her from her reverie. Priscilla had entered to take away. You didnt see her ladyships note, miss?

Oh! The three-cornered note had lain beside her plate, but, absorbed in her wretchedness, she had not seen it. Her heart fluttered as she took it to the window that she might read it unwatched. And yet  she hastened to tell herself  it was no doubt only to say when her ladyship would see her.

But the note said more than this, and warmth stole through the desolate heart as she read it. Lady Ellingham regrets that under a misapprehension of the facts she blamed Miss South in a manner which she now knows was not justified. She desires to recall what was said and trusts that Miss South is not the worse for her dangerous experience. Lady Ellingham will in the course of to-morrow see Miss South, as she desires to learn from her own mouth the details of her adventure.

It was not over-warm, but, coming from Lady Ellingham, it seemed to Rachel a surprising atonement. The past, her wrongs, her mortification, were forgotten, and for a moment the future glowed, all changed, transfigured, glorified. This dull dear little room was still to be hers  her home. She would meet him, see him, hear him.

Then cold wisdom plucked at her skirts, reminded her and warned her. If it were really for the best that she should go, she ought to seize on this pretext, slight but sufficient. She ought to use it and go. She ought to wrest herself from the cunning spell that held her in its toils and that a few hours ago seemed to her awakened eyes to promise nothing but unhappiness.

But, alas, the spell appeared in another light now, wrought differently, wrought speciously, promised not unhappiness but  if only she were prudent  the pleasure of a dear friendship. She had only  so it assured her  to stop herself at that point, and surely she could stop herself. Was she her mothers daughter, and had she not sufficient pride and self-respect to control her feelings, and to stay where he stayed? Surely she had, surely she was not so weak, so unmaidenly, so wanting in pride. And though he had said nothing  at this point Rachels thoughts grew confused and she trembled  was it certain that he  that he never would? And was she to make that impossible? To put from her the chance of happiness so great that it made her giddy, simply because she distrusted her own strength?

She leant her hot face against the cold panes of the window. Of course he meant nothing  nothing! How foolish she was! Still, was it possible that some day  ?

She plucked herself from the thought, and forced herself to read the letter again. But all tended the same way. It was he who spoke for me, she thought. Oh, I am sure of it. It is to him I owe this! And her heart melted towards him, and was as water. How good he was, how staunch, how true! When no one had dared to speak for her, he had braved her ladyships anger and stood by her, and defended her. And made all clear. She had him to thank for it! She was sure of it.

And when, with the letter still in her hand, and Priscilla barely gone from the room, she heard his step, his step that she would have known among a hundred, and when he entered, not gaily, but with kind and anxious looks, was it wonderful that she felt herself tremble? Or that he read in her downcast conscious face something that he had never read in it before, and at which his heart bounded?

But he was too wary and too experienced to frighten her, and he began as he had planned to begin. You poor, poor little thing! he said, without a tinge of his usual persiflage. And I hear that they scolded you, bullied you. Oh, it was monstrous, it was barbarous! They must have hearts of iron! You had suffered so much, gone through so much, a savage would have pitied you! Sit! He pushed up her chair, and laying a gentle hand on her shoulder, he forced her to take it, while her eyes, raised to his, put in an unconscious plea for forbearance. Sit, I insist on it! he continued warmly. I will not hear a word until you do. I felt for you  ah, but you know that I felt for you! I could not sleep for thinking of their hardness, their injustice!

She strove her utmost to control herself. She strove to struggle against his tenderness, against the solicitude that enveloped her as in a warm garment, against the melting influence of his voice, his eyes. She tried to murmur something  something about his kindness, and Lady Ellingham, and she tried to say it as she would have said it yesterday. But her mood and the man and his nearness were all against her, and her pleading eyes told a tale in spite of herself. Before she knew how it came about he was sitting on the table beside her chair, her hand in his; he was soothing her, comforting her. A little, little thing! he said, leaning over her blushing averted face, his voice itself a caress, and with just so much of jest in his tone as lightened its meaning. A little, little thing! he repeated fondly. Not fit to stand alone!

I think  you did protect me, she whispered. But oh, the effort it cost her to speak, and the thrill that passed from hand to hand, and betrayed itself in the tremor of her voice. She could not have raised her eyes or met his for her life.

Who would not? he murmured, bending lower over her drooping head. Who could be so hard as not to wish to protect you, to stand up for you? So little of a man as not to dare to? Not I! Not I, Rachel dear! If I had been in his place

I am glad you were not! she breathed.

Why? Do you not think that!

Oh, yes, yes! But you  might not have had a gun! She shuddered, thinking of the risk, the danger to which he might have exposed himself.

But you believe that I would have  dont you? Ah, but I know you do. I am sure that you do.

I know  I know you would. Her faith was whole, simple, perfect. And now, having found courage to speak, she found courage to try to recover her hand. Please! she said. Please!

Why? his whisper was sweet in her ears. Why, Rachel? Do you want to escape from me?

But! Confusion overcame her as she tried to recall her position, her duties, her resolve. Oh, I must not! Indeed, indeed, I must not! I ought not to  to let you

But he continued to hold her hand, and she knew, God knows how, for her eyes were averted, that his lips brushed her hair. I wonder what you must not? he whispered. You do believe in me, Rachel, dont you? You do believe that!

But at that the maiden in her  though one-half of her longed to hear the unspoken word  bade her defer the moment. Her modesty rose in revolt, made one last effort to escape the crisis. She struggled to her feet, though it seemed that she had to raise tons to do so. I mustnt listen, she panted. Indeed, indeed, I must not. Please, please, let me go!

Her eyes looked everywhere for a way of escape. But his lips were near her ear, his whisper charmed it, she had not the strength to wrest away her hand.

Little simpleton! he said, in a tone that emptied the words of offence, and made them the sweetest of caresses. Why may you not listen? Why so frightened?

She knew that her strength had left her, but still the womans instinct to put off the moment and to escape prevailed. She fluttered as the bird flutters in the tender hand that has grasped it. She must not, she must not listen. Oh, but I am not here for this! she stammered distractedly. It is not right! Indeed, indeed, it is not right, Mr. Girardot! Please let me go! I want to think, I want to  

To think, my own? And how the words thrilled her! No, you want to feel! To feel! We are past thinking, my darling! We are on a happier road! We are

A squeak  a small sound, but it rang in her ear like a trumpet, for it was the squeak of the baize door. A step in the passage!

D  n! the tutor exclaimed.

He was at the window in two strides. His face was almost as hot as Rachels, but, as his back was to the door when Lady Ellingham entered, his figure betrayed nothing. In such crises a womans aplomb is supposed to surpass a mans: she is credited with higher powers of finesse and concealment. But Rachels inexperience was on a par with her sensibility; her being was shaken to its depths, and she could no more have faced the Countesss eyes at that moment than have flown. She could do no more than bend her hot face over the book that she had instinctively drawn towards her.

An eye much less acute than my ladys must have read the signs and perceived that she had cut short a scene. But Lady Ellingham did not betray save by the flatness of her tone that she remarked anything out of the common.

I have followed up my note, Miss South, she said. She paused, and then, But I see that Mr. Girardot is with you. Perhaps, as I have something to say, he will not mind

I was just going, he hastened to answer. His tone was even, though it lacked his usual sprightliness  he was not sufficiently master of himself to venture on that. I am afraid, he threw in deftly, that Miss South is still suffering from last evenings shock. It must have been a most trying experience.

Yes, my lady replied coldly, it was much to be regretted. She must be, and I trust she will be, more prudent in the future.

She had not closed the door behind her, and the tutor, unwilling as he was to leave the girl with her, had no choice but to take the hint. He said another word or two, and bowed himself out, devoutly hoping that Rachel, at whom he dared not glance, had recovered a measure of composure.

But poor Rachel was very far from being composed. She had managed to rise to her feet, and she stood with a hand on the table; and she did her best to meet her visitors gaze. But she had not the courage to do so. Even when the door had closed behind the tutor and Lady Ellingham asked courteously if she might sit, it was in a very small voice and with cheeks still glowing that she begged her to do so.

And pray be seated yourself, Miss South. You still look, as Mr. Girardot said, a good deal overcome. No doubt your nerves have not yet recovered from the shock. I should have come to see you last evening, but it was late when I learned the truth, and I had guests to dinner. I trust that you are not really the worse?

Alas, Rachels wits were still to find  she was no intrigante, poor child, and it was only a broken, confused word of acknowledgment that she could frame.

At any rate, Lady Ellingham continued more cordially, you dont bear malice I hope? I am forgiven  with a gracious movement of the head for my misplaced scolding? Of course, I had no idea that anything of the kind had occurred, or I should not have spoken as I did. I am told that you behaved with great courage, and were not to blame except  this she said with a smile that drew the sting from the words for the imprudence of returning to the forest at so late an hour.

It was the first really kind thing that the Countess had said to her, and Rachel, a little more herself, thanked her with a grateful look. I am sorry, she added shyly, but I knew how much Lady Ann thought of her bracelet.

Well, my lady answered with a smile, you paid dearly for your error. And now, if you will be so good, I should like to hear your account. Please tell me what happened  from the beginning.

Rachel did so, lamely at first, but with growing power as she approached the crisis. She made no attempt to hide the fears that had assailed her, but she did not dwell on them, and her listener, who had approached the interview with no strong feeling in her favour, soon found herself sharing the impression which the facts had made on her brother-in-law. She began to see the girl in a new light. She admitted, with reluctance, that there was more in her than she had judged; and even owned, with her eyes on the candid, artless face, that the child had a certain power of attraction.

Well, I think you were wonderfully brave, she replied, when she had heard all. And I am thankful that no worse came of it  very thankful. But in future, Miss South, you must think before you act. If Captain Dunstan had not come up when he did  and it was a million chances to one against it  I shudder to think what might have happened!

Rachel agreed meekly.

And now, enough of that, Lady Ellingham continued. You must put it away and not think of it. But  her tone grew sensibly more formal there is a subject on which I wish to say a word to you. You must not take it amiss, Miss South, for I think it is my duty to say it. I am not finding fault with you, and I am sure that there is no ground for fault-finding, but I  I was sorry to find Mr. Girardot  Rachels face flamed anew with you just now. It was natural that he should come to inquire after you, and, living as he does in the house, you must meet him occasionally. But he is a very attractive young man, with some powers of pleasing and no unwillingness to use them, and  Lady Ellingham carefully averted her eyes from her governess I think it my duty to warn you in regard to him. You will be wise, Miss South, if you see as little of him as possible. I trust that so far  she could not be insensible to the girls increasing distress, even though she did not look at her that so far there is nothing between you?

Rachel was miserably conscious that her face betrayed her, and between resentment and a natural modesty she did not know what to say: whether to admit the truth or to refuse to answer. In the end and after a terrible pause, Why, she faltered, do you ask me, Lady Ellingham?

Why, Miss South? The Countesss tone was sharp with surprise. Can you ask me? Because in your position

But am I  because I am Rachel could not go on. Her voice failed her. But in those half-uttered words she voiced, as she meant to voice, the protest of her kind, of her class. Because she was what she was  a governess  was she to be shut off from the joys of youth, of womanhood, of love, of marriage! Ay, even if they presented themselves?

Singular to say, the other woman understood her, and answered her. No, she said, not unkindly. No, I do not say that, though in your position peculiar discretion and prudence are expected. No. But because, as I happen to know, Mr. Girardot is not in a position to marry, and, I am confident, has no intention of marrying. If anything therefore has passed between you  she spoke now with more feeling and I fear, I greatly fear from your manner that it is so, he is much, very much to blame. And for you, it is well, Miss South, that you are warned in time.

But, Rachel protested  and there was still the note of indignation in her tone, for what right had the Countess to assume that he was deceiving her why  why are you so certain that  that he

The Countess relieved her from the difficulty of finding words. Has he asked you to marry him? Rachel winced. No, she murmured.

Has he spoken to you of marriage?

No, she whispered.

And he will not, believe me. He has no intention of doing so. And as I do not think so ill of you  indeed I think better of you, Miss South, for I see that you are not yet trained to deceive  as to believe that you are capable of listening to him on other terms, I am only doing my duty in warning you against him. You are young, younger than I thought and with less experience of the world. I give you credit for desiring to conduct yourself virtuously; your family, I am told, is respectable. I do not know what has passed between you and Mr. Girardot, but I must impress upon you  and Lady Ellingham spoke very seriously now that no young girl should listen to a man, should at any rate let her feelings be known by him, until he has declared himself. That, I am confident, Mr. Girardot has not done, and will not do. And therefore I am sure that you will see the propriety of putting an end to this  this trifling at once. Otherwise

But she had no need to pronounce the alternative. The mingled gravity and kindness with which she spoke broke down the girls resistance. Rachel burst into tears, her face hidden on her arms and all attempt at disguise laid aside. I had better go! she sobbed, her shoulders heaving piteously. I had better go!

Lady Ellingham seemed to weigh the suggestion for some moments and to consider it dispassionately. But after a pause, No, she said with deliberation. I do not think that that is necessary. I do not want to lose you, and others may have an inkling of this. It will be wiser to stay, and by your conduct to prove both to them and to him that you respect yourself. You have been frank with me, or at least, she added with a faint smile, as frank as I could expect; and the advice I give you, Miss South, is not only the best I can give you, but it proves my confidence in you. If I thought ill of you, it is not the advice I should give you. But I believe that now your eyes are opened you will act as self-respect dictates to you.

She stood a while, looking down with a softened face at the girl, expecting, perhaps, that she would answer. But Rachel had no strength to speak. Humiliation whelmed her like a flood; and after a moments thought the elder woman slowly left the room. A moment later she reopened the door, but it was only to say, Ann will not come to you to-day.

On the stairs, however, my lady paused. I think  I think she is a good girl, she reflected. But I wonder if I have done rightly! The man is in the house. I cannot prevent them meeting. And once she turned as if she would go back, and during that pause Rachels lot in this world hung in the balance. But the Countess did not go back.


CHAPTER XII

IN SOCIETY

ANN sprawled in her chair with her sharp, merciless eyes fixed on her governess. My eye, she said, you do look a ghost, Miss South. Youre not the same! You look like Ellingham when hes cut to the world! You might tell me! Tell me about the shock mother says you had! And the robbers. The bracelet was mine, and I ought to know.

Well, Rachel replied sharply, you will not know  at any rate in lesson-time. You will go on with your dictation. Ces barbares qui esperaient de surprendre la ville.

Ill bet they surprised you, by gum! Ann muttered rebelliously as, with the red tip of her tongue protruding, she languidly transcribed the sentence. You might say they did, Miss South?

Furent eux-memes surpris et deconcertes.

But Anns pen hung idle. Were they discon  disconcerted, she asked cunningly, when Uncle George came up?

Take it down at once! Rachel insisted, tapping the table impatiently.

Oh, now, you know, the incurable one protested, mother told you to be patient with me! And you are not being patient, you know! You are not the same at all. You are quite gashly. One day I thought you nearly pretty  only one day, you know, Ann added guardedly. But now you are gashly. I hope I shall never have a shock to make me ugly.

Go on this minute! Rachel scolded. Full stop.  Les sujets dAlceste, animes par lexemple et par les ordres de Mentor

Ann, her tongue still in evidence, penned the words reluctantly. But that done, Give this cheek a little red, she whispered impudently. One would not sure be gashly when ones dead! Yes? Then, seeing that poor Rachels thoughts had wandered and that she was not attending, No, youre not the same at all, she said. Youre ever so different.

And alas! Ann was right. Rachel was not the same. Yesterday hopeful and innocent, a-tiptoe with the quivering sense that, within the forbidden chamber on the threshold of which she hung expectant, things unknown, but beautiful and radiant, might await her. To-day, one day older, and yet in that one day apprised  the door ajar now  that within the chamber were other things not beautiful, not glorious: pangs and aches and jealousy and disappointment  clouds that overhung and might in one moment ruin the scene.

She was changed; but not so completely changed that even with the door ajar she did not cling to the illusion  that she did not try to blind herself to the spectres, of which she now had a glimpse. And it is certain that, if Lady Effingham had known when she paused on the stairs the direction in which the girls thoughts would run during the next twenty-four hours, she would have retraced her steps to the schoolroom and revoked her decision.

For love is an absorbing passion, selfish, exclusive, dominating, and from the innocent heart of inexperience it is hardly to be washed by all the waters of all the seas. For the time Rachel had been overwhelmed. The painfulness of her position, and shame at hearing her hearts secret discovered in bald words  these and the authority of the elder woman had overcome and silenced her. She had been unable to resist, unable to protest. And for some hours she had lain prostrate, crushed by the conviction that she had deceived herself, that he had but played with her and made sport of her  and that henceforth life with all its joys and colour was at an end for her.

And of course she had fancied that her heart was broken. But not many hours passed before hope began to raise its head, and with it faith in her lover. How did Lady Ellingham know? How could she know? Memory, at once painful and alluring, recalled the fervour of his voice, the glow of his eyes, the passion that had enveloped her and wrapped her in a delicious confusion  recalled above all the caress that had brushed her hair! And no! her heart cried, he was not playing with her. He was not deceiving her! He could not be. She would not believe it. He would come to her presently; he would come the moment that he could, and he would speak, and she would be happy. Yes, he would come to her. A few hours, and all would be well, and her heart would sing with joy.

And he was in the house, there was nothing to keep him from her. He might seize any opportunity, he might come at any time. And when he came she would be strong, she would let no false shame stand between them. Lady Ellinghams cruel words, her plain speaking, had stripped her of that.

Yes, he would surely, surely come! But suspense is painful, and doubt more painful still, and even while she listened to Anns chatter she lost herself in counting the hours that had elapsed. For with every succeeding hour the question, When would he come? and presently, the question, Why did he not come? pressed more heavily upon her, began to harass her and torment her. She lived only in expectation, and was alike indifferent to Anns pin-pricks, which did but tease the surface, and blind and deaf to the happenings about her.

For there were happenings, and a to-do in the house that at another time would have excited her. Housemaids were lighting fires and flickering in and out of rooms, footmen were pressing state-liveries, in the gunroom the head ranger was laying out his guns, and in my ladys sitting-room the cook was assuring my lady with a flushed face that she would do her justice  but meringues a la creme she had never heard of. Everywhere petticoats were whisking, brooms sweeping, grooms hissing, chimneys, that had not been used for months, smoking; men swearing at maids and maids snapping at men, and a mighty confusion of tongues.

For  rare event!  my lord was coming, and with him a party of friends, and there would be great doings and deep drinking and banquets and what not; was not the best wine being drawn from the cellar, and the service of plate being taken from its chest? There would be guests in hall as well as in parlour, maids and strange men, and who knew what might not come of it? Even the scullery wench whose ears the cook had boxed in her heat about the meringues, and who was even now crying over the sink, felt a lift of the heart, and an expectation of she knew not what. A servant, riding post, had brought the letter that morning, and not later than to-morrow my lord might be expected.

Mrs. Jemmett looked into the dining-room and found Bowles dressing the sideboard. He was poising a silver-gilt salver on its edge, and, satisfied with his work, glanced at her for approval. Well, it will stir us up a bit, Mrs. J., he said put a bit of life into us.

But Mrs. Jemmett did not respond. I wish good may come of it, she said.

Well  after a glance at the door that assured him it was closed theres no knowing and no telling, maam, while her ladyship has the figure she has. Hell have seen no finer, no, nor face either, wherever he has been! But there it is, shed put her hand in the fire before shed let on to feel anything. It will all be as before: shell meet him in the hall  always takes care to meet him before us, maam  and itll be Hallo, Kitty! blooming as usual, my lady! and I fear you have had a cold journey! from her. And no more until the parson comes drunk into the drawing-room and her ladyship sweeps out, so stiff that, damme, Mrs. J., you could hear her train crackle!

Wheres he coming from this time?

Them Barrymores.

By Maidenhead?

Well, cautiously, it might not be far off.

Mrs. Jemmett sniffed virtuously. There never come no good of that lot, woman or man. I suppose my lady knows?

Oh, la, yes, and very pinched about the lips when she give her orders. But there, you cant wonder: my lords young, and theres all sorts going on there, dancing and dicing and drinking, and

And worse! said Mrs. Jemmett severely. Im surprised at you, Bowles, taking his side! She took herself off.

Bowles spared a moment to look after her. Ah, woman, woman! he said, shaking his head sapiently. They sticks together, and theres where they has it over us.

But to Rachel all this meant little; and less as the hours passed and that which she expected, that which she had so fondly, so confidently expected, did not happen. With ears ever on the stretch for the squeak of the baize door, her heart hungered for the step that she knew so well. A sound, no matter what, and the blood flew to her face. But he did not come, and her heart grew hour by hour more sick with hope deferred. And gradually a feeling which was not far from resentment began to stir within her. That day passed, and the night, and half of the next day; and, though her heart pleaded a hundred excuses for him, it was impossible to think that he had not opportunities, that he could not fly to her side if he wished to fly, that he could not come if he wished to come. Why did he keep away from her if he was true?

Then, about noon on the third day, when her heart was very low indeed, and she was moping with a pale face, pretending to occupy herself she knew not how, a message was brought to her, and she learned that after all Lord Ellinghams coming was to be something to her.

If you please, miss, her ladyship desires you will be in the drawing-room after dinner this evening, Priscilla announced, her eyes big with her message, as her ladyships alone.

Alone? Rachel exclaimed, taken aback.

As theres no other ladies, miss.

She was very miserable, but she was young, and the prospect offered a change. Still it was but sadly and slowly that she went about her preparations for the new scene, getting out the white muslin and the black sash  the blue sash she had no heart to wear; and she sighed often. She was almost glad that her glass reflected a pale, woebegone face. To the new experience that lay immediately before her she told herself that she was worse than indifferent, that it held neither hope nor fear for her. What mattered it how she looked!

But as she descended the grand staircase that evening, a little slender figure with brooding eyes and hair too heavy for her small head, she found that this was not so. She discovered that she still had nerves. The hall with its hurrying servants, and the murmur of voices behind closed doors, increased the feeling; and when she crept into the reception-rooms which she had hardly entered since the day after her arrival, and saw their stately length lit by innumerable wax candles, their two fires burning in silence, and the glitter and splendour of the uncovered furniture, shyness grew into awe. She seated herself on a low chair in a modest place beyond the farther hearth, and sank under the sense of her insignificance. She was nothing in this great house  nothing to him, nothing to anyone!

For half an hour she sat alone, and no sound except the crackling of a burning log broke the long, vacant splendour of the room. Then a door opened without, she caught a burst of laughter, the hum of voices. A servant threw wide the door of the room in which she sat, and my lady swept in, proud, superb, impassive.

Nevertheless, Lady Ellinghams first action belied her looks and surprised the watcher. She paused before a mirror and deliberately, almost scornfully, surveyed herself. Apparently she was not satisfied, though to Rachels eyes she looked gloriously handsome. She set a curl straight, pressed home a comb, raised her dress a trifle on one shoulder. Then she glided on, acknowledged Rachels curtsy by an unsmiling nod and, taking up a book, she seated herself at some distance from the girl. You had better find a book, she said, and dropping her eyes on the page before her, she became lost in thought.

An hour, a long tedious hour passed, while the girl now wondered impatiently why she had been summoned, now relapsed into her own sad reflections. Then at last a tumult of voices burst forth, scattered steps crossed the hall, and a crowd of men  a crowd it seemed to Rachel, who knew none of them  streamed into the room. A young dandy, flushed, bright-eyed and confident, led the way; in his ear an older man, tall, dark, spare, buttoned-up, dropped the last word of some cynical tale. A second dandy, stouter and more full-blown, followed, and behind him a parson, moist-eyed and red about the gills, was urged in by the last-comer, on whom Rachel, guessing that this was Lord Ellingham, bent her attention. She was curious to divine what he was like, of whom such strange things had been hinted, and involuntarily she liked his looks. His handsome face  he appeared to be little above thirty  wore some of the marks of dissipation, but they were not yet stamped deeply upon it, and his smile was boyish, quizzical, kindly. To judge by it he found the present situation droll. He had a little the air of a bad boy who had misbehaved and awaits the result of a naughty trick, with more interest in the event than fear of the results.

The men who entered first moved over to Lady Ellingham  a little diffidently and uncertainly, Rachel thought. But the girl ceased to notice them. Her attention was caught by an exclamation that fell from the parson. Damme, whos the filly? he hiccoughed. I didnt know that you kept a  

My lord silenced him with something like an oath, and pushed him away towards the pianoforte. There, you are safest there! he said, dropping a laughing eye on Rachel. Go, sing, canary, sing!

Were good boys to-night, the young dandy began, pulling out the ruffle of his shirt, and addressing Lady Ellingham. The landlord whipped us in, and George cut off the skirters. His eyes travelled to Rachel, inspected her and returned. They fell on my ladys book. Thats Castle Rackrent, I bet a penny! Know the cover. See it everywhere. Monstrous good book!

A remarkable book for a girl to write, Lady Ellingham said.

In her thirties, corrected the tall, spare man. Fathers a bore, a confounded bore pon my honour, insufferable! He had taken his stand with his back to the fire, and was calmly appraising the filly.

By this time my lord had got the parson to the piano, and he left him and strolled up to the others. His eyes met Rachels and he gave her a smiling nod, but did not approach her. Good boys all, Kitty, he said. Best behaviour, this evening.

But  the nearer the church, the farther from her ladyship! murmured Colonel Ould, the man on the hearth, with a glance at the clergyman, who was fumbling with the music.

The dandy laughed. Im not sure that I ought not to be in a middle-hell, he said, with a smothered hiccough. He was little more than a boy.

Perhaps safer to sit down, said the Colonel.

Yes, sit down, Bobbie, my lord said, and seizing him by the shoulders pressed him into a chair. Now, Filmer, to the parson, pipe up! When the tea comes  

It will mend the man but spoil the voice! said Ould.

Meantime, my lady, give us some credit, my lord continued, looking whimsically at Rachel, it might be, to see how she took the conversation. Ah! Here comes George at last! Bad boy, wouldnt leave his bottle!

You be hanged! said the Captain. Kitty knows better! Hallo! He turned about, standing with his hands in his pockets and viewing the parson at the piano. Can he sing?

Better when hes cut than when hes sober!

Ay, but what will he sing?

Perhaps the young lady will play for him, Ould suggested. As he spoke he took a seat by Lady Ellingham, turning a shoulder on the rest of the company. The governess? Indeed? Is she? he said, raising his eyebrows. I was wondering.

What?

Whether your ladyship was guarding the young lady, or the young lady was playing sheep-dog to your ladyship.

If there are wolves, the Countess said negligently, I do not think that they are wearing their own skins, Colonel Ould. At any rate, I do not deem their teeth very formidable.

Lord Robert  he was the young dandy  overheard the answer and giggled, but his laugh was lost in the first notes of a fine tenor voice. Not for nothing was the parson dubbed the Canary.



Yes, loving is a painful thrill, 

And not to love more painful still.

But, oh, it is the worst of pain 

To love and not be loved again!



The words chimed in so unpleasantly with the secret thoughts of two of his listeners that they might have been painfully affected if the singer had not become maudlin with the last line. His head drooped over the keys in a manner so absurd that even Lady Ellingham joined in the laughter that rewarded him. Go on, dear dying duck! cried Bobbie.

Put the tears into it!



Affection now has fled from earth, 

Nor fire of genius, noble birth, 

Nor heavenly virtue can beguile 

From beautys cheek one favouring smile.



But at that point the singer broke down altogether and wept real tears. Too, too touching! he maundered. Too touching!

Too, too full! said the Captain bluntly. But thank heaven its no worse. Lord knows what he might have sung! And as the procession bearing tea came in, he moved across to Rachel.

All taut again, eh, Miss South! Shipshape and none the worse, I hope? he said.

Rachel, aware that all eyes were on her, murmured shyly that she was none the worse.

Well, it was the devil of an adventure! returned the Captain. They nearly cut you out, by gad!

An adventure? Lord Robert cried, pricking up his ears. What was it? And who was the knight-errant?

Well, luckily for Miss South, he was not a carpet knight, Bobbie, like you.

Oh, thats not fair! replied Bobbie, unabashed. But come, I say, let us hear the adventure!

Lady Ellingham interposed. Another time, she said. Spare us who have heard it. Miss South, will you make the tea? And Rachel, perforce and with a flushed face, rose and went to the side-table.

Lord Robert, however, was not to be put off. Im a great hand at holding the cups, he lisped, and he rose to follow. But my lord cheerily thrust him down in his seat again.

Youll have enough to do to carry your own! he said, and himself followed Rachel to the table. He stood smiling down at her. Find Ann a handful? he said, bridging in a moment the distance between them, and speaking as if he had known her all his life.

I do, rather, she murmured.

Regular bag of tricks, eh! Calls me Ellingham, and the other day, because she did not win at speculation, threw the cards in my face. I ought to have spanked her, he continued, with his eyes on the little head bent shyly over the teapot. But no doubt shell be growing wings now. Heard all sorts of good things of you, Miss South  from George, you know.

She looked up, and he saw that she did not understand.

My brother, he explained. Your knight-errant, you know, he added, with a mischievous smile.

Oh, I didnt But she did not finish her sentence. Her glance in falling from his face caught Lady Effinghams eyes, and Lady Ellingham was looking at her -with so odd, so hard an expression, that it startled her. I will take Lady Effingham her tea, she said, rising hurriedly.

No, thats my business. Or, here, Bobbie! Take Kitty her tea if you are steady enough! No, parson, no, as Filmer, hazy and stuttering, wavered up to the tea-board and stood regarding the two with roguish eyes. You are a cup too full. Sheer off, man, and find another port, as George would say.

But the parson was too far gone to take a hint, however broad. He goggled at them. Nother little lady, eh? Nother pretty lady! And my lady looking this way! Oh, fie, fie!

Sink it, you d  d fool! my lord said in another tone.

Oh! oh! Mr. Filmer raised his hands in tipsy reprehension. Mustnt swear before the cloth! Bad  bad form!

Miss South! my ladys clear, cold voice rose above the murmur, if you have had your tea, I think we will She rose without completing the sentence.

Colonel Ould rose also, looking anything but pleased. He had flattered himself that he was making himself agreeable to the Countess, and he ventured to remonstrate. Dont  dont be so cruel! he said in a low tone. Wont you stay ten minutes more, maam? Then, seeing that she persisted, and with a glance at the group about the tea-table, Oh, I see, he continued, in the same low tone and with a meaning smile. I see! Too bad! Really too bad! Incorrigible!

If my lady understood the insinuation she betrayed it only by the depth of her curtsy and the coldness of her look. She disengaged herself, gathered up Rachel by a gesture, and, with a chilly word or two as she passed the other men, she swept from the room.

And thus closed, rather abruptly, Rachels first evening in society.

Three hours later in another room the men were breaking up. On a table, amid lights that had burned down to the sockets, lay dice and casters and a medley of glasses. The parson snored heavily on a couch, his neckcloth loosened and one arm dangling to the floor.

Captain Dunstan was busy lighting candles at a side-table. The other men stood here and there, yawning and waiting for them. Neat little girl! said Ould thoughtfully. Eh, Fred?

A d  d plucky little girl! the Captain struck in. And, while they stood about, he told the story of the bracelet.

Then you are first in the field, George, Ould commented. A good thing too, he went on, with a look at the landlord.

Take it from me, Fred, you should never have em in the house. Never does, master and maid. By the way, have you got that handsome boy-switcher still?

Girardot? Yes, youll see him to-morrow. Why? Lord Ellingham asked, rather shortly.

Well, if I were you I wouldnt keep him either. Same principle  never does.

Why?

Why? Why, too good-looking by half to have about the place. Nature abhors a  you know the rest. True old tag, though we learned it at school. Id see his back if I were you!

Why? It was the Captain who this time asked the question, and he thrust himself forward rather roughly.

Why? Ould answered, with a yawn. Before harm comes of it. He might  with an ugly smile Oh, he might cut you out with the little filly, George! But that was not what he had had in his mind.

And the Captain knew that it was not, and said so. I dont believe you meant that! he said.

Oh, lets have no brabbling! my lord struck in good-humouredly. We can none of us count the candles or say Meso  Mesopotamia! To bed! To bed! Wholl see the parson to his downy?

The Captain volunteered, and the party, with some hugging of the door-posts, steered their way up the stairs and along the passages.


CHAPTER XIII

A COURT OF LOVE

IT would be vain to deny that the glimpse of another life that she had enjoyed had to some extent distracted Rachels thoughts from her own troubles; it would be equally vain to say that the command which Lady Ellingham had issued, as she ascended the stairs, that the girl should appear the next evening, did not divert her mind. But between times  and never had time passed more slowly  Rachel succumbed to the old spell. She felt her heart leap with every footfall that passed the swing-door  and passed it, alas! only to tantalize her. She pined, she sickened with hopes ever thwarted. And though with the passage of each hour expectation sank lower, and a wholesome resentment, pricked into life by pride and self-respect, began to stir within her, Girardots image still dominated, still possessed her.

For only now, when she sat alone and neglected, did she understand how large a part in her life from day to day, in her anticipations from morrow to morrow, the tutor had played. Only now did she grasp what feelings new and powerful he had awakened in her, how closely he had wound himself about her heart, how strong a spell his handsome face, his gay laugh, his voice, now tender, now teasing, had cast over her fancy!

She was a fool  oh, she was a fool: she told herself so a hundred times. But, alas! she knew now that she was also a woman. She was pale, languid, and heavy-eyed, caring for one thing only, and so low in energy that to attend to Ann was like heaving an immense weight from the ground. She vowed that, were she once sure, once certain that he meant nothing, that he was but playing with her, she could pluck him from her heart. But in the silence and solitude of the schoolroom she was not sure even of that. She shrank before the grey, monotonous, dreary prospect of a life, a long life, spent without him.

Still, when she descended to the drawing-room on this second evening, resentment had made some way with her  for how could she, how could he explain his silence, his avoidance? The wounded dove will peck and the wounded heart will turn  though feebly; and Rachel had, girl as she was, a spirit. She had taken care to descend later than on the previous evening, and she found Lady Ellingham already in the room and to all appearance absorbed in a book. Taking the hint, Rachel, stole softly to a chair, and opened the volume that she had brought with her, and for some minutes silence reigned. But presently, happening to raise her eyes, she saw her companions face reflected in a mirror, and with a tremor  for she could fancy on what my ladys thoughts turned  she perceived that she was being inspected. She dropped her eyes to her book, but the attraction was irresistible  there had been something dark and magnetic in the others eyes; presently she had to look again. Her ladyship was still at gaze, but this time she seemed to think it necessary to speak.

You look pale, Miss South, she said. Are you not well?

I have a slight headache, Rachel confessed, though indeed, had she spoken truly, she had said heartache. It is nothing, thank you.

I hope that nothing more has occurred to disturb you?

Oh, no, Rachel answered. Nothing. But she coloured, and in her embarrassment she longed for the door across the hall to open, longed to hear the hum of voices, the riotous entry that would release her from scrutiny.

But it was without warning or sound that the door did open a minute later. It opened, and he came in, and in a moment the pride, of which she had begun to despair  so little had it aided her  came to her succour. The heart, that for an instant beat so tumultuously that it threatened to choke her, steadied itself, and she raised her eyes to meet his, marvelling at her self-possession. It helped her a little that the tutor did not at once discover her presence. He took the Countess to be alone, and he moved towards her with a smile  a smile that hardened the girl in her resentment  on his face.

In season, dear lady, I trust? he said gaily. And neither too early nor too late? I fancy the company are only at their second There he broke off. He had become aware of Rachel, his eyes had travelled to her, and something in her face or in the silence of the room struck home to him, so that even his aplomb failed him. Then, Oh, I did not know, he explained with a laugh a little forced. I flattered myself that I should be the single swallow. And I see that it is already summer.

If Miss South makes a summer?

He had spoken the first glib words that occurred to him, without thought of their implications. He saw now that he must follow them up, and with an attempt at his usual tone, I will not be so bold  he rejoined, with a bow as to say who makes the summer. Lady Ellinghams eyes were bright with mischief. No? Really? Then you do not decide between us? I am not sure, Miss South, which of us should feel the more flattered.

I think, Rachel said, and she wondered at her own calmness, that your ladyship uses the right word.

The Countess returned the ball. Dear me, she replied. You dont say so? You really surprise me, Miss South! You speak as if you did not credit Mr. Girardot with meaning all the fine things that he says to us.

He knew, and he had known from the first, that between the two he was in an awkward position; for who can court two women to their faces? And no doubt he cursed the unlucky impulse that had led him to enter before the diners. But he had to make the best of it, and, Oh, but, he protested lightly, though for once he coloured, Miss South, I am sure, knows me better than that.

Better than I do, you mean? my lady said.

Well, if not so long

No, not so long, my lady assented, smiling always. That is true. And perhaps not so well. But still well enough to put a true value, it seems, on the coinage you mint. Now I wonder, Miss South, whether he ever calls you dear lady? If so, that, I can assure you, means nothing.

Nothing? he protested, striving stoutly to rally. Oh, dont say that! Bather the most respectful, the most sincere homage, dear lady.

Nothing but a compliment, Miss South. It cannot, my ladys voice hardened slightly, since he often uses it to me, and so it can mean no more. He uses it as

As he uses painted quills sometimes, Rachel said, with a coolness that was an immeasurable surprise to herself.

Painted quills! Lady Ellingham exclaimed. She was puzzled. For the first time, and not understanding, she turned her bantering eyes from him, and looked at the governess.

Lady Ann is not yet open to flattery, Rachel explained. Her courage, her pose, were a continuing amazement to herself.

The Countess laughed. Oh, I see. Very clever of you, Miss South! Very clever! Of course! I forgot that Ann was also of the sex and open to attack. Baited by both he tried to fall back on his mock-serious tone. So this is your gratitude, he exclaimed, addressing Rachel. Oh, maam, for shame! When I remember how many easy mornings, how much good behaviour, I purchased with those quills, how many days of prunes and prisms I bought for you

But my lady broke in. I see! I see! she cried. Then doubtless I too was beside the target! And his compliments to me and his gifts to Ann were alike for your benefit, Miss South?

I am infinitely obliged to him, Rachel said. But her heart was beginning to melt. What a return, oh, what a return she was making to him!

And no more? the Countess rejoined in mock surprise. No more than that?

No, no more, Rachel said steadily, but the effort was almost too much for her. Though I must admit,  what devil of ingratitude was speaking in her stead? that he also mended a great many pens for us. The Countess laughed. Now, Mr. Girardot! Now, it is your turn. Say something about the ingratitude of the fair, will you? It seems to me that it would be appropriate.

But for once the tutor, who was wont to be so self-possessed, had nothing to say. He could only look foolish. And it was Rachel who with desperate audacity  but the pride that had suffered seemed to take possession of her, and to oust her will  it was Rachel who took the word, and gave the coup de grace. Oh, but I forgot, she said. He has also pressed my hand, Lady Ellingham. I believe that I ought to have been offended, though I knew that it was but a compliment. But you came into the room at the moment and Mr. Girardot

Went out! Lady Ellingham cried, and she laughed softly. Oh, Mr. Girardot, you naughty, naughty philanderer! Do, Miss South, look at him! He is positively blushing, and no wonder! Compliments, quills, and hand-pressings  and Ann his only conquest!

He was indeed utterly out of countenance, for the impudent when abashed are the most abashed; and unable to relieve his feelings by the oath that rose to his lips, the tutor could maintain his easy tone no longer. Your ladyship is pleased to amuse yourself, he said with an air of offence. His vanity was wounded to the quick.

But havent we all been amusing ourselves? she asked innocently. Except Ann. Of course, I forgot Ann. And didnt you come in this evening to amuse me, had I been alone, Mr. Girardot? As it is, and Miss South being with me, you have amused us both, as was right.

There was bitter meaning in his next words. Certainly, it is long since I have heard your ladyship laugh as much, he said. And Miss South does not laugh now.

Rachel dropped her eyes to her book. Oh, what had she done and what  what demon of pride had driven her to it? But as she had begun so she must finish, though it pierced her heart to wound him further. And, thus challenged, she looked up, she met his eyes. No, Mr. Girardot, she said soberly. I do not laugh because  the game was new to me. I did not at once comprehend it and I was a little out of my depth. Lady Effingham, however, has been good enough to give me a lesson, and I now understand the rules. But it is a game, her voice trembled, I do not care to play, and perhaps  ah, was she casting away her last hope, her last chance of happiness? perhaps for the future you will kindly confine the quiffs, sir, to Ann  who does appreciate them.

Brava! said her ladyship  but she too spoke more gravely. Now as to Miss South you have fair warning, sir. I, on the contrary, am an old player, and you may call me dear lady as often as you think proper and always with the proviso that it means respectful homage  that I think was the term you used! But for the rest  Oh dear, here they come and we must be serious again.

But it was only the Captain, whose approach she had heard, and he entered, looking a little flushed and shamefaced. He cast a sharp glance at the three and nodded to Lady Ellingham. Better pipe below, Kitty! he said. And go to bed. They are fairly settled down to it, and when they come out He shrugged his shoulders, and left the rest to be understood.

The Countess raised her eyebrows. Thank you, she said. It is like you, no one else would have thought of us. Miss South, you are released. Good night. Mr. Girardot, I think my fan is on that table. Will you look? No, it must be on the other. Is it not there? One moment, if you please. She searched. Oh, yes, I have it. Good night.

When the two had retired  severally and not together, she had seen to that What was afoot? the Captain asked. I thought that Master Girardot looked a little queer. What was it, eh?

Oh, not much, my lady said wearily. Nothing of importance. We have been holding a court and convicting an offender. But I wish  I wish I understood that girl. She has a command of herself that  thats not natural, if she is as young and innocent as she seems. I cant make her out. Sometimes I like her, and sometimes I doubt her.

Well, I dont think she is a common kind of craft.

No, I agree. She is clever; so clever and so demure with it, that who is to say, George, what she is? She may be deceiving us all the time.

Oh, tell that to the Marines! he answered. I thought you had got that notion out of your head, Kitty.

But last night I noticed that he

Pooh, pooh! A pretty face and a new one!

But, she asked with simplicity, has she a pretty face?

If you ask me, he replied bluntly, no! Stand beside her and look in the glass, my dear, if you want to know.

But Lord Robert seemed to be taken with her!

Bobbie? Bobbie would flirt with a petticoat hung on the anchor-fluke, if it was new to him! As for that little baggage, well, she is but a child after all. The real point is  Fred! You are wronging him, my lady, and I tell you so! You are wronging him, Kitty. He is bad enough God knows, but not bad enough for what you suspect, and for heavens sake get it out of your head! And wear a smooth face to-morrow. This shall not occur again if I can help it, and it is not altogether Freds fault. He cant stop the bottle in the company hes in.

She shrugged her shoulders. Its a company of his own choosing, she said, her face sombre.


CHAPTER XIV

ANNA FURENS

THE morning found Rachel listless and heart-weary. She had played out the game that pride had dictated to her, and she had won back her self-respect if, she thought bitterly, it were worth winning back. She had punished her lover  if he were indeed her lover! But twice in the course of dressing she gave way to passionate fits of weeping, and, as she remembered the return that she had made to him, and what he must now be thinking of her, she writhed in torment. But since there is to all feeling a limit, a gloomy apathy presently supervened and gradually took the place of the fever that had consumed her.

And certainly it was on a world in sympathy with her dark thoughts, that having set out the books and marked the place in Telemaque  hateful work  she gazed from the window as she awaited Anns coming. The sky was leaden, the sward beneath it brown and frost-bitten. The stately oaks that in the summer had raised majestic heads of foliage and ruled each its space of verdure, now stood naked and far apart, swept by the cutting wind that rustled through the beds of dead fern. Gnarled thorns that had seen generations of hunters pass beneath them, preached from a hundred bristling points the lesson of stark endurance in a hard world. And Rachel shivered as she gazed. It was so that she saw life this morning; grey, cheerless, stretching far and lonely, its bourne lost in mist. She longed to be alone to weep her fill, to wash away with bitter tears the remembrance of her cruelty and ingratitude.

That could not be. For here, noisy, tumultuous, racing along the passage, came the children; not Ann only, but her brother. They burst in, the boy leading and capering in triumph. Im to shoot! he shouted. Hurrah! Im to shoot! Im to shoot with the party.

Then Im going too! the girl retorted jealously, and fell upon him, beating him with her hood. Evidently the battle had been joined below, and she was in her most truculent mood. You dont go without me!

You! You are a Jenny! he taunted, putting the table between them and still dancing up and down. Girls dont shoot. What would you do with a gun? You are only a Jenny! She is not going with us, is she, Miss South?

Before Rachel could speak Ann rushed at him and he fled round the table, throwing down a chair. Rachel tried in vain to part them and only succeeded when Ann stopped out of breath. Miss South! she gasped, say that I am to go. I am to go too, aint I?

If your mother wishes you to go, certainly.

But she doesnt! the boy retorted. She says youd be in the way, silly, and of course you would. You are only a girl!

Lord Bodmin, you are very rude! Rachel said severely. But that is enough, Ann. If your mother does not wish you to go, of course you cannot. Come, it is ten oclock. She picked up the fallen chair and set it at the table. Let us be sensible and get to work.

But Ann thrust the chair away. I shant! I shant! she declared passionately. I shant do a word of work!

Ann! For shame!

Its not fair! Its not fair! Ann cried, her voice quivering. If hes to go

There, cry-baby! the boy retorted. He was not ill-natured and he was fond of his sister, but he was uplifted by his promotion; while the girl discerned perhaps, if only dimly, that here was the parting of the ways, that here began the elevation of the boy above the girl. At any rate, the taunt was barely uttered before Ann snatched up a book. Oh, you toad! she cried, and would have flung it in his face.

Fortunately Rachel seized her hand and wrested the book from her. Enough! she said angrily  she, too, heaven help her, had not much patience to spare this morning. I will not have this! You cannot always do what your brother does, Ann. He is a boy and you are a girl. Be silent! And you, to the boy, go at once! When you are gone

Bodmin with a defiant whoop turned to the door. But the prospect of defeat was too much for Ann. She also made a dart towards the door, and if Rachel had not shut it and set her back to it, both would have escaped. Ann! she said, beside herself. You must not be disobedient. You shall not go, as the girl tugged furiously at the handle. If you behave like this I must go to your mother! And you are only keeping your brother

I want to keep him! Ann panted vengefully. I want to keep him! Oh, you beast! And she tried to strike him across Rachel.

Lady Ann!

You beast! You beast!

You naughty wicked girl! Rachel cried, appalled by the passion that turned the child, with her black brows and inky mane, into a fury. For shame, you wicked child! Do you hear me? Leave the door this instant and go to your place!

Ann went before the word was out of Rachels mouth, but it was only to seize a book from the table and hurl it recklessly at her brothers face. A second followed, and she had the inkstand in her hand and was in the act of flinging it when Rachel, beside herself at the scene, seized her wrist and wrested the missile from her. Even that was at the cost of half the ink which flew out not only over the table but over her frock.

There! said the boy dispassionately. Now you have done it, you silly! Thats what comes of your rages!

The taunt was too much. The child turned on Rachel, who still held her by the wrist, and with her free hand and all her strength she struck her in the face.

Rachel thought afterwards of several things that she might have done and ought to have done. To go straight to the Countess with the mark on her cheek was one of them. But what she did, overwrought as she was, was none of these things. She turned away, covered her face with her hands, and burst into a passion of tears.

The result was a tense silence, broken only by the boys horrified, Well, Ann!

For a moment Rachel sobbed, unable to control herself. I must go! she whispered to herself. I must go. This the end!

No, I am hanged if it is! a harsh voice replied. She had not heard the door open, nor was she aware that it had opened. Then You little whelp! the same voice continued. No, you dont go! You ought to be whipped  whipped till you come to your senses! Two dozen would do you good, you spiteful baggage! Strike an officer on duty, would you? Down on your marrowbones this minute, miss, and beg Miss Souths pardon! Down on your knees, or I will twist your ear off, you little vixen!

A cry of pain. Then, I wont! I wont! Ann shrieked.

You will or

But this was too much for Rachel. Dont! Dont hurt her. Please! Please! she wailed. But she had not the courage to turn and disclose the smarting patch on her cheek. She was utterly humiliated by what had passed. It proved her to be so unfit, so hopelessly unfit for her position. It meant failure, failure the most mortifying. She could never control, never hope to control the child after this.

Hurt her? the Captain replied grimly. But I am going to hurt her if she does not at once

No, no! Rachel pleaded, suppressing her tears. It will be of no use. I pray you wont, she begged. Please  please dont hurt her. It was my fault. I am not fit to  I must go.

He seemed to hesitate, but there was no diminution of anger in his tones when he spoke. Well, you little savage, he said at last, go then! But first you listen to me, miss! You are in Coventry now! Ill have no tiger-cat for niece of mine, and I dont speak to you until I have heard that youve gone down on your knees and begged Miss Souths pardon. I wouldnt touch such a little savage with the toe of my boot! And you, Master George, you are the cause of this rumpus, Ill bet. I came up to fetch you. But you dont shoot to-day, my lad. I shall see your father about that. Nor until this little she-cat comes to her senses, mind you. Youre both in fault, I know! Now go! harshly. Go out, both of you. My hands tingle to box your heads off! Go! Out at once! Both of you!

Rachel heard dragging steps across the floor, a tearful sniff, which, she had no doubt, proceeded from the boy, she heard the door close. She dared not turn to make sure that Captain Dunstan had gone with them, but she hoped desperately that he had. She shrank from meeting his eyes.

But he had not gone. A moment and he broke the silence in a tone almost as harsh as that in which he had scolded the offenders. Well, you cant say, maam, that I didnt warn you, he said. I told you what a stubborn little toad she was, and by Jove she is! I told you that youd never manage her. She wants a boatswains mate with a ropes end behind her. And you, God bless me, youre only a thread-paper!

No, Rachel said, trying to steady her voice. I  I ought not to have come. But I didnt know. And now, she faltered with a sob that she could not stifle, I must go. I am no use after this.

Oh, well, it never does to be beaten. Its bad, d  d bad for her. Worse for her than for you. Must think of that after all. What started the rumpus?

Her brother teased her and she took up the ink-stand, Rachel explained, furtively drying her eyes, to throw at him. And I caught her hand and took it from her and she

Yes, with a chuckle, I saw the rest  and heard it. And instead of boxing her ears till she could not see  you give up, maam, and cry!

I couldnt! Indeed I couldnt! Rachel said weakly.

Well, I dont know that you could, he admitted grudgingly. For Im hanged if I dont think Ann is the bigger of the two. And a pretty mess she has made, with disgust. Ink all over the place, confound her! She fancied that he was busying himself mopping it up, and perforce she turned.

I will get a cloth, she said meekly. She took one from a cupboard.

Thats better, he said, and thought to himself, though he seemed hardly to glance at her, that he had never seen such a pathetic little face. Here! That book is spoiled, anyway. Id hang it round her neck and make her wear it for a week, and perhaps my young lady would learn to keep her hands off inkpots  and her governess. Do you do that

Rachel shook her head. Its too late now, she said.

You do as I say. Do you hear?

You  youve been very kind, she replied despondently, but I must see Lady Ellingham and tell her.

Ill tell her. You can leave that to me. And do you do as I say when Ann comes to you. Trounce the little vixen well. Show her that you are her master, and will stand no nonsense.

But Im not her master. And I am sure that she will not come.

She will or I dont know her. Ill see to that. Shes not all bad, though she has a devil of a temper. Shes spoiled and her worst side is outside. But shes a streak of good in her and her mother thinks her more manageable since youve been here. I suppose you know that? He looked sharply at her.

No, Rachel said, much surprised. I did not.

Well, do you just rig the gratings, which was Dutch to his listener, and stand by, and Ill see that she comes aboard. I must go now, they are waiting for me. Ill deal with Ann, and if she does not bend her stiff little neck to-day Ill see that she does tomorrow! And for Gods sake, young lady, he urged with rough impatience, dont go peaking and puling like a baby.

He stalked out, but was hardly gone before Rachel had an idea and flew after him. She overtook him at the baize door. Oh, she stammered, if you please, will you let Lord Bodmin shoot? He was not much in fault and

Let him shoot? the Captain retorted. No, maam, Im hanged if I do! Dont you know that that will hit the girl harder than anything? No, by gad, discipline! Discipline first! Master George must smart like the rest of us! Ill bet that you are smarting for your part in it! And for the first time he met her eyes, a gleam of humour in his own.

Rachel winced and coloured, but she had not to suffer long. The Captain turned and hurried down the great staircase. She went back to the schoolroom, sat down and sighed.

Still the catastrophe had switched her thoughts for the moment off her deeper trouble, and for a while it was rather on what Captain Dunstan had done and said that her mind turned. He had displayed an amount of common sense that surprised her, but would have surprised her less, had she been aware of the responsibilities that in those days of war fell upon young shoulders. His advice had not been rendered more palatable by the rough words with which he had seasoned it; and Rachel was far from understanding him, for in her ignorance she had no conception of the hardships of the cockpit and the midshipmans berth into which he had been flung a mere child, or of the years of lonely command and responsibility for the lives of hundreds which had tempered the man to what he was. She did not understand him because she did not know his past, his early struggles, his later success, the trials that had proved him. But she did feel that, lacking much, he had meant to be kind.

At the same time she was sure that Ann would not surrender and that the end would be the same. She could hope, indeed, for no other end. She would take her wounded spirit and her wretched story of vanity and weakness away with her and would hide her head in her home. There she might forget him  it was all that was left for her to do.

She thought herself the most unhappy creature on earth, and told herself too that she could have borne it better if she had not stooped to wound him; if she had not wreaked her wretched pride at his expense, who, after all, had done so much for her, had been so helpful, so good to her! It was that  that which now most of all cut her to the heart and, rankling, tortured her. For possibly if she had been more patient, more trusting  but it was too late, too late to think of that now!

Presently, looking languidly from the window, she saw a sight that drew from her a pang of sympathy, and with it a feeble smile. For she discovered that she had a fellow-sufferer. The Captain had been as good as his word. Bodmin, the image of disconsolate idleness, lounged and loitered, before the house, sullenly beating the trunk of a tree with a switch, and at odds with himself and all the world. It needed no stretch of fancy to understand that he too considered himself the most unhappy of beings.


CHAPTER XV

INTERCESSION

SLEEP is Natures reaction after grief, and Rachel, to her surprise, slept long and soundly that night and next day awoke not only refreshed, but with the tiniest germ of hope re-sown in her breast. She did not know what she expected and assured herself that she expected nothing. But youth is powerful, and change possible, and there was a stir and bustle in the house  for more guests had arrived  that penetrated through the swing-door and reached even the schoolroom.

But one thing fell out as she had foreseen. Ten oclock came but no Ann; and now she had to make up her mind what she would do. She watched the minute hand move slowly towards the quarter past, and she felt  though the decision was momentous, and tried her sorely now that she had to act  that she could no longer defer the task of seeing Lady Ellingham. She could not bear to sit idle, useless, brooding with folded hands in the schoolroom while the child ran wild. Accordingly, after giving as much law as she thought right, she laid her hand on the bell-rope to summon the schoolroom maid, then paused, bethinking herself that she might first smooth her hair. She went for the purpose into the bedroom.

Thence, glancing idly from the window, she saw two figures standing in the half-circle before the house; and it needed but a single look at the boys drooping head and the toe that restlessly scraped the gravel to inform her what was the point at issue. Rachels tender heart owned the appeal; and there might be no delay if the boy was not to be disappointed again. To see was to act, and bareheaded, without staying to snatch up a cloak, or to weigh the punctilios, Rachel ran from the room, raced down the staircase and out by the side door. She turned the corner and saw that she was in time. The Captain and the boy were still together, and intent only on her purpose, she paid no heed to the knot of men who a few paces away were grouped about a tall girl  a new arrival, who stood on the steps before the grand entrance.

Rachel made straight for Captain Dunstan and touched him timidly on the arm. If you please, she said, breathless with the haste that she had made, if you please, may he shoot to-day? He was not, indeed, he was not much in fault. If you please, let him shoot.

Whether the Captain was more surprised or displeased was doubtful, but his face gave her no encouragement, and his answer was peremptory. No! he said. Certainly not! He will not shoot to-day! Do you hear, maam? And you have nothing on your head and it is cold. You should be in the house.

But Rachel had caught the grateful look that the boy had shot at her, and she persisted. Oh, but indeed it is not just, Captain Dunstan, she urged. He was not greatly to blame and it  it is not fair that he should be punished so severely.

But, I told you, no, maam! the Captain retorted, raising his voice as if he had been on his own quarterdeck and there was a mutiny to be quelled. And no, it is! The cub has misbehaved and he may think himself lucky that he is not on the old Medora, or hed suffer after another fashion. God bless me, maam, I thought you had some sense. It is your business to have it.

Dear me, a gay voice interposed. What is this, Captain Dunstan? What has set you up? And the girl, whom Rachel had not noticed, joined the little group, followed by her attendant men. Is it  is it this young lady who has provoked the tempest?

Yes, said the Captain curtly. She ought to know better.

Never mind, Miss South, Lord Robert struck in. Do you hang out signals of distress, and Ill be your consort and bear up to the rescue!

I fancy the signals are flying already, Colonel Ould said, sotto voce, for poor Rachel, finding herself on a sudden the centre of an amused group, had coloured up to her hair.

Then you may take it I am alongside, Bobbie replied in the same tone. What can I do for you, Miss South?

I want Captain Dunstan to be good enough, Rachel said shyly, to allow Lord Bodmin to shoot to-day. She was aware that the wind was ruffling the curls that she had not had time to arrange, and most devoutly she wished herself in the house.

That all? said Bobbie. Then it is as good as done. Well all stand by you, though mind you I am your consort, Miss South, and he cant say us all nay. Come, Miss Froyle, he went on, turning to the girl who had first interposed  she was handsome, tall and full-figured he cant refuse you, I am sure. Add your voice, he insisted, a spice of mischief in his tone, and the thing is done.

Nonsense, Lord Robert, the girl replied sharply. Then aside, Who is this? she asked.

The governess, some one prompted.

Who whipped two female prentices to death, And hid them in the coal-hole, quoted the Colonel, much to Rachels confusion.

No, no, said Bobbie, laughing in spite of himself. You shall not traduce my consort. Hanged if you shall. Though I did notice that Ann was looking a little queer at breakfast.

But why, Miss Froyle asked languidly, should not Lord Bodmin shoot, Captain Dunstan?

He knows very well, the Captain growled. He looked by no means pleased with the turn things had taken. There, get your guns, he continued impatiently. And let us be off! To quarters! To quarters!

You d  d mutineers! added the irrepressible Bobbie. That puts us men out of action. But there still remains Miss Froyle. She is not on the ships books, though some do say that the beautiful new figure-head of the Medora was taken directly from

Lord Robert, you speak too much, the lady said, colouring slightly. But I hope that you will let Lord Bodmin shoot, Captain Dunstan! See how unhappy the poor boy looks. Please do. I ask it as a favour.

Brava! Bobbie cried. Now he cant refuse.

Cant he? the Captain said gruffly. Sorry, Miss Froyle, but discipline is discipline! The boy has misbehaved and he must pay for it.

Lo, Ould quoted solemnly, the poor savage who no charm can find, either in tresses bound or unconfined! Which drew all eyes to Rachels head and caused a general laugh.

At this moment a new arrival added himself to the group. It was Filmer, the parson, and he was followed by Lord Ellingham. Well done, Colonel! he said. You surpass yourself. But what is the cause of this rush of wit to the head?

Yes, what is up? Lord Ellingham chimed in gaily. Good morning, Miss South. Are you part of the joke?

Miss South is the whole of it, Ould rejoined  he was enjoying the girls embarrassment. She has been praying old George to let young George shoot to-day. And Miss Froyle supports the petition. But the martinet is proof against all blandishments great and small. That is where we are, Fred.

Oh, come, my lord answered, discipline may be carried too far. And after all there is an appeal. Now, Miss South, and he turned to her with the smile which was credited with so many conquests, for he was perfectly aware that he was playing to an appreciative gallery you should have come to me, you know. I am known to be weak. But it is not too late if you are really so anxious that the naughty boy shall be forgiven.

Dont be a fool, Fred, his brother snapped.

No, no, George. Youve played your part. I am the Court of Appeal and you must not threaten me. If you do want the boy pardoned, Miss South  but I must hear your voice, you know.

Rachel knew that he was playing with her and that the others were watching the issue with amusement. She hesitated. She did want the boy to be pardoned, but she felt that to appeal to my lord was to be false to the Captain, who had been kind to her after his fashion. She had gone so far, however, that she could not well retreat, and in a very small voice, If you please? she murmured.

My lords eyes twinkled. As a favour to you, Miss South, of course?

Her cheeks tingled but what could she do but assent. If you please, she murmured.

Granted! my lord cried. Who could resist, eh? But, begad, Miss South, you will have to be grateful, for youve got me into trouble. There! I thought so! There goes George in a huff. I bet his shooting is spoiled for the day?

As the group broke up, Ould filed off with Miss Froyle. He was a clever man as well as a man of fashion; a wit at Whites and a cynical observer of the weak points of others, with a malicious taste for stirring up mischief where the opportunity offered. He knew that the upshot of the business had not been to his companions liking, for Charlotte Froyle was credited with something more than a fancy for Captain Dunstan. The Froyles were country neighbours. George isnt best pleased! he remarked with a chuckle. What do you think about it?

I dont think anything, she replied. Except that Ellingham is up to his usual tricks. How Kitty can

Put up with it? Well, he said, smiling, no doubt theres a limit to everything. And perhaps Fred will find that out by and by  like many a one before him.

I should think so. I know if I were in her place She broke off. If you are going to shoot to-day, she resumed impatiently, we ought to be off.

He looked back. Still at it, Fred! he called out. Miss Froyle wants to know if you are going to shoot to-day. Or are you  otherwise engaged, my lad?

Coming! Coming! my lord answered. He said a last laughing word to Rachel whom he had detained, and he came away. The party streamed off to where the keepers and dogs stood awaiting them, while Rachel went back to the schoolroom regretting in her heart that she had left it.

Yet she could hardly say why, for she had gained her point. But she had gained it in such a way that the victory gave her no pleasure. The Captain had been obdurate, but then she suspected that he had been right. And she felt that she had failed him and made but a sorry return for his kindness. Was she to be unfortunate, to be unhappy in all things?

And one thing was certain  she must now see Lady Ellingham. She went to her bedroom and saw to her hair, which called more imperatively than before for the brush. Then, anxious to put an end to all her doubts, she passed through the swing-door and down the deserted staircase. When she climbed it again the fiat would have gone forth.

But on the first landing she came plump upon Lady Ann lurking there and moving, it seemed, neither up nor down. They had not met since the fracas, and Rachel had already determined on her course. Good morning, Lady Ann, she said formally, and she passed by her.

But the child thrust out a grudging hand, and seized her skirt. What are you going to do? she muttered sullenly, her eyes on the floor.

I am going to your mother.

Has George  the child spoke morosely, her face half hidden by her drooping black mane gone to shoot?

Yes.

And you  begged him off?

I did. Rachel spoke coldly.

Then, Ann said, her eyes still on the floor, I want to  to beg your pardon.

Rachel hesitated. I am not sure that it is not too late, she said in measured accents. I am not sure that I wish to listen to you. But, she decided, after an austere pause, you may come to the schoolroom if you are in earnest.

Rachel was not sure that the child  so sullen and ungracious was her manner  really meant what she said. However, she turned and retraced her steps, and Ann, after, it seemed, a moments hesitation, followed with lagging feet. But the moment that the door closed on them the child dropped on her knees in the middle of the floor. I beg your pardon  humbly, she whispered with a dry sob, but without a tear.

You wish to be forgiven?

Yes. The word seemed to be torn from Ann, and Rachel comprehended the effort that the child was making to overcome her stubborn pride. And gladly would she have kissed her and forgiven her without more words. But she remembered the Captains Discipline! Discipline! and she pressed the matter home.

That is your side, she said dryly. What I want you to understand, for you are quite old enough, is how gravely you have insulted me. If you had struck a girl of your own age it would have been wrong. But she would have felt only the smart, and might have retaliated. But when you struck me, at my age, and when your mother had entrusted control to me, it was not the blow that hurt me, it was the insult. Do you understand me? Do you understand that in a moment it unfitted me to be your governess, and that unless you are now truly and honestly sorry

I am, Ann whispered, truly and humbly sorry.

And will you try to control your temper in future?

I will  try.

And still I do not know what to do to bring home to you what you did.

You may box my ears, said Ann, thrusting out her head for the purpose.

No! Rachel said, melting  this singular girl had not shed a tear! I wont do that. I will forgive you, for I believe that you have generous feelings, and I know that it has cost you much, very much to say this. Now sit up and we will try to be better friends.

And you will tell Uncle George? Ann said shyly.

Yes, I will tell him that you are forgiven. And now, my dear, we will get to work, and we shall not find work less pleasant because we know that your brother is enjoying himself.

Ann stooped suddenly and kissed Rachels hand. For her it was a monstrous demonstration and it brought a little comfort to the girls heart. Here it seemed was something in which she had not wholly failed.

But that afternoon she felt the schoolroom with its sad memories to be intolerable, and, restless and miserable, she stole out by the side door and walked far into the forest, telling herself that it would be well to tire herself. If she showed her wisdom in this, however, she did not show it in the choice of the path she followed. Stags Brook with its tragical associations was closed to her  even by daylight she shrank from it. But there was another walk which she had more than once taken with the tutor and the children, its object an old stone boundary post, called the March Stone. For this she made, deriving a sombre pleasure from the loneliness and the stark wintry woods, but presently and inevitably succumbing to the memories, both bitter and sweet, that the path revived. Here she had paused and talked with him, there he had plucked for her a flower or displayed a new fern, across this rivulet he had placed stepping-stones for her, seated on that rotten trunk, now bare and ugly but then wreathed in green undergrowth, he had pretended to argue with her, to confute, to pique and again to comfort her!

She knew that it was unwise to revive these memories, that they weakened her and rendered her more unhappy. But she could not refrain. She plucked a leaf and a belated flower and pressed them in her pocket-book. She would keep them always  always! Surely, though she must show him a proud face, though she must sacrifice to duty and pride in public, she might at least weep and suffer in the privacy of her own heart. It was all that was left to her!

She came at last to the March Stone, and stood gazing at it with brooding eyes, despondency in every line of her bent head and drooping figure.


CHAPTER XVI

A GOLDEN HAZE

TWO persons had witnessed Rachels intervention in young Bodmins behalf, and its issue; they had witnessed it from windows as far apart as their stations in life, but with feelings to some extent akin. Of these two one was Lady Ellingham  but of her later. The other was Girardot.

The tutor was very sore. The rebuff that he had suffered in the drawing-room and the banter in which the Countess had indulged at his expense had wounded his vanity to the quick  and he was a man very vain of his fascination and his conquests. Of his hold over Lady Ellinghams feelings he had never been confident. She had been, and she still was, though he was no believer in womans virtue, something of an enigma to him. But the part that Rachel had played, Rachel, the little girl over whom at least he had deemed his influence secure, this had not only surprised but enraged him. It had had, too, other and natural consequences. It had heightened his fancy for the girl and at the same time had infused into his feeling for her that tinge of cruelty, which is often a part of a certain kind of love. Still the desire to reduce her had been checked for a while by discretion and held in suspense by the reflection that hasty action might affect his chances in a higher quarter. He was still inclined to wait on events in the hope that he might secure his conquest without that conquest proving too costly.

But what he now saw from the window both quickened his desire and overcame his prudence. He saw her, the little insignificant governess, surrounded by a group of men belonging to the class that if it addressed him at all addressed him with patronage, and he saw her, as he supposed, the centre of their attentions. And while he wondered with angry surprise what this might mean and how she came to be there, the sight added immensely to her value. He suspected, remembering the scene in the drawing-room, that the minx was now flying at higher game, and he feared that the piquancy and the charm that had caught his own fancy might prove as attractive to others. Ay, she was flying at higher game, he was sure; and it was with a view to this that she had eluded and baffled him and joined with my lady in making sport of him! In a twinkling idle liking flamed into passion, and the man burned with the desire to subdue the woman  burned with a desire that mingled love with revenge.

Of success, if he bent himself to conquer, regardless of consequences, he had no doubt. With his handsome face and ingratiating tongue, his cleverness and experience, he was not wont to be defeated. And he was not going to be defeated by this naive little prude upon whom he was sure that he had at one time made his impression! He had seen her colour rise too often at his entrance, her eyes grow tender at his approach, to doubt that. And though she might now have conceived, dear duplicity that she was, higher ambitions, he knew the force of a first impression, he had proved the power of the first man; and he had little doubt that, at some risk to his position in the house, he could renew the spell. For if men were fire, women were tow, and she should learn that lesson.

So far he had paid his court warily, out of prudence. But now he threw prudence to the winds, and even went so far as to persuade himself that he was more likely to succeed elsewhere if he summoned jealousy to his aid. It might be that that which had moved my lady to make that surprising and embarrassing attack upon him in the drawing-room had been jealousy. He was not only vain enough to think this possible, but sanguine enough to hope that by pursuing the humbler game he might, in the long run, pull down both.

But for the moment, as he glowered from the window, it was the girl whom he burned to conquer.

He saw that he must attack her where they would not be open to interruption, and his pupils absence with the shooters left him free. He placed himself on the watch, and soon after two he saw Rachel, in her warm caped cloak, leave the house and walk briskly away, taking a path which entered the forest at the rear of the house. He guessed the place for which she was making, and familiar with the forest, he made for the spot by another path. As he brushed through the dead bracken, and now leapt a narrow rivulet, now plunged through a wet bottom, he had his moments of doubt; not doubt of the maid but doubt of his own wisdom. All about him whispered cold caution; the cheerless breeze, the hollies that bulked darkly against the open leafless trees, the dead aspect of the frozen woods.

But desire knows few obstacles, and he was not one to be easily turned aside. The ardour within him repelled the outer cold, and when he emerged from the wood and saw the March Stone and read the drooping lines of the figure standing before it, he guessed with a thrill of triumph the trend of the girls thoughts, and that he was the subject of them. The possessive instinct flamed up in him, and confident of victory, he considered only how he might best open the attack.

For he foresaw that at the outset he would have to overcome difficulties  the prejudice which his prudent holding-off and Lady Effinghams candour had raised in the girls mind, no less than the ambitious hopes that she had been led to place elsewhere. He must be both bold and adroit. But given these qualities he was confident that if he did not succeed, all his knowledge of women was at fault.

The girl stood so deep in thought  and it was easy to see, in sad thought  that he was able to approach her unnoticed.

When at last the snap of a stick caught her ear and she turned, her surprise was complete. The tell-tale blood flooded her face, and at that sight, Girardots heart leapt in triumph. She was his, he was certain of it. Yes, he had set his mark upon her! But it was not his cue at the moment to show what he felt, and it was with a pensive air and leaning on his cane that he stood looking, not at her, but at the crumbling pillar.

Change! he said in a low voice. Change everywhere, yet this is not changed since we saw it last. It is the same, this stone, whether the sun shines, or the clouds gather. Whether a lord gazes on it or a clown. Or you or I. It does not change. He sighed.

His abrupt appearance at a moment when he filled all her thoughts was almost too much for Rachels self-control. She had been dreaming of him, and taking farewell of him, her heart filled to the brim with his image. And to find him beside her! To be swept in a second by the flood of hopes, possibilities, alarms, that his presence suggested and must suggest! It was only by a most painful effort that the girl retained her composure, and found words. It does not feel, she murmured, hardly knowing what she said.

No, he replied in the same tone, but with point. It does not feel. Nor grieve nor suffer. Our joys or our sorrows, our hopes or their failure, our happiness or misery are one to it. It does not feel.

She felt! Alas, she felt only too strongly. His tone, sad and faintly reproachful, stirred her to the depths. She could not reason or remember. His silence and his withdrawal were forgotten; and it was much if, taken in this unguarded moment of emotion, surprised when all her defences were down, she could hide her trouble or keep back her tears.

Speech was beyond her, and it was he who continued. It is cold, heartless, insensible to kindness, he went on, his tone steeped in gloom. A stone. But at least it does not distrust, it is proof against slander, it does not veer with the weather, it is the same in favour and out of favour, rain or shine. What it was yesterday when the sun warmed it, it is to-day when the clouds gather.

But it is only a stone, she said, striving for composure; but she strove in vain, for a traitorous sob broke the words.

Only a stone! he repeated, his voice rising. You say that  you! Ah, to me it is more, it is much more! It tells me of hopes, of dear hopes born beside it, of plans formed under its shadow, of visions bound up with it, visions of humble contentment, of a home, a home far from this cold magnificence, and to be shared with one  But for you, after breaking off abruptly, he turned to her, for you it has no such voice as this? It tells no such tale. It does not speak?

Alas, it was not only with his words, moving as they were, that poor Rachel had to contend. The spell of his presence, his nearness, his veiled reproach, all conspired to shake and overpower her resistance. The Countesss warning and her own waiting, her long suspense, lost their force, were for nothing, were forgotten. She needed only a sign, some certain sign  nay, only a touch, to be taken.

Then the past is past? he continued slowly. Well, let it be so. We have walked here, we have stood here, we have  or I have  dreamed here. But to you it is all as if we had not! As if those things had never been! It is done with, Rachel?

She was quivering from head to foot and in an agony lest her tears should overflow and he should measure the extent of her trouble. Anything was better than this terrible, this betraying silence, and she forced herself to speak. I do not understand, she whispered.

You do not? His voice rose at last in something like scorn. Oh, yes, you do! You do! Or, forgive me, you did! But a word from another has wiped all from your heart?

No! she cried, tears in her voice. No! No! He passed by the remonstrance as if she had not spoken. At any rate, you knew once what I meant! he said. Deny if you can that you knew that I loved you! Loved you with the love that is as sacred to us, Rachel, and more precious since we possess so little, than it is to those beneath whose shadow, cold as this stone, we are fated to live! You knew that I loved you! I dare you to deny it. There is an affinity between us, a tie that without words would have told you as much  if my lips had never spoken. But you have hardened your heart against me. You have preferred to honest affection the smiles of those who smile only to deceive you.

Oh, no, no! Rachel repeated, the tears running openly down her face. But I thought that you  I thought that you And, quite simply, she held out her hands to him.

What did you think?

I thought that you did not mean it, she sobbed. She swayed towards him.

Then you do! he cried, and let his exultation appear in his tone. You do love me! And, triumphing, he took her, warm and unresisting, in his arms. You do! Oh, Rachel, is it true  is it true, and am I happy? To himself, Oh, lucky stone! he thought  but Rachel could not see his face or his smile. And he was careful, he was heedful not to frighten her. With another he would have pushed his opportunity, he would have covered her face with kisses. But he was no novice, there would be time for that by and by; and in this moment of her first surrender he held himself in hand. Instead, as she hid her happy face on his breast, he murmured soft words of endearment in her ears, he pressed her gently to him, soothed her with fond touches.

And Rachel felt and prized his self-restraint, and in this first moment of shy yet blissful surrender found no drawback to her happiness. When at her trembling appeal he at length released her, she saw all things, the leafless forest, the grey sky, the dead herbage, through a tremulous radiant mist, of which he was the centre and creator. He was henceforth to be hers, her man, her pride, her support, the pillar about which her love would wind itself as the summer growth would presently weave itself about the grey pillar beside them. She was wholly happy, if shyly and blushingly happy.

Not was it until  after more than one tender precious interlude, more than one exchange of ardent assurances  they had turned their backs on the spot now so sacred to her, and had left it some way behind them, that she felt the chill air of reality sweep aside a wisp of the roseate haze.

Will you tell Lady Ellingham? she murmured, then in a voice as tender as the look she raised to him, Or  must I?

She felt the arm that encircled her stiffen, and the movement gave her a hint of discomfort. Ah! he said slowly. That is to be considered. We must go about that warily.

But you do not mean  that we are not to

To tell her? he replied confidently. Of course we must. Of course we must tell her, my darling. But not yet. These things in our class, with a flash of well-simulated resentment, are not favoured. I must be prepared with a place before I tell her, for this, you see, may end my engagement. It probably will, indeed.

Contrition seized her. Oh, my dear, she said, am I worth it? Are you sure that you

Love you enough? he answered, drawing her tenderly to him. Silly one! I hope that you are worth a great deal more than that  or I dont know you! But for a little space, my dear, we must be silent. And I am glad of it, yes, I am glad of it, he repeated, so fervently that she could not but agree. For love, such love as ours, is a sacred thing, Rachel. I cannot bear that the common wind should blow on it, the common world discuss it! If I could, indeed, if it were possible, I would keep it from all! It should be for ever our secret, our treasure, our possession. I would guard it from every eye, every vulgar ear and tongue!

But that cannot be, she objected timidly, yet loved him the more for his delicacy.

No, with a sigh. That cannot be  of course. But for a little space let us keep it untarnished. In ten days or a fortnight, when I have tried the ground

You will tell her?

Of course. He spoke as if there could be no question of that. We must. To be sure, we must. There is no other course open to us.

She owned the beauty of his thought; of his conception of a love, wholly and sacredly their own, and guarded from the knowledge of the cold, indifferent world. But her nature, simple and open, might not have consented so easily but for the limit of time that he named. Ten days? It would pass so quickly, so happily, and who at such a moment, could raise scruples or put forward difficulties, as if he were one to be distrusted?

But a ruder blast was presently to penetrate, though it was far from dispersing, the glamour in which Rachel moved. They were within a short distance of the house when from a converging path some hundred yards before them, there issued the shooting party, straggling by twos and threes towards the Folly. Had one of the men looked back as they passed the fork, he must have seen the couple, and quick to perceive this, Girardot drew her out of the path. He could not hide his discomposure.

This wont do, he said hurriedly. Or all is out, dearest. We must not be seen together, and in any case we must have parted presently. Do you go on. Go, dear! Gently he stooped and kissed her. Then, as he released her, Do you go on, and God bless you, my own!

She disliked the concealment, but what could she do with his kiss still on her lips? She complied and walked on in a tremor of happiness, hardly able, now that she was alone, to believe that this thing, this blessed thing had happened to her  that he was hers, her own, her very own. But she was not long left to her thoughts. She was indeed roughly plucked from them, for at the meeting of the ways she came plump upon Ann  Ann capering along with her hand in her fathers.

Had Rachel been walking in the real world instead of in that rosy dream, she might have heard their voices earlier, and have hung back and avoided them. But as it was, she was taken by surprise, and the conscious blush that crimsoned her face caught my lords eye.

Gad, the girls a beauty, he thought, of a sort. Aloud, Hallo, Miss South! he cried. Were you hunting for the truant? If she plagues you, he continued ruffling Anns black mane with his hand, half as much as she plagues me, I am sorry for you! How do you manage her? Hope you whip her well!

No, she dont! said Ann stolidly.

Well, how the deuce does she manage you, Miss Brimstone?

I like her, Ann said dispassionately.

The devil you do! Hows that, Miss South? Why, I thought this rogue made war on all governesses, tutors, principalities and powers! Can she be good?

She can be, Rachel said demurely. The by-play had given time for her hot cheeks to cool, and she spoke calmly, though her eyes were unusually bright.

Can she? Then lets test you, Ann. Run on and tell Felix to make me a hot bath. Show us how fast those thin legs of yours can run.

Ann, glad to be in motion, flew after the rest of the party, the rearmost of whom were still in sight. My lord turned to his companion. Gad, he said, with his gay captivating laugh, we go down before your charms like ninepins! I this morning, Ann this afternoon! Come now, with a sly peep under her bonnet, who is to be your next conquest?

He meant nothing, but he could no more refrain from making love when he spoke to a pretty woman than he could help breathing; though in nine cases out of ten it was mere sport. And in this case it was certainly innocent, for with all his faults he would have drawn the line at his daughters governess almost as sharply as Captain George himself. But when a piquant little thing with shining eyes and lips that trembled into smiles met him at the junction of two paths, to waste the opportunity would have been as impossible for Frederick, Lord Ellingham, as to refrain from oysters in September.

He might have paid a much broader compliment without affecting Rachel in her present mood. I fear that Lady Ann is but a temporary capture, she said sedately.

Well, shes a deuced difficult one! More difficult I warrant than most of us, eh? Confess, now. Isnt she? Then in a lower tone, I say, are you coming down this evening?

To the drawing-room, Lord Ellingham?

To be sure.

No, Rachel explained. I come down only when Lady Ellingham is alone.

Oh, come now, that is too bad, he protested good-naturedly. And tell me  between you and me, aint you confoundedly dull up there, wasting your  you know the rest?

No, Rachel replied, with such a look of conscious happiness that my lord, having no clue to it, felt his interest in her increase. I am happier in the schoolroom than in the drawing-room.

The devil you are! Well, begad, thats one for us!

Oh! Rachel cried. I didnt mean that!

But it is true! Begad, it is! I can see it is. But why now? in his most insinuating tone. Aint we nice to you?

Oh, yes, Rachel protested, colouring. Of course. But the schoolroom is my proper place. And so I am happier there.

In your proper place? I see. You are happier when you are there. By Jove, he exclaimed with feeling, I wish we all were. But, lord, what a wise little lady you are! If you teach that to Ann shell be a wiser man, with a momentary gravity in his tone, than her father. Suppose I come up and take a lesson too, do you think you can teach me that? What do you say, Miss South?

That you would not be in your proper place, Rachel replied demurely, but with a smile hovering on her lips. And that would not be good for you or for Ann. Then, Good day, Lord Ellingham, I turn off here. And with a gay little nod  for her heart was like a singing bird, rising higher and higher on the swell of the incredible happiness that flooded her  she turned away to the side door, and went up to the schoolroom.

There the fire burned low, glowing like a sulky eye in the twilight, and the room was cold. But what matter? What matter if all was dull and shabby within, and without were winter and east winds and nipping airs? For she brought her own clime with her, and to that room which she had left wretched and despondent she returned in all the glow of an amazing, an overpowering happiness. In the gloom she saw only halcyon days; days of tender reverie and thankful contemplation, days given up to reverencing and cherishing and turning every way the glorious heaven-born gift of his love! The gift that had transfigured and was transfiguring the world for her, that was brightening the long vista of life with fairest flowers and filling the sunlit spaces with natures melody! What outer cold was there, what nipping air, that could reach this inner warmth? What loneliness was there that was not welcome  ay, thrice welcome if it left her free to bask in the sunshine of her dreams?

Meanwhile my lord strode into the house, half puzzled and half amused. What a provoking, prudent little baggage it is! he thought. And eyes like stars! Im hanged if I dont think that she was laughing at me half the time! Or preaching! In my proper place, eh? Well, she had me there! And the smile vanished and his face was moody as he entered the hall.


CHAPTER XVII

THE ROASTING OF GEORGE

THE girl had given hardly a thought to the encounter with my lord and less to his gallantry. But more than one of the shooters had looked back, and recognizing her had found something to say about it. Then Ann in her rapid flight had been waylaid by her uncle. She had explained her errand and he too had looked back and frowned. The way in which he had been overruled that morning had not pleased him, and he was jealous, as he was ever jealous on my ladys account. And possibly there were other grounds for his vexation which he did not understand and certainly did not own. At any rate, when my lord strode into the hall the Captain met him with a sombre face. For Gods sake, Fred, he blurted out, let that little girl alone. There is trouble enough without that!

Now these two, between whom there was an affection rare in their class, had long ago changed places. Success had made the younger independent, for in his day fortunes were rapidly made at sea; and hard service and the habit of command had won for him the elders respect. He had become the mentor, and as a rule was heard with patience if with small result. But no man more warmly resents a false accusation than he who is guilty on other counts; and my lord was no exception to the rule. He fired up. Without what? he replied sharply. Confound you, what do you mean, George? Maynt I speak to my own governess? Damme, man, what are we coming to?

Shes not your governess, George replied. Shes Anns. And all I say is, just leave her alone. You know what I mean very well.

Begad, Ill tell you what it is! my lord retorted. I believe you are taken with her yourself, Master George! And the idea in a moment restored his good temper. I suspect Ive crossed your hawse, he added, grinning, as youd say, and so its Hands off! Thats it, old chap!

Oh, stow that, the Captain rejoined. You only say it for the sake of saying something.

Its a hit, anyway! my lord replied with glee. Hang me if it isnt. Now, mind you respect her virtue, George! Remember shes under my charge. Im responsible and  ha! ha! Hit between wind and water! Off, are you? He laughed aloud as the Captain, with an angry oath, turned away and strode up the stairs. Poor George, he reflected mischievously. I beat him there, I guess!

And after dinner, when the matter came up again, and my lord found himself the object of attack, he smiled at the others innuendoes, and craftily waited his time. So that was why you lagged behind? Bobbie said. Ann, indeed, you old sinner!

A silly rogue that plagues me, quoted the Colonel. A little French  governess! And having some character to lose she met me in the wood!

And only two nights ago Fred pretended that he had never seen her!

True, pon honour, my lord laughed.

Poor girl! quoted the Colonel gravely  he was an amateur actor of some note. I really am in the utmost concern for her.

For us, for us, you mean, returned Lord Robert. Inhospitable dog! Fred asks us here and leaves us only the chambermaids.

Out of regard for your innocence, my lord laughed. You are too young, Bobbie.

And after all, said Sir Austin Froyle, with the air of one deciding a question on the Bench, a man has a right to the game in his own warren.

My lord laughed. Oh, its a free warren for me. You can all go in and win  if you can. You, George, if you like, pointedly. Shes a dear little innocent for me.

Ay, innocent as Bobbie, the Colonel contributed. I warrant she knows how to turn the key in a door.

They are all dear little innocents, lisped Bobbie. Only just a little less innocent when they have walked home with Fred.

But the Captain, though he suspected that Fred was laying a trap for him, could stand it no longer. Oh, let the child alone! he said with irritation. You are all talking d  d nonsense! A set of stap-my-vitals Lord Foppingtons, every mothers son of you.

Hallo, George! Lord Robert stared, genuinely surprised by the attack. What the devils bitten you?

As for Fred, the Captain continued, hes a pig to carry on as he does. He knows the girl is a good girl.

They are all good girls, smiled the Colonel. Didnt I say so?

Yes, but you didnt mean it, Ould. Ill wager that Fred never laid a finger on her and never got more than a civil word from her!

True as my glove, George, my lord assented, delighted at his success in drawing the badger.

But the Colonel had now caught the idea, and pursued it. Joseph  I mean George  is indeed what a man should be, he said solemnly. A pattern to his brother, Fred. He professes the noblest sentiments, tis edification to hear him. But he makes me suspect if he be indeed the man of principle he seems to be. Fred Surface? Nay, my dear Lady Sneerwell, but his brother George is the man. Now after what we have heard Im open to wager that George knows a deal more about the little French governess than Fred does  and damn his sentiments!

My lord clapped his hands. Well, George, what do you say? he cried. Begad, to Ould, I think you have tailed him. For the Captain certainly looked a little out of countenance. Im hanged if he hasnt stolen a march upon us, the sly dog! George answered him sulkily. All I say is, let the girl alone, he said. Let her be. If you do her no more harm than I have shell be lucky. But, viciously, you are just a crew of waisters, good for nothing but tumbling over one another in pursuit of mischief! As if there werent enough women where you come from, and good enough for you!

Colonel Ould laughed softly. Odd! he said. Its confounded odd what a change has come over Georges service since Lady Hamilton joined it. They used to be rough sea-dogs, smelling of the tar-bucket and, saving your presence, George, with uncouth manners and coats to match  you might know one at sight as far as from Schomberg House to the Carlton Corner  and as much given to flirtation as a bear in a pit! But since Lord Nelson set the fashion of gallantry

Oh! the Captain cried impatiently. For Gods sake, leave Lord Nelson out!

There! The Colonel winked. He proves my point. You mustnt touch Lord Nelson. Why?

I could soon tell you why! growled the badger. No need! No need! airily. The Colonel was not over-fond of Freds brother and had no mind to lose the opportunity of roasting him. Its writ large all over the service. Hes done the trick for them! Hes made them all men of fashion, lifted em to the plane of elegance, made em all lady-killers!

They all aspire to a Lady Hamilton now, buy their coats at Stultzs, go soaked in mille-fleurs, handle a snuff-box instead of a tar-bucket, and chase the ladies! So heres to Lord Nelson!

Its here to Lord Nelson for a very different reason, snapped the Captain, amid the general laughter.

Hes an admiral like another, said old Froyle.

But this was too much for George. Oh, is he begad? he retorted. Like another! I know that is what you fools of landsmen think, fribbling over your dish of catlap! But I wager you hes not like another! Hes

Hes made you all gentlemen, sneered Ould, present company of course excepted, with an ironical bow.

Hes made us all fighters! the Captain continued, too much in earnest to notice the gibe. He has taught us all to go in to win instead of counting heads and thinking only of coming out with just the best of it! Hes taught us to sink, burn, and destroy, yard-arm to yard-arm, instead of standing off and playing at long bowls! Fashion be d  d! Hes gone back to old Hawke and made Quiberon the fashion, thats what he has done! There will be no more First of Junes and no more Hothams, thank God! Fashion? Didnt the Nile set a fashion and set such a fashion as was never known before! Was ever such a victory dreamed of  twelve ships taken out of fourteen  till he won it?

Bravo, George! laughed my lord. Youve mouthed it finely. I did not know that you had it in you, begad!



At the battle of the Nile, I was there all the while.

I was there all the while at the battle of the Nile,

hummed the Colonel, slyly. He had not failed to note the Captains little weakness.

But Duncan? argued Lord Robert. He was still young and capable of catching the spark. Surely Duncan

Oh, Duncan? A sound man, the Captain grunted, a little ashamed of his outburst. But Nelson taught him the trick at St. Vincent.

And you may take it from me, said the Colonel, sticking to his point, because he saw that it annoyed the Captain, he taught them the other lesson too  to be heroes of the clouded cane as well as of the spontoon and to bear down on the donnas as stoutly as on the dons! Fred, my boy, you must look to your laurels, and to your governess, or hell cut you out under your nose! What are you going to do about it?

Go to the ladies! my lord replied, laughing. Come, break up, break up! Or we shall be in disgrace again this evening! Someone shake the parson there! Lord Robert clapped the Captain on the shoulder as they rose.

Come, Admiral, he said. Lets see you board the little craft! And if you dont make a leg conformably, hang me if I dont enter for the filly-stakes myself and cut you out!

The Captains strength did not lie in repartee. Confounded ass you are, Bobbie! he said.

And off the course too, Bobbie, said my lord. The young lady wont be there.

Oh, you know, do you, you sly dog! You are in her confidence. Then, gad, lets have her down.

Yes, said Sir Austin, whose powdered head simulated a wisdom that he did not possess. Why not? It seems a promising proposal.

Then suppose you put it to her ladyship, my lord said dryly, and see what she says.

Oh! Sir Austin answered, a little checked. Well, if you put it that way, I dont know that I quite

Nor I, said my lord, more dryly still.


CHAPTER XVIII

THE DISCLOSURE

IT has been hinted that the tutor was not the only person who had overlooked from a window the scene of that morning. Lady Ellingham had witnessed it and wondered and frowned. What did it mean, she asked herself, and what was the girl doing out there, bareheaded, thrusting herself among the shooters when her place was in the schoolroom? It was unbecoming at the best, and my lady meditated a word in season that, without too much mortifying the young lady, would set her in her place.

But when my lord joined the group and the debate, whatever its purport, seemed to be left to those two, my ladys face set in harder lines. She saw, and she thought that she understood. Too well she knew, alas, only too well she remembered his power of fascination, his attitude when he was set on conquest, the turn of his head, the tones of his voice, its appeal, its underlying fun! And only too well she knew the charm that he could throw over a simple girl, for had she not herself succumbed to it  to be happy for a time and miserable, silently and proudly miserable, for three years past! And he was the same still, she thought bitterly; ever the same, seeking ever a new distraction, unable to resist a new face, and falling himself a willing victim to the first woman who wooed him!

But not in my house! she thought with passion, and unconsciously she pressed her nails into the palms of her hands. That I will not suffer! If she is to be the next, she shall go! She shall go whatever the cost! He may follow her if he pleases, but it shall not be under my roof!

And in a moment she was hot with a jealousy the strength of which she did not herself suspect. She watched and she lost nothing of that which passed. She noted the Captains indignant departure, the shrug with which Charlotte Froyle turned away, the Colonels summons that dragged my lord at last and reluctantly from the governesss side. Always the same! she whispered, pacing her room, when they were gone. Always the same! As light to love as to leave! Why  why was I born to love him still?

But when that afternoon she was so unfortunate as to witness the return of the two  in company again, and smiling and talking, and apparently on the most easy terms  what could she think? What but the worst? The dog with a bad name is hanged on slight evidence, and here, to a jealous eye, was proof and to spare. The fever in my ladys breast flamed up, but moved as she was, she was not one to act in haste. She had so long practised self-restraint, she had so firmly settled it with herself that her only armour against contempt lay in silence that she still hesitated. Though she suffered she hid her feelings and kept on her mask; and, slyly attacked by Charlotte Froyle, as they sat over their work, she foiled her friend with the old weapons.

The governess? she repeated, and languidly held up her plain-stitch to the light. Who recommended her, did you ask, Charlotte?

But she a little overdid her negligence, and I suppose, Charlotte replied, you did not engage her without a recommendation!

Without a recommendation? Oh dear no. Of course not. Old Lady Elisabeth engaged her for me.

Ah! Did she? Charlotte in her turn bent over her tambour-frame. Dont you think, my dear, that the young woman is a little forward?

I havent noticed it. I hope not. Ann gets on with her better than I expected. And Ann, with a sigh, is difficult, you know. What made you think that, my dear?

Oh, I dont know. But the men  Miss Charlotte was too wary to press directly on the sore point seemed to be making a good deal of her this morning. I confess, I thought her something of a minx, Kitty.

I should be sorry to think that, my lady answered judicially. Shes young, of course.

Now Charlotte, though a very handsome girl, was not quite so young as she had been, and her voice had a rasp in it when she replied. Yes. But dont you think it is unwise to make much of young persons in that class? Their heads are so easily turned!

My lady agreed, and added, One has to be careful for their sake.

Charlotte bent over her frame and shot her last bolt. I saw her coming in this afternoon, she said.

But Lady Ellingham was on guard. Was she out? I hope that she came in in good time, she replied. And then her ladyships maid came in and said that it was time to dress, and the subject dropped.

But insensible to the pricks of Miss Charlottes darts as the Countess seemed, they stung and rankled, though, schooled by her haughty spirit and long use, she betrayed nothing. At all times she moved among her company, among them but not of them, and with something of the stately dignity of a Handel minuet; at all times she lived a little aloof, accepting their homage  and with the exception of Ould they were shy of her  with a coldness that she did not deign to mask. And they, deeming her ice, a woman without passion, shrank from a siege to which in the case of another woman in her position they might have been tempted.

But under the lace that veiled her white bosom the fire burned. To suspicions once kindled  and God knows she had had in the past only too much reason to suspect  all is fuel; and she watched and waited, even Ould, who believed in no womans virtue and observed her curiously, having no clue to her thoughts. And one evening, a week later, having shepherded Charlotte from the table a little earlier than usual, she fancied that her hour was come. She heard as she sat, seemingly absorbed in the third volume of her novel, a light step cross the hall. The servants had retired to their supper  it could not be one of them; on the other hand she had not heard the door of the dining-room open, and for a moment, for some moments, she repelled the suspicion. But it returned and tormented her. The tread had been light, it had seemed to her to be stealthy; and after resisting the temptation for some minutes during which she heard no returning step, she yawned and threw down her book.

Oh dear! she said. Was that Ann? She rose to her feet.

Charlotte did not look up. I heard nothing, she said.

I think Ill see. Shes a dreadful monkey, and if she runs about barefoot shell get this abominable influenza. I think I will see.

She moved slowly down the room, and seemed to be undecided whether to go or stay. At last she appeared to make up her mind, she opened the door and went out. But in the hall, with no eyes upon her, she became a different woman. She stood, listening, her every sense on the alert, her face hard. A moment and a faint stir far above  on the second floor she judged  reached her ear. Still she hesitated, her jealousy and her pride at odds. Unfaithful he was  she knew it and all the world knew it, and every day she had to confront that knowledge with an impassive face. But under her roof, with one of her household, stealing out while his guests covered his absence and smiled at his dupe? That were too much to bear! To submit to that was impossible; and the struggle ended in pride making common cause with jealousy and anger reinforcing both. She crossed the hall and with a light step she went up the wide shallow stairs. She loathed that which she was doing, and still more that which she was going to do. But what choice had she if she was not to connive at this horror? If she would put an end to it, if she would show him that there was a limit to the things that she would suffer, this was her chance.

The staircase lay partly in shadow, but on each landing there was a lamp. Her slippered feet, as she ascended, made no sound, and the faint stir which she had heard above had ceased. But something had replaced it that was infinitely more disturbing, more convincing  the murmur of whispering voices, and once a low, half-stifled laugh. Ah, but that stung her, that smarted, and if she had hesitated before, if with each stair she had mounted more slowly, she hesitated no longer. The servants were shut away in their own quarters, and save for an occasional outburst of laughter from the dining-room the house was as still as the grave  until she was half-way up the higher flight, between the first and second floors. Then, when no more than half a dozen stairs still hid the truth from her, she stumbled over her skirt, and though she recovered herself she made sufficient noise to give the alarm. And the alarm was taken, and taken on the instant. She heard a scuffle, a hurried tread crossed the landing, a door squeaked. Quickly as she sprang up the last stairs she was only in time to see the baize door swing to.

He was gone! But the girl was there. She had risen from the settee that stood on the landing, and stood, apparently, arrested in the act of flight, her panic-stricken face turned towards the staircase and the intruder. A lamp stood on a bracket not far off, and if ever light fell on conscious guilt the Countess was convinced that it fell on it now, as it lit up Rachels startled face.

For a moment Lady Ellingham surveyed her victim with scathing eyes. Then, You wicked, abominable girl! she said, in a voice low, but quivering with abhorrence. In my own house! You! And moving to the lamp she raised it and pitilessly threw its light upon the shrinking girl. You dare! You! In my house!

There are situations in which innocence, or what a moment ago and before the light fell on it, passed for innocence, suffers all the pains of guilt; and Rachel, startled both by the desertion of her lover and the shock of detection, endured almost as much as if she had been the guilty thing that the Countess deemed her. Her conscience was not clear; and surprised in this clandestine meeting and dazzled by the light, she fancied for a moment that she deserved Lady Ellinghams words. She winced under the elder womans scorn and did for an instant look the thing she passed for.

You abandoned creature! the Countess said, and her words cut not the less deeply because she kept her voice low.

But this Rachel found too much. Her senses were returning, and she knew that she had not deserved this. She revolted. Oh, but I am not that! she quavered. How  how dare you say it?

How dare you be it? the other retorted with burning eyes.

The Countesss passion indeed was such that it almost overpowered Rachel anew. The girl clasped her hands in appeal. Oh, but indeed, indeed I am not, she protested. You have no right to say it! No right! I did but

You met him here! Do not lie, wretched girl! You have been with him! You met him here  alone and secretly. He left you but this moment. I heard him go!

Yes, but  but you must hear me! Rachel insisted, distraught. You must hear me! It is true we met  here. There was nowhere else that we could meet. It was wrong perhaps, but dont, in distress, dont look at me like that, Lady Ellingham. I have done nothing to deserve such looks. And if I could tell you all, if I could explain

But in face of that which seemed to her so shameless an avowal, the Countess could not contain herself; and unfortunately Rachel in the agony of her pleading laid a hand on her sleeve as if to compel her to listen. Tell me? Explain? my lady cried, and with a gesture of loathing she plucked her dress from the pollution of the others touch. You  you would dare to tell me why you met him  here, alone, by stealth? Why, girl, have you no shame left at your age? No modesty? That you dare to say to my face that you  oh! she broke off with an exclamation of impotent contempt, that men should be fools enough to be caught by the white face of such a little wanton as you!

Rachel flinched as if she had been struck. The word pricked her to the quick, but it also spurred her to action, it stung her to defend herself at all costs. She must protect herself  he could not wish her, branded with that name, to be silent! And quivering with indignation, You insult me, Lady Ellingham, grossly, wickedly! she cried, in a tone that the other had not yet heard. And I claim a hearing. I will be heard. I have done nothing, nothing to deserve such a word! No, maam, nothing! It is true, quite true, that I met Mr. Girardot here and

Mr. Girardot?

Clandestinely, I admit it, and I was wrong! But we had no other place to meet  I would not receive him in the schoolroom  and we are betrothed. He did not wish it to be known yet, but after what you have said I am sure that he would wish me to  to speak. He has asked me to be his wife.

Lady Ellingham stared. Impossible! she exclaimed. But she set the lamp back in the place from which she had taken it, and her tone, her face, her manner, all were altered. Impossible! Mr. Girardot? She looked hungrily at the girl. She devoured her face with her eyes.

No, Rachel said firmly. It is not impossible. It is so.

And he was with you  here? Now? Mr. Girardot?

You heard him go, Rachel answered. But she winced, for how could she explain even to herself his desertion of her? And the flight that had left her to face the trouble?

You tell me solemnly, the Countess persisted, that it was Mr. Girardot that I heard go from you?

Lady Ellingham, Rachel protested, trembling with indignation, why do you doubt me? Why should I lie? I have told you the truth.

The Countess covered her eyes with her hand. She tried to think. She had not betrayed herself? No, she had been stopped in time. And that was something! Thank God for that. But what was it that she had said to the girl? How far had she gone? So far that she must go farther. She could only set herself right by telling the girl the truth, and indeed she must tell her  she owed it to her to tell her. Mr. Girardot is to marry you? she said, looking again at Rachel, and this time with pity in her eyes. Did I hear that aright?

You did, Rachel said with dignity. Though I fear that I shall have displeased him by avowing it. It was his wish that our engagement should be private  for a time.

Why?

For certain reasons, Lady Ellingham.

What were they, if you please?

He thought that you might not like it, Rachel confessed, losing a little of her dignity.

For no other reason that he gave you?

No.

Then I can tell you one, Lady Ellingham said firmly, that he did not tell you. And one more to the point. If you are sure, with a penetrating look at the girls face, that you do not know it? Are you sure that you do not know it?

I do not. Rachel tried to speak with confidence, but there was a shade of hesitation, even of pity, in the Countesss manner, and her heart misgave her. Unless, indeed, she allowed in a lower voice, he wished it to be our secret  between us.

I fear he did wish that, Lady Ellingham said, but it was not his true motive. Miss South, he is deceiving you, she continued very gravely. I too undertook to keep a secret for him, but I hold myself released by his conduct. Mr. Girardot may have promised to marry you, but he cannot do so. Rachel recoiled and the colour left her face. Why? she exclaimed.

Because he is married already. He is a married man and his wife is alive.

Oh, no, no! No! No! Rachel cried, raising her voice and repeating the denial as if her disbelief would keep the thing at bay. No! No! she cried again. But she was white to the lips. Do not say it! You are deceiving me!

The Countess regarded her sombrely. No, I am not deceiving you, she said. He is not a good man, and it is he who has deceived you.

Married? She stared with terrified eyes at the elder woman.

I know that he is married. I have it from his own mouth. He was married before he came to us. And his wife is still alive.

The Countess fully expected that the girl would swoon or would burst into passionate sobbing. But Rachel did neither. She sank upon the seat which she had so lately shared with him and stooping forward with her face hidden in her hands, she swayed herself to and fro. Once, twice a violent shudder convulsed her body and betrayed the storm that raged within.

The Countess looked at her with compassion and for a moment she hesitated. Then, He is not a good man, she went on, in a low voice, if indeed there be any good men. And you, girl, be thankful, oh, be thankful, that you have learned the truth in time, and not, as others, have learned it too late! Be thankful that by Gods mercy I heard his step and followed him and found you. You have not loved him. You have loved like many another, the creation of your own fancy. From the reality, could you have seen him in his true colours, you would have turned with horror. You have  you have but made the mistake that all women make. But you are warned in time, you are spared the fate he had prepared for you  and how many are not spared! Oh, girl, whip up your pride! Think, think not of that to which you looked forward, but of that which he meant for you! Of that which you have escaped! And for the future trust no man, remember, remember always, she repeated with growing feeling, that there is no man who will not deceive you, who does not think you his prey, who when he has got from you what he wants will not trick you, scorn you, flout you with cold courtesy, dishonour you with a smiling face  ay, even though you bear his name, though the world call you wife and outwardly he keep faith with you! Trust him not, trust him not, the Countess continued wildly  and had Rachel looked up she would have seen that the proud handsome face was distorted by passion, he will make you his plaything for a year and his scorn for life! Wife or mistress, lorette or lady, there is but one fate for us! To be used while it is their pleasure and cast off when it is their will!

Rachel rose, swaying on her feet. She kept her white stricken face turned away. May I go? she whispered with a convulsive shiver. She could bear no more.

My ladys thoughts had left her, but they returned. She looked at her pitifully. Yes, poor child, go, she said. Yet, think  think for your comfort how it would have been with you had you learned the truth too late! And, thank God, girl, thank Him on your knees that you have been spared.

Rachel tried to say something, but her parched throat refused to let the words pass. She had only one wish, one thought  to be alone, to hide herself with her misery. Blindly she groped her way to the swing-door, fumbled for the handle, and found it. With a dull sound the door closed behind her.

He will guess that I have told her, the Countess thought. For her, God help her, poor girl! She looked after her with deeper feeling than any of her friends would have placed to her credit. She stood for a time, staring at the lamp and passing her handkerchief over her lips. Then she went slowly back to the drawing-room.

Charlotte looked up from her work. What a long time you have been, she said.

Yes, I was detained.

There was nothing the matter, I hope?

No, my lady said negligently, as it turned out, nothing. But it was well that I went up. Have you finished the spray of roses?


CHAPTER XIX

A GLASS OF WINE

A KEEN, bright morning had followed a night of frost, a hard frost coming late in the winter. The sky, pale-blue and veiled in mist towards the horizon, was without a cloud. The sun, melting the hoar that had gathered on the grass, was reflected from a million pin-points bright as diamonds. The sound of a squirrel munching beech-mast, or of feet pressing through the dried bracken, could be heard forty paces away. The smoke from the many chimneys of Queens Folly rose straight upward, and about the entrance the robin, mans friend, and the sparrow, his parasite, awaited his operations in hopeful expectancy.

Colonel Ould, with all his faults, was a sportsman; and the prospect of a bright day in the open drew him early from the house. But early as he was, the Captain was before him, and Ould could not withstand the temptation to plague him; a dislike, natural between two men so different, was augmented by the rivalry that in that day existed between the services. Hallo, George, he said, looking for the early  governess, eh? No, shes not out yet. I havent caught so much as the gleam of her petticoat for a week past.

Well, I havent either, the Captain replied snappishly. She is not well, I am told.

So I hear too. All the better for Ann! And Ill bet that quaint little devil will make the most of it. I suspect shes pining for you, George.

Who? Ann?

No, the little filly.

You be hanged, the Captain retorted. I see no more of her than you do.

But I dont look for her. And you seem to know more about her than most of us. Talk of the devil, heres her next-door neighbour! Good morning, Mr. Girardot. He greeted the tutor with a cool nod. You are early. Going into the forest?

For a short time, the tutor replied rather curtly. I am on an errand. He passed out through the great gates.

Ould looked after him. Got the black dog on his back, he said thoughtfully. No doubt about that. Now I wonder whats the matter with him. Looks as if he had been ill! As if he had not slept for a sennight, by gad! Ill tell you what, my friend. Im d   d if I would keep that good-looking Jemmy Jessamy in my house a day if I were Fred. Im hanged if I would.

Why?

Its not why, but if. If I had a handsome wife, my Trojan. Thats why.

The Captain, who was snapping the lock of his gun and trying the flint, looked up. What the devil do you mean? he said. You know you are too fond of that kind of thing, Ould. If I thought you meant anything by it

Well? What?

I should ask you for an explanation.

And if I meant anything, the other answered carelessly, you should have one.

They were verging on dangerous ground and both knew it; and the Captains temper was rising. Fortunately my lord appeared at this moment and joined them. Hallo, hallo! he said cheerily. Bickering again, you two? What about? What about? What about? as the old boy at Windsor would say.

What men always bicker about, the Colonel replied. Woman, lovely woman. Your establishment, if you must know, Fred. What of the little governess? George here has been out and on the look-out this half-hour and not caught so much as the whisk of her petticoat. Says shes ill  pining for him, I say.

My lord grinned. I expect George made the chase too hot for her. But have you heard about Bobbie? Bobbie got Ann to take him up to the schoolroom  nothing he liked so much as a schoolroom tea. Only just out of it himself, dyou see, so its natural. Well, Bobbie was done to a turn! The little girl wasnt showing  wasnt well, she said, and Bobbie had to stuff thick bread-and-butter with Ann that the imp might not see through him! And whats worse, my lady heard of it and smelled a rat, and turned the cold shoulder to the Beau at dinner! I saw there was something afoot and I wondered what he had done! My lord laughed at the recollection.

Bobbies growing up, said Ould.

Young puppy! growled the Captain, and moved away towards the keepers.

The Colonels eyes followed him, though his next words appeared to bear no relation to him. I just saw that bear-leader of Bodmins go out, he said. There are the makings of a Don Juan about that young man, Fred, unless I am mistaken.

Yes, good-looking chap. Plays the devil in the village, Ill wager. But the boy likes him. My lord for his part liked everybody, had a good word for everyone, called the men by their names and chucked the maids under the chin  was hail-fellow-well-met with everybody  with one exception.

The two moved away to join the rest of the party. But Ould, who loved mischief and had a rare nose for a secret, was thoughtful. He had remarked the tutors drawn face and feverish eyes and was sure that they meant something. Of the mans relation to Rachel he had no inkling; of his surprising good looks there could be no question. And trained by habit to think the worst, and believing in no womans virtue, the Colonel began to suspect that he had hit on the secret of my ladys coldness.

He was so much taken with the idea  his favourite maxim was, The proper study of mankind is woman  that early in the afternoon he fell out of the line on the ground that his Manton was out of order. Turning homeward, he strolled thoughtfully back to the house. He alone of the party had laid some siege to the Countess, and his wits were sharpened, and his malice excited, by the complete failure of his efforts. But knowledge is power, and he reflected that there were more ways than one of arriving at an end.

He entered by the side-door and, ridding himself of his gun, he placed himself on the watch at a window. He was well aware that the odds, even if he were right, were against his learning anything; but the tutors face had impressed him, he argued from it that a crisis of some kind was at hand, and the interval during which the men were abroad  and Charlotte Froyle had joined them  was one that favoured happenings. It was such an unguarded time as the cautious might use  and once on the track his patience was as great as his flair for mischief was acute.

By and by, when he had been on the watch no more than five minutes, he was rewarded  against all the probabilities. He saw the tutor leave the house and make for the forest, and three minutes later he saw the Countess follow with every sign of haste. She went in the same direction.

By G  d! the watcher muttered, slapping his thigh. I believe Im right! Theres for our spotless lady! But they are all alike! All of a feather! Well, if I dont learn enough now to hold her, hang me for a fool!

He stood awhile, gazing jealously at the scattered trees that, leafless as they were, foiled his curiosity, and here, pressing in upon the gardens, there retreating to a greater distance, hid the secret that he must win. He considered the possibility of following the two, but he decided that the chances were too much against him. He did not know the woodland and could not count on surprising them. He contented himself with taking his hat and riding-coat, and thus prepared he awaited their return. Let me but have a good look at my lady, he thought, and if she does not give away the secret Im less clever than I think.

He had to wait some time. He saw the governess come in, but intent on higher game he paid no heed to her. At last he caught the flutter of a womans dress in the distance, now appearing between the trees, now masked by a clump of hollies, and he acted. With a languid air he lounged across the hall and outside paused for a moment before the house, as if undecided which way to turn. Then carelessly swinging his cane he sauntered away, and met Lady Ellingham a furlong or so from the house.

Secretly he clapped himself on the back, for a single glance assured him that she was not herself. A less suspicious eye must have remarked her flushed cheeks and over-bright eyes; she met him, moreover, with an embarrassment singular in one so cold and self-contained. He chuckled to himself, confirmed in his worst impressions  this lily too was not without its stain! But he took care to mask his suspicions under an easy address.

I see you have been taking exercise, he began. I came home early. My gun played me tricks and put me out of temper. But I am rewarded by this meeting. I hope I may have the pleasure of accompanying you to the house.

Her tapping foot  they had both come to a stand  betrayed her impatience. Pray dont do so, she said. Dont let me deprive you of your walk. I shall be at the house in a minute.

I was merely strolling for pleasure.

Then do continue, she answered with decision. But he saw that her eyes avoided his and that her breast still heaved with the swell of a half-spent storm.

Do not let me divert you, she added, with an effort at civility.

With that she would have passed on, but he did not give way. He judged that it was time to unmask his battery. You look a little disturbed, he said, with solicitude. The woods are lonely. Nothing has occurred to alarm you, I trust? You have not met with any impertinent who has ventured

Oh dear no! she rejoined. Nothing of the kind. But though she spoke with calmness, her changing colour betrayed a distress very unusual with her, and as she raised her hand to her mouth he saw that the hand shook. A little more, and he fancied that she would break down.

Such signs meant much in such a woman. They confirmed all that Ould suspected, and he looked in the direction whence she had come. If I thought so  if I thought, Lady Ellingham, that any one had, he said, I would soon

Oh dear no! she repeated eagerly. Nothing of the kind. I have perhaps walked  a little too quickly. And suddenly changing her tactics she invited him to return with her. If you really were not meaning to go far?

He read her motive  she feared that if he went on he would discover the person with whom she had been in company. But he knew that already and it suited him to comply. He offered his arm, and, having learned to his cost that he was no favourite with her, he was strengthened in his suspicions by the docility with which she accepted it as well as by the unsteadiness of the hand that rested on his arm.

Anew he patted himself on the back. He held her secret and in due time he would use it, and make his market of it. But the present was not the time, the secret would keep, and for the moment he refrained from pressing her further. In the hall he parted politely from her, trusting that she would speedily recover from her fatigue: and he went up to his room, whistling softly. He hardly knew whether he was better pleased with his own acumen, or with the prize on which he counted to reward it. But a little added proof would not be unwelcome, nor difficult to find now that he knew in what direction to look; and when he had that he would move. For the present, silence and open eyes. He was a man who liked to work in the dark, to lay his mine deep, and to apply the spark only when success was assured.

But the Colonel had left one thing out of his count. He was politic when cool, but he was also one to whom his wit and the use of it were a constant temptation. He could not be long in company without desiring to shine, nor long among his fellows without seeking occasion to provoke them. And a disclosure made an evening or two later as the men, flushed with wine, were rising from the table, a disclosure that threatened his well-laid plans, proved too much for his prudence.

It was Sir Austin who laid the train. Whats this about that handsome fellow of Bodmins? he asked, as he got a little unsteadily to his feet, the sherry decanter in his hand. Going, my girl tells me. Is it true, Fred?

Hes gone, my lord replied, shortly for him.

Gone? Gone away? Yoicks! Lord Robert crowed. Whats he been up to? Weeping virtue and aged father tearing hair, eh? That it? And immaculate Fred sitting in judgment as lord of the soil?

Something of the kind, my lord grunted, as he turned towards the door.  Come, its too late for the drawing-room, youve overstayed your welcome there, and youve punished the cellar enough! Whos for faro?

Faro? Ould repeated with a sneer. Like the others he had taken rather more wine than was good for him. No, d  n faro! Lets hear a bit about Joseph  far more amusing! Whos the Potiphars wife that has fled and left her garment with him?

Go to the devil! my lord answered. Come! Time, time! He strolled out ahead of the company.

Costive, eh? Bobbie said with a tipsy wink.

Very close, old Froyle agreed, raising his eyebrows.

Deuced unlike him, said a guest, who had come in from outside. What is the story? Bit of scandal?

There is no story, the Captain said. He threw down his napkin and moved towards the door. Then he seemed to change his mind and turned about, waiting for the others.

Is it that handsome dandy that Ive seen with the boy? the strange guest asked.

The same, Ould said, an angry glint in his eyes. And if I may make a guess, I fancy the young Adonis has raised his eyes a bit above him  a good bit above him. And Fred

What of Fred? There was a very ominous note in the Captains voice.

Fred? Oh, Fred has opened his? the Colonel sneered, his chagrin getting the better of his prudence.

The Captain made a hasty movement, but Bobbie struck in before him. What? Opened his eyes? he hiccoughed. Lord, what a devilish joke! Id give all the money Ive lost at Whites this twelvemonth to hear Fred holding forth as the moral man.

My lord put his head in at the door. Whip up those sulkers, George, he said, out of patience. Are you going to stay there all night?

Sir Austin led the way out. Bobbie, still chuckling over Freds morality, tailed after. The Captain held back as if to give place to Ould, who was the last to move. But the moment they were alone, Ould, what the devil did you mean? he demanded.

A little lower tone, if you please, the Colonel replied quietly, but there was an ugly look in his eyes. By what, my friend?

By what you said of that fellow  looking above him?

Just what I said. And Ill wager he did not look for nothing!

Then, said the Captain slowly, youre a d  d swab, Ould! And taking up the sherry which Froyle had poured out but not drunk, he flung the wine in the Colonels face. And a liar besides!

The Colonel took out his handkerchief. Thank you, he said and wiped his face and stock. Cockpit manners! But thats enough. Very good!

After you, the Captain said, and he stood aside, pointing to the door.

Ould bowed and went out before him, outwardly unmoved. The rencontre had sobered him, though it was not his first experience of the kind. But inwardly he was cursing himself for a babbling fool, who had thrown away such chances as remained to him. Whatever came of it, he saw that George and his own temper had spoiled his game.


CHAPTER XX

DOUBLE OR QUITS

WHEN Girardot learned on the morning after the surprise on the stairs that Rachel kept her room, he guessed that the Countess had betrayed his secret; and foreseeing that trouble of more than one kind might come of it, he cursed his luck. But of Rachel at any rate, and whatever the consequences, he did not despair, he was far from despairing. His experience of the frailer sisters and their ways was warrant for him that with tact and some eating of humble pie he might regain both his influence and her confidence; and regain them under conditions which would make his final triumph the more easy and certain.

But to effect anything he must get at the girl, he must see her, for it was only by his powers of persuasion and his personal charm that he could work. And this he failed to do. To a question casually dropped to Priscilla, the answer was that Miss South was not well; and when, venturing on a stronger step, he sent Rachel a note by the schoolroom maid, ostensibly about a book, the note was returned to him unopened. He received it as if all were right, and with a word of regret that the young lady still ailed. But Priscillas solemn face warned him that he was suspected, and he dared go no further, for with all his audacity he shrank from addressing the Countess; to whom for the rest he was careful to give a wide berth. He could only wait and watch.

But with growing impatience, for he had not been wont to fail, or to be denied. He had taken what he fancied where he found it, desiring things not too delicate, and telling himself that without these stolen pleasures he would find his dull life intolerable. Now he saw the bird that he had captured escaping from the net, and the charm of its plumage grew on him with each moment of uncertainty. The prospect of disappointment blew passion to a white heat, and that which had begun as an idle fancy now possessed him. He pictured Rachel in every desirable light that experience suggested, and was consumed with longing, which seven or eight days of suspense, during which he neither saw her nor heard of her, did but aggravate. He persuaded himself that he had never loved before, never known the pain of a thwarted pursuit; and beside this little girl, with whom he had intended to amuse an idle hour, beside the pale face that only a certain piquancy and a pair of soft eyes saved from insignificance, the rustic, full-blown beauties whom he had pursued lost their charm and faded to nothingness.

Desire began to upset his balance. His eyes lost their sparkle, his voice its lightness, he ceased to jest. He cut short the boys lessons and exhausted his strength in tramping long hours through the forest, angrily cutting down the undergrowth with his cane, and now cursing the girl, now pleading with her. He who had played with others was now the plaything and sport of his own feelings. He was possessed.

But sooner or later, he told himself, she must appear, he must have his opportunity. She could not always hide herself. And on the eighth day, when he had begun to despair, he had at last the luck to see her slip from the house by the side door. The truth was that Lady Ellingham had taken her to task and adjured her to rouse herself and to go out; and Rachel had done so, choosing a time when in the ordinary course he would be at his early dinner. But the tutor had long lost appetite save for the pursuit; his only desire now was to fight the matter out, to test his influence, and, as he hoped and believed, to prove its potency.

On fire as he was  and impatience consumed him  he let a short time elapse, and then he followed. He cared little who saw him, yet across the open he preserved some decency. But as soon as the sheltering trees hid him, he lengthened his stride, he came near to running. He did not dwell on what he would say when he overtook her  he had passed beyond that. She had given him her first love, he had held her in his arms, he had pressed his kisses on her face; and experience assured him that these things formed a bond that in nine cases out of ten disarmed resistance. And she was so innocent, so soft, so yielding, he was sure that she had only to feel his nearness, and his power, with a few sophistries, would be restored.

At last he saw the flutter of her skirt between the trees, and almost running he came up with her. Breathlessness gave the necessary quiver to his voice. Rachel! Rachel! he cried. He was pale and beads of perspiration, cold as the day was, stood on his brow.

She heard, and turned with a movement of alarm; but it was he who was the more startled. For the girl who faced him in this wintry clearing of the wood was not the old Rachel, the Rachel of blushes and shy tremulous smiles, but a white thin-faced girl whose eyes, enlarged by the dark shadows under them, did not so much reproach as accuse him. He felt the check, he could not but feel it, but he did what he could to recover himself. Rachel! Rachel! he repeated, holding out his hands to her  and there was appeal enough and desperate appeal in his voice to touch any woman. Oh, my dear, my dear, it has been terrible not to see you, not to hear you, not to know how you fared! And he would have taken her that moment in his arms, as if he felt no doubt of her.

But she looked at him with such solemn eyes, in a silence so heavy, that he hesitated. To cover the check, And you  ah, but I see that you too have suffered, he continued. You have suffered too, Rachel! I see it. You have been ill, wretched, anxious, as I have been. Have thought of me as I have thought of you!

And still she did not answer. She only looked at him with sad condemning eyes. At last, Please to go away, she said.

This was worse than he had feared, but he strove to put a bold face on it. Go? he exclaimed in apparent surprise  and God knows there was no lack of passion in his voice. Go and leave you, now that I have found you! Now that at last I am with you! Now that at last I have the joy of seeing you, of hearing your voice, of touching if it be but the hem of your gown! Oh, never, you do not mean it! You cannot mean it, cannot mean that a few spiteful words, a jealous womans tale have so changed you, have robbed me of all that I had won! You have more heart, more constancy than that! Dare, oh, my dear, dare to be guided by them! And again with hungry eyes he would have taken her in his arms.

But Rachel stepped back. Dont touch me! she said. Please to go away.

If she had scolded him he could have met it. If she had told him that he had sought her ruin and that her love was dead, he could have argued with her, he could have dealt with her. But that Dont touch me and her dumb accusing eyes confounded the man. He saw that here was no play-acting, no virtuous pretence, but a real shrinking. And though he replied, and with passion enough, But this is nonsense! Nonsense, Rachel! My darling, you cannot throw me off like this! There is too much, too much between us! he already felt the numbing hand of defeat.

There is nothing between us, she answered in a low voice. I have nothing to say to you.

Oh, but

I know the truth. Will you please to go away.

If the blood had risen to her face he would have known what to do, for he still believed that if he could hold her in his arms she would melt. But in drawing back she had placed a small bush between them, and though they were alone and she was in his power, he could not chase her from bush to bush.

Force, then, he kept for a last resort, and he bent himself to move her by the strength of an appeal, to which with any other woman his haggard eager face must have given weight. You are not fair to me! he cried. You believe all that is said against me! Said by a jealous, a spiteful, a wicked woman! At least hear me, you must, you shall hear me, you shall hear my defence. What has been told you, what tales, what lies

Are you married? She had but the bare question to put.

And that bare question, cold and curt, upset him. He hesitated. If he lied, would it avail him? The lie would be carried to Lady Ellingham and might be fatal to him in other ways. He tried to parry the thrust. After a fashion, I am, he said. I confess it. Most unhappily, most unfortunately, most tragically  married.

Rachel shivered. Will you please to go away then.

But, Rachel, Rachel, he answered, his voice throbbing with feeling, how hard! How can you be so hard, so cruel, so pitiless? At least hear me! Let me explain, let me tell you how slight, how shadowy, how unreal the bond is! Let me tell you my story, and instead of condemning me, you will feel for me, pity me, you will console me. Let me tell you

I wish to hear nothing. She shivered as she spoke. Will you go away, sir.

Not till you have heard me! No! His temper, spurred by balked desire, was mastering him. No, I will not!

Then I will go, she said.

But he stood in the way. No, he said doggedly. Not till you have heard me. No, I will not, I will not let you go! You owe me that at least, he continued with indignation. Does all that you have sworn to me, all your affection, all your womans love, come only to this  to throw me off at a word! Oh, my dear, and again with a pathetic descent to prayer, he held out his hands to her, have pity on me! Rachel, Rachel, say that it is a dream, a nightmare from which we awaken! Say that nothing shall come between us, nor part us! There is but love in the world. There is but love, and beside it nothing matters, nothing serves, all is but form and show, not worth an hour of happiness  of such happiness as we may still know together! Oh, my dear, and his voice quivered with feeling, be true, be true to yourself. Have courage, have faith, shake yourself free from the prejudices  But I see breaking off with bitterness as he saw her recoil You fear me! You shrink from me!

No, she cried with indignation, I shrink, sir, from myself! That I have let you  that I have suffered at your hands what I have, that I have been so blind, so dull! But how could you, how could you  when it was not you that I loved, but my own fancy, and as far from you as heaven from earth! And now  now that I have told you, I beg you, I implore you to leave me.

I will not! he cried. No!

Mr. Girardot

No, he insisted savagely. No, I will not. He foresaw defeat, and disappointment maddened him. The cruel instincts that are ever a part of such a passion awoke in him. Not until I have more than this, maam! This is talk! It may deceive another, but it does not deceive me. You are not a clod or a stone, though you would have me think it, but flesh and blood! You can feel and thrill and love, and I have proved it! You are a woman, and if with my arms about you you can still swear that you do not love me

But I do swear it! she cried. The wildness of his words and the look in his eyes frightened her at last. She glanced aside, seeking a way of escape.

He seized the advantage. But I dont believe you! he rejoined, and before she could evade him he had seized her by the arm and was drawing her to him. Now, he cried exultantly, now Ill prove you wrong, my lady! You dont escape me so easily! No, it is no use to struggle.

He was dragging her, fiercely resisting, into his embrace, when Stop! said a cold authoritative voice. What is this? What does this mean? Mr. Girardot! Surely you forget yourself!

The devil! he exclaimed, his passion quenched in an instant. He let the girl go. And as she stepped back, white, panting, her eyes wide, her hand pressed to her breast, he turned and saw Lady Ellingham, who, her colour high, stood calmly awaiting his answer. As he did not reply, It seems I come in season, she said. Miss South, I saw this gentleman follow you and I came after you, suspecting something of this. You had better go home if you are equal to it. I will myself hear his explanation.

The blood flooded Rachels face  what humiliation he had brought on her! But she bowed her head and as quickly as her shaking knees and palpitating heart would let her she moved away in silence and took the homeward path. My lady waited until she was out of earshot, then she turned to the tutor. Was this another appointment? she asked with irony.

It was not.

Chance, I suppose, sir?

No, he rejoined defiantly. If you must know, maam, I followed her.

And meant to  to make the most of the occasion, it seems.

The surprise had been so complete that he had not yet recovered his self-possession. But his wits were already at work: already he saw that in a position so serious it might be as well, and all that was left to him, to risk fortunes already desperate on a single cast. The Countess had followed them  why? And this was the second time that she had followed them  why? His vanity cried aloud for compensation and at the same time suggested to him where he might find it; and audacious, impudent as the idea was, and amazing the volte-face, he had never been wanting either in audacity or impudence.

But now, the Countess continued with severity as he did not answer, now, Mr. Girardot, be good enough to understand that there must be an end of this. I have had  too much patience, sir. You are of his lordships choice, you are here at his will and by his appointment, and I have so far been loath to interfere. But this is too much. This is a cruel, wicked, unmanly pursuit, and it must stop. It shall go no further under my roof.

He could see that she meant it and that he must either be crushed or he must risk his last stake. He bared his head and with a characteristic gesture he tossed back the hair from his forehead. He knew that the action became him. You do not ask, he said gloomily, what it means?

I fear I know  only too well, sir.

But not how it arose.

I am not concerned with that. I am only concerned

But it is you  you who are concerned with that! he cried, breaking in impulsively, and turning his fine eyes full upon her, those eyes whose pleading had done so much execution. It is you, maam, you and no other, who are the cause of this  this folly, this madness, this delirium, for it is no more.

I? She could not believe her ears.

But he had burned his boats, he was beyond the fear of her displeasure. Yes, you, he replied hardily. You and you only are the cause of this, of all this. He who falls from a height will catch at any stay, grasp at any straw, stop himself where he can, high or low. Will, repelled by a queen, be caught by a handmaid! I swear that it has been so with me, and you know it. Deny it if you can, maam. You must have known how it was with me, how mad I was, and how unhappy in my madness this twelvemonth past! How high I aspired, how greatly I dared! For if my lips were mute, and my tongue was dumb, my eyes at least must have told you the truth.

She flushed darkly. Mr. Girardot, she said, if you mean what you seem to mean

I do mean it! he retorted, and you do not doubt it, though you pretend to! For a year you and you only have filled my thoughts, owned my heart, enslaved me! Have been the world and all the world and more to me! This, he flung a contemptuous gesture after Rachel, served for a cloak, a cover, but it could not blind you. For I am flesh and blood and you would not own me, you despised me and looked down on me, and desperate

Desperate? No, but mad! You must be mad, the Countess cried incredulously. Oh, the audacity of it, the vileness of it! I cannot, sir, believe my ears. When you have just, when you have this moment  and heaven above, what reason, what ground have I ever given you that you should believe that you could

Ground? he retorted savagely. You? None, maam. But my lord  every ground. Ground to build as high as heaven! Did you think that any man with the blood of a man could stand by unmoved and see how he treated you? How he neglected you? How he betrayed you? How he outraged you? You might be patience itself, you might let his contempt sink you as low in the dust as your beauty set you high, yet did you think that any man worthy of the name could look on from day to day and bear it? Could see you so treated, so abandoned, so despised, without kindling? Could  no, maam, I will speak though I lose all  could be witness of your life from day to day without pitying you, without adoring you, without longing to devote his poor all to you? If you thought this, then you have never known a man!

I have never known a man  a bad man, she cried viciously, until now!

But still a man, he retorted. And he who owns you, who dishonours you, who sets the cheapest above you  is no man!

Oh, abominable! she cried, and in the impotence of her anger she struck the silver-headed cane that she carried so violently on the ground that it splintered. Do you know that if I were a man I would kill you! Your love  oh, heaven!

It would be heaven if you returned it!

If I returned it? If? The contempt in my ladys voice was beyond words. Hear me, listen! Listen, you  you miserable creature who can turn in a moment from the maid to the mistress and think your shift is not seen! Than the love  the word blisters my lips  of such a man I would rather bear my husbands hate! I would cherish it, I would nurse it! I would rather have him though he beat me, starved me, shamed me, set a hundred women above me  than you! He is at least and at worst a gentleman, while you  but I soil my lips with you, I stain myself every moment that I stay in your company, look at you, hear you! That you  you should presume to me! You? To me! But enough. Enough, sir! Let me not see you again. Leave this place at once, leave it this night! Make any pretext you please  you have store of them. But go, go, sir. For if I hear that you remain to-morrow I shall tell all to my husband and you will be whipped from the house. Oh, you are too much! You are impossible! You are incredible!

And without a backward look she turned and swept away. Oh, vile! Vile! she flung over her shoulder. She panted with rage.

He might have darted after her and laid hands on her as he had laid hands on Rachel, for they were alone and no help was near. But he was beaten. The spirit and force of her denunciation had overwhelmed him, and the idea did not even occur to him. And  it went for something perhaps  he did not love her.

Instead he stood looking after her, and D  n! he whispered in an ecstasy of chagrin. He had staked all and lost all. But it was of Rachels pale face and tremulous lips that he thought.


CHAPTER XXI

THE BOWLING-GREEN

LADY ANN could sleep like a dormouse. She could sleep for ten hours at a stretch without moving so much as would free the torrent of her inky mane from her night-cap. But like most children she awoke early, was early afoot, and thenceforward became a torment to housemaids, who with their brooms and pails desired nothing so much as to have the house to themselves. She had a way of sliding silently down the balusters and jumping on Janes back as she swept, or of slyly pinching Marthas defenceless calves as she scrubbed, which was very disturbing. Or she would invade Mrs. Jemmetts room and plunder her buttered toast  such toast, hot and crisp, as the dining-room never saw  and be gone before the good woman discovered her loss. All was game that came to Anns net, but on these cold winter mornings, sport was scarce, and the best-natured housemaid prone to be crusty.

Anything out of the common, therefore, was a godsend to Ann, and when on her way downstairs two mornings later she spied a gentleman descending before her, she bounded down upon him, overjoyed. By gum, Uncle George, she cried, seizing his arm and hanging affectionately upon it, why are you up? And where are you going? Ill get my hood and come with you.

The Captain turned upon her. No, you wont! he said. Sheer off and go back to bed, monkey! Im on business.

Back to bed? she replied with scorn. Why, Im dressed. Im jiggered if I do. Why! and her eyes grew big with surprise. Heres another! Bobby dear, what is it? Why are you up? You look as if you were going to a funeral!

Then it will be yours! the beau answered more sharply than even Uncle George had. He glanced at the Captain. Heres a bore, he said  bore was a new word much in fashion then. You run away and play, baby.

I will  with you! Ann returned. She danced derisively up and down and defied them both.

The mens eyes met. Then something in Bobbies appearance seemed to strike the other. Have you got  what we want? he asked.

Confound it! Lord Robert exclaimed, conscience-stricken. What an ass I am! If I havent forgotten the necessaries! He turned and bounded up the stairs at much more than his usual pace.

When he was gone, See here, Ann, the Captain said, and he stooped and kissed the child  a thing so uncommon, for his usual caress was a twist of the ear, that it impressed her more than the gravity of his tone. You cant come with us  were on business. So go back upstairs, thats a good girl. And when your mother comes down, give her my love  in case Im not back to-day, you know.

Why? Ann cried aghast, for Uncle George was the first of all her favourites, ranking even before Charles, the first footman. Ant you coming back?

Of course I am. But do you give her that message when she comes down  if I am delayed, dyou see. Ann yielded reluctantly. Oh, well, she said. All right, Uncle George, Ill go. But youre a pig not to let me go with you. And her feet lagged as she crawled up the stairs. It was too bad of him. But on the landing she met Lord Robert hurrying down, and her eye was caught by something that he carried hidden under his coat. Now whats that hes carrying? Anns quick wits asked, as she flung a gibe at him in passing. It is something he doesnt want me to see. And her curiosity aroused by these unusual proceedings, she watched them leave the hall by the garden door. Then she dawdled away to her mothers room, instead of waiting to give the message when my lady came down.

Lady Ellingham had that moment left her bed and was in her wrapper, her feet bare. Mother, Ann said, firmly prepared to tease until she learned what she wanted to know. Whats it all about? Why are Uncle George and Bobbie up so early? And what are the necessaries?

Her mother was thrusting one white foot into a slipper. Are they up? she asked. Already?

Yes. And what are the necessaries, mother?

The necessaries, child? What do you mean? My lady was feeling in a leisurely way for the other slipper.

It is what Bobbie called them.

My dear, I wish you would call him Lord Robert. You are really too old to  were they going out?

Yes, and Uncle George told me to give his love to you if he wasnt back when you came down.

My lady looked startled. But hes not leaving to-day? she exclaimed, her attention caught at last. Ive not heard anything about it. Tell me, child. Did he say he was going?

Oh, hes coming back, Ann replied carelessly. But, mother, what did he mean by the necessaries? Bobbie had them under his coat, and he took precious good care that I shouldnt see them, the pig!

Theyve gone out together?

Yes. I shouldnt think they are out of sight yet. With one foot still bare the Countess went quickly to the nearest window  her room looked on the garden. She drew back the curtain. She was just in time to see two heads pass bobbing along a side walk which was divided from the open lawn by a box-hedge  pass and disappear.

It was not the nearest way to the gate at the foot of the gardens, for that was at the end of the middle walk, but it was the most private way and my ladys face when she turned from the window frightened Ann. What was it like that Lord Robert was carrying? she asked, and she grasped the childs arm to compel her attention.

A flat box, mother. It looked

And Colonel Ould left yesterday! my lady exclaimed. Oh, what  what can we do? If I were dressed! Then, pushing the child from her, Ann, run  run after them! But no, no, stop! She raised her hands to her head with a gesture of distraction that alarmed the girl. Stop! They would not heed you! And the men? I know them, they will do nothing!

But what is it? Ann whimpered, clinging to her mother. She was bewildered as well as frightened. What is it, mother? What is the matter?

They are going to fight! Yes, they are going to fight and  no, Ann, stay where you are, you will do no good! Who can? ah, who? They will not heed a servant, but  yes, she may delay them. She may if I am quick! And without a thought of her hair tucked under her night-cap or of her bare foot, my lady sprang to the door, opened it, and hurried along the corridor and up the grand staircase, which certainly had never seen her in that disarray before. The frightened child followed, questioning her, but in vain. My lady did not pause until she had swept through the swing-door and stood in the passage before the door of the governesss bedroom. She knocked sharply  knocked again without waiting for an answer.

Miss South! Miss South! she cried in a voice that haste rendered breathless  the voice that men use when they cry Fire! Fire!

Are you dressed?

The girl was dressed, and taking the alarm had the door open in a second. She saw Lady Ellingham in her wrapper, and she stared.

But my lady clapped her hands. Thank God, you are dressed! she said, pouring out her words one on the top of another. Listen! There is mischief, terrible mischief! A duel! They are going to fight, and there is no one but you to go! Go, for Gods sake, after them! Stay them, delay them  do something, girl. I will follow. Oh! as Rachel instead of moving stood paralysed by this sudden demand, dont stand there, but go!

But who? Where? Rachel stammered.

Oh, what does it matter? with a gesture of despair. George! Captain Dunstan! Beyond the lower garden! The bowling-green  it has happened there before! Go, girl, dont lose a minute! Keep them in talk till I come. Oh! she cried, wholly forgetting herself in her distraction  and no one could have been less like the Lady Ellingham of every day if I am to lose my only friend! My only friend!

The appeal and her despair shook Rachel into action. Yes, yes, I will go! she cried. She seized a cape that hung on the door within reach of her hand. I will do what I can! But I fear, maam, they will not listen to me!

They will! They will! The Countess clapped her hands. Dont heed what they say! They cannot fight before you. Keep them, keep them! She flung the words after the girl who was already at the stair-head. I will follow! Oh, how wicked, how stupid men are!

Rachel flew down the stairs. She was outside the house, facing the bite of the frosty morning; she was racing, a small flying figure, down the middle walk of the garden before she had steadied her thoughts sufficiently to reflect on what was before her. Her first impulse was to rebel. Why, why had this been cast on her, ill-equipped as she was to meet it, and unequal to thrusting herself forward or imposing herself on others? Her nerves shrank, and she sickened at the thought of her task. But she must go through with it now, and she did not slacken her pace; and the first moment of recoil past, the issues at stake claimed her, cried shame on her that she should have hesitated. Life or death hung on her courage, depended on her speed  the life of one whom my lady loved, and who brusque, rough, masterful as he had been to her  and there had been times when she almost hated him  had with all his arbitrariness been kind and human!

Now he was in danger that she might avert, and in danger how great the Countesss distress proved! For my ladys sake she must hurry! It would be time to think what she would do when she reached the spot.

She ran down the steps to the lower level, and hastened at speed through the orchard to the farther gate. It was of iron, heavy to open, and it was only by the use of all her strength that she got it open. She passed through it, she was in the park. The bowling-green, a sunk green space enclosed by trees, lay away to her left at a distance of nearly a quarter of a mile. The path to it diverged from the main track about a hundred yards from the gardens, and already, what with her haste and the trouble she had had with the gate, she was faltering. Her breath was failing, her heart pounded, her skirts dragged her down. She had to walk, her eyes searching desperately the open ground before her.

But the thought of the issues that hung on her speed goaded her; she ran again, walked, ran anew. By this time she was near the place where the path turned off, but the scattered trees were beginning to dance before her eyes, she was giddy, her sight was failing. And then, oh joy! at the junction she saw a man. He stepped out to meet her.

Are you out to stop em, miss? he asked, and he too seemed to see the need of haste. This way! This way, miss! But you must be quick! He beckoned to her to follow him along the main path.

Am I in time? she gasped. The mans company was some support.

If you are quick, miss! he replied. Come along!

She responded bravely, for her second wind had come, and she hurried after the man, her eyes questioning each turn of the path  it ran across the open but on either hand were clumps of trees that masked the view. But when she had followed her guide a hundred yards without result, doubts began to assail her. The Countess had said  the bowling-green! The bowling-green! She had not seemed to doubt that that would be the place. And in a moment Rachel jumped to the conclusion that the man was tricking her  that he had been posted there to guard against intrusion.

She acted on the thought. Without a word she left the path for the open sward and made across it towards the belt of trees that fringed and concealed the bowling-green. Her guide called after her, argued, scolded. But she did not heed. Picking up her skirts, she stumbled on over the rough turf, and though she could have collapsed with fatigue, she toiled on, making such way that she reached the trees before the man who had started after her overtook her.

Youre all wrong, miss! he swore. Youre losing time! It is not here, I tell you!

But she turned a deaf ear. She caught the sound of voices before her  of one voice at any rate, sharp, loud, insistent; it seemed to be giving an order. Heavens, if at the last she should be too late! She did not think what she would say or what she would do. She stumbled on, burst through the laurels beneath the fringe of trees, saw before her the open sunk space, saw figures stationed here and there upon it.

Stop! Stop! she cried. Oh, stop!

But her voice had lost its power and only those nearest to her heard her. She had time to see that the figure standing stiff and erect abreast of her  for she had emerged towards one end of the green  was Captain Dunstan, that he was levelling a pistol, and that he started as she spoke. Then the pistols cracked, a tiny jet of smoke eddied before her. She saw him stagger, but he kept his feet.

Ah!

There was an old bench beside her, and she clutched the hack of it, supporting herself. She saw Lord Robert and another man step to the Captains side, and for a second or two she was still in the dark. Then she saw Lord Robert pass his arm round him, heard the beaus words, Bad luck! and she understood.

Its nothing! Nonsense! That was the Captain speaking. There, let me be, man! I can   He tried to push the others away, but he swayed on his feet.

No, you cant, sir! the second person who had come to his aid replied. He supported the wounded man on the other side. It is not much, he continued briskly, but its enough. If you can walk to that seat? Now, my dear sir, dont exert yourself. Lean on us! Leave it to us!

They moved, half carrying, half supporting the Captain towards the seat by which Rachel stood. Midway to it, and while, fascinated, she watched them, a fourth man joined them and exchanged a few words with them, raised his hat and walked quickly away. But Rachel had no eyes for him. Her whole attention was given to the group of three who approached the seat. As they drew near she fell back a pace or two.

The Captain still grumbled. Confound you, why didnt you let me be? I could have held for another shot! Then, as they let him down on the seat, Ive had worse. Why didnt you let me be? If youd let me be

Nonsense, sir, said the doctor, for such Rachel guessed him to be. Might have been worse, but it is enough. Keep still and dont try to help yourself. Well soon have you comfortable.

I lost him for a moment. That was the Captains voice again.

Yes, yes, I saw, the doctor said. We all saw. A bad business. Dont talk. Let me see what it is. Rachel watched them slitting up the arm of his coat and cutting away his shirt. His linen was bedabbled with blood, but to her surprise she felt no inclination to recoil.

The surgeon examined, felt, probed with deft fingers. No great harm! he said cheerfully. Just winged! But I must have you in bed before I can do more. He looked over his shoulder. He saw the man who had intercepted Rachel. Run to the house, he said. Go to the back. Say nothing, but bring a chair and two men. Hurry, man!

Where did my shot go? That was the Captain again, his voice perceptibly weaker.

Wide, said Bobbie. His eyes travelled to the girl. Ill put on a dressing, said the doctor. He did it rapidly. Here, if I had something to pass round him  this bandage is too short. He looked round him, holding the bandage in place. He seemed to be at a loss.

She did not stay to think. She unwound the sash that she wore about her waist and held it out, mutely offering it. Her eyes met the Captains, and she shrank again out of sight. But not until the doctor had taken the sash.

Excellent! he said, with a sharp glance at her. Excellent, maam! The very thing!

Ay, said Lord Robert in a tone not meant for her ear. A hair of the dog that bit him, eh. If she hadnt come up just then

Oh, unlucky, d  d unlucky, the doctor replied. Well, well!

Something more passed between them that poor Rachel, now more than suspecting the unlucky part she had played, did not catch. Then Lord Robert turned to her. If you are able, he said courteously, will you return to the house and tell the housekeeper that Captain Dunstans bed will be needed?

A mattress, not the bed, the doctor corrected. And hot water and sponges, maam. And perhaps you could break it to her ladyship.

Rachel assented, but her eyes asked a question.

The doctor understood. You can tell her ladyship that it is nothing serious, he said.

Rachel hastened away, bearing so much of comfort. But she was aware now that her unlucky appearance had distracted the Captain at the critical moment. And they all knew it! She longed to hide her head and her failure. And if he died? That was a thing too terrible to think of!

By the garden gate she met Lady Ellingham, hurrying with a pale face to the scene, Ann hanging on her arm. She had learned the result, and Rachel was thankful that she could give the doctors assurance. But that done, the girl could not let well alone. In her candour she must needs blurt out the truth. And I am afraid, I am afraid, Lady Ellingham, that it was my fault, she said.

Yours ? Your fault? My lady bent a pale frowning face on the trembling girl. How? What do you mean?

I called out  when they were just going to fire. And I am afraid that it  it put him off.

Then you were a fool! Lady Ellingham exclaimed cruelly, and without a second look went off, leaving Rachel to proceed more unhappy than before. Why hadnt she looked before she spoke? Waited, done anything but what she had done?

Then she met my lord, also hurrying, with a clouded face and his stock in his hand. She gave him the doctors message. He nodded, d  d Ould with unction, and ran on, while she, her knees trembling under her, sought Mrs. Jemmetts room. By this time the house was alarmed and in commotion, but she found the housekeeper and did her errand.

A plague on them nasty pistols! Mrs. Jemmett said. I wish they were all at the bottom of the Red Sea! Where is he hit, miss?

In the chest, I am afraid, Rachel said with a shudder.

Is he spitting blood, miss?

No, I dont think so.

Then hell do, and thank God for that! But its always the best thats taken. I could burn that Colonel and joyful.

She bustled away with that. She had no thought to give to anyone so insignificant as the governess. But fortunately, as the girl dragged herself across the hall, she met Bowles, and Bowles, though he too had his hands full, had an eye for feminine distress. He bade her stay, fetched a glass of Madeira and forced her to drink it. Now you go and lie down, miss, he said. Its all you are fit for, and you can do no good.

So at last she was free to lock her door and review in misery of spirit what she had done and the part that she had played in the catastrophe; and the unhappy issue coming on the top of so much that had tried her, and aged her, that had snapped alike youth and buoyancy, seemed to be the last blow of misfortune. She felt that this was the climax.

She did not suspect that it was in truth the beginning of recovery. She did not guess that the call on her nerves had done her good and not harm, that it had shaken her out of herself and her own troubles, and had gone some way and not a little way to divert the trend of her thoughts. Like a freshening breeze, blowing into a sick-room and expelling unhealthy vapours, it had cleansed her mind of obsessions; and thrusting before it more serious issues, had forced her to think of life and death as facts of import, of import graver than either a mans treachery or a girls weakness. It was a tonic, sharp, but wholesome.


CHAPTER XXII

THE RETURN OF A SASH

FOR an hour or two there was some doubt how it might go with the wounded man, and the anxiety which was felt, below stairs as well as above, spoke well for his popularity. At a time when many of the characteristics of the fop still clung to his class, the bluff manners that the Captain had learned at sea might have incurred dislike; and in a household strange to his ways he would probably have been condemned offhand. But in the house which had known him both as the Master George, who with pinched lips but dry eyes had exchanged the comforts of home for the tender mercies of the cockpit, and as the Captain, posted after the 1st of June and proved amid the flaming glories of the Nile, he was regarded more indulgently; and this although man and maid flew at his bidding, and he was known to be capable on occasion of hurling a boot at his servants head. But the man had served with him; and if Onionss stories of the state in which his commander lived, and the awful and lonely dignity he maintained when afloat, meant anything, the boot should have taken high rank as a compliment.

To quote Onions: Orders, bless your innocence, man! He dont give no orders! He just looks, and the swabs of lieutenants slips down to leeward and sings out a-trembling! Orders! No, no more than the King in his crown! All as youd ever hear in a twelve-monthd be  Three dozen, my man! or Close action! says he, and shuts up his glass, as you or me might spit on our hands. Lay her aboard! says he.  The men may cheer now! 

However, an hour or two put an end to doubt, the bullet was extracted, and by noon the surgeon pronounced him weakened by loss of blood, but out of danger. The house breathed again, and turned with zest to the discussion of details. Onions, who had stood sentry at the parting of the paths, told his tale, and within an hour his story and the part that Rachel had played in it were in all mouths.

And below stairs only one conclusion was drawn from it: that the little governess was at the root of the trouble. Amazing, incredible! That trumpery! But what else could they think? Mrs. Jemmett alone declined to believe in the story, and scolded Bowles for upholding it.

Nonsense, man! she said. Dyou think the gentry has no eyes in their heads to quarrel about the likes of her! Or that that rake-hell of a Colonel that knows more than he ought of half the Lady Jennies in London  and light skirts they are, the one half of them!  would look at her! And the Captain who hasnt a word to throw at a petticoat, be it ever so! Though Im thinking theres one ready enough to listen to him, and thats Miss Froyle, and no other.

Its her eyes, said the butler sententiously.

And you think that they quarrelled about them!

I wasnt there to see, maam, Bowles replied patiently. All I say is, it looks like it.

Mrs. Jemmett rubbed her nose. Shes a pretty sly puss if it is so.

Well, if you ask me, Mrs. J., theres more about her than you think for. What took Mr. Girardot off all of a sudden? You tell me that!

Mrs. Jemmett stared. Why, goodness gracious, man, you dont mean to tell me as shes carrying on with all three of em? And her with nothing to her and not half the looks of Jane the housemaid, that is good red and white at any rate!

Well, who lives the longest will see the most, said Bowles. It was a favourite saying of his and earned him a reputation for foresight.

Meanwhile above stairs, where they should have known better, the theory won its way on higher authority. Naturally the first person to be questioned was Lord Robert. But the beau could say no more than that the Captain had flung a glass of wine in Oulds face, and that mediation had been out of the question. Further, that Oulds second had told him that there was a woman at the bottom of it; and that was all that Lord Robert could say.

But what woman? My lord, curious and foreseeing a lasting joke against his sedate brother, went to the fountain-head and, as soon as the Captain was in a condition to talk, put the question. Deuced glad its no worse, George, he said. Devilish glad! But whos the lady? Not Charlotte Froyle, Ill go bail! Why, Id as soon go to war about a piece of bread and butter  and dry at that.

Not seeing as clearly as he might have seen whither this was tending, Captain George hastened to clear Charlotte. Miss Froyle? he said with gusto. Lord no!

Well, if it wasnt Charlotte, who was it?

Oh, stow it! This time George spoke with irritation, his face, which was paler than usual, taking a tinge of colour.

But put her out, and theres only  by gum, George! My lord grinned abominably. I see! The little governess, by Jove! So we werent far wrong when we roasted you, eh? Damme, Id a sort of a notion of it from the time she boarded you that morning  outside, you remember? And Ould, the old sinner, was trailing the same petticoat! Well, I am hanged!

Oh, stow it, Fred! the Captain repeated uneasily. And whatever you do, for Gods sake keep a still tongue! But he did not deny the charge, for he saw now that my lady alone remained, and her name must be kept out at all costs. It would never do for Fred to learn that they had fought about her, while he who should have defended her honour stood aside and did nothing.

So presently down goes my lord bursting with the jest  never had he had such a pull over his Joseph of a brother as this!

It was such a good thing that, in spite of Georges adjuration, he could not keep it to himself. As a rule he avoided a tete-a-tete with my lady much as he would have shunned a snow-bath in January. But this was so great a joke that for once he broke through a reserve that was born three parts of shame, and one part of a reluctance to leave the primrose paths in which his feet were entangled. He burst into her sitting-room and blurted out with great enjoyment the story of Georges backsliding.

My lady was transfixed. For a moment she had entertained a darkling and most unwelcome suspicion that she was herself at the bottom of the trouble. Of this the news relieved her. But it wounded her in her affection for George and grieved her on his account; and, it lowered him in her eyes. Were no men to be trusted, then  were they all alike? And so frigidly did she listen that my lord, chafing at her prudery, was glad to beat a quick retreat. He went still mumbling his joke with apparent enjoyment, but  confound it!  how different she used to be, he thought. How gay, how responsive. And for a brief moment, as he looked back, the primrose paths lost their charm.

In Lady Ellinghams case the first result of this confidence was that she avoided her governess. She could not believe, knowing as she did the truth about the Girardot matter, that the girl was a party to this, or was truly to blame. But she was perplexed and suspicious. She had been prepared to thank Rachel frankly, and warmly, for her action of the morning, unfortunate as it had turned out. But with this on her mind she refrained, and Rachel drew her own conclusions and was unhappy, taking silence for condemnation, and in her solitude dwelling on, and exaggerating, the mistake that she had made. She fancied that she read reproach even in Priscillas eyes.

Ann, it is true, chose to regard her in the light of a heroine, and hung upon her a good deal. But as Anns admiration took the form of questions, equally plain-spoken and embarrassing, it worried her more than it cheered her. In her life apart she became in these days a little of a republican, thinking bitterly of the divisions of rank and the cold manners of the great.

And then one morning a wonderful thing happened. Lady Ellingham appeared in the schoolroom at noon, and, without any greeting, Miss South, she said, her tone constrained, Captain Dunstan has been moved into my sitting-room to-day. He is well enough to sit up, and he wishes to see you. Perhaps you will come down with me now?

Feeling that the world was nearing its end, Rachel murmured something  that she was glad that he was better  of course she would do anything  

Very well, said my lady rather curtly. Then will you follow me?

Still wondering much, Rachel did so, and a minute later found herself face to face with a Captain Dunstan who, in dressing-gown and slippers and with the tan gone from his face, looked strangely unlike himself. He bobbed up from his easy chair and bobbed down again. Thank you, Kitty, he said. Sit there, Miss South. I got my lady to fetch you just to  to tell you what I thought of you, dyou see. Well, dyou know, you made a precious mess of that business, young lady? More haste, less speed, eh? He smiled grimly. You will know better another time, and not sheer in where you are not wanted, I fancy.

I am very  sorry, she murmured meekly. Lady Ellinghams eyes, pitilessly fixed upon her, confused her. But indeed I did my best.

I believe you, he replied with a chuckle. I am told that you ran like a hare, kicking up behind. Onions says a hared be nothing to it!

I hadnt time to think, Rachel pleaded, with a hot face.

And so were just in time to play the devil with us, eh? And after all, he continued, with a queer searching look at her, got no thanks, I hear?

I didnt want any! she answered with a spirt of resentment. Those cold eyes of Lady Ellinghams  she would not have minded so much if they had not been on her all the time. And to what was this tending? Why had she been sent for? To be scolded?

Apparently not, or not that only, for, Well, you deserved them, he said, his eyes smiling. You ought to have had your name read in general orders for carrying out instructions. And so I have told Kitty. If anyone was to blame she was. Dyou understand, Miss South? You acted like a  like a

Midshipman! my lady suggested in an enigmatic tone.

Well, a devilish good one! Yes, about that. Rachel, blushing with surprise, murmured something incoherent  she was sorry that she had acted in haste  was sorry that he had been hurt.

Cant play at bowls without rubbers! he rejoined. But see here, young lady  where is it, my dear? Give it her.

Lady Ellingham, always with the same air of acting against her will, took a sash from a table and handed it to Rachel.

But this isnt mine, the girl stammered. I think there has been  indeed this is much finer stuff.

Yours? Gad, maam, it isnt yours! Yours was spoiled  finished! Finished for good and all. You should have thought of that! Didnt you?

Of course I didnt! she protested, speaking more freely than she had spoken before.

I believe you! he retorted. You wouldnt! But thats yours now. And shake hands, young lady.

Weve been on the field together and

George, my lady struck in rather tartly, youve talked enough for this morning. Take your sash, Miss South, and run away now.

Youre a devilish plucky girl! the Captain said, sinking back in his chair. But I knew that before.

Thank you very much, Rachel answered. She was moved almost to tears.

The boot is on the other foot!

The girl escaped then and ran lightly up the stairs, smoothing the soft texture of the scarf with her hand. Her republican notions had melted into thin air. Her heart was full, she was overflowing, simple little soul, with gratitude.

Since her last parting with Girardot her thoughts of him were wholly changed. She had seen him as he was, plainly and almost openly seeking her ruin, and she shuddered as she pictured him. But of the lover  of the lover of the former time  she still, and in spite of herself, had long thoughts. She still at times wrestled with the memories of a past happiness. His presence  not as he was, but as she had imagined him  still haunted her pillow, the sweetness of his voice still melted her, his laughing eyes still at moments drew the heart from her, she still with shame thrilled at the remembered touch of his hand.

But the charm and the ache were growing a little and a little less with every day, as other thoughts and other cares dragged at her. And to-day, in particular, if her heart still throbbed and smarted, it was more dully. She thought of him less on this evening than on any evening before, and she slept at night without dreaming of him.


CHAPTER XXIII

AN UNEXPECTED SUMMONS

THE departure of Ould was not felt by the party.

No one loved the man, and, though the wit that is spiced with ill-nature has its use in preserving Society from insipidity, someone must smart for the general good. But Captain Dunstans confinement to a sickroom was felt. His downright opinions and his bluntness provided variety. If he was not witty he provoked wit in others, and his return to the dining-table, which was delayed by a three days visit that the others paid to a neighbouring house, was an occasion of some festivity. The servants wore their brightest faces, the two ladies an additional jewel or two, wine from his favourite bin was decanted under the chaplains own eye, and Lord Robert, no longer in awe of Oulds caustic tongue, prepared to enjoy himself.

During dinner the Hunt Ball and the Manydown Assembly, at which the party had been present, were reviewed in all lights. Miss Froyle was quizzed on her conquest of a rustic squire, and the question whether my lord should have worn his Yeomanry uniform or the Hunt coat was redebated. The talk grew more nimble as the wine passed round, the parsons face began to shine, and, when the Kings health had been drunk with all the honours, Bobbie saw his chance and gave a toast.

Bumpers all, he cried, and a forfeit for the ladies if they pass it. Its a most discreet toast. It commits no one, it probes no secrets, it removes no screen! It is reticent as Mrs. Fitzherbert, mysterious as Udolpho, and as dark as the Monk.

But more decent, I hope! the chaplain muttered. As decent as you like! The ladies may drink it without a blush, and my reverend friend without his cheeks becoming a shade more rubicund.

Well, what is it? my lord inquired. To it, Bobbie! Hie in.

What is it? Bobbie repeated, raising his glass. I know no more than you do! I know no more than you do, but I give you The Unknown Cause!

The Unknown Cause? my lady repeated, puzzled. To be sure, The Unknown Cause! But as George knows it, he can drink the toast or not, as he chooses. The Unknown Cause, ladies and gentlemen, and no heel-taps!

Lady Ellingham saw too late what was intended, and she reddened with annoyance. Miss Froyle stiffened  she best knew why  my lord laughed, much tickled, while the Captain grunted, Oh, confound you. Bobbie! and Sir Austin mumured To be sure! To be sure! and waited for light.

But the ladies disapproval was pronounced, and it so checked the merriment that the chaplain was thinking how he might best bring off Lord Robert with credit  such little services were a part of his office  when Sir Austin, whose brain always lagged behind, said the very thing that he should not have said.

By Jove! he suggested blandly. Ought we not, with ber ladyships permission, of course  this with an old-fashioned bow in her direction to have the little governess down? On such an occasion, eh? My lord choked in his glass. Why, Froyle, you are a wizard! he said. You put one and one together as if you were Cocker himself! Well, and his eyes twinkled with mischief, you had better ask Kitty. But my lady frowned. I think, she said frigidly, that Miss South has done enough mischief already.

She would be as little in place here as she was on that unfortunate morning.

She meant well, growled the Captain. But he looked at old Froyle as if he could have strangled him.

However, that brought all of them on him. Not a doubt of it! my lord said slyly. She meant well!

Not a doubt in the world! Bobbie assented, grinning.

Rixae pars magna fuit, smiled the chaplain.

Angels rush in where Bobbies stand aloof! my lord chimed in, his eyes dancing.

Oh, confound you all! George retorted, very red in the face. Confound you, leave the thing alone! Weve had enough of it.

Quite enough! said my lady. She looked at Charlotte, who silently but heartily agreed, and the two rose together. The men had to drop their joke and rise also. Bobbie moved to the door to open it, but was anticipated by the unexpected entrance of Bowles. If you please, my lady, he announced, Miss South wishes to see you for a minute.

Talk of the devil! the chaplain exclaimed, and even Lady Ellingham was startled. She lost her composed air. Coming on the top of what had just passed, the application was untimely. Why? she asked coldly. What is it? Miss South should know that this is not an hour at which I see her.

I beg your ladyships pardon, the butler said, but an express letter has come for her. I understand that her mother is ill, and Miss South wishes to go at once. The chaise that brought the letter was ordered to wait for her that she may catch the night coach at Salisbury.

Indeed? my lady said. She spoke in an altered tone. Indeed! I am sorry. Very well. In my room.

She went out, following Charlotte Froyle, and the men, with various ejaculations of sympathy, settled down to their wine. Odd! said one. Devilish odd! agreed another. Shell have a confoundedly cold journey, poor girl! said a third, as he set down his glass. Where does she come from?

Exeter way, somewhere, my lord explained. Aunt Elisabeth found her. Then feeling that the girl was no longer a fit subject for jesting, he diverted the talk, and within a minute she was to all appearance forgotten. A match between one of the earls horses and a neighbours four-year-old was discussed and bets were made.

But an hour or so later the girls case came to the surface in an unforeseen fashion. The men, pretty sober on the whole, had been some minutes in the drawing-room when Captain Dunstan, who had lingered behind, entered with a hasty step. He approached his sister-in-law. Did you see the letter? he asked, speaking with more than his usual abruptness.

My lady looked up, at a loss for a moment to understand what he meant. What letter? she said. Oh! Miss Souths, do you mean? Yes, I saw it.

The letter was, indeed, lying on the table beside her, for the girl in her haste and distress had left it behind, and Lady Ellingham had brought it into the room to show it to Charlotte. Miss Froyles eyes, as my lady spoke, wandered bleakly to it, and, though she did not speak, the Captain followed her glance, saw the letter, and took it up. He read it without ceremony. It says the chaise is to wait for her? He spoke roughly as if he blamed someone.

Well, George?

That she may catch the night coach at Salisbury? For Exeter?

Yes. What of it?

Well, this. There is no night coach from Salisbury for Exeter. It runs only in summer.

Eh? my lord exclaimed, overhearing. What is that?

There is no night coach from Salisbury to Exeter! George insisted, striking the letter with his hand.

Ive looked in Paterson.

Thats odd, Lady Ellingham said. But having said it she was content to shrug her shoulders. It was silly of George to make such a fuss about the girl! But the mens attention was caught, and they looked inquiringly at him.

What does it mean? the Captain demanded. The letter is written by the doctor. Says her mother has had a cere  cerebral attack, whatever that may be, and that if the girl wishes to see her alive she must return in the chaise and catch  Ill tell you what! This letter is a d  d fraud! I dont believe a word of it! Theres no night coach, and you  you ought not to have let the girl go, Kitty!

The accusation fell sharp among them. He spoke harshly, making no attempt to hide his feelings, and Charlotte reddened with vexation. My lord went out without a word, evidently to consult Paterson for himself. My lady let her work fall into her lap. Nonsense, George, she said quietly. You are romancing.

But there is no night coach!

The writer may have made a mistake.

But everyone has a Paterson! Patersons Road Book was, be it said, the Bradshaw of that day. And thats not all. Theres the endorsement. He turned the paper over. To be forwarded from Salisbury by post-chaise, which will await orders at the Rt. Hon the Earl of Ellinghams, all expenses paid. Urgent, very urgent. Why all this arrangement? Did the man suppose that Fred had no horses?

But it seems a wise arrangement, my lady contended. See how quickly Miss South got off.

To catch a night coach that doesnt run?

My lord came in. No, there is no coach, he said.

It certainly looks fishy. What do you fellows make of it?

A mistake, my lady said equably. George is exciting himself about nothing.

Im hanged if I am! George exploded, his angry eyes challenging opposition. Post through? he retorted, in reply to a suggestion. Ten to one she hasnt the money!

Lord Robert had an idea and he launched it. Ill tell you what it is, he said. If it is as you think, Ill wager theres a man at the bottom of it! Eh? What do you think? Dont you think so?

The Captain turned on him, but before he could annihilate him, And perhaps, the chaplain said, the young lady was not quite in the dark either.

George whirled about, but, Gad, you think she was fly? said my lord.

A put-up thing, I expect! agreed the chaplain, less discreet than usual. At any rate, he hedged hurriedly as the Captains baleful gaze again shifted to him, it looks like it to me.

George, tormented on all sides, opened his mouth, but before he could find words strong enough, To be sure, to be sure! said Sir Austin, catching the idea at last. I see. The young lady knew what she was going to?

Youve got it, Sir Austin, said Bobbie, smiling.

George found voice. Well, Im d  d! he cried.

I tell you what it is! You are all as bad one as the other! Youre a set of longshore chatterers  worse, begad, than a lot of prating scandal-mongering bum-boatwomen! Ive not the patience to listen to you! Cant you see? Havent you eyes? Youve seen the girl. Isnt it a hundred times more likely that someone  ay, someone of your kidney, confound you!  has laid a false course for her and

And set a trap for her? broke in my lord.

Well, I dont know, George. Women are queer things, my lad.

The women you know are! George snarled, and, muttering something very unfit for the ladies ears, he strode out of the room, slamming the white and gold door behind him with a violence that set the pendants on the chandeliers jangling.

Lord Robert grinned, while my lord, struck thus treacherously under the ribs, looked foolish. The other men exchanged glances and shrugged their shoulders. By Jove! said Bobbie, lowering his voice, Im afraid that George is a case. Im afraid he is. He shook his head sapiently. Comes of going to sea.

Pon honour, Sir Austin ventured, it looks to me very much as if  I really begin to think that George and then my lord trod on his toe.

The Countess rose with an impassive face. It is ten oclock, she said. Shall we go, Charlotte?

I think it is time, Charlotte assented, in a tone that expressed more than her words. The two rose and retired, and the men, left to themselves, had their say about it, and sniggered a little at Georges expense. But a few minutes later, as they crossed the hall on their way to the billiard-room, my lady descended upon them, her feelings for once written on her face.

Fred! she exclaimed, addressing him with less of form than she had used with him for a twelvemonth, George is gone!

My lord stood. The rest paused to listen. Gone? he repeated. Gone where?

Gone after her! And hes not fit.

The devil he has! Hows he gone!

Hes taken Medea.

Taken Medea! my lord exclaimed, and now he was really roused. Taken Medea, and the ground as hard as iron! If he lames that mare  by gad, but I cant believe hed do such a mad thing! Confound him! Are you sure, Kitty?

They say so. They say that he went straight to the stables, had her saddled and rode off. Bowles ran after him to try to stop him, but was only in time to see him pass the gate.

Confound the little baggage! my lord cried, honestly angry for once. Shell be the laming of that mare, and Ive backed her for the Ringwood Cup.

I wish I could think, said my lady darkly, that she will do no more harm than that!


CHAPTER XXIV

MEDEA TO THE RESCUE

IT was true. George had taken Medea, though probably no one else in the house, not even my lord, could have drawn the steeplechaser from her stall for such a purpose. But the Captains savage eyes had wrought the miracle, though not without trouble, nor until he had fretted away five intolerable minutes, stamping to and fro in the blackness under the great chestnut tree that stood in the middle of the stable-court; the tree that of sunny noons had sheltered generations of stable brats at play  infants chuckling on their backs as they stared up at the sun-flecked foliage or boys stringing cobs  but at night was a Cacus cave sheltering for the same children unknown horrors.

In the end, and reluctantly, Tom had put an end to the Captains suspense. He had led out the mare, at the same time raising his lanthorn, so as to throw its light on the Captains face, and assure himself that he was sober. For Tom was quaking in his shoes at the thought of Mr. Coker, the stud-groom, and what that great man would have to say about it in the morning.

You know shes entered for the cup, Mr. George, he said, as Medea flung up her head and hung back in the doorway, her eyes glistening in the light of the lanthorn.

D  n the cup! the Captain said, gathering up the reins and lifting himself to the saddle.

Well, for Gods sake have a care, sir! The ground is hard, and I dunno what Mr. Coker will say!

Mr. Georges answer was lost in the clatter of the mares hoofs as she sidled over the gravel. Tom walked beside her, throwing the light before her, and would fain have pressed home his warning. But before he had screwed up his courage to say more, the mare broke away into the night, plunging and shying. The light glinted a last time on her sleek quarters, the man heard the Captain steady her to a sharp trot, he lowered his lanthorn. Grant she come to no harm! he said. But I shall catch it sweetly for this! Confound him, as if no other nag would serve his turn! And most devoutly Tom wished as he went back to the stable that he had not been on duty.

Meanwhile the Captain turned his mount on to the turf and gave her her head. He had a good seat for a sailor, and it was well that he had, for Medea was fresh, the cold air tickled her, and this unwonted frisk among the shadows of the night was a treat of which she was bound to make the most. The lines of trees that flanked the avenue, though she knew perfectly well what they were, gave her noble pretexts for shying, and a dozen times she broke away with a joyous flout of her heels and tore through the cold delicious air with a spirit that tried the Captains strength to the uttermost. Once a rabbit, scurrying under her nose, really upset her ladyships nerves, and her rider only saved himself with a hand in her mane. But he steadied her again with voice and rein, rode presently clear of the forest land and cantered across the far-stretching open moor at a steadier pace.

By and by he would have to take to the road, and he knew that it was hard, and he thought of Fred and the cup. But he crushed down the qualm  what mattered a horse, even Medea, beside that which he believed was at stake. He swore savagely under his breath, took a tighter hold of her and pressed her on. His full strength had not come back to him, and he was sweating as if he had ridden a race.

He had reckoned that the chaise had an hours start of him, and he believed that he could overtake it  if that were all. But that was not all. The thing that most troubled him, that harassed and tormented him, and more than once almost led him to draw rein, was doubt.

What if, after all, he were a fool and the whole thing a mares nest? The letter might be genuine, the mention of the night coach a mere error, and all that he had raised on them a structure of over-heated fancy  a house of cards! If that were so he had started out on as silly a goose-chase as any man, crazed by his imagination, had undertaken! And he would never hear the end of it.

Or worse still  if those confounded cynics with their poisonous tongues were right? If there was a plot and she was a party to it, the purpose of it that she might escape and join her lover! He knew all about Girardot; my lady had told him, had hastened to tell him. And the doubt would force itself on his mind, though he swore again and again that he knew the girl, and that she was not one to sail under false colours, that her face and her eyes gave the lie to it! He had witnessed her courage in the wood, he had been touched by her dignity when that vixen of an Ann had struck her, he had seen her, instead of swooning, take the sash from her own waist, he had watched her a dozen times, when his eyes and his mind were apparently elsewhere. And he would not believe that she was of that kind. That she could plot and lie for so vile a purpose.

And yet  if she were in love! There was the crux. Always the thought came back to him  what would not a girl do for her lover? And that rascal of a tutor was so wily, so good-looking, so smooth! Was there anywhere a man more likely to twist a girl round his fingers? Even a good girl with eyes like still pools, and lips that trembled at a harsh word?

The Captain groaned, eased the mare up the slight rise by Picket Post and felt the breeze strike more freshly on his brow. He drew rein on the farther slope and listened. Darkness flowed over the depths below him as softly and silently as the limpid stream that, unseen, swayed the long weeds in the bottom of the valley. An owl hooted in Ridley Copse on his right, but its note was so much a part of the night that it did but deepen the stillness. Beyond the valley a long pale line of sky marked the horizon, and some way beneath it a gleam of light betrayed the houses of Ringwood. But no sound of hoofs or skidded wheels rose from the road below him, and with a sigh and at a more cautious pace, with something of indecision in his movements, he began the descent.

A quarter of an hour later he trotted into the sleeping village, saw a stream of light pouring cheerfully from the door of the White Hart, and he pulled up. The sound of a horse at that late hour drew the landlord to the door, and Has a chaise gone by, Jervis? the Captain asked, throwing as much indifference into his tone as he could manage.

Lord, sir, the landlord cried, recognizing him. And he came out to his stirrup. Is it you, Captain? Whod ha thought of seeing your honour as late as this? And you in bed, I thought? A chaise? Ay, to be sure, sir, twenty minutes ago. They stopped to water.

Who was in it?

Ony a young lady, sir. From the Folly, I understood  for Salisbury.

Oh! The Captains voice was flat. Very good. He turned Medeas head for home. Forgot something, thats all. Too late now. Thought I might come up with her here. Good night, Jervis.

Jervis called after him, inquiring if he would not take something. But the Captain only waved his hunting-crop in answer. He was already retracing his steps along the street. He kept the mare at a foot pace for a time, but as soon as he was clear of the houses he gave her her head and trotted smartly on, sitting low in his saddle. A mares nest? Yes, it looked like it, since no one had joined her. And how he would be roasted for rushing a hunter through the night, and all for nothing! The sooner he got the mare home, and safe home, the better.

But when he came, a third of the way up the hill, to the smithy at the cross-roads, he halted. Why had they stayed to water at Ringwood? Ringwood was hardly seven miles from Queens Folly, and there could be no need to stop  for man or beast. Was it to leave evidence, if they were followed, that the girl was alone and that all was above-board? The Captain swore, and sat for a moment undecided. Then impulsively he turned the mares head into the forest road on his left, struck her smartly with the crop to enforce his will upon her, and sent her along by the by-ways that on that side of the valley skirted the lower slopes of the Forest towards Fordingbridge. They would serve his purpose as well as the main road and be shorter and softer. He had lost twenty minutes of precious time, and had himself to thank for it.

The by-road ran under trees and was dark and rough, but it was soft, and wherever he could safely do so he cantered the mare. He passed through North Poulner, by Moyles Court, lying lonely and dark under its weight of tragedy, and through South Gorley, rousing all the dogs in the hamlet. He forded the Ickley brook, and at North Gorley turned to his left and got upon the main road. There he took to the turf at the side and galloped riding the harder for the doubts that plagued him and the indecision that weakened him. He was in a fever to settle the question; and if he had not turned back once and repented of it, he would have whirled about a dozen times, as a dozen times he called himself every kind of name for starting on such a hare-brained chase.

But to go back now while there remained the slightest uncertainty seemed worse than to persevere. And at length he saw a light ahead of him, in some sick-room perhaps, and quickly he clattered over the long causeway into Fordingbridge, the sliding water glinting darkly below him. He halted before the Greyhound, wedged in on his right between bridge and river.

And here again he was in luck. The house was awake, an ostler came out at once in answer to his hail. Again he inquired if a chaise had passed  a chaise for Salisbury.

The man threw the light of his lanthorn on horse and rider. Ay, to be sure, he said. They be gone no more than half an hour.

They changed horses here?

Ay, they did. Anything wrong, mister? The mans curiosity was raised. He fancied that he knew the gentleman, but he could not put a name to him. The horse, however, was beyond denial: it was such a horse as he had not seen for a twelvemonth.

One or two travellers? the Captain asked.

One or two  ?

Were there one or two inside?

Two, to be sure. A gentleman and a lady. Again, Anything wrong, mister?

A long pause. Did they get out?

Narra one.

You are sure there were two?

Well, I see em, the man answered dryly. They looked to be two. And in a mortal hurry to get on. What about em, mister? He raised his lanthorn for a clearer view.

The Captain turned his back and slid stiffly to the ground. Nothing, he said. Bring half a bucket of oatmeal and water, luke. And be sharp about it. The sight of half a crown quickened the mans movements, and he was back in two minutes with the bucket. Thats a gay fine mare, he said, as he held the pail on his knee while Medea blew delicately on it, in doubt of its cleanliness. Youve ridden her too!

The Captain tightened a girth. Ay, he said, his head under the saddle-flap. The lady left no message here?

Narra a word! Kep out of sight, if you ask me.

I meant to meet them here, the Captain explained, as he turned to watch Medea quenching her thirst in her dainty fashion. And Im too late.

Well, youve made haste too.

The Captain did not answer. He swung himself up, handed over the coin, and turned for home. Good night.

He paced slowly away into the darkness, and passed again over the long causeway where the wind from the marshes nipped him and chilled his blood.

But the chill without was nothing to the chill within; the rushy flat through which the water flowed and whispered beneath him was not half so cold and dead as the spirit within him. So, after all, the candid eyes and the soft tremulous lips had been lies, the womans common wiles that took in foolish men! And she had  she had been that kind of girl! Her looks that had seemed so open, her artless manners, her gentle dignity, all had been but so many false lights set up to lead men on to shoals and rocks and shipwreck. And when she had been most open, then she had been most cunning, laughing in secret, marking with shrewd derisive eyes the stupid seaman as he tacked to and fro, masking his clumsy course.

She had affected solitude and forced a tear to her eye the while she plotted how she might most quickly join her lover! She was that kind of girl.

And with it all, with all her address, a fool! The riders chin sank lower on his breast. For he might not know women  here indeed was the proof, the damning proof that he did not. Kitty, even Kitty might deceive, might be every day deceiving him. But he did know men, and Girardot with his handsome face, his laughing eyes, his glib tongue, was an open book to him. Quickly, quickly would he tire of his easy conquest, and then what would be her fate? Something between a groan and a curse escaped from the Captains lips and he struck Medea  Medea who had never offended him.


CHAPTER XXV

TWO IN A POST-CHAISE

RACHEL sank dry-eyed into the corner of the chaise. The lofty lighted doorway of Queens Folly and the figures about it vanished, the rattle of the wheels over the forecourt changed to a dull rumble, the shadowy lines of trees flitted past. But the girls one, her only thought was that she was on her way at last  though indeed little time had been lost  that the grim race with death had begun.

She counted the hours that lay before her; she measured the suspense. And the immediate past, with its doubts and fears, its passion and fever, fell away from her like a cloak put off. The persons among whom her life had lately moved, whose esteem or dislike, praise or blame had been all in all  ay, and among them even he who had caught her heart, toyed with it, and wrung it  faded into dimness, became shadows without import, mattering nothing. Only one thing mattered. The tender, lined face that had looked its last on her from the wooden porch of that humble cottage by the sea, the veined hands roughened in her service, the mother voice  these were all that concerned her now, were all her world. And she was going to lose them. Oh, that she had never left them! That she had known how to value them, how to cherish them, and with every day and hour to lay by some dear remembrance of the love that could never be replaced! Oh, the time that she had wasted!

Tearless, staring into the darkness, she clasped hand in hand, drawing at intervals deep and painful sighs, as memory, ruthless and cruel, stabbed her, recalled impatient words, ungracious looks, a selfish act, the wilful choice of her own pleasure. Little things, lightly weighed and as quickly done with. But the sting of them rankled now, now when there might be no place for repentance, no room to make amends, no impassioned words whereby to prove her love, her boundless gratitude! Now, when the heart, so tender and so forgiving, might already be cold, and the work-worn hand lie nerveless!

She could only pray, voiceless and wordless, pray that she might be in time! She could only send her heart  and indeed it seemed as if she could send her heart!  before her.

She was not as yet impatient. The hour for impatience was not yet come. The end of the journey lay so far away. When it approached, then indeed she did not know how she would bear the waiting, or live through the last hour of suspense. At present she had but to endure.

A little white-faced girl, lost in the darkness of the chaise that itself, with its feeble lights, was but a moving atom in the vast of night. Yet within her a world of emotion, of thought, of purpose, ceaselessly revolving.

Presently she felt the carriage stop, saw lights and figures through the dim glass, perceived that they were watering the horses. Again the chaise jolted on, the lights slid back, once more the horses were pounding along the dark road. On her right a gloomy line of woods rose to a sky but a shade lighter; and, had she been in her everyday mood, her lonely position must have presented visions of peril to her mind. She would have seen in every clump of trees a highwayman, and trembled where the night was deepest. But she had passed beyond those fears.

And this was fortunate, for ten minutes later, as she sat patient in her corner, the unexpected happened. She heard a cry  twice repeated. The carriage came slowly, and, it seemed, unwillingly to a stand. She caught a word or two. Then the door beside her was plucked open, a dark form for an instant filled the gap, sprang in. The door closed, the chaise bounded forwards, and, trembling with indignation, she uttered a cry of protest, and shrank into her corner. Her first thought was that the postboy had taken up a fare  as they did at times where they dared to take a liberty. But at night, and when she was alone!

Before she could speak, Do not be alarmed, said a voice that went through her like a sword-thrust  alas, a too well-known voice. I can explain, indeed I can explain. I heard at Salisbury

She was dumb with amazement  with amazement so great that for a time it left room for no other feeling.

I heard at Salisbury, he stammered, making no effort to combat the nervousness that moved him. I was at the White Hart, and I heard that a chaise was starting for you  that it was to bring you back. I pictured you alone, in sorrow, grieving, and I could not bear  you may think it impertinent, uncalled for, wrong, if you will! But I could not bear that you should travel so  alone! I came to meet you  only, believe me, to see you safe to the coach! Only to be sure that you were not frightened, not molested, were not

She had only one thought, to remain mistress of herself; and, thank God, that was easy. It was unnecessary, she said, her voice cold as ice. Quite unnecessary, Mr. Girardot.

But it was natural! Say that it was natural? he urged. I could not help it. You must see that it was natural  and forgive me.

She was trembling with indignation, but with no other feeling. That  all that was dead in her! She had not been sure of it until now  now when she heard his voice, and the only emotion that it awoke in her was anger at his untimely, his cruel intrusion. You might have met me at Salisbury, she said.

And been  he threw all the anxiety he could into his deep voice been hours in an agony lest something should happen to you!

That is nonsense! she replied in the coldest of tones. Nothing was likely to happen to me.

I could not know that. How could I know that? And I could not bear the suspense, or the thought that you were in trouble and that, though I might never see you again, I might be of use to you! Might leave some kindlier remembrance behind me  go from you with at least one word of forgiveness! It was that and surely, surely it was natural that I should come if I had not a heart of stone!

His voice shook with the force of his pleading. But Rachel was beyond the power of that voice. She only grew harder and colder with every word that he said, with every moment that passed. She felt  and it was a proof of her inexperience  no fear. She did not suspect that he had another motive for intruding on her than that which he declared, or a purpose beyond that which he avowed. But she felt that his presence was an outrage, and that the manner in which they had parted should alone have forbidden the step that he had taken. He had not thought of her, nor of the harm that his company might do her, but only of his own gratification. And her voice was freezing when she spoke. It was wrong, she said. I can protect myself, Mr. Girardot. I ask you to leave me.

What? he replied. You would have me get out here? In the road, in the night?

She longed passionately to be free from him, but, Then at the next stage, she said with firmness. You should not be here. You should not have come.

I meant well, he protested.

But she was not moved. She did not answer. And he had at least, he reflected, made good his footing; he must not frighten her. He held himself as far from her as he could, and he was careful not to touch her. He had anticipated more alarm, more suspicion  and also more agitation. He had feared that she would discern the weak place in his tale and inquire how he came to know that she was in trouble, since the outside of the letter, even if he had seen it, could not inform him of that. But Rachel, engrossed in her grief, had forgotten that it was not known to all the world.

Now if he could keep his seat beyond Fordingbridge, if he could lull her suspicions just a little longer  but he would not, he dared not anticipate or give his imagination rein. With his pulses beating furiously, with intoxicating pictures dancing before his eyes, he must still restrain himself, for to anticipate, to snatch at the fruit before it was ripe, would be fatal. She was so near that he could almost feel her breath upon his cheek! He had only to stretch out his hand to touch her, to take her, to cover her with kisses! But the time for that was not yet: he must crush down the temptation. He must think only of Fordingbridge. Once past that...

It came, and came so quickly that he had little time for thought. A light or two glimmered before them, they were on the long bridge, they were passing over it with the sullen water lapping the piles below them and the river mists deepening the night. They stopped abruptly before the lighted doorway of the Greyhound, and the crisis was on him. If fraud failed he must fall back on force  were it possible.

Surely you will let me come on to Salisbury? he urged. If you wish it I will leave you short of the city. But I cannot bear to leave you alone, here.

No! Rachel cried passionately. Leave me, sir, I beg. I insist on it.

But why?

Mr. Girardot! Her voice trembled with anger. If you are a gentleman, you will leave me when I ask you. It is not fitting, it is not right, sir, that you should thrust yourself upon me.

She fears herself, he thought, and he hugged himself. Aloud, But indeed, indeed, he pleaded, deprecating her anger even while he persisted, it will do you no harm if I get out short of the city. Of course, he continued, as she seized the handle of the door, and tried to turn it, if you appeal to the stablemen, they will put me out. But I am thinking of you, not of myself; is it worth while to have a scandal, when I have come so far to be of service, and my only desire is to see you in safety? What do you fear?

Nothing!

Then why, he retorted with a flash of humour  the handle was stiff and she had failed to turn it do anything so desperate? Why force me to walk ten miles?

She hesitated, and, to gain time, he rose. Well, he said reluctantly, if you will have it so! But it is an ill return  an ill return for my  my anxiety. He pretended to feel in the darkness for the handle, and, while she waited for him to open the door and descend, the chaise moved abruptly, swung onwards from the inn door, the lights passed behind them, they were off again.

Oh! she cried in helpless resentment, you should have got out! You should have got out! It is base, sir  base of you to force yourself on me! Her voice trembled with indignation, for she felt that he had outwitted her.

Base? he repeated softly. Base? Oh, if you knew, Rachel!

But his words were lost in the rumble of the wheels and she did not catch them. And after all, it mattered little, very little! She was ashamed to think that her mind should have been diverted even for a second from the object of her journey  that she should have forgotten even for a moment her mother! Her thoughts reverted to the cottage, to what might be passing there! And, alas! what might not be passing there while she bandied words about trifles that mattered not? What sacred moments, what trials of fortitude, what scenes of distress? She thought of Ruth, called, child as she was and alone, to meet such awful issues, to catch her mothers last words, to receive the last pressure of the loved hand. Ah, with what passion, in what a sad embrace would they two meet, would they melt in one anothers arms!

For a space  for how long Rachel never knew  she lost herself in such musings. She forgot the present, she forgot even her companion  or, if a thought of him intruded, she reproached herself. She was standing in the dear room with the latticed panes and the sloping floor and the faded dimity hangings  standing by a dying bed.

Oh, why had she gone from her? Why had she left her mother and wasted those months that might have been spent by her side, spent in fond attendance on her, in loving care of her, in making atonement for past heedlessness?

She was brought back and sharply to the present. A horse stumbled and, recovering itself with a scramble, jolted her in her seat. She peered out. Trees, their trunks sliding by in the lamplight, overhung the road, their branches swept the sides of the chaise. They were passing through a wood, ascending too, climbing steeply on a narrow road, a rougher road than she remembered. She tried, looking out of each window by turns, to probe the gloom, and her heart that had been so low beat a sudden alarm. Doubts assailed her, and for the first time apprehension. She tried to recall the road beyond Fordingbridge  surely there should be low meadows on her right, water-meadows stretching far on either side of the river. And no wood! Where are we? she exclaimed, her words a challenge.

Her quiescence had puzzled him, but it had been in his favour, and he had been glad to let her be. Now that the question that he knew must come sooner or later was put, he was prepared for it. There is nothing to alarm you, he said, and much to relieve you. If you will listen to me  if you will listen to me for a moment, I have good news. I have the best of news, dear Rachel  for dear you are to me, though you forbid the word. News that will relieve that tender heart and dry those tears, that will

Why are we off the road? she cried. She was frightened now  frightened at last. There was that in his honeyed tone that admitted deceit, that betrayed an abyss, that fell into line with the dark woods, the narrow road, the labouring horses.

I am going to tell you, he said in the same deprecating tone. Only  do not be angry, do not be angry with me. What I have done, what I have to confess, I have done out of love, overmastering love that I could not  that no man could have resisted! And have no fear. You are as safe with me, day or night, here or elsewhere, as

No, she cried, clapping her hands. Why are we off the road? That is the question. Answer it, sir! Answer it! I am going to my mother, and she is dying! Do you understand? There is not a minute to lose in folly, sir, if I would see her alive! Her voice was hard as iron.

You will see her alive! he said. You will, you will, and many times, I trust. But say, say first, he repeated with passion, as he brought all his powers into play to move her, say that you forgive me! That you forgive me for the trick that I have played you in the madness of my love! If I have deceived you  if I have for a moment wrung that tender breast

Mr. Girardot! she spoke in a voice that he did not know. If you do not tell me the truth at once I will break the window and appeal to the postboy! This is odious! This is intolerable!

He would not heed you, he replied coolly  for all must come out now, and the more quickly the better. And it were a pity to wound that little hand. But, dear spitfire, hear me, and, as I love, forgive. Your mother is not ill. She has not been ill. Rachel uttered a half-stifled cry. She is as well as you are. I have deceived you  yes, I have deceived you. But if I have caused you pain, short-lived pain, think with pity  oh, Rachel, think, he repeated with fire, of one whose pain is lasting, who suffers and sees no cure but at your will, and who found no means of pleading with you save this! Surely, my dear, some mercy, some softness there must be in that womans breast!

But Rachel had ceased to listen. She had broken into a passion of weeping, deaf to his excuses, heedless of his presence. For the moment, in the immensity of her relief, one thing only appealed to her, one thing only was of import. Her mother lived! Her mother lived, and she would see her, would clasp the loved hand, hear again the accents of that voice. In the revulsion of her feelings and her thankfulness she lost sight of her previous fear, forgot her position, recked nothing of his presence. And even when, as she grew calmer, she fell to earth again and awoke to his voice and the desperate pleading he continued to pour into her ears  when with a shock she recognized his treachery, it was a hard pitiless anger rather than alarm that at first possessed her.

But he did not know that; and he had triumphed too often to despair. He had welcomed her tears, not understanding their cause, for they bridged over the awkward moment, they won him time. And the more deeply she was moved, the more he hoped. In the troubled waters he looked to fish with success  the woman moved was the woman half won. So, receiving no answer, no repudiation of his suit, he was deceived into thinking that she wavered. And he was careful not to touch her, not to alarm her, though the temptation to draw her to him, to crush the slender form in his arms, to seek her lips, was almost more than he could withstand. But he did resist it: that and all would follow if he were patient. She sobbed, and he supposed that she listened. So had women sobbed and listened, and, sobbing and listening, had yielded. Presently she would find her voice, plead, protest, deny; and then he would know how, by gentle force, to win consent. Or, if she still would not yield, he would point out her position, the night, his presence and what the world would say of it. He would prove to her that the Rubicon was passed already, her good name gone, all lost  save love!

He had gone through it before, proved it, tried it. Yet would he omit no precaution that experience suggested. And after all, she was at his mercy.

They had passed out of the wood before she grew calm; they were crossing a wild common, set sparsely with undergrowth that fringed the road. And still she did not speak  but she might be wavering. He could not distinguish her face, so dark was it, but he could picture it, and, as his confidence grew, so did the lure of her form  so near that he had but to put out his hand and she was his. It was a shock when at last she spoke, and her voice rang sharp and shrewish.

Stop, sir, and let me out! At once! At once! she cried.

Her firmness took him aback. It was not what he had expected. But, My dearest, dearest Rachel, he protested, it is impossible! Even were you so hard, so heartless, if you had so little feeling or pity for me

If you do not let me out, she said wildly, I will throw myself out! And she struck the glass of the window. Do you hear, sir? If you are not utterly vile, you will suffer me to get out, or you will leave me!

Alone? His tone was almost mocking now. In this waste to perish of cold? Never! Listen, dear heart, listen! You are safe with me

I do not think so! she retorted. And you  do you not yet understand, sir, that I loathe you  loathe you were it for nothing else but the cruel, the heartless trick that you have played me! Let me out! Let me out, sir! Or I will throw myself out!

He heard her fumbling for the handle, and, though he did not believe that she would carry out her threat while the carriage was moving at speed, the excuse served him. So you are stubborn, are you! he replied, his anger roused. Softly, softly! We are not at an end yet! And he found and seized her hand and drew her forcibly towards him. She uttered a cry, and with her free hand she struck the glass furiously, shattering it.

Stop! Stop! she screamed. Help!

Dear, dear little fool! he said, and easily mastering her  for what could she do in that space?  he drew her to him. She struggled, and then, panting, desisted. Frightened little heart, he murmured. Heart of my heart, what are you afraid of? See, I do not harm you. I do not hurt you. I do but prevent you harming yourself. Those little hands were never meant for that, but to be cherished, fondled, kissed, adored!

She gasped, helpless, despairing. But even in that desperate strait she kept her wits, and his words suggested something. Oh, the blood! My wrist! she cried suddenly. My wrist! Give me a handkerchief! Terror rang in her voice. For pitys sake a handkerchief! I shall bleed to death!

Alarmed, he released her for a moment and felt for his handkerchief. Now that comes, he said reproachfully, of obstinacy. I told you that those little hands were never meant

But, Oh, a light! she sobbed hysterically. A light! It is bleeding  bleeding over me! I shall die.

He folded the handkerchief, and the moment he gave to that task, which required the use of both hands, was fatal. In the darkness she had found the handle and this time she succeeded in turning it. As he leaned towards her with the handkerchief, she hurled herself bodily against the door. It gave way, and she flung herself recklessly from the carriage, the grasp that he made at her skirt missing her by inches.

He swore and shouted. Stop! Stop! he cried.


CHAPTER XXVI

THE FLIGHT IN THE NIGHT

RACHEL fell with stunning violence, and had she struck the road she might have paid for her resolution with her life. Fortunately she fell on the turf beside the way, and even before the carriage came to a halt she had staggered to her feet. Shaken and breathless as she was, the will to escape was still uppermost, and there was in that small frame wit as well as courage. The road was open, without fence on either side, but she had the quickness to foresee that she would be first sought on the side towards which she had fallen; and before Girardot set foot on the road she had staggered across it and crept through the shallow ditch on the other side. While the tutor, appalled by the catastrophe, was still unshipping with shaking fingers one of the lamps, she pushed her way through the brambles, and by the time he reached the spot, and began to throw his light  which blinded him to all but the ground on which it shone  about him, she had sunk down behind a bush and lay still as a hare in her form. But the bushes that hid her were no more than three or four paces from the road, and never did poor Pusss heart beat more wildly than the girls.

Girardot fully expected to find her lying dead or injured in the way, and when he failed to do so, his first feeling was one of pure relief. But to that, anger at her obstinacy, anger and a baser feeling quickly succeeded, and once assured that she had escaped with uninjured limbs, the tutor ran back along the road, flashing his light before him and calling on her to stop. He wasted half a minute in this, while she cautiously edged herself a little farther into the covert. Then, persuaded that she had not gone that way, he returned as speedily as he could, and did what she had foreseen that he would do. He crossed the ditch on the side on which she had fallen, and pushed his way amid the undergrowth, still calling her name and throwing his light hither and thither.

She had waited, trembling the while, for this, and the moment that her ears told her that he was breaking his way through the bushes, she rose, and under cover of the noise groped her way farther into the thicket. It was a wild edge of common, a wilderness of brambles, thick in one place, thin in another, and set sparsely with thorn-trees. She tore her gown and her hands and scratched her face, but in her excitement she felt no pain, and as long as she dared and she could hear her pursuer moving she crept stealthily on. Then when she heard him leap back into the road, she sank down again. She heard his voice rise, answering the questions of the postboy. And now she guessed that he was beating the ditch on the side next to her.

But she was by this time at some distance, twenty or thirty yards from the road, and she was wiser than to move. She trembled indeed, when she saw his light flashing over her head and knew that he had at last entered the brake and was beating the edge of it this way and that. But she only held her breath and crouched the lower. The wind of the night soughed over her, the unknown fathomless night that ordinarily held so many terrors for her. But now her only terror was of him.

And oh, the relief when she saw his light retreating and again heard his feet sound on the hard road. A second conference followed, but now the voices were less distinct. Apparently the conclusion at which he and the postboy arrived was that the fugitive had been quicker on her feet than they had calculated  that she had, after all, fled back by the way they had come. At any rate, the carriage was turned, not without delay and some cracking of the whip. A moment later she saw with tremulous thankfulness the lights travelling back towards Fordingbridge.

Five minutes she waited until the last sound of the horses feet had died away, and then she scrambled back into the road. She was free, but now that the crisis was over she sobbed with excitement and could hardly stand. Her left hand, strained in the fall, was nearly useless, she had lost a shoe, her knees trembled, her heart seemed to be bursting. And she was alone on an unknown road, in a strange country, in winter.

Many a one, as unused to hardships as she was, would have lost hope and sunk down in a swoon that at that season might end in death. But Rachel was of firmer will. Mother, sister, home rose before her, and though her head ached and she was very sick, she limped painfully away along the road. Some house, some help she must find if she persevered; and though more than once sheer giddiness brought her to a stand, always she went on again. The stones of the road bruised her unshod foot, a cow that bounced up before her drew from her a gasp of terror; but she held on. The cottage fireside shining in the night beckoned her, and more than once, and half unconsciously, she called on her mother.

And by and by hope cheered her. High up on her left she espied in the universal gloom a single light, and she pressed on desperately towards it. A light! If it was not a star it must mean a house, it must mean help. But the road, which at this point was hedged on either side, did not always lead towards it; at times she lost sight of the light, and the ascent that rose to it taxed her last reserve of strength. But at last she drew abreast of it; she saw dimly a gap in the hedge, and conjectured a gate, found it and leant upon it. She made out a low building, from a window in which the blessed ray seemed to beam, and she staggered across a sloping farmyard, groped for and found a door. Too weak to call out and sinking with fatigue, she beat on the door with her uninjured hand.

She leant her head against the rough wood. If they would not come? If they would not let her in? She knew that she had not the strength to go farther. She tried to cry out, but no sound issued from her parched throat. If they did not come she must fall where she was. Again and desperately she struck the door.

Then, joy! She heard a heavy step descending naked stairs, saw a gleam of light under the door, heard the slow trapesing of slippered feet across a stone floor. A voice asked gruffly who was there. She forced herself to utter some faint sound, the door was opened, slowly and suspiciously, and blinded by the sudden light the girl tottered across the threshold.

Lord ha mercy! cried the stout woman, half dressed, who confronted her. She held up the light that she carried, and with amazement, and it must be owned with suspicion, she surveyed the stranger. Who be you, wench?

The girl could only point to her throat and whisper a hoarse word. But her white, drawn face, her torn, disordered dress, and the blood that disfigured her, all spoke for her. God ha mercy! the woman repeated. What has happened to you?

Without waiting for an answer, and though her surprise had still in it something of misgiving, she thrust forward a chair, and Rachel sank into it. After another searching look the woman bustled away and returned bearing a mug of milk. Again she looked her visitor over, withheld the milk, and hurried up the boxed-in stairs. A moment and she was down again, attended by a faint smell of brandy. There, sip up that, she said, and, setting her arms akimbo, stood staring at the girl. After a pause, Ha, someone set on you? she asked.

Rachel had drunk and gasped, and a little colour returned to her cheeks. She heaved a deep sigh, but instead of answering the question she looked at the door. Can you lock it? she whispered. Oh, please, please lock it!

The woman shrugged her shoulders, but complied. She had fancied at first that the girl was a gipsy, and at farmhouses gipsies are no welcome visitors. But by this time her eyes had assured her that, torn and stained as the girls clothes were, they were no country wenchs. She marked the unshod and muddied foot, the scratched and bloodstained face, and pity got the better of suspicion. Lords sake, she repeated, someone has mishandled you, child! And someone should pay for it. Seems a constables job. Dyou come in here, and Ill stir up the embers. Youre all of a shake wi cold.

Beckoned to follow, Rachel limped after her into an inner kitchen where a half-extinguished fire smouldered on the hearth. The woman placed her on a settle while she stirred the wood to a blaze and lowered a kettle that hung above it. I saw the light, Rachel whispered thankfully.

Then twas lucky my old man was sick. But you  the woman stared at her you be no Whitsbury girl. Who be you, if I may ask? It is late for a young lass like you to be tramping the roads.

Someone  I wanted to get away from someone, Rachel faltered. I jumped out of a carriage. You are sure, you are quite sure, you wont let anyone in?

No fear! The doors locked, and twont be opened again, noways. But theres my old man a-thumping. Hell be in a fine stew to think what its about. Do you take another sip, my dear. Theres naught in it to harm you, only a spoonful of what John Tredescant, the goodmans cousin that lives seaward, sent us Christmas-time. Do you take off your stockings, miss, she continued, with another shrewd glance at her clothes, and Ill bring you water to fettle yourself when Ive fettled my man. Ill make you a bed on the settle, maybe.

She disappeared, and lulled by the warm air of the kitchen, soothed by the homely aspect of the pots and pans gleaming in the firelight, of the racks of flitches hung overhead among bunches of herbs, Rachel leant her head against the wooden back of the settle and closed her eyes. But only her body rested, her nerves were still ajar, her brain worked. In thought she lived again the horrid hour, the trying scene through which she had passed; or if her mind for a moment wrenched itself from it, it was only to busy itself with the position in which Girardots cruel trick had placed her  with what would be said and what would be thought. The Countess had been kind at parting, but beneath her kindness the girl felt a subtle, a latent antagonism; and in what other quarter could she look for support?

True, if her story were believed  but if it were not? She had not the strength to fight a battle, or face the suspicion that she foresaw. Only in one quarter, only in one house could she be sure of understanding, and passionately she longed for her home.

She was crying softly when the good wife returned and with rough motherliness bathed the sprained wrist and bound it up. She helped the girl to restore some order to her clothing, and to Rachels inquiry, Why, you be at Whitsbury, she said. From Fording-bridge? Why, all of four miles for sure. And where be you from, miss? From Queens Folly? Well, I never! she ejaculated in a tone of surprise. Why, my husbands brother, Jacob Mew, heve a farm under my lord. But good gracious, my lady, whod ha thought of you running the roads at this time o night?  

Oh, but, Rachel explained eagerly, Im not my lady. Im only the governess, Mrs. Mew. And

She broke off and clutched the womans arm. Someone had knocked at the house-door! As Rachel had knocked half an hour before, someone was knocking now, but more loudly and more vigorously, with a heavy hand. Rachel stared at the inner door, still holding Mrs. Mews arm. Oh, dont, dont let them in! she whispered. Promise me you wont.

Mrs. Mew looked her uneasiness. Twasnt my old man? she suggested doubtfully.

No! No! Rachel muttered. It was there! At the door! If we are still, if we dont answer, he may go away.

Drat him, I hope he will!

But you wont let him in? the girl insisted, her scared eyes roving the room in search of a hiding-place. Promise me.

The woman nodded, and the two held their breath. But the knocking was repeated, and the sick man, hearing it, thumped the floor and made further silence futile. I must fend him off some ways, Mrs. Mew said, or my old man will have a fit. But dont you fear, miss, Ill speak to him from the window  he dont come in here! And in spite of Rachels efforts, who would still have detained her, she went into the outer room and closed the door behind her.

Notwithstanding the womans promise, the girl trembled. The man had shown himself so reckless, so desperate, so lost to all goodness, that she held him capable of anything. He might drag her out by force, and what could the woman do to prevent him? Or he might tell some story  say that she was mad, perhaps. Terror conquered her, and after listening awhile she crept across the floor to the door that closed the narrow boxed-in stairs, and holding it ajar she prepared to slip upstairs.

She could hear the womans voice, and the length of the parley added to her panic. Nor without cause, for presently she heard the key grate in the lock and heard a heavy step, a mans step, enter. The woman had betrayed her!

Sick with fright, she crept up a couple of stairs and drew the door close behind her. In the darkness her heart beat as if it would suffocate her. Her senses seemed to be sharpened; she could hear, though the door was closed, the solemn tick of the tall clock and the chirp of a cricket on the hearth. Then the heavy step drew nearer, entered, crossed the floor of the room she had left. She heard the faithless woman cry, Well, to be sure, and whats become   and then as, too late, she turned to escape up the stairs, the door that masked her was plucked open and a hand grasped her skirt.

Softly, softly, maam! said a well-known voice  but not, thank God! the one she had feared to hear. Lets have a look at you! Ive crowded topsles and royals to come up with you, and now Im here  hallo! The speakers voice rose, suddenly and ludicrously charged with alarm, Im d  d if shes not fainting! Here, missus, here. Help! This is your business!

But, No! No! Rachel gasped in the immensity of her relief, and she stepped down. Im not going to faint, indeed, indeed Im not. I shall be well  in a minute.

It was Captain Dunstan. He supported her to the settle, but Mrs. Mew, who was still a little in the dark, judged by the sternness of his face that the young lady would catch it by and by. But the Captains face was in shadow, and Mrs. Mew may have misread it. Still his next words confirmed her impression.

In another scrape? he said, standing over poor Rachel, his hands, one of them holding a whip, in his pockets. Dyou know, young lady, you are more trouble than the worst pickle of a youngster I ever sent to the cabin gun! Theres seventeen miles  and about-ship twice  that Ive followed you, and if Ive not lamed Medea Im precious lucky. Damme, what have you to say for yourself, eh?

Rachel looked up through her tears. I am very, very grateful to you, she murmured  and her eyes said more than her words. She felt safe at last  safe now. She knew, heaven knows why, that she could trust this man.

And, by gad,he continued, surveying her, youve been in the wars and no mistake!

I never see a young lady so mauled! said Mrs. Mew. Its a wonder she did not lie down in the road and die. I took her for a gipsy when she come in. She was like nothing else!

A gipsy? Too much of a gipsy! For ever in one trouble or another! Yet his voice was more gentle than his words. But now, enough of yarning, young lady. Therell be time enough for that by and by. Dyou understand, maam, that we are not out of the wood yet, and weve got to act now if we act at all. He looked at the tall clock. Ive thrown my coat over the mare, but if shes not to catch cold and make matters worse we must be moving. Dyou think you can travel?

Travel? Mrs. Mew exclaimed, and decided that, Dunstan or no Dunstan  and she had been brought up to revere the name  the Captain was hard as a stone. Why, in her state, and indeed Rachels drawn face and weary eyes told the same tale, she is no more fit to travel than I am to read print!

Shes got to travel if she can, the Captain replied doggedly. Shes got to sleep at the Folly early or late, and theres no more to it!

Then it will be dead, said Mrs. Mew, bristling up in her indignation.

Alive or dead! said the Captain.

Well I never!

But he turned to Rachel as if Mrs. Mew had not spoken. Now, young woman, we shall see if you are made of sugar-stick or no, he said. I suppose you understand? I suppose you understand why its necessary if the missus dont? Can you go?

Rachel flushed faintly. I have only one shoe, she said.

Only one shoe? Good God! For a moment he seemed to be upset. Good Lord! he repeated, an odd note in his voice. The next moment, however, he recovered himself. Shoes be hanged! he said. One shoe or no shoe, maam, will you go? Full-rigged or jury  will you try?

Rachels eyes met his. I will try, she said meekly.

Good! He was evidently pleased. Black Dick, who only smiles when the bulkheads are knocked out, could say no more, maam, nor Mad Dick better. Come, well round the point yet! Ill double the stirrup over the saddle and youll ride the mare to Fordingbridge  shes as quiet as a lamb now. And Ill get horses at the Greyhound, if I have to burn the house down! There, missus, you get her ready, while I rig the saddle.

But Mrs. Mew could not contain herself. Its my belief the young lady will die, she said. I say it, and I should know. I declare I think you are a very cruel man!

Oh, shell not die! the Captain said carelessly, and he turned to the door. Shes not of the dying sort!

Her foots cut to ribands!

He hung a moment at the door. He seemed to hesitate. Then, Well, plait em up! he said heartlessly, and tramped out.

I declare, Mrs. Mew said viciously, the one mans as big a brute as the other! Which was an enormous thing for her to say of a Dunstan. Are you going to trust yourself with him, my dear?

Yes, Rachel said.


CHAPTER XXVII

THE RETURN

BUT more than once during the endless dark hour that followed she repented. Of course they made but slow progress, Rachel perched, trembling and as helpless as a sack, on her uneasy saddle, the Captain trudging beside her and leading the mare. Now and then he threw her a curt word of encouragement, but for the most part he plodded on in silence, or at rare intervals broke into a line of doggerel and as abruptly broke off again. The girl, shaken with every step, could have wept with pure fatigue. The saddle galled her, her wrist burned, she ached in every limb, she knew that a start or a stumble would unseat her; and though he had forced his riding-cloak upon her, she was chilled to the bone.

She could have wept and would have found it a relief to weep. But she did not, for the man who walked beside her, and, if his drooping head and slouching step went for anything, was as weary as she was, had taken possession of her. He had set up a standard and she felt herself bound to act up to it. He had not spared himself, and he had made it clear that he expected her not to spare herself. He had forced her to understand that there were times when to suffer in body was the least costly way of escape.

So she ached and shivered, and a score of times thought that she would fall, but she endured in silence, because the man would have it so. For her heart was full to bursting with gratitude to him. As she looked down on his bent head as he toiled beside her, as she measured what he had done and what she owed to him, she was infinitely moved. She was nothing to him, her peril or her safety alike indifferent, her fate a trifle. Yet on the mere suspicion that she was in danger he had stooped from his place, he had thought of her and for her; for her, the dependant who was no care or charge of his. He had faced, barely risen from a sickbed, the perils of the road, perils that loomed large in her eyes, and had ridden the interminable miles that they were now retracing  to save her! He had done this to save her and her good name. For she did not forget that; on the contrary, she thought much of it, not knowing for which to be more grateful, the delicacy with which he had laid his finger on the difficulty, or the firmness with which he had forced her to meet it.

And it had been nothing to him. What did it matter to the Honourable George Dunstan if his brothers governess, poor silly child, was ruined by a villains deceit and her own folly? Nothing, less than nothing. She longed with a full heart to thank him, longed for fitting words, yet knew that she would never dare to thank him.

At long last a dog barked in the night, buildings loomed up on either hand, they plodded wearily into the main road at Fordingbridge. But the village slept, not a light shone in cottage or house, and it was not until the Captain had shouted again and again, hammered the door and thrown gravel at the windows, that the inn by the river awoke. At last a lattice opened, a sulky voice asked what the devil was the matter. What did they want at that time of night?

Horses! the Captain answered stormily. A chaise to Queens Folly, man! And hurry, hurry! Double mileage if you are quick!

The authority that rang in his voice, his mastery, his persistence, seemed god-like to Rachel, cowering and shaking at his side  he had lifted her down without ceremony. Jove-like, too, was the effect of his name. Lights flickered everywhere, and within a minute or two she was inside, warmed at a fire, obsequiously tended by a dishevelled hostess. An accident! the Captain explained shortly. The young lady has been thrown out of a carriage on her way to Salisbury. I came up and  now quicks the word, man. We want to get on!

But the landlord had a word to say, and by and by drew him aside. No accident, I am afraid, Captain, he muttered. A rum business. The boy turned in as I was closing. And from what he let out  he was fair frightened  the young lady threw herself out. A mercy she was not killed cording to him, for they was going eight miles an hour.

What became of the man? the Captain asked, seeing all was known, and gripping his crop with an ugly look.

Paid im off at Burgate Corner  they come down into the main road there, or youd ha met em. He went off afoot, mad, and swearing to raise your hair! I asked the lad what they was doing on the Whitsbury road, but he shut up quick at that. He wasnt here ten minutes. Mortal afeared hed hear more of it, I fancy.

D  d sneak! If I had been here

But the young lady wasnt hurt?

No thanks to them! But do you keep a still tongue, my man. Least said soonest mended. Are the horses ready?

A minute later the team jingled out, and Rachel, so weary that she could hardly stand, was handed into the chaise, the Captain plunged in after her, and they rumbled over the bridge, and took the road at a canter, the horses, stung by the cold wind that blew across the marshes, a little out of hand. The way was flat; the postboys, intent on earning their fees, pushed on. It was not the first time that Rachel had travelled that road with the Captain, but little had she expected on that former occasion that she would ever retrace it with a heart bursting with gratitude to her companion.

Wisely he let her be, and not a word was said until they had rattled through sleeping Ringwood and were breasting the rise to the Forest, where the hill and the sandy road brought the horses to their collars. It was the girl who, harassed by fears of the reception before her, and quivering with nervousness, broke the silence.

They will be all in bed, she said, her voice betraying her alarm at the prospect.

Not they!

But theyll not be expecting

They will be expecting Medea, he answered grimly. Ill wager Tom will be up.

Oh! she cried. Was it Medea? She was horror-stricken. For Medea and her chances were the talk of the house, and had reached even the schoolroom. Suppose  suppose something had happened to her.

Suppose something had happened to you! he retorted. Dont be silly, maam. Shell be sent over in the morning. Shell be none the worse. It is to be hoped youll be none the worse either.

Oh, dear, dear, she quavered, not at all reassured. I hope I can get in without rousing anyone.

Rousing anyone? he replied bluntly. Were going to rouse all hands. Thats the course we are laying. It is no use whimpering, maam, he continued, as Rachel murmured a dismayed remonstrance. Come aboard with a clean sheet! Thats your line. Better a jobation to-night than everlasting talk tomorrow. I suppose you have the sense, young lady, to see that. Why, damme, if you are to sneak aboard through the hawse-hole, what have we come all this way for, when you are not fit to stand on your feet? No, maam, no, well pipe all hands, man the side-ropes and go aboard Captains fashion and no sneaking.

Confound it, he added, with an irritation that was not so real as it sounded, what are you afraid of?

Lady Ellingham.

Lady Ellingham? And you throw yourself out of a carriage going at eight miles an hour! Yes, you did, girl. Ive heard all about it. Threw yourself out head first to escape that d  d trickster. I wish I had been there, the villain! And you are afraid of my lady! Pooh! Spare your breath to cool your porridge.

Somehow the words were not harsh, and before Rachel could explain the Captain broke into one of his queer ditties:

To Rodney, brave but low in cash, Your golden gifts bespoke!

Ay, by gad, he got all he deserved, did Rodney!

To Keppel, rich but not so rash, You gave a box of oak!

But thats a confounded slander! However, here we are, and theres a light in the stables. He thrust out his head and Rattle em up, my lads! he cried. And give em a hail! Shout like blazes!

A moment later and he was out of the chaise and thundering at the great doors, while the postboys shouted and Tom, who had appeared on the instant, jabbered anxious questions at his elbow. Rachel, quailing at the uproar, crept out and hid herself behind him. She would fain have implored him to desist, but with her hand on his sleeve her courage failed. A light flashed in the hall windows, the heavy bolts were withdrawn, and a startled Charles, whose tousled head suggested that he had been sleeping at his post, looked out.

The Captain strode in. Her ladyship in bed?

Yes, sir. Its two oclock.

Call her woman then. Do you hear? Bid her rouse my lady. And be quick, sleepy-head!

Oh, no, no! Rachel prayed. Please, please dont!

Call her ladyship! repeated the Captain, raising his voice. Ask her to he good enough to come down. Say Ive broken my leg if you like. And stir your stumps, do you hear?

Oh, please, please dont! Rachel pleaded. Its quite wrong! It is out of the question!

But the Captain only stormed. Off, quick, man! And bid em bring lights and get some of the women  Mrs. Jemmett, anyone! And you, he turned sharply on the panic-stricken girl, and thrust forward a chair, sit there! You are not fit to stand, maam! And now you may look as sick as you like! The sorrier the better!



To Keppel, rich but not so rash, 

You gave a heart of oak!



Hearts of oak  there, leave it to me, Ill spin the yarn. Hallo, Bowles! He turned on the astonished Bowles as the butler entered, half dressed and gaping. Get some brandy, and dont goggle your sleepy eyes at me, man! The young lady is ill, devilish ill, dyou hear  been pitched out of a chaise and the devil knows what! Had the deuce of a time! Brandy, man, and I want Mrs. Jemmett!

A mild voice from the doorway asked, What about Medea, Captain?

Oh, d  n Medea! he returned, but with a distinct fall in his voice. Shes at the Greyhound at Fording-bridge. Go back in the chaise, Tom, and get her. Bring her up in the morning.

But poor Rachel? While Captain George strode hither and thither, and stormed, and seemed intent on making as much noise as he could, she would have given the world to sink into the floor, or to be a hundred miles away, no matter what happened to her. She wrung her hands. The house to be roused for her! The Countess to be dragged from her bed for her! Oh, it was too much! She could have wept in pure vexation, and for a moment came near, very near to hating the man who was bringing all this trouble upon her.

But he was obdurate. He would manage the thing after his own fashion. She, all must give way to him. And when innumerable servants had peeped in on various pretences, with lights or no matter what, the moment she so much dreaded came. Lady Ellingham, in a wrapper and with her maid behind her, appeared on the stairs and came gliding down, a stately figure with a face of very dubious meaning. Surprise, wonder and displeasure were all painted on it, and seeing it Rachel did indeed wish that she could sink into the floor. - George! My ladys voice was pitched high, as from the last step she surveyed the scene  the girl cowering in her chair, the Captain striding to and fro, the gaping servants. What has happened? What is it? She held up her candle.

But the Captain was unabashed. The matter? he retorted. Why, Ive brought back Miss South devilish ill! Shes been pitched out of the chaise  threw herself out, to speak by the log. Twas a trick of that d  d villain  it was as I thought. I found her on the road, lamed and by herself, and lord knows what would have happened to her if I had not found her. And shes half dead. Some of the women must put her to bed. Shes not fit to do anything for herself. But my lady still looked displeased. I am sorry that Miss South is hurt, she said coldly. But was it necessary to call me down?

I thought so, with a sort of thrust  almost a challenge in his tone. Captain responsible, Kitty.

I think if you had sent for Mrs. Jemmett, my lady began, and then her eyes met Rachels, she read the timid appeal in them, marked the exhaustion stamped on the white, weary face. She saw the bandaged arm and the torn, disordered dress, and her sympathies awoke. She deplored the event, she had the strongest reasons for disliking the Captains part in it, but she was not hard-hearted, and she moved to Rachels side. I hope that you are not seriously hurt? she asked in a gentler tone. But youll tell us the tale to-morrow. You should be in bed now. Mrs. Jemmett will see that you have all you require and

And let someone stay with her, said the Captain bluntly. Shell not sleep in a hurry. Shes had the deuce of a time.

Very good, my lady agreed  but thought again what a pity it was that George would mix himself up in it. She had had her suspicions before, but they were more than suspicions now. Mrs. Jemmett, will you and turning from the girl, who had not found courage to say a word, she gave her orders.

But when Rachel, venturing at last on a faltering word of apology, had been borne away in the housekeepers care, and the servants had dispersed, my lady turned on the offender. Oh, you ridiculous man! she said, with a gesture of despair. Why did you do it?

What? Go after the girl?

Yes. And then, deftly shifting her ground as she saw his face darken, And get me out of bed in this absurd fashion?

To stop peoples tongues! And the womens tongues in particular. Oh, I know them. Still, thank ye, Kitty, youre a good sort, and Ill remember it. And now, my dear, you may go back to your beauty sleep. Its pretty near the dog-watch, aint it? By gad I am tired!

Foolish, foolish man! she said. But her eyes were soft, she could never resist him. And youll pay for it. Youll be a perfect wreck to-morrow. And I wish that were the worst of it! Was it

Girardot? Yes, it was, the villain! The letter was a forgery. He got in and was making off with her  had bribed the postboy no doubt. He had got as far as Whitsbury on the by-road  Heaven knows where he was going to take her! Then she threw herself out, and it is Heavens mercy that she didnt kill herself!

But are you quite sure she began, and then, Now, dont be angry, George  but are you quite sure that she wasnt  that she didnt know

But George bristled up so fiercely that she stopped. Im sure of this, he said, that she is as good a woman as you are, and I know no better. And she has the pluck of ten men. Does it look like collusion when she threw herself out of that chaise at  

Look here, my lad! An unexpected voice broke in on their conference. My lord in a fluttering dressing-gown, and with a candle in his hand, looked down from the landing. Suppose you stop quarrelling about the filly, and tell me if youve brought the mare back! If youve lamed her, George

Shes as sound as I am, the Captain said meekly. I havent stirred a hair on her.

Well, with a mischievous chuckle, I hope that you can say the same of the young one! Oh, George, George, it runs in the family after all! And my lady thought you a Joseph!

Go to blazes! said the Captain.

No, Ill go to bed, as you permit it, my lord rejoined, and as he retreated down the corridor he sang:



Oh, they loved and they rode in a hackney chaise, 

And My own says he, and Oh dont she prays.

But the night was dark and the spark aflame, 

And the chaise was close and his lips the same, 

And what does a tender Oh dont avail, 

When pins are fickle and laces are frail?

D  n it! cried the Captain savagely. Fred, Ill break your bones!

My lords laughter died away above. But there was a very odd look on my ladys face as her eyes followed his retreat. She breathed quickly.


CHAPTER XXVIII

THE CAPTAIN AT BAY

CAPTAIN DUNSTAN flattered himself, in his seamans simplicity, that he had stayed the flood of talk. Of course he had merely guided it into another channel, and vainly did Mrs. Jemmett, staunch in her defence of the family, set herself against it. Ill never believe it till I see it! she declared, her cap-ribbons quivering with indignation as she stirred her tea. A little whey-faced thing as came sneaking into the house without so much as be! to throw at a goose! And took her tea in this very room and sat in that very chair and was thankful! Yes, I say it, Bowles, thankful for a word of notice!

Bowles reflected. His back to the hearth, he was taking his morning, a silver measure of small beer. He looked into it and apparently he found inspiration in it. At any rate, she didnt put on no airs, he said.

Airs? The housekeepers cap-ribbons shook again. I should think not! Who is she to put on airs, I should like to know? The governess, and a poor piece at that! But its not her. It is the Captain what gets me. He that was ever so steady. Id no more have believed it of him than of old Caesar on the chain there!

Ay, maam, but that is where the trouble is! Bowles said. If the Captain werent steady, and Im sure its a wonder he is, and blood thicker than water, thered be no trouble. Itd arrange itself, Mrs. J. Mrs. Jemmett frowned. Bowles! Remember yourself! she said. Not in this room if you please. Besides, she continued, yielding to temptation, theres two goes to that, and though it may be only her slyness, Ill not think as bad of her as that. But her impudence? To think of the likes of her lifting her eyes to the family! Why, itd be a disgrace to the name as would never be wiped out!

But Bowles was cynical. It wouldnt be the first as we know, he said. My lords rode the name pretty hard, and not much harm done.

Thats a different thing, the housekeeper replied tartly. Not that Im defending him and his creatures, heaven knows! Id like to see em all tied up and whipped. And if my lady werent an angel, and I dont care who knows it, thered ha been mud thrown before this, enough to

Now, Mrs. J., Mrs. J., youre taking sides.

Well, I do think of the family, Bowles! And I declare I could almost find it in my heart to speak to the man myself!

What? My lord! You never mean it!

No, drat the man! Nor did I say it. You know what I mean. To the Captain, of course.

Well, he decided thoughtfully, I wouldnt if I was you. Hell hear enough from her ladyship. Did you mind her face last night, leastways this morning? Well, I did, and you may take it from me she no more liked all that rumpus than we liked being called out of our beds. No, maam. And I shall be surprised if the young lady is here this day two weeks.

But will that turn him, dyou think, Bowles?

It depends, maam, on how my lady handles him. Hes hard to drive but easy to lead. And if anyone has the length of his foot its her ladyship.

Well, Ill never believe the thing till I see it, Mrs. Jemmett rejoined. A little mouse of a child with no more about her than a curl-paper! Why, Jane the housemaid is good looks beside her, to say nothing of Miss Froyle, as its my belief would have him to-morrow and thankful  and come for the purpose if you ask me. And as fine a figure of a lady as youd wish to see. I declare I cant think what the men find to see in this chit! First the tutor, and then the Captain!

The butler smirked. Well, maam, Ive looked her over myself. And though shes slim, Ive noticed her, and shes not so thin as she looks, and shes well shaped about the

Bowles!

I was going to say, the figure, maam.

Mrs. Jemmett stared. Well, I declare! Youve looked her over, have you, and  well, to be sure! Indeed? But where women are concerned, men are fools and always will be.

The sect, Mrs. J., the sect! Bowles replied with feeling as he eyed her ample proportions. Were weak, maam. Were weak! The slaves of fancy.

Slaves of fiddle-de-dee! Youll be looking at Jane next, I suppose. Let me catch you at it, my man! Well, I never! If I let my fancy run away with me like that  

Does it never run away, Mrs. J.? the butler asked softly.

Whatever the answer  and a topic so delicate is better abandoned  Bowles was right on one point. If Onions was to be believed, there was no braver man in the service than his master. But when the Captain presented himself some two hours later in my ladys room, he certainly wore a guilty air which he strove to cover by making the most of some news that had come in by the mail. It was weighty news, but with a good conscience he might not have published the matter with so excessive an air of triumph.

Kitty, give me joy! he announced. Give me joy, my dear! Ive heard from Whitehall, and by George Ive got the Polyphemus. The Polyphemus!

Seventy-four, French built, the finest lines you ever saw! A perfect duck, as handy as a frigate, and as fast on a wind as half the fourth-rates!

But my lady was not to be moved. She preserved a provoking calmness. Well, Im pleased, George, she said, if it pleases you.

Pleases me? I should think it does please me! The Polyphemus! Why, half the men between the Hamoaze and Harwich will be wanting to cut my throat! Its great news, my dear. Splendid news! Im to commission her at Devonport, rig her out there, and when shes ready take her round to Spithead, to join Lord Nelsons squadron  but there! He stopped abruptly. Thats secret orders and I shouldnt have told you, so do you keep a still tongue about that, Kitty. Theres great work afoot, but I mustnt out with it yet. Ill wager though we shall give the country something to talk about this time! Still my lady refused to be carried away. You will be at sea for some time then? she asked thoughtfully. She did not seem to be displeased by the prospect.

Why? He spoke with a sudden drop in his tone, for he saw her drift. Do you want to get rid of me? But, lord, to get, of all the craft I know, the Polyphemus. I could kick myself for joy of it!

But

Confound it, Kitty, he said ruefully, and I thought you would be as pleased as I am!

Never mind about the ship for a minute, my lady said. I want to speak to you about something else.

And I can think of nothing else! But there! He threw himself into a chair. Speak on! He looked uneasy.

You know, you made an absurd fuss last night, my lady said. But thats a small thing, and I wont say that I dont understand your reason. But have you considered  Im sure that you know very well what I am going to say  how far you are going with that girl? And what is to come of it? Its no good jumping up and down like that, George! If you are just amusing yourself with her it is bad, and it is unlike you and hard on her. Though, my lady continued with contempt, as the little fool has lost her heart once already since she has been here, I dont know that that matters or that I have much sympathy to spare for her! Still, she seems to have behaved well last night, and Im willing to think the best of her  to think at any rate that she deserves a better fate than to be played with.

I agree.

Then

But Im not playing with her! He sprang to his feet. I am going to make her my wife.

My lady shrugged her shoulders. I was afraid so, she said, unmoved by his violence. I was afraid that you had that in your mind, George. But you havent spoken to her?

No!

Not

Not a word!

Then, she rejoined, with a sigh of relief, and her face cleared, there is no harm done yet. Thank God for that! She has no claim on you, and I implore you, George,  my ladys voice was very serious to listen to me before you give her one. I beseech you to look at the thing as if the case were not your own. Can you say that she is a fit wife for you  for a Dunstan? She may be a good girl, I am not saying that she is not, though she is a simpleton. It is not that. But she is not of any family, she is not of our world, and she is not of the class in which you should look for a wife. You do not know even who she is.

She is a parsons daughter.

A poor curates, I suppose  if her tale be true.

But all governesses are curates daughters. It is the common tale, and as often true as their references. But grant it true, she is no wife for you. She is a dependant, almost a servant. And whatever you say  there, it is no good bobbing up and down!  a nobody. You cant get out of that. And you ought to marry somebody, and somebody  I dont care whether she has a penny or not  in our class.

Charlotte Froyle, I suppose?

Why not  if you like her?

But, he exploded, I dont like her!

Well, at any rate, she said, rising in defence of her friend, she was not in love and madly in love  yes, George, it is no good wincing, its the truth  with another man a month ago.

She wasnt in love with him last night! he retorted. I dont think you quite grasp what she did. She risked her life  and never in all my time, boarding or cutting out, have I run greater risk  to escape from him! If she dont bear the marks of it to-day Im a liar! She threw herself out when it was just odd or even whether she broke her neck or no! I tell you, Kitty, he continued, beginning to stride the room in his excitement, that girl is one in a thousand and shes the girl for me. She has a spirit and a courage in that little body  that dear little body, yes, Ill say it, damme, and not be faced down by you  that would not shame a Nelson! That would shrink from nothing and count no cost if duty led her that way! Ive seen her tried three times and  not worthy? not of my class? I tell you there never was a woman more fit to be the wife of a seaman and bear a seamans children! And the wife of a sailor and the mother of my children she shall be, God willing  if she will have me!

If? my lady cried in equal wrath and contempt  but in truth she was touched, and her anger, if not her scorn, was forced. If? Are you fool enough to suppose that she would refuse you?

To-day? Yes. Did you not say a moment ago that she was in love with another man a month back?

Yes, the little fool! And probably is to-day for all this fuss and outcry! But if you think that with all you have to offer she will not jump at you

I do think so, he insisted. If she is the girl I take her for, yes I do. My dear, you dont know her. You are on the quarter-deck and she is forward and she keeps her distance and behaves according! You dont know what a brave heart she has, what a spirit, what a courage!

I tell you what it is, George! my lady said viciously. I am sick of hearing of her courage. Her courage? You talk of nothing else, while I know that ever since she has been here she has been a cause of trouble. First that wretched man and then you! Oh, George, it is impossible  impossible that you can be such a silly! And when I look at you and see you tired and no more than the shadow of yourself this morning and think that she is the cause of it, and that she has come between you and me  oh, I wish to heaven, my lady cried with passion, that I had never seen her! Wasnt it enough that she must risk your life in that wretched duel?

She?

Well, didnt she? Dont look at me like that. What  what is the matter? Wasnt she the cause?

Of the duel? No, by G  d, she wasnt! Did you think that, Kitty? She had nothing in the world to do with it! Not a jot except that she tried to stop it.

Then who but even before she finished the sentence, fear leapt into her eyes.

Who? Another person. It doesnt matter who. It is over and done with. Hang the duel. Lets hear no more about it. Im sick of it!

But  no, she said with decision, you must tell me, George! She breathed quickly, a hand pressed to her breast. If it was not about this girl you fought, who  oh! You dont mean that it was  about me?

Confound it, Kitty! Impatiently he put the thing away with his hand. What does it matter if it was? It is over and done with. And it was no fault of yours. The blackguard said something that he should not have said. That was all.

About me?

He nodded sulkily. Well, in a way. And I wish to heaven that I had lamed him for it.

And I didnt know! My lady spoke softly, and there were tears in her eyes. Oh, George, my best, best friend, what shall I say to you? What shall I  and now, she continued, with a sob half suppressed, I am going to lose you. She has stolen you from me  and I hate her for it!

George shuffled his feet uncomfortably. He abhorred a scene. Well, you can do this, he said earnestly. You can be a friend to her, my dear. She needs one, and will need one. More, I want you to promise to keep her here till I come back. I look to be away three months, and how am I to keep her safe till I come back? Or find her if she is not here?

My lady looked at him, and there were doubt and trouble in her gaze. If I thought it was for your good, she said with a sigh, I would do far, far more for you than that. But I dont, oh, George, I dont. I cant. She may be all you say, and good. And yet she may be quite unfit to be your wife. There are only Freds life and the boys between you  and the Folly and all this. And you ought to consider that. You may think her this or that here, where there is no one to compare with her; but if you saw her in town? What figure would she make in town  in the Square? She has neither presence, nor birth, nor training. She has never learned the way of it, she could never hold her own. You would see her beside others

Charlotte Froyle, I suppose! he cried. You would have me marry her? That doll? That pattern of primness and propriety? Why, you are only a simpleton after all, or you are blind, my lady! Or you would see that this girl would fill, and has the spirit to fill, any station she is called to, and fill it so that those about her will know that she is there! Ay, any station  though God forbid, God forbid, indeed, that she should ever take yours! She is quarter-deck right through, my girl, and will send em to leeward fast enough when there is occasion. I know, I know, I tell you.

You foolish, foolish man! my lady said. And sighed and smiled.

Not a bit of it! Youll see. But you havent promised me yet. You must promise me you will keep her, Kitty. I shall be miserable if I dont know that she is with you, and safe.

But George, she protested, it is the most absurd thing! I am to keep her whether I will or no. And what if she wont have you after all?

That is my business.

Or suppose you change your mind?

Well, that is my business too.

You are not going to speak to her now?

No, he owned gloomily. It would be useless or I would  within the hour. She is not ready for it, and Im not such a puppy, I dont think so well of myself  Fred has told me often enough that I am a bear  as to believe that I can carry a girl by storm; nor so ill of her as to believe that she will take me to-day if she was in love with another man yesterday. One foot on board and one on shore  shes not of that kind. No, I must give her time. But when I come ashore again and have made her know what I want  well, she may not take me then. But at any rate I shall have saved her from that scoundrel. You will promise me, Kitty?

Well, she said at last, unwillingly and with averted eyes. I will promise, George. After all, she reflected, the future might hold many chances. The girl might see another, or he might change his mind.

He was not quite satisfied. And youll play fair, Kitty? Youll not cross my hawse?

You dear silly man, she cried, with your hawses! I suppose that you mean that I am not to set her against you?

Well, about that.

Well, I wont then. There! I wont even

She looked at him half quizzically, half tenderly. You know, George, you are very, very simple after all.

And what then? he asked suspiciously. You wont what, eh?

I wont do what nine women out of ten would do, stupid man. I wont tell her that if she marries you she will ruin you. Though if she is what you think her, that would checkmate you, if anything would!

He stared. Lord! he exclaimed in amazement. What women are, the best of them!

Ay! she replied with venom. You will find that out some day, even if she is all you think! Shell surprise you, my man! I know shes an angel now! She is all smiles and syrup! She has no faults, no tempers, no whims, no tricks, no will of her own  shes perfect! Because you love her!

He nodded, smiling foolishly.

My lady stamped her foot with passion. And I hate her! I hate her, for with her big eyes and her silly childs face she has robbed me of my brother! And I am to bear with her and hug her and fondle her! Oh, George, my lady continued, and there were angry tears in her eyes, you are a monster!

But if you gain a sister? said foolish George.

Gain a sister? she retorted passionately. Gain a fiddlestick! Go away, go away, and let me cry by myself!


CHAPTER XXIX

HER SOFTER SIDE

THE high may steal a horse where the low may not look over the wall; which in this connection means that about a governess there must be no scandal. Rachel thought often of this as she lay by during the next two days, thankful for the prostration that, while it privileged her to hide herself, dulled to some extent the sharpness of recollection. That she had escaped from a peril, the very thought of which and of the struggle that had attended it wrung her nerves  for this, as she lay in the darkened room, she was deeply, most deeply grateful. And while the memory of the lover who had not scrupled to plot her ruin now awoke in her only fear and abhorrence, the man who had saved her, and to save her had not spared himself, came in, it is certain, for a full share in her thoughts.

He had saved her, or she had saved herself. She had escaped from the snare so cunningly laid for her. And so far well. But, alas, the matter did not end there. The incidents that had attended her adventure forced themselves again and again on her mind, and she saw herself the butt of a hundred shafts, of a hundred hateful surmises. She recalled the disapproving face with which the Countess had greeted her, and the servants wonder. She reflected in how serious, how odious a light scandal would set the whole matter; and a score of times she stifled a groan as she sank lower in the bed, thankful for the few hours that intervened before she must face the censorious eyes that awaited her.

He had been kind, oh, he had been kind! But he had also been cruel. And had he been wise?

She saw no one for two days except Priscilla, who waited on her  and the housekeeper. Mrs. Jemmett visited her early, conveyed her ladyships orders that she should keep her bed, inquired if she needed the apothecary. But the housekeeper said little and asked no questions, and her silence, her pinched lips and guarded looks warned the girl what she must expect when she rose.

I shall have to go, she thought, too weary to rebel. I shall have to go. She had no doubt that the Countess would condemn her. For what could be more unbecoming, more dubious, in a governess than what had happened? But with her mind made up to the worst she rose in the end with a firmer courage.

In Lady Ann she met her first trial  an Ann affectionate, but strident, shameless, burning with curiosity, and primed in regions which she was forbidden to visit. Do tell, she urged, wreathing herself about her unfortunate preceptress. Youll tell me, wont you? Did you throw yourself out? Really, truly, throw yourself out? And was it  now its no good pretending, Southy  was it Mr. Girardot? And did he try to

Ann! Rachel cried, horrified. For shame! You should know nothing about such things! Dont you know how unbecoming

But I do know. I know a lot, and you may as well tell me. Tom told Bodmin, and he

Then Tom ought to be ashamed of himself! Rachel retorted in a rage. And you too, Lady Ann. I am surprised at you. You should not talk to the servants. No, Ill not listen to you. And I am not going to tell you anything about it.

Now you are going to be a beast! Ann decided. If you dont tell me, I shall think theres something shocking! And thats what they all think. Tom said that he was sure that Mr. Girardot tried to

Ann! Rachel rose in her wrath.

But the child was not to be silenced. Well, if you wont tell me, she said, youll have to tell mother. Shes going to send for you at twelve oclock. And Jane expects that it was not all on one side, for she says hed a voice that would lure a bird off a bush, and shes sure he

Rachel did silence her then  she was furious. But, after all, this was a trifle compared with the ordeal of encountering Lady Ellingham  compared with the moment when the Countess, seated in state in her room, looked up from her needlework and pointed to a chair. Be so good as to sit there, she said. I hope that you are better? with a glance at the bandaged wrist. If you do not feel equal to talking to-day, I will see you to-morrow.

Rachel murmured that she was much better.

My lady, after allowing her eyes to dwell for a moment on the girls face, dropped them to her work again. Then you will perhaps, she said, in the tone of one sitting in judgment, tell me what happened. I have heard but a confused story, and I think that in view of your position with us I should know all, Miss South.

Certainly, Rachel assented.

Will you tell me then? And as the girl hesitated, uncertain where to begin, the Countess looked up. You have nothing to conceal, I take it?

Nothing! Rachel said firmly, and with an effort she began her story.

When she came, however, no little confused, to Girardots appearance, Why did you not get out at once? Lady Ellingham asked.

I was surprised, and the chaise was moving before I  she began to stammer before I knew who it was, or  or could think what to do.

Ah!

And when I knew, the girl continued in evident distress, I could not get out  in the road, in the dark. He said that he would leave me at the next stage.

That was Fordingbridge? Just so. But he did not. Then why did you not get out there?

Poor Rachels face burned. I tried to get out, she said, but he asked me did I want to make a scandal. And he said that he would get out short of Salisbury, and before

Before you did anything, my lady said, you were going on?

Yes.

Along with him? I see.

Rachel rose. Lady Ellingham, she protested, trembling, if you do not believe me

Be good enough to sit down, my lady rejoined. I did not say that I did not believe you. But as I know what had passed, between you and this person, it is not only natural, Miss South, it is right that I should sift your story. It is my duty to you and to myself to do so. You say that this meeting was quite unexpected  on your part?

Absolutely. Rachel was almost in tears.

And unwelcome?

Hateful!

Very well. Then be so good as to go on.

Rachel did so with an effort, but when she came with hot cheeks to the climax and to the moment when Girardot put his arm round her and she threw herself out of the carriage, the Countesss hands fell on her lap and she looked up. You might have been killed! she said.

I  I did not hurt myself much. I fell on the grass, I think. I did not feel it.

My lady measured the speaker with frowning eyes. She seemed to be considering whether she was really telling the truth. And what then?

The girl, relieved that the worst was over, described how she had hidden in the thicket, watched the search, seen the carriage at last move off. Finally, how with only one shoe she had trudged along the dark road, espied the light, reached the farm.

With one shoe?

I had lost the other in the ditch.

Which one was it?

The right.

Then will you be good enough to let me see that foot?

For a moment the girls face flamed. She hesitated. I think, my lady said coldly, you will be well advised to let me see it. Then, Do not be a fool, girl, she continued. I suppose you wish the truth to be known.

Unwillingly Rachel removed the stocking. The slender white foot was bruised and blistered, covered with scratches, with here and there the black mark of a thorn.

Lady Ellingham nodded. I see, she said. Put on your stocking, child. Facts, you know, speak for themselves. And then I understand Captain Dunstan found you at the farm  I shall see Mrs. Mew  and brought you down to Fordingbridge on Medea.

Yes, Rachel said, thankful that the tale was told.

Have you been in the habit of riding?

I have never ridden before.

Ah! my lady said, her eyes on her work. A long pause. Well, while you are here, Coker might give you a lesson or two. Lady Anns skirt would fit you, I dare say.

Rachel could hardly believe her ears. Then there was to be no question of her going. Impulsively she put her thought into words. Then I am not to go? she faltered.

My lady smiled. Not on account of this, she said. If  if your conscience is clear, Miss South.

It is! Rachel cried. But I feared that you might think that I was to blame.

Why?

Because, Rachel owned meekly, I had been so foolish before.

But there is an end of that now, I presume?

Oh, yes!

The Countess, bending over her work, seemed to be lost in thought. Presently, It was fortunate that Captain Dunstan followed you, she observed.

The girl did not answer, and my lady looking up saw that there were tears in her eyes. I was saying, she repeated, that it was fortunate that Captain Dunstan followed you.

It was so very, very kind of him, Rachel said, her lips quivering. If you would please to thank him.

I am afraid I cannot do that. He left this morning to take over a ship at Plymouth. Do you know, the Countess continued with a sharp look, I think it was good of him, Miss South. But I am not surprised, for I know no one who has a kinder heart, though he does not wear it on his sleeve. She waited for Rachel to say something, but Rachel was silent, and the Countess drew a conclusion the opposite of that which some would have drawn. You know, I suppose, she continued, that he is a very distinguished officer. Lord Nelson thinks highly of him, and it is at his request that he is to be attached to his squadron.

It was very wonderful of him, Rachel murmured.

Of Lord Nelson?

No, that he should think of me, Rachel explained with a simplicity that my lady at first distrusted and then, after a glance at the girls face, accepted.

I think it was. But he has his reward for his unselfishness, for he has got the ship that he wanted and sails for St. Helens within a week or ten days. But I wish he were safe ashore. I fear there will be danger if what I hear is true. You know, I suppose, that he has been twice wounded?

No, I did not know.

No? Then he has not told you?

Oh, no, Rachel exclaimed in surprise at the question.

He has not talked to you much?

No.

Not as you came back from Whitsbury?

Oh, no. I was too tired. And no doubt he was thinking of his ship.

He did not know of it then. But he is not a person who talks much, or likes to be thanked. Indeed, I should like to know what he said when you thanked him.

I did not, Rachel confessed. I did not think She stopped.

What?

That he would care about it, Lady Ellingham. I thought that

That it was a small matter perhaps?

Well  to him.

I do not think that Lord Ellingham thought that it was a small matter  to Medea! There, you need not look so frightened! Medea is none the worse.

But Lady Ellingham paused  had she not been generous enough, foolish enough? Had she not paid her debt to him? Surely he could expect no more. Then she relented. But I think you are mistaken in one thing. Captain Dunstan thought a good deal of  of your safety. He inquired after you every morning until he left.

Rachel did not answer, but my lady saw that her eyes were wet. And, There, silly, silly woman I am! she thought. I have not only not crossed his hawse, as he calls it, but I am sending this child away to brood over him and his generosity  when I do believe that she had not a thought of him before. She paused awhile, and then aloud, Your father was in orders, was he not? she asked.

Yes, Rachel replied in surprise at the sudden change of subject. Lady Ellingham was certainly very odd this morning.

Had he a cure?

He was Vicar of Alden in Devonshire. He was a great-nephew, the girl explained with modest pride, of Dr. South, who was Chaplain to King Charles the Martyr.

Lady Ellinghams needle hung suspended. Indeed? she said. I have read his sermons. I think there is one in the Tatler. And what brothers and sisters have you?

Only one sister, who is younger.

Ah! Well  unconsciously the Countess expressed her thoughts aloud that is to the good.

Rachel stared, but did not understand and ventured on no comment.

I will speak to Coker about your riding, Lady Ellingham continued. It will be good for Ann to have a companion, as I cannot often go out with her. And she is rather troublesome at breakfast now that we have company. I think it will be well for you to come down with her for a time. She may be less in the way perhaps if you are with her. You seem to have gained some control over her. I think  that is all now, Miss South.

Rachel rose. She hesitated. I think you are very kind to me, she said timidly.

Yes, Lady Ellingham was on the point of answering, I am, you simpleton! Kinder than you think, and kinder to you than to myself! But she contented herself with a good-humoured nod of dismissal.

When the girl was gone, however, she rose, cast her work aside, and moving to a mirror surveyed herself in it. Oh, you fool, you! she murmured. Cutting your own throat and helping your best, your only friend to lower himself! And all because you are too soft-hearted and he has taken a fancy to that childs baby face and pleading eyes! When you ought instead to be choking her. Kitty, Kitty, I dont know which is the bigger fool, you or he!


CHAPTER XXX

RIDING LESSONS

HALLO, Ann! Lord Robert exclaimed next morning, looking up from his plate. Who has curry-combed that tangle of yours so early? Then, Oh, crikey! he added in a different tone, and he scrambled with a beaming smile to his feet.

It had been Rachels plan to be seated before the party began to come down, and to be gone, were it possible, before all were at table; for she regarded this first appearance as a formidable thing. But she had reckoned without Ann, who, usually early, chose on this morning to be late, and moreover she had not remembered that it was a hunting morning. When she made her entrance, therefore, shyly following her pupil, three of the men were already in possession. Sir Austin was warming his tightly breeched old knees before the fire and did not see her. The chaplain was at the side-table, taking a morning draught of ale. The beau alone therefore saw the unusual. Rachels adventure had shed a halo of romance about the girl, her seclusion had heightened this, and Lord Robert saw a chance of sport.

Splendid! he said with ready geniality. You are mending Anns manners already, Miss South. Shes only early when she isnt wanted. And begad, getting up early suits you. Blooming this morning! Do you sit here. He dragged back the chair beside his own.

But the chaplain also thought the occasion good.

He too bustled forward. Hate a jealous rider, dont you, Miss South? be said. Take this chair. He drew back another. Not afraid to face the light, Ill wager. None the worse, I hope  ha! ha!  for your little adventure?

Now dont come thrusting in, parson, Lord Robert retorted. Miss South is going to make my tea.

La, Bobbie, Ann drawled, her quick eyes at work. How funny you are! You never ask me to make your tea!

No, my dear, not since you left a sample of your mane in my cup! And Im not drawn by beauty with a horse-hair, as the poet says. When your head is as neat as Miss Souths you shall. Oh, come, Miss South, you are not going to be so cruel as to sit down there!

Thank you, Rachel replied with composure, though she was anything but grateful for his attentions. I prefer to be farther from the fire.

Too hot? Well, perhaps it is. I think Ill move down too.

Lady Ann, Rachel said firmly, sit here, if you please.

The chaplain grinned. Beware of all, but most beware of men! he hummed sotto voce. A little pork-pie, Miss South? May I help you?

Donkey! the unabashed Bobbie struck in. Do you think that Miss South lives on pork meat? A little dew, a butterflys wing and a flake of honey! Allow me  the honey!

La, Bobbie, you are funny! Ann drawled.

No, no honey, thank you, Rachel said. The beau meant no harm, he meant at worst a little amusement. But the chaplains grin put an unpleasant point on his attentions, and unused to persiflage Rachel was thankful when the door opened. But it opened only to admit Lord Ellingham, and her heart sank. Another man! And, she feared, another tormentor!

But my lord, who with his boyish smile had done more mischief in three years than Bobbie would do in his whole life, seemed nevertheless to bring a fresher air into the room. Hallo! he exclaimed, nodding pleasantly. Miss South here? Glad to see you about again. Quite recovered? Thats well. My lady in no end of a flutter about you. Gad! as he turned to Sir Austin, therell be a burning scent when the sun is up and the frost is off the grass.

It was a part of his charm  and how much had he exercised it!  that knack of putting others at their ease, of addressing them as equals, of taking for granted their interest in all that concerned him. Rachel felt the attraction, and was grateful to him; and perhaps owned the attraction not the less because in his hunting dress he made a gallant show. He drew off the others attention  that too was a part of his tact  and she was able to take her meal in peace. A few minutes later Lady Ellingham appeared, followed by the handsome, languid Charlotte. The Countess greeted her dependant with a pleasant word, and as she passed re-tied Anns hair-riband. But over Miss Froyles face a cloud fell. The addition to the party was not to her mind.

They fell to talking about the prospects of the day, then passed to a matter that in a twinkling riveted Rachels attention. In that house interest in the subject was natural, apart from Georges share in it, for the neighbourhood of Portsmouth and Southampton gave a naval tone to their thoughts. St. Helens Roads and Spithead were household words, and admirals were among their nearest neighbours. But indeed many were the houses from one end of England to the other in which the chances of the Baltic expedition were being discussed that morning; many the hearts it set fluttering. Its object  to detach Denmark from Napoleons interest  was no longer a secret; the Gazette of the day before had announced it, and not a few troubled not only for the safety of those whom they loved, but for the issue. A disaster must much increase the danger of an invasion.

To Rachel it was all new, all enlightenment. She had not been in the way of hearing such things debated by those who were behind the scenes, and it was with painful interest that she listened. Why painful, she could hardly say, nor why her colour ebbed. She told herself that it was the risk that so many gallant men were running that moved her, and not the risk that the one she knew was running. For kind as he had been to her, he stood so far from her that it seemed presumption to feel an anxiety on his behalf which those nearest to him affected to disclaim.

George thought, his brother said presently, that they should have given the command to Nelson.

But George thinks of nobody else! Lord Robert replied. If you ask me  he paused to select a rasher of bacon I think Nelson is a bit rash and they are right. Hell come to grief one of these days, will Georges pet. Suppose he had had a fleet at Teneriffe in  when was it? Ninety-seven?  instead of a ship or two? He got a confounded licking there, as it was.

Ay, but if he had led the first attack himself? Thats what George says! He swears that he would have put the shoe on the other foot.

But thats all maybe! Maybe hed have got killed first round! And Parkers a safer man in my opinion. Its not Vinegar Parker, its Vinegar Parkers son, you know. Anyway, itll be a bloody business if the Danes stand to it. Devilish stubborn fellows, mind you, the Hanes! Stubborn fellows! None of your sing-song get-up-to-morrow Dons.

Ha! ha! Danes and Dons! said Sir Austin.

I wish, Lady Ellingham murmured, but with no show of feeling, that George were safe back again.

Gad, hell be as happy as a schoolboy, his brother declared. Sure to be in the thick of it, and nothing he likes better. Rather him than I! Cold weather, north winds and the bulkheads down in his cabin. Ugh! Whod be a sailor?

It is not a polished service, Sir Austin pronounced gravely. Rough, very rough! George, of course  but, oh dear, I have met some dreadful examples! Impossible! Quite impossible!

Hard knocks and no prize-money this cruise!

Im afraid so, my lady assented, handling the urn. Poor George!

But George hasnt done badly, Lord Robert suggested. I suppose if he has made a thousand in the last five years he has made twenty?

He made fifteen in the Medora, agreed my lord, rising and moving to the side-table to help himself. But that was in a frigate, of course  all the moneys made in the frigates. And plaguey hard knocks for it too, my lad! It would not suit your genius, Bobbie, as well as fluttering round the petticoats?

Now do I flutter? Bobbie protested. Pon honour, he continued, lowering his voice and addressing Lady Ellingham  he was sitting beside her, take that tempestuous little petticoat over yonder  it is not from me shes in danger. Whoever it is, it is not me, my lady.

Unfortunately Lord Ellingham on his way back to the table had stopped to speak to Rachel  he was at that instant speaking to her; and this put a point on the beaus words that he perhaps did not intend. The Countess, however, whatever she thought, gave no sign. I am sure that Miss South, she said, if you mean Miss South, is in no danger.

Ah! virtuously. Good job too. A nice little thing. Good manners.

My lord as he sat down took up the old thread.

Anyway, he said, George wont be the last in at the death, Ill wager! Lucky dog too! Sure to come out all right.

Dont! my ladys voice rose sharply. Dont say that!

Touch wood, eh? Oh, all right, my lady. But God bless me, dont cry out before you are hurt!

In an instinctive reaching out for sympathy, Lady Ellingham glanced down the table. She could hardly have said whether she desired or feared to see that which she saw. The girl was so absorbed in the discussion, and so avid for more, that she was unconscious of observation; and her parted lips, her suspended breath, her tragic eyes told a tale. Little fool, my lady thought, with something of fellow-feeling, yet something of contempt also. I do believe  and yesterday she loved another man, and may love another to-morrow! And drawn one way by antagonism and another by sympathy, she could have at once kissed the girl and boxed her ears. Her jealousy decided her, and, Miss South, she said sharply, you may take Ann upstairs. And be good enough to see that her hair-band is properly tied to-morrow.

Recalled by the snub, Rachel rose in confusion, and dragged away the reluctant Ann. But in the hall Ann rebelled. She was firmly set on seeing the hunting party start from the door, and Rachel went up alone, her thoughts in a whirl. This first breakfast in public which she had anticipated with so much misgiving now stood for nothing. She could think only of the talk at the table, and of the wider world and the wider issues it had opened to her. Admirals names flitted across her mind, she heard the crash of mighty fleets, the booming of guns, the North Sea breaking as she had heard the sea break in winter storms on the shore before the cottage. She trembled as she pictured these things, while they who should have trembled were so cold, so indifferent, they did not seem to care. And he had been so kind to her, he had acted so generously, thought so wisely for her  he who had so many and so much graver things to think of!

The bulkheads down in his cabin! She did not know what it meant, but it had a wretched sound. And as she looked out on the bare leafless trees and the herbage white with frost where the cold rays of the sun had not touched it, she shivered; thinking of the biting winds, the decks swept by freezing spray, the thud of the waves as they struck the mounting bows. A mans work? Yes, and more than a mans. She saw him not as he was  for in truth he was at that moment snugly ensconced in his room at the Fountain at Plymouth  but as a heroic figure, high on some fancied poop, riding the storm, facing the gale, wind-blown, magnificent!

But she thought of him very humbly, and of any question of love as between her and him she did not dream. At the Folly he was a great man, my lords brother; but on the sea, as she saw him, by the light of what she had heard that morning, he loomed stupendous. Even if she had not so lately surrendered her heart to another that the idea was shameful and degrading, even if love had not come to seem a thing to distrust and shun, he stood so far from her that the thought did not occur to her. But she did feel warm gratitude to him, as she recalled his kindness, and deep anxiety as she measured his danger. Hell not be the last in it! my lord had said. No, she was sure of that, sure, as she clasped her hands and fervently thought a prayer for him! No, he would not be the last in it!

And they, the others, cared so little! They were so indifferent  though he might never come back.

Until now the events of the great world had possessed little interest for the girl. She could not have said whether Pitt was a Whig or a Tory! But now all was changed. Henceforth her ears were greedily open to every scrap of news or of rumour; and had her time been wholly spent as before in the solitude of the schoolroom, she would have been miserable. But day by day she found herself taken more and more into the life of the house, her unaffected simplicity aiding the process. Sir Austin condescended to pay her stately compliments, my lord was hearty and cheery; she learned how to keep Lord Robert in check and the chaplain, whom she disliked, at a distance. Miss Froyle, it is true, ignored her presence when she could, and greeted her with a stare when she could not; and my lady was changeable after an odd, disconcerting fashion, at one moment almost cordial, at another abashing her with a formal word, or wounding her by a sharp order that sent her smarting from the room.

Unfortunately for every kind word there was a snub; for the Countesss goodwill was continually outweighed by two feelings that, inconsistent as they were, swayed her by turns. The one she knew to be only too well based and not all ignoble. Against the other, a haunting vague suspicion of which she had never been able wholly to rid herself, she struggled, but only with partial success. Shaken off, it recurred with every fresh proof of the girls power to charm.

Yet, uncertain and fickle as my lady seemed, she was as good as her word in a matter that caused some talk in the house. If you please, miss, Priscilla said one day, entering as Rachel was closing the lesson-books and preparing to replace them, Mr. Coker wishes to know if you will begin your riding lessons this morning?

Rachel turned from the shelf in a flutter, her heart in her mouth. She had not thought that my lady would remember. Or perhaps she had changed her mind. Oh, but, she stammered, I dont think that

Its her ladyships orders, miss. And I am to bring Lady Anns skirt if you say yes.

Oh! Rachel replied in a small voice. Very well, Priscilla. I will get ready.

Ill put out the skirt, miss. And please, Mr. Coker will be waiting in the stable court.

And, by gum, what fun! Ann cried, tossing up a book and catching it again. Ill bet youll get a fall! Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall! Humpty Dumpty had a great fall! And chanting this, which she thought a fine piece of wit, she flew in great glee to summon Bodmin to witness the disaster.

Rachel would gladly have shunned the ordeal, but she dared not slight Lady Ellinghams kindness, and when she was ready  and very awkward she felt in her unwonted garb  she crept down the stairs, hiding her tremors as well as she could. Alas! she found Ann and her brother already on the scene, dancing up and down in their eagerness, and in the background a group of grinning men and maids peeping from the back-offices.

But Coker, a shrewd person who drew his own conclusions, had foreseen this, and instead of mounting her from the stable-block he led her outside and drew up the pony beside a handy log. Now, miss, dont you be afraid, he said comfortably. The old pony will carry you like an arm-chair. Keep your knee in the crook and you cant fall, and your hands down, and look square before you. Ill shorten the stirrup a hole and youll sit the straighter. Eyes to the front, thats the secret of ladies riding, and youll make no sore backs. Now Ill lead her on, and all you have to do is to sit straight. Old Jessie knows as well as you do that youre new to it, and shell take as much care of you as a nurse of a babby! There! Now Ill let her go and you walk her down the avenue.

Dont hold her head, just feel her mouth and keep your hands down. Thats it! Now, my lord, as he turned on Bodmin, have done, if you please! None of your tricks, or Ill tell the Earl! I will as sure as I am here!

He let her do no more than walk that day, and in half an hour Rachel had overcome the worst of her fears. She felt at home in the saddle and could venture to look about her. She alighted with a sense of achievement and a gallant determination to do more another day. And the next time she trotted a hundred yards with Coker running beside her and crying, Lift yourself, miss! Lift yourself! Thats it! Dont hang by her mouth! Thats it! Now eyes to the front! Eyes to the front! Well done, old gal! he added, addressing the pony. Im blest if you are not an arm-chair!

He was a judicious teacher, and if she was not a dashing learner and had more fears to conquer than those she betrayed, she was determined to overcome them; for she foresaw that in another situation the ability to ride might be a valuable asset. And Coker took pains with her, as Tom in an injudicious moment ventured to remark. He got a flea in his ear. Do you go and strap the chestnut! snapped the stud-groom. And see you do it or Ill strap you. I know what Im about, my lad, if you dont. For Coker was prudent and had not given thought to that taking out of Medea for nothing.

So within ten days Rachel, enjoying the delicious sensation of a canter, tasted the real joys of riding, and bitten by it, was promoted at the end of a fortnight to ride out with her pupil. True, Ann complained bitterly of the old ponys sluggish pace and by turns patronized her companion and tickled her companions mount. But Rachel returned flushed with triumph. As it happened, they fell in a hundred yards from the house with the men, who had been out rabbiting, and her colour and bright eyes gave her the additional attraction that she needed. My lord himself lifted her down amid a shower of laughing compliments that made her feel almost one of themselves. How kind he was, and how pleasant! He was, indeed, so kind that it occurred to him to ride out with them himself, and more than once he did so, criticized her seat and her hands, and flattered himself that he was finishing her education.

But of course this made talk in the house. The grooms, viewing the matter professionally, went no further than to decide that she would make a rider  in time. And Coker accepted her half-crown and a grateful smile as if the former had been a guinea. But the housemaids tossed their heads  things were come to a pretty pass with governesses riding out and his lordship playing riding-master! And the footmen winked and said that she had a well-turned leg  at which the kitchenmaids giggled.

Mrs. Jemmett said little, but perhaps thought the more. And the butler said as good as nothing. But presently one was found to say something  and something to the purpose.


CHAPTER XXXI

THE FLOOD-GATES RAISED

LADY ELLINGHAM was knitting her brows over the housekeepers books, when the door opened and her friend came in. Charlotte did not move at once to the table. She paused before a mirror and languidly straightened her hat; not because her appearance was anything to her at the moment, but because, as my lady might have seen had she looked up and marked the glint in her visitors eye, the girl needed a minute in which to compose herself. In the end Charlotte took off her hat and with a pettish gesture flung it on the table.

I hate that hat! she said.

My lady laid down her pen. She looked up. What is the matter with it? she asked.

It is too large and too flowery and too  oh, too everything. I wish, Charlotte continued, dropping into the nearest chair, I had your easy nature, Kitty! Nothing ever puts you out, I declare.

Lady Effingham suppressed a sigh. I dont know that, she replied patiently. Perhaps it is only that I dont show it as quickly as you do, Charlotte.

No! Nor as openly! Well, perhaps it is that. Anyway, she decided, frowning at the offending hat, it is a hideous thing!

Certainly I have seen you in one that I liked better.

I hope so. I shall give it to my maid when I leave to-morrow. No, I shant! Or I shall be seeing it every day, and I hate it! Then with a yawn, How long do you stay here, Kitty?

At the Folly?

Yes.

Well! my lady hesitated. To tell you the truth, I dont really know. I am uncertain at present.

Charlotte sat up in well-simulated surprise. But wont you be dreadfully lonely here  with only the children? When is Lord Ellingham leaving?

He has not said. Lady Ellinghams tone was cold. Between friends certain things come to be taken for granted, but my lady had never invited discussion upon them, and she did not mean to do so now.

She reckoned, however, without her guest. Charlotte had her reasons for trespassing on the forbidden ground, and she was not going to be warned off. Hasnt he said? she rejoined. You know Bobbie goes with us to-morrow?

Yes, I understand so.

And, after a long pause, it is a bit unusual, Kitty, isnt it?

The Countess coloured, but she strove to maintain her reserve. Perhaps it is, she said carelessly. He is not fond of the country, and, as you know, he seldom does stay here long  unless we have company.

The girl saw her opportunity and took it resolutely. Then, she said, what keeps him here now?

My lady looked steadily at her. A little pink in her cheeks betrayed her displeasure. But before she could speak, Charlotte leapt the gap and came to the point with a rush. I tell you what it is, Kitty, she said. You ought not to keep that girl here.

Who do you

Oh, you know whom I mean, quite well. The young ladys eyes gleamed with spite. Your Miss South, to be sure! Who else? If you do, depend upon it you will repent it, Kitty. Shes a minx, and the worst kind of minx, a sly, demure one! Youve brought her too much forward, my dear, and shes deceiving you! Shes throwing dust in your eyes every day! You need only go as far as the window at the end of the corridor, the one that looks on the stable court, and if they are there still  as they were five minutes ago  you will know what I know! And what, she added viciously, I expect that everyone in the house except you knows already!

Lady Ellingham had not foreseen speech of this plainness. But she had learned to control herself, she had had indeed only too much reason to learn the lesson, and she continued to look steadily at her companion. My dear Charlotte, she said gravely, it is you who deceive yourself. You dont like the girl  I dont know why, but I can guess. This was a little feline stab. And, believe me, whether you have good reason or not for the feeling, it leads your fancy astray. I have no doubt, indeed I have good ground to know that, whatever you have seen, it means nothing. It is quite harmless.

And you are not going

To the corridor window? with a faint smile. Foolish girl! No, of course not. Why should I? She took up her pen. I have something better to do, my dear. I know Miss South pretty well by this time  and her affairs. And I have these books to do.

The smile that accompanied the careless words was more than Charlotte in her excitement could bear. She sprang to her feet, her eyes sparkling. She snatched up her hat. I dont believe you care! she said, reckless of consequences, and casting delicacy to the winds. I dont believe that you have an ounce of feeling in you! You are a monster, Kitty! A monster! To see this going on and to do nothing! I wouldnt be you for a  for a fortune! Oh, Ive no patience with you! You are blind! Blind!

My dear, my lady replied, and she ticked off an item in the book with care. Dont be silly! You excite yourself about nothing!

But, Youre a monster! Charlotte repeated, tears of vexation in her eyes. And she flung out of the room.

Lady Ellingham, her eyes on the book, added up a column of pence and  for women can do two things at once  added it correctly. I made a mistake once and I wont make it again, her thoughts ran. I wont lower myself. He is at least a gentleman. She reckoned up the shillings, doing a sum on her fingers, then the pounds. She initialled the total. No, I am sure he would not, she thought. And there is George too. She does not know about George. The corridor window  and that spiteful girl watching to see if she would go to it? Not for her life! But she no longer saw the figures in the book. She stared at them mechanically, and her face was pale and thoughtful. If there were any truth in this, what was she to believe? Who was she to trust if those candid eyes and baby looks did but mark the guile that this jealous girl denounced? If this were true, true at all, to what depths of contempt and degradation was she falling? Nay, to what a depth had she fallen already, if such a thing was believed by those about her, if, thinking themselves in the disgraceful secret, they whispered behind her back, smiled in wonder at her fatuity, her blindness, her weakness?

No grounds! No, certainly no grounds in this case. But then he had deceived her again and again. She had known it, had long known it, and had wrapped herself in her pride and framed her life and steeled her looks to repel pity. Pity? Whatever happened she had told herself that she would escape that. But hitherto he had at least kept his infidelities out of her sight, he had not paraded them before her. He had had so much respect for her. But if this were so  in her own home, with her own dependant? That were too much, and she would not bear it! No, never, never! She examined with minuteness the nib of her pen, saw that she had by some unconscious pressure split it, and looked about for her penknife. But her hand shook as she took up the knife, and she laid it down again, her face drawn with pain.

The corridor window? She rose and rang the bell. When the man came, she did not raise her eyes. Is Lady Ann riding to-day?

Yes, my lady, theyve just gone.

I wanted her to mend a pen. Ive spoiled this one. Get me a new one from the library.

So that temptation was out of her way! When the pen came she returned with a wrench to the books and finished them, and spoke to Mrs. Jemmett about them. And at lunch, a slight meal in those days, she wore her usual placid face, and as usual spoke little. There was some talk of George; he had sailed from Portsmouth with Lord Nelsons squadron, he had been signalled in the Downs, and should by this time have joined Admiral Parkers fleet in Yarmouth Roads. Probably there would be a letter from him in a day or two  but then his letters were all the same  they never contained much beyond the praises of the Polyphemus and his officers  never were such good fellows!  and of his people  no ships company ever had such stout hearts! The party laughed at his enthusiasm, but there was an undernote of tenderness in the laughter. Soon, very soon  my lord noted that the wind was westerly  there might be news, and it would doubtless be good news for England, for was not Lord Nelson there? But the Danes were stubborn fellows, and it might be sad news for some! No one confessed to anxiety  but!

Apparently, then, Charlotte Froyles warning had fallen on barren ground, and the girl, vexed with herself, was sorry that she had spoken. Apparently she had betrayed her feelings, and betrayed them for nothing. However, in her saner senses she was too prudent to reopen the subject or press the matter further; and a truce of platitudes reigned between her and her hostess. And the next day, with much parade and bustle at the last, with maid and valets and grooms and the rest, the visitors left in a body, the two friends parting with the usual kisses and amenities  which deceived neither.

But when the last farewells had been waved from the doorway and the knot of servants had dispersed, a stillness fell upon the house that gave my lady only too much time to think. Maids sauntered from room to room collecting linen, the footmen gaped as they counted the plate, the men who swept the stable court swept lazily. Mrs. Jemmett sat before her fire, her hands in her lap, Bowles yawned over the day before yesterdays Post.

And my lady, whether she would or no, pondered. She saw my lord dawdle listlessly by the windows, his hands in his pockets, and she looked at the clock. It was half-past eleven, and Ann rode at twelve. And the day was fine, she would be sure to ride. Was my lord lingering here for that? Were his thoughts also occupied with that? Or what had he in his head? Why, above all and before all  it was this which troubled her most  was he staying at Queens Folly? Why had he dropped no hint of departure, he who for the past three years had not spent three days at a time alone with her, who hated dullness like the devil and had misspent his life in the avoidance of it? The shooting was over, the hunting was indifferent, why  why was he staying?

Alas! temptations recur, and with added strength. To-day my lady had no books to check and her work fell from her hands. She looked again at the clock; it wanted but ten minutes of twelve. And the corridor window was near, so near. But no, she would not stoop to play the spy. Yet, in justice to him and after what had been said  might it not be her duty to assure herself that all was right  that in this, at any rate, that spiteful girl had slandered him? How many misunderstandings, how much unhappiness it might avert were she sure! Were she sure!

And the girl, she reflected. Perhaps she owed it to the girl, owed it to her to expel once and for all that shadowy distrust, that haunting suspicion, that had been again and again exorcised, but only and always to reappear. George? True, there was George, but it was all on his side, and what assurance did it give of the girls good behaviour? She had been easy, almost light, to win in one case  and there was much in that case my lady misliked. She might not have heard all the truth about that  even now.

The clocks silvery chime told her that it was noon. She rose, and sat down again, took up her work and thrust in the needle. No, she would not lower herself! To do so were to let fall that mask of indifference which she had worn so long  so long that it almost deceived herself  that mask which, if it had not saved her from pain, had at least shielded her from pity.

No! But with her mind made up, and with the very word on her lips, she dropped her work, she rose and moved towards the door. She paused with her hand on it. It was hateful, it was degrading to spy on him. Hateful, hateful! But in her own house, with her own dependant! For the girls sake, for Georges sake, if for nothing else, she ought to do it. For why was he stopping? Why was he stopping  ah, if she only knew that!  if not for this? She ought to know.

She opened the door and with a firm step she walked down the wide corridor, flanked here by an old Bareilly trunk or a cedar chest bound with silver, there by a low bookcase surmounted by Buddhas and Chinese dragons. The servants had no business to be on that floor at that hour and there was no one to overlook her. She moved slowly yet with a beating heart to the far window that looked on the stable court. Looking through it, she was as one who gazed from a stage box into the pit of a theatre, so plain to her was all that passed below.

She had hardly reached her goal when she stifled an exclamation. Not that she saw what she had come to see and feared to see. The governess was there, indeed, but in the background. She was standing beside the horse-block, somewhat apart, and holding Ann by the hand. And she looked frightened. In front of the two and nearer the window at which Lady Ellingham stood were a number of men, Lord Ellingham, Coker, Tom, three or four stablemen. But they too were only spectators. The centre of all was Bodmin. He was the performer. He was bestriding a pony  a new one the Countess fancied; and the pony was backing and kicking, while its rider strove with blows and excited cries to force it towards the gateway and out of the court.

Alarmed for the boy, Lady Ellingham nearly gave way to her first impulse and betrayed her presence. She raised her hand to tap on the window. But she had been well trained, she knew that interference would vex my lord, and though her fears cried out against the laughing indifference with which he watched the struggle, she held her hand, albeit with every plunge of the restive pony she expected the boy to be unseated.

But though he was nearly thrown off more than once, Bodmin clung to his saddle, and with a boys disregard of danger continued to strike and spur the pony. And presently, with a final kick which tossed its rider on to its neck, the beast gave way, dropped its head, and, boring and pulling, plunged away through the gateway. The men cheered the rider and ran to the entrance to follow his course, but quickly came back in a body, laughing and talking, and my lady could see that Ellingham was pleased. She breathed again and the colour which had ebbed from her face  she never had much  returned.

If she had gone then! But though she now lingered in idle curiosity rather than of set purpose, she remained. She saw the ladies horses led out, she saw Ann mount from the block and move about the court curveting and showing off. Then it was Rachels turn, and Lady Ellingham frowned as she noticed that my lord would not let the governess mount from the block but was bent on putting her up himself. The girl seemed to demur with modesty, but he insisted, took her foot, and was evidently instructing her to spring at a signal. The men in the background smirked  or was it my ladys fancy?  at one another. And a moment later  the girl was in the saddle now  the watcher caught her breath and stepped back with a half-stifled cry of pain.

This time it was from that which she had feared to see and had come to see that she recoiled. He was showing the girl  shameless thing, sitting there for all to see!  how to hold the reins. He took them from her hands, disentangled them and put them again between her fingers; leaning against her knees and the ponys shoulder, as he did it. But it was not that, not that alone, intimate as the action was and eloquent as it seemed to the Countess, that sent a flame of passion, such passion as she thought she had long outlived, through Lady Ellinghams veins. It was the laughing upward look that Ellingham shot at the girl, as he rallied her on her clumsiness, it was the frank boyish smile that she had once known so well and that years ago had lured her own heart from her, it was that look and that smile, now aimed at another, that drove my lady back from the window and sent her hand to her side.

And  and oh, this was too much! They were leading out his horse, and he was going with them! He was going with them, he who hardly ever rode with Ann, with his own daughter! With jealous eyes the Countess watched them pass through the gates, Ann leading, my lord riding by the governesss side, and leaning towards her, handling her reins again, giving her another lesson as they paced along.

She did not stay to reason. To know is one thing, to see is another; and on what she had seen the suspicions that Charlotte Froyle had insinuated placed, and could only place, in a jealous womans view, one colour. In a moment the barriers that pride and self-respect had raised, and that for years had dammed back the flood of feeling, gave way, and with a violence proportioned to the stress that she had so long put upon herself, the bitter waters flowed forth and carried all away. The cold, sedate spectator whose indifference had seemed monstrous to Charlotte became in a twinkling a jealous, raging woman, insulted in her home, outraged in her tenderest point, tried at last beyond bearing  a fury. With burning cheeks and heaving breast she swept back to her room, and there behind a locked door paced to and fro, venting in broken stormy words the resentment that whirled her away.

Even so, habit and pride might in time have restored her to herself. Unfortunately jealousy would not let her rest, it drove her to action, and by and by she had a natural but an unhappy thought. She would see them return. She flew to another room, she waited and watched, and at last she saw them ride in. And again the children were together in front, and my lord was at the girls bridle-rein. He was talking to her, his eyes on her face, bending towards her while he rubbed his riding-crop across the ponys hogged mane. He pointed to the girls stirrup, and with his boyish smile said something  something about the size of her foot, the suspicious woman fancied.

The sight and that smile, so gay, so frank, so well remembered  ay, remembered many a time with many a pang!  robbed my lady of the last shred of self-mastery. When the two came into the hall, and unluckily they came in alone by the side door, the children lingering behind to give sugar to their ponies, she met them, her face colourless, her eyes shining. She pointed an accusing finger at the amazed Rachel. That girl must go! she said with restrained passion. She must go to-day! To-day! She shall not stay in this house another night  if it be not already too late! Shameless, insolent girl, go! Go to your room!

My lord, if he did not look guilty, looked most certainly confounded. What the devil is this? he exclaimed in amazement. While Rachel, stricken dumb, and the colour driven from her face by the shock, stared in dismay.


CHAPTER XXXII

A CLIMAX

WHAT the devil is this? my lord repeated, and now there was as much anger as amazement in his tone  anger, for here at any rate he was innocent; amazement, for so far his worst offences had provoked his wife to no more than a cold and haughty disdain, the contempt of one who held herself above injury. Have you gone mad, Kitty?

No, my lady retorted with a passion equal to his. I am sane at last. I see things as they are! I am no longer deceived! Let that girl, and again she raised her hand and pointed to the stairs, that shameless, deceitful girl, take herself out of my sight before I sully my lips by saying what she is!

By G  d, but I think you are mad! my lord repeated. What in heavens name has come to you? What has happened?

Happened? Her voice rose a tone. Have I not eyes to see? Am I blind, that you think my patience will last for ever? That it has no bottom, no end, sir? Let that girl go, and let her not dare to

She broke off. The children had burst in, in all the riot and fullness of their young life, into the hall. There, however, and in a moment, they felt the chill; they saw that something was wrong, and their voices died down. The Countess pointed to the stairs. Go! Go! she said, and her tone was so stem that even Ann did not venture to argue. You are not wanted here! she added, and stricken dumb, bending to the storm, the two stole silently across the room and up the stairs.

But in one way the interruption served. It had given Rachel time to collect her senses, and courage to take her part. I do not know, Lady Ellingham, what you mean, she said, her voice quivering with indignation, nor what I have done to offend you. But if I am to understand

Miserable girl! my lady cried. Do not bandy words with me! Do not dare! You are dismissed  this hour, this minute! Begone! Pack your things and leave the house!

By G  d! my lord interposed  he was now boiling with indignation. You are mad! You must be mad!

But Rachel replied as if he had not spoken. Then, she said, outwardly calm, but tingling in every nerve, I must have a reason. I cannot be treated in this way. I cannot be sent away, Lady Ellingham, and no reason given. No, I will not go, she continued firmly, on such terms. I have a right

Right? Lady Ellingham retorted in an indescribable tone. You? You dare And then again there was an interruption. It was the luncheon hour; one of the men put in his head on his way to the gong. Lady Ellingham dismissed him by a gesture, but the break did something to restore her to reason. I will see you in the library, she said haughtily, and she turned and led the way into that room. The two followed. My lord closed the door.

Now, if you please, he said, before Lady Ellingham could speak  and it seemed as if they had changed places, for it was he who was now cold and hard we will have the facts. You have spoken to this young lady in such a way that nothing else will serve. I will have no more beating about the bush. Say at once, if you please, of what you accuse her.

The Countesss eyes sparkled with anger. You ask me? You?

I do, he replied. And I must have an answer. It is I who in the last instance am responsible for this house, and what happens in it. Of what do you accuse Miss South?

There are things which it is difficult to put into words, and for a moment words failed the jealous woman. Then, You know very well, she said. But she was aware that she was weakening.

That will not do, he rejoined  and he looked at her in a way that he had never looked at her before. Every trace of smiling youth, of easy good-humour, of tacit apology, was gone from his face, leaving it hard, stern, severe. On the heath at Newmarket, perhaps, or over the cards at Whites or the Cocoa-Tree, men had seen him with that face, but his wife never. You have gone too far to be silent now. You must put your accusation into words.

Lady Ellinghams breast rose stormily, but she did not refuse the challenge. She is intriguing with you! she said. Vilely, wickedly intriguing with you  under my roof! I have borne much  you alone know, sir, how much I have borne and kept silence! To what infidelities I have been blind, what insults I have declined to see! But this, this  her voice trembled I will not bear! My daughters governess! In my own house! If I bear this I lower myself to the vilest of women. I am a partner in my own shame!

There is not a word of truth in it, my lord declared, so coldly, so dispassionately that it shook even her conviction. Not a syllable!

And you would have me believe

I would have you believe, he replied sternly, what I say.

That you have never  never she stammered, her voice almost failing her, betrayed me? Never been unfaithful to me?

I did not say that. That is not the question here.

Please do not say more! It was Rachel who interposed, and her voice was almost as cold and dry as my lords. I understand now, and I do not wish to learn more, or to defend myself. Lady Ellingham has insulted me by suspicions  suspicions that are unjust as they are baseless. She has insulted me grossly, she continued, her voice trembling, and I will certainly go to-day  within the hour if it be possible. I should be wrong to stay an hour under the protection of one who can think such things of me, and can condemn me unheard.

But, No, my lord said with decision. You shall not go! You have done nothing!

But I must go, Rachel insisted with spirit. I am innocent of even the thought of harm, but I cannot remain in a house in which, Lord Ellingham, I am open to such charges.

You are the best judge of that, the Countess retorted. She had wonderfully changed her tone, however  she spoke almost sullenly.

I am. And I must judge for myself  and protect myself, Rachel declared, and she turned to the door, her head high. But she was so shaken that she could hardly walk.

Lord Ellingham moved as if he would have intercepted her, but apparently he thought better of it. Instead he opened the door, and when she had passed out, he closed it after her. He walked to one of the windows and stood looking through it, his back to his wife. She remained standing beside a table, feverishly tapping its surface with her fingers. But the passion had died out of her face, and had left it white and weary. For if she did not believe Rachel, at any rate she had begun to doubt. And she saw that, if she had made a mistake, then she had made a terrible mistake. She had stripped herself of her pride and her self-respect, and for nothing! She had lost all, all that remained to her. It was that thought that was beginning to press upon her  that and the silence in the room.

At last he turned. You have been guilty, he said calmly but gravely, of a great, a very great injustice, Kitty. Upon what grounds you have acted, what fancied grounds, for real ones there are none, I cannot say. I cannot even imagine.

You have given me enough! she cried.

Not in this case.

But I have seen  I have seen with my own eyes.

What?

I saw you ride out with her, saw you ride back with her! Ah! she added with a gesture of pain, as the remembrance returned to her. But I have seen enough!

You saw, he replied sternly, nothing that was not innocent, nothing that a candid mind could misinterpret. I will swear to that.

You would have me believe that you have never wronged me?

Have I said that? It was he who was scornful now, and though he waited for an answer she did not answer. Have I ever denied that you had wrongs? he continued. That I was in fault? Is it not for that reason that we live as we do?

And if she made a desperate clutch at the heat that had inspired her five minutes before if with one, why not with another? Why have you stayed here? Why are you here now? You never stayed before! Why are you staying now? With all her power she drove home the question.  

What is your attraction! It is not I, God knows! Then, is it not plain what it is? Do not even the servants see it, and smile and nudge one another when you  when you give your riding lessons? Riding lessons to your daughters governess? Do you think I am blind?

In this matter you are blind, he rejoined. And if with one, why not with another? You have said yourself why, and if you do not see the difference I do. This girl in my daughters governess. And why do I stay here? For the first time a trace of feeling broke the cold severity of his tone. I will tell you, madam, though I had not meant to tell you yet, nor God knows in these circumstances. I expected the question, but I intended to wait until it was  heaven help me!  more kindly put  put to me in some more timely moment! However, it has been put, and I will answer it. I stayed partly because, though you may hardly credit it, and may not credit it, I have grown, if it be but a little, older and wiser. And partly because one who is a better man than I has talked to me. Ann is growing up and Bodmin will soon be more than a boy, and before they learn things, I thought  I dreamt perhaps  he hesitated and stumbled that we might, if you willed it, and were it only for their sakes  place things on a better footing between us! Because a man has played the fool  and I was very young, as were you, when we married  it is not necessary that he should go on playing it. And because he has not always valued what he has, it does not follow that when his eyes are opened he may not regret what he has lost. Until to-day I have always thought that you still preserved some feeling for me, and for the childrens sake I fancied  I knew you were generous

No, weak! She was still tapping softly on the table, she still showed an unchanged front. But there was such pain in her averted eyes, such anguish in her heart, so terrible a sense of an opportunity, an incredible, unhoped-for opportunity, lost  lost in this unhappy hour  that had he but once met her eyes, she must have broken down.

But he took her as he saw her, and, Proud, at any rate, he rejoined. For I have never thought you deceived, and I have given you credit for your attitude  and perhaps admired it. He stopped and seemed at a loss. Then, At any rate, that is why  I have stayed here. I dare say I was a fool.

Or you thought me one! She longed to alter her tone, but she could not, she could not.

And with that he too grew harder. In this most unfortunate matter you have been one. You have forgotten yourself, and forgotten also that, if I am not a good man  and to you I have not been without fault  I have at least some scruples.

The fault is yours, she retorted. She spoke sullenly, for she could not bend her pride. But in truth she was dying to surrender, and if he had observed her closely, he would have seen that she was trembling in every limb. It is not your place to teach the governess to ride, to handle her reins, to ride beside her, to put her up  with reviving indignation with your own hands! It is unbecoming, it is unfitting, sir. You cannot deny it.

He did not. He was silent, standing grave and thoughtful at some distance from her. And when after a pause he spoke he surprised her. Has it ever occurred to you, he said, that George has some notion of making this girl his wife?

She was startled. In her jealousy she had forgotten that aspect of the case, and, for my lord, she had supposed him to be ignorant of it. Now it rose before her, and pricked her conscience. Did he tell you so? she asked.

No, but he has said enough to make me suspect it. I supposed that you might be in his confidence  if you are not, and I am mistaken, and certainly I hope that I am, for it would be a mesalliance, it alters the position. But if it be so, is it so unfitting that she should learn to ride  it was your suggestion, was it not? Or so unfitting that I should teach her?

She passed a hand across her brow, and, alas, reason had regained its seat, and wretched, most wretched, she wondered what madness had seized her. How  how had she come to forget George, and Georges last request and her promise to him to keep the girl with her? But that  oh, how small a thing was that! She could have borne that! She could have put that right. What she could not bear was the thought that she had cast away her long-cherished reserve and trampled her pride in the dust  for nothing! That she had flung all away in a moment, and with all, her happiness! Oh, she had indeed, indeed humbled herself! Now, if she would not make the loss final and irreparable, if she would clutch even at this last moment at hope, she must humble herself to the ground. And at length, What do you wish me to do? she asked.

But his anger was still hot. He thought her sullen and fixed in her injustice. Nothing! he said, and the dull word rang a knell in her ears, drowning that faint murmur of joy bells that had for a moment rung in the depths of her desolate heart. I do not wish you to do anything.

She forced herself to stoop lower. If you wish, she said, I will go to her, and  and ask her to remain.

But he would not meet her. It is for you to do what you think right, he said.

She winced. You are hard, she murmured; and indeed this was a side of him that she had never known. With all his faults he had ever been courteous, gentle, good-tempered with her.

It is my house and I am responsible, he rejoined. I think you have forgotten that. I might order, but I do not order. I leave it to you to do what you think is right. He took out his watch  he seemed to say, You have so many minutes  I allow you so much  if you do not His look, his tone, his bearing, all were strange to her, harsh, compelling.

She sighed. At last, I will go to her, she said.

He opened the door for her, his watch still in his hand.

Left alone, he began to walk up and down the room. From time to time he stood, took a trifle from a table and laid it down again, his thoughts elsewhere. Ten minutes passed. The door opened, and Lady Ellingham came in.

She will not stop, she said in a dull voice.

Have you

I have asked her pardon. A red spot burned in each of my ladys cheeks.

He was still stern, unforgiving. The girl must not go, he said.

But I have said all that! She broke off.

Very well, she said with lowered eyes. I will try again. She left the room.

He returned to his pacing, until the door opened anew. She will remain until to-morrow, my lady announced in a lifeless tone. She will make some excuse for leaving. I can do no more. Indeed, I cannot.

He rang the bell. Then we will go to lunch, he said. And she saw that she was still unforgiven. It is late. Coldly and formally he opened the door and followed her out.

But, ah, the silence of that meal! It fell drop by drop on my ladys heart, quenching with its chill the trembling flame of hope that had sprung up, damping down the tiny spark that had begun to glow, leaving all cold, lifeless, desolate  more lifeless, more desolate, more hopeless than before. The children, warned of trouble, stole to their places and stayed their chatter. Even Ann, daunted for once, sat humped and on guard, stealing shrewd glances from under the penthouse of her black locks and storing her mind with reflections which she would retail later. Crikey, but there has been a rumpus! was the gist of them. The men waited with servile care, went to and fro soft-footed, while Bowles, standing impassive behind his mistresss chair  but what Bowles thought Mrs. Jemmett learned over a thimbleful of Garlands port an hour later.

Im afraid its serious this time, maam, he said, shaking his head. It wont surprise me if its a break-up. And to think that two like you and me, Mrs. Jemmett, should be shivering in their places for such a chit as that. Oh, woman, woman, what a sight of harm you do!

And here was I, Mrs. Jemmett reflected sagely, thinking all the time as it was the Captain!

A daughter of mischief, maam, thats what she be! Theres no other name for her.

And his lordship seemed put out, did he, Bowles?

Tragic, maam, tragic! A nether millstone. And her ladyship never looked off her plate and ate no more than a sparrow. Shes sorted him for once, I wager. I fear, I fear itll be a separation this time, Mrs. J.

Well, its no more than hes earned! the housekeeper sighed. Id like to sort him myself. As for that minx  Well? she asked sharply. What now?

Priscilla had put in her head. If you please, Mrs. Jemmett, can Miss South have some string?

String? the housekeeper said ungraciously. What does she want with string?

If you please, maam, shes packing and

Packing? Very, very nearly did Mrs. Jemmett give away to an inferior that a thing was passing in that house of which she was ignorant. But she was a woman of resource and she saved herself. Of course she is! But what does she want with string? she rejoined.

Shes broke a strap and

Grudgingly the housekeeper gave out the string, and saw the door close on the underling. Then, Wish she may hang herself with it! she said. Well, sheve brought her pigs to a pretty market! However, you may make yourself easy now. My ladys won, seemingly.

And Im thankful, the butler agreed. Yet I know its weak, but shed a way with her, that girl  I could almost find it in my heart to be sorry for her.

Well, I never, Bowles! And it is but a minute since you were calling her a daughter of mischief and heaven knows what!

The butler sighed. I couldnt bear the thought we might be parted, maam.

Its news to me we were ever joined! Mrs. Jemmett answered tartly, her colour rising. She looked at the clock and bustled to her feet. There! Ive my work to do, if youve none. I cant stay gossiping here all day.

Youre hard, maam, hard, Bowles pleaded.

I suppose Ive not a way with me! said Mrs. Jemmett.


CHAPTER XXXIII

IN THE STABLE COURT

RACHEL did not doubt that she was wise to go.

She might have made out a case for staying; she might have argued with some plausibility that in resisting my ladys overtures to remain she was yielding to a resentment natural but short-sighted. And doubtless that was the light in which Lady Ellingham must view her action. But Rachel knew better, and though she had plenty of leisure in which to weigh the matter, she never doubted what course she ought to take.

But she did regret, and very sorely, the necessity that was laid upon her. The schoolroom which had once seemed so bare and unhomelike now stretched friendly arms to her. The shabby old globe and the ink-stained table which she had often eyed with distaste now seemed to be things which she could not leave without pain. It was a harbour of refuge that she was quitting, dear if dull, and if lonely, safe; and more than once she asked herself for what she was exchanging it. If she would not be a burden on her mothers slender resources, she must quickly find another situation; and that found she must face the chill of new surroundings, the reluctant welcome, the curious looks of strangers. That would be, that must be, if she went, her fate.

It was all loss, though she was determined to go, and did not falter. But amid her regrets, that which rose up at once most bitter and most sweet was the thought of one who, she felt sure, had he been at the Folly, would not have let her suffer injustice. Captain Dunstan had helped her in worse straits, and he would have helped her in this strait. Of that she was certain, not asking herself what he could have done more than my lord had done, or how he would have intervened; but simply and blindly assured that before the Captain all difficulties would have vanished and that in some way he would have served her and saved her.

But that certainty was in truth the very thing that determined Rachel. She was no longer the simple girl that she had been, and she understood what this feeling meant; and the discovery, late made, frightened as much as it shamed her. It was not only that between her and her benefactor, between her and his people, there yawned a wide gulf, sloping indeed on his side but a fatal precipice on hers  that peril Lady Ellingham had made abundantly clear to her; but between her and him there lay also her past weakness, her stupendous folly, her whole history since he had known her  memories and a history that burned her face with shame. To lose her heart, to misplace her affections, twice in a twelvemonth! Oh, it was indeed time, it was indeed well that she should go and learn wisdom in another place.

For dimly, yet with a true instinct, Rachel saw that if she stayed, unhappiness worse than that which she now suffered awaited her. And this, though she was even now very wretched, very sad as she sat with her few possessions packed and the schoolrooms friendly face making dumb appeal to her. And Anns farewell, the childs naive Oh, you silly old thing, why do you go? even her impulsive hug, though it meant much from Ann, whose nature, hard as nails, made any show of affection a tribute, was too casual, too careless to bring comfort to a heart that hungered for some warmer, some more human farewell.

But I am only the governess! she thought. And  and no one cares now he is gone! In a month there will be another, and I shall be forgotten!

And she had still an hour to wait. She was leaving an hour before noon.

In truth, had she known it, the girl was filling a far larger place in the thoughts of the house than she imagined. Hidden away in her solitude, she was troubling the peace of two persons. My lord would in any case have found it difficult to ignore one who had worked up so tragic a crisis between him and his wife; but he was further oppressed by the sense that the girl was being wronged. He was young enough and, to do him justice, generous enough to be heated by this; and his indignation on his own account  for no man resents a baseless accusation so fiercely as he who has been guilty elsewhere  was not lessened by the fact that the sufferer was a woman and young. He was still very far from forgiving his wife; even a night had not cooled him to that point, and having taken breakfast in forbidding silence, he had wandered forth to pervade the stables, finding fault where no fault was and a terror to grooms and stablemen. No horse was to-day shod to his liking, the chestnut was too fine, Medeas legs should have been bandaged, the bays hocks were as big as bedposts, the oats were d  d rubbish! Even Coker, usually master in his own domain, wilted before him. He wandered in and out, a circling thunder-cloud, and all who could escape slid round corners. Bodmin, approaching in an unwary hour, was styled an untidy young cub and sent back to the house to button his gaiters.

But if my lord was restless and moody, his discontent having its source deeper than the governesss matter, though he laid it on that, my lady was still more unhappy. For she knew what she wanted. She knew what hope had in a most unlooked-for hour sprung up from the barren soil and she knew by what act of folly, of incredible folly, she had nipped the shoot!

She paced her room with parted lips and heaving breast, and found no rest. Her pride all fallen from her, she would have torn her tender flesh if by so doing she could have undone her act. If she had thought that by a further abasement, however humiliating, she could move that stubborn girl upstairs, who had in a moment of time grown into so formidable, so fatal an obstacle, she would not have spared herself. But she had taken Rachels measure, she was certain that prayer would be futile, and she could only hope  but with a sinking, anguished heart  that when the girl was gone the breach, this new breach, might be healed.

Might be healed? Ah, but how little satisfying was hope, when but for her own imbecility, her own mad act  in that light she saw it now!  she might at this moment have been happy, safe, assured, blest in the repentant tenderness, the returning passion of one who had been her maiden choice, and whom she had never ceased to love, even when he had been least faithful! For he had never been as so many others in his case. He had never been harsh, brutal, ungenerous, even in his infidelities. He had only been unfaithful; stabbing her to the heart indeed, and torturing that tender bosom, but never erasing from it the image of her first love. And how many, how many had tempted him! Wicked, wicked women! Theirs, theirs had been nine-tenths of the blame!

She paced the room torn by doubts, racked by fears, measuring his displeasure  and with all his faults he had never in the past shown displeasure to her. Rather had his bearing been that of one who mutely owned himself in fault, owned her perfection, pleaded only the force of circumstances and his own weakness. How intolerable then, if at this crisis, when his better angel and his sober years prevailed, she had wrecked all!

Her fevered eyes fell on the clock. It wanted twenty minutes of eleven. In twenty minutes it would be too late to do anything. Should she, after all, make one last appeal to that wretched, hard-hearted girl  who held her fate in her hands? Or should she consult him of whom she had in a moment grown afraid? At the worst she might prove to him that she was anxious to comply with his wishes, that the fault did not lie with her. He had willed that she should humble herself and she had done it, and the tacit order had been dear to her. She pondered, and at last she rang the bell.

When does Miss South start? she asked.

At eleven, my lady.

From the side door?

No, my lady, from the stable court.

Where is his lordship?

He was in the stables, but I believe he is at the front now.

She dismissed the man and went to her room; and anxiously before the mirror she twitched a curl this way, straightened a ribbon  this was no time, ah, no time to neglect herself! Then she snatched up a cloak and hat and traversed the passage and stairs to the great doors. Yes, there was the Earl, standing near the entrance gates, sombrely switching at the gravel with his cane. A few paces from him Ann was playing with a dog. My lady saw that she was in time, and with a quick-beating heart she went to him.

If you wish it, she said with a new and touching humility. I will speak to Miss South again, and beg her to stay. I do not think I shall succeed. I have said already all that it is possible to say. But I will try again  if it is your pleasure.

Well  try then! he said gloomily. But wait a minute. Theres the boy coming out.

He signed to her to stand aside as Bodmin rode out of the stable court. He was on the new pony and he waved his hand gaily as he passed. The cob was fresh, and bored and pulled at the bit, its stout haunches gathered under it, its eye wicked. But the boy, proud of his new mount, and delighted with the chance of showing off before them, went by laughing and slapping his gaiter with his whip to prove his confidence.

My lady was not sorry to find an indifferent subject, and with a show of more anxiety than she felt, Is that pony safe? she asked.

My lord was not to be propitiated. Safe? Good lord, yes! he said. A bit fresh.

But should not someone  she spoke timidly, for, alas, she was beginning to fear him! go with him?

Rubbish! The boys not a molly-coddle! His eye followed his heir with pride.

They watched the two sidle away along the turf beside the drive, the figures of horse and boy dwarfed by the walls of lofty trees that flanked the glade. Then they turned. My lord looked at his watch. You had better meet her in the court, he said. If you go through the house, you will miss her.

The stable clock struck as he spoke. From where they stood, by the outer gates, they could look through the inner gateway into the stable court and could see drawn up at a side door the carriage that awaited the governess. It was the hour of the servants elevens, and the men had gone in to their snack. There was no one in the court except the driver of the carriage, sitting on his box and now and again stroking one of the horses with the tail of his whip.

My lady moved towards the court. Youll have to be quick, my lord called after her. She is coming out, I think.

Lady Ellingham hastened her steps, and had covered a dozen yards or more when a gun-shot rang out; fired apparently at some distance. It was too common a sound at the Folly to alarm, and my lady did not turn. But before she had taken a second ten steps  though she walked quickly, in fear lest the chaise should move away  there came to her ears another sound  an ominous sound to experienced ears. It was the rattle of galloping hoofs on a hard road, and my lady turned, and instinctively looked back in misgiving. The next moment my lords voice rose. Damnation! he exclaimed. That ponys off! In a dozen strides he was beside my lady. Take care! he exclaimed and pushed her to the side; and even in that moment of alarm she recognized that his first thought was for her. Look out, Kitty! Hes coming this way  ah! The last word was pitched in a different key, and of itself would have stricken her with terror, if she had had no eyes to see.

But she could see. The cob was coming towards them, hurtling down the drive at the top of its speed, its head between its knees. It was completely out of control and running away, making blindly for its stable. The boy was sitting it bravely, leaning back and dragging with all his small strength at the shortened reins, but to no purpose. And then, and almost in the same moment, the two  the poor mother as quickly as my lord  discerned the deadly peril that awaited their child. The stable door  their thoughts darted instinctively to it, for it was full in their sight, and scarce forty yards away  was open, and it was low in the brow  too low for the rider to pass through it, if the cob pursued its reckless course. And even as the peril declared itself, it was upon them. The pony thundered through the gates beside them, my lord with a stifled cry rushed to head it off. He was yards too late. The cob swerved, and passed him. It made at the same frenzied pace for the stable gateway. It swept through it in a flash.

Throw yourself off! my lord shouted. Throw yourself off!

But whether the boy heard the words or not  and the clatter of the galloping hoofs may have deafened him  he did not act, and the only person who could act, the man on the chaise, was hard put to it to control his horses, and had not the quickness of wit to switch them across the frightened animals path. Probably if he had had the thought, the notice was too short, for the court was crossed in a second. My lord uttered a strangled cry, my lady hid her face.

And then, with the gaping doorway no more than four or five lengths ahead of the runaway, a little slender figure sprang from behind the chaise, flung itself, as it seemed to my lord, full in the cobs way, caught, heaven knew how, some impossible rein, and in the tenth part of a second all, horse, boy and that little figure, came plunging and crashing to the ground and rolled to the base of the wall in a ghastly medley of upturned girths and gleaming irons. Such a sight on the kindly greensward or the gentle plough  who has not seen it with a qualm and held his breath? But on the hard ground of the court, with the merciless walls of the stables but a pace away! My lord ran, his face white as a womans. My lady heard, looked, and shuddered. In a strength not her own she staggered after him. Now God have mercy on us, she whispered, and repeated it again and again.

Even before my lord arrived the men were out, a dozen of them, clustering like bees about the fallen, and before the clatter of hoofs and the thunder of the crash had ceased to echo from the walls they had flung themselves upon the writhing heap, secured the kicking pony by main force, and with nervous arms were dragging two forms clear. One, one, lay senseless and motionless in their arms. The other tottered free, and, white-faced, supported by the wall, Oh, was I wrong? Rachel wailed, looking round on the men with terrified eyes. Have I killed him? Was I wrong?

A single man had a thought to spare for her. One voice  it was Cokers  answered her. No, you were d  d right! he said huskily. Hed ha been smashed like an egg gainst that lintel! Then, Dont take on, my lord, he continued. Dont take on! Hes alive! Ill swear hes alive! he repeated desperately  for he did not believe it.

Men, women, all, summoned by the sound of the fall, were crowding round now, some hysterical, some mute and aghast, one here and there peering fearfully over anothers shoulder. Only Bowles remembered my lady and started to meet her. But his aid was not needed. In a moment she was among them, dry-eyed and quiet, and the roughest men made way for her.

Coker lifted the lad, but, Ill carry him, the father said jealously, and took the light form from his arms. He stroked back the hair that had fallen over the forehead, and gave a long look at the pale, bloodstained face. He turned to the house-door.

But on the threshold he gave a curt order, and the chaise, the scared horses flogged to a canter, bounded from the yard to fetch the Ringwood apothecary. Another order, as brief, and a man flew to the stables to saddle a hunter and gallop to Salisbury  there was no surgeon nearer.

My lady clutched her husbands sleeve as if she would never let it go, and together, with the boys head drooping lifeless from his shoulder, they threaded the passages and climbed the stairs. Mrs. Jemmett panted before them, and opened a door, then unbidden hastened for sponges and water. My lord laid the small form  oh, so small it seemed now  on the bed, and with shaking fingers began to loosen the little stock and put off the bloodstained clothes, while my lady, watching with hungry eyes for the flutter of an eyelid, wiped the blood from the face that lay so white on the pillow, so much more like to death than life. Jemmett held the bowl, while my lords valet, gently insinuating himself, brought defter hands to the task of undressing. About the half-open door hung a score of terrified servants, those for the most part who had no business there. They augured the worst, and some sobbed noisily. They whispered that the boy was dead.

But he was not dead  yet. The heart still beat faintly, but it beat. My lord had assured himself of that, and presently, when all had been done that they dared to do, he signed to the servants to go, and he and my lady were left alone, standing together beside the bed. With one prayer in their hearts and woe in their eyes they looked at one another. He opened his arms, and without a word, in the hush that lay on the great house stricken by calamity, she fell into them and felt the heart that suffered with her beat against hers. And tears came to her relief.


CHAPTER XXXIV

SUSPENSE

IN the confusion Rachel was overlooked, yet not entirely. Some hand of housemaid or kitchen-maid helped her to her room, brought hot water and aided her to wash, soothed the hysterical excitement that now that the danger was past prostrated her. Nor was it unnatural that the girl should be overlooked at the first or should meet with less care and attention than she deserved, for only the Earl and the man on the carriage  and Coker or another from a window  had witnessed the part that she had played. And though the truth became quickly known, and was spread by many tongues, it was at first believed that the runaway had knocked down the governess as she stepped into the chaise.

For a time she could only cry in an agony of doubt, Oh, if I have killed him! If I have killed him! and live over again the dreadful moment when they had been hurled to the ground. And the maid, scared by her hysterical fit and ignorant of the facts, could only do her best, with such words as came to her, to comfort her. Twas no fault of yours, miss! You couldnt help it! she babbled. Nobody can blame you, miss.

Oh, but his mother! His mother! Rachel wailed. What will his mother say? Please, please, as she grew a little more composed, go and ask if he is alive. And come and tell me. Promise you will come and tell me, she insisted, clinging to the girls sleeve. Ah, and she gave way to a fresh burst of grief, if he is dead!

The maid did not understand where the trouble lay, but she promised, and glad to be nearer the centre of excitement and to satisfy her own curiosity, she hastened away on her errand; while Rachel, though she ached in every limb, paced the floor in dreadful suspense. The thing that her brave heart had inspired her to do, now seemed to her the most dreadful mistake, the origin of all the evil. And if the consequences were to be fatal? Anguished by the thought, she cast herself on her knees and hid her face on the bed  oh, that he might live! That he might live! That she might be spared this at least!

She was still on her knees, gripping the coverlet, with her face buried deep in it, when the door opened. The sound did not reach her, and for a moment the Countess gazed at the little prostrate form, her own face working convulsively. Then, Miss South! Miss South! she whispered.

Low as the accents were, Rachel heard them, and sprang to her feet. She turned and saw. Oh! she cried, and raised her hands as if she would ward off the mother. Is he  is he  ? She could not continue, but her eyes spoke for her.

He lives, the Countess murmured through her tears, and the next moment  Rachel never knew how or who made the first advance  the two were in one anothers arms, and my lady was holding the girl to her, soothing her, stroking her hair, pouring out broken words of gratitude. There is hope, good hope, she murmured. He lives, and through you. Through you! Oh, we should go on our knees to you! My dear, forgive me! Forgive me!

Rachel could not answer in words. She could only weep in a transport of thankfulness. At last, I was afraid, she stammered. Oh, I was afraid that I had killed him!

You saved him! Our boy! They say that it was the only chance. And there is good hope, thank God! Ah, it was He sent you to us, and set you there and gave you the courage! My dear, my dear, what shall we say to you? And they wept in one anothers arms, two women brought together at last by a common feeling, set on one level, meeting on the one ground of their womanhood.

But life even in such moments does not stand still. Someone knocked. If you please, my lady, the doctor is here.

The Countess dried her tears and put Rachel in a chair. Come in, she said.

The apothecary entered, burly, smiling, at home  it was his hour also, for him too rank had for the time ceased to count. So this  this is the heroine, is it? he said cheerfully. Well, whats amiss? Let me feel your pulse, young lady. Umph! Spir. Am., I see. Just walk across the room, my dear. Good! Nothing to alarm your ladyship. No harm done.

As he mixed a dose the mother glided from the room, and Rachels eyes sought his and asked a question. Unconscious, he pronounced, and will be for some hours. Result of concussion  natural result. No fracture, my dear, and every hope. Dr. Stephens will be here in an hour or so, but there is only one treatment  to keep the patient quiet and trust to nature. He may lie like that for twenty-four hours and no harm done.

Presently Rachel also was left to nature, and in her bed was sleeping the sleep of exhaustion. And on the great house that for an hour or two had pulsed with life, with raised voices and hurrying feet, fell the stillness of suspense. For though the physician bore out the apothecarys view  with such reservations as befitted his station  the boy lay through the long hours of the afternoon and gave no sign of life. My lord paced the library, and each hour ascended to inquire or to murmur a word of encouragement to his wife; while she, hidden by the curtains of the bed, sat untiring, devouring with hungry eyes the still face that lay so deathlike on the pillow, the form that looked so pitifully small in the wide bed.

For a time the knowledge that he lived and that there was hope had sufficed. But with every hour of waiting fear grew and increased. The servants, ever inclined to the darker view, shook their heads and whispered gloomily; and when sunset came the twilight found a change. It found the library deserted, and my lord softly pacing the bedroom or standing silent by the bed, my ladys hand in his. Hope that had flamed high at noon fluttered low in the dusk, and only the burly apothecary and the physician  and he with growing caution  still fanned it and kept it alight. The watchers fears already pictured the end. The little heart that beat so feebly might so easily cease to beat.

But as the tall clock in the hall, where the lamps shone on empty grandeur, struck nine, a breath, a quiver ran through the passages, ran through the house, reached in a twinkling the farthest purlieu where stable-lads bedded their horses, or scullery-maids wept over the sink. He had spoken! He had spoken! The house stirred and stretched itself. Bowles swore in his pantry and blew his nose. Mrs. Jemmett dried her eyes and reached for the teapot. A footman deliberately dropped a plate, and after kicking the fragments far and wide fell to fisticuffs with his fellow. And my lord, coming hurriedly out of the bedroom, fell over Rachel, who should have been still in bed, wrung her hand as if he would never let it go, and went by her speechless. And Ann  Ann who had crouched on the stairs for hours, tearless and silent, solemnly burned her favourite doll in the dining-room fire  a rite the secret of which was known only to herself.

The crises of life pass and to pathos succeeds bathos. The water swirls above the depths, it slides on, and ripples over the shallows. A casual eye turned on the party assembled at the breakfast-table ten days later would have noted little change though so much had happened. Ann, turbulently demanding butter with her jam, Bodmin dragging her back by the hair as she made a long arm for it, Rachel timidly interposing, with an eye to the ruling powers, my lord exclaiming, For Gods sake, Miss South, give her the butter and whip her afterwards! my lady silent and absent, with a crease of pain between her eyes  all seemed to be as it had been.

In Rachel, least of all, did any change appear. She bent her smooth head over her plate, and her interference with the children was if anything more diffident. But Bowles, bearing in the letter-bag  and with an important face, for the postman had told him what was in it  knew that here was a change and that the little governess whom he had dubbed a daughter of mischief now sat in honour, not the less because it was slightly marked.

Lord Ellingham opened the bag and spread out the letters. Hallo! Heres a Gazette! he exclaimed, and he selected the paper from the mass and tore it open, while Bowles in the act of leaving the room took the liberty of pausing to hear the news. Yes, by gad, news at last, my lord continued. Eh? Oh, here it is! as the others turned anxious faces to him. Dyou hear, my lady? London, in Copenhagen Roads  yes, this is it. Admiral Sir Hyde Parker is pleased to report  umph! Umph! He read in silence, his eyes travelling rapidly down the paper.

My lady could bear the suspense no longer. Is he safe? she asked. Fred! Tell us! Dont keep us waiting!

George? Blest if I know! he answered. I cant make out anything. He reports, reports  oh, I see. Begs to refer their lordships to Lord Nelsons dispatch  there, Nelson again, d  d if the man dont always come to the top  for the issue of the action. Yes, all right! His voice rose sharply and betrayed his relief. Hes all right, Kitty! Reports with deepest concern the loss of Captains Mosse and Riou  so George is all right! Hurrah!

Hurrah! Bodmin waved arms and legs and knocked down a plate.

My ladys relief showed itself in a different fashion. Thank God! she said softly. And having risen to her feet in her excitement, she sat down again. Thank God! she repeated, and she looked at Rachel. But Rachel was bending over Anns hair-ribbon, assiduously re-tying it; and had not my lady marked with a womans eye the trembling fingers that fumbled over the task, she might have been deceived.

Yes, well done, George, Lord Ellingham commented. Lucky chap, isnt he? Seems to have been a devilish hot business! Ah, heres Lord Nelsons story at last. Elephant off Copenhagen. In obedience to your directions to report the proceedings of the squadron named in the margin  Lord, the man might be reporting on so many firkins of lard! Good! Good! His eyes ran on as he read to himself. But how long-winded these heroes are! Ah! here we have it! Sank, burned and took seventeen sail of the line  gad, what a butcher he is! being the whole of the Danish fleet south of the Crown battery  wonder he left any to the north of it, must have been on his blind side, I suppose! Irreparable loss of gallant and good Captain Riou. Acknowledge debt to every Captain, Officer, and Man for their zeal and distinguished bravery on this occasion. With sorrow compelled to place the name of Captain Mosse also on the list of killed, and among the severely wounded

He stopped abruptly, staring at the paper.

My lady rose, her eyes wide. Not  not George? she gasped.

Im afraid hes hit, my lord said slowly.

Her hands clattered helplessly among the cups and saucers. What  what does it say? she muttered. Tell us, quick!

Come, hes not killed, my dear.

Read it! Read it! For heavens sake, let us know the worst!

Well, hes badly hit, Im afraid, my lord owned reluctantly, looking up at her and then down at the paper. And among the severely wounded the name of Captain Dunstan of the Polyphemus, who showed  his voice shook a little a noble example of intrepidity and devotion to duty.

The words of praise were too much for my ladys self-possession. She sat down and burst into tears, covering her face.

Bowles had garnered the news and fled to spread it, and my lord looked helplessly at the awed children, then at their governess. Will you get her a glass of water, Miss South? he said.

Rachel had taken herself in a hard grip  what, after all, was he to her?  and she rose and hurried for the water. She dared not pause, for the words severely wounded had stamped themselves on her brain, and if she stayed even for a moment to think of him suffering and in pain she knew that she would betray her foolishness. With a steady hand she brought in the glass, glueing her eyes to the margin that she might carry it steadily, her every faculty centred on that one thing. My lord had moved to his wifes side and was leaning over her. There, there, he said, as he took the water, it will be all right. Cheer up, my dear. You know George is as hard as nails and it will take a lot to knock him over. We shall have him here in a week, and will soon nurse him up again. Youll see it will be all right.

Will they make him an Admiral, father? Bodmin asked. He at any rate was ready to look on the bright side.

In his turn, my son.

My lady looked up with a faint smile. Im very foolish, she said. Well  well all hope for the best, children. But  she looked round her with a startled face as if she had suddenly remembered something where is Miss South?

She went out, Ann answered. I suppose she saw that she wasnt wanted. Her tone proclaimed a grievance, for, strange to say, Ann had become her governesss champion.

The two elders exchanged glances. Well, youre not wanted either, my lord said. So off you go, children. Your uncle will be all right.

They went pretty readily  they too liked to spread the news  and when the door had closed behind them, Well, theres no harm done there, my lord said with meaning. Didnt turn a hair, that young lady! And a good job too, only if George is in earnest I shall be sorry if she takes him for other reasons and dont care for him. I forgot about her in thinking of you, and she was as cool as this glass.

My lady smiled through her tears. She cares, she said.

Does she, begad? Well, I saw no sign of it.

You wouldnt, my lady rejoined, speaking out of her superior wisdom. I am going to her presently.

But  you wont say anything, Kitty?

To commit George? My lady wondered at mans obtuseness. Heaven forbid! He may have changed his mind. Men do, she added, her lip trembling.

My lord, still on his feet, cut himself a morsel from the loaf and ate it slowly. Not George, he said. Hes not of that sort. But Im afraid he has his troubles before him.

My lady was silent.

He looked hard at the loaf as if he doubted about another slice. It was home-made bread, and of it toast was made such as is unknown to-day. Yes, I am afraid he has, he mumbled. Mine are behind me. I made em myself, but anyway, they are behind me. Do you believe me, Kitty?

He hoped so, she murmured unsteadily. But I dont know that he believed it.

It doesnt matter what he believed, my lord said doggedly. It was the last thing he said to me  if he doesnt come back. Only he didnt call them troubles, he called them by a harder word  he was never mealy-mouthed, George, God bless him! However, it is not what he hoped or what he believed that matters. It is what you believe.

My lady looked straight before her down the table. She did not speak and apparently she was not moved. But hidden in her lap under the edge of the table her hands were gripping one another so fiercely that the nails were red.

Youve got a good many things to forgive, my lord continued, with his eyes still fixed on the loaf. And perhaps you cannot, and I dont blame you. I never have blamed you in thought  no, nor in word, youll do me that justice. Indeed, Ive thought a great deal of how you have taken it, Kitty  till just the other day  and I have admired you. I would not have had it otherwise. And he that will not when he may  I know all that. But there are the children. They are growing up and will soon know. And what you cannot do for me, you may be able to do for them.

No! my lady said.

He winced. I dont know quite what you mean by that, he answered. But I do know this, and Ill be quite plain. If you cant forgive freely and fully  and I know its hard, but its best to be frank  its no use. Im no saint, as you know very well. Im a man at any rate, and it must be all or nothing. You understand that?

Yes, I understand.

It was Georges wish.

I understand that too, she said. He spoke to me too. He has been my best, my only friend, the truest, staunchest friend. But I wouldnt do it for that, and I will not. No! No! She repeated the word firmly. Neither for George nor for the children  do you think I have no pride, no respect for myself, that I can forget  she shivered so easily? So lightly? No. I will keep up appearances for the childrens sakes. I will continue to do that as I have done it. But no more, even for his sake.

He stared moodily at the loaf. After an unhappy pause, Kitty, he said, I thought  I hoped that you were kinder.

No! she retorted sharply. You mean that you thought I was weaker. But there is a little pride, a little self-respect left to me still, though God knows that it has been dragged in the dust. I will sit at your table and entertain your guests. I will make no stir. I will continue to do my duty as I see it, if I have strength enough. But  she turned her face to him, and for the first time looked at him for forgiveness complete and perfect, Fred, there is only one price. I will not prostitute myself. I will only be my husbands wife, if he loves me.

God bless you, Kitty! he cried. He held out his arms to her and fairly broke down.

But she drew back. Are you sure? Are you quite sure, Fred? For Gods sake, she said, and her voice trembled, do not deceive me and yourself. It is for always. You know  you know there can be no second time.

Then it seemed that she saw what she wished to see in his face, for a moment later, God bless you, Kitty! he repeated. You are too good for me.

God bless George, sir! she replied, blushing like a girl, as she patted her hair into place. Her eyes were shining.

Shall I promise you again?

No, she said, smiling through her tears. It is all in that  if you love me and want me.


CHAPTER XXXV

THE BETTER PART OF COURAGE

AN hour later Lady Ellingham went slowly up the stairs. The sunbeams entering by a window on the landing shone athwart the sloping line of ancestors, full-length and in heavy gilt frames, that gave to the wide stairway its stately, sombre air. She passed upward beneath one after another  the beauty leaning on an urn who had waited on Queen Caroline and shared her painful secrets, the Dunstan with the secretive face who had been minister and all but sovereign at Naples, the soldier in the flowing Steinkerke who waved a futile sword against a background of smoke. There had been days, many days, when they had seemed to frown on her.

But to-day they smiled. At the window on the landing she stood and looked out, savouring with moist eyes the possession and the consciousness of happiness; and all the tall waving forest without, all the world of trees that had for months closed their buds against winters nip, waved a welcome, greeting with bursting leaves the sunshine and the birds carols that found an echo in her full heart.

But her errand lay higher, and tearing herself away she passed up barer stairs and narrower ways  decked, these, with Italian prints, faded and damp-stained, in maple frames; the Forum at Rome, the Mole of Hadrian, a Lucretia with the dagger in her bosom. She passed through the swing-door that squeaked, she reached the governesss room. She would fain have all happy this blissful day. She knocked.

Miss South?

Oh! in a startled tone. A bed creaked, but no movement towards the door declared itself.

My lady drew her conclusions. Ive come to tell you that there is better news, Miss South, she announced. There was a letter in the bag  Lord Ellingham found it later  from Captain Otway, who brought over the dispatches. Captain Dunstan has lost his arm, but he is doing well and is believed to be out of danger.

An exclamation, an inarticulate word!

He will be with us in a week or ten days. Dont trouble, my dear, for now there was a reluctant movement within, to come out. We thought that you would like to know.

Without waiting for more Lady Ellingham turned and went through the swing-door and down the stairs. There, she thought, but not without a pang, for she was a woman, George cannot say that I have not played him fair. I see it is to be, but it is a pity after all.

Lord Ellingham was waiting for her in the hall, and her cheek bloomed and her eyes fell, as she turned the carved newel-post and saw him. Well? he asked eagerly. What did she say, Kitty?

Nothing, my lady replied with a smile.

Come, then, how did she look?

I didnt see her.

He was disappointed. Well, I thought that you would have found out something.

She looked at him, laying a shy hand on his arm  for the sake of touching him. I found out all, sir.

Then she

My lady nodded. Yes, it is as I thought, she said soberly.

But how could you tell, my dear?

Her eyes laughed. Did I tell you? she murmured.

He looked at her. Lord, what a fool I have been! he said. And to hide something else, Let us go out, my dear. It is a glorious morning.

But the spring brings showers as well as sunshine. And though the brightness of my ladys eyes was no longer dimmed by a cloud, and she had often to lower them that she might not betray herself to the very servants who waited on her, the outer world was grey and the trees dripped on a morning three days later, when Rachel knocked at the door of the Countesss room. Bidden to come in, the girl entered. Her face was grave and her lips were set in an unnatural line.

My lady put aside her work. Well, my dear? she said. What is it? Has Ann been misbehaving again?

No. She is wonderfully good  for her. I have come, Rachel was clearly and manifestly nervous, to ask  Would you  I am sorry to inconvenience you, but would you  please to release me?

The Countess stared. Release you, my dear? she exclaimed. Why? Do you mean that you want to go? To leave us?

If you please.

Do you mean now  at once?

If you please.

But why? Why? Lady Ellingham turned herself so as to face the governess more squarely. What in the world do you mean? What has happened? Is your mother ill?

No. But  but I wish to go.

I never heard of such a thing! my lady cried. What has happened? If it is not Ann  has anyone been rude to you? If so, I will very soon She broke off as another idea occurred to her and brought the colour to her face. Or is it  surely, surely you are not so foolish! You dont mean, child, that you are going back to what I said a fortnight ago, when  when something had put me out. I was not well, and, my dear, if you are bringing that up again, if you are so silly after all that has happened, I shall have  indeed I shall have a poor opinion of you.

It is not that!

But

Indeed, indeed it is not that! For a moment the girls distress broke through her resolved air. But  I am not happy here, and  I wish to go. She twisted and untwisted her fingers.

Silly girl, you would be no happier elsewhere. I am sure of that, and I shall not let you go. Where shall I find anyone to manage Ann as well as you do? There, my dear, my lady put the matter aside and turned to her work, run away and put this foolish idea out of your head.

But Rachel held her ground. I must go, she said in a low voice. I have written to my mother that  that I am coming.

Then you had no right to do so. And you must write again and tell her that you are not coming. Come, run away. That is settled.

But Rachel persisted. I must go, she said. I want to go.

Without notice?

Rachels lips trembled. I am sure that you are too kind to keep me against my will, she faltered. I want to go! I want to go! she repeated, clasping her hands. I am not happy here.

My lady considered her in silence. Miss South, she said at last in an altered tone. I hope  I hope that it is not as I begin to suspect. I do trust that it is not Mr. Girardot that you are unhappy about? If I thought that it was that, I should write to your mother

Oh, dont do that! Rachel exclaimed, her cheeks flaming. It is an insult to suppose that!  she stopped, and in a moment her whole aspect changed, and lowering her eyes she traced a pattern on the carpet with her toe that I am thinking of him! But perhaps  it has something to do with that. I met him here, and as long as I am here I am unhappy. I am very unhappy, she repeated in a piteous voice, and, if you please, I must go.

Oh, dear, dear, my lady said, and her face was grave. Yet you know, you must know that he is not worthy of you! That he is not worthy of a single thought. He deceived you, and

But we cannot always  we are not always able Rachels faltering voice trickled into silence, leaving the sentence unfinished.

I am very, very sorry, the Countess said, and her face bore out her words. This is sad. Dont you think that time, my dear

Not here, Rachel murmured.

Oh, dear, dear, my lady repeated. She looked really upset. And you want to go at once?

To-morrow  if I may. Oh, Lady Ellingham, please let me go to-morrow.

The Countess sighed. Very well, she said, at last. It shall be as you wish. But you will remember, my dear, that wherever you are, we are your friends. That you can never be as others to us. You know that we owe our boys life to you, and perhaps in a few months  But I shall write to your mother.

That alarmed Rachel. But you wont tell her

Why you are leaving us? No, for I trust to your good sense. I am sure that you will have the strength to conquer this fancy. Otherwise it would be my duty to write. As it is, your mother will think it strange that we should part with you so lightly. She will think us very ungrateful, my dear. You must promise me that you will put this unhappy feeling out of your mind.

Rachel said meekly that she would try. She meant it.

For that way lies nothing but misery. Nothing can come of it. You see that for yourself?

I do, I do! Rachel answered miserably. That is why I want to go.

Oh, dear, dear! my lady repeated. Well, Ill give the orders, but I dont know what Ann will say.

And for some minutes after Rachel had crept away my lady sat in deep thought. In the end she seemed to see compensation. Perhaps it is for the best, she reflected. He may have thought better of it, and, look at it how you will, it is a mesalliance. Yes, it is for the best, no doubt. But I hope that he will not blame me.

It was Bowles who was this time the first to hear the news, and Bowles who, laden with it, broke in on Mrs. Jemmetts after-dinner nap. Well, he announced, if I dont astonish you this time, Mrs. J., Im d   d.

You do astonish me! the housekeeper retorted, as she sat up and straightened her cap. If I have told you once, my man, I have told you a dozen times  no language in this room!

Excuse! But, by gum, maam, that girls going! Mrs. Jemmett stared. Not the governess?

Youve said it, maam.

Umph! Well, Ill believe it when I see it. Dont stare, man, like a duck in thunder. They couldnt let her. Why, I told you myself no longer ago than yesterday that I saw my lady put her hand on her shoulder in the hall as if  why just as if

Well, shes going, Bowles persisted. I met Priscilla on the front stairs, and, Youve no business here, says I, pretty sharp.  I want some string, says she, and I saw a piece Youll see the outside of the door with a flea in your ear! I answered. String? What do you want with string? Its not the governess going this time! Its just that, Mr. Bowles, says she, whimpering, and her bag

Now, none of your lies, I said, and I gave the girl a good shake. You are up to some game of your own, you young baggage!

Indeed Im not, sir, says she. Its gospel truth. Shes going and her bag D  n her bag! I said, but I saw that the wench believed it and I came away. I knew that youd like to hear.

Mrs. Jemmett ruminated. Its odd, she said, if so be its true. Why should she go? Its not her ladyship this time, thats certain.

Her ladyship? Why you might light candles at her eyes these days! She wouldnt hurt a fly. A blind man might see how things are with her! Didnt she order the Queens quilt that my lord sets such store by to be got out of the satinwood chest, and put

Bowles! Mrs. Jemmett exclaimed. You trench, man, you trench! If you dont know by this time that there are things that in well-conducted houses are not noticed

But one cant help ones thoughts, maam, Bowles pleaded. Dont say now as it dont set you thinking, Mrs. J.?

I hope I am not that kind of person, Mrs. Jemmett replied stiffly.

Bowles dropped the subject. Well, anyway, its not my lord, he said. Honey wont melt in his mouth. But I am not so certain about the young ladyship. Shes a little devil in her tantrums, and she and miss had a turn-up yesterday.

And she went half an hour later, Mrs. Jemmett rejoined from the height of superior knowledge, and asked miss to box her ears. Priscilla was there and told me.

Then Im fair flummoxed.

It dont take much to flummox you, Bowles. If you ask me, I think the girl has been setting her cap at my lord, and now she sees its no good, shes off.

The butler stared. Well, set a woman to catch a woman, he said. Id not have thought of that in a month of Sundays. But youve a powerful mind, Mrs. Jemmett, and if youd only a softer heart and sometimes thought of yours truly

I think very little of him, the housekeeper retorted with a heightened colour.

For, as for quilts, maam, and well you know it, its not the quilt as matters, its the

Bowles! Mrs. Jemmett rose in her outraged modesty. Im surprised at you!


CHAPTER XXXVI

HOME

SHE was going home, to her mother, to Ruth, to the cottage by the sea. Every turn of the wheels brought her nearer, and already she could picture the rapturous welcome, the loving embrace that awaited her at her journeys end. Yet the hoof-beat of the horses as the carriage rolled along the road beside the Ringwood water-meadows, where the king-cups already laid golden patches on the green and the new-risen sun drank up the mists above Somerley, failed to elate her. Home? The word did indeed carry her mind back to her departure thence and to the incidents of that first journey; but it was with something like envy that she recalled the fears of that day, the shyness that had enfolded her, her misgivings lest she should miss the coach, her apprehensions of the reception that awaited her. She could smile at them now. They had been but the tremors of youth and inexperience. For, had she but known it, she had been happy then, heart-free, care-free, untouched by the real troubles of life. Now  

She sank lower in her corner, a small, lonely figure staring out with sad eyes, as the chaise rattled over the bridge at Fordingbridge and swerving to the right passed before the Greyhound. For there she recalled another scene, a night scene; and once more she slid, sore and aching, from the saddle; once more crept, too weary to resist, into the shelter of the wondering, awakened inn. How kind he had been to her, how thoughtful, how considerate  though he too must have been racked with weariness! With what care, veiled under rough manners, had he lapped the poor dependant about, fenced her from curiosity, attended to her wants! And, last kindness of all, with what firmness had he enforced her return, and at the Folly had shielded and protected her! Fondly, foolishly, she recalled it all; trifles that she had not seemed to see, words that she had not seemed to hear, touches that set her blood tingling. She shed a few tears in the corner of the chaise, and, It was time that I came away! she thought. A few kind words and I  oh, I am a fool! I am a fool! What would my mother say!

And at Salisbury, where she had to wait an hour, strolling up and down between the White Hart and the water-channel that ran along the base of the Close Wall, it was the same. She might have visited the Cathedral  it was but a step. But she preferred to pass her time within sight of the yard, and again she saw, but with other eyes, the tall figure in the shabby sea-cloak that talked with the landlord, again she saw the Captain stalk masterfully into the room where she cowered in her corner, saw him tug at the bell, heard him call for that catlap, owned the good-nature that made her share it and forced him, in sheer pity, to put up with her company. Nor did her thoughts stop there  for what to the woman who loves is dearer than the mans foible, the weakness that makes her mother as well as mistress to him? Again she heard him hum his eternal 



Oh, Hood and Howe and Jervis 

Are masters of the main, 

Cornwallis sweeps the narrow seas 

And logs the weather-vane.

And Duncan in his Seventy Four, 

His Venerable Seventy Four.



Her eyes filled. How little had she understood the man, his nobleness, his generosity! How little foreseen the future, or her own weakness! But indeed I will conquer it, she vowed, furtively drying her eyes. And through the long coach-hours, while passengers entered and left unheeded, and Shaftesbury and Crewkerne flitted by unnoticed, she repeated her vow  yet now and again thought, perforce, of his lost arm and his maimed manhood and shed a few more tears. But that was in the darkness when they were not far short of Exeter; and they were to be the last, the very last. Henceforth she would be sensible!

And beyond Exeter, whence she drove through the night in a fly, giving her orders with an aplomb that a year ago would have astonished her, she flattered herself that she had succeeded. The nearness of her home, the sight of familiar things looming up and passing by, and presently the sound and tang of the sea, and the shimmer of the moon on its waters, shifted the direction of her thoughts. How often in the past months had she pictured her return, how often longed with passion to see the lighted porch and hear the home voices! And now  now they were at hand, ay, they broke upon her. Now in a moment, all that she had pictured was hers; and if the two loved figures silhouetted against the cheerful doorway, if the clinging mother-arms, the loving greeting, the homely room and the tea-board twinkling in her honour  if these had not drawn from her tears of another nature, she had not been Rachel, she had not been the affectionate creature that she was!

For the time, the Folly, its life and its inmates, receded into a dim background, and with a dear hand clasped in each of hers, she rested on the bosom of the love that had been hers from childhood. She looked round with a full heart; she saw the old things, the old greying tabby curled up on a chair, the china dogs on the shelf, the hissing kettle, and asked herself what, what more could she wish for or desire.

And still and withal there were little pin-pricks to be borne, questions to answer that were awkward to answer. Why had she left? And so suddenly? And on what ground? And what had the Countess said? And had she been horrid? With some of these it was easy to deal. It was easy to assure Ruth that there had been no balls and that she had not once danced, that she had sometimes come down in the evening, and that of late she had breakfasted with the family; that my lord did not wear a star, and that my lady only drove with four horses and an outrider when she paid visits. But it was not so easy to answer her mothers questions as to her leaving; and though Mrs. South in these first moments of rejoicing did not push her inquiries, the mothers instinct discerned that there was something still to be explained. And presently she fancied that she had the clue to the secret.

For before Rachel had sat many minutes at her tea  and oh, the delicious meal taken in freedom with none but friendly eyes and hands about her!  the girl had herself a shock. La, Rachel, Ruth cried, and wed forgotten! What do you think? But you know, I suppose? We had a visit from a beau of yours last week!

A beau of mine? Rachel faltered, her hand arrested. What do you mean, my dear?

And such a beau! Ruths eyes were dancing. The handsomest man! And he talked beautifully. I fell in love with him myself.

But who was it?

Ruth laughed. What will you give to know? Who, indeed? As if you dont know, cunning!

Indeed, indeed, Rachel said, avoiding her mothers eyes, I dont. I cannot imagine who would come here.

Not Mr. Girardot?

Rachels face flamed. Mr. Girardot! she exclaimed.  

And, oh, the dandy  I never! He hoped to find you here and wished to know when we expected you, and inquired

I hope you did not say that I was coming.

We did not know, her mother replied sedately. Rachels confusion had not escaped her. He was only in the neighbourhood for a night, he said, and we could tell him nothing.

I am glad of that, Rachel said. She had recovered her composure. I do not like Mr. Girardot, and I do not wish to see him.

Oh, but Rachel! Ruth protested, quite cast down. He is so good-looking! And he asked so anxiously after you.

He is good-looking, but

Perhaps his good looks are his best point, her mother said soberly.

Yes, mother, that is so. I hope that he will not come again.  And Rachel hastened to change the subject.

But naturally Mrs. South drew her conclusions. Pending Rachels arrival she had been inclined to connect the girls return with the strangers visit; and she had given some rein to a mothers hopes and fears, for she knew from Rachels letters who Girardot was and the position he had filled at the Lodge. But she knew little more, for Rachel had shrunk from telling the story. Now Mrs. South still connected the two events, but after a different fashion, and she was troubled; and when the lights had been put out, and the three were climbing the stairs, that seemed to Rachels eyes steeper and narrower than of old, she got a word alone with her girl. There is nothing between you and this gentleman, my dear? she said. You will tell me, I am sure, if there is.

Nothing, dear mother, nothing! But the girls colour rose. How could there be? He is married.

Oh! Mrs. South averted her eyes. She was startled. I did not know that, of course. And she hastened to get away from a subject so dangerous.

You left Lady Ellingham on good terms, I trust? she asked anxiously. There was no trouble?

None. She was most kind. She told me that she would give me the best of recommendations, and with that I shall have no difficulty in getting another situation. You see, Rachel continued, with an affectionate hug, I am experienced now, mother. But with people not so grand, I hope. I was not  with a quivering mouth very happy there.

No, my dear, I understand that. And you were wise to come away. But now you are here we must keep you a little while. Ah, Rachel, how I have missed you! And the two women laughed and cried in one anothers arms.

But to the fledgling that has once flown from the nest, the nest is never the same again. And so Rachel, hiding a sore heart, discovered in the weeks that followed. Put the best face on it that she could, she was restless and unhappy. The hours that had once been too short for the daily tasks now seemed tedious and vacant. The old occupations no longer satisfied. The very affection that wrapped her about, filled her with self-reproach because it now failed to satisfy her. She longed to be alone, and often she stole away to pass hours by the sea, finding in its wide greyness and the sad, monotonous fall of the waves on the beach a something that suited her mood. She wandered away, only to return ashamed of the selfish feelings in which she had lapped herself. She told herself bravely that time would work a cure, and that by and by she would be again as she had been. But time is a medicine slow to operate, and meanwhile the girl suffered, unable to pluck from her heart the image that haunted it, or to put from her the memories that set her pulses leaping, the dreams that brought the blood to her cheeks.

No, though with shame she owned that she had only herself to blame: that she had given her heart to one who had not sought it nor asked for it, and who was HOME so far above her, so widely removed from her, that, could he be made aware of the gift, he must smile at her folly. And she had given it in return for what? For a few kind words, a service that, the man being what he was, he would have performed for a beggar-woman! And because he, Heaven save the mark, had lost an arm! For that, she told herself with cruel frankness, had put the finishing touch to her surrender!

It was weakness incredible, and with all her strength she strove to be cheerful, strove to be the daughter that she had been! She hid her feelings, and tried to make the best of things; and often her face would burn with shame as she sat with those who deemed her good, who held her sensible, nor in their innocence had it in them to conceive of her as she really was  possessed by this unmaidenly yearning, this feverish longing that racked her heart.

But strive as she might, Mrs. South was not deceived. She saw with clear eyes that all was not well with the girl, and she fancied that in the handsome tutor she held the key to the trouble. For a while she too comforted herself with the reflection that time would work a cure. But when a month had gone by and Rachel, in spite of all her efforts  and the mother saw that the girl made gallant efforts  still pined and moped, Mrs. South determined that a change must be made. She longed to keep the stricken lamb, never dearer to her than now; but a higher love gave her strength, and one morning, when Rachel had stolen away along the shore, she put on her bonnet and followed her.

I will walk a little way with you, my dear, she said. I want a breath of air. I have had the grocers bill and it is larger than I expected. You havent  oh, the cunning mother! five pounds left of your salary, have you?

Rachel fell into the trap. Of course I have! she cried. And more! I will go back and get it mother. How glad I am that I can help you!

Well, it is a help, Mrs. South admitted, and turned with her. But there is no hurry. We need not go so fast, my dear.

But Rachels thoughts were travelling even more swiftly than her feet, and in the direction that her mother desired. My dear, she cried remorsefully. And I have been living on you! I ought to have looked out for something before this! I will write an advertisement to-day. You know, she added cheerfully, I am an experienced young woman now, recommended by the nobility and gentry.

I am sorry to lose you, you know that. But  

But there is that but, isnt there, mother? And I dont mind a bit going out now! The first time it was rather terrible.

Yes, Rachel, I know. And the mothers heart ached for her child. But she made no sign. It was better that the girl should go from her, and in a new scene, where she would be forced to exert herself, should win back her peace.

They were within a hundred yards of the cottage, and Rachel was planning her advertisement, when the little maid appeared coming to meet them. What is it now? Mrs. South exclaimed, I am afraid that Deb has burned the potatoes again.

But it was not that. It was a visitor  a stranger. He had asked for the young mistress.

Oh, dear! Rachel exclaimed, her eyes betraying her alarm.

Is it the gentleman who called a month or so ago? Mrs. South asked anxiously.

But Deb could not say. She had been out when the other gentleman had called.

Very well, Mrs. South said. We will follow you. But when the maid had tripped away, I am afraid that it is, she said, her face grave. Do you wish to see him, Rachel?

No, certainly not.

You dont

No, no! with anger. I wont see him.

Very well, my dear. Then you had better turn back. I will see him.

And you will send him away, mother?

Certainly. I shall tell him that you do not wish to see him.

Please, please do. I wont see him.

That is enough, my dear, Mrs. South said, and leaving her daughter the mother went on alone. But as she approached the cottage her thoughts were busy and her face was sad. Rachel was acting as she would have her act, but Mrs. South had no doubt now that her conjectures were justified. This was a bad man and the cause of her daughters unhappiness. He was a married man, and no doubt he had trifled with her  with a sigh Mrs. South recalled his good looks and his plausible address. Well, she must be plain with him; she must be round with him while she must not betray her daughter. As she walked she planned what she would say and how she would dismiss him. The task was no light one, no pleasant one. And it had fallen to her when she least expected it.

Meanwhile Rachel, hot with indignation, turned back, and as quickly as she could placed a sandhill between herself and the cottage. She felt herself outraged by Girardots intrusion. It recalled things that she was bitterly anxious to forget; it brought home to her her perpetual, her hopeless weakness; it set her present folly in the worst, the most humiliating light. That the man should be so shameless, so persistent! That he should presume to follow her, to pursue her even in her mothers house! That he should dare to ignore the wrong that he had sought to do her, and the circumstances in which they had parted! Oh, he was abominable! He was utterly, utterly bad! But  but, a small voice whispered, he was at least constant. He had not, she reflected with shame, a heart for all comers, as she, wretched, feeble, fickle girl, had! And if he suffered as she suffered? The sea-gulls wailed above her head, the scrubby grass that clothed the sandhills rustled coldly in the breeze, the sea stretched away, grey, flat, illimitable under a leaden sky; and suddenly chilled, stricken by an unhappy sense of kinship with him and of a common fate, Rachel owned the sadness of life. He suffered, and by his own fault. And she suffered, and by her own fault, for what plea, what defence had she to urge, when a womans pride, a womans reserve had twice failed her  in a twelvemonth? The waves fell on the beach at her feet, coldly, sullenly, persistently, as they had fallen for ages and would fall for ages to come. They gave her melancholy answer.

She was wandering at large, no longer blaming him but herself, when a cry reached her ears, and, glancing behind her, she saw Deb waving to her from the crest of the sandhill  it was the one on which they spread their linen to dry on washing-days. She turned and went back to meet the girl, thankful that at any rate that was over. No doubt he was gone.

She found a minute later that her relief was premature. If you please, the maid announced, the mistress says, will you come in.

The gentleman has gone?

No, miss. The mistress is with him. She came out to send me. Rachels heart sank. What could it mean? What could he have told her mother? She questioned Deb, but Deb was clear. The mistress had told her to find Miss Rachel and bring her in.

Very well, Rachel said wearily, I will come. And with lagging feet she followed Deb back to the cottage. If it had to be, it had to be. But what had he told her mother? What strange colour had he put on things that had induced her mother to allow, nay, to wish her to see him?


CHAPTER XXXVII

THE DULLARDS THAT MEN ARE!

HER mother was waiting for her in the porch, and their eyes met. Oh, Rachel murmured, must I see him? She clasped her hands. Every fibre in her was in revolt against the interview.

Mrs. Souths face wore a flush, and she looked worried and anxious. But her reply was decisive. Yes, you must see him, she said. That is quite certain. But  but oh, my dear, she continued, speaking with deep feeling, yet in a low voice, for the door of the parlour was only a pace away, think before you speak. And dont, dont, my darling  she laid a timid hand on her daughters arm let a fancy, such as I fear you have, blind you to  I dont say your duty, Rachel, I dont dare, for I dont know all and I fear to press you. But promise me, promise me, my own, that you will not act hastily.

Rachel wondered. Surely, surely her mother, who knew her, might trust her to do right in so clear a case. And yet that mother was trembling with anxiety. I have only one thing to say, she replied coldly. You must know that, mother.

Yet, oh, my dear, think! And as Rachel turned to enter the parlour, Mrs. South caught her again by the sleeve  she did not seem able to let her go. I fear to say too much, for I am in the dark. It has come as a great surprise to me. Yet it seems so  oh, I dont know how to say it, but  she folded her in a hasty embrace may God guide you rightly! He seems to me a good man, and if I could believe

Rachel cut her short. He is not a good man, she said. And I have only one thing to say to him. I have not fallen to that extent, with a look of reproach. You may trust me, mother! And heedless of a last appeal that Mrs. South would have urged, she passed with a firm step into the parlour and closed the door. The ordeal would be painful, but she was determined that it should be short.

He had been pacing the narrow room, but he had heard her step in the porch, and when she entered he was standing, looking through the latticed window. He had put off his cloak, that very cloak which had a cherished place in her memory, and a single glance should have informed Rachel who he was. But so strong was the fixed idea that for a whirling second or two her mind rejected the impossible, and she fancied that her sight deceived her.

Then  she knew. She grasped the certainty that the last person in the world whom she had expected to see had turned and with his back to the light was looking at her; and in the first rapture of surprise, of seeing him, of being in the same room with him, of being about to hear his voice, the blood fled from her face. She gripped the back of a chair, and dizzy with emotion supported herself by it. Captain Dunstan! she ejaculated.

The mans eyes devoured her, but his heart sank. For he had told himself, while he waited and his gaze roved over the humble ornaments, the household things that her touch had hallowed  he had told himself with craft that if she blushed when she saw him, all would be well  he would have his hearts desire. But seeing, instead of a blush, a white startled face, he told himself that all was wrong. Still he was no faint heart and he rallied. Yes, he said. You see, I have come to see you in your home. I fear I have taken you by surprise.

My mother did not say she stammered, halted. Of course  I did not expect you. Then with an effort, Wont you sit down? In an agony of nervousness Rachel turned, apparently to draw up the chair by which she stood, but in truth to hide the burning colour that now flooded her face. She need not have troubled herself, however; for as, summoning all her self-control, she faced him, her eyes fell on the empty sleeve pinned to his breast, and again her blood ebbed and her eyes filled. Oh! she exclaimed. I am sorry!

He understood. About this? he said briskly, shaking the stump. Pooh, its cheap at the price! They take me for Nelson in the street. A little awkward, as it is the right arm, you know. But  for a moment his dark keen eyes dwelt on her I hope to replace it to-day.

She did not follow this, but, thank Heaven, she was regaining some control of herself. They were now seated, and, I suppose that you are staying in the neighbourhood  with Lady Elizabeth, perhaps? she murmured, in as commonplace a tone as she could manage. But why, oh why did not her mother come in?

No, he replied in his downright fashion. Im not staying with Lady Elizabeth. I came to see you. She was hopelessly at sea. What could he mean, and why did he look at her so oddly? It was impossible that he had taken that long journey to see her! She must have misunderstood him, or  yes, that must be it. He brought some message, an invitation to return, perhaps, from Lady Ellingham. And seizing in her embarrassment on the thought, Lady Ellingham? she murmured. She is well, I hope?

She was yesterday.

And  and Lady Ann?

Ann? Oh, Ann is never ill. She is like me.

And  she knew that she was talking absurdly, but in her confusion and her fear of silence she felt that she must go through every member of the family and Lord Ellingham?

Fred? Oh, hes all right. And the boy. But I didnt come to talk about them.

The forest, she said faintly, must be looking lovely now.

I hope you will judge for yourself. He straightened himself and stood up. After all, it was not much worse than a cutting out!  

I didnt come to talk about that either.

He glanced darkly at her, and suddenly it was borne in upon Rachel that he too was not at his ease; and the discovery steadied her. I came, he continued, looking at her and looking away again, to rig a jury-arm, if you understand  two for one, if you understand, my dear. But it is a business Ive no experience of. I know very well the port I am bound for, but I dont know how to lay the course unless youll help me. But  you dont know what I am talking about?

No, Rachel confessed. She was looking at him with troubled eyes, and her heart was thumping painfully. It was impossible, oh, it could not be! And yet his manner was so odd.

No, of course you dont. He began to pace this way and that, jerking the stump of the right arm. How the devil should you? Eh? How should you? Ive flown no colours. But do you remember that night at Whitsbury, Miss South? There!  to himself I hope to God thats the last time! Well, I made up my mind that night that Id found the wife that  that would suit me  if I could get her. But, mind you, its no light thing to take a wife, and I am no youngster to take up with the first perticoat on the Hard; and I said to myself, Ill haul off a bit, and see if I am in the same mind. And Ive waited and Im more of that mind than ever. And you may be sure, my dear, that Im no Dutch ketch, veering and falling off when the wind shifts a point, and where my hand goes my heart goes with it, and stays. I cant make pretty speeches, as they make em in drawing-rooms, but I stick by what I say. And, hesitating, if you dont feel that you can take me at once  and, d  n it all, why should you?  Ill haul off for a month and come back when youre ready.

Rachels heart thumped no longer. She understood at last, and faced him with steadfast eyes, marvelling at her own firmness. The trouble would come later, when every blunt word that he had said, burnt in on her heart, would smart to agony. But for the moment she was firm, almost cold. Already she had made up her mind what she must answer, what was the only thing that she could answer. Yet  yes, she must have it clear. I dont think that I understand, she said.

But, confound it, Ive been plain. Too plain, perhaps? And Ive spoken to your mother.

For a moment her voice failed her. Ah, but how good, how generous he was. Then, Do you mean, she said, that you are asking me to be your wife, Captain Dunstan?

Ive said so, havent I? Plump and plain. I meant to.

Yes. But I couldnt believe it. I couldnt believe, she continued firmly, that you could be so imprudent, so unwise. For, with a pale smile, I might have accepted you, you know. The honour you do me is so great, so very great for one in my position, and you have so much to offer, that I might have been foolish enough to accept you, sir  not loving you. But I cannot be so unworthy of your good opinion. What you suggest is impossible. There is too great, she paused, marvelling anew at her own coolness, there is far too great a distance between us, between Captain Dunstan and his sisters governess, for  for it to be possible for any happiness to come of it. This  this is my home, and I love it and am at ease in it. But you couldnt be at home in it, nor I be happy or at home at Queens Folly  among those to whom I do not belong. You know  for a moment her voice trembled perilously there are flowers that will only grow on the north side of the wall.

Fudge! he cried.

Rachel shook her head. No, she said, it is the best of sense.

Then you dont care for me! He turned away, turned abruptly and looked through the window; while Rachel sat stiffly in her chair, clutching herself lest even now pain should wring a cry from her. But it would soon be over  soon, and he would be gone.

He turned again. Well, I dont know why the devil you should, he said, as I never signalled you. It is my fault. But see here, my girl, couldnt you? I dont say love me at once, but couldnt you like me? Couldnt you like me well enough to sign articles by and by?

One last effort  but it was cruel, cruel to ask so much of her. No, she answered slowly  and, ah, the pain it cost her, for she knew that with that word she barred the door that she had already closed on her happiness. I am sure, Captain Dunstan, that I can never like you better than I do now. Or feel differently towards you. I am quite sure of that.

Well, he answered, thats flat. Thats plain. He averted his eyes and stared at the wall. Ive a letter here from Kitty for you, but  to himself no, why should I plague the girl with it? If she dont like me, thats all. Only, turning almost savagely and looking down his long sharp nose at her, if its that d  d Girardot, Ill break his neck, dyou hear? Hes not fit to clean your shoes.

It is not, she said dully. I care nothing for him.

Nor for me, he answered gloomily. Then after a pause, Well, there it is. He held out his hand.

Im obliged to you for your honesty. Yes, damme, I am. You are what I thought you and what I knew you were, and I cant say more. Oh, d  n it, good-bye, and God bless you, and  dont let me make a fool of myself!

She put a cold hand into his, and he wrung it so hard that at another time she must have cried out. Then he turned to the door. She watched him struggle left-handed with the latch  he did not seem to see well  watched him open the door at last and go out. She watched him dumbly, though it needed all her strength to hold back the cry of anguish that rose to her lips, the cry that would even now she knew bring him back to her side.

But when the door was shut upon him her strength failed. She could bear no more. As she heard his retreating footsteps she flung herself face downwards on the chair on which she had sat, and dry sobs shook her form, tore her bosom, stifled her. Oh, it was too much! Too much had been asked of her. And perhaps, perhaps she was wrong! Perhaps she had flung away her happiness for a scruple, a fancy, a figment of mistaken honour! If it were so!

He had found no one in the passage  the mother had fled upstairs to pray  and with a stern face he had struggled into his cloak and stalked away. He made with rapid strides for the little hamlet where he had left his post-chaise, and from which he had walked with joyous anticipation, with so hopeful a heart. Well it was over. All over!

But when he had placed fifty yards between himself and the cottage his hand, thrust into the pocket of his cloak, encountered his sister-in-laws letter, and he stood. Yes, he muttered, frowning at the grey waste of sea that splashed sadly at his feet. She may as well see what they think of her. It is but fair. He turned about with his usual abruptness, and as rapidly as he had come he retraced his steps. He strode through the porch, he saw no one, and careless, as ever, of ceremony and intent only on his purpose, he opened the parlour door.

She did not hear him, much less see him. But he saw her. He looked down at the grief-racked little form, he heard the long slow sobs that shook it, he gazed spell-bound at the slender white nape and the mass of fair curls cast in abandonment on the outstretched arms that grasped the chair! And, dull as he had been, he was no longer deceived. He read the meaning of it, and no change from cloud to sunshine sweeping over the heather-clad slope of a hill in autumn was more wonderful than the change that transformed his plain face. At last, You little liar! he said. You little liar!

The words were a thunder-clap. She looked up incredulous, confounded. Her eyes met his, and was it her fault if her piteous face betrayed the truth? If it told him what he knew already, if surprised and convicted, she had not a word to say, but, snatched up, had no longer the will to struggle or the breath to speak or lips to deny. If all the foolish wall of pretence that she had built up with anguish fell at a touch and left her on his breast.

But I never, never lied to you, she protested a little later. I only said that I could never love you better than I did. And it was true, sir.

Like, you said, like, you little trickster!

Well, perhaps it was only liking, she replied demurely, but she did not deceive him twice. Only, oh dear, and a cloud came over her happy, blushing face, what will they say of it at the Folly? They will think you mad, and me  I do not know, she cried, shrinking, what they will think of me.

Who?

All of them, sir. Lady Ellingham and Lord Ellingham and  and all.

Hang them all! And Kitty and Fred? You shall see what they say. He took out the letter which, foolish, clumsy man, he should have shown her at the first.

As she read it her eyes filled with tears. Oh, they are kind! she cried. They are kind! She kissed the letter. And yet I shall be afraid to see them!

Little silly! he said. Do you not know me yet? Do you think I am not master on my own quarter-deck?

She looked at him daringly. Then what am I? she asked.

His eyes twinkled. He told her.

He stayed until late in the evening and, sailor-like, made himself at home. Rachel thought his manner to her mother delightful and loved him anew for it. And Mrs. South endeavoured to meet him in the same spirit. But the poor woman was weighed down by misgivings. She had been dazzled for an hour by the prospect opened before her daughter; she had hoped and even prayed that the girl might accept this grand, this incredible offer  the impulse was natural. But the man, now that she considered him at close quarters, was strange to her and formidable. He loomed large in the little room; he was plain and blunt, authority spoke loud in him, and doubtless her knowledge of his position doubled her sense of this. And awed by him, and deceived by Rachels manner  for the girl was too happy and perhaps too shy to talk much  the mother trembled and repented.

And Ruth, had she been canvassed, would have agreed with her mother. From her corner she watched the two with the fascinated eyes of a girl emerging from childhood, and engrossed in what she saw, she marvelled. She thought the Captain grim and very awful, but far from a hero of romance. She wondered at her sisters courage in taking him, and above all she was curious. She coloured when Rachel laid a hand on his shoulder as she passed behind him. She thrilled when she saw the same daring spirit take his egg from his grasp and cut off the top. She looked away when she detected him stretching out a hand to caress her sisters skirt. Above all, she burned with a devouring curiosity  had he kissed her? It seemed a thing inconceivable, incredible, impossible  that stranger! And when he did actually kiss her on taking leave, coolly, audaciously, and before their eyes, and Rachel, though she blushed deeply, made no demur, Ruth gasped. She felt that she had no more to learn. She was a woman, equipped for the world, experienced, without illusions.

The mother crushed down her fears until on their way up to bed she got her darling to herself. Then searching the girls face with wistful eyes, as she held her tenderly to her, she put her misgivings into words. For, oh, my dear, I am frightened, she said. I was wrong to press you. If you dont feel sure, if you are not certain, draw back now, draw back, my dear, before it is too late. If you fear him, I will explain. I will see him myself

Fear him? Rachel raised her brimming eyes to her mothers face, and what the mother read in them dispelled once and for all her doubts. Oh, mother, I love him, I love him dearly! He is the best, the kindest, the noblest of men! He is mine, my man! If I lost him now I think I should die!

He took her back to the Folly a week later, and on the way they had tea at the White Hart at Salisbury, and Rachel sat again in the chair in the dark corner to which she had once fled to avoid him; she looked again through the red-curtained window that opened on the yard. And if he had not pulled the bell-rope with violence and called the tea cat-lap, and boomed at John, and if the landlord had not come in respectfully to condole with him on the loss of his arm, the thing would not have been perfect. And after tea, while the fresh team was being harnessed, they strolled in the quiet spacious Close, and she hung on his arm, and teased him. And in the chaise he hummed a new ditty:



Oh, First of Seamen, mist or shine, 

Thou shalt for ever break the line, 

And England keep, 

Dear England keep.



Thy Elephant shall trumpet high, 

Thy Agamemnon proud reply, 

And laurels reap, 

Thy laurels reap.



Thy Vanguard and thy Captain too 

Shall flaunt thy ghostly pennant blue, 

And sacred keep, 

Thy name shall keep,



When all the hearts of Oak that swim 

Shall tideless rest, their memory dim 

In Oceans deep, 

In Oceans sleep.



And her heart swelled, and she loved him for it. His voice, once so harsh, was sweet in her ears, and that which had been doggerel was by the magic of loves alembic turned to poetry. But as they climbed the ascent beyond Ringwood, and the prospect of the Folly began to rise before her, she put her hand into his and she fell silent.

Ay, said Bowles, an hour later, and I tell you, maam, it was as pretty a sight as youd wish to see. The Captain, he stayed by the chaise seeing Charles and his man and the others take out the portmantles, and she come up the steps alone and frightened-like, hanging her head  she never was one for making the most of herself, as you know, Mrs. J., nor the figure to do it as some I could name. And first that little devil of a Lady Ann fell upon her and nearly knocked her down. Then half-way up his lordship meets her, and what he said I couldnt hear. But she answered flurried-like, I hope Lady Ellingham is well. And he laughed  theres no one can laugh more jolly than his lordship, I will say that  and says he, Your sister is waiting for you in the hall, says he. And her ladyship met her at the top of the steps and took her and kissed her.

Theres not much in kisses, said Mrs. Jemmett grudgingly.

Well, maam, thats not my opinion, Mrs. J. And I always have thought, and well you know it  that if you and me were to put our heads together  I could make you think different.

Bowles! Mrs. Jemmetts tone was awful. You trench, man, you trench!

Well, maam, audaciously. What if we were to try? You dont think

I dont think of no such things, Mrs. Jemmett retorted. But a smile trembled on her lips.

THE END


THE LIVELY PEGGY
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Weyman towards the end of his life


CHAPTER I

THE news came in by the weekly boat from Plymouth that, weather permitting, served Yealmpton and Kingsbridge and Beremouth of a Wednesday, returning on Thursday. It was but whispered aboard, and that furtively; for the Blighs came back on the boat, a sombre, repellent couple, to whom a fine seafaring delicacy gave a wide berth. The men and the tidings, therefore, came ashore at Beremouth together. But news travels on a fair wind, and no man knows how, and before the Captains wooden leg, steering a course between the tubs and brown nets, had stumped across the stony wharf scaly with fishes heads, or his sons face, dark and grim, had been more than espied at his elbow, the whisper was already fleeting before them up the cobbled street. Already in the parlour of the Privateersman  the dim picture outside is taken by the eye of faith for a portrait of Ozias Copestake himself  and in the snug of the Keppel Head, men were settling down to a breezy, leisurely discussion of the verdict, its justice and its consequences.

Down by the waters edge, among the fishing-nets and tubs, and in Budgens Cove on the farther side of the headland  for within five minutes and by a seeming miracle the news was known even there  the feeling ran all one way. In spite of his regular recurrent bouts, and though there were a dozen men in Beremouth who had at one time or another retrieved his grey head from the gutter, or guided him staggering across the churchyard to his cottage, the old Captain was taken by the simple for a gentleman. His patient face, his mild dignity, and a life which, between times, was all that a half-pay officers should be, had won the respect and his failing the indulgence of men ready to own that they would have tripped more often had they had the means. Tales of an unobtrusive helpfulness, that shed a pleasant light on his threadbare, frogged coat, were current, and faith was large and generous. In a word, if the Captain, as was notorious, carried his liquor ill, the fact was held to be his misfortune rather than his fault.

That his son, the Lieutenant, shared the misfortune had come, however, as a surprise to Beremouth, and was, it was owned, a matter that called for deeper reflection, and another pot at least. And drunk on duty? Certainly a man might do better than that, for there was a time for everything  so much was grudgingly admitted even in the snug of the Keppel Head. And had the Lieutenant stood alone, Serve him right! might even by the water-side have confirmed the verdict that dismissed him, a lieutenant of six years standing and one days ignominy, from the Service. For the son was less well known than his father and less liked. He was something of a mystery. A soured, disappointed young fellow  even before this final disaster  with none of the old mans mild courtesy, he kept himself to himself and held his head high, his dour gloom making, with all his good looks, but few friends; while his now declared weakness had not been patent enough to claim the indulgence of fellow-feeling.

Still in rough, rig-and-furrow-clad breasts liking for the father pleaded for the son; and after all a young man who had lost his arm in a cutting-out affair in the Bay, and had been shabbily treated  so report said  when the honours were dealt out, seemed to deserve some respect if he failed of sympathy. So Poor devil! and Hard luck! summed up in the main the water-side verdict, and more than one could have found it in his heart to tackle the old Captain as he plodded humbly up the street, and to say a word in the way of good feeling. But a glance at the sons black brow drove the kindly thought back to its home again and though many eyes were upon them the two could not have had a clearer path up the street if a fire had gone before them.

He takes it hard, said one. Ay, ay, another agreed, its gone home to him. And with a dim sense that they were looking on a tragedy the speakers watched the couple out of sight.

To hide their heads, to escape from curious glances and the pity that was worse, was the aim of both, and all that was left to them. But to gain the cottage that clung to the farther slope and looked down on Budgens Cove they had to cross the neck of the headland, and every weary yard they climbed, the Captain hanging on his sons arm, was a purgatory. They bore it, each after his fashion; the father limping patiently on, his shamed face bent on the roadway  with him life, even before this last and fatal blow, had gone hardly, and age had no longer spirit to rebel; the son with head erect, his seared heart glaring from his eyes in hard, bitter defiance of the world. As they crossed the churchyard on the summit  solitary and quiet enough this  and passed by the western end of the church, the Lieutenant did for one moment turn his gaze aside. He looked down the lane that led to the Rectory, and his lip quivered. But he set it firm again. There was an end of that! An end of that!

We will have some tea, the Captain muttered. He found comfort in the prospect, though he sighed.

Yes, father, we will have some tea, the son agreed, and his voice in its gentleness belied his stormy eyes. They left the churchyard behind them, and began the descent, the old mans scanty coat-skirts fluttering, blown aside by the breeze.

But the water-side and the poorer quarters were not the whole of Beremouth; and in proportion as the tidings travelled abroad, and broad-cloth, less pervious to feeling, took the place of woollen guernseys, sympathy with the culprit waned, and gave place to condemnation. Yet there were exceptions. Sir Albery Wyke, the Squire of Upper Bere, whose curricle was often to be seen in these days waiting in the Rectory Lane, and who, as it chanced, brought the news to the Portnals at the Rectory, took a kindly view of the case. I am sorry, he said, when he had told the tale. Upon my honour, Im sorry  for the father, at any rate. Its a sad blow for him.

But Augusta, the elder Portnal girl, was firm. I think your sorrow is thrown away, she said, letting her work fall on her lap.  The old man has disgraced himself so often that a little more can be no matter. But you always had a weakness for him, Sir Albery. For my part, I dont see what else you could expect!

After all the man is a gentleman.

Is he? Augusta smiled. I confess he never seemed to be one to me.

He wears a shabby coat, her sister said, bending so low over her book that her ringlets hid her face.

Well, if you ask me, his conduct matches it, Augusta rejoined. In a man of his age it is disgraceful.

Hes only a half-pay captain. There was a faint note of scorn in Peggys tone.

He came to us once or twice, Augusta explained languidly, when he first appeared, you know. You asked us to invite him, if you remember, Sir Albery. But I could never see anything in him but a shabby old man dreadfully given to drink, and without a word to say for himself.

He is poor, Peggy said. She bent still lower over her page. That is what Augusta would see. But he was always sober when he came to us.

My dear, I am saying exactly what

Oh, I am sure you are just, Augusta. You always are. But not generous.

Augusta shrugged her handsome shoulders  her figure was as perfect as her smile was gracious. My dear, she said indulgently, you are silly about him. She is perfectly silly about him, Sir Albery. What two opinions can there be about a man who disgraces his white hairs by lying drunk in the street  every quarter day, I am told, as regularly as the day comes round?

He might do it more often, Peggy objected. No doubt it would be more respectable if he fell under the table once a week, as I hear some friends of ours do.

I hope you do not mean that for me, Wyke said with a smile. He had listened, glancing now at one and now at the other, as each spoke.

If the cap fits, Peggy rejoined rather pertly.

Peggy! For shame! Augusta remonstrated. How can you be so rude?

Fortunately the cap does not fit, Sir Albery rejoined. Or Im sure, Miss Portnal, that your sister would not have offered it.

It appears to fit the son, Augusta remarked neatly. It is clear that he is as bad as, or worse than, his father. And now, disgraced beyond redemption. Even Peggy cannot deny that.

Well, Im devilish sorry for him, all the same, Wyke said, summing up in haste, for the discussion was growing warm. But whether the sympathy that he expressed was real, or was due to a desire to please Miss Peggy, who seemed to have taken a side in the matter, was uncertain. The old man with all his faults is a good officer, and the Fencibles were never better drilled. So far as I am concerned, I dont know that it matters if he takes a roll now and then  as long as he comes sober on parade.

But, Augusta said, smiling, the son does not come sober on parade.

No, I allow it, and thats the devils own luck!

I should rather say, she retorted, the gentlemans own fault, Sir Albery. If you can call him a gentleman. To my mind father and son are much of a muchness, and impossible, both of them. The young man has been here once or twice, but as he appeared to be at odds with every one  and I confess he seemed to me to be a person of very considerable conceit  it is as well this has happened to close the chapter and the acquaintance.

Peggys face sank lower over her book. The ringlets hid it entirely now. But whatever the younger Portnal girl lacked, she did not lack spirit, and Its plain, she said sweetly, that he did not pay court to Augusta, Sir Albery? Her smile appears to have failed of its effect for once.

My dear, do not be impertinent!

Sir Albery looked the discomfort that he felt. I hardly know the son, though I have met him, he said. He kept very much to himself when he was here, I understand. The loss of his arm, poor chap,  well, it is hard on a man of his age. I should feel it myself, I know. And there is a tale gone about  wasnt he due for promotion and not sent up, or something of that kind? I think I have heard that.

Such tales are easily told, Augusta decided. And the less their weight the farther they carry, I fancy.

But at that Peggys patience, worn thin before, failed her. She looked up, and her heightened colour and sparkling eyes  for Peggy, though she was not handsome after Augustas fashion, was very pretty when she lost her temper  declared open unmistakable war. Would you like to hear the story, Sir Albery? she asked, her voice quivering with feeling. If so, I will tell it, for it was in the papers, and I happen to know it. Mr. Bligh was first on the Naiad, attending the Galatea off Arcachon, when the Galatea drove the French Andromaque on shore  you may remember the affair? The Naiad was sent in to burn the Andromaque and bring off the crew. The Naiads captain was hurt and put out of action; the command fell to Mr. Bligh, and though his arm was crushed by the recoil of a gun, he kept the deck and burned the French vessel, and he should by rule have got his step. But Sir Borlase Warren, who commanded the squadron, gave all the credit to the Galatea and did not mention the Naiad, and Mr. Bligh got nothing but, being disabled, a poor place in the Dockyard at Devonport.

Devilish hard case! Wyke replied warmly. If that is so.

You seem, Peggy, to know a great deal about it, Augusta said. But what has that to do with his misbehaviour, even if the story be true, my dear, which I greatly doubt? He told it you himself, I suppose?

Yes, Peggy retorted, and defiance spoke in her tone. He did.

Oh! Augustas voice was full of meaning, and Wyke wished himself away. Silly, silly child! Of course, Sir Albery, you may believe just as much of that as you please.

Peggy lowered her face over her book, and the curls hid the angry tear that fell on the page. Fortunately, at that moment Dr. Portnal entered the room, and, Ha, Wyke, he said, greeting the visitor in the sonorous tone that matched his stately figure, glad to see you! Youve heard the news? Its all over the town by this time, I suppose. He stepped to the bell-rope, pulled it, and returned to his place on the hearth. A sad business! A very sad business! But I am not surprised  like father, like son, eh? Ebrii ambo! But this crowns all, and  Wignall! He turned from them and addressed the butler, who had appeared in the doorway. You will see that neither Captain Bligh nor his son are admitted in future. Should they call, either of them, the ladies are not at home. If they wish to see me privately that is another matter. You understand? Very good! See that my orders are observed. He dismissed the man by a nod, and turned to his visitor with the air of a man who had done his duty and had no doubt about the propriety of his action. An unfortunate young man, he said, and no doubt to be pitied. But we must draw a line  we must draw a line, for the sake of others and example. What you will do about the Fencibles, I dont know, Wyke. That is your business, but

I dont think I shall do anything! Wyke replied rather shortly.

Well, thats your business, as I say. Though I confess I should be glad to have them both out of the parish  they are no honour to us. As to the cottage, I dont know what I shall do. It is in Budgens lease, and I have not full power, but I shall see him about it. In my position I have a duty to others, and I recognize it. Peggy! Where are you going, my dear?

But Peggy, her curls quivering, had already reached the door, and only a murmur, conveying no meaning, reached the group about the hearth.

Foolish child! Augusta said, looking after her indulgently.

She seems to have known him? Sir Albery suggested, his eyes lingering on the door.

Who? Young Bligh? the Rector replied comfortably. To be sure! We all did after a fashion. But a disgrace, an official disgrace such as this, alters the matter  closes the door, so to speak. The phrase pleased him and he repeated it in the satisfied tone of one whose words were not wont to fall to the ground. His footing among us  he warmed his coat-skirts as he stood with his back to the fire if footing it could be called, indeed, was slight; and he has now forfeited the right to be considered as existing  as existing for us, I mean, he amended, with a gesture which once for all eliminated the offender. In our position we must set an example. Augusta, my dear, you will be good enough not to know him in future, if you come across him in your walks.

Augusta assented meekly.

Sir Albery must judge for himself. He is his own master, though I venture to think that in his position, he too owes a duty to society.

But Sir Albery refused to commit himself. I hardly know the young man, he said. But I am sorry for him. As for his father, I am more than sorry for him, poor beggar.

The Rector shook his handsome Jove-like head. He was a very fine figure of a man. What that unfortunate  he began portentously that poor debased man must be feeling at this moment, I shrink, Wyke, from imagining! His sin has indeed come home to him. I am no Pharisee, as you know. If a gentleman can take his bottle, or even his two bottles, of the wine, that was mercifully given to cheer the heart of man, and can still remain the gentleman, Heaven forbid that I should cast a stone! But the manner! The manner is the man, as we said at Winchester, and Captain Blighs manner  deplorable! Deplorable! Brandy, too, I fear, and no doubt smuggled. Well, I look round no corners, I am a man of the world, and we must take the world as we find it, and certainly the duties are high. But, speaking as a magistrate  deplorable!

Wyke smiled. Well, there is plenty of the stuff about, he said. I have even heard it whispered that the Lively Peggy has been known to bring in a tub or two, when she has brought back nothing better, rector.

I trust not! I hope not! Dr. Portnal spoke a little warmly, for he had the credit of owning a comfortable stake in the Beremouth privateer. I do not think so ill of Budgen as that. No, really, no. Let us have charity, Wyke, charity.

Which covers a multitude of tubs! Sir Albery rejoined slyly.


CHAPTER II

NEVV? old Budgen roared, his face crimson with anger. Nevy, indeed! My nevy you may be, and more shame to me! But an idle, drunken dog you are! Not a stroke o work ha you done this two months, and the books in that state o muddle I might put em in the fire, and no worse off! I wish that there wood was your coffin, I do! But I make an end of you! Off my place you go! Off you go, and I wish I may never see your ugly chaps again!

Joe, standing out on the shingle, a picture of loutish gawkiness, rubbed one foot against another. You cant do it, he drawled.

Cant do it? Youll see if I cant do it ! Come into my moulding-loft, or so much as put a foot on the slips, and Ill foot the slack of your breeches with my shoemaker! And thats my last word to you! My patience is wore out, and high time too. You be ended, my lad.

You darnt do it, Joe growled, still sulkily defiant. But his uncles attitude was so threatening that he retreated another pace or two from the shed, under the eaves of which Budgen stood declaiming.

Darent do it, you little, wimping, scrimping effigy! Budgen shouted. He snatched up a heavy caulking mallet from a bench beside him. Why, you little threadpaper, for another word Id duck you in the mast-pond! And by Elijah I will! Ben! Ebnezer! Give this chap a taste o sea-water! Souse him well, souse him overhead  dyou hear ?

Ive done with the scamp! Collar him and  



But Joe Fewster was only a lath of a man, and he knew himself to be no favourite with the men over whom he had exercised an idle and teasing authority. He backed away, still muttering dark threats of what he would do, and in particular declaring an intention of enlisting that very moment in His Majestys forces stationed abroad. He repeated this more than once, and seemed to expect something to come of it. But as Budgen remained unshaken and only threatened to throw the mallet at him, Joe presently shambled away and, still cursing, took the steep path that, winding up the side of the Cove, led to the town and the Privateersman.

His uncle, the job done, wiped his forehead. Let him go, he said to the grinning men. But, mark you, Ive done with him. Ive done with Joe! Never no more man o mine! If he puts foot in this place do you put him out  put him out with the toe o your boot, the lazy, drunken scamp! Youve my thority! Or duck him if you like twill do the swab no harm!

Dabbing his heated face with a vast yellow handkerchief, a thing of luxury, of Lyons silk and spoil of war, Budgen went back into what he vaingloriously called his moulding-loft. There he proposed to refresh himself with a treat that seldom failed to relieve his feelings  a leisurely gloat over the lines of his latest and dearest creation. The loft was a tall shed closed on three sides only, on the longest of which was depicted in chalk from keel to poop-rail and large as life, the Lively Peggy, Letter of Marque of Beremouth, Master, Ozias Copestake, at present absent on her cruising ground. Budgens happiest moments were passed with that drawing before his eyes and the smell of wood-shavings and the tang of tar and seaweed in his nostrils. Budgen & Fewster  Fewster, Joes father, had lain in the churchyard these seven years Ship and Boat-builders, was painted on a huge board above the open side of the shed that looked on the slips; for the actual building was done in the open. But of Budgen & Fewsters skill as shipbuilders the Lively Peggy was the rare and fine flower. There had been an earlier brig, the Pride of Beremouth; but she had met with misfortune, and, alas! was now in French hands and ravaging, it was rumoured, out of Cherbourg. Yearly Budgen turned out a fishing-smack or two or a small coaster, and half a dozen quay-punts. But for the main part Budgens did not rise above boats  good boats, and they had a good name for them.

On this occasion neither the contemplation of his darlings fine lines nor his favourite smell of tar and shavings availed to give Budgen the relief he craved. He had turned a deaf ear to Joes threat that he would enlist. But he had heard it, and it worried him. Joe was as worthless a fellow as walked on shoe-leather. He spent at the Privateersman the money that he did not earn, and had it been only his ugly carcase that was at stake he might have gone to the West Indies and, as far as Budgen was concerned, might have fed the land-crabs, and welcome. But unluckily there were other and graver issues depending on him. Joes life had a special value for Budgen, as Joe well knew; and this fact, true at all times, was especially true at this moment. It was so true that the mere thought of risking that life and all that it stood for gave Budgen the goose-flesh, boldly as he had carried it off in Joes presence. For the capture of the Pride of Beremouth had dealt the boat-builder a shrewd blow, although he had been very far from bearing the whole of the loss. A second blow  and his prophetic eye discerned a possible and a heavy one  would find him ill-prepared to meet it; while, as for Joes death, that spelt ruin, sudden and complete, and he dared not even think of it.

And the Reverend, he ruminated with a gloomy face, hes as hard as stone. No mercy to be expected from him, d  n his pompous Lord-a-Mighty airs! Theres some might believe in him, but not Isaac 

Budgen. No, he reflected, with a long and darkling look at the Lively Peggys lines, half of you is his, and the better half, too! And if Copestake bring in an anker or two of rum to cover costs when no betters to be had, its Understand, this must not occur again, Budgen! says he, but he takes good care to share in the reckoning! Ay, right good care his reverence takes of that!

He was upset for the day, and unfortunately it was his day for checking the monthly accounts, while all the material that Joe had left him consisted of scraps of dirty paper and of some illegible chalk-marks on the side of the shed. The sight of this muddle flustered the boat-builder afresh. He was no scholar; and while he bothered himself about it, with that threat of Joes ever at the back of his mind, it seemed to him that the men took advantage of him and worked lazily. The business was his life and soul, his heart was in it, and in the money that seemed to be oozing away from it. But of late it had brought him more pleasure than profit, and it would bear no further burden, he knew.

Bound up with it in his affections and hardly less loved was his pleasant house in the nook of the Cove, with its white-harled fuchsia-clad walls and its green door with the smart brass knocker  the knocker a naked lady, the spoil of war, as was much of the furniture inside. But this too failed to afford him relief or pleasure at this moment. He had a vision in which he saw house and land and the loft and his half-dozen cottages, sprinkled up and down the steep sides of the Cove  in which he saw them all at stake and taken from him! And with them the piles of seasoning timber that he eyed lovingly morning and night, and the masts pickling in their pond, and the tubs of fragrant tar! Of what use would these be if he lost the Cove and all that went with it  all that made him the man he was.

D  n that Joe! he whispered viciously, as he wiped the beads from his forehead. D  n him! D  n him! And the sun that shone into the warm cove, the sunshine and the soft Devon air and the sea-tang all lost their pleasantness and savour. He moved restlessly to the slips and stared up at the steep bluff, crowned by the church tower and scaled by a narrow path so steep that in one place it became a staircase. But the bluff only led his thoughts to the Rectory that stood on it, and he spat in his disgust, and went in again to his muddled accounts.

Presently Ebenezer put his head into the shed. Theres the Lieutenant a-coming down, master, he said, if youve a mind to spy him.

But Budgen was grumpy. I spose he looks the same as other days, he growled. He did not move.

A moment later Ebenezer looked in again. I blieve hes coming here, he said.

Well, let him come! Budgen snarled. So when a moment later Bligh stepped into the shed he found the boat-builder with his horn-rimmed glasses thrust high on his forehead, still digging hopelessly into his pile of papers. Budgen worked at an old rickety desk in one of the closed comers; and to show his indifference he did not glance up, though he heard his visitors step. The Lieutenant, as he had supposed, looked much as usual, though a sharp eye might have found him a shade harder and gloomier for his late experience. He came a little way in, and after glancing about him addressed Budgen with the air of a man ready to take offence, but restraining himself for the time. Can I have a word with you? he asked.

Well, the boat-builder replied surlily, I be busy! But Ive ears. I suppose you can say what youve a mind to say, Lieutenant.

Drop that, Bligh replied sharply. Im not that, any more  as you know.

As you will. Have it your own way. What is it?

Can you give me work?

Budgen was so much surprised by the question that a good part of his ill-humour (dropped from him.

Work! What, afore the mast? he exclaimed.

Lord bless you, man, its impossible! See you handle a mallet? Why, the men would do no mortal work hours end to hours end, but just gape at you!

I hear youve got rid of Fewster. I met him up above.

And if I have? What then?

What Fewster could do I could do.

Budgen stared, but his attention was caught. He left his desk and came forward. Well, youve lost no time, Lieutenant, he said, with admiration. I will say that.

No, Bligh replied drily. If I could eat tomorrow for to-day, thered be no hurry. As it is Ive got to eat to-day, Budgen.

What do you count to do, man?

What Joe did  but Id do it. Keep your accounts, he cast a glance at the desk, and overlook the men when you are not here. And tally stores in and out.

Umph! Well, youd be honest, I do believe. There is that, the boat-builder allowed, calculation in his eyes. I will say, theres that.

Bligh reddened, but he did not answer. He saw that the others mind was working in the desired direction. But presently, seeing that Budgen still pondered and that a word might turn the scale, And when the Lively Peggy comes in, he suggested, Id take her I out if it suited you.

Budgen rubbed his chin thoughtfully. To be sure, he agreed. To be sure. Youd do for that, I or youd ought to. And Ozias He shook his head I doubtfully. Well, Im not saying as to that, one way or the other, but there might be a berth. I dunno till I she comes to her moorings. I cant say fairer than that one way or the other. Do you come back then, and I dont say well talk about it.

No, that wont do, Bligh replied firmly. Take me on now, pay me a pound a week, and when afloat whatever Ozias gets or near it, and Im your man. And youll get a cheap bargain, Budgen. You know that.

A pound a week? Budgen shook his head. He came forward and joined Bligh near the entrance of the shed  perhaps to gain time. I see youve your flag flying, he said, pointing upwards.

Bligh winced. Flag? he queried. What  

Well, we call that table-cloth o yours on the gate there your flag. Its there pretty often, I notice. Seeminly you do a deal o washing up there. Bligh looked put out. I see, he muttered. I didnt understand.

Budgen shook his head. A pound a week? he repeated. Its a mint o money that. Id not thought of taking any one in Joes place; no more use well without him as with him. Still   he looked cunningly away   suppose we say six half-crowns a week, and Oziass pay when afloat. Bligh frowned, but after a moments thought, Very well, he said curtly. Ill come to-morrow morning. Saturday. Ill begin on Monday, if that will suit you?

Budgen nodded. Inwardly he was pluming himself on a good bargain. Weeks notice, he said crustily.

Very well. Youll have no call to give it.

Bligh was turning away when, Hallo! Budgen exclaimed, heres Missie! Second time this week, too, I blieve.

Bligh looked round, and saw Peggy Portnal. She was making her way delicately over the rough shingle.

He did not pause. Very well, thats settled, then, he said. Good day.

He moved away, lifting his hat as he met the girl. She bowed, a little colour in her cheeks, and he went by her and took the path that climbed the face of the headland and led to the town.

Peggy came on to Budgen. I think I dropped a glove here  on Tuesday, she said. She seemed to be a little out of breath with her rough walk over the stones. Have any of your men found it, do you think?

Its in my desk, Budgen said, speaking politely for him; and he went and fetched the glove from the corner. Its well we are honest, Missie, for its the second time youve dropped it here.

Shiftless folk women are, arent they? she answered, rewarding him with a bewitching smile. Thank you for saving it, Budgen.

It came off your namesake, I guess, he said, handling the glove with knowledge. It was a dainty French thing.

Ive no doubt it did. When will she be in, Budgen?

But Budgen shook his head. What you dont know you cant tell, he said pithily. Theres things as easy dropped as your glove, Miss Peggy, and no picking of them up again.

The girl pouted. I should have thought that I might be trusted! she said. My own boat, Budgen!

Ay, ay, Missie, in a manner o speaking, your boat. But other mens lives. Little tongues carry far, and least said is soonest mended. What with the smugglers and others news passes too easy  its across in a night, and you none the wiser. But never you fret, Ill send you word when shes sighted, Miss. And failing all youll hear the bells soon enough if so be as she brings in a prize, as I hope.

Shes not been lucky lately, has she?

Budgens face fell. No, Miss, you never said a truer word, he replied. All going out and nothing coming in, thats what its been. But no fault o Copestakes, I will say that. He shivers and shakes does Ozias, worse than the luff o the sail going about.

But hes good stuff, is Ozias-wonderful good stuff.

Staunch as the best bit of oak in my yard, though he do complain amazing. Amazing, he complains, does Ozias.


CHAPTER III

THE crown of the headland that drops down on one side to the scrambling street of Beremouth, and on the other falls by a steep and gorse-clad slope to Budgens Cove, is divided into two halves. On the eastern sits, like a couchant lion, the old Norman church with its squat tower and its spacious graveyard, the latter bounded seawards by a low wall, and within the wall by a walk that owing to its open outlook is a favourite lounge of the Beremouth folk. They climb up to it and walk on it on summer evenings. The western half is occupied by the Rectory, its gardens and outbuildings. These are jealously walled-in, and are accessible only through a frowning portal almost as old as the church.

Between the rectory and the graveyard, and so bisecting the summit of the hill, a cobbled lane runs past the Rectory entrance. It ends abruptly in an arch of graceful, fretted stonework said by tradition to be the window of an old chapel, of which some fragments of the side-walls survive. Ivy has grown over the lower part, and at some period a stone bench has been set there, so placed that a man may sit at his ease and with his elbow on the sill of the window look down on the shifting sea. The arch is in a line with the low churchyard wall, but the seat though open to the lane is shielded from observation on the churchyard side by the ivied side-wall. The place is public, but it abuts on the Rectory, the Rectory gardener clips the ivy and from time to time sweeps out the floor, and in Dr. Portnals day at any rate few were venturesome enough to encroach on it, or to sit there in the daylight.

For proudly as the Rectory looks down on the little seaport huddled beneath its windows, it does not look down upon it with one-half of the aloofness or the stately dignity with which the Rector of that day regarded his flock. The Reverend Augustus Portnal, D.D., Rector of Beremouth with Chiddingfold, Vicar of Ipe and Downton, and Rural Dean of Ipe  and on his lay side Chairman of the Beremouth Justices and of the Quorum  was in his own estimation, and indeed in the estimation of others, no common person. He was a power not only in Beremouth but beyond it. Accustomed through a long series of years to have his own way and to see that he had it, he had learned how to secure it at the least cost and with the least exertion. He was not a violent man; he plumed himself on obtaining his ends by a gentle force never relaxed, as of a soft and irresistible pillow that, as some had learned to their cost, drove an opponent to the edge before he awoke to his danger. Suave and bland, he preached this gospel to others, and among his fellows he had a name for it. If a son was inclined to be wild, or a brother magistrate had tripped, it was to the Rector that men turned for advice, and he gave it ex cathedra  and it was good advice. Hence, gifted with a strong will, he had come to feel no doubt of himself and some little contempt for others. Nor had it ever occurred to him that tried in his own case the policy for which he was famed might fail him and the methods which he preached to others prove to be beyond his strength  or his patience.

He was not a bad man, but success had somewhat corroded his nature. In the imposition, the daily imposition of a will that had not for many a year been seriously challenged he had come to believe in himself to a high and perhaps a dangerous degree, and in that belief his neighbours appreciation had encouraged him. Handsome, clever, and worldly, he was as much esteemed by the equals who shared his opinions and valued his advice as he was respected by those below him, who by turns admired and hated him.

His bland address blinded many to his arbitrary quality, but it could not blind those who shared his home and his daily life. Augusta, his favourite child  Augusta of the gracious smile, as she was dubbed by more than one jealous mother  understood him, and, perhaps because she had received a double portion of his spirit, her sisters as well as her own, played up to him both finely and sincerely. She partook of his prejudices and found in his suave force something akin to herself. But with his younger daughter it was otherwise. From whatever source Peggy had derived her recalcitrance, she had not only failed to accept her fathers measures of value, but she had come to feel, as she grew older, a waxing temptation to rebel against the authority that enforced them. To do so was difficult, for that against which she was moved to revolt was not a tyranny harshly and unpleasantly displayed It was rather, as has been said, a slow pressure which her wilful temperament and generous instincts inspired her to resist, even while she felt it to be a force with which it was almost impossible to cope.

There had been times, and many times, when the girl had blamed herself for the feeling; when she had set down her lack of sympathy with her father and sister to the absence of some amiable quality in herself. But as there are bodies that instinctively reject certain drugs, and as a slow compression begets a steady but increasing reaction, so had Peggys discontent and the temptation to rebel grown with time; until, reinforced of late by a more powerful instinct, they had brought the girl to a point at which in her wisdom or folly she was ready to go all lengths.

For whatever she had not inherited from her father she had derived from him a strong will; so that, with a motive sufficiently potent, and the knowledge that what she desired was forbidden, an explosion had come to be but a matter of time.

Love, pity, and a generous indignation, these, choked down and smouldering, had a little before this supplied the motive; circumstances had applied the match, and the flame was ready to burst forth.

It was in such a temper that a few days after Sir Alberys visit Peggy left the house before eight one morning  a fair April morning, fresh and sunny. She had only to go some thirty yards to reach the arch that on that spring day framed so fair a view of the sea; and surely, it might be argued, to visit it at that innocent hour could import no harm. But seated on the stone bench below the arch, and sombrely brooding on the bright shimmering surface and the play of light and shadow below him, was a young man.

He did not turn at the girls approach nor look at her. Nor did he move. Yet he must have heard her coming, for he spoke. Why did you summon me? he asked, and his tone could hardly have been less gracious. Why have you come? It is madness, madness, Peggy! he continued, his voice harsh with pain. You might as well cast yourself over this cliff as come to meet such an outcast as I am! It is folly! I do not think so, she said. She laid her hand on his shoulder as she spoke.

He did not shake off the hand, but he moved impatiently under its pressure. You are disgracing yourself! he cried vehemently and almost savagely. I say it again, you might as well throw yourself down from this window as come to meet such as I!

I do not think so, she repeated in the same steadfast tone, though there were tears in her eyes.

You come only out of pity. He seemed to be minded to say everything that might hurt her.

But that she would not bear. No! she said. No! You know  you know, Charles, that that is not true!

A one-armed cripple! he continued bitterly. A disgraced, drunken, broken man! A penniless wreck dependent on his father for the bread he eats and the roof that covers him! You know, you know that you should not have summoned me! You should not have come. You should not have seen me again. It was bad enough and mad enough before, hopeless and impossible. But now there is not a serving wench in Beremouth who would be seen with me in the street, who would not be ashamed to walk with me where she could be seen, who would not shun me like the plague! And you

I will be seen with you, she cried, lifting her head proudly. And I will walk with you. I will go with you whenever you say the word, Charles.

And be ruined!

Then I will be ruined with you.

He broke down at last. Poor, poor girl! he said. He did not turn, but he put his hand behind him and found her hand.

No, I am rich, she said. Rich in your love.

And I? His tone grew hard again. What am I? Have you thought of that? If I suffer this, what shall I be? What shall I seem to be when we are discovered, as one of these days we must be discovered? What? The meanest, the most selfish, the most despicable of wretches! My own father will cry shame on me, ay, even my poor, patient father, who has never uttered one word of reproach or of anger, who has stood by my side and shared my disgrace, though I have robbed him of the last hope of an unhappy life! But you  if I let you do this, if I drag you down with me, even he will call me scoundrel, and cast me off!

He shall not cast me off! she cried, tears in her voice.

That penetrated at last the hard crust that had formed about his heart, and Oh, Peggy, Peggy! he sobbed, and he broke down, hiding his face on the shoulder that rested on the ledge of the window, while his whole frame heaved. You are high as heaven above me, and shall I drag you down to hell? Shall I disgrace and beggar you? Never, never, my dear! It is done, but it can still be undone! We must part to-day, and you must never, never come here again. It was all madness  sheer, utter madness before. Your father would never have consented  never have permitted it. And now to love me is to lower yourself to the very dust, to tie yourself to a banned, broken, hopeless man!

But my man, the girl said, the tears running down her cheeks. My man, now and always!

To a drunkard! he repeated with passion.

No! she protested, her voice rising. No, Charles, not that! For that will not happen again. You will promise me that much, I know? You will do that for me, and I ask no more. You will promise me that?

Promise? he said bitterly. What is the worth of my promise?

It was but once, she said. And you have paid for it, oh, so sorely you have paid for it! And it is done and done with. Whatever we decide to do, you will promise me that? I sent for you, I came to you for that; and to tell you that my love is unaltered and unalterable, Charles. I will not leave you until you give me your word, though I stay here until they find me with you! I have no care, no anxiety, no fear but that.

He did not answer her. He sat where she had found him, looking over the sea, in the same hopeless attitude in which she had discovered him. He had not once turned to look at her, and she had stood through all with her patient hand on his shoulder. At last, You know what my father is? he muttered.

I know, dear, she said, and her voice betrayed her distress. I know.

It is in the blood.

If you give way to it. But you are young, Charles, while he is old.

And you  my God, you would take my word?

If you love me.

But if I cannot? Oh, Peggy, he cried, if I cannot trust myself!

I have more faith in you, she said firmly.

And still he tried to evade her. But it is all madness! he said. Madness! It is all useless, hopeless, futile! We can never be anything to one another.

I will come to you when you call me.

But if I  oh, my dear! It was the cry of one in anguish. How can I! How can I call you? How can I be so wicked, so selfish?

Then I will wait, she replied, if it be ten years. I look to wait. And see, dear, she continued, I ask but this one thing. You cannot refuse to give it me. You cannot if you love me.

He groaned. If I promise and do not keep it? he muttered.

I trust you.

But if I do not?

Then  then, I am of all women the most unhappy! But you will keep it.

He had no confidence in himself, and he still hesitated. Nothing can come of it, he said.

Everything can come of it, she persisted. Everything, if you give me your word and keep it. He was silent, wrestling with himself. But at last and reluctantly he promised her.

Now, she said, and her face as she stood over him was radiant, I care not what comes. Now nothing matters  nothing! I am as iron that the needle turns from. They may prick and prick, but I shall feel nothing. I can bear all now, Charles. We may have to suffer and to wait, but

But Wyke may not wait, he suggested. He had been sorely tried, and he would not hope. Though he loved  and never had he loved her as he loved her at this moment  he could not refrain from tormenting her  and himself.

You need have no fear of that! She answered for it hardily. I will see to that! For she was his opposite, she feared nothing. No Sir Albery, and no twenty Sir Alberys, shall rob me of my love, or come between thee and me.

He was melted  who could resist her? And presently in faltering accents, for there was one thing which she did fear  that he might have made up his mind to leave Beremouth  she questioned him about his plans, and what he was going to do. When he told her of the work that he had found at Budgens, poor and humble as it was and as she knew it to be, she laughed and clapped her hands. Oh, I am glad! she said. I feared that you would go away. I would have borne even that, and waited and hoped. But this  oh, I am thankful. It is noble of you!

I could not leave my father, he said, I owe him too much. You do not know him. You have heard only ill of him. But he is the best, the most loving, the most patient of men. I should be a poor creature if I left him to save myself shame, to escape that which I read in every mans face and every womans eye.

But never in mine! she declared, her face alight. Never! Never! I honour you for it!

It is well  he could not even now expel the bitterness from his tone that there is anything you can honour me for!

Is there not this? She pressed his empty sleeve. And some day you will be righted, you will be reinstated! I know it, I feel sure of it. And I shall live to see it and be proud  proud of you.

If you are looking forward to that

It is nothing to me! Nothing. But for the worlds sake! And it will come, be sure.

In the next world, he said sadly. He was without hope, and he could not spare her. Anyway, dear, we must not meet after this.

Until there is a change, she agreed. And she sighed. If there is, if anything happens, and I must see you, I will loop the window-curtain. Yesterday I was afraid that you might not see it.

An honest man would not have. But, God forgive me, I have only you and my father, and I had to see you once if it was but to say good-bye and  and God bless you, dear!

I knew you would come. I saw your flag when I went to the Cove. And now I must go. But I go happy, for I have your word, Charles.

He turned at that, and at last and for a long moment, while she held his hand in both of hers, they looked into one anothers eyes, anguish in his, courage and a loving assurance in hers. He pressed her hand, and with a sob that she could not restrain she tore herself away. She sped to the Rectory archway, she turned an instant and flung him a passionate look, a last gesture, and she was gone.

Two minutes later  for young as she was Peggy had all a womans power of masking her thoughts under a fair show  she was again a part of the life of the house. When the bell for prayers rang and she glided into the dining-room by one door as the servants filed in through the other, her lowered eyes and composed air would have deceived the closest observer. They seemed a fitting tribute, and no more, to the rite that called the household together.


CHAPTER IV

BUT if Peggy could mask her feelings at need she was not the only one at the Rectory who had feelings, and could hide them. When, some six months before this, Sir Albery Wykes curricle had begun to be noticed, waiting in the Rectory Lane, it had been to Augustas charms that his visits were attributed. She was the elder sister and the beauty, no assembly in the county was perfect without her, and excellent match as Sir Albery was, the turn of Augustas swanlike neck, her regular features and the sweetness of her smile were held to deserve no less. The thing had gone so far that more than one  Charlotte Bicester among others  had offered their sly congratulations. When Sir Albery, therefore, had first hung in the wind, and then had gone on the other tack, in obvious pursuit of Peggy, Augusta had felt the unfairness of the shift. Her pride had smarted; and though, so far, Wyke had not spoken, though the handkerchief remained in his hand, the elder sister doubted not that it would be cast, and that, restive and wayward as Peggy was, it would be taken up. Her father, she knew, would see to that.

Even so, and let it stand to her credit, Augustas smile did not vary, nor her placidity fail. But as she sat at her tambour frame where the light of the three tall windows of the drawing-room fell on her matchless complexion and her finely turned arm, she meditated long on the position. It was not so much of the fickle lover that she thought, as of her sister, and her sisters private concerns. For Peggy might be adroit, she might hoodwink her father and blind the servants  though what they knew was less certain  but if she fancied that she could loop the curtain of one of the windows that looked on the sea, and repeat the manoeuvre whenever it suited her, without awakening a sisters suspicions, she was mistaken. Augusta had marked the act, and found occasion to unloop the curtain. The event had justified her stratagem; she had seen Peggy move carelessly to the curtain and loop it anew. Thereafter Augusta had watched and she had seen other things; among them a young man who passed often upon the water between the Cove and Beremouth, and frequently looked up at the tall headland and the windows that crowned it. She had drawn her conclusions.

As her shapely hand rose and fell, and she passed the needle through the strained linen, in the stillness of the room that looked on sky and sea, Augusta pondered how she might turn the thing to advantage. She knew that one word to her father would bring Peggys cloud-castle toppling about her ears. But she discerned with equal clearness that that would not advance her own interests; she knew her fathers methods, and she was sure that exposed to the pressure that he would exert, a pressure as irresistible as it was gentle, the most wilful Peggy would give way.

She gave much thought to the matter, and sought with patience an answer to the riddle. At length, and by chance, her mind fastened on the allusion to the Cottage, that, leased to the Blighs by Budgen, was the Rectors property. Later she heard that Budgen had taken the younger Bligh into his service; and on that she began to see her way. Not clearly, nor very certainly yet; it was a delicate operation that she contemplated, and much would depend upon whether her judgment of Peggys character proved correct. Still she had now a line that she could follow, if the opportunity presented itself.

On a fine Sunday, a fortnight or so after Charles Blighs disgrace became known, she fancied that her time had come. The long morning service at an end, the congregation, instead of streaming away by twos and threes down the winding road that led to the town, paused in chattering groups about the west door to await the exit of the Beremouth Fencibles, a troop that Wyke had raised at his own expense. The corps had attended the service, and to see them, gay in their red facings, drawn up, put through the firelock exercises and dismissed, was a show that sunshine and Sunday leisure made attractive. Nor was it the commonalty only whom the sight detained, or who viewed with sympathy or apathy, as the case might be, the old Captain limping to and fro, as he saw to the dressing of the line. The Rectory party lingered, waiting for Sir Albery, and from their station, a little apart by the low wall of the Rectory Lane, they too eyed the shabby half-pay officer and shaped their various opinions of him.

It is really disgraceful! Augusta remarked  she spoke with graceful languor. Sir Albery should be rid of him!

Charlotte Bicester took her up  Charlotte whose bluntness and oddity were the torment of her mothers life. What? That dear old man? she exclaimed. Why, I love him! Hes so neat! Hes the only soldier among them! Do look at Dunch the barber, she continued with amusement, treading on the tails of his own coat! And Sir Albery choking in his stock, poor dear, and as stiff as the men are slouching! Why, I think the old mans a picture. What has he done, Augusta?

Quite enough to make you love him, my dear, Augusta replied, if you love lame ducks! But its not what he has done, but what his son has done  if you ask me!

What? The sins of the children on the fathers?

Charlotte replied smartly. But surely thats bad scripture. And what has the son done? Got drunk once too often? Why, if that is all, and it is all Ive heard

On duty?

Well, hes paid for it, poor devil! Or so I hear.

Lady Bicester raised her hands in horror. Charlotte! she cried. My dear, what things you say!

Charlotte winked at Peggy. I learn them from the gentlemen, mother, she said, when they come up a little free from the Rectors third bottle! I dont freeze them as Augusta does, and I see them as they are. But gentlemen will be gentlemen, my lady says, and we must make allowances for them.

Do you call him a gentleman? Augusta asked.

But that, as her sister expected, was more than Peggy, who so far had been silent, could bear. At any rate he has seen service! she said.

Bravo, Peggy! Charlotte cried. What do you say, Mr. Fareham?

But Mr. Fareham, a younger son whose parents would willingly have taken Charlotte into the family  for, though plain, she had money  had fallen instead into Augustas toils. I think a man should carry his liquor like a gentleman, he said.

Then hed carry a lot! Charlotte retorted. But there, its over, and they are dismissing. And do look at Dunch! Im sure that man will fall over his coattails before hes done! Then, Peggy! Where are you going? she cried.

But Peggy was out of hearing. She had not come with any intention of behaving ill. On the contrary she had formed all sorts of wise and prudent resolutions. But her temper and her feelings proved, as often before, too much for her, and already she was half-way across the churchyard, from which the Fencibles, mingling with the crowd, were beginning to flow away. Sir Albery saw her moving in his direction and thought that she was coming to him, and the flattered man greeted her approach with a fatuous smile. But Peggy passed by him without a glance. She greeted the old Captain, holding out her hand to him.

Now, isnt that like Peggy! Augusta murmured. She shrugged her handsome shoulders. Silly, silly girl!

But Charlotte clapped her hands. Bravo, Peggy! she repeated.

Dr. Portnal had left the vestry a moment before and was approaching the group. He overheard her words. Why silly? he asked, with stately geniality. And why Bravo? What is it, my dear, that has evoked such opposite sentiments?

Only a little quixotry  on Peggys part, Augusta replied, her object apparently to pass the matter by. I think We may go now. The show is over.

But she did not move at once. She paused long enough to allow the Rectors eyes to alight on Peggy, who was in the act of parting from the Captain. I see, Dr. Portnal said, I see. But there  he shrugged his shoulders indulgently old heads do not grow on young shoulders.

Theyd look very odd if they did! the irrepressible Charlotte retorted.

To be sure! To be sure, my dear. You are right. However, let us be going. But as they turned in a body to cross the lane that divided them from the Rectory he fell back and joined Wyke. Peggy is impulsive, he said good-humouredly. A good girl, but she acts before she thinks.

But she acts! Wyke answered warmly. And upon my soul I honour her for it. I had a word with the old man before the service, and hes cast down, terribly cast down, poor chap. He feels this blow, and feels, I think, that it is his fault. It has gone deep with him.

But the Rector could not go as far as that. It ought to, he said drily. It ought to, my friend.

Well, maybe you are right. But I think as Miss Peggy does, and I honour her for it, and  and in fact, Wyke continued, swept away by his enthusiasm, I cant be silent any longer, Rector. I want to  to speak to you about her. And with an ingenuous blush dyeing his candid face he drew his companion a few steps down the lane, until they reached and stood under that very open arch, looking down on the sparkling sea, which had seen other things happen. There, with his hand resting on the sill on which Bligh had leant while he listened to Peggys pleading, Wyke poured out the hopes that the other was well prepared to hear. For two minutes they talked, the young man telling the old, old tale that came so new from his heart. By and by the elder man wrung his hand.

God bless you, my boy! he said. God bless you! You have made me very happy. There is nothing that I could wish for my girl beyond this  and I shall keep her near me and I am thankful for that. I see the fairest prospect of happiness for you both, and nothing on my part, you may be sure, shall be wanting to fulfil your hopes. But Peggy is young, and I think you will be wise to let me prepare her. She is young, and you know the old adage they flee, and fleeing look behind! Ha! Ha! Yes, you had better let me drop a word to her and sound her. But I have no doubt, no doubt at all, my dear fellow, that all will turn out as you wish.

Not without reluctance and not without a little opposition Wyke agreed, and the two, after another word or two, went into the house. The upshot was that later in the afternoon the Rector looked into the drawing-room. He found Augusta alone, and with his hand on the door he asked her where her sister was.

Augusta read his face, and knew in a moment what had happened. Has Sir Albery spoken? she asked, with a smile.

He has, my dear. And I am not surprised. I have seen it coming for some time.

Of course. But Augusta paused on the word. She looked thoughtfully at her father.

Well? The Rector did not understand. What is it, my dear?

Well, I think, Augusta said, choosing her words, her tone a little doubtful, I think I should not speak to her at once, sir  though you know best, no doubt. The Rector closed the door. He was an arbitrary man but he was no fool and he had a high opinion of his elder daughters judgment. Why ! he asked. Why do you think so?

And still Augusta hesitated. Well, sir, she said reluctantly, if you ask me, I am afraid that  that there is a little prepossession on her side  at present.

Prepossession! The Rector stared. Prepossession? What on earth do you mean, Augusta?

I am afraid, sir, there is something, she replied in a serious tone. Peggy is young and thoughtless  you know, sir, what she is, and I fear that she has let herself see a little too much of  of young Bligh, to be plain, sir.

Young Bligh! the Rector ejaculated, his eyes almost starting from his head. And for a moment his anger fell on Augusta. Impossible! Impossible! he cried. You must be dreaming, girl. Young Bligh! A daughter of mine see too much of  I dont understand you. You cannot be thinking of what you are saying, Augusta!

But Augusta was firm. I fear I am right, sir, she replied gravely. I have said nothing to you, for I hoped that it would pass off  and that he would leave. Perhaps I was wrong to  to be silent. No doubt I was wrong. But I am afraid, I am afraid  that there have been meetings, sir.

And you never told me! The Rectors brow was very black now. He glowered at Augusta as if she were the one in fault, and any other than Augusta would have trembled before his wrath.

But Augusta knew where she stood. I hoped that it would pass off, sir, she pleaded meekly. I see that I was wrong.

You were wrong, very wrong! he said. He strode across the room and returned, his step heavy. Very wrong! I am appalled, appalled by what you tell me  if indeed you are not mistaken. Bligh? But I cannot believe it! I cannot believe it! How can such a state of things have come about? He was horror-struck; amazement and wrath battled in him with incredulity. How, girl? Explain yourself!

Indeed, sir, I hardly know, Augusta pleaded penitently. I have found it hard to believe it myself. But Peggy  you know, sir, what she is! She is not like other people.

Like! She is like no decent people if this be true! I never heard of such a thing! Never! But if she has lost her senses, by heaven, I have not! And I shall put an end to it, and an instant end to it  this very hour! Go, Augusta, go to her this moment, and send her to me. Send her to me at once, and I will tell her what I think of her! She shall not disgrace herself under my roof! Bligh? Heaven above us! That scamp, that reprobate, that sot!

Augusta rose, knowing well that the critical moment had come, and that to play her part efficiently, though she had more than once rehearsed it in her thoughts, would need all her wits.

She moved towards the door, but mid-way she paused. She looked at the Rector, and her face expressed just such a measure of doubt as suggested inquiry, and invited a question. I think, sir, she said very seriously, there may be a better way of dealing with this  this folly, if you will forgive me for saying so.

Folly? he retorted in his anger. Call it madness! Madness! Disgraceful madness! No, the thing must be stamped out at once! At once!

Still

She broke off, but she looked at him with so much meaning in her face that, angry as he was, the Rector hesitated. He frowned. At length, Well? Well, girl, what is it you wish to say?

She knew then that she had won, but she only threw more humility into her voice. It is this, sir. I think it may perhaps be wiser  to begin at the other end.

He stared. At the other end? What do you mean?

I think, sir, I should get rid of him  before I spoke to Peggy. She is  I am afraid that she is very wilful. And opposition may not have the effect we desire, sir. But with him gone

With him  ah! There was a new note in his voice.

With him gone, Augusta explained, I think the thing would die away quietly. He is working at Budgens, or so I am told. And a word to Budgen

Augusta paused to let the hint sink in. Then I remember, she continued, that you said something about the Cottage, sir? Something might be done about that, might it not? And  and with them both gone  Augusta spoke on slowly, giving him time to reflect that which you wish would come about naturally, and without friction. The fancy would die away and no one be the wiser.

The Rector pondered. He saw that in his anger he had lost sight of his habitual prudence. And women were clever in their own concerns. He was impressed.

Peggy is impulsive, as you know, sir, Augusta continued, seeing that all was going as she would have it. And if she is opposed she will think herself a martyr. Whereas, left to herself, the fancy will die away.

She deserves to be whipped! he exclaimed, convinced, but unwilling to give way too quickly. Upon my soul it is incredible! Are you serious, Augusta? I cannot even now believe it. Are you sure of this, girl?

I am afraid I am, sir, Augusta replied with sorrowful decision.

Good heavens! Good heavens! Well, I will think over it, he said more quietly. I am too much shocked, I am too deeply shocked to think calmly now. A wretched drink-sodden man working at Budgens! That low, disgraceful, sottish scamp and a daughter of mine! Its  its incredible. But if I give way to you, you must have an eye on her. You must watch her, girl. If this be really as you say, she is not to be trusted.

Augusta assured him that she would watch; adding that she was certain that there was no immediate danger. Even then he did not say that he would take the course that she suggested, but she knew him, and she was confident that he would. Despotic as he was, the plan consorted better with his usual methods than open and violent measures.

But the effort had been great, and when he had left her, and then only, Augusta breathed freely. She had succeeded  so far. It remained to be seen if her judgment of her sisters character was correct; if an attack on one whom she loved would drive Peggy to do that to which no harsh treatment and no pressure applied to herself would compel her.


CHAPTER V

DR. PORTNAL chose his time with his usual discretion, and the rattle of the hammers and the caulking-mallets had ceased for the day, when with a gait as measured and stately as the steepness of the path permitted, he made his way down to the Cove. He had considered how he would act. In the first heat of passion he had been inclined to re-open with Wyke the question of the elder Blighs employment. But on more mature thought he had discarded the notion. He saw that it might lead him further than was prudent. Wyke might refuse, or might press for reasons; and his reasons the Rector was not prepared to state. Budgen, on the other hand, was in his power, and though Dr. Portnal would have preferred to make a clean sweep of the pair, it was the young man whom he had to fear.

The face of the cliff, with its chequers of golden gorse and its sprinkling of white-harled cottages, was still warm with sunshine when he reached the shore at its foot. The slips and the shed and Budgens creeper-clad homestead which stood some way back in the cleft of the Cove lay already in shadow. Peace brooded over the little bay, the cries of the gulls came softened by distance, the lapping of the wavelets on the strand whispered softly of evening and of rest from labour. A boat, putting in to the Beremouth jetty, was gliding past the bluff, the fall of the sails and the voices of the men marking rather than breaking the silence.

Absorbed in his purpose, the Rector paid little heed to these things, to the lapping of the waves, or the fall of the yard as it struck the deck. Such sounds were commonplaces to him. But as he approached the shed his thoughts and the stillness were interrupted by a sound as unexpected as it was unwelcome  the sound of angry voices. He had chosen his hour with a view to finding Budgen alone, and he paused; and, though he had no wish to hear what was passing in the shed, he heard.

Four pound a month? Why should I gi you four pound a month? It was Budgens voice, raised in anger, that he heard. Or three pound, or one pound, you lazy, loafing, good-for-naught? Or a hapenny for the matter o that! Confound your impudence!

Well, a sulky voice, that Dr. Portnal did not at once identify, replied, you know for what very well.

I know Im a fool  a fool to ha begun with it! Ever to ha let such a vagabond as you cross my step! But I warn you, you be going too far! Two pound a month, and it be two pound too much, Ill llow you! And thats my last word, my lad!

Ill list, then! the sulky voice rejoined. Thats what Ill do! And thatll be the end of it.

Then list and be hanged to you! the other replied. But its talk, you fool! Talk! Youve too much care o your lazy carcase to list! And I be a fool to listen to you, and be diddled by you! But thats my last word. You can take your two pound, or go to the devil your own way. Not a penny more do you get o mine!

The Rector had heard enough, and he walked in upon them. He knew now who the second speaker was, and he bent a stormy brow on him as he entered. Youd far better let the press-gang take him, Budgen, he said sternly. Far better! And then, addressing the offender, You are a disgrace to the parish, he said. A standing disgrace, Fewster! If the Justices had done their duty they would have sent you to sea long ago. Now begone, and keep out of my sight, or I shall remember your case at the next sittings. You are wrong, Budgen, very wrong, he continued, as Joe, silenced and crushed, crawled out of sight, to support your nephew in his bad courses. Stop supplies  stop supplies, man, and let him go to sea, or enlist if he chooses.

But Budgen, harried by Joe and less confident of the wisdom of defying him than he would have it appear, was in a more churlish mood than usual  which was saying a good deal. He feared the Rector, but he detested him also. Ay! he replied as rudely as he dared. But that might suit your reverence better than me.

Dont talk nonsense, the Rector rejoined.

Nonsense? Depends from which side you look at it, Budgen retorted. Theres a lot too much hangs on him for me to send him drifting. And, saying your presence, a lot too much for you the other way round!

Ah! You mean that hes the last life in your lease?

Thats it. Budgen nodded gloomily. He had come forward to meet the Rector, and from where he stood his eye could travel over the things that made up his life, the things that he loved; his house and snug garden nestling under the cliff, the Cove, the slips, the smack he was slowly building  mere ribs as yet: a boat or two drawn above high-water mark, and below all these, and still washed by the tide, the blackened timbers, sodden and weed-grown, of a forsaken hulk. To him they were all dear, all familiar  familiar as the bluff that shut him off from Beremouth and from the troublesome world of cares and duns, or as the sea across which his craft came and went. Budgen did not put into words his love for the Cove and its surroundings, the green headland that met his gaze morning by morning, and the shimmering sea; but he did love them, and his grasp of them was hard and greedy, for he knew them to be ever in danger. Thats where it is, he repeated gloomily. Hes my last life, as you well know, sir, and a lot hangs on him for me. Now this talk of peace, he continued, glad perhaps to lead the talk another way. It would not suit you nor me, your reverence. Do you think theres aught in it? His eyes bent on the Rectors face strove to read it. He had puzzled over his last newspaper, a stray copy a fortnight old, and had made little of it.

We must not say that peace would not suit us, the Rector replied more mildly. We must not put our interests before the common good, Budgen. God forbid! And why do you say that it would not suit us?

The boat-builder spat contemptuously on the shingle. He knew what he was talking about now. The Peggy  what worth would she be  in a peace? he asked. Shes built for speed, not for cargo, and all the freight we could put in her hold wouldnt pay the foksle wages. Night they light the fires on that there bluff for a peace shes done! You may run her ashore on the rocks there for all the value shed be! And what Im asking is, is there aught in it, sir?

The Rector shook his head. I am afraid I cannot say, he replied. There is certainly talk of it, but there has been talk before. In any case a settlement will take time  many months I suspect. When do you look for her to come in, Budgen?

The boat-builder raised his hat and rubbed his head. Well, shell ha been thirty days on her ground come to-morrow, all being well, he said. And shes victualled for thirty days more. Prize or no prize, I reckon shell be in this day month at latest, if so be no harm happen her. But if shes in luck she may come in any day, and the sooner the better!

The Rector nodded. Yes, he said. And I hope she may be in luck for your sake, Budgen.

Ay, your reverence, Budgen replied with a sardonic look. And your own.

The Rector passed that by. I should be better satisfied if I had more faith in your skipper, he said. Are you sure of Copestake, Budgen? Ive my misgivings. A man who talks as he does, must discourage the men.

Budgen grinned. If he talked the same afloat as ashore, ay! And if talk was what mattered, Id allow hed take the spunk out of a sucking Nelson, would Ozias, to hear him. But tisnt talk that goes at sea, and, Lord bless you, Ozias with a linstock in his hand and Ozias at the Keppel Head, theyre two men. To listen to him to home, hes the saddest old-woman Methody tween this and the Lands End. But the foksle hand that trusts to that when a bit of the right bunting s in sight  well, I reckon, your reverence, hed never know what hit him!

The Rector pursed up his lips. He only knew Ozias ashore and he was doubtful. Well, he said, I hope it is as you say, Budgen. But hes not lucky. No, hes not lucky. Theres no gainsaying that. All the same, I wish I were as certain Oziasd go another cruise, as I am that hes as dogged, ay, and as spry I too, as any skipper that sails out of hereabout. But its luck we want  and Ozias the same. I know the loss of the Pride nearly broke me, and its time the tide turned, or  the boat-builder paused and wiped his brow ay, nearly broke me it did, as you know, sir, and no one so well. But Im not afeared of Ozias. Dr. Portnal nodded, and for a moment the two stood I pondering the case. Then, However, I did not come to-day, the Rector resumed in a brisker tone, to talk about this, but about another matter, Budgen. I hear that you have been so foolish as to take young Bligh into your place.

The man bristled up. An if I have?

The Rector raised his hand. It wont do, he I said. That s all, and all that is to be said. It wont I do, Budgen. You must get rid of him. Understand me, I will not have it. To replace one sot by another is a folly I will not countenance! You must get rid of the man at once.

If Budgen had never hated the Rector before he hated him then. I dont know about that! he said in his most crabbed tone. Theres two to that.

But I do, the Rector replied quietly. And there is only one to it, Budgen. Do you hear? The man is a disgrace to us all, and he must go.

Not till Ive had my say, Budgen insisted doggedly. Nor till you have heard me, sir! No. The case is altered. Clean altered. Joe, he was out and out good for naught  not one hours work did I get out of him. But the Lieutenant

Pooh! man, the Rector said contemptuously. Hes no more Lieutenant now than I am!

The Lieutenant, Budgen repeated stubbornly, ] hes worth the money I give him and more. And more! He keeps my books as never before, and the men as was constantly bickering with Joe works for him willing. Be I in the house or be I in the shed, the works done, and not one drop o drink have I seen him take since heve been with me! Swore off it, good! The Rector shook his head. When the devil was ill, he said; you know the rest, Budgen. But I have said enough. I am not here to argue with you, and what I say must be done. I will not have a man who has disgraced the parish and himself employed here. And that is all  or we quarrel. And you best know whether that will suit you.

If Budgen could have killed with a wish, Dr. Portnal would have returned over the bluff feet foremost. But Budgen could not, and he swallowed his wrath. Needs must, he snarled, with as much insolence as he dared show, when the parson drives.

Budgen!

But Budgen turned his back, and did it rudely. Youve got your will, he flung over his shoulder, for I am no better than a slave, and I have to do your bidding! But lets hear no more of it! He went into the shed without more, and seeing him in that temper the Rector, offended as he was, thought it wise to let him go.

The visitors step had ceased to sound on the shingle, and he had climbed half-way up the steep slope before Budgen showed himself again. Then, finding his enemy still within sight, he threw a vicious curse after him. Ay, you great, big, black blot! he said. There you go atrampling and atrampling, no matter whats underfoot. Youd send Joe to sea, would you, and get him killed off? As is the last life between you and the Cove, so as you may shift me and get a thumping big fine for re-letting! I know you! And youd get rid o the young chap as never crossed you  now I wonder why. I wonder what is at the bottom of that, you d  d black blot! I dont know now, but maybe I shall. And if I werent so deep in your books, with as good as nothing I can call my own, Im hanged if you should have your way! No, d  n me, Id

He did not say what he would do, for at that moment the Rector passed out of sight over the brow, and the angry man turned into the shed and for some moments stood, staring absently at the lines of the Peggy. But his grievance still worked in him and worried him Hes got his claws into me, ay, too far into me, he muttered. And for the hundreth time he reckoned up his position. The Pride  now in French hands  he had owned one-half of her, or thirty-two sixth-fourths as he put it  and Dr. Portnal had owned a quarter. The rest had lain with the crew and some small adventurers, tradesmen in Beremouth. But he had borrowed of the Rector to pay his share of her cruising cost, and the money was lost with the Pride, but the debt remained, and was ever growing. Of the Peggy his share had been also one-half  once; but the loss of the Pride had scared the small people who had interests in her, and he had bought them out cheap, making as he had fancied at the time a good bargain. But for that again he had borrowed the money from the Rector, charging the Peggy in his favour, and mortgaging the rest of his property for what it was worth. In outward show he was an independent, well-to-do man, envied and prosperous. His slips and his moulding-loft, his boats built and building, his cosy house and the cottages scattered up and down the Cove made a fine show. But they were his on a lease for three lives only, and the last of the three, Joe Fewsters, alone remained, and stood between him and ruin. The lease was charged, with the Peggy and the rest, in the Rectors favour, and if the Peggy were lost the Rector would come down on all that he had. He would have no mercy, and the less as he owned a quarter of the Peggy and would himself be a loser if ill-luck befell her. Then equally, if Joe died, was Budgen a ruined man. But he refused to face that. That meant the end indeed, the end of everything, of the Cove and all that he had.

For he loved the Cove, as has been said. And he saw it hanging on the life of a rogue and the luck of a ship. He was not a happy man as he trudged with bent shoulders along the path to his warm house  the path that his fathers feet had trodden, and his own feet had worn through fifty years.


CHAPTER VI

WHEN Lady Bicester became the tenant of the Grange, a house that lay a mile inland in the lap of the valley that opens on the sea at Beremouth, her welcome was not over-warm. The widow of a Mayor of Bristol who had gone up to St. Jamess with an Address and been knighted  the neighbouring squires referred to him slightingly as one of Peg Nicholsons knights  she had three things against her, her newness, her title, and her money. But her ladyship had known where she stood. She had evinced a proper respect for old estates and landed dignities, and, giving all their due and a little more, she had gradually insinuated herself into the tolerance and the drawing-rooms of her neighbours.

In the execution of this task she had, in her own opinion, been hindered rather than helped by her daughter. Charlotte had shown herself from the first incurably blind to her inferior position. Her blunt address and the easy confidence with which she encountered all comers, from Dunch the barber, who did not matter, to Sir Albery Wyke and the Lord Lieutenant who did, inflicted a hundred stabs on her mothers self-consciousness; and many a time had her ladyship winced in her company. But whether Charlottes frankness set off her mothers complaisance, or more was tacitly allowed to a second generation, the girl had somehow been accepted as an equal, where her mother entered on sufferance. References to her lack of beauty were certainly common. That great blowsy girl! overheard at an assembly or a hunt meeting generally meant Charlotte Bicester. But her plainness was a healthy plainness not unpleasant to the other sex, while it undoubtedly smoothed her path with her own. In fact, and though Lady Bicester never suspected it, the good lady owed a large part of her success to her daughters unaffected manner; for while Dr. Portnal seldom talked to the elder woman without his thoughts involuntarily flying to sugar and the slave-trade, he accepted Charlotte without demur, though naturally he thought her inferior to his daughters.

She rode with a nerve and skill not quite feminine; and often alone, to her mothers disgust. Dunch saw her one morning about this time as she passed down the narrow street, and occupied as he was in dressing a wig suspended to the door-post, he had the opportunity of appraising her points with a knowing eye. If shed a face to match her figure, he decided, thered not be much amiss. And as she drew rein to speak to him, Youre blooming, my lady, he said graciously.

Whose wig is that? Charlotte inquired, pointing to it with her whip. Wigs were going out of fashion, to Dunchs great loss. Even the Rector wore his own hair.

Well, its old Captain Blighs, miss, he said, standing back from it that he might review it the better. And not before it was time, though theres many a day that he dont wear it.

Then dont you overcharge him, Dunch, Charlotte retorted. As you do me.

Dunch grinned. No chance o that, he said, with a shake of the head that reflected on the Captains purse or his liberality. Hes too old a soldier. Nor, indeed, I wouldnt, miss, if I could  not now at any rate.

I wouldnt trust you, Charlotte rejoined, reining in her horse. It disliked standing on the cobbles, and was inclined to fret. But why now, more than at other times, Dunch?

Dunch let his hand drop. Havent you heard, miss? That his sons on the street again?

On the street? Charlotte gave her horse a clip with the whip. What do you mean? I thought that he was working at the Cove. Someone told me so  why, it was only yesterday.

He was, my lady, true as true. But   the barber looked mysterious Budgen shifted him this three days past. And hes out now, no doubt about it!

Dear, dear, Im sorry! Charlotte exclaimed. I thought it so brave of him to take that work.

Well, hes out again, theres no doubt of that. The why I dont know, but there it is.

Give a dog a bad name, eh! There was a gleam in Charlottes eyes. I think its horrid of Budgen, Dunch!

I suppose he knows his own business, miss. But Im sorry myself. I never had but an easy word from the young man, and its a come-down, theres no denying it. But works slack at the Cove. Its maybe that.

No news of the Peggy, I suppose?

Not as Ive heard. But she might come in at any time. And not alone, I hope. Barney Toll, hes mate on her, he lodges with me, and many a time I think of him stormy nights like.

I expect youve something in her, Dunch? Dunch shook his head. No, miss, not now. Theres none in the town has, to my knowing. We got fright when the Pride was taken. Ah, me! it was a sad business that! The old Pride! I saw her go out the last time as ever she went, looking that fair and gay and the bells ringing, and every soul in Beremouth on the quay, cheering and God-speeding her as you never see the like! Little we thought the Mounsirea had as good as their grip on her! No, my lady, its a ticklish game and parlous. Too many blanks and too few prizes for poor folk!

Charlotte nodded, and moved on. She was going to the Rectory, where at this hour of the day cake and wine would be on offer in the drawing-room. As she rode at a walk up the winding road to the church she saw the old Captain in front of her stumping up the hill to the churchyard; and something in his weary air, his limping gait and shabby coat touched her. When three minutes later she entered the Rectory drawing-room, she had him on her mind, and what Charlotte had on her mind she seldom failed to make known.

Well, I think its a shame! she announced as she entered the room. And someone should tell that old bear, Budgen, what we think of him! Mr. Fareham, you might! No, Augusta, thank you, Ive not your advantages, Ill sit with my back to the light. Yes, Peggy, Madeira, please, and a very large piece of that cake!

Youll grow stout, Charlotte. This from Augusta. Not while there are men like old Budgen about, Charlotte retorted. He makes me sick!

Why? Fareham asked. What has he done now, Miss Bicester?

A very dirty trick, I think. Havent you heard?

We shall when you have told us, Augusta said, smiling.

And you really dont know? She turned to Peggy. Dont you know? But Peggy was on her feet, leaning over the cake-tray to set something straight, and she did not answer. I thought that you had some feeling for the man, Charlotte persisted, if Augusta had not! Pon honour, Augusta, I am not sure that you wont be pleased. That old Budgen has turned off Mr. Bligh!

No! Fareham exclaimed. You dont say so? I heard that the poor beggar had gone there. But I thought that he had only just started.

Its easier to throw things down than to set them up, Augusta said sagely. A good character is more quickly lost than Oh, dont preach, dont preach, Augusta! Charlotte struck in. Or I declare Ill come and shake you. And you  she turned on the young man for heavens sake do venture to disagree with Augusta for once. Pluck up a spirit! Say you think its a shame.

Fareham coloured. What an uncomfortable person Charlotte could be! Well, he said, I did think it was rather fine of the fellow  in the Service and all that, you know, to  to knuckle down to it. But

But probably, Augusta said in her matter-of-fact way, Budgen knows his own business best.

And that is all you have to say! Charlotte retorted. What a bloodless creature you are, Augusta! I think Budgen ought to be torn in pieces. Hes not fit to live! And if Peggy doesnt agree with me  you do think its a shame, dont you, Peggy?

Yes, Peggy said. I do. The blow had been severe, for this was the first that the girl had heard of it. And she could have said so much  so much upon it! She could have surprised them all. But the consequences of speaking her mind  imprudent as she was they were ever before her eyes  were so grave that, though every nerve in her quivered with indignation, discretion carried it for once.

Her calmness, indeed, surprised her sister, who remarked, Peggy and I seldom think alike.

I can believe it, Charlotte retorted. The one feels and the other glitters  like the chandelier there that gives out pretty lights and flashes, and not a spark of heat! Yes, Augusta, I mean it. You are just like that, my dear!

And some peoples heads are as soft as my silk, Augusta returned, smiling indulgently. Youve no duties, my dear, and no responsibilities, and no one looks to you for an example. But I, you see, am in my dear mothers place. I cannot be as easy as you are. I cannot think that this young man is a fitting object of sympathy, or upset myself because Budgen has got rid of him. You are not going, Peggy?

Yes, Peggy said hurriedly. I shall be back in a minute. She had borne as much as she could bear.

Well, for my part, Charlotte declared roundly, I know what I shall do. I shall go to Budgen and tell him what I think of him!

You wont! Augusta was shocked.

I have a good mind to! And if Mr. Fareham had the spirit of a man and wasnt in your pocket, my dear, hed come with me and say the words I cant say! After all, Mr. Blighs a gentleman.

If you think so, Augusta said, smiling, you know him better than I do.

Well, all I know of him is from meeting him here! Charlotte rejoined, carrying the war into the enemys country. Are you coming, Mr. Fareham? No! Well, I am going. Yes, I am going. Good-bye, all! And picking up her long skirt she sailed from the room.

Dear Charlotte! Augusta said with a smile, when the door had closed on her. She does not look at things as we do. It is not to be expected that she should, I suppose. Indeed I sometimes feel when I am listening to her that I can imagine just what her father was like  poor man!

But a few minutes later, when Mr. Fareham had taken his leave and Augusta was left alone, her smile faded. She sat lost in thought, her face grave, and from time to time she glanced at the door as if she expected someone. Nor was she out in her reckoning. Presently she saw the handle move, and after a perceptible interval the door opened and Peggy came in. She walked to a window and stood awhile, her back to her sister. Then, Did you know of this? she asked in a low voice.

But Augusta was giving all her attention to her work. Of what, my dear? she asked absently.

That Budgen had  had sent Mr. Bligh away? Peggys voice trembled.

Did I know that? Yes, and  Augusta raised her head from her work and spoke deliberately I am glad of it. I think it was time, Peggy.

Why?

Why do I think it was time? Because I am not blind, my dear. Nor, believe me, is your father, and I think it is time that you knew that also and took it to heart. He chooses to go his own way about things, and he does not show his hand. But I can assure you that he knows more than you suspect.

Do you mean  this time there was no doubt about the quiver in Peggys voice that  that this is his doing?

I know nothing, but I can guess. My dear Peggy, you are like the ostrich. You stick your head in the sand and think that no one sees you, because you see no one. But I have not my head in the sand, Augusta continued calmly, and unless I am mistaken Sir Albery has spoken to your father and this is the result. If you are foolish he is not, and he does not intend his plans to be spoiled by silly gossip arising from your imprudence, my dear  and that is a danger of which he is fully aware. So the sooner you see things as they are and must be, the better it will be for you.

And hes  hes been to Budgen? It was with difficulty Peggy could frame the words. To find that so much was known, to have the cloak that hid her secret from all eyes thus coldly and deliberately withdrawn, was a shock which almost overcame her.

I suspect that he has, Augusta replied, as quietly as she had spoken throughout. Though I have no more knowledge of that than you have. But I am sure of this. If he thinks that there is the smallest risk of your making a fool of yourself  and you may be sure that a good many besides your father know more than you suppose  he will see this young man out of Beremouth whatever it costs.

Whatever it costs, Peggy repeated mechanically. Her thoughts were still astray, scattered by the shock of her sisters plain speaking.

Well, you know him, and he is not one to fail in what he undertakes  at any rate in Beremouth. That young man will have to go, my dear. I think they will both have to go. Your father will see to that, too, I expect. Hell move them out of the Cottage. But you know him as well as I do, and you know that he is not one to make a noise. But he gets his way, Peggy.

Not always! There was a new note in Peggys voice.

I have never known him fail, Augusta replied, where he was in earnest.

Well, he will fail this time! Peggy exclaimed. Surprise and dismay had given place to anger. Her voice rang with indignation.

I think not, Augusta replied, unmoved. And in a years time, my dear, when you are Lady Wyke and reigning at Upper Bere, you will know that he was right, and thank him for it, Peggy.

Never! Never! Peggy cried passionately. But she could bear no more. She could no longer control herself or her voice, and swept by such a storm of feeling as her young life had never known, the girl hurried blindly from the room.

Oh, the meanness, the unfairness, the cruelty of it! To strike at him, to ruin him, to drive him from the place and rob him of the humble work to which he had stooped, of the pittance that he had bent himself to earn! Oh, it was vile, it was intolerable, she thought. And they had watched, spied, seen! And then, smiling at her innocence, they had struck at him whom fortune had already wounded so sorely, at him whom she held dearer than her life! For her, for her fault and because she loved him, they would punish him, they would sacrifice him, would grind him into the dust and strip him of the little that stood between him and want, of the one hope that rose between him and his weakness!

Then, if they could do this, if they had the heart to do this, what had she in common with them? Nothing, nothing, she cried passionately, as she paced her room, her breast swelling with pity and indignation. Nothing  if they could do so base, so cruel a thing, could lend themselves to so mean a revenge! They, who if they had their way, would constrain and swaddle and force her to their will! Nothing! The air they breathed choked her, the thoughts they thought were not hers, the idols they worshipped she hated! But she would be no puppet to be moved hither and thither, and bought and sold as they would! She would free herself  free herself for ever! Surely life held more than this, held things purer and higher, things real and true.

Swept by a storm of passion, not ignoble, the girl passed through a bitter hour. But the habits of a life are not to be easily put off, the ties of nature are strong, and the thoughts of the young are short thoughts. The day gave time for reflection even to Peggy, ardent and love-smitten. In the silence of her room a small voice gradually made itself heard. Her home and the affections that were bound up with it appealed to her. And it was in a more sober and a chastened mood that late that evening, when the house was quiet and dark about her, she stole softly down and listened at the door of her fathers study. A light still burned within, and though this was what she had expected  or she had not come down  she paused with her hand raised. She hung a long minute, trembling, irresolute, summoning up her courage, calling despair to her aid. For it was a great, an appalling effort that she was making, and the natural woman shrank from the ordeal. But at last she knocked.

The Rector had no liking to be interrupted save at his own hours, which were well known; and it was in no inviting tone that he bade the unknown enter. But when he saw who it was, the frown passed from his brow. He sat back in his chair. Oh, it is you, Peggy, is it? he said cheerfully. What is it, my dear? It is late. I thought that you were in bed. Her heart beat so fast that it threatened to choke her. Now that the moment was come, she found it hard, she found it almost impossible to speak; and no doubt her pale, scared face betrayed her. Before her dry lips could frame a word the Rector knew, if he had not already guessed her errand, and what she would be at; and he had determined how he would deal with her. What is it? he repeated blandly. What do you want, my dear, at this hour?

It is about  about Mr. Bligh, she stammered, forcing herself to utter the name that it cost her so much to utter. I  I want to say that  that if you will let him

The Rector cut her short. Mr. Bligh? he said, his voice rising a note. His tone was still suave, and he still smiled at her. But he lifted his hand, and the gesture was as firm as it was pregnant. No! he said. No, my dear. Mr. Bligh is not a subject or a person that I am prepared to discuss with you. It is not a question for you.

But  but it is, she gasped, snatching desperately at the skirts of her courage. Oh, it is, sir! It is! I beseech you to hear me. For if  if you will let him remain, I will promise

He stopped her. His face was no longer either bland or pleasant. I have spoken, he said. I have told you that I am not prepared to discuss the matter with you, and that is enough for you, and final. I will hear nothing  nothing, you understand. And I have nothing to say to you. It is late and I am busy. You will go to bed  at once, if you please.

She made a last effort. But you  you dont understand! she pleaded, her face colourless, her eyes imploring. If you will let him remain, sir, I will promise not  not to see him again, or

But his face was inflexible. He pointed to the door. No! he said, and he spoke very sternly now, in a tone that forbade reply. I am not foolish enough to hear what you may be foolish enough to speak. Go to bed. Go, and shut the door quietly. And pray, pray, girl, before you sleep, that you may be made wiser and more obedient. And more discreet.

She went.


CHAPTER VII

MI-AW! Mi-aw! Mi-aw!

That wretched cat! Augusta exclaimed. She sat up in bed, her soul thirsting for vengeance, her body reluctant to leave its warm nest. Must she get up and drive that abominable cat away, or would Peggy, who slept only one door farther down the passage, save her the trouble? The grey dawn was peeping in between the closed curtains, but the room was dim, and with indignation Augusta decided that it could not be more than five oclock.

And it was the third or fourth time that she had suffered in this way: that puss prowling through the house had roused her, complaining in falsetto of the lateness of the household in general and of that slugabed the kitchen-maid in particular. But five oclock! And if the servants had closed the door that they should have closed, this would not have happened. Augusta fumed, but there was nothing else for it; she must let Pat through. The cats voice rose more piercing than before and she set a reluctant foot on the floor and felt for a slipper.

Then she paused, for she heard Peggy moving, and Peggy might as well cross the cold boards as she. Augusta drew in her shapely foot and was sinking back on her pillow when a third time the cat mewed  and still Peggys door remained shut. Yet the girl was moving, Augusta could hear her; moving softly, yet audibly, as if, the listener reflected with a frown, she were getting up.

Then, at long last, Peggys door did open, and Augusta heard her, in a subdued tone, shoo the cat down stairs. Augusta sank back; all was well. But, alas! she was now wide awake, and so apparently was Peggy. For the sounds next door continued, light feet went to and fro, once a chair was moved, and once there was a faint jar as of crockery. Peggy must be dressing.

At five oclock? Impossible! Augusta sat up, and whether it was the cold light or her thoughts that sharpened her features she looked less handsome than usual. She stepped from her bed and stole barefoot to her door. With care she opened it an inch or so and, heedless of the draught that swept through the narrow aperture and chilled her thinly-clad form, 6he listened, peering into the passage.

On the landing was an uncurtained window which made it lighter than her room, and all that was there could be clearly seen. Yet for a full five minutes Augusta continued to peer and to listen, though all that she could now hear was the cats distant complaint rising from some lower floor. At length that which she expected happened. With a faint creak Peggys door moved, opened, and the girl appeared, dressed in a hat and cloak and carrying a bag. She closed the door softly behind her, and moved along the passage towards the watcher and also towards the stairs.

But mid-way she paused: her eyes had taken in the unclosed door. She stared at it, and for a few dramatic seconds the two sisters gazed at one another, or seemed to do so. But Augusta, assured that, lost in the gloom of her room, she was invisible, did not stir, and presently Peggy went by with a light step and disappeared in the direction of the stairs.

Augusta drew a deep breath. She stepped back a pace, but she did not take her hand from the door. And later  later and often  she persuaded herself that she had hesitated; that it had been in her mind to stay her sister, and that only surprise and Peggys haste had forestalled her purpose. Be that as it may, she made no attempt to follow, though, during the time that she stood with her hand on the door, she might have overtaken the fugitive and put before her the rashness of the step that she was taking and the unhappiness that she was laying up for herself. Augusta might have done this, but she did not. Conceivably she shrank in her modesty from going through the house in her night-dress.

Instead she stood listening, until a vibration rather than a sound told her that the door of the house had been closed. Then, shutting her own door, she crept stealthily back to her bed, and sitting up in it with her arms about her knees, gave herself to thought.

Possibly she recalled the long years  for the years of youth are long  during which they had grown up together, sleeping side by side, or the later days when they had flitted in and out of their rooms to gossip, and morning by morning had descended the same stairs; or the nights when they had brushed one anothers hair, and, home from ball or assembly, had exchanged their tales of girlish triumphs, trotting out their partners, laughing or lamenting. And the remembrance of this communion, grown into a habit, yet in these last months discarded, may have penetrated to her heart, and troubled her.

Or her thoughts may have run otherwise. For after all this ending was Peggys choice, not hers, Peggys headstrong act, not hers! If Peggy chose to have her hearts desire and to pay for it, as assuredly she would pay for it  or virtue and obedience were mere words  it was Peggys business, not hers. The girl could not have it both ways, and if she had chosen to put her lover before father and sister, home and duty-silly, undisciplined Peggy!  she would have no one to blame for the consequences but herself. And  and at any rate the field was clear!

Yes, the field was clear now, and Sir Albery at liberty.

When, some hours later, Dr. Portnal stood ready, his fine Jove-like head erect and his glasses adjusted, to read prayers to his household, his eyes fell on an empty chair. He paused.

Where is Miss Peggy? he demanded.

The servants were silent. It fell to Augusta to answer.

I am afraid  that she is late, sir, she said.

Then she should not be late! The Rectors gaze travelled severely along the line of servants and alighted on a certain maid. Tell your mistress, he said, amid a portentous silence, that I am waiting.

The maid wilted away. The household stood looking to the front. Presently the girl returned.

Miss Peggy is not in her room, sir, she said.

Not in her room? The Rector turned to Augusta. Where is she? No shade of misgiving clouded his mind. All about him was as usual, the spacious well-ordered room, the row of grave servants, the sunshine twinkling on china and glass; all was as it had been morning by morning for years past.

Timidly Augusta made a suggestion. Peggy might be in the garden. On that Jove, withholding his thunderbolt but making it clear that it impended, waited no longer but burst into a denunciatory psalm in a tone that did the theme justice. This finished, and the rites which followed performed, he stood gazing with an angry brow at the door, prepared to deal with the offender the moment that she appeared.

But Wignall brought in the hot dishes, and still no Peggy entered.

Disturbed at last, I dont understand, the Rector said, addressing Augusta sharply. Where is your sister?

I cannot imagine, Augusta replied. She is Usually in time, sir.

She is not in time to-day. Wignall, find your young mistress, and send her to me. At once, do you hear! I am seriously displeased with her.

Wignall may have had his thoughts and even his suspicions, but it was not for him to speak and he went away on his errand. When he returned his face was grave.

Miss Peggy is not in the house, sir, he said, nor in the garden.

Then where can she be? I am most seriously displeased.

The maid says, sir  Wignall hesitated an instant that she has taken a bag with her.

Taken a bag? Dr. Portnal laid down his knife and fork and sat back in his chair. He glowered at the butler as if he were the person in fault. Nonsense, man, nonsense! he said. What do you mean? Taken a bag?

But Wignall, an old servant, held his ground. The maid says so, sir, he persisted, dropping his voice. She thinks that  that there are things missing from her room, sir.

How quickly the dart of calamity, barbed and poisoning life at its source, may penetrate to the unsuspicious, unready, shrinking mind it is impossible to say. Probably it took but a few seconds for the first smart of the wound to reach the Rectors understanding and to infect him with fear  a fear so amazing, so incredible, so subversive of the orderly world about him, that he still strove to deny its existence. For a moment he stared at Wignall, intolerant of the mans stupidity. The next his features swelled, his eyes protruded, and the voice in which he addressed Augusta, as he turned to her, made even Augusta quail.

What does this mean? he thundered.

She had risen in alarm that was only half feigned. Indeed, I dont know, she stammered. I cannot imagine. Jane must be mistaken.

Look to it. The rectors voice was hoarse. Go, see, girl! See! And you! He turned to the butler. I will ring when I want you.

Augusta escaped in haste, and left alone the Rector rose and strode to the window. He looked out. A flood of wrath, and of what was worse, of alarm, rushed to his head, swelled his temples, beat against his self-control. He stared through the window, but he saw nothing. The smooth, well-mown lawn, shaded by a spreading cedar and shielded from the sea-winds by grey walls fragrant in their season with gillyflowers, might have been the desert of Arabia for all that he saw of it. That which he did see was a thing that he shuddered to contemplate  the spectre of an appalling, and he still strove to think an impossible, calamity! He had stood so high, he had been so proud; proud of his position, of the prosperity of his ordered life, of the success that had hitherto attended him, proud above all things of the sagacity that had ensured him against the mishaps of the common herd and made him the adviser of his fellows! He had held his head high, he had stood above disgrace, he had deemed himself able, if ever man was able, to steer clear of the follies and errors into which lesser men fell.

But if this, this that his awakened suspicions shrank from contemplating, had befallen him  what of his pride and his sagacity and his reputation for wisdom? But it was impossible, he told himself, it was impossible! He strove to reassure himself, to gather together his shattered forces. Such a thing might happen to others, but not to him! Yet, if it had? He forced himself to face the thought, to take in the worst, to view with a shrinking eye the appalling consequences. And he shuddered at the things that he saw. He heard already the sniggering of men who did not love him, he saw the faces of friends averted in pity, he winced under the sympathy of well-meaning idiots.

A weaker man might have given thought to the case of another, and viewed with sorrow the other side of the matter. Such a one might have been cut to the heart by the fate of a daughter who, in her reckless imprudence, had placed herself in the hands of an adventurer and committed her fortunes to a penniless and an unscrupulous man. But the Rector, at any rate in this first burst of the matter, was not so weak. If she had done this  this cruel, this unpardonable thing  if she had so disparaged him, so degraded him in the worlds eye, she was no child of his. He disowned her, he cast her off!

But he could not and he would not believe it. When the door at length opened and Augusta stole in, her face pale and alarmed, Well! he cried. Well! What is all this? What does it mean? Speak, girl!

Augusta faltered. I am afraid, sir, that she is gone, she said.

He glared at her. Gone! he cried. Gone! Where? How? What do you mean? His heart sank low, but he would not let himself believe the worst.

I am afraid  with him, sir, Augusta replied sorrowfully. Her bag is gone  and some of her things.

He had to face it now. He could no longer refuse to believe. His daughter gone! His daughter! Gone, fled, with a penniless, nameless, broken adventurer! With the son of the drunken old man whom he had declared a disgrace to his parish, and whom even the petty tradesfolk pitied and viewed askance! His daughter! He stood, the healthy colour driven from his face, but for the moment he could neither speak nor think. He could only feel, like a man who had fallen over a precipice and was stunned, that a dreadful thing had befallen him, that his life lay wounded, his pride in the dust. He envisaged hateful things, humiliations unspeakable. He stumbled, dazed, in a wilderness strange to him and terrible, where no landmarks were.

It was Augusta who brought him back to himself, Augusta who broke the intolerable silence. Accustomed, like all women, to deal with details, she felt the call to action.

Perhaps, she murmured uncertainly, if you were to go, sir,  to the Cottage. It may not be too late.

But he thrust the suggestion from him. Go out into his parish and ask here and there for his daughter? Publish his shame broadcast in Beremouth? Inquire at the inn if they had seen her, at the quay if she had taken the Plymouth Boat? Never! Let her go first! Let her go and lie in the bed that she had made for herself, and drink to the dregs the cup that her heartlessness and her misconduct had filled! Deceitful, abandoned, shameless girl, let her suffer! He would not stretch out a hand to save her. She had disgraced him! She had disgraced him!

But Augusta, who had had time to review the position, had her own notions of what should be done, and what was becoming. She had no doubt that Peggy was by this time beyond pursuit, but she saw that notwithstanding this it behoved her father to do something, to take some step, were it only for appearances sake. She persisted, therefore, with the gentleness but also the firmness that was characteristic of her.

Still, I think, sir, she said, that you should go to the Blighs. It was noticeable that neither of them now doubted what had happened.

But again and angrily he put the suggestion from him. Seeing this Augusta did not argue, but with a womans firm grasp of reality she went to the table and poured out a cup of tea. She took it to him where he stood grim and repellent at the window.

Drink this, sir, she said. You will be able to think better what must be done.

He complied, almost against his will. He drank the tea thirstily and he, too, felt the relief of reality. Some minutes later he spoke.

I will go to the mans, he said.

You may learn something, sir.

He shook his head. It is too late, he said. It is too late.

Too late to avoid talk, I fear. Still

Too late for everything, he repeated grimly. Too late.

But presently he moved. He went into the hall and she gave him his hat and cane, and after a moments pause, but without further words, he left the house. The gardener had gone to the back door and at this moment was greedily drinking in the news. There was no one, therefore, to see him as he passed, yet he felt that the eyes of all Beremouth were on him, and if he did not curse his daughter it was only because he was not a man of wild words or extravagant actions. But his face was hard. The thing that he had to do was the most distasteful that he had had to confront for many a year, and his pride bled as he looked forward to it. Still, now that he came to reflect, he owned that he could not avoid it, that so much would be expected of him. But this done, he would do no more. Henceforth she was no child of his, and he hoped that he might never see her, that if it might be so, he might never hear of her again. Let her be as if she had never been, let her share the cup that he found so intolerably bitter.

He had only to cross the graveyard by the flagged-walk that passed the west end of the church, and thence to descend by the flight of steps that dropped to the steep path that went down to the Cove. As he went heavily down, the descent painful to a man of his years and weight, it seemed to him an age since he had risen free from care, from fear, from thought of this horror. Ay, an age, and how much had happened in that age! The shining surface below him, sparkling under the rays of the sun, wore a new a hard, a pitiless aspect for him. It cared nothing, it smiled at his troubles, it mocked at his degradation.


CHAPTER VIII

IT was not expected of a man in Dr. Portnals position that he should stoop to the humbler duties of his calling. He left the care of individuals, as he left the oversight of Ipe and Downton and Chiddingfold, to his curates. Even within his home parish he visited only, like the wind, where he listed, and it happened that he had not been in the Cottage on the cliff since the Blighs had lived in it. Had this morning been as other mornings he would have felt, as he jerked open the wicket-gate, some curiosity as to the household. But to-day his mind had only room for one thought, the disgrace that had befallen him; and though he had the strength to carry his head high and to mask the turmoil that shook his soul, no soldier straining for the deadly breach ever suffered more.

Still, his mind made up, he was not the man to blench. He strode through the little gateway and struck the door a sharp blow with the head of his cane; then, without pause or ceremony, he opened the door. He counted on the effect of surprise, and possibly at the last moment entertained the hope that his daughter had not yet pushed her flight farther. If so, they little knew him if they imagined that, of age though she was  and by three weeks he remembered  he would not drag her thence! They little knew him if they fancied that she would dare to defy him! The law? He was the law in Beremouth, and he would make them know it. For, alas, put to the test, he was but an angry man like another, and all his wise apothegms were as useless to him as last years leaves!

He armed himself, then, with all the terrors of his brow, and in one respect his expectations were fulfilled. The old man who scrambled to his feet in a panic, and stared at him across the meagre table, could not have looked more startled, if in his stead a thunderbolt had entered. The Rector cast one searching look round the humble room, saw that no one but the Captain was present, and acted.

Where is my daughter? he thundered, and he advanced on his victim. Old man, where is my daughter? He shook his cane in the air. It is useless to lie to me!

The Captain clutched the table. Lord a Mighty! he quavered, gazing in amazement at his visitor. The Rector saw that his knees shook under him, and that he had much ado to stand.

But mercy was far from Dr. Portnals thoughts. He took terror for guilt, and, Answer, sir! he repeated. If the table had not been between them he would have taken the old man by the collar and shaken him. Answer me, or it will be the worse for you! Where is my daughter, sir?

Alas, the Captain made a poor fight for it, and cut a worse figure! Poverty, misfortune and his failing had long sapped his spirit and lowered his pride, and before this monstrous apparition, this angry Jove, whose swelling figure dwarfed the room, and whose voice shook the rafters, he was but a scared, subservient, downtrodden creature.

What  what is it? he gasped. As God sees me I dont understand. Indeed, indeed, sir, I dont understand.

Dr. Portnal shook his cane. What have you, or what has your knave of a son done with my daughter? he repeated. Answer me! Or  but I will see! By Heaven, I will see for myself! I will not be played with! You shall not triumph in your knavery!

And impetuously crossing the floor to an inner door  for he knew the premises  he flung it wide. But with the strategic point in his power he paused. He looked behind him to see that the room contained no hiding-place large enough to conceal a person. Assured of this, he climbed with no less violence the narrow staircase, his weight shaking the beams, and his angry breathing going before him like a steam. But above stairs there were only two rooms and both the doors stood open; in a trice the Rector saw his search fruitless, and before the Captain, still in a maze at these frantic proceedings, had gathered his wits, the Rector was down again.

The table no longer intervened, and rage mastered him. He seized the old man by the shoulder and shook him to and fro as he would have shaken a naughty child.

Where is she? Where is she? he demanded. And where is your drunken, your debauched son? Where have you hidden them?

But this was too much for the old soldier. Stung in his tenderest point he plucked up a spirit.

I dont understand a word you are saying, he declared. Not a word! Not a word!

Your son? Your son?

He has stepped out. He stepped out not five minutes ago. But I dont know what

He slept here?

Of course he slept here! Even a worm will turn, and the words this madman had spoken of his boy had roused as much of manhood as remained in the father. He slept here, he continued indignantly. Certainly he did. But what is that to you? You take a liberty, sir, or you are mad! Or you are mad! the Captain repeated, the colour rising to his worn face. I will ask you to explain, sir. For I dont understand a word you are saying. Nor what is your business here.

There was something so simple in the others tremulous indignation that the Rector was sobered and for the moment silenced. He began to doubt, and to doubt succeeded dismay. Had he made a mistake? His band dropped, he stepped back. He looked round him, and as the mist of passion cleared from before his eyes he took in what he saw  the room threadbare hut clean, the humble ornament here and there, the single row of books, the sword slung above the fireplace, and over it a print of a frigate running before the wind. The place resembled a ships cabin in its neatness, its order. On a carpenters bench in a corner lay a model of a barque half-rigged. Above this a Byzantine-looking enamel broke the whitewashed wall with a splash of colour out of character with its surroundings.

As the Rector gazed, his mind fell into some sort of order. He passed his hand across his brow, and by an effort he collected his thoughts. The violence into which he had been betrayed had done nothing for him; it had but disclosed his trouble. Yet his errand was still to do, he had still to find his daughter or to learn what had happened to her. But he did not see his next step, and he was still glaring about him in angry doubt, though he was inclined to think that the Captain had told him the truth, when the sound of the wicket-gate striking the post broke in on his thoughts. A brisk step trod the path, a form darkened the doorway and barred out the reflected sunshine that shimmered on the rafters.

The Rector turned and saw within two paces of him the man who had brought this evil upon him. And if his gaze could have blasted, young Bligh would have ceased to breathe. But the evil eye has lost its power, and this young mans impudence was proof against scathing looks. Unmoved, with the glimmer of a smile in his eyes, he met the Rectors gaze, and Hallo, father! he said with provoking indifference. Whats this? What is the matter?

The Captain began to explain. Its Dr. Portnal, he stammered, hes come to ask  he wants to know, Charles

But the Rector read amusement in the young mans eyes, and his wrath blazed up afresh. He cut the old man short.

Where is my daughter? he demanded. Where is she, sir? What have you done with her?

But young Blighs impudence was proof even against this. He did not quail. Indeed he smiled.

You do me too much honour, he said. And it seemed to the Rector that he rallied him.

Dr. Portnals face grew purple. Dont bandy words with me, sir! he thundered. Where is she?

The young man looked at the clock. I am sure I cannot say, he replied. But I should suppose that she is about finishing her breakfast. You are early, sir.

The Rector had not been so bearded for years. Men had stood up to him, but not after this fashion. Men had opposed him, but not with contempt. He did not have a fit; he was a healthy man, and it was well that he was. But he came very near to it.

Do you dare  do you dare to tell me, sir, he cried with ill-governed fury, that you know nothing of her?

I dare tell you anything, Bligh retorted, as calmly as he had spoken before. But I tell you nothing. She is in your care, not mine. I am not responsible for her. Do I gather  and the mischievous sparkle in his eyes belied the innocence of his words that she has left you? If she has, all that I can say is that she is not here. And I, as you see, am here.

The Rector could hardly contain himself. If he had ever doubted, he no longer doubted that he owed his misfortune to this man.

Insolent! he exclaimed. But you shall smart for this! You shall repent of this! You shall repent before I have done with you.

Bligh shrugged his shoulders. Possibly, he said.

I repent of many things, and I may repent of this.

And you will not answer me? You refuse to answer me?

Absolutely. It is not my affair to take care of your daughter. I have not lost her, and it is not my business to find her. He smiled  mockery could go no further.

But the old man, listening in alarm and amazement, could not longer be silent. He saw his son in conflict with the powers that were, he knew of old their long arm and the defencelessness of the poor who fell under their ban, and he apprehended dreadful things.

Charles! Charles ! he pleaded. Be moderate. Be moderate, my son. This is ill work! And, while by a gesture he deprecated the Rectors wrath, Tell  tell Dr. Portnal that you know nothing of his daughter.

I will tell him, Charles Bligh replied, one thing, father, and it is the only thing he has a right to ask. His daughter is not here.

And you will not tell me where she is? the Rector cried.

No, certainly not. If I knew, I would not. And with that Blighs voice rose, his eyes sparkled, indifference fell from him, and his real feelings showed themselves. Why should I? he asked sternly. What do I owe you? You have done your utmost, you have gone out of your way to harm me! You have ruined me as far as lay in your power ! You have driven me from my employment, and have taken my livelihood  a poor livelihood, God knows!  from me. What more you can do, I do not know, but for the future I fear you no more than I fear the china idol on that dresser! Your daughter is not here; so much I have told you. And I shall tell you no more.

You can go elsewhere for your information, sir. You will not get it here.

The Rector gasped. Words such as these, a challenge as open as this he had not encountered since the day when still a young man he had begun to be a power in Beremouth, and he was shocked as well as enraged; shocked as by the sight of some unnatural thing vomited from the earth. But as a champion who perceives that he has met a foeman worthy of his steel derives prudence from the knowledge, so it was with him. Though the determination to crush the upstart was but strengthened, though he felt for him a hatred beside which the passion that he had harboured ten minutes before was but as the spark beside the fire it has kindled, he saw that he would gain nothing by altercation. Deeds, not words, must be his answer  if it were possible. With a gesture that called heaven to witness the outrage, he waved his opponent from his path.

You will repent of this! he said, and his words were not wanting in dignity. You will repent of this! You have met me, young man, with insolence, you have mocked me and defied me! It shall be my part to see that you do not profit by the deceit of which I believe you to be guilty! On your head be the consequences.

He turned and went out through the doorway. The habit of power had clothed the man with the outward show of it, and his retreat did him credit. He opened the wicket-gate, and ascended the path.

But his knees as he breasted the slope shook under him, his lips twitched beyond his power to steady them. And sorely did he repent that he had ever descended that path, ever stooped to his errand or exposed himself to the rebuff. The shame of his defeat hardened his heart, and of this in his present temper he was glad. It steeled him against the pity that might have awakened in him, against the affection and remembrance that might presently have stirred, nay, that would surely have stirred, in his breast. Words of which he might have repented, he repeated. He vowed with passion that if his daughter had done this thing  and he had given up hope that she had not  she should no longer be child of his! He disowned her, he flung her off! She deserved no better, castaway as she was and lost to all sense of virtue, of decency, of self-respect! Ay, a castaway! He repeated the word with bitterness.

When Augusta, wearing an anxious face, met him in the hall, he waved her aside.

She is not there, he said. I can tell you no more. I was met with insult and defiance. They would tell me nothing! And he shut himself into his study, leaving the girl more than a little shaken by his manner. The thing had gone deeper, its effects promised to be more serious than she had foreseen.

He did not reappear, though she hung about the door for a time, hoping to intercept him. He had spoken as if his mind was made up, and the matter at an end. But Augusta could not be satisfied. She had a feeling that, if only to preserve appearances, something more must be done. Some inquiries must be made, some steps taken to ascertain what had happened. The world would expect it, and Augusta thought much of the worlds opinion. At midday, taking her courage in her hands, she went in to him.

He did not turn at her approach or look at her. He sat in his chair leaning forward over the empty hearth. But she clung to her purpose.

Do you think there is nothing more that we can do, sir? she ventured.

What do you mean?

To  to learn where she is?

I shall do nothing! he declared, and she saw that he meant it. Nothing! Your sister has made her bed and she must lie on it. She has deceived her father and abandoned her home! She has degraded herself and disgraced me. She is no longer child of mine.

Augusta winced. She had not quite pictured this. She had not foreseen that things would come so speedily to a point so desperate and final. The fact disturbed and even shocked her. But she saw that his mood was not to be trifled with, his will had always been law in his house, and after lingering a minute in the hope that he would add something, her courage failed her and she left him.

But she was ridden by the thought, born in part of certain scruples, that things could not be left there; that something more must be done, no matter how painful inquiry and pursuit might be. A daughter could not be cast off so lightly; even a daughter who had fled from her home and abandoned her duty could not be discarded without an effort to reclaim her. They could not sit down with folded hands and make no sign. She was afraid to venture again into her fathers room, but after some thought she took it on herself to act. Confiding in her maid, but telling her no more than the girl knew already  for the house was humming with the scandal  she sent her out to make inquiry. If little came of it, and she expected little, it would at least satisfy the world, and ease the pangs of a conscience that was not overtender.

The woman went on her errand, and no doubt relished to the full the part assigned to her. It was the day of her life. She made her inquiries here and there, and before night she was able to report her that Miss Peggy had neither posted from the only inn that boasted a post-chaise, nor taken the east or the west-bound coach. But she was gone, and very cleverly. She had boarded a boat that, starting from Beremouth at six in the morning, conveyed passengers on that particular day to a fair at Saltash putting in at Plymouth by the way. She had stolen on board, cloaked and veiled, and had no doubt done her best to shun notice. But three persons, at least, had seen her and recognized her.

But if he has not gone? Augusta reflected. And she was puzzled. Timidly she conveyed the news to her father. Surely he ought to follow, if it were only to satisfy his fellows that he had done his duty. But I the Rector received the news in silence and with a forbidding face, and made no move.


CHAPTER IX

UPPER BERE  those who lived in and about it called it simply the Manor  was a long low house, on the northern slope of the valley that two miles below opened on the sea at Beremouth. It stood in a small park and looked over meadows sinking gently to the river Bere, and the green curves of the land about it wore the soft rounded outlines that mark the features alike of Devon men and Devon landscapes. The front of the house, which was faced with mellow rough-cast, showed five gables, the eastern and western of which came forward a few feet and formed a sun-trap about the door and the seats of water-worn teak that flanked it.

Two bygone generations of Wykes had used those seats, had smoked tobacco on them, and there of a morning drunk old October and of an evening sound port; had, seated on them, heard with due dignity Justices cases, or watched a main of cocks, or with sleepy Devon eyes measured the home-coppices and the farm lands in the vale below. And though the present Squire had not, like the Admiral and the Captain before him, been bred to the sea, the love of clean well-swabbed timber was in Sir Albery also, and he loved to lounge there. Of the two, habit led him to the seat on the right, and many a morning of late he had lingered there, scratched the spaniels head, and lost himself in a vision, and always the same vision  of Peggy, Peggy Portnal that once had been, seated beside him or playing with old Nep at his feet, her ringlets falling over her face and her youth and girlish laughter belying the fact that she was the mistress of the house.

He sat there on this May morning and, as he smoked his pipe, a fatuous smile betrayed his thoughts. Surely by this time three months the home would have its mistress, and the housekeepers book, ever presented at unwelcome moments, would have ceased to fret, and the sheep killed last Friday to last something short of a week! Then, if he had still to scold, he must scold the dear extravagant whose wilful ways and pouting lips would win forgiveness for a world of waste. Oh, happy day, oh, welcome extravagance, he thought. Oh, happy sheep whose short-lived saddle gave such tender sport, whose legs proved bones of contention so soon over, a cause for upbraidings so gentle!

The picture was too much for him, too vivid, too intoxicating. Impossible to sit still with that Tantalus draught at his lips, to sit and scratch Neps head, that fancy saw caressed by those slender fingers, kissed by those shy lips! He rose and with an air of purpose he strode to the sundial. His hands plunged deep in his breeches fobs, he gazed intently at it  and saw nothing. He moved to the brink of the ha-ha that divided the lawn from the park and in a foolish rapture he gloated over the nettles and docks that lined it. But even this did not satisfy; he muttered Oh, d  n! and turned towards the house. It was early, too early to visit. But he could have his hair cut, he could ask about the cast-nets that the gardener needed, he could breathe the salt air that she breathed. And by that time  he dragged down the iron bell-pull, and when the man came, ordered his horse. He ordered it with shamefacedness; was not he always ordering it on the same errand so that he fancied that the very servants smiled at his plight? But, hang it, what was there to do at home? Or worth the doing as long as that matter remained unsettled? He must summon up courage. He must bring things to a head.

He fetched his hat and whip from the spacious hall that was shady in summer and warm in winter, and while he waited, impatient to be off, he viewed from the doorstep his possessions, and wished for her sake that they were more. Half of the valley was his and he could lay it at her feet; and with it the roomy old house of his race, that was neither stately nor splendid, yet wore from parlour to garret the air that long possession alone can give. If only he himself had been more worthy of her! And impatiently, though the horse was even then pacing into sight round the corner of the house, he went in and sought the diningroom, and for the thousandth time he planted himself before the portrait of his grandfather, the Admiral, that hung above the fireplace. He had gazed at it often of late, and always with the same envy, the same wonder. The sea-dog who had sailed the sea in rough times, who had been at Porto Rico with Vernon, who had served and fretted under Matthews, who had given his indignant testimony on Byngs behalf, and had lived to erase the unworthy past on that wild and terrible night amid the breakers and howling gales of Quiberon  he lived here on canvas in the beauty of early manhood, effeminately handsome, with the face of a Romeo and the dreamy eyes of a poet  slender, graceful, smiling, giving the lie in every line to his dare-dog reputation. A marvel, a standing enigma. Ah, if only he, Sir Albery, had been like him! If he had done something, been anything! If there had been one thing to commend him beyond the dirty acres that he could lay at her feet. A captain of Fencibles  and even those he could not drill without help. Oh lord, how he had wasted his young years! What was he? A clod!

He turned from the picture with a sigh, and got to his horse. But, as he jogged over the turf beside the drive, the sun shone, and the trees were green, and when he looked back the many windows of the house twinkled at him cheerfully. And gradually his spirits rose. After all, he was Wyke of Upper Bere, he could make her my lady, and who else was there who was more worthy of her! He flipped his horse and made a playful cut with his whip at the smiling urchin who ran out to open the Lodge gate.

Unfortunately when he had ridden a hundred yards along the highway a magpie flew across his path and dashed his spirits. Oh, hang! he muttered, following the pied ones flight with his eyes. One for sorrow! Why does not Hawes keep the vermin down? He rode more soberly after that until he came abreast of the Grange, a spruce white house set in the middle of a lawn on the left of the road, with parterres before it, that old-fashioned people who had only reached the stage of shrubberies, sniffed at. And there, leaning on the gate, pretty much as if she expected someone to pass, stood Charlotte Bicester.

The girl nodded as he pulled up. You havent been in for the last two days, have you? she asked. I havent seen you. Her face was serious and she seemed a little out of breath, but he was full of his own thoughts, and he did not notice this.

Not for three days, he answered, colouring slightly, he was so conscious of his errand. Ive been from home. Do you want anything in Beremouth? Constantly passing, he sometimes did errands for the Grange.

No, I think not, Charlotte said doubtfully. But  she paused, looking away from him down the road youve heard no bad news, have you? She shot a sharp glance at him and as quickly averted her eyes.

Bad news? He stroked his horses neck with his whip  he had no suspicion. No, Ive heard none. Then, You dont mean of the Peggy? You dont mean to say, he continued, his voice rising, that shes taken?

No. Charlotte kept her eyes fixed on the road. Its not that. Its her namesake, poor  poor Peggy! She has  Sir Albery, are you sure you havent heard? She has gone away. Charlotte brought out the last words with an effort.

No? He was still in the dark. Miss Peggy? Is she from home? His face betrayed his disappointment.

Shes gone off, Charlotte said in a low voice, with  with Mr. Bligh, I am afraid. This time she was determined that he should understand.

She expected him to cry out; to declare with an oath that it was a lie, that he did not believe it. But he did not say a word. He sat his horse in the sunshine, and just one shiver ran through him from head to heel, the sort of shiver that might run through a man struck by a bullet in a vital part.

I only heard it this morning, Charlotte continued hurriedly, her face working. She  she was missed the day before yesterday. And yesterday he  went away, I hear. I am afraid there is no doubt of it. It is known everywhere. And oh, oh! I am grieved. The girl broke down and cried, letting her tears run openly down her face. In part it was the news that she was telling that moved her. But more, far more it was the mans stony silence, and the knowledge of what he was suffering. I am so  so grieved for her! she sobbed.

He sat as still as before, gazing between his horses ears. So grieved! She was so grieved! Grieved  when it meant nothing to her! He could have laughed aloud, laughed at the bitter absurdity of it. The sun had fallen from the sky, the earth heaved, all the devils of hell were loosed  and she grieved! It was only by a fierce effort that he refrained from that wild laughter.

After a long silence he spoke, and Charlotte was thankful to hear his voice. He knew the worst; the thing was told now, at any rate.

Where are they  gone? he asked huskily, yet in something like his ordinary voice.

She wiped her eyes, but she was still at pains not to look at him. I dont know, she said. I believe that she went by the Saltash boat that touches at Plymouth. He left by the London coach, I am told  yesterday morning.

Then  they did not go together? he muttered.

No, but  but I am afraid that they had arranged it. She was unwilling to let him hope. I am afraid  I fear that it is certain.

Has  has her father done anything?

No, she said reluctantly. I think not.

He has not followed her?

No. Im afraid that he was too angry. He is not a forgiving man, you know  I dont think that he is, at least. Oh, poor, poor Peggy! She broke down again. She is terribly to blame, I know. Terribly! But

D  n him! Wyke said  the words softly to himself. Then he was silent for a long time  long at any rate it seemed to Charlotte. At last, You are sure that it is true? he muttered.

I do fear so. Oh, I do fear so! Charlotte exclaimed, her tears falling. I had noticed things, and  and I am told that there had been meetings. It seems to have been known to some. He was working at Budgens, and it is said that the Rector got him dismissed from there and  and that drove them to it. At least my maid tells me that is what they are saying  in the town.

Another pause, painful to Charlotte. Then, Thank you, he said. I think I must be getting on now.

You are going there? she ventured.

I must be sure, he said. Without looking at her, without leave-taking, he touched his horse. He moved away down the road.

The girl, when he was gone, bowed her head on the gate, and cried. Her way of taking it would have surprised those who many a time had winced at her bluntness. But Charlotte was fond of Peggy. She understood, or thought that she understood, the girl, her virtues and her failings, her wilfulness and her loyalty. Nor was that all. It was not only for Peggy and the hapless fate that she foresaw for her that Charlotte grieved. It was not to spare her that she had imposed on herself a painful task, that she had voluntarily undergone ten of the horrible minutes of life. Some one had to break it to him. It was for him, to spare him, that she had suffered  she best knew why.

Not many minutes later on that morning Wyke entered the Rectory drawing-room, and found Augusta alone; and Augusta, seeing him, knew that another critical moment lay before her. She rose to meet him, and as she put her cold hand into his, her manner was perfect. It combined humility and a sense of the wrong that had been done him with a sympathy that, too deep for words, shone in her eyes. Nor indeed was Augusta acting. She was honestly distressed. She had not foreseen the gravity of the thing or its appalling effect on her father, or she told herself that she would have acted otherwise on that morning three days past. Now, brought face to face with the man, she was moved, and she was clever enough to make no effort to conceal the fact. In one usually so calm the display was effective.

Unfortunately Wyke was not thinking of her, and the exhibition was wasted. What do you know? he asked without preface and with a bluntness that, prepared as she was, took her aback. Tell me, please. He sat with averted eyes and a face of stone while she told her tale.

Had you no suspicion?

Of this, none! None, of course, Sir Albery. Can you ask me? But of the man  that she had some feeling for him  I fear I had. But I thought it was nothing  how could I think otherwise, knowing him?

I thought that it was a foolish fancy that would pass. Young girls have them, she added naively.

He passed over that as if she had not said it. What has your father done? he demanded. His sternness and his brevity, not to say the chill in his tone, depressed her.

She told him reluctantly. He takes it very hardly, she added. If I were in his place

She sighed and broke off. He thinks otherwise, however. He feels it to be so terrible a disgrace to us all that she should leave us for a man so hopeless, so degraded, so low! And in such a way, Sir Albery, without a word, without warning! He cannot forgive her. I fear, Augusta continued in a despondent tone, her head drooping over the work that she had mechanically taken up, I fear that he will do nothing. And without him  I cannot set myself against him  I am helpless.

He will not follow her?

He thinks it too late. He thinks it useless. What we do know I had to learn myself. He would not  he is cut to the heart by her ingratitude, and  and deceit. Last evening  it was very dreadful  he took the large Bible and struck out her name. His anger was terrible. But perhaps you may persuade him. Let me tell him you are here?

No! Wyke spoke curtly. Id rather not see him. He rose to his feet.

But you are not going? Augusta exclaimed in distress as well as surprise. She had anticipated a leisurely, melancholy talk, an exchange of sympathy, the event deplored, the stricken comforted. Oh, surely you will not desert us in our trouble, she continued. I have not told you, I could not find words to tell you, how grieved we are for you. How deeply we feel for you. But I am sure, I am sure that you

He appeared to have lost his manners as well as his mistress, for he cut her short. Thank you, he said. Not now  I think I have learned all that is to be learned. You know no more than you have told me?

No more, I fear.

Then I think I will be going, he said. Yet when he had said it he paused. But his eyes did not meet Augustas sorrowful look. They travelled round the room, the room in which he had last seen her, the room in which he had fallen under her spell, the room in which he had tasted a happiness dashed for ever from his life. His face twitched. Then, with little more of leave-taking than he had spent on Charlotte half an hour before, he took himself off.

Oh, dear, dear! Augusta murmured, looking plaintively after him. For this, too, was a thing imagination had not pictured.

He did not have his hair cut  it is needless to say that. Nor did he buy the cast-nets that his gardener needed. He rode out of Beremouth, and many were the curious eyes that followed him as his horse slipped and scrambled and snorted on the cobbles of the steep narrow street with its unchanging smell of seaweed and fish. He rode deep in thought, and reaching his own gate drew rein and sat so long motionless in the saddle that the woman in the lodge peeping at him through the window thought her master demented.

At last he struck the horse and, with a grim face, rode on along the road at a steady trot. He kept this up for three or four miles, then he slackened his speed. Seven miles on, at Ivy Bridge, he struck into the Plymouth and Exeter road. He turned to the right and by South Brent and Buckfastleigh pushed steadily on to Ashburton.

There he baited his horse, but ate nothing himself, spending the hour of waiting in pacing to and fro under the yews of the churchyard. The leafy combes and green hill-sides about Ashburton are notable: Devon holds no fairer scenery. But he was blind to their beauties. The task that he had set himself was a horror to him, but anything was better than inaction, anything more tolerable than thought, and he was glad when he could mount again. He rode through Chudleigh, easing his horse up the long toilsome ascent of Haldon Hill. From the Race Course he dropped rapidly down through Shillingford, and as the Exeter clock struck six he crossed Exe Bridge and rode wearily up Fore Street.

He stabbed his horse at the London, bade the ostler have a care of it, and went into the house. There his first demand was for the Plymouth paper of the day before. He stood in the Coffee-room conning it carefully and within five minutes had alighted on the item for which he was searching. On the seventh -this was the ninth from the Hamoaze for Bristol, the sloop of war Antiope, Captain Hindwell.

Bristol? he muttered. I was right. He rang for the waiter and ordered dinner. Is there a night coach for Bristol? he inquired.

Yes, sir, from the Devonshire Coach office, the man told him. At nine.

Then send and book me an outside seat  at once.

For to-night.

The man sent the boots to book the seat. And make no mistake, mind, he added. Its Sir Albery Wyke, and hes in the devil of a temper. Hes got a face on him  if aught goes wrong, my lad, Id rather you than me!


CHAPTER X

THE wind was southerly, the sun shone, and the Captains gig, manned by eight of a crew, danced over the rippling flood-tide that ran a little turbid off the Pill. The middy, seated between the two women in the stern-sheets and proud of his convoy, handled the whitened rudder-lines with dignity, while the elder of the passengers, whose Irish eyes were as bright as the wavelets that plashed against the boat, flattered the boy and quizzed him by turns.

Not that she was lacking in feeling, or unconscious of the anxiety that wrung Peggys heart and drove the blood from her cheeks, as in dumb suspense she strained her eyes towards the distant jetty. Mrs. Eagan was a kindly as well as a handsome woman. But things were as they were, the girl had taken her own course and must dree it, and though the Captain of the Antiopes sister did not blame her  she had too much Irish blood in her veins for that  she did not see that she could do more at the moment than divert the middys attention from the girls distress.

For neither the fairness of the morning, nor the sparkle on the water, nor the green shore that, beyond it, rose gently up to Durdham Downs could comfort Peggys heart in this crisis. If he should not be there? If he should not be there to meet her, the girl thought; and the measured rhythm of the oars drummed the doubt again and again into her ears. If anything had happened  and she pictured a hundred accidents  to stay or delay him! So far the plan that he had made for her had worked to a marvel; it had made all tolerable and almost easy. True, the start in the cold morning hours and the lonely journey to Plymouth had tested even her courage, and though she had hidden herself as well as she could among the crowd bound for the fair, she had not been able to hide from her thoughts, or to escape from the knowledge that she had taken her fate into her own hands and broken beyond mending every tie that bound her to her past life. But from the moment that she had stepped ashore at the Hoe, her trouble had been lightened. She had been welcomed, sheltered, cheered, and every hour had felt and owned, absent from her as he was, her lovers care for her. For he still had friends in the Service, as generous as they were ready for any frolic; and they had striven to convince the girl that there was nothing odd in her position, or unbecoming in what she was going to do. They, at any rate, believed in him, no matter what the world said; and if they saw a serious side to the scrape, they were careful to let no inkling of their knowledge appear.

But now  now that the hour was come when she must part from them and place herself in his hands now when she must put his love to the final test, and when, even if he were there, the irrevocable step, the thought of which set her cheeks burning, must be taken  now when she must trust his honour for all, Peggys courage sank low. If he met her coldly? If she read doubt and misgivings in his face? Or if he showed her less respect than formerly, or had not made all the arrangements that he had sworn to make, but had only some lame tale of hindrance or delay to tell her? What then?

Better were it, then, far better if the boat never reached the jetty that was beginning to take clear shape! Better one short painful struggle in the flood that swirled past the low gunwale!

With a blanched face and closed eyes Peggy prayed.

From home, friends, reputation, from all that was familiar to her save him alone  and in this new relation he loomed strange and formidable  she had severed herself by her own act, her thoughtless, wilful act, as she saw it now. If anything had happened to him  and her panic painted a hundred calamities  or if he were changed, if he were what those whom she had abandoned had held him to be  what then?

But no! So to think, so to fear, was to do him dishonour! And yet so much hung upon the moment, so much on his reception of her that she quailed, she actually felt sick. Things that earlier had seemed clear and certain appeared in this moment of trial to wear another face. Her eyes were opened to her wilfulness, her selfishness, her determination to go her way; ay, and to her inexperience and ignorance. She saw too late that they, the others, might have been right and she wrong. If so, if they were  in an agony of suspense she squeezed hand in hand.

And then again, if he were not there? What was she to do? What would become of her?

A few seconds and that fear at any rate was dissipated. She saw him, his slender figure, his empty sleeve, his waving arm, conspicuous among the foremost of the little crowd that fringed the jetty. And as Peggy sighed in a very passion of relief, Theres your man! Mrs. Fagan cried. Do you see him, dear?

There he is! the middy echoed. Theres your man, Miss Portnal!

Her man? Ay, she saw him  she had seen him before they had. But she was beyond speech. The gig sheered off, the middy cried In board! Rowed of all! they slipped deftly and smoothly alongside the landing. She was the nearest to the jetty, and as Bligh stooped and clasped her hand and with a quivering lip Peggy raised her brimming eyes to his, all her anxieties fell from her as a cloak that is put off and her faith in him stood unalterable. He was not changed, he was not cold, his eyes met hers in worship. Her man? Ay, her man, her own! And she was his woman, ready to trust him, ready to suffer with him, ready to believe him against all the world, ready to place all that she had, herself, her name, her hopes in his hands.

He said but one thing as he lifted her ashore. My brave girl! he murmured in her ear, and the words were dear to her. May I never forget this!

A little bustle and some confusion followed. There was a mail to be landed, Bligh had to greet the middy, and to assist Mrs. Fagan to step ashore. He wrung the good ladys hand. A thousand thanks, he said, and his heart was in his words, for your kindness to this dear girl. The Antiope is in the Road, I suppose.

She is, my lad, worse luck, Mrs. Fagan replied briskly. For she goes out with the tide, and I must return at once. I have but five minutes, or Tommy will be mast-headed  just five minutes to wish you joy, Bligh!

His face fell. Oh, but that is bad! he said, taken aback. I counted on you to come with us and see her  that you would not leave her until

Until you were spliced? Just so, Bligh. But

By your leave, sir! A hand fell on Blighs shoulder, a harsh voice broke in upon and interrupted their talk. Irritated as much by the action as by the words, Bligh wheeled about, while Peggy uttered a cry of dismay. Her face turned scarlet, and as quickly white. But her recoil was only instinctive, the next moment the girl grasped her lovers arm and hung upon him, heedless of the curious eyes that watched them.

It was Wyke. By your leave, sir, he repeated sternly. Be good enough to step aside, if you please.

To those who looked on, it seemed that Bligh hesitated. He was disconcerted, and an onlooker might have formed a poor opinion of his firmness. But Peggy did not hesitate. No! she said. No! He does not. The colour had left her face, but she did not take her hand from her lovers arm. She clung to him only the more closely, and the more openly.

Sir Albery, waiting, cold and stem, his hat in his hand, averted his eyes. My business is not with the lady, he said. My business is with you, sir. Be good enough to step aside with me. A crowd, scenting mischief, had gathered behind him, hemming in the little group that stood beside the boat.

But Peggy recked nothing of the crowd. She thought only of her man, and she clung to him, while across him, her eyes that a moment before had dropped shamed by Wykes appearance, sparkled like an offended cats. He shall not, sir, she repeated. Say what you have to say before us both.

Sir Albery did not look at her, but he persisted. I can only say what I have to say to him, he said.

Bligh still wore the air of a man driven into a corner, and forced to an unwelcome decision, but he found his voice at last. Steady, my dear, he said, Steady. It is nothing. I can satisfy him in two minutes. Do you stop with Mrs. Eagan  while I  

No! Peggy said, her eyes wide with fear. You shall not go!

On that the middy thought it was time to interfere, and he put himself forward, as if he had been six feet high instead of four feet nine. What is all this? he asked roughly. What is it all about?

Yes, Mrs. Eagan said, supporting him with spirit. What does it mean, sir? Faith and indeed I never put foot in this little island, but theres some unpleasantness! For shame, sir! she continued, a heightened colour in her face. If you must quarrel, there is a time for everything, and sure, a mans wedding-day is not the day a gentleman chooses to fix a quarrel on him.

Bligh laughed, but there was little mirth in the sound. Its no quarrel, Mrs. Fagan, he said. It is only an old friend of Peggys, and I can satisfy him with a word. I must go, my dear, he continued, laying a reassuring hand on the girls shoulder and patting it. Theres nothing else for it. I must indeed. But we shall not be out of your sight; no harm can happen to me. Trust me, dear, it is nothing!

She tried to keep him, but he put her from him with gentle force, and joined Wyke. The two pushed their way through the knot of onlookers until they stood clear of the crowd. I suppose it is the usual thing, Bligh said, confronting the other, his eyes bright with anger. You have followed us and found us. But you are neither her father nor her brother, and Im d  d if I see what right you have to interfere.

However, he shrugged his shoulders, if you want satisfaction, you must have it, I suppose. But I warn you, its ill work cornering a man on his wedding-day, and until Im wedded Ill not meet you!

Sir Albery measured him with cold eyes, but he kept his voice low. For shame, sir, he said. For shame! Satisfaction? Do you forget, Mr. Bligh, that you have forfeited the right to give it? That from the time when that young lady put her honour in your hands your life was no longer yours to risk? For shame, sir!

Blighs face betrayed his relief. But a man does not like to be proved in the wrong, or to be shown to be less thoughtful for his own than another, and he covered his discomfiture under a show of rudeness. Then what do you want? he asked roughly. If you dont want to fight, what the devil do you want?

Do you marry her to-day?

And if I do?

At what hour? If you are a gentleman, you will tell me. And where? But no matter! Wyke broke off, as if something in the others manner or his slowness in replying had altered his mind. You need not tell me, for I warn you that wherever you go and wherever you take that lady, I shall not leave you for one moment until she is your wife. I shall not stir from your side, sir, until you have made your promise good. You may be honest or you may be a knave, Mr. Bligh, but she shall not be left with you. She thinks no evil, she has no fears, and no suspicions. And, by heaven  his voice rose with the first show of heat that he had betrayed there shall be no talk of her, and no ground for it! There shall not be a tongue to wag against her, as God sees me! Blighs colour rose. He looked at the other with something of shamed surprise. So that is what you want? he muttered. He passed his hand across his lips, which were not quite steady. You have followed us for that. Well, with a forced laugh that failed to disguise his feeling, then the least I can say is that you are welcome. I may have wronged her in taking her from her home  perhaps I have, the event will prove. But I am no villain, or I should be the blackest of villains. We are to be married at eleven at All Saints in Com Street. I have the licence here, and you can see it if you please. Come with us by all means. And, at any rate, do me justice in this, Sir Albery. The friend who is with her now has been with her day and night since she reached Plymouth, and would have seen her married to-day  but for an accident.

I will take her place, Wyke replied coldly. With your permission I will speak to that lady. He led the way back to the place where the little party stood in anxious expectation beside the boat.



He passed Peggy without a look, though her blanched face and frightened eyes must have softened him had he glanced at her. With a formal bow he addressed himself to Mrs. Fagan. I represent Miss Portnals friends, he said gravely. You may safely leave her in my care, Madam. I shall not quit her until the marriage has been performed.

Peggys face turned scarlet. There is no need! she cried.

But Wyke continued to address Mrs. Fagan, as if the girl had not spoken. I think I have made myself clear, Madam, he said. You may depend upon me. Then, stepping back, he made way for Bligh to return to his friends.

There was a little confusion about them as the two women embraced and parted, a little bustle, tears on both sides. Peggy hung on her friend as if she could not bear to relinquish her, until the middy, aware that the boat had already been detained beyond her time, and that the Antiope was signalling, hastened the departure. He wrung Peggys hand  the boy had been her slave for forty-eight hours  bashfully wished her joy and sprang into the stem-sheets. Mrs. Fagan was handed in, the bows were pushed off, the oars fell to a sharp order, and the boat slid away from the jetty, rising and falling on the ripple. By the time Peggys eyes were dry enough to follow its course, it showed but as a long black insect crawling with many legs over the shining surface.

The moment had its significance for the two who, side by side, their fates already as good as joined, watched the receding boat. Hers was the more hopeful and the more buoyant nature. Trouble had not touched her, nor experience taught its grim lesson. Yet even in her, though she had her lover beside her, some spasm of fear must have stirred; or the presence of that other man who stood a few paces from the two, gazing with hard-set face across the water, may have touched an unwelcome chord reminding her of the home on which she had turned her back and the irrevocable step that she was about to take. For she shivered. For a minute, her girlishness fallen from her, she stood abashed.

Then with a sigh she turned to the man and put her hand in his hand. What did he want? she murmured. Wyke was standing out of ear-shot.

He reassured her. No harm, dear, he said cheerfully, and he told her.

Her cheeks flamed afresh. He need not have doubted you! she exclaimed.

No, dear. But it is as well he is here. Come! He took up Peggys bag, her poor light luggage, and stepped towards Wyke. I have a hackney coach at the end of the jetty, he said.

Wyke turned without speaking, made a sign to them to go first, and with the same stern set face followed them to the coach. Bligh handed Peggy in, and by a gesture invited the other to follow.

But Wyke shook his head. I need not embarrass you, he said dryly. He mounted to the box-seat. Bligh, grateful for his decision, stepped in, the driver whipped up the horses, and the strange wedding-party jogged away down the road that led to the crowded and noisy streets of Bristol.

Once in movement and alone with the girl Bligh saw the absurd side of the situation, and he laughed. But the impulse passed as quickly and left him grave. Peggy sat beside him, Peggy who had risked so much for him, and given so generously, had borne so many days of suspense and anxiety, and his heart overflowed, and not with love only, nor with passion, though an hour would make her his wife; rather, to his credit be it said, with awe and tenderness, and a gratitude which appealed to the best that was in him. He did not say much, and when he had kissed her  for he felt her tremble against him  he refrained from caresses.

But by the steady pressure of the hand that clasped hers he made her  and himself  a hundred silent promises. He knew his faults. He knew that in his darker hours he was sombre and absent, at times morose and stubborn and prone to discontent. He knew that, compared with his father, he was ill to lead, and ever too mindful of the wrongs that he had suffered. But in this hour, with her hand in his, he rose above himself. Mutely he vowed to be tender to her, to protect her, to be thoughtful for her; to conquer his worst self for her sake. The very presence of the man who sat outside the coach reminded him of all that she had given up for him, and of how different her lot might have been had she chosen.

And when presently, a little oppressed by his silence, she asked him timidly if anything was the matter  and added, turning her trustful eyes upon him, You wont  you wont keep anything from me, dear? he answered with words that he had not foreseen.

Nothing, Peggy, he said. I will keep nothing from you  now or ever. But in an hour it will be too late to reflect; and I want you to think while you may still turn back, dear. You may not have thought  you may not have thought enough, at any rate  of what is before you. Of what you are wedding, Peggy  poverty, hardship, reproach, the slights of friends, and  and God knows what besides. His voice broke a little on his last words. But he went on, resolutely turning his eyes from the tender ones that dwelt on his face and strove to read his heart. For it is not too late. Even now, it is not too late, if you feel the slightest doubt  or fear. Your good name is safe, you understand that? That man outside  he is a better man than I am, Peggy  has seen to that. Yes, a better man. For you know what I am, dear, and if you take me, God knows what risks you may run of want and sorrow, what part in disgrace, what share in misfortune may be yours. If you take me

She laid her hand on his lips, and her voice, as she answered him, was deep with feeling. I take you, knowing all and thinking myself happy, she told him. You know that I do, Charles. For better, for worse, dear, in sickness and health, till death parts us. Where you go I will go, and where you lodge I will lodge, and your people shall be my people  and your will my will.

She broke down there, and the tears ran down her face. He drew her to him. He had no power to answer her.


CHAPTER XI

THE elopement made a great, a far-reaching, an astounding noise. Dr. Portnal was so much more than Rector of Beremouth, so much more than a mere country parson, he had so long held his head high at Quarter Sessions and County Meetings, that the echoes of his mishap were not confined to his own neighbourhood. They spread far. They startled Tavistock, they surprised Dartmouth, they were heard even in the Close at Exeter. In country houses and parsonages from the one end of Devon to the other men chuckled over the story, while women lifted their hands and asked What next? And, this being an envious world, wherein good fortune is seldom popular and wisdom, proclaimed in the market-place, is welcome to a fall, it was hard to say whether the scandal was acclaimed with more wonder or more amusement. The little baggage! the men said with a grin. And Lord, Lord! Portnal of all people! Id have given a guinea to see his face when he missed her! Their wives declared the affair disgraceful and the girl a hussy, vowed that men were blind, and that they would have seen it themselves with half an eye. Next day they remembered that they had always predicted it.

But face to face with the Rector few ventured to broach the subject, and a group still smaller to offer condolence. He carried it off well, even his critics had to admit that. To those who hazarded a word he turned a bleak face. In the coldest of accents, I am much obliged to you, he would reply, but I prefer not to speak of it. My daughter has made her bed and must lie on it, but that is now her affair, not mine. No one presumed to carry the matter farther.

Yet, great as was the sensation in the country and among the Portnals intimates, it was nothing to the excitement that the news created in Beremouth, where the Rector reigned supreme. It happened that the prolonged absence of the privateer had been, during the week before, in all mouths. She had overstayed the time for which she was victualled, no word had come in from her, and along the water-side, in the Privateersman, and in the snug of the Keppel Head, men of experience began to shake their heads. Old salts whispered in corners that she had gone the way of the Pride. Their eyes followed Budgen as he slouched with humped shoulders across the wharf to his boat. They muttered that Ozias, who for two years past had declared each cruise to be his last, had risked it once too often. Worst sign of all, they lied with astonishing freedom and profanity when they were attacked by tearful wives and frightened mothers.

She ha been driven into the lantic, I tell ee! they swore. Hant ye seen the winds? What do ee expect! Or, Never fear, mother! Like enough sheve gone up the Straits for beef or water, and is wind-bound off Tetuan! A fortnit? Whats a fortnit at sea? Ha you never heard tell o Christian, as was forty-seven days out o Spithead for the Bermudies, and never no nearer to the Bermudies than Spithead when he anchored? Lord love ee, theres no such thing as time at sea!

In spite of these assurances, and the oaths that backed them, the alarm was general, and would have been greater had more people had a stake in the venture. But when the news of the elopement of the Rectors daughter with young Bligh broke upon the astonished town, the other Peggy was for whole days forgotten, or if remembered, was named only in some humorous connection with the errant maid. Seeminly there be two Lively Peggies! the wits said, grinning broadly, and both a-missing! And that young chap! Lord ha mercy, bold as brass he mun be to carry off the Rectors daughter, and him in Budgens yard but yesterday! She mun be a pretty spanking piece too! There was no end to the sniggering and to jokes about hugging with one arm  jokes not always of the most delicate.

Even Budgen put off for a few hours his face of settled gloom, and was heard to chuckle over his books. Apparently he also opened his purse, for Joe Fewster, who had been cadging drinks, for a month past and swearing with maudlin tears that he would go for a soldier, had once more shillings in his pocket, and bragged in his cups of the good time that was coming.

Naturally the womens sympathy was with the young couple. The Rector be a hard one! they agreed, as they gossiped on door-steps and marvelled how he would take it and what he would do. They were of one mind, that hed never forgive her, not he  such a come-down and him that proud! But mainly they wondered whether the erring pair would be seen again in Beremouth. The common view was that they would not dare to show themselves. It was rumoured that old Bligh was packing, that he was going, some even swore that they had seen him go.

The news became known on a Monday. By Thursday, even as the most violent fevers are the shortest, it had been fairly talked out, and anxiety about the safety of the Lively Peggy had regained its place. But with Sunday a desire to see how the Rector took the matter, and whether it had altered him, restored the affair to momentary importance. The knots of people who dotted the winding ascent to the church, and hastened their steps as the last bell quickened its measure, were both larger and more lively than usual.

There were, indeed, some who declined to be tempted, alleging that his reverence would not appear, for there were Sundays when he honoured Ipe or Chiddingfold by reading the lessons, or in a stately manner preaching to an awed congregation.

But for those who flocked late up the road and laughed and chattered as they went, misgivings on this score were quickly allayed. They had a glimpse of the Rector passing across the churchyard, and as they trooped in, they whispered the news to others. It travelled from pew to pew and every eye was on the alert when the bell stopped, the fiddlers and hautboys in the gallery ceased to time up, and the usual procession emerged from the vestry. The Rector, preceded by the clerk and his curate, moved to his place, while every eye devoured him.

Alas, he looked much as usual. A little colder, a little prouder, a little more remote, perhaps. Here and there an infrequent worshipper felt that he had made a costly effort for a small return.

Yet, no. As the thought saddened these, and the pale-faced curate rose to give out the opening hymn, a thrill ran through the congregation. A well-known sound caught every ear. It was the tap-tap of old Blighs wooden leg on the flags of the aisle. And he was not alone, as very many  for nearly all turned at the sound  were quick to discern. Moving up the aisle before him and walking side by side came Charles Bligh and his bride. The bridegroom stared before him; he tried his best to appear indifferent, though he did not quite succeed. But Peggy? Who can describe the mingling of pride and bashfulness that clothed her, as blushing and with eyes cast down, she advanced leaning on her husbands arm l There was a modest dignity in her mien, a courage free from challenge in her bearing that, as she passed up with parted lips, breathing a little quickly, won many a heart.

It was a sight that rewarded the laziest and would have drawn the most rabid Wesleyan to church. When the three reached old Blighs humble pew, that yet, the church being larger than the population, was pretty far forward, and entering one by one, knelt down, a gasp that was almost a murmur stirred the dead air. Unfortunately, to look at the same time at the couple and at the Rector was impossible, and the most curious had to imagine the wrath that raged behind his impassive face. The curate did imagine this  so clearly and so powerfully that he lost his nerve, and remained silent until the party knelt down. Then, feeling Dr. Portnals cold eye upon him  and very cold it was  he gave out the hymn in a flurry that made matters worse.

Thankful were the rearmost that they sat where they did. They had the whole show before them. They could stare at will, yet maintain an air of devotion. They could feed their eyes on the brides Dunstable straw, her blushing cheek, on the ringlet that fell behind her ear, the tippet that covered her dainty shoulders. They could nudge one another when Peggy, finding the place for her one-armed husband, read from his book. Or, sated with this, they could look a little farther to the front, search the Rectors set face, imagine the anger he controlled, and picture his stupefaction at seeing himself thus bearded. Returning to their former target, they could review the Captains half-pay neatness, and strive to determine whether he were elated or appalled.

The treat lightened vastly the weary succession of Prayers and Litany and Decalogue. When the Fifth Commandment was read, cunning ears caught the falter in the curates voice, and sly eyes watched the errant couple to see if the injunction came home to them. Happy, happy people storing up for a future generation the events of a remarkable day! What to them was the Armed Neutrality, or the Continental System, or the rise of the First Consul?

They who sat in the front lacked some of these pleasures, but had their compensations. They had the chancel before them and the great ones who sat in it; Augusta in the pew which she had shared so many times with her sister, Lady Bicester and Charlotte seated opposite her, in the Manor pew Sir Albery. They were all there, and the first and the last had more than their share of attention. Augusta behaved as became her  she would. After a few seconds of panic, she dropped her eyes on her book and, calm and statuesque, gave herself to devotion. Charlotte should have followed her example, but did not rise to it, She coloured and leant forward, her lips parted, her eyes dewy with feeling. Then her mother touched her, and she remembered herself.

Of them all, however, it was Wyke who came in for the closest scrutiny and on whom the more astute bent their gaze. But he refused to see. He looked graver than usual, and he refrained from looking down the church. But he masked his chagrin, if he felt it, so well that little was to be gained by staring at him, and some inferred that, after all, it was Augusta whom he had courted.

There was a stir when Dr. Portnal withdrew to change his surplice for his black gown and, scandal had it, to take a glass of port. Some anticipated that he would preach against the sin of disobedience; a few, skilled in St. Pauls writings, even foresaw the text. But though his voice was a little colder than usual, his matter was as dry and jejune and his manner as colourless as on other Sundays: in a word, he expounded a doctrinal point with the dispassionate authority that became his position. Nevertheless the sermon was less tedious than ordinary, because his hearers had something to expect. Had not the young couple still to pass out, and everyone to decide whether he would keep his seat till the show was over, or hasten forth to seize a post of vantage in the churchyard?

But more than these happy people supposed was in store for them. The Rector had given the blessing  it sounded much like a denunciation  and some, anxious to seize the best places outside, were rising to their feet when the thing happened. With the soft shuffling of the first to move blended a strange and untimely sound. The ropes in the tower began to rattle through their bearings. Men already on the move looked up, and suddenly, high above the listeners heads, there burst forth a merry, a triumphant peal. Those who stood stared in wonder, those who still knelt sought their neighbours eyes. One thought possessed all  wedding-bells! But who had dared? The boldest could not believe their ears, the timid wilted, while louder and quicker, swung now to their full measure, the joy-bells shook the sturdy Norman tower, beat their heavy music down upon the trembling church, flung it far and wide over the startled town, the shining sea, the winding vale.

What did it mean? The foremost pressed towards the entrance, those on their knees scrambled to their feet. Suddenly the western doors swung inward, and between them the figure of an old man, dark against the sunlight, was seen gesticulating. Forgetful of decorum and of everything but his news, he raised a quavering voice that yet made itself heard. Shes in! Shes in, lads! he shouted. A prize, lads! A prize!

No more thought of bride and bridegroom! No more reflections on the Rectors displeasure! The Peggy was in, and she had taken. Men bawled the tidings in one anothers ears. A prize, man, a prize! Somewhere amid the hubbub a woman broke into weeping. Another cried audibly, The Lord be praised! And struggling and shouldering one another, gabbling, laughing, exclaiming, the congregation pressed towards the doorway. Those who reached it first  and they were the boys  raced round the church to the walk that overlooked the sea. The rest followed, crossing graves without a thought, stumbling, hurrying, bawling, Within two minutes every man, woman, and child was ranged along the east wall of the churchyard, waving hats and cheering, as the scene below burst upon their view and confirmed the tale.

The Lively Peggy  and never had she sat the water more buoyantly, never had her graceful lines done old Budgens skill more credit  was still the better part of a league from land. But moment by moment she glided nearer, her courses and topsails set to catch the light breeze, her flags flying gaily at peak and bowsprit. Hearts swelled at the sight. The crowd cheered and cheered again, as she slid on  surely one of the most beautiful of mans creations, a brig under sail. But it was not so much at her  after a single fond look of appreciation  that the men for the most part gazed. A cables length behind her, with the Union flag flying above the tricolour, a brig that looked twice the Peggys burden sailed in her wake, and as experienced eyes measured her and gauged her beam, men clapped one another on the back, and swore and stamped their feet in triumph. Here was a proud day for Beremouth! Old salts cursed Ozias in quaint affectionate phrases, and even Budgen seemed for the moment a thing of beauty, a benefactor, the towns worthy son!

She be a hundred and twenty if she be five, swore an old hand, eyeing the prize with envy. And out of Nantes by the lines of her! Ay, she be a beauty!

And brandy! cried another. I do know by the look of her ! Right stuff, and hogsheads and hogsheads of it. Well done, Ozias, d  n his eyes! Hes the Devon lads Ozias!

Dye see her splinters! shouted a third, and seized and shook his neighbour to gain his attention. Dye see the white wood? Why, I can see it this far off, you blind fool! Theyve had to fight for her! Please God she hant cost lives!

Again the deep cheering of the men ran along the wall as the Peggy fired a gun, and bowing gracefully to the breeze began to go about, that she might heave to, half a mile from the Cove where was deep water. Ashore were laughing and weeping, both; and above both the deep voices of the bells flung the joyful news across the smiling countryside. Men, satisfied that they could now be seen from the decks, waved their hats, women their kerchiefs, and many, carried away by their enthusiasm, climbed on the giddy eminence of the wall and there danced and shouted, while their wives gripped their coat-tails and prayed them to come down.

Good old Ozias! Good old Ozias! they yelled, thinking to make themselves heard across six furlongs of air and sea.

No thought of bride and bridegroom now, though doubtless they were somewhere in the throng. And no thought of the Rector save that he would be pleased, for his concern in the venture was known. Budgen will be drunk to-night, said one. And by G  d well all be drunk! Can you spell her name, Joe?

The speaker addressed one who had miraculously produced a glass. Ay, ay, La-la Bel-dam, I read it, whatever it means. Lord, what a lingo! Seems all swearing. But you be right, lad. Theres brandy in her for sure. Sheve the lines of it.

The crowd began to break away, the leaders across the churchyard towards the stairs and the path that led to the Cove. The main body followed, hot-foot and eager to meet the first boat that came off and to learn the facts. But here and there among those who ran, might be seen an anxious face and scared eyes, for after all the news might be sad news for some. There might be empty bunks and missing numbers, and presently the sound of weeping in humble dwellings by the quay. There might be those who had gone out who had not returned and who would never again prop themselves in the sunshine against the capstans on the jetty or go out with the fishing boats at dawn. But still  a prize! And a prize meant money to spend and to scatter and to drink, a nest-egg against the coming of winter, shoes for children, finery for girls! It meant a small fortune for some, and leavings for many, and easy times in the little port.

So, though here and there a woman ran, panting and sick with fear, or an old man covered his mouth with his hand that it might not be seen to twitch, the bells still pealed merrily overhead, and many took up the chorus of God bless Great George our King! that the clerk started. Scrambling, running, falling, Beremouth streamed down to the Cove, invaded Budgens sheds, thrust Budgen himself from hand to hand, smote him on the back, shouted congratulations in his ears, cursed him drolly, stared with eager eyes to where the Peggy was coming up to her moorings. She dipped her ensign in salute. A boat left her quarter.


CHAPTER XII

AND do you come with me, Charlotte Bicester urged, as she turned to Augusta.

But Augusta only raised her eyebrows. You are ridiculous, she said. If you thought before you spoke, Charlotte, you would know that without my fathers permission, I cannot.

Then go to him and get it!

Impossible, my dear. Sir Albery must see that it is.

The three, abandoned by the ebb of the crowd, stood in the angle of the churchyard wall that overlooked the Cove. They could see, below them, the Peggy and her capture, and hear the rattle of the anchor-chain of the latter as it slid through the hawse-hole. The murmur of the people in the Cove rose to them through the sunlit air, and overhead the bells rocked joyously. But for the last three minutes their thoughts had turned to another and, to them, a graver matter.

If Wyke, silent and reserved, had an opinion, he had no mind to give it. But Charlotte, who had forgotten in her enthusiasm his interest in the matter, persisted. Well, I shall go, she declared.

Then I think you have neither sense nor delicacy,

I Augusta retorted. But I do not believe that you mean it. Depend upon it, if you do, you will hear of it from your mother.

That is between my mother and me, Charlotte replied with spirit. After all, my dear, here they are, and here I suppose they will stay. At any rate 

I know nothing to the contrary. And is no one to go near them? Peggy has  has not behaved well, she admitted, remembering too late Sir Alberys position, while her rising colour betrayed her embarrassment. But she has not run away with a man without marrying him. She has married without her fathers consent, and married beneath her. And I dont say that  that she is not to be blamed, she added, feeling Sir Alberys eyes upon her. I admit it. But that is not my affair. I have no doubt that she has been to see you, Augusta?

I did not see her.

Well, I think you ought to! Of course I think you ought to! When you meet her in the street do you mean to pass her by? Are you going to ignore your own sister?

I shall obey my father, Augusta replied, confident that Sir Albery must agree with her. He feels my sisters desertion so deeply, that if I, too, am to disobey him, and to take sides against him  No, I cannot and I will not, Augusta repeated with energy. I am not heartless, though you may think me so, Charlotte. But my first duty is to my father. My sister has been guilty of most cruel conduct. She left us without a word of warning, or one reason given. She has preferred to us, and to her duty, a man of bad name and disgraceful character. You cannot deny it, and how can you expect my father to overlook it? Or that I should side with her against him, and add a fresh blow to one that has wounded him so deeply?

I think that Miss Portnal is right, Wyke agreed. Her position is difficult. He thought that the Bicester girl might have spared him this.

Well, Charlotte admitted, there is something in that. Until your father relents I allow you cannot. But if I were in your place Id see that he relented pretty quickly, my dear. I should not rest an hour until I had persuaded him.

Augusta shrugged her shoulders. You talk like a child, she said. Time may do much. But I know my father, and that to argue with him now, would only make things worse.

Wyke nodded. I think Miss Portnal is right, he said. He was suffering though he did not show it, and he was vexed with Charlotte for putting him on the rack: it was thoughtless, it was obtuse of the girl. And Charlotte knew this, and could have bitten out her tongue for her folly. But Augusta never failed to rub her the wrong way, and even now, though she knew that she ought to drop the matter, she could not. Well, at any rate, she said, I am free to take my own course, and I shall. I shall go and see them now.

If you take my advice you will do nothing of the kind, Augusta rejoined, thinking what a fool Charlotte was making of herself. In my opinion you will be far from welcome. They will only think that you come out of curiosity, and every moment that you spend with Peggy will be a moment of humiliation to her. If her eyes are not already open to her folly I am much mistaken; and I know this at least, my dear, that if I had done what she has done, my one desire would be to hide myself.

But Charlotte was obstinate. Well, she said, we shall see. I think I know her better than you do, though she is your sister.

Augusta turned to Sir Albery: I wont ask you to come in to-day, she said. Her tone implied that she, at any rate, had some tact and delicacy.

No, he said. I fear that there may be bad news for some. He indicated the crowd below by a gesture. I may be of use.

After another word or two they parted. Augusta turned towards the rectory, Wyke took the road to the town, while Charlotte made for the path that descended to the Cove.

She went, but not in a happy mood. She knew that her feelings had run away with her, and she regretted much that she had said. But she had gone too far to retreat, and though she dreaded what her mother would say, she went on. She had heard such unpleasant things of the old Captain, that she was prepared to be shocked by him. He might not be sober, and for his home  well! For the younger man she had taken up the cudgels more than once; to take up the cudgels for the weak was a thing to which Charlotte was prone. But she had never regarded him as an equal, and her sympathy had its spice of condescension. His dismissal from the Navy was bad, and this last escapade, which convicted him of a selfishness that it was hard for one who loved Peggy to forgive, was worse. For Peggy, her youth, her innocence, and her inexperience, all spoke  but all indicted him. His temptation might have been great, but he could not be acquitted of dragging down the girl whom he professed to love. To what a level he had dragged her Charlotte trembled to think  and was now to discover.

As she turned the last corner, and came in sight of the cottage that Peggy  Peggy, the spoiled, the wilful, the mischievous, who might have reigned at Upper Bere  now called her home, Charlottes feet lagged. She took in at a glance its thatched roof and whitewashed walls  in her eyes it was little better than a hovel  and she faltered in her purpose. Then, Charlotte-like, she told herself that the worse the conditions the greater the need of friends, and she determined that she would not be shocked. She went on bravely, she pushed the gate open and tapped at the door.

Nothing happened. They are not in, Charlotte thought, and she came near to hoping that they might not be. They may be down at the Cove, she reflected. Still she rapped again. At any rate she would do her part.

A light step, pattering down bare stairs, dispelled the hope, if hope it was. The door opened, and Peggy-appeared on the threshold. When she saw who it was she blushed  blushed to her very tucker as their eyes met.

Oh, Peggy! Charlotte said, and that was all. The words conveyed a hundred things.

You dear! Peggy replied, and the next instant the two girls were in one anothers arms. You dear! You dear! Peggy repeated, hugging her friend. Then you have not cast me off!

Silly! Charlotte said, her doubts and her fears forgotten. Why, I have come to call, and I havent lost time, you see. May I come in?

If you are not afraid! Peggy rejoined, between laughter and tears. Come in, my dear! Come in! I am quite alone. Charles and his father are at the Cove. Charles thought that he might be of use. But they may be back at any moment.

Charlotte tried to look about her as she entered as if she did not look. But she saw and was relieved. Poor, plain, and bare the room was, with its whitewashed walls and brick floor. But it was neither sordid nor ugly, it was clean as a pink, and tidy as sailors cribbed in a tiny space learn to keep a cabin. The knives on the small round table, laid for dinner, were horn-handled, the forks two-pronged, but the coarse cloth was clean and a mug of wild-flowers set off the whole. The Byzantine enamel blended indifferently with the wooden chairs and the shells on the mantelshelf, but it made a spot of colour on the wall, and the sword slung above the fireplace added a note of dignity. Even for the carpenters bench in the corner neatness pleaded.

Relieved, Charlotte hugged Peggy again. You naughty, naughty girl!

Woman, miss, if you please! Peggy rejoined, colouring and laughing. Then, Dear Charlotte! To come and see me, and so soon!

But, oh, Peggy, what a thing youve done!

Charlotte exclaimed. They were both a little embarrassed now that the first greeting was past. What a reckless, reckless thing, my dear! And what a talk you have caused!

And I dont repent it  that! Peggy cried, snapping her fingers, and then to hide her confusion she hid her face on Charlottes shoulder.

Well, I know I ought to scold you, Charlotte replied. So you must consider yourself scolded, Peggy, but

But here is my excuse! And the one thing that the other most dreaded happened. A form darkened the doorway, and Charles Bligh entered, followed by his father The moment was a trying moment for more than one; the old Captain seemed to grow actually smaller at sight of the visitor, while Charlotte was a little out of countenance herself. It was Charles who saved the situation. He stepped forward with an assurance that the girl thought overdone, but then his part was not easy to play. This is kind of you, Miss Bicester, he said. You have come to see Peggy. I think you know my father? We have been down at the Cove. It was a fine piece of luck for us that the brig came in this morning.

Why? Charlotte asked, somewhat at sea. Have you an interest in her?

He smiled. In her, no. But in anything that gives Beremouth something to talk about  a great interest!

I see, Charlotte said  a little awkwardly. Of course.

Its a good prize, he resumed, deftly turning the conversation from themselves. A really good prize, deep-laden, and brandy mainly. But they will be wise if they shift what are left of the French crew out of her. There will not be one man in five sober in Beremouth to-night, and anything may happen. Never trust a Frenchman, Miss Bicester.

You have had experience? Charlotte was beginning to feel more at her ease.

Well, I suppose we should do the same, given the chance. But Ive said a word to Budgen, and he will see to it, no doubt. He turned to Peggy and, with a coolness that took her friends breath away, Perhaps, if you put it very nicely, Peggy, he said, Miss Bicester would honour us by being our first guest? It is Sunday  he looked drolly at Charlotte and not a Banyan day, as we sailors say. So we are not afraid to ask you.

Oh, Charlotte, do! Peggy cried, colouring with pleasure. Say you will. Please do.

It was the last thing that Charlotte had dreamed of doing, and she would have given much to escape, for to comply was to sink into deeper trouble at home. But she had no excuse ready, she felt her cheeks grow hot under the young mans shrewd eyes, and while she hesitated Peggys pleading look prevailed, she took the leap, and was lost. You are very good, she said. Slowly she began to take off her gloves.

Then it is time that my father and I dished up, Charles replied, as if this were the most usual thing in the world. A soldier and a sailor are equal to most jobs, Miss Bicester, but you will see what comes of it. My father takes the potatoes and gravy, and I am answerable for the shoulder of mutton. Peggy

Lays the table, Peggy chimed in, as gay as a lark. And is under-cook  a learner!

But is off duty to-day. Come, father, Charles laid his hand affectionately on the Captains shoulder, let us show Miss Bicester what two seasoned hands can do.

He carried it off so well that when the two girls were left alone Charlotte laughed. She cast aside disguise. Peggy, Peggy! she said. Your young man is too clever for me! But how I shall catch it at home.

But isnt he a dear?

A clever dear? He is indeed. Too much for me. But I shall beware of him another time. I begin to understand, Peggy.

What, dear? What do you understand?

How he won his wife, Charlotte said. She let her eyes rove round the room. Who works at the bench?

Captain Bligh. He makes models of ships, and Charles rigs them. And they sell them at Plymouth, for thirty shillings apiece, the large ones. I am to sew the sails, and read to them while they work. But, oh, my dear, Peggy continued, her face growing serious, how am I to get my clothes?

From home?

Yes. You see, Charles went to the Rectory as soon as we returned  he would not let me; he said it was for him to bear the brunt. But they would not see him. Then he let me go. I was dreadfully frightened, but he said it was for us to make it up if we could. But Augusta would not see me, and he will not let me do any more. He says we must leave it to time. Peggys face was grave enough now. Only you see I have no clothes, and I cannot afford to buy new ones.

Charlotte considered. I think I should write to Augusta and ask her to have them packed and sent to you.

I might do that. I must, I suppose. But  she put her hand shyly into Charlottes it is better than you expected, dear, isnt it? she pleaded.

Ever so much better, Charlotte answered. How two men can be so neat and keep everything in its place, I cannot imagine!

Its habit, they say. But if you knew them, you would understand. Then, Its a dear little place, she cried, suddenly glowing. You must not suppose that I think I am to be pitied. I am not.

No, Charlotte replied gravely, and I hope you never may be. But  it is early days yet, my dear.

Troubles will come, you mean? That is what Charles says. But as long as I have him and we have enough to eat  do you know what we are most afraid of? Charles does not hide anything from me.

No  what is it, my dear?

That Sir Albery will discharge Captain Bligh. But I dont think he will. He is too good. You know that he was at our wedding?

Charlotte sat up as if a pin had pricked her. At your wedding? she gasped. Who do you say was at your wedding?

Sir Albery.

Impossible!

But he was, Charlotte. He really was, though T dont think he wishes it to be spoken of.

Charlotte stared. But why? What  what in the world brought him there?

Peggys colour rose. Well, I suppose, silly man, he came to see that it was all right, you know. And to sign the book. But he need not have troubled himself. Still, she added, relenting, it was rather nice of him, wasnt it?

You little beast! the other girl cried, staring at her. I could shake you. Oh, child, child, what a miss you have had!

But Peggy fired up at that. For a moment she looked really angry. How can you! she exclaimed. How can you, Charlotte! A miss indeed! When I have got a

A paragon! Charlotte replied, her tone dry. But there, I was wrong, dear. She laughed, not very merrily. I forgot that I was speaking to Mrs. Bligh. And, oh, Peggy, how funny you are! Before the offended wife could answer, the dinner came in and cut short their talk. Charles marched in first, carrying the potatoes, the plates, and the gravy.

The Captain followed humbly, asking only to be ignored, and set down the mutton. There was a little confusion and crowding, until laughing, they had found their seats; then Charles began to carve. At first some restraint hung over the party, but when the novelty had worn off the meal proved to be more pleasant and easy than Charlotte had anticipated. The younger Bligh took the lead and set the talk going, hiding the awkwardness of the occasion under a gaiety that Peggy at least knew to be assumed; for whatever his merits were, he was neither gay nor talkative, and the young wife recognized with gratitude that he was doing this for her. Fortunately their guest had a gift for making herself at home, and, seeing nothing else for it, she played up bravely, while Peggys laughter broke in from time to time as joyous as a birds trill. The shortcomings of the Cottage equipment only made food for mirth, and when this failed the privateer, its adventures, and its good fortune filled the gap.

The dinner, in a word, was a success. It went off to a marvel. But Charlotte was observant and clearsighted, and as the meal drew to a close she did not fail to notice that the bridegrooms liveliness flagged and waned, that his attention wandered, and that the talk was left more and more to her and her friend. The effort made, he seemed to sink unconsciously into a silent mood, the mood that was natural to him. He was toying mechanically with a spoon, his face thoughtful.

Nor, Charlotte discerned, was she the only one who noted this. Peggy betrayed her knowledge not only by glances as furtive as they were tender, but by her efforts to fill the gap, while the old man showed an equal sense of it by attempts, at once timid and pathetic, to distract the guests attention.

Charlotte saw it all, and was moved by it. She fancied that she discerned in this humble interior, to the secrets of which she had been so abruptly admitted, not only the wisp of trouble slight as a mans whimsy, that threatened that happiness, but also the wings of love, ever beating, that strove to repel the invader. She saw, and her heart misgave her on her friends account. As she climbed the winding path on her return, meeting and passing the knots of people who were streaming to and from the Cove, her thoughts turned not on her mothers displeasure, though she knew that she would be well scolded, but on the future of those from whom she had parted. Bligh loved his wife, there could be no doubt of that; every conscious action, every look and word bore witness to his solicitude, his affection, his care for her who had sacrificed so much for him. He loved.

But did he love enough? Did he love so unselfishly as to be able to conquer his humour, to overcome his moodiness, to put behind him past wrongs, to forget himself and be happy in her happiness? Or would he, as time went on, suffer the sense of unmerited misfortune and of the weakness which had cost him so much  even if he had overcome that weakness  to cloud her happiness, and to mar the humble home to which she had been content to follow him?

Charlotte had her doubts. And with the other Peggy would have been so safe  so safe, she thought.


CHAPTER XIII

THE Keppel Head formed one of the comers at the seaward end of the street, with the water-side before it and the cliff overhanging its rear. From the wall of the Rectory garden, high above, a child could toss a biscuit on the roof. Its windows looked upon the cobbled quay, made home-like to Beremouth eyes by the raffle of nets and pots that, except at spring-tides or in stormy weather, cumbered the slippery stones. Of winter nights the Keppels red-curtained windows, wide and low, promised a warm welcome, and as far as sound ale and wholesome rum went  with a tot of smuggled brandy for skippers  they made their promise good. No doubt men went in sober and came out drunk, but the same might be said of places of higher standing; and, after all, what were mens heads made for if not to be overcome? Few in those days found fault with this law of nature, provided the liquor was sound and not hocussed: and if the talk at the bar was sometimes stormy, and not rarely brutal, so was the life it reflected. Both smacked of the sea, its savour and breeziness, its sudden shifts from calm to tempest, its callous indifference.

But this Sunday evening at the Keppel Head was an evening in a thousand. Beremouth kept high festival and the house hummed from threshold to attic. Four-fifths of the crew of the lucky brig were there, in various stages of enjoyment, and the greater part well advanced on their road. Laughter and raucous voices poured in gusts from the windows, and, for once, the door between the privileged snug and the kitchen stood open that the humblest might pay his court to Captain Ozias, or at the worst catch a glimpse of the hero in his glory.

For, at any rate, for Copestake it was a night of nights. He loomed, red-faced and expansive, through the misty aureole of smoke and spirits that surrounded him. Yet even at the stage that he had reached  and the value of the Belle Dame had trebled itself since he had entered the house  he remained true to himself and enjoyed his triumph after his own fashion. Three times he had told his story, but new hearers, steaming rummers in their hands, still clamoured for the tale, and Copestake was nothing loth to repeat his Mea Culpa.

To be sure, on the weather quarter we was, he said for the fourth time, with the helm hard up, and kep her so till the after-guns come to bearing, and then no more but let her have it as we passed her stern-post. Then boxed about, lads, and under her stern again, raking her fore and aft, and they not able to fire more than the long swivel! Oh, twas rare! Three times we raked her, but the last tack they sheered and come up abeam of us, and shots came aboard from such guns as they had, and terrible twas for Christian men! So, Barney Toll, says I, pitying the poor souls as was being sent to their account unprepared,  its sinful work, says I, and the burden more than I can bear. Carry on, if so it must be, and if a mast goes, run under her quarter while they are in the raffle and give her the full of it! Ozias paused, shook his head and groaned, his hearers hanging breathless on his next words, though three-fourths of them had heard the story and knew precisely what was coming. The full of it! he repeated, sighing. He shook his head dolefully. And the words no more than out o my sinful mouth, than a ball passed by my head  crouching at the break of the poop I was  and lodged in the mam, and there was I, Capn Copestake, within one foot of everlasting damnation, and naught but convenanted mercy tween me and it. Twas terrible, I tell ee, lads. I didnt ask no second sign, but down I tumbled quick as you please, in a sweat to think o what I had escaped, and hid myself twixt two tubs in the after-hold till the trouble be over-past. And every minute, thinks I, as I lay there all of a shake, theres poor ignorant seamen as never gives a thought to their immortal souls being swept to perdition, cursing and swearing, and all by the act of me, Capn Ozias Copestake, as knows better and should ha taught them, instead o bringing their poor bodies into danger. Twas a terrible thought, I tell ee, he repeated solemnly, his gaze glued to the floor at his feet, while a sympathetic thrill ran through the magnetized circle. But never again! Never again, Ozias, says I. Your sinful body will never lead you into this trouble again!

He was silent so long that an outsider, a stranger who had listened with feelings that may be imagined, could bear it no longer. But I hear you gave her a broadside at the last, Capn, he said.

Like enough, like enough they did! the Captain answered, sunk in gloom. Like enough Barney Toll did, the Lord forgive him. Hes a hardened sinner is Barney and knows no better. Hes one as Id ought to be afraid to go to sea with in an Indiaman, let alone that shell of a brig! And to hear the men cursing at the guns, and no more thought o their souls than so many Bristol niggers, twas too much for me! Let alone that sign that come to me and said, as plain as plain, Go below, Ozias, and get between the tubs, and leave it to them as thinks nothing o their latter end to carry on! It was humble and thankful I was to do it.

Well, Im hanged! the outsider muttered. He looked about him with goggling eyes. If anything could have astonished him more than the tale, it was the breathless admiration that the men about him paid to it. Well, I am hanged! he repeated in a mazed voice.

But he was a landsman who had dropped in by chance, and he knew nothing of Ozias and his ways. He did not know that if Ozias was to be believed, he had taken refuge between the tubs  if the tubs had not figured in each repetition his hearers would have been sorely disappointed  in the heat of every action in which he had taken part. He did not know that than Ozias, croak as he might ashore, there was no more desperate fighter, and that three parts in four of the charm which the company found in his narration lay in a mystifying uncertainty how far it was real to Ozias himself. Hence the bated breath, the rapt attention, the awed faces that even the foreseen reappearance of the tubs failed to provoke to a smile.

Some held the story to be pure delusion. Others believed it to be an invention, framed in the first place to afford spiritual comfort to Oziass conscience, and persisted in so long that Ozias himself now believed in it. But the majority regarded it as a mystery, a parting of body and spirit, as it were, that shed about Copestake an awful light. They discussed it in corners, in low voices, thinking slowly and speaking seldom. They remarked with admiration that even in his cups Ozias never departed from it, nor did the boldest venture to contradict it in his presence  not even Barney Toll, though Barney was the roughest of mates.

By this time both rooms were full of noise, for by some odd accident an anker of Nantz had sprung a leak and been brought ashore, and the crew were standing treat to the privileged. The noise of the revel could be heard as far as the Privateersman, where a like scene was staged, and it is possible that a similar anker had met with an accident. Between the two houses men reeled to and fro, brushing aside the half-hearted efforts of the women to lead them home.

Of those who bragged and staggered, among the tipsiest was Joe Fewster. He had had his share of the brandy  was he not Budgens nephew?  and his head was not of the strongest. He viewed the wealth accruing to his uncle as already his own, and was loud in his denunciation of Budgens stinginess. The old skinflint! he boasted, addressing any who would listen to him. Hell ha to do me rich now! Hell ha to gi me a share, or sure as Im alive Ill list! Ill skelp him now or Ill cost him more than his whole cargo, so help me, I will!

His hearers winked. And howll ee do it, Joe? they asked slyly, though Joes hold on Budgen was no secret.

Youll see! Joe replied, with drunken gravity. And hell see too, th old curmudgeon! I ha got him in the hollow of this hand! Theres a good time coming, and I do invite ee all to drink wi me to-morrow, the day after, and day after that and  

A man cut him short. Lord, he said, with a wink, wi trating and drinking youll drink the prize dry  if so be as you are as good as your word! But there, lads, Im fearing Joe, brave as he be now, when hes facing Budgen to-morrow hell sing another tune! Youll be hiding between the tubs, Joe, Im fearing!

Ay, a third put in, struck by a happy thought. I fear that be so. But theres a way out o that, Joe, lad. Face the old chap while the drinks in ee, thats what I say! No time like now  if ye beant afeared of him?

Show him me! Joe bawled, staggering to his feet, and striking out wildly. Show me the old badger! And Ill strip his skin off him! Show him me!

Fine words! Fine words, lad, for sure! But the Coves far and

Ill go there, right now. Ill go there! Joe shouted. Sink me, but I will! He waggled his silly head, and reeled towards the door, fell against the table, brought up short and cursed it. Wha you getting in my way for? he maundered.

The jokers saw their chance. They egged him on, grinning at one another. One smacked him on the back, another pushed him towards the door. With shouts of laughter they handed him across the quay, calling to others and passing on the jest. The notion of rousing old Budgen from his bed tickled them hugely, and with drunken jokes they hauled in a boat, and at no small risk of a ducking Joe, still hiccoughing threats of what he would do, was bundled into it. The cool air did anything but sober him, and he would have set off without oars. But someone fetched them and set them on the thole-pins, and amid a volley of Off you go, Joe! Bully for you, Joe! Bolt the badger, Joe! they gave the boat a powerful thrust and sent it out.

One, more sober than his fellows, opined that the man might be drowned. But Not he! the others scoffed. Hes a fool, but hes a waterman! And the winds off shore. Twill be quiet under the point. Hell not drown!

Joe so far justified their opinions that, becoming aware that he was holding oars, he began to pull away more steadily than might have been expected. He rowed, indeed, after a fashion that promised to make his voyage a long one, and the oars rattled on the thole-pins in no seaman-like manner. And once or twice he fell over the thwart. But he recovered himself each time, gave way again, and the ebb that was running carried him out. The men listened awhile to the sound of the oars, then reeled back to their drink and speedily forgot him.

Fortunately for him, Joe knew every rock and streak of creaming water that fringed the beach, and drunk or sober, he had the longshoremans instinct. But by the time he found himself abreast of the point towards which he had been headed, his notion of his destination and his errand had grown hazy. When he opened the Cove  or would have opened it had he been able to see  the offshore wind that blew out of the Cove and put a chop on the water, helped the ebb-tide to carry him seawards. For some minutes he did not notice this, or that he was drifting at a fair rate towards the coast of France. Then his obfuscated senses grew clearer, and he became aware of what he was doing. He paused, swore tipsily, looked about him and wondered in his muddled way what had brought him there. Presently feeling the breeze on his left hand, he pulled the bow of the boat round and set it for the land again, but his progress was now slow. Both wind and tide were against him, and he was in no condition to make a steady effort. He made little way.

The moon had not risen, and a landsman in his plight, with nothing about him but the dark sea, rippling invisibly against the bow, and breaking here and there into pale gleams, would have, likely enough, been panic-stricken. But Joe was not a landsman, and though muddled and vexed, he persisted, and made some way. The notion of visiting Budgen had passed from his mind, and why he was afloat he could not say; but when, pausing to take breath and to look over his shoulder, he saw a dark mass before him, he had the sense to know that it was the French prize, and he supposed that it was the object that he had set out to reach. He pulled on, drove his boat under the quarter, got hold of the chains, and swaying perilously on his feet, he pulled himself along until he found the ladder.

He climbed aboard without mishap, but was still so fuddled that he let his boat go adrift, and when he reached the deck he did not think it strange that a man should clutch him by the throat. Probably he took the act for a friendly move, to save him from falling, for as the man relaxed his grasp, Joe laughed foolishly. Stacks o brandy! he hiccoughed. Fair stacks o brandy! He added something about Oziass nevy! Much right as anyone, and he reeled aft, a little more drunk now that his anxiety was relieved. He had been aboard in the afternoon, he knew his way, and he staggered aft and tumbled down to the skippers cabin. No light there  nor above, for that matter! But all that he now wanted was to sleep, and he felt for the bunk. He did not find it, but that did not matter, he slipped to the floor, his back against a bulkhead. Almost before he had touched the wood he was asleep and snoring; nor did he know any more than the planks under him that he had been within as little of his death as was hardly worth naming. For once the drink had saved a mans life.

Unluckily for him, he was one of those who never become seasoned vessels, but pay for every bout the penalty of an aching head and a queasy stomach. How long he slept he did not know, but he awoke to a dreadful sense of nausea and giddiness. The grey light, stealing in through the round port-hole, disclosed the squalor of a cabin hastily abandoned. Overalls that had slid into comers lay mixed up with sea-boots and empty bottles, frowsy blankets hung from dingy bunks, and the smell of spirits poisoned the air. The brig floated on an even keel, but Joes brain reeled, and the floor heaved with it. With a groan he closed his eyes and sought relief in sleep.

But something, he did not know what, kept unconsciousness at bay; something that in comparison with his splitting head and sickening qualms was a slight, yet a growing discomfort. To escape it, and to relieve his aching hips, he rose on his elbow and with an exclamation of disgust he turned over. He found no relief; on the contrary, he awoke, shivering, to the fact that he was wet and chilled to the bone. The close air, reeking with an odour noisome to him at the moment, turned his stomach, and he sat up, and leant his head on his hand. He looked dizzily about him.

A second later he staggered to his feet, staring with incredulous eyes at the floor of the cabin. Things were afloat, nay, it was all afloat; and through the shallow flood that covered the boards rose here and there a stream of bubbles.

For the space of half a minute, Joe, propping himself against a bunk, eyed the phenomenon stupidly. His first notion was that the horrors, of which he had had one experience, had taken on a new shape. But even while he glowered at the water it seemed to rise, and the truth broke on his bemused senses. With a hoarse cry he splashed to the door, dragged it open with difficulty, and in a panic he scrambled up the companion. He gained the deck, he looked wildly round him in search of the watch. He saw no watch. There was no living creature on deck. But he saw enough and too much. He saw that, motionless as the brig lay, the sea was chopping briskly about her under a rising breeze, and he sprang to the port quarter and looked over.

One glance confirmed his fears. A second look he cast at the Lively Peggy, swaying gently at her moorings, the length of two cables away. Then he raised his voice and yelled, his headache and his qualms alike forgotten. He reeled, still shouting, to the starboard gunwale  no, there was no boat there either. Hurling shrill cries through the grey morning stillness, he ran to the focsle, and dropped into it. Here there was but a splash of water on the planks, but he had seen too much to be deceived. He tore the nearest sleeper from his bunk. Turn out! he screamed. Turn out, you swabs! He seized another by the hair, and shook him. Turn out! Turn out! The brigs sinking! The brigs sinking, you drunken pigs!

What the blazes

I tell you the brigs sinking! Joe repeated, desperately shoving the resisting seaman to the ladder. Theres no boat, and I cant swim. Shes down amost to the chains now!

The man swore at him, struck at him, thought him mad. But Joe persisted. He dragged out another; he pushed them, angry and furious as they were, on deck. There a single glance over the side was enough, and three panic-stricken voices bawled across the grey waters. Ahoy, there! Ahoy, the Peggy! Help! We are sinking! they screamed.

Three other men staggered up, sleep in their eyes. For them, too, a glance was enough. The brig was low in the water and sinking. The sounding-rod, hastily dropped, showed so many feet of bilge that pumping, if they had had the strength, was useless. Still, Haul out those Frenchies! one cried. Set them to the pumps and

Set them to your grandmother! Joe retorted bitterly. Theyve gone and taken the boats  theyre half-way across with this wind, damn them! And scuttled her, you thundering swabs, while you snored!

Ay, and broached the top tier o casks! a seaman muttered, sniffing the brandy that scented the morning air. The main body of the French crew had been removed, but those who had been left, having escaped from the part of the hold in which they had been confined, had made a job of it.

Cursing furiously, the men raised their voices together. But to no effect. Not a head showed above the bulwarks of the Peggy, and it was plain that there, too, the handful left on board, had made free with the liquor. No help was to be expected from them. Desperate, two of the men bunged an empty cask and reeved a line about it, while others sought for loose gratings and began hurriedly to lash them together  but without ceasing to shout. Oaths of anger at their own folly flew like hail, for all saw that, though they might save themselves, the prize was doomed and there would be a heavy reckoning to pay. But first to save themselves, for, sailor-like, not a man could swim, and the pale misty water, heaving sullenly about them, was creeping up the brigs side.

Still the sleeping Peggy remained blind, deaf, and mute. She gave no sign; even her boats lay to landward of her and out of sight. The men strained their eyes, searching the Cove and the slope of the bluff. But the slumbering cottages that sprinkled the Cove might have been a hundred miles away for all the hope they gave. Budgens lay hidden from them by the hull of the Peggy.

Yet it was from one of the cottages that help came. The mens voices had grown hoarse with hailing, when one of them, looking shorewards, saw a man moving on the path that led to the Cove. As he descended towards the beach, his eyes alighted on the Belle Dame, and he seemed to be wondering if the alarm was a drunken freak. Then  and pretty quickly  the man appeared to grasp their plight, and to the watchers joy he started into activity. He ran across the shingle and pushed down a dingy. He hurried to the loft for sculls, and shoved off, plying one over the stem.

For a space he was lost behind the bulk of the Peggy, and the men trembled lest he should board the privateer. If he did he might be too late, for with every moment the French brig wallowed more deeply. But apparently the man had grasped the need for haste, for two minutes later he came into sight rounding the stern of the Peggy and plashing over the ripples. He wore no more than a shirt and breeches, and Its young Bligh, one exclaimed.

Ay, tis the Lieutenant! a second agreed, and in haste to shift the blame they cursed the watch on the Peggy for drunken swine.

Bligh twirled his boat round to come under the quarter. Is it too late to do anything? he shouted.

Ay, sir! We are but five.

Scuttled? He held his boat a few yards from the chains.

To be sure, they cried, shamefaced. They tried to carry it off by cursing the Frenchies.

Are her money and papers on board?

The skipper took the money!

He measured her depth with his eyes. Then get her log! he ordered. Hes not taken that, Ill be bound. And as they hesitated, Jump, men! he added, or, by the Lord, I dont take you off!

They measured the risk, each loth to go below. But the habit of authority carried it, two of the men hurried to the cabin, the others turned and snatched up such possessions as they chose. Two minutes later Bligh took aboard, sinking his craft to the gunwale, five of the meekest sailormen that ever used the sea  and Joe. Nor was it too soon. The brig was sinking sluggishly, keeping an even keel and as little moved by the small sea that was running as if she had stood on the stocks. She was as good as lost and gone, the prize so hardly won, with her rich store of brandy and all that it meant of profit and pay and prize-money.

Bligh looked darkly at the men, but said not a word until they had rowed him to the Peggy. Then Get aboard and rouse them out! he said sternly. Youd all get six dozen if you sailed with me. If you value your skins, Id advise you to get out of sight before this is known!

The men, ashamed to retort, hastened to do as they were bidden. Joe alone kept his seat, and with him for a crew Bligh went on towards the beach. How did you come aboard? he asked, eyeing Joe with distaste.

Joe told him. Theyd all ha been drowned but for me, he said proudly. He, at any rate, was not responsible.

And no loss! the Lieutenant retorted. He was thinking for how small a fault he had suffered  in comparison with these! Yet a horror seized him, as with the pure air of the morning cooling his brow he reflected on the likeness between his case and theirs. He thought of Peggy, from whose side he had risen to look at the weather as seamen will, and looking had caught the faint sound of a distant hail. He thought of Peggy, her fair young face cradled on her white arm, and he swore once more to keep the vow that he had taken.

Should he go up and tell Budgen? No, Budgen would hear the news soon enough. Let him sleep while he might! Then he thought of the Rector and his concern in the prize, and it must be admitted that he laughed. Next to Budgens the Rectors loss would be the gravest.

He kept a backward eye on the brig, and as the boat touched the beach he uttered an exclamation. Joe, whose face was set that way, joined in it. Slowly, smoothly, with just one gentle swirl, the Belle Dame quivered, bowed, and sank. The flags at the peak hovered a few seconds above the surface, then they too sank beneath it, and were gone. Where she had floated the sea heaved awhile, smooth and grey and misty to the offing, broken only by the Peggys hull and her bare poles.

The Lieutenant groaned. He was a seaman, and no seaman could view that sight unmoved.


CHAPTER XIV

NEWS of the catastrophe, favoured by Joe, was not long, we may be sure, in reaching the town. It sped abroad, indeed, like wild-fire in stubble. Within twenty minutes the alarm was travelling down the main street of Beremouth. Early risers threw up windows, sluggards, aroused from their sweetest sleep, stared blankly at one another, hasty feet sounded on the cobbles. Within an hour the Cove and the headland were black with gazers. All Beremouth seemed to have deserted their pillows to stand and gape at the sea that heaved cold and vacant about the bereft privateer. Prize and fortune had sunk as if by magic, and with sorrow anger was largely mingled. That so much brandy should be wasted was an affliction that came home to many; they eyed the thankless waves that had swallowed it and could have wept! But bad as this was, it was no measure of the misfortune. That which lay beneath the waves, and, alas, lay so far below them that salvage was impossible, was now gold, doubly gilt. Men reckoned up the stout ship and the prize cargo, doubled the profit and the prize-money, and multiplied four-fold the wealth it would have brought to the little port. The tradesmen saw their visions of full tills and slates cleared of debts turn to thin air, and Pity! pity! quoth one laconically, and flattered himself that he had summed up in a phrase the lamentations of more wordy men.

But, a Welshman and a foreigner, he did but touch the surface of the wound. It was in its pride that Beremouth suffered most sorely. It saw itself held up for a laughing-stock, and knew that never, never would the little town hear the end of that fat prize! Saltash would chuckle in its high places, Yealmpton would laugh aloud, Fowey and Falmouth hold their sides as they told the rich story of Beremouth and its Letter of Marque. Wherever they went the tale of Gotham and the men who planted a hedge about the nightingale would be told of them! Loud and deep were the curses spent on the French, on the drunken crew, on Ozias and Budgen. The heroes of yesterday were become the scapegoats of to-day, and no man spared them or pitied them.

Had the watch that had slept on duty shown themselves, they would have been roughly handled. But they had taken Blighs advice, slipped ashore, and hidden themselves, in fear, it was said, not so much of Budgen as Ozias. Of Ozias strange tales were told. It was rumoured that, roused with difficulty and confronted with the fact, he had called for a stupendous measure of brandy, swallowed it at a draught, and sunk into the happy insensibility from which he had been dragged. Of Budgen darker stories were told, and though all that was said of him did not pass for gospel, it was agreed that he had been seized with the rope round his neck, and that he now lay in a darkened room held down by four strong seamen. The more morbid gazed hungrily at the windows of his house, while others wondered with gusto what the Rector would say to it, and added that they would not for a fortune be in Budgens shoes when they met.

Of all concerned, young Bligh alone, it was allowed, came well out of it. He had saved the watch  though that, perhaps, was a pity. And it was whispered that he had warned Budgen of the danger of leaving the Frenchmen on board. And but for the antipathy which the longshoreman of that day felt for the Service  an antipathy that the work of the press-gang continually fed  he would have been a hero. As it was, when the crowd began to leave the Cove and stream back over the headland, more than one group raised a cheer as they passed the Blighs cottage, and if the Lieutenant had not laughingly held Peggy back, a fair face blushing with pride would have beamed its thanks from the window. There, at any rate, was a happy heart that day.

In the upshot the part that Bligh had played did not go without its reward. Budgen took an odd and certainly an unexpected line. Of the sufferers by the disaster he was the greatest. He had seen himself for a few intoxicating hours freed from embarrassment and raised above care. He awoke to find himself the poorer by his share of the cost of the cruise, his debt increased, and his creditor justly incensed with his management. The effect on a morose man might have been foreseen, yet it took people by surprise. He turned ugly, as his neighbours said. He took refuge in a sullen determination to do nothing. He set himself to spite the Rector at all costs. He would not borrow more, he would not refit the Peggy, he would hear of no more cruises, he would only sit and sulk at home, his door closed to all, and the black dog on his back. He would do nothing  with one exception.

He took back Charles Bligh. Informed by this time why the Rector had been anxious to get rid of the young man, whose presence in the place was a continual reminder of his daughters disgrace, Budgen re-engaged him in open defiance of his patron, and hugged himself on the trick. He knew himself to be in the Rectors power. Well, the Rector, d  n him, should not have it all his own way. He, too, should suffer.

When Dr. Portnal heard this and that Bligh was again at work at the Cove, his vexation and wrath were hot enough to satisfy even Budgen. He sent for the boat-builder, and scolded, threatened, argued; but to no purpose. He might as well have argued with a stone wall. Budgen, glum and soured, allowed that his affairs were desperate. He did not deny that his only hope lay in another cruise  and the Rector was willing to make, and offered to make, a last advance for the purpose. But he was not to be moved. He would not hear reason. He would not lay his last stake on the table. He took a gloomy pleasure in repeating this and in thwarting the other. Hed run no more risk o blame, he said. And Ozias wont go afloat again, thats sure, he added.

He is not the only seaman in the world, the Rector answered angrily.

Well, he be the only one for me, and the only one I trust.

Then, the Rector retorted, his wrongs rising before him, you trust a man whose negligence has cost you dearly  and me!

Then I dont trust nobody, and thats about it.

But  but why employ the other man? Hes only an added cost to you  an expense, Budgen, the Rector continued sternly, that you cannot afford.

Cause I cant do my books without him! Budgen rejoined. Nor I wont. And that was his last word. Though Dr. Portnal, bringing all the terror of his brow into play, said more to the same effect, Budgen was not to be moved. He only repeated sullenly what he had said a dozen times before.

So, while the excitement died away, and days stretched into weeks, the Lively Peggy lay stripped and idle at her moorings, and of Sunday evenings the Beremouth lads and lasses gathered along the churchyard wall, and gazing down at her, cracked nuts and ate gingerbread. To Budgen, who could not look through the diamond panes of his fuchsia-clad home without seeing her, swaying with the tide, she became almost as great an eye-sore as to the Rector had become the son-in-law, who every day was visible going to and from his humble work.

For, rage as he might, the Rector could move neither the one nor the other. And he suffered. It was not only that he felt the mans presence and that of the daughter who had so lowered herself, to be a disgrace to him, but he found in their neighbourhood a perpetual reminder of the fall that his pride and his belief in himself had sustained. Yet he had to put up with Blighs presence; he could not avoid him. There was no corner he turned that might not disclose him, no moment that he could hold himself free from the fear of his appearance. Take what care he might, they must meet. When this happened  and it happened about once a week  the two passed without speaking. The young man looked before him, a smile of amusement twinkling in his eyes. The elder tried to frown down his enemy, and to crush him under the weight of his displeasure, but failing to meet the others gaze, he was forced to pass on with a sense of defeat that recalled their encounter at the cottage and stung him almost to madness. In a long career of mastery it was his first check, and it was very bitter to him.

He laid it at his daughters door, and, sad to say, he came near to hating her. She had never been a Portnal, he told himself; her notions had never been his! She had been false to her caste as well as to her duty. Yet for very shame he could not treat her as he treated the man. He could not ignore her if chance threw her in his way, and aware of this he considered long and carefully how he would deal with her, and he prepared himself. It is doubtful if Peggy did, but it would have availed her little if she had. When the meeting, on her side equally dreaded and desired, came about  when returning one day from the town with her poor shopping she saw her father, portly and formidable, descending the road towards her, and she knew that, prepared or not, she could not escape, the girls heart failed her. Her knees shook under her, the beating of her heart stifled her: she had to force herself to go on. But though, as they met, speech deserted her and she could only, clutching her parcel to her breast, meet his grim silence with piteous looks, she did find words at last.

Father, forgive me! she cried  and what more could she have said, had she prepared herself? Oh, sir  forgive us, I beseech you! And if they had not been in the public eye she would have fallen on her knees before him.

But he was not melted. He looked at her with smouldering eyes as if he would learn whether poverty and hardship had altered her. It is useless, he said. You have disgraced yourself, and me, and your sister. Forgiveness cannot wipe out the stain. You have taken your own road. You have chosen to sink yourself, and on the level you have sought you must live. We cannot raise you.

Yet, say, sir, she prayed desperately, say that you forgive me.

And by condoning your disobedience, encourage the sin in others? No! No, he repeated, raising his voice, and in his anger he had no mercy on her. My duty does not lie that way. The forgiveness that you seek will not help you, for it is not with me your punishment lies. The tie that you have formed in folly will be your punishment, and I cannot remit it. He who tempted you to dishonour your father will not, be sure, girl, long honour you. He who taught you to deceive will think it no sin to deceive you. You have given way to passion, you have set desire above duty, and he for whom you have been weak enough to do this, will be the first to despise you.

You say dreadful things! she gasped. She was white to the lips.

True things, he replied bitterly. And the time will come when you will know them to be true. I do not judge you. It is he who will judge you, who is judging you even now  and judging himself. Seeing day by day, girl, the burden he has laid upon his poverty, the encumbrance that, sinking under his own failings, he has taken on his shoulders.

It is not true! she protested in agony  oh, he was cruel, cruel! You do not know him!

He was not softened. It is you who do not know him, he rejoined. But you will know him. And the fruit of disobedience that you have eaten will be as ashes in your mouth. Let my words warn you, for they will not fall to the ground.

He left her weeping bitterly. He stalked on down the road. The meeting had to be, and he was glad that it was over, and that it had taken place out of earshot of others. For one moment, indeed, recalling her stricken face, the father came near to repenting of the things he had said. Tenderness stirred in him, and memory. But he trod down the feeling; he recalled his wrongs, her conduct, her deceit! And the moment passed.

Yet, had he looked back, he might even then have repented. He might have gone back to her and many things might have been changed. For he would have seen that the girl, after tottering a few yards, had broken down altogether. Blindly seeking the side of the road, and leaning against the rough stones of the wall, she had burst into passionate weeping.

For his words had wounded her in a sore spot, they had fallen on a heart tender and open to fear. Her husband was still her lover, ardent, kind, unwearied in service, quick to shield her from every hardship that he could avert. She could find no fault in him. He was all, she told herself, that her fondest fancy had promised. But she was not blind. Love sharpened her eyes, and she saw that there were hours when she did not exist for him, when he lost himself in thought, when his face was clouded and his mind travelled far. She watched him jealously  was it not natural?  and she knew, no one so well, when care rode him, and the hasty or impatient word would escape before he was aware. Such moments she had hitherto set down to anxiety on her account  to his reluctance to expose her to inevitable things, to humiliation, to poverty, to care. And she had put the thought of them from her, confident in his love, and prepared to suffer worse, ay, far worse things, by his side.

But her conscience was not clear, and to-day, with her fathers stern prophecies ringing, like a Jeremiad, in her ears, she trembled. Was it possible that, thinking only of herself, she had failed to realize the care, the cost, the burden which she had cast on him? And failed too to see that he now repented? The shadow on his brow, the moments of depression that she knew so well, the moody word  was it possible that there was another cause for these than that which she had imagined  and did he in his darker hours question the wisdom of the step that he had taken?

She knew that he still loved her; she was certain of that, and certain that in his happier moods she was still the sweetheart of his dreams, and the wife of his choice. But her heart was riven by the doubt, and worse, by the fear how long this would last. How long in poverty and trial would his heart be true to her? And if he did not repent now, if he repented by and by? What then?

After a time she ceased to weep, and alarmed lest she should be observed she composed herself. She took up her parcel and went on, and youth and hope began to comfort her. She told herself that if she were loving and patient  and she believed that there could be no end to her patience  she must still hold his heart.

But her own heart was full and all her womanly emotions were in play when she reached the cottage. She blessed the threshold that was home, she embraced with joy the hardships for which it stood. She raised the latch softly, and she saw that Charles was there and alone. He was at the table, poring over a map, and the sight was too much for her.

She flung herself on her knees beside him, she cast her arms about him, and the tears rained down her face. Oh, Charles, be good to me! she sobbed. Be good to me! Promise, promise, you will love me always! Always, always, whatever happens! For I have only you! I have only you, now!

The cry came from her wounded heart, and in the first moments of surprise the man, amazed by her emotion, did not understand. Yet he set himself to soothe her, stirred himself, and deeply stirred, by her appeal. My girl, my girl, what is it? he asked, holding her from him that he might see her face. Look up and tell me! What is it? What has upset you?

I have seen my father! she sobbed.

Ah! he said, I see! He no longer wondered at her agitation. And he has frightened you?

So much known, she could not keep her fears from him, though even in this moment of emotion her womans instinct told her that it might be wiser to be silent. He  he said that you would tire of me, she sobbed. He said  oh, Charles, he said that I was a burden to you! That I had cost you too much, and  and you would see it by and by! That you would be sorry you had bur  burdened yourself with me!

He laughed, taking it lightly. What a piteous tale! he said. And a piteous girl! He said that, did he? Well, I am not surprised, dear. It is what he would say. But your father does not know me, and you do, Peggy. You do, Peggy, dont you? And trust me?

Yes, yes, she assured him. But sometimes you are  you are grave, and I dont know what to think. Yet already she was comforted.

You think I may be repenting? he said, smiling. He tightened his arm about her. Foolish, foolish girl! Silly child! Why, your heart is leaping out of you! And all  do you know why? He broke off, leaving the question unanswered, and when he resumed his tone was grave, and his manner more serious. Do you know why, Peggy  why you are frightened? Why you let so little a thing upset you? Because, though you love me, you do not see me as I am. And you must learn to know me, and still to trust me; to bear with my sadness when I am sad and my impatience when I am peevish. To know me not perfect, to forgive me when the past lies heavy on me, dear, and failure and disappointment. But you must never, never doubt that I love you, Peggy. If I could wipe out the past and its consequences, if I could make myself other than I am

I would not change you! she vowed, clinging to him.

No, I believe you. And you must believe me. You must believe that you are the one bright spot, the joy of a life that, but for you, dear, would be all shadow. Have you not redeemed me? His voice was deep with feeling. Redeemed me at your own cost, and dearly! Ay, dearly!

No! No! she panted, stopping his mouth. You shall not say it!

But it is so. And redeemed also, I hope and pray, one who after you is dearest to me. And that being so, can you doubt that I love you  were there nothing else? That in my darkest hours it is you who lighten the poverty, the failure, the disgrace that you have stooped to share?

She covered him with kisses, and did believe, and she was comforted. And half an hour later he heard her carolling merrily, as she went about her household tasks in the rooms above, now shaking a duster, now showing her bright face at the casements that looked on the shining sea. Not that her tasks were heavy, for the mens care left her little to do.

For the time she was reassured. She put the ominous warning from her, she vowed that she would not remember it, that she would never in his darkest moods give thought to it again.

Yet the seed had been sown, the thought had been dropped into her mind. She was not less patient with him  and there were times when patience was needed. Rather, she was more patient. But she was watchful, and she was anxious. She laboured to cheer him and to show a gay face, and love taught her the way; and presently she became aware that she had a fellow-worker whose anxiety fell little short of hers and whose forethought, daily and hourly exercised for her, won first her gratitude and then her affection. Her eyes, open to things below the surface, pierced the meek exterior of the old Captain, and discovered how much of the peace and contentment of the home was due to one who seemed but a cipher in it. A common love taught her to know and to lean upon him. Beremouth might think him a burden and a drawback to her. Her friends might look askance upon him as a shabby, useless, cringing old man, whom necessity and his small pay and smaller pension alone rendered bearable. But Peggy knew better.


CHAPTER XV

WITH men physical daring is more common than moral courage. The very shame that compels a man to face danger is akin to the diffidence that forbids him to outrage his fellows. To women this may not apply to the same extent, but it does apply, and it was pretty quickly seen in the Beremouth neighbourhood that in her loyalty to her friend Charlotte Bicester stood alone. She found none to follow her, and few to praise her. The world took its cue from the Rector, shook its head over his girls delinquency, pronounced her outside the pale, and preached to its daughters on the sin of disobedience. A line must be drawn, they said. For the man, cashiered, disreputable, and of low habits  he was clearly impossible; and the girl, wilful and ill-guided, having chosen to cast in her lot with him, must abide by it. She could not be a nice girl, and to countenance her would be to place a premium on misconduct. One could not be too careful.

No doubt there were girls of Peggys own age who would have visited her were it only out of a romantic desire to see with their own eyes the shifts that love in a cottage entailed. But their elders, more cautious if as curious, set their veto on the notion. The result was that the young wife who had been all her life a leader among her peers, a gay buoyant spirit, more highly valued than at home, found herself as suddenly and as completely deserted as if she had been thrown on an unpeopled island. If she alighted on a dear friend in the street, the friend met her with a forced smile, uttered a few constrained and banal phrases, and, feeling the eye of a disapproving county upon her, broke away as quickly as was decent. Only Charlotte came to the cottage, and only Charlotte knew the price in the shape of scoldings and black looks that each visit cost her.

You! her mother would say, fanning herself furiously, who have your own position to make! And ought to be particular, as I have told you, miss, times and times again! I declare I am that ashamed of you I can hardly look people in the face! If you were Lady Chudleigh, or the Honourable Eleanor, you might take a liberty! Being what you are, Ive no patience with you, lowering yourself as never was! And when her own sister dont visit her!

More shame to her! was Charlottes undutiful answer. And I mean to tell her so some day!

I hope you will do nothing of the kind! It is no business of yours, and Sir Albery, that the minx treated so shameful, our very next neighbour! I should like to know what he says to it. Silly, foolish girl, when theres many a man been caught by a plain face that a pretty ones jilted.

Charlotte reddened. He ought to go and see her himself, she said.

He! Him go to see her! Well, Charlotte, you are a simpleton!

Well, he will  before another months out. You see if he doesnt, maam!

Ill believe it when I see it! was Lady Bicesters conclusion. Silly romantic girl, do you think because youve no proper pride he hasnt? And again, with irritation: I should like to know what he thinks of your goings on, miss! You ought to be well shook!

Charlotte made a face. And a Sunday or two later  but that was well on in the autumn  she kept her word, as far as Augusta was concerned. The two girls met after service and walked towards the Rectory together. As they paused before the arch that led into the garden Charlotte delivered her mind with her usual abruptness. Augusta, she said, why dont you go and see Peggy? Surely it is time you did.

Augusta smiled. You think so? she said in the tone that never failed to irritate the other.

Of course I do! Or I should not say so.

Well, I think otherwise, my dear. My duty to my father comes first.

Its your duty to make it up.

But not, Augusta replied shrewdly, to fail to make it up and so make matters worse.

But the thing is done. Why dont you make the best of it?

Done! It is done, unfortunately. Done so ill that it may not be possible to make any best of it, Augusta retorted. She was armed at all points. She had thought the matter out, and was not to be ruffled.

Well, I think you are very hard, Charlotte urged. Your own sister, and your only sister!

And a naughty sister, and a rash sister, my dear! And what is more to the point, a very ungrateful and a very undutiful daughter, Charlotte.

But youve heard of the prodigal son, havent you? He was received by his father and

Ah, on that, you must speak to her father! Augusta replied, feeling that she was having the best of it. I am guided by him. And he has to think of more than his daughter!

Charlotte fired a parting shot. Well, I dont think you will ever follow her example, Augusta.

Augustas reply  she had an angelic temper  took the form of an invitation to cake and wine  extended after a sweeping glance had apprised the speaker that Wyke had gone home.

Charlotte did not accept, but, silly girl, left in a huff; with the intention, the other suspected, of overtaking Sir Albery. In this she did Charlotte an injustice, but as a matter of fact as the girl drove homeward she did overtake him, and on the impulse of the moment she pulled up. To no one else would the idea of pressing him to call on the girl who had jilted him have seemed anything but absurd. But Charlotte was in a class by herself; she was very angry, and the deed was done before she had weighed it.

Sir Albery, she said abruptly, why dont you go and see Peggy? Theres not a soul goes near her. She might be a leper by the way she is treated.

He turned as red as a sunburnt complexion permitted him to turn. He stared at the girl, and to tell the truth he was not a little provoked. She read his feelings, and There, she said before he could reply. Now Ive done it! I suppose I ought not to have spoken. But I couldnt help it, and mother will be mad with me!

Wait a minute, he said. He hesitated. Perhaps you will give me a lift?

She nodded and he climbed up. She drove on, flustered for once, and for Charlotte shy. I know I am dreadfully forward, she said penitently. I speak before I think, you know.

You havent thought  that perhaps her husband may not like it?

Who  oh, Peggys husband? I think he has more sense. I like him. Charlotte never considered whether what she said would please. I believe you would like him too, Sir Albery, if you knew him better.

Is he  is he good to her? he asked in a low voice.

Very good, Charlotte said stoutly. And the old man is a darling. And the place is  its not so bad as youd think, indeed it isnt. But she is as lonely as an owl. She sees no one from weeks end to weeks end, and no one goes near her. I think its a shame!

Why does not her sister?

She wont! Thats Augusta all over!

He expressed no opinion, and Charlotte felt more sensibly than before that she had blundered. That was not a thing that she could keep to herself, and I wish I had not spoken, she said. Mother says I am a fool!

A very kind fool, he replied, smiling in spite of himself. But I think that you have not considered what you are asking me to do, Miss Bicester. Or how distasteful it may be to  to do it. I could not go there without ripping up things that are better left alone, and seeing things that I would rather forget.

Charlotte yielded. Then dont go, she said. Please forget what I said. Of course, I had no right to ask you.

The right of a very good friend to her, he replied. You have that right, and I admit it. I am sure you meant well. But I cannot forget the past, nor what I hoped. Nor what I have suffered, he added in a lower tone.

But you would not punish her  for that! the girl pleaded.

God forbid! And God forbid that I should say that it was her fault. But I suffered, he went on, driven to confide to this girl what he had never thought to confide to anyone. And if I do what you ask, and I go there and see her poor and  and pinched and changed, I must suffer afresh. Then, looking steadily ahead, I loved her, you see, he said.

Charlotte found a lump in her throat. Im a beast! she muttered. I ought to have more thought!

No, he answered, smiling in spite of his pain. It does you honour. But tell me one thing. Is he sober now?

As a judge, as far as I know!

But you might not know?

But he drinks water. Indeed he does! They all do!

Wyke shook his head. That looks bad, he said seriously. I dont like that. Its unnatural. Water? Good heavens!

Well, its all Ive seen them drink, Charlotte maintained.

Dear! dear! Thats bad. Then, as the cob reached the gate of the Grange and would have turned in, Thank you, he said. She pulled up and he got out. I will see, he said awkwardly. But I  I shall do nothing in a hurry. Good day.

His tone was stiff, and Charlotte as she drove on to the house believed that she had offended him, and she was sorry. But I dont care! she said recklessly. Yet she looked as if she did care, and for once she did not confess her indiscretion to her mother.

She was right in one thing: in thinking that Peggy felt her isolation. She was young, and life at the Rectory had been full and, within bounds, gay. She had many friends, and among her fellows had been valued for her high spirits and admired for the very wilfulness that had landed her where she was. She had been popular, a leader; and now to be shunned and sent to Coventry by those who had courted her and followed her was not and could not be pleasant. The treatment was bracing, it bred in her a wholesome contempt for the worlds fickleness; but it hurt. Spending of necessity much time alone, she had moments of depression in which she saw herself reduced for the rest of her life to a lower level; and, being a woman with a womans social values, she suffered.

But in the main she reacted bravely, and nine days out of ten she was able to lift herself above these feelings. She loved and was loved, and in the range of her home, confined as it was, she found far less to jar on her taste or wound her refinement than might have been expected. The cottage was small, and its plenishing poor, but its windows looked on a glorious view, it stood apart without near neighbours to overlook or offend, and it was her own. Within she reigned, and care and neatness were the homage paid to her presence by those who shared its cabin-like proportions. Not an hour passed that she had not to recognize their thought for her, and their care of her; and if the woman who came for an hour or two each day to do the rougher work was heavy-handed, she had two men-servants to make good what was lacking.

So as a rule Peggy was happy, and many an evening, as the winter approached, and she sat by the fireside, she owned the world well lost, though they were but whitewashed walls that gave back the light of the humble lamp. With Charles leaning over a chart and sailing again some ancient voyage, with the old man busy at his bench, carving a hull, with her own hands full of some domestic task, or her eyes on one of their few books, she told herself that she envied no one  that she could say with truth, A fig for their greatness!

Yet she had her anxieties. With the insight of love she knew that Charles was not satisfied, and would never be satisfied while the burden of disgrace and failure weighed upon him. And of lifting that burden from his shoulders she saw no chance and no hope. It would always be a drawback to their happiness, and a cloud on their home. But it must be borne with and lightened.

Then in Beremouth that winter was a depressing one. The Peggy was out of commission, and some were the poorer for that, and Budgen was short of work and had reduced his small staff. The cheerful noise of the hammers rose less often from the Cove, there were many days when it was wholly silent, and Peggy looking down on the idle sheds feared that Charles might be the next to lose his employment, and the modest sum that it brought in. If that happened, and they were cast on the old Captains tiny pension and slender pay, Charles would be driven to seek work elsewhere  and would it be possible for him to take her with him? Not at first, she feared; and on winter nights when the wind flung itself against the face of the cliffs and howled in the chimney of the cottage, and she could not sleep, it was a fear that wrung her heart. She would be separated from him! Poverty, hardship, the narrowest straits, she could bear all as long as he was with her. But she knew that he was too proud to live on his father, even if her own pride had not scorned the thought.

That fear, however, she was sedulous to hide. Charles might sit, as he sat too often, absent and moody, betraying to watchful eyes the anxiety that he felt. But she must smile. Stooping to tasks below his station, humouring Budgens ill-temper, plodding at the rickety desk when all his tastes were for the open sea  if he could bear this, if he could lower himself to this, surely she could wear a cheerful face, since it was all that she could do to help him.

She told herself, indeed, and many times, that her burden was a light one. But it was not so light in the face of growing perplexity, and of the reports that were afloat in the town. Budgen, it began to be hinted, was in low water. He was in a bad way. It was even whispered on the quay that he was like to be sold up. He could not find the money for another cruise  so, for the most part, they explained his inaction. He owed here and he owed there; and if peace came  and there was talk of peace, the Plymouth paper was full of it  the Lively Peggy, built for speed and with little cargo-room, would not be worth the copper sheathing that covered her bottom! She lay idle and useless at her moorings, and all kinds of stories were abroad. And as the winter wore on, all the stories were disquieting.


CHAPTER XVI

OVER a district stretching from Saltash to Yealmpton Augusta Portnals handsome features, the charm of her smile, and the dignity with which she carried herself were household words. Allowed by mothers to be all that she should be, she was quoted as a pattern for daughters, and it was everywhere admitted that happy would be the man who was privileged to set her at the head of his dinner-table. Even in her home she was not ill-liked or ill-spoken of; the servants had nothing to say against her temper or her management. But with all this the girl lacked the vital spark. She awoke no flame, or the happy man had surely come forward before this; she kindled no enthusiasm, no kitchen-wench would have followed her into exile or served her without wages. She gave dignity to the Rectory, she presided over it with a cold brilliance, but warmth was not in her.

While Peggy had been there, to flit up and down the stairs, to fill the passages with laughter, and to whistle tunefully as any blackbird in the walled garden, no one had perceived the lack. But with Peggy gone and the place fallen silent, the household felt the void and in the household no one presently felt it more sensibly than the Rector. His dignity had no longer a foil, his gravity a set-off; and worse, his hours of ease had no longer a plaything to pet or chide. Justly offended as he was, and though he had no fault to find with his remaining daughter, he owned the blank. The stillness of the house weighed on him; it remained all that was decorous, all that was becoming, and yet he was not happy. He assured himself several times a day that it was his duty to ignore the daughter who had abandoned him, but he could not forget the daughter who had lived with him and who had been, though he had not known it, the sunshine of his home.

He was not so false to himself as to let this be seen. On the contrary he won fresh tributes by his behaviour under a painful trial. No one could have acted more becomingly, neither ignoring nor advertising his trouble, but doing his duty to society without stooping to apologies. From the railing in which smaller men might have indulged he refrained. To an intimate here and there he voiced his sorrow in a few well-chosen words; to the world he turned a face graver than usual. And that was all. He uttered no defence, sought no mans support, but went his way cloaked in a self-respecting reticence.

His temper, however, was not as equable as it had been, and he took umbrage more readily. Against Budgen in particular he harboured the bitterest feelings. It was not only that the man continued, out of sheer perversity, to employ young Bligh and so to keep the Blighs in Beremouth; but  minor grievance as this was  he was keeping the Rector out of money, and Dr. Portnal, bereft in his home, thought more of money than before. He saw his capital in the privateer lying idle, he doubted if there would remain enough to make good his advances, and he began to hate the man whose brutish obstinacy stood in the way of increasing the one and realizing the other.

Pride for a time withheld him from making a final attack on Budgen. He feared that it would be futile. But when about mid-winter rumours of peace began to take definite shape and the Funds to rise  an ominous sign from his point of view  he could no longer contain himself. He hoped that an argument that had failed before might be effectual now, and it was big with purpose, and with a stern face under his wide-brimmed hat, that he started one evening for the Cove. He would have it out with Budgen.

It was significant of his mood that he took the path that passed the Cottage. Since his daughters return he had not gone to the Cove that way; he had used, though it was half a mile longer, the road that wound about the rear of the headland. But to-day he rose above his weakness, and that he did so, ignoring the humiliating sight that he must encounter, was a proof of the strength of his purpose. Yet when a turn in the path disclosed the thatched roof, it hurt him so sorely to think that his daughter lived in conditions so low that he turned away his eyes as he went by, in fear lest he should see her face at the window or meet her at the gate; and though neither of these things happened, his pride suffered. He felt himself degraded and he added another stroke to the score that Budgen owed him.

He would have added a second had he found Bligh in the boat-builders company. But he was spared this. Budgen was alone, pottering about the shed, his hands idle and his face morose, an unhappy man as anyone with vision could see. But the Rector, if he had insight, had no pity; he hated idleness in the lower classes, and waste no less, and the sight of the man dawdling there while precious hours passed, put a sharper edge on his grievance.

He lost no time in broaching it. Acknowledging Budgens surly greeting by a curt nod, Have you seen the Exeter paper? he demanded.

To Budgen the visitor was a black dot darkening all the landscape and he made no pretence that he was welcome. Not I! he said, as contemptuously as he dared, and he wrung out a wet cloth as if the other had not been there. I dont trouble my head wi such things.

Well, if you had you would have seen something that touches you, Budgen. I advise you to get the paper and look at it. It is reported that an early peace is certain, and I have myself letters that promise it for the summer. It is only a question of months. Now, man, you have told me more than once how little the brig will be worth when that happens, yet you have let the summer and the autumn pass, and youve made no use and no profit of her. But it is not too late. There is still time to fit her out and to make a cruise that may bring me some return and save you  from a debtors prison.

Budgen started. Prison? he ejaculated savagely, as he glared at his tormentor. Yet the other saw that he was shaken. He saw that cold as the day was, beads of sweat had sprung out on his brow and that his eyes were the eyes of a frightened man.

The Rector pushed his advantage. Yes, a debtors prison! he said firmly. For I give you warning that I do not intend to wait for my money, Budgen. If you do not avail yourself of this last chance to save yourself, I shall seize the brig. I doubt if she will cover your debt to me, and if she does not I shall fall back on your interest in the Cove.

You cannot! Budgen cried.

You will find that I can, the Rector said. My lawyers will see to that.

Budgen strove to maintain his truculent air and to brazen it out, but panic peeped through the pretence. Thats just talk! Threats! he said. But his mouth twitched.

They are threats that I shall make good, the Rector replied. And then in a milder tone, Man, he continued, I am speaking in your own interest. I am giving you a last chance. You have been sleeping on the edge! Awake before you fall over. Fit out the brig, and make use  make use of the few weeks or the few months that you have. I will advance in reason, and one good prize, such as your folly and your mens drunkenness wasted, may save you.

And fill your pocket, the boat-builder muttered, with a poor attempt at a sneer. But though he acted indifference, he was a shaken man. As the Rector had said, he saw where he stood. He wiped his brow with a trembling hand, and his next words, though he tried to infuse contempt into them, marked his surrender. And whos to take her out? he muttered.

Why not Copestake? He was in fault last time, grievously, grievously in fault. Still

Budgen spat on the ground. Hell sail no more! he said. Heve done with the sea. Heve said it often, but he means it this time.

He may be persuaded.

Budgen laughed sourly. Not he! Nor it dont lie with him, neither. Heve wedded a wife, a body Portsmouth way, and shed scratch your eyes out if you so much as said the word to him.

Well, hes not the only seaman, man.

Maybe. But it aint every skipper the men will ship with! Thats certain.

Well, you know my mind now, the Rector rejoined. You have had your warning.  He pointed his gold-headed cane at the Peggy floating high at her moorings. It is a sin to let the brig rot idle there, a sin and a shame, man. And as my money is in her and Ive no mind to be a loser by her, if she does not sail within a reasonable time, you may be sure that I shall take steps to secure myself. Even now I doubt if your share of her will cover my advances. But later she will not meet them by a large sum, and Ill not wait to see her value reduced to nothing!

And yet youve the will to advance more, Budgen said with a sneer.

I have  on the chance of the venture. And to save you, if it be possible.

Budgen gave way, though with an ill grace. Well, Ill think of it, he said sullenly.

Then lose no time. And cut down your expenses here. Waste no more money on that worthless rascal Fewster, whom I am told you are still supporting in his idleness. It was on the tip of the Rectors tongue to bring up the matter of Blighs employment also, but pride stood in the way; he saw that to do so, now that his motive was known, would be to lower himself intolerably, and he left the words unsaid.

Well, Ill consider it, Budgen repeated, sulkily.

This was as much as the Rector looked for, and he said a parting word and closed the interview, returning to the town by the road.

He left behind him a frightened man. The boat-builder, hardly knowing what he did, wandered down to the waters edge and, with his gaze bent seawards, lost himself in gloomy meditation. The Rectors order, for an order it was, had angered him almost to madness, but it had opened his eyes. It had disclosed to him his true plight, the plight that hitherto in sheer churlishness he had refused to face. Now, roughly awakened, he saw ruin yawning at his feet, and he saw too and plainly that he had wasted the months and neglected the means that might have saved him. To stand with folded arms until the Peggy lost her value and his pitiless creditor came upon his other property  no policy could have been more insane or more hopeless. In that the Rector had been right and had advised him well  and yet how he hated the man! How he longed to thwart him! But to thwart him, he saw now, was to cut his own throat.

For many minutes he continued to stand where he was, gazing dully at the heaving waste that about the Point broke in cascades of snowy foam: and it may be doubted whether his rage or his fear had the upper hand. He heard the Lively Peggy knocked down for an old song, and he saw his creditor insisting on his pound of flesh. The Cove and all that went with it, his snug house and its arbour looking on the sea, his mens white-washed cottages sprinkled up and down the bluff like snow-berries on a bush, his slips and shed and all that made him what he was  that was his and had been his fathers and his grandfathers before him  he saw all pass from him at the fall of a remorseless hammer.

Ay, it was too true. His possession of the things, that stood to him for wife and child, was in desperate jeopardy. He was losing hold of them, with every day, with every hour that passed. That devil, who had just left him, was not going to wait for Joes death. No, lending a little for this and a little for that, he had got him, Budgen, in his grip, he had gained ever a larger and a larger interest in the brig, willing in his subtlety and his cunning to go beyond her value. He had seen, he had planned to that end. He had perceived, beyond the Peggy, a richer prize and a sounder security, and presently, soon, he would press for the balance, and the Cove, so quiet, so remote, so precious and so long Budgens own would be drawn into the maw, the greedy maw  of that devil! Ay, and he would leave it to a new man and take for himself a monstrous fine!

Budgen saw it all, doing the Rector less than justice. He saw himself denuded, beggared, driven from the house that his grandfather had built, from the cottages his father had added, from the lofts and slips that he had repaired and loved: driven from the land that his forefathers had found naked and barren, a worthless foreshore, and that by their labour and thrift had become wealth-producing  had become the home that was his very life!

It was a bitter thought and a bleak prospect. It matched  and fitly matched the sullen waste of waters on which he gazed. But only Budgen, to whom the things about him were his all, could say how bitter or how bleak was that prospect, or how far the fear of losing his all might drive a desperate man.


CHAPTER XVII

IT has been said that to his neighbours the Rector appeared to be little changed. He carried his head as high or higher than before. But this was the outward show, for within the man was harassed to an extent that he alone could measure. He might avoid but he could not ignore the Cottage; it stretched its tentacles far, it lay in wait for him at every step. He could not leave his house, he could not walk a hundred yards with the certainty that he would not meet his daughter. At any turn, at every corner he might come upon her, dressed with a plainness that hurt his pride, yet for very shame he must stand and say a formal word to her, conscious that a score of curious eyes were on him and as many tongues itching to describe the meeting.

Nor was this all. If he entered a shop he might find his son-in-law at the counter  once he had done so and had turned and gone out in dudgeon with a mortifying sense of defeat. It had come indeed to this, that in the parish where he had once moved care-free as Jove, where his passage had bared all heads, he now shrank from showing himself, or walked ill at ease, baulking at every corner.

He hid his humiliation, he had still the strength to do that. But he felt it acutely. He was proud and, in his arrogance, sensitive; he imagined what his neighbours were saying of him, and the nuisance began to obsess him, as a beggar ever seated at his doorstep, ever on the watch for him, might have done. He foresaw the day when the trouble would overcome and unnerve him, and he would fear to go abroad at all. By the time that Christmas came, to free himself from the odious presence, to expel the Blighs from Beremouth had become with him an engrossing purpose, the haunting subject of his daily and hourly thoughts.

He might bribe them to go  that of course. He might settle an income on Peggy on condition that the family removed to a distance  out of Devonshire, out of the West Country. That was a possible course, and he could afford to take it. It was the plan that nine out of ten men would have adopted. By it he might at once protect himself, ease his conscience  for there were hours when his conscience plagued him  and secure his childs comfort.

But he was a stubborn as well as a proud man, and he could not bring himself to do this. Though his daughter had deceived him and humiliated him, more love for her than he avowed survived in him, and in time might have pleaded for her and won the pardon that his common sense approved. But her husband? Was he to be rewarded for his presumption? Was he to see his cunning bear fruit and to enjoy in ease and comfort the prize at which he, smiling, insolent reprobate that he was, had aimed? Never, the Rector vowed in his passion, never! Whatever fell out, whatever of mockery he might have to bear, he would not stoop to that point, he would not fall so far below his duty, or give that mans impudence the victory.

It remained to drive him out. And failing Budgen, and his pride did not now permit him to use Budgen to that end, there was only Sir Albery who could help him, and Sir Albery was an uncertain quantity. The Rector had given him one hint already, but Wyke had refused to move, and though that had since happened which, were he a man of flesh and blood, should have determined him, he seemed to be insensible to his wrongs.

This puzzled the Rector. He felt that, if he had been injured as Wyke had been injured, he would have sent the Captain packing within twenty-four hours; and he could only attribute the mans inaction to a foolish delicacy or to sheer lack of feeling. The latter he thought; and he was inclined to fancy that if the matter were put clearly before him, Wyke must see his duty. Yet he hesitated; he owned that his neighbour was something of a mystery to him, and he was not quite sure how to deal with him.

Meanwhile there was another at the Rectory who also found in Wyke a teasing problem. Augustas views of life were distorted by no excess of feeling; she approved and thoroughly approved of the line that her father had taken. That she would have clung to her sister, had she thought him wrong, is doubtful, but as it was the path of right showed clear before her, and she was not to be diverted from it by the fact that inclination also trod it. Nor did duty lose its virtue for her because it saved her from the discomfort of stooping to an intimacy that might lower her in the eyes of her world.

She had no doubt, therefore, that she was choosing the better part, and she believed that others must commend her for it. Nor was she disappointed. Poor dear Augusta! one matron said with unction. So trying for her! And What a comfort her father has in her! agreed another. I do not know what he would do without her!

I admire that girl immensely, chimed in a third  a mother. So much propriety! It is not everyone who would know how to act in such a case. No fuss, no nonsense, but you can see how she feels it! One or two spoke openly to her, and were confirmed in their views by the pensive dignity with which she accepted their pity. With the most intimate she permitted a single unobtrusive tear, quickly wiped away. In a word, Augusta earned golden opinions. Her value, it was agreed, was not lessened and her share of the Rectory property would doubtless be increased.

But the person whom she was most anxious to please and whom her conduct, as she saw it, seemed calculated to please, remained a mystery. She had no doubt that there had been a time when Wyke had preferred her to her sister, and she had allowed herself to imagine with reason that baulked in his choice he would return to his first love. She still thought this probable, but Wyke did not evince the taste for consolation that she expected. He continued to drop in at the Rectory, though with less frequency, but he did not pour out his sorrows in her ear, nor seek the sympathy that she was ready to give. He must approve of her conduct  for must he not resent her sisters treatment of him? But he did not say so.

In a word, things were not moving quite as Augusta wished, nor as quickly; and she was at a loss to guess what was in the mans mind. She was confident, gazing into her mirror, that in all the country round she had no counterpart, and could have no rival. The swan-like turn of her neck and the swell of her figure were as perfect, and her smile as sweet as ever; and bearing in mind the vulgar saying that hearts are never so easily caught as on the rebound, she wondered what was wrong. Yet something was wrong, it was clear.

She was turning this over in her mind when one January morning Wyke dropped in. He had walked into town, he was aglow with exercise, and in his rough shooting-coat he made a fine figure of a man. Augustas temperament was not warm, but she was a woman, and the grace with which she received his apologies  his boots were muddy  was not lessened by his good looks.

The truth is, I came in to see your father, he said when the first greetings were over, and I am told that he will be free in a few minutes. However, I am not sorry to find you alone, for I want your good word.

This was better, and Augusta smiled, well pleased, With him? she asked.

Thats it. He settled himself in his chair. One of my tenants is in trouble. You know him, no doubt. John Oliver of Lower Dene?

Little John?

Wyke nodded. Thats the man. He holds some land of your father, and some of me, Miss Portnal. Hes a thriftless fellow and always behind-hand. Well  mind, Im finding no fault with your father  but he is distraining.

Augustas eyes met his. Oh, dear, dear! she said. Poor Little John! But a word from you, and I am sure my father will do as you wish.

I could pay the money, of course, Wyke explained. But if I do there will he no end to it. The mans an idle, improvident fellow and the Rector will say it is his fault, and hell be right. But hes an old tenant, and Im concerned for him. The land he holds of me wont keep him, and if he loses your fathers bit, hes done.

I am sorry! Augusta said. And how good of you, Sir Albery!

Well, Wyke answered ruefully, hes one of my people, and I must keep a roof over his head. But I know what the Rector will say, and in another case I should say the same!

Augusta smiled. He shall not say it! she assured him, her face fighting up. We will attack him together, and Im sure that it will be a poor case that we cannot make good between us.

Wyke thought that he had not for a long time liked her so well. Youre a trump! he said. I am sure that if you say he shall not go

He shall not! she affirmed, nodding confidently. He has three or four flaxen-haired children? Yes, dear little things, I know them! Well, you may depend upon it, Sir Albery, they shall not be homeless if I can help it! The sympathy in her fine eyes was the one touch needed by features a trifle statuesque.

Wyke was thinking that he had done her injustice when the Rector came in, and the visitors errand was detailed. But the Rector shook his head, a Jupiter benevolent, but wise. No, he said. Do you be guided by me. You are too easy, Wyke. The man has been good for nothing for years past. You may prop him but you cant save him. Take my advice and get rid of him, or, believe me, it is not one rent you will have to forgive, but one after another until you are tired. Get rid of him before it is too late.

Well, you see, his father was my fathers butler, Wyke explained. Thats where it is. And if he loses your twenty acres, what he holds of mine isnt enough to keep him, and hell be on the parish in two twos.

But the Rector, strong in experience, was firm. As well first as last, he said. Its no good propping a falling tree. Hell cost you more than hes worth, hell ruin your land, and the end the same. Let him go, Wyke! Thats my advice.

Father! Augusta spoke without raising her eyes from her work.

Well, my dear? he answered good-humouredly. What do you want to say?

I want you to do this  to please me, she said.  There are three or four little children. She looked up and met Sir Alberys eyes. And his wife is not strong.

No, she is a delicate woman, Wyke agreed.

Just to please me, sir, Augusta pleaded. She let her work fall in to her lap and looked at her father.

He grasped the situation, but for appearances sake he would not at once give way. You are not judge of such matters, my dear, he said. And Wyke is wrong. That the father was a good butler, does not make the son a good farmer. It is only adding loss to loss.

For the sake of his wife and children? Augusta urged.

The Rector shook his head, but genially. Well, I think you are wrong, he said, but it is no great matter. Have it your own way, my dear, if you must. But dont blame me, Wyke. Ill withdraw the distress and give him another chance  though I know it will be no good.

Thank you, Rector, Wyke replied. I could pay you out, of course. But I dont want to do that. Oliver will be the better with this hanging over him, and I shall speak to his wife. Of course I will see that you are no loser in the end.

The Rector waved that aside. Not my judgment but my child consents, he said indulgently. He gave a moment to consideration, and during that moment he succumbed to a temptation  the opportunity seemed to be heaven-sent. In the tone of one to whom something had just occurred, That is soon settled, he continued. But Ill tell you what you can do for me. Its not much  but it is much to me, for it touches my comfort.

Wyke met him readily. If there is anything I can do, Rector, you may be quite sure

Its about Captain Bligh. Wyke, get rid of that man  to oblige me. Ill be quite open with you, the Rector continued, so set upon his purpose that he was blind to Augustas warning glance. My younger daughters stay in this place is a running sore to me  I make no secret of that with such a friend as you. It is a great and a growing annoyance. I am fearful with every hour that some exhibition of that old mans dreadful propensity may  may involve us still further in their disgrace.

Wyke had seldom looked more uncomfortable. Yes, he said slowly, I see that, to be sure, Rector.

To be sure. And it is awkward for you. But I hear, and I hope it is true, that they have turned over a new leaf. Both, I am told.

Who told you? The Rector had opened the matter with the fullest intention of being conciliatory, but his feelings would out. Who told you that? he repeated, his tone sharp.

Well, to be frank, Miss Bicester.

And you believe it?

I am assured that the old man has not broken out for  well, for a good many months.

And you think that the dog will not return to its vileness ! The Rector spoke with imprudent warmth. You, a man of the world, Wyke? I wish I could think so! I wish I could think so. But I cannot. The chains of a lifetime are not so easily broken, and the debauch will be only the more disgraceful when it comes! The leopard does not change its spots.

Still, for the present, dont you think we may wait

Wait! You have me wait? The Rector in spite of himself was waxing hot. Please to consider, my friend, what that means  to me. Am I to wait until that crapulous old man is picked up in the gutter! Am I to wait until Beremouth rings once more with his shame  the shame of those with whom my girls folly has connected us? No, I cannot wait! She has touched pitch and I cannot save her from defilement. I cannot save her, the Rector repeated, his feelings blinding him to the change from doubt to impatience that his words wrought in his hearers looks. But I have still a daughter, and I must think of her, and of myself and of my position. For the sake of all of us and the sake of my people, these men ought to go.

Still  Wyke was feeling very uncomfortable indeed now he is a good officer, Rector, and you  you see I have to think of the Service.

Augusta forestalled her fathers reply: she knew that he had no very high opinion of the Fencibles and she dreaded what he might say. It is so sad, she murmured softly. So very sad for us all, Sir Albery!

But the Rector would not take the hint. Sad! he repeated warmly. It is more than sad! It is a scandal! Think, man, of my position and my duty. How can I maintain the one or perform the other with ease of mind? While this incubus, this horror  for it is no less  weighs upon me every hour?

Augusta sighed. I am sure that Sir Albery sees that, father, she said. And he will help us if he can. She looked at Wyke with eyes that would have melted most men.

If the Rector had only left it there! But he could not. The patience and conduct that had once been characteristic of him were no longer his.

Then if he sees that, he said curtly, let him get rid of Bligh! He can do it with a word. And that is the way and the only way to help us.

Unfortunately it was not the way to deal with the man before him. Yes, I see that, Wyke admitted reluctantly. But if the old chap is really trying to turn over a new leaf, isnt it  isnt it a little hard on him? And if they go, what are they to do?

Augusta longed to catch her fathers eye, but he rushed on his fate. That is their business! he said.

Wyke raised his eyebrows. But your daughter? he asked.

The Rector felt the cold douche. It was on the tip of his tongue to reply That is her business! but for very shame he could not. And in a lower tone, That is my business, Wyke, he said.

Im afraid it is, Wyke answered dryly. Still, I will think it over, Rector. Only you see  

You see how we are placed, I am sure, Augusta murmured, aware that in another moment it would be too late to say anything. How sad and how distressing it is for all of us, Sir Albery. For my sister must suffer more than we do. A hundred things must every day, while she is here, bring the change home to her. She must see that in Beremouth she is in an impossible position, and it is for her sake as much as for ours that my father is anxious to do this. Perhaps  over-anxious, she added softly.

This was another view of the matter, and once more Wyke hesitated. He looked as if he might still yield. There is that, he said. To be sure.

There is indeed. And I am sure you will do what you can to help us.

If the Rector had held his tongue, he might have had his way. For Augusta saw that Sir Albery wavered. But the Rectors temper, morose of late, would not let him be silent. He can do the thing in a moment if he will, he said testily. There is no difficulty. No difficulty at all if he wishes to oblige us.

On which, human nature being what it is, Wyke went about. You see, I have to think of the Corps, he repeated.

The Corps be so much the Rector said, and then he remembered his cloth and bit off the fatal word. But the evil was done, and though he lowered his tone and said pettishly, Well, well, you must judge; if you think the Corps so important, there is no more to be said, the moment had passed.

For Wyke said no more. The Rector looked at his watch, saw that he had an appointment, and said so.

Wyke remarked that he must go too, and he rose and making his adieux with as good a grace as he could, he went out, with his host. But no more passed between them. They parted coldly at the door. Ungrateful puppy! the Rector thought, and he wished with all his heart that he had not given way about the distress.

What Augusta thought when they had left her may be guessed. She was too dutiful a daughter to scold her father, even had she dared to do so. And she said nothing to him. But it must be owned that when she met him at dinner that afternoon her smile was more cold than it usually was, and that for some days there was a marked absence of his favourite dishes at table.


CHAPTER XVIII

WYKE acted for the best, but the result was unfortunate. His attitude put the last touch of asperity on feelings bitter enough before, nor did the Rector take his defeat the less sorely because be saw in a saner hour, that be bad failed through lack of temper. Having so failed a weaker man might have relinquished his purpose, a stronger might have risen above the pettiness that inspired it. But, for good or ill, Dr. Portnal was as much above the one standard as he fell below the other. He could neither resign himself with equanimity to the position forced on him nor had he the strength to despise the mocking eyes, the sneers and gibes, that, exaggerated by his fancy, continually stung his pride and mortified his self-esteem.

Instead he became only more sternly set on his purpose. The presence of the offending household at the Cottage had been at first but a trouble, vexatious and teasing. But in these days it came to be more; an ulcer, robbing life of ease, spoiling his peace, marring the enjoyment of his existence. It had become a part of him; he could not escape from it. With every hour its presence was forced on his attention. On the market-day that followed his overture to Wyke he met Peggy in the crowded street and, forced to stand and speak with her, forced to mark the distress that her manner betrayed, and her scared face  for she read his thoughts like a book  he fancied himself the target for every eye. Thrice, too, in that week he came face to face with her husband, and passed on his way pricked to fury by the bantering smile that he read in the young mans eyes. The feeling that he could not move with comfort in his parish, that he walked ill at ease where he had so long reigned, that even to his curate he could not speak with the old assurance  these things embittered him strangely, raised contempt to hatred, inspired his darker moods with rancour.

For he was safe nowhere. On the Bench where he had brow-beaten so many, did one colleague whisper to another, he lost countenance, suspecting that they jested at his expense. In church his stately port lacked something of its dignity, his flowing robes, as he passed from reading-desk to chancel, a part of their grace. He felt the joint in his armour, and was ever conscious, Achilles-like, of his heel. Not for a moment could he forget the enemy that lurked amid his congregation, the enemy smiling, disdainful, triumphant in his villainy, who listened and criticised.

Even in the quiet walled garden where he might have counted on a respite, he had no enjoyment, though his trouble wore a different guise. For there a shadow walked with him and darkened his path. The whisper of malicious tongues was silent but the spectre of his child was present  the child who had been so gay, so merry, so vital a thing, whose laughter had brightened his house and lightened his hours. He saw her shabby and careworn, flitting through mean places, ashamed and degraded. And his steps flagged, and his heart was sad. Against her, as he began to see, he could not always keep his anger hot.

At such times he told himself that he had forgiven her, and that his only feeling for her was pity. He did not doubt that she had before this discovered her mistake, and had repented, bitterly repented of it. He did not doubt that her low-lived husband had lost no time in dispelling the glamour of the lover, and that poverty and commonness had opened the eyes that passion had blinded. But she had made her bed, and here or elsewhere her fate must be ever to sink lower, fretted by squalid surroundings, shocked by vulgar habits, her refinement daily and hourly chafed by coarse speech. She might be pitied, she was to be pitied, but she could not be saved. Yet in the peace of his walled garden the father sighed as the man pronounced judgment.

She could not be saved; unless  unless, indeed, by some means that did not benefit the man she could be parted from him? That was a thought that came late into the Rectors mind; that came in truth only when the heat of his wrath had sunk to a cold fury. But once admitted it grew, and loomed larger and larger. To be rid of both would be an unspeakable relief, though that relief, he began to see, might be attended by after-pains, by prickings of conscience, and the stirrings of a love far from dead. But to be rid of the man! To be rid of the man! That were unmixed good. It meant not only a prodigal taken back, chastened and forgiven, into the fold, but a victory over the powers of darkness that had seduced her. The Rector grasped the thought and turned it and turned it in his mind. The old and obvious plan of a bribe recurred more than once, but he discarded it. A bribe would not serve, for that way lay no victory. He could not lower himself to buy his daughter back, and so to enrich that man.

And then as he sat one evening, brooding sadly over his wine, he was told that Budgen wished to see him. His first impulse was to bid the man call at a more fitting hour; his second to order lights to be put in the room that he used for parish purposes. But before Wignall had closed the door, Stay, the Rector said, reviewing the position  even on such a bear as Budgen the dining-room with its dark, shining table and sparkling glass might have an influence. Stay! Its a cold night. You may show him in here, Wignall. And bring another glass. It was a rare condescension on the Rectors part.

But eyeing his visitor closely as he entered he was persuaded that his thought was a good one. Whatever might be the cause of the change, Budgen was in a subdued mood, and seeing this his host bent himself to be genial. He waved the boat-builder to a chair. Sit down, man, he said. Its a cold evening, and a glass of wine will not hurt you. Another glass, Wignall? Good. Then, when the butler, after filling Budgens glass, had withdrawn, What is it, Budgen? the Rector asked.

It is about the brig, your reverence.

Good. You have made up your mind at last, I hope?

Budgen fingered his glass, his eyes wavering from object to object, his manner uneasy. Pretty much I have, he said, civilly for him. Ill fit her out  as soon as may be.

The sooner the better. Theres not a day to be lost, if you are to make the most of her. Ive no doubt that we are in sight of peace, and the late spring may see it. And peace once made the Rector shook his head pregnantly.

Ive given the orders, Budgen muttered, his eyes glued to the glass that he turned between his fingers. And Ive seen some of the men. But youll have to find the ready, sir.

I said I would, and I will, the Rector rejoined. Ill be as good as my word, though I fear that the margin is small. Very small, he repeated, shaking his head. Youve persuaded Copestake to take her out, then?

Budgen shook his head. Hell have none of it! he said.

Then you must talk to him, man!

No good, Budgen spoke with a touch of his old obstinacy. He wont go, Ozias wont. Ive tried and no use at all. Heve married a lass, and he be set on her, and shell not hear of it. Weve got to find another, and its not many the Jacks will ship with, nor their women let them.

What do you propose, then? The Rector looked grave. He was ready to risk money, and of Copestake he knew the best and worst. But to put his stake in the hands of one whom he did not know was another matter.

To be sure Budgens gaze moved shiftily from his glass to the Rector, and back again. To be sure, that be the question. Tis the skipper it turns on moren the craft or the focsle. Theres many as can navigate surprising in the snug o the Keppel as couldnt make a landfall with Ameriky under their forefoot! And some as could hit the mark, but fire a gun a mile to wind ard, and theyd be down wind so quick youd marvel! The oned lose the Lively Peggy and the otherd lose the prize! And there it is.

A good man is hard to find, no doubt, the Rector agreed. But surely Copestake is not the only man that can sail and will fight, even if you go no farther than Plymouth.

Budgen grunted. Id not go so far to fare worse, he said. Ive small thought o Plymouth, nor no love for foreigners.

The Rector was patient. Well, youve someone in your eye, I suppose. Who is it?

Budgens fingers beat a gentle tattoo on the mahogany. Im not saying Ive not, he muttered. No, Im not saying that either.

But he stopped there, while the other wondered what ailed him that he did not speak. Then who is it that you propose, man? Come, let us hear.

Budgen did everything but meet his eye. We might do better, he said darkly. But then again we might do worse. Its my thinking hell fight if need be, and navigate he must  being as he is. But whether hes just according to your mind, sir, I wont say. And then, Ive insured my share, he said, staring at the wall before him.

The Rector was startled. He looked at the man. Insured, have you? At last?

To be sure.

You never have before, Budgen? The Rector looked thoughtful.

No, Budgen shifted uneasily in his chair. But your reverence has.

Certainly, certainly I have, and made no secret of it. But the premium is high. I understood that that was why you would not do it.

Its my last stake, the boat-builder muttered.

It was a natural thing to say, and a good reason to give, but Budgen did not say it in an outspoken way, and his manner troubled the Rector. The man had never insured his share before. He had made light of the risk, and he had sneered at the others caution. The Rector had thought him a fool  penny wise and pound foolish; but he had not been surprised. He knew that the uneducated were loth to spend money where no immediate return was visible, and he had more than once pressed Budgen on the subject. But now that Budgen turned about and announced that he had insured  but with such an uneasy air and look, as betrayed his embarrassment, and with eyes that never met the others  the Rector did not like it. The reason the man gave was plausible, yet he mistrusted it. A suspicion, a very strange one, crossed his mind.

Have you completed it? he asked with a frown. Have you paid the premium?

Budgen shook his head. None so silly! he said. Ill pay when the brigs fitted. No, nor then, I wont. Ill not pay till the skippers aboard and the blue flags hoisted.

Umph! Well, its your affair, the Rector replied. But his face was grave. Youve a right to insure, of course.

To be sure, I have.

Just so. Just so. Well, that brings us back to the skipper. Who is it you propose?

The one Im thinking of?

Of course, man. Who else?

Well, Budgen said, with a sidelong glance at him, its one as you know. Its young Bligh! The Rector set down the glass he had raised to his lips. Young Bligh! he repeated, in a tone of anger and astonishment. He was taken aback. And youd trust him with that brig?

As soon as another! Budgen said doggedly. Not as Id trust Ozias, for Ive tried Ozias and Ive not tried this young sprig. But hes hard put to it, its as much as he can do to scratch a living, and theres no one fights harder than him as has his back to the wall. Ive watched him, too, and hes that way Im thinking hed like nothing better than hard knocks, and the harder the better.

But he drinks! the Rector protested. He was strangely moved. He drinks, man! He was broke for it! Dismissed the Service, disgraced, ruined for it!

Budgen forgot himself so far as to bring his hand down on the table. And how many Kings men, he cried, with the anchor on their buttons and the gold knobs on their shoulders would you get to take out a Letter o Marque! Tell me that, your reverence! Not one, by God! saving your presence. Theyd spit in your face if you so much as opened it! Ay, and threaten to break your bones for it! There is precious little love lost twixt them and poor Jack as lifts the prizes under their hawses. One here and there, thats broke like this chap, may when its Hobsons choice twixt the trade and starving! But not another! Why, if they saw the Lively Peggy sinking at her moorings its much if theyd save the Jacks from drowning  and if they did theyd press them, though its again the law! All the same, for a desperate cruise, hit or miss, give, me a Kings man  broke!

The Rector was watching him intently. You think it is a desperate cruise, then? he said.

Budgens tone when he replied was both dogged and reckless, but his eyes did not meet the others. Well, its my last throw! he said. And its no olive branch Id sending out, and no Quaker. Hell have his orders, and its my thinking hell bide by them!

Hes married, the Rector said. He spoke in a colourless voice.

Sort o married! Budgen allowed, looking woodenly at the wall before him. And maybe not much harm done there  if he dont come back.

The Rector flinched. He was helping himself to wine, and the decanter tinkled against the glass. There was a moment of pregnant silence. Then I dont approve, he said. Do you hear, I dont approve. No man, you  you must find someone else! I wont have it.

I dont see as it matters much, even if he dont

I wont have it! The Rector raised his voice. He was strangely agitated. I tell you I wont have it! His face was flushed, though he had not drunk his quantum.

Then you must find one yourself, Budgen declared stubbornly. Ive done my best  Ive picked my man, and the fittest as I can find. And I should ha thought twould have suited your reverence, too  and suited you well. But as it dont  you must do the job yourself, he added in his surliest tone.

The Rector raised his glass and set it down untasted.

No, I dont approve, he repeated  but there was less finality in his tone. You hear that? It seemed as if, having hit on that phrase, he could say nothing else.

Budgen shrugged his shoulders.

Then you must find your own man! I wash my hands of it. He was once more the old Budgen, crabbed and rude.

The Rector frowned. He drank, draining the glass thirstily, but his hand shook as he set it down. Have you spoken to him? he asked.

Spoken? To be sure I have, and hes willing as a maid! Nor I dont know as its anybody elses business. Hes not a babby in arms, and its a new thing to me if youre so much beholden to him. Do you think again, your reverence, and Im fancying that youll see it another way. Hes willing and, Lords sakes, how many cruises has Ozias sailed on and nobody lain awake  as Im aware on.

He wasnt married, the Rector muttered, his face averted.

And theres married as have little to lose  and no great loss, Budgen replied. He had marked the drop in the Rectors tone, and he stole a covert glance at him, of which the Rector was uncomfortably aware. However, he continued, shrugging his shoulders, your reverence knows your own business best, and Ozias being as he wont go, theres no more to be said.

Dr. Portnal slid his glass up and down the polished table that reflected every object on its surface. His eyes followed the slow movement. It might give him a chance, he said, reluctantly. There is that, of course, Budgen. There is that. It might be  the best thing for him. There is that, I cannot deny it.

Budgen agreed. It would be, he said. And he sees it himself. To be sure he does. His eyes were on the Rector now, and there was something like derision in them.

But for the moment the other ignored him. He sat silent, his gaze still following the mechanical movement of his hand; and his brow was damp. At last, Is he likely  to keep sober? he asked in a troubled voice. Its a great responsibility. He spoke as if he laboured under the weight of it himself.

For what I know, the boat-builder replied, hes a Rechabite! Swore off, I hear, and the old man too. No ones picked him up for a score of Sundays, and a score to that. Town talk goes hes as good as a Wesleyan.

The Rector held a Wesleyan and a man who could not carry his liquor in about equal disdain, but that was not to the purpose now. He gave way, but it was with a sigh. Well, he muttered, if you are sure that you know of no other.

Not a soul thats fit, and the men will follow.

Are you sure that they will ship with him?

Ill answer for it, they will!

The Rector stared at his glass. Then, so be it, he said dully. Though  though you understand, Budgen, he added, hes not the man Id choose myself.

I understand, Budgen replied. A smile flickered on his lips.

And I would not have him now, the Rector repeated sharply, if there were another. You understand that?

To be sure. To be sure!

Then  the Rector moved uneasily in his chair well hope it will turn out for the best. What  what do you pay him now?

Fifteen shillings.

The Rector winced. If hes master hell have his share?

To be sure. They have their risks down to the cook-boy.

That was something, the other thought. And what risk there was  and there was no gain without risk  was worth the mans while. It was his chance  was anyone justified in withholding it from him?

But when Budgen, after discussing money details, had taken himself away, the Rector walked up and down the room, and he was troubled  more troubled, he told himself, than he had any cause to be. He knew what ailed him, though he tried hard to persuade himself that there was no ground for his doubts. Only  only he wished with all his heart that Budgen had not said that word about the insurance.

To suppose that the man had thought to tempt him was absurd; he could not think so ill of him as to suspect that he had an evil purpose  either in the act or in the mention of it. But the doubt, slight as it was, clung to the Rectors mind  clung like a burr, and he wished with all his heart that the insurance had not been named.

For, putting that dark and certainly baseless thought aside, surely his consent was justified! It was the best thing for the young man that could happen. If fortune favoured him, he would be the gainer in money and character, he would stand before the world as something of a man again. And the risk? After all, it was no more than the risk that men in the Service ran every day, and that Bligh himself had run for years. So that if a mischance happened, it was no more than might have befallen him any day during the whole time he had served at sea! That was clear, demonstrable, not to be denied by anyone.

And yet  he was troubled. That insurance effected at this late hour and for the first time  what did it mean? Why was a man as penurious and close-fisted as Budgen, and at this moment in sore straits for money  why was he insuring when he had never insured before? Because this was his last stake? Possibly  that seemed to be, and surely was a good reason. But the Rector, his misgivings once awakened, could not but see, though it was a shocking thing even to think of, that the man might have another object. With peace so near it might suit him to make sure of the war-value of the brig, and perhaps a good deal more. A shocking suspicion? Yes, a shocking, a revolting suspicion! Of a thing vile, criminal, black as hell!

Yet the Rector had heard of such things. Of hints conveyed through the smugglers who passed to and fro at will: of vessels doomed before they left port, of Letters of Marque waylaid and captured on the day they reached their cruising-grounds.

He passed his silk bandanna across his brow. And yet for a suspicion so shocking, so monstrous, what grounds had he? None, absolutely none! And presently with an effort he put the thought from him, telling himself that he was giving a heated imagination too much play; that it was fancy only that had found in Budgens manner that evening a furtiveness new to him and an uneasiness that seemed to smack of guilt. The thought was absurd. The man was not a villain, the Rector told himself, nor business a melodrama.

Absurd! Ay, and monstrous. And yet as he went up the stairs to the drawing-room he could not refrain  for no man is master of his mind  from thinking what a relief from annoyance, what a solution of difficulties it would be if something did happen. If Bligh  if his son-in-law did not return. If the whole ghastly business of his daughters mesalliance were ended at a blow. He was sure that the thought had not weighed with him when he gave his consent, that it had had no influence on his mind. But his brow was damp. He passed his handkerchief across it.


CHAPTER XIX

THOUGH the eye that will not see has often a vision of the truth too accurate for the owners comfort, this did not apply to the picture of his daughters life that Dr. Portnal conjured up, only to shudder at it. The home of the young couple, though it depended on a pittance and was straitened by poverty, was, as we know, neither squalid nor mean. It lacked the luxuries and even the comforts of the Rectory, and space was scanty and room precious. But the neatness that discipline had taught the soldier the limits of ship-life had imposed on the seaman; and to neatness, the woman, casting her part into the common stock, added the gift of refinement  a touch here and a change there. The floors might be bare and the walls whitened, but taste made of bareness a thing not unsightly. When the sun shone through the low casements, and the salt breeze, blowing fresh from the Channel, entered by the doorway and stirred the sea-tang hanging on the wall, or when, the red curtains drawn, the firelight fell on the Captain netting in his comer, while Peggy, with a sparing hand, measured the tea into the brown pot, many a finer room might have seemed less home-like.

True, there were tasks to be done that the girl-wife had never thought to do. But love and youth lightened these for her, and if the men had had their way her dainty hands had never been roughened, nor her feet found cause to flag. And Peggy was true woman, and to care for her men, to cosset them and to spoil them, was, in her day at any rate, the womans instinct, inbred in her through generations. So after a while, and merrily, she dethroned the men. She set aside their clumsy efforts, derided their methods and laughed them out of employment. Presently they revolved round her, willing to help but afraid to step in. She swept, she mended, she baked, she singed her thumb trying the heat of the oven  and licked it  and they bore it.

But it was a sad day for the Captain when, in default of the hired woman, she washed his first shirt. Though it might have been better washed, the frills more neatly ironed, there were tears in the old mans eyes when he donned it. It was to him a sacred thing and an amulet. Harmless, amiable, God-fearing, the old soldier had but the one weakness, and against this he was now doubly armed, alike by remorse for the past and by reverence for the innocent life that had brought hope into his old heart.

Of course Peggy had her troubles, and buoyant as she was by nature, and brightened by youth and hope, there were stray hours when her spirits drooped. She was parted from those beside whom she had lived from infancy. The home that had been hers was forbidden to her. Her sister shunned her, her father froze her with cold courtesy. Nor was it pleasant to be sent to Coventry by her world; to be met with a distant bow where a laughing greeting had been hers, to be taught in the street where all knew her that in the opinion of her equals she had lost her caste. But though wilful, the girl was no fool. She had reckoned on these things and discounted them. She had set the loss against the gain and held herself well paid. Not in her worst moments did she  happy in this beyond her deserts  regret her bargain. She was often anxious and sometimes fearful, foreseeing a new expense that must presently fall on the little household. But for compensation she read in the mens eyes a deeper tenderness, a more assiduous thought for her; a watchfulness to save her and spare her that provoked the young wife now to tears and now to laughter.

If only that trouble, fraught with delicious hopes as well as fears, had been all! But it was not. A womans love has keen eyes: it does not sleep. Already she knew her husband through and through, knew his weakness as well as his strength, and mothered the one as she worshipped the other. But even his affection could not blind her to the fact that he was not content. The home satisfied her, but it could not satisfy him. She saw this plainly and ever more plainly: saw him grow with every month more moody and less gay. He looked at her and she was happy, but he looked away from her and she knew that his thoughts strayed, and she guessed too clearly their direction. She knew his mind, and knew it set on things that meant little to her but almost everything to him. For  it was natural no doubt  Bligh could not accept his lot, he could not sit down with failure; he rebelled morning and evening, down-sitting and up-rising, against fate. Poverty, and especially her poverty, ate into his heart, and, alas! at times spoiled his temper. Now and again  not often and never unrepented  his humour showed in a hasty word, a sharp look, and she saw clear to the discontent that teased him. More often it betrayed itself in sudden changes of mood, in a restless activity, in the seamans habit of tramping up and down his narrow confines.

And she lived so close to him that she could not but see it all, nor did she lack confirmation of her fears, were it needed. The Captain, too, was watching, and was anxious; she discerned it, she read it in his eyes. And by and by there came a time when, with alarm, I she saw the restlessness of the one and the anxiety of the other redoubled. She scented a crisis, she feared everything, but she knew not what; and one morning when Charles, after eating his breakfast, had hastened down to the Cove  he seemed to be unusually busy  she could be silent no longer.

What is it? she asked the old man, attacking him with an abruptness that routed him before the battle was joined. What is it? Im not blind. He is unhappy and he is afraid. He is thinking of something. What is it? You cant keep it from me. He tried feebly to evade her. What should there be, my dear? he said. But he had not the wit to hide his dismay. You  you frighten yourself  indeed, you frighten yourself for nothing! And  and at this time you should not!

But she was not deceived. No, she replied, that is no use. Tell me! I must know some time!

He wavered, parleyed, and was lost. It is just a thought, he pleaded. There is nothing in it.

Nothing settled, my dear! And in your state

Never mind my state! she cried, her eyes wide with alarm. Dont you see that you are keeping me in suspense? What is it, this nothing? You have said too much to hide it now.

But he will tell you himself, he protested. When anything is settled he will tell you! Of course he will, my dear. But his fencing was useless; her eyes frightened him; he told her. It is only something that has been suggested about the  the Peggy, my dear. Budgen has  has offered her to him.

The Peggy! she exclaimed, holding her head with both hands and staring at him. Offered it to him? What do you mean?

To take her out  on the next cruise, you know, the poor man explained.

Her hands fell. Ah! she said.

But nothing  nothing is settled. Nothing! Its all in the air, my dear. He will tell you himself before anything is done!

And he w ould leave me! she cried. She rose up, a flame of indignation in her eyes. He would leave me! He wishes to go. Oh, I know he does. He wishes to go!

The Captain was beside himself. I dont know! I dont know! he babbled. I ought not to have told you!

She made no outcry beyond that: she added nothing. She sat down again, sat motionless, still and tragic, staring at the bare walls, seeing nothing but her own loneliness, the mans selfishness, his fickleness! It was for this, for this  to be abandoned on the first temptation, that she had given her all, given up all, deserted home, family, everything! For this! She stood for no more than this in his life!

The poor Captain was appalled at what he had done, and he tried to shield himself. You will not tell him? he begged. He will tell you himself  to-day, my dear, I daresay.

At that pride came to her aid, and No, she said, I shall not tell him. He will tell me himself. Of course  she added, but in spite of pride her lip trembled he will tell me.

And he did tell her that night, noting, no doubt, some change in her manner, and guessing that she suspected. And it was very tenderly with his arm about her that he told her: remorsefully, rather letting her guess his wishes than disclosing them; owning freely that he had no right to go, that in even entertaining the plan he was to blame. And as with her face turned from him she listened, giving him no encouragement, and making no reply, My own, he pleaded, I would not do it  indeed, I would not do it at this time if I could choose. I would not leave you alone with that before you! But it is now or never, to leave or to take. I may never have the chance again. They talk of peace in the summer, and with peace He broke off, but his gesture of despair betrayed more of his feelings, of his hopes, of his aspirations, than he knew. It declared as plainly as if he had spoken that with peace vanished his last forlorn hope of rehabilitation. Still she did not speak; and he had to go on, setting before her, baldly rather than with any colouring, the advantages he hoped to win, the increased pay, the chance of gain if a prize were taken, the employment higher, at least, than that he held. Finally  but by this time his voice dragged  he dwelt upon the shortness of the cruise. He would be at sea no more than six weeks; it would soon go. It would pass. He would be back before  before the event, he hoped.

But you dont go for these things, she said, breaking her silence at last, though she kept her face turned from his, and her voice was cold. You dont deceive me. You dont go for these things, I know.

If I go, he said, trying to speak lightly.

If you go! she cried, speaking as she had never spoken to him before. But you mean to go! But it is not for these things, I know. I know why you go, and why you wish to go.

He temporised. My dear, I hardly know that I wish to go.

Oh, yes, you wish to go! she rejoined bitterly. But not for any of the things you name. You think to regain what you have lost. You dream of  of righting yourself. That is all that matters to you. And for that  that dream, that chance in a million, you will fight  fight desperately! Oh! I know you. You will run all risks, take all chances for that. For that! While I wait here! She strove to retain her self-control, but her voice rose to a tragic note. While I wait here, and wait and wait! No, sir, it is impossible. It is wicked, wicked, and I will not have it! It was not in the bargain, sir. She tried to wrest herself from him. It was not for this, to be abandoned, and slighted, to be alone and wait, that I gave up all! I gave it up for you, and I will have you and keep you. I will not lose you! You shall not go! You have not the right to go!

Then I will not go, he said.

You shall not! she declared, anger still uppermost in her. I will not bear it.

He swallowed something, he strove to play the man. Very well, he said, with as much cheerfulness as he could command. Then I will not go. Be it so, dear. Be it so, Peggy. And who knows but some day some other chance may come. We will settle it so, and  and no more about it, my dear. He forced a laugh. You know me too well, Peggy, he said. And he tried to rally her. I have no chance with you. You read me like a book.

I should know you, she said sombrely. You are my husband.

Then look up, dear, he said. It is over and done with. Smile at me now.

She clung to him. Then you will not go? she cried, melting. You promise me? You do promise me? And you forgive me? Whom have I but you? He swore that he had nothing to forgive; he swore that she was right, and gradually and slowly he caressed her into something like tranquillity  hiding his own pangs, swallowing his disappointment manfully. And presently she slept, her bosom still heaving, the tears still on her cheek. Her arm was about him as if she would assure herself, even in her sleep, of his presence. And now and again in her dreams she breathed stormily, the tempest but half spent.

But the man lay long awake, fighting his battle, subduing his will, and striving to set love above self. For it was no easy victory that he had to make good. For him Budgens offer had raised a very castle in Spain. It had laid a foundation for impossible things, and he had built on that foundation, built high and I splendidly, ignoring the probable, losing himself in I airy visions, confident of the unlikely and the romantic.

Weak men might fail, might come home empty-handed; but he would not fail. They counted odds, had petty gain for motive, but he who had everything to win would not count heads. There was nothing that he would not dare, nothing of which, once more at sea, with the sweet brig and the swaying deck under his feet, he would not be capable. He had built high and swiftly, he had seen his name flame on an astonished world. A privateer  no more, and little enough he knew that the Service recked of such! Ay, but his should be such a privateer as men had never dreamed of, never visioned since the days of the fabled and the glorious Fortunatus Wright who, when the navy had failed and sailed away, held the Mediterranean and the Sicilies in fee!

And all this and his high hopes he must resign  for her sake and the sake of the babe that was coming! He must put away his dream, decline ambition, trample on his last chance. The splendid edifice that fancy had reared, that had charmed his longing eyes for days, wavered, shook, nay, melted into grey mist, leaving all empty, cold and comfortless. Or no, God forgive him for the thought, not comfortless! He had her, and he loved her and she was precious to him, endeared by gratitude as well as by love. But the man in him prized honour also, and the good word of his fellows, never so highly valued as when lost; and the struggle was hard and bitter. To win through to the resignation that he had promised her, to accept his lot with cheerfulness, and a mien that should never reproach her  this was a hard task for one of his nature; and again and again he rebelled against his fate, though he strove to stifle the discontent that would rise in him. No wonder that sleep was long in coming, that he moved restlessly, staring with wakeful eyes into the darkness. But at last he slept.

When he awoke, roused by some movement near him, he missed Peggy from his side. It was early, the room was still shadowy, and he sat up, sleepy, and wondering. Then he saw her. She was standing, a thin wrapper about her, gazing through the window, her figure outlined against the grey light that fell on a patch of bare floor, and on the wall beyond it. He called her by name. What is it, dear? he asked. Is anything the matter?

Nothing, she said. She turned from the window, and came to his side of the bed and leant over him, putting her arms about him. Nothing, nothing, she repeated, but there was a tone and a solemnity in her voice that drove from him the last remains of sleep. Nothing is the matter, dear. All is well. Very well.

But, he asked, startled and perplexed, why are you up?

Because I awoke and I could not sleep until I had spoken to you. I have been looking at the mist on the water, Charles. You can see nothing. The sea and the point, all are blotted out. You can see nothing. But they are there, we know that; we know that they are there, and as surely as I hold you now the sun will rise and we shall see them again  with the light upon them!

Of course we shall, dear, he said, bewildered. Why not? And you are cold, you are shivering! Get into bed!

When I have told you, she answered. But she was slow to go on. She drew his head to her heart and held him closely. Then, Charles, she said, I was wrong last night, and I see it now  selfish and wicked, thinking only of myself, thinking, oh, so meanly! But to-day I am brave. I am myself, I have looked into the mist, and I know that the light is behind it, I know that the light will shine through presently. I have learned my lesson and I thank God for it. You shall go, you must go. Your wife shall be no coward, no drawback to you. Nor your child. You must go.

He was awake with a vengeance now. Peggy! Peggy! he cried. You do not mean it! You are not yourself, dear!

But I do mean it, and I am myself. I mean it with all my heart. Do you feel my heart, dear, beating against you? Is it not beating strongly, calmly? No, you must go, Charles, for my sake as well as your own. For I see clearly now. I see that it is only so that I can keep you and be sure of you, sure of your love and worthy of it.

But  but have you thought? he protested. For, oh, he could not accept this! He was shaken, shaken by a very rapture of love and remorse. How could he, how dare he take advantage of her and of this? Of the love and self-sacrifice before which he felt himself so mean, so small, and his ambitions and his hopes a nothing? Have you thought? For there is a risk. You know, dear, there is. I may not, you know I may not  

Come back? No, I know, she said. Her voice trembled, but it grew full and strong again. I know, Charles. And have I thought? Oh! have I not? You may not come back. But do you not see, dear, dear love, that I lose you either way, and better, oh, better, she cried, tears in her voice, far better this way! I give you that I may keep you  keep your love, living or dead, keep you whole, entire, all my own! No, Charles, you must go, you must go! She repeated it, swaying herself a little, holding him closer and closer to her in a passion of abnegation. And God give you back to me, as I believe He will! The mist may lie long, but it will rise some day, and you will be mine, my very own!

He was in her arms, but in his heart he was at her feet, humbling himself in the dust before her, owning the majesty of her love. Oh, Peggy! Peggy! he cried in a tone that was precious to her. What shall I say to you? How shall I be worthy of you? Oh, my dear, I am selfish. I am selfishness itself, if I take you at your word. I am a brute to wish to go. Think! Think again, dear. Say nothing now. Let us wait. There is a risk. God knows there is a risk if I go.

You will go to regain what you have lost, she said firmly. You will go to do your duty. I understand, I know, Charles. You go to fight; I stay to wait and pray. I am a sailors wife, and not the first. But I have counted the cost and I hold you cheap at it. She met his eyes and tried to smile, nay, she did smile. I see clearly now. There is but this one way for you and for me.

He held her to him, but all that the man, unmanned, could say was Peggy! Peggy! as he drew her face down to his breast and held her close. Oh, Peggy! Peggy!

But his clasp told her all, and already she had some foretaste of her reward.


CHAPTER XX

AND giving, the young wife did not give by halves.

Loves wisdom told her that a grudging gift is a vain sacrifice, and heavy as her heart was she did not let her fears cloud her face. She forced herself to be cheerful, she smiled across the breakfast table, and  last effort of courage  when the meal was over she sang as she went about her household work. The old man was deceived, for he was a simple soul; and for her husband, though she could not impose upon him who had so lately read her heart, her fortitude inspired and her cheerfulness consoled him. As her eyes followed him down the path to the Cove she marked the lightness of his step, and she thanked God for the courage that had been given to her.

But the bravest spirit has its moments of weakness. There followed days when the sea did not, a shield of blinding silver, mirror the suns splendour, when hail rattled against the streaming panes, and the south-wester, storming by the walls, beat down the fuchsia beside the door. Days, too, when fog grey and depressing hid the world, and the sound of the caulking-mallets rising out of the mist seemed to listening ears as the knell of hammers on coffins. And he was absent and busy, borne away on the stream of life, engaged every hour in the job of fitting-out the brig, of checking stores, of setting up rigging. He hurried to and fro, and the day was too short for him, too short for fears and well-nigh for regret.

But for Peggy the womans task of waiting had already begun. She sat at home, and she was alone.

She might make and mend for him, she might bend over the stout rig-and-furrow that grew upon her twinkling needles, but she must needs think. Though she let no row fall that was not close and true as love could make it, the task was still too short. And, the task done, what remained to her but to think and tremble at her thoughts?

All this she had the strength to hide from him. Welcoming him, noon and night, with smiles, she listened with hard-won patience to the tale of the days doings, to the successes and failures that filled his thoughts, but for her ranked only as they retarded or advanced the inevitable parting. She questioned, smiled, and played her part, yet there were times when the ordeal was almost more than she could bear, when she could have screamed aloud. There were other times when, her heart full to bursting, she longed to give way, to weep her fill and be comforted.

And one day when the preparations were well advanced the sympathy that she read in Charlotte Bicesters eyes proved too much for her. It was a Sunday afternoon and the visitor had come in when the men were abroad. Charlotte marked the quivering lip, the fluttering hands, the piteous eyes, saw that there was something amiss and questioned Peggy. In a few minutes the tale was told and the young wife was pouring out her soul in her friends arms.

Charlotte was never slow to wax hot, and she flamed out. But he must not go! she cried, as if that closed the matter. He shall not go! It is cruel, wicked, most wicked, child! He shall not leave you.

No, no, Peggy sobbed. He must go.

He must not! Charlotte declared, fired with indignation in her friends cause. I never heard of such a thing! At this moment when you are  

No! No! Certainly he cannot go. I will see to it, dear.

But that was not what Peggy wanted. Pity she claimed and a word of sympathy  and a good cry. But no one must arraign him, no one must come between them. The storm sank as quickly as it had arisen; she disengaged herself, and mopped her eyes. No, dear, she said with dignity, we have considered it, and he is right to go. Quite right. I wish it. I would not keep him if I could.

Not keep him! I dont believe it!

No, certainly not, Peggy said, bristling up, and as ready to fight as she had been to weep. No, certainly not. We are in full agreement about it, Charlotte. He must go, and he is right to go. But, she added, weakening and turning tearful eyes on her friend, it almost breaks my heart to let him go.

And yet you let him go?

Of course! But you cannot understand. Charlotte thought that she did understand. She did not believe Peggy. The man is a wretch! she thought. An unfeeling, ungrateful wretch to talk of leaving her! Still she ceased to argue and confined herself to administering the comfort that Peggy needed and that gradually brought back a smile to her face.

None the less Charlotte left the cottage determined that the thing should not be. Her friend should not be sacrificed, she should not be racked and tormented. Heavens, had not the child suffered enough? Had she not given up enough, offered enough  father, sister, friends, position on  the altar of this man? Was she never to have peace? Charlotte burned to speak her mind to some one, and in her indignation would have gone that moment to the Cove and brought the offender to book. But Peggy, smiling through her tears and much the better for the break-down, saw her from the door, and Charlotte dared not turn towards the Cove lest the other should divine her purpose. Still her resolution held; it was but putting off the matter for a few hours, she thought.

And then in Beremouth, at the point where the road that climbed the headland left the street, she met Sir Albery, coming, as she supposed, from the Rectory, and in a trice and with her usual impulsiveness she decided that he was the proper person to interfere. A moments thought might have induced even Charlotte to doubt the wisdom of this, but she did not allow herself the moment. She poured out her story, and heated to a white heat by her recital, Isnt it a burning shame? she cried. Isnt it the last straw? Then as he did not reply, Did you know of this? she asked, prepared to denounce him if he differed from her. Monstrous, I call it! Surely you didnt, or you would have done something. Wykes face was grave. I heard two days ago, he said, that he was likely to go.

And you have done nothing!

I? His tone said as plainly as possible  What have I to do with it?

And for most people that would have closed the matter, but Charlotte was of stouter stuff. Yes, you! she retorted. Why not? You were fond of her!

He reddened with vexation. Miss Bicester, he said, you go too far! You forget that  that Mrs. Bligh is another mans wife.

Oh! Charlotte rose in her scorn. And that being so, you wash your hands of her! You dont care what happens to her! Thats it, is it? Really the girl was beyond bearing! Exasperated, he ground the point of his stick into the ground. But what are you in it? he protested, with an irritation that was natural enough in the circumstances. What is it to you, Miss Bicester? Why are you for ever taking up their cause and  and troubling about them?

It was Charlottes turn to redden. Why? she exclaimed. Why? I thought I had told you once. Because I was her friend, and I am not like some, I stick. I dont turn my back and say it is no business of mine, because shes down! Because shes poor and all her fine friends have sent her to Coventry! Shes going to have a baby  I suppose I should not know it, but I do  and this will about kill her! And am I to stand by and do nothing like all the rest, like her good-for-nothing sister, whom I would like to shake! And like  well, I wont say that. Only I wont stand, for one, and see this. It will kill her, I tell you. Do you understand that?

For a moment Charlottes anger raised her almost to the pitch of comeliness, and Wyke eyed her whimsically, discovering something new and surprising in her. There are not many friends like you, Miss Bicester, he said.

Then I would not call them friends, she retorted. Friends, indeed! I would not give that for them! and she snapped her fingers. But we are off the point. The point is, Sir Albery, are you going to do anything? That is what I want to know.

He hesitated. It is a fair risk, he said. I dont see that it is any more.

But she had her answer. If it were his risk, may be! You may depend upon it, it would not trouble me  fair or unfair. But it is her risk that Im thinking about. He may not be worth much, but she has bought him dearly, and is she to lose him? Is she to live in fear and anguish, for it is nothing better, and be broken-hearted at last? The man has the feelings of a stone to think of it! No one but a brute would treat her so!

But I thought, he said, smiling, that you liked him.

Charlotte cooled down. Well, I did, she admitted.

Then why do you think so ill of him now?



She hesitated. Because Ive seen her, she said. And she is breaking her heart about it. The man has no right to go!

But what can I do? What do you want me to do?

Speak to him. Put it before him. Tell him what you think of him. What her friends think of him.

Wyke frowned. You dont know what you ask, he said. Come between husband and wife? And I  I of all people? You dont know what you are asking.

But Charlotte was firm. Yes, I do, she said. I ask you to act, and I say you have the right to act. You more than anyone.

Surely less than anyone, he protested, colouring. You put me in a false position. I step out of my place! Step out of it damnably! Damnably! he repeated. It is impossible.

And yet you will do it.

If I do, I am a fool!

Then be a fool! cried this odd girl. And you may be thankful all your life that you were!

He looked down the quiet Sunday street in which they were the only loiterers, and annoyance was written large on his face. Well, Ill see, he said at last, and grudgingly. But I have told you what I think. I think the whole thing wrong. Quite wrong!

And yet youll do it, she replied. I leave it to you. And before he could repeat his refusal she turned and hurried away, leaving him to digest the business as best he might.

I shall do nothing of the kind, he said, looking after her; and having given a minute to gloomy reflection, he followed her along the street. But when he had covered a hundred yards at a pace that grew slower with every yard, he stopped. D  n the girl! he muttered. He turned and went back, and with dragging steps he made for the churchyard and the walk that ran over the headland. He could not make up his mind. He did not mean to do anything  the girl was mad! But he might as well go that way and  and see. She had put it on him, confound her  and if anything happened? He had a vision of Peggy, white-faced, piteous, fear-stricken, staring at him with appealing eyes.

Once he stood. And once he turned and went back a few paces. The thing was absurd, impossible, it was no business of his. But he went on. Five minutes saw him over the point, and within sight of the cottage; and there, as luck would have it, he saw Bligh coming up from the Cove, and still on the farther side of the wicket-gate. The man was there, and if the thing was to be done, if it were not altogether impossible  Wyke quickened his pace that he might meet the other before he entered.

Can I have a word with you? he said. He would fain have said it in a tone of goodwill, but he spoke with constraint. He could not help it.

Bligh on his side did not bless the meeting. Chance had from time to time brought the two face to face in the town, and they had passed with a silent greeting. But since the day when they had met at the wedding they had never spoken. To escape, however, was impossible. Yes, he replied, not without dignity, if you wish it.

I hear, Wyke said, that you are going out with the Peggy. May I ask if that is true?

Bligh nodded.

It is true, then?

It is. What of it? He was on his guard, watchful and a little suspicious.

Only this, Wyke replied, hardening his heart, but I think it is a thing that should weigh with you, and I think it is a thing that I have a right to say, Mr. Bligh. I can enter into your feelings, and I understand why you wish to go. No, hear me out, I beg, he continued, as he saw that Bligh was preparing to interrupt him. There must be risk, and I dare say a good deal of risk. Have you the right to run that risk? Your wife

Oh, thats it, Bligh said, not very pleasantly. Thats it, is it? You are thinking of her, Sir Albery?

Wykes colour rose, but he answered firmly. Yes, he said, I am thinking of her.

Bligh could hardly have been blamed if he had resented the intrusion; indeed the words, Had you not better mind your own business? rose to his lips. But his better nature or his respect for the man, or possibly the scruples that he had felt prevailed. He stood a moment silent. Then, Is that all? he asked.

It covers all, the other answered. I think that you ought to consider her. I think you ought to remember, Mr. Bligh, that your life is no longer yours to risk, and that you have no right to risk it or to inflict on her the anguish and the possible loss that this venture may cost her. No, man  you have not the right! he repeated more warmly.

And I might answer, Bligh rejoined  but he said it with a smile that you have not the right to come between us.

Sir Albery winced. To come between you, no, he said. God forbid! But to speak to you as I am speaking, yes. And then, with a fine simplicity, I loved her, he said. She has chosen you, but I loved her and I would spare her.

Bligh nodded. I own your right, he said. But what if she wishes  if it is her own wish that I should go?

In that case there is no more to be said. If she wishes it.

We will ask her, Bligh rejoined, rising to the others level. She shall tell you herself what she wishes.

Wyke had not counted on this, and he drew back. He had a horror of facing her, and a dread of what he would see. Oh, but, he protested, I did not mean  if you tell me it is so  that should

But Bligh waved that aside. We will ask her, he repeated.

He signed to the other to go first, and Wyke, with mingled anger and vexation at the position in which he had placed himself, gave way. He had prepared himself for hard words, for a clash, but he had not foreseen this, and he felt himself caught. He was a shy as well as a proud man, and he would have given a large sum to be spared the scene that awaited him. But he could not refuse, and he passed through the gate that the other held back.

Bligh pushed open the door. Are you there, Peggy? he asked, raising his voice. I am bringing you a visitor. Here is Sir Albery Wyke. He wishes to ask you a question.

Peggy was bending over the table, busy about some household task, and she had just that much warning and no more. She looked up, she saw her old lover hesitating on the threshold, and the blood flew to her face. She had not spoken to him since the day when he had stood behind her at her marriage, a grim, silent witness, and memories of that day and of his suit clothed her with shame. But though her face burned she held up her head bravely, and Bligh told himself with pride that he would not have her look other than she did.

Probably Sir Albery suffered more than she suffered. He bowed, muttering something incoherent about an intrusion, and her husbands wish. He turned resentfully to Bligh.

Its about my sailing with the Peggy, Bligh said. Of the three he was the most at his ease. Sir Albery is troubled about it, and it is good of him to be so. I have told him that I have left the decision to you, and that if you are against my sailing I will not go!

Peggy knitted her brow. Well? she said. If she understood she did not show it.

He wishes to hear from your lips, dear, if you are willing.

That you should go?

Yes.

Peggy did not blench. But I have told you so, she said, frowning. The blush had faded from her cheek and she seemed to Sir Albery to be pale and changed. But she spoke with decision. It is at my wish that he does go, she continued. If it had lain with him he would not have gone. But, for me  would you have me keep him here idle, wasted, clerking for that man? Do you think that he was made for that, to live out his life under a cloud, to pay all his life for a single mistake, to rust down there with the old moorings and the worn-out boats? Do you think, she repeated, her voice rising proudly, that I married him for that? To fetter him and bind him, my love no better than the green weed that hangs about those rotting timbers? Shall I take all and give nothing? No, let him go! Peggys voice rang with something approaching exultation. Let him go whatever it cost! Better, far better to lose him, if it be Gods will, than to be a stay and a clog upon him! Let him go and let him prove, if the chance be given him, that the world has been unjust to him!

Bligh turned to Sir Albery. He smiled. Are you satisfied? he asked. But his voice was unsteady.

There is no more to be said, Wyke muttered. He was amazed, silenced, awe-stricken. God give you and her a good deliverance. Habit put the words into his mouth, and he used them and added nothing to them. Nor did he make any show of leave-taking, but turned and went out as in a dream.

They had risen above him, far above him! Or she had! He felt it, he owned it. She had reached a plane beyond his strength, if not his conception, and he acknowledged it with awe. As he returned over the point he met men who saluted him respectfully but he went by them unseeing. That was not the Squires custom, and the men stared after him, and saw that as he climbed the hill he made strange odd gestures with his cane. They thought him mazed, and they wondered.


CHAPTER XXI

BUDGENS COVE lay so snugly sheltered behind the headland that it kept its secrets, and Budgen was no talker. But there are things that cannot be hidden long. The bilge-pumps and the caulkers mallets had voices if Budgen had not, and the reek of the first sizzling tar-kettle had barely got the better of the tang of the seaweed and the various smells of the foreshore before it was rumoured on the other side of the point that something was afoot. From that to the knowledge that the Lively Peggy was to sail was but a step.

The news made a stir that was not confined to Beremouth. It reached the ship-chandlers in Plymouth and the armourers in Devonport; it moved the fish-curers on the giddy steeps of Saltash. For Letters of Marque were good customers. They sailed well-armed  for fighting, when it could not be avoided, was their trade  and well-found, for something like equality reigned aboard, and the focsle looked to live on more than hard-tack and salt horse. Men with samples, men with lists, men with oily voices, shadowed Budgen, waylaid him on his doorstep, and were heartily cursed for their pains.

But that which was a mere question of profit to the Three Towns was for Beremouth a thing of both profit and pride. The taverns that of late had scored much on the slates behind their doors looked to have them cleared out of the mens advances  and other scores run up, for would not every soul in the place drink to the success of the venture? Then if all went well there would be more money when the crew came back with lined pockets. Coopers hooped casks, and sail-makers, squatting on their hams, sewed clothes; for others there were odd jobs about the brig and always the hope of a prize to flood the little port with gold, or the things that made gold  laces and cognac, Lyons silks and Bordeaux wines  a flood that would irrigate many a thirsty channel.

But in Beremouth itself the hope of profit stood second to pride. The town was bestirring itself to wipe off its disgrace. It was lifting its head again, to compete with Falmouth and Plymouth and Dartmouth. It was once again sending forth its ship to harass the hated foreigners who closed their ports to its pilchards and herrings; and sending it forth with just as much chance of a prize as its neighbours. Not a man on the quay with its weedy fish-crates and crab-pots but saw just beyond the offing a main strewn with merchantmen and golden with argosies, all waiting to be taken by the first comer. And then how great the glory, how fine the story, how shrill the cock-crowing over Yealmpton, and Torbay and Brixham! There would not be a tavern, a Sailors Rest or a Hole in the Wall from Portland Bill to the Manacles that would not ring with the tale of a good capture, wiping out the unlucky memory of the last fiasco.

Men held their heads higher, and walked more briskly, smiling as they walked. Old salts not often seen upon the street, shy, ringleted men who lodged in Beremouth, holding it safer than Plymouth where the press-gang worked, showed themselves openly, spat on their hands and sought secret interviews with Budgen. The very children chanted that the Peggy was going out, and on most days there would be half a dozen groups watching from the churchyard walk the workers in the Cove.

But fame is a fickle thing, and though the name was in all mouths, not one in a hundred, strange to say, thought of the girl now living humbly in their midst, in whose honour the brig had been christened. Some were ignorant of the fact. Others had forgotten it. Her nine-days romance had sunk merged in dull every-day life, and if one here or there did recall her association with the thing of beauty that day by day, as casks and bales went aboard, floated lower in the water, it was much.

Amid all this one secret was well kept. Men wondered who was to command. Budgen was dumb, the Rector was too formidable to be questioned, and the Cove was as ignorant as the town. Budgen had sworn to Dr. Portnal that the crew would sail with Bligh, but the wish had been father to the thought, for not a man from Barney Toll to the galley-drudge had been consulted. Nine out of ten believed that, wife or no wife, Ozias would sail. That was the common talk. But when Ozias came round from Portsmouth to hear all about the matter, there was an end of that. He brought with him a buxom, black-eyed Devon woman who very soon proved in no equivocal fashion that she had a hold on Copestakes shirt-tails that forbade the thought of escape.

No, Ozias dont do any more privateering, she declared to an admiring throng in the Keppel Head. Nor no such ungodly work! He dont step across the quay without his wedded wife, nor go aboard so much as a cockboat. Hes converted is Ozias. He sees the error of his ways. Hes a man o peace, and not before twas time too!

Ozias groaned. Its deadly work for sure, he said. Deadly to the soul it is! Theres nights I canna sleep for thinking o the men, poor benighted creatures, cursing and swearing in the jaws of hell. Its a crowning mercy I were not cut off. Though, lads, he added softly, I were always careful  careful.

Ay, and youll be more careful now, Mrs. Ozias said darkly.

From amid the throng of hairy, sunburnt men, some with kerchiefs about their heads and pig-tails at their necks, on whom the naked lamp, hung from the ceiling, cast a fierce light, a shrill voice issued. But to fight the French, missus? I never heard as twas anything but lawful!

With one spacious gesture Mrs. Ozias cleared a space before her. She set her arms akimbo, and if no one else trembled Ozias did. Now who be you? she asked. Let me see you, little man! And as the crowd fell back and disclosed the unfortunate Fewster, who had piped up, fancying himself safe in obscurity. Let me see you! the terrible woman continued. And how much fighting o the French ha you done? But I see. You be one o them random, reckless, neck-or-nothing fire-eaters as cursed at the guns while Ozias was in his sins! A bloody-minded limb of Satan never content but with a linstock in your hands! A-breathing fire and slaughter! Its written on you plain what you be, my man! One o those as set Ozias astray you be!

Now no one in all Beremouth looked less like a desperado then Joe; a rag of a man, who, as everybody knew, had never been out of sight of land in his life. So the room rocked with Homeric laughter. But Joe whether drunk or sober was of the vainest, and he did not see the joke. Stung by the sarcasm, he broke into language, cursing his limbs and all that was his if he wasnt as ready to fight the French as another! Id go to-morrow, he raved, and I will go, sink me if I dont! Youre a set of fools! Fools and gabies!

Well, youd best go, Mrs. Ozias retorted, contemptuous in her strength. But you dont list Ozias in your crew, my little bantam cock  crow as loud as you like!

The room rocked anew at the notion of Joes crew. One clapped another on the back and swore he would sign on. But hes greater with a quart pot than a linstock, is Joe! cried a stentorian voice.

Oh, lord, I do see Joe mid smoke and slaughter! hiccoughed the man next him, and smacked Joe on the back till he reeled.

Assailed on all sides Joe spattered the crowd with wild words, crying that hed show them, hed go, hed fight the French as well as another! But his weak passion and his oaths only provoked fresh diversion. Even those who every day drank at Joes cost laughed with the loudest.

He broke away at last, almost weeping with rage, and made for the door. But before he passed it he planted a dart that rankled. Any way, if I took a Frenchman Id not sink her in harbour! he shouted. And how many of you shirkers owe your lives to me! Asleep and drunk you were, and the water washing you! And I saved you, you swabs, you lubbers, you thickheads!

Perhaps it was well for him that the door closed on his last word. Well, Ozias said, fairly mazed at finding himself wounded by so puny an opponent, he be a scorpion! Surelie the poison of asps is under his lips!

However, Joe gone, the merriment died down. Some one raised the question of the skipper, and, assured that Ozias was not the man, they debated it. Those who knew least leaned to Barney Toll, who was not present; they could think of no one else. But the wiser, and Ozias with them, shook their heads; they knew Barneys limitations, and that, stout seaman as he was, a land-fall and a faculty of shooting the sun were not within him. He be at Budgens now, Ozias commented. But he knows no more than we do, does Barney.

Well, Id want to know, said one with deliberation, fore I slung my hammock.

Ay, ay.

And taint everyone Id go with, lads. The skippers every mans meat.

Or poison, Zekiel! Or poison. Youre right. Sure, usll have a word to say to he.

A strong feeling ran that way; men shook their heads. One suggested that those concerned should march to Budgens in a body and have it out with him. Twont do to sail with a pig in a poke! No, indeed, said Ezekiel, something puffed up. If twere Ozias, now

Ay, my lad, Mrs. Ozias said, but it aint Ozias, and you may swear to it and not choke yourself! None o that, dye hear?

Zekiel collapsed, and no one seemed to be particularly eager to beard Budgen. Then the door opened and Barney came in, and was hailed with loud cries. He was the man to tackle Budgen, he was the lad! They put it to him, one speaking before another.

Barney set down the pot that had been thrust into his grasp, and wiped his mouth with a powder-blackened hand. Another pot! he said coolly, and not until he held it would he speak. Then, No use to go to Budgen, he said. Youll soon know what you want to know. The old mans told me not an hour ago, and not afore twas time, by Jehoshaphat.

Then who is it, Barney? They leaned forward, eager to learn. But Barney, feeling the greatness of the moment, was in no haste to speak. At last, Well, tis the Lieutenant, he said.

Bligh!

Ay, it be young Bligh.

No one spoke. Devon men are cautious and think slowly. They are slow if sure, and one and all they looked to Ozias. Well, he said at last, his eyes on the drink he held in his hand, I think twill do. I think twill do. What do you say, Barney?

I think as you do, Ozias, Barney replied solemnly, with a ruminating eye on his liquor. Not as Im wedded to him, nor saying there mightnt be better  such as you, Capen. But then again Im thinking there might be worse.

A dissentient yet a doubtful voice put in a word. Im not liking these silk-stockin gentlemen, if you ask me, it said.

A murmur showed that the speaker had his supporters  rash men. But Ozias shook his head. Theres silk stockings and theres silk stockings, he said sagely as Barney knows well. And some runs and reeves and some dont  same as woollen. But Im thinking if tis to be a Beremouth man, as well him as another. Thats my pinion. I dont know, he added magnanimously, as Budgen could ha done better.

If he dont use his eppilets over us!

There youre wrong, my lad, Ozias said sharply. Tight hand, safe hand. Focsle orders, its good sea lore, spells raffle atop and a white lee shore! And you mind it, Zekiel. No, Im thinking hell do. Hell give you your bellyful of fighting, and whats lost twont be for lack of a look-out! But with that, unregenerate memory captured Oziass thoughts and his eyes began to sparkle. Dyou mind, Barney, he continued, that time, twas off Peniche with the Berlings abeam and a sea, when we sighted But at that point his gaze met his wedded wifes, the sparkle died out of his eyes and Ozias groaned. To be sure, twas sinful work, he said meekly, sinful work, as I should know, and be thankful as I was not cut off in my sins.

Youre right there, said Mrs. Ozias briskly. But you neednt fear no more, Ozias. Ill see as youre no backslider.

No, Ozias, said a tactless voice  needless to say the speaker was near the door. Youll never ship along o them tubs no more! The missus will see to that, Ozias!


CHAPTER XXII

AUGUSTA for the first time in her experience was inclined to criticize her father. She had cast in her lot with him, she had separated herself from her sister, she had been guided in all things by his wishes. And though she had not felt as keenly as he had the importance of removing the Blighs to a distance, of the principle which underlay his action  that the good should be rewarded and the naughty suffer  she had thoroughly approved. But of late she had come to think his methods lacking in finesse, and the tactless manner in which he had dealt with Sir Albery  and offended him  had surprised and dismayed her.

Nor was that the only thing that shook her faith in him. She could not but remark that he had become in these days strangely unlike himself. He had grown moody and irritable, and more than once he had turned on her  his faithful and dutiful daughter  and without cause had rent her.

Still Augustas temper was equable and her principles were fixed, and though her faith in her leader was shaken she was not as yet prepared to abjure him. When Charlotte therefore came in one morning about this time and made a certain request, she was firm. No, she could not, she said. Whatever her own wishes, as long as her father  she owned a duty to him. The rest, Charlotte had heard before. She became personal, and left in a huff.

But when she was gone and the thing done, Augusta did not feel quite so sure of the wisdom of her answer.

That her father would have directed her to reply as she had replied she hardly doubted; but that was not all, she reflected. He was not always wise, or he would not have dealt with Sir Albery as he had. The longer indeed Augusta dwelt on the matter the more her mind misgave her.

If the windows of the drawing-room had looked on the churchyard instead of on the sea, she would have felt her doubts as good as justified. But the outlook told her nothing, and she had no warning vision of the pair who, meeting as if by arrangement, stood long in conference at the farther end of the churchyard wall. As a fact, no arrangement to meet had been made, but a common object had brought the two thither and the meeting surprised neither.

And she wont go to her sister? Wyke tapped the wall impatiently as he spoke.

No! I said all that I could, but she is more Augusta than ever! I declare, Charlotte continued viciously, I could beat her!

He smiled. I dont think that that would do much good.

It would do me good! Not that I ought to abuse her, I suppose, Charlotte continued, with a hurried glance at her companion. No doubt she thinks it right or she wouldnt do it.

I suppose so. But you will go, Miss Bicester?

Of course, I shall go, the moment Bligh leaves her. Oh, I do think life is hard! Charlotte continued. That child left like this! He ought not to go! He ought not to go! she repeated with passion.

I am far from sure of that, Wyke replied. Indeed, I think I am of their opinion. He has so much to gain by going.

And she everything to lose!

But something to gain, too, he said soberly.

Six eternities! Charlotte exclaimed. Forty-two days, and every day a terror, every hour one long listening, watching, waiting! Every step that comes, the step of one who brings bad news! Think of it, when a woman loves! But men dont think, Charlotte said, a sting in her tone. They dont think. They dont understand!

Wyke looked at her curiously. Yet you understand! he said.

She coloured to her brow. For a moment she seemed to be so confused that she could not speak, and when she spoke her reply was brusque. Well, Im a woman as much as another  though you may not think it, she said.

My dear Miss Bicester! he protested, surprised by her tone, I did not mean to offend you. I only wondered

You didnt mean she took him up hurriedly.

Of course not. Of course you didnt. But you see Im  Im so savage on Peggys account I must fly out at someone. She has so few friends, poor girl!

And you are so good a friend!

She looked away, some of the colour still in her face. Well, it is all that I can be, she said bluntly, to any one! A friend. So I try to be a good one. Anyway, Sir Albery, you may count on me. I will go to her as soon as he leaves her. But, good gracious, talk of the devil, here the man comes!

He did, and alone for a wonder; striding towards them with hurried steps, plucked for a brief moment from the turmoil and frenzy of the Cove  the Cove, where watching crowds fringed the beach, and boats splashed ceaselessly twixt brig and shore, and sailors stamped and winches squealed, and confusion reigned, with Barneys curses driving through it like a plough!

Bligh came from all this and from pressing cares and labours  respited, too, for just this moment, from the leave-taking that weighed his spirits down like lead, that one instant he would fain have had behind him and over, and that the next was the atom of time the most precious, the most poignant, the dearest; the moment upon which he must look back with heart-break through many a lonely watch! Since day-break he had not seen Peggy. He had had no word with her. He had been hailed this way and that, called here and summoned there; he had stowed, tallied, checked, enforced orders, slung tipsy Jacks below, been merged in a hundred tasks. But never had he forgotten the parting to come; and many times with his eyes busy and his brain absorbed he had raised eyes and mind to the white walls and the green shutters, where she waited for him, waited for that last moment, that last embrace, that last clinging of the arms that, it might be, might never hold him again!

At this moment he should have been with her. But he had imagined a last service he could do for her. The notion had come late, when every minute was of value, and he had hurried on his errand, hoping not to be missed. As he approached the two who stood beside the wall, they saw that the man was out of breath, dusty, weary, and, as it seemed, moved. He attempted no preface. I heard you were here, he said. And then, his eyes travelling in a last doubt from the one to the other, he hesitated.

If I can do anything for you? Wyke said, wondering. The mans presence at this stage was odd.

Everything that matters you can, Bligh replied. He was quite unlike himself. Miss Bicester, you will care for her, I know? And do for her what you can? I know you will. God bless you for it!

You may trust me, Mr. Bligh, she said warmly, her grievance against him forgotten. We wish you the best of luck and a quick return!

And you? He turned to Sir Albery. If the worst comes to the worst she will need a friend; she will need everything  everything, God knows! You will not desert her? You will stand by her? It seemed to Charlotte an appeal that could be answered in one way only, and she was surprised when Wyke hesitated. He looked from Bligh to her and from her to Bligh, and she could see that he was moved. But there was more than emotion, there was doubt in his tone when he spoke. I  I am not sure, he said. I am not sure that you are wise, Mr. Bligh. His face was troubled.

But Bligh had no doubt. Yes, he said, I am sure. I know you, and I trust her to you  and my child. You did not fail her before and you will not fail her now.

God forbid! the other replied  and his heart went with the words. But you dont know what you ask! There are others to be considered, and

Charlotte cut him short. He will do it! she said. The tears were running down her face. He will do it. You may trust him! You may go without fear, Mr. Bligh. And go, go to her now. She will be waiting.

God bless you! he said, his voice unsteady. He wrung her hand.

He turned, and went from them as abruptly as he had come. Until he plunged into the path leading down to the Cove and his figure was lost to sight neither spoke. Then, I did not know what to say, Sir Albery muttered. It  it was a hard thing to promise. I dont know if it was right. Charlotte wiped her eyes. I know very well, she said. I did you more justice than you  you wished to do yourself. That was all. And I am glad I did it.

I doubt, be said. You see, one has to consider what other people will say and  and think.

Fiddle-de-dee! Charlotte cried, impatiently cutting him short. If you had not promised to do it, you would have done it. You would have had to do it.

Why? he asked. Why should I?

Because you are you  and you love her, Charlotte said bluntly. And seeing him about to interrupt her afresh, Shes married? Of course she is married, she continued flippantly, but what difference does that make  if he does not come back! Oh, do let us have an end of nonsense, she added pettishly, seeing that he was still inclined to argue with her. What we have to do now is to take care of her and not bother about the future, or go into hysterics about something that may never happen. I will give him half an hour and then I will go to her.

Poor girl! Poor girl! he said. Then it was plain that his thoughts travelled from the comforted to the comforter, for You are braver than I am! he said. I would not go on your errand, my dear, for a thousand pounds.

She turned her shoulder on him that the colour that flooded her face might be hidden. Yes, you would, she said, if it were your business. I know you better than you know yourself.

They parted on that and did not meet again that day. An hour later Wyke found himself in the Cove. Standing a little apart from the crowd and leaning on his cane he watched with a sombre face the scene of confusion that had for its centre now the thronged and noisy beach, and now the brig that like some stately swan encircled by her fussy young ones lay a half-mile out. Not he alone but many a foreboding eye noticed that the sunshine of a spring morning had given place to clouds, beneath which, as under a canopy, the clear air disclosed, sharp-cut against the offing, every line of gear and curve of hull. Across the leaden, faintly shining sea that, except where a rare breath ruffled it, was as smooth as a steel door, boats sculled by men standing on their feet went heavily to and fro, hailing one another as they passed. The voices of those on deck came faintly to the ear or sank merged in the half-hysterical cheers that sped an adventurer on his way, or the angry shout of some boatswain or petty officer come ashore to shepherd the belated. Beneath these harsher sounds the murmur of the watching crowd, the plash of oars, the monotonous fall of the wavelets as they lapped the shore, furnished an accompaniment in tune with the sullen sky and the suspense that Wyke shared with many who were more nearly concerned.

Averting his eyes for a moment from the sea, he became aware of the Rector standing not far off and a little apart, watching the scene. With Blighs parting words on his mind, Wyke felt no desire for the others company, and he made no movement towards him. But, by and by, he found Portnal at his elbow, and he had no choice but to greet him. He was struck by the mans bearing. He looked disturbed and unlike himself.

The Rector did not reply to his greeting, but asked abruptly if he knew where Budgen was. I dont see him, he added.

Budgen? Wyke turned and passed the crowd under review. No, I dont see him. He must be on board.

I didnt see him go, the Rector rejoined with a frown. He seemed to be troubled by the mans absence  to attach some special importance to it. Wykes eyes searched the crowd afresh.

Do you want him? he asked.

No, I dont want him.

Well, he is sure to be here, though I dont see him. Ten to one hes on board. He has too much at stake not to be here.

I hope he has, the Rector said, his tone strange. Wyke did not understand. He let the words pass. You may be sure that he is here  somewhere, he said. He will be on board and will come off with the last boat. You are anxious, Rector? he added, surprised by the others moody face, for he judged Portnal to be a man as little likely to feel acutely as to betray his feelings.

The Rectors answer left no doubt on his mind. I am, he said, very anxious. And his tone bore him out.

Wyke wondered whether it was the money that he had at stake that troubled the man  or his daughter. He decided that it was the former, and he shrugged his shoulders. After all, it is only the fortune of war, he remarked. And she is well found and well manned and, I think, well commanded. I suppose half a dozen vessels sail every day on her errand, and five out of six come back safely.

To Wykes surprise the Rector shook his head. And D  n the man, Wyke thought. If he is thinking of his daughter he should have thought before! Serve him right! If he feels that way, why doesnt he make it up! And he was not sorry when Portnal, his hands clasped behind him, moved restlessly away. He caught a glimpse of his face as he went, and again he was struck by its gloom.

His attention was recalled to what was passing by a cheer, shrill and puny, that seemed to be beaten down by the grey canopy overhead, and to be lost in the vastness of air and sea. The jib and foresails were going up, they were getting the brigs head to seaward. A stream of tiny figures poured over the side, slid down into the boats, pushed off, and lay by, waving oars. The Lively Peggy, like a sentient thing awaking to life, bowed to the light breeze, forged gently ahead, then, as sail after sail ran up on fore and main until one tall pyramid of canvas showed half-hidden by the other, she began to move gently and majestically towards the point of the bluff. The flag dipped, the Blue Peter dropped, a gun was fired  last salute to the lessening land  the crowd raised a feeble shout, and the cruise of the Lively Peggy had begun. All eyes followed her and clung to her. Somewhere in the press a woman broke into weeping.

Not all eyes. For as if the report of the gun had wheeled him about Wyke turned and gazed at the tiny green shutters and the thatched roof on the cliff-side above him. What a pang that sound must have inflicted on that tender heart! With what dumb prayers, what anguished eyes must the stricken creature whom the roof sheltered be following the white pyramids, the pigmy hull that grew ever smaller and smaller, that the eastward bluff already threatened to obscure! What a loneliness of desolation must already be closing in, be crushing the heart that beat there! He pictured the two women clasped in one anothers arms, and the God help her! that broke from him was followed in a breath by a God bless her! She is a noble creature! that had another direction yet was hardly less fervently uttered. The comforted and the comforter! Wyke did not know to which of the two whom that humble roof covered his heart went out more warmly; whether pity or gratitude moved him more deeply.

He looked round, arrested. A laugh, rude and discordant, had jarred upon his thoughts. The crowd was beginning to break away and to stream up the path towards the town, and two or three men had halted near him. They were discussing something that seemed to afford them vast amusement. I tell you, it is so! one swore, with a chuckle. I saw him with my own eyes, man, sneaking in the focsle! And Ill swear he never came off! If he did, where is he?

I blieve youre right, Elijah, one of the others agreed. Bli me if I dont! And if so it be, twill be a pill for the old man, sink me if it wont! A pill asll work him proper! Proper it will!

Well, Id never ha thought it of him! a third exclaimed. I never give Joe so much spunk as to do it! But I mind when he were that riled that night at the Keppel he said a word like it! I thought twas only wind, for hes a windy soul when in liquor. But seeminly hes been as good as his word. Lord, Id like to see the old mans face when he hears it!

Twill work him fine! But if hed been there, as twas right he should be

Budgen? There was a new note in the speakers tone. Ay, by gum. Where the devil is he? Where is he, man? I never see him first to last.

He warnt there, and reason good! Ill in his stomach, and in his bed, Im told. But if you ask me, put out o something, God knows what! Hes easy crossed, th old skinflint, and maybe his new skipper cut athwart him.

But not to see his own boat go out! Its past believing! another cried in admiration.

Youre right, lad. But hes a hard block is the old man. Hard as his own timber, and cross-grained as never was, take him the wrong way! But Jehoshaphat! Id stand a pot all round to see his face when tis told to him that Joes gone!

Twould be worth it, Elijah! I dunno as I wouldnt give all your score behind the door to see it! And cheap!  which raised a laugh, and the men moved on.

Wyke, too, moved away, wondering a little. It was certainly odd that Budgen had not been there. He began to understand the Rectors astonishment. Then, partly to avoid the chattering crowd, partly because he had no heart to pass before the green shutters, he cut across the stream of people, and slowly and thoughtfully took the long road back to the town.


CHAPTER XXIII

DR. PORTNAL was not a bad man, but supremacy in a small sphere had hardened his fibres, narrowed his vision, had made of him a petty despot. Still, at bottom and under all, the man had a heart; and in the days that followed the departure of the brig his heart was giving him trouble. Until lately it was in his pride and his self-esteem that he had suffered, and in these only. The scandal that his girl had caused, and the presence of that scandal ever before his eyes, had wounded him to the quick, and he had allowed the wound to rankle and to poison his life. It had made him, he had fancied, as unhappy as a man could be and still hold up his head.

But now that the Lively Peggy was gone, and gone beyond recall, the Rector was discovering that a man might suffer worse things than these. He was discovering that he had not plumbed the depths, nor nearly plumbed the depths; and that beside an uneasy conscience, to say nothing of an anxious heart, wounded vanity was a light evil. An uneasy conscience! It was that, late awakened, that plagued him now, do what he would, and by reviving in some strange way his affection for, and his sense of duty to, his daughter, held up before him a dozen times a day a shadow of judgment to come.

For on the eve of the departure of the Lively Peggy the knowledge that his daughter was expecting a child had for the first time reached him. That the knowledge should touch him, should soften him was natural.



As natural was it that it should bring home to him certain risks, and that he should remember with misgiving her need at such a time of friends, of comfort, of ease, of her husband. A first child! And his daughter! But with pride to help him he could have borne this and the doubts it entailed very well; he could have stood firm against it. Probably he would have told himself that if things went wrong he would be unhappy, a man upon whom circumstances bore hardly. But he would have blamed circumstances rather than himself.

He did try, even as things were, to maintain that that was the position. He told himself several times, thrusting another and worse thought from him, that that was all, that his conscience was clear, and that if aught went wrong he was guiltless. He strove hard to believe this, and to be sure of it; and in the main he did believe it. Yet there was always a doubt; at the very best there was a doubt. He could not be sure! Or rather he was sure; sure that in consenting to Budgens suggestion that Bligh should take the command, he had not had any evil purpose, any covert hope that if the man went he would not return. And most certainly  of this he was sure  he had not connected Budgens statement that he had insured the vessel with the question before him. No! The suspicion that had crossed his mind had been so nebulous, so fleeting, so faint, nay, so monstrous, that it was even more monstrous to imagine that he had let it move him. He had put the absurd thought aside as soon as conceived, and it was preposterous to imagine that he had been affected by it.

For on what had the suspicion, slight and passing as it was, rested? On nothing more than a shade of manner, a turn of the eye, a shifty look! And to suggest that a thing supported by no more than a shadow on a mans face had moved him to consent to a thing so wicked as the knowingly sending a fellow creature to his death  surely it was a charge out of all reason, the nightmare of a sick mind!

True, he had not then heard of his daughters condition. He had not recognized that a shock might kill her, he had not known the circumstances, or he would not have agreed to the appointment  though he told himself that his consent had been of the most innocent. Innocent? Certainly it had been innocent  yet again and for the hundredth time he fell painfully, fearfully to searching his memory; to recalling the minutiae of the interview with Budgen, his words, looks, thoughts  to setting his mind on the rack, to tormenting himself. H he could be sure, quite sure! It all came to that.

And he could not be quite sure. He could not be certain that the thought had not flashed through his mind; that he had not for one brief instant seen the advantage it would be to him if the man went and did not come back! He could not be sure that he had not for a moment entertained the thought that it was the mans own business if aught happened to him, and Budgens crime if there were foul play. He could not, and a dozen times a day he heard the abhorrent whisper accusing him, indicting him, bidding him note that if the worst happened he might have upon his soul the death of his daughter, the daughter whom he now knew that he loved! Again and again he closed his mind to the fancy; but it haunted him. He could not ignore it, he could not shut it out though it was absurd. It came between him and his curate when they talked, it loomed a shadow at his dinner-table, it brought the sweat to his brow as he lay sleepless, it shook his hand when he shaved. It was absurd, ridiculous, monstrous  it was baseless. But it persisted. He thrust it from him; it returned to plague him.

Among other effects it inspired him with a dumb hatred of Budgen  the tempter, if temptation there had been. He bad never liked the man. He had used him and despised him. But now he hated him, tracing back to his absence at the moment of the brigs departure the first conscious pang that had troubled his mind. It was that absence, strange and ominous, that had roused his fears and forced him to question himself, forced him to search his memory, and to recognize that monstrous as was the thing that he had for a brief instant suspected, it was not actually impossible.

For he knew that through the smugglers, who went to and fro by night, communication with the other side was frequent. He knew that Budgen had dealings with them, and that on occasion he had taken up their goods at sea and brought them in. He knew that, given a traitor, the thing was feasible and was done, though very rarely.

A monstrous and incredible crime! But he had heard of such things, the pot-house gossip of the ports whispered of them, and believed in them. True, it was seldom that the crime would pay. The value of a cruising ship and its chances exceeded the sum for which it was insured. But with peace in sight  and peace was probable  a desperate and embarrassed man might be tempted. He might see his way to secure the war-value and prefer a guilty solvency to the risks of a last cruise.

For some days the Rector bore with his thoughts in silence, though the temptation to approach the boat-builder, and try whether the sight of the man at work in his everyday surroundings would not dispel his fancies, was ever with him. He was doubtful of his own temper; possibly too, he feared to put all to the test. Then a certain fact came to his knowledge, and primed with it and grimly minded to use it, he went down to the Cove.

The sun was low as he descended the road, and in comparison with the stir and bustle which had enlivened it for many days the Cove was deserted. Work had ceased, and it was hard to believe that the town lay near. The tide was at flood, and a lonely sea broke sullenly on the ridge of shingle, its measured fall and the rattle of the pebbles drawn down by the ebbing waves supplying a bass to the shrill wailing of gulls. No human figure moved on the wide beach, and the Rector was turning in the direction of Budgens house when he remembered that the man might be in the moulding-loft. His tread as he crossed the pebbles was not light, but it fell on deaf ears. When he looked into the shed and discovered Budgen the man did not move.

He was gazing, sunk in thought, on the plan of the Lively Peggy that figured in outline on the side of the loft. He did not turn or stir, but the Rector, pausing a moment in surprise, heard a sound from the mans breast. It was half a sigh and half a groan  or it might have been a stifled oath. Whatever it was, it did not bespeak depression more eloquently than Budgens attitude; he might have been looking on the corpse of his mother. And he continued to stand and to gaze, until the Rector touched him on the shoulder. Then he turned abruptly, and to the Rectors astonishment there were tears on his rugged cheeks.

He turned not only abruptly but savagely; only by an effort it seemed did he withhold himself from striking the other. His hand was raised to the Rectors breast, when with an oath he withdrew it, and passed it across his face. What the hell do you want? he exclaimed, forgetting himself in his surprise. His eyes were wild.

Steady, man, steady! the Rector said. You forget yourself.

But is no place a mans own, but you come creeping, creeping, creeping, and

I made noise enough, Budgen, if you had had ears to hear, the Rector said sternly. What in the world is the matter with you, man? One might suppose you were committing a crime!

I thought I was alone, Budgen muttered sullenly, his eyes falling. What is your errand?

An unwelcome one, I am afraid. Where is your nephew, Budgen?

My nevy? The man raised his voice. He spoke with temper. In the Keppel Head, sotting, ten to one! Why do you ask? Its what hell be doing most days.

And what you have supported him in doing, the Rector rejoined, speaking severely. He had suffered, and he was not sorry that it was in his power to make this man suffer. But I think you are mistaken. He is not in the Keppel Head, Budgen. I am told  its common talk  that he is at sea.

Budgen laughed sourly. He had got himself in hand again. At sea! he repeated. Joe? Id like to see him, the lazy swab! Not in a hundred years, Ill go bail! He spat on the ground in his contempt. Whos told you that lie, asking your pardon?

I dont think it is a lie, the Rector said quietly. He was watching his man.

Well, you may take your davy, it is, Budgen retorted. Hes not the spunk. What should he be at sea for  Joe? Hes too well off here, confound him! See him go to sea! As if I wouldnt know! Eh? Wouldnt I know if he was?

I cant say. But it is true. I have it from one who saw him go.

For the first time the man was shaken. Saw him go? he repeated  and now there was a grain of doubt in his voice. Saw him go? Where, Id like to know, the swab? To Plymouth in the market-boat? And why not? Its no odds to me, sink him, whether he drinks i Plymouth or here.

No, the Rector replied. Hes gone farther than that, Budgen. And I wonder that you have not heard. He sailed on the Lively Peggy last Thursday.

Budgens face swelled. He glared at the Rector. Sailed! Sailed! he ejaculated, struggling for utterance and unable to get the words out. At last, On the Peggy! On the Peggy a-Thursday? Its a lie! Its an infernal lie! he repeated violently. Why he couldnt? He couldnt! He wasnt signed on.

He stowed away, Im told.

Stowed away? Budgen repeated the phrase mechanically, but his voice dropped to a whisper. And with a sinking of the heart the other saw the change that he had come to see, and had feared to see. Budgens face, a moment before crimson with rage, turned to an unhealthy sallow; the hand that he raised to hide his quivering lips shook, his form seemed to sink into itself. Its  its not  not possible, he said weakly. Theyre  its their joke. He tried to smile, but the sweat stood in great beads on his forehead. They will ha their joke  to be sure!

The Rector was watching him with hard, ruthless eyes, and he asked for no further evidence. He had judged the man and he had no pity to spare for him; for one whose monstrous, whose most wicked act he now more than suspected. Pity? He needed all his pity for himself. I am afraid it is no joke, Budgen, he said sternly. It may have been kept from you, but it is no secret that he sailed.

For a few seconds Budgen stood, a stricken man. Only his lips moved, and they without a sound. Then he turned, and as he turned he reeled. The Rector thought that he was about to fall, struck down by the news, and he stepped forward. But Budgen straightened himself. With his back still turned he muttered a word or two, ill-heard. Im  Im ill, I

With unsteady steps he staggered from the shed, turned the corner, disappeared.

Surprised by the suddenness of the mans retreat, the Rector paused where he stood. Then with a sinking heart, he stepped out into the open, and followed the other with his eyes. He watched him, and his heart sank lower. For Budgen, pressing the pace, his head bent, made from time to time strange gestures that the watcher was at no loss to interpret. He read in them the horror of a man caught in his own trap, crushed by his own invention, sensible too late of the avenging hand of Providence  that out of a mans own sin could weave his punishment!

My God! the Rector cried, and felt and owned in that moment of vision the horror of complicity. On him, too, the bolt might fall, and his sin, if he had indeed sinned, might find him out! And only too well he knew where that bolt might fall, how and through whom his sin might work out his punishment. He did indeed still cry in his heart that he was innocent, that he had not known, that he had not imagined! But in the same breath he uttered a prayer for mercy. That he might be spared  that he might be spared that! But he feared.

He stood awhile as one in a maze, then he crossed the strand, the horror still upon him. Mechanically he climbed the steep path that he had climbed so often in his pride and strength. Stripped of both now, he had but the one instinct, to hide himself, to be alone; and he had reached the churchyard without knowing how he came thither before he collected his thoughts and regained a measure of composure. There he took breath, passed his handkerchief across his brow, and strove to throw off the obsession that had gripped him. But he was a scared man, a man who had passed through the fire and felt the scorching. He removed his hat and bared his head to the breeze, and gradually calmness returned to him. He told himself, with a shudder, that his nerves were not what they had been, that he was growing old. He muttered that he had suffered himself to be upset, to be alarmed by  by shadows. He must control himself. He must not give way to  to exaggeration.

But the fact remained, and he was conscious of it and shuddered at it. As he dwelt on it, he closed his eyes in pain. The fact remained, and what was he to do about it? Could he do anything to alter it? He could prove nothing, and if he spoke it would avail nothing. He had no evidence, no man would believe him; and if the Lively Peggy and her crew were indeed betrayed they were lost already.

And after all it might not be so. He had been swayed by the mans demeanour, and by that alone. Now he came to think of it more soberly, the risk to Fewster might account for all  and Budgen might be innocent. The news was ill news, even if the boat-builders hands were clean and his conscience clear; ill news, and he might well be overwhelmed by it. Budgen had shown over and over again that he placed an abnormal value on Fewsters life, the life upon which his lease of the Cove depended.

The Rector wiped his brow again, and this time his hand was steady. He had frightened himself for nothing. It must be so. With his hat in his hand and his face turned seaward he fanned his heated brow. He had had an evil dream, and he had suffered it to master him. A sigh relieved his over-charged heart, and he put on his hat. He turned his face towards the Rectory. And then he saw coming across the churchyard, limping in the direction of the path to the Cove, the frail but upright form of the old Captain.


CHAPTER XXIV

THE sight affected him strangely. The composure that he had so newly recovered fell from him, the old terror, or much of it, returned. It did more, it drove him to action, thrusting him forward as if an impulse from without had moved him. An hour earlier he would have gone a hundred yards about to avoid the man. Now he no longer saw in him an emblem and a reminder of disgrace, but a possible help in trouble, and he bore down upon him without at the moment knowing what he would say.

The Captain saw him coming and tried to escape. But his feebleness and his limping gait were no match for the others hale strength, and as he reached the head of the path the Rector overtook him.

A word with you! Portnal said. He did not mean to be harsh, but in the Captains terrified ears his voice sounded doom, and the old man cringed before him, remembering the last occasion on which they had spoken. He waited with a scared face to learn the great mans pleasure. Have you heard from your son? the Rector asked.

From my son? the old man bleated.

Yes, man, yes! Have you heard from him  since he sailed?

The Captain was dumbfounded. He shook his head, wondering in what new way they had offended, what fresh transgression this imported. He glanced furtively at the others massive face. He saw that he was agitated and he supposed him to be angry.

You might have, the Rector insisted, pressing the point. He might have spoken an inward ship?

At this Bligh perceived a change in the others attitude, and he gathered his wits. We have not, sir, he muttered. We do not expect to have news yet. At another time the Rector would have winced at that word we. But he was far from thinking of that now. Listen to me, he said earnestly, and mark, sir, if you please, and carefully, what I say. My daughter is expecting a child, I hear?

The Captain, fancying that this was the new offence, murmured humbly that it was so  he believed.

When?

In a month, I am told, sir.

Then listen to me! The Rector, in his anxiety to bring his words home to the old man, laid his hand on his shoulder, and shook him as he had shaken him once before, though more gently. Listen, if you please, sir, and mark what I say. Bad news may come  God forbid, but it may. It is useless to deny it or to close your eyes to it. If it come  keep it from her! Do you hear? Keep it from her! he repeated with desperate earnestness. Watch her night and day if it be necessary, and see that no one comes to her to tell her. If you value her life and the childs life, see to it. See to it, sir! Do you understand? Now, do you understand?

Old Blighs eyes filled with tears. He could not speak, but he nodded, nodded vehemently. None the less was he confounded. So this man had bowels like another! He had affections, was human! Parted from his daughter by his own act, he still thought for her. It was a thing that the Captain had not suspected. He had thought the man hard as iron, unfeeling as granite! He could only nod, and did nod, but in his surprise he was speechless.

The Rector was not satisfied. The old man seemed to him half-imbecile. Do you understand? he insisted. Speak, man! Let there be no mistake about this.

The Captain found his voice. God knows Ill do my best, he said fervently. I will guard her, sir, day and night. You may depend on me. You may depend on me. But God forbid, and his old face broke up and worked piteously. My son! My son!

Amen! Amen! the Rector said solemnly. We will hope and pray that all may be well. But we must also use the means we have. In a month? I am afraid that if the worst happen it will happen long before that. With the wind as it is, she should be near her cruising ground by now. You know where that is?

Old Bligh shook his head. My son did not tell me. He thought it wiser to tell no one, he said.

Right! Quite right! The secret cannot be in too few hands  for all our sakes, God knows.

So feeling was his tone that the Captain plucked up spirit and ventured greatly. He said a thing that an hour before he would have found it impossible to say. Will you not come and see her? he asked meekly.

Few had caught the Rector more at fault. He was like a fencer touched when he least expected it. For a moment he seemed to be at a loss what to say: it might even have been thought that he wavered. Then I will send my daughter, he said awkwardly. And with a last Be careful, sir, I beg! Be careful, flung over his shoulder, and pressed home by a wave of his gold-headed cane, he turned away. He walked quickly towards the Rectory.

Go and see Peggy? Why not? For his heart was soft towards her. A hundred recollections of her childhood, of her youth, of her laughing eyes and gay prattle, of her clinging arms, her waywardness and her repentance, crowded upon him and moved him.

For the first time he viewed in another light the privations that she must be suffering, and that his prejudices multiplied fourfold. He viewed them no longer as a degradation in which he was involved, but as a claim upon his pity. Go and see her? He was willing, hut, alas, he owned it with shame, he had not the courage. He shrank from the scene. The thought of facing her with that on his mind which lay there and would not be shaken off, unnerved him. In the past he had judged her and condemned her, and she had indeed been at fault. Grievously at fault. But now their places were changed. It was her judgment that he feared, her condemnation from which he shrank, even while he pleaded with passion that he was innocent. But was he innocent? God knows! he said.

God knows!

He found Augusta seated at her tambour frame, as he had found her a hundred times before. But to-day the placidity that he had so often, though tacitly, commended, the sedate calm that he had so often approved, had the effect of irritating him. She sat there surrounded by the still life of the handsome, spacious room  and she worked and she smiled while her sister  He did not follow out the thought, for even in his irritation he was just, and he owned that her sister had offended while she was perfect. He owned, for he knew it was the fact, that before she had seated herself there she had fulfilled the household duties, arranged all, ordered all, seen that the wheels on which his comfort rested ran smoothly. Nevertheless the thought that he nipped half-conceived put tartness into his tone.

Augusta, he said, I wish you to go and see your sister.

Augusta looked at him. It was not in her to be flustered, but for once she let him see that she was surprised, while her incredulous Sir? conveyed and not too subtly a reproach.

He repeated his words. I wish you to go and see your sister, he said, colouring slightly under her gaze. She is expecting a child  in a month I am told. I have weighed the matter and I wish you to go to her. In the circumstances it is right that she should have one of her own kin at call  badly as she has behaved.

Then you mean to forgive her, sir? Augusta said. I am glad. She spoke with the submission that became her, but the faint smile on her lips found a raw place in the Rectors self-esteem and provoked him.

It is not a question of forgiveness, he said, but of accepting the fact. The husband is absent, and this, while it renders indulgence more easy, makes it also more incumbent. She is alone, without friend or protection, and at such a time, I have decided, Augusta, that it is neither right nor becoming that we should stand aloof.

To say that Augusta, the perfect daughter, was ruffled would be to say too much. But she was surprised. If you had spoken before, sir, she said with a gentle sigh, I should have gone, of course. But I gathered that you did not wish it.

I did not, the Rector replied, accepting the position that she thrust on him. That is true, quite true. But I wish it now. I have determined that the time has come

To forgive her? Augusta repeated softly.

At any rate to cease to hold aloof. To give what help we can. I shall be glad if you will see her to-day and learn in what way we can help her.

Augusta was silent for a time. She took up her needle and paused with her eyes on her work. Apparently she was considering the effect of her last stitches. But at length, I am afraid, sir, she said, you must tell me what attitude you wish me to take up. Am I to tell Peggy that she is forgiven? And that the things that flow from that will follow? That you are prepared to accept Mr. Bligh and to treat him as belonging to the family? Because if I am not to go as far as that, I know Peggy well, and I foresee that my visit will rather widen the breach than close it  if that is what you wish, sir.

Perfect daughter as she was, she knew when she was annoying, and she was prepared for an irritable reply. But the tone of the reply and her fathers agitation when he spoke surprised her.

Girl! Girl! he cried, and the apostrophe was so unlike him, that it startled her. Have done! Or think, think before you speak! What if your sister do not live? What if we lose her? A first child, her husband away, and in peril, and she friendless and alone! I am  with a sudden drop in his voice I am unhappy about her! If aught befall him, if bad news come, and bad news may come at any time, in her condition it may be fatal to her!

But that is looking a long way ahead, sir.

Such news may come to-morrow! he retorted. And what shall we feel then? What shall we say for ourselves? I am still her father, you are her sister! And shall we then forgive ourselves, shall we then blame her only? No, go to her, provide for her, see that she lacks nothing  so far as may be in that poor place! And God grant that she come through her trial! When that is over it will be time to talk of forgiveness!

For almost the first time in her life Augusta felt a touch of contempt for her father. She had no clue to the agitation that shook him, and his sudden volte-face seemed to her of the weakest. His fears appeared excessive and far-fetched, she told herself that he was growing old. But if he failed as a father, she would not fail as a daughter, and Certainly, if it is your wish, sir, I will go, she said. And I may give her your love? She could not quite keep the note of irony out of her tone.

He detected it, but he replied to it in his own way. My love and my blessing! he said. But having said it, whether he read the amazement in Augustas eyes or no, he turned and went hurriedly from the room.

Yet, safe in his study, he was thankful that he had acted. He was thankful that he had spoken. He felt as one at sea in a leaky vessel who desperately and painfully strengthens every plank that threatens to give way, caulks every seam by which fate and the devouring waves may enter. He asked himself if there was anything else that he could do, any further precaution that he could take. He added up the days that the Lively Peggy had been at sea; he calculated the earliest date at which, reaching her cruising ground, she would enter the sphere of danger; he deduced the earliest time at which bad news, if bad news came, might be expected. He strove to comfort himself with the reflection that if a snare awaited her the odds would be overwhelming, and the Peggy would have no choice but to surrender  there would be no engagement and no loss of life. And over and over again he told himself that he trembled and sweated without reason; that the chances were in the mans favour, that he at least would survive.

But he reassured himself to no purpose. For at the back of his mind loomed the shadow of a Nemesis, the idea that he could not put from him of an avenging Providence not to be denied. It over-rode reason, it defied probability. And if the worst happened? Then he felt that all his life he would have upon his mind that on which he dared not dwell, though a hundred times he cried with an exceeding bitter cry that he was innocent. Ay, he was innocent  could he only be sure of it! Meantime he foresaw hours and days, weeks it might be, of suspense, through which he must live with that dreadful fear on his conscience.

He had done in his life not a few hard and some harsh things. He had been ruled by convention rather than by sympathy, by justice rather than by charity; his standard had not been higher than the standard of his neighbours. He had seen his own rights clearly, and had taken care that others respected them; and dowered with the good things of this world he had enjoyed them without overmuch thought of others or of his responsibility for them. But he had never wantonly done evil. He had broken no law  save, it might be, the law of love. He had dispossessed no man, shifted no landmark. The suspicion that he had done so now, that thoughtlessly, blinded by ill-will, he had involved himself in a dreadful thing and become the participator in a possible crime, haunted him like a nightmare from which he could not awake!

While he suffered Augusta wondered. And presently she acted. She had no strong objection to her fathers shift, sudden as it was, and though it lowered him in her eyes. H he chose to turn about and forgive Peggy, he was the person offended and it was his business. But she could not rid herself of the feeling that the step was unfair to her. She had not offended, she had been obedient, she had done her duty and she would still do it. But the one scale, she felt, could not be raised without lowering the other, the erring sister could not be forgiven without lessening the merit of the sinless. Still, she would obey, though she expected to derive no pleasure from her errand, but rather discomfort and embarrassment. The meeting would be awkward, and Peggy might ride the high horse  the girl had been ever queer and unaccountable  while Augusta had a distaste for low life and a shrinking from the conditions that she expected to encounter. It would be unpleasant to see her own sister so low, and mortifying to rub shoulders with the poverty in which she lived, the shifts to which she had been driven.

But duty was duty, and Augusta prepared herself, and set forth. She winced as she turned in at the wicket-gate, and looked about her with a doubtful eye as she knocked at the door of the cottage.

But she knocked in vain. Peggy was out, and Augusta turned away with a sigh of relief. She ascended the path with a lighter step.


CHAPTER XXV

THE Rectory, the Cottage and Budgens were not the only roofs in Beremouth over which a cloud  though for the hopeful a cloud with a golden lining  hung during these days, or beneath which any unusual sound caused hearts to leap and flutter like frightened birds. There were low-browed windows by the waterside that in winter the spray lashed like a whip and the spindrift darkened, whence even as early as this anxious eyes night and morning searched the offing. There were humble dwellings in lane and alley, where on hot days grotesque sea-shells held the doors open, in which seamens almanacks were painfully thumbed by the light of tallow dips, while untravelled minds groped about distant seas, or drank in the talk of old salts, who called to council, prated of shoals and currents and dealt out outlandish names  the Berlings and the Farallones and the like. Women, old and young, but with the same hungry look in their eyes, flocked to meet the Plymouth boat, if by good hap it brought news; or ran to the wharf if word went round that a yawl from Falmouth had been driven in by weather. On the quay, men, leaning against posts or sitting upon upturned boats as their forefathers had leant and sat in Armada days, yarned and debated in soft, slow Devon voices, searching the horizon for weather signs, prosing on the set of tides, sailing old voyages, telling old tales.

In all this there was nothing new to Beremouth. So it had been with its forefathers who had sent their seven ships to Sluys  a proud feat never forgotten and often wrangled over: for picturing the seven as tall three-deckers or frigates at the least, men never ceased to wonder how they had contrived to lie within the little breakwater or got depth of water. Now, as then, women feared and prayed, and old men, hiding their tremors behind gnarled hands, swore that there was no ground for fear. If news was slow and late to come they quoted Christians gales, or told of the weeks that this or that squadron had spent beating up from Alexandria to the Straits. So it had always been in Beremouth, and so it was still. Men came back, or they did not come back. Women turned to see a shadow fall on the doorstep, and he was there! Or a darker shadow crossed the threshold and the sea had taken one more, and made of another wife a widow. It was the way that life ran there and in a hundred coastward places, when war added its risks to the perils of shoal and gale.

But on Peggy these things fell with the weight of the new and the untried. She had not been wont to lie awake and tremble when the south-wester shook the walls and rattled the casements, or the sullen gun of some passing ship struck a knell in listening ears. She had not learned in the school of patience the long, long lesson of waiting. Nor had she, like some, been a wife so many years as to be weary of her man, indifferent, care-free.

Yet she bore up, living the past year over again, clinging to its memories as to her most precious possession, hoping steadfastly, praying humbly, praying, indeed, with desperate fervour when the winds blew. Yet  for the Cottage on the cliff stood neighbour less  there were nights when she would fain have been anywhere but where she was; when panic gripped her, and she would for choice have been in the closest alley, the darkest lane by the water-side, if she might have had beside her women in like case to whom she might cry her fears from the window and share theirs, and so have been less alone with her fancies. For on the cliff-face the winds had their will, and on rough nights the voice of the sea, as it strove with the point, rose up and menaced her with its thunder.

In the day-time she was glad to be there. From her windows as from an eyrie she could sweep the distant horizon for a sail, and not seldom she sat long hours on the watch, though she knew that her search was useless, that no return could be looked for yet, and that the odds were that news would come another way. She wearied her eyes with gazing, now into the shining distances, now at the white work on her lap; while the Captain, watching her with furtive solicitude, saw that she looked with each day more fagged, her features sharper.

But she bore up bravely. None the less when Charlotte walked in rather abruptly one Monday, some ten days after the brigs departure, her agitation told a tale. Her hand flew to her breast, and such colour as she still had deserted her face. Not news? she cried. Not

No! Charlotte said bluntly. News? Certainly not! It is not to be expected yet. You know that, silly. But I bring something else, and something worth having.

What? And still she could not drive the anxiety from her voice, nor the eager look from her eyes.

A friend, if you will see him. If not  if you had really rather not, there are no bones broken. He is not here to worry you.

A friend? Peggy repeated in wonder  she had so few friends. Not  not

Its Sir Albery, Charlotte said. Thats all, my dear. He is outside if you would like to see him.

Peggys pale face flushed. Oh, I dont, she stammered, I dont think that!

But I think, Charlotte rejoined, seeing how it was and determined to take the thing into her own hands. I want you to see him, Peggy. It will be good for you, dear. He is a true friend, and they are not to be picked up in every ditch. They are rare, my dear, Charlotte repeated, her colour rising a tone. And he is true as steel and loyal as

As you are yourself! Peggy exclaimed, tears rising to her eyes. You dear girl! No sister was ever

Sister! Charlotte ejaculated with contempt. Dont compare me to a sister, if you please  unless you want to quarrel with me! Sisters indeed! A plague on your sisters! I wouldnt give that for one, from what I see of them! And she snapped her fingers. No, I bring you a brother, and thats another kind of thing, or Im mistaken! Sister! Charlotte repeated, anxious to give Peggy time to recover herself. If he dont stick closer than a sister, Im a bigger fool than I think I am! Let me fetch him.

A prey to more emotions than one, Peggy hesitated. Then Fetch him, she said.

He came in a little awkwardly, but his greeting was simple and like himself. We cannot, he said, have too many friends, Mrs. Bligh. And I dare not lose one.

I am blessed in two, she replied, smiling through her tears.

In one you are certainly blest, he said, and he looked at Charlotte. I envy her and I congratulate you. Such friends are rare, Mrs. Bligh.

That is agreed, Charlotte said, though her eyes shone. We settled that before you came in, sir. You must find something new to say.

I thought that Charlotte might have news! Peggy said, eyeing him closely. She could not get away from that; from the hope and the fear.

We must not expect it yet, he replied cheerfully.

Perhaps in another fortnight we may begin to look for it. Mr. Bligh has made so many long voyages  I suppose he has spent half his life at sea  that he would smile at our expectations. And deftly turning the conversation to Blighs experiences, and in particular to his service in the Naiad when she had cruised, as a part of Sir Borlase Warrens squadron off Arcachon, he pressed the matter. He had never heard the rights of that affair; he would be glad to hear them. Peggy was induced to tell the story, and grew warm in the telling. Her eyes shone, she reddened with indignation, she looked a different creature. Charlotte, seated close to Wyke, murmured Bravo! in his ear, and pleading ignorance of the sea-terms that Peggy uttered so glibly, egged her on. Sir Albery chimed in, echoing the wifes indignation at the scurvy treatment that Bligh had suffered at the Admirals hands  but he was a man with a certain reputation, he added: arbitrary, he had heard, and too proud to own to a mistake. Not popular in the Service, I am told. Such men  but possibly I may misjudge him  hamper themselves, and lack support when they most need it. A stiff man, I gather, though I may be mistaken.

By the time that they had rightly or wrongly judged and condemned Sir Borlase, and Wyke had drawn a sharp contrast between him and the sailors idol Nelson, who never, he said, forgot the man who sailed under him, and resented a slight to one of his captains as an offence against himself, they were all on easy terms, and Peggy had for twenty minutes at least forgotten her anxiety. Charlotte, viewing the change with delight, could not refrain from repeating Bravo! under her breath, and when Wyke coloured, laughed aloud. Apparently he had thought out the subjects he would raise, for he passed on to the wonderful luck that some ships had, and quoted the case of the Thetis and the Santa Brigida eighteen months before. The capture had been worth forty thousand pounds to the captain of the lucky frigate and five thousand to each of the lieutenants.

But little enough to the crew, I expect, Charlotte said.

No, indeed. I believe every A.B. took a hundred and fifty.

Well, that was a stroke of luck! she agreed, while Peggys eyes grew thoughtful and she immersed herself in calculations.

But we must not expect such luck as that, Sir Albery said cautiously, and he explained the circumstances. Then it was Charlottes turn. She had seen the Exeter paper, and she brought the prospects of peace on the carpet. It was believed to be very near. There was talk of a meeting to settle the terms  at Amboise or at Amiens  she could not remember which, but it began with an A. She thought Amiens, and she was explaining why, when a tap on the door surprised them.

Peggy rose. I am afraid, she said with a touch of her old gaiety, it is the baker. If you call at a cottage, Sir Albery, it must not shock you if the bread comes in through the parlour.

Those are not the things that shock me, he said. Let me be your footman.

But Peggy was before him. She opened the door, and there, confronting her, stood her sister, her hands in her muff.

Augusta! Peggy cried.

It was an awkward moment for Augusta; more awkward than she knew, for Peggys figure filled the doorway and Augusta did not see that there were other visitors in the room. If she had, her greeting might have been different. Well, my dear, she 6aid good-humouredly, youve brought your pigs to a pretty market! She had to break the ice, and it seemed to her well to do it at once and thoroughly. Come in, Peggy answered. I have visitors, she added a little shyly. She made way for the other to enter.

Out of the tail of her eye Augusta, as she crossed the threshold, saw who they were, and she felt that the fates were against her. But she would not have been Augusta if she had not made the best of it. She would have embraced Peggy, but she did not know how her sister would take it, so she contented herself with pecking her cheek. Dear Peggy! she said. So here you are! And here I am! Father at last, dear she seemed for the first time to recognize Charlotte, and, breaking off, nodded gaily to her. Well, I never! she exclaimed, this is an unexpected meeting!

Perfectly! said Charlotte.

And Sir Albery! I confess  in her annoyance Augusta could not refrain from the thrust I did not expect to find you here!

No? he said. Yet I do not see why, Miss Portnal.

She had no answer ready, and while he busied himself pushing forward a chair Charlotte replied for her. Augusta is a little late herself, she said. However, never mind, Augusta, she continued in a rallying tone. Better late, my dear, than never!

For once Augusta had need of all her aplomb. She felt the atmosphere unfriendly, and the notion that Sir Albery and Charlotte had called in company was upsetting. But she smiled, and ignoring Charlottes hit, I am relieved to see Peggy looking so well, she said. I can see that you have done her good already.

Oh, dont give us the credit, Charlotte retorted. Ive no doubt its the surprise of seeing you has brought the colour to her cheeks. Its a pity you did not come before, my dear.

Sir Albery, who, man-like, hated a scene, put himself between them. I think Sirs. Bligh is looking better, he said.

The better for seeing you all! Peggy replied. Then, turning timidly to her sister, I hope that my father is well? she said.

Quite well, Augusta rejoined, and played her trump card, the value of which she had only grasped during the last minute. He bade me give you his love, Peggy.

The colour fled from Peggys face, and returned with a rush. Oh, I am glad! she murmured. I am glad. Thank you, dear. She gripped one hand in the other in the effort to control her emotion, but the tears rose to her eyes.

Well, thats something, Charlotte said grudgingly. I hope that hes on the way too. It is time, I am sure.

I think he will be soon, Augusta replied.

At any rate he has let you come.

Yes. Augusta managed without more to convey the impression that she had striven to that end and succeeded. But that is not all, Peggy, she continued in a lower tone. He sent you his blessing, dear. She knew, as she said it, that she had risen to the top of the occasion and done herself justice.

Peggy looked at her with brimming eyes and with difficulty stifled a sob. Sir Albery saw that she was agitated and he rose. I am afraid I must be going, he said. I am glad to leave you, Mrs. Bligh, so much happier, and with one care removed.

I must be going, too, Charlotte said. It is well that some people are coming to their senses, Augusta. Good-bye, my dear. See you soon, but never more glad to see you than here and now. And heart up, Peggy! Courage, and courage, and again courage! All will be well.

She hugged Peggy, and was moving towards the door, which Wyke had opened for her, when a sound caught their ears and drew their eyes to one another. It was not an uncommon sound in that place, for it was only the tread of someone descending the steep path, and it was even possible to say who it was  the clump of the Captains wooden leg weighted every other step. But the pace was hurried, it was the pace of one who brings news, and it arrested not only the ear but the heart. Charlotte paused, Wyke stepped out to the wicket. Aware of the open door and the listening ears behind him, he grasped the need of caution, and he passed through the gate. He was in time to meet the Captain, who, out of breath, was pegging his way down the track. Wyke raised his hand. Steady! he said in a low voice. We must not alarm Mrs. Bligh, sir!

No, no, the old man stuttered, but in his eagerness he still tried to go by the other. No! Its  its not that!

Steady! Wyke repeated the word more sharply. He barred the way. Have a care! For Gods sake, sir, dont frighten her!

But the Captain was already at the wicket, and it was too late. Peggy had broken from Charlottes grasp; she had come out to them, and the others followed perforce. They stood grouped on one side of the fence, Wyke and the Captain on the other. The old man, panting and struggling for breath, rested his trembling hand ON the gate. His face worked. For a moment, a moment of suspense for all, he could not speak.

Then Theres news! he gasped, and at the word Charlotte slipped her arm round Peggy. Not  not bad news! he got out jerkily. No, no! Not bad news, thank God! But  but strange  strange news if its true! His voice whistled in his throat. If its true!


CHAPTER XXVI

CAPTAIN COPESTAKE, retired Master Mariner of Portsea, had much to be thankful for. At home and abroad he had the comforts that the hearts of sailor men desire. Within-doors he had a clean hearth, a well-ordered house, as much rum as was good for him, and leave to smoke his pipe  for Mrs. Ozias was a reasonable as well as a notable woman  everywhere except in bed; to say nothing of plum-duff frequently and tripe on Fridays. On Sundays he enjoyed all the solace that a long-winded minister and an approving conscience could give him, lived his sins over again, and luxuriated in the remembrance  he called it the repentance  of them. Abroad he had his house of call, his own special chair, in winter by the fire, in summer beside the snug red-curtained window, and he was never without a shilling in his pocket.

Then he had the Hard to walk on and Gosport to visit when he needed a sea-change; to say nothing of a number of old cronies with whom to pass the time while he shared with them the labour of propping up the posts on the quays, or levelling a glass from the Platform. There was not a craft in harbour between Porchester Castle and the Blockhouse that he did not know from coamings to masthead, that he had nut surveyed and measured until he knew her lines with his eyes shut; nor, as long as daylight lasted, did a vessel pass the Point, inward or outward, laden or in ballast, from His Majestys three-deckers riding high in their pride to the humblest long-shore tub, that he and his fellows did not mark her handling, criticize her Master, commend or deride. The port, gay with bunting and movement and the show of war, and noisy with the ringing of hammers and the Heave-ho! of chanting maties, was Oziass picture-book, ever open, its pages ever turning and of interest; and he knew it as a College Don knows his Odes or his often-studied AEneid.

It was an ideal life; such a life as the seaman, aloft in rocking gales, or battling on deck with icy seas, dreams of, as of a haven far off and hardly attainable. And Ozias admitted his good fortune. Yet, so weak is human nature and so strong is habit, that there were days when he was not as well content as was reasonable; when his wifes apron-string irked him, and he resented the watchfulness of the black eyes that owned him. At such times the plum-duff seemed too rich, the yarns of his fellows palled, and even the excitement of the Point and the sad seamanship of the younger school lost their power to engross him.

I be an unregenerate toad, Jonah, he would say, when driven to open himself to a congenial spirit. The old Adams in me to that extent theres times when I think the ways of pleasantness are not for me, so dyed I be in the dip of wickedness. So dyed I be, he continued gloomily, his eyes bent on the water beneath him, that no fuller on earth can bleach me.

Your woman has done something that way, the other replied slyly. She ha tried anyway, Ozias.

Ay, she ha tried, Ozias agreed despondently. She be too good for me, Jonah.

A good woman as women go, Jonah said cautiously. Her puddings, I am told

Ay, rare. Rare they be  and filling. But  Ozias sighed as he scanned the offing theres days when, God forgive me, Id give em all for a morsel of hard tack and a tot from the rum-tub, and to be running free with a clear sky and a spanking breeze abaft and a prize in chase! Dye see the guns ready to run out, Jonah, and the lads stripped at their quarters and the beauty youre aboard of lifting and lurching with a following sea and the long swivel ready to throw a shot across her? Ozias groaned, and God forgive me, Jonah! he went on. I know they be the flesh-pots of Egypt, but there be days when I smell the salt and I do hanker  I do hanker after them.

I tell ee what it is, Ozias, his friend said. You be wanting a glass. He looked hopefully at the Admiral Vernon, not a stones throw away. A glass be what you be wanting and youd tell your blessings.

Id ought to, Id ought to! And Id not say it wouldnt hearten me, Ozias agreed, and he was about to turn in the desired direction when something caught his eye. What be that silly brigantine a-doing? he demanded in a brisker tone. Does the d  d tailor think he can get in with this wind?

The wind was due north and there were half a dozen sail standing off and on, waiting for it to shift that they might enter the harbour. Three of these had been there since dawn of the day before, and the skilled eyes turned on them knew them for victuallers inward bound from Gibraltar or the Channel Squadron. Two others had come up in the night, a timber ship from Norway, and a sloop of war  her number and name were known and the bum-boats had already raced out to her with soft tack and vegetables. But the sixth, a brigantine with a patched foresail, had only come up Channel at mid-day. H the wind held there might be presently a score standing off and on opposite Southsea beach waiting to slip in, for in those days to reach a harbour and to enter it were two different things.

It was the handling of the brigantine that had caught Copestakes eye. She seemed to be doing her best to effect the impossible by beating into port in the winds eye. Working his jacks for the sake o working! he commented sourly. Shed need be quick in stays or the fool will pile her up on Haslar! He spat contemptuously into the water.

She be signalling! said the other. Thats what she be come in for, Ozias.

Ay, so she be, Ozias agreed. Now whats that for? He scanned her with a knowing eye. Levant trade, dyou think, Jonah?

There or thereabout. A moment later: Shes asking for a saw-bones, I wouldnt wonder.

And putting out a boat! May be despatches! Theyll come to the postern. On which the two men, glad of any distraction, straightened themselves and yawned, and after pausing, first to assure themselves that the boat was coming in, and secondly to take that glance round the offing without which no old salt turns from the sea, they made their way towards the stairs. Ozias forgot his discontent, and Jonah postponed his afternoon dram.

But a meeting with a friend at the end of the Platform detained them, and there were other idlers on the front. By the time they arrived, Ozias and his mate found themselves cut off from the stairs by a curious crowd, five or six deep. The brigantines boat slid in, and the seamen manning it tossed their oars inboard under a hail of questions, the answers to which did not reach our couple in the rear. They had to make the best of the information that filtered through to them second-hand, and largely mingled with oaths.

Ozias caught a word here and there, and presently he gripped the man before him to ensure attention. What? Six, dye say, mate? he asked.

Ay, six! And two put overboard day fore yesterday. Cut about terrible they be, cording to them. Theyve come in for a saw-bones to sort em to rights, fore they land em.

The Frenchies was it?

D  n em, who else should it be?

But she aint marked! Ozias urged impatiently, pinching his victim. She come off the port at eight-bells noon, you must ha seen her! Sheve not a scratch nor a splinter o white wood about her! Nor a gun aboard, you fool!

She took em off! Took em off, I tell ye! the man retorted irritably. He wanted to listen, not to talk. Have ye no ears on ye? South of Ushant twas, off a

Off what?

Off a brig she took em  Letter o Marque, crippled and like to sink! Corvette  French sloop o war ye understand  in company, and leaking like hell! Dont know, the man continued with a sudden burst of enthusiasm, as I ever heard the like, blast me if I did! Dismasted the Frenchman they did, and bore off and on, raking her fore and aft, till she struck! And not fifty of a crew! Corvette closed once but fell away fore they could board, d  n em!

Fore the sloop could board?

Ay, ay! Who else! The brig hammered her for hours, she did, and took her at last! By G  d, she did! She took her!

Took the corvette? Ozias exclaimed incredulously. Took the Frenchman? And again he shook the man, who in his desire to pick up more was at his mercy. Dye mean it, mate? Took the corvette? The Letter o Marque did?

They did, I tell ye! So these chaps say.

Well Im d  d! Ozias said, disentangling the tale at last. Thats a rum thing as ever I heard.

Rum? the other swore, dancing up and down on his toes in his appreciation. The rummest thing I ever heard talk of! Lord sink me, man, I could kiss the chaps that fought her, blast their eyes. But there, its no good pinching me, I dont know no more than Ive told you, and the boats hauling off to wait for the surgeon. She comes up, this here brigantine, and found em refitting and pumping to save their lives  both leaking like sieves  and she took off the worst of the wounded. Left the two crippled in a sea, and doubtful seeminly if theyll bring em in.

Well, Im a sinner! Ozias exclaimed. A sloop o war, mind ye! Why shed ha ninety of a crew at the least! A hundred more like!

She was waiting for her, so they think!

And caught a Tartar!

By gum, she did  caught a Tartar and no mistake! the man swore with gusto. And the crowd beginning to break up amid laughter and some cheering, he turned to his tormentor. Hang me, if you aint pinched my arm black and blue! he said reproachfully. But it is worth it and all! Dont know as I ever heard the like!

Ill treat, said Ozias briefly. Come along of us, mate, and well wet the news. Did ye hear where the Letter o Marque hailed from?

The man hadnt caught the name. But soothed by the prospect of a dram he called to a neighbour who was also turning away, and asked him. This man had heard the name  the name of the port and of the brig  and he told them. To his astonishment Ozias gripped the speaker by the arm. Skipper hurt? he cried. Eh? Did ye hear, man?

Ay! Splinter, side of the head! Knocked silly, they say, but kept the deck like a good un and saw it through! Dye know him?

Ozias did not answer, and to this day the man whose arm he had pinched black and blue thinks him the meanest of swabs. For, forgetful of his offer and of everything but the news that he had heard, Ozias turned his back on his new friends and the Admiral Vernon, deserted his mate, and at a clumsy seamans trot made away for Portsea. What he said to the buxom woman who owned him, or how he dealt with her is not recorded, but a lugger that went out at sunset, bound for Plymouth, carried Ozias as a passenger, and the morning light saw him landed at the Barbican.


CHAPTER XXVII

THAT was the news that Captain Copestake brought to Beremouth on that fine May day in 1801. Old Captain Bligh happened to be in town, his attention was drawn to the excited group that had gathered about Ozias, he approached, and Ozias, breaking away from the others, drew him aside and told his story  told it with such reservations as, being a man of slow but sure wits, he thought proper. He said nothing to the old man of the shattered state in which the Lively Peggy and her prize had been left, or of the doubts entertained of their safety. Bad news would travel fast enough, details such as these could wait; and for himself he judged that the man Who had captured a French sloop of war with a crew outnumbering his own as two to one was not the man to let a craft sink under his feet. Sufficient for the day was the deed, and for Beremouth the triumph. And loudly Ozias hymned it.

To some he told more, but he cautioned them. His wifes in a delikit state, he explained, with more consideration than might have been expected of him. No need to scare her, mind ye! But, lord bless you, hes not the man I think him if he dont come through and bring his sheaves with him! Like most sons of the open sea Ozias was a generous soul, and if he had captured the corvette himself he could not have been more triumphant, or bragged with stronger oaths of the glory accruing to Beremouth.

The story had flown abroad and was known half-way up the steep street before the old Captain, gathering his scattered wits together, limped away, the heart that beat so tumultuously in his lean breast overflowing with pride and thankfulness! With all his eagerness to tell the news he was more than once forced to stop and wipe the sweat from his brow; nor could he ever remember how he climbed the hill to the churchyard. But the determination to be the bearer of the tidings gave him strength, and he arrived at the Cottage as we have seen, his legs trembling under him and his tongue disabled by excitement.

Strange  strange news if its true! he gasped, his voice breaking. Poor man, his life had known few moments of triumph, and this was such a moment. It seemed too good to be real.

But Wyke, alarmed on Peggys account, was impatient of delay. He could have shaken the old man. For Gods sake, say what it is, sir! he urged. Dont you see that you are frightening Mrs. Bligh?

Hes  hes taken a French corvette! the Captain stammered. She attacked him  hes taken her! A sloop  sloop of war, dyou understand? Hes  hes taken her! He waved his arms in his excitement.

Peggy snatched herself from Charlottes arm. Is he there? she cried, prepared to fly to him. Is he there? She tried with a shaking hand to open the wicket. What did it matter what he had taken if he was there?

No, my dear, no, the Captain said, a little sobered. He is not there, no! But news has come. A vessel that came into Portsmouth yesterday brought the  the news.

But he was safe? she breathed. You are sure?

Safe? Yes, my dear, safe  quite safe, I understand.

Thank God! she cried. For her that was all. Thank God! She burst into tears and hid her face on Charlottes shoulder, while the other patted her like a mother.

There, there, my dear, Charlotte said. Look up and think what great news it is! Hes safe! He will be with you soon.

But a sloop of war? Wyke said, dwelling on the words. He dreaded a mistake. The old man was excited, was beside himself, and it was a strange, an improbable tale. Could it be that he had heard amiss? You are quite sure, Captain Bligh? Who brought the news from Portsmouth, pray?

Copestake! He saw the vessel that brought in the  the wounded. And he came away at once. South of Ushant it was, the Captain continued more glibly, his tongue loosened now that he had his breath. Some think that she was waiting for them. The Peggy crippled her main-mast and bore off and on, raking her while the corvette could not bring her broadside to bear. But she brought down the Peggys main-top  thats what I understand  and before Charles could clear away the raffle she fell alongside and theyd ha boarded, but by the mercy of God the Peggy slipped clear before she could fasten to her. And then they  they went on hammering her! Peggy raised her head, and her eyes shone like stars through her tears. He meant to do it! she cried. He meant to do it! And I knew that he would do it, if he lived! Let us thank God for it!

Its wonderful news! Sir Albery said warmly  but there was still a spice of doubt in his tone. Wonderful news! And I congratulate you, Mrs. Bligh. I congratulate you with all my heart!

Dear Peggy! Charlotte said. Dear little heroine! And I know of more heroes than one, she added, her eyes on Wyke.

They are all heroes! Peggy cried. The poor brave men! But that was not what the other meant. Were there many hurt? she continued timidly.

Six were landed, the Captain murmured, thinking that the less said about that matter the better.

A great feat! Wyke pronounced warmly. A noble feat. I really hope that he may be reinstated, Mrs. Bligh. We must see that the facts are known. Such a thing has not been done since the Falmouth Packet beat off the Atalante! The country will ring with it, or I am mistaken!

Peggy bloomed. Oh, you think he may! she cried, clasping her hands in a transport of gratitude. You think he may!

I think it is possible, Wyke said more cautiously. We must do what we can to spread the facts.

She was all tearful thankfulness, and would have stood there in that blessed spot, tasting and savouring the news for an hour if Charlotte had not intervened. You must come in now, Peggy, she said. You really must, my dear.

Yes, Wyke said, and I see there are some people coming down the path. They have heard the news, I expect, and we had better go in for a moment, and then leave Mrs. Bligh to herself.

It is not joy that hurts me, she said, smiling happily. Oh, I do thank, I do thank heaven!

But she complied. Wyke and Captain Bligh went in with them. They all crowded into the cottage, filling the little room.

Wyke had been right in his conjecture, as the next minute proved. Less thoughtful than Copestake, or believing with Peggy that joy does not harm even delikit women, a score of enthusiasts from the water-side had started out to honour the hero, and wish his partner joy. They had gathered strength as they marched through the town, spreading the news and singing Hearts of Oak; so that by the time they halted before the cottage and lined up along the path they were a hundred strong  watermen, old salts, quay loafers, a rough crew, singing, laughing, cheering, but to a man moved by honest pride in the thing that had been done, the thing that had glorified Beremouth. Someone stepped to the front, as they ranged themselves with their faces to the cottage, and lifting his hand, set them once more thundering in unison Hearts of oak are our ships! Hearts of oak are our men, the stern and moving air that in the Service of that day summoned men to quarters and to battle.

There was more than one heart within the cottage that rose high on the strain, more than one of those present whose eyes brightened. But when, the song ended, the leader of the band called for three cheers for Captain Bligh, and three cheers for the Lively Peggy, and the cheers were given with a will that shook the very walls of the cottage, Peggy surprised them all. Charlotte would have held her back, fearing the effect upon her; and Augusta would fain have done the same, deeming it beneath her sister to take notice of the men. But Peggy would not be restrained. She opened the door and went out; and when the rough fellows looked on the young wifes face, aglow with pride and wet with tears, every head was bared and every tongue was silent.

Dear friends and neighbours, she said, and her clear, sweet voice, tremulous with feeling, touched a chord in the rudest breast. I thank you from my heart. God bless you, and may He bring all safe home to us!

That was all; but how they cheered her, as Charlotte, laughing and nodding, drew her in again! In their enthusiasm they would have stayed and cheered interminably, but Sir Albery went out, gave the leader a guinea to drink Mrs. Blighs health, and with the guinea a hint; and they trooped tumultuously away to the Privateersman and the Keppel, there to celebrate the occasion in a fitting manner. It was felt, indeed, in the little port that to go sober to bed that night was a tempting of Providence, a thankless act, or, in Captain Copestakes phrase, a cheapening of vouchsafed mercies!

But if there was triumph down by the water, and in the little room on the cliff-face where the old man and the girl-wife sat hand-in-hand a thankfulness as deep, here and there in lane and court there were quaking hearts and anxious faces. Distracted women to whom the news had come in fragments ran from door to door, asking questions that none could answer. They invaded Copestake in his cups, plucked at his sleeve with fluttering hands, insisted on knowing Was my Bill hurt? or Dye know aught o my Jack?  questions that caused that mariner sad discomfort. For the story of the six wounded had gone abroad, and where there were wounded there were like to be dead. Ozias swore to each that her man was safe; but the comfort was cold, there was no telling, and one woman, ignorant of the distance, started at daybreak to tramp to Portsmouth, carrying her babe with her. She was sent back four days later by the Exeter wagon, at the cost of a charitable Justice who had heard her story.

Strange to say, though within half an hour of Copestakes arrival the town was humming with the news, no one conveyed it to the Rector, deeply as he was concerned in it. It was his sermon-day, an occasion that came but once in three weeks, and his order that he was not to be disturbed on that day was imperative. Even so, Wignall hesitated. He felt the tidings excused much, and he ventured as far as the door. But the Rectors temper had been odd of late, and with his hand on the latch the butlers heart misgave him, and ho retreated. So the Rector wrote on in peace until late in the afternoon. Then having completed his task he felt the need of a breath of fresh air, and issuing forth he took his hat and gold-headed cane and left the house. The first persons whom he met as he entered the churchyard were Augusta and Sir Albery Wyke, returning from the Cottage.

There had been a little awkwardness when Wyke, after the departure of the crowd, had risen to take leave. The two girls had risen also; their way and his way were the same, and for a moment they had looked at one another  women will understand how. Then Charlotte, impelled by a feeling of which she was afterwards ashamed, suggested that Augusta might like to have a few minutes with her sister.

But Augusta had put the offer by with a smile. Not to-day, she said, her hands in her muff. Peggy will like to be alone to think it over.

Peggy didnt say her nay, and Charlotte, despising herself, hastened to announce that she was going home by the road, and before the others could move had taken herself off. Finesse was not in her nature, she could not imagine what in the world had possessed her, and she scolded herself roundly. Ill write plain Charlotte on a piece of paper, she determined, and perhaps that will remind me not to make a fool of myself! And then I am as mean as she is, she thought with shame, and without her excuse.

Wyke and Augusta, therefore, had left the Cottage together, Augusta, as they walked, dilating with sisterly affection on this happy turn in Peggys fortunes. I am so glad, she added, so glad that my father suffered me to go to her  before this was known!

It was very well, Wyke replied. He could not banish a certain dryness from his tone.

It is such splendid news! Augusta continued with rapture. Such a surprising thing, too!

Yes, he agreed, it is  if the story be true, Miss Portnal.

It had not occurred to Augusta to doubt it. She did not know enough of the things of the sea to appreciate its uncommon nature, though it had crossed her mind to question its propriety. A dispensation that allowed misconduct to be condoned and disobedience rewarded seemed to her improper. She would have died before she would have owned to the feeling, but it recurred, and it underlay her tone as she answered with a certain uplift in her voice. You feel some doubt, then, Sir Albery? You dont feel sure that the news is true?

Well, he admitted soberly, it is such a very unusual thing for a private vessel to have the better of a warship that  that I am afraid I do doubt. As a rule such a ship surrenders when overtaken by a force so superior  the odds are too great. If she should resist the cost of victory must be heavy, yet we hear of no loss of life  only of six wounded  a light bill. Still, I dont see how Copestake could be mistaken, and Captain Bligh no doubt told us the tale as it was told to him. We can only trust that there is no mistake, for the blow to your sister whose hopes have been raised would be cruel! Cruel! he repeated with feeling.

It would indeed, Augusta agreed. Poor, poor Peggy! It is so much more than she can have expected!

Than anyone can have expected! Let us hope that the story is true.

It was at this point that they saw the Rectors portly figure coming towards them. Oh, father! Augusta cried, as they met, isnt it wonderful?

What, my dear? he said. What is wonderful?

You have not heard the news  of the brig?

The Rectors heart lost a beat. But he saw that, whatever the news was, it could not be bad. What is the news? he asked. And who brought it?

Copestake, Wyke answered. He heard it at Portsmouth and came over with it. According to him the Lively Peggy fell in with a French corvette off Ushant  a little to the south I understand, and engaged her and has taken her!

Taken her! the Rector exclaimed in astonishment. The others could see that he was moved  and shaken. But they attributed his agitation to the surprise that was natural.

Fought her and taken her! Sir Albery repeated. So the story goes. Its amazing if it be true.

And  and Bligh? The Rectors eyes as he spoke avoided theirs.

He is said to be safe, Wyke replied. That is certain, I understand. Weve just come from Mrs. Blighs. What is it, Rector?

For Portnal had drawn in his breath in an odd way. Only a little spasm, he explained. He took out his handkerchief and passed it across his brow. Nothing! Nothing! Hes safe, then  Bligh? he added. You are sure of that, Wyke?

Certainly  if Copestake is right.

The Rector surprised them both, his daughter more than Sir Albery. Thank God! he said in a tone so earnest, and so different from the pitch of his voice in church that Wyke got a new view of him. Thank God! he repeated reverently. I  I was afraid for my daughter! And again, as if he could not contain himself, Thank God! he repeated. He is very merciful! Then, recovering himself and in a voice more like his own, A shock to her would be  would be very serious just now, he said.

Wyke had never liked the man so well. He had never known him as he was, it seemed. Just so, he agreed heartily. But Id better tell you the story. And he repeated Oziass tale as he had had it from the old Captain, to whom, as we know, Copestake had not communicated all that he knew. Its an amazing feat, he said in conclusion, look at it how you will.

If it be true, Augusta suggested, recalling the misgivings that he had expressed.

The Rector frowned. Is there any doubt about it? he asked.

I dont think so, Wyke said. But he spoke as if he did doubt. I-dont see how there can be, Rector. If a landsman had reported it, I should feel, I confess, great doubt. A good deal of doubt. But Copestake

Copestake should know, the Rector agreed, welcoming that view of it. Anyway the news should be in the journals in a day or two. You did not hear who the wounded were?

No; Copestake came away without waiting to learn particulars. It would have been better if he had waited, I think.

It would, the Rector decided. Certainly it would. I think I will send a messenger to Portsmouth to see the men in hospital and to learn particulars  and what can be done for them. But I suppose the brig may be in at any time now?

Im afraid not yet, Wyke said. The brigantine that brought the news appears to have entered the Channel before the wind shifted from west to north. Copestake thinks that the brig and her prize would meet a head wind while still in the Bay, and may not be in for some days. They were still refitting when the brigantine left them, and the sea was getting up.

Theyd beat to westwards?

No doubt theyd get off the French coast as soon as possible. Copestake put them about a degree west of the Penmarch, and thought that if the sea was not too high they might land in the boats such of the prisoners as they did not need for working.

May be. He should know. Well, with a sigh that betrayed a lingering anxiety, I will go on. And nodding to Wyke in a way that showed that his thoughts were elsewhere, he pursued his walk.

He was thankful, profoundly thankful. More than once he bared his head and his lips moved. But mingled with his thankfulness, underlying it like a tiny but deadly snake hidden beneath a basket of luscious fruit, were misgivings that he strove to ignore. He had some knowledge of sea matters and he had a vision of the brig and her prize heaving, a cables length apart, in broken water, with the brigs guns shotted and bearing on the Frenchman. He could hear the wind screaming through the raffle of torn cordage, and the shattered mast beating against the hull that trembled with every shock. He saw the French crew driven under hatches, and men naked to the waist labouring in a frenzy of haste to cut away the crippled spars  men with bandages about their heads, working in fear of their lives to set up jury masts. He saw the look-out sweeping the offing in mingled fear and hope, heard the hoarse orders, and read the alarm in mens faces, heard their curses, as the wind shifted to north and forced them to beat into the Atlantic!

He tried to put misgivings from him. All had gone so well, so much had been done and won, if this marvellous story was true, that surely the skill and courage that had wrought wonders might be trusted to surmount the difficulties that remained. But he strove with less success than he could have wished. At moments the spectre of a Nemesis would lift its head, would shadow his thoughts, would haunt him; and fond of money as he was, he would willingly have lost all that he stood to gain for the certain news that the Lively Peggy lay safe in port.

Yet it was hard to suppose that there was a mistake. Copestake  Copestake should know, if anyone did! So, little by little, he reassured himself. He walked more briskly. He swung his cane and put his years behind him, cheered by the pleasant air, the peaceful scene, the evening stillness.


CHAPTER XXVIII

AS long as there were new listeners to gather about him Ozias sang his song of triumph, and bathed himself in the pleasure that rewards the bearer of strange news. But the Beremouth folk were few, and when he had exhausted his audience, he bethought him of an outstanding claim and of one to whom it was his duty in a special degree to impart his tidings. He called for a boat, chose the best of a dozen that were eagerly offered, and two minutes later he was on his way to the Cove. One treat, and a high treat, still remained  to tell the story to the owner of the Lively Peggy; and with enthusiasm, simple soul as he was, Copestake pictured the joyful amazement with which it would be welcomed.

The man who rowed the boat and was aware of his purpose took another view of the matter. For as they rounded the Point, The old man, he said, do keep himself to himself, Capen, these days. Youd ought to know that, for sure. Twere a terrible blow to him, his nevy going.

Ay, ay, Ozias conceded, twould be. And then, remembering that for the last twenty-four hours he had wallowed in worldly things and that a word was never out of season, Poor things we be, Jack, he said. A prudent man foreseeth the evil and hideth himself.

Jack applied the saying literally. Well, he replied, thats what he do do, Capen. Hides, he does, and very ugly hes been, late days. Tis much if theres a soul in Beremouth has set eyes on him.

They do say, he continued, shaking his head, that he be drinking, and drinking alone!

Ozias came sharply to the surface again. Lords sake, thats bad! he said. Drinking alone! Oh dear, dear, thats bad! But well soon change that, he continued, recovering his spirits as he thought of the news he bore. Well have him at the Keppel Head fore hes a day older, see if we dont! You wait here, my lad, he added, as the boat grounded, and Ill have him down here in two shakes.

The man shook his head. Id rather you than me, Capen. Hes the black dog on his back that bad, twill take a lot, Im thinking, to move him!

What? Wi this news?

But taint news of Joe, the other said shrewdly. Happen he maynt be as pleased as you think, master.

Youre a fool, Jack! Ozias retorted. He left the boat and strode across the shingle with the foot of a conqueror.

He felt a little less sanguine when he had put his head into the shed and found it silent and deserted. Tools lay here and there, in no order. A boat lay keel uppermost, the gap where a strake had been removed still yawning. Sand had blown in and lay thick on bench and desk. The place had the forlorn look of a workshop long abandoned. By gum! Ozias muttered, as his eyes travelled over its state and took it in. The old mans hard hit, theres no denying!

He turned from the shed with a sobered face and went up to the house  the white-washed, creeper-clad house that, snugly sheltered on three sides, looked out on the sea; the house that Budgen loved and many a one in Beremouth coveted. As he approached the door, the stillness of the scene impressed him unpleasantly. The garden looked behind-hand and neglected, the potato-hog yawned open and empty, and upon the doorstep stood a bucket that apparently had halted there on its way to the stream. He raised his hand to knock, but in the act he saw through the window the figure of Budgen crouching over the hearth before a handful of fire. Ozias did not need to see the mans face, the attitude was enough. By gum! he repeated. Hes took it hard! Hes took it hard surely! But well soon change that or Im a Dutchman!

He knocked and without more opened the door and turned into the living-room. His seamans eye took in a bottle and glass standing on the table at Budgens elbow; and had there been a second glass, he would have filled it off-hand and drunk to the prize and so broken the news in the fashion he considered most fitting. But there was no second glass, and he did the next best thing. Three strides took him to the mans side. He smacked him on the back. Heart up! he cried jovially. Theres news! Good news, man! No more need to mope!

The blow brought Budgen to his feet, but the face that he turned on his assailant struck the laugh from Oziass lips. To hell with you! he snarled.

What do you And then with the word on his lips, and his eyes glaring at his visitor, some sobering thought crossed his mind, or the fumes of liquor passed from his brain. The rage died out of his eyes, he raised his hand as if to ward off a blow. What  what news? he stammered, and if Copestake had never before seen terror in a mans face he saw it then. What is it?

Why, Lord ha mercy, whats the matter with you? Ozias retorted, and he hastened to reassure him. Why, the best news! The best! Why, Budgen, man, whats come to you? You couldnt look more scared if a ghost had come in! And stead of that I bring you news, rare news, glorious news, man! News thatd curl the hair of a dead corpse, I tell ye!

But Budgens eyes still wore that look of fear. He muttered something incoherent, he passed his tongue across his lips. Is it  is it news o Joe? he muttered.

Ozias rose in his scorn. Of that little rat! he cried. Its a deal better than that! Why, that brig o yourn that sailed out of here so quiet as may be, herll be the talk of Devon! Ay, and foreign parts! Herll be in the papers, and the Gazette, I shouldnt wonder! And Rector giving thanks o Sunday for special mercies! Why, herll never be forgotten, man  never be forgotten, will the Lively Peggy! Theres not a Beremouth man dont walk an inch higher and not a stranger but may call for what he wills, and where he wills, and no reckoning!

But nothing  nothing o Joe? Budgen muttered. He looked askance at a dark corner of the floor as if he saw something lurking in the shadow. Youve heard  nothing of him?

Gosh, man! Ozias retorted, out of patience. Canst think of nothing but him  that rubbishy rag of a chap, when I tell you  but there, I aint told you! And youll sing another tune when youve heard! Howsoever, lets taste your tipple, for Im darned if you wouldnt take the heart out of a -flea! He poured some liquor into Budgens glass, swigged it off with gusto, and having smacked his lips proceeded to tell the story with many heightening touches and as many oaths of admiration.

Budgen listened, but he listened with the same downcast look. He did not rise to the occasion. As the other said, it would have taken the heart out of a flea. Ozias climbed to greater and greater heights; never had his favourite preacher beaten the desk to more advantage. But to his amazement neither the story nor his comments wiped the look of gloom from Budgens face. The man did at last, as the tale unfolded itself, speak a word, but his thoughts took a direction that rendered Copestake both angry and unhappy.

How  how many lost? he muttered, his eyes averted.

Lost their numbers? Well, two for certain, poor chaps, and no one more sorry than me! But, Lord, tis the fortune of war, and what were paid for! And cheap, man  cheap at that!

But, Two? Budgen repeated, and he shivered. He still kept that sidelong watch on the corner that, as the other said afterwards, made his flesh creep.

Oh, bother! Ozias scolded. He began to think that the other had the horrors. Never did I see such a wet blanket!

Budgen shook his head. Hell never bring her in, he muttered.

Confound you for a Jeremiah!

Hell never bring her in! Budgen repeated drearily. And for why? The brigantine left her half-manned and crippled. In a sea, with a head wind.

That come after, I tell ye! Ozias argued irritably. Twas the day after the wind shifted.

But Budgen took no heed. With a head wind, he muttered, and th enemys coast under his lee. Hell not save her. Tis tis over by now, over, I doubt.

Youre a liar! Ozias swore, put beside himself by this evil augury.

Hell not be let to, Budgen persisted, his eyes still avoiding Oziass. Theres  theres a fate in it. His gaze rose for a second to the others face, and fled again. Ozias saw his lips move without sound.

He made Copestake so uncomfortable with his dark words and his darker looks that the man wished that he had not come. Well, he said, Budgen, you be the coldest of cold comforters in this varsal world, and that for certain! As well never send a ship to sea as call her lost before shes reported! And bad luck too. And odds are shes safe in Falmouth or the Cattewater in half a dozen tides, if she baint there now!

Budgen looked at him. Shell never see Lizard Head, he said.

Well, Im d  d! Ozias cried. He felt some fear as well as anger. What if the man did see more in that shadowy corner than was there? And spoke out of some dark knowledge, not his own, hell-born, may be! See me bring you news again! Why, you are worse than the old witch at Netherhampton! You ought to be swum for an old woman, darn me if you oughtnt! And he was so disgusted that he was glad to make an end of it and escape  to fling out of the house and stalk fuming and cursing down to the boat.

The man who was waiting for him read his inflamed face aright. Well, Capen, he said, I told you so.

Ozias had put one foot in the boat and was about to thrust off with the other. He changed his mind. He withdrew the foot. You are as big a fool as Budgen! he said viciously. If I sit there and listen to you Ill burst. Off you go! And he thrust off the boat. Youre all blessed Jeremiahs together! I would not sail with such a crew on half shares and soft tack, for the best prize afloat. Ill walk!

The result was that as, still fuming and scolding, he tramped back, taking the longest way to work off his feelings, he met the Rector, who had parted twenty minutes before from his daughter and Wyke. The Rector was striding along with his head in the air, and hope in his heart. Seeing Ozias, the man whom at that moment he most wished to see, he quickened his pace. Ozias could tell him everything, and first hand, he thought.

Well, Copestake, he said genially, this is grand news that youve brought.

An hour before Ozias would have crowed like a cock and answered jubilation with jubilation. But he had had his cold douche, and he was out of temper, for in spite of his teeth Budgens gloomy face haunted him. Still he tried to rally. He didnt deny that the news was fine.

Ay, he said, its grand news, your reverence, grand news. If so be as all goes well with the brig! But this was measured praise and fell so much below the Rectors expectations that his confidence, a little shaken before, felt the shock. If all goes well? he repeated. Do you mean, then, that you have doubts, Copestake?

Well, sir, it depends on whether he brings her in, dont it? Thats how tis, sir.

But I thought  I thought that you had every hope of that?

Ozias looked about him for a place to spit, but in the Rectors presence he refrained. Well, I had! he allowed, puzzled himself by the change in his feelings. Ay, for sure I had. But that dark owl down there would shake a marble saint, and thats the truth! I wish to heaven Id never seen his nightmare of a face! You might wring my clothes out since I listened to him, your reverence. He dont answer nor argufy, but squints as if the devil was whispering in his ear, and telling him whats to come of it! I came very near to knocking in his ugly face, and I wish I had! I wish I had! Whats the sense o talking as if alls lost, Id like to know? The lightsomeness had fled from the Rectors face. Of whom are you speaking? he asked, though he knew the answer well. Whom have you been seeing, Copestake?

Why, the devil himself, I think! Budgen, to be sure! I never knew, Ozias continued in a burst of confidence, such a croaker ship-board or shore, as what he is! The man wont hear but what they are lost! All lost! Never see the Lizard, never see the Lizard is all his song, as certain as if he could see em in Davys locker this moment! Says its fate! D  n his fate! Ozias exclaimed, forgetting in whose company he stood. I do blieve he thinks his nevy a Jonah, and they must all be lost cause his ugly carcase is aboard!

The Rectors face was very grave as he looked down the road. What do you think yourself? he asked. He wanted comfort, but he had little hope of it.

Well, since I talked to him I dont know what I think. Theres risks  of course theres risks! Ozias repeated irritably, kicking away a stone. Theres always risks at sea, same as on land! And theres no denying they be half-manned and half-rigged, and the pumpsll be going, I warn; and odds are theyd have a headwind out of the Bay. And if they fell in with another mounseer, well, theyd be in poor fettle to fight.

The Rectors face had grown more and more serious as he listened. Then you dont feel much confidence? he said.

Confidence! Ozias spoke querulously. Who would feel confidence after talking to that bird of ill omen? For that is what he is, and looks it! Truth is, I dont know. An hour ago Id ha said that the man as could take that sloop in fair fight would be man enough to bring her in if he swam behind and pushed her! But since I talked to Budgen  if twas Budgen and not the old un in his skin  I dont know what to think. Still, Mr. Blighll make a thundering good try, Im sure o that. Hell bring em in if tis to be done!

Hed steer for Falmouth, I suppose?

Plymouth or Falmouth  first port under his lee, or he might fall in with a frigate or an armed sloop, like as not! But tis rare to meet with them when theyre wanted! Theyd see him in.

When do you think we shall hear? the Rector asked, his head bent down, and his eyes on the road that he was prodding with his cane.

Ay, when? No saying at all. Depends on how much shes crippled and how long hes getting up his jury masts, and the wind and a mort o things. Theres no time at sea, sir. He might be in to-morrow, though its not what Id expect. Or he might be a week out, or supposing him driven into the Atlantic  and you may be sure hed haul off the coast  he may be a fortnight beating up.

The Rector sighed. We must hope for the best, he said.

Ozias had never met the Rector in this mood before, and he thought to himself that they had not given the devil his due.

Thats it, your reverence, he agreed heartily. And keep up the young ladys spirits. Her mans a man, and Id give ten pounds o my own money to see him set foot on Beremouth jetty.

The Rector nodded. Thank you, Copestake, he said. Yes, we must keep up our hearts  and hers. You wont, of course, tell her theres any danger?

God forbid, sir! No, no! Shell know soon enough, poor thing, if it comes.

They parted, and the Rector went on. But the jauntiness was gone from his step, and he no longer swung his cane. His face was gloomy with thought. He gazed before him, but he saw, not the things that were in sight, the winding, rutted road, the gorse-clad hill-side, a glimpse of shining sea peeping over a sloping green shoulder. He saw instead Budgens face as Copestake, blind and undiscerning, had limned it  sullen and hopeless, the face of a man taken in evil, caught in his own net, of a man aware too late of the vengeance that he had called down upon his own head. And with something of the old horror the Rector owned the guilty man his fellow; his fellow not in the crime  God forbid!  but in the retribution, in the judgment that had not yet fallen, but hung ready to fall, and that Budgen by every word he had said, and every look, had owned to be his due!

O miserable man! the Rector reflected, his face darkened by his thoughts. Taught too late that there is a God that judgeth the world! And am I, too, in the same condemnation? Must I, too, look forward with the same hopelessness, the same certainty of a price to be paid? Must I, too, see the sins of the father visited upon the innocent child?

He tried to put the thought from his mind. He called reason to his aid. He told himself that nothing was changed, nothing was altered, that things were as they had been when the news came in and cheered all hearts. He strove to think that the chances were good, the risk, great as it was, inevitable. And he prayed earnestly and humbly, his pride put off. But in vain. A cloud had fallen upon his spirit, and though he walked far along the cliffs, walked until the sea stretched dark below him, and lights shone from the scattered farms that lay to landward, he could not shake off the depression that weighed him down.

What he could do, he did. He sent that night, and within the hour, messengers to Plymouth and to Falmouth, a third even to Portsmouth; bidding them await the event each in his place. And upon all he impressed the same thing with endless repetition. They were to bring the news, good or bad, to him  to him. They were to tell it to no one  to no one at all, until they had seen him. He would remain at home. He would be there at all hours, day and night. He could not say this often enough to them. He lost minutes, he kept the men standing while he repeated the warning again and again.

If he could but stop one cranny against fate!


CHAPTER XXIX

THE fiercer the fire the sooner it burns down.

Whatever was the reason, the jubilation that for a few hours turned Beremouth crazy and filled the night with raucous choruses did not last. Whether the shortness of its reign was due to reaction, or to the little band of women, who flitted white-faced and tearful from door to door and would not be quieted, or to some word let fall by Ozias in his cups, the last rant of Spanish Ladies had barely died upon a bleak dawn before the little port began first to count the cost of victory and then to doubt the victory itself.

Sober heads of families, men who a few hours before had roared and bragged with the best, became  and all in a moment as it seemed  critical and despondent, sharers in the womens alarm. Gathered before the Keppel Head to take the dram that queasy stomachs demanded, or in knots upon the quay where the smell of fishes heads was least pungent, they fell to asking what news of Bill, and if aught had been heard of Barney; and they got no answer. From this to noting the scantiness of the news and the lack of detail was but a step, and depression set in. Presently a man more clear-sighted than his fellows lifted his voice and in an unhappy moment of vision put the question.

What if they dont bring em in after all? he asked. Have ee thought o that. Taint enough to strip the net. Yeve got to bring the fish in.

Thats gospel true!

Ay, and past Ushant, an old salt said, shaking his head. And that be as plaguy a bit o sea both for gales and mounseers as I know anywhere. A right awkard bit, surelie!

It be! And her half crippled, as one may say.

I wish I see em coming in now, quoth the first speaker darkly. But Im fearing its a sight yell none of ye see. Tis too good to be true, mates. How many of a crew do ee guess hell ha left fit to haul and steer, much more to serve a gun? And two to sail and two to hold! Hell never do it!

And, you see, quavered an old man who had not spoken before, where theres wounded theres like to be killed. How many? He looked at the ground before his feet, his hand shaking on his staff. How many? And wholl we see back?

This was too hopeless a view, and one of his fellows objected to it. Come, George, thats not like you, he said uncomfortably. No need to scare the women.

George did not reply, but a silence fell upon the group, and presently it broke up, the older men creeping home, while others turned into the Keppel Head and called for a well-thumbed chart that hung in the parlour and had hung there no man knew how long. This was spread upon a table, and they bent over it, the scholar or two among them marking off distances with their horny thumbs, and muttering of leagues and so on, Penmarch Point and the like. Even these dispersed after a time, but the voices of the women in lane and alley, clamouring for news and threatening visits, now to Budgen and now to the Rector, were not to be silenced. Their voices slowly and inexorably spread gloom through the place.

Bide home and rest! men told them testily  but in vain. Who was wounded, they wanted to know. For it was no new thing that they feared. It was a common end for Beremouth folk, as we know. To sail away with the morning tide, leaving home and babes and straining eyes and sore hearts: and to return no more. To be lost in the mist of the offing and the mistier beyond, and to be just  gone! No funeral, no gathering of neighbours, no green mound in the churchyard on the Point  only the women for the most part lay under the squat Norman tower  but to be just  missing. It was the fate, sooner or later, of many a strong man in Beremouth. He sailed away, and his leaning-post on the quay knew him no more. The inexorable sea, or the greedy war, had taken him.

Meanwhile, though the womens wailing was not to be stilled, and the sound of their shrill voices drove more than one old salt into hiding, not a woman among them forgot herself so far as to carry her fear to the Cottage. Nor, to do them justice, was it her position as the Rectors daughter that shielded Peggy; it was the charity of sex, and the babe that was coming, and perhaps more than all the whisper that ran round that the young wife in her abounding pride felt no alarm. They pitied her inexperience, but to a woman they respected it. They wondered and in sanguine moments they drew some comfort from her example. Judging her by themselves it did not strike them that she might fear and not show it; that trained to a higher control she might possess a trembling soul in silence, and that even when panic assailed her and she saw her terror reflected in the Captains eyes, she might set such a value on her husbands achievement  knowing what it was to him  as lifted her above despair.

Yet that was the case. Peggy did not know the grounds, certainly not all the grounds, there were for fear. But she did fear and did tremble, did suffer in the watches of the night, and suffered more as the hours and the days passed and brought no news, no word of the safety of the brig. But she held panic at bay for her mans sake, she bore herself bravely before the fathers eyes, and smiling wanly, talked hopefully, making nothing of her own trial. She told herself that Charles had played his part and she must play hers. And she had fierce proud hours when she thought of his deed, and her eyes shone and she triumphed in the splendour of it. Hours, when she told herself that at last they knew him as he was, when she saw him on the deck amid the smoke and crash of guns, directing, over-seeing, cool, stern, powder-grimed! Her man! Her man! And again there were sweet moments when she allowed herself to picture his return to the wife and the home that he had ennobled.

But as long days and longer nights passed, and the first flush of the tidings faded, and she saw the old Captains face grow hourly more care-worn, it was all that she could do to bear up; to face the morning light when she awoke, and the grey of evening veiling a sad and misty sea, and still to control herself. Her own time was coming, and while she told herself that she would have no fear were he beside her  he did not come. And the news lingered. She had heard that her father had sent out messengers, and that not a moment would be lost in bearing the tidings to her; and she had blessed him for the thought. But the messengers did not come. Surely the Lively Peggy should be in Portsmouth by now? Or in Falmouth or Plymouth? Or some vessel should have come in with word of her! The wind? Ah, that terrible wind! Morning by morning she crept out, often half-clad, to a place where 6he could see the vane on the Church! Hourly she visited the same place, and still the cruel wind blew from the north and kept him from her.

And then on the sixth day a thing happened that if it did not relieve her anxiety, diverted her thoughts. They were early risers at the Cottage, it still wanted an hour of nine, and she was languidly clearing the table after their morning meal, when she heard the latch of the gate rattle, and turning, caught sight of someone passing from gate to door. She caught her breath. It seemed an ill-omen that dark form, seen between her and the bright sun, and the rap that followed drove the blood from her cheeks. She clung to the table unable to move. Then  the old man was upstairs and she was alone  she collected herself and she opened the door.

The visitor was Wignall. He held a newspaper in his hand. The Rector sent it, Maam, he said, his manner a tactful mean between deference and. sympathy. I was to say before I gave it to you, as its good news, Maam.

The colour rushed to Peggys face. Theyve come in? she cried. Oh, Wignall, say so! Say theyve come in!

No, Maam, no! he answered in haste. Its not that. But its  its all in the paper! Splendid! Grand! he exclaimed, enthusiasm getting the better of training. Were proud  were proud, miss!

Oh! she said, her voice dropping to a lower key. Her lips quivered. Will you  will you thank my father, Wignall? It was kind, very kind of him to send it. Arid thank you.  

She looked at him so pitifully, that a lump rose in the butlers throat. They will be sure to be in  in a day or two, Maam, he said. Certain sure! They would be in now, but for the wind. There s no doubt about it, its the wind, Maam, no doubt at all!

Yes, Wignall, I  I think so, Peggy said. But her face was troubled.

He was glad to escape, leaving the journal in her hand. It was the Exeter and Plymouth Gazette of the day before, and it had been folded by a careful hand in such a way as to show a marked passage. Yet Peggy held the paper long and did not look at it. She was afraid to look, afraid to know what it contained. The man had told her that the news was good, but good or bad, she shrank from knowing it. That which she held in her hand, that piece of print meant so much to her. At length, after listening to assure herself that the old man was not coming down  for she could suffer no eye to share her first reading  she closed the staircase door. She seated herself at the table, she spread the paper before her. Her heart thumped tumultuously and for a few seconds she could not see. Then, clasping her head with both hands, she read, the words dancing before her eyes.

Above stairs the Captain had done his simple tasks. He had made his bed, but he was still pottering about, making neatness more neat, when it struck him that the place was very quiet. He heard no movement of feet below, no clatter of plates. Ever anxious on his companions account  if he could he would have nailed her to a chair  he took fright. Was she ill? Had she fainted? Or could it be that she had gone out? He went to the head of the narrow staircase, he listened, he heard nothing. Wondering and alarmed, he hobbled down the stairs and opened the door.

It was as he had feared. Peggy was seated at the table, her arms cast forward upon it, her face hidden in them. And she was weeping as if her heart would break.

Oh, my dear! he cried, in terror for her, and going to her he touched her tenderly on the shoulder. You mustnt! You know that you mustnt. You will do yourself harm!

I know  I know! Peggy sobbed. Raising her head she looked at him, her eyes shining through her tears. But I am so proud! So proud! Oh, he will be happy! Read it! Read it! See what he has done  my man!

But  but for Gods sake, he pleaded anxiously, calm yourself. You know it is important, my dear. You will harm yourself!

I will, she sobbed. But  but he kept the deck! He kept the deck! Read it! She turned to him, her tear-stained face radiant, and with trembling hands she pressed the paper upon him.

Steady, my dear! I will read  see, I am reading, he conjured her. But do, my dear, calm yourself.

I will! There  I am quiet now. She smiled through her tears. But read, please read!

Slowly he adjusted his glasses, and with her glowing eyes upon him he read:

We are proud to record for the information of our readers that news of an engagement of an uncommon kind and one adding lustre to the annals of our gallant seamen has been received at Portsmouth. The Betsy Gunn, out of Alexandria, homeward bound, in ballast from the Straits, arrived off the Pool on Tuesday, having on board six wounded men, part of the crew of the brig, The Lively Peggy, privateer of Beremouth, commander, Charles Bligh, which has been in action south of Ushant with the Intriguante, a French sloop of war stationed at Brest  and stated to carry 18 guns with a complement of 100 men and boys. A letter forwarded by the Commander of the Privateer to the Port Admiral states that The Lively Peggy armed with 8 six-pounders and carrying a crew of 55, was surprised by the Intriguante at break of day on the 15th instant, the French ship being sighted off the starboard quarter and not more than two miles to windward. Summoned to surrender the brig held on her course, but being pressed backed her foresail and bore up passing under the Frenchmans stern, and raking her, and after a running fight of one hour and fifteen minutes, early in which she had the good fortune to bring down the Corvettes mainmast and do much damage to her rigging, she forced her to haul down her flag. The wounded state the loss of the privateer at five killed and nine wounded, the latter including the Commander who was struck on the head by a splinter, but kept the deck. The loss of the Intriguante is believed to be fifteen killed and upwards of twenty wounded. Immediately upon the receipt of the letter the Port Admiral visited the men in hospital and having heard their story forwarded the Commanders letter to the Secretary to the Admiralty, and at the same time ordered a sloop of war to leave Spithead and cruise in search of the brig and her prize, which it is feared are detained by head-winds. We are informed that the Commander of the Privateer, which has so signally distinguished herself, was formerly a Lieutenant in the Kings Service, and until lately employed on dockyard service at Plymouth. The Corvette which is well known in Brest waters and has done much damage will, if not hulled beyond repair, be purchased by the Admiralty and added to the Service.

At the last moment before going to Press we are enabled to add the Port Admirals covering Letter which appeared in last nights London Gazette.

 ADMIRALTY OFFICE.

Copy of a letter from the Port Admiral at Portsmouth to Evan Nepean, Esqre, dated the 14th instant.

Sir, I have the honour to transmit for their lordships information a letter sent in this day by Mr. Charles Bligh, Commander of the brig, The Lively Peggy, private ship of war armed with eight six-pounders and a swivel, reporting that at 3.45 a in on the 15th instant, Ushant bearing north-east nine leagues, he was discovered and chased by the Intriguante, Republican sloop of war, mounting 18 six-pounder guns, and after a running fight of one hour and fifteen minutes during which his loss was five killed and nine wounded he compelled the enemy to haul down her colours, and took possession of her.

Immediately upon receipt and having confirmed the contents I ordered the Gazelle sloop to put to sea and cruise in search of the brig and prize, the wind continuing northerly and both vessels being I am informed in a crippled condition.

The facts appear to deserve their lordships particular attention, and I have the honour to be, sir, Your obedient servant, JOSHUA FULLALOVE, Rear Admiral.

 GOVERNMENT HOUSE, PORTSMOUTH.

Their particular attention! Peggy cried, smiling through her happy tears; and taking the paper from the old man she hugged it to her breast. Oh, thank God! He will be reinstated now, I am sure he will be reinstated!

God grant it! the Captain said. He was hardly less moved, hardly more master of himself. But you must be calm! You must control yourself! For his sake, my dear.

I will, I will, she said. And they mingled their tears.


CHAPTER XXX

FACTS exist only as they are shaped by the mind that apprehends them. With a conscience clear as an Egyptian sky, Dr. Portnal would have viewed his son-in-laws achievement from a height. He might have belittled it, he might have patronizingly approved of it. If he had gone so far as to accept it as a sign of grace, he would have done so grudgingly, allowing that anything that lessened the unfortunate mesalliance was welcome, and that as his daughter had chosen to marry a scapegrace it was well that he should prove himself a daring scapegrace. The deed that, if done by a post-captain, he would have praised without stint, might have won but a stately word of commendation, when credited to a person without rank and of no importance.

But the Rectors conscience was not at rest, and his feelings having suffered a change, he welcomed with eagerness the opportunity of making amends. He viewed the Lieutenants achievement from a new and different standpoint. He read with admiration and a full heart the tribute that the paper paid to it, he sent on the paper without a moments delay to his daughter  what better peace-offering could he send?  and to all whom he met he spoke of the matter with a warmth that implied a certain forgiveness of the past.

Unfortunately this did not exorcise the spectre that haunted him, nor allay the apprehensions that he felt; apprehensions that grew with every hour that saw no return of his messengers, with every day that passed and brought no news of the brigs safety. That Bligh would be lost at sea, and that the shock of his death would be fatal to Peggy was a presage that he could not shake off. It weighed upon his mind, it shadowed his thoughts, it was with him in his study and at his table.

Nemesis! The word and the thought, once admitted, clung to him like the shirt of Nessus.

Those who met him and had no key to the secret, wondered; finding the man altered, feeling him to be more human, more open, less reticent. That poor girl! he said to Wyke, whom he encountered one morning pacing the churchyard walk, whither the same motive had brought both; a forlorn hope that the Peggy would beat up to the home port and that her topsails might in some happy hour break the empty horizon. That poor girl! he repeated. And Wyke saw with surprise that there were tears in his eyes. If bad news comes it will kill her.

It must not reach her, Wyke replied. You must see to that, Rector. It must be kept from her until  until after. Then when she is out of danger  

But can we keep it from her? The Rector spoke despondently.

Why not? You will be the first to hear it. You must take your precautions.

Precautions! I may take them, man. But will they avail?

You must see to it that they do avail, Wyke replied. For the matter of that I dont think that there is a man or woman in the place who would tell her  who would break in upon her with the news if they heard it.

The father sighed. I hope it is so, he said.

Sir Albery parted from him, puzzled by his gloomy view, and wondering more than ever at the change in him. Later Wyke met Charlotte Bicester and told her what the Rector had said and the effect it had had on his mind.

The truth is, Charlotte decided, as long as there is no one with her, there is a risk. But some one should be with her. Some one who would keep watch and see that the news did not reach her  if it came.

But who is there to do it? Her sister? Charlottes face was eloquent. Augusta! Pretty cold comfort shed be! As good as a lump of ice! But there! She shot a conscious look at him. Theres my tongue running away again! I suppose I should not have said that.

I dont know why you shouldnt.

Oh, well, if you dont, I dont. But I dont think she would do at all. Ill tell you what Ill do. Ill see if Peggy will let me go to her.

To the cottage? To stay, do you mean?

Why not? Isnt that what you want? The Captain can get a bed out. And I could have his room. Her ladyship  Charlotte made a grimace, perhaps to hide her embarrassment, for Sir Albery was looking at her in a very odd way will make a fuss, of course. But I can manage her. I could guard the door if I could do nothing else, and Ill answer for it the news would not get past me. I can lie like a trooper when I like, Charlotte added hurriedly. For Sir Albery was still looking at her in that odd way.

Its  its extraordinarily good of you, he said. But I am afraid you will be very uncomfortable there.

Why? Because the rooms are not twenty feet square, and the hall is all one with the parlour? What nonsense! I am not made of barley-sugar, and of course Peggy should have a woman with her, and better a friend than a stranger. What should we think of ourselves if anything went wrong with her and  and

To be sure, Sir Albery said gravely. There is that. And it is but a small thing you are doing after all. Anyone would do it, Miss Bicester, of course.

Of course, Charlotte said, relieved. Any friend. Ill see about it to-day.

If shell let you?

I shall not give her the choice. Ill bundle out the Captain and bring in my bandbox, and say the things done, and cant be undone. Shell be thankful in her heart. Of course shes fretting.

Wyke had a happy thought. Ill tell you what Ill do, he said. Ill take the old chap in at the Manor. And that will suit all parties.

Charlottes eyes sparkled so that for a moment she looked almost handsome. Will you? she cried. Well, you are a good soul! That will make all right.

You may call it done, he said. But I wish to goodness the news had come and the Peggy was in!

You dont think well of the delay, then?

I dont know what to think, Wyke confessed. But I could see that the Rector was anxious. Charlotte sniffed. Aware that he has a daughter at last, is he? she said. Well, I am not sorry that he should be punished a bit! I suppose you know that he went to see her yesterday? Heart-to-heart talk, full forgiveness, a fathers blessing and the rest! A bit late! But all the same, Charlotte added, rubbing her nose thoughtfully, I am surprised. I did not think that the man had a heart and it seems that he has!

It must have been a great relief to her.

Umph! It may have been. But I am afraid that she is taking fright again. You may be sure that she does not like the delay any more than we do, and I dont suppose that the Captain is the brightest of company. However, we will get him away and then

With an angel in the house?

Charlotte winced, almost as if his words hurt her. I look like an angel, dont I? she retorted. A plain angel I should make! And with a nod and rather abruptly she broke away and went up the street. But as she passed the barbers shop and paused for a word with Dunch  Charlotte had a word for everyone gentle and simple  Dunch was struck by the brightness of her face. It is good for sore eyes to see you, Miss, he flung after her as she went on. If youd let me curl your hair to rights, for youve plenty of it  you would not be at all   Charlotte lost the rest.

However the arrangement at the cottage was not to be made as easily as the pair anticipated. Charlotte broke the plan to Peggy as a settled thing  a thought that had just occurred to her. She had brought her traps with her, she said, and there they were. But Peggy took fright, and for once betraying the alarm that, slowly accumulating, she had as sedulously hidden, she seized Charlotte by the shoulders, turned her to the light, and with fear in her eyes strove to read her face. Youve bad news? she exclaimed. I know you have! Dont  dont keep it from me! Tell me!

Charlotte was alarmed by an agitation that she had not expected, but she was equal to the occasion. Ill tell you the truth, and that is that you are a little ninny! she replied. Ive no news. I know no more than you do, Peggy. What I do know is that you ought to have a woman with you, and Im the woman; and Im coming in spite of your teeth, and whether you like it or not. When the man returns he can turn me out if he pleases.

Peggy drew a long breath and let her hands fall. But she was not wholly reassured. You are sure? she pleaded, her eyes still on the others face. You are telling the truth, Charlotte?

My dear, I am not a liar, Charlotte rejoined  she was a most unscrupulous person when it suited her. Ive no news and as far as I know there is none. But you ought not to be alone, and you are not going to be alone. I am coming here, and thats my news and all my news.

Such colour as Peggy had  and it was not much at this stage  returned to her cheeks. But theres no room, she said.

Theres the Captains room.

Peggy smiled,. But you cant share it with him! she said.

Neither the smile, however, nor her words deceived the other. She saw what a raw edge suspense had put on Peggys nerves and what fears underlay her self-control. Then Ill share yours, my dear, Charlotte retorted. Or  well do better. Well put the Captain out, and Ill have his room. I thought of that, and Ive made all the arrangements.

Peggy opened her eyes. But where is he to go?

To go? Why, to the Manor. Sir Albery has arranged it, and will be delighted to have him. Its settled, my dear.

You good people! Peggy cried, and she coloured up to her hair. You good, good people! But its absurd, its dreadfully absurd, Charlotte. Why should Sir Albery be put out?

Put out? Charlotte replied hardily. I see no reason why he should be put out at all. When a man has a big house as empty and as useless as that, I dont see what he can do better than entertain the father of the hero. Its human nature, my dear. I never offered to come, and he never felt the want of company until  you see, dont you? We are all worshippers of the rising sun. Pigs!

But, oh, such dear pigs! Peggy cried, smiling despite herself. How I wish she broke off.

She studied Charlottes face, her own a little shy.

What?

No, I dont think Ill tell you, Peggy said. I might do mischief. But you two will always be my dearest friends. And if he had the sense

I dont think he is wanting in sense at all! Charlotte said. But for some reason she blushed.

So the thing was settled. But not in the end quite as the conspirators had proposed. The Captain showed so much terror at the thought of being quartered on the Manor, and his company thrust on the Squire, that a room was taken for him in a neighbouring cottage. The alteration seemed to be trifling; in their main object, that Charlotte should take possession as soon as possible, the conspirators had succeeded. All the precautions that they could take, had been taken, or so it seemed. But there is nothing more uncertain than human life; from the clearest sky thunderbolts fall, nor can any man say when he lays down his pen or his cigar-holder that his whole existence may not be changed before he takes it up again. The alteration, a mere nothing in itself, was to have its consequences.

For the news when it came at last to the little port lying in a mood of chastened suspense between pride and apprehension and swept now by one and now by the other  even as by the sunshine or the sleety showers that prevailed at that season  the news stole in after all unperceived. It was there and no man noted it. The common belief was that the Hectors messengers would bring it, and by day eager eyes watched the landward road, by night at the sound of a hoof rattling down the stony street waking ears were lifted from pillows, lights stirred, windows were opened, questions flung forth. Nor was the side of the sea neglected; the advent of a trawler from the westward, much more the appearance of a chance quay-punt from Falmouth drew a crowd to the jetty. Yet with all this the news was in the town for some hours before it was known by anyone.

The only journal taken in the place was the Rectors, and it is certain that on this day as on the others he lost not a minute in opening it, in casting his eyes over it, and in assuring himself that it had nothing to tell. It was Wignall who, taking it up in an idle moment, saw the little paragraph, that thrust into a corner at the last moment, meant so much and carried so fatal a significance. Headed Paris, and quoting from the Moniteur, it stated baldly, and in four lines that the La Bayonaise, twenty-gun corvette, St. Domingo to LOrient, had encountered at sea, forty leagues due west of the Lizard the corvette Intriguante in company with a privateer, both flying English colours, and had brought in the former, and three survivors from the privateer sunk in action.

The paper rustled in the butlers hands. My God! he cried, he cant have seen it!

An hour later, so late in the afternoon that Sir Albery had sat down to his solitary dinner, a messenger arrived at the Manor. He brought not the news but an urgent request that Wyke would go to the Rectory. At once Wyke feared the worst. He left his meal half-swallowed, mounted a horse and galloped into Beremouth, only slackening his speed when he reached the first houses, and riding down the street at his usual pace. At the Rectory he was admitted at once.

Yes, sir, bad! the butler murmured in reply to his unspoken question Bad, sir, I fear as bad as can be! Hes in here, sir!

The Rector was seated at his table. The lamp had been lighted, and as he raised his head he showed a countenance so pale and so disordered that Wyke was shocked. He gave his visitor no greeting, but thrust the paper which had been lying before him into his hands. He pointed to the paragraph. Youll see it there, he muttered.

Wyke read and mechanically he repeated the butlers cry. My God! he exclaimed. Thats very bad! But  but we had ground to fear it, Rector. It was on the cards, you know. And after all he may have survived.

The Rector shook his head. Theres small chance of that, he said. Hed be the last to leave. He added something that Wyke did not quite catch  about a judgment.

But still theres a hope! Wyke protested.

We must keep it from her, was all that the Rector found to say.

Certainly. Certainly we must. Is it known?

Not yet. But it must be  very soon.

Have you told anyone?

The old man. No one else. He was passing and Wignall called him in and told him before I knew myself. Wignall feared that he might hear it unprepared. He said he would go to his lodging and  and not see her. He would have broken down, for certain. On that the Rector himself broke down.

Oh, Lord why hast Thou he cried, and then he stopped, trembling violently. With more composure, We must keep it from her, he said. That is all that can be done now. We must keep it from her.

Most certainly.

Ive thought  what is best. If I go I must see her, and  and I cannot command myself, God forgive me! But Miss Bicester must be warned. She must not leave her for a moment! he continued with a gesture of despair. Will you see her? You go there and  and Peggy will not suspect you.

Wyke hesitated. I see great difficulties, he said. There is but the one room, and

The Rector moved impatiently. You must call her out, he said. You must get her alone for a minute. She must be warned. She must be warned.

But that will of itself alarm Mrs. Bligh.

You must make some excuse  any excuse! You can  you can think of something. The Rector was plainly at the end of his strength. Only we must lose no time. We must lose no time.

Wyke nodded. Very well, he said reluctantly, I will go. But he said it with a heavy heart. It was a terrible responsibility that he was taking, and he did not see his way.


CHAPTER XXXI

THE Rectors study looked upon the walled lawn and was lighted by a heavily mullioned window. Day faded early in it, and Wyke, passing from the lamp-lit room into the open spaces of the churchyard, was surprised to find the twilight still lingering, and the sky, cleared by the north wind, shining blue above the church tower  a blue that faded to green where it met the sea. He owned the pensive influence of the evening hour, but the uppermost feeling in his mind was not so much depression as anxiety. He dreaded the ordeal before him. He felt the weight of his responsibility, he measured with alarm the cost of failure. He foresaw that he must meet the young wife, and that if by slip or any mishap he betrayed his knowledge it was impossible to say what the issue might be. The Rectors despair, surprising in a man so cold and self-contained, had infected him; and as he crossed the churchyard he shivered, picturing Peggys stricken face should his bearing or a chance word betray the truth.

But it had to be done! More than once he told himself that as he left the churchyard behind him. At all costs the thing must be kept from Peggy until her child was born; with that end in view no means seemed to him unwarranted, no precaution excessive. And while he trembled with one half of his mind at the prospect before him, with the other half he sought for a plausible pretext on which he might get Charlotte Bicester alone.

With the Cottage in sight he hit on one and it was with a little more confidence that he opened the wicket. He saw that an upstairs window was lighted, and he rapped softly, hoping that Charlotte might be alone and below. He heard an exclamation, he caught the sound of a chair as it was moved back, the door opened. It was Charlotte  to his great relief  who appeared.

Sir Albery! she exclaimed. Then over her shoulder, Its Sir Albery, dear, she said.

That put an end to his hope, but not to his plan.

Is Mrs. Bligh here? he asked, his tone as careless as he could make it.

She wouldnt be anywhere else at this hour! Charlotte said. The question surprised her.

Can you leave her for a minute? He spoke loud enough to be heard within. Im afraid that you are in trouble. Im sorry, but your mother is here.

My mother? Oh dear!

Yes, and I fear on the war-path. She is in the carriage in the churchyard. It is a question of some dinner-party, and to tell you the truth, I am afraid that shes in a tantrum, Miss Bicester, and wont go till she sees you.

Well, I cant come, Charlotte replied. She was completely deceived. And you must tell her so, she added roundly.

His eyes strove to convey a warning. He could see that the tea-table was set, but the open door concealed Peggy from him. I am afraid you must come, he said with a laugh.

Of course you must, Charlotte, Peggy cried. He heard her rise and he trembled. She came to the door, and stood behind Charlotte. Of course shell come, Sir Albery. Does she think that I cant be left for a minute?

I came for her very unwillingly, he explained.

There s no news, I suppose? Peggys eyes were wistful.

No, he said cheerfully  and the more cheerfully as he was shocked by the change that suspense had wrought in her within the last few days. Her face was drawn and haggard, and fatigue had set black prints under her eyes. I dont expect it, Mrs. Bligh, as long as the wind stays where it is. A change, and in forty-eight horns I shall hope to hear that they are in.

She looked at him pitifully. I must be patient, she said, but her words came from the depths of an overcharged heart. I so much hoped that he would be at home before

And so he will, my dear, Charlotte said lightly. And uncommonly he will be in the way too  as my lady mother is now.

Pon honour you must not keep her waiting, Wyke urged playing his part. She is not in the best of tempers, Miss Bicester, to tell you the truth. I fear you must come. You can be back in ten minutes, if she is not too much for you.

The undutiful daughter turned away. I am not afraid of that, she said. Wait till I get my hat.

Put on something, dear, Peggy murmured.

I shall not stay long enough to want it, Peggy.

But if she really needs you?

She wont get me! Charlotte retorted. Mothers must not cry for the moon! And my mother is just as likely to get me as the moon!

But, Charlotte

Do you sit down in your chair, my dear! And this moment if you please or I dont go at all. I dont go a yard until I see you in your chair again! She was putting on her hat while she talked. Now, Sir Albery, she said, Im ready to face the dragon! I expect it is Augusta who has put her up to it. Now dont stir a foot until I come back, Peggy, or Ill scold you worse than my mother scolds me!

She nodded gaily and joined Sir Albery outside.

He closed the door and they passed through the gate, and up the path, the sea, pale under the fading light, lying below them on their right. She turned her eyes on him. Is my mother really there?

No, but we must go a little farther before we speak. No, she is not there, but there is bad news  very bad!  and I had to have a word with you. The Hector thought that you should hear it that you may be more on your guard.

Charlotte clapped her hands. Bad news? she cried. Oh dear, dear! Oh dear, dear! she wailed.

It will kill Peggy! It will kill her if she hears it!

She must not hear it, Wyke replied, and he told her in a few words what was known. Charlotte listened, and did not interrupt him, but Wyke saw that her face was very grave. Oh dear! she said when he had finished. I would give a hand that this had not happened! It is cruel! Cruel! It will kill her, Sir Albery! She will never get through her trouble with this  with this! There were tears in her eyes.

She must not know it, Wyke said, as they emerged from the path and turned towards the walk that looked down on the sea. She must not know it, he repeated firmly. You must be on the watch night and day to keep it from her. The Rector will see the doctor and nurse, and prepare them. And no one will be in a hurry to tell her. The danger, the only danger, I think, is that someone, who takes it for granted that she knows, may have speech with her. And surely you can guard against that?

I dont know! I dont know! Charlotte cried.

And how long  how long can we keep it from her?

Long enough, I hope, he said. After all it is not a certainty that Bligh is lost. He may have shifted to the prize; or he may be one of the three who have been saved.

Three! Charlotte exclaimed. No, Ive no hope. I know from her what he is and he would not spare himself. If she knows what we know she will have no hope.

Still there is a chance. And the child once born she will cling to it and live.

Charlotte broke down altogether. Poor Peggy! she sobbed. Poor, poor Peggy! She gave up everything for him! Oh, it is too hard! It is too hard! And  I am afraid! How shall I face her?

Its a dreadful thing to put on you! he said, and his tone said more than his words. The ordeal that had seemed to him so formidable this girl must endure hour after hour, and it might be for days. I cannot think how you will bear it, he continued. I would give the world to help you, but I cannot. She dabbed her eyes. I must bear it, she said. I should be a poor creature to call myself her friend and  and fail her now.

Sir Albery took a step forward. A poor creature! he exclaimed. My dear, I think you are and then the clock in the old tower above them tolled the first solemn stroke of six, and Charlotte took fright and cut him short. Heavens! she cried; I must get back! Weve been out twenty minutes. Dont speak, dont speak another word! I must think what I will say to her.

He saw the need of haste, and he turned with her. They hurried back down the steep steps and along the path. Her mind was full of the trial before her, and he respected her silence. Neither spoke until they reached the wicket. There he wrung the girls hand. God bless you, he said earnestly. I would do it for you, if I could.

But you cant! Charlotte retorted. She dried her eyes with care. There, never mind, I am a good liar and I must do my best!

He saw her enter, he knew that he could do no more, and, anxious as he was, he thought of his uneaten dinner, and he retraced his steps. Near the foot of the church tower he came upon the sexton who was locking up the church. The man touched his hat  it was light enough for them to recognize one another  and after a momentary hesitation he joined Wyke. Be this news true, your honour? he asked in a low voice. It be woeful tidings if it be.

Sir Albery was startled; he was more than startled, he was dismayed. How had the news got about? He had taken for granted that the Rector would keep it to himself as long as he could  till the morrow at earliest, and he was surprised that he had not. What news? he asked warily. What news do you mean Trewithen?

Well, twas the Captain that told me! the man replied, turning his hat in his hands. Leastways he let a word or two fall, your honour, and twas easy to guess the rest. But he wasnt just what youd call himself. He had had a drop, saving your presence, but, Lords sakes, not as much as Ive often

Do you mean Captain Bligh?

To be sure, sir, the old gentleman. He went by me not ten minutes ago, or it might be a quarter at most.

He had been drinking? Wyke stopped  the two had walked a score of paces together. Are you sure, man?

Challenged, Trewithen, it was clear, felt himself in something of a hobble and he hastened to clear himself.

Id be loth to say it, if it wasnt so, sir, he said.

Deed I would! Hes a kep off so long its been an admiration! But a bit o bad news  and bad it be and no mistaking, it be true  well, theres nothing like it for sending a man to his comforts.

Wyke stared at him. What did he tell you? he asked.

As the Frenchies had took and sunk em to the last man amost! Terrible bad it was, he said, and his son killed on the quarter-deck! And him a wretched childless old man! And the sooner he was

A certain fear gripped Wyke. He seized the sexton by the shoulder and turned him about. Which way did he go? he cried. Which way, man?

Way? Trewithen, surprised, pointed in the direction from which Wyke had come. Down to Israel Beans he was going, your honour, to be sure. He bides there in the Cove till the young ladys trouble be over. Dear life, twill be sad news for her, if it be true!

Wyke heaved a sigh of relief. He had had a moment of great fear. Well, Ive heard something of it, Trewithen, he said, collecting himself. Whether its true, I cant say, and well hope it is not. It is sure to be exaggerated. But, true or false, dont put it about, man, till we hear more. Dyou hear? And keep a still tongue about the Captain. Its a sad time for him and Im not surprised.

The sexton agreed the Captains back-sliding was natural and he promised to be silent, and Wyke, parting from him, turned into the Rectory. He found the Rector in the study, seated as he had left him, and he made his report. He thought it wise to say nothing of the Captains lapse. It was useless to set the other against him, and it might well be that by morning the old man would have slept off his drink, and no more would be heard of it. Instead, when he had finished his tale, I think that is all we can do, Rector, he said. We have made all as safe as we can. Then, remembering that the news was known and would probably spread, Theres one man I think we ought to tell, he said, or he may hear it elsewhere and make trouble.

The Rector had not risen. He sat with his shoulder towards the door, and grateful as he was to the other, and though in very truth he was telling himself that Wyke was such a friend as few had, it was much if he had once glanced at him. He did not turn now, and his tone was dry as he asked: Who? Who is it we ought to tell? Surely the fewer who know this the better.

Well, I thought, Budgen.

The exclamation that burst from the others lips was so violent that it drove Wyke a step back. The Rector rose to his feet and his manner was as wild as his word. Dont name that man to me, he said, lest I curse him! He is the murderer of my child! He is the murderer of  who shall say? Who shall say? Keep him  keep him from my sight! Or the curse of

He broke off. He passed his trembling hand across his brow, and as Wyke, really fearing that the news had turned his brain, stared at him, he came back to himself. He sank into his chair and covered his face. God forgive me! he said in a voice that strangely troubled the other. God forgive us all! I think I am going mad!

Wyke put his friendly hand on his shoulder. You must not take it like this, he said. You take it too hardly, Rector. We must think of others, and

Others? The Rector groaned. Am I not thinking of them  thinking of them always? Thinking of them now! Wyke, I am an unhappy man.

Come, come, Wyke replied, the need to bring the other to a saner mind overcoming his reserve. This must not be, my friend. The news has been too much for you, and I dont wonder. But you must not give way. We must make the best of a bad job and hope that the loss has been exaggerated. Most likely it has. Bligh may not be lost. If on the Peggy, he may be one of the survivors, or he may have shifted to the prize. It is quite likely.

The Rector with his face hidden made a sign of dissent. He muttered something in a low voice, but all that Wyke could catch were the words the sins of the fathers, and something about a Nemesis  it sounded like that, but he could not piece the fragments.

Still he was relieved to see that the mans passion was spent, and You must cheer up, he repeated earnestly, and not resign hope. I must go now  we have done all that we can to make things safe. I am sure that we can depend on Miss Bicester, she is one in a thousand. I will ride in early in the morning, for I may be of use with some of the poor souls in the town, and anything I can do  but for Gods sake take comfort, my friend.

The Rector put out a hand, and Wyke pressed it and left him. As he mounted his horse, however, and still more as he rode down the winding road from the headland to the town, the sense of tragedy, of something worse than he knew, weighed on him. He considered, at any rate until lately he had considered, the Rector to be a just man, but hard, cold and something selfish. How great, then, must be the suffering that had moved such a man, and wrung from him that bitter cry! To be sure the disaster was grave, and it was natural that they who were responsible for it, who had risked mens lives for their own gain, should be shocked by the outcome. But after all these ventures were common. No man condemned them. Out of the greater ports, out of Bristol and Liverpool letters of marque sailed by the score; to raid the enemys trade was held to be a patriotic as well as a legitimate business, and if ship or men were lost it was but one of the reckoned perils of the war. Wyke weighed this, and wondered the more. Certainly, on his daughters account the man might  and it was natural that he should  take the matter to heart; but the extent to which he felt it, the sharp cry that it had wrung from him, these perplexed Wyke as much as they oppressed him.

His mood was not lightened by a thing that befel him as he rode up the dark narrow street, his horses hoofs rattling noisily on the stones. He had passed Dunchs pole, when a woman, a shawl about her head, came out of a doorway and seized his rein. For Gods sake, she cried, looking up at him, tell me if it be true! For mercys sake, sir, and you be held a good man to the poor, put us out of our misery and tell us!

Its Jael Cruddas, isnt it? he said. He knew every creature in the place, and he only put the question to gain time.

Ay, ay, sir! the woman replied. And my man be aboard! Only tell us, sir! Tell us! My George be there, and we parted cross and wi hard words  I would not have him go! And well never make it up now! Never! Never! she cried wildly. Oh, sir, as you be a kind man, tell me, is there a chance?

I think there is, Jael! he said. For some at least. Some we know are saved. But how many I dont know, and no one does know yet! But some are saved for certain, and your George may be one. Half, and God grant it may be more  half may come back, I hope.

She peered into his face, trying to read it by the light that shone from a neighbouring doorway. God bless you for that word! she sobbed. You do mean it, sir? You are not deceiving me?

I do mean it, Wyke said gravely. Ive told you all I know myself. And the moment I know more I will come and tell you. Its a sad business, but we must keep up our hearts.

And the poor young lady? the woman asked, speaking more quietly, but with a sob in her voice.

Is it true that her mans killed, sir? They be saying that.

We dont know, Wyke answered sorrowfully.

But I am afraid his chance would not be of the best.

God help her, then! Does she know, sir?

Not yet. And she must not know.

No, sir, no! Itd be a hard heart thatd tell her.

You may be sure, Jael, Wyke said, that you will not be forgotten. We are all one in this. He rode on.

But his heart was heavy. He had forgotten his half-eaten dinner. His mind was full of the sorrow that on either hand wept behind closed doors, on cold hearths. And his house when he reached it seemed to him empty and desolate. He sat down to his meal, feeling the lack of a face to welcome him, of a word to greet him, of someone to whom he could tell his tale, who would listen and answer and comfort him. The table looked long and bare and cold; the silence of the house depressed him as it had never depressed him before. He told himself that the disaster had shaken him, that he sorrowed for the young wife, and her loss, for Jael and the rest. But presently he fell into another and a more cheerful train of thought  in which the Cottage and its inmates, or one of them, had still a large share.


CHAPTER XXXII

IN Wykes attitude to those about him there survived much of the feudal spirit. He looked on them as his people, and while he would have been shocked if the man on the road had not touched his hat when he passed, or the woman he met failed to curtsey, he owned on the other hand their claim to his support at a pinch and their right to find in him a sharer in their troubles. He did not flatter himself that his presence brought much comfort to a cold hearth, or cheer to a widowed home. But he knew that a word of sympathy from his mouth, and where it was needed a promise of help, would lighten the sense of abandonment, and though the morrows task promised to be sad enough, it was a duty that he had no intention of evading. He had business on a distant farm in the forenoon, but that settled  and not without some sharp words about a fence  he turned his horses head towards the town.

As he approached the Grange his mind strayed from his immediate business. He recalled the morning now nearly a year past when Charlotte Bicester had stopped him at the white gate and broken to him the news of Peggys elopement. The scene rose clear before him, the sunshine, the freshness of the morning, the waiting girl, the dull shock deadening all his faculties. Perhaps the memory was the more vivid as on this day also the sun shone, and when he turned his eyes on the gate at the Grange he perceived a figure leaning on it, precisely as Charlotte had leant that morning. But this time it was not Charlotte.

It was her mother. As, perforce, he slackened his pace to greet her she opened the gate and came out to him, and he noticed that the good lady looked unlike herself. Her face was flushed, her toupet was disordered, and knowing her he prepared himself for a scolding. He was going to hear more about her daughters obstinacy and undutifulness. But he found that he was mistaken. This is sad news, she said, looking up at him, and he was astonished to see that her eyes were moist. I suppose you have heard it? You are going there, no doubt?

Yes, he said, relieved. I was at the Rectory yesterday and I heard it there, late in the afternoon. Im afraid that it is sad news for a good many.

Oh, but She looked hard at him and hesitated. But it wasnt known in the afternoon, was it? It could not have been. Or I havent got it right. I understood that it didnt happen till the evening, or indeed till this morning. My cook told me  

I think the Rector kept it to himself, he explained, for a time you know. He did not wish to spread it abroad, Lady Bicester, until it was confirmed. It may not be true, you know. We must hope that it is not true.

The good woman stared. But  but theres some mistake! she said. Im afraid you havent heard. Mrs. Bligh

He did not need to be told more. He knew the rest, and yet he had to be certain. What  what of her? he said. What do you mean? Tell me, please!

Then you havent heard. Oh dear, dear, I am afraid it will be a shock to you. Its bad news, very bad. The old Captain told her what was in the paper  that old man, you know! He wasnt himself and did not know what he was doing. And her baby was born dead, at three this morning. And shes dying, I am told! Theyve no hope they tell me. And her ladyship broke down and actually shed vulgar tears. Oh dear, dear, its sad! she said. I declare its upset me as never was.

Wyke did not speak for a long minute. Lady Bicester, recounting it afterwards to her cook, said that he took it very oddly. At last, At what time did you say it happened? he asked in a dull tone What time did he tell her?

About six, I hear. Charlotte, silly girl, had stepped out for something and the Captain came in fuddled with drink. And whether he just blurted it out, which I cant believe, or being in that state couldnt hide it, I am sure I cant say. But so it was  drat him! I declare I am glad now that Charlotte went to her and stopped, though it provoked me at the time, and little use it has been! Ive sent a man in to get news, but if you will stop as you come out, it will be a kindness to me. I am that upset about the poor girl I cant say!

I will, he said. Ill go on now.

He gave his horse the rein, but his heart was very heavy. So this  this was the end of all their care and all their forethought. Of their plans and their precautions, of Charlottes devotion and unselfishness. To die so young and fair, and pass away, life hardly tasted! To lie, another green mound in the churchyard, and presently, quickly to be forgotten, while the sun shone and the meadows bloomed and the lambs frisked, and the seasons moved in their eternal pitiless round! He had great powers of self-control but the tears rose to his eyes as he pictured her. How gaily she had taken her troubles, how unselfishly faced the narrow home, the hardship and discomfort! How bravely confronted, alone as she was, the ordeal before her! How loyal had she been through all to the lot she had chosen, how loving, how uncomplaining. And this was the end.

He stabled his horse, and with his hat drawn over his eyes he made his way over the headland. Some hundred yards short of the Cottage he met the doctor climbing up the steps, and he stopped him. Is there any hope? he asked.

None, I fear, the other replied, his face worried and downcast. The news killed her as surely as if the old man had taken a pistol and shot her.

It was that?

Nothing else, God forgive him. Nothing else at all. She was going on well; famously, considering everything. Its a sad business. The man was moved out of his professional calm. He added viciously that the Captain ought to be shot.

And after all  the news may not be true, Wyke said. He may not be dead.

The Lieutenant? No, I suppose not. I suppose theres a chance, though a small one. But it wont help her now. He shrugged his shoulders. I can do no more.

She is sinking?

Fast, I am afraid.

And there is nothing to be done?

Nothing, sir  in my experience. Nothing if you had all the faculty here. Unless, he added dryly, you can bring her husband back within the next twenty-four hours. The truth is, she has no desire to live. And thats the very deuce in these cases.

Sir Albery nodded. But when the doctor had passed on, he halted. He turned about as if he had a mind to call him back. Then he thought better of it, and after a standing minute, lost in gloomy reflection, he went on. Near the Cottage he saw a group of women staring at it in pity or in curiosity, or it might be in morbid interest. But he went by them without speaking, opened the wicket, and knocked softly at the door.

It opened without sound, and he stepped in. Two women were busy about something on the hearth. They turned to look at him, the nearer of the two still holding a kettle in her hand. The room betrayed in its every part these signs of disaster that in sudden calamity so quickly accumulate. The table was littered with pots and plates, a horse hung with linen flanked the hearth, a womans bonnet hung on a corner of it, a warming-pan hastily set down, leant against a wall. The woman who had opened to him made a sign to him to make no noise.

Who is with her? he asked in a whisper.

Mrs. Ovens, the nurse, sir, and Miss Bicester  God bless her, sheve never left her. The Rectors been and gone, been twice he has, but he couldnt bear it, poor gentleman. I never thought to see him take on the like, the woman added, with meaning. And Miss Portnal  she were with him. She took him home. They could do nothing, poor folk, no more than we.

Can you get Miss Bicester down for a minute? The woman hesitated, but Tell her I am here, he urged. I must see her.

She gave way. She stepped to the door of the staircase and creaked her way up. In the silence he heard Charlotte move across the floor, he heard her begin to descend. She appeared at the foot of the stairs, her face pale but composed. Silently he made a sign to her to go before him, and he opened the door for her and followed her out. When they had passed through the wicket, he took her hand. Is there no hope? he asked.

None, I fear, she murmured. She is weak, oh, so weak! And then with an appealing look at him, Dont upset me! she said.

No! No! he muttered, releasing her hand. God bless you, Charlotte! With that he was silent a moment, mastering his feelings. Can she read? he asked.

Charlotte winced. It was so incongruous a question to ask, and it was put so abruptly that it was no wonder that it startled her. Read? she exclaimed. Oh, no, no! You dont understand  how weak she is! Her voice expressed something of the womans contempt for the man, astray and out of his province. She lies with her eyes shut and  and breathes, that is all. She had to swallow down the sob that threatened her self-control. Read? Heavens! if he could see her!

But she can understand? She can understand  what you say?

It is much if she does. I dont know. Sometimes I think  with an effort.

Is there a paper in the house? A newspaper?

Charlotte looked at him. What had taken him, sober and sensible as he was! As well might he ask at such a moment if there was a chess-board or a hammer in the house! What do you mean? she ejaculated.

But is there one? A newspaper?

I dare say. Yes, there is. But  but what about it? She stared at him.

Can you get it? Can you get it for me?

Why? she objected. Had the shock been too much for him? She could not otherwise explain his ill-timed request.

Never mind why! he retorted with an impatience equal to her own. Get it for me. For Gods sake, he added, seeing that she hesitated, and was going to speak, dont waste time. I am going up to her. I am going to see her.

You?

Yes! Why not? Oh, for heavens sake, let us have no conventions now! he cried. I want to try something. They say that there is no hope; then I can do no harm. I shall not make matters worse. But I must see her. Get me the newspaper, he repeated insistently, and take me up to her before it is too late. It is a forlorn hope, I know, but it is a hope.

She caught a glimmering of his purpose, and as she met his eyes the glimmer grew brighter. She stared at him with parted lips. You  you really mean? she breathed. You dare?

He nodded. Let me have the newspaper, he said, his face set hard. And leave the rest to me. On my head be it. If we can gain a day, or two or three days, who can say what the end may be? But we must be quick! We must be quick!

She looked at him with dilated eyes, and in that look  but his thoughts were elsewhere  she let much of her feelings appear. Oh! she said, who would have thought of it but you? Who would have  but come! Come then.

She went back into the house, and he followed. The women, looking over their shoulders, watched them curiously, their wonder aroused. Charlotte opened a drawer, took from it an old journal. She handed it to him. At the foot of the stairs, the women still gazing at them, but now in amazement, Charlotte paused. Have you thought what you will say? she whispered, her eyes troubled.

He nodded. She signed to him to step softly and she went up the narrow stairs before him. She opened a door. The lintel was so low that he had to bend his head to enter the room. He raised his eyes and the first thing that met his gaze was one that he had not taken into his calculations. On a low box, in a corner where the sloping roof was lowest, cowered the old Captain. The unhappy man was rocking himself to and fro, his face in his hands, and at the sight of his dumb agony, and still more at the thought of what the wretched fathers feelings must be, Wykes heart that had been hard against him, melted in pity. But then, and before indeed the change had well made itself felt, Wyke forgot the old man and all things save the still white face that lay upon the pillow, already, as it seemed to him, lifeless  so solemn and yet so wondrously fair and young it looked. Peggys hair had been gathered into two thick coils that strayed one on each side of her head, and one hand, as white as her face, lay nerveless on the coverlet. Her eyes were closed. Wyke could not see that she breathed.

At that sight, so far exceeding that for which he had prepared himself, the courage that had been strong below, failed him. He stood, not venturing to approach. To break in upon that white tranquillity, that silent presence, that even now seemed not to be of this world, that had nothing any longer to hope or fear, and upon which death had already set its stamp  it seemed a sacrilege, an act beyond his power, profane, unfitting. To lie to her! To deceive her, who had already passed into the palace of truth! To play in this still chamber the gross drama that he had conceived! He felt too late that he could not, that he had not the heart to do it, nor the strength. The man stood shaken, dismayed, dumb.

It was the woman who at the critical moment was firm. She passed by him to the bedside. Peggy, she said, her voice low but clear, there is good news, dear. Do you hear, dear? Sir Albery is here, and he brings news, good news.

He still hesitated, owning the ordeal to be too great for him. But Charlotte looked at him reproachfully and he went forward. He knelt beside the bed to bring his mouth nearer to Peggys ear  but was it not also the fitting posture? Mrs. Bligh, he said huskily, there is news, then drawing courage from desperation he raised his voice, and in a fuller tone, Do you hear, Mrs. Bligh? he continued. Do you hear me? There is news, and it is good, good news. The best of news! Your husband is wounded, and a prisoner, but he is alive  alive and safe! I bring the news. Do you hear me! He is alive!

Peggys eyelids quivered, as a butterflys wings quiver invisibly in the sunshine. Her eyes opened, and met his eyes. The coverlet moved above her breast.

Again! Again! Charlotte muttered, and in the agony of excitement mingled with hope she clutched Wykes shoulder and he felt her fingers digging into his flesh. The nurse on the farther side of the bed had risen to her feet, and was looking on with startled eyes.

The perspiration stood on Wykes brow, but he had gone too far to retreat. It seemed to him that he was wrestling for this life. Do you understand? he cried. Good news has come! Your husband is alive, Mrs. Bligh! Your husband is alive, alive! The news is here  here in the newspaper! It is in the newspaper! he repeated, striving desperately to reach the consciousness that seemed to be so distant, so ready to take its leave. He doubted if she heard or, hearing, understood, but He is safe! He is alive! he repeated insistently. He will be here! You must live! You must live for him! He is coming home and he will be here! The cry came from him again and again, He is alive! For presently, he fancied that he saw in her tired eyes a spark of returning life, an awakening.

He is alive! He will be here! He repeated it in a very agony of earnestness. If he could only reach her! If he could only reach her, reach through to her on that strange borderland where she lay between life and death. You must live!

She was breathing more quickly; yes, for certain she was breathing more quickly. He saw the nurse on the other side of the bed stoop and look closely at her. He saw the coverlet move and stir above her breast  or was he dizzy with excitement, and let his fancy deceive him! Yes, her hand moved, weakly, but as if she had the will to raise it. Her eyes dwelt solemnly on him, and suddenly there flashed into them a gleam of consciousness, of joy. Her lips parted, and though no one caught the word that they failed to frame, they knew that it was Alive?

Yes, alive, alive, indeed! he swore. And coming home! It is here, here, in the paper! It is in the paper here! He held it up for her to see. He tapped it again and again, the sheet rustling in his unsteady hand.

Her eyes moved slowly from him. They dwelt on Charlotte; and now the question in them was clear. Yes, Charlotte said, her voice trembling with emotion. Yes, dear, yes! Sir Albery has brought the news. It is in the paper. Peggy, dear, dear Peggy, you must live  you must live for his sake! For his sake, for your husband! He lives!

She had got it now. They all saw it and were convinced of it. She understood. She closed her eyes and slowly two tears welled from them. Thank God! she breathed, and this time they caught the words, faint as they were. Presently she opened her eyes again. They met Charlottes. He is alive? she whispered.

Yes, dear, alive, Charlotte said, lying firmly. In a few days he will be here. He will be by your bed, Peggy.

It was Charlotte, too, who with a womans wit interpreted the weak movement of the hand, the slow change in the direction of the eyes; who took the paper from Wykes shaking hand and laid it on Peggys breast, and placed her nerveless hand upon it. The man doubted if he could have done it.

A dawning smile brightened for a moment the white face. Peggy heaved a faint sigh as of infinite satisfaction. She closed her eyes.

Wykes heart sank, for he thought that they had failed. He thought that they had ventured all for nothing. But Charlottes hand found his hand, and Come! she whispered. Come! He rose to his feet, and obeying her gesture, he crept after her out of the room and down the stairs. The women below, huddled about the hearth, gazed at them, marvelling  probably they had heard through the raftered floor what had passed. But neither Wyke nor Charlotte heeded them. He was as one who had run a race, or come through some tremendous struggle. He wiped the moisture from his forehead, and turned to the girl. Have we failed? he muttered  and how naturally he turned to her! She had been the stronger, it was she who had done it all. But for her he would not at the last moment have dared to utter the lie. Have we failed? he repeated huskily.

I dont know! I dont know! she said. I think not! I think theres a chance. Its  its in Gods hands now! And with a suddenness that shocked him she sat down at the table and, dropping her face on her arms, burst into a passion of weeping. She who had been so strong above!

Oh, my dear! My dear! he cried, and careless of the eyes that watched him he put his arm about her shoulder. Dont! Dont! he prayed.

She shook her shoulders, as much as to say, Let me be!

He was waiting for her to recover, all the man in him longing to comfort her, and to tell her what he thought of her, when a hand clutched his arm, and he turned, impatient of interruption. In a second he fell from the clouds. With horror he saw that a fresh trouble awaited them, and that he had not foreseen all the consequences of his act.

For the Captain had crept down after them, and as Wyke turned the old mans grasp shifted from his arm to his breast. He clutched Wykes coat, and with all his feeble strength he tried to shake him. Is it true? he gasped, his voice whistling in the ecstasy of his hope, his face haggard and distorted. A lock of grey hair had fallen across his forehead and added to the wildness of his look. Is it true? Is it true? he panted.

Wyke collected himself as well as he could. He must not shock the old man if it could be helped. Silence, sir, silence! he said. For heavens sake compose yourself. We must make no noise. True? I dont know! I dont know! It may be true! But I dont know.

Then you  youve heard  youve heard nothing? the Captain stammered. But there was still hope, a desperate hope in his eyes. He clung to it, it was all that he had to save him from the horror of self-reproach that made his thoughts a hell.

No, Wyke said reluctantly. No. Ive heard nothing. But it may be true. We dont know.

The Captains hands fell. The light died out of his eyes. Then why  why, he whispered, why did you

To save her. To save her, man, if it be possible.

A bitter cry burst from the wretched father, and Water, water! Wyke exclaimed. For the shock had been too much for the Captain. He collapsed, and but for the arm the other passed hastily round him he would have fallen to the floor.

Lay him down! Charlotte said, wiping away her tears. Flat! Flat!


CHAPTER XXXIII

AUGUSTA took a strong view of the matter. I cannot think it was right, she said. After all, the truth is the truth, my dear.

And I wouldnt give a fig for it  out of place! Charlotte replied. For all we know it may be the truth. And if it were the biggest lie I ever told in my life, and that would not be a little one, Id tell it again and thank you!

But I thought, Augusta objected, that it was Sir Albery who told it, Charlotte. I can understand him.

Oh, my dear, you flatter me! Gracious goodness, why should Sir Albery be less truthful than I am, Id like to know!

Augusta bent over her work. The two girls were in the drawing-room at the Rectory and through the three tall windows the sunshine of a late spring day was pouring, discovering here and there the faded patch on chair or carpet that wear and a respectable antiquity had wrought. Lady Bicester would not have put up with them, but Augusta knew better, and the room justified her. Because I can see Sir Alberys interest in it, she rejoined. While I can not see yours, Charlotte.

I dont see that he had more interest in Peggys life than I have!

Augusta smiled. Dont you, my dear? Really?

No, I dont.

Then you are very simple, Charlotte. You know, or you dont seem to know  Augusta viewed her work at leisure, her head a little on one side that young widows may marry again? Hes been to the Cottage at least once a day since  since it happened, hasnt he?

And if he has? Charlotte retorted, her colour rising. What then?

He has been there this morning?

No, he has not!

Then I am sure that there must be a good reason for it.

There is. Charlottes tone was dry, and a spark of malice, for really Augusta was too provoking, showed in her eyes. You see, my dear, he left for London last evening, so he could not call at the Cottage this morning.

Left for London? Augusta looked up. She did not make any attempt to conceal her surprise. What has he gone there for? And with Peggy picking up so slowly? Well, you have surprised me, Charlotte. It is the last thing I should have expected him to do  at this time.

But he has gone all the same. It is on Peggys account that he has gone.

Ah! Then I understand. But not what he has gone for.

He has gone to the Admiralty to see if he can learn anything. To learn for certain what has happened. If he cannot learn there, he talks of getting a safe-conduct for France if it be possible and if he can get one. To make sure there whether  whether poor Peggys man is alive.

Gracious! Augusta exclaimed, laying down her work. Well, he has taken it badly! Nothing stops him, it seems. London, the Admiralty, France! You dont mean after that to say that hes off with the old love? Or that he has much doubt what he will learn when he gets there! I declare he is cleverer than I thought him, much cleverer.

Charlotte looked disturbed. I dont believe that he is thinking of that at all! she said. He has gone because  well, because we cant keep Peggy in the dark any longer, and we must gain time. We have had pretty work to keep the paper from her and lie about it till now. We have told her that he has taken it with him, and, while he is away, she will continue to believe, or at any rate to hope  for I dont know whether she does believe. And by the time we hear from him she will be stronger and better able to bear it.

A tissue of lies! Augusta said dryly. She shook her head. And presently you will be found out. And all the time you know very well, my dear, that there is hardly a chance that the man is alive.

I dont know, Charlotte said. But she had lost her cheerful air. She looked gloomily at the carpet. I really dont know. I do think there is a chance. And after all, she continued recklessly, Peggy is alive and is recovering, and Id do it again to-morrow. What does it matter? She will be able to bear the news now, whatever it be.

And able to reward her knight, Augusta said lightly. Of course, my dear, after a decent interval, for I am quite sure that he is not one to override the conventions.

I think you are horrid, Augusta.

Because I see things as they are? And dont deceive myself as you do? To be sure, you have seen so much of Sir Albery lately that you ought to be able to judge. But lookers-on see more of the game, and I think you will find that I am right.

Charlotte rose, her face a little flushed. Well, at any rate he deserves her, she said.

And that is a comfort, Augusta replied pleasantly, as she also rose. It is all as it should be, isnt it? Must you go, dear? Well, I dare say you will meet my father; he is somewhere in the town. Indeed, I dont know what has taken him lately. He seems to be doing the curates work.

Charlotte, much tried, gave way to temptation. Well, it was about time he did, she said. And she escaped before Augusta could scold her.

But Augusta had known  Augustas always do know  how to touch the tender spot, and for Charlotte, as she walked along the Rectory Lane, the day had lost its spring freshness. The sunshine seemed to be less bright, and when presently a bend in the road below her disclosed the sea, its rippling surface caressed by a west wind, it no longer wore the cheerful glitter that had charmed her as she came. She would have been glad to lay the blame on her friend, and more than once she told herself that Augusta was too provoking. But the change was in herself, and she knew it. She knew that it was with herself that she was annoyed. Silly dreams! Visions of which a peep in the mirror, or a glance at Peggy, would have proved the folly. A grateful look earned by her devotion to another, a kind word flung to her when his heart was wrung for his old loves sake! Nothing more than that! And never, surely, had a girl bemused herself on flimsier grounds, lost herself in a glamour more unreal, taken for warm sunshine gleams more cold and wintry! Well, I must look in the glass! Charlotte thought, staring ahead. I must look in the glass! No cure like that, my dear!

But she thought before she had gone much farther of a better cure, and she halted at a door and knocked. It was a humble door a little beyond the barbers shop, and the woman who came out was the Jael Cruddas who had stopped Wyke in the street ten days before. He had mentioned the case to Charlotte, and so feeble are good resolutions that it must be confessed that it was the feeling that she was sharing something with him that led her to choose that house out of a dozen.

Well, Jael, she said cheerfully  and how was the woman to know that her heart also was sore? and how are you this morning? Ive just looked in as I passed. You must keep up your spirits for the little ones sake.

Well, miss, Im faring middling, the woman replied as she wiped her eyes with her apron  that was the proper etiquette in the circumstances. And to be sure, if anything would do me good its the sight of your face, though indeed youre not looking as pert as common. The Rector hes not gone five minutes, as I never thought to see wearing out a chair on my hearth! And that forthcoming as shows how one can wrong a body. Twice hes been in and the same to others, I blieve.

I am glad to hear it, Charlotte said, not a little surprised herself, though she had heard elsewhere of the Rectors activities.

Ay, and nothing as he could do too much, miss. Right vexed he seemed as the Squire had been before him. But Course we looks to him first, sir, I says, as we always have looked, and them as was before us to his. And never found em wanting, I will say!

And Im sure he will not fail you now, Charlotte said.

No, miss, hes not one to change. But, oh, how I do sicken for news of George. I cant sleep of nights, and when I get a wink and wake and put out my hand, and hes not there  Im that wild I cant say! I dunno as not knowing isnt worse than knowing!

The womans words came home to Charlotte. There was the same aching in her breast. Still theres a chance, Jael, she said. There is hope, you know. And Sir Albery has gone to London to do what he can!

God bless him for it! And theyll tend to him, miss, thats certain, whoever goes short.

Charlotte was not so certain of that, but she assented, said another word or two, and passed on. Thats real sorrow! she thought, taking herself to task, and recognizing her own weakness. She had gone to hear him talked of and praised, and she had heard it, and what good had it done her?  

The glass! There is nothing but a good look in the glass! she thought. It has come to that, my dear!

Walking fast to relieve her feelings, she returned to the Cottage by the long road that wound round the landward side of the point, and sought a dubious and ignoble end among the pebbles and flotsam of the beach. Her upward path left the road abreast of Budgens house and not thirty paces from the fence that bounded his garden. Charlotte paused at the parting, impressed by the silence and loneliness of the Cove. She had known it alive with the cheerful hum of mens voices and the clatter of tools, she had been present at more than one noisy launch from it, she had stood on the beach amid cheering crowds to see the Pride or the Peggy start on her venturesome cruise; but save on a Sunday, when Devon men would rather drown than work, she had rarely if ever found the place as silent and deserted as it lay to-day. A moments thought reminded her that it was the dinner hour, and accepting the explanation she was on the point of moving on, when her eyes were caught by a figure standing alone on the shore in the angle between the bluff and the water. The cliff above and the level sea beyond dwarfed the form, and as the silence had impressed Charlotte a moment before, the loneliness of this solitary watcher, the only human being within sight, impressed her now. Yet the man was not looking seawards. His face was turned towards her, and wondering what he did there, she shaded her eyes with her hand  there was a shimmer on the water  and she recognized him. Some impulse led her to cross the strand towards him.

Why, Budgen, she said lightly. I seldom see you idle. What are you looking at? But she had no sooner spoken than she repented of her tone. She had forgotten his share in the calamity, and she saw, now that she was close to him, that the man was changed. He had a three days beard on his chin, and he looked ill and sallow and shrunken. His answer matched his looks.

Im taking my leave, taking my leave, he said, dully, his tone lifeless. He did not look at her.

My good man! Charlotte remonstrated. What do you mean?

Mean? Ill tell ye. Why not? Why not? he repeated in the same dreary tone. Dyou see that shed as I as good as built with my own hands? And as Ive laboured most part of my life in? And the slips as Ive launched boats from these thirty years? And the house as my grandfather built and Ive lived in since I could crawl through the door and play wi the old shot as kept it open? And the garden and the cots? I built more than half of em! And the cranny here as holds all snug  so snug as I could call it all my own as far as I could see?

His hopeless tone moved her as much as his words. Here was another change as odd as that in the Rector! She had known Budgen long, and she had never known him anything but churlish and thorny and sharp-tongued, set in a crabbed independence. She had never known him like this. But she had to answer him, and Yes, I see them, Budgen, she said patiently. What of them?

They aint mine, they aint mine no longer. And I wish I were dead! I come here of a morning, where I can see em all of a piece  and how many mornings morell I see em? A sound like a groan burst from him, the first sign of feeling that he had betrayed. Not many more Ill see em. Theyre his, and hell take em, next week or the week after! Hell take em, though theyve been my home for sixty years!

Sixty years! he repeated drearily. Summer and winter, rain and shine!

Charlotte knew his story, and though she recognized his selfishness in the face of greater griefs than his, she pitied him. But Joe maynt be dead! she said briskly. We dont know yet, Budgen. Youre crying out before youre hurt, man.

Hes dead! he said. Hes dead, for sure.

But you cannot know! Charlotte objected. There must be some alive. We know there are. It is not as bad as that, Budgen.

Hes dead, he repeated darkly. Theres things are settled for us  settled for us. If theres one dead its him. And its my work, my work, he continued in a tone that made Charlotte very uncomfortable. I might ha known how twould be. I might ha known theres them as makes the score even, though I didnt think it.

Come, come, Budgen, she protested. You mustnt talk like that. If the worst comes to the worst and Joes gone  but you cant know it and no one knows it  you must talk to the Rector. I dont think hell be hard on you. I dont indeed, Charlotte repeated with a confidence that she would not have expressed a month before.

Something more of feeling  but it was a bitter black feeling  showed in Budgens face. The Rector! he said. And in a low voice, but with exceeding venom, and regardless of her presence, he cursed him, using terrible words, words not the less terrible for the restraint that he put upon his voice.

Man! Charlotte cried in horror. You are very wicked!

Thats all by, he rejoined, his eyes on the white house. All by, now. Done and to be paid for. He had not met her eyes, even for a moment.

She went away from him, rather unhappy than shocked. Things seemed to be all wrong, all awry; the world was full of sorrow and disappointment. She wished that she had not seen him, that she had not spoken to him. As she climbed wearily up the path to the cottage she saw nothing of the airy grace of the gulls as they swung and poised in the ether below her, of their buoyancy and balance as they rode the incoming waves, but her ears were filled with the sadness of their wailing. She had to stand and compose herself before she could go into Peggy, and greet her with the cheerful words and the smiling face that were needed.


CHAPTER XXXIV

THE days stole on, and brought to the little port no certain tidings. From Sir Albery Wyke came two letters, one addressed to the Rector, and one, framed in more cautious terms and written for Peggys eye, to Miss Bicester. He had paid two visits to the Admiralty without learning more than was known at Beremouth; Whitehall had no information, indeed, beyond that which had appeared in the Moniteur. But his inquiries had been listened to and noted, he had penetrated to Lord St. Vincent himself, and his reception by the autocratic First Lord, the terror of the Channel Squadron, had been all that he could wish. The Service, though jealous of its interests and apt to look with no friendly eye on Letters of Marque, had still approved of the Peggys exploit; the service that she had performed was deemed of value, and the matter was receiving attention. More than this could not be expected.

In the later of his two epistles Wyke spoke of a visit to Paris  from an English point of view a bloodstained city of gloomy fame  as a step that influence and patience might render feasible. The overtures that later led to the Peace of Amiens were in the making, agents, more or less accredited, were, it was rumoured, passing to and fro, and it might not be impossible under cover of their movements to obtain a safe-conduct and perhaps a letter to some one in power. There were courtesies that policy rendered advisable, and the intention which Sir Albery had vaguely conceived when he travelled up to town was taking a clearer shape.

Oh, but he is a friend! Peggy cried, with tears in her eyes. And she pressed the precious letter to her breast. He is a friend!

He is very loyal, Charlotte replied gravely.

To do so much! So much for us! I can never, never thank him enough.

Charlotte remembered Augustas prediction and wondered if it were already in process of fulfilment. No, perhaps not, she agreed, and she turned away quickly to fetch the glass of port that her patient took at noon. No man in those days doubted the sovereign virtues of port.

Peggy, who was still weak and frail, seldom said as much as this, and some might have thought her apathetic. But Charlottes devotion saw through the mask. The improvement that others, deceived by appearances, took for granted, did not blind her. Because Peggy did not give way to open lamentations, because in her bed, or later sitting up in a chair, she bore the suspense with seeming patience, and when her father or her sister visited her was gentle and passive, they fancied that all was well. It was possible, even, that they congratulated themselves on the change, and thought but slightingly of the love that could so patiently endure the absence of the loved one. But Charlotte, who was always with the young wife, saw more clearly. Now and again, surprising Peggys eyes, she read in them the dumb suffering, the mute question that sought yet flinched from an answer  the faith that still held dread at bay. And she feared for the issue. She felt at such types that the life still trembled in Peggy like a bird about to take wing. She dreaded the moment when the truth must be known and the last spark of hope extinguished.

For to hope, though a wavering hope, she was sure that Peggy still clung; of that, Charlotte had had one moment of clear vision. The Rector had suggested that Peggy should be removed to the Rectory. Ho had this at heart, and he had pressed it with something of his old authority. He had pointed out how much more comfortable she could be made there, how much more easily nursed. And it will free Charlotte, too, he had added with a flicker of natural jealousy. We must not trespass too far on her, and I fear we are doing so. Peggy had resisted, but she had said little. Weak and distrusting her self-control, she had let her father go under the impression that in a few days, when she had accustomed herself to the thought, she would consent.

But when he had left them Peggy had broken down. She had shown her heart to Charlotte. Trembling, shaken by uncontrollable agitation, and so hysterical that the other had feared for her, she had clung to her friend, crying again and again that she could not go, that she should die if they moved her! That if he came, if he came and did not find her where he had placed her, in the home sacred to him  if he did not find her there, but thought that she had forsaken him!

With difficulty Charlotte had soothed her, promised that she should not go, sworn that there should be an end of it, and with laughter and tears, that only over her body, And I am very strong, my dear! should Peggy be taken away. Even so it had been with much trouble that she had restored the other to something like calmness.

But enlightened by this Charlotte was in no danger of being misled. She knew with what she had to deal, and felt no surprise that as the days passed and grew into weeks Peggys progress was slow. Lady Bicester complained, and became even obstreperous. Was she to lose her daughter altogether, and see her dwindle to a nobody, living in that poky place out of the way of everybody? she scolded. But she scolded in vain, Charlotte was firmly undutiful. She had a trust who had confided it to her she did not say  and she was going through with it. My lady in high displeasure declared that the Rectory was very well, and so far good; but to be swallowed up by one family never answered. One never got to the top of the ladder by standing on one rung.

Meantime her daughter aggravated the offence by going round in her spare hours visiting Jael Cruddas and the like, in whose houses Lady Bicester was sure that fevers and small-pox were rampant. Charlotte listened to the womens tearful complaints, and inspired hopes which she had much ado to feel, and did not feel as soon as she had turned her back on the tear-stained faces. The truth was, that she found in these visits a relief. She was faithful to her task, but there were times when the dumb question in Peggys eyes was too much for her, when Peggys very stillness, the stillness of one ever listening for a footstep, a sound, a something, tried her beyond bearing. Often, and more often of late, she was tempted to put an end to it; tempted to tell her how little sanguine she was herself, and how vain she thought this never-ceasing hope  or was it a make-believe of hope? Peggy must know sometime, Charlotte thought, averting her eyes that the other might not read her despair. She must know sometime  why keep her longer on the rack? And as Peggy climbed slowly back to life, and began to move about the room, and at length on one sunny morning passed through the wicket-gate and stood on the path looking down on the shimmering, winking sea, so bright, so dazzling, so smiling, and so cruel  at length it seemed to Charlotte that even in mercy the time had come to tell her; to explain on what a slender thread the hope they clung to hung, and to confess that if the scanty information they had was true  and more might never be obtained  her husband had died in his duty on that May day a month and more before.

Time, indeed, and the absence of news had exhausted Charlottes hopes. And though Wyke was still absent and the final word was not spoken, it seemed to her to be cruel to persist in the deceit. But, with the confession hovering on her lips  she was of all women the most impulsive  she forbore. Not here, she thought. I must tell her, if I tell her, in the house.

Little dreaming what was in her companions mind, Peggy, drinking in the air and the sunshine, drew her gently down the path. I would not go that way, Charlotte objected. You will have to climb the hill again, dear.

I must  just a little way, Peggy prayed. Movement and the wind had brought a faint colour to her cheeks, and she went creeping on on Charlottes arm until the two could look down into the Cove and see Budgens house, the idle slips, the old weed-clad hulk and the wavelets creaming on the warm beach.

There is the stone, Peggy murmured.

What stone, dear?

The stone that he  he stepped into the boat from.

Charlotte choked. Oh, my dear! she exclaimed, not knowing whether she meant to laugh or cry. But the thought of telling Peggy was gone, wiped from her mind. It seemed a terrible thing now, to tell her; a thing to tremble at, that she could not face alone. Her father must tell her, or  or Sir Albery. She could think of no one else. She only knew that she could not do it, that the very thought of doing it sapped her courage. For a minute she could not speak. Then We had better go back, now, Peggy, she urged.

But Peggy prayed that she might stay a little longer.  It is so peaceful here, she murmured, hanging in pensive contemplation on the others arm. For the time she seemed to have put off her fears, to have escaped from the ever-present terror, to have ceased to listen and watch. Under the influence of the sun-shine and the gentle wind that caressed her she rested in a happy dream of hope. And Charlotte was tempted to think this mood worse than the other: to wonder afresh if it were not cruel to let her hope to foster the confidence that had no basis, and was as deceitful as the smiling sea that in an hour might change its face and show itself remorseless and cruel.

Peaceful now, she muttered, echoing Peggys words, and uncertain how far she meant to go. But not always peaceful, as we know. It can change and  and be very terrible.

Yes, I know, Peggy said, and Charlotte felt her stiffen herself, and knew without looking at her that her colour had faded. I think I am tired, Peggy admitted in an altered tone. Perhaps we had better go back.

Too late the others heart smote her, and she could have cursed her folly. Why spoil this first change to warmth and sunshine, to the freshness and buoyancy of the open world? But aloud Yes, dear, she said, lean on me and we shall be back in a twinkling. Dont be afraid, dear, I am as strong as a horse. I could pick you up and carry you if necessary. Then, as the one turn in the path that they had to wind round disclosed a figure standing before the Cottage door, Oh, dear, dear! Charlotte exclaimed. Theres my mother, and I am in for a scolding! And she has not seen you yet, and will have a world to say. When we get there, do you go in, dear, and leave her to me. I will keep her at bay while you lie down.

Peggy shared her dismay. They were still some distance from the stout figure that was making dabs at them with a fluttering handkerchief, but it was plain that Lady Bicester had recognized them. Dont you think that I could stay here? Peggy suggested. While you go on?

No, Charlotte replied. Certainly not. I dont stir a step from you until you are in the house. Do you go straight in when we get there, and Ill dispose of my lady.

It was easy to say this, but Peggy was weak, and began to feel her fatigue. Before they had covered half the distance, ascending the more slowly for what was before them, Charlotte spoke again. Oh, dear, she said, in a tone of disgust. If there arent more of them! And this morning of all mornings! When I dont believe a soul passed yesterday.

Peggy saw what awaited her, faltered and stopped. For beyond Lady Bicester, and about as far from her as they were themselves, two persons were coming down the path. As Peggy caught sight of them, they stopped very much as if they had that moment seen Lady Bicester and had no mind to overtake her. In the act of stopping, one tinned his back on them. He seemed to be arguing with his companion.

Its only the Captain, Charlotte said, reassured. I can see his peg.

But who is the other one? Peggy asked, as she and Charlotte moved slowly on, their eyes on the couple. She had all an invalids distaste for strange faces.

I think it is your father, Charlotte said at a venture. Bother them! We shall have them all upon us at once.

You dont  you dont think that they are quarrelling? Peggy faltered. The thought of a meeting between her father and the old man frightened her.

Why should they? And it does not matter, Charlotte said. You must get in, my dear, thats all that matters. Then, with a gurgle of laughter, I believe they are no more eager to meet my lady than we are, she added. But I want to see you lying down.

They had no time for more. As Charlotte spoke, Lady Bicester, her patience exhausted, came sailing down upon them, waving her hands in protest. Heavens! she cried, you ought not to be out, my dear! And the wind treacherous, and you no more than a shadow! Much use Charlotte is if she has no more sense than to let you! She thinks everyone is as strong as herself. Come in  come in! You could have knocked me down with a feather when I saw you gadding out.

Peggy smiled faintly. But I  I am really much better, she protested. And Charlotte lent me her arm.

If you had lent her your head, my dear, it would have been better! You wouldnt have been out here then, Ill be bound! But Charlotte was always like that. Leap first and look afterwards!

But it is so fine, Peggy pleaded, driven to defend her friend. You really mustnt scold her, Lady Bicester. It was my doing. Im sure she has been

She stopped. Charlotte felt her weight sink suddenly on the arm by which she supported her, and, turning, she saw that the colour had drained from her face. Peggys eyes, and they were frightened eyes, were fixed on some object beyond Lady Bicester. Peggy! Charlotte exclaimed, as she passed her arm round her. What is it? What is it, my dear? Are you ill? You mustnt  you mustnt give way. Let us get in!

There! Lady Bicester said, between alarm and triumph. What did I tell you? She was no more fit to come out than I am to dance the Boulanger! What you can have been thinking of

She stopped. For Peggy, whom Charlotte expected at every moment to collapse, freed herself by an abrupt movement from her friends hold and crying Sir Albery  its Sir Albery! she left them, gliding away as if moved by a spring. She passed Lady Bicester, she was half a dozen paces away before Charlotte recovered her wits.

The path, though safe, was narrow, and Charlotte lost not a moment in recapturing her. No, Peggy, no! she said. No! Let him come to us, if it is Sir Albery! Then, a glance assuring her that Peggys anxiety had not misled her, See, they are coming! she urged, gently restraining Peggy, as the urgency of the crisis rose before her and redoubled her desire to have the girl within doors. They are coming, dear! Be guided by me! They will tell us in the house.

But hes  hes not with him, Peggy cried, feebly withstanding her. For her there was only one he.

He could not be! It isnt likely, Charlotte argued. Come in  come in, and they will tell us! And while Lady Bicester, divided between curiosity and excitement, fluttered about them like an excited hen, Charlotte as good as forced Peggy through the wicket and into the house.

She would have placed her in a chair, but the moment they were over the threshold Peggy, though she shook in every limb, drew herself up and waved her off. Her face, white as chalk, seemed to be all eyes, but she held herself erect, and I will know! I will know! she cried passionately. What is it to you?

Fortunately Wyke was close on their heels. He took in the scene at a glance, and he went straight to Peggy, whose colourless face and dilated eyes were as points of light in a dark room. He took her cold hand, and his look spoke before his voice. He is alive, he said. He is alive and safe, Mrs. Bligh. He will be here presently.

No doubt his instinct was right, and he was wise to speak. But the news was overwhelming, and as Charlotte sprang forward and took her to her generous bosom, Peggy fainted.


CHAPTER XXXV

CHARLOTTE laid her down, and in masterly fashion seized the womans advantage. She swept them all out, the Rector and the old Captain, who had followed Wyke in at the critical moment, even her mother  the last protesting much, but vainly. Leave her to me! Charlotte commanded. Go, good people, go! You have done all the harm you can! But while she scolded, her words were but the mask beneath which she hid her feelings, while the look that her wet eyes gave Sir Albery blessed him.

Yet when she had turned them all out, there was one who stayed. As she bent over Peggy she found him at her elbow, she felt his hurried breathing on her cheek; when she began to busy herself, loosening the neck of Peggys frock, she had to take a grip of herself. Silly man! she said. How do you suppose she is to breathe if you hold her like that! Be of some use! There, get the brandy out of that cupboard! Surely you know the one! Oh, clumsy! she exclaimed a moment later. Now youve broken the glass! A good thing it was not the bottle, or where should we be!

You dont think He got as far as that, and then the fear that had unnerved his hand burst forth in anger  he was suffering the worst torments of suspense. He was too quick! he cried. He was too quick! He should have broken it to her!

Broken it to her! Charlotte replied brutally. Rubbish! There, let her be, and give her air!

And if you must be doing something, man, rub her hands instead of mumbling there! What a fuss! What a pother, and you alive, after all!

He thought her heartless. He did not know the moment that the life, that seemed to hover ready to fly from the frail form, might not escape, and this girl drolled. He thought her incredibly cruel, unfeeling, barbarous. But when he turned to rend her he saw that, though the hand that moistened Peggys lips was steady, the womans tears were running down her face. And then he understood. He stayed the passionate remonstrance that rose to his lips, and You dont think  you dont think, he pleaded, that she

I dont think anything except that she has swooned  just that! Charlotte said, keeping her pose as well as she could. She felt Peggys pulse, and nodded. She will come round in a minute, she said. And do you act when she does as if you had never been away. Let her take you for granted, and we shall have no more of this nonsense. I dont know which is the bigger baby of the two! she added with a laugh that ended abruptly.

But she did not deceive him now. God bless you! he said, and he had barely said it twice, before Charlottes prediction was fulfilled. Peggy opened her eyes. For a few seconds she stared at the ceiling. Then she seemed to grasp that things were not right and to wonder why she lay there; and she tried to rise, but feeling her weakness sank back on her elbow. As she did so her eyes fell on the brown hand that clasped hers, and for a moment she considered it. Slowly, in growing wonder, she followed the arm upwards until her eyes reached the mans face. She did not 6tart, but a look of unspeakable content transfigured her features, and as if it were the most natural thing in the world she sank like a tired child on his breast. He held her to him, held her close, murmuring the broken words that love and worship and tenderness and all the poignant joys of a reunion, so often pictured, so often despaired of, brought stumbling to his lips.

Charlotte watched them with hungry eyes. So that is it, is it? she thought. But aloud, Steady, young people, she said, as she set the glass on the floor beside them. Gently, gently! And do you, my friend, give her a little more of this when you have time to think of it.

She saw that her hour was past, that she was not wanted, and she went out softly, closing the door behind her. She joined the group that waited on the path. They had been too anxious to talk. They had stood about, exchanging anxious glances, the Rector pacing a little apart from the others, his lips moving in prayer or, it might be, in thanksgiving. The old Captain had not ceased to wipe the grateful tears from his eyes, while Lady Bicester, between starting to speak and crying Hush! when anyone else spoke, had three times said that she must go.

They crowded about Charlotte, and with a word she relieved their fears. It is all right, she said. Glory be, good people!

Thank God! the Rector murmured, as he turned away to hide his emotion. Thank God!

And Charlotte was a great help to them. With a bravado that she did not feel and that her eyes belied, Why shouldnt it be right? she asked flippantly. And what next, eh? She looked round upon them. What has the hero to tell us?

Havent you left him inside? Wyke reminded her.

I dont think so, Charlotte retorted. Suppose you tell us the tale, Sir Albery, while they are billing and cooing.

In outline, it was quickly told, Wyke gliding rapidly over much that his listeners had no difficulty in supplying. Encouraged by the favourable reception that he had met with at Whitehall, and by the notice that Blighs achievement had won, he had followed up his enquiries by requesting a safe-conduct for France.

He had been told at once that this was impossible, that it was unheard of, that it was out of the question. Mr. Nepean at the Admiralty had held up his hands in horror  were we not at war? But Sir Albery had stuck to his point, prompted by rumours, heard at his club and echoed in the Press. Using his influence to the utmost he had gone from door to door, he had made himself a nuisance in this and that Government Office, and in the end a Devon member, a man of acres and weight whose nod was Olympic in more than one borough, had been persuaded to say a word to the party whip. The whip had dropped a hint to a certain Secretary, the Secretary had gone in to Lord Hawkesbury, the Foreign Minister had pooh-poohed the matter. But a suggestion had somehow come round to Wyke that if he would call on a mysterious Mr. Otto residing in Bond Street  a private gentleman of no occupation who was amusing himself, seeing the sights of London  something might be done.

He had not needed to be told twice. He had called, and Mr. Otto had shown himself amiable and anxious to oblige. Still he had feared that nothing could be done. He had shaken his head, he had doubted, considered, hesitated; at the same time he had spoken eloquently on the claims of humanity and the hardships of war.

I cannot think how you persisted! the Rector exclaimed.

Sir Albery looked at one of his listeners in a way that made her heart leap. I knew that there was one doing as much, he said. And I could not bear to disappoint her.

Finally, he said, Mr. Otto had yielded. He had whispered that two gentlemen, who had urgent business in Paris, were crossing on a certain night, and that the addition of a third, if duly accredited and carrying a letter in his, Mr. Ottos, handwriting, might conceivably pass unnoticed. Wyke had felt and expressed becoming gratitude, and three days later, cloaked in some capacity that he did not understand, but that everywhere met with consideration, he had crossed, landed on the enemys soil, and after spending a night at Desseins at Calais and a night at Amiens had found himself installed at Pujols Hotel in Paris. There he was apparently free to do what he pleased, but he had not doubted that unwinking eyes watched him and that none of his words fell to the ground.

Prudently he had lost no time in going about his business. He had presented Mr. Ottos letter at the Ministry of Marine, and had been received with the same mysterious politeness, though in an office which might have been cleaner. He had been heard with patience, and after some delay had been invited to repeat his visit in three or four days. He had spent the interval in renewing his acquaintance with a city so interesting to English eyes, and in visiting the places that a few years before had witnessed the passage of the tumbrils to the guillotine. He missed the old magnificence, the outward decency. He found the streets dirty, their very names altered. Buildings, the splendour of which he recalled, stood sadly in need of repair, the faces that he met in the street were reserved and suspicious, while the vehicles that drove him into the gutter and splashed him to the eyes would have disgraced a cockney tradesman. In every public place an astonishing indecorum flaunted itself.

But everywhere he met with courtesy and passed unchallenged, and his success on the fourth day when he called at the Ministry surpassed his hopes. He was informed that the persons about whose well-being he was solicitous were confined in the prison at Quimper, and that the Capitaine de Corsaire Bligh was alive and recovering from his injuries; that as a mark of the Ministers particular consideration, evoked by the amiable representations made to him, an order for the Capitaines release would be issued and such arrangements made as would enable him to join the English Milord at Boulogne. Of the matelots taken with him, care would be taken until  the smiling official had bowed and left it to be understood that an unnamed but happy event loomed in the future.

And thats  thats all, the narrator concluded lamely.

All! one of his listeners cried. All?

Or, no, not quite all, he replied, correcting himself with a smile. I called at the Admiralty on my return to thank Mr. Nepean. He made me no definite promise  promises are not much in their way  but he said as much as that  that Mr. Blighs case would be considered. I think, therefore, that there is good hope that He broke off. For Gods sake, sir, dont! he exclaimed, retreating in ludicrous dismay before the old Captain, who, overcome by his feelings, had fallen on his knee and would have kissed his hand. For Gods sake, sir, I beg you to get up.

It was an absurd scene: Sir Alberys horror, the old mans inability to raise himself without help, Lady Bicesters amazement, the Rectors kindly interposition. Yet, though they smiled, there was hardly a dry eye among them, and when Charlotte softly clapped her hands, and cried Who is the hero now? the laugh that followed brought a welcome relief from tension. They crowded about the Captain, taking him by the hand, forgiving him and giving him joy.

Bravo! Charlotte said. And now, good people, there is someone else who would like to thank Sir Albery. And the Rector will no doubt wait and see Peggy. But my work is done, and I am for home. Come, mother, better late than never!

The Rector, however, said he would see his daughter by and by, when, however, she was more composed; and Sir Albery, sheering off with craven alacrity, said he would accompany him. So while the old Captain, bareheaded and mumbling thanksgivings, pegged away to his lodging, the other four took the upward path. As far as the churchyard they walked in couples, the Rector leading with Wyke.

I suppose you have heard Blighs story? the Rector asked.

Yes. And a very fine story it is, sir, Wyke assured him.

The Rector did not evince as much enthusiasm as the other expected. His face was serious, and when he spoke again his words came haltingly. Did he  what was his impression, I mean  about the corvette? Did he think that she was lying by for the Lively Peggy? Waiting for her, I mean?

Waiting for her? I dont think that he gave me that impression. What makes you think so?

But didnt he learn after the capture? I should have thought that he would have learned  if it was so. From her papers or her people?

If he had I think he would have told me, Wyke declared. I had long talks with him, and he said nothing to that effect to me. I dont think he had it in his mind. It was not as if the Peggy cruised regularly and they had reason to expect her. What made you think of it?

The Rectors answer was lame. I fancy that it was a word that fell from Copestake, he explained. But he seemed, having said this, to shake a weight from his shoulders, and he walked with a lighter step, he swung his cane. She fell in with the brig so handily, I wondered, you see.

As far as I gathered, the corvette was in her usual track, and the Peggy had just the bad luck to cross it at the moment.

Just so, just so, the Rector agreed. But  one moment! He stopped abruptly. The worried look had returned to his face. Joe Fewster? Budgens nephew, you know. He  he was one of the  of the lost, I fear?

Fewster? Wyke laughed. Why, hes here. He came over with us. You hadnt time to hear, I suppose. The scamp passed himself off as the Captains servant, fetched and carried for him and got an extra ration, which was just what he was fit for! They released him with Bligh. Joe lost? Wyke shrugged his shoulders. No such luck, sir! Hes the kind of bad penny that is sure to turn up when better men like poor Toll are lost. And then, Why, Rector, he added in surprise, you look as if you had  as if that little scamps life or death mattered much to any one.

But the Rector was not heeding him. He seemed to be unconscious of his presence. He took off his hat and looked over the sea. Dear Lord, he murmured in a tone of feeling so real that it redoubled Wykes surprise, I thank Thee! And for a space he stood uncovered and let the breeze fan his face.

Wyke wondered. But man alive! he protested, there are better men gone, and for my part I could have spared Fewster very well.

The Rector put on his hat, and came back to himself. Yet not to his ordinary self, for his face wore a brightness that would have kept his companion puzzling if he had not, in a shamefaced fashion, explained himself. Yes, to be sure, he said. But he was the last life in Budgens lease  of the Cove, you know. And it would have been a sore blow to the man.

Wyke nodded. I see, he said. Well, it does you credit. Then before he could say more Lady Bicester, leaning on Charlottes arm, overtook them. Steep ascents did not suit her figure, and she had stood more than once to admire the view. They all passed into the churchyard together, but changed partners there, Sir Albery falling back with Charlotte, and following the others.

The girls heart was full, and though she knew it would be wiser to be silent she could not refrain from speech. You have done so much! So much for her! she said with feeling. I am sorry that she cannot show her gratitude as you deserve.

Wyke looked at her. Who cannot? he asked.

Peggy. You have done so much for her, I dont know how she can bear it!

She can bear it very well, he said. Here, let us go round this way! He turned right-handed towards the walk that hung over the sea.

Charlotte stopped. But my mother will be waiting, she said.

Let her wait, he replied coolly. Come this way.

Then, as she reluctantly complied, Now, he said bluntly, tell me what you meant by that.

What I meant? Charlotte began, but she did not find it easy to explain. She was not at her best. You know what I mean without my telling you. What is the use of  of pretending?

None. But youve got to tell me all the same.

Good gracious! Why, Sir Albery, when you know? If Peggy were unmarried or  or widowed, poor girl She shrugged her shoulders.

But he seemed to be determined to make her say it. Well, he retorted, and if Peggy were unmarried, or  or widowed, what then?

You want to drive me into a corner, she protested.

Perhaps I do.

Well, if she had not a husband, if you will have it, she could marry you, couldnt she?

But if I dont want to marry her  what then? Charlotte coloured with vexation. Of course you dont, she said pettishly. Or ought not to  because she is married. But you know very well what I mean. I wish I had not spoken.

But you dont know what I mean, he rejoined. I did wish to marry her  a year ago. No one knows that better than you do. But I dont want to marry her now. On the contrary, I want to marry someone else.

Charlotte laughed, though her face was hotter than she could have wished. Oh dear, I wish you had not told me! she said. I did think you so faithful! Now you have dispelled another dream  of mens constancy and all that, you know. She tried to speak with her usual flippancy, but she was not very successful.

And all that, Charlotte?

To be sure!

It has given you a low opinion of me? He stepped in front of her and penned her up against the low wall. He was looking at her, too, in such a way that she did not know where to look, and she knew that her face was hot, and she would have given the world for her usual manner. Why, why in the world had she been so foolish as to broach the matter?

But he was determined to have an answer. It has given you a low opinion of me? he persisted.

She longed to face him, but she could not. She turned away and picked a bit of mortar from the wall and tossed it over the edge. I didnt say so, she said.

And you havent asked me whom I am going to marry.

Charlotte turned at bay  was he just tormenting her? No, she said, and you ought not to tell me. You ought to tell her first.

I have told her.

Charlotte took another scrap of mortar and flung it over the wall. Then she turned to him, and apparently she had thrown with it the colour from her face. But her voice was steady. Then tell me, please, who it is. I think she is a very lucky girl, whoever it is.

You think so?

Yes, I do, she said.

I am glad of that, he replied, because, Charlotte, you are the girl. And if you will take me, I think I can promise you that I shall not  shift again. There is no man worth calling a man who has known you as I have known you and watched you as I have watched you, these last months  who has seen your unselfishness and your devotion, my dear, who could help loving you if he loved truth and goodness. Who would not say, here is my friend, here is the woman with whom I desire to pass my life, whom I want to sit at my table, who will never fail me

Oh, but, she stammered, looking anywhere but at him, its  its impossible! You are playing with me. Im  Im sure you havent thought! Then, Im only plain Charlotte, she added wildly.

Never plain to me, he said; but the woman I love and desire, Charlotte; the woman I want to be my companion, my wife and the mother of my children. Never plain to me, since the day that you stopped me on the road in the kindness of your heart  and I had the first inkling of what you were.

It wasnt out of the kindness of my heart, Charlotte said doggedly. I wont wear borrowed plumes.

Then why was it?

Charlotte looked every way save at him, but there was a shy light in her eyes that for the moment did make her almost beautiful. She had sat down on the wall, as if she could not help herself, and with a hand on each side of her she plucked at it. Well,

she said, if you must know, it was  it was And there she stopped, unable to get the words out. Yet she knew that if she did speak them she was safe.

Then why was it? he repeated. Come, you must tell me.

Well, then, it was because I was fond of you  then, she confessed. Now you can laugh at me!



Many times, I hope, he said. And he did laugh.


CHAPTER XXXVI

LIFE and death jostle one another. The day, and sometimes the news, that bears joy to some brings grief to their fellows. It was so in Beremouth. The first vague reports had exaggerated the loss of the Lively Peggy, and there were homes besides the Cottage to which Wyke went with his news  and we may be sure that he lost no time  and brought rejoicing with him. But from eleven hearths the bread-winners had passed, never to return, and in lane and court there were wailing and sorrow, and about a door here and there a cluster of whispering women. So it had always been, and so it was now. And now, as in the past, old age humped its shoulders and bore the blow with seeming apathy, while the young met it with piteous protests against fate. Sea-boots stiff with the spray of many storms were set apart, to be held henceforth hallowed things; and eyes that had often gleamed with wrath at the goodmans shortcomings, now dwelt pitifully on the darned jersey or the patched overalls.

Yet it was something even to those who took their loss most hardly, that that loss was public, was marked and recognized. That when the old slunk for a little comfort into the Keppels Head the room fell silent about them, and that when the women went to church on the next Sunday their neighbours gathered to go with them. It was something, too, that the Squire moved tirelessly from house to house with grave eyes and assurances of help  of a place for Dan when he should be old enough, and the like. The kindly hand-grip, the feeling words, He was a good man, Jenny, and will not be forgotten. He died in his duty, and the lads may be proud of him! were not wasted, nor the God bless you, sir, that came from a full heart when he left. In a little community there is fellowship.

Yet it was probable that the Rectors visits went for more, for they were less expected. Women told with pride how he had sat down with them on that very chair! So many could say it, indeed, that his stately passage from house to house was watched with wonder by awestruck eyes. He was amazing changed they agreed; the curate could not have said more nor done more! He did not seem like the same man, they whispered, looking after him. Or, to be sure, they had never known the man before, and it needed right-down trouble to bring him out.

But in fact he was changed. So changed that no woman of them all, much as they marvelled, was more perplexed by the alteration or less able to account for it than the woman who knew him best, and fancied that she knew him au fond. Not that Augusta had been blind to the change in its earlier stages. She had seen it take now one form and then another. She had seen it show itself in a settled gloom, the secret of which she could not penetrate, later in an irritation as puzzling and more vexatious. But the form it had finally taken, of a benevolence less at one with the man she knew and on whom she had formed herself than either, chafed her to the verge of impoliteness. And when, on the afternoon of Blighs return, her father entered the drawing-room and with a beaming face poured out the news, which she had heard an hour or two earlier, and he showed in every feature a satisfaction which she could neither share nor understand, it was as much as even Augusta could do to hold her feelings in check.

Well, as you are so pleased, sir, I am glad, she forced herself to say, as she bent over her frame. But  do you really think that it is for the best?

My dear! Surely! surely! he protested. God forbid that we should think otherwise! Besides, you know your sister, and were it only for her sake

Yes, I know, father. Augusta left her needle in the canvas, and looked at him with a puzzled brow as if she might still read the riddle. Of course, we are glad that the man is alive  were that the end, sir. But she was recovering, and is it so certain that it is for the best? After all, things are as they were, and  and I thought that you agreed with me, indeed, I thought it was your own opinion  that they could hardly be worse.

His rising colour betrayed his annoyance. But I dont agree, he said testily, that things are as they were, Augusta.

She examined her work with an air of detachment, a faint smile curving her lips. Perhaps it is, she suggested softly, that you do not look at them as you did, sir!

He paused before he answered her. Perhaps it is, he admitted at last. Yes, Augusta, I think that that is so. The truth is, since I formed that opinion I have been face to face with worse things. With worse things, he repeated, with an uneasy gesture. And I can see that I was wrong. The thing is done, and for the future I intend to make the best of it. Augusta submitted gracefully. You know best, sir, she said. If that is your view, there is no more to be said.

No. Then more lightly, and as if he was glad to get away from the topic, I have another piece of news for you. I shall be very much surprised if we do not hear that there is something between Wyke and your friend Charlotte.

Augustas needle stopped half-way through the canvas. She laughed. I can believe it of one side, sir, she said, I have seen it for some time. Charlotte? Yes. But it will take a good deal to make me believe it of the other. Augusta bent her neck gracefully and smiled. I have known her look passable  by some lights. But Sir Albery has eyes  and after Peggy! Think of it. No, sir, Charlotte is a dear girl, but I am afraid that her best friends cannot call her a beauty!

Well, I may be mistaken, the Rector admitted, thinking that his daughter must know. Women saw things, no doubt. But they were very long in following her mother and me just now, and when they came up the young lady looked odd, and Wyke seemed to be uncommonly pleased with himself.

He would have to look like that, Augusta said, cryptically. She was not disturbed. She understood, she fancied, both why Sir Albery had frequented the Cottage and why Charlotte had shared his assiduity. He had had his hopes, or he had not acted as he had or gone to so much trouble. Disappointed in the upshot he had no option but to hide his feelings.

The Rector was not greatly interested; he had things on his mind that touched him more nearly and he left the room. He took his hat and went out. In charity with all men, to one of whom he had long thought too hardly, he was eager to do justice. Ive wronged the man, he told himself, and I will go to him before I sleep. The news will be as welcome to him as to me, and the least I can do is to give him joy of it.

He went by the road, and was well on his way to the Cove when he met the doctor in his gig. His first thought was that the news had been too much for the old Captain, who after the scene at the Cottage had returned to his lodging. He stopped the doctor.

Nothing wrong, I hope, Hawkins?

The doctor shook his head. You havent heard?

About Budgen, sir? He has had a stroke. And I fear a bad one.

The Rector stared. Good gracious! he said. He was more moved than the other had anticipated. You dont mean it? How did it happen?

Well, that young Fewster  Joe, you know, confound him!  went straight down to the Cove, came on Budgen suddenly, and the man threw up his arms and fell as if he had seen a ghost! Never spoke again.

The Rectors face was serious. Perhaps he thought that he saw a ghost, he said.

Upon my honour I should not be surprised. He had given the lad up for lost Im told. But he ought to have had more sense, a man of his age!

Can he speak?

The other shook his head. No, and I doubt if he ever will. He may rally and linger for a few months, but I fear that will be the best of it. Hang that young cub! the doctor added viciously. I never knew any good of him, first or last.

The Rector asked another question or two, his tone betraying a feeling that surprised the other. Like the women the doctor had not thought that he had it in him to feel. Finally, I will go on and see Budgen, he said, if there is no objection.

The doctor had nothing to say against it, and the Rector went on. He stood beside the bed, and he was moved to the depths of his soul, as he looked down at the wreck of the man whom he had hated so deeply, and to whose account he had set down so much of his own suffering. There was no longer anything to hate or to fear in that helpless form, in which, setting aside the laboured breathing, the eyes alone lived. And presently, the woman in attendance having gone out, the Rector knelt beside the bed and prayed as he might have prayed for himself, with contrition and self-abasement; using the words of the Confession, according to Thy promise, spare those that are penitent! He repeated the words thrice and fervently. When he rose from his knees he took Budgens nerveless hand in his, and held it for some moments, looking pitifully down at him. And before he let the hand go, he pressed it. When he had assured him more than once  though he doubted if there were any who heard  that he should return, he left him.

But as with a heavier step he climbed the path his mind was troubled and his face reflected his trouble. He did not know. He could not be sure; and the uncertainty oppressed him. It hung over him like a cloud in a fair sky, darkening the prospect. And possibly it was as well that this was so. The habits of years cannot be cut down in a day or a month, nor the attitude of a mind long warped be lightly amended. The change wrought in the Rector by the pangs of a conscience  that of itself argued a man spoiled by prosperity but far from evil  might have proved but a passing and transient phase if in his pensive moments he had not had that uncertainty, that doubt to trouble him.

Even as he climbed the path it influenced his actions. When he reached the Cottage, that Cottage which had been his bugbear, which he had so long and so wrathfully shunned, he turned in at the gate and knocked at the door. Bligh opened it, and seeing who it was, stood, uncertain in what spirit his visitor came. But over his shoulder the Rector saw his daughters face, no longer haggard and woebegone, and his purpose held.

Bligh, he said, and he offered his hand, we will let bygones be bygones. We have both been to blame, but we will let the past bury its dead.

And Bligh, the instinct to revolt disarmed by the others address, was able to meet him. He clasped the offered hand. I, at any rate, am to blame, sir, he said frankly. But if you will suffer Peggy to plead for me?

We will say no more, the Rector rejoined. And with Peggys clinging arms about him, and her faithful heart beating against his breast, he had his reward. The father and daughter had met before; he had sat beside her bed, he had prayed with her, he had done his best to comfort her. But there had been unspoken things between them, a fence raised by old grievances, by wrongs and resentment. Now the fence had fallen and they were at one.

He sat with them, her hand in his, and while he listened to Blighs story and Peggy hung with parted lips upon the tale, he began to know the man and to own him to be other than he had imagined. More, as he let his eyes travel round the room, neat and orderly and possessed of a dignity of its own, he confessed that his horror of it had had as little foundation as his contempt of the man.

When he rose he was moved to own it, albeit with a tinge of his old manner. My dear, he said, you are more comfortable here than I supposed. But  we must make other arrangements. You must let me see to that, Bligh.

Bligh winced, and might have protested. But Peggys hand lay in his, and he accepted the words with a good grace. We will do whatever you think fit, sir, he said.

On the threshold, God bless you, my dear, the Rector murmured as he kissed his daughter. May you and your husband see many happy years!

It was his final eirenicon. His heart as he climbed the path and crossed the churchyard was lighter than it had been for many months.

His generosity, as things shaped themselves, was not taxed to the extent that he contemplated. For a week later the bells of Beremouth broke into a merry peal and the countryside, startled at work or play, presently learned that Lieutenant Charles Bligh, late of the Royal Navy, had in consideration of special services performed as commander of the private ship of war, the Lively Peggy, been restored to his rank, and placed on half-pay. Nor was the pride of the neighbourhood lessened  while the old man wept for joy  when a month later the same Lieutenant Charles Bligh, R.N., was gazetted to a post in connection with the Government Service at Falmouth. Thither, with a handsome allowance from his father-in-law, he and his wife by and by removed. Among the earliest guests whom they entertained in their snug house at Flushing, looking upon the Ferry and the Penryn River, were Sir Albery and Lady Wyke, between whom and their host and hostess a very special friendship was understood to exist.

To probe into Augustas feelings when the certainty of Charlottes engagement dawned upon her would be unkind. That her opinion of Sir Albery both as a man and as a match was lessened is certain. But no one gave the happy couple joy with more sweetness and composure, nor did Charlotte cease to be one of her dearest friends. And as acknowledged merit seldom misses its reward, and the deserts of Augustas classic features and graceful figure could not be denied, less than a year elapsed before she was sought by a fitting partner and removed to grace the house of a neighbouring pluralist. In a sphere so peculiarly her own, her manners and her smile had their full value, nor did her performance of her duties fall below the standard that was expected of her. Augusta in truth had but one failing. She lacked a heart.

Old Captain Bligh did not forget the lesson that he had learned. He put his weakness behind him, and with it the days when he had rolled in the gutter and been viewed with an indulgent eye by the company at the Keppel Head. He found it easy in the sunshine of his sons prosperity to turn over a new leaf, but he never succeeded in holding up his head  the iron of adversity had gone over him. He continued to live in the Cottage, and if proof were needed of the Rectors changed views it was to be found in the tolerance with which he regarded his neighbours presence. This went so far in time, that it was no uncommon thing to see him on a sunny morning pacing the churchyard walk by the side of the mild old man whose stumping tread was no stranger on the Rectory floors.

For, as has been said, the change in the Rector persisted. On the Bench he was more human and more lenient, in his parish more frequent. He viewed his curate as a man if not as a brother. For he never knew. He was never to have the question that still at times dwelt upon his mind answered. Budgen lingered for the better part of a year; but he never regained the power of speech, and whether he had indeed been guilty of that terrible crime the Rector, though he often visited him and often sat with him, never knew. The doubt remained to chasten him. Yet as time passed and insensibly mitigated the memory of those painful days, he inclined more and more to the charitable view of that and of many other things. For, with all his faults, he had, unlike Augusta, a heart.

THE END


The Shorter Fiction

[image: img121.jpg]

Christ Church College, Oxford University  where Weyman was educated


THE KINGS STRATAGEM AND OTHER STORIES

[image: img122.jpg]

CONTENTS

THE KINGS STRATAGEM.

THE BODY-BIRDS OF COURT.

IN CUPIDS TOILS.

HER STORY.

HIS STORY.

THE DRIFT OF FATE.

A BLORE MANOR EPISODE.

THE FATAL LETTER.




THE KINGS STRATAGEM.

In the days when Henry IV. of France was King of Navarre only, and in that little kingdom of hills and woods which occupies the southwest corner of the larger country, was with difficulty supporting the Huguenot cause against the French court and the Catholic League  in the days when every isolated castle, from the Garonne to the Pyrenees, was a bone of contention between the young king and the crafty queen-mother, Catherine de Medicis, a conference between these notable personages took place in the picturesque town of La Réole.

La Réole still rises gray, time-worn, and half-ruined on a lofty cliff above the broad green waters of the Garonne, forty odd miles from Bordeaux. But it is a small place now. In the days of which we are speaking, however, it was important, strongly fortified, and guarded by a castle which looked down on a thousand red-tiled roofs, rising in terraces from the river. As the meeting-place of the two sovereigns it was for the time as gay as Paris itself, Catherine having brought with her a bevy of fair maids of honor, in the effect of whose charms she perhaps put as much trust as in her own diplomacy. But the peaceful appearance of the town was delusive, for even while every other house in it rang with music and silvery laughter, each party was ready to fly to arms without warning, if it saw that any advantage was to be gained thereby.

On an evening shortly before the end of the conference two men sat at play in a room, the deep-embrasured window of which looked down from a considerable height upon the river. The hour was late, and the town silent. Outside, the moonlight fell bright and pure on sleeping fields and long, straight lines of poplars. Within the room a silver lamp suspended from the ceiling threw light upon the table, leaving the farther parts of the room in shadow. The walls were hung with faded tapestry. On the low bedstead in one corner lay a handsome cloak, a sword, and one of the clumsy pistols of the period. Across a chair lay another cloak and sword, and on the window seat, beside a pair of saddlebags, were strewn half a dozen such trifles as soldiers carried from camp to camp  a silver comfit-box, a jeweled dagger, a mask, and velvet cap.

The faces of the players, as they bent over the dice, were in shadow. One  a slight, dark man of middle height, with a weak chin, and a mouth as weak, but shaded by a dark mustache  seemed, from the occasional oaths which he let drop, to be losing heavily. Yet his opponent, a stouter and darker man, with a sword-cut across his left temple, and that swaggering air which has at all times marked the professional soldier, showed no signs of triumph or elation. On the contrary, though he kept silence, or spoke only a formal word or two, there was a gleam of anxiety and suppressed excitement in his eyes, and more than once he looked keenly at his companion, as if to judge of his feelings or learn whether the time had come for some experiment which he meditated. But for this, an observer looking in through the window would have taken the two for only one more instance of the hawk and pigeon.

At last the younger player threw down the caster, with a groan.

You have the luck of the Evil One, he said bitterly. How much is that?

Two thousand crowns, replied the other without emotion. You will play no more?

No! I wish to Heaven I had never played at all! was the answer. As he spoke the loser rose, and going to the window stood looking moodily out.

For a few moments the elder man remained seated, gazing at him furtively, but at length he too rose, and, stepping softly to his companion, touched him on the shoulder. Your pardon a moment, M. le Vicomte, he said. Am I right in concluding that the loss of this sum will inconvenience you?

A thousand fiends! exclaimed the young vicomte, turning on him wrathfully. Is there any man whom the loss of two thousand crowns would not inconvenience? As for me  

For you, continued the other, smoothly filling up the pause, shall I be wrong in saying that it means something like ruin?

Well, sir, and if it does? the young man retorted, drawing himself up haughtily, his cheek a shade paler with passion. Depend upon it you shall be paid. Do not be afraid of that!

Gently, gently, my friend, the winner answered, his patience in strong contrast with the others violence. I had no intention of insulting you, believe me. Those who play with the Vicomte de Lanthenon are not wont to doubt his honor. I spoke only in your own interest. It has occurred to me, vicomte, that the matter might be arranged at less cost to yourself.

How? was the curt question.

May I speak freely? The vicomte shrugged his shoulders, and the other, taking silence for consent, proceeded: You, vicomte, are Governor of Lusigny for the King of Navarre; I, of Créance, for the King of France. Our towns lie only three leagues apart. Could I, by any chance, say on one of these fine nights, become master of Lusigny, it would be worth more than two thousand crowns to me. Do you understand?

No, the young man answered slowly, I do not.

Think over what I have said, then, was the brief answer.

For a full minute there was silence in the room. The vicomte gazed out of the window with knitted brows and compressed lips, while his companion, sitting down, leaned back in his chair, with an air of affected carelessness. Outside, the rattle of arms and hum of voices told that the watch were passing through the street. The church bell struck one. Suddenly the vicomte burst into a hoarse laugh, and, turning, snatched up his cloak and sword. The trap was very well laid, M. le Capitaine, he said almost jovially; but I am still sober enough to take care of myself  and of Lusigny. I wish you good-night. You shall have your money, never fear.

Still, I am afraid it will cost you dearly, the captain answered, as he rose and moved toward the door to open it for his guest. His hand was already on the latch when he paused. Look here, he said, what do you say to this, then? I will stake the two thousand crowns you have lost to me, and another thousand besides against your town. Fool! no one can hear us. If you win, you go off a free man with my thousand. If you lose, you put me in possession one of these fine nights. What do you say to that? A single throw to decide.

The young mans pale face reddened. He turned, and his eyes sought the table and the dice irresolutely. The temptation indeed came at an unfortunate moment, when the excitement of play had given way to depression, and he saw nothing before him outside the door, on which his hand was laid, but the cold reality of ruin. The temptation to return, and by a single throw set himself right with the world was too much for him. Slowly he came back to the table. Confound you! he said irritably. I think you are the devil himself, captain.

Dont talk childs talk! said the other coldly, drawing back as his victim advanced. If you do not like the offer you need not take it.

But the young mans fingers had already closed on the dice. Picking them up he dropped them once, twice, thrice on the table, his eyes gleaming with the play-fever. If I win? he said doubtfully.

You carry away a thousand crowns, answered the captain quietly. If you lose you contrive to leave one of the gates of Lusigny open for me before next full moon. That is all.

And what if I lose, and not pay the forfeit? asked the vicomte, laughing weakly.

I trust to your honor, said the captain. And, strange as it may seem, he knew his man. The young noble of the day might betray his cause and his trust, but the debt of honor incurred at play was binding on him.

Well, said the vicomte, I agree. Who is to throw first?

As you will, replied the captain, masking under an appearance of indifference a real excitement which darkened his cheek, and caused the pulse in the old wound on his face to beat furiously.

Then do you go first, said the vicomte.

With your permission, assented the captain. And taking the dice up in the caster he shook them with a practiced hand, and dropped them on the board. The throw was seven.

The vicomte took up the caster and, as he tossed the dice into it, glanced at the window. The moonlight shining athwart it fell in silvery sheen on a few feet of the floor. With the light something of the silence and coolness of the night entered also, and appealed to him. For a few seconds he hesitated. He even made as if he would have replaced the box on the table. But the good instinct failed. It was too late, and with a muttered word, which his dry lips refused to articulate, he threw the dice. Seven!

Neither of the men spoke, but the captain rattled the cubes, and again flung them on the table, this time with a slight air of bravado. They rolled one over the other and lay still. Seven again.

The young vicomtes brow was damp, and his face pale and drawn. He forced a quavering laugh, and with an unsteady hand took his turn. The dice fell far apart, and lay where they fell. Six!

The winner nodded gravely. The luck is still with me, he said, keeping his eyes on the table that the light of triumph which had suddenly leapt into them might not be seen. When do you go back to your command, vicomte?

The unhappy man stood like one stunned, gazing at the two little cubes which had cost him so dearly. The day after to-morrow, he muttered hoarsely, striving to collect himself.

Then we shall say the following evening? asked the captain.

Very well.

We quite understand one another, continued the winner, eyeing his man watchfully, and speaking with more urgency. I may depend on you, M. le Vicomte, I presume?

The Lanthenons have never been wanting to their word, the young nobleman answered, stung into sudden haughtiness. If I live I will put Lusigny into your hands, M. le Captaine. Afterward I will do my best to recover it  in another way.

I shall be entirely at your disposal, replied the captain, bowing lightly. And in a moment he was alone  alone with his triumph, his ambition, his hopes for the future  alone with the greatness to which his capture of Lusigny was to be the first step, and which he should enjoy not a whit the less because as yet fortune had dealt out to him more blows than caresses, and he was still at forty, after a score of years of roughest service, the governor of a paltry country town.

Meanwhile, in the darkness of the narrow streets the vicomte was making his way to his lodgings in a state of despair and unhappiness most difficult to describe. Chilled, sobered, and affrighted he looked back and saw how he had thrown for all and lost all, how he had saved the dregs of his fortune at the expense of his loyalty, how he had seen a way of escape and lost it forever! No wonder that as he trudged alone through the mud and darkness of the sleeping town his breath came quickly and his chest heaved, and he looked from side to side as a hunted animal might, uttering great sighs. Ah, if he could only have retraced the last three hours!

Worn out and exhausted, he entered his lodging, and, securing the door behind him, stumbled up the stone stairs and entered his room. The impulse to confide his misfortunes to someone was so strong upon him that he was glad to see a dark form half sitting, half lying in a chair before the dying embers of a wood fire. In those days a mans natural confidant was his valet, the follower, half-friend, half-servant, who had been born on his estate, who lay on a pallet at the foot of his bed, who carried his billets-doux and held his cloak at the duello, who rode near his stirrup in fight and nursed him in illness, who not seldom advised him in the choice of a wife, and lied in support of his suit.

The young vicomte flung his cloak over a chair. Get up, you rascal! he cried impatiently. You pig, you dog! he continued, with increasing anger. Sleeping there as though your master were not ruined by that scoundrel of a Breton! Bah! he added, gazing bitterly at his follower, you are of the canaille, and have neither honor to lose nor a town to betray!

The sleeping man moved In his chair and half turned. The vicomte, his patience exhausted, snatched the bonnet from his head, and threw it on the ground. Will you listen? he said. Or go, if you choose look for another master. I am ruined! Do you hear? Ruined, Gil! I have lost all  money, land, Lusigny itself, at the dice!

The man, aroused at last, stooped with a lazy movement, and picking up his hat dusted it with his hand, and rose with a yawn to his feet.

I am afraid, vicomte, he said, his tones, quiet as they were, sounding like thunder in the vicomtes astonished and bewildered ears, I am afraid that if you have lost Lusigny, you have lost something which was not yours to lose!

As he spoke he struck the embers with his foot, and the fire, blazing up, shone on his face. The vicomte saw, with unutterable confusion and dismay, that the man before him was not Gil at all, but the last person in the world to whom he should have betrayed himself. The astute smiling eyes, the aquiline nose, the high forehead, and projecting chin, which the short beard and mustache scarcely concealed, were only too well known to him. He stepped back with a cry of horror. Sire! he said, and then his tongue failed him. He stood silent, pale, convicted, his chin on his breast. The man to whom he had confessed his treachery was the master whom he had conspired to betray.

I had suspected something of this, Henry of Navarre continued, after a pause, a tinge of irony in his tone. Rosny told me that that old fox, the Captain of Créance, was affecting your company a good deal, M. le Vicomte, and I find that, as usual, his suspicions were well founded. What with a gentleman who shall be nameless, who has bartered a ford and a castle for the favor of Mlle. de Luynes, and yourself, I am blest with some faithful followers! For shame! he continued, seating himself with dignity, have you nothing to say for yourself?

The young noble stood with his head bowed, his face white. This was ruin, indeed, absolutely irremediable. Sire, he said at last, your Majesty has a right to my life, not to my honor.

Your honor! quoth Henry, biting contempt in his tone.

The young man started, and for a second his cheek flamed under the well-deserved reproach; but he recovered himself. My debt to your Majesty, he said, I am willing to pay.

Since pay you must, Henry muttered softly.

But I claim to pay also my debt to the Captain of Créance.

Oh, the king answered. So you would have me take your worthless life, and give up Lusigny?

I am in your hands, sire.

Pish, sir! Henry replied in angry astonishment. You talk like a child. Such an offer, M. de Lanthenon, is folly, and you know it. Now listen to me. It was lucky for you that I came in to-night, intending to question you. Your madness is known to me only, and I am willing to overlook it. Do you hear? Cheer up, therefore, and be a man. You are young; I forgive you. This shall be between you and me only, the young prince continued, his eyes softening as the others head drooped, and you need think no more of it until the day when I shall say to you, Now, M. de Lanthenon, for France and for Henry, strike!

He rose as the last word passed his lips, and held out his hand. The vicomte fell on one knee, and kissed it reverently, then sprang to his feet again. Sire, he said, standing erect, his eyes shining, you have punished me heavily, more heavily than was needful. There is only one way in which I can show my gratitude, and that is by ridding you of a servant who can never again look your enemies in the face.

What new folly is this? said Henry sternly. Do you not understand that I have forgiven you?

Therefore I cannot give up Lusigny, and I must acquit myself of my debt to the Captain of Créance in the only way which remains, replied the young man, firmly. Death is not so hard that I would not meet it twice over rather than again betray my trust.

This is midsummer madness! said the king hotly.

Possibly, replied the vicomte, without emotion; yet of a kind to which your Majesty is not altogether a stranger.

The words appealed strongly to that love of the chivalrous which formed part of the kings nature, and was one cause alike of his weakness and his strength, which in its more extravagant flights gave opportunity after opportunity to his enemies, in its nobler and saner expressions won victories which all his astuteness and diplomacy could not have compassed. He stood looking with half-hidden admiration at the man whom two minutes before he had despised.

I think you are in jest, he said presently.

No, sire, the young man answered gravely. In my country they have a proverb about us. The Lanthenons, say they, have ever been bad players, but good payers. I will not be the first to be worse than my name!

He spoke with so quiet a determination that the king was staggered, and for a minute or two paced the room in silence, inwardly reviling the generous obstinacy of his weak-kneed supporter, yet unable to withhold his admiration from it. At length he stopped, with a low, abrupt exclamation.

Wait! he cried. I have it! Ventre Saint Gris, man, I have it! His eyes sparkled, and, with a gentle laugh, he hit the table a sounding blow. Ha! ha! I have it! he repeated joyously.

The young noble gazed at him in surprise, half sullen, half incredulous. But when Henry, in low, rapid tones, had expounded his plan, the vicomtes face underwent a change. Hope and life sprang into it. The blood flew to his cheeks. His whole aspect softened. In a moment he was on his knee, mumbling the kings hand, his eyes full of joy and gratitude. After that the two talked long, the murmur of their voices broken more than once by the ripple of low laughter. When they at length separated, and Henry, his face hidden by the folds of his cloak, had stolen away to his lodgings, where, no doubt, more than one watcher was awaiting him with a mind full of anxious fears, the vicomte threw open his window and looked out on the night. The moon had set, but the stars still shone peacefully in the dark canopy above. He remembered on a sudden, his throat choking with silent repressed emotion, that he was looking toward his home  the stiff gray pile among the beech woods of Navarre which had been in his family since the days of St. Louis, and which he had so lightly risked. And he registered a vow in his heart that of all Henrys servants he would henceforth be the most faithful.

Meanwhile the Captain of Créance was enjoying the sweets of coming triumph. He did not look out into the night, it is true, but pacing up and down the room he planned and calculated, considering how he might make the most of his success. He was still comparatively young. He had years of strength before him. He would rise. He would not easily be satisfied. The times were troubled, opportunities many, fools many; bold men with brains and hands few.

At the same time he knew that he could be sure of nothing until Lusigny was actually his, and he spent the next few days in considerable suspense. But no hitch occurred. The vicomte made the necessary communications to him; and men in his own pay informed him of dispositions ordered by the governor of Lusigny which left him in no doubt that the loser intended to pay his debt.

It was, therefore, with a heart already gay with anticipation that the Captain rode out of Créance two hours before midnight on an evening eight days later. The night was dark, but he knew the road well. He had with him a powerful force, composed in part of thirty of his own garrison, bold, hardy fellows, and in part of six score horsemen, lent him by the governor of Montauban. As the vicomte had undertaken to withdraw, under some pretense or other, one-half of his command, and to have one of the gates opened by a trusty hand, the captain trotted along in excellent spirits, and stopped to scan with approval the dark line of his troopers as they plodded past him, the jingle of their swords and corselets ringing sweet music in his ears. He looked for an easy victory; but it was not any slight misadventure that would rob him of his prey. As his company wound on by the riverside, their accouterments reflected in the stream, or passed into the black shadow of the olive grove which stands a mile to the east of Lusigny, he felt little doubt of the success of his enterprise.

Treachery apart, that is; and of treachery there was no sign. The troopers had scarcely halted under the last clump of trees before a figure detached itself from one of the largest trunks, and advanced to their leaders rein. The captain saw with surprise that it was the vicomte himself. For a second he thought something had gone wrong, but the young nobles first words reassured him. It is all right, M. de Lanthenon whispered, as the captain bent down to him. I have kept my word, and I think that there will be no resistance. The planks for crossing the moat lie opposite the gate. Knock thrice at the latter, and it will be opened. There are not fifty armed men in the place.

Good! the captain answered, in the same cautious tone. But you  

I am believed, to be elsewhere, and must be gone. I have far to ride tonight. Farewell.

Till we meet again, the captain answered; and with that his ally glided away and was lost in the darkness. A cautious word set the troop again in motion, and a very few minutes saw them standing on the edge of the moat, the outline of the gateway tower looming above them, a shade darker than the wrack of clouds which overhead raced silently across the sky. A moment of suspense, while one and another shivered  for there is that in a night attack which touches the nerves of the stoutest  and the planks were found, and as quietly as possible laid across the moat. This was so successfully done that it evoked no challenge, and the captain crossing quickly with some picked men stood almost in the twinkling of an eye under the shadow of the gateway. Still no sound was heard save the hurried breathing of those at his elbow or the stealthy tread of others crossing. Cautiously he knocked three times and waited. The third rap had scarcely sounded, however, before the gate rolled silently open, and he sprang in, followed by his men.

So far so good. A glance at the empty street and the porters pale face told him at once that the vicomte had kept his word. But he was too old a soldier to take anything for granted, and forming up his men as quickly as they entered, he allowed no one to advance until all were inside, and then, his trumpet sounding a wild note of defiance, his force sprang forward in two compact bodies and in a moment the town awoke to find itself in the hands of the enemy.

As the vicomte had promised, there was no resistance. In the small keep a score of men did indeed run to arms, but only to lay them down without striking a blow when they became aware of the force opposed to them. Their leader, sullenly acquiescing, gave up his sword and the keys of the town to the victorious captain, who, as he sat his horse in the middle of the market-place, giving his orders and sending off riders with the news, already saw himself in fancy governor of a province and Knight of the Holy Ghost.

As the red light of the torches fell on steel caps and polished hauberks, on the serried ranks of pikemen, and the circle of white-faced townsmen, the picturesque old square looked doubly picturesque. Every five minutes, with a clatter of iron on the rough pavement and a shower of sparks, a horseman sprang away to tell the news at Montauban or Cahors; and every time that this occurred, the captain, astride on his charger, felt a new sense of power and triumph.

Suddenly the low murmur of voices was broken by a new sound, the hurried clang of hoofs, not departing but arriving. There was something in the noise which made the captain prick his ears, and secured for the messenger a speedy passage through the crowd. Even at the last the man did not spare his horse, but spurring to the captains side, then and then only sprang to the ground. His face was pale, his eyes were bloodshot. His right arm was bound up in bloodstained cloths. With an oath of amazement, the captain recognized the officer whom he had left in charge of Créance and thundered out, What is it?
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THEY HAVE GOT CRÉANCE!

They have got Créance! the man gasped, reeling as he spoke. They have got Créance!

Who? the captain shrieked, his face purple with rage.

The little man of Béarn! He assaulted it five hundred strong an hour after you left, and had the gate down before we could fire a dozen shots. We did what we could, but we were but one to seven. I swear, captain, we did all we could. Look at this!

Almost black in the face, the captain swore another frightful oath. It was not only that he saw governorship and honors vanish like will-o-the-wisps, but that he saw even more quickly that he had made himself the laughing-stock of a kingdom! And he had. To this day among the stories which the southern French love to tell of the prowess and astuteness of the great Henry, there is none more frequently told, or more frequently laughed over, than that of the famous exchange of Créance for Lusigny.


THE BODY-BIRDS OF COURT.

Eighty-eight when he died! That is a great age, I said.

Yes indeed. But he was a very clever man, was Robert Evans, Court, and brewed good beer, my companion answered. His home-brewed was known, I am certain, for more than ten miles. You will have heard of his body-birds, sir?

His body-birds? I exclaimed.

Yes, to be sure. Robert Evans Courts body-birds! And he looked at me, quick to suspect that his English was deficient. He had learned it in part from books; and hence the curious mixture I presently noted of Welsh idioms and formal English phrases. It was his light trap in which I was being helped on my journey, and his genial chat which was lightening that journey; which lay through a part of Carnarvonshire usually traversed only by wool merchants and cattle dealers  a country of upland farms swept by the sea breezes, where English is not spoken even now by one person in a hundred, and even at inns and post-offices you get only Dim Sassenach, for your answer. Do you not say, he went on, body-birds in English? Oh, but to be sure, it is in the Bible! with a sudden recovery of his self-esteem.

To be sure! I replied hurriedly. Of course it is! But as to Mr. Robert Evans, cannot you tell me the story?

Ill be bound there is no man in North or South Wales, or Carnarvonshire, that could tell it better, for Gwen Madoc, of whom you shall hear presently, was aunt to me. You see Robert Evans  and my friend settled himself in his seat and prepared to go slowly up the long, steep hill of Rhiw which rose before us Robert Evans lived in an old house called Court, near the sea, very windy and lonesome. He was a warm man. He had Court from his father, and he had mortgages, and as many as four lawsuits. But he was unlucky in his family. He had years back three sons who helped on the farm, or at times fished; for there is a cove at Court, and good boats. Of these sons only one was married  to a Scotchwoman from Bristol, I have heard, who had had a husband before, a merchant captain, and she brought with her to Court a daughter, Peggy, ready-made as we say. Well, of those three fine men, there was not one left in a year. They were out fishing in a boat together, and Evan  that was the married one  was steering as they came into the cove on a spring tide running very high with a south wind. He steered a little to one side  not more than six inches, upon my honor  and pah! in an hour their bodies were thrown up on Robert Evans land just like bits of seaweed. But that was not all. Evans wife was on the beach at the time, so near she could have thrown a stone into the boat. They do say that before she was pining away at Court  it was bleak and lonesome and cold, in the winters, and she had been used to live in the towns. But, however, she never held up her head after Evan was drowned. She took to her bed, and died in the short month. And then of all at Court there were left only Robert Evans and the child Peggy.

How old was she then? I asked. He had paused, and was looking thoughtfully before, as striving, it would seem, to make the situation quite clear to himself.

She was twelve, and the old man eighty and more. She was in no way related to him, you will remember, but he had her stop, and let her want for nothing that did not cost money. He was very careful of money, as was right. It was that made him the man he was. But there were some who would have given money to be rid of her. Year in and year out they never let the old man rest but that he should send her to service at least  though her father had been the captain of a big ship; and if Robert Evans had not been a stiff man of his years, they would have had their will.

But who  

By a gesture he stopped the words on my lips as there rose mysteriously out of the silence about us a sound of wings, a chorus of shrill cries. A hundred white forms swept overhead, and fell a white cluster about something in a distant field. They were sea gulls. Just those same! he said proudly, jerking his whip in their direction body-birds. When the news that Robert Evans sons were drowned got about, there was a pretty uprising in Carnarvonshire. There seemed to be Evanses where there had never been Evanses before. As many as twenty walked in the funeral, and you may be sure that afterward they did not leave the old man to himself. The Llewellyn Evanses were foremost. They had had a lawsuit with Court, but made it up now. Besides there were Mr. and Mrs. Evan Bevan, and the three Evanses of Nant, and Owen Evans, and the Evanses of Sarn, and many more, who were all forward to visit Court and be friendly with old Gwen Madoc, Roberts housekeeper. I am told they could look black at one another, but in this they were all in one tale, that the foreign child should be sent away; and at times one and another would give her a rough word.

She must have had a bad time, I observed.

You may say that. But she stayed, and it was wonderful how strong and handsome she grew up, where her mother had just pined away. The sailors said it was her love of the sea; and I have heard that people who live inland about here come to think of nothing but the land  it is certain that they are good at a bargain  while the fishermen who live with a great space before them are finer men, I have heard, in their minds as well as their bodies; and Peggy bach grew up like them, free and open and upstanding, though she lived inland. When she was in trouble she would run down to the sea, where the salt spray washed away her tears and the wind blew her hair, that was of the color of seaweed, into a tangle. She was never so happy as when she was climbing the rocks among the sea gulls, or else sitting with her books at the cove where the farm people would not go for fear of hearing the church bells that bring bad luck. Books? Oh, yes, indeed! next to the sea she was fond of books. There were many volumes, I have been told, that were her mothers; then Robert Evans, though he was a Wesleyan, went to church because there was no Wesleyan chapel, the Calvinistic Methodists being in strength about here; and the minister lent her many English books and befriended her. And I have heard that once, when the Llewellyn Evanses had been about the girl, he spoke to them so that they were afraid to drive down Rhiw hill that night, but led the horse; and I think it may be true, for they were Calvinists. Still, he was a good man, and I know that many Calvinists walked in his funeral.

Requiescat in pace, said I.

Eh! Well, I dont know how that may be, he replied, but you must understand that all this time the Llewellyn Evanses, and the Evanses of Nant, and the others would be over at Court once or twice a week, so that all the neighborhood called them Robert Evans body-birds; and when they were there Peggy McNeill would be having an ill time, since even the old man would be hard to her; and more so as he grew older. But, however, there was a better time coming, or so it seemed at first, the beginning of which was through Peter Rees lobster pots. He was a great friend of hers. She would go out with him to take up his pots  oh! it might be two or three times a week. So it happened one day, when they had pushed off from the beach, and Peggy was steering, that old Rees stopped rowing on a sudden.

Why dont you go on, Peter? said Peggy.

Bide a bit, said old Rees.

What have you forgotten? said she, looking about in the bottom of the boat. For she knew what he used very well.

Nought, said he. But all the same he began to put the boat about in a stupid fashion, afraid of offending her, and yet loath to lose a shilling. And so, when Peggy looked up, what should she see but a gentleman  whom Rees had perceived, you will understand  stepping into the boat, and Peter Rees not daring to look her in the face because he knew well that she would never go out with strangers.

Of course the young gentleman thought no harm, but said gayly, Thank you! I am just in time. And what should he do, but go aft and sit down on the seat by her, and begin to talk to Rees about the weather and the pots. And presently he said to her, I suppose you are used to steering, my girl?

Yes, said Peggy, but very grave and quiet-like, so that if he had not determined that she was old Rees daughter he would have taken notice of it. But she was wearing a short frock that she used for the fishing, and was wet with getting into the boat, moreover.

Will you please to hold my hat a minute, he said, and with that he put it in her lap while he looked for a piece of string with which to fasten it to his button. Well, she said nothing, but her cheeks were scarlet, and by and by, when he had called her my girl two or three times more  not roughly, but just off-hand, taking her for a fisher-girl  Peter Rees could stand it no longer, shilling or no shilling.

You mustnt speak that fashion to her, master, he said gruffly.

What? said the gentleman, looking up. He was surprised, and no wonder, at the tone of the man.

You mustnt speak like that to Miss McNeill, Court, repeated old Rees more roughly than before. You are to understand she is not a common girl, but like yourself.

The young gentleman turned and looked at her just once, short and sharp, and I am told that his face was as red as hers when their eyes met. I beg Miss McNeills pardon  humbly, he said, taking off his hat grandly, yet as if he meant it too; I was under a great misapprehension.

After that you may believe they did not enjoy the row much. There was scarcely a word said by anyone until they came ashore again. The visitor, to the great joy of Peter, who was looking for a sixpence, gave him half a crown; and then walked away with the young lady, side by side with her, but very stiff and silent. However, just as they were parting, Peter could see that he said something, having his hat in his hand the while, and that Miss Peggy, after standing and listening, bowed as grand as might be. Upon which they separated for that time.

But two things came of this; first, that everyone began to call her Miss McNeill, Court, which was not at all to the pleasure of the Llewellyn Evanses. And then that, whenever the gentleman, who was a painter lodging at Mrs. Campbells of the shop, would meet her, he would stop and say a few words, and more as the time went on. Presently there came some wet weather; and Mrs. Campbell borrowed for his use books from her, which had her name within; and later he sent for a box of books from London, and then the lending was on the other side. So it was not long before people began to see how things were, and to smile when the gentleman treated old Robert Evans at the Newydd Inn. The fishermen, when he was out with them, would tack so that he might see the smoke of Court over the cliffs; and there was no more Peggy bach to be met, either rowing with Peter Rees or running wild among the rocks, but a very sedate young lady who yet did not seem to be unhappy.

The old man was ailing in his limbs at this time, but his mind was as clear as ever, and his grip of the land as tight. He could not bear, now that his sons were dead, that anyone should come after him. I am thinking that he would be taking everyone for a body-bird. Still the family were forward with presents and such like, and helped him perhaps about the farm; so that though there was talk in the village, no one could say what will he would make.
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YOU HAVE BEEN COURTING.

However, one day toward winter Miss Peggy came in late from a walk, and found the old man very cross. Where have you been? he cried angrily. Then without any warning, You have been courting, he said, with that fine gentleman from the shop?

Well, my lady replied, putting a brave face upon it, as was her way, and what then, grandfather? I am not ashamed of it.

You ought to be! he cried, banging his stick upon the floor. Do you think that he will marry you?

Yes, I do, she replied stoutly. He has told you so to-day, I know.

Robert Evans laughed, but his laugh was not a pleasant one. You are right, he said. He has told me. He was very forward to tell me. He thought I was going to leave you my money. But I am not! Mind you that, my girl.

Very well, she answered, white and red by turns.

You will remember that you are no relation of mine! he went on viciously, for he had grown very crabbed of late. And I am not going to leave you money. He is after my money. He is nothing but a fortune-catcher!

He is not! she exclaimed, as hot as fire, and began to put on her hat again.

Very well! We shall see! answered Robert Evans. Do you tell him what I say, and see if he will marry you. Go! Go now, girl, and you need not come back! You will get nothing by staying here! he cried, for what with his jealousy and the mention of money he was furious not a penny! You had better be off at once!

She did not answer for a minute or so, but she seemed to change her mind about going, for she laid down her hat, and went about the house place getting tea ready  and no doubt her fingers trembled a little  until the old man cried, Well, why dont you go? You will get nothing by staying.

I shall stay to take care of you all the same, she answered quietly. You need not leave me anything, and then  and then I shall know whether you are right.

Do you mean it? asked he sharply, after looking at her in silence for a moment.

Yes, said she.

Then its a bargain! cried Robert Evans its a bargain! And he said not a word more about it, but took his tea from her and talked of the Llewellyn Evanses, who had been to pay him a visit that day. It seemed, however, as if the matter had upset him, for he had to be helped to bed, and complained a good deal, neither of which things were usual with him.

Well, it is not unlikely that the young lady promised herself to tell her lover all about it next day, and looked to hear many times over from his own lips that it was not her money he wanted. But this was not to be, for early the next morning Gwen Madoc was at her door.

You are to get up, miss, she said. The master wants you to go to London by the first train.

To London! cried Peggy, very much astonished. Is he ill? Is anything the matter, Gwen?

No, answered the old woman very short. It is just that.

And when the girl, having dressed hastily, came down to Robert Evans room, she found that this was pretty nearly all she was to learn. You will go to Mrs. Richard Evans, who lives at Islington, he said, as if he had been thinking about it all night. She is my second cousin, and will find house room for you, and make no charge. A telegram shall be sent to her this morning. To-morrow you will take this packet to the address upon it, and the next day a packet will be returned to you, which you will bring back to me. I am not well to-day, and I want to have the matter settled and off my mind, Peggy.

But could not someone else go, if you are not well? she objected, and I will stop and take care of you.

He grew very angry at that. Do as you are bidden, girl, he said. I shall see the doctor to-day, and for the rest, Gwen can do for me. I am well enough. Do you look to the papers. Richard Evans owes me money, and will make no charge for your living.

So Miss Peggy had her breakfast, and in a wonderfully short time, as it seemed to her, was on the way to London, with plenty of leisure on her hands for thinking  very likely for doubting and fearing as well. She had not seen her sweetheart, that was one thing. She had been dispatched in a hurry, that was another. And then, to be sure, the big town was strange to her.

However, nothing happened there, I may tell you. But on the third morning she received a short note from Gwen Madoc, and suddenly rose from breakfast with Mrs. Richard, her face very white. There was news in the letter  news of which all the neighborhood for miles round Court was by that time full. Robert Evans, if you will believe it, was dead. After ailing for a few hours he had died, with only Gwen Madoc to smooth his pillow.

It was late when she reached the nearest station to Court on her way back, and found a pony trap waiting for her. She was stepping into it when Mr. Griffith Hughes, the lawyer, saw her, and came up to speak.

I am sorry to have bad news for you, Miss McNeill, he said in a low voice, for he was a kind man, and what with the shock and the long journey she was looking very pale.

Oh, yes! she answered, with a sort of weary surprise; I know it already. That is why I am come home  to Court, I mean.

He saw that she was thinking only of Robert Evans death, which was not what was in his mind. It is about the will, he said in a whisper, though he need not have been so careful, for everyone in the neighborhood had learned all about it from Gwen Madoc. It is a cruel will. I would not have made it for him, my dear. He has left Court to the Llewellyn Evanses, and the money between the Evanses of Nant and the Evan Bevans.

It is quite right, she answered, so calmly that he stared. My grandfather explained it to me. I fully understood that I was not to be in the will.

Mr. Hughes looked more and more puzzled. Oh, but, he replied, it is not so bad as that. Your name is in the will. He has laid it upon those who get the land and money to provide for you  to settle a proper income upon you. And you may depend upon me for doing my best to have his wishes carried out, my dear.

The young lady turned very red, and raised her eyes sharply.

Who are to provide for me? she asked.

The three families who divide the estate, he said.

And are they obliged to do so?

Well  no, said he unwillingly. I am not sure that they are exactly obliged. But no doubt  

I doubt very much, she answered, taking him up with a smile. And then she shook hands with him and drove away, leaving him wondering at her courage.

Well, you may suppose it was a dreary house to which she came home. Mr. Griffith Hughes, who was executor, had been before the Llewellyn Evanses in taking possession, so that, besides a lad or two in the kitchen, there were only Gwen Madoc and the servant there, and they seemed to have very little to tell her about the death. When she had heard what they had to say, and they were all on their way to bed, Gwen, she said softly, I think I should like to see him.

So you shall, to-morrow, honey, answered the old woman. But do you know, bach, that he has left you nothing? and she held up her candle suddenly, so as to throw the light on the girls tired face.

Oh! she answered, with a shudder, how can you talk about that now? But presently she had another question ready. Have you seen Mr. Venmore since  since my grandfathers death, Gwen? she asked timidly.

Yes, indeed, bach, answered the housekeeper. I met him at the door of the shop this morning. I told him where you were, and that you would be back tonight. And about the will, moreover.

The girl stopped at her own door and snuffed her candle. Gwen Madoc went slowly up the next flight, groaning over the steepness of the stairs. Then she turned to say good-night. The girl was at her side again, her eyes shining in the light of the two candles.

Oh, Gwen, she whispered breathlessly, didnt he say anything?

Not a word, bach, answered the old woman, stroking her hair tenderly. He just went into the house in a hurry.

Miss Peggy went into her room much in the same way. No doubt she would be telling herself a great many times over before she slept that he would come and see her in the morning; and in the morning she would be saying, He will come in the afternoon; and in the afternoon, He will come in the evening. But evening came, and darkness, and still he did not appear. Then she could endure it no longer. She let herself out of the front door, which there was no one now to use but herself, and with a shawl over her head ran all the way down to the shop. There was no light in his window upstairs: but at the back door stood Mrs. Campbell, looking after someone who had just left her.

The girl came, strangely shrinking at the last moment, into the ring of light about the door. Why, Miss McNeill! cried the other, starting visibly at sight of her. Is it you, honey? And are you alone?

Yes; and I cannot stop. But oh, Mrs. Campbell, where is Mr. Venmore?

I know no more than yourself, my dear, said the good woman reluctantly. He went from here yesterday on a sudden  to take the train, I understood.

Yesterday? When? At what time, please? asked the young lady. There was a fear, which she had been putting from her all day. It was getting a footing now.

Well, it would be about midday. I know it was just after Gwen Madoc called in about the  

But the girl was gone. It was not to Mrs. Campbell she could make a moan. It was only the night wind that caught the Oh, cruel! cruel! which broke from her as she went up the hill. Whether she slept that night at all I am not able to say. Only that when it was dawn she was out upon the cliffs, her face very white and sad-looking. The fishermen who were up early, going out with the ebb, saw her at times walking fast and then standing still and looking seaward. But I do not know what she was thinking, only I should fancy that the gulls had a different cry for her now, and it is certain that when she had returned and came down into the parlor at Court for the funeral, there were none of the Evanses could look her in the face with comfort.

They were all there, of course. Mr. Llewellyn Evans  he was an elderly man, with a gray beard like a birds nest, and very thick lips  was sitting with his wife on the horsehair sofa. The Evanses of Nant, who were young men with lank faces and black hair combed upward, were by the door. The Evan Bevans were at the table; and there were others, besides Mr. Griffith Hughes, who was undoing some papers when she entered.

He rose and shook hands with her, marking pitifully the dark hollows under her eyes, and inwardly confirming his resolution to get her a substantial settlement. Then he hesitated, looking doubtfully at the others. We are going to read the will before the funeral instead of afterward, he said.

Oh! she answered, taken aback  for in truth she had forgotten all about the will. I did not know. I will go, and come back later.

No, indeed! cried Mrs. Llewellyn Evans, you had better stop and hear the will  though no relation, to be sure.

But at that moment Gwen Madoc came in, and peered round with a grim air of importance. Maybe someone, she said in a low voice, would like to take a last look at the poor master?

But no one moved. They sighed and shook their heads at one another as if they would like to do so  but no one moved. They were anxious, you see, to hear the will. Only Peggy, who had turned to go out, said, Yes, Gwen, I should, and slipped out with the old woman.

There is nothing to keep us now? said Mr. Hughes briskly when the door was closed again. And everyone nodding assent the lawyer went on to read the will, which was not a long one. It was received with a murmur of satisfaction, and much use of pocket-handkerchiefs.

Very fair! said Mr. Llewellyn Evans, He was a clever man, our old friend. All the legatees murmured after him Very fair! and a word went round about the home-brewed, and Robert Evans recipe for it. Then Llewellyn, who thought he ought to be taking the lead at Court now, said it was about time to be going to church.

There is one matter, put in Mr. Griffith Hughes, which I think ought to be settled while we are all together. You see that there is a  what I may call a charge on the three main portions of the property in favor of Miss McNeill.

Indeed, but what is that you are saying? cried Llewellyn sharply. Do you mean that there is a rent charge?

Not exactly a rent charge, said the lawyer.

No! cried Llewellyn with a twinkle in his eyes. Nor any obligation in law, sir?

Well, no, assented Mr. Hughes grudgingly.

Then, said Llewellyn Evans, getting up and putting his hands in his pockets, while he winked at the others, we will talk of that another time.

But Mr. Hughes said, No! He was a kind man, and very anxious to do the best for the girl, but he somewhat lost his temper. No! he said, growing red. You will observe, if you please, Mr. Evans, that the testator says, Forthwith  forthwith. So that, as sole executor, it is my duty to ask you to state your intentions now.

Well, indeed, then, said Llewellyn, changing his face to a kind of blank, I have no intentions. I think that the family has done more than enough for the girl already.

And he would say no otherwise. Nor was it to any purpose that the lawyer looked at Mrs. Llewellyn. She was examining the furniture, and feeling the stuffing of the sofa, and did not seem to hear. He could make nothing of the three Evanses, Nant. They all cried, Yes, indeed! to what Llewellyn said. Only the Evan Bevans remained, and he turned to them in despair.

I am sure, he said, addressing himself to them, that you will do something to carry out the testators wishes? Your share under the will, Mr. Bevan, will amount to three hundred a year. This young lady has nothing  no relations, no home. May I take it that you will settle  say fifty pounds a year upon her? It need only be for her life.

Mr. Bevan fidgeted under this appeal. His wife answered it. Certainly not, Mr. Hughes. If it were twenty pounds now, once for all, or even twenty-five  and Llewellyn and my nephews would say the same  I think we might manage that?

But Llewellyn shook his head obstinately. I have said I have no intentions, and I am a man of my word! he answered. Let the girl go out to service. It is what we have always wanted her to do. Here are my nephews. They wont mind a young housekeeper.

Well, they all laughed at this except Mr. Hughes, who gathered up his papers looking very black, and not thinking of future clients. Llewellyn, however, did not care a bit for that, but walked to the bell, masterful-like, and rang it. Tell the undertaker, he said to the servant, that we are ready.

It was as if the words had been a signal, for they were followed almost immediately by an outcry overhead and quick running upon the stairs. The legatees looked uncomfortably at the carpet: the lawyer was blacker than before. He said to himself, Now that poor child has fainted! The confusion seemed to last some minutes. Then the door was opened, not by the undertaker, but by Gwen Madoc. The mourners rose with a sigh of relief; to their surprise she passed by even Llewellyn, and with a frightened face walked across to the lawyer. She whispered something in his ear.

What! he cried, starting back a pace from her, and speaking so that the wine-glasses on the table rattled again. Do you know what you are saying, woman?

It is true, she answered, half crying, and no fault indeed of mine neither.

Gwen added more in quick, short sentences, which the family, strain their ears as they might, could not overhear.

I will come! I will come! cried the lawyer. He waved his hand to them as a sign to make room for her to pass out. Then he turned to them, a queer look upon his face; it was not triumph altogether, for there was discomfiture and apprehension in it as well. You will believe me, he said, that I am as much taken aback as yourselves  that till this moment I have been honestly as much in the dark as anyone. It seems  so I am told  that our old friend is not dead.

What! cried Llewellyn in his turn. What do you mean? and he raised his black-gloved hands as in refutation.

What I say, replied Mr. Hughes patiently. I hear  wonderful as it sounds  that he is not dead. Something about a trance, I believe  a mistake happily discovered in time. I tell you all I know; and however it comes about, it is clear we ought to be glad that Mr. Robert Evans is spared to us.

With that he was glad to escape from the room. I am told that their faces were very strange to see. There was a long silence. Llewellyn was the first to speak: He swore a big oath and banged his great hand upon the table. I dont believe it! he cried. I dont believe it! It is a trick!

But as he spoke the door opened behind him, and he and all turned to see what they had never thought to see, I am sure. They had come to walk in Robert Evans funeral; and here was the gaunt, stooping form of Robert Evans himself coming in, with an arm of Gwen Madoc on one side and of Miss Peggy on the other  Robert Evans beyond doubt, alive. Behind him were the lawyer and Dr. Jones, a smile on their lips, and three or four women half frightened, half wondering.

The old man was pale, and seemed to totter a little, but when the doctor would have placed a chair for him, he declined it, and stood gazing about him, wonderfully composed for a man just risen from his coffin. He had all his old grim aspect as he looked upon the family. Llewellyns declaration was still in their ears. They could find not a word to say either of joy or grief.

Well, indeed, said Robert, with a dry chuckle, have none of you a word to throw at me? I am a ghost, I suppose? Ha! he exclaimed, as his eye fell on the papers which Mr. Hughes had left upon the table, so! so! That is why you are not overjoyed at seeing me. You have been reading my will. Well, Llewellyn! Have not you a word to say to me now you know for what I had got you down?

At that Llewellyn found his tongue, and the others chimed in finely. Only there was something in the old mans manner that they did not like; and presently, when they had all told him how glad they were to see him again  just for all the world as if he had been ill for a few days  Robert Evans turned again to Llewellyn.

You had fixed what you would do for my girl here, I suppose? he said, patting her shoulder gently, at which the family winced. It was a hundred a year you promised to settle, you know. You will have arranged all that.

Lewellyn looked stealthily at Mr. Hughes, who was standing at Roberts elbow, and muttered that they had not reached that stage.

What? cried the old man sharply. How was that?

I was intending, Llewellyn began lamely, to settle  

You were intending! Robert Evans burst forth in a voice so changed that they all started back. You are a liar! You were intending to settle nothing! I know it well! I knew it long ago! Nothing, I say! As for you, he went on, wheeling furiously round upon the Evanses of Nant, you knew my wishes. What were you going to do for her? What, I say? Speak, you hobbledehoys!

For they were backing from him in absolute fear of his passion, looking at one another or at the sullen face of Llewellyn Evans, or anywhere save at him. At length the eldest blurted out, Whatever Llewellyn meant to do we were going to do, sir.

You speak the truth there, cried old Robert bitterly; for that was nothing, you know. Very well! I promise you that what Llewellyn gets of my property you shall get too  and it will be nothing! You, Bevan, and he turned himself toward the Evan Bevans, who were shaking in their shoes, I am told, did offer to do something for my girl.

Yes, dear Robert, cried Mrs. Bevan, radiant and eager, we did indeed.

So I hear. Well, when I make my next will, I will take care to set you down for just so much as you proposed to give her! Peggy, bach, he continued, turning from the chapfallen lady, and putting into the girls hands the will which the lawyer had given him, tear up this rubbish! Tear it up! Now let us have something to eat in the other room. What, Llewellyn, no appetite?

But the family did not stay even to partake of the home-brewed. They were out of the house, I am told, before the coffin and the undertakers men. There was big talking among them, as they went, of a conspiracy and a lunatic asylum. But though, to be sure, it was a wonderful recovery, and the doctor and Mr. Hughes, as they drove away after dinner, were very friendly together  which may have been only the home-brewed  at any rate the sole outcome of Llewellyns talking and inquiries was that everyone laughed very much, and Robert Evans name for a clever man was known beyond Carnarvon.

Of course it would be open house at Court that day, with plenty of eating and drinking and coming and going. But toward five oclock the place grew quiet again. The visitors had gone home, and Gwen Madoc was upstairs. The old man was sleeping in his chair opposite the settle, and Miss Peggy was sitting on the window-seat watching him, her hands in her lap, her thoughts far away. Maybe she was trying to be really glad that the home, about which the cows lowed and the gulls screamed in the afternoon stillness and made it seem home each minute, was hers still; that she was not quite alone, nor friendless, nor poor. Maybe she was striving not to think of the thing which had been taken from her and could not be given back. Whatever her thoughts, she was aroused by some sound to find her eyes full of hot tears, through which she could dimly see that the old man was awake and looking at her with a strange expression, which disappeared as she became aware of it.

He began to speak. Providence has been very good to us, Peggy, he said, with grim meaning. It is well for you, my girl, that our eyes are open to see our kind friends as they are. There is one besides those who were here this morning that will wish he had not been so hasty.

She rose quickly and looked out of the window. Dont speak of him. Let us forget him, she pleaded, in a low tone.

But Robert Evans seemed to take a delight in the  well, the goodness of Providence. If he had come to see you only once, when you were in trouble, he went on, as if he were summing up the case in his own mind, and she were but a stick or a stone, we could have forgiven him, and I would have said you were right. Or even if he had written, eh?

Oh, yes, yes! sobbed the girl, her tears raining down her averted face. Dont torture me! You were right and I was wrong  all wrong!

Well, yes, yes! Just so. But come here, my girl, said the old man. Come! he repeated imperiously, as, surprised in the midst of her grief, she wavered and hesitated, sit here, and he pointed to the settle opposite to him. Now, suppose I were to tell you he had written, and that the letter had been  mislaid, shall we say? and come somehow to my hands? Now, dont get excited, girl!

Oh! cried Peggy, her hands fallen, her lips parted, her eyes wide and frightened, her whole form rigid with questioning.

Just suppose that, my dear, continued Robert, and that the letter were now before us  would you abide by its contents? Remember, he must have much to explain. Would you let me decide whether his explanation were satisfactory or not?

She was trembling with expectation, hope. But she tried to think of the matter calmly, to remember her lovers hurried flight, the lack of word or message for her, her own misery. She nodded silently, and held out her hand.

He drew a letter from his pocket. You will let me see it? he said suspiciously.

Oh, yes! she cried, and fled with it to the window. He watched her while she tore it open and read first one page and then another  there were but two, it was very short  watched her while she thrust it from her and looked at it as a whole, then drew it to her and kissed it again and again.

Wait a bit! wait a bit! cried he testily. Now, let me see it.

She turned upon him almost fiercely, holding it away behind her, as if it were some living thing he might hurt. He thought he would meet me at the junction, she stammered between laughing and crying. He was going to London to see his sister  that she might take me in. And he will be here to fetch me this evening. There! Take it! and suddenly remembering herself she stretched out her hand and gave him the letter.

You promised to abide by my decision, you know, said the old man gravely.

I will not! she cried impetuously. Never!

You promised, he said.

I dont care! I dont care! she replied, clasping her hands nervously. No one shall come between us.

Very well, said Robert Evans, then I need not decide. But you had better tell Owen to take the trap to the station to meet your man.


IN CUPIDS TOILS.

I.


HER STORY.

Clare, I said, I wish that we had brought some better clothes, if it were only one frock. You look the oddest figure.

And she did. She was lying head to head with me on the thick moss that clothed one part of the river bank above Breistolen near the Sogn Fiord. We were staying at Breistolen, but there was no moss thereabouts, nor in all the Sogn district, I often thought, so deep and soft, and so dazzling orange and white and crimson as that particular patch. It lay quite high upon the hills, and there were great gray bowlders peeping through the moss here and there, very fit to break your legs, if you were careless. Little more than a mile higher up was the watershed, where our river, putting away with reluctance a first thought of going down the farther slope toward Bysberg, parted from its twin brother, who was thither bound with scores upon scores of puny, green-backed fishlets; and instead, came down our side gliding and swishing and swirling faster and faster, and deeper and wider every hundred yards to Breistolen, full of red-speckled yellow trout, all half a pound apiece, and very good to eat.

But they were not so sweet or toothsome to our girlish tastes as the tawny-orange cloud-berries which Clare and I were eating as we lay. So busy was she with the luscious pile we had gathered that I had to wait for an answer. And then, Speak for yourself, she said. Im sure you look like a short-coated baby. He is somewhere up the river, too. Munch, munch, munch!

Who is, you impertinent, greedy little chit?

Oh, you know! she answered. Dont you wish you had your gray plush here, Bab?

I flung a look of calm disdain at her; but whether it was the berry juice which stained our faces that took from its effect, or the free mountain air which papa says saps the foundations of despotism, that made her callous, at any rate she only laughed scornfully and got up and went off down the stream with her rod, leaving me to finish the cloud-berries, and stare lazily up at the snow-patches on the hillside  which somehow put me in mind of the gray plush  and follow or not, as I liked.

Clare has a wicked story of how I gave in to papa, and came to start without anything but those rough clothes. She says he said  and Jack Buchanan has told me that lawyers put no faith in anything that he says she says, or she says he says, which proves how much truth there is in this  that if Bab took none but her oldest clothes, and fished all day, and had no one to run upon her errands  he meant Jack and the others, I suppose  she might possibly grow an inch in Norway. Just as if I wanted to grow an inch? An inch indeed! I am five feet one and a half high, and papa, who puts me an inch shorter, is the worst measurer in the world. As for Miss Clare, she would give all her inches for my eyes. So there!

After Clare left it began to be dull and chilly. When I had pictured to myself how nice it would be to dress for dinner again, and chosen the frock I would wear upon the first evening, I grew tired of the snow-patches, and started up stream, stumbling and falling into holes, and clambering over rocks, and only careful to save my rod and my face. It was no occasion for the gray plush, but I had made up my mind to reach a pool which lay, I knew, a little above me; having filched a yellow-bodied fly from Clares hat, with a view to that particular place.

Our river did the oddest things hereabouts  pleased to be so young, I suppose. It was not a great churning stream of snow-water, foaming and milky, such as we had seen in some parts  streams that affected to be always in flood, and had the look of forcing the rocks asunder and clearing their path, even while you watched them with your fingers in your ears. Our river was none of these: still it was swifter than English rivers are wont to be, and in parts deeper, and transparent as glass. In one place it would sweep over a ledge and fall wreathed in spray into a spreading lake of black, rock-bound water. Then it would narrow again until, where you could almost jump across, it darted smooth and unbroken down a polished shoot with a swoop like a swallows. Out of this it would hurry afresh to brawl along a gravelly bed, skipping jauntily over first one and then another ridge of stones that had silted up weir-wise and made as if they would bar the channel. Under the lee of these there were lovely pools.

To be able to throw into mine, I had to walk out along the ridge, on which the water was shallow, yet sufficiently deep to cover my boots. But I was well rewarded. The forellin  the Norse name for trout, and as pretty as their girls wavy fair hair  were rising so merrily that I hooked and landed one in five minutes, the fly falling from its mouth as it touched the stones. I hate taking out hooks. I used at one time to leave the fly in the fishs mouth to be removed by papa at the weighing house; until Clare pricked her tongue at dinner with an almost new, red hackle, and was so mean as to keep it, though I remembered then what I had done with it, and was certain it was mine-which was nothing less than dishonest of her.

I had just got back to my place and made a fine cast, when there came  not the leap, and splash, and tug which announced the half-pounder  but a deep, rich gurgle as the fly was gently sucked under, and then a quiet, growing strain upon the line, which began to move away down the pool in a way that made the winch spin again and filled me with mysterious pleasure. I was not conscious of striking or of anything but that I had hooked a really good fish, and I clutched the rod with both hands and set my feet as tightly as I could upon the slippery gravel. The line moved up and down, and this way and that, now steadily and as with a purpose, and then again with an eccentric rush that made the top of the rod spring and bend so that I looked for it to snap each moment. My hands began to grow numb, and the landing-net, hitherto an ornament, fell out of my waist-belt and went I knew not whither. I suppose I must have stepped unwittingly into deeper water, for I felt that my skirts were afloat, and altogether things were going dreadfully against me, when the presence of an ally close at hand was announced by a cheery shout from the far side of the river.

Keep up your point! Keep up your point! someone cried briskly. That is better!

The unexpected sound  it was a mans voice  did something to keep my heart up. But for answer I could only shriek, I cant! It will break! watching the top of my rod as it jigged up and down, very much in the fashion of Clare performing what she calls a waltz. She dances as badly as a man.

No, it will not, he cried back bluntly. Keep it up, and let out a little line with your fingers when he pulls hardest.

We were forced to shout and scream. The wind had risen and was adding to the noise of the water. Soon I heard him wading behind me. Wheres your landing-net? he asked, with the most provoking coolness.

Oh, in the pool! Somewhere about. I am sure I dont know, I answered wildly.

What he said to this I could not catch, but it sounded rude. And then he waded off to fetch, as I guessed, his own net. By the time he reached me again I was in a sad plight, feet like ice, and hands benumbed, while the wind, and rain, and hail, which had come down upon us with a sudden violence, unknown, it is to be hoped, anywhere else, were mottling my face all sorts of unbecoming colors. But the line was taut. And wet and cold went for nothing five minutes later, when the fish lay upon the bank, its prismatic sides slowly turning pale and dull, and I knelt over it half in pity and half in triumph, but wholly forgetful of the wind and rain.

You did that very pluckily, little one, said the on-looker; but I am afraid you will suffer for it by and by. You must be chilled through.

Quickly as I looked up at him, I only met a good-humored smile. He did not mean to be rude. And after all, when I was in such a mess, it was not possible that he could see what I was like. He was wet enough himself. The rain was streaming from the brim of the soft hat which he had turned down to shelter his face, and trickling from his chin, and turning his shabby Norfolk jacket a darker shade. As for his hands, they looked red and knuckly enough, and he had been wading almost to his waist. But he looked, I dont know why, all the stronger and manlier and nicer for these things, because, perhaps, he cared for them not one whit. What I looked like myself I dared not think. My skirts were as short as short could be, and they were soaked; most of my hair was unplaited, my gloves were split, and my sodden boots were out of shape. I was forced, too, to shiver and shake from cold, which was provoking, for I knew it made me seem half as small again.

Thank you, I am a little cold, Mr.  Mr.   I said gravely, only my teeth would chatter so that he laughed outright as he took me up with  

Herapath. And to whom have I the honor of speaking?

I am Miss Guest, I said miserably. It was too cold to be frigid to advantage.

Commonly called Bab, I think, the wretch answered. The walls of our hut are not sound-proof, you see. But come, the sooner you get back to dry clothes and the stove, the better, Bab. You can cross the river just below, and cut off half a mile that way.

I cant, I said obstinately. Bab, indeed! How dared he?

Oh yes, you can, with intolerable good temper. You shall take your rod and I the prey. You cannot be wetter than you are now.

He had his way, of course, since I did not foresee that at the ford he would lift me up bodily and carry me over the deeper part without a pretense of asking leave, or a word of apology. It was done so quickly that I had no time to remonstrate. Still I was not going to let it pass, and when I had shaken myself straight again, I said, with all the haughtiness I could assume, Dont you think, Mr. Herapath that it would have been more  more  

Polite to offer to carry you over, child? No, not at all. It will be wiser and warmer for you to run down the hill. Come along!

And without more ado, while I was still choking with rage, he seized my hands and set off at a trot, lugging me through the sloppy places much as I have seen a nurse drag a fractious child down Constitution Hill. It was not wonderful that I soon lost the little breath his speech had left me, and was powerless to complain when we reached the bridge. I could only thank Heaven that there was no sign of Clare. I think I should have died of mortification if she had seen us come down the hill hand-in-hand in that ridiculous fashion. But she had gone home, and at any rate I escaped that degradation.

A wet stool-car and wetter pony were dimly visible on the bridge; to which, as we came up, a damp urchin creeping from some crevice added himself. I was pushed in as if I had no will of my own, the gentleman sprang up beside me, the boy tucked himself away somewhere behind, and the little teste set off at a canter, so deceived by the drivers excellent imitation of Pss, the Norse for Tchk, that in ten minutes we were at home.

Well, I never! Clare said, surveying me from a respectful distance, when at last I was safe in our room. I would not be seen in such a state by a man for all the fish in the sea!
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BAB.

And she looked so tall, and trim, and neat, that it was the more provoking. At the moment I was too miserable to answer her, and had to find comfort in promising myself that when we were back in Bolton Gardens I would see that Fräulein kept Miss Clares pretty nose to the grindstone though it were ever so much her last term, or Jack were ever so fond of her. Papa was in the plot against me, too. What right had he to thank Mr. Herapath for bringing his little girl home safe? He can be pompous enough at times. I never knew a stout Queens Counsel  and papa is stout  who was not, any more than a thin one who did not contradict. It is in their patents, I think.

Mr. Herapath dined with us that evening  if fish and potatoes and boiled eggs, and sour bread and pancakes, and claret and coffee can be called a dinner  but nothing I could do, though I made the best of my wretched frock and was as stiff as Clare herself, could alter his first impression. It was too bad; he had no eyes! He either could not or would not see anyone but the draggled Bab  fifteen at most and a very tom-boy  whom he had carried across the river. He styled Clare, who talked Baedeker to him in her primmest and most precocious way, Miss Guest, and once at least during the evening dubbed me plain Bab. I tried to freeze him with a look then, and papa gave him a taste of the pompous manner, saying coldly that I was older than I seemed. But it was not a bit of use; I could see that he set it all down to the grand airs of a spoiled child. If I had put my hair up, it might have opened his eyes, but Clare teased me about it and I was too proud for that.

When I asked him if he was fond of dancing, he said good-naturedly, I dont visit very much, Miss Bab. I am generally engaged in the evening.

Here was a chance. I was going to say that that, no doubt, was the reason why I had never met him, when papa ruthlessly cut me short by asking, You are not in the law?

No, he replied, I am in the London Fire Brigade.

I think that we all upon the instant saw him in a helmet, sitting at the door of the fire station by St. Martins Church. Clare turned crimson, and papa seemed on a sudden to call his patent to mind. The moment before I had been as angry as angry could be with our guest, but I was not going to look on and see him snubbed when he was dining with us and all. So I rushed into the gap as quickly as surprise would let me with, Good gracious, how nice! Do tell me all about a fire!

It made matters  my matters  worse, for I could have cried with vexation when I read in his face next moment that he had looked for their astonishment; while the ungrateful fellow set down my eager remark to mere childish ignorance.

Some time I will, he said, with a quiet smile de haut en bas; but I do not often attend one in person. I am Captains private secretary, aid-de-camp, and general factotum.

And it turned out that he was the son of a certain Canon Herapath, so that papa lost sight of his patent box altogether, and they set to discussing Mr. Gladstone, while I slipped off to bed, feeling as small as I ever did in my life and out of temper with everybody. It was a long time since I had been used to young men talking politics to papa when they could talk  politics  to me.

Possibly I deserved the week of vexation which followed; but it was almost more than I could bear. He  Mr. Herapath, of  course  was always about fishing or lounging outside the little white posting-house, taking walks and meals with us, and seeming heartily to enjoy papas society. He came with us when we drove to the top of the pass to get a glimpse of the Sulethid peak; and it looked so brilliantly clear and softly beautiful as it seemed to float, just tinged with color, in a far-off atmosphere of its own beyond the dark ranges of nearer hills, that I began to think at once of the drawing room in Bolton Gardens, with a cozy fire burning and afternoon tea coming up. The tears came into my eyes, and he saw them before I could turn away from the view; and said to papa that he feared his little girl was tired as well as cold, and so spoiled all my pleasure. I looked back afterward as papa and I drove down. He was walking by Clares carcole, and they were laughing heartily.

And that was the way always. He was such an elder brother to me  a thing I never had and do not want  that a dozen times a day I set my teeth viciously together and said to myself that if ever we met in London  but what nonsense that was, because, of course, it mattered nothing to me what he was thinking, only he had no right to be so rudely familiar. That was all; but it was quite enough to make me dislike him.

However, a sunny morning in the holidays is a cheerful thing, and when I strolled down stream with my rod on the day after our expedition, I felt I could enjoy myself very nearly as much as I had before his coming spoiled our party. I dawdled along, now trying a pool, now clambering up the hill-sides to pick raspberries, and now counting the magpies that flew across, feeling altogether very placid and good and contented. I had chosen the lower river because Mr. Herapath usually fished the upper part, and I would not be ruffled this nice day. So I was the more vexed to come suddenly upon him fishing; and fishing where he had no right to be. Papa had spoken to him about the danger of it, and he had as good as said he would not do it again. Yet there he was, thinking, I dare say, that we should not know. It was a spot where one bank rose into quite a cliff, frowning over a deep pool at the foot of some falls. Close to the cliff the water still ran with the speed of a millrace, so fast as to endanger a good swimmer. But on the far side of this current there was a bit of slack water, which was tempting enough to have set someones wits to work to devise means to fish it, which from the top of the cliff was impossible. Just above the water was a ledge, a foot wide, perhaps, which might have done, only it did not reach to this end of the cliff. However, that foolhardy person had espied this, and got over the gap by bridging the latter with a bit of plank, and then had drowned himself or gone away, in either case leaving his board to tempt others to do likewise.

And there was Mr. Herapath fishing from the ledge. It made me giddy to look at him. The rock overhung the water so much that he could not stand upright; the first person who got there must surely have learned to curl himself up from much sleeping in Norwegian beds, which were short for me. I thought of this oddly enough as I watched him, and laughed, and was for going on. But when I had walked a few yards, meaning to pass round the rear of the cliff, I began to fancy all sorts of foolish things would happen. I felt sure that I should have no more peace or pleasure if I left him there. I hesitated. Yes, I would. I would go down, and ask him to leave the place; and, of course, he would do it.

I lost no time, but ran down the slope smartly and carelessly. My way lay over loose shale mingled with large stones, and it was steep. It was wonderful how quickly an accident happens; how swiftly a thing that cannot be undone is done, and we are left wishing  oh, so vainly  that we could put the world, and all things in it, back by a few seconds. I was checking myself near the bottom, when a big stone on which I stepped moved under me. The shale began to slip in a mass, and the stone to roll. It was all done in a moment. I stayed myself, that was easy enough, but the stone took two bounds, jumped sideways, struck the piece of board, which was only resting lightly at either end, and before I could take it all in the little bridge plunged end first into the current, which swept it out of sight in an instant.

He threw up his hands in affright, for he had turned, and we both saw it happen. He made indeed as if he would try to save it, but that was impossible; and then, while I cowered in dismay, he waved his arm to me in the direction of home  again and again. The roar of the falls drowned what he said, but I guessed his meaning. I could not help him myself, but I could fetch help. It was three miles to Breistolen,  rough, rocky ones,  and I doubted whether he could keep his cramped position with that noise deafening him, and the endless whirling stream before his eyes, while I was going and coming. But there was no better way I could think of; and even as I wavered, he signaled to me again imperatively. For an instant everything seemed to go round with me, but it was not the time for that yet, and I tried to collect myself and harden my heart. Up the bank I went steadily, and once at the top set off at a run homeward.

I cannot tell at all how I did it; how I passed over the uneven ground, or whether I went quickly or slowly save by the reckoning papa made afterward. I can only remember one long hurrying scramble; now I panted uphill, now I ran down, now I was on my face in a hole, breathless and half-stunned, and now I was up to my knees in water. I slipped and dropped down places I should at other times have shrunk from, and hurt myself so that I bore the marks for months. But I thought nothing of these things: all my being was spent in hurrying on for his life, the clamor of every cataract I passed seeming to stop my hearts beating with very fear. So I reached Breistolen and panted over the bridge and up to the little white house lying so quiet in the afternoon sunshine, papas stool-car even then at the door ready to take him to some favorite pool. Somehow I made him understand in broken words that Herapath was in danger, drowning already, for all I knew, and then I seized a great pole which was leaning against the porch, and climbed into the car. Papa was not slow, either; he snatched a coil of rope from the luggage, and away we went, a man and boy whom he had hastily called running behind us. We had lost very little time, but so much may happen in so little time.

We were forced to leave the car a quarter of a mile from that part of the river, and walk or run the rest of the way. We all ran, even papa, as I had never known him run before. My heart sank at the groan he let escape him when I pointed out the spot. We came to it one by one. The ledge was empty. Jem Herapath was gone. I suppose it startled me. At any rate I could only look at the water in a dazed way and cry quietly, without much feeling that it was my doing; while the men, shouting to one another in strange, hushed voices, searched about for any sign of his fate. Jem! Jem Herapath! So he had written his name only yesterday in the travelers book at the posting-house, and I had sullenly watched him from the window, and then had sneaked to the book and read it. That was yesterday, and now! Oh, Jem, to hear you say Bab once more!

Bab! Why, Miss Bab, what is the matter?

Safe and sound! Yes, there he was when I turned, safe and strong and cool, rod in hand and a quiet smile in his eyes. Just as I had seen him yesterday, and thought never to see him again; and saying Bab, exactly as of old, so that something in my throat  it may have been anger at his rudeness, but I do not think it was  prevented me saying a word until all the others came around us, and a babel of Norse and English, and something that was neither, yet both, set in.

But how is this? objected my father, when he could be heard, you are quite dry, my boy?

Dry! Why not, sir? For goodness sake, what is the matter?

The matter? Didnt you fall in, or something of the kind? papa asked, bewildered by this new aspect of the case.

It does not look like it, does it? Your daughter gave me a very uncomfortable start by nearly doing so.

Everyone looked at him for an explanation. How did you manage to get from the ledge? I said feebly. Where was the mistake? I had not dreamed it.

From the ledge? Why, by the other end, to be sure, so that I had to walk back round the hill. Still, I did not mind, for I was thankful that it was the plank and not you that fell in.

I  I thought  you could not get from the ledge, I muttered. The possibility of getting off at the other end had never occurred to me, and so I had made such a simpleton of myself. It was too absurd, too ridiculous! It was no wonder that they all screamed with laughter at the fools errand they had come upon, and stamped about and clung to one another. But when he laughed too,  and he did until the tears came into his eyes,  there was not an ache or pain in my body  and I had cut my wrist to the bone against a splinter of rock  that hurt me one-half as much. Surely he might have seen another side to it. But he did not; and so I managed to hide my bandaged wrist from him, and papa drove me home. There I broke down entirely, and Clare put me to bed and petted me, and was very good to me. And when I came down next day, with an ache in every part of me, he was gone.

He asked me to tell you, said Clare, not looking up from the fly she was tying at the window, that he thought you were the bravest girl he had ever met.

So he understood now, when others had explained it to him. No, Clare, I said coldly; he did not say that exactly. He said, the bravest little girl. For, indeed, lying upstairs with the window open, I had heard him set off on his long drive to Laerdalsören. As for papa, he was half-proud and half-ashamed of my foolishness, and wholly at a loss to think how I could have made the mistake.

Youve generally some common sense, my dear, he said that day at dinner, and how in the world you could have been so ready to fancy the man in danger, I  can  not  imagine!

Papa, put in Clare suddenly, your elbow is upsetting the salt.

And as I had to move my seat just then to avoid the glare of the stove, which was falling on my face, we never thought it out.

II.


HIS STORY.

I was not dining out much at that time, partly because my acquaintance in town was limited, and somewhat too because I cared little for it. But these were pleasant people, the old gentleman witty and amusing, the children, lively girls, nice to look at and good to talk with. The party had too a holiday flavor about them wholesome to recall in Scotland Yard: and as I had thought, playtime over, I should see no more of them, I was proportionately pleased to find that Mr. Guest had not forgotten me, and pleased also  shrewdly expecting that we might kill our fish over again  to regard his invitation to dinner at a quarter to eight as a royal command.

But if I took it so, I was sadly wanting in the regal courtesy to match. What with one delay owing to work that would admit of none, and another caused by a cabman strange to the ways of town, it was twenty-five minutes after the hour named when I reached Bolton Gardens. A stately man, so like the Queens Counsel that it was plain upon whom the latter modeled himself, ushered me straight into the dining room, where Guest greeted me very kindly, and met my excuses by apologies on his part  for preferring, I suppose, the comfort of eleven people to mine. Then he took me down the table, and said, My daughter, and Miss Guest shook hands with me and pointed to the chair at her left. I had still, as I unfolded my napkin, to say Clear, if you please, and then I was free to turn and apologize to her; being a little shy, and, as I have said, a somewhat infrequent diner out.

I think that I never saw so remarkable a likeness  to her younger sister  in my life. She might have been little Bab herself, but for her dress and some striking differences. Miss Guest could not be more than eighteen, in form almost as fairy-like as the little one, with the same child-like, innocent look on her face. She had the big gray eyes, too, that were so charming in Bab; but in her they were more soft and tender and thoughtful, and a thousand times more charming. Her hair too was brown and wavy: only, instead of hanging loose or in a pig-tail, anywhere and anyhow, in a fashion I well remembered, it was coiled in a coronal on the shapely little head, that was so Greek, and in its gracious, stately, old-fashioned pose, so unlike Babs. Her dress, of some creamy, gauzy stuff, revealed the prettiest white throat in the world, and arms decked in pearls, and, so far, no more recalled my little fishing-mate than the sedate self-possession and assured dignity of this girl, as she talked to her other neighbor, suggested Bab making pancakes and chattering with the landladys children in her strangely and wonderfully acquired Norse. It was not Bab in fact: and yet it almost might have been: an etherealized, queenly, womanly Bab  who presently turned to me:

Have you quite settled down after your holiday? she asked, staying the apologies I was for pouring into her ear.

I had until this evening, but the sight of your father is like a breath of fiord air. I hope your sisters are well.

My sisters? she murmured wonderingly, her fork halfway to her pretty mouth and her attitude one of questioning.

Yes, I said, rather puzzled. You know they were with your father when I had the good fortune to meet him. Miss Clare and Bab.

Eh? dropping her fork on the plate with a great clatter.

Yes, Miss Guest; Miss Clare and Miss Bab.

I really began to feel uncomfortable. Her color rose, and she looked me in the face in a half-proud, half-fearful way as if she resented the inquiry. It was a relief to me, when, with some show of confusion, she at length stammered, Oh, yes, I beg your pardon, of course they were! How very foolish of me! They are quite well, thank you, and so was silent again. But I understand now. Mr. Guest had omitted to mention my name, and she had taken me for someone else of whose holiday she knew. I gathered from the aspect of the table and the room that the Guests saw a good deal of company, and it was a very natural mistake, though by the grave look she bent upon her plate it was clear that the young hostess was taking herself to task for it: not without, if I might judge from the lurking smile at the corners of her mouth, a humorous sense of the slip, and perhaps of the difference between myself and the gentleman whose part I had been unwittingly supporting. Meanwhile I had a chance of looking at her unchecked; and thought of Dresden china, she was so frail and pretty.

You were nearly drowned, or something of the kind, were you not? she asked, after an interval during which we had both talked to others.

Well, not precisely. Your sister fancied I was in danger, and behaved in the pluckiest manner  so bravely that I can almost feel sorry that the danger was not there to dignify her heroism.

That was like her, she answered, in a tone just a little scornful. You must have thought her a terrible tomboy.

While she was speaking there came one of those terrible lulls in the talk, and Mr. Guest, overhearing, cried: Who is that you are abusing, my dear? Let us all share in the sport. If its Clare, I think I can name one who is a far worse hoyden upon occasion.

It is no one of whom you have ever heard, papa, she answered archly. It is a person in whom Mr.  Mr. Herapath  I had murmured my name as she stumbled and I are interested. Now, tell me, did you not think so? she murmured graciously, leaning the slightest bit toward me, and opening her eyes as she looked into mine in a way that to a man who had spent the day in a dusty room in Great Scotland Yard was sufficiently intoxicating.

No, I said, lowering my voice in imitation of hers. No, Miss Guest, I did not think so at all. I thought your sister a brave little thing  rather careless, as children are apt to be, but likely to grow into a charming girl.

I wondered, marking how she bit her lip and refrained from assent, whether, impossible as it must seem to anyone looking in her face, there might not be something of the shrew about my beautiful neighbor. Her tone, when she spoke of her sister, seemed to import no great good will.

So that is your opinion? she said, after a pause. Do you know, with a laughing glance, that some people think I am like her?

Yes? I answered gravely. Well, I should be able to judge, who have seen you both and yet am not an old friend. And I think you are both like and unlike. Your sister has very beautiful eyes  she lowered hers swiftly and hair like yours, but her manner and style were very different. I can no more fancy Bab in your place than I can picture you, Miss Guest, as I saw her for the first time  and on many after occasions, I added, laughing as much to cover my own hardihood as at the queer little figure I had conjured up.

Thank you, Mr. Herapath, she replied with coldness, though she had blushed darkly to her ears. That, I think, must be enough of compliments for to-night  as you are not an old friend. And she turned away, leaving me to curse my folly in saying so much, when our acquaintance was as yet in the bud, and as susceptible to overwarmth as to a temperature below zero.

A moment later the ladies left us. The flush I had brought to her cheek still lingered there, as she swept past me with a wondrous show of dignity in one so young. Mr. Guest came down and took her place, and we talked of the land of berries, and our adventures there, while the rest  older friends  listened indulgently or struck in from time to time with their own biggest fish and deadliest flies.

I used to wonder why women like to visit dusty chambers; why they get more joy  I am fain to think they do  out of a scrambling tea up three pairs of stairs in Pump Court, than from the very same materials  and comfort withal  in their own house. I imagine it is for the same reason that the bachelor finds a singular charm in a ladys drawing room, and there, if anywhere, sees her with a reverent mind  a charm and a subservience which I felt to the full in the Guests drawing room  a room rich in subdued colors and a cunning blending of luxury and comfort. Yet it depressed me. I felt alone. Mr. Guest had passed on to others and I stood aside, the sense that I was not of these people troubling me in a manner as new as it was absurd: for I had been in the habit of rather despising society. Miss Guest was at the piano, the center of a circle of soft light, which showed up also a keen-faced, dark-whiskered man leaning over her with the air of one used to the position. Everyone else was so fully engaged that I may have looked, as well as felt, forlorn, and meeting her eyes could have fancied she was regarding me with amusement  almost triumph. It must have been mere fancy, bred of self-consciousness, for the next moment she beckoned me to her, and said to her cavalier:

There, Jack; Mr. Herapath is going to talk to me about Norway now, so that I dont want you any longer. Perhaps you wont mind stepping up to the schoolroom  Fräulein and Clare are there  and telling Clare, that  that  oh, anything!

There is no piece of ill-breeding so bad to my mind as for a man who is at home in a house to flaunt his favor in the face of other guests. That young lawyers manner as he left her, and the smile of perfect intelligence which passed between them were such a breach of good manners as would have ruffled anyone. They ruffled me  yes, me, although it was no concern of mine what she called him, or how he conducted himself  so that I could do nothing but stand by the piano and sulk. One bear makes another, you know.

She did not speak, and I, content to watch the slender hands stealing over the keys, would not, until my eyes fell upon her right wrist. She had put off her bracelets and so disclosed a scar upon it, something about which  not its newness  so startled me that I said abruptly, That is very strange! Pray tell me how you did it!

She looked up, saw what I meant, and, stopping hastily, put on her bracelets; to all appearance so vexed by my thoughtless question, and anxious to hide the mark, that I was quick to add humbly, I asked because your sister hurt her wrist in nearly the same place on the day when she thought I was in trouble, and the coincidence struck me.

Yes, I remember, looking at me I thought with a certain suspicion, as though she were not sure that I was giving the right motive. I did this much in the same way. By falling, I mean. Isnt it a hateful disfigurement?

No, it was no disfigurement. Even to her, with a womans love of conquest, it must have seemed anything but a disfigurement had she known what the quiet, awkward man at her side was thinking, who stood looking shyly at it and found no words to contradict her, though she asked him twice, and thought him stupid enough. A great longing to kiss that soft, scarred wrist was on me  and Miss Guest had added another to the number of her slaves. I dont know now why that little scar should have so touched me any more than I then could guess why, being a commonplace person, I should fall in love at first sight, and feel no surprise at my condition, only a half consciousness (seeming fully to justify it) that in some former state of being I had met my love, and read her thoughts, and learned her moods, and come to know the bright womanly spirit that looked from her frank eyes as well as if she were an old, old friend. And so vivid was this sensation, that once or twice, then and afterward, when I would meet her glance, another name than hers trembled on my tongue and passed away before I could shape it into sound.

After an interval, Are you going to the Goldmaces dance?

No, I answered her humbly. I go out so little.

Indeed, with an odd smile not too kindly; I wish  no, I dont  that we could say the same. We are engaged, I think  she paused, her attention divided between myself and Boccherinis minuet, the low strains of which she was sending through the room for every afternoon  this week  except Saturday. By the way, Mr. Herapath  do you remember what was the name  Bab told me you teased her with?

Wee bonnie Bab, I answered absently. My thoughts had gone forward to Saturday. We are always dropping to-days substance for the shadow of tomorrow; like the dog  a dog was it not?  in the fable.

Oh, yes, wee bonnie Bab, she murmured softly. Poor Bab! and suddenly cut short Boccherinis music and our chat by striking a terrific discord and laughing merrily at my start of discomfiture. Everyone took it as a signal to leave. They all seemed to be going to meet her again next day, or the day after that; they engaged her for dances, and made up a party for the law courts, and tossed to and fro a score of laughing catchwords, that were beyond my comprehension. They all did this, except myself.

And yet I went away with something before me  that call upon Saturday afternoon. Quite unreasonably I fancied I should see her alone. And so when the day came and I stood outside the opening door of the drawing room, and heard voices and laughter within, I was hurt and aggrieved beyond measure. There was quite a party, and a merry one, assembled, who were playing at some game as it seemed to me, for I caught sight of Clare whipping off an impromptu bandage from her eyes, and striving by her stiffest air to give the lie to a pair of flushed cheeks. The black-whiskered man was there, and two men of his kind, and a German governess, and a very old lady in a wheel-chair, who was called grandmamma, and Miss Guest herself looking, in the prettiest dress of silvery plush, to the full as bright and fair and graceful as I had been picturing her each hour since we parted.

She dropped me a stately courtesy. Will you play the part of Miss Carolina Wilhelmina Amelia Skeggs, Mr. Herapath, while I act honest Burchell, and say Fudge! or will you burn nuts and play games with neighbor Flamborough? You will join us, wont you? Clare does not so misbehave every day, only it is such a wet afternoon and so cold and wretched, and we did not think there would be any more callers  and tea will be up in five minutes.

She did not think there would be any more callers! Something in her smile belied the words and taught me that she had thought  she had known  that there would be one more caller  one who would burn nuts and play games with her, though Rome itself were afire, and Tooley Street and the Mile End Road to boot.

It was a simple game enough, and not likely, one would say, to afford much risk of that burning the fingers which gave a zest to the Vicar of Wakefields nuts. One sat in the middle blind-folded, while the rest disguised their own or assumed each others voices, and spoke one by one some gibe or quip at his expense. When he succeeded in naming the speaker, the detected satirist put on the poke, and in his turn heard things good  if he had a conceit of himself  for his souls health. Now this rôle unhappily soon fell to me, and proved a heavy one, because I was not so familiar with the others voices as were the rest; and Miss Guest  whose faintest tones I thought to have known  had a wondrous knack of cheating me, now taking off Clares voice, and now  after the door had been opened to admit the tea  her fathers. So I failed again and again to earn my release. But when a voice behind me cried with well-feigned eagerness:

How nice! Do tell me all about a fire!

Though no fresh creaking of the door had reached me, nor warning been given of an addition to the players, I had not the smallest doubt who was the speaker; but exclaimed at once, That is Bab Now I cry you mercy. I am right this time. That was Bab!

I looked for a burst of applause and laughter, such as had before attended a good thrust home, but none came. On the contrary, with my words so odd a silence fell upon the room that it was clear that something was wrong, and I pulled off my handkerchief in haste, repeating, That was Bab, I am sure.

But if it was, I could not see her. What had come over them all? Jacks face wore a provoking smile, and his friends were clearly bent upon sniggering. Clare looked horrified, and grandmamma gently titillated, while Miss Guest, who had risen and half turned away toward the windows, seemed to be in a state of proud confusion. What was the matter?

I beg everyones pardon by anticipation, I said, looking round in a bewildered way, but have I said anything wrong?

Oh, dear no! cried the fellow they called Jack, with a familiarity that was in the worst taste  as if I had meant to apologize to him! Most natural thing in the world!

Jack, how dare you! exclaimed Miss Guest, stamping her foot.

Well, it seemed all right. It sounded very natural, I am sure.

Oh, you are unbearable! Why dont you say something, Clare?

Mr. Herapath, I am sure that you did not know that my name was Barbara.

Certainly not, I cried. What a strange thing!

But it is, and that is why grandmamma is looking so shocked, and Mr. Buchanan is wearing threadbare an old friends privilege of being rude. I freely forgive you if you will make allowance for him. And you shall come off the stool of repentance and have your tea first, since you are the greatest stranger. It is a stupid game, after all!

She would hear no apologies from me. And when I would have asked why her sister bore the same name, and thus excused myself, she was intent upon tea-making, and the few moments I could with decency add to my call gave me scant opportunity. I blush to think how I eked them out, by what subservience to Clare, by what a slavish anxiety to help even Jack to muffins  each piece I hoped might choke him. How slow I was to find hat and gloves, calling to mind with terrible vividness, as I turned my back upon the circle, that again and again in my experience an acquaintance begun by a dinner had ended with the consequent call. And so I should have gone  it might have been so here  but that the door-handle was stiff, and Miss Guest came to my aid as I fumbled with it. We are always at home on Saturdays, if you like to call, Mr. Herapath, she murmured carelessly, not lifting her eyes  and I found myself in the street.

So carelessly she said it that, with a sudden change of feeling, I vowed I would not call. Why should I? Why should I worry myself with the sight of those other fellows parading their favor? With the babble of that society chit-chat, which I had so often scorned, and  and still scorned, and had no part or concern in. They were not people to suit me or do me good. I would not go, I said, and repeated it firmly on Monday and Tuesday; on Wednesday only so far modified it that I thought at some distant time to leave a card  to avoid discourtesy; on Friday preferred an earlier date as wiser and more polite, and on Saturday walked shame-faced down the street, and knocked and rang and went upstairs  to taste a pleasant misery. Yes, and on the next Saturday too, and the next, and the next; and that one on which we all went to the theater, and that other one on which Mr. Guest kept me to dinner. Aye, and on other days that were not Saturdays, among which two stand high out of the waters of forgetfulness  high days, indeed  days like twin pillars of Hercules, through which I thought to reach, as did the seamen of old, I knew not what treasures of unknown lands stretching away under the setting sun. First that one on which I found Barbara Guest alone and blurted out that I had the audacity to wish to make her my wife; and then heard, before I had well  or badly  told my tale, the wheels of grandmammas chair outside.

Hush! the girl said, her face turned from me. Hush, Mr. Herapath! You dont know me, indeed. You have seen so little of me. Please say nothing more about it. You are completely under a delusion.

It is no delusion that I love you, Barbara! I cried.

It is! it is! she repeated, freeing her hand. There, if you will not take an answer  come  come at three to-morrow. But mind, I promise you nothing  I promise nothing, she added feverishly, and fled from the room, leaving me to talk to grandmamma as best, and escape as quickly as, I might.

I longed for a great fire that evening, and, failing one, tired myself by tramping unknown streets of the East End, striving to teach myself that any trouble to-morrow might bring was but a shadow, a sentiment, a thing not to be mentioned in the same breath with the want and toil of which I caught glimpses up each street and lane that opened to right and left. In the main, of course, I failed; but the effort did me good, sending me home tired out, to sleep as soundly as if I were going to be hanged next day, and not  which is a very different thing  to be put upon my trial.

I will tell Miss Guest you are here, sir, the man said. I looked at all the little things in the room which I had come to know well  her work basket, the music upon the piano, the table easel, her photograph, and wondered if I were to see them no more, or if they were to become a part of my everyday life. Then I heard her come in, and turned quickly, feeling that I should learn my fate from her greeting.

Bab! The word was wrung from me perforce. And then we stood and looked at one another, she with a strange pride and defiance in her eyes, though her cheek was dark with blushes, and I with wonder and perplexity in mine. Wonder and perplexity that quickly grew into a conviction, a certainty that the girl standing before me in the short-skirted brown dress with tangled hair and loose neck-ribbon was the Bab I had known in Norway; and yet that the eyes  I could not mistake them now, no matter what unaccustomed look they might wear  were Barbara Guests!

Miss Guest  Barbara, I stammered, grappling with the truth, why have you played this trick upon me?

It is Miss Guest and Barbara now, she cried, with a mocking courtesy. Do you remember, Mr. Herapath, when it was Bab? When you treated me as a kind of toy and a plaything, with which you might be as intimate as you liked; and hurt my feelings  yes, it is weak to confess it, I know  day by day and hour by hour?

But, surely, that is forgiven now? I said, dazed by an attack so sudden and so bitter. It is atonement enough that I am at your feet now, Barbara!

You are not, she retorted hotly. Dont say you have offered love to me, who am the same with the child you teased at Breistolen. You have fallen in love with my fine clothes and my pearls and my maids work, not with me! You have fancied the girl you saw other men make much of. But you have not loved the woman who might have prized that which Miss Guest has never learned to value.

How old are you? I said hoarsely.

Nineteen! she snapped out. And then for a moment we were both silent.

I begin to understand now, I answered slowly as soon as I could conquer something in my throat. Long ago, when I hardly knew you, I hurt your womans pride; and since that you have plotted  

No, you have tricked yourself!

And schemed to bring me to your feet that you might have the pleasure of trampling on me. Miss Guest, your triumph is complete, more complete than you are able to understand. I loved you this morning above all the world  as my own life  as every hope I had. See, I tell you this that you may have a moments keener pleasure when I am gone.

Dont! Dont! she cried, throwing herself into a chair and covering her face.

You have won a mans heart and cast it aside to gratify an old pique. You may rest content now, for there is nothing wanting to your vengeance. You have given me as much pain as a woman, the vainest and the most heartless, can give a man. Good-by.

And with that I was leaving her, fighting my own pain and passion, so that the little hands she raised as though they would ward off my words were nothing to me. I felt a savage delight in seeing that I could hurt her, which deadened my own grief. The victory was not; all with her lying there sobbing. Only where was my hat? Let me get my hat and go. Let me escape from this room wherein every trifle upon which my eye rested awoke some memory that was a pang. Let me get away, and have done with it all.

Where was the hat? I had brought it up. I could not go without it. It must be under her chair, by all that was unlucky, for it was nowhere else. I could not stand and wait, and so I had to go up to her, with cold words of apology upon my lips, and being close to her and seeing on her wrist, half hidden by fallen hair, the scar she had brought home from Norway, I dont know how it was that I fell on my knees by her and cried:

Oh, Bab, I loved you so! Let us part friends.

For a moment, silence. Then she whispered, her hand in mine: Why did you not say Bab to begin? I only told you that Miss Guest had not learned to value your love.

And Bab? I murmured, my brain in a whirl.

Learned long ago, poor girl!

And the fair, tear-stained face of my tyrant looked into mine for a moment, and then came quite naturally to its resting place.

Now, she said, when I was leaving, you may have your hat, sir.

I believe, I replied, that you sat upon this chair on purpose.

And Bab blushed. I believe she did.


THE DRIFT OF FATE.

On a certain morning in last June I was stooping to fasten a shoelace, having taken advantage for the purpose of the step of a corner house in St. James Square, when a man passing behind me stopped.

Well! said he aloud, after a short pause during which I wondered  I could not see him  what he was doing, the meanness of these rich folk is disgusting! Not a coat of paint for a twelvemonth! I should be ashamed to own a house and leave it like that!

The man was a stranger to me, and his words seemed as uncalled for as they were ill-natured. But being thus challenged I looked at the house. It was a great stone mansion with a balustrade atop, with many windows and a long stretch of area railings. And, certainly it was shabby. I turned from it to the critic. He was shabby, too  a little red-nosed man, wearing a bad hat. It is just possible, I suggested, that the owner may be a poor man and unable to keep it in order.

Ugh! What has that to do with it? my new friend answered contemptuously. He ought to think of the public.

And your hat? I asked, with wining politeness. It strikes me, an unprejudiced observer, as a bad hat. Why do you not get a new one?

Cannot afford it! he snapped out, his dull eyes sparkling with rage.

Cannot afford it? But, my good man, you ought to think of the public.

You tom-cat! What have you to do with my hat? Smother you! was his kindly answer; and he went on his way muttering things uncomplimentary.

I was about to go mine, and was first falling back to gain a better view of the house in question, when a chuckle close to me betrayed the presence of a listener, a thin, gray-haired man, who, hidden by a pillar of the porch, must have heard our discussion. His hands were engaged with a white tablecloth, from which he had been shaking the crumbs. He had the air of an upper servant of the best class. As our eyes met he spoke.

Neatly put, sir, if I may take the liberty of saying so, he observed with a quiet dignity it was a pleasure to witness, and we are very much obliged to you. The man was a snob, sir.

I am afraid he was, I answered; and a fool too.

And a fool, sir. Answer a fool after his folly. You did that, and he was nowhere; nowhere at all, except in the swearing line. Now might I ask, he continued, if you are an American, sir?

No, I am not, I answered; but I have spent some time in the States.

I could have fancied that he sighed.

I thought  but never mind, sir, he began, I was wrong, It is curious how very much alike gentlemen, that are real gentlemen, speak. Now, I dare swear, sir, that you have a taste for pictures.

I was inclined to humor the old fellows mood. I like a good picture, I admit, I said.

Then perhaps you would not be offended if I asked you to step inside and look at one or two, he suggested timidly. I would not take a liberty, sir, but there are some Van Dycks and a Rubens in the dining room that cost a mint of money in their day, I have heard; and there is no one else in the house but my wife and myself.

It was a strange invitation, strangely brought about. But I saw no reason for myself why I should not accept it, and I followed him into the hall. It was spacious, but sparsely furnished. The matted floor had a cold look, and so had the gaunt stand which seemed to be a fixture, and boasted but one umbrella, one sunshade, and one dog-whip. As I passed a half-open door I caught a glimpse of a small room prettily furnished, with dainty prints and water-colors on the walls. But these were of a common order. A dozen replicas of each and all might be seen in a walk through Bond Street. Even this oasis of taste and comfort told the same story as had the bare hall and dreary exterior; and laid, as it were, a finger on ones heart. I trod softly as I followed my guide along the strip of matting toward the rear of the house.

He opened a door at the inner end of the hall, and led me into a large and lofty room, built out from the back, as a state dining room or ballroom. At present it rather resembled the latter, for it was without furniture. Now, said the old man, turning and respectfully touching my sleeve to gain my attention, now you will not consider your labor lost in coming to see that, sir. It is a portrait of the second Lord Wetherby by Sir Anthony Van Dyck, and is judged to be one of the finest specimens of his style in existence.

I was lost in astonishment; amazed, almost appalled! My companion stood by my side, his face wearing a placid smile of satisfaction, his hand pointing slightly upward to the blank wall before us. The blank wall! Of any picture, there or elsewhere in the room, there was no sign. I turned to him and then from him, and I felt very sick at heart. The poor old fellow was  must be  mad. I gazed blankly at the blank wall. By Van Dyck? I repeated mechanically.

Yes, sir, by Van Dyck, he replied, in the most matter-of-fact tone imaginable. So, too, is this one; he moved, as he spoke, a few feet to his left. The second peers first wife in the costume of a lady-in-waiting. This portrait and the last are in as good a state of preservation as on the day they were painted.

Oh, certainly mad! And yet so graphic was his manner, so crisp and realistic were his words, that I rubbed my eyes; and looked and looked again, and almost fancied that Lord Walter and Anne, his wife, grew into shape before me on the wall. Almost, but not quite; and it was with a heart full of wondering pity that I accompanied the old man, in whose manner there was no trace of wildness or excitement, round the walls; visiting in turn the Cuyp which my lord bought in Holland, the Rubens, the four Lawrences, and the Philips  a very Barmecide feast of art. I could not doubt that the old man saw the pictures. But I saw only bare walls.

Now I think you have seen them, family portraits and all, he concluded, as we came to the doorway again; stating the fact, which was no fact, with complacent pride. They are fine pictures, sir. They, at least, are left, although the house is not what it was.

Very fine pictures! I remarked. I was minded to learn if he were sane on other points. Lord Wetherby, I said; I should suppose that he is not in London?

I do not know, sir, one way or the other, the servant answered with a new air of reserve. This is not his lordships house. Mrs. Wigram, my late lords daughter-in-law, lives here.

But this is the Wetherbys town house, I persisted. I knew so much.

It was my late lords house. At his sons marriage it was settled upon Mrs. Wigram; and little enough besides, God knows! he exclaimed querulously. It was Mr. Alfreds wish that some land should be settled upon his wife, but there was none out of the entail, and my lord, who did not like the match, though he lived to be fond enough of the mistress afterward, said, Settle the house in town! in a bitter kind of joke like. So the house was settled, and five hundred pounds a year. Mr. Alfred died abroad, as you may know, sir, and my lord was not long in following him.

He was closing the shutters of one window after another as he spoke. The room had sunk into deep gloom. I could imagine now that the pictures were really where he fancied them. And Lord Wetherby, the late peer? I asked, after a pause, did he leave his daughter-in-law nothing?

My lord died suddenly, leaving no will, he replied sadly. That is how it all is. And the present peer, who was only a second cousin  well, I say nothing about him. A reticence which was well calculated to consign his lordship to the lowest deep.

He did not help? I asked.

Devil a bit, begging your pardon, sir. But there  it is not my place to talk of these things. I doubt I have wearied you with talk about the family. It is not my way, he added, as if wondering at himself, only something in what you said seemed to touch a chord like.

By this time we were outside the room, standing at the inner end of the hall, while he fumbled with the lock of the door. Short passages ending in swing doors ran out right and left from this point, and through one of these a tidy, middle-aged woman, wearing an apron, suddenly emerged. At sight of me she looked greatly astonished. I have been showing the gentleman the pictures, said my guide, who was still occupied with the door.

A quick flash of pain altered and hardened the womans face. I have been very much interested, madam, I said softly.

Her gaze left me, to dwell upon the old man with infinite affection. John had no right to bring you in, sir, she said primly. I have never known him do such a thing before, and  Lord a mercy! there is the mistresss knock. Go, John, and let her in; and this gentleman, with an inquisitive look at me, will not mind stepping a bit aside, while her ladyship goes upstairs.

Certainly not, I answered. I hastened to draw back into one of the side passages, into the darkest corner of it, and there stood leaning against the cool panels, my hat in my hand.

In the short pause which ensued before John opened the door she whispered to me, You have not told him, sir?

About the pictures?

Yes, sir. He is blind, you see.

Blind? I exclaimed.

Yes, sir, this year and more; and when the pictures were taken away  by the present earl  that he had known all his life, and been so proud to show to people just the same as if they had been his own  why, it seemed a shame to tell him. I have never had the heart to do it, and he thinks they are there to this day.

Blind! I had never thought of that; and while I was grasping the idea now, and fitting it to the facts, a light footstep sounded in the hall and a womans voice on the stairs; such a voice and such a footstep, that, as it seemed to me, a man, if nothing else were left to him, might find home in them alone. Your mistress, I said presently, when the sounds had died away upon the floor above, has a sweet voice; but has not something annoyed her?
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LORD A MERCY! THERE IS THE MISTRESSS KNOCK.

Well, I never should have thought that you would have noticed that! exclaimed the housekeeper, who was, I dare say, many other things besides housekeeper. You have a sharp ear, sir; that I will say. Yes, there is a something has gone wrong; but to think that an American gentleman should have noticed it!

I am not American, I said, perhaps testily.

Oh, indeed, sir. I beg your pardon, I am sure. It was just your way of speaking made me think it, she replied; and then there came a second louder rap at the door, as John, who had gone upstairs with his mistress, came down in a leisurely fashion.

That is Lord Wetherby, drat him! he said, on his wife calling to him in a low voice; he was ignorant, I think, of my presence. He is to be shown into the library, and the mistress will see him there in five minutes; and you are to go to her room. Oh, rap away! he added, turning toward the door, and shaking his fist at it. There is many a better man than you has waited longer at that door.

Hush, John! Do you not see the gentleman? interposed his wife, with the simplicity of habit. He will show you out, she added rapidly to me, as soon as his lordship has gone in, if you do not mind waiting another minute.

Not at all, I said, drawing back into the corner as they went on their errands; but though I said, Not at all, mine was an odd position. The way in which I had come into the house, and my present situation in a kind of hiding, would have made most men only anxious to extricate themselves. But I, while listening to John parleying with someone at the door, conceived a strange desire, or a desire which would have been strange in any other man, to see this thing to the end; conceived it and acted upon it.

The library? That was the room on the right of the hall, opposite to Mrs. Wigrams sitting room. Probably, nay I was certain, it had another door opening on the passage in which I stood. It would cost me but a step or two to confirm my opinion. When John ushered in the visitor by one door I had already, by way of the other, ensconced myself behind a screen, that I seemed to know would face it. I was going to listen. Perhaps I had my reasons. Perhaps  but there, what matter? I, as a fact, listened.

The room was spacious but somber, wainscoted and vaulted with oak. Its only visible occupant was a thin, dark man of middle size, with a narrow face, and a stubborn feather of black hair rising above his forehead; a man of Welsh type. He was standing with his back to the light, a roll of papers in one hand. The fingers of the other, drumming upon the table, betrayed that he was both out of temper and ill at ease. While I was still scanning him stealthily  I had never seen him before  the door was opened, and Mrs. Wigram came in. I sank back behind the screen. I think some words passed, some greeting of the most formal, but though the room was still, I failed to hear it, and when I recovered myself he was speaking.

I am here at your wish, Mrs. Wigram, and your service, too, he was saying, with an effort at gallantry which sat very ill upon him, although I think it would have been better if we had left the matter to our solicitors.

Indeed!

Yes. I fancied you were aware of my opinion.

I was; and I perfectly understand, Lord Wetherby, your preference for that course, she replied, with sarcastic coldness, which did not hide her dislike for him. You naturally shrink from telling me your terms face to face.

Now, Mrs. Wigram! Now, Mrs. Wigram! Is not this a tone to be deprecated? he answered, lifting his hands. I come to you as a man of business upon business.

Business! Does that mean wringing advantage from my weakness? she retorted.

He shrugged his shoulders. I do deprecate this tone, he repeated. I come in plain English to make you an offer; one which you can accept or refuse as you please. I offer you five hundred a year for this house. It is immensely too large for your needs, and too expensive for your income, and yet you have in strictness no power to let it. Very well, I, who can release you from that restriction, offer you five hundred a year for the house. What can be more fair?

Fair? In plain English, Lord Wetherby, you are the only possible purchaser, and you fix the price. Is that fair? The house would let easily for twelve hundred.

Possibly, he retorted, if it were in the open market. But it is not.

No, she answered rapidly. And you, having the forty thousand a year which, had my husband lived, would have been his and mine; you who, a poor man, have stepped into this inheritance  you offer me five hundred for the family house! For shame, my lord! for shame!

We are not acting a play, he said doggedly, showing that her words had stung him in some degree. The law is the law. I ask for nothing but my rights, and one of those I am willing to waive in your favor. You have my offer.

And if I refuse it? If I let the house? You will not dare to enforce the restriction.

Try me, he rejoined, again drumming with his fingers upon the table. Try me, and you will see.

If my husband had lived  

But he did not live, he broke in, losing patience, and that makes all the difference. Now, for Heavens sake, Mrs. Wigram, do not make a scene! Do you accept my offer?

For a moment she had seemed about to break down, but her pride coming to the rescue, she recovered herself with wonderful quickness.

I have no choice, she said, with dignity.

I am glad you accept, he answered, so much relieved that he gave way to an absurd burst of generosity. Come! he cried, we will say guineas instead of pounds, and have done with it!

She looked at him in wonder. No, Lord Wetherby, she said, I accepted your terms. I prefer to keep to them. You said that you would bring the necessary papers with you. If you have done so I will sign them now, and my servants can witness them.

I have the draft, and the lawyers clerk is no doubt in the house, he answered. I left directions for him to be here at eleven.

I do not think he is in the house, the lady answered. I should know if he were here.

Not here! he cried angrily. Why not, I wonder! But I have the skeleton lease. It is very short, and to save delay I will fill in the particulars, names, and so forth myself, if you will permit me to do so. It will not take me twenty minutes.

As you please. You will find a pen and ink on the table. If you will kindly ring the bell when you are ready, I will come and bring the servants.

Thank you; you are very good, he said smoothly; adding, when she had left the room. And the devil take your impudence, madam! As for your cursed pride  well, it has saved me twenty-five pounds a year, and so you are welcome to it. I was a fool to make the offer. And with that, now grumbling at the absence of the lawyers clerk and now congratulating himself on the saving of a lawyers fee, my lord sat down to his task.

A hansom cab on its way to the East India Club rattled through the square, and under cover of the noise I stole out from behind the screen, and stood in the middle of the room, looking down at the unconscious worker. If for a minute I felt strongly the desire to raise my hand and give his lordship such a surprise as he had never in his life experienced, any other man might have felt the same; and, as it was, I put it away and only looked quietly about me. Some rays of sunshine, piercing the corner pane of a dulled window, fell on and glorified the Wetherby coat of arms blazoned over the wide fireplace, and so created the one bright spot in the bare, dismantled room, which had once, unless the tiers of empty shelves and the yet lingering odor of Russia lied, been lined from floor to ceiling with books. My lord had taken the furniture; my lord had taken the books; my lord had taken  nothing but his rights.

Retreating softly to the door by which I had entered, and rattling the handle, I advanced afresh into the room. Will your lordship allow me? I said, after I had in vain coughed twice to gain his attention.

He turned hastily and looked at me with a face full of suspicion. Some surprise on finding another person in the room and close to him was natural; but possibly, also, there was something in the atmosphere of that house which threw his nerves off their balance. Who are you? he cried, in a tone which matched his face.

You left orders, my lord, I explained, with Messrs. Duggan & Poole that a clerk should attend here at eleven. I very much regret that some delay has unavoidably been caused.

Oh, you are the clerk! he replied ungraciously. You do not look much like a lawyers clerk.

Involuntarily I glanced aside and saw in a mirror the reflection of a tall man with a thick beard and mustaches, gray eyes, and an ugly scar seaming the face from ear to ear. Yet I hope to give you full satisfaction, my lord, I murmured, dropping my eyes. It was understood that you needed a confidential clerk.

Well, well, sir, to your work! he replied irritably. Better late than never. And after all it may be preferable for you to be here and see it duly executed. Only you will not forget, he continued hastily, with a glance at the papers, that I have myself copied four  well, three  three full folios, sir, for which an allowance must be made. But there! Get on with your work. The handwriting will speak for itself.

I obeyed, and wrote on steadily, while the earl walked up and down the room, or stood at a window. Upstairs sat Mrs. Wigram, schooling herself, I dare swear, to take this one favor that was no favor from the man who had dealt out to her such hard measure. Outside a casual passer through the square glanced up at the great house, and seeing the bent head of the secretary and the figure of his companion moving to and fro, saw, as he thought, nothing unusual; nor had any presentiment  how should he?  of the strange scene which the room with the dingy windows was about to witness.

I had been writing for perhaps five minutes when Lord Wetherby stopped in his passage behind me and looked over my shoulder. With a jerk his eye-glasses fell, touching my shoulder.

Bless my soul! he exclaimed, I have seen your handwriting somewhere; and lately too. Where could it have been?

Probably among the family papers, my lord, I answered. I have several times been engaged in the family business in the time of the late Lord Wetherby.

Indeed! There were both curiosity and suspicion in his utterance of the word. You knew him?

Yes, my lord. I have written for him in this very room, and he has walked up and down, and dictated to me, as you might be doing now, I explained.

His lordship stopped his pacing to and fro, and retreated to the window on the instant. But I could see that he was interested, and I was not surprised when he continued, with transparent carelessness, A strange coincidence! And may I ask what it was upon which you were engaged?

At that time? I answered, looking him in the face. It was a will, my lord.

He started and frowned, and abruptly resumed his walk up and down. But I saw that he had a better conscience than I had given him the credit of possessing. My shot had not struck fairly where I had looked to place it; and finding this was so, I turned the thing over afresh, while I pursued my copying. When I had finished, I asked him  I think he was busy at the time cursing the absence of tact in the lower orders  if he would go through the instrument; and he took my seat.

Where I stood behind him, I was not far from the fireplace. While he muttered to himself the legal jargon in which he was as well versed as a lawyer bred in an office, I moved to it; and, neither missed nor suspected, stood looking from his bent figure to the blazoned shield which formed part of the mantelpiece. If I wavered, my hesitation lasted but a few seconds. Then, raising my voice, I called sharply, My lord, there used to be here  

He turned swiftly, and saw where I was.

What the deuce are you doing there, sir? he cried, in boundless astonishment, rising to his feet and coming toward me, the pen in his hand and his face aflame with anger. You forget  

A safe  a concealed safe for papers, I continued, cutting him short in my turn. I have seen the late Lord Wetherby place papers in it more than once. The spring worked from here. You touch this knob  

Leave it alone, sir! cried the peer furiously.

He spoke too late. The shield had swung gently outward on a hinge, door-fashion, and where it had been gaped a small open safe, lined with cement. The rays of sunshine, that a few minutes before had picked out so brightly the gaudy quarterings, now fell on a large envelope which lay apart on a shelf. It was as clean as if it had been put there that morning. No doubt the safe was airtight. I laid my hand upon it. My lord! I cried, turning to look at him with ill-concealed exultation, here is a paper  I think, a will!

A moment before the veins of his forehead had been swollen, his face dark with the rush of blood. His anger died down, at sight of the packet, with strange abruptness. He regained his self-control, and a moment saw him pale and calm, all show of resentment confined to a wicked gleam in his eye. A will! he repeated, with a certain kind of dignity, though the hand he stretched out to take the envelope shook. Indeed! Then it is my place to examine it. I am the heir-at-law, and I am within my rights, sir.

I feared that he was going to put the parcel into his pocket and dismiss me, and I was considering what course I should take in that event, when instead he carried the envelope to the table by the window, and tore off the cover without ceremony. It is not in your handwriting? were his first words, and he looked at me with a distrust that was almost superstitious. No doubt my sudden entrance, my ominous talk, and my discovery seemed to him to savor of the devil.

No, I replied, unmoved. I told your lordship that I had written a will at the late Lord Wetherbys dictation. I did not say  for how could I know?  that it was this one.

Ah! He hastily smoothed the sheets, and ran his eyes over their contents. When he reached the last page there was a dark scowl on his face, and he stood a while staring at the signatures; not now reading, I think, but collecting his thoughts. You know the provisions of this? he presently burst forth with violence, dashing the back of his hand against the paper. I say, sir, you know the provisions of this?

I do not, my lord, I answered. Nor did I.

The unjust provisions of this will! he repeated, passing over my negative as if it had not been uttered. Fifty thousand pounds to a woman who had not a penny when she married his son! Ay, and the interest on another hundred thousand for her life! Why, it is a prodigious income, an abnormal income, for a woman! And out of whose pocket is it to come? Out of mine, every stiver of it! It is monstrous! I say it is! How am I to keep up the title on the income left to me, I should like to know?

I marveled. I remembered how rich he was. I could not refrain from suggesting that he had still remaining all the real property. And, I added, I understood, my lord, that the testators personalty was sworn under four hundred thousand pounds.

You talk nonsense! he snarled. Look at the legacies! Five thousand here, and a thousand there, and hundreds like berries on a bush! It is a fortune, a decent fortune, clean frittered away! A barren title is all that will be left to me!

What was he going to do? His face was gloomy, his hands were twitching. Who are the witnesses, my lord? I asked, in a low voice.

So low  for, under certain conditions, a tone conveys much, very much  that he shot a stealthy glance toward the door before he answered, John Williams.

Blind, I replied, in the same low tone.

William Williams.

He is dead. He was Mr. Alfreds valet. I remember reading in the newspaper that he was with his master, and was killed by the Indians at the same time.

True. I remember that that was the case, he answered huskily. And the handwriting is Lord Wetherbys. I assented. Then for fully a minute we were silent, while he bent over the will, and I stood behind him looking down at him, with thoughts in my mind which he could as little fathom as could the senseless wood upon which I leaned. Yet I, too, mistook him. I thought him, to be plain, a scoundrel; and  well, so he was, but a mean one. What is to be done? he muttered at length, speaking rather to himself than to me.

I answered softly, I am a poor man, my lord, while inwardly I was quoting, Quem Deus vult perdere.

My words startled him. He answered hurriedly: Just so! just so! So shall I be when this cursed paper takes effect. A very poor man! A hundred and fifty thousand gone at a blow! But there, she shall have it! She shall have every penny of it; only, he continued slowly, I do not see what difference one more day will make.

I followed his downcast eyes, which moved from the will before him to the agreement for the lease of the house; and I did see what difference a day would make. I saw and understood and wondered. He had not the courage to suppress the will; but if he could gain a slight advantage by withholding it for a few hours, he had the mind to do that. Mrs. Wigram, a rich woman, would no longer let the house; she would be under no compulsion to do so; and my lord would lose a cheap residence as well as his hundred and fifty thousand pounds. To the latter loss he could resign himself with a sigh; but he could not bear to forego the petty gain for which he had schemed. I think I understand, my lord, I replied.

Of course, he resumed nervously, you must be rewarded for making this discovery. I will see that it is so. You may depend upon me. I will mention the case to Mrs. Wigram, and  and, in fact, my friend, you may depend upon me.

That will not do, I said firmly. If that be all, I had better go to Mrs. Wigram at once, and claim my reward a day earlier.

He grew very red in the face at receiving this check. You will not, in that event, get my good word, he said.

Which has no weight with the lady, I answered politely but plainly.

How dare you speak so to me? his lordship cried. You are an impertinent fellow! But there! How much do you want?

A hundred pounds.

A hundred pounds for a mere days delay, which will do no one any harm!

Except Mrs. Wigram, I retorted dryly. Come, Lord Wetherby, this lease is worth a thousand a year to you. Mrs. Wigram, as you well know, will not voluntarily let the house to you. If you would have Wetherby House you must pay me. That is the long and the short of it.

You are an impertinent fellow! he repeated.

So you have said before, my lord.

I expected him to burst into a furious passion, but I suppose there was a something of power in my tone, beyond the mere defiance which the words expressed; for, instead of doing so, he eyed me with a thoughtful, malevolent gaze, and paused to consider. You are at Duggan & Pooles, he said slowly. How was it that they did not search this cupboard, with which you were acquainted?

I shrugged my shoulders. I have not been in the house since Lord Wetherby died, I said. My employers did not consult me when the papers he left were examined.

You are not a member of the firm?

No, I am not, I answered. I was thinking that, so far as I knew those respectable gentlemen, no one of them would have helped my lord in this for ten times a hundred pounds. My lord! Faugh!

He seemed satisfied, and taking out a notecase laid on the table a little pile of notes. There is your money, he said, counting them over with reluctant fingers. Be good enough to put the will and envelope back into the cupboard. Tomorrow you will oblige me by rediscovering it  you can manage that, no doubt  and giving information at once to Messrs. Duggan & Poole, or Mrs. Wigram, as you please. Now, he continued, when I had obeyed him, will you be good enough to ask the servants to tell Mrs. Wigram that I am waiting?

There was a slight noise behind us. I am here, said someone. I am sure that we both jumped at the sound, for though I did not look that way, I knew that the voice was Mrs. Wigrams, and that she was in the room. I have come to tell you, Lord Wetherby, she went on, that I have an engagement from home at twelve. Do I understand, however, that you are ready? If so, I will call in Mrs. Williams.

The papers are ready for signature, the peer answered, betraying some confusion, and I am ready to sign. I shall be glad to have the matter settled as agreed. Then he turned to me, where I had fallen back, as seemed becoming, to the end of the room, and said, Be good enough to ring the bell, if Mrs. Wigram permit it.

As I moved to the fireplace to do so, I was conscious that the lady was regarding me with some faint surprise. But when I had regained my position and looked toward her, she was standing near the window, gazing steadily out into the square, an expression of disdain rendered by face and figure. Shall I confess that it was a joy to me to see her fair head so high, and to read, even in the outline of her girlish form, a contempt which I, and I only, knew to be so justly based? For myself, I leaned against the edge of the screen by the door, and perhaps my hundred pounds lay heavily on my heart. As for him, he fidgeted with his papers, although they were all in order, and was visibly impatient to get his bit of knavery accomplished. Oh, he was a worthy man! And Welshman!

Perhaps, he presently suggested, for the sake of saying something, while your servant is coming, you will read the agreement, Mrs. Wigram. It is very short, and, as you know, your solicitors have already seen it in the draft.

She bowed, and took the paper negligently. She read some way down the first sheet with a smile, half careless, half contemptuous. Then I saw her stop  she had turned her back to the window to obtain more light  and dwell on a particular sentence. I saw  God! I had forgotten the handwriting!  I saw her gray eyes grow large, and fear leap into them, as she grasped the paper with her other hand, and stepped nearer to the peers side. Who? she cried. Who wrote this? Tell me! Do you hear? Tell me quickly!

He was nervous on his own account, wrapped in his own piece of scheming, and obtuse.

I wrote it, he said, with maddening complacency. He put up his glasses and glanced at the top of the page she held out to him. I wrote it myself, and I can assure you that it is quite right, and a faithful copy. You do not think  

Think! think! No! no. This, I mean! Who wrote this? she cried, awe in her face, and a suppliant tone, strange as addressed to that man, in her voice.

He was confounded by her vehemence, as well as hampered by his own evil conscience.

The clerk, Mrs. Wigram, the clerk, he said petulantly, still in his fog of selfishness. The clerk from Messrs. Duggan & Pooles.

Where is he? she cried out breathlessly. I think she did not believe him.

Where is he? he repeated, in querulous surprise. Why here, of course. Where should he be, madam? He will witness my signature.

Would he? Signatures! It was little of signatures I recked at that moment. I was praying to Heaven that my folly might be forgiven me; and that my lightly planned vengeance might not fall on my own head. Joy does not kill, I was saying to myself, repeating it over and over again, and clinging to it desperately. Joy does not kill! But oh! was it true? in face of that white-lipped woman!

Here! She did not say more, but gazing at me with great dazed eyes, she raised her hand and beckoned to me. And I had no choice but to obey; to go nearer to her, out into the light.

Mrs. Wigram, I said hoarsely, my voice sounding to me only as a whisper, I have news of your late  of your husband. It is good news.

Good news? Did she faintly echo my words? or, as her face, from which all color had passed, peered into mine, and searched it in infinite hope and infinite fear, did our two minds speak without need of physical lips? Good news?

Yes, I whispered. He is alive. The Indians did not  

Alfred! Her cry rang through the room, and with it I caught her in my arms as she fell. Beard and long hair, and scar and sunburn, and strange dress  these which had deceived others were no disguise to her  my wife. I bore her gently to the couch, and hung over her in a new paroxysm of fear. A doctor! Quick! A doctor! I cried to Mrs. Williams, who was already kneeling beside her. Do not tell me, I added piteously, that I have killed her!

No! no! no! the good woman answered, the tears running down her face. Joy does not kill!



An hour later this fear had been lifted from me, and I was walking up and down the library alone with my thankfulness; glad to be alone, yet more glad, more thankful still, when John came in with a beaming face. You have come to tell me, I cried eagerly, pleased that the tidings had come by his lips, to go to her? That she will see me?

Her ladyship is sitting up, he replied.

And Lord Wetherby? I asked, pausing at the door to put the question. He left the house at once?

Yes, my lord, Mr. Wigram has been gone some time.


A BLORE MANOR EPISODE.

Not very remarkable was this courtship: there was nothing very strange about it, or more romantic than is apt to be the case with such things. I doubt not that since the daughters of the children of men were wooed, there have been many millions of such May-time passages of greater interest, and that countless Pauls and Virginias have plucked the sweet spring flowers together amid more picturesque surroundings. Every matron  and some maids, if they will, though we deprecate the omen  can recall at least one wooing which she can vouch as a thousand million times more extraordinary than that of my commonplace hero and heroine. That is so: but for that very reason let her read of this one, and taking off the cover of her own potpourri savor some faint scent of the dewy roses of the past springtime.

It had its origin in the 12:10 down train from Euston to Holyhead, which carried, among other passengers, Charles Maitland of the Temple, barrister by theory and idler by, or for want of, practice. He traveled first-class. When you come to know him better you will understand how superfluous was this last piece of information. Ten minutes before the train was due out, he arrived at the station in a hansom. A silk hat, a well-fitting light overcoat  the weather, for March, was mild  gray trousers, and brown gaiters over his patent-leather boots were the most salient details of a costume of which the chief characteristic was an air of perfect correctness. At the bookstall he did not linger, culling with loving eyes the backs of many books, and reveling in his choice with florin in hand, as do second-class passengers, but without hesitation he purchased a Saturday Review and a Cornhill Magazine. After he had taken his seat a Smiths boy invited him to select from a tray, upon which glowed half a dozen novels; but he gazed sublimely into vacancy over the boys head; who soon left him, and prompted by a vengeful spirit only inferior to his precocious knowledge of passenger nature, directed upon him the attacks of two kindred sprites with Banbury cakes and British sherry. The window was slight protection against their shrill voices, but soon the train started and freed him from them. He changed his hat for a brown deer-stalker, and having the compartment to himself, had recourse to his own thoughts. It was not unlikely, he told himself, that he had been precipitate in undertaking this journey. An Easter, coming somewhat early, seemed to have forestalled his wonted invitations for that season: and, to stay in London being out of the question, he had accepted Tom Quaritchs offer. He began to have doubts of the wisdom of this course now, but it was too late. He was bound for Tom Quaritchs. He had known something of Tom at college; and recently he had done him a slight service in town. No more genial soul than the latter existed, and he did not rest satisfied until he had won from Maitland a half promise to come and see his beagles at Easter. At the time our traveler had but the remotest idea of doing so. He did not know enough of Toms people, while to have the acquaintance of the right people and of no one else was part of his creed. But now he was between the horns of a dilemma. These people, of whom he knew nothing, might not be the right people; that was one horn. The other consisted in the fact that to spend a vacation in town was not the thing. When we have chosen our horn it is natural it should seem the sharper of the two. Mr. Charles Maitland frowned as he cut the pages of his Cornhill. And then he made up his mind to two things. Firstly, to bring his stay at Blore Manor within the smallest possible limits, and secondly, to comport himself while there with such a formal courtesy as should encourage only the barest familiarity.

At Stafford he had to change into another train, which he did, even as he cut his magazine, with characteristic precision and coolness. And so he reached Blore Station about half-past five, still neat and unsullied, with all the aroma of the street of scents about him.

He let down the window and put out his head. The country thereabouts was flat and uninteresting, the farming untidy, the fences low, yet straggling. A short distance away a few roofs peeping forth from a clump of trees, above which the smoke gently curled, marked the village. The station consisted of a mere shed and a long, bare platform. There were but five persons visible, and of these one was a porter, and one a man servant in a quiet, countrified livery. The latter walked quickly toward him, but was forestalled by three girls, the other occupants of the platform, who, at sight of the stranger, came tearing from the far end of it at a headlong pace.

Here he is! Here he is! cried the foremost, her shrill voice drawing a dozen heads to the windows of the train. She owed her success to an extempore tug in the form of an excited bull terrier, which, dragging violently at a strap attached to her wrist, jerked her after him much as if she had been a kettle tied to his tail. She might be anything between twenty and five-and-twenty  a tiny little creature of almost fairylike proportions. Her color was high and her hair brown; she had curiously opaque brown eyes, bright as well as opaque. Gloves she had none, and her hair was disordered by her struggles with the dog. But, after all, the main impression she made upon Maitland was that she was excessively small. He had no eyes for the others at present. But one, owing to the reckless method of her progression, gave him a dim notion of being all legs.

You are Mr. Maitland, are you not? the first comer began volubly, though loss of breath interfered a little with the symmetry of her sentences. Tom had to attend a meeting of the fox committee at Annerley. Im Maggie Quaritch, and this is Dubs  I beg your pardon, how silly of me  Joan, I mean, and this is Agnes. Why, child, what have you done with your hat? Pick it up at once! What wild things Mr. Maitland will think us!

The youngest girl, whose hat was lying upon the platform some distance away, hung her head in a very pretty attitude of shy gaucherie. She was about fifteen  rising sixteen in her brothers phrase  and taller than the elder girls, with a peculiarly pale complexion, greenish-gray eyes, and a mass of brownish-red hair. Her loosely made dress was more in consonance with her style than Maitland, staggering under the shock of such a reception, had time or mind to observe. He formally acknowledged the introductions, but words did not come easily to him. He was dumfounded. He was so unaccustomed to this, or to people like these.

And we must not forget Bill, resumed Miss Quaritch, if possible, faster than before. Isnt he a beauty now, Mr. Maitland? Look at his chest, look at his head, look at his eyes. Yes, he lost that one in a fight with Jack Madeleys retriever, and Im afraid the sight of the other is going, but hes the most beautiful, loveliest, faithfullest dog in the whole world for all that, and his mother loves him, she does! All in a shrill tone, rising a note perhaps with the final words.

The train was moving out. The last that the twelve faces, still glued to the carriage windows, beheld of the scene was Miss Quaritch rapturously kissing and hugging the bull terrier, while the Londoner looked on sheepishly. He was horribly conscious of the presence of those grinning faces and suffered as much until the train left as if the onlookers had been a dozen of his club comrades. Whereas the fact was that they found whatever amusement the scene afforded them not in the girls enthusiasm  she was young enough to gush prettily  but in the strange gentlemans awkward consciousness.

Now, Mr. Maitland, shall Abiah drive you up in the dog cart, or will you walk with us? Agnes! this suddenly in a loud scream to the youngest girl, who had moved away, you can let out the dogs! Down, Juno! Go down, Jack o Pack! Roy, you ill-conditioned little dog, you are always quarreling! Im afraid they will make you in a dreadful pickle.

Indeed it seemed to Maitland that they would. An avalanche of scurrying dogs descended upon him from some receptacle where they had been penned. He had a vision of a red Irish setter with soft brown eyes, not unlike to, but far finer than Miss Maggies, with its paws momentarily upon the breast of his overcoat; of a couple of wiry fox terriers skirmishing and snarling round his trousers, and of a shy, lop-eared beagle puppy casting miserable glances at them from an outside place. And then the party got under way in some sort of order. At first Maitland had much ado to answer yes and no.

He was still bewildered by these things, crushed, confounded.

He could have groaned as he sedately explained at what time he left Euston, and where he changed. He was conscious that when their attention was not demanded by the pack of dogs, the girls were covertly scrutinizing him; but in his present state of mind, it mattered not a straw to him whether they were calling him a prig, and a stick, and affected, and supercilious, or were admiring half in scorn the fit of his clothes and boots, and his lordly air. All these remarks were in fact made by some one or other of them before the day was over. But he was, and would have been, supremely indifferent to their criticisms.

The weight of the conversation did not fall heavily upon him: indeed, when Miss Quaritch had a share in it, no one else was overburdened. And from time to time they met upon the road old women or children to whom the girls had always something to say. It was, Well, Mrs. Marjoram, and so the donkey is better, or, Now, Johnny, get along home to your mother, or, How are you, daddy? in the high-pitched key so trying to the cockneys ear.

In these parleys Joan, the second girl, was foremost. Maitland glanced at her. A young man may be very fastidious, but neck-ribbons awry and brown hair in rich disorder do not entirely close his eyes to a maidens comeliness. It would be strange if they did, were she such an one as Joan Quaritch. Not tall, yet tall enough, with a full, rounded figure, to which her dress hardly did, hardly could do, justice, she moved with the grace and freedom of perfect health. Her fair complexion could afford to have its clearness marred by a freckle or two, such as hers, mere clots in cream; and if her features were not perfect, yet a nose too straight and a chin too heavy were more than redeemed by great gray eyes that, sunny or tearful, could be nothing but true  eyes whose frankness and good fellowship aggravated the wounds they inflicted. Why she was called Dubs I cannot tell. Perhaps no one can. But, in her good nature and her truth, her simple pride and independence, it suited her.

He had just, to quote the language of this cynics thoughts, catalogued the last of the Graces, when the party reached the house, which stood some way back from the road. Tom Quaritch had just returned, and welcomed the guest warmly; his mother met Maitland at the drawing-room door. She was a singularly comely woman, stately and somewhat formal. Her greeting so differed from that of her daughters that the visitor found himself speculating upon the extraordinary flightiness of the late Mr. Quaritch. Wherein I doubt not he did him injustice.

At dinner our hero had in some degree recovered himself, and he told them the latest news of the theaters, the clubs, and the book world, and while their ignorance filled him with a wonder he did not hide, their attention propitiated him. He talked well, and if he was inclined to lord it a little, a shrewd word from Mrs. Quaritch, or a demure glance from Miss Joans eyes, would lower his didactic tone. The youngest girl promised to be an especial thorn in his side.

Does everyone in London wear shiny boots in the daytime, Mr. Maitland? she asked suddenly, à propos des bottes, and nothing else.

A considerable number do, Miss Agnes.

What sort of people? No, Im not being rude, mother.

Well, I hardly know how to answer that. The idle people, perhaps. He smiled indulgently, which aggravated the young lady. She replied, crumbling her bread the while in an absent, meditative way, her eyes innocently fixed on his face:

Then you are one of the idle people, Mr. Maitland? I dont think I like idle people.

How singularly unselfish of you, my dear Agnes! put in Joan vigorously  more vigorously than politely.

Maitlands last reflection as he got into bed was that he was quite out of place here. These might be very nice people in their way, but not in his way. He must make his visit as short as possible, and forget all about it as quickly as he could. The girls would be insufferable when they came to know him familiarly. Good gracious! fancy young ladies who had never heard of John Inglesant, or of W. D. Howells books, and confused the Grosvenor Gallery with the Water Color Exhibition! and read Longfellow! and had but vague ideas of the æsthetic! Miss Joan was pretty too, yes, really pretty, and had fine eyes and a pleasant voice, and fine eyes  yes, fine eyes. And with this thought he fell comfortably asleep.

He came down next morning to find her alone in the breakfast room. A short-skirted beagling costume of scarlet and blue allowed him a glimpse of neat ankles in scarlet hose. She was kneeling before the fire playing with Roy. Her brown wavy hair fell in a heavy loose loop upon her neck, and there was something wonderfully bright and fresh in her whole appearance.

How quickly you have fallen in with our barbarous ways! she said with a smile, as she rose. I did not expect you to be up for hours yet.

I generally breakfast at nine, and it is nearly that now, he answered, annoyed by some hint of raillery in her tone, and yet unable to conceal a glance of admiration. I think I must adopt the Blore breakfast hour; it seems, Miss Joan, to agree with you all so well.

Yes, was the indifferent reply; we get the first of the three rewards for early rising. The other two we leave for our betters.

And she turned away with a little nod as the others came in. In five minutes a noisy, cheerful breakfast was in progress, and the chances of finding a hare formed the all-engrossing subject of conversation.

On this calm gray morning, warm rather than cold, the little pack, to the great delight of the household, found quickly, and found well. No October leveret was before them, but a good, stout old hare, who gave them a ringing run of two hours, the pleasure of which was not materially diminished when she baffled them at last in the mysterious way these old hares affect and huntsmen fail to fathom. The visitor performed creditably, though in indifferent training. At Oxford he had been something of a crack, and could still upon occasion forget to keep his boots clean and his clothes intact.

Returning home, Maitland found himself again with Joan. The heat and pleasure of the chase had for the time melted his reserve and thawed his resolution. He talked well and freely to her of a great London hospital over which one of the house surgeons had recently taken him; of the quiet and orderliness of the lone, still wards; of the feeling that came over him there that life was all suffering and death; and how quickly in the bustle of the London streets, where the little world of the hospital seemed distant and unreal, this impression faded away. She listened eagerly, and he, tasting a stealthy and stolen pleasure in seeing how deep and pitiful the gray eyes could grow, prolonged his tale.

I have enjoyed hearing about it so much, she said gratefully, as they entered the village. And indeed she had passed several people upon the road without a word of greeting. I hope to be a nurse soon. The dear mother does not think me old enough yet.

You are going to be a nurse! he said in tones of such incredulous surprise that the amusement which first appeared in her face changed to annoyance.

Why not? One does not need a knowledge of art and the newest books for that, she sharply answered.

Perhaps not, he said feebly. But after such a life as this, it  the change I mean  would be so complete.

She looked at him, an angry gleam in her eyes, and the color high in her cheeks.

Do you think, Mr. Maitland, that because we run wild  oh, no, you have not said so  and seem to do nothing but enjoy ourselves, we are incapable of anything beyond hunting and playing tennis, and feeding the dogs and the hens and the chickens? That we cannot have a thought beyond pleasure, or a wish to do good like other people  people in London? That we can never look beyond Blore  though Blore, I can tell you, would manage ill without some of us!  nor have an aspiration above the kennels and the  and the stables? If you do think so, I trust you are wrong.

He would have answered humbly, but she was gone into the house in huge indignation, leaving our friend strangely uncomfortable. It was just twenty-four hours since his arrival: the opinion of one at least of the madcaps had ceased to be a matter of indifference to him. The change occurred to himself as he mounted the stairs, so that he laughed when alone in his room and resolved to keep away from that girl for the future. How handsome she had looked when she was flying out at him, and how generous seemed her anger even at the time! Somehow the prospect of the four days he had still to spend at Blore was not so depressing as at first. Certainly the vista was shortened by one day, and that may have been the reason.

Meanwhile Maggie, in her sisters bedroom, had much to say of the days doings. Didnt he go well? My word! he is not half so stiff as I thought him. I believe hed be a very good fellow if he had some of the conceit taken out of him.

I think hes insufferable, was the chilling answer from Joan; he considers us savages, and treats us as such.

He may consider us fit for the Zoo, if he likes; it wont hurt us, quoth Maggie indifferently. With which Joan expressed neither assent nor dissent, but brushed her hair a little faster.

Maitland did not for a moment abandon his fresh resolution. Still he thought he owed it to himself to set the matter right with the young lady before he stiffened anew. As he descended he met her running up two steps at a time.

Miss Joan, I am afraid I vexed you just now, he said, with grave humility. Will you believe it unintentional  stupid, on my part, and grant me your pardon?

Oh, dear! she cried gayly. We are not used to this here. It is quite King Cophetua and the beggar maid. She dropped him a mock courtesy, and held out her hand in token of amity, when the full signification of what she had said rushed into her mind and flooded her face with crimson. Without another word or look she fled upstairs, and he heard her door bang behind her.

Mr. Charles Maitland, after this rencontre, went down smiling grimly. In the hall he stood for a moment in deep thought; then sagely shook his head several times at a stuffed fox and joined the party in the drawing room.
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The next day and the next passed with surprising quickness, as the latter days of a visit always do. In another forty-eight hours Maitlands would be over. Yet singularly enough his spirits did not rise, as he expected they would, at the near prospect of release. As he closed his bedroom door he had a vision of a pair of gray eyes smiling into his, and his palm seemed still to tingle with the touch of a soft, warm hand. He had kept his resolution well  small credit to him. Joan had seemed to avoid him since her unlucky speech upon the stairs; when she did speak to him her words, or more often her tone, stung him, and he smarted under a sense that she repaid with interest the small account in which he was inclined to hold the family generally. He resented her veiled contempt with strange bitterness, so that Agnes remarked with her usual candor that he and Joan never spoke to one another save to jangle. Afterward, walking on the lawn, some line about sweet bells jangled out of tune, ran in his head. The girl was a vixen, he said to himself, yet he tried to imagine how tender and glorious the great gray eyes, that he only knew as cold or saucy or defiant, could be when their depths were stirred by love. But his imagination failing to satisfy even himself, he went to put on his beagling dress in the worst of humors.

Possibly this made him a trifle reckless, for a promising run ended in ten minutes so far as he was concerned, in a sprained ankle. In jumping over a low fence into a lane his one foot came down sideways on a large stone upon which some pauper had scamped his work, and the mischief was done. The ominous little circle that hunting men know so well soon gathered round him, and he was helped to his feet, or rather foot. Then Agnes fetched the carriage, and he was driven back to Blore. Now, under the circumstances, what could Mrs. Quaritch, without an arrière pensée in the world, do but press him to stay until at least he could put the foot to the ground? Nothing. And what could he do but consent? At any rate, that is what he did.

So he was established in the drawing room, a pretty, cozy room, and told himself it was a terrible nuisance. But, for a cripple confined to a couple of rooms, and surrounded by uncongenial people, without a single new magazine or a word of the worlds gossip, he kept up his spirits wonderfully well. The ways of the three girls, and the calm approval of their sedate mother, could not fail to amuse him. Lying there and seeing and hearing many things which would not have come to his knowledge as a mere visitor, he found them not quite what he had judged them to be. He missed Joan one morning, and when with an unconscious fretfulness he inquired the reason, learned that she had been sitting up through the night with an old servant who was ill in the village. He said some word about it to her  very diffidently, for she took his compliments but ill at all times; now she flamed out at him with twice her ordinary bitterness and disdain, and punished him by taking herself out of the room at once.

Confound it! he cried, beating up his pillow fiercely, I believe the girl hates me.

Did he? and did she?

Then he fell into a fit of musing such as men approaching thirty, who have lived in London, are very apt to indulge in. A club was not everything, be it as good as it might be. And life was not a lounge in Bond Street and Pall Mall, and nothing more. He thought how dull a week spent on his sofa in the Adelphi would have been, even with the newest magazines and the fifth and special Globes. In three days was his birthday  his twenty-ninth. And did the girl really hate him? It was a nice name, Joan; Dubs, umph! Dubs? Joan? And so he fell asleep.

How long he slept and whether he carried something of his dreams into his waking he could only guess, but he was aroused by a singular sensation  singular in that, though once familiar enough, it was now as strange to him as the sight of his dead mothers face. If his half-recalled senses did not deceive him, if he was not still dreaming of Joan, the warm touch of a pair of soft lips was yet lingering upon his forehead, the rustle of a dress very near his ear yet sounded crisply in it. And then someone glided from him, and he heard a hasty exclamation and opened his eyes dreamily. By the screen which concealed the door and sheltered him from its draughts was standing Joan, a-tiptoe, poised as in expectation, something between flight and amusement in her face, her attitude full of unconscious grace. He was still bewildered, and hardly returned from a dreamland even less conventional than Blore. Without as much surprise as if he had thought the matter out  it seemed then almost a natural thing  he said:

You shall have the gloves, Dubs, with pleasure.

The girls expression, as he spoke, changed to startled astonishment. She became crimson from her hair to her throat. She stepped toward him, checked herself, then made a quick movement with her hand as if about to say something, and finally covered her face with her hands and fled from the room. Before he was wide awake he was alone.

At first he smiled pleasantly at the fire, and patted Roy, Joans terrier, who was lying beside him, curled up snugly in an angle of the sofa. Afterward he became grave and thoughtful, and finally shook his head very much as he had at the stuffed fox in the hall. And so he fidgeted till Roy, who was in a restful mood, retired to the hearthrug.

It would be hard to describe Joans feelings that afternoon. She was proud, and had begun by resenting for all of them the ill-concealed contempt of Toms London friend  this man of clubs and chit-chat. She was quite prepared to grant that he was different from them, but not superior. A kind of contempt for the veneer and polish which were his pride was natural to her, and she showed this, not rudely nor coquettishly, but with a hearty sincerity. Still, it is seldom a girl is unaware of admiration, and rare that she does not in secret respect self-assertion in the male creature. This man knew much too, and could tell it well, that was strange and new and delightful to the country maiden. If he had any heart at all  and since he was from London town she supposed he had not, though she granted him eyes and fine perceptions of the beautiful  she might have, almost, some day, promised herself to like him, had he been of her world  not reflecting that this very fact that he was out of her world formed the charm by which he evoked her interest. As things were, she more than doubted of his heart, and had no doubt at all that between their worlds lay a great, impassable, unbridgeable abyss.

But this afternoon the dislike, which had been fading day by day along with those feelings in another which had caused it, was revived in its old strength upon the matter of the kiss. Alone in her own room the thought made her turn crimson with vexation, and she stamped the floor with annoyance. He had made certain overtures to her  slender and meaningless in all probability. Still, if he could believe her capable after such looks and words as he had used  if after these he thought her capable of this, then indeed, were there no abyss at all, he could be nothing to her. Oh, it was too bad, too intolerable! She would never forgive him. How indeed could she be anything to him, if she could do such a thing, as dreadful, as unmaidenly to her as to the proudest beauty among his London friends. She told herself again that he was insufferable; and determined to slap Roy well, upon the first opportunity, if that mistaken little pearl of price would persist in favoring the strangers sofa.

Until this was cleared up she felt her position the very worst in the world, and yet would not for a fortune give him an opportunity of freeing her from it. The very fact that he addressed her with, as it seemed, a greater show of respect, chafed her. Agnes, with a precocious cleverness, a penetration quite her own, kept herself and her dog, Jack o Pack alias Johnny Sprawn, out of her sisters way, and teased her only before company.

But at last Maitland caught Miss Joan unprotected.

I hope that these are the right size, Miss Joan  they are six and a quarter, he said boldly, yet with, for a person of his disposition and breeding, a strange amount of shamefacedness; producing at the same time a pair of gloves, Courvoisiers best, many-buttoned, fit for a goddess.

I beg your pardon? she said, breathing quickly. But she guessed what he meant.

Let me get out of your debt.

Out of my debt, Mr. Maitland? taking the gloves mechanically.

Please. Did you think I had forgotten? I should find it hard to do that, he continued, encouraged and relieved by having got rid of the gloves, and inattentive at the moment to her face. Yet she looked long at him searchingly.

I have found it hard to understand you, she said at last, with repressed anger in voice and eye; very hard, Mr. Maitland; but I think I do so now. Do you believe that it was I who kissed you when you were asleep on Wednesday afternoon? Can you think so? You force me to presume it is so. Your estimate of my modesty and of your own deserts must differ considerably. I had not the honor. Your gloves  and she dropped them upon the floor as if the touch contaminated her, the act humiliating the young gentleman at least as much as her words you had better give to Agnes, if you wish to observe a silly custom. They are due to her, not to me. I thank you, Mr. Maitland, for having compelled me to give this pleasant explanation.

She turned away with a gesture of such queenly contempt that our poor hero  now most unheroic, and dumb as Carlyle would have had his, only with mortification and intense disgust at his stupidity  amazed that he could ever have thought meanly of this girl, who moved most certainly a goddess, had not a word to express his sorrow. A hero utterly crestfallen! But at the door she looked back, for some strange reason known perchance to female readers. The gloves were on the floor, just beyond his reach  poor, forlorn, sprawling objects, their fingers and palms spread as in ridiculous appeal. As for him, he was lying back on the sofa, in appearance so crushed and helpless that the womans pity ever near her eyes moved her. She went slowly back, and picked up the gloves, and put them on the table where he could take them.

Miss Joan, he said, in a tone of persistence that claimed a hearing, and, starting far from the immediate trouble, was apt to arouse curiosity; we are always, as Agnes says, jangling  on my side, of course, is the false note. Can we not accord better, and be better friends?

Not until we learn to know one another better, she said coldly, looking down at him, or become more discerning judges.

I was a fool, an idiot, an imbecile! She nodded gravely, still regarding him from a great height. I was mad to believe it possible!

I think we may be better friends, she responded, smiling faintly, yet with sudden good humor. We are beginning to know  one another.

And ourselves, almost under his breath. Then, Miss Joan, will you ever forgive me? I shall never err again in that direction, he pleaded. I am humiliated in my own eyes until you tell me it is forgotten.

She nodded, and this time with her own frank smile.

Then she turned away and did leave the room, this time taking Roy with her. Her joyous laughter and his wild, excited barking proclaimed through the length and breadth of Blore that he was enjoying the rare indulgence of a good romp on the back lawn. It was Roys day.

And can a dog ever hope for a better day than that upon which his mistress becomes aware that she is also anothers mistress: becomes aware that another is thinking of her and for her, nay, that she is the very center of that others thoughts? What a charming, pleasantly bewildering discovery it is, this learning that for him when she is in the room it is full, and wanting her it is empty, be it never so crowded; that all beside, though they be witty or famous, or what they will, or can or would, are but lay figures, umbræ, shadow guests in his estimation. She learns with strange thrills, that in moments of meditation will flash to eye and cheek, that her slightest glance and every change of color, every tone and smile, are marked with jealous care; that pleasure which she does not share is tasteless, and a dinner of herbs, if she be but at a far corner, is a feast for princes. That is her dogs day, or it may be his dogs day. It is a pleasant discovery for a man, mutatis mutandis; but for a girl, a sweet, half fearful consciousness, the brightest part of loves young dream  even when the kindred soul is of another world, and an abyss, wide, impassable, unbridgeable lies between.

But these things come to sudden ends sometimes. Sprains, however severe, have an awkward knack of getting well. Swellings subside from inanition, and doctors insist for their credits sake that the stick or ready arm be relinquished. Certainly a respite or a relapse  call it which you will  is not impossible with care, but it is brief. A singular shooting pain, not easily located with exactness, but somewhere in the neighborhood of the calf, has been found useful; and a strange rigidity of the tendon Achilles in certain positions may gain a day or two. But at last not even these will avail, and the doubly injured one must out and away from among the rose leaves. Twice Maitland fixed his departure for the following morning, and each time when pressed to stay gave way, after so feeble, so ludicrous a resistance, if it deserved the name, that Agnes scarcely concealed her grimace, and Joan looked another way. She did not add anything to the others hospitable entreaties. If she guessed what made Maggies good-night kiss so fervent and clinging, she made no sign and offered no opening.

In the garden next morning, Maitland taxed her with her neutrality. It was wonderful how his sense of humor had become developed at Blore.

I thought that you did not need so much pressure as to necessitate more than four peoples powers of persuasion being used, she answered, in the same playful spirit. And besides, now you are well enough, must you not leave?

Indeed, Miss Joan?

And go back to your own way of life? It is a month since you saw the latest telegrams, and there is a French company at the Gaiety, I learn from the Standard. We have interests and duties, though you were so hard of belief about them, at Blore, but you have none.

No interests?

She shook her head. No duties, at any rate.

And so you think, he asked, his eyes fixed upon her changing features, that I should go back to my old way of life  of a century ago?

Of course you must! But she was not so rude as to tell him what a very foolish question this was. Still it was, was it not?

So I will, or to something like it, and yet very unlike. But not alone. Joan, will you come with me? If I have known you but a month, I have learned to love your truth and goodness and you, Joan, so that if I go away alone, to return to the old life would be bitterly impossible. You have spoiled that; you must make for me a fresh life in its place. Do you remember you told me that when we knew one another we might be better friends? I have come to know you better, but we cannot be friends. We must be something more, more even than lovers, Joan  husband and wife, if you can like me enough.

It was not an unmanly way of putting it, and he was in earnest. But so quiet, so self-restrained was his manner that it savored of coldness. The girl whose hand he held while he spoke had no such thought. Her face was turned from him. She was gazing over the wall across the paddock where Maggies mare was peaceably and audibly feeding, and so at the Blore Ash on its mimic hill, every bough and drooping branchlet dark against the sunset sky; and this radiant in her eyes with a beauty its deepest glow had never held for her before. The sweetest joy was in her heart, and grief in her face. He had been worthy of himself and her love. While he spoke she told herself, not that some time she might love him, but that she had given him all her true heart already. And yet as he was worthy, so she must be worthy and do her part.

You have done me a great honor, she said at last, drawing away her hand from his grasp, though she did not turn her face, but it cannot be, Mr. Maitland. I am very grateful to you  I am indeed, and sorry.

Why can it not be? he said shortly; startled, I am bound to say, and mortified.

Because of  of many things. One is that I should not make you happy, nor you me. I am not suited to your way of life. I am of the country, and I love to be free and unconstrained, while you are of the town. Oh, we should not get on at all! Perhaps you would not be ashamed of me as your wife, but you might be, and I could not endure the chance even of it. There, she added, with a laugh in which a womans ear might have detected the suppression of a sob, is one sober reason where none can be needed.

Is that your only reason?

She was picking the mortar out of the wall. Oh, dear me, no! I have a hundred, but that is a sufficient one, she answered almost carelessly, flirting a scrap of lime from the wall with her forefinger.

And you have been playing with me all this time! cried he, obtusely enraged by her flippancy.

Not knowingly, not knowingly, indeed!

Can you tell me that you were not aware that I loved you?

Well, I thought  the fact is, I thought that you were amusing yourself  in West End fashion.

Coquette!

Mr. Maitland! she cried vehemently, how dare you? There is proof, if any were needed, that I am right. You would not have dared to say that to any of your town acquaintances. I am no coquette. If I have given you pain, I am very sorry. And  I beg that we may part friends.

She had begun fiercely, with all her old spirit. He turned away, and she ended with a sudden, anxious, pitiful lameness, that yet, so angry and dull of understanding was he, taught him nothing.

Friends! he cried impatiently. I told you that it was impossible. Oh, Joan, think again! Have I been too hasty? Have I given you no time to weigh it? Have I just offended you in some little thing? Then let me come to you again in three months, after I have been back among my old friends?

No, dont do that, Mr. Maitland. It will be of no use and will but give us pain.

And yet I will come, he replied firmly, endeavoring by the very eager longing of his own gaze to draw from her fair, downcast face some sign of hope. I will come, if you forbid me a hundred times. And if you have been playing with me  true, I am in no mood for soft words now  it shall be your punishment to say me nay, again. I shall be here, Joan, to ask you in three months from to-day.

I cannot prevent you, she said. Believe me, I shall only have the same answer for you.

I shall come, he said doggedly, and looked at her with eyes reluctant to quit her drooping lashes lest they should miss some glance bidding his heart take courage. But none came, only the color fluttered uncertainly in her face. So he slowly turned away from her at last and walked across the garden, and out of sight by the gate into the road. He saw nothing of the long, dusty track, and straggling hedges bathed in the last glows of sunset. Those big gray eyes, so frank and true, came again and again between him and the prospect, and blinded his own with a hot mist of sorrow and anger. Ah, Blore, thou wast mightily avenged!

* * * * *

It is a hot afternoon in August, laden with the hum of dozing life. The sun has driven the less energetic members of the Quaritch family into the cool gloom of the drawing room, where the open windows are shaded by the great cedar. Mrs. Quaritch, upon the sofa, is nodding over a book. Joan, in a low wicker seat, may be doing the same; while Agnes, pursuing a favorite employment upon the hearthrug, is now and again betrayed by a half stifled growl from one or other of the dogs as they rise and turn themselves reproachfully, and flop down again with a sigh in a cool place.

Agnes, cries her mother, upon some more distinct demonstration of misery being made, for goodness sake leave the dogs alone. They have not had a moments peace since lunch.

A dogs life isnt peace, mamma, she answers, with the simple air of a discoverer of truth. But, nevertheless, she looks about for fresh worlds to conquer.

Even Mr. Maitland was better than this, she announces, after a long yawn of discontent, though he was dull enough, I wonder why he did not come in July. Do you know, Joan?

Oh, Agnes, do let us have a moments peace for once! We are not dogs, cried Joan fretfully.

Wonder! she was always wondering. This very minute, while her eyes were on the page, it was in her mind. Through all those three months passing hour by hour and day by day, she could assure herself that when he had come and gone, she would be at rest again; things would be as before with her. Let him come and go! But when July arrived, and he did not, a sharper pain made itself felt. Bravely as she strove to beat it down, well as she might hide it from others, the certainty that it had needed no second repulse to balk his love sorely hurt her pride. Just her pride, she told herself; nothing else. That he had not stood the test he had himself proposed; that any unacknowledged faintest hope she might have cherished, deep down in her heart, that he might master her by noble persistence, must now be utterly quenched; these things of course had no bitterness for her through the hot August days; had nothing to do with the wearied look that sometimes dulled the gray eyes, nor with the sudden indifference or as sudden enthusiasms for lawn tennis and dogs and pigeons, that marked her daily moods.

Agnes teasing, by putting her meditations into words, has disturbed her. She gets up and moves restlessly about, touching this thing and that, and at last leaves the room and stands in the hall, thinking. Here, too, it is dark and cool, and made to seem more so  the door into the garden being open  by the hot glare of sunshine falling upon the spotless doorstep. She glances at this listlessly. The house is still, the servants are at the back; the dogs all worn out by the heat. Then, as she hesitates, a slight crunching of footsteps upon the gravel comes to her ear, breaking the silence. A sudden black shadow falls upon the sunny step and tells of a visitor. Someone chases away his shadow, and steps upon the stone, and raises his gloved hand to the bell. Charles Maitland at last!

Coming straight in from the sunshine he cannot see the swift welcome that springs to eye and cheek, a flash of light and color, quick to come and go. He is too much moved himself to mark how her hand shakes. He sees no difference in her. But she sees a change in him. She detects some subtle difference that eludes her attempt to define its nature and only fills her with a vague sense that this is not the Charles Maitland from whom she parted.

It is a meeting she has pictured often, but not at all like this. He signs to her to take him into the dining room, the door of which stands open.

I have come back, Miss Joan.

Yes? she answers, sitting down with an attempt to still the tumult within, with such success that she brings herself for the moment nearly to the frame of mind in which they parted, and there is the same weary sufferance in her tone.

I have come back as I said I would. I have overstepped the three months, but I had a good reason for my delay. Indeed I have been in doubt whether I ought to see you again at all, only I could not bear you to think what you naturally would. I felt that I must see you, even if it cost us both pain. There is a new awkwardness in his tone and pose.

I told you that it was  quite unnecessary  and useless, she answers, with a strange tightening in her throat.

Then it can do you no harm, he assents quietly. I have come back not to repeat my petition, but to tell you why I do not and cannot.

I think, she puts in coldly, that upon the whole you had better spare yourself the unpleasantness of explaining anything to me. Dont you think so? I asked you for no proof, and held out no hope. Why do you trouble me? Why have you come back?

You have not changed!

For the first time a ring of contempt in her voice takes the place of cold indifference. I do not change in three months, Mr. Maitland. But there! my mother will wish to see you, and so will Agnes, who is hankering after something to happen. They are in the drawing room.

But, Miss Joan, grant me one moment! You have not heard my reasons.

Your reasons! Is it absolutely necessary? she asks, half fretfully, half scornfully; her uppermost thought an intense desire to be by herself in her own room, with the door safely locked.

I think so, at any rate. Why, I see! By Jove! of course you must be thinking the worst of me now! Oh, no! if you could not love me, Joan  pray pardon me, I had no right to call you by your name  you need not despise me. I cannot again ask you to be my wife, because, he laughs uneasily, fortune has put it out of my power to take a wife. My trustee has made ducks and drakes of my property, or rather bulls and bears. I have but a trifle left to begin the world upon, and far too little to marry upon.

I read of it in the papers. I saw that a Mr. Maitland was the chief sufferer, but I did not connect him with you, she says, in a low voice.

No, of course not. How should you? he answers lightly. But nevertheless her coldness is dreadful to him. He had thought she would express some sympathy. And gayly as he talks of it, he feels something of the importance of a ruined man and something of his claim to pity.

And what are you going to do?

Do? Weve arranged all that. They say there is a living to be made at the Bar in New Zealand, if one does not object to riding boots and spurs as part of the professional costume. Of course it will be a different sort of life, and Agnes favorite patent leathers will be left behind in every sense. This would have been a bad blow to me  there is a slight catch in his voice, and he gets up, and looks out of one of the windows with his back to her now I have learned from you that life should not be all lounging round the table and looking over other peoples cards. It has been a sharp lesson, but very opportune as things have turned out. I am ready to take a hand myself now  even without a partner.

He does not at once turn round. He had not fancied she would take it like this, and he listens for a word to tell him that at any rate she is sorry  is grieved as for a stranger. Then he feels a sudden light, timid touch upon his arm. Joan is standing quite close to him, and does not move or take away her hand as he turns. Only she looks down at the floor when she speaks:

I think I should be better than  than dummy  if you will take me to New Zealand.

Half laughing, half crying, and wholly confused, she looks up into his astonished face with eyes so brimful of love and tenderness that they tell all her story. For just an instant his eyes meet hers. Then, with a smothered exclamation, he draws her to him  and  in fact smothers the exclamation.

I am so glad youve lost your money, she sobs, hiding her face, as soon as she can, upon his shoulder. I should not have done at all  for you  in London, Charley.

There let us leave her. But no, another is less merciful. Neither of them hears the door open or sees Agnes face appear at it. But she both sees and hears, and says very distinctly and clearly:

Well!

But even Agnes is happy and satisfied. Something has happened.


THE FATAL LETTER.

I have friends who tell me that they seldom walk the streets of London without wondering what is passing behind the house-fronts; without picturing a comedy here, a love-scene there, and behind the dingy cane blinds a something ill-defined, a something odd and bizarre. They experience  if you believe them  a sense of loneliness out in the street, an impatience of the sameness of all these many houses, their dull bricks and discreet windows, and a longing that someone would step out and ask them to enter and see the play.

Well, I have never felt any of these things; but as I was passing through Fitzhardinge Square about half-past ten oclock one evening in last July, after dining, if I remember rightly, in Baker Street, something happened to me which I fancy may be of interest to such people.

I was passing through the square from north to south, and to avoid a small crowd, which some reception had drawn together, I left the pavement and struck across the road to the path around the oval garden; which, by the way, contains a few of the finest trees in London. This part was in deep shadow, so that when I presently emerged from it and recrossed the road to the pavement near the top of Fitzhardinge Street, I had an advantage over any persons on the pavement. They were under the lamps, while I, coming from beneath the trees, was almost invisible.

The door of the house immediately in front of me as I crossed was open, and an elderly man servant out of livery was standing at it, looking up and down the pavement by turns. It was his air of furtive anxiety that drew my attention to him. He was not like a man looking for a cab, or waiting for his sweetheart; and I had my eye upon him as I stepped upon the pavement before him. But my surprise was great when he uttered a low exclamation of dismay at sight of me, and made as if he would escape; while his face, in the full glare of the light, grew so pale and terror-stricken that he might before have been completely at his ease. I was astonished and instinctively stood still returning his gaze; for perhaps twenty seconds we remained so, he speechless, and his hands fallen by his side. Then, before I could move on, as I was in the act of doing, he cried, Oh, Mr. George! Oh! Mr. George! in a tone that rang out in the stillness rather as a wail than an ordinary cry.

My name, my surname, I mean, is George. For a moment I took the address to myself, forgetting that the man was a stranger, and my heart began to beat more quickly with fear of what might have happened. What is it? I exclaimed. What is it? and I shook back from the lower part of my face the silk muffler I was wearing. The evening was close, but I had been suffering from a sore throat.

He came nearer and peered more closely at me, and I dismissed my fear; for I thought that I could see the discovery of his mistake dawning upon him. His pallid face, on which the pallor was the more noticeable as his plump features were those of a man with whom the world as a rule went well, regained some of its lost color, and a sigh of relief passed his lips. But this feeling was only momentary. The joy of escape from whatever blow he had thought imminent gave place at once to his previous state of miserable expectancy of something or other.

You took me for another person, I said, preparing to pass on. At that moment I could have sworn  I would have given one hundred to one twice over  that he was going to say yes. To my intense astonishment, he did not. With a very visible effort he said, No.

Eh! What? I exclaimed. I had taken a step or two.

No, sir.

Then what is it? I said. What do you want, my good fellow?

Watching his shuffling, indeterminate manner, I wondered if he were sane. His next answer reassured me on that point. There was an almost desperate deliberation about its manner. My master wishes to see you, sir, if you will kindly walk in for five minutes, was what he said.

I should have replied, Who is your master? if I had been wise; or cried, Nonsense! and gone my way. But the mind, when it is spurred by a sudden emergency, often overruns the more obvious course to adopt a worse. It was possible that one of my intimates had taken the house, and said in his butlers presence that he wished to see me. Thinking of that I answered, Are you sure of this? Have you not made a mistake, my man?

With an obstinate sullenness that was new in him, he said, No he had not. Would I please to walk in? He stepped briskly forward as he spake, and induced me by a kind of gentle urgency to enter the house, taking from me, with the ease of a trained servant, my hat, coat, and muffler. Finding himself in the course of his duties he gained more composure; while I, being thus treated, lost my sense of the strangeness of the proceeding, and only awoke to a full consciousness of my position when he had softly shut the door behind us and was in the act of putting up the chain.

Then I confess I looked round, a little alarmed at my precipitancy. But I found the hall spacious, lofty, and dark-paneled, the ordinary hall of an old London house. The big fireplace was filled with plants in flower. There were rugs on the floor and a number of chairs with painted crests on the backs, and in a corner was an old sedan chair, its poles upright against the wall.

No other servants were visible, it is true. But apart from this all was in order, all was quiet, and any idea of violence was manifestly absurd.

At the same time the affair seemed of the strangest. Why should the butler in charge of a well-arranged and handsome house  the house of an ordinary wealthy gentleman  why should he loiter about the open doorway as if anxious to feel the presence of his kind? Why should he show such nervous excitement and terror as I had witnessed? Why should he introduce a stranger?

I had reached this point when he led the way upstairs. The staircase was wide, the steps were low and broad. On either side at the head of the flight stood a beautiful Venus of white Parian marble. They were not common reproductions, and I paused. I could see beyond them a Hercules and a Meleager of bronze, and delicately tinted draperies and ottomans that under the light of a silver hanging lamp  a gem from Malta  changed a mere lobby to a fairies nook. The sight filled me with a certain suspicion; which was dispelled, however, when my hand rested for an instant upon the reddish pedestal that supported one of the statues. The cold touch of the marble was enough for me. The pillars were not of composite; of which they certainly would have consisted in a gaming house, or worse.

Three steps carried me across the lobby to a curtained doorway by which the servant was waiting. I saw that the shakes were upon him again. His impatience was so ill concealed that I was not surprised  though I was taken aback  when he dropped the mask altogether, and as I passed him  it being now too late for me to retreat undiscovered, if the room were occupied  laid a trembling hand upon my arm and thrust his face close to mine. Ask how he is! Say anything, he whispered, trembling, no matter what, sir! Only, for the love of Heaven, stay five minutes!

He gave me a gentle push forward as he spoke  pleasant, all this!  and announced in a loud, quavering voice, Mr. George! which was true enough. I found myself walking round a screen at the same time that something in the room, a long, dimly lighted room, fell with a brisk, rattling sound, and there was the scuffling noise of a person, still hidden from me by the screen, rising to his feet in haste.

Next moment I was face to face with two men. One, a handsome elderly gentleman, who wore gray mustaches and would have seemed in place at a service club, was still in his chair, regarding me with a perfectly calm, unmoved face, as if my entrance at that hour were the commonest incident of his life. The other had risen and stood looking at me askance. He was five-and-twenty years younger than his companion and as good-looking in a different way. But now his face was white and drawn, distorted by the same expression of terror  ay, and a darker and fiercer terror than that which I had already seen upon the servants features; it was the face of one in a desperate strait. He looked as a man looks who has put all he has in the world upon an outsider  and done it twice. In that quiet drawing room by the side of his placid companion, with nothing whatever in their surroundings to account for his emotion, his panic-stricken face shocked me inexpressibly.

They were in evening dress; and between them was a chess table, its men in disorder: almost touching this was another small table bearing a tray of Apollinaris water and spirits. On this the young man was resting one hand as if, but for its support, he would have fallen.

To add one more fact, I had never seen either of them in my life.

Or wait; could that be true? If so, it must indeed have been a nightmare I was suffering. For the elder man broke the silence by addressing me in a quiet, ordinary tone that exactly matched his face. Sit down, George, he said, dont stand there. I did not expect you this evening. He held out his hand, without rising from his chair, and I advanced and shook it in silence. I thought you were in Liverpool. How are you? he continued.

Very well, I thank you, I muttered mechanically.

Not very well, I should say, he retorted. You are as hoarse as a raven. You have a bad cold at best. It is nothing worse, my boy, is it? with anxiety.

No, a throat cough; nothing else, I murmured, resigning myself to this astonishing reception  this evident concern for my welfare on the part of a man whom I had never seen in my life.

That is well! he answered cheerily. Not only did my presence cause him no surprise. It gave him, without doubt, actual pleasure!

It was otherwise with his companion; grimly and painfully so indeed. He had made no advances to me, spoken no word, scarcely altered his position. His eyes he had never taken from me. Yet in him there was a change. He had discovered, exactly as had the butler before him, his mistake. The sickly terror was gone from his face, and a half-frightened malevolence, not much more pleasant to witness, had taken its place. Why this did not break out in any active form was part of the general mystery given to me to solve. I could only surmise from glances which he later cast from time to time toward the door, and from the occasional faint creaking of a board in that direction, that his self-restraint had to do with my friend the butler. The inconsequences of dreamland ran through it all: why the elder man remained in error; why the younger with that passion on his face was tongue-tied; why the great house was so still; why the servant should have mixed me up with this business at all  these were questions as unanswerable, one as the other.

And the fog in my mind grew denser when the old gentleman turned from me as if my presence were a usual thing, and rapped the table before him impatiently. Now, Gerald! cried he, in sharp tones, have you put those pieces back? Good Heavens! I am glad that I have not nerves like yours! Dont you remember the squares, boy? Here, give them to me! With a hasty gesture of his hand, something like a mesmeric pass over the board, he set down the half dozen pieces with a rapid tap! tap! tap! which made it abundantly clear that he, at any rate, had no doubt of their former positions.

You will not mind sitting by until we have finished the game? he continued, speaking to me, and in a voice I fancied more genial than that which he had used to Gerald. You are anxious to talk to me about your letter, George? he went on when I did not answer. The fact is that I have not read the inclosure. Barnes, as usual, read the outer letter to me, in which you said the matter was private and of grave importance; and I intended to go to Laura to-morrow, as you suggested, and get her to read the news to me. Now you have returned so soon, I am glad that I did not trouble her.

Just so, sir, I said, listening with all my ears; and wondering.

Well, I hope there is nothing very bad the matter, my boy? he replied. However  Gerald! it is your move! ten minutes more of such play as your brothers, and I shall be at your service.

Gerald made a hurried move. The piece rattled upon the board as if he had been playing the castanets. His father made him take it back. I sat watching the two in wonder and silence. What did it all mean? Why should Barnes  doubtless behind the screen, listening  read the outer letter? Why must Laura be employed to read the inner? Why could not this cultivated and refined gentleman before me read his  Ah! that much was disclosed to me. A mere turn of the hand did it. He had made another of those passes over the board, and I learned from it what an ordinary examination would not have detected. He, the old soldier with the placid face and light-blue eyes, was blind! Quite blind!

I began to see more clearly now, and from this moment I took up, at any rate in my own mind, a different position. Possibly the servant who had impelled me into the middle of this had had his own good reasons for doing so, as I now began to discern. But with a clew to the labyrinth in my hand, I could no longer move passively at any others impulse. I must act for myself. For a while I sat still and made no sign. My suspicions were presently confirmed. The elder man more than once scolded his opponent for playing slowly. In one of these intervals he took from an inside pocket of his dress waistcoat a small package.

You had better take your letter, George, he said. If there are, as you mentioned, originals in it, they will be more safe with you than with me. You can tell me all about it, viva voce, now you are here. Gerald will leave us alone presently.

He held the papers toward me. To take them would be to take an active part in the imposture, and I hesitated, my own hand half outstretched. But my eyes fell at the critical instant upon Master Geralds face, and my scruples took themselves off. He was eying the packet with an intense greed and a trembling longing  a very itching of the fingers and toes to fall upon the prey  that put an end to my doubts. I rose and took the papers. With a quiet, but I think significant look in his direction, I placed them in the breast pocket of my evening coat. I had no safer receptacle about me, or into that they would have gone.

Very well, sir, I said, there is no particular hurry. I think the matter will keep, as things now are, until to-morrow.

To be sure. You ought not to be out with such a cold at night, my boy, he answered. You will find a decanter of the Scotch whisky you gave me last Christmas on the tray. Will you have some with hot water and a lemon, George? The servants are all at the theater  Gerald begged a holiday for them  but Barnes will get you the things in a minute.

Thank you; I wont trouble him. I will take some with cold water, I replied, thinking I should gain in this way what I wanted  time to think; five minutes to myself while they played.

But I was out of my reckoning. I will have mine now, too, he said. Will you mix it, Gerald?

Gerald jumped up to do it, with tolerable alacrity. I sat still, preferring to help myself when he should have attended to his father, if his father it was. I felt more easy now that I had those papers in my pocket. The more I thought of it the more certain I became that they were the object aimed at by whatever deviltry was on foot, and that possession of them gave me the whip hand. My young gentleman might snarl and show his teeth, but the prize had escaped him.

Perhaps I was a little too confident, a little too contemptuous of my opponent; a little too proud of the firmness with which I had taken at one and the same time the responsibility and the post of vantage. A creak of the board behind the screen roused me from my thoughts. It fell upon my ear trumpet-tongued, a sudden note of warning. I glanced up with a start and a conviction that I was being caught napping, and looked instinctively toward the young man. He was busy at the tray, his back to me. Relieved of my fear of I did not know what,  perhaps a desperate attack upon my pocket,  I was removing my eyes, when, in doing so, I caught sight of his reflection in a small mirror beyond him. Ah!

What was he busy about? Nothing. Absolutely nothing, at the moment. He was standing motionless,  I could fancy him breathless also,  a strange, listening expression on his face, which seemed to me to have faded to a grayish tinge. His left hand was clasping a half-filled tumbler, the other was at his waistcoat pocket. So he stood during perhaps a second or two, a small lamp upon the tray before him illumining his handsome figure; and then his eyes, glancing up, met the reflection of mine in the mirror. Swiftly as the thought itself could pass from brain to limb, the hand which had been resting in the pocket flashed with a clatter among the glasses; and, turning almost as quickly, he brought one of the latter to the chess table, and set it down unsteadily.

What had I seen? Nothing, actually nothing. Just what Gerald had been doing. Yet my heart was going as many strokes to the minute as a losing crew. I rose abruptly.

Wait a moment, sir, I said, as the elder man laid his hand upon the glass. I dont think that Gerald has mixed this quite as you like it.

He had already lifted it to his lips. I looked from him to Gerald. That young gentlemans color, though he faced me hardily, shifted more than once, and he seemed to be swallowing a succession of oversized fives balls; but his eyes met mine in a vicious kind of smile that was not without its gleam of triumph. I was persuaded that all was right even before his father said so.

Perhaps you have mixed for me, Gerald? I suggested pleasantly.

No! he answered in sullen defiance. He filled a glass with something  perhaps it was water  and drank it, his back toward me. He had not spoken so much as a single word to me before.

The blind mans ear recognized the tone now. I wish you boys would agree better, he said wearily. Gerald, go to bed. I would as soon play chess with an idiot from Earlswood. Generally you can play the game, if you are good for nothing else; but since your brother came in, you have not made a move which anyone not an imbecile would make. Go to bed, boy! go to bed!

I had stepped to the table while he was speaking. One of the glasses was full. I lifted it, with seeming unconcern, to my nose. There was whisky in it as well as water. Then had Gerald mixed for me? At any rate, I put the tumbler aside, and helped myself afresh. When I set the glass down empty, my mind was made up.

Gerald does not seem inclined to move, sir, so I will, I said quietly. I will call in the morning and discuss that matter, if it will suit you. But to-night I feel inclined to get to bed early.

Quite right, my boy. I would ask you to take a bed here instead of turning out, but I suppose that Laura will be expecting you. Come in any time tomorrow morning. Shall Barnes call a cab for you?

I think I will walk, I answered, shaking the proffered hand. By the way, sir, I added, have you heard who is the new Home Secretary?

Yes, Henry Matthews, he replied. Gerald told me. He had heard it at the club.

It is to be hoped that he will have no womanish scruples about capital punishment, I said, as if I were incidentally considering the appointment. And with that last shot at Mr. Gerald  he turned green, I thought, a color which does not go well with a black mustache  I walked out of the room, so peaceful, so cozy, so softly lighted as it looked, I remember, and downstairs. I hoped that I had paralyzed the young fellow, and might leave the house without molestation.

But, as I gained the foot of the stairs, he tapped me on the shoulder. I saw, then, looking at him, that I had mistaken my man. Every trace of the sullen defiance which had marked his manner throughout the interview upstairs was gone. His face was still pale, but it wore a gentle smile as we confronted one another under the hall lamp. I have not the pleasure of knowing you, but let me thank you for your help, he said in a low voice, yet with a kind of frank spontaneity. Barnes idea of bringing you in was a splendid one, and I am immensely obliged to you.
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Dont mention it, I answered stiffly, proceeding with my preparations for going out as if he had not been there, although I must confess that this complete change in him exercised my mind no little.

I feel so sure that we may rely upon your discretion, he went on, ignoring my tone, that I need say nothing about that. Of course, we owe you an explanation, but as your cold is really yours and not my brothers, you will not mind if I read you the riddle to-morrow instead of keeping you from your bed to-night?

It will do equally well; indeed better, I said, putting on my overcoat and buttoning it carefully across my chest, while I affected to be looking with curiosity at the sedan chair.

He pointed lightly to the place where the packet lay. You are forgetting the papers, he reminded me. His tone almost compelled the answer: To be sure.

But I had pretty well made up my mind, and I answered instead: Not at all. They are quite safe, thank you.

But you dont  I beg your pardon, he said, opening his eyes very wide, as if some new light were beginning to shine upon his mind and he could scarcely believe its revelations. You dont really mean that you are going to take those papers away with you?

Certainly!

My dear sir! he remonstrated earnestly. This is preposterous. Pray forgive me the reminder, but those papers, as my father gave you to understand, are private papers, which he supposed himself to be handing to my brother George.

Just so, was all I said. And I took a step toward the door.

You really mean to take them? he asked seriously.

I do; unless you can satisfactorily explain the part I have played this evening, and also make it clear to me that you have a right to the possession of the papers.

Confound it! If I must do so tonight, I must! he said reluctantly. I trust to your honor, sir, to keep the explanation secret. I bowed, and he resumed: My elder brother and I are in business together. Lately we have had losses which have crippled us so severely that we decided to disclose them to Sir Charles and ask his help. George did so yesterday by letter, giving certain notes of our liabilities. You ask why he did not make such a statement by word of mouth? Because he had to go to Liverpool at a moments notice to make a last effort to arrange the matter. And as for me, with a curious grimace, my father would as soon discuss business with his dog! Sooner!

Well? I said. He had paused, and was absently nicking the blossoms off the geraniums in the fireplace with his pocket handkerchief, looking moodily at his work the while. I cannot remember noticing the handkerchief, yet I seem to be able to see it now. It had a red border, and was heavily scented with white rose. Well?

Well, he continued, with a visible effort, my father has been ailing lately, and this morning his usual doctor made him see Bristowe. He is an authority on heart disease, as you doubtless know; and his opinion is, he added, in a lower voice and with some emotion, that even a slight shock may prove fatal.

I began to feel hot and uncomfortable. What was I to think? The packet was becoming as lead in my pocket.

Of course, he resumed more briskly, that threw our difficulties into the shade at once; and my first impulse was to get these papers from him. Dont you see that? All day I have been trying in vain to effect it. I took Barnes, who is an old servant, partially into my confidence, but we could think of no plan. My father, like many people who have lost their sight, is jealous, and I was at my wits end, when Barnes brought you up. Your likeness, he added in a parenthesis, looking at me reflectively, to George put the idea into his head, I fancy? Yes, it must have been so. When I heard you announced, for a moment I thought that you were George.

And you called up a look of the warmest welcome, I put in dryly.

He colored, but answered almost immediately, I was afraid that he would assume that the governor had read his letter, and blurt out something about it. Good Lord! if you knew the funk in which I have been all the evening lest my father should ask either of us to read the letter! and he gathered up his handkerchief with a sigh of relief, and wiped his forehead.

I could see it very plainly, I answered, going slowly in my mind over what he had told me. If the truth must be confessed, I was in no slight quandary what I should do, or what I should believe. Was this really the key to it all? Dared I doubt it? or that that which I had constructed was a mares nest  the mere framework of a mares nest. For the life of me I could not tell!

Well? he said presently, looking up with an offended air. Is there anything else I can explain? or will you have the kindness to return my property to me now?

There is one thing, about which I should like to ask a question, I said.

Ask on! he replied; and I wondered whether there was not a little too much of bravado in the tone of sufferance he assumed.

Why do you carry  I went on, raising my eyes to his, and pausing on the word an instant that little medicament  you know what I mean  in your waistcoat pocket, my friend?

He perceptibly flinched. I dont quite  quite understand, he began to stammer. Then he changed his tone and went on rapidly, No! I will be frank with you, Mr.  Mr.  

George, I said calmly.

Ah, indeed? a trifle surprised, Mr. George! Well, it is something Bristowe gave me this morning to be administered to my father  without his knowledge, if possible  whenever he grows excited. I did not think that you had seen it.

Nor had I. I had only inferred its presence. But having inferred rightly once, I was inclined to trust my inference farther. Moreover, while he gave this explanation, his breath came and went so quickly that my former suspicions returned. I was ready for him when he said, Now I will trouble you, if you please, for those papers? and held out his hand.

I cannot give them to you, I replied, point-blank.

You cannot give them to me now? he repeated.

No. Moreover, the packet is sealed. I do not see, on second thoughts, what harm I can do you  now that it is out of your fathers hands  by keeping it until to-morrow, when I will return it to your brother, from whom it came.

He will not be in London, he answered doggedly. He stepped between me and the door with looks which I did not like. At the same time I felt that some allowance must be made for a man treated in this way.

I am sorry, I said, but I cannot do what you ask. I will do this, however. If you think the delay of importance, and will give me your brothers address in Liverpool, I will undertake to post the letters to him at once.

He considered the offer, eying me the while with the same disfavor which he had exhibited in the drawing room. At last he said slowly, If you will do that?

I will, I repeated. I will do it immediately.

He gave me the direction George Ritherdon, at the London and Northwestern Hotel, Liverpool  and in return I gave him my own name and address. Then I parted from him, with a civil good-night on either side  and little liking, I fancy  the clocks striking midnight, and the servants coming in as I passed out into the cool darkness of the square.

Late as it was I went straight to my club, determined that, as I had assumed the responsibility, there should be no laches on my part. There I placed the packet, together with a short note explaining how it came into my possession, in an outer envelope, and dropped the whole, duly directed and stamped, into the nearest pillar box. I could not register it at that hour, and rather than wait until next morning, I omitted the precaution; merely requesting Mr. Ritherdon to acknowledge its receipt.

Well, some days passed; during which it may be imagined that I thought no little about my odd experience. It was the story of the Lady and the Tiger over again. I had the choice of two alternatives at least. I might either believe the young fellows story, which certainly had the merit of explaining in a fairly probable manner an occurrence of so odd a character as not to lend itself freely to explanation. Or I might disbelieve his story, plausible in its very strangeness as it was, in favor of my own vague suspicions. Which was I to do?

Well, I set out by preferring the former alternative. This, notwithstanding that I had to some extent committed myself against it by withholding the papers. But with each day that passed without bringing me an answer from Liverpool, I leaned more and more to the other side. I began to pin my faith to the Tiger, adding each morning a point to the odds in the animals favor. So it went on until ten days had passed.

Then a little out of curiosity, but more, I gravely declare, because I thought it the right thing to do, I resolved to seek out George Ritherdon. I had no difficulty in learning where he might be found. I turned up the firm of Ritherdon Brothers (George and Gerald), cotton-spinners and India merchants, in the first directory I consulted. And about noon the next day I called at their place of business, and sent in my card to the senior partner. I waited five minutes  curiously scanned by the porter, who no doubt saw a likeness between me and his employer  and then I was admitted to the latters room.

He was a tall man with a fair beard, not one whit like Gerald, and yet tolerably good looking; if I say more I shall seem to be describing myself. I fancied him to be balder about the temples, however, and grayer and more careworn than the man I am in the habit of seeing in my shaving glass. His eyes, too, had a hard look, and he seemed in ill health. All these things I took in later. At the time I only noticed his clothes. So the old gentleman is dead, I thought, and the young ones tale is true, after all? George Ritherdon was in deep mourning.

I wrote to you, I began, taking the seat to which he pointed, about a fortnight ago.

He looked at my card, which he held in his hand. I think not, he said slowly.

Yes, I repeated. You were then at the London and Northwestern Hotel, at Liverpool.

He was stepping to his writing table, but he stopped abruptly. I was in Liverpool, he answered, in a different tone, but I was not at that hotel. You are thinking of my brother, are you not?

No, I said. It was your brother who told me you were there.

Perhaps you had better explain what was the subject of your letter, he suggested, speaking in the weary tone of one returning to a painful matter. I have been through a great trouble lately, and this may well have been overlooked.

I said I would, and as briefly as possible I told the main facts of my strange visit in Fitzhardinge Square. He was much moved, walking up and down the room as he listened, and giving vent to exclamations from time to time, until I came to the arrangement I had finally made with his brother. Then he raised his hand as one might do in pain.

Enough! he said abruptly. Barnes told me a rambling tale of some stranger. I understand it all now.

So do I, I think! I replied dryly. Your brother went to Liverpool, and received the papers in your name?

He murmured what I took for Yes. But he did not utter a single word of acknowledgment to me, or of reprobation of his brothers deceit. I thought some such word should have been spoken; and I let my feelings carry me away. Let me tell you, I said warmly, that your brother is a  

Hush! he said, holding up his hand again. He is dead.

Dead! I repeated, shocked and amazed.

Have you not read of it in the papers? It is in all the papers, he said wearily. He committed suicide  God forgive me for it!  at Liverpool, at the hotel you have mentioned, and the day after you saw him.

And so it was. He had committed some serious forgery  he had always been wild, though his father, slow to see it, had only lately closed his purse to him  and the forged signatures had come into his brothers power. He had cheated his brother before. There had long been bad blood between them; the one being as cold, businesslike, and masterful as the other was idle and jealous.

I told him, the elder said to me, shading his eyes with his hand, that I should let him be prosecuted  that I would not protect or shelter him. The threat nearly drove him mad; and while it was hanging over him, I wrote to disclose the matter to Sir Charles. Gerald thought his last chance lay in recovering this letter unread. The proofs against him destroyed, he might laugh at me. His first attempts failed; and then he planned, with Barnes cognizance, to get possession of the packet by drugging my fathers whisky. Barnes courage deserted him; he called you in, and  and you know the rest.

But, I said softly, your brother did get the letter  at Liverpool.

George Ritherdon groaned. Yes, he said, he did. But the proofs were not inclosed. After writing the outside letter I changed my mind, and withheld them, explaining my reasons within. He found his plot laid in vain; and it was under the shock of this disappointment  the packet lay before him, resealed and directed to me  that he  that he did it. Poor Gerald!

Poor Gerald! I said. What else remained to be said?

It may be a survival of superstition, yet, when I dine in Baker Street now, I take some care to go home by any other route than that through Fitzhardinge Square.

THE END


THE SNOWBALL
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THE SNOWBALL.

The slight indisposition from which the Queen suffered in the spring of 1602, and which was occasioned by a cold caught during her lying-in, by diverting the Kings attention from matters of State, had the effect of doubling the burden cast on my shoulders. Though the main threads of M. de Birons conspiracy were in our hands as early as the month of November of the preceding year, and steps had been immediately taken to sound the chief associates by summoning them to court, an interval necessarily followed during which we had everything to fear; and this not only from the despair of the guilty, but from the timidity of the innocent who, in a court filled with cabals and rumors of intrigues, might see no way to clear themselves. Even the shows and interludes which followed the Dauphins birth, and made that Christmas remarkable, served only to amuse the idle; they could not disperse the cloud which hung over the Louvre, nor divert those who, on the one side or the other, had aught to fear.

In connection with this period of suspense I recall an episode, both characteristic in itself, and worthy, I think, by reason of its oddity, to be set down here; where it may serve for a preface to those more serious events, attending the trial and execution of M. de Biron, which I shall have presently to relate.

I had occasion, about the end of the month of January, to see M. du Hallot. The weather was cold, and partly for that reason, partly from a desire to keep my visit, which had to do with La Fins disclosures, from the general eye, I chose to go on foot. For the same reason I took with me only two armed servants, and a confidential page, the son of my friend Arnaud. M. du Hallot, who lived at this time in a house in the Faubourg St. Germain, not far from the College of France, detained me long, and when I rose to leave insisted that I should take his coach, as snow had begun to fall and already lay an inch deep in the streets. At first I was unwilling to do this, but reflecting that such small services are highly appreciated by those who render them, and attach men more surely and subtly than the greatest bribes, I finally consented, and, taking my place with some becoming expressions, bade young Arnaud find his way home on foot.

The coach had nearly reached the south end of the Pont au Change, when a number of youths ran by me, pelting one another with snowballs, and shouting so lustily that I was at a loss which to admire more  the silence of their feet or the loudness of their voices. Aware that lads of that age are small respecters of persons, I was not surprised to see two or three of them rush on to the bridge before us, and even continue their Parthian warfare under the very feet of the horses. The result was, however, that the latter presently took fright at that part of the bridge where the houses encroach most boldly on the roadway; and, but for the care of the running footman, who hastened to their heads, might have done some harm either to the coach or the passersby.

As it was, we were brought to a stop while one of the wheels was extricated from the kennel, into which it had become wedged. Smiling to think what the King  for he, strangely warned by Providence, was all his life long timid in a coach  would have said to this, I went to open the curtains, and had just effected this to a certain extent, when one of a crowd of idlers who stood on the raised pavement beside us deliberately lifted up his arm and flung a snowball at me.

The missile flew wide of its mark by an inch or two only. That I was amazed at such audacity goes without saying, but in my doubt of what it might be the prelude  for the breakdown of the coach in that narrow place, the haunt of the rufflers and vagrants of every kind, might be a part of a concerted plan  I fell back into my place. The coach, as it happened, moved on with a jerk at the same moment; and before I had well digested the matter, or had time to mark the demeanor of the crowd, we were clear of the bridge and rolling past the Chatelet.

A smaller man might have stopped to revenge, and to cook a sprat have passed all Paris through the net. But remembering my own youthful days, when I attended the College of Burgundy, I set down the freak to the insolence of some young student, and, shrugging my shoulders, dismissed it from my thoughts. An instant later, however, observing that the fragments of the snowball were melting on the seat by my side and wetting the cushion, I raised my hand to brush them away. In the act I saw, to my surprise, a piece of paper lying among the debris.

Ho, ho! said I to myself. This is a strange snowball! I have heard that the apprentices put stones in theirs. But paper! Let me see what this means.

The morsel, though moistened by contact with the snow, remained intact. Unfolding it with the greatest care  for already I began to discern that here was something out of the common  I found written on the inner side, in a clear, clerkly hand, the words, Beware of Nicholas!

It will be remembered that Simon Nicholas was at this time secretary to the King, and so high in his favor as to be admitted to the knowledge of all but his most private affairs. Gay, and of a very jovial wit, he was able to commend himself to Henry by amusing him; while his years, for he was over sixty, seemed some warranty for his discretion, and at the same time gave younger sinners a feeling of superior worth, since they might repent and he had not. Often in contact with him, I had always found him equal to his duties, and though too fond of the table and of all the good things of this life, neither given to babbling nor boasting. In a word, one for whom I had more liking than respect.

A man in his position, however, possesses such stupendous opportunities for evil that, as I read the warning so cunningly conveyed to me, I sat aghast. His office gave him at all times that ready access to the Kings person which is the aim of conspirators against the lives of sovereigns; and, short of this supreme treachery, he was master of secrets which Birons associates would give all to gain. When I add that I knew Nicholas to be a man of extravagant habits and careless life, and one, moreover, who, if rumor did not wrong him, had lost much in that rearrangement of the finances which I had lately effected without even the Kings privity, it will be seen that those words, Beware of Nicholas, were calculated to occasion me the most profound thought.

Of the person who had conveyed the missive to me I had unfortunately seen nothing; though I believed him to be a man, and young. But the circumstances, which seemed to indicate the extreme need of secrecy, gave me a hint as to my own conduct. Accordingly, I smoothed my brow, and on the coach stopping at the Arsenal descended with my usual face of preoccupation.

At the foot of the staircase my maître-d-hôtel met me.

M. Nicholas, the Kings secretary, is here, he said. He has been waiting your return an hour and more, Monseigneur.

Lay another cover, I answered, repressing the surprise I could not but feel on hearing of this visit, so strangely à propos. Doubtless he has come to dine with me.

Barely staying to take off my cloak, I went upstairs with an air as gay as possible, and, making my visitor a hundred apologies for the inconvenience I had caused him, insisted he should sit down with me. This he was nothing loth to do; though, as presently appeared, his errand was only to submit to me some papers connected with the new tax of a penny in the shilling, which it was his duty to lay before me.

I scolded him gayly for the long period which had elapsed since his last visit, and succeeded so well in setting him at his ease that he presently began to rally me on my slackness; for I could touch nothing but a little game and a glass of water. Excusing myself as well as I could, I encouraged him to continue the attack; and certainly, if a good conscience waits on appetite, I had soon abundant evidence on his behalf. He grew merry and talkative, and, telling me some free tales, bore himself altogether so naturally that I had begun to deem my suspicions baseless, when a chance word gave me new grounds for entertaining them.

I was on the subject of my mornings employment. Knowing how easily confidence begets confidence, and that in his position the matter could not be long kept from him, I told him as a secret where I had been.

I do not wish all the world to know, my friend, I said; but you are a discreet man, and it will go no farther. I am just from Du Hallots.
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He dropped his napkin and stooped to pick it up again with a gesture so hasty that it caught my attention and led me to watch him. Moreover, although my words seemed to call for an answer, he did not speak until he had taken a deep draught of wine; and then he said only, Indeed! in a tone of such indifference as might at another time have deceived me, but now was perfectly patent.

Yes, I replied, affecting to be engaged with my own plate (we were eating nuts). Doubtless you will be able to guess on what subject.

I? he said, as quick to answer as he had before been slow. No, I think not.

La Fin, I said; and his statements respecting M. de Birons friends.

Ah! he replied, shrugging his shoulders. He had contrived to regain his composure, but I noticed that his hand shook, and I saw him put a nut into his mouth with so much salt upon it that he had no choice but to make a grimace. They tell me he accuses everybody, he grumbled, his eyes on his plate. Even the King is scarcely safe from him. But I have heard no particulars.

They will be known by and by, I answered prudently. And after that I did not think it wise to speak farther, lest I should give more than I got; but as soon as he had finished, and we had washed our hands, I led him to the closet looking on the river, where I was in the habit of working with my secretaries. I sent them away and sat down with him to his accounts; but in the position in which I found myself, between suspicion and perplexity, I could so little command my attention that I gathered nothing from their items; and had I found another doing the Kings service as negligently I had certainly sent him about his business. Nevertheless I made some show of auditing them, and had reached the last roll when something in the fairly written summary, which closed the account, caught my eye. I bent more closely over it, and presently making an occasion to carry the parchment into the next room, compared it with the handwriting on the scrap of paper I had found in the snowball. A brief scrutiny showed me that they were the work of the same person!
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I went back to M. Nicholas, and after attesting the accounts, and making one or two notes, remarked in a careless way on the clearness of the hand. I am badly in need of a fourth secretary, I added. Your scribe might do for me.

It did not escape me that once again M. Nicholas looked uncomfortable, his red face taking a deeper tinge and his hand going nervously to his pointed gray beard, I do not think he would do for you, he answered.

What is his name? I asked, purposely bending over the papers and avoiding his eyes.

I have dismissed him, he rejoined curtly. I do not know where he could now be found.

That is a pity  he writes well, I answered, as if it were nothing but a whim that led me to pursue the subject. And good clerks are scarce. What was his name?

Felix, he said reluctantly.

I had now all I wanted. Accordingly I spoke of another matter and shortly afterward Nicholas rose and went. But he left me in a fever of doubt and suspicion; so that for nearly half an hour I walked up and down the room, unable to decide whether I should treat the warning of the snowball with contempt, as the work of a discharged servant, or on that very account attach the more credit to it. By and by I remembered that the last sheet of the roll I had audited bore date the previous day; whence it was clear that Felix had been dismissed within the last twenty-four hours, and perhaps after the delivery of his note to me. Such a coincidence, which seemed no less pertinent than strange, opened a wide field for conjecture; and the possibility that Nicholas had really called on me to sound me and learn what I knew presently occurring to my mind, brought me to a final determination to seek out this Felix, and without the delay of an hour sift the matter to the bottom.

Doubtless I shall seem to some to have acted precipitately, and built much on small foundations. I answer that I had the life of the King my master to guard, and in that cause dared neglect no precaution, however trivial, nor any indication, however remote. Would that all my care and vigilance had longer sufficed to preserve for France the life of that great man! But God willed otherwise.

I sent word at once to La Font, my valet-de-chambre, the same who advised me at the time of my first marriage, to come to me; and directing him to make instant and secret inquiry where Felix, a clerk in the Chamber of Accounts, lodged, bade him report to me on my return from the Great Hall, where, it will be remembered, it was my custom to give audience after dinner to all who had business with me. As it happened, I was detained long that day, and found him awaiting me. Being a man of few words, he said, as soon as the door was shut, At the Three Half Moons, in the Faubourg St. Honoré, Monseigneur.

That is near the Louvre, I answered. Get me my cloak, and your own also; and bring your pistols. I am going for a walk. You will accompany me.

He was a good man, La Font, and devoted to my interests. It will be night in half an hour, Monseigneur, he answered respectfully. You will take some of the Swiss?

In one word, no! I rejoined. We will go out by the stable entrance. In the mean time, and until we return, I will bid Maignan keep the door, and admit no one.

The crowd of those who daily left the Arsenal before nightfall happened to be augmented on this occasion by a troop of my clients from Mantes; tenants on the lands of Rosny, who had lingered after the hour of audience to see the courts and garden. By mingling with these we had no difficulty in passing out unobserved; nor, once in the streets, where a thaw had set in, that filled the kennel with water and the pavement with slush, was La Font long in bringing me to the house I sought. It stood on the outskirts of the St. Honoré Faubourg, in a quarter sufficiently respectable, and a street marked neither by extreme squalor nor extravagant ostentation  from one or other of which all desperate enterprises, in my opinion, take their rise. The house, which was high and narrow, presented only two windows to the street, but the staircase was sweet and clean, and it was impossible to cross the threshold without feeling a prepossession in Felixs favor. Already I began to think I had come on a fools errand.

Which floor? I asked La Font.

The highest. Monsieur, he answered.

I went up softly and he followed me. Under the tiles I found a door, and heard some one moving beyond it. Bidding La Font remain on guard outside, and come to my aid only if I called him, I knocked boldly. A gentle voice bade me enter, and I did so.

There was only one person in the room, a young woman with fair, waving hair, a pale face, and blue eyes, who, seeing a cloaked stranger instead of the friend or neighbor she anticipated, stared at me in the utmost wonder and some alarm. The room, though poorly furnished, was particularly neat and clean; which, taken with the womans complexion, left me in no doubt as to her native province. On the floor near the fire stood a cradle; and in the window a cage with a singing bird completed the homely and pleasant aspect of this interior, which was such as, if I could, I would multiply by thousands in every town of France.

A small lamp, which the woman was in the act of lighting, enabled me to see those details, and also discovered me to her. I asked politely if I spoke to Madame Felix, the wife of M. Felix of the Chamber of Accounts.

I am Madame Felix, she answered, advancing slowly toward me. My husband is late. Do you come from him? It is not bad news, Monsieur?

The tone of anxiety in which she uttered her last question, and the quickness with which she raised her lamp to scan my face, went to my heart, already softened by this young mother in her home. I hastened to answer that I had no bad news, and wished merely to see her husband on business connected with his employment.

He is very late, she said, a shade of perplexity crossing her face. I have never known him so late before. Monsieur is unfortunate.

I replied that with her leave I would wait; on which she very readily placed a stool for me, and sat down herself by the cradle, I ventured to remark that perhaps M. Nicholas had detained her husband: she answered simply that it might be so, but that she had never known it happen before.

M. Felix has evening employment? I asked after a moments reflection.

She looked at me in some wonder. No, she said. He spends his evenings with me, Monsieur. It is not much, for he is at work all day.

I bowed, and was preparing another question, when the sound of footsteps ascending the stairs in haste reached my ears, and led me to pause. Madame heard the noise at the same moment and rose. It is my husband, she said, looking toward the door with such a light in her eyes as betrayed the sweetheart lingering in the wife. I was afraid  I do not know what I feared, she muttered to herself.

[image: img133.png]
SHE SPRANG FORWARD. Page 37.

Proposing to myself the advantage of seeing Felix before he saw me, I pushed back my stool into the shadow, contriving to do this so discreetly that the young woman noticed nothing. A moment later it appeared I might have spared my pains; for at sight of her husband, a comely young man who came in with lack-lustre eye and drooping head, she sprang forward with a cry of dismay, and, utterly forgetting my presence, appealed to him to know what was the matter.

He threw himself on to a stool, the first he reached, and, leaning his elbows on the table in an attitude of extreme dejection, covered his face with his hands. What is it? he said in a hollow tone. We are ruined, Margot. I have no more work. I am dismissed.

Dismissed? she ejaculated.

He nodded. Nicholas discharged me this morning, he said, almost in a whisper. He dared not speak louder, for he could not command his voice.

Why? she asked gently, as she leant over him. What had you done?

Nothing! he answered with bitterness. He said clerks were plentiful, and the King or I must starve.

Hitherto I had witnessed the scene in silence, a prey to emotions so various I will not attempt to describe them. But hearing the Kings name thus prostituted and put to base uses, I started forward with a violence which in a moment made my presence known. Felix, confounded by the sight of a stranger at his elbow, rose hurriedly from his seat, and retreating before me with vivid alarm painted on his countenance, asked with a faltering tongue who I was.

I replied in as soothing a manner as possible, that I was a friend, anxious to assist him. Nevertheless, seeing that I kept my cloak about my face  for I was not willing to be recognized  he continued to look at me with distrust and terror. What do you want? he said, raising the lamp much as his wife had done, to see me the better.

The answers to one or two questions, I replied firmly. Answer them truly, and I promise you your troubles are at an end. So saying, I drew from my pouch the scrap of paper which had come to me so strangely. When did you write this, my friend? I continued, placing it before him.

He drew a deep breath at sight of it, and a look of comprehension and dismay crossed his face. For a moment he hesitated. Then in a hurried manner he said that he had never seen the paper.

Come, I rejoined sternly, look at it again. Let there be no mistake. When did you write that, and why?

But still he shook his head; and, though I pressed him hard, continued so stubborn in his denial that, but for the look I had seen on his face when I first produced the paper, and the strange coincidence of his dismissal, I might have believed him. As it was, I saw nothing for it but to have him arrested and brought to my house, where I did not doubt he would tell the truth; and I was about to retire to give the necessary orders, when something in the sidelong glance I saw him cast at his wife caught my eye and furnished me with a new idea. Acting on this, I affected to be satisfied. I apologized for my intrusion on the ground of mistake, and gradually withdrawing to the door asked him at the last moment to light me downstairs.

Complying with a shaking hand, he went out before me, and had nearly reached the foot of the staircase when I touched him on the shoulder.

Now, I said bluntly, fixing him with my eyes, your wife is no longer listening, and you can tell me the truth. Who employed you to write these words?

Trembling so violently he had to lean on the balustrade for support, he answered me.

Madame Nicholas, he whispered.

What? I cried, recoiling. I had no doubt he was telling me the truth now.

The secretarys wife, do you mean? Be careful, man.

He nodded.

When? I asked suspiciously.

Yesterday, he answered. She is an old cat! he continued, almost fiercely. I hate her! But my wife is jealous.

And did you throw it into my coach, I said, on the Pont du Change, to-day?

God forbid! he replied, shrinking into himself again. I wrote it for her, and she took it away. She said it was a jest she was playing. That is all I know.

I saw it was, and after a few more words was content to dismiss him, bidding him keep silence on the matter, and remain at home in case I needed him. At the last, he plucked up spirit to ask me who I was; but preferring to keep that discovery for a day still to come, when I might appear as the benefactor of this little family, I told him sharply that I was one of the Kings servants, and so left him.

It will be believed, however, that I found the information I had received little to my mind. The longer I dwelt on it, the more serious seemed the matter. While I could scarcely conceive any circumstances in which a woman would be likely to inform against her husband without cause, I could recall more than one dangerous conspiracy which had been frustrated by informers of that class  sometimes out of regard for the very persons against whom they informed. Viewed in this light only, the warning seemed to my mind sufficiently alarming, but when I came also to consider the secrecy with which Madame Nicholas had both prepared it  so that her hand might not be known  and conveyed it to me, the aspect of the case grew yet more formidable. In the result, I had not passed through two streets before my mind was made up to lay the case before the King, and the sagacity and penetration which were never wanting to my gracious master.

An unexpected rencontre which awaited me on my return to the Arsenal both confirmed me in this resolution and enabled me to carry it into effect. We succeeded in slipping in without difficulty, and duly found Maignan on guard at the door of my apartments. But a single glance at his face sufficed to show that something was wrong; nor did it need the look of penitence which he assumed on seeing us  a look so piteous that at another time it must have diverted me  to convince me that he had infringed my orders.

How now, sirrah? I said angrily, without waiting for him to speak. What have you been doing?

They would take no refusal, Monseigneur, he answered plaintively, waving his hand toward the door.

What! I cried sternly, astonished; for this was an instance of such direct disobedience as I could scarce understand. Did I not give you the strictest orders to deny me to everybody?

They would take no refusal, Monseigneur, he answered penitently, edging away from me as he spoke.

Who are they? I asked sternly, leaving the question of his punishment for another season. Speak, rascal, though it shall not save you.

There are M. le Marquis de la Varenne, and M. de Vitry, he said slowly, and M. de Vic, and M. Erard, the engineer, and M. de Fontange, and  

Pardieu! I cried, cutting him short in a rage; for he was going on counting on his fingers in a manner the most provoking. Have you let in all Paris, dolt? Grace! that I should be served by a fool! Open the door, and let me see them!

With that I was about to enter; when the door, which I had not perceived to be ajar, was suddenly thrown open, and a laughing face thrust out. It was the Kings.
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Ha, ha! Grand-master! he cried, vastly diverted by the success of his jest and the abrupt change which doubtless came over my countenance. Never was such graceful hospitality, Ill be sworn! But come, pardon this varlet. And now embrace me, and tell me where you have been playing truant.

Saying these words with the charm which never failed him, and in his time won to his side more foes than his sword ever conquered, the King drew me into my room, where I found De Vic, Vitry, Roquelaure, and the rest. They all laughed heartily at my surprise, nor was Maignan, who had a pretty fancy, and was the author, it will be remembered, of that whimsical procession to Rosny after the battle of Ivry, which I have elsewhere described, far behind them; the rascal knowing well that the kings presence covered all, and that in my gratification at the honor done me I should be certain to overlook his impertinence.

Perceiving that this impromptu visit had no other object than to divert Henry  though he was kind enough to say that he felt uneasy when he did not see me often  I begged to know if he would honor me by staying to sup; but this he would not do, though he consented to drink a cup of my Arbois wine, and praised it highly. I thought I saw by and by that he was willing to be alone with me; and as I had every reason to desire this myself, I made an opportunity. Sending for Arnaud and some of my gentlemen, I committed my other guests to their care, and led the King into my closet, where, after requesting his leave to speak on business, I proceeded to unfold to him the adventure of the snowball, with all the particulars which I have here set down.

He listened very attentively, drumming on the table with his fingers; nor did he move or speak when I had done but still continued in the same attitude of deep thought. At last: Grand-master, he said, touching with his hand the mark of the wound which still remained on his lip, how long is it since Chalets attempt  when I got this?

Seven years last Christmas, Sire, I answered.

And Barrières?

That was the year before. Avenious plot was that year too.

And the Italian, from Milan, of whom the Capuchin Honorio warned us?

That was two years ago, Sire.

And how many more attempts have there been against my person? he went on, much moved. Then falling into a tone of extreme sadness, he continued, Rosny, my friend, they must succeed at last. No man can fight against his fate. The end is sure, notwithstanding all your fidelity and vigilance, and the love you bear me, for which I love you too. But Nicholas? Nicholas? Yet he has been careless and distraught of late. I have noticed it; and a month back I refused to give him an appointment, of which he wished to have the sale.

I did not dare to speak, and for a time Henry, too, remained silent. At length he rose with an air of resolution.

We will clear this matter up within the hour! he said firmly. I will send my people back to the Louvre, and do you, Grand-master, order half-a-dozen Swiss to be ready to conduct us to this womans house. When we have heard her we shall know what to do.

I tried my utmost to dissuade him, pleading that his presence could not be necessary, and might prove a hindrance; besides exposing his person to a certain amount of risk. But he would not listen. When I saw, therefore, that his mind was made up to go, and that as his spirits rose he was inclined to welcome this little expedition as a relief from the ennui which at times troubled him, I reluctantly withdrew my opposition and gave the necessary orders. The King dismissed his suite with a few kind words, and in a very short space we were on our way, under cover of darkness, to the secretarys house.

He lived at this time in a court off the Rue St. Jacques, not far from the church of that name; and the house being remote from the eyes and observations of the street, seemed not unfit for secret and desperate uses.

Although we found lights shining behind several of the barred windows, the wintry night, the darkness of the court, and perhaps the errand on which we came, imparted so gloomy an aspect to the place that the King hitched his sword forward, while I begged him to permit the Swiss who accompanied us to go on with us. This, however, he would not allow, and accordingly they were left at the entrance to the court with orders to follow at a given signal.

On the steps, the King, who, to disguise himself the better, had borrowed one of my cloaks, stumbled and almost fell. This threw him into a fit of laughter; for no sooner was he engaged in an adventure which promised to be dangerous than his spirits invariably rose to such a degree as to make him the most charming companion in peril man ever had. He was still shaking, and pulling me to and fro in one of those boyish frolics which sometimes swayed him, when a sudden outcry inside the house startled us into sobriety, and reminded us all too soon of the business which brought us thither.

Wondering what it might mean, I was about to rap on the door with my hilt when the King put me aside, and, by a happy instinct, tried the latch. The door yielded to his hands, and, slowly opening, gave us admittance.

We found ourselves in a gloomy hall, ill-lit, and hung with patched arras. In one corner stood a group of servants. Of these some looked scared and some amused, but all were so much taken up with the movements of a harsh-faced woman, who was pacing the opposite side of the hall, that they did not heed our entrance. A momentary glance at this strange state of things showed me that the woman was Madame Nicholas; but I was still at a loss to guess what she was doing or what was happening in the house.

I stood a moment, but finding she still took no notice of us, I beckoned to one of the servants, and bade him tell his mistress a gentleman would speak with her. The man went with the message; but she sent him off with a flea in his ear, and screamed at him so violently that for a moment I thought she was mad. Then it appeared that the object of her attention was a door at the side of the hall; for, stopping suddenly in her walk, she went up to it, and struck it passionately with her hands.

Come out! she cried. Come out, you villain!

Restraining the King, I went forward myself, and, saluting her politely, begged a word with her apart, thinking she would recognize me.

Her answer, however, showed that she did not. No! she cried, waving me off, in the utmost excitement. No; you will not get me away  I know you. You are as bad one as the other. Then turning again to the door, she continued, Come out! Do you hear! Come out! Ill have no more of your intrigues and your Hallots!

I pricked up my ears at the name But, Madame, I said, one moment.

Begone! she retorted, turning on me so wrathfully that I fairly recoiled before her. I shall stay here till I drop; but I will have him out and expose him. There shall be an end of his precious plots and his Hallots if I have to go to the King!

Words so curiously à propos could not but recall to my mind the confusion into which my mention of Du Hallot had thrown the secretary earlier in the day. And since they seemed also to be consistent with the warning conveyed to me, and indeed to explain it, they should have corroborated my worst suspicions. But a sense of something unreal and fantastic, with which I could not grapple, continued to puzzle me in the presence of this angry woman; and it was with no great assurance that I said, Do I understand then, Madame, that M. du Hallot is in that room?
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M. du Hallot? she replied, in a tone that was almost a scream. No; but he would be if he had taken the hint I sent him! He would be! I will have no more secrecy, however, and no more plots. I have suffered enough already, and now Madame shall suffer if she has not forgotten how to blush. Are you coming out there? she continued, once more applying herself to the door, her face inflamed with passion. I shall stay! Oh, I shall stay, I assure you. Until morning if necessary!

But, Madame, I said, beginning to see daylight, and finding words with difficulty  for I already heard in fancy the Kings laughter and could conjure up the endless quips and cranks with which he would pursue me your warning did not perhaps reach M. du Hallot!

It reached his coach, at any rate, the scold retorted. Another time I will have no half-measures. But as for that, she continued, turning on me suddenly with her arms akimbo, and the fiercest of airs, I would like to know what business it is of yours, Monsieur, whether it reached him or not! I know you  you are in league with my husband! You are here to shelter him, and this Madame du Hallot! But  

At that moment, however, the door at last opened; and M. Nicholas, wearing an aspect so meek and crestfallen that I hardly knew him, came out. He was followed by a young woman plainly dressed, and looking almost as much frightened as himself; in whom I had no difficulty in recognizing Felixs wife.

Why! Madame Nicholas cried, her face falling. This is not  who is this? Who with increased vehemence is this baggage, I would like to know?

My dear, the secretary protested earnestly, spreading out his hands  fortunately he had eyes only for his wife, and did not see us this is one of your ridiculous mistakes! It is, I assure you. This is the wife of a clerk whom I dismissed to-day, and she has been with me begging me to reinstate her husband. That is all. That is all, my dear. You have made this  

I heard no more, for, taking advantage of the obscurity of the hall, and the preoccupation of the couple, I made hurriedly for the door, and passing out into the darkness, found myself at once in the embrace of the King, who, seizing me round the neck, laughed on my shoulder till he cried, continually adjuring me to laugh also, and ejaculating between the paroxysms, Poor Du Hallot! Poor Du Hallot! with many things of the same nature, which any one acquainted with court life may supply for himself.

I confess I did not on my part find it so easy to laugh: partly because I am not of so gay a disposition as that great prince, and partly because I cannot always see the ludicrous side of events in which I myself take part. But on the King at last assuring me that he would not betray the secret even to La Varenne, I took comfort and gradually reconciled myself to an episode which, unlike the more serious events it now becomes my duty to relate, had only one result, and that unimportant; I mean the introduction to my service of the clerk Felix, who, proving worthy of confidence, remained with me after the lamentable death of the King my master, and is to-day one of those to whom I entrust the preparation of these Memoirs.


IN KINGS BYWAYS
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A DAUGHTER OF THE GIRONDE


PART I


FLORE

(1643)

It was about a month after my marriage  and third clerk to the most noble the Bishop of Beauvais, and even admitted on occasions to write in his presence and prepare his minutes, who should marry if I might not?  it was about a month after my marriage, I say, that the thunderbolt, to which I have referred, fell and shattered my fortunes. I rose one morning  they were firing guns for the victory of Rocroy, I remember, so that it must have been eight weeks or more after the death of the late king, and the glorious rising of the Sun of France  and who as happy as I? A summer morning, Monsieur, and bright, and I had all I wished. The river as it sparkled and rippled against the piers of the Pont Neuf far below, the wet roofs that twinkled under our garret window, were not more brilliant than my lord the Bishops fortunes: and as is the squirrel so is the tail. Of a certainty, I was happy that morning. I thought of the little hut under the pine wood at Gabas in Béarn, where I was born, and of my father cobbling by the unglazed window, his nightcap on his bald head, and his face plaistered where the sherd had slipped; and I puffed out my cheeks to think that I had climbed so high. High? How high might not a man climb, who had married the daughter of the Queens under-porter, and had sometimes the ear of my lord, the Queens minister  my lord of Beauvais in whom all men saw the coming master of France! my lord whose stately presence beamed on a world still chilled by the dead hand of Richelieu!

But that morning, that very morning, I was to learn that who climbs may fall. I went below at the usual hour; at the usual hour Monseigneur left, attended, for the Council; presently all the house was in an uproar. My lord had returned, and called for Prosper. I fancied even then that I caught something ominous in the sound of my name as it passed from lip to lip; and nervously I made all haste to the chamber. But fast as I went I did not go fast enough; one thrust me on this side, another on that. The steward cursed me as he handed me on to the head-clerk, who stormed at me; while the secretary waited for me at the door, and, seizing me by the neck, ran me into the room. In, rascal, in! he growled in my ear, and I hope your skin may pay for it!

Naturally by this time I was quaking: and Monseigneurs looks finished me. He stood in the middle of the chamber, his plump handsome face pale and sullen. And as he scowled at me, Yes! he said curtly, that is the fellow. What does he say?

Speak! the head-clerk cried, seizing me by the ear and twisting it until I fell on my knees. Imbecile! But it is likely enough he did it on purpose.

Ay, and was bribed! said the secretary.

He should be hung up, the steward cried, truculently, before he does further mischief! And if my lord will give the word  

Silence! the Bishop said, with a dark glance at me. What does he plead?

The head-clerk twisted my ear until I screamed. Ingrate! he cried. Do you hear his Grace speak to you? Answer him aloud!

My lord, I cried piteously, I do not know of what I am accused. And besides, I have done nothing! Nothing!

Nothing! half a dozen echoed. Nothing! the head-clerk added brutally. Nothing, and you add a cipher to the census of Paris! Nothing, and your lying pen led my lord to state the population to be five millions instead of five hundred thousand! Nothing, and you sent his Graces Highness to the Council to be corrected by low clerks and people, and made a laughing-stock for the Cardinal, and  

Silence! said the Bishop, fiercely. Enough! Take him away, and  

Hang him! cried the steward.

No, fool, but have him to the courtyard, and let the grooms flog him through the gates. And have a care you, he continued, addressing me, that I do not see your face again or it will be worse for you!

I flung myself down and would have appealed against the sentence, but the Bishop, who had suffered at the Council and whose ears still burned, was pitiless. Before I could utter three words a dozen officious hands plucked me up and thrust me to the door. Outside worse things awaited me. A shower of kicks and cuffs and blows fell upon me; vainly struggling and shrieking, and seeking still to gain his lordships ear, I was hustled along the passage to the courtyard, and there dragged amid jeers and laughter to the fountain, and brutally flung in. When I scrambled out, they thrust me back again and again: until, almost dead with cold and rage, I was at last permitted to escape, only to be hunted round the yard with stirrup-leathers that cut like knives, and drew a scream at every stroke. I doubled like a hare; more than once I knocked half a dozen down; but I was fast growing exhausted, when some one more prudent or less cruel than his fellows, opened the gates before me, and I darted into the street.

I was sobbing with rage and pain, dripping, ragged, and barefoot; for some saving rogue had prudently drawn off my shoes in the scuffle. It was a wonder that I was not fallen upon and chased through the streets. Fortunately in the street opposite my lords gates opened the mouth of a little alley. I plunged into it, and in the first dark corner dropped exhausted and lay sobbing and weeping on a heap of refuse. I who had risen so happily a few hours before! I who had climbed so high! I who had a wife new-married in my garret at home!

I do not know how long I lay there, now cursing the jealousy of the clerks, who would have flayed me to save themselves, and now the cruelty of the grooms who thought it fine sport to whip a scholar. But the first tempest of passion had spent itself, when a woman  not the first whom my plight had attracted, but the others had merely shrugged their shoulders and passed on  paused before me. What a white skin! she cried, making great eyes at me; and they had cut my clothes so that I was half bare to her. And then, You are not a street-prowler. How come you here, my lad, in that guise?

I was silent, and pretended to be sullen, being ashamed to meet her gaze.

She stood a moment staring at me curiously. Then, Better go home, she said, shaking her head sedately, or those who have robbed you may end by worse. I doubt not this is what comes of raking and night-work. Go home, my lad, she repeated, and went on her way.

Home! The word raised new thoughts, new hopes, new passions. I scrambled to my feet. I had a home  the Bishop might deprive me of it: but I had also a wife, from whom God only could separate me. I felt a sudden fire run through me at the thought of her, and of all I had suffered since I left her arms: and with new boldness I turned, and sore and aching as I was, I stumbled back to the place of my shame.

The steward and two or three of his underlings were standing in the gateway, and saw me approach; and began to jeer. The high grey front of Monseigneurs hotel, three sides of a square, towered up behind them; the steward in the opening sprawled his feet apart and set his hands to his stout sides, and jeered at me. Ha! ha! Here is the lame leper from the Cour des Miracles! he cried. Have a care or he will give you the itch!

Good sir, the swill-tub is open, cried another, mocking me. Help yourself!

A third spat at me and bade me begone for a pig. The passers  there were always a knot of gazers opposite my lord of Beauvais palace in those days, when we had the Queens ear and bade fair to succeed Richelieu  stayed to stare.

I want my goods, I said, trembling.

Your goods! the steward answered, swelling out his brawny chest, and smiling at me over it. Your goods, indeed! Begone, and be thankful you have escaped so well.

Give me my things  from my room, I said stubbornly; and I tried to enter. They are my own!

He moved sideways so as to block the passage. Your goods? They are Monseigneurs, he said.

My wife, then!

He winked, the great beast. Your wife? he said. Well, true; she is not Monseigneurs. But she will do for me. And with a coarse laugh he winked again at the crowd.

At that the pent-up rage which I had so long stemmed broke out. He stood a head taller than I, and a foot wider; but with a scream I sprang at his throat, and by the very surprise of the attack and his unwieldiness, I got him down and beat his face with my fists. His fellows, as soon as they recovered from their astonishment, tore me off, showing me no mercy. But by that time I had so marked him that the blood poured down his fat cheeks. He scrambled to his feet, panting and furious, his oaths tripping over one another.

To the Châtelet with him! he cried, spitting out a tooth and staring at me through the mud on his face. He shall swing for this! He tried to break in. I call you to witness he tried to break in!

Ay, to the Châtelet! To the Châtelet! cried the crowd, siding with the stronger party. He was my lord of Beauvais steward; I was a gutter-snipe and dangerous. A dozen hands held me tightly; yet not so tightly, but that, a coach passing at that moment and driving us all to the wall, I managed by a jerk  I was desperate by this time, and savage as a wild-cat  to snatch myself loose. In a second I was speeding down the Rue Bons Enfants with the hue and cry behind me.

I have said, I was desperate. In an hour the world was changed for me. In an hour I had broken with every tradition of safe and modest and clerkly life; and from a sleek scribe was become a ragged outlaw flying through the streets. I saw the gallows, I felt the lash sink like molten lead into the quivering back, still bleeding from the stirrup-leathers: I forgot all but the danger. I lived only in my feet, and with them made superhuman efforts. Fortunately the light was failing, and in the dusk I distanced the pack by a dozen yards. I passed the corner of the Palais Royal so swiftly that the Queens Guards, though they ran out at the alarm, were too late to intercept me. Thence I turned instinctively to the left, and with the cry of pursuit in my ears strained towards the old bridge, intending to cross to the Cité, where I knew all the lanes and byways. But the bridge was alarmed, the Châtelet seemed to yawn for me  they were just lighting the brazier in front of the gloomy pile  and doubling back, while the air roared with shouts of warning and cries of Stop thief! Stop thief!  I evaded my pursuers, and sped up the narrow Rue Troussevache, with the hue and cry hard on my heels.

I had no plan now, no aim; only terror added wings to my feet. The end of that street gained I darted blindly down another, and yet another; with straining chest, and legs that began to fail, and always in my ears the yells that rose round me as fresh pursuers joined in the chase. Still I kept ahead, I was even gaining; with night thickening, I might hope to escape, if I could baffle those who from time to time  but in a half-hearted way, not knowing if I were armed  made an attempt to stop me or trip me up.

Suddenly turning a corner  I had gained a quiet part where blind walls lined an alley  I discovered a man running before me. At the same instant the posse in pursuit quickened their pace in a last effort; I, in answer, put forth my last strength, and in a dozen paces I came up with the man. He turned to me, our eyes met as we ran abreast; desperate myself, I read equal terror in his look, and before I could think what it might mean, he bent himself sideways as he ran, and with a singular movement flung a parcel he carried into my arms. Then wheeling abruptly he plunged into a side-lane on his left.

It was done in a moment. Instinctively I caught the burden: but the impetus with which he had passed it to me, sent me reeling to the right, and the lane being narrow, I fell against the wall before I could steady myself. As luck would have it, that which should have destroyed me, was my salvation; I struck the wall where a door broke it, the door, lightly latched, flew open under the impact, I fell inwards. I alighted, in darkness, on my hands and knees, heard the stifled yelp of a dog, and in a second, though I could see nothing, I was up and had the door closed behind me.

Then I listened. Panting and breathless, I heard the hunt go raving through the lane, and the noise die in the distance; until only the beating of my heart broke the close silence of the darkness in which I stood. When this had lasted a minute or two, I began to peer and wonder where I was; and remembering the dog I had heard, I moved stealthily to find the latch, and escape. As I did so, the bundle, to which through all I had clung  instinctively, for I had not thought of it  moved in my arms.

I almost dropped it; then I held it from me with a swift movement of repulsion. It stirred again, it was warm. In a moment the truth flashed upon me. It was a child!

Burning hot as I had been before, the sweat rose on me at the thought. For I saw again the mans face of terror, and I guessed that he had stolen the child, and I feared the worst. He had mistaken the rabble hooting at my heels for the avengers of blood, and had been only too thankful to rid himself of the damning fact, and escape.

And now I had it, and had as much, or more, to fear. For an instant the impulse to lay the parcel down, and glide out, and so be clear of it, was strong upon me. And that I think is what the ordinary clerk, being no hero, nor bred like a soldier to risk his life, would have done. But for one thing, I was desperate. I knew not, after this, whither to go or where to save myself. For another thing my clerks wits were already busy, showing me how with luck I might use the occasion and avoid the risk; how with luck I might discover the parents and without suffering for the theft, restore the child. Beyond that I saw an opening vista of pardon, employment and reward.

Suddenly, the dog whined again, close to me; and that decided me. I had found the latch by this time, and warily I drew the door open. In a moment I was in the lane, looking up and down. I saw nothing to alarm me; darkness had completely fallen, no one was moving, the neighbourhood seemed to be of the quietest. I made up my mind to take the bold course: to return at all hazards to the Rue St. Honoré, seek my father-in-law at the gates of the Palais Royal  where he had the night turn  and throw the child and myself on his protection.

Without doubt it was the wisest course I could adopt. In those days the streets of Paris, even in the district of the Louvre and Palais Royal, were ill-lighted; a network of lanes and dark courts encroached on the most fashionable parts, and favoured secret access to them, and I foresaw no great difficulty, short of the moment when I must appear in the lighted lodge and exhibit my rags. But my evil star was still above the horizon. I had scarcely reached the end of the lane; I was still hesitating there, uncertain which way to turn for the shortest course, when a babel of voices broke on my ear, lights swept round a distant corner, and I found myself threatened by a new danger. I did not wait to consider. These people, with their torches and weapons, might have naught to do with me. But my nerves were shaken, the streets of Paris were full of terrors, every corner had a gallows for me  and I turned and, fleeing back the way I had come, I made a hurried effort to find the house which had sheltered me before. Failing, in one or two trials, and seeing that the lights were steadily coming on that way, and that in a moment I must be discovered, I sprang across the way, and dived into the side-lane by which the child-stealer had vanished.

I had not taken ten steps before some object, unseen in the darkness, tripped me up, and I fell headlong on the stones. In the fall my burden rolled from my arms; instantly it was snatched up by a dark figure, which rose as by magic beside me, and was gone into the gloom almost as quickly. I got up gasping and limping, and flung a curse after the man; but the lights already shone on the mouth of the lane in which I stood, and I had no time to lose if I would not be detected. I set off running down the passage, turned to the left at the end, and along a second lane, thence passed into another and a wider road; nor did I stop until I had left all signs and sounds of pursuit far behind me.

The place in which I came to a stand at last  too weak to run any farther  was a piece of waste land, in the northern suburbs of the city. High up on the left I could discern a light or two, piercing the gloom of the sky; and I knew they shone from the wind-mills of Montmartre. In every other direction lay darkness; desolation swept by the night wind; silence broken only by the dismal howling of far-off watch-dogs. I might have been ten miles from Paris: even as I was a thousand miles from the man who had risen so happily that morning.

For very misery I sobbed aloud. I did not know exactly where I was; nor had I known, had I the strength to return. Excitement had carried me far, but suddenly I felt the weakness of exhaustion, and sick and aching I craved only a hole in which to lie down and die. Fortunately at this moment I met the wind, and caught the scent of new-mown hay: stumbling forward a few steps with such strength as remained, I made out a low building looming through the night. I staggered to it; I discovered that it was a shed; and entering with my hands extended, I felt the hay under my feet. With a sob of thankfulness I took two steps forward and sank down; but instead of the soft couch I expected, I fell on the angular body of a man, who with a savage curse rose and flung me off.

This at another time would have scared me to death; but I was so far gone in wretchedness that I felt no fear and little surprise. I rolled away without a word, and curling myself up at a distance of a few feet from my fellow-lodger, fell in a minute fast asleep.

When I awoke, daylight, though the sun was not up, was beginning to creep into the shed. I turned, every bone in my body ached: the weals of the stirrup-leathers smarted and burned. I remembered yesterdays doings, and groaned. Presently the hay beside me rustled, and over the shoulder of the mass against which I lay I made out the face of a man, peering curiously at me. I had not yet broken with every habit of suspicion, nor could in a moment recollect that I had nothing but rags to lose; and I gazed back spellbound. In silence which neither broke by so much as a movement we waited gazing into one anothers eyes; while the light in the low-roofed hovel grew and grew, and minute by minute brought out more clearly the others features.

At length I knew him, and almost at the same moment he recognized me; uttering an oath of rage, he rose up as if to spring at my throat. But either because I did not recoil  being too deep-set in the hay to move  or for some other reason, he only shook his claw-like fingers at me, and held off. Where is it, you dog? he cried, finding his voice with an effort. Speak, or I will have your throat slit. Speak; do you hear? What have you done with it?

He was the man who had passed the child to me! I watched him heedfully, and after a moments hesitation I told him that it had been taken from me, and I told him when and where.

And you dont know the man who took it? he screamed.

Not from Adam, I said. It was dark.

In his disappointment and rage, at receiving the answer, I thought again that he would fall upon me: but he only choked and swore, and then stood scowling, the picture of despair. Until, some new thought pricking him, he threw up his arms and cried out afresh. Oh, mon dieu, what a fool I was! he moaned. What a craven I was! I had a fortune in my hands, and, fool that I was, I threw it away!

I thought bitterly of my own case  I was not much afraid of him now, for I began to think that I understood him. So had I, yesterday morning, I said, a fortune. You are in no worse case than others.

Yesterday morning! he exclaimed. No, last night. Then, if you like, you had. But yesterday morning? Fortune and you, scarecrow? Go hang yourself.

He looked gloomily at me for a moment with his arms crossed on his chest, and his face darkly set. Then Who are you? he asked.

I told him. When he learned that the rabble that had alarmed him, had in fact been pursuing me  so that his fright had been groundless  he broke into fresh execrations: and these so violent that I began to feel a sort of contempt for him, and even plucked up spirit to tell him that look as disdainfully as he might at me, he seemed to be in no better case.

He looked at me askance at that. Ay, as it turns out, he said grimly. In worse case, if you please. But see the difference, idiot. You are a poor fool beaten from pillar to post; at all mens mercy, and naught to get by it; while I played for a great stake. I have lost, it is true! I have lost! he continued, his voice rising almost to a yell, and we are both in the gutter. But if I had won  if I had won, man  

He did not finish the sentence but flung himself down on his face in the hay, and bit and tore it in his passion. A moment I viewed him with contempt, and thought him a poor creature for a villain. Then the skirt of his coat, curling over as he grovelled and writhed, disclosed something that turned my thoughts into another channel. Crushed under his leather girdle was a little cape, or a garment of that kind, of velvet so lustrous that it shone in the dark place where I saw it, as the eyes shine in a toad. Nor it only: before he rolled over and hid it again, I espied embroidered on one corner of the velvet a stiff gold crown!

It was with difficulty that I repressed a cry. Cold, damp, aching, I felt the heat run through me like wine. A crown! A little purple cape! And taken beyond doubt from the infant he had stolen last night! Then last night  last night I had carried the King! I had carried the King of France in my arms.

I no longer found it hard to understand the mans terror of yesterday; or his grief and despair of this morning. He had indeed played for a great stake; he had risked torture and the wheel; death in its most horrible form. And that for which he had risked so much he had lost!  lost!

I looked at him with new eyes, and a sort of wonder: and had scarcely time to compose my face, when, the paroxysm of his fury spent, he rose, and looking at me askance, to see how I took his actions, he asked me sullenly whither I was going.

To Monseigneurs, I said cunningly: had I answered, To the Palais Royal, he would have suspected me.

To the Bishops?

Where else?

To be beaten again? he sneered.

I said nothing to that, but asked him whither he was going.

God knows, he said. God knows!

But when I went out, he accompanied me; and we slunk silently, like the pair of night-birds we were, through lanes and alleys until we were fairly in town again. By that time the sun was up and the market people were beginning to enter the city. Here and there eyes took curious note of my disorder: and thinking of the company I was in, I trembled, and wondered that the alarm was not abroad and the bells proclaiming us from every tower. I was more than content, therefore, when my companion at the back of the Temple halted before a small door in a blind wall. Over against it stood another small door in the opposite wall.

Do you stay here? I said.

He swore churlishly. What is that to you? he said, looking up and down. Go your way, idiot.

I was glad to affect a like ill-humour, shrugged my shoulders, and lounged on without looking back. But my brain was on fire. The King! The four-year-old King! What was I to do? To whom to go with my knowledge? And then  even then, while I paused hesitating, I heard steps running behind me, and I turned to find him at my elbow. His face was pale, but his eyes burned with eagerness, and his whole demeanour was changed.

Stay! he cried panting; and then seizing me peremptorily by the breast of my shirt, the man who tripped you up, fellow  you did not see him?

It was dark, I answered curtly. I told you I did not know him from Adam.

But had he he gasped, you heard him run away  was he lame?

I could not repress an exclamation. Par dieu! I said. Yes, I had forgotten that. I think he was. I remember I heard his foot go cluck  clack, cluck  clack as he ran.

His face became burning red, and he staggered. If ever man was near dying from blood in his head, it was that man at that moment! But after a while he drew a long breath, and got the better of it, nodded to me, and turned away. I marked, however  for I stood a moment, watching  that he did not go back to the door at which I had left him: but after looking round once and espying me standing, he took a lane on the right and disappeared.

But I knew or thought that I knew all now; and the moment he was out of sight, I set off towards the Palais Royal like a hound let loose, heeding neither those against whom I bumped in the straiter ways, nor the danger I ran of recognition, nor the miserable aspect I wore in my rags. I forgot all, save my news, even my own wretchedness; and never halted or stayed to take breath until I crept panting into the doorway of the lodge at the Palais, and met my father-in-laws look of disgust and astonishment.

He was just off the night turn, and met me on the threshold. I saw beyond him the grinning faces of the under-porters. But I had that to tell which still upheld me. I threw up my hands.

I know where they are! I cried breathlessly. I can take you to them!

He gazed at me, dumb for the moment with surprise and rage; and doubtless a less reputable son-in-law than I appeared, it would have been hard to find in all Paris. Then his passion found vent. Pig! he cried. Jackal! Gutter-bird! Begone! I have heard about you! Begone! or I will have you flayed!

But I know where they are! I know where they have him! I protested.

His face underwent a startling change. He stepped forward with a nimbleness wonderful in one of his bulk, and he caught me by the collar. What, he said, have you seen the dog?

The dog? I cried. No, but I have seen the King! I have held him in my arms! I know where he is.

He released me suddenly, and fell back a pace, looking at me so oddly that I paused. Say it again, he said slowly. You have held the  

The King! The King! I cried impatiently. In these arms. Last night! I know where they have him, or at least  where the robbers are.

His double chin fell, and his fat face lost colour. Poor devil! he said, staring at me like one fascinated. They have took his senses from him.

But I cried, advancing, are you not going to do anything?

He waved me off, and retreating a step, crossed himself. Jacques! he said, speaking to one of the porters, but without taking his eyes off me, move him off! Move him off; do you hear, man? He is not safe!

But I tell you, I cried fiercely, they have stolen the King! They have stolen his Majesty, and I  have held him in my arms. And I know  

There, there, be calm, he answered. Be calm, my lad. They have stolen the Queens dog, that is true. But have it your own way if you like, only go. Go from here, and quickly, or it will be the worse for you; for here comes Monseigneur the Bishop to wait on her Majesty, and if he sees you, you will suffer worse things. There, make way, make way! he continued, turning from me to the staring crowd that had assembled. Way, for Monseigneur the Bishop of Beauvais! Make way!

As he spoke, the Bishop in his great coach turned heavily out of the Rue St. Honoré, and the crowd attending him eddied about the Palace entrance. I was hustled and swept out of the way, and fortunately escaping notice, found myself a few minutes later crouching in a lane that runs beside the church of St. Jacques. I was wolfing a crust of bread, which one of the men with whom I had often talked in the lodge had thrust into my hand. I ate it with tears: in all Paris, that day, was no more miserable outcast. What had become of my little wife I knew not; and I dared not show myself at the Bishops to ask. My father-in-law, I feared, was hardened against me, and at the best thought me mad. I had no longer home or friend, and  this at the moment cut most sharply  the gorgeous hopes in which I had indulged a few moments before were as last years snow! The King was not lost!

I crouched and shivered. In St. Antoines, at the mouth of the lane, a man was beating a drum preparatory to publishing a notice; and presently his voice caught my attention in the middle of my lamentations. I listened, at first idly, then with my mind. Oyez! Oyez! he cried. Whereas some evil person, having no fear of God or of the law before his eyes, has impudently, feloniously, and treasonably stolen from the Palais Royal, a spaniel, the property of the Queen-Regents most excellent Majesty, this is to say, that any one  rumble  rumble  rumble  here a passing coach drowned some sentences  after which I caught five hundred crowns, the same to be paid by Monseigneur the Bishop of Beauvais, President of the Council!

And glad to pay it, snarled a voice, quite close to me. I started and looked up. Two men were talking at a grated window above my head. I could not see their faces.

Yet it is a high price for a dog, the other sneered.

But low for a queen. Yet it will buy her. And this is Richelieus France!

Was! the other said pithily. Well, you know the proverb, my friend. A living dog is better than a dead lion.

Ay, his companion rejoined, but I have a fancy that that dogs name is spelt neither with an F for Flore  which was the whelps name, was it not?  nor a B for Beauvais; nor a C for Condé; but with an M  

For Mazarin! the other answered sharply. Yes, if he find the dog. But Beauvais is in possession.

Rocroy, a hit that counted for Condé shook him; you may be sure of that.

Still he is in possession.

So is my shoe in possession of my foot, was the keen reply. And see  I take it off. Beauvais is tottering, I tell you; tottering. It wants but a shove, and he falls.

I heard no more, for they moved from the window into the room; but they left me a different man. It was not so much the hope of reward as the desire for vengeance that urged me; my clerks wits returned once more, and in the very desperation of my affairs gave me the courage I sometimes lacked. I recognized that I had not to do with a King, but a dog; but that none the less that way lay revenge. And I rose up and slunk again into the main street and passed through the crowd and up the Rue St. Martin and by St. Merri, a dirty, ragged, barefoot rascal from whom people drew their skirts; yes, all that, and the light of the sun on it  all that, and yet vengeance itself in the body  the hand that should yet drag my cruel masters fauteuil from under him.

Once I halted, weighing the risks and whether I should take my knowledge direct to the Cardinal and let him make what use he pleased of it. But I knew nothing definite, and hardening my heart to do the work myself, I went on, until I found again the alley between the blind walls where I had left the dog-stealer. It was noon. The alley was empty, the neighbouring lane at the back of the Filles Dieu towards St. Martins was empty. I looked this way and that and slowly went down to the door at which the man had halted in his despair; but to which, as soon as he knew that the game was not lost, he had been heedful not to return while I watched him.

There, seeing all so quiet, with the green of a tree showing here and there above the dead wall, I began to blench and wonder how I was to take the next step. And for half an hour, I dare say, I sneaked to and fro, now in sight of the door and now with my back to it; afraid to advance, and ashamed to retreat. At length I came once more through the alley, and, seeing how quiet and respectable it lay, with the upper part of a house visible at intervals above the wall, I took heart of grace and tried the door.

It was so firmly closed, that I despaired; and after looking to assure myself that the attempt had not been observed, I was going to move away, when I espied the edge of a key projecting from under the door. Still all was quiet. A stealthy glance round, and I had out the key. To draw back now was to write myself craven all my life; and with a shaking hand I thrust the wards into the lock, turned them, and in another moment stood on the other side of the door in a neat garden, speckled with sunshine and shade, and where all lay silent.

I remained a full minute, flattened against the door, staring fearfully at the high-fronted mansion that beyond the garden looked down on me with twelve great eyes. But all remained quiet, and observing that the windows were shuttered, I took courage to move, and slid under a tree and breathed again.

Still I looked and listened, fearfully, for the silence seemed to watch me; and the greenness and orderliness of the place frightened me. But nothing happened, and everything I saw went to prove that the house was empty. I grew bolder then, and sneaking from bush to bush, reached the door and with a backward glance between courage and desperation tried it.

It was locked, but I hardly noticed that; for, as my hand left the latch, from some remote part of the house came the long-drawn whine of a dog!

I stood, listening and turning hot and cold in the sunshine; and dared not touch the latch again lest others should hear the noise. Instead, I stole out of the doorway, and crept round the house and round the house again, hunting for a back entrance. I found none; but at last, goaded by the reflection that fortune would never again be so nearly within my grasp, I marked a window on the first floor, and at the side of the house; by which it seemed to me that I might enter. A mulberry-tree stood by it, and it lacked bars; and other trees veiled the spot. To be brief, in two minutes I had my knee on the sill, and, sweating with terror  for I knew that if I were taken I should hang for a thief  I forced in the casement, and dropped on the floor.

There I waited a while, listening. I was in a bare room, the door of which stood ajar. Somewhere in the bowels of the house the dog whined again  and again; otherwise all was still  deadly still. But I had risked too much to stand now; and in the end, emboldened by the silence, I crept out and stole along a passage, seeking the way to the lower floor.

The passage was dark, and every board on which I stepped shrieked the alarm. But I felt my way to the landing at the head of the stairs, and I was about to descend, when some impulse, I know not what  perhaps a shrinking from the dark parts below, to which I was about to trust myself  moved me to open one of the shutters and peer out.

I did so, cautiously, and but a little  a few inches. I found myself looking, not into the garden through which I had passed, but into the one over the way, beyond the alley, and there on a scene so strange and yet so apropos to my thoughts, that I paused, gaping.

On a plat of grass four men were standing, two and two; between them, with nose upraised and scenting this way and that, moved a beautiful curly-haired spaniel, in colour black and tan. The eyes of all four men were riveted to the dog; which, as I looked, walked sedately first to the one pair, and then, as if dissatisfied, to the other pair; and then again stood midway and sniffed the air. The men were speaking, but I could not catch even their voices, and I was reduced to drawing what inferences I could from their appearance.

Of the two further from me, one was my rascally bed-fellow; the other was a crooked villain, almost in rags, with a leg shorter than its comrade, yet a face bold and even handsome. Of the nearer pair, who had their backs to me, the shorter, dressed in black, wore the ordinary aspect of a clerk, or confidential attendant; but when my eyes travelled to his companion, they paused. He, it was plain to me, was the chief of the party, for he alone stood covered; and though I could not see his face nor more of his figure than that he was tall, portly, and of very handsome presence, it chanced that as I looked he raised his hand to his chin, and I caught on his thumb, which was white as a womans, the sparkle of a superb jewel.

That dazzled me, and the presence of the dog puzzled me; and I continued to watch, forgetting myself. Presently the man again raised his hand, and this time it seemed to me that an order was given, for the lame man started into action, and moved briskly across the sward towards the wall which bordered the garden on my side  and consequently towards the house in which I stood. Before he had moved far my companion of the night interposed; apparently he would have done the errand himself. But at a word he stood sulkily and let the other proceed; who when he had all but disappeared  on so little a thing my fortunes turned  below the level of the intervening walls, looked up and caught sight of me at the window.

Apparently he gave the alarm; for in an instant the eyes of all four were on me. I hung a moment in sheer surprise, too much taken aback to retreat; then, as the lame man and his comrade sprang to the door in the wall  with the evident intention of seizing me  I flung the shutter close, and, cursing my curiosity, I fled down the stairs.

I had done better had I gone to the window by which I had entered, for all below was dark; and at the foot of the staircase, I stood, unable, in my panic, to remember the position of the door. A key grating in the lock informed me of this, but too late. On the instant the door opened, a flood of light entered, a cry warned me that I was detected. I turned to reascend, but stumbled before I had mounted six steps, and as I tried to rise, felt a weight fall on my back, and the clutch of long fingers close about my throat. I screamed, as I felt the fingers close in a grip, deadly, cold, and merciless  then in sheer terror I swooned.

When I recovered my senses, I found myself propped in a chair, and for a time sat wondering, with an aching head, where I was. In front of me a great door stood open, admitting a draught of summer air, and a flood of sunshine that fell even to my feet. Through the doorway I looked on grass and trees, and heard sparrows twitter, and the chirp of crickets; and I found all so peaceful that my mind went no further, and it was only after some minutes that I recognized with a sharp return of terror, that turned me sick, that I was still in the hall of the empty house. That brought back other things, and with a shudder I carried my hand to my throat and tried to rise. A hand put me back, and a dry voice said in my ear, Be easy, Monsieur Prosper, be easy. You are quite safe. But I am afraid that in our haste we have put you to some inconvenience.

I looked with a wry face at the speaker, and recognized him for one of those I had seen in the garden. He had the air of a secretary or  as he stood rubbing his smooth chin and looking down at me with a saturnine smile  of a physician. I read in his eyes something cold and not too human, yet it went no further. His manner was suave, and his voice, when he spoke again, as well calculated to reassure as his words were to surprise me.

You are better now? he said. Yes, then I have to congratulate you on a strange chance. Few men, Monsieur Prosper, few men, believe me, were ever so lucky. You were lately I think in the service of Monseigneur the Bishop of Beauvais, President of her Majestys Council?

I fancied that a faint note of irony lurked in his words  particularly as he recited my late masters titles. I kept silence.

And yesterday were dismissed, he continued easily, disregarding my astonishment. Well, to-day you shall be reinstated  and rewarded. Your business here, I believe, was to recover her Majestys dog, and earn the reward?

I remembered that the wretch whose fingermarks were still on my throat might be within hearing, and I tried to utter a denial.

He waved it aside politely. Just so, he said. But I know your mind, better than you do yourself. Well, the dog is in that closet; and on two conditions it is at your service.

Amazed before, I stared at him now, in a stupor of astonishment.

You are surprised? he said. Yet the case is of the simplest. We stole the dog, and now have our reasons for restoring it; but we cannot do so without incurring suspicion. You, on the other hand, who are known to the Bishop, and did not steal it, may safely restore it. I need not say that we divide the reward; that is one of the two conditions.

And the other? I stammered.

That you refresh your memory as to the past, he answered lightly. If I have the tale rightly, you saw a man convey a dog to this house, an empty house in the Montmartre Faubourg. You watched, and saw the man leave, and followed him; he took the alarm, fled, and dropped in his flight the dogs coat. I think I see it there. On that you hurried with the coat to Monseigneur, and gave him the address of the house, and  

And the dog! I exclaimed.

No. Let Monseigneur come and find the dog for himself, he answered, smiling. In the closet.

I felt the blood tingle through all my limbs. But if he comes, and does not find it? I cried.

The stranger shrugged his shoulders. He will find it, he said coolly. And slightly raising his voice, he called Flore! Flore! For answer a dog whined behind a door, and scratched the panels, and whined again.

The stranger nodded, and his eyes sparkled as if he were pleased. There, he said, you have it. It is there and will be there. And I think that is all. Only keep two things in mind, my friend. For the first, a person will claim our share of the reward at the proper time: for the second, I would be careful not to tell Monseigneur the President of the Council  again that faint note of irony the true story, lest a worse thing happen! And the stranger, with a very ugly smile, touched his throat.

I will not! I said, shuddering. But  ?

But what?

But I may not, I said faintly  I hated the Bishop I may not get speech of Monseigneur. May I not then take the news to the Palais Royal and  and let the Queen know directly? Or go with it to the Cardinal?

No, you may not! he said, with a look and in a tone that sent a shiver down my back. The Cardinal? What has the Cardinal to do with it? Understand! You must do precisely that and that only which I have told you, and add not a jot nor a tittle to it!

I will do it, I muttered in haste. My spite against the Bishop was a small thing beside my neck. And there was the reward!

Good! Then  then, I think that is all, he answered, seeing in my face, I think, that I was minded to be obedient. And I may say farewell. Until we meet again, adieu, Monsieur Prosper! Adieu, and remember! And setting on his hat with a polite gesture, he turned his back to me, went out into the sunlight, passed to the left, and vanished. I heard the garden door close with a crash, and then, silence  silence, broken only by the faint whine of the dog, as it moved in its prison.

Was I alone? I waited awhile before I dared to move; and even when I found courage to rise, I stood listening with a beating heart, expecting a footfall on the stairs or that something  I knew not what  would rush on me from the closed doors of this mysterious house. But the silence endured. The sparrows outside twittered, the cricket renewed its chirp, and at length, drawing courage from the sunlight, I moved forward and lifted the dogs coat from the floor. I examined it: it was the one I had seen in the possession of the man in the shed. Five minutes later I was in the streets on my way to the Bishops hotel, the parcel of velvet tucked under my girdle.

I have since thought that I did not fully appreciate at the moment the marvel that had happened to me. But by this time in truth I was nearly light-headed. I went my way as a man moves in a dream, and even when I found myself at the door of the hotel, whence I had been so cruelly ejected, I felt none of those qualms which must have shaken me had I been sensible. I did not even question how I should reach Monseigneur, or get the news to him: which proves that we often delude ourselves with vain fears, and climb obstacles where none exist. For, as it happened, he was descending from his coach when I entered the yard, and though he raised his gold-headed staff at sight of me, and in a fury bade the servants put me out, I had the passion if not the wit to wave the velvet coat in his face, and cry my errand before them all.

Heaven knows at that there was such a sudden pause and about-face as must have made even the stolen dog laugh had it been there. Monseigneur in high excitement bade them bring me in to him as soon as he was shifted, the secretary whispered in my ear that he had a cloak that would replace the one I had lost, a valet told me that my wife was gone to her fathers, a serving-man brought me food, and nudged me to remember him, while others ran and fetched me shoes and a cap; and all  all from the head-clerk, who was most insistent, downwards, would know where the dog was, and how I came to know what I did.

But I had even then the sense to keep my secret, and would tell my story only to the Bishop. He had me in, and heard it. In ten minutes he was in his coach on his way to the Montmartre Faubourg, taking me with him.

His presence and the food they had given me while I waited had sobered me somewhat; and I trembled as we went lest the man who had spared me on terms so strange had some disappointment yet in store for me, lest the closet be found empty. But a whine, that grew into a long and melancholy howl, greeted us on the threshold of the room whither I led them; and the closet door being forced, in a trice the dog was out and amongst us.

Monseigneur clapped his hands and swore freely. Dieu benisse! he cried. It is the dog, sure enough! Here, Flore! Flore! And as the dog jumped on us and licked his hand, he turned to me. Lucky for you, rascal! he cried, in great good humour. There shall be fifty crowns in your pocket, and your desk again!

I gasped. But the reward, Monseigneur? I stammered. The five hundred crowns?

He bent his black eyebrows. Reward? Reward, villain? he thundered. Do I hear aright? Is it not enough that I spare you the gallows you richly earned but yesterday by assaulting my servant? Reward? For what do I pay you wages, do you think, except to do my work? Are you not my servant? Go and hang yourself! Or rather, he continued grimly, stir at your peril. Look to him, Bonnivet, he is a rogue in grain; and bring him with me to the Queens ante-chamber, Her Majesty may desire to ask him questions, and if he answer them well and handsomely, good! He shall have the fifty crowns I promised him. If not  I shall know how to deal with him.

At that, and the mean treachery of his conduct, I fell into my old rage again, and even his servants looked oddly at him, until a sharp word recalled them to their duty; on which they hustled me off with little ceremony, and the less for that which they had before showed me. While the Bishop, carrying the dog in his arms, mounted his coach and went by the Rue St. Martin and the Lombards, they hurried me by short cuts and byways to the Palais Royal, which we reached as his running footman came in sight. The approach to the gate was blocked by a great crowd of people, and for a moment I was fond enough to imagine that they had to do with our affair  and I shrank back. But the steward, with a thrust of his knee against my hip, which showed me that he had not forgotten my assault upon him, urged me forward, and from what passed round me as we pushed through the press, I gathered that a score of captured colours had arrived from Flanders within the hour, and were about to be presented to the Queen.

The courtyard confirmed this, for in the open part of it, and much pressed upon by the curious who thronged the arcades, we found a troop of horse, plumed and dusty and travel-stained, fresh from the Flanders road. The officers who bore the trophies we overtook on the stairs near the door of the ante-chamber. Burning with resentment as I was, and strung to the last pitch of excitement, I none the less remember that I thought it an odd time to push in with a dog; but Monseigneur the Bishop did not seem to see this. Whether he took a certain pleasure in belittling the war-party, to whom he was opposed in his politics, or merely knew his ground well, he went on, thrusting the militaires aside with little ceremony; and as every one was as quick to give place to him, as he was to advance, in a moment we were in the ante-chamber.

I had never been admitted before, and from the doorway, where I paused in Bonnivets keeping, I viewed the scene with an interest that for the first time overcame my sense of injustice. The long room hummed with talk; a crowd of churchmen and pages, with a sprinkling of the lesser nobility, many lawyers and some soldiers, filled it from end to end. In one corner were a group of tradesmen bearing plate for the Queens inspection: in another stood a knot of suitors with petitions; while everywhere men, whose eager faces and expectant eyes were their best petitions, watched the farther door with quivering lips, or sighed when it opened, and emitted merely a councillor or a marquis. Several times a masked lady flitted through the crowd, with a bow here and the honour of her taper fingers there. The windows were open, the summer air entered; and the murmur of the throng without, mingling with the stir of talk within, seemed to add to the light and colour of the room.

My lord of Beauvais, with his chaplain and his pages at his shoulder, was making in his stately way towards the farther door, when he met M. de Chateauneuf, and paused to speak. When he escaped from him a dozen clients, whose obsequious bows rendered evasion impossible, still delayed him. And I had grown cold, and hot again, and he was but halfway on his progress up the crowded room, when the inner door opened, half a dozen voices cried The Queen! The Queen! and an usher with a silver wand passed down the room and ranked the company on either side  not without some struggling, and once a fierce oath, and twice a smothered outcry.

Of the bevy of ladies in attendance, only half a dozen entered; for a few paces within the doorway the Queen-Mother stood still to receive my patron, who had advanced to meet her. It seemed to me that she was not best pleased to see him at that moment; her voice rang somewhat loud and peevish as she said, What, my lord! Is it you? I came to receive the trophies from Rocroy, and did not expect to see you at this hour.

I bring my own excuse, Madam, he answered, smiling and unabashed. Have I your Majestys leave to present it? he continued, with a smirk and a low bow.

I came to receive the colours, she retorted, still frowning. It seemed to me that he presumed a trifle on his favour; and either knew his ground particularly well, or was more obtuse than a clever man should have been.

For he did not blench. I bring your Majesty something as much to your liking as the colours! he replied.

Then I think she caught his meaning, for her proud Hapsburg face cleared wonderfully, and she clapped her hands together with a gesture of pleasure almost childish. What! she exclaimed. Have you found  Flore?

Yes, Madam, he said, smiling gallantly. He turned. Bonnivet! he said.

But Bonnivet had watched his moment. Before the name fell clear of his masters lips, he was beside him, and with bent knee laid the dog tenderly at her Majestys feet. She uttered a cry of joy and stooped to caress it, her fair ringlets falling and hiding her face and her plump white shoulders. On that I did not see exactly what happened; for her ladies flocked round her, and all that reached me, where I stood by the door, took the form of excited cries of Flore! Flore! Oh, the darling! and the like. A few old men who stood nearest the wall and farthest from the Queen raised their eyebrows, and the officers standing with the colours by the door, wore fallen faces and glum looks; but nine-tenths of the crowd seemed to be carried away by the Queens delight, and congratulated one another as warmly as if ten Rocroys had been won.

At that moment, while I hung in suspense, expecting each moment to be called forward, I heard a little stir at my elbow. Turning  I had advanced some way into the room  I found myself with others pushed aside to give place to a person of consequence who was entering; and I heard several voices whisper, Mazarin! As I looked, he came in, and pausing to speak to the foremost of the officers, gave me the opportunity  which I had never enjoyed before  of viewing him near at hand. He bore a certain likeness, to my lord of Beauvais, being tall and of a handsome and portly figure. But it was such a likeness when I looked a second time, as a jewelled lanthorn, lit within, bears to its vacant fellow. And then in a moment it flashed upon me  though now he wore his Cardinals robes and then had been very simply dressed  that it was he whose back I had seen, and whose dazzling thumb-ring had blinded me in the garden near the Filles Dieu.

The thought had scarcely grown to a conviction before he passed by me, apologizing almost humbly to those whom he displaced, and courteously to all; and this, and perhaps also the fact that the mass of those present belonged to my patrons party  who in the streets had the nick-name of The Importants  so that they were not quick to make room for him, rendered his progress so slow that, my name being called and everybody hustling me forward, I came face to face with the Queen almost at the moment that he did. And so I saw  though for a while I was too much excited to understand  what passed.

Her Majesty, it seemed to me, did not look unkindly upon him. On the contrary. But my lord of Beauvais was so full of his success, and so uplifted by the presence of his many friends, that he had a mind to make the most of his triumph and even to flaunt it in his rivals face. Ha, the Cardinal! he cried; and before the Queen could speak, I hope, with a bow and a simper, that your Eminence has been as zealous in her Majestys service as I have been.

As zealous, assuredly, the Cardinal replied meekly. For my zeal I can answer. But as effective? Alas, it is not given to all to vie with your Lordship in affairs.

This answer  though I detected no smack of irony in the tone  did not seem to please the Queen. The Bishop has done me a great service. He has recovered my dog, she said tartly.

He is a happy man, and the happy must look to be envied, the Cardinal answered glibly. Your Majestys dog  

Your Eminence never liked Flore! the Queen exclaimed with feeling. And she tossed her head, as I have seen quite common women do it in the street.

You do me a very great wrong, Madam! the Cardinal answered, with the look of a man much hurt. If the dog were here  but it is not, I think.

Your Eminence is for once at a loss! the Bishop said, with a sneer; and at a word from him one of the ladies came forward, nursing the dog in her arms.

The Cardinal looked. Umph, he said. He looked again, frowning.

I did not know then that, whether the Queen liked him or disliked him, she ever took heed of his looks; and I started when she cried pettishly  

Well, sir, what now? What is it?

The Cardinal pursed up his lips.

My lord the Bishop could bear it no longer.

He will say presently, he cried, snorting with indignation, that it is not the dog! It is that his Eminence would say, with a sneer, if he dared!

His Eminence shrugged his shoulders very slightly, and turned the palms of his hands outwards. Oh, he said, if her Majesty is satisfied I am.

Mdieu! the Queen cried, with a spirt of anger what do you mean? But she turned to the lady who held the dog, and took it from her. It is the dog! she said, her colour high. Do you think that I do not know my own dog? she continued. And she set the dog on its feet. She called it Flore! Flore! It turned to her and wagged its tail eagerly, and jumped upon her skirts, and licked her hand.

Poor Flore! said the Cardinal. Flore! It went to him.

Certainly its name is Flore, he said: yet he continued to scan it with a puzzled eye. It is the dog, I suppose. But it used to die at the word of command, I think?

What it did, it will do! Monseigneur de Beauvais cried scornfully. But I see that your Eminence was right in one thing you said.

The Cardinal bowed.

That I should be envied! the Bishop retorted, with a sneer. And he glanced round the circle. There was a slight though general titter; a great lady at the Queens elbow laughed out.

Flore, said the Queen, die! Die, good dog. Do you hear, mdieu! die!

But the dog only gazed into her Majestys face with a spaniels soft affectionate eyes, and wagged its tail; and though she cried to it again and again, and angrily, it made no attempt to obey. On that a deep-drawn breath ran round the circle; one looked at another; and there were raised eyebrows. A score of heads were thrust forward, and some who had seemed merry enough the moment before looked grave as mutes now.

It used to bark for France and growl for Spain, the Cardinal continued in his softest voice. One of the charmingest things, madam, I ever saw. Perhaps if your Majesty would try  

France! the Queen cried imperiously; and she stamped on the floor. France! France!

But the dog only retreated, cowering and dismayed. From a distance it wagged its tail pitifully.

France! cried the Queen, almost with passion. The dog cowered.

I am afraid, my Lord, that it has lost its accomplishments  in your company! the Cardinal said, a faint smile curling his lips.

The Bishop dropped a smothered oath. It is the dog! he cried vehemently.

But the Queen turned to him sharply, her face crimson.

I do not agree with you! she replied. It is like the dog, but it is not the dog. And more, my Lord, she continued, with vehemence equal to his own, I should be glad if you would explain how you came into possession of this dog. A dog so nearly resembling my dog  and yet not my dog  could not be found in a moment nor without some foul contrivance.

It has forgotten its tricks, the Bishop said.

Nonsense! the Queen retorted.

A great many faces had grown grave by this time; I have said that the room was filled for the most part with the Bishops supporters. At any rate I know nothing about it! he exclaimed, wiping his brow and pointing to me. I offered a reward, and that knave there found the dog. Between anger and discomfiture he stammered.

One of my Lords servants, I think, the Cardinal said easily.

Oh! the Queen answered, with a world of meaning; and she looked at me with eyes before which I quailed. Is that true, fellow! she said. Are you in my Lords service?

I stammered an affirmative.

Then I wish to hear no more, she replied haughtily. No, my Lord. Enough! she continued, raising her voice to drown his protestations. I do not care to know whether you were more sinned against than sinning; or a greater fool than your creature is a knave. Pray take your animal away. Doubtless in a very short time I should have discovered the cheat for myself. I think I see a difference now. I am sure I do. But, as it is, I am greatly indebted to his Eminence for his aid  and his sagacity.

She brought out the last word with withering emphasis, and amid profound silence. The Bishop, staggered and puzzled, but too wise to persist longer in the dogs identity, still tried desperately to utter some word of excuse; but the Queen, whose vanity had received a serious wound  since she had not at once known her own pet  cut him short with a curt and freezing dismissal, and immediately turning to the Cardinal, she requested him to introduce to her the officers who had the colours in charge.

It may be imagined how I felt, and what terrors I experienced during this struggle; since it required no great wit to infer that the Bishop, if defeated, would wreak his vengeance on me. Already a dozen who had attended my Lord of Beauvais levée that morning were fawning on the Cardinal; the Queen had turned her shoulder to him; a great lady over whom he bent to hide his chagrin, talked to him indeed, but flippantly, and with eyes half closed and but part of her attention. For all these slights, and the defeat which they indicated, I foresaw that I should pay with my life: and in a panic, seeing no hope but in escaping on the instant before he took his measures, I slid back and strove to steal away through the crowd.

I reached the door in safety, and even the head of the stairs. But there a hand gripped my shoulder, and the steward thrust a face, white with rage and dismay, into mine. Not so fast, Master Plotter! he hissed in my ear. You have ruined us, but if your neck does not pay for this  if you are not lashed like a dog first and hung afterwards  I am a Spaniard! If for this I do not  

By the Queens command, said a quiet voice in my other ear; and a hand fell on that shoulder also.

The steward glanced at his rival. He is the Bishops man! he cried, throwing out his chest; and he gripped me again.

And the Bishop is the Queens! was the curt and pithy reply; and the stranger, in whom I recognized the man who had delivered the dogs cape to me, quietly put him by. Her Majesty has committed this person to the Cardinals custody until inquiry be made into the truth of his story, and the persons who are guilty be ascertained. In the mean time, if you have any complaint to make you can make it to his Eminence.

After that there was no more to be said or done. The steward, baffled and bursting with rage, fell back; and the stranger, directing me by a gesture to attend him close, descended the stairs and crossing the courtyard, entered St. Honoré. I was in a maze what I was to expect from him; and overjoyed as I was at my present deliverance, had a sneaking fear that I might be courting a worse fate in this inquiry; so grim and secretive was my guides face, and so much did that sombre dress  which gave him somewhat of the character of an inquisitor  add to the weight of his silence. However, when he had crossed St. Honoré and entered a lane leading to the river, he halted and turned to me.

There are twenty crowns, he said abruptly; and he placed a purse in my hand. Take them, and do exactly as I bid you, and all will be well. At the Quai de Notre Dame you will find a market-boat starting for Rouen. Go by it, and at the Ecce Homo in the Rue St. Eloi in that city you will find your wife and a hundred crowns. Live there quietly, and in a month apply for work at the Chancery; it will be given you. The rest lies with you. I have known men, he continued, with a puzzling smile, who started at a desk in that Chancery and, being very silent men, able to keep a secret  able to keep a secret, mark you  lived to rent one of the great farms.

I tried to find words to thank him.

There is no need, he said. For what you have done, it is too much. For what you have to do  rule the unruly member  it is no more than is right.

And now I agree with him. Now  though his words came true to the letter, and to-day I hold one of the great farms on a second term  I too think that it was no more than was right. For if M. de Condé won Rocroy for his side in the field, the Cardinal on that day won a victory no less eminent at court; of which victory the check administered to M. de Beauvais  who had nothing but a good presence, and collapsing like a pricked bladder, became within a month the most discredited of men  was the first movement. Within a month the heads of the Importants  so, I have said, the Bishops party were christened  were in prison or exiled or purchased; and all France knew that it lay in a masters hand  knew that the mantle of Richelieu, with a double portion of the royal favour, had fallen on Mazarins shoulders. I need scarcely add that, before that fact became known to all  for such things do not become certainties in a minute  his Eminence had been happy enough to find the true Flore and restore it to her Majestys arms.


CRILLONS STAKE.

On a certain wet night, in the spring of the year 1587, the rain was doing its utmost to sweeten the streets of old Paris: the kennels were aflood with it, and the March wind, which caused the crowded sign-boards to creak and groan on their bearings, and ever and anon closed a shutter with the sound of a pistol-shot, blew the downpour in sheets into exposed doorways, and drenched to the skin the few wayfarers who were abroad. Here and there a stray dog, bent over a bone, slunk away at the approach of a roisterers footstep; more rarely a passenger, whose sober or stealthy gait whispered of business rather than pleasure, moved cowering from street to street, under such shelter as came in his way.

About two hours before midnight, a man issued somewhat suddenly from the darkness about the head of the Pont du Change and turned the corner into the Rue de St. Jacques la Boucherie, a street which ran parallel with the Quays, about half a mile east of the Louvre. His heavy cloak concealed his figure, but he made his way in the teeth of the wind with the spring and vigour of youth; and arriving presently at a doorway, which had the air of retiring modestly under a couple of steep dark gables, and yet was rendered conspicuous by the light which shone through the unglazed grating above it, he knocked sharply on the oak. After a short delay the door slid open of itself and the man entered. He showed none of a strangers surprise at the invisibility of the porter, but after staying to shut the door, he advanced along a short passage, which was only partially closed at the further end by a high wooden screen. Coasting round this he entered a large low-roofed room, lighted in part by a dozen candles, in part by a fire which burned on a raised iron plate in the corner.

The air was thick with wood smoke, but the occupants of the room, a dozen men, seated, some at a long table, and some here and there in pairs, seemed able to recognize the new-comer through it, and hailed his appearance with a cry of welcome  a cry that had in it a ring of derision. One man who stood near the fire, impatiently kicking the logs with his spurred boots, turned, and seeing who it was moved towards him. Welcome, M. de Bazan, he said briskly; so you have come to resume our duel! I had given up hope of you.

I am here, the new-comer answered. He spoke curtly, and as he did so he took off his horsemans cloak and laid it aside. The action disclosed a man scarcely twenty, moderately well dressed, and of slight though supple figure. His face wore an air of determination singular in one so young, and at variance with the quick suspicious glances with which he took in the scene. He did not waste time in staring, however, but quickly and with a business-like air he seated himself at a small wooden table which stood in a warm corner of the hearth, and directly under a brace of candles. Calling for a bottle of wine, he threw a bag of coin on the table; at the same time he hitched forward his sword until the pommel of the weapon lay across his left thigh; a sinister movement which the debauched and reckless looks of some of his companions seemed to justify. The man who had addressed him took his seat opposite, and the two, making choice of a pair of dice-boxes, began to play.

They did not use the modern game of hazard, but simply cast the dice, each taking it in turn to throw, and a nick counting as a drawn battle. The two staked sums higher than were usual in the company about them, and one by one, the other gamblers forsook their tables, and came and stood round. As the game proceeded, the young strangers face grew more and more pale, his eyes more feverish. But he played in silence. Not so his backers. A volley of oaths and exclamations almost as thick as the wood smoke that in part shrouded the game, began to follow each cast of the dice. The air, one moment still and broken only by the hollow rattle of the dice in the box, rang the next instant with the fierce outburst of a score of voices.

The place, known as Simons, was a gaming-house of the second class: frequented, as the shabby finery of some and the tarnished arms of others seemed to prove, by the poorer courtiers and the dubious adventurers who live upon the great. It was used in particular by the Guise faction, at this time in power; for though Henry of Valois was legal and nominal King of France, Henry of Guise, the head of the League, and the darling of Paris, imposed his will alike upon the King and the favourites. He enjoyed the substance of power; the King had no choice but to submit to his policy. In secret Henry the Third resented the position, and between his immediate servants and the arrogant followers of the Guises there was bitter enmity.

As the game proceeded, a trifle showed that the young player was either ignorant of politics, or belonged to a party rarely represented at Simons. For some time he and his opponent had enjoyed equal luck. Then they doubled the stakes, and fortune immediately declared herself against him; with wondrous quickness his bag grew lank and thin, the pile at the others elbow a swollen sliding heap. The perspiration began to stand on the young mans face. His hand trembled as he shook out the last coins left in the bag and shoved them forward amid a murmur half of derision half of sympathy; for if he was a stranger from the country  that was plain, and they had recognized it at his first appearance among them three days before  at least he played bravely. His opponent, whose sallow face betrayed neither joy nor triumph, counted out an equal sum, and pushed it forward without a word. The young man took up the box, and for the first time seemed to hesitate; it could be seen that he had bitten his lip until it bled. After you, he muttered at last, withdrawing his hand. He shrank from throwing his last throw.

It is your turn, the other replied impassively, but as you will. He shook the box, brought it down sharply on the table and raised it. The Duke! he said with an oath  he had thrown the highest possible. Twelve is the game.

With a shiver the lad  he was little more than a lad, though in his heart, perhaps, the greatest gambler present  dashed down his box. He raised it. The King! he cried; long life to him! He had also thrown twelve. His cheek flushed a rosy red, and with a players superstitious belief in his luck he regarded the check given to his opponent in the light of a presage of victory. They threw again, and he won by two points  nine to seven. Hurrah!

King or Duke, the tall man answered, restraining by a look the interruption which more than one of the bystanders seemed about to offer, the money is yours; take it.

Let it lie, the young man answered joyously. His eyes sparkled. When the other had pushed an equal amount into the middle of the table, he threw again, and with confidence.

Alas! his throw was a deuce and an ace. The elder player threw four and two. He swept up the pile. Better late than never, he said. And leaning back he looked about him with a grin of satisfaction.

The young man rose. The words which had betrayed that he was not of the Dukes faction, had cost him the sympathy the spectators had before felt for him; and no one spoke. It was something that they kept silence, that they did not interfere with him. His face, pale in the light of the candles which burned beside him, was a picture of despair. Suddenly, as if he bethought him of something, he sat down again, and with a shaking hand took from his neck a slender gold chain with a pendant ornament. Will you stake against this? he murmured with dry lips.

Against that, or your sword, or your body, or anything but your soul! the other answered with a reckless laugh. He took up the chain and examined it. I will set you thirty crowns against it! he said.

They threw and the young man lost.

I will stake ten crowns against your sword if you like, the victor continued, eyeing the curiously chased pommel.

No, the young man replied, stung by something in the elders tone. That I may want. But I will set my life against yours!

A chuckle went round. Bravo! cried half a dozen voices. One man in the rear, whose business it was to enlist men in the Dukes guard, pressed forward, scenting a recruit.

Your life against mine! With these? the winner answered, holding up the dice.

Yes, or as you please. He had not indeed meant with those: he had spoken in the soreness of defeat, intending a challenge.

The other shook his head. No, he said, no. No man can say that Michel Berthaud ever balked his player, but it is not a fair offer. You have lost all, my friend, and I have won all. I am rich, you are poor. Tis no fair stake. But I will tell you what I will do. I will set you your gold chain and seventy crowns  against your life if you like.

A roar of laughter hailed the proposal. A hundred! cried several, a hundred!

Very well. The gold chain and a hundred. Be it so!

But my life? the young man muttered, gazing at him in bewilderment. Of what use will it be to you, M. Berthaud?

That is my business, was the dry answer. If you lose, it is forfeit to me. That is all, and the long and the short of it. To be frank, I have a service which I wish you to perform for me.

And if I will not perform it?

Then I will take your word as a gentleman that you will kill yourself. Observe, however, that if I win I shall allow you a choice, my friend.

He leaned back with that, meeting with a faint smile and half-lowered eye-lids, the various looks bent on him. Some stared, some nodded secret comprehension, some laughed outright, or nudged one another and whispered. For four evenings they, the habitués of the place, had watched this play duel go on, but they had not looked for an end so abnormal as this. They had known men stake wives and mistresses, love and honour, ay, their very clothes, and go home naked through the streets; for the streets of Paris saw strange things in those days. But life? Well, even that they had seen men stake in effect, once, twice, a hundred times; but never in so many words, never on a wager as novel as this. So with an amazement which no duel, fought as was the custom in that day, three to three, or six to six, would have evoked, they gathered round the little table under the candles and waited for the issue.

The young man shivered. Then, I accept, he said slowly. In effect he was desperate, driven to his last straits. He had lost his all, the all of a young man sent up to Paris to make his fortune, with a horse, his sword, and a bag of crowns  the latter saved for him by a fathers stern frugality, a mothers tender self-denial. A week ago he had never seen a game of chance. Then he had seen; the dice had fallen in his way, the devil of play, cursed legacy of some long-forgotten ancestor, had awoke within him, and this was the end. I accept, he said slowly.

His opponent, still with his secretive smile, took up the caster. But a short, sturdy man, who was standing at his elbow, and who wore the colours of the Duke of Guise, intervened. No, Michel, he said, with a good-natured glance at the young player. Let the lad choose his bones, and throw first or last as he pleases.

Right, said Berthaud, yawning. It is no matter. My star is in the ascendant to-night. He will not win.

The young man took up the box, shook it, hesitated, swallowed, and threw seven!

Berthaud threw carelessly  seven!

Some shouted, some drew a deep breath, or whispered an oath. These wild spirits, who had faced death often in one form or another, were still children, and still in a new thing found a new pleasure.

Your star may be in the ascendant, the man muttered who had intervened before, but it  well, it twinkles, Michel.

Berthaud did not answer. The young man made him a sign to throw. He threw again  eight.

The young man threw with a hand that scarcely dared to let the dice go. Seven! He had lost.

An outburst might have been expected, some cry of violence, of despair. It did not come. And a murmur passed round the circle. Berthaud will recruit him, growled one. A queer game, muttered another, and thought hard. Nor did the men go back to their tables. They waited to see what would follow, what would come of it. For the young man who had lost sat staring at the table like one in a dream; until presently his opponent reaching out a hand touched his sleeve. Courage! Berthaud said, a flicker of triumph in his eye, a word with you aside. No need of despair, man. You have but to do what I ask, and you will see sixty yet.

Obedient to his gesture the young man rose, and the other drawing him aside began to talk to him in a low voice. The remaining players loitering about the deserted table could not hear what was said; but one or two by feigning to strike a sudden blow, seemed to pass on their surmises to those round them. One thing was clear. The lad objected to the proposal made, objected fiercely and with vehemence; and at last submitted only with reluctance. Submit in the end, however, he did, for after some minutes of this private talk he went to his cloak, and avoiding, as it seemed, his fellows eyes, put it on. Berthaud accompanied him to the door, and the winners last words were audible. That is all, he said; succeed in what I impose, M. de Bazan, and I cry quits, and you shall have fifty crowns for your pains. Fail, and you will but be paying your debt. But you will not fail. Remember, half an hour after midnight. And courage!

The young man nodded sullenly, and drawing his cloak about his throat, went through the passage to the street. The night was a little older than when he had entered, otherwise it was unchanged. The rain was still falling; the wind still buffeted the creaking shutters and the swinging sign-boards. But the man? He had entered, thinking nothing of rain or wind, thinking little even of the horse and furniture, and the good clothes made under his mothers eye, which he had sacrificed to refill his purse. The warmth of the play fever coursing through his veins had clad him in proof against cold and damp and the depression of the gloomy streets, even against the thought of home. And for the good horse, and the laced shirts and the gold braid, the luck could not run against him again! He would win all back, and the crowns to boot.

So he had thought as he went in. And now? He stood a moment in the dark, narrow chasm of a street, and looked up, letting the rain cool his brow; looked up, and, seeing a wrack of clouds moving swiftly across the slit of stormy sky visible between the overhanging roofs, faced in a dull amazement the fact that he who now stood in the darkness, bankrupt even in life, was the same man who had entered Paris so rich in hope and youth and life a week  only a week  before. He remembered  it was an odd thing to occur to him when his thoughts should have been full of the events of the last hour  a fault of which he had been guilty down there in the country; and of which, taking advantage of a wrathful fathers offer to start him in Paris, he had left the weaker sinner to bear the brunt. And it seemed to him that here was his punishment. The old grey house at home, quaint and weather-beaten, rose before him. He saw his mothers herb-garden, the great stackyard, and the dry moat, half filled with blackberry bushes, in which he had played as a boy. And on him fell a strange calm, between apathy and resignation. This, then, was his punishment. He would bear it like a man. There should be no flinching a second time, no putting the burden on others shoulders, no self-sparing at anothers cost.

He started to walk briskly in the direction of the Louvre. But when he had gained the corner of the open space in front of the palace, whence he had a view of the main gate between the two tennis courts, he halted and looked up and down as if he hesitated. A watch-fire smouldering and sputtering in the rain was burning dully before the drawbridge; the forms of one or two men, apparently sentinels, were dimly visible about it. After standing in doubt more then a minute, Bazan glided quickly to the porch of the church of St. Germain lAuxerrois, and disappeared in the angle between it and the cloisters.

He had been stationary in this position for some half-hour  in what bitterness of spirit, combating what regrets and painful thoughts it is possible only to imagine  when a slight commotion took place at the gate which faced him. Two men came out in close converse, and stood a moment looking up as if speaking of the weather. They separated then, and one who even by that uncertain light could be seen to be a man of tall, spare presence, came across the open space towards the end of the Rue des Fosses, which passed beside the cloisters. He had just entered the street, when Bazan, who had been closely watching his movements, stepped from the shadow of the houses and touched his sleeve.

The tall man recoiled sharply as he turned. He laid his hand on his sword and partly drew it. Who are you? he said, trying in the darkness to make out the others features.

M. de Crillon, is it not? the young man asked.

Yes. And you, young sir?

My name is Claude de Bazan, but you do not know me, I have a word to say to you.

You have chosen an odd time, my friend.

Some things are always timely, the young fellow answered, the excitement under which he laboured and the occasion imparting a spice of flippancy to his tone. I come to warn you that your life is in danger. Do not go alone, M. de Crillon, or pass this way at night! And whatever you do, walk for the future in the middle of the street!

For the warning I am obliged to you, the tall man answered, his voice cool and satirical, while his eyes continued to scan the others features. But, I say again, you have chosen a strange time to give it, young sir. Moreover, your name is new to me, and I do not know your face.

Nor need you, said Bazan.

Ay, but I think I need, craving your pardon, replied the tall, spare man with some sternness. I am not wont to be scared by little things, nor will I give any man the right to say that he has frightened me with a lighted turnip.

Will it convince you if I tell you that I came hither to kill you? the young man cried impetuously.

Yes, if you will say also why you did not  at least try? Crillon answered drily.

Bazan had not meant to explain himself; he had proposed to give his warning, and to go. But on the impulse of the moment, carried away by his excitement, he spoke, and told the story, and Crillon, after leading him aside, so that a building sheltered them from the rain, listened. He listened, who knew all the dark plans, all the scandals, all the jealousies, all the vile or frantic schemings of a court, that, half French, half Italian, mingled so grimly force and fraud. Nay, when all was told, when Bazan, passing lightly over the resolution he had formed to warn the victim instead of attacking him, came suddenly and lamely to a stop, he still for a time stood silent. At last, And what will you do now, my friend? he asked.

Go back, the young man answered.

And then?

Pay my debt.

The courtier swore a great oath  it was his failing  and with sudden violence he seized his companion by the arm, and hurried him into the roadway, and along the street. To Simons! he muttered. To Simons, my friend. I know the place. I will cut that villain Berthauds throat.

But what shall I be the better of that? the young man answered, somewhat bitterly. I have none the less lost, and must pay.

Crillon stopped short, the darkness hiding alike his face and his feelings. So! he said slowly, I did not think of that! No, I did not think of that. But do you mean it? What, if I kill him?

I have played for my life, and lost, Bazan answered proudly. I promised, and I am a gentleman.

Pheugh! Crillon whistled. He swore again, and stood. He was a great man, and full of expedients, but the position was novel. Yet, after a minutes thought, he had an idea. He started off again, taking Bazans arm, and impelling him onwards, with the same haste and violence. To Simons! to Simons! he cried as before. Courage, my friend, I will play him for you and win you: I will redeem you. After all, it is simple, absolutely simple.

He will not play for me, the young man answered despondently. Nevertheless he suffered himself to be borne onwards. What will you set against me?

Anything, everything! his new friend cried recklessly. Myself, if necessary. Courage, M. de Bazan, courage! What Crillon wills, Crillon does. You do not know me yet, but I have taken a fancy to you, I have!  He swore a grisly oath. And I will make you mine.

He gave the young man no time for further objection, but, holding him firmly by the arm, he hurried him through the streets to the door below the two gables. On this he knocked with the air of one who had been there before, and to whom all doors opened. In the momentary pause before it yielded Bazan spoke. Will you not be in danger here? he asked, wondering much.

It is a Guise house? True, it is. But there is danger everywhere. No man dies more than once or before God wills it! And I am Crillon!

The superb air with which he said this last prepared Bazan for what followed. The moment the door was opened, Crillon pushed through the doorway, and with an assured step strode down the passage. He turned the corner of the screen and stood in the room; and, calmly smiling at the group of startled, astonished faces which were turned on him, he drew off his cloak and flung it over his left arm. His height at all times made him a conspicuous figure; this night he was fresh from court. He wore black and silver, the hilt of his long sword was jewelled, the Order of the Holy Ghost glittered on his breast; and this fine array seemed to render more shabby the pretentious finery of the third-rate adventurers before him. He saluted them coolly. It is a wet night, gentlemen, he said.

Some of those who sat farthest off had risen, and all had drawn together as sheep club at sight of the wolf. One of them answered sullenly that it was.

You think I intrude, gentlemen? he returned, smiling pleasantly, drinking in as homage the stir his entrance had caused. For he was vain. I want only an old friend, M. Michel Berthaud, who is here, I think?

And for what do you want him? the tall dark player answered defiantly; he alone of those present seemed in a degree a match for the new-comer, though even his gloomy eyes fell before Crillons easy stare. For what do you want me?

To propose a little game to you, Crillon answered: and he moved down the room, apparently at his ease. My friend here has told me of his ill-luck. He is resolved to perform his bargain. But first, M. Berthaud, I have a proposal to make to you. His life is yours. You have won it. Well, I will set you five hundred crowns against it.

The scowl on Berthauds face did not relax. No, he said contemptuously. I will not play with you, M. de Crillon. Let the fool die. What is he to you?

Nothing, and yet I have a fancy to win him, Crillon replied lightly. Come, I will stake a thousand crowns against him! A thousand crowns for a life! Mon Dieu, he added, with a whimsical glance at Bazan, but you are dear, my friend!

Indeed, half a score of faces shone with cupidity, and twice as many bearded lips watered. A thousand crowns! A whole thousand crowns! But to the surprise of most  a few knew their man  Berthaud shook his head.

No, he said, I will not play! I won his life, and I will have it.

Fifteen hundred crowns. I will set that! Fifteen  

No!

Two thousand, then! Two thousand, man! And I will throw in my chain. It is worth five hundred more.

No! No! No!

Then, say what you will play for! the great man roared, his face swelling with rage. Thousand devils and all tonsured! I have a mind to win his life. What will you have against it?

Against it?

Ay!

Yours! said M. Berthaud, very softly.

Bazan drew in his breath  sharply: otherwise the silence was so intense that the fall of the wood-ashes from the dying fire could be heard. The immense, the boundless audacity of the proposal made some smile and some start. But none smiled so grimly as M. Michel Berthaud the challenger and none started so little as M. de Crillon, the challenged.

A high bid! he said, lifting his chin with something almost of humour; and then glancing round him, as a wolf might glance, if the sheep turned on him. You ask much, M. Berthaud.

I will ask less then, replied Berthaud, with irony. If I win, I will give you his life. He shall go free whether you win or lose, M. de Crillon.

That is much! with answering irony.

Much or little  

It is understood?

It is, Berthaud rejoined with a sarcastic bow.

Then I accept! Crillon cried: and with a movement so brisk that some recoiled, he sat down at the table. I accept. Silence! he continued, turning sharply upon Bazan, whose cry of remonstrance rang above the astonished murmur of the bystanders. Silence, fool! He struck the table. It is my will. Fear nothing! I am Crillon, and I do not lose.

There was a superb self-confidence in the man, an arrogance, a courage, which more than anything else persuaded his hearers that he was in earnest, that he was not jesting with them.

The terms are quite understood, he proceeded, grimly. If I win, we go free, M. Berthaud. If I lose, M. de Bazan goes free, and I undertake on the honor of a nobleman to kill myself before daylight. Shall I say within six hours? I have affairs to settle!

Probably no one in the room felt astonishment equal to that of Berthaud. A faint colour tinged his sallow cheeks; a fierce gleam of joy flashed in his eyes. But all he said was, Yes, I am satisfied.

Then throw! said Crillon, and leaning forward he took a candle from a neighbouring table, and placed it beside him. My friend, he added, speaking to Bazan with earnest gravity, I advise you to be quiet. If you do not we shall quarrel.

His smile was as easy, his manner as unembarrassed, his voice as steady, as when he had entered the room. The old gamesters who stood round the table, and had seen, with interest indeed and some pity, but with no great emotion, a man play his last stake, saw this, saw a man stake his life for a whim, with very different feelings; with astonishment, with admiration, with a sense of inferiority that did not so much gall their pride as awaken their interest. For the moment, the man who was above death, who risked it for a fancy, a trifle, a momentary gratification, was a demigod. Throw! repeated Crillon, heedless and apparently unconscious of the stir round him: Throw! but beware of that candle! Your sleeve is in it.

It was; it was singeing. Berthaud moved the candle, and as if his enemys sang froid wounded him, he threw savagely, dashing down the dice on the table, and lifting the box with a gesture of defiance. He swore a frightful oath: his face was livid. He had thrown aces only.

So! murmured his opponent quietly. Is that all? A thousand crowns to a hundred that I better that! Five hundred to a hundred that I double it! Will no one take me? Then I throw. Courage, my friend. I am Crillon!

He threw; an ace and a deuce.

I waste nothing, he said.

But few heard the words  his opponent perhaps and one or two others; for from end to end the room rang and the oaken rafters shook with a great cry of Long live Crillon! the brave Crillon!  a cry which rose from a score of throats. Then and onwards till the day of his death, many years later, he was known throughout France by no other name. The great kings letter to him, Hang yourself, brave Crillon. We have fought to-day, and you were not there! is not yet forgotten  nay, never will be forgotten  in a land where, more than in other, the memories of the past have been swept away.

He rose from the table, bowing grandly, superbly, arrogantly. Adieu, M. Berthaud  for the present, he said; and had he not seemed too proud to threaten, a threat might have underlain his words. Adieu, gentlemen, he continued, throwing on his cloak. A good night to you, and equal fortune. M. de Bazan, I will trouble you to accompany me? You have exchanged, let me tell you, one taskmaster for another.

The young mans heart was too full for words, and making no attempt to speak, or to thank his benefactor, before those who had seen the deed, he followed him from the room. Crillon did not speak or halt until they stood in the Rue des Fosses; nor even there, for after a momentary hesitation he passed through it, and led the way to the middle of the open space before the Louvre. Here he stopped, and touched his companion on the breast. Now, he said, we can speak with freedom, my friend. You wish to thank me? Do not. Listen to me instead. I have saved your life, ay, that have I; but I hold it at my will? Say, is it not so? Well, I, too, in my turn wish you to do something for me.

Anything! said the young man, passionately. The sight of the others strange daring had stirred his untried nature to its depths. You have but to ask and have.

Very well, Crillon answered, gravely, be it so. I take you at your word. Though, mind you, M. de Bazan, tis no light thing I ask. It is something, pausing, from which I shrink myself.

Then it is nothing you ask me to do, Bazan answered.

Not so, the courtier replied, though he looked far from ill-pleased by the compliment. Listen. To-morrow the king sups at the house of Madame de Sauves. I shall be with him. Her house is in the Rue de lArbre Sec, two doors from the convent. Here are a hundred crowns. Dress yourself so that you may appear as one of my gentlemen, and wait near the gates till I come. Then follow me in, and at supper stand behind my chair, as the others of my suite will stand.

And is that all? Bazan asked in astonishment.

No, not quite, Crillon answered dryly. The rest I will whisper in your ear as I pass. Only do what I bid you boldly and faithfully, my friend, and afterwards, if all be well, I will not forget you.

I am yours! Do with me as you will! Bazan protested.

But to mortals the unknown is ever terrible; and for twenty-four hours Bazan had the unknown before him. What could that be from which Crillon himself said that he shrank  a man so brave? It could not be death, for that he had risked on the lightest, the flimsiest, the most fantastic provocation. Then what could it be? Bazan turned the question in his mind, turned it a hundred times that night, turned it a hundred times as he went about his preparations next day. Turned it and turned it, but instinctively, though no injunctions to that effect had been given him, took care to show himself as little as possible in public, and especially to shun all places where he might meet those who had been present at that strange game at Simons.

A quarter before nine on the next evening, saw him waiting with a beating heart outside the house in the Rue de lArbre Sec. He formed one of a crowd of lackeys, and linkboys, citizens, apprentices, and chance passers who had been attracted to the spot by the lights and by the guards in the royal livery, who already, though the king was not come, kept the entrance to the courtyard. Bazan pushed himself with some difficulty into the front rank, and there waited, scanning with feverish eagerness every one who entered.

Time passed, and no Crillon appeared, though presently a great shouting along the street proclaimed the approach of the Duke of Guise, and that nobleman passed slowly in, noting with a falcons eye the faces of the bowing throng. He was a man of grand height and imperial front  a great scar seeming to make the latter more formidable  his smile a trifle supercilious, his eyes somewhat near one another; and under his glance Bazan felt for the moment small and mean. A little later, from the talk of those about him, the young man learned that the king was drawing near, and Henrys coach, surrounded by a dozen of the Forty-five, lumbered along the street. It was greeted with comparative coldness, only those who stood under the guards eyes performing a careless salute.

Bazan was no Parisian, though for the present in Paris, and no Leaguer, though a Roman Catholic; and he forgot his present errand in the excitement of his rustic loyalty. Raising his bonnet, he cried loudly Vive le Roi!  cried it more than once. There were six in the coach, but Henry, whose pale meagre face with its almond eyes and scanty beard permitted no mistake, remarked the salutation and the giver, and his look cast the young man into a confusion which nearly cost him dearly; for it was only as the guards closed round the coach that he perceived Crillon sitting in the nearer boot. The moment he did see him he pushed forward among the running footmen who followed the coach, and succeeded in entering with it.

The courtyard, crowded with gentlemen, lackeys and torch-bearers, was a scene of great confusion, and Bazan had no difficulty in approaching Crillon and exchanging a sentence with him. That effected, so completely was he confounded by the order whispered in his ear, that he observed nothing more until he found himself in a long gallery, waiting with many others attached to the great mens suites, while the magnificoes themselves talked together at the upper end. By listening to the gossip round him, he learned that one dark handsome man among the latter was Alphonso dOrnano, often called the Corsican Captain. A second was M. dO, the Governor of Paris; a third, the Count of Soissons. But he had scarcely time to note these, or the novel and splendid scene in which he stood, before the double doors at the end of the gallery were thrown widely open, and amid a sudden hush the great courtiers passed into the supper room in which the king, the Duke of Guise, and several ladies, already stood or sat in their places, having entered by another door. Bazan pressed in with the flock of attendant gentlemen, and seeing Crillon preparing to sit down not far from the daïs and canopy which marked the kings chair, he took his stand against the wall behind him.

If the words which Crillon had dropped into his ear had not occupied three-fourths of his thoughts, Bazan would have felt a keener admiration of the scene before him; which, as was natural, surpassed in luxury anything the country lad had ever imagined. The room, panelled and ceiled with cedar, was hung with blue velvet and lighted by a hundred tapers. The table gleamed with fine napery and gold plate, with Palissy ware and Cellini vases; and these, with the rich dresses and jewels and fair shoulders of the ladies, combined to form a beautiful interior which resounded with the babble of talk and laughter. It was hard to detect danger lurking under these things, under the silk, within the flashing, gleaming cups, behind smiling eyes; still harder to discern below these fair appearances a peril from which a Crillon shrank.

But to Bazan, as he waited with tortured nerves, these things were nothing. They were no more than fair flowers to the man who espies the coils of a snake among the blossoms. Crillons whisper had revealed all to him  all, in one brief sentence; so that when he presently recognized Michel Berthaud standing near the upper end of the table and on the farther side of it, in attendance upon the Duke of Guise, he felt no astonishment, but only a shrewd suspicion of the quarter from which the danger might be expected.

The king, a man of thirty-seven, so effeminate in appearance that it was hard to believe he had seen famous fields and once bidden fair to be a great Captain, was nursing a dog on his lap, the while he listened with a weary air to the whispers of the beautiful woman who sat next him. Apparently he had a niggard ear even for her witcheries, and little appetite save for the wine flask. Lassitude lived in his eyes, his long thin fingers trembled. Bazan watched him drain his goblet of wine, almost as soon as he sat down, and watched him, too, hold out the gold cup to be filled again. The task was performed by an assiduous hand, and for a moment the king poised the cup in his fingers, speaking to his neighbour the while. Then he laid it down, but his hand did not quit its neighbourhood.

The next moment the room rang with a cry of alarm and indignation, and every face was turned one way. Bazan with unparalleled audacity had stepped forward, had seized the sacred cup almost from the royal hand, and drained it!

While some sprang from their seats, two or three seized the culprit and held him fast. One more enthusiastic than the others or more keenly sensitive to the outrage of which he had been guilty, aimed a fierce blow at his breast with a poniard. The stroke was well meant, nay, was well directed; but it was adroitly intercepted by M. de Crillon, who had been among the first to rise. With a blow of his sheathed sword he sent the dagger spinning towards the ceiling.

Back! he cried, in a voice of thunder, placing himself before the culprit. Stand back, I say! I will answer to the king for all!

He cleared a space before him with his scabbard, and a quick signal brought to his side the two guards at the nearest door, who were men of his command. These, crossing their pikes before the prisoner, secured him from immediate attack. By this time all in the room had risen save the king, who appeared less moved than any by the incident. At this point he raised his hand to procure silence.

Is he mad? he asked calmly. What is it, Crillon?

I will satisfy your Grace, the courtier answered. But the next moment, with a sudden change of tone, he cried loudly and rapidly, Stop that man, I beg you, dOrnano! Stop him!

The warning came too late. The Corsican sprang indeed to the door, but the crowd impeded him; and the man to whom Crillon referred  the same who had struck at Bazan, and who was no other than Berthaud  got to it first, slipped out and was gone from sight, before those near the entrance had recovered from their surprise.

Follow him, Crillon cried loudly. Seize him at all hazards! Mort de Dieu! He has outwitted us at last.

His Majesty has asked, M. de Crillon, said one at the table, speaking in the haughty, imperious tone of a man who never spoke unheeded, what is the meaning of all this? Perhaps you will kindly satisfy him.

I will satisfy him, Crillon answered, grimly fixing his eyes on the others handsome face. And you, too, M. de Guise. An attempt has been made to poison my master. This young man, observing that a strange hand poured the kings wine, has saved his Majestys life by taking the poison himself!

Henry of Guise laughed scornfully. A likely story! he said.

And in my house! Madame de Sauves cried in the same tone. His Majesty will not believe that I  

I said nothing against Madame de Sauves, Crillon answered, with firmness. For the rest, let the king be judge. The issue is simple. If the lad go scatheless, there was no poison in that cup and I am a liar. If he suffer, then let the king say who lies!

A close observer might have seen an uneasy expression flit across more than one face, darken more than one pair of eyes. Crillon remained on his guard facing the table, his eyes keenly vigilant. The Count of Soissons, one of the younger Bourbons, had already stepped to the kings side and taken place by his chair, his hand on his hilt. DOrnano, who had despatched two guards after Berthaud, openly drew his long sword and placed himself on the other side of the daïs. Nor was suspicion confined to their party. Half a dozen gentlemen had risen to their feet about the Duke of Guise, who continued to sit with folded arms, content to smile. He was aware that at the worst here in Paris he was safe; perhaps he was innocent of harm or intent.

The main effect, however, of Crillons last words was to draw many eyes, and amongst them the kings, to the prisoners face. Bazan was leaning against the wall, the cup still in his grasp. As they turned with a single movement towards him, his face began to grow a shade paler, a spasm moved his lips, and after the interval of a moment the cup fell from his hand to the ground. Thrusting himself with a convulsive movement from the wall, he put out his hands and groped with them as if he could no longer see; until, one of them meeting the pike of the nearest guard, he tried to support himself by this. At the same time he muttered hoarsely, M. de Crillon, you saw it! We are  we are quits!

He would have fallen on that, but the men caught him in their arms and held him up, amid a murmur of horror; to many brave men death in this special form is appalling. Here and there a woman shrieked; one fainted. Meanwhile, the young mans face was becoming livid; his neck seemed to stiffen, his eyes to protrude. The king looked at him and shuddered. Saint Denis! he muttered, the perspiration standing on his brow, what an escape! What an escape! Can nothing be done for him?

I will try, Sire, Crillon answered, abandoning for the first time his attitude of watchfulness. Drawing a small phial from his pocket, he directed one of the guards to force open the lads teeth, and then himself poured the contents of the bottle between them.

Good lad, he muttered to himself, he has drained the cup. I bade him drink only half. It would have been enough. But he is young and strong. He may surmount it.

The rest looked on, some in curiosity, some in pity, some in secret apprehension. It was the Duke of Guise who put into words the thoughts of many. Those, he said scornfully, who find the antidote, may know the poison, M. de Crillon.

What do you mean, Duke? Crillon replied passionately, as he sprang to his feet. That I was in this? That I know more than I have told of it? If so, you lie, sir; and you know it!

I know it? the Duke cried, his eyes aflame, his cheeks reddening. Never had he heard such words. Do you dare to insinuate  that I know more of this plot than yourself  if plot there be?

Enough! said the king, rising in great haste, and with a face which betrayed his emotion. Silence, gentlemen! silence! And you, my cousin, not another word, I command you! Who poured out the wine?

A villain called Berthaud, Crillon answered promptly and fiercely, who was in attendance upon the Duke of Guise.

He was not in attendance on me! the duke answered, with spirit.

Then on Madame de Sauves.

I know nothing of him! cried that lady, hysterically. I never spoke to the man in my life. I do not know him!

Enough! the king said with decision; but the gloom on his brow grew darker. Enough. Until Berthaud is found, let no more be said. Cousin, he continued to the Count of Soissons, you will see us home. DOrnano, we return at once, and you will accompany us. For M. de Crillon, we commit to him the care of this young man, to whom we appear to be indebted, and whose thought for us we shall not forget. Madame, I kiss your hand.

Guises salutation he acknowledged only by a grave bow. The last of the Valois could at times exert himself, could at times play again the hero of Jarnac and Montcontour, could even assume a dignity no whit less than that of Guise. As he retired all bowed low to him, and the greater part of the assemblage  even those who had not attended him to the house  left in his train. In three minutes Crillon, a couple of inferior officers, and a handful of guards alone remained round the young man.

He will recover, Crillon said, speaking to the officer next him. He is young, and they did not dare to make the dose too strong. We shall not, however, convict any one now, unless Berthaud speaks.

Berthaud is dead.

What?

As dead as Clovis, the lieutenant repeated calmly. He is lying in the passage, M. de Crillon.

Who killed him? cried Crillon, leaping up in a rage. Who dared to kill him? Not those fools of guards when they knew it was his evidence we wanted.

No, no, said the other coolly. They found him dead not twenty paces from the house. He was a doomed man when he passed through the door. You understand, M. de Crillon? He knew too much to live.

Mort de Dieu! cried Crillon, raising his hands in admiration. How clever they are! Not a thing forgotten! Well, I will to the king and tell him. It will put him on his guard. If I had not contrived to try the draught there and then, I could not have convinced him; and if I had not by a lucky hazard won this young man last night, I might have whistled for one to try it! But I must go.

Yet he lingered a minute to see how the lad progressed. The convulsions which had for a time racked Bazans vigorous frame had ceased, and a profuse perspiration was breaking out on his brow.

Yes, he will recover, said Crillon again, and with greater confidence.

As if the words had reached Bazans brain, he opened his eyes.

I did it! he muttered. I did it. We are quits, M. de Crillon!

Not so! cried the other, stooping impetuously and embracing him. Not quits! The balance is against me now, but I will redress it. Be easy; your fortune is made, M. de Bazan. While James Berthon de Crillon lives you shall not lack a friend!

He kept his word. There can be little doubt that the Laurence de Bazan who held high office under the Minister Sully, and in particular rose to be Deputy Superintendent of the Finances in Guienne, was our young Bazan. This being so, it is clear that he outlived by many years his patron: for Crillon, le brave Crillon, whose whim it was to dare greatly, and on small occasion, died early in the seventeenth century  in his bed  and lies under a famous stone in the Cathedral of Avignon. Whereas we find Bazan still flourishing, and a person of consequence at Court, when Richelieu came to the height of his power. Nevertheless on him there remains no stone; only some sketch of the above, and a crabbed note at the foot of a dusty page in a dark library.


FOR THE CAUSE

I

Paris had never seemed to the eye more peaceful than on a certain November evening in the year 1591: and this although many a one within its walls resented the fineness of the night as a mockery, as a scoff alike at the pain of some and the fury of others.

The moonlight fell on roofs and towers, on the bare open space of the Place de Grève, and the dark mass of the Louvre, and only here and there pierced, by chance, a narrow lane, to gleam on some foul secret of the kennel. The Seine lay a silvery loop about the Ile de la Cité  a loop cut on this side and that by the black shadows of the Pont au Change, and the Petit Pont, and broken again westward by the outline of the New Bridge, which was then in building.

The city itself lay in profound quiet in the depth of the shadow. From time to time at one of the gates, or in the vaulted lodge of the Châtelet, a sentinel challenged or an officer spoke. But the bell of St. Germain lAuxerrois, which had rung through hours of the past day, was silent. The tumult which had leaped like flame from street to street had subsided. Peaceful men breathed again in their houses, and women, if they still cowered by the hearth, no longer laid trembling fingers on their ears. For a time the red fury was over: and in the narrow channels, where at noon the mob had seethed and roared, scarcely a stray wayfarer could now be found.

A few however were abroad: and of these some, who chanced to be threading the network of streets between the Châtelet and the Louvre, heard behind them the footsteps of one in great haste. Turning, they saw pass by them a youth, wearing a sword and a students short cloak and cap  apparently he was a member of the University. He was pale of face, and for his part looked neither to right nor left: saw not one of them, and seemed bent only on getting forward.

He slackened his pace however near the corner of the Rue de Tirchape, where it shoots out of the Rue de Béthisy; and then turning the corner impulsively, he caught his foot in some obstacle, and, plunging forward, would have fallen, if he had not come against a man, who seemed to be standing still in the shadow of the corner house.

Hold up! exclaimed this person, withstanding the shock better than could have been expected, for he was neither tall nor bulky. You should have a pretty mistress, young man, if you go to her at this pace!

The student did not answer  did not seem to hear. He staggered against the wall, and stood propping himself up by it. His face, pale before, was ghastly, as he glared, horror-struck, at something beyond the speaker. The latter, after muttering angrily, What the plague, then, do you go dashing about the streets like a Shrove Tuesday ox for? turned also and glanced behind him.

But not at that to which the students eyes were directed. The stranger seemed constrained to look first and by preference at the long, low casement of a house nearly opposite them. This window was on the first floor, and projected somewhat over the roadway. There seemed to be no light in the room within; but the moonlight reached it, and showed a womans head bent on the sill  a girls head, if one might judge from its wealth of hair. One white wrist gleamed amid the coil, but her face was hidden on her arms and showed not. In the whole scene  in the casement open at this inclement time, in the girls attitude, in her abandonment, there was something which stirred the nerves. It was only after a long look that the stranger averted his eyes, and cast a casual glance at a queer, dark object, which a few paces away swung above the street, dimly outlined against the sky. It was clear that it was that which had fascinated his companion.

Umph! he ejaculated in the tone of a man who should say Is that all? And he turned to the youth again. You seem taken aback, young man? he said. Surely that is no such strange sight in Paris nowadays. What with Leaguers hanging Politiques, and Politiques hanging Leaguers, and both burning Huguenots, I thought a dead man was no longer a bogey to frighten children with!

Hush, sir, in Heavens name! the young man exclaimed, shuddering at his words. And then, with a gesture of despair, He was my father!

The stranger whistled. He was your father, was he! he replied more gently. I dare swear too that he was an honest man, since the Sixteen have done this. There, steady, my friend. These are no times for weeping. Be thankful that Le Clerc and his crew have spared your home, and your  your sister. That is rare clemency in these days, and Heaven only knows how long it may last. You wear a sword? Then shed no tears to rust it. Time enough to weep, man, when there is blood to be washed from the blade.

You speak boldly, said the youth, checking his emotion somewhat, but had they hung your father before his own door  

Good man, said the stranger with a coolness that bordered on the cynical, he has been dead these twenty years.

Then your mother? the student suggested with the feeble persistence by which weak minds show their consciousness of contact with stronger ones, you had then  

Hung them all as high as Haman!

Ay, but suppose there were among them some you could not hang, objected the youth, in a lower tone, while he eyed his companion narrowly, some of the clergy, you understand?

They had swung  though they had all been Popes of Rome, was the blunt answer.

The young man shook his head, and drew off a pace. He scanned the stranger curiously, keeping his back turned to the corpse the while; but he failed by that light to make out much one way or the other. Scarcely a moment too was allowed him before the murmur of voices and the clash of weapons at the farther end of the street interrupted him. The watch are coming, he said roughly.

You are right, his companion assented, and the sooner we are within doors the better.

It was noticeable that throughout their talk which had lasted some minutes no sign of life had appeared in any of the neighbouring houses. Scarce a light shone from doorway or window though it was as yet but nine oclock. In truth fear of the Sixteen and of the mob whom they guided was overpowering Paris  was a terror crushing out mens lives. While the provinces of France were divided between two opinions, and half of them owned the Huguenot Henry the Fourth  now for two years the rightful sovereign  Paris would have none of him. The fierce bigotry of the lower classes, the presence of some thousands of Spanish soldiers, and the ambition and talents of the Guise family combined at once to keep the gates of Paris closed to him, and to overawe such of the respectable citizens as from religious sympathy in rare cases, more often out of a desire to see the re-establishment of law and order, would have adopted his cause. The Politiques, or moderate party, who were indifferent about religion as such, but believed that a strong government could be formed only by a Romanist king, were almost non-existent in Paris. And the events of the past day, the murder of three magistrates and several lower officials  among them poor M. Portail, whose body now decorated the Rue de Tirchape  had not reassured the municipal mind. No wonder that men put out their lights early, and were loth to go to their windows, when they might see a few feet from the casement the swollen features of a harmless, honest man, but yesterday going to and from his work like other men.

Young Portail stole to the door of the house and knocked hurriedly. As he did so, he looked, with something like a shiver of apprehension, at the window above his head. But the girl neither moved nor spoke, nor betrayed any consciousness of his presence. She might have been dead. It was a young man, about his own age or a little older, who, after reconnoitring him from above, cautiously drew back the door. Whom have you with you? he whispered, holding it ajar, and letting the end of a stout club be seen.

No one, Portail replied in the same cautious tone. And he would have entered without more ado, and closed the door behind him had not his late companion, who had followed him across the street like his shadow, set his foot against it. Nay, but you are forgetting me, he said good-humouredly.

Go your way! we have enough to do to protect ourselves, cried Portail, brusquely.

The more need of me, was the careless answer.

The watch were now but a few houses away, and the stranger seemed determined. He could scarcely be kept out without a disturbance. With an angry oath Felix Portail held the door for him to enter; and closed it softly behind him. Then for a minute or so the three stood silent in the darkness of the damp-smelling passage, while with a murmur of voices and clash of weapons, and a ruddy glimmer piercing crack and keyhole, the guard swept by.

Have you a light? Felix murmured, as the noise began to die away.

In the back room, replied the young man who had admitted them. He seemed to be a clerk or confidential servant. But your sister, he continued, is distraught. She has sat at the window all day as you see her now  sometimes looking at it. Oh, Felix, in a voice shaken by tears, this has been a dreadful day for this house!

The young Portail assented by a groan. And Susanne? he asked.

Is with Mistress Marie, terrified almost to death, poor child. She has been crouching all day beside her, hiding her face in her gown. But where were you?

At the Sorbonne, Felix replied, in a whisper.

Ah! the other exclaimed, something of hidden meaning in his tone. I would not tell her that, if I were you. I feared it was so. But let us go upstairs.

They went up; the stranger following, with more than one stumble by the way. At the head of the staircase the clerk opened a door and preceded them into a low-roofed panelled room, plainly but solidly furnished, and lighted by a small hanging lamp of silver. A round oak table on six curiously turned legs stood in the middle, and on it some food was laid. A high-backed chair, before which a sheep-skin rug was spread, and two or three stools, made up, with a great oak chest, the furniture of the room.

The stranger turned from scrutinizing his surroundings, and stood at gaze. Another door had opened silently; he saw framed in the doorway and relieved by the lamplight against the darkness of the outer room the face and figure of a tall girl; doubtless the one whom he had seen at the window. A moment she stood pointing at them with her hand, her face white  and whiter in seeming by reason of the black hair which fell round it; her eyes were dilated, the neckband of her dark red gown was torn open that she might have air. A Provençal! the intruder murmured to himself. Beautiful and a tigress.

At any rate, for the moment, beside herself. So you have come at last! she said, panting, glaring at Felix with scorn, passionate scorn in word and gesture. Where were you while these slaves of yours did your bidding? At the Sorbonne with the black crows! Thinking out fresh work for them? Or dallying with your Normandy sweetheart?

Hush! he said, lowering his eyes, and visibly quailing before her. There is a stranger here.

There have been many strangers here to-day! she retorted with undiminished bitterness. Hush, you say? Nay, but I will not be silent for you, for any! They may tear me limb from limb, but I will accuse them of this murder before Gods throne. Coward! Parricide! Do you think I will ask mercy from them? Come, look on your work! See what the League have done  your holy League!  while you sat plotting with the black crows!

She pointed into the dark room behind her, and the movement disclosed a younger girl clinging to her skirts, and weeping silently. Come here, Susanne, Felix said; he had turned pale and red and shifted from one foot to another, under the lash of the elder girls scorn. Your sister is not herself. You do no good, Marie, staying in there. See, you are both trembling with cold.

With cold? was the fierce rejoinder. Then do you warm yourselves! Sit down and eat and drink and be comfortable and forget him! But I will not eat nor drink while he hangs there! Shame, Felix Portail! Shame! Have you arms and hands, and will let your father hang before his own door?

Her voice rang shrill to the last word audible far down the street; that said, an awkward silence fell on the room. The stranger nodded twice, almost as if he said, Bravo!  Bravo. The two men of the house cast doubtful glances at one another. At length the clerk spoke. It is impossible, mistress, he said gently. Were he touched, the mob would wreck the house to-morrow.

A little bird whispered to me as I came through the streets,  it was the stranger who spoke that Mayenne and his riders would be in town to-morrow. Then it seems to me that our friends of the Sorbonne will not have matters altogether their own way  to wreck or to spare!

The Sorbonne was the Theological College of Paris; at this time it was the headquarters of the extreme Leaguers and the Sixteen. Mayenne and DAumale, the Guise princes, more than once found it necessary to check the excesses of the party.

Marie Portail looked for the first time at the speaker. He sat on the edge of the chest, carelessly swinging one knee over the other; a man of middle height, neither tall nor short, with well-bronzed cheeks, a forehead broad and white, and an aquiline nose. He wore a beard and moustaches, and his chin jutted out. His eyes were keen, but good-humoured. Though spare he was sinewy; and an iron-hilted sword propped against his thigh seemed made for use rather than show. The upper part of his dress was of brown cloth, the lower of leather. A weather-stained cloak, which he had taken off, lay on the chest beside him.

You are a man! cried Marie, her eyes leaving him again. But as for these  

Stay, mistress! the clerk broke in. Your brother does but collect himself. If the Duke of Mayenne returns to-morrow, as our friend here says is likely  and I have heard the same myself  he will keep his men in better order. That is true. And we might risk it if the watch would leave us a clear street.

Felix nodded sullenly. Shut the door, he said to his sister, the deep gloom on his countenance in sharp contrast with the excitement she betrayed. There is no need to let the neighbours see us.

This time she obeyed him. Susanne too crept from her skirts, and threw herself on her knees, hiding her face on a chair. Ay, said Marie, looking down at her with the first expression of tenderness the stranger had noted in her. Let her weep. Let children weep. But let men work.

We want a ladder, the clerk said, in a low voice. And the longest we have is full three feet short.

That is just half a man, remarked he who sat on the chest.

What mean you? Felix asked wonderingly.

What I said.

But there is nothing on which we can rest the ladder, the clerk urged.

Then that is a whole man, quoth the stranger, curtly. Perhaps two. I told you you would have need of me. He looked from one to the other with a smile  a careless, reckless, self-contented smile.

You are a soldier, said Marie. And abruptly she fixed her eyes upon him.

At times, he replied, shrugging his shoulders.

For which side?

He shook his head. For my own, he answered naïvely.

A soldier of fortune?

At your service, mistress; now and ever.

The clerk struck in with impatience. If we are to do this, he said, we had better set about it. I will fetch the ladder.

He went out, and the other men followed more slowly down the stairs; leaving Marie still standing gazing into the darkness of the front room  she had opened the door again  like one in a trance. Some odd trait in the soldier led him, as he passed out, to lay his hand on the hair of the kneeling child with a movement infinitely tender; infinitely at variance with the harsh clatter with which his sword next moment rang against the stairs as he descended.

The three men were going to do that which two for certain, and all perhaps, knew to be perilous. One went to it in gloom, reluctance and anger, as well as with sorrow at his heart. One bustled about nervously, and looked often behind him as if to see Maries pale face at the window. And one strode out as to a ball, glancing up and down the dark lane with an air of enjoyment, which not even the grim nature of his task could suppress. The body was hanging from a bar which crossed the street at a considerable height, and served as a stay between the gables of two opposite houses, of which one was two doors only from the unhappy Portails. The mob, with a barbarity very common in those days, had hung him on his own threshold.

The street, as the three moved into it, seemed empty and still. But it was impossible to say how long it would remain so. Yet the soldier loitered, staring about him, as one remembering things. Did not the Admiral live in this street? he inquired.

De Coligny? No. Round the corner in the Rue de Béthisy, replied the clerk, brusquely. But see! The ladder will not reach the bar  no, not by four feet.

Set it against the wall then  thus, said the soldier, and having done it himself, he mounted a few steps. Then he seemed to bethink himself. He jumped down again. No, he exclaimed, peering sharply into the faces of one and the other, I do not know you. If any one comes, my friends, and you leave the foot of the ladder, I shall be taken like a bird on a limed twig. Do you ascend, Monsieur Felix.

The young man drew back. He was not without courage, or experience of rough scenes. But the Louvre was close at hand, almost within earshot on one side, the Châtelet was scarcely farther off on the other; and both swarmed with soldiers and the armed scourings of the streets. At any moment a troop of these might pass; and should they detect any one interfering with King Mobs handiwork, he would certainly dangle in a few minutes from that same handy lamp-iron. Felix knew this, and stood at gaze. I do not know you either, he muttered irresolutely, his hand still on the ladder.

A smile of surprising humour played on the soldiers face. Nay, but you knew him! he retorted, pointing upwards with his hand. Trust me, young sir, he added significantly, I am less inclined to mount now  than I was before.

The clerk intervened before Felix could resent the insult. Steady, he said; I will go up and do it.

Not so! Felix rejoined, pushing him aside in turn. And he ran up the ladder. But near the top he paused, and began to descend again. I have no knife, he said shamefacedly.

Pshaw! Let me come! cried the stranger. I see you are both good comrades. I trust you. Besides, I am more used to this ladder work than you are, and time is everything.

He ran up as he spoke, and, standing on the highest round but one, he grasped the bar above his head, and swung himself lightly up, so as to gain a seat on it. With more caution he wormed himself along it until he reached the rope. Fortunately there was a long coil of this about the bar; and warning his companions in a whisper, he carefully, and with such reverence as the time and place allowed, let down the body to them. They received it in their arms; and had just loosened the noose from the neck when an outburst of voices and the tramp of footsteps at the nearer end of the street surprised them. For an instant the two stood in the gloom, breathless, stricken still, confounded. Then with a single impulse they lifted the body between them, and huddled blindly towards the door of the Portails house. It opened at their touch, they stumbled in, and it fell to behind them. The foremost of the armed watch had been within ten paces of them. The escape was narrow.

Yet they had escaped. But what next? What of their comrade? The moment the door was closed behind them, one at least would have rushed out again, ay, to certain death, so strongly had the soldiers trust appealed to his honour. But they had the body in their arms; and by the time it was laid on the stairs, a score of men had passed. The opportunity was over. They could do nothing but listen. Heaven help him! fell from the clerks quivering lips. Pulling the door close, they stood, looking each moment to hear a challenge, a shot, the clash of swords. But no. They heard the party halt under the gallows, and pass some brutal jest, and go on. And that was all.

They could scarcely believe their ears; no, nor their eyes, when a few minutes later, the street being now quiet, they passed out, and stood in it shuddering. For there swung the corpse dimly outlined above them! There! Certainly there! The clerk seized his companions arm and drew him back. It was the fiend! he stammered. See, your father is still there! It was the fiend who helped us!

But at that the figure they were watching became agitated; an instant and it slid gently to the ground. It was the soldier. O ye gods! he cried, bent double with silent laughter. Saw you ever such a trick? How I longed to kick, if it were but my toe at them, and I forbore! Fools! Did man ever see a body hung in its sword? But it was a good trick, eh? he continued, appealing to them with a simple pride in his invention. I had the rope loose in my hand when they came, and I drew it twice round my neck  and one arm trust me  and swung off gently. It is not every one who would have thought of that, my children!

It was odd. They shook with fear, and he with laughter. He did not seem to give a thought to the danger he had escaped. Pride in his readiness and a keen sense of the humorous side of the incident possessed him entirely. At the very door of the house he still chuckled from time to time; muttering between the ebullitions, Ah, I must tell Diane! Diane will be pleased  at that! It was good! Very good!

Once in the house, however, he acted with more delicacy than might have been imagined. He stood aside while the other two carried the body upstairs; and while they were absent, he waited patiently in the bare room below, which showed signs of occasional use as a stable. Here the clerk Adrian presently found him, and murmured some apology. Mistress Marie, he said, had fainted.

A matter which afflicts you, my friend, the soldier replied with a grimace, about as much as your masters death. Pooh, man, do not look fierce! Good luck to you and your suit. Only if  but this is no house for gallantry to-night  I had spruced myself and taken a part, you had had to look to your one ewe lamb, I warrant you!

The clerk turned pale and red by turns. This man seemed to read his thoughts as if he had indeed been the fiend. What do you wish? he stammered.

Only shelter until the early morning when the streets are most quiet; and a direction to the Rue des Lombards.

The Rue des Lombards?

Yes, why not? But though the soldier still smiled, the lines of his mouth hardened suddenly. Why not to the Rue des Lombards?

I know no reason why you should not be going there, the clerk replied boldly. It was only that the street is near; and a friend of my late masters lives in it.

His name?

The clerk started; the question was put so abruptly, and in a tone so imperious, it struck him as it were a blow. Nicholas Toussaint, he answered involuntarily.

Ay? replied the other, raising his hand to his chin and glancing at Adrian with a look that for all the world reminded him of an old print of the eleventh Louis, which hung in a room at the Hotel de Ville  so keen and astute was it. Your master, young man, was of the moderate party  a Politique?

He was.

A good man and a Catholic? one who loved France? A Leaguer only in name? the other continued with vividness.

Yes, that is so.

But his son? He is a Leaguer out and out  one who would rise to fortune on the flood tide of the mob? A Sorbonnist? The priests have got hold of him? He would do to others as they have done to his father? A friend of Le Clerc and Boucher? That is all so, is it not?

Adrian nodded reluctantly. This strange man confounded and yet fascinated him: this man so reckless and gay one moment, so wary the next; exchanging in an instant the hail of a boon companion for the tone of a noble.

And is your young master also a friend of this Nicholas Toussaint? was the next question, slowly put.

No, said Adrian, he has been forbidden the house. M. Toussaint does not approve of his opinions.

That is so, is it? the stranger rejoined with his former gaiety. And now enough: where will you lodge me until morning?

If my closet will serve you, Felix answered with a hesitation he would not have felt a few minutes before, it is at your will. I will bring some food there at once, and will let you out if you please at five. And Adrian added some simple directions, by following which his guest might reach the Rue des Lombards without difficulty.

An hour later if the thoughts of those who lay sleepless under that roof could have been traced, strange contrasts would have appeared. Was Felix Portail thinking of his dead father, or of his sweetheart in the Rue des Lombards, or of his schemes of ambition? Was he blaming the crew of whom until to-day he had been one, or sullenly cursing those factious Huguenots as the root of the mischief? Was Adrian thinking of his kind master, or of his masters daughter? Was the guest dreaming of his narrow escape? or revolving plans beside which Felixs were but the schemes of a rat in a drain? Perhaps Marie alone  for Susanne slept a childs sleep of exhaustion  had her thoughts fixed on him, who only a few hours before had been the centre of the household.

But such is life in troubled times. Pleasure and pain come mingled, and men snatch the former from the midst of the latter with a trembling joy, a fierce eagerness: knowing that if they wait to go a pleasuring until the sky be clear, they may wait until nightfall.

When Adrian called his guest at cock-crow the latter rose briskly and followed him down to the door. Well, young sir, he said, pausing an instant on the threshold, as he wrapped his cloak round him and took his sheathed sword in his hand, I am obliged to you. When I can do you a service, I will.

You can do me one now, the clerk replied bluntly. It is ill work having to do with strangers in these days. You can tell me who you are, and to which side you belong.

Which side? I have told you  my own. And for the rest, the soldier continued, I will give you a hint. He brought his lips near to the others ear, and whispered, Kiss Marie  for me!

The clerk looked up aflame with anger and surprise; but the other was far gone striding down the street. Yet Adrian received an answer to his question. For as the stranger disappeared in the gloom, he turned his head and broke with an audacity that took away the listeners breath into a well-known air,

Hau! Hau! Papegots!
Faites place aux Huguenots!

and trilled it as merrily as if he had been in the streets of Rochelle.

Death! the clerk exclaimed, getting back into the house, and barring the door in a panic. I thought so. He is a Huguenot. But if he take his neck out of Paris unstretched, he will have the fiends own luck, and the Béarnais to boot!

II

When the clerk had re-mounted the stairs, he heard voices in the back room. Felix and Marie were in consultation. The girl was a different being this morning. The fire and fury of the night had sunk to a still misery; and even to her, for his sisters sake, it seemed over-dangerous to stay in the house and confront the rage of the mob. Mayenne might not after all return: and in that case the Sixteen would assuredly wreak their spite on all, however young or helpless, who might have had to do with the removal of the body. You must seek shelter with some friend, Felix urged, before the city is astir. I can go to the University. I shall be safe there.

Could you not take us with you? Marie suggested meekly.

He shook his head, his face flushing. It was hard to confess that he had power to destroy, but none to protect. You had better go to Nicholas Toussaints, he said. You will be safe there, and he will take you in, though he will have naught to do with me.

Marie assented with a sigh, and rose to make ready. Some few valuables were hidden or secured, some clothes taken; and then the little party of four passed out into the street, leaving but one solemn tenant in their home. The cold light of a November morning gave to the lane an air, even in their eyes, of squalor and misery. The kennel running down the middle was choked with nastiness, while here and there the upper stories leaned forward so far as to obscure the light.

The fugitives regarded these things little after the first shivering glance, but hurried on their road; Felix with his sword marching on one side of the girls, and Adrian with his club walking on the other. A skulking dog got out of their way. The song of a belated reveller drove them for a time under an arch. But they fell in with nothing more formidable, and in five minutes came safely to the high wooden gates of the courtyard in front of Nicholas Toussaints house.

To arouse him or his servants without disturbing the neighbourhood was another matter. There was no bell; only a heavy iron clapper. Adrian tried this cautiously, with little hope of being heard. To his joy the hollow sound had scarcely ceased when footsteps were heard crossing the court, and a small trap in one of the gates was opened. An elderly man with high cheek bones and curly grey hair looked out. His eyes lighting on the girls lost their harshness. Marie Portail! he exclaimed. Ah! poor thing, I pity you. I have heard all. I returned to the city last night only, or I should have been with you. And Adrian?

We have come, said the young man, respectfully, to beg shelter for Mistress Marie and her sister. It is no longer safe for them to remain in the Rue de Tirchape.

I can well believe it, cried Toussaint, vigorously. I do not know where we are safe nowadays. But there, he added in a different tone, no doubt the Sixteen are acting for the best.

You will take them in then? said Adrian with gratitude.

But to his astonishment the citizen shook his head, while an awkward embarrassment twisted his features. It is impossible! he said.

Adrian doubted if he had heard aright. Nicholas Toussaint was known for a bold man; one whom the Sixteen disliked, and even suspected of Huguenot leanings, but one too whom they had not yet dared to attack. He was a dealer in Norman horses, and this both led him to employ many men, reckless daring fellows, and made him in some degree necessary to the army. Adrian had never doubted that he would shelter the daughter of his old friend; and his surprise on receiving this rebuff was extreme.

But, Monsieur Toussaint he urged  and his face reddened with generous warmth as he stood forward. My master is dead! Foully murdered! He lies who says otherwise, though he be of the Sixteen! My mistress has few friends to protect her, and those of small power. Will you send her and the child from your door?

Hush, Adrian, the girl interposed, lifting her head proudly, yet laying her hand on the clerks sleeve with a touch of acknowledgment that brought the blood in redoubled force to his cheeks. Do not press our friend overmuch. If he will not take us in from the streets, be sure he has some good reason to offer.

But Toussaint was dumb. Shame  a shame augmented tenfold by the clerks fearlessness  was so clearly written on his face, that Adrian uttered none of the reproaches which hung on his lips. It was Felix who came forward, and cried contemptuously, So you have grown strangely cautious of a sudden, M. Toussaint?

Ha! I thought you were there, or thereabouts! the horse-dealer replied, regaining his composure at once, and eyeing him with strong disfavour.

But Felix and I, Adrian exclaimed eagerly, will fend for ourselves.

Toussaint shook his head. It is impossible, he said surlily. Quite impossible!

Then hear me! Felix interposed with excitement. You do not deceive me. It is not because of your daughter that you have forbidden me the house, and will not now protect my sister! It is because we shall learn too much. It is because you have those under your roof, whom the crows shall pick  yet! You, I will spare for Madelines sake; but your spies I will string up, every one of them by   and he swore a frightful oath, such as the Romanists used.

Toussaints face betrayed both fear and anger. For an instant he seemed to hesitate. Then exclaiming, Begone, parricide! You would have killed your own father! he slammed the trapdoor, and was heard retreating up the yard with a haste and clatter which indicated his uneasiness.

The four looked at one another. Daylight had fully come. The noise of the altercation had drawn more than one sleepy face to the window. In a short time the streets would be alive with people, and even a delay of a few minutes might bring destruction. They thought of this; and moved away slowly and reluctantly, Susanne clinging to Adrians arm, while Felix strode ahead scowling. But when they had placed a hundred yards or so between themselves and Toussaints gates, they stopped, a chill sense of desolation upon them. Whither were they to go? Felix urged that they should seek other friends and try them. But Marie declined. If Nicholas Toussaint dared not take them in, no other of their friends would. She had given up hope, and longed only to get back to their home, and the still form, which it seemed to her she should never have deserted.

They were standing discussing this when a cry caused them to turn. A girl was running hatless along the street; a girl tall and plump of figure, with a creamy slightly freckled face, a glory of waving golden hair upon her shoulders, and great grey eyes that could laugh and cry at once, even as they were doing now. My poor Marie, she exclaimed, taking her in her arms; my poor little one! Come back! You are to come back at once! Then disengaging herself, with a blushing cheek, she allowed Felix to embrace her. But though that young gentleman made full use of his permission, his face did not clear. Your father has just turned my sister from his door, he said bitterly, as he turned me a month ago.

She looked at him with a tender upward glance meant for him only. Hush! she begged him. Do not speak so of my father. And he has sent to fetch them back. He says he cannot keep them himself, but if they will come in and rest he will see them safely disposed. Will not that do?

Excellently, Miss Madeline, Adrian cried with gratitude. And we thank your father a thousand times.

Nay, but she said slyly that permission does not extend to you.

What matter?

What matter if Marie be safe you mean, she replied demurely. Well, I would I had so gallant a  clerk, with a glance at her own handsome lover. But come, my father is waiting at the gate for us. And she urged haste, notwithstanding which she and Felix were the last to turn. When she at length ran after the others her cheeks betrayed her.

I can see what you have been doing, girl, her father cried, meeting her within the door. For shame, hussy! Go to your room, and take your friends with you. And he aimed a light blow at her, which she easily evaded.

They will need breakfast, she persisted. She had seen her lover, and though the interview might have had its drawbacks  best known to herself  she cared little for a blow in comparison with that.

They will take it in your room, he retorted. Come, pack, girl! Pack! I will talk to you presently, he added, with meaning.

The Portails drew her away. To them her room was a haven of rest, where they felt safe, and could pour out their grief, and let her pity and indignation soothe them. The horror of the last twenty-four hours began to fall from them. They seemed to themselves to be outcasts no longer.

In the afternoon Toussaint reappeared. On with your hoods, he cried briskly, his good humour re-established. I and half a dozen stout lads will see you to a place where you can lie snug for a week.

Marie asked timidly about her fathers funeral. I will see to it, little one, he answered. I will let the curate of St. Germain know. He will do what is seemly  if the mob let him, he added to himself.

But, father, cried Madeline, where are you going to take them?

To Philip Boyers.

What! the girl cried in much surprise. His house is small and Philip and his wife are old and feeble.

True, answered Toussaint. But his hutch is under the Duchesss roof. There is a touch of our great man about Madame. Mayenne the crowd neither overmuch love, nor much fear. He will die in his bed. But with his sister it is a word and a blow. The Sixteen will not touch aught that is under her roof.

The Duchess de Montpensier was the sister of Henry Duke of Guise, Henry the Scarred, Our great man, as the Parisians loved to call him. He had been assassinated in the ante-chamber of Henry of Valois some two years before this time; and she had become the soul of the League, having more of the headstrong nature which had made him popular, than either of his brothers, Mayenne or DAumale.

I see, said Madeline, kissing the girls, you are right, father.

Impertinent baggage! he cried. To your prayers and your needle. And see that while we are away you keep close, and do not venture into the courtyard even.

She was not a nervous girl, and she was used to be alone; but the bare, roomy house seemed lonely after her father and his party had set out. She wandered to the kitchen where the two old women-servants were preparing, with the aid of a turnspit, the early supper; there she learned that only old Simon, the lame ostler, was left in the stables, which stood on either side of the courtyard. This was not re-assuring news: the more as Madeline knew her father might not return for another hour. She went thence to the long eating-room on the first floor, which ran the full depth of the house, and had one window looking to the back as well as several facing the courtyard. Here she opened the door of the stove, and let the cheery glow play upon her.

Presently she grew tired of this, too, and moved to the rearward window. It looked upon a narrow lane, and a dead wall. Still, there was a chance of seeing some one pass, some stranger; whereas the windows which looked on the empty courtyard were no windows at all  to Madeline.

The girl had not long looked out before her pale complexion, which the fire had scarcely warmed, grew hot. She started, and glanced nervously into the room behind her; then looked out again. She had seen, standing in a nook of the wall opposite her, a figure she knew well. It was that of her lover, and he seemed to be watching the house. Timidly she waved her hand to him, and he, after looking up and down the lane, advanced to the window. He could do this safely, for it was the only window in the Toussaints house which looked that way.

Are you alone? he whispered, looking up at her.

She nodded.

And my sisters? I am here to learn what has become of them.

Have gone to Philip Boyers. He lives in one of the cottages on the left of the Duchesss court.

Ah! And you? Where is your father? he murmured.

He has gone to take them. I am alone; and two minutes ago I was melancholy, she added, with a smile that should have made him happy.

I want to talk to you, he replied. May I climb up if I can, Madeline?

She shook her head, which of course meant, no. And she said, It is impossible. But she smiled; and that meant, yes. Or so he took it.

There was a pipe which ran up the wall a couple of feet or so on one side of the casement. Before she understood his plan, or that he was in earnest, he had gripped this, and was halfway up to the window.

Oh, take care, she cried. Do not come, Felix. Do not come. My father will never forgive you! Woman-like she repented, when it was too late. But he did not listen, he came on, and when his hand was stretched out to grasp the sill, all her fear was lest he should fall. She seized his wrist, and helped him in. Then she drew back. You should not have done it, Felix, she said, drawing back from him with reproof in her eyes.

But I wanted to see you so much, he urged, and the glimpse I had of you this morning was nothing.

Well, you may come to the stove and warm yourself  a moment. Oh! how cold your hands are, my poor boy! But you must not stay. Indeed you must not! And she cast terrified glances at the door.

But stolen moments are sweet and apt to be long drawn out. She had a great deal to say, and he had a great deal it seemed to ask  so much to ask indeed, that gradually a dim sense that he was asking about other things than herself  about her father and the ways of the house, and what guests they had, came over her.

It chilled her. She drew away from him, and said, suddenly, Oh, Felix! and looked at him.

Nothing more. But he understood her and coloured; and tried to ask, but asked awkwardly, What is the matter?

I know of what you are thinking, she said with grave sorrow. And it is base of you, it is cruel! You would use even me whom you love  to ruin my friends!

Hush! he answered, letting his gloomy passion have vent for the moment, they are not your friends, Madeline. See what they have done for me. It is they, or the troubles they have set on foot, that have killed my father! And he swore  carried away by his mistaken resentment  never again to spare a Huguenot save her father and one other.

She trembled and tried to close her ears. Her father had told her a hundred times that she could not be happy with a husband divided from her by a gulf so wide. She had said to him that it was too late. She had given Felix her heart and she was a woman. She could not take it back, though she knew that nothing but unhappiness could come of the match.

God forgive you! she cried in that moment of strained insight; and sank in her chair as though she would weep.

He fell on his knees beside her with words of endearment; for he had conquered himself again. And she let him soothe her, and would gladly have believed him. She had never loved him more than now, when she knew the price she must pay for him. She closed her eyes  for the moment  to that terrible future, that certain future; and he was holding her in his arms, when without warning a heavy footstep began to ascend the stairs.

They sprang apart. If even then he had had presence of mind, he might have reached the window. But he hesitated, looking in her startled eyes, and waiting. Is it your father? he whispered.

She shook her head. He cannot have returned. We should have heard the gates opened. There is no one in the house, she murmured faintly, listening while she spoke.

But still the footsteps came on: and stopped at the door. Felix looked round him with eyes of despair. Close beside him, just behind the stove, was the door of a closet. He took two strides, and before he or she had thought of the consequences, he was in the closet. Softly he drew the door to again; and she sank terrified on a chair, as the door of the room opened.

He who came in was not her father but a man of thirty-five, a stranger to her. A man with a projecting chin. His keen grey eyes wore at the moment of his entrance an expression of boredom and petulance, but when he caught sight of her, this passed, as a cloud from the sky. He came across the floor smiling. Pardon me, he said  but said it as if no pardon were needed, I found the stables  insupportably dull. I set out on a voyage of discovery. I have found my America! And he bowed in a style which puzzled the frightened girl.

You want to see my father? she stammered, He  

He has gone to the Duchesss. I know it. And very ill-natured it was of him to leave me in the stable, instead of entrusting me to your care, mistress. La Nouë, he continued, is in the stable still, asleep on a bundle of hay, and a pretty commotion there will be  when he finds I have stolen away!

Laughing with an easy carelessness that struck the citizens daughter with fresh astonishment, the stranger drew up the armchair, which was commonly held sacred to M. Toussaints use, and threw himself into it; lazily disposing his booted feet in the glow which poured from the stove, and looking across at his companion with admiration in his bold eyes. At another time she might have been offended by the look: or she might not. Women are variable. Now her fears lest Felix should be discovered dulled her apprehension.

Yet the name of La Nouë had caught her ear. She knew it well, as all France and the Low Countries knew it in those days, for the name of one of the boldest and stanchest soldiers on the Huguenot side.

La Nouë? she murmured, misty suspicions beginning to take form in her mind.

Yes, pretty one, he replied, laughing. La Nouë and no other. Does Bras-de-fer pass for an ogre here in Paris that you tremble so at his name? Let me  

But whatever the proposition he was going to offer, it came to nothing. The dull clash of the gates outside warned both of them that Nicholas Toussaint and his party had returned. A moment later a hasty tread sounded on the stairs; and an elderly man wearing a cloak burst in upon them.

His eyes swept the room while his hand still held the door; and it was clear that what he saw did not please him. He came forward stiffly, his brows knitted. But he said nothing; he seemed uncertain and embarrassed.

See! the first comer said, looking quietly up at him, but not offering to move. Now what do you think of your ogre? And by the rood he looks fierce enough to eat babes! There, old friend, he continued, speaking to the elder man in a different tone, spare your lecture. This is Toussaints daughter, and as staunch I will warrant as her father.

The old noble  he had but one arm, she saw  still looked at her with disfavour. Girls have sweethearts, sire, he said shrewdly.

For a moment  at that word  the room seemed to go round with her. Though something more of reproach and playful defence passed between the two men, she heard not a syllable of it. The consciousness that her lover was listening to every word, and that from this moment La Nouës life was in his hands, numbed her brain. She sat helpless, hardly aware that half a dozen men were entering, her father one of them. When a lamp was called for  it was growing dark  she did not stir: and Toussaint, who had not seen her, fetched it himself.

By the time he came back she had partly recovered her wits. She noted that her father locked the door with care before he set the lamp on the table. As its light fell on the harsh features of the men, a ray passed between two of them, and struck her pale face. Her father saw her and stared in astonishment.

By heaven! he cried. What does the wench here? No one answered; but all turned and looked at her where she cowered back against the stove. Go, girl! Toussaint cried, beside himself with passion. Begone! and presently I will deal with you!

Nay, stop! La Nouë interposed. Your daughter knows too much. We cannot let her go thus.

Knows too much? How? and the citizen tossed his head like a bull balked in his charge. What does she know?

His majesty  

Nay, let his majesty speak for himself  for once, said the man with the grey eyes; and even in her terror and confusion Madeline saw that all turned to him with a single movement. Mistress Toussaint did but chat with La Nouë and myself, during her fathers absence. True, she knows us; or one of us. But if any be to blame it is I. Let her stay. I will answer for her fidelity.

Nay, but she is a woman, sire, some one objected.

Ay, she is, good Poulain, and Henry turned to the speaker with a singularly bright smile. So we are safe; for there is no woman in France would betray Henry of Bourbon!

A laugh went round. Some one mentioned the Duchess.

True! said Henry, for Henry it was, he whom the Leaguers called the Béarnais and the Politiques the King of Navarre, but whom later generations have crowned as the first of French kings  Henry the Great. True! I had forgotten her. I must beware of her golden scissors. We have two crowns already, and want not another of her making. But come, let us to business without farther delay. Be seated, gentlemen; be seated without ceremony: and while we consider whether our plans hold good, Mistress Toussaint he paused and turned, to look kindly at the terrified girl will play the sentry for us.

Madelines presence within a few feet of their council-board was soon forgotten by the eager men who sat round the table. And in a sense she forgot them. She heard, it is true, their hopes and plans, of which the chief, and that which brought them together to-day, was a scheme to surprise Paris by introducing men hidden in carts laden with hay. She heard how Henry and La Nouë had entered, and who had brought them in, and how it was proposed to smuggle them out again; and many details of men and means and horses; and who were loyal and who disaffected, and who might be bought over, and at what price. She even took note of the manner of each speaker as he leaned forward, and brought his face within the circle of light, marking who were known to her before, substantial citizens these, constant at mass and market; and who were strangers, men fiercer looking, thinner, haughtier, more restless, with the stamp of constant peril at the corners of their eyes, and swords some inches longer than their neighbours.

She saw and heard all this, and more, and reasoned dully on it. But all the time her mind was paralysed by the numbing sense of one great evil awaiting her, of something with which she must presently come face to face, though her faculties had not grasped it yet. Mens lives! Ah, yes, mens lives! The girl had been bred a Huguenot. She had been taught to revere the men of the religion, the men whose names were household words; and not the weakness of the cause, not even her lovers influence, had sapped her loyalty to it.

Presently there was a stir about the table. Some of the men rose. Then that arrangement meets your views, sire? said La Nouë.

I think it is the better suggestion. Let it hold. I sleep to-night at my good friend Mazeaus, the king answered, turning to the person he named; and leave to-morrow about noon by St. Martins gate. That is understood, is it? Then let it stand so.

He did not see  none of them saw  how the girl in the shadow by the stove started; nor did they mark how the last trace of colour fled from her cheeks. She was face to face with her fate now, and knew that her own hand must work it out. The men were separating. Henry had risen and was bidding farewell to one and another; until no more than four or five beside Toussaint and La Nouë remained with him. Then he prepared himself to go, and girt on his sword, talking earnestly the while. Still engaged in low converse with one of the strangers, he walked slowly, lighted by his host to the door; he had forgotten to take leave of the girl. In another minute he and they would have disappeared in the passage, when a hoarse sound escaped from Madelines lips.

It was not so much a cry as a groan, but it was enough for men whose nerves were strained to the breaking point. All  at the moment they had their backs to her, their faces to the king  turned swiftly. Ha! Henry cried on the instant, I had forgotten my manners. I was leaving my most faithful sentry without a word of thanks, or a keepsake by which to remember Henry of France.

She had risen, and was supporting herself  but she swayed as she stood  by the arm of the chair. Never had her lover been so dear to her; never had his faults seemed so small, his love so precious. As the king approached, the light fell on her face, on her agonized eyes, and he stopped short. Toussaint! he cried sharply, your daughter is ill. Look to her! But it was noticeable that he laid his hand on his sword.

Stay! she cried, the word ringing shrilly through the room. You are betrayed! There is some one  there! she pointed to the closet who has heard  all! All! Oh, sire, mercy! mercy!

As the last words passed the girls writhing lips she clutched at her throat: she seemed to fight a moment for breath, for life: then with a stifled shriek fell in a swoon to the ground.

A seconds silence. Then a whistling sound as half a dozen swords were snatched from the scabbards. The veteran La Nouë sprang to the door: others ran to the windows and stood before them. Only Henry  after a swift glance at Toussaint, who, pale and astonished, leaned over his daughter  stood still, his fingers on his hilt. Another second of suspense, and before any one spoke, the cupboard door swung slowly open, and Felix Portail, pale to the lips, stood before them.

What do you here? cried Henry, restraining by a gesture those who would have instantly flung themselves upon the spy.

I came to see her, Felix said. He was quite calm, but a perspiration cold as death stood on his brow, and his dilated eyes wandered from one to another. You surprised me. Toussaint knows  that I was her sweetheart, he murmured.

Ay, wretched man, you came to see her! And for what else? Henry replied, his eyes, as a rule, so kindly, bent on the other in a gaze fixed and relentless.

A sudden visible quiver  as it were the agony of death  shot through Portails frame. He opened his mouth, but for a while no sound came. His eyes sought the nearest sword with a horrid side-glance. Kill me at once, he gasped, before she  before  

He never finished the sentence. With an oath the nearest Huguenot lunged at his breast, and fell back foiled by a blow from the kings hand. Back! cried Henry, his eyes flashing as another sprang forward, and would have done the work. Will you trench on the Kings justice in his presence? Sheath your swords, all save the Sieur de la Nouë, and the gentlemen who guard the windows!

He must die! several voices cried; and two men still pressed forward viciously.

Think, sire! Think what you do, cried La Nouë himself, warning in his voice. He has in his hand the life of every man here! And they are your men, risking all for the crown.

True, Henry replied smiling; but I ask no man to run a risk I will not take myself.

A murmur of dissatisfaction burst forth. Several who had sheathed, drew their swords again. I have a wife and child! cried one, bringing his point to the thrust. He dies!

He dies! cried another following his example. And the two pressed forward.

He does not die! exclaimed the King, his voice so ringing through the room that all fell back once more; fell back not so much because it was the king who spoke as in obedience to the voice which two years before had rallied the flying squadrons at Arques, and years before that had rung out hour after hour and day after day above the long street fight of Cahors. He does not die! repeated Henry, looking from one to another, with his chin thrust out, and his eyes glittering. France speaks, dare any contradict. Surely, my masters, there are no traitors here!

Your majesty, said La Nouë after a moments pause, commands our lives.

Thanks, Francis, Henry replied, instantly changing his tone. And now hear me, gentlemen. Think you that it was a light thing in this girl to give up her lover? She might have let us go to our doom, and we none the wiser! Would you take her gift and make her no requital? That were not just! That were not royal! That cannot the King of France do! And now for you, sir  he turned with another manner to Felix, who was leaning half-fainting against the wall hearken to me. You shall go free. I, who this morning played the son to your dead father, I give you your life for your sweethearts sake. For her sake be true. You shall go out alive and safe into the streets of Paris, which five minutes ago you little thought to see again. The girl you love has ransomed you: go therefore and be worthy of her. Or if I am wrong, if you still will betray me  still go! Go to be damned to all eternity! Go, to leave a name that shall live for centuries  and stand for treachery!

He spoke the last words with such scorn that a murmur of applause broke out even among those stern men. He took instant advantage of it. Now go! he said hurriedly. You can take the girl with you. She has but fainted. A kiss will bring her to life. Go, and, as you love, be silent.

The man took up his burden and went, trembling; still unable to speak. But no hand was now raised to stop him.

When he had disappeared, La Nouë turned to the king. You will not now sleep at Mazeaus, sire?

Henry rubbed his chin. Yes; let the plan stand, he answered after a brief pause. If he betray one, he shall betray all.

But this is madness, La Nouë urged.

The King shook his head, and smiling, clapped the veteran on the shoulder. Not so, he said. The man is no traitor: I say it. And you have never met with a longer head than Henrys.

Never, assented La Nouë bluntly, save when there is a woman in it!



The curtain falls. The men have lived and are dead. La Nouë, the Huguenot Bayard, now exists only in a dusty memoir and a page of Motley. Madame de Montpensier is forgotten; all of her, save her golden scissors. Mayenne, DAumale, a verse preserves their names. Only Henry  the good King, as generations of French peasants called him  remains a living figure: his strength and weakness, his sins and virtues, as well known, as thoroughly appreciated by thousands now as in the days of his life.

It follows that we cannot hope to learn much of the fortunes of people so insignificant  save for that moment when the fate of a nation hung on their breath  as the Portails and Toussaints. We do know that Felix proved worthy. For though the attack on Paris which was planned at Toussaints house, failed, it did not fail through treachery. And we know that Felix married Madeline, and that Adrian won Marie: but no more. Unless certain Portails now living in various parts of the world, whose ancestors left France at the time of the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes, are their descendants. And certainly it is curious that in these families it is not rare to find the eldest son bearing the name of Henry, and the second of Felix.


THE KINGS STRATAGEM

In the days when Henry the Fourth of France was as yet King of Navarre only, and in that little kingdom of hills and woods which occupies the south-western corner of the larger country, was with difficulty supporting the Huguenot cause against the French court and the Catholic League  in the days when every little moated town, from the Dordogne to the Pyrenees, was a bone of contention between the young king and the crafty queen-mother, Catherine de Medicis, a conference between these warring personages took place in the picturesque town of La Réole. And great was the fame of it.

La Réole still rises grey, time-worn, and half-ruined on a lofty cliff above the broad green waters of the Garonne, forty odd miles from Bordeaux. It is a small place now, but in the days of which we are speaking it was important, strongly fortified, and guarded by a castle which looked down on some hundreds of red-tiled roofs, rising in terraces from the river. As the meeting-place of the two sovereigns it was for the time as gay as Paris itself. Catherine had brought with her a bevy of fair maids of honour, and trusted more perhaps in the effect of their charms than in her own diplomacy. But the peaceful appearance of the town was as delusive as the smooth bosom of the Gironde; for even while every other house in its streets rang with music and silvery laughter, each party was ready to fly to arms at a word if it saw that any advantage could be gained thereby.

On an evening shortly before the end of the conference two men were seated at play in a room, the deep-embrasured window of which looked down from a considerable height upon the river. The hour was late; below them the town lay silent. Outside, the moonlight fell bright and pure on sleeping fields, on vineyards, and dark far-spreading woods. Within the room a silver lamp suspended from the ceiling threw light upon the table, but left the farther parts of the chamber in shadow. The walls were hung with faded tapestry, and on a low bedstead in one corner lay a handsome cloak, a sword, and one of the clumsy pistols of the period. Across a high-backed chair lay another cloak and sword, and on the window seat, beside a pair of saddle-bags, were strewn half a dozen trifles such as soldiers carried from camp to camp  a silver comfit-box, a jewelled dagger, a mask, a velvet cap.

The faces of the players, as they bent over the cards, were in shadow. One  a slight, dark man of middle height, with a weak chin  and a mouth that would have equally betrayed its weakness had it not been shaded by a dark moustache  seemed, from the occasional oaths which he let drop, to be losing heavily. Yet his opponent, a stouter and darker man, with a sword-cut across his left temple, and the swaggering air that has at all times marked the professional soldier, showed no signs of triumph or elation. On the contrary, though he kept silence, or spoke only a formal word or two, there was a gleam of anxiety and suppressed excitement in his eyes; and more than once he looked keenly at his companion, as if to judge of his feelings or to learn whether the time had come for some experiment which he meditated. But for this, an observer looking in through the window would have taken the two for that common conjunction  the hawk and the pigeon.

At last the younger player threw down his cards with an exclamation.

You have the luck of the evil one, he said, bitterly. How much is that?

Two thousand crowns, the other replied without emotion. You will play no more?

No! I wish to heaven I had never played at all! was the answer. As he spoke the loser rose, and moving to the window stood looking out. For a few moments the elder man remained in his seat, gazing furtively at him; at length he too rose, and, stepping softly to his companion, he touched him on the shoulder. Your pardon a moment, M. le Vicomte, he said. Am I right in concluding that the loss of this sum will inconvenience you?

A thousand fiends! the young gamester exclaimed, turning on him wrathfully. Is there any man whom the loss of two thousand crowns would not inconvenience? As for me  

For you, the other continued smoothly, filling up the pause, shall I be wrong in supposing that it means something like ruin?

Well, sir, and if it does? the young man retorted; and he drew himself up, his cheek a shade paler with passion. Depend upon it you shall be paid. Do not be afraid of that!

Gently, gently, my friend, the winner answered, his patience in strong contrast to the others violence. I had no intention of insulting you, believe me. Those who play with the Vicomte de Noirterre are not wont to doubt his honour. I spoke only in your own interest. It has occurred to me, Vicomte, that the matter may be arranged at less cost to yourself.

How? was the curt question.

May I speak freely? The Vicomte shrugged his shoulders, and the other, taking silence for consent, proceeded: You, Vicomte, are governor of Lusigny for the King of Navarre; I, of Créance, for the King of France. Our towns lie but three leagues apart. Could I by any chance, say on one of these fine nights, make myself master of Lusigny, it would be worth more than two thousand crowns to me. Do you understand?

No, the young man answered slowly, I do not.

Think over what I have said, then, was the brief answer.

For a full minute there was silence in the room. The Vicomte gazed from the window with knitted brows and compressed lips, while his companion, seated near at hand, leant back in his chair, with an air of affected carefulness. Outside, the rattle of arms and hum of voices told that the watch were passing through the street. The church bell rang one oclock. Suddenly the Vicomte burst into a forced laugh, and, turning, took up his cloak and sword. The trap was well laid, M. le Capitaine, he said almost jovially; but I am still sober enough to take care of myself  and of Lusigny. I wish you good night. You shall have your money, do not fear.

Still, I am afraid it will cost you dearly, the Captain answered, as he rose and moved towards the door to open it for his guest. And then, when his hand was already on the latch, he paused. My lord, he said, what do you say to this, then? I will stake the two thousand crowns you have lost to me, and another thousand to boot  against your town. Oh, no one can hear us. If you win you go off a free man with my thousand. If you lose, you put me in possession  one of these fine nights. Now, that is an offer. What do you say to it? A single game to decide.

The younger mans face reddened. He turned; his eyes sought the table and the cards; he stood irresolute. The temptation came at an unfortunate moment; a moment when the excitement of play had given way to depression, and he saw nothing outside the door, on the latch of which his hand was laid, but the bleak reality of ruin. The temptation to return, the thought that by a single hand he might set himself right with the world, was too much for him. Slowly  he came back to the table. Confound you! he said passionately. I think you are the devil himself!

Dont talk childs talk! the other answered coldly, drawing back as his victim advanced. If you do not like the offer you need not take it.

But the young man was a born gambler, and his fingers had already closed on the cards. Picking them up idly he dropped them once, twice, thrice on the table, his eyes gleaming with the play-fever. If I win? he said doubtfully. What then? Let us have it quite clearly.

You carry away a thousand crowns, the Captain answered quietly. If you lose you contrive to leave one of the gates of Lusigny open for me before next full moon. That is all.

And what if I lose, and do not pay the forfeit? the Vicomte asked, laughing weakly.

I trust to your honour, the Captain answered. And, strange as it may seem, he knew his man. The young noble of the day might betray his cause and his trust, but the debt of honour incurred at play was binding on him.

Well, said the Vicomte, with a deep breath, I agree. Who is to deal?

As you will, the Captain replied, masking under an appearance of indifference the excitement which darkened his cheek, and caused the pulse in the old wound on his face to beat furiously.

Then do you deal, said the Vicomte.

With your permission, the Captain assented. And gathering the cards he dealt them with a practised hand, and pushed his opponents six across to him.

The young man took up the hand and, as he sorted it, and looked from it to his companions face, he repressed a groan with difficulty. The moonlight shining through the casement fell in silvery sheen on a few feet of the floor. With the light something of the silence and coolness of the night entered also, and appealed to him. For a few seconds he hesitated. He made even as if he would have replaced the hand on the table. But he had gone too far to retrace his steps with honour. It was too late, and with a muttered word, which his dry lips refused to articulate, he played the first card.

He took that trick and the next: they were secure.

And now, said the Captain, who knew well where the pinch came. What next?

The Vicomte compressed his lips. Two courses were open to him. By adopting one he could almost for certain win one more trick: by the other he might just possibly win two tricks. He was a gamester; he adopted the latter course. In half a minute it was over. He had lost!

The winner nodded gravely. The luck is with me still, he said, keeping his eyes on the table that the light of triumph which had leapt into them might not be seen. When do you go back to your command, Vicomte?

The unhappy man sat, as one stunned, his eyes on the painted cards which had cost him so dearly. The day after to-morrow, he muttered at last, striving to collect himself.

Then shall we say  the following evening? the Captain asked courteously.

The young man shivered. As you will, he muttered.

We quite understand one another, continued the winner, eyeing his man watchfully, and speaking with more urgency. I may depend on you, M. le Vicomte, I presume  to keep your word?

The Noirterres have never been wanting to their word, the young nobleman answered stung into passing passion. If I live I will put Lusigny into your hands, M. le Capitaine. Afterwards I will do my best to recover it  in another way.

I shall be most happy to meet you in that way, replied the Captain, bowing lightly. And in one more minute, the door of his lodging had closed on the other; and he was alone  alone with his triumph, his ambition, his hopes for the future  alone with the greatness to which his capture of Lusigny was to be the first step. He would enjoy that greatness not a whit the less because fortune had hitherto dealt out to him more blows than caresses, and he was still at forty, after a score of years of roughest service, the governor of a paltry country town.

Meanwhile, in the darkness of the narrow streets, the Vicomte was making his way to his lodgings in a state of despair difficult to describe, impossible to exaggerate. Chilled, sobered, and affrighted he looked back and saw how he had thrown for all and lost all, how he had saved the dregs of his fortune at the expense of his loyalty, how he had seen a way of escape  and lost it for ever! No wonder that as he trudged through the mud and darkness of the sleeping town his breath came quickly and his chest heaved, and he looked from side to side as a hunted animal might look, uttering great sighs. Ah, if he could have retraced the last three hours! If he could have undone that he had done!

In a fever, he entered his lodging, and securing the door behind him stumbled up the stone stairs and entered his room. The impulse to confide his misfortunes to some one was so strong upon him that he was glad to see a dark form half sitting, half lying in a chair before the dying embers of a wood fire. In those days a mans natural confidant was his valet, the follower, half friend, half servant, who had been born on his estate, who lay on a pallet at the foot of his bed, who carried his billets-doux and held his cloak at the duello, who rode near his stirrup in fight and nursed him in illness, who not seldom advised him in the choice of a wife, and lied in support of his suit.

The young Vicomte flung his cloak over a chair. Get up, you rascal! he cried impatiently. You pig, you dog! he continued, with increasing anger. Sleeping there as though your master were not ruined by that scoundrel of a Breton! Bah! he added, gazing bitterly at his follower, you are of the canaille, and have neither honour to lose nor a town to betray!

The sleeping man moved in his chair but did not awake. The Vicomte, his patience exhausted, snatched the bonnet from his head, and threw it on the ground. Will you listen? he said. Or go, if you choose look for another master. I am ruined! Do you hear? Ruined, Gil! I have lost all  money, land, Lusigny itself  at the cards!

The man, roused at last, stooped with a sleepy movement, and picking up his hat dusted it with his hand, then rose with a yawn to his feet.

I am afraid, Vicomte, he said, in tones that, quiet as they were, sounded like thunder in the young mans astonished and bewildered ears, I am afraid that if you have lost Lusigny  you have lost something which was not yours to lose!

As he spoke he struck the embers with his boot, and the fire, blazing up, shone on his face. The Vicomte saw, with stupor, that the man before him was not Gil at all  was indeed the last person in the world to whom he should have betrayed himself. The astute smiling eyes, the aquiline nose, the high forehead, and projecting chin, which the short beard and moustache scarcely concealed, were only too well known to him. He stepped back with a cry of despair. Sir! he said, and then his tongue failed him. His arms dropped by his sides. He stood silent, pale, convicted, his chin on his breast. The man to whom he had confessed his treachery was the master whom he had agreed to betray.

I had suspected something of this, Henry of Navarre continued, after a lengthy pause, and with a tinge of irony in his tone. Rosny told me that that old fox, the Captain of Créance, was affecting your company somewhat too much, M. le Vicomte, and I find that, as usual, his suspicions were well-founded. What with a gentleman who shall be nameless, who has bartered a ford and a castle for the favour of Mademoiselle de Luynes, and yourself, and another I know of  I am blest with some faithful followers, it seems! For shame! for shame, sir! he continued seating himself with dignity in the chair from which he had risen, but turning it so that he confronted his host, have you nothing to say for yourself?

The young noble stood with bowed head, his face white. This was ruin, indeed, absolute, irremediable ruin. Sir, he said at last, your Majesty has a right to my life, not to my honour.

Your honour! Henry exclaimed, biting contempt in his tone.

The young man started, and for a second his cheek flamed under the well-deserved reproach; but he recovered himself. My debt to your Majesty, he said, I am willing to pay.

Since pay you must, Henry muttered softly.

But I claim to pay also my debt to the Captain of Créance.

The King of Navarre stared. Oh, he said. So you would have me take your worthless life, and give up Lusigny?

I am in your hands, sire.

Pish, sir! Henry replied in angry astonishment. You talk like a child. Such an offer, M. de Noirterre, is folly, and you know it. Now listen to me. It was lucky for you that I came in to-night, intending to question you. Your madness is known to me only, and I am willing to overlook it. Do you hear? I am willing to pardon. Cheer up, therefore, and be a man. You are young; I forgive you. This shall be between you and me only, the young prince continued, his eyes softening as the others head sank lower, and you need think no more of it until the day when I shall say to you, Now, M. de Noirterre, for Navarre and for Henry, strike!

He rose as the last words passed his lips, and held out his hand. The Vicomte fell on one knee, and kissed it reverently, then sprang to his feet again. Sire, he said, his eyes shining, you have punished me heavily, more heavily than was needful. There is only one way in which I can show my gratitude, and that is by ridding you of a servant who can never again look your enemies in the face.

What new folly is this? Henry asked sternly. Do you not understand that I have forgiven you?

Therefore I cannot betray Lusigny, and I must acquit myself of my debt to the Captain of Créance in the only way which remains, the young man replied firmly. Death is not so hard that I would not meet it twice over rather than again betray my trust.

This is midsummer madness! said the King, hotly.

Possibly, replied the Vicomte, without emotion; yet of a kind to which your Grace is not altogether a stranger.

The words appealed to that love of the fanciful and the chivalrous which formed part of the young Kings nature, and was one cause alike of his weakness and his strength. In its more extravagant flights it gave opportunity after opportunity to his enemies, in its nobler and saner expressions it won victories which all his astuteness and diplomacy could not have compassed. He stood now, looking with half-hidden admiration at the man whom two minutes before he had despised.

I think you are in jest, he said presently and with some scorn.

No, sir, the young man answered, gravely. In my country they have a proverb about us. The Noirterres, say they, have ever been bad players but good payers. I will not be the first to be worse than my name!

He spoke with so quiet a determination that the King was staggered, and for a minute or two paced the room in silence, inwardly reviling the obstinacy of this weak-kneed supporter, yet unable to withhold his admiration from it. At length he stopped, with a low exclamation.

Wait! he cried. I have it! Ventre Saint Gris, man, I have it! His eyes sparkled, and, with a gentle laugh, he hit the table a sounding blow. Ha! ha! I have it! he repeated gaily.

The young noble gazed at him in surprise, half suspicious, half incredulous. But when Henry in low, rapid tones had expounded his plan, the young mans face underwent a change. Hope and life sprang into it. The blood flew to his cheeks. His whole aspect softened. In a moment he was on his knee, mumbling the princes hand, his eyes moist with gratitude. Nor was that all; the two talked long, the murmur of their voices broken more than once by the ripple of laughter. When they at length separated, and Henry, his face hidden by the folds of his cloak, had stolen to his lodgings, where, no doubt, more than one watcher was awaiting him with a mind full of anxious fears, the Vicomte threw open his window and looked out on the night. The moon had set, but the stars still shone peacefully in the dark canopy above. He remembered, his throat choking with silent emotion, that he was looking towards his home  the round towers among the walnut woods of Navarre which had been in his family since the days of St. Louis, and which he had so lightly risked. And he registered a vow in his heart that of all Henrys servants he would henceforth be the most faithful.

Meanwhile the Captain of Créance was enjoying the sweets of his coming triumph. He did not look out into the night, it is true  he was over old for sentiment  but pacing up and down the room he planned and calculated, considering how he might make the most of his success. He was still comparatively young. He had years of strength before him. He would rise high and higher. He would not easily be satisfied. The times were troubled, opportunities were many, fools not few; bold men with brains and hands were rare.

At the same time he knew that he could be sure of nothing until Lusigny was actually in his possession; and he spent the next few days in painful suspense. But no hitch occurred nor seemed likely. The Vicomte made him the necessary communications; and men in his own pay informed him of dispositions ordered by the governor of Lusigny which left him in no doubt that the loser intended to pay his debt.

It was, therefore, with a heart already gay with anticipation that the Captain rode out of Créance two hours before midnight on an evening eight days later. The night was dark, but he knew his road well. He had with him a powerful force, composed in part of thirty of his own garrison, bold hardy fellows, and in part of six score horsemen, lent him by the governor of Montauban. As the Vicomte had undertaken to withdraw, under some pretence or other, one-half of his command and to have one of the gates opened by a trusty hand, the Captain foresaw no difficulty. He trotted along in excellent spirits, now stopping to scan with approval the dark line of his troopers, now to bid them muffle the jingle of their swords and corselets that nevertheless rang sweet music in his ears. He looked for an easy victory; but it was not any slight misadventure that would rob him of his prey. If necessary he would fight and fight hard. Still, as his company wound along the river-side or passed into the black shadow of the oak grove, which stands a mile to the east of Lusigny, he did not expect that there would be much fighting.

Treachery alone, he thought, could thwart him; and of treachery there was no sign. The troopers had scarcely halted under the last clump of trees before a figure detached itself from one of the largest trunks, and advanced to the Captains rein. The Captain saw with surprise that it was the Vicomte himself. For a second he thought that something had gone wrong, but the young nobles first words reassured him. It is arranged, M. de Noirterre whispered, as the Captain bent down to him. I have kept my word, and I think that there will be no resistance. The planks for crossing the moat lie opposite the gate. Knock thrice at the latter, and it will be opened. There are not fifty armed men in the place.

Good! the Captain answered, in the same cautious tone. But you  

I am believed to be elsewhere, and must be gone. I have far to ride to night. Farewell.

Till we meet again, the Captain answered; and without more he saw his ally glide away and disappear in the darkness. A cautious word set the troop in motion, and a very few minutes saw them standing on the edge of the moat, the outline of the gateway tower looming above them, a shade darker than the wrack of clouds which overhead raced silently across the sky. A moment of suspense while one and another shivered  for there is that in a night attack which touches the nerves of the stoutest  and the planks were found, and as quietly as possible laid across the moat. This was so skilfully done that it evoked no challenge and the Captain crossing quickly with a few picked men, stood in the twinkling of an eye under the shadow of the gateway. Still no sound was heard save the hurried breathing of those at his elbow, the stealthy tread of others crossing, the persistent voices of the frogs in the water beneath. Cautiously he knocked three times and waited. The third rap had scarcely sounded before the gate rolled silently open, and he sprang in, followed by his men.

So far so good. A glance at the empty street and the porters pale face told him at once that the Vicomte had kept his word. But he was too old a soldier to take anything for granted, and forming up his men as quickly as they entered, he allowed no one to advance until all were inside, and then, his trumpet sounding a wild note of defiance, two-thirds of his force sprang forward in a compact body while the other third remained to hold the gate. In a moment the town awoke to find itself in the hands of the enemy.

As the Vicomte had promised, there was no resistance. In the small keep a score of men did indeed run to arms, but only to lay their weapons down without striking a blow when they became aware of the force opposed to them. Their leader, sullenly acquiescing, gave up his sword and the keys of the town to the victorious Captain; who, as he sat his horse in the middle of the marketplace, giving his orders and sending off riders with the news, already saw himself in fancy Governor of Angoulême and Knight of the Holy Ghost.

As the red light of the torches fell on steel caps and polished hauberks, on the serried ranks of pikemen, and the circle of whitefaced townsfolks, the picturesque old square looked doubly picturesque and he who sat in the midst, its master, doubly a hero. Every five minutes, with a clatter of iron on the rough pavement and a shower of sparks, a horseman sprang away to tell the news at Montauban or Cahors; and every time that this occurred, the Captain, astride on his charger, felt a new sense of power and triumph.

Suddenly the low murmur of voices about him was broken by a new sound, the distant beat of hoofs, not departing but arriving, and coming each moment nearer. It was but the tramp of a single horse, but there was something in the sound which made the Captain prick his ears, and secured for the arriving messenger a speedy passage through the crowd. Even at the last the man did not spare his horse, but spurred through the ranks to the Captains very side, and then and then only sprang to the ground. His face was pale, his eyes were bloodshot. His right arm was bound up in bloodstained cloths. With an oath of amazement, the Captain recognized the officer whom he had left in charge of Créance, and he thundered, What is this? What is it?

They have got Créance! the man gasped, reeling as he spoke. They have got  Créance!

Who? the Captain shrieked, his face purple with rage.

The little man of Béarn! The King of Navarre! He assaulted it five hundred strong an hour after you left, and had the gate down before we could fire a dozen shots. We did what we could, but we were but one to seven. I swear, Captain, that we did all we could. Look at this!

Almost black in the face, the Captain swore another oath. It was not only that he saw governorship and honours vanish like Will-o-the-wisps, but that he saw even more quickly that he had made himself the laughing-stock of a kingdom! And that was the truth. To this day, among the stories which the southern French love to tell of the prowess and astuteness of their great Henry, there is no tradition more frequently told, none more frequently made the subject of mirth, than that of the famous exchange of Créance for Lusigny; of the move by which between dawn and sunrise, without warning, without a word, he gave his opponents mate.


THE HOUSE ON THE WALL

In the summer of 1706, two years after the second battle of Hochstett, which Englishmen call Blenheim, in a world ringing with the names of Marlborough and Eugene, Louis of Baden and Villars, Villeroy the Incapable and Boufflers the Brave  a world, for us of later days, of dark chaos, luridly lit by the flames of burning hamlets, and galloped through by huge troopers wearing periwigs and thigh boots, and carrying pistols two feet long in the barrel  one of the Austrian captains sat down before the frontier town of Huymonde, in Spanish Flanders, and prepared to take it.

Whereat Huymonde was not too greatly or too fearfully moved. A warm town, of fat burghers and narrow streets, and oak wainscots that winked in the firelight, and burnished flagons that caught the drinkers smile, it was not to be lightly excited; and it had been besieged, heaven only knows how many times before. Men made ready as for a long frost, took count of wine and provisions, and hiding a portion of each under the cellar floor, thanked God that they were not the garrison, and that times were changed since the Thirty Years War. These things done and the siege formed, they folded their hands and let themselves slide into the current of an idle life, flecked from time to time with bubbles of excitement. When the Austrian guns rumbled without, and the smoke eddied slowly over the walls, they stood in the streets, their hands in their muffs, and gossiped not unpleasantly; when the cannon were silent they smoked their long pipes on the ramparts, and measured the advance of the trenches, and listened while the oldest inhabitant prosed of the sack by Spinola in 24 and the winter siege of 41.

Whether the good townsfolk were as brave in private  when at home with their wives, for instance  may be doubted; but this for certain, the Burgomasters trouble lay all with the women. Whether they had less faith in the great Louis, Fourteenth of the name, King of France  who, indeed, seemed in these days less superior to a world in arms than in the dawn of his glory  or they found the oldest inhabitants tales too precisely to the point, they had a way of growing restive once a week, besieged the good Burgomasters house, and demanded  with a thousand shrill and voluble tongues  immediate surrender on terms. Between whiles, being busy with scrubbing and baking, and washing their children, they were quiet enough. But as surely as Sunday came round, and with it a clean house and leisure to chat with the neighbours, the Burgomasters hour came too, and with it the mob of women shaking crooked fingers at him, and bursting his ears with their shrill abuse. He was a bold man, but he began to dream at night of De Witt and his fate  of which he knew, with many gruesome particulars; and, from a stout and pompous burgher, he dwindled in six weeks to a lean and morose old tyrant. Withal he had no choice, for at his shoulder lurked the French Commandant, a resolute man with a wit of his own and a pet curtain  between the Stadthaus bastion and the bastion of the Bronze Horse, and very handy to the former  whereat he shot deserters and the like on the smallest pretext.

Still, the Burgomaster, as he wiped his sallow face, and watched the last of the women withdraw on the seventh Sunday of the Siege, began to think that, rather than pass through this again, he would face even the curtain and a volley; if he were sure that one volley would do it, and no botching. The ordeal had been more severe than usual: his cheek still twitched, and he leaned against his official table to belie his trembling knees. He had been settling a change of billets, when the viragos broke in on him, and only his clerk had been present; for his council  and this he felt sorely  much bullied in old days, were treating him to solitude and the monopoly of the burden. His clerk was with him now; but affected to be busy with the papers on the table. Perhaps he was scared too, and equally bent on hiding it; at any rate, it was the Burgomaster who first discovered that they were not alone, but that one woman still lingered. She had placed herself in a corner of the oak seat that ran round the panelled room; and the stained glass of the windows, blazoned with the arms of Huymonde and the Counts of Flanders, cast a veil of tawny lights between her and the gazer; behind which she seemed to lurk. The Burgomaster started, then remembered that the danger was over for the time  he was not afraid of one woman; and in a harsh voice he bade her follow her mates.

Begone, wench! he said. And go to your prayers! That is womens work. Leave these things to men.

The woman rose to her full height. When men, she answered, in a voice at which the Burgomaster started afresh, hide themselves, it is time women stood forward. Where is your son?

The Burgomaster swore.

Where is your son? the woman repeated firmly.

The Burgomaster swore again, his sallow face grown purple: then he looked at his clerk and signed to him to go. The clerk went, wondering and gaping  for this was unusual  and the two were left together.

At that the Burgomaster found his voice. You Jezebel! he cried, approaching the woman. How dare you come here to make mischief? How dare you lay your tongue to my sons name? Do you know, shameless one, that if I were to give the word  

But at that word the woman caught fire, blazed up, and outdid him in rage. She was a middle-aged woman and spare, with a face naturally pale and refined, and an air of pride that peeped even through the neat poverty of her dress. But at that word she shook her hands in his face and her eyes blazed.

Shameless? she retorted. No, but shameful; and through whom? Through your son, your villain, your craven of a son who hides now! Through your base-born tradesman of a son who dare face neither woman nor man.

Silence! the Burgomaster cried. Silence!

She broke off, but only to throw her whole soul into one breathless cry.

Will he marry her? she panted; and she held out her hands to him, palm uppermost. Will he marry her? In a word.

No, the Burgomaster answered grimly.

She flung up her arms.

Then beware! she cried wildly, and for the first time she raised her voice to the pitch of those other shrews. Beware! You and yours have brought us to shame; but the end is not yet, the end is not yet! You do not know us.

At that he rallied himself. I may not know you yet, he said hardily, and indeed brutally; but I know this, that such things as these come, woman, of people setting themselves up to be better than their neighbours, when they are as poor as church mice. They come of slighting honest fellows and setting caps at those above you. Your daughter  or you, woman, if you like it better  set the trap, and you are caught in it yourselves. That is all.

You wretch! she gasped. And he  will not marry her?

Not while I live, he answered firmly.

And that is your last word?

It is, he said. My very last.

He was on his guard, prepared to defend himself even against actual violence. For he knew what angry women were and of what they were capable even against a Burgomaster. But after a tense pause of suspense, during every moment of which he expected her to fall upon him, she said only, Where is he?

I shall not tell you, he answered. Nor would it help you if you knew!

And that is all?

That is all.

It was not their first interview. She had pled with him before, and knelt and wept and abased herself before him. She had done all that the love that tore her heartstrings  the love that made it so much more difficult to see her child suffer than to suffer herself, the love that every moment painted the bare room at home, and her daughter prostrate there in shame and despair  she had done all that even love could suggest. There was no room therefore for farther pleading, for farther prayers; she had threatened, and she had failed. What, then, remained to be done?

Nothing, the Burgomaster thought, as in a flash of triumph and relief he watched her go, outfaced and defeated. Nothing; and he hugged himself on the prudence that had despatched his son out of the way in time, and rendered a match with that proud pauper brat impossible. Nothing; but to the woman, as she went, it seemed that everything remained to be done. As she left the little square with its tall slender gabled houses and plunged into the narrow street that led to her house on the wall, the story of her life in Huymonde spread itself before her in a string of scenes that now  now alas! but never before  seemed to find their natural sequence in this tragedy. Nine years before she had come to Huymonde with her artist husband; but the great art of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was already dying or dead in Flanders, and with it the artistic sense, and the honour once paid to it. Huymonde made delft still, and pottery, but on old conventional lines, in an endless repetition of old formal patterns, with no touch of genius or appreciation. Trade, and a desire to win the florid ease, the sleek comfort of the burgher, possessed the town wholly. The artist had found himself a stranger in a strange land; had struggled on, despising and despised, in the quaint house on the wall, at which he had snatched on his first coming because it looked over the open country. There, after seven years, he had slipped out of life, scarcely better known, and no whit more highly appreciated than on the day of his arrival.

After that the story was of two women living sola cum solâ  one wholly for the other  suspected, if not disliked, by their neighbours, and for their part alien in all their thoughts and standards; since the artists widow could not forget that he had been the favourite pupil of Peter Pauls old age, or that her father had counted quarterings. Sola cum solâ, until one day the war began, and Huymonde set about looking to its defences. Then a young man appeared on a certain evening to inspect the House on the Wall, and see that the window, which looked out upon the level country side, was safely and properly built up and strengthened.

You must have a sergeant and guard billeted here! was his first sharp word; and the widow had sighed at this invasion of their privacy, which was also their poverty. But the young girl, standing sideways in that very window, which was to be closed, had pouted her red lips and frowned on the intruder, and the sergeant had not come, nor the guard. Instead the young man had returned, at first weekly, then at shorter intervals, to see that the window defences remained intact; and with his appearance life in the House on the Wall had become a different thing. He was the son of the Burgomaster of the town, he would be the richest man in the town, his wife might repay with interest and advantage the dull bovine scorn to which the city dames had treated her mother. The widow permitted herself to hope. Her child was beautiful, with the creamy fairness of Gueldres, and as pure as the sky. The young man was gay and handsome; qualities which made their due impression on the elder womans heart, long unfamiliar with them. So, for more than a year he had had the run of the house, he had been one of the family; and then one day he had disappeared, and then one other day  

Oh, God of vengeance! She paused in the darkening street, as she thought of it. Beside her a long window, warmly curtained, sent out a stream of ruddy light. From the opposite house issued cheery voices and tinkling laughter, and the steam of cooking. And before and behind, whichever way she looked, firelight flashed through diamond panes and glowed in the heart of green bottle-glass. Out in the street men shouldered past her, talking blithely; and in distant kitchens cups clinked and ware clattered, and every house  every house from garret to parlour, seemed to her a home happy and gleeful. A home; and her home! She stood at the thought and cursed them; cursed them, and like the echo of her whispered words the solemn boom of a cannon floated over the town.

A chance passer, seeing her stand thus, caught the whiteness of her face, and thought her afraid. Cheer up, mother! he said over his shoulder, they are all bark and little bite!

I would they bit to the bone! she cried in fury.

But luckily he was gone too far to hear or to understand; and, resuming her course, she hurried on, her head bowed. A few minutes walking brought her to the foot of the stone steps that, in two parallel flights, led up to the low-browed door of her house. There, as she set her foot on the lowest stair, and wearily began the ascent, a man advanced out of the darkness and touched her sleeve. For an instant she thought it the man, and she caught her breath and stepped back. But his first word showed her her mistake.

You live here? he said abruptly. Can I come in?

In ordinary times his foreign accent and the glint of a pistol-barrel, which caught her eye as he spoke, would have set her on her guard. But to-night she had nothing to lose  nothing, it seemed to her, to hope. She scarcely looked at the man. As you please, she said dully. What do you want?

To speak to you.

Come in then, she said.

She did not turn to him again until they stood together in the room above, and the door was shut. Then she asked him a second time what he wanted.

Are we alone? he returned, staring suspiciously about him.

My daughter is above, she answered. There is no one else in the house.

And you are poor?

She shrugged her shoulders indifferently, and by a movement of her hands seemed to put the room in evidence; one or two pictures, standing on easels, and a few common painters properties redeemed it from utter bareness, utter misery, yet left it cold and faded.

Nevertheless, his next question took her by surprise. What rent do you pay? he asked harshly.

What rent? she repeated, shaken out of her moodiness.

Yes. How many crowns?

Twenty, she answered mechanically. What was his aim? What did he want?

A year?

Yes, a year.

The man had a round shaven whitish face that sat in the circle of a tightly tied Steinkirk cravat, like an ivory ball in a cup; and short hair, that might on occasion line a periwig. Notwithstanding his pistol, he had rather the air of a tradesman than a soldier until you met his eyes, which flashed with a keen glitter that belied his smug face and shaven cheeks. Those eyes caught the widows eyes as he answered her, and held them.

Twenty crowns a year, he said. Then listen. I will give you two hundred crowns for this house  for one night.

For this house for one night? she repeated, thinking she had not heard aright.

For this house, for one night! he answered.

Then she understood. She was quick-witted, she had lived long in the house and knew it. Without more she knew that God or the devil had put that which she sought into her hands; and her first impulse was to pure joy. The thirst for vengeance welled up, hot and resistless. Now she could be avenged on all; on the hard-hearted tyrant who had rejected her prayer, on the sleek dames who would point the finger at her child, on the smug town that had looked askance at her all these years  that had set her beyond the pale of its dull grovelling pleasures, and shut her up in that lonely House on the Wall! Now  now she had it in her hand to take tenfold for one. Her face so shone at the thought that the man watching her felt a touch of misgiving; though he was of the boldest or he had not been there on that errand.

When? she said. When?

To-morrow night, he answered. And then, leaning forward, and speaking lightly but in a low voice, he went on, It is a simple matter. All you have to do is to find a lodging and begone from here by sunset, leaving the door on the latch. No more; for the money it shall be paid to you, half to-night and half the day after to-morrow.

I want no money, she said.

No money? he exclaimed incredulously.

No, no money, she answered, in a tone and with a look that silenced him.

But you will do it? he said, almost with timidity.

I will do it, she answered. At sunset to-morrow you will find the door on the latch and the house empty. After that see that you do your part!

His eyes lightened. Have no fear, he said grimly. But mark one thing, mistress, he continued. It is an odd thing to do for nothing.

That is my business! she cried, with a flash of rage.

He had been about to warn her that during the next twenty-four hours she would be watched, and that on the least sign of a message passing between her and those in authority the plot would be abandoned. But at that look he held his peace, said curtly that it was a bargain then; and in a twinkling he was gone, leaving her  leaving her alone with her secret.

Yet for a time it was not of that or of her vengeance that she thought. Her mind was busy with the years of solitude and estrangement she had passed in that house and that room; with the depression that little by little had sapped her husbands strength and hope, with the slow decay of their goods, their cheerfulness, even the artistic joys that had at first upheld them; with the aloofness that had doomed her and her child to a dreary existence; with this last great wrong.

Yes, let it be! let it be! she cried. In fancy she saw the town lie below her  as she had often seen it with the actual eye from the ramparts  she saw the clustering mass of warm red roofs and walls, the outlying towers, the church, the one long straight street; and with outstretched arm she doomed it  doomed it with a vengeful sense of the righteousness of the sentence.

Yet, strange to say, that which was uppermost in her mind and steeled her soul and justified the worst, was not the last thing of which she had to complain  her daughters wrong  but the long years of loneliness, the hundred, nay, the thousand, petty slights of the past, bearable at the time and in detail, but intolerable in the retrospect now hope was gone. She dwelt on these, and the thought of what was coming filled her with a fearful joy. She thought of them, and took the lamp and passed into the next room, and, throwing the light on the rough face of brickwork that closed the great window, she eyed the cracks eagerly, and scarcely kept her fingers from beginning the work. For she understood the plot. One man working silently within, in darkness, could demolish the wall in an hour; then a whistle, rope ladders, a line of men ascending, and before midnight the house would vomit armed men, the nearest gate would be seized, the town would lie at the mercy of the enemy!

Presently she had to go to her daughter, but the current of her thoughts kept the same course. The girl was sullen, and lay with her face to the wall, and gave short answers, venting her misery after the common human fashion on the one who loved her best. The mother bore it, not as before with the patience that scorned even to upbraid, but grimly, setting down each peevish word to the score that was so soon to be paid. She lay all night beside her child, and in the small hours heard her weep and felt the bed shake with her unhappiness, and carried the score farther; nay, busied herself with it, so that day and the twittering of sparrows and the booming of the early guns took her by surprise. Took her by surprise, but worked no change in her thoughts.

She was so completely under the influence of the idea, that she felt no fear; the chance of discovery, and the certainty that if discovered she would be done to death without mercy, did not trouble her in the least. She went about her ordinary tasks until late in the afternoon; then, without preface or explanation, she told her daughter that she was going out to seek a lodging.

The girl was profoundly astonished. A lodging? she cried, sitting up. For us?

Yes, the mother answered coldly. For whom do you think?

And you will leave this house?

Yes.

But when?

To-night.

Leave this house  for a lodging  to-night? the girl faltered. She could not believe her ears. Why? What has happened?

Then the woman, in the fierceness of her mood, turned her arms against her child. Need you ask? she cried bitterly. Do you want to go on living in this house  in this house, which was your fathers? To go in and out at this door, and meet our neighbours and talk with them on these steps? To wait here  here, where every one knows you, for the shame that will come? For the man who will never come?

The girl sank back, shuddering and weeping. The woman covered her head and went out, and presently returned; and in the grey of the evening, which within the walls fell early, the two left the house, the elder carrying a bundle of clothes, the younger whimpering and wondering. Stupefied by the suddenness of the movement, and her mothers stern purpose, she did not observe that they had left the door on the latch, and the House on the Wall unguarded.

The people with whom they had found a lodging, a little room under the sharply sloping tiles, knew them by name and sight  that in so small a place was inevitable  but found nothing strange in the womans reason for moving; she said that at home the firing broke her daughters rest. The housewife indeed could sympathize with her, and did so. I never go to bed myself, she said roundly, but I dream of those wretches sacking the town, and look to awake with my throat cut.

Tut  tut! her husband answered angrily. You will live to wag your tongue and make mischief a score of years yet. And for the town being sacked, there is small chance of that  in these days.

The elder of his new lodgers repeated his words. Small chance of that? she said mechanically. Is that so?

The man looked at her with patronage. Little or none, he said. If we have to cry Enough, we shall cry it in time, and on terms you may be sure; and they will march in like gentlemen, and an end of it.

But if it happen at night? the woman asked curiously. She felt a strange compulsion to put the question. If they should take us by surprise? What then?

The man shrugged his shoulders. Well, then, of course, things might be different, he said. But, sho! it wont happen. No fear! he continued hastily, and in a tone that belied his words. And you, wife, get back to your pots and leave this talking! You frighten yourself to death with imaginings!

The woman from the House on the Wall went upstairs to her garret. She did not repent of what she had done; but a sense of its greatness began to take hold of her, and whether she would or not, she found herself waiting  waiting and watching for she alone knew what. Given a companion less preoccupied with misery and she must have been suspected. But the girl lay moodily on her bed, and the widow was at liberty to stand at the window with her hands spread on the sill, and look, and listen, and look, and listen, unwatched. She could not see the street, for below their dormer the roof ran down steeply a yard or more to the eaves; but she had full command of the opposite houses, and at one of the windows a young girl was dressing herself. The woman watched her plait her fair hair, looking sideways the while at a little mirror; and saw her put on a poor necklace and remove it again and try a piece of ribbon. Gradually the watcher became interested; from interest she passed to speculation, and wondered with a slight shudder how this girl would fare between that and morning. And then the girl looked up and met the womans eyes with the innocence of her own  and the woman fell back from the window as if a hand had struck her.

She went no more after that to the window; but until it was quite dark she sat in a chair with her hands on her lap, forcing herself to quietude, as women will, where men would tramp the floor unceasingly. When it was quite dark she trimmed and lit the lamp, and still she did not repent. But she listened more and more closely, and with less concealment. And the face of the girl preening herself at her poor mirror returned again and again, and troubled her. She could contemplate the fate of the town as a whole, and say, let it be! Ay, in Gods name let it be! But the one face seen at a window, the one case brought home to her, clung to her mind, and pricked and pained her  dully.

By-and-by she heard the clock strike ten, and her daughter, turning feverishly on the bed, asked her peevishly when she was going to lie down. Presently, she answered, presently. And still she sat and listened, and still the girls face haunted her. She began to picture in detail the thing for which she was waiting. She fancied that she could hear the first alert, followed by single cries, these by a roar of alarm, this by the wild rush of feet; then she heard the crashing volley, the rattle of hoofs on the pavement, the whirl of the flight through the streets, the shouts of Germany! Germany! as the troops swept in triumphant! And then  ah, then!  she heard the things that would follow, the crashing in of doors, the sudden glare of flames, the screams of men driven to the wall, the yells of drunken Saxons, the shrieks of women, the  

No more! No more! She could not bear it. With a shudder she stood erect, and looked about her  wildly. The lamp burned low, her daughter was asleep. With a swift movement the mother caught up a shawl that lay beside the bed, and turned to the door.

Alas, too late. She had repented, but too late. With her hand on the latch, her foot on the threshold, she stood, arrested by a low distant cry that caught her ear, and swelled even as she listened to it, into a roar of many voices rousing the town. What was it? Alas, she knew; she knew, and cowered against the door whitefaced and shaking. A moment passed, and the alarm, after sinking, rose again, and now there was no doubt of its meaning. Shod feet pattered through the streets, windows clattered up noisily; a wild medley of voices broke out, and again in a few seconds was lost in the crashing sound of the very volley she had foreheard!

From that moment it seemed to her that hell was broken loose in the town; and she had loosed it! She could no longer, in the din that rose from the street, distinguish one sound from another; but the crash of distant cannon, the heavy tramp of feet near at hand, the screams and cries and shouting, the blare of trumpets, all rose in a confused babel of sounds that shook the very houses, and blanched the cheeks and drove the blood to the heart. The woman, cowering against the door, covered her ears, and groaned. Her horror at what she had done was so great, that she did not heed what was passing near her, nor give a thought to the child in the same room with her until the latters voice struck her ear, and she turned and found her daughter standing in the middle of the floor, her hand to her breast, and her eyes wide. Then the mother awoke in her again; with pallid shaking lips she cried to her to lie down  to lie down, for there was no danger.

But the girl raised her hand for silence. Hush! she said. I hear a step! It is his! It is his! And he is coming to me! Mother, he is coming to me!

The mother imagined that terror had turned the girls brain; it was inconceivable that in that roar of sound a single step could make itself heard, or be recognized. And she tried, in a voice that shook with horror and remorse, to repeat her meaningless words of comfort. But they died on her lips, died still-born, as the door flew open, and a man rushed in, gazed an instant, then caught her child in his arms.

It was the Burgomasters son!

The woman from the House on the Wall leaned an instant against the door-post, gazing at them. Little by little as she looked the expression in her eyes changed, and they took the cold, fixed, distant look of a sleep-walker. A moment and she drew a shuddering breath, and turned and went out, and, groping in the outside darkness for the balustrade, went unfaltering into the street.

A part of the garrison happened to be retreating that way at the time. A few were still turning to fire at intervals; but the greater number were hurrying along with bent heads, keeping close to the houses, and intent only on escaping. Reaching the middle of the roadway she stood there like a rock, her face turned in the direction whence the fugitives were hastening.

Presently she saw that for which she waited. In the reek of smoke about the burning gate, towards which she looked  and the flames of which filled the street with a smoky glare  the glitter of steel shone out; and in a moment, rank on rank, a dense column of men appeared, marching shoulder to shoulder. She watched them come nearer and nearer, filling the street from wall to wall, until she could see the glare of their eyes; then with a cry which was lost in the tumult she rushed on the bayonets.

With eyes shut, with arms open to receive the thrust. But the man whom she had singled out  for one she had singled out  dropped his point with an oath, and dealt her a buffet with butt and elbow that flung her aside unhurt. A second did the same, and a third, until, bandied from one to another, she fell against the wall, breathless and dizzy, but unhurt.

The column swept on; and she rose. She had escaped  by a miracle, as it seemed to her. But despair still held her, and the roar of a mine exploding not far off, the stunning report of which was followed by heartrending wails, drove her again on her fate. She had not far to look, for hard on the foot followed a troop of dragoons. The horses, excited by the fire and the explosion, were plunging in every direction; and even as the crazed womans eyes alighted on them one fell and threw its rider. It seemed to her that she saw her doom; and, darting from the wall, she flung herself before them.

What was one woman on such a night, in such an inferno? The torrent of iron, remorseless, unchecked, thundered over her and drove on along the street. It seemed impossible that she should have escaped. Yet when some came to look to the fallen soldier  whose neck was broken  the woman beside him rose unhurt and without a scratch, and staggered to the wall. There she leaned one moment to recover her breath and shake off her giddiness, and a second to think; then with a new expression on her face, an expression between hope and fear, she took her way weakly along the street. The first turning on the right, the second on the left brought her unmolested  for the enemy were quelling the last resistance in the Square  to the front of the House on the Wall. She looked up eagerly and saw that the windows were dark; looked at the door, and by the light of the distant fire saw that it was closed.

Still she scarcely dared to hope that the thing was true; that thing which her miraculous escape had suggested to a mind almost unhinged. It took her more than a minute to mount the steps and push the heavy door open, and satisfy herself that in the outer room at least all was as she had left it. A spark of fire still glowed on the hearth; she groped her way to it, and blew it into a flame; and with shaking hands she lit a spill of wood and waved it above her head, then held it.

Yes, here all was as she had left it. But in the farther room  the room? What would she find there? She stared at the door and dared not open it; then with a desperate hand tore it open, and stood on the threshold.

Yes, and here! Here, too, all was as she had left it. She waved the little brand above her head heedless of the sparks, waved it until it flamed high and cast a light into every corner. But the searchers eyes sought only one thing, saw only one thing, and that was the mask of brickwork that blocked the great window.

It was untouched! It was untouched! She had hoped as much for the last five minutes; for everything, the closed door, the unchanged room had pointed to it. Yet now that she was assured of it, and knew for certain that she had not done the thing  that guilty as she had been in will, not one life lost that night lay at her door, not one outrage, she fell on her face and wept  wept, though it was the sweetest moment of her life, prayed though she sought nothing but to thank God  prayed and wept with childish cries of gratitude, until the light at her side went out and left her in darkness, and through a rift in the masonry a single star peered in at her.

In Huymonde there was wailing enough that night; ruin and loss, and a broadcasting of lifelong sentences of penury. One fell to the Burgomasters lot; and had she still aught against him  but she had not  the score was paid. And many prayed, and a few, when morning came, and showed their roofs still standing, gave thanks. But to this woman prostrate through the hours on the floor of the forsaken House on the Wall, all that night was one long prayer and thanksgiving. For she had passed through the fire, the smell of the singeing was on her garments, and yet she was saved.


HUNT, THE OWLER

(1696)

Something more than two centuries ago  and just two years after Queen Marys death  when William the Third had been eight years on the throne, and the pendulum of public sentiment, accelerated by the brusqueness of his manners and no longer retarded by his consorts good nature, was swinging surely and steadily to the Stuart side, the discovery of a Jacobite plot to assassinate the King on his return from hunting set back the balance with a shock which endured to the end of his reign.

It was the Kings habit to go on Saturdays in his coach to Richmond Park, returning to Kensington in the evening; and the scheme, laid bare, was to fall upon him in a narrow lane leading from the river to Turnham Green, where the miry nature of the ground rendered his progress slow. For complicity in this plot nine persons, differing much in rank, from Sir John Fenwick, who had been Colonel of King Charless Life Guards, to Keyes, a private in the Blues, suffered on the scaffold; and for a time all England rang with it. The informers, Porter and Goodman, were viewed with an abhorrence hardly less than that which the plot itself excited in honest circles; and in this odium a man shared in some small degree, who, though he had not been a party to the plot, had stooped, under the stress of confinement and the fear of death, to give some evidence.

This was James Hunt, the Owler, or smuggler, a name forgotten now, famous then. For years his house, in a lonely situation in the dreariest part of Romney Marsh, had been the favourite house of call for Jacobites bound for St. Germains or returning thence. At regular intervals, if wind and tide served, a packet-boat ran between it and the French coast, and between whiles the hiding-places in his rambling old house, which had been originally contrived to hold runlets of Nantz and bales of Lyons, lodged men whose faces were known in the Mall and St. Jamess, and whose titles were not less real because for the nonce they wore them, with their stars, in their pockets. Naturally, in the general break-up consequent on the discovery of the Turnham Green plot, these practices came to light, the lonely house in the marshes was entered, and Hunt was himself seized and conveyed to London under a strong guard. There he lay in the Marshalsea until, by discovering the names of certain persons who had used his hiding-places, he was permitted to ransom his life.

When all was told he was of no further use to the Government. He was released, and one fine morning in September, 96, he walked out of his prison a morose and lonely man. Resolute and daring by nature, but accustomed to live in the open, with the sound of the lark in his ears, it was only in the solitude of his cell that he had fallen below himself. Now, under the open sky, he paid the penalty in a load of shame and remorse. His feet carried him to the Jacobite house of call in Maiden Lane, whither he had directed his nag to be sent; but on his arrival at the inn his eye told him that the place was changed. The ostler, who had been his slave, looked askance at him, the landlord, once his obedient servant, turned his back. He was no longer Mr. Hunt, of Romney, but Hunt the Approver, Hunt the Evidence. Flinging down a crown and a curse he rode desperately out of the yard, and made haste to leave London behind him.

But in the country it was little better. At inns on the Dover road, where he had swaggered in old days the hero of a transparent mystery, and only less admired than the famous Mr. Birkenhead, the Jacobite post, whom even the Tower failed to confine  at these his reception was now cold and formal; and presently the mans heart and hopes went forward and settled hungrily on the two things left to him in this changed world, his home in the marshes and his girl. His heart cried home! The slighting looks of men who would have succumbed to a tithe of his temptations, would not reach him there; there  he had a reason for believing it  he would still read love and welcome in his childs eyes.

He was so far from having a turn for sentiment that the gibbet at Dartford, though he had lain down and risen up for weeks under the shadow of the gallows, caused him no qualms as he passed under it; nor the man who hung in chains upon it. But when he rode up to the tavern at the last stage short of Romney and saw Trot Eubank, the Romney apothecary, loitering before the house, he drove an oath through his closed teeth.

The man of drugs was too distant to hear it; nevertheless he smiled, and not pleasantly. The apothecary had red cheeks and a black wig, and a splayed face that promised heartiness. His small fishy eyes, however, with a cast in them that was next door to a squint, belied the promise. He came up to Hunts stirrup and gave him joy of his freedom very loudly. And you will find all well at home, he continued. All well and hearty.

Hunt thanked him coldly, watered his horse, and drank a cup of ale with the landlord; who looked at him pitifully, as at a man once admirable and now fallen. Then he climbed into his saddle again and started briskly. But he had not ridden a hundred paces before Eubank, on his old white mare, was at his side. My way is your way, said he.

Hunt grunted, and wondered how long that had been so; for New Romney, where the apothecary lived, lay to the right. But he said nothing.

They have quartered three soldiers on you, Eubank continued, squinting out of the corner of one eye to mark the effect of his words, and an officer.

The smuggler checked his horse. As if I had not done enough for them! he cried bitterly.

Umph! said the apothecary, drily, and with meaning. The truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth! Eh, Mr. Hunt?

He spoke below his breath, but Hunt caught the words and turned on him, his face blazing with rage. You dirty tar-mixer! he cried, flinging caution to the winds. What do you mean? And how dare you ride out to meet me? If you have anything to say, say it, and begone.

Softly, softly, Mr. Hunt, Eubank answered, his face a shade paler. You know what I mean. There was a name wanting in your evidence  in your deposition. A name lacking, dye take me?

A name?

Ay, Mr. Fayles. And Mr. Fayle is missing, too. But I dont think, the apothecary continued cunningly, his eyes gazing far apart, that he is in France. I think that he is nearer Romney. And that is why they have quartered three soldiers on you.

You villain! Hunt cried, his voice shaking with passion. This is your work. And he raised his heavy riding-whip, and made as if he would ride the other down. The two were alone on the marsh.

But quick as thought Eubank lugged a pistol from his holster and levelled it.

Softly, Mr. Hunt, he said. Softly! I warn you, if anything happens to me, it is known who is with me. Besides, I mean you no harm.

And no good, said the smuggler, between his teeth. What do you want?

What I have always wanted, the other answered. Is there any harm in wanting a wife? he added, a whine in his voice.

Yes, when she does not want you, Hunt retorted.

She will want me  when the other is out of the way, the apothecary answered sullenly.

Out of the way?

Ay; in France, or  there!  and the apothecary nodded towards the gibbet on Dymchurch Flat, which they were just approaching. It is for her to choose, he added softly. This side or that!

How?

If she takes me, Fayle may go hang, or cross the water, or as you please, so that he go far enough. But if she will have him  

Well? Hunt said; for Eubank paused, squinting horribly.

She will marry him there! the apothecary answered, pointing to the gibbet.

Ay?

I know that he is here, Eubank continued, his voice low, and he cannot escape me. She has bubbled the soldiers; they do not know him. And for aught I know he goes out and in, and no one is the wiser. And the game may be played as long as you please. But from to-day I am there.

You! Hunt cried.

To be sure, Eubank answered, letting his ill-concealed triumph appear. At the farm. I am the officer. Ah, would you? Mr. Hunt, back! Back, or I fire.

The smuggler, on the impulse of the moment, had gone near to striking him down; in face of the pistol and common-sense he lowered his hand, cursed him, and bade him keep his distance for the cur he was; and so with the width of the track between them the two rode on, like dogs ill-coupled, Eubank keeping a squinting watch on Hunts movements, Hunt with his face hard set, and a gleam of fear in his eyes.

A little later he spied his daughter waiting and watching for him, on the dyke near the farm  a lissom, graceful figure, with wind-blown hair and skirts, visible half a mile away. Possibly he wished then that he had struck hard and once while the man and he were alone on the Marsh. But it was too late. She was there, and in a moment the meeting so long and tenderly anticipated was over, and the girl, gently disengaging herself with wet cheeks from his arms, turned to his companion.

You may go, Mr. Eubank, she said austerely. We do not need you. My father is at home now.

But the apothecary, cringing and smiling, faltered that he was  that he was coming to the house.

The words were barely audible, for his courage, not his malice, failed him under her eyes. At any rate she did not understand. To our house? she said.

Yes, he answered, mouthing nervously, and looking his meanest, in his vain endeavour to appear at ease.

Still she did not comprehend, and she looked to her father for light. Mr. Eubank is quartered on us, he said grimly.

And then for certain he wished that he had closed with the man while they were alone; and had taken the chance of what might follow, pistol or no pistol. For he saw the healthy brown of sun and wind fade from her cheeks, and her grey eyes dilate with sudden terror; and he read in these signs the perfect confirmation of the misgiving he had begun to entertain. He knew as certainly as if she had told him that Mr. Fayle, of Fawlcourt, was hidden at the farm. And what was worse, that Eubank, if he had eyes, could not fail to know it also.

It was a relief to all three when a soldier sauntered into sight, mooning up the path from the farm, and civilly greeting the owner, said something about drinking his health. No further words passed then between them, but all moved together towards the house, each avoiding the others eyes. The threshold reached, there was a momentary pause, the girl looking full at the intruder with a flame of passion in her face, as if she defied him to enter. But Eubanks eyes were lowered, he saw nothing, and with a smirk, and a poor show of making apology, he went in.

Hunt thought of force, and weighed the odds in his mind. But fresh from prison, under the ban of Government, and with a wholesome dread of the Marshalsea, he shrank from the attempt. And matters, once they were in the house, went so quietly, that he began to fancy that he had been mistaken. For one thing, the girl sought no private word with him, was obtrusively public, and once gripped the nettle danger in a way that startled him. It was at the evening meal. Eubank, ill at ease and suspicious, was stealing glances this way and that, his one eye on the settle that screened the entrance, the other on the staircase door that led to the upper floor. On a sudden she rose as if she must speak or choke. Mr. Eubank, she cried, you are here to hunt down Mr. Fayle! You think that he is in my room! My room! I read it in your eyes, you cur! You traitor!

Hush! Hunt said in warning. This was no open fight such as he had dared a score of times; and the malice in the mans face frightened him.

But, I will speak! she cried, fighting with her passion. He thinks it, and he shall search! Go  go now I Leave your men here, sir, to watch, and do you see for yourself that he is not there! And then leave the house!

He was not at all for going to search, and cringed and muttered an apology; but she would have him, and as good as forced him. Then, when he had searched as much as he pleased  and it was little, with her burning eyes watching him from the doorway  she brought him down again and bade him go. Go! she cried.

I never thought that he was there, he said slyly, smiling at the floor. And of course he did not go, and she could not make him; and the desperate attempt failed as hopelessly as her father could have told her it would.

The whole position was strange. The tall clock ticked in the corner of the great warm panelled kitchen; where the fire shone cosily on delft and pewter, and on the china dogs and Nankin idols that skippers, bringing cargoes of Hollands and Mechlin, had given to the Owlers daughter. Through the open window the belated bees could be heard among the hollyhocks, and a frugal swallow hawked to and fro for flies. The quiet that falls on a farm in the evening lay on everything.

But within was a difference. There, to say nothing of the soldiers, who, irritated by Eubanks supervision, hung about the open windows listening sullenly, the three never ceased to watch and observe one another, ready to spring, ready to fall back at a sign. Of all, perhaps, Hunt was most mystified. He knew that in the search which had attended his arrest the premises had been ransacked from roof to cellar; that every locker and hiding-place had been laid open and discovered; and that apart from this Eubank, who had played jackal in many of his adventures, was familiar with all, even the most secret. Where, then, was Fayle?

He learned only too soon. When it came to closing time, Your woman is not in, said one of the soldiers; and he looked at the girl.

Woman? said Eubank, with meaning; I have seen no woman.

She was here at midday, the man answered, without suspicion.

Perhaps the girl had been expecting it, for she did not blench, though Eubanks eyes were on her face. Then leave the door on the latch, she said; and she added, with fine contempt, If a wench has a lover you need not tell the town!

She went upstairs with that, and Hunt, who was tired and mystified and in a poor humour  things at home promising to turn out as ill as matters abroad, went to his den off the kitchen and shut himself in to sulk. For the use of Eubank and the soldiers two pallets had been laid in a room on the farther side of the kitchen if they chose to use them; but with the door on the latch Hunt had a shrewd suspicion that they would sit up and watch. They soon fell silent, however, and though the remembrance of the events which had happened since he last lay there kept him long waking, and in miserable mood, he heard neither voices nor movements. For himself he was sick at heart thinking of the girl and her lover, and furious at the treachery of the hound who pursued her. Nevertheless, Nature would have its way, and he was in the act of sinking into slumber when a cry which pierced the night and was followed by a discord of voices, raised in sharp contention, brought him startled to his feet.

He had little doubt that Eubank and his men had seized Fayle in the act of entering the house; and enraged, yet bitterly aware of his impotence, he huddled on some clothes, and in a twinkling was out of his room. But in the kitchen, of which the outer door stood wide open to the night, was only Eubank; who, without his wig, and with a pistol poised in his uncertain hand, had entrenched himself in the angle between the settle and the hearth. The smuggler, seeing no one else, vented his wrath on him.

You dog! he cried. Are honest men to be kept awake by such as you? What does this mean?

It means that we have got your fine son-in-law! the other retorted with venom. And we are going to keep him. So your distance, if you please. I know you of old, and if you come within a yard of me I will put a ball into you. Now mark that!

You have got him? said Hunt, restraining himself with difficulty. Where?

They are bringing him, Eubank answered. You will see him soon enough. And then, as one of the soldiers appeared in the doorway, Have you got him? the apothecary cried eagerly.

Ay, ay, the man said.

But where is he?

Hughes and Lort are bringing him.

Are they enough? Eubank cried anxiously.

Plenty, the soldier answered with some scorn. He made no fight.

Ill lay you caught him under her window? Eubank returned, licking his lips.

The man nodded; then stood twiddling his cap, and looking ashamed of himself. For Kate Hunt had just appeared at the open staircase door, and thence, raised a step above the floor, with a hand on each post, was taking in the scene.

Eubank  who did not see her  chuckled. I thought so, he said, with an evil grin; and between his bald head and his vile triumph he looked as ugly as sin itself. I knew he would be there. She did not deceive me, with her door on the latch!

Pistol, or no pistol, Hunt nearly fell upon him. The owler only refrained because he became aware of his daughters presence, and to his great bewilderment read in her face not horror or misery, but a strange passionate relief. He turned from her  they were bringing in the prisoner. It was no surprise to him when Eubank, with a howl of consternation, stepped back almost into the fire. You fools! the apothecary cried, all his malignity appearing in his face, that is not the man! That is not  

Mr. Fayle? said the prisoner coolly. No, it is not. And yet, Mr. Eubank, I think you know me. Or, you should know me. You have seen me often enough.

The apothecary stared, started, drew a deep breath of relief, and was himself again. Yes, I know you  Mr. Birkenhead, he said. I have lost Fayle, but I have won a thousand guineas. Lads! he continued, raising his voice almost to a scream, we have shot at the pigeon and killed the crow! We have killed the crow! It is Birkenhead, the Post  the Jacobite Post! And there is a thousand guineas on his head!

Hunt gathered himself together. Mr. Birkenhead, he said, we are two to four, but say the word, and  

Ill say a word for you presently, the Jacobite answered with a quick look of acknowledgment, where we are going. But first, to show Mr. Eubank that he is more lucky than he thinks, and has caught his pigeon as well as his crow. Fayle, he continued, raising his voice, come in!

A gawky, long-limbed woman stalked in, smiling grimly at Eubank, but with the tail of his eye on the girl in the doorway. Eubank drew back, and the colour faded from his cheeks. He breathed hard, and the pistol in his hand wavered. Look here, he began. Let us talk about this.

But the Jacobite raised his hand for silence. Dewhurst! he cried.

A tall, swarthy seaman, with a scarred cheek and a knitted nightcap, stepped briskly in, a cutlass in his hand.

Fawcus!

Another entered, who but for the scar might have been his twin.

Bonaventure! And Mr. Eubank, Birkenhead continued, lowering his voice and speaking with treacherous civility, let me warn you not to be too free with that pistol, for these good fellows will assuredly put you on the fire if any one is hurt. Is Bonaventure there? Yes. Moyreau? Yes. Valentin? I am sure that you understand me, Mr. Eubank. You will be careful.

But the warning was needless. As man after man filed in and formed up before him  all armed to the teeth, and all wild, reckless fellows in sea-boots, nightcaps, and tarry jerkins  Eubanks craven heart melted within him. Setting his pistol down on the settle, he stood speechless, sallow, shaking with fear, such fear as almost stays the heart, yet leaves the brain working  leaves the man created in Gods image to be dragged out to his death, writhing and shrieking  a sight to haunt brave mens memories.

He was spared that, yet came near to it. Mr. Eubank, said Birkenhead sternly, you will come with me. I have a sloop at the old landing-place, and before daylight we shall be in Calais roads. There is a cell in the Bastille waiting for you, and I shall see you in it. Ill hold you a hostage for Bernardi.

The wretch shrieked and fell on his knees and grovelled, crying for mercy; but Birkenhead only answered, Get up, man, get up; or must my men prick you? And then to the others, Mr. Hunt, he continued, you too must come with us. But have no fear. Believe me you will be better there than here, and shall be well reported. Mr. Fayle and your daughter will come, of course. Tie the others and leave them. And hurry, men, hurry. Bring your money, Mr. Hunt; King James has none too much of that. I can give you ten minutes to pack, and then we must be moving lest they take the alarm in Romney.

As a fact they took no alarm in Romney. But a shepherd, belated that night with a sick ewe, saw a long line of lanthorns go bobbing across the marsh to the sea, and went home and told his neighbours that Hunt was at his old tricks again. One of them, knowing that the soldiers were there, laughed in his face and went to see, and learning the truth carried the story into Romney, whence it spread to London and brought down a mob of horse and foot and messengers, and from one end of England to the other the descent and the audacity of it were a nine days wonder. However, by that time the nest was cold and the birds long flown, and Birkenhead, with one more plume in his crest, was preening his feathers at St. Germains.


THE TWO PAGES

(1580)

Yes, I have seen changes. When I first served at court, whither I went in the year 1579  seven years after the St. Bartholomew  the King received all in his bedchamber, and there every evening played primero with his intimates, until it was time to retire; Rosny and Biron, and the great men of the day, standing, or sitting on chests round the chamber. If he would be more private he had his cabinet; or, if the matter were of prime importance, he would take his confidants to an open space in the garden  such as the white-mulberry grove, encircled by the canal at Fontainebleau; where, posting a Swiss guard who did not understand French, at the only bridge that gave access to the place, he could talk without reserve.

In those days the court rode, or if sick, went in litters. Coaches were only coming into fashion, Henry, who feared nothing else, having so invincible a distaste for them that he was wont to turn pale if the coach in which he travelled swayed more than usual. Ladies, the Queens mother and her suite excepted, rode sideways on pads, their feet supported by a little board; and side-saddles were rare. At great banquets the fairest and noblest served the tables. We dined at ten in the country and eleven in Paris; instead of at noon, as is the custom now.

When the King lay alone, his favourite pages took it by turns to sleep at his feet; the page on duty using a low truckle bed that in the daytime fitted under the Kings bed, and at night was drawn out. Not seldom, however, and more often if the times were troublous, he would invite one of his councillors to share his couch, and talk the night through with him; a course which in these days might seem undignified. Frequently he and the Queen received favourite courtiers before they left their beds; particularly on New Years morning it was the duty of the Finance Minister to wait on them, and awaken them with a present of medals struck for the purpose.

And I recall many other changes. But one thing, which some young sparks, with a forwardness neither becoming in them nor respectful to me, have ventured to suggest, even in my presence  that we who lived in the old war time were a rougher breed and less dainty and chivalrous than the Buckinghams and Bassompierres of to-day  I roundly deny. On the contrary, I would have these to know that he who rode in the wars with Henry of Guise  or against him  had for his example not only the handsomest but the most courtly man of all times; and has nothing to learn from a set of pert fellows who, unable to acquire the stately courtesy that becomes a gentleman, are fain to air themselves in a dandified-simpering trim of their own, with nought gallant about them but their ribbons and furbelows.

That such are stouter than the men of my day, no one dare maintain. I have seen Crillon, whom veterans called the brave; and I have talked with La Nouë of the Iron Arm; for the rest, I can tell you of one  he was a boy fourteen years old  known to me in my youth, who had it not in him to fear.

He was page, along with me, to the King of Navarre; a year my junior, and my rival. At riding, shooting and fencing he was the better; at paume and tennis he always won. But naturally, being the elder, I had the greater strength, and when the sharp sting of his wit provoked me, I could drub him, and did so more than once. No extremity of defeat, however, no, nor any severity of punishment could wring from Antoine a word of submission; prostrate, with bleeding face, he was as ready to fly at my throat as before I laid hand on him. And more, though I was the senior, he was the life and soul and joy of the ante-chamber; the first in mischief, the last in retreat; the first to cry a nick-name after a burly priest who chanced to pass us as we lounged at the gates  and the first to be whipped when it turned out that the King had a mind to please the clergy.

It followed that from the first I viewed him with a strange mixture of rivalry and affection; ready at one moment to quarrel with him and beat him for a misword, and the next to let him beat me if it pleased him. At this time the King of Navarre had his court sometimes at Montauban, sometimes at Nerac; and there were rumours of a war between him and the King of France; to be clear, it was this year, that in the hope of maintaining the peace, the latters mother, the Queen Catherine, came with a glittering train of ladies to Nerac, and paid her court to our King, and there were ball and pageants and gay doings by day and night. But the Huguenots were not lightly taken in, and under this fair mask suspected treachery, and not without reason; for one night, during a ball, Catherines friends seized a strong town, and but for Henrys readiness  who took horse that moment and before daylight had surprised a town of France to set against it  they would have gained the advantage. So in the event Catherine did little, no one trusting her, and in the end she returned to Paris wiser than she came; but for the time the visit lasted the court gaieties continued, and there were masques and dances, and the thought of war was seemingly far from the minds of all.

Now in the room which was then the Kings Chamber at Montauban, is a window, at a great height from the ground, a very deep ravine, which is one of the main defences of the city, lying below it. In the adjoining ante-chamber is a similar window, and between the two is a projecting buttress, and outside the sill of each is a stone ledge a foot wide, which runs round the buttress. I do not know who first thought of it, but one day when the King was absent and we pages were lounging in the room  which was against the rules, since we should have been in the ante-chamber  some one challenged Antoine to walk on the ledge round the buttress, going out by the one window and returning by the other. I have said that the ledge was but a foot wide, the depth below infinite. It turned me sick only to look down and see the hawks hang and circle in the gulf. Nevertheless, before any could speak, Antoine was outside the casement poising himself on the airy ledge; a moment, and with his face turned inwards to the wall, his slight figure outlined against the sky, he began to edge his way round the buttress.

I called to him to come back; I expected each moment to see him reel and fall; the others, too, stood staring with uneasy faces; for they had not thought that he would do it. But he did not heed; an instant, and he vanished round the buttress, and still we stood, and no one moved; no one moved, until with a shout he showed himself at the other window, and sprang down into the ante-chamber. His eyes were bright with the triumph of it; his hair waved back from his brow as if the breeze from the gulf still stirred it. He cried to me to do the feat in my turn, he pointed his finger at me, dared me, and before them all he called me Coward! Coward!

But I am not ashamed to confess a weakness I share with many men of undoubted courage  I could never face a great height; and though I burned with wrath and shame, and raged under his taunts, though I could have confronted any other form of death, at his instigation, or I thought I could, though I even went so far as to leap on the seat within the window and stand  and stand irresolute  I stopped there. My head turned, my skin crept. I could not do it. The victory was with Antoine; he whom I had thrashed for some impertinence only the night before, now held me up to scorn and drove me from the room with jeers and laughter.

None of the others had greater courage; none dared do the feat; but I was the eldest and the biggest, and the iron entered into my heart. Day after day for a week, whenever the chamber was empty, I crept to the window and looked down and watched the kites hover and drop, and plumbed the depth with my eyes. But only, to turn away  sick. I could not do it. Resolve as I might at night, in the morning, on the window ledge, with the giddy deep below me, I was a coward.

One evening, however, when the King was supping with M. de Roquelaure, and I believed the chamber to be deserted, I chanced to go to the window of the ante-chamber after nightfall. I stepped on the seat  that I had done often before; but this time, looking down, I found that I no longer quailed. The darkness veiled the ravine; to my astonishment I felt no qualms. Moreover, I had had supper, my heart was high; and in a moment it occurred to me that now  now in the dark I could do it, and regain my pride.

I did not give myself time to think, but went straight out to the gallery, where I found Antoine and two or three others teasing Mathurine the woman-fool. My entrance was the signal for a taunt. Ho, Miss White Face! Come to borrow Mathurines petticoats? Antoine cried, standing out and confronting me. It is you, is it?

Yes, I answered sharply, meeting his eyes and speaking in a tone I had not used for a week. And if you do not mend your manners, Master Antoine  

Go round the buttress! he retorted with a grimace.

I will! I answered. I will! And then  

You dare not!

Come! I said; come, and see! And when I have done it, my friend  

I did not finish the sentence, but led the way back to the ante-chamber; assuming a courage which, as a fact, was fast oozing from me. The cold air that met me as I approached the open window sobered me still more; but Antoines jeers and my companions incredulity stung me to the necessary point, and at once I stepped on the ledge, and without giving myself time to think, turned my face to the wall and began to edge myself slowly along it; my heart in my mouth, my flesh creeping, as I gradually realized where I was; every nerve in my body strung to quivering point.

Certainly in the daylight I could not have done it. Even now, when the depth over which I balanced myself was hidden by the darkness, and I had only my fancy to conquer, I trembled, my knees shook, a bat skimming by my ear almost caused me to fall; I was bathed in perspiration. The depth drew me; I dared not for my life look into it. Yet I turned the corner of the buttress in safety, and edged my way along its front, glueing myself to the wall; and came at last, breathing hard, to the second corner, and turned it, and saw with a gasp of relief the lights in the chamber. A moment  a moment more, and I should be safe.

At that instant I heard something, and cast a wary eye backwards the way I had come. I saw a shadowy form at my elbow, and I guessed that Antoine was following me. With a shudder I hastened my steps to avoid him, and I was already in the angle formed by the wall and buttress  whence I could leap down into the chamber  when he called to me.

Hist! he cried softly. Stop, man! the King is there! He has been there all the time, I think.

I thought it only too likely, for I could see none of our comrades at the window; and I heard mens deeper voices in the room. To go on, therefore, and show myself was to be punished; and I paused and knelt down in the angle where the ledge was wider. I recognized the Kings voice, and M. Gourdons, and that of St. Martin, the captain of the guard; I caught even their words, and presently, in a minute or two, and against my will, I had surprised a secret  so great a secret that I trembled almost as much as I had trembled at the outmost angle of the buttress, hanging between earth and sky. For they were planning the great assault on Cahors; for the first time I heard named those points that are now household words; the walnut grove, and the three gates, and the bridge, that fame and France will never forget. I heard all  the night, the hour, the numbers to be engaged; and turned quaking to learn what Antoine thought of it. Turned, but neither saw nor addressed him; for he had gone back, and my eye, incautiously cast down, saw far, far beneath me a torch and a little group of men  at the bottom of the void. I became giddy at this sudden view of the abyss, wavered an instant, and then with a cry of fear I chose the less pressing danger, and tumbled forward into the room.

M. de Roquelaure had his point at my throat before I could rise; and I had a vision of half a dozen men part risen, of half a dozen startled faces all glaring at me. Fortunately M. de Rosny knew me and held the others arm. I was plucked up roughly, and set on my feet before the King, who alone had kept his seat; and amid a shower of threats I was bidden to explain my presence.

You knave! I wish I had spitted you! Roquelaure cried, with an oath, when I had done so. You heard all?

Yes, Monsieur.

They scowled at me between wrath and chagrin. Friend Rosny, you were a fool, M. de Roquelaure said with grimness.

I think I was, the other answered. But a flogging, a gag, and the black hole will keep his tongue still as long as is needful.

Henry laughed. I think we can do better than that! he said, with a glance of good nature. Hark you, my lad; you are big enough to fight. We will trust you, and you shall wear sword for the first time. But if the surprise fail, if word of our coming go before us, we shall know whom to blame, and you will have to reckon with M. de Rosny.

I fell on my knees and thanked him with tears; while Rosny and M. St. Martin remonstrated. Take my word for it, he will blurt it out! said the one; and the other, You had better deliver him to me, sire.

No, Henry said kindly. I will trust him. He comes of a good stock; if the oak bends, what tree shall we trust?

The oak bends fast enough, sire, when it is a sapling, Rosny retorted.

In that case you shall apply your sapling! the King answered, laughing. Hark ye, my lad, will you be silent?

I promised  with tears in my eyes; and with that, and a mind full of amazement, I was dismissed, and left the presence, a grown man; overjoyed that the greatest scrape of my life had turned out the happiest; foreseeing honour, and rewards, and already scorning the other pages as immeasurably beneath me. It was a full minute before I thought of Antoine, and the chance that he, too, before he turned back, had overheard the Kings plan. Then I stood in the passage horrified  my first impulse to return and tell the King. It came too late, however, for in the mean time he and M. de Rosny had repaired to the closet, and the others had withdrawn; and while I stood hesitating, Antoine slipped out of the ante-chamber, and came to me on the stairs.

His first words went some way towards relieving me; they told me that he had overheard something but not all; enough to know that the King intended to surprise a place of strength, and a few details, but not the name of the place. As soon as I understood this, and that I had nothing to fear from him, I could not hide my triumph. When he declared his intention of going with the expedition, I laughed at him.

You! I said. You dont understand. This is not childs play!

And you will not tell me where it is? he asked, raging.

No! Go to your nurse and your pap-boat, child.

He flew at me at that like a mad cat, and I had to beat him until the blood ran down his face before I could shake him off. Even then, and while I thrust him out sobbing, he begged me to tell him  only to tell him. Nor was that all. Through all the next day he haunted me and persecuted me, now with prayers and now with threats; following me everywhere with eyes of such hot longing that I marvelled at the irrepressible spirit that shone in the lad.

Of course I told him nothing. Yet I was glad when the next day came, and with it an announcement that Henry would visit M. de Gourdon and lie that night at his house, four miles from Montauban, where the court then was. Only eight gentlemen were invited to be of the party, with as many ladies; the troop with a handful of servants riding out of the city about five oclock, and no one the wiser. No one saw anything odd in the visit, nor in my being chosen to attend the King. But I knew; and I was not surprised when we stopped at M. de Gourdons only to sup, and then getting to horse, rode through the night and the dusky oak woods, by walled farms and hamlets, and under rustling poplars  rode many leagues, and forded many streams. The night was hot, it was the month of June; and it thundered continually, but with no rain. At this point and that bands of men joined us, mysteriously, and in silence; until from the hill with its bracken and walnut trees, we saw the lights of Cahors below us, and the glimmer of the winding Lot, and heard the bells of the city tolling midnight.

By this time, every road adding to our numbers, we were a great company; and how we lay hidden through the early night in the walnut grove that looks down on the river all men know; but not the qualms and eagerness that by turns possessed me as I peered through the leaves at the distant lights, nor the prayer I said that I might not shame my race, nor how my heart beat when Henry, who was that day twenty-seven years old, gave the order to advance in the voice of one going to a ball. Two men with a petard  then a strange invention  led the way through the gloom, attended by ten picked soldiers. After them came fifty of the Kings guards, and the King with two hundred foot; then the main body of a thousand. We had the long bridge with its three gates to pass; and beyond these obstacles, a city bitterly hostile, and occupied by a garrison far outnumbering us. Never, indeed, did men enter on a more forlorn or perilous enterprise.

I remember to this day how I felt as we advanced through the darkness, and how long it seemed while we waited, huddled and silent, at the head of the bridge, expecting the explosion of the petard, which had been fixed to the first gate. At length it burst, filling the heavens with flame; before the night closed down again on our pale faces, the leaders were through the breach and past that gate, and charging madly over the bridge, the leading companies all mingled together.

I had no fear now. If a friendly hand had not pulled me back, I should have run on to the petard which drove in the second gate. As it was, I passed through the second obstacle side by side with the King  but went no farther. The garrison was awake now, and a withering fire from fifty arquebuses swept the narrow bridge; those who were not struck stumbled over the dying; the air was filled with groans and cries; a moment and the very bravest recoiled, and sought safety behind the second gate, where we stood in shelter.

The moment was critical, for now the whole city was aroused. Shouts of triumph rose above the exploding of the guns; in every tower bells jangled noisily, and on the summit of the last gateway on the bridge, which from every loophole and window poured on us a deadly hail of slugs, a beacon-fire blazed up, turning the black water below us to blood.

I have said that the moment was critical  for France and for us. For a few seconds all hung back. Then St. Martin sprang forward, and by his side Captain Robert, who had fixed the first petard. They darted along the bridge, but only to fall and lie groaning and helpless halfway over. Henry made a movement as if to follow, but young M. de Rosny held him back by force, while half a dozen soldiers made the attempt. Of these four fell at once under the pitiless fire, and two crawled back wounded. It seemed that a man must be more than mortal to pass that space; and while one might count twenty no one moved.

Captain Robert lay scarcely fifteen paces from us, and by his side the hammer, spike, and petard he had carried. He and they were visible in the glow of ruddy light that poured down on the bridge. Suddenly, while I stood panting and irresolute, longing, yet not daring  since I saw older men hang back  suddenly a hand twitched my sleeve, and I turned to find at my elbow, his hair streaming back from his brow, Antoine! The lads face and eyes flashed scorn at me. He waved his hand towards the bridge.

Coward! he cried; and he struck me lightly on the cheek with his hand. Coward! Now follow me, if you dare!

And, before any one could stay him, he darted from the shelter of the gateway in which we stood; and raced on to the bridge. I heard a great shout on our side, and the roar of a volley; but dully only, for, enraged by the blow and the challenge, I followed him  I and a dozen others. Some fell, but he ran on, and I after him. He snatched up the petard and the hammer, I the spike. In a moment, as it seemed to me, we were at the farther gate attaching the engine to it. I held the spike, he hammered it; the smoke and the frowning archway, to some extent, protected us from the fire of those above.

I often think of those few seconds with the pride and the garrulousness of an old man. While they lasted we stood alone, separated from our friends by the whole length of the third span of the bridge. For a few seconds only indeed; then, with a yell of triumph, the remains of Henrys forlorn rushed forward, and though many fell, enough came on. In a trice eager hands took the engine from us, and secured the fuse effectually and lit it, and bore us back  I was going to say, out of danger; but alas! as a deafening crash and a blaze of light proclaimed the way open and the last gate down, he who had done the deed, and opened the way, fell across me, shot from a loophole! As the rain of fragments from the gate fell hissing and splashing in the stream that flowed below, and while the foot streamed over the bridge, and pressed through the breach, Antoine gave a little gasp, and died on my knee.

The rest all men know; how through five days and nights we fought the great street-fight of Cahors; how we took no rest, save against walls and doorways, or in the courts of houses we had won; how we ate and drank with hands smirched with blood, and then to it again; how we won the city house by house, and foot by foot, until at last the white flag waved from the great tower, and France awoke with a start to know that in the young prince of pleasure, whom she had deemed a trifler, was born the shrewdest statesman and the boldest soldier of all her royal line.

And Antoine? When I went, after many hours, to seek him, the horse had crossed the bridge, and even his body was gone. How he had traced us, how managed to come to the front so opportunely, whether without him the star of Navarre would have risen so gloriously on that night of 80, never to be forgotten, I cannot say. But when I hear men talk of Crillon and courage  above all, when I hear them talk of the fops and ribboned popinjays of to-day, with their loose breeches and their bell-mouthed boots, I think of my comrade and rival who won Cahors for the King. And I smile.




PART II


THE DIARY OF A STATESMAN

That which I am about to insert in this place may seem to some to be trifling, and on a parity with the diverting story of M. Boisrosé, which I have set down in an earlier part of my memoirs. But among the calumnies of those who have not since the death of the late King ceased to attack me, the statement that I kept from his Majesty things which should have reached his ears, has had a prominent place; though a thousand times refuted by my friends. I take in hand, therefore, to show by this episode, curious in itself, the full knowledge of affairs which the King had, and to prove that in many matters, which were never permitted to become public, he took a personal share, worthy as much of Haroun as of Alexander.

It was my custom, before I entered upon those negotiations with the Prince of Condé which terminated in the recovery of the estate of Villebon, where I now reside, to spend a part of the autumn and winter at Rosny. On these occasions, I was in the habit of moving from Paris with a considerable train, including not only my Swiss, pages, and grooms, but the maids of honour and waiting-women of the Duchess. We halted to take dinner at Poissy, and generally contrived to reach Rosny towards nightfall, so as to sup by the light of flambeaux, in a manner enjoyable enough, though devoid of that state which I have ever maintained, and enjoined upon my children, as at once the privilege and burden of rank.

At the time of which I speak, I had for my favourite charger the sorrel horse which the Duke of Mercoeur presented to me with a view to my good offices at the time of the Kings entry into Paris; and which I honestly transferred to his Majesty in accordance with a principle laid down in another place. The King insisted on returning it to me, and for several years I rode it on these annual visits to Rosny. What was more remarkable was, that on each of these occasions it cast a shoe about the middle of the afternoon, and always when we were within a short league of the village of Aubergenville. Though I never had with me less than a half a score of led horses, I had such an affection for the sorrel that I preferred to wait until it was shod, rather than accommodate myself to a nag of less easy paces; and would allow my household to precede me, while I stayed behind with at most a guard or two, my valet, and a page.

The forge at Aubergenville was kept by a smith of some skill, a cheerful fellow, whom I rewarded, in view rather of my position than his services, with a gold piece. His joy at receiving what was to him the income of three months was great, and never failed to reimburse me; in addition to which I took some pleasure in unbending, and learning from this simple peasant and loyal man, what the tax-payers were saying of me and my reforms  a duty I felt I owed to the King my master.

As a man of breeding, it would ill become me to set down the homely truths I thus learned. The conversations of the vulgar are little suited to a noblemans memoirs. But in this I distinguish between the Duke of Sully and the Kings minister; and it is in the latter capacity that I relate what passed on these diverting occasions. Ho! Simon, I would say, encouraging the poor man as he came bowing before me. How goes it, my friend?

Badly, he would answer, very badly until your lordship came this way.

And how was that, little man?

Ah, it is the roads! he always replied, shaking his bald head as he began to set about his business. The roads since your lordship became Surveyor-General, are so good, that not one horse in a hundred leaves its shoe in a slough! And then there are so few highwaymen, that not one robbers plates do I replace in a twelvemonth! That is where it is.

At this I was highly delighted. Still, since I began to pass this way times have not been so bad with you, Simon, I would answer.

Thereto he had one invariable reply. No, thanks to St. Geneviéve and your Lordship, whom we call in this village the poor mans friend, I have a fowl in the pot.

This phrase so pleased me, that I repeated it to the king. It tickled his fancy also, and for many years it was a common remark of that good and great ruler, that he would fain live to see every peasant with a fowl in his pot.

But why, I remember, I once asked this honest fellow  it was on the last occasion of the sorrel falling lame there do you thank St. Geneviéve?

She is my patron saint, he answered.

Then you are a Parisian?

Your lordship is always right.

But does her saintship do you any good? I asked curiously.

By your lordships leave. My wife prays to her, and she loosens the nails in the sorrels shoes.

Then she pays off an old grudge, I answered. There was a time when Paris liked me little. But hark you, Master Smith! I am not sure tis not an act of treason to conspire with Madame Geneviéve against the comfort of the Kings minister. What think you, you rascal? Can you pass the justice-elm without a shiver?

This threw the simple fellow into great fear, which the sight of the livre of gold converted into joy. Leaving him still staring at his fortune, I rode away. But when we had gone some little distance, the aspect of his face, when I charged him with treason, or my own unassisted discrimination, suggested a clue to the phenomenon.

La Trape, I said to my valet  the same who was with me at Cahors what is the name of the innkeeper at Poissy, at whose house we are accustomed to dine?

Andrew, may it please your lordship.

Ha! Ha! I thought so! I exclaimed, smiting my thigh. Simon and Andrew his brother! Answer, knave; and if you have permitted me to be robbed these many times, tremble for your ears! Is he not brother to the smith at Aubergenville who has just shod my horse?

La Trape professed to be ignorant on the point. But a groom who had stayed with me, having sought my permission to speak, said it was so, adding that Master Andrew had risen in the world through dealings in hay, which he was wont to take into Paris and sell, and that he did not now acknowledge, or see anything of his brother, the smith.

On receiving this confirmation of my suspicion, my vanity as well as my love of justice led me to act with the promptitude which I have exhibited in greater emergencies. I rated La Trape for his carelessness in permitting this deception to be practised; and the main body of my attendants being now in sight, I ordered him to take two Swiss and arrest both brothers without delay. There remained three hours of daylight, and I judged that by hard riding they might reach Rosny with their prisoners before bedtime.

I spent some time, while still on the road, in considering what punishment I should inflict on the culprits, and finally laid aside the purpose I had at first conceived  of dealing severely with them  in favour of a plan that I thought might offer me some amusement. For the execution of this, I depended upon Maignan, my equerry, a man of lively imagination, and the same who had, of his own motion, arranged and carried out the triumphal procession in which I was borne to Rosny, after the battle of Ivry. Before I sat down to supper, I gave him his directions; and, as I had expected, news was brought to me, while I was at table, that the prisoners were without.

On this, I informed the Duchess and the company  for, as was usual, a number of my country neighbours had come to compliment me on my return  that there was sport of a rare kind on foot; and we adjourned, Maignan and four pages bearing lights before us, to that end of the terrace which abuts on the linden avenue. Here a score of grooms, holding aloft torches, had been arranged in a semicircle, so that they enclosed an impromptu theatre, which was as light as in the day. On a sloping bank at the end of the terrace, seats had been placed for those who had supped at my table, while the rest of the company found such places of vantage as they could, their number, indeed, amounting, with my household, to two hundred persons. In the centre of the open space a small forge-fire had been kindled, the red glow of which added much to the strangeness of the scene; and on the anvil beside it were ranged a number of horses and donkeys shoes, with a full complement of tools used by smiths.

All being ready, I gave the word to bring in the prisoners; and, escorted by La Trape and six of my guards, they were marched into the arena. In their pale and terrified faces, and the shaking limbs which scarce supported them, I read both the consciousness of guilt and the apprehension of immediate punishment; it was plain that they expected nothing less. I was very willing to play with their fears, and for some time looked at them in silence, while all wondered with lively curiosity what would ensue. In the end, I addressed them gravely, telling the innkeeper that I knew well he had loosened each year a shoe of my horse, in order that his brother might profit by the job of replacing it; and then I proceeded to reprove the smith for the ingratitude which had led him to return my bounty by the conception of so knavish a trick.

Upon this they confessed their guilt, and flinging themselves upon their knees, with many tears, begged for mercy. After a decent interval I permitted myself to be moved.

Your lives shall be spared, I pronounced. But punished you must be. I ordain that Simon the smith fit, nail, and properly secure a pair of iron shoes to Andrews heels, and that then, Andrew, who by that time will have learned somewhat of the smiths art, do the same to Simon. So will you both be taught to avoid such tricks in the future.

It may well be imagined that a judgment so justly adapted to the offence charmed all save the culprits; and in a hundred ways the pleasure of those present was evinced: to such a degree indeed that Maignan had difficulty in restoring gravity to the assemblage. This done, however, Master Andrew was taken in hand, and his wooden shoes removed. The tools of his trade were placed before Simon, but he cast glances so piteous, first at his brothers feet, and then at the shoes, as again gave rise to an amount of merriment that surpassed all, my pages in particular well-nigh forgetting my presence, and rolling about in a manner unpardonable at another time. However, I rebuked them, and was about to order the sentence to be carried into effect, when the remembrance of the many pleasant simplicities which the smith had uttered to me, acting upon a natural disposition to mercy which the most calumnious of my enemies have never questioned, induced me to give the prisoners a chance of escape. Listen, I said, Simon and Andrew. Your sentence has been pronounced and will be executed, unless you can avail yourself of the condition I now offer. You shall have three minutes: if in that time either of you can make a good joke, he shall go free. If not  let a man attend to the bellows, La Trape!

This charmed my neighbours, who were now well assured that I had not promised them a novel entertainment without good grounds; for the grimaces of the two knaves thus bidden to jest if they would save their skins were so diverting they would have made a nun laugh. The two looked at me with their eyes as wide as plates, and for the whole of the time of grace never a word could they utter save howls for mercy. Simon, I said gravely, when the time was up, have you a joke? No. Andrew, my friend, have you a joke? No. Then  

I was about to order the sentence to be carried out when the innkeeper flung himself again upon his knees and cried out loudly  as much to my astonishment as to the regret of the bystanders, who were bent on seeing so strange a shoeing feat One word, my lord! One word! I can give you no joke! But I can do a service, a service to the King! I can disclose a plot, a wicked conspiracy against him!

I need not say how greatly I was taken aback by this public announcement. But I had been too long in the Kings employment not to have remarked how strangely things are brought to light; and on hearing the mans words, which were followed by a stricken silence, I did not fail to look sharply at the faces of such of those present as it was possible to suspect. I failed, however, to observe any sign of confusion or dismay, or anything more particular than such a statement was calculated to produce. Doubting much whether the man was not playing with me, I then addressed him sternly, warning him to beware lest in his anxiety to save his heels by falsely accusing others, he lose his head. For that, if his conspiracy should prove to be an invention of his own, I should certainly consider it my duty to hang him.

He still persisted, however, in his story, and even added desperately, It is a plot, my lord, to assassinate you and the King on the same day.

This statement went home; for I had good reason to know that at that time the king had alienated many by his infatuation for Madame de Verneuil; while I had to reckon with all whom my pursuit of his interests injured in reality or appearance. Forthwith I directed that the prisoners should be led in to the chamber adjoining my private closet, and taking the precaution to call my guards about me, since I knew not what attempt despair might not breed, I withdrew myself, making such apologies to the company as the nature of the case permitted.

I ordered Simon the smith to be first brought before me, and in the presence of Maignan I severely examined him as to his knowledge of any conspiracy. He denied, however, that he had heard of the matters referred to by his brother, and persisted so firmly in the denial that I was inclined to believe him. In the end he was removed and Andrew was brought in. The innkeepers demeanour was such as I have often observed in intriguers brought suddenly to book. He averred the existence of the conspiracy and that its objects were those which he had stated, and he offered to give up his associates; but he conditioned that he should do this in his own way, undertaking to conduct me and one other person  but no more, lest the alarm should be given  to a place in Paris on the following night, where we could hear the plotters state their plans and designs. In this way only, he urged, could proof positive be obtained.

I was naturally startled by this proposal, and inclined to think it a trap. But more leisurely consideration dispelled my fears. The innkeeper had held no parley with any one save his guards, since his arrest, and could neither have warned his accomplices, nor acquainted them with a design the execution of which depended on his confession to me. In the end, therefore, I accepted his terms  with a private reservation that I would have help at hand; and before daybreak next morning I left Rosny, which I had only seen by torchlight, with my prisoner and a select body of Swiss. We entered Paris in the afternoon in three parties, with as little parade as possible, and resorted to the Arsenal, whence, as soon as evening fell, I made my way to the King.

A return so sudden and unexpected, was as great a surprise to the Court as to Henry, and I was not slow to mark the discomposure which appeared on more than one face as the crowd in the chamber fell back for me to approach my master. Still, I was careful to remember that this might arise from other causes than guilt. The King received me with his wonted affection; and divining that I must have something important to communicate, he withdrew with me to the farther end of the chamber, where we were out of earshot of the Court. I related the story to his Majesty, keeping back nothing.

He shook his head, saying merely, The fish, to escape the frying-pan, grandmaster, will jump into the fire. And human nature, save in our case, who can trust one another, is akin to the fishy.

I was touched by the compliment, but not convinced. You have not seen the man, sire, I said. And I have had that advantage.

You believe him?

In part, I answered, with caution. So far as to be assured that he thinks to save his skin, which he can only save if he be telling the truth. May I beg you, sire, I added, seeing the direction of his glance, not to look so fixedly at the Duke of Epernon? He grows uneasy.

Conscience makes  you know the rest.

Nay, sire, with submission, I replied, I will answer for him; if he be not driven by apprehension to do something reckless.

I am taking your warranty every day! my master said, with the grace which came so natural to him. But now in this matter what would you have me do?

Double your guards, sire, for to-night. That is all. I will answer for the Bastille and the Arsenal; and holding these, we hold Paris.

But thereupon the king declared a decision, which I felt it to be my duty to combat with all my influence. He had conceived the idea of being the one to accompany me to the rendezvous. I am tired of the dice, he complained, and sick of tennis, at which I know everybodys strength. Madame de Verneuil is at Fontainebleau; the Queen is unwell. Oh, Sully, I would the old days were back when we had Nèrac for our Paris, and knew the saddle better than the armchair.

The King belongs to his people.

The fowl in the pot? he replied. To be sure. But time enough to think of that to-morrow. And do what I would I could not turn him. In the end, therefore, I took my leave of him as if for the night, and retired leaving him at play with the Duke of Epernon. But an hour later, towards eight oclock, he made an excuse to withdraw to his closet, and met me outside the eastern gate of the Louvre. He was masked, and had with him only Coquet, the master of the household. I too had taken a mask and was esquired by Maignan, under whose orders were four Swiss  whom I had chosen because they spoke no French  and who had Andrew in charge. I bade Maignan follow the innkeepers directions, and we proceeded in two parties through the streets in the direction of the Arsenal, until we reached the mouth of an obscure lane near the gardens of St. Pol, so narrow that the decrepit wooden houses shut out well-nigh all view of the sky. Here the prisoner halted and called upon me to fulfil the terms of my agreement. With misgiving I complied. I bade Maignan remain with the Swiss at a distance of fifty paces  directing him to come up only if I should whistle or give the alarm; then I myself, with the King and Andrew, proceeded onward in the deep shadow of the houses. I kept my hand on my pistol, which I had previously showed to the prisoner, intimating that on the first sign of treachery I should blow his brains out. However, in spite of this precaution, I felt uncomfortable to the last degree. I blamed myself for allowing the King to expose himself to this unnecessary danger; while the meanness of the quarter, the fetid air, the darkness of the night which was cold and stormy, and the uncertainty of the event lowered my spirits, and made every splash in the kennel, or stumble on the reeking slippery pavements  matters over which the King grew merry  seem no light troubles to me. We came at length to a house which, as far as we could judge in the darkness, seemed to be of rather greater pretensions than its fellows. Here, our guide stopped, and whispered to us to mount some steps to a raised wooden gallery, which intervened between the lane and the doorway. On this, beside the door, a couple of unglazed windows looked forth. The wooden lattice which covered one was sufficiently open to allow us to see a large bare crazy room, lighted by a couple of rushlights. Directing us to place ourselves close to this window, the innkeeper knocked at the door in a peculiar fashion, entered, and appeared at once in the lighted room, of which we had a view. Gazing through the window we were surprised to find that the only person within save Andrew, was a young woman, who, crouching over a smouldering fire, was crooning a lullaby while she attended to a large black pot.

Good evening, mistress! the innkeeper said, advancing to the fire. He masked well his nervousness: nevertheless, it was patent to us.

Good evening, Master Andrew, she replied, looking up and nodding, but showing no sign of surprise at his appearance. Martin is away, but he may return at any moment.

To-night?

Yes.

Is he still of the same mind?

Quite.

Ah! That is so, is it. And what of Sully? he continued, somewhat hoarsely. Is he to die also?

They have decided that he must, the girl answered gloomily.

On that, it may be believed that I listened; while the King by a nudge in my side, seemed to rally me on the destiny so coolly arranged for me. Martin, the girl continued, before the chill sensation had ceased to run down my back, Martin says it is no good killing the other, unless he goes too  they have worked so long together. But it vexes me sadly, Master Andrew, she added, with a certain break in her voice. Sadly it vexes me. I could not sleep last night for thinking of it, and the risk Martin runs. And I shall sleep less  when it is done.

Pooh! pooh! said that rascally innkeeper, and stirred the fire. Think less about it. Things will grow worse and worse, if they are let live. The King has done harm enough already. And he grows old besides. And to put off a step of this kind is dangerous. If a word got about tis ruin.

That is true! the girl answered, gazing drearily at the pot. And no doubt the sooner the King is put out of the way the better. I do not say a word for him. He must go. But tis Sully troubles me. He has done nought, and though he may become as bad as the others  he may not. It is that, and the risk Martin runs trouble me. Twould be death for him.

Ay, said Andrew, cutting her short; thats so. And they both looked at the fire.

At this I took the liberty of gently touching the King; but, by a motion of his finger, he enjoined silence. We stooped still farther forward so as to better command the room. The girl was rocking herself to and fro in evident anxiety, If We killed the King, she said, Martin declares we should be no better off, as long as Sully lives. Both or neither, he Says. Both or neither. He grew mad about it. Both or neither! But I do not know. I cannot bear to think of it. It was a sad day When he brought the Duke here, Master Andrew, and one I fear we shall rue as long as we live!

It was now the Kings turn to be moved. He grasped my wrist so forcibly that I restrained a cry with difficulty. The Duke! he whispered harshly in my ear. Then they are Epernons tools! Where is your warranty now, Rosny?

I confess that I trembled. I knew well that the King, particular in courtesies, never forgot to call his servants by their titles save in two cases: when he indicated by the error, as once in Marshal Birons affair, his intention to promote or degrade; or when he was moved to the depths of his nature and fell into an old habit. I did not dare to reply, but I listened greedily for more information.

When is it to be done? the innkeeper asked, sinking his voice, and glancing round as if he would call especial attention to this.

That depends upon Master La Rivière, the girl answered. To-morrow night, I understand, if the physician can have the stuff ready.

I met the Kings eyes, shining in the faint light, which, issuing from the window, fell upon him. Of all things he hated treachery, and La Rivière was his first physician. At this very time, as I well knew, he was treating his Majesty for a slight derangement, which the King had brought upon himself by his imprudence. This doctor had formerly been in the employment of the Bouillon family, who had surrendered his services to the King. Neither I nor his Majesty had trusted the Duke of Bouillon for the last year past, so that we were not surprised by this hint that he also was privy to the design.

Despite our anxiety not to miss a word, an approaching step warned us to leave the window for a moment. More than once before we had done so to escape the notice of a wayfarer passing up or down. But this time I had a difficulty in inducing the King to adopt the precaution. Yet it was well that I succeeded, for the person who came towards us did not pass, but, mounting the steps, almost within touch of me, entered the house.

The plot thickens, the King muttered. Who is this?

At the moment he asked I was racking my brain to remember. I have a good eye and a trained memory for faces; and this was one I had seen several times. The features were so familiar that I suspected the man of being a courtier in disguise, for he was shabbily dressed; and I ran over the names of several persons whom I knew to be Epernons friends or agents. But he was none of these, and, obeying the Kings gesture, I bent myself anew to the task of listening.

The girl looked up at the mans entrance, but did not rise. You are late, Martin, she said.

A little, the new-comer answered. How do you do, Master Andrew? What news of Aubergenville? And then, not without a trace of affection in his tone, What, still vexing, my girl? he added, laying a hand on the girls shoulder. You have too soft a heart for this business. I always said so.

She sighed, but made no answer.

You have made up your mind to it, I hear, said the innkeeper.

That is it. Needs must when the devil drives! the man replied jauntily. He had a bold, reckless, determined air; yet in his face I thought I saw still surviving some traces of a better spirit.

The devil in this case was the Duke, quoth Andrew.

Ay, curse him! I would I had cut the dogs liver out before he crossed my threshold, cried the man, with passion. But there, tis done! It is too late to say that now. What has to be done, has to be done.

How are you going about it? Poison, the mistress says. And it is safest.

Yes, she will have it so; but, if I had my way, the man continued hardily, I would out one of these nights and cut the dogs throats without more.

You could never escape, Martin! the girl cried, clasping her hands and rising in excitement. It would be hopeless. It would be throwing away your own life. And besides, you promised me.

Well, have it so. It is to be done your way, so there is an end, the man answered wearily. It is more expensive, that is all. Give me my supper. The devil take the King, and Sully too! He will soon have them!

Master Andrew rose on this, and I took his movement towards the door for a signal to us to retire. He came out presently, after bidding the two good night, and closed the door behind him. He found us standing in the street waiting for him, and forthwith he fell on his knees in the mud and looked up at me, the perspiration standing thick on his white face. My lord, he cried hoarsely, I have earned my pardon!

If you go on, I said encouragingly, as you have begun, have no fear. And I whistled up the Swiss, and bade Maignan go in with them and arrest the man and woman with as little disturbance as possible. While this was being done we waited without, keeping a sharp eye upon the informer, whose terror, I noted with suspicion, seemed to be increasing rather than diminishing. He did not try to escape, however, and Maignan presently came to tell us that he had executed the arrest without difficulty or resistance.

The importance of arriving at the truth before Epernon and the greater conspirators took the alarm was so vividly present to the minds both of the King and myself, that we decided to examine the prisoners in the house, rather than hazard the delay which the removal to a fit place must occasion. Accordingly taking the precaution to post Coquet in the street outside, and to plant a burly Swiss in the doorway, the King and I entered. I removed my mask, as I did so, being aware of the necessity of gaining the prisoners confidence, but I begged the King to retain his. As I had expected, the man immediately recognized me, and fell on his knees. A nearer view confirmed the notion I had previously entertained that his features were familiar to me, but I could not remember his name. I thought this a good starting point for the examination; and bidding Maignan withdraw, I assumed an air of mildness, and asked the fellow his name.

Martin only, please your lordship, he answered; adding Once I sold you two dogs, sir, for the chase; and to your lady a lapdog called Ninette, no larger than her hand. Twas of three pounds weight and no more.

I remembered the knave then, as a well-known dog dealer, who had been much about the court in the reign of Henry the Third and later: and I saw at once how convenient a tool he might be made since he could be seen in converse with people of all ranks without arousing suspicion. The mans face as he spoke expressed so much fear and surprise that I determined to try what I had often found successful in the case of greater criminals; to squeeze him for a confession, while still excited by his arrest, and before he had had time to consider what his chances of support at the hands of his confederates might be. I charged him therefore to tell the whole truth as he hoped for the Kings mercy. He heard me, gazing at me piteously; but his only answer, to my surprise, was that he had nothing to confess. Nothing! nothing, as he hoped for mercy.

Come! come! I replied. This will avail you nothing. If you do not speak quickly, and to the point, we shall find means to compel you. Who counselled you to attempt his Majestys life?

He stared at me, at that, so stupidly, and cried out with so real an appearance of horror, How? I attempt the Kings life? God forbid! that I doubted we had before us a more dangerous rascal than I had thought; and I hastened to bring him to the point.

What then I cried, frowning of the stuff Master La Rivière is to give you? To take the Kings life? To-morrow night? Oh, we know something I assure you. Bethink you quickly, and find your tongue if you would have an easy death.

I expected to see his self-control break down at this proof of our knowledge. But he only stared at me with the same look of bewilderment, and I was about to bid them bring in the informer that I might see the two front to front, when the female prisoner who had hitherto stood beside him, weeping in such distress and terror as were to be expected in a woman of that class, suddenly stopped her tears and lamentations. It occurred to me that she might make a better witness. I turned to her, but when I would have questioned her, she broke on the instant into hysterics, screaming and laughing in the wildest manner.

From that, I remember, I learned nothing, though it greatly annoyed me. But there was one present who did, and that was the King. He laid his hand on my shoulder, gripping it with a force, that I read as a command to be silent. Where, he said to the man, do you keep the King and Sully and The Duke, my friend?

The King and Sully  with his lordships leave the man said quickly, but with a frightened glance at me are in the kennels at the back of the house; but it is not safe to go near them. The King is raving mad, and  and the other dog is sickening, I fear. The Duke we had to kill a month back. He brought the disease here, and I have had such losses through him as have nearly ruined me, please your lordship. And if the tale that we have got the madness among the dogs, goes about  

Get up! Get up, man! cried the King. And tearing off his mask he stamped up and down the room, so torn by paroxysms of laughter that he choked himself whenever he attempted to speak. I too now saw the mistake, but I could not at first see it in the same light. Commanding my choler as well as I could, I ordered one of the Swiss to fetch in the innkeeper, but to admit no one else.

The knave fell on his knees as soon as he saw me, his cheeks shaking like a jelly. Mercy! mercy! was all he could say.

You have dared to play with me? I whispered. With me? With me?

You bade me joke! he sobbed. You bade me joke!

I was about to say that it would be his last joke in this world, for my anger was fully aroused, but the King intervened.

Nay, he said, laying his hand on my shoulder, it has been the most glorious jest. He has joked indeed. I would not have missed it for a kingdom! Not for a kingdom! I command you, Sully, to forgive him.

On which his Majesty strictly charged the three that they should not, on peril of their lives, tell the story; his regard for me, when he had laughed to satiety, proving strong enough to overcome his love of the diverting. Nor to the best of my belief did they do so; being so shrewdly scared when they recognized the King that I think they never afterwards so much as spoke of the affair to one another. My master further gave me his promise that he would not disclose the matter even to Madame de Verneuil, or the Queen; and upon these representations he induced me freely to forgive the innkeeper. I may seem to have dwelt longer than I should on the amusing details of this conspiracy. But alas! in twenty-one years of power, I investigated many, and this one only  and one other  can I regard with satisfaction. The rest were so many warnings and predictions of the fate which, despite all my care and fidelity, was in store for the King, my master.



Such were the reasons, which would have led me had I followed the promptings of my own sagacity to oppose the return of the Jesuits. It remains for me to add that these arguments lost their weight when set in the balance against the safety of my beloved master. To this plea the King himself for once condescended, and found those who were most strenuous to dissuade him the least able to refute it; since the less a man loved the Jesuits, the more ready he was to allow that the Kings life could not be safe while the edict against them remained in force. The support which I gave to the King on this occasion exposed me to the utmost odium of my co-religionists, and was in later times ill-requited by the Order. But an incident which occurred while the matter was still in debate, and which I now for the first time make public, proved the wisdom of my conduct.

Fontainebleau was at this time in the hands of the builders, and the King had gone to spend his Easter at Chantilly, whither Mademoiselle dEntragues had also repaired. During his absence I was seated one morning in my library at the Arsenal, when I was informed that Father Cotton, he who at Nancy had presented the petition of the Jesuits, and who was now in Paris pursuing that business under a safe conduct, craved leave to wait upon me. I was not surprised, for I had been before this of some service to him. The pages of the Court while loitering outside the Louvre, as their custom is, had insulted the father by shouting after him, Old Wool! Old Cotton! in imitation of the Paris street cry. For this the King at my instigation had caused them to be whipped. I supposed that the Jesuit desired to thank me for this support  given in truth out of regard to discipline rather than to him; and I bade them admit him.

His first words uttered before my secretaries retired, indicated that this was his errand; and for a few moments I listened to such statements, and myself made such answers as became our positions. Then, as he did not go, I conceived the notion that he had come with a further purpose; and his manner, which seemed strangely lacking in ease, considering that he was a man of skill and address, confirmed the notion. I waited therefore with patience, and presently he named his Majesty with some expressions of devotion to his person. I trust, said he, that the air of Fontainebleau agrees with him, M. de Rosny.

You mean, good father, of Chantilly? I answered. He is there.

Ay, to be sure! he rejoined. I had forgotten. He is, to be sure, at Chantilly.

He rose after that to depart, but was delayed by the raptures into which he fell on the subject of the fire, which the weather being cold for the time of year, I had caused to be lit. It burns so brightly, said he, that it must be of boxwood, M. de Rosny.

Of boxwood? I exclaimed, astonished.

Ay, is it not? he asked, looking at me with much simplicity.

No! I made answer rather peevishly. Who ever heard of people burning boxwood in Paris, father? In the south, perhaps.

He apologized for his ignorance on the ground of his southern birth, and took his departure, leaving me in doubt as to the real purport of his visit. I was, indeed, more troubled by the uncertainty I felt than another less conversant with the methods of the Jesuits might have been; for I knew that it was their habit to drop a word where they dared not speak plainly, and I felt myself put on my mettle to interpret the fathers hint. My perplexities were increased by the belief that he would not have intervened in a matter of small moment; hence the conviction grew upon me that while I stood idle before the hearth, the greatest interests might be at stake.

Michel, I said at last, addressing the doyen of my secretaries, who chanced to be a Provençal have you ever seen a boxwood fire?

He replied respectfully, but with some show of surprise, that he had done so, but not often; adding that that wood was so valuable to the turner that few people were extravagant enough to use it for fuel. I assented, and felt the more certain that the Jesuits remark held a meaning. The only other clue I had consisted in the mistake he had made as to the Kings residence; and this might have dropped from him in inadvertence. Yet I was inclined to think it intentional; and I construed it as implying that the matter concerned the King personally. Which the more alarmed me.

I passed the day in great perplexity; but towards evening, acting on a sudden thought, I sent La Trape, my valet, a trusty fellow, who had saved my life at Villefranche, to the Three Pigeons, a large inn in the suburbs of Paris, at which travellers from north to south, who do not wish to enter the city, are accustomed to change horses. Acquitting himself of the commission with his usual adroitness, he returned with the news that a traveller of rank had passed through three days before, having sent in advance to order relays there and at Essonnes. La Trape reported that the gentleman had remained in his coach, and that none of the servants of the inn had seen his face. But he had companions? I said. My mind had not failed to conceive a certain suspicion.

Only one, your grace. The rest were servants.

And that one?

A man in the yard fancied that he recognized M. de la Varenne.

Ah! I said. My agitation was indeed so great that, before giving reins to it, I bade La Trape withdraw. I could scarcely believe that, acquainted as the King was with the plots which the Catholics were daily aiming at his life; and possessing such powerful enemies among the great Protestants as Tremonelle and Bouillon  to say nothing of Mademoiselle dEntragues half-brother, the Count of Auvergne, who hated him  I say, I could hardly believe that with full knowledge of these facts his Majesty had been so fool-hardy as to travel without guards to Fontainebleau. And yet I now felt a certainty that this was the case. The presence of La Varenne, the confidant of his intrigues, while it informed me of the cause of the journey, convinced me that his Majesty had given way to the sole weakness of his nature, and was bent on one of those adventures of gallantry which had been more becoming in the Prince of Béarn than in the King of France. Nor was I at a loss to guess the object of his pursuit. It had been lately whispered in the Court that the King had fallen in love with his mistresss younger sister, Susette dEntragues; whose home at Malesherbes lay but three leagues from Fontainebleau, on the edge of the forest. This fact placed the Kings imprudence in a stronger light; for he had scarcely in France a more dangerous enemy than her brother, Auvergne, nor had the immense sums which he had settled on the elder sister satisfied the avarice or conciliated the hostility of her father.

I saw that Father Cotton had known more than I had. But his motive in speaking I found less easy to divine. It might be a wish to baulk this new passion through my interference, while he exposed me to the risk of his Majestys anger. Or it might be the single desire to avert danger from the Kings person. At any rate, constant to my rule of preferring, come what might, my masters interest to his favour, I sent for Maignan, my equerry, and bade him have an equipage ready at dawn.

At that hour, next morning, attended only by La Trape, with a groom, a page, and four Swiss, I started, giving out that I was bound for Sully to inspect that demesne, which had formerly been the property of my family, and of which the refusal had just been offered to me. Under cover of this destination, I was enabled to reach La Ferté Alais unsuspected. There, pretending that the motion of the coach fatigued me, I mounted the led horse, without which I never travelled, and bidding La Trape accompany me, I gave orders to the others to follow at their leisure to Pithiviers, where I proposed to stay the night.

La Ferté Alais, on the borders of the forest, is some five leagues westward of Fontainebleau and as far north of Malesherbes, with which it is connected by a high-road. Having disclosed my intentions to La Trape, I left this road and struck into a woodland path which promised to conduct us in the right direction. But the luxuriance of the undergrowth, and the huge chaos of grey rocks which cumber that part of the forest, made it difficult to keep for any time in a straight line. After being an hour in the saddle we concluded that we had lost our way, and were confirmed in this, on reaching a clearing. In place of the chateau we saw before us a small house, which La Trape presently recognized as an inn, situate about a league and a half on the Fontainebleau side of Malesherbes.

We had still ample time to reach the Chateau by nightfall, but before proceeding farther it was necessary that our horses should have rest. Dismounting I bade La Trape see the sorrel well baited. The inn was a poor place; but having no choice, I entered it and found myself in a large room better furnished with company than accommodation. Three men, who appeared to be of those reckless blades who are commonly to be found in the inns on the outskirts of Paris, and who come not unfrequently to their ends at Montfaucon, were tippling and playing cards at a table near the door. They looked up on my entrance, but refrained from saluting me, which, as I was plainly dressed, and much travel-stained, was excusable. By the fire, partaking of a coarse meal, sat a fourth man of so singular an appearance that I must needs describe him. He was of great height and extreme leanness, resembling a maypole rather than a man. His face matched his form, for it was long and meagre, and terminated in a small peaked beard, which like his hair and moustachios was as white as snow. With all this his eyes glowed with something of the fire of youth, and his brown complexion and sinewy hands seemed to indicate robust health. He wore garments which had once been fashionable, but now bore marks of much patching, and I remarked that the point of his sword, which, as he sat, trailed on the stones behind him, had worn its way through the scabbard. Notwithstanding these signs of poverty he saluted me with the ease of a gentleman, and bade me with some stiffness share his table and the fire. Accordingly I drew up, and called for a bottle of the best wine, being minded to divert myself with him.

I was little prepared, however, for the turn his conversation took, or the tirade into which he presently broke; the object of which proved to be no other than myself! I do not know that I have ever cut so whimsical a figure as while I sat and heard my name loaded with reproaches; but being certain that he did not know me I waited patiently, and soon learned both who he was, and the grievance which he was about to lay before the King. His name was Boisrosé. He had been the leader in that gallant capture of Fécamp, which took place while I represented his Majesty in Normandy, and his grievance was, that in the face of many promises he had been deprived of the government of the place. He leads the King by the ear! he cried loudly, and in an accent which marked him for a Gascon. That villain of a De Rosny! But I will shew him up! I will trounce him! If the King will not, I will! And with that he drew the hilt of his long rapier to the front with a gesture so truculent that the three bullies who had stopped to laugh resumed their game in haste.

Notwithstanding his sentiments, I was pleased to meet with a man of so singular a temper, whom I also knew to be courageous: and I was willing to amuse myself further. But, I said modestly, I have had some affairs with M. de Rosny, and I have never found him cheat me.

Do not deceive yourself! he cried, slapping the table. He is a rascal! There is no one he will not cheat!

Yet, I ventured to reply, I have heard that in many respects he is not a bad minister.

He is a villain! he repeated so loudly as to drown what I would have added. A villain, sir, a villain! Do not tell me otherwise! But rest assured! I will make the King see him in his true colours! Rest content, sir! I will trounce him! He has to do with Armand de Boisrosé!

Seeing that he was not open to argument  for being opposed he grew warm  I asked him by what channel he intended to approach the King, and learned that here he felt a difficulty, since he had neither a friend at Court, nor money to buy one. Certain that the narrative of our rencontre and its sequel would amuse his Majesty, who loved a jest, I advised Boisrosé to go boldly to the King, and speak to him; which, thanking me as profusely as he had before reproached me, he avowed he would do. With that I rose.

At the last moment, and as I was parting from him, it occurred to me to try upon him the shibboleth which in Father Cottons mouth had so mystified me. This fire burns brightly, I said, kicking the logs together with my riding-boot. It must be of boxwood.

Of what, sir? he asked politely.

Of boxwood! Why not? I replied in a louder tone.

My certes! he answered, staring at me. They do not burn boxwood in this country. Those are larch trimmings, as all the world knows, neither more nor less!

While he wondered at my ignorance, I was pleased to discover his; and so far I had lost my pains. But it did not escape me that the three gamesters had ceased to play, and were listening to our conversation. Moreover as I moved to the door they followed me with their eyes: and when I turned after riding a hundred yards I found that they had come to the door and were gaping after us.

This did not hinder me remarking that a hound which had been lying before the fire had come forth with us, and was now running in front, now gambolling about the horses legs. I supposed that when it had accompanied us a certain way it would return; but it persisted, and presently where the road forked I had occasion to notice its movements; for choosing one of the paths it stood in the mouth of it, wagging its tail and inviting us to take that road: and this it did so pertinaciously and cheerfully that though the directions we had received at the inn would have led us to prefer the other track, we followed the dog as the more trustworthy guide.

We had gone from this point about four hundred paces forward, when La Trape showed me that the path was growing narrow, and betrayed few signs of being used. It seemed certain  though the dog still ran confidently ahead  that we were again astray; and I was about to draw rein and return when I saw that the undergrowth on the right of the path had assumed the character of a thick hedge of box  a shrub common only in a few parts of the forest. Though less prone than most men to put faith in omens, I accepted this; and, notwithstanding that it wanted but an hour of sunset, I rode on, remarking that with each turn in the woodland path, the scrub on my left also gave place more and more to the sturdy tree which had been in my mind all day. Finally, we found ourselves passing through an alley of box  which no long time before had been clipped and dressed. A final turn brought us into a cul de sac; and there we were, in a kind of small arbour carpeted with turf, and so perfectly hedged in as to afford no exit save by the entrance. Here the dog placidly stood and wagged its tail, looking up at us.

I must confess that this termination of the adventure seemed so surprising, and the evening light shining on the level walls of green about us was so full of a solemn quiet, that I was not surprised to hear La Trape mutter a prayer. For my part, assured that something more than chance had brought me hither, I dismounted and spoke encouragement to the hound. But it only leapt upon me. Then I walked round the tiny enclosure, and presently I discovered, close to the hedge, three small patches, where the grass was slightly beaten or trodden down. A second glance told me more; I saw that at these places the hedge about three feet from the ground was hacked and hollowed. I stooped, until my eyes were level with the hole thus made, and discovered that I was looking through a funnel skilfully cut in the wall of box. At my end the opening was rather larger than a mans face; at the other end not as large as the palm of the hand. The funnel rose gradually, so that I took the farther extremity of it to be about seven feet from the ground, and here it disclosed a feather dangling on a spray. From the light falling strongly on this, I judged it to be not in the hedge, but a pace or two from it on the hither side of another fence of box. On examining the remaining loopholes, I discerned that they bore upon the same feather.

My own mind was at once made up, but I bade my valet go through the same investigation, and then asked him whether he had ever seen an ambush of this kind laid for game. He replied that the shot would pass over the tallest stag, or aught but a man on horseback; and fortified by this, I mounted without saying more, and we retraced our steps. The hound, which had doubtless the habit, as some dogs have, of accompanying the first person who held out the prospect of a walk, presently left us, and without further adventure we reached the Chateau a little after sunset.

I expected to be received by the King with some displeasure, but it chanced that a catarrh had kept him within doors all day; and unable to hunt or visit his new flame, he had been at leisure, in this palace without a court, to consider the imprudence he was committing. He received me therefore with the laugh of a schoolboy detected in a petty fault, and as I hastened to relate to him some of the things which M. de Boisrosé had said of the Baron de Rosny, I soon had the gratification of perceiving that my presence was not taken amiss. His Majesty gave orders that bedding should be furnished for my pavilion, and that his household should wait on me, and himself sent me from his table a couple of chickens and a fine melon, bidding me to come to him when I had supped.

I did so, and found him alone in his closet awaiting me with impatience; he had already divined that I had not made this journey merely to reproach him. Before informing him, however, of my suspicions, I craved leave to ask him one or two questions, and in particular whether he had been in the habit of going to Malesherbes daily.

Daily, he admitted with a grimace. What more, Father Confessor?

By what road, sire?

I have hunted mornings, and visited Malesherbes at midday. I have returned as a rule by the bridle-path, which passes the Rock of the Serpents.

Patience, sire, one moment, I said. Does that path run anywhere through a plantation of box?

It does, he answered, without hesitation. About half a mile on this side of the rock, it skirts Queen Catherines maze.

Thereon I told the King without reserve all that had happened. He listened with the air of seeming carelessness which he always assumed when plots against his life were under discussion; but at the end he embraced me again with tears in his eyes. France is beholden to you! he said. I have never had, nor shall have, such another servant as you, Rosny! The three ruffians at the inn, he continued, are, of course, the tools, and the hound has been in the habit of accompanying them to the spot. Yesterday, I remember, I walked by that place with the bridle on my arm.

By a special providence, sire, I said gravely.

It is true, he answered, crossing himself, a thing I had never yet known him do in private. But, now, who is the craftsman who has contrived this pretty plot? Tell me that, Grand Master.

On this point, however, though I had my suspicions, I begged leave to be excused until I had slept upon it. Heaven forbid, I said, that I should expose any man to your Majestys resentment without cause. The wrath of kings is the forerunner of death.

I have not heard, the King answered dryly, that the Duke of Bouillon has called in a leech yet.

Before retiring, I learned that his Majesty had with him a score of light horse, whom La Varenne had requisitioned from Melun; and that some of these had each day awaited him at Malesherbes and ridden home behind him. Further, that Henry had been in the habit of wearing, when riding back in the evening, a purple cloak over his hunting-suit, a fact well known, I felt sure, to the assassins, who, unseen and in perfect safety, could fire at the exact moment when the cloak obscured the feather, and could then make their escape, secured by the stout wall of box from immediate pursuit.

I slept ill, and was aroused early by La Varenne coming to my bedside, and bidding me hasten to the King. I did so, and found him already in his boots and walking on the terrace with Coquet, his Master of the Household, Vitry, La Varenne, and a gentleman unknown to me. On seeing me he dismissed them, and while I was still a great way off, called out, chiding me for my laziness: then taking me by the hand in the most obliging manner, he made me walk up and down with him, while he told me what further thoughts he had of this affair; and hiding nothing from me even as he bade me speak to him whatever I thought without reserve, he required to know whether I suspected that the Entragues family were cognizant of this.

I cannot say, sire, I answered prudently.

But you suspect?

In your Majestys cause I suspect all, I replied.

He sighed, and seeing that my eyes wandered to the group of gentlemen who had betaken themselves to the terrace steps, and were thence watching us, he asked me if I would answer for them. For Vitry, who sleeps at my feet when I lie alone? For Coquet?

For three of them, I will, sire, I answered firmly. The fourth I do not know.

He is Auvergnes half-brother.

M. Louis dEntragues? I muttered. Lately returned, I think, from service in Savoy? I do not know him, sire. To-morrow I may be able to answer for him.

And to-day? What am I to do to-day?

I begged him to act as he had done each day since his arrival at Fontainebleau, to hunt in the morning, to take his midday meal at Malesherbes, to talk to all as if he had no suspicion: only on his return to take any road save that which passed the Rock of the Serpents.

The King turning to rejoin the others, I found that their attention was no longer directed to us, but to a singular figure which had made its appearance on the skirts of the group, and had already thrown three out of the four courtiers into a fit of laughter. The fourth, M. dEntragues, did not seem to be equally diverted with the strangers appearance; nor did I fail to notice, being at the moment quick to perceive the slightest point of his conduct, that while the others were nudging one another, his countenance, darkened by an Italian sun, gloomed on the new-comer with an aspect of menace. On his side M. de Boisrosé  for he it was, the grotesque fashion of his dress more conspicuous than ever  stood eyeing the group with a mixture of awkwardness and resentment; until made aware of his Majestys approach and of my presence in intimate converse with the King he stepped joyfully forward, a look of relief displacing all others on his countenance. Ha! well met! quoth the King in my ear. It is your friend of yesterday. Now we shall have sport. And twill cheer us. We need it. And he pinched my arm.

As the old soldier approached with many low bows, the King spoke to him graciously, and bade him say what he sought. It happened then as I had expected. Boisrosé, after telling the King his name, turned to me and humbly begged that I would explain his complaint; which I consented to do, and did as follows: This, sire, I said gravely, is an old and brave soldier; who formerly served your Majesty to good purpose in Normandy, but has been cheated out of the recompense which he there earned by the trickery and chicanery of one of your Majestys counsellors, the Baron de Rosny.

I could not continue, for the courtiers, on hearing this from my mouth, and on discovering that the strangers odd appearance was but a prelude to the real diversion, could not restrain their laughter. The King, concealing his own amusement, turned to them with an angry air and bade them be silent; and the Gascon, encouraged by this and by the bold manner in which I had stated his grievance, scowled at them famously. He alleges, sire, I continued, with the same gravity, that the Baron de Rosny, after promising him the government of Fécamp, bestowed it on another, being bribed to do so, and has been guilty of many base acts which make him unworthy of your Majestys confidence. That, I think, is your complaint, M. de Boisrosé? I concluded, turning to the soldier; whom my deep seriousness so misled that he took up the story, and pouring out his wrongs did not fail to threaten to trounce me, or to add with much fervour that I was a villain!

He might have said more, but the courtiers, perceiving that the King broke at last into a smile, lost all control over themselves, and giving vent to loud peals of laughter, clasped one another by the shoulders and reeled to and fro in an ecstasy of enjoyment. The King gave way also and laughed heartily, clapping me again and again on the back, so that in fine there were only two serious faces to be seen, that of the poor Boisrosé, who took all for lunatics, and my own. For my part I began to think that perhaps the jest had been carried far enough.

My master presently saw this, and collecting himself, turned to the amazed Gascon. Your complaint is one, he said, which should not be lightly made. Do you know the Baron de Rosny?

Boisrosé, more and more out of countenance, said he did not.

Then, said the King, I will give you an opportunity of becoming acquainted with him. I shall refer your complaint to him, and he will decide upon it. More! he continued, raising his hand for silence as Boisrosé, starting forward, would have appealed to him, I will introduce you to him now. This is the Baron de Rosny.

The old soldier glared at me for a moment with starting eye-balls, and a dreadful despair seemed to settle on his face. He threw himself on his knees before the King. Then, sire, said he in a heartrending voice, am I ruined? My six children must starve, and my young wife die by the roadside!

That, answered the King, gravely, must be for the Baron de Rosny to decide. I leave you to your audience.

He made a sign to the others, and, followed by them, walked slowly along the terrace, the while Boisrosé, who had risen to his feet, stood looking after him like one demented, muttering in a voice that went to my heart that it was a cruel jest, and that he had bled for the King, and the King made sport of him.

Presently I touched him on the arm. Come, have you nothing to say to me, M. de Boisrosé? I asked quietly. You are a brave soldier and have done France service: why then need you fear? The Baron de Rosny is one man, the Kings minister is another. It is the latter who speaks to you now. The office of Lieutenant Governor of Angoulême is vacant. It is worth twelve thousand livres by the year. I appoint you to it.

He murmured with a white face that I mocked him and that he was going mad; so that it was long before I could persuade him that I was in earnest. When I at last succeeded, his gratitude knew no bounds, and he thanked me again and again with the tears running down his face. What I have done for you, I said modestly, is the reward of your bravery. I ask only that you will not another time think that they who rule kingdoms are as those gay popinjays yonder. Whom the King, believe me, holds at their due value.

In a transport of delight he reiterated his offers of service, and feeling sure that I had gained him completely I asked him on a sudden where he had seen Louis dEntragues before. In two words the truth came out. He had seen him once only, on the previous day at the forest inn; the courtier had halted at the door and spoken with the three bullies, whom I had remarked there. I was not surprised, nay I had expected this, DEntragues near kinship to the Count of Auvergne and the mingled feelings with which I knew that the family regarded Henry preparing me to imagine treachery. Moreover, the nature of the ambush was proof that its author resided in the neighbourhood and was intimately acquainted with the forest paths. I should have carried this information at once to my master; but I learned that he had already started, and thus baffled and believing that his affection for Mademoiselle dEntragues, if not for her sister, would lead him to act with undue leniency, I conceived a plan of my own.

Two hours after noon, therefore, I set out, as if for a ride, attended by La Trape only; but at some distance from the palace we were joined by Boisrosé, whom I had bidden to be at that point well armed and mounted. Thus reinforced  for the Gascon was still strong, and in courage a very Crillon, I proceeded to Malesherbes by a circuitous route which brought me within sight of the gates about the middle of the afternoon. I then halted under cover of a little wood of chestnuts, and waited until I saw the King, attended by several ladies and gentlemen, and followed by eight troopers, issue from the chateau. His Majesty was walking, his horse being led behind him; and seeing this I rode out and approached the party as if I had that moment arrived to meet the King.

It would very ill become me to make idle reflections on the hollowness of Court life: withal, seldom have I known it better exemplified than in the scene then displayed before me. The sun was low, but its warm beams falling aslant on the gay group at the gates and on the flowered terraces and grey walls behind them seemed to present a picture at once peaceful and joyous. Yet I knew that treachery and death were lurking in the midst  even as between the parterres and the walls lay the dark sluggish moat; and it was only by an effort that, as I rode up, I could make answer to the thousand obliging things with which I was greeted and of which not the least polite were said by M. dEntragues and his son. I took pains to observe Mademoiselle Susette, a beautiful girl still in her teens, but noways comparable as it seemed to me, in expression and vivacity to her famous sister. She was walking beside the King, her hands full of flowers, and her face flushed with shy excitement. I came, with little thought, to the conclusion that she, at least, knew nothing of what was intended by her family; who, having made the one sister the means of gratifying their avarice, were now baiting the trap of their vengeance with the other. Having obtained what they needed, they were ashamed of the means by which they had obtained it: and would fain avenge their honour, while holding to that they had got by the sale of it.

Henry parted from the maid at length, and mounted his horse amid a ripple of laughter and compliments, DEntragues holding the stirrup, and his son the cloak. I observed that the latter, as I had expected, was prepared to accompany us, which rendered my plan more feasible. Our road lay for a league in the direction of the Rock of the Serpents, the track which passed the latter  and was a trifle shorter  presently diverging from it. For some distance we rode along in easy talk, but on approaching the point of separation, the King looked at me with a whimsical air, as though he would lay on me the burden of finding an excuse for avoiding the shorter way. I had foreseen this and looked round to ascertain the positions of our company. I found that La Varenne and DEntragues were close behind us, while the troopers with La Trape and Boisrosé were a hundred paces farther to the rear, and Vitry and Coquet had dropped out of sight. This being so, I suddenly reined in my horse so as to back it into that of DEntragues, and then wheeled round on the latter, taking care to be between him and the King. M. Louis dEntragues, I said, dropping the mask and addressing him in a low voice but with the scorn which I felt and which he deserved. Your plot is known! If you would save your life confess to his Majesty here and now all you know, and throw yourself on his mercy!

I confess that I had failed to take into account the pitch to which his nerves would be strung at such a time, and had expected to produce a greater effect than followed my words. His hand went indeed to his breast, but it was hard to say which seemed the more astounded, La Varenne or he. And the manner in which he flung back my accusation, lacked neither vigour nor the semblance of innocence. While Henry stood puzzled, and not a little put out, La Varenne was appalled. I saw this, that I had gone too far, or not far enough, and at once calling up unto my face and form all the sternness in my power I bade the traitor remain where he was. Then turning to his Majesty I craved leave to speak to him apart.

He hesitated, looking from me to DEntragues with an air of displeasure which embraced us both, but in the end without permitting M. Louis to speak he complied, and going aside with me bade me with coldness speak out. As soon as I had repeated to him Boisrosés words, his face underwent a change  for he too had remarked the discomfiture which the latters appearance had caused DEntragues in the morning. The villain! he said. I do not now think you precipitate! Arrest him, but do him no harm!

If he resist, sire? I asked.

He will not, the King answered. And in no case harm him! You understand me?

I bowed, having my own thoughts on the subject, and the King without looking again at DEntragues rode quickly away. M. Louis tried to follow and cried after him, but I thrust my horse in the way, and bade him consider himself a prisoner. At the same time I requested La Varenne, with Vitry and Coquet, who had come up and were looking on like men thunderstruck, to take four of the guards and follow the King.

Then, sir, what do you intend to do with me? DEntragues asked. The defiant air with which he looked from me to the men who remained barely disguised his apprehensions.

That depends, M. Louis, I replied, recurring to my usual tone of politeness, on your answers to three questions.

He shrugged his shoulders. Ask them, he said.

Do you deny that you have laid an ambush for the King in the road which passes the Rock of the Serpents?

Absolutely.

Or that you were yesterday at an inn near here in converse with three men?

Absolutely.

Do you deny that there is such an ambush laid?

At least I know naught of it! he repeated with scorn. Tis an old wifes story. I would stake my life on it.

Enough, I answered slowly. You have said you would stake your life on it. You shall. The evening grows cold, and, as you are my prisoner, I must have a care of you. Kindly put on this cloak, and precede me, M. dEntragues. We return to Fontainebleau by the Rock of the Serpents.

His eyes met mine; he read my thoughts, and for a second held his breath. A cold shadow fell upon his sallow face, and then for an instant I thought that he would resist. But the stern countenances of La Trape and Boisrosé, who had ridden up to his rein and stood awaiting his answer with their swords drawn, determined him. With a forced and mirthless laugh he took the cloak. It is new, I hope, he said, as he threw it over his shoulders.

It was not, and I apologized, adding, however, that no one but the King had worn it. On this he settled it about him; and having heard me strictly charge the two guards, who followed with their arquebuses ready, to fire on him if he tried to escape, he turned his horses head into the path and rode slowly along it, while we, in double file, followed a few paces behind him.

The sun had set, and such light as remained fell cold between the trees. The green of the sward had that pale look it puts on with the last rays, or with the dawning. The crackling of a stick under a horses hoof, or the ring of a spur against a scabbard, were the only sounds which broke the stillness of the wood as we proceeded. We had gone some way when M. Louis halted, and, turning in his saddle, called to me. M. de Rosny, he said  the light had so far failed that I could scarcely see his face, I have a meeting with the Vicomte de Matigny on Saturday about a little matter of a ladys glove. Should anything prevent my appearance  

I will see that a proper explanation is given, I answered.

Or, if M. dEntragues will permit me, exclaimed the Gascon, who was riding by my side, I, M. de Boisrosé of St. Palais, will appear in his place and make the Viscount de Caylus swallow the glove.

Sir, said M. Louis, with politeness, and in a steady tone, you are a gentleman. I am obliged to you.

He waved his hand to me with a gesture which I long remembered, and, giving his horse the rein, he went forward along the path at a brisk walk. We followed, and I had just remarked that a plant of box was beginning here and there to take the place of the usual undergrowth when a sheet of flame leapt out through the dusk to meet us, and our horses reared wildly. For an instant we were in confusion; then I saw that our leader, M. Louis, had fallen headlong from his saddle, and lay on the sward without word or cry. My men would have sprung forward before the noise of the report had died away, and, having good horses, might possibly have overtaken one of the assassins; but I restrained them. Enough had been done. When La Trape dismounted and raised the fallen man the latter was dead, his breast riddled by a dozen slugs.

Such were the circumstances, now for the first time made public, which attended the discovery of this, the least known, yet one of the most dangerous of the many plots which were directed against the life of my master. The course which I adopted may be blamed by some, but it is enough for me that, after the lapse of years, it is approved by my conscience and by the course of events. For it was ever the misfortune of that great king to treat those with leniency whom no indulgence could win; and I bear with me to this day the bitter assurance that, had the fate which overtook Louis dEntragues in the wood between Malesherbes and Fontainebleau embraced the whole of that family, the blow which, ten years later, went to the heart of France would not have been struck.



The slight indisposition from which the Queen suffered in the spring of 1602, and which was occasioned by a cold caught during her lying-in, by diverting the Kings attention from state matters, had the effect of doubling the burden cast on me. Though the main threads of M. de Birons conspiracy were in our hands as early as the month of November of the preceding year, and steps had been taken to sound the chief associates by summoning them to court, an interval necessarily followed during which we had all to fear; and this not only from the despair of the guilty, but from the timidity of the innocent, who in a court filled with cabals and rumours of intrigues might see no way to clear themselves. Even the shows and interludes which followed the Dauphins birth, and made that Christmas remarkable, served only to amuse the idle; they could not disperse the cloud which hung over the Louvre nor divert those who on the one side or the other had aught to fear.

In connection with this period of suspense I recall an episode worthy, I think, by reason of its oddity, to be set down here; where it may serve for a preface to those more serious events attending the trial and execution of M. de Biron, which I shall have to relate.

I had occasion, about the end of the month of January, to see M. du Hallot. The weather was cold, and partly for that reason, partly out of a desire to keep my visit, which had to do with the Biron disclosures, from the general eye, I chose to go on foot. For the same reason I took with me only two servants and a confidential page, the son of my friend Arnaud. M. du Hallot, who lived at this time in a house in the Faubourg St. Germain, not far from the College of France, detained me long, and when I rose to leave insisted that I should take his coach, as snow had begun to fall, and lay an inch deep in the streets. At first I was unwilling to do this, but reflecting that such small services are highly valued by those who render them, and attach men more surely than the greatest bribes, I yielded, and, taking my place with some becoming expressions, bade young Arnaud find his way home on foot.

The coach had nearly reached the south end of the Pont au Change, when a number of youths ran past me, pelting one another with snowballs, and shouting so lustily that I was at a loss which to admire more, the silence of their feet or the loudness of their voices. Aware that lads of that age are no respecters of persons, I was not surprised to see two or three of them rush on to the bridge before us, and even continue their Parthian warfare under the feet of the horses. The result, however, was that the latter took fright at that part of the bridge where the houses encroach most on the roadway; and but for the care of the running footman, who hastened to their heads, might have done some harm either to the coach or the passers-by.

As it was, we were brought to a stop while one of the wheels was extricated from the kennel, in which it had become wedged. Smiling to think what the King  who, strangely warned by Providence, was throughout his life timid in a coach  would have said to this, I went to open the curtains, and had effected this to some extent, when one of a crowd of idlers who stood on the raised pavement deliberately lifted up his arm and flung a snowball at me.

The missile flew wide of its mark by an inch or two only. That I was amazed at such audacity goes without saying; but doubting of what it might be the preclude  for the breakdown of the coach in that narrow place, the haunt of rufflers and vagrants of every kind, might be part of a concerted plan  I fell back into my place. The coach, as it happened, moved on at that moment with a jerk; and before I had digested the matter, or had time to mark the demeanour of the crowd, we were clear of the bridge, and rolling under the Châtelet.

A smaller man might have stooped to punish, and to cook a sprat have passed all Paris through the net. But remembering the days when I myself attended the College of Burgundy, I set the freak to the credit of some young student, and, shrugging my shoulders, dismissed it from my mind. An instant later, however, observing that the fragments of the snowball were melting on the seat and wetting the leather, I raised my hand to brush them away. In doing so I discovered, to my surprise, a piece of paper lying among the débris.

Ho, ho! said I to myself. A strange snowball this! I have heard that the apprentices put stones in theirs. But paper! Let me see what this means.

The morsel, though moistened by the snow, remained intact. Unfolding it with care  for already I began to discern that here was something out of the common  I found written on the inner side, in a clerkly hand, the words, Beware of Nicholas!

It will be remembered that Simon Nicholas was at this time secretary to the King, and so high in his favour as to be admitted to the knowledge of all but his most private affairs. Gay, and of a jovial wit, he was able to commend himself to Henry by amusing him; while his years, for he was over sixty, seemed warranty for his discretion, and at the same time gave younger sinners a feeling of worth, since they might repent and he had not done so. Often in contact with him, I had always found him equal to his duties, and though too fond of the table, and of the good things of this life, neither given to blabbing nor boasting. In a word, one for whom I had more liking than respect.

A man in his position possesses opportunities for evil so stupendous that as I read the warning I sat aghast. His office gave him at all times that ready access to the Kings person which is the aim of conspirators against the lives of sovereigns; and short of the supreme treachery he was master of secrets which Birons associates would give much to gain. When I add that I knew Nicholas to be a man of extravagant habits and careless life, and one who, if rumour did not wrong him, had lost much in that rearrangement of the finances which I had lately effected, it will be seen that those words, Beware of Nicholas, were calculated to provoke me to the most profound thought.

Of the person who had conveyed the missive to my hands I had unfortunately seen nothing; though I believed him to be a man, and young. But the circumstances, which seemed to indicate the need of secrecy, gave me a hint as to my conduct. Accordingly, I smoothed my brow, and on the coach stopping at the Arsenal, I descended with my usual face of preoccupation.

At the foot of the staircase my maître-dhotel met me.

M. Nicholas, the Kings secretary, is here, he said. He has been waiting your return an hour and more, my lord.

Lay another cover, I answered, repressing the surprise I could not but feel at a visit so strangely à propos. Doubtless he has come to dine with me.

Staying only to remove my cloak, I went upstairs with an air as easy as possible, and, making my visitor some apologies for the inconvenience I had caused him, I insisted he should sit down with me. This he was not loth to do; though, as presently appeared, his errand was only to submit to me a paper connected with the new tax of a penny in the shilling, which it was his duty to lay before me.

I scolded him for the long period which had elapsed since his last visit, and succeeded so well in setting him at his ease that he presently began to rally me on my lack of appetite; for I could touch nothing but a little game and a glass of water. Excusing myself as well as I could, I encouraged him to continue the attack; and certainly, if appetite waits on a good conscience, I had abundant evidence in his behalf. He grew merry and talkative, and, telling me some free tales, bore himself so naturally that I had begun to deem my suspicions baseless, when a chance word gave me new grounds for entertaining them.

I was on the subject of my mornings employment. Knowing how easily confidence begets confidence, and that in his position the matter could not be long kept from him, I told him as a secret where I had been.

I do not wish all the world to know, my friend, I said. But you are a discreet man, and it will go no farther. I am just from Du Hallots.

He dropped his napkin and stooped to pick it up with a gesture so hasty that it caught my attention and led me to watch him. More, although my words seemed to call for an answer, he did not speak until he had taken a deep draught of wine; and then he said only, Indeed! in a tone of such indifference as might at another time have deceived me, but now was patently assumed.

Yes, I replied, affecting to be engaged with my plate: we were eating nuts. Doubtless you will be able to guess on what subject.

I? he said, as quick to answer as he had before been slow. No, I think not.

La Fin, I said. And his disclosures respecting M. de Birons friends.

Ah! he replied, shrugging his shoulders. He had contrived to regain his composure, but I noticed that his hand shook, and I saw that he was quite unable to chew the nut he had just put into his mouth. They tell me he accuses everybody, he continued, his eyes on his plate. Even the King is scarcely safe from him. But I have heard no particulars.

They will be known by-and-by, I answered prudently. And after that I did not think it wise to continue, lest I should give more than I got. But as soon as he had finished, and we had washed our hands, I led him to the closet looking on the river, where I was in the habit of working with my secretaries. I sent them away and sat down with him to his paper; but in the position in which I found myself, between suspicion and perplexity, I gathered little or nothing from it; and had I found another doing the Kings service as negligently I had sent him about his business. Nevertheless, I made some show of attention, and had reached the schedule when something in the fairly written summary, which closed the account, caught my eye. I bent more closely to it, and presently making an occasion to carry the parchment into the next room, compared it with the hand-writing on the scrap of paper I had found in the snowball. A brief scrutiny proved that they were the work of the same person!

I went back to M. Nicholas, and after attesting the accounts, and making one or two notes, remarked in a careless way on the clearness of the hand. I am badly in need of a fourth secretary, I added. Your scribe might do for me.

It did not escape me that once again M. Nicholas looked uncomfortable. His red face took a deeper tinge and his hand went nervously to his pointed grey beard. I do not think he would do for you, he muttered.

What is his name? I asked, purposely bending over the papers and avoiding his eye.

I have dismissed him, he rejoined curtly. I do not know where he could now be found.

That is a pity. He writes well, I answered, as if it were nothing but a whim that led me to pursue the subject. And good clerks are scarce. What was his name?

Felix, he said  reluctantly.

I had now all that I wanted. Accordingly I spoke of another matter, and shortly afterwards Nicholas withdrew. He left me in much suspicion; so that for nearly half an hour I walked up and down the room, unable to decide whether I should treat the warning of the snowball with contempt, as the work of a discharged servant; or on that very account attach the more credit to it. By-and-by I remembered that the last sheet of the roll I had audited bore date the previous day; whence it was clear that Felix had been dismissed within the last twenty-four hours, and perhaps after the delivery of his note to me. Such a coincidence, which seemed no less pertinent than strange, opened a wide field for conjecture; and the possibility that Nicholas had called on me to sound me and learn what I knew occurring to my mind, brought me to a final determination to seek out this Felix, and without the delay of an hour sift the matter to the bottom.

Doubtless I shall seem to some to have acted precipitately, and built much on small foundations. I answer that I had the life of the King my master to guard, and in that cause dared neglect no precaution, however trivial, nor any indication, however remote. Would that all my care and vigilance had longer sufficed to preserve for France the life of that great man! But God willed otherwise.

I sent word at once to La Font, my valet-de-chambre, the same who persuaded me to my first marriage, to come to me; and directing him to make secret inquiry where Felix, a clerk in the Chamber of Accounts, lodged, bade him report to me on my return from the Great Hall, where, it will be remembered, it was my custom to give audience after dinner to all who had business with me. As it happened, I was detained that day, and found him awaiting me. A man of few words, as soon as the door was shut, At the Three Half Moons, he said, in the Faubourg St. Honoré, my lord.

That is near the Louvre, I answered. Get me my cloak, and your own also; and bring your pistols. I am for a walk, and you will accompany me.

He was a good man, La Font, and devoted to my interests. It will be night in half an hour, he answered respectfully. You will take some of the Swiss?

In one word, no! I rejoined. We will go out by the stable entrance, and until we return, I will bid Maignan keep the door, and admit no one.

The crowd of those who daily left the Arsenal at nightfall happened to be augmented on this occasion by a troop of my clients from Mantes; tenants on the lands of Rosny, who had lingered after the hour of audience to see the courts and garden. By mingling with these we passed out unobserved; nor, once in the streets, where a thaw had set in, that filled the kennel with water, was La Font long in bringing me to the house I sought. It stood on the outskirts of the St. Honoré Faubourg, in a quarter sufficiently respectable, and a street marked neither by squalor nor ostentation  from one or other of which all desperate enterprises take their rise. The house, which was high and narrow, presented only two windows to the street, but the staircase was clean, and it was impossible to cross the threshold without feeling a prepossession in Felixs favour. Already I began to think that I had come on a fools errand.

Which floor? I asked La Font.

The highest, he answered.

I went up softly and he followed me. Under the tiles I found a door, and heard some one moving beyond it. Bidding La Font remain on guard, and come to my aid only if I called him, I knocked boldly. A gentle voice bade me enter, and I did so.

There was only one person in the room, a young woman with fair waving hair, a pale freckled face, and blue eyes; who, seeing a cloaked stranger instead of the neighbour she anticipated, stared at me in the utmost wonder and in some alarm. The room, though poorly furnished, was neat and clean; which, taken with the womans complexion, left me in no doubt as to her province. On the floor near the fire stood a cradle; and in the window a cage with a singing bird completed the homely aspect of this interior, which was such, indeed, as I would fain multiply by thousands in every town of France.

A lamp, which the woman was in the act of lighting, enabled me to see these details, and also discovered me to her. I asked politely if I spoke to Madame Felix, the wife of M. Felix, of the Chamber of Accounts.

I am Madame Felix, she answered, advancing slowly towards me. My husband is late. Do you come from him? It is not  bad news, Monsieur?

The tone of anxiety in which she uttered the last question, and the quickness with which she raised her lamp to scan my face, went to a heart already softened by the sight of this young mother in her home. I hastened to answer that I had no bad news, and wished to see her husband on business connected with his employment.

He is very late, she said, a shade of perplexity crossing her face. I have never known him so late before. Monsieur is unfortunate.

I replied that with her leave I would wait; on which she very readily placed a stool for me, and sat down by the cradle. I remarked that perhaps M. Nicholas had detained her husband: she answered that it might be so, but that she had never known it happen before.

M. Felix has evening employment? I asked, after a moments reflection.

She looked at me in some wonder. No, she said. He spends his evenings with me, Monsieur. It is not much, for he is at work all day.

I bowed, and was preparing another question, when the sound of footsteps ascending the stairs reached my ears, and led me to pause. Madame heard the noise at the same moment and rose to her feet. It is my husband, she said, looking towards the door with such a light in her eyes as betrayed the sweetheart lingering in the wife. I was afraid  I do not know what I feared, she muttered to herself.

Proposing to have the advantage of seeing Felix before he saw me, I pushed back my stool into the shadow, contriving to do this so discreetly that the young woman noticed nothing. A moment later it appeared that I might have spared my pains; for at sight of her husband, and particularly of the lack-lustre eye and drooping head with which he entered, she sprang forward with a cry of dismay, and, forgetting my presence, appealed to him to know what was the matter.

He let himself fall on a stool, the first he reached, and, leaning his elbows on the table in an attitude of dejection, he covered his face with his hands. What is it? he said in a hollow tone. We are ruined, Margot. That is what it is. I have no more work. I am dismissed.

Dismissed? she ejaculated.

He nodded. Nicholas discharged me this morning, he said, almost in a whisper. He dared not speak louder, for he could not command his voice.

Why? she asked, as she leant over him, her hands busy about him. What had you done?

Nothing! he answered with bitterness. He has missed a place he thought to get; and I must suffer for it.

But did he say nothing? Did he give no reason?

Ay, he answered. He said clerks were plentiful, and the King or I must starve.

Hitherto I had witnessed the scene in silence, a prey to emotions so various I will not attempt to describe them. But hearing the Kings name thus prostituted I started forward with a violence which made my presence known. Felix, confounded by the sight of a stranger at his elbow, rose from his seat, and retreating before me with alarm painted on his countenance, he asked with a faltering tongue who I was.

I replied as gently as possible that I was a friend, anxious to assist him. Notwithstanding that, seeing that I kept my cloak about my face  for I was not willing to be recognized  he continued to look at me with distrust.

What is your will? he said, raising the lamp much as his wife had done, to see me the better.

The answers to two or three questions, I replied. Answer them truly, and I promise you your troubles are at an end. So saying, I drew from my pouch the scrap of paper which had come to me so strangely. When did you write this, my friend? I continued, placing it before him.

He drew a deep breath at sight of it, and a look of comprehension crossed his face. For a moment he hesitated. Then in a hurried manner he said that he had never seen the paper.

Come, I rejoined sternly, look at it again. Let there be no mistake. When did you write that, and why?

Still he shook his head; and, though I pressed him, he continued so stubborn in his denial that, but for the look I had seen on his face when I produced the paper, and the strange coincidence of his dismissal, I might have believed him. As it was, I saw nothing for it but to have him arrested and brought to my house, where I did not doubt he would tell the truth; and I was about to retire to give the order, when something in a sidelong glance which he cast at his wife caught my eye, and furnished me with a new idea. Acting on it, I affected to be satisfied. I apologized for my intrusion on the ground of mistake; and, withdrawing to the door, I asked him at the last moment to light me downstairs.

Complying with a shaking hand, he went out before me, and had nearly reached the foot of the staircase when I touched him on the shoulder.

Now, I said, fixing him with my eyes, your wife is no longer listening, and you can tell me the truth. Who employed you to write those words?

Trembling so violently that he had to lean on the balustrade for support, he told me.

Madame Nicholas, he whispered.

What? I cried, recoiling. I had no doubt he was telling me the truth. The secretarys wife, do you mean? Be careful, man.

He nodded.

When? I asked suspiciously.

Yesterday, he answered. She is an old cat! he continued, with a grimace. I hate her! But my wife is jealous, and would think all things.

And did you throw it into a coach, I said, on the Pont du Change to-day?

God forbid! he replied, shrinking into himself again. I wrote it for her, and she took it away. She said it was a jest that she was playing. That is all I know.

I saw that he spoke the truth, and after a few more words I dismissed him, bidding him keep silence, and remain at home in case I needed him. At the last, he plucked up spirit to ask who I was; but preferring to keep that discovery for a day to come, when I might appear as the benefactor of this little family, I told him only that I was one of the Kings servants, and so left him.

It will be believed that I found the information I had received little to my mind. The longer I dwelt on it, the more serious seemed the matter. While I could not imagine circumstances in which a woman would be likely to inform against her husband without cause, I could recall more than one conspiracy which had been frustrated by informers of that class  sometimes out of regard for the persons against whom they informed. Viewed in this light, the warning seemed to my mind sufficiently alarming; but when I came also to consider the secrecy with which Madame Nicholas had both prepared it and conveyed it to me, the aspect of the case grew yet more formidable. In the result, I had not passed through two streets before my mind was made up to lay the case before the King, and be guided by the sagacity which was never wanting to my gracious master.

An unexpected meeting which awaited me on my return to the Arsenal confirmed me in this resolution and enabled me to carry it into effect. We entered without difficulty, and duly found Maignan on guard at the door of my apartments. But a glance at his face sufficed to show that something was wrong; nor did it need the look of penitence which he assumed on seeing us  a look so piteous that at another time it must have diverted me  to convince me that he had infringed my orders.

How now, sirrah? I said, without waiting for him to speak. What have you been doing?

They would take no refusal, my lord, he answered plaintively, waving his hand towards the door.

What! I cried sternly; for this was an instance of such direct disobedience as I could scarce understand. Did I not give you the strictest orders to deny me to everybody?

They would take no refusal, my lord, he answered penitently, edging away from me as he spoke.

Who are they? I asked, leaving the question of his punishment for another season. Speak, rascal, though it shall not save you.

There are M. le Marquis de la Varenne, and M. de Vitry, he said slowly, and M. de Vic, and M. Erard the engineer, and M. de Fontange, and  

Pardieu! I cried, cutting him short in a rage; for he was going on counting on his fingers in a manner the most provoking. Have you let in all Paris, dolt? Grace! that I should be served by a fool! Open the door, and let me see them.

With that I was about to enter; when the door, which I had not perceived to be ajar, was thrown widely open, and a laughing face thrust out. It was the Kings.

Ha, ha! Grandmaster! he cried, diverted by the success of his jest and the change which doubtless came over my countenance. Never was such hospitality, Ill be sworn! But come, pardon this varlet. And now embrace me, and tell me where you have been playing truant.

Saying these words with the charm which never failed him, and in his time won more foes than his sword ever conquered, the King drew me into my room, where I found De Vic, Vitry, Roquelaure, and the rest. They all laughed heartily at my surprise; nor was Maignan, who was the author, it will be remembered, of that whimsical procession to Rosny after the battle of Ivry, which I have elsewhere described, far behind them; the rascal knowing well that the Kings presence covered all, and that in my gratification at the honour paid me I should be certain to overlook his impertinence.

Perceiving that this impromptu visit had no other object than to divert Henry  though he was kind enough to say that he felt uneasy when he did not see me often  I begged to know if he would honour me by staying to sup; but this he would not do, though he consented to drink a cup of my Arbois wine, and praised it highly. By-and-by I thought I saw that he was willing to be alone with me; and as I had reason to desire this myself, I made an opportunity. Sending for Arnaud and some of my gentlemen, I committed my other guests to their care, and led the King into my closet, where, after requesting his leave to speak on business, I proceeded to unfold to him the adventure of the snowball, with all the particulars which I have set down.

He listened attentively, drumming on the table with his fingers; nor did he move or speak when I had done, but still continued in the same attitude of thought. At last: Grandmaster, he said, touching with his hand the mark of the wound on his lip, how long is it since Chastels attempt  when I got this?

Seven years last Christmas, sire, I answered, after a moments thought.

And Barrières?

That was the year before. Avenius plot was that year too.

And the Italians from Milan, of whom the Capuchin Honorio warned us?

That was two years ago, sire.

And how many more attempts have there been against my person? he continued, in a tone of extreme sadness. Rosny, my friend, they must succeed at last. No man can fight against his fate. The end is sure, notwithstanding your fidelity and vigilance, and the love you bear me, for which I love you, too. But Nicholas? Nicholas? And yet he has been careless and distraught of late. I have noticed it; and a month back I refused to give him an appointment, of which he wished to have the sale.

I did not dare to speak, and for a time Henry too remained silent. At length he rose with an air of resolution.

We will clear up this matter within an hour! he said. I will send my people back to the Louvre, and do you, Grandmaster, order half a dozen Swiss to be ready to conduct us to this womans house. When we have heard her we shall know what to do.

I tried my utmost to dissuade him, pleading that his presence could not be necessary, and might prove a hindrance; besides exposing his person to a certain amount of risk. But he would not listen. When I saw, therefore, that his mind was made up, and that as his spirits rose he was inclined to welcome this expedition as a relief from the ennui which at times troubled him, I reluctantly withdrew my opposition and gave the necessary orders. The King dismissed his suite with a few words, and in a short space we were on our way, under cover of darkness, to the secretarys house.

He lived at this time in a court off the Rue St. Jacques, not far from the church of that name; and the house being remote from the eyes and observation of the street, seemed not unfit for secret and desperate uses. Although we noted lights shining behind several of the barred windows, the wintry night, the darkness of the court, and perhaps the errand on which we came, imparted so gloomy an aspect to the place that the King hitched forward his sword, and I begged him to permit the Swiss to go on with us. This, however, he would not allow, and they were left at the entrance to the court with orders to follow at a given signal.

On the steps the King, who, to disguise himself the better, had borrowed one of my cloaks, stumbled and almost fell. This threw him into a fit of laughter; for no sooner was he engaged in an adventure which promised peril, than his spirits rose to such a degree as to make him the most charming companion in danger man ever had. He was still shaking, and pulling me to and fro in one of those boyish frolics which at times swayed him, when a loud outcry inside the house startled us into sobriety, and reminded us of the business which brought us thither.

Wondering what it might mean, I was for rapping on the door with my hilt. But the King put me aside, and, by a happy instinct, tried the latch. The door yielded to his hand, and gave us admittance.

We found ourselves in a gloomy hall, ill-lit, and hung with patched arras. In one corner stood a group of servants. Of these some looked scared and some amused, but all were so much taken up with the movements of a harsh-faced woman, who was pacing the opposite side of the hall, that they did not heed our entrance. A glance showed me that the woman was Madame Nicholas; but I was still at a loss to guess what she was doing or what was happening in the house.

I stood a moment, and then finding that in her excitement she took no notice of us, I beckoned to one of the servants, and bade him tell his mistress that a gentleman would speak with her. The man went with the message; but she sent him off with a flea in his ear, and screamed at him so violently that for a moment I thought she was mad. Then it appeared that the object of her attention was a door at that side of the hall; for, stopping suddenly in her walk, she went up to it, and struck on it passionately and repeatedly with her hands.

Come out! she cried. Come out, you villain! Your friends shall not save you!

Restraining the King, I went forward myself, and, saluting her, begged a word with her apart, thinking that she would recognize me.

Her answer showed that she did not. No! she cried, waving me off, in the utmost excitement. No; you will not get me away! You will not! I know your tricks. You are as bad one as the other, and shield one another come what will! Then turning again to the door, she continued, Come out! Do you hear! Come out! I will have no more of your intrigues and your Hallots!

I pricked up my ears at the name. But, Madame, I said, one moment.

Begone! she retorted, turning on me so wrathfully that I fairly recoiled before her. I shall stay here till I drop; but I will have him out and expose him. There shall be an end of his precious plots and his Hallots if I have to go to the King!

Words so curiously à propos could not but recall to my mind the confusion into which the mention of Du Hallot had thrown the secretary earlier in the day. And since they seemed also to be consistent with the warning conveyed to me, they should have corroborated my suspicions. But a sense of something unreal and fantastic, with which I could not grapple, continued to puzzle me in the presence of this angry woman; and it was with no great assurance that I said, Do I understand then, madame, that M. du Hallot is in that room?

Monsieur du Hallot? she replied, in a tone that was almost a scream. No: but Madame du Hallot is, and he would be if he had taken the hint I sent him! He would be! But I will have no more secrecy, and no more plots. I have suffered enough, and now Madame shall suffer if she has not forgotten how to blush. Are you coming out there? she continued, once more applying herself to the door, her face inflamed with passion. I shall stay! Oh, I shall stay, I assure you, until you do come. Until morning if necessary!

But, Madame, I said, beginning to see daylight, and finding words with difficulty  for already I heard in fancy the Kings laughter, and conjured up the quips and cranks with which he would pursue me your warning did not perhaps reach M. du Hallot?

It reached his coach, at any rate, the scold retorted. But another time I will have no half measures. As for that, she continued, turning on me suddenly with her arms akimbo, and the fiercest of airs, I would like to know what business it is of yours, Monsieur, whether it reached him or not! I know you,  you are in league with my husband! You are here to shelter him, and this Madame du Hallot who is within here! And with whom he has been carrying on these three months! But  

At that moment the door at last opened; and M. Nicholas, wearing an aspect so meek and crestfallen that I hardly knew him, came out. He was followed by a young woman plainly dressed, and looking almost as much frightened as himself; in whom I had no difficulty in recognizing Felixs wife.

Why! Madame Nicholas cried, her face falling. This is not  who is this? Who with increased vehemence is this baggage, I would like to know? This shameless creature, that  

My dear, the secretary protested, spreading out his hands  fortunately he had eyes only for his wife and did not see us this is one of your ridiculous mistakes! It is, I assure you. This is the wife of a clerk whom I dismissed to-day, and she has been with me begging me to reinstate her husband. That is all. That is all, my dear, in truth it is. You have made this dreadful outcry for nothing. I assure you  

I heard no more, for, taking advantage of the obscurity of the hall, and the preoccupation of the couple, I made for the door, and passing out into the darkness, found myself in the embrace of the King; who, seizing me about the neck, laughed on my shoulder until he cried, continually adjuring me to laugh also, and ejaculating between the paroxysms, Poor du Hallot! Poor du Hallot! With many things of the same nature, which any one acquainted with court life may supply for himself.

I confess I did not on my part find it so easy to laugh: partly because I am not of so gay a disposition as that great prince, and partly because I cannot see the ludicrous side of events in which I myself take part. But on the King assuring me that he would not betray the secret even to La Varenne, I took comfort, and gradually reconciled myself to an episode which, unlike the more serious events it now becomes my duty to relate, had only one result, and that unimportant. I mean the introduction to my service of the clerk Felix; who, proving worthy of confidence, remained with me after the lamentable death of the King my master, and is to-day one of those to whom I entrust the preparation of these Memoirs.


PART III


KING TERROR. A DAUGHTER OF THE GIRONDE

In a room on the second floor of a house in the Rue Favart in Paris  a large room scantily and untidily furnished  a man sat reading by the light of an oil lamp. The hour was late, the night a July night in the year 1794  year two of the Republic. The house already slumbered round him; the sounds of Paris rose to his ears softened by night and distance. Intent on his work, he looked up from time to time to make a note; or, drawing the lamp a little nearer he trimmed its wick and set it back. When this happened, the light falling strongly on his face, and bringing into relief its harsh lines and rugged features, showed him to be a man past middle life, grey-haired, severe, almost forbidding of aspect.

Peaceful as his occupation seemed, there was something in the air of the room which suggested change, even danger. The floor was littered with packing cases and with books piled together at random. On the low bedstead lay a travelling cloak; on the table, by the readers hand, lay a pistol and beside it one of the huge sabres which were then in fashion. Nor were these signs without meaning. The man reading on, wrapt and unconscious, in his upper room, merely followed his bent. He read and reasoned, though in the great city round him the terror of the Revolution was at its height; though the rattle of the drum had scarcely ceased with nightfall, and the last tumbril was even now being wheeled back into its shed.

For men grow strangely callous. The danger which impends daily and every day ceases to be feared. Achille Mirande had seen the chiefs of his party fall round him. He had seen Pétion and Barbaroux, Louvet and Vergniaud die  the Girondins who had dreamed with him of a republic of property, free and yet law-abiding. Nor had his experiences stopped there. He had seen his foes perish also, the Hébertists first and later the Dantonists. But for himself  death seemed to have passed him by. Danger had become second nature; the very rumbling of the tumbrils passing his house on the way to the guillotine had ceased to be anything but annoying; until to-day, to avoid the interruption, he had left his house in the Rue St. Honoré and established himself in this empty flat in the little Rue Favart.

By-and-by he laid down the book he was reading and fell into deep meditation. As he sat thus, alone and silent in the silent room, a sound, which a keener ear would have noticed before, attracted his attention. Startled in a degree by it, he roused himself; he looked round. A rat, I suppose, he muttered. Yet he continued to peer with suspicion into the corner whence the sound had come, and presently he heard it again. The next instant he sprang to his feet; phantom-like a door in the panelled wall at the back of the room  a door in the wall where there should have been no door  was swinging, nay, had swung open. While he glared at it, hardly believing his senses, a man appeared standing in the dark aperture.

The man was young and of middle height. Dazzled by the light, and suffering apparently from weakness, he paused, leaning for support against the doorway. His eyes were bright, his sunken cheeks told of fever or famine. His clothes stained and dusty, and his unkempt hair, added to the wildness of his appearance. For a moment he and the owner of the room glared at one another in speechless wonder. Then a name sprang to the lips of each.

Monsieur Mirande! the younger man muttered.

De Bercy! exclaimed the other.

The stranger said no more, but shaking with agitation walked to a chair and sat down. Mirande, his face rigid with passion, stood in silence and watched him do it. Then the Republican found his voice.

You villain! he cried, advancing a step, his manner menacing. Was it not enough that you stole into my house and robbed me of my daughter? Was it not enough that you led her to forfeit her life in your plots and then left her to die? Was not this enough, that you now come and insult me by your presence?

The young man raised his hand in deprecation, but seemed unable to reply. Mirande, gazing pitilessly at him, presently read his silence aright, and an expression of cruel joy altered his features.

I understand, he said grimly. I see all now. You have been in hiding here. To be sure, your name has been on the list of suspects these three months. And you all the time have been starving like a rat behind the panels! Well, you shall have food and wine. You shall eat, you shall drink. I would not for the world have you cheat the guillotine.

He went to a cupboard as he spoke, and, taking from it bread and wine, he placed them before the other. The young man made a slight gesture, as though he would have refused them; but his pale face flushed with desire negatived the action, the momentary resistance of his pride gave way, and he ate and drank, sparingly, yet with the craving of a man half-famished.

I have not tasted food for three days, he murmured presently, looking up with a glance of apology. The wine had already done its work. He looked a different man. His hand was steady, his cheeks wore a more healthy colour. M. Chareloi hid me here, he went on, but a week ago I heard a disturbance in the house, and coming out when all was quiet I found it empty and locked. I fear he was arrested.

He was guillotined five days ago, the Girondin replied with brutal frankness.

Why? For what? the young man exclaimed.

As a suspect, Mirande answered, shrugging his shoulders.

Bercy had partly risen from his chair. He sat down again, stunned.

Things move quickly nowadays, Mirande continued, with a ferocious smile. To the Luxembourg, thence to the Conciergerie, thence to the Place de la Revolution is a journey of three days at most; and the path is well trodden. You will find yourself in good company, M. de Bercy.

You will give me up?

Ay! the Republican answered hoarsely. He had risen, and stood facing his antagonist, his hands on the table, his face flushed and swollen. Ay, though you were my own son! What have you not done to me? You crept like a snake into my house, and robbed me of my daughter!

I made her my wife! the Vicomte answered, with calm pride.

Ay, and then? After that act of mighty condescension you led her to take part in your vile plot, and when she was discovered and arrested, you left her to pay the penalty. You left her to die alone rather than risk one hair of your miserable head!

The young man sprang to his feet in sudden ungovernable excitement. It is false! he cried. False!

It is true! Mirande retorted, striking the table so violently that the room rang again and the flame of the lamp leapt up and for an instant dyed the two angry faces with a lurid gleam.

I say it is false! the Vicomte replied sternly. On the contrary, being at Rheims when I heard that Corinne was arrested, I took horse on the instant. I rode for Paris as a man rides for life. I was anxious to give myself up in her place if I could save her in no other way. But at Meaux, M. Mirande, I met your agent  

And went back to Rheims again and into hiding, the other continued, with a bitter sneer, after sending me, her father, the shameful message that your duty to your race forbade the last of the Bercys to die for a merchants daughter.

I sent that message, do you say? I? I? the young man cried.

Yes, you! Who else? You  sent it after hearing from me that if you would surrender, the Committee of Safety would suffer her to escape! So much my services had wrung from them  in vain. What? Do you deny that you met my agent at night in the yard of the Three Kings at Meaux, M. le Vicomte?

I met him, the young man answered firmly, though his frame was a-shake with excitement. But I did not send that message by him! Nor did he give me such a message as you state. On the contrary, he told me that I was too late, that my wife had suffered two days before; and that you bade me save myself, if I could.

Ay, she suffered, Mirande answered ironically. But it was four days later. And for the rest you tell me nothing but lies, and clumsy ones.

What I tell you, the Vicomte rejoined, with a solemnity which at last enforced the others attention, is as true as that I loved my wife and would have died to save her. I swear it!

M. Mirande passed his hand over his brow, and stood for a moment gazing at his son-in-law. There was a new expression, an expression almost of fear, in his eyes.

Should you know the messenger again? he asked at last.

I do not think I should, the Vicomte answered. He inquired for me by the name upon which we had agreed. We were together for a few minutes only, and the night was dark, the only light a distant lanthorn.

Would he know you, do you think?

I cannot say.

M. Mirande shrugged his shoulders, and strode half a dozen times up and down the room, his face dark with thought, with suspicion, with uncertainty. At length he stopped before his son-in-law.

Listen to me, he said, meeting and striving to read the young mans eyes. It is possible that what you say is true and that you are not the coward I have thought you. In that case you shall have justice at my hands. Before I give you up to the Committee of Safety, who will deal shortly with you, I will resolve the doubt. Until I find the means to solve it, you may stay here.

Indeed? cried the young man proudly. But what if I am not willing to be beholden to you?

Then you have your alternative! Mirande answered coolly. Come with me to the nearest Guard House, and I will inform against you. After all, it will be the shortest way. It was only that being a citizen, and not a ci-devant, I wished to do justice  even to you.

The young man hesitated. He had spoken truly when he suggested that he was unwilling to be beholden to Mirande. But the alternative meant certain death.

I will stop, he said, after a pause, shrugging his shoulders as he accepted the strange offer made him. Why should I not? It is your agent who has lied, not I.

We shall see, replied the other, without emotion. There is one thing, however, I must name to you. I know that you are a gallant among the ladies, M, de Bercy. My daughter Claire, who was at the seminary when you visited me before, is now at home. You will kindly restrict your intercourse with her to the most formal limits. Unfortunately, he continued, with a strange bitterness in his tone, she is like her sister, and the same arts that won the one, may win the other from the path of duty.

For shame, sir! the young noble answered, his eyes sparkling with indignation. You insult, not me, but your dead daughter! Do you think that I loved her for her fortune alone? Or that her very image, untenanted by her soul, would satisfy me?

They were singularly alike, Mirande muttered with a grim shrug. God knows! At any rate you are warned.

The young man shot at him an angry glance, but said no more; and Mirande, seeming to be satisfied that his condition was accepted, dropped the subject and proceeded to show his guest where he might sleep; for the latter felt a natural reluctance to return to his narrow prison behind the wainscot. In a few minutes the light was extinguished and the two men, thus strangely brought together again, lay a few feet from one another; the mind of each turning in the stillness of the night, to the link which had bound them, nay, which still bound them in a forced and uncongenial union.

The Vicomte was aware that his host ran a certain risk in sheltering him. The supremacy which Robespierre had won at this time, and the desperate lengths to which he had gone, exposed all who were not of his immediate following to a jealousy that had already hurried to the guillotine the chiefs of half a dozen sections of the Republican party. Mirande, as one of the few surviving Girondins and as a man still possessing friends and influence was peculiarly obnoxious to suspicion. The slightest accusation, the word of a servant, the hint of a rival, would suffice to despatch him also along the path which so many trod daily.

The Vicomte, therefore, on rising in the morning, proposed to withdraw to his hiding-place. M. Mirande, however, a little to his guests surprise, would not hear of this; observing curtly that he could trust his household, and that a change of name was all that safety required. The younger man, whose anxiety was not on his own account only, would have argued the point; but his host cut short the matter by opening the door, and ushering the Vicomte, almost before the young man was aware, into another room  a room, large and scantily furnished, but in other respects in striking contrast to that which he had left. Here the tall, narrow windows, three in number, were open; the sunlight poured in through half-closed jalousies and fell in bars on the shining parquet, and on a little table daintily laid for the morning meal and gay with flowers. In the cooler and darker parts of the room stood high-backed chairs littered with a dozen articles which spoke of a womans presence; here a fan and silk hood, there a half-mended glove. As the young mans eyes fell on these, and he drank in the airy brightness and even luxury of the room, he felt a strange pang of regret and misery. Such things were no longer for him. Such prettinesses no longer formed part of his life. And then he turned, and in an instant forgot his unhappiness and his loss in the sight of a young girl who, seated a little aside, had risen at his entrance and now stood facing him, her back to the light.

He had been warned; yet he stood thunderstruck, breathless, staring. His eyes grew large, his jaw fell, the room for a moment went round with him. The likeness of the woman before him to his dead wife was so strong, so complete, so astonishing, that involuntarily, not knowing what he did, he held out his hands.

Corinne! he muttered, his voice full of tears. Corinne!

The girl, who but for the ravages of ill-health would have been very beautiful, did not answer; nevertheless she seemed scarcely less affected by his sudden appearance and his strange address. She swayed on her feet, and had she not grasped a chair would have fallen. A burning flush for an instant lit up her wan cheek, to disappear at the first sound of her fathers voice. He had followed Bercy into the room, and his tone was sharp with reproof and warning.

Citizen Perrot, he said sternly, this is my daughter Claire. Here is your place. Be seated, if you please.

The Vicomte mechanically did as he was told without looking where he sat. His hands shook, his brain was on fire. He had eyes only for the girl; who was so wondrously, so completely, like his wife. She had taken her seat with some timidity at the other side of the table, and if she no longer betrayed the same emotion, her eyes were downcast, the colour fluttered in her cheeks. It was in vain that Mirande shot angry glances at her  and at him. The young man stared as one enchanted, seeing only the white-robed figure seated between himself and the sunlight, that, shining through her dark hair, found golden threads in it, and crowned the face he knew so well with an aureole of brightness.

Gradually the spell fell from him. For as he looked, the girls face changed and hardened and grew older; grew sharper and whiter; and he discerned the difference between Claire and Corinne. Corinne had never looked at him, or at any one, after that fashion. With a sigh, yet with eyes that often and involuntarily returned to the lode-star, he recovered himself; and he made, or pretended to make, a meal. His appetite, however, was gone, and he was thankful when his host rose and put an end to the constrained sitting.

You will excuse me, the Republican said, drawing out his watch and looking at it. I should be at M. Carnots at this hour. These rooms, however, are at your disposal, my friend; and if you want books, my daughter will direct you where to find them. But  caution, remember!

And with that, to the Vicomtes astonishment, M. Mirande departed, leaving the two together. For a moment the young man sat, troubled and perplexed, gazing at the floor. He had intercepted the glance of warning which his host on leaving had aimed at his daughter; and with the knowledge that he was suspected, with the brutally frank exhortation addressed to himself fresh in his mind, to be left alone with the girl surprised him beyond measure.

Presently he stole a look at her. She had passed to one of the windows, and, having seated herself, was employed upon some needle-work. Her attitude, the lines of her figure, the pose of her head, presented the same abnormal maddening resemblance to his wife; and slowly, as if fascinated, he moved nearer to her.

Pardon me, he said at last, speaking almost in a whisper. You are very like your sister, mademoiselle.

She glanced quickly at him, her face wearing the hard, sharp look that had slowly grown upon it. But she gave him no other answer.

He felt that he ought to leave her, but the spell was upon him and he lingered.

You have been ill, I fear, he said, after a long silence.

Monsieur is right, she answered briefly. The times are such that few of us escape. Those are perhaps most happy, and as she paused on the word she looked up at him, who die with their beliefs unshattered, before discovering the clay feet of their idols.

He started.

Mademoiselle! he cried almost fiercely, carried away by an intensely painful thought. My wife! Your sister? Answer me, answer me quickly, I beg of you. They did not  they did not tell her that I  that I refused  

That monsieur declined to save her? Mademoiselle Claire answered slowly, her great dark eyes looking into vacancy  into the depths of gloomy memories. Yes, they did. A woman, perhaps, would not have done it; would not have borne to do it. But men are cruel  cruel! And after all it helped her to die, you understand. It made it more easy.

He walked to the other end of the room, his face hidden in his hands. And there his frame began to be racked by deep sobs. He tried to summon up his pride, his courage, his manliness; but in vain. The thought that the woman who had loved and trusted him, his young wife  his young wife of a few months only  had died believing him a coward and an ingrate was too bitter! Too bitter, the conviction that, mistaken as her belief was, it could never be altered! Never be altered! She would never know!

A light touch on his arm recalled him to himself. He turned and found Mademoiselle Claire at his elbow holding a glass of wine towards him. Her lips were compressed, but her face wore a delicate flush, and her eyes were changed and softened.

Drink, she muttered hurriedly. You are still weak; you have eaten nothing.

He controlled himself by an effort and took the wine; and the girl, moving away quickly, brought from the table a roll and, without again meeting his eyes, laid it on a chair beside him. She was in the act of regaining her place by the window, when the door opened somewhat abruptly, and the young Vicomte, scarcely master of himself, turned and discovered a man standing on the threshold.

The stranger stared at him and he at the stranger, while Mademoiselle Claire, with eyes which on a sudden became keen and intent, seemed to forget herself in gazing on both. The new-comer was taller than the Vicomte and of about the same age; a thin, lithe man, with restless eyes and dark, tumbled hair. He scanned the Vicomte with at least as much disfavour as the latter, taken by surprise, spent on him; and he was the first to speak.

I thought that you were alone, mademoiselle, he said, frowning as he advanced into the room and looked about him suspiciously.

This is a friend of my fathers, she answered, He is staying with us, M. Baudouin.

The explanation did not seem to improve matters in the young mans eyes. He frowned still more gloomily.

Monsieur is from the country? he asked.

No, the Vicomte answered. I have been in Paris some months.

The stranger looked darkly down, toying with a book which lay at the edge of the table. The girl waited awhile and then  

Did you bring a message from my father? she asked, a slight tinge of impatience and hauteur in her manner.

No, mademoiselle, I have not seen him this morning, he answered. And his sullenness matched her impatience.

Had you not better follow him then? she said, with sharpness. He is at M. Carnots. He may need you.

For a moment it was plain that M. Baudouin hesitated, but in the end he made up his mind to obey, and bowing with exaggerated respect he left the room.

The Vicomte thought that he could not do better than follow the others example, and he too withdrew. Crossing the lobby to the room which communicated with his hiding-place he threw himself into a chair and gave himself up to the most melancholy reflections. The singular resemblance which Mademoiselle Claire bore to his wife must alone have sufficed to fill him with vain longings and poignant regrets; but these were now rendered a thousand times more bitter by the knowledge, so cruelly conveyed to him, that his wife had died believing him a heartless and faithless coward.

The return of M. Mirande later in the day, if it did not dispel these gloomy thoughts, compelled him at any rate to conceal them. The evening meal passed much as the morning one had passed; the host uttering a few formal phrases, while the other two sat for the most part silent. The Vicomte could not avert his eyes from his sister-in-law; and though he no longer felt the violent emotions which her face had at first awakened in him, he sat sad and unhappy. Her pale features reminded him of the dead past: and at once tortured him with regret, and tantalized him with the simulacrum of that which had been his. He could have cursed the Heaven that had formed two beings so much alike.

In this way a week passed by, and little by little a vague discomfort and restlessness began to characterize the attitude of his mind towards her. He felt himself at once attracted by her beauty  as what man of his years would not?  and repelled by the likeness that made of the feeling a sacrilege. Meantime, whether he would or no, they were left together  much together. M. Mirande went abroad each day and seemed intent on public affairs. Each day, indeed, his look grew a trifle more austere, and the shade on his brow grew deeper; but though it was evident that the situation out-of-doors was growing more strained, the storms which were agitating Paris and desolating so many homes affected the little household in no other way. The Vicomte kept necessarily within, spending most of his time in reading. Mademoiselle Claire also went seldom abroad; and it followed that during the long July days when the sunshine flooded the second floor, in the early mornings when the sparrows perched on the open jalousies and twittered gaily, or in the grey evenings, when the night fell slowly, they met from time to time  met not infrequently. On such occasions the Vicomte noticed that Baudouin was never far distant. The secretary, as a rule, put in an appearance before the conversation had lasted ten minutes.

Bercy began to suspect the cause of this, and one day he happened upon a discovery. He was sitting in M. Mirandes room, when the sound of a raised voice made him lay down his book and listen. The voice seemed to come from the parlour. Once he was assured of this, and that the speaker, whose anger was apparent, was not Mirande, he took his steps. He stole out upon the lobby, and found the parlour door as he had suspected slightly ajar. Any scruples he might have entertained were dispelled by the certainty that the speaker was Baudouin and that the person whom he was addressing in harsh and vehement tones, was Mademoiselle Claire. The Vicomte drew himself up behind the door and listened.

What would I have? were the first words he caught. Little enough, heaven knows! Little enough! What have I ever asked except to be allowed to serve? To gratify your least caprice. To be at your beck and call. To fetch and carry while another basked in your smiles. That is all I asked in the old days and I ask no more now. I am content to serve and wait and hope. But I will have  no stranger come between us. Not again! Not again!

You do not understand, M. Baudouin, the girl answered hurriedly.

Do I not? he cried. Perhaps I did not understand last time. But this time I do. I do! It had been well for you had I known more then!

Spare me, she said faintly, overcome apparently by some hidden meaning in his words.

That you may amuse yourself with this stranger? he retorted. No, I have given way enough. It had been better, as I say, if I had not, mademoiselle.

The stress he laid on the last word was unintelligible to the hidden listener, who knew only that it veiled an insult and drew nearer to the door. The girl remained silent and Baudouin presuming on this continued in a tone still more aggressive, Times are changed, mademoiselle, changed in the last month. You, living out of the world, are ignorant of what is passing, and your father is being left as completely behind. Unless I make a mistake, in a little time you will need other and stronger protection than his.

Not while he lives, the girl answered, in a low tone.

Baudouin laughed. The pitcher goes often to the well, but it is broken at last, he said drily. I would have you understand that, since you may stand in need of my help, you would do well not to try me too far.

M. Baudouin, the girl said abruptly  and her tone was changed, and the listener, though he could not see her, could picture the challenge of her startled eyes you have never spoken to me in this way before. You have changed.

So are the times. Those who were servants are now masters!

You will never be mine, the girl said firmly.

We shall see! he answered.

We shall see! cried an unexpected voice  that of the Vicomte, who could bear it no longer. His eyes stern, his colour high, he flung the door wide and entered. The secretary, startled, stepped back a pace. The girl, who had been standing close to the door, turned, and seeing who it was, uttered a low cry of thankfulness; in her relief she even stretched out her hands as if she would grasp the new-comers arm. The next instant she drew back, a strange expression in her eyes.

Now, sir, the young Vicomte continued, harshly, you have to deal with a man, and not with a woman whom you can terrify. I have overheard all, and I warn you that on his return I shall repeat it word for word to M. Mirande, who will know how to deal with you.

He expected that the threat would produce its effect, and that the secretary taken in the act would resume his normal demeanour. But Baudouin, his first surprise over, merely smiled. Who are you, I wonder, he replied grimly. One in the Tallien-Barrère-Carnot conspiracy, thats afoot, I suppose. If so, I need not  

You need suppose nothing! the Vicomte retorted fiercely. But leave the room without words, you dog!

Thank you, said the secretary, smiling contemptuously. But I would have you remember that a living dog is better than a dead lion.

With that  and with little show of embarrassment or dismay  he went out. As the door closed behind him a singular constraint fell upon the two who were left. The Vicomte, with a grave face, paused by the table, and stood listening to the sound of his retreating footsteps. The girl, who had withdrawn to the farther end of the room, kept her face averted. The Vicomte looked at her doubtfully  looked at her more than once. Mademoiselle, he ventured at last, his voice low and agitated, I am afraid he  I am afraid he means mischief.

I fear so, she whispered without turning.

Will you  shall I speak to your father?

It may be better, she answered  to the same tone.

He looked at her long at that, but she did not move; and with a gesture as of farewell he turned and went softly away. Safe in his own room, with the door shut, he stood in the middle of the floor thinking; thinking not of the secretary nor of the danger with which Baudouins enmity threatened the house, but of the strange look which the girls face had worn on his first appearance at her side, the look of relief and thankfulness which he had surprised in her eyes, the impulse of confidence which had made her move towards him! He recalled them all, and his brow grew hot, his hand trembled. He felt at once terror and shame. When he heard M. Mirandes step on the stairs, he gave himself no time for thought, but went hurriedly out on the lobby and called him into the room. M. Mirande, he said, I have something to tell you. I have two things to tell you.

The Republican looked at him, his inscrutable eyes betraying no surprise. What are they? he asked, his tone almost phlegmatic.

The man Baudouin has been here, addressing himself so rudely to your daughter that I felt myself obliged to  to interfere.

That is unlucky.

It may be that he has your confidence, the young Vicomte continued, but, from the way in which he spoke of you, I doubt if you have his. He seemed to me  a dangerous man, M. Baudouin.

Did he use threats? the Republican asked, a slight shade of anxiety in his tone.

The Vicomte nodded.

Did he mention any names? M. Mirande continued, looking sharply at his watch.

Yes. Those of Carnot, Barrère  and I think, Tallien.

Ah! For a moment M. Mirandes impulse seemed to be to leave the room; to leave it hurriedly, to go back perhaps whence he had come. But he thought better of it, and after a pause he continued, Had you not something else to tell me?

I had, the young man answered, betraying, by his agitation, that he had now come to the real purpose for which he had sought the interview. I wish to leave, M. Mirande. I wish to leave your house at once. I do not know, he continued hurriedly, before the elder man could utter the dry retort which was on his lips, whether you had it in your mind to try me by leaving me with your daughter, or whether I have only my own weakness to thank. But I must go. I am ashamed of myself, I hate myself for it; but I cannot be with her and not feel what I ought not to feel. Understand me, the young man continued, his cheeks pale; it is not by reason of any charm of hers, but because she is so like  so like my wife  because she seems a dozen times a day to be my wife, that my memory is unfaithful to Corinne  that I dare not remain here another day!

He stopped abruptly. M. Mirande coughed.

This is a strange confession, he said, after a long pause. You have said nothing to Claire?

Heaven forbid!

Then say nothing! the Republican replied with curt decision. As for leaving this place to-day, it is impossible. A crisis is at hand; this house is watched. You would be recognized and arrested before you passed ten yards from the door. Moreover, he went on, seeming to ponder deeply as he spoke, if you are right about Baudouin  and I doubt now whether I have been Wise to trust him  I see great and immediate danger before me. Therefore, if you would not desert the sinking ship, you must remain.

I dare not, the young man muttered, shaking his head.

What? the old Girondin answered, his voice swelling, his eyes growing bright. You a noble, and you dare not? You a noble, and you cannot govern yourself? Consider, M. le Vicomte! A few days may see me traverse the road so many traverse every day; the road of the guillotine. Then my daughter will be alone, defenceless, unprotected. I ask you  for I have no one else to whom I can turn  to be her brother and her guardian. Do you refuse?

You no longer distrust me? the Vicomte muttered, his cheek hot.

When you came to me a week ago, Mirande answered, I did not foresee this crisis, nor the present danger. If I had, I might have received you differently. But, see you, what if this be the way in which I would try you? he continued with energy. What if this be the atonement heaven has assigned to you? In that case, do you accept, or do you refuse?

I accept, the Vicomte answered solemnly, carried away by the others burst of feeling. I accept the charge.

M. Mirande smiled, but only for a moment. Quickly the light died out of his face, leaving it stern and austere. His brow grew dark, and turning with a sigh to his table, he signed to his companion to leave him, and was presently immersed in figures and calculations.

The young man retired; on his side full of doubt and amazement, yet lifted by the others appeal to a higher level of will and purpose. Confidence begets honour. Frankly as he had gone to the Girondin with his confession, so frankly had the other received it. Now he felt that it behoved him to deserve confidence. Henceforth Claire must be his sister. But he knew that merely to call her sister was not all. He knew enough of his own weakness to recognize the necessity of shunning temptation, and during the next three days he was careful to avoid conversation with the girl; who on her part seemed to observe nothing, but went to and fro about her household duties.

And yet she did not go about them as usual, a keen observer would have said. A subtle change had come over her. Alone in her room she sang to herself low crooning songs of happiness. Her eyes, so carefully lowered in the parlour, shone with a tender brightness, when no one saw them. Her cheek had grown fuller, her colour stronger, her whole being radiant. If she still went delicately when others eyes were upon her, it was rather in sympathy with the heavy air of fear and expectation which pervaded the house, which pervaded the city, than in obedience to her natural impulses.

On the third evening, M. Mirande, who had been abroad all day, came home rather later than usual. The Vicomte and Claire were sitting in separate rooms, but something ominous in the sound of his footstep as he mounted the stairs, drew them both to the lobby to receive him. The evening light, shining through the window behind them, fell full upon his face and exaggerated its cold and grey severity. They waited for him in silence, and he did not see them until he set his foot on the last step. Then he pointed to his room, and, Go in there, my children, he said gravely.

The young man started. The girl blushed and trembled. They both obeyed. M. Mirandes next act was equally surprising. Following them into the room he proceeded to lock and bolt the door behind him; and then passing quickly to the window he looked out. For a moment they stood behind him in silence. After a pause the Vicomte spoke.

What is it? he said.

The order for my arrest was signed an hour ago, the Girondin answered, his eyes still glued to the window. You are both included in it. Ah! here they are!

Who? the Vicomte asked with energy.

Baudouin and three officers. However, the door is shut. It is strong, and will gain us a few minutes.

To what end? The Vicomte spoke coldly. Mirandes conduct took him by surprise, for resistance to arrest was rare during the Revolution. Such men as Mirande, courageous, bigoted, devoted to an ideal, made a point  unless they resorted to suicide  of submitting calmly to destiny and the law.

The Girondin, however, had decided otherwise. Nor did he seem to be aware of his companions disapproval. He did not answer, but continued to look out long after the tramp of heavy footsteps on the stairs had drawn his daughter to his side. There was a loud summons without, In the name of the law! but the three remained silent, standing close together, the girls white, scared face glimmering in the increasing darkness of the room. The Vicomte a foot from her, could almost hear the dull beating of her heart.

Can nothing be done? he muttered.

We can do nothing but wait and be silent, the Republican answered calmly. They know we are here, but if we do not answer, they may pause awhile before they attack the door. And every moment  is a moment gained.

The Vicomte shrugged his shoulders, but acquiesced; and some minutes elapsed  minutes which seemed hours to more than one of the three  before the locksmith for whom the Commissary had sent, assailed the door, and the almost empty house rang with the harsh sounds of his hammer.

Crash! The door was open at last, letting into the room a flood of light, and with the light three men who entered with levelled arms. The foremost, an officer girt with a huge tricolour scarf, stopped abruptly, his jaw dropping ludicrously as his eyes fell on the placid group before him. Citizen Achille Mirande? he said interrogatively. Yes? I am empowered to arrest you in the name of the Committee of Safety; you, your daughter also present I think  and a guest. This I presume is the person?

It is, Mirande answered quietly. Perhaps you will permit me to show you where my papers are. They may be needed?

They will be needed, the Commissary replied, re-arranging his scarf, which had been pulled awry. You may certainly collect them under surveillance.

I can save M. Mirande the trouble, remarked a mocking voice in the background. I think I can lay my hand on any paper that may be required.

I do not doubt it, Baudouin, the Girondin answered placidly. I take it that I have to thank you for this?

There was shame as well as triumph in the secretarys eyes as he came forward. You cannot say I did not warn you, he said, avoiding the look of scorn which Claire  who stood by her fathers side, her hand in his  shot at him. But you would go your way.

And you, yours! Mirande retorted. An old way  Judass. But hark you, my friend! You seem to be prospering now. You have kicked down the ladder by which you have risen. Yet it is in my power to wound you. See you, do you know who this is? and he pointed to the Vicomte who, with his arms folded, was gazing haughtily at the Commissary and his followers.

A conspirator against the safety of the Republic  that is all I know, Baudouin answered sullenly.

Possibly, said Mirande. But not the less for that my son-in-law!

The Vicomte de Bercy! Baudouin almost shouted. It is false. I heard of him but yesterday  at Nantes.

You heard wrongly then! Mirande answered with a cold sneer. This is the man whom you met at Meaux, and of whom you lied to me, saying  that you might divide him effectually from my daughter  that he refused to surrender himself to save her.

It was true  what I told you, the secretary muttered, gazing at Bercy with hatred.

It was false! cried the Girondin sternly. Do I need evidence? I have it. Whom shall I believe, you, who have betrayed me to-day, or he who remained by my side in danger?

He could not escape, Baudouin said abruptly. His face was pale, the perspiration stood on his brow. His jealous eyes glared askance at the girls face. Mirande had said rightly. He had yet the power to wound this traitor.

He did not attempt it, the Girondin answered. And besides, I have tried him as gold in the fire! Look you at this. Bercy! As the name rang through the room the speaker turned to the Vicomte and took his hand, My friend, I have deceived you. My daughter did not die. I procured her pardon by the use of such influence as I possessed at that time. But having done that, deluded by this villains tale, I forced her to renounce you and to take her maiden name.

For an instant there was silence in the room.

She did not die? the young man muttered, his eyes dilating. Then, before an answer could be given, he plucked his hand from Mirandes grasp and seizing him by the shoulder shook him to and fro.

Where is she? he cried hoarsely. Speak, man, what have you done with her? Where is she?

She is behind you.

Bercy turned. Claire was behind him. Claire? he cried. Claire?

The girl stood, her eyes slightly downcast, her arms hanging by her sides. And then at the sound of the name uttered a second time, she looked up, her eyes swimming with love and tears. No, Corinne! she said simply. And then, in a voice which pierced the traitors bosom as with a sword, she continued, Honoré, my husband! Forgive me! Forgive me that I distrusted you! That I disowned you!

He did not answer, but he opened his arms and took her into them and held her there; while the father went to the window  perhaps to hide his emotion, and the Commissary lifted up his hands in admiration genuine and French of this moving scene. As for Baudouin, he bit his nails, his face white with rage.

He cursed the delay. He would have cursed the police, had he dared, and had not the tricolour scarf awed him. Bah! he exclaimed at last in venomous tones, a fine piece of play-acting, M. Mirande! And our friends here have indulgently given you time for it. But it is over, and the sequel will be less pleasant, I fear. He laughs best who laughs last.

That is true, Mirande answered soberly; and for an instant from his place at the window, he looked into the room.

In three days you will sneeze into the sack, my friends, Baudouin continued with savage mockery. Your married bliss, M. le Vicomte, will last but a short time, I fear. As for mademoiselle, Sanson will prove but a rough coiffeur, I doubt.

Silence! the Girondin cried; and his tone was strangely altered, his voice vibrated strangely through the room. Silence, you hound! he continued, turning from the window and walking into the middle of the chamber, his figure drawn to its full height, his hand outstretched. Be still, and tremble for your own head. The warrant you bring is signed by Maximilien Robespierre?

The Incorruptible, murmured the Commissary. And saluted.

Corruptible or Incorruptible, Mirande rejoined, with a sneer, he is fallen! He is fallen! Within the last ten minutes he has been arrested and lodged in the Tuileries!

You rave! cried the officer. While Bercy and Corinne cast dazed glances about them, and the other men stared in stupid wonder.

I do not rave! the Girondin answered, standing in the middle of the room, the master of the situation. I tell but the fact. Mark the three lighted candles in yonder upper window. They are a signal that Robespierre is arrested. Go, if you doubt me, and ask. Or  you need not. Listen, listen! With a gesture of command, he raised his hand, and all stood silent. For an instant there seemed equal silence in the streets below; but gradually as they listened there grew out of this silence a distant hollow murmur, as of a great sea swelling higher and louder with each moment. The face of more than one in the room lost its colour.

The Faubourgs are rising, muttered the Commissary uneasily. There is something amiss.

On the contrary, answered the Girondin quietly, there is nothing amiss, but things are in a fair way to be set straight. If you will take my advice you will tear up that warrant, my friend. To-morrow it will be more dangerous to you than to me. The Terror of these days is over, he continued solemnly. For those who have profited by it the reckoning remains!

M. Mirande was right. Abruptly as this narration ends, the Terror, so famous in history, came to its end; and many a life held worthless a few minutes before was saved. For twenty-four hours indeed the fate of Robespierre and indirectly of our friends hung in the balance, all men trembling and watching what would happen and who would prevail. Then he fell, and the cruelty of his rule recoiled on his associates. What became of Baudouin is not known for certain, though one tale alleges that he was met and murdered by a company of Royalists near Nantes, and another, that he was guillotined under another name with Fouquier Tinville and his gang. Enough that he disappeared unmarked and unregretted, along with many others of the baser and more obscure adventurers of the time.

Of Bercy and Corinne, re-wedded under circumstances so strange and so abnormal, we know only that their descendants, well versed in this tradition of the family, still flourish on the Loire, and often and often tell this tale under the walnut-trees on summer evenings. Nor are there wanting to-day both a Corinne and a Claire.


IN THE NAME OF THE LAW!

On the moorland above the old grey village of Carhaix, in Finistère  Finistère, the most westerly province of Brittany  stands a cottage, built, as all the cottages in that country are, of rough-hewn stones. It is a poor, rude place to-day, but it wore an aspect still more rude and primitive a hundred years ago  on an August day in the year 1793, when a man issued from the low doorway, and, shading his eyes from the noonday sun, gazed long and fixedly in the direction of a narrow rift which a few score paces away breaks the monotony of the upland level. The man was tall and thin and unkempt, and his features, which expressed a mixture of cunning and simplicity, matched his figure. He gazed a while in silence, but at length he uttered a grunt of satisfaction as the figure of a woman rose gradually into sight. She came slowly towards him in a stooping posture, dragging behind her a great load of straw, which completely hid the little sledge on which it rested, and which was attached to her waist by a rope of twisted hay.

The figure of a woman  rather of a girl. As she drew nearer it could be seen that her cheeks, though brown and sunburned, were as smooth as a childs. She seemed to be still in her teens. Her head was bare, and her short petticoats, of some coarse stuff, left visible bare feet thrust into wooden shoes. She advanced with her head bent, and her shoulders strained forward, her face dull and patient. Once, and once only, when the mans eyes left her for a moment, she shot at him a look of scared apprehension; and later, when she came abreast of him, her breath coming and going with her exertions, he might have seen, had he looked closely, that her strong brown limbs were trembling under her.

But the man noticed nothing in his impatience, and only chid her for her slowness. Where have you been dawdling, lazy-bones? he cried.

She murmured, without halting, that the sun was hot.

Sun hot! he retorted. Jeanne is lazy, that is it! Mon Dieu, that I should have married a wife who is tired by noon! I had better have left you to that never-do-well Pierre Bounat. But I have news for you, my girl.

He lounged after her as he spoke, his low cunning face  the face of the worst kind of French peasant  flickering with cruel pleasure, as he saw how she winced at the name he had mentioned. She made him no answer, however. Instead, she drew her load with increased vehemence towards one of the two doors which led into the building. Well, well, I will tell you presently, he called after her. Be quick and come to dinner.

He entered himself by the other door. The house was divided into two chambers by a breast-high partition of wood. The one room served for kitchen; the other, now half full of straw, was barn and granary, fowl-house and dove-cote, all in one. Be quick! he called to her. Standing in the house-room, he could see her head as she proceeded to unload the straw.

After a few minutes she came in, her shoes clattering on the floor. The perspiration stood in great beads on her forehead, and showed how little she had deserved his reproach. She took her seat silently, avoiding his eyes with some care; but he thought nothing of this. It was no new thing. It pleased him, if anything.

He liked to be feared. Well, my Jeanne, he said, in his gibing tone, are you longing for my news?

The hand she extended towards the pitcher of cider, that, with black bread and onions, made up their meal, shook a little; but she answered simply, If you please, Michel.

Well, the Girondins have got the worst of it, my girl, and are flying all over the country. That is the news. Your Pierre is among them, I dont doubt, if he has not been killed already. I wish he would come this way.

Why? she asked; and as she spoke looked up at last, a flash of light in her grey eyes.

Why? he repeated, grinning across the table at her, because he would be worth five crowns to me. There is five crowns, I am told, on the head of every Girondin who has been in arms, my girl. Five crowns! It is not every day we can earn five crowns!

The French Revolution, it will be understood, was at its height. The more moderate and constitutional Republicans  the Girondins, as they were called  worsted in Paris by the Jacobins and the mob, had lately tried to raise the provinces against the capital, and to this end had drawn together at Caen, near the border of Brittany. They had been defeated, however, and the Jacobins, in this month of August, were preparing to take a fearful vengeance at once on them and on the Royalists. The Reign of Terror had begun. Even to such a boor as this, sitting over his black bread, in his remote hovel, the Revolution had come home, and, in common with many a thousand others, he wondered what he could make of it.

The girl did not answer, even by the look of contempt to which he had become accustomed, and for which he hated her, and for which he beat her; and he repeated, Five crowns! Ah, it is money, that is! Mon Dieu! Then, with a sudden exclamation, he sprang up. What is that? he cried.

He had been sitting with his back to the barn, but he turned, as he spoke, so as to face it. Something had startled him  a movement, a rustling in the straw behind him. What is that? he asked again, his hand on the table, his face lowering and watchful.

The girl had risen also; and, as the last word passed his lips, sprang by him with a low cry, and aimed a frantic blow with her stool at something he could not see, something low, on the floor.

What is it? he asked, recoiling.

A rat! she answered, breathless. And she aimed another blow at it.

Where? he asked sharply. Where is it? He snatched up his stool, too, and at that moment a rat darted out of the straw, ran nimbly between his legs, and plunged into a hole by the door. He flung the wooden stool after it; but in vain. It was a rat! he said, as if until then he had doubted it.

Thank God! she muttered. She was shaking all over.

He stared at her in stupid wonder. What did she mean? What had come to her? Have you had a sunstroke my girl? he said suspiciously.

Her nut-brown face was a shade less brown than usual, but she met his eyes boldly. No, she said, I am all right. And she added an explanation that for the moment satisfied him. But he did not sit down again, and when she went out he went out also. And though, as she retired slowly to the rye fields and her work, she repeatedly looked back at him, it was always to find his eyes fixed upon her. When this had happened half a dozen times, a thought struck him. How now? he muttered. The rat ran out of the straw! Why?

Nevertheless he continued to gaze after her, with a cunning look upon his features, until she disappeared over the edge of the rift. Then he crept back to the door of the barn, and stole in, exchanging the sunlight for the cool darkness of the raftered building, across which a dozen rays of light were shooting, laden with dancing motes. A pace or two from the door he stood stock still until he had regained the use of his eyes; then he began to peer round him. In a moment, far sooner than he expected, he found what he sought. Half upon, and half hidden by, the straw in the furthest corner, lay a young man, in the deep sleep of utter exhaustion. His face, which bore traces of more than common beauty, was white and pinched; his hair hung dank about his forehead. His clothes were in rags; and his feet, bound up with pieces torn at random from his blouse, were raw and bleeding. For a short time Michel Tellier bent over him, noting these things with glistening eyes. Then the peasant stole out again. It is five crowns! he muttered, blinking in the sunlight. Ha, ha! Five crowns!

He looked round him cautiously, but could see no sign of his wife; and after hesitating and pondering a minute or two, he took the path for Carhaix, his native astuteness leading him to saunter at a slow pace after his ordinary fashion. When he was gone the moorland about the cottage lay still and deserted. Thrice, at intervals, the girl dragged home her load of straw, but on each occasion she seemed to linger in the barn no longer than was necessary. Michels absence, though it was unlooked-for, raised no suspicion in her breast, for he would frequently go down to the village to spend the afternoon. The sun sank lower, and the shadow of the great monolith, which, on the crest of the highest point of the moor, at a distance of a mile, rose gaunt and black against a roseate sky, grew longer and longer; and then, as twilight fell, the two coming home met a few paces from the cottage. He asked some questions about the work she had been doing, and she answered briefly. Then, silent and uncommunicative, they went in together. The girl set the bread and cider on the table, and going to the great black pot which had been simmering all day upon the fire, poured some broth into two pitchers. It did not escape Michels frugal eye that she was careful to leave a little broth in the bottom of the pot; and the fact induced a new feeling in him  anger. When his wife invited him by a sign to the meal, he went instead to the door, and fastened it. Then he moved to the corner and picked up the wood-chopper, and armed with this he came back to his seat.

The girl watched his movements first with surprise, then with secret terror. The twilight was come, the cottage was almost dark, and she was alone with him; or, if not alone, yet with no one near who could help her. Nevertheless she met his grin of triumph bravely. What is this? she said. Why do you want that?

For the rat, he answered grimly, his eyes on hers.

Her heart sank. The rat? she echoed.

Ay!

Why not  your stool? she strove to murmur.

Not for this rat, he answered cunningly. It might not do, my girl. Oh, I know what is to do, he continued, fingering the edge of the axe. I have been down to the village, and seen the mayor, and he is coming up to fetch him. He nodded towards the partition, and she knew that her secret was known.

It is Pierre, she said, trembling violently, and turning first crimson and then a dull sallow hue.

I know it, Jeanne. It was excellent of you! Excellent! It is long since you have done such a days work.

You will not give him up? she gasped.

My faith, I shall! he answered, affecting, and perhaps really feeling, wonder at her simplicity. He is five crowns, my girl! You do not understand. He is worth five crowns and the risk nothing at all.

If he had been angry, if he had shown anything of the fury of the suspicious husband, if he had been about to do this out of jealousy or revenge or passion she would have quailed before him, though she had done him no wrong, save the wrong of mercy and pity. But his spirit was too mean for the great passions; he felt only the mean and sordid impulses, which to a woman are the most hateful. And instead of quailing, she looked at him with flashing eyes. I shall warn him, she said.

It will not help him, he answered, sitting still, and feeling anew the edge of the hatchet with his fingers.

It will help him, she retorted. He shall go. He shall escape before they come. She rose impetuously from her seat.

I have locked the door!

Give me the key! she panted. Give me the key, I say! She stood before him, her trembling hands outstretched, her figure drawn to its full height. Her look was such that he rose and retreated behind the table, still retaining the hatchet in his grasp.

Stand back! he said sullenly. You may awaken him, if you please, my girl. It will not avail him. Do you not understand, fool, that he is worth five crowns? Five crowns? And listen! It is too late now. They are here!

A blow fell on the door as he spoke, and he stepped towards it. But at that, seeing the last chance leaving her, despair moved her, she threw herself upon him; for a moment she wrestled with him like a wild-cat, but in the end he prevailed; he flung her off, and, brandishing his weapon in her face, kept her at bay. You vixen! he cried, retreating to the door, with a pale cheek and his eyes still on her, for he was an arrant coward. You deserve to go to prison with him, you jade! I will have you in the stocks for this! Ill have you jailed!

She leaned against the wall where he had flung her, her white despairing face seeming to shine in the darkness of the wretched room. Meanwhile the continuous murmur of mens voices outside the door could be heard mingled with the clatter of weapons; the summons for admission was repeated, and again repeated, as if those without had no mind to be kept waiting long.

Patience! patience! I am opening! he cried. Still keeping his face to her, he unlocked the door and called on the men to enter. He is in the straw, M. le Maire! he said, in a tone of triumph, his eyes still on his wife. Cursed Girondin! He will give you no trouble, I will answer it! But first give me my five crowns, M. le Maire. My five crowns!

He felt, craven as he was, so much fear of his wife that he did not turn to see the men enter, and he was taken by surprise when a voice at his elbow  a voice he did not know  answered, Five crowns, my friend? For what, may I ask?

In his eagerness and greed he suspected nothing, but that on some pretext or other they were trying to filch from him his dues. For what? For the Girondin! he answered rapidly. Then at last he did turn and found that half a dozen men had entered, that more were entering. But to his astonishment, they were all strangers  men with stern, gloomy faces, and armed to the teeth. There was something so formidable, indeed, in their appearance that he stepped back, and his voice faltered as he added: But where is the mayor, gentlemen? I do not see him.

No one answered, but in silence the last of the men  they were eleven in all  entered and bolted the door behind him. Michel Tellier peered at them in the gloom with growing alarm, nay, with growing terror. In return the tallest of the strangers, he who had entered first and seemed to command the others, looked round him keenly. And it was he who at length broke the silence. So you have a Girondin here, have you? he said, his voice curiously sweet and sonorous.

I was to have five crowns for him, Michel muttered dubiously.

Oh! and then, Pétion, the spokesman continued to one of his companions, can you kindle a light? It strikes me that we have hit upon a dark place.

The man addressed took something from his pouch. For a moment there was silence, broken only by the sharp sound of the flint striking the steel. Then a slow-growing glare lit up the dark interior, and disclosed the group of cloaked strangers standing about the door, the light gleaming back from their trailing sabres and great horse-pistols. Michel trembled. He had never seen such men as these. True, they were wet and travel-stained, and had the air of those who spend their nights in ditches and under haystacks. But their pale, stern faces were set in indomitable resolve. Their eyes glowed with a steady fire, and they trod the mud floor as kings tread. Their leader was a man of majestic height and stern beauty, and in his eyes alone there seemed to lurk a spark of lighter fire, as if his spirit still rose above the task which had sobered his companions. Michel noted all this in fear and bewilderment; noted the white head yet the vigorous bearing of the man who had struck the light; noted even the manner in which the light died away in the dim recesses of the barn.

And this Girondin  is he in hiding here? the tall man asked.

That is so, Michel answered. But I had nothing to do with hiding him, citizen. It was my wife hid him in the straw there.

And you gave notice of his presence to the authorities? the stranger continued, raising his hand to repress some movement among his followers.

Certainly, or you would not be here, replied Michel, better satisfied with himself.

The answer struck him, prostrated him, with an awful terror. That does not follow, the tall man rejoined coolly, for we, we, also, are Girondins!

You are? You?

Without doubt, the other answered, with majestic simplicity; or there are no such persons. This is Pétion of Paris, and this citizen Buzot. Have you heard of Louvet? There he stands. For me, I am Barbaroux.

Michels tongue remained glued to the roof of his mouth. He could not utter a word. But another could. On the far side of the barrier a rustling was heard, and while all turned to look  but with what different feelings  the pale face of the youth over whom Michel had bent in the afternoon appeared above the partition. A smile of joyful recognition effaced for the time the lines of exhaustion. The young man, clinging for support to the planks, uttered a cry of thankfulness. It is you! It is really you! You are safe! he exclaimed. Love beamed in his eyes.

We are safe, all of us, Pierre, Barbaroux answered. And now  he turned to Michel Tellier with thunder in his voice know that this man whom you would have betrayed is our guide, whom we lost last night. Speak, then, in your defence, if you can. Say what you have to say why justice should not be done upon you, miserable caitiff, who would have sold a mans life, as you would sell a sheeps, for a few pieces of silver!

The wretched peasants knees trembled under him; the perspiration stood upon his brow. He heard the voice as the voice of a judge or an executioner. He looked in the stern eyes of the Girondins, and read only anger, doom, vengeance. Then he caught in the silence the sound of his wife weeping, for at Pierres appearance she had broken into wild sobbing; and on that he spoke out of the base instincts of his heart. He was her lover, he muttered. I swear it, citizens.

He lies! the man at the barrier cried, his face transfigured with rage. I loved her once, it is true, but it was before her old father sold her to this Judas. For what he would have you believe now, my friends, it is false. I, too, swear it.

A murmur of execration broke from the group of Girondins. Barbaroux repressed it by a gesture. What do you say of this man? he asked, turning to them, his tone deep and solemn.

He is not fit to live! they answered with one voice.

The poor coward screamed as he heard the words, and, flinging himself on the ground, he embraced Barbarouxs knees in a paroxysm of terror. But the judge did not look at him. Barbaroux turned, instead, to Pierre Bounat. What do you say of him? he asked.

He is not fit to live, the young man answered solemnly, his breath coming quick and fast.

And you? Barbaroux continued, turning and looking with eyes of fire at the wife. And his voice was still more solemn.

A moment before she had ceased to weep, and had stood up listening and gazing, awe and wonder in her face. Barbaroux had to repeat his question before she answered. Then she said, He is not fit to die.

There was silence for a moment, broken only by the entreaties, the prayers, of the wretch on the floor. At last Barbaroux spoke. She has said rightly, he pronounced. He shall live. They have put us out of the law and set a price on our heads; but we will keep the law. He shall live. Yet, hark you, the great orator continued, in tones which Michel never forgot, if a whisper escape you as to our presence here, or as to our names, or if you wrong your wife from this time forth by word or deed, the life she has saved shall pay for it.

Remember! he added, shaking Michel to and fro with a finger, the arm of Barbaroux of Marseilles is long, and though I be a hundred leagues away, I shall know and I shall punish. So, beware! Now rise, and live!

The miserable man cowered back to the wall, frightened to the core of his heart. The Girondins conferred a while in whispers, two of their number assisting Pierre to cross the barrier. Suddenly on their talk there broke  and Michel trembled anew as he heard it  a loud knocking at the door. All started and stood listening and waiting. A voice cried: Open! open! in the name of the law!

We have lingered too long, Barbaroux muttered. I should have thought of this. It is the Mayor of Carhaix come to apprehend our friend.

Again the Girondins conferred together. At last, seeming to arrive at a conclusion, they ranged themselves on either side of the door, and one of their number opened it. A short, stout man, girt with a tricolour sash, and wearing a huge sword, entered with an air of authority. Blinded by the gush of light he saw, at his first entrance, nothing out of the common; he was followed by four men armed with muskets.

Their appearance produced an extraordinary effect on Michel Tellier. As they crossed the threshold one by one, the peasant leaned forward, his face flushed, his eyes gleaming; and he counted them. They were only five. And the others were twelve. He fell back, and from that moment his belief in the Girondins power was clinched.

In the name of the law! the mayor panted. He was a little out of breath. Why did you not   Then he stopped abruptly, his mouth remaining open. He found himself surrounded by a group of grim, silent mutes, with arms in their hands; and in a twinkling it flashed into his mind that these were the eleven chiefs of the Girondins, whom he had been warned to keep watch for, and to take. He had come to catch a pigeon and had caught a crow. He turned pale and his eyes dropped. Who are  who are these gentlemen? he stammered, in a tone suddenly and ludicrously fallen.

Some volunteers of Quimper, returning home, replied Barbaroux, with ironical smoothness.

You have your papers, citizens? the mayor asked, mechanically; and he took a step backwards towards the door, and looked over his shoulder.

Here they are! said Pétion rudely, thrusting a packet into his hands. They are in order.

The mayor took them, and longing only to see the outside of the door, pretended to look through them, his little heart going pit-a-pat within him. They seem to be in order, he assented, feebly. I need not trouble you further, citizens. I came here under a misapprehension, I find, and I wish you a good journey.

He knew, as he backed out, that he was cutting a poor figure. And he would fain have made a more dignified retreat. But before these men, fugitives and outlaws as they were, he felt, though he was Mayor of Carhaix, almost as small a man as did Michel Tellier. These were the men of the Revolution, nay, they were the Revolution. They had bearded Capet, they had shattered the régime of centuries, they had pulled down kings. There was Barbaroux, who had grappled with Marat; and Pétion, the Mayor of the Bastille. The little Mayor of Carhaix knew greatness when he saw it. He turned tail, and hurried back to his fireside, his body-guard not a whit behind him in their desire to be gone.

Five minutes later the men he feared and envied came out also, and went their way, passing in single file into the darkness which brooded over the great monolith; beginning, brave hearts, another of the few stages which still lay between them and the guillotine. Then in the cottage there remained only Michel and Jeanne. She sat by the dying embers, silent, and lost in thought. He leaned against the wall, his eyes roving ceaselessly, but always when his gaze met hers it fell. Barbaroux had conquered him. It was not until Jeanne had risen to close the door, and he was alone, that he wrung his hands, and muttered: Five crowns! Five crowns gone and wasted!

THE END
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LADY BETTYS INDISCRETION

Horry! I am sick to death of it!

There was a servant in the room collecting the tea-cups; but Lady Betty Stafford, having been reared in the purple, was not to be deterred from speaking her mind by a servant. Her cousin was either more prudent or less vivacious. He did not answer on the instant, but stood gazing through one of the windows at the leafless trees and slow-dropping rain in the Mall. He only turned when Lady Betty pettishly repeated her statement.

Had a bad time? he vouchsafed, dropping into a chair near her, and looking first at her, in a good-natured way, and then at his boots, which he seemed to approve.

Horrid! she replied.

Many people here?

Hordes of them! Whole tribes! she exclaimed. She was a little woman, plump and pretty, with a pale, clear complexion, and bright eyes. I am bored beyond belief. And  and I have not seen Stafford since morning, she added.

Cabinet council?

Yes! she answered viciously. A cabinet council, and a privy council, and a board of trade, and a board of green cloth, and all the other boards! Horry, I am sick to death of it! What is the use of it all?

Dont do it, he said oracularly, still admiring his boots. Country go to the dogs!

Let it! she retorted, not relenting a whit. I wish it would. I wish the dogs joy of it!

He made an extraordinary effort at diffuseness. I thought, he said, that you were becoming political, Betty. Going to write something, and all that.

Rubbish! But here is Mr. Atlay. Mr. Atlay, will you have a cup of tea? she continued, addressing the new-comer. There will be some here presently. Where is Mr. Stafford?

Mr. Stafford will take a cup of tea in the library, Lady Betty, the secretary replied. He asked, me to bring it to him. He is copying an important paper.

Sir Horace forsook his boots, and in a fit of momentary interest asked, They have come to terms?

The secretary nodded. Lady Betty said Pshaw! A man brought in the fresh teapot. The next moment Mr. Stafford himself came into the room, an open telegram in his hand.

He nodded pleasantly to his wife and her cousin. But his thin, dark face wore  it generally did  a preoccupied look. Country people to whom he was pointed out in the street called him, according to their political leanings, either insignificant, or a prig, or a dry sort; or sometimes said, How young he is! But those whose fate it was to face the Minister in the House knew that there was something in him more to be feared even than his imperturbability, his honesty, or his precision  and that was a sudden fiery heat, which was apt to carry away the House at unexpected times. On one of these occasions, it was rumored, Lady Betty Champion had seen him, and fallen in love with him. Why he had thrown the handkerchief to her  that was another matter; and whether the apparently incongruous match would answer  that, too, remained to be seen.

More telegrams? she cried. It rains telegrams! how I hate them!

Why? he said. Why should you? He really wondered.

She made a face at him. Here is your tea, she said abruptly.

Thank you; you are very good, he replied. He took the cup and set it down absently. Atlay, he said, speaking to the secretary, you have not corrected the report of my speech at the Club, have you? No, I know you have had no time. Will you run your eye over it, and see if it is all right, and send it to the Times  I do not think I need to see it  by eleven oclock at latest? The editor, he continued, tapping the pink paper in his hand, seems to doubt us. I have to go to Fitzgeralds now; so you must also copy Lord Pilgrimstones terms, if you please. I proposed to do it myself, but I shall be with you before you have finished.

What are the terms? Lady Betty asked. Lord Pilgrimstone has not agreed to  

To permit me to communicate them? he replied, with a grave smile. No. So you must pardon me, my dear. I have passed my word for absolute secrecy. Indeed, it is as important to me as to Pilgrimstone that they should not be divulged.

They are sure to leak out, she retorted. They always do.

Well, it will not be through me, I hope.

She stamped her foot on the carpet. I should like to get them, and send them to the Times! she cried, her eyes flashing  he was so provoking! And let all the world know them! I vow I should!

He looked his astonishment, while the other two laughed, partly to avoid embarrassment, perhaps. She often said these things, and no one took them seriously.

You had better play the secretary for once, Lady Betty, said Atlay, who was related to his chief. You will then be able to satisfy your curiosity. Shall I resign pro tem.?

She looked eagerly at her husband for the third part of a second  for assent, perhaps. But she read no playfulness in his face, and her own fell. He was thinking about other things. No, she said, almost sullenly, dropping her eyes to the carpet. I should not spell well enough.

Soon after that they dispersed; this being Wednesday, Mr. Staffords day for dining out. At that time Ministers dined only twice a week in session  on Wednesday and Sunday; and Sunday was often sacred to the children where there were any, lest they should grow up and not know their father by sight. At a quarter to eight Lady Betty came into the library, and found her husband still at his desk, a pile of papers before him awaiting his signature. As a fact, he had only just sat down, displacing his secretary, who had gone upstairs to dress.

Stafford! she said.

She did not seem quite at her ease; but his mind was troubled, and he failed to notice this. Yes, my dear, he answered politely, shuffling the papers before him into a heap. He knew that he was late, and he could see that she was dressed. Yes, I am going upstairs this minute. I have not forgotten.

It is not that, she said, leaning with one hand on the table, I want to ask you  

My dear, you really must tell it me in the carriage. He was on his feet now, making some hasty preparations. Where are we to dine? At the Dukes? Then we shall have a mile to drive. Will not that do for you? He was working hard while he spoke. There was an oak post-box within reach, and another box for letters which were to be delivered by hand, and he was thrusting a handful of notes into each of these. Other packets he swept into different drawers of the table. Still standing, he stooped and signed his name to half a dozen letters, which he left open on the blotting-pad. Atlay will see to these when he is dressed, he murmured. Would you oblige me by locking the drawers, my dear  it will save me a minute  and giving me the keys when I come down?

He went off then, two or three papers in his hand, and almost ran upstairs. Lady Betty stood a while on the spot on which he had left her, looking in an odd way  just as if it were new to her  round the grave, spacious room, with its sombre Spanish-leather-covered furniture, its ponderous writing-tables and shelves of books, its three lofty curtained windows. When her eyes at last came back to the lamp, and dwelt on it, they were very bright, and her face was flushed. Her foot could be heard tapping on the carpet. Presently she remembered herself and fell to work, vehemently slamming such drawers as were open, and locking them.

The private secretary found her doing this when he came in. She muttered something  stooping with her face over the drawers  and almost immediately went out. He looked after her, partly because there was something odd in her manner  she kept her face averted; and partly because she was wearing a new and striking gown, and he admired her. He noticed, as she passed through the doorway, that she had some papers held down by her side. But, of course, he thought nothing of this.

He was hopelessly late for his own dinner-party, and only stayed a moment to slip the letters last signed into envelopes prepared for them. Then he made for the door, opened it, and came into collision with Sir Horace, who was strolling in.

Beg pardon! said that gentleman, with irritating placidity. Late for dinner?

Rather! the secretary cried, trying to get round him.

Well, drawled the other, which is the hand-box, old fellow?

It has been cleared. Here, give it me. The messenger is in the hall now.

Atlay snatched the letter from his companion, the two going into the hall together. Marcus, the butler, a couple of tall footmen, and the messenger were sorting letters at the table. Here, Marcus, said the secretary, pitching his letter on the slab, let that go with the others. And is my hansom here?

In another minute he was speeding one way, and the Staffords in their brougham another; while Sir Horace walked at his leisure down to his club. The Minister and his wife drove in silence; he forgot to ask her what she wanted. And, strange to say, Lady Betty forgot to tell him. At the party she made quite a sensation; never had she seemed more gay, more piquant, more audaciously witty, than she showed herself this evening. There were illustrious personages present, but they paled beside her. The Duke, with whom she was a favorite, laughed at her sallies until he could laugh no more; and even her husband, her very husband, forgot for a time the country and the crisis, and listened, half-proud and half-afraid. But she was not aware of this; she could not see his face where she sat. To all seeming she never looked that way. She was quite a model society wife.

Mr. Stafford himself was an early riser. It was his habit to be up by six; to make his own coffee over a spirit lamp, and then not only to get through much work in his dressing-room, but to take his daily ride before breakfast. On the morning after the Dukes party, however, he lay later than usual; and as there was much business to be done  owing to the crisis  the canter in the park had to be omitted. He was still among his papers  though expecting the breakfast-gong with every minute, when a hansom cab driven at full speed stopped at the door. He glanced up wearily as he heard the doors of the cab flung open with a crash. There had been a time when the stir and bustle of such arrivals had been sweet to him  not so sweet as to some, for he had never been deeply in love with the parade of office; but sweeter than to-day, when they were no more to him than the creaking of the mill to the camel that turns it blindfold and in darkness.

Naturally he was thinking of Lord Pilgrimstone this morning, and guessed, before he opened the note which the servant brought him, who was its writer. But its contents had, nonetheless, an electrical effect upon him. His brow reddened. With a most unusual display of emotion he sprang to his feet, crushing the fragment of paper in his fingers. Who brought that? he cried sharply. Who brought it? he repeated in a louder tone, before the servant could explain.

The man had never seen him so moved. Mr. Scratchley, sir, he answered.

Ha! Then, show him into the library, was the quick reply. And while the servant went to do his bidding, the Minister hastily changed his dressing-gown for a coat, and ran down a private staircase, reaching the room he had mentioned by one door as Mr. Scratchley, Lord Pilgrimstones secretary, entered it through another.

By that time he had regained his composure, and looked much as usual. Still, when he held up the crumpled note, there was a brusqueness in the gesture which would have surprised his ordinary acquaintances, and did remind Mr. Scratchley of certain warm nights in the House.

You know the contents of this? he said without prelude, and in a tone which matched his gesture.

The visitor bowed. He was a grave middle-aged man, who seemed oppressed and burdened by the load of cares and responsibilities which his smiling chief carried jauntily. People said that he was the proper complement of Lord Pilgrimstone, as the more volatile Atlay was of his leader.

And you are aware, continued Mr. Stafford, almost harshly, that Lord Pilgrimstone gives yesterdays agreement to the winds?

I have never seen his lordship so deeply moved, replied the discreet one.

He says: Our former negotiation was ruined by premature talk. But this disclosure can only be referred to treachery or the grossest carelessness. What does it mean? I know of no disclosure, Mr. Scratchley. I must have an explanation. And you, I presume, are here to give me one.

For a moment the other seemed taken aback. You have not seen the Times, sir? he murmured.

This mornings? No. But it is here.

He took it, as he spoke, from a table at his elbow, and unfolded it. The secretary approached and pointed to the head of a column  the most conspicuous, the column most readily to be found in the paper. They are crying it at the street corners I passed, he added with deference. There is nothing to be heard in St. Jamess Street and Pall Mall but Detailed Programme of the Coalition. The other dailies are striking off second editions to include it!

Mr. Staffords eyes were riveted to the paper. There was a long pause, a pause on his part of dismay and consternation. He could scarcely  to repeat a common phrase  believe his eyes. It seems, he muttered at length, it seems accurate  a tolerably precise account, at least.

It is a verbatim copy, the secretary said dryly. The question is, who furnished it. Lord Pilgrimstone, I am authorised to say, has not permitted his note of the agreement to pass out of his possession  even to the present moment.

And so he concludes  the Minister said thoughtfully it is a fair inference enough, perhaps  that the Times must have procured its information from my note?

With deference the secretary objected. It is not a matter of inference, Mr. Stafford. I am directed to say that. I have inquired, early as it is, at the Times office, and learned that the copy came directly from the hands of your messenger.

Of my messenger! Mr. Stafford cried, thunderstruck. You are sure of that?

I am sure that the sub-editor says so.

Again there was silence. This must be looked into, said Mr. Stafford at length, controlling himself by an effort. For the present I agree with Lord Pilgrimstone, that it alters the position  and perhaps finally.

Lord Pilgrimstone will be damaged in the eyes of a large section of his supporters  seriously damaged, Mr. Scratchley said, shaking his head and frowning.

Possibly. From every point of view the thing is to be deplored. But I will call on Lord Pilgrimstone, the Minister continued slowly, after lunch. Will you tell him so?

A curious embarrassment showed itself in the secretarys manner. He twisted his hat in his hands, and looked suddenly sad  as if he were about to join in the groan at a prayer-meeting.

Lord Pilgrimstone, he said in a voice he vainly strove to render commonplace, is going to the Sandown Spring Meeting to-day.

The tone was really so lugubrious  to say nothing of a shake of the head with which he could not help accompanying the statement  that a faint smile played on Mr. Staffords lips.

Then I must take the next possible opportunity, he said. I will see him to-morrow.

Mr. Scratchley assented to this, and bowed himself out, after another word or two, looking more gloomy and careworn than usual. The interview had not been altogether to his mind. He wished that he had spoken more roundly to Mr. Stafford; even asked for a categorical denial of the charge. But the Ministers manner had overawed him. He had found it impossible to put the question. And then the pitiful confession which he had had to make for Lord Pilgrimstone! That had put the copingstone to his dissatisfaction.

Oh! the secretary sighed, as he stepped into his cab. Oh, that men so great should stoop to things so little!

It did not occur to him that there is a condition of things even more sad: when little men meddle with great things.

Meanwhile, Mr. Stafford stood at the window deep in unpleasant thoughts, from which the entrance of the butler, who came to summon him to breakfast, first aroused him. Stay a moment, Marcus! he said, turning, as the man prepared to leave the room after doing his errand. I want to ask you a question. Did you make up the messengers bag last evening?

Yes, sir.

Did you notice a letter addressed to the Times office?

The servant prepared himself to cogitate. But he found it unnecessary. Yes, sir, he replied. Two.

Two? Mr. Stafford repeated, dismay in his tone; though this was just what he had reason to expect.

Yes, sir. There was one I took from the hand-box, and one Mr. Atlay gave me in the hall at the last moment, the butler explained.

That will do. Thank you. Ask Mr. Atlay if he will come to me. No doubt he will be able to tell me what I want to know.

The words were commonplace, but the speakers anxiety was so plain that Marcus when he delivered the message  which he did with haste  added a word or two of warning.

It is about a letter to the Times, sir, I think. Mr. Stafford seems a good deal put out, he said, confidentially.

Indeed? Atlay replied. I will go down. And he started. But before he reached the library he met some one. Lady Betty looked out of the breakfast-room, and saw him descending the stairs with the butler behind him.

Where is Mr. Stafford, Marcus? she asked impatiently, as she stood with her hand on the door. Good morning, Mr. Atlay, she added, her eyes descending to him. Where is my husband? The coffee is getting cold.

He has requested me to go to him, Atlay answered. Marcus tells me there is something in the Times which has annoyed him, Lady Betty. I will send him up as quickly as I can.

But Lady Betty had not stayed to receive his assurance. She had drawn back and shut the door quickly; yet not so quickly but that the private secretary had seen her change colour. Hallo! he ejaculated to himself  the lady was not much given to blushing I wonder what is wrong with her this morning. She is not generally rude  to me.

It was not long before he got light on the matter. Come here, Atlay, his employer said, the moment he entered the library. Look at this!

The secretary took the Times, and read the important matter. Meanwhile the Minister read the secretary. He saw surprise and consternation on his face, but no trace of guilt. Then he told him what Marcus had said about the two letters which had gone the previous evening from the house addressed to the Times office. One, he said, contained the notes of my speech. The other  

The other   the secretary replied, thinking while he spoke, was given to me at the last moment by Sir Horace. I threw it to Marcus in the hall.

Ah! his chief said, trying very hard to express nothing by the exclamation, but not quite succeeding. Did you see that that letter was addressed to the editor of the Times?

The secretary reddened, and betrayed unexpected confusion. I did, he said. I saw so much of the address as I threw the letter on the slab  though I thought nothing of it at the time.

Mr. Stafford looked at him fixedly. Come, he said, this is a grave matter, Atlay. You noticed, I can see, the handwriting. Was it Sir Horaces?

No, the secretary replied.

Whose was it?

I think  I think, Mr. Stafford  that it was Lady Bettys. But I should be sorry, having seen it only for a moment  to say that it was hers.

Lady Bettys?

Mr. Stafford repeated the exclamation three times, in surprise, in anger, a third time in trembling. In this last stage he walked away to the window, and turning his back on his companion looked out. He recalled his wifes petulant exclamation of yesterday, the foolish desire expressed, as he had supposed in jest. Had she been in earnest? And had she carried out her threat? Had she  his wife  done this thing so compromising to his honour, so mischievous to the country, so mad, reckless, wicked? Impossible. It was impossible. And yet  and yet Atlay was a man to be trusted, a gentleman, his own kinsman! And Atlays eye was not likely to be deceived in a matter of handwriting. That Atlay had made up his mind he could see.

The statesman turned from the window, and walked to and fro, his agitation betrayed by his step. The third time he passed in front of his secretary  who had riveted his eyes to the Times and appeared to be reading the money article  he stopped. If this be true  mind I say if, Atlay he cried jerkily, what was Lady Bettys motive? I am in the dark! blindfold! Help me! Tell me what has been passing round me that I have not seen. You would not have my wife  a spy?

No! no! no! the other cried, as he dropped the paper, his vehemence showing that he felt the pathos of the appeal. It is not that. Lady Betty is jealous, if I dare venture to judge, of your devotion to the country  and to politics. She sees little of you. You are wrapped up in public affairs and matters of state. She feels herself neglected and  set aside. And  may I say it?  she has been married no more than a year.

But she has her society, the Minister objected, compelling himself to speak calmly, and her cousin, and  many other things.

For which she does not care. returned the secretary.

It was a simple answer, but something in it touched a tender place. Mr. Stafford winced and cast an odd startled look at the speaker. Before he could reply, however  if he intended to reply  a knock came at the door, and Marcus put in his head. My lady is waiting breakfast, sir, he suggested timidly. What could a poor butler do between an impatient mistress and an obdurate master?

I will come, Mr. Stafford said hastily. I will come at once. For this matter, Atlay, he continued when the door was closed again, let it rest for the present where it is. I know I can depend upon your  he paused, seeking a word your discretion. One thing is certain, however. There is an end of the arrangement made yesterday. Probably the Queen will send for Templetown. I shall see Lord Pilgrimstone to-morrow, and  that will be the end of it.

Atlay retired, marvelling at his coolness; trying to retrace the short steps of their conversation, and to discern how far the Minister had gone with him, and where he had turned off upon a resolution of his own. He failed to find the clue, however, and marvelled still more as the day went on and others succeeded it; days of political crisis. Out of doors the world, or that small piece of it which has its centre at Westminster, was in confusion. The newspapers, morning or evening, found ready sale, and had no need to rely on murder-panics or prurient discussions. The Coalition scandal, the resignation of Ministers, the sending for Lord This and Mr. That, the certainty of a dissolution, provided matter enough. In all this Atlay found nothing at which to wonder. He had seen it all before. That which did cause him surprise was the calm  the unnatural calm, as it seemed to him  which prevailed in the house in Carlton Terrace. For a day or two, indeed, there was much running to and fro, much closeting and button-holing; for rather longer the secretary read anxiety and apprehension in one countenance  Lady Bettys. Then things settled down. The knocker began to find peace, such comparative peace as falls to knockers in Carlton Terrace. Lady Bettys brow grew clear as her eye found no reflection of its anxiety in Mr. Staffords face. In a word the secretary looked long but could discern no faintest sign of domestic trouble.

The late Minister indeed was taking things with wonderful coolness. Lord Pilgrimstone had failed to taunt him, and the triumph of old foes had failed to goad him into a last effort. Apparently he was of opinion that the country might for a time exist without him. He was standing aside with a shade on his face, and there were rumours that he would take a long holiday.

A week saw all these things happen. And then, one day as Atlay sat writing in the library  Mr. Stafford being out  Lady Betty came into the room for something. Rising to supply her with the article she wanted, he held the door open for her to pass out. She paused.

Shut the door, Mr. Atlay, she said, pointing to it. I want to ask you a question.

Pray do, Lady Betty, he answered. It is this, she said, meeting his eyes boldly  and a brighter, a more dainty creature than she looked had seldom tempted man. Mr. Staffords resignation  had it anything, Mr. Atlay, to do with  her face coloured a very little something that was in the Times this day week?

His own cheek coloured violently enough. If ever, he was saying to himself, I meddle or mar between husband and wife again, may I   But aloud he answered quietly, Something perhaps. The question was sudden. Her eyes were on his face. He found it impossible to prevaricate. Something perhaps, he said.

My husband has never spoken to me about it, she replied, breathing quickly.

He bowed, having no words adapted to the situation. But he repeated his resolution (as above) more furiously.

He has never appeared aware of it, she persisted. Are you sure that he saw it?

He wondered at her innocence, or her audacity. That such a baby should do so much mischief. The thought irritated him. It was impossible that he should not see it, Lady Betty, he said, with a touch of asperity. Quite impossible!

Ah, she replied, with a faint sigh. Well, he has never spoken to me about it. And you think it had really something to do with his resignation, Mr. Atlay?

Most certainly, he said. He was no longer inclined to spare her.

She nodded thoughtfully, and then with a quiet Thank you she went out.

Well, muttered the secretary to himself when the door was fairly shut behind her, she is  upon my word, she is a fool! And he  appealing to the inkstand he has never said a word to her about it. He is a new Don Quixote! a modern Job! a second Sir Isaac Newton! I do not know what to call him!

It was Sir Horace, however, who precipitated the catastrophe. He happened to come in about teatime that afternoon, before, in fact, my lady had had an opportunity of seeing her husband. He found her alone and in a brown study, a thing most unusual with her and portending something. He watched her for a time in silence: seemed to draw courage from a still longer inspection of his boots, and then said, So the cart is clean over, Betty?

She nodded.

Driver much hurt?

Do you mean, does Stafford mind? she replied impatiently.

He nodded.

Well, I do not know. It is hard to say.

Think so? he persisted.

Good gracious, Horry! my lady retorted, losing patience, I say I do not know, and you say, Think so! If you want to learn so particularly, ask him yourself. Here he is!

Mr. Stafford had just entered the room. Perhaps she really wished to satisfy herself as to the state of his feelings. Perhaps she only desired in her irritation to put her cousin in a corner. At any rate she turned to her husband and said, Here is Horace wishing to know if you mind being turned out?

Mr. Staffords face flushed a little at the home-thrust which no one else would have dared to deal. But he showed no displeasure. Well, not so much as I should have thought, he answered, pausing to weigh a lump of sugar, and, as it seemed, his feelings. There are compensations, you know.

Pity all the same  those terms came out, Sir Horace grunted.

It was.

Stafford! Lady Betty asked on a sudden, speaking fast and eagerly, is it true, I want to ask you, is it true that that led you to resign?

Naturally he was startled, and he showed that he was. She was the last person who should have put that question to him, but his long training in self-control stood him in good stead.

Well, yes, he said quietly.

It was better, he thought, indeed it was only right, that she should know what she had done. But he did not look at her.

Was it only that? she asked again.

This time he weighed his answer. He thought her persistency odd. But again he assented.

Yes, he said gravely. Only that, I think. But for that I should have remained in  with Lord Pilgrimstone of course. Perhaps things are better as they are, my dear.

Lady Betty sprang from her seat with all her old vivacity. Well! she cried, well, I am sure! Then why, I should like to know, did Mr. Atlay tell me that my letter to the Times had something to do with it!

Did not say so, quoth Sir Horace. Absurd!

Yes, he did, cried Lady Betty, so fiercely that the rash speaker, who had returned to his boots, fairly shook in them. You were not there! How do you know?

Dont know, Sir Horace admitted, meekly.

But stay, stay a moment! Mr. Stafford said, getting in a word with difficulty. It was strange if his wife could talk so calmly of her misdeeds, and before a third party too. What letter to the Times did Atlay mean?

My letter about the Womens League, she explained earnestly. You did not see it? No, I thought not. But Mr. Atlay would have it that you did, and that it had something to do with your going out. Horace told me at the time that I ought not to send it without consulting you. But I did, because you said you could not be bothered with it  I mean you said you were busy, Stafford. And so I thought I would ask if it had done any harm, and Mr. Atlay  What is the matter? she cried, breaking off sharply at sight of the change in her husbands face. Did it do harm?

No, no, he answered. Only I never heard of this letter before. What made you write it?

Lady Betty coloured violently, and became on a sudden very shy  like most young authors. Well, she said, I wanted to be in the  in the swim with you, dont you know.

Mr. Stafford murmured, Oh!

Thanks to his talk with Atlay he read the secret of that sudden shyness. And confusion poured over him more and more. It caused him to give way to impulse in a manner which a moments reflection would have led him to avoid.

Then it was not you, he exclaimed unwarily, who sent Pilgrimstones terms to the Times?

I? she exclaimed in an indescribable tone, and with eyes like saucers. I? she repeated.

Gad! cried Sir Horace; and he looked about for a way of escape.

I? she continued, struggling between wrath and wonder. I betray you to the Times! And you thought so, Stafford?

There was silence in the room for a long moment during which the cool statesman, the hard man of the world, did not know where to turn his eyes. There were circumstances  several circumstances, Mr. Stafford muttered at last, which made  which forced me to think so.

And Mr. Atlay thought so? she asked. He nodded. Oh, that tame cat! she cried, her eyes flashing.

Then she seemed to meditate, while her husband gazed at her, a prey to conflicting emotions, and Sir Horace made himself as small as possible. I see, she continued in a different tone. Only  only if you thought that, why did you never say anything? Why did you not scold me, beat me, Stafford? I do not  I do not understand.

I thought, he explained in despair  he had so mismanaged matters that perhaps I had left you  out of the swim, as you call it, Betty. That I had not treated you very well, and after all it might be my own fault.

And you said nothing! You intended to say nothing? He nodded.

Gad! cried Sir Horace very softly.

But Lady Betty said nothing. She turned after a long look at her husband, and went out of the room, her eyes wet with tears. The two men heard her pause a moment on the landing, and then go upstairs and shut her door. But her foot, even to their gross ears, seemed to touch the stairs as if it loved them, and there was a happy lingering in the slamming of the door.

They looked, when she had left them, anywhere but at one another. Sir Horace sought inspiration in his boots, and presently found it. Wonder who did it, then? he burst out at last.

Ah! I wonder, replied the ex-minister, descending at a bound from the cloudland to which his thoughts had borne him. I never pushed the inquiry; you know why now. But they should be able to enlighten us at the Times office. We could learn in whose handwriting the copy was, at any rate. It is not well to have spies about us.

I can tell you in whose handwriting they say it was, Sir Horace said bluntly.

In whose?

In Atlays.

Mr. Stafford did not look surprised. Instead of answering he thought. As a result of which he presently left the room in silence. When he came back he had a copy of the Times in his hand, and his face wore a look of perplexity. I have read the riddle, he said, and yet it is a riddle to me still. I never found time to read the report of my speech at the Club. It occurred to me to look at it now. It is full of errors; so full that it is clear the printer had not the corrected proof Atlay prepared. Therefore I conclude that Atlays copy of the terms went to the Times instead of the speech. But how was the mistake made?

That is the question.

It happened that the private secretary came into the room at this juncture. Atlay, Mr. Stafford said at once, I want you. Carry your mind back a week  to this day week. Are you sure that you sent the report of my speech at the Club to the Times?

Am I sure? the other replied confidently, nothing daunted by being so abruptly challenged. I am quite sure I did, sir. I remember the circumstances. I found the report  it was type-written you remember  lying on the blotting-pad when I came down before dinner. I slipped it into an envelope, and put it in the box. I can see myself doing it now.

But how do you know that it was the report you put in the envelope?

You had indorsed it Corrected speech.  W. Stafford, Atlay replied triumphantly.

Ah! Mr. Stafford said, dropping his hands and eyes and sitting down suddenly, I remember! My wife came in, and  yes, my wife came in.


THE SURGEONS GUEST

CHAPTER I.

To be content, said the carrier, that is half the battle. If I have said it to one, I have said it to a hundred. You be content, says I, and you will be all right.

For the first time, though they had plodded on a mile together, the tall gentleman turned his eyes from the sombre moorland which stretched away on either side of the road, and looked at his companion. There had been something strange in the preoccupation of his thoughts hitherto; though the carrier, lapped in his own loquacity, had not felt it. And, to tell the truth, there had been something still more strange in the tall gentlemans behaviour before their meeting. Now he had raced along the road and now he had loitered; sometimes he had stood still, letting his eyes stray over the dark groups of heather, which lay islanded in a sea of brown grass; and again he had sauntered onwards, his hat in his hand and his face turned up to the sky, which hung low over the waste, and had yet the breadth of a fen cloudscape. Whatever the eccentricity of his lonely movements, his tall hat and fluttering frock-coat had exaggerated it.

At length on the summit of one of the ridges over which the road ran he had made a longer halt, and had begun to look about him to right and left, seeking, it seemed, for a track across the moss. Then he had caught sight of the carrier plodding up the next ridge at the tail of his cart, and he had started after him. But having almost overtaken him, he had reduced his pace and loitered as if his desire for human company had faded away. He had even paused as though to return. But a glance at the desolate waste had determined him. He had walked on again, and had overtaken and fallen to talking with the carrier. The latter on his part had been glad to have a companion, and had readily set down what was odd in the strangers bearing to the cause which accounted for his costume. The tall gentleman was a Londoner.

You be content, says I, quoth the old fellow again, his companions tardy attention encouraging him to repeat his statement, and you will be all right. I have told that to hundreds in my time.

And you practise it yourself? The tall gentlemans voice was husky. His eyes, now that they had found their way to the others face, continued to dwell on it with a gleam in their depths which matched the pallor of his features. His forehead was high, his face long and thin, and lengthened by a dark brown beard which hid the working of his lips. A nervous man meeting his gaze might have had strange thoughts. But the carriers were country nerves, and proof against anything short of electricity.

Oh yes, I am pretty well content, Nickson answered sturdily. I have twenty acres of land from the duke, and I turn a penny with the carrying, going into Sheffield twice a week, rain and shine. Then I have as good a wife as ever kissed her man, and neither chick nor child, and no more than three barren ewes this lambing.

My God! said the stranger.

The words seemed wrung from him by a twinge of mental pain, but whether the feeling was envy of the mans innocent joys, or disgust at his simplicity, did not appear. Whatever the impulse, the tall gentleman showed an immediate consciousness that he had excited his companions astonishment. He began to talk rapidly, even gesticulating a little. But is there no drawback? he said no bitter in your life, man? This long journey  ten  eleven miles?  and the same journey home again? Do you never find it cold, hot, dreary, intolerable?

It is cold enough some days, and hot enough some days, the carrier replied heartily. But dreary?  never! And cold and heat are but skin deep, you know.

The tall gentleman let his head fall on his breast, and for some distance walked on in silence. The carrier whistled to his horse, the cry of a peewit came shrilling across the moor, one wheel of the cart squeaked loudly for grease. The evening was grey and still, and rain impended.

It is all downhill after this, Nickson said presently, pointing to the sky-line, now less than a hundred yards ahead. You see that stone there, sir? he continued, and pointing with his whip to a stone lying a little off the road. There was a man died in the snow there. Three years back it would be. I went by him myself for a month and more, and took him for a dead sheep. At last a keeper passing that way turned him over with his foot, and  well, he was a sad sight, poor chap, by that time.

The carrier should have been pleased with the effect his story produced; for the stranger shuddered. His face even seemed a shade paler, but this might be the effect of the evening light. He did not make any comment, however, and the two stepped out until they gained the summit of the ridge. Here the moor fell away on every side  a dark sweep of waste bounded by uncouth round-backed hills, which rose shapeless and grey, with never a graceful outline or soaring peak to break the horizon.

You will take a lift down the hill, sir? the carrier asked, gathering up his reins and preparing to mount. I am light to-day.

No, I think not  I thank you, the stranger answered jerkily.

You are welcome, if you will, persisted the carrier.

No, I think not. I think I will walk, the tall gentleman answered. But he still stood, and watched the others preparations with strange intentness. Even when Nickson, having wished him good day, drove briskly off, he continued to gaze after the cart until a dip in the descent  not far below  swallowed it up. Then he heaved a sigh, and looked round at the grey sky and darkening heath. He took off his hat.

Hold up! what is the matter with the mare? the carrier cried, coming to a stop as soon, as it chanced, as the dip in the road hid him from the others eyes. She has picked up a stone, drat it!

He got down stiffly, and taking his knife from his pocket went to the mares head. Having removed the stone he dropped the hoof, and stood a second while he closed the knife. In this momentary pause there came to his ear a sharp report like that of a gun, but brisker and less loud. It was difficult to suppose it the sound of a snapping stick; or of one stone struck against another. It puzzled Master Nickson, who climbed hastily to his seat again and drove on until he was clear of the dip. Then, swearing at himself for an old fool, he looked anxiously back at the top of the ridge, which had come into view again. He was looking for the tall gentleman. But the latter was not to be seen, either standing against the sky-line or moving on the intervening road. Lords sakes! the carrier muttered uneasily, what has become of him? He cannot have gone back!

He continued to stare for some moments at the place where the stranger should have been. At last giving way to a sudden conviction, he got down from his cart, and, leaving it standing, hurried back through the dip, and so to the top of the ridge. The ascent was steep, and he was breathing heavily when he reached the summit and cast his eyes round him. No, the tall gentleman was not to be seen. The brown grass and heather stretched away on this side and that, broken by no human figure. Not even a rabbit was visible on the long white strip of road that in the far distance grew hazy with the fall of night.

The devil! the carrier said, shuddering, and feeling more lonely than he had ever felt in his life. Then he has gone, and  

He stopped. His eyes were on a dark bundle of clothes that lay a little aside from the road between two clumps of heather. Just a bundle of clothes it seemed, but Master Nickson drew in his breath at sight of it. The peewits and curlews had gone to rest. There was not a sound to be heard on the wide moor, save the beating of his heart.

He would have given pounds to drive on with a clear conscience, yet he forced himself to go up to the huddled form, and to turn it over until the face was exposed. There was a pistol near the right hand, and behind the ear there was a small, a very small hole, from which the blood welled sluggishly. Round this the skin was singed and blackened. The eyes were closed, and the pale face, thoughtful and placid, was scarcely disfigured.

Suddenly Master Nickson fell on his knees. Dang me, if I dont think he is alive! he whispered. For sure, he breathes!

Convinced of it, the carrier sprang to his feet a different man. He lost not a moment in bringing his cart to the spot and lifting the insensible form into it. Then he led the horse to the road, and started gingerly down the hill. It is a mercy it happened right at the doctors door, he muttered, as he turned off the road into a track which seemed to lead through the heather to nowhere in particular. If he lives five minutes longer he will be in good hands.

A stranger would have wondered where the doctor lived; for there was no signs of a house to be seen. But when the wheels had rolled noiselessly over the sward a hundred yards a faint curl of smoke became visible, rising from the ground in front. A few more paces brought the tops of trees to view, and nestling among them the gables of an old stone house, standing below the level of the moor in a gully or ravine, that here began to run down from the watershed towards Bradfield and the Loxley. The track Nickson was following led to a white gate, which formed the entrance to this lonely demesne.

The carrier found assistance sooner than he had expected. Leaning against the inner side of the gate, with her back to him, was a tall girl. She was bending over a fiddle, drawing from it wailing sounds that went well with the waste behind her and the fading light. Her head swayed in time, her elbow moved slowly. She did not hear the wheels, and he had to call, Whisht! Miss Pleasance, whisht! before she heard and turned.

He could see little of her face, for in the hollow the light was almost gone, but her voice as she cried, Is that you, Nickson? Have you something for us? rang out so cheerily that it strung his nerves anew.

Yes, miss, he answered. But it is your father I want. I have got a man here who has been hurt  

What? In the cart? she cried. She stepped forward and would have looked in. But he was before her.

No, miss, you fetch your father! he said sharply. It is just a matter of minutes, maybe. You fetch him here, please.

She understood now, and turned and sped through the shrubbery, and across the little rivulet and the lawn. In five minutes the grey house, which had stood gaunt and lifeless in the glooming, was aroused. Lights flitted from window to window, and servants called to one another. The surgeon, a tall, florid, elderly man, with drooping white moustaches, came out, after snatching up one or two necessary things. The groom hastened behind him with a candle. Only Pleasance, the messenger of ill, whom her father had bidden stay in the house, had nothing to do in the confusion. She laid down her violin and bow, and stood in the darkness of the outer room  it was half hall, half parlour  listening and wondering.

The sound of heavy footsteps crunching the gravel presently warned her that the man was to be brought into the house. She heard her father direct the other bearers to make for his room, which was on the left of the hall, and her face grew a shade paler as the men stumbled with their burden through the doorway. There is something monstrous to the unaccustomed in limbs which fall lifeless, or stick out stiff and stark in ghastly prominence. She averted her face as the group passed her, and yet managed to touch the grooms sleeve. What is it, Daniel? she whispered.

He has been shot, miss, the servant answered. He was enjoying himself hugely, if the truth be told.

She had no time to ask more. The door was shut upon her, and she was left alone with her curiosity. She wondered how it had happened, for this was not the shooting season, and Nickson had spoken of the man as a stranger. She pondered over the problem until the maids, who were too much upset to stay in their own quarters, came into the room with lights. Then she stepped outside, and stood on the gravel listening to the murmur of the brook, and looking at the old sundial which gleamed white on the lawn.

She had been there no more than a minute when the doctor  as every one in those parts called him  came out with Nickson. Carefully closing the door behind him  an extraordinary precaution with one who was usually the most easy-going of men  he laid his hand on his companions shoulder. Why did he do it, Nickson? he asked in a low voice, which was not free from tremor. Can you tell me? Have you any idea? He is dressed as a gentleman, and he has a gold watch and money in his pockets.

Their eyes were new to the darkness, and they did not see her, though she was within earshot, and was listening with growing comprehension. It beats me to say, sir, was Nicksons answer that it does. If you will believe me, sir, he was talking to me, just before he did it, as reasonably as ever man in my life.

Then what the devil was it?

That is what I think, sir, the carrier answered, nodding.

What?

It was just the devil, sir.

Pshaw! the doctor returned pettishly. You are sure that he did it himself?

As sure as I can be of anything! the carrier answered. There was not a human creature barring myself within half a mile of him when the pistol went off  no, nor could have been.

Well, the doctor said, after a pause, and in a tone of vexation, it is no good bringing in the police unless he dies, and I dont think he will. He has had a wonderful escape. I suppose you will not go blabbing it about, Nickson?

Heaven forbid! the carrier replied. And after a few more words took his leave.

They went without discovering the listener, and she slipped into the lighted hall and stood there shivering. The darkness outside frightened her. It seemed to hold some secret of despair. Even in the familiar room, in which every faded rug and dusty folio and framed sampler had its word of everyday life for her, she looked fearfully at the closed door which led to her fathers room. She shrank from turning her back upon it. She kept glancing askance at it. When her father came to supper, she could not meet his eye; and he must have noticed her strangeness had he not been absorbed in the riddle presented to him, in thoughts of his patients case, and perhaps in some painful train of meditation induced by it. Such questions as his daughter put he answered absently, and he ate in the same manner, breaking off once to visit his charge. It was only when the preparations for the night were complete, when the maids had retired, and Pleasance was waiting, candlestick in hand, to say good night, that he spoke out.

When is Woolley coming back? he asked with a sigh.

The twenty-eighth, father, she answered. She betrayed no surprise at the question, though it was one he could have answered for himself. Woolley was his assistant, and was absent on a holiday tour.

He was silent a moment. His tone was querulous, his eye wandered when he spoke next. I thought  I did think that we should have this little bit to ourselves, Pleasance, he complained. And he seemed shrunken. His fierce moustaches and his florid colour no longer hid his weakness of moral fibre. He looked years older than when he had bent with professional alertness over his patient. Something in that patients strange case had come home to him and unmanned him. This little bit, he continued, looking at her wistfully, though it be the last, girl.

It will not be the last, father, she answered, meeting his look without flinching. We shall stay together whatever happens.

Ay, but where, child? he cried with passion, throwing out his hands as though he appealed to the dumb things around him where? Do you think to transplant me? I am too old. I have lived here too long  I and my fathers before me for six generations, though I am but a broken country apothecary  for me to take root elsewhere! Why, girl  his voice rose higher there is not a stone of this old place, not a tree, that I do not know, that I do not love, that I would not rather own than a mile of streets!

To her surprise he broke down and turned away to hide the tears in his eyes  tears which it pained her deeply to see. She knew how weak he was, and what cause she had to blame him in this matter. But his tears disarmed her, and she laid her hand on his and stroked it tenderly. How much do you owe Mr. Woolley, father? she asked, when he had recovered himself.

Three thousand pounds, he answered, almost sullenly.

He had never told her before, and she was appalled. It is a large sum, she said, looking at the faded cushions on the window-seats, the fly-blown prints, the well-worn furniture, which made the room picturesque indeed, but shabby. What can have become of it?

He made a reckless movement with his hand  he still had his back towards her  as though he flung something from him.

She sighed. She had not intended to reproach him, for economy was not one of her own strong points; and she remembered bills owing as well as bills paid, and many a good intention falsified. No, she could not reproach him; and she chose to look at the matter from another side. It is a great deal of money, she repeated. Would he really let all that go if  just to marry me?

To be sure! her father said briskly. That is, he continued, his conscience pricking him, it would be the same thing then. The place would come to him anyway.

I see, she answered dryly. She was always pale  though hers was a warm paleness  but now there were dark shadows under her eyes. They were grey eyes, frank and resolute, now sad and scornful also. As she sat upright in a high-backed chair, with the forgotten candle in her hand and her gaze fixed on vacancy, she seemed to be gazing at the Skeleton of the House. It was a skeleton which she and her father kept for the most part locked up. Possibly it had never been brought so completely to view before.

You will think of it? the doctor presently ventured, stealing a glance at her.

I may think till Doomsday, she answered wearily. I shall never do it.

Why not? he persisted. What have you against him?

Only one thing.

What is it? A gleam of hope sparkled in his eyes as he put the question. A definite accusation he might combat and refute; even a prejudice he might overcome. He prepared himself for the effort. What is it? he repeated.

I do not love him, father, she said. I think I hate him.

So do I! the doctor sighed, sinking suddenly into himself again. Alas for his preparations!



CHAPTER II

It was characteristic of both Pleasance and her father  and particularly characteristic of the latter  that when they met at breakfast next morning they ignored the trouble which had seemed so overwhelming at midnight. The doctor was constitutionally careless. It was his nature to live from day to day, plucking the flowers beside his path, without giving thought to the direction in which the path was leading him. Pleasance was careless too, but with a difference. She did not shut her eyes to the prospect; but she was young and sanguine, and she was confident  of a morning at any rate  that a way of escape would be found. So the doctor gazed through the window as cheerfully as if his title-deeds had been his own; and if Pleasance felt any misgivings, they related rather to the man lying in the next room than to her own case.

How is he, father? she asked. Have you been kept awake much? The doctor had spent the night on a sofa in order that he might be near the stranger.

He is not conscious, Doctor Partridge answered, but I think that the brain is recovering from the shock, and if all goes well he will come to himself in a few hours. Pleasance shuddered. Her father, without noticing it, went on: But he ought not to be left alone, and I must see my patients. It is useless to ask the servants to stay with him  they are as nervous as hares. So you must sit with him for an hour or two after breakfast, Pleasance. There is no help for it.

I? she said.

Yes, to be sure; why not? he answered lightly. You are not afraid, I suppose? There is nothing to be done, and Daniel can be within call.

She gulped down her fears and assented. She was a good girl, though she could not keep the housekeeping bills  nor her own bills, for the matter of that  within bounds. She was used to a lonely life  Sheffield lay nine miles away, and there were few neighbours on the moorland; and her nerves had been braced by many a long ramble over the ling and bracken, where the hill sheep were her only companions.

Yet she might have answered otherwise had she known that, while the words were on her fathers lips, he questioned the wisdom of his proposal. The man might on coming to his senses  the doctor did not think he would  but he might repeat his attempt. And then  

Her answer, however, clenched the matter. When they rose from breakfast the doctor said, Now my dear, come, and I will put you in charge.

She followed him. It was a relief to her to discover  from the threshold of the room  that the bed had been moved, so that the light might not fall on the patients face. In its new position a curtain hid him. The doctor set a chair for her behind the curtain, and she sat down outwardly calm, inwardly trembling. He went himself to the bedside, and stood for a moment gazing with a critical eye. Then he nodded to her and went softly out.

He left the door ajar, and she heard him ride away. She heard too Daniels clumsy footsteps as he came back through the house, and the clatter of the china as Mary washed it in the kitchen. But these homely sounds served only to heighten her dislike for her task. She was not afraid. She no longer trembled. But she shrank almost with loathing from contact with her wretched companion. She conjured up a dreadful picture of him  ghastly and disfigured  defiant and hopeless  self-doomed.

He lay perfectly still. The curtain too on which her eyes dwelt hung motionless. And presently there began to grow upon her a feeling and a fear that he was dead. She fought with it, and more than once shook it off. But it returned. At length she could bear it no longer, and she rose in the silence, her breath coming quickly. She took a step towards the bed, paused, stepped on, and stood where her father had stood.

Water!

Before the faintly whispered word had ceased to sound she was halfway to the carafe. Where was the loathing now? She brought a little water in the tumbler, and held it to his lips. Do not speak again, she said softly. You are in good hands. The doctor will return in a few minutes.

She watched the weary dazed eyes close; then she went back to her chair as though she had been a trained nurse and this the most ordinary case in the world. But she was immensely puzzled. The picture of the patient as he really was remained with her, causing her to wonder exceedingly how such a man had come to attempt his life. The face handsome despite its bandages and pallor, the eyes kindly even in stupor, were features the very opposite of those which she had ascribed to the dark creature of her fancy.

When her father returned she flew to tell him what had happened. He entered and saw the patient, and came out again. Yes, he said in his professional tone, if he can be kept quiet for forty-eight hours he will do. Fever is the only thing to be feared. But he must not be left alone, and I have to go to Ashopton. Do you mind being with him?

Not at all.

This time the easy-going doctor did not hesitate. He muttered something about Daniel being within call, and, snatching a hasty meal, got to horse again.

The case at Ashopton proved to be serious. It led to complications, and even to a consultation with a London physician. And so it happened that that day, and the next, and the next, Pleasance was left in charge at home. The stranger, as his senses returned to him  and with them Heaven knows what thoughts of the past and the future, what thankfulness or remorse  grew accustomed to look to her hands for tendance. A woman can scarcely perform such offices without pitying the object of them; and Pleasance after the first morning came to wait upon the strangers call and minister to his wants without the disturbing remembrance that his own act had brought him to this. Away from the bedside she shuddered; beside it she forgot. In the mean time the tall gentleman, who at first lay gazing upwards, taciturn and still, came more and more to follow her with his eyes as she moved to and fro in his service. None the less he remained grave and smileless, speaking little even when he began to sit up, and saying nothing from which the current of his thoughts could be judged.

Father, she said one morning, when they had gone on in this way for several days, do you think that he is quite sane?

Sane? yes, as sane as any of us, was the uncompromising answer. Indeed, the doctor continued, looking at her sharply, more sane than you will be if you stop in the house so much, my girl. Leave him to himself this morning and go out. Walk till lunch.

She assented, and, the weather being soft and bright, she started in excellent spirits. As she climbed she thought that the moorland had never looked more beautiful, the distance more full of colour. But this mood proved less lasting than the May weather. Reaching the brow of the hill, she turned to look down on the Old Hall, and the sudden reflection that it must pass to strangers fell on her like a cold shadow. The tears rushed to her eyes, the walk was spoiled. She came back early, wondering at her own depression.

As she emerged from the shrubbery she saw with surprise two figures standing on the lawn. One was her father. The other  could it be Edgar Woolley come back before his time? No; this man was taller and paler, with an air of distinction which the surgeon lacked. She drew near, and her father, not seeing her, went into the house; while the other sank into an arm-chair which had been set for him, and turned and saw her. He rose with an effort, and raised his hat as she approached. It was the tall gentleman.

The fact annoyed the girl. It was one thing, she thought, to nurse him when he lay helpless, another to associate with him. She made up her mind to pass him with a frigid bow. But at the last moment the sight of his weakness melted her, and she paused on the threshold to tell him that she was glad to see him out.

Thank you, he answered. He spoke very quietly; but a slight flush came and went on his brow. Probably he understood her hesitation.

Within doors a fresh surprise awaited her. She found the table laid for lunch, and laid for three. Father! she cried, in a tone of vexation, is he going to take his meals with us?

Where else is he to take them? the doctor answered gruffly, looking up from the old bureau at which he was writing. Would you send him to the servants? If he is left alone in his room, he will go mad in earnest.

He spoke gruffly because he knew he was wrong. He knew no more of the tall gentleman, or of his reason for doing what he had done, than he knew of the man in the moon. That the stranger dressed and spoke like a gentleman, that there was no mark on his linen, that he had a watch and money in his pockets, and that he had tried to take his life  this was the sum of the doctors knowledge; and he could not feel that these matters rendered the stranger a fit companion for his daughter. But the doctor had not strength of mind to grapple with the difficulty, and he let things slide.

Pleasance would not discuss the question, but at the meal she sat silent and cold. The doctor was uncomfortable, and talked jerkily. A shadow  but it seemed more than temporary  darkened the strangers face. At the earliest possible moment Pleasance withdrew.

When she came down she found that the tall gentleman had retired to his room, and she saw nothing more of him that evening. Next day, the post brought a letter from Woolley, postponing his return for a day or two, and this sent the doctor on his rounds in high spirits. Pleasance herself, moving upstairs about her domestic business, felt more charitable. There might be something in what her father said about leaving the poor man to himself. She would go down presently, and talk to him, preserving a due distance.

She had scarcely made up her mind to this when she chanced to look through the window, and saw the stranger walking slowly across the lawn. She watched him for a moment in idle curiosity, wondering in what class he had moved, and what had brought him to this. Then she noticed the direction he was taking, and on the instant a dreadful fear flashed into the girls mind, and made her heart stand still. Below the lawn the rivulet formed a pool among the trees He was going that way, glancing sombrely about him as he went.

Pleasance did not stay to think  to add up the chances. She flung the door open, and ran down the stairs. She reached the lawn. He was not to be seen, but she knew which way he had gone, and she darted down the path that led to the water. She turned the corner  she saw him! He was standing gazing into the dark pool, his back towards her, in an attitude of profound melancholy. She ran on unfaltering until she reached him, and laid her hand on his arm.

What are you doing? she cried, on the impulse of her great fear.

He turned with a violent start, and found the girls pale face and glowing eyes close to his. He looked ghastly enough. There was a bandage round his head, under the soft hat which the doctor had lent him; and in the surprise of the moment the colour had fled from his face. Doing? he muttered, trembling in her grasp. And his eyes dilated  his nerves were still suffering from the shock of his wound, and probably from some long strain which had preceded it. Doing? Yes, I understand you.

He uttered the last words with a groan and a distortion of the features. Come away! she cried, pulling at his arm.

He let her lead him away. He was so weak that apparently he could not have returned without her help. Near the upper end of the walk there was a rustic seat, and here he signed to her to let him sit down, and she did so. When he had somewhat recovered himself he said faintly, You are mistaken; I came here by chance.

She shook her head, looking down at him solemnly. She was still excited, taken out of herself by her terror.

It is true, he said feebly. I swear it.

Swear that you will not think of it again, she responded.

I swear, he answered.

She gazed at him awhile. Then she said, Wait! She went quickly back to the house, and returned with some wine. Perhaps I startled you without cause, she said, smiling on him. He had not seen her smile before. I must make amends. Drink this.

He obeyed. Now, she said, you must take my arm and go back to your chair.

He assented as a child might, and when he reached the chair he sank into it with a sigh of relief. She stood beside him. The back of his seat was towards the house, and before him an opening in the shrubbery disclosed a shoulder of the ravine rolling upwards, the gorse on one rugged spur in bloom, the sunshine everywhere warming the dull browns and lurking purples into brilliance.

See! she said, with an undertone of reproach in her voice, is not that beautiful? Is not that a thing one would regret?

Yes, beautiful now, he replied, answering her thought rather than her words. But I have seen it under another aspect. Stay! he continued, seeing she was about to answer. Do not judge me too hastily. You cannot tell what reason I had  what  

No! she retorted, I cannot. But I can guess what grief you would have caused to others, what a burden you would have shifted to weaker shoulders, what duties you would have avoided, what a pang you would have inflicted on friends and relations! For shame! She stopped for lack of breath.

I have no relatives, he answered slowly, and few friends. I have no duties that others would not perform as well. My death would cause sorrow to some, joy to as many. My burden would die with me.

She glanced at him with compressed lips, divining that he was reciting arguments he had used a score of times to his own conscience. But she was puzzled how to answer him. Take all that for granted, she said at last. Are there no reasons higher than these which should have deterred you?

It may be so, he replied. Perhaps I think so now.

She felt the admission a victory, and, seeing he had recovered his composure, she left him and went into the house. But the incident had one lasting effect. It broke down the wall between them. She felt that she knew him well  better than many whom she had owned as acquaintances for years. The confidence surprised in a moment of emotion cannot be recalled. It seemed idle for her to affect to keep him at arms length when she knew, if she did not acknowledge, that he had confessed his sin, and been forgiven.

So when she saw him walking feebly from the house next day she went with him, and showed him where he could rest and where obtain a view without climbing. Afterwards she fell naturally into the habit of going with him; and little by little, as she saw more of him, she owned the spell of a new perplexity. Who was he? He talked of things in a tone novel to her. He seemed to have thought deeply and read much. He spoke of visits to this country, to that country. One day her father found him reading their day-old Times, and took it from him. You must not do that yet, the doctor said. My daughter can read to you, if you like, but not for long.

She asked what she should read. He chose a review of a historical work, and gently rejected the passing topics  even a speech by Lord Hartington. This gave her an idea, and she privately searched the back numbers of the paper, but could not find that any one who resembled him was missing. Yet he had been with them almost three weeks; he had received no letters, he had sent none. How could such a man pass from his circle and cause no inquiry? Here at the Old Hall they knew no more of him than on his coming. He had not offered to disclose his name, and his host, who had fallen under his spell, had not plucked up courage to ask for it, or for an explanation  had come, indeed, to no understanding with him at all.

It is possible that of himself the doctor might have gone on unsuspicious to the last. But one afternoon, as he made up his books at the old bureau in the hall  the door being open and a flood of sunshine pouring through it  he was aware on a sudden of a shadow cast across the boards. He looked up. A middle-sized fair man, with a goatee beard and a fresh complexion, was setting down a bag on the floor and beginning to take off his gloves. Why, Woolley! exclaimed the doctor, gazing at him feebly, is it you? We did not expect you until Monday.

No, but you see I have come to-day, the traveller answered. It was a peculiarity of this young man  he was not very young, say thirty-eight  that when he was not well pleased he smiled. He smiled now.

The doctor rubbed his hands to hide a little embarrassment. Yes, I see you have come, he said. But how? Did you walk from Sheffield?

I came with Nickson.

The doctor stopped rubbing, then went on faster, as his thoughts flew from Nickson to the tall gentleman, and for some mysterious reason from the tall gentleman to Pleasance. He had never consciously traced this connection before, but something in his assistants face helped him to it now.

He tells me, Woolley continued, making a neat ball of his gloves and smiling at the floor, that you had a strange case here, a case he was mixed up with, and that you made a cure of it.

Yes.

The fellow has cleared out, I suppose?

Well, no, the doctor stammered, feeling warm. How odd it was that he had never seen into what a pit of imprudence he was sinking! He had been harbouring a lunatic, or one who had acted as a lunatic  a criminal certainly; in no light a person fit to associate with his daughter. No, he is still here, he stammered. I think  I suppose he will be leaving in a day or two!

Here still, is he? Woolley said with a sneer. A queer sort of parlour-boarder, sir. May I ask where he is at present?

I think he is out of doors somewhere.

Alone?

When the doctor thought over the scene afterwards he whistled when his memory brought him to that Alone. He knew then that the fat was in the fire. He saw that Woolley had pumped the carrier  who had been to the house several times since the affair  and drawn his own conclusions. I rather think, he ventured, I am not sure, but I think  

I do not think, the other said dryly, I see.

He pointed through the open door, and alas! the tall gentleman and Pleasance were visible approaching the house. They had that moment emerged from the shrubbery, and were crossing the lawn. The girl was carrying a basket full of marsh marigolds, the man had a great bush of hawthorn on the end of his stick. They were both looking at the front of the house without a thought that other eyes were upon them. Pleasances face, on which the light fell strongly, was far from gay, her smile but a sad one; yet there was a tenderness in the one and the other which was not calculated to reassure a jealous onlooker.

So! Woolley muttered, his fingers closing like a vise on the doctors arm. Let me deal with this.



CHAPTER III

The walk which roused so much indignation in Edgar Woolleys breast had been one of more than common interest; as perhaps something in the faces of the returning couple assured him. There is a point in the journey towards intimacy at which one or other of the converging pair turns the conversation inwards, disclosing his or her hopes, fears, ambitions. Pleasance in the purest innocence had reached this stage to-day; arriving at it by the road of that silence which is tolerable only when some progress has been made towards friendship, and which even then invites attack. The tall gentleman, having lopped and picked at her bidding, gathered up the last scraps of the hawthorn which he had ruthlessly broken from the tree. He turned to find his companion gazing into distance with a shadow on her face. Your thoughts are not pleasant ones, I fear, he said, half lightly, half seriously. A penny were too much for them.

I was thinking of Mr. Woolley, she answered simply.

Indeed! he said, surprised. He was more surprised when she poured out of a full heart the story of her fathers debt to his assistant, and of the mortgage on the old house which the Partridges had owned for generations, and which was to her father as the apple of his eye. She let fall no word of Woolleys position in regard to herself. But the voice has subtle inflections, and mens apprehensions are quick where they are interested  and he was interested here. Her story omitted little which he could not conjecture.

I am sorry to hear this, he said, after a pause. But money troubles  after all, money troubles are not the worst troubles. He raised his hat and walked for a moment bareheaded.

But this is not merely a money trouble, she answered warmly. She was wrapped up in her own distresses, and did not perceive at the moment that he had reverted to his. We shall lose that.

They had reached the crown of the hill, and as she spoke she pointed to the Old Hall lying below them, its four gables, its stone front, its mullioned windows warmed into beauty by lichens and sunlight. We shall lose that! she repeated, pointing to it.

Yes, the stranger said, with a quick glance at her. I understand. And I do not wonder that it grieves you. It has always been your home, I suppose? She nodded. And your father thinks it must go? he continued, after a pause given to deep thought, as it seemed.

He thinks so.

Something should be done! he replied, in a tone of decision. I conclude from what you say that Mr. Woolley is pressing for his money?

She nodded again. Her eyes were full of tears, which the sight of the house had brought to them, and she could not trust herself to speak. His sympathy seemed natural to her, so that she saw nothing at this minute strange in his position. She forgot that only a few days or weeks earlier he had been in the blackness of despair himself. He talked now as if he could help others!

They were close to the house, and he had referred to the mouldering shield over the doorway, and she was telling its story when she checked herself and stood still. Edgar Woolley had emerged, and was standing before them with a flush of triumph on his check. The tall gentleman could scarcely be in doubt who he was; nor could Woolley well take Pleasances involuntary cry for a sign of gladness  though he strove to force the smile which was habitual to him.

Miss Pleasance, he said, will you step inside? Your father is asking for you.

Where is he? she asked. He had used no form of greeting, neither did she. Something  perhaps not the same thing in each  was at work, kindling the one against the other.

He is in the hall, he answered, chafing at her delay.

She turned to her companion. I will take your flowers in, if you please, she said. She held out her arms as she spoke, and he laid the pile in them, Woolley looking on the while. The assistants gaze was bent on her, and he did not see what she saw  that some strong emotion was distorting the tall gentlemans face. He turned a livid white, his nostrils twitched, and a little pulse in his cheek beat wildly.

She changed her mind, seeing that. No, do you take them in, she said. Will you take them in, please? she repeated peremptorily; and she pushed the hawthorn into his arms, and held out her basket. The stranger took the things with reluctance, but without demur, and went into the house.

Now, she said, turning rapidly upon Woolley, what do you want?

My answer? he retorted, with answering curtness.

A second before he had not intended to say that. He had meant to carry the war into the strangers country. But his temper mastered him for a second, and he found himself staking all, when he had planned an affair of outposts. Wait, Miss Pleasance, he added desperately, seeing in a moment what he had done, and that he had committed himself. I beg you not to give it me without thought  without thought of others, of me, of your father, as well as of yourself! Do not judge me hastily! Do not judge me, he continued passionately, for her face was icy, by myself as I am now, Pleasance, wild with love of you, but  

By what then, Mr. Woolley? she asked, her lip curling. By what am I to judge you if not by yourself?

By  

Well? she said mercilessly. He had paused. He could not find words. In truth, he had made a mistake. If he had ever had a chance of winning her his chance was gone now; and, recognising this, he let his fury grow to such a pitch that he could not wait for the answer he had requested. He was mad with love of her, with rage at his own mistake, with shame at being so outgeneralled. I will tell you, Miss Partridge! he cried, his eyes sparkling with passion; Judge me by the future! That fellow who was with you, do you know who he is? Do you know that I can put him in gaol any day?  ay, in goal!

What has he done? she asked. Tell me.

It was a pity he could not say, He is a thief  a forger  a swindler! The charge he could bring against the stranger was heavy enough; and yet he found it difficult to word it so that it should seem heavy. You thought he was shot? he said at last. Bah! he shot himself.

I know it, she answered, without the movement of a muscle.

He stared at her. How was it? he wondered. Before his departure he had been the Old Halls master. He had wound the poor doctor round his finger, and Pleasance had been civil to him at least. Now all this was altered. And why? Ah, well! He shall go to gaol, d  n him! he said, putting his conclusion into words. He shall go to gaol! and if you have a fancy for him you must go there to see him!

She lost her self-possession under the insult, and her face turned scarlet. You coward! she said, with scorn. You would not dare to say to his face what you have said behind his back. Let me pass!

She swept into the house and left him standing in the sunlight. As she hurried through the hall, which to her dazzled eyes seemed dusky, she caught a glimpse of the tall gentleman leaning over the bureau with his back to her. Had he heard? The door was open, and so was one window. She could not be sure, but the suspicion was enough. Her face was on fire as she ran up the stairs. How she hated, oh, how she hated that wretch out there! She thought that she had never known before what it was to hate.

For there was something in what he had said. There was the sting. How had she come to be so intimate with one who had done what the tall gentleman had done? She tried to trace the stages, but she could not. Then she tried to think of him with some of the horror, some of the distaste which she had felt at the time of his arrival, when he lay ghastly and blood-stained behind the closed door. But she could not. The face we have known a year can never put on for us the look it wore when we saw it first. The hand of time does not move backward. Pleasance found this was so, and in the solitude of her own room hid her face and trembled. Could anything but evil come of such a  a friendship?

Meanwhile Woolleys state of mind was even less enviable. Hitherto his way in the world had been made by the exercise of tact and self-control; and he valued himself upon the possession of those qualities. He could not understand why they had failed him at this pinch, or why the advantage he had so far enjoyed had deserted him now. Yet the secret was not far to seek. He was jealous; and when jealousy attacks him, the man who lives by playing on the passions of others falls to the common level. Jealousy undermines his judgment as certainly as passion deprives the fencer of his skill.

Though Woolley did not allow that this was the cause of his defeat, he knew that he could not command himself at present, and before seeking the doctor he took a turn to collect his thoughts and arrange his plans. When he returned to the house he found the hall empty. He passed through it and down a short passage to a small room at the back, which Dr. Partridge used  especially in times of trouble, when bills poured in and he mediated a fresh loan  as a kind of sanctum. Woolley rapped at the door.

To his surprise no Come in! answered his knock, but some one rising hastily from his chair came to the door and opened it to the extent of a few inches. It was the doctor. He squeezed himself through. His face was agitated  but then the passage was ill lit, even on a summer afternoon  his manner nervous. You want to see me, my dear fellow? he said, holding the door close behind him and speaking effusively. Do you mind coming back in a quarter of an hour or so? I am  I shall be disengaged then.

I would prefer, Woolley said doggedly, to see you now.

Wait ten minutes, and you shall, the doctor replied, taking him by the button with his disengaged hand, as though he would bespeak his confidence. At this moment, my dear fellow  excuse me!

There was an odd tone in the doctors voice  a tone half wheedling, half hostile. But Woolley concluded that Pleasance was with him  making a complaint in all probability; and this satisfied him. He thought that he could still depend on the doctor. With a sulky nod he gave way and returned to the lawn, and there he paced up and down, prodding the daisies with his stick. Things had gone badly with him. So much the worse for some one.

When he returned he found the doctor alone in the dingy little room, into which one plumped down two steps, so that it was very like a well. Come in, come in, the elder man said fussily. What is it, Woolley? What can I do for you? As he spoke his hands were busy with the papers on the table. Moreover, after one swift glance, which he shot at his assistants face on his entrance, he avoided looking at him. What is it?

First, Woolley rejoined with acidity, I should like to know whether you propose to keep that fellow in your house as a companion for your daughter?

The tall gentleman?

Precisely.

He is gone! was the unexpected answer. He is gone already. If you doubt me, my dear fellow, the doctor added hastily, ask the servants  ask Daniel.

Gone, is he? Woolley said gloomily, considering the statement.

Yes, he quite saw the propriety of it, the doctor continued. He gave me no trouble.

And paid you no fees, I suppose?

Well, no, he did not.

Then now to my second question, sir, Woolley went on, tapping with his fingers on the table. But try as he might, he could not quite rise to the old level of superiority, he could not drive the flush from his cheek or still his pulse. What is your daughters answer? From something which has passed between us I conclude it to be unfavourable to me.

Indeed? the doctor said, looking at him blankly.

But, favourable or unfavourable, Woolley continued, I must have it betimes. You bade me go away and give her a month to think over it. I have done so, and I am back. Now I ask, What is her answer?

Well, the doctor said, rubbing his hands in great perplexity, I have not  I am not sure that I am prepared to say. You must give me a little more time  indeed you must. Let us say until the day after to-morrow. I will sound her and give you a decisive answer then  after breakfast, and here if you like.

The suitor restrained himself. He longed to reject the proposal. But he did love her in his way, and at the sound of her fathers uncertain utterance hope began to tell her flattering tale. Very well! he said. But you understand, I hope, he continued, his manner curiously made up of shame and defiance, the alternative, sir? If I am not to be allied to you, it will no longer suit me to have my money tied up here, and I must have it  the sooner the better.

Well, well, the poor doctor said testily, we will talk about that, Woolley, when the time comes.

There seemed to be nothing more to say. Yet Woolley lingered by the table, fingering the things on it without looking up. Perhaps an impulse to withdraw his threat and end the interview more kindly was working in him. If so, however, he crushed it down, and presently he took himself off. When his step ceased to sound in the passage the doctor drew a sigh of relief.

It has been said that travellers along the moorland road which passes near the Old Hall  a road once frequented, but now little trodden, save by tramps  that travellers along it see nothing of the house. The house lies below the surface. In like manner a visitor arriving at the Old Hall itself during the next thirty-six hours would have observed nothing strange, though there was so much below the surface. The assistant contrived to be abroad at his work during the greater part of the intervening day. He judged that love-making would help him little now. The doctor rubbed his hands and talked fast to preserve appearances; and Pleasance as well as her suitor seemed to regret their joint outbreak. She was civil to him, if somewhat cold. So that when he knocked at the door of the little room  after a sleepless night in which he had pondered long how he should act at the coming interview  he had some hopes. He was feeling almost amiable.

The doctor was seated behind his table, Pleasance on a chair in the one small window recess. With three people in it the room looked more like a well than ever. With three people? Nay, with four. Woolley shut the door behind him very softly and set his teeth. For behind the doctor stood the tall gentleman.

The assistant smiled viciously. He was not prepared for this, but his nerves were strung to-day. A trick? he said, looking from one to another. Very well. I know what to do. I can guess what my answer is to be, doctor, and need scarcely stay to hear it. Shall I go?

No! no! the doctor replied, hurriedly. He was distressed and perturbed, perhaps by the menace which underlay the others words. As for the tall gentleman, he gazed gravely over his beard, while Pleasance looked through the window, her face hot. No, no, I have something to say which affects you. And this gentleman here  

Has he anything to say? the assistant retorted, eyeing his antagonist. I am ready to hear it  before I take out a warrant against him for attempting to commit suicide. It is punishable with a considerable imprisonment, my friend!

I am no friend of yours, was the strangers reply, given very gravely. You do not know me, Edgar Woolley.

The assistant started. It was the first time he had heard the tall gentlemans voice, and for a breathing space, while the looked two on one another, he seemed to be racking his memory. But he got no result, and he retorted with a bitter laugh, No, I do not know you. Nor you me  yet!

Yes, I do, was the unexpected answer. Too well!

Bah! Woolley exclaimed, though it was evident that he was ill at ease. Let us have an end of these heroics! If you have anything to say, say it.

I will, the tall gentleman answered. He was still quiet, but there was a glitter in his eyes. I have already outlined my story, now I must ask Dr. Partridge to hear it more at length. Many years ago there was a young man, almost a boy, employed in the offices of a great firm in Liverpool  a poor boy, very poor, but of a good and an old family.

Woolleys smile of derision became fixed, so to speak. But he did not interrupt, and the other after a pause went on. This lad made the acquaintance of a medical student a little older than himself, and was led by him  I think he was weak and sensitive and easily led  into gambling. He lost more than he could pay. His mother was a widow, almost without means. To meet the debt, small as it was, would have ruined her.

The stranger paused again, overcome, it seemed, by painful memories. There was a flush on Woolleys brow. The girl sitting in the window, her hands clasped on her knees, turned so as to see more of the room. Now listen, the speaker continued, to what happened. One day this clerks friend, to whom the greater part of the money was due, came to the office at the luncheon hour and pressed him to pay. The other clerks were out. The two were alone together, and while they were alone there came in a client of the firm to pay some money. The lad took the money and gave a receipt. He had power to do so. The man left again, after telling them that he was starting to South America that evening. When he was gone  here his voice sank a little the friend made a suggestion. I think you know what it was.

No one spoke.

He suggested to the clerk to take this money and pay his debts with it  to steal it. The boy resisted for a time, but in the end, still telling himself he did not intend to steal it, he put it away in his desk and locked it up, and gave in no account of it. After that the issue was certain. A day came when, the other still pressing him and tempting him, he took the money and used it, and became a thief.

The silence in the little room was deep indeed. On Woolley a spell had fallen. He would have interrupted the man, but he could not.

Immediately after this, the speaker continued, those two parted. Within a week  for the man had not gone to South America  the theft was discovered. The boys employers were merciful  God reward them! They declined to prosecute; nay, they kept the matter secret, or as secret as it could be kept, and even found him work in their foreign office. He did not forget. He served them faithfully, and in the course of years he repaid the money with interest. Then  Gods ways are not our ways  strange news reached this clerk. Three distant kinsmen whom he had never seen had died within three months, and the last of them had left him a large property. The name and the honour  for the first time the tall gentlemans voice faltered of a great family had fallen upon his shoulders to wear and to uphold! And he was a thief!

You, he went on  and from this point he directly addressed the man who gazed at him from beyond the table you cannot enter into his feelings, nor understand them! It were folly to tell you that the remembrance that he had stained the honour and disgraced the name of his family poisoned his whole life. He tried  God knows he did  to make amends by a life of integrity, and while his mother lived he led that life. But he found no comfort in it. She died, and he lived on alone in the house of his family, and it may be  again his voice shook that he brooded overmuch on this matter, and came to take too morbid a view of it, to let it stand always between him and the sun. He stopped, and looked uncertainly about him.

Yes, yes! the doctor said. Pleasance had turned to the window, and was weeping softly. He did, indeed!

Be that as it may, he met one day the manager of the firm he had robbed, and he read in the mans eyes that he remembered. And if he, why not others? He went out then, and he formed a resolution. You can guess what that was. It was a wild, mad, perhaps a wicked resolution. But such as it was  an ancestor in sterner times, writing in a book which this man possessed, had said, Blood washes out shame!  such as it was he made it, and Heaven used it, and frustrated it in its own time. The lad, now a man, following blind chance, as he thought, was brought within a mile of this house  this one lonely house, of all others in England, in which you live. But it was not chance which led him, but Heavens own guiding, to the end that his, Valentine Waltons life, might be spared, and that you might be punished.

Woolley struggled to reply. But the thought which the others words expressed was in his mind also, and held him dumb. How had Walton been led to this house of all houses? Why had this forgotten sin risen up now? He stood awhile speechless, glaring at Walton; aware, bitterly aware, of what the listeners were thinking, and yet unable to say a word in his defence. Then with an effort he became himself again.

That is your version, is it? he said, with a jeering laugh which failed to hide the effect the story had produced upon him. You say you are a thief? It is not worth my while to contradict you. And now, if you please, we will descend from play-acting to business. You have been very kind in arranging this little scene, Dr. Partridge, and I am greatly obliged to you. I need only say that I shall take care to repay you to the last penny.

First, the doctor said mildly, yet with dignity, I should repay you what I owe you  if you really want your money now, that is.

Want it? Of course I do! was the fierce rejoinder. The mans nature was recovering from the shock, and in the rebound passion was getting the upper hand.

Very well, said the doctor firmly. Then here it is. He pushed aside a paper, and disclosed a small packet of notes and a pile of gold and silver. You will find the amount on that piece of paper, and it includes your salary for the next quarter in lieu of notice. When you have seen that it is correct I shall be glad to have your receipt, and we will close our connection.

The trapped man had one wish  to see them dead before him. But wishes go for little, and in his rage and chagrin he clung to a shred of pride. He would not own that he had been outgeneralled. He sat down and wrote the quittance. The first pen  it was a quill  would not write. He jabbed it violently on the table, and flung it with an oath into the fireplace. But the next served him.

You have lent this money, I suppose, he said, looking at Walton as he rose. More fool you! You will never be repaid.

He did not turn to Pleasance or look at her. He had come into the room hoping to win her in spite of all. He went out  a stranger. Not even their eyes had met. He had lost her, and revenge, and everything, save his money.



CHAPTER IV

Within doors a bedroom, littered and dismantled, showed a pile of luggage stacked in the middle of the floor. Without was a grey cloudy sky, such as we sometimes have in June, and a nipping east wind that blew roughly; a wind almost visible to the man moodily gnawing his nails at the window. He found no comfort within or without, in the past or the future. Behind him he had a retrospect of humiliation, of vain hopes and ambitions; before him no prospect but that dreary one of starting afresh in a new place among new people, unfriended, save by three thousand and odd pounds. It had come to this.

D  n him! he whispered between his clenched teeth. It was no formal expletive. He meant it  every letter of it.

By and by he turned from the window, and his eyes fell on a small article lying on the dressing-table. It was almost the only thing, save a stout walking-stick, which he had not packed up. It was a pistol. He had hit on it the day before in a dark nook behind the medicine bottles in the surgery; and finding it in good condition, with one barrel of the two undischarged, he had had no difficulty in conjecturing whose it was and how it came there. No doubt it was Waltons, the pistol with which he had shot himself  as indeed it was. Nickson had brought it to the doctor, and the latter with a natural distaste had thrust it into the first out-of-the-way place which lay ready to his hand.

This piece of evidence Woolley presently put in his pocket, and taking his stick left the room; leaving it, as he knew, for good, and not without a last bitter glance round the place where he had slept, and schemed, and hoped for two years. He went down the stairs, and through the house to the back door, seeing no one except Daniel, who was rubbing down the mare in the yard. To the surgeons fancy the house, as he passed through it, seemed abnormally still; as if in the hush and silence which fall upon a house in the afternoon it awaited something  as if it knew that something strange was in the air, and all the stones were saying Hist!

Shaking off this feeling, the surgeon took a back path, which, passing through the shrubbery, came into the main drive near the white gate. From that point the track mounted between the bracken-covered flanks of the ravine until it emerged on the crown of the moor. In one place both path and glen turned at a sharp angle, and Woolley at this corner happened to lift his eyes. He stopped short with an exclamation. Before him, strolling slowly along in the same direction as himself, with his hands behind him and his eyes on the path, was the tall gentleman  Walton.

Ah! Woolley whispered to himself, hating the other the more for falling in his way now, the devil take you for a mooning lunatic! I would like to give you in charge here, and this minute, and swear you were going to try it again!

He laughed grimly at this, his first thought; a natural thought enough, since his intention at starting had been to swear an information against Walton, and get him locked up if possible; at any rate, to cause him as much vexation as he could. But that first natural thought led to another which drove the blood from his cheek and kindled an unholy fire in his eyes. That revenge was a poor one. But was there not another within his grasp? What if Walton were found lying on the path shot and dead, his own pistol beside him?

Ah! what then? What would people say? Would they not say  would not Nickson be ready to swear that the madman had done it again, and with more thoroughness? Woolleys hand closed convulsively on the butt of the weapon in his pocket. One barrel of it was still loaded. No one had seen him take it. No one knew that he knew of its existence. Would not even the doctor conclude that Walton had repossessed himself of it, and in some temporary return of his moody aberration had used it  this time with fatal effect?

The perspiration stood on the tempted mans brow. Though the wind was blowing keenly, and a wrack of white clouds was sweeping over his head, the glen seemed to grow close and confined, roofed in by a leaden sky. It is a devils thought! he muttered, his eyes on the figure before him, a devils thought! At that moment there could be no question with him of the existence of a devil. He felt him at his elbow tempting him, promising revenge and impunity.

No! Not that! He rather gasped the words than said them, yet gasped them aloud, the more thoroughly to convince himself that he did reject the idea. Not that!

No, not that. Yet he began to walk on at a pace which must bring him up with the other. His brain too dwelt on the ease and safety with which he might carry out the scheme. He remembered that before he turned the corner he had looked back and seen no one. Therefore for some minutes he was secure from interruption from behind. All round the ravine he could command the sky-line. There was one no visible. He and Walton were alone. And he was overtaking Walton.

The latter heard him walking behind him, and turned and stopped. He showed no surprise on discovering who his follower was, but spoke as if he had eyes in his back, and had watched him drawing gradually nearer. I have been waiting for you, Woolley, he said. I thought I should meet you.

Did you? Woolley said softly, eying him in a curious fashion, and himself very pale.

Yes, I wanted to say this to you. There the tall gentleman paused and looked down, prodding the turf with his stick. He seemed to find a difficulty in going on. It is this, he continued at last. I have done you a mischief here, acting honestly, and doing only what seemed to me to be right. But I have harmed you  that is the fact  and I am anxious to know that you will not leave here a hardened man  a worse man than I found you.

Thank you, the other said. His lips were dry, and he moistened them with his tongue. But he did not take his eyes from Waltons face.

If you will let me know, the tall gentleman continued haltingly  he was still intent upon the ground what your plans are, I will see if I can further them. Until lately I thought you had spoiled my life, and I bore you malice for it. I would have done you what harm I could. Now  

Yes?

I think  I trust it may not be so. I have dwelt too much on that old affair. I hope to begin a new life now.

With her?

The tall gentleman looked up, as if the other had struck him. There was menace in the tone, and menace more dreadful in the face and gleaming eyes which he found confronting him. You fool! Woolley hissed  passion in the calmness of his voice  and he took a step nearer to the other. You fool, to come and tell me this!  to come and taunt me! You help me! You pardon me! You will not leave me worse than you found me! Ay, but you will! His voice rose. A wicked smile nickered on his lips. His eyes still dwelling on the others face, he drew the pistol slowly from his pocket and levelled it at Waltons head. You will, for I  am going  to kill you.

Walton heard the click of the hammer as it rose. For a second, during which his tongue refused obedience, he tasted of the bitterness of the cup which he had held to his own lips. It flashed across him, as his heart gave a bound and stood still, that this was his punishment. Then he recovered himself.

Not before that child! he said coolly. He forced his eyes to quit the dark muzzle which threatened him and to glance aside.

There was no one there, but Woolley turned to look, and in an instant Walton sprang upon him, and, knocking up the pistol with his stick, closed with him. The one loaded barrel exploded in the air, and the men went writhing and stumbling to and fro, Woolley striking savagely at the others face with the muzzle of the pistol. The taller man contented himself with parrying these attacks, while he clutched Woolleys left wrist with his disengaged hand.

Presently they were down in a heap together. Then they rose and drew apart, breathless and dishevelled, but there remained unnoticed on the ground between them a tiny white object, a small packet about the size of a letter. It was very light, for in the twinkling of an eye the wind turned it over and over, and carried it three or four paces away.

You villain! Walton gasped, trembling with excitement. His nerves were shaken as much by the narrowness of his escape as by the struggle. You would have murdered me!

I would! the other said, with vengeful emphasis, and the two men stood a moment glaring at one another. Meanwhile the wind, toying with the white packet, rolled it slowly along the path; then, getting under it at a place where a break in the ridge produced an eddy, it began to hoist it merrily up the slope. At this point Waltons eye, straying for a second from his opponent, alighted on it.

Just then Woolley spoke. You have had a lucky escape! he said, with a reckless gesture, half menace, half farewell. Good-bye! Dont come across my path again, or you will fail to come off so easily. And dont  dont, you fool! he added, returning in a fresh fit of anger when he had already turned his back, pat a man on the head when you have got him down, or he will  

He stopped short, his hand at his breast pocket. For a moment, while his face underwent a marvellous change, he searched frantically in the pocket, in other pockets. My notes! he panted. They were here! Where are they? Then a dreadful expression of rage and suspicion distorted his features, and he advanced on Walton, his hands outstretched. What have you done with them? he cried, scarcely able to articulate. Where are they?

There! the other answered sternly. He pointed to a little space of clear turf halfway up the slope. On this the white packet could be seen fluttering gently over and over. There! But if you are not pretty quick, you villain, you will pay a heavy price for this business!

With an oath Woolley turned and started up the hill, the tall man watching his exertions with grim satisfaction. The pursuer speedily overtook the notes, but to gain possession of them was a different matter. Three times he stooped to clutch them, and three times a mischievous gust swept them away. Then he tripped and fell, and his hat tumbled off, and his oaths flew freely on the breeze.

Altogether it was not a dignified retreat, but it was a very characteristic one. The last time Walton got a glimpse of him, he was on the crown of the hill. He was still running, bent double with his face to the ground, and his hand outstretched. Walton never saw him again.

The latter, getting back to the house unnoticed, said nothing for the time of what had happened. But at night before he went to bed he told the doctor. He ought to go to prison! the latter said sternly. He was shocked beyond measure.

So ought I, said Walton, if it is to come to prisons.

Pish!

A little word, but it cheered the tall gentleman, who, notwithstanding his escape, stood in need of cheering. He had not seen Pleasance since she had escaped from the room after hearing his explanation. She might have taken his story in many different ways, and he was anxious to know in which way she had taken it. But all day she had not shown herself. Even at dinner the doctor apologised for her absence. She is not very well, he said. She was a little upset this morning. And of course the tall gentleman accepted the excuse with a heavy heart, and presaged the worst.

But dressing next morning he caught sight of Pleasance on the lawn. She was walking with her father  talking to him earnestly, as Walton could see. Apparently she was urging him to some course of action, and the doctor, with his hands under his coattails, was assenting with a poor grace.

When Walton descended, however, they were already seated at breakfast, and nothing was said during the meal either of this prelude or of what was in their minds. But presently, when the doctor rose, he had something to say. It was something which it went against the grain to say; for he walked to the door  they were breakfasting in the hall, and it stood open  and looked out as if he had more mind to fly than speak. But he returned suddenly, and sat down with a bump.

Mr. Walton, he said, his florid face more florid than usual, I think there is something I ought to tell you. I do not think that I can repay you the money you have advanced. And the place is not worth it. What am I to do?

Do? the other said, looking up. Take another cup of tea, as I am doing, and think no more about it.

That is impossible, Pleasance cried impulsively. She turned red the next instant, under the tall gentlemans eyes. She had not meant to interfere.

Indeed! he said, rising from his chair. Then please listen to me. There came to a certain house a man who had been a thief.

No! she said firmly.

A man hopeless and despairing.

No.

Alas! yes, he answered, shaking his head soberly. These are facts.

No, no, no! she cried. There were tears in her eyes. I do not want to hear. I care nothing for facts!

You will not hear me?

No!

Something in her face, her voice, the pose of her figure told him the truth. If you will not listen to me, he said, leaning with both hands on the table and speaking in a voice scarcely audible to the doctor, I will not say what I was going to propose. If I must be repaid, I must. But you must repay me, Pleasance. Will you?

The doctor did not wait to hear the answer. He found the open door very convenient. He got away and to horse with a lighter heart than he had carried under his waistcoat for months. He felt no great doubt about the answer; and indeed all that June morning, which was by good luck as fine as the preceding one had been gloomy, while he rode from house to house with an unprofessional smile on his lips and in his eyes, the two left at home walked up and down the lawn in the sunshine, planning the life which lay before them, and of which every day was to be as cloudless as this day. A hundred times they passed and repassed the old sundial, but it was nothing to them. Lovers count only the hours when the sun does not shine.


THE COLONELS BOY

A stranger, coming upon the Colonel as he sat in the morning-room of the club and read his newspaper with an angelic smile, would have sought for another copy of the paper and searched its columns with pleasant anticipations. But I knew better. I knew that the Colonel, though he had put on his glasses and was pretending to cull the news, was only doing what I believe he did after lunch and after dinner, and after he got into bed, and at every one of those periods when the old campaigner, with a care for his digestion and his conscience, selects some soothing matter for meditation. He was thinking of his boy; and I went up to him and smacked him on the shoulder. Well, Colonel, I said, how is Jim?

Hallo! Why, its Jolly Joe Bratton! he replied, dropping his glasses, and gripping my hand tightly  for we did not ride and tie at Inkerman for nothing. The very man I wanted to see.

And Jim, Colonel? How is the boy? I asked.

Oh, just as fit as a  a middy on shore! he answered, speaking cheerfully, yet, it seemed to me, with an effort; so that I wondered whether anything was wrong with the boy  a little bill or some small indiscretion, such as might be pardoned in as fine a lad as ever stepped, with a six-months-old commission, a new uniform, and a station fifty minutes from London. But come, the Colonel continued before I could make my comment, you have lunched, Joe? Will you take a turn?

To be sure, I said; on one condition  that you let Kitty give you a cup of tea afterwards.

That is a bargain! he answered. And we went into the hall. Every one knows the Junior United hall. I had taken down my hat, and was stepping back from the rack, when some one coming downstairs two at a time  that is the worst of having any one under field rank in a club  hit me sharply with his elbow. Perhaps my coat fits a bit tightly round the waist nowadays, and perhaps not; any way, I particularly object to being poked in the back  it may be a fad, or it may not  and I turned round and cried Confound  

I did not say any more, for I saw who had done it. My gentleman stammered a confused apology, and taking a letter which it seemed I had knocked out of his hand, from the Colonel, who had politely picked it up, he passed into the morning-room with a red face. Clumsy scoundrel! I said, but not so loudly that he could hear.

Hallo! the Colonel exclaimed, standing still, and looking at me.

Well? I said, perhaps rather testily. What is the matter?

You are not on very good terms with young Farquhar, then?

I am not on any terms at all with him, I answered grumpily.

The Colonel whistled. Indeed! he said, looking down at me with a kind of wistfulness in his eyes; Dick is tall, and I am  well, I was up to standard once. I thought  that is, Jim told me  that he was a good deal about your house, Joe. And I rather gathered that he was making up to Kitty, dont you know.

You did, did you? I grunted. Well, perhaps he was, and perhaps he wasnt. Any way, she is not for him. And he would not take an answer, the young whipper-snapper! I continued, giving my anger a little vent, and feeling all the better for it. He came persecuting her, if you want to know. And I had to show him the door.

I think I never saw a man  certainly on the steps of the Junior United  look more pleased than the Colonel looked at that moment. Gad! he said, Then Jim will have a chance?

Ho! ho! I answered, chuckling. The wind sets in that quarter, does it? A chance? I should think he would have a chance, Colonel!

And you would not object?

Object? I said. Why, it would make me the happiest man in the world, Dick. Are we not the oldest friends? And I have only Kitty and you have only Jim. Why, it is  it is just Inkerman over again!

Really it was, and we stumped down the steps in great delight. Only I felt a little anxious about Kittys answer, for though I had a suspicion that her affections were inclined in the right direction, I could not be sure. The young soldier might not have won her heart as he had mine: so that I was still more pleased when the Colonel informed me that he believed Jim intended to put it to the test this very afternoon.

She is at home, I said, standing still.

Ha! ha! ha! he responded, taking my arm to lead me on.

But I declined to move. Ill tell you what, I said it is a quarter to four; if Jim has not popped the question by now, he is not the man I think him. Let us go home, Colonel, and hear the news.

He demurred a little, but I had him in a hansom in the time it takes to blow Lights out, and we were bowling along Piccadilly in two minutes more. Suddenly he uttered an exclamation, and, following the direction of his hand, I was in time to catch a glimpse of Jims face  no others  as he shot past us in a cab going eastwards. It left us in no doubt, for the lads cheeks were flushed and his eyes shining, and as he swept by and saw us, he raised his hat with a gesture of triumph.

Gad! the Colonel exclaimed, Ill bet a guinea he has kissed her! Happy dog!

Tra! la! la! I answered. I dare swear we shall not find Kitty in tears.

The words were scarcely out of my mouth when the cab swerved to one side, throwing me against my companion. I heard our driver shout, and caught sight of a bareheaded man mixed up with the near shaft. The next moment we gave a lurch and stopped, and a crowd came round us. The Colonel was the first out, but I joined him as quickly as I could. I do not think he is much hurt, sir, I heard the policeman say. He is drunk, I fancy. Come, old chap, pull yourself together, he continued, giving a shake to the grey-haired man whom he and a bystander were supporting. There, hold up now. Here is your hat. You are all right.

And sure enough the man, whose red nose and shabby attire lent probability to the policemans charge, managed when left to himself to keep his balance; but with some wavering. Hallo! he muttered, looking uncertainly upon the crowd round him. Is my son here to take me home? Isaac? Where is Isaac?

Hes one part shaken, the policeman said, viewing him with an air of experience. And three parts drunk. He had better go to the station.

Where do you live? the Colonel asked.

Greek Street, Soho, number twenty-seven, top floor  this was answered glibly enough. And Ill tell you what, the man added with a drunken hiccough and a reel which left him on the policemans shoulder if any gentleman will take another gentleman home, I will make him rich beyond the dreams of avarice. Ill present him his weight in gold. That I will. His weight in gold!

I think   the Colonel began, turning and meeting my eye.

His weight in gold! murmured the drunken man.

Quite so! I said, accepting the Colonels unspoken suggestion. We will see him home, policeman. And paying our cabman, I hailed a crawling four-wheeler, into which the officer bundled our man. We got in, and in a moment were jolting eastwards at a snails pace.

Perhaps we might have sent some one with him, the Colonel said, looking at me apologetically.

Not at all! I answered. I have no doubt that we both had the same feeling, that, happy ourselves, it behooved us to do a good turn to this poor wretch, whose shaking hands and tattered clothes showed that he had almost reached the bottom of the hill. I have seen more than one brother officer, once as gallant a lad as Jim, brought as low; and, perhaps, but for Providence, old Joe Bratton himself  But there, it may have been some such thought as this, or it may have been an extra glass of sherry at lunch, made us take the man home. We did it; and the Lord only knows why fellows do things  good or bad.

Hauling out our charge at the door of twenty-seven, we guided him up the dingy stairs, the gibberish which he never ceased to repeat about the dreams of avarice and our weight in gold sounding ten times as absurd on the common stairs of this dirty tenth-rate lodging-house. The attic gained, he straightened himself, and, winking at us with drunken gravity, he laid his hand upon the latch of one of the doors. You shall see  what you shall see! he muttered, and throwing open the door he stumbled into the room. The Colonel raised his eyebrows in a protest against our folly, but entered after him, and I followed.

We found only one person in the garret, which was as miserable and poverty-stricken as a room could be; and he rose and faced us with an exclamation of anger. He was a young fellow, twenty years old perhaps, of middle size, sallow and dark-eyed; to my thinking half-starved. The drunken man seemed unaware of his feelings, however; for he balanced himself on the floor between us, and waved his hand towards him.

Here you are, gentlemen! he cried. Im a man of my word! Let me introduce you! My son, Isaac Gold. Did not I tell you? Present you  your weight in gold  or nearly so!

Father! the lad said, eyeing him gloomily, go and lie down.

Great joke! Your weight in gold, gentlemen!

Your father was knocked down by a cab, the Colonel said quietly, and finding that he was not able to take care of himself we brought him home.

The young man looked at us furtively, but he did not answer. Instead, he took his father by the arm and forced him gently to a mattress which lay in one corner, half hidden by a towel-rail  the latter bearing a shirt, evidently home-washed and hung out to dry. Twice the old fool started up muttering the same rubbish; but the third time he went off into a heavy sleep. There was something pitiful to my eyes in the boys patience with him: so that when the lad turned to us at last, and, with eyes which resented our presence, bade us begone if we had satisfied our curiosity, I was not surprised that the Colonel held his ground. I am afraid you are badly off, he said gently.

Whats that to you? was the others insolent reply. Do you want to be paid for your services?

Steady! steady, my lad! I put in. You get nothing by that.

I think I know you, the Colonel continued, regarding him steadily. There was a charge preferred against you, or some one of your name, a few weeks ago, of personating a candidate at the examination for commissions in the army. The charge failed, I know.

The young mans colour rose as the Colonel spoke. But his manner indicated rather triumph than shame, and his dark eyes sparkled with malice as he retorted: It failed? Yes, you are right there. You have been in the army yourself, I dare say?

I have, the Colonel said gravely.

An honourable profession, is it not? the lad continued in a tone of mockery. How many of your young friends, do you think, pass in honestly? It is a competitive examination, too, mind you. And how many do you think employ me  me  to pass for them?

You should be ashamed to boast of it, the Colonel replied, if you are not afraid.

And what should they be? Tell me that!

They are mean fellows, whoever they are.

So! so! You think so! the young man laughed triumphantly. And then all at once the light seemed to die out of his clever face, and I saw before me only a half-starved lad, with his shabby clerks coat buttoned up to his throat to hide the want of a shirt. The same change was visible, I think, to the Colonels eye; for he looked at me and muttered something about the cab. Understanding that he wanted a word with the young fellow alone, I went to the window and for a moment or so pretended to gaze through its murky panes. When I turned, the two men were talking by the door; the drunken father was snoring behind his improvised screen; and on a painted deal table beside me I remarked the one and only article of luxury in the room  a small soiled album. With a grunt I threw it open. It disclosed the portraits of two lads, simpering whiskerless faces, surmounting irreproachable dog-collars and sporting pins. I turned a page and came on two more bearing a family resemblance in features, dog-collars, and pins to the others. I turned again with a pish! and a pshaw! and found a vacant place, and opposite it  a portrait of Jim!

I stared at it for a moment in unthinking wonder, and then in a twinkling it flashed across me what these portraits were, and above all, what this portrait of Jim, placed in this scoundrels album meant. I remembered how anxious the Colonel had been as the lads examination drew near; how bitterly he had denounced the competitive system, and vowed a dozen times a day that, what with pundits and crammers and young officers who should have been girls and gone to Girton, the service was going to the dogs. To the dogs, do you hear me, sir! And then I recalled his great relief when the boy came out quite high up; and the change which had at once taken place in his sentiments. We must move with the times, sir; it is no good running your head against a brick wall! We must move with the times, begad! and so forth. And  well, I let fall a pretty strong word, at which the Colonel turned.

What is it, Major? he said. But, seeing me standing motionless by the window, he turned again and spoke to the young man beside him. Well, think about it, and let me know at that address. Now, he continued, advancing towards me, what is it, Joe?

What is what? I said. I had shut the album by this time, and was standing between him and the table on which it lay. I do not know why  perhaps it came of the kindness he had been doing  but I noticed in a way I had never noticed before what a fine figure of a man, tall and straight, my old comrade still was. And a bit of a dimness, such as I have experienced once or twice lately when I have taken a third glass of sherry at lunch, came over my sight. Confound it! I said.

What is it? he asked.

Something in my eye!

Let me get it out, he said  always the kindest fellow under the sun.

No! Ill get it out myself! I snarled like a bear with a sore head. And, without stopping to explain I plunged out of the room and down the stairs. The Colonel, wondering no doubt what was the matter with me, followed more at his leisure, after pausing to say a last word to the young rascal at the door, whom I had not had the patience to speak to: so that I had already closed a warm dispute with the cabman, by sending him off with a flea in his ear and his fare to a sixpence, when the Colonel overtook me.

What is up, Joe? he asked, laying his hand on my shoulder.

That d  d dizziness came over me again. But there, I have always said the 73 sherry at the club is not sound. I do not feel quite up to the mark, I continued with truth. I think I will go home alone, Colonel  for to-day, if you do not mind.

I do mind, he said stoutly. You may want an arm. But somehow I made it clear to him that I would rather go alone, and that the walk would do me good, and he got into a hansom at last and drove off, his grey moustache and fine old nose peering at me round the side of the cab, until a corner hid him altogether.

I walked on a few paces, waving my umbrella cheerfully. Then I stopped, and, retracing my steps, I mounted the staircase of twenty-seven, and without parley opened the door. The young fellow we had left was pacing the floor, turning over in his mind, I fancied, what the Colonel had said to him. He stood still on seeing me, and then glanced round the room. Have you forgotten anything? he said.

Nothing, young man, I answered. I want to ask you a question.

You can ask, he replied, eyeing me askance.

That album, I said, pointing to it it contains, I suppose, the photographs of the people you have been employed to personate?

Possibly.

But does it?

I did not know, he said slowly, the most provoking manner, that I had to do with a detective. What is the charge?

There is no charge, I answered, keeping my temper really admirably. But I have seen the face of a friend of mine in that book, and Ill in a word, Ill be hanged, young man, if I dont learn all about it! I continued. All  do you hear? So there! Now, out with it, and do not keep me waiting, you young rascal!

He only whistled and stared; and finding I was getting a little warm, I took out my handkerchief, and wiping my forehead, sat down, the thought of the Colonels grief taking all the strength out of me. Look here, I said in a different tone, Ill take back what I have just said, and I give you my word of honour I do not want to harm the  the gentleman. But I have seen his portrait, and, if I know no more, must think the worse. Now I will give you a ten-pound note if you will answer three questions.

He shook his head; but I saw that he wavered. I did not show you the portrait, he said. If you have seen it, that is your business. I will name no names.

I want none, I answered. I threw open the album at the tell-tale photograph, and laid my shaky finger on the face. Was this sent to you that you might personate the original?

He nodded.

From what place?

He considered a moment. Then he said reluctantly: From Frome, in Somerset, I believe.

Last year?

He nodded. Alas! Jim had been at a crammers near Frome. Jim had passed his examination during the last year. I took out the money and gave it to the man; and a minute later I was standing in the street with a sentence common enough at mess in the old days, ringing in my ears: Refer it to the Colonel! He is the soul of honour.

The soul of honour! Ay! And what would he think of this? The soul of honour! And his son, his son Jim, had done this! I walked through the streets, lost in amazement. I had loved the boy right well myself, and was ready to choke on my own account when I thought of him. But his father  I knew that his father was wrapped up in him. His father had been a mother to him as well, and that for years  had bought him toys as a lad, and furnished his quarters later with things of which only a mother would have thought. It would kill his father.

I wiped my forehead as I thought of this and put my latchkey into the door in Pont Street. I walked in with a heavy sigh  I do not know that I ever entered with so sad a heart  and the next moment, with a flutter of skirts, Kitty was out of the dining-room, where I do not doubt she had been watching for me, and in my arms. Before Heaven! until I saw her I had not thought of her  I had never considered her at all in connection with this matter! No, nor how I should deal with her, until I heard her say, with her face on my shoulder, and her eyes looking into mine: Oh, father, father, I am happy! Be the first to wish me joy.

Wish her joy! I could not. I could only mutter, Wait, girl  wait, wait! and lead her into the dining-room, and, turning my back on her, go to the window and look out  though for all I saw I might have had my head in a soot-bag. She was alarmed of course  but to save her that I could not face her. She came after me and clung to my arm, asking me again and again what it was.

Nothing, nothing, I said. There  wait a minute; dont you know that I shall lose you?

Father, she said, trying to look into my face, it is not that. You know you will not lose me! There is something else the matter. There is something you are hiding from me! Ah! Jim went in a cab, and  

Jim is all right. I answered, feeling her hand fall from my arm. In that way at any rate.

Then I am not afraid, she answered stoutly, if you and Jim are all right.

Look here, Kitty, I said, making up my mind, sit down, I want to talk to you.

And she did sit down, and I told her all. With some girls it might not have been the best course; but Kitty is not like most of the girls I meet nowadays  of whom one half are blue stockings, with no more fitness for the duties of wives and mothers than the statuettes in a shop window, and the other half are misses in white muslin, who are always giggling pertly or sitting with their thumbs in their mouths. Kitty is a companion, a helpmeet, God bless her! She knows that Wellington did not fight at Blenheim, and she does not think that Lucknow is in the Crimea. She knows so much, though she knows no Greek and she loves dancing  her very eyes dance at the thought of it. But she would rather sit at home with the man she loves than waltz at Marlborough House. And if she has not learned a little fortification on the sly, and does not know how many men stand between Jim and his company  I am a Dutchman! Lord! when I see a man marry a doll with a pretty face  not that Kitty has not a pretty face, and a sweet one too, no thanks to her father  I wonder whether he has considered what it will be to sit opposite my lady at, say, twenty thousand nine hundred meals on an average! That is the test, sir.

So I told Kitty all, and the way she took it showed me that I was right. What? she exclaimed, when I had finished the story, to which she had listened, with her face turned from me, and her arm on the mantelpiece, is that all, father?

My dear, I said sadly, you do not understand. I remembered how often I had heard  and sometimes noticed  that womens ideas of honour differ from mens.

Understand! she retorted, turning upon me, fiery hot. I understand that you think Jim has done this mean, miserable, wretched thing. Father, she continued, with sudden gravity, and she laid both her hands on my shoulders, so that her brave eyes looked into my eyes, if three people came to you and told you that I had gone into your bedroom and taken money from the cash-box in your cupboard to pay a bill of mine, and that when I had done it I had kept it from you, and told stories about it  if three, four, five people told you that they had seen me do it, would you believe them?

No, Kitty, I said, smiling against my will, not though five angels told me so, my dear. I know you too well.

And, sir, though five angels told me this, I would not believe it! Do you think I do not know him  and love him?

And the foolish girl, who had begun to waltz round the room like a mad thing, stopped and looked at me with tears in her eyes and her lips quivering.

I could not but take some comfort from her confidence.

True, I said. The Colonel brought him up, and it seems hardly possible that the lad should turn out so bad. But the photograph, my girl  the photograph? What do you say to that? It was Jim, I swear. I could not be mistaken. There could not be another so like him.

There is no one like him, she said softly.

Very well. And then I have noticed that he has been in bad spirits lately. Im afraid  Im afraid a bad conscience, my dear.

You dear old donkey! she answered, shaking me with both her hands. That was about me. He has told me all that. He thought Mr. Farquhar  Mr. Farquhar, indeed!

Oh, that was it, was it? I said. Well, that may account for his depression. But look you here, Kitty; was he not rather nervous about his examination?

A little, she answered with reluctance.

And, nonetheless, did he not come out pretty high?

Seventeenth. Thirteen thousand four hundred and twenty-six marks, Kitty replied glibly.

Just so! And if he had failed he would have suffered in your eyes?

Not a scrap. And, besides, he did not fail, she retorted.

But he may have thought he would suffer, I answered, if he failed. That would be a sharp temptation, Kitty.

She did not reply at once. She was busy rolling up a ribbon of her frock into the smallest possible compass, and unrolling it again. At last  it was clear I had made her think  

I know he did not do it, she said, but that is all I do know. I cannot prove to you that white is not black; but it is not, and I know it is not.

Well, my dear, I hope you are right, I answered. And it cheered me to find that she held him worthy of confidence.

She promised readily to let me have the first word with the lad when he called next day. And as for undertaking to have nothing more to do with him if the charge proved to be true, she made nothing of that  because, as she said, it meant nothing.

A Jim who had done that would not be my Jim at all, she explained gaily, but quite a different Jim  a James, sir.

Certainly, a girls faith is a wonderful thing. And hers so far affected me that I regretted I had not taken a bolder course, and, showing the photograph to the Colonel, had the whole thing threshed out on the spot. Possibly I might have saved myself a very wretched hour or two. But no; on second thoughts I could not see how the boy could be innocent. I could not help piecing the evidence together  the damning evidence, as it seemed to me; the certain identity of Jim with the original of the photograph, the arrival of the latter from Frome, where the lad had spent the last weeks previous to his examination, the fears he had expressed before the ordeal, and his success beyond his hopes at it; these things seemed almost conclusive. I had only the boys character, his fathers training, and his sweethearts faith, to set against them.

His sweethearts faith, did I say? Ah, well! when I came down to breakfast next morning, whom should I find in tears  and she, as a rule, the most equable girl in the world  but Kitty.

Hallo! I said. What is all this?

At the sound of my voice she sprang to her feet. She had been kneeling by the fireplace groping with her hands inside the fender. Her cheeks were crimson, and she was crying  yes, certainly crying, although she tried by a hasty dab of the flimsy thing she calls a pocket-handkerchief to remove the traces.

Well! I said, for she was dumb. What is it, my dear?

I have  torn up a letter, she answered, a little sob dividing the sentence into two.

So I see, I answered dryly. And now, I suppose, you are sorry for it.

It was a horrid letter, father, she cried, her eyes shining like electric lamps in a shower about Jim.

Indeed, I said, with a very nasty feeling inside me. What about Jim? And why did you tear it up, my dear? One half of it, I should say, has gone into the fire.

It was from  a woman! she answered.

And presently she told me that the letter, which was unsigned, asserted that Jim had played with the affections of the writer, and warned Kitty to be on her guard against him, and not to be a party to the wrong he was doing an innocent girl.

Pooh! I said, with a contemptuous laugh. That cock will not fight, my dear. It has been tried over and over again. You do not mean to say that that has made you cry? Why, if so, you are  you are just as big a fool as any girl I know.

In truth, I was surprised to find Kittys faith in her lover, which had been proof against a charge made on the best of evidence, fail before an unsigned accusation  because, forsooth, it mentioned a woman. What postmark did it bear? I asked.

Frome, she murmured.

That was certainly odd  very odd. Pretty devilments I knew those fellows at crammers were up to sometimes. Could it be that we were mistaken in Master Jim, as I have once or twice known a lads family to be mistaken in him? Was he all the time an out-and-out bad one? Or had he some enemy at Frome plotting against his happiness? This seemed most unlikely and absurd besides; since we had lit upon Isaac Gold by a chance, and on the portrait by a chance within a chance, and no enemy, however acute  not Machiavelli himself  could have foreseen the rencontre or arranged the circumstances which had led me to the photograph. Therefore, though the anonymous letter might be the work of an ill-wisher, I did not see how the other could be. However, I gathered up the few fragments of writing which had escaped the fire, and put them aside, to serve, if need be, for evidence.

On one thing I was making up my mind, however  I must put an end to the matter between Jim and my girl unless he could clear himself of these suspicions  when what should I hear but his voice, and his fathers, in the hall. There is something in the sound of a familiar voice which so recalls our knowledge of the speaker that I know nothing which pierces the cloud of doubt more thoroughly. At any rate, when the two came in, I jumped up and gave a hand to each. Behind Jims back one might suspect him: confronted by his open eyes, and his brown, honest, boyish face  well, by the Lord! I could as soon suspect my old comrade, God bless him!

Jim, I found myself saying, his hand in mine, and every one of my prudent resolutions gone to the wind, Jim, my boy, I am a happy man. Take her and be good to her, and God bless you! No, Colonel, no, I continued in desperate haste, I do not ask a question. Let the lad take her. If your son cannot be trusted no one can. There, I am glad that is settled.

I verily believe I was almost blubbering; and though I said only what I should have said if this confounded matter had never arisen, I let drop, it seems, enough to set the Colonel questioning, for in five minutes I had told him the whole story of the photograph.

It was pleasant to observe his demeanour. Though he never for a moment lost his faith in Jim  mind, he had not seen the portrait  and his eyes continued to shoot little glances of confidence at his son, he drew back his chair and squared his shoulders, and assumed a judicial air.

Now, sir, he said, with his hands on his knees, this must be explained. We are much obliged to the Major for bringing it to our notice. You will be good enough to explain, my lad.

Jim did explain; or, rather, he answered frankly that he had never heard Isaac Golds name before and certainly had never given him a photograph, and I believed him. Then he jumped up with his usual impetuosity and proposed to go at once to Golds house and see the photograph, and I was delighted. In half a minute we were all three in a cab, and in twenty more had the good luck to discover old Gold alone at home. A five-shilling piece slipped into the drunkards hand sufficed to obtain for us the view we desired.

I suppose it is a likeness of me, Jim murmured, looking hard at the photograph.

Certainly it is! the Colonel replied rather curtly. Up to this moment he had thought me deceived by a chance resemblance.

Then let us see who took it, and where it was printed, Jim answered in a matter-of-fact tone. I do not believe I have ever been taken in this dress. See, it bears no photographers name; so an amateur has taken it. Let me think.

While he thought, old Gold pottered about the open door of the room on the watch for Isaacs return. Yes, Jim said at last, I think I have it. I was photographed in this dress as one of a group before a meet of the hounds at Old Bulchers.

At Frome?

Yes. And this has been enlarged, I have no doubt, from the head in the group. But why, or who has done it, or how it comes to be here, I give you my honour, sir, I know no more than you do.

At this moment young Golds footsteps were heard ascending. He seemed to have some suspicion that his secrets were in danger, for he came up the stairs three at a time, and bounced into the room  looking for a moment, as his eyes alighted on us and the open album, as if he would knock us down. When his glance fell on Jim, however, a change came over him. It was singular to see the two looking at one another, Jim eyeing him with the supercilious stare of the boy-officer, and young Gold returning the look with a covert recognition in his defiant eyes. Well, said Jim, do you know me?

I have never seen you before, to my knowledge.

Perhaps you will explain how you came by this photograph?

That is my business! said Gold sternly.

Oh, is it? retorted Jim with fire. We will see about that. I think it annoyed him, as it certainly did me, to detect in the others glance and tone a subtle meaning  a covert understanding. If you do not explain, Ill  I will call in the police, my man.

But here the Colonel interfered. He told me afterwards that he felt some sympathy for Gold. He silenced Jim, and, telling the other that he should hear from him again, he led us downstairs. I noticed that, as we passed into the street, he slipped his arm through his sons, and I have no doubt he managed to convey to the young fellow as plainly as by words that his faith was unshaken.

Very naturally, however, Jim was not satisfied with this or with the present position of things; which was certainly puzzling. But, look here! he said, standing still in the middle of the pavement, what is to be done, sir? That fellow believes or pretends to believe, though he will not say a word, that I have used him to do my dirty work. And I have not! Then why the deuce does he parade my photograph? Do you think  by George! I believe I have got it  do you think it is a case of blackmail?

No, the Colonel said with decision, it cannot be. We came upon the photograph by the purest accident. It was not sent to us, or used against you. No! But see here! The Colonel in his turn stopped in the middle of the pavement and struck the latter with his stick. He had got his idea, and his eyes sparkled.

Well? we said.

Suppose some other fellow employed Gold to pass the examination, and, having this very fear  of being blackmailed  in his mind, got a photograph of a friend tolerably like himself? And sent it up instead of his own? What then?

What then? Precisely! I said. And we all nodded at one another like so many Chinese mandarins, and the Colonel looked proudly at his son, as though saying, Now what do you think of your father, my boy?

I think you have hit it, sir! Jim said, answering the unspoken question. There were nearly thirty fellows at Bulchers.

And among them there was one low rascal  a low rascal, sir, replied the Colonel, his eyes sparkling, who did not even trust his companion in iniquity, but arranged to have an answer ready if his accomplice turned upon him! I suborned him? he resolved to say I deny it. He has my name pat enough, but has he any proof? A photograph? But that is not my photograph! Do you see, Major?

I see, I said. And now come home with me, both of you, and we will talk it over with Kitty.

By this time, however, it was two oclock. Jim, who had only come up for an hour or two, found he must resign the hope of seeing Kitty to-day, and take a cab to Charing Cross if he would catch his train. The Colonel had a luncheon engagement  for which he was already late. And so we separated then and there in something of a hurry. When I got back the first question Kitty  who, you may be sure, met me in the hall  asked was: Where is Jim, father? The second: And what does he say about the letter?

God bless my soul! I exclaimed, I never gave a thought to the letter! I am afraid I never mentioned it, my dear. I was thinking about the photograph. I fancy we have got to something like the bottom of that.

Pooh! she said. And, she pretended to take very little interest in the explanation I gave her, though  the sly little cat!  when I dropped the subject, she was quite ready to take it up again, rather than not talk about Jim at all.

I am sometimes late for breakfast; she rarely or never. But next morning on entering the dining-room I found the table laid for one only, and Matthews, the maid, waiting modestly before the coffeepot. Where is Miss Bratton? I said grumpily, taking the Times from the fender. Miss Kitty had a headache, was the answer, and is taking a cup of tea in bed, sir. Ho, ho! thought I, this comes of being in love! Confound the lads! Sausage? No, I wont have sausage. Who the deuce ordered sausages at this time of year? Bacon? Seems half done. This coffee is thick. There, that will do! That will do. Dont rattle those cups and saucers all day! Confound the girl!  do you hear? You can go! The way women bully a man when they get him alone is a caution.

When I returned from my morning stroll, I heard voices in the dining-room, and looked in to see how Kitty was. Well, she was  in brief, there was a scene going on. Miss Kitty, her cheeks crimson and her eyes bright, was standing with her back to the window; and facing her, half angry and half embarrassed, was Jim. Hoity, toity, you two! I said, closing the door behind me. These are early times for this kind of thing. What is up?

Ill be hanged if I know, sir! Jim answered, looking rather foolish.

What have you got there, my dear? I continued, for Kitty had one hand behind her, and I was not slow to connect this hand with the expression on her pretty face.

He knows, she said, trembling with anger  the little vixen.

I know nothing! Jim returned sheepishly. I came in, and when I  Kitty flew out and attacked me, dont you see, sir?

Very well, my dear, I answered, if you do not feel able to explain, Jim had better go. Only, if he goes now, of course I cannot say when he will come back.

I will come back, Kitty, whenever you want me, said the young fool.

Shut your mouth, sir, I shouted. Now, Kitty, attend to me. What is it?

Ask him  to whom he gave his photograph at Frome! she said, in a breathless sort of way.

His photograph? Why, that is just what we were talking about yesterday, I replied sharply. I thought it did not interest you, my girl, when I told you all about it last night.

That photograph!  with withering contempt I do not mean that! Do you think I suspect him of that? She stepped forward as though to go to him, and her face altered wonderfully. Then she recollected herself and fell back. No, she said coldly, to what woman, sir, did you give your photograph at Frome?

To no woman at all, he said emphatically.

Then look at this! she retorted. She held out as she spoke a photograph, which I identified at once as the portrait we had seen at Golds, or a copy of that one. I snatched it from Jim. Where did you get this, my girl? I asked briskly.

It came this morning  with another letter from that woman, she murmured.

I think she began to feel ashamed of herself; and in two minutes I got the letter from her. It was written by the same hand as the letter of the day before, and was, like it, unsigned. It merely said that the writer, in proof of her good faith, enclosed a photograph which Master Jim  that gay Lothario!  had given her. We were still looking at the letter, when the Colonel came in. I explained the matter to him, and I will answer for it, before he understood it, Kitty was more ashamed of herself than ever.

This photograph and the one at Golds are facsimiles, said he thoughtfully. That is certain. And both come from Frome. Doesnt it seem probable that the gentleman who obtained Jims photograph for his own purpose last year  to send to Gold  printed off more than one copy? And having this one by him, and wishing to cause mischief between Kitty and Jim, thought of this and used it? The sender is, therefore, some one who passed his examination last year and is still at Frome.

Jim shook his head.

If he passed, sir, he would not be at Bulchers now, he said.

On second thoughts he may not be, the Colonel replied. He may have sent the two letters to Frome to a confidential friend with orders to post them. Wait  wait a minute, my old chum added, looking at me with a new light in his eyes. Where have I seen a letter addressed to Frome  within the last day or two? Eh? Wait a bit.

We did wait; and presently the Colonel announced his discovery in a grim voice.

I have it, he said. It is that scoundrel, Farquhar!

Farquhar! I said. What do you mean, Colonel?

Just that, Major, just that. Do you remember him knocking against you in the hall at the club the day before yesterday? He dropped a letter, and I picked it up. It was addressed  I could not help seeing so much  to Frome.

Well, Jim said slowly, he was at Bulchers, and he passed last year.

And the letter, continued the Colonel in his turn, was in a large envelope  an envelope large enough to contain a cabinet photograph.

There was silence in the room. Kittys face was hidden. Jim moved at last  towards her? No, towards the door. He had his hand on it when the Colonel observed him.

Stop! he said sharply. Come back, my boy. None of that. The Major and I will deal with him.

Jim lingered with his hand on the door.

Well, sir, he said, I will only  

Come back! roared the Colonel, but with a smile in his eyes as he looked at his boy. You will stop here, you lucky dog, you. And I hope this will be a lesson to you not to give your photograph to young ladies at Frome!

If Kitty squirmed a little at that, she deserved it. I said before that a womans faith is a wonderful thing. But when there is another woman in the case  umph!

* * * * *

Mr. Farquhar, sir? Yes, sir, he is in the house, the club porter said, turning in his glass case to consult his book. I believe he went upstairs to the drawing-room, sir.

Thank you, the Colonel replied, and he glanced at me and I at him; and then, fixing our hats on tightly, and grasping our sticks, we went upstairs.

We were in luck, as it turned out, for not only was Farquhar in the drawing-room, but there was no one else in the long, stiff, splendid room. He looked up from his writing, and saw us piloting our way towards him between the chairs and tables. And I think he turned green. At any rate, my last doubt left me at the sight of his face.

A word with you, Mr. Farquhar, the Colonel said grimly, keeping a tight hand on my arm, for I confess I had been in favour of more drastic measures. It is about a photograph.

A photograph? the startled wretch exclaimed, his mouth ajar.

Well, perhaps I should have said two photographs, the Colonel replied gravely; photographs of my son which are lying, one in the possession of Major Bratton, and one in the album of a friend of yours, Mr. Isaac Gold.

He tried to frame the words, A friend of mine! and to feign astonishment and stare us down. But it was a pitiable attempt, and his eyes sank. He could only mutter, I do not know  any Gold. There is some mistake.

Perhaps so, the Colonel answered smoothly. I hope there is some mistake. But let me tell you this, Mr. Farquhar. Unless you apply within a week for leave to resign your commission, I shall lay certain facts concerning these photographs before the Commander-in-Chief and before the mess of your regiment. You understand me, I am sure. Very well. That is all I wish to say to you.

Apparently he had nothing to say to us in return. And we were both glad to turn our backs on that baffled, spiteful face, in which the horror of discovery strove with the fear of ruin. It is ill striking a man when he is down, and I was glad to get out of the house and breathe a purer air.

We had no need to go to the Commander-in-Chief. Lieutenant Farquhar applied for leave to resign within the week, and Her Majesty obtained, I think, a better bargain in Private Isaac Gold, who, following the Colonels advice, enlisted about this time. He is already a corporal, and, aided by an education rare in the ranks, bids fair to earn a sergeants stripes at an early date. He has turned over a new leaf  the Colonel always maintained that he had a keen sense of honour; and I feel little doubt that if he ever has the luck to rise to Farquhars grade, and bear the Queens commission, he will be a credit to it and to his friend and brother officer  the Colonels boy. Not, mind you, that I think he will ever be as good a fellow as Jim! No, no.


A GOOD MANS DILEMMA

The clock of St. Martins was striking ten as Archdeacon Yale, of Studbury, in Gloucestershire, who had taken breakfast at the Athenæum, walked down the club steps, eastward bound. He was a man of fresh complexion and good presence; of tolerable means and some reputation as the author of a curiously morbid book, Timon Defended. As he walked the pavement briskly, an unopened letter which peeped from his pocket seemed  and rightly  to indicate a man free from anxieties: a man without a care.

Before he left the dignified stillness of Pall Mall, however, he found leisure to read the note. I enclose, wrote his wife, a letter which came for you this morning. I trust, Cyprian, that you are not fretting about the visitation question and that you get your meals fairly well cooked. The Archdeacon paused at this point and smiled as at some pleasant reminiscence. Give my love to dear Jack. Oh  hm  I do not recognise your correspondents handwriting.

Nor do I! the Archdeacon said aloud; and he opened the enclosure with a curiosity that had in it no fear of trouble. After glancing at the signature, however, he turned into a side street and read the letter to the end. He sighed. Oh dear, dear! he muttered. What can I do? I must go! There is no room for refusal. And yet  oh dear!  after all these years. Number 14, Sidmouth Street, Grays Inn Road? What a place!

It was a shabby third-rate lodging-house place, as perhaps he knew. But he called a cab and had himself driven thither forthwith. At the corner of the street he dismissed the cab and looked about him furtively. For a man who had left his club so free from care, and whose wife at Studbury and son at Lincolns Inn were well, he wore an anxious face. It could not be  for he was an Archdeacon  that he was about to do anything of which he was ashamed. Bishops, and others of that class, may be open to temptations, or have pages of their lives folded down, which they would not wish turned. But an Archdeacon?

Yet when he was distant a house or so from No. 14 he started guiltily at a very ordinary occurrence; at nothing more than the arrival of a hansom cab at the door. True, a young woman descended from it, and let herself into the house with a latchkey. But young women and latchkeys are common in London, as common as  as dirt. It could hardly be that which darkened his face as he rang the bell.

In the hall, where a dun was sitting, there was little to remove the prejudice he may have conceived; little, too, in the dingy staircase, cumbered with plates and stale food; or in the first-floor rooms, from which some one peeped and another whispered, and both giggled; or in that second-floor room, at once smart and shabby, and remarkable for many photographs of one young girl, where he was bidden to wait  little or nothing. But when he had pished and pshawed at the tenth photograph, he was called into an inner room, where a strange silence prevailed. Involuntarily he stepped softly. It was kind of you to come, some one said  some one who was lying in a great chair brought very near to the open window that the speaker might breathe more easily very kind. And you have come so quickly.

I have been in London some days, he answered gently, the fastidious expression gone from his face. Your daughters letter followed me from the country and reached me an hour ago. It has been no trouble to me to come. I am only pained at finding you so ill.

Ah! she answered. Doubtless her thoughts were busy; while his flew back nearly thirty years to a summer evening, when he had walked with her under the trees in Chelsea Gardens and heard her pour into his ear  she was a young actress in the first blush of success  her hopes and ambitions. There was nothing in the memory of which he had need to be ashamed. In those days he had been reading for orders, and, having lodgings in a respectable street, had come by chance to know two of his neighbours  her mother and herself. The two were living a quiet domestic life, which surprised and impressed him. The girls talent and the contrast between her notoriety and her simple ways had had a charm for him. For some months the neophyte and the actress were as brother and sister. But there the feeling had stopped; and when his appointment to a country curacy had closed this pretty episode in his life, the exchange of a few letters had but added grace to its ending.

Now old feelings rose to swell his pity as he traced the girls features in the womans face. You have a daughter. You have been married since we parted, he said.

Yes. It is for her sake I have troubled you, was her answer. She is a good girl  oh, so good! But she has no one in the world except me, and I am leaving her. Poor Grissel!

She is on the stage? he inquired gravely.

Yes; and she has succeeded young, as I did. We have not been unhappy together. You remember the life my mother and I had? I think it has been the same over again.

She smiled ever so little. He remembered something of the quiet pathos of that life. Your husband is dead? he asked.

Dead! I wish he were! she answered bitterly, the smile passing from her face. My girl had better be alone than with her father. Ah, you do not know! When he went to America years ago  with another woman  I thanked God for it. Dead? Oh, no! There is no chance that he is dead.

Mr. Yale was shocked. You have not got a divorce? he said.

No. After he left me I fell ill, and there were expenses. We were very poor until last year, when Grissel made a good engagement. That is why we are here. Now that her name is known he will come back and find her out. She plays as Kittie Latouche, but the profession know who she is, and  and what can I do? Oh, Mr. Yale! tell me what I can do for her.

Her anxiety unnerved him. Her terror of the future, not her own, but her childs, wrung his heart. He had a presentiment whither she was leading him; and he tried to escape, he tried to murmur some commonplace of encouragement.

You may yet recover, he urged. At any rate, there will be time to talk of this again.

There will not be time, she entreated him. I have scarcely three days to live, and then my child will be alone. Oh, Mr. Yale! help me. She is young and handsome, with no one to guide her. If her father return, he will be her worst enemy. There is some one, too  some gentleman  who has fallen in with her, and been here. He may be a friend  what you were to me  or not! Dont you understand me? she cried piteously. How can I leave her unless you  there is no one else whom I can ask  will protect her?

He started and looked round for relief, but found none. I? It is impossible! he cried. Oh dear, dear! I am afraid that it is impossible, Mrs. Kent.

Not impossible! I do not ask you to give her a home or money! Only care. If you will be her guardian  her friend  

She was a woman dying in sore straits. He was a merciful man. In the end he promised to do what she wished. Then he hastened to escape her gratitude, unconscious, as he passed down the stairs, of the whispering and giggling, the slatternliness and dirt, which had been so dreadful to him on his entrance.

He walked along Oxford Street in a reverie, Poor thing! falling from him at intervals, until he reached the corner of Tottenham Court Road, and his eye rested upon a hoarding  at the first idly, then with a purpose, finally with a sidelong glance. The advertisement which had caught his attention was a coarse engraving of half a dozen heads, arranged in a circle, with one in the centre. Under this last, which was larger and more staring, and less to be evaded than the others, appeared the words, Miss Kittie Latouche. He went on with a shiver, crossing here and there to avoid the hoardings, but only to fall in with a string of sandwich-men bearing the same device. He plunged into the haven of Soho as if he were a political conspirator.

The portrait and the name of his ward! In a few days he would be left in charge of an actress whose name was known to all London  guardian, in loco parentis, what you will, of the closest and most responsible, to a giddy girl of unknown antecedents, and too well-known name! He wondered whether Archdeacon had ever been in such a position before, a position which it would be hard to acknowledge and impossible to explain. He could talk of his old friendship for her mother, the actress, and his duty to a dying woman. But would the world believe him? Would even his wife believe him? Would not she read much between the lines, though the space were white as snow? He, a man of nearly sixty, grew red and white by turns as he thought of this.

I will tell Jack the story, was his first resolve. I will tell it him at dinner to-night, he groaned. But would he have the courage? He had much respect for his sons practical nature. He had heard him called hard as nails. And when he found himself opposite to him, and eyed the close-shaven young lawyer, who looked a decade older than his years, he resorted to a subterfuge.

Jack, he said, I want your opinion for a friend of mine.

It is at your service, sir, his son said, his hand upon the apricots. What is the subject? Law?

Not precisely, the Archdeacon replied, clearing his throat. It is rather a question of knowledge of the world. You know, my boy, he went on, that I have a very high opinion of your discretion.

You are very good, said Jack. And he did that which was unusual with him. He blushed; but the other did not observe it.

My friend, who, I may say, is a clergyman in my archdeaconry, the elder gentleman resumed, has been appointed guardian  it is a ridiculous thing for a man in his position  to a  a young actress. She is quite a girl, I understand, but of some notoriety.

Indeed, said Jack drily. May I ask how that came about? Wards of that kind do not fall from heaven  as a rule.

The Archdeacon winced. He tells me, he explained, that her mother was an old friend of his, and when she died, some time back, she left the girl as a kind of legacy, you see.

A legacy to him, sir?

To him, certainly, the elder man said in some distress. You follow me?

Quite so, said Jack. Oh, quite so! A common thing, no doubt. Did you say that your friend was a married man, sir?

Yes, the Archdeacon replied faintly.

Just so! just so! his son said, in the same tone, a tone that was so dreadful to the Archdeacon that it needed Jacks question, And what is the point upon which he wants advice? to induce him to go on.

What he had better do, being a clergyman.

He should have thought of that earlier  ahem!  I mean it depends a good deal on the young lady. There are actresses and actresses, you know.

I suppose so, the Archdeacon admitted grudgingly. He was in a mood to see the darkest side of his difficulty.

Of course there are! Jack said, for him quite warmly. And indeed that is the worst of barristers. They will argue in season and out of season if you do not agree with them quickly. Some are as good  as good girls as my mother when you married her, sir.

Well, well, she may be a good girl  I do not know, the elder man allowed.

You always had a prejudice against the stage, sir.

The Archdeacon looked up sharply, thinking this uncalled for; unless, horrible thought! his son knew something of the matter, and was chaffing him. He made an effort to get on firmer ground. Granted she is a good girl, he said, there are still two difficulties. Her father is a rascal, and there is a man, probably a rascal too, hanging about her, and likely to give trouble in another way.

Jack nodded and sagely pondered the position. I think I should advise your friend to get some respectable woman to live with the girl, he suggested, and play the duenna  first getting rid of your second rascal.

But how will you do that? And what would you do about the father?

Buy him off! said Jack curtly. As to the lover, have an interview with him. Say to him, Do you wish to marry my ward? If you do, who are you? If you do not, go about your business.

But if he will not go, the Archdeacon said, what can my friend do?

Well, indeed, replied Jack, looking rather nonplussed, I hardly know, unless you make her a ward of court. You see, he added apologetically, your friends position is a little  shall I say a little anomalous?

The Archdeacon shuddered. He dropped his napkin and picked it up again, to hide his dismay. Then he plunged into a fresh subject. When his son upon some excuse left him early, he was glad to be alone. He had now a course laid down for him, and acting upon it, he next day saw the landlady in Sidmouth Street and requested her to take charge of the young lady in the event of the mothers death and to guard her from intrusion until other arrangements could be made. You will look to me for all expenses, the Archdeacon added, seizing with eagerness the only ground on which he felt himself at home. To which the landlady gladly said she would, and accepted Mr. Yales address at the Athenæum Club as a personal favour to herself.

So the Archdeacon, free for the moment, went down to Studbury, and as he walked about his shrubberies with the scent of his wifes old-fashioned flowers in the air, or sat drinking his glass of Leoville 74 after dinner while Vinnells the butler, anxious to get to his supper, rattled the spoons on the sideboard, he tried to believe it a dream. What, he wondered, would Vinnells say if he knew that master had a ward, and that ward a play-actress? Or, as Studbury would prefer to style her, a painted Jezebel? And what would Mrs. Yale say, who loved lavender, and had seen a ballet  once? Was Archdeacon ever, he asked himself, in a position so  so anomalous before?

My dear, his wife remarked when he had read his letters one morning, a week or two later, I am sure you are not well. I have noticed that you have not been yourself since you were in London.

Nonsense, he replied tartly.

It is not nonsense. There is something preying on your mind. I believe, she persisted, it is that visitation, Cyprian, that is troubling you.

Visitation? What visitation? he asked incautiously. For indeed he had forgotten all about that very important business, and could think only of a visitation more personal to himself. Before his wife could hold up her hands in astonishment, What visitation! indeed! he had escaped into the open air. Mrs. Kent was dead.

Yes, the blow had fallen; but the first shock over, things were made easy for him. He wrote to his ward as soon after the funeral as seemed decent, and her answer pleased him greatly. Ready as he was to scent misbehaviour in the air, he thought it a proper letter, a good girls letter. She did not deny his right to give advice. She had not, she said, seen the gentleman he mentioned since her mothers death, although Mr. Charles Williams  that was his name  had called several times. But she had given him an appointment for the following Tuesday, and was willing that Mr. Yale should see him on that occasion.

All this in a formal and precise way; but there was something in the tone of her reference to Mr. Williams which led the Archdeacon to smile. She is over head and ears in love, he thought. And in his reply, after saying that he would be in Sidmouth Street on Tuesday at the hour named, he added that if there appeared to be nothing against Mr. Charles Williams he, the Archdeacon, would have pleasure in forwarding his wards happiness.

I am going to London to-morrow, my dear, for two nights, he said to his wife on the Sunday evening. I have some business there.

Mrs. Yale sat silent for a moment, as if she had not heard. Then she laid down her book and folded her hands. Cyprian, she said, what is it?

The Archdeacon was fussing with his pile of sermons and did not turn. What is what, my dear? he asked.

Why are you going to London?

On business, my dear; business, he said lightly.

Yes, but what business? replied Mrs. Yale with decision. Cyprian, you are keeping something from me; you were not used to have secrets from me. Tell me what it is.

But he remained obstinately silent. He would not tell a lie, and he could not tell the truth.

Is it about Jack? with sudden conviction. I know what it is; he has entangled himself with some girl!

The Archdeacon laughed oddly. You ought to know your son better by this time, my dear. He is about as likely to entangle himself with a girl as  as I am.

But Mrs. Yale shook her head unconvinced. The Archdeacon was a landowner, though a poor one. It was his ambition, and his wifes, that Jack should some day be rich enough to live at the Hall, instead of letting it, as his father found it necessary to do. But while the Archdeacon considered that Jacks way to the Hall lay over the woolsack, his wife had in view a short cut through the marriage market; being a woman, and so thinking it a small sin in a man to marry for money. Consequently she lived in fear lest Jack should be entrapped by some penniless fair one, and was not wholly reassured now. Well, I shall be sure to find out, Cyprian, she said warningly, if you are deceiving me.

And these words recurred disagreeably to the Archdeacons mind on his way to town and afterwards. They rendered him as sensitive as a mole in the sunshine. He found London almost intolerable. He could not walk the streets without seeing those horrid placards, nor take up a newspaper without being stared out of countenance by the name Kittie Latouche. While his conscience so multiplied each bill and poster and programme that in twenty-four hours London seemed to him a great hoarding of which his ward was the sole lessee.

Naturally he shrank into himself as he passed down Sidmouth Street next day. He pondered, standing on the steps of No. 14, what the neighbours thought of the house; whether they knew that Kittie Latouche lived there. He was spared the giggling and dirty plates on the stairs, but looking round the room at the ten photographs, and thinking what Mrs. Yale would say could she see him, he shuddered. Nervously he picked up the first pamphlet he saw on the table. It was a trifle in one act: The Tench, Lacys edition, by Charles Williams. He set it down with a grimace, and a word about birds of a feather. And then the door by which he had entered opened behind him, and he turned.

One look was enough. The kindly expression faded from his handsome features. His face turned to flame. The veins of his forehead swelled with passion, and he strode forward as though he would lay hands on the intruder. How dare you, he cried when he could find his voice how dare you follow me? How dare you play the spy upon me, sir? Speak!

But Jack  for Jack it was  had no answer ready. He seemed to have lost for once (astonished at being taken in this way, perhaps) his presence of mind. I do not  understand, he said helplessly.

Understand? You understand, the Archdeacon cried, his sons very confusion condemning him unheard, that you have meanly followed me to  to detect me in  in   And then he came to a deadlock, and, redder than before, thundered, Are you not ashamed of yourself, sir?

I thought I saw a back I knew, Jack muttered, looking everywhere but at his father, which was terribly irritating. I was coming through the street.

You were coming through the street? I suppose you often pass through Sidmouth Street! retorted the Archdeacon with withering sarcasm. But his wrath was growing cool.

Very often, said Jack so sturdily that his father could not but believe him, and was further sobered. I saw a back I thought I knew, and I came in here. I had no intention of offending you, sir. And now I think I will go, he added, looking about him uneasily, and  and speak to you another time.

But the Archdeacons anger was quite gone now. A wretched embarrassment was taking its place as it dawned upon him that after all Jack might by pure chance have seen him enter and have followed innocently. In that case how had he committed himself by his outbreak  how indeed! Jack, he said, I beg your pardon. I beg your pardon, Jack. I see I was mistaken. Do not go, my boy, until I have explained to you why I am here. It is not, he went on, smiling a wretched smile at the pretty faces round him, quite the place in which you would expect to find me.

It is certainly not the place in which I did expect to find you, Jack said bluntly. And he looked about him, also in a dazed fashion, as if the Archdeacon and the photographs were not a conjunction for which he was prepared.

No, no, assented the Archdeacon, wincing, however. But it is the simplest piece of business in the world which has brought me here. And he recalled to his sons memory their talk at the club.

Ah, I understand! Jack said, as if he did, too. You have come about your friends business.

The Archdeacon could not hide a spasm. Well, not precisely. To tell you the truth, there never was a friend, Jack. But, he went on hurriedly, holding up a hand of dignified protest, for Jack was looking at him queerly, very queerly, you know me too well to doubt me, I hope, when I say there is no ground for doubt?

The sons keen eyes met the fathers for an instant, and then a rare smile softened them as the mens hands met. I do, sir. You may be sure of that! he said brightly.

The Archdeacon cleared his throat. Thank you, he said; now I think you will understand the position. Miss Kent, the young lady in question, lives here; and I have called to-day to see her by appointment.

The dickens you have! It is like your impudence! cried some one  some one behind them.

Both men swung round at the interruption. In the doorway, holding the door open with one hand, while with the other set against the wall he balanced himself on his feet, stood a smart Jewish-looking man. The dickens you have! this gentleman repeated, leering on the two most unpleasantly. So that is your game, is it? Aint you ashamed of yourself, he continued, addressing himself to the shuddering Archdeacon  and how far away seemed Vinnells and the lavender, and the calm delights of Studbury at that moment! aint you ashamed of yourself, old man?

This is a private room, Jack said sternly, anticipating his fathers outburst. You do not seem to be aware of it, my friend.

A private room, is it? the visitor replied, closing one eye with much enjoyment. A private room, and what then?

This much, that you are requested to leave it.

Ho, ho! the man replied; so you would put me out of my daughters room, would you  out of my own daughters room? I daresay that you would like to do it. Then, with a sudden change to ferocity, he added, You are bragging above your cards, young man, you are! Dry up, do you hear? Dry up.

And Jack did dry up, falling back against the table with a white face. The Archdeacon, even in his own misery  misery which far exceeded his presentiments  saw and marvelled at his sons collapse. That Jack, keen, practical, hard-headed, should be so completely overwhelmed by collision with this creature, so plainly scared by his insinuations, infected the Archdeacon with a kind of terror. Yet, struggling against the feeling, he forced himself to say, You are Mr. Kent, I presume?

I am, sir; yours to command, swaggered the wretch.

Then I may tell you that your daughter, the Archdeacon continued, resuming something of his natural self-possession, was left in my charge by your wife, and that I am here in consequence of that arrangement.

Gammon! Mr. Kent replied, distinctly, putting his tongue in his cheek. Gammon! Do you think that that story will go down with me? Do you think it will go down with any one?

It is the truth.

All right; but look here, when did you see my wife? On her death-bed. And before that  not for twenty years. Well, what do you make of it now? Why, he exclaimed, with admiration in his tone, you have the impudence of the old one himself! Fie on you, sir! Aint you ashamed of hanging about stage doors, and following actresses home at your age? But I know you. And your friends shall know you, Archdeacon Yale, of the Athenæum Club. You will hear more of this!

You are an insolent fellow! the clergyman cried. But the perspiration stood in great beads upon his brow, and his quivering lips betrayed the agony of his soul as he writhed under the mans coarse insinuations. The awkwardness, the improbability of the tale he would have to tell in his defence flashed across his mind while the other spoke. He saw how cogently the silence he had maintained about the matter would tell against him. He pictured the nudge of one friend, the wink of another, and his own crimsoning cheeks. His sons unwonted silence, too, touched him home. Yet he tried to bear himself as an innocent man; he struggled to give back look for look. You are a madman and a scoundrel, besides being drunk! he said stoutly. If it were not so, or  or I were as young as my son here  

I do not see him, the man answered curtly.

Jack! the Archdeacon cried, purple with indignation. Jack! if you have a voice, speak to him, sir!

It wont do, Mr. Kent replied, shaking his head. Call him Charley, and I might believe you.

Charley? repeated the Archdeacon mechanically.

Ay, Charley  Charley Williams. Oh I know him, too, with vulgar triumph. I have not been hanging about this house for two days for nothing. He has been here heaps of times! What you two are doing together beats me, I confess. But I am certain of this, that I have caught you both  killed two birds with one stone.

It was the Archdeacons turn to fall back, aghast. The light that shone upon him with those words so blinded him that every spark of his anger paled and dwindled before it. His son, Charles Williams? He sought in that sons eyes some gleam of denial. But Jacks eyes avoided his; Jacks downcast air seemed only too strongly to confirm the charge. The shock was a severe one, taking from him all thought of himself. The why and wherefore of his presence there could never again be questioned. A real sorrow, a real trouble, gave him courage. Jack! he said, we had better go from here. Come with me. For you, sir, he continued, turning to the actor, your suspicions are natural to you. Nothing I can say will remove them. So be it. They affect me not one whit. It is enough for me that I came here in all honour, and with an honourable purpose.

Indeed, replied Mr. Kent mockingly. Indeed? And your son, Mr. Charles Jack Williams Yale, Archdeacon? No doubt you will answer for him, as he has not got a word to say for himself? He, too, came with an honourable purpose, I suppose? Oh yes, of course; we are all honourable men!

For an instant the Archdeacon quailed. He saw the pitfall dug before him. He knew all that his answer would imply of disappointed hopes and a vain ambition. He recognised all that might be made of it by his listeners, friend or foe, and he blenched. But the cynical eye and sneering lip of the wretch recalled him to himself. Nay, he seemed to rise above himself, as he replied more sternly, Yes, sir; I will answer for my son, as for myself! I will answer for him that he came here in all honour.

The man sneered still. But he knew better things if he did not ensue them, and he stood aside with secret respect and let the two go unmolested.

Sir, Jack said, when they had walked halfway down the street in silence, which his father showed no sign of breaking, you are thinking more ill of me than I deserve.

You gave a false name, the Archdeacon snarled.

Not in a sense  not wilfully, I mean. I wrote a play some time ago, and, as is usual for professional men, I submitted it under a nom de plume. I was known as Charles Williams at the theatre, and I had no more idea of doing wrong when I was introduced to Grissel in that name than I have now.

I hope not, the Archdeacon said grimly. He was not a man to go back from an engagement. I trust not, he added with a bitterness. You may break your word to the girl if you please, but I will not break mine to the mother. So help me Heaven!

Sir, Jack said, his utterance a little husky, God bless you! She is a good girl, and some day she will honour you as I do.

They parted without more words. The Archdeacon, hardly master of his thoughts, walked on until he reached the corner of Oxford Street. There he paused, and seeing girls pass, young, graceful, soft-eyed, leaning back in carriages with parcels round them, ay, and thinking that Jack might have chosen out of all these, while he had chosen in Sidmouth Street  Sidmouth Street, Grays Inn Road  he could not stifle a groan. He plunged recklessly across and found himself presently in St. James Square, and round and round this he walked, fighting the battle with himself. His poor wife, that was the burden of his cry. His poor wife, and the shock it would be to her, and the downfall of hopes! He knew that she a woman would recoil from such a daughter-in-law far more than he did, who had known Grissels mother, and knew that actresses may be good and true women. It would be dreadful for her, with her old-world notions; the Archdeacon knew it. But he valued one thing above even the peace of his home, and that was his honour. It was not in sarcasm we called him a good man. To break his word to the dead woman who had trusted him; to leave this girl, whom it behooved him to protect, in the hands of her wretched father, and so to leave her with her faith in goodness shattered  this he could not do.

But he was tempted to think hard things of Jack, to think that Jack, who had never given him the heartache before, had better not have been born than bring this trouble on them. It went no farther than temptation; and he was marvellously thankful next morning that he had not framed the thought in words; for, as he entered the breakfast-room, looking a year older than he had looked, chipping his egg yesterday, the hall-porter put a telegram into his hands. Come at once  Jack, were the words that first made themselves intelligible to him; and then, a few seconds later, the address St. Thomass Hospital.

How swiftly does a great misfortune, a great loss, a great pain, expel a less! I have known a man lose his wife and go heavily for a month, and then losing a thousand pounds become as oblivious of her as if she had never been born. But the Archdeacon was not such a man, and rattling towards Westminster in a cab he felt not only that a thousand pounds would be a small price to pay for his sons safety, but that, if Providence should take him at his thought, he might have worse news for his wife than those tidings which had almost aged him in a night.

His son, however, met him at the great gates, whole and sound, but with a grave face. You are too late, sir, he said quietly. But he flushed a little at the grasp of his fathers hand, and a little more when the Archdeacon told him to pay the cabman a double fare. I have brought you here for nothing. He died a quarter of an hour ago, sinking very rapidly after I sent to you.

Who? Who died? the Archdeacon asked, pressing one hand heavily on the others shoulder, as they walked back towards the bridge.

Mr. Kent.

The elder man said nothing for a while  aloud at least. But presently he asked Jack to tell him about it.

There is little to tell. After we left him he went out. Going home late last night, and not I fear sober, he was run down by a road-car. When they brought him to the hospital he was hopelessly injured, but quite sensible. They fetched his daughter, and then he asked for me  as your son. He did not know my address, but the assistant-surgeon happened to be a friend of mine, and did, and he sent a cab for me.

And really that seemed all. It is very, very sudden; but  Heaven forgive me!  I cannot regret his death, the clergyman said. It is impossible.

They had reached the corner of the bridge. There is something else I should tell you, Jack said nervously. When he had sent for me he had a lawyer brought, and made his will.

His will! the Archdeacon repeated, somewhat startled. Had he anything to leave? He asked the question, rather in pity for so wretched a creature as the man seemed to him, than out of curiosity.

If we may believe him, Jack said slowly, and I think he was telling the truth, he was worth thirty thousand pounds.

Impossible! the Archdeacon cried.

I do not know, replied Jack. But we shall learn. He said he had made it in oil, and had come home a poor man to see how his wife and child would receive him. I do not think he was all bad, Jack continued thoughtfully. There must have been a streak of romance in him.

I fear, the Archdeacon muttered very sensibly, that it is all romance!

But it was not all romance; there is oil in the States yet, and Mr. Kent, of whom since he is dead we all speak with respect, by hook or crook had got his share. The thirty thousand pounds were discovered pleasantly fructifying in Argentine railways, and proved as many reasons why Mrs. Yale, when Jacks fate became known to her, should smile again. The Archdeacon put it neatly: To marry an actress is a grave offence because a common one, and one easily committed; but to marry an actress with thirty thousand pounds! Such ladies are not blackberries, not do they grow on every bush.



Mr. and Mrs. John Yale have not yet established themselves at the Hall. They live at Henley, and their house is the summer resort of all kinds of people, among whom the Archdeacon is a very butterfly. An idea prevails  though a few of us are in the secret  that Mrs. Jack comes, in common with so many pretty women, of an old Irish family; and the other day I overheard an amusing scrap of conversation at her table. Mrs. Yale, some one said, do you know that you remind me, I if may say it without offence, of Miss Kittie Latouche, the actress?

Indeed? the lady replied with a charming blush. But do you know that you are on dangerous ground? My husband was in love with that lady before he knew me. And I believe that he regrets her now.

Tit for tat! cried Jack. Let us all tell tales. If my wife was not in love with one Mr. Charles Williams a month  only a month  before she married me, I will eat her.

Oh, Jack! the lady exclaimed, covered with confusion. But this story would not be believed in Studbury, where Mrs. John passes for being a little shy, a little timid, and not a little prudish.


BAB

CHAPTER I

HER STORY

Clare, I said, I wish that we had brought some better clothes, if it were only one frock. You look the oddest figure.

And she did. She was lying head to head with me on the thick moss which clothed one part of the river bank above Breistolen near the Sogne Fiord. We were staying at Breistolen, but there was no moss there, nor in all the Sogne district, I often thought, so deep and soft, and of so dazzling an orange and white and crimson as that particular patch. It lay quite high upon the hills, and there were gigantic grey boulders peeping through the moss here and there, very fit to break your legs if you were careless. Little more than a mile above us was the watershed, where our river, putting away with reluctance a first thought of going down the farther slope towards Bysberg, parted from its twin brother  who was thither bound with scores upon scores of puny green-backed fishlets  and instead, came down our side gliding and swishing and swirling faster and faster, and deeper and wider, and full, too, of red-speckled yellow trout all half-a-pound apiece, and very good to eat.

But they were not so sweet or toothsome to our girlish tastes as the tawny-orange cloud-berries which Clare and I were eating as we lay. So busy was she with the luscious pile we had gathered that I had to wait for an answer. And then, Speak for yourself, she said. Im sure you look like a short-coated baby. He is somewhere up the river, too. Munch, munch, munch!

Who is, you greedy little chit?

Oh, you know, she answered. Dont you wish you had your grey plush here, Bab?

I flung a look of calm disdain at her; but whether it was the berry juice which stained our faces that took from its effect, or the free mountain air which father says saps the foundations of despotism, that made her callous, at any rate she only laughed scornfully and got up and went down the stream with her rod, leaving me to finish the cloud-berries, and stare lazily up at the snow patches on the hillside  which somehow put me in mind of the grey plush  and follow or not as I liked.

Clare has a wicked story of how I gave in to father, and came to start without anything but those rough clothes. She says he said  and Jack Buchanan has told me that lawyers put no faith in anything that he says she says, or she says he says, which proves how little truth there is in this  that if Bab took none but her oldest clothes, and fished all day and had no one to run her errands  he meant Jack and the others  she might possibly grow an inch in Norway. As if I wanted to grow an inch! An inch indeed! I am five feet one and a half high, and father, who puts me an inch shorter, is the worst measurer in the world. As for Miss Clare, she would give all her inches for my eyes. So there!

After Clare left it began to be dull and chilly. When I had pictured to myself how nice it would be to dress for dinner again, and chosen the frock I would wear upon the first evening, I grew tired of the snow patches, and started up stream, stumbling and falling into holes, and clambering over rocks, and only careful to save my rod and my face. It was no occasion for the grey plush, but I had made up my mind to reach a pool which lay, I knew, a little above me. I had filched a yellow-bodied fly from Clares hat with a view to that particular place.

Our river  pleased to be so young, I suppose  did the oddest things hereabouts. It was not a great churning stream of snow water foaming and milky, such as we had seen in some parts, streams which affected to be always in flood, and had the look of forcing the rocks asunder and clearing their paths even while you watched them with your fingers in your ears. Our river was none of these; still it was swifter than English rivers are wont to be, and in parts deeper, and transparent as glass. In one place it would sweep over a ledge and fall wreathed in spray into a spreading lake of black, rock-bound water. Then it would narrow again until, where you could almost jump across, it darted smooth and unbroken down a polished shoot with a swoop like a swallows. Out of this it would hurry afresh to brawl along a gravelly bed, skipping jauntily over first one and then another ridge of stones that had silted up weir-wise and made as if they would bar the channel. Under the lee of these there were lovely pools.

To be able to throw into mine, I had to walk out along the ridge on which the water was shallow, yet deep enough to cover my boots. But I was well rewarded. The forellin  the Norse name for trout, and as pretty as their girls wavy fair hair  were rising so merrily that I hooked and landed one in five minutes, the fly falling from its mouth as it touched the stones. I hate taking out hooks. I used at one time to leave the fly in the fishs mouth to be removed by father at the weighing house; until Clare pricked her tongue at dinner with an almost new, red tackle, and was so mean as to keep it, though I remembered what I had done with it, and was certain it was mine  which was nothing less than dishonest of her.

I had just got back to my place and made a fine cast, when there came  not the leap, and splash, and tug which announced the half-pounder  but a deep, rich gurgle as the fly was gently sucked under, and then a quiet, growing strain upon the line which began to move away down the pool in a way that made the winch spin again and filled me with mysterious pleasure. I was not conscious of striking or of anything but that I had hooked a really good fish; and I clutched the rod with both hands and set my feet as tightly as I could upon the slippery gravel. The line moved up and down, and this way and that, now steadily and as with a purpose, and then again with an eccentric rush that made the top of the rod spring and bend so that I looked for it to snap each moment. My hands began to grow numb, and the landing-net, hitherto an ornament, fell out of my waist-belt and went I knew not whither. I suppose I must have stepped unwittingly into deeper water, for I felt that my skirts were afloat, and altogether things were going dreadfully against me, when the presence of a reinforcement was announced by a cheery shout from the far side of the river.

Keep up your point! Keep up your point! some one cried briskly. That is better!

The unexpected sound  it was a mans voice  did something to keep up my heart. But for answer I could only shriek, I cant! It will break! as I watched the top of my rod jigging up and down, very much in the fashion of Clare performing what she calls a waltz. She dances as badly as a man.

No, it will not, he cried bluntly. Keep it up, and let out a little line with your fingers when he pulls hardest.

We were forced to shout and scream. The wind had risen and was adding to the noise of the water. Soon I heard him wading behind me. Wheres your landing-net? he asked, with the most provoking coolness.

Oh, in the pool! Somewhere about. I dont know, I answered, wildly.

What he said to this I could not catch, but it sounded rude. Then he waded off to fetch, as I guessed, his own net. By the time he reached me again I was in a sad plight, feet like ice, and hands benumbed, while the wind, and rain, and hail, which had come down upon us with a sudden violence, unknown, it is to be hoped, anywhere else, were mottling my face all kinds of unbecoming colours. But the line was taut. And wet and cold went for nothing five minutes later, when the fish lay upon the bank, its prismatic sides slowly turning pale and dull, and I knelt over it half in pity and half in triumph, but wholly forgetful of the wind and rain.

You did that very pluckily, little one, said the on-looker; but I am afraid you will suffer for it by-and-by. You must be chilled through.

Quickly as I looked at him, I only met a good-humoured smile. He did not mean to be rude. And after all, when I was in such a mess it was not possible that he could see what I was like. He was wet enough himself. The rain was streaming from the brim of the soft hat which he had turned down to shelter his face; it was trickling from his chin, and turning his shabby Norfolk jacket a darker shade. As for his hands, they looked red and knuckly, and he had been wading almost to his waist. But he looked, I dont know why, all the manlier and nicer for these things, because, perhaps, he cared for them not a whit. What I looked like myself I dared not think. My skirts were as short as short could be, and they were soaked; most of my hair was unplaited, my gloves were split, and my sodden boots were out of shape. I was forced, too, to shiver and shake with cold, which was provoking, for I knew that it made me seem half as small again.

Thank you, I am a little cold, Mr.  , Mr.  ? I said gravely, only my teeth would chatter so that he laughed outright as he took me up with  

Herapath. And to whom have I the honour of speaking?

I am Miss Guest, I said, miserably. It was too cold to be frigid with advantage.

Commonly called Bab, I think, the wretch answered. The walls of our hut are not soundproof, you see. But come, the sooner you get back to dry clothes and the stove, the better, Bab. You can cross the river just below, and cut off half a mile that way.

I cant, I said, obstinately. Bab, indeed! How dared he?

Oh yes, you can, he answered, with intolerable good temper. You shall take your rod and I the prey. You cannot be wetter than you are now.

He had his way, of course, since I did not foresee that at the ford he would lift me up bodily and carry me over the deeper part without a pretence of asking leave, or a word of apology. It was done so quickly that I had no time to remonstrate. Still I was not going to let it pass, and when I had shaken myself straight again, I said, with all the haughtiness I could assume, Dont you think, Mr. Herapath, that it would have been more  more  

Polite to offer to carry you over, child? No, not at all. And now it will be wiser and warmer for you to run down the hill. Come along!

And without more ado, while I was still choking with rage, he seized my hand and set off at a trot, lugging me through the sloppy places much as I have seen a nurse drag a fractious child down Constitution Hill. It was not wonderful that I soon lost the little breath his speech had left me, and was powerless to complain when we reached the bridge. I could only thank Heaven that there was no sign of Clare. I think I should have died of mortification if she had seen us come down the hill hand-in-hand in that ridiculous fashion. But she had gone home, and at any rate I escaped that degradation.

A wet stool-car and wetter pony were dimly visible on the bridge; to which, as we came up, a damp urchin creeping from some crevice added himself. I was pushed in as if I had no will of my own, the gentleman sprang up beside me, the boy tucked himself away somewhere behind, and the little teste set off at a canter, so deceived by the drivers excellent imitation of Pss, the Norse for Tchk, that in ten minutes we were at home.

Well, I never! Clare said, surveying me from a respectful distance, when at last I was safe in our room. I would not be seen in such a state by a man for all the fish in the sea!

And she looked so tall, and trim, and neat, that it was the more provoking. At the moment I was too miserable to answer her; and I had to find comfort in promising myself, that when we were back in Bolton Gardens I would see that Fräulein kept Miss Clares pretty nose to the grindstone though it were ever so much her last term, or Jack were ever so fond of her. Father was in the plot against me, too. What right had he to thank Mr. Herapath for bringing his little girl home safe? He can be pompous enough at times. I never knew a stout Queens Counsel  and he is stout  who was not, any more than a thin one, who did not contradict. It is in their parents, I believe.

Mr. Herapath dined with us that evening  if fish and potatoes and boiled eggs, and sour bread and pancakes, and claret and coffee can be called a dinner  but nothing I could do, though I made the best of my wretched frock and was as stiff as Clare herself, could alter his first impression. It was too bad; he had no eyes! He either could not or would not see any one but the draggled Bab  fifteen at most and a very tom-boy  whom he had carried across the river. He styled Clare, who talked Baedeker to him in her primmest and most precocious way, Miss Guest; and once at least during the evening he dubbed me plain Bab. I tried to freeze him with a look then, and father gave him a taste of his pompous manner, saying coldly that I was older than I seemed. But it was not a bit of use; I could see that he set it all down to the grand airs of a spoiled child. If I had put my hair up, it might have opened his eyes, but Clare teased me about it and I was too proud for that.

When I asked him if he was fond of dancing, he said good-naturedly, I dont visit very much, Miss Bab. I am generally engaged in the evening.

Here was a chance. I was going to say that that no doubt was the reason why I had never met him, when father ruthlessly cut me short by asking, You are not in the law?

No, he replied. I am in the London Fire Brigade.

I think that we all upon the instant saw him in a helmet sitting at the door of the fire station by St. Martins Church. Clare turned crimson, and his host seemed on a sudden to call his patent to mind. The moment before I had been as angry as angry could be with our guest, but I was not going to look on and see him snubbed when he was dining with us and all. So I rushed into the gap as quickly as surprise would let me with, Oh, dear, what fun! Do tell me all about a fire!

It made matters  my matters  worse, for I could have cried with vexation when I read in his face that he had looked for their astonishment; while the ungrateful fellow set down my eager remark to childish ignorance.

Some time I will, he said with a quiet smile de haut en bas; but I do not often attend one in person. I am the Chiefs private secretary, aide-de-camp, and general factotum.

It turned out that he was the son of a certain Canon Herapath, so that father lost sight of his patent box altogether, and they set to discussing Mr. Gladstone, while I slipped off to bed feeling as small as I ever did in my life and out of temper with everybody. Not for a long time had I been used to young men talking politics to him, when they could talk  politics  to me.

Possibly I deserved the week of vexation which followed; but it was almost more than I could bear. He  Mr. Herapath, of course  was always on the spot fishing or lounging outside the little white posting-house, taking walks and meals with us, and seeming heartily to enjoy fathers society. He came with us when we drove to the top of the pass to get a glimpse of the Sultind peak; and it looked so brilliantly clear and softly beautiful as it seemed to float, just tinged with colour, in a far-off atmosphere of its own beyond the dark ranges of nearer hills, that I began to think at once of the drawing-room in Bolton Gardens with a cosy fire burning, and afternoon tea coming up. The tears came to my eyes, and he saw them before I could turn away from the view; and said to father that he feared his little girl was tired as well as cold  and so spoiled all my pleasure. I looked back afterwards as father and I drove down; he was walking beside Clares cariole and they were laughing heartily.

And that was the way always. He was such an elder brother to me  a thing I never had and do not want  that a dozen times a day I set my teeth together viciously and vowed that if ever we met in London  but what nonsense that was, because, of course, it mattered nothing to me what he was thinking, only he had no right to be so rudely familiar. That was all; but it was quite enough to make me dislike him.

However, a sunny morning in the holidays is a cheerful thing, and when I strolled down stream with my rod on the day after our expedition, I felt that I could enjoy myself very nearly as much as I had, before his coming spoiled our party. I dawdled along, now trying a pool, now clambering up the hillsides to pick raspberries, and now counting the magpies that flew across, feeling altogether very placid and good and contented. I had chosen the lower river because Mr. Herapath usually fished the upper part, and I would not be ruffled this nice day. So I was the more vexed when I came upon him fishing; and fishing where he had no right to be. Father had spoken to him about the danger of it, and he had as good as said he would not do it again. Yet he was there, thinking, I daresay, that we should not know. It was a spot where one bank rose into a cliff, frowning over a deep pool at the foot of some falls. Close to the cliff the water ran with the speed of a mill race. But on the far side of this current there was a bit of slack water so promising that it had tempted some one to devise means to fish it, which from the top of the cliff was impossible. Just above the water was a ledge, a foot wide, which might have served only it did not reach the nearer end of the cliff. However, the foolhardy person had espied this, and got over the gap by bridging the latter with a bit of plank, and then had drowned himself or gone away, in either case leaving his board to tempt others to do likewise.

And there was Mr. Herapath fishing from the ledge. It made me giddy to look at him. The rock overhung the water so much that he could not stand upright; the first person who fished there must have learned to curl himself up from much sleeping in Norwegian beds, which were short for me. I thought of this as I watched him, and I laughed, and was for going on. But when I had walked a few yards, meaning to pass round the rear of the cliff, I began to fancy all sorts of foolish things might happen. I felt sure that I should have no more peace or pleasure if I left him there. I hesitated. Yes, I would. I would go down, and ask him to leave the place; and, of course, he would do it.

I lost no time, but ran down the slope. My way lay over loose shale mingled with large stones, and it was steep. It is wonderful how swiftly a thing that cannot be undone is done, and we are left wishing  oh, so vainly  that we could put the world, and all things in it, back by a few seconds. I was checking myself near the bottom, when a big stone on which I stepped moved under me. The shale began to slip in a mass, and the stone to roll. It was done in a moment. I stayed myself, that was easy, but the stone took two bounds, jumped sideways, struck the piece of board which only rested lightly at either end, and before I could take it in the little bridge plunged end first into the current, which swept it out of sight in an instant.

He threw up his hands, for he had turned, and we both saw it happen. He made indeed as if he would try to save it, but that was impossible. Then, while I cowered in dismay, he waved his arm to me in the direction of home  again and again. The roar of the falls drowned what he said, but I guessed his meaning. I could not help him myself, but I could fetch help. It was three miles to Breistolen, rough rocky ones, and I doubted whether he could keep his cramped position with that noise deafening him, and the endless whirling stream before his eyes, while I was going and coming. But there was no better way; and even as I wavered, he signalled to me again imperatively. For an instant everything seemed to go round with me, but it was not the time for that, and I tried to collect myself, and harden my heart. Up the bank I went steadily, and once at the top set off at a rim homewards.

I cannot tell how I did it; how I passed over the uneven ground or whether I went quickly or slowly save by the reckoning father made afterwards. I only remember one long hurrying scramble; now I panted uphill, now I ran down, now I was on my face in a hole, breathless and half-stunned, and now I was up to my knees in water. I slipped and dropped down places from which I should at other times have shrunk, and hurt myself so that I bore the marks for months. But I thought nothing of these things: all my being was spent in hurrying on for his life, the clamour of every cataract I passed seeming to stop my hearts beating with fear. So I reached Breistolen and panted over the bridge and up to the little white house lying so quiet in the afternoon sunshine, fathers stool-car even then at the door ready to take him to some favorite pool. Somehow I made him understand that Herapath was in danger, drowning already, for all I knew; and then I seized a great pole which was leaning against the porch, and climbed into the car. Father was not slow either; he snatched a coil of rope from the luggage, and away we went, a man and boy whom he had hastily called running behind us. We had lost very little time, but so much may happen in a little time.

We were forced to leave the car a quarter of a mile from the river, and walk or run the rest of the way. We all ran, even father, as I had never known him run before. My heart sank at the groan he uttered when I pointed out the spot. We came to it one by one and we all looked. The ledge was empty. Mr. Herapath was gone. I suppose I was tired out. At any rate I could only look at the water in a dazed way, and cry without much feeling that it was my doing; while the men shouted to one another in strange hushed voices and searched about for any sign of his fate James Herapath! So he had written his name only yesterday in the travellers book at the posting-house, and I had sullenly watched him from the window, and then had sneaked to the book and read it. That was yesterday, and now! Oh, to hear him say Bab once more!

Bab! Why, Miss Bab, what is the matter?

Safe and sound! Yes, when I turned he was there, safe, and strong, and cool, rod in hand, and a smile in his eyes. Just as I had seen him yesterday, and thought never to see him again; and saying Bab exactly as of old, so that something in my throat  it may have been anger at his rudeness, but I do not think it was  prevented me answering a word until all the others came around us, and a babel of Norse and English, and something that was neither yet both, set in.

But how is this? my father objected, when he could be heard, you are quite dry, my boy?

Dry! Why not, sir? For goodness sake, what is the matter?

The matter! Didnt you fall in, or something of the kind? father asked, bewildered by the new aspect of the case.

It does not look like it, does it? Your daughter gave me a very uncomfortable start by nearly doing so.

Every one looked at me for an explanation. How did you manage to get from the ledge? I asked feebly. Where was the mistake? I had not dreamed it.

From the ledge? Why, by the other end, to be sure. Of course I had to walk back round the hill; but I did not mind. I was thankful that it was the plank and not you that fell in.

I  I thought  you could not get from the ledge, I muttered. The possibility of getting off at the other end had never occurred to me; and so I had made such a simpleton of myself. It was too absurd, too ridiculous. It was no wonder that they all screamed with laughter at the fools errand they had come upon, and stamped about and clung to one another. But, when he laughed too  and he did until the tears came into his eyes  there was not an ache or pain in my body  and I had cut my wrist to the bone against a splinter of rock  that hurt me one-half as much. Surely he might have seen another side to it. But he did not; and so I managed to hide my bandaged wrist from him, and father drove me home. There I broke down entirely, and Clare put me to bed, and petted me, and was very good to me. And when I came down next day, with an ache in every part of me, he was gone.

He asked me to tell you, said Clare, not looking up from the fly she was tying at the window, that he thought you were the bravest girl he had ever met.

So he understood now, when others had explained it to him. No, Clare, I said coldly, he did not say that; he said the bravest little girl. For indeed, lying upstairs with the window open I had heard him set off on his long drive to Laerdalsören. As for father he was half-proud and half-ashamed of my foolishness, and wholly at a loss to think how I could have made the mistake.

Youve generally some common-sense, my dear, he said that day at dinner, and how in the world you could have been so ready to fancy the man was in danger, I  can  not  imagine!

Father, Clare put in suddenly, your elbow is upsetting the salt.

And as I had to move my seat at that moment to avoid the glare of the stove which was falling on my face, we never thought it out.



CHAPTER II

HIS STORY

I was not dining out much at that time, partly because my acquaintance in town was limited, and partly because I cared little for it. But these were pleasant people, the old gentleman witty and amusing, the children, lively girls, nice to look at and good to talk with. All three had a holiday flavour about them wholesome to recall in Scotland Yard; and as I had expected that, playtime over, I should see no more of them, I was pleased to find that Mr. Guest had not forgotten me, and pleased also  foreseeing that we should kill our fish over again  to regard his invitation to dine at a quarter to eight as a royal command.

But if I took it so, I was wanting in the regal courtesy to match. What with one delay owing to work which would admit of none, and another caused by a cabman strange to the ways of town, it was fifteen minutes after the hour named when I reached Bolton Gardens. A stately man, so like the Queens Counsel, that it was plain upon whom the latter modelled himself, ushered me into the dining-room, where Guest greeted me kindly, and met my excuses by apologies on his part  for preferring, I suppose, the comfort of eleven people to mine. Then he took me down the table, and said, My daughter, and Miss Guest shook hands with me and pointed to the chair at her left. I had still, as I unfolded my napkin, to say, Clear, if you please, and then I was free to turn and apologise to her  feeling a little shy, and being, as I have said, a somewhat infrequent diner out.

I think that I never saw so remarkable a likeness  to her younger sister  in my life. She might have been little Bab herself, but for her dress and, of course, some differences. Miss Guest could not be more than nineteen, in form almost as fairy-like as the little one, and with the same child-like innocent look in her face. She had the big, grey eyes, too, that were so charming in Bab; but hers were more tender and thoughtful, and a thousand times more charming. Her hair too was brown and wavy; only, instead of hanging loose or in a pig-tail anywhere and anyhow in a fashion I well remembered, it was coiled in a coronal on the shapely little head, that looked Greek, and in its gracious, stately, old-fashioned pose was quite unlike Babs. Her dress, of some creamy, gauzy stuff, revealed the prettiest white throat in the world, and arms decked in pearls, and these, of course, no more recalled my little fishing mate than the sedate self-possession and dignity of the girl, as she talked to her other neighbour, suggested Bab making pancakes and chattering with the landladys children in her wonderfully acquired Norse. It was not Bab in fact: and yet it might have been: an etherealised, queenly womanly Bab, who presently turned to me  

Have you quite settled down after your holiday? she asked, staying the apologies I was for pouring into her ear.

I had until this evening, but the sight of your father is like a breath of fiord air. I hope your sisters are well.

My sisters? she murmured wonderingly, her fork half-way to her pretty mouth and her attitude one of questioning.

Yes, I said, rather puzzled. You know they were with your father when I had the good fortune to meet him. Miss Clare and Bab.

She dropped her fork on the plate with a great clatter.

Perhaps I should say Miss Clare and Miss Bab.

I really began to feel uncomfortable. Her colour rose, and she looked me in the face in an odd way as if she resented the inquiry. It was a relief to me, when, with some show of confusion, she faltered, Oh, yes, I beg your pardon, of course they were! How very foolish of me. They are quite well, thank you, and so was silent again. But I understood now. Mr. Guest had omitted to mention my name, and she had taken me for some one else of whose holiday she knew. I gathered from the aspect of the table and the room that the Guests saw much company, and it was a very natural mistake, though by the grave look she bent upon her plate it was clear that the young hostess was taking herself to task for it: not without, if I might judge from the lurking smile at the corners of her mouth, a humorous sense of the slip, and perhaps of the difference between myself and the gentleman whose part I had been unwittingly supporting. Meanwhile I had a chance of looking at her unchecked; and thought of Dresden china, she was so dainty.

You were nearly drowned, or something of the kind, were you not? she asked, after an interval during which we had both talked to others.

Well, not precisely. Your sister fancied I was in danger, and behaved in the pluckiest manner  so bravely that I can almost feel sorry that the danger was not real to dignify her heroism.

That was like her, she answered in a tone just a little scornful. You must have thought her a terrible tom-boy.

While she was speaking there came one of those dreadful lulls in the talk, and Mr. Guest, overhearing, cried, Who is that you are abusing, my dear? Let us all share in the sport. If its Clare, I think I can name one who is a far worse hoyden upon occasion.

It is no one of whom you have ever heard, father, she answered, archly. It is a person in whom Mr.  Mr. Herapath I had murmured my name as she stumbled and I are interested. Now tell me, did you not think so? she murmured, leaning the slightest bit towards me, and opening her eyes as they looked into mine in a way that to a man who had spent the day in a dusty room in Great Scotland Yard was sufficiently intoxicating.

No, I said, lowering my voice in imitation of hers. No, Miss Guest, I did not think so at all. I thought your sister a brave little thing, rather careless as children are, but likely to grow into a charming girl.

I wondered, marking how she bit her lip and refrained from assent, whether there might not be something of the shrew about my beautiful neighbour. Her tone when she spoke of her sister seemed to import no great goodwill.

You think so? she said, after a pause. Do you know, with a laughing glance, that some people think I am like her?

Yes, I answered, gravely. Well, I should be able to judge, who have seen you both and am not an old friend. And I think you are both like and unlike. Your sister has beautiful eyes  she lowered hers swiftly and hair like yours, but her manner and style are different. I can no more fancy Bab in your place than I can picture you, Miss Guest, as I saw her for the first time  and on many after occasions, I added, laughing as much to cover my own hardihood as at the queer little figure I conjured up.

Thank you, she replied  and for some reason she blushed to her ears. That, I think, must be enough of compliments for to-night  as you are not an old friend. And she turned away, leaving me to curse my folly in saying so much, when our acquaintance was in the bud, and as susceptible to over-warmth as to a temperature below zero.

A moment later the ladies left us. The flush I had brought to her cheek lingered, as she swept past me with a wondrous show of dignity in one so young. Mr. Guest came down and took her place, and we talked of the land of berries, and our adventures there, while the rest  older friends  listened indulgently or struck in from time to time with their own biggest fish and deadliest flies.

I used to wonder why women like to visit dusty chambers; why, they get more joy  I am fain to think they do  out of a scrambling tea up three pairs of stairs in Pump Court, than from the same materials  and comfort withal  in their own house. I imagine it is for the same reason that the bachelor finds a charm in a ladys drawing-room, and there, if anywhere, sees her with a reverent mind. A charm and a subservience which I felt to the full in the Guests drawing-room  a room rich in subdued colours and a cunning blending of luxury and comfort. Yet it depressed me. I felt myself alone. Mr. Guest had passed on to others and I stood aside, the sense that I was not of these people troubling me in a manner as new as it was absurd: for I had been in the habit of rather despising society. Miss Guest was at the piano, the centre of a circle of soft light, which showed up a keen-faced, close-shaven man leaning over her with the air of one used to the position. Every one else was so fully engaged that I may have looked, as well as felt, forlorn; at any rate, meeting her eyes I could have fancied she was regarding me with amusement  almost with triumph. It must have been mere fancy, bred of self-consciousness, for the next moment she beckoned me to her, and said to her cavalier  

There, Jack, Mr. Herapath is going to talk to me about Norway now, so that I dont want you any longer. Perhaps you wont mind stepping up to the schoolroom  Fräulein and Clare are there  and telling Clare, that  that  oh, anything.

There is no piece of ill-breeding so bad to my mind as for a man who is at home in a house to flaunt his favour in the face of other guests. That young mans manner as he left her, and the smile of intelligence which passed between them, were such a breach of good manners as would have ruffled any one. They ruffled me  yes, me, although it was no concern of mine what she called him, or how he conducted himself  so that I could do nothing but stand by the piano and sulk. One bear makes another, you know.

She did not speak; and I, content to watch the slender hands stealing over the keys, would not, until my eyes fell upon her right wrist. She had put off her bracelets and so disclosed a scar upon it, something about which  not its newness  so startled me that I said abruptly, That is very strange! Pray tell me how you did it?

She looked up, saw what I meant, and stopping hastily, put on her bracelets; to all appearances so vexed by my thoughtless question, and anxious to hide the mark, that I was quick to add humbly, I asked because your sister hurt her wrist in nearly the same place on the day when she thought I was in trouble. And the coincidence struck me.

Yes, I remember, she answered, looking at me I thought with a certain suspicion, as though she were not sure that I was giving the right motive. I did this in the same way. By falling, I mean. Isnt it a hateful disfigurement?

It was no disfigurement. Even to her, with a womans love of conquest it must have seemed anything but a disfigurement  had she known what the quiet, awkward man at her side was thinking, who stood looking shyly at it and found no words to contradict her, though she asked him twice, and thought him stupid enough. A great longing for that soft, scarred wrist was on me  and Miss Guest had added another to the number of her slaves. I dont know now why the blemish should have so touched me any more than I could then guess why, being a commonplace person, I should fall in love at first sight and feel no surprise at my condition, but only a half-consciousness that in some former state of being I had met my love, and read her thoughts, and learned her moods; and come to know the womanly spirit that looked from her eyes as well as if she were an old friend. But so vivid was this sensation, that once or twice, then and afterwards, when I would meet her glance, another name than hers trembled on my tongue and passed away before I could shape it into sound.

After an interval, Are you going to the Goldmaces dance? she asked.

No, I answered her, humbly. I go out so little.

Indeed? with an odd smile not too kindly. I wish  no I dont  that we could say the same. We are engaged, I think  she paused, her attention divided between myself and Boccherinis minuet, the low strains of which she was sending through the room for every afternoon  this week  except Saturday. By the way, Mr. Herapath  do you remember what was the name  Bab told me you called her?

Bonnie Bab, I answered absently. My thoughts had gone forward to Saturday. We are always dropping to-days substance for the shadow of tomorrow; like the dog  a dog was it not?  in the fable.

Oh, yes, Bonnie Bab, she murmured softly. Poor Bab! and suddenly she cut short Boccherinis music and our chat by striking a terrific discord and laughing at my start of discomfiture. Every one took it as a signal to leave. They all seemed to be going to meet her next day, or the day after that. They engaged her for dances, and made up a party for the play, and tossed to and fro a score of laughing catch-words, that were beyond my comprehension. They all did this, except myself.

And yet I went away with something before me  the call upon Saturday afternoon. Quite unreasonably I fancied that I should see her alone. And so when the day came and I stood outside the opening door of the drawing-room, and heard voices and laughter behind it, I was hurt and aggrieved beyond measure. There was a party, and a merry one, assembled; who were playing at some game as it seemed to me, for I caught sight of Clare whipping off an impromptu bandage from her eyes, and striving by her stiffest air to give the lie to a pair of flushed cheeks. The close-shaven man was there, and two men of his kind, and a German governess, and a very old lady in a wheel-chair, who was called grandmamma, and Miss Guest herself looking, in the prettiest dress of silvery plush, as bright and fair and graceful as I had been picturing her each hour since we parted.

She dropped me a stately courtesy. Will you be blindfold, or will you play the part of Miss Carolina Wilhelmina Amelia Skeggs, Mr. Herapath, while I say Fudge! or will you burn nuts and play games with this gentleman  he is neighbour Flamborough? You will join us, wont you? Clare does not so misbehave every day, only it is a wet afternoon and so cold and wretched, and we did not think there would be any more callers  and tea will be up in five minutes.

She did not think there would be any more callers! Something in her smile belied the words and taught me that she had thought  she had known  that there would be one more caller  one who would burn nuts and play games with her, though Rome itself were afire, and Tooley Street and the Mile End Road to boot.

It was a simple game, and not likely, one would say, to afford much risk of that burning of the fingers, which gave a zest to the Vicar of Wakefields nuts. One sat in the middle blindfolded, while the rest disguised their own or assumed each others voices, and spoke one by one some gibe or quip at his expense. When he succeeded in naming the speaker, the detected satirist put on the poke, and in his turn heard things good  if he had a conceit of himself  for his souls health. The rôle presently fell to me, and proved a heavy one, because I was not so familiar with the others voices as were the rest; and Miss Guest  whose faintest tones I thought I should know  had a wondrous knack of cheating me, now taking off Clares voice, and now  after the door had been opened to admit the tea  her fathers. So I failed again and again to earn my relief. But when a voice behind me cried with well-feigned eagerness  

How nice! Do tell me all about a fire!  then, though no fresh creaking of the door had reached me, nor warning been given of an addition to the players, I had no doubt who spoke, but exclaimed at once, That is Bab! Now I cry you mercy. I am right this time. That was Bab!

I looked for a burst of applause such as had before attended a good thrust home, but none came. On the contrary, with my words so odd a silence fell upon the room that it was clear that something was wrong. And I pulled off my handkerchief in haste, repeating, That was Bab, I am sure.

But if it was, I could not see her. And what had come over them all? Jacks face wore a provoking smile, and his friends were bent upon sniggering. Clare looked startled, and grandmamma gently titillated, while Miss Guest, who had risen and turned away towards the windows, seemed to be annoyed with some one. What was the matter?

I beg every ones pardon by anticipation, I said, looking round in a bewildered way; but have I said anything wrong?

Oh, dear no, cried the fellow they called Jack, with a familiarity that was in the worst taste  as if I had meant to apologise to him! Most natural thing in the world!

Jack, how dare you? Miss Guest exclaimed, stamping her foot.

Well, it seemed all right. It sounded natural, I am sure. Well done, I thought.

Oh, you are unbearable! Why dont you say something, Clare? Mr. Herapath, I am sure that you did not know that my name was Barbara.

Certainly not, I cried. What a strange thing!

But it is, and that is why grandmamma is looking shocked, and Mr. Buchanan is wearing threadbare the friends privilege of being rude. I forgive you if you will make allowance for him. And you shall come off the stool of repentance and have your tea first, since you are the greatest stranger. It is a stupid game after all!

She would hear no apologies from me. And when I would have asked why her sister bore the same name, and so excused myself, she was intent upon tea-making, and the few moments I could with decency add to my call gave me no opportunity. I blush to think how I eked them out; by what subservience to Clare, by what a slavish anxiety to help Jack to muffins  each piece I hoped might choke him! How slow I was to find hat and gloves, calling to mind with terrible vividness, as I turned my back upon the circle, that again and again in my experience an acquaintance begun by a dinner had ended with the consequent call. And so I should have gone  it might have been so here  but the door-handle was stiff, and Miss Guest came to my aid, as I fumbled with it. We are always at home on Saturdays, if you like to call, Mr. Herapath, she murmured carelessly  and I found myself in the street.

So carelessly she had said it that, with a sudden change of feeling, I vowed I would not call. Why should I? Why should I worry myself with the sight of other fellows parading their favour? With the babble of that society chit-chat, which I had often scorned, and  still scorned, and had no part or concern in. They were not people to suit me, or do me good. I would not go, I said, and I repeated it firmly on Monday and Tuesday; on Wednesday I so far modified it that I thought at some distant time I would leave a card  to avoid discourtesy. On Friday I preferred an earlier date as wiser and more polite, and on Saturday I walked shame-faced down the street and knocked and rang, and went upstairs  to taste a pleasant misery. Yes, and on the next Saturday too, and the next, and the next; and that one when we all went to the theatre, and that other one when Mr. Guest kept me to dinner. Ay, and on other days that were not Saturdays, among which two stand high out of the waters of forgetfulness  high days indeed  days like twin pillars of Hercules, through which I thought to reach, as did the seamen of old, I knew not what treasures of unknown lands stretching away under the setting sun. First that Wednesday on which I found Barbara Guest alone and blurted out that I had the audacity to wish to make her my wife; and then heard, before I had well  or badly  told my tale, the wheels of grandmammas chair outside.

Hush! the girl said, her face turned from me. Hush, Mr. Herapath. You dont know me, indeed. You have seen so little of me. Please say nothing more about it. You are under a delusion.

It is no delusion that I love you, Barbara! I cried.

It is! she repeated, freeing her hand. There, if you will not take an answer  come  come at three to-morrow. But mind, I promise you nothing  I promise nothing, she added feverishly. And she fled from the room, leaving me to talk to grandmamma as best, and escape as quickly, as I might.

I longed for a great fire that evening, and failing one, I tired myself by tramping unknown streets of the East End, striving to teach myself that any trouble to-morrow might bring was but a shadow, a sentiment, a thing not to be mentioned in the same breath with the want and toil of which I caught glimpses up each street and lane that opened to right and left. In the main, I failed; but the effort did me good, sending me home tired out, to sleep as soundly as if I were going to be hanged next day, and not  which is a very different thing  to be put upon my trial.

I will tell Miss Guest you are here, sir, the man said. I looked at all the little things in the room which I had come to know well  her work-basket, the music upon the piano, the table-easel, her photograph. And I wondered if I were to see them no more, or if they were to become a part of my everyday life. Then I heard her come in, and turned quickly, feeling that I should learn my fate from her greeting.

Bab! The word was wrung from me perforce. And then we stood and looked at one another, she with a strange pride and defiance in her eyes, though her cheek was dark with blushes, and I with wonder and perplexity in mine. Wonder and perplexity that grew into a conviction, a certainty that the girl standing before me in the short-skirted brown dress with tangled hair and loose neck-ribbon was the Bab I had known in Norway; and yet that the eyes  I could not mistake them now, no matter what unaccustomed look they might wear  were Barbara Guests!

Miss Guest  Barbara, I stammered, grappling with the truth, why have you played this trick upon me?

It is Miss Guest and Barbara now, she cried, with a mocking courtesy. Do you remember, Mr. Herapath, when it was Bab? When you treated me as a toy, and a plaything, with which you might be as intimate as you liked; and hurt my feelings  yes, it is weak to confess it, I know  day by day, and hour by hour?

But surely, that is forgiven now? I said, dazed by an attack so sudden and so bitter. It is atonement enough that I am at your feet now!

You are not, she retorted. Dont say you have offered love to me, who am the same with the child you teased at Breistolen. You have fallen in love with my fine clothes, and my pearls and my maids work! not with me. You have fancied the girl you saw other men make much of. But you have not loved the woman who might have prized that which Miss Guest has never learned to value.

How old are you? I said, hoarsely.

Nineteen! she snapped out. And then for a moment we were both silent.

I begin to understand now, I answered as soon as I could conquer something in my throat. Long ago when I hardly knew you, I hurt your womans pride; and since that you have plotted  

No, you have tricked yourself!

And schemed to bring me to your feet that you might have the pleasure of trampling on me. Miss Guest, your triumph is more complete than you are able to understand. I loved you this morning above all the world  as my own life  as every hope I had. See, I tell you this that you may have a moments keener pleasure when I am gone.

Dont! Dont! she cried, throwing herself into a chair and covering her face.

You have won a mans heart and cast it aside to gratify an old pique. You may rest content now, for there is nothing wanting to your vengeance. You have given me as much pain as a woman, the vainest and the most heartless, can give a man. Good-bye.

With that I was leaving her, fighting my own pain and passion, so that the little hands she raised as though they could ward off my words were nothing to me. I felt a savage delight in seeing that I could hurt her, which deadened my own grief. The victory was not all with her lying there sobbing. Only where was my hat? Let me get my hat and go. Let me escape from this room wherein every trifle upon which my eye rested awoke some memory that was a pang. Let me get away, and have done with it all.

Where was the hat? I had brought it up. I could not go without it. It must be under her chair by all that was unlucky, for it was nowhere else. I could not stand and wait, and so I had to go up to her, with cold words of apology upon my lips, and being close to her and seeing on her wrist, half hidden by fallen hair, the scar she had brought home from Norway, I dont know how it was that I fell on my knees by her and cried  

Oh, Bab, I love you so! Let us part friends.

For a moment, silence. Then she whispered, her hand in mine, Why did you not say Bab to begin? I told you only that Miss Guest had not learned to value your love.

And Bab? I murmured, my brain in a whirl.

She learned long ago, poor girl!

The fair, tear-stained face of my tyrant looked into mine for a moment, and then came quite naturally to its resting-place.

Now, she said, when I was leaving, you may have your hat, sir.

I believe, I replied, that you sat upon this chair on purpose.

And Bab blushed. I believe she did.





GERALD

GERALD

I have friends who tell me that they seldom walk the streets of London without wondering what is passing behind the house-fronts; without picturing a comedy here, a love-scene there, and behind the dingy cane blinds a something ill-defined, a something odd and bizarre. They experience  if you believe them  a sense of loneliness out in the street, an impatience of the sameness of all these many houses, their dull bricks and discreet windows, and a longing that some one would step out and ask them to enter and see the play.

Well, I have never felt any of these things; but as I was passing through Fitzhardinge Square about half-past ten oclock one evening in last July, after dining, if I remember rightly, in Baker Street, something happened to me which I fancy may be of interest to such people.

I was passing through the square from north to south, and to avoid a small crowd, which some reception had drawn together, I left the pavement and struck across the road to the path round the oval garden; which, by the way, contains a few of the finest trees in London. This part was in deep shadow, so that when I presently emerged from it and recrossed the road to the pavement near the top of Fitzhardinge Street, I had an advantage over persons on the pavement. They were under the lamps, while I, coming from the shadow under the trees, was invisible.

The door of the house immediately in front of me as I crossed was open, and standing at it was an elderly man-servant out of livery, who looked up and down the pavement by turns. It was his air of furtive anxiety that drew my attention to him. He was not like a man looking for a cab, or waiting for his sweetheart; and I had my eye upon him as I stepped upon the pavement beside him. My surprise was great when he uttered an exclamation of dismay at sight of me, and made as if he would retreat; while his face, in the full glare of the light, grew so pale and terror-stricken that he might before have been completely at his ease. I was astonished and instinctively stood, returning his gaze; for perhaps twenty seconds we remained so, he speechless, and his hands fallen by his side. Then, before I could move on, he cried, Oh! Mr. George! Oh! Mr. George! in a tone that rang in the stillness more like a wail than an ordinary cry.

My name, my surname I mean, is George. For a moment I took the address to myself, forgetting that the man was a stranger; and my heart began to beat more quickly with fear of what might have happened. What is it? I exclaimed. What is it? and I pulled from the lower part of my face the silk muffler I was wearing. The evening was close, but I had been suffering from a sore throat.

He came nearer and peered more closely at me and I dismissed my fear; for I could see the discovery of his mistake dawning upon him. His pallid face, on which the pallor was the more noticeable, seeing that his plump features were those of a man with whom the world went well, regained some of its lost colour, and a sigh of relief passed his lips. But this feeling was only momentary. The joy of escape from whatever blow he had thought imminent gave place to his previous state of expectancy of something.

You took me for another person, I said, preparing to pass on. At that moment I could have sworn  I would have given one hundred to one twice over  that he was going to say yes. To my immense astonishment, he did not. With a visible effort he said No!

Eh! What? I exclaimed. I had taken a step or two.

No, sir.

Then what is it? I said. What do you want, my good fellow?

Watching his shuffling indeterminate manner I wondered if he were sane. His next answer reassured me. There was an almost desperate deliberation in his manner. My master wishes to see you, sir, was what he said, if you will kindly walk in for five minutes.

I should have replied, Who is your master? if I had been wise; or cried, Nonsense! and gone my way. But often the mind when it is spurred by an emergency over-runs the more obvious course to adopt a worse. It was possible that one of my intimates had taken the house, and said in his butlers presence that he wished to see me. Thinking of that I answered, Are you sure? Have you not made a mistake, my man?

With a sullenness that was new in him, he said, No, he had not. Would I please to walk in? He stepped forward as he spoke, and induced me by a kind of urgency to enter the house, taking from me with the ease of a trained servant my hat, coat, and muffler. Finding himself in the course of his duties he gained composure; while I, being thus treated, lost my sense of the strangeness of the proceeding, and only awoke to a full consciousness of my position when he had shut the door behind us and was putting up the chain.

Then I confess I looked round, alarmed at my easiness. But I found the hall spacious, lofty, and dark-panelled, the ordinary hall of an old London house. The big fireplace was filled with plants in flower. There were rugs on the floor and a number of chairs with painted crests on the backs, and in a corner was an old sedan chair, its poles upright against the wall.

No other servants were visible. But apart from this all was in order, all was quiet, and the notion of violence was manifestly absurd.

At the same time the affair seemed of the strangest. Why should the butler in charge of a well-arranged and handsome house  the house of an ordinary wealthy gentleman  why should he hang about the open doorway as if anxious to feel the presence of his kind? Why should he show the excitement, even the terror, which I had witnessed? Why should he introduce a stranger?

I had reached this point when he led the way upstairs. The staircase was wide, the steps were low and broad. On either side at the head of the flight stood a Venus of white Parian marble. They were not common reproductions, and I paused. I could see beyond them a Hercules and a Meleager, and delicately tinted draperies and ottomans that under the light of a silver hanging-lamp  a gem from Malta  changed a mere lobby to a fairies nook. The sight filled me with a certain suspicion; which was dispelled, however, when my hand rested for an instant upon the pedestal that supported one of the statues. The cold touch of the marble was enough. The pillars were not of composite; as they certainly would have been in a gaming-house, or worse.

Three steps carried me across the lobby to a curtained doorway by which the servant was waiting. I saw that the shakes were upon him again. His impatience was so ill-concealed that I was not surprised, though I was taken aback, when he dropped the mask. As I passed him  it being now too late for me to retreat undiscovered, if the room were occupied  he laid a trembling hand on my arm and thrust his face close to mine. Ask how he is! he whispered, trembling. Say anything, no matter what, sir! Only, for the love of Heaven, stay five minutes!

He gave me a gentle push as he spoke  pleasant all this!  and announced in a loud quavering voice, Mr. George!  which was true enough. I found myself walking round a screen at the same time that something in the room, a long dimly-lighted room, fell with a brisk rattling sound. This was followed by the scuffling noise of a person, still hidden from me by the screen, rising to his feet.

Next moment I was face to face with two men. One, a handsome elderly gentleman, who wore grey moustaches and would have seemed in place at a service club, was still seated. He regarded me with a perfectly unmoved face, as if my entrance at that hour were the commonest incident of his life. The other had risen and stood looking at me askance. He was five-and-twenty years younger than his companion and he was as good-looking in a different way. But his face was white and, unless I was mistaken, was distorted by the same terror  ay, and a darker terror than that which I had surprised in the servants features; it was the face of one in a desperate strait. He looked as a man looks who has put all he has in the world upon an outsider  and done it twice. In that quiet drawing-room by the side of his placid companion, with nothing in their surroundings to account for his emotion, his panic-stricken face shocked me inexpressibly.

They were in evening dress; and between them was a chess-table, its men in disorder. Almost touching this was another small table bearing a tray of Apollinaris water and spirits. On this the young man was resting one hand as if but for its support he would have fallen.

To add one more fact; I had never seen either of them in my life.

Or wait; could that be true? If so, I must be dreaming. For the elder man broke the silence by addressing me in a quiet ordinary tone that matched his face. Sit down, George, he said, dont stand there. I did not expect you this evening. He held out his hand, without rising from his chair, and I advanced and shook it in silence. I thought you were in Liverpool. How are you? he continued.

Very well, I thank you, I muttered mechanically.

Not very well, I should say, he retorted. You are as hoarse as a raven. You have a bad cold. It is nothing worse, my boy, is it? with anxiety.

No, a throat cough; nothing else, I murmured, resigning myself to this astonishing reception  this evident concern for my welfare on the part of a man whom I had never seen in my life.

That is well! he answered cheerily. Not only did my presence cause him no surprise. It gave him, without doubt, pleasure!

It was otherwise with his companion. He had made no advances to me, spoken no word, scarcely altered his position. His eyes he had never taken from me. Yet there was a change in him. He had discovered his mistake, as the butler had discovered his. The terror was gone from his face, and a malevolence not much more pleasant to witness had taken its place. Why this did not break out in an active form was part of the mystery given to me to solve. I could only surmise from glances which he cast from time to time towards the door, and from the occasional creaking of a board in that direction, that his self-restraint had to do with my friend the butler. The inconsequences of dreamland ran through it all. Why the elder man remained in error; why the younger with that passion on his face was tongue-tied; why the great house was so still; why the servant should have mixed me up with the business at all  these were questions as unanswerable, one as the other.

And the fog in my mind grew denser when the old gentleman turned from me as if my presence were a usual thing, and rapped the table before him. Now, Gerald! he cried in sharp tones, have you put those pieces back? Good heavens! I am glad that I have not nerves like yours! Dont remember the squares, boy? Here, give them to me! With a hasty gesture of his hand, something like a mesmeric pass over the board, he sat down the half-dozen pieces with a rapid tap! tap! tap! which made it abundantly clear that he, at any rate, had no doubt of their various positions.

You will not mind sitting by until we have finished the game? he continued, speaking to me, in a voice more genial than that which he had used to Gerald. I suppose you are anxious to talk to me about your letter, George? he went on when I did not answer. The fact is that I have not read the enclosure. Barnes, as usual, read the outer letter, in which you said the matter was private and of grave importance; and I intended to go to Laura to-morrow, as you suggested, and get her to read the other to me. Now you have returned so soon, I am glad that I did not trouble her.

Just so, sir, I said, listening with all my ears; and wondering.

Well, I hope there is nothing very bad the matter, my boy? he replied. However  Gerald! it is your move! Ten minutes more of such play as your brothers, and I shall be at your service.

Gerald made a hurried move, the piece rattling upon the board as if he had been playing the castanets. His father made him take it back. I sat watching the two in wonder and silence. What did it all mean? Why should Barnes  now behind the screen listening  have read the outer letter? Why must Laura be employed to read the inner? Why could not this cultivated and refined gentleman before me read his  Ah! That much was disclosed. A mere turn of the hand did it. He had made another of those passes over the board, and I learned from it what an ordinary examination would not have detected. He, the old soldier with the placid face and light blue eyes, was blind! Quite blind!

I began to see more clearly now. And from this moment I took up, in my own mind, a different position. Possibly the servant who had impelled me into the middle of the scene had had good reasons for doing so, as I began to discern. But with a clue to the labyrinth in my hand I could no longer move passively. I must act for myself. For a while I sat still and made no sign. But my suspicions were presently confirmed. The elder man more than once scolded his opponent for playing slowly; in one of the intervals caused by his opponents indecision he took from an inside pocket of his waistcoat a small packet.

You had better take your letter, George, he said. If there are originals in it, they will be more safe with you than with me. You can tell me all about it, now you are here. Gerald will leave us presently.

He held the papers towards me. To take them was to take an active part in the imposture, and I hesitated, my hand half outstretched. But my eyes fell at the critical instant upon Master Geralds face, and my scruples took themselves off. He was eyeing the packet with an intense greed, with a trembling longing  a very itching of the fingers, to fall upon the prey  that put an end to my doubts. I took the papers. With a quiet, but I think a significant, look in his direction, I placed them in the breast-pocket of my coat. I had no safer receptacle about me, or into that they would have gone.

Very well, sir, I said. There is no particular hurry. I think the matter will keep, as things now are, until to-morrow.

So much the better. You ought not to be out with such a cold, my boy, he continued. You will find a decanter of the Scotch whisky you gave me last Christmas on the tray. Will you have some with hot water and a lemon? The servants are all at the theatre  Gerald begged a holiday for them  but Barnes will get you the things in a minute.

Thank you; I wont trouble him. I will take some with cold water, I replied, thinking I should gain in this way what I wanted  time to think; five minutes to myself, while they played.

But I was out in my reckoning. I will have mine also now, he said. Will you mix it, Gerald?

Gerald jumped up to do it with tolerable alacrity. I sat still, preferring to help myself, when he should have attended to his father  if his father it was. I felt more easy now that I had those papers in my pocket. The more I thought of it, the more certain I became that they were the object of whatever deviltry was on foot; and that possession of them gave me the whip-hand. My young gentleman might snarl and show his teeth, but the prize had escaped him.

Perhaps I was a little too confident; a little too contemptuous of my opponent; a little too proud of the firmness with which I had taken at one and the same time the responsibility and the whip-hand. A creak of the board behind the screen roused me from my thoughts. It fell upon my ear trumpet-tongued: it contained, I know not what note of warning. I glanced up with a conviction that I was napping, and looked instinctively towards the young man. He was busy at the tray, his back to me. Relieved of my fear of something  perhaps a desperate attack upon my pocket, I was removing my eyes, when I caught sight of his reflection in a small mirror beyond him.

What was he busy about? Nothing. Absolutely nothing, at the moment. He was standing motionless  I could fancy him breathless also  a listening expression on his face; which seemed to me to have faded to a greyish tinge. His left hand was clasping a half-filled tumbler; the other was at his waistcoat pocket. So he stood during perhaps a second, a small lamp upon the tray before him illumining his handsome figure; then his eyes, glancing up, met the reflection of mine in the mirror. Swiftly as thought could pass from brain to limb, the hand which had been resting in the pocket flashed with a clatter among the glasses; and turning as quickly, he brought one of the latter to the chess-table, and set it down unsteadily.

What had I seen! Actually nothing. Just what Gerald had been doing. Yet my heart was going as many strokes to the minute as a losing crew. I rose abruptly.

Wait a moment, sir, I said, as the elder man laid his hand upon the glass, I dont think that Gerald has mixed this quite as you like it.

He had already lifted it to his lips. I looked from him to Gerald. The young mans colour, though he faced me hardily, shifted, and he seemed to be swallowing a succession of oversized fives-balls. But his eyes met mine in a vicious kind of smile that was not without its gleam of triumph. I was persuaded that all was right before his father said so.

Perhaps you have mixed for me? I suggested pleasantly.

No! he answered in sullen defiance. He filled a glass with something  perhaps it was water  and drank it, his back towards me. He had not spoken so much as a single word to me before.

The blind mans ear recognized the tone. I wish you boys would agree better, he said wearily. Gerald, go to bed. I would as soon play chess with an idiot from Earlswood. Generally you can play the game if you are good for nothing else; but since your brother came in, you have not made a move which any one save an imbecile would make. Go to bed, boy! Go to bed!

I had stepped to the table while he spoke. One of the glasses was full. I lifted it with seeming unconcern to my nose. There was whisky in it as well as water. Then had Gerald mixed for me? At any rate, I put the tumbler aside, and helped myself afresh. When I set the glass down  and empty, my mind was made up.

Gerald does not seem inclined to move, sir, I said quietly, so I will. I will call in the morning and discuss that matter, if it will suit you. To-night I feel inclined to get to bed early.

Quite right, my boy. I would ask you to take a bed here instead of turning out, but I suppose that Laura will be expecting you. Come in to-morrow morning. Shall Barnes call a cab for you?

I think I will walk, I answered, shaking the proffered hand. By the way, sir, I added, have you heard who is the new Home Secretary?

Yes, Henry Matthews, he replied. Gerald told me. He had heard it at the club.

It is to be hoped that he will have no womanish scruples about capital punishment, I said as if I were incidentally considering the appointment. And with that last shot at Mr. Gerald  he turned green, I thought, a colour which does not go well with a black moustache  I walked out of the room, which looked so peaceful, so cosy, so softly lighted, I went downstairs. I hoped that I had paralysed the young fellow, and might leave the house without molestation.

But as I gained the foot of the stairs he tapped me on the shoulder. I saw then, looking at him, that I had mistaken my man. Every trace of the defiance which had marked his manner upstairs was gone. His face was still pale, but it wore a smile as we confronted one another under the hall lamp. I have not the pleasure of knowing you, but let me thank you for your help, he said in a low voice, yet with a kind of frank spontaneity. Barnes idea of bringing you in was a splendid one, and I am greatly obliged to you.

Dont mention it, I answered, proceeding with my preparations for going out, as if he were not there. Although I must confess that this complete change in him exercised my mind no little.

I feel so sure that we may rely upon your discretion, he went on, ignoring my tone, that I need say nothing about that. Of course, we owe you an explanation, but as the cold is yours and not my brothers, you will not mind if I read you the riddle to-morrow instead of keeping you from your bed to-night?

It will do equally well  indeed better, I said, putting on my overcoat, and buttoning it across my chest, while I affected to be looking with curiosity at the sedan chair.

He pointed to the place where the packet lay. You are forgetting the papers, he reminded me. His tone almost compelled the answer, To be sure!

But I had made up my mind, and I answered instead, Not at all. They are quite safe, thank you!

But you dont  I beg your pardon   He opened his eyes very wide as he spoke, as if some new light were beginning to shine upon his mind and he could scarcely believe its revelations. You dont mean that you are going to take those papers away with you?

Certainly.

My dear sir! he remonstrated earnestly. This is preposterous. Pray forgive me the reminder, but those papers, as my father gave you to understand, are private papers, which he supposed himself to be handing to my brother George.

Just so! was all I said. And I took a step towards the door.

You mean to take them? he asked seriously.

I do; unless you can explain the part I have played this evening. And also make it clear to me that you have a right to the possession of the papers.

Confound it! If I must do so to-night, I must! he said reluctantly. I trust to your honour, sir, to keep the explanation secret. I bowed, and he went on: My elder brother and I are in business together. Lately we have had losses which have crippled us so severely that a day or two ago we decided to disclose them to Sir Charles and ask his help. George did so yesterday by letter, giving certain notes of our liabilities. You ask why he did not make such a statement by word of mouth? Because he had to go to Liverpool at a moments notice to make a last effort to arrange the matter. As for me, with a curious grimace, my father would as soon discuss business with his dog! Sooner!

Well? I said. He had paused, and was nicking the blossoms off the geraniums in the fireplace with his pocket-handkerchief, looking moodily at his work the while. I cannot remember noticing the handkerchief, yet I can see it now. It had a red border, and was heavily scented with white rose. Well?

Well, he continued, with a visible effort, my father has been ailing, and this morning his doctor made him see Bristowe. He is an authority on heart-disease, as you know; and his opinion is, he added in a lower voice and with some emotion, that even a slight shock may prove fatal.

I began to feel hot and uncomfortable. What was I to think? The packet was becoming as lead in my pocket.

Of course, he resumed more briskly, that threw our difficulties into the shade; and my first impulse was to get these papers from him. All day I have been trying in vain to effect it. I took Barnes, who is an old servant, into my confidence, but we could think of no plan. My father, like many people who have lost their sight, is jealous, and I was at my wits end when Barnes brought you up. Your likeness, he added, looking at me reflectively, to George put the idea into my head, I fancy. Yes, it must have been so. When I heard you announced  for a moment I thought that you were George.

And you called up a look of the warmest welcome, I put in.

He coloured, but answered immediately, I was afraid that he would assume that the governor had read his letter, and blurt out something. Good lord! if you knew the funk in which I have been all the evening lest my father should ask me to read the letter! He gathered up his handkerchief with a sigh, and wiped his forehead.

I could see it very plainly, I answered, going slowly over what he had told me. To tell the truth, I was in no slight quandary what I should do, or what I should believe. Was this really the key to it all? Dared I doubt it? or that that which I had constructed was a mares nest  the mere framework of a mares nest? For the life of me I could not tell!

Well, sir? he said, looking up with an offended air. Is there anything else I can explain? or will you have the kindness to return my property to me now?

There is one thing, about which I should like to ask a question, I said.

Ask on, he replied; and I wondered whether there was not a little too much of bravado in the tone of sufferance he assumed.

Why do you carry  I went on, raising my eyes to his, and pausing on the word that little medicament  you know what I mean  in your waistcoat pocket?

He flinched. I dont quite  quite understand, he began to stammer. Then he changed his tone and went on rapidly, No! I will be frank with you, Mr. Mr.  

George, I said.

Ah, indeed? a trifle surprised, Mr. George! Well, it is something Bristowe gave me this morning to administer to my father  without his knowledge, if possible  should he grow excited. I did not think that you had seen it.

Nor had I. I had only inferred its presence. But having inferred rightly, I was inclined to trust my inference farther. Moreover, while he gave this explanation his breath came and went so quickly that my former suspicions returned. I was ready for him when he said  

Now I will trouble you, if you please, for those papers?

I cannot give them to you, I replied, point blank.

You cannot give them to me? he repeated.

No. Moreover the packet is sealed. I do not see, on second thoughts, what harm I can do you  now that the packet is out of your fathers hands  by keeping it until to-morrow, when I will return it to your brother, from whom it came.

He will not be in London, he answered doggedly. He stepped between me and the door with looks which I did not like. At the same time I felt that some allowance must be made for a man treated in this way.

I am sorry, I said, but I cannot do what you ask. I will do this, however. If you think the delay of importance, and will give me your brothers address in Liverpool, I will undertake to post the letters to him at once.

He considered the offer, eyeing me the while with the same disfavour which he had exhibited in the drawing-room. At last he said slowly  

If you will do that?

I will, I repeated. I will do it immediately.

He gave me the direction George Ritherdon, at the London and North-Western Hotel, Liverpool, and in return I gave him my own name and address. Then I parted from him, with a civil good night on either side  and little liking  the clocks striking midnight, and the servants coming in as I passed into the cool darkness of the square.

Late as it was, I went straight to my club, determined that, as I had assumed the responsibility, there should be no laches on my part. There I placed the packet, together with a short note explaining how it came into my possession, in an outer envelope, and dropped the whole, duly directed and stamped, into the nearest pillar-box. I could not register it at that hour, and rather than wait until next morning, I omitted the precaution, merely requesting Mr. Ritherdon to acknowledge its receipt.

Some days passed during which it may be imagined that I thought no little about my odd experience. It was the story of the Lady and the Tiger over again. I had the choice of two alternatives  at least. I might either believe the young fellows story, which certainly had the merit of explaining in a fairly probable manner an occurrence which did not lend itself freely to explanation. Or I might disbelieve his story, plausible in its very strangeness as it was, in favour of my own vague suspicions. Which was I to do?

I set out by preferring the former alternative. This, notwithstanding that I had to some extent committed myself by withholding the papers. But with each day that passed without bringing an answer from Liverpool, I leaned more and more to the other side. I began to pin my faith to the tiger, adding each morning a point to the odds in the animals favour. So it went on until ten days had passed.

Then a little out of curiosity, but more, I declare, because I thought it the right thing to do, I resolved to seek out George Ritherdon. I had no difficulty in learning where he could be found. I turned up the firm of Ritherdon Brothers (George and Gerald), cotton-spinners and India merchants, in the first directory I consulted. And about noon the next day I called at their place of business, and sent in my card to the senior partner. I waited five minutes  curiously scanned by the porter, who without doubt saw a likeness between me and his employer  and then I was admitted to the latters room.

He was a tall man with a fair beard, not a whit like Gerald, and yet tolerably good-looking; if I say more I shall seem to be describing myself. I fancied him to be balder about the temples, however, and greyer and more careworn than the man I am in the habit of seeing in my shaving-glass. His eyes, too, had a hard look, and he seemed to be in ill-health. All these things I took in later. At the time I only noticed his clothes. So the old gentleman is dead, I thought, and the young ones tale was true after all! George Ritherdon was in deep mourning.

I wrote to you, I began, taking the seat to which he pointed, about a fortnight ago.

He looked at my card, which he held in his hand.

I think not, he said slowly.

Yes, I repeated. You were then at the London and North-Western Hotel, at Liverpool.

He was stepping to his writing-table, but he stopped. I was in Liverpool, he answered in a different tone, but I was not at that hotel. You are thinking of my brother, are you not?

No, I said. It was your brother who told me you were there.

Perhaps you had better explain, he suggested, speaking in the weary tone of one returning to a painful matter, what was the subject of your letter. I have been through a great trouble lately, and this may well have been overlooked.

I said I would, and as briefly as possible I told the story of my strange visit in Fitzhardinge Square. He was much moved, walking up and down the room as he listened, and giving vent to occasional exclamations, until I came to the arrangement I had made with his brother. Then he raised his hand as one might do in pain.

Enough! he said. Barnes told me a rambling tale of some stranger. I understand it all now.

So do I, I think! I replied dryly. Your brother went to Liverpool, and received the papers in your name?

He murmured what I took for Yes. But he did not utter a single word of acknowledgment to me, or of reprobation of his brothers deceit. I thought some such word should have been spoken; and I let my feelings carry me away. Let me tell you, I said, warmly, that your brother is a  

Hush! he said, holding up his hand. He is dead.

Dead! I repeated, shocked and amazed.

Have you not seen it in the papers? It is in all the papers, he said wearily. He committed suicide  God forgive me for it!  at Liverpool, at the hotel you have named, and the day after you saw him.

And so it was. He had committed some serious forgery  he had always been wild, though his father, slow to see it, had only lately closed his purse to him  and the forged signatures had come into his brothers power. He had cheated his brother before. There had long been bad blood between them, the one being as cold, business-like, and masterful as the other was idle and jealous.

I told him, the elder said to me, shading his eyes with his hand, that I should let him be prosecuted  that I would not protect or shelter him. The threat nearly drove him mad; and while it was hanging over him, I wrote to disclose the matter to Sir Charles. Gerald thought his last chance lay in recovering this letter unread. The proofs against him destroyed, he might laugh at me. His first attempt failed; then he planned with Barnes cognisance to get possession of the packet by drugging my father. Barnes courage deserted him at the last; he called you in, and  you know the rest.

But, I said softly, your brother did get the letter  at Liverpool.

George Ritherdon groaned. Yes, he said, he did. But the proofs were not in it. After writing the outside letter I changed my mind and withheld them, explaining my reasons within. He found his plot was in vain; and it was under the shock of this disappointment  the packet lay before him, re-sealed and directed to me  that he  that he did it. Poor Gerald!

Poor Gerald! I said. What else remained to be said?

It may be a survival of superstition, yet, when I dine in Baker Street now, I take some care to go home by any other route than that which leads through Fitzhardinge Square.




JOANNAS BRACELET

On a morning early in the spring of last year, two men stood leaning against the mantelpiece of a room in one of the Government offices. The taller of the two  he who was at home in the room  was a slim, well-dressed man, wearing his hair parted in the middle, and a diamond pin in the sailor knot of his tie. He had his frock-coat open, and his thumbs in the armholes of his waistcoat. The attitude denoted complacency, and the man was complacent.

Well, the funny part of it is, he said lightly, his shoulders pressed against the mantelpiece, that I am dining at the Burton Smiths this evening!

Ah? his companion answered, looking at him with eyes of envy. And so you will see her?

Of course. She is to come to them to-day. But they do not know of our engagement yet, and as she does not want to blurt it out the moment she arrives  why, for this evening, it is a secret. Still I thought I would tell you.

He stepped away as he spoke, to straighten a red morocco-covered despatch-box, which stood on the table behind him. It bore, in addition to the flaunting gilt capitals I.O., a modest plate with the name Ernest Wibberley  his name.

The other waited until he resumed his place. Then, holding out his hand, Well, I am glad you told me, old boy, he said. I congratulate you most heartily, believe me.

Thank you, Jack, Wibberley replied. I knew you would. I rather feel myself that Fate cannot harm me. I have dined to-day.

Happy dog! said Jack; and presently he took himself off.

The Burton Smiths, of whom weve heard them speak, are tolerably well known in London. Burton Smith himself is a barrister with money and many relations  Irish landlords, Scotch members, Indian judges, and the like. His wife is young, gracious, and fond of society. Their drawing-rooms, though on the topmost flat of Onslow Mansions  rooms with sloping ceilings and a dozen quaint nooks and corners  are seldom empty during the regulation hours.

This particular dinner-party had been planned with some care. Lady Linacre will come, no doubt, Mrs. Burton Smith had said one day at breakfast, conning a list she held in her hand; and Mr. May.

But Burton Smith objected to May. He will talk about nothing but India, he protested, and the superiority of Calcutta to London. A little of these Bombay ducks goes a long way, my dear.

Well, James, Mrs. Burton Smith replied placidly  the Hon. Vereker May is a son of Lord Hawthorn he will take me in, and I do not mind. Only I must have Mr. Wibberley on the other side to make conversation and keep me alive. Let me see  that will be three. And Joanna Burton  she comes that afternoon  four. Do you know, James, when we were at Rothley for Christmas I thought there was something between your cousin and Mr. Wibberley?

Then, for goodness sake, do not let them sit together! Burton Smith cried, or they will talk to one another and to no one else.

Very well, Mrs. Smith assented. They shall sit facing one another, and Mr. Wibberley shall take in Mrs. Galantine. She will be sure to flirt with him, and we can watch Joannas face. I shall soon see if there is anything between them.

Mr. Wibberley was a young man of some importance, if only in his capacity of private secretary to a Minister. He had a thousand acquaintances, and two friends  perhaps three. He might be something some day  was bound to be. He dressed well, looked well, and talked well. He was a little presumptuous, perhaps a trifle conceited; but women like these things in young men, and he had tact. At any rate, he had never yet found himself in a place too strait for him.

This evening as he dressed for dinner  as he brushed his hair, or paused to smile at some reflection  his own, but not in the glass  he was in his happiest mood. Everything seemed to be going well with him. He had no presentiment of evil. He was going to a house where he was appreciated. Mrs. Burton Smith was a great ally of his. And then there would be, as we know, some one else. Happy man!

Lady Linacre, said his hostess, as she introduced him to a stout personage with white hair, a double chin, and diamonds. Wibberley bowed, making up his mind that the dowager was one of those ladies with strong prejudices, who drag their skirts together if you prove to be a Home Ruler, and leave the room if you mention Sir Charles Dilke. Mr. May, you have met before, Mrs. Smith continued; and you know Miss Burton, I think?

He murmured assent, while she  Joanna  shook hands with him frankly and with the ghost of a smile, perhaps. He played his part well, for a moment; but halted in his sentence as it flashed across his mind that this was their first meeting since she had said Yes. He recovered from his momentary embarrassment, however, before even Mrs. Burton Smith could note it, and promptly offered Mrs. Galantine his arm.

She was an old friend of his  as friends go in society. He had taken her in to dinner half a dozen times. Who is that girl? she asked, when they were seated; and she raised her glasses and stared through them at her vis-à-vis. I declare she would be pretty if her nose were not so short.

He seized the excuse to put up his glass too, and take a long look. It is rather short, he admitted, gazing with a whimsical sense of propriety at the deficient organ. But some people like short noses, you know, Mrs. Galantine.

Ah! And theatres in August! she replied incredulously. And drawing-room games! But, seriously, she would be pretty if it were not for that.

Would she? he questioned. Well, I think she would, do you know?

And certainly Joanna was pretty, though her forehead was too large, and her nose too small, and her lips too full. For her eyes were bright and her complexion perfect, and her face told of wit, and good temper, and freshness. She had beautiful arms, too, for a chit of nineteen. Mrs. Galantine said nothing about the arms  not out of modesty, but because her own did not form one of her strong points. Wibberley, however, was thinking of them, and whether a bracelet he had by him would fit them. He saw Joanna wore a bracelet  a sketchy gold thing. He considered whether he should take it for a pattern, or whether it might not be more pleasant to measure the wrist for himself.

But Mrs. Galantine returned to the charge. She is a cousin, is she not? she asked, speaking so loudly that Joanna looked across and smiled. I have never met her before. Tell me all about her.

Tell her all about her! Wibberley gasped. He saw a difficulty in telling all about her, the more as the general conversation was not brisk, and Joanna must bear a part. For an instant, indeed, his presence of mind failed him, and he cast an appalled glance round the table. Then he bent to his task. Mrs. Galantine, he murmured sweetly, pray  pray beware of becoming a potato!

The lady dropped her knife and fork with a clatter. A potato, Mr. Wibberley? What do you mean?

What I say, he answered simply. You see my plate? It is a picture. You have there the manly beef, and the feminine peas, so young, so tender! And the potato! The potato is the confidante. It is insipid. Do you not agree with me?

Bravo, Mr. Wibberley! But am I to apply your parable? she spoke sharply, glancing across the table, with her fork uplifted, and a pea upon it. Am I to be the potato?

The choice is with you, he replied gallantly. Shall it be the potato? or the peas?

Mrs. Burton Smith, seeing him absorbed in his companion, was puzzled. Look as she might at Joanna, she saw no sign of jealousy or self-consciousness. Joanna seemed to be getting on perfectly with her partner; to be enjoying herself to the full, and to be as much interested as any one at table. Mrs. Burton Smith sighed. She had the instinct of matchmaking. And she saw clearly now that there was nothing between the two; that if there had been any philandering at Rothley neither of the young people had put out a hand  or a heart  beyond recovery.

But this success of Wibberleys with Mrs. Galantine had its consequences. After the ladies had withdrawn he grew a trifle presumptuous. By ill-luck, the Hon. Vereker May had reached that period of the evening when India  as seen through the glasses of his memory  was accustomed to put on its rosiest tints; and the two facing one another fell to debating on a subject of which the returned Civilian had seen much and thought little, and the private secretary had read more and thought not at all. They were therefore on a par as to information, and what the younger man lacked in obstinacy he made up in readiness. It was in vain the Nabob blustered, asserted, contradicted  finally grew sulky, silent, stertorous. Wibberley pushed his triumph, and soon paid dearly for it.

It happened that he was the last to enter the drawing-room. The evening was chilly, and the ladies had grouped themselves about the fire, protected from assault, by a couple of gipsy-tables bearing shaded lamps. The incomers, one by one, passed through these outworks  all but Wibberley. He cast a glance of comic despair at Joanna, who was by the fireplace in the heart of the citadel; then, resigning himself to separation, he took a low chair by one of the tables, and began to turn over the books which lay on the latter. There were but half a dozen. He scanned them all, and then his eyes fell on a bracelet which lay beside them; a sketchy gold bracelet, with one big boss  Joannas.

He looked at the party  himself sitting a little aside, as we have said. They were none of them facing his way. They were discussing a photograph on the overmantel, a photograph of children. He extended his hand and covered the bracelet. He would take it for a pattern, and to-morrow Joanna should ransom it. He tried, as his fingers closed on it, to catch her eye. He would fain have seen her face change and her colour rise. It would have added to the charm which the boyish, foolish act had for him, if she had been privy to it  yet unable to prevent it.

But she would not look; and he was obliged to be content with his plunder. He slid the gold trifle deftly under the fringe of the table, and clasped it round his arm  not a lusty arm  thrusting it as high as it would go that no movement of his shirt-cuff might disclose it. He had a keen sense of the ridiculous, and he would not for the world that any besides Joanna should see the act: that doddering old fossil May, for instance, who, however, was safe enough  standing on the rug with his back turned, and his slow mind forming an opinion on the photograph.

Then  or within a few minutes, at any rate  Wibberley began to find the party dull. He saw no chance of a private word with Joanna. Lady Linacre, his nearest neighbour, was prosing on to Mrs. Burton Smith, his next nearest. And he himself, after shining at dinner, had fallen into the background. Hang it, he would go! It was ten oclock.

He rose, and was stooping across the table, murmuring his excuses to Mrs. Burton Smith, when Lady Linacre uttered an exclamation. He was leaning across her between her head and the lamp, and he fancied he had touched her head-dress. Pray pardon me, Lady Linacre! he cried gaily. I am just going  I have to leave early. So the encroachment will be but for a moment.

It is not that, the old lady replied. But where is my bracelet? She was feeling about the table as she spoke, shifting with her white, podgy hands the volumes that lay on it.

No one on the instant took in the situation. Mrs. Burton Smith had risen, and was listening to Wibberley. The others were talking. But Lady Linacre was used to attention; and when she spoke again her voice was shrill, and almost indecently loud. Where is my bracelet? she repeated. The one with the Agra diamond that I was showing you, Mrs. Burton Smith. It was here a moment ago, and it is gone! It is gone!

Wibberley was still speaking to his hostess. He heard the old ladys words, but did not at once apply them. He finished his leave-taking at his leisure, and only as he turned recollected himself, and said, with polite solicitude, What is it, Lady Linacre? Have you dropped something? Can I find it for you?

He stooped as he spoke; and she drew her skirt aside, and both peered at the floor, while there was a chorus from those sitting nearest of, What is it, Lady Linacre? Dear Lady Linacre, what have you lost?

My Agra diamond! she replied, her head quivering, her fingers groping about her dress.

No? some one said in surprise. Why, it was here a moment ago. I saw it in your hand.

The old lady held up her wrists. See! she said fussily, I have not got it!

But are you sure it is not in your lap? Burton Smith suggested. Lady Linacre had rather an ample lap. By this time the attention of the whole party had been drawn to the loss, and one or two of the most prudent were looking uncomfortable.

No, she answered; I am quite sure that I placed it on the table by my side. I am sure I saw it there. I was going to put it on when the gentlemen came in, and I laid it down for a minute, and  it is gone!

She was quite clear about it, and looked at Wibberley for confirmation. The table stood between them. She thought he must have seen it; Mrs. Burton Smith being the only other person close to the table.

Burton Smith saw the look. I say, Wibberley, he said, appealing to him, half in fun, half in earnest, you have not hidden it for a joke, have you?

I? Certainly not!

To this day Ernest Wibberley wonders when he made the disagreeable discovery of what he had done  that he had taken the wrong bracelet! It was not at once. It was not until the aggrieved owner had twice proclaimed her loss that he felt himself redden, and awoke to the consciousness that the bracelet was on his arm. Even then, if he had had presence of mind, he might have extricated himself. He might have said, By Jove! I think I slipped it on my wrist in pure absence of mind, or, he might have made some other excuse for his possession of it  an excuse which would have passed muster, though one or two might have thought him odd. But time was everything; and he hesitated. He hated to seem odd, even to one or two; he thought that presently he might find some chance of restoring the bracelet. So he hesitated, peering at the carpet, and the golden opportunity passed. Then each moment made the avowal more difficult, and less ordinary; until, when his host appealed to him If you have hidden it for a joke, old fellow, out with it!  madness overcame him, and he answered as he did.

He looked up, indeed, with well acted surprise, and said his I? Certainly not! somewhat peremptorily.

Half a dozen of the guests were peering stupidly about as if they expected to find the lost article in a flower-vase, or within the globe of a lamp. Presently their hostess stayed these explorations. Wait a moment! she said abruptly, raising her head. I have it!

Well?

John must have moved it when he brought in the tea. That must be it. Ring the bell, James, and we will ask him.

It was done. John came in, and the question was put to him.

Yes, sir, he said readily; I saw a bracelet. On the table by the lamp. He indicated the table near Lady Linacre.

Did you move it?

Move it, sir? the man repeated, surprised by the question, the silence, and the strained faces turned to him. No, sir; certainly not. I saw it when I was handing the tea to  to Mr. Wibberley, I think it was.

Ah, very well, his master answered. That is all. You may go.

It was not possible to doubt the mans face and manner. But when he had left the room, an uncomfortable silence ensued. It is very strange, Burton Smith said, looking from one to another, and then, for the twentieth time, he groped under the table.

It is very strange, Wibberley murmured. He felt bound to say something. He could not free himself from an idea that the others, and particularly the Indian Civilian, were casting odd looks at him. He appeared calm enough, but he could not be sure of this. He felt as if he were each instant changing colour, and betraying himself. His very voice sounded forced to his ear as he repeated fussily, It is very odd  very odd! Where can it be?

It cost, Lady Linacre quavered  irrelevantly, but by no means impertinently it cost fourteen thousand out there. Indeed it did. And that was before it was set.

A hush as of awe fell upon the room. Fourteen thousand pounds! Burton Smith said softly, his hair rising on end.

No, no, said the old lady, who had not intended to mystify them. Not pounds; rupees.

I understand, he replied, rubbing, his head. But that is a good sum.

It is over a thousand pounds, the Indian Civilian put in stonily, at the present rate of exchange.

But, good gracious, James! Mrs. Burton Smith said impatiently, why are you valuing Lady Linacres jewellery  instead of finding it for her? The question is, Where is it? It must be here. It was on this table fifteen minutes ago. It cannot have been spirited away.

If any one, her husband began seriously, is doing this for a joke, I do hope  

For a joke! the hostess cried sharply. Impossible! No one would be so foolish!

I say, my dear, he persisted, if any one is doing this for a joke, I hope he will own up. It seems to me that it has been carried far enough. There was a chorus of assent, half-indignant, half-exculpatory. But no one owned to the joke. No one produced the bracelet.

Well! Mrs. Burton Smith exclaimed. And as the company looked at one another, it seemed as if they also had never known anything quite so extraordinary as this.

Really, Lady Linacre, I think that it must be somewhere about you, the host said at last. Would you mind giving yourself a good shake?

She rose, and was solemnly preparing to agitate her skirts, when a guest interfered. It was the Hon. Vereker May. You need not trouble yourself, Lady Linacre, he said, with a curious dryness. He was still standing by the fireplace. It is not about you.

Then where in the world is it? retorted Mrs. Galantine. Do you know?

If you do, for goodness sake speak out, Mrs. Burton Smith added indignantly. Every one turned and stared at the Civilian.

You had better, he said, ask Mr. Wibberley!

That was all. But something in his tone produced an electrical effect. Joanna, in her corner  remote, like the Indian, from the centre of the disturbance  turned red and pale, and flashed angry glances round her. For the rest, they wished themselves away. It was impossible to overlook the insinuation. The words, simple as they were, in a moment put a graver complexion on the matter. Even Mrs. Burton Smith was silent, looking to her husband. He looked furtively at Wibberley.

And Wibberley? So far he had merely thought himself in an unpleasant fix, from which he must escape as best he could, at the expense of a little embarrassment and a slight loss of self-respect. Even the latter he might regain to-morrow, if he saw fit, by telling the truth to Mrs. Burton Smith; and in time the whole thing would become a subject for laughter, a stock dinner-party anecdote. But now, at the first sound of the Indians voice, he recognised his danger; and saw in the hundredth part of a second that ruin, social damnation, perhaps worse, threatened him. His presence of mind seemed to fail him at sight of the pit opening at his feet. He felt himself reeling, choking, his head surcharged with blood. The room, the expectant faces all turned to him, all with that strange expression on them, swam round before him. He had to lay his hand on a chair to steady himself.

But he did steady himself; to such an extent that those who marked his agitation did not know whether it proceeded from anger or fear. He drew himself up and looked at his accuser, holding the chair suspended in his hands. What do you mean? he said hoarsely.

I should not have spoken, the Civilian answered, returning his gaze, and speaking in measured accents, if Mr. Burton Smith had not twice appealed to us to confess the joke, if a joke it was.

Well?

Well, only this, the other replied. I saw you take Lady Linacres bracelet from that table a few moments before it was missed, Mr. Wibberley.

You saw me? Wibberley cried. This time there was the ring of honest defiance, of indignant innocence, in his tone. For if he felt certain of one thing it was that no one had been looking at him when the unlucky deed was done.

I did, the Civilian replied dispassionately. My back was towards you. But my eyes were on this mirror  he touched an oval glass in a Venetian frame which stood on the mantelpiece and I saw quite clearly. I am bound to say that, judging from the expression of your face, I was assured that it was a trick you were playing.

Ernest Wibberley tried to frame the words, And now?  tried to force a smile. But he could not. The perspiration stood in great beads on his face. He shook all over. He felt himself  and this time it was no fancy  growing livid.

To the best of my belief, the Civilian added quietly, the bracelet is on your left arm now.

Wibberley tried to master, but could not, the impulse  the traitor impulse?  which urged him to glance at his wrist. The idea that the bracelet might be visible  that the damning evidence might be plain to every eye  overcame him. He looked down. Of course there was nothing to be seen; he might have known it, for he felt the hot grip of the horrible thing burning his arm inches higher. But when he looked up again  fleeting as had been his glance  he found that something had happened. He faltered, and the chair dropped from his hands. He read in every face save one suspicion or condemnation. Thief and liar! He read the words in their eyes. Yet he would, he must, brazen it out. And though he could not utter a word he looked from them to  Joanna.

The girls face was pale. But her eyes answered his eagerly, and they were ablaze with indignation. They held doubt, no suspicion. The moment his look fell on her, she spoke. Show them your arm! she cried impulsively. Show them that you have not got it, Ernest! she repeated with such scorn, such generous passion that it did not need the tell-tale name which fell from her lips to betray the secret to every woman in the room.

Show them your arm! Ah, but that was just what he could not do! And as he comprehended this he gnashed his teeth. He saw himself entrapped, and his misery was so plainly written in his face that the best and most merciful of those about him turned from him in pity. Even the girl who loved him shrank back, clutching the mantelpiece in the first spasm of doubt, and fear, and anguish. Her words, her suggestion, had taken from him his last chance. He saw that it was so. He felt the Nemesis the more bitterly on that account; and with a wild gesture, and some reckless word of defiance, he turned blindly and hurried from the room, seized his hat, and went down to the street.

His feelings when he found himself outside were such as it is impossible to describe in passionless sentences. He had wrecked his honour and happiness in an hour. He had lost his place among men through a thoughtless word. We talk and read of a thunderbolt from the blue; still the thing is to us unnatural. Some law-abiding citizen whom a moments passion has made a murderer, some strong man whom a stunning blow has left writhing on the ground, a twisted cripple  only these could fitly describe his misery and despair as he passed through the streets. It was misery he had brought on himself; and yet how far the punishment exceeded the offence! How immensely the shame exceeded the guilt! He had lied in careless will, with no evil intent; and the lie had made him a thief!

He went up to his rooms like one in a dream, and, scarcely knowing what he did, he tore the bauble from his arm and flung it on the mantel-shelf. By his last act  by bringing it away  he had made his position a hundred times more serious. But he did not at once remember this. After he had sat a while, however, with his head between his hands, wondering if this really were himself  if this really had happened to himself, this irrevocable thing!  he began to see things more clearly. But he could not at once make up his mind what to do. Beyond a hazy idea of returning the bracelet by the first post, and going on the Continent  of course, he must resign his employment  he had settled nothing, when a step mounting the staircase made him start to his feet. Some one knocked at the door of his chambers. He stood pallid and listened, struck by a sudden fear.

The police! he said to himself.

A moments thought satisfied him that it was improbable, if not impossible, that they could be on his track so soon; and he went to the door listlessly and threw it open. On the mat stood Burton Smith, in a soft slouched hat, his hands thrust into the pockets of his overcoat. Wibberley glanced at him, and saw that he was alone; then leaving him to shut the door, he returned to his chair, and sat down in his old attitude, with his head between his hands. He looked already a broken man.

Burton Smith followed him in, and stood a moment looking at him uncomfortably enough. It is bad to have had such a scene as has been described in your house; it is worse, if a man be a man, to face a fellow-creature in his hour of shame. At any rate, Burton Smith felt it so. Look here, Wibberley, he said at length, as much embarrassed as if he had been the thief. Look here, it will be better to hush this up. Give me the d  d bracelet to hand back to Lady Linacre, and the thing shall go no farther.

His tone was suggestive both of old friendship and of present pity. But when he had to repeat his question, when Wibberley gave him no answer, his voice grew more harsh. Even then the man with the hidden face did not speak, but pointed with an impatient gesture to the mantel-shelf.

Burton Smith stepped to the fire-place and looked. He was anxious to spare the culprit as far as possible. Yes, there was the bracelet. He took possession of it, anxious to escape from the place with all speed. But he laid it down the next instant as quickly as he had taken it up; and his brows came together as he turned upon his companion.

This is not the bracelet! he said. There was no smack of affection in his tone now; it was wholly hostile. His patience was exhausted. Lady Linacres was a diamond bracelet of great value, as you know, he said. This is a plain gold thing worth two or three pounds. For Heavens sake, man! he added with sudden vehemence, for your own sake, dont play the fool now! Where is the bracelet?

Doubtless despair had benumbed Wibberleys mind, for he did not reply, and Burton Smith had to put his question more than once before he got an answer. When Wibberley at last looked up it was with a dazed face. What is it? he muttered, avoiding the others eyes.

This is not Lady Linacres bracelet.

Thats not?

No; certainly not.

Still confused, still shunning the others look, Wibberley rose, took the bracelet in his hand, and frowned at it. Burton Smith saw him start.

It is of the same shape, the barrister repeated, ice in his voice  he thought the exchange a foolish, transparent artifice  worse than the theft. But Lady Linacres has a large brilliant where that has a plain boss. That is not the bracelet.

Wibberley turned away, the thing in his hand, and went to the window, and stood there a long moment looking out into the darkness. The curtains were not drawn. As he stood, otherwise motionless, his shoulders trembled so violently that a dreadful suspicion seized his late host, who desisted from watching him and looked about, but in vain, for a phial or a glass.

At the end of the minute Wibberley turned. For the first time he confronted his visitor. His eyes were bright, his face very pale; but his mouth was set and firm. I never said it was! he answered.

Was what? the other cried impatiently.

I never said it was Lady Linacres. It was you who said that, he continued, his head high, a change in his demeanour, an incisiveness almost harsh in his tone. It was you  you who suspected me! I could not show you my arm because I had that bracelet on it.

And whose bracelet is it? Burton Smith murmured, shaken as much by the sudden change in the mans demeanour as by his denial.

It is your cousins  Miss Burtons. We are engaged, Wibberley continued sternly  so entirely had the two changed places. She intended to tell you to-morrow. I saw it on the table, and secreted it when I thought that no one was looking. I needed a pattern  for a bracelet I am giving her.

And it was Joannas bracelet that Vereker May saw you take?

Precisely.

Burton Smith said a word about the Civilian which we need not repeat. Then, But why on earth, old fellow, did you not explain? he asked.

First, Wibberley replied with force, because I should have had to proclaim my engagement to all those fools; and I had not Joannas permission to do that. Secondly  well, I did not wish to confess to being such an idiot as I was.

Ah! said Burton Smith, slowly, an odd light in his eyes. I think you were a fool, but  I suppose you will shake hands?

Certainly, old man. And they did so, warmly.

Now, continued the barrister, his face becoming serious again, the question is, where is Lady Linacres bracelet?

I dont care a d  n, Wibberley answered. I am sure you will excuse me saying so. I have had trouble enough with it  I know that  and, if you do not mind, I am going to bed.

But though his friend left him, Wibberley did not go to bed at once. Burton Smith hurrying homeward  to find when he reached Onslow Mansions that Lady Linacres bracelet had been discovered in a flounce of her dress  would have been surprised, very much surprised indeed, could he have looked into Wibberleys chambers a minute after his departure. He would have seen his friend down on his knees before a great chair, his face hidden, his form shaken by hysterical sobbing. For Wibberley was moved to the inmost depths of his nature. It is not given to many men to awake and find their doom a dream. Only in dreams, indeed, does the cripple get his strength again, and the murderer his old place among his fellow-men. Wibberley was fortunate.

And the lesson? Did he take it to heart? Well, lessons and morals are out of fashion in these days. Or stay  ask Joanna. She should know.


THE BODY-BIRDS OF COURT

Eighty-eight when he died! That is a great age, I said.

Yes, indeed. But he was a very clever man, was Robert Evans Court, and brewed good beer, my companion answered. His home-brewed was known, I am certain, for more than ten miles. You will have heard of his body-birds, sir?

His body-birds? I exclaimed.

Yes, to be sure. Robert Evans Courts body-birds! With which he looked at me, quick to suspect that his English was deficient. He had learned it in part from books; hence the curious mixture I presently noted of Welsh idioms and formal English phrases. It was his light trap in which I was being helped on my journey, and his genial chat that was lightening that journey; which lay through a part of Carnarvonshire usually traversed only by wool-merchants and cattle-dealers  a country of upland farms swept by the sea-breezes, where English is not spoken at this day by one person in a hundred, and even at inns and post-offices you get only Dim Sassenach for your answer. Do you not say, he went on, body-birds in English? Oh, but to be sure, it is in the Bible! with a sudden recovery of his self-esteem.

To be sure! I replied hurriedly. Of course it is! But as to Mr. Robert Evans, cannot you tell me the story?

Ill be bound there is no man in North or South Wales, or Carnarvonshire, that could tell it better, for Gwen Madoc, of whom you shall hear presently, was aunt to me. You see Robert Evans  and my friend settled himself in his seat and prepared to go slowly up the long steep hill of Rhiw which rose before us Robert Evans lived in an old house called Court, near the sea, very windy and lonesome. He was a warm man. He had Court from his father, and he had mortgages, and as many as four lawsuits. But he was unlucky in his family. He had years back three sons who helped on the farm, or at times fished; for there is a cove at Court and good boats. Of these sons only one was married  to a Scotchwoman from Bristol, I have heard, who had had a husband before, a merchant captain; and she brought with her to Court a daughter, Peggy, ready-made as we say. Well, of those three fine men there was not one left in a year. They were out fishing in a boat together, and Evan  that was the married one  was steering as they came into the cove on a spring tide running very high with a south wind. He steered a little to one side  not more than six inches, upon my honour  and pah! in an hour their bodies were thrown up on Robert Evans land just bits of seaweed. But that was not all. Evans wife was on the beach at the time, so near she could have thrown a stone into the boat. They do say that before that she was pining at Court  it was bleak, and lonesome, and cold in the winters, and she had been used to live in the towns. But, however, she never held up her head after Evan was drowned. She took to her bed, and died in the short month. And then, of all at Court, there were left only Robert Evans and the child, Peggy.

How old was the child then? I asked. He had paused, and was looking to the front, thoughtfully, striving, it would seem, to make the situation clear to himself.

She was twelve, and the old man eighty and more. She was in no way related to him, you will remember, but he had her stop, and let her want for nothing that did not cost money. He was very careful of money, as was right; it was that made him the man he was. But there were some who would have given money to be rid of her. Year in and year out they never let the old man rest but that he should send her to service at least  though her father had been the captain of a big ship; and if Robert Evans had not been a stiff man of his years, they would have had their will.

But who  

By a gesture he stopped the words on my lips; and then there rose mysteriously out of the silence about us the sound of wings, a chorus of shrill cries. A hundred white forms swept overhead, and fell a white cluster about something in a distant field. They were seagulls. Just those same! he said proudly, jerking his whip in their direction body-birds. When the news that Robert Evans sons were drowned got about, there was a pretty uprising in Carnarvonshire. There seemed to be Evanses where there had never been Evanses before. As many as twenty walked in the funeral, and you may be sure that afterwards they did not leave the old man to himself. The Llewellyn Evanses were foremost. They had had a lawsuit with Court, but made it up now, to be sure. Besides, there were Mr. and Mrs. Evan Bevan, and the three Evanses of Nant, and Owen Evans, and the Evanses of Sarn, and many more who were all forward to visit Court, and be friendly with old Gwen Madoc, Roberts housekeeper. I am told they could look black at one another, but in this they were all in one tale, that the foreign child should be sent away; and at times one and another would give her the rough word.

She must have had a bad time, I observed.

You may say that. But she stayed, and it was wonderful how strong and handsome she grew up, where her mother had just pined away. The sailors said it was her love of the sea; and I have heard that people who live inland about here come to think of nothing but the land  it is certain that they are good at a bargain  while the fishermen who live with a great space before them are finer men, I have heard, in their minds as well as their bodies; and Peggy bach grew up like them, free and open and up-standing, though she lived on land. When she was in trouble she would run down to the sea, where the salt spray washed away her tears and the wind blew her hair, that was of the colour of seaweed, into a tangle. She was never so happy as when she was climbing the rocks among the seagulls, or else sitting with her books in the cove where the farm-people would not go for fear of hearing the church bells that bring bad luck. Books? Oh yes, indeed next to the sea she was fond of books. There were many volumes, I have been told, that were her mothers; and Robert Evans, though he was a Wesleyan, went to church because there was no Wesleyan chapel, the Calvinistic Methodists being in strength here; and the minister lent her many English books and befriended her. And I have heard that once, when the Llewellyn Evanses had been about the girl, he spoke to them so that they were afraid to drive down Rhiw hill that night, but led the horse; and I think it may be true, for they were Calvinists. Still, he was a good man, and I know that many Calvinists walked in his funeral.

Requiescat in pace, said I.

Eh! Well, I dont know how that may be, he replied, but you must understand that all this time the Llewellyn Evanses, and the Evanses of Nant, and the others would be at Court once or twice a week, so that all the neighbourhood called them Robert Evans body-birds; and when they were there Peggy McNeill would be having an ill time, since even the old man would be hard to her; and more so as he grew older. But, however, there was a better time coming, or so it seemed at first, the beginning of which was through Peter Reess lobster-pots. He was a great friend of hers. She would go out with him to take up his pots  oh, it might be two or three times a week. So it happened one day, when they had pushed off from the beach, and Peggy was steering, that old Rees stopped rowing on a sudden.

Why dont you go on, Peter? said Peggy.

Bide a bit, said old Rees.

What have you forgotten? said she, looking about in the bottom of the boat. For she knew what he used very well.

Nought, said he. But all the same he began to put the boat about in a stupid fashion, afraid of offending her, and yet loth to lose a shilling. And so, when Peggy looked up, what should she see but a gentleman  whom Rees had perceived, you will understand  stepping into the boat, and Peter Rees not daring to look her in the face because he knew well that she would never go out with strangers.

Of course the young gentleman thought no harm, but said gaily, Thank you! I am just in time. And what should he do, but go aft and sit down on the seat by her, and begin to talk to Rees about the weather and the pots. And presently he said to her, I suppose you are used to steering, my girl?

Yes, Peggy answered, but very grave and quiet-like, so that if he had not determined that she was old Reess daughter he would have taken notice of it. But she was wearing a short frock that she used for the fishing, and was wet with getting into the boat moreover.

Will you please to hold my hat a minute, he said; and with that he put it in her lap while he looked for a piece of string with which to fasten it to his button. Well, she said nothing, but her cheeks were scarlet, and by-and-by, when he had called her my girl two or three times more  not roughly, but just offhand, taking her for a fisher-girl  Peter Rees could stand it no longer, shilling or no shilling.

You mustnt be speaking that fashion to her, he said gruffly.

What? said the gentleman looking up. He was surprised, and no wonder, at the tone of the man.

You mustnt speak like that to Miss McNeill Court, repeated old Rees more roughly than before. You are to understand she is not a common girl, but like yourself.

The young gentleman turned and looked at her just once, short and sharp, and I am told that his face was as red as hers when their eyes met. I beg Miss McNeills pardon, he said, taking off his hat grandly, yet as if he meant it too; I was under a great misapprehension.

After that you may believe they did not enjoy the row much. There was scarcely a word said by any one until they came ashore again. The visitor, to the great joy of Peter, who was looking for a sixpence, gave him half a crown; and then walked away with the young lady, side by side with her, but very stiff and silent. However, just as they were parting, Peter could see that he said something, having his hat in his hand the while, and that Miss Peggy, after standing and listening, bowed as grand as might be. Upon which they separated for that time.

But two things came of this; first, that every one began to call her Miss McNeill Court which was not at all to the pleasure of the Llewellyn Evanses. And then, that whenever the gentleman, who was a painter lodging at Mrs. Campbells of the shop, would meet her, he would stop and say a few words, and more as the time went on. Presently there came some wet weather; and Mrs. Campbell borrowed for his use books from her, which had her name within; and later he sent for a box of books from London, and then the lending was on the other side. So it was not long before people began to see how things were, and to smile when the gentleman treated old Robert Evans at the Newydd Inn. The fishermen, when he was out with them, would tack so that he might see the smoke of Court over the cliffs; and there was no more Peggy bach to be met, either rowing with Peter Rees or running wild among the rocks, but a very sedate young lady who, to be sure, did not seem to be unhappy.

The old man was ailing in his limbs at this time, but his mind was as clear as ever, and his grip of the land as tight. He could not bear, now that his sons were dead, that any one should come after him. I am thinking that he would be taking every one for a body-bird. Still the family were forward with presents and such-like, and helped him perhaps about the farm; so that, though there was talk in the village, no one could say what will he would make.

However, one day towards winter Miss Peggy came in late from a walk, and found the old man very cross. Where have you been? he cried angrily. Then, without any warning, You have been courting, he said, with that fine gentleman from the shop?

Well, my lady replied, putting a brave face upon it, as was her way, and what then, grandfather? I am not ashamed of it.

You ought to be! he cried, banging his stick upon the floor. Do you think that he will marry you?

Yes, I do, she replied stoutly. He has told you so to-day, I know.

Robert Evans laughed, but his laugh was not a pleasant one. You are right, he said. He has told me. He was very forward to tell me. He thought I was going to leave you my money. But I am not! Mind you that, my girl.

Very well, she answered, white and red by turns.

You will remember that you are no relation of mine! he went on viciously, for he had grown very crabbed of late. No relation! And I am not going to leave you money. He is after my money. He is nothing but a fortune-catcher!

He is not! she exclaimed, as hot as fire, and began to put on her hat again.

Very well! We shall see! answered Robert Evans. Do you tell him what I say, and see if he will marry you. Go! Go now, girl, and you need not come back! You will get nothing by staying here! he cried, for what with his jealousy and the mention of money, he was furious not a penny! You had better be off at once!

She did not answer for a minute or so, but she seemed to change her mind about going, for she laid down her hat, and went about the house-place getting tea ready  and no doubt her fingers trembled a little  until the old man cried, Well, why dont you go? You will get nothing by staying.

I shall stay to take care of you all the same, she answered quietly. You need not leave me anything, and then  and then I shall know whether you are right.

Do you mean it? he asked sharply, after looking at her in silence for a time.

Yes, said she.

Then its a bargain! cried Robert Evans its a bargain! And he said not a word more about it, but took his tea from her and talked of the Llewellyn Evanses who had been to pay him a visit that day. It seemed, however, as if the matter had upset him, for he had to be helped to bed, and complained a good deal, neither of which things were usual with him.

Well, it is not unlikely that the young lady promised herself to tell her lover all about it next day, and looked to hear many times over from his lips that it was not her money he wanted. But this was not to be, for early the next morning Gwen Madoc was at her door.

You are to get up, miss, she said. The master wants you to go to London by the first train.

To London! cried Peggy, very much astonished. Is he ill? Is anything the matter, Gwen?

No, the old woman answered very short. It is just that.

And when the girl, having dressed hastily, came down to Robert Evans room, she found that this was pretty nearly all they would tell her. You will go to Mrs. Richard Evans, who lives at Islington, he said, as if he had been thinking about it. She is my second cousin, and will find house-room for you, and make no charge whatever. To-morrow you will take this packet to the address upon it, and the next day a packet will be returned to you, which you will bring back to me. I am not well to-day, and I want to have the matter settled, yes, indeed.

But could not some one else go, if you are not well? she objected, and I will stop and take care of you.

He grew very angry at that. Do as you are bidden, girl, he said. I shall see the doctor to-day, and for the rest, Gwen can do for me. I am well enough. Do you look to the papers. Richard Evans owes me money, and will make no charge for your living.

So Miss Peggy had her breakfast, and in a wonderfully short time, as it seemed to her, she was on the way to London, with plenty of leisure for thinking  very likely for doubting and fearing as well. She had not seen her sweetheart, that was one thing. She had been despatched in a hurry, that was another. And then, to be sure, the big town was strange to her.

However, nothing happened there, I may tell you. But on the third morning she received a short note from Gwen Madoc, and suddenly rose from breakfast with Mrs. Richard, her face very white. There was news in the letter  news of which all the neighborhood for miles round Court was full. Robert Evans, if you will believe it, was dead. After ailing for a few hours he had died, with only Gwen Madoc to smooth his pillow.

It was late when she reached the nearest station to Court on her way back, and found a pony trap waiting. She was stepping into it when Mr. Griffith Hughes, the lawyer, saw her, and came up to speak.

I am sorry to have bad news for you, Miss McNeill, he said, and he spoke nicely, for he was a kind man, and, what with the shock and the long journey, she was looking very pale.

Oh, yes, she answered, with a sort of weary surprise; I know it already. That is why I am come home  to Court, I mean.

He saw that she was thinking only of Robert Evans death, which was not what was in his mind. It is about the will, he said in a whisper, though he need not have been so careful, for every one in the neighbourhood had learned about it from Gwen Madoc. It is a cruel will. I would not have made it for him, my dear. He has left Court to the Llewellyn Evanses, and the money between the Evanses of Nant and the Evan Bevans.

It is quite right, she answered, so calmly that he stared. My grandfather explained it to me. I understood that I was not to be in the will.

Mr. Hughes looked more and more puzzled. Oh, but, he replied, it is not so bad as that. Your name is in the will. He has laid it upon those who get the land and money to provide for you  to settle a proper income upon you. And you may depend upon me for doing my best to have his wishes carried out.

The young lady turned very red, and her voice was hard.

Who are to provide for me? she asked. The three families who divide the estate, he said.

And are they obliged to do so?

Well  no, he allowed. I am not sure that they are exactly obliged. But no doubt  

I doubt very much, she answered, taking him up with a smile. And then she shook hands with him and drove away, leaving him wondering at her courage.

Well, you may suppose it was a dreary house to which she came home. Mr. Griffith Hughes, who was executor, had been before the Llewellyn Evanses in taking possession, and besides a lad or two in the kitchen there were only Gwen Madoc and the servant there, and it was little they seemed to have to tell her about the death. When she had heard what they had to say, and they were all on their way to bed, Gwen, she said softly, I think I should like to see him.

So you shall, to-morrow, honey, answered the old woman. But do you know, bach, that he has left you nothing? and she held up her candle suddenly, so as to throw the light on the girls tired face.

Oh! she answered with a shudder, how can you talk about that now? But presently she had another question ready. Have you seen Mr. Venmore since  since my grandfathers death, Gwen? she asked timidly.

Yes, indeed, bach, answered the housekeeper. I met him at the door of the shop this morning. I told him where you were, and that you would be back to-night. And about the will moreover.

The girl stopped at her own door and snuffed her candle. Gwen Madoc went slowly up the next flight, groaning over the steepness of the stairs. When she turned to say good night, the girl was at her side, her eyes shining in the light of the two candles.

Oh, Gwen, she whispered, didnt he say anything?

Not a word, bach, answered the old woman, stroking her hair tenderly. He just went into the house in a hurry.

Miss Peggy, I am believing, went into her room much in the same way. No doubt she would be telling herself a great many times over before she slept that he would come and see her in the morning: and in the morning she would be saying, He will come in the afternoon; and in the afternoon, He will come in the evening. But evening came, and darkness, and still he did not appear. Then she could endure it no longer. She let herself out of the front door, which there was no one now to use but herself, and with a shawl over her head she ran all the way to the shop. There was no light in the window upstairs; but at the back door stood Mrs. Campbell, looking after some one who had just left her.

The girl came, shrinking at the last moment, into the ring of light about the door. Why, Miss McNeill! cried the other, starting at sight of her. Is it you, honey? And are you alone?

Yes; and I cannot stop. But oh, Mrs. Campbell, where is Mr. Venmore?

I know no more than yourself, my dear, the good woman said reluctantly. He went from here yesterday on a sudden  to take the train, I am supposing.

Yesterday? At what time, please? the young lady asked. There was a fear, which she had been putting from her all day. It was getting a footing now.

Well, it would be about midday. I know it was just after Gwen Madoc called in about the  

But the girl was gone. It was not to Mrs. Campbell she could make a moan. It was only the night-wind that caught the Oh, cruel! which broke from her as she went up the hill. Whether she slept that night at all I am not able to say. Only when it was dawn she was out upon the cliffs, her face very white and sad-looking. The fishermen who were up early going out with the ebb saw her at times walking fast, and then again standing still and looking seaward. But I do not know what she was thinking, only I should fancy that the gulls had a different cry for her now, and it is certain that when she returned and came down into the parlour at Court for the funeral, there were none of the Evanses could look her in the face with comfort.

They were all there, of course. Mr. Llewellyn Evans  he was an elderly man, with a grey beard like a birds nest, and thick lips  was sitting with his wife on the horse-hair sofa. The Evanses of Nant, who were young men with lank faces and black hair combed upwards, were by the door. The Evan Bevans were at the table; and there were others, besides Mr. Griffith Hughes, who was undoing some papers when she entered.

He rose and shook hands with her, marking the dark hollows under her eyes, and fixing it in his mind to get her a settlement. Then he hesitated, looking doubtfully at the others. We are going to read the will before the funeral instead of afterwards, he said.

Oh! she answered, taken aback  for she had forgotten all about the will. I did not know. I will go, and come later.

No, indeed! cried Mrs. Llewellyn Evans, you will be doing well, whatever, to hear the will  though no relation, to be sure.

But at that Gwen Madoc came in, and peered round with an air of importance. Maybe some one, she said in a low voice, would like to take a last look at the master?

But no one moved. They sighed and shook their heads at one another as if they would like to do so  but no one moved. They were anxious, you see, to hear the will. Only Peggy, who had turned to go out, said, Yes, Gwen, I should, and slipped out with the old woman.

There is nothing to keep us now? said Mr. Hughes, briskly, when the door was closed again. And every one nodding assent the lawyer went on to read the will, which was not a long one. It was received with a murmur of satisfaction, and much use of pocket-handkerchiefs.

Very fair, said Mr. Llewellyn Evans. He was a very clever man, our old friend. All the legatees murmured after him Very fair! and a word went round about the home-brewed, and Robert Evans recipe for it. Then Llewellyn, who thought he ought to be taking the lead at Court now, said it was time to be going to church.

There is one matter, put in Mr. Griffith Hughes, which I think ought to be settled while we are all together. You see that there is a  what I may call a charge on the three portions of the property in favour of Miss McNeill.

Indeed, but what is that you are saying? Llewellyn cried sharply. Do you mean that there is a rent charge?

Not exactly a rent charge, said the lawyer.

No! cried Llewellyn with a twinkle in his eyes. Nor any obligation in law whatever?

Well, no, Mr. Hughes assented grudgingly.

Then, said Llewellyn Evans, getting up and putting his hands in his pockets, while he winked at the others, we will talk of that another time.

But Mr. Hughes said, No! He was a kind man, and anxious to do the best for the girl, but he somewhat lost his temper. No! he said, growing red. You will observe, if you please, Mr. Evans, that the testator says, Forthwith  forthwith, so that, as sole executor, it is my duty to ask you to state your intentions now.

Well, indeed, then, said Llewellyn, changing his face to a kind of blank, I have no intentions. I think that the family has done more than enough for the girl already.

And he would say no other. Nor was it to any purpose that the lawyer looked at Mrs. Llewellyn. She was examining the furniture, and feeling the stuffing of the sofa, and did not seem to hear. He could make nothing of the three Evanses, Nant. They all cried, Yes, indeed! to what Llewellyn said. Only the Evan Bevans remained, and he turned to them.

I am sure, he said, addressing himself to them, that you will do something to carry out the testators wishes? Your share under the will, Mr. Bevan, will amount to three hundred a year. This young lady has nothing  no relations, no home. May I take it that you will settle  say fifty pounds a year upon her? It need only be for her life.

Mr. Bevan fidgeted, but his wife answered the lawyer as bold as brass. Certainly not, Mr. Hughes, she said. If it were twenty pounds now, once for all, or even twenty-five  and Llewellyn and my nephews would say the same  I think we might manage that?

But Llewellyn shook his head obstinately. I have said I have no intentions, and I am a man of my word, whatever! he answered. Let the girl go to service. It is what we have wanted her to do. Here are my nephews. They will be liking a young housekeeper.

Well, they all laughed at this except Mr. Hughes, who gathered up his papers, looking very black, and not thinking of future clients. Llewellyn, however, did not care a penny for that, but walked to the bell, masterful-like, and rang it. Tell the undertaker, he said to the servant, that we are ready.

It was as if the words had been a signal, for they were followed by an outcry overhead and quick running upon the stairs. The legatees looked uncomfortably at the carpet; the lawyer was blacker than before. He said to himself, It is that poor child that has fainted! The confusion seemed to last some minutes. Then the door was opened, not by the undertaker, but by Gwen Madoc. The mourners rose, they were thankful to see her; to their surprise she passed by Llewellyn, and with a frightened face walked across to the lawyer. She whispered something in his ear.

What! he cried starting back a pace, and speaking so that the wine-glasses on the table rattled again. Do you know what you are saying, woman?

It is true, she answered, half-crying, and no fault of mine neither. Gwen added more in short sentences, which the family, strain their ears as they might, could not overhear.

I will come! cried the lawyer. He waved his hand to them to make room for her to pass out. Then he turned to them, a queer look upon his face; it was not triumph altogether, for there was some doubt and some alarm in it as well. You will believe me, he said, that I am as much taken aback as yourselves  that till this moment I have been as much in the dark as any one. It seems  so I am told  that our old friend is not dead.

What are you meaning! cried Llewellyn in his turn. It is not possible! and he raised his black-gloved hands.

What I say, Mr. Hughes replied patiently. I hear  wonderful as it sounds  that he is not dead. Something about a trance, I believe  a mistake discovered in time. I tell you all I know; and however it comes about, it is clear we ought to be glad that Mr. Robert Evans is spared to us.

With that he was glad to escape from the room. When he was gone, I am told that their faces were very strange to see. There was a long silence. Llewellyn was the first to speak. He swore a big oath and banged his great hand upon the table. I do not believe it! he cried. I do not believe it! It is a trick!

But as he spoke the door opened behind him, and they all turned to see what they had never thought to see, I am sure. They had come to walk in Robert Evans funeral; and here was the gaunt form of Robert Evans himself coming in, with an arm of Gwen Madoc on one side and of Miss Peggy on the other  Robert Evans beyond doubt alive. Behind him were the lawyer and Dr. Jones, a smile on their lips, and three or four women, half frightened, half wondering.

The old man was pale, and seemed to totter a little, but when the doctor would have placed a chair for him, he declined it, and stood gazing about him, wonderfully composed for a man just risen from his coffin. He had all his old aspect as he looked upon the family. Llewellyns declaration was still in their ears, and they could find not a word to say either of joy or grief.

Well, indeed, said Robert, with a dry chuckle, have none of you a word to throw at me? I am a ghost, I suppose? Ho, ho! he exclaimed, as his eye fell on the papers which Mr. Hughes had left upon the table. That is why you are not overjoyed at seeing me. You have been reading my will. Well, Llewellyn! Have not you a word to say to me now you know for what I had got you down?

At that Llewellyn found his tongue, and the others chimed in finely. Only there was something in the old mans manner that they did not like; and presently, when they had all told him how glad they were to see him again  just for all the world as if he had been ill for a few days  Robert Evans turned again to Llewellyn.

You had fixed what you would do for my girl here, Im thinking? he said, patting her shoulder gently, at which the family winced. It was a hundred a year you promised to settle, you know. You will have arranged, whatever.

Llewellyn looked stealthily at Mr. Hughes, who was standing at Robert Evans elbow, and muttered that they had not reached that stage.

What! the old man cried sharply. How was that?

I was intending, Llewellyn began lamely, to settle  

You were intending! Robert Evans burst forth in a voice so changed that they all started back. You are a liar! You were intending to settle nothing! I know it well! I knew it long ago! Nothing, I say! As for you, he went on, wheeling furiously round upon the Evanses of Nant, you knew my wishes. What were you going to do for her? What, I say? Speak, you hobbledehoys!

But they were backing from him in absolute fear of his passion, looking at one another or at the sullen face of Llewellyn Evans, or anywhere save at him. At length the eldest blurted out, Whatever Llewellyn meant to do, we were going to do, sir.

You speak the truth there, cried old Robert, bitterly; for that was nothing. Very well! I promise you that what Llewellyn Evans gets of my property you shall get too  and it will be nothing! You, Bevan, and he turned himself towards the Evan Bevans who were shaking in their shoes, I am told, did offer to do something for my girl.

Yes, dear Robert, cried Mrs. Bevan, eagerly, we did indeed.

So I hear. Well, when I make my next will, I will set you down for just so much as you proposed to give her! Peggy, bach, he continued, turning from the lady, who was looking very queer, and putting into the girls hands the will which the lawyer had given him, tear up this rubbish! Tear it up! Now let us have something to eat in the other room. What, Llewellyn Evans, no appetite!

But the family did not stay even to partake of the home-brewed. They were out of the house, I am told, before the coffin and the undertakers men. There was big talking amongst them, as they went, of a conspiracy and a lunatic asylum. But though, to be sure, it was a wonderful recovery, and the doctor and Mr. Hughes as they drove away after dinner were very merry together  which may have been only the home-brewed  at any rate all that came of Llewellyns talking and inquiries was that every one laughed very much, and Robert Evans name for a clever man was known beyond Carnarvon.

Of course it would be open house at Court that day, with plenty of eating and drinking and coming and going. But towards five oclock the place grew quiet. The visitors had gone home, and Gwen Madoc was upstairs. The old man was sleeping in his chair opposite the settle, and Miss Peggy was sitting on the window-seat watching him, her hands in her lap, and her thoughts far away. Maybe she was trying to be really glad that the home, about which the cows lowed and the gulls screamed in the afternoon stillness that made it seem home each minute, was hers still; that she was not quite alone, nor friendless, nor poor. Maybe she was striving not to think of the thing which had been taken from her and could not be given back. Whatever her thoughts, she was roused by some sound to find her eyes full of hot tears, through which she could see that the old man was awake and looking at her with a strange expression which disappeared as she became aware of it.

He began to speak. Providence has been very good to us, Peggy, he said with grim meaning. It is well for you, my girl, that your eyes are open to see our kind friends as they are. There is one besides those who were here this morning that will wish he had not been so hasty.

She rose quickly and looked out of the window. Please dont speak of him, she pleaded in a low tone. Let us forget him.

But Robert Evans seemed to take a delight in the  well, the goodness of Providence. If he had come to see you only once, when you were in trouble, he said, as if he were summing up the case in his own mind, and she were but a stick or a stone, we could have forgiven him, and I would have said you were right. Or even if he had written.

Oh, yes, yes! the girl sobbed, her tears raining down her averted face. Dont torture me! You were right and I was wrong  all wrong!

Yes, indeed! Just so. But come here, my girl, said the old man. Come! he repeated, as, surprised in the midst of her grief, she wavered and hesitated, sit here; and he pointed to the settle opposite to him. Now, suppose I were to tell you he had written, and that the letter had been  mislaid, shall we say? and come somehow to my hands? Now dont get excited, girl!

Oh! Peggy cried, her lips parted, her eyes wide and frightened, her whole form stiff with a question.

Just suppose that, my dear, continued Robert, and that the letter were now before us  would you stand by it? Remember, he must have much to explain. Would you be guided by me, my girl?

She was trembling with expectation, hope. But she tried to think of the matter, to remember her lovers flight, the lack of word or message for her, and her misery. She nodded, and held out her hand, for she could not speak.

He drew a letter from his pocket. You will let me see it? he said suspiciously.

Oh yes! she cried, and fled with it to the window. He watched her while she tore it open and read first one page and then another  there were but two, it was very short. He watched her while she thrust it from her and looked at it as a whole, then drew it to her and kissed it again and again.

Wait a bit! wait a bit! cried he, testily. Now let me see it.

She turned upon him, holding it away behind her, as if it were some living thing he might hurt. He thought he would meet me at the junction, she stammered between laughing and crying. He was going to London to see his sister  that she might take me in. And he will be here to fetch me this evening. There! Take it! and suddenly remembering herself she stretched out her hand and gave him the letter.

You said you would be led by me, you know, said the old man gravely.

I will not! she cried impetuously. Never!

You promised, he said.

I dont care! I dont care! she replied, clasping her hands. No one shall come between us.

Very well, said Robert Evans, then I will not be speaking for nothing! But you had better tell Owen to take the trap to the station to meet your man.


THE VICARS SECRET

The windows at the rear of Acton Chase, an old house in Worcestershire, look on a quaint bowling-green flanked by yew hedges, and backed by a stream of good size, on the farther side of which a sparsely timbered slope leads up to the home farm. It leads also to half a dozen smaller farms, which once formed the Chase. Zigzag up this slope runs a track  probably it has so run for centuries, for at the foot of it is a ford  which in spring is almost invisible, but in autumn is brown and rutty. The Chase has long been a Roman Catholic house, and up this track dead-and-gone squires, debarred from converse with their neighbours, have ridden a-hunting, mornings innumerable; so that to-day people sitting in the garden towards evening are apt to see them come trailing home, their horses jaded, and themselves calling for the black-jack.

Our story is not of these, but of two men who strolled down this path on an evening no farther back than last August. They seemed, outwardly at least, ill-matched. The one, a young fellow under thirty, fair-haired, pink-cheeked, prim-looking, was of middle size. He was dressed as a clergyman, but more neatly and trimly than the average country clergyman dresses. The other was one of the tallest and thinnest men ever seen outside a show  a man whose very clothes, his worn jacket and shrunken knickerbockers, had the air of sharing his attenuation. He looked like a gamekeeper, and was, in fact, the squires son-in-law, Jim Foley.

I really cannot make you out, he said, as the two sighted the house; and, shifting his gun to the other shoulder, he took occasion to glance at his companion. What do you do, old boy? You never kill anything, unless it is a trout now and then. Now I could not live without killing. Must kill something every day!

And do you?

Seldom miss, the long man rejoined cheerfully, except on a hunting day when we draw blank. Rats, rabbits, otters, pike, sometimes a hawk, sometimes, as to-day, a brace of wood-pigeons. And game and foxes in their season. Must kill something, my boy.

His companion glanced at him, looked away again, and sighed.

Well, what is that for? Foley asked, in the tone of an aggrieved man.

I was only thinking, the other replied drily, what a lucky fellow you were to have nothing to do but kill.

The tall man whistled. I say, he said, for a man who is to be married in a week or so, you are in roaring spirits, aint you? I tell you what it is, my boy; you do not take very kindly to your bliss. I can see Patty flitting about in the garden like a big white moth, waiting, I have no doubt, for a word with her lord; and your step lags, and your face is grave, and you try to be cynical! What is up?

The younger man laughed, but not merrily; and there was a tinge of sullenness in his tone as he answered, Nothing! A man cannot always be grinning.

No; but pâti de foie gras is not a mans ordinary meat, Jim retorted imperturbably. Jones!

Well? the other said snappishly.

You are in a mess, my boy  that is my opinion! Now, dont take it amiss, Jim continued drily. I am within my rights. I am one of the family, and if the squire is blind and Patty is young, I am neither. And I am not going to let this go on until I know more, my boy. You have something on your mind of which they are ignorant.

The young clergyman turned his face to his companion, and Jim Foley, albeit of the coolest, was taken aback by the change which anger or some other emotion had wrought in it. Even the clergymans voice was altered. And what if I have? he said, stopping so suddenly that the two confronted one another. What if I have, Mr. Foley?

Jim deliberately shut his eyes and opened them, to make sure that the tragic spirit, so suddenly infused into the pleasant landscape, with its long shadows and its distant forge-note, was no delusion. Satisfied, he rose to the occasion. This, he said, outwardly unmoved. You must get rid of it. That is all, Jones.

And if I cannot?

Will not, you mean.

No, cannot! the clergyman replied with vehemence.

Then, Jim drawled I am not a moral man, dont mistake me, but I belong to the family  your majesty must go elsewhere for a wife! And a little late to do so! he continued, harshness in his tone. What! you are not coming to the house?

No! the other cried violently. And, without a word of farewell, he turned his back on his companion, and strode away through the lush grass to a point a little higher up the stream, where a plank-bridge gave access to the Chase outbuildings, and through them to the village.

Foley stood awhile, looking after him. Well, he said, speaking gently, as if rallying himself on some weakness, I am afraid  I really am afraid that I am a little astonished. I should know men by now, yet I did think that if any one could show a clean bill of health it was the vicar. He is smug, he is next door to a prig. The old women swear by him, the young ones dote on him. They say he is on foot from morning till night, and not one blank day in a fortnight! And now  pheugh! I wonder whether I ought to have knocked him down. Poor little Patty! There is not a better girl in the country  except the Partridge!

He looked pathetically at the gardens below him; then, seeing that the chimneys of the house were smoking briskly, he bethought him of dinner, and strode down to the gate with his usual air of insouciance.

Meanwhile the young clergyman gained the side avenue, and walked rapidly towards the village, his eyes dazzled by the low beams of the sun which shone in his face, and his mind confounded by the tumult of his thoughts. A crisis which he had long foreseen, often dreaded, and as often postponed, was now imminent, the power to control it gone from his hands. He looked on the past with regret, and forward with shame. That which had once been feasible  nay, as it seemed to him now, easy  time and his cowardice had rendered impossible. He stood aghast at his own feebleness; not considering that the routine of parish work and the satisfaction derived from small duties done, had weakened his moral fibre; even as the peace of the life about him, and the transparent truthfulness of those, with whom his lot was cast, had made the task of disclosure more formidable. He had fallen  no, he had not fallen; but he had put off the act which honour demanded so long that, though the day of grace was still his, there could be no grace in the doing.

The rooks, streaming homeward in some order of their own, were cawing overhead as he opened the gate and entered the vicarage garden, where the great hollyhocks stood in rows, and the peaches, catching the last rays of the sun aslant, were glowing against the southern gable. To the stranger  to the American, in particular  who looked in as he passed, it seemed a paradise, that garden. But  for peaches are not peace, nor hollyhocks either  its owner passed through it with compressed lips and tingling cheeks. He entered the porch, where one or two packing-cases told of coming changes; then he stood irresolute in the cool hall, remembering that he had intended to dine at the Chase, and that there was nothing prepared for him here. Not that he had an appetite, but dinner was a decent observance, and it seemed to him that not to dine would be to lose his hold on life and fall into abysses before his time.

It is well, when we are unfortunate, to consider how much worse a minute, a few seconds, may see us. A faint sound at his elbow caused him to turn. The door of the dining-room was ajar, and through the opening a face peered at him. The young vicar did not start, but he drew a deep breath, and stiffened as he gazed. A minute, and his lips  while the other face, with a shifty smile, half mockery, half shame, returned his look  formed the word Father!

It was not audible two paces away. But as it fell the clergyman glanced round with a gesture of alarm, and at a single stride he was in the dining-room, and had shut the door behind him. The other man  a shambling creature, grey-haired and blear-eyed and unwashed, with a beard of a weeks growth  fell back to the table and leaned against it. His rusty black clothes and his broken boots seemed to share, rather than to impart, the look of decay which marked his person. The vicar, with his back against the door, looked at him and shuddered, and then looked again, his face hard and his eyes gloomy. Well, he said, in a low stern voice, what is the meaning of this? You know our agreement. Why have you broken it, sir?

The old man pursed up his lips, and, with his head on one side, contemplated his questioner in silence. Then he said suddenly, Blow the agreement!

The vicar winced as if he had been struck. But he found words again.

If you can do without the money, he said, so much the better. But  

Blow the money! cried the old man, with the same violence. Notwithstanding his words, he stood in awe of his son, and was trying to gain courage by working himself into a passion. What is money? he continued. I want no money! I am coming to live with you. You are going to be married. I heard of it, though you kept it close, my boy! I heard of it, and I said to myself, Good! I will go and live with my boy. And his wife shall take care of my little comforts.

The younger man shivered. He thought of Patty, and he looked at the old man before him, sly, vicious, gin-sodden  and his father! You do not want to live with me, he answered coldly. You could not bear to live with me for one week, and you know it. Will you tell me what you do want, and why you have left Glasgow?

To congratulate you! his father answered, with a drunken chuckle. Walter Jones and Patty Stanton  third time of asking! Oh, I heard of it! But not through you. Why, he continued, with a quick change to ferocity, would you not ask your own father to your wedding, you ungrateful boy?

No, the vicar replied sternly, he being such as he is, I would not.

Oh, you are ashamed of him, are you? You have kept him dark, I fancy? the old man replied, grinning with wicked enjoyment as he saw how his son winced at each sentence, how his colour went and came. Well, now you will have the pleasure of introducing me to the squire, and to daughter Patty, and to all your friends. It will be a pleasant surprise for them. Ill be bound you said I was dead.

I have not said you were dead.

Dont you wish I was?

God keep me from it! the vicar groaned.

On that, the two men stood looking at each other, the one neat, clean-shaven, conventional, the other vile with the degradation of drink. Though the windows stood open, the room was full of the smell of spirits, and seemed itself soiled and degraded. Suddenly the younger man sat down at the table, and, burying his face between his hands, fell into a storm of weeping.

His father shifted his feet, and licking his lips nervously, looked at him in maudlin shame; then from him to the sideboard, in search of his supporter under all trials. But the sideboard was bare, the doors closed, the key invisible. Mr. Jones grew indignant. There, stop that foolery! he said brutally. You make me sick.

The rough adjuration restored the young mans nerve, and he looked up, his cheeks wet with tears. Tears in a man are shameful; but this tragedy was one not to be evaded by manliness, or, indeed, by any help of men. Tell me what it is you want, he said wearily.

More money, his father snarled. The liquor with which he had primed himself was losing its effect. I cannot live on what you give me. Glasgow is a dear place. The money ought to be mine; all of it!

You have had two hundred a year  one-half of my mothers money.

I know. I want three.

Well, you cannot have it, the son answered languidly. If you must know, I have agreed to settle one-half of my income on my wife now, and the other half at your death. Therefore it will not be in my power to allow you more. You have spent your own fortune, and you have no claim on my mothers money.

Very well, Mr. Jones answered, his head trembling with rage and weakness. Then I stay with you. I stay here. Your father-in-law that is to be will be glad to meet his old friend again  I have no doubt. We were at college together. I dare say he will acknowledge me, if my own son is too proud to do so. I shall stay here until I am tired of the country.

The young man looked at him in despair. Supplication he knew would avail him nothing, and the only threat he could use  that he would stop his fathers allowance  would have no terrors, for he could not execute it. To let his father go to the workhouse would increase the scandal a hundred times. He rose at last and went out. His housekeeper had come in, and he told her, keeping his burning face averted, to prepare a bed and get supper for two. He shrank  he whose life in Acton had been so full of propriety  from saying who his guest was. Let his father proclaim himself if he would; that would be less painful. The truth must out. Once before, at his first curacy, the young man, younger then and more hopeful, had tried the work of reformation. He had made a home for his father, and done what he could. And the end had been hot, flaming shame, and an exposure which had driven him to the other end of England.

When he left the house next morning, though his mind was made up to go to the squire and tell him all, he lingered on the white dusty road. The sunlight fell about him in dazzling chequers, and, save for the humming of the bees overhead and the whirr of a reaping-machine in a neighbouring field, the stillness of the August noon hung with the haze over the landscape. His heart, despite his resolution, grew hot within him, as he looked around, and contrasted the peacefulness of nature with the tumult of shame and agitation in his own breast. There was the school which he opened with prayers four times a week. Between the trees he caught a grey glimpse of the church  his church. As he looked his secret grew more sordid, more formidable.

He turned at last with an effort to enter the gates, and saw Patty and her sister, Mrs. Foley, coming down the avenue. They were still a long way off, their light frocks and parasols flitting from sunlight to shadow, and shadow to sunlight, as they advanced. The young man halted. Had Patty been alone, he would have gone to her and told her all; and surely, surely, though he doubted it at this moment, he would have won comfort  for love laughs at vicarious shame. But the Partridges presence frightened him. Mrs. Foley, round and small and plump, in all things the antithesis of her husband, had yet imbibed something of Jims dryness. The vicar feared her under the present circumstances, and he turned and fled down the road. He would let them pass  probably they were going to the vicarage  and he would then step up and see the squire.

He was right in supposing that the ladies were going to the vicarage. As they went in that direction, they came upon a strange dissolute old man whom they eyed with wondering dislike, and to whom they gave a wide berth as they passed. They had not gone by long before a third person came through the lodge gates and sauntered after them. This was Jim Foley, come out, with his hands in his pockets and a one-eyed terrier at his heels, to smoke his morning pipe. He, too, espied the old toper, and at sight of him took his pipe from his mouth and stood in the middle of the road, an expression of surprise on his features; while Mr. Jones, becoming aware of him too late  for his faculties were not of the sharpest in the morning  also stood by some instinct and looked, with a growing sense of unpleasant recognition, at his lanky figure.

Hallo! said Jim. Mr. Jones did not answer, but stood blinking in the sunshine. He looked more blear-eyed and shabby, more hopelessly gone to seed, than he had looked in the vicarage dining-room.

Hallo! said Foley again. My old friend Wilkins, I think!

My name is Jones, the man muttered.

Ah, Jones is it? Jones vice Wilkins resigned, Jim replied, with ironical politeness. Come down to Acton upon a little matter of business, I suppose. Now look here, Jones vice Wilkins, he continued, pointing each sentence with a wave of his pipe, I see your game. You have come down here to screw out a ten-pound note, by threatening to tell the squire some old story of my turf days. That is it, isnt it?

Mr. Jones opened his mouth to deny the charge but thought better of it; either because of the settled scepticism which Foleys face expressed, or because he saw a ten-pound note in the immediate future. He remained silent.

Just so, Foley went on with a nod, replacing his pipe in his mouth and his hand in his pocket. Well, it wont do. It wont do, do you understand? Because, do you see, you have not accounted for the last pony I sent you to put on Paradox for the Two Thousand. And I will just trouble you for it and three to the back of it. Three to one was the starting price, I think, Mr. Jones.

Mr. Joness face fell abruptly, and he glared at Foley. It never reached me, he muttered huskily.

You mean that you are not going to refund it, Jim retorted. Well, you dont look as if you had it. But Ill tell you what youll do. You will go back whence you came within three hours  there is a train at two-forty, and you will go by it. You have caught a Tartar, do you see? Jim continued sternly, and though you may, if you stay, give me an unpleasant hour with the squire, I shall give you a much more unpleasant hour with the policeman.

But the squire   the old man began; the squire  

No, the policeman! Foley retorted sharply. Never mind the squire. Keep your mind steadily on the policeman, and you will be the more certain to catch the train. Now mind, Jim added, pausing to say another word after he had turned away, I am serious, my man. If I find you here after the two-forty train has left, I give you in charge, and we will both take the consequences.

Jim strolled on towards the vicarage, congratulating himself on his presence of mind and chuckling over the skill with which he had foiled this attempt on his pocket; while Mr. Jones, though his appetite for a country walk was spoiled by the meeting, tottered onwards too, in the opposite direction, rather than seem, by turning, to be dogging Foley, who had inspired him with a very genuine terror. The consequence was that the next turn in the road brought the old man face to face with his son.

Walter, I am going back, he said, quavering piteously. The interview had shaken him. He seemed less offensive, less of a blot on the landscape; on the other hand, more broken and older. It is not without a sharp pang that the man who has once been a gentleman finds himself threatened with the handcuffs, and forced to avoid the policeman.

The vicar had been for passing him in silence, but the statement brought him to a standstill. What if his father should indeed go? To explain him in his absence seemed an easy, almost a normal, task. Yet he feared a trap, and he only answered, I am glad to hear it.

I am going by the two-forty train, the old man whined. But I must have a sovereign to pay my fare, Walter.

You shall have it, the vicar said, his heart bounding.

Give it me now! Give it me now! his father repeated eagerly. I tell you I am going by the two-forty. Do you think I am a liar?

Reluctantly  not because he grudged the money, but because he feared that, the coins once obtained, his father would prove a liar, the clergyman took out two pounds and handed them to him. The old man gripped them with avidity, and, thrusting them and his hands into his pocket, turned his back on the donor, and hobbled away, mumbling to himself.

The vicar remained where he was, standing irresolute at the turn of the road, which brought the lodge gates into view. He found it was a quarter past twelve. He wondered what Patty was thinking of him, and his strange avoidance of her. And what his housekeeper was thinking of his guest, and whether many people had observed him. He began to feel himself at a loose end in the familiar scene. He should have been moving to and fro about his business; instead, he was here, hovering stealthily upon the outskirts of the village, dreading mens eyes, and prepared to fly from the first comer. By going straight to the squire he might put an end to this intolerable position. But the temptation to postpone his explanation until his father had left overcame him, and he turned and walked from the village.

He long remembered that tramp in the heat and dust. Throughout it he was weighed down by the feeling that he was an outcast, that people who met him looked strangely at him, that while he roamed aimlessly his duty called him home. Presently a new fear rose to vex his soul  that his father would not keep his word; the consequence of which was that half an hour before the train started he was lurking about the fir-plantation at the back of the station-house, peeping at the platform, which lay grilling in the sunshine, and tormenting himself with the suspicion that his watch was wrong.

Presently the station woke up. One or two people arrived, and took seats on a barrow in a shady place. The station-master labelled a hamper and gave out a ticket. Then some one who was by no means welcome to the vicar appeared  Jim Foley. He did not enter the station, but the vicar caught sight of him standing on the bridge which carried the road over the railway. What was more, Jim Foley at the same moment discovered the vicar.

Jim looked elsewhere, but he had his suspicions. Hallo! he muttered. Friend Jones grows more of a riddle than ever. I suppose he has had dealings with Master Wilkins, and has an equal interest with me in seeing him off. I hope he has got rid of him as cheaply! But it is odd! I shall tell the Partridge, and hear what she says. She likes him.

He forgot his wife a few minutes later, when the train had steamed slowly in, and stood, and steamed out again, and the two people who had come by it had passed him, and even the vicar, slowly and perforce, had crawled up to him on the bridge. Foley by that time had found something else to consider. I say, he exclaimed on the impulse of the moment, meeting the clergyman open-mouthed, this wont do, you know.

Jones was dazed, struck down and prostrated by his disappointment. What, he said feebly what wont do?

He has not gone!

No!

The old buffer! I guessed what was up when I saw you hanging about. Did he get anything out of you?

The question sounded brutal, but the clergyman answered it. Yes, he said, his cheek dark  and he looked down at the end of his stick and wondered how the other had found it out. Two sovereigns.

By Jove! Well, what is to be done now  that is the question?

I shall go to the squire, Jones said.

What? And tell him this?

Yes.

Jim shrugged his shoulders. Well, he said, after a pause in which he tried to see if this would hurt him, I dare say it is the best thing you can do. While you are telling other things, perhaps you may as well throw this in.

Jim strolled towards the Acton Arms, after making this handsome concession, much puzzled in his mind by the new light which events were shedding on the character of Jones. The discovery that his future brother-in-law had done a little betting did not surprise him. But, in conjunction with the entanglement to which the vicar had owned the day before, it seemed to indicate a character so different from the model of propriety he had hitherto known, that he was staggered. And he never kills a thing, Jim thought, turning it over. You would not think that he knew what sport meant!

The village policeman was loitering outside the inn, and Foley, who had a word for every one, invited him to come in and have a glass of ale. The road in front of the Acton Arms is separated from the Chase only by a sunk fence; and Jim, casting a glance behind him as he entered, could see the windows of the great house flashing in the sunlight, and the vicar pounding along the avenue towards them. He went in, the constable at his heels, and turned into the cool fireless taproom, which he took to be empty. His stick had scarcely rung on the oak table, however, before a man who had been sitting on the settle, his head on his hands and his senses lost in a drunken stupor, leapt up and, supporting himself by the table, glared at the two intruders.

Ah! the squires son-in-law said drily, so you are here, Master Jones vice Wilkins, are you? I might have known where to find you!

It is probable that the wretched man, recognising him, and seeing the policeman with him, thought that they had come to arrest him. Roused thus abruptly from his slumbers, bemused and drink-sodden, he saw in a flash the hand of the law stretched out to grasp him, and an old and ungovernable terror seized upon his shattered nerves. Keep off! keep off! he gasped, clawing at the two with his trembling hands. You shall not take me! I will not be taken! Dont you see I am a gentleman?  this last in a feeble scream.

Easy, easy, old fellow, Jim said, surprised by his violence, or you will be doing yourself a mischief.

But the words only confirmed the poor man in his mistake. I wont be taken! he cried, waving them off. My son will pay you, I tell you, he cried, his voice rising in a shriek which rang in the road outside, and startled the house-dog sleeping in the sunshine I tell you my son will pay you! One of his hands as he spoke overturned the empty glass, and it rolled off the table  on such trifles life rests. For the policeman instinctively started forward to catch it, and the old man misunderstood the movement. He fell in a fit on the floor.

Of course there was a great commotion. The inn was roused from its afternoon slumber, and the policeman was sent for the doctor; with one thing and another half an hour elapsed before Foley left the house and slowly made his way to the Chase. He was thinking a great deal more seriously than was his wont. As hard as nails, some of his friends called him; but there is a soft spot in these men who are as hard as nails, if one can find it. Approaching the house, he caught sight of his sister-in-law, and shrugged his shoulders and shook himself to get rid of unpleasant thoughts. Patty was a favourite with him, and, seeing her loitering round the sweep before the house, he guessed that she was waiting to intercept her betrothed and learn the cause of his conduct. Jim said a naughty word under his breath and went to her, as if he had something to say. But, reaching her, he listened instead  as a man must when a woman has a mind to speak.

What is it, Jim? she broke out. Her eyes were full of trouble and her pale complexion was a shade paler than usual. What is the matter with Walter? He did not dine here last night, though he meant to do so. And when we went to learn the reason this morning he was out. He was away at luncheon-time, and the school had never been visited. And now, when he appeared at last, he told Robert not to call me, and said he would wait in papas study until he came in.

She stopped. He is here now? Jim asked.

Yes; papa has come in, and they are in the bowling-green.

I will go to them, he said.

But, Jim, what is it? she repeated, speaking with a little quaver in her voice; and laying her hand on his arm, she detained him. Tell me, is there anything the matter?

Jim looked down at her. She was one of those soft plump feminine women who seem made to be protected  whom to hurt seems as wicked as to harm a child. The matter? he said. Nothing that I know of. What should be the matter? I will go and see them.

He escaped from her and, entering the hall, of which both the front and back doors were open, he found that she was right. The young vicar, the dust on his shoes and an unwonted shade of depression darkening his face, was walking up and down the sward with the squire  a little man as choleric as he was kind-hearted, who passed two-thirds of his waking hours in breeches and gaiters. Jim Foley strode towards them, a purpose in his mind. The vicar, just embarked on his confession, found it interrupted and made a thousand times more difficult. Jones has come to explain matters, I hope, sir, Jim said.

The clergyman winced. He has come to turn my brain, I think, the squire cried, angry and suspicious. I cannot make out what he would be at.

I was telling you, sir, the vicar answered with some impatience that my father  

You had better leave your father alone, I think! Foley struck in with a manner like the snapping of a trap. And explain to Mr. Stanton the matter you mentioned to me yesterday.

I was explaining it! the clergyman rejoined. I was saying that my father  he was at school with you, sir, you remember?

To be sure, the squire said, his grey whiskers curling with impatience as he looked from one to the other. And at college.

He lost money after my mothers death, the young man continued, and went to live in Glasgow. In his shrinking from the disclosure he had to make his voice took a rambling tone as he added, I think I told you that, sir.

To be sure! Twice!

But I did not tell you, the clergyman replied, driving his stick into the ground and working it about while his face grew scarlet and I take great shame to myself that I did not, Mr. Stanton  that my father was much  

Good heavens, Jones! Jim broke out, his patience exhausted. What on earth has your father to do with it? Yesterday you gave me to understand that you had some entanglement which weighed on your mind. And I thought that you had come here to make a clean breast of it. Instead of which  for Heavens sake man, dont make me think that you are not running straight!

The vicar glared at him, while the squire gazed at both. But that old man, Jones said at last, almost at choking point by this time, whom you saw this afternoon was  

Jim struck in again savagely. We do not want to know anything about him either. As for him, he is  

My father!

He is dead, Jim persisted, raising his hand for silence, and determined to keep his man to the point and to have things straightened out. We do not want to hear anything about him. He is dead. We want  

Who is dead?

The question was the vicars. He wheeled round as he put it, his face white, his voice changed. The squire, who, like most listeners, had learned more than the talkers, saw his tremendous agitation, and, grasping some idea of the truth, tried to intercept Foleys answer. But he was too late. The old fellow we went to see off, Jim said, almost lightly. He is dead. Died in a fit half an hour ago, I tell you.

Dead?

Yes, dead. At least the doctor says so.

The vicar put his hands to his face, and turned away, his back shaking. The others looked at him. He was  he was my father! he murmured  almost under his breath. And even Jim, his eyes as wide as saucers, understood.

Fetch some wine, you fool the squire muttered, giving him a nudge. And he put his arm round the clergyman, and led him to a seat in the shade. There, I think, Walter Jones prayed that he might not be thankful. Man is weak. And conventional man very weak.



Once a gentleman always a gentleman, was the squires motto. There was no attempt at concealment. The poor man, whose life had been so unlovely, lay at peace at last in the best room at the vicarage, and was presently, with some tears of pity shed by gentle eyes, laid in a quiet corner of the churchyard. There was talk, of course, but the talk was confined to the village, where the possession of a drunken father was not uncommon, or uncharitably considered. The worst of the dead man was known only to Jim Foley, and he kept it even from his wife; while any Spartan thoughts which the squire might otherwise have entertained, any objections he might have raised to his daughters match, were rendered futile and quixotic by the strange mode in which the denouement had been reached in his presence. He consented, and all  after an interval  went well. But the vicar will sometimes, I think, in the days to come, when prosperity laps him round, wander to the churchyard and recall the hot noon when he walked the roads haunted by that strange sense of forlornness and ruin.


THE OTHER ENGLISHMAN

You are English, I take it, sir?

It was clear to me that the speaker was. I was travelling alone, and had not fallen in with three Englishmen in as many weeks. I turned to inspect the new-comer with a cordiality his smudged and smutty face could not wholly suppress. I am, I answered, and I am glad to meet a fellow-countryman.

You are a stranger here? He did not take his eyes from me, but he indicated by a gesture of his thumb the busy wharf below piled high with hundreds and thousands of crates full of oranges. From the upper deck of the San Miguel we looked down upon it, and could see all that came or went in the trim basin about us. The San Miguel, a steamer of the Segovia Quadra and Companys line, bound for several places on the coast southward, was waiting to clear out of El Grao, the harbour of Valencia, and I was waiting impatiently to clear out with her. You are a stranger here? he repeated.

Yes; I have been in the town four or five days, but otherwise I am a stranger, I answered.

You are not in the trade? he continued. He meant the orange trade.

No, I am not. I am travelling for pleasure, I answered readily. You will understand that, though it is more than a Frenchman or Spaniard can. I smiled as I spoke, but he was not very responsive.

It is a queer place to visit for pleasure, he said, looking from me to the busy throng about the orange crates.

Not at all, I retorted. It is a lively town and quaint, and it is warm and sunny. I cannot say as much for Madrid, from which I came two or three weeks back.

Come straight here? he asked.

I was growing tired of his curiosity, but I answered, No. I stayed a short time at Toledo and Aranjuez, and at several other places.

You speak Spanish?

Not much. Muy poco de Castellano, I laughed, calling to mind the maddening grimace by which the Spanish peasant indicates that he does not understand, and is not going to understand you. He is a good fellow, is Sancho Panza, but having made up his mind that you do not speak Spanish, the purest Castilian is not Spanish for him.

You are going some way with us  perhaps to Carthagena? the inquisitor persisted.

He laid some stress on the last word, and with it shot a sly glance at me  a glance so unpleasantly suggestive that I did not answer him at once. Instead, I looked at him more closely. He was a wiry young fellow, rather below than above the middle height, to all appearance the chief engineer. Everything about him, not excluding the atmosphere, was greasy and oily, as if he had come straight from the engine-room. The whites of his eyes showed with unlovely prominence. Seeing him thus, I took a dislike for him. To Carthagena! I answered brusquely. I am not going to stay at Carthagena. Why should you suppose so? Unless, indeed, I added, as another construction of his words occurred to me, you think I want to see some fighting? No, I fancy the fun might grow too furious.

I should say that three days before there had been a mutiny among the troops at Carthagena. An outlying fort had been captured, and the governor of the city killed before the attempt was suppressed. The news was in every ones mouth, and I fancied that his question referred to it.

My manner or my words disconcerted him. Without saying more he turned away, not going below at once, but standing on the main deck near the office in the afterpart. There was a good deal of bustle in that quarter. The captain, the second officer, and clerk were there, giving and taking receipts and what not. He did not speak to them, but leaned against the rail close at hand. I had an uncomfortable feeling that he was watching me; and this gave rise to a shrinking from the man, which did not affect me always, but returned from time to time.

Presently the dinner-bell rang, and simultaneously the San Miguel moved out to sea. We were to spend the next day at Alicante, and the following one at Carthagena.

Dinner was not a cheerful meal. The officers of the ship did not speak English or French, and were not communicative in any language. Besides myself there were only three first-class passengers. They were ladies, relatives of the newly appointed Governor of Carthagena, and about to join him there. I have no doubt that they were charming and fashionable people, but their partiality for the knife in eating prejudiced them unfairly in English eyes. Consequently, when I came on deck again, and the engineer  he told me his name was Sleigh  sidled up to me, I received him graciously. He proffered the omnipresent cigarette, and I provided him with something to drink. He urged me to go down with him and see the engine-room, and after some hesitation I did so. It was after dinner.

I have pretty much my own way, he boasted. They cannot do without English engineers. They tried once, and lost three boats in six months. In harbour, my time is my own. I have seven stokers under me, all Spaniards. They tried it on with me when I first came aboard! But the first that out with his knife to me I knocked on the head with a shovel. I have had none of their sauce since!

Was he much hurt? I asked, scanning my companion. He was not big, and he slouched. But there was an air of swaggering dare-devilry about him that gave colour to his story.

I dont know, he answered. They took him to the hospital, and he never came aboard again. That is all I know.

I suppose your pay is good? I suggested. To confess the truth, I felt myself at a disadvantage with him down there. The flaring lights and deep shadows, the cranks and pistons whirling at our elbows, the clank and din, and the valves that hissed at unexpected moments, were matters of every hour to him; they imbued me with a desire to propitiate. As my after-dinner easiness abated, I regretted that it had induced me to come down.

He laughed harshly. Pretty fair, he said, with my opportunities. Do you see that jacket?

Yes.

That is my shore-going jacket, with a wink. Here, look at it!

I complied. It appeared at first sight to be an ordinary sailors pea-coat; but, looking more closely, I found that inside were dozens of tiny pockets. At the mouth of each pocket a small hook was fixed to the lining.

They are for watches, he explained, when he saw that I did not comprehend. I get five francs over the price for every one I carry ashore to a friend of mine  duty free, you understand.

I nodded to show that I did understand. And which is your port for that? I asked, desiring to say something as I turned to ascend.

He touched me on the shoulder, and I found his face close to mine. His eyes glittered in the light of the lamp that hung by the steam-gauge; they had the same expression that had perplexed me before dinner. At Carthagena! he whispered, bringing his face still closer to mine. At Carthagena! Wait a minute, mate, I have told you something, he went on. I am not too particular, and, what is more, I am not afraid! Aint you going to tell me something?

I have nothing to tell you! I answered, staring at him.

Aint you going to tell me something, mate? he repeated. His voice was low, but it seemed to me that there was a menace in it.

I have not an idea what you mean, my good fellow, I said, and, turning abruptly, my eye discovered a shovel lying ready to his hand  I ran as nimbly as I could up the steep ladder, and gained the deck. Once there, I looked down. He was still standing by the lamp, staring up at me, chagrin plainly written on his face. Even as I watched him he rounded his lips to an oath; and then seemed to hold it over until he should be better assured of its necessity.

I thought no worse of him for his revelations. In a country where the head of the custom-house lives like a prince on the salary of a beggar, smuggling is no sin. But I was angry with him, and vexed with myself for the haste with which I had met his advances. I disliked and distrusted him. Whether he was mad, or took me for another smuggler  which seemed the most probable hypothesis  or had conceived some false idea of me, whatever the key to the enigma of his manner might be, I felt that I should do well to avoid him.

Like should mate with like, and I am not a violent man. I should not feel at home in a duel, though the part were played with the most domestic of fire shovels, much less with a horrible thing out of a stoke-hole.

About half-past ten the San Miguel began to roll, and I took the hint and went below. The small saloon was empty, the lamp turned down. As I passed the stewards pantry I looked in and begged a couple of biscuits. I am a tolerable sailor, but when things are bad my policy is comprised in berth and biscuits. With this provision against misfortune, I retired to my cabin, happy in the knowledge that it was a four-berth one, and that I was its sole occupant.

In truth I came near to chuckling as I looked round it. I did not need the experience I had had of a cabin three feet six inches by six feet three, shared with a drunken Spaniard, to lead me to view with contentment my present quarters. A lamp in a glass case lighted at once the cabin and the passage outside, and gave assurance that it would burn all night. On my right hand were an upper and lower berth, and on my left the same, with standing room between. A couch occupied the side facing me. The sliding door was supplemented by a curtain. What joy  to one who had known other things  to arrange this and stow that, and fearlessly to place in the rack sponge and tooth-brush! What wonder if I blessed the firm of Segovia Quadra and Company as I sank back upon my well-hung mattress.

I sleep well at sea. The motion suits me. A slight qualm of sea-sickness does but induce a pleasant drowsiness. I love a snug berth under the porthole, and to hear the swish and wash of the water racing by, and the crisp plash as the vessel dips her forefoot under, and the complaint of the stout timbers as they creak and groan in the bowels of the ship.

Cosy and warm, I fell asleep, and dreamed that I was again in the engine-room, seated opposite to the other Englishman. Havent you something to tell me? Havent you something to tell me? he droned monotonously, wagging his head from side to side, with the perplexing smile on his face which had distressed me waking. Havent you something to tell me?

I strove to say that I had not, because I knew that if I did not satisfy him, he would do some dreadful thing, though I did not know what. But I could not utter the words, and while I struggled with this horrible impotency, the thing was done. I was bound hand and foot to the crank of the engine, and was going up and down with it, up and down! I wept and prayed to be released, but the villain took no heed of my prayers. He sat on, regarding my struggles with the same impassive smile. In despair I strove to think what it was he wanted  what it was  what  

How the ship was rolling! Thank Heaven I was awake! Thank Heaven I was in my berth, and not in that horrible engine-room. But how was this? The other Englishman was here too, standing by the lamp, looking at me. Or  was it the other Englishman? It was some one who had a smudged and smutty face. All the wonder in my mind had to do with that. I lay for a while, between sleeping and waking, watching him. Then I saw him reach across my feet to a little shelf above the berth. As he drew back, something that was in his hand  the hand that rested on the edge of my berth  glittered as the light fell upon it; and, wide awake, I sprang to a sitting posture in my berth, and cried out for fear.

He was gone on the instant, and in the same second of time I was out of bed and on the floor. A moments hesitation, and I drew aside the curtain, which still shook. The passage was still and empty. But opposite my cabin and separated from it by the width of the passage was the door of another cabin, which was, or had been when I went to bed, unoccupied. Now the curtain, drawn across the doorway, was shaking, and I did not doubt that the intruder was behind it. But behind it also was darkness, and I was unarmed, whereas the thing upon which the light had fallen in the mans hand was either a knife or a pistol.

No wonder that I hesitated, or that discretion seemed the better part of valour. To be sure I might call the steward and have the cabin searched; but I feared to seem afraid. I stood on tiptoe listening. All was still; and presently I shivered. The excitement was passing away, I began to feel qualms. With a last glance at the opposite cabin  had I really seen the curtain shake? might it not have been caused by the motion of the ship?  I closed my sliding door, and climbed hastily into my bunk. Robber or no robber I must be still. In a short time, what with my qualms and my drowsiness, I fell asleep.

I slept until the morning light filled the cabin, and I was roused by the cheery voice of the steward, bidding me Buenos dias. The ship was moving on an even keel. Overhead the deck was being swabbed. I opened my little window and looked out  and the nights doings rose in my memory. But who could think of dreams of midnight assassins with the sea air in his nostrils, and before his eyes that vignette of blue sea and grey rocks  grey, but sparkling, gemlike, ethereal under the sun of Spain? Not I. I was gay as a lark, hungry as a hunter. Sallying out before I was dressed, I satisfied myself that the opposite cabin was empty, and came back laughing at my folly.

But when I found that something else was empty, I thought it no laughing matter. I wanted a snack to stay my appetite until the steward should bring my café complet, and I turned to the little shelf over my berth where I had placed the biscuits. They were not there. Curious! And I had not eaten them. Then it flashed upon my mind that it was with this shelf my visitor had meddled.

After that I did not lose a moment. I examined my luggage and the pockets of my clothes; the result relieved as much as it astonished me; nothing was missing. My armed apparition had carried off two captains biscuits, and nothing else!

I passed the morning puzzling over it. Sleigh did not come near me. Was he conscious of guilt, I wondered, or offended by the abruptness of my leave-taking the night before? Or was he engaged about his work?

About noon we came to our moorings at Alicante. The sky was unclouded. The shabby town and the barren hills that rose behind it  barren to the eye, since the vines were not in leaf  looked baking hot. I had found a cool corner of the ship, and was amusing myself with a copy of Don Quixote and a dictionary, when the engineer approached.

Not going ashore? he said.

For the twentieth time I wondered what it was in his manner that made everything he said a gibe. Whatever it was, I hated him for it; and I gave my feelings vent by answering sullenly, No, I am not. And forthwith I turned to my books again.

I thought you travellers for pleasure wanted to see everything, he said. Maybe you know Alicante?

No, I answered snappishly. And in this heat I dont want to know it!

All right, governor, all right! he replied. Think it might be too hot for you, perhaps? And with a hoarse laugh that lasted him from stem to stern, and brought the blood to my cheeks, he left me. But I could see that he did not lose sight of me, and at intervals I heard him chuckling at his own wit for fully half an hour afterwards. But where the joke came in I could not determine.

Towards evening I went ashore, slipping away at a time when he had gone below for a moment. I found a public walk in an avenue of palm-trees which ran beside the sea. The palms were laden with clusters of yellow dates, that were more like dried sea-weed than fruit. As darkness fell, and with it coolness, I sat here, and watched the vessels in the port fade one by one into the gloom, and little sparks of light take their places. A number of people were still abroad, enjoying the air, but these sauntered in the indolent southern fashion, so that when I heard the step of a man approaching in haste, I looked up sharply. To my surprise, it was Sleigh, the engineer!

He passed close to me. I could not be mistaken, though he had put off his slouching, shambling air, and was keenly on the alert, glancing from this side to that, as if he were searching for some one. For whom? I was one of half a dozen on a seat in deep shadow. If I were the person he wanted, he overlooked me, and went on. I sat some time after his step had died away in the distance, my thoughts not pleasant ones. But he did not return, and I went up to the Hôtel Bossio prepared to eat an excellent dinner.

The table dhôte in the big whitewashed room was half finished. I was late; and perhaps for this reason the waiters eyed me, as I took my seat, with odd attention; or possibly it was because the English were not numerous at Alicante, or not popular; or, again, it was possible that some one  Sleigh, for example  had been there making inquiries for a foreigner  blond, middle-sized, and speaking very little Spanish. Their notice made me uncomfortable. It seemed as if I could nowhere escape from my Old Man of the Sea.

Nowhere indeed, for I was to have another rencontre that night, with which my mind mixed him up, and which must be told because of the light afterwards thrown upon it. Returning to my ship along the dark wharf, I came upon figures loafing in the shadow of bales or barrels, and, passing them, clutched my loaded stick more tightly. I got by all, however, in safety and reached the spot where the ship lay. San Miguel! Bota! I shouted in the approved fashion of that coast. San Miguel! Bota!

The words had scarcely left my lips when there was a rustling close to me. A single footstep sounded on the pebbles, and the light of a lantern was flashed in my face. I recoiled. As I did so two or three men sprang forward. Dazzled by the light, I had only an indistinct view of figures about me, and was on the point of fighting or running, or making an attempt at both, when by good luck the clink of steel fell upon my ear.

By good luck! For they were police who had stopped me; and it is ill work resisting the police in Spain. What do you require, gentlemen? I asked in my best Spanish. I am English.

Perdone usted, señor, replied the leader, who held the light. Will you have the goodness to show me your papers?

Con mucho gusto! I answered, delighted to find that things were no worse. I was for producing my passport on the spot, but the sergeant, with a polite but imperative This way! directed me to follow him. I did so for a short distance, a door was flung open, and I found myself in a well-lighted office, which I guessed was a custom-house. The officer took his place behind a desk, and by a gesture of his cocked hat signified his readiness to proceed.

I had had to do with the police before, but I was aware of a suppressed excitement in the group, of strange glances which they cast at me, of a general drawing round their chief as he bent over my passport, which seemed to indicate that this was no ordinary case of passport examination. Singular, too, was the disappointment they evinced when they found that my passport bore, besides the ordinary vise, the signatures of the Vice-Consul and Alcalde at Valencia. As their faces fell my spirits rose. Full conviction took possession of them after I had answered half a dozen questions; and the interview ended with the same Perdone usted, señor, with which it had begun. I was bowed out; a boat was instantly procured for me, and in two minutes I was climbing the ladder which hung from the San Miguels quarter.

The first person I saw on board was Sleigh. He was lolling on a bench in the saloon  confound his impudence!  drinking aguardiente and staring moodily at the table. I tried to pass by him and reach my cabin unnoticed, but on the last step of the companion I slipped. With an oath at the interruption he looked up, and our eyes met.

Never did I see a man more astonished. He gazed at me as if he could not trust his sight. Well, I never! he cried, slapping his thigh with an oath, and speaking in a jubilant tone. Well, I am blest, governor! So you did not go ashore after all! Heres a lark!

I saw that he had been drinking. I have been ashore, I answered, my dislike increased tenfold by his condition.

Honour bright? he exclaimed.

I have told you that I have been ashore, I replied.

He whistled. You are a cool hand, he said, looking me over with a new expression in his face. I might have known that, precious mild as you seemed! Dined at the Hôtel Bossio, I warrant you did, and took your walk in the Alameda like any other man?

I did.

So you did! O Lord! O Lord! So you did! Again he contemplated me at arms length. I could construe his new expression now  it was one of admiration. So you did, governor! And came aboard in the dark, as bold as brass!

That thawed me, for I thought that I had done rather a plucky thing in coming on board alone at that time of night. But I told him nothing of the affair with the police. I merely answered, I do not understand why I should not, Mr. Sleigh. And as I am tired, I will bid you good night.

Wait a bit, governor, he said, in a lower tone, arresting me by a gesture as I turned away. Dont you think you are playing it a bit high? You are a cool one, I swear, and fly  there is nothing you are not fly to, Ill be bound! But two heads are better than one  you take me?  letting alone that it is every one for himself in this world. Do you rise to it?

No, I dont rise to it, I answered, drawing back from his spirituous breath and leering eyes. He was more drunk than I had fancied.

You dont? Think again, mate, he said, almost as if he pleaded with me. Dont play it too high.

Dont talk such confounded nonsense! I retorted angrily.

He looked at me a moment, a scowl darkening his face and not improving it. Then he answered, All right, governor! All right! Pleasant dreams! and a pleasant waking at Carthagena!

I have no doubt I shall enjoy both, I replied, if you will have the goodness not to disturb me as you did last night! He should not think he had escaped detection.

It is your turn now, he replied more soberly. I dont know what you are up to now. I didnt disturb you last night.

Some one did! And some one uncommonly like you.

What did he do? he asked, eyeing me with suspicion.

I startled him, I answered, or I do not know what he would have done. As it was he did not do much. He took some biscuits.

Took some biscuits! He pretended that he did not believe me, and he did it so well that I began to doubt. You must have been dreaming, mate.

I could not dream the biscuits away, I retorted.

The stroke went home. He stood thinking, drawing patterns on the table with his finger and a puddle of spilled water. Guilty or innocent, he did not seem ashamed, but puzzled and perplexed. Once or twice he glanced cunningly at me. But whether he wished to see how I took it, or suspected me of fooling him, I could not tell.

Good night! I cried, losing patience at last; and I went to my cabin. The last I saw of him, he was still standing at the table, drawing patterns on it with his finger.

I turned in at once, satisfied that after what had passed between us there would be no repetition of last nights disturbance. In a pleasant state between waking and sleeping I was aware of the tramp of feet overhead as the moorings were cast off. The first slow motion of the engines was followed by the familiar swish and wash of the water sliding by. The ship began to heel over a little. We had reached the open sea. After that I slept.

I awoke suddenly, but in full possession of my senses. The cabin was still lit by the lamp. I guessed that it was a little after midnight; and O utinam! I sighed, that I had not taken that cup of coffee after dinner! My portmanteau too had got loose. I could hear it sliding about the floor, though, as I lay in the upper berth, I could not see it. I must set that to rights.

I vaulted out after my usual fashion. But instead of alighting fairly and squarely on the floor, my bare feet struck something soft, a good distance short of it, and I came down on my hands and knees  to form part of the queerest tableau upon which a cabin-lamp ever shone. There was I, lightly clothed in pyjamas, glaring into the eyes of a dingy-faced man, who was likewise on his hands and knees on the floor, but with more than half the breath knocked out of his body by my descent upon him. I do not know which was the more astonished.

Hallo! how do you come here? I cried, after we had stared at one another for some seconds.

He raised his hand. Hush! he whispered: and obeying his gesture I crouched where I was, while he listened. Then we rose to our feet as by one motion. I had not time to feel afraid, though it was far from a pretty countenance that was close to mine. Terror was written too plainly upon it.

You are English? he said sullenly.

I nodded. I saw that he had a pistol half-hidden behind him, but somehow I felt master of the position. His fear of being overheard seemed so much greater than my fear of his pistol; and it is not easy to do much with a pistol without being overheard. You are English, too, I added, below my breath. Perhaps you will kindly tell me what you are doing in my cabin?

You will not betray me? he cried.

Betray you, my man! I replied, with a prudent remembrance of his weapon and the late hour of the night. If you have taken nothing of mine, you may go to the deuce for me, so long as you dont pay me another visit.

Taken anything! he retorted, almost forgetting his caution, do you take me for a thief? I will be bound   he went on with a pride that seemed to me very pitiable when I understood it that you are about the only man in Spain who would not know me at sight. There is a price upon my head! There are two thousand pesetas for whoever takes me  dead or alive! There are bills of me in every town in Spain! Ay, of me! in every town from Irun to Malaga!

I knew now who he was. You were at Carthagena, I said sternly, thinking of the old grey-headed general who had died at his post.

He nodded. The momentary excitement was gone from his face, leaving him what he was, a man, dirty, pallid, half famished. About my height, he wore clothes, shabby and soiled, but like mine in make and material. In his desperate desire for sympathy, for communion with some one, he had already laid aside his fear of me. When I asked him how he came to be in my cabin he told me freely.

I intended to ship from Valencia to France, but they watched all the boats. I crept on board this one in the night, thinking that as she was bound for Carthagena she would not be searched. I was right; they did not think I should venture back into the lions jaws.

But what will you do when we reach Carthagena? I asked.

Stay on board and, if possible, go with this ship to Cadiz. From there I can easily get over to Tangier, he answered.

It sounded feasible. And where have you been since we left Valencia? I asked.

Behind this sailcloth. He pointed to a long roll of spare canvas which was stowed away between the floor and the lower berth. I opened my eyes.

Ay! he added, they are close quarters, but there is room behind there for a man lying on his face. What is more, except your two biscuits I have had nothing to eat since the day before yesterday.

Then it was you who took the biscuits?

He nodded; then he fell back against my berth, all his strength gone out of him. For from behind us came a more emphatic answer. You may take your oath to that, governor! it ran; and briskly pushing aside the door and curtain, Sleigh the engineer stood before us. You may bet upon that, I guess! he added, an ugly smile playing about his mouth.

The refugees face changed to a sickly white. His hand toyed feebly with the pistol, but he did not move. I think that we both felt we were in the presence of a stronger mind.

You had better put that plaything away, Sleigh said. He showed no fear, but I observed that he watched us narrowly. A shot would bring the ship about your ears. There is no call for a long tale. I took the governor here for you, but when he told me that some one was stealing his biscuits, I thought I had got the right pig by the ear, and five minutes outside this door have made it a certainty. Two thousand pesetas! Why, hang me, he added brutally, if I should have thought, to look at you, that you were worth half the money!

The other plucked up spirit at the insult. Who are you? What do you want? he cried, with an attempt at bravado.

Precisely. What do I want? the engineer replied with a sneer. You are right to come to business. What do I want? A hundred pounds. That is my price, mate. Fork it out and mums the word. Turn rusty, and   He did not finish the sentence, but grasping his neck in both hands, he pressed his thumbs upon his windpipe and dropped his jaw. It was a ghastly performance. I had seen a garotte and I shuddered.

You would not give the man up? Your own countryman? I cried in horror.

Would I not? he answered. You will soon see, if he has not got the cash!

A hundred pounds! the wretched fellow moaned. Sleighs performance had completely unmanned him. I have not a hundred pesetas with me.

As it happened  alas, it has often happened so with me!  I had but three hundred pesetas, some twelve pounds odd, about me, nor any hope of a remittance nearer than Malaga. Still, I did what I could. Look here, I said to Sleigh, I can hardly believe that you are in earnest, but I will do this. I will give you ten pounds to be silent and let the man take his chance. It is no good to haggle with me, I added, because I have no more.

Ten pounds! he replied derisively, when the police will give me eighty! I am not such a fool.

Better ten pounds and clean hands, than eighty pounds of blood money, I retorted.

Look here, Mister, he answered sternly; do you mind your own business and let us settle ours. I am sorry for you, mate, that is a fact, but I cannot let the chance pass. If I do not get this money some one else will. Ill tell you what I will do. As he paused I breathed again, while the miserable man whose life was in the balance looked up with renewed hope. I will lower my terms, he said. I would rather get the money honestly, I am free to confess that. If you will out with two thousand pesetas, I will keep my mouth shut, and give you a helping hand besides.

If not? I said.

If not, he answered, shrugging his shoulders  but I noticed that he laid his hand on his knife if you do not accept my terms before we are in port at Carthagena, I go to the first policeman and tell him who is aboard. Those are my terms, and you have time to think about them.

With that he left the cabin, keeping his face to us to the last. Hateful and treacherous as he was, I could not help admiring his coolness and courage, and his firm grasp of the men he had to do with.

For I felt that we were a sorry pair. I suppose that my companion, bad as his position seemed, had cherished strong hopes of escape. Now he was utterly unmanned. He sat on the couch, his elbows on his knees, his head on his hands, the picture of despair. The pistol had vanished into some pocket, and although capture meant death, I judged that he would let himself be taken without striking a blow.

My own reflections were far from being comfortable. The man grovelling before me might deserve death; knowing the stakes, he had gambled and lost. Moreover, he was a complete stranger to me. But he was an Englishman. He had trusted me. He had spent an hour  but it seemed many  in my company, and I shrank from the pain of seeing him dragged away to his death. My nature revolted against it; I forgot what the consequences of interference might be to myself.

Look here, I said, after a long interval of silence, I will do what I can. We shall not reach Carthagena until eight oclock. Something may turn up before that. At the worst I have a scheme, though I set little store by it, and advise you to do the same. Put on these clothes in place of those you wear. I handed to him a suit taken from my portmanteau. Wash and shave. Take my passport and papers. It is just possible that if you play your part well they may not identify you, and may arrest me  despite our friend upstairs. For myself, once on shore I shall have no difficulty in proving my innocence.

Not that I was without misgivings. The Spanish civil guards give but short shrift at times, and at the best I might be punished for connivance at an escape. But to some extent I trusted to my nationality; and for the rest, the avidity with which the hunted wretch at my side clutched at the slender hope held out to him drove hesitation from my mind.

As long as I live I shall remember the scene which ensued. The grey light was beginning to steal through the port-hole, giving a sicklier hue to my companions features, as I helped him with trembling fingers to dress. The odour of the expiring lamp hung upon the air. The tumbled bed-clothes, the ransacked luggage, the coats swaying against the bulkheads to the music of the creaking timbers, formed surroundings deeply imprinted on the memory.

About seven oclock I procured some coffee and biscuits and a little fruit, and fed him. Then I gave him my papers, and charged him to employ himself about the cabin. My plan was to be out of the way, ashore, or elsewhere, when Sleigh fired his mine, and to trust my companion to return my luggage and papers to my hotel at Malaga; until I reached which place I must take my chance. In reality I played no fine and magnanimous part, for, looking back, I do not think I believed for a moment that the police would be deceived.

A little after eight oclock I went on deck, to find that the ship was steaming slowly between the fortified hills that frown upon the harbour of Carthagena; a harbour so spacious that in its amphitheatre of waters all the navies of the world might lie. For a time the engineer was not visible on deck. The steward pointed out to me some of the lions  the deeply embayed arsenal, the distant fort, high-perched on a hill, which the mutineers had seized, the governors house over the gateway where the wounded general had died; and we were within a cables length of the wharf, crowded with idlers and flecked with sentinels, when Sleigh came up from below.

Although the morning was fine, he was wearing the heavy pea-jacket which I had seen in the engine-room. He cast a spiteful glance at me, then, turning away, he affected to busy himself with other matters. Bad as he was, I think that he was ashamed of the work he had in hand.

Do we stay here all day? I asked the steward.

No, señor, no. Only until ten oclock, I understood him to say. It was close upon nine already. He explained that the town was still so much disturbed that business was at a standstill. The San Miguel would land her passengers by boat and go at once to Almeria, where cargo awaited her. Here is the police-boat, he added.

Then the time had come. I was quivering with excitement  and with something else  a new idea! Darting from the stewards side, I flew down the stairs, through the saloon and to my cabin, the door of which I dragged open impatiently. Give me my papers! I cried, breathless with haste. The police are here!

The man  he was pretending to pack, with his back to the door, but at my entrance he rose with an assumption of ease  drew back. Why? will you desert me too? he cried, his face blanched. Will you betray me? Then, my God! I am lost! and he flung himself upon the sofa in a paroxysm of terror.

Every moment was of priceless value. This a conspirator! I had no patience with him. Give them to me! I cried imperatively, desperately. I have another plan. Do you hear?

He heard, but he did not believe me. He was sure that my courage had failed at the last moment. But  and let this be written on his side of the account  he gave me the papers; it may be in pure generosity, it may be because he had not the spirit to resist.

Armed with them I ran on deck as quickly as I had descended. I found the position of things but slightly changed. The police-boat was now alongside. The officer in command, attended by two or three subordinates, was mounting the ladder. Close to the gangway Sleigh was standing, evidently waiting for him. But he had his eye on the saloon door also, for I had scarcely emerged before he stepped up to me.

Have you changed your mind, governor? Are you going to buy him off? he muttered, looking askance at me as I moved forward with him by my side.

My answer took him by surprise. No, señor, no! I exclaimed loudly and repeatedly  so loudly that the attention of the group at the gangway was drawn to us. When I saw this, I stepped in front of Sleigh, and before he guessed what I would be at, I was at the officers side. Sir, I said, raising my hat, do you speak French?

Parfaitement, monsieur, he answered, politely returning my salute.

I am an Englishman, and I wish to lay an information, I said, speaking in French, and pausing there that I might look at Sleigh. As I had expected, he did not understand French. His baffled and perplexed face assured me of that. He tried to interrupt me, but the courteous official waved him aside.

The man who is trying to shut my mouth is a smuggler of foreign watches, I resumed. He has them about him, and is going to take them ashore. They are in a number of pockets made for the purpose in the lining of his coat. I am connected with the watch trade, and my firm will give ten pounds reward to any one who will capture and prosecute him.

I understand, the officer replied. And, turning to Sleigh, who, ignorant of what was going forward, was fretting and fuming in a fever of distrust, he addressed some words to him. He spoke in Spanish and quickly, and I could not understand what he said. That it was to the point, however, the engineers face betrayed. It fell amazingly, and he cast a vengeful glance at me.

That which followed was ludicrous enough. My heart was beating fast, but I could not suppress a smile as Sleigh, clasping the threatened coat about him, backed from the police. He poured out a torrent of fluent Spanish, and emphatically denied the charge; but, alas! he cherished the coat  at which the police were making tentative dives  overmuch for an innocent man with no secret pockets about him.

His No, señor, no! his Por dios! and Madre de Dios! and the rest were breath wasted. At a sign from the grim-looking officer, two of the policemen seized him, and in a twinkling, notwithstanding his resistance, had the thick coat off him, and were probing its recesses. It was the turn of the by-standers to cry, Madre de Dios! as from pocket upon pocket came watch after watch, until five dozen lay in sparkling rows upon the deck. I could see that there were those among the ships company besides the culprit who gazed at me with little favour; but the eyes of the police officer twinkled with gratification as each second added to the rich prize. And that was enough for me.

Still I knew that all was not done yet, and I stood on my guard. Sleigh, taken into custody, had desisted from his prayers and oaths. I saw, however, that he was telling a long story, of which I could make out little more than the word Inglese repeated more than once. It was his turn now. If he had not understood my French, neither could I understand his Spanish. And I noticed that the officer, as the story rolled on, looked at me doubtfully. I judged that the crisis was near, and I interfered. May I beg to know, sir, what he says? I asked courteously.

He tells me a strange story, Mr. Englishman, was the answer; and the speaker eyed me with curiosity. He says that Morrissey, the villainous Englishman  your pardon  who was at the bottom of the affair of last Sunday, has had the temerity to return to the scene of his crime, and is on this vessel.

I shrugged my shoulders. A strange story! I answered. But it is for Monsieur to do his duty. I am the only Englishman on board, as the steward will inform you; and for me, permit me to hand you my papers. Your prisoner wishes, no doubt, to be even with me!

He nodded as he took the papers. And that upon which I counted happened. The engineer in his rage and excitement had not made his story plain. No one dreamt of the charge being aimed against another Englishman. No one knew of another Englishman. The steward sullenly corroborated me when I said that I was the only one on board; and all who heard Sleigh  befogged, perhaps, by his Spanish, which, good enough for ordinary occasions, may have failed him here  did not doubt that his was a counter-accusation preferred en revanche.

For one thing, the improbability of Morrisseys return had weight with them; and my credentials were ample and in order. Among these, too, a note for two hundred and fifty pesetas had slipped, which had disappeared when they were returned to me. Need I say how it ended? Or that while the police officer bowed his courteous Adios to me, and his men gathered up the watches, and the crew scowled, the prisoner was removed to the boat, foaming at the mouth, and screaming to the last threats which my ears were long in forgetting. I walked up and down the deck, brazening it out, but very sick at heart.

However, the San Miguel, despite her engineers mishap, duly left in half an hour  a nervous half-hour to me. With a thankful heart I watched the fort-crowned hills about Carthagena change from brown to blue, and blue to purple, until at length they sank below the horizon.

But officers and men looked coldly on me; and that evening, at Almeria, I took up bag and baggage and left the San Miguel. I had had enough of the thanks, and more than enough of the company, of my cabin-fellow, whom I left where I had found him  behind the sailcloth. I believe that he succeeded in making his escape. For fully a month later a friend of mine staying at the Hôtel de la Paz, at Madrid, was placed under arrest on suspicion of being Morrissey; so that the latter must at that time have been at liberty.


KING PEPIN AND SWEET CLIVE.

Upon arriving at the middle of the Close the Dean stopped. He had been walking briskly, his chin from custom a little tilted, but his eyes beaming with condescension and goodwill, while an indulgent smile playing about the lower part of his face relieved its massive character. His walking-stick swung to and fro in a loose grasp, his feet trod the pavement of the precincts with the step of an owner, he felt the warmth of the sun, the balminess of the spring air, and somewhere at the back of his mind he was conscious of a vacant bishopric, and that he was the husband of one wife. In fine he presented the appearance of a contented, placid, unruffled dignitary, until he reached the middle of the Close. There, alas! the ferrel of his stick came to the ground with a thud, and the sweetness and light faded from his eyes as they rested upon Mr. Swainsons plot. The condescension and goodwill became conspicuous only by their absence. The Dean was undisguisedly angry; he disliked opposition as much as lesser men, and met with it more rarely. For Bicester is old-fashioned, and loves both Church and State, but especially the former, and looks up to principalities and powers, and even now, on account of a mistake he made, execrates the memory of a recreant Bicestrian, otherwise reputable. It was at a public dinner. I remember, said this misguided man, going in my young days to the old and beautiful cathedral of this city. (Great applause.) I was only a child then, and my head hardly rose above the top of the seat, but I remember I thought the Dean the greatest of living men. (Whirlwinds of applause.) Well (smiling), perhaps, I do not think quite that now. (Dead silence.) And so dull at bottom may a man be whose name is known in half the capitals of Europe, that this degenerate fellow never guessed why the friends of his youth during the rest of the day turned their backs upon him.

Such is the faith of Bicester, but even in Bicester there are heretics. To say that the Dean rarely met with opposition is to say that he rarely met with Mr. Swainson, and that he seldom saw Mr. Swainsons plot. As a rule, when he crossed the Close he averted his eyes by a happy impulse of custom, for he did not like Mr. Swainson, and as for the latters plot, it was anathema maranatha to him. The Dean was tall, Mr. Swainson was taller; the Dean was stubborn, Mr. Swainson was obstinate; so that there arose between them the antagonism that is born of similarity. On the other hand the Dean was stout and Mr. Swainson a scarecrow; the Dean was comely and clerical, but not over-rich, Mr. Swainson was pallid, lantern-jawed, wealthy, and a lawyer, and hence the dislike born of difference. Moreover, years ago, when Mr. Swainson had been Mayor of Bicester, there had been a little dispute between the Chapter and the Bishop, and he had shown so much energy upon the one side as to earn the nickname of the Mayor of the Palace. Finally Mr. Swainson delighted in opposition as a cat in milk, and cared as little to have a good reason for his antagonism as puss in the dairy about a sixty years title to the cream-pan.

But a sixty years title to his plot was the very thing which Mr. Swainson did claim to have. Exactly opposite his house  his fathers and grandfathers house in which, said his enemies, they have lived and grown fat upon cathedral patronage  lay this debatable land. His front windows commanded it, and on such a morning as this he loved to stand upon his doorstep and gaze at it with the air of a dog watching the spot where his bone lies buried. But if Mr. Swainson was right, that was just what was not buried there; there were no bones there. True, the smoothly shorn surface of the little patch was divided from the green turf round the cathedral only by a slight iron railing, but, said Mr. Swainson, ponderously seizing upon his opponents weapon and using it with effect, it was of another sort altogether; of a very different nature. It had never been consecrated, and close as it lay to the sacred pile, being separated from it on two sides but by a sunk fence, it did not belong to it, it was not of it; it was private property, the property of Erasmus John Swainson, and the appanage of his substantial red-brick house just across the Close.

And no one could refute him, though several tried their best, to his delight. It cannot now be computed by how many years the discovery of his rights prolonged his life  but certainly by some. His liver demanded activity, namely a quarrel, and what a coil this was! If he had been given the choice of all possible opponents, he would have selected the Dean and Chapter, they were so substantial, wealthy, and formidable. And such a thorn in the side of those comfortable personages as these rights of his were like to prove he could hardly have imagined in his most sanguine dreams, or hoped for in his happiest moments.

It was great fun stating his claim, flouting it in their faces, displaying it through the city, brandishing it in season and out of season; but when it came to making a hole in the smooth turf hitherto so sacred, and setting up an unsightly post, and affixing to it a board with Trespassers will be prosecuted. E. J. Swainson, the fun became furious. So did the Dean, so did the Chapter, so did every sidesman and verger. Bicester was torn in pieces by the contending parties, but Mr. Swainson was firm. The only concession which could be wrung from him was the removal of the obnoxious board. Instead he set a neat iron railing round his property, enclosing just thirty feet by fifteen. Such was the status in quo on this morning, and with it the Dean had for some time been forced to rest content.

Yet, sooth to say, the greatest pleasure of the very reverend gentlemans life was gone with this accession to the roundness and fulness of Mr. Swainsons. No more with the thorough satisfaction of the past could he conduct the American traveller through the ancient crypt, or dilate to the Marquis of Bicesters visitors upon the beauty of the quaint gargoyles. No; that railed-in spot became a plague-spot to him, ever itching, an eyesore even when invisible, a thing to be evaded and dodged and given the slip, as a Dean who is a Dean should scorn to evade anything. He winced at the mere thought that the inquisitive sightseer might touch upon it, and probe the matter with questions. He hurried him past it with averted finger and voluble tongue, nor recovered his air of kindly condescension, or polished ease (as the case might be), until he was safe within his own hall. Only in moments of forgetfulness could the Dean now walk in his Close of Bicester with the grace of old times.

But on this particular morning the sunshine was so pleasant, the wind so balmy, that he walked halfway across the Close as if the river of Lethe flowed fathoms deep over Mr. Swainsons plot. Then it chanced that his eyes in a heedless moment rested upon the enclosure: and he saw that a man was at work in it, and he paused. The Dean knew Mr. Swainson too well to trust him. What was this? By the mans side lay a small heap of greyish-white things, and he was holding a short-handled mallet, which he was using to drive one of the greyish-white things into the ground. From him the Deans eyes travelled to a couple of parti-coloured sticks, one at each end of the plot. What was this? A thing so terrible that the Dean stood still, and that change came over him which we have described.

Great men rise to the occasion. It was only a moment he thus stood and looked. Then he turned and walked to a house. A tall thin man was standing upon the steps of the house, with the ghost of a smile upon his face. For a moment the Dean could only stammer. It was such a dreadful outrage.

Is that, he said at last, is that, sir, being done by your authority? With a shaking finger he pointed to Mr. Swainsons plot. The tall man in a leisurely way settled a pair of eye-glasses upon his nose and looked in the direction indicated. Ah, I see what you mean, he said at last. Certainly, Mr. Dean, certainly!

Are you aware, sir, what it is? gasped the clergyman; it is sacrilege!

Nothing of the kind, I assure you, my dear sir. Its croquet!

The tone was one of explanation, and the words were uttered with so transparent an air of frankness, that the veins in the Deans temples swelled and his face grew, if possible, redder than before.

I wont stay to bandy words with you! he cried.

Bandy! returned the tall man, intensely amused. Ha, ha, ha! you thought it was hockey! Bandy! Oh, no, you play it with hoops and a mallet. Drive the balls through  so!

And to the intense delight of the Close people, many of whom were at their windows, Mr. Swainson executed an ungainly kind of gambado upon the steps. Disgusting, the Dean called it afterwards, when talking to sympathetic ears. Now he merely put it away from him with a wave of the hand.

I will not discuss it now, Mr. Swainson, he said. If your feelings of decency and of what is right and proper do not forbid this  this profanity  I can call it nothing else  I have but one word to add. The Chapter shall prevent it.

The Chapter! replied the other, in a tone of contempt, which gave place to temper as he continued, you are well read in history, Mr. Dean, they tell me. Doubtless you remember what happened when King Canute bade the tide come no further. I am the tide, and you and the Chapter  sit in the chair of Canute.

The Dean, it must be confessed, was no little taken aback by this defiance. He was amazed. The two glared at one another, and the clergyman was the first to give way; baffled and disconcerted, yet swelling with rage, he strode towards the Deanery. His antagonist followed him with his eyes, then looked more airily than ever at his plot and the progress made there, considered the weather with his chin at the decanal angle, finally with a flirt of his long coat-tails he went into the house, a happy man and the owner of a vastly improved appetite.

But the Dean had more to suffer yet. At the door of his garden he ran in his haste against some one coming out. Ordinarily, great man as he was, he was also a gentleman. But this was too much. That, when the father had insulted him, the son should collide with him on his own threshold, was intolerable; at any rate at a moment when he was smarting under a sense of defeat.

Good morning, Mr. Dean, said the young fellow, raising his hat with an evident desire to please that was the antipodes of his fathers manner  only the Dean was in no mood to discriminate I have just been having a delightful game of croquet.

It is to be regretted, but here a short hiatus in the narrative occurs. The minor canons, than whom no men are more wanting in reverence, say that the Deans answer consisted of two words, one of them pithy and full of meaning, but in the mouth of a Dean, however choleric, impossible. Accounting this as a gloss, we are driven to conjecture that the Deans answer expressed mild disapprobation of the game of croquet. Certain it is that young Swainson, surprised by so novel and original a sentiment, answered only  

I beg your pardon.

Hem! the Dean exclaimed. I mean to say that I do not approve of this. I will come to the point. I must ask you to discontinue your visits at my house. The young man stared as if he thought the excited divine had gone mad; the Deanery was almost a home to him. Your father, the Dean went on more coherently, has taken a step so unseemly, so  so indecent, has used language so insulting to me, sir, that I cannot, at any rate at present, receive you.

Young Swainson was a gentleman; moreover, for a very good reason, the Dean failed to anger him. He raised his hat as respectfully as before, bowed in token of acquiescence, and went on his way sorrowfully.

He had a singularly pleasant smile, this young man, though this was not a time to display it. Mrs. Dean had once pronounced him a pippin grafted on a crab-stock, and thereafter in certain circles he had become known as King Pepin. He was tall and straight and open-eyed, with faults enough, but of a generous youthful kind, easily overlooked and more easily forgiven. Doubtless Mr. Swainson would have had his son more practical, cool-headed, and precise, but the shoot did not grow in the same way as the parent tree. Old Swainson would not have been happy without an enemy, nor young Swainson as happy with one; and if, as the former often said, the latters worst enemy was himself, he was likely to have a prosperous life.

In a space of time inconceivably short, the doings of the old lawyer and the Deans remonstrance were all over Bicester. Nay, fast as the stone rolled, it gathered moss. It was asserted by people who rapid-grew to be eye-witnesses, that Mr. Swainson had danced a hornpipe in the middle of his plot, snapping his fingers at the Dean, while the latter prodded him as well as he could through the railings with his umbrella; finally that only the arrival of Mr. Swainsons son had put an end to this disgraceful exhibition.

Neither side wasted time. The Dean, the Canon in residence, and the Præcentor, an active young fellow, consulted their lawyer, and talked largely of ejectment, title, and seisin. Mr. Swainson, having nine points of the law in his favour, and as well acquainted with the tenth as his opponents legal adviser, devoted himself to the fighter pursuit of the mallet and hoop. In a state of felicity undreamt of before, he played, or affected to play, croquet, his right hand against his left, the former giving the latter two hoops and a cage. He played with a cage and a bell; it was more cheerful.

Of course all Bicester found occasion to pass through the Close and see this great sight, while every window in the precincts was raised, that visitors might hear the tap, tap of the sacrilegious mallet. The Cathedral lawyer, urged to take some step, and well versed in the strength of the enemys position, was fairly nonplussed. While he pondered, with a certain grim amusement, over Mr. Swainsons crotchet, which did not present itself to his legal mind in so dreadful a light as to the mind clerical, some unknown person took action, and made it war to the knife.

Who did it? Bicester asked when it rose one morning, to find Mr. Swainson in a state of mind which seemed to call for a padded room and a strait waistcoat. Some one during the night had thrown down the iron railing, taken up and broken the hoops, crushed the bell, and snapped the pegs; all this in the neatest possible manner, and with no damage to the turf. War to the knife indeed! Mr. Swainson, like the famous Widdrington, would have fought upon his stumps on such a provocation.

He expressed his opinion with much heat that this was the work of that arrogant priest, and that he should smart for it. A clergyman in this kind of context becomes a priest.

The Dean said, if hints went for anything, that it was a more or less direct interposition of Providence.

Young Swainson said nothing.

The vergers followed his example, but smiled broadly.

The Deans lawyer said it was a very foolish act, whoever did it. Mrs. Dean said that she should like to give the man who did it five shillings. Perhaps her inclination mastered her.

The Deans daughter sighed.

And Bicester said everything except what young Swainson said.

I have not mentioned the Deans daughter before. It is the popular belief that she was christened Sweet Clive, and if people are mistaken in this, and the name Sweet does not appear upon the favoured register, what of it? It is but one proof the more of the utter want of foresight of godfathers and godmothers. They send into the world the future lounger in St. Jamess handicapped with the name of Joseph or Zachary, and dub the country curate Tom or Jerry. No matter; Clive, whatever her name, could be nothing but sweet. She was not tall nor short; she was just as tall and just as short as she should have been, with a well-rounded figure and a grave carriage of the head. Her hair was wavy and brown, and sometimes it strayed over a white brow, on which a frown came so rarely that its right of entry was barred by the Statute of Limitations. There were a few freckles about her well-shaped nose. But these charms grew upon one gradually; at first her suitors were only conscious of her grey wide-open eyes, so kind and frank and trustful, and so wise, that they filled every young man upon whom she turned them with a certainty of her purity and goodness and lovableness, and sent him away with a frantic desire to make her his wife without loss of time. With all this, she overflowed with fun and happiness  except when she sighed  and she was just nineteen. Such was Sweet Clive. If her picture were painted to-day, there would be this difference: she is older and more beautiful.

To return to Mr. Swainsons enclosure. Bicester watched with bated breath to see what Mr. Swainson would do. No culprit was forthcoming, and it seemed as if the day were going against him. He made no sign; only the broken hoops, the cage and battered bell, so lately the instruments and insignia of triumph, were cleared away and, at the ex-mayors strenuous request, taken in charge by the police. Even the iron railing was removed. The excitement in the Close rose high. Once more the Cathedral vicinage was undefiled by lay appropriation, but the Dean knew Mr. Swainson too well to rejoice. The ground was cleared, but only, as he foresaw, that it might be used for some mysterious operations, of which the end and aim  his own annoyance  were clear to him, but not the means. What would Mr. Swainson do?

The strange unnatural calm lasted several days. The Cathedral dignitaries moved in fear and trembling. At length the dwellers in the Close were aroused one night by a peculiar hammering. It was frequent, deep, and ominous, and it came from the direction of Mr. Swainsons plot. To the nervous it seemed as the knocking of nails into an untimely coffin; to the guilty  and this was near the Cathedral  like the noise of a rising scaffold, to the brave and those with clear consciences, such as Clive, it more nearly resembled the erection of a hoarding. Indeed, that was the thing it was, and round Mr. Swainsons plot.

But what a hoarding! When the light of day discovered it to waking eyes, the Deans fearful anticipations seemed slight to him, as the boys vision who dreaming he is about to be flogged, awakes to find his father standing over him with a strap. It was so unsightly, so gaunt, so unpainted, so terrible; the stones of the Cathedral seemed to blush a deeper red at discovering it, and the oldest houses to turn a darker purple. Had the Dean possessed the hundred tongues of Fame (which in Bicester possessed many more) and the five hundred fingers of Briareus, he could not hope to prevent the Marquiss visitors asking questions about that, nor to divert the attention of the least curious American. He recognised the truth at a glance, and formed his plan. Many generals have formed it; before; it was  retreat. He despatched his butler to borrow a continental Bradshaw from the club, and he shut himself up in his study. The truly great mind is never overwhelmed.

The vergers alone inspected the monster unmoved. They eyed it with glances not only of curiosity, but of appreciative intelligence. Not so, later in the day. Then Mr. Swainson appeared, leading by a strong chain a brindled bull-dog, of the most ferocious description and about sixty pounds dead weight. The animal contemplated the nearest verger with satisfaction, and licked his chops; it might be at some grateful memory. The verger, who was in a small way a student of natural history, pronounced it a lick of anticipation, and appeared disconcerted. Mr. Swainson entered with the dog by a small door at the corner, and came out without him. The other vergers left.

Their coming and going was nothing to Mr. Swainson. It was enough for him that he stood there the cynosure of every eye in the Close; even Mrs. Dean was watching him from a distant garret window. In slow and measured fashion he walked to the steps of his own house, and, taking thence a board he had previously placed there, he returned to the entrance of his plot, now enclosed to the height of about ten feet by his terrible hoarding. Above the door he hung the board and drew back a few feet to take in the effect. Mrs. Dean sent down for her opera-glasses, but there was no need of them. The legend in huge black letters on a white ground ran thus: No Admittance! Beware of the Dog!!! A smile of content crept slowly over Mr. Swainsons face, and he said aloud  

Trump that card, Mr. Dean, if you can.

As he turned  Mrs. Dean saw it distinctly and declared herself ready to swear to it in a court of justice  he snapped his fingers at the Deanery. And the dog howled!

It was the first of many howls, for he was a dog of great width of chest; not even the surgeon of an insurance company, if he had lived twenty-four hours in Bicester Close, would have found fault with his lungs. Why he howled during the night, for it was not the time of full moon, became the burning question of each morning. That he joined in the Cathedral services with a zest which rendered the organ superfluous, and drove the organist to the verge of resignation, was only to be expected. There was nothing strange in that, nor in his rivalry of the Præcentors best notes, whose voice was considered very fine in the Litany. The voluntary, Tiger made his own; of the sermon he expressed disapproval in so marked a manner that it was hard to say which swelled more with rage, the Dean within or the dog without. Their rage was equally impotent.

Things went so far that the Dean publicly wrung his hands at the breakfast-table. You could not hear the benediction this morning? he wailed, with tears in his eyes. And I was in good voice too, my dear!

You should appeal to the Marquis, his wife suggested. It must be explained that the Marquis in Bicester ranks next to and little beneath Providence. But the Dean shook his head. He put no faith in the power even of the Marquis to handle Mr. Swainson. I will lay it before the Bishop, my dear, he said humbly. And then, then indeed, Mrs. Dean knew that the iron had entered into his soul, and that the hand of the Mayor of the Palace was very heavy upon him; and her good, wifely heart grew so hot that she felt she could have no more patience with her daughter.

For Clives sympathies were no longer to be trusted. She was not the Sweet Clive of a month ago, but a sadder and more sedate young woman, who had a way of defending the absent foe, and of sighing in dark corners, that was more than provoking. Duty demanded that she should be an ocean, into which her father and mother might pour the streams of their indignation and meet with a sympathising flood-tide. And lo! this unfeeling girl declined to make herself useful in that way, and instead sent forth a bore of light jesting that made little of the enemys enormities and a trifle of his outrages. More, she showed herself for the first time disobedient; she refused to promise not to speak to King Pepin if opportunity served, and, clever girl as she was, laughed her father out of insisting upon it, and kissed her mother into a not unwilling ally. A wise woman was her mother and clear-sighted; she saw that Clive had a spirit, but no longer a heart of her own. Yet at such a time as this, when her husband was wringing his hands, Clives insensibility to the family grievance tried Mrs. Dean sorely. It was hard that the Canons sleepless night, the Præcentors peevishness, the singing mans influenza, and all the countless counts of the indictment against Mr. Swainson should fail to awaken in the young ladys mind a tithe of the indignation felt by every other person at the Deanery, from the Dean himself to the scullery-maid. But then, love is blind, for which most of us may thank Heaven.

Day after day went by and the hoarding still reared its gaunt height, and the unclean beast of the Hebrews still made night hideous, and the day a time for the expression of strong feelings. At length the Dean met his lawyer in the Close, within a few feet of the obnoxious erection. He kept his back to it with ridiculous care, while they talked.

We have come to something like a settlement at last, the lawyer said briskly. Con-fusion take the dog! I can hardly hear myself speak. We are to meet at the Chapter House at five, Mr. Dean, if that will suit you; Mr. Swainson, the Bishop, Canon Rowcliffe, and myself. I think he is inclined to be reasonable at last.

The Dean shook his head gloomily.

You will see it turn out better than you expect, the lawyer assured him. Let me whisper something to you. There is an action begun against him for shutting up a road across one of his farms at Middleton and it will be stoutly fought. One suit at a time will satisfy even Mr. Swainson.

You dont say so? This is good news! the Dean cried, with unmistakable pleasure. Certainly, I will be there.

And  I am sure I need not doubt it  you will be ready to meet Mr. Swainson halfway?

The Dean looked gloomy again. But at this moment a long howl, more frenzied, more fiendish than any which had preceded it, seemed to proclaim that the dog knew that his reign was menaced, and, like Sardanapalus, was determined to go out right royally. It was more than the Dean could stand. With an involuntary movement of his hands to his ears, he nodded and fled in haste to a place less exposed, where he could in a seemly and decanal manner relieve his feelings.

The best-laid plans even of lawyers will go astray, and when they do so, the havoc is generally of a singularly wide-spread description. The meeting in the Chapter-house proved stormy from the first. Whether it was that the writ in the right-of-way case had not yet reached Mr. Swainson, so that he clung to his only split-straw, or that the Dean was soured by want of sleep, or that the Bishop was not thorough enough  whatever was the cause, the spirit of compromise was absent; and the discussion across the Chapter-house table threatened to make matters worse and not better. Whether the Dean first called Mr. Swainsons enclosure the toadstool of a night, or Mr. Swainson took the initiative by styling the Dean the mushroom of a day (the Dean was not of old family), was a question afterwards much and hotly debated in Bicester circles. Be that as it may, the high powers rose from the table in dudgeon and much confusion.

There was behind the Dean at the end of the Chapter-house a large window. It looked immediately-upon what he, in the course of the discussion, had termed The Profanation, and since the eventful day of Mr. Swainsons match at croquet it had been, by the Deans order, kept shuttered, that he might not, when occupied in the Chapter-house, have the Profanation directly before his eyes. At the meeting the shutter remained closed; it may be that this phenomenon had weakened Mr. Swainsons doubtful inclination towards peace.

The Dean was a choleric man. As the party rose, he stepped to this shutter and flung it back. He turned to the others and cried with indignation  

Look, sir; look, my lord! Is that a sight becoming the threshold of a cathedral? Is that a thing to be endured on consecrated ground?

They stepped towards the window, a wide low-browed Tudor casement, and looked out. The Dean himself stood aside, grasping the shutter with a hand which shook with passion. His eyes were on the others faces. He expected little show of shame or contrition on that of Mr. Swainson, but he did wish to bring this hideous thing home to the Bishop, who had not been as thorough in the matter as he should have been. Yet surely, as a bishop, he could not see that thing in its horrid reality and be unmoved!

No, he certainly could not. Slowly, and as if reluctantly, his lordships face changed; it broke into a smile that broadened and rippled wider and wider, second by second as he looked. His colour deepened, until he became almost purple! And Mr. Swainson? His face was the picture of horror; there could not be a doubt of that. Confusion and astonishment were stamped on every feature. The Dean could not believe his eyes. He turned in perplexity to the lawyer, who was peeping between the others heads. His shoulders were shaking, and his face was puckered with laughter.

The Bishop stepped back. Really, gentlemen, I think it is hardly fair of us to  to use this window. This is no place for us. He was a kindly man; there never was a more popular bishop in Bicester, and never will be.

At this the Canon and the lawyer lost all control over themselves, and their laughter, if not loud, was deep. The Dean was puzzled  confused, perplexed, wholly angry. He did at last what he should have done at first, instead of striking that attitude with the shutter in his hand. He looked through the window. It was dusty, and he was somewhat nearsighted, but at length he saw; and this was what he saw.

In the further comer of the enclosure, a couple of lovers billing and cooing; about and round them Mr. Swainsons big dog cutting a hundred uncouth gambols. Bad enough this; but it was not all. The ingenuous couple were Frank Swainson and  the Deans daughter. Franks arm was around her, and as the Dean looked, he stooped and kissed her, and Clive, raising her face, returned his gaze with eyes full of love, and scarcely blushed.

When the Dean turned he was alone.

Was it very wrong of them? There was nowhere else, since this miserable fracas had begun, where freed from others eyes, they could steal a kiss. But into Mr. Swainsons plot no window, save a shuttered one, could look; the door, too, was close to one of the side doors of the cathedral, and they could pop in and out again unseen, and as for the big dog, Frank and Tiger were great friends. So if it was very wrong, it was very easy and very sweet and  facilis descensus Averni.

For one hour the Dean remained shut up in his study. At the end of that time he put on his hat and walked across the Close. He knocked at Mr. Swainsons door, and, upon its being opened, went in, and did not come out again for an hour and five minutes by Mrs. Canon Rowcliffes watch. I have not the slightest idea of what passed between them. More than two score different and distinct accounts of the interview were current next day in Bicester, but no one, and I have examined them all with care, seems to me to account for the undoubted results. First the disappearance next day from Mr. Swainsons plot of the famous hoarding, which was not replaced even by the old iron railing. Secondly, the marriage six weeks later of King Pepin and Sweet Clive.


FAMILY PORTRAITS.

On a certain morning in last June I was stooping to fasten a shoe-lace, having taken advantage for that purpose of the step of a corner house in St. Jamess Square, when a man passing behind me stopped.

Well! said he, after a short pause during which I wondered  I could not see him  what he was doing, the meanness of these rich folk is disgusting! Not a coat of paint for a twelvemonth! I should be ashamed to own a house and leave it like that!

The man was a stranger to me, and his words seemed as uncalled for as they were ill-natured. But being thus challenged I looked at the house. It was a great stone mansion with a balustrade atop, with many windows and a long stretch of area railings. And certainly it was shabby. I turned from it to the critic. He was shabby too  a little red-nosed man wearing a bad hat. It is just possible, I suggested, that the owner may be a poor man and unable to keep it in order.

Ugh! What has that to do with it? my new friend answered contemptuously. He ought to think of the public.

And your hat? I asked with winning politeness. It strikes me, an unprejudiced observer, as a bad hat. Why do you not get a new one?

Cannot afford it! he snapped out, his dull eyes sparkling with rage.

Cannot afford it? But my good man, you ought to think of the public.

You tom-cat! What have you to do with my hat? Smother you! was his kindly answer; and he went on his way muttering things uncomplimentary.

I was about to go mine, but was first falling back to gain a better view of the house in question, when a chuckle close to me betrayed the presence of a listener; a thin, grey-haired man, who, hidden by a pillar of the porch, must have heard our discussion. His hands were engaged with a white tablecloth, from which he had been shaking the crumbs. He had the air of an upper servant of the best class. As our eyes met he spoke.

Neatly put, sir, if I may take the liberty of saying so, he observed, with a quiet dignity it was a pleasure to witness, and we are very much obliged to you. The man was a snob, sir.

I am afraid he was, I answered; and a fool too.

And a fool, sir. Answer a fool after his folly. You did that, and he was nowhere; nowhere at all, except in the swearing line. Now, might I ask, he continued, if you are an American, sir?

No, I am not, I answered; but I have spent some time in the States.

I could have fancied that he sighed.

I thought  but never mind, sir, he began. I was wrong. It is curious how much alike gentlemen, that are real gentlemen, speak. Now I dare swear, sir, that you have a taste for pictures.

I was inclined to humour the old fellows mood. I like a good picture, I admit, I said.

Then perhaps you would not be offended, he suggested timidly, if I asked you to step inside and look at one or two. I would not take the liberty, sir, but there are some Van Dycks and a Rubens in the dining-room that cost a mint of money in their day, I have heard; and there is no one in the house but my wife and myself.

It was a strange invitation, strangely brought about. But I saw no reason why I should not accept it, and I followed him into the hall. It was spacious, but sparely furnished. The matted floor had a cold look, and so had the gaunt stand which seemed to be a fixture, and boasted but one umbrella, one sunshade, and one dog-whip. As I passed a half-open door I caught a glimpse of a small room well furnished with prints and water-colours on the walls. But these were of a common order. A dozen replicas of each and all might be seen in a walk through Bond Street. So that even this oasis of taste and comfort told the same story as had the bare hall and dreary exterior; and laid, as it were, a finger on ones heart. I trod softly as I followed my guide along the strip of matting towards the rear of the house.

He opened a door at the inner end of the hall, and led me into a large and lofty room, built out at the back, as a state dining-room or ball-room. At present it resembled the latter, for it was without furniture. Now, said the old man, turning and respectfully touching my sleeve to gain my attention, now you will not consider your labour lost in coming to see that, sir. It is a portrait of the second Lord Wetherby by Sir Anthony Van Dyck, and is judged to be one of the finest specimens of his style in existence.

I was lost in astonishment; amazed, almost appalled! My companion stood by my side, his face wearing a placid smile of satisfaction, his hand pointing slightly upwards to the blank wall before us. The blank wall! Of any picture, there or elsewhere in the room, there was no sign. I turned to him and then from him, and I felt very sick at heart. The poor old fellow was  must be  mad. I gazed blankly at the blank wall. By Van Dyck? I repeated mechanically.

Yes, sir, by Van Dyck, he replied, in the most matter-of-fact tone imaginable. So, too, is this one; he moved as he spoke a few feet to his left. The second peers first wife in the costume of a lady-in-waiting. This portrait and the last are in as good a state of preservation as on the day they were painted.

Oh, certainly mad! And yet so graphic was his manner, so crisp and realistic were his words, that I rubbed my eyes; and looked and looked again, and almost fancied that Walter, Lord Wetherby, and Anne, his wife, grew into shape before me on the wall. Almost, but not quite; and it was with a heart full of wonder and pity that I accompanied the old man, in whose manner there was no trace of wildness or excitement, round the walls; visiting in turn the Cuyp which my lord bought in Holland, the Rubens, the four Lawrences, and the Philips  a very Barmecide feast of art. I could not doubt that the old man saw the pictures; but I saw only bare walls.

Now I think you have seen them, family portraits and all, he concluded, as we came to the doorway again; stating the fact, which was no fact, with complacent pride. They are fine pictures, sir. They, at least, are left, though the house is not what it was.

Very fine pictures, I remarked. I was minded to learn if he were sane on other points. Lord Wetherby, I said, I suppose that he is not in London?

I do not know, sir, one way or the other, the servant answered with a new air of reserve. This is not his lordships house. Mrs. Wigram, my late lords daughter-in-law, lives here.

But this is the Wetherbys town house, I persisted. I knew so much.

It was my late lords house. At his sons marriage it was settled upon Mrs. Wigram; and little enough besides, God knows! he exclaimed querulously. It was Mr. Alfreds wish that some land should be settled upon his wife, but there was none out of the entail, and my lord, who did not like the match, though he lived to be fond enough of the mistress afterwards, said, Settle the house in town! in a bitter kind of joke like. So the house was settled, and five hundred pounds a year. Mr. Alfred died abroad, as you may know, sir, and my lord was not long in following him.

He was closing the shutters of one window after another as he spoke. The room had sunk into deep gloom. I could imagine now that the pictures were really where he fancied them. And Lord Wetherby, the late peer? I asked after a pause, did he leave his daughter-in-law nothing?

My lord died suddenly, leaving no will, he replied sadly. That is how it is. And the present peer, who was only a second cousin  well, I say nothing about him. A reticence which was calculated to consign his lordship to the lowest deep.

He did not help? I asked.

Devil a bit, begging your pardon, sir. But there, it is not my place to talk of these things. I doubt I have wearied you with talk about the family. It is not my way, he added, as if wondering at himself, only something in what you said seemed to touch a chord like.

By this time we were outside the room, standing at the inner end of the hall, while he fumbled with the lock of the door. Short passages ending in swing doors ran out right and left from this point, and through one of these a tidy, middle-aged woman wearing an apron suddenly emerged. At sight of me she looked much astonished. I have been showing the gentleman the pictures, said my guide, who was still occupied with the door.

A flash of pain altered and hardened the womans face. I have been very much interested, madam, I said softly.

Her gaze left me to dwell upon the old man with infinite affection. John had no right to bring you in, sir, she said primly. I have never known him do such a thing before, and  Lord a mercy! there is the mistresss knock. Go, John, and let her in; and this gentleman, with an inquisitive look at me, will not mind stepping a bit aside, while her ladyship goes upstairs.

Certainly not, I answered. I hastened to retire into one of the side passages, into the darkest corner of it, and there stood leaning against the cool panels, my hat in my hand.

In the short pause which ensued before John opened the door she whispered to me, You have not told him, sir?

About the pictures?

Yes, sir. He is blind, you see.

Blind? I exclaimed.

Yes, sir, this year and more; and when the pictures were taken away  by the present earl  that he had known all his life, and been so proud to show to people just the same as if they had been his own, why it seemed a shame to tell him. I have never had the heart to do it, and he thinks they are there to this day.

Blind! I had never thought of that; and while I was grasping the idea, and fitting it to the facts, a light footstep sounded in the hall and a womans voice on the stairs; such a voice and such a footstep, that, it seemed to me, a man, if nothing else were left, might find home in them. Your mistress, I said presently, when the sounds had died away upon the floor above, has a sweet voice; but has not something annoyed her?

Well, I never should have thought that you would have noticed that! exclaimed the housekeeper; who was, I daresay, many other things besides housekeeper. You have a sharp ear, sir; that I will say. Yes, there is a something has gone wrong; but to think that an American gentleman should notice it!

I am not American, I said, perhaps testily.

Oh, indeed, sir. I beg your pardon, I am sure. It was just your way of speaking made me think it, she replied. And then there came a second louder rap at the door, as John, who had gone upstairs with his mistress, came down in a leisurely fashion.

That is Lord Wetherby, drat him! he said, on his wife calling to him in a low voice; he was ignorant, I think, of my presence. He is to be shown into the library, and the mistress will see him in five minutes; and you are to go to her room. Oh, rap away! he added, turning towards the door, and shaking his fist at it. There is many a better man than you has waited longer at that door.

Hush, John. Do you not see the gentleman? his wife interposed, with the simplicity of habit. He will show you out, she added rapidly to me, as soon as his lordship has gone in, if you do not mind waiting another minute.

Not at all, I said, drawing back into the corner as they went on their errands. But though I said, Not at all, mine was an odd position. The way in which I had come into the house, and my present situation in a kind of hiding, would have made most men only anxious to extricate themselves. But I, while I listened to John parleying with some one at the door, conceived a strange desire, or a desire which would have been strange in another man, to see this thing to the end  conceived it and acted upon it.

The library? That was the room on the right of the hall, opposite to Mrs. Wigramss sitting-room. Probably, nay I was certain, it had another door opening on the passage in which I stood. It would cost me but a step to confirm my opinion. When John ushered in the visitor by one door I had already, by way of the other, ensconced myself behind a screen, which I seemed to know would mask it. I was going to listen. Perhaps I had my reasons. Perhaps  but there, what matter? As a fact, I listened.

The room was spacious but sombre, wainscoted and vaulted with oak. Its only visible occupant was a thin, dark man of middle size, with a narrow face, and a stubborn feather of black hair rising above his forehead; a man of Welsh type. He was standing with his back to the light, a roll of papers in one hand. The fingers of the other, drumming upon the table, betrayed that he was both out of temper and ill at ease. While I was still scanning him stealthily  I had never seen him before  the door opened, and Mrs. Wigram came in. I sank back behind the screen. I think some words passed, some greeting of the most formal; but, though the room was still, I failed to hear it, and when I recovered myself he was speaking.

I am here at your wish, Mrs. Wigram, and your service, too, he said, with an effort at gallantry which sat ill upon him. Although I think it would have been better if we had left the matter to our solicitors.

Indeed.

Yes. I thought you were aware of my opinion.

I was; and I perfectly understand, Lord Wetherby, she replied, with a coldness which did not hide her dislike for him, your preference for that course. You naturally shrink from telling me your terms face to face.

Now, Mrs. Wigram! Now, Mrs. Wigram! Is not this a tone to be deprecated? he answered, lifting his hands. I come to you as a man of business upon business.

Business! she retorted. Does that mean wringing advantage from my weakness?

He shrugged his shoulders. I do deprecate this tone, he repeated. I come in plain English to make you an offer; one which you can accept or refuse as you please. I offer you five hundred a-year for this house. It is immensely too large for your needs, and too expensive for your income, and yet you have in strictness no power to let it. Very well, I, who can release you from that restriction, offer you five hundred a-year for the house. What can be more fair?

Fair? In plain English, Lord Wetherby, you are the only possible purchaser, and you fix the price. Is that fair? The house would let easily for fifteen hundred.

Possibly, he retorted, if it were in the open market. But it is not.

No, she answered rapidly. And you, having the forty thousand a year which, had my husband lived, would have been his and mine; you who, a poor man, have stepped into this inheritance  you offer me five hundred for the family house! For shame, my lord! for shame!

We are not acting a play, he answered doggedly, but I could see that her words stung him. The law is the law. I ask for nothing but my rights, and one of those I am willing to waive in your favour. You have my offer.

And if I refuse it? If I let the house? You will not dare to enforce the restriction.

Try me, he rejoined, drumming with his fingers upon the table. Try me, and you will see.

If my husband had lived  

But he did not live, he broke in, losing patience, and that makes all the difference. Now, for Heavens sake, Mrs. Wigram, do not make a scene! Do you accept my offer?

For a moment she seemed about to break down, but, her pride coming to the rescue, she recovered herself with wonderful quickness.

I have no choice, she said with dignity.

I am glad you accept, he answered, so much relieved that he gave way to an absurd burst of generosity. Come! he cried, we will say guineas instead of pounds, and have done with it!

She looked at him in wonder. No, Lord Wetherby, she said, I accepted your terms. I prefer to keep to them. You said that you would bring the necessary papers with you. If you have done so I will sign them now, and my servants can witness them.

I have the draft, and the lawyers clerk is doubtless in the house, he answered. I left directions for him to be here at eleven.

I do not think that he is in the house, the lady answered. I should know if he were here.

Not here! he answered angrily. Why not, I wonder! But I have the skeleton lease; it is very short, and to save delay I will fill in the particulars, names, and so forth myself, if you will permit me to do so. It will not take twenty minutes.

As you please. You will find a pen and ink on the table. If you will ring the bell when you are ready, I will come and bring the servants.

Thank you. You are very good, he said smoothly, adding, when she had left the room, and the devil take your impudence, madam! As for your cursed pride  well, it has saved me twenty-five pounds a-year, and so you are welcome to it. I was a fool to make the offer. With that, now grumbling at the absence of the lawyers clerk, and now congratulating himself on the saving of a lawyers fee, my lord sat down to his task.

A hansom cab, on its way to the East India Club rattled through the square, and, under cover of the noise, I stole out from behind the screen, and stood in the middle of the room, looking down at the unconscious worker. If for a minute I felt the desire to raise my hand and give his lordship such a surprise as he had never in his life experienced, any other man might have felt the same; and as it was I put it away and only looked quietly about me. Some rays of sunshine, piercing the corner pane of a dulled window, fell on the Wetherby coat of arms blazoned over the wide fireplace, and so created the one bright spot in the bare, dismantled room; which had once, unless the tiers of empty shelves and the lingering odour of Russia lied, been lined from floor to ceiling with books. My lord had taken the furniture; my lord had taken the books; my lord had taken  nothing but his rights.

Retreating softly to the door by which I had entered, and rattling the handle, I advanced afresh into the room. Will your lordship allow me? I said, after I had in vain coughed to gain his attention.

He turned hastily and looked at me with a face full of suspicion. Some surprise on finding another person in the room was natural; but possibly also there was something in the atmosphere of that house which threw his nerves off their balance. Who are you? he cried in a tone which matched his face.

You left orders, my lord, I explained, with Messrs. Duggan and Poole that a clerk should attend here at eleven. I very much regret that some delay has been caused.

Oh, you are the clerk! he replied ungraciously. You do not look much like a lawyers clerk.

Involuntarily I glanced aside, and saw in a mirror the reflection of a tall man with a thick beard and moustaches, grey eyes, and an ugly scar seaming the face from nose to ear. Yet I hope to give you satisfaction, my lord, I murmured, dropping my eyes. It was understood that you needed a confidential clerk.

Well, well, sir, to your work! he replied irritably. Better late than never; and after all it may be better that you should be here and see it executed. Only you will not forget, he continued, with a glance at the papers, that I have myself copied four  well, three  three full folios, for which an allowance must be made. But there! Get on with your work. The handwriting will speak for itself.

I obeyed, and wrote on steadily, while the earl walked up and down the room, or stood at a window. Upstairs sat Mrs. Wigram, schooling herself, I dare swear, to take this one favour that was no favour from the man who had dealt out to her such hard measure. Outside a casual passer through the square glanced up at the great house, and seeing the bent head of the secretary and the figure of his companion, saw as he thought nothing unusual; nor had any presentiment  how should he?  of the strange scene which the room with the dingy windows was about to witness.

I had been writing for five minutes when Lord Wetherby stopped in his passage behind me and looked over my shoulder. With a jerk his eyeglasses fell, touching my shoulder.

Bless my soul! he exclaimed, I have seen your handwriting somewhere! And lately, too. Where, I wonder?

Probably among the family papers, my lord, I answered. I have several times been engaged in the family business in the time of the late Lord Wetherby.

Indeed. There was both curiosity and suspicion in his utterance of the word. You knew him?

Yes, my lord. I have written for him in this very room, and he has walked up and down, and dictated to me, as you might be doing now.

His lordship stopped his pacing to and fro, and on the instant retreated to the window. But I could see that he was interested, and I was not surprised when he continued with transparent carelessness. A strange coincidence. And may I ask what it was upon which you were engaged?

At that time? I answered, looking him full in the face. Upon a will, my lord.

He started and frowned, and abruptly resumed his walk up and down. But I saw that he had a better conscience than I had given him credit for possessing. My shot had not struck where I had looked to place it; and, finding this was so, I turned the thing over afresh, while I pursued my copying. When I had finished, I asked him  I think he was busy at the time cursing the absence of tact in the lower orders  if he would go through the instrument. And he took my seat.

Where I stood behind him, I was not far from the fireplace. While he muttered to himself the legal jargon in which he was as well versed as a lawyer bred in an office, I moved to it; and; neither missed nor suspected, stood looking from his bent figure to the blazoned shield, which formed part of the mantelpiece. If I wavered, my hesitation lasted but a few seconds. Then, raising my voice, I called sharply, My lord, there used to be here  

He turned swiftly, and saw where I was. What the deuce are you doing there, sir? he cried in astonishment, rising to his feet and coming towards me, the pen in his hand and his face aflame with anger. You forget  

A safe  a concealed safe for papers, I continued, cutting him short in my turn. I have seen the late Lord Wetherby place papers in it more than once. The spring worked from here. You touch this knob.

Leave it alone, sir! he cried furiously.

He spoke too late. The shield had swung outwards on a hinge, door-fashion; and where it had been, gaped a small open safe lined with cement. The rays of sunshine, that a few minutes before had picked out the gaudy quarterings, now fell on a large envelope which lay apart on a shelf. It was as clean as if it had been put there that morning. No doubt the safe was air-tight. I laid my hand upon it. My lord! I cried, turning to look at him with ill-concealed exultation, here is a paper  I think, a will!

A moment before the veins of his forehead had been swollen, his face had been dark with the rush of blood. But his anger died down at sight of the packet. He regained his self-control, and a moment saw him pale and calm, all show of resentment confined to a wicked gleam in his eye. A will? he repeated, with a certain kind of dignity, though the hand he stretched out to take the envelope shook. Indeed, then it is my place to examine it. I am the heir-at-law, and I am within my rights, sir.

I feared that he was going to put the parcel into his pocket and dismiss me, and I was considering what course I should take, when instead he carried the envelope to the table by the window, and tore off the cover without ceremony. It is not in your handwriting? were his first words. And he looked at me with a distrust that was almost superstitious. No doubt my sudden entrance, my ominous talk, and my discovery seemed to him to savour of the devil.

No, I replied unmoved. I told your lordship that I had written a will at the late Lord Wetherbys dictation. I did not say  for how could I know?  that it was this one.

Ah! He hastily smoothed the sheets, and ran his eyes over their contents. When he reached the last page there was a dark scowl on his face, and he stood awhile staring at the signatures; not now reading, I think, but collecting his thoughts. You know the provisions of this? he presently burst forth, dashing the back of his hand against the paper. I say, sir, you know the provisions of this?

I do not, my lord, I answered. Nor did I.

The unjust provisions of this will? he repeated, passing over my negative as if it had not been uttered.

Fifty thousand pounds to a woman who had not a penny when she married his son! And the interest on another fifty thousand for her life! Why, it is a prodigious income, an abnormal income  for a woman! And out of whose pocket? Out of mine, every stiver of it! It is monstrous! I say it is! How am I to support the title on the income left to me, I should like to know?

I marvelled. I remembered how rich he was. I could not refrain from suggesting that he had remaining all the real property. And, I added, I understood, my lord, that the testators personalty was sworn under four hundred thousand pounds.

You talk nonsense! he snarled. Look at the legacies! Five thousand here, and a thousand there, and hundreds like berries on a bush! It is a fortune, a decent fortune, clean frittered away! A barren title is all that will be left to me!

What was he going to do? His face was gloomy, his hands were twitching. Who are the witnesses, my lord? I asked in a low voice.

So low  for under certain conditions a tone conveys much  that he shot a stealthy glance towards the door before he answered, John Williams.

Blind, I replied in the same low tone.

William Williams.

He is dead. He was Mr. Wigrams valet. I remember reading in the newspaper that he was with his master, and was killed by the Indians at the same time.

True. I fancy that that was the case, he answered huskily. And the handwriting is Lord Wetherbys.

I assented.

Then for fully a minute we were silent, while he bent over the will, and I stood behind him looking down at him with thoughts in my mind which he could no more fathom than the senseless wood upon which I leaned. Yet I mistook him. I thought him, to be plain, a scoundrel; and  so he was  but a mean one. What is to be done? he muttered at length, speaking rather to himself than to me.

I answered softly, I am a poor man, my lord, while inwardly I was quoting quem Deus vult perdere.

My words startled him. He answered hurriedly, Just so! just so! So shall I be when this cursed paper takes effect. A very poor man! A hundred and fifty thousand gone at a blow! But there, she shall have it! She shall have every penny of it; only, he concluded slowly, I do not see what difference one more day will make.

I followed his downcast eyes, which moved from the will before him to the agreement for the lease of the house; and I did see what difference a day would make. I saw and understood and wondered. He had not the courage to suppress the will; but if he could gain a slight advantage by withholding it for a few hours, he had the mind to do that. Mrs. Wigram, a rich woman, would no longer let the house; she would not need to do so; and my lord would lose a cheap residence as well as his hundred and fifty thousand pounds. To the latter loss he had resigned himself; but he could not bear to forego the petty gain for which he had schemed. I think I understand, my lord, I replied.

Of course, he resumed nervously, you must be rewarded for making this discovery. I will see that it is so. You may depend upon me. I will mention the case to Mrs. Wigram, and  and, in fact, my friend, you may depend upon me.

That will not do, I said firmly. If that be all, I had better go to Mrs. Wigram at once, and claim my reward a day earlier.

He grew very red in the face at receiving this check. You will not in that event get my good word, he said.

Which has no weight with the lady, I answered.

How dare you speak so to me? his lordship cried. You are an impertinent fellow! But there! How much do you want?

A hundred pounds.

A hundred pounds for a mere days delay? Which will do no one any harm?

Except Mrs. Wigram, I retorted drily. Come, Lord Wetherby, this lease is worth a thousand a year to you. Mrs. Wigram, as you know, will not voluntarily let the house to you. If you would have Wetherby House you must pay me. That is the long and the short of it.

You are an impertinent fellow! he cried.

So you have said before, my lord.

I expected him to burst into a furious passion, but I suppose there was a hint of power in my tone, beyond the defiance which the words expressed; for, instead of doing so, he eyed me with a thoughtful gaze, and paused to consider. You are at Poole and Duggans, he said slowly. How was it that they did not search this cupboard, with which you were acquainted?

I shrugged my shoulders. I have not been in the house since Lord Wetherby died, I said. My employers did not consult me when the papers he left were examined.

You are not a member of the firm?

No, I am not, I answered. I was thinking that, if I knew those respectable gentlemen, no one of them would have helped my lord in this for ten times a hundred pounds.

He seemed satisfied, and taking out a note-case laid on the table a little pile of notes. There is your money, he said, counting them over with reluctant fingers. Be good enough to put the will and envelope back into the cupboard. To-morrow you will oblige me by rediscovering it  you can manage that, no doubt  and giving information at once to Messrs. Duggan and Poole, or to Mrs. Wigram, as you please. Now, he continued, when I had obeyed him, will you be good enough to ask the servants to tell Mrs. Wigram that I am waiting?

There was a slight noise behind us. I am here, some one said. I am sure that we both jumped at the sound, for though I did not look that way, I knew that the voice was Mrs. Wigrams, and that she was in the room. I have come to tell you, Lord Wetherby, she went on, that I have an engagement at twelve. Do I understand that you are ready? If so, I will summon Mrs. Williams.

The papers are ready for signature, the peer answered, betraying some confusion, and I am ready to sign. I shall be glad to have the matter settled as agreed. Then he turned to me, where I had fallen back to the end of the room. Be good enough to ring the bell if Mrs. Wigram permit it, he said.

As I moved to the fireplace to do so, I was conscious that the lady was regarding me with surprise. But when I had regained my position and looked towards her, she was standing near the window gazing steadily into the square, an expression of disdain rendered by face and figure. Shall I confess that it was a joy to me to see her head so high, and to read even in the outline of her form a contempt which I, and I only, knew to be so justly based? For myself, I leant against the edge of the screen by the door, and perhaps my hundred pounds lay heavily on my heart. As for him, he fidgeted with his papers, although they were all in order. He was visibly impatient to get his bit of knavery accomplished. Oh! he was a worthy man! And Welshman!

Perhaps, he presently suggested, for the sake of saying something, while your servant is coming, you will read the agreement, Mrs. Wigram. It is very short, and, as you know, your solicitors have seen it in the draft.

She bowed, and took the paper negligently. She read some way down the first sheet with a smile, half careless, half contemptuous. Then I saw her stop  she had turned her back to the window to obtain more light  and dwell on a particular sentence. I saw  God! I had forgotten the handwriting! I saw her eyes grow large, and fear leap into them, as she grasped the paper with her other hand, and stepped nearer to the peers side. Who? she cried. Who wrote this? Tell me! Do you hear? Tell me quickly! Who wrote this?

He was nervous on his own account, wrapt in his own piece of scheming, and obtuse.

I wrote it, he said, with maddening complacency. He put up his glasses and glanced at the top of the page she held out to him. I wrote it myself, and I can assure you that it is quite right, and a faithful copy. You do not think  

Think! Think! no! no. This, I mean! Who wrote this? she repeated, her voice hysterical with excitement. This? This?

He was confounded by her vehemence, as well as hampered by his evil conscience.

The clerk, Mrs. Wigram, the clerk, he said petulantly, still in his fog of selfishness. The clerk from Messrs. Duggan and Pooles.

Where is he? she cried breathlessly. I think she did not believe him.

Where is he? he repeated in querulous surprise. Why, here, of course; where should he be, madam? He will witness my signature.

It was little of signatures I recked at that moment. I was praying to Heaven that my folly might be forgiven me; and that my lightly planned vengeance might not fall on my own head. Joy does not kill, I said to myself, repeating it over and over again, and clinging to it desperately. Joy does not kill! But oh! was it true? in face of that white-lipped woman!

Here! She did not say more, but she gazed at me with dazed eyes, she raised her hand and beckoned to me. And I had no choice but to obey; to go nearer to her, out into the light.

Mrs. Wigram, I said hoarsely, my voice sounding to me as a whisper, I have news of your late  of your husband. It is good news.

Good news? Did she faintly echo my words? or, as her face from which all colour had passed peered into mine, and searched it in infinite hope and infinite fear, did our two minds speak without need of physical lips? Good news?

Yes, I whispered. He is alive. The Indians did not  

Alfred! Her cry rang through the room, and with it I caught her in my arms as she fell. Beard and long hair, and scar and sunburn, and strange dress  these which had deceived others were no disguise to her  my wife. I bore her gently to the couch, and hung over her in a new paroxysm of fear. A doctor! Quick! A doctor! I cried to Mrs. Williams, who was already kneeling beside her. Do not tell me, I added piteously, that I have killed her?

No! no! no! the good woman answered, the tears running down her face. Joy does not kill!



An hour later this fear had been lifted from me, and I was walking up and down the library alone with my thankfulness; glad to be alone, yet more glad, more thankful still, when John came in with a beaming face. You have come to tell me   I cried, pleased that the tidings had come by his lips to go to her? That she will see me?

Her ladyship is sitting up, he replied.

And Lord Wetherby? I asked, pausing at the door to put the question. He left the house at once?

Yes, my lord, Mr. Wigram has been gone some time.

THE END
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Weymans home, Plas Llanrhydd, in Ruthin, where he lived for 33 years, until his death in 1928
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